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THE FOUR HOUSES OF MIDGARD

 As decreed in 33 V.E. by the Imperial Senate  in the Eternal City

HOUSE OF EARTH AND BLOOD

Shifters, humans, witches, ordinary animals, and many others to whom

Cthona calls, as well as some chosen by Luna

HOUSE OF SKY AND BREATH

Malakim (angels), Fae, elementals, sprites,* and those who are blessed by Solas, along with some favored by Luna

HOUSE OF MANY WATERS

River-spirits, mer, water beasts, nymphs, kelpies, nøkks, and others watched

over by Ogenas

HOUSE OF FLAME AND SHADOW

Daemonaki, Reapers, wraiths, vampyrs, draki, dragons, necromancers, and

many wicked and unnamed things that even Urd herself cannot see

 *Sprites  were kicked out of their House as a result of their participation in the Fall, and are now considered Lowers, though many of them refuse to

 accept this. 

 

PROLOGUE

Sofie had survived in the Kavalla death camp for two weeks. 

Two  weeks,  and  still  the  guards—dreadwolves,  all  of  them—had  not

sniffed her out. Everything had gone according to plan. The reek of the days

crammed  into  the  cattle  car  had  covered  the  telltale  scent  in  her  blood.  It had  also  veiled  her  when  they’d  marched  her  and  the  others  between  the

brick buildings of the camp, this new Hel that was only a small model of

what the Asteri planned to do if the war continued. 

Two weeks here, and that reek had become etched into her very skin, 

blinding even the wolves’ keen noses. She’d stood mere feet from a guard

in the breakfast line this morning and he hadn’t so much as sniffed in her

direction. 

A small victory. One she’d gladly take these days. 

Half of the Ophion rebel bases had fallen. More would soon. But only

two places existed for her now: here, and the port of Servast, her destination

tonight. Alone, even on foot, she could have easily made it. A rare benefit

of being able to switch between human and Vanir identities—and of being a

rare human who’d made the Drop. 

It technically made her Vanir. Granted her a long life span and all the

benefits that came from it that her human family did not and would never

have.  She  might  not  have  bothered  to  make  the  Drop  had  her  parents  not

encouraged it—with the healing abilities she would gain, it provided extra

armor in a world designed to kill her kind. So she’d done it under the radar, 

in a back-alley, highly illegal Drop center, where a leering satyr had been

her Anchor, and handing over her firstlight had been the cost of the ritual. 

She’d spent the years since then learning to wear her humanity like a cloak, inside and out. She might have all the traits of the Vanir, but she’d never  be

Vanir. Not in her heart, her soul. 

Yet tonight … tonight, Sofie did not mind letting a little of the monster

loose. 

It  would  not  be  an  easy  journey,  thanks  to  the  dozen  small  forms

crouched behind her in the mud before the barbed-wire fence. 

Five boys and six girls gathered by her thirteen-year-old brother, who

now stood watch over them like a shepherd with his flock. Emile had gotten

all of them out of the bunks, aided by a gentle human sun-priest, who was

currently serving as lookout at the shed ten yards away. 

The children were gray-skinned, gaunt. Eyes too big, too hopeless. 

Sofie  didn’t  need  to  know  their  stories.  They  were  likely  the  same  as

hers: rebel human parents who’d either been caught or sold out. Hers had

been the latter. 

Pure dumb luck had kept Sofie out of the dreadwolves’ clutches, too—

at  least  until  now.  Three  years  ago,  she’d  been  studying  late  at  the

university  library  with  her  friends.  Arriving  home  after  midnight,  she’d

spied the broken windows and shattered front door, the spray paint on the

siding  of  their  ordinary  suburban  house— REBEL  SHITS— and  begun

running.  She  could  only  credit  Urd  for  the  fact  that  the  dreadwolf  guard

posted at the front door hadn’t seen her. 

Later,  she’d  managed  to  confirm  that  her  parents  were  dead.  Tortured

until  the  brutal  end  by  the  Hind  or  her  elite  squadron  of  dreadwolf

interrogators.  The  report  Sofie  spent  months  working  her  way  up  through

Ophion  to  attain  had  also  revealed  that  her  grandparents  had  been  herded

off upon reaching the Bracchus camp in the north, and shot in a lineup of

other elders, their bodies left to crumple into a mass grave. 

And  her  brother  …  Sofie  hadn’t  been  able  to  find  anything  on  Emile

until  now.  For  years,  she’d  been  working  with  the  Ophion  rebels  in

exchange for any snippet of information about him, about her family. She

didn’t let herself think about what she’d done in return for that information. 

The spying, the people she’d killed to collect whatever intel Ophion wanted

—these things weighed on her soul like a leaden cloak. 

But  she’d  finally  done  enough  for  Ophion  that  they’d  informed  her

Emile had been sent here, and survived against all odds. At last, she had a

location  for  him.  Convincing  Command  to  let  her  come  here  …  that  had been another labyrinth to navigate. 

In the end, it had required Pippa’s support. Command listened to Pippa, 

their faithful and fervent soldier, leader of the elite Lightfall unit. Especially

now that Ophion’s numbers had taken such steep hits. Sort-of-human Sofie, 

on the other hand … She knew she was an asset, but with the Vanir blood in

her  veins,  they’d  never  fully  trust  her.  So  she  occasionally  needed  Pippa. 

Just as much as Pippa’s Lightfall missions had needed Sofie’s powers. 

Pippa’s help hadn’t been due to friendship. Sofie was fairly certain that

friends  didn’t  exist  within  the  Ophion  rebel  network.  But  Pippa  was  an

opportunist—and  she  knew  what  she  stood  to  gain  should  this  op  go

smoothly, the doors that would further open to her within Command if Sofie

returned triumphant. 

A  week  after  Command  had  approved  the  plan,  over  three  years  after

her family had been snatched from their home, Sofie walked into Kavalla. 

She’d  waited  until  a  local  dreadwolf  patrol  was  marching  by  and

stumbled into their path, a mere mile from here. They immediately found

the fake rebel documents she’d planted in her coat. They had no idea that

Sofie also carried with her, hidden in her head, information that could very

well be the final piece of this war against the Asteri. 

The blow that could end it. 

Ophion  had  found  out  too  late  that  before  she’d  gone  into  Kavalla, 

she’d  finally  accomplished  the  mission  she’d  spent  years  preparing  for. 

She’d  made  sure  before  she  was  picked  up  that  Pippa  and  Ophion  knew

she’d acquired that intel. Now they wouldn’t back out of their promises to

retrieve  her  and  Emile.  She  knew  there  would  be  Hel  to  pay  for  it—that

she’d  gone  in  secret  to  gather  the  information,  and  was  now  using  it  as

collateral. 

But that would come later. 

The dreadwolf patrol interrogated her for two days. Two days, and then

they’d thrown her into the cattle car with the others, convinced she was a

foolish human girl who’d been given the documents by a lover who’d used

her. 

She’d  never  thought  her  minor  in  theater  would  come  in  handy.  That

she’d hear her favorite professor’s voice critiquing her performance while

someone was ripping out her fingernails. That she’d feign a confession with all the sincerity she’d once brought to the stage. 

She  wondered  if  Command  knew  she’d  used  those  acting  abilities  on

them, too. 

That wasn’t her concern, either. At least, not until tomorrow. Tonight, 

all that mattered was the desperate plan that would now come to fruition. If

she  had  not  been  betrayed,  if  Command  had  not  realized  the  truth,  then  a

boat  waited  twenty  miles  away  to  ferry  them  out  of  Pangera.  She  looked

down  at  the  children  around  her  and  prayed  the  boat  had  room  for  more

than the three passengers she’d claimed would be arriving. 

She’d spent her first week and a half in Kavalla waiting for a glimpse of

her brother—a hint of where he might be in the sprawling camp. And then, 

a few days ago, she’d spotted him in the food line. She’d faked a stumble to

cover her shock and joy and sorrow. 

He’d gotten so tall. As tall as their father. He was all gangly limbs and

bones, a far cry from the healthy thirteen-year-old he should have been, but

his face … it was the face she’d grown up with. But beginning to show the

first hints of manhood on the horizon. 

Tonight, she’d seized her chance to sneak into his bunk. And despite the

three  years  and  the  countless  miseries  they’d  endured,  he  knew  her  in  an

instant,  too.  Sofie  would  have  spirited  him  away  that  moment  had  he  not

begged her to bring the others. 

Now twelve children crouched behind her. 

The  alarms  would  be  blaring  soon.  They  had  different  sirens  for

everything  here,  she’d  learned.  To  signal  their  wake-ups,  their  meals, 

random inspections. 

A mournful bird’s call fluttered through the low-hanging mist.  All clear. 

With a silent prayer of thanks to the sun-priest and the god he served, 

Sofie lifted her mangled hand to the electrified fence. She did not glance at

her missing fingernails, or the welts, or even feel how numb and stiff her

hands were, not as the fence’s power crackled through her. 

Through  her,  into  her,  becoming  her.  Becoming  hers  to  use  as  she

wished. 

A thought, and the fence’s power turned outward again, her fingertips

sparking where they curled against the metal. The metal turned orange, then

red beneath her hand. 

She sliced her palm down, skin so blisteringly hot it cleaved metal and

wire. Emile whispered to the others to keep them from crying out, but she

heard one of the boys murmur, “Witch. ” 

A typical human’s fear of those with Vanir gifts—of the females who

held such tremendous power. She did not turn to tell him that it was not a

witch’s power that flowed through her. It was something far more rare. 

The cold earth met her hand as she rent the last of the fence and peeled

the two flaps apart, barely wide enough for her to fit through. The children

edged  forward,  but  she  signaled  for  them  to  halt,  scanning  the  open  dirt

beyond. The road separating the camp from the ferns and towering pines lay

empty. 

But  the  threat  would  come  from  behind.  She  pivoted  toward  the

watchtowers at the corners of the camp, which housed guards with sniper

rifles forever trained on the road. 

Sofie took a breath, and the power she’d sucked from the fence again

shuddered through her. Across the camp, the spotlights ruptured in a shower

of sparks that had the guards whirling toward it, shouting. 

Sofie peeled the fence apart wider, arms straining, metal biting into her

palms, grunting at the children to  run, run, run—

Little  shadows,  their  light  gray  uniforms  tattered  and  stained  and  too

bright  in  the  near-full  moon,  hurried  through  the  fence  and  across  the

muddy road to the dense ferns and steep gully beyond. Emile went last, his

taller,  bony  body  still  a  shock  to  her  system,  as  brutal  as  any  power  she

could wield. 

Sofie did not let herself think of it. She raced after him, weak from the

lack of food, the grueling labor, the soul-draining misery of this place. Mud

and rocks cut into her bare feet, but the pain was distant as she took in the

dozen  pale  faces  peering  from  the  ferns.  “Hurry,  hurry,  hurry,”  she whispered. 

The van would wait only so long. 

One  of  the  girls  swayed  as  she  got  to  her  feet,  aiming  for  the  slope

beyond, but Sofie gripped her beneath a bony shoulder, keeping her upright

as they staggered along, ferns brushing their legs, roots tangling their feet. 

Faster. They had to be  faster—

A siren wailed. 

This one, Sofie had not heard before. But she knew its blaring screech

for what it was:  Escape. 

Flashlight beams shot through the trees as Sofie and the children crested

the lip of a hill, half falling into the fern-laden gully. The dreadwolves were

in  their  humanoid  forms,  then.  Good—their  eyes  weren’t  as  sharp  in  the

dark this way. Bad, because it meant they carried guns. 

Sofie’s  breathing  hitched,  but  she  focused,  and  sent  her  power  slicing

behind  her.  The  flashlights  went  dark.  Even  firstlight  could  not  stand

against her power. Shouting rose—male, vicious. 

Sofie  hurried  to  the  front  of  the  group  and  Emile  fell  to  the  back  to

make  sure  none  were  forgotten.  Pride  swelled  in  her  chest,  even  as  it

mingled with terror. 

She  knew  they’d  never  make  it  back  to  the  camp  alive  if  they  were

caught. 

Thighs burning, Sofie sprinted up the steep side of the gully. She didn’t

want  to  think  what  the  children  were  enduring,  not  when  their  knobbly-

kneed legs looked barely able to hold them up. They reached the top of the

hill  just  as  the  dreadwolves  howled,  an  inhuman  sound  breaking  from

humanoid throats. A summons to the hunt. 

She pushed the children faster. Mist and ferns and trees and stones—

When one of the boys collapsed, Sofie carried him, focusing on the too-

delicate hands gripping the front of her shift. 

 Hurry, hurry, hurry—

And then there was the road, and the van. Agent Silverbow had waited. 

She didn’t know his real name. Had refused to let him tell her, though

she had a good idea of what—who—he was. But he’d always be Silver to

her. And he had waited. 

He’d said he wouldn’t. Had said Ophion would kill him for abandoning

his  current  mission.  Pippa  would  kill  him.  Or  order  one  of  her  Lightfall soldiers to do it. 

But he’d come with Sofie, had hidden out these two weeks, until Sofie

had sent forth the ripple of firstlight last night—the one signal she’d dared

make  with  the  Vanir  prowling  the  death  camp—to  tell  him  to  be  here  in

twenty-four hours. 

She’d told him not to use his powers. Even if it would’ve made this far

safer and easier, it would have drained him too much for the escape. And

she needed him at full strength now. 

In  the  moonlight,  Silver’s  face  was  pale  above  the  imperial  uniform

he’d stolen, his hair slicked back like any preening officer. He grimaced at

Emile, then at the eleven other kids—clearly calculating how many could

fit into the nondescript white van. 

“All,”  Sofie  said  as  she  hurtled  for  the  vehicle,  her  voice  raw.  “All, 

Silver.” 

He understood. He’d always understood her. 

He  leapt  out  of  the  car  with  preternatural  grace  and  opened  the  rear

doors.  A  minute  later,  squeezed  against  Silver  in  the  front  of  the  van,  his warmth heating her through her threadbare clothes, Sofie could hardly draw

breath fast enough as he floored the gas pedal. His thumb brushed over her

shoulder, again and again, as if reassuring himself that she was there, that

she’d made it. 

None of the children spoke. None of them cried. 

As the van barreled into the night, Sofie found herself wondering if they

still could. 

It took them thirty minutes to reach the port city of Servast. 

Sofie  leaned  on  Silver,  who  saw  to  it,  even  while  racing  down  the

bumpy, winding country road, that the children found the food in the bags

he’d stashed in the back. Only enough for three, but the children knew how

to  stretch  a  scant  spread.  He  made  sure  Sofie  ate,  too.  Two  weeks  in  that

camp had nearly wrecked her. She didn’t understand how these children had

survived months. Years. Her brother had survived  three years. 

Silver said quietly as they rounded a sharp curve, “The Hind is close by. 

I received a report this morning that she was in Alcene.” A small city not

two  hours  away—one  of  the  vital  depots  along  the  Spine,  the  north-south

network  of  train  tracks  that  provided  ammo  and  supplies  to  the  imperial

troops. “Our spies indicated she was headed this way.” 

Sofie’s stomach tightened, but she focused on donning the clothes and

shoes Silver had brought for her to change into. “Then let’s hope we make it

to the coast before she does.” 

His throat bobbed. She dared ask, “Pippa?” 

A  muscle  ticked  in  his  jaw.  He  and  Pippa  had  been  jockeying  for  a promotion  into  Command’s  inner  ranks  for  years  now.  A  crazed  fanatic, 

Silver  had  called  Pippa  on  more  than  one  occasion,  usually  after  her

Lightfall squadron had led a brutal attack that left no survivors. But Sofie

understood  Pippa’s  devotion—she  herself  had  grown  up  passing  as  fully

human,  after  all.  Had  learned  exactly  how  they  were  treated—how  Pippa

had  likely  been  treated  by  the  Vanir  her  entire  life.  Some  things,  some

experiences, Silver could never understand. 

Silver said, “No word yet. She’d better be where she promised to be.” 

Disapproval and distrust laced every word. 

Sofie said nothing else as they drove. She wouldn’t tell him the details

of the intelligence she’d gathered, for all that he had done and meant to her, 

despite  the  silent  hours  spent  together,  bodies  and  souls  merging.  She

wouldn’t tell anyone—not until Command came through on their promises. 

The  Asteri  had  probably  realized  what  she’d  discovered.  They’d  no

doubt sent the Hind after her to stop her from telling anyone else. 

But  the  more  immediate  threat  came  from  the  dreadwolves  closing  in

with  every  mile  they  hurried  toward  Servast,  hounds  on  a  scent.  Silver’s

frequent glances in the rearview mirror told her that he knew it, too. 

The  two  of  them  could  take  on  perhaps  a  handful  of  wolf  shifters—

they’d  done  so  before.  But  there  would  be  more  than  a  handful  for  an

escape from Kavalla. Far more than they could face and live. 

She’d  prepared  for  that  eventuality.  Had  already  handed  over  her

comm-crystal to Command before entering Kavalla. That precious, sole line

of communication to their most valued spy. She knew they’d keep the small

chunk of quartz safe. Just as Silver would keep Emile safe. He’d given her

his word. 

When they emerged from the van, mist wreathed the narrow docks of

Servast,  writhing  over  the  chill,  night-dark  waters  of  the  Haldren  Sea.  It

wended around the ancient stone houses of the port town, the firstlight in

the few lampposts above the cobblestone streets flickering. No lights shone

behind the shuttered windows; not one car or pedestrian moved in the deep

shadows and fog. 

It was as if the streets of Servast had been emptied in advance of their

arrival.  As  if  its  citizens—mostly  poor  fisher-folk,  both  human  and  Vanir

allied with the House of Many Waters—had hunkered down, some instinct

bleating that the fog was not to be braved. Not this night. 

Not with dreadwolves on the prowl. 

Silver led the way, hair peeking from beneath the cap he’d donned, his

attention  darting  this  way  and  that,  his  gun  within  easy  reach  at  his  side. 

She’d  seen  him  kill  efficiently  with  his  power,  but  sometimes  a  gun  was

easier. 

Emile  kept  close  to  Sofie  as  they  crept  down  the  age-worn  streets, 

through  the  empty  markets.  She  could  feel  eyes  on  her  from  behind  the

closed shutters. But no one opened a door to offer help. 

Sofie didn’t care. As long as that boat waited where she’d been told it

would be, the world could go to Hel. 

Mercifully,  the   Bodegraven  was  idling  at  the  end  of  a  long  wooden

dock three blocks ahead, silver letters bright against her black hull. A few

firstlights glowed in the small steamer’s portholes, but the decks remained

quiet. Emile gasped, as if it were a vision from Luna. 

Sofie  prayed  the  other  Ophion  boats  would  be  waiting  beyond  the

harbor to provide backup, exactly as Command had promised in return for

the valuable asset she’d gone into the camp to retrieve. They hadn’t cared

that the valuable asset was her brother. Only what she told them he could

do. 

She scanned the streets, the docks, the skies. 

The power in her veins thrummed in time to her heart. A counter-beat. 

A bone-drum, a death knell. A warning. 

They had to go  now. 

She started, but Silver’s broad hand clamped on her shoulder. 

“They’re here,” he said in his northern accent. With his sharp senses, he

could detect the wolves better than she could. 

Sofie  surveyed  the  sloping  rooftops,  the  cobblestones,  the  fog.  “How

close?” 

Dread  filled  Silver’s  handsome  face.  “Everywhere.  They’re  fucking

everywhere.” 

Only three blocks separated them from salvation. Shouts echoed off the

stones a block away. “There! There! ” 

One heartbeat to decide. One heartbeat—Emile halted, fear bright in his

dark eyes. 

No more fear. No more pain. 

Sofie hissed at Silver, “Run.” Silver reached for his gun, but she shoved

his hand down, getting in his face. “Get the kids to the boat and go. I’ll hold

the wolves off and meet you there.” 

Some of the children were already bolting for the dock. Emile waited. 

“Run!” she told Silver again. He touched her cheek—the softest of caresses

—and sprinted after the children, roaring for the captain to rev the engines. 

None of them would survive if they didn’t depart now. 

She whirled to Emile. “Get on that boat.” 

His eyes—their mother’s eyes—widened. “But how will you—” 

“I promise I will find you again, Emile. Remember all I told you.  Go.” 

When  she  embraced  his  lanky,  bony  body,  she  let  herself  inhale  one

breath  of  his  scent,  the  one  that  lay  beneath  the  acrid  layers  of  dirt  and waste  from  the  camp.  Then  Emile  staggered  away,  half  tripping  over

himself as he marked the lingering power building at her fingertips. 

But her brother said softly, “Make them pay. ” 

She closed her eyes, readying herself. Gathering her power. Lights went

out  on  the  block  around  her.  When  she  opened  her  eyes  to  the  newfound

darkness, Emile had reached the dock. Silver waited at the ramp, beckoning

beneath the one streetlight that remained lit. Her stare met Silver’s. 

She nodded once—hoping it conveyed all that was within her heart—

and aimed for the dreadwolves’ howls. 

Sofie  sprinted  right  into  the  golden  beams  of  the  headlights  of  four  cars

emblazoned with the Asteri’s symbol:  SPQM and its wreath of seven stars. 

All crammed full of dreadwolves in imperial uniforms, guns out. 

Sofie instantly spied the golden-haired female lounging in the front of

the military convertible. A silver torque glimmered against her neck. 

The Hind. 

The deer shifter had two snipers poised beside her in the open-air car, 

rifles  trained  on  Sofie.  Even  in  the  darkness,  Lidia  Cervos’s  hair

shimmered, her beautiful face passive and cold. Amber eyes fixed on Sofie, 

lit with smug amusement. Triumph. 

Sofie whipped around a corner before their shots cracked like thunder. 

The snarl of the Hind’s dreadwolves rumbled in the mist behind her as she

charged into Servast proper, away from the harbor. From that ship and the children. From Emile. 

Silver couldn’t use his power to get her. He had no idea where she was. 

Sofie’s breath sawed out of her chest as she sprinted down the empty, 

murky streets. A blast from the boat’s horn blared through the misty night, 

as if pleading with her to hurry. 

In answer, half a dozen unearthly howls rose up behind her. All closing

in. 

Some had taken their wolf form, then. 

Claws  thundered  against  the  pavement  nearby,  and  Sofie  gritted  her

teeth,  cutting  down  another  alley,  heading  for  the  one  place  all  the  maps

she’d studied suggested she might stand a chance. The ship’s horn blasted

again, a final warning that it would leave. 

If she could only make it a bit deeper into the city—a bit deeper—

Fangs gnashed behind her. 

 Keep moving.   Not  only  away  from  the  Vanir  on  her  tail,  but  from  the snipers on the ground, waiting for the open shot. From the Hind, who must

know what information Sofie bore. Sofie supposed she should be flattered

the Hind herself had come to oversee this. 

The  small  market  square  appeared  ahead,  and  Sofie  barreled  for  the

fountain in its center, punching a line of her power straight for it, shearing

through  rock  and  metal  until  water  sprayed,  a  geyser  coating  the  market

square. Wolves splashed into the water as they surged from the surrounding

streets, shifting as they cornered her. 

In the center of the flooded square, Sofie paused. 

The wolves in human forms wore imperial uniforms. Tiny silver darts

glimmered  along  their  collars.  A  dart  for  every  rebel  spy  broken.  Her

stomach  flipped.  Only  one  type  of  dreadwolf  had  those  silver  darts.  The

Hind’s private guard. The most elite of the shifters. 

A throaty whistle sounded through the port. A warning and a farewell. 

So  Sofie  leapt  onto  the  lip  of  the  fountain  and  smiled  at  the  wolves

closing  in.  They  wouldn’t  kill  her.  Not  when  the  Hind  was  waiting  to

interrogate  her.  Too  bad  they  didn’t  know  what  Sofie  truly  was.  Not  a

human, nor a witch. 

She let the power she’d gathered by the docks unspool. 

Crackling  energy  curled  at  her  fingertips  and  amid  the  strands  of  her short brown hair. One of the dreadwolves understood then—matched what

he was seeing with the myths Vanir whispered to their children. 

“She’s a fucking thunderbird! ” the wolf roared—just as Sofie unleashed

the  power  she’d  gathered  on  the  water  flooding  the  square.  On  the

dreadwolves standing ankle-deep in it. 

They didn’t stand a chance. 

Sofie pivoted toward the docks as the electricity finished slithering over

the  stones,  hardly  sparing  a  glance  for  the  smoking,  half-submerged

carcasses. The silver darts along their collars glowed molten-hot. 

Another whistle. She could still make it. 

Sofie splashed through the flooded square, breath ragged in her throat. 

The dreadwolf had been only half-right. She was part thunderbird—her

great-grandmother  had  mated  with  a  human  long  ago,  before  being

executed.  The  gift,  more  legend  than  truth  these  days,  had  resurfaced  in

Sofie. 

It was why the rebels had wanted her so badly, why they’d sent her out

on  such  dangerous  missions.  Why  Pippa  had  come  to  value  her .   Sofie

smelled like and could pass for a human, but in her veins lurked an ability

that  could  kill  in  an  instant.  The  Asteri  had  long  ago  hunted  most

thunderbirds to extinction. She’d never learned how her great-grandmother

had  survived,  but  the  descendants  had  kept  the  bloodline  secret.  She  had kept it secret. 

Until  that  day  three  years  ago  when  her  family  had  been  killed  and

taken. When she’d found the nearest Ophion base and showed them exactly

what she could do. When she told them what she wanted them to do for her

in exchange. 

She hated them. Almost as much as she hated the Asteri and the world

they’d  built.  For  three  years,  Ophion  had  dangled  Emile’s  whereabouts

above her, promising to find him, to help her free him, if she could do  one

 more  mission.  Pippa  and  Silver  might  believe  in  the  cause,  though  they differed in their methods of how to fight for it, but Emile had always been

Sofie’s cause. A free world would be wonderful. But what did it matter if

she had no family to share it with? 

So many times, for those rebels, she had drawn up power from the grid, 

from lights and machines, and killed and killed, until her soul lay in tatters. 

She’d  often  debated  going  rogue  and  finding  her  brother  herself,  but  she was no spy. She had no network. So she’d stayed, and covertly built up her

own bait to dangle before Ophion. Made sure they knew the importance of

what she’d gleaned before she entered Kavalla. 

Faster, faster she pushed herself toward the dock. If she didn’t make it, 

maybe  there  would  be  a  smaller  boat  that  she  could  take  to  the  steamer. 

Maybe  she’d  just  swim  until  she  was  close  enough  for  Silver  to  spot  her, 

and easily reach her with his power. 

Half-crumbling houses and uneven streets passed; fog drifted in veils. 

The  stretch  of  wooden  dock  between  Sofie  and  the  steamer  pulling

away lay clear. She raced for it. 

She  could  make  out  Silver  on  the   Bodegraven’s  deck,  monitoring  her

approach. But why didn’t he use his power to reach her? Another few feet

closer, and she spied the hand pressed to his bleeding shoulder. 

Cthona have mercy on him. Silver didn’t appear badly hurt, but she had

a feeling she knew what kind of bullet he’d been hit with. A bullet with a

core of gorsian stone—one that would stifle magic. 

His  power  was  useless.  But  if  a  sniper  had  hit  Silver  on  the  ship  …

Sofie drew up short. 

The  convertible  sat  in  the  shadows  of  the  building  across  from  the

docks. The Hind still lounged like a queen, a sniper beside her with his rifle

trained  on  Sofie.  Where  the  second  had  gone,  she  didn’t  know.  Only  this

one mattered. This one, and his rifle. 

It  was  likely  chock-full  of  gorsian  bullets.  They’d  bring  her  down  in

seconds. 

The Hind’s golden eyes glowed like coals in the dimness. Sofie gauged

the  distance  to  the  end  of  the  dock,  the  rope  Silver  had  thrown  down, 

trailing with every inch the  Bodegraven chugged toward the open water. 

The Hind inclined her head in challenge. A deceptively calm voice slid

from between her red lips. “Are you faster than a bullet, thunderbird?” 

Sofie didn’t wait to banter. As swift as a wind through the fjords of her

native land, she hurtled down the dock. She knew the sniper’s rifle tracked

her. 

The end of the dock, the dark harbor beyond, loomed. 

The rifle cracked. 

Silver’s  roar  cleaved  the  night  before  Sofie  hit  the  wood  planks, splinters cutting into her face, the impact ricocheting through one eye. Pain

burst through her right thigh, leaving a wake of shredded flesh and shattered

bone, so violent it robbed even the scream from her lungs. 

Silver’s  bellow  stopped  abruptly—and  then  he  yelled  to  the  captain, 

“Go, go, go, go! ” 

Facedown  on  the  dock,  Sofie  knew  it  was  bad.  She  lifted  her  head, 

swallowing  her  shriek  of  pain,  blood  leaking  from  her  nose.  The  droning

hum of an Omega-boat’s energy rocked through her even before she spied

the approaching lights beneath the harbor’s surface. 

Four  imperial  submersible  warships  converged  like  sharks  on  the

 Bodegraven. 

Pippa  Spetsos  stood  aboard  the  rebel  ship   Orrae,  the  Haldren  Sea  a  dark expanse  around  her.  In  the  distance,  the  firstlights  of  the  towns  along

Pangera’s northern coast twinkled like gold stars. 

But her attention remained fixed on the gleam of Servast. On the little

light sailing toward them. 

The  Bodegraven was on time. 

Pippa pressed a hand against the cold, hard armor covering her breast, 

right  above  the  sinking  sun  insignia  of  the  Lightfall  unit.  She  would  not

loose that final breath of relief—not until she saw Sofie. Until she’d secured

the assets Sofie carried with her: the boy and the intel. 

Then  she’d  demonstrate  to  Sofie  precisely  how  Command  felt  about

being manipulated. 

Agent  Silverbow,  the  arrogant  bastard,  had  followed  the  woman  he

loved. She knew the asset Sofie brought with her meant little to him. The

fool. But the possibility of the intel that Sofie claimed to have spent years

covertly gathering for Ophion … even Silverbow would want that. 

Captain Richmond stepped up beside her. “Report,” she ordered. 

He’d learned the hard way not to disobey her. Learned exactly who in

Command  supported  her,  and  would  rain  down  Hel  on  her  behalf. 

Monitoring  the  approaching  vessel,  Richmond  said,  “We’ve  made  radio

contact. Your operative is not on that ship.” 

Pippa went still. “The brother?” 

“The  boy  is  there.  And  eleven  other  children  from  Kavalla.  Sofie Renast stayed behind to buy them time. I’m sorry.” 

 Sorry.  Pippa had lost track of how many times she’d heard that fucking

word. 

But right now … Emile had made it to the ship. Was gaining him worth

losing Sofie? 

It  was  the  gamble  they’d  taken  in  even  allowing  Sofie  to  go  into

Kavalla: possibly losing one valuable asset in the quest to seize another. But

that  was  before  Sofie  had  left—and  then  informed  them,  right  before

entering the camp, that she’d attained vital intel on their enemies. To lose

Sofie now, with that crucial intel on the line …

She hissed at the captain, “I want—” 

A human sailor barreled out the glass-enclosed bridge door, skin eerily

pale in the moonlight. He faced the captain, then Pippa, uncertain whom to

report to. “The  Bodegraven’s got four Omegas on her tail, closing in fast. 

Agent Silverbow is down—gorsian bullet to the shoulder.” 

Pippa’s  blood  chilled.  Silverbow  wouldn’t  be  any  help  with  a  gorsian

bullet in him. “They’re going to sink that ship, rather than let those children

go.” 

She  had  not  yet  become  so  numb  to  the  horrors  of  this  world  that  it

didn’t roil her stomach. Captain Richmond swore softly. 

Pippa ordered, “Prepare the gunners.” Even if the odds were slim that

 they  would  survive  an  assault  by  the  Omegas,  they  could  provide  a

distraction. The captain grunted his agreement. But the sailor who’d come

rushing out of the bridge gasped and pointed. 

On the horizon, each and every light in Servast was winking out. The

wave of darkness swept inland. 

“What in Hel—” 

“Not Hel,” Pippa murmured as the blackout spread. 

Sofie. Or … Her eyes narrowed on the  Bodegraven. 

Pippa ran for the bridge’s better view. She arrived, panting, Richmond

beside her, in time to see the  Bodegraven racing for them—the submerged

lights of the four Omega-boats flickering behind, closing in. 

But  as  they  did,  a  mighty  white  light  soared  beneath  the  surface.  It

wrapped its long arms around the nearest Omega. 

The white light leapt away a moment later, flying for the next boat. No

submersible lights glowed in its wake. On the radar before her, the Omega-

boat vanished. 

“Holy gods,” Richmond said. 

 Something like that, Pippa wanted to say. It was Sofie’s strange gift: not

only  electricity,  but  firstlight  power,  too.  Energy  of  any  type  was  hers  to

command, to suck into herself. Her kind had been hunted to extinction by

the Asteri centuries ago because of that mighty, unconquerable gift—or so

it had seemed. 

But now there were two of them. 

Sofie  said  her  brother’s  powers  dwarfed  her  own.  Powers  Pippa  now

witnessed as the light leapt from the second boat—another blackout—and

raced for the third. 

She could make out no sign of Emile on the  Bodegraven’s deck, but he

had to be there. 

“What can bring down an Omega with no torpedoes?” murmured one of

the  sailors.  Closer  now,  the  light  swept  beneath  the  surface  for  the  third

boat,  and  even  with  the  distance,  Pippa  could  see  the  core  of  long,  bright

white tendrils streaming from it—like wings. 

“An  angel?”  someone  whispered.  Pippa  scoffed  privately.  There  were

no angels among the few Vanir in Ophion. If Pippa had her way, there’d be

no Vanir among them at all … save for ones like this. Vanir powers, but a

human soul and body. 

Emile was a great prize for the rebellion—Command would be pleased

indeed. 

The third Omega submersible went black, vanishing into the inky deep. 

Pippa’s blood sang at the terrible glory of it. Only one Omega left. 

“Come  on,”  Pippa  breathed.  “Come  on  …”  Too  much  rested  on  that

boat. The balance of this war might hang on it. 

“Two  brimstone  torpedoes  fired  from  the  remaining  Omega,”  a  sailor

shouted. 

But the white light slammed into the Omega, miles’ worth of firstlight

sending the final ship spiraling into a watery abyss. 

And then a leap outward, a whip of light illuminating the waves above

it to turquoise. A stretching hand. 

A  sailor  reported  hoarsely,  awe  and  anticipation  in  every  word, 

“Brimstone torpedoes are gone from the radar. Vanished.” 

Only the lights of the  Bodegraven remained, like dim stars in a sea of

darkness. 

“Commander Spetsos?” Richmond asked. 

But  Pippa  ignored  Richmond,  and  stalked  into  the  warmth  of  the

bridge’s interior, yanking a pair of long-range binoculars from a hook just

inside  the  door.  Within  seconds,  she  was  out  on  the  wind-whipped  deck

again, binoculars focused on the  Bodegraven. 

Emile  stood  there,  aged  but  definitely  the  same  child  from  Sofie’s

photos,  no  more  than  a  lean  figure  alone  at  the  prow.  Staring  toward  the

watery  graveyard  as  they  passed  over  it.  Then  to  the  land  beyond.  He

slowly sank to his knees. 

Smiling to herself, Pippa shifted the view on the binoculars and gazed

toward the thorough blackness of Pangera. 

Lying  on  her  side,  the  lap  of  waves  against  the  quay  and  the  drip  of  her

blood  on  the  surface  beneath  the  wooden  slats  the  only  sounds  she  could

hear, Sofie waited to die. 

Her  arm  dangled  off  the  end  of  the  dock  as  the   Bodegraven  sailed

toward  those  savior  lights  on  the  sea.  Toward  Pippa.  Pippa  had  brought

battleships to guide the  Bodegraven to safety. Likely to ensure Sofie was on

it, along with Emile, but … Pippa had still come. Ophion had come. 

Tears slid along her cheeks, onto the wood slats. Everything hurt. 

She’d  known  this  would  happen,  if  she  pushed  too  far,  demanded  too

much power, as she had tonight. The firstlight always hurt so much worse

than electricity. Charred her insides even as it left her craving more of its

potent power. It was why she avoided it as much as possible. Why the idea

of  Emile  had  been  so  enticing  to  Command,  to  Pippa  and  her  Lightfall

squadron. 

There was nothing left inside her now. Not one spark of power. And no

one was coming to save her. 

Footsteps  thudded  on  the  dock,  rattling  her  body.  Sofie  bit  her  lip

against the flashing pain. 

Polished  black  boots  stopped  inches  from  her  nose.  Sofie  shifted  her good eye upward. The Hind’s pale face peered down. 

“Naughty  girl,”  the  Hind  said  in  that  fair  voice.  “Electrocuting  my

dreadwolves.” She ran an amber eye over Sofie. “What a remarkable power

you  have.  And  what  a  remarkable  power  your  brother  has,  downing  my

Omega-boats. It seems all the legends about your kind are true.” 

Sofie said nothing. 

The spy-breaker smiled slightly. “Tell me who you passed the intel to, 

and I will walk off this dock and let you live. I’ll let you see your darling

little brother.” 

Sofie said through stiff lips, “No one.” 

The Hind merely said, “Let’s go for a ride, Sofie Renast.” 

The dreadwolves bundled Sofie into a nondescript boat. No one spoke

as it sailed out to sea. As an hour passed, and the sky lightened. Only when

they  were  so  far  from  the  shore  that  it  was  no  longer  a  darker  shadow

against the night sky did the Hind lift a hand. The engines cut off, and the

boat bobbed in the waves. 

Again,  those  polished,  knee-high  boots  approached  Sofie.  She’d  been

bound, gorsian shackles around her wrists to stifle her power. Her leg had

gone numb with agony. 

With a nod to a wolf, the Hind ordered that Sofie should be hauled to

her feet. Sofie bit down her cry of pain. Behind her, another wolf opened

the  transom  gate,  exposing  the  small  platform  off  the  boat’s  back.  Sofie’s

throat closed up. 

“Since  your  brother  has  bestowed  such  a  death  upon  a  multitude  of

imperial  soldiers,  this  will  be  an  apt  punishment  for  you,”  the  Hind  said, 

stepping onto the platform, not seeming to care about the water splashing

over her boots. She pulled a small white stone from her pocket, lifting it for

Sofie to see, and then chucked it into the water. Observed it with her Vanir-

sharp eyes as it dropped down, down, down into the inky blackness. 

“At  that  depth,  you’ll  likely  drown  before  you  hit  the  seafloor,”  the

Hind observed, her golden hair shifting across her imperious face. She slid

her  hands  into  her  pockets  as  the  wolves  knelt  at  Sofie’s  feet  and  bound

them together with chains weighted with lead blocks. 

“I’ll  ask  you  again,”  the  Hind  said,  angling  her  head,  silver  torque

glinting  at  her  neck.  “With  whom  did  you  share  the  intelligence  you

collected before you went into Kavalla?” 

Sofie  felt  the  ache  of  her  missing  fingernails.  Saw  the  faces  in  that

camp. The people she’d left behind. Her cause had been Emile—yet Ophion

was right in so many ways. And some small part of her had been glad to kill

for  Ophion,  to  fight  for  those  people.  Would  keep  fighting  for  them,  for

Emile, now. She gritted out, “I told you: no one.” 

“Very well, then.” The Hind pointed to the water. “You know how this

ends.” 

Sofie kept her face blank to conceal her shock at her good luck, one last

gift from Solas. Apparently, even the Hind was not as clever as she believed

herself  to  be.  She  offered  a  swift,  horrible  death—but  it  was  nothing

compared to the endless torture Sofie had expected. 

“Put her on the platform.” 

A dreadwolf—a hulking, dark-haired male—objected, sneering, “We’ll

get it out of her.” Mordoc, the Hind’s second in command. Almost as feared

as his commander. Especially with his particular gifts. 

The Hind didn’t so much as look at him. “I’m not wasting my time on

this.  She  says  she  didn’t  tell  anyone,  and  I’m  inclined  to  believe  her.”  A

slow smile. “So the intel will die with her.” 

It  was  all  the  Hind  needed  to  say.  The  wolves  hauled  Sofie  onto  the

platform. She swallowed a cry at the wave of agony that rippled through her

thigh.  Icy  water  sprayed,  soaking  through  her  clothes,  burning  and

numbing. 

Sofie couldn’t stop her shaking. Tried to remember the kiss of the air, 

the scent of the sea, the gray of the sky before dawn. She would not see the

sunrise, only minutes away. She’d never see another one again. 

She had taken the beauty and simplicity of living for granted. How she

wished she’d savored it more. Every single moment. 

The deer shifter prowled closer. “Any last words?” 

Emile had gotten away. It was all that mattered. He’d be kept safe now. 

Sofie smiled crookedly at the Hind. “Go to Hel.” 

Mordoc’s clawed hands shoved her off the platform. 

The frigid water hit Sofie like a bomb blast, and then the lead at her feet

grabbed all that she was and might have been, and pulled her under. 

The Hind stood, a phantom in the chilled mist of the Haldren Sea, and

watched until Sofie Renast had been wrapped in Ogenas’s embrace. 

 

PART I

THE CHASM

 

1

For a Tuesday night at the Crescent City Ballet, the theater was unusually

packed.  The  sight  of  the  swarming  masses  in  the  lobby,  drinking  and

chatting  and  mingling,  filled  Bryce  Quinlan  with  a  quiet  sort  of  joy  and

pride. 

There was only one reason why the theater was so packed tonight. With

her Fae hearing, she could have sworn she heard the hundreds of voices all

around  her  whispering,  Juniper  Andromeda.  The  star  of  tonight’s

performance. 

Yet even with the crowd, an air of quiet reverence and serenity filled the

space. As if it were a temple. 

Bryce had the creeping sensation that the various ancient statues of the

gods  flanking  the  long  lobby  watched  her.  Or  maybe  that  was  the  well-

dressed  older  shifter  couple  standing  by  a  reclining  statue  of  Cthona,  the

earth  goddess,  naked  and  awaiting  the  embrace  of  her  lover,  Solas.  The

shifters—some sort of big cats, from their scents, and rich ones, judging by

their watches and jewelry—blatantly ogled her. 

Bryce offered them a bland, close-lipped smile. 

Some variation of this had happened nearly every single day since the

attack  this  past  spring.  The  first  few  times  had  been  overwhelming, 

unnerving—people coming up to her and sobbing with gratitude. Now they

just stared. 

Bryce didn’t blame the people who wanted to speak to her, who  needed

to speak to her. The city had been healed—by her—but its people …

Scores  had  been  dead  by  the  time  her  firstlight  erupted  through Lunathion. Hunt had been lucky, had been taking his last breaths, when the

firstlight saved him. Five thousand other people had not been so lucky. 

Their families had not been so lucky. 

So  many  dark  boats  had  drifted  across  the  Istros  to  the  mists  of  the

Bone  Quarter  that  they  had  looked  like  a  bevy  of  black  swans.  Hunt  had

carried  her  into  the  skies  to  see  it.  The  quays  along  the  river  had  teemed with  people,  their  mourning  cries  rising  to  the  low  clouds  where  she  and

Hunt had glided. 

Hunt had only held her tighter and flown them home. 

“Take a picture,” Ember Quinlan called now to the shifters from where

she stood next to a marble torso of Ogenas rising from the waves, the ocean

goddess’s  full  breasts  peaked  and  arms  upraised.  “Only  ten  gold  marks. 

Fifteen, if you want to be in it.” 

“For fuck’s sake, Mom,” Bryce muttered. Ember stood with her hands

on her hips, gorgeous in a silky gray gown and pashmina. “Please don’t.” 

Ember  opened  her  mouth,  as  if  she’d  say  something  else  to  the

chastised shifters now hurrying toward the east staircase, but her husband

interrupted  her.  “I  second  Bryce’s  request,”  Randall  said,  dashing  in  his

navy suit. 

Ember  turned  outraged  dark  eyes  on  Bryce’s  stepfather—her  only

father,  as  far  as  Bryce  was  concerned—but  Randall  pointed  casually  to  a

broad frieze behind them. “That one reminds me of Athalar.” 

Bryce  arched  a  brow,  grateful  for  the  change  of  subject,  and  twisted

toward where he’d pointed. On it, a powerful Fae male stood poised above

an  anvil,  hammer  raised  skyward  in  one  fist,  lightning  cracking  from  the

skies,  filling  the  hammer,  and  flowing  down  toward  the  object  of  the

hammer’s intended blow: a sword. 

Its label read simply:  Unknown sculptor. Palmira, circa 125 V.E. 

Bryce lifted her mobile and snapped a photo, pulling up her messaging

thread with  Hunt Athalar Is Better at Sunball Than I Am. 

She couldn’t deny that. They’d gone to the local sunball field one sunny

afternoon  last  week  to  play,  and  Hunt  had  promptly  wiped  the  floor  with

her. He’d changed his name in her phone on the way home. 

With a few sweeps of her thumbs, the picture zoomed off into the ether, 

along with her note:  Long-lost relative of yours? 

She slid her phone into her clutch to find her mother watching. “What?” 

Bryce muttered. 

But Ember only motioned toward the frieze. “Who does it depict?” 

Bryce  checked  the  sliver  of  writing  in  the  lower  right  corner.  “It  just

says  The Making of the Sword.” 

Her mother peered at the half-faded etching. “In what language?” 

Bryce tried to keep her posture relaxed. “The Old Language of the Fae.” 

“Ah.” Ember pursed her lips, and Randall wisely drifted off through the

crowd  to  study  a  towering  statue  of  Luna  aiming  her  bow  toward  the

heavens,  two  hunting  dogs  at  her  feet  and  a  stag  nuzzling  her  hip.  “You

stayed fluent in it?” 

“Yep,” Bryce said. Then added, “It’s come in handy.” 

“I’d imagine so.” Ember tucked back a strand of her black hair. 

Bryce  moved  to  the  next  frieze  dangling  from  the  distant  ceiling  on

near-invisible wires. “This one’s of the First Wars.” She scanned the relief

carved into the ten-foot expanse of marble. “It’s about …” She schooled her

expression into neutrality. 

“What?”  Ember  stepped  closer  to  the  depiction  of  an  army  of  winged

demons swooping down from the skies upon a terrestrial army gathered on

the plain below. 

“This one’s about Hel’s armies arriving to conquer Midgard during the

First Wars,” Bryce finished, trying to keep her voice bland. To block out the

flash  of  talons  and  fangs  and  leathery  wings—the  boom  of  her  rifle

resounding  through  her  bones,  the  rivers  of  blood  in  the  streets,  the

screaming and screaming and—

“You’d  think  this  one  would  be  a  popular  piece  these  days,”  Randall

observed, returning to their sides to study the frieze. 

Bryce  didn’t  reply.  She  didn’t  particularly  enjoy  discussing  the  events

of the past spring with her parents. Especially not in the middle of a packed

theater lobby. 

Randall jerked his chin to the inscription. “What’s this one say?” 

Keenly  aware  of  her  mother  marking  her  every  blink,  Bryce  kept  her

stance unaffected as she skimmed the text in the Old Language of the Fae. 

It wasn’t that she was trying to hide what she’d endured. She  had talked

to her mom and dad about it a few times. But it always resulted in Ember

crying, or ranting about the Vanir who’d locked out so many innocents, and the weight of all her mother’s emotions on top of all of  hers …

It was easier, Bryce had realized, to not bring it up. To let herself talk it

out  with  Hunt,  or  sweat  it  out  in  Madame  Kyrah’s  dance  classes  twice  a

week. Baby steps toward being ready for actual talk therapy, as Juniper kept

suggesting, but both had helped immensely. 

Bryce  silently  translated  the  text.  “This  is  a  piece  from  a  larger

collection—likely one that would have wrapped around the entire exterior

of a building, each slab telling a different part of the story. This one says:

 Thus the seven Princes of Hel looked in envy upon Midgard and unleashed

 their unholy hordes upon our united armies.” 

“Apparently nothing’s changed in fifteen thousand years,” Ember said, 

shadows darkening her eyes. 

Bryce  kept  her  mouth  shut.  She’d  never  told  her  mom  about  Prince

Aidas—how  he’d  helped  her  twice  now,  and  had  seemed  unaware  of  his

brothers’ dark plans. If her mom knew she’d consorted with the fifth Prince

of Hel, they’d have to redefine the concept of  going berserk. 

But then Ember said, “Couldn’t you get a job  here?” She gestured with

a tan hand to the CCB’s grand entrance, its ever-changing art exhibits in the

lobby and on a few of the other levels. “You’re qualified. This would have

been perfect.” 

“There  were  no  openings.”  True.  And  she  didn’t  want  to  use  her

princess status to get one. She wanted to work at a place like the CCB’s art

department on her own merit. 

Her  job  at  the  Fae  Archives  …  Well,  she  definitely  got  that  because

they saw her as a Fae Princess. But it wasn’t the same, somehow. Because

she hadn’t wanted to work there as badly. 

“Did you even  try?” 

“Mom,” Bryce said, voice sharpening. 

“Bryce.” 

“Ladies,”  Randall  said,  a  teasing  remark  designed  to  fracture  the

growing tension. 

Bryce  smiled  gratefully  at  him  but  found  her  mother  frowning.  She

sighed up at the starburst chandeliers above the glittering throng. “All right, 

Mom. Out with it.” 

“Out with what?” Ember asked innocently. 

“Your opinion about my job.” Bryce gritted her teeth. “For years, you

ragged  on  me  for  being  an  assistant,  but  now  that  I’m  doing  something

better, it’s not good enough?” 

This was so not the place, not with tons of people milling about within

earshot, but she’d had it. 

Ember  didn’t  seem  to  care  as  she  said,  “It’s  not  that  it’s  not  good

enough. It’s about where that job is.” 

“The Fae Archives operate independently of  him.” 

“Oh?  Because  I  remember  him  bragging  that  it  was  pretty  much  his

personal library.” 

Bryce said tightly, “Mom. The gallery is gone. I need a job. Forgive me

if  the  usual  corporate  nine-to-five  isn’t  available  to  me  right  now.  Or  if

CCB’s art department isn’t hiring.” 

“I  just  don’t  get  why  you  couldn’t  work  something  out  with  Jesiba. 

She’s  still  got  that  warehouse—surely  she  needs  help  with  whatever  she

does there.” 

Bryce refrained from rolling her eyes. Within a day of the attack on the

city  this  spring,  Jesiba  had  cleared  out  the  gallery—and  the  precious

volumes  that  made  up  all  that  remained  of  the  ancient  Great  Library  of

Parthos. Most of Jesiba’s other pieces were now in a  warehouse,  many  in

crates,  but  Bryce  had  no  idea  where  the  sorceress  had  spirited  off  the

Parthos  books—one  of  the  few  remnants  of  the  human  world  before  the

Asteri’s  arrival.  Bryce  hadn’t  dared  question  Jesiba  about  their  current

whereabouts. It was a miracle that the Asteri hadn’t been tipped off about

the contraband books’ existence. “There are only so many times I can ask

for a job without looking like I’m begging.” 

“And we can’t have a princess do that.” 

She’d lost count of how often she’d told her mom she wasn’t a princess. 

Didn’t want to be, and the Autumn King sure as shit didn’t want her to be, 

either. She hadn’t spoken to the asshole since that last time he’d come to see

her  at  the  gallery,  right  before  her  confrontation  with  Micah.  When  she’d

revealed what power coursed through her veins. 

It was an effort not to glance down at her chest, to where the front of

her gauzy, pale blue dress plunged to just below her breasts, displaying the

star-shaped mark between them. Thankfully, the back was high enough to

hide  the  Horn  tattooed  there.  Like  an  old  scar,  the  white  mark  stood  out

starkly  against  her  freckled,  golden-tan  skin.  It  hadn’t  faded  in  the  three months since the city had been attacked. 

She’d  already  lost  count  of  how  many  times  she’d  caught  her  mom

staring at her star since arriving last night. 

A  cluster  of  gorgeous  females—woodland  nymphs,  from  their  cedar-

and-moss scents—meandered past, champagne in hand, and Bryce lowered

her  voice.  “What  do  you  want  me  to  say?  That  I’ll  move  back  home  to

Nidaros and pretend to be normal?” 

“What’s so bad about normal?” Her mother’s beautiful face blazed with

an inner fire that never banked—never, ever died out. “I think Hunt would

like living there.” 

“Hunt  still  works  for  the  33rd,  Mom,”  Bryce  said.  “He’s  second  in

command, for fuck’s sake. And while he might appease you by saying he’d

 love to live in Nidaros, don’t think for one minute he means it.” 

“Way  to  throw  him  under  the  bus,”  Randall  said  while  keeping  his

attention on a nearby information placard. 

Before Bryce could answer, Ember said, “Don’t think I haven’t noticed

things between you two are weird.” 

Trust her mom to bring up two topics she didn’t want to talk about in

the space of five minutes. “In what way?” 

“You’re  together  but  not   together,”  Ember  said  bluntly.  “What’s  that

about?” 

“It’s none of your business.” It really wasn’t. But as if he’d heard her, 

the phone in her clutch buzzed. She yanked it out and peered at the screen. 

Hunt had written,  I can only hope to have abs like those one day. 

Bryce couldn’t help her half smile as she peered back at the muscular

Fae male on the frieze before answering.  I think you might have a few on

 him, actually …

“Don’t ignore me, Bryce Adelaide Quinlan.” 

Her phone buzzed again, but she didn’t read Hunt’s reply as she said to

her mother, “Can you please drop it? And don’t bring it up when Hunt gets

here.” 

Ember’s  mouth  popped  open,  but  Randall  said,  “Agreed.  No  job  or

romance interrogations when Hunt arrives.” 

Her  mother  frowned  doubtfully,  but  Bryce  said,  “Mom,  just  …  stop, 

okay? I don’t mind my job, and the thing between me and Hunt is what he

and I agreed on. I’m doing fine. Let’s leave it at that.” 

It was a lie. Sort of. 

She actually  liked her job—a lot. The private wing of the Fae Archives

housed  a  trove  of  ancient  artifacts  that  had  been  sorely  neglected  for

centuries—now in need of researching and cataloging so they could be sent

on a traveling exhibit next spring. 

She set her own hours, answering only to the head of research, an owl

shifter—one  of  the  rare  non-Fae  staff—who  only  worked  from  dusk  to

dawn, so they barely overlapped. The worst part of her day was entering the

sprawling  complex  through  the  main  buildings,  where  the  sentries  all

gawked  at  her.  Some  even  bowed.  And  then  she  had  to  walk  through  the

atrium, where the librarians and patrons tended to stare, too. 

Everyone  these  days  stared—she  really  fucking  hated  it.  But  Bryce

didn’t want to tell her mom any of that. 

Ember said, “Fine. You know I just worry.” 

Something in Bryce’s chest softened. “I know, Mom. And I know …” 

She struggled for the words. “It really helps to know that I can move back

home if I want to. But not right now.” 

“Fair  enough,”  Randall  chimed  in,  giving  Ember  a  pointed  glance

before  looping  his  arm  around  her  waist  and  steering  her  toward  another

frieze across the theater lobby. 

Bryce used their distraction to take out her phone, and found that Hunt

had written two messages:

 Want to count my abs when we get home from the ballet? 

Her  stomach  tightened,  and  she’d  never  been  more  grateful  that  her

parents possessed a human sense of smell as her toes curled in her heels. 

Hunt had added,  I’ll be there in five, by the way. Isaiah held me up with

 a new case. 

She sent a thumbs-up, then replied:  Pleaaaaaase get here ASAP. I just

 got a major grilling about my job. And you. 

Hunt wrote back immediately, and Bryce read as she slowly trailed her

parents to where they observed the frieze:  What about me? 

“Bryce,” her mom called, pointing to the frieze before her. “Check out

this one. It’s JJ.” 

Bryce  looked  up  from  her  phone  and  grinned.  “Badass  warrior  Jelly

Jubilee.” There, hanging on the wall, was a rendering of a pegasus—though

not a unicorn-pegasus, like Bryce’s childhood toy—charging into battle. An armored figure, helmet obscuring any telltale features, rode atop the beast, 

sword upraised. Bryce snapped a photo and sent it to Hunt. 

 First Wars JJ, reporting for duty! 

She  was  about  to  reply  to  Hunt’s   What  about  me?   question  when  her

mom said, “Tell Hunt to stop flirting and hurry up already.” 

Bryce scowled at her mom and put her phone away. 

So many things had changed since revealing her heritage as the Autumn

King’s  daughter  and  a  Starborn  heir:  people  gawking,  the  hat  and

sunglasses she now wore on the street to attain some level of anonymity, the

job at the Fae Archives. But at least her mother remained the same. 

Bryce couldn’t decide whether that was a comfort or not. 

Entering the private box in the angels’ section of the theater—the stage-left

boxes  a  level  above  the  floor—Bryce  grinned  toward  the  heavy  golden

curtain blocking the stage from sight. Only ten minutes remained until the

show began. Until the world could see how insanely talented Juniper was. 

Ember gracefully sank into one of the red velvet chairs at the front of

the box, Randall claiming the seat beside her. Bryce’s mother didn’t smile. 

Considering that the royal Fae boxes occupied the wing across from them, 

Bryce  didn’t  blame  her.  And  considering  that  many  of  the  bejeweled  and

shining  nobility  were  staring  at  Bryce,  it  was  a  miracle  Ember  hadn’t

flipped them off yet. 

Randall  whistled  at  the  prime  seats  as  he  peered  over  the  golden  rail. 

“Nice view.” 

The air behind Bryce went electric, buzzing and alive. The hair on her

arms  prickled.  A  male  voice  sounded  from  the  vestibule,  “A  benefit  to

having wings: no one wants to sit behind you.” 

Bryce  had  developed  a  keen  awareness  of  Hunt’s  presence,  like

scenting lightning on the wind. He had only to enter a room and she’d know

if he was there by that surge of power in her body. Like her magic, her very

blood answered to his. 

Now  she  found  Hunt  standing  in  the  doorway,  already  tugging  at  the

black tie around his neck. 

Just … gods-damn. 

He’d  worn  a  black  suit  and  white  shirt,  both  cut  to  his  powerful, muscled  body,  and  the  effect  was  devastating.  Add  in  the  gray  wings

framing it all and she was a goner. 

Hunt smirked knowingly, but nodded to Randall. “You clean up good, 

man.  Sorry  I’m  late.”  Bryce  could  barely  hear  her  dad’s  reply  as  she

surveyed the veritable malakim feast before her. 

Hunt  had  cut  his  hair  shorter  last  month.  Not  too  short,  since  she’d

staged an intervention with the stylist before the draki male could chop off

all those beautiful locks, but gone was the shoulder-length hair. The shorter

style suited him, but it was still a shock weeks later to find his hair neatly

trimmed to his nape, with only a few pieces in the front still unruly enough

to peek through the hole in his sunball hat. Tonight, however, he’d brushed

it into submission, revealing the clear expanse of his forehead. 

That was still a shock, too: no tattoo. No sign of the years of torment

the angel had endured beyond the  C stamped over the slave’s tattoo on his

right wrist, marking him a free male. Not a full citizen, but closer to it than

the peregrini. 

The mark was hidden by the cuff of his suit jacket and the shirt beneath, 

and  Bryce  lifted  her  gaze  to  Hunt’s  face.  Her  mouth  went  dry  at  the  bald

hunger  filling  his  dark,  angular  eyes.  “You  look  okay,  too,”  he  said, 

winking. 

Randall coughed, but leafed through the playbill. Ember did the same

beside him. 

Bryce ran a hand down the front of her blue dress. “This old thing?” 

Hunt chuckled, and tugged on his tie again. 

Bryce sighed. “Please tell me you’re not one of those big, tough males

who makes a big fuss about how he hates getting dressed up.” 

It  was  Ember’s  turn  to  cough,  but  Hunt’s  eyes  danced  as  he  said  to

Bryce, “Good thing I don’t have to do it that often, huh?” 

A knock on the box door shut off her reply, and a satyr server appeared, 

carrying a tray of complimentary champagne. “From Miss Andromeda,” the

cloven-hoofed male announced. 

Bryce  grinned.  “Wow.”  She  made  a  mental  note  to  double  the  size  of

the bouquet she’d planned to send to June tomorrow. She took the glass the

satyr extended to her, but before she could raise it to her lips, Hunt halted

her with a gentle hand on her wrist. She’d officially ended her No Drinking

rule  after  this  spring,  but  she  suspected  the  touch  had  nothing  to  do  with reminding her to go slow. 

Arching a brow, she waited until the server had left before asking, “You

want to make a toast?” 

Hunt  reached  into  an  inner  pocket  of  his  suit  and  pulled  out  a  small

container of mints. Or what seemed like mints. She barely had time to react

before he plopped a white pill into her glass. 

“What the  Hel—” 

“Just testing.” Hunt studied her glass. “If it’s drugged or poisoned, it’ll

turn green.” 

Ember chimed in with her approval. “The satyr said the drinks are from

Juniper, but how do you know, Bryce? Anything could be in it.” Her mom

nodded at Hunt. “Good thinking.” 

Bryce  wanted  to  object,  but  …  Hunt  had  a  point.  “And  what  am  I

supposed to do with it now? It’s ruined.” 

“The  pill  is  tasteless,”  Hunt  said,  clinking  his  flute  against  hers  when

the liquid remained pale gold. “Bottoms up.” 

“Classy,” she said, but drank. It still tasted like champagne—no hint of

the dissolved pill lingered. 

The golden sconces and dangling starburst chandeliers dimmed twice in

a  five-minute  warning,  and  Bryce  and  Hunt  took  their  seats  behind  her

parents. From this angle, she could barely make out Fury in the front row. 

Hunt seemed to track the direction of her attention. “She didn’t want to

sit with us?” 

“Nope.”  Bryce  took  in  her  friend’s  shining  dark  hair,  her  black  suit. 

“She wants to see every drop of Juniper’s sweat.” 

“I’d  think  she  saw  that  every  night,”  Hunt  said  wryly,  and  Bryce

waggled her eyebrows. 

But Ember twisted in her seat, a genuine smile lighting her face. “How

are Fury and Juniper doing? Did they move in together yet?” 

“Two weeks ago.” Bryce craned her neck to study Fury, who seemed to

be reading the playbill. “And they’re really good. I think Fury’s here to stay

this time.” 

Her  mom  asked  carefully,  “And  you  and  Fury?  I  know  things  were

weird for a while.” 

Hunt did her a favor and made himself busy on his phone. Bryce idly

flipped the pages of her playbill. “Working things out with Fury took some

time. But we’re good.” 

Randall asked, “Is Axtar still doing what she does best?” 

“Yep.”  Bryce  was  content  to  leave  her  friend’s  mercenary  business  at

that. “She’s happy, though. And more important, June and Fury are happy

together.” 

“Good,”  Ember  said,  smiling  softly.  “They  make  such  a  beautiful

couple.”  And  because  her  mom  was  …  well,  her  mom,  Ember  sized  up

Bryce  and  Hunt  and  said  with  no  shame  whatsoever,  “You  two  would  as

well, if you got your shit together.” 

Bryce slouched down in her seat, lifting her playbill to block her red-

hot  face.  Why  weren’t  the  lights  dimming  yet?  But  Hunt  took  it  in  stride

and said, “All good things come to those who wait, Ember.” 

Bryce  scowled  at  the  arrogance  and  amusement  in  his  tone,  throwing

her playbill into her lap as she declared, “Tonight’s a big deal for June. Try

not to ruin it with nonsensical banter.” 

Ember patted Bryce’s knee before twisting back to face the stage. 

Hunt drained his champagne, and Bryce’s mouth dried out again at the

sight  of  the  broad,  strong  column  of  his  throat  working  as  he  swallowed, 

then said, “Here I was, thinking you loved the banter.” 

Bryce had the option of either drooling or turning away, so rather than

ruin her dress, she observed the crowd filtering into their seats. More than

one person peered toward her box. 

Especially from the Fae boxes across the way. No sign of her father or

Ruhn, but she recognized a few cold faces. Tristan Flynn’s parents—Lord

and  Lady  Hawthorne—were  among  them,  their  professional  snob  of  a

daughter  Sathia  sitting  between  them.  None  of  the  glittering  nobility

seemed pleased at Bryce’s presence. Good. 

“Tonight’s  a  big  deal  for  June,  remember,”  Hunt  murmured,  lips

quirking upward. 

She glowered. “What?” 

Hunt  inclined  his  head  toward  the  Fae  nobility  sneering  across  the

space. “I can see you thinking about some way to piss them off.” 

“I was not.” 

He leaned in to whisper, his breath brushing her neck, “You were, and I

know  it  because  I  was  thinking  the  same  thing.”  A  few  cameras  flashed

from above and below, and she knew people weren’t snapping photos of the

stage curtain. 

Bryce  peeled  back  to  survey  Hunt,  the  face  she  knew  as  well  as  her

own. For a moment, for a too-brief eternity, they stared at each other. Bryce

swallowed, but couldn’t bring herself to move. To break the contact. 

Hunt’s throat bobbed. But he said nothing more, either. 

Three  fucking   months  of  this  torture.  Stupid  agreement.  Friends,  but

more. More, but without any of the physical benefits. 

Hunt  said  at  last,  voice  thick,  “It’s  really  nice  of  you  to  be  here  for

Juniper.” 

She  tossed  her  hair  over  a  shoulder.  “You’re  making  it  sound  like  it’s

some big sacrifice.” 

He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  still-sneering  Fae  nobility.  “You  can’t

wear a hat and sunglasses here, so … yeah.” 

She admitted, “I wish she’d gotten us seats in the nosebleed section.” 

Instead, Juniper—to accommodate Hunt’s wings—had gotten them this

box. Right where everyone could see the Starborn Princess and the Fallen

Angel. 

The  orchestra  began  tuning  up,  and  the  sounds  of  slowly  awakening

violins and flutes drew Bryce’s attention to the pit. Her muscles tensed of

their own volition, as if priming to move. To dance. 

Hunt leaned in again, voice a low purr, “You look beautiful, you know.” 

“Oh,  I  know,”  she  said,  even  as  she  bit  her  lower  lip  to  keep  from

grinning.  The  lights  began  dimming,  so  Bryce  decided  to  Hel  with  it. 

“When do I get to count those abs, Athalar?” 

The  angel  cleared  his  throat—once,  twice—and  shifted  in  his  seat, 

feathers rustling. Bryce smiled smugly. 

He murmured, “Four more months, Quinlan.” 

“And three days,” she shot back. 

His eyes shone in the growing darkness. 

“What are you two talking about back there?” Ember asked, and Bryce

replied without tearing her gaze from Hunt’s, “Nothing.” 

But it wasn’t nothing. It was the stupid bargain she’d made with Hunt:

that rather than diving right into bed, they’d wait until Winter Solstice to act

on their desires. Spend the summer and autumn getting to know each other without the burdens of a psychotic Archangel and demons on the prowl. 

So  they  had.  Torturing  each  other  with  flirting  was  allowed,  but

sometimes, tonight especially … she really wished she’d never suggested it. 

Wished she could drag him into the coat closet of the vestibule behind them

and show him precisely how much she liked that suit. 

Four months, three days, and … She peeked at the delicate watch on her

wrist.  Four  hours.  And  at  the  stroke  of  midnight  on  Winter  Solstice,  she

would be stroking—

“Burning  fucking  Solas,  Quinlan,”  Hunt  grunted,  again  shifting  in  his

seat. 

“Sorry,” she muttered, thankful for the second time in an hour that her

parents didn’t have the sense of smell that Hunt possessed. 

But  Hunt  laughed,  sliding  an  arm  along  the  back  of  her  chair,  fingers

tangling  in  her  unbound  hair.  He  seemed  contented.  Assured  of  his  place

there. 

She glanced at her parents, sitting with similar closeness, and couldn’t

help  but  smile.  Her  mom  had  taken  a  while  to  act  on  her  desires  with

Randall, too. Well, there’d been some initial … stuff. That was as much as

Bryce let herself think about them. But she knew it had been nearly a year

before they’d made things official. And they’d turned out pretty damn well. 

So  these  months  with  Hunt,  she  cherished  them.  As  much  as  she

cherished  her  dance  classes  with  Madame  Kyrah.  No  one  except  Hunt

really  understood  what  she’d  gone  through—only  Hunt  had  been  at  the

Gate. 

She  scanned  his  striking  features,  her  lips  curving  again.  How  many

nights had they stayed up, talking about everything and nothing? Ordering

in  dinner,  watching  movies  or  reality  shows  or  sunball,  playing  video

games, or sitting on the roof of the apartment building, observing malakim

and witches and draki dart across the sky like shooting stars. 

He’d shared so many things about his past, sad and horrible and joyous. 

She wanted to know all of it. And the more she learned, the more she found

herself sharing, and the more she …

Light flared from the star on her chest. 

Bryce clapped a hand over it. “I shouldn’t have worn this stupid dress.” 

Her  fingers  could  barely  cover  the  star  that  was  blaring  white  light through the dim theater, illuminating every face now turned her way as the

orchestra quieted in anticipation of the conductor’s approach. 

She didn’t dare look toward the Fae across the space. To see the disgust

and disdain. 

Ember and Randall twisted in their seats, her dad’s face scrunched with

concern,  Ember’s  eyes  wide  with  fear.  Her  mom  knew  those  Fae  were

sneering, too. She’d hidden Bryce from them her whole life because of how

they’d react to the power that now radiated from her. 

Some  jackass  shouted  from  the  audience  below,  “Hey!  Turn  off  the

 light! ”  Bryce’s  face  burned  as  a  few  people  chuckled,  then  quickly  went silent. 

She could only assume Fury had been nearby. 

Bryce cupped both hands over the star, which had taken to glowing at

the   worst  fucking  times—this  was  merely  the  most  mortifying.  “I  don’t

know  how  to  turn  it  off,”  she  muttered,  making  to  rise  from  her  seat  and

flee into the vestibule behind the curtain. 

But  Hunt  slid  a  warm,  dry  hand  over  her  scar,  fingers  grazing  her

breasts. His palm was broad enough that it covered the mark, capturing the

light within. It glowed through his fingers, casting his light brown skin into

rosy gold, but he managed to contain the light. 

“Admit  it:  you  just  wanted  me  to  feel  you  up,”  Hunt  whispered,  and

Bryce couldn’t help her stupid, giddy laugh. She buried her face in Hunt’s

shoulder, the smooth material of his suit cool against her cheeks and brow. 

“Need a minute?” he asked, though she knew he was glaring daggers at all

the assholes still gawking. The Fae nobility hissing about the  disgrace. 

“Should we go?” Ember asked, voice sharp with worry. 

“No,” Bryce said thickly, putting a hand over Hunt’s. “I’m good.” 

“You can’t sit there like that,” Ember countered. 

“I’m good, Mom.” 

Hunt  didn’t  move  his  hand.  “We’re  used  to  the  staring.  Right, 

Quinlan?” He flashed Ember a grin. “They won’t fuck with us.” An edge

laced  his  smile,  a  reminder  to  anyone  watching  that  he  wasn’t  only  Hunt

Athalar, he was also the Umbra Mortis. The Shadow of Death. 

He’d earned that name. 

Ember nodded again approvingly as Randall offered Hunt a grateful dip

of  the  chin.  Mercifully,  the  conductor  emerged  then,  and  a  smattering  of

applause filled the theater. 

Bryce  inhaled  deeply,  then  slowly  exhaled.  She  had  zero  control  over

when the star flared, or when it stopped. She sipped from her champagne, 

then said casually to Hunt, “The headline on the gossip sites tomorrow is

going to be:  Horndog Umbra Mortis Gropes Starborn Princess at Ballet.” 

“Good,” Hunt murmured. “It’ll improve my standing in the 33rd.” 

She smiled, despite herself. It was one of his many gifts—making her

laugh, even when the world seemed inclined to humiliate and shun her. 

His fingers went dark at her chest, and Bryce heaved a sigh. “Thanks,” 

she said as the conductor raised his baton. 

Hunt  slowly,  so  slowly,  removed  his  hand  from  her  chest.  “Don’t

mention it, Quinlan.” 

She glanced sidelong at him again, wondering at the shift in his tone. 

But the orchestra began its lilting opening, and the curtain drew back, and

Bryce leaned forward breathlessly to await her friend’s grand entrance. 
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Bryce tried not to shiver with delight when Hunt knocked her with a wing

while they walked up the sagging stairs to Ruhn’s house. 

 A small get-together, Ruhn had said when he’d called to invite them to

swing by after the ballet. Since the thought of her mother grilling her again

about  her  job,  sex  life,  and  princess  status  was  sure  to  drive  her  to  drink anyway,  Bryce  and  Hunt  had  dumped  her  parents  back  at  their  hotel, 

changed at the apartment—Hunt had insisted on that part with a grumbled  I

 need to get the fuck out of this suit—and flown over here. 

The  entire  Old  Square  had  apparently  turned  up  as  well:  Fae  and

shifters  and  people  of  all  Houses  drank  and  danced  and  talked.  On  the

pathetic excuse for a front lawn, a cluster of green-haired river nymphs and

fauns both male and female played cornhole. A cluster of Fae males behind

them—Aux  members,  from  their  muscles  and  stick-up-the-ass  posture—

were engaged in what looked like an absolutely  riveting game of bocce. 

The arid day had yielded to a whisper-sweet night, warm enough that

every bar and café and club in the Old Square—especially around Archer

Street—teemed with revelers. Even with the booming music erupting from

Ruhn’s  house,  she  could  make  out  the  thump  of  the  bass  from  the  other

houses along the street, the bar at the corner, the cars driving by. 

Everyone was celebrating being alive. 

As they should be. 

“Fury and June are already here,” Bryce called to Hunt over the noise as

they  strode  up  the  rickety,  beer-splattered  steps  into  Ruhn’s  house.  “June

said they’re in the living room.” 

Hunt nodded, though his focus remained fixed on the partying crowd. 

Even here, people noted from all directions as the Starborn Princess and the

Umbra  Mortis  arrived.  The  crowd  parted  for  them,  some  even  backing

away.  Bryce  stiffened,  but  Hunt  didn’t  halt  his  easy  pace.  He  was

accustomed to this shit—had been for a while now. And though he was no

longer officially the Shadow of Death, people hadn’t forgotten what he had

once done. Who he’d once served. 

Hunt  aimed  for  the  living  room  to  the  left  of  the  foyer,  the  ridiculous

muscles along his shoulders shifting with the movement. They were put on

near-obscene  display  by  the  black  tank  top  he  wore.  Bryce  might  have

survived  the  sight  of  it,  had  it  not  been  for  the  white  sunball  hat,  twisted backward the way Hunt usually wore it. 

She preferred that hat to the fancy suit, actually. 

To her shock, Hunt didn’t protest when a reveling air sprite floated past, 

crowning  him  and  then  Bryce  with  glow-stick  necklaces  made  from

firstlight.  Bryce  removed  the  plastic  tube  of  light  and  looped  it  into  a

bracelet snaking up her arm. Hunt left his hanging over his chest, the light

casting the deep muscles of his pectorals and shoulders in stark relief. Gods

spare her. 

Hunt had only taken one step into the living room when Tristan Flynn’s

voice boomed from the foyer behind them: “The  fuck, Ruhn!” 

Bryce snorted, and through the crowd she spied the Fae lord at one end

of the beer pong table on which he’d painted an image of an enormous Fae

head devouring an angel whole. 

Ruhn stood at the other end of the table, both middle fingers raised to

his opponents, his lip ring glinting in the dim lights of the foyer. “Pay up, 

assholes,”  her  brother  said,  the  rolled  cigarette  between  his  lips  bobbing

with his words. 

Bryce reached a hand for Hunt, fingers grazing his downy soft wings. 

He went rigid, twisting to look at her. Angels’ wings were highly sensitive. 

She might as well have grabbed him by the balls. 

Face  flushing,  she  jabbed  a  thumb  toward  her  brother.  “Tell  June  and

Fury I’ll be there in a sec,” she called over the noise. “I want to say hi to

Ruhn.” She didn’t wait for Hunt to reply before wending her way over. 

Flynn  let  out  a  cheer  as  she  appeared,  obviously  well  on  his  way  to

being  smashed.  Typical  Tuesday  night  for  him.  She  considered  sending  a

photo of his wasted ass to his parents and sister. They might not sneer so much at her, then. 

Declan  Emmett  appeared  slightly  more  sober  as  he  said  from  Flynn’s

side, “Hey, B.” 

Bryce waved, not wanting to shout over the crowd gathered in what had

once been a dining room. It had recently been transformed into a billiards

and  darts  room.  Absolutely  fitting  for  the  Crown  Prince  of  the  Valbaran

Fae, Bryce thought with a half smile as she sidled up to the male beside her

brother. “Hi, Marc.” 

The towering leopard shifter, all sleek muscle beneath his dark brown

skin, peered down at her. His striking topaz eyes sparkled. Declan had been

seeing  Marc  Rosarin  for  a  month  now,  having  met  the  tech  entrepreneur

during  some  fancy  party  at  one  of  the  big  engineering  companies  in  the

Central Business District. “Hey, Princess.” 

Flynn demanded, “Since when do you let Marc get away with calling

you Princess?” 

“Since I like him better than you,” Bryce shot back, earning a clap on

the shoulder from Marc and a grin from Ruhn. She said to her brother, “A

 small get-together, huh?” 

Ruhn shrugged, the tattoos along his arms shifting. “I blame Flynn.” 

Flynn lifted his last beer up in acknowledgment and chugged. 

“Where’s Athalar?” Declan asked. 

“With June and Fury in the living room,” Bryce said. 

Ruhn  waved  his  greeting  to  a  passing  partier  before  he  asked,  “How

was the ballet?” 

“Awesome. June killed her solos. Brought the house to its feet.” She’d

had chills along her entire body while her friend had danced—and tears in

her  eyes  when  Juniper  had  received  a  standing  ovation  after  finishing. 

Bryce  had  never  heard  the  CCB  so  full  of  cheering,  and  from  Juniper’s

flushed, joyous face as she’d bowed, Bryce knew her friend realized it, too. 

A promotion to principal was sure to come any day now. 

“Hottest  ticket  in  town,”  Marc  said,  whistling.  “Half  my  office  would

have sold their souls to be there tonight.” 

“You  should  have  told  me,”  Bryce  said.  “We  had  a  few  extra  seats  in

our box. We could have fit them.” 

Marc smiled appreciatively. “Next time.” 

Flynn began reracking the beer pong cups, and called to her, “How are

Mommy and Daddy?” 

“Good.  They  fed  me  a  bottle  of  milk  and  read  me  a  bedtime  story

before I left.” 

This  earned  a  chuckle  from  Ruhn,  who  had  once  again  become  close

with  Ember.  Her  brother  asked,  “How  many  interrogations  since  they  got

here last night?” 

“Six.”  Bryce  pointed  to  the  foyer  and  living  room  beyond.  “Which  is

why I’m going to go have a drink with my friends.” 

“Open bar,” Declan said, gesturing magnanimously behind him. 

Bryce waved again, and she was off. Without Hunt’s imposing form, far

fewer  people  turned  her  way.  But  when  they  did  …  pockets  of  silence

appeared. She tried to ignore them, and nearly sighed with relief when she

spied a familiar pair of horns atop a head of gracefully curling hair tucked

into  Juniper’s  usual  bun.  She  was  seated  on  the  stained  living  room

sectional, thigh to thigh with Fury, their hands interlaced. 

Hunt stood before them, wings held at a casual angle as he talked with

her friends. He looked up as Bryce entered the living room, and she could

have sworn his black eyes lit. 

She  reined  in  her  joy  at  the  sight  as  she  plopped  onto  the  cushions

beside  Juniper,  cuddling  close.  She  nuzzled  June’s  shoulder.  “Hi,  my

talented and brilliant and beautiful friend.” 

Juniper laughed, squeezing Bryce. “Right back at you.” 

Bryce said, “I was talking to Fury.” 

Juniper smacked Bryce’s knee, and Fury laughed, observing, “Already

acting like a prima donna.” 

Bryce  sighed  dramatically.  “I  can’t  wait  to  see  June  throw  temper

tantrums about the state of her dressing room.” 

“Oh, you’re both horrible,” Juniper said, but laughed along with them. 

“One, I won’t even  have a dressing room to myself for years.  Two—” 

“Here we go,” Fury said, and when June made a noise of objection, she

only chuckled and brushed her mouth over the faun’s temple. 

The  casual,  loving  bit  of  intimacy  had  Bryce  daring  a  glance  toward

Hunt,  who  was  smiling  faintly.  Bryce  avoided  the  urge  to  fidget,  to  think

about how that could so easily be them, cuddling on the couch and kissing. 

Hunt just said, voice gravelly, “What can I get you, Quinlan?” He inclined

his  head  toward  the  bar  in  the  rear  of  the  room,  barely  visible  with  the crowds mobbing the two bartenders. 

“Whiskey, ginger beer, and lime.” 

“You got it.” With a mockery of a salute, Hunt stalked off through the

crowd. 

“How’s  the  whole  no-sex  thing  going  for  you,  Bryce?”  Fury  asked

wryly, leaning forward to peer at her face. 

Bryce slumped against the cushions. “Asshole.” 

June’s  laugh  fizzled  through  her,  and  her  friend  patted  her  thigh. 

“Remind me why you two aren’t hooking up?” 

Bryce peered over the back of the couch to make sure Hunt still stood at

the bar before she said, “Because I am a fucking idiot, and you two jerks

know that.” 

Juniper  and  Fury  snickered,  the  latter  taking  a  sip  of  her  vodka  soda. 

“Tell him you’ve changed your mind,” the merc said, resting the glass on

her black leather-clad knee. How Fury could wear leather in this heat was

beyond Bryce. Shorts, T-shirt, and sandals were all she could endure with

the sizzling temperatures, even at night. 

“And  break  our  bargain  before  Winter  Solstice?”  Bryce  hissed.  “He’d

never let me live it down.” 

“Athalar already knows you want to break it,” Fury drawled. 

“Oh, he totally knows,” Juniper agreed. 

Bryce crossed her arms. “Can we not talk about this?” 

“Where would the fun be in that?” Fury asked. 

Bryce  kicked  Fury’s  leather  boot,  wincing  as  her  gold-sandaled  foot

collided with unforgiving metal. “Steel toes? Really?” 

“This  is  a  veritable  frat  party,”  Fury  said,  smirking.  “There  might  be

some asses to kick if someone makes a move on my girlfriend.” 

Juniper glowed at the term.  Girlfriend. 

Bryce  didn’t  know  what  the  Hel  she  was  to  Hunt.  Girlfriend  seemed

ridiculous when talking about Hunt fucking Athalar. As if Hunt would ever

do anything as normal and casual as dating. 

Juniper poked Bryce in the arm. “I mean it. Remind me why you guys

still need to wait for solstice to do the deed.” 

Bryce slouched, sinking down a few inches, her feet sending the empty

beer cans under the coffee table clattering. “I just …” 

That familiar buzz of power and maleness that was Hunt filled the air

behind  her,  and  Bryce  shut  her  mouth  a  moment  before  a  plastic  cup  of

amber  liquid  garnished  with  a  wedge  of  lime  appeared  before  her. 

“Princess,” Hunt crooned, and Bryce’s toes curled—yet again. They seemed

to have a habit of doing that around him. 

“Do we get to use that term now?” June perked up with delight. “I’ve

been  dying—” 

“Absolutely  not.”  Bryce  swigged  from  her  drink.  She  gagged.  “How

much  whiskey  did  you  have  the  bartender   put  in  here,  Athalar?”  She

coughed, as if it’d do anything to ease the burn. 

Hunt shrugged. “I thought you liked whiskey.” 

Fury snorted, but Bryce got to her feet. Lifted the cup toward Hunt in a

silent toast, then lifted it to June. “To the next principal dancer of the CCB.” 

Then she knocked back the whole thing and let it burn right down to her

soul. 

Hunt let himself—just for one fucking second—look at Bryce. Admire the

steady, unfaltering tap of her sandaled foot on the worn wood floor to the

beat  of  the  music;  the  long,  muscled  legs  that  gleamed  in  the  neon

firstlights,  her  white  shorts  offsetting  her  summer  tan.  No  scars  remained

from  the  shit  that  had  occurred  this  spring,  aside  from  that  mark  on  her

chest, though the thick scar from years ago still curved along her thigh. 

His fierce, strong, beautiful Bryce. He’d done his best not to gape at the

shape of her ass in those shorts as they’d walked over here, the sway of her

long  hair  against  her  lower  back,  the  ample  hips  that  swished  with  each

step. 

He was a stupid fucking animal. But he’d always been a stupid fucking

animal around her. 

He’d barely been able to focus on the ballet earlier—on June’s dancing

—because  Bryce  had  looked  so  …  delicious  in  that  blue  dress.  Only  her

parents  sitting  a  few  feet  in  front  of  him  had  kept  him  from  thinking  too

much  about  sliding  his  hand  up  her  thigh  and  underneath  that  gauzy

material. 

But that wasn’t part of the plan. Earlier this spring, he’d been fine with

it. Aching for her, but fine with the concept of getting to know each other

better before sex entered the equation. Yet that ache had only gotten worse these  past  months.  Living  together  in  their  apartment  was  a  slow  kind  of

torture for both of them. 

Bryce’s  whiskey-colored  eyes  shifted  toward  him.  She  opened  her

mouth, then shut it at whatever she beheld in his expression. 

The  memory  of  those  days  following  Micah’s  and  Sandriel’s  demises

cooled his rising lust. 

 Let’s take things slow, she’d requested.  I feel like we tumbled into all of

 this, and now that things are getting back to normal, I want to do this right

 with you. Get to know you in real time, not while we’re running around the

 city trying to solve murders. 

He’d  agreed,  because  what  else  could  he  do?  Never  mind  that  he’d

come  home  from  the  Comitium  that  night  planning  to  seduce  Quinlan

within an inch of her life. He hadn’t even gotten to the kissing part when

she’d announced she wanted to hit the brakes. 

He knew more lay behind it. Knew it likely had something to do with

the guilt she harbored for the thousands of people who hadn’t been saved

that day. Allowing herself to be with him, to be happy … She needed time

to  sort  it  out.  And  Hunt  would  give  it  to  her.  Anything  Bryce  wanted, 

anything she needed, he’d gladly give it to her. He had the freedom to do so

now, thanks to the branded-out tattoo on his wrist. 

But on nights like these, with her in those shorts … it was really gods-

damned hard. 

Bryce  hopped  up  from  the  couch  and  padded  over  to  him,  leaving

Juniper and Fury to chat, Fury busy reloading the arts page of the  Crescent

 City Times for the review of Juniper’s performance. “What’s up?” Hunt said

to Bryce as she took up a place beside him. 

“Do you actually like coming to these parties?” Bryce asked, gesturing

to the throng, firstlight glow stick around her wrist gleaming bright. “This

doesn’t disgust you?” 

He tucked in his wings. “Why would it disgust me?” 

“Because  you’ve  seen  all  the  shit  that’s  happening  in  the  world,  and

been treated like dirt, and these people …” She tossed her sheet of hair over

a shoulder. “A lot of them have no idea about it. Or just don’t care.” 

Hunt  studied  her  tight  face.  “Why  do  we  come  to  these  parties  if  it

bothers you?” 

“Well,  tonight  we’re  here  to  avoid  my  mom.”  Hunt  chuckled,  but  she went on, “And because I want to celebrate June being a genius.” She smiled

at  her  friend  on  the  couch.  “And  we’re  here  because  Ruhn  asked  me  to

come.  But  …  I  don’t  know.  I  want  to  feel  normal,  but  then  I  feel  guilty

about that, and then I get mad at all these people who don’t care enough to

feel  guilty,  and  I  think  the  poison-testing  pill  you  no  doubt  put  in  my

whiskey had some sort of sad-sack potion in it because I don’t know why

I’m thinking about this right now.” 

Hunt huffed a laugh. “Sad-sack potion?” 

“You know what I mean!” She glared. “This really doesn’t bug you?” 

“No.” He assessed the party raging around them. “I prefer to see people

enjoying  their  lives.  And  you  can’t  assume  that  because  they’re  here,  it

means  they  don’t  care.  For  all  you  know,  a  lot  of  them  lost  family  and

friends this spring. Sometimes people need stuff like this to feel alive again. 

To find a kind of release.” 

Wrong word. He sure as fuck hadn’t found release recently, other than

by his own hand. He tried not to think about whether Bryce had opened the

drawer  in  her  left  nightstand,  where  she  kept  her  toys,  as  often  as  he’d

jacked off in the shower. 

Four months left until Winter Solstice. Only four. 

Bryce  nodded,  her  mind  clearly  still  on  the  conversation  at  hand.  “I

guess  I  just  …  Sometimes  I  catch  myself  enjoying  a  moment,  and  worry

I’m enjoying it  too much, you know? Like something could come along and

ruin all of this if I let myself have too much fun or get too accustomed to

feeling happy.” 

“I know the feeling.” He couldn’t stop himself from letting his fingers

curl in the ends of her hair. “It’s going to take time to adjust.” 

He  was  still  adjusting,  too.  He  couldn’t  get  used  to  walking  around

without  a  pit  in  his  stomach  as  he  wondered  what  horrors  the  day  would

bring. Being in charge of himself, his future … The Asteri could take it all

away  again,  if  they  wished.  Had  only  let  him  live  because  he  and  Bryce

were too public to kill—the Asteri wanted them to lie low forever. And if

they didn’t … Well, Rigelus had been very clear on his call to Bryce months

ago:  the  Bright  Hand  of  the  Asteri  would  kill  everyone  Bryce  and  Hunt

cared about if they stepped out of line. So lying low it would be. 

Hunt  was  happy  to  do  precisely  that.  To  go  to  the  ballet  and  these parties  and  pretend  that  he’d  never  known  anything  different.  That  Bryce

didn’t have the Horn tattooed into her back. 

But each morning, when he donned his usual black armor for the 33rd, 

he remembered. Isaiah had asked him for backup right after Micah’s death, 

and  Hunt  had  gladly  given  it.  He’d  stayed  on  as  Isaiah’s  unofficial

commander—unofficial only because Hunt didn’t want the paperwork that

came with the real title. 

The city had been quiet, though. Focused on healing. Hunt wasn’t going

to complain. 

His phone buzzed in the back pocket of his black jeans, and he fished it

out to find an email from Isaiah waiting for him. Hunt read it and went still. 

His heart dropped to his feet and back up again. 

“What’s wrong?” Bryce peered over his shoulder. 

Hunt  passed  her  the  phone  with  a  surprisingly  steady  hand.  “New

Archangels have been chosen for Micah’s and Sandriel’s territories.” 

Her eyes widened. “Who? How bad are they?” 

He  motioned  for  her  to  read  Isaiah’s  email,  and  Bryce,  that  firstlight

glow stick still coiled around her wrist, obeyed. 

 Roll  out  the  welcome  mat,  Isaiah  had  written  as  his  only  comment  on

the  forwarded  email  from  the  Asteri’s  imperial  secretary  announcing  the

new positions. 

“They’re  not  bad,”  Hunt  said,  staring  blankly  at  the  revelers  now

gathering  around  a  Fae  male  doing  a  keg  stand  in  the  corner.  “That’s  the

problem.” 

Bryce’s  brows  bunched  as  she  scanned  the  email.  “Ephraim—he

currently  shares  Rodinia  with  Jakob.  Yeah,  he  seems  decent  enough.  But

he’s going to northern Pangera. Who … Oh. Who the Hel is Celestina?” 

Hunt frowned. “She’s stayed out of the spotlight. She oversees Nena—

population,  like,  fifty.  She  has  one  legion  under  her  command.  One.  She doesn’t even have a triarii. The legion is literally controlled by the Asteri—

all watchdogs for the Northern Rift. She’s a figurehead.” 

“Big promotion, then.” 

Hunt grunted. “Everything I’ve heard about her sounds unusually nice.” 

“No chance it’s true?” 

“Where Archangels are concerned? No.” He crossed his arms. 

Fury said from the couch, “For what it’s worth, Athalar, I haven’t heard anything bad, either.” 

Juniper asked, “So this is promising, right?” 

Hunt shook his head. This wasn’t a conversation to have in public, but

he  said,  “I  can’t  figure  out  why  the  Asteri  would  appoint  her   here, when she’s only handled a small territory until now. She must be their puppet.” 

Bryce tilted her head to the side, looking at him in that stark, all-seeing

way that made his balls tighten. Gods, she was beautiful. “Maybe it’s just a

good thing, Hunt. So many shitty things have happened to us that we might

not  trust  when  something  actually   is  good.  But  maybe  we  got  lucky  with Celestina’s appointment.” 

“I’m inclined to think Urd’s dealing us a decent hand,” Juniper agreed. 

Fury  Axtar  said  nothing,  her  eyes  shining  as  she  thought.  The  merc

would likely be the only one to fully grasp the workings of the Asteri. Not

that she’d ever reveal the details of her dealings with them. 

“Celestina  wants  to  meet  what  remains  of  Micah’s  triarii  when  she

arrives.  Apparently,  there’s  going  to  be  some  sort  of  restructuring,”  Hunt

said  as  Bryce  handed  back  his  phone.  “Whatever  that  means.  The  press

release won’t go live until tomorrow morning. So keep it quiet.” The three

females  nodded,  though  he  had  a  feeling  Fury  wouldn’t  keep  her  word. 

Whoever  she  answered  to,  whatever  valuable  clients  she  served,  would

likely hear before dawn. 

Bryce hooked her red hair behind her pointed ears. “When’s Celestina

coming?” 

“Tomorrow evening.” His throat constricted. 

Juniper  and  Fury  fell  into  quiet  conversation,  as  if  to  grant  them

privacy. Bryce, catching their drift, lowered her voice. “You’re a free male, 

Hunt. She can’t order you to do anything you don’t want to do.” Her warm

fingers  wrapped  around  his  wrist,  thumb  brushing  over  the  branded-out

 SPQM.  “You   chose  to  reenlist  in  the  33rd.  You  have  the  rights  of  a  free citizen. If you don’t like her, if you don’t want to serve her, then you don’t

need to give her a reason in order to leave. You don’t need her permission.” 

Hunt  grunted  his  agreement,  though  he  still  had  a  fucking  knot  in  his

chest. “Celestina could make life very difficult for us.” 

Bryce held up a hand. Starlight radiated, turning her skin iridescent. A

drunk asshole nearby let out an  ooooooh. Bryce ignored him and said, “I’d

like  to  see  her  try.  I’m  the  Super  Powerful  and  Special  Magic  Starborn Princess, remember?” He knew she was joking, but her mouth thinned. “I’ll

protect you.” 

“How  could  I  forget,  oh  Magically  Powerful  and  Super  Special  …

whatever you said.” 

Bryce grinned, lowering her hand. She’d been meeting with Ruhn once

a  week  to  explore  her  magic—to  learn  more  about  what  lay  within  her

veins,  fueled  by  the  power  of  so  many.  Her  magic  only  manifested  as

starlight—a purely Fae gift. No shadows, like Ruhn possessed, or fire, like

her  father.  But  the  sheer  force  of  her  power  came  from  all  those  who’d

given a droplet of their magic to the Gates over the years. All combined to

make  some  kind  of  fuel  to  increase  the  potency  of  her  starlight.  Or

something  like  that.  Bryce  had  tried  to  explain  it—why  the  magic

manifested  as  a  Fae  talent—but  Hunt  didn’t  care  where  it  came  from,  so

long as it kept her safe. 

The magic was protection in a world designed to kill her. From a father

who  might  very  well  want  to  eliminate  the  threat  of  a  daughter  who

surpassed him in power, if only by a fraction. 

Hunt  still  had  trouble  fathoming  that  the  female  standing  beside  him

had  become  more  powerful  than  the  Autumn  King.  Hunt’s  power

technically still outranked hers, and her father’s, but with the Horn etched in

her  back,  who  really  knew  the  depths  of  Bryce’s  power?  Considering

Rigelus’s order to lie low, it wasn’t like Bryce could explore how the Horn

affected her magic, but given what it had done this spring … He doubted

Bryce would ever be tempted to experiment with it anyway. 

He caught Axtar watching Bryce, but the merc said nothing. 

So  Hunt  continued,  only  loud  enough  to  indicate  that  he  wanted  Fury

and Juniper to also hear, “I don’t know what this Celestina thing is about, 

but the Asteri do nothing out of the kindness of their hearts.” 

“They’d  need  hearts  to  do  that,”  Juniper  whispered  with

uncharacteristic venom. 

Fury’s voice lowered. “The war is getting worse in Pangera. Valbara is a

key  territory  full  of  vital  resources.  Appointing  someone  who  all  reports

claim is  nice seems idiotic.” 

Juniper  raised  her  brows.  Not  at  the  claim  about  the  Asteri,  Hunt

guessed, but that Fury had willingly mentioned the war overseas. The merc

rarely, if ever, talked about it. What she’d done over there. What she’d seen. 

Hunt, having fought in many of those battles, had a good idea of both. 

“Maybe they really do want a puppet,” Juniper said. “Someone who’s a

figurehead,  so  they  can  order  all  of  Valbara’s  troops  overseas  with  no

resistance.” 

Fury  tucked  a  strand  of  her  hair  behind  an  ear.  From  all  appearances, 

Axtar  seemed  human.  But  she  was  definitely  Vanir—of  what  breed,  what

House,  Hunt  had  no  idea.  Flame  and  Shadow  seemed  likeliest,  but  more

than  that,  he  couldn’t  guess.  The  merc  said,  “Even  Micah  might  have

resisted that order.” 

Bryce’s  face  paled  at  the  bastard’s  name.  Hunt  repressed  the  urge  to

fold a wing around her. He hadn’t told her of his own nightmares—of being

forced to watch, over and over, as Micah brutalized her. And the nightmares

of  how  she’d  raced  through  the  streets,  demons  from  Hel’s  darkest  pits

swarming her. Of brimstone missiles shooting for her in the Old Square. 

“We can guess all night,” Bryce said, mastering herself. “But until you

have that meeting tomorrow, Hunt, we won’t know. Just go in there with an

open mind.” 

“You  mean,  don’t  start  a  fight.”  His  mouth  twitched  to  the  side.  Fury

snickered. 

Bryce put a hand on her hip. “I mean, don’t go in there playing Scary

Asshole. Maybe try for an Approachable Asshole vibe.” 

Juniper  laughed  at  that,  and  Hunt  chuckled  as  well.  Unable  to  stop

himself from knocking Bryce with a wing for the second time that night, he

promised, “Approachable Asshole it is, Quinlan.” 
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Ruhn Danaan knew three things with absolute certainty:

1. He had smoked so much mirthroot that he couldn’t feel his

face. Which was a damn shame because there was a female

currently sitting on it. 

2. He had downed an obscene amount of whiskey, because he

had  no  idea  what  the  female’s  name  was,  or  how  they’d

gotten  to  his  bedroom,  or  how  he’d  wound  up  with  his

tongue between her legs. 

3. He really fucking loved his life. At least … right now. 

Ruhn  dug  his  fingers  into  the  soft,  spotted  flanks  of  the  delectable

creature moaning above him, dragging his lip ring across that spot he knew

would—

Yeah.  There  it  was.  That  groan  of  pure  pleasure  that  shot  right  to  his

cock,  currently  aching  behind  the  fly  of  his  black  jeans.  He  hadn’t  even

undressed before going to town on the sweet faun who’d shyly approached

him at the beer pong table. He’d gotten one look at her large green eyes, the

long legs that ended in those pretty little hooves, and the creamy skin of her

neck,  above  those  high,  perky  breasts,  and  known  precisely  where  he

wanted this night to end. 

Good thing she’d had the same idea. Had told him precisely what she

wanted in that whisper-soft voice. 

Ruhn  flicked  his  tongue  across  the  taut  bud  of  her  clit,  savoring  the

meadow-soft  taste  of  her  in  his  mouth.  She  arched,  thighs  straining—and

came  with  a  series  of  breathy  moans  that  nearly  had  him  spilling  in  his pants. 

Ruhn gripped her bare ass, letting her ride his face through each wave

of pleasure, moaning himself as he slipped his tongue inside her to let her

delicate inner muscles clench around him. 

Fuck,  this  was  hot.  She  was  hot.  Even  through  the  haze  of  drugs  and

booze, he was ready to go. All he needed was the okay from those full lips

and he’d be buried in her within seconds. 

For  a  heartbeat,  like  an  arrow  of  light  fired  through  the  blissed-out

darkness  of  his  mind,  he  remembered  that  he  was,  technically,  betrothed. 

And  not  to  some  simpering  Fae  girl  whose  parents  might  be  pissed  at  his

behavior, but to the Queen of the Valbaran Witches. Granted, they’d sworn

no  vows  of  faithfulness—for  fuck’s  sake,  they’d  barely  spoken  to  each

other during the Summit and in the months afterward—but … did it cross

some line, to fuck around like this? 

He  knew  the  answer.  The  weight  of  it  had  lain  heavy  on  him  for

months.  And  perhaps  that  was  why  he  was  here  right  now:  it  did  cross  a

line,  but  a  line  he  had  no  say  in.  And  yes,  he  respected  and  admired

Hypaxia Enador—she was alarmingly beautiful, brave, and intelligent—but

until  the  High  Priestess  bound  their  hands  at  Luna’s  Temple,  until  that

titanium ring went on his finger … he’d savor these last months of freedom. 

He hoped it would be months, anyway. Hypaxia had not given his father

any indication of a timeline. 

The  faun  stilled,  chest  heaving,  and  Ruhn  let  his  thoughts  of  his

betrothed  fade  away  as  he  swallowed  the  taste  of  the  faun  deep  into  his

throat. 

“Merciful Cthona,” the faun breathed, rising on her knees to pull herself

off  his  face.  Ruhn  released  the  firm  cheeks  of  her  ass,  meeting  her  bright

gaze as she peered at him, a flush across her high cheekbones. 

Ruhn winked up at her, running a tongue over the corner of his mouth

to get one final taste of her. Gods, she was delectable. Her throat bobbed, 

her pulse fluttering like a beckoning drum. 

Ruhn ran his hands up her bare thighs, fingers grazing over her narrow

hips and waist. “Do you want to—” 

The  door  to  his  bedroom  burst  open,  and  Ruhn,  pinned  beneath  the

female, could do nothing but twist his head toward the male standing there. 

Apparently,  the  sight  of  the  Crown  Prince  of  the  Valbaran  Fae  with  a female straddling his face was common enough that Tristan Flynn didn’t so

much  as  blink.  Didn’t  even  smirk,  though  the  faun  leapt  off  Ruhn  with  a

squeak, hiding herself behind the bed. 

“Get downstairs,” Flynn said, his usually golden-brown skin pale. Gone

was any hint of drunken revelry. Even his brown eyes were sharp. 

“Why?” Ruhn asked, wishing he had time to talk to the female quickly

gathering her clothes on the other side of the bed before he headed for the

door. 

But Flynn pointed to the far corner—the pile of dirty laundry, and the

Starsword propped against the stained wall beside it. “Bring that.” 

Ruhn’s raging hard-on had vanished, thankfully, by the time he made it to

the  top  of  the  stairs  above  the  foyer.  Music  still  shook  the  floors  of  the house,  people  still  drank  and  hooked  up  and  smoked  and  did  whatever

bullshit they usually enjoyed during these parties. 

No sign of danger, no sign of anything except—

There. A prickle at the back of his neck. Like a chill wind had skittered

over the top of his spine. 

“Dec’s  new  security  system  picked  up  some  kind  of  anomaly,”  Flynn

said, scanning the party below. He’d gone into pure Aux mode. “It’s making

all the sensors go off. Some kind of aura—Dec said it felt like a storm was

circling the house.” 

“Great,”  Ruhn  said,  the  hilt  of  the  Starsword  cool  against  his  back. 

“And it’s not some drunk asshole dicking around with magic?” 

Flynn assessed the crowds. “Dec didn’t think so. He said from the way

it circled the house, it seemed like it was surveilling the area.” 

Their friend and roommate had spent months designing a system to be

placed around their house and the surrounding streets—one that could pick

up things like the kristallos demon, formerly too fast for their technology to

detect. 

“Then let’s see how it likes being watched, too,” Ruhn said, wishing he

was slightly less high and drunk as his shadows wobbled around him. Flynn

sniggered. 

The  mirthroot  took  hold  for  a  moment,  and  even  Ruhn  laughed  as  he moved for the staircase. But his amusement faded as he checked the rooms

on either side of the foyer. Where the fuck was Bryce? He’d last seen her

with Fury, Juniper, and Athalar in the living room, but from this angle atop

the stairs, he couldn’t see her—

Ruhn  had  made  it  three  steps  down  the  front  staircase,  dodging

discarded beer cans and plastic cups and someone’s zebra-print bra, when

the open front doors darkened. 

Or rather, the space within them darkened. Exactly as it had when those

demons had stormed through the Gates. 

Ruhn gaped for a moment at the portal to Hel that had just replaced his

front doors. 

Then he reached for the sword half-buckled at his back, working past

his brain fog to gather shadows in his other hand. Laughter and singing and

talking  stopped,  and  the  firstlights  guttered.  The  music  shut  off  as  if

someone had yanked the power cord from the wall. 

Then Bryce and Athalar were at the archway into the living room, his

sister now wearing Athalar’s hat, and the angel armed with a gun discreetly

tucked against his thigh. Athalar was the only person Ruhn would allow to

bring a gun into one of his parties. And Axtar—who was now nowhere to

be seen. 

Ruhn drew his sword as he leapt down the rest of the stairs, managing

to  land  gracefully  on  the  other  side  of  his  sister.  Flynn  and  Dec  fell  into place beside him. His shadows swirled up his left arm like twining snakes. 

A faint light glowed from Bryce— No, that was the glow stick on her

arm. 

A figure stalked from the darkness in the doorway. Straight out of Hel. 

And in that moment, Ruhn knew three more things. 

1. He  wasn’t  looking  at  a  portal  to  Hel  after  all.  Shadows

swirled there instead. Familiar, whispering shadows. 

2. It wasn’t just the glow stick coiled around Bryce’s arm that

was  shining.  The  star-shaped  scar  beneath  her  T-shirt

blazed with iridescent light. 

3. As  a  familiar  golden-haired  Fae  male  strode  from  those

shadows and into the foyer, Ruhn knew his night was about

to take a turn for the worse. 
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“Oh,  come on,”  Bryce  hissed  at  the  glowing  scar  between  her  breasts.  Or what she could glimpse of it with the neckline of her T-shirt and her bra in

the  way.  It  lit  up  the  fabric  of  both,  and  if  she  hadn’t  been  facing  the

towering  Fae  male  who’d  appeared  out  of  a  cloud  of  shadows,  she   might

have used the moment to ponder why and how it glowed. 

Partygoers had stopped dead in their revelry. Waiting for whatever shit

was about to go down. 

And what asshole had turned off the music? Dramahounds. 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  doing  here?”  Ruhn  prowled  closer  to  the

stranger. 

The male’s tan face might have been ruggedly good-looking were it not

for  the  complete  lack  of  feeling  there.  His  light  brown  eyes  were  dead. 

Humorless. His thin white sweater over black jeans and combat boots told

Bryce he’d come from somewhere colder. 

The  crowd  seemed  to  sense  danger,  too,  and  backed  away  until  only

Hunt, Bryce, Ruhn, and his friends remained facing the stranger. She had no

idea  where  Fury  and  Juniper  were.  The  former  was  likely  strategically

positioned in the room to make sure she could intercept any danger before it

reached her girlfriend. Good. 

The  stranger  stalked  forward,  and  Bryce  braced  herself,  even  as  Hunt

casually angled himself between her and the male. Bryce held in her grin at

the gesture. And found that grin vanishing instantly when the blond spoke, 

his accent rolling and rich. 

“I was invited.” 

The stranger turned to her and smirked, lifeless as a dead fish. “I don’t believe  we’ve  met.”  A  nod  toward  her—her  chest.  “Though  I  know  who

you  are,  of  course.”  His  eyes  flicked  over  her.  “You  look  better  than

expected. Not that I was expecting much.” 

“What  the   fuck  are  you  doing  here,  Cormac?”  Ruhn  ground  out, 

stepping closer. But he sheathed the Starsword down his back once more. 

The  blond—Cormac—faced  her  brother.  He  sniffed  once,  then

chuckled. “You smell like cunt.” 

Bryce nearly gagged at the thought. Cormac went on as Ruhn bristled, 

“And I told you: I was invited.” 

“Not to this fucking house,” Flynn said, moving to Ruhn’s side, Declan

flanking his other. A lethal unit. 

Cormac  assessed  his  surroundings.  “You  call  this  a  house?  I  hadn’t

realized your standards had dropped so low, Lord Hawthorne.” 

Declan snarled. “Fuck off, Cormac.” Marc came up behind him, teeth

bared with silent menace. 

Any other opponent, Bryce knew the group would likely obliterate, but

this male was Avallen Fae: powerful, trained in combat from a young age, 

and merciless. 

The male said, as if seeing her try to puzzle him out, “I’m your cousin, 

Bryce.” 

Hunt—the fucking bastard—snorted. 

“I don’t have any Fae cousins.” Bryce snapped. If only the stupid scar

would halt its glowing. If only people would go back to partying. 

“That  light  says  otherwise,”  Cormac  said  with  blatant  confidence.  “I

might be Ruhn’s cousin directly through his mother’s kin, but your father, 

King Einar, is Fae, and his line once crossed with ours long ago.” He held

up his hand, and flame wreathed his fingers before winking out. 

Bryce blinked. Her mother had never once spoken the Autumn King’s

name,  and  Bryce  had  only  learned  it  through  the  news  when  she  was  old

enough to use a computer. 

“Why are you here?” Ruhn bit out. 

From the corner of her vision lightning sizzled at Hunt’s fingertips. One

strike, and Hunt could fry this fucker. 

Yet Cormac smiled. His dead eyes gleamed with nothing but contempt

as he bowed mockingly to Bryce. “I’m here to meet my bride.” 

The  words  shot  through  Hunt’s  mind  fast  enough  that  they  doused  his lightning, but Bryce tipped her head back and laughed. 

No one else joined her. 

And  when  Bryce  had  finished,  she  smirked  at  Cormac.  “You’re

hilarious.” 

“It is no joke,” Cormac said, face darkening. “It’s been decreed.” 

“By who?” Hunt snapped. 

The  Avallen  male  sized  up  Hunt  with  palpable  disdain.  Not  someone

used  to  being  questioned,  then.  Spoiled  little  prick.  “By  her  sire,  the

Autumn King, and mine, the High King of the Avallen Fae.” Making this

shithead a Crown Prince. 

Bryce said coolly, “Last I checked, I wasn’t on the market.” 

Hunt  crossed  his  arms,  becoming  a  wall  of  muscle  beside  her.  Let

Cormac  see  precisely  who  he’d  be  tangling  with  if  he  took  another  step

closer  to  Bryce.  Hunt  willed  tendrils  of  his  lightning  to  crackle  along  his

shoulders, his wings. 

“You’re  an  unwed  Fae  female,”  Cormac  said,  unmoved.  “That  means

you belong to your male kin until they decide to pass you to another. The

decision has been made.” 

From the living room archway, a delicate, dark figure emerged. Axtar. 

She palmed a gun, but kept it at her thigh. No sign of Juniper—presumably, 

the faun was staying wherever Fury had instructed her to hide. 

Cormac glanced toward the merc, and even his sneer faltered. 

Every  power  broker  on  Midgard  knew  of  Fury  Axtar.  What  she  was

capable of, if provoked. 

Ruhn pointed to the door and snarled at Cormac, “Get the fuck out of

my house. I don’t care if you use your shadows or your own feet, but get

out.” 

Yet  Cormac  glowered  at  the  Starsword  peeking  over  Ruhn’s  broad

shoulder. “Rumor has it that the sword sings for my bride, too.” 

A muscle feathered in Ruhn’s jaw. Hunt didn’t know what to make of

that. 

But  Bryce  stepped  forward,  star  still  blazing.  “I’m  not  your  bride, 

asshole.  And  I’m  not  going  to  be,  so  scuttle  back  to  whatever  hole  you

crawled out of and tell your kings to find someone else. And tell them—” 

“You’ve got a mouth on you,” Cormac murmured. 

Hunt  didn’t  particularly  like  the  male’s  appreciative  tone.  But  he  kept his power reined in. Even a zap of lightning against Cormac could be seen

as a declaration of war. 

Fae were highly sensitive babies. Their tantrums could last centuries. 

Bryce smiled sweetly at Cormac. “I get that you want to play Broody

Prince, but don’t ever fucking interrupt me again.” 

Cormac started. Hunt hid his smirk, even as his blood heated at Bryce’s

irreverence. 

Bryce  went  on,  “My  brother  told  you  to  leave  his  house.”  Her  skin

began to glow. “You don’t want  me to have to ask you.” 

The hair on Hunt’s neck rose. She’d blinded people with that power—

and that had been before the Drop. With all that magic backing her starlight

… He hadn’t yet seen how it would manifest. Half hoped he’d find out now, 

with this asshole as a test subject. 

Hunt  eyed  Flynn,  Declan,  and  Marc—all  of  whom  were  tense  and

primed to leap into the fray. And Ruhn …

Hunt didn’t know why Ruhn’s apparent satisfaction surprised him. He’d

expected  wounded  male  pride,  perhaps,  at  Bryce  showing  him  up  in  his

own  home.  Yet  pride  did  shine  from  Ruhn’s  face—for  Bryce.  Like  the

prince had been waiting for his sister to step into her power for a while now

and he was honored to have her at his side. 

Hunt’s attention shot back to Cormac as the Avallen Prince held up his

hands and slowly smiled at Bryce. The expression was as dead as his eyes. 

“I’ve seen all I needed to.” 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  talking  about?”  Ruhn  demanded.  Shadows

rippled  from  his  shoulders,  a  dark  contrast  to  the  light  emanating  from

Bryce. 

But shadows also swirled behind Cormac—darker, wilder than Ruhn’s, 

like a stampede of stallions waiting to gallop over all of them. “I wanted to

confirm that she has the gift. Thank you for demonstrating.” He set one foot

into those untamed shadows. Bowed his head to Bryce. “I’ll see you at the

altar.” 

Bryce’s star winked out the moment he vanished, leaving only drifting

embers behind. 

Bryce was dimly aware of the party ending: people filtering out through the front door, the countless eyes on her as she stood in the foyer, typing into

her phone. 

“There’s  a  train  at  seven  tomorrow  morning,”  Bryce  announced  to

Hunt,  who  lingered  at  her  side.  As  if  afraid  the  Avallen  male  would

reappear to snatch her away. 

Not just any Avallen male: Prince Cormac. Her … fiancé. 

“There’s no way your mom will go,” Hunt said. “If by some miracle she

isn’t  suspicious  that  you’re  bumping  them  onto  a  train  five  hours  earlier, 

then Randall will be.” 

Juniper scrolled on her phone at Bryce’s other side. “Social channels are

empty right now, but …” 

“All  it  takes  is  one  person,”  Fury  finished  from  where  she  monitored

the front of the house with the same vigilance as Hunt. “I think I made my

point clear about the consequences of that, though.” 

Gods bless her, Fury really had.  If any of you post, talk, or so much as

think   about  what  went  down  here  tonight,  she’d  declared  with  quiet

authority to the awed partygoers,  I’ll hunt you down and make you regret it. 

No  one  had  said  anything,  but  Bryce  had  noticed  more  than  a  few

people deleting pictures from their phones as they hurried out. 

Hunt  said,  “Getting  your  parents  out  of  the  city  without  them  being

suspicious   or  finding  out  will  be  tricky,  to  say  the  least.”  He  angled  his head. “You sure it’s not easier to tell them?” 

“And  risk  my  mom  going  ballistic?  Doing  something  reckless?”  And

that  was  to  say  nothing  about  what  Randall  might  do  if  he  thought  the

Autumn King was threatening Bryce’s happiness and control over her own

life. Whatever her mom left of the Autumn King, Randall would be sure to

put a bullet in it. “I’m not risking them like that.” 

“They’re  adults,”  Fury  said.  “You  can  trust  them  to  make  rational

choices.” 

“Have you met my mom?” Bryce burst out. “Does  rational ever spring

to mind when you think about her? She makes sculptures of babies in beds

of lettuce, for fuck’s sake.” 

“I just think,” June jumped in, “that they’re going to find out anyway, 

so maybe it’s better if it comes from you. Before they hear it from someone

else.” 

Bryce shook her head. “Nope. I want to be far, far away when they find

out.  And  get  a  few  hundred  miles  between  them  and  the  Autumn  King, 

too.” 

Hunt grunted his agreement, and she threw him a grateful nod. 

The sound of Declan shutting the front door pulled her attention from

the angel as the Fae male leaned back against it. “Well, my buzz is officially

ruined.” 

Flynn  slumped  onto  the  lowest  steps  of  the  staircase,  a  bottle  of

whiskey  in  his  hand.  “Then  we  better  start  getting  it  back.”  He  swigged

deeply before passing it up to Ruhn, who leaned against the banister with

crossed arms, his blue eyes blazing into a near-violet. He’d been quiet these

last few minutes. 

Bryce  had  no  idea  where  to  start  with  him.  About  Cormac,  about  the

power  she’d  shown  in  Ruhn’s  own  house,  about  the  star  glowing  for  the

Avallen  Prince  …  any  of  it.  So  she  said,  “I  take  it  that’s  the  cousin  from your Ordeal.” 

Ruhn,  Dec,  and  Flynn  nodded  gravely.  Her  brother  drank  from  the

bottle of whiskey. 

“How close did Cormac get to killing you during your Ordeal?” Hunt

asked. Ruhn must have told him about it at some point this summer. 

“Close,” Flynn said, earning a glare from Ruhn. 

But  Ruhn  admitted,  “It  was  bad.”  Bryce  could  have  sworn  he  didn’t

look at her as he added, “Cormac spent his whole life thinking he’d get the

Starsword  one  day.  That  he’d  go  into  the  Cave  of  Princes  and  be  proven

worthy.  He  studied  all  the  lore,  learned  all  the  lineage,  pored  over  every

account detailing the variations in the power. It, ah … didn’t go down well

when I got it instead.” 

“And  now  his  fiancée  has  a  claim  to  it,  also,”  Flynn  said,  and  it  was

Bryce’s  turn  to  glare  at  the  lord.  She  could  have  lived  without  anyone

bringing that up again. 

Ruhn seemed to force himself to look at Bryce as he said, “It’s true.” So

he’d seen her glare, then. “The sword’s as much yours as it is mine.” 

Bryce  waved  a  hand.  “I’ll  take  it  on  weekends  and  holidays,  don’t

worry.” 

Hunt  tossed  in,  “And  it’ll  get   two  Winter  Solstices,  so  …  double  the presents.” 

Ruhn and the others gawked at them like they had ten heads, but Bryce

grinned at Hunt. He returned it with one of his own. 

He  got  her—her  humor,  her  fears,  her  hedging.  Whatever  it  was, 

Athalar  got her. 

“Is  it  true?”  Juniper  looped  her  elbow  through  Bryce’s  and  pressed

close. “About the legality of an engagement against Bryce’s will?” 

That wiped the smile from Hunt’s face. And Bryce’s. Her mind raced, 

each thought as swift and dizzying as a shooting star. 

“Tell me there’s a way out of this, Ruhn.” She walked to her brother and

snatched the whiskey bottle from him. A faint light flared at his back—the

Starsword.  It  hummed,  a  whining  sound  like  a  finger  tracing  the  rim  of  a

glass. 

Ruhn’s stare met hers, questioning and wary, but Bryce stepped back. 

The sword stopped singing. 

 It’s not going to bite, you know. 

Bryce  nearly  flinched  as  her  brother’s  voice  filled  her  mind.  He  used

the  mind-speaking  rarely  enough  that  she  often  entirely  forgot  he  had  the

gift. 

 It’s your sword. Not mine. You’re as much a Starborn Prince as I am a

 princess. 

He shot back, eyes glinting with stars,  I’m not the kind of male whose

 sense  of  pride  is  so  brittle  that  I  need  to  cling  to  a  shiny  weapon.  If  you want to use it, it’s yours. 

She  shook  her  head.  You  retrieved  the  blade—and  apparently  had  to

 deal with Cormac while doing it. That fact alone entitles you to keep it. 

Ruhn’s laughter filled her mind, full of amusement and relief. But his

face remained serious as he said to the group, now staring at them, “I didn’t

pay attention in class when we covered Fae law. Sorry.” 

“Well,  I  did,”  Marc  said.  “And  I’ve  already  put  some  of  my  firm’s

associates  on  researching  it.  Any  legal  case  or  precedent  that’s  been

uploaded into a database, short of whatever’s hidden in the Asteri Archives, 

we’ll be able to comb through.” 

Declan  added,  “I’ll  go  hunting,  too.”  But  even  Dec,  with  his  hacking

skills,  couldn’t  pierce  the  security  around  the  private,  ancient  files  of  the Asteri. 

“Thank  you,”  Bryce  said,  but  she  didn’t  allow  that  shred  of  hope  to balloon in her chest. “Update me when you have anything.” 

Ruhn started talking, but Bryce tuned him out, handing off the bottle of

whiskey  to  Juniper  before  slipping  out  onto  the  sagging  front  porch, 

dodging discarded cups and cans. Hunt was a storm wind at her back as she

strode onto the small slice of grassy front lawn and breathed in the bustle of

the Old Square before her. 

“Why are you being so calm about this?” Hunt asked, his arms crossed. 

The dry, warm night breeze ruffled his hair, his gray wings. 

“Because  this  is  some  move  in  a  game  the  Autumn  King  is  playing,” 

Bryce said. “He’s anticipating that I’m going to run to his house and fight

him. I’m trying to figure out why that would help him. What his endgame

is.” 

And what her own might be. 

“Connecting  the  two  most  powerful  Fae  royal  bloodlines  is  a  pretty

clear endgame,” Hunt growled. “And you’re Starborn on top of it—you told

me you’ve got the gifts of one of the first of the Starborn.  And you’ve got

the Horn. That makes you a massive bargaining chip for more power.” 

“That’s too simple for the Autumn King. His games play out over years

—centuries.  This  engagement  is  the  first  step.  Or  maybe  we’re  already

several steps along.” She just needed to find some way to get a few steps

ahead of  that  without  revealing  her  hand.  The  engagement  would  have  to

stand. For now. 

“It’s bullshit.” 

Bryce steeled her spine. “I was really enjoying this summer, you know. 

Today seems Hel-bent on ruining it for both of us.” 

Hunt  ducked  his  head.  “You’d  almost  think  this  was  planned  by  the

gods.  They  probably  have  a  special  task  force:  How  to  Fuck  Over  Bryce

and Hunt in One Day.” 

Bryce  chuckled.  “Celestina  might  wind  up  being  a  blessing.  But  …” 

She  asked  Hunt,  “You  think  the  Autumn  King  might  have  timed  this  to

coincide with you getting the news about Celestina?” 

“To what end?” 

“To rattle us. To make us act, I don’t know.” She dared say, “Maybe he

thought you’d go after him, and it’d make you look bad in front of the new

Archangel.” 

Hunt stilled, and Bryce became keenly aware of the distance between

their bodies. “Again,” he said, voice husky, “to what end?” 

“If you did something illegal,” Bryce mused, heart beginning to thunder

as he stepped closer, “like …” 

“Kill a Crown Prince of the Fae?” 

Bryce chewed on her lip. “Celestina needs to set an example of how she

plans to rule. And punishing a powerful angel, a  notorious angel acting out

of line … that’d be the perfect way to demonstrate her power. And thus get

you out of the picture for the Autumn King. He knows we’re a team.” 

“A team,” Hunt said slowly. As if, out of everything she’d laid out,  that

was what he chose to dwell on. 

“You know what I mean,” Bryce said. 

“I’m not sure I do.” Had his voice dropped lower? 

“We’re roomies,” she said, her own voice getting breathy. 

“Roomies.” 

“Occasional Beer Pong Champions?” 

Hunt  snatched  the  hat  off  her  head  and  plunked  it  back  on  his  own, 

backward as usual. “Yes, the Autumn King truly fears our unholy beer pong

alliance.” 

Bryce smiled, letting it chase away the darkness lurking in her soul. But

Hunt added, “We can’t forget that Avallen has their own angle. Why’d they

agree to the union?” 

“You  know  what?”  Bryce  said.  “Who  cares  about  any  of  them?  My

father,  the  Avallen  Fae—screw  them.”  Only  with  Hunt  could  she  be

dismissive about this. He’d have her back, no matter what. “At least until

we get my parents onto that train.” 

“You still haven’t given me a convincing plan for how  that will happen. 

For all we know, they’re learning about this on the news.” 

“Oh, my phone would already be exploding if my mother had heard.” 

She  ran  a  hand  through  her  hair.  “Maybe  I  should  ask  Fury  to  sneak  into

their hotel and disable their phones.” 

“Is  it  bad  if  I  think  she  should  go  one  step  further  and  tie  them  up, 

throw  them  in  the  trunk  of  a  car,  and  drive  them  home  so  they  get  there

before the news breaks? Because that’s what Fury will likely do if you send

her to that hotel.” 

Bryce laughed, and the sound sang through her like silver bells. “Okay, 

no Fury.” She looped her arm through Hunt’s, savoring the muscled mass of

him as she steered them toward the low gate and sidewalk beyond. “Let’s

watch old episodes of  Beach House Hookup and come up with ways to trick

my parents.” 

One  of  his  wings  brushed  along  her  back  in  the  softest  of  caresses. 

Every inch it touched lit up like firstlight. “Sounds like a normal Tuesday

night.” 

They meandered home, and despite Bryce’s flippant words, she found

herself slipping into a state of roiling darkness and thoughts like shooting

stars.  She’d  been  a  fool  to  think  she  could  lie  low  forever.  She’d  been

willing to follow the Asteri’s order to lead a boring, normal life, but the rest

of the world had different plans for her. And Hunt. 

She was bringing her phone to her ear to call her parents with the news

that   Oh,  so  sad,  but  Jesiba  needs  me  to  head  over  to  her  warehouse

 tomorrow and I think this might lead to a second chance at a job with her, 

 so do you mind getting on the earlier train?  when she and Hunt walked off

the elevator and found the door to their apartment ajar. 

If her mom and Randall had come over unexpectedly …

Syrinx was barking inside, and Bryce lunged for the door, the memory

of  another  night  washing  red  over  her  senses.  Now,  as  then,  the  scent  of

blood was a coppery tang in the air, in the hallway, on the threshold of her

door—

Not again. Not her parents—

Hunt shoved her back as he angled himself at the doorway, gun out and

lightning wreathing his other hand, violence written in every taut line of his

body, his raised wings. 

Surprise  flared  in  his  dark  eyes,  and  then  he  lowered  the  gun.  Bryce

beheld what was in the center of the great room and swayed into Hunt with

relief and shock. 

Yes, the gods had clearly formed a How to Fuck Over Hunt and Bryce

task force. 

Inside lay Ithan Holstrom, bleeding all over her pale wood floors. 
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Tharion Ketos had royally fucked up. 

Literally. The River Queen had been  pissed. 

Which  was  why  he  was  now  struggling  to  keep  his  feet  on  a  small

fishing vessel in a sea so stormy it made even his iron stomach churn. Up

and  down,  down  and  up,  the  boat  bobbed  in  the  rain  and  swells,  wind

threatening to flay his skin to the bone, despite his thick black sweater and

the tactical vest atop it. 

He should be lounging on a rock in the Istros right now, preferably in

plain  sight  of  whatever  females  walked  along  the  quay.  He  certainly

enjoyed finding not-so-covert photos of him on social media, with captions

like:  So hot it’s a miracle he doesn’t turn the Istros to steam! 

That had been a particular favorite. Too bad it had also landed him here. 

Punished by the River Queen because her daughter had cried over it. 

He  was  accustomed  to  cold,  had  explored  as  deep  as  his  mer’s  gifts

would allow without his skull cracking like an egg, but this northern stretch

of  the  Haldren  Sea  was  different.  It  sucked  the  life  from  one’s  bones,  its

grayness creeping into the soul. 

Though swimming would be a Hel of a lot less nauseating. 

Tharion  ducked  his  head  against  the  lashing  rain,  his  dark  red  hair

plastered to his scalp, dripping icy water down his neck. Gods, he wanted to

go home. Back to the dry, blistering heat of a Lunathion summer. 

“Submersible’s  within  range,”  the  captain  called.  The  female  dolphin

shifter was tucked in the safety of the command vestibule. Lucky asshole. 

“We’re starting to get a live feed.” 

Barely  able  to  maintain  his  grip  on  the  rain-slick  rail  of  the  boat, Tharion aimed for the vestibule. It could only fit two people, so he had to

wait  until  the  first  mate—a  shark  shifter—squeezed  out  before  entering. 

The warmth was like a kiss from Solas himself, and Tharion sighed as he

slid the door shut and observed the small screen beside the wheel. 

The  images  from  the  trench  were  murky:  flurries  of  floating  bits  in  a

whole lot of darkness. If they’d been on a battleship—Hel, even a yacht—

they’d  have  had  giant  screens  with  crystal  clarity.  But  this  fishing  boat, 

capable of slipping past the Pangeran navy’s radar, had been the best bet. 

The captain stood before the screen, pointing with a brown finger to a

rising  number  in  its  upper  right  corner.  “We’re  nearing  the  requested

depth.” 

Tharion sank into the swivel chair anchored into the floor. Technically, 

it  was  the  captain’s  chair,  but  he  didn’t  care.  He  was  paying  for  this

expedition. Granted, it was with his Blue Court–issued credit card, but he

could damn well sit where he wanted to. 

The captain raised a dark brow. “You know what you’re looking for?” 

She’d come highly recommended by a few spies in his employ—a discreet

and bold female who wouldn’t flee at the first hint of imperial battleships. 

Tharion surveyed the screen. “A body.” 

The captain whistled. “You know the odds of that are—” 

“She was tied to lead blocks and dropped into the water around here.” 

By the Hind. 

“If she’s not in the House of Many Waters, she’s long dead.” 

No shit. “I just need to find her.” What remained of her, after two weeks

at the bottom of the sea. Frankly, her bones and body had likely exploded

from the pressure. 

His queen had learned of the poor girl’s fate through whatever the rivers

and  seas  whispered  to  her.  He’d  known  it  was  how  the  River  Queen  kept

tabs on her sisters, who ruled the other bodies of water around Midgard, but

he hadn’t realized how precise the information could be—she’d been able

to tell him to hunt for lead blocks, and where to look. And what manner of

Vanir, exactly, Sofie was: a thunderbird. Ogenas have mercy on them all. 

It  was  on  the  slim  chance  that  Sofie’s  Vanir  body  had  survived  the

plunge—and hadn’t been picked apart yet by scavengers—that he’d come. 

His queen seemed to be under the impression that Sofie was an asset, even dead. 

His queen had refused to tell him more than that. She’d only said that

he was to retrieve the body and bring it back to the Blue Court. Presumably

to search it for intel or weapons. He prayed he wouldn’t be the one to do it. 

“We’re  at  depth,”  the  captain  announced,  and  the  camera  feed  halted. 

More white bits swirled past as the camera pivoted to reveal the silty, alien


seafloor. “Any idea where to start, Captain?” 

 Captain.  Tharion still found the title ridiculous, and more than a little

painful.  The  case  that  had  earned  him  the  recent  promotion  had  been  his

sister’s  murder.  He’d  have  traded  in  the  title  in  a  heartbeat  if  it  meant  he could have Lesia back. Hear his younger sister’s boisterous laugh one more

time. Catching and killing her murderer hadn’t eased that feeling. 

“Based  on  the  current,  she  should  have  landed  around  here,”  Tharion

said,  letting  his  water  magic  drift  to  the  bottom,  cringing  at  the  ocean’s

viciousness. Not at all like the clear calm of the Istros. Granted, plenty of

monsters  dwelled  within  the  Blue  River,  but  the  turquoise  water  sang  to

him, laughed with him, cried with him. This sea only bellowed and raged. 

Tharion monitored the camera feed. “Rotate the camera to the west—

and move the submersible ahead about ten yards.” 

Through the glare of the firstlight beams atop the remote submersible, 

more  fleshy  white  bits  floated  by.  This  was  what  the  wraith  Viktoria  had

been  damned  by  Micah  to  endure.  The  former  Archangel  had  shoved  her

essence  into  a  magically  sealed  box  while  the  wraith  remained  fully

conscious despite having no corporeal form, and dropped her to the floor of

the Melinoë Trench. 

That  the  trench’s  bottom  was  another  fifteen  miles  deeper  than  the

seafloor  before  them  sent  a  shiver  along  Tharion’s  tiger-striped  forearms. 

The  wraith’s  shoebox-sized  Helhole  had  been  bespelled  against  the

pressure.  And  Viktoria,  not  needing  food  or  water,  would  live  forever. 

Trapped. Alone. No light, nothing but silence, not even the comfort of her

own voice. 

A fate worse than death. With Micah now sitting in a trash bag in some

city  dump,  would  anyone  dare  retrieve  the  wraith?  Athalar  had  shown  no

signs  of  rebellion,  and  Bryce  Quinlan,  the  last  Tharion  had  heard,  was

content to return to a normal life. 

Hel, after this spring, hadn’t everyone wanted to return to normal? 

The River Queen didn’t seem to want to. She’d sent him hunting for a

rebel spy’s remains. To retrieve her Very Fucking Important corpse. 

Even if the mere fact that the River Queen was searching for the body

of a rebel spy could damn her. Damn all of them. 

And he’d be first in the line of fire. But he never dared to challenge her

about  the  contradictions  of  it:  she  punished  him  for  making  her  daughter

cry, yet what would happen should he be killed or harmed during one of her

punishments? Wouldn’t her daughter cry then? 

Her daughter, as capricious as her mother—and as jealous. If she was a

bit of a possessive monster, it was because her mother had taught her well. 

He’d  been  a  fool  not  to  see  it  before  he’d  taken  her  maidenhead  and

sworn  himself  to  her  a  decade  ago.  Before  he’d  ever  made  himself  her

betrothed. Beloved of the River Queen’s daughter. A prince-in-training. 

A fucking nightmare. 

Judging by the fact that he had kept his job these ten years, and even

been promoted, her mother apparently still had no idea what to do with him. 

Unless  her  daughter  had  intervened  on  his  behalf,  to  keep  him  safe.  The

thought of that alone—that he had to stay on her good side—had made him

keep his hands to himself and his cock in his pants. Fins. Whatever. 

And  he’d  accepted  the  punishments,  however  unfair  and  undeserved

and dangerous, that were thrown his way. 

“I’m  not  seeing  anything.”  The  captain  adjusted  the  control  toggle  on

the dash. 

“Keep  moving.  Do  a  complete  scan  within  a  one-mile  perimeter.”  He

wouldn’t return to his queen empty-handed if he could help it. 

“We’ll be here for hours,” the captain countered, frowning. 

Tharion just settled into the chair, glancing to the first mate sheltering

against the side of the vestibule. 

They  knew  what  they  were  getting  into  by  coming  here.  Knew  what

kind of storms stalked these seas at this point in the year. If the shifter got

tired of the wind and rain, he could jump beneath the waves. 

Even if a shark in these waters was the least of the terrors. 

Three and a half hours later, Tharion lifted a hand. “Go back to the right. 

No—yeah. There. Can you get closer?” 

The  remote  submersible  had  floated  past  boiling-hot  sea  vents,  past

muck  and  rock  and  all  manner  of  strange  creatures.  But  there,  tucked

among a cluster of red-and-white tuber worms … a square rock. 

Only Vanir or human hands could have made it. 

“I’ll be damned,” the captain murmured, leaning toward the screen, the

light illuminating her angular face. “Those are lead blocks.” 

He suppressed a shiver. The River Queen had been right. Down to the

last detail. “Circle them.” 

But  …  Chains  draped  from  the  block  onto  the  seafloor.  They  were

empty. 

The captain observed, “Whoever those chains held is long gone. They

either got eaten or they exploded from the pressure.” 

Tharion  marked  the  chains,  nodding.  But  his  gaze  snagged  on

something. 

He glanced at the captain to see if she’d noticed the anomaly, but her

face revealed no sign of surprise. So Tharion kept silent, letting her bring

the small submersible back up to the surface, where the first mate hauled it

onto the deck. 

Two  hours  later,  back  on  land—soggy  and  muddy  from  the  rain—

Tharion calmed his chattering teeth long enough to call his queen. 

The River Queen answered after the first ring. “Talk.” 

Used  to  the  curt,  yet  ethereal  voice,  Tharion  said,  “I  found  the  lead

blocks. The chains were still attached.” 

“So?” 

“There was no body.” A sigh of disappointment. He shivered yet again

—not entirely from the cold. “But the shackles had been unlocked.” 

The sigh paused. He’d learn to read her pauses, as varied as the life in

her river. “You’re sure of this?” 

He  refrained  from  asking  why  the  currents  hadn’t  told  her  about  this

particularly vital detail. Maybe they were as capricious as she. Tharion said

mildly, “No signs of damage. At least as far as I could tell on the crappy

screen.” 

“You think Sofie Renast freed herself?” 

“I don’t know.” Tharion climbed into the black SUV that he’d drive to

the private heliport in the north of Pangera, and turned the heat to full blast. 

It’d probably take the entire hour’s drive inland to warm his frozen body. 

“But I sure as Hel don’t think she ever made it to the seafloor.” 

Tharion drove down the rough road, mud spraying, windshield wipers

swishing faintly. 

His queen said, “Then either someone got there before us … or Sofie is

alive.  Interesting,  that  the  water  did  not  whisper  of  that.  As  if  it  were

silenced.” Tharion had a feeling he knew where this was going. “Find her,” 

she ordered. “I’d bet my court that she’s looking for her brother. She went

to great lengths to free him from Kavalla. The sea whispered that he is as

gifted  as  she.  Find  him,  and  we  find  her.  And  vice  versa.  But  even  if  we

only find the boy … he will be valuable indeed.” 

Tharion didn’t dare ask why she wanted either of them. He could invent

reasons for wanting the rebel, but the boy … Emile Renast had his sister’s

gift, and that was it. A powerful one, but he was a kid. Hadn’t even made

the Drop. And as far as Tharion knew, his queen wasn’t in the habit of using

child soldiers. But Tharion couldn’t say anything other than: “I’ll begin the

search immediately.” 
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Bryce  tore  through  the  cabinet  beneath  her  sink.  Bottles  of  hair  products, 

old  makeup  palettes,  dead  blow-dryers  flew  out  and  scattered  behind  her. 

Where the  fuck had she put it—

There.  Bryce  yanked  out  the  white  first  aid  kit,  Syrinx  doing  a  little

dance  next  to  her.  As  if  the  golden-furred  chimera  had  found  it  himself. 

Cheeky pup. 

Leaping  to  her  feet  as  she  opened  the  lid,  she  rifled  through  the

antiseptic  ointment,  bandages,  and  vial  of  pain-relieving  potion.  She

frowned down at Syrinx. “This stuff never goes bad, right?” 

Syrinx scrunched his snout, huffing as if to say,  Beats me! 

Bryce scratched under his chin and returned to the great room to find

Hunt  crouching  beside  Ithan,  whom  they’d  laid  out  on  the  coffee  table. 

Ithan’s face … Burning Solas. 

Well,  he  was  awake.  And  talking.  She  hoped  he  hadn’t  heard  her  and

Hunt bickering over where to put his barely conscious form a moment ago. 

Hunt had wanted to set Ithan on the couch, and Bryce hadn’t been able to

stop herself from shrieking about ruining the white cushions. So the coffee

table it was. 

Hunt and Ithan were murmuring too low for Bryce to understand, and

they halted as she approached. Though she could detect no outward sign of

it, Hunt’s lightning seemed to crackle in the air around him. Or maybe that

was  Hunt’s  presence,  once  again  doing  funny  things  to  her  senses.  Bryce

lifted the first aid kit. “Found it.” 

Ithan grunted. “It’s … it’s not as bad as it looks.” 

“Your  mouth  literally  started  bleeding  again  saying  that,”  Bryce  said, dropping the kit on the table next to Ithan before fishing inside for sterile

wipes.  She  hadn’t  seen  him  since  the  attack  last  spring.  Hadn’t  spoken  to

him. 

Bryce  waved  a  hand  over  the  bruised  and  swollen  face  that  held  no

resemblance to the handsome, charming features she’d once known so well. 

“I don’t even know where to start with this … mess.” She didn’t just mean

his face. 

“You  and  me  both,”  Ithan  mumbled,  and  hissed  as  Bryce  dabbed  at  a

slice  across  his  brow.  He  pulled  his  head  from  her  reach.  “It’ll  heal.  That one’s already smaller.” 

“I’d  guess  claws  made  that,”  Hunt  said,  arms  crossed.  Syrinx  hopped

onto the sectional, turned in a circle three times, then curled up in a ball. 

Ithan said nothing. Bryce reached for the wound again, but he pulled his

head farther back, wincing in pain. 

“Why the fuck are you here, Ithan?” Hunt’s voice was like gravel. 

Ithan’s brown eyes, one half-swollen, met Bryce’s. Ire glowed in them. 

“I  didn’t  tell  them  to  bring  me  here.  Perry  …  my  pack’s  Omega  …  She

arranged it.” 

A  fuzzy  memory  of  a  brown-haired  female  emerged.  Perry  …

Ravenscroft. Amelie’s younger sister. “She did this to you?” 

Ithan huffed a raw laugh, then winced. His ribs must be—

Bryce  lifted  Ithan’s  bloody  gray  T-shirt,  revealing  disgustingly  carved

abs and—“Holy shit, Ithan.” 

He yanked the shirt back over the extensive bruising. “It’s fine.” 

“Those look like broken ribs,” Hunt said wryly. 

“Definitely  broken  ribs,  Athalar,”  Bryce  replied,  sitting  back  on  her

heels. “And a broken arm, from the way he’s cradling it.” 

“Skull fracture’s healed,” Hunt observed with equal distance, as if they

were  on  one  of  his  favorite  Vanir  crime  procedurals.  Ithan’s  eyes  flashed

again. 

“I’m sensing hostility and a good dose of male pride,” Bryce said. 

“Throw in some stubbornness and I’d say we’ve got ourselves a classic

case of stupidity,” Hunt answered. 

“What  the fuck is wrong with you two?” Ithan demanded. 

Bryce  smiled  at  Hunt,  all  thoughts  of  the  betrothal  and  her  father  and the Asteri vanishing at the amusement glittering in the angel’s eyes. But she

stopped smiling as she faced Ithan again. 

“I promise to clean you up as quickly as possible, and you’ll be on your

way,” she said. 

“Take your time. It’s not like I have anywhere to go.” 

Hunt stilled. “Amelie kicked you out?” 

“Sabine  kicked  me  out,”  Ithan  growled.  “She,  Amelie,  and  the  others

did … this.” 

“Why?” Bryce managed to say. 

Ithan met her stare. “Why do you think?” Bryce shook her head, disgust

creeping  through  her.  Ithan  said,  “You  know  how  Sabine  operates.  Some

reporter cornered me at a bar a few weeks ago about the attack last spring, 

and I talked about … what happened. How I helped you. The article came

out this morning. Sabine apparently wasn’t a fan.” 

“Oh?” Hunt lifted a brow. 

Ithan’s  bruised  throat  bobbed.  “I  might  have  also  defended  you,”  he

said to Bryce. “Against a nasty quote from Sabine.” 

Bryce  resisted  the  urge  to  pull  out  her  phone  to  search  for  the  article. 

Nothing  in  there  would  make  her  feel  better  about  this.  So  she  said, 

“Sabine’s a City Head. This is really what she wants to waste her time on?” 

“Wolves don’t talk shit about other wolves.” 

“But you did,” Hunt countered. 

“So  did  Sabine.”  He  said  sadly,  wearily  to  Bryce,  “The  Prime  called

you  a  wolf.  That’s  good  enough  for  me.  I,  ah  …  It  didn’t  sit  well,  what

Sabine said. But I guess the article didn’t sit well with her, either. So I’m

out.” 

Bryce exhaled a long, long breath. 

“Why bring you here?” Hunt asked. 

Ithan  grimaced  with  pain.  “Perry  remembered  that  we  were  friends, 

once upon a time.” He tried and failed to rise. “But give me a few minutes, 

then I’ll be gone.” 

“You’re staying here,” Bryce said. Honestly, after the night she’d had, it

was the last thing she wanted. Especially when she still had to call her mom

and convince her to get out of town. Gods, if Ember found out Ithan was

here,  she’d  never  leave.  She’d  loved  him  like  a  son.  Bryce  shook  off  the thought. “You’re lucky Sabine didn’t kill you.” 

“Trust me, she wanted to,” Ithan said bitterly. “But I wasn’t worth the

legal headache that would cause.” 

Bryce swallowed. Connor’s little brother had once been her best friend, 

after Danika. Fury and June had come after that. Gods, how many messages

had she and Ithan swapped over the years? How many juvenile jokes had

they shared? How many times had she bounced in the stands at one of his

sunball games, screaming her lungs out for him? 

The male before her was a stranger. 

“I should go,” Ithan said thickly. Like he remembered their history, too. 

Read it on her face. 

“Sit the fuck down,” Hunt said. “You can’t even walk.” 

“Fine,” Ithan conceded. “One night.” 

He had to be desperate, then. 

Fighting the tightness in her chest, Bryce pulled out her phone. “Good.” 

She noted the time. Almost midnight. Her parents were likely about to go to

bed. “I have to make a call.” 

Hunt fixed a cup of decaf just to give himself something to do as Ithan lay

bleeding on the coffee table behind him. Bryce’s voice as she spoke to her

parents filtered down the hall in bits and pieces. 

 We’ll plan a long weekend next time. Maybe Hunt and I can come up to

 you guys. I think he’d love to finally see Nidaros. 

Hunt’s lips quirked upward. Bringing him home to her parents, huh? No

matter that she was lying through her teeth. 

The coffee machine finished a heartbeat before Bryce said, “All right. 

I’ll meet you at your hotel at six. Yep. Bright and early. Okay. Love you. 

Bye.” 

Hunt blew on the steaming-hot coffee as Bryce padded back down the

hall. “Everything good?” he asked her. 

“Aside from the fact that I have to be up in a few hours, sure.” Bryce

slid her phone onto the kitchen counter. “Tickets are switched.” She peered

at  Ithan,  whose  eyes  were  closed.  But  Hunt  had  no  doubt  the  wolf  was

listening. 

“Right,” Bryce said. “Beds.” 

“I’m good on the couch,” Ithan croaked. 

Hunt was inclined to agree, but Bryce said, “Oh no. You’re in my room. 

I won’t have you bleeding all over my white couch.” 

Hunt said roughly, “I’ll sleep on the couch. Holstrom, you can have my

room.” 

“Nope,” Bryce countered. “It’s fine. My bed is big.” 

Hunt  shot  back,  “Then   you  sleep  on  the  couch  and  give  Holstrom  the

bed.” 

“With  my  back  problems?”  Before  Hunt  could  ask  what  the  Hel  she

was  talking  about,  she  said,  “I’m  tired,  and  I  don’t  want  to  argue. 

Conversation over.” 

Ithan cracked open an eye. Hunt reined in his growl of frustration. 

Fifteen minutes later, Hunt lay in his own bed, teeth gritted as he stared

at the ceiling, with only a snoring Syrinx for company. 

It  was  fine.  Totally  fucking  fine  that  Ithan  Holstrom  was  sharing

Bryce’s bed. 

Totally. Fucking. Fine. 

 His bed, his blood roared. Even if he hadn’t been near it in months. His

bed,  his Bryce, who’d emerged from the bathroom in her sleep shorts and a

faded, threadbare T-shirt that did nothing to hide the shadow of her nipples

behind the purple fabric. Thankfully, Holstrom’s eyes were too swollen for

Hunt  to  notice  if  the  male  looked.  Not  that  it  really  mattered.  He  trusted

Bryce. Knew precisely what—and who—she wanted. 

But  …  it  didn’t  matter  that  Holstrom  had  come  to  Bryce’s  defense

during the attack, or in some stupid article. He’d been a nasty fuck to her in

the  two  years  before  that.  And  had  let  Amelie  run  rampant,  tormenting

Bryce over the death of his brother. 

And  fine—trust  aside,  maybe  he  was  slightly  on  edge.  Holstrom  was

good-looking,  when  he  wasn’t  beaten  to  Hel  and  back.  He’d  been  a  star

sunball player at CCU. Hunt remembered watching a few of the games in

the  33rd’s  lounge  in  the  Comitium,  marveling  at  Holstrom’s  speed  and

agility. The male hadn’t played the sport for two years now, but he was still

built. 

 Stupid,  jealous  idiot.  For  fuck’s  sake,  having  Holstrom  here  bothered

him more than that asshole Cormac claiming he’d marry Quinlan. 

He  hated  himself  just  a  little  bit  as  he  pulled  his  phone  from  the nightstand and typed in  Ithan Holstrom Sabine Fendyr Bryce Quinlan. 

The article popped up immediately. 

Hunt  skimmed  it.  Read  what  Sabine  had  said  and  focused  on  his

breathing. On not leaping into the skies and shredding the Prime Apparent

into pieces. 

 “Bryce  Quinlan  is  nothing  but  a  spoiled  party  girl  who  was

 conveniently  in  the  right  place  during  the  attack.  My  wolves  saved

 innocents. She’s a pathetic fame-chaser.” 

Hunt  ground  his  teeth  so  hard  his  jaw  hurt.  Toward  the  bottom,  he

found Holstrom’s sound bite. 

 “The wolves only went to Asphodel Meadows because of Bryce. She got

 the call for help out, and held the line until we could provide backup. She

 saved  this  city.  She’s  a  hero,  as  far  as  I’m  concerned.  Don’t  let  anyone convince  you  otherwise.  Especially  people  who  weren’t  even  in  this  city

 during the attack.” 

Well, Hunt didn’t blame Sabine for being pissed. The truth hurt. 

Hunt  sighed  and  was  about  to  set  his  phone  back  onto  the  nightstand

when it buzzed with a message from Isaiah.  Thoughts??? 

He knew Isaiah was asking about Celestina’s appointment.  Too early to

 tell, he wrote back.  Too early for hope, too. 

Isaiah answered immediately.  She’ll be here tomorrow evening at five. 

 Try to play nice, Hunt. She’s not Micah. 

Hunt sent back a thumbs-up. But sleep was a long time coming. 

Bryce gazed at her bedroom ceiling, listening to the wet, labored breathing

of the male beside her. 

Her  mom  and  dad  had  bought  her  lies—hook,  line,  and  sinker.  Of

course, it meant she’d be getting up in four hours, but it was a price worth

paying. No news about her engagement had been leaked yet. She could only

pray it wouldn’t until their train was out of the city. 

Ithan  shifted  slightly,  the  sound  of  the  blankets  loud  in  the  silence.  It

was  strange  to  have  him  here,  his  scent  filling  her  nose.  So  similar  to

Connor’s scent—

“I could have slept on the couch,” Ithan said into the darkness. 

“I don’t trust Athalar not to smother you with a pillow.” 

Ithan huffed a laugh. “He holds a grudge, huh?” 

“You have no idea.” 

Silence fell again, thick and heavy. She’d wanted Ithan right where she

could  see  him.  It  was  as  simple  as  that.  Wards  on  this  place  or  not,  she

wasn’t  about  to  leave  him  unguarded  when  Sabine  and  Amelie  might

change their minds about the paperwork being too much trouble. She’d lost

one Holstrom already. 

“Danika  had  me  keyed  to  the  locks,”  Ithan  said.  “Right  before  …

everything.  She  showed  me  this  place—wanted  me  in  on  the  surprise. 

That’s how I got in.” 

Bryce’s throat clogged. “Oh.” 

“Is it true that Danika helped you make the Drop?” 

Since her voice had been broadcast through the Gates into every part of

the city, it was common knowledge that Danika Fendyr had something to do

with Bryce’s Drop, but rumors about exactly what ranged widely. 

“Yeah,” Bryce said. “She, ah … She was my Anchor.” 

“I didn’t know that was possible.” 

“Me neither.” 

His  breathing  thinned.  Bryce  said,  “I  …  Ithan,  when  I  saw  Danika

during  the  Search,  she  told  me  that  the  others—Connor  and  Nathalie  and

the whole Pack of Devils—held off the Reapers to buy her time to be there

with me. They saved me, too. Connor saved me.” 

Ithan  said  nothing  for  a  long  moment.  When  was  the  last  time  they’d

spoken  like  this?  Calm,  quiet.  Without  hate  spewing  like  acid,  burning

everything it touched? Then Ithan said, “He loved you more than anyone.” 

Her heart strained. “He loved  you more than anyone.” 

“He thought you were his mate.” 

Bryce shut her eyes against the punch that slammed into her gut. “In the

wolf sense of the word?” 

“What other sense is there? Yeah, the wolf sense.” 

There  were  several  definitions  of  the  term   mate—though  Bryce

supposed  that  to  Ithan,  to  a  shifter,  only  one  mattered:  one’s  true  lover, 

predestined by Urd. 

The  Fae  had  a  similar  concept—a  mate  was  a  bond  deeper  than

marriage,  and  beyond  an  individual’s  control.  The  angels,  she  knew,  used

the term far more lightly: for the malakim, it was akin to a marriage, and matings could be arranged. Like breeding animals in a zoo. 

But  for  Connor,  if  he’d  thought  Bryce  was  his  mate  …  Her  stomach

twisted again. 

“Did you love him?” Ithan whispered. 

“You know I did,” Bryce said, voice thick. 

“We  waste  so  much  time.  Maybe  it’s  our  curse  as  immortals.  To  see

time as a luxury, a never-ending ocean.” He loosed a long breath. “I wasted

a lot of it.” 

Bryce couldn’t tell what he was referring to. “Real poetic of you.” Ithan

let out a soft laugh. In the air-conditioned dark, Bryce asked, “Why did you

quit sunball?” 

She felt Ithan tense, the mattress shifting. “Because it’s a stupid game,” 

he said, voice empty, and turned onto his side with a groan. 

Bryce had no idea how to respond. So she closed her eyes, rubbing idly

at the scar on her chest, and prayed for Luna to send her into a dreamless, 

heavy sleep. 
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“This  is  bullshit.”  Ruhn  paced  the  ornate  rugs  of  his  father’s  study  as  the grandfather clock in the corner chimed two in the morning. “You  know it’s

total fucking bullshit.” 

Lounging in a crimson leather armchair by the darkened fireplace, the

Autumn  King  said  nothing.  The  experiments  and  nonsense  he  worked  on

day  and  night  boiled  and  bubbled  away,  the  sound  a  steady  hum  in  the

background. 

“What’s the matter, cousin? Feeling possessive of your sister?” Cormac

smirked  from  where  he  leaned  against  the  black  marble  mantel,  white

sweater stretched tight over his muscled chest. Not one golden hair on his

head out of place. 

Fucker. 

Ruhn  ignored  Cormac’s  taunt  and  said  to  his  father,  “We  live  in  a

modern  city.  In  modern  times.  There  are  lawyers  by  the  dozen  who  have

endless resources to challenge this—and courts that might be amenable to

setting a new precedent that protects the rights of Fae females.” 

“Bryce will arrive willingly at the marriage altar,” his father said. “As

will you.” 

Cormac’s  mouth  curled  upward.  “I  hear  you’re  engaged  to  Hypaxia

Enador. Congratulations.” Ruhn scowled at him. Cormac went on, sizing up

Ruhn,  “Of  course,  the  marriage  is  unorthodox,  considering  your  bride’s

family and bloodline.” 

Ruhn stiffened. “You’ve got some shit to spew about Hypaxia, then let’s

hear it.” 

But Cormac said to the Autumn King, “He doesn’t know?” 

His  father,  damn  him,  seemed  bored  as  he  said,  “It  didn’t  seem

necessary. My order is law.” 

Ruhn glanced between them. “What is this?” 

His  father,  features  tightening  with  distaste—as  if  disappointed  that

Ruhn  hadn’t  learned  it  himself—said,  “The  late  Queen  Hecuba  had  two

daughters,  from  different  sires.  Hypaxia’s  sire,  Hecuba’s  coven  learned

afterward,  was  a  powerful  necromancer  from  the  House  of  Flame  and

Shadow. Hypaxia seems to have inherited his gifts alongside her mother’s.” 

Ruhn blinked. Slowly. Hypaxia could raise and speak to the dead. All

right. He could live with that. “Cool.” 

Flames danced along his father’s hair, dancing over his shoulders. “Her

older sister, however, was sired by a shape-shifting male. A stag.” 

“So?” 

Cormac  snorted.  “Hypaxia’s  half  sister  is  better  known  as  the  Hind.” 

Ruhn  gaped  at  him.  How  had  he  not  known  this?  “She  didn’t  inherit  any

witch gifts,” Cormac continued, “and was handed over to her father’s kin. 

The crown naturally went to Hypaxia. But it seems that since your bride has

been  crowned  queen,  the  question  of  her  necromancy  has  become  …  an

issue for the witches.” 

“It’s  of  no  bearing  on  this  conversation,”  his  father  said.  “Ruhn  shall

marry her, necromancy or not, odious sister or not.” 

“My  father  found  Hypaxia’s  background  to  be  problematic,”  Cormac

said. 

“Then it is a good thing your father is not marrying her,” the Autumn

King countered. 

Cormac shut his mouth, and Ruhn held in his grin of delight. 

But his father went on, “Ruhn shall marry Hypaxia, and Bryce Quinlan

shall marry you, Prince Cormac. There will be no more debate.” 

“You  do  remember  that  Bryce  and  Athalar  are  together?”  Ruhn  said. 

“Try to get between them, and you’ll get a refresher course on why he was

called the Umbra Mortis.” 

“Last my spies reported, she still does not bear his scent. So I can only

assume they have not consummated their relationship.” 

Just talking about this with his father was gross. 

Cormac cut in, “One day, she’ll be Queen of Avallen. She’d be a fool to

throw it away on a bastard angel.” 

Ruhn spat, “You need Bryce more than she needs either of you. She’s

Starborn.” 

The  Autumn  King’s  teeth  flashed.  “If  Bryce  wished  to  remain  free  of

our household, then she should not have been so brazen about showing off

her power.” 

“Is that what this is about?” Fire seared through Ruhn’s veins. “That she

 showed you up? That she has more power than you? What—you needed to

put her back in her place?” 

“You’re delusional,” Cormac’s grin promised violence. “I am stooping

to  marry  your  sister.  Many  of  my  people  will  consider  the  union  a

disgrace.” 

“Careful,”  the  Autumn  King  warned,  true  anger  sparking  in  his

whiskey-colored eyes. “Regardless of her human lineage, Bryce is an heir

to the Starborn line. More so than my son.” He threw a frown dripping with

disdain at Ruhn. “We have not seen starlight with such force for thousands

of years. I do not take handing her over to Avallen lightly.” 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  getting  from  it?”  Nausea  clawed  its  way  up

Ruhn’s throat. 

His  father  answered,  “Your  sister  has  one  value  to  me:  her  breeding

potential. Both of our royal houses will benefit from the union.” 

Cormac added, “And the continued commitment to the alliance between

our peoples.” 

“Against what?” Had everyone lost their minds? 

“A  weakening  of  magic  in  the  royal  bloodline,”  Cormac  said.  “As

recent  generations  have  demonstrated.”  He  waved  with  a  flame-crusted

hand toward Ruhn and his shadows. 

“Fuck  you,”  Ruhn  hissed.  “Is  this  about  the  war  in  Pangera?  The

rebellion?”  He’d  heard  rumors  recently  that  Ophion  had  taken  out  four

Omega submersibles in the north.  Four. Some insane shit had to be going

on over there. His father had even hinted at it in the late spring, when he’d

announced  Ruhn’s  betrothal.  That  war  was  coming,  and  they  needed  to

shore up allies. 

“It is about ensuring that the Fae retain our power and birthright,” his

father  said.  His  icy  voice  had  always  belied  the  merciless  flame  in  his

blood. “Your sister can imbue that into her offspring with Cormac.” 

Cormac grunted his agreement, flames winking out. 

Ruhn  tried  again.  “For  fuck’s  sake,  leave  Bryce  out  of  this.  Don’t  we

have other royals we can pair off to punch out some babies?” 

“I didn’t remember you whining so much, Ruhn,” Cormac said. 

“Before or after you tried to kill me? Or when you buried a sword in

Dec’s gut?” 

Cormac’s  eyes  gleamed  like  hot  coals.  “Just  wanted  to  feel  you  boys

out.” He pushed off the mantel and strode for the shut doors. “You know,” 

Cormac  drawled  over  his  shoulder,  “the  Starborn  used  to  intermarry. 

Brother  wed  sister,  aunt  married  nephew,  and  so  on.  All  to  keep  the

bloodline pure. Since you seem so heavily invested in who shares Bryce’s

bed, perhaps the old traditions could be revived for you two.” 

“Get the Hel out,” Ruhn snarled. His shadows writhed at his fingertips, 

whips ready to snap for the Avallen Prince’s neck. 

“You  might  rebel  all  you  like,  Ruhn  Danaan,  but  you  are  a  Crown

Prince, as I am. Our fates are the same. But I know which one of us will rise

to meet it.” 

Then he was gone. 

 Our fates are the same.  Cormac meant that they would both be kings, 

but Ruhn knew his fate was more complicated than that. 

 The  royal  bloodline  shall  end  with  you,  Prince.  The  Oracle’s  voice

floated  through  his  mind,  twisting  up  his  insides.  He  might  very  well  not

live long enough to see himself crowned. His blood chilled. Was it because

Cormac would lead some sort of coup? 

He shook it off, turning to his father. “Why are you doing this?” 

“That you have to ask shows me you’re no true son of mine.” 

The  words  seared  through  him.  Nothing  could  ever  hurt  worse  than

what had already been done to him by this male, the scars he bore on his

arms from it, mostly covered by the sleeves of his tattoos. But the words …

yeah, they stung. 

Ruhn refused to let the old bastard see it, though. Would never let him

see  it.  “And  I  suppose  you  think  Cormac  will  become  that  true  son  by

marrying Bryce.” 

His father’s lips curled upward, eyes as lifeless as the Pit. “Cormac has

always been the son I should have had. Rather than the one I was burdened

with.” 
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“Today’s the big day, huh?” 

Hunt  turned  from  where  he’d  been  staring  at  the  coffee  machine, 

willing the grinding of the beans to drown out the thoughts roaring in his

head.  Bryce  leaned  against  the  white  marble  counter  behind  him,  clad  in

leggings and an old T-shirt. 

Hunt  tucked  in  his  gray  wings  and  saluted.  “Approachable  Asshole, 

reporting  for  duty.”  Her  lips  curved  upward,  but  he  asked,  “How’d  it  go

with your parents?” She’d left well before he was up. 

“Perfectly.” She feigned brushing dirt off her shoulders. “Not a whisper

about  the  engagement.  I  think  Randall  suspected   something,  but  he  was

game to play along.” 

“Five gold marks says your mom calls before noon to start yelling.” 

Her  grin  was  brighter  than  the  morning  sun  streaming  outside  the

windows. “You’re on.” She angled her head, surveying his daily uniform:

his usual black battle-suit for the 33rd. “You should see the decorations that

went up overnight—apparently, the city’s rolling out the welcome mat, and

sparing no expense. Banners, flowers, sparkly-clean streets, even in the Old

Square. Not one drop of drunken-idiot vomit to be seen or smelled.” 

“The  appointment  of  a  new  Governor  is  a  pretty  big  deal,”  he  said, 

wondering where she was going with this. 

“Yep.” Then Bryce asked casually, “Want me to come with you today?” 

There  it  was.  Something  in  his  chest  kindled  at  the  offer.  “No  hand-

holding needed, Quinlan. But thanks.” 

Bryce’s  eyes  glowed—pure  Fae  predator  lurking  there.  “Remember

what we did to the last two Archangels, Hunt,” she said quietly. That was

new—the raw power that thundered beneath her words. “If Celestina does

something fucked up, we’ll react accordingly.” 

“Bloodthirsty, Quinlan?” 

She didn’t smile. “You might be heading in there without me today, but

I’m a phone call away.” 

His chest ached. She’d do it—back him up against a fucking Archangel, 

Solas  burn  him.  “Noted,”  he  said  thickly.  He  nodded  toward  the  hallway. 

“How’s our guest?” 

“He looks a lot better this morning, though the broken ribs have some

mending left to do. He was still sleeping when I left.” 

“What’s the plan?” Hunt kept his voice neutral. He’d slept terribly last

night,  every  sound  sending  him  lurching  from  sleep.  Bryce,  of  course, 

appeared as beautiful as ever. 

“Ithan  can  stay  as  long  as  he  wants,”  Bryce  said  simply.  “I’m  not

turning him over to Sabine.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Ithan said from behind her, and even Hunt started. 

The  male  had  crept  up  with  preternatural  silence.  He   did  look  better. 

Blood  still  crusted  Holstrom’s  short  golden-brown  hair,  but  the  swelling

around  his  eyes  had  vanished,  leaving  only  a  few  purple  streaks.  Most  of

the  cuts  were  healed,  except  the  thick  slash  across  his  brow.  That’d  take

another day or two. Ithan pointed past Hunt. “Is that coffee?” 

Hunt  busied  himself  with  pouring  three  cups,  passing  one  to  Quinlan

first. “A drop of coffee in a cup of milk, just as you like it.” 

“Asshole.”  She  swiped  the  mug.  “I  don’t  know  how  you  drink  it

straight.” 

“Because  I’m  a  grown-up.”  Hunt  passed  the  second  mug  to  Ithan, 

whose  large  hands  engulfed  the  white  ceramic  cup  that  said   I   Survived Class of 15032 Senior Week and All I Got Was This Stupid Mug! 

Ithan peered at it, his mouth twitching. “I remember this mug.” 

Hunt fell silent as Bryce let out a breathy laugh. “I’m surprised you do, 

given how drunk you were. Even though you were a sweet baby frosh.” 

Ithan  chuckled,  a  hint  of  the  handsome,  cocky  male  Hunt  had  heard

about.  “You  and  Danika  had  me  doing  keg  stands  at  ten  in  the  morning. 

How was I supposed to stay sober?” The wolf sipped from his coffee. “My

last  memory  from  that  day  is  of  you  and  Danika  passed  out  drunk  on  a couch you’d moved right into the middle of the quad.” 

“And why was that your last memory?” Bryce asked sweetly. 

“Because I passed out next to you,” Ithan said, grinning now. 

Bryce  smiled,  and  damn  if  it  didn’t  do  something  to  Hunt’s  heart.  A

smile of pain and joy and loss and longing—and hope. But she cleared her

throat, peering at the clock. “I need to get into the shower. I’ll be late for

work.” With a swish of her hips, she padded down the hallway. 

Syrinx scratched at Hunt’s calf, and Hunt hissed, “Absolutely not. You

had  one  breakfast  already.”  Probably  two,  if  Bryce  had  fed  him  before

going to meet her parents. Syrinx flopped down beside his steel bowl and

let out a whine. Hunt tried to ignore him. 

He  found  Ithan  watching  him  carefully.  “What?”  Hunt  said,  not

bothering to sound pleasant. 

Ithan only sipped from his mug again. “Nothing.” 

Hunt gulped a mouthful of coffee. Glanced down the hall to make sure

Bryce was indeed in her room. His voice dropped to a low growl. “Allow

me  to  repeat  what  I  said  to  you  last  night.  You  bring  trouble  in  here,  to Bryce, and I will fucking gut you.” 

Ithan’s mouth twitched upward. “I’m shaking, Athalar.” 

Hunt didn’t smile back. “Are you suddenly cool with her because she’s

a princess? Because of the Horn and the Starborn shit?” 

Ithan’s nose crinkled with the beginnings of a snarl. “I don’t care about

any of that.” 

“Then  why  the  fuck  did  you  bother  to  defend  her  in  that  article?  You

had  to  know  there’d  be  consequences  with  Sabine.  You  practically  called

Sabine out.” 

“Danika  showed  up  for  her.  My  brother  and  the  rest  of  the  Pack  of

Devils showed up for her this spring. If they’re not holding a grudge, then

how can I?” 

“So you needed permission from your dead brother to be nice to her?” 

Ithan’s snarl rattled the cabinets. “Bryce was my best friend, you know. 

She had Danika, yeah, but I only had  her. You’ve known Bryce for what—a

few  months?  We  were  friends  for  five   years.  So  don’t  fucking  talk  about me, my brother, or her as if you know anything about us. You don’t know

shit,  Umbra Mortis.” 

“I know you were a dick to her for two years. I watched you stand by

while Amelie Ravenscroft tormented her. Grow the fuck up.” 

Ithan bared his teeth. Hunt bared his own right back. 

Syrinx hopped to his feet and whined, demanding more food. 

Hunt  couldn’t  help  his  exasperated  laugh.  “Fine,  fine,”  he  said  to  the

chimera, reaching for his container of kibble. 

Ithan’s eyes burned him like a brand. Hunt had seen that same take-no-

shit face during televised sunball games. “Connor was in love with her for

those  five  years,  you  know.”  The  wolf  headed  over  to  the  couch  and

plopped  onto  the  cushions.  “Five  years,  and  by  the  end  of  it,  he’d  only

managed to get her to  agree to go on a date with him.” 

Hunt  kept  his  face  unreadable  as  Syrinx  devoured  his  second—

potentially third—breakfast. “So?” 

Ithan turned on the morning news before propping his feet on the coffee

table and interlacing his hands behind his head. “You’re at month five, bro. 

Good luck to you.” 

The  Fae  Archives  hummed  with  activity—loud  enough  that  Bryce  had

grown accustomed to keeping in her earbuds all day, even with the door to

her tiny office on Sublevel Alpha shut. 

It wasn’t that it was  loud, exactly—the archives had the usual hush of

any  library.  But  so  many  people  visited  or  studied  or  worked  in  the

cavernous  atrium  and  surrounding  stacks  that  there  was  a  constant, 

underlying roar. The scuff of footsteps, the waterfall fountain pouring from

the  atrium’s  ceiling,  the  clack  of  keyboards  blending  with  the  crinkle  of

turning  pages,  the  whispers  of  patrons  and  tourists  mingling  with  the

occasional giggle or snap of a camera. 

It grated on her. 

Gone  were  the  solitary  days  in  the  gallery.  The  days  of  blasting  her

music through the sound system. 

Lehabah was gone, too. 

No incessant chatter about the latest episode of  Fangs and Bangs.  No

whining  about  wanting  to  go  outside.  No  dramatic  monologues  about

Bryce’s cruelty. 

Bryce stared at the dark computer screen on her glass desk. She reached

out a foot to stroke Syrinx’s coat, but her toes only met air. Right—she’d

left the chimera home to watch over Ithan. 

She wondered if Syrinx even remembered Lehabah. 

Bryce  had  visited  the  Black  Dock  during  the  days  after  the  attack, 

searching  for  a  tiny  onyx  boat  among  the  mass  of  Sailings.  None  had

appeared. 

Lehabah had no remains anyway. The fire sprite had been snuffed out

like  a  candle  the  moment  a  hundred  thousand  gallons  of  water  had  come

crashing down upon her. 

Bryce  had  gone  over  it,  again  and  again.  Usually  during  her  dance

classes  with  Madame  Kyrah,  amid  her  panting  and  sweating.  She  always

arrived at the same conclusion: there was nothing she might have done to

stop Lehabah’s death. 

Bryce  understood  it,  could  rationally  talk  about  it,  and  yet  …  The

thoughts  still  circled,  as  if  dancing  right  along  with  her:   You  might  have found  a  way.  Revealed  yourself  as  Starborn  earlier.  Told  Lehabah  to  run

 while you faced Micah. 

She’d  talked  about  it  with  Hunt,  too.  And  he’d  pointed  out  that  all  of

those  options  would  have  resulted  in  Bryce’s  own  death,  but  …  Bryce

couldn’t get past the question: Why was Lele’s life any less valuable than

Bryce’s? Her Starborn Princess status meant nothing. If it came down to it, 

Lele had been the better person, who had suffered for decades in bondage. 

The fire sprite should be free. Alive, and free, and enjoying herself. 

Bryce  picked  up  the  desktop  phone,  dialing.  Jesiba  answered  on  the

third ring. “Another question, Quinlan? That’s the third one this week.” 

Bryce  drummed  her  fingers  on  her  glass  desk.  “I’ve  got  a  nine-

thousand-year-old Rhodinian bust of Thurr here.” Basically a broody male

who  was  supposed  to  pass  for  the  nearly  forgotten  minor  storm  deity.  All

that remained of him in their culture was the behemoth of a planet named

after him. And Thursdays, apparently. Bryce had already sent a photo of it

to  Hunt,  with  the  comment,  Bryce  Quinlan  Presents:  The  Original

 Alphahole  Smolder.  “A  museum  is  interested,  but  they’re  worried  the

former owner fudged some documents about its history. They want to make

sure  it’s  legit  before  showing  it  to  the  public.  Any  idea  who  to  call  in

Rhodinia to verify?” 

“If I’m doing your job for you, then why am I not being paid for it?” 

Bryce ground her teeth. “Because we’re friends?” 

“Are we?” 

“You tell me.” 

Jesiba  huffed  a  soft  laugh.  The  enchantress  who’d  defected  from  her

witch-clan  and  sworn  allegiance  to  the  House  of  Flame  and  Shadow  still

lurked  around  Lunathion,  but  Bryce  hadn’t  seen  her  in  months.  Not  since

the  day  Jesiba  had  found  Bryce  poking  around  the  watery  ruins  of  the

gallery library and told her not to come back. 

Not  in  a  mean  way.  Just  in  a   This gallery is now permanently closed, 

 and those books you’re looking for are hidden away where no one will ever

 find them sort of manner. 

Jesiba  said,  “I  suppose  I  should  consider  it  an  honor,  to  be  called  a

friend  by  the  Starborn  Princess  daughter  of  the  Autumn  King.”  A  slight

pause, and Bryce knew what was coming next. “And the future Queen of

Avallen.” 

Bryce swiftly opened a news website as she hissed, “Who told you?” 

“Some  of  the  people  I’ve  turned  into  animals  have  remained  in  my

employ,  you  know.  They  tell  me  what  they  overhear  on  the  streets. 

Especially the sewer rats who hope to regain their true forms one day.” 

Bryce truly wasn’t sure if Jesiba was serious. She sighed again. “I don’t

suppose  you  have  any  insights  as  to   why  the  Autumn  King  suddenly

decided to ruin my life.” 

Jesiba  tsked.  “Males  will  always  try  to  control  the  females  who  scare

them. Marriage and breeding are their go-to methods.” 

“Satisfying as it is to think of my father being afraid of me, that can’t be

it.” 

“Why  not?  It’s  been  months.  You’ve  done  nothing  with  your  new

power,  your  titles.  Or  the  Horn  in  your  back.  He  grew  tired  of  waiting.  I

wouldn’t be surprised if he did this just to learn how you’d react.” 

“Maybe.” Bryce doodled on a piece of scrap paper beside her computer. 

A little heart that said  BQ +  HA. 

“What  are  you  going  to  do  about  it?”  Jesiba  asked,  as  if  she  couldn’t help it. 

“Pretend it’s not happening until I can’t any longer?” 

Jesiba chuckled again. “I worried, you know, when I learned you were

Starborn.  I’ve  watched  many  succumb  to  the  allure  of  being  the  Chosen

One. Perhaps you and your brother have more in common than I realized.” 

“I think that’s a compliment?” 

“It is. Ruhn Danaan is one of the few who’s ever been strong enough to

shun what he is.” Bryce grunted. “You don’t plan on doing anything with it, 

then,” Jesiba asked, more quietly than Bryce had ever heard. “Your talent. 

Or the Horn.” 

“Definitely  not  the  Horn.  And  it  seems  most  of  the  Starborn  power’s

value lies in what I can breed into the Fae bloodline.” Bryce straightened, 

twirling  her  pencil  between  her  fingers.  “And  what  good  does  blinding

people  do?  I  mean,  it   does  have  its  uses,  but  surely  there  are  deadlier weapons to wield?” Like Hunt’s lightning. 

“You killed an Archangel without access to that power. I imagine that

you can now do a great many things, Quinlan.” 

Bryce stiffened at the words, spoken so casually over an open line. She

had no idea what Jesiba had done with the Godslayer Rifle. Honestly, she

never wanted to see it again. 

Bryce  lowered  her  voice,  even  though  she  knew  no  one  was  near  her

little  subterranean  office.  “I  was  given  an  order  by  the  Asteri  to  lie  low. 

Forever.” 

“How terribly boring of you to obey them.” 

Bryce opened her mouth, but the intercom on her desk buzzed. “Miss

Quinlan,  you’re  needed  in  the  northern  wing.  Doctor  Patrus  wants  your

opinion on that sculpture from Delsus?” 

Bryce  pushed  the  button.  “Be  there  in  five.”  She  said  to  Jesiba,  “I’m

going to send you some photos of this piece. I’d appreciate it if you’d deign

to  give  me  your  opinion.  And  let  me  know  if  you  have  any  contacts  in

Rhodinia who can help verify its authenticity.” 

“I’m busy.” 

“So am I.” 

“Perhaps I’ll turn you into a toad.” 

“At least toads don’t wear stupid heels to work,” Bryce said, sliding her

feet back into the white stilettos she’d chucked beneath her desk. 

Jesiba let out another soft, wicked laugh. “A word of advice, Quinlan:

think through the advantages of a marriage to Cormac Donnall before you

decide to be a cliché and refuse.” 

Bryce  stood,  cradling  the  phone  between  her  ear  and  shoulder.  “Who

says I’m not?” 

There was a lengthy pause before the sorceress said, “Good girl,” and

hung up. 
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“Anything?” 

“Nothing at all—though you were right about the all-out decorations. I

nearly  flew  into  about  six  different  banners  and  wreaths  on  my  way  over

this morning. But no reports or sightings of the Governor. Pretty normal day

so  far,  to  be  honest.”  Hunt’s  low  voice  ran  invisible  hands  along  Bryce’s

arms as she picked at the remnants of her lunch: a gyro grabbed from the

archives’ staff cafeteria. He added, “Though not if you count me receiving a

photo  of  some  marble  abs  while  I  was  showing  crime  scene  pictures  to

Naomi.” 

“Thought you’d enjoy that.” 

His laugh rumbled over the line. It shot through her like starlight. If he

was able to laugh today, good. She’d do whatever she could to keep a smile

on Hunt’s face. He cleared his throat. “Thurr was pretty jacked, huh?” 

“I’m petitioning for the exhibit to sell replicas in the gift shop. I think

the old ladies will go wild over it.” That earned her another beautiful laugh. 

She bit her lip against her broad smile. “So Celestina’s now due to arrive at

six, then?” Apparently, she’d been delayed by an hour. 

“Yep.” Any hint of amusement faded. 

Bryce  stirred  her  computer  to  life.  So  far,  the  news  sites  reported

nothing  beyond  the  headline  that  Lunathion—that  all  of  Valbara—would

have a new leader. 

Bryce was willing to admit she’d spent a good hour skimming through

various  images  of  the  beautiful  Archangel,  pondering  what  sort  of  boss

she’d  be  for  Hunt.  She  found  no  hint  about  any  romantic  entanglements, 

though Micah hadn’t often broadcast who he’d been fucking. It wasn’t that Bryce was  worried, though she’d certainly felt a scrap of  something when she’d  seen  precisely  how  stunning  Celestina  was,  but  …  she  needed  a

mental picture of who Hunt would be seeing day in and day out. 

Bryce chucked her lunch into the trash beside her desk. “I could come

over after work. Be with you for the grand arrival.” 

“It’s all right. I’ll fill you in afterward. It might take a while, though, so

feel free to eat without me.” 

“But it’s pizza night.” 

Hunt  laughed.  “Glad  you’ve  got  your  priorities  straight.”  His  wings

rustled in the background. “Any word about Prince Dickhead?” 

“Nothing on the news, nothing from my mom.” 

“Small blessing.” 

“You owe me five gold marks.” 

“Add it to my tab, Quinlan.” 

“Don’t forget that my mom will probably be pissed at  you for not telling

her.” 

“I  already  have  my  bug-out  bag  packed  and  ready  to  flee  to  another

territory.” 

She chuckled. “I think you’d have to go to Nena to escape her.” Hunt

laughed with her. “Don’t you think she—” 

A glow flared at her chest. From the scar. 

“Bryce?” Hunt’s voice sharpened. 

“I, uh …” Bryce frowned down at the glowing star between her breasts, 

visible in her low-cut dress. Not again. Its glowing had been rare until now, 

but after last night—

She looked up. 

“My boss is here. I’ll call you back,” she lied, and hung up before Hunt

could reply. 

Bryce  lifted  her  chin  and  said  to  Cormac  Donnall,  lurking  in  the

doorway,  “If  you’re  looking  for   How  Not  to  Be  an  Asshole,  it’s  shelved between  Bye, Loser and  Get the Fuck Out.” 

The Crown Prince of Avallen had changed into a climate-appropriate gray

T-shirt that did little to hide the considerable muscles of his arms. A tattoo

of strange symbols encircled his left biceps, the black ink gleaming in the bright lights. 

He  examined  her  closet-sized  office  with  typical  Fae  arrogance—and

disapproval.  “Your  star  glows  in  my  presence  because  our  union  is

predestined. In case you were wondering.” 

Bryce barked out a laugh. “Says who?” 

“The Oracle.” 

“Which one?” There were twelve sphinxes around the world, each one

bitchier  than  the  last.  The  meanest  of  them,  apparently,  dwelled  in  the

Ocean Queen’s court Beneath. 

“Does  it  matter?”  Cormac  turned,  noting  the  shell-white  dress  Bryce

wore, the gold bracelets, and, yes, her ample cleavage. Or was he gazing at

the star? She supposed it made no difference. 

“I just want to know whose ass to kick.” 

Cormac’s mouth quirked upward. “I don’t know why I expected a half-

breed to be as docile as a pure-blooded female.” 

“You’re not doing yourself any favors.” 

“I did not say I preferred a tamer female.” 

“Gross. What did the Oracle say to you, exactly?” 

“What  did  she  say  to   you  before  she  began  clawing  at  her  blinded

eyes?” 

She didn’t want to know how he’d found out. Maybe her father had told

him—warned him about his bride. “Old news. I asked first.” 

Cormac glowered. “The Oracle of Avallen said I was destined to unite

with a princess who possessed a star in her heart. That our mingling would

bring great prosperity to our people.” 

Bryce  drummed  her  fingers  on  her  glass  desk.  “A  lot  of  room  for

interpretation there.” Trust an Oracle to call sex  mingling. 

“I disagree.” 

Bryce sighed. “Tell me why you’re here, then leave, please. I have work

to do.” 

Cormac studied the small torso of Thurr on her desk. “I wanted to see

where my betrothed works. To gain some insight into your … life.” 

“You say that as if it’s a foreign thing for females to have jobs.” 

“In Avallen, it is.” He leaned against the doorjamb. “My people have let

the old traditions remain untouched. You will need to adjust.” 

“Thanks, but no. I like my TV and phone. And I like being considered a

person, not livestock for breeding.” 

“Like I said last night, you don’t have a choice.” His voice was flat, his

eyes hollow. 

Bryce  crossed  her  arms,  realized  it  put  her  cleavage  and  the  star  on

better display, and lowered them to her sides once more. “Can I … pay you

to drop this whole engagement thing?” 

Cormac  laughed.  “I  have  more  gold  than  I  know  what  to  do  with. 

Money holds little power over me.” He crossed his arms as well. “You have

a chance to help your people and this world. Once you bear me a few heirs, 

you can take whatever lovers you wish. I will do the same. This marriage

doesn’t need to burden either of us.” 

“Except for the part where I have to sleep with you. And live in your

backwater land.” 

His  lips  curled  upward.  “I  think  you’ll  find  the  first  part  to  be  rather

enjoyable.” 

“Spoken with true male arrogance.” 

He shrugged, clearly confident that she  would enjoy him. “I haven’t had

any complaints yet. And if our union helps our people, and strengthens the

royal bloodlines, then I’ll do it.” 

“The Fae are no people of mine.” They never had been, and certainly

not now, after they’d locked out innocent citizens in this city and refused to

come to anyone’s aid during the attack last spring. She pointed to the open

door. “Bye.” 

He simmered with disgust. “Your father let you run wild for too long.” 

“My father’s name is Randall Silago. The Autumn King is just a male

who  gave  me  genetic  material.  He  will  never  have  a  place  in  my  life. 

Neither will you.” 

Cormac  took  a  step  back  from  the  doorway,  shadows  swirling.  His

golden  hair  glowed  like  molten  metal.  “You’re  immortal  now,  as  well  as

Starborn. Time to act like it.” 

Bryce slammed the door in his face. 

Hunt  considered  the  beautiful  Archangel  seated  at  Micah’s  old  desk. 

Glowing skin as dark as onyx brought out the light brown of her eyes, and

her  delicate  mouth  seemed  permanently  set  in  a  patient  smile.  It  was  that smile—that  gentle,  kind  smile—that  threw  him.  “Take  a  seat,  please,” 

Celestina said to him, Naomi, and Isaiah. 

Hunt nearly choked at the word.  Please. Micah would never have said

anything of the sort. Isaiah appeared equally baffled as they settled into the

three chairs before the simple oak desk. Naomi kept her face wholly blank, 

her black wings rustling. 

Behind  the  Governor’s  gleaming  white  wings,  the  wall  of  windows

revealed  an  unusual  number  of  angels  soaring  by.  All  hoping  to  catch  a

glimpse of the female who had entered the Comitium in a grand procession

thirty minutes ago. 

The  lobby  ceremony  had  been  the  start  of  Hunt’s  utter  confusion. 

Rather  than  strutting  magnanimously  past  the  gathered  crowd,  the

voluptuous, lush-bodied Archangel had taken her time, pausing to greet the

malakim  who  stepped  forward,  asking  for  their  names,  saying  things  like

 I’m  so  very  happy  to  meet  you  and   I  look  forward  to  working  with  you. 

Cthona spare him, but Hunt honestly thought she might be serious. 

He  didn’t  let  his  guard  down,  though.  Not  when  she’d  reached  him, 

Naomi,  and  Isaiah,  standing  before  the  elevator  doors  to  escort  her  to  her

new  residence  and  office;  not  when  she’d  taken  his  hand  with  genuine

warmth; and certainly not now that they sat here for this private meeting. 

Celestina surveyed them with unnerving clarity. “You three are all that

remains of Micah’s triarii.” 

None  of  them  replied.  Hunt  didn’t  dare  mention  Vik—or  beg  the

Archangel  to  pull  her  out  of  Melinoë’s  inky  depths.  To  spare  her  from  a

living Hel. It had been months. Odds were that Vik had gone insane. Was

likely begging for death with each moment in that box. 

The  Governor  angled  her  head,  her  tightly  curling  black  hair  shifting

with the movement. She wore pale pink-and-lilac robes, gauzy and ethereal, 

and  the  silver  jewelry  along  her  wrists  and  neck  glowed  as  if  lit  by  the

moon.  Where  Micah  had  radiated  dominance  and  might,  she  shimmered

with feminine strength and beauty. She barely came up to Hunt’s chest, yet

… she had a presence that had Hunt eyeing her carefully. 

“Not ones for talking, are you?” Her voice held a musical quality, as if

it had been crafted from silver bells. “I suppose my predecessor had rules

quite  different  from  mine.”  She  drummed  her  fingers  on  the  desk,  nails

tinted  a  soft  pink.  “Allow  me  to  make  this  clear:  I  do  not  wish  for subservience.  I  want  my  triarii  to  be  my  partners.  I  want  you  to  work

alongside  me  to  protect  this  city  and  territory,  and  help  it  meet  its  great potential.” 

A pretty little speech. Hunt said nothing. Did she know what he’d done

to Sandriel? What Bryce had done to Micah? What Micah had done in his

quest to supposedly protect this territory? 

Celestina  wrapped  a  curl  around  a  finger,  her  immaculate  wings

shifting.  “I  see  that  I  shall  have  to  do  a  great  deal  of  work  to  earn  your trust.” 

Hunt  kept  his  face  bland,  even  as  he  wished  that  she’d  be  equally  as

forthright  as  Micah.  He’d  always  hated  his  owners  who’d  disguised  their

dead  souls  in  pretty  speeches.  This  could  easily  be  part  of  a  game:  to  get them to trust her, come limping into her soft arms, and then spring the trap. 

Make them suffer. 

Naomi’s  sharp  chin  lifted.  “We  don’t  wish  to  offend  you,  Your  Grace

—” 

“Call  me  Celestina,”  the  Archangel  interrupted.  “I  abhor  formalities.” 

Micah had said the same thing once. Hunt had been a fool to buy it then. 

Isaiah’s wings shifted—like his friend was thinking the same. 

His friend, who still bore the halo tattoo across his brow. Isaiah was the

better male, the better leader—and still a slave. Rumors had swirled in the

months  before  Micah’s  demise  that  the  Archangel  would  free  him  soon. 

That possibility was now as dead as Micah himself. 

Naomi nodded, and Hunt’s heart tightened at the tentative hope in his

friend’s jet-black eyes. “We don’t wish to offend you … Celestina. We and

the 33rd are here to serve you.” 

Hunt suppressed his bristle.  Serve. 

“The  only  way  you  could  offend  me,  Naomi  Boreas,  would  be  to

withhold your feelings and thoughts. If something troubles you, I want to

know about it. Even if the matter is due to my own behavior.” She smiled

again. “We’re partners. I’ve found that such a partnership worked wonders

on  my  legions  in  Nena.  As  opposed  to  the  …  systems  my  fellow

Archangels prefer.” 

Torture and punishment and death. Hunt blocked out the sear of white-

hot iron rods pounding his back, roasting his skin, splitting it down to the

bone as Sandriel watched from her divan, popping grapes into her mouth—

Isaiah said, “We’re honored to work with you, then.” 

Hunt pushed aside the bloody, screaming horrors of the past as another

lovely  smile  bloomed  on  the  Governor.  “I’ve  heard  so  many  wonderful

things  about  you,  Isaiah  Tiberian.  I’d  like  you  to  stay  on  as  leader  of  the 33rd, if that is what you wish.” 

Isaiah  bowed  his  head  in  thanks,  a  tentative,  answering  smile  gracing

his face. Hunt tried not to gape. Was he the only asshole who didn’t believe

any of this? 

Celestina  turned  her  gaze  upon  him.  “You  have  not  yet  spoken,  Hunt

Athalar. Or do you wish to go by Orion?” 

“Hunt  is  fine.”  Only  his  mother  had  been  allowed  to  call  him  Orion. 

He’d keep it that way. 

She surveyed him again, elegant as a swan. “I understand that you and

Micah did not necessarily see eye to eye.” Hunt reined in his urge to growl

in agreement. Celestina seemed to read his inclination. “On another day, I’d

like to learn about your relationship with Micah and what went wrong. So

we might avoid such a situation ourselves.” 

“What  went  wrong  is  that  he  tried  to  kill  my—Bryce  Quinlan.”  Hunt

couldn’t stop the words, or his stumble. 

Naomi’s brows nearly touched her hairline at his outburst, but Celestina

sighed.  “I  heard  about  that.  I’m  sorry  for  any  pain  you  and  Miss  Quinlan

suffered as a result of Micah’s actions.” 

The  words  hit  him  like  stones.  I’m  sorry.  He’d  never,  not  in  all  the centuries he’d lived, heard an Archangel utter those words. 

Celestina went on, “From what I’ve gathered, you have chosen to live

with Miss Quinlan, rather than in the barracks tower.” 

Hunt kept his body loose. Refused to yield to the tension rising in him. 

“Yeah.” 

“I  am  perfectly  fine  with  that  arrangement,”  Celestina  said,  and  Hunt

nearly  toppled  out  of  his  chair.  Isaiah  looked  inclined  to  do  the  same. 

Especially as the Archangel said to Isaiah and Naomi, “If you should wish

to  dwell  in  your  own  residences,  you  are  free  to  do  so.  The  barracks  are

good  for  building  bonds,  but  I  believe  the  ones  between  you  are  quite

unshakable. You are free to enjoy your own lives.” She glanced at Isaiah, to

the halo still tattooed on his brow. “I am not one to keep slaves,” she said, 

disapproval tightening her face. “And though the Asteri might brand you as such,  Isaiah,  you  are  a  free  male  in  my  eyes.  I  will  endeavor  to  continue

Micah’s work in convincing them to free you.” 

Isaiah’s throat worked, and Hunt studied the window—the shining city

beyond—to give him privacy. Across the room, Naomi followed his lead. 

Celestina couldn’t be serious. This had to be an act. 

“I’d  like  to  hit  the  ground  running,”  the  Governor  went  on.  “Each

morning,  let’s  gather  here  so  you  can  update  me  on  any  news,  as  well  as

your  plans  for  the  day.  Should  I  have  tasks  for  you  or  the  33rd,  I  shall

convey them then.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I am aware that you

are skilled at hunting demons, and have been employed to do so in the past. 

If  any  break  into  this  city,  gods  forbid,  I’d  like  you  to  head  up  the

containment and extermination unit against them.” 

Hunt jerked his chin in confirmation. Easy enough. Though this spring, 

dealing with the kristallos had been anything but easy. 

Celestina  finished,  “And  should  an  issue  arise  before  our  meeting

tomorrow morning, my phone is always on.” 

Naomi nodded again. “What time tomorrow?” 

“Let’s say nine,” Celestina said. “No need to drag ourselves out of bed

simply to look busy.” Hunt blinked at her. “And I’d like the others to get

some rest after their journey.” 

“Others?” Isaiah asked. 

The  Archangel  frowned  slightly.  “The  rest  of  the  triarii.  They  were

delayed by a few hours due to some bad weather up north.” 

All three of them stilled. “What do you mean?” Hunt asked quietly. 

“It was in the formal letter you received,” she said to Isaiah, who shook

his head. 

Celestina’s frown deepened. “The Asteri’s Communications Minister is

not  usually  one  to  make  mistakes.  I  apologize  on  their  behalf.  The  Asteri

found themselves with a predicament after losing two Archangels, you see. 

You are all that remains of Micah’s triarii, but Sandriel had a full stable in

that  regard.  I  had  no  triarii  of  my  own  in  Nena,  as  the  legion  there

technically  answers  to  the  Asteri,  but  Ephraim  wanted  to  bring  his  own

triarii with him. So rather than have his group get too large, it was split—

since ours is so depleted.” 

Roaring  erupted  in  Hunt’s  head.  Sandriel’s  triarii.  The  actual  scum  of the universe. 

They were coming here. To be part of  this group. In  this city. 

A  knock  sounded  on  the  door,  and  Hunt  twisted  as  Celestina  said, 

“Come in.” 

Lightning  crackled  at  Hunt’s  fingertips.  The  door  opened,  and  in

swaggered Pollux Antonius and Baxian Argos. 

The Hammer and the Helhound. 
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Absolute  quiet  settled  over  the  Governor’s  office  as  Hunt  and  his  friends

took in the two newcomers. 

One was dark-haired and brown-skinned, tall and finely muscled—the

Helhound.  His  jet-black  wings  shimmered  faintly,  like  a  crow’s  feathers. 

But  it  was  the  wicked  scar  snaking  down  his  neck,  forking  across  the

column of his throat, that snared the eye. 

Hunt  knew  that  scar—he’d  given  it  to  the  Helhound  thirty  years  ago. 

Some powers, it seemed, even immortality couldn’t guard against. 

Baxian’s obsidian eyes simmered as they met Hunt’s stare. 

But  Pollux’s  cobalt  eyes  lit  with  feral  delight  as  he  sized  up  Naomi, 

then  Isaiah,  and  finally  Hunt.  Hunt  allowed  his  lightning  to  flare  as  he

stared  down  the  golden-haired,  golden-skinned  leader  of  Sandriel’s  triarii. 

The  most  brutal,  sadistic  asshole  to  have  ever  walked  Midgard’s  soil. 

Motherfucker Number One. 

Pollux smirked, slow and satisfied. Celestina was saying something, but

Hunt couldn’t hear it. 

Couldn’t hear anything except Pollux drawling, “Hello, friends,” before

Hunt leapt from his chair and tackled him to the floor. 

Ithan Holstrom dabbed a damp washcloth at the last of the cuts healing on

his face, wincing. Bryce’s bathroom was exactly as he’d expected it to be:

full  of  at  least  three  kinds  of  shampoos  and  conditioners,  an  array  of  hair treatments,  brushes,  curling  rods  of  two  different  sizes,  a  blow-dryer  left

plugged  into  the  wall,  half-burned  candles,  and  makeup  scattered  up  and down the marble counter like some glittery bomb had gone off. 

It  was  almost  exactly  the  same  as  her  bathroom  at  the  old  apartment. 

Just being here made his chest tighten. Just smelling this place, smelling  her

made his chest tighten. 

He’d had little to distract himself today, sitting alone with her chimera

—Syrinx, Athalar had called him—on the couch, nearly dying of boredom

watching  daytime  TV.  He  didn’t  feel  like  trawling  the  news  for  hours, 

awaiting a glimpse of the new Archangel. None of the sports channels had

interesting coverage on, and he had no desire to listen to those assholes talk

anyway. 

Ithan angled his face before the mirror to better see the cut lacing across

his brow. This particular beauty had been from Sabine, a swipe of a claw-

armed fist. 

He had a feeling the blow had been intended for his eyes. Sure, they’d

have healed after a few days or weeks, sooner if he’d gone to a medwitch, 

but being blinded wasn’t at the top of his to-do list. 

Not that he really had anything  else on his to-do list today. 

His  phone  buzzed  on  the  counter,  and  Ithan  peered  down  to  see  three

different  news  alerts  and  photo  essays  about  the  arrival  of  Celestina.  Had

shit not gone down with Sabine, he’d probably be gearing up to meet the

beautiful  malakh  as  part  of  the  wolves’  formal  welcome.  And  fealty-

swearing bullshit. 

But now he was a free agent. A wolf without a pack. 

It wasn’t common, but it did happen. Lone wolves existed, though most

roamed  the  wilds  and  were  left  to  their  own  devices.  He’d  just  never

thought he’d be one. 

Ithan  set  down  his  phone,  hanging  up  the  washcloth  on  the  already-

crowded towel bar. 

He willed the shift, inhaling sharply and bidding his bones to melt, his

skin to ripple. 

It  occurred  to  him  a  moment  after  he  took  his  wolf  form  that  the

bathroom wasn’t quite large enough. 

Indeed, a swish of his tail knocked over various bottles, sending them

scattering  across  the  marble  floor.  His  claws  clicked  on  the  tiles,  but  he

lifted his muzzle toward the mirror and met his reflection once more. 

The horse-sized wolf that stared back was hollow-eyed, though his fur

covered most of his bruising and the cuts, save for the slash along his brow. 

He  inhaled—and  the  breath  stuck  in  his  ribs.  In  some  empty,  strange

pocket. 

 Wolf  with  no  pack.   Amelie  and  Sabine  had  not  merely  bloodied  him, 

they’d  exorcised  him  from  their  lives,  from  the  Den.  He  backed  into  the

towel rack, tossing his head this way and that. 

 Worse than an Omega. Friendless, kinless, unwanted—

Ithan  shuddered  back  into  his  humanoid  form.  Panting,  he  braced  his

hands  on  the  bathroom  counter  and  waited  until  the  nausea  subsided.  His

phone buzzed again. Every muscle in his body tensed. 

 Perry Ravenscroft. 

He might have ignored it had he not read the first part of the message as

it appeared. 

 Please tell me you’re alive. 

Ithan  sighed.  Amelie’s  younger  sister—the  Omega  of  the  Black  Rose

Pack—was technically the reason he’d made it here. Had said nothing about

her sister and Sabine ripping him to shreds, but she’d carried him into the

apartment. She was the only one of his former pack to bother to check in. 

She added,  Just write back y/n. 

Ithan stared at the message for a long moment. 

Wolves were social creatures. A wolf without a pack … it was a soul-

wound. One that would cripple most wolves. But he’d been struck a soul-

wound two years ago and had survived. 

Even  though  he  knew  he  couldn’t  endure  taking  his  wolf  form  again

anytime soon. 

Ithan  took  in  the  bathroom,  the  various  crap  Bryce  had  left  lying

around. She’d been a wolf without a pack for those two years, too. Yeah, 

she had Fury and Juniper, but it wasn’t the same as Danika and Connor and

the Pack of Devils. Nothing would ever be the same as that. 

Ithan typed back  Yes, then slid his phone into his pocket. Bryce would

be home soon. And she’d mentioned something about pizza. 

Ithan  padded  out  into  the  airy  apartment,  Syrinx  lifting  his  head  from

the  couch  to  inspect  him.  The  chimera  lay  back  down  with  a  puff  of

approval, lion’s tail waggling. 

The silence of the apartment pressed on Ithan. He’d never lived on his

own.  He’d  always  had  the  constant  chaos  and  closeness  of  the  Den,  the

insanity  of  his  college  dorm,  or  the  hotels  he’d  stayed  at  with  the  CCU

sunball team. This place might as well have been another planet. 

He rubbed at his chest, as if it’d erase the tightness. 

He’d  known  precisely  why  he’d  disobeyed  Sabine’s  order  this  spring

when  Bryce  had  screamed  for  help.  The  sound  of  her  pleading  had  been

unbearable.  And  when  she’d  mentioned  children  at  risk,  something  had

exploded in his brain. He had no regrets about what he’d done. 

But  could  he  endure  its  consequences?  Not  the  beating—he  could

weather that shit any day. But being here, alone, adrift … He hadn’t felt like

this since Connor and the others had died. Since he’d walked away from his

sunball team and stopped answering their calls. 

He had no idea what the Hel he’d do now. Perhaps the answer wasn’t

some  big,  life-altering  thing.  Maybe  it  could  be  as  simple  as  putting  one

foot in front of the other. 

 That’s how you wound up following someone like Amelie, a voice that

sounded an awful lot like Connor’s growled.  Make better choices this time, 

 pup. Assess. Decide what you  want. 

But for now … one foot in front of the other. He could do that. If just

for today. 

Ithan walked to the door and pulled the leash off the hook on the wall

beside it. “Want a walk?” he asked Syrinx. The beast rolled onto his side, as

if saying,  Belly rub, please. 

Ithan slung the leash back onto its hook. “You got it, bud.” 

“Approachable Asshole, huh?” 

Bryce  leaned  against  the  bars  of  the  immaculate  cell  beneath  the

Comitium, frowning at where Hunt sat on a steel-framed cot, head hanging. 

He  straightened  at  her  words,  gray  wings  tucking  in.  His  face—  Bryce

stiffened. “What the  fuck, Hunt?” 

Black eye, swollen lip, cuts along his temple, his hairline … “I’m fine,” 

he grumbled, even though he looked as bad as Ithan. “Who called you?” 

“Your new boss—she filled me in. She sounds nice, by the way.” Bryce

pressed her face through the bars. “Definitely nice, since she hasn’t kicked

your ass to the curb yet.” 

“She did put me in this cell.” 

“Isaiah put you in the cell.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Don’t  whatever me.” Gods, she sounded like her mother. 

His voice sharpened. “I’ll see you at home. You shouldn’t be here.” 

“And you shouldn’t have gotten into a stupid fight, but here you are.” 

Lightning forked down his wings. “Go home.” 

Was  he—was  he  really  pissed  she  was  here?  She  snorted.  “Were  you

intentionally trying to sabotage yourself today?” 

Hunt shot to his feet, then winced at whatever pain it summoned in his

battered body. “Why the fuck would I do that?” 

A deep male voice answered, “Because you’re a stupid bastard.” 

Bryce grimaced. She’d forgotten about Pollux. 

Hunt snarled, “I don’t want to hear your fucking voice.” 

“Get used to it,” said another male voice from the elevator bay at the

end of the white hall. 

Bryce found a tall, lean angel approaching with a natural elegance. Not

beautiful,  not  in  the  way  that  Hunt  and  Pollux  and  Isaiah  were,  but  …

striking. Intense and focused. 

Baxian Argos, the Helhound. An angel with the rare ability to shift into

the form that had given him his nickname. 

Hunt had told her about him, too. Baxian hadn’t ever tortured Hunt or

others,  as  far  as  she  knew—but  he’d  done  plenty  of  awful  things  in

Sandriel’s name. He’d been her chief spy-master and tracker. 

Baxian bared his teeth in a fierce smile. Hunt bristled. 

Like Hel would these males make her back down. 

Pollux crooned from his cell, his pretty-boy face as battered as Hunt’s, 

“Why don’t you come a little closer, Bryce Quinlan?” 

Hunt growled. “Don’t talk to her.” 

Bryce  snapped,  “Spare  me  the  protective  alphahole  act.”  Before  Hunt

could reply, she’d stalked over to Pollux’s cell. 

Pollux  made  a  show  of  looking  her  over  from  head  to  stilettos.  “I

thought your kind usually worked the night shift.” 

Bryce  snickered.  “Any  other  outdated  jabs  to  throw  my  way?”  At

Pollux’s  silence,  Bryce  said,  “Sex  work  is  a  respectable  profession  in

Crescent  City.  It’s  not  my  fault  Pangera  hasn’t  caught  up  with  modern times.” 

Pollux brimmed with malice. “Micah should have killed you and been

done with it.” 

She let her eyes glow—let him see that she knew all he’d done to Hunt, 

how  much  she  detested  him.  “That’s  the  best  you  can  come  up  with?  I

thought the Hammer was supposed to be some kind of sadistic badass.” 

“And I thought half-breed whores were supposed to keep their mouths

closed. Fortunately, I know the perfect thing to shove in that trap of yours to

shut you up.” 

Bryce winked saucily. “Careful. I use teeth.” Hunt coughed, and Bryce

leaned  forward—close  enough  that  if  Pollux  extended  an  arm,  his  hand

could wrap around her throat. Pollux’s eyes flared, noting that fact. Bryce

said sweetly, “I don’t know who you pissed off to be sent to this city, but

I’m going to make your life a living Hel if you touch him again.” 

Pollux lunged, fingers aiming for her neck. 

She let her power surge, bright enough that Pollux reared back, an arm

flung over his eyes. Bryce’s lips quirked to the side. “I thought so.” 

She  backed  away  a  few  steps,  pivoting  toward  Hunt  once  more.  He

cocked an eyebrow, eyes shining beneath the bruises. “Fancy, Quinlan.” 

“I aim to impress.” 

A low laugh whispered behind her, and Bryce found the Helhound now

leaning against the wall opposite the cells, beside a large TV. 

“I take it I’ll be seeing more of you than I’d like,” Bryce said. 

Baxian  sketched  a  bow.  He  wore  lightweight  black  armor  made  of

overlapping  plates.  It  reminded  her  of  a  reptilian  version  of  Hunt’s  suit. 

“Maybe you’ll give me a tour.” 

“Keep dreaming,” Hunt muttered. 

The  Helhound’s  dark  eyes  gleamed.  He  turned  on  his  heel  and  said

before  entering  the  elevator,  “Glad  someone  finally  put  a  bullet  through

Micah’s head.” 

Bryce stared after him in stunned silence. Had he come down here for

any  reason  other  than  to  say  that?  Hunt  whooshed  out  a  breath.  Pollux

remained pointedly silent in his cell. 

Bryce gripped the bars of Hunt’s cell. “No more fights.” 

“If  I  say  yes,  can  we  go  home  now?”  He  gave  her  a  mournful  pout almost identical to Syrinx’s begging. 

Bryce suppressed her smile. “Not my call.” 

A fair female voice floated from an intercom in the ceiling. “I’ve seen

enough. He’s free to go, Miss Quinlan.” The bars hissed, the door unlocking

with a clank. 

Bryce said to the ceiling, “Thank you.” 

Pollux  growled  from  his  cell,  “And  what  of  me?  I  didn’t  start  this

fight.” The shithead had balls. Bryce would give him that. 

Celestina answered coolly, “You also didn’t do anything to defuse it.” 

“Forgive me for fighting back while being pummeled by a brute.” 

From the corner of her eye, Bryce could have sworn Hunt was grinning

wickedly. 

The Governor said, voice taking on a no-bullshit sharpness, “We shall

discuss  this  later.”  Pollux  was  wise  enough  not  to  snap  a  reply.  The

Archangel went on, “Keep Athalar in line, Miss Quinlan.” 

Bryce  waved  at  the  camera  mounted  beside  the  TV.  When  Celestina

didn’t answer, Bryce stepped back to allow Hunt out of the cell. He limped

toward her, badly enough that she looped her arm around his waist as they

aimed for the elevator. 

Pollux sneered from his cell, “You two mongrels deserve each other.” 

Bryce blew him a kiss. 
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Tharion needed a new job. 

Honestly, even years into the position, he had no idea how he’d wound

up  in  charge  of  the  River  Queen’s  intelligence.  His  schoolmates  probably

laughed  every  time  his  name  came  up:  a  thoroughly  average,  if  not  lazy, 

student,  he’d  gotten  his  passing  grades  mostly  through  charming  his

teachers.  He  had  little  interest  in  history  or  politics  or  foreign  languages, and his favorite subject in school had been lunch. 

Maybe that had primed him. People were far more inclined to talk over

food.  Though  anytime  he’d  tortured  an  enemy,  he’d  puked  his  guts  up

afterward. Fortunately, he’d learned that a cold beer, some mirthroot, and a

few rounds of poker usually got him what he needed. 

And this: research. 

Normally, he’d tap one of his analysts to pore over his current project, 

but the River Queen wanted this kept secret. As he sat before the computer

in  his  office,  all  it  took  was  a  few  keystrokes  to  access  what  he  wanted:

Sofie Renast’s email account. 

Declan Emmet had set up the system for him: capable of hacking into

any  non-imperial  email  within  moments.  Emmet  had  charged  him  an  arm

and a fin for it, but it had proved more than useful. The first time Tharion

had used it had been to help track down his sister’s murderer. 

The  sick  fuck  had  emailed  himself  photos  of  his  victims.  Even  what

Tharion had done to him afterward hadn’t erased the image seared into his

brain of his sister’s brutalized body. 

Tharion  swallowed,  looking  toward  the  wall  of  glass  that  opened  into clear cobalt waters. An otter shot past, yellow vest blazingly bright in the

river water, a sealed tube clenched between his little fangs. 

A creature of both worlds. Some of the messenger otters dwelled here, 

in the Blue Court deep beneath the Istros, a small metropolis both exposed

and sealed off from the water around them. Other otters lived Above, in the

bustle and chaos of Crescent City proper. 

Tharion  couldn’t  ever  move  Above,  he  reminded  himself.  His  duties

required him here, at the River Queen’s beck and call. Tharion peered at his

bare feet, digging them into the cream shag carpet beneath his desk. He’d

been in human form for nearly a day now. He’d have to enter the water soon

or risk losing his fins. 

His parents found it odd that he’d chosen to live in one of the dry glass-

and-metal buildings anchored into a sprawling platform at the bottom of the

river, and not near them in the network of underwater caves that doubled as

apartments for the mer. But Tharion liked TV. Liked eating food that wasn’t

soggy  at  best,  cold  and  wet  at  worst.  He  liked  sleeping  in  a  warm  bed, 

sprawled  over  the  covers  and  pillows,  and  not  tucked  into  a  seaweed

hammock  swinging  in  the  currents.  And  since  living  on  land  wasn’t  an

option, this underwater building had become his best bet. 

The  computer  pinged,  and  Tharion  pivoted  back  to  the  screen.  His

office was in one of the glass-domed bubbles that made up the Blue Court

Investigative Unit’s headquarters—the River Queen had only allowed their

construction because computers had to stay dry. 

Tharion himself had been forced to explain that simple fact. 

His queen was almighty, beautiful, and wise—and, like so many of the

older Vanir, had no idea how modern technology worked. Her daughter, at

least, had adapted better. Tharion had been instructed to show her how to

use a computer. Which was how he’d wound up here. 

Well, not here in this office. But in this place. In his current life. 

Tharion skimmed through Sofie Renast’s email archive. Evidence of a

normal existence: emails with friends about sports or TV or an upcoming

party;  emails  from  parents  asking  that  she  pick  up  groceries  on  her  way

home from school; emails from her little brother. Emile. 

Those were the ones that he combed through the most carefully. Maybe

he’d  get  lucky  and  there’d  be  some  hint  in  here  about  where  Sofie  was

headed. 

On and on, Tharion read, keeping an eye on the clock. He had to get in

the  water  soon,  but  …  He  kept  reading.  Hunting  for  any  clue  or  hint  of

where Sofie and her brother might have gone. He came up empty. 

Tharion finished Sofie’s inbox, checked the junk folder, and then finally

the trash. It was mostly empty. He clicked open her sent folder, and groaned

at the tally. But he began reading again. Click after click after click. 

His  phone  chimed  with  an  alert:  thirty  minutes  until  he  needed  to  get

into the water. He could reach the air lock in five minutes, if he walked fast. 

He  could  get  through  another  few  emails  before  then.  Click,  click,  click. 

Tharion’s phone chimed again. Ten minutes. 

But he’d halted on an email dated three years ago. It was so simple, so

nonsensical that it stood out. 

 Subject: Re: Dusk’s Truth

The subject line was weird. But the body of her email was even weirder. 

 Working on gaining access. Will take time. 

That was it. 

Tharion scanned downward, toward the original message that Sofie had

replied to. It had been sent two weeks before her reply. 

 From: BansheeFan56

 Subject: Dusk’s Truth

 Have you gotten inside yet? I want to know the full story. 

Tharion  scratched  his  head,  opened  another  window,  and  searched  for

 Dusk’s Truth. 

Nothing. No record of a movie or book or TV show. He did a search on

the email system for the sender’s name:  BansheeFan56. 

Another half-deleted chain. This one originating from BansheeFan56. 

 Subject: Project Thurr

 Could be useful to you. Read it. 

Sofie had replied:  Just did. I think it’s a long shot. And the Six will kill

 me for it. 

He had a good feeling he knew who “the Six” referred to: the Asteri. 

But  when  Tharion  searched  online  for   Project  Thurr,  he  found  nothing. 

Only  news  reports  on  archaeological  digs  or  art  gallery  exhibits  featuring

the ancient demigod. Interesting. 

There was one other email—in the drafts folder. 

BansheeFan56  had  written:   When  you  find  him,  lie  low  in  the  place  I told  you  about—where  the  weary  souls  find  relief  from  their  suffering  in

 Lunathion. It’s secure. 

A  rendezvous  spot?  Tharion  scanned  what  Sofie  had  started  to  reply, 

but never sent. 

 Thank you. I’ll try to pass along the info to my

She’d never finished it. There were any number of ways that sentence

could have ended. But Sofie must have needed a place where no one would

think to look for her and her brother. If Sofie Renast had indeed survived

the Hind, she might well have come here, to this very city, with the promise

of a safe place to hide. 

But this stuff about Project Thurr and Dusk’s Truth … He tucked those

tidbits away for later. 

Tharion opened a search field within Declan’s program and typed in the

sender’s address. He started as the result came in. 

Danika Fendyr. 

Tharion  burst  from  his  office,  sprinting  through  the  glass  corridors  that

revealed all manner of river life: mer and otters and fish, diving birds and

water  sprites  and  the  occasional  winding  sea  serpent.  He  only  had  three

minutes before he had to be in the water. 

Thankfully,  the  hatch  into  the  pressurization  chamber  was  open  when

he  arrived,  and  Tharion  leapt  in,  slamming  the  round  door  behind  him

before punching the button beside it. 

He’d barely sealed the door when water flooded his feet, rushing into

the  chamber  with  a  sigh.  Tharion  sighed  with  it,  slumping  into  the  rising

water and shucking off his pants, his body tingling as fins replaced skin and

bone, his legs fusing, rippling with tiger-striped scales. 

He pulled off his shirt, shuddering into the scales that rippled along his

arms  and  halfway  up  his  torso.  Talons  curled  off  his  fingers  as  Tharion

thrust them into his hair, slicking back the red strands. 

Fucking inconvenient. 

Tharion glanced at the digital clock above the air lock door. He was free

to return to human form now, but he liked to wait a good five minutes. Just

to make sure the transformation had been marked by the strange magic that

guided the mer. It didn’t matter that he could summon water from thin air—

the  shift  only  counted  if  he  submerged  completely  in  the  currents  of  wild

magic. 

Danika Fendyr had known Sofie Renast. Had swapped emails during a

six-month window leading up to Danika’s death, all relating to something

about Dusk’s Truth and this Project Thurr, except that one detailing a secure

spot. 

But  had  Danika  Fendyr  known  Emile  as  well?  Had  Emile  been  the

person  Sofie  had  meant  to  pass  along  the  safe  location  info  to?  It  was  a

stretch, but from what the River Queen had told him, everything Sofie had

done  before  her  death  had  been  for  her  brother.  Why  wouldn’t  he  be  the

person she was eager to hide, should she ever get him free from Kavalla? 

The trouble now was finding them somewhere in this city.  Where the weary

 souls find relief from their suffering, apparently. Whatever that meant. 

Tharion  waited  until  five  minutes  had  passed,  then  reached  up  with  a

muscled arm to hit the release button beside the air lock door. Water drained

out, clearing the chamber, and Tharion remained seated, staring at his fins, 

waving idly in the air. 

He willed the change, and light shimmered along his legs, pain lancing

down them as his fin split in two, revealing his naked body. 

His pants were soaked, but Tharion didn’t particularly care as he shoved

his  legs  back  into  them.  At  least  he  hadn’t  been  wearing  shoes.  He’d  lost

countless pairs thanks to close calls like this over the years. 

With a groan, he eased to his feet and opened the door once more. He

donned  one  of  the  navy  windbreakers  hanging  from  the  wall  for  warmth, 

BCIU written in yellow print on the back. Blue Court Investigative Unit. It

was technically part of Lunathion’s Auxiliary, but the River Queen liked to

think of her realm as a separate entity. 

He  checked  his  phone  as  he  stalked  down  the  hall  toward  his  office, 

skimming the field reports that had come in. He went still at one of them. 

Maybe Ogenas was looking out for him. 

A kingfisher shifter had called in a report three hours ago—out in the

Nelthian  Marshes.  A  small,  abandoned  boat.  Nothing  unusual,  but  its

registration had snagged his eye. It had made berth in Pangera. The rest of

the report had Tharion hurrying to his office. 

An adolescent-sized life vest with  Bodegraven written on its back had been  found  in  the  boat.  No  one  remained  on  board,  but  a  scent  lingered. 

Human, male, young. 

What were the odds that a life jacket from the same ship Sofie Renast’s

brother had been on had appeared on a wholly different boat, near the very

city the emails between her and Danika had indicated was safe to hide in? 

Emile Renast had to have been on that boat. The question was: Did he

have  reason  to  suspect  that  his  sister  had  survived  the  Hind?  Were  they

currently  en  route  to  be  reunited?  Tharion  had  a  few  guesses  for  where

Danika’s  cryptic  instructions  might  imply—none  of  them  good.  He  might

have no idea what his queen wanted with either Sofie or Emile, enough that

she’d wanted the former alive or dead, but he had little choice in following

this lead. 

He supposed he’d forfeited the right to choices long ago. 

Tharion  took  a  wave  skimmer  up  the  Istros,  aiming  for  the  marshland  an

hour north of the city. The river cut along the coast here, wending between

the swaying, hissing reeds. Along one seemingly random curve, the small

skiff had been driven up onto the grasses, and now tilted precariously to one

side. 

Birds  swooped  and  soared  overhead,  and  eyes  monitored  him

unblinkingly from the grasses as he slowed the wave skimmer to examine

the boat. 

He shuddered. The river beasts nested in these marshes. Even Tharion

had been careful about what watery paths he took through the grasses. The

sobeks  might  know  better  than  to  fuck  with  the  mer,  but  a  female  beast

would go down snapping for her young. 

A thirteen-year-old boy, however gifted, would be a rich dessert. 

Tharion  used  his  water  magic  to  guide  him  right  up  to  the  boat,  then

hopped  aboard.  Empty  cans  of  food  and  bottles  of  water  clanked  against

each  other  with  the  impact  of  his  landing.  A  sweep  of  the  sleeping  area

below revealed a human, male scent, along with blankets and more food. 

Small,  muddy  footprints  marked  the  deck  near  the  steering  wheel.  A

child had indeed been on this boat. Had that child sailed from Pangera all

the  way  here  alone?  Pity  and  dread  stirred  in  Tharion’s  gut  at  all  the abandoned trash. 

He turned on the engine and discovered plenty of fuel—indicating that

the boat hadn’t run out of firstlight and been ditched here. So this must have

been an intentional landing. Which suggested that Sofie must have passed

that information about the meeting spot along to Emile after all. But if he’d

discarded  the  boat  here,  in  the  heart  of  sobek  territory  …  Tharion  rubbed

his jaw. 

He made a slow circle of the reeds around the boat. Listening, scenting. 

And—fuck.  Human  blood.  He  braced  himself  for  the  worst  as  he

approached a red-splattered section of reeds. 

His relief was short-lived. The smell was adult, but … that was an arm. 

Ripped away from the body, which must have been dragged off. Trauma to

the biceps in line with a sobek bite. 

Fighting his roiling stomach, Tharion crept closer. Scented it again. 

It  was  fresher  than  the  boy’s  scent  on  the  boat  by  a  day  or  so.  And

maybe it was a coincidence that there was a human arm here, but Tharion

knew the dark gray of the torn sleeve that remained on the arm. The patch

of the golden sun bracketed by a gun and a blade still half-visible near the

bite. 

The  Ophion  insignia.  And  the  additional  red  sinking  sun  above  it  …

Their elite Lightfall squadron, led by Pippa Spetsos. 

Carefully,  as  silently  as  he  could,  Tharion  moved  through  the  reeds, 

praying  he  didn’t  stumble  into  any  sobek  nests.  The  human  scents  were

more  numerous  here.  Several  males  and  a  female,  all  adult.  All  coming

from inland—not the water. Ogenas, had Pippa Spetsos herself led the unit

here to get the boy? They must have tried to creep up on the boat from the

reeds. And apparently one of them had paid the ultimate price. 

Ophion  had  sent  their  best  unit  here,  despite  their  numerous  recent

losses.  They  needed  Lightfall  in  Pangera—and  yet  they  were  expending

resources  on  this  hunt.  So  they  likely  weren’t  seeking  the  boy  out  of  the

goodness  of  their  hearts.  Had  Emile  abandoned  the  boat  here  not  because

Sofie had told him to, but because he’d sensed someone on his tail? Had he

fled to this city not only to find his sister at the arranged spot, but also to get

free of the rebels? 

Tharion retraced his steps back to the boat, scanning it again. He slung himself  belowdecks,  pulling  aside  blankets  and  garbage,  skimming, 

scanning—

There.  A  marked-up  map  of  the  Valbaran  coast.  With  these  marshes

circled. These marshes … and one other marking. Tharion winced. If Emile

Renast had fled on foot from here to Crescent City …

He pulled out his phone and dialed one of his officers. Ordered them to

get to the marshes. To start at the boat and work their way by land toward

the  city.  And  bring  guns—not  just  for  the  beasts  in  the  reeds,  but  for  the rebels who might be following the kid. 

And  if  they  found  Emile  …  He  ordered  the  officer  to  track  him  for  a

while. See who he met up with. Who the boy might lead them to. 

If the boy had even walked out of these marshes alive. 
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Hunt  stretched  out  his  legs,  adjusting  his  wings  so  he  didn’t  crush  them

between his back and the wooden bench. Bryce sat beside him, pistachio ice

cream melting down the sides of her cone, and Hunt tried not to stare as she

licked away each dribbling green droplet. 

Was  this  punishment  for  his  fight  with  Pollux?  To  sit  here  and  watch

this? 

Hunt  focused  instead  on  the  scooter  she’d  apparently  ridden  at

breakneck speed to the Comitium. She’d walked with him when they left, 

though, pushing it beside her all the way to the park. He cleared his throat

and asked, “Something up with your bike?” 

Bryce frowned. “It was making a weird noise earlier. Didn’t seem wise

to get back on it.” She arched a brow. “Want to be a gentleman and carry it

home for me?” 

“I’d  rather  carry   you,  but  sure.”  The  scooter  would  be  heavy,  but

nothing he couldn’t deal with. He remembered his own ice cream—coffee

—in time to lick away the melted bits. He tried not to note the way her eyes

tracked each movement of his tongue. “What kind of noise was it making?” 

“A kind of rasping sputter whenever I idled.” She twisted to where her

beloved bike leaned against a banner-adorned lamppost. “It’s gonna have to

go into the shop, poor thing.” 

Hunt chuckled. “I can bring it up to the roof and check it out.” 

“So romantic. When do the wedding invites go out for you two?” 

He laughed again. “I’m shocked Randall didn’t make you learn how to

fix your own bike.” 

“Oh, he tried. But I was a legal adult by that point and didn’t have to listen.” She glanced at him sidelong. “Seriously, though—you know how to

fix a bike?” 

Hunt’s amusement slipped a notch. “Yeah. I, ah … know how to fix a

lot of machines.” 

“Does your lightning give you an affinity for knowing how they work, 

or something?” 

“Yeah.”  Hunt  trained  his  gaze  upon  the  Istros.  The  relentless  sun  was

finally  setting,  casting  the  river  in  reds  and  golds  and  oranges.  Far  below

the  surface,  little  lights  glowed,  all  that  showed  of  the  mighty,  sprawling

court beneath the water. He said quietly, “Sandriel took advantage of that—

she  often  had  me  take  apart  Ophion’s  mech-suits  after  battles,  so  I  could

learn  how  they  worked  and  then  sabotage  them  before  discreetly  sending

the  machines  back  to  the  front  for  the  rebels  to  use  unwittingly.”  He

couldn’t  look  at  her,  especially  when  she  remained  silent  as  he  added, 

almost confessing, “I learned a lot about how machines work. How to make

them   not  work.  Especially  at  key  moments.  A  lot  of  people  likely  died because of that. Because of me.” 

He’d  tried  convincing  himself  that  what  he  did  was  justified,  that  the

suits themselves were monstrous: fifteen feet high and crafted of titanium, 

they  were  essentially  exoskeletal  armor  that  the  human  standing  within

could pilot as easily as moving their own body. Armed with seven-foot-long

swords—some  of  them  charged  with  firstlight—and  massive  guns,  they

could go head-to-maw with a wolf shifter and walk away intact. They were

the  human  army’s  most  valuable  asset—and  only  way  of  withstanding  a

Vanir attack. 

Sandriel ordering him to take apart and mess with the suits had nothing

to do with that, though. It had been about pure cruelty and sick amusement

—stealing the suits, sabotaging them, and returning them with the humans

none  the  wiser.  It  was  about  watching  with  glee  as  the  pilots  squared  off

against Vanir forces, only to find that their mech-suits failed them. 

Bryce laid a hand on his knee. “I’m sorry she made you do that, Hunt.” 

“So am I,” Hunt said, exhaling deeply, as if it could somehow cleanse

his soul. 

Bryce  seemed  to  sense  his  need  to  shift  the  subject,  because  she

suddenly  asked,  “What  the  Hel  are  we  going  to  do  about  Pollux  and

Baxian?” She threw him a wry look, drawing him out of the past. “Aside

from pummeling them into tenderized meat.” 

Hunt  snorted,  silently  thanking  Urd  for  bringing  Bryce  into  his  life. 

“We can only hope Celestina keeps them in line.” 

“You don’t sound so certain.” 

“I spoke to her for five minutes before Pollux came in. It wasn’t enough

to make a judgment.” 

“Isaiah and Naomi seem to like her.” 

“You talked to them?” 

“On the way in. They’re … concerned about you.” 

Hunt growled. “They should be concerned about those two psychopaths

living here.” 

“Hunt.” 

The  sun  lit  her  eyes  to  a  gold  so  brilliant  it  knocked  the  breath  from

him.  She  said,  “I  know  your  history  with  Pollux.  I  understand  why  you

reacted this way. But it can’t happen again.” 

“I know.” He licked his ice cream again. “The Asteri sent him here for a

reason. Probably to rile me like this.” 

“They told us to lie low. Why goad you out of doing so?” 

“Maybe  they  changed  their  minds  and  want  a  public  reason  to  arrest

us.” 

“We killed two Archangels. They don’t need any further charges to sign

our death sentences.” 

“Maybe they do. Maybe they worry we  could get away with it if it went

to trial. And a public trial would mean admitting our roles in Micah’s and

Sandriel’s deaths.” 

“I think the world could easily believe you killed an Archangel. But a

widdle  nobody  half-human  like  me?  That’s  the  thing  they  don’t  want

leaking out.” 

“I  guess.  But  …  I  just  have  a  hard  time  believing  any  of  this.  That

Pollux  and  Baxian  being  here  isn’t  a  sign  of  shit  about  to  go  down.  That

Celestina  might  actually  be  a  decent  person.  I’ve  got  more  than  two

hundred years of history telling me to be wary. I can’t deprogram myself.” 

Hunt shut his eyes. 

A  moment  later,  soft  fingers  tangled  in  his  hair,  idly  brushing  the

strands. He nearly purred, but kept perfectly still as Bryce said, “We’ll keep

our guards up. But I think … I think we might need to start believing in our good luck.” 

“Ithan Holstrom’s arrival is the exact opposite of that.” 

Bryce nudged him with a shoulder. “He’s not so bad.” 

He cracked open an eye. “You’ve come around quickly on him.” 

“I don’t have time to hold grudges.” 

“You’re immortal now. I’d say you do.” 

She opened her mouth, but a bland male voice echoed through the park:

 The  Gates  will  be  closing  in  ten  minutes.  Anyone  not  in  line  will  not  be granted access. 

She  scowled.  “I  could  have  lived  without  them  using  the  Gates  to

broadcast announcements all day.” 

“You’re the one to blame for it, you know,” he said, mouth kicking up

at one corner. 

Bryce sighed, but didn’t argue. 

It was true. Since she’d used the crystal Gates to contact Danika, it had

awoken  public  interest  in  them,  and  revived  awareness  that  they  could  be

used  to  speak  throughout  the  city.  They  were  now  mostly  used  to  make

announcements, ranging from the opening and closing times at the tourist

sites to the occasional recording of an imperial announcement from Rigelus

himself.  Hunt  hated  those  the  most.  This  is  Rigelus,  Bright  Hand  of  the

 Asteri.  We  honor  the  fallen  dead  in  beautiful  Lunathion,  and  thank  those

 who fought for their service. 

 And  we  watch  all  of  them  like  hawks,  Hunt  always  thought  when  he

heard the droning voice that disguised the ancient being within the teenage

Fae body. 

The Gate announcer fell quiet again, the gentle lapping of the Istros and

whispering palm trees overhead filling the air once more. 

Bryce’s  gaze  drifted  across  the  river,  to  the  mists  swirling  on  its

opposite shore. She smiled sadly. “Do you think Lehabah is over there?” 

“I hope so.” He’d never stop being grateful for what the fire sprite had

done. 

“I miss her,” she said quietly. 

Hunt  slid  an  arm  around  her,  tucking  her  into  his  side.  Savoring  her

warmth and offering his own. “Me too.” 

Bryce  leaned  her  head  against  his  shoulder.  “I  know  Pollux  is  a monster; and you have every reason in the world to want to kill him. But

please don’t do anything to make the Governor punish you. I couldn’t …” 

Her  voice  caught,  and  Hunt’s  chest  strained  with  it.  “Watching  Micah  cut

off  your  wings  …  I  can’t  see  that  again,  Hunt.  Or  any  other  horror  she

might invent for you.” 

He  ran  a  hand  over  her  silken  hair.  “I  shouldn’t  have  lost  control  like

that. I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t need to apologize. Not for this. Just … be cautious.” 

“I will.” 

She ate more of her ice cream, but didn’t move. So Hunt did the same, 

careful not to drip into her hair. 

When they’d eaten it all, when the sun was near-vanished and the first

stars  had  appeared,  Bryce  straightened.  “We  should  go  home.  Ithan  and

Syrinx need dinner.” 

“I’d suggest not telling Holstrom that you group him with your pet.” 

Bryce chuckled, pulling away, and it was all Hunt could do to not reach

for her. 

He’d decided to Hel with it all when Bryce stiffened, her attention fixed

on something beyond his wings. Hunt whirled, hand going to the knife at

his thigh. 

He  swore.  This  was  not  an  opponent  he  could  fight  against.  No  one

could. 

“Let’s go,” Hunt murmured, folding a wing around her as the black boat

neared  the  quay.  A  Reaper  stood  atop  it.  Clothed  and  veiled  in  billowing

black that hid all indication of whether the Reaper was male or female, old

or young. Such things did not matter to Reapers. 

Hunt’s blood chilled to ice as the oarless, rudderless boat drifted right to

the  quay,  utterly  at  odds  with  the  elegant  banners  and  flowers  adorning

every  part  of  this  city.  The  boat  halted  as  if  invisible  hands  tied  it  to  the concrete walkway. 

The Reaper stepped out, moving so fluidly it was as if it walked on air. 

Bryce trembled beside him. The city around them had gone quiet. Even the

insects  had  ceased  their  humming.  No  wind  stirred  the  palms  lining  the

quay.  The  banners  hanging  from  the  lampposts  had  ceased  their  flapping. 

The ornate flower wreaths seemed to wither and brown. 

But a phantom breeze fluttered the Reaper’s robes and trailing veil as it aimed for the small park beyond the quay and the streets past that. It did not

look their way, did not halt. 

Reapers  did  not  need  to  halt  for  anything,  not  even  death.  The  Vanir

might call themselves immortal, but they could die from trauma or sickness. 

Even the Asteri were killable. The Reapers, however …

You  could  not  kill  what  was  already  dead.  The  Reaper  drifted  by, 

silence rippling in its wake, and vanished into the city. 

Bryce braced her hands on her knees. “Ugh, ugh,  ughhh.” 

“My  sentiments  exactly,”  Hunt  murmured.  Reapers  dwelled  on  every

eternal  isle  in  the  world:  the  Bone  Quarter  here,  the  Catacombs  in  the

Eternal City, the Summerlands in Avallen … Each of the sacred, sleeping

domains guarded by a fierce monarch. Hunt had never met the Under-King

of Lunathion—and hoped he never would. 

He had as little as possible to do with the Under-King’s Reapers, too. 

Half-lifes, people called them. Humans and Vanir who had once been alive, 

who had faced death and offered their souls to the Under-King as his private

guards  and  servants  instead.  The  cost:  to  live  forever,  unaging  and

unkillable, but never again to be able to sleep, eat, fuck. Vanir did not mess

with them. 

“Let’s go,” Bryce said, shaking off her shiver. “I need more ice cream.” 

Hunt  chuckled.  “Fair  enough.”  He  was  about  to  turn  them  from  the

river when the roar of a wave skimmer’s engine sounded. He turned toward

it on training and instinct, and halted when he marked the red-haired male

atop it. The muscled arm that waved toward them. Not a friendly wave, but

a frantic one. 

“Tharion?” Bryce asked, seeing the direction of Hunt’s focus as the mer

male gunned for them, leaving roiling waves in his wake. 

It was the work of a moment to reach them, and Tharion cut the engine

and drifted for the quay, keeping well away from the black boat tied nearby. 

“Where the fuck have  you been this summer?” Hunt asked, crossing his

arms. 

But Tharion said breathlessly to Bryce, “We need to talk.” 

“How did you even find us?” Bryce asked as they rode the elevator in her apartment building minutes later. 

“Spy-master, remember?” Tharion grinned. “I’ve got eyes everywhere.” 

He followed Bryce and Hunt into the apartment. 

Bryce’s  attention  immediately  shot  to  Ithan—who  was  exactly  where

she’d left him that morning: on the couch, Syrinx sprawled across his lap. 

His face had healed even more, the raw scar nearly vanished. 

Ithan  straightened  as  Tharion  entered.  “Relax,”  she  said,  and  didn’t

spare the wolf another glance as Hunt and Tharion aimed for the couch. 

Bryce let out a warning hiss at the mer’s still-wet clothes. 

Hunt  rolled  his  eyes  and  sat  at  the  dining  table  instead.  “This  is  why

people  shouldn’t  get  white  couches,”  the  angel  grumbled,  and  Bryce

scowled. 

“Then  you can clean off the river water and dirt,” she shot back. 

“That’s  what  insta-clean  spells  are  for,”  Hunt  replied  smoothly.  Bryce

scowled. 

“Domestic bliss, I see,” Tharion said. 

Bryce snickered, but Ithan asked from the couch, “Who are you?” 

Tharion flashed him a smile. “None of your business.” 

But Ithan sniffed. “Mer. Oh—yeah, I know you. Captain Whatever.” 

“Ketos,” Tharion muttered. 

Hunt tipped his head to Ithan. “You’ve landed a grave blow to Captain

Whatever’s ego, Holstrom.” 

“The gravest blow comes from my dearest friends failing to extol my

many qualities when I’m challenged,” Tharion said, pouting. 

“Dearest friends?” Hunt asked, raising a brow. 

“Prettiest friends,” Tharion said, blowing a kiss to Bryce. 

Bryce  laughed  and  twisted  away,  putting  her  phone  on  silent  before

sending off a message to Ruhn.  Get over here ASAP. 

He replied instantly.  What’s wrong? 

 NOW. 

Whatever it was that Tharion wanted with such urgency, Ruhn should

know about it, too. She wanted him to know about it. Which was … weird. 

Yet nice. 

Bryce slid her phone into her back pocket as Tharion gestured toward

the  neon-pink  lace  bra  dangling  off  the  folding  door  to  the  laundry

machines. “Hot,” the mer said. 

“Don’t get her started,” Hunt muttered. 

Bryce glared at him, but said to Tharion, “It’s been a while.” The mer

was  as  attractive  as  she  remembered.  Perhaps  more  so,  now  that  he  was

slightly disheveled and muddy. 

“We  talking  about  your  sex  life,  or  the  time  since  I’ve  seen  you?” 

Tharion asked, glancing between her and Hunt. Hunt glowered, but Bryce

smiled fiendishly. Tharion went on, heedless of Hunt’s ire, “It’s been a busy

summer.” He jumped onto a stool at the kitchen counter and patted the one

beside him. “Sit, Legs. Let’s have a chat.” 

Bryce plopped next to him, hooking her feet on the bar below. 

Tharion asked, suddenly serious, “Did Danika ever talk about someone

named Sofie?” Ithan grunted in surprise. 

Bryce’s mouth scrunched to the side. “Sofie who?” 

Before  she  could  ask  more,  Hunt  demanded,  “What  the  fuck  is  this

about?” 

Tharion said smoothly, “Just updating some old files.” 

Bryce drummed her fingers on the marble counter. “On Danika?” 

Tharion shrugged. “Glamorous as my life might seem, Legs, there’s a

lot of grunt work behind the scenes.” He winked. “Though not the sort of

grunting I’d like to do with you, of course.” 

“Don’t  try  to  distract  me  with  flirting,”  Bryce  said.  “Why  are  you

asking about Danika? And who the Hel is Sofie?” 

Tharion sighed at the ceiling. “There’s a cold case I’m working on, and

Danika—” 

“Don’t lie to her, Tharion,” Hunt growled. Lightning danced along his

wings. 

A thrill shot through Bryce at it—not only the power, but knowing he

had her back. She said to Tharion, “I’m not telling you shit until you give

me more information.” She jabbed a thumb toward Ithan. “And neither is

he, so don’t even ask.” 

Ithan only smiled slowly at the mer, as if daring him to. 

Tharion sized them all up. To his credit, he didn’t back down. A muscle

ticked  in  his  cheek,  though.  As  if  he  waged  some  inner  debate.  Then  the

mer  captain  said,  “I,  ah  …  I  was  assigned  to  look  into  a  human  woman, 

Sofie  Renast.  She  was  a  rebel  who  was  captured  by  the  Hind  two  weeks

ago. But Sofie was no ordinary human, and neither was her younger brother

—Emile.  Both  he  and  Sofie  pass  as  human,  yet  they  possess  full

thunderbird powers.” 

Bryce blew out a breath. Well, she hadn’t been expecting  that. 

Hunt said, “I thought thunderbirds had been hunted to extinction by the

Asteri.”  Too  dangerous  and  volatile  to  be  allowed  to  live  was  the  history they’d  been  spoon-fed  at  school.  A  grave  threat  to  the  empire.   “They’re little more than myths now.” 

All true. Bryce remembered a Starlight Fancy horse called Thunderbird:

a  blue-and-white  unicorn-pegasus  who  could  wield  all  types  of  energy. 

She’d never gotten her hands on one, though she’d yearned to. 

But Tharion went on, “Well, somehow, somewhere, one survived. And

bred.  Emile  was  captured  three  years  ago  and  sent  to  the  Kavalla  death

camp.  His  captors  were  unaware  of  what  they’d  grabbed,  and  he  wisely

kept his gifts hidden. Sofie went into Kavalla and freed him. But from what

I was told, Sofie was caught by the Hind before she reached safety. Emile

got away—only to run from Ophion as well. It seems like he came this way, 

but various parties are still  very interested in the powers he possesses. And

Sofie, too, if she survived.” 

“No one survives the Hind,” Hunt said darkly. 

“Yeah, I know. But the chains attached to the lead blocks at the bottom

of the ocean were empty. Unlocked. Seems like Sofie made it. Or someone

snatched her corpse.” 

Bryce  frowned.  “And  the  River  Queen  wants  both  the  kid  and  Sofie? 

Why? And what does this have to do with Danika?” 

“I don’t know what my queen’s ultimate goal is. All I know is that she’s

very  keen  on  finding  Sofie,  alive  or  dead,  and  equally  keen  on  attaining

Emile.  But  despite  what  that  suggests,  she’s  not  affiliated  with  Ophion  in

any way.” Tharion rubbed at his jaw. “In the process of trying to figure out

this  clusterfuck,  I  found  some  emails  between  Sofie  and  Danika  talking

about a safe place in this city for Sofie to lie low should she ever need it.” 

“That’s not possible,” Ithan said. 

Hunt  rose  from  the  table  and  stalked  to  Bryce’s  side.  His  power

shimmered up her body, electrifying her very blood at his nearness. “Is the

River Queen insane? Are  you insane? Searching for rebels and not turning

them in is a one-way ticket to crucifixion.” 

Tharion  held  his  stare.  “I  don’t  really  have  a  choice  here.  Orders  are orders.” He nodded to them. “Clearly you guys know nothing about this. Do

me  a  favor  and  don’t  mention  it  to  anyone,  okay?”  The  mer  stood  and

turned toward the door. 

Bryce hopped off her stool and stepped into his path. “Oh, I don’t think

so.” She let a fraction of her starlight shine around her. “You don’t get to

tell me that Danika was in contact with a known rebel and then waltz out of

here.” 

Tharion chuckled, cold frosting his eyes. “Yeah, I do, Legs.” He took a

blatantly challenging step toward her. 

Bryce  held  her  ground.  Was  surprised  and  delighted  that  Hunt  let  her

fight  this  battle  without  interfering.  “Do  you  even  care  that  this  oh-so-

powerful thunderbird is a kid? Who survived a fucking  death camp? And is

now scared and alone?” 

Tharion blinked, and she could have strangled him. 

“I know this is a dick thing to say,” Ithan added, “but if the kid’s got

that power, why didn’t he use it to get out of Kavalla himself?” 

“Maybe he doesn’t know how to use it yet,” Tharion mused. “Maybe he

was too weak or tired. I don’t know. But I’ll see you guys later.” He made

to step past Bryce. 

She  blocked  him  again.  “Emile  aside,  Danika  wasn’t  a  rebel,  and  she

didn’t know anyone named Sofie Renast.” 

Ithan said, “I agree.” 

Tharion  said  firmly,  “The  email  was  linked  to  her.  And  the  email

address  was   BansheeFan56— Danika  was  clearly  a  Banshees  fan.  Skim

through  any  of  her  old  social  media  profiles  and  there  are  ten  thousand

references to her love of that band.” 

Solas, how many Banshees shirts and posters had Danika amassed over

the years? Bryce had lost count. 

Bryce  tapped  her  foot,  her  blood  at  a  steady  simmer.  Hadn’t  Philip

Briggs  said  something  similar  when  she  and  Hunt  had  interrogated  the

former leader of the Keres rebel sect in his prison cell? That Danika was a

rebel sympathizer? “What did the emails say?” 

Tharion kept his mouth shut. 

Bryce bristled. “What did the emails say? ” 

Tharion snapped, a rare show of temper apparently getting the better of him,  “Does  Dusk’s  Truth  mean  anything  to  you?  What  about  Project

Thurr?” At her blank look, and Ithan’s, the mer said, “I thought so.” 

Bryce  clenched  her  jaw  hard  enough  to  hurt.  After  this  spring,  she’d

realized she hadn’t known as much about Danika as she’d believed, but to

add even more to that list … She tried not to let it sting. 

Tharion took another challenging step toward the door. But Bryce said, 

“You can’t drop all that information and expect me not to do anything. Not

to go looking for this kid.” 

Tharion arched a brow. “So softhearted. But stay out of it, Legs.” 

“No way,” Bryce countered. 

Hunt cut in, “Bryce. We were given an order by the Asteri—by Rigelus

himself—to lie low.” 

“Then obey them,” Tharion said. 

Bryce glared at the mer, then at Hunt. But Hunt said, storms in his eyes, 

“The Asteri will slaughter us, along with your entire family, if word reaches

them  that  you’re  involved  with  rebel  activity  in  any  way.  Even  if  it’s  just helping to find a lost kid.” 

Bryce  opened  her  mouth,  but  Hunt  pushed,  “We  won’t  get  a  trial, 

Bryce. Only an execution.” 

Tharion crossed his arms. “Exactly. So, again: stay out of it, and I’ll be

on my way.” 

Before  Bryce  could  snap  her  reply,  the  front  door  banged  open,  and

Ruhn filled the doorway. “What the— Oh. Hey, Tharion.” 

“You invited him?” Tharion accused Bryce. 

Bryce stayed silent, holding her ground. 

“What’s  going  on?”  Ruhn  asked,  glancing  to  Hunt  and  Ithan.  Ruhn

startled at the sight of the wolf. “And what’s  he doing here?” 

“Ithan’s a free agent right now, so he’s staying with us,” Bryce said, and

at Ruhn’s puzzled look, added, “I’ll fill you in later.” 

Ruhn asked, “Why’s your heart racing?” 

Bryce  peered  at  her  chest,  half  expecting  her  scar  to  be  glowing. 

Mercifully,  it  lay  dormant.  “Well,  apparently  Tharion  thinks  Danika  was

involved with the rebels.” 

Ruhn gaped. 

“Thanks, Bryce,” Tharion muttered. 

Bryce  threw  him  a  saccharine  smile  and  explained  Tharion’s

investigation to Ruhn. 

“Well?”  Ruhn  asked  when  she’d  finished,  his  face  drained  of  color. 

“Was Danika a rebel?” 

“No!” Bryce splayed her arms. “Solas, she was more interested in what

junk food we had in our apartment.” 

“That’s  not  all  she  was  interested  in,”  Ruhn  corrected.  “She  stole  the

Horn and hid it from you. Hid it  on you. And all that shit with Briggs and

the synth …” 

“Okay,  fine.  But  the  rebel  stuff  …  She  never  even   talked  about  the

war.” 

“She would have known it’d endanger you,” Tharion suggested. 

Hunt  said  to  Tharion,  “And  you’re  cool  with  being  press-ganged  into

working  on  this  shit?”  His  face  remained  paler  than  usual.  Tharion  just

crossed his long, muscular arms. Hunt went on, voice lowering, “It won’t

end  well,  Tharion.  Trust  me  on  that.  You’re  tangling  in  some  dangerous

shit.” 

Bryce avoided looking at the branded-out tattoo on Hunt’s wrist. 

Tharion’s  throat  bobbed.  “I’m  sorry  to  have  even  come  here.  I  know

how you feel about this stuff, Athalar.” 

“You really think there’s a chance Sofie is alive?” Ruhn asked. 

“Yes,” Tharion said. 

“If  she  survived  the  Hind,”  Hunt  said,  “and  the  Hind  hears  about  it, 

she’ll come running.” 

“The  Hind  might  already  be  headed  this  way,”  Tharion  said  thickly. 

“Regardless of Sofie, Emile and his powers remain a prize. Or something to

be wiped out once and for all.” He dragged his long fingers through his dark

red  hair.  “I  know  I’m  dropping  a  bomb  on  you  guys.”  He  winced  at  his

unfortunate  word  choice,  no  doubt  remembering  what  had  happened  last

spring. “But I want to find this kid before anyone else.” 

“And  do  what  with  him?”  Bryce  asked.  “Hand  him  over  to  your

queen?” 

“He’d be safe Beneath, Legs. It’d take a damn long while even for the

Asteri to find him—and kill him.” 

“So he’d be used by your queen like some kind of weaponized battery

instead? Like Hel am I going to let you do that.” 

“Again,  I  don’t  know  what  she  wants  with  Emile.  But  she  wouldn’t harm him. And you’d be wise to keep out of her path.” 

Ithan cut in before Bryce could start spitting venom, “You really think

the kid is coming here? That the Hind will follow?” 

Hunt rubbed his jaw. “The 33rd hasn’t heard anything about the Hind

coming over. Or Ophion being in the area.” 

“Neither has the Aux,” Ruhn confirmed. 

“Well,  unless  one  of  the  marsh  sobeks  swam  all  the  way  across  the

Haldren to take a bite out of an Ophion soldier, I can’t think of any other

reason why I found dismembered body parts of one here,” Tharion said. 

“I don’t even know where to begin with that,” Hunt said. 

“Just trust me,” Tharion said, “Ophion is on its way, if not already here. 

So  I  need  to  know  as  much  as  possible,  and  as  quickly  as  possible.  Find

Emile, and we potentially find Sofie.” 

“And gain a nice child soldier, right?” Bryce said tightly. 

Tharion turned pleading eyes on her. “Either the River Queen puts me

in  charge  of  hunting  for  them,  or  she  assigns  someone  else,  possibly

someone  less  …  independently  minded.  I’d  rather  it  be  me  who  finds

Emile.” 

Ithan burst out, “Can we discuss that you guys are talking about  rebels

in this city? About  Danika potentially being a rebel?” He snarled. “That’s a

serious fucking claim.” 

“Sofie and Danika exchanged a number of intentionally vague emails,” 

Tharion said. “Ones that included an allusion to a safe hiding place here in

Lunathion.  A  place   where  the  weary  souls  find  relief  from  their  suffering. 

I’m guessing the Bone Quarter, though I’m not sure even Danika would be

so reckless as to send them there. But anyway, it’s not a claim. It’s a fact.” 

Ithan shook his head, but it was Hunt who said, “This is a lethal game, 

Tharion. One I’d rather not play again.” Bryce could have sworn his hands

shook slightly. This had to be dragging up the worst of his memories and

fears—he’d   been  a  rebel,  once.  It  had  won  him  two  hundred  years  of

servitude. 

And  today  had  been  long  and  weird  and  she  hadn’t  even  told  Hunt

about Cormac’s visit at lunch. 

But to let this boy be hunted by so many people … She couldn’t sit by. 

Not for an instant. So Bryce said, “I can ask Fury tomorrow if she knows

anything  about  Danika  and  Sofie.  Maybe  she  can  give  some  insight  into where Danika might have suggested hiding.” 

“Ask her right now,” Tharion said with unusual seriousness. 

“It’s Wednesday night. She and Juniper always have date night.” 

It was half a lie, and Hunt must have known it was for his sake, because

his wing gently brushed over her shoulder. 

But Tharion ordered, “Then interrupt it.” 

“Don’t  you  know   anything  about  Fury  Axtar?”  Bryce  waved  a  hand. 

“I’ll  call  her  tomorrow  morning.  She’s  always  in  a  better  mood  after  she

and June get it on.” 

Tharion  glanced  between  her  and  Hunt,  then  to  Ruhn  and  Ithan,  both

silently watching. The mer reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded

stack of papers with a resigned sigh. “Here’s a sampling of the emails,” he

said, handing them to Bryce, and aimed for the door again. He paused near

Syrinx, then knelt down and petted his head, his thick neck. He straightened

Syrinx’s collar and earned a lick of thanks. Tharion’s mouth curled up at the

corners  as  he  stood.  “Cool  pet.”  He  opened  the  front  door.  “Don’t  put

anything in writing. I’ll be back around lunch tomorrow.” 

As soon as the mer shut the door, Hunt said to Bryce, “Getting involved

with this is a bad idea.” 

Ruhn said, “I agree.” 

Bryce only clutched the papers tighter and turned to Ithan. “This is the

part where you say you agree, too.” 

Ithan frowned deeply. “I can ignore the shit about Danika and Ophion, 

but there’s a kid out there on the run. Who probably has nothing to do with

Ophion and needs help.” 

“Thank you,” Bryce said, whirling on Hunt. “See?” 

“It’s Tharion’s business. Leave it alone, Bryce,” Hunt warned. “I don’t

even know why you had to ask about any of this.” 

“I don’t know why you  wouldn’t ask,” Bryce challenged. 

Hunt pushed, “Is this really about finding the kid, or is it about learning

something new about Danika?” 

“Can’t it be both?” 

Hunt slowly shook his head. 

Ruhn said, “Let’s think this through, Bryce, before deciding to act. And

maybe burn those emails.” 

“I’ve already decided,” she announced. “I’m going to find Emile.” 

“And do what with him?” Hunt asked. “If the Asteri want him, you’d be

harboring a rebel.” 

Bryce  couldn’t  stop  the  light  from  shimmering  around  her.  “He’s

thirteen years old. He’s not a rebel. The rebels just  want him to be.” 

Hunt said quietly, “I saw kids his age walk onto battlefields, Bryce.” 

Ruhn  nodded  solemnly.  “Ophion  doesn’t  turn  away  fighters  based  on

their age.” 

Ithan said, “That’s despicable.” 

“I’m not saying it isn’t,” Hunt countered. “But the Asteri won’t care if

he’s thirteen or thirty, if he’s a true rebel or not. You stand in their way, and

they’ll punish you.” 

Bryce opened her mouth, but—a muscle flickered in his cheek, making

the bruise there all the more noticeable. Guilt punched through her, warring

with  her  ire.  “I’ll  think  about  it,”  she  conceded,  and  stalked  for  her

bedroom. 

She needed a breather before she said or did more than she meant to. A

moment to process the information she’d gotten out of Tharion. She hadn’t

put  any  stock  in  Briggs’s  claim  about  Danika  and  the  rebels  when  he’d

taunted her with it—he’d been trying to get at her in any way possible. But

it seemed she’d been wrong. 

She  scoured  her  memory  for  any  detail  as  she  washed  away  her

makeup, then brushed her hair. Male voices rumbled from the other side of

the door, but Bryce ignored them, changing into her pajamas. Her stomach

gurgled. 

Was Emile hungry? He was a kid—alone in the world, having suffered

in one of those gods-forsaken camps, no family left. He had to be terrified. 

Traumatized. 

She hoped Sofie was alive. Not for any intel or amazing powers, but so

Emile had someone left. Family who loved him for  him and not for being

some all-powerful chosen one whose people had long ago been hunted to

extinction. 

Bryce  frowned  in  the  mirror.  Then  at  the  stack  of  papers  Tharion  had

handed  her.  The  emails  between  Sofie  and  Danika—and  a  few  between

Sofie and Emile. 

The  former  were  exactly  as  Tharion  had  claimed.  Vague  mentions  of things. 

But Sofie and Emile’s emails …

 I had to leave your sunball game before the end,  Sofie  had  written  in

one exchange more than three years ago,  but Mom told me you guys won! 

 Congrats—you were amazing out there! 

Emile had replied,  I was ok. Missed 2 shots. 

Sofie had written back, at three in the morning—as if she’d been up late

studying  or  partying— I  once  had  a  game  when  I  missed  ten   shots!  So you’re doing way better than me. :)

The next morning, Emile had said,  Thanks, sis. Miss u. 

Bryce swallowed hard. Such an ordinary exchange—proof of a normal, 

decent life. 

What had happened to them? How had he wound up in Kavalla? Part of

her didn’t want to know, and yet … She read the emails again. The loving, 

casual exchange between siblings. 

Did any of the many people searching for Emile want to actually help

him? Not use him, but just … protect him? Maybe he and Sofie would find

each other at that rendezvous spot Danika had mentioned. Maybe they’d get

lucky, and no one would ever find them. 

Danika had always helped those who needed it. Bryce included. 

And  during  the  spring  attack,  when  Bryce  had  run  to  Asphodel

Meadows  …  it  was  the  same  feeling  creeping  over  her  now.  The  boy

needed help. She wouldn’t walk away from it.  Couldn’t walk away from it. 

But how did Danika factor in to all of this? She needed to know. 

Her  stomach  protested  again.  Right—dinner.  With  a  silent  prayer  to

Cthona to keep Emile safe, Bryce emerged from the bedroom and said, “I’m

ordering pizza.” 

Ruhn said, “I’m in,” as if he’d been invited, but Bryce glanced at the

shut door to Hunt’s bedroom. 

If  she needed a moment, he’d sure as Hel need a lot longer. 

Hunt turned on the shower with a shaking hand. The blast and splatter of

the water provided much-needed white noise, a quieting barrier against the

world  beyond  his  bathroom.  He’d  muttered  something  about  needing  a shower and walked in here, not caring what Danaan and Holstrom thought. 

Hunt peeled out of his battle-suit, dimly aware of the bruises along his

ribs and his face, the brawl with Pollux almost forgotten. 

He  couldn’t  stop  shaking,  couldn’t  stop  the  surge  of  acid  through  his

veins that made every breath torturous. 

Fucking  Tharion.  That  stupid,  arrogant  asshole.  Dragging  them—

dragging  Bryce—into this. The River Queen might have no association with

Ophion, but Emile was a rebel’s brother. Danika had possibly been a rebel

herself. It brought them far too close to Ophion’s orbit. 

Of course Bryce wouldn’t have been able to drop it once she’d heard. 

He knew it was irrational to be pissed at her about it, because part of why

he adored her was that she was the kind of person who  would want to help, 

but … fucking Hel. 

Hunt  sucked  in  a  breath,  stepping  into  the  now-warm  stream,  and

clenched his jaw against the rising thunder in his blood and the memories

that came with it. 

Those  strategy  meetings  in  Shahar’s  war  tent;  the  bloody,  screaming

chaos of battle; his roar as Shahar died, a piece of his heart dying with her; 

the bolt of unrelenting pain as his wings were sawed off tendon by tendon

—

Hunt sucked in another breath, wings twitching, as if in an echo of that

pain. 

He couldn’t let it happen again. If all of it had been for Bryce, to get

here—then it had happened so that he’d know when to walk away, and keep

her safe. 

But  he  hadn’t  been  able  to  find  those  words.  Hunt  focused  on  his

breathing, on the sensation of his feet against the slick tiles, the dribble of

water down his wings. 

And  couldn’t  help  but  think  that  warm  water  felt  an  awful  lot  like

blood. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  they  sat  around  the  dining  table,  four  boxes  of  pizza

stacked before them. 

“Carnivore’s Delight,” Bryce said with forced cheer to Hunt, sliding the meat-on-meat-on-meat pizza toward him. He offered a smile, but it didn’t

quite reach his eyes. She didn’t ask about that haunted gleam, though. Not

with Ruhn and Ithan here. Not when Hunt had already made it pretty clear

what was going through his head. 

They’d undoubtedly have it out the moment they were alone. 

“Carnivore’s Delight with extra sausage,” she said to Ithan, winking as

she  handed  over  the  box.  She  could  have  sworn  Ithan  blushed.  “And

pepperoni with grilled onions,” she said to Ruhn. 

“What’d  you  get?”  her  brother  asked.  An  attempt  at  normalcy  after

Tharion’s visit. 

Hunt  and  Ithan  said  at  the  same  time,  “Sausage  and  onion  with  extra

cheese.” 

Bryce laughed. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or disturbed.” 

But Ithan and Hunt didn’t smile. She caught Ruhn’s glance from across

the  table,  and  her  brother  said  into  her  mind,  Ignoring  all  the  shit  with Tharion and Emile, it’s super fucking weird that Holstrom’s here. 

She  started  on  her  pizza  and  sighed  at  the  combination  of  meat  and

cheese and slightly sweet sauce.  I think it’s super weird for him, too. 

Ruhn  bit  into  his  slice.  Honestly,  don’t  flip  the  Hel  out,  but  you’re

 technically a Starborn Princess. And you’re now harboring an exiled wolf. I

 hate this political crap, but … I wouldn’t put it past Sabine to see this as an

 affront. The wolves are technically our allies. 

Bryce sipped from her beer.  It’s not like he has any family left.  Her heart

ached.  Believe me, he is fucking miserable  that he has nowhere else to go. 

 I can take him in.  Her brother spoke with utter sincerity. 

 Isn’t that the same political bullshit? 

 I can say that I’m hiring him to work for the Fae side of the Aux. Claim

 it’s for a top secret investigation, which I suppose this stuff with Danika and

 Sofie and Emile is. Sabine can’t get around that. 

 All  right.  But  …  give  him  a  few  days.  I  don’t  want  him  to  think  I’m

 kicking him out. 

 Why not? He was a dick to you. 

 There were five years before that when we were close. 

 So? He was a dick to you when you needed him most. 

 And I shut him out when he needed me  most. 

Bryce  blinked,  finding  Hunt  and  Ithan  watching  her  and  Ruhn.  The angel  drawled,  no  hint  of  his  previous  haunted  discomfort,  “Some  might

consider it rude to have a silent conversation in front of other people.” 

Ithan  raised  his  hand  in  agreement.  How  he’d  figured  out  what  was

going  on,  she  could  only  attribute  to  his  keen  wolf’s  abilities.  Or  his

athlete’s skill at reading opponents. 

Bryce stuck out her tongue. “Sorry you’re not magical, special Fae like

us.” 

“Here we go,” Hunt said, diving into his slice. “I was waiting for this

day to come.” 

“What day?” Ithan swigged from his beer. 

Hunt  smirked.  “When  Bryce  realizes  how  truly  obnoxious  being  a

princess allows her to be.” 

Bryce  flipped  him  off.  “If  I  have  to  suffer  through  the  title,  then  you

have to suffer through the effects.” 

Hunt  opened  his  mouth,  but  Ithan  said,  “I  heard  you  had  your  Ordeal

that day this spring. Congrats?” 

Bryce went still. “Yeah. Uh, thanks.” She didn’t want to think about it

—the nøkk, Syrinx nearly drowning, the tank … Syrinx rubbed against her

ankles, as if sensing her distress. And Hunt, also reading it, said to Ruhn, 

“You had your Ordeal in Avallen, right? And our new friend Cormac was

there?” 

Before  Ruhn  could  answer,  Flynn  and  Dec  strode  into  the  apartment

with  a  key  Bryce  definitely  hadn’t  authorized.  She  whipped  her  head  to

Ruhn. “You gave them fingerprint access and copies of my keys?” 

Flynn  slid  into  the  chair  beside  hers  and  pulled  her  pizza  toward

himself. “We took Ruhn’s fingerprints when he was passed out during the

Summer Solstice, as a way into the system. Then Dec added ours alongside

them.” 

Declan dropped into the chair beside Ruhn, taking one of her brother’s

slices  and  a  beer  from  the  bucket  in  the  center  of  the  table.  “We  made

copies of the physical keys before he noticed they were gone.” 

“You’re really making me look good, you two,” Ruhn grumbled. 

Bryce  shoved  out  a  hand.  “I’m  changing  my  fingerprint  system  to

something more secure. Give me that key.” 

Flynn only slid it into his pocket. “Come get it, babycakes.” 

Hunt shot the Fae lord a glare, and Declan snickered. “Careful, Flynn,” 

Dec warned. 

Ithan snorted, and the two males eyed him up. Of course they’d already

noticed  him—they  were  trained  warriors—but  they  hadn’t  yet  deigned  to

acknowledge him. 

Flynn flashed a charming smile full of teeth. “Hi, pup.” 

Ithan’s fingers tightened into fists at the term. “Hey.” 

Declan gave a mirror grin to Flynn’s. “Bryce needed a new pet?” 

“Okay, okay,” Bryce cut in. “Let’s just say that we made a thousand dog

jokes about Ithan, and he made a thousand Fae asshole jokes about you two

idiots, and we now all thoroughly hate each other, but we can be adults and

eat our food.” 

“I  second  that.”  Hunt  dug  into  his  third  slice,  using  his  other  hand  to

clink beers with Bryce. 

Flynn grinned again. “I thought I heard you ask Ruhn about his Ordeal. 

It was our Ordeal, too, you know.” 

“I know,” Bryce said, flicking her hair over her shoulder. “But he won

the prize sword, didn’t he?” 

“Ouch.” Flynn clutched his chest. 

“Cold, B,” Declan said. 

Ruhn chuckled and leaned back in his seat, finishing off his beer before

he  said,  “I  was  twenty-seven.  My—our  father  sent  me  to  Avallen  to  …

check out the ladies.” 

“There was a Fae female from a powerful family who the Autumn King

wanted  Ruhn  to  marry,”  Flynn  explained.  “Unfortunately,  Cormac  wanted

to marry her, too. Neither married her in the end, of course.” 

Bryce  groaned.  “Please  tell  me  all  this  tension  between  you  two  isn’t

over a girl.” 

“Only  partially,”  Declan  said.  “It’s  also  because  Cormac  and  his  twin

cousins tried to kill us. Cormac literally put a sword through my gut.” He

patted his rock-hard abs. 

“Aren’t you Fae all … allies?” Ithan asked, brows raised. 

Flynn  nearly  spat  out  his  drink.  “Valbaran  Fae  and  Avallen  Fae   hate

each  other.  The  Avallen  Fae  are  a  bunch  of  backward  assholes.  Prince

Cormac might be Ruhn’s cousin, but he can drop dead for all we care.” 

“Strong family bonds, huh?” Hunt said. 

Flynn shrugged. “They deserved what happened during the Ordeal.” 

“Which was what, exactly?” Bryce asked. 

“Humiliation,”  Declan  said  with  relish.  “A  few  weeks  into  our  visit, 

King Morven—Cormac’s dad—ordered Ruhn to go see if he could retrieve

the Starsword from the caves.” 

“Tell  the  whole  story,  Dec.  Why  did  he  order  me  to  do  that?”  Ruhn

growled. 

Dec sheepishly grinned. “Because I bragged that you could.” 

Ruhn cracked open another beer. “And?” 

“And I made fun of Cormac for not having gone to retrieve it yet.” 

 “And?” 

“And  I  said  that  one  Valbaran  Fae  warrior  was  better  than  ten  from

Avallen.” 

Bryce laughed. “So Uncle Morven sent you off to teach you a lesson?” 

“Yep,” Flynn said. “All three of us. We didn’t realize until we were in

the mist—the caves are literally full of it—that he also sent Cormac and the

asshole twins to hunt us in there.” 

“Starting  blood  feuds,”  Bryce  said  to  Declan,  raising  her  hand  for  a

high five. “Nice work.” 

Declan clapped her hand, but Ithan asked, “So your Ordeals happened

then?” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, face darkening. “We all got lost in the caves. There

was  some  …  scary  shit  in  there.  Ghouls  and  wraiths—they  were  old  and

wicked. The six of us went from trying to kill each other to trying to stay

alive. Long story short, Flynn and Dec and I wound up in these catacombs

deep beneath the cave—” 

“Surrounded by bloodsucking spirits who were going to eat our bodies, 

then our souls,” Flynn added. “Or was it our souls, then our bodies?” 

Ruhn shook his head. “I got disarmed. So I looked in the sarcophagus in

the center of the chamber where we were trapped, and … there it was. The

Starsword. It was either die at the hands of those creatures or die trying to

pull that sword from its sheath.” He shrugged. “Thankfully, it worked.” 

Declan said, “Bastards ran screaming from the cave when Ruhn drew

the  sword.  Right  to  where  Cormac  and  the  twins  were  hunting  us.”  He

grinned  again.  “The  three  of  them  had  no  choice  but  to  flee  back  to  their

castle.  King  Morven  was   not  happy.  Especially  when  Ruhn  returned  with the Starsword and told him to go fuck himself.” 

Bryce lifted her brows at her brother. He smiled, lip ring glinting. “Not

such a loser after all, huh?” 

Bryce waved him off. “Whatever.” 

Flynn  suddenly  asked  Ithan,  gaze  on  his  tattooed  neck,  “You  gonna

keep that ink?” 

Ithan drained his beer. “What’s it to you?” 

Another  charming  grin.  “Just  want  to  know  when  I  can  tell  you  that

Sabine and Amelie are two of the worst fucking people in this city.” 

Ithan grunted, but a ghost of a smile appeared on his lips. 

Bryce  glanced  to  Ruhn,  who  said  into  her  mind,  Might  not  be  such  a

 bad idea for him to come stay with us. 

 You really want to be roomies with a wolf? 

 Better than an angel. 

 Depends on what you’re doing with that angel. 

 Gross, Bryce. 

Bryce tuned back into the conversation as Declan asked with a wicked

smile that told her he was about to start shit, “So, who’s sleeping where in

this apartment tonight?” 

Bryce couldn’t help glancing again at Hunt, who kept his face wholly

neutral as he said, “I’m bunking with Bryce.” 

Bryce’s mouth popped open, but Ithan said, “Good. She snores.” 

“Assholes,” Bryce seethed. “You can both go sleep on the roof.” 

“Not enough distance from your snoring,” Ithan said, smirking. 


Bryce scowled, leaning down to pet Syrinx’s velvety ears. 

Hunt only winked. “I’ll get earplugs.” 
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Bryce  barely  slept.  She  was  trying  too  hard  to  pretend  that  Hunt  fucking

Athalar was not sleeping beside her. The illusion was shattered every time

she  rolled  over,  got  a  face  full  of  gray  wings,  and  remembered  that  Hunt

fucking Athalar was sleeping beside her. 

They hadn’t spoken about Tharion’s visit. Or about her decision to find

Emile. So any fight on that front was likely still on the horizon. 

Naturally,  Bryce  woke  up  puffy-eyed,  sweat-slicked,  and  with  a

pounding  headache.  Hunt  was  already  up  and  making  coffee,  to  guess  by

the sounds in the other room. 

Bryce  slithered  out  of  bed,  earning  a  disgruntled  yip  from  Syrinx  at

being disturbed. Her ringing phone aggravated her headache, and it didn’t

get any better when she glanced at the caller ID. 

She mustered her most chipper voice. “Hi, Mom.” 

“Hello, Bryce.” Ember’s voice was calm. Too calm. 

Ithan smirked from the couch as she passed by, blindly walking toward

the  beckoning  aroma  of  coffee.  Gods,  she  needed  some.  Bryce  asked  her

mom, “What’s up? You guys get home okay?” 

The wall of windows revealed a sunny day, witches and angels zooming

by.  And,  Bryce  realized  in  the  morning  light,  the  fact  that  she  was  still

wearing  her  worn  T-shirt  that  said   Nidaros  Community  Center  Camp

 Summer 15023 and … little else. Oops. No wonder Ithan was smirking. Her

lilac lace demi-thong left little to the imagination. Bryce stifled the urge to

tug her shirt’s hem over her half-bare ass. 

Hunt’s  eyes  darkened,  but  he  merely  leaned  against  the  counter  and silently offered her a cup of coffee. 

“Oh  yes,”  Ember  said.  “We  got  home,  had  plenty  of  time  to  do  some

grocery shopping and run a few errands.” Bryce put the phone on speaker

and slid it onto the counter, backing away a few feet. Like it was a grenade

of compressed firstlight about to explode. 

“Great,” Bryce said, and she could have sworn Hunt was trying not to

laugh. 

“We  also  had  plenty  of  time,”  her  mom  went  on,  “to  answer  all  the

phone calls that we began to get, asking when the wedding is.” 

Hunt took a long sip of his coffee. Ithan just watched with a befuddled

expression. Right. She hadn’t told him. 

Bryce gritted her teeth in an attempt at a smile. “You and Randall are

renewing your vows?” 

Her mom fell silent. A wave building, cresting, about to break. “Is this

engagement  some  scheme  to  prompt  Hunt  to  finally  confess  his  love  for

you?” 

Hunt choked on his coffee. 

Oh  gods.  Bryce  was  half-tempted  to  pour  the  boiling  coffee  over  her

head and melt into nothing. “For fuck’s sake,” she hissed, snatching up her

phone  and  taking  it  off  speaker.  Even  if  Hunt  and  Ithan,  with  their

heightened  hearing,  could  no  doubt  make  out  everything  Ember  said. 

“Look, it’s not a  real engagement—” 

“It  certainly  sounds  like  it  is,  Bryce  Adelaide  Quinlan.”  Her  mom’s

voice  rose  with  each  word.  “And  it  sounds  like  you’re  engaged  to  the

Crown Prince of Avallen! Do you  know who his father is?” 

“Mom, I’m not going to marry him.” 

“Then  why  do  so  many  of  my  former  school  friends  know  about  it? 

Why  are  there  photos  of  you  two  having  a  private  meeting  at  your  office

yesterday?” 

Hunt’s wings flared with alarm, and Bryce shook her head.  Later, she

tried to signal. 

“Cormac ambushed me—” 

“He did  what?” 

“In a nonphysical way. Nothing I couldn’t handle.  And,” she said as her

mom began objecting, “I have zero intention of marrying Prince Creepster, 

but you gotta trust me to deal with it.” She gave Hunt a look as if to say, You too. 

Hunt nodded, getting it. Drank some more coffee. Like he needed it. 

Her mother, however, hissed, “Randall is in a  panic.” 

“Randall, or you? Because last I checked, Dad knows I can take care of

myself.” Bryce couldn’t help the sharpness in her tone. 

“You’re playing games with Fae royals who will outsmart you at every

turn, who have likely anticipated your reticence—” 

Bryce’s  phone  buzzed.  She  skimmed  the  incoming  message.  Thank

Urd. 

“I appreciate your confidence, Mom. I have to go. I’ve got an important

meeting.” 

“Don’t you try to—” 

“Mom.” She couldn’t stop herself, couldn’t halt the roiling, rising power

that made her body begin to shimmer, as if she were a pot boiling over with

liquid starlight. “You don’t get a say in what I do or don’t do, and if you’re

smart, you’ll stay the Hel out of this.” 

Stunned silence from her mother. From Hunt and Ithan, too. 

The words kept flowing, though. “You have  no fucking idea what I’ve

been  through,  and  faced,  and  what  I’m  now  dealing  with.”  Her  mom  and

Randall would never know about what she’d done to Micah. She couldn’t

risk it. “But let me tell you that handling this bogus engagement is  nothing

compared to that. So  drop it.” 

Another pause. Then her mother said, “I knew you bundled us off at the

break of dawn for a reason. I want to  help you, Bryce—” 

“Thanks  for  the  guilt  trip,”  Bryce  said.  She  could  practically  see  her

mother stiffening. 

“Fine. We’re still at your disposal should you need us, Your Highness.” 

Bryce  started  to  answer,  but  her  mother  had  hung  up.  She  slowly, 

slowly  closed  her  eyes.  Hunt  said  into  the  sudden,  heavy  quiet,  “Cormac

came by the archives?” 

Bryce opened her eyes. “Only to swing his dick around.” Hunt tensed, 

and Bryce added, “Not literally.” 

His expression turned wary. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because I got a phone call from Celestina that you were in a holding

cell.” She bared her teeth. “Spare me the territorial male act, okay?” 

“Hide shit from your parents all you want, but don’t keep stuff from me. 

We’re a team.” 

“I just  forgot. No big deal.” 

Hunt hesitated. “All right.” He lifted his hands. “Okay. Sorry.” 

Silence  fell,  and  she  became  keenly  aware  of  Ithan’s  attention.  “Hunt

can fill you in on my joyous news,” she said, glancing at the clock. “I do

have a meeting, and I need to get dressed.” Hunt arched a brow, but Bryce

offered no explanation as she aimed for her bedroom. 

She  returned  to  the  great  room  an  hour  later,  showered  and  in  work

clothes. Hunt was already in his 33rd gear. 

Bryce  said  to  Ithan,  who  was  doing  push-ups  in  front  of  the  TV  with

extraordinary ease, “I’ll pop back in at lunch when Tharion swings by. Help

yourself to whatever’s in the fridge and call if you need anything.” 

“Thanks,  Mom,”  Ithan  said  between  reps,  and  Bryce  stuck  out  her

tongue. 

Bryce  unlocked  the  door,  then  buckled  Syrinx’s  leash  before  slipping

into  the  hall.  She’d  been  lonely  in  the  archives  yesterday  without  his

company. And maybe a little jealous about the fact that Syrinx had spent the

day with Ithan. 

And  it  would  have  been  nice  to  watch  him  take  a  bite  out  of  Prince

Cormac’s ass. 

The elevator had just arrived when Hunt appeared behind her, and every

muscle in her body turned electric. Had the elevator always been this small? 

Had his wings gotten larger overnight? 

“Why are things so weird between us?” Hunt asked. 

Going right for the throat, then. “Are things weird?” 

“Don’t  play  stupid.  Come  on—last  night  was  weird.  Right  now  is

fucking weird.” 

Bryce leaned against the wall. “Sorry. Sorry.” It was all she could think

to say. 

Hunt asked carefully, “When were you going to tell me about Cormac

dropping by the archives? What the fuck did he say?” 

“That you and I are losers and he thinks I’m an immature brat.” 

“Did  he  touch  you?”  Lightning  skittered  along  Hunt’s  wings.  The

elevator lights guttered. 

The  elevator  reached  the  ground  floor  before  she  could  answer,  and they  fell  silent  as  they  passed  Marrin,  the  doorman.  The  ursine  shifter

waved goodbye. 

Only  when  they’d  stepped  onto  the  sizzling  sidewalk  did  Bryce  say, 

“No. Cormac’s just a creep. Seems like this city is full of them these days.” 

She  gestured  to  the  sky  above,  the  angels  soaring  toward  the  sprawling

complex of the Comitium in the CBD. The decorations in Celestina’s honor

seemed to have multiplied overnight. “No fights today, okay?” 

“I’ll try.” 

They reached the corner where Bryce would go right, Hunt to the left. 

“I  mean  it,  Hunt.  No  more  fights.  We  need  to  keep  a  low  profile.” 

Especially now. They were too close to Ophion for comfort. 

“Fine.  Only  if  you  call  me  the  moment  Prince  Asshole  contacts  you

again.” 

“I  will.  Let  me  know  if  Tharion  gets  in  touch.  Or  if  you  pick  up

anything  about  …”  She  glanced  at  the  cameras  mounted  on  the  ornately

decorated streetlamps and buildings. She couldn’t say Emile’s name here. 

Hunt stiffened, wings tucking in. “We need to talk about that. I, ah …” 

Shadows darkened his eyes, and her heart strained, knowing what memories

caused  them.  But  here  it  was.  The  discussion  she’d  been  waiting  for.  “I

know you want to help, and I commend you for it, Bryce. But I think we

really need to weigh everything before we jump in.” 

She  couldn’t  resist  the  impulse  to  squeeze  his  hand.  “Okay.”  His

calluses brushed against her skin. “Good point.” 

“Tharion threw me off last night,” he went on. “It dragged up a lot of

old shit for me—and worries for you. But if you want to move forward with

this … let’s talk it through first.” 

“Okay,”  she  said  again.  “But  I’m  still  going  to  meet  with  Fury  right

now.” She had too many questions  not to meet with her. 

“Sure,” he said, though worry shone in his gaze. “Keep me updated.” 

He slid his hand from hers. “And don’t think we’re done talking about this

weirdness between us.” 

By the time Bryce had opened her mouth to answer, Hunt had already

launched skyward. 

Bryce slid onto a stool at the eight-seat counter that made up Tempest in a Teapot, her favorite tea bar in the city. 

Nestled on Ink Street in the heart of the Old Square, most of the narrow, 

graffiti-painted alley was quiet, most of the shops shut. Only the tea bar and

the tiny bakery operating out of a window between two tattoo parlors were

open. Come lunch, the many eateries would roll up their doors and set out

the little tables and benches that crowded either side of the street. Once the

lunch crowd returned to their offices, the street would quiet again—until the

after-work  rush  of  people  eager  for  a  beer,  a  specialty  cocktail,  or  more

food. And sundown brought in a whole new crowd: drunk assholes. 

“Morning, B,” Juniper said, her curly hair pulled back into an elegant

bun,  brown  skin  glowing  in  the  morning  light.  She  stood  alongside  Fury, 

who’d perched herself on a barstool and was scrolling through her phone. 

“Just wanted to say hi before practice.” 

Bryce  kissed  her  friend  on  her  silken  cheek.  “Hi.  You’re  gorgeous.  I

hate you.” 

Juniper laughed. “You should see me when I’m dripping with sweat in

an hour.” 

“You’ll still be gorgeous,” Bryce said, and Fury nodded without taking

her focus from her phone. “Did you guys order?” 

“Yeah.” Fury put away her phone. “So go ahead.” 

Juniper said, “Mine’s to go, though.” She tapped her navy dance bag, 

which was partially unzipped, the soft pink of her leotard peeking out. For a

moment,  Bryce  allowed  herself  to  look  at  her  friend—really  look  at  the

beauty that was Juniper. Graceful and tall and thin, certainly not the  wrong

 body type. 

What would it have been like to be heading into morning practice? To

have  a  dance  bag  full  of  gear  and  not  a  purse  full  of  random  crap  on  her shoulder? Heels braced on the rail beneath the bar, Bryce couldn’t stop her

feet from twitching, arching—as if testing the strength and pliancy of pointe

shoes. 

Bryce  had  known  the  high  of  performance  well.  Had  craved  it  those

years in Nidaros, dancing with her small team at the rec hall. She’d been the

best dancer in town—in their entire mountainous region. Then she’d come

to  Lunathion  and  learned  what  a  fragile  bubble  she’d  been  living  inside. 

And,  yeah,  ultimately  she  didn’t  think  she  could  have  lasted  as  long  as

Juniper,  but  …  seeing  the  faun  standing  there,  some  small  part  of  her wondered. Yearned. 

Bryce  swallowed,  then  sighed,  clearing  away  the  cobwebs  of  her  old

dreams.  Dancing  in  Madame  Kyrah’s  class  twice  a  week  was  pleasure

enough. And though Kyrah had once graced the stage of CCB herself until

she’d decided to open a studio, the dancer-turned-instructor understood. 

So Bryce asked, “What are you guys rehearsing today?” 

“Marceline,”  Juniper  said,  her  eyes  flickering.  “But  I  don’t  have  the

lead.” 

Bryce’s  brows  rose.  “I  thought  you  were  rehearsing  for  it  these  last

weeks.” 

Fury said tightly, “Apparently, Marceline’s costume doesn’t fit Juniper.” 

Bryce’s mouth popped open. 

“Roles are often determined that way,” Juniper said quickly. “But I’m

fine with soloist.” 

Bryce and Fury swapped a look. No, she wasn’t. But after the disaster

this spring, the CCB had put a hold on any “new” changes. Including June’s

promotion from soloist to principal. 

Juniper had often wondered aloud over drinks or pastries whether that

hold was because she’d been the only one in the bomb shelter to demand

that they keep the doors open for humans to get in. Had gone hoof-to-toe

with some of their wealthiest patrons, thinking nothing of the consequences

for her career. 

Of what it might mean for the first faun to ever grace the stage of that

theater to curse out those patrons, to condemn them to their faces for their

cowardice and selfishness. 

Well,  this was what it meant for her. 

June slumped into the stool beside Bryce, stretching out her long legs. 

Another year of waiting in the wings for her chance to shine. 

“So  who  got  your  shot  at  Marceline?”  The  group  of  principals  and

veteran soloists rotated through the main roles each night. 

“Korinne,” Juniper said, a shade too neutrally. 

Bryce scoffed. “You’re twenty times the dancer she is.” 

June laughed softly. “No way.” 

“Way,” Fury added. 

“Come on,” Bryce said, elbowing Juniper. “No need to be humble.” 

June shrugged, then smiled at the barista as she handed over a green tea in a to-go cup. “Okay. Maybe  twice the dancer she is.” 

Fury said, “There’s my girl.” She nodded her thanks to the barista as her

own drink was deposited in a ceramic mug. 

Juniper pulled off the lid of her to-go cup and blew on the steaming-hot

brew inside. 

Bryce asked, “Did you give any thought to that offer from the Heprin

Company?” 

“Yeah,”  June  murmured.  Fury  suddenly  became  very  interested  in  her

drink. 

“And?”  Bryce  pushed.  “They’re  practically  crawling  to  have  you  as

principal.” And so were about three other smaller dance companies in the

city. 

“They’re great,” June said quietly. “But they’re still a step down.” 

Bryce nodded. She got it. She really did. For a dancer in Valbara, CCB

was the pinnacle. The distant star to aspire to. And June had been  so close. 

Close  enough  to  touch  that  glimmer  of  principal  dancer.  Now  she  was  in

free fall. 

“I want to hold out for another year,” June said, putting the lid on her

tea and standing. “Just to see if things change.” Pain gleamed in her friend’s

large, beautiful eyes. 

“They  will,”  Bryce  assured  her,  because  hope  was  the  only  thing  she

could offer at the moment. 

“Thanks,” Juniper said. “I’m off. I’ll see you at home later,” she said to

Fury, leaning in to kiss her swiftly. When she made to step away, however, 

Fury put a hand on her cheek, keeping her there. Deepened the kiss for a

few heartbeats. 

Then  Fury  pulled  back,  holding  her  girlfriend’s  stare,  and  said,  “See

you at home.” Sensual promise laced every word. 

Juniper  was  more  than  a  bit  breathless,  her  cheeks  flushing,  as  she

turned  to  Bryce  and  kissed  her  cheek.  “Bye,  B,”  she  said,  then  was  gone

into the sun and dust. 

Bryce glanced sidelong at Fury. “You’ve got it bad, huh?” 

Fury snorted. “You have no idea.” 

“How was date night?” Bryce asked, waggling her eyebrows. 

Fury Axtar sipped delicately from her tea. “Exquisite.” 

Pleasure  and  happiness  quietly  radiated  from  her  friend,  and  Bryce smiled. “What are you drinking?” 

“Chai with almond milk. It’s good. Spicy.” 

“You’ve never been here?” 

“Do I look like the kind of person who goes to tea bars?” 

“Yes …?” 

Fury  laughed,  her  dark  hair  swaying.  She  wore  her  usual  head-to-toe

black, despite the heat. “Fair enough. So, what’s this urgent thing you need

to talk to me about?” 

Bryce waited until she’d ordered her matcha latte with oat milk before

murmuring,  “It’s  about  Danika.”  She  and  Hunt  might  need  to  talk  things

over  regarding  Emile,  but  speaking  about  this  with  Fury  wasn’t  a  step

toward  anything,  necessarily.  She  could  learn  the  truth  without  being

dragged into Ophion’s orbit, right? 

At this hour, only the barista and one other patron occupied the bar. The

street  was  empty  save  for  a  few  cats  picking  through  piles  of  trash.  Safe

enough to talk without being overheard. 

Fury  kept  her  posture  casual,  uninterested.  “Does  it  have  to  do  with

Ithan staying with you?” 

“How  did  you  even  hear  about  that?”  Fury  smiled  smugly,  but  Bryce

shook her head. “Never mind. But no, that’s separate.” 

“He’s always had a thing for you, you know.” 

“Um, Ithan had a thing for Nathalie.” 

“Sure.” 

“Whatever.” How to phrase any of this? “You knew about Danika and

the synth stuff. I was wondering if there was anything else you might have

been … keeping secret for her.” 

Fury sipped her chai. “Care to explain more?” Bryce made a face. “That

wasn’t really a request,” Fury said, her voice lethally soft. 

Bryce  swallowed.  And  so  quietly  only  Fury  could  hear,  she  told  her

about Sofie Renast and Tharion and the River Queen and the hunt to find

Emile  and  all  the  power  he  possessed.  About  the  abandoned  boat  in  the

marshes and Ophion hunting for the boy as well. About the potential meet-

up  location  that  Danika  had  hinted  at  three  years  ago  and  the  vague

mentions of Project Thurr and Dusk’s Truth in those emails between Danika

and Sofie. 

When  she’d  finished,  Fury  drained  her  drink  and  said,  “I’m  going  to need something a lot stronger than chai.” 

“I’ve  been  reeling  since  Tharion  told  me,”  Bryce  admitted,  voice  still

low.  “But  Danika  and  Sofie  definitely  knew  each  other.  Well  enough  for

Sofie to trust Danika to find her a potential place to hide, should she ever

need one.” 

Fury drummed her fingers on the counter. “I believe you. But Danika

never hinted at involvement with the rebels, and I never picked it up on my

usual channels.” 

Bryce  nearly  sagged  with  relief.  Maybe  it  hadn’t  gone  too  far,  then. 

Maybe  their  acquaintance  hadn’t  been  related  to  Ophion  at  all.  “Do  you

think the meeting location is the Bone Quarter?” She prayed it wasn’t. 

“Danika wouldn’t have sent a kid there, even with thunderbird power in

his veins. And she wouldn’t be so stupid as to make it  that obvious.” 

Bryce frowned. “Yeah. True.” 

“As for Dusk’s Truth and Project Thurr …” Fury shrugged. “No idea. 

But Danika was always interested in weird, random shit. She could spend

hours getting sucked into an interweb research hole.” 

Bryce smiled slightly. Also true. “But do you think Danika might have

been keeping anything else a secret?” 

Fury  seemed  to  consider.  Then  said,  “The  only  other  secret  I  knew

about Danika was that she was a bloodhound.” 

Bryce straightened. “A what?” 

Fury signaled the barista for another chai. “A bloodhound—she could

scent bloodlines, the secrets in them.” 

“I knew Danika had an intense sense of smell,” Bryce acknowledged. 

“But  I  didn’t  realize  it  was   that  …”  She  trailed  off,  memory  surfacing. 

“When she came home with me over winter break freshman year, she could

pick  out  the  family  ties  of  everyone  in  Nidaros.  I  thought  it  was  a  wolf

thing. It’s special?” 

“I  only  know  about  it  because  she  confronted  me  when  we  first  met. 

She  scented  me,  and  wanted  to  understand.”  Fury’s  eyes  darkened.  “We

sorted our shit out, but Danika knew something dangerous about me, and I

knew something dangerous about her.” 

It was as much as Fury had ever said about being … whatever she was. 

“Why is it dangerous to be a bloodhound?” 

“Because people will pay highly to use the gift and to kill anyone with it.  Imagine  being  able  to  tell  someone’s  true  lineage—especially  if  that

person  is  a  politician  or  some  royal  whose  parentage  is  in  question. 

Apparently, the gift came from her sire’s line.” 

Maybe that was another reason why Danika hadn’t wanted to mention

it.  She’d  never  discussed  the  male  who’d  been  ballsy  enough  to  fuck

Sabine. 

Bryce  asked,  “You  never  thought  to  tell  me  this  during  the

investigation?” 

“It didn’t seem relevant. It was only one of Danika’s many powers.” 

Bryce  lifted  a  hand  to  rub  at  her  eyes,  then  halted,  remembering  her

makeup. “What are the odds that Sofie knew that?” 

“No idea,” Fury said. “Slim, probably.” Then she asked carefully, “You

sure you want to start digging into this? Go after that kid?” 

“It’s not only for Emile’s sake,” Bryce confessed. “I want to know what

Danika was up to. I feel like she was always two steps—more like  ten steps

—ahead. I want to know the full scope of it.” 

“She’s dead, Bryce. Knowing or not knowing won’t change that.” 

Bryce cringed at her friend’s harsh words. “I know. But if Danika was

tied up with Ophion, with Sofie … I want to find Sofie, if she’s alive. Learn

whatever  it  is  that  Sofie  knew  about  Danika,  and  how  they  were  even  in

contact. Whether Danika truly was aligned with Ophion.” 

“You’re tangling in some dangerous shit.” 

“Hunt said the same thing. And … you’re both right. Maybe that makes

me stupid, for not walking away. But setting aside the fact that Emile is a

kid being chased by some intense people, if I can locate him for Tharion—

he’ll lead me to Sofie, or the information about her. And her answers about

Danika.” 

Fury saluted her thanks to the barista and sipped her second chai. “And

what will you do once you learn the truth?” 

Bryce chewed on her lip. “Pray to Cthona that I can accept it, I guess.” 
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Hunt  crossed  his  arms,  trying  to  focus  on  the  unit  sparring  in  one  of  the

Comitium’s rooftop training areas and not the scorching heat threatening to

singe his wings. Beside him, Isaiah also sweated away, dark eyes fixed on a

pair of fighting soldiers. The female was faster and cleverer than the male

she  faced,  but  the  male  had  a  hundred  pounds  on  her.  Each  of  his  blows

must have felt like being hit by a semitruck. 

“My money’s on the male,” Isaiah murmured. 

“So’s mine. She’s too green to hold out much longer.” Hunt wiped the

sweat from his brow, grateful he’d cut his hair shorter before the heat had

set  in.  Solas  was  slow-roasting  them  over  a  pit  of  coals.  Thank  fuck  he’d

changed in the barracks to shorts and a T-shirt. 

“Won’t really matter in the long run,” Isaiah said as the male landed a

blow  to  her  jaw  with  the  pommel  of  his  sword.  Blood  sprayed  from  her

mouth. “Not if we head into war.” 

The great equalizer. 

Hunt  said  nothing.  He’d  barely  slept  last  night.  Hadn’t  been  able  to

calm the thoughts that circled over and over. He’d wanted to talk to Bryce, 

but  that  acid  in  his  veins  had  surged  every  time  he’d  gotten  close,  and

dissolved  all  his  words.  Even  this  morning,  all  he’d  been  able  to  say  was

that they needed to talk. 

But Bryce being Bryce, she’d seen all of that. Knew what haunted him. 

And held his hand as she said yes. 

He checked his phone. Only an hour until Tharion would show up at the

apartment to discuss things. Great. 

“You think we’ll wind up back there?” Isaiah went on, face distant. “On those battlefields?” 

Hunt  knew  which  ones  he  meant,  though  they’d  fought  on  many. 

Sandriel  had  sent  both  him  and  Isaiah  to  slaughter  human  rebels  decades

ago, when Ophion had initially formed. 

“I  hope  not,”  Hunt  said,  blocking  out  the  images  of  those  muddy

massacres: the mech-suits smoldering with their pilots bleeding out inside

them;  heaps  of  broken  wings  piled  high  to  the  skies;  some  shifters  going

feral and feasting on the carrion alongside the crows. 

He looked over at Isaiah. What would his friend say if he knew about

Tharion? Isaiah’s words from their last argument in Shahar’s war tent still

rang  in  his  ears.  This  is  folly,  Athalar!  We  fly  into  slaughter.  We  have  no allies, no route of retreat—you two are going to kill  us all! 

Hunt had ordered his friend out. Had curled up alongside Shahar, who’d

listened to their argument from her bed behind the curtain of the tent. She’d

promised him that Isaiah was wrong, that he was merely afraid, and Hunt

had  believed  her.  Because  he  was  also  afraid,  he  realized  later.  He’d

believed her, and they’d fucked like animals, and a few hours after dawn, 

she was dead. 

Hunt shook the memories of the past away and focused on the fight in

front of him. The female ducked and slammed her fist into the male’s gut. 

He went down like a sack of flour, and Hunt chuckled, memories and dread

shaking  loose.  “A  pleasant  surprise,”  he  said,  turning  his  attention  to  the

other soldiers paired off throughout the space. Sweat gleamed on bare skin, 

wings  white  and  black  and  brown  and  gray  rustled,  and  blood  shone  on

more than a few faces. 

Naomi was in the skies training a unit in dive-bombing maneuvers. It

was an effort not to glance to the far ring, where Pollux and Baxian oversaw

a unit practicing their shooting. The latter was currently in his large canine

form, his coat a slick black. 

It felt wrong to have those two pieces of shit here, instead of Vik and

Justinian. 

So  wrong  that  he  did  look  at  them  after  all.  Sized  up  the  Helhound’s

animal form. He’d seen Baxian rip limbs from opponents with those jaws, 

and  move  as  fast  on  land  as  he  did  in  his  malakh  form.  As  if  sensing  his attention, Baxian turned his head. His dark eyes gleamed. 

Hunt bristled at the blatant challenge in Baxian’s gaze. It didn’t lessen when Baxian shifted in a flash of light, a few angels nearby startling at the

return of his humanoid form. 

Isaiah  murmured,  “Relax,”  as  Baxian  said  something  to  Pollux  before

stalking for them. 

Baxian stood nearly as tall as Hunt, and despite the sweltering heat, he

still wore head-to-toe black that matched his wings and his Helhound pelt. 

“I thought you were doing something far more interesting here in Valbara, 

Athalar. I’m surprised you haven’t dropped dead from boredom.” 

Isaiah took that as a cue to check on the male who’d fallen, winking at

Hunt as he left. 

Traitor. 

“Some of us crave a normal life, you know,” Hunt said to Baxian. 

Baxian snickered. “All those battles, all that glory you won for yourself, 

all that lightning in your veins … and you simply want a nine-to-five job?” 

He  tapped  the  scar  on  his  neck.  “The  male  who  gave  me  this  would  be

horrified.” 

“The  male  who  gave  you  that,”  Hunt  said  through  his  teeth,  “always

wanted peace.” 

“Didn’t seem like it when your lightning flayed me.” 

“You  handed  over  that  rebel  family  to  Sandriel  without  a  second

thought. I’d say you had it coming.” 

Baxian laughed, low and lifeless. The hot, dry breeze rustled his black

wings. “You were always a literal sort of bastard. Couldn’t read between the

lines.” 

“What the fuck does that mean?” Hunt’s power flared at his fingertips. 

Baxian shrugged. “I might not have been a slave as you are—were.” A

nod toward his clear brow. “But I had as little choice in serving Sandriel as

you did. Only I didn’t make my displeasure known.” 

“Bullshit. You served her gladly. You don’t get to rewrite your history

now that you’re here.” 

Baxian’s wings rustled. “You never asked me why I was in her triarii, 

you know. Not once, in all those decades. You’re like that with everyone, 

Athalar. Surface-level.” 

“Fuck off. Go back to your work.” 

“This is my work. The Governor just messaged me and told me to team

up with you.” 

Hunt’s  stomach  turned.  Did  Celestina  somehow  know  about  Tharion

asking  for  help  finding  that  thunderbird  kid?  What  better  way  to  monitor

him than to shackle him to the Helhound? “Hel no,” he said. 

Baxian’s mouth curled upward as he nodded toward Pollux. “I’ve been

stuck  with  that  prick  for  a  hundred  years.  It’s  someone  else’s  turn  to  deal with him.” He pointed to Naomi. 

Was it selfish to be glad he didn’t have to deal with the Hammer? “Why

not tell us during the meeting earlier?” 

“I think she’s been watching us this morning.” Baxian inclined his head

to  the  cameras.  “Likely  didn’t  want  to  alter  our  behavior  before  deciding

who to pair up.” 

“To what end?” 

As  if  in  answer,  Hunt’s  phone  buzzed.  He  pulled  it  from  his  shorts  to

find a message from Celestina. 

 As  Isaiah  will  be  escorting  me  around  the  city  to  meet  its  various

 leaders, I am relying on you and Naomi to help our two new arrivals adjust. 

 I’d like you to partner with Baxian. Show him the ropes. Not just the ins and

 outs  of  the  33rd,  but  also  how  this  city  operates.  Ease  him  into  life  in Valbara. 

Hunt considered, even as he inwardly groaned. He was acutely aware of

those  cameras—the  Archangel  might  be  observing  his  every  expression. 

“She put Naomi in charge of helping Pollux adjust?” 

Across the ring, Isaiah was now checking his phone, frowning deeply. 

He glanced to Hunt, face lit with alarm. Not at the honor of escorting the

Governor, Hunt knew. 

Hunt turned back to Baxian, who’d no doubt gleaned that Hunt had all

the  orders  he  needed.  “There’s  no  way  Pollux  will  allow  anyone  to   show

 him the ropes.” 

Baxian shrugged. “Let Pollux dig his own grave here. He’s too pissed

about being separated from the Hind to understand his new reality.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  the  Hammer  was  capable  of  caring  for  anyone  like

that.” 

“He isn’t. He just likes to have control over his … belongings.” 

“The Hind belongs to no one.” Hunt hadn’t known Lidia Cervos well—

their time had only briefly overlapped when he’d served Sandriel, and the

Hind  had  spent  most  of  it  off  on  missions  for  the  Asteri.  Rented  out  like

some  sort  of  field-worker  to  do  their  spy-hunting  and  rebel-breaking. 

Whenever  Lidia  had  been  at  Sandriel’s  castle,  she’d  either  been  in  secret

meetings with the Archangel, or fucking Pollux in whatever room they felt

like using. Thank the gods the Hind hadn’t come here. Or the Harpy. 

But  if  Emile  Renast  was  heading  for  this  city  …  Hunt  asked,  “The

Hind’s really not coming to Lunathion?” 

“No.  Pollux  got  a  call  from  her  this  morning.  He’s  been  moody  ever

since.” 

“Mordoc  finally  making  his  move?”  The  head  of  the  Hind’s

dreadwolves was as formidable as his mistress. 

Baxian snorted. “He’s not Lidia’s type. And doesn’t have the balls to go

head-to-head with Pollux.” 

“Did Mordoc go with her to Ephraim?” He had to step carefully. 

“Yeah,”  Baxian  said,  attention  on  Pollux.  “They’re  all  in  Forvos  right

now. Ephraim’s been keeping them close for the last few weeks—it’s pissed

off the Hind. The Harpy’s even madder.” 

So the Hind wasn’t in pursuit of Emile. At least, not at present. Which

left the Ophion agents as the main danger to the boy, he supposed. He made

a mental note to tell Tharion when he saw him later and said, “I thought you

and the Harpy were a pair—you don’t seem too hung up on not seeing her.” 

Baxian  let  out  another  one  of  those  low  laughs  that  skittered  over

Hunt’s bones. “She and Pollux would be a better pair than him and Lidia.” 

 Lidia.   Hunt  had  never  heard  Baxian  use  the  Hind’s  given  name,  but  he’d used  it  twice  now.  “She’ll  make  Ephraim  miserable,”  Baxian  went  on, 

smiling to himself. “Too bad I can’t see it.” 

Hunt almost pitied Ephraim for inheriting the Harpy. “And the Hawk?” 

“Doing  what  he  does  best:  trying  to  outdo  Pollux  in  cruelty  and

brutality.”  The  hawk  shifter  had  long  been  Pollux’s  main  rival  for  power. 

Hunt had steered clear of him for decades. So had Baxian, he realized. He’d

never seen them interact. 

“You’re a free male,” Hunt said carefully. “Sandriel’s gone. Why keep

serving at all?” 

Baxian ran a hand over his closely buzzed hair. “I could ask the same

question of you.” 

“I need the money.” 

“Is that so?” Baxian clicked his tongue. “Bryce Quinlan’s an expensive

girlfriend, I take it. Princesses like pretty things.” 

Hunt knew better than to deny that Bryce was his girlfriend. Not if it’d

open a door for Baxian to taunt him. “Exactly.” 

Baxian continued, “I like her. She’s got balls.” 

Isaiah  shouted  Hunt’s  name  from  across  the  space,  and  Hunt  nearly

sagged with relief to have an excuse to get out of this conversation. “Here’s

the  first  rule  of  getting  adjusted:  don’t  fucking  talk  to  me  unless  I  talk  to you.” As Isaiah’s Second, he outranked Baxian. 

Baxian’s  eyes  flared,  as  if  realizing  it.  “I’m  taking  this  assignment

seriously, you know.” 

Hunt gave him a savage grin. “Oh, I know.” If he had to help Baxian

adjust,  he’d  happily  drag  him  into  the  current  century.  Hopefully  kicking

and screaming. “So am I.” 

Baxian had the good sense to look a little nervous. 

Tharion wanted to own Bryce Quinlan’s apartment. Badly. 

But he sure as shit didn’t make enough to afford it, and the sun would

shine  in  Hel  before  the  River  Queen  allowed  him  to  live  Above.  The

thought had him scowling as he knocked on the apartment door. 

The  lock  clicked,  and  Ithan  Holstrom  peered  out  from  the  doorway, 

brows high. “Bryce isn’t back yet.” 

“She already told me.” Tharion held up his phone, displaying the brief

exchange with the Fae Princess from a few minutes ago. 

 I’m at your apartment and ready to go through your underwear drawer. 

She’d written back immediately,  You’re early. I’ll be there in ten. Don’t

 leave drool stains on the lace ones. Or worse. 

 No promises, he’d answered, and she’d replied,  Just spare the pink bra, 

 please. 

To Tharion’s surprise, Ithan checked that the number under her contact

info was indeed Bryce’s. Smart kid. Ithan’s jaw worked before he said, “I

thought she was involved with Athalar.” 

“Oh, she is,” Tharion said, pocketing his phone. “But Legs and I have

an understanding when it comes to her underwear.” He stepped forward, a

blatant demand to be let in. 

Ithan stiffened, teeth flashing. Pure wolf. But the male opened the door

wider, stepping aside. Tharion kept a healthy distance away as he entered. 

How many sunball games had Tharion watched where this male had scored

the winning shot? How many times had he yelled at his TV, ordering Ithan

to  throw that fucking ball? It was weird to see him face-to-face. To go toe-

to-toe with him. 

Tharion plopped onto the ridiculously comfortable white couch, sinking

deep  into  the  cushions.  “It  occurred  to  me  after  I  left  last  night  that  you didn’t say much about Danika.” 

Ithan leaned against the counter. “What do you mean?” 

Tharion smirked. “You might be a jock, but you’re not dumb. I mean

about what I told Bryce last night.” 

“Why would Danika tell me anything about knowing a rebel?” 

“You were pretty damn close with her.” 

“She was my Alpha.” 

“You weren’t part of the Pack of Devils.” 

“No, but I would have been.” 

Tharion toed off his shoes and propped his bare feet on the coffee table. 

Sports news blared on the TV. “Weren’t you all set to go pro?” 

Ithan’s face tightened. “That’s none of your business.” 

“Right. I’m just Captain Whatever.” Tharion gave him a salute. “But if

you knew about any involvement Danika had, if there was a place Danika

might have told Sofie was safe for hiding here in the city that sounds like it

might be  where the weary souls find relief, or even if your brother—” 

“Don’t  talk  about  my  brother.”  Ithan’s  snarl  rattled  the  glasses  in  the

kitchen cabinets. 

Tharion held up his hands. “Noted. So you don’t know anything.” 

“We didn’t talk about the rebellion, or the war, or anything of the sort.” 

A muscle ticked in Ithan’s jaw. “I don’t appreciate being dragged into this. 

Or having Bryce dragged into it, either. You’re endangering her simply by

mentioning  it.  Hunting  for  a  missing  kid  is  one  thing,  but  the  shit  with

Ophion is deadly.” 

Tharion  gave  the  male  a  winning  smile.  “I  have  my  orders,  and  I’m bound to obey them.” 

“You’re an idiot if you don’t see the risk in spreading this intel about

your queen searching for Emile.” 

“Maybe,  but  what  she’ll  do  to  me  if  I  disobey  will  be  a  Hel  of  a  lot

worse  than  what  Sabine  and  Amelie  did  to  you.”  Another  grin.  “And  I

won’t have pretty Bryce to kiss my wounds after.” 

Ithan snarled again. Did the wolf have any idea what he revealed with

that snarl alone? He’d been such a smart sunball player, never broadcasting

his moves. Seemed like he’d lost the skill. 

But Tharion went on, “Danika did a lot of shady shit before she died. 

Bryce  knows  that.  You’re  not  protecting  her  by  refusing  to  talk.”  Tharion

eased  to  his  feet,  then  stalked  for  the  fridge,  keenly  aware  of  the  wolf’s

every breath. 

He’d opened the door to rummage for snacks when Ithan said, “She was

a history major.” 

Tharion arched a brow. “Yeah?” 

Ithan  shrugged.  “She  once  told  me  she  was  doing  research  on

something that would likely land her in a heap of trouble. But when I asked

her later what she’d gotten on the paper, she said she’d changed subjects. I

always thought it was weird.” 

Tharion shut the fridge door and lounged against it. “Why?” 

“Because Danika was relentless. If she was interested in something, she

didn’t stop. I didn’t really believe that she’d have changed the subject of her

paper without good reason.” 

“You think a college student found something top secret that led her to

Ophion?” 

“Danika wasn’t ever only a college student.” 

“The same way you weren’t ever just a college sunball player, huh?” 

Ithan  ignored  the  barb.  “You  asked  me  about  Danika.  Aside  from

everything that went down with the synth, that’s the only thing I can think

of. Sorry if it’s not what you hoped for.” 

Tharion just looked at the male leaning against the counter. Alone. 

Maybe he was a sappy bastard, but Tharion pointed toward the TV. “I

missed  the  sunball  game  against  Korinth  last  night  and  want  to  see  the

highlights. Mind if I watch with you while we wait for the others?” 

Ithan frowned, but Tharion put a hand on his heart. “No secret spying

stuff, I swear.” He sighed. “I could use a few minutes of peace.” 

Ithan  weighed  the  words,  Tharion’s  expression,  with  a  keen-eyed

sharpness  that  the  wolf  had  used  on  his  opponents.  Perhaps  the  sunball

player wasn’t dead after all. 

But Ithan only said, “There’s leftover pizza if you’re hungry.” 
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Ruhn met his sister outside the Fae Archives right as the lunchtime crowds

spilled into the warren of streets in Five Roses. 

Amid the throng, few of the milling Fae noticed them, too focused on

getting food or scrolling through their phones. Still, Bryce slid on a sunball

cap and a pair of sunglasses as she stepped onto the blisteringly hot street

that even the trees and greenery of FiRo couldn’t entirely cool. 

“I’m not wearing that getup,” Ruhn said. Certainly not in Fae territory. 

“People are going to figure out who you are pretty damn fast.” 

“I can’t take any more of the gawking.” 

“Comes with the territory.” 

Bryce grumbled something Ruhn chose not to hear. “So Tharion’s back

at the house?” he asked as they headed toward her apartment. 

“Yep. Already grilling Ithan.” Which was why she’d asked him to come

as backup. A fact that gave him no small amount of satisfaction. 

They  crossed  a  busy  intersection  teeming  with  Fae  and  shifters,  the

occasional  draki  making  their  way  past.  Ruhn  said,  “I  take  it  you  didn’t

invite  me  to  walk  you  home  for  some  muscle  in  the  mean  streets  of

Crescent  City.”  He  wryly  nodded  to  the  angels  and  witches  soaring

overhead, the little otter in his yellow vest scooting by, the family of some

sort of equine shifters trotting between the cars. 

She glared at him over her sunglasses. “I wanted to discuss something

with you—and I don’t trust the phone. Or messages.” 

Ruhn blew out a breath. “I know the shit with Cormac is absurd—” 

“It’s not about Cormac. It’s about Danika.” 

“Danika?” 

“I saw Fury this morning. She told me Danika was a bloodhound. Do

you know what that is?” 

“Yes,”  Ruhn  said,  surprise  shooting  through  him.  “You’re  simply  …

telling me this?” 

His sister waved a dismissive hand. “Danika kept a lot of things from

me. And I don’t see the point in keeping secrets anymore.” 

“It’s okay to be pissed at her, you know.” 

“Spare me the self-help lecture, okay?” 

“Fair  enough.”  He  rubbed  his  jaw.  “I  guess  this  explains  how  Danika

knew we were siblings before anyone else.” He’d never forget running into

Bryce and Danika at that frat party—his first time seeing his sister in years. 

And  how  Danika  had  stared  at  him.  Then  looked  at  Bryce,  brows  high. 

He’d known in that moment that Danika had guessed what no one else had, 

even  as  Bryce  introduced  him  as  her  cousin.  He’d  chalked  it  up  to  her

uncanny observation skills. 

“I thought she was just  good at scenting,” Bryce said, fanning her face

against the heat. “Not a genius or whatever. Do you think this could have

anything to do with her connection to Sofie?” 

“It  seems  like  a  stretch.  Danika  was  a  powerful,  influential  Vanir

regardless of that gift. She could have been sought out by Sofie or Ophion

for a host of other reasons.” 

“I know.” They fell silent until Bryce halted outside the glass doors of

her apartment building. “Maybe Sofie thought Danika could help free her

brother from Kavalla or something. It sounded like she was working on that

for  years  before  she  was  able  to  get  to  him.  Maybe  she  imagined  Danika

had the influence.” 

Ruhn nodded. He couldn’t begin to imagine what it had been like—for

Emile to endure, and for Sofie to spend every moment of every day praying

and  working  for  his  survival.  That  she  hadn’t  given  up,  that  she’d

accomplished  it  …  Ruhn  had  no  words.  “Did  Danika  have  that  kind  of

sway, though?” he asked. 

Bryce  shook  her  head.  “I  mean,  she  might  have  been  able  to,  but  she

never tried to do anything like that, as far as I know. And I don’t see why

Sofie would contact Danika, of all people, when Danika was here and Sofie

was over in Pangera. It doesn’t add up.” Bryce flipped her ponytail over a

shoulder  and  grunted  her  frustration.  “I  want  to  know  what  Sofie  knew about Danika.” 

“I  get  that,”  Ruhn  said  carefully.  “And  I  get  why  you  want  to  find

Emile, too. But I’ll say this one more time, Bryce: if I were you, I’d stay out

of whatever game Tharion and the River Queen are playing in looking for

the kid. Especially if Ophion is on the hunt for Emile as well.” 

Bryce  opened  the  door  to  her  building,  air-conditioning  smothering

them like a frosty blanket, and waved to Marrin. The ursine shifter waved

back from the front desk, and Ruhn offered a half smile to the male before

he stepped into the elevator after his sister. 

Ruhn  waited  until  the  doors  had  shut  before  he  said  softly,  “I  know

Athalar already said this to you last night, but the Asteri could kill you for

even  getting  involved.  Even  if  it’s  something  as  seemingly  harmless  as

finding this kid.” 

Bryce  idly  wrapped  the  length  of  her  ponytail  around  a  wrist.  “They

could have killed me this spring, but they didn’t. I’m guessing they won’t

now.” 

Ruhn toyed with his lip ring, tugging on the silver hoop as the elevator

doors opened and they stepped out onto her floor. “If they want you alive, 

I’d start wondering why that is. You have the Horn in your back. That’s no

small thing.” He couldn’t help himself from glancing at his sister’s back as

he  said  it,  eyeing  the  upper  tendrils  of  the  tattoo  visible  above  her  dress. 

“You’re a power  player  now,  Bryce,  whether  you  like  it  or  not.  And  trust

me, I get it—it  sucks to want to be normal but to have all this other shit that

keeps  you  from  being  that  way.”  His  voice  turned  hoarse  and  she  looked

over a shoulder at him, face neutral. “But you’re Starborn and you have the

Horn. And you have a lot of power thanks to the Drop. The Bryce before

this spring might have searched for Emile with few repercussions, but the

Bryce who exists now? Any move you make will be politicized, analyzed—

viewed as an act of aggression or rebellion or outright war. No matter what

you say.” 

Bryce  sighed  loudly—but  her  eyes  had  softened.  Either  at  what  he’d

said,  or  what  he’d  admitted  to  her  about  his  own  life.  “I  know,”  she  said

before unlocking the front door to her apartment. 

They found Tharion on the couch with Ithan, the TV blasting the latest

sports stats. Tharion munched on a piece of pizza, long legs sprawled out in

front of him, bare feet on the coffee table. 

Ruhn might have stepped inside to grab a piece of that pizza had Bryce

not gone still. 

A  Fae  sort  of  stillness,  sizing  up  a  threat.  His  every  instinct  went  on

high alert, bellowing at him to defend, to attack, to slaughter any threat to

his  family.  Ruhn  suppressed  it,  held  back  the  shadows  begging  to  be

unleashed, to hide Bryce from sight. 

Ithan called over to them, “Pizza’s on the counter if you want some.” 

Bryce  remained  silent  as  fear  washed  over  her  scent.  Ruhn’s  fingers

grazed the cool metal of the gun strapped to his thigh. 

“Your  cat’s  a  sweetheart,  by  the  way,”  Ithan  went  on,  not  taking  his

focus  from  the  TV  as  he  stroked  the  white  cat  curled  on  his  lap.  Bryce

slowly  shut  the  door  behind  her.  “He  scared  the  shit  out  of  me  when  he

leapt  onto  the  counter  a  few  minutes  ago,  the  bastard.”  The  wolf  ran  his

fingers through the luxurious coat, earning a deep purr in response. 

The  cat  had  stunning  blue  eyes.  They  seemed  keenly  aware  as  they

fixed on Bryce. 

Ruhn’s  shadows  gathered  at  his  shoulders,  snakes  ready  to  strike.  He

subtly drew his gun. 

Behind her, a familiar ripple of ether-laced power kissed over her skin. 

A small reassurance as Bryce croaked, “That’s not a cat.” 

Hunt arrived at the apartment just in time to hear Bryce’s words through the

shut  front  door.  He  was  inside  in  a  moment,  his  lightning  gathered  at  his

fingers. 

“Oh,  calm  yourself,”  the  Prince  of  the  Chasm  said,  leaping  onto  the

coffee table. 

Swearing,  Ithan  lunged  from  the  couch  and  jumped  over  it  with

preternatural  grace.  Tharion  went  for  a  knife  at  his  thigh,  a  wicked  blade

with a curved tip. Designed to do its worst damage on the way out. 

But Aidas said to Hunt, little fangs glinting, “I thought we were friends, 

Orion.” 

“It’s  Hunt,”  he  gritted  out,  lightning  skittering  over  his  teeth,  zapping

his tongue. 

One  move  and  he’d  fry  the  prince.  Or  try  to.  He  didn’t  dare  take  his focus off Aidas to check on Bryce’s positioning. Ruhn would make sure she

stayed back. 

“Regardless,” Aidas said, padding across the coffee table and jumping

onto the carpet. A glowing light filled the corner of Hunt’s vision, and he

found Ruhn standing on Bryce’s other side, Starsword in hand. 

But Bryce, damn her, walked forward. Hunt tried to block her, but she

easily sidestepped him, her chin high as she said, “Good to see you again, 

Aidas.” 

Ruhn, Tharion, and Ithan all seemed to inhale at once. 

Hunt hardly breathed as the cat trotted up to her and wended between

her legs, brushing against her shins. “Hello, Princess.” 

Hunt’s  blood  chilled.  The  demon  prince  purred  the  word  with  such

intent. Such delight. Like he had some sort of claim on her. Hunt’s lightning

flared. 

Aidas trotted for the counter and jumped onto it in one graceful spring, 

then  surveyed  all  of  them.  His  blue  gaze  returned  to  Bryce  at  last.  “Why

don’t you know how to use your powers yet?” 

Bryce rolled her shoulders, cracking her neck, and held out a hand. A

kernel of starlight flared in her palm. “I can use them.” 

A  soft,  hissing  laugh.  “Party  tricks.  I  meant  your  real  powers.  Your

heritage.” 

Hunt’s fingers tightened on his gun. Bryce challenged, “What powers?” 

Aidas’s  eyes  glowed  like  blue  stars.  “I  remember  the  last  Starborn

Queen,  Theia,  and  her  powers.”  He  seemed  to  shudder.  “Your  light  is  her

light. I’d recognize that luster anywhere. I’m assuming you have her other

gifts as well.” 

“You   knew  the  last  Starborn  Queen?”  Ruhn  asked.  Starlight  glinted

among Ruhn’s shadows, shimmering down the length of his sword. 

Aidas’s eyes now flared with a strange sort of rage as he looked upon

the  Fae  Prince.  “I  did.  And  I  knew  the  sniveling  prince  whose  light   you bear.” A ripple of stunned silence went through the room. 

Ruhn, to his credit, didn’t back down an inch. But from the corner of

Hunt’s vision, he noted Ithan and Tharion creeping into mirroring positions

behind the Prince of the Chasm. 

Bryce said, more to herself than to the demon prince, “I hadn’t realized they’d  have  individualized  starlight.  I  always  thought  mine  was  only  …

brighter  than  yours.”  She  frowned  at  Ruhn.  “I  guess  it  makes  sense  that

there  could  be  nuances  to  the  light  amongst  the  Fae  that  got  interbred. 

Theia’s  elder  daughter,  Helena,  had  the  gift—and  married  Prince  Pelias. 

Your ancestor.” 

“He’s your ancestor, too,” Ruhn muttered. 

“Pelias was no true prince,” Aidas spat, fangs bared. “He was Theia’s

high general and appointed himself prince after he forcibly wed Helena.” 

“I’m sorry,” Ithan said, scrubbing at his face, “but what the fuck is this

about?” He glanced at the pizza on the table, as if wondering whether it had

been spiked with something. 

 Welcome to our lives, Hunt wanted to say. 

But Bryce’s face had gone pale. “Queen Theia allowed this?” 

“Theia was dead by that point,” Aidas said flatly. “Pelias slew her.” He

nodded to the Starsword in Ruhn’s hand. “And stole her blade when he’d

finished.” He snarled. “That sword belongs to Theia’s  female heir. Not the

male offspring who corrupted her line.” 

Bryce  swallowed  audibly,  and  Ruhn  gaped  at  his  blade.  “I’ve  never

heard any of this,” the Fae Prince protested. 

Aidas laughed coldly. “Your celebrated Prince Pelias, the so-called first

Starborn  Prince,  was  an  impostor.  Theia’s  other  daughter  got  away—

vanished  into  the  night.  I  never  learned  of  her  fate.  Pelias  used  the

Starsword and the Horn to set himself up as a prince, and passed them on to

his offspring, the children Helena bore him through rape.” 

That very Horn that was now tattooed into Bryce’s back. A chill went

down Hunt’s spine, and his wings twitched. 

“Pelias’s craven blood runs through both of your veins,” Aidas said to

Ruhn. 

“So  does  Helena’s,”  Ruhn  shot  back,  then  recited,  “Night-haired

 Helena, from whose golden skin poured starlight and shadows.” 

Bryce clicked her tongue, impressed. “You memorized that passage?” 

Ruhn scowled, as if annoyed she’d focus on that when a demon prince

was before them. 

But Bryce asked Aidas, “Why are you telling us this now?” 

Aidas shimmered with anger. “Because I was powerless to help then. I

arrived  too  late,  and  was  vastly  outnumbered.  After  it  was  over—that’s

when I asked my eldest brother for a favor. To face Pelias on the battlefield

and wipe him from this world.” Aidas paced a few steps, tail swishing. “I

tell you this now, Bryce Quinlan, so the past does not repeat itself. Are you

doing anything to help in this endless war?” 

“You mean the rebel cause?” Tharion asked, face taut with disbelief and

dread. 

Aidas didn’t take his eyes off Bryce as he said, “It is the same war we

fought fifteen thousand years ago, only renewed. The same war you fought, 

Hunt  Athalar,  in  a  different  form.  But  the  time  is  ripe  again  to  make  a

push.” 

Ithan said slowly, “Hel is our enemy.” 

“Is it?” Aidas laughed, ears twitching. “Who wrote the history?” 

“The Asteri,” Tharion said darkly. 

Aidas turned approving eyes on him. “You’ve heard the truth in some

form, I take it.” 

“I  know  that  the  official  history  of  this  world  is  not  necessarily  to  be

believed.” 

Aidas  leapt  off  the  counter,  trotting  to  the  coffee  table  again.  “The

Asteri fed their lies to your ancestors. Made the scholars and philosophers

write  down  their  version  of  events  under  penalty  of  death.  Erased  Theia

from  the  record.  That  library  your  former  employer  possesses,”  he  said, 

turning  to  Bryce,  “is  what  remains  of  the  truth.  Of  the  world  before  the

Asteri, and the few brave souls who tried to voice that truth afterward. You

knew that, Bryce Quinlan, and protected the books for years—yet you have

done nothing with that knowledge.” 

“What the fuck?” Ithan asked Bryce. 

Aidas only asked, “What was this world  before the Asteri?” 

Tharion said, “Ancient humans and their gods dwelled here. I’ve heard

the ruins of their civilization are deep beneath the sea.” 

Aidas inclined his head. “And where did the Asteri come from? Where

did the Fae, or the shifters, or the angels come from?” 

Bryce cut in, “Enough with the questions. Why not just tell us? What

does this have to do with my … gifts?” She seemed to choke on the word. 

“The war approaches its crescendo. And your power isn’t ready.” 

Bryce flicked the length of her ponytail over a shoulder. “How fucking

cliché. Whatever my other powers are, I want nothing to do with them. Not

if  they  somehow  link  me  to  you—the  Asteri  will  consider  that  a  serious

threat. Rightly so.” 

“People died so you could have this power. People have been dying in

this  battle  for  fifteen  thousand  years  so  we  could  reach  this  point.  Don’t

play the reluctant hero now.  That is the cliché.” 

Bryce seemed at a loss for words, so Hunt stepped in. “What about your

eldest  brother,  with  his  armies?  They  seem  perfectly  content  to  slaughter

innocent Midgardians.” 

“Those armies have always been to help you. Not to conquer.” 

“The attack on this city last spring suggests otherwise,” Hunt argued. 

“A  mistake,”  Aidas  said.  “The  beasts  that  swept  in  were  …  pets. 

Animals. Micah opened the doors to their pens. They ran amok as they saw

fit.  Fortunately,  you  took  control  of  the  situation  before  our  intervention

was required,” he said, smiling at Bryce. 

“A lot of people died,” Ithan growled. “Children died.” 

“And  more  will  soon  die  in  this  war,”  Aidas  countered  coolly.  “Hel’s

armies shall strike at your command, Bryce Quinlan.” 

The words dropped like a bomb. 

“Bullshit,” Ruhn said, face crinkling as he snarled. “You’re waiting for

the right moment when we’re all at war with each other, so you’ll be able to

find a way into this world at last.” 

“Not at all,” Aidas said. “I already know the way into this world.” He

pointed  with  a  paw  to  Bryce  and  inclined  his  head.  “Through  my  lovely

Bryce and the Horn on her back.” Hunt suppressed a growl at the word  my

as all of them looked to her. Her eyes remained fixed on Aidas, her lips a

thin line. The Prince of the Chasm said, “It’s your choice in the end. It has

always been your choice.” 

Bryce  shook  her  head.  “Allow  me  to  get  this  straight:  You’re  here  to

convince  me  to  rebel  against  the  Asteri  in  front  of  all  these  people?  And

what—sign up with Ophion? No, thank you.” 

Aidas  only  chuckled.  “You  should  have  looked  more  carefully  at  the

cats picking through the trash in the alley of Ink Street this morning. Should

have  picked  a  more  discreet  location  to  discuss  the  rebellion  with  Fury

Axtar.” Bryce hissed, but said nothing as Aidas went on, “But yes—by all

means, turn rebel. Help Ophion, if you need some authority to answer to. I can tell you before you undoubtedly ask, I have no information about the

connection between Danika Fendyr and Sofie Renast.” 

Bryce growled, “I don’t even  know any Ophion rebels.” 

Aidas  stretched  out  his  front  paws,  back  arching.  “That’s  not  true.” 

Hunt stilled as the demon yawned. “There’s one right behind you.” 

Bryce whirled, Hunt with her, lightning poised to strike. 

Cormac  Donnall  stood  in  the  doorway,  shadows  fading  from  his

shoulders. 

“Hello, Agent Silverbow,” Aidas crooned, then vanished. 

 

16

“I’m  sorry,”  Ruhn  blurted,  gaping  at  the  Avallen  Prince  in  the  doorway, 

“you’re  what?”  Bryce’s  gaze  darted  between  her  brother  and  their  cousin. 

Ithan was sniffing delicately toward Cormac, clearly putting together who

stood before them. 

“Agent Silverbow?” Tharion demanded. 

Ruhn  went  on,  “Does  your  father  know  about  this?  Does   my father?” 

Bryce swapped a glance with her brother. They could use this. Maybe she’d

get out of the engagement—

Cormac’s face darkened with menace. “No. Nor will they ever.” Threat

rumbled in every word. 

Bryce  might  have  joined  in  on  the  interrogation,  had  the  star  on  her

chest not flared through the fabric of her dress. She clapped a hand over it. 

Trust Aidas to reveal Cormac’s secret and then bail. Bryce had a strong

feeling that the Prince of the Chasm had also let Cormac through the wards

using his unholy power. 

Fucking demon. 

Cormac bristled as he glared around the room. “What the fuck do you

know about Sofie Renast?” 

Bryce  pushed  her  hand  harder  against  her  chest,  grinding  against  her

sternum as she countered, “What the fuck do  you know about Sofie Renast, 

 Agent Silverbow?” 

Cormac whirled on her, stalking closer. “Answer me.” 

Hunt casually stepped into his path. Lightning danced over his wings. 

Alphahole to the core, yet it warmed something in her. 

Tharion  slumped  onto  the  couch,  an  arm  slung  lazily  along  the  back cushions, and peered at his nails. He drawled to Cormac, “And you are?” 

Shadows  ran  down  Cormac’s  arms,  trailing  like  smoke  from  his

shoulders. Like Ruhn’s shadows—only darker, more feral somehow. Some

small  part  of  her  was  impressed.  The  Avallen  Prince  growled,  “Cormac

Donnall. I’ll ask one more time, mer. What do you know about Sofie?” 

Tharion crossed an ankle over a knee. “How do you know I’m mer?” 

Solas, was Tharion riling him for the Hel of it? 

“Because you reek of fish,” Cormac spat, and Tharion, gods bless him, 

lifted  an  arm  to  sniff  his  armpit.  Ithan  chuckled.  Most  Vanir  could  detect

when a mer was in their humanoid form by that scent of water and salt—not

an unpleasant one, but definitely distinct. 

Hunt  and  Ruhn  weren’t  smiling.  She  had  to  admit  her  brother  cut  a

rather imposing figure. Not that she’d ever tell him that. 

Tharion smirked at Cormac. “I’m guessing Sofie is your … girlfriend?” 

Bryce blinked. Cormac let out a snarl that echoed into her bones. 

“Impressive,” Hunt murmured to Bryce, but she didn’t feel like smiling. 

Cormac had turned on her once again. “You know Sofie.” 

“I don’t—didn’t,” Bryce said, stepping to Hunt’s side. “I never heard of

her until yesterday, when  he came to ask some questions.” She shot a look

at Tharion, who held up his long-fingered hands. “But I now have a Hel of a

lot  of  my  own  questions  to  ask,  so  can  we  all  just  …  sit  down  and  talk? 

Instead  of  this  weird  standoff?”  She  shut  the  apartment  door,  and  then

claimed a seat at one of the stools by the kitchen counter, kicking off her

heels beneath it. Ruhn slid onto the one at her left; Hunt perched on the one

to  the  right.  Leaving  Cormac  standing  in  the  middle  of  the  great  room, 

eyeing all of them. 

“Why  do  your  shadows  appear  different  from  Ruhn’s?”  Bryce  asked

Cormac. 

“That’s the first thing you want to know?” Hunt muttered. She ignored

him. 

“How do you know Sofie?” was Cormac’s only reply. 

Bryce rolled her eyes. “I already told you—I don’t know her. Tharion, 

can you put him out of his misery?” 

Tharion  crossed  his  arms  and  settled  into  the  couch  cushions.  “I  was

asked  to  confirm  her  death.”  Bryce  noted  that  Tharion’s  answer  could  be

interpreted as ensuring a dangerous rebel was dead. Smart male. 

“And did you?” Cormac’s voice had gone low. His body shook, as if he

was restraining himself from leaping upon Tharion. Embers sparked in his

hair. 

But  Hunt  leaned  back  against  the  counter,  elbows  on  the  stone. 

Lightning  snaked  along  his  wings;  his  face  was  deathly  calm.  The

embodiment  of  the  Umbra  Mortis.  A  thrill  shot  through  Bryce’s  veins  as

Hunt spoke. “You have to realize that you’re not getting any other answers

or leaving here alive without convincing us of some key things.” 

Gods-damn. He meant it. Bryce’s heart thundered. 

“So take a breath,” Hunt said to the prince. “Calm yourself.” The angel

smiled,  showing  all  his  teeth.  “And  listen  to  the  lady’s  advice  and  sit  the fuck down.” 

Bryce pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. But Cormac—he

did indeed take a breath. Another. Bryce glanced at Ithan, but his attention

remained on Cormac as the prince breathed, studying his every movement

like he was an opponent on the sunball field. 

Ruhn, however, met her stare, surprise lighting his features. He said into

her head,  I did not see this coming. 

Bryce  might  have  replied,  but  the  shadows  on  Cormac’s  arms  faded. 

His broad shoulders relaxed. Then he stalked to the dining table and sat. His

eyes were clear—calmer. 

The star on her chest winked out as well. As if reassured that all was

well. 

“Good,” Hunt said in that take-no-shit tone that did funny things to her

insides. “First things first: How’d you get in? This place is warded to Hel

and back.” 

“That  cat—or  not-cat.  That  somehow  knew  who—what  I  am.”  A

glimmer of displeasure in his face hinted that the prince was only leaving

that question aside for the moment. “It left a gaping hole in the wards.” 

Hunt  nodded,  like  this  wasn’t  a  big  fucking  deal.  “And  why  did  you

come  here,  at  this  exact  moment?”  He’d  gone  into  full-on  interrogation

mode. How many times had he done this in the 33rd? 

Cormac  pointed  to  Tharion.  “Because  I  believe  we’re  hunting  for  the

same person: Emile Renast. I want to know what you know.” 

Bryce  couldn’t  stop  her  low  sound  of  surprise.  But  Tharion’s  face remained  stony.  The  expression  of  the  River  Queen’s  Captain  of

Intelligence. He asked, “Did Pippa Spetsos send you?” 

Cormac  barked  a  laugh.  “No.  Pippa  is  the  reason  Emile  fled  the

 Bodegraven.” 

“So who sent you to find Emile?” Hunt asked. 

“No one,” Cormac said, taking another long breath. “I was sent to this

city for another reason, for many reasons, but this matter of finding Emile

…” His jaw worked. “Sofie and I were close. I helped her free Emile from

Kavalla.  And  before  she  …”  He  swallowed.  “I  made  her  a  promise—not

only as one agent to another, but as a … friend. To look after Emile. I failed

her. In every way, I failed her.” 

 Either he’s an amazing actor, Ruhn said into her head,  or he was in love

 with Sofie. 

 Agreed, Bryce said. 

“Why did Emile run from Pippa?” Tharion asked. 

Cormac  ran  his  hands  through  his  blond  hair.  “He  was  afraid  of  her. 

He’s wise to be. Pippa is a fanatic on a fast track to promotion into Ophion

Command.  With  so  many  of  our  bases  recently  destroyed,  Ophion  is

nervous  enough  to  start  considering  her  ideas—and  I  worry  they’ll  soon

start following her as well. There are no lines she and her unit of Lightfall

soldiers won’t cross. Did your news over here get wind of that story about

the leopard massacre a year ago?” 

Bryce couldn’t stop her shudder. Ithan said quietly, “Yeah.” 

Cormac  said,  “That  was  Pippa’s  idea,  carried  out  by  Lightfall.  To  use

those Vanir kids and babies to lure their parents out of their hidden dens—

and then kill them all. Simply for sport. For the Hel of it. Because they were

Vanir  and   deserved  to  die.  Even  the  children.  She  said  it  was  part  of cleansing this world. Working their way up to the top: the Asteri. Hence the

Lightfall name.” 

Hunt looked to Tharion—who nodded gravely. Apparently, the Captain

of Intelligence had heard that, too. 

Cormac  went  on,  “Pippa  sees  Emile  as  a  weapon.  The  night  of  the

escape,  he  took  down  those  imperial  Omegas,  and  she  was  practically

beside herself with excitement. She spooked him with her eagerness to get

him  onto  a  battlefield,  and  he  fled  on  an  escape  boat  before  I  could

convince  him  that  I  was  there  to  help.  The  boy  sailed  to  the  nearest  port, then stole another boat.” 

“Resourceful kid,” Ithan muttered. 

“I  tracked  him  as  far  as  these  shores.”  Cormac  jerked  his  chin  at

Tharion.  “I  saw  you  in  the  marshes  at  the  abandoned  boat.  I  figured  you

were  on  his  trail  as  well.  And  I  watched  you  find  the  remains  of  the

Lightfall  soldier’s  body—so  you  must  have  at  least  guessed  that  Pippa

wants Emile for her Lightfall unit. If she catches him, she’ll drag him back

to Ophion’s main base and turn him into a weapon. Into exactly what the

Asteri feared when they hunted down the thunderbirds centuries ago.” 

His  gaze  shifted  to  Hunt.  “You  asked  why  I  came  here,  at  this  exact

moment? Because when the mer kept returning here, I figured you lot might

be involved somehow—some of the very people I was sent here to meet. I

hoped Emile might even be here.” Again, his jaw tightened. “If you know

where Emile is, tell me. He’s not safe.” 

“I  don’t  understand,”  Ruhn  said.  “You  and  Pippa  are  both  in  Ophion, 

yet you’re trying to find Emile to … keep him out of Ophion’s hands?” 

“Yes.” 

“Won’t Ophion be pissed?” 

“Command will never know of my involvement,” Cormac said. “I have

other tasks here to complete.” 

Bryce  didn’t  like  the  sound  of  that  for  one  moment.  She  slid  off  the

stool,  taking  a  step  toward  the  dining  table.  Her  mouth  began  moving

before she could think through her words. “You expect us to trust you about

all of this when you were so fucking obsessed with a stupid piece of metal

that  you  wanted  to  kill  my  brother?”  She  flung  a  hand  in  the  general

direction of Ruhn and the Starsword in his grip. 

Ruhn  grunted  with  surprise  as  Cormac  retorted,  “That  was  fifty  years

ago. People change. Priorities change.” 

But Bryce took one step closer to the dining table, not caring if Cormac

deemed it a challenge. “Fae don’t change. Not you old-school losers.” 

Cormac  glanced  between  her  and  Ruhn  with  palpable  disdain.  “You

Valbaran Fae are such babies. Did you not learn something of yourself, your

destiny,  Prince Ruhn, because of me nipping at your heels?” 

“You put a sword through Dec’s gut,” Ruhn said mildly. “I’d hardly call

that  nipping.” 

Tharion cut in, “Assuming we buy your story, why would a Fae Prince

join Ophion?” 

Cormac  said,  “I  joined  because  I  felt  it  was  right.  The  details  are

unnecessary.” 

“Not if you might be working for the Asteri,” Bryce said. 

“You think I’d turn you over to the Asteri?” Cormac laughed, dead and

cold.  “I  wouldn’t  wish  that  fate  on  anyone.  The  dungeons  beneath  their

crystal palace are darker and deadlier than the Pit.” 

Hunt said icily, “I know. I was there.” 

Bryce  hated  the  shadows  in  his  eyes.  Ones  she’d  do  anything  to  help

heal. Do anything to avoid renewing. Team Survive at All Costs—that was

her team. She didn’t care if that made her a coward. 

Cormac went on, ignoring Hunt, “Sofie was an Ophion agent because

the  Asteri  butchered  her  family.  Her  human  family,  and  her  thunderbird

ancestors. All she wanted was to find her brother. Everything she did was

for him.” 

Tharion opened his mouth, but Bryce lifted a hand, cutting him off as

she said to Cormac, “Tharion came by yesterday to ask about a connection

between someone I … knew and Sofie. He was being super shady”—a glare

from  Tharion  at  this—“so  I  managed  to  get  some  answers  out  of  him, 

mainly that he’s looking for Emile for the River Queen.” 

Cormac  narrowed  his  stare  on  Tharion.  “What  does  your  queen  want

with the boy?” 

Tharion shrugged. 

Ruhn murmured, “Nothing good, I bet.” 

Tharion  rumbled  a  warning  growl  at  Ruhn,  but  Bryce  continued,  “I

don’t care about the politics. Emile’s a kid, and lost—I want to find him.” 

And get answers about Danika knowing Sofie, but … that could wait for a

moment. She wanted to feel Cormac out first. 

Indeed, the Avallen Prince’s eyes softened a bit—with gratitude. 

 Could be faking that, Ruhn observed to her. 

 Could be, but my gut says he isn’t, Bryce replied before she angled her

head and asked Cormac, “The Hind’s a pretty big deal. She went to all that

trouble to kill Sofie just for freeing her brother? Or was it because Sofie’s a

thunderbird?” 

Cormac’s hands curled into fists at his side. “The Hind went to all that trouble because Sofie, as collateral to make sure the Ophion boat showed up

for Emile, had gathered vital intel on the Asteri, and made sure Command

knew it.” 

“What?” Hunt blurted, wings twitching. 

“What kind of intel?” Tharion asked, face darkening. 

Cormac shook his head. “Sofie was the only person who knew it. She

just  mentioned  to  me  that  it  was  something  big—war-changing.  That

Ophion would kill to have it. And our enemies would kill to contain it.” 

Across the room, Ithan was wide-eyed. Had any of his training prepared

him for this? Had any of hers? 

Tharion said, “The Asteri probably sent the Hind to kill her before she

could tell anyone else.” 

Cormac grimaced. “Yes. But I suspect the Hind knew Sofie could hold

out  against  torture,  and  decided  it  was  best  the  information  die  with  her.” 

He  shuddered  and  said,  “They  ripped  out  her  nails  when  she  went  into

Kavalla,  you  know.  She  told  me  that  they  tore  out  the  nails  on  one  hand, 

and when they asked her for any information, she held out her other hand to

them.” He laughed to himself. “One of the guards fainted.” 

“Brave female,” Ithan said softly, earning a thankful nod from Cormac

that had Bryce wishing she’d said as much herself. Bryce studied her own

manicured nails. Wondered if she’d be able to hold out if it ever came to

that. 

Cormac  again  turned  to  Tharion,  his  face  bleak.  “Tell  me  the  Hind  at

least put a bullet in her head before she sent Sofie down to the deep.” 

“I don’t know,” Tharion said. “Her body wasn’t there.” 

“What?” Shadows rippled from Cormac again. 

Tharion went on, “The lead blocks, the chains were there. But Sofie’s

body was gone. And the shackles had all been unlocked.” 

Cormac shot to his feet. “Sofie is alive?” 

Such raw hope filled his voice. Was it from genuine love? Or hope that

the intel she carried lived on? 

“I don’t know,” Tharion answered. Then he admitted, “But that’s why I

came  to  Bryce.  She  had  a  friend  who  knew  Sofie  years  ago.  I’m

investigating  any  connections  between  them—I’m  wondering  if  it  might

give us hints about Emile’s whereabouts.” Tharion shrugged. “I have good

reason  to  believe  that  a  safe  meeting  place  was  set  up  long  ago  for  a scenario like this, and that Emile might be headed there—and Sofie, too, if

she’s alive.” 

Would  Sofie  have  passed  that  vital  intel  to  her  brother?  Bryce  found

Hunt giving her a  Don’t even think about it look. 

Cormac said, pacing, “Sofie made the Drop—at an illegal center where

it wouldn’t be recorded. I thought that there was a chance she might have

survived, but when she didn’t contact me …” His eyes narrowed at the mer. 

“What else do you know?” 

“I’ve told you everything,” Tharion lied, crossing his legs. 

Cormac gave a slashing, mocking grin. “And what of Danika Fendyr?” 

Bryce stilled. “What about her?” Hunt gave her another look warning

her to keep quiet. 

Cormac said, “She and Sofie knew each other. She was the one who set

up this safe place, wasn’t she?” 

“You don’t know any of that for sure,” Hunt said. 

“I do,” Cormac said, his gaze still on Bryce, on the star in her chest that

had begun to glow dimly again. “It’s why I agreed to marry Bryce.” 

Ruhn  needed  a  moment  to  process  everything.  He  watched  his  cousin

warily. 

But Bryce chuckled. “I thought you agreed to marry me because of my

winning personality.” 

Cormac didn’t smile. “I agreed to marry you because I needed access to

you. And to you, cousin,” he said to Ruhn. 

Athalar demanded, “You couldn’t just pay a friendly visit?” 

“The Avallen Fae and the Valbaran Fae are not  friendly. We are allies, 

but also rivals. I needed a reason to come here. I needed to come here to

find  Emile—it  was  a  blessing  from  Urd  that  Ophion  wanted  me  here  for

another mission, too.” 

Bryce glowered. “Forcing me into marriage seems extreme.” 

“It’s the only currency I have. My breeding potential.” 

Ruhn  snorted.  He  and  his  cousin  had  more  in  common  than  he’d

realized. “Why do you need access to me?” 

“Because  you  can  mind-speak,  can  you  not?  It’s  how  you  and  your friends survived in the Cave of Princes during your Ordeal. You fought as if

you  were  of  one  mind.  You  never  told  my  father,  but  he  suspected.  I

suspected. It’s a rare Starborn gift. A skill Ophion needs badly.” 

Ruhn  said,  “What  about  your  cousins—the  twins?  They  can  mind-

speak.” 

“They’re not trustworthy. You know that.” 

Athalar cut in, “Don’t let him rope you into whatever this is, Danaan. 

Searching for Emile independently is one thing. If you let him deliver his

pitch, you’re one step away from working with Ophion. The Asteri won’t

care  whether  you  agree  or  reject  his  ass.”  He  leveled  a  look  at  Cormac. 

“And  let  me  remind  you  that  Ophion  is  going  up  against  legions  that

outrank  them  in  power  and  size.  If  one  of  the  Asteri  walks  onto  a

battlefield, you’re all done.” 

The power of one Asteri, the holy star glowing within them, could level

an entire army. 

Hunt  went  on,  “And  if  the  Asteri  catch  wind  that   Agent Silverbow  is

trying to recruit Ruhn, we’ll all be taken in for questioning. If we’re lucky. 

If not, we’ll be executed.” 

“You  didn’t  seem  to  have  such  concerns  when  you  rebelled,  Fallen

Angel,” Cormac said. 

“I  learned  the  hard  way,”  Hunt  said  through  his  teeth.  Bryce  stepped

closer to him, fingers brushing his. “I’d prefer to protect my friends from

learning that lesson.” 

It shouldn’t have meant something to Ruhn, for Athalar to consider him

a friend. But it did. 

Hunt  continued,  “You’re  not  only  insane  to  tell  us  this—you’re

reckless. We could sell you out in a heartbeat.” 

Tharion added, “Or you’re an Asteri mole seeking to entrap us.” 

Cormac drawled, “Trust me, I don’t bandy about this information to just

anyone.”  He  sized  up  Athalar.  “You  might  have  made  foolish  mistakes  in

the past, Umbra Mortis, but I shall not.” 

“Fuck you.” That one came from Bryce, her voice low and deadly. 

Ruhn  said  to  Cormac,  hoping  to  take  the  temperature  down  a  few

degrees, “I’m not going to get involved with you or Ophion. I won’t risk it. 

So don’t even ask me to do whatever it is you want me to use my … mind-

stuff for.” He hated that his cousin knew. That Tharion was now watching him with a mixture of surprise, awe, and wariness. 

Cormac laughed bitterly. “You can’t risk your friends and family? What

about  the  countless  friends  and  family  in  Pangera  who  are  tortured, 

enslaved,  and  murdered?  I  saw  you  entering  this  apartment  earlier,  and

assumed you were assisting Captain Ketos in looking for Emile. I thought

convincing you to help me might be that much easier. But it seems all of

you wish to put your own lives before those of others.” 

“Fuck  off,”  Hunt  growled.  “Did  you  see  what  happened  here  this

spring?” 

“Yes.  It  convinced  me  of  your  …  compassion.”  He  said  to  Bryce,  “I

saw that you raced to Asphodel Meadows. To the humans.” He glanced at

Ithan.  “You  too.  I  thought  it  meant  you’d  be  sympathetic  to  their  greater

plight.” He again addressed Bryce. “That’s why I wanted to get near you. 

You and Danika saved this city. I realized you two were close. I wanted to

see if you might have any insights—I’ve long suspected that Danika might

have arranged a rendezvous spot for Sofie.” He faced Tharion. “Where do

you believe the meet-up point would be?” 

“Nowhere  good,”  Tharion  muttered.  Then  he  added,  “You’ll  get  the

details when we’re good and ready to tell you, princey.” 

Cormac  bristled,  flames  sparking  in  his  hair  again,  but  Bryce  cut  in, 

“How did Danika and Sofie meet?” Apparently, Ruhn realized, this trumped

everything else for his sister. 

Cormac  shook  his  head.  “I’m  not  sure.  But  from  what  Sofie  told  me, 

Danika suspected something about the Asteri, and needed someone to go in

to confirm those suspicions. Sofie was that person.” 

Bryce’s eyes were bright—churning. It didn’t bode well. 

Bryce’s brows knit, though. “Danika died two years ago. Sofie had this

intel for that long?” 

“No. From what I’ve gathered, three years ago, Danika needed Sofie to

go in to get it, but it took Sofie that long to gain access. Danika died before

Sofie  could  ever  pass  the  information  to  her.  When  she  finally  got  it,  she

decided to use it to manipulate Ophion into upholding their bargain to go

help rescue Emile.” 

“So  Danika  worked  for   Ophion?”  Ithan  asked.  The  wolf’s  face  was  a

portrait of shock. 

“No,”  Cormac  said.  “She  was  connected  to  them,  but  didn’t  report  to them. As far as I understood from Sofie, Danika had her own agenda.” 

Bryce  watched  Cormac,  her  head  angled  to  the  side.  Ruhn  knew  that

look. 

Bryce  was  planning  something.  Had  definitely  already  planned

something. 

Bryce stepped closer to Cormac. The padding of her bare feet was the

only sound. Ruhn braced himself for whatever was about to come out of her

mouth. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think Aidas is in the habit of allowing

Asteri loyalists into my apartment.” 

“Aidas.”  Cormac  started,  face  paling.  “That  cat  was  the  Prince  of  the

Chasm?” 

“Yep,”  Bryce  said.  “And  I  think  Aidas  brought  you  here  as  a  gift  to

me.”  Athalar  blinked  at  her,  but  Bryce  went  on,  “Talk  all  you  like  about

tracking  Tharion  here,  and  wanting  to  recruit  Ruhn,  but  don’t  for  one

minute  think  that  Aidas  wasn’t  involved  in  your  being  here  at  the  exact

moment  he  told  me  to  learn  about  my  powers.”  She  crossed  her  arms. 

“What do you know about the Starborn gifts?” 

Cormac  said  nothing.  And  Ruhn  found  himself  saying,  half  in  dread

that Bryce was right, “I told you the other night that our cousin here was

obsessed  enough  with  the  idea  of  getting  the  Starsword  that  he  learned

everything  he  could  about  Starborn  powers.  He’s  a  veritable  library  of

information.” 

Cormac cut him a glare. But he admitted, “I did spend … much of my

youth reading about the various gifts.” 

Her lips curled upward. “Rebel prince and bookworm.” Athalar looked

at her like she’d lost her mind. “I’ll make a deal with you.” 

Hunt  growled  his  objection,  but  Ruhn’s  mind  churned.  This  was  the

Bryce he knew—always angling for the advantage. 

“No  interest  in  helping  out  of  the  goodness  of  your  heart,  Princess?” 

Cormac taunted. 

“I  want  out  of  this  marriage,”  Bryce  said  smoothly,  running  a  finger

over the counter’s edge. Ruhn pretended not to see Athalar’s shudder. “But

I know that if I end our engagement too soon, my … sire will send along

someone who isn’t as motivated to work with me.” Truth. “So we’ll team

up  with  Tharion  here  to  find  Emile.  And  I’ll  even  help  you  find  out

whatever  intel  it  was  that  Danika  wanted  Sofie  to  learn.  But  I  want  this engagement ended when I say it’s time. And I want you to teach me about

my  magic.  If  not,  good  luck  to  you.  I’ll  be  sure  to  point  Pippa  and  her

Lightfall unit right in your direction.” 

Hunt  smirked.  Ruhn  avoided  doing  the  same.  Tharion  just  tucked  his

arms behind his head. Only Ithan seemed surprised. Like he’d never seen

this side of Bryce. 

“Fine,” Cormac said. “But the engagement will only be broken once my

work here for Ophion is done. I need the reason to be in Valbara.” 

Ruhn expected Bryce to object, but she seemed to think it over. “We do

need  the  cover  to  be  seen  together,”  she  mused.  “Otherwise,  anyone  who

knows  what  a  piece  of  shit  you  are  would  wonder  why  the  Hel  I  would

stoop to hang with you. It’d be suspicious.” 

Hunt coughed into his shoulder. 

Ruhn blurted, “Am I the only one here who thinks this is insane?” 

Ithan said, “I think we’re all dead meat for even talking about this.” 

But Hunt rubbed his jaw, solemn and weary. “We need to talk this over

before deciding.” Bryce’s hand brushed over his once more. 

Ruhn grunted his agreement and said to his cousin, “You’ve dropped a

shit-ton of information on us. We need to process.” He gestured toward the

door in dismissal. “We’ll contact you.” 

Cormac  didn’t  move  an  inch.  “I  require  your  blood  oath  not  to  say  a

word of this.” 

Ruhn barked a laugh. “I’m not making a blood oath. You can trust us. 

Can we trust you?” 

“If I can trust cowards who like painting their nails while the rest of the

world suffers, then you can trust me.” 

Bryce said wryly, “Going in hard with the charm, Cormac.” 

“Swear a blood oath. And I’ll leave.” 

“No,”  Bryce  said  with  surprising  calm.  “I  have  a  manicure  in  ten

minutes.” 

Cormac glowered. “I’ll require your answer tomorrow. In the meantime, 

I am entrusting my life to you.” His eyes slid to Ruhn’s. “Should you wish

to hear my  pitch, I’ll be at the bar on Archer and Ward today. Your services

would be … greatly valued.” 

Ruhn said nothing. The fucker could rot. 

Cormac’s  eyes  narrowed  with  cold  amusement.  “Your  father  remains unaware of your mind-speaking gifts, doesn’t he?” 

“Are you threatening me?” Ruhn snarled. 

Cormac shrugged, walking toward the door. “Come meet me at the bar

and find out.” 

“Asshole,” Ithan murmured. 

Cormac paused with his hand on the knob. He sucked in a breath, the

powerful muscles of his back rippling. When he looked over his shoulder, 

the  amusement  and  threats  were  gone.  “Beyond  Sofie,  beyond  Emile  …

This  world  could  be  so  much  more.  This  world  could  be   free.  I  don’t understand why you wouldn’t want that.” 

“Hard to enjoy being free,” Hunt countered darkly, “if you’re dead.” 

Cormac  opened  the  door,  stepping  into  the  swirling  shadows.  “I  can

think of no better reason to yield my life.” 
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“Does anyone else feel like they’re about to wake up from a bad dream?” 

Ithan’s question echoed into the fraught silence of the apartment. 

Bryce checked the clock on her phone. Had it really been less than an

hour  since  she’d  walked  down  the  teeming  lunchtime  streets  with  Ruhn? 

She  rubbed  idly  at  her  star,  still  glowing  faintly,  and  said  to  no  one  in

particular, “I need to get back to the archives.” 

Ruhn exclaimed, “After all that, you’re going back to  work?” 

But  she  strode  across  the  room,  throwing  Hunt  a  glance  that  had  him

following.  He  always  got  her  like  that—they  didn’t  need  Ruhn’s  fancy

mind-speaking to communicate. 

She  halted  by  the  front  door.  None  of  Cormac’s  power  lingered—not

even a wisp of shadow. Not one ember. For a heartbeat, she wished she had

the serenity of Lehabah to return to, the serenity of the gallery and its quiet

library. 

But those things were irrevocably gone. 

Bryce said as calmly as she could to the males watching her, schooling

her  face  into  neutrality,  “We  just  had  a  bomb  dropped  into  our  lives.  A

bomb that is now ticking away. I need to think. And I have a job that I’m

contractually obligated to show up to.” 

Where she could close her office door and figure out if she wanted to

run like Hel from that bomb or face its wrath. 

Hunt put a hand on her shoulder, but said nothing. He’d leapt in front of

a bomb for her months ago. Had shielded her body with his own against the

brimstone missile. There was nothing he could do to shield her from this, though. 

Bryce  couldn’t  bear  to  see  the  worry  and  dread  she  knew  would  be

etched on his face. He knew what they were walking into. The enemy and

odds they faced. 

She pivoted to Tharion instead. “What do you want to do, Tharion? Not

because  the  River  Queen  is  pulling  your  puppet  strings—what  do   you

want?” 

“This  apartment,  for  starters,”  Tharion  said,  leaning  his  head  back

against  the  cushions,  muscled  chest  expanding  as  he  heaved  a  breath.  “I

want to find answers. Regardless of my orders, I want the truth of what I am

facing—the  enemy  at  my  front  as  well  as  my  back.  But  I’m  inclined  to

believe Cormac—he didn’t display any signs of lying.” 

“Trust me,” Ruhn growled, “he’s more skilled than you know.” 

“I don’t think he was lying, either,” Hunt admitted. 

Bryce rubbed at her neck—then straightened. “Any chance that Dusk’s

Truth is somehow related to the Lightfall squadron?” 

Tharion arched a brow. “Why?” 

Hunt  picked  up  her  thread  immediately.  “Lightfall.  Also  known  as

dusk.” 

“And  Project  Thurr  …  thunder  god  …  Could  it  be  related  to  the

thunderbirds?” Bryce went on. 

“You  think  it  involved  some  kind  of  intel  about  Pippa’s  Lightfall

squadron?” Ruhn asked. 

“It seemed to be some sort of groundbreaking info,” Tharion said. “And

Thurr … It could have had something to do with the thunderbird stuff. Sofie

sounded afraid of the Asteri’s wrath in her reply to Danika … Maybe it was

because she was afraid of them knowing she had the gift.” 

“These are all hypotheticals,” Hunt said. “And big stretches. But they

might lead somewhere. Sofie and Danika were certainly well aware of the

threats posed by both Lightfall and the Asteri.” 

Ithan said, “Can we go back to how the Prince of the Chasm was  sitting

 on my lap?” 

“You’ve got a lot to catch up on,” Hunt said, chuckling darkly. “Be glad

you weren’t here for the first summoning.” 

Bryce elbowed him. “I really do have to return to work.” 

Ruhn asked, “You don’t think we should go to the Bone Quarter to look

for Emile and Sofie?” 

Bryce winced. “I’m not going to the Bone Quarter to look for  anyone

unless we’re absolutely certain that they’re there.” 

“Agreed,”  Tharion  said.  “It’s  too  dangerous  to  go  on  a  whim.  We’ll

keep investigating. Maybe Danika meant something else by  weary souls.” 

Bryce  nodded.  “None  of  us  talks  to  anyone  else.  I  think  we  all  know

we’re going to be roasted on a spit if this leaks.” 

“One word from Cormac and we’re dead,” Ruhn said gravely. 

“One  word  from  us,”  Hunt  countered,  “and   he’s  dead.”  He  jerked  his

chin at Bryce. She finally met his stare, finding only razor-sharp calculation

there. “Grab a gun.” 

Bryce  scowled.  “Absolutely  not.”  She  gestured  to  her  tight  dress. 

“Where would I hide it?” 

“Then take the sword.” He pointed to her bedroom hallway. “Use it as

some sort of accessory. If anyone can pull it off, you can.” 

Bryce couldn’t help her glance at Ithan. It gave away everything. 

“You never gave Danika’s sword back after the attack this spring?” the

wolf asked a shade quietly. 

“Sabine  can  fight  me  for  it,”  Bryce  said,  and  ignored  Hunt’s  order  to

take the blade from its resting place in her closet. Bryce twisted the knob. 

“Let’s take the day. Agree not to fuck each other over on this, pray Cormac

isn’t a lying sack of shit, and then reconvene tomorrow night.” 

“Done,” Tharion said. 

Bryce  stepped  into  the  hall,  Hunt  on  her  heels,  and  heard  Ithan  sigh

behind her. “This was not how I expected my day to go,” the wolf muttered

to Tharion before ratcheting up the volume on the TV. 

 Same, Bryce thought, and shut the door. 

Hunt’s head spun as he and Bryce rode the elevator down to the apartment

lobby. He’d been free for a few glorious months, only to wind up right back

on the cusp of another rebellion. 

The  same  war,  Aidas  had  claimed.  Just  by  a  different  name,  with  a

different  army.  Hunt’s  hands  slicked  with  sweat.  He’d  seen  how  this  war

turned out. Felt its cost for centuries. 

He said to Bryce, unable to stop the trembling that now overtook him, 

the  sense  that  the  elevator  walls  were  pushing  in,  “I  don’t  know  what  to

do.” 

She leaned against the rail. “Me neither.” 

They  waited  until  they  were  out  on  the  street,  keeping  their  voices

down,  before  Hunt  continued,  words  falling  out  of  his  mouth,  “This  isn’t

something  we  can  jump  into  for  the  Hel  of  it.”  He  couldn’t  get  a  breath

down. “I’ve seen wrecked mech-suits with their human pilots hanging out

of the cockpit, organs dangling. I’ve seen wolves as strong as Ithan ripped

in  two.  I’ve  seen  angels  decimate  battlefields  without  setting  foot  on  the

ground.” He shuddered, picturing Bryce among all that. “I … Fuck.” 

She looped her arm through his, and he leaned into her warmth, finding

himself frozen despite the hot day. “This sounds more like … spying than

battle-fighting or whatever.” 

“I’d rather die on the battlefield than in one of the Hind’s interrogation

rooms.”  I’d  rather  you   die  on  a  battlefield  than  in  her  hands.  Hunt swallowed. “Sofie was lucky that the Hind dumped her and was done with

it.” He halted at an alley, tugging Bryce into its shadows with him. 

He let himself look at her face: pale enough that her freckles stood out, 

eyes wide. Scared. The scent hit him a moment later. 

“We were never going to be allowed to live like normal people,” Bryce

breathed, and Hunt ran a hand through her hair, savoring the silken strands. 

“Trouble was always going to come find us.” 

He knew she was right. They weren’t the sort of people who could live

ordinary lives. Hunt fought past the shaking in his bones, the roaring in his

mind. 

She lifted a hand, and her warm palm cupped his cheek. He leaned into

her touch, reining in a purr as her thumb brushed over his cheekbone. “You

really don’t think Cormac is luring us into a trap with this claim that Sofie

knew  some  vital  intel—the  bait  being  that  Danika  was  involved  in  some

way?” 

“It’s  possible,”  Hunt  admitted.  “But  there  was  clearly  a  connection

between Danika and Sofie—the emails prove it. And Cormac seemed pretty

damned  shocked  to  learn  that  Sofie  was  potentially  alive.  I  think  he

believed the intel on the Asteri had died with Sofie. I wouldn’t blame him

for wondering if it could be in play once more.” 

“You  think  there’s  any  chance  Sofie  told  Emile  before  they  were separated?” 

Hunt shrugged. “They were in Kavalla together—she might have found

an  opportunity  to  tell  him.  And  if  he  doesn’t  have  the  intel,  and  Sofie  is alive, he might know where Sofie is headed right now. That makes Emile a

pretty valuable asset. For everyone.” 

Bryce began counting on her fingers. “So we’ve got Ophion, Tharion, 

and Cormac all wanting to find him.” 

“If you want to find him, too, Bryce, then we need to navigate carefully. 

Consider if we really want to get involved at all.” 

Her  mouth  twisted  to  the  side.  “If  there’s  a  chance  that  we  could

discover  what  Sofie  knew,  what  Danika  guessed—separate  from  Cormac, 

from this shit with that Pippa woman and whatever the River Queen wants

—I think that intel is worth the risk.” 

“But why? So we can keep the Asteri from fucking with us about Micah

and Sandriel?” 

“Yeah.  When  I  met  up  with  Fury  this  morning,  she  mentioned  that

Danika  knew  something  dangerous  about  her,  so  Fury  learned  something

big about Danika in return.” Hunt didn’t get the chance to ask what exactly

that was before Bryce said, “Why not apply the same thinking to this? The

Asteri know something dangerous about me. About you.” That they’d killed

two Archangels. “I want to even the playing field a bit.” Hunt could have

sworn her expression was one he’d glimpsed on the Autumn King’s face as

she went on, “So we’ll learn something vital about  them. We’ll take steps to

ensure  that  if  they  fuck  with  us,  the  information  will  leak  to  the  broader

world.” 

“This is a deadly game. I’m not convinced the Asteri will want to play.” 

“I know. But beyond that, Danika thought this intel might be important

enough to send Sofie after it—to risk her life for it. If Sofie is dead, then

someone else needs to secure that information.” 

“It’s not your responsibility, Bryce.” 

“It is.” 

He wasn’t going to touch that one. Not yet. “And what about the kid?” 

“We find him, too. I don’t give a shit if he’s powerful—he’s a kid and

he’s  caught  up  in  this  giant  mess.”  Her  eyes  softened,  and  his  heart  with

them. Would Shahar have cared about the boy? Only in the way Ophion and

the River Queen seemed to: as a weapon. Bryce asked, head tilting to the side, “And what about Cormac’s talk of freeing the world from the Asteri? 

That doesn’t hold any weight with you?” 

“Of course it does.” He slid a hand over her waist, tugging her closer. 

“A world without them, without the Archangels and the hierarchies … I’d

like  to  see  that  world  one  day.  But  …”  His  throat  dried  up.  “But  I  don’t

want to live in that world if the risk of creating it means …”  Get it out. “If it means that  we might not make it to that world.” 

Her  eyes  softened  once  more,  and  her  thumb  stroked  over  his  cheek

again. “Same, Athalar.” 

He  huffed  a  laugh,  bowing  his  head,  but  she  lifted  his  chin  with  her

other hand. His fingers tightened on her waist. 

Bryce’s  whiskey-colored  eyes  glowed  in  the  muted  light  of  the  alley. 

“Well,  since  we’re  dabbling  in  some  seriously  dangerous  shit,  now’s

probably as good a time as any to admit I don’t want to wait until Winter

Solstice.” 

“For what?” Fuck, his voice had dropped an octave. 

“This,” she murmured, and rose onto her toes to kiss him. 

Hunt  met  her  halfway,  unable  to  contain  his  groan  as  he  hauled  her

against him, lips finding hers at the same moment their bodies touched. He

could have sworn the fucking world spun out from under him at the taste of

her—

His head filled with fire and lightning and storms, and all he could think

of was her mouth, her warm, luscious body, the aching of his cock pressing

against his pants—pressing against  her as her arms twined around his neck. 

He was going to kick that wolf out of the apartment immediately. 

Hunt twisted, pinning her against the wall, and her mouth opened wider

on a gasp. He swept his tongue in, tasting the honeyed spice that was pure

Bryce.  She  wrapped  a  leg  around  his  waist,  and  Hunt  took  the  invitation, 

hefting her thigh higher, pressing himself against her until they were both

writhing. 

Anyone might walk by the alley and see them. Lunchtime workers were

streaming past. All it would take was one peek down the alley into the dusty

shadows,  one photograph, and this whole thing—

Hunt halted. 

One  photo,  and  her  engagement  to  Cormac  would  be  off.  Along  with the bargain Bryce had crafted with him. 

Bryce asked, panting hard, “What’s wrong?” 

“We, ah …” Words had become foreign. All thought had gone between

his legs. Between  her legs. 

He  swallowed  hard,  then  gently  backed  away,  trying  to  master  his

jagged breathing. “You’re engaged. Technically. You have to keep up that

ruse with Cormac, at least in public.” 

She straightened her dress, and—shit. Was that a lilac lace bra peeking

out  from  the  neckline?  Why  the  fuck  hadn’t  he  explored  that  just  now? 

Bryce peered down the alley, lips swollen from his kisses, and some feral

part  of  him  howled  in  satisfaction  to  see  that   he  had  done  that,  he  had brought that flush to her cheeks and wine-rich scent of arousal to her. She

was  his. 

And he was hers. Utterly fucking hers. 

“Are you suggesting we find a seedy motel instead?” Her lips curved, 

and Hunt’s cock throbbed at the sight, as if begging for her mouth to slide

over him. 

He  let  out  a  strangled  noise.  “I’m  suggesting  …”  Hel,  what   was  he

suggesting? “I don’t know.” He blew out a breath. “You’re sure you want to

do this now?” He gestured between them. “I know emotions are high after

what  we’ve  learned.  I  …”  He  couldn’t  look  at  her.  “Whatever  you  want, 

Quinlan. That’s what I mean to say.” 

She was silent for a moment. Then her hand slid over his chest, landing

upon his heart. “What do you want? Why is it only what I want?” 

“Because you were the one who mentioned waiting until solstice.” 

“And?” 

“And I want to make sure that you’re fully on board with ending our …

agreement.” 

“All right. But I also want to know what  you want, Hunt.” 

He met her golden stare. “You know what I want.” He couldn’t stop his

voice from lowering again. “I’ve never stopped wanting it—wanting you. I

thought it was obvious.” 

Her  heart  was  thundering.  He  could  hear  it.  He  glanced  down  at  her

ample chest and beheld a faint glimmering. “Your star …” 

“Let’s not even get started on this thing,” she said, waving a hand at it. 

“Let’s keep talking about how much you want me.” She winked. 

Hunt slung an arm around her shoulders, steering her back toward the

bustling  avenue.  He  whispered  in  her  ear,  “Why  don’t  I  just  show  you

later?” 

She laughed, the star’s glow fading in the sunlight as they emerged onto

the baking streets, and she slipped on her sunglasses and hat. “That’s what I

want, Hunt. That is  definitely what I want.” 
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Ithan rubbed at his face. This day had gotten … complicated. 

“You  look  like  you  need  a  drink,”  Tharion  said  as  he  strode  to  the

apartment door. Ruhn had left a moment ago. Ithan supposed he’d sit on his

ass  for  a  good  few  hours  and  contemplate  the  epic  mess  he’d  somehow

landed in the middle of. That Bryce seemed intent on involving herself in. 

“How long have you guys been doing all this shit?” 

“You know what happened during the Summit, right?” 

“Demons wrecked the city, killed a lot of people. Two Archangels died. 

Everyone knows that.” 

Tharion’s brows rose. “You ever learn how Micah and Sandriel died?” 

Ithan blinked, bracing himself. 

Tharion’s  expression  was  dead  serious.  “I  am  telling  you  this  after  I

received a personal phone call from Rigelus three months ago, telling me to

keep my mouth shut or I’d be killed, my parents with me. But as everything

I’m doing these days seems to point toward that road anyway—you might

as well know the truth, too. Since you’ll likely wind up dead with us.” 

“Fantastic.”  Ithan  wished  Perry  had  dumped  him  anywhere  but  this

apartment. 

Tharion said, “Hunt ripped Sandriel’s head from her shoulders after the

Archangel threatened Bryce.” 

Ithan  started.  He’d  known  Athalar  was  intense  as  shit,  but  killing  an

Archangel—

“And  Bryce  slaughtered  Micah  after  he  bragged  about  killing  Danika

and the Pack of Devils.” 

Ithan’s body went numb. “I …” He couldn’t get a breath down. “Micah

… what?” 

By  the  time  Tharion  finished  explaining,  Ithan  was  shaking.  “Why

didn’t she tell me?” That packless wolf inside him was howling with rage

and pain. 

Fuck,  Sabine  had  no  idea  Micah  had  killed  her  daughter.  Or  …  wait. 

Sabine  did know. Sabine and Amelie had both been at the Summit, along

with the Prime. They’d witnessed through the feeds what Tharion had just

described. 

And … and hadn’t told him. The rest of the Den, fine, but Connor was

his brother. The urge to shift, to bellow and roar, filled his blood, trembling

along his bones. He suppressed it. 

Tharion went on, unaware of the animal within trying to claw free. “The

Asteri  have  made  it  clear  to  Bryce  and  Athalar:  one  word  to  anyone,  and

they’re  dead.  The  only  reason  they’re  not  dead  yet  is  because  they’ve

played nicely this summer.” 

Claws appeared at Ithan’s fingertips. Tharion didn’t fail to note them. 

Through  a  mouth  full  of  lengthening  fangs,  Ithan  growled,  “Micah

killed my brother. And Bryce killed Micah because of it.” He couldn’t wrap

his  mind  around  it—that  Bryce,  before  the  Drop,  had  destroyed  an

Archangel. 

It made no sense. 

He’d  had  the  audacity,  the  ignorance,  to  question  her  love  for  Danika

and Connor. His claws and fangs retracted. That wolf inside ceased baying. 

Ithan  rubbed  at  his  face  again,  shame  an  oily  river  through  him  that

drowned that wolf inside his skin. “I need some time to process this.” The

wolf he used to be would have run to the sunball field to practice until he

became  nothing  but  breath  and  sweat  and  the  thoughts  sorted  themselves

out. But he hadn’t set foot on one of those fields in two years. He wasn’t

going to start now. 

Tharion  headed  for  the  door  again.  “I’m  sure  you  do,  but  a  word  of

advice: don’t take too long. Urd works in strange ways, and I don’t think it

was a coincidence that you were brought here right as this shit started.” 

“So  I’m  supposed  to  go  along  with  it  on  some  hunch  that  fate  is

nudging me?” 

“Maybe,”  the  mer  answered.  He  shrugged  his  powerful  shoulders, 

honed from a lifetime of swimming. “But whenever you’re tired of sitting

on the couch feeling sorry for yourself, come find me. I could use a wolf’s

sense of smell.” 

“For what?” 

Tharion’s face turned grave. “I need to find Emile before Pippa Spetsos. 

Or Cormac.” 

The mer left him with that. For a long moment, Ithan sat in silence. 

Had  Connor  known  anything  about  Danika’s  involvement  with  Sofie

Renast?  Had  Sabine?  He  doubted  it,  but  …  At  least  Bryce  had  been  as

much in the dark about this as he was. 

Bryce, who had used Danika’s sword during the attack on this city, and

kept it ever since. Ithan glanced to the door. 

He moved before he could second-guess the wisdom and morality of it, 

going  right  to  the  coat  closet.  Umbrellas,  boxes  of  crap  …  nothing.  The

linen closet and the laundry closet didn’t reveal anything, either. 

Which left … He winced as he entered her bedroom. 

He didn’t know how he hadn’t seen it the other night. Well, he’d been

beaten to Hel and back, so that was excuse enough, but … the sword leaned

against  the  chair  beside  her  tall  dresser,  as  if  she’d  left  it  there  for

decoration. 

Ithan’s mouth dried out, but he stalked for the ancient blade. Gifted to

Danika  by  the  Prime—an  act  that  had  infuriated  Sabine,  who’d  long

expected to inherit the family weapon. 

He  could  still  hear  Sabine  raging  in  the  weeks  after  Danika’s  death, 

trying to find where Danika had left the sword. She’d practically torn that

old  apartment  to  pieces  to  find  it.  Ithan  had  thought  it  lost  until  he  saw Bryce brandishing it this spring. 

Breath  tight  in  his  chest,  Ithan  picked  up  the  blade.  It  was  light  but

perfectly balanced. He drew it from the sheath, the metal shining in the dim

light. 

Damn, it was gorgeous. Simple, yet impeccably made. 

He  blew  out  a  long  breath,  chasing  away  the  clinging  cobwebs  of

memories—Danika carrying this sword everywhere, wielding it in practice, 

the blade somehow validation that even if Sabine sucked, with Danika, they

had a bright future, with Danika, the wolves would become  more—

He couldn’t help it. He took up a defensive stance and swung the blade. 

Yeah, it was perfect. A remarkable feat of craftsmanship. 

Ithan  pivoted,  feinting  and  then  striking  at  an  invisible  opponent. 

Sabine  would  lose  her  shit  if  she  knew  he  was  messing  around  with  the

blade. Whatever. 

Ithan struck again at the shadows, shuddering at the beautiful song of

the sword slicing through the air. And … what the Hel: he’d had a weird

fucking morning. He needed to burn off some tension. 

Lunging  and  parrying,  leaping  and  rolling,  Ithan  sparred  against  an

invisible enemy. 

Maybe  he’d  gone  crazy.  Maybe  this  was  what  happened  to  wolves

without a pack. 

The  sword  was  an  extension  of  his  arm,  he  thought.  He  slid  over  the

glass dining table, taking on two, three, ten opponents—

 Holstrom blocks; Holstrom presses—

Moving through the apartment, Ithan leapt up onto the coffee table in

front of the sectional, wood shuddering beneath him, the narration loud and

precise in his head.  Holstrom delivers the killing blow! 

He swiped the sword down in a triumphant arc. 

The front door opened. 

Bryce stared at him. Standing on the coffee table with Danika’s sword. 

“I forgot my work ID …?” Bryce started, brows so high they seemed

capable of touching her hairline. Ithan prayed Solas would melt him into the

floor and boil his blood into steam. 

It  seemed  the  sun  god  was  listening.  The  coffee  table  groaned.  Then

cracked. 

And collapsed entirely beneath him. 

Ithan  might  have  continued  to  lie  there,  hoping  some  Reaper  would

come suck the soul from his body, had Bryce not rushed over. Not to him—

not  to  help  him  up.  But  to  investigate  something  just  beyond  his  line  of

sight. 

“What the Hel is this?” she asked, kneeling. 

Ithan managed to move his ass off the debris, lifting his head to see her

crouching over a stack of papers. “Was there a drawer in the table?” 

“No.  There  must  have  been  a  secret  compartment.”  Bryce  flicked

splinters of wood from the half-scattered pile. “This table was here when I

moved  in—all  the  furniture  was  Danika’s.”  She  lifted  her  gaze  to  him. 

“Why would she hide her old college papers in here?” 

Ruhn  held  the  Starsword  to  the  grindstone.  Black,  iridescent  sparks  flew

from  the  blade’s  edge.  Behind  him  in  the  otherwise  empty  Aux  armory, 

Flynn and Declan cleaned their array of guns at a worktable. 

He’d planned to meet them here this afternoon. Had intended to hone

the sword, clean and inspect his guns, and then cap the day off with a City

Head meeting to discuss the new Archangel. 

A normal day, in other words. Except for the colossal, life-threatening

shit that had just gone down. Incredibly, the Prince of the Chasm was the

least of his problems. 

“Out with it,” Flynn said without halting work on his handgun. 

“What?” Ruhn asked, pulling the blade away. 

Declan answered, “Whatever has kept you standing there in silence for

ten minutes, not even complaining about Flynn’s shitty playlist.” 

“Asshole,” Flynn said to Dec, nodding toward where his phone blasted

heavy metal. “This stuff is poetry.” 

“They’ve done studies where plants wither up and die when exposed to

this music,” Declan countered. “Which is precisely how I feel right now.” 

Flynn  chuckled.  “I’m  guessing  you’re  brooding  about  one  of  three

things: horrible daddy, baby sister, or pretty fiancée.” 

“None  of  them,  dickhead,”  Ruhn  said,  slumping  into  the  chair  across

the  table  from  them.  He  glanced  to  the  doors,  listening.  When  he  was

assured  no  one  occupied  the  hall  beyond,  he  said,  “My  lunch  hour  began

with finding the Prince of the Chasm in feline form at Bryce’s apartment, 

where  he  revealed  that  Cormac  is  an  Ophion  rebel,  and  it  ended  with

learning  that  Cormac  is  on  the  hunt  for  a  missing  kid  and  the  kid’s  spy

sister.  Who  happens  to  be  Cormac’s  girlfriend.  And  he’s  basically

threatened  to  tell  my  father  about  my  mind-speaking  gifts  if  I  don’t  meet

him at some bar to hear his pitch for how I can be of use to Ophion.” 

His friends gaped. Declan said carefully, “Is everyone … alive?” 

“Yes,” Ruhn said, sighing. “I was sworn to secrecy, but …” 

“So long as you didn’t swear a blood oath, who cares?” Flynn said, gun

forgotten on the table beside him. 

“Trust me, Cormac tried. I refused.” 

“Good,” Dec said. “Tell us everything.” 

They were the only two people in the world Ruhn would trust with this

knowledge. Bryce—and Hunt—would kick his ass for saying anything, but

too fucking bad. They had each other to vent to. So Ruhn opened his mouth

and explained. 

“And  …  that’s  where  I’m  at,”  Ruhn  finished,  toying  with  the  ring

through his lip. 

Flynn  rubbed  his  hands  together.  “This  should  be  exciting.”  He  was

totally serious. Ruhn gawked at him. 

But  Declan  was  eyeing  him  thoughtfully.  “I  once  hacked  into  an

imperial  military  database  and  saw  the  uncensored  footage  from  the

battlefields and camps.” Even Flynn’s smile vanished. Declan went on, red

hair  gleaming  in  the  firstlights,  “It  made  me  sick.  I  dreamed  about  it  for

weeks afterward.” 

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Ruhn asked. 

“Because there was nothing to be done about it. It seemed that way, at

least.” Declan nodded, as if to himself. “Whatever you need, I’m in.” 

“That easy, huh?” Ruhn said, brows lifting. 

“That easy,” Dec answered. 

Ruhn  had  to  take  a  moment.  He  had  no  idea  what  god  he’d  pleased

enough  to  warrant  being  blessed  with  such  friends.  They  were  more  than

friends. They were his brothers. Ruhn finally said hoarsely, “We get caught, 

and we’re dead. Our families with us.” He added to Dec, “And Marc.” 

“Trust me, Marc would be the first one to say Hel yes to this. He hates

the Asteri.” Dec’s smile turned subdued. “But … yeah, I think it’s safer if

he doesn’t know.” He frowned at Flynn. “Can you keep quiet?” 

Flynn made an outraged sound. 

“You  talk  when  you’re  wasted,”  Ruhn  chimed  in.  But  he  knew  Flynn

was a steel vault when he wanted to be. 

Declan’s voice deepened into a ridiculous mockery of Flynn as he said, 

“Oh, sexy nymph-writer, look at your boobs, they’re so round, they remind

me of these bombs the Aux is hiding in their armory in case of—” 

“That  was   not  what  fucking  happened!”  Flynn  hissed.  “She  was  a

reporter, first of all—” 

“And  it  was  twenty  years  ago,”  Ruhn  cut  him  off  before  this  could descend into further insanity. “I think you learned your lesson.” 

Flynn glowered. “So what now? You’re going to go meet Cormac and

hear him out?” 

Ruhn blew out a breath and began cleaning the sword in earnest. Bryce

was going to go ballistic. “I don’t see how I have any other choice.” 
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“What  the  fuck   is  this?”  Bryce  whispered  as  she  knelt  in  the  ruins  of  her coffee table and leafed through the stack of papers that had apparently been

hidden inside. 

“It’s not only college papers,” Ithan said, fanning out the pages beside

her. “These are documents and images of newspaper clippings.” He peered

at them. “They all seem like they’re regarding firstlight’s uses—mostly how

it was made into weapons.” 

Bryce’s  hands  shook.  She  sifted  through  a  few  academic  articles—all

full of redactions—theorizing on the origin of worlds and what the Asteri

even  were. 

“She never mentioned any of this,” Bryce said. 

“Think this is what Sofie Renast discovered?” he asked. “Like, maybe

Danika sniffed something out about the Asteri with her …” He trailed off, 

then added, “Gifts?” 

Bryce lifted her gaze to his carefully neutral face as he tried to recover

from a stumble. “You knew about her bloodhound gift?” 

Ithan  shifted  on  his  knees.  “It  wasn’t  ever  talked  about,  but  …  yeah. 

Connor and I knew.” 

Bryce  flipped  another  page,  tucking  that  factoid  away.  “Well,  why

would  it  even  matter  if  Danika  had  sniffed  out  something  regarding  the

Asteri? They’re holy stars.” Beings that possessed the force of an entire star

within them, unaging and undying. 

But as Bryce skimmed article after article, Ithan doing the same beside

her, she began to see that they challenged that fact. She made herself keep

breathing steadily. Danika had been a history major at CCU. None of this stuff was out of the ordinary—except that it had been hidden. Here. 

 All  we  have  as  proof  of  their  so-called  sacred  power  is  their  word, 

Bryce read.  Who has ever seen such a star manifest itself? If they are stars

 from the heavens, then they are fallen stars. 

A chill ran down Bryce’s spine, one hand drifting to her chest. She had

a star within her. Well, starlight that manifested as a star-shaped thing, but

…  What  was  the  Asteri’s  power,  then?  The  sun  was  a  star—did  they

possess the power of an actual sun? 

If so, this rebellion was fucked. Maybe Danika had wondered about it, 

and wanted Sofie to verify it somehow. Maybe that was what the intel was

about,  what  Danika  had  suspected  and  dreaded  and  needed  to  officially

confirm: there was no way to win. Ever. 

Bryce  wished  Hunt  were  here,  but  she  didn’t  dare  call  him  with  this

info.  Though  after  what  had  happened  between  them  in  the  alley  during

lunch,  maybe  it  was  good  they  weren’t  in  close  quarters.  She  didn’t  trust

herself to keep her hands off him. 

Because   gods-damn.  That  kiss.  She  hadn’t  hesitated.  Had  seen  Hunt, 

that usually unflappable exterior melting away, and … she’d needed to kiss

him. 

The  problem  was  that  now  she  needed  more.  It  was  unfortunate  that

Ithan  was  staying  with  her,  and  the  kind  of  sex  she  planned  to  have  with

Hunt would rattle the walls. 

But … Urd must have sent her back to the apartment just now. For this. 

She exhaled. Ran a hand over the pages. The final papers in the pile made

Bryce’s breath catch. 

“What is it?” Ithan asked. 

Bryce shook her head, angling slightly away from him to read the text

again. 

 Dusk’s Truth. 

The same project that had been mentioned in the emails between Sofie

and Danika. That Danika had said would be of interest to Sofie. Danika had

been  digging  into  it  since   college?  Bryce  inhaled  and  turned  to  the  next page. 

It was completely blank. Like Danika had never gotten to writing down

any notes about it. 

“Dusk’s Truth was one of the things that Danika mentioned to Sofie,” 

Bryce said quietly. “Dusk’s Truth and Project Thurr.” 

“What is it?” 

She  shook  her  head  again.  “I  don’t  know.  But  there  has  to  be  a

connection between all of it.” She tossed the Dusk’s Truth document back

onto the pile. 

Ithan asked, “So what now?” 

She sighed. “I gotta get back to work.” 

He arched a brow in question. 

“Job, remember?” She got to her feet. “Maybe, um … find someplace

to hide this stuff? And don’t play Warrior Hero anymore. I liked that coffee

table.” 

Ithan flushed. “I wasn’t playing Warrior Hero,” he muttered. 

Bryce  snickered  and  grabbed  her  ID  from  where  she’d  left  it  hanging

beside the door, but then she sobered. “You looked good wielding it, Ithan.” 

“I was just screwing around.” His tone was tense enough that she didn’t

say anything more before leaving. 

Ruhn found Cormac at the pool hall in FiRo, losing to a satyr, an old rock

song  crackling  from  the  jukebox  on  the  other  side  of  the  concrete-lined

space. 

Cormac  said,  focusing  on  his  shot,  “I’d  never  tell  your  father,  by  the

way.” 

“And  yet  here  I  am,”  Ruhn  said.  The  satyr  noted  the  expression  on

Ruhn’s face and made himself scarce. “Seems like your threat worked.” 

“Desperate times,” Cormac muttered. 

Ruhn grabbed the cue the satyr had discarded, eyeing the pool table. He

spotted  the  satyr’s  next  shot  immediately  and  smirked.  “He  was  probably

going to kick your ass.” 

Cormac  again  assessed  his  shot.  “I  was  letting  him  win.  It  was  the

princely thing to do.” 

Balls  cracked,  and  Ruhn  chuckled  as  they  scattered.  None  found  a

pocket. 

“Sure,” Ruhn said, aligning the cue ball. Two balls found their homes

with a satisfying  plink. 

Cormac swore softly. “I have a feeling this is more your element than

mine.” 

“Guilty.” 

“You seem like a male who spends his time in places like this.” 

“As opposed to …?” 

“Doing things.” 

“I head up the Aux. It’s not like I squat in dives all day.” Ruhn looked

pointedly around the bar. 

“That party suggested otherwise.” 

“We like to enjoy ourselves here in sunny Lunathion.” 

Cormac  snorted.  “Apparently.”  He  watched  Ruhn  pocket  another  ball, 

then blow his second shot by an inch. “You have more piercings since the

last time I saw you. And more ink. Things must be dull around here if that’s

what you spend your time on.” 

“All right,” Ruhn said, leaning against his cue. “You’re a brooding hero

and I’m a lazy asshole. Is that really how you want to start your pitch?” 

Cormac made his move, one of the balls finally sinking into a pocket. 

But  his  second  shot  missed,  leaving  the  angle  Ruhn  needed  completely

open. “Hear me out, cousin. That’s all I ask.” 

“Fine.” Ruhn took his shot. “Let’s hear it.” His voice was barely more

than a whisper. 

Cormac leaned against his cue and studied the empty bar before saying, 

“Sofie  was  in  contact  with  our  most  vital  spy  in  the  rebellion—Agent

Daybright.” 

Unease  wended  through  Ruhn.  He  really,  really  didn’t  want  to  know

this. 

Cormac  went  on,  “Daybright  has  direct  access  to  the  Asteri—Ophion

has  long  wondered  whether  Daybright  is  one  of  the  Asteri  themselves. 

Daybright  and  Sofie  used  codes  on  crystal-fueled  radios  to  pass  along

messages. But with Sofie’s … disappearance, it’s become too dangerous to

keep using the old methods of communicating. The fact that the Hind was

able to be on the scene so quickly that night indicates that someone might

have intercepted those messages and broken our codes. We need someone

who can mind-speak to be in direct contact with Agent Daybright.” 

“And why the fuck would I ever agree to work with you?” Beyond the

threat of Cormac telling his father about his talents. 

The  mind-speaking  was  a  rare  gift  of  the  Avallen  Fae,  inherited  from his mother’s bloodline, and had always come naturally to him. He’d been

four  the  first  time  he’d  done  it—he’d  asked  his  mother  for  a  sandwich. 

She’d  screamed  when  she’d  heard  him  in  her  mind,  and  in  that  moment, 

he’d known that the gift was something to hide, to keep secret. When she’d

rubbed  her  head,  clearly  wondering  if  she’d  imagined  things,  he’d  kept

quiet. And made sure she had no reason to bring him to his father, who he

knew,  even  then,  would  have  questioned  and  examined  him  and  never  let

him go. Ruhn hadn’t made that mistake again. 

He  wouldn’t  let  his  father  control  this  piece  of  him,  too.  And  even  if

Cormac  had  sworn  he  wouldn’t  reveal  it  …  he’d  be  stupid  to  believe  his

cousin. 

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” Cormac said. “I’ve seen those death

camps.  Seen  what’s  left  of  the  people  who  survive.  The  children  who

survive. It can’t be allowed to go on.” 

Ruhn said, “The prison camps are nothing new. Why act now?” 

“Because Daybright came along and started feeding us vital information

that  has  led  to  successful  strikes  on  supply  lines,  missions,  encampments. 

Now  that  we  have  someone  in  the  upper  echelons  of  the  Asteri’s  rule,  it

changes everything. The information Daybright would pass to you can save

thousands of lives.” 

“And  take  them,”  Ruhn  said  darkly.  “Did  you  tell  Command  about

me?” 

“No,” Cormac said earnestly. “I only mentioned that I had a contact in

Lunathion  who  might  be  useful  in  reestablishing  our  connection  with

Daybright, and was sent here.” 

Ruhn couldn’t fault him for trying. While he couldn’t read thoughts or

invade  people’s  unguarded  minds  as  some  of  his  cousins  could,  he’d

learned  that  he  could  talk  to  people  on  a  sort  of  psychic  bridge,  as  if  his mind had formed it brick by brick between souls. It was perfect for a spy

network. 

But  Ruhn  asked,  “And  it  was  coincidence  that  it  happened  to  line  up

with Emile coming here, too?” 

A slight smile. “Two birds, one stone. I needed a reason to be here, to

cover for my hunt for him. Seeking out your gifts offered that to Ophion. As

does my engagement to your sister.” 

Ruhn frowned. “So you’re asking me to what—help out this one time? 

Or for the rest of my fucking life?” 

“I’m asking you, Ruhn, to pick up where Sofie left off. How long you

decide to work with us is up to you. But right now, Ophion is desperate for

Daybright’s information. People’s lives depend on it. Daybright has alerted

us  three  times  now  before  an  imperial  attack  on  one  of  our  bases.  Those

warnings saved thousands of lives. We need you for the next few months—

or at least until we’ve attained the intel that Sofie knew.” 

“I don’t see how I have any choice but to say yes.” 

“I told you—I won’t tell your father. I just needed to get you here. To

get you to listen. I wouldn’t ask this of you unless it was necessary.” 

“How’d  you  even  get  caught  up  in  all  this  rebel  business?”  Cormac’s

life had been pretty cushy, as far as Ruhn could tell. But he supposed that to

an outsider, his own life looked the same. 

Cormac weighed the cue in his hands. “It’s a long story. I linked up with

them about four years ago.” 

“And what’s your title with Ophion, exactly?” 

“Field  agent.  Technically,  I’m  a  field  commander  of  the  northwestern

Pangeran spy network.” He exhaled slowly. “Sofie was one of my agents.” 

“But  now  you’re  trying  to  keep  Emile  away  from  Ophion?  Having

doubts about the cause?” 

“Never about the cause,” Cormac said quietly. “Only about the people

in  it.  After  the  heavy  hits  to  the  bases  this  year,  Ophion  has  about  ten

thousand members left, controlled by a team of twenty in Command. Most

of them are humans, but some are Vanir. Any Vanir affiliated with Ophion, 

Command  or  not,  are  sworn  to  secrecy,  perhaps  to  stricter  standards  than

the humans.” 

Ruhn  angled  his  head  and  asked  baldly,  “How  do  you  know  you  can

trust me?” 

“Because your sister put a bullet through the head of an Archangel and

you’ve all kept quiet about it.” 

Ruhn  nodded  toward  a  pocket,  but  missed  his  final  shot.  Yet  he  said

calmly, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Cormac laughed softly. “Really? My father’s spies learned of it before

the Asteri shut the information down.” 

“Then why treat her like some party girl?” 

“Because she went back to partying after what happened last spring.” 

“So did I.” But they were getting off topic. “What do you know about

Agent Daybright?” 

“As  much  as  you  do.”  Cormac’s  ball  went  wide  by  an  embarrassing

margin. 

“How  do  I  make  contact?  And  what’s  the  process  after  I  receive

information?” 

“You pass it to me. I know where to send it in Command.” 

“And again, I’m supposed to simply … trust you.” 

“I’ve  trusted  you  with  information  that  could  land  me  in  the  Asteri’s

cells.” 

Not  just  any  prison.  For  this  kind  of  thing,  for  someone  of  Cormac’s

rank—Ruhn’s  rank—it’d  be  the  notorious  dungeons  beneath  the  Asteri’s

crystal palace. A place so awful, so brutal, that rumor claimed there were no

cameras.  No  record,  no  proof  of  atrocities.  Except  for  rare  witnesses  and

survivors like Athalar. 

Ruhn  again  lined  up  his  final  shot  and  called  the  pocket,  but  paused

before making it. “So how do I do it? Cast my mind into oblivion and hope

someone answers?” 

Cormac  chuckled,  swearing  again  as  Ruhn  sank  his  last  ball.  Ruhn

wordlessly grabbed the wooden triangle and began to rerack the balls. 

Ruhn broke the balls with a thunderous crack, starting the next round. 

The three and seven balls landed in opposite pockets—solids, then. 

Cormac  pulled  a  small  quartz  crystal  from  his  pocket  and  tossed  it  to

Ruhn. “It’s all hypothetical right now, given that we’ve never worked with

someone  like  you.  But  first  try  to  contact  Daybright  by  holding  this. 

Daybright  has  the  sister  to  this  comm-crystal.  It  possesses  the  same

communicative properties as the Gates in this city.” 

The  comm-crystal  was  warm  against  Ruhn’s  skin  as  he  pocketed  it. 

“How does it work?” 

“That’s  how  our  radios  reached  Daybright.  Seven  crystals  all  hewn

from one rock—six in radios in our possession, the seventh in Daybright’s

radio. They’re beacons—on the same precise frequency. Always desiring to

connect into one whole again. This crystal is the last one that remains of our

six.  The  other  five  were  destroyed  for  safety.  I’m  hoping  that  if  someone

with  your  powers  holds  it  in  your  hand,  it  might  link  you  with  Daybright

when you cast your mind out. The same way the Gates here can send audio between them.” 

Cormac’s  gaze  had  gone  hazy—pained.  And  Ruhn  found  himself

asking, “Is this crystal from Sofie’s radio?” 

“Yes.” Cormac’s voice thickened. “She gave it to Command before she

went  into  Kavalla.  They  gave  it  to  me  when  I  mentioned  I  might  know

someone who could use it.” 

Ruhn weighed the grief, the pain in his cousin’s face before he softened

his tone. “Sofie sounds like a remarkable person.” 

“She was. Is.” Cormac’s throat bobbed. “I need to find her. And Emile.” 

“You love her?” 

Cormac’s  eyes  burned  with  flame.  “I  don’t  try  to  delude  myself  into

thinking that my father would ever approve of a union with a part-human—

especially one with no fortune or name. But yes. I was hoping to find a way

to spend my life with her.” 

“You really think she’s here, trying to meet up with Emile?” 

“The mer didn’t rule it out. Why should I?” Again those walls rose in

Cormac’s eyes. “If your sister knows anything about whether Danika found

a hiding place for them, I need to know.” 

Ruhn  noted  the  faint  hint  of  desperation—of  dread  and  panic—and

decided to put his cousin out of his misery. “We suspect Danika might have

told Sofie to lie low in the Bone Quarter,” he said. 

Alarm  flared  across  Cormac’s  face,  but  he  nodded  his  gratitude  to

Ruhn. “Then we will need to find a way to secure safe passage there—and

find some way to search unseen and undisturbed.” 

Well, Ruhn needed a drink. Thank Urd they were already in a bar. “All

right.” He surveyed his cousin, the perfect blond hair and handsome face. 

“For what it’s worth, if we can find Sofie, I think you should marry her, if

she feels the same way about you. Don’t let your father tie you into some

betrothal you don’t want.” 

Cormac  didn’t  smile.  He  observed  Ruhn  with  the  same  clear-eyed

scrutiny  and  said,  “The  witch-queen  Hypaxia  is  beautiful  and  wise.  You

could do far worse, you know.” 

“I know.” That was as much as Ruhn would say about it. 

She  was beautiful. Stunningly, distractingly beautiful. But she had zero

interest in him. She’d made that clear in the months after the Summit. He

didn’t  entirely  blame  her.  Even  if  he’d  had  a  glimpse  of  what  life  might have been like with her. Like peering through a keyhole. 

Cormac cleared his throat. “When you connect with Daybright, say this

to confirm your identity.” 

As his cousin rattled off the code phrases, Ruhn made shot after shot, 

until  only  two  balls  remained  and  he  blew  an  easy  one  and  scratched  the

cue ball to give his cousin a chance. He didn’t know why he bothered. 

Cormac handed the cue ball back to him. “I don’t want a pity win.” 

Ruhn  rolled  his  eyes  but  took  the  ball  back,  making  another  shot.  “Is

there any intel I should be asking Daybright about?” 

“For months now, we’ve been trying to coordinate a hit on the Spine. 

Daybright is our main source of information regarding when and where to

strike.” 

The Spine—the north-south railway that cut Pangera in half. The main

artery for supplies in this war. 

“Why risk the hit?” Ruhn asked. “To disrupt the supply lines?” 

“That, and Daybright’s been getting whispers for months now about the

Asteri working on some sort of new mech-suit prototype.” 

“Different from the mech-suits the humans use?” 

“Yes. This is a mech-suit designed for Vanir to pilot. For the imperial

armies.” 

“Fuck.” He could only imagine how dangerous they’d be. 

“Exactly,” Cormac said. He checked his watch. “I need to head toward

the Black Dock—I want to know if there’s any hint that Emile or Sofie have

been there. But contact Daybright as soon as you can. We need to intercept

the  Vanir  suit  prototype  to  study  its  technology  before  it  can  be  used  to

slaughter us.” 

Ruhn nodded, resigned. “All right. I’ll help you.” 

“Your friends will not be pleased. Athalar in particular.” 

“Leave Athalar to me.” He didn’t answer to the angel. Though his sister

…

Cormac observed him once more. “When you want out, I’ll get you out. 

I promise.” 

Ruhn  sank  his  last  ball  into  his  chosen  pocket  and  leaned  the  stick

against the concrete wall. “I’ll hold you to that.” 
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The water dripping from Tharion’s wave skimmer onto the plastic floor of

the  dry  dock  in  the  Blue  Court  was  the  only  sound  as  he  repaired  the

vehicle.  His  sweat  dripped  along  with  it,  despite  the  chamber’s  cool

temperature.  He’d  stripped  off  his  shirt  within  minutes  of  arriving  here, 

even its soft cotton too confining against his skin as he worked. Reeds had

gotten stuck in the engine during his trip out to the marshes the other day, 

and  though  the  engineering  team  could  have  easily  fixed  the  issue,  he’d

wanted to do it himself. 

Wanted to give his mind some time to sort everything out. 

When he’d awoken that morning, talking to the Prince of the Chasm—

pretending to be a cat, for Urd’s sake—hadn’t been remotely near the list of

possibilities for his day. Nor had finding out that an Avallen prince was an

Ophion rebel searching for Sofie Renast’s younger brother. Or that Danika

Fendyr  had  sent  Sofie  to  gather  some  vital  intel  on  the  Asteri.  No,  he’d

awoken with only one goal: learn what Ithan Holstrom knew. 

A whole lot of nothing, apparently. 

Some Captain of Intelligence.  Captain Whatever, Holstrom had called

him. Tharion was half-inclined to get it etched into a plaque for his desk. 

But  at  least  Holstrom  had  agreed  to  help  out  should  Tharion  need his

nose to find the kid. If Pippa Spetsos was hunting for Emile as Cormac had

claimed, politics and Sofie and his queen aside … they needed to find the

kid  first.  If  only  to  spare  him  from  being  forced  to  use  those  thunderbird

powers  in  horrible  ways.  Holstrom  would  be  a  valuable  asset  in  that

endeavor. 

And besides—the wolf seemed like he needed something to do. 

The door to the dry dock room whooshed open, ushering in a scent of

bubbling streams and water lilies. Tharion kept his attention on the engine, 

the wrench clenched in his hand. 

“I  heard  you  were  here,”  said  a  lilting  female  voice,  and  Tharion

plastered  a  smile  on  his  face  as  he  looked  over  a  shoulder  at  the  River

Queen’s daughter. 

She  wore  her  usual  diaphanous  pale  blue  gown,  offsetting  the  warm

brown of her skin. River pearls and shards of abalone gleamed in her thick

black curls, cascading well past her slim shoulders to the small of her back. 

She  glided  toward  him  on  bare  feet,  the  chill  water  coating  the  floor

seemingly  not  bothering  her  at  all.  She  always  moved  like  that:  as  if  she

were floating underwater. She had no mer form—was only a fraction mer, 

actually. She was some kind of elemental humanoid, as at home in the open

air as she was beneath the surface. Part woman, part river. 

Tharion held up his wrench, a strip of river weed tangled around the tip. 

“Repairs.” 

“Why do you still insist on doing them yourself?” 

“Gives me a tangible task.” He leaned against the wave skimmer on the

lift behind him, the water beading its sides cool against his hot skin. 

“Is your work for my mother so unfulfilling that you need such things?” 

Tharion offered a charming smile. “I like to pretend I know what I’m

doing around machines,” he deflected. 

She  gave  him  a  light  laugh  in  return,  coming  closer.  Tharion  kept

himself  perfectly  still,  refusing  to  shy  from  the  hand  she  laid  on  his  bare chest. “I haven’t seen much of you lately.” 

“Your mother’s been keeping me busy.”  Take it up with her. 

A small, shy smile. “I’d hoped we could …” She blushed, and Tharion

caught the meaning. 

They  hadn’t  done   that  in  years.  Why  now?  Water-spirits  were

capricious—he’d  figured  she’d  gotten  him,  had  him,  lost  interest,  and

moved  on.  Even  if  the  vows  between  them  still  bound  them  together

irreparably. 

Tharion covered her small hand with his own, brushing his thumb over

the velvety skin. “It’s late, and I have an early start.” 

“And  yet  you’re  here,  toiling  on  this  …  machine.”  She  took  after  her mother when it came to technology. Had barely mastered the concept of a

computer, despite lessons with Tharion. He wondered if she even knew the

name for the machine behind him. 

“I need it for tomorrow’s work.” A lie. 

“More than you need me?” 

Yes. Definitely yes. 

But Tharion gave another one of those grins. “Another time, I promise.” 

“I heard you went into the city today.” 

“I’m always in the city.” 

She eyed him, and he noted the jealous, wary gleam. 

“Who did you see?” 

“Some friends.” 

“Which ones?” 

How many interrogations had begun like this and ended in her crying to

her  mother?  The  last  one  had  been  only  a  few  days  ago.  Afterward,  he’d

wound  up  on  that  boat  in  the  Haldren  Sea,  hunting  for  Sofie  Renast’s

remains. 

He said carefully, “Bryce Quinlan, Ruhn Danaan, Ithan Holstrom, and

Hunt Athalar.” No need to mention Aidas or Prince Cormac. They weren’t

his friends. 

“Bryce Quinlan—the girl from this spring? With the star?” 

He wasn’t surprised she only asked about the female. “Yeah.” Another

wary look that Tharion pretended not to notice as he said casually, “She and

Athalar are dating now, you know. A nice ending after everything that went

down.” 

The River Queen’s daughter relaxed visibly, shoulders slumping. “How

sweet.” 

“I’d like to introduce you sometime.” A blatant lie. 

“I shall ask Mother.” 

He said, “I’m going to see them again tomorrow. You could join me.” It

was  reckless,  but  …  he’d  spent  ten  years  now  avoiding  her,  dodging  the

truth. Maybe they could change it up a bit. 

“Oh, Mother will need more time than that to prepare.” 

He  bowed  his  head,  the  picture  of  understanding.  “Just  let  me  know

when. It’ll be a double date.” 

“What’s that?” 

Television didn’t exist down here. Or at least in the River Queen’s royal

chambers. So popular culture, anything modern … they weren’t even on her

radar. 

Not  that  theirs  could  be  considered  a  true  betrothal.  It  was  more  like

indentured servitude. 

“Two couples going out to a meal together. You know, a date … times

two.” 

“Ah.” A pretty smile. “I’d like that.” 

So would Athalar. Tharion would never hear the end of it. He glanced at

the clock. “I do have an early start, and this engine is a mess …” 

It was as close to a dismissal as he’d ever dare make. He did have a few

rights: she could seek him out for sex—as she’d done—but he could say no

without repercussions; and his duties as Captain of Intelligence were more

important than seeing to her needs. He prayed she’d consider fixing a wave

skimmer one of those duties. 


Ogenas be thanked, she did. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” 

And then she was gone, the scent of water lilies with her. As the doors

slid open to let her through, Tharion glimpsed her four mer guards waiting

on the other side—the River Queen’s daughter never went anywhere alone. 

The broad-chested males would have fought to the death for the chance to

share  her  bed.  He  knew  they  detested  him  for  having  and  rejecting  that

access. 

He’d happily yield his position. If only the River Queen would let him. 

Alone  again,  Tharion  sighed,  leaning  his  forehead  against  the  wave

skimmer. 

He didn’t know how much more of this he could take. It could be weeks

or years until she and her mother would start pushing for the wedding. And

then  for  children.  And  he’d  be  locked  in  a  cage,  here  below  the  surface, 

until even his Vanir life expired. Old and dreamless and forgotten. 

A fate worse than death. 

But if this thing with Sofie and Emile Renast was indeed playing out in

a big way … he’d use it as his temporary escape. He didn’t give a shit about

the rebellion, not really. But his queen had given him a task, so he’d milk

this investigation for all it was worth. Perhaps see what the intel Sofie had

gathered could gain  him. 

Until his own stupid choices finally called in a debt. 

“And here’s the common room,” Hunt said through his teeth to Baxian as

he shouldered open the door to the barracks hangout area. “As you already

know.” 

“Always nice to hear from a local,” Baxian said, black wings folded in

tightly as he noted the dim space: the little kitchenette to the left of the door, 

the  sagging  chairs  and  couches  before  the  large  TV,  the  door  to  the

bathrooms straight ahead. “This is only for triarii?” 

“All  yours  tonight,”  Hunt  said,  checking  his  phone.  After  ten.  He’d

been on his way out at seven when Celestina had called, asking him to give

Baxian a tour of the Comitium. Considering the sheer size of the place … it

had taken this long. Especially because Baxian had oh-so-many  questions. 

The bastard knew he was keeping Hunt here. Away from Bryce and that

sweet, sumptuous mouth. Which was precisely why Hunt had opted to grin

and bear it: he wouldn’t give the shithead the satisfaction of knowing how

much he was pissing him off. Or turning his balls blue. 

But  enough  was  enough.  Hunt  asked,  “You  need  me  to  tuck  you  into

bed, too?” 

Baxian  snorted,  going  up  to  the  fridge  and  yanking  it  open.  The  light

bounced off his wings, silvering their arches. “You guys have crap beer.” 

“Government salary,” Hunt said, leaning against the doorway. “Menus

for takeout are in the top drawer to your right; or you can call down to the

canteen and see if they’re still serving. Good? Great. Bye.” 

“What’s that?” Baxian asked, and there was enough curiosity in his tone

that  Hunt  didn’t  bite  his  head  off.  He  followed  the  direction  of  the

Helhound’s gaze. 

“Um. That’s a TV. We watch stuff on it.” 

Baxian threw him a withering glare. “I know what a TV is, Athalar. I

meant those wires and boxes beneath.” 

Hunt  arched  a  brow.  “That’s  an  OptiCube.”  Baxian  stared  at  him

blankly. Hunt tried again. “Gaming system?” The Helhound shook his head. 

For a moment, Hunt was standing in Baxian’s place, assessing the same

room,  the  same  strange,  new  tech,  Isaiah  and  Justinian  explaining  what  a

fucking  mobile  phone  was.  Hunt  said  roughly,  “You  play  games  on  it. 

Racing games, first-person games … giant time suck, but fun.” 

Baxian looked like the word— fun—was foreign to him, too. Solas. 

Sandriel hated technology. Had refused to allow even televisions in her

palace.  Baxian  might  as  well  have  been  transported  here  from  three

centuries  ago.  Hunt  himself  had  encountered  tech  in  other  parts  of  the

world, but when most of his duties had kept him focused on Sandriel or her

missions, he hadn’t really had time to learn about everyday shit. 

From  the  hallway  behind  him,  low  voices  murmured.  Naomi—and

Pollux. Isaiah’s soothing tones wove between them. Thank the gods. 

Hunt  found  Baxian  observing  him  warily.  He  threw  a  flat  stare  back, 

one he’d perfected as the Umbra Mortis. Baxian just aimed for the hallway. 

Hunt gave him a wide berth. 

The  Hammer  filled  the  doorway  of  Vik’s  room,  talking  to  Isaiah  and

Naomi  in  the  hall.  It  was  Pollux’s  room  now.  Hunt’s  magic  rumbled, 

lightning  on  the  horizon.  Pollux  sneered  at  Hunt  as  he  stalked  past.  Bags

and  boxes  were  piled  high  behind  him,  a  miniature  city  dedicated  to  the

Hammer’s vanity. 

Hunt,  keenly  aware  of  all  the  cameras,  of  Bryce’s  plea  to  behave, 

continued on, nodding at Naomi and Isaiah as he passed. 

“Well, here you go,” Hunt said to Baxian, pausing before Justinian’s old

room. Baxian opened the door. The room was as bare and empty as Hunt’s

had been. 

A  duffel  lay  beside  the  narrow  bed.  All  of  Baxian’s  belongings  fit  in

one fucking bag. 

It didn’t make a difference. The Helhound was an asshole who had done

shit  that  even  Hunt  couldn’t  stomach.  For  him  to  be  in  Justinian’s  room, 

filling his place—

The crucifix in the lobby flashed in Hunt’s mind, Justinian’s agonized

face  as  he  hung  on  it.  Hunt  tried  to  banish  the  thought,  but  failed.  He’d

fucked up. Twice now, he’d fucked up. First with the Fallen rebellion, then

this spring with the Viper Queen, and now … Was he really going to allow

himself and Bryce to be dragged into something similar? How many people

would be destroyed by the end? 

Baxian said, stepping into his room, “Thanks for the tour, Athalar.” 

Hunt again glimpsed that sad, empty little room behind the Helhound. 

Perhaps  something  like  pity  stirred  him,  because  he  said,  “I’ll  give  you  a

lesson on video games tomorrow. I gotta get home.” 

He could have sworn a shadow dimmed in Baxian’s eyes that appeared

a Hel of a lot like longing. “Thanks.” 

Hunt  grunted.  “We’ll  link  up  after  the  morning  check-in.  You  can

shadow me for the day.” 

“Real generous of you,” Baxian said, and shut the door without further

reply. 

Fortunately,  Pollux  shut  his  own  door  right  then—slammed  it  in

Naomi’s face. Leaving Hunt with his two friends. 

They  headed  for  the  common  room  without  needing  to  say  a  word, 

waiting  until  they’d  closed  the  door  and  ensured  no  one  was  in  the

bathroom  before  sinking  onto  the  couch.  Hunt  really  wanted  to  go  home, 

but … “So this fucking sucks,” he said quietly. 

“Pollux should be drawn and quartered,” Naomi spat. 

“I’m  amazed  you’re  both  still  alive,”  Isaiah  said  to  her,  propping  his

feet on the coffee table and loosening the gray tie around his neck. Judging

by  the  suit,  he  must  have  recently  gotten  in  from  escorting  Celestina

somewhere.  “But  as  your  commander,  I’m  grateful  you  didn’t  brawl.”  He

gave Hunt a pointed look. 

Hunt snorted. But Naomi said, “The two of them defile those rooms by

staying in there.” 

“They’re only rooms,” Isaiah said, though pain tightened his face. “All

that Vik and Justinian were … it’s not in there.” 

“Yeah, it’s in a box at the bottom of a trench,” Naomi said, crossing her

arms. “And Justinian’s ashes are on the wind.” 

“So are Micah’s,” Hunt said softly, and they looked at him. 

Hunt just shrugged. 

“Were you really going to rebel this spring?” Naomi asked. They hadn’t

once spoken about it these past months. The shit that had gone down. 

“Not by the end,” Hunt said. “I meant everything I said on the boat. I

changed my mind; I realized that wasn’t the path for me.” He met Isaiah’s

disapproving frown. “I still mean it.” 

He  did.  If  Sofie  and  Emile  and  Ophion  and  Cormac  and  all  that  shit

went away right now, he wouldn’t fucking think twice about it. Would be

 glad for it. 

But  that  wasn’t  how  things  were  playing  out.  It  wasn’t  how  Bryce

wanted  it  to  play  out.  He  could  barely  stand  the  sight  of  Isaiah’s  tattooed brow. 

“I know,” Isaiah said at last. “You’ve got a lot more on the line now,” he

added, and Hunt wondered if he’d intended the slight tone of warning in the

words. 

Wondered  if  Isaiah  remembered  how  he  and  the  other  angels  in  the

Summit conference room had bowed to him after he’d ripped off Sandriel’s

head.  What  would  his  friends  do  if  he  told  them  about  his  recent  contact

with an Ophion rebel? His head spun. 

Hunt  changed  the  subject,  nodding  to  the  hall  behind  the  shut  door. 

“You two going to stay here or find places of your own?” 

“Oh,  I’m  out,”  Isaiah  said,  practically  beaming.  “Signed  a  lease  this

morning  on  a  place  a  few  blocks  from  here.  CBD,  but  closer  to  the  Old

Square.” 

“Nice,” Hunt said, and lifted a brow at Naomi, who shook her head. 

“Free  rent,”  she  said,  “despite  the  new  hallmates.”  Pollux  and  Baxian

would be staying here until Celestina deemed them well adjusted enough to

live in the city proper. Hunt shuddered to think of them loose. 

“Do you trust that they’re going to behave?” he asked Isaiah. “Because

I fucking don’t.” 

“We  don’t  have  any  choice  but  to  trust  that  they  will,”  Isaiah  said, 

sighing. “And hope that the Governor will see them for what they are.” 

“Will it make any difference if she knows?” Naomi asked, tucking her

hands behind her head. 

“I  guess  we’ll  see,”  Hunt  said,  and  glanced  at  his  phone  again.  “All

right.  I’m  out.”  He  paused  at  the  doorway,  however.  Looked  at  his  two

friends, wholly unaware of the shit that was coming their way. It’d be huge

for  either  of  them—potentially  freeing  for  Isaiah—to  bust  Ophion.  To

capture Sofie Renast and her brother and haul in Cormac. 

If  he  spoke  up  now,  spilled  his  guts,  could  he  spare  Bryce  from  the

worst of it? Could he avoid crucifixion—avoid having an empty room being

all  that  was  left  of  him  one  day,  too?  If  he  played  it  right,  could  he  save them both—and maybe Ruhn and Ithan—and live to tell the tale? Tharion

was  likely  dead  fucking  meat  for  not  telling  the  authorities  about  his mission, queen or no, as was the Crown Prince of Avallen. But …

Isaiah asked, “Something on your mind?” 

Hunt cleared his throat. 

The words sizzled on his tongue. A parachute, and now would be the

exact  moment  to  pull  it  open.  We  have  a  major  problem  with  rebels

 converging on this city and I need your help to make sure they play right

 into our hands. 

Hunt cleared his throat again. Shook his head. 

And left. 
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“Dusk’s Truth, huh?” Hunt’s deep voice rumbled across the bed to Bryce as

they lay in the darkness, Syrinx already snoring between them. 

“Danika  definitely  thought  she  was  onto  something,”  Bryce  replied. 

Hunt had missed dinner, leaving her to an unbearably awkward meal with

Ithan. He’d been quiet and contemplative, wearing the game face she’d seen

before  big  matches.  She’d  said  as  much  to  him,  but  he  hadn’t  wanted  to

talk. 

So  Bryce  had  combed  through  Danika’s  papers  and  clippings  again. 

Had found nothing new. She’d only filled Hunt in when he’d finally gotten

home  from  the  Comitium  and  they’d  readied  for  bed.  Any  thoughts  of

continuing what had gone down in that alley had vanished by the time she’d

finished. 

Hunt  hummed,  shifting  onto  his  side.  “So  you’re  really  going  to  help

Cormac, then.” 

“It’s  not  about  wanting  to  help  him—it’s  more  about  wanting  to  help

Emile. But I meant what I said to you in the alley: this is also about getting

what  I  can  out  of  the  situation  for  our  own  advantage.”  An  end  to  the

betrothal, and some training. “And,” she admitted, “learning about Danika.” 

“Does it matter? About Danika, I mean?” 

“It shouldn’t. But it does. For some reason, it does.” She said carefully, 

“I know we discussed this earlier, but … I can’t do this without you, Hunt.” 

He  said  softly,  “I  know.  I’m  just  …  Fuck,  Quinlan.  The  thought  of

anything happening to you scares the shit out of me. I understand, though. 

That’s  what  prompted  me  this  spring  …  what  I  was  doing  with  Vik  and Justinian. It was for Shahar.” 

Her heart strained. “I know.” And he’d been willing to give that up for

her—for  them. “So you’re in?” 

“Yeah.  Whatever  help  I  can  give,  I’ll  offer  it.  But  we  need  an  exit

strategy.” 

“We  do,”  she  agreed.  “Let’s  talk  about  it  tomorrow,  though.  I’m

exhausted.” 

“All right.” His wing brushed her bare shoulder and she turned her head

to find him with his head propped on a fist. 

“Don’t  do that.” 

“What?” His eyes sparkled in the dimness. 

She turned onto her own side and waved a hand toward him. “Look so

… like that.” 

His lips curled upward. “Sexy? Attractive? Seductive?” 

“All of the above.” 

He flopped onto his back. “I feel weird doing anything with Holstrom a

wall away.” 

She pointed to the aforementioned wall. “He’s on the other side of the

apartment.” 

“He’s a wolf.” 

Bryce inhaled the musky, midnight scent of him. Arousal. “So let’s be

quiet, then.” 

Hunt’s swallow was audible. “I … All right, I’ll be straight with you, 

Quinlan.” 

She arched a brow. 

He blew out a breath toward the ceiling. “It’s been … a while. For me, I

mean.” 

“Me too.” The longest she’d ever gone without sex since her first time

at  seventeen.  Well,  ignoring  what  she  and  Hunt  had  done  on  the  couch

months ago—though that wasn’t the kind of sex she wanted right now. 

He  said,  “I  guarantee  that  however  long  it’s  been  for  you,  it’s  been

longer for me.” 

“How long?” 

Some  part  of  her  howled  at  the  idea  of  anyone—any-fucking-one—

putting  their  hands  and  mouth  and  other  parts  on  him.  Of   Hunt  touching

anyone  else.  Wanting  anyone  else.  Of  him  existing  in  a  world  where  he hadn’t known her, and some other female had been more important—

Some other female  had  been  more  important.  Shahar.  He’d  loved  her. 

Been willing to die for her. 

 He nearly died for you, too, a small voice whispered. But … this was

different somehow. 

Hunt grimaced. “Six months?” 

Bryce laughed. “That’s it?” 

He growled. “It’s a long time.” 

“I thought you were going to say  years.” 

He gave her an affronted look. “I wasn’t celibate, you know.” 

“So  who  was  the  lucky  lady,  then?”  Or  male,  she  supposed.  She’d

assumed he preferred females, but it was entirely possible he also—

“A nymph at a bar. She was from out of town and didn’t recognize me.” 

Bryce’s  fingers  curled,  as  if  invisible  claws  appeared  at  their  tips. 

“Nymph, huh.” 

Was that his type? Exactly like those dancers at the ballet? Delicate and

svelte? Had Shahar been like that? Bryce had never searched for portraits of

the  dead  Archangel—hadn’t  ever  wanted  to  torture  herself  like  that.  But

Sandriel  had  been  beautiful  as  Hel,  slim  and  tall,  and  Hunt  had  once

mentioned that they were twins. 

Bryce  added,  if  only  because  she  wanted  him  to  feel  a  shred  of  the

misery  that  now  coursed  through  her,  “Lion  shifter.  In  a  bathroom  at  the

White Raven.” 

“The night of the bombing?” The words were sharp. As if her fucking

someone while they’d known each other was unacceptable. 

“Less than a week before,” she said nonchalantly, quietly pleased at his

sharpness. 

“I thought you didn’t like alphaholes.” 

“I like them for some things.” 

“Oh  yeah?”  He  trailed  a  finger  down  her  bare  arm.  “What,  exactly?” 

His voice dropped to a purr. “You don’t seem to enjoy males bossing you

around.” 

She  couldn’t  help  her  blush.  “Every  once  in  a  while.”  It  was  all  she

could think to say as his fingers reached her wrist and he lifted her hand, 

bringing  it  to  his  mouth  and  pressing  a  kiss  to  her  palm.  “This  one  was especially good at being in charge.” 

“All right, Quinlan,” he said against her skin. “I’m thoroughly jealous.” 

She chuckled. “So am I.” 

He  kissed  the  inside  of  her  wrist,  lips  grazing  over  sensitive  flesh. 

“Before we went off on this stupid tangent, I was trying to warn you that it’s

been a while, so I might …” 

“Be fast?” 

He nipped at her wrist. “Be loud, asshole.” 

She  laughed,  running  her  fingers  over  his  smooth,  unmarked  brow.  “I

could gag you.” 

Hunt barked out a laugh. “Please tell me you’re not into that.” 

She let out a  hmmm. 

“For real?” He sat up slowly. 

She  lay  back  against  the  pillows,  arms  behind  her  head.  “I’ll  try

anything once.” 

A muscle throbbed in his neck. “All right. But let’s start with the basics. 

If that gets boring, I promise to find ways to keep you interested.” 

“That doesn’t get rid of the problem of Ithan’s keen hearing.” 

He shifted against the bed, and Bryce found the blatant evidence of his

interest pushing against his tight boxer briefs. Solas, he was huge. 

She laughed softly, sitting up as well. “It really has been a while.” 

He trembled, though—with restraint. “Tell me yes, Bryce.” 

She  went  molten  at  the  raw  need  in  his  words.  “I  want  to  touch  you

first.” 

“That’s not a yes.” 

“I want  your yes.” 

“Yes. Fuck yes. Now your turn.” 

She  only  smirked,  pressing  a  surprisingly  steady  hand  to  his  bare, 

muscled chest. He allowed her to push him back against the pillows. “I’ll

say yes when I’ve had my fill.” 

Hunt let out a low, rough noise. 

“Not too late for a gag,” Bryce murmured, pressing a kiss to his chest. 

Hunt was going to burst out of his skin. He couldn’t stand it: the sight of Bryce  now  straddling  his  thighs,  wearing  nothing  but  an  old,  soft  T-shirt, 

the silken glide of her hair over his bare chest as she pressed a kiss between

his pecs. Pressed another near his nipple. 

There  was  another  person  in  this  apartment.  One  with  exceptional

hearing, and he—

Bryce’s lips closed around his left nipple, wet heat sending Hunt’s hips

straining toward hers. She flicked her tongue across the taut bud, and Hunt

hissed. “For fuck’s sake.” 

She laughed around his nipple, then moved to the other. “Your chest is

as big as mine,” she muttered. 

“That’s the least sexy thing anyone has ever said to me,” he managed to

say. 

She dug her long nails into his chest, the pain a light, singeing kiss. His

cock throbbed in response. Gods spare him, he wouldn’t last a minute. 

Bryce  kissed  his  right  ribs.  Ran  her  tongue  along  the  muscles  there. 

“How do you get these stupid muscles, anyway?” 

“Exercise.” Why was she talking? Why was  he talking? 

His hands shook, and he fisted them in the sheets. Syrinx had leapt off

the bed, trotting to the bathroom and kicking the door shut with a hind leg. 

Smart chimera. 

Her  tongue  teased  over  his  left  ribs,  trailing  downward  as  her  fingers

traced lines along his chest, his stomach. She kissed his belly button, and

her head hovered mere inches from the edge of his boxer briefs, so close he

was about to erupt at the sight of it—

“Aren’t we supposed to do some kissing first?” His voice was guttural. 

“Absolutely not,” Bryce said, wholly focused on her task. Hunt couldn’t

get a breath down as her fingers curled on the waistband of his underwear

and  peeled  it  away.  He  could  only  let  her  do  it,  lifting  his  hips  to

accommodate her, baring all of him—

“Well, well, well,” she crooned, sitting up. Hunt almost started whining

at the distance she put between that mouth of hers and his cock. “This is a

… big surprise.” 

“Stop playing, Quinlan.” She had five seconds until he leapt on her and

did everything he’d dreamed of for months now. Everything he’d planned

to do during the longest night of the year. 

She laid a finger on his lips. “Hush.” She brushed her mouth over his. 

Slid her tongue along the seam of his lips. Hunt parted for her, and as her

tongue  slipped  into  his  mouth,  he  caught  it  between  his  lips  and  sucked

hard. Let her know precisely how he liked it. 

Her  whimper  was  a  triumph.  But  Hunt  kept  still  as  she  withdrew, 

straightening again, and lifted the shirt over her head. 

 Fuck, those breasts. Full and heavy and tipped in rosy nipples that had

him seeing double—

He hadn’t gotten enough of them that day they’d hooked up. Not even

close. He needed to feast on these, needed their weight in his palms, those

pretty nipples on his tongue—

She  fisted  her  breasts,  squeezing  as  she  looked  down  at  him.  Hunt

bucked  his  hips,  driving  his  cock  up  before  her  in  a  silent  request.  Bryce

only  writhed,  the  plane  of  her  stomach  undulating  as  she  squeezed  her

breasts again. 

Hunt surged to grab her, to put his mouth where her hands were, but she

held up a finger. “Not yet.” Her eyes simmered like coals in the dimness. 

Her star began to glow faintly, as if it were under a black light. She traced

her finger over the soft iridescence. “Please.” 

He panted through his teeth, chest heaving, but lay back on the pillows

once more. “Well, when you put it so politely …” 

She let out a sensuous laugh and leaned over him. Ran her nails along

the  shaft  of  his  cock,  then  back  down  to  its  base.  He  shivered,  pleasure

singing along his spine as she said, “There’s no way I can fit all of you in

me.” 

He ground out, “Never know until we try.” 

Bryce  smiled,  and  her  head  dipped  as  her  fingers  wrapped  around  his

cock,  barely  able  to  grasp  him  fully.  She  squeezed  his  base  right  as  her

tongue lapped at his tip. 

Hunt  bucked,  panting  hard.  Bryce  laughed  against  his  cock.  “Quiet, 

remember?” 

He was going to cut off Holstrom’s ears. That would keep the wolf from

hearing—

Bryce licked him again, tongue swirling, then slid his broad head into

her mouth. Warm, wet heat enveloped him as she sucked tight and—

Hunt  arched  again,  clapping  a  hand  over  his  mouth  as  his  eyes  rolled back  in  his  head.  Yes.  Fuck  yes.  Bryce  withdrew,  then  slid  her  mouth

further onto him. A few more strokes and he’d—

Hunt shifted, making to grab her, but she pinned his hips to the bed with

a hand. Took him until he bumped against the back of her throat. He nearly

flew out of his skin. 

She  sucked  him  hard,  the  pressure  so  perfect  it  was  practically  pain, 

withdrawing nearly to his tip before taking him all again. What didn’t make

it into her mouth was squeezed by her hand in flawless tandem. 

Hunt took in the sight of his cock disappearing into her mouth, her hair

whispering over his thighs, her breasts swaying—

“Quinlan,” he groaned, a plea and a warning. 

Bryce only slid him down her throat again, her free hand digging into

the muscles of his thigh in silent permission. In her mouth—that was where

she wanted him. 

The  thought  alone  unleashed  him.  Hunt  couldn’t  stop  himself  as  he

raked  his  hands  into  her  hair,  fingers  digging  into  her  scalp,  and  rode  her mouth. She met him thrust for thrust, moaning deep in her throat so that it

echoed through him—

And  then  her  hand  slipped  down  to  his  balls,  squeezing  hard  as  her

teeth grazed along his shaft—

Hunt shattered, biting down on his lip so hard the coppery tang of blood

coated his tongue, bucking up into her, spilling down her throat. 

Bryce swallowed as he came, the walls of her mouth fluttering against

him, and he was going to fucking  die from this, from her, from the pleasure

she was wringing from him—

Hunt groaned, the last of himself shooting into her mouth. Then he was

shaking and panting as she removed her mouth in one wet slide, then held

his gaze. 

She swallowed once more. Licked her lips. 

Hunt tried and failed to get up. As if his body were stunned stupid. 

Bryce smirked, a queen triumphant. Every fantasy he’d had of her these

months—none of them came close to this. To what her mouth had been like, 

to what she looked like naked …

Hunt had managed to prop himself up on his elbows when Ithan yelled

from  the  other  side  of  the  apartment,  “Please:  have  sex  a  little  louder!  I

 didn’t hear everything that time! ” 

Bryce burst out laughing, but Hunt could only stare at the little droplet

that ran down her chin, gleaming in the dim light of her star. She noted the

direction  of  his  attention  and  wiped  off  her  chin,  rubbing  her  fingers

together, then licking them clean. 

Hunt  growled,  low  and  deep.  “I’m  going  to  fuck  you  senseless.”  Her

nipples  were  hard  as  pebbles,  and  she  squirmed  against  him.  Nothing  but

those little lace panties separated her sweetness from his bare thighs. 

But then Holstrom shouted, “That sounds medically dangerous! ” 

And Bryce laughed again, rolling off Hunt and reaching for his T-shirt. 

“Let’s  go  to  a  sleazy  motel  tomorrow,”  she  said,  and  promptly  went  to

sleep. 

Hunt, mind blasted apart, could only lie there naked, wondering if he’d

imagined it all. 

Hunt  sat  in  a  simple  folding  chair  at  the  bottom  of  an  abyss,  nothing  but

blackness around him, the only light coming from the faint glow cast by his

body. There was no beginning or end to the perpetual night. 

He’d fallen asleep beside Quinlan, wondering if he should just slide his

hand over her hip to reacquaint himself with that lovely spot between her

legs. But Bryce wasn’t there. 

He didn’t want Bryce in a place like this, so dark and empty and yet …

awake.  Wings  rustled  nearby—not  the  soft  feathers  of  his  wings,  but

something leathery. Dry. 

Hunt  stiffened,  trying  to  shoot  to  his  feet,  but  he  couldn’t.  His  ass

stayed planted in the chair, though no ties bound him. His booted feet were

glued to the black floor. 

“Who’s  there?”  The  darkness  absorbed  his  voice,  muffling  it.  The

leathery  wings  whispered  again,  and  Hunt  twisted  his  head  toward  the

sound. Moving his head was about the only thing he could manage. 

“A greater warrior would have freed himself from those bonds by now.” 

The soft, deep voice slithered over his skin. 

“Who the fuck are you?” 

“Why do you not use the gifts in your blood to free yourself, Orion?” 

Hunt gritted his teeth. “It’s Hunt.” 

“I see. Because Orion was a hunter.” 

The voice came from everywhere. “What’s  your name?” 

“Midgardians do not feel comfortable uttering my name on your side of

the Rift.” 

Hunt stilled. There was only one being whose name was not uttered in

Midgard. 

The Prince of the Pit. Apollion. 

His  blood  chilled.  This  was  a  fucked-up,  weird-ass  dream,  no  doubt

caused by Quinlan literally blowing his mind into smithereens—

“It is no dream.” 

The  seventh  and  most  lethal  of  the  demon  princes  of  Hel  was   in  his

 mind—

“I  am  not  in  your  mind,  though  your  thoughts  ripple  toward  me  like

your world’s radio waves. You and I are in a place between our worlds. A

pocket-realm, as it were.” 

“What do you want?” Hunt’s voice held steady, but—fuck. He needed

to get out of here, to find some way back to Bryce. If the Prince of the Pit

could get into Hunt’s mind, then—

“If  I  went  into  her  mind,  my  brother  would  be  very  angry  with  me. 

Again.” Hunt could have sworn he heard a smile in the prince’s voice. “You

certainly worry a great deal about a female who is far safer than you at the

moment.” 

“Why  am  I  here?”  Hunt  forced  out,  willing  his  mind  to  clear  of

anything  but  the  thought.  It  was  difficult,  though.  This  being  before  him, 

around  him  …  This  demon  prince  had  killed  the  seventh  Asteri.  Had

 devoured the seventh Asteri. 

The Star-Eater. 

“I do like that name,” Apollion said, chuckling softly. “But as for your

question,  you  are  here  because  I  wished  to  meet  you.  To  assess  your

progress.” 

“We got the pep talk from Aidas this afternoon, don’t worry.” 

“My brother does not inform me of his movements. I do not know or

care what he has or has not done.” 

Hunt lifted his chin with a bravado he didn’t feel. “So let’s hear it. Your

proposal for how we should ally with you to overthrow the Asteri and set

you up as our new masters.” 

“Is that what you think will happen?” 

“Aidas already gave us a history lesson. Spare me.” 

The  darkness  rumbled  with  distant  thunder.  “You  are  foolish  and

arrogant.” 

“Takes one to know one, I suppose.” 

The darkness paused. “You are impertinent as well. Do you not know

where  I  come  from?  My  father  was  the  Void,  the  Being  That  Existed

Before. Chaos was his bride and my dam. It is to them that we shall all one

day return, and their mighty powers that run in my blood.” 

“Fancy.” 

But Apollion said, “You’re wasting the gifts that were given to you.” 

Hunt drawled, “Oh, I think I’ve put them to good use.” 

“You don’t know a fraction of what you might do. You and the Starborn

girl.” 

“Again,  Quinlan  got  the  whole  ‘master  your  powers’  talk  from  Aidas

today, and that was boring enough, so let’s not repeat it.” 

“Both  of  you  would  benefit  from  training.  Your  powers  are  more

similar  than  you  realize.  Conduits,  both  of  you.  You  have  no  idea  how

valuable you and the others like you are.” 

Hunt arched a brow. “Oh yeah?” 

The darkness rippled with displeasure. “If you are so dismissive of my

assistance, perhaps I should send some … appetizers to test you and yours.” 

Hunt flared his wings slightly. “Why summon me? Just to give me this

shove?” 

Apollion’s unholy essence whispered around him again. “The Northern

Rift is groaning once more. I can smell war on the wind. I do not plan to

lose this time.” 

“Well, I don’t plan to have a demon prince for my ruler, so find a new

five-year goal.” 

A soft laugh. “You do amuse, Orion.” 

Hunt snarled, and his lightning sizzled in answer. “I take it we’re done

here—” 

The seething darkness and those leathery wings vanished. 

Hunt jolted awake. He was already reaching for the knife on the nightstand when he halted. 

Quinlan  slept  beside  him,  Syrinx  on  her  other  side,  both  of  them

snoring softly. In the darkness, her red hair looked like fresh blood across

her pillow. 

The Prince of the Pit had spoken to him. Knew who he was, who Bryce

was—

The Prince of the Pit was a liar and a monster, and it was entirely likely

that he was trying to lure Hunt and Bryce into some fool’s quest with their

powers. And yet … Fuck. 

Hunt ran a shaking hand over his sweaty face, then settled back onto the

pillows,  brushing  a  knuckle  down  Bryce’s  soft  cheek.  She  murmured, 

shifting closer, and Hunt obliged, sliding his arm over her waist and folding

a wing around her. As if he could shield her from all that hunted them. 

On both sides of the Northern Rift. 
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Ruhn finished off his beer, setting it on the coffee table before the massive

TV in the living room. Declan, seated to his left, did the same. “All right,” 

Dec said, “espionage time.” 

Flynn, smoking some mirthroot that Ruhn desperately needed a hit of, 

chuckled. “Our sweet son Ruhn is all grown up and spying for rebels.” 

“Shut up,” Ruhn growled. “I knew I should have done this in private.” 

“Where would the fun be in that?” Dec asked. “Plus, shouldn’t someone

be here in case it’s, I don’t know, a trap or something?” 

“Then why the fuck is he smoking?” Ruhn nodded to where Flynn blew

smoke rings. 

“Because  I’m  a  self-destructive  yet  insanely  charming  idiot?”  Flynn

grinned. 

“Emphasis on  insane,” Dec muttered. 

But  Ruhn  wanted  them  with  him  tonight,  when  most  of  the  city  was

asleep, as he attempted contact with Agent Daybright. He had the comm-

crystal,  though  he  wasn’t  exactly  sure  what  to  do  with  it—how  to  even

begin  connecting  his  abilities  with  its  communication  affinity.  All

hypotheticals, no guarantee of success. He couldn’t decide whether or not

it’d be a relief to fail. To be able to walk away from this. 

“So,  are  we  supposed  to  meditate  with  you  or  something?”  Flynn  set

down the mirthroot. 

“How the Hel would that help?” Ruhn asked. 

“Solidarity?” Flynn suggested. 

Ruhn snorted. “I’m good. Just … put a wooden spoon between my teeth

if I go into some kind of fit.” 

Declan raised one. “Already thought of that.” 

Ruhn put his hand on his heart. “Thanks. I’m touched.” 

Flynn clapped Ruhn on the back. “We’ve got you. Do your thing.” 

There wasn’t anything else to say, anything else Ruhn needed to hear, 

so  he  closed  his  eyes,  leaning  back  against  the  cushions  of  the  couch.  He

clenched the crystal in his fist, the stone eerily warm. 

A  mental  bridge—that  was  how  he  always  pictured  the  link  he  made

between his mind and someone else’s. So that was the image he summoned, 

funneling it through the crystal in his hand, as surely as Bryce had funneled

her own powers through the crystal of the Gate this spring. Cormac had said

the crystal had similar properties, so … why not? 

Ruhn  extended  the  bridge  from  himself,  through  the  crystal,  and  then

out  into  the  vast  unknown,  sprawling  into  a  darkness  with  no  end.  He

clenched the crystal tighter, willing it to lead him where he needed to go, as

if it were a prism filtering his powers out into the world. 

 Hello?  His voice echoed down the bridge. Into nothing. 

He visualized the crystal’s milky core. Imagined a thread running from

it, down along this mental bridge, out toward another end. 

 Hello? This is Agent …

Well, fuck. He should have come up with a code name. He sure as Hel

couldn’t risk his own name or identity, but he wanted something cool, damn

it. 

 This is your new contact. 

No  answer  from  Daybright  came.  Ruhn  kept  extending  the  bridge, 

letting  it  span  into  nothingness.  Pictured  the  crystal  and  its  thread,  letting himself follow its trail into the night. 

 I’m here to—

 Yes? 

Ruhn went still at the faint female voice. Light glowed down the bridge, 

and then there she was. 

A female of pure flame. Or that was how she chose to appear. Not how

Lehabah had been made of flame, with her body visible, but rather a female

cloaked in it, only a flash of a bare wrist or an ankle or a shoulder through

the veil. She was humanoid, but that was all he could glean. She looked like

one of the radical sun-priests who’d gone rogue and immolated themselves to be close to their god. 

 Who are you?  he asked. 

 Who are you ?  she challenged. Not one hint of her face. 

 I asked first. 

Her flame flared, as if in annoyance. But she said,  The little black dog

 sleeps soundly on a wool blanket. 

Ruhn  blew  out  a  breath.  There  it  was—the  code  phrase  Cormac  had

given him to confirm her identity. He said,  And the gray tabby cleans her

 paws by the light of the moon. 

Utter nonsense. 

But  she  said,  I’m  Agent  Daybright,  in  case  that  wasn’t  clear  enough. 

 Now … you are? 

Ruhn peered down at himself, swearing. He hadn’t thought to hide his

body—

But he found only a form of night and stars, galaxies and planets. As if

his silhouette had been filled by them. He lifted a hand, finding not skin but

the starry blanket of the sky covering his fingers. Had his mind instinctively

shielded him? Or was this what he was, deep below the skin? Was this fire-

being standing thirty feet down the mental bridge what  she was, deep below

her own skin? Or fur, he supposed. 

She could be a faun or a satyr. Or a witch or a shifter. Or an Asteri, as

Cormac had suggested. Maybe the fire was that of the holy star in her. 

She merely stood there, burning.  Well? 

Her  voice  was  beautiful.  Like  a  golden  song.  It  stirred  his  Fae  soul, 

made it perk up.  I, ah … I hadn’t gotten that far yet. 

She angled her head with what seemed like predatory intent.  They sent

 a novice? 

A  chill  skittered  down  his  spine.  She  certainly  spoke  like  one  of  the

Asteri, regal and aloof. She looked over her shoulder. As if back toward the

body connected to her mind. 

Ruhn said,  Look, Agent Silverbow gave me this crystal, but had no idea

 if  it  could  even  work  on  a  mind-to-mind  level.  So  I  wanted  to  attempt  to make  contact  and  let  you  know  I’m  here  and  this  is  the  new  mode  of

 communication. So if it’s an emergency, I don’t need to waste time figuring

 out how to get in touch. 

 That’s fine. 

He  surveyed  her  again.  So,  we  trust  each  other  that  easily,  then?   He couldn’t stop his taunting question.  You’re not at all worried the crystal fell

 into the wrong hands and the code phrases were compromised? 

 Agents of the Asteri don’t bumble about so much. 

Damn.  I’ll try harder to impress you the next time. 

Another soft laugh.  You already have, Agent Night. 

 Did  you  just  give  me  a  code  name?   Night  and  Daybright.  Night  and

Day—he liked that. 

 I  figured  I’d  spare  you  the  trouble  of  trying  to  invent  something

 interesting.  She turned back to her end of the bridge, flame flowing in her

wake. 

 No messages for me to pass along?  He didn’t dare say Cormac’s name. 

 Anything about the Spine? 

She  kept  walking.  No.  But  tell  your  commander  that  safe  passage  is

 granted under the cover of the waning moon. 

Ruhn bristled. Like Hel was Cormac his commander.  I don’t know what

 that means. 

 You’re not supposed to. But Agent Silverbow will. And tell him I much

 prefer this method of communicating. 

Then Daybright and her flame winked out, and Ruhn was alone. 

“Why not tell me Agent Daybright was a female?” Ruhn asked Cormac the

next morning, standing in his living room and gulping down his second cup

of  coffee,  Flynn  lounging  beside  him.  He’d  messaged  his  cousin  to  come

here under the guise of wanting to discuss the terms of Bryce’s engagement. 

Thankfully, his cousin hadn’t needed much more than that before arriving. 

Cormac shrugged, his gray T-shirt lightly coated in sweat, presumably

from the scorching walk over here. “I thought you might share your father’s

outdated views that females should not be in the line of danger and balk at

putting her at risk.” 

“Does anything I’ve ever done indicate I’d feel that way?” 

“You’re protective of your sister to a fault.” Cormac frowned. “Did you

 see Daybright?” 

“She  appeared  humanoid,  cloaked  in  flame.  I  couldn’t  see  anything, really.” 

“Good. I’m assuming you veiled yourself, too.” 

Only by pure dumb luck. “Yeah.” 

Cormac paced in front of the TV. “But she said nothing of Sofie?” 

Ruhn hadn’t even thought to ask. Guilt twisted in his gut. “No.” 

Cormac  dragged  his  hands  through  his  short  blond  hair.  “And  no

updates on the Asteri’s mech-suit prototype being sent along the Spine?” 

“No. She only told me to tell you that safe passage is granted under the

light of the waning moon.” 

Cormac sighed. Whatever that meant. But Declan asked as he emerged

from the kitchen, cup of coffee in hand, “So what now? Ruhn waits for her

to call with intel about this raid on the Spine?” 

Cormac sneered at Declan. Avallen snob to the core. He said to Ruhn, 

“Remind  me,  cousin,  why  you  felt  the  need  to  involve  these  two  fools  in

our business?” 

“Remind me,” Ruhn countered, “why I’m working with someone who

insults my brothers?” 

Dec and Flynn smirked at Cormac, who seethed, but finally sighed. The

Avallen Prince said, “To answer your question, Declan Emmett, yes: Ruhn

will  wait  until  Daybright  contacts  him  with  details  on  the  Spine  raid.  Or

until I have something for him to pass along, in which case he’ll contact her

again.” 

Flynn  leaned  back  on  the  couch,  propping  his  arms  behind  his  head. 

“Sounds boring.” 

“Lives  are  at  stake,”  Cormac  gritted  out.  “This  hit  on  the  Spine, 

attaining that new mech-suit prototype before the Asteri can use it against

us on the battlefields, will give us a fighting chance.” 

“Not  to  mention  all  the  weapons  you’ll  loot  from  the  supply  trains,” 

Declan said darkly. 

Cormac  ignored  his  tone.  “We  don’t  do  anything  unless  it’s  been

approved by Command. So wait until you hear from me before you contact

her again.” 

Fine. He could do that. Go about his life, pretending he wasn’t a sort-of

rebel.  Only  until  he  wanted  out,  Cormac  had  promised.  And  after  that  …

he’d go back to what he’d been doing. To leading the Aux and hating his

father yet dreading the day the male died. Until the next person who needed him for something came along. 

Flynn grinned. “Bureaucracy at its finest.” 

Cormac scowled at the Fae lord, but stalked for the front door. “I need

to head out.” 

“Hunting for Emile?” Ruhn asked. It was the middle of the morning—

the kid would likely be lying low. 

Cormac  nodded.  “Being  a  visiting  prince  allows  me  the  cover  of  …

sightseeing, as you call it here. And as a tourist, I’ve taken a keen interest in

your Black Dock and its customs.” 

“Morbid,” Declan said. 

Ruhn  blurted,  “You  can’t  think  Emile’s  going  to  jump  into  one  of  the

black boats in broad daylight.” 

“I’ll look for him both by the light of the sun and the moon, until I find

him. But I’d rather ask casual questions of the Reapers during the day.” 

“Are you insane?” Flynn said, laughing in disbelief. 

Ruhn was inclined to agree. “Don’t fuck with the Reapers, Cormac,” he

warned. “Even for Emile’s sake.” 

Cormac patted a knife at his side. As if that would do anything to kill a

creature that was already dead. “I know how to handle myself.” 

“I  told  you  this  would  happen,”  Hunt  snarled  to  Isaiah  as  their  steps

thundered along the hallway of Celestina’s private residence atop the third

tower of the Comitium. Celestina had called this meeting in her own home, 

rather than in the public office Micah had always used. 

“We  don’t  have  the  full  scope  yet,”  Isaiah  shot  back,  adjusting  his  tie

and the lapels of his gray suit. 

Celestina  had  tried  to  ease  the  harsh  modernism  that  Micah  had

favored:  plush  rugs  now  softened  the  white  marble  floors,  angular  statues

had  been  replaced  by  lush-bodied  effigies  of  Cthona,  and  vases  of  fluffy, 

vibrant flowers graced nearly every table and console they passed. 

It  was  a  nice  contrast,  Hunt  might  have  thought.  Had  they  not  been

called here for a reason. 

He kept reminding himself of that reason, that this was a triarii meeting

and  not  some  one-on-one  session.  That  he  wasn’t  in  Sandriel’s  castle  of

horrors, where a trip to her private chambers ended in blood and screaming. 

He  inhaled  once,  thinking  of  Bryce,  of  her  scent,  the  warmth  of  her

body  against  his.  It  settled  the  edge  in  him,  even  as  something  far  more

lethal opened an eye. What they were doing with Cormac, all this rebel shit

they’d agreed to go through with last night …

Hunt glanced sidelong at Isaiah as the male knocked on the open double

doors  of  Celestina’s  study.  He  could  tell  him.  He  needed  someone  like

Isaiah, even-keeled and unflappable. Especially if Hel had a vested interest

in the conflict. And Hunt himself. 

He’d  decided  to  ignore  Apollion’s  commands.  He  had  no  interest  in

playing right into Hel’s hands. 

Celestina  murmured  her  welcome,  and  Hunt  braced  himself  as  he

followed Isaiah in. 

Sunlight  filled  the  glass-and-marble  space,  and  all  the  hard-edged

furniture had been replaced by lovely artisanal wood pieces, but Hunt only

noted the two males sitting before the desk. Naomi leaned against the wall

by the built-in bookcase to the right, face dark and lethal focus fixed upon

the males. 

Well, the one male. The reason they were here. 

Pollux didn’t turn as they entered, and Hunt aimed for the chair beside

Baxian. Isaiah could sit next to Pollux. Isaiah threw him a  Thanks, asshole

look, but Hunt scanned Celestina’s expression for clues. 

Displeasure tightened the corners of her mouth, but her eyes were calm. 

Face  full  of  contemplation.  She  wore  pale  purple  robes,  her  curls  spilling

down  her  bare  arms  like  a  waterfall  of  night.  She  might  have  been  a

goddess,  so  still  and  lovely  was  she—might  have  been  Cthona  herself, 

voluptuous and full-bodied, were it not for the radiant wings that filled with

the light of the sun shining through the windows behind her. 

“I  apologize  for  keeping  my  message  brief,”  Celestina  said  to  Hunt, 

Isaiah, and Naomi. “But I did not want the full account on the record.” 

Pollux and Baxian stared ahead at nothing. Or Hunt assumed that was

the  case,  given  that  one  of  Baxian’s  eyes  was  swollen  shut,  and  Pollux’s

face was one big magnificent bruise. That it remained this way after twelve

hours  suggested  the  initial  damage  had  been  impressive.  He  wished  he

could have seen it. 

“We  understand,”  Isaiah  said  in  that  take-no-shit  commander’s  tone. 

“We share your disappointment.” 

Celestina  sighed.  “Perhaps  I  was  naïve  in  believing  that  I  could

introduce two Pangerans to this city without a more thorough education in

its ways. To hand over the responsibility”—she glanced at Naomi, then at

Hunt—“was my mistake.” 

Hunt could have warned her about that. He kept his mouth shut. 

“I  would  like  to  hear  from  you  two,  in  your  own  words,  about  what

happened,”  the  Archangel  ordered  Pollux  and  Baxian.  The  tone  was

pleasant,  yet  her  eyes  glinted  with  hidden  steel.  “Pollux?  Why  don’t  you

start?” 

It  was  a  thing  of  beauty,  the  way  Pollux  bristled  in  his  seat,  flowing

golden  hair  still  streaked  with  blood.  The  Hammer  hated  this.  Absolutely

fucking  hated  this,  Hunt  realized  with  no  small  amount  of  delight. 

Celestina’s kindness, her fairness, her softness … Pollux was chafing even

worse than Hunt. He’d served enthusiastically under Sandriel—had relished

her  cruelty  and  games.  Perhaps  sending  him  to  Celestina  had  been  a

punishment that even the Asteri had not anticipated. 

But Pollux growled, “I was having some fun at a tavern.” 

“Bar,” Hunt drawled. “We call them bars here.” 

Pollux  glared,  but  said,  “The  female  was  all  over  me.  She   said  she

wanted it.” 

“Wanted what?” Celestina’s voice had taken on a decidedly icy tone. 

“To fuck me.” Pollux leaned back in his chair. 

“She said no such thing,” Baxian growled, wings shifting. 

“And  were  you  there  every  moment  of  the  night?”  Pollux  demanded. 

“Though perhaps you were. You always pant after my scraps.” 

Hunt met Isaiah’s wary stare. Some major tension had arisen between

these two in the years since Hunt and Isaiah had left Sandriel’s territory. 

Baxian bared his teeth in a feral grin. “Here I was, thinking your  scraps

were panting after me. They always seem so … unsatisfied when they leave

your room.” 

Pollux’s  power—standard  malakim  magic,  but  strong—rattled  the

pretty trinkets along the built-in bookcase. 

Celestina cut in, “That is enough.” Warm, summer-kissed power filled

the room, smothering their own gifts. A feminine, unbreaking sort of magic

—the kind that took no shit and would lay down the law if threatened. That was utterly unafraid of Pollux and the sort of male he was. She said to the

Hammer, “Explain what happened.” 

“We went into the alley behind the  tavern”—he threw that last word at

Hunt—“and  she  was  all  over  me,  as  I  said.  Then  the  bastard”—he  threw

that one at Baxian—“attacked me.” 

“And  at  what  point  did  you  not  hear  her  say  no?”  Baxian  challenged. 

“The first or the tenth time?” 

Pollux snorted. “Some females say no when they want it. It’s a game for

them.” 

“You’re fucking delusional,” Naomi spat from across the room. 

“Was I talking to you, hag?” Pollux snapped. 

“Enough. ” Celestina’s power again filled the room, stifling any magic

they might have summoned. She asked Baxian, “Why did you go into the

alley after him?” 

“Because  I’ve  spent  decades  with  this  asshole,”  Baxian  seethed.  “I

knew what was about to happen. I wasn’t going to let him go through with

it.” 

“You did plenty of times under Sandriel,” Isaiah said, voice low. “You

and your whole triarii stood back.” 

“You don’t know shit about what I did or didn’t do,” Baxian snapped at

Isaiah, then said to Celestina, “Pollux deserved the beating I gave him.” 

The Hammer bared his teeth. Hunt could only watch in something like

shock. 

“That may be true,” Celestina said, “but the fact remains that you two

are in my triarii and your fight was filmed. And it’s now online and being

aired by every news station.” Her gaze sharpened on Pollux. “I offered the

female  the  chance  to  press  charges—but  she  declined.  I  can  only  assume

she  is  aware  of  what  a  circus  it  would  be,  and  is  frightened  of  the

consequences for herself and her loved ones. I plan to fix that in this city. 

This territory. Even if it means making an example of one of my triarii.” 

Hunt’s  blood  roiled,  howling.  Maybe  this  would  be  it.  Maybe  Pollux

would finally get what was coming to him. 

But Celestina’s throat worked. “I received a call this morning, however, 

and have seen the wisdom in … granting you a second chance.” 

“What? ” Hunt blurted. 

Pollux  bowed  his  head  in  a  mockery  of  gratitude.  “The  Asteri  are benevolent masters.” 

A muscle ticked in Celestina’s smooth cheek. “They are indeed.” 

Naomi asked, “What about that one?” She gestured toward Baxian, who

glared at her. 

Celestina  said,  “I  would  like  to  grant  you  a  second  chance  as  well, 

Helhound.” 

“I  defended that female,” Baxian snapped. 

“You did, and I commend you for that. But you did so in a public way

that drew attention.” Not only the city’s attention. The Asteri’s. 

Again, Celestina’s throat bobbed. 

Isaiah  asked  a  shade  gently,  “What  can  we  do  to  help  clean  up  this

mess?” 

She kept her stare on her wooden desk, thick lashes nearly grazing her

high cheekbones. “It is already done. To give the media something else to

focus on, the Asteri have blessed me with an opportunity. A gift.” 

Even  Pollux  dropped  his  simpering  bullshit  to  angle  his  head.  Hunt

braced himself. This couldn’t be good. 

Celestina  smiled,  and  Hunt  saw  it  for  the  forced  expression  it  was.  “I

am to mate Ephraim. With two Archangels now dead, there is a need to …

replenish  the  ranks.  On  the  Autumnal  Equinox,  we  shall  have  our  mating

ceremony here in Lunathion.” 

A  month  away.  The  holiday  known  as  Death’s  Day  was  a  lively  one, 

despite its name: it was a day of balance between the light and dark, when

the  veil  between  the  living  and  dead  was  thinnest.  Cthona  began  her

preparations  for  her  upcoming  slumber  then,  but  in  Lunathion,  raging

costume  parties  were  held  along  the  Istros  River  at  the  various  Sailing

points. The biggest party of all surrounded the Black Dock, where lanterns

were sent across the water to the Bone Quarter, along with offerings of food

and drink. It had been a total shitshow every time Hunt had flown above the

festivities.  He  could  only  imagine  what  Bryce  would  wear.  Something  as

irreverent as possible, he imagined. 

Celestina went on, “He shall stay here for a few weeks, then return to

his  territory.  After  that,  he  and  I  shall  alternate  visiting  each  other’s

territories.” Until a baby was born, no doubt. 

Naomi asked, “This is a good thing, right?” 

Celestina  again  gave  them  that  forced  smile.  “Ephraim  has  been  my friend for many years and is a fair and wise male. I can think of no better

partner.” 

Hunt  sensed  the  lie.  But  such  was  the  lot  of  Archangels:  should  the

Asteri decide they were to breed, they obeyed. 

“Congratulations?” Isaiah said, and Celestina laughed. 

“Yes, I suppose those are in order,” she said. But her amusement faded

upon  facing  Pollux—the  cause  of  this.  He’d  embarrassed  this  city, 

embarrassed her, and the Asteri had taken notice. And now she would pay. 

Not for what Pollux had tried to do to that female, but for getting caught by

the  public.  The  Asteri  would  take  this  opportunity  to  remind  her  exactly

how much control they had over her. Her life. Her body. 

Hunt  didn’t  know  why  they  bothered  to  care,  why  they’d  gone  so  far

out of their way to prove a point, but … nothing surprised him where they

were  concerned.  Hunt’s  blood  began  to  heat,  his  temper  with  it.  Fucking

monsters. 

“With  my  mating  announcement,  we  will  have  a  media  frenzy.  The

ceremony and party will be a high-profile event. Royals and dignitaries will

attend, along with Ephraim’s retinue.” 

Pollux straightened at that, delight in his bruised eyes. Celestina leveled

that cold stare at him again. “I hope that with the Hind coming to visit, you

will refrain from behaving as you did last night.” 

Baxian snorted. “Never stopped him before.” 

Pollux  bared  his  teeth  again,  but  Celestina  went  on,  “Hunt,  I’d  like  a

word with you. The rest of you are dismissed.” Hunt froze, but said nothing

as  the  others  filed  out.  Isaiah  and  Naomi  gave  him  warning  looks  before

shutting the doors behind them. 

Alone  with  his  Archangel,  Hunt  forced  himself  to  breathe.  To  keep

steady. 

She was going to rip into him for not controlling Baxian last night. For

not being there to stop him from brawling, even if he’d been given no order

to watch over him at all hours of the day. The punishment was coming, he

could sense it—

“The  Autumn  King  informed  me  of  Miss  Quinlan’s  engagement  to

Crown Prince Cormac of Avallen,” Celestina said. 

Hunt blinked. 

She  continued,  “I  was  hoping  you  could  provide  insight  into  the situation,  considering  that  they  will  be  expected  to  attend  my  mating

celebration together.” 

He  hadn’t  thought  of  that.  That  this  would  even  be  something  to

discuss.  And  after  what  they’d  done  last  night  …  Could  he  stomach  it, 

seeing her in the arms of another male, even if it was just pretend? 

“It’s an arranged marriage,” Hunt said. “Their fathers insist.” 

“I’d  assumed  so.”  Celestina’s  mouth  tightened.  “I’m  curious  how   you

are feeling. You and Miss Quinlan are close.” 

“Yeah. We are.” Hunt rubbed his neck. “We’re dealing with it day by

day,” he admitted. 

Celestina  studied  him,  and  Hunt  made  himself  hold  her  gaze.  Found

nothing but … consideration and worry there. “You are exactly as I thought

you’d be.” 

Hunt arched a brow. 

Celestina’s  eyes  fell  to  her  hands,  fingers  twisting.  “Shahar  was  my

friend, you know. My dearest friend. We kept it quiet. The Asteri wouldn’t

have approved. Shahar was already defying them in small ways when she

and  I  became  close,  and  she  thought  they  would  see  our  friendship  as  an

alliance and try to … stop it.” 

Hunt’s heart stumbled. “She never said anything.” 

“Our correspondence over the years was covert. And when you rebelled

… I had nothing to offer her. My legion in Nena is—was—an extension of

the Asteri’s forces.” 

“You could have offered your own power.” Fuck, one more Archangel

fighting with them that day—

“I have lived with the consequences of my choice since then,” Celestina

said. 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because  I  heard  the  whispers  that  you  did  what  I  had  longed  to  do

since I learned about Shahar’s death at Sandriel’s hands. What I longed to

do every time I had to sit in the Asteri’s council room and listen to Sandriel

spit on her sister’s memory.” 

 Holy shit. 

“And I would like to apologize for my failure to extract you from the

masters who held you in the years after Shahar fell.” 

“That’s not your fault.” 

“I tried—but it wasn’t enough.” 

Hunt’s brows bunched. “What?” 

She set her hands on the desk. Interlaced her fingers. “I amassed funds

to … purchase you, but the Asteri denied me. I tried three times. I had to

stop a century ago—it would have raised suspicions had I continued.” 

She had sympathized with the Fallen. With his cause. “All for Shahar?” 

“I couldn’t let someone she cared for rot away like that. I wish …” She

blew out a breath. “I wish they’d let me buy you. So many things might be

different now.” 

It could all be a lie. A lovely, clever lie to get him to trust her. If she’d

sympathized  with  the  Fallen,  did  she  share  the  same  sentiments  about  the

Ophion  rebels?  If  he  told  her  all  that  was  brewing  in  this  city,  would  she damn them or help them? 

“The  doubt  in  your  eyes  shames  me.”  For  all  the  world,  she  sounded

like she meant it. 

“I  just  find  it  hard  to  believe  that  during  all  the  shit  I  went  through, 

someone was out there, trying to help me.” 

“I understand. But perhaps I might atone for my failures now. I’d like

us to be … friends.” 

Hunt  opened  his  mouth,  then  shut  it.  “Thank  you.”  He  meant  it,  he

realized. 

Celestina  smiled,  like  she  understood  it,  too.  “I’m  at  your  disposal

should you need anything. Anything at all.” 

He  weighed  the  kind  expression  on  her  face.  Did  she  know  about

Ophion and Cormac and Sofie? She’d somehow learned about him killing

Sandriel, so she clearly was able to attain secret information. 

Hunt breathed deeply, calming himself as he said again, “Thank you.” 

He  rose  from  his  chair.  “Since  we’re  being  honest  here  …  Sandriel’s  old

triarii is poison. I don’t know why Baxian is suddenly playing good guy, but

I’m sorry I wasn’t there to rein him in last night.” 

“I don’t hold you accountable for that.” 

Something tight eased in Hunt’s chest. He went on, “Okay, but the rest

… They’re dangerous people. Worse than the Princes of Hel.” 

She chuckled. “You compare them like you know from experience.” 

He did. But he hedged, “I hunted demons for years. I know a monster

when I see one. So when the Harpy and the Hawk and the Hind come for

the mating party … I’m begging you to be careful. To protect the people of

this  city.  We  might  give  Baxian  shit  about  standing  by  while  Pollux

terrorized people, but … I had to stand by, too. I’ve seen what Pollux does, 

what  he  delights  in.  The  Harpy  is  his  female  counterpart.  The  Hawk  is

secretive and dangerous. And the Hind …” 

“I know very well what manner of threat Lidia Cervos poses.” 

Even Archangels feared the Hind. What she might learn. And Celestina, 

secret friend to Shahar, who still cared about her friend centuries later, who

carried the guilt of not helping … “Whatever you need,” Hunt said quietly, 

“anything  you  need  to  get  through  this  mating  ceremony,  to  deal  with

Sandriel’s cabal, you let me know.” 

Perhaps  the  Asteri  had  redistributed  Sandriel’s  triarii  here  not  only  to

balance out the numbers, but to plant allies and spies. To report on Hunt—

and Celestina. 

She nodded solemnly. “Thank you, Hunt.” 

He strode for the door, tucking in his wings. He halted at the doorway. 

“You don’t need to feel guilty, you know. About the shit that happened to

me.” 

She angled her head. “Why?” 

He  gave  her  a  half  smile.  “If  I’d  gone  to  you  in  Nena,  I  never  would

have come here. To Lunathion.” His smile broadened as he walked out. “I

never would have met Bryce.” 

And every horror, every nightmare … all of it had been worth it for her. 

Hunt  found  Baxian  waiting  at  the  end  of  the  hallway,  the  male’s  arms

crossed, bruised face solemn. “How’d your special time go?” Baxian asked

by way of greeting. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Hunt strode toward the veranda at the far

end of the hall. He’d pay Bryce a lunchtime visit. Maybe they’d get naked. 

That sounded really fucking good. 

“The  old  gang’s  getting  back  together  in  a  few  weeks.  I  assume  you

were warning Celestina about it.” 

“You’re  a  bunch  of  sadistic  psychos.”  Hunt  stepped  onto  the  empty veranda. The wind whipped at his hair, carrying the fresh scent of the Istros

from  across  the  city.  Storm  clouds  gathered  on  the  horizon,  and  lightning

danced in his veins. “I’d hardly call you the  old gang.” 

Baxian’s mouth twitched upward, bruises stretching. 

Hunt said, “I’m not buying whatever bullshit you’re selling by beating

the Hel out of Pollux.” 

“New city, new rules,” Baxian said, black feathers rustling. “New boss, 

who doesn’t seem to like Pollux all that much.” 

“So?” Hunt spread his wings. 

“So I don’t have to pretend anymore,” Baxian said. He lifted his face to

the darkening sky. “Storm’s coming. Be careful up there.” 

“Thanks for your concern.” Hunt flapped once, feet lifting. 

“I’m not trying to fuck you over.” 

“You’re trying to be a pain in my ass, then?” 

Baxian snorted. “Yeah, I guess.” 

Hunt  settled  back  to  the  ground.  “What  was  that  shit  with  you  and

Pollux—about his seconds?” 

Baxian  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  “He’s  a  jealous  fucker.  You

know that.” 

Hunt  could  think  of  only  one  person  Pollux  had  ever  shown  any

preference for beyond Sandriel. “You have a thing for the Hind?” 

Baxian  barked  a  laugh.  “Fuck  no.  Pollux  is  the  only  person  insane

enough to go near her. I wouldn’t touch Lidia with a ten-foot pole.” 

Hunt  studied  the  male  who  had  been  his  enemy  for  so  long  he’d  lost

track of the years. Something had changed. Something big, and primal, and

… “What the fuck went on with Sandriel after I left?” 

Baxian smirked. “Who says it had anything to do with Sandriel?” 

“Why can’t anyone give me a direct answer these days?” 

Baxian  cocked  a  brow.  Thunder  growled  its  warning  in  the  distance. 

“You tell me your secrets, Athalar, and I’ll tell you mine.” 

Hunt flipped him off. He didn’t bother saying goodbye before launching

into the darkening sky. 

But he couldn’t shake the sense that Baxian continued to watch him. As

if he’d left something vital hanging in the balance. It seemed only a matter

of time before it returned to bite him in the ass. 
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Ithan  kept  a  step  back  from  the  small  crowd  of  mer  emergency  workers

gathered  around  Captain  Ketos—and  the  body.  He’d  scented  death  before

they’d  even  approached  the  pristine  stretch  of  the  Istros  an  hour  north  of

Lunathion,  a  pretty  green  spot  amid  the  oaks  of  the  small  forest.  They’d

taken  wave  skimmers  up  the  Blue,  as  this  section  of  the  river  was  nearly

inaccessible by foot. He supposed he might have made the run easily in his

wolf form, but after getting one sniff of the corpse from a mile downriver, 

he was glad not to be in that body. 

“Selkie  female,”  Tharion  was  saying  to  the  small  group  assembled, 

wiping the sweat from his brow. Even in the shadow of the mighty oaks, the

sun baked the forest into kindling. 

Ithan  swigged  from  his  canteen.  He  should  have  worn  shorts  and

sandals instead of the black jeans and boots of the Aux. He had no business

wearing these clothes anyway. 

Tharion  went  on,  surveying  the  little  heap  by  the  river’s  edge.  It  had

been found this morning by a passing otter. “Killed execution-style.” 

Death  was  nothing  new.  Ithan  just  wished  he  hadn’t  become  so  well

acquainted  with  it  that  at  age  twenty-two,  it  was  already  something  he

barely batted an eye at. But that was the life of a wolf. Of a Holstrom. 

Tharion  pointed.  “Gorsian  bullet  to  the  right  thigh  to  keep  her  from

shifting  into  her  seal  form,  then  a  slow  bleed-out  from  a  slice  to  her  left femoral  artery.  Repeated  lacerations  indicate  the  murderer  reopened  the

thigh incision continuously to keep her bleeding until she died.” 

Cthona  spare  him.  “Or  until  whoever  it  was  got  their  answers,”  Ithan said. 

The  group—three  of  Tharion’s  people—turned  his  way.  He’d  been

brought  for  one  reason—to  use  his  nose.  Apparently,  that  hadn’t  included

speaking. 

“Or that,” Tharion said, crossing his arms with a pointedness that said:

 Keep it quiet; I have the same instinct you do about this. 

At  least,  that  was  what  Ithan  thought  it  conveyed.  He’d  gotten  pretty

good  at  assessing  others’  expressions  and  tells  thanks  to  his  years  on  the

sunball field. 

Tharion  said  to  the  group,  “Right.  Continue  documenting  the  scene, 

then let’s see if we can find a name for her.” People peeled away to follow

his orders, and Tharion stepped aside to sniff the air. 

A male voice spoke from Ithan’s left. “Hey, you used to play sunball, 

right?” Ithan found a ruddy-faced mer in a blue BCIU windbreaker standing

a few feet away, a walkie-talkie in hand. 

Ithan grunted. “Yeah.” 

“For CCU—you were that Holstrom kid.” 

 Were.   Everything  in  his  life  was   were  these  days.  You  were  Connor’s brother. You were part of a pack. You were in the Aux. You were a sunball

 player. You were Bryce’s friend. You were normal. You were happy. 

“One and only.” 

“Why’d you quit? You could be, like, MVP in the pros right now.” 

Ithan  didn’t  smile,  tried  his  best  to  appear  disinterested.  “Had  other

plans.” 

“Than playing sunball professionally?” The male gaped. As if a selkie’s

ravaged body didn’t lie mere feet away. 

Everyone was watching now. Ithan had grown up with eyes on him like

that—had  triumphed  and  failed  spectacularly  in  front  of  thousands  of

people, day after day, for years. It didn’t make it easier. 

“Holstrom.”  Tharion’s  voice  cut  through  the  air,  mercifully  drawing

him from the conversation. Ithan gave the male a nod and aimed for where

the captain stood beside the river. Tharion murmured, “Smell anything?” 

Ithan inhaled. Blood and rot and water and iron and—

Another  sniff,  taking  him  deeper,  pulling  back  layers.  Salt  and  water

and seal. That was the selkie. Then— “There’s a human scent here. On her.” 

He pointed to the selkie left amid the leaves and bone-dry brush. “Two of them.” 

Tharion  said  nothing,  idly  twirling  a  ribbon  of  water  between  his

fingers.  The  mer  were  similar  to  the  water  sprites  in  that  regard—able  to

summon water from thin air. 

Ithan began to pace through the clearing, careful of the tracks—noting

and scenting the slight disturbances in the dirt and leaves and sticks. 

He sniffed again, brain downloading and sorting all those scents. 

“Wouldn’t your wolf form be easier?” Tharion asked, leaning against a

tree. 

“No,” Ithan lied, and kept moving. He couldn’t bear to take that form, 

to feel that empty-souled wolf. 

He  sniffed  a  few  more  times,  then  stalked  up  to  Tharion  and  said

quietly, “There’s a human female scent all over this scene. But the second

scent—it’s  a  human  male.  A  little  strange,  but  human.”  Exactly  as  Ithan

would have described a part-thunderbird human. “It’s only on the selkie. A

little whiff.” 

“So  what  does  that  tell  you?”  Tharion  asked  with  equal  quiet, 

monitoring the others documenting the crime scene. 

“My guess?” 

“Yeah, tell me your gut impressions.” 

Ithan noted the mer around him. Their hearing might not be as keen as

his, but … “I think we should be somewhere more secure.” 

Tharion made a  hmm of contemplation. Then he called to the group of

investigators, “Any further insights, kids?” 

No one answered. 

Tharion sighed. “All right. Let’s get her bagged up and brought back to

the lab. I want tests done as soon as possible, along with an ID.” 

The others broke apart, heading to the aquatic vehicles lined up along

the  Blue  River’s  edge,  tethered  in  place  with  their  water  magic.  Leaving

Ithan and Tharion with the body. 

The mer male arched a brow. “I need to head to the Blue Court, but I’d

like to hear your findings while they’re fresh. Do you have time?” 

“I got nothing but time,” Ithan answered. 

He wondered when having all that time would stop feeling like such a

chore. 

“So,  let’s  hear  it,”  Tharion  said  as  he  slumped  into  his  office  chair  and turned on his computer. 

Ithan Holstrom stood at the wall of glass, gazing out at the deep blue of

the  Istros,  observing  the  fish  and  otters  dart  past.  The  wolf  had  said  little while Tharion had brought him Beneath, though from his wide eyes, it was

clear he’d never been here before. 

Ithan said without turning, “Let’s assume the players involved are the

ones we think they are. I think the selkie found the kid, helped him on his

way toward Lunathion. Not soon afterward, given how his scent is still on

her clothes, the selkie was found and tortured by a human woman for intel

on  Emile’s  location.  From  what  we  know  about  her,  my  guess  is  Pippa

Spetsos.” 

Tharion’s mouth twisted to the side. “My techs said the kill was about a

day old. That line up with your info?” 

“Yeah,  though  probably  less  than  a  day.  But  the  kid’s  scent  on  her

clothes was older than that. Only by six hours or so.” 

“Why?” Tharion propped his chin on his hands. 

“Because she couldn’t have gone in the water—or changed her clothes, 

if the scent was still on her. As far as I know, selkies rarely go a day before

shifting and swimming. The water would have washed the kid’s scent from

her.” 

Tharion  considered,  turning  over  the  information  in  his  mind.  “We

didn’t pick up any tracks from the kid in the clearing, though.” 

“No,”  Ithan  agreed,  turning  back  to  him.  “Emile  was  never  in  that

clearing. The selkie must have come there afterward.” 

Tharion  peered  at  the  map  of  Crescent  City  and  its  surrounding  lands

behind his desk. “That spot is between the boat I investigated and the city. 

If  he  linked  up  with  the  selkie  somewhere  around  there,  he  is  indeed

moving toward Lunathion. And if that kill is less than a day old, he might

have just gotten here.” 

“And Pippa Spetsos, if that’s whose scent was on the female, could be

here as well.” 

“Or  one  of  her  soldiers,  I  guess,”  Tharion  admitted.  “Either  way, 

Lightfall is near. We need to be careful.” 

“Pippa is a human woman.” 

“She’s  a  dangerous  rebel,  capable  of  killing  Vanir  thanks  to  those gorsian  bullets.  And  a  psychopath  who  delights  in  killing  even  the  most

innocent.  We’re  not  going  near  her  without  prep  and  thought.”  Hopefully

they would find Emile first and not need to deal with Pippa at all. 

Ithan snorted. “We can take her. My brother took down Philip Briggs.” 

“Something tells me Pippa might be worse than Briggs.” 

“Come on,” Ithan said, scoffing. 

Tharion  didn’t  bother  to  keep  the  gravity  from  his  face.  “I  like  being

alive.  I’m  not  going  to  risk  death  because  you’ve  got  an  outsize  view  of

your wolf skills.” 

“Fuck you.” 

Tharion shrugged. “My river, my rules, pup.” 

Thunder from far above echoed in the quiet halls, rattling even the thick

glass. 

“I can go after her on my own.” 

Tharion smirked. “Not while you’re stuck down here.” 

Ithan sized him up. “Really? You’d trap me?” 

“For your own safety, yeah. You know what Bryce would do to me if

you wound up dead? I’d never get to fondle her underwear again.” 

Ithan gaped at him. Then burst out laughing. It was a rich sound, a little

hoarse—like he hadn’t done it in a while. “I’m surprised Athalar lets you

live.” 

“You know what Bryce would do to Hunt if  I wound up dead?” Tharion

grinned. “My sweet Legs has my back.” 

“Why do you call her that?” Ithan asked cautiously. 

Tharion shrugged again. “You really want me to answer that?” 

“No.” 

Tharion  smirked.  “Anyway,  the  real  question  is  whether  Emile  is

headed toward the place Danika hinted at in her email.” 

Holstrom had already filled him in on the papers and news clippings he

and  Bryce  had  uncovered  yesterday,  but  none  had  any  link  to  a  potential

rendezvous location. 

The  door  to  Tharion’s  office  opened,  and  one  of  his  officers,  Kendra, 

strode in. The blond sentinel stopped short upon seeing Ithan, hair swaying

around  her.  She  looked  to  Tharion,  who  nodded.  She  was  free  to  speak

around the wolf. 

“Boss wants you in her quarters. She’s, ah … in a mood.” 

Fuck. “I thought I heard thunder.” Tharion jerked his chin at the door as

Kendra left. “There’s a lounge down this hall on the left. Feel free to watch

TV,  help  yourself  to  snacks,  whatever.  I’ll  be  back  …  soon.  Then  we  can

start sniffing around for the kid.” And hopefully avoid Pippa Spetsos. 

He  used  the  walk  to  his  queen’s  quarters  to  steady  his  nerves  against

whatever  storm  was  brewing.  It  had  to  be  bad,  if  it  was  raining  Above

during the dry summer months. 

Bryce  fanned  her  face  in  the  summer  heat,  thanking  Ogenas,  Bringer  of

Storms,  for  the  rain  that  was  moments  away  from  falling.  Or  whatever

Vanir  might  be  throwing  a  temper  tantrum.  Judging  by  how  swiftly  the

storm had swept in to ruin the otherwise flawless blue sky, odds were on the

latter. 

“It’s  not   that  hot,”  Ruhn  observed  as  they  walked  down  the  sidewalk

toward  the  Aux  training  facility  on  the  edge  of  the  Old  Square  and

Moonwood.  The  empty,  cavernous  chamber  was  usually  used  for  large

meetings,  but  he’d  reserved  it  once  a  week  at  this  hour  for  their  standing

training. 

They’d have a newcomer today. At least, if Prince Cormac deigned to

show up to begin her training, as he’d promised. 

“I  don’t  know  how  you’re  wearing  a  leather  jacket,”  Bryce  said,  her

sweaty thighs sticking together with each step. 

“Gotta  hide  the  weapons,”  Ruhn  said,  patting  the  holsters  beneath  the

leather jacket. “Can’t have the tourists getting skittish.” 

“You literally carry a sword.” 

“That has a different impact on people than a gun.” 

True. Randall had taught her that a long time ago. Swords could mean

hope,  resistance,  strength.  Guns  meant  death.  They  were  to  be  respected, 

but only as weapons of killing, even in defense. 

Bryce’s phone rang, and she checked the caller ID before shutting off

the ringer and sliding it into her pocket. 

“Who’s  that?”  Ruhn  asked,  glancing  at  her  sidelong  as  thunder

grumbled.  People  began  clearing  the  streets,  darting  into  shops  and

buildings  to  avoid  the  downpour.  With  the  arid  climate,  summer  storms were usually violent and swift, prone to flooding the streets. 

“My mom,” Bryce said. “I’ll call her later.” She fished out a postcard

from her purse and waved it at Ruhn. “She’s probably calling about this.” 

“A postcard?” On the front, it said  Greetings from Nidaros!  in a cheery

font. 

Bryce slid it back into her purse. “Yeah. It’s a thing from when I was a

kid. We’d get into a huge fight, and my mom would send me postcards as a

weird kind of apology. Like, we might not be talking in person, but we’d

start communicating again through postcards.” 

“But you were living in the same house?” 

Bryce laughed again. “Yeah. She’d put them under my door and I’d put

them under hers. We’d write about everything  but the fight. We kept doing

it when I went to CCU, and afterward.” Bryce riffled through her bag and

pulled  out  a  blank  postcard  of  an  otter  waving  that  said,  Keep  It  Fuzzy, Lunathion!   “I’m  going  to  send  her  one  later.  Seems  easier  than  a  phone call.” 

He asked, “Are you going to tell her about … everything?” 

“Are you crazy?” 

“What  about  the  engagement  being  a  ruse?  Surely  that’d  get  her  off

your back.” 

“Why do you think I’m avoiding her calls?” Bryce asked. “She’ll say

I’m  playing  with  fire.  Literally,  considering  Cormac’s  power.  There’s  no

winning with her.” 

Ruhn chuckled. “You know, I would have really liked to have her as my

stepmom.” 

Bryce snickered. “Weird. You’re, like, twenty years older than her.” 

“Doesn’t mean I don’t need a mom to kick my ass every now and then.” 

He said it with a grin, but … Ruhn’s relationship with his own mother was

strained. She wasn’t cruel, merely out to lunch. Ruhn took care of her these

days. He knew his father certainly wouldn’t. 

Bryce spoke before she had the chance to consider it. “I’m thinking of

going home to Nidaros for the Winter Solstice. Hunt’s coming. You want to

join?” Now that she and Hunt had adjusted their timeline, Bryce supposed

she could be a decent human being and go home for the holiday. 

That is, if her mom forgave her for the engagement. And not telling her about it. 

Rain  splattered  the  pavement,  but  Ruhn  stopped.  His  eyes  filled  with

such  hope  and  happiness  that  Bryce’s  chest  hurt.  But  he  said,  “Bringing

Hunt home, huh?” 

She couldn’t help her blush. “Yep.” 

“Big step, bringing home the boyfriend.” 

She waved him off, but cringed at the rain that now became a deluge. 

They still had five blocks to the training center. “Let’s wait it out,” she said, 

ducking under an empty restaurant’s awning. The Istros lay a block away, 

close enough that Bryce could see the veils of rain lashing its surface. Even

the mer weren’t out in this. 

Rain streamed off the awning, thick as a waterfall, joining the veritable

river already flowing down to the gaping sewer entrance at the corner of the

block.  Ruhn  said  over  the  din,  “You  really  want  me  to  come  home  with

you?” 

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.” Assuming they were still alive by

December. If this rebellion shit hadn’t killed them all. 

Ruhn’s tattooed throat bobbed. “Thanks. I normally spend it with Dec

and his family, but … I don’t think they’ll mind if I skip this year.” 

She nodded, awkward silence setting in. They usually had the training

to occupy them during any tense silences, but now, trapped by the rain …

she kept quiet, waiting to see what Ruhn might say. 

“Why won’t you touch the Starsword?” 

She  twisted,  gesturing  to  the  black  hilt  of  the  blade  peeking  over  his

shoulder. “It’s yours.” 

“It’s yours, too.” 

“I’ve got Danika’s sword. And you found it first. Doesn’t seem fair of

me to claim it.” 

“You’re more Starborn than I am. You should have it.” 

“That’s  bullshit.”  She  backed  up  a  step.  “I  don’t  want  it.”  She  could

have  sworn  the  rain,  the  wind,  paused.  Seemed  to  listen.  Even  the

temperature seemed to drop. 

“Aidas said you’ve got the light of the true Starborn Queen. I’m just the

heir to some rapist asshole.” 

“Does it matter? I like that you’re the Chosen One.” 

“Why?” 

“Because …” She hooked her hair behind her ears, then fiddled with the

hem of her T-shirt. “I already have this star on my chest.” She touched the

scar gently. The hair on her arms rose as if in answer. “I don’t need a fancy

sword to add to it.” 

“But I do?” 

“Honestly? I think you don’t know how special you are, Ruhn.” 

His blue eyes flickered. “Thanks.” 

“I mean it.” She grabbed his hand, and light flared from her chest. “The

sword came to you first for a reason. When was the last time two Starborn

royals  lived  peacefully  side  by  side?  There’s  that  dumb  prophecy  that  the

Fae have:  When knife and sword are reunited, so shall our people be. You

have  the  Starsword.  What  if  …  I  don’t  know.  What  if  there’s  a  knife  out

there for me? But beyond that, what’s Urd playing at? Or is it Luna? What’s

the end goal?” 

“You think the gods have something to do with all this?” 

Again, the hair on her arms rose; the star on her chest dimmed and went

dark. She turned to the rain-lashed street. “After this spring, I can’t help but

wonder  if  there   is  something  out  there.  Guiding  all  this.  If  there’s  some game afoot that’s … I don’t know. Bigger than anything we can grasp.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Hel  is  another  world.  Another   planet.  Aidas  said  so—months  ago,  I

mean.  The  demons  worship  different  gods  than  we  do,  but  what  happens

when  the  worlds  overlap?  When  demons  come  here,  do  their  gods  come

with  them?  And  all  of  us,  the  Vanir  …  we  all  came  from  elsewhere.  We

were immigrants into Midgard. But what became of our home worlds? Our

home gods? Do they still pay attention to us? Remember us?” 

Ruhn  rubbed  his  jaw.  “This  is  some  seriously  sacrilegious  shit  for  a

lunchtime conversation. The postcards with your mom, I can handle. This? 

I need some coffee.” 

She  shook  her  head  and  closed  her  eyes,  unable  to  suppress  the  chill

down  her  spine.  “I  just  have  this  feeling.”  Ruhn  said  nothing,  and  she

opened her eyes again. 

Ruhn was gone. 

A  rotted,  veilless  Reaper,  black  cloak  and  robes  clinging  to  its  bony

body,  rain  sluicing  down  its  sagging,  grayish  face,  was  dragging  her

unconscious brother across the drenched street. Its acid-green eyes glowed as if lit by Helfire. 

The  rain  must  have  covered  the  creature’s  approach.  The  hair  on  her

arms  had  been  raised  but  she’d  chalked  it  up  to  their  dangerous

conversation.  No  one  was  on  the  street—was  it  because  everyone  had

somehow sensed the Reaper? 

With a roar, Bryce darted into the driving rain, but she was too late. The

Reaper shoved Ruhn into the gaping sewer drain with too-long fingers that

ended in cracked, jagged nails, and slithered in after him. 

 

24

Ruhn drifted. 

One breath, he’d been talking to Bryce about gods and fate and all that

shit. The next, something cold and rotting had breathed in his ear and he’d

found himself here in this black void, no up or down. 

What  the  fuck  had  happened?  Something  had  jumped  him  and   fuck, 

Bryce—

 Night. 

The female voice flitted in from everywhere and nowhere. 

 Night, open your eyes. 

He twisted toward the voice.  Daybright? 

 Open your eyes. Wake up. 

 What happened? How did you find my mind? I don’t have the crystal. 

 I  have  no  idea  what  happened  to  you.  Or  how  I  found  your  mind.  I

 simply felt … I don’t know what I felt, but the bridge was suddenly there. I

 think you’re in grave danger, wherever you are. 

Her voice echoed from above, from below, from within his bones. 

 I don’t know how to wake up. 

 Open your eyes. 

 No shit. 

She barked,  Wake up! Now! 

Something familiar echoed in her voice—he couldn’t place it. 

And  then  she  was  there,  burning  flame,  as  if  the  link  between  their

minds had solidified. Bright as a bonfire, her hair floated around her head. 

Like they were both underwater. 

 Get up!  she roared, flames crackling. 

 Why do I know your voice? 

 I can assure you, you don’t. And you are about to be dead  if you don’t

 wake up. 

 Your scent—

 You can’t smell me. 

 I can. I know it. 

 I have never met you, and you have never met me—

 How can you know that, if you don’t know who I am? 

 OPEN YOUR EYES! 

There  was  blackness,  and  the  bellow  of  pouring  water.  That  was  Bryce’s

first, pathetic assessment of the sewer as she plunged into the subterranean

river rushing beneath the city. 

She didn’t let herself think of what swam or floated in the water as she

splashed for the stone path running along its side, hauling herself up as she

scanned for the Reaper. For Ruhn. 

Nothing  but  dimness,  the  faint  trickle  of  light  from  the  sewer  grates

overhead. She peered inward, to the star in her chest. Inhaled sharply. And

when she exhaled, light bloomed. 

It  cast  the  sewer  in  stark  relief,  silvering  the  stones,  the  brown  water, 

the arched ceiling—

Well, she’d found her brother. 

And five Reapers. 

The Reapers floated over the sewer’s river, black robes drifting. Ruhn, 

unconscious,  dangled  between  two  of  them.  The  Starsword  was  still

strapped to him. Either they were too stupid to disarm him, or they didn’t

want to touch it. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Bryce stepped closer. Water poured from

the grates above, the river rising swiftly. 

“We bear a message,” the Reapers intoned together. Like they were of

one mind. 

“Easier ways to send it than this,” she spat, advancing another step. 

“No  further,”  they  warned,  and  Ruhn  dropped  an  inch  for  emphasis. 

Like they’d dump his unconscious ass into the water and let him drown. 

One of the Reapers drifted closer to Ruhn as they caught him. The hilt

of the Starsword brushed against its robes. It hissed, recoiling. 

Okay, they definitely didn’t want to touch the sword. 

Yet that became the least of her worries as five more Reapers drifted out

of the darkness behind her. She reached for the phone in her back pocket, 

but  the  Reapers  holding  Ruhn  dropped  him  another  inch.  “None  of  that,” 

they said, the sound echoing from all around. 

 Wake up,  she  willed  Ruhn.  Wake  the  fuck  up  and  rip  these  shitheads apart. 

“What do you want?” she asked again. 

“The Prince of the Pit sent us.” 

Her  blood  chilled.  “You  don’t  serve  him.  I  doubt  your  king  would  be

happy about it.” 

“We bear his message nonetheless.” 

“Put Prince Ruhn down and we can talk.” 

“And have you use the star on us? We think not.” 

She pivoted, trying to keep them all in her sights. Ruhn might survive

being dumped in the river, but there were limits. How long could a Vanir

who’d  made  the  Drop  go  without  oxygen?  Or  would  it  be  a  torturous

process of drowning, healing, and drowning again, until even their immortal

strength was spent and they finally died? 

She didn’t want to find out. 

“What’s your message?” she demanded. 

“Apollion, Prince of the Pit, is ready to strike.” 

Her  blood  iced  over  to  hear  the  name  spoken  aloud.  “He’s  going  to

launch  a  war?”  Aidas  had  said  something  like  that  yesterday,  but  he’d

indicated that the armies would be for  her. She’d thought he meant to help

in whatever insanity Hel had planned. 

The Prince of the Pit wants a worthy opponent this time. One who will

not break so easily, as Prince Pelias did so long ago. He insists on facing

 you, Starborn, at your full power.” 

Bryce barked a laugh. “Tell him I was literally on my way to training

before  you  half-lives  interrupted  me.”  But  her  bones  quaked  to  say  it,  to

think about who they represented. “Tell him you just knocked out my tutor.” 

“Train harder. Train better. He is waiting.” 

“Thanks for the pep talk.” 

“Your disrespect is not appreciated.” 

“Yeah, well, your kidnapping my brother is definitely not appreciated.” 

They seethed with ire and Bryce cringed. “The Prince of the Pit already

hunts through the Bone Quarter’s mists to find the other one who might be

his worthy opponent … or his greatest weapon.” 

Bryce opened her mouth, but shut it before she could blurt  Emile?  But

 fuck—Apollion  was  hunting  for  the  kid,  too?  Was  the  Bone  Quarter  what Danika had meant after all? Her mind raced, plan after plan spreading out, 

then she said, “I’m surprised the Under-King lets Apollion wander around

his territory unchecked.” 

“Even the caretakers of the dead bow to the Prince of the Pit.” 

Bryce’s heart sank. Emile  was in the Bone Quarter. Or at least Apollion

thought  so.  What  the  fuck  had  Danika  been  thinking,  telling  Sofie  it  was

safe there? 

Before Bryce could ask more, the Reapers said as one, “You sold your

soul away, Bryce Quinlan. When it is your time, we shall come to rip it to

shreds.” 

“It’s  a  date.”  She  had  to  find  some  way  to  grab  Ruhn,  to  be  faster, 

smarter than them—

“Perhaps we shall have a taste of you now.” They surged forward. 

Bryce  flared  her  light,  falling  against  the  curved  wall  of  the  tunnel. 

Water lapped over the edge of the walkway, spilling toward her neon-pink

sneakers. 

The  Reapers  exploded  back,  but  despite  their  threats,  kept  Ruhn

between them. So Bryce rallied that power inside her, let it crest in a blink, 

and then—

Another blast. Not from her, but somewhere else. A blast of pure night. 

One moment a Reaper stood close to her. Then it was gone. Vanished

into nothing. The others screeched, but—

Bryce  shouted  as  Cormac  appeared  out  of  nothing,  hovering  over  the

river, arms around another Reaper—and vanished once more. 

Again,  he  appeared.  Again,  he  took  another  Reaper  with  him  and

vanished. 

What  was  already  dead  could  not  be  killed.  But  they  could  be  …

removed. Or whatever the fuck he was doing. 

Cormac  appeared  again,  blond  hair  shining,  and  yelled,  “USE  THE

 FUCKING LIGHT! ” 

She caught the direction of his stare: Ruhn. The Reapers who still held

him aloft. 

Bryce  punched  out  her  power,  flaring  bright  as  a  supernova.  The

Reapers screamed and made good on their threat, hurling Ruhn toward the

raging water—

Cormac caught Ruhn before he hit the frothing surface. Vanished again. 

The  Reapers  whirled,  screeching  and  hissing.  Bryce  flared  her  light

anew, and they scattered into the darkest shadows. 

Then Cormac returned, and tossed something to her—the Starsword. He

must have taken it from Ruhn. Bryce didn’t stop to think as she unsheathed

it. Starlight erupted from the black blade. Like its metal had been kindled

with iridescent fire. 

A  Reaper  lunged,  and  Bryce  swept  the  sword  up,  a  blind,  unwieldy

block that she knew would have horrified Randall. 

But blade met cloth and rotting flesh and ancient bone. And for the first

time, perhaps the only time in that world, a Reaper bled. 

It screamed, the sound as piercing as a hawk’s cry. The others keened in

horror and rage. 

The Starsword sang with light, her power flowing into it. Activating it. 

And nothing had ever felt so right, so easy, as plunging the blade into the

bony  chest  of  the  wounded  Reaper.  It  arced,  bellowing,  black  blood

spurting from its withered lips. 

The others screamed then. So loud she thought the sewer might come

down, so loud she nearly dropped the blade to cover her ears. 

The  Reapers  surged,  but  Cormac  appeared  before  her  in  a  plume  of

shadows. He grabbed her around the middle, nearly tackling her, and they

were gone. 

Wind roared and the world spun out from beneath her, but—

They landed inside the Aux training center. Ruhn was coughing on the

floor beside her, the polished pine scrubbed clean except where the three of

them dripped sewer water. 

“You  can  fucking   teleport?”  Bryce  gasped  out,  twisting  to  where

Cormac stood. 

But Cormac’s gaze was on the Starsword, his face ashen. Bryce peered

at the blade she clenched in a white-knuckled grip. As if her hand refused to

let go. 

With shaking fingers, she put it back into its sheath. Dimmed its light. 

But the Starsword still sang, and Bryce had no idea what to make of it. 

Of the blade that had slain that which was unkillable. 

 

PART II

THE ABYSS
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Tharion warily watched the two sobeks lounging at his queen’s feet, their

scaly, powerful bodies draped over the dais steps. With their shut eyes, only

the bubbles drifting from their long snouts revealed they lived—and were

capable of snapping his arm off in one swift bite. 

The River Queen’s throne had been carved into a towering mountain of

river corals rising from the rocky floor. Lunathion lay close enough to the

coast that the water in this part of the Istros had plenty of salt to support the

vibrant corals, as well as the bouquets of anemones, waving lace sea fans, 

and  the  occasional  rainbow  ribbons  of  iris  eels  all  adorning  the  mount

around and above her. He had a feeling her magic had also created a good

chunk of it. 

Tail  pumping  against  the  strong  current  that  flowed  past,  Tharion

bowed his head. “Your Majesty.” At this point, the effort against the current

was second nature, but he knew she’d selected this location for her throne

so  that  any  person  appearing  before  her  would  be  a  bit  off-kilter—and

perhaps less guarded as a result. “You summoned me?” 

“It  has  come  to  my  attention,”  his  queen  said,  her  dark  hair  drifting

above her, “that you asked my daughter on a date.” 

Tharion focused on keeping his tail moving, holding him in place. “Yes. 

I thought she’d enjoy it.” 

“You asked her on a date  Above. Above!” 

Tharion lifted his chin, hands clasped behind his back. A subservient, 

vulnerable position that he knew his queen preferred, exposing the entirety

of  his  chest  to  her.  His  heart  lay  in  range  of  the  jagged  sea-glass  knife

resting on the arm of her throne, or the beasts drowsing at her feet. She had the power to destroy him in an instant, but he knew she liked the feel of the

kill. 

He’d  never  understood  it,  until  he’d  found  his  sister’s  murderer  and

opted to tear the panther shifter apart with his bare hands. 

“I only meant to please her,” Tharion said. 

But the River Queen’s fingers dug into the carved arms of her throne. 

“You  know  how  overwhelmed  she  becomes.  She  is  too  fragile  for  such

things.” 

Tharion  sucked  in  a  deep  breath  through  his  gills.  Exhaled  it  before

saying,  “She  handled  herself  well  at  the  Summit.”  A  half-lie.  She’d  done

absolutely  nothing  of  value  at  the  Summit,  but  at  least  she  hadn’t  been

cowering the whole time. 

Anemones  shrank  into  themselves,  a  swift  warning  of  his  queen’s  ire

before she said, “That was in an organized, guarded place. Lunathion is a

wild forest of distraction and pleasure. It will devour her whole.” The iris

eels  sensed  her  tone  and  darted  into  the  cracks  and  crevices  around  the

throne. 

“I  apologize  for  any  distress  the  suggestion  caused  you  or  her.”  He

didn’t dare so much as curl his fingers into a fist. 

The queen studied him with the concentration of one of the sobeks at

her feet, when the beasts were poised to strike. “What of your progress with

the Renast boy?” 

“I have good reason to believe he’s just arrived in this city. I have my

people  looking  for  him.”  They  hadn’t  found  any  new  bodies  today—for

better or worse. He could only pray it didn’t mean Pippa Spetsos had gotten

her hands on the boy. 

“I want that boy at the Blue Court the moment he’s found.” 

Pippa  or  the  River  Queen.  Above  or  Beneath.  Emile  Renast’s  options

were limited. 

Once  the  kid  was  down  here,  he  wouldn’t  get  back  Above  unless  the

River  Queen  wished  it.  Or  the  Asteri  dispatched  one  of  their  elite  aquatic

units  to  drag  him  out.  But  that  would  mean  they’d  learned  of  the  River

Queen’s betrayal. 

But Tharion only nodded. As he had always done. As he would always

do. “We’ll apprehend Emile soon.” 

“Before Ophion.” 

“Yes.” He didn’t dare ask why she was bothering with any of it. From

the  moment  she’d  heard  the  rumors  about  the  boy  who  could  bring  down

those  Omegas  with  his  power-draining  magic,  she’d  wanted  Emile.  She

didn’t share her reasons. She never did. 

“And before any other of the River Courts.” 

Tharion lifted his head at that. “You think they know about Emile, too?” 

“The  currents  whispered  to  me  about  it.  I  don’t  see  why  my  sisters

wouldn’t hear similar murmurings from the water.” 

The queens of Valbara’s four great rivers, the Istros, the Melanthos, the

Niveus,  and  the  Rubellus—the  Blue,  the  Black,  the  White,  and  the  Red, 

respectively—had  long  been  rivals:  all  mighty  and  gifted  with  magic.  All

vain and ancient and bored. 

While Tharion might not be privy to his queen’s most intimate plans, he

could only assume she wanted the boy for the same reason Pippa Spetsos

did: to use him as a weapon. One that could be used to get the queens of the

Black, White, and Red Courts to yield. With the boy in her thrall, she could

potentially use him to siphon their powers, to turn all that elemental energy

against them and expand her influence. 

But  if  they  knew  of  Emile  as  well,  then  did  they  already  scheme, 

thinking to take the Blue Court? And if the Queen of the Red Court wished

to overthrow his queen, to use Emile’s gifts to drain her of power … would

he fight it? 

Years ago, he would have said Hel yes. 

But now …

Tharion  lifted  his  face  toward  the  surface.  That  distant,  beckoning

ribbon of light. 

He found her studying him again. As if she could hear every thought in

his mind. The sobek at her left cracked open an eye, revealing a slitted pupil

amid green-marbled citrine. 

His queen asked, “Are things so wonderful Above that you resent your

time Beneath?” 

Tharion kept his face neutral, kept swishing his fins with an idle grace. 

“Can’t both realms be wonderful?” 

The second sobek opened an eye as well. Would they be opening their

jaws next? 

They ate anything and everything. Fresh meat, trash, and, perhaps most

important,  the  bodies  of  the  shameful  dead.  Having  one’s  black  boat

overturned  on  its  way  to  the  Bone  Quarter  was  the  deepest  sort  of

humiliation  and  judgment:  a  soul  deemed  unworthy  of  entering  the  holy

resting place, its corpse given over to the river beasts to devour. 

But Tharion kept his hands clasped behind him, kept his chest exposed, 

ready to be shredded apart. Let her see his utter subservience to her power. 

His queen only said, “Keep searching for the boy. Report as soon as you

hear anything new.” 

He bowed his head. “Of course.” He swished his fin, readying to swim

off the moment she gave the dismissal. 

But the River Queen said, “And Tharion?” 

He  couldn’t  stop  his  swallow  at  the  smooth,  casual  tone.  “Yes,  my

queen?” 

Her  full  lips  curved  into  a  smile.  So  much  like  the  beasts  at  her  feet. 

“Before you invite my daughter on a date Above again, I think you should

witness  firsthand  the  disrespect  those  Above  show  the  citizens  of  the

Beneath.” 

The River Queen picked her punishments well. Tharion would give her that. 

Swimming along the Old Square’s section of the quay an hour later, he

kept his head down as he speared trash. 

He  was  her  Captain  of  Intelligence.  How  many  of  his  people  had

already noticed him here or heard about this? He stabbed a discarded, half-

decayed pizza box. It fell into three pieces before he could tuck it into the

giant bag drifting behind him on the current. 

The River Queen wanted Emile badly, Pippa Spetsos was leaving a trail

of bodies in her hunt for the kid, and yet  this was his queen’s priority for

him? 

Water splashed twenty feet above, and Tharion lifted his head to find an

empty beer bottle filling—and then drifting down. Through the surface, he

could just make out a blond female laughing at him. 

She’d  tried  to  fucking   hit  him  with  that  bottle.  Tharion  rallied  his

magic, smiling to himself as a plume of water showered the female, earning

a host of shrieks and growls from those around her. 

Ten more bottles came flying down at him. 

Tharion  sighed,  bubbles  flowing  from  his  lips.  Captain  Whatever, 

indeed. 

The  River  Queen  fancied  herself  a  benevolent  ruler  who  wanted  the

best  for  her  people,  yet  she  treated  her  subjects  as  harshly  as  any  Asteri. 

Tharion wended between the mussel-crusted pillars of a dock, various crabs

and bottom-scavengers watching him from the shadows. 

Something had to change. In this world, in the hierarchies. Not only in

the way Ophion wanted, but … this imbalance of power across all Houses. 

Tharion  pried  a  bike  tire—for  fuck’s  sake—from  between  two  rocks, 

muscles  groaning.  A  giant  blue  crab  scuttled  over,  waving  its  claws  in

reprimand.  Mine!  it seemed to shout. Tharion backed off, gesturing to the

trash.  Have at it, he conveyed with a wave of his hand, and with a powerful

thrust of his tail, swam farther along the quay. 

The  glowing  firstlights  cast  ripples  on  the  surface.  It  was  like

swimming through gold. 

Something had to change. For him, at least. 

Ruhn  laid  the  Starsword  on  his  father’s  desk  as  the  Autumn  King  stalked

through the study doors. 

The top buttons of his father’s black shirt were undone, his ordinarily

smooth  red  hair  a  bit  out  of  place.  Like  someone  had  been  running  their

hands through it. Ruhn shuddered. 

His father eyed the sword. “What is so important that you interrupted

my afternoon meeting?” 

“Is that what you’re calling it these days?” 

His  father  threw  him  an  admonishing  glance  as  he  slid  into  his  desk

chair, surveying the bare Starsword. “You smell like trash.” 

“Thanks. It’s a new cologne I’m trying out.” Considering the insanity of

the last hour, it was a miracle he could even joke right then. 

Agent Daybright had been in his mind, screaming at him to wake up. 

That  was  all  he’d  known  before  he’d  started  puking  water  and  the  gods

knew  what  else— he  certainly  didn’t  want  to  know—on  the  Aux  training

center floor. 

Cormac had left by the time Ruhn mastered himself, apparently wanting

to  quickly  search  the  area  for  any  hint  of  Emile  or  Sofie.  Bryce  had  still been in shock when Ruhn managed to ask what the fuck had happened. 

But she’d told him enough—then kicked the Starsword toward him in

the empty training hall and left. Which was when he’d rushed over here. 

Flame  sparked  at  his  father’s  fingers—the  first  warning  of  his

impatience. So Ruhn asked, “What’s the lore behind this sword?” 

His father arched a brow. “You’ve been its bearer for decades. Now you

want to know its history?” 

Ruhn shrugged. His head still pounded from the blow the Reapers had

given him; his stomach churned like he’d been drinking all night. “Does it

have any special powers? Weird gifts?” 

The Autumn King swept a cold look over Ruhn, from his waterlogged

boots to his half-shaved head, the longer hair scraggly thanks to the sewer

trip. “Something has happened.” 

“Some Reapers tried to jump me, and the sword … reacted.” 

A  light  way  of  putting  it.  Had  Bryce  stayed  away  from  the  sword  all

these years because she somehow sensed that in her hand, it would unleash

horrors? 

He  didn’t  want  to  know  what  his  father  would  do  with  the  truth.  A

sword  that  could  kill  the  unkillable.  How  many  rulers  in  Midgard  would

scheme and murder to attain it? Starting with his father and ending with the

Asteri. 

Maybe they’d get lucky and the information would be contained to the

Reapers. But the Under-King …

His father stilled. “How did the sword react?” 

“Shouldn’t  a  father  ask  if  his  son  is  all  right?  And  why  the  Reapers

attacked?” 

“You  appear  unharmed.  And  I  assume  you  did  something  to  offend

them.” 

“Thanks for your vote of confidence.” 

“Did you?” 

“No.” 

“How did the sword react in the presence of the Reapers?” 

“It glowed. They ran from it.” It was only a half-lie. “Any idea why?” 

“They are already dead. Blades hold no threat to them.” 

“Yeah, well … they freaked.” 

His father reached for the black blade but halted, remembering himself. 

It wasn’t his blade to touch. 

Ruhn  reined  in  his  smirk  of  satisfaction.  But  his  father  watched  the

various globes and solar system models across his office for a long moment. 

Ruhn spied their own solar system in the center of it all. Seven planets

around a massive star. Seven Asteri—technically six now—to rule Midgard. 

Seven Princes of Hel to challenge them. 

Seven  Gates  in  this  city  through  which  Hel  had  tried  to  invade  this

spring. 

Seven  and  seven  and  seven  and  seven—always  that  holy  number. 

Always—

“It’s  an  ancient  sword,”  the  Autumn  King  said  at  last,  drawing  Ruhn

from his wandering thoughts, “from another world. Made from the metal of

a  fallen  star—a  meteorite.  This  sword  exists  beyond  our  planet’s  laws. 

Perhaps the Reapers sensed that and shied away.” 

The  Reapers  had  learned  precisely  how  outside  the  planet’s  laws  the

sword was. It could fucking  kill them. 

Ruhn  opened  his  mouth,  but  his  father  sniffed  him  again.  Frowned. 

“And  when  were  you  going  to  tell  me  your  sister  was  involved  in  this

incident? She’s even more reckless than you.” 

Ruhn stifled the spike of anger in his gut. “Only fit for breeding, right?” 

“She  should  consider  herself  lucky  I  believe  her  valuable  enough  for

that.” 

“You  should  consider  yourself  lucky  that  she  didn’t  come  in  here  to

kick your ass for the betrothal to Cormac.” 

His  father  stalked  to  the  elegant  wood  liquor  cabinet  behind  his  desk

and pulled out a crystal decanter of what looked and smelled like whiskey. 

“Oh,  I’ve  been  waiting  for  days  now.”  He  poured  himself  a  glass,  not

bothering to offer Ruhn any, and knocked it back. “I suppose you convinced

her not to.” 

“She decided all on her own that you weren’t worth the effort.” 

His father’s eyes simmered as he set the glass and decanter on the edge

of his desk. “If that sword is acting up,” the Autumn King said, ignoring his

barb, “I’d suggest keeping it far from your sister.” 

Too  late.  “I  offered  it  to  her  already.  She  didn’t  want  it.  I  don’t  think she’s interested in your politics.” 

But  she  had  run  into  a  sewer  teeming  with  Reapers  after  him.  Ruhn’s

heart squeezed tight. 

His father poured himself another glass of whiskey. The only sign that

something  about  this  conversation  rattled  him.  But  the  Autumn  King’s

voice  was  bland  as  he  said,  “In  ancient  times,  Starborn  rivals  would  slit

each other’s throats. Even those of the children. She is now more powerful

than you and I are, as you like to remind me.” 

Ruhn  resisted  the  urge  to  ask  whether  that  had  played  any  part  in  his

father’s slaying of the last Starborn heir. “Are you telling me to kill Bryce?” 

His  father  sipped  from  the  whiskey  this  time  before  replying,  “If  you

had any backbone, you would have done it the moment you learned she was

Starborn.  Now  what  are  you?”  Another  sip  before  he  said  mildly,  “A

second-rate prince who only possesses the sword because she allows you to

have it.” 

“Pitting us against each other won’t work.” But those words— second-

 rate prince— those gouged something deep in him. “Bryce and I are good.” 

The  Autumn  King  drained  the  glass.  “Power  attracts  power.  It  is  her

fate to be tied to a powerful male to match her own strength. I would rather

not learn what comes of her union with the Umbra Mortis.” 

“So you betrothed her to Cormac to avoid that?” 

“To consolidate that power for the Fae.” 

Ruhn slowly picked up the Starsword. Refused to meet his father’s stare

while he sheathed it down his back. “So this is what being king is all about? 

That old shit about keeping friends close and enemies closer?” 

“It remains to be seen whether your sister is an enemy to the Fae.” 

“I  think  the  burden  of  that’s  on  you.  Overstepping  your  authority

doesn’t help.” 

His father returned the crystal decanter to the cabinet. “I am a King of

the Fae. My word is law. I cannot overstep my authority—it has no limits.” 

“Maybe it should.” The words were out before Ruhn could think. 

His father went still in a way that always promised pain. “And who will

impose them?” 

“The Governor.” 

“That doe-eyed angel?” A mirthless laugh. “The Asteri knew what they

were doing in appointing a lamb to rule a city of predators.” 

“Maybe, but I bet the Asteri would agree that there are limits to your

power.” 

“Why  don’t  you  ask  them,  then,  Prince?”  He  smiled  slowly,  cruelly. 

“Maybe they’ll make you king instead.” 

Ruhn  knew  his  answer  would  mean  his  life  or  death.  So  he  shrugged

again, nonchalant as always, and aimed for the door. “Maybe they’ll find a

way to make you live forever. I sure as fuck have no interest in the job.” 

He didn’t dare to look back before he left. 
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Bryce leaned against the alley side of a brick building bordering the Black

Dock, arms crossed and face stony. Hunt, gods bless him, stood at her side, 

mirroring her position. He’d come right over the moment she’d called him, 

sensing that her eerily calm voice meant something big had gone down. 

She’d  only  managed  to  say  something  vague  about  Reapers  before

they’d found Cormac here, prowling for any hint of Emile. 

Cormac  lounged  against  the  wall  across  the  alley,  focus  on  the  quay

beyond. Not even the vendors selling touristy crap came here. “Well?” the

Avallen Prince asked, not taking his attention from the Black Dock. 

“You  can  teleport,”  Bryce  said,  voice  low.  That  made  Hunt’s  eyes

widen. He kept himself contained, though, solid and still as a statue, wings

tucked in—but brimming with power. One blink, and Hunt would unleash

lightning on the prince. 

“What of it?” Cormac asked with no small hint of haughtiness. 

“What did you do to the Reapers you teleported out?” 

“Put them about half a mile up in the sky.” The Avallen Prince smiled

darkly. “They weren’t happy.” 

Hunt’s  brows  rose.  But  Bryce  asked,  “You  can  go  that  far?  It’s  that

precise?” 

“I  need  to  know  the  spot.  If  it’s  a  trickier  location—indoors,  or  a

specific  room—I  need  exact  coordinates,”  Cormac  said.  “My  accuracy  is

within two feet.” 

Well, that explained how he’d shown up at Ruhn’s house party. Dec’s

tech  had  picked  up  Cormac  teleporting  around  the  house’s  perimeter  to

calculate where he wanted to appear to make his grand entrance. Once he’d had them, he’d simply walked right out of a shadow in the doorway. 

Hunt pointed to a dumpster halfway down the alley. “Teleport there.” 

Cormac bowed mockingly. “Left side or right side?” 

Hunt  leveled  a  cool  stare  at  him.  “Left,”  he  challenged.  Bryce

suppressed a smile. 

But Cormac bowed at the waist again—and vanished. 

Within a blink, he reappeared where Hunt had indicated. 

“Well,  fuck,”  Hunt  muttered,  rubbing  the  back  of  his  neck.  Then, 

Cormac reappeared before them, right where he’d been standing. 

Bryce pushed off the wall. “How the Hel do you do that?” 

Cormac  slicked  back  his  blond  hair.  “You  have  to  picture  where  you

want  to  go.  Then  simply  allow  yourself  to  take  that  step.  As  if  you’re

folding two points on a piece of paper so that the two points can meet.” 

“Like a wormhole,” Hunt mused, wings rustling. 

Cormac  waved  a  dismissive  hand.  “Wormhole,  teleportation,  yes. 

Whatever you want to call it.” 

Bryce  blew  out  an  impressed  breath.  But  it  didn’t  explain—  “How’d

you know where to find me and Ruhn?” 

“I was on my way to meet you, remember?” Cormac rolled his eyes, as

if she should have figured it out by now. Asshole. “I saw you run into the

sewer,  and  I  did  some  mental  calculations  for  the  jump.  Thankfully,  they

were right.” 

Hunt let out an approving grunt, but said nothing. 

So Bryce said, “You’re going to teach me how to do that. Teleport.” 

Hunt  whipped  his  head  to  her.  But  Cormac  simply  nodded.  “If  it’s

within your wheelhouse, I will.” 

Hunt blurted, “I’m sorry, but Fae can just  do this shit?” 

“I can do this shit,” Cormac countered. “If Bryce has as much Starborn

ability as she seems to, she might also be able to do this shit.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  I’m  the  Super  Powerful  and  Special  Magic  Starborn

Princess,” Bryce answered, waggling her eyebrows. 

Cormac said, “You should treat your title and gifts with the reverence

they are due.” 

“You  sound  like  a  Reaper,”  she  said,  and  leaned  against  Hunt.  He tucked  her  into  his  side.  Her  clothes  were  still  soaked.  And  smelled

atrocious. 

But Hunt didn’t so much as sniff as he asked Cormac, “Where did you

inherit the ability from?” 

Cormac squared his shoulders, every inch the proud prince as he said, 

“It was once a gift of the Starborn. It was the reason I became so … focused

on attaining the Starsword. I thought my ability to teleport meant that the

bloodline had resurfaced in me, as I’ve never met anyone else who can do

it.”  His  eyes  guttered  as  he  added,  “As  you  know,  I  was  wrong.  Some

Starborn blood, apparently, but not enough to be worthy of the blade.” 

Bryce wasn’t going to touch that one. So she retied her wet hair into a

tight bun atop her head. “What are the odds that I have the gift, too?” 

Cormac gave her a slashing smile. “Only one way to find out.” 

Bryce’s eyes glowed with the challenge. “It would be handy.” 

Hunt murmured, his voice awed, “It would make you unstoppable.” 

Bryce winked at Hunt. “Hel yeah, it would. Especially if those Reapers

weren’t full of shit about the Prince of the Pit sending them to challenge me

to some epic battlefield duel. Worthy opponent, my ass.” 

“You don’t believe the Prince of the Pit sent them?” Cormac asked. 

“I  don’t  know  what  I  believe,”  Bryce  admitted.  “But  we  need  to

confirm where those Reapers came from—who sent them—before we make

any moves.” 

“Fair enough,” Hunt said. 

Bryce  went  on,  “Beyond  that,  this  is  twice  now  that  we’ve  gotten

warnings about Hel’s armies being ready. Apollion’s a little heavy-handed

for my tastes, but I guess he  really wants to get the point across. And wants

me leveled up by the time all Hel breaks loose. Literally, I guess.” 

Bryce knew there was no fucking way she’d ever stand against the Star-

Eater  and  live,  not  if  she  didn’t  expand  her  understanding  of  her  power. 

Apollion had killed a fucking Asteri, for gods’ sakes. He’d obliterate her. 

She said to Cormac, “Tomorrow night. You. Me. Training center. We’ll

try out this teleporting thing.” 

“Fine,” the prince said. 

Bryce picked lingering dirt from beneath her nails and sighed. “I could

have  lived  without  Hel  getting  mixed  up  in  this.  Without  Apollion

apparently wanting in on Sofie’s and Emile’s powers.” 

“Their powers,” Cormac said, face thunderous, “are a gift and a curse. 

I’m not surprised at all that so many people want them.” 

Hunt  frowned.  “And  you  really  think  you’re  going  to  find  Emile  just

hanging around here?” 

The prince glowered at the angel. “I don’t see you combing the docks

for him.” 

“No  need,”  Hunt  drawled.  “We’re  going  to  search  for  him  without

lifting a finger.” 

Cormac sneered, “Using your lightning to survey the city?” 

Hunt didn’t fall for the taunt. “No. Using Declan Emmett.” 

Leaving  the  males  to  their  posturing,  Bryce  pulled  out  her  phone  and

dialed. Jesiba answered on the second ring. “What?” 

Bryce  smiled.  Hunt  half  turned  toward  her  at  the  sound  of  the

sorceress’s voice. “Got any Death Marks lying around?” 

Hunt hissed, “You can’t be serious.” 

Bryce ignored him as Jesiba answered, “I might. Plan on taking a trip, 

Quinlan?” 

“I hear the Bone Quarter’s gorgeous this time of year.” 

Jesiba chuckled, a rolling, sultry sound. “You do amuse me every now

and then.” Pause. “You have to pay for this one, you know.” 

“Send  the  bill  to  my  brother.”  Ruhn  would  have  a  conniption,  but  he

could deal. 

Another soft chuckle. “I only have two. And it’ll take until tomorrow

morning for them to reach you.” 

“Fine. Thanks.” 

The sorceress said a shade gently, “You won’t find any traces of Danika

left in the Bone Quarter, you know.” 

Bryce tensed. “What does that have to do with anything?” 

“I thought you were finally going to start asking questions about her.” 

Bryce clenched the phone hard enough for the plastic to groan. “What

sort of questions?” What the fuck did Jesiba know? 

A low laugh. “Why don’t you start by wondering why she was always

poking around the gallery?” 

“To see me,” Bryce said through her teeth. 

“Sure,” Jesiba said, and hung up. 

Bryce swallowed hard and pocketed her phone. 

Hunt  was  slowly  shaking  his  head.  “We’re  not  going  to  the  Bone

Quarter.” 

“I agree,” Cormac grumbled. 

“You’re not going at all,” she said sweetly to Cormac. “We’ll only have

two  fares,  and  Athalar  is  my  plus-one.”  The  prince  bristled,  but  Bryce

turned to Hunt. “When the coins arrive tomorrow, I want to be ready—have

as much information as possible about where those Reapers came from.” 

Hunt folded his wings behind him, feathers rustling. “Why?” 

“So the Under-King and I can have an informed heart-to-heart.” 

“What was that shit Jesiba said about Danika?” Hunt asked warily. 

Bryce’s  mouth  hardened  into  a  thin  line.  Jesiba  did  and  said  nothing

without reason. And while she knew she’d never get answers out of her old

boss, at least this nudge was something to go on. “Turns out we’re going to

have to ask Declan for an additional favor.” 

That night, still reeling from the events of the day, Ruhn flipped through the

channels  on  the  TV  until  he  found  the  sunball  game,  then  set  down  the

remote and swigged from his beer. 

On  the  other  end  of  the  sectional  couch  in  Bryce’s  apartment,  Ithan

Holstrom sat hunched over a laptop, Declan beside him with a laptop of his

own. Bryce and Hunt stood behind the two, staring over their shoulders, the

latter’s face stormy. 

Ruhn had told none of them, especially Bryce, about the conversation

with his father. 

Ithan typed away, then said, “I’m super rusty at this.” 

Dec said without breaking his attention from the computer, “If you took

Kirfner’s Intro to Systems and Matrices, you’ll be fine.” 

Ruhn often forgot that Dec was friendly with people other than him and

Flynn. While none of them had attended college, Dec had struck up a years-

long  friendship  with  the  ornery  CCU  computer  science  professor,  often

consulting the satyr on some of his hacking ventures. 

“He gave me a B minus in that class,” Ithan muttered. 

“From what he tells me, that’s practically an A plus,” Declan said. 

“Okay, okay,” Bryce said, “any idea how long this is going to take?” 

Declan  threw  her  an  exasperated  look.  “You’re  asking  us  to  do  two things at once, and neither is easy, so … a while?” 

She scowled. “How many cameras are even at the Black Dock?” 

“A  lot,”  Declan  said,  going  back  to  his  computer.  He  glanced  to

Holstrom’s  laptop.  “Click  that.”  He  pointed  to  a  mark  on  the  screen  that

Ruhn couldn’t see. “Now type this code in to identify the footage featuring

Reapers.” 

How Dec managed to direct Ithan to comb through the footage around

the Black Dock from earlier today while  also creating a program to search

through years of video footage of Danika at the gallery was beyond Ruhn. 

“It’s  insane  that  you  made  this,”  Ithan  said  with  no  small  bit  of

admiration. 

“All  in  a  day’s  work,”  Dec  replied,  typing  away.  Pulling  any  footage

from the gallery featuring Danika could take days, he’d said. But at least the

footage from the Black Dock would only take minutes. 

Ruhn  carefully  asked  Bryce,  “You  sure  you  trust  Jesiba  enough  to

follow this lead? Or at all?” 

“Jesiba  literally  has  a  collection  of  books  that  could  get  her  killed,” 

Bryce said tartly. “I trust that she knows how to stay out of … dangerous

entanglements. And wouldn’t shove me into one, either.” 

“Why  not  tell  you  to  look  at  the  footage  during  the  investigation  this

spring?” Hunt asked. 

“I don’t know. But Jesiba must have had a good reason.” 

“She scares me,” Ithan said, gaze fixed on the computer. 

“She’ll be happy to hear that,” Bryce said, but her face was tight. 

 What’s up?  Ruhn asked her mind-to-mind. 

Bryce frowned.  You want the honest answer? 

 Yeah. 

She tucked a strand of hair behind an ear.  I don’t know how much more

 of this “Surprise! Danika had a big secret!” stuff I can take. It feels like … I

 don’t even know. It feels like I never really knew her. 

 She loved you, Bryce. That’s not in doubt. 

 Yeah,  I  know.  But  did  Danika  know  about  the  Parthos  books—or  the

 other contraband tomes—in the gallery?  Jesiba made it sound like she did. 

 Like she took a special interest in them. 

 You guys never talked about it? 

 Never. But Jesiba was always monitoring those cameras, so … maybe

 she  saw  something.  Danika  was  down  there  without  me  plenty  of  times. 

 Though Lehabah was usually there, too. 

Ruhn noted the pain that filled his sister’s face at the fire sprite’s name. 

 We’ll figure it out, Ruhn offered, and Bryce gave him a thankful smile

in return. 

“Don’t  forget  to  keep  an  eye  out  for  Emile  around  the  docks,”  Bryce

said to Ithan. Cormac had turned down the invitation to join them here—

he’d said he wanted to continue hunting for Emile on the ground. 

“I already added it to the program,” Declan said. “It’ll flag any Reaper

or  any  person  whose  facial  features  and  build  match  the  kid’s.”  Dec  had

managed to pull a still from the security footage in the town of Servast the

night Emile and Sofie had separated. 

Ruhn  again  considered  his  sister,  who  was  peering  over  Declan’s

shoulder with an intensity he recognized. She wouldn’t let go of any of this. 

Would she be able to teleport? She’d told him that Cormac had agreed

to try to teach her. And wouldn’t that be something for the Autumn King to

chew on—Bryce plus teleporting plus Starborn power plus Starsword with

crazy killing abilities plus Bryce magically outranking their father equaled

…

Ruhn kept his face neutral, tucking away thoughts of what a leveled-up

Bryce might mean for the Fae. 

Ithan finished typing in the code, and said without looking up, “Hilene

is going to win this one.” 

Ruhn  checked  the  sunball  game  just  beginning  its  first  period.  “I

thought Ionia was favored.” 

Ithan stretched out his long legs, propping his bare feet on a cushioned

stool  Bryce  had  dragged  over  from  the  windows  to  be  a  temporary

replacement  for  the  coffee  table.  “Jason  Regez  has  been  off  the  last  two

games. I played with him at CCU—I can tell when he starts to get in a funk. 

He’ll fuck it up for Ionia.” 

Ruhn eyed Ithan. A few years off the sunball field hadn’t gotten rid of

the muscles on the male. He’d somehow gotten even bigger since then. 

“I hate Ionia anyway,” Dec said. “They’re all swaggering assholes.” 

“Pretty much.” Ithan typed in the next line of code that Declan fed him. 

Bryce yawned audibly. “Can’t we watch  Veiled Love?” 

“No,” everyone answered. 

Bryce elbowed Hunt. “I thought we were a team.” 

Hunt snorted. “Sunball always trumps reality shows.” 

“Traitor.” 

Ithan snickered. “I remember a time when you knew all the players on

the CCU team and their stats, Bryce.” 

“If you think that was because I was remotely interested in the actual

sunball playing, you’re delusional.” 

Hunt laughed, some of the tightness on the angel’s face lightening, and

Ruhn  smiled,  despite  the  old  ache  in  his  heart.  He’d  missed  out  on  those

years  with  Bryce.  They  hadn’t  been  speaking  then.  Those  had  been

formative, pivotal years. He should have been there. 

Ithan flipped Bryce off, but said to Declan, “Okay, I’m in.” 

Bryce scanned the screen. “Do you see any Reapers crossing in boats?” 

“This is showing nothing landing at the Black Dock at all today. Or last

night.” 

Athalar asked, “When’s the last time any Reaper docked?” 

Ithan  kept  typing,  and  they  all  waited,  the  only  additional  sound  the

swift clack of Declan’s fingers on the keys of his computer. The wolf said, 

“Yesterday morning.” He grimaced. “These two look familiar?” 

Bryce and Ruhn scanned the image Ithan had pulled up. Ruhn had no

idea  why  the  fuck  he  bothered,  since  he’d  been  unconscious,  but  a  shiver

went down his spine at the sagging, graying faces, the crepe-like skin so at

odds with the jagged, sharp teeth that gleamed as the Reapers stepped from

the boat. Both had pulled back their veils during the trip across the Istros, 

but tugged them over their faces as they stepped onto the Black Dock and

drifted into the city. 

Bryce said hoarsely, “No. Gods, they’re awful. But no—those weren’t

the ones who attacked.” 

“They might have been hiding out for a few days,” Athalar said. “The

Prince of the Pit only threatened us the other night, but he might have had

them in place already.” 

Ruhn had no idea how the angel spoke so calmly. If the Star-Eater had

come to  him and wanted to have a one-on-one chat, he’d still be shitting his

pants. 

“I’m not seeing any kids lurking around the Black Dock, either,” Ithan

muttered, scanning the results. He twisted to Bryce. “No sign of Emile at

all.” 

Ruhn asked, “Possible the kid took another way over? Maybe Danika

found some sort of back door into the Bone Quarter.” 

“Not possible,” Athalar said. “Only one way in, one way out.” 

Ruhn  bristled.  “That’s  what  we’ve  been  taught,  but  has  anyone  ever

tried to get in some other way?” 

Athalar snorted. “Why would they want to?” 

Ruhn glared at the angel but said, “Fair enough.” 

Ithan stopped on an image. “What about this one? He didn’t take a boat

over, just appeared from within the city—” 

“That’s the one,” Bryce hissed, her face paling. 

They all studied the still—the Reaper was half-turned to the camera as

it entered the frame from a street near the Black Dock. He was taller than

the others, but had the same grayish, soft face and those terrifying teeth. 

Athalar whistled. “You sure know how to pick them, Quinlan.” 

She scowled at the angel, but asked Dec, “Where’s it coming from? Can

you add its face to the program and run a search on the city’s footage?” 

Declan’s brows rose. “You know how long  that will take? Every camera

in  Lunathion?  It’s  why  we’re  not  even  doing  it  for  Emile.  It’d  take  …  I

can’t even calculate how long we’d need.” 

“Okay, okay,” Bryce said. “But can we … track this one for a while?” 

She directed the last bit at Ithan, but the wolf shook his head. 

“There  must  be  a  logical  reason  for  this—like  a  gap  in  the  camera

coverage or something—but that Reaper just seems to … appear.” 

“Micah  had  the  kristallos  stay  in  known  camera  gaps,”  Hunt  said

darkly. “These Reapers could know about them, too.” 

Ithan  pointed  to  the  screen.  “Right  here  is  where  they  first  appear. 

Before that, nothing.” 

Ruhn pulled up a map of the city in his Aux app. “There should be a

sewer entrance right behind them. Possible they came out of there?” 

Ithan moved the footage around. “The cameras don’t cover that sewer

entrance.” 

Bryce said, “So they probably knew it’d be a good entry point. And it’d

make sense, given that they dragged us into the sewers.” Where there were

no cameras at all. 

“Let me look around a little more,” Ithan offered, and clicked away. 

Athalar asked none of them in particular, “You think they were waiting

for you, or for Emile?” 

“Or both?” Ruhn asked. “Clearly, they wanted to stay hidden.” 

“But  did  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  send  them,  or  did  the  Under-King?” 

Athalar pushed. 

“Good  thing  we’ve  got  a  date  with  the  being  who  can  answer  that,” 

Bryce said. 

Ruhn winced. He’d paid for the Death Marks that Jesiba had promised, 

but he wasn’t happy about it. The thought of Bryce confronting the Under-

King scared the Hel out of him. 

“We  need  a  plan  for  how  we  question  him,”  Athalar  warned  her.  “I

doubt he’ll appreciate being questioned at all.” 

“Hence the research,” Bryce shot back, gesturing to the computer. “You

think  I’m  stupid  enough  to  go  in  and  fling  accusations  around?  If  we  can

confirm whether or not those Reapers came directly from the Bone Quarter, 

we’ll have steadier footing when we question him. And if we can get any

hint  of  Emile  actually  going  over  to  the  Bone  Quarter,  then  we’ll  have  a

good reason to ask him about that, too.” 

Ithan added, “Considering what Tharion thinks Pippa Spetsos has done

while  hunting  for  Emile,  I’m  half  hoping  the  kid’s  already  in  the  Bone

Quarter.” He dragged a hand through his short brown hair. “What she did to

that selkie we found this morning was no joke.” 

The  wolf  had  filled  them  all  in  on  the  work  he’d  done  with  Tharion

earlier—the tortured body they suspected had been left behind by the rebel

fanatic. 

Bryce pivoted and began pacing. Syrinx trotted at her heels, whining for

a second dinner. Ruhn refrained from remarking on how similar the motion

was to one he’d seen their father do so many times in his study. Unable to

stand it, he turned back to the sunball game. 

Then  Ithan  said  to  Ruhn,  picking  up  the  thread  of  conversation  from

earlier,  “See?  Regez  should  have  nailed  that  shot,  but  he  balked.  He’s

second-guessing himself. He’s too deep in his head.” 

Ruhn  glanced  sidelong  at  the  male.  “You’ve  never  thought  about

playing again?” 

A muscle ticked in Ithan’s jaw. “No.” 

“You miss it?” 

“No.” 

It  was  an  obvious  lie.  Ruhn  didn’t  fail  to  note  that  Bryce’s  eyes  had

softened. 

But Ithan didn’t so much as look in her direction. So Ruhn nodded to

the  wolf.  “If  you  ever  want  to  play  a  pickup  game,  me,  Dec,  and  Flynn

usually play with some of the Aux in Oleander Park over in Moonwood on

Sundays.” 

“Where’s my invite?” Bryce asked, scowling. 

But Ithan said roughly, “Thanks. I’ll think about it.” 

Hunt asked, “I’m assuming I don’t get an invite, either, Danaan?” 

Ruhn snorted at the angel. “You want an excuse for me to beat the shit

out of you, Athalar, then I’m down.” 

Athalar  smirked,  but  his  gaze  drifted  to  Bryce,  who  was  now  staring

over  Declan’s  shoulder  at  the  lightning-fast  footage  zooming  by  on  his

laptop. Footage of Danika from years ago. 

She straightened suddenly. Cleared her throat. “I’m going down to the

gym.  Call  me  if  you  find  anything.”  She  aimed  for  her  bedroom, 

presumably  to  change.  Ruhn  watched  Hunt  glance  between  her

disappearing form and the sunball game. Weighing which one to follow. 

It took Athalar all of thirty seconds to decide. He ducked into his room, 

saying he was going to change for the gym. 

When Ruhn was alone with Dec and Ithan, his beer half-finished, Ithan

said, “Connor would have picked the game.” 

Ruhn raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize it was a competition between

them.” Between a dead male and a living one. 

Ithan just typed away, eyes darting over the screen. 

And for some reason, Ruhn dared ask, “What would you have picked?” 

Ithan didn’t hesitate. “Bryce.” 
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Bryce  didn’t  go  to  the  gym.  Not  yet,  anyway.  She  waited  in  front  of  the

elevator, and when Hunt appeared, she tapped her wrist and said, “You’re

late. Let’s go.” 

He halted. “We’re not working out?” 

She  rolled  her  eyes,  stepping  into  the  elevator  and  hitting  the  Lobby

button. “Honestly, Athalar. We’ve got a kid to find.” 

“You  really  think  Emile  is   here?  What  about  the  Bone  Quarter?”  Hunt

asked as Bryce strode through the warren of stalls that made up one of the

Meat Market’s many warehouses. There was no missing her, not with her

neon-pink sneakers and athletic gear, that high ponytail that swished back

and forth, brushing tantalizingly close to the glorious curve of her ass. “The

Reapers  practically  told  you  that  he  and  Sofie  are  lying  low  over  there. 

You’re  having  Emmet  and  Holstrom  comb  through  footage   because  you

think Emile’s over there.” 

She  paused  at  an  open  seating  area,  surveying  the  crammed  array  of

tables and the diners hunched over them. “Forgive me if I don’t take those

half-lifes at their word. Or want to wait around while Declan and Ithan stare

at their screens. Jesiba said the coins will arrive tomorrow, so why not look

at  alternatives  in  the  meantime?  What  Danika  said  …   Where  the  weary

 souls find relief … Couldn’t that be here, too?” 

“Why would Danika tell them to lie low in the Meat Market?” 

“Why tell them to lie low in the  Bone Quarter?” She sniffed and sighed

with longing toward a bowl of noodle soup. 

Hunt said, “Even if Danika or Sofie told Emile it was safe to hide out, if I were a kid, I wouldn’t have come here.” 

“You  were  a  kid,  like,  a  thousand  years  ago.  Forgive  me  if  my

childhood is a little more relevant.” 

“Two hundred years ago,” he muttered. 

“Still old as fuck.” 

He pinched her ass and she squeaked, batting him away, drawing more

than  a  few  eyes.  Not  exactly  inconspicuous.  How  long  until  the  Viper

Queen heard they were here? Hunt tried not to bristle at the thought. He had

zero interest in dealing with the shape-shifter tonight. 

Hunt marked the faces that turned their way, the ones who moved off

into  the  stalls  and  shadows.  “And  if  this  is  where  Sofie  told  him  to  hide, Sofie  was  a  fool  for  listening  to  Danika.  Though  I  really  doubt  Danika

would have suggested it as a rendezvous point.” 

Bryce glared at him over a shoulder. “This kid stole  two boats and made

it all the way here. I think he can handle the Meat Market.” 

“Okay, buying that, you think he’s simply going to be sitting at a table, 

twiddling his thumbs? You’re no better than Cormac, stomping around the

docks for any sign of this kid.” Hunt shook his head. “If you do find Emile, 


don’t forget you’ll have Tharion and Cormac fighting you for him.” 

She patted his cheek. “Then it’s a good thing I have the Umbra Mortis

at my side, huh?” 

“Bryce,”  he  growled.  “Be  reasonable.  I  mean,  look  at  where  we  are

right  now.  This  market’s  huge.  Are  we  going  to  search  through  every

warehouse ourselves?” 

“Nope.”  Bryce  put  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “That’s  why  I  brought

backup.” 

Hunt’s brows rose. She lifted her hand, waving at someone across the

space. He followed her line of attention. Let out a low growl. “You didn’t.” 

“You’re not the only badass I know, Athalar,” she trilled, approaching

Fury and Juniper, the former in her usual all black, the latter in tight jeans

and a flowing white blouse. “Hi, friends,” Bryce said, smiling. She kissed

June’s  cheek  as  if  they  were  meeting  for  brunch,  then  gave  Fury  a  once-

over. “I said casual clothes.” 

“These are her casual clothes,” Juniper said, laughter in her eyes. 

Fury  crossed  her  arms,  ignoring  them  as  she  said  to  Hunt,  “Gym clothes? Really?” 

“I thought I  was going to the gym,” he grumbled. 

Bryce  waved  him  off.  “All  right.  We  divide  and  conquer.  Try  not  to

attract too much attention.” The last bit she directed at Hunt and Fury, and

the  merc  glowered  with  impressive  menace.  “Don’t  ask  questions.  Just

watch—listen. June, you take the east stalls, Fury the west ones, Hunt the

south,  and  me  …”  Her  gaze  drifted  to  the  northern  wall,  where   Memento

 Mori had been painted. The stalls beneath it—beneath the walkway above

—lay within range of the door to the Viper Queen’s quarters. 

Fury eyed her, but Bryce winked. “I’m a big girl, Fury. I’ll be fine.” 

Hunt grunted, but suppressed any hint of objection. 

“That’s  not  what  I’m  worried  about,”  Fury  said.  Then  asked  quietly, 

“Who is this kid again?” 

“His  name  is  Emile,”  Bryce  whispered.  “He’s  from  Pangera.  Thirteen

years old.” 

“And possibly very, very dangerous,” Hunt warned, glancing at Juniper. 

“If you spot him, come find us.” 

“I can take care of myself, angel,” Juniper said with impressive cool. 

“She’s a big girl, too.” Bryce high-fived her friend. “Right. Meet back

here in thirty?” 

They parted, and Hunt watched Bryce weave through the tables of the

dining  area—watched  the  many  patrons  note  her,  but  keep  well  away—

before  slipping  between  the  stalls.  Gazes  slid  back  to  him,  questioning. 

Hunt bared his teeth in a silent snarl. 

Moving off toward the area she’d ordered him to sweep, Hunt opened

his senses, calmed his breathing. 

Thirty minutes later, he’d returned to the dining area, Juniper appearing

a moment later. “Anything?” he asked the faun, who shook her head. 

“Not  a  whisper.”  The  dancer  frowned.  “I  really  hope  that  kid  isn’t

here.” She scowled at the warehouse. “I hate this place.” 

“That makes two of us,” Hunt said. 

Juniper rubbed at her chest. “You should talk to Celestina about it—the

things that happen here. Not only that fighting pit and the warriors the Viper

Queen practically enslaves …” The faun shook her head. “The other things, 

too.” 

“Even Micah let the Viper Queen do what she wanted,” Hunt said. “I

don’t think the new Governor is going to challenge her anytime soon.” 

“Someone should,” she said quietly, eyes drifting to the  Memento Mori

on the wall. “Someday, someone should.” 

Her  words  were  haunted  and  strained  enough  that  Hunt  opened  his

mouth to ask more, but Fury sauntered up, smooth as a shadow, and said, 

“No sign of the kid.” 

Hunt searched the space for Bryce, and found her at a stall far too close

to  the  Fae-guarded  door  to  the  Viper  Queen’s  private  living  area.  The

towering Fae sentries a mere fifty feet from her didn’t so much as blink at

her presence, though. She had a bag swinging from her wrist, and she was

chatting away. 

Bryce finished and walked toward them. Again, too many eyes watched

her. 

“She’s  got  some  pep  in  her  step,”  Juniper  observed,  chuckling.  “She

must have gotten a good bargain.” 

The tang of blood and bone and meat stuffed itself up Hunt’s nose as

Bryce approached. “I got some lamb bones from the butcher for Syrinx. He

goes crazy for the marrow.” She added to Juniper, “Sorry.” 

Right. The faun was a vegetarian. But Juniper shrugged. “Anything for

the little guy.” 

Bryce smiled, then surveyed them all. “Nothing?” 

“Nothing,” Hunt said. 

“Me neither,” Bryce said, sighing. 

“What now?” Fury asked, monitoring the crowd. 

“Even if Declan and Ithan can’t find any footage of Emile around the

Black  Dock,”  Bryce  said,  “the  fact  that  there’s  no  hint  of  him  here  at  the Meat Market leads us right back to the Bone Quarter again. So it gives us a

bit more reason to even ask the Under-King about whether Emile is there.” 

Hunt’s  blood  sparked.  When  she  talked  like  that,  so  sure  and

unflinching … His balls tightened. He couldn’t wait to show her just how

insanely that turned him on. 

But Juniper whispered, “A little boy in the Bone Quarter …” 

“We’ll  find  him,”  Bryce  assured  her  friend,  and  threw  an  arm  around

Juniper’s  shoulders,  turning  them  toward  the  exit.  Hunt  swapped  a  look

with Fury, and they followed. Hunt let Bryce and Juniper drift ahead a few

feet, and then, when he was sure they wouldn’t be overheard, asked Axtar, 

“Why does your girlfriend hate this place so much?” 

Fury kept her attention on the shadows between the stalls, the vendors

and shoppers. “Her brother was a fighter here.” 

Hunt started. “Does Bryce know?” 

Fury  nodded  shallowly.  “He  was  talented—Julius.  The  Viper  Queen

recruited  him  from  his  training  gym,  promised  him  riches,  females, 

everything he wanted if he signed himself into her employ. What he got was

an addiction to her venom, putting him in her thrall, and a contract with no

way out.” A muscle ticked in Fury’s jaw. “June’s parents tried everything to

get him freed.  Everything. Lawyers, money, pleas to Micah for intervention

—none  of  it  worked.  Julius  died  in  a  fight  ten  years  ago.  June  and  her

parents only learned about it because the Viper Queen’s goons dumped his

body on their doorstep with a note that said  Memento Mori on it.” 

The elegant dancer strode arm-in-arm with Bryce. “I had no idea.” 

“June doesn’t talk about it. Even with us. But she hates this place more

than you can imagine.” 

“So why’d she come?” Why had Bryce even invited her? 

“For Bryce,” Fury said simply. “Bryce told her she didn’t have to join, 

but she wanted to come with us. If there’s a kid running around lost in this

place, June would do anything to help find him. Even come here herself.” 

“Ah,” Hunt said, nodding. 

Fury’s  eyes  glittered  with  dark  promise.  “I’ll  burn  this  place  to  the

ground for her one day.” 

Hunt didn’t doubt it. 

An hour later, Bryce’s arms and stomach trembled as she held her plank on

the floor of her apartment building’s gym, sweat dripping off her brow and

onto  the  soft  black  mat  beneath.  Bryce  focused  on  the  droplet  as  it

splattered, on the music thumping in her earbuds, on breathing through her

nose— anything other than the clock. 

Time  itself  had  slowed.  Ten  seconds  lasted  a  minute.  She  pushed  her

heels back, steadying her body. Two minutes down. Three more to go. 

Before  the  Drop,  she’d  usually  managed  a  decent  minute  in  this

position. After it, in her immortal body, five minutes should be nothing. 

Master her powers, indeed. She needed to master her body first. Though

she supposed magic was ideal for lazy people: she didn’t need to be able to

hold a plank for ten minutes if she could just unleash her power. Hel, she

could blind someone while sitting down if she felt like it. 

She chuckled at the idea, horrible as it was: her lounging in an oversize

armchair,  taking  down  enemies  as  easily  as  if  she  were  changing  the

channel with a remote. And she  did have enemies now, didn’t she? She’d

killed a fucking Reaper today. 

As soon as those Death Marks arrived from Jesiba tomorrow morning, 

she’d demand answers from the Under-King. 

It was why she’d come down here—not only to validate her excuse for

leaving the apartment. Well, that and seeing Danika on Declan’s laptop as it

scanned through footage. Her head had begun spinning and acid had been

burning through her veins, and sweating it all out seemed like a good idea. 

It always worked in Madame Kyrah’s classes. 

She owed June a massive box of pastries for coming tonight. 

Bryce  checked  the  clock  on  her  phone.  Two  minutes  fifteen  seconds. 

Fuck  this.  She  plopped  onto  her  front,  elbows  splaying,  and  laid  her  face

directly on the mat. 

A moment later, a foot prodded her ribs. Since there was only one other

person in the gym, she didn’t bother to be alarmed as she craned her neck to

peer  up  at  Hunt.  His  lips  were  moving,  sweat  beading  his  brow  and

dampening  his  tight  gray  T-shirt—gods-damn  it.  How  could  he  look  so

good? 

She tugged an earbud out. “What?” she asked. 

“I asked if you were alive.” 

“Barely.” 

His mouth twitched, and he lifted the hem of his T-shirt up to clean his

dripping face. She was rewarded with a glimpse of sweat-slicked abs. Then

he said, “You dropped like a corpse.” 

She cradled her arms, rubbing the sore muscles. “I prefer running. This

is torture.” 

“Your dance classes are equally grueling.” 

“This isn’t as fun.” 

He offered her a hand, and Bryce took it, her sweaty skin sliding against

his as he hauled her to her feet. 

She  wiped  at  her  face  with  the  back  of  her  arm,  but  found  it  to  be equally sweaty. Hunt returned to the array of metal machines that seemed

more  like  torture  devices,  adjusting  the  seat  on  one  to  accommodate  his

gray  wings.  She  stood  in  the  center  of  the  room  like  a  total  creep  for  a

moment, watching his back muscles ripple as he went through a series of

pull-down exercises. 

Burning fucking Solas. 

She’d blown this male. Had slid down that beautiful, strong body and

taken his ridiculously large cock in her mouth and had nearly come herself

as he’d spilled on her tongue. 

And she knew it was ten kinds of fucked up, considering how much shit

they were juggling and all that lay ahead, but …  look at him. 

She wiped at the sweat rolling down her chest, leaving a spectacularly

unsexy stain beneath her sports bra. 

Hunt  finished  his  set  but  kept  gripping  the  bar  above  his  head,  arms

extended high above him, stretching out his back and wings. Even in a T-

shirt and gym shorts, he was formidable. And … she was still staring. Bryce

twisted back to her mat, grimacing as she put in her earbud and it blasted

music. But her body refused to move. 

Water.  She  needed  some  water.  Anything  to  delay  going  back  to  that

plank. 

She  trudged  for  the  wet  bar  built  into  the  far  wall  of  the  gym.  The

beverage  fridge  beneath  the  white  marble  counter  was  stocked  with  glass

water bottles and chilled towels, and Bryce helped herself to both. A bowl

of green apples sat on the counter, along with a basket full of granola bars, 

and she took the former, teeth sinking into the crisp flesh. 

Fuck doing planks. 

Savoring  the  apple’s  tart  kiss,  she  glanced  over  toward  Hunt,  but—

Where was he? Even that telltale ripple of his power had faded away. 

She  scanned  the  expansive  gym,  the  rows  of  machines,  the  treadmills

and ellipticals before the wall of windows overlooking the bustle of the Old

Square. How had he—

Hands  wrapped  around  her  waist,  and  Bryce  shrieked,  nearly  leaping

out of her skin. Light erupted from her chest, but with the music thumping

in her ears, she couldn’t hear anything—

“Fucking  Hel, Quinlan!” Hunt said, prying her earbuds away. “Listen to your music a little louder, will you?” 

She scowled, pivoting to find him right behind her. “It wouldn’t matter

if you didn’t  sneak up on me. ” 

He flashed her a sweaty, wicked grin. “Just making sure my Shadow of

Death  skills  don’t  get  rusty  before  tomorrow’s  tea  party  with  the  Under-

King. I thought I’d see if I could dim myself a bit.” Hence her inability to

sense him creeping up. He rubbed at his eyes. “I didn’t realize you’d be so

… jumpy. Or  bright.” 

“I thought you’d praise me for my quick reflexes.” 

“Good jump. You almost blinded me. Congrats.” 

She playfully slapped his chest, finding rock-hard muscles beneath the

sweat-dampened shirt. “Solas, Hunt.” She rapped her knuckles on his pecs. 

“You could bounce a gold mark off these things.” 

His wings rustled. “I’m taking that as a compliment.” 

She  propped  her  elbows  on  the  counter  and  bit  into  her  apple  again. 

Hunt extended a hand, and she wordlessly handed him one earbud. He fitted

it to his ear, head angling as he listened to the song. 

“No wonder you can’t do a plank for more than two minutes, if you’re

listening to this sad-sack music.” 

“And your music is so much better?” 

“I’m listening to a book.” 

She  blinked.  They’d  often  swapped  music  suggestions  while  working

out, but this was new. “Which book?” 

“Voran Tritus’s memoir about growing up in the Eternal City and how

he  became,  well  …  him.”  Tritus  was  one  of  the  youngest  late-night  talk

show hosts ever. And absurdly hot. Bryce knew the last fact had little to do

with why Hunt tuned in religiously, but it certainly made her own viewing

much more enjoyable. 

“I’d say listening to a book while working out is even less motivational

than this  sad-sack music,” she said. 

“It’s all muscle memory at this point. I only need to pass the time until

I’m done.” 

“Asshole.”  She  ate  more  of  her  apple,  then  changed  the  song. 

Something  she’d  first  heard  in  the  hallowed  space  of  the  White  Raven

dance  club,  a  remix  of  a  slower  song  that  somehow  managed  to  combine

the  song’s  original  sensual  appeal  with  a  driving  beat  that  demanded dancing. 

The corner of Hunt’s mouth kicked up. “You trying to seduce me with

this music?” 

She met his gaze as she chewed on another mouthful of apple. The gym

was  empty.  But  the  cameras  …  “You’re  the  one  who  snuck  up  to  fondle

me.” 

He laughed, the column of his throat working. A droplet of sweat ran

down its powerful length, gleaming among all that golden-brown skin, and

her breathing hitched. His nostrils flared, no doubt scenting everything that

went hot and wet within the span of a breath. 

He  tucked  in  his  wings,  leaving  the  earbud  in  place  as  he  took  a  step

closer. Bryce leaned slightly against the counter, the marble digging into her

overheated  spine.  But  he  only  took  the  apple  from  her  fingers.  Held  her

gaze while he bit in, then slowly set the core on the counter. 

Her  toes  curled  in  her  sneakers.  “This  is  even  less  private  than  my

bedroom.” 

Hunt’s hands slid onto her waist, and he hoisted her onto the counter in

one easy movement. His lips found her neck, and she arched as his tongue

slid up one side, as if licking away a bead of sweat. “Best be quiet, then, 

Quinlan,” he said against her skin. 

Lightning skittered around the room. She didn’t need to look to know

he’d severed the camera wires, and likely had a wall of power blocking the

door.  Didn’t  need  to  do  anything  other  than  enjoy  the  sensation  of  his

tongue on her throat, teasing and tasting. 

She couldn’t stop the hands that slid into his hair, driving through the

sweaty strands, all the way down his head until they landed on the nape of

his neck. She drew him closer as she did so, and Hunt lifted his head from

her neck to claim her mouth. 

Her legs opened wider, and he settled between them, pressing hard as

his tongue met hers. 

Bryce groaned, tasting apple and that storm-kissed cedar scent that was

pure Hunt, grinding herself against his demanding hardness. With his gym

shorts  and  her  skintight  leggings,  there  was  no  hiding  his  erection,  or  the

dampness that soaked through her pants. 

His tongue tangled with hers, hands dropping from her waist to cup her

ass.  She  gasped  as  his  fingers  dug  in,  pulling  her  harder  against  him,  and

she hooked her legs around his middle. She couldn’t taste him deep enough, 

fast enough. 

His  shirt  came  off,  and  then  she  was  running  her  fingers  over  those

absurd  abs  and  side  abs  and  pecs,  down  the  shifting  muscles  of  his  back, 

frantic and desperate to touch all of him. 

Her tank top peeled away, and then his teeth nipped at the swells of her

breasts  above  the  seafoam  green  of  her  sports  bra,  the  fabric  almost  neon

against her tan skin. 

He bracketed her waist, calluses scraping her skin as he tilted her back, 

and  Bryce  let  him  lay  her  on  the  counter.  She  propped  herself  up  on  her

elbows as he pulled away, graceful as an ebbing tide, hands running from

her breasts to her sweaty stomach. 

Hunt’s  fingers  curled  over  the  waistband  of  her  black  leggings,  but

paused. His gaze lifted to hers in silent request. 

At  the  black  fire  she  beheld  there,  the  sheer  beauty  and  size  and

perfection of him …

“Hel  yes,”  she  said,  and  Hunt  grinned  wickedly,  rolling  down  her

leggings. Exposing her midriff. Then her abdomen. Then the lacy top of her

amethyst  thong.  Her  pants  and  underwear  were  soaked  with  sweat—she

didn’t want to imagine what they smelled like—and she opened her mouth

to tell him so, but he’d already knelt. 

He  pulled  off  her  sneakers,  then  her  socks,  then  the  leggings.  Then

gently, so gently, he took her right ankle and kissed its inside. Licked at the

bone. Then at her calf. The inside of her knee. 

Oh  gods.  This  was  going  to  happen.  Right  here,  in  the  middle  of  the

building gym where anyone could fly past the wall of windows twenty feet

away. He was going down on her right here, and she needed it more than

she’d ever needed anything—

His tongue traced circles along the inside of her right thigh. Higher and

higher,  until  she  was  shaking.  But  his  hands  slid  up,  looping  through  the

waistband of her thong. He pressed a kiss to the front of her underwear, and

she could have sworn he shuddered as he inhaled. 

Bryce  went  liquid,  unable  to  stop  her  writhe  of  demand,  and  Hunt

huffed  a  warm  laugh  against  her  most  sensitive  place,  kissing  her  again

through the fabric of her underwear. 

But  then  he  kissed  her  left  thigh,  beginning  a  downward  trajectory, 

pulling  her  underwear  away  as  he  went.  And  when  the  thong  was

completely gone, when she was bared to the world, Hunt’s wings splayed

above him, blocking her from the world’s view. 

Only his to see, his to devour. 

Her breathing turned jagged as his mouth reached her left ankle, kissing

again, and then he was sliding back up. He halted with his head between her

thighs, though. Took her feet and propped them onto the counter. 

Spread her legs wide. 

Bryce  moaned  softly  as  Hunt  surveyed  her,  the  light  glowing  through

his wings making him look like an avenging angel lit with inner fire. 

“Look at you,” he murmured, voice guttural with need. 

She’d never felt so naked, yet so seen and cherished. Not as Hunt slid a

finger through her wetness. “Fuck yeah,” he growled, more to himself than

to her, and she really, truly couldn’t breathe as he knelt again, head poised

where she needed him most. 

Hunt  softly,  reverently,  laid  a  hand  on  her,  opening  her  for  his  own

personal tasting. His tongue swept along her in an introductory  Hi, nice to

 fuck you flit. She bit her lip, panting through her nose. 

Yet  Hunt  bowed  his  head,  brow  resting  just  above  her  mound  as  his

hands slid to her thighs once more. He inhaled and exhaled, shuddering, and

she had no idea if he was savoring her scent or really needed a moment to

calm the Hel down. 

One or two more licks and she knew she’d lose her mind entirely. 

Then  Hunt  pressed  a  kiss  to  the  top  of  her  sex.  And  another,  as  if  he

couldn’t help it. His hands caressed her thighs. He kissed her a third time, 

raised wings twitching, and then his mouth drifted south, one hand with it. 

Again,  he  parted  her,  and  pressed  his  tongue  flat  against  her  as  he

dragged it up. 

Stars  sparked  behind  Bryce’s  eyes,  her  breasts  aching  so  much  she

arched into the air, as if seeking invisible hands to touch them. 

“That’s  it,”  Hunt  said  against  her,  and  flicked  his  tongue  over  her  clit

with lethal precision. 

She  couldn’t  endure  this.  Couldn’t  handle  one  more  second  of  this

torture—

His tongue pushed into her, curling deep, and she bucked. 

“You taste like gods-damn paradise,” he growled, pulling back enough

for her to note her wetness on his mouth, his chin. “I knew you’d taste like

this.” 

Bryce  clapped  a  hand  over  her  mouth  to  keep  from  shouting  as  Hunt

drove his tongue back into her, then dragged it all the way up to her clit. His

teeth clamped down gently, and her eyes rolled back into her head. Burning

Solas and merciful Cthona …

“Hunt,” she managed to say, voice strangled. 

He paused, ready to halt should she give the word. But that was the last

thing she wanted. 

Bryce met Hunt’s blazing gaze, her chest heaving, head a dizzy, starry

mess. She said the only thing in her head, her mind, her soul. “I love you.” 

She  regretted  the  words  the  moment  they  left  her  mouth.  She’d  never

said them to any male, hadn’t even  thought the words about Hunt, though

she’d known for a while. Why they came out then, she had no idea, but—

his eyes darkened again. His fingers tightened on her legs. 

Oh  gods.  She’d  fucked  everything  up.  She  was  a  stupid,  horny  idiot, 

and what the  fuck had she been thinking, telling him that when they weren’t

even  dating, for fuck’s sake—

Hunt unleashed himself. Dipped his head back down between her thighs

and feasted on her. Bryce could have sworn thunderstorms rumbled in the

room. It was answer and acceptance of what she’d said. Like he was beyond

words now. 

Tongue  and  teeth  and  purring—all  combined  into  a  maelstrom  of

pleasure that had Bryce grinding against him. Hunt gripped her thighs hard

enough  to  bruise  and  she  loved  it,  needed  it;  she  drove  her  hips  into  his

face,  pushing  his  tongue  into  her,  and  then  something  zapped  right  at  her clit, as if Hunt had summoned a little spark of lightning, and her brain and

body lit up like white fire, and oh gods, oh gods, oh gods—

Bryce was screaming the words, Hunt’s wings still cocooning them as

she  came  hard  enough  that  she  arced  clean  off  the  counter,  fingers

scrabbling  in  his  hair,  pulling  hard.  She  was  flaring  with  light  inside  and

out, like a living beacon. 

She  could  have  sworn  they  fell  through  time  and  space,  could  have

sworn  they  tumbled  toward  something,  but  she  wanted  to  stay  here,  with

him, in this body and this place—

Hunt licked her through every ripple, and when the climax eased, when

the  light  she’d  erupted  with  had  faded,  and  that  falling  sensation  had

steadied, he lifted his head. 

He met her stare from between her thighs, panting against her bare skin, 

lightning in his eyes. “I love you, too, Quinlan.” 

No one had said those words to Hunt in two centuries. 

Shahar had never said them. Not once, though he’d stupidly offered the

words to her. The last person had been his mother, a few weeks before her

death. But hearing them from Quinlan …

Hunt lay beside her in bed thirty minutes later, the minty scent of their

toothpaste and lavender of their shampoo mingling in the air. That had been

weird enough: showering one after the other, then brushing their teeth side

by  side,  those  words  echoing.  Walking  through  the  apartment,  past  Ruhn, 

Declan,  and  Ithan  watching  sunball  analysts  argue  over  tonight’s  game, 

wondering how so much and yet so little had changed in the span of a few

minutes. 

Going into the Bone Quarter tomorrow seemed like a far-off storm. A

distant rumble of thunder. Any thought of their search at the Meat Market

tonight dissolved like melting snow. 

In the dimness, the TV still droning from the living room, Hunt stared

at Bryce. She silently watched him back. 

“One of us has got to say something,” Hunt said, voice gravelly. 

“What else is there to say?” she asked, propping her head on a fist, hair

spilling over a shoulder in a red curtain. 

“You said you love me.” 

“And?” She cocked an eyebrow. 

Hunt’s mouth twitched upward. “It was said under duress.” 

She  bit  her  lip.  He  wanted  to  plant  his  teeth  there.  “Are  you  asking

whether I meant it, or do you think you’re that good with your mouth that I

went out of my mind?” 

He flicked her nose. “Smart-ass.” 

She flopped back onto the mattress. “They’re both true.” 

Hunt’s blood heated. “Yeah?” 

“Oh,  come  on.”  She  tucked  her  arms  behind  her  head.  “You  have  to know you’re good at it. That  lightning thing …” 

Hunt held up a finger, a spark of lightning dancing at the tip. “Thought

you’d enjoy that.” 

“If  I’d  known  ahead  of  time,  I  might  have  been  concerned  about  you

deep-frying my favorite parts.” 

He laughed warmly. “I wouldn’t dare. They’re my favorite parts, too.” 

She lifted herself onto her elbows, unable to keep from fidgeting. “Does

it weird you out? What I said?” 

“Why should it? I reciprocated, didn’t I?” 

“Maybe you felt bad for me and wanted to make it less weird.” 

“I’m not the kind of person who lightly tosses those words around.” 

“Me  neither.”  She  reached  over  and  Hunt  leaned  toward  her  hand, 

letting her brush her fingers through his hair. “I’ve never said it to anyone. I

mean, like … romantically.” 

“Really?” His chest became unbearably full. 

She  blinked,  her  eyes  like  golden  embers  in  the  darkness.  “Why  the

surprise?” 

“I thought you and Connor …” He wasn’t sure why he needed to know. 

That fire banked slightly. “No. We might have one day, but it didn’t get

that  far.  I  loved  him  as  a  friend,  but  …  I  still  needed  time.”  She  smiled crookedly. “Who knows? Maybe I was just waiting for you.” 

He grabbed her hand, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “I’ve been in love

with  you  for  a  while.  You  know  that,  right?”  His  heart  thundered,  but  he

said,  “I  was  …  very  attached  to  you  during  our  investigation,  but  when

Sandriel had me in that cell under the Comitium, she put on this fucked-up

slideshow of all the photos on my phone. Of you and me. And I watched it

and knew. I saw the photos of us toward the end, how I was looking at you

and you were looking at me, and it was a done deal.” 

“Sealed with you jumping in front of a bomb for me.” 

“It’s disturbing when you make jokes about that, Quinlan.” 

She chuckled, kissing his jaw. Hunt’s body tensed, readying for another

touch. Begging for another touch. She said, “I made the Drop for you.  And

offered to sell myself into slavery in your stead. I think I’m allowed to joke

about this shit.” He nipped at her nose. But she pulled back, gaze meeting

his.  Hunt  let  her  see  everything  that  lay  there.  “I  knew  the  moment  you went snooping for my dildos.” 

Hunt burst out laughing. “I can’t tell if that’s the truth.” 

“You handled Jelly Jubilee with such care. How could I not love you for

it?” 

He laughed again, ducking to brush a kiss to her warm throat. “I’ll take

that.” He traced his fingers down her hip, the threadbare softness of her old

T-shirt  snagging  against  his  callused  skin.  He  kissed  her  collarbone, 

inhaling the scent of her, his cock stirring. “So what now?” 

“Sex?” 

He grinned. “No. I mean, fuck yes, but I don’t want an audience.” He

gestured over his shoulder and wing to the wall behind him. “Shall we get a

hotel room somewhere in the city?” 

“Somewhere on another continent.” 

“Ah, Quinlan.” He kissed her jaw, her cheek, her temple. He whispered

into her ear, “I really want to fuck you right now.” 

She shuddered, arching against him. “Same.” 

His hand slid from her waist to cup her ass. “This is torture.” He slipped

his hand under her oversize shirt, finding her bare skin warm and soft. He

traced his fingers along the seam of her lacy thong, down toward her thighs. 

Heat  beckoned  him,  and  she  sucked  in  a  breath  as  he  halted  millimeters

short of where he wanted to be. 

But she placed a hand on his chest. “What do I call you now?” 

The words took a moment to register. “What?” 

“I mean, what  are we? Like, dating? Are you my boyfriend?” 

He snorted. “You really want to say you’re dating the Umbra Mortis?” 

“I’m not keeping this private.” She said it without an ounce of doubt. 

She brushed her fingers over his brow. Like she knew what it meant to him. 

Hunt managed to ask, “What about Cormac and your ruse?” 

“Well,  after  all  that,  I  guess.”  If  they  survived.  She  whooshed  out  a

breath. “Boyfriend sounds weird for you. It’s so … young. But what else is

there?” 

If he had a star on his chest, Hunt knew it’d be glowing as he asked, 

“Partner?” 

“Not sexy enough.” 

“Lover?” 

“Does that come with a ruff and lute?” 

He swept a wing over her bare thigh. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re

a pain in the ass?” 

“Just ye olde lover.” 

Hunt hooked his finger under the strap of her thong and snapped it. She

yowled, swatting away his hand. 

But  Hunt  grabbed  her  fingers,  laying  them  on  his  heart  again.  “What

about  mate?” Bryce stilled, and Hunt held his breath, wondering if he’d said

the wrong thing. When she didn’t reply, he went on, “Fae have mates, right? 

That’s the term they use.” 

“Mates  are  …  an  intense  thing  for  the  Fae.”  She  swallowed  audibly. 

“It’s  a  lifetime  commitment.  Something  sworn  between  bodies  and  hearts

and souls. It’s a binding between beings. You say I’m your mate in front of

any Fae, and it’ll mean something big to them.” 

“And  we  don’t  mean  something  big  like  that?”  he  asked  carefully, 

hardly daring to breathe. She held his heart in her hands. Had held it since

day one. 

“You  mean   everything  to  me,”  she  breathed,  and  he  exhaled  deeply. 

“But if we tell Ruhn that we’re mates, we’re as good as married. To the Fae, 

we’re bound on a biological, molecular level. There’s no undoing it.” 

“Is it a biological thing?” 

“It  can  be.  Some  Fae  claim  they  know  their  mates  from  the  moment

they meet them. That there’s some kind of invisible link between them. A

scent or soul-bond.” 

“Is it ever between species?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  she  admitted,  and  ran  her  fingers  over  his  chest  in

dizzying, taunting circles. “But if you’re not my mate, Athalar, no one is.” 

“A winning declaration of love.” 

She scanned his face, earnest and open in a way she so rarely was with

others.  “I  want  you  to  understand  what  you’re  telling  people,  telling  the

Fae, if you say I’m your mate.” 

“Angels have mates. Not as … soul-magicky as the Fae, but we call life

partners mates in lieu of husbands or wives.” Shahar had never called him

such a thing. They’d rarely even used the term  lover. 

“The Fae won’t differentiate. They’ll use their intense-ass definition.” 

He studied her contemplative face. “I feel like it fits. Like we’re already bound on that biological level.” 

“Me too. And who knows? Maybe we’re already mates.” 

It would explain a lot. How intense things had been between them from

the start. And once they crossed that last physical barrier, he had a feeling

the bond would be even further solidified. 

So  …  maybe  they   were  already  mates,  by  that  Fae  definition.  Maybe

Urd  had  long  ago  bound  their  souls,  and  they’d  needed  all  this  time  to

realize it. But did it even matter? If it was fate or choice to be together? 

Hunt asked, “Does it scare you? Calling me your mate?” 

Her  gaze  dipped  to  the  space  between  them,  and  she  said  quietly, 

“You’re the one who’s been defined by other people’s terms for centuries.” 

 Fallen.  Slave.  Umbra  Mortis.   “I  just  want  to  make  sure  it’s  a  title  you’re cool with having. Forever.” 

He kissed her temple, breathing in her scent. “Of everything I’ve ever

been called, Quinlan, your mate will be the one I truly cherish.” 

Her lips curved. “Did you hear the  forever part?” 

“I thought that’s what this thing between us is.” 

“We’ve known each other for, like, five months.” 

“So?” 

“My  mom  will  throw  a  fit.  She’ll  say  we  should  date  for  at  least  two

years before calling ourselves mates.” 

“Who  cares  what  other  people  think?  None  of  their  rules  have  ever

applied to us anyway. And if we’re some sort of predestined mates, then it

doesn’t make a difference at all.” 

She  smiled  again,  and  it  lit  up  his  entire  chest.  No,  that  was  the  star

between  her  breasts.  He  laid  a  hand  over  the  glowing  scar,  light  shining

through his fingers. “Why does it do that?” 

“Maybe it likes you.” 

“It glowed for Cormac and Ruhn.” 

“I didn’t say it was smart.” 

Hunt laughed and leaned to kiss the scar. “All right, my lovely mate. No

sex tonight.” 

His mate.  His. 

And  he  was  hers.  It  wouldn’t  have  surprised  him  if  her  name  were

stamped on his heart. He wondered if his own were stamped on the glowing

star in her chest. 

“Tomorrow night. We’ll get a hotel room.” 

He brushed another kiss against her scar. “Deal.” 
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 I’m glad to see you alive. 

Ruhn stood on a familiar mental bridge, the lines of his body once more

filled  in  with  night  and  stars  and  planets.  At  the  other  end  of  the  bridge waited that burning female figure. Long hair of pure flame floated around

her as if underwater, and what he could make out of her mouth was curved

upward in a half smile. 

“So am I,” he said. He must have passed out on the couch in Bryce’s

apartment. He’d still been there at two in the morning, watching old game

highlights with Ithan. Dec had long since gone to spend the night at Marc’s

place.  Neither  had  turned  up  any  solid  footage  of  Emile  at  the  docks—or

concrete proof of the Reapers being sent from the Under-King or Apollion. 

The search for Danika at the gallery would take days, Dec had said before

leaving, and he did have other work to do. Ithan had instantly volunteered

to keep combing through it. 

The wolf pup wasn’t bad. Ruhn could see them being friends, if their

people weren’t constantly at each other’s throats. Literally. 

Ruhn said to Agent Daybright, “Thanks for trying to wake me up.” 

“What happened?” 

“Reapers.” 

Her flame guttered to a violet blue. “They attacked you?” 

“Long story.” He angled his head. “So I don’t need the crystal to reach

you? I can just be unconscious? Sleeping?” 

“Perhaps  the  crystal  was  only  needed  to  initiate  contact  between  our

minds—a  beacon  for  your  talents,”  she  said.  “Now  that  your  mind—and

mine—knows where to go, you don’t require the crystal anymore, and can

contact me even in … inopportune moments.” 

A pinprick of guilt poked at him. She was embedded in the higher ranks

of the empire—had he endangered her when he’d been unconscious earlier, 

his mind blindly reaching for hers? 

But Daybright said, “I have information for you to pass on.” 

“Yeah?” 

She straightened. “Is that how Ophion agents speak these days?  Yeah? ” 

She had to be old, then. One of the Vanir who’d lived for so long that

modern lingo was like a foreign language. Or, gods, if she was an Asteri …

Ruhn wished he had a wall or a doorway or a counter to lean against as

he crossed his arms. “So you’re old-school Pangeran.” 

“Your  position  here  isn’t  to  learn  about  me.  It’s  to  pass  along

information. Who I am, who you are, is of no consequence.” She gestured

to her flames. “This should tell you enough.” 

“About what?” 

Her  flames  pushed  closer  to  her  body,  turning  a  vibrant  orange—like

the hottest embers. The kind that would burn to the bone. “About what shall

happen if you ask too many prying questions.” 

He smiled slightly. “So what’s the intel?” 

“The hit on the Spine is a go.” 

Ruhn’s smile faded. “When’s the shipment?” 

“Three  days  from  now.  It  leaves  from  the  Eternal  City  at  six  in  the

morning  their  time.  No  planned  stops,  no  refueling.  They’ll  travel  swiftly

northward, all the way to Forvos.” 

“The mech-suit prototype will be on the train?” 

“Yes.  And  along  with  it,  Imperial  Transport  is  moving  fifty  crates  of

brimstone missiles to the northern front, along with a hundred and twelve

crates of guns and about five hundred crates of ammunition.” 

Burning Solas. “You’re going to stage a heist?” 

“I’m  not  doing  anything,”  Agent  Daybright  said.  “Ophion  will  be

responsible.  I’d  recommend  destroying  it  all,  though.  Especially  that  new

mech-suit.  Don’t  waste  time  trying  to  unload  anything  from  the  trains  or

you’ll be caught.” 

Ruhn refrained from mentioning that Cormac had suggested something

different. He’d said Ophion wanted to attain the suit—to study it. And use

those weapons in their war. “Where’s the best place to intercept?” 

He was really doing this, apparently. Pass this intel along, and he was

officially aligning himself with the rebels. 

“That’s for Ophion Command to decide.” 

He asked carefully, “Will Pippa Spetsos be assigned to the hit?” Or was

she in Lunathion looking for Emile, as Tharion suspected? 

“Does it matter?” 

Ruhn  shrugged  as  nonchalantly  as  he  could.  “Just  want  to  know

whether we need to notify her.” 

“I’m not privy to who Command sends on their missions.” 

“Do you know where Pippa Spetsos is right now, though?” 

Her  flame  guttered  for  a  moment.  “Why  do  you  have  such  interest  in

her?” 

He held up his hands. “No interest at all.” He could sense her suspicion, 

though, so he asked, “Will there be armed guards with the shipment?” 

“Yes. About a hundred wolves in and atop the cars, along with a dozen

aerial angel scouts above. All armed with rifles, handguns, and knives.” 

Forested areas would be best for a strike, then, to avoid being seen by

the malakim. 

“Anything else?” 

She angled her head. “None of this bothers you?” 

“I’ve  been  in  the  Aux  for  a  while.  I’m  used  to  coordinating  shit.” 

Nothing like this, though. Nothing that put him firmly in the Asteri’s line of

fire. 

“That’s  a  stupid  thing  to  reveal.  Ophion  must  have  been  desperate,  if

they sent someone as untrained as you to deal with me.” 

“Trust is a two-way street.” He gestured to the space between them. 

Another  one  of  those  soft  laughs  raked  over  his  skin.  “Do  you  have

anything for me? What’s this business with Pippa Spetsos?” 

“Nothing at all. But—thanks for trying to save my ass earlier.” 

“I’d be a fool to let a valuable contact go to waste.” 

He bristled. “I’m touched.” 

She snorted. “You sound like a male used to being obeyed. Interesting.” 

“What the Hel is interesting about it?” 

“The  rebels  must  have  something  on  you,  to  make  you  risk  your

position by doing this.” 

“I thought you didn’t give a shit about my personal life.” 

“I don’t. But knowledge is power. I’m curious about who you might be, 

if the Reapers tried to grab you. And why you allow the rebels to push you

around.” 

“Maybe I wanted to join.” 

She  laughed,  the  sound  sharp  as  a  blade.  “I’ve  found  that  the  ruling

class rarely do such things out of the kindness of their hearts.” 

“Cynical.” 

“Perhaps, but it’s true.” 

“I could name a highly placed Vanir who’s helping the rebels without

being forced into it.” 

“Then they should put a bullet in your head.” 

Ruhn stiffened. “Excuse me?” 

She  waved  a  hand.  “If  you  know  their  identity,  if  you’re  able  to  so

blithely  boast  about  it,  if  you  are  asking  too  many  questions  about  Agent

Spetsos,  you’re  not  an  asset  at  all.  You’re  a  loose  cannon.  If  the

dreadwolves catch you, how long will it take for you to sing that person’s

name?” 

“Fuck off.” 

“Have  you  ever  been  tortured?  It’s  easy  for  people  to  claim  they

wouldn’t break, but when your body is being pulled apart piece by piece, 

bone by bone, you’d be surprised what people offer to get the pain to stop, 

even for a second.” 

Ruhn’s temper flared. “You don’t know shit about me or what I’ve been

through.” He was grateful the night and stars of his skin covered the marks

his father’s ministrations had left—the ones his ink couldn’t hide. 

Day’s  flame  blazed  brighter.  “You  should  mind  what  you  tell  people, 

even among Ophion allies. They have ways of making people disappear.” 

“Like Sofie Renast?” 

Her fire simmered. “Don’t repeat her true name to anyone. Refer to her

as Agent Cypress.” 

Ruhn gritted his teeth. “Do you know anything about Sofie?” 

“I assumed she was dead, since you’re now my contact.” 

“And if she isn’t?” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“If she isn’t dead, where would she go? Where would she hide?” 

Daybright whirled back toward her end of the bridge. “This meeting is

over.” And before Ruhn could say another word, she vanished, leaving only

drifting embers behind. 

“Why  the  Hel  would  the  Asteri  create  their  own  mech-suit  for  this  war?” 

Hunt  asked,  rubbing  his  jaw  as  he  leaned  against  the  kitchen  counter  the

next morning. 

He tried not to look at the black box on the other end of the counter. But

its presence seemed to … hum. Seemed to hollow out the air around it. 

Considering the two Death Marks inside, it was no wonder. 

Cormac  sipped  from  his  tea,  face  clouded.  He’d  arrived  barely  past

dawn,  apparently  after  Ruhn  had  called  him  to  demand  that  he  rush  over, 

thus dragging Hunt from slumber—and Bryce’s arms—with his knocking. 

“The suits are the one advantage we have. Well, that the humans have.” 

“I know that,” Hunt countered tightly. “I’ve fought them. I know them

inside and out.” 

And he’d taken them apart. And sabotaged them so their pilots didn’t

stand a chance. 

He’d been content to let that knowledge serve him lately for stuff like

fixing  Bryce’s  bike—which  he’d  gone  so  far  as  to  wash  for  her  before

handing  it  back  over—but  if  the  Asteri  were  making  a  mech-suit  of  their

own for a Vanir soldier to use …

“I  always  forget,”  Ruhn  murmured  from  where  he  sat  on  the  couch

beside Bryce, “that you fought in two wars.” The one he’d waged and lost

with  the  Fallen,  and  then  the  years  spent  fighting  at  Sandriel’s  command

against the Ophion rebels. 

“I don’t,” Hunt said, earning an apologetic wince from Ruhn. “We need

to be careful. You’re sure this information was real?” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said. 

Holstrom  settled  himself  against  the  wall  beside  the  counter,  silently

watching the exchange. His face revealed nothing. A laptop sat open on the

couch,  though,  still  combing  through  the  years  of  gallery  footage  for  any

hint of Danika. 

But this conversation with Cormac, this hit on the Spine … “You likely

have double agents in Ophion,” Hunt said to the Avallen Prince. 

“Not Daybright,” Cormac said with absolute certainty. 

“Anyone can be bought,” Hunt said. 

Bryce said nothing, busy pretending that she was more interested in her

pink toenails than this conversation. Hunt knew she was picking over every

word. 

He’d  emerged  from  the  bedroom  intending  to  tell  every  single  person

who crossed his path that she was his mate, but Ruhn had been waiting with

this news instead, apparently having slept on the couch. 

“Regardless,”  Cormac  said  tightly,  “I  need  to  pass  this  information

along.” 

“I’ll go with you,” Ruhn said. Bryce’s mouth popped open in alarm. 

“You could be walking right into a trap,” Hunt warned. 

“We don’t have any choice,” Cormac countered. “We can’t risk losing

this opportunity.” 

“And what do you risk losing if it’s fake?” Lightning crackled at Hunt’s

fingers. Bryce’s eyes flicked up to him at last, wary and full of caution. 

She said before Cormac could answer, “This isn’t our business, Hunt.” 

“Like Hel it isn’t. We’re tied into it, whether we want to be or not.” 

Golden fire filled her gaze. “Yes, but we have nothing to do with this

hit; this intel. It’s Ophion’s problem to deal with.” She straightened, giving

Ruhn a scathing look that seemed to say,  You should stay out of it, too, but

faced Cormac. “So go report to Command and keep us out of it.” 

Cormac stared her down, his jaw working. 

She gave him a slash of a smile that set Hunt’s blood thrumming. “Not

used to females giving you orders?” 

“There  are  plenty  of  females  in  Command.”  Cormac’s  nostrils  flared. 

“And I would advise you to behave as a Fae female ought to when we are

seen  together  in  public.  It  shall  be  hard  enough  to  convince  others  of  our

betrothal thanks to that smell on you.” 

“What  smell?”  Bryce  said,  and  Hunt  braced  his  feet.  She  could  take

care of herself in a fight, but he’d still enjoy pummeling the bastard. 

Cormac motioned between her and Hunt. “You think I can’t scent what

went down between you two?” 

Bryce leaned back against the cushions. “You mean, that  he went down

on me?” 

Hunt choked, and Ruhn let out a garbled string of curses. Ithan walked

to the coffee machine and muttered something about it being too early. 

Cormac,  however,  didn’t  so  much  as  blush.  He  said  gravely,  “Your

mingling scents will jeopardize this ruse.” 

“I’ll take that into consideration,” Bryce said, and then winked at Hunt. 

Gods,  she’d  tasted  like  a  dream.  And  the  sweet,  breathy  sounds  she

made when she came … Hunt rolled out the tautness in his shoulders. They

had a long day ahead of them. A dangerous day. 

They were going to the Bone Quarter today, for fuck’s sake. The street

camera  footage  had  pinpointed  that  the  Reaper  who’d  attacked  Bryce  and

Ruhn had been within a block of the Black Dock, but even with Declan’s

skills,  they  hadn’t  found  any  concrete  proof  of  the  Reaper  sailing  over.  It

was enough of a link that they’d question the Under-King about it, though. 

And if they got through that, then Hunt planned to have a long, long night. 

He’d  already  made  a  reservation  at  a  fancy-ass  hotel  restaurant.  And

reserved a large suite. With rose petals and champagne. 

Cormac  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  table  and  said  to  Bryce,  “If  you

find Emile in the Bone Quarter, let me know immediately.” Bryce, to Hunt’s

surprise,  didn’t  object.  Cormac  pivoted  to  Ruhn,  jerking  his  chin  to  the

door. “We need to get going. If that supply train is leaving in three days, we

can’t waste a moment.” He looked sharply at Hunt. “Even if it’s bad intel.” 

“I’m  ready.”  Ruhn  got  to  his  feet.  He  frowned  at  his  sister.  “Good

hunting. Stay out of trouble today, please.” 

“Right  back  at  you.”  Bryce  grinned,  though  Hunt  noted  that  her

attention was on the Starsword—as if she were speaking to it, pleading with

it to protect her brother. Then her gaze slid to Cormac, who already stood at

the door. “Be careful,” she said pointedly to Ruhn. 

The warning was clear enough:  Don’t trust Cormac entirely. 

Ruhn nodded slowly. The male might have claimed he’d changed since

trying to kill the prince decades ago, but Hunt didn’t trust him, either. 

Ruhn turned toward Ithan as the wolf aimed for the discarded laptop on

the couch. “Look, I hate to drag anyone else into our shit, but … you want

to come?” 

Holstrom jerked his chin toward the laptop. “What about the footage?” 

“It  can  wait  a  few  hours—you  can  look  through  any  flagged  sections

when we get back. We could use your skills today.” 

“What skills?” Bryce demanded. Pure, protective alarm. “Being good at

sunball doesn’t count.” 

“Thanks,  Bryce,”  Ithan  grumbled,  and  before  Ruhn  could  supply  a

reason for inviting the wolf, he said, “Sabine will have a fit if I’m caught

helping you.” 

That was the least of what would happen if he was caught aiding rebels. 

Hunt  tried  not  to  shift  his  wings,  tried  to  halt  the  echo  of  agony  through them. 

“You don’t answer to Sabine anymore,” Ruhn countered. 

Ithan considered. “I guess I’m already in this mess.” Hunt could have

sworn guilt and worry filled Bryce’s face. She chewed her bottom lip, but

didn’t challenge Ithan further. 

“Okay,” Ithan continued, plugging in the laptop. “Let me get dressed.” 

Bryce turned warily toward the black box on the counter. The looming, 

thrumming Death Marks within. But she said, “Right, Athalar. Time to be

on our way. Suit up.” 

Hunt  followed  Bryce  back  into  her  bedroom—their  bedroom  now,  he

supposed—to  see  her  pick  up  a  holster  and  prop  her  leg  on  the  bed.  Her

short pink skirt slid back, revealing that lean, long expanse of golden leg. 

His mind went blank as she strapped the holster around her upper thigh. 

Her fingers snagged on the buckle, and Hunt was instantly there to help, 

savoring the silken warmth of her bare skin. “You’re really wearing this to

the Bone Quarter?” He drifted a hand to toy with the soft pleats of the skirt. 

No matter that her gun would be useless against any Reapers that came their

way. 

“It’s a thousand degrees today and humid. I’m not wearing pants.” 

“What if we get into trouble?” He might have taken far longer on the

buckle than necessary. He knew she was letting him. 

She smiled wickedly. “Then I suppose the Under-King will get a nice

view of my ass.” 

He gave her a flat look. 

Bryce rolled her eyes, but said, “Give me five minutes to change.” 
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“I think he knows we’re coming,” Bryce whispered to Hunt as they stood

on the edge of the Black Dock and peered through the mist swarming the

Istros. Thankfully, there had been no Sailings today. But a path through the

mists  spread  ahead—an  opening  through  which  they’d  sail  to  get  to  the

Bone Quarter. 

She knew, because she’d sailed through it herself once. 

“Good,” Hunt said, and Bryce caught his glance at the Starsword she’d

sheathed  down  her  back.  Ruhn  had  left  it  for  her  with  the  note:   Bring  it. 

 Don’t be stupid. 

For once in her life, she’d listened. 

And  Ruhn  had  listened  when  she’d  encouraged  him,  in  their  swift

mind-to-mind conversation, not to trust Cormac. His invitation to Ithan had

been the result. 

She could only pray they’d stay safe. And that Cormac was true to his

word. 

Bryce  shifted,  tucking  the  thoughts  away,  the  half-rotted  black  wood

beneath her shoes creaking. She’d wound up changing into black leggings

and a gray T-shirt before leaving. Yet even with the mist, the heat somehow

continued,  turning  her  clothes  into  a  sticky  second  skin.  She  should  have

stayed in the skirt. If only because it had allowed her to conceal the gun—

which  she’d  left  behind  after  Hunt  had  mortifyingly  reminded  her  of  its

uselessness against anything they’d encounter in the Bone Quarter. 

“Well, here goes,” Bryce said, fishing out the onyx coin from the pocket

in  the  back  of  her  waistband.  The  stifling,  earthen  smell  of  mold  stuffed

itself up her nostrils, as if the coin itself were rotting. 

Hunt pulled his coin from a compartment in his battle-suit and sniffed, 

frowning. “It smells worse the closer we get to the Bone Quarter.” 

“Then  good  riddance.”  Bryce  flipped  the  Death  Mark  with  her  thumb

into  the  fog-veiled  water  below.  Hunt’s  followed.  Both  only  made  one

ripple before they went rushing toward the Bone Quarter, hidden from view. 

“I’m  sure  a  few  people  have  told  you  this,”  a  male  voice  said  behind

them, “but that is a very bad idea.” 

Bryce  whirled,  but  Hunt  bristled.  “What  the  fuck  do  you  want, 

Baxian?” 

The  Helhound  emerged  like  a  wraith  from  the  mist,  wearing  his  own

battle-suit. Shadows had settled beneath his dark eyes, like he hadn’t slept

in a while. “Why are you here?” 

“I’d like to know the same,” Hunt bit out. 

Baxian shrugged. “Enjoying the sights,” he said, and Bryce knew it for

the lie it was. Had he followed them? “I thought we were supposed to be

paired up, Athalar. You never showed. Does Celestina know about this?” 

“It’s my day off,” Hunt said. Which was true. “So no. It’s none of her

business. Or yours. Go report to Isaiah. He’ll give you something to do.” 

Baxian’s  attention  shifted  to  Bryce,  and  she  held  his  stare.  His  gaze

dipped  to  the  scar  on  her  chest,  only  the  upper  spikes  of  the  star  visible above the neckline of her T-shirt. “Who are you going to see over there?” 

His voice had gone low, dangerous. 

“The  Under-King,”  Bryce  said  cheerfully.  She  could  feel  Hunt’s

wariness growing with each breath. 

Baxian blinked slowly, as if reading the threat emanating from Athalar. 

“I can’t tell if that’s a joke, but if it isn’t, you’re the dumbest people I’ve

ever met.” 

Something  stirred  behind  them,  and  then  a  long,  black  boat  appeared

from the slender path in the mists, drifting toward the dock. Bryce reached

out  a  hand  for  the  prow.  Her  fingers  curled  over  the  screaming  skeleton

carved into its arch. “Guess you’ll have to wait to find out,” she said, and

leapt in. 

She didn’t look back as Hunt climbed in after her, the boat rocking with

his  weight.  It  pulled  away  from  the  Black  Dock  along  that  narrow  path, 

leaving Baxian behind to watch until the mists swallowed him. 

“You think he’ll say anything?” Bryce whispered into the gloom as the

path ahead vanished, too. 

Hunt’s voice was strained, gravelly as it floated toward her. “I don’t see

why he would. You were attacked by Reapers yesterday. We’re going to talk

to  the  Under-King  about  it  today.  There’s  nothing  wrong  or  suspicious

about that.” 

“Right.” This shit with Ophion had her overthinking every movement. 

Neither of them spoke after that. Neither of them dared. 

The  boat  sailed  on,  across  the  too-silent  river,  all  the  way  to  the  dark

and distant shore. 

Hunt had never seen such a place. Knew in his bones he never wanted to

see it again. 

The boat advanced with no sail, no rudder, no rower or ferryman. As if

it  were  pulled  by  invisible  beasts  toward  the  isle  across  the  Istros.  The

temperature  dropped  with  each  foot,  until  Hunt  could  hear  Bryce’s  teeth

clacking through the mist, so thick her face was nearly obscured. 

The memory of Baxian nagged at him. Snooping asshole. 

But he had a feeling that the Helhound wouldn’t go blabbing. Not yet. 

Baxian  was  more  likely  to  gather  intel,  to  shadow  their  every  move  and

then strike when he had enough to damn them. 

Hunt would turn him into smoldering cinders before he could do that, 

though. What a fucking mess. 

The boat jolted, colliding with something with a  thunk. 

Hunt stiffened, lightning at his fingertips. But Bryce rose, graceful as a

leopard, the Starsword’s dark hilt muted and matte in the dimness. 

The boat had stopped at the base of worn, crumbling steps. The mists

above  them  parted  to  reveal  an  archway  of  carved,  ancient  bone,  brown

with age in spots.  Memento Mori, it said across the top. 

Hunt interpreted its meaning differently here than in the Meat Market:

 Remember  that  you  will  die,  and  end  here.  Remember  who  your  true

 masters are. 

The hair on Hunt’s arms rose beneath his battle-suit. Bryce leapt from

the boat with Fae elegance, twisting to offer a hand back to him. He took it, 

only because he wanted to touch her, feel her warmth in this lifeless place. 

But her hands were icy, her skin drab and waxy. Even her shimmering

hair had dulled. His own skin appeared paler, sickly. As if the Bone Quarter

already sucked the life from them. 

He  interlaced  their  fingers  as  they  strode  up  the  seven  steps  to  the

archway  and  tucked  all  the  worries  and  fears  regarding  Baxian,  regarding

this rebellion, deep within him. They’d only be a distraction. 

His boots scuffed on the steps. Here, Bryce had once knelt. Right here, 

she’d traded her resting place for Danika’s. He squeezed her hand tighter. 

Bryce squeezed back, leaning into him as they stepped under the archway. 

Dry  ground  lay  beyond.  Mist,  and  grayness,  and  silence.  Marble  and

granite obelisks rose like thick spears, many inscribed—but not with names. 

Just with strange symbols. Grave markers, or something else? Hunt scanned

the gloom, ears straining for any hint of Reapers, of the ruler they sought. 

And for any hint of Emile, or Sofie. But not one footprint marked the

ground. Not one scent lingered in the mist. 

The thought of the kid hiding out here … of any living being dwelling

here … Fuck. 

Bryce whispered, voice thick, “It’s supposed to be green. I saw a land of

green and sunlight.” Hunt lifted a brow, but her eyes—now a flat yellow—

searched the mists. “The Under-King showed me the Pack of Devils after

the attack on the city.” Her words shook. “Showed me that they rested here

among shining meadows. Not … this.” 

“Maybe the living aren’t allowed to see the truth unless the Under-King

allows it.” She nodded, but he read the doubt tightening her ashen face. He

said, “No sign of Emile, unfortunately.” 

Bryce shook her head. “Nothing. Though I don’t know why I thought

it’d be easy. It’s not like he’d be camped out here in a tent or something.” 

Hunt, despite himself, offered her a half smile. “So we head to the boss, 

then.”  He  kept  scanning  the  mists  and  earth  for  any  hint  of  Emile  or  his

sister as they continued on. 

Bryce halted suddenly between two black obelisks, each engraved with

a  different  array  of  those  odd  symbols.  The  obelisks—and  dozens  more

beyond them—flanked what seemed to be a central walkway stretching into

the mist. 

She drew the Starsword, and Hunt didn’t have time to stop her before

she whacked it against the side of the closest obelisk. It clanked, its ringing

echoing into the gloom. She did it again. Then a third time. 

“Ringing the dinner bell?” Hunt asked. 

“Worth a shot,” Bryce muttered back. And smarter than running around

shouting Emile’s and Sofie’s names. Though if they were as survival-savvy

as they seemed, Hunt doubted either would come running to investigate. 

As the noise faded, what remained of the light dimmed. What remained

of the warmth turned to ice. 

Someone—something—had answered. 

The other being they sought here. 

Their breath hung in the air, and Hunt angled himself in front of Bryce, 

monitoring the road ahead. 

When  the  Under-King  spoke,  however,  in  a  voice  simultaneously

ancient and youthful but cold and dry, the sound came from behind them. 

“This land is closed to you, Bryce Quinlan.” 

A  tremor  went  through  Bryce,  and  Hunt  rallied  his  power,  lightning

crackling in his ears. But his mate said, “I don’t get a VIP pass?” 

The  voice  from  the  mist  echoed  around  them.  “Why  have  you  come? 

And brought Orion Athalar with you?” 

“Call him Hunt,” Bryce drawled. “He gets huffy if you go all formal on

him.” 

Hunt  gave  her  an  incredulous  look.  But  the  Under-King  materialized

from the mist, inch by inch. 

He stood at least ten feet tall, robes of richest black velvet draping to

the  gravel.  Darkness  swirled  on  the  ground  before  him,  and  his  head  …

Something primal in him screamed to run, to bow, to fall on his knees and

beg. 

A  desiccated  corpse,  half-rotted  and  crowned  with  gold  and  jewels, 

observed them. Hideous beyond belief, yet regal. Like a long-dead king of

old left to rot in some barrow, who had emerged to make himself master of

this land. 

Bryce lifted her chin and said, bold as Luna herself, “We need to talk.” 

“Talk?” The lipless mouth pulled back, revealing teeth brown with age. 

Hunt  reminded  himself  firmly  that  the  Under-King  was  feared,  yes—

but not evil. 

Bryce  replied,  “About  your  goons  grabbing  my  sweet  brother  and

dragging  him  into  the  sewer.  They  claimed  they  were  sent  by  Apollion.” 

Hunt  tensed  as  she  spoke  the  Prince  of  the  Pit’s  name.  Bryce  continued, utterly  nonchalant,  “But  I  don’t  see  how  they  could  have  been  sent  by

anyone but  you.” 

The  Under-King  hissed.  “Do  not  speak  that  name  on  this  side  of  the

Rift.” 

Hunt  followed  Bryce’s  irreverence.  “Is  this  the  part  where  you  insist

you knew nothing?” 

“You have the nerve to cross the river, to take a black boat to my shores, 

and  accuse  me  of  this  treachery?”  The  darkness  behind  the  Under-King

shivered. In fear or delight, Hunt couldn’t tell. 

“Some of your Reapers survived me,” Bryce said. “Surely they’ve filled

you in by now.” 

Silence fell, like the world in the aftermath of a boom of thunder. 

The  Under-King’s  milky,  lidless  eyes  slid  to  the  Starsword  in  Bryce’s

hand. “Some did  not survive you?” 

Bryce’s swallow was audible. Hunt swore silently. 

Bryce  said,  “Why  did  you  feel  the  need  to  attack?  To  pretend  the

Reapers  were  messengers  of—the  Prince  of  the  Pit.”  She  clicked  her

tongue. “I thought we were friends.” 

“Death  has  no  friends,”  the  Under-King  said,  eerily  calm.  “I  did  not

send  any  Reapers  to  attack  you.  But  I  do  not  tolerate  those  who  falsely

accuse me in my realm.” 

“And we’re supposed to take you at your word that you’re innocent?” 

Bryce pushed. 

“Do you call me a liar, Bryce Quinlan?” 

Bryce said, cool and calm as a queen, “You mean to tell me that there

are Reapers who can simply defect and serve Hel?” 

“From  whence  do  you  think  the  Reapers  first  came?  Who  first  ruled

them,  ruled  the  vampyrs?  The  Reapers  chose  Midgard.  But  I  am  not

surprised some have changed their minds.” 

Bryce demanded, “And you don’t care if Hel steps into your territory?” 

“Who  said  they  were  my  Reapers  to  begin  with?  There  are  none

unaccounted  for  here.  There  are  many  other  necropolises  they  might  hail

from.” And other half-life rulers they answered to. 

“Reapers don’t travel far beyond their realms,” Hunt managed to say. 

“A comforting lie for mortals.” The Under-King smiled faintly. 

“All  right,”  Hunt  said,  fingers  tightening  around  Bryce’s.  The  Under-King  seemed  to  be  telling  them  the  truth.  Which  meant  …  Well,  fuck. 

Maybe Apollion  was the one who’d sent the Reapers. And if that part was

true, then what he’d said about Emile …

Bryce  seemed  to  be  following  the  same  train  of  thought,  because  she

said,  “I’m  looking  for  two  people  who  might  be  hiding  out  here.  Any

insight?” 

“I know all the dead who reside here.” 

“They’re alive,” Bryce said. “Humans—or part-humans.” 

The Under-King surveyed them once more. Right down to their souls. 

“No one enters this land without my knowledge.” 

“People can slip in,” Hunt countered. 

“No,”  the  creature  said,  smiling  again.  “They  cannot.  Whoever  you

seek, they are not here.” 

Hunt pushed, “Why should we believe you?” 

“I  swear  upon  Cthona’s  dark  crown  that  no  living  beings  other  than

yourselves are currently on this island.” 

Well,  vows  didn’t  get  much  more  serious  than  that.  Even  the  Under-

King wouldn’t fuck with invoking the earth goddess’s name in a vow. 

But that left them back at square one. If Emile and Sofie weren’t here, 

and couldn’t even enter … Danika had to have known that. She’d have been

smart enough to look into the rules before sending them here for hiding. 

This was a dead end. But it still left Apollion looking for the kid—and

them needing to find him before anyone else. 

So Hunt said, “You’ve been enlightening. Thanks for your time.” 

But  Bryce  didn’t  move.  Her  face  had  gone  stony.  “Where’s  the  green

and sunlight you showed me? Was that another comforting lie?” 

“You saw what you wished to see.” 

Bryce’s lips went white with rage. “Where’s the Pack of Devils?” 

“You are not entitled to speak to them.” 

“Is Lehabah here?” 

“I do not know of one with such a name.” 

“A fire sprite. Died three months ago. Is she here?” 

“Fire  sprites  do  not  come  to  the  Bone  Quarter.  The  Lowers  are  of  no

use.” 

Hunt arched a brow. “No use for what?” 

The Under-King smiled again—perhaps a shade ruefully. “Comforting

lies, remember?” 

Bryce pressed, “Did Danika Fendyr say anything to you before she …

vanished this spring?” 

“You  mean  before  she  traded  her  soul  to  save  yours,  as  you  did  with

your own.” 

Nausea surged through Hunt. He hadn’t let himself think much on it—

that Bryce would not be allowed here. That he wouldn’t rest with her one

day. 

One  day  that  might  come  very  soon,  if  they  were  caught  associating

with rebels. 

“Yes,”  Bryce  said  tightly.  “Before  Danika  helped  to  save  this  city. 

Where’s the Pack of Devils?” she asked again, voice hitching. 

Something large growled and shifted in the shadows behind the Under-

King,  but  remained  hidden  by  the  mists.  Hunt’s  lightning  zapped  at  his

fingers in warning. 

“Life is a beautiful ring of growth and decay,” the Under-King said, the

words  echoing  through  the  Sleeping  City  around  them.  “No  part  left  to

waste. What we receive upon birth, we give back in death. What is granted

to you mortals in the Eternal Lands is merely another step in the cycle. A

waypoint along your journey toward the Void.” 

Hunt growled. “Let me guess: You hail from Hel, too?” 

“I hail from a place between stars, a place that has no name and never

shall. But I know of the Void that the Princes of Hel worship. It birthed me, 

too.” 

The star in the center of Bryce’s chest flared. 

The Under-King smiled, and his horrific face turned ravenous. “I beheld

your light across the river, that day. Had I only known when you first came

to me—things might have been quite different.” 

Hunt’s  lightning  surged,  but  he  reined  it  in.  “What  do  you  want  with

her?” 

“What  I  want  from  all  souls  who  pass  here.  What  I  give  back  to  the

Dead  Gate,  to  all  of  Midgard:  energy,  life,  power.  You  did  not  give  your

power to the Eleusian system; you made the Drop outside of it. Thus, you

still possess some firstlight. Raw, nutritious firstlight.” 

“Nutritious?” Bryce said. 

The Under-King waved a bony hand. “Can you blame me for sampling

the goods as they pass through the Dead Gate?” 

Hunt’s mouth dried up. “You … you feed on the souls of the dead?” 

“Only  those  who  are  worthy.  Who  have  enough  energy.  There  is  no

judgment but that: whether a soul possesses enough residual power to make

a hearty meal, both for myself and for the Dead Gate. As their souls pass

through the Dead Gate, I take a … bite or two.” 

Hunt  cringed  inwardly.  Maybe  he  had  been  too  hasty  in  deeming  the

being before him not evil. 

The Under-King went on, “The rituals were all invented by you. Your

ancestors. To endure the horror of the offering.” 

“But Danika was here. She  answered me.” Bryce’s voice broke. 

“She  was  here.  She  and  all  of  the  newly  dead  from  the  past  several

centuries.  Just  long  enough  that  their  living  descendants  and  loved  ones

either  forget  or  don’t  come  asking.  They  dwell  here  until  then  in  relative

comfort—unless  they  make  themselves  a  nuisance  and  I  decide  to  send

them into the Gate sooner. But when the dead are forgotten, their names no

longer whispered on the wind … then they are herded through the Gate to

become  firstlight.  Or  secondlight,  as  it  is  called  when  the  power  comes

from the dead. Ashes to ashes and all that.” 

“The  Sleeping  City  is  a  lie?”  Hunt  asked.  His  mother’s  face  flashed

before him. 

“A  comforting  one,  as  I  have  said.”  The  Under-King’s  voice  again

became sorrowful. “One for your benefit.” 

“And the Asteri know about this?” Hunt demanded. 

“I  would  never  presume  to  claim  what  the  holy  ones  know  or  don’t

know.” 

“Why are you telling us any of this?” Bryce blanched with horror. 

“Because he’s not letting us leave here alive,” Hunt breathed. And their

souls wouldn’t live on, either. 

The  light  vanished  entirely,  and  the  voice  of  the  Under-King  echoed

around them. “That is the first intelligent thing you’ve said.” 

A rumbling growl shook the ground. Reverberated up Hunt’s legs. He

clutched Bryce to him, snapping out his wings for a blind flight upward. 

The  Under-King  crooned,  “I  should  like  to  taste  your  light,  Bryce

Quinlan.” 
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Ruhn had grown up in Crescent City. He knew it had places to avoid, yet it

had always felt like home. Like his. 

Until today. 

“Ephraim  must  have  arrived,”  Ithan  murmured  as  they  waited  in  the

dimness of a dusty alley for Cormac to finish making the information drop. 

“And brought the Hind with him.” 

“And she brought her entire pack of dreadwolves? To what end?” Ruhn

toyed  with  the  ring  through  his  bottom  lip.  They’d  seen  two  of  the  elite

imperial interrogators on the way to the meet-up near the Old Square. 

Ruhn had veiled himself and Holstrom in shadows while Cormac spoke

at the other end of the alley with the cloaked, hooded figure disguised as a

begging vagrant. Ruhn could make out the outline of a gun strapped to the

figure’s thigh beneath the threadbare cloak. 

Ithan eyed him. “You think the Hind’s onto us?” 

 Us.   Fuck,  just  that  word  freaked  him  out  when  it  came  to  consorting with rebels. Ruhn monitored the bright street beyond the alley, willing his

shadows to keep them hidden from what prowled the sidewalks. 

Tourists  and  city  dwellers  alike  kept  a  healthy  distance  from  the

dreadwolves.  The  wolf  shifters  were  exactly  as  Ruhn  had  expected:  cold-

eyed and harsh-faced above their pristine gray uniforms. A black-and-white

patch of a wolf’s skull and crossbones adorned that uniform’s left arm. The

seven  golden  stars  of  the  Asteri  shone  on  a  red  patch  above  their  hearts. 

And on their starched, high collars—silver darts. 

The  number  varied  on  each  member.  One  dart  for  every  rebel  spy hunted  down  and  broken.  The  two  that  Ruhn  had  passed  had  borne  eight

and fifteen darts, respectively. 

“It’s like the city’s gone quiet,” Ithan observed, head cocked. “Isn’t this

the  least safe place for this meet-up?” 

“Don’t be paranoid,” Ruhn said, though he’d thought the same. 

Down  the  alley,  Cormac  finished  and  strode  back  to  them.  Within  a

blink, the hunched figure was gone, swallowed into the crowds teeming on

the main avenue, all too focused on the dreadwolves slinking among them

to remark on a hobbling vagrant. 

Cormac had veiled his face in shadows, and they pulled away now as he

met  Ruhn’s  stare.  “The  agent  told  me  they  think  the  Asteri  suspect  that

Emile  came  here  after  he  fled  Ophion.  It’s  possible  the  Hind  brought  the

dreadwolves to hunt for him.” 

“The sight of those wolves in this city is a disgrace,” Ithan snarled. “No

one’s going to stomach this shit.” 

“You’d  be  surprised  what  people  will  stomach  when  they  find  their

families threatened,” Cormac said. “I’ve seen cities and towns fall silent in

the  wake  of  a  dreadwolf  pack’s  arrival.  Places  as  vibrant  as  this,  now

warrens  of  fear  and  mistrust.  They,  too,  thought  no  one  would  tolerate  it. 

That  someone  would  do  something.  Only  when  it  was  too  late  did  they

realize that  they should have done something.” 

A chill ran up Ruhn’s arms. “I have to make some calls. The Aux and

the 33rd run this city. Not the Hind.” Shit, he’d have to see his father. He

might  be  a  bastard,  but  the  Autumn  King  wouldn’t  appreciate  having  the

Hind infringe on his turf. 

Ithan’s  jaw  twitched.  “I  wonder  what  Sabine  and  the  Prime  will  do

about them.” 

“No loyalty among wolves?” Cormac asked. 

“We  are  wolves,”  Ithan  challenged.  “The  dreadwolves  …  they’re

demons in wolves’ fur. Wolves in name only.” 

“And  if  the  dreadwolves  request  to  stay  at  the  Den?”  Cormac  asked. 

“Will the Prime or Sabine find their morals holding firm?” 

Ithan didn’t answer. 

Cormac  went  on,  “This  is  what  the  Asteri  do.  This  is  Midgard’s  true

reality.  We  believe  we  are  free,  we  are  powerful,  we  are  near-immortals. 

But when it comes down to it, we’re all the Asteri’s slaves. And the illusion can be shattered this quickly.” 

“Then  why  the  fuck  are  you  trying  to  bring  this  shit  here?”  Ithan

demanded. 

“Because it has to end at some point,” Ruhn murmured. He shuddered

inwardly. 

Cormac opened his mouth, surprise lighting his face—but whirled as a

male—towering and muscle-bound and clad in the impeccable uniform of

the  dreadwolves—appeared  at  the  other  end  of  the  alley.  So  many  silver

darts covered his collar that from a distance, it looked like a mouth full of

razor-sharp teeth around his neck. 

“Mordoc,”  Ithan  breathed.  Genuine  fear  laced  his  scent.  Cormac

motioned for the wolf to be silent. 

Mordoc … Ruhn scanned his memory. The second in command to the

Hind.  Her  chief  butcher  and  enforcer.  The  dreadwolf  monitored  the  alley

with  golden,  glowing  eyes.  Dark  claws  glinted  at  his  fingertips.  As  if  he

lived in some state between human and wolf. 

Cormac’s  nose  crinkled.  The  prince  trembled,  anger  and  violence

leaking from him. Ruhn gripped his cousin’s shoulder, fingers digging into

the hard muscle. 

Slowly,  Mordoc  prowled  down  the  alley.  Noting  the  brick  walls,  the

dusty ground—

Fuck.  They’d  left  tracks  all  over  this  alley.  None  of  them  dared  to

breathe too loudly as they pressed into the wall. 

Mordoc angled his head, scalp gleaming through his buzzed hair, then

crouched, muscles flexing beneath his gray uniform, and ran a thick finger

through  a  footprint.  He  lifted  the  dirt  to  his  nose  and  sniffed.  His  teeth—

slightly too long—gleamed in the dimness of the alley. 

Mind-to-mind, Ruhn asked Cormac,  Does Mordoc know your scent? 

 I don’t think so. Does he know yours? 

 No. I’ve never met him. 

Ruhn said to Ithan, who jolted slightly at the sound of Ruhn’s voice in

his mind,  Do you know Mordoc? Have you met him before? 

Ithan’s gaze remained on the powerful male now rising to sniff the air. 

 Yes. A long time ago. He came to visit the Den. 

 Why? 

Ithan  at  last  responded,  eyes  wide  and  pained.  Because  he’s  Danika’s father. 

Bryce  had  enough  presence  of  mind  to  draw  the  Starsword.  To  rally  her

power even though the thing before them … Oh gods. 

“Allow  me  to  introduce  my  shepherd,”  the  Under-King  said  from  the

mist ahead, standing beside a ten-foot-tall black dog. Each of its fangs was

as long as one of her fingers. All hooked—like a shark’s. Designed to latch

into flesh and hold tight while it ripped and shredded. Its eyes were milky

white—sightless. Identical to the Under-King’s. 

Her light would have no effect on something that was already blind. 

The  dog’s  fur—sleek  and  iridescent  enough  that  it  almost  resembled

scales—flowed over bulky, bunched muscle. Claws like razor blades sliced

into the dry ground. 

Hunt’s lightning crackled, skittering at Bryce’s feet. “That’s a demon,” 

he ground out. He’d fought enough of them to know. 

“An experiment of the Prince of the Ravine’s, from the First Wars,” the

Under-King rasped. “Forgotten and abandoned here in Midgard during the

aftermath. Now my faithful companion and helper. You’d be surprised how

many  souls  do  not  wish  to  make  their  final  offering  to  the  Gate.  The

Shepherd … Well, it herds them for me. As it shall herd you.” 

“Fry this fucker,” Bryce muttered to Hunt as the dog snarled. 

“I’m assessing.” 

“Assess faster.  Roast it like a—” 

“Do  not make a joke about—” 

“Hot dog.” 

Bryce had no sooner finished saying the words than the hound lunged. 

Hunt struck, swift and sure, a lightning bolt spearing toward its neck. 

It screamed, dodging to the left, an obelisk crumbling beneath it. Bryce

pivoted to where the Under-King had been, but only mist remained. 

Coward. 

Hunt struck again, forked lightning splitting the sky before it slammed

into the creature’s back, but it rolled once more, shaking off the lightning. 

“The  fuck,”  Hunt  panted,  drawing  his  sword  and  gun  as  he  moved  in

front of Bryce. The Shepherd halted, eyeing them. Then the hound peeled

apart. 

First its head split, two other heads joining the first. And then the three-

headed dog continued to separate until three hounds snarled at them. Three

beasts that shared one mind, one goal:  Kill. 

“Run,”  Hunt  ordered,  not  taking  his  focus  from  the  three  dogs.  “Get

back to the river and fucking  swim.” 

“Not without you.” 

“I’ll be right behind.” 

“Just fly us—” 

The dog to the left snarled, bristling. Bryce faced it, and in that blink, 

the one on the right leapt. Hunt’s lightning snapped free, and Bryce didn’t

hesitate before she turned and ran. 

Mist  swallowed  her,  swallowed  Hunt  until  he  was  nothing  but  light

rippling behind her. She sped past obelisks and stone mausoleums. Resting

places  for  the  dead,  or  mere  cages  to  keep  them  until  they  could  become

food, valuable for their firstlight?  Secondlight. 

Thunderous  steps  crunched  behind  her.  She  dared  a  glance  over  her

shoulder. 

One of the hounds rampaged at her heels, closing the distance. Hunt’s

lightning  flashed  behind  it,  along  with  his  bellow  of  rage.  That  was  her

 mate she was leaving behind—

Bryce  cut  inland.  The  beast,  apparently  convinced  she  was  making  a

run for the river, pivoted too slowly. It crashed into a mausoleum, sending

both structure and hound sprawling. Bryce kept running. Sprinted as fast as

she could back toward Hunt. 

But  the  mist  was  a  labyrinth,  and  Hunt’s  lightning  seemed  to  launch

from everywhere. Obelisks loomed like giants. 

Bryce  slammed  into  something  hard  and  smooth,  her  teeth  punching

through  her  lower  lip  and  the  Starsword  clattering  out  of  her  hand.  The

coppery tang of blood filled her mouth as she hit the ground. Flipping over, 

she peered up to find herself sprawled before a crystal archway. 

The Dead Gate. 

A  snarl  rumbled  the  earth.  Bryce  twisted,  crawling  backward  to  the

Gate. The Shepherd emerged from the mist. 

And  in  the  grayish  dirt  between  them  lay  the  Starsword,  glowing

faintly. 

Ruhn’s blood iced over at Ithan’s declaration. Did Bryce know Mordoc was Danika’s father? She’d have mentioned it if she did, right? 

 It  wasn’t  spoken  of,  Ithan  explained.  Sabine  and  the  others  tried  to forget.  Danika  refused  to  acknowledge  Mordoc.  Never  said  his  name,  or

 that she even had a father. But a few of us were at the Den the only time he

 came to see his daughter. She was seventeen and refused to even see him. 

 Afterward, she wouldn’t talk about it except to say that she was nothing like

 him. She never mentioned Mordoc again. 

The male approached, and Ruhn scanned for any hint of Danika Fendyr

in him. He found none.  They don’t resemble each other at all. 

Ithan said warily, sadly,  The similarities run beneath the surface.  Ruhn

waited for the blow. Knew it was coming even before Ithan explained,  He’s

 a bloodhound. 

Ruhn said to Cormac,  Teleport us the fuck out of here.  He should have

done it the moment they saw Mordoc coming. 

 I can only take one at a time. 

Mordoc drew closer.  Take Ithan and go . 

 I won’t be able to pinpoint you in the shadows when I return, Cormac

answered.  Be  ready  to  run  to  the  avenue  on  my  signal.   Then  he  grabbed Ithan and vanished. 

Ruhn  kept  perfectly  still  as  the  wolf  prowled  near.  Sniffing,  head

swaying from side to side. 

“I can smell you, Faeling,” Mordoc growled, voice like stones cracking

against each other. “I can smell the coffee on your breath.” 

Ruhn  kept  his  shadows  tight  around  him,  blending  into  the  dimness

along  the  alley’s  far  wall.  He  made  each  step  silent,  though  the  dusty

ground threatened to betray him. 

“What were you doing here, I wonder,” Mordoc said, halting to turn in

place. Tracking Ruhn. “I saw your agent go in—the vagabond. He slipped

my net, but why did you stay?” 

Where  the  Hel  was  Cormac?  Considering  that  Bryce  and  Hunt  were

currently  in  the  Bone  Quarter,  Ruhn  had  expected   them  to  be  the  ones  in major peril today. 

He kept moving, slowly and silently. The bright, open street lay beyond. 

The crowd might hide him, but not his scent. And his shadows would be of

no use out in the sunny open. 

“Hunting  you  all  down  like  vermin  shall  be  diverting,”  Mordoc  said, pivoting in place as if he could see Ruhn through the shadows. “This city

has been coddled for far too long.” 

Ruhn’s temper unsheathed its talons, but he willed it down. 

“Ah,  that  annoys  you.  I  can  smell  it.”  A  savage  smile.  “I  shall

remember that smell.” 

At  the  other  end  of  the  alley,  Ruhn’s  magic  picked  up  the  flicker  of

Cormac arriving—only long enough to scuff his shoes in the dirt—and then

vanish. 

Mordoc whirled toward it, and Ruhn ran, dropping the shadows around

himself. 

Cormac appeared in a writhing nest of darkness, grabbed his arm, and

teleported them out. Ruhn could only pray to Luna that by the time Mordoc

had faced the street again, nothing remained of his scent for the bloodhound

to detect. 
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Ruhn nursed his glass of whiskey, trying to calm his frayed nerves. Ithan, 

seated  across  from  him  at  a  quiet  bar  in  FiRo,  was  watching  the  sports

highlights  on  the  TV  above  the  liquor  display.  Cormac  had  dropped  them

both  here  before  teleporting  away,  presumably  to  warn  his  rebel

counterparts about what had happened with Mordoc. 

Danika’s father. Bryce would have a fit. 

Had  her  sire’s  involvement  with  the  dreadwolves  been  part  of  what

spurred  Danika  to  work  with  the  rebels?  She  was  rebellious  and  defiant

enough to do such a thing. 

And  Mordoc  knew  Ruhn’s  scent  now.  Knew  Ithan’s  scent  had  been

there. Which was why Cormac had brought them here—so there would be

video  proof  of  them  far  from  the  Old  Square  at  the  time  Mordoc  would

claim Ithan had been in the alley. 

Ithan said nothing as the minutes wore on, his whiskey vanishing with

them. No matter that it was barely eleven in the morning and only one other

person sat at the bar—a hunched female who looked like she’d seen better

years. Decades. 

Neither of them dared utter a word about what had happened. So Ruhn

said  to  Ithan,  “I  asked  you  to  join  me  here  so  we  could  chat  about

something.” 

Ithan blinked. “Yeah?” 

Ruhn  said  to  him,  mind-to-mind,  Play  along.  I  have  no  idea  if  the

 cameras have audio, but in case they do, I want our meeting here to seem

 planned. 

Ithan’s face remained casual, intrigued.  Got it. 

Ruhn made sure his voice was loud enough to be picked up as he said, 

“How do you feel about moving in with me and the guys?” 

Ithan  angled  his  head.  “What?  Like—live  with  you?”  His  surprise

seemed genuine. 

Ruhn shrugged. “Why not?” 

“You’re Fae.” 

“Yeah, but we hate the angels more than we hate wolves, so … you’re

only our second-worst enemy.” 

Ithan  chuckled,  some  color  returning  to  his  face.  “A  winning

argument.” 

“I mean it,” Ruhn said. “You honestly want to stay at Bryce’s apartment

and endure her and Hunt hooking up nonstop?” 

Ithan  snorted.  “Hel  no.  But  …  why?”  Beyond  an  excuse  for  the

 cameras, Ithan said silently. 

Ruhn  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  “You  seem  like  a  decent  male.  You’re

helping Dec with the footage stuff. And you need a place to stay. Why not?” 

Ithan seemed to weigh his response. “I’ll think about it.” 

“Take all the time you need. The offer stands.” 

Ithan straightened, his attention darting behind Ruhn. He went wholly

still. Ruhn didn’t dare look. Not as light footsteps sounded, followed by a

second thudding pair. Before he could ask Ithan mind-to-mind what he saw, 

Ruhn found himself faced with the most beautiful female he’d ever seen. 

“Mind  if  I  join?”  Her  voice  was  lovely,  fair  and  cool—yet  no  light

shone in her amber eyes. 

A  step  behind  her,  a  dark-haired,  pale-faced  female  malakh  grinned

with  wicked  amusement.  She  was  narrow-featured,  black-winged,  with  a

wildness like the western wind. “Hello, princeling. Pup.” 

Ruhn’s  blood  chilled  as  the  Harpy  slid  into  the  seat  to  his  left.  An

assortment of knives glinted on the belt at her slim waist. But Ruhn peered

up  again  at  the  beautiful  female,  whose  face  he  knew  well  thanks  to  the

news and TV, though he’d never seen it in person. Her golden hair glinted

in the dim lights as she sat on his right and signaled the bartender with an

elegant hand. 

“I thought we’d play a round of cards,” the Hind said. 

Two against one. Those odds were usually laughable for Hunt. 

But not when his opponents were demons from Hel. One of the princes’

cast-off  experiments,  now  acting  as  the  Under-King’s  enforcers,  feeding

long-dead  souls  into  the  Gate  for  secondlight  energy.  Like  all  they  were, 

would ever be, was food to fuel the empire. 

The demon to his left lunged, teeth snapping. 

Hunt blasted his lightning, forks of it wrapping around the beast’s thick

neck. It bucked, bellowing, and the one to his right charged. Hunt lashed at

it, another collar of lightning going around its neck, a leash of white light

clenched in his fist. 

Had  Bryce  made  it  to  the  river?  The  third  demon  had  raced  after  her

before he could stop it, but she was fast, and she was smart—

The  demons  before  him  halted.  They  shuddered  and  melted  back  into

each other, becoming one beast again. 

His lightning remained around its neck. But he could do nothing as it

flexed—and shattered the lightning sizzling into its flesh. Something of that

size  and  speed  would  use  the  two  seconds  of  slowness  it  took  him  to  get

airborne and swallow him whole. 

This wasn’t how he’d expected the morning to go. 

He rallied his power, focusing. He’d killed Sandriel with this lightning. 

A  demon  should  be  nothing.  But  before  he  could  act,  a  scream  rent  the

mists to the southeast. The beast twisted toward the sound, sniffing. 

And before Hunt could stop it, faster than his lightning’s whip, it raced

off into the mist. After Bryce. 

Bryce crouched beside the Dead Gate, sizing up the threats surrounding her. 

Not  just  the  hound,  but  the  two  dozen  Reapers  who’d  floated  from  the

mists, encircling her. 

The  half-lifes’  rotting  flesh  reeked;  their  acid-green  eyes  glowed

through  the  mists.  Their  rasping  whispers  slithered  like  snakes  over  her

skin. The Shepherd advanced, cutting her off further. 

The crystal of the Dead Gate began to glow white. Not from her touch, 

but as if—

The Reapers were chanting. Awakening the Dead Gate, somehow. 

During  the  attack  on  the  city,  it  had  channeled  her  magic  against  the demons, but today … today it would siphon off her power. Her soul. The

Gates  sucked  magic  from  whoever  touched  them,  and  stored  it.  She’d

inherited her power from that very force. 

But this one fed that power right back into the power grid. Like some

fucked-up  rechargeable  battery.  Somehow,  she’d  become  food.  Was  that

what she’d traded away? A few centuries here, thinking she’d found eternal

rest—and then meeting this end? Instead, she’d face a trip straight into the

meat grinder of souls immediately when she died. 

Which seemed likely to be soon. 

There was a good chance that she could draw from the Gate as well, she

supposed. But what if the Dead Gate was somehow different? What if she

went to summon power, only to lose all of hers? She couldn’t risk it. 

Bryce  got  to  her  feet,  hands  shaking.  The  Starsword  lay  between  her

and the Shepherd. 

Hunt’s  lightning  had  stopped.  Where  was  he?  Would  a  mate  know, 

would a mate feel—

Another  dog  stepped  from  the  mist.  Then  peeled  apart  into  two—the

ones  Hunt  had  been  fighting.  No  blood  stained  their  muzzles,  but  Hunt

wasn’t with them. Not a sliver of his lightning graced the mists. 

The  three  dogs  advanced,  sniffing  for  her  location.  The  Reapers  kept

chanting  as  the  Dead  Gate  glowed  brighter.  That  teleporting  of  Cormac’s

would have been helpful—she could have grabbed Hunt five minutes ago

and vanished. 

She glanced at the sword. It was now or never. Live or die. Like,  really

die. 

Bryce  sucked  in  a  breath,  and  didn’t  give  herself  a  chance  to  second-

guess  her  stupidity.  She  bolted  for  the  hounds.  They  charged,  leaping  for

her with three sets of snapping jaws—

Bryce dropped, the rocky ground shredding her face as she slid beneath

them, until the Starsword was cradled to her body. Something burning shot

down her back. 

The  world  boomed  with  the  impact  of  the  three  hounds  landing  and

pivoting. Bryce tried to get up, to hold the sword out, but blood warmed her

back.  A  claw  must  have  raked  up  her  spine  while  one  of  the  hounds  had

leapt over her, and the splintering, blistering pain—

Hunt was out there somewhere. Possibly dying. 

Bryce  dug  the  tip  of  the  Starsword  into  the  earth,  using  it  to  shove

herself  up  to  her  knees.  Her  back  screamed  in  agony.  She  might  have

screamed  with  it.  The  three  hounds,  the  Reapers  beyond  them,  seemed  to

smile. 

“Yeah,” Bryce panted, heaving to her feet. “Fuck you, too.” 

Her legs wobbled, yet she managed to lift the black sword in front of

her. The three beasts roared, threatening to split her ears. Bryce opened her

mouth to roar back. 

But someone else did it for her. 

For Hunt, there was only Bryce, bleeding and hurt. 

Bryce,  who’d  made  that  brash  run  for  the  sword,  probably  thinking  it

was her only shot. Bryce, who’d gotten to her feet anyway, and planned to

go down swinging. 

Bryce, his mate. 

The three hounds merged back into one. Readying for the killing blow. 

Hunt landed in the dirt beside her and let out a bellow that shook the

Gate itself. 

Wreathed  in  lightning  from  wing  tip  to  toe,  Hunt  landed  beside  Bryce  so

hard  the  earth  shuddered.  The  power  rolling  off  him  sent  Bryce’s  hair

floating  upward.  Primal  rage  poured  from  Hunt  as  he  faced  down  the

Shepherd. The Reapers. 

She’d never seen anything of the sort—Hunt was the heart of a storm

personified. The lightning around him turned blue, like the hottest part of a

flame. 

An image blasted through her mind. She  had seen this before, carved in

stone  in  the  lobby  of  the  CCB.  A  Fae  male  posed  like  an  avenging  god, 

hammer raised to the sky, a channel for his power—

Hunt  unleashed  his  lightning  at  the  Shepherd,  the  Reapers  observing

with wide eyes. 

Bryce  was  too  fast,  even  for  him,  as  she  leapt  in  front  of  the  blow, 

Starsword extended. A wild theory, only half-formed, but—

Hunt’s lightning hit the Starsword, and the world erupted. 
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Hunt screamed as Bryce leapt in front of his power. As his lightning hit the

black blade, exploding from the metal, flowing up into her arm, her body, 

her heart. Light flashed, blinding—

No, that was Bryce. 

Power  crackled  from  every  inch  of  her,  and  from  the  Starsword  she

clenched in one hand as she barreled toward the Shepherd. It split into three

hounds  again,  and  as  the  first  beast  landed,  Bryce  struck.  The  glowing

Starsword  pierced  the  thick  hide.  Lightning  exploded  across  the  beast’s

body. The other two screamed, and Reapers began scattering into the mist

beyond the obelisks. 

Bryce  whirled  as  Hunt  reached  her  and  said,  eyes  white  with  light, 

“Watch out!” 

Too late. The beast who’d fallen snapped its tail at Hunt, catching him

in  the  gut  and  hurling  him  into  the  Dead  Gate.  He  hit  the  stone  and

crumpled, his power fizzing out. 

Bryce shouted his name as she held her ground against the remaining

two  beasts.  The  one  she’d  injured  died,  twitching  on  the  ground.  Hunt

gasped for breath, trying to rise. 

She lifted the sword, crackling with remnants of power. Not much. Like

the  first  blow  had  exhausted  most  of  it.  Hunt  braced  a  hand  on  the  Dead

Gate’s brass plaque as he tried to raise himself once more. 

Power sucked from his fingers, pulled into the stone. He snatched his

hand  back.  One  of  the  beasts  lunged  for  Bryce,  but  bounced  away  at  a

swipe of her sword. She needed more power—

Hunt peered at the Dead Gate’s archway above him. Firstlight flowed

both ways. Into the Dead Gate and out of it. 

And here, where the last power of the dead was fed into it … here was a

well, like the one Bryce had used during the attack last spring. 

Sofie and Emile Renast could channel energy, too—and lightning. Hunt

was no thunderbird, but could he do the same? 

Lightning  flowed  in  his  veins.  His  body  was  equipped  to  handle  raw, 

sizzling  energy.  Was  this  what  Apollion  had  hinted  at—why  the  prince

wanted not only him and Bryce, but Emile and Sofie? Had the Prince of the

Pit  engineered  this  situation,  manipulating  them  into  coming  to  the  Bone

Quarter so that Hunt would be forced to realize what he could do with his

own  power?  Perhaps  Emile  hadn’t  even  come  here  at  all.  Perhaps  the

Reapers  had  lied  about  that  at  Apollion’s  behest,  just  to  get  them  here,  to this place, this moment—

Bryce angled her sword higher, ready to fight until the end. Hunt gazed

at  her  for  a  moment,  an  avenging  angel  in  her  own  right—and  then

slammed his hand onto the brass plaque of the Dead Gate. 

Bryce  dared  only  a  glance  behind  her  as  Hunt  bellowed  again.  He  was

standing, but his hand …

White,  blinding  firstlight—or  was  it  secondlight?—flowed  from  the

Dead  Gate  up  his  arm.  Up  his  shoulder.  And  on  the  other  side  of  the

archway, the stone began to go dark. As if he were draining it. 

The two hounds of the Shepherd merged back together, anticipating the

next strike. Hunt’s voice was a thunderclap as he said behind her, “Light it

up, Bryce.” 

The words bloomed in Bryce’s heart at the same moment Hunt shot a

bolt of his power—the Dead Gate’s power—into her. It burned and roared

and  blinded,  a  writhing  ball  of  energy  that  Bryce  broke  to  her  will  and

funneled into the Starsword. 

Forks of lightning cracked from Hunt, from her, from the sword. 

The Shepherd turned tail and fled. 

Bryce ran after it. 

Wings flapped behind her, and then she was in Hunt’s arms. He carried

her  high  above  the  beast’s  back,  then  plunged  down,  lightning  streaming

around them, a meteorite crashing—

They  slammed  into  the  creature,  and  Bryce  drove  the  sword  into  the

Shepherd’s  nape.  Into  the  skull  beneath.  Lightning  and  firstlight  blasted

through it, and the hound exploded into smoking smithereens. 

Bryce and Hunt hit the ground panting and steaming, soaked with the

Shepherd’s blood. But Hunt was up again in a moment, running, a hand on

Bryce’s back as he hauled her with him. “The river,” he panted, lightning

skittering  across  his  teeth,  his  cheeks.  His  wings  drooped  like  he  was

wholly exhausted. Like flying was beyond him. 

Bryce  didn’t  waste  breath  to  answer  as  they  raced  through  the  mist

toward the Istros. 

“Two more Vanir bodies this morning, Your Excellency,” Tharion said by

way  of  greeting,  bowing  at  the  waist  as  he  stood  in  his  queen’s  private

study. 

It  was  more  biodome  than  study,  really,  full  of  plants  and  a  deep, 

winding stream, studded with large pools. The River Queen swam among

the lily pads, her black hair trailing like ink in the water behind her. Her day

of meetings might require her to be inside the building, but she took all of

them here, sitting in her element. 

She  turned  toward  Tharion,  hair  plastered  down  her  ample,  heavy

breasts,  her  brown  skin  gleaming  with  water.  “Tell  me  where.”  Her  voice

was lovely, but subdued. Cold. 

“One  left  hanging  upside  down  in  an  olive  grove  north  of  the  city—

drained and shot the same way as the selkie—the other crucified on the tree

next to him. Also shot, with a slit throat. They’d clearly been tortured. Two

human scents were present. Seems like this happened yesterday.” 

He’d gotten the report this morning over breakfast. Hadn’t bothered to

go  to  the  sites  or  ask  Holstrom  to  come  with  him,  not  when  the  Aux  had

been the ones to get the call, and would be the ones to handle the bodies. 

“And you still believe the rebel Pippa Spetsos is behind these killings.” 

“The style is in line with what her Lightfall squad does to its victims. I

think she’s on Emile Renast’s trail, and is torturing anyone who helped him

on his way.” 

“Is the boy here, then?” 

“Considering  the  proximity  of  the  latest  site,  I  have  good  reason  to believe  he  has  arrived.”  An  otter  looped  and  twirled  past  the  windows,  a

message  clenched  in  his  fangs,  neon-yellow  vest  glaringly  bright  in  the

cobalt blue. 

“And Sofie Renast?” The River Queen toyed with a pink-and-gold lily

that brushed against her soft stomach, running her elegant fingers over its

petals. “Any sightings of her?” 

“Not  a  ripple.”  No  need  to  mention  Bryce  and  Athalar  going  to  the

Bone  Quarter  for  answers.  There  was  nothing  to  tell  yet.  He  could  only

hope the two of them would emerge alive. 

“The  Hind  is  here,  in  Lunathion.  Do  you  believe  she’s  also  tracking

Emile?” 

“She’s only arrived today.” He’d gotten reports already that her wolves

prowled  the  city,  along  with  the  Harpy.  At  least  the  Hawk,  his  spies  said, 

had remained behind in Pangera, left to guard Ephraim’s roost, apparently. 

“Her whereabouts have been public for the last few days—she doesn’t have

a  human  scent,  and  also  wasn’t  in  the  city  to  commit  these  murders.  All

signs point to Pippa Spetsos.” 

The river-spirit plucked the lily and tucked it behind her ear. It glowed

as if lit by a kernel of firstlight. “Find that boy, Tharion.” 

He  bowed  his  head.  “What  about  Ophion  Command?  If  they  find  out

we have Emile …” 

“Make  sure  they  don’t  find  out.”  Her  eyes  darkened,  and  storms

threatened.  Lightning  lashed  the  surface  high  above.  “We  are  loyal  to  the

House of Many Waters first and foremost.” 

“Why  the  boy?”  he  finally  dared  ask.  “Why  do  you  want  him  so

badly?” 

“You question me?” Only the Ocean Queen, Lady of Waters, Daughter

of Ogenas, had that right. Or the Asteri. Tharion bowed. 

Lightning illuminated the surface again, and Tharion’s brows lowered. 

That  wasn’t  his  queen’s  power.  And  since  the  forecast  hadn’t  called  for

storms …

Tharion  bowed  again.  “I  apologize  for  the  impertinence.  Your  will  is

mine,”  he  said,  the  familiar  words  falling  from  his  lips.  “I’ll  update  you

when I’ve apprehended the boy.” 

He  made  to  leave,  risking  doing  so  without  dismissal,  and  had  nearly made it to the archway before the River Queen said, “Did you enjoy your

punishment last night?” 

He closed his eyes for a moment before he turned to face her. 

She’d  lowered  herself  into  the  stream  again,  no  more  than  a  dark, 

beautiful head among the lily pads. Like one of her sobeks, waiting to make

a meal of the unworthy dead. 

Tharion  said,  “It  was  a  wise  and  fitting  punishment  for  my  ignorance

and transgression.” 

Her  lips  curled  upward,  revealing  slightly  pointed  white  teeth.  “It  is

diverting to see you tug at the leash, Tharion.” 

He swallowed his retort, his rage, his grief, and inclined his head. 

More  lightning.  He  had  to  go.  Knew  better  than  to  reveal  his

impatience,  though.  “I  have  only  your  daughter’s  best  interests  in  my

heart.” 

Again, that ancient, cruel smile that informed him she’d seen too many

males—some far smarter than he—come and go. “I suppose we shall see.” 

With that, she dipped beneath the water, vanishing under the lily pads and

among the reeds. 

Hunt could barely stand. 

The  firstlight  had  flayed  him,  leaving  a  smoking  ruin  inside  his  body, 

his mind. But it had worked. He’d taken the power and converted it into his

own.  Whatever  the  fuck  that  meant.  Apollion  had  known—or  guessed

enough to be right. And Bryce … the sword …

She’d been a conduit to his power. Fucking Hel. 

They staggered through the mists, the obelisks. Screeching and hissing

rose around them. Reapers. Would anyplace in Midgard be safe now, even

after death? He sure as fuck didn’t want his soul in the Bone Quarter. 

The  bone  gates  appeared  overhead,  carved  from  the  ribs  of  some

ancient  leviathan,  and  beyond  them,  the  steps  to  the  river.  Hunt’s  knees

nearly buckled as he spied a familiar wave skimmer and the mer male atop

it, beckoning frantically as he pivoted the wave skimmer toward Lunathion

proper. 

“I thought that was you, with all the lightning,” Tharion panted as they rushed  toward  him  and  leapt  down  the  steps.  He  slipped  off  the  wave

skimmer to make room for them, shifting as he went. The mer looked like

Hel: haunted and tired and bleak. 

Bryce climbed on first, and Hunt joined her, clasping her from behind. 

She gunned the engine and sped off into the mist, Tharion shooting under

the surface beside them. Hunt nearly collapsed against her back, but Bryce

veered to the left, so sharply he had to clutch her hips to keep from falling

into  the  water.  “Fuck!”  she  shouted  as  scaly,  muscled  backs  broke  the

surface. 

Sobeks. 

Only the nutritious souls went to the Under-King. The ones given over

to the beasts were snacks. Junk food. A broad snout full of thick, daggerlike

fangs shot from the water. 

Blood  sprayed  before  the  creature  could  rip  into  Hunt’s  leg.  Bryce

zigged to the right, and Hunt twisted to see Tharion on their tail, a deadly

plume  of  water  aimed  above  him.  Pressurized,  like  a  water  cannon.  So

intense and brutal that it had carved a hole right through a sobek’s head. 

Another  beast  lunged  for  them,  and  again,  Tharion  struck,  water

breaking flesh as surely as it could eat away at stone. 

A  third,  and  Tharion  attacked  with  brutal  efficiency.  The  other  beasts

halted, tails lashing the water. 

“Hang on!” Bryce shouted toward Tharion, who gripped the side of the

wave  skimmer  as  she  hurtled  them  toward  the  Black  Dock.  The  mist  fell

away behind them, and a wall of sunshine blinded Hunt. 

They  didn’t  stop,  though.  Not  when  they  hit  the  dock.  Not  when

Tharion  leapt  from  the  water  and  shifted,  grabbing  a  spare  Blue  Court

aquatic uniform from the seat-hatch in the wave skimmer. The three of them

hurried down the streets to Bryce’s apartment. 

In the safety of her home, Bryce knelt on the floor, wet and bloody and

panting. The slice along her spine was long but mercifully shallow, already

clotting.  It  had  missed  the  Horn  tattoo  by  millimeters.  Hunt  had  enough

sanity  remaining  to  avoid  the  white  couch  as  Tharion  said,  “What

happened? Any sign of Emile or Sofie?” 

“No—we were stupid to even look for them in the Bone Quarter,” Hunt

said, sitting at the dining table, trying to reel his mind back in. Bryce filled

the mer in on the rest. 

When she finished, Tharion dropped onto one of the counter stools, face

white.  “I  know  I  should  be  disappointed  that  Emile  and  Sofie  weren’t

hiding in the Bone Quarter, but … that’s what awaits us in the end?” 

Hunt opened his mouth, but Bryce asked, “Where’s Ruhn? He and Ithan

should be back.” 

Hunt narrowed his eyes. “Call them.” 

Bryce  did,  but  neither  answered.  Hunt  fished  out  his  phone,  grateful

he’d  gotten  the  water-repellent  spell  Quinlan  had  needled  him  into

purchasing. News alerts and messages filled the screen. 

Hunt said a shade hoarsely, “Ephraim just got here. With the Hind.” 

Tharion  nodded  grimly.  “She  brought  her  pack  of  dreadwolves  with

her.” 

Bryce checked the clock on her phone again. “I need to find Ruhn.” 
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Ruhn said nothing as the Hind produced a deck of cards from the pocket of

her imperial uniform. 

Ithan played the role of confused jock, alternating ignorance with bored

distraction  as  he  watched  the  game  above  the  bar.  The  Hind  shuffled  the

deck, cards cracking like breaking bones. 

On the table’s fourth side, the Harpy lounged in her seat and marked his

every move. Her wings—a matte black, like they’d been built for stealth—

spilled  onto  the  floor.  She  wore  the  familiar  battle-suit  of  the  45th—

Sandriel’s  former  prized  legion.  The  Harpy,  along  with  the  Hammer,  had

been one of its notoriously cruel leaders. 

“I  don’t  believe  we’ve  met,”  the  Hind  said,  flexing  and  breaking  the

cards again. Her hands were deft, unfaltering. Unscarred. She wore a gold

ring crowned with a square, clean-cut ruby. A subtle hint of wealth. 

Ruhn  forced  himself  to  smirk.  “I’m  flattered  I  was  so  high  on  your

priority list today.” 

“You’re  my  half  sister’s  fiancé,  are  you  not?”  A  lifeless  smile.  The

opposite  of  Hypaxia’s  warmth  and  wisdom.  The  Hind  was  only  about

twenty years older than her sister—forty-seven years old—far closer in age

than most Vanir siblings. But they shared nothing in common, it seemed. “It

would be rude not to introduce myself upon arrival. I already visited your

father’s villa. He informed me that you were here.” 

Cormac must have arrived right before the Hind, to feed the lie to the

Autumn King. Thank the gods. 

Ruhn snorted. “Nice to meet you. I’m busy.” 

The Harpy’s skin was as pale as the belly of a fish, set off by her jet-black  hair  and  eyes.  She  said,  “You’re  as  impertinent  as  you  appear, 

princeling.” 

Ruhn flicked his lip ring with his tongue. “I’d hate to disappoint.” 

The  Harpy’s  features  contorted  in  anger.  But  the  Hind  said  mildly, 

“We’ll play poker, I think. Isn’t that what you play on Tuesday nights?” 

Ruhn  repressed  his  shiver  of  fear.  The  standing  game  wasn’t  a  secret, 

but … how much did she know about him? 

Ithan remained the portrait of boredom, gods bless him. 

So  Ruhn  said  to  the  Hind,  “All  right,  you’re  keeping  tabs  on  me  for

your  sister’s  sake.”  Was  it  mere  coincidence  she’d  sought  him  out  now? 

What had Mordoc told her about Ithan’s whereabouts this morning? Ruhn

asked the Harpy, “But why the Hel are  you here?” 

The  Harpy’s  thin  lips  stretched  into  a  grotesque  smile.  She  reached  a

pale hand toward Ithan’s muscled shoulder as she said, “I wanted to survey

the goods.” 

Without  looking  at  her,  the  wolf  snatched  her  fingers,  squeezing  hard

enough to show that he could break bone if he wished. Slowly, he turned, 

eyes brimming with hate. “You can look, but don’t touch.” 

“You  break  it,  you  buy  it,”  the  Harpy  crooned,  wriggling  her  fingers. 

She liked this—the edge of pain. 

Ithan bared his teeth in a feral grin and released her hand. The pup had

balls, Ruhn would give him that. Ithan looked at the TV again as he said, 

“Pass.” 

The Harpy bristled, and Ruhn said, “He’s a little young for you.” 

“And what about you?” A killer’s sharp smile. 

Ruhn  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  swigging  from  his  whiskey.  “I’m

engaged. I don’t fuck around.” 

The Hind dealt the cards with a swift, sure grace. “Except with fauns, of

course.” 

Ruhn kept his face unmoved. How did she know about the female at the

party? He met her golden eyes. A perfect match for the Hammer in beauty

and  temperament.  She  hadn’t  been  at  the  Summit  this  spring,  thank  the

gods. The Harpy had been there, though, and Ruhn had done his damn best

to stay away from her. 

The Hind scooped up her cards without breaking his stare. “I wonder if

my sister shall learn of that.” 

“Is this some sort of shakedown?” Ruhn fanned out his cards. A decent

hand—not great, but he’d won with worse. 

The  Hind’s  attention  bobbed  to  her  cards,  then  back  to  his  face.  This

female  had  most  likely  killed  Sofie  Renast.  A  silver  torque  glinted  at  the

base  of  her  throat.  Like  she’d  killed  and  broken  so  many  rebels  that  the

collar of her uniform couldn’t fit all the darts. Did the necklace grow with

each new death she wrought? Would his own be marked on that collar? 

The  Hind  said,  “Your  father  suggested  I  meet  you.  I  agreed.”  Ruhn

suspected that his father hadn’t just told her his location to provide an alibi, 

but also to warn him to keep the fuck out of trouble. 

Ithan  picked  up  his  cards,  scanned  them,  and  swore.  The  Harpy  said

nothing as she examined her own hand. 

The  Hind  held  Ruhn’s  gaze  as  the  game  began.  She  was  the  spitting

image of Luna, with her upswept chignon, the regal angle of her neck and

jaw. As coldly serene as the moon. All she needed was a pack of hunting

hounds at her side—

And she had them, in her dreadwolves. 

How had someone so young risen in the ranks so swiftly, gained such

notoriety and power? No wonder she left a trail of blood behind her. 

“Careful  now,”  the  Harpy  said  with  that  oily  smile.  “The  Hammer

doesn’t share.” 

The Hind’s lips curved upward. “No, he doesn’t.” 

“As Ithan said,” Ruhn drawled, “pass.” 

The Harpy glowered, but the Hind’s smile remained in place. “Where is

your famed sword, Prince?” 

With Bryce. In the Bone Quarter. “Left it at home this morning,” Ruhn

answered. 

“I heard you spent the night at your sister’s apartment.” 

Ruhn shrugged. Was this interrogation merely to fuck with him? Or did

the  Hind  know  something?  “I  didn’t  realize  you  had  the  authority  to  grill

Aux leaders in this city.” 

“The  authority  of  the  Asteri  extends  over  all.  Including  Starborn

Princes.” 

Ruhn  caught  the  bartender’s  eye,  signaling  for  another  whiskey.  “So this  is  just  to  prove  you’ve  got  bigger  balls?”  He  draped  an  arm  over  the

back of his chair, cards in one hand. “You want to head up the Aux while

you’re in town, fine. I could use a vacation.” 

The Harpy’s teeth flashed. “Someone should rip that tongue from your

mouth. The Asteri would flay you for such disrespect.” 

Ithan  drew  another  card  and  said  mildly,  “You’ve  got  some  nerve, 

coming to our city and trying to start shit.” 

The Hind replied with equal calm, “So do you, lusting after the female

your brother loved.” 

Ruhn blinked. 

Ithan’s eyes turned dangerously dark. “You’re full of shit.” 

“Am I?” the Hind said, drawing a card herself. “Of course, as my visit

here will likely entail meeting the princess, I looked into her history. Found

quite a chain of messages between you two.” 

Ruhn  thanked  the  bartender  as  the  male  brought  over  a  whiskey  and

then quickly retreated. Ruhn said into Ithan’s mind,  She’s trying to rile you. 

 Ignore her. 

Ithan didn’t answer. He only said to the Hind, voice sharpening, “Bryce

is my friend.” 

The Hind drew another card. “Years of pining in secret, years of guilt

and  shame  for  feeling  what  he  does,  for  hating  his  brother  whenever  he

talks about Miss Quinlan, for wishing that  he had been the one who’d met

her first—” 

“Shut  up,”  Ithan  growled,  rattling  the  glasses  on  the  table,  pure  feral

wolf. 

The  Hind  went  on,  unfazed,  “Loving  her,  lusting  for  her  from  the

sidelines. Waiting for the day when she would realize that  he was the one

she was meant to be with. Playing his little heart out on the sunball field, 

hoping she’d notice him at last. But then big brother dies.” 

Ithan paled. 

The Hind’s expression filled with cool contempt. “And he hates himself

even more. Not only for losing his brother, for not being there, but because

of the one, traitorous thought he had after learning the news. That the path

to Bryce Quinlan was now cleared. Did I get that part right?” 

“Shut your fucking mouth,” Ithan growled, and the Harpy laughed. 

 Calm down, Ruhn warned the male. 

But the Hind said, “Call.” 

Mind reeling, Ruhn laid out the decent hand he’d gotten. The Harpy put

hers down. Good. He’d beaten her. The Hind gracefully spread hers across

the table. 

A winning hand. Beating Ruhn by a fraction. 

Ithan didn’t bother to show his cards. He’d already shown them, Ruhn

realized. 

The Hind smiled again at Ithan. “You Valbarans are too easy to break.” 

“Fuck you.” 

The  Hind  rose,  gathering  her  cards.  “Well,  this  has  been  delightfully

dull.” 

The Harpy stood with her. Black talons glinted at the angel’s fingertips. 

“Let’s hope they fuck better than they play poker.” 

Ruhn crooned, “I’m sure there are Reapers who’ll stoop to fuck you.” 

The Hind snickered, earning a glare from the Harpy that the deer shifter

ignored.  The  Harpy  hissed  at  Ruhn,  “I  do  not  take  being  insulted  lightly, 

princeling.” 

“Get the Hel out of my bar,” Ruhn snarled softly. 

She  opened  her  mouth,  but  the  Hind  said,  “We’ll  see  you  soon,  I’m

sure.” The Harpy understood that as a command to leave and stormed out

the door onto the sunny street. Where life, somehow, continued onward. 

The Hind paused on the threshold before she left, though. Peered over

her shoulder at Ruhn, her silver necklace glinting in the sunlight trickling

in. Her eyes lit with unholy fire. 

“Tell Prince Cormac I send my love,” the Hind said. 

Bryce was one breath away from calling the Autumn King when the door to

the apartment opened. And apparently, she looked a Hel of a lot worse than

her brother or Ithan, because they immediately demanded to know what had

happened to her. 

Hunt,  nursing  a  beer  at  the  kitchen  counter,  said,  “Emile  and  Sofie

aren’t in the Bone Quarter. But we found out some major shit. You’d better

sit down.” 

Yet  Bryce  went  up  to  her  brother,  scanning  him  from  the  piercings along  his  ear  to  his  tattooed  arms  and  ass-kicking  boots.  Not  one  sleek

black  hair  out  of  place,  though  his  skin  was  ashen.  Ithan,  standing  at  his

side, didn’t give her the chance to turn to him before approaching the fridge

and grabbing a beer of his own. 

“You’re all right?” Bryce asked Ruhn, who was frowning at the dirt and

blood on her—the wound on her back had thankfully closed, but was still

tender. 

Tharion said from where he sat on the couch, feet propped on the coffee

table,  “Everyone  is  fine,  Legs.  Now  let’s  sit  down  like  a  good  little  rebel family and tell each other what the Hel happened.” 

Bryce  swallowed.  “All  right.  Yeah—sure.”  She  scanned  Ruhn  again, 

and his eyes softened. “You scared the shit out of me.” 

“We couldn’t answer our phones.” 

She  didn’t  let  herself  reconsider  before  throwing  her  arms  around  her

brother and squeezing tight. A heartbeat later, he gently hugged her back, 

and she could have sworn he shuddered in relief. 

Hunt’s  phone  buzzed,  and  Bryce  pulled  away  from  Ruhn.  “Celestina

wants  me  at  the  Comitium  for  Ephraim’s  arrival,”  Hunt  said.  “She  wants

her triarii assembled.” 

“Oh,  Ephraim’s  already  here.”  Ithan  dropped  onto  the  couch.  “We

learned the hard way.” 

“You saw him?” Bryce asked. 

“His cronies,” Ithan said, not looking at her. “Played poker with them

and everything.” 

Bryce whirled on Ruhn. Her brother nodded gravely. “The Hind and the

Harpy showed up to the bar where we were lying low. I can’t tell if it was

because Mordoc sniffed around the alley where Cormac made the intel drop

or what. But it was … not great.” 

“Do they know?” Hunt asked quietly, storms in his eyes. “About you? 

About us?” 

“No idea,” Ruhn said, toying with his lip ring. “I think we’d be dead if

they did, though.” 

Hunt blew out a sigh. “Yeah, you would be. They would have taken you

in for questioning already.” 

“The  Hind  is  a  fucking  monster,”  Ithan  said,  turning  on  the  TV.  “Her and the Harpy, both.” 

“I could have told you that,” Hunt said, finishing his beer and striding

to where Bryce stood before the glass dining table. She didn’t stop him as

he slid a hand over her jaw, cupping her cheek, and kissed her. Just a swift

brush of their mouths, but it was a claiming and a promise. 

“Rain  check?”  he  murmured  onto  her  lips.  Right.  The  dinner  and  the

hotel—

She frowned pitifully. “Rain check.” 

He chuckled, but grew deadly serious. “Be careful. I’ll be back as soon

as I can. Don’t go looking for that kid without me.” He kissed her forehead

before leaving the apartment. 

Bryce offered up silent prayers to Cthona and Urd to protect him. 

“Glad you two finally sorted it out,” Tharion said from the couch. 

Bryce  flipped  him  off.  But  Ruhn  sniffed  her  carefully.  “You  …  smell

different.” 

“She smells like the Istros,” Ithan said from the couch. 

“No,  it’s  …”  Ruhn’s  brows  twitched  toward  each  other,  and  he

scratched at the buzzed side of his head. “I can’t explain it.” 

“Stop  sniffing  me,  Ruhn.”  Bryce  hopped  onto  the  couch  on  Tharion’s

other side. “It’s gross. Story time?” 
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“How do I look?” Celestina whispered to Hunt as they stood in front of the

desk in her private study. Isaiah flanked her other side, Naomi to his left, 

Baxian  to  Hunt’s  right.  Baxian  had  barely  done  more  than  nod  to  Hunt

when he’d entered. 

Hunt  had  taken  the  flight  over  here  to  soothe  his  nerves,  his  residual

rage and awe at what he and Bryce had done. What they’d learned. By the

time he’d alighted on the landing veranda, his face had become impassive

once more. The mask of the Umbra Mortis. 

It  cracked  a  little,  however,  upon  seeing  Pollux  a  step  away  from

Naomi. Grinning with feral, anticipatory delight. 

This was a reunion from Hel. The Hind and the Hammer, back together

once  more.  Never  mind  the  Harpy  and  the  Helhound—things  had  always

revolved  around  Pollux  and  Lidia,  their  twin  shriveled  souls,  and  no  one

else. Thank the gods the Hawk had stayed behind in Pangera. 

Hunt murmured to Celestina, “You look like a female about to enter an

arranged  mating.”  He  was  amazed  his  words  had  come  out  so  casually, 

considering how his morning had gone. 

The  Archangel,  clad  in  dawn-soft  pink,  gold  at  her  wrists  and  ears, 

threw him a sad,  What can you do?  kind of smile. 

Hunt, despite himself, added, “But you do look beautiful.” 

Her smile gentled, light brown eyes with them. “Thank you. And thank

you  for  coming  in  on  your  day  off.”  She  squeezed  his  hand,  her  fingers

surprisingly clammy. She was truly nervous. 

Down the hall, the elevator doors pinged. Celestina’s fingers tightened on Hunt’s before letting go. He could have sworn hers were shaking. 

So  Hunt  said,  “It’s  no  problem  at  all.  I’ll  be  right  here  all  night.  You

need  to  bail,  just  give  me  a  signal—tug  on  your  earring,  maybe—and  I’ll

make up some excuse.” 

Celestina  smiled  up  at  him,  squaring  her  shoulders.  “You’re  a  good

male, Hunt.” 

He wasn’t so sure of that. Wasn’t so sure he hadn’t offered only to make

her like him so that when shit hit the fan, if Baxian or the Hind or anyone

suggested  he  and  Quinlan  were  up  to  anything  shady,  she’d  give  him  the

benefit of the doubt. But he thanked her all the same. 

The meeting between Ephraim and Celestina was as stiff and awkward as

Hunt had expected. 

Ephraim was handsome, as so many of the Archangels were: black hair

cut close to his head in a warrior-like fashion, light brown skin that radiated

health and vitality, and dark eyes that noted every person in the room, like a

soldier assessing a battlefield. 

But  his  smile  was  genuine  as  he  looked  upon  Celestina,  who  strode

toward him with outstretched hands. 

“My friend,” she said, peering up into his face. As if seeing it for the

first time. 

Ephraim smiled, white teeth straight and perfect. “My mate.” 

She ducked her head right at the moment he went in to kiss her cheek, 

and  Hunt  reined  in  his  cringe  as  Ephraim’s  lips  met  the  side  of  her  head. 

Celestina  jolted  back,  realizing  the  miscommunication,  that  people  were

witnessing this, and—

Isaiah,  gods  bless  him,  stepped  forward,  a  fist  on  his  heart.  “Your

Grace.  I  welcome  you  and  your  triarii.”  Ephraim  had  only  brought

Sandriel’s  triarii  with  him,  Hunt  realized.  Had  left  his  original  members

back in Pangera with the Hawk. 

Ephraim  recovered  from  the  awkward  kiss  and  tucked  his  blindingly

white  wings  close  to  his  toned,  powerful  body.  “I  thank  you  for  your

welcome,  Commander  Tiberian.  And  hope  that  your  triarii  will  welcome

mine as you so warmly did.” 

Hunt at last glanced at the Hind, standing a few feet behind Ephraim, 

and  then  at  Pollux,  staring  at  her  with  wolfish  intensity  from  across  the

room. The Hind’s golden eyes simmered, focused wholly on her lover. As if

she were waiting for the go-ahead to jump his bones. 

“Yuck,” Naomi muttered, and Hunt suppressed his smile. 

Celestina seemed to be searching for something to say, so Hunt spared

her  and  said,  “We  shall  treat  your  triarii  as  our  brothers  and  sisters.”  The Harpy  sneered  at  the  last  word.  Hunt’s  lightning  sparked  in  answer.  “For

however  long  they  remain  here.”  For  however  long  I  let  you  live,  you

 fucking psychopath. 

Celestina recovered enough to say, “Their alliance shall be only one of

the many successes for our mating.” 

Ephraim voiced his agreement, even as he raked his stare over his mate

once more. Approval shone there, but Celestina … Her throat bobbed. 

She’d … been with a male, hadn’t she? Come to think of it, Hunt didn’t

even know if she preferred males. Had the Asteri considered that? Would

they  care  what  her  preferences  were,  what  her  experience  was,  before

throwing her into bed with Ephraim? 

Baxian’s eyes remained on the Harpy and the Hind, cold and watchful. 

He didn’t seem particularly pleased to see them. 

“I  have  some  refreshments  prepared,”  Celestina  said,  gesturing  to  the

tables  against  the  wall  of  windows.  “Come,  let  us  drink  to  this  happy

occasion.” 

Bryce had just finished telling Ruhn and Ithan what had gone down in the

Bone Quarter—both of them looking as sick as Tharion had to hear about

the real fate of the dead—when someone knocked on the door. 

“So Connor,” Ithan was saying, rubbing his face. “He’s … They fed his

soul into the Gate to become firstlight? Secondlight? Whatever.” 

Bryce wrung her hands. “It seems like they’d wait until we’re all dust, 

and  even  our  descendants  have  forgotten  him,  but  considering  how  much

we pissed off the Under-King, I feel like there’s a chance he might … move

Connor up the list.” 

“I need to know,” Ithan said. “I need to fucking  know.” 

Bryce’s throat ached. “I do, too. We’ll try to find out.” 

Tharion asked, “But what can be done to help him—any of them?” 

Silence  fell.  The  knock  on  the  door  came  again,  and  Bryce  sighed. 

“We’ll figure that out, too.” 

Ruhn  toyed  with  one  of  the  hoops  through  his  left  ear.  “Is  there

someone we should … tell?” 

Bryce  unlocked  the  door.  “The  Asteri  undoubtedly  know  about  it  and

don’t care. They’ll say it’s our civic duty to give back whatever power we

can.” 

Ithan shook his head, looking toward the window. 

Ruhn said, “We have to think carefully about this. Was the Prince of the

Pit pushing you and Athalar to go there by sending those Reapers? Or by

having his Reapers hint that Emile and Sofie might be hiding there? Why? 

To—activate your combined powers with that Gate trick? He couldn’t have

known  that  would  happen.  We  have  to  think  about  how  the  Asteri  would

retaliate if this  is something they want kept under wraps. And what they’d

do if we do indeed find and harbor Emile and Sofie.” 

“We’ll game it out,” Bryce said, and finally opened the door. 

A hand locked around her throat, crushing the air from her. “You little

cunt,” Sabine Fendyr hissed. 

Ruhn should have considered who might need to knock on the front door. 

Instead,  he’d  been  so  focused  on  the  truth  Bryce  had  revealed  about  their

lives—and afterlives—that he’d let her open it without checking. 

Sabine  hurled  Bryce  across  the  room,  hard  enough  that  she  slammed

into the side of the sectional, scooting the behemoth couch back by an inch. 

Ruhn  was  up  instantly,  gun  aimed  at  the  Alpha.  Behind  him,  Tharion

helped Bryce to her feet. Sabine’s attention remained fixed on Bryce as she

said, “What game are you playing,  Princess?” That title was clearly what

had kept Sabine from ripping out Bryce’s throat. 

Bryce’s  brows  lowered,  but  Ithan  stepped  to  Ruhn’s  side,  violence

gleaming in his eyes. “What the Hel are you talking about?” 

Sabine  bristled,  but  she  didn’t  remove  her  focus  from  Bryce  as  she

continued, “You just can’t stay out of wolf business, can you?” 

Bryce said coolly, “Wolf business?” 

Sabine pointed a clawed finger toward Ithan. “He was exiled. And yet

 you decided to harbor him. No doubt part of some plan of yours to rob me

of my birthright.” 

“So the big bad wolf came all the way here to yell at me about it?” 

“The big bad wolf,” Sabine seethed, “came all the way here to remind

you that no matter what my father might have said,  you are no wolf.” She

sneered at Ithan. “And neither is he. So stay the fuck out of wolf affairs.” 

Ithan let out a low growl, but pain seemed to ripple beneath it. 

Ruhn snarled, “You want to talk, Sabine, then sit the fuck down like an

adult.” At his side, he was vaguely aware of Bryce thumbing in a message

on her phone. 

Ithan squared his shoulders. “Bryce isn’t harboring me. Perry dropped

me here.” 

“Perry’s a moon-eyed fool,” Sabine spat. 

Bryce angled her head, though. “What about this arrangement, exactly, 

bothers  you,  Sabine?”  The  way  her  voice  had  iced  over  …  Fuck,  she

sounded exactly like their father. 

Ithan  said,  “Bryce  has  nothing  to  do  with  you  and  me,  Sabine.  Leave

her out of it.” 

Sabine pivoted toward him, bristling. “You’re a disgrace and a traitor, 

Holstrom.  A  spineless  waste,  if  this  is  the  company  you  choose  to  keep. 

Your brother would be ashamed.” 

Ithan  snapped,  “My  brother  would  tell  me  good  fucking  riddance  to

you.” 

Sabine  snarled,  the  sound  pure  command.  “You  might  be  exiled,  but

you still obey  me.” 

Ithan shuddered, but refused to back down. 

Tharion  stepped  forward.  “You  want  to  throw  down  with  Holstrom, 

Sabine, go ahead. I’ll stand as witness.” 

Ithan would lose. And Sabine would gut him so thoroughly there would

be no hope of recovery. He’d wind up with his brother, his soul served up to

the Under-King and the Dead Gate on a silver platter. 

Ruhn braced himself—and realized he had no idea what to do. 

Celestina  should  have  laid  out  some  hard  alcohol  rather  than  rosé.  Hunt wasn’t nearly drunk enough to deal with having to keep smiling in a room

full of his enemies. To deal with watching two people who had no choice

but to make an arranged mating work somehow. They wouldn’t officially be

mated  until  the  party  next  month,  but  their  life  together  was  already

beginning. 

Beside  him,  at  the  doors  to  the  private  veranda  off  Celestina’s  study, 

Isaiah knocked back his pale pink wine and muttered, “What a clusterfuck.” 

“I feel bad for her,” Naomi said on Isaiah’s other side. 

Hunt  grunted  his  agreement,  watching  Celestina  and  Ephraim  attempt

to  make  small  talk  across  the  room.  Beyond  them,  the  Harpy  seemed

content to sneer at Hunt the whole night. Baxian lurked by the door to the

hall. Pollux and Lidia talked near the Harpy with bent heads. 

Naomi followed the direction of his gaze. “There’s a terrifying match.” 

Hunt chuckled. “Yeah.” His phone buzzed, and he fished it out of his

pocket  to  see  that  a  text  had  arrived  from   Bryce  Sucks  My  Dick  Like  a

 Champ. 

Hunt  choked,  scrambling  to  switch  screens  as  Isaiah  peered  over  his

shoulder and laughed. “I assume you didn’t put that name in there.” 

“No,”  Hunt  hissed.  He’d  punish  her  thoroughly  for  that  one.  After he

finally got to fuck her. He hadn’t forgotten that he was supposed to be doing

exactly  that  right  now.  That  he’d  made  dinner  and  hotel  reservations  that

had been canceled for this awkward-ass shit. Hunt explained to Isaiah, “It’s

this stupid running joke we have.” 

“A  joke,  hmmm?”  Isaiah’s  eyes  danced  with  delight,  and  he  clapped

Hunt on the shoulder. “I’m happy for you.” 

Hunt smiled to himself, opening up her message, trying not to look at

the name she’d put in and think about how accurate it was. “Thanks.” But

his smile faded as he read the message. 

 Sabine here. 

Hunt’s  heartbeat  kicked  up  a  notch.  Isaiah  read  the  message  and

murmured, “Go.” 

“What  about  this?”  Hunt  jerked  his  chin  at  Celestina  and  Ephraim

across the room. 

“Go,” Isaiah urged. “You need backup?” 

He shouldn’t, but Bryce’s message had been so vague, and—shit. “You

can’t come with me. It’ll be too obvious.” He turned to Naomi, but she’d

drifted off toward the bar cart again. If he grabbed her, it’d draw everyone’s

attention. He scanned the space. 

Baxian  looked  right  at  him,  reading  the  tension  on  his  face,  his  body. 

Fucker. Now someone  would know he’d left—

Isaiah sensed it, noted it. “I’ll deal with that,” his friend murmured, and

sauntered off toward the black-winged angel. He said something to Baxian

that had them both pivoting away from Hunt. 

Seizing his chance, Hunt backed up a step, then another, fading into the

shadows  of  the  veranda  beyond  the  study.  He  kept  moving,  stealthy,  until

his heels were at the edge of the landing. But as he stepped off, free-falling

into the night, he caught Celestina looking at him. 

Disappointment and displeasure darkened her eyes. 
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Bryce  cursed  herself  for  opening  the  door.  For  letting  the  wolf  in.  For

letting  it  get  to  this  so  quickly:  Ithan  and  Sabine,  about  to  splatter  this apartment with blood. Ithan’s blood. 

Bryce’s mouth dried out. Think.  Think. 

Ruhn swiftly glanced at her, but didn’t suggest any bright ideas mind-

to-mind. 

Sabine snarled at Ithan, “Your brother knew his place. Was content to

be Danika’s Second. You’re not nearly as smart as he was.” 

Ithan didn’t back down as Sabine advanced. “I might not be as smart as

Connor,”  he  said,  “but  at  least  I  wasn’t  dumb  enough  to  sleep  with

Mordoc.” 

Sabine halted. “Shut your mouth, boy.” 

Ithan laughed, cold and lifeless. Bryce had never heard him make such

a sound. “We never learned during that last visit: Was it an arranged pairing

between you two, or some drunk decision?” 

Mordoc—the Hind’s captain? 

“I will rip out your throat,” Sabine growled, stepping closer. But Bryce

saw it—the glimmer of surprise. Doubt. He’d thrown Sabine off her game a

little with that volley. 

Again,  Ithan  didn’t  lower  his  eyes.  “He’s  here  in  this  city.  Are  you

going  to  see  him?  Take  him  to  the  Black  Dock  to  bid  farewell  to  his

daughter?” 

Bryce’s  stomach  dropped,  but  she  kept  her  face  neutral.  Danika  had

never said. Had always claimed it was a …

 A male not worth knowing or remembering. 

Bryce had assumed it was some lesser wolf, some male too submissive

to  keep  Sabine’s  interest,  and  Sabine  had  refused  to  let  Danika  see  him

because of it. Even when Danika had known the truth of Bryce’s parentage, 

she’d never told Bryce about her own lineage. The thought burned like acid. 

Sabine spat, “I know what you’re trying to do, Holstrom, and it won’t

work.” 

Ithan  flexed  his  broad  chest.  Bryce  had  seen  that  same  intense

expression while facing off against opponents on the sunball field. Ithan had

usually  been  the  one  to  walk  away  from  the  encounter.  And  he’d   always

walked away if a teammate joined in the fight. 

So Bryce stepped up. Said to Sabine, “Was Danika a rebel?” 

Sabine whipped her head to her. “What? ” 

Bryce  kept  her  shoulders  back,  head  high.  She  outranked  Sabine  in

position  and  power  now,  she  reminded  herself.  “Did  Danika  have  contact

with the Ophion rebels?” 

Sabine backed away. Just one step. “Why would you ever ask that?” 

Ithan ignored the question and countered, “Was it because of Mordoc? 

She was so disgusted by him that she helped the rebels to spite him?” 

Bryce shoved from the other side, “Maybe she did it out of disgust for

you, too.” 

Sabine  backed  away  one  more  step.  Predator  turning  into  prey.  She

snarled, “You’re both delusional.” 

“Is that so?” Bryce asked, and then took a stab in the dark. “I’m not the

one who ran all the way here to make sure Ithan and I weren’t plotting some

kind of wolf-coup against you.” 

Sabine bristled. Bryce pushed, getting no small delight out of it, “That’s

the  fear,  right?  That  I’m  going  to  use  my  fancy  princess  title  to  get

Holstrom  to  replace  you  somehow?  I  mean,  you’ve  got  no  heir  beyond

Amelie right now. And Ithan’s as dominant as she is. But I don’t think the

Den  likes  Amelie—or  you,  for  that  matter—nearly  as  much  as  they  love

him.” 

Ithan  blinked  at  her  in  surprise.  But  Bryce  smiled  at  Sabine,  who’d

gone stone-faced as she snarled, “Stay out of wolf business. ” 

Bryce taunted, “I wonder how hard it would be to convince the Prime

and the Den that Ithan is the bright future of the Valbaran wolves—” 

“Bryce,” Ithan warned. Had he truly never considered such a thing? 

Sabine’s  hand  drifted  to  something  at  her  back,  and  Ruhn  aimed  his

gun. “Nah,” Bryce’s brother said, smiling wickedly. “I don’t think so.” 

A familiar ripple of charged air filled the room a moment before Hunt

said, “Neither do I,” and appeared in the doorway so silently Bryce knew

he’d  crept  up.  Relief  nearly  buckled  her  knees  as  Hunt  stepped  into  the

apartment, gun pointed at the back of Sabine’s head. “You’re going to leave, 

and never fucking bother us again.” 

Sabine seethed, “Allow me to give you a bit of advice. You tangle with

Mordoc, and you’ll get what’s coming to you. Ask him about Danika and

see what he does to get answers out of you.” 

Ithan’s teeth flashed. “Get out, Sabine.” 


“You don’t give me orders.” 

The  wolves  faced  off:  one  young  and  brokenhearted,  the  other  in  her

prime—and heartless. Could someone like Ithan, if he wanted it, ever win

in a battle for dominance? 

But then another figure stepped into the apartment behind Hunt. 

Baxian.  The  angel  shifter  had  a  gun  drawn,  aimed  at  Sabine’s  legs  to

disable her if she tried to run. 

Only  a  glimmer  of  surprise  on  Hunt’s  face  told  Bryce  this  wasn’t  a

planned appearance. 

Sabine  turned  slowly.  Recognition  flared  in  her  eyes.  And  something

like fear. 

Baxian’s teeth gleamed in a feral grin. “Hello, Sabine.” 

Sabine  simmered  with  rage,  but  hissed,  “You’re  all  carrion,”  and

stormed from the apartment. 

“You  all  right?”  Hunt  asked  Bryce  as  he  looked  her  over.  The  redness

around her throat was fading before his eyes. 

Bryce scowled. “I could have done without being hurled into the side of

the couch.” 

Baxian, still by the door, huffed a laugh. 

Hunt turned toward him, lightning at the ready. “You got nothing better

to do with your time than follow me around?” 

“It seemed like you had an emergency,” Baxian retorted. “I figured you

might need backup. Especially considering where you were this morning.” 

A slash of a smile. “I worried something had followed you back across the

Istros.” 

Hunt clenched his jaw hard enough to hurt. “What about Isaiah?” 

“You mean his pathetic distraction attempt?” Baxian snorted. 

Before  Hunt  could  reply,  Ithan  asked  the  Helhound,  “You  know

Sabine?” 

Baxian’s face darkened. “In passing.” From the way Sabine had acted, 

there was definitely more to it than that. 

But Bryce suddenly asked Ithan, “Mordoc is … was … He’s Danika’s

 father?” 

Ithan gazed at his feet. “Yeah.” 

“As in, the male who sired her. Like, gave her his genetic material.” 

Ithan’s eyes blazed. “Yeah.” 

“And no one thought to fucking tell me?” 

“I  only  knew  because  he  visited  the  Den  once,  a  year  before  we  met

you. She got her bloodhound gift from him. It was her secret to keep, but

now that she’s gone—” 

“Why wouldn’t she tell me?” Bryce rubbed at her chest. Hunt took her

hand. Brushed his thumb over her knuckles. 

“Would you want that asshole for a father?” Hunt asked. 

“I  have  an  asshole  father  already,”  Bryce  said,  and  Ruhn  grunted  his

agreement.  “I’d  have  understood.”  Hunt  squeezed  her  hand  in  gentle

reassurance. 

“I don’t know why she didn’t say anything to you.” Ithan dropped onto

the couch and ran his hands through his hair. “Danika would have become

my Alpha one day, and Sabine ruler of us all, so if they wanted it kept quiet, 

I  had  no  choice.”  Until  Sabine  had  exiled  him,  freeing  Ithan  from  those

restrictions. 

“Would you have taken Sabine down just now?” Tharion asked. 

“I might have tried,” Ithan admitted. 

Hunt  whistled.  But  it  was  Baxian  who  said,  “You  wouldn’t  have  won

tonight.” 

Ithan growled, “Did I ask for your opinion, dog?” 

Hunt  glanced  between  them.  Interesting,  that  Ithan  saw  him  as  a  dog, not  an  angel.  His  animal  form  took  precedence  for  another  shifter, 

apparently. 

Baxian growled right back. “I said you wouldn’t have won  tonight. But

another day, give yourself a few more years, pup, and maybe.” 

“And you’re an expert in such things?” 

Ithan was still itching for a fight. Perhaps Baxian was about to give him

one, sensing his need for it. Baxian’s wings tucked in. Definitely primed for

a fight. 

Bryce massaged her temples. “Go to the gym or the roof if you’re going

to brawl. Please. I can’t afford to lose any more furniture.” She scowled at

Ithan at that. 

Hunt  snickered.  “We’ll  get  through  the  mourning  process  together, 

Quinlan. Have a proper send-off for the coffee table. Holstrom should give

the eulogy, since he broke it.” 

His phone buzzed, and he checked it to find Isaiah’s message.  All ok? 

He wrote back,  Yeah. You? 

 She’s upset you left. Didn’t say anything, but I can tell. Baxian bailed, 

 too. 

Fuck. He replied,  Tell her it was an emergency and that Baxian needed

 to help me. 

 He trailed you? 

 Just busting my balls, Hunt lied. 

 All right. Be careful. 

Ithan said to Ruhn, “I’m accepting your offer.” 

Hunt’s brows twitched toward each other. Bryce asked, “What offer?” 

Ruhn sized her up before saying, “To come live with me and the guys. 

Because of your thin-ass walls.” 

Tharion said with mock outrage, “I had dibs on the pup as  my friend.” 

“Sorry  for  sexiling  you,  Ithan,”  Bryce  muttered.  Hunt  laughed,  but

Ithan didn’t. He didn’t look at Bryce at all. Weird. 

Ruhn said to Ithan, “All right. You fighting that asshole first, or can we

go?” He nodded to Baxian. 

Hunt kept perfectly still. Ready to either intervene or referee. 

Ithan surveyed the angel with that athletic precision and focus. Baxian

only  smiled  at  him  in  invitation.  How  many  times  had  Hunt  seen  that

expression on the Helhound’s face before he ripped into someone? 

But Ithan wisely shook his head. “Another time.” 

Three minutes later, Ithan was stepping into the hallway with Ruhn and

Tharion, who had to go report to his queen once more. 

“Ithan,”  Bryce  said  before  he  could  leave.  From  the  kitchen,  Hunt

watched her take a step into the hall, then halt, as if catching herself. “We

made a good team.” 

From his angle, Hunt couldn’t see Ithan’s face, but he heard the quiet

“Yeah,” right before the elevator doors dinged. Then, “We did.” For all the

world, Hunt could have sworn the wolf sounded sad. 

A moment later, Bryce walked back into the apartment and aimed right

for Hunt, looking like she’d drop into his arms with exhaustion. She drew

up short upon seeing Baxian. “Enjoying the view?” 

Baxian stopped his surveying. “Nice place. Why’d Sabine come here?” 

Bryce  examined  her  nails.  “She  was  pissed  that  I’ve  been  harboring

Ithan after she kicked his ass to the curb.” 

“You  know  about  her  and  Mordoc,  though.”  It  wasn’t  exactly  a

question. 

“You know?” Hunt asked. 

Baxian  shrugged  one  shoulder.  “I’ve  spent  years  with  the  Hind  and

those who serve her. I picked up a few interesting details.” 

“What happened when Mordoc visited Danika?” Bryce asked. 

“It didn’t go well. He came back to Sandriel’s castle …” Baxian said to

Hunt, “Remember the time he ate that human couple?” 

Bryce choked. “He  what?” 

Hunt said roughly, “Yeah.” 

“That  was  when  he’d  returned  from  the  visit  to  the  Den,”  Baxian

explained.  “He  was  in  such  a  rage  that  he  went  out  and  killed  a  human

couple he found on the street. Started eating the female while the male was

still alive and begging for mercy.” 

“Burning fucking Solas,” Bryce breathed, her hand finding Hunt’s. 

“Sabine was right to warn you away from him,” Baxian said, aiming for

the door. 

Hunt grunted. “I never thought he’d be in this city.” 

“Let’s hope he’s gone soon, then,” Baxian said, not looking back. 

Bryce  said,  hand  sliding  from  Hunt’s,  “Why  did   you  come  here, Baxian?” 

The  angel-shifter  halted.  “Athalar  seemed  like  he  needed  help.  We’re

partners, after all.” His grin was savage, mocking. “And watching Celestina

and Ephraim pretend to be into each other was too torturous, even for me.” 

Bryce was having none of it, though. “You were also at the Black Dock

this morning.” 

“Are you asking if I’m spying on you?” 

“Either that or you desperately want in on the cool kids’ club.” 

“A good spy would tell you no, and say you were being paranoid.” 

“But you’re … not a good spy?” 

“I’m not a spy at all, and you’re being paranoid.” 

Bryce rolled her eyes, and Hunt smiled to himself as she walked to the

door, making to shut it behind Baxian. As she closed the door, he heard her

say to the Helhound, “You’re going to fit right in around here.” 

“Why’d  you  say  that  to  him?”  Hunt  asked  as  he  slumped  onto  the  bed

beside her later that night. 

Bryce rested her head on Hunt’s shoulder. “Say what?” 

“That thing to Baxian about fitting in.” 

“Jealous?” 

“I just …” His chest heaved as he sighed. “He’s a bad male.” 

“I know. Don’t think too much about my nonsense, Hunt.” 

“No, it’s not that. It’s … He’s a bad male. I know he is. But I was no

better than him.” 

She  touched  his  cheek.  “You’re  a  good  person,  Hunt.”  She’d  assured

him of that so many times now. 

“I told Celestina I’d have her back with Ephraim and then bailed. Good

people don’t do that.” 

“You bailed to come rescue your mate from the big bad wolf.” 

He flicked her nose, shifting onto his side, wings a wall of gray behind

him. “I can’t believe Mordoc is Danika’s father.” 

“I can’t believe our souls get turned into firstlight food,” she countered. 

“Or that the Hind brought her dreadwolves here. Or that the Under-King is

a fucking psychopath.” 

Hunt’s laugh rumbled through her. “Rough day.” 

“What do you think happened in the Bone Quarter—with your lightning

and the firstlight and everything?” 

“What were you even thinking, jumping in front of my lightning?” 

“It worked, didn’t it?” 

He  glared.  “You  know  that  scar  on  Baxian’s  neck?  I  did  that  to  him. 

With  my  lightning.  With  a  blow  a  fraction  of  what  I  unleashed  on  the

Starsword.” 

“Yeah, yeah, you’re the tough, smart male who knows best and I’m an

impulsive female whose feelings get her in trouble—” 

“For fuck’s sake, Quinlan.” 

She  propped  her  head  on  a  hand.  “So  you  had  no  idea  you  could  do

that?  Take  the  energy  from  the  Dead  Gate  and  transform  it  into  lightning

and all that?” 

“No. It never occurred to me to channel anything into my lightning until

the Prince of the Pit suggested it the other night. But … it made sense: you

took  the  power  out  of  the  Heart  Gate  this  spring,  and  Sofie  Renast,  as  a

thunderbird, could do something similar, so … even if the push came from

the Prince of the Pit, trying it out seemed like a good alternative to being

eaten.” 

“You  went  …”  She  wiggled  her  fingers  in  the  air.  “All  lightning-

berserker.” 

He  kissed  her  brow,  running  a  hand  down  her  hip.  “I  get  a  little

hysterical when your safety is involved.” 

She  kissed  the  tip  of  his  nose.  “Such  an  alphahole.”  But  she  flopped

back on the bed, tucking her arms under her head. “You think there actually

 is a resting place for our souls?” She sighed at the ceiling. “Like, if we died

and didn’t go to those places … what would happen?” 

“Ghosts?” 

She scowled. “You’re not helping.” 

He chuckled, tucking his hands behind his own head. She crossed her

ankle over his shin, and they lay there in silence, staring at the ceiling. 

He  said  after  a  while,  “You  traded  your  resting  place  in  the  Bone

Quarter for Danika’s.” 

“Given  what  happens  to  everyone  over  there,  I  feel  kind  of  relieved

about that now.” 

“Yeah.” He took one of her hands in his and laid their interlaced fingers atop his heart. “But wherever you’re headed when this life is over, Quinlan, 

that’s where I want to be, too.” 
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The bridge was blissfully quiet compared to the absolute insanity of Ruhn’s

day. 

He’d  brought  Holstrom  back  to  his  place,  where  Flynn  and  Dec  had

been gobbling down five pizzas between the two of them. The former had

arched  a  brow  at  Ruhn’s  announcement  that  the  fourth  bedroom—a

disgusting  heap  of  crap  thanks  to  years  of  throwing  their  messes  in  there

before  parties—was  now  Ithan’s.  He’d  have  the  couch  tonight,  and

tomorrow they’d clean out all the shit. Declan had only shrugged and tossed

Ithan a beer, then pulled his laptop over, presumably to continue combing

through the gallery footage. 

Flynn had eyed the wolf, but shrugged as well. The message was clear

enough:  Yeah,  Holstrom  was  a  wolf,  but  so  long  as  he  didn’t  mouth  off

about Fae, they’d get along just fine. And a wolf was always better than an

angel. 

Guys were simple like that. Easy. 

Not like the female burning across from him on the bridge. 

“Hey,  Day.”  He  wished  he  had  someplace  to  sit.  For  one  fucking

moment. He was technically sleeping, he supposed, but …

Well,  damn.  A  deep-cushioned  armchair  appeared  a  foot  away.  He

slumped into it and sighed. Perfect. 

Her snort rippled toward him, and another chair appeared. A red velvet

fainting couch. 

“Fancy,” he said as Day draped herself over it. She looked so much like

Lehabah that his chest ached. 

“Seeing me like this causes you distress.” 

“No,”  he  said,  puzzled  as  to  how  she’d  read  his  emotions  when  night

and stars covered his features. “No, it’s … I, ah, lost a friend a few months

ago. She loved to sit on a couch like that one. She was a fire sprite, so your

whole fire thing … struck a little close to home.” 

She angled her head, flame shifting with her. “How did she die?” 

He checked himself before he could reveal too much. “It’s a long story. 

But she died saving my—someone I love.” 

“Then her death was noble.” 

“I should have been there.” Ruhn leaned back against the cushions and

gazed toward the endless black above them. “She didn’t need to make that

sacrifice.” 

“You  would  have  traded  your  life  for  a  fire  sprite’s?”  There  was  no

condescension in the question—merely bald curiosity. 

“Yeah. I would have.” He lowered his stare back to her. “Anyway, we

made the intel drop-off. Nearly got caught, but we did it.” 

She straightened slightly. “By whom?” 

“Mordoc. The Hind. The Harpy.” 

She  stilled.  Her  fire  guttered  to  that  violet  blue.  “They  are   lethal.  If you’re caught, you will be lucky to just be killed.” 

Ruhn crossed an ankle over a knee. “Believe me, I know that.” 

“Mordoc is a monster.” 

“So’s the Hind. And the Harpy.” 

“They’re all … Where you are now?” 

He  hesitated,  then  said,  “In  Lunathion.  Might  as  well  tell  you—you

could have turned on the news and figured out where they are.” 

She shook her head, flame flowing. “You say too much.” 

“And you too little. Any other intel about the shipment on the Spine?” 

“No. I thought you called me here to tell me something.” 

“No. I … I guess my mind reached for yours.” 

She  watched  him.  And  even  though  he  couldn’t  see  her  face,  and  she

couldn’t  see  his,  he’d  never  felt  so  naked.  She  said  quietly,  “Something’s

riled you.” 

How could she tell? “My day was … difficult.” 

She sighed. Tendrils of fire rippled around her. “Mine too.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” 

The word was teasing, a reminder of their earlier conversation. She did

have a sense of humor, then. 

Day  said,  “I  work  with  people  who  are  …  Well,  they  make  Mordoc

seem like one of those sweet little otters in your city. There are days when it

wears on me more than others. Today was one of them.” 

“Do you at least have friends to lean on?” he asked. 

“No. I’ve never had a true friend in my life.” 

He winced. “That’s … really sad.” 

She snorted. “It is, isn’t it?” 

“I  don’t  think  I’d  have  made  it  this  far  without  my  friends.  Or  my

sister.” 

“For those of us with neither friends nor family, we find ways to make

do.” 

“No family, eh? A true lone wolf.” He added, “My father’s a piece of

shit, so … a lot of the time I wish I were like you.” 

“I  have  a  family.  A  very  influential  one.”  She  propped  her  head  on  a

burning fist. “They’re pieces of shit, too.” 

“Yeah? Your dad ever burn you for speaking out of turn?” 

“No. But he did flog me for sneezing during prayers.” 

She  wasn’t  an  Asteri,  then.  Asteri  had  no  family.  No  children.  No

parents. They just  were. 

He blinked. “All right. We’re even.” 

She laughed quietly, a low, soft sound that ran delicate fingers over his

skin. “A truly tragic thing to have in common.” 

“It really is.” He smiled, even if she couldn’t see it. 

She  said,  “Since  you  are  in  a  position  of  power,  I’m  assuming  your

father must be as well.” 

“Why can’t I be self-made?” 

“Call it intuition.” 

He shrugged. “All right. What about it?” 

“Does he know of your rebel sympathies?” 

“I think my work has gone beyond sympathies now, but … no. He’d kill

me if he knew.” 

“Yet you risk your life.” 

“What’s the question, Day?” 

Her  mouth  quirked  to  the  side.  Or  what  he  could  see  of  it  did.  “You could use your power and rank to undermine people like your father, you

know. Be a secret agent for the rebellion in that sense, rather than doing this

message-carrying.” 

She  didn’t  know  who  he  was,  right?  Ruhn  shifted  in  his  chair. 

“Honestly?  I’m  shit  at  those  deception  games.  My  father  is  the  master  of

them. This is far more my speed.” 

“And yet your father is allowed to stay in power?” 

“Yeah.  Aren’t  all  of  these  assholes  allowed  to  stay  in  power?  Who’s

going to stop them?” 

“Us. People like us. One day.” 

Ruhn snorted. “That’s some idealistic shit right there. You know that if

this rebellion is triumphant, we’ll likely have a war for dominance between

all the Houses, don’t you?” 

“Not if we play the game well.” Her tone was completely serious. 

“Why tell me any of this? I thought you were all … no-personal-stuff.” 

“Let’s chalk it up to a difficult day.” 

“All right,” he repeated. He leaned back in his chair once more, letting

himself fall quiet. To his surprise, Day did the same. They sat in silence for

long  minutes  before  she  said,  “You’re  the  first  person  I’ve  spoken  to

normally in … a very long time.” 

“How long?” 

“So  long  that  I  think  I’ve  forgotten  what  it  feels  like  to  be  myself.  I

think  I’ve  lost  my  true  self  entirely.  To  destroy  monsters,  we  become

monsters. Isn’t that what they say?” 

“Next  time,  I’ll  bring  us  some  psychic  beers  and  a  TV.  We’ll  get  you

normal again.” 

She laughed, the sound like clear bells. Something male and primal in

him sat up at the sound. “I’ve only ever had wine.” 

He started. “That’s not possible.” 

“Beer  wasn’t  deemed  appropriate  for  a  female  of  my  position.  I  did

have a sip once I was old enough to … not answer to my family, but I found

it wasn’t to my liking anyway.” 

He  shook  his  head  in  mock  horror.  “Come  visit  me  in  Lunathion

sometime, Day. I’ll show you a good time.” 

“Given who is present in your city, I think I’ll decline.” 

He frowned. Right. 

She  seemed  to  remember,  too.  And  why  they  were  here.  “Is  it

confirmed where the rebels are making the strike on the Spine shipment?” 

“Not sure. I’m the go-between, remember?” 

“You  told  them  what  I  said  about  the  Asteri’s  new  mech-suit

prototype?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Don’t forget that it’s the most valuable thing on that train. Leave the

rest.” 

“Why not blow up the entire Spine and break their supply lines?” 

Her fire sizzled. “We’ve tried multiple times. With each attempt, we’ve

been thwarted. Either by betrayal or things simply going wrong. An attack

like that requires a lot of people, and a lot of secrecy and precision. Do  you

know how to make explosives?” 

“No. But there’s always magic to do that.” 

“Remember that the rebellion is mostly humans, and their Vanir allies

like  to  remain  hidden.  We  are  dependent  on  human  resourcefulness  and

abilities. Simply compiling enough explosives to enact a serious hit on the

Spine  takes  a  great  deal  of  effort.  Especially  considering  the  great  losses

Ophion has taken to its numbers lately. They’re on the ropes.” She added, 

oozing disgust, “This isn’t a video game.” 

Ruhn growled. “I’m aware of that.” 

Her flame banked a fraction. “You’re right. I spoke out of turn.” 

“You can just say ‘I’m sorry.’ No need for the fancy talk.” 

Another soft laugh. “Bad habit.” 

He saluted her. “Well, until next time, Day.” 

He half hoped she’d counter with something to keep them talking, keep

him here. 

But Day and her couch faded into embers drifting on a phantom wind. 

“Goodbye, Night.” 

Ithan  Holstrom  had  never  been  inside  a  full-fledged  Fae’s  house.  There’d

only  been  two  Fae  males  on  his  CCU  sunball  team,  and  both  were  from

cities across the territory, so he’d never had the chance to go to their homes

and meet their families. 

But  Prince  Ruhn’s  house  was  cool.  It  reminded  him  of  the  apartment Connor  and  Bronson  and  Thorne  once  had—a  few  blocks  from  here, 

actually:  crappy  old  furniture,  stained  walls  with  posters  of  sports  teams

taped on them, an overly large TV, and a fully stocked bar. 

He hadn’t minded crashing on the couch last night. Would have slept on

the  porch,  if  it  meant  being  far  away  from  where  Bryce  and  Hunt  slept

together. 

The clock beneath the TV read seven in the morning when Ithan rose

and  showered.  He  helped  himself  to  Tristan  Flynn’s  array  of  fancy

shampoos  and  body  products,  all  marked   FLYNN’S.  DO  NOT  TOUCH, 

 RUHN. I MEAN IT THIS TIME. 

Ruhn had written beneath the scribbling on one of the bottles:  NO ONE

 LIKES YOUR WEIRD SHAMPOO ANYWAY. 

Flynn  had  scrawled,  right  along  the  bottom  edge  of  the  bottle,  THEN

 WHY  IS  IT  NEARLY  EMPTY?  AND  WHY  IS  YOUR  HAIR  SO  SHINY? 

 ASSHOLE!!! 

Ithan had snickered, even as his heart squeezed. He’d had that kind of

dynamic once with his brother. 

His brother, who was either already turned into secondlight—or on his

way there. 

The thought had any rising interest in breakfast melting into nausea. By

the time Ithan had dressed and gone downstairs—the three Fae males who

lived in the house were still asleep—he’d raised his phone to his ear. 

 Hey, this is Tharion, if you can’t get me, send an otter. 

All right, then. 

An hour later, after a quick check of the program scanning the gallery

footage for Danika, Ithan had headed for the Istros, grabbing an iced coffee

on  his  way.  He  suppressed  a  smile  as  he  handed  over  a  silver  mark  to  a

whiskery otter whose name tag on his yellow vest said  Fitzroy. Ithan parked

his ass on a bench beside the Istros and stared across the river. 

He’d wanted to fight Sabine last night. Had actually contemplated how

her blood would taste when he ripped out her throat with his teeth, but …

the Helhound’s words lingered. 

Connor had been an Alpha who’d accepted the role of Second because

he’d believed in Danika’s potential. Ithan had fallen in with Amelie’s pack

because he’d had nowhere else to go. 

But last night, just for a moment, when Bryce had stepped up and the

two of them had Sabine backing away … he’d remembered what it’d been

like. To not only be a wolf in a pack, but a player on a team, working in

unison, as if they were one mind, one soul. 

Never mind that he’d once thought of himself and Bryce that way. 

The  fucking  Hind  could  go  to  Hel.  He  had  no  idea  how  she’d  pieced

that  together,  but  he’d  kill  her  if  she  ever  mentioned  it  to  anyone  again. 

Especially Bryce. 

It was no one’s business but his, and it was ancient history now anyway. 

He’d had two years without Bryce to sort his shit out, and being near her

again  had  been  …  hard,  but  he’d  never  told  anyone  about  his  feelings

before Connor died, and he sure as Hel wasn’t going to start now. 

The Hind had been right, though: he’d walked into Connor’s dorm that

day  early  in  his  brother’s  freshman  year  at  CCU,  intending  to  meet  the

awesome, gorgeous, hilarious hallmate Con talked about endlessly. And on

his way down the dingy, carpeted hall, he’d run into … well, an awesome, 

gorgeous, hilarious hallmate. 

He’d been struck stupid. She was the hottest person he’d ever seen, no

joke. Her smile had warmed some gods-forsaken place in Ithan’s chest that

had been icy and dark since his parents had died, and those whiskey eyes

had seemed to …  see him. 

Him,  not  the  sunball  player,  not  the  star  athlete  or  anything  like  that. 

Just him. Ithan. 

They spoke for ten minutes in the hall without exchanging names. He’d

just  been  Connor’s  little  brother,  and  she  hadn’t  given  her  name  and  he’d

forgotten to ask for it, but by the time Connor poked his head into the hall, 

Ithan  had  decided  he  was  going  to  marry  her.  He’d  attend  CCU,  play

sunball for them and not Korinth U, who’d already been wooing him, and

he’d find this girl and marry her. He suspected they might even be mates, if

he was right about that gut tug toward her. And that would be that. 

Then Connor had said, “Looks like you met Ithan already, Bryce,” and

Ithan had wanted to dissolve into that disgusting dorm carpet. 

He knew it was fucking stupid. He’d spoken to Bryce for ten minutes

before finding out she was the girl his brother was obsessed with, but … it

had  messed  with  him.  So  he’d  thrown  himself  into  the  role  of  irreverent

friend,  pretended  to  be  into  Nathalie  so  he  had  something  to  complain  to

Bryce about. He’d suffered on the sidelines watching Connor tiptoe around Bryce for years. 

He’d never told Bryce that the reason why Connor had finally asked her

out that night was because Ithan had told him to shit or get off the pot. 

Not  in  those  terms,  and  he’d  said  it  without  raising  his  brother’s

suspicions, as he’d always done when talking about Bryce, but he’d had it. 

Had  just   had  it  with  his  brother  hesitating  while  Bryce  dated  a  string  of losers. 

If Connor didn’t step up to the line, then Ithan had decided he’d finally

come forward. Take a gamble and see if that spark between them might lead

somewhere. 

But Bryce had said yes to Connor. And then Connor had died. 

And  while  Connor  was  being  murdered,  she’d  been  fucking  someone

else in the White Raven bathroom. 

Ithan had no idea how there wasn’t some black hole where he’d been

standing the moment he’d found out about that night. That was how hard

he’d imploded, like the star he’d been gave the fuck up and bailed. 

Ithan leaned back against the bench, sighing. These last few days, he’d

felt  like  he  was  poking  his  head  out  of  that  black  hole.  Now  this bullshit

about Connor and the Pack’s souls being fed into the Dead Gate threatened

to pull him back in. 

He knew Bryce was pissed about it. Upset. But she had Athalar now. 

And no part of Ithan resented them for it. No, that history was behind

him, but … he didn’t know what to do with himself when he spoke to her. 

The girl he’d been so convinced would be his wife and mate and mother to

his kids. 

How many times had he allowed himself to picture that future: him and

Bryce opening presents with their children on Winter Solstice eve, traveling

the  world  together  while  he  played  sunball,  laughing  and  growing  old  in

this city, their friends around them. 

He  was  glad  to  not  be  living  in  her  apartment  anymore.  He’d  had

nowhere else to go after Sabine and Amelie had kicked him out, and he sure

as  fuck  wasn’t  planning  to  stage  any  kind  of  coup  with  her,  as  Sabine

seemed to fear, but … he was grateful Ruhn had offered him a place to stay

instead. 

“A little early, isn’t it?” Tharion called from the river, and Ithan stood from the bench to find the mer treading water, powerful fin swirling beneath

him. 

Ithan  didn’t  bother  with  pleasantries.  “Can  you  get  me  to  the  Bone

Quarter?” 

Tharion blinked. “No. Unless you want to be eaten.” 

“Just get me to the shore.” 

“I  can’t.  Not  if  I  don’t  want  to  be  eaten,  either.  The  river  beasts  will

attack.” 

Ithan crossed his arms. “I have to find my brother. See if he’s okay.” 

He  hated  the  pity  that  softened  Tharion’s  face.  “I  don’t  see  what  you

can do either way. If he’s fine or if he’s … not.” 

Ithan’s  throat  dried  out.  “I  need  to  know.  Swim  me  past  the  Sleeping

City and I’ll see if I can glimpse him.” 

“Again,  river  beasts,  so  no.”  Tharion  slicked  back  his  hair.  “But  …  I

need to find that kid, if he’s not in the Sleeping City. Maybe we can kill two

birds with one stone.” 

Ithan angled his head. “Any idea where to look instead?” 

“No. So I desperately need a hint in the right direction.” 

Ithan frowned. “What do you have in mind?” 

“You’re not going to like it. Neither is Bryce.” 

“Why does she need to be involved?” Ithan couldn’t stop his voice from

sharpening. 

“Because I know Legs, and I know she’ll want to come.” 

“Not if we don’t tell her.” 

“Oh,  I’m  going  to  tell  her.  I  like  my  balls  where  they  are.”  Tharion

grinned and jerked his chin to the city behind Ithan. “Go get some money. 

Gold marks, not credit.” 

“Tell me where we’re going.” Somewhere shady, no doubt. 

Tharion’s eyes darkened. “To the mystics.” 
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“Keep  holding,  hold,  hold!”  Madame  Kyrah  chanted,  and  Bryce’s  left  leg

shook with the effort of keeping her right leg aloft and in place. 

Beside her, Juniper sweated along, face set with focused determination. 

June held perfect form—no hunched shoulders, no curved spine. Every line

of her friend’s body radiated strength and grace. 

“And down into first position,” the instructor ordered over the thumping

music. Totally not the style that ballet was usually danced to, but that was

why Bryce loved this class: it combined the formal, precise movements of

ballet  with  dance  club  hits.  And  somehow,  in  doing  so,  it  helped  her

understand  both  the  movements  and  the  sound  better.  Merge  them  better. 

Let  her   enjoy  it,  rather  than  dance  along  to  music  she’d  once  loved  and daydreamed about getting to perform onstage. 

 Wrong  body  type  had  no  place  here,  in  this  bright  studio  on  an  artsy block of the Old Square. 

“Take a five-minute breather,” said Madame Kyrah, a dark-haired swan

shifter, striding to the chair by the wall of mirrors to swig from her water

bottle. 

Bryce  wobbled  over  to  her  pile  of  crap  by  the  opposite  wall,  ducking

under  the  barre  to  pick  up  her  phone.  No  messages.  A  blissfully  quiet

morning. Exactly what she’d needed. 

Which was why she’d come here. Beyond  wanting to come here twice a

week,  she  needed  to  be  here  today—to  work  out  every  swirling  thought. 

She hadn’t told Juniper what she’d learned. 

What could she say?  Hey, just FYI, the Bone Quarter is a lie, and I’m pretty  sure  there’s  no  such  thing  as  a  true  afterlife,  because  we  all  get turned into energy and herded through the Dead Gate, though some small

 bit of us gets shoved down the gullet of the Under-King, so … good fucking

 luck! 

But  Juniper  was  frowning  at  her  own  phone  as  she  drank  a  few  sips

from her water bottle. 

“What’s  up?”  Bryce  asked  between  pants.  Her  legs  shook  simply

standing still. 

Juniper  tossed  her  phone  onto  her  duffel  bag.  “Korinne  Lescau  got

tapped to be principal.” 

Bryce’s mouth dropped open. 

“I know, ”  Juniper  said,  reading  the  unspoken  outrage  on  Bryce’s  face. 

Korinne had entered the company two years ago. Had only been a soloist

for this season. And the CCB had claimed it wasn’t promoting anyone this

year. 

“This is definitely a  fuck you,” Bryce seethed. 

June’s throat bobbed, and Bryce’s fingers curled, as if she could rip the

face  off  of  every  director  and  board  member  of  the  CCB  for  putting  that

pain there. “They’re too afraid to fire me, because the shows where I’m a

soloist always bring in a crowd, but they’ll do what they can to punish me,” 

June said. 

“All because you told a bunch of rich jerks that they were being elitist

monsters.” 

“I  might  bring  in  money  for  the  shows,  but  those  rich  jerks  donate

millions.” The faun drained her water. “I’m going to stick it out until they

 have to promote me.” 

Bryce tapped her foot on the pale wood floor. “I’m sorry, June.” 

Her  friend  squared  her  shoulders  with  a  quiet  dignity  that  cracked

Bryce’s heart. “I do this because I love it,” she said as Kyrah summoned the

class  back  into  their  lines.  “They’re  not  worth  my  anger.  I  have  to  keep

remembering that.” She tucked a stray curl back into her bun. “Any word

about that kid?” 

Bryce shook her head. “Nope.” She’d leave it at that. 

Kyrah started the music, and they got back into position. 

Bryce sweated and grunted through the rest of the class, but Juniper had become  razor-focused.  Every  movement  precise  and  flawless,  her  gaze

fixed  on  the  mirror,  as  if  she  battled  herself.  That  expression  didn’t  alter, even when Kyrah asked June to demonstrate a perfect series of thirty-two

fouettés—spins on one foot—for the class. Juniper whipped around like the

wind itself propelled her, her grounding hoof not straying one inch from its

starting point. 

Perfect form. A perfect dancer. Yet it wasn’t enough. 

Juniper left class almost as soon as it had finished, not lingering to chat

like she usually did. Bryce let her go, and waited until most of the class had

filtered  out  before  approaching  Kyrah  by  the  mirror,  where  the  instructor

was panting softly. “Did you see the news about Korinne?” 

Kyrah tugged on a loose pink sweatshirt against the chill of the dance

studio.  Even  though  she  hadn’t  danced  on  CCB’s  stage  in  years,  the

instructor remained in peak form. “You seem surprised. I’m not.” 

“You can’t say anything? You were one of CCB’s prized dancers.” And

now  one  of  their  best  instructors  when  she  wasn’t  teaching  her  outside

classes. 

Kyrah frowned. “I’m as much at the mercy of the company’s leadership

as  Juniper.  She  might  be  the  most  talented  dancer  I’ve  ever  seen,  and  the

hardest-working,  but  she’s  going  up  against  a  well-entrenched  power

structure. The people in charge don’t appreciate being called out for what

they truly are.” 

“But—” 

“I  get  why  you  want  to  help  her.”  Kyrah  shouldered  her  duffel  and

aimed  for  the  double  doors  of  the  studio.  “I  want  to  help  her,  too.  But

Juniper made her choice this spring. She has to face the consequences.” 

Bryce stared after her for a minute, the doors to the studio banging shut. 

As  she  stood  alone  in  the  sunny  space,  the  silence  pressed  on  her.  She

looked to the spot where Juniper had been demonstrating those fouettés. 

Bryce pulled out her phone and did a quick search. A moment later, she

was dialing. “I’d like to speak to Director Gorgyn, please.” 

Bryce  tapped  her  feet  again  as  the  CCB  receptionist  spoke.  She

clenched  her  fingers  into  fists  before  she  answered,  “Tell  him  that  Her

Royal Highness Princess Bryce Danaan is calling.” 

Push-ups bored Hunt to tears. If it hadn’t been for the earbuds playing the last  few  chapters  of  the  book  he  was  listening  to,  he  might  have  fallen

asleep during his workout on the training roof of the Comitium. 

The  morning  sun  baked  his  back,  his  arms,  his  brow,  sweat  dripping

onto the concrete floors. He had a vague awareness of people watching, but

kept going. Three hundred sixty-one, three hundred sixty-two …

A  shadow  fell  across  him,  blocking  out  the  sun.  He  found  the  Harpy

smirking down at him, her dark hair fluttering in the wind. And those black

wings … Well, that’s why there was no more sun. 

“What,” he asked on an exhale, keeping up his momentum. 

“The  pretty  one  wants  to  see  you.”  Her  sharp  voice  was  edged  with

cruel amusement. 

“Her name is Celestina,” Hunt grunted, getting to three hundred seventy

before hopping to his feet. The Harpy’s gaze slid down his bare torso, and

he crossed his arms. “You’re her messenger now?” 

“I’m Ephraim’s messenger, and since he just finished fucking her, I was

the closest one to retrieve you.” 

Hunt held in his cringe. “Fine.” He caught Isaiah’s attention from across

the ring and motioned that he was leaving. His friend, in the middle of his

own exercises, waved a farewell. 

He  didn’t  bother  waving  to  Baxian,  despite  his  help  last  night.  And

Pollux hadn’t come up to the ring for their private hour of training—he was

presumably still in bed with the Hind. Naomi had waited for him for thirty

minutes before bailing and going to inspect her own troops. 

Hunt stepped toward the glass doors into the building, wiping the sweat

from  his  brow,  but  the  Harpy  followed  him.  He  sneered  over  a  shoulder. 

“Bye.” 

She gave him a slashing grin. “I’m to escort you back.” 

Hunt stiffened. This couldn’t be good. His body going distant, he kept

walking,  aiming  for  the  elevators.  If  he  sent  a  warning  message  to  Bryce

right  now,  would  she  have  enough  time  to  flee  the  city?  Unless  they’d

already come for her—

The  Harpy  trailed  him  like  a  wraith.  “Your  little  disappearing  act  last

night is going to bite you in the ass,” she crooned, stepping into the elevator

with him. 

Right. That. 

He tried not to look too relieved as the acid in his veins eased. That had to be why Celestina was summoning him. A chewing-out for bad behavior, 

he could deal with. 

If only the Harpy knew what he’d really been up to lately. 

So Hunt leaned against the far wall of the elevator, contemplating how

he’d best like to kill her. A lightning strike to the head would be swift, but

not as satisfying as plunging his sword into her gut and twisting as he drove

upward. 

The Harpy tucked in her black wings. She’d been built wiry and long, 

her face narrow and eyes a bit too large for her features. She went on, “You

always did think more with your cock than your head.” 

“One  of  my  most  winning  attributes.”  He  wouldn’t  let  her  bait  him. 

She’d  done  it  before,  when  they’d  both  served  Sandriel,  and  he’d  always

paid for it. Sandriel had never once punished the female for the brawls that

had  left  his  skin  shredded.  He’d  always  been  the  one  to  take  the  flaying

afterward for “disturbing the peace.” 

The Harpy stepped onto the Governor’s floor like a dark wind. “You’ll

get what’s coming to you, Athalar.” 

“Likewise.”  He  trailed  her  to  the  double  doors  of  Celestina’s  public

office.  She  halted  outside,  knocking  once.  Celestina  murmured  her

welcome, and Hunt stepped into the room, shutting the door on the Harpy’s

pinched face. 

The Archangel, robed in sky blue today, was immaculate—glowing. If

she’d  been  kept  up  all  night  with  Ephraim,  she  didn’t  reveal  it.  Or  any

emotion, really, as Hunt stopped before her desk and said, “You asked for

me?” He took a casual stance, legs apart, hands behind his back, wings high

but loose. 

Celestina  straightened  a  golden  pen  on  her  desk.  “Was  there  an

emergency last night?” 

Yes. No. “A private matter.” 

“And you saw fit to prioritize that over assisting me?” 

Fuck. “You seemed to have the situation under control.” 

Her  lips  thinned.  “I  had  hoped  that  when  you  promised  to  have  my

back, it would be for the entire night. Not for an hour.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it. “If it had been for anything else—” 

“I’m assuming it had to do with Miss Quinlan.” 

“Yeah.” 

“And  are  you  aware  that  you,  as  one  of  my  triarii,  chose  to  assist  a

Princess of the Fae instead of your Governor?” 

“It wasn’t for anything political.” 

“That was not how my … mate perceived it. He asked why two of my

triarii had ditched our private celebration. If they thought so little of me, of

him, that they could leave without permission to help a Fae royal.” 

Hunt ran his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry, Celestina. I really am.” 

“I’m  sure  you  are.”  Her  voice  was  distant.  “This  shall  not  happen

again.” 

 Or what?  he almost asked. But he said, “It won’t.” 

“I want you staying in the barracks for the next two weeks.” 

“What? ” Hunt supposed he could always quit, but what the fuck would

he do with himself then? 

Celestina’s  gaze  was  steely.  “After  that  time,  you  may  return  to  Miss

Quinlan. But I think you need a reminder of your … priorities. And I’d like

you to fully commit to helping Baxian adjust.” She shuffled some papers on

her desk. “You’re dismissed.” 

Two  weeks  here.  Without  Quinlan.  Without  getting  to  touch  her,  fuck

her, lie next to her—

“Celestina—” 

“Goodbye.” 

Despite his outrage, his frustration, he looked at her. Really looked. 

She was alone. Alone, and like a ray of sunshine in a sea of darkness. 

He  should  have  had  her  back  last  night.  But  if  it  was  between  her  and

Bryce, he’d always,  always pick his mate. No matter what it cost him. 

Which was apparently two weeks without Bryce. 

But he asked, “How’d it go with Ephraim?”  You don’t look too happy

 for a female who recently bedded her mate. 

Her head snapped up. Again, that distance in her eyes that told him he’d

been  shut  out  before  she  even  said,  “That’s  a  private  matter,  to  use  your

words.” 

Fine. “I’ll be around today if you need me.” He aimed for the door, but

added, “Why send the Harpy to get me?” 

Her  caramel  eyes  shuttered.  “Ephraim  thought  she  might  be  the  most

effective.” 

“Ephraim, huh?” 

“He is my mate.” 

“But not your master.” 

Power  glowed  along  her  wings,  her  tightly  curling  hair.  “Careful, 

Hunt.” 

“Noted.” Hunt strode into the hall, wondering if he’d done something to

piss off Urd. 

Two weeks here. With all the shit happening with Bryce and the rebels

and Cormac … Fuck. 

As if the mere thought of the word  rebels had summoned her, he found

the Hind leaning against the far wall. There was no sign of the Harpy. The

Hind’s  beautiful  face  was  serene,  though  her  golden  eyes  seemed  lit  with

Helfire. “Hello, Hunt.” 

“Here to interrogate me?” Hunt aimed for the elevator that would take

him  back  to  the  training  ring.  He  kept  his  pace  casual,  arrogant.  Utterly

unfazed. 

Even if Danaan had been freaked out by her, Hunt had seen and dealt

with Lidia Cervos enough to know which buttons to push. Which to avoid. 

And  that  if  he  got  her  away  from  Mordoc,  from  Pollux,  from  her  entire

dreadwolf  retinue,  he’d  leave  her  in  smoking  ruin.  Fancy  that—she  was

alone right now. 

The Hind knew it, too. That was what made her dangerous. She might

appear  unarmed,  vulnerable,  but  she  carried  herself  like  someone  who

might whisper a word and have death fly to defend her. Who might snap her

fingers and unleash Hel upon him. 

He’d  been  in  Sandriel’s  possession  when  the  Hind  had  signed  on—

recruited  by  the  Archangel  herself  to  serve  as  her  spy-master.  Lidia  had

been so young: barely into her twenties. She’d just made the Drop, and had

no apparent deep well of magic, other than her swiftness as a deer shifter

and her love of cruelty. Her appointment to such a high position had been a

blaring alarm to stay the fuck away from her—she was a Vanir who’d cross

any line, if she pleased Sandriel so greatly. Pollux had courted her almost

immediately. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Hunt asked, stabbing the elevator button. 

He  blocked  any  thought  of  Ophion,  of  Emile,  of  their  activities  from  his

mind. He was nothing but the Umbra Mortis, loyal to the empire. 

“You’re friends with Ruhn Danaan, are you not?” 

Burning fucking Solas. Hunt kept his face neutral. “I wouldn’t say he’s

a friend, but yeah. We hang out.” 

“And Ithan Holstrom?” 

Hunt shrugged. Calm—stay calm. “He’s a decent guy.” 

“And what of Tharion Ketos?” 

Hunt  made  himself  blow  out  a  loud  sigh.  It  served  to  loosen  the

growing tightness in his chest. “Isn’t it a little early for interrogating?” 

Fuck,  had  she  gone  after  Bryce  already?  Was  one  of  her  goons—

Mordoc,  even—at  the  apartment  while  she  cornered  Hunt  here,  at  the

elevator? 

The Hind smiled without showing her teeth. “I woke up refreshed this

morning.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  fucking  Pollux  is  so  boring  that  you  could  sleep

through it.” 

She snickered, to his surprise. “Sandriel might have done so much more

with you, if she’d only had the vision for it.” 

“Too  bad  she  liked  gambling  more  than  torturing  me.”  He  could  only

thank the gods that Sandriel had gotten so buried in her debts that she’d had

to sell him to Micah to pay them off. 

“Too  bad  she’s  dead.”  Those  golden  eyes  gleamed.  Yeah,  the  Hind

knew who was responsible for that death. 

The elevator opened, and Hunt stepped in, the Hind following him. “So

why  the  questions  about  my  friends?”  How  much  time  would  he  have  to

warn  them?  Or  would  all  of  them  fleeing  the  city  confirm  that  they  were

guilty? 

“I thought they were merely people you hung out with.” 

“Semantics.” 

Her small, bland smile raked down Hunt’s temper. “An unusual group, 

even in a city as progressive as Lunathion. An angel, a wolf, a Fae Prince, a

mer, and a half-human whore.” Hunt growled at the last word, rage shaking

him from his dread. “It sounds like the start to a bad joke.” 

“You want to ask me something, Lidia, then fucking say it. Don’t waste

my time.” The elevator opened into the hall of the training floor, bringing

the scent of sweat. 

“I’m  merely  observing  an  anomaly.  Wondering  what  might  be  so  …

compelling  that  so  many  people  of  power,  from  different  species  and

Houses, are  hanging out at Bryce Quinlan’s apartment.” 

“She’s got one Hel of a video-gaming system.” 

The  Hind  chuckled,  the  sound  laced  with  menace.  “I’ll  find  out,  you

know. I always do.” 

“I  look  forward  to  it,”  Hunt  said,  stalking  toward  the  doors.  A  dark

figure loomed ahead of them—Baxian. His eyes were on the Hind. Stony, 

and yet seeking. 

She stopped short. The  Hind stopped short. 

Baxian said, “Lidia.” 

The Hind replied flatly, “Baxian.” 

“I  was  looking  for  you.”  He  inclined  his  head  to  Hunt  in  dismissal. 

He’d take over from here. 

“Is it to explain why you vanished into the night with Hunt Athalar?” 

she asked, folding her hands behind her back in a perfect imperial stance. A

good little soldier. 

Hunt  passed  Baxian.  “Not  a  word,”  Hunt  said  so  softly  it  was  barely

more than a breath. Baxian nodded subtly. 

Hunt  had  barely  pushed  open  the  doors  to  the  training  area  when  he

heard Baxian say carefully to the Hind, as if remembering who she was, “I

don’t answer to you.” 

Her  voice  was  smooth  as  silk.  “Not  to  me,  or  Ephraim,  but  you  still

answer to the Asteri.” Her true masters. “Whose will is mine.” 

Hunt’s stomach churned. She was right. 

And he’d do well to remember it before it was too late. 
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“This is a dumb fucking idea.” 

“You really love to say that, Legs.” 

Bryce  peered  at  the  two-story  iron  doors  in  the  back  alley  of  the  Old

Square,  the  surface  embossed  with  stars  and  planets  and  all  matter  of

heavenly objects. “There’s a reason no one comes to the mystics anymore.” 

Hel,  she’d  suggested  it  while  working  on  Danika’s  case  this  spring,  but

Hunt had convinced her not to come. 

 The mystics are some dark, fucked-up shit, he’d said. 

Bryce glowered at Tharion and Ithan, standing behind her in the alley. 

“I  mean  it.  What’s  behind  those  doors  is  not  for  the  faint  of  heart.  Jesiba knows this guy, but even she doesn’t mess with him.” 

Ithan countered, “I can’t think of another alternative. The Oracle only

sees the future, not present. I need to know what’s going on with Connor.” 

Tharion drawled, “If you can’t stomach it, Legs, then sit out here on the

curb.” 

She  sighed  through  her  nose,  trying  again.  “Only  lowlifes  use  the

mystics these days.” 

They’d had this conversation twice already on the walk over. She was

likely going to lose this round as well, but it was worth a shot. If Hunt had

been  with  her,  he’d  have  gotten  his  point  across  in  that  alphahole  way  of

his. But he hadn’t answered his phone. 

He’d probably give her Hel for coming here without him. 

Bryce sighed to the baking-hot sky. “All right. Let’s get this over with.” 

“That’s  the  spirit,  Legs.”  Tharion  clapped  her  on  the  back.  Ithan frowned at the doors. 

Bryce  reached  for  the  door  chime,  a  crescent  moon  dangling  from  a

delicate iron chain. She yanked it once, twice. An off-kilter ringing echoed. 

“This is a really bad idea,” she muttered again. 

“Yeah,  yeah,”  Ithan  said,  tipping  his  head  back  to  study  the  building. 

The tattoo of Amelie’s pack was glaringly dark in the sun. She wondered if

he wanted to tear the flesh off and start anew. 

Bryce set the question aside as one of the planets carved in the door—

the  five-ringed  behemoth  that  was  Thurr—swung  away,  revealing  a  pale

gray eye. “Appointment?” 

Tharion  held  up  his  BCIU  badge.  “The  Blue  Court  requires  your

assistance.” 

“Does it, now?” A croaking laugh as that eye—eerily sharp despite the

wrinkles  around  it—fixed  on  the  mer.  It  narrowed  in  amusement  or

pleasure. “One of the river folk. What a treat, what a treat.” 

The planet slammed shut, and Tharion stepped onto the slate front step

as the doors cracked open a sliver. Cold air rippled out, along with the tang

of salt and the smothering dampness of mold. 

Ithan trailed Bryce, swearing under his breath at the scent. She twisted, 

throwing  him  a  reproachful  glare.  He  winced,  falling  into  step  beside  her

with that sunball player’s grace as they entered the cavernous space beyond. 

A  gray-robed  old  male  stood  before  them.  Not  human,  but  his  scent

declared nothing other than some sort of Vanir humanoid. His heavy white

beard fell to the thin band of rope that served as a belt, his wispy hair long

and unbound. Four rings of silver and gold glinted on one of his withered, 

spotted hands, with small stars blazing in the center of each, trapped in the

nearly invisible glass domes. 

No—not stars. 

Bryce’s stomach turned over at the minuscule hand that pressed against

the other side of the glass. There was no mistaking the desperation in that

touch. 

Fire sprites. Enslaved, all of them. Bought and sold. 

Bryce  struggled  to  keep  from  ripping  that  hand  clean  off  the  arm  that

bore it. She could feel Ithan watching her, feel him trying to puzzle out why

she’d gone so still and stiff, but she couldn’t tear her gaze from the sprites

—

“It is not every day that one of the mer crosses my doorstep,” the old

male  said,  his  smile  revealing  too-white  teeth,  still  intact  despite  his  age. 

Unless  they’d  come  from  someone  else.  “Let  alone  in  the  company  of  a

wolf and a Fae.” 

Bryce gripped her purse, mastering her temper, and lifted her chin. “We

need to consult your …” She peered past his bony shoulder to the dim space

beyond.  “Services.”  And  then  I’ll  take  all  four  of  those  rings  and  smash

 them open. 

“I shall be honored.” The male bowed at the waist to Tharion, but didn’t

bother to extend the courtesy to Bryce and Ithan. “This way.” 

Bryce  kept  a  hand  within  casual  distance  of  the  knife  in  her  purse  as

they  entered  the  dimness.  She  wished  she  had  the  reassuring  weight  and

strength of Danika’s sword, but the blade would have stood out too much. 

The  space  consisted  of  two  levels,  bookshelves  crammed  with  tomes

and  scrolls  rising  to  the  dark-veiled  ceiling,  an  iron  ramp  winding  up  the

walls in a lazy spiral. A great golden orb dangled in the center of the room, 

lit from within. 

And beneath them, in tubs built into the slate floor …

To her left, Ithan sucked in a breath. 

Three  mystics  slept,  submerged  in  greenish,  cloudy  water,  breathing

masks strapped to their faces. Their white shifts floated around them, doing

little to hide the skeletal bodies beneath. One male, one female, one both. 

That was how it always was, how it had always been. Perfect balance. 

Bryce’s  stomach  turned  over  again.  She  knew  the  sensation  wouldn’t

stop until she left. 

“May I interest you in a hot tea before we begin the formalities?” the

old  male  asked  Tharion,  gesturing  to  a  thick  oak  table  to  the  right  of  the ramp’s base. 

“We’re  pressed  for  time,”  Ithan  lied,  stepping  up  to  Tharion’s  side. 

Fine. Let them deal with the old creep. 

Ithan set a pile of gold marks on the table with a clink. “If that doesn’t

cover  the  cost,  give  me  the  bill  for  the  remainder.”  That  drew  Bryce’s

attention.  Ithan  spoke  with  such  …  authority.  She’d  heard  him  talk  to  his

teammates as their captain, had seen him in command plenty, but the Ithan she’d known these past few days had been subdued. 

“Of course, of course.” The male’s filmy eyes swept around the room. 

“I can have my beauties up and running within a few minutes.” He hobbled

toward  the  walkway  and  braced  a  hand  on  the  iron  rail  as  he  began  the

ascent. 

Bryce glanced back to the three mystics in their tubs, their thin bodies, 

their pale, soggy skin. Built into the floor beside them was a panel covered

in a language she had never seen. 

“Pay  them  no  heed,  miss,”  the  old  male  called,  still  winding  his  way

toward a platform about halfway up the room, filled with dials and wheels. 

“When they’re not in use, they drift. Where they go and what they see is a

mystery, even to me.” 

It wasn’t that the mystics could see all worlds—no, the gift wasn’t the

unnerving thing. It was what they gave up for it. 

Life. True life. 

Bryce heard Tharion’s swallow. She refrained from snapping that she’d

warned him. Ten fucking times. 

“The  families  are  compensated  handsomely,”  the  old  male  said,  as  if

reciting  from  a  script  designed  to  calm  skittish  patrons.  He  reached  the

controls and began flipping switches. Gears groaned and a few more lights

flickered on in the tanks, further illuminating the mystics’ bodies. “If that is

of any concern to you.” 

Another  switch  flipped,  and  Bryce  staggered  back  a  step  as  a  full

holographic  replica  of  their  solar  system  exploded  into  view,  orbiting  the

dangling  sun  in  the  center  of  the  space.  Tharion  blew  out  what  she  could

only  assume  was  an  impressed  breath.  Ithan  scanned  above  them,  like  he

could find his brother in that map. 

Bryce didn’t wait for them before trailing the old male up the walkway

as the seven planets aligned themselves perfectly, stars glittering in the far

reaches of the room. She couldn’t keep the sharpness from her voice as she

asked, “Do their families ever see them?” 

She really had no right to demand these answers. She’d been complicit

in coming here, in using their services. 

“It  would  be  upsetting  for  both  parties,”  the  male  said  distantly,  still

working his switches. 

“What’s your name?” Bryce advanced up the ramp. 

Tharion murmured, “Legs.” She ignored the warning. Ithan kept quiet. 

Yet  the  old  male  replied,  utterly  unfazed,  “Some  people  call  me  the

Astronomer.” 

She couldn’t keep the bite from her voice. “What do other people call

you?” The Astronomer didn’t answer. Up and up, Bryce ascended into the

heavens,  Tharion  and  Ithan  trailing  her.  Like  the  assholes  were  second-

guessing this. 

One of the mystics twitched, water splashing. 

“A normal reaction,” the Astronomer said, not even looking up from his

dials as they approached. “Everyone is always so concerned for their well-

being. They made the choice, you know. I didn’t force them into this.” He

sighed.  “To  give  up  life  in  the  waking  world  to  glimpse  wonders  of  the

universe that no Vanir or mortal shall ever see …” Stroking his beard, he

added,  “This  trio  is  a  good  one.  I’ve  had  them  for  a  while  now  with  no

issues. The last group … One drifted too far. Too far, and for too long. They

dragged the others with them. Such a waste.” 

Bryce  tried  to  block  out  the  excuses.  Everyone  knew  the  truth:  the

mystics came from all races, and were usually poor. So poor that when they

were  born  with  the  gift,  their  families  sold  them  to  people  like  the

Astronomer, who exploited their talent until they died, alone in those tubs. 

Or wandered so deep into the cosmos they couldn’t find their way back to

their minds. 

Bryce  clenched  her  hands  into  fists.  Micah  had  allowed  it  to  happen. 

Her  piece-of-shit  father  turned  a  blind  eye,  too.  As  Autumn  King,  he  had

the ability to put an end to this practice or, at the least, advocate to stop it, 

but he didn’t. 

Bryce  set  aside  her  outrage  and  waved  a  hand  to  the  drifting  planets. 

“This space map—” 

“It is called an orrery.” 

“This   orrery.”  Bryce  approached  the  male’s  side.  “It’s  tech—not

magic?” 

“Can it not be both?” 

Bryce’s fingers curled into fists. But she said, a murky memory rippling

from her childhood, “The Autumn King has one in his private study.” 

The Astronomer clicked his tongue. “Yes, and a fine one at that. Made

by craftsmen in Avallen long ago. I haven’t had the privilege to see it, but I

hear it is as precise as mine, if not more so.” 

“What’s the point of it?” she asked. 

“Only  one  who  does  not  feel  the  need  to  peer  into  the  cosmos  would

ask  such  a  thing.  The  orrery  helps  us  answer  the  most  fundamental

questions: Who are we? Where do we come from?” 

When  Bryce  didn’t  say  anything  more,  Tharion  cleared  his  throat. 

“We’ll be quick with our own questions, then.” 

“Each one will be billed, of course.” 

“Of course,” Ithan said through his teeth, stopping at Bryce’s side. He

peered  through  the  planets  to  the  mystics  floating  beneath.  “Does  my

brother,  Connor  Holstrom,  remain  in  the  Bone  Quarter,  or  has  his  soul

passed through the Dead Gate?” 

The Astronomer whispered, “Luna above.” He fiddled with one of the

faintly  glowing  rings  atop  his  hand.  “This  question  requires  a  …  riskier

method  of  contact  than  usual.  One  that  borders  on  the  illegal.  It  will  cost you.” 

Bryce said, “How much?” Scam-artist bullshit. 

“Another hundred gold marks.” 

Bryce started, but Ithan said, “Done.” 

She turned to warn him not to spend one more coin of the considerable

inheritance his parents had left him, but the Astronomer hobbled toward a

metal cabinet beneath the dials and opened its small doors. He pulled out a

bundle wrapped in canvas. 

Bryce  stiffened  at  the  moldy,  rotten  earth  scent  that  crept  from  the

bundle as he unfolded the fabric to reveal a handful of rust-colored salt. 

“What the fuck is that?” Ithan asked. 

“Bloodsalt,” Bryce breathed. Tharion looked to her in question, but she

didn’t bother to explain more. 

Blood for life, blood for death—it was summoning salt infused with the

blood from a laboring mother’s sex and blood from a dying male’s throat. 

The  two  great  transitions  of  a  soul  in  and  out  of  this  world.  But  to  use  it here  …  “You  can’t  mean  to  add  that  to  their  water,”  Bryce  said  to  the

Astronomer. 

The  old  male  hobbled  back  down  the  ramp.  “Their  tanks  already contain white salts. The bloodsalt will merely pinpoint their search.” 

Tharion muttered to Bryce, “You might be right about this place.” 

“Now  you  agree  with  me?”  she  whisper-yelled  as  the  Astronomer

sprinkled the red salt into the three tanks. 

The water clouded, and then turned rust colored. Like the mystics were

now submerged in blood. 

Ithan murmured, “This isn’t right.” 

“Then let’s take our money and go,” she urged. 

But  the  Astronomer  returned  and  Tharion  asked,  “Is  it  safe  for  the

mystics to contact the resting dead?” 

The  Astronomer  typed  on  the  pad  mounted  on  a  gold-plated  lectern

fashioned after an exploding star, then hit a black button on a panel nearby. 

“Oh yes. They do love to talk. Have nothing else to do with their time.” He

shot Bryce a sharp glare, gray eyes gleaming like cold knives. “As for your

money … there is a no-refunds policy. Says so right there on the wall. You

might as well stay to hear your answer.” 

Before  Bryce  could  respond,  the  floor  below  slid  away,  leaving  the

mystics in their tubs. And creating a considerable gap between the base of

the ramp and the entryway. 

The tubs rested atop narrow columns, rising from a sublevel lined with

more books and another walkway descending down, down—to a black pit

in  the  center  of  the  floor.  And  filling  the  sublevel,  layer  after  layer  of

darkness revealed itself, each one blacker than the last. 

Seven of them. One for each level of Hel. 

“From the highest stars to the Pit itself.” The Astronomer sighed, and

typed  again  into  the  pad.  “Their  search  may  take  a  while,  even  with  the

bloodsalt.” 

Bryce sized up the gap between the base of the ramp and the entryway. 

Could she jump it? Ithan definitely could—Tharion, too. 

She  found  Tharion  watching  her  with  crossed  arms.  “Just  enjoy  the

show, Legs.” 

She scowled. “I think you’ve lost the right to call me that after this.” 

Ithan  said  quietly,  face  pained,  “Bryce.  I  know  this  sucks.  This  is  …

This is not okay.” His voice turned hoarse. “But if it’s the only way to learn

what’s going on with Connor …” 

She opened her mouth to snap that Connor would have condemned this

place  and  told  Ithan  to  find  some  other  way,  but  …  she  could  see  him. 

Connor. Shining right there in Ithan’s face, in his eyes—the same hue—and

in those broad shoulders. 

Her throat ached. 

What line wouldn’t she cross to help Connor and the Pack of Devils? 

They  would  have  done  the  same  for  her.  Connor  might  have  condemned

this place, but if their positions were reversed …

Tharion jerked his chin to the exit far below. “Go ahead, Princess. We’ll

see you later.” 

“Fuck  you,”  Bryce  snapped.  She  braced  her  feet  apart.  “Let’s  get  this

over  with.”  From  the  corner  of  her  eye,  she  saw  Ithan’s  shoulders  sag.  In

relief or shame, she didn’t know. 

The  old  male  cut  in,  as  if  he  hadn’t  heard  a  word  of  their  hissed

argument.  “Most  astronomers  and  mystics  have  been  put  out  of  business

these days, you know. Thanks to fancy tech. And self-righteous busybodies

like you,” he spat toward Bryce. She snarled at him, the sound more primal

Fae than she liked, but he waved that hateful, ring-encrusted hand toward

the  mystics  in  their  pools.  “They  were  the  original  interweb.  Any  answer you wish to know, they can find it, without having to wade through the slog

of nonsense out there.” 

The  female  mystic  twitched,  dark  hair  floating  around  her  in  the

suspension pool, black tendrils among the red salt. Dried salt water crusted

the slate rim of the tub, as if she’d thrashed earlier and soaked the stones. 

Salt for buoyancy—and to protect them from the demons and beings they

spied  on  or  conversed  with.  But  would  those  protections  fade  with  the

bloodsalt in the water? 

The  mystic  who  was  both  male  and  female  jolted,  their  long  limbs

flailing. 

“Oh,”  the  Astronomer  observed,  scanning  the  pad.  “They’re  going  far

this time. Very far.” He nodded to Bryce. “That was high-quality bloodsalt, 

you know.” 

“For  a  hundred  marks,  it  had  better  be,”  Ithan  said,  but  his  attention

remained on the mystics below, his breathing shallow. 

Another  push  of  a  button,  and  the  holographic  planets  began  to  shift, 

becoming  smaller  as  they  drifted  away.  The  sun  rose  into  the  ceiling, 

vanishing, and distant stars came into view. Different planets. 

“The  mystics  made  the  first  star-maps,”  the  Astronomer  said.  “They

charted  more  extensively  than  anyone  had  before.  In  the  Eternal  City,  I

heard  they  have  a  thousand  mystics  in  the  palace  catacombs,  mapping

farther and farther into the cosmos. Speaking with creatures we shall never

know.” 

Hunt  had  been  in  those  catacombs—their  dungeons,  specifically.  Had

he ever heard a whisper of this? 

Something beeped on the screen and Bryce motioned toward it. “What’s

that?” 

“The male is reaching Hel’s orbit.” The Astronomer clicked his tongue. 

“He’s much faster today. Impressive.” 

“Connor’s soul wound up in  Hel?” Horror laced Ithan’s every word. 

Bryce’s throat closed up. It—it wasn’t possible. How would that have

even happened? Had she done something with the Gate this spring that had

transported his soul over there? 

Silence fell, the temperature dropping with it. She demanded, “Why is

it getting colder?” 

“Sometimes  their  powers  manifest  the  environment  they’re

encountering.” Before anyone replied, the Astronomer twisted a brass dial. 

“What do you see, what do you hear?” 

The male twitched again, red water splashing over the edge of the tub

and  dribbling  into  the  pit  beneath.  Tharion  peered  over  the  iron  rail.  “His

lips are turning blue.” 

“The water is warm.” The Astronomer tutted. “Look.” He pointed to the

screen. A graph of rising and falling lines, like sound waves, appeared. “I’ll

admit the new tech has some advantages. The old way of transcribing was

much  harder.  I  had  to  reference  every  single  brain  wave  to  find  the

correlation to the right letter or word. Now the machine just does it for me.” 

 I  don’t  care  about  brain  waves,  Bryce  thought.  Tell  me  what’s

 happening with Connor. 

But  the  Astronomer  rambled  on,  almost  absentmindedly,  “When  you

speak, your brain sends a message to your tongue to form the words. This

machine  reads  that  message,  that  signal,  and  interprets  it.  Without  you

needing to say a word.” 

“So  it’s  a  mind  reader,”  Tharion  said,  face  pale  in  the  lights.  Bryce drifted closer to Ithan—the wolf radiated dread. 

“Of  a  sort,”  the  Astronomer  said.  “Right  now,  it  is  more  of  an

eavesdropper,  listening  to  the  conversation  the  mystic  is  having  with

whoever is on the other end of the line.” 

Tharion  asked,  hands  behind  his  back  as  he  peered  at  the  machines, 

“How does it know what the other person is saying?” 

“The  mystic  is  trained  to  repeat  back  the  words  so  that  we  may

transcribe them.” The screen began to flash a series of letters—words. 

“Too dark,” the Astronomer read. “It is too dark to see. Only hear.” 

“Can  you  pinpoint  where  in  Hel  your  mystic  is?”  Ithan  indicated  the

holographic levels far below. 

“Not  precisely,  but  judging  by  the  cold,  I’d  say  deep.  Perhaps  the

Chasm itself.” 

Bryce and Ithan swapped glances. His eyes were as wide as her own. 

The  Astronomer  kept  reading.  “Hello? ”  Silence.  Nothing  but  endless

silence.  “This  is  very  common,”  the  Astronomer  assured  them,  gesturing

them to move closer. Despite herself, despite her objections, Bryce leaned

in to read the feed. 

The  mystic  said,  I  am  searching  for  the  soul  of  a  wolf  called  Connor

 Holstrom. 

Someone, something answered. 

 No  wolves  have  roamed  these  lands  for  eons.  No  wolf  by  that  name

 dwells here, living or dead. But what are you ? 

Ithan shuddered, swaying a step. With relief, Bryce realized—because

that was the dizzying, rushing sensation in her body, too. 

“Strange,”  the  Astronomer  said.  “Why  were  we  drawn  to  Hel  if  your

friend isn’t there?” 

Bryce didn’t want to know. Tried and failed to open her mouth to say

they should go. 

 I am a mystic, the male said. 

 From where? 

 A faraway place. 

 Why are you here? 

 To ask questions. Will you oblige me? 

 If I can, mystic, then I shall. 

 What is your name? 

A pause. Then,  Thanatos. 

Bryce sucked in a sharp breath. 

“The Prince of the Ravine.” Tharion fell back a step. 

 Do  you  know  if  Connor  Holstrom  remains  in  the  Bone  Quarter  of

 Midgard? 

A long, long pause, the sound waves flatlining. Then—

 Who sent you here? 

 A wolf, a mer, and a half-Fae, half-human female. 

How  the  mystics  had  known  of  their  presence,  Bryce  had  no  idea. 

Didn’t want to know what sort of perception they possessed while in those

isolation tanks. 

Thanatos asked,  What are their names? 

 I do not know. Will you answer my questions? 

Another  long  pause.  “We  need  to  stop  this.”  Ithan  nodded  toward  the

male’s tub. Ice was beginning to inch over the water. 

 They are listening, are they? 

 Yes. 

Again, silence. 

And then the demon prince said,  Let me see them. Let them see me. 

The mystic’s eyes flew open in the tank below. 
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A  shuddering  inhale  was  the  only  sign  of  discomfort  Bryce  would  allow

herself as she stared at the hologram displayed in the center of the orrery. 

The male now contained inside its dark border. 

Thanatos’s  tightly  curled  black  hair  was  cropped  close  to  his  head, 

displaying  the  handsome,  unsmiling  face  above  the  powerful  body

bedecked  in  dark,  ornate  armor.  He  gazed  right  at  Bryce.  As  if  he  could

indeed see through the mystic’s eyes. 

The Astronomer fell back a step, murmuring a prayer to Luna. 

The feed kept going, in time to Thanatos’s moving mouth. Hunger filled

the demon’s expression. 

 I can smell the starlight on you. 

The Prince of the Ravine knew her. Somehow. 

The  Astronomer  took  another  step  back,  then  another,  until  he  was

pressed against the wall behind him, shaking in terror. 

Thanatos’s  dark  eyes  pierced  to  her  soul.  You’re  the  one  my  brothers

 speak about. 

Ithan  and  Tharion  glanced  between  her  and  the  demon,  hands  within

easy reach of their weapons—little as they could do. 

“I came to ask about a friend’s soul. I don’t know why I’m talking to

you,” Bryce said, and added a bit quietly, “Your Highness.” 

 I am a Prince of Death. Souls bow to me. 

This male had none of Aidas’s slickness or what Hunt had told her of

Apollion’s smug arrogance. Nothing that indicated mercy or humor. 

Ithan  blurted,  teeth  clattering  with  the  cold,  “Can  you  tell  if  Connor Holstrom’s soul somehow got lost in Hel?” 

Thanatos frowned at his knee-high boots, like he could see all the way

down to the Pit levels below. 

 The wolf is your brother, I take it, he said to Ithan. 

“Yes.” Ithan’s throat bobbed. 

 His soul is not in Hel. He is … His attention snapped again to Bryce. 

Ripped  away  skin  and  bone  to  the  being  beneath.  You  slew  one  of  my

 creations. My beloved pet, kept for so long on your side of the Crossing. 

Bryce managed to ask, breath clouding in front of her, “You mean the

Reapers?  Or  the  Shepherd?”  A  shepherd  of  souls—for  a  prince  who

peddled  them.  “The  Under-King  said  you  abandoned  it  after  the  First

Wars.” 

 Abandoned, or intentionally planted? 

Great. Fantastic. 

“I had no interest in being its lunch,” Bryce said. 

Thanatos’s  eyes  flared.  You  cost  me  a  key  link  to  Midgard.  The

 Shepherd reported faithfully to me on all it heard in the Bone Quarter. The

 souls of the dead talk freely of their world. 

“Boo-hoo.” 

 You mock a Prince of Hel? 

“I just want answers.” And to get the fuck out of here. 

Thanatos  studied  her  again—as  if  he  had  all  the  time  in  the  universe. 

Then  he  said,  I  will  give  them  to  you  only  out  of  respect  for  a  warrior capable of slaying one of my creations. Shall I meet you on the battlefield, 

 however, I will take vengeance for the Shepherd’s death. 

Bryce’s mouth dried out. “It’s a date.” 

 Connor Holstrom remains in the Bone Quarter. My Shepherd observed

 him on its rounds the night before you slew it. Unless … Ah, I see now.  His

eyes went distant.  An order was dispatched from the dark. He shall be left

 alone with the others until the usual amount of time has passed. 

“Who gave the order?” Ithan demanded. 

 It is not clear. 

Bryce demanded, “Is there a way to help souls like Connor?” Whether

he was ushered through the Dead Gate tomorrow or in five hundred years, it

was a horrible fate. 

 Only the Asteri would know. 

Tharion—the  asshole—cut  in,  “Can  you  determine  the  location  of  a

human boy named Emile Renast in Lunathion?” 

Bryce stiffened. If Apollion was actually seeking Emile … had they just

dragged another Prince of Hel into the hunt? 

“That is not how this works,” the Astronomer hissed from where he still

cowered by the wall. 

 I do not know this name or person. 

Thank the gods. And thank the gods the prince’s words held no hint of

awareness about what Emile was, or what Apollion might want from him. 

Tharion drawled, “Know anyone who might?” 

 No. Those are matters of your world. 

Bryce  tried  and  failed  to  calm  her  racing  heartbeat.  At  least  Connor

remained in the Bone Quarter, and they’d gotten a cease-fire. 

“Kid’s a thunderbird,” Tharion said. “Ring any bells?” 

“Tharion,” Ithan warned, apparently on the same page as Bryce. 

 I thought the Asteri destroyed that threat long ago. 

Bryce  cleared  her  throat.  “Maybe,”  she  hedged.  “Why  were  they  a

threat?” 

 I grow tired of these questions. I shall feast. 

The room plunged into blackness. 

The Astronomer whispered, “Luna guard me, your bow bright against

the darkness, your arrows like silver fire shooting into Hel—” 

Bryce lifted a hand wreathed in starlight, casting the room in silver. In

the space where Thanatos’s hologram had been, only a black pit remained. 

The male mystic jerked violently, submerging and arching upward. Red

liquid splashed. The other two lay still as death. The machine began blaring

and beeping, and the Astronomer halted his praying to rush to the controls. 

“He has snared him,” the male gasped, hands shaking. 

Bryce flared her light brighter as the feed began running again. 

 It has been a long while since a mortal fly buzzed all the way down to

 Hel. I will taste this one’s soul, as I once sipped from them like fine wine. 

Frost  spread  over  the  floor.  The  male  mystic  arched  again,  thin  arms

flailing, chest rising and falling at a rapid pace. 

“Cut him loose!” Bryce barked. 

 Please, the mystic begged. 

 How sad and lonely and desperate you are. You taste of rainwater. 

 Please, please. 

 A little more. Just a taste. 

The Astronomer began typing. Alarms wailed. 

“What’s happening?” Tharion shouted. Down below, the ice crept over

the other two mystics in their tubs. 

The prince continued,  You have gone too deep. I think I shall keep you. 

The male thrashed, sending waves of red water cascading into the void

below. 

“Turn off the machines,” Ithan ordered. 

“I cannot—not without the proper extraction. His mind might shatter.” 

Bryce protested, “He’s fucked if you don’t.” 

The Prince of the Ravine said,  I do not care for my brothers’ agenda. I

 do  not  heed  their  rules  and  restraints  and  illusions  of  civilization.  I  shall taste all of you like this—you and your masters—once the door between our

 worlds is again open. Starting with you, Starborn. 

Ice exploded across the walls, crusting over the submerged mystics. The

machines groaned, planets flickering, and then—

Every  firstlight  and  piece  of  tech  went  out.  Even  Bryce’s  starlight

vanished. Bryce swore. “What—” 

The  Astronomer  panted  in  the  darkness.  Buttons  clacked  hollowly. 

“Their respirators—” 

Bryce  yanked  out  her  phone  and  fumbled  for  its  light.  It  was  dead. 

Another curse from Tharion, and she knew his was, too. Every muscle and

tendon in her body went taut. 

Shimmering, golden light glowed from the Astronomer’s upraised hand. 

The fire sprites trapped in his rings simmered steadily. 

Apparently,  it  was  all  Ithan  needed  to  see  by  as  he  launched  himself

over the rail and aimed for the male’s iced-over tub. He landed gracefully, 

balancing his feet on either side. A pound of his fist had the ice cracking. 

The  male  was  convulsing,  no  doubt  drowning  without  a  functioning

respirator.  Ithan  hauled  him  up,  ripping  the  mask  from  his  face.  A  long

feeding  tube  followed.  The  male  gagged  and  spasmed,  but  Ithan  propped

him over the rim, lest he slide back under. 

Leaping  with  that  athletic  grace,  Ithan  reached  the  tub  in  the  middle, 

freeing the mystic within. Then on to the female in the third. 

The  Astronomer  was  shrieking,  but  it  seemed  Ithan  barely  heard  the words.  The  three  mystics  shook,  soft  cries  trembling  from  their  blue

mouths. Bryce shook with them, and Tharion put a hand on her back. 

Something  groaned  below,  and  the  lights  sputtered  back  on.  Metal

whined.  The  floor  began  to  rise,  pulling  toward  the  tubs  again.  The  sun

fixture  descended  from  the  ceiling  as  the  Astronomer  hobbled  down  the

walkway, cursing. 

“You had no right to pull them out,  no right—” 

“They  would  have  drowned!”  Bryce  launched  into  motion,  storming

after the male. Tharion stalked a step behind her. 

The female stirred as the slate floor locked into place around the tubs. 

On reed-thin arms, she raised up her chest, blinking blearily at Ithan, then

the room. 

“Back,”  the  mystic  wheezed,  her  voice  broken  and  raspy.  Unused  for

years. Her dark eyes filled with pleading. “Send me back.” 

“The  Prince  of  the  Ravine  was  about  to  rip  apart  your  friend’s  soul,” 

Ithan said, kneeling before her. 

“Send  me  back! ”  she  screamed,  the  words  barely  more  than  a  hoarse

screech. “Back! ” 

Not to Hel, Bryce knew—not to the Prince of the Ravine. But into the

watery, weightless existence. Ithan got to his feet, inching away. 

“Get out,” the Astronomer seethed, hurrying toward his mystics. “All of

you.” 

Bryce reached the bottom of the ramp, the Astronomer’s still-glowing

rings blazing bright. Fury boiled in her chest. “You would have sacrificed

them—” 

“BACK! ” the female screamed again. The other two mystics stirred to

consciousness,  moaning.  Bryce  reached  Ithan’s  side  and  looped  her  arm

through his, pulling him toward the doors. The wolf gaped at the mystics, 

the mess they’d made. 

The Astronomer knelt by the female, reaching for the tubes that Ithan

had ripped free. “They cannot exist in this world anymore.  Do not want to

exist in this world.” He glared at her, cold fire in his pale gray eyes. 

Bryce opened her mouth, but Tharion shook his head, already heading

to the exit. “Sorry for the trouble,” he said over a broad shoulder. 

“Send me back,” the female whimpered to the Astronomer. 

Bryce tried to hustle Ithan along, but the wolf gazed at the female, at the old male. His muscles tensed, like he might very well throw the Astronomer

off the girl and haul her away. 

“Soon,” the old male promised, stroking the young woman’s wet hair. 

“You’ll  be  drifting  again  soon,  my  lamb.”  Each  of  his  rings  glimmered, 

projecting rays around the mystic’s head like a corona. 

Bryce stopped tugging on Ithan’s arm. Stopped moving as she saw the

pleading  little  hands  pushing  against  the  glass  orbs  on  the  Astronomer’s

fingers. 

 Do something. Be something. 

But what could she do? What authority did she have to free the sprites? 

What power could she wield beyond blinding him and snatching the rings

off his fingers? She’d make it a block before the Aux or 33rd were called in, 

and then she’d have a fucking mess on her hands. And if Hunt was the one

called to apprehend her … She knew he’d back her in an instant, but he also

answered  to  the  law.  She  couldn’t  make  him  choose.  Not  to  mention  that

they couldn’t afford the scrutiny right now. In so many ways. 

So Bryce turned, hating herself, towing Ithan along. He didn’t fight her

this time. The Astronomer was still murmuring to his charges when Ithan

shut the heavy doors behind them. 

The street seemed unchanged in the light summer rain that had started. 

Tharion’s face was haunted. “You were right,” he admitted. “It was a bad

idea.” 

Bryce  opened  and  closed  her  fingers  into  fists.  “You’re  a  fucking

asshole, you know that?” 

Tharion threw her a mocking grin. “You’re in the gray with us, Legs. 

Don’t get boring now that you’ve got a fancy crown.” 

A low growl slipped from her throat. “I always wondered why the River

Queen made you her Captain of Intelligence. Now I know.” 

“What does that mean?” Tharion advanced a step, towering over her. 

Like  Hel  would  she  back  down.  “It  means  that  you  pretend  to  be  Mr. 

Charming,  but  you’re  just  a  ruthless  backstabber  who  will  do  anything  to

achieve his ends.” 

His face hardened. Became someone she didn’t know. Became the sort

of mer that people wisely stayed away from. “Try having your family at the

mercy  of  the  River  Queen  and  then  come  cry  to  me  about  morals.”  His voice had dropped dangerously low. 

“My family is at the mercy of  all Vanir,” she snapped. Starlight flared

around her, and people down the alley paused. Turned their way. She didn’t

care.  But  she  kept  her  voice  whisper-soft  as  she  hissed,  “We’re  done

working with you. Go find someone else to drag into your shit.” 

She turned to Ithan for backup, but the wolf had gone pale as he gazed

toward a brick wall across the alley. Bryce followed his stare and went still. 

She’d seen the male before them on the news and in photos, but never in the

flesh. She immediately wished she still had the distance of a digital screen

between them. Her starlight guttered and went out. 

Mordoc  smiled,  a  slash  of  white  in  the  shadows.  “Causing  trouble  so

early in the day?” 
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Nothing  of  Danika  showed  in  Mordoc’s  craggy  face.  Not  one  shade  or

curve or angle. 

Only—there.  The  way  the  wolf  captain  pushed  off  the  wall  and

approached. She’d seen Danika make that movement with the same power

and grace. 

Ithan  and  Tharion  fell  into  place  beside  her.  Allies  again,  if  only  for

this. 

“What  do  you  want,  Mordy?”  Tharion  drawled,  again  that  irreverent, 

charming mer. 

But  the  wolf  only  sneered  at  Bryce.  “Curious,  for  a  little  princess  to

visit a place like this.” 

Bryce admired her nails, grateful her hands weren’t shaking. “I needed

some questions answered. I’m getting married, after all. I want to know if

there are any blemishes on my future husband’s pristine reputation.” 

A harsh laugh with too many teeth. “I was warned you had a mouth on

you.” 

Bryce blew him a kiss. “Happy not to disappoint my fans.” 

Ithan cut in, snarling softly, “We’re going.” 

“The disgraced pup,” Mordoc said, his chuckle like gravel. “Sabine said

she’d thrown you out. Looks like you landed right with the trash, eh? Or is

that from lurking in so many alleys lately? Care to explain that?” 

Bryce  sighed  as  Ithan  bristled  and  said,  “I  don’t  know  what  you’re

talking about.” 

Before  Mordoc  could  reply,  Tharion  said  with  that  winning  smile, 

“Unless  you  have  some  sort  of  imperial  directive  to  interrogate  us,  we’re

done here.” 

The wolf grinned back at him. “I ran a mer male like you to shore once. 

Drove him into a cove with a net and learned what happens to mer when

they’re kept a few feet above the water for a day. What they’ll do to reach

one drop so they don’t lose their fins forever. What they’ll give up.” 

A muscle ticked in Tharion’s jaw. 

Bryce said, “Awesome story, dude.” 

She looped arms with Tharion, then Ithan, and hauled them down the

alley with her. She might be pissed as fuck at the former, but she’d take the

mer any day over Mordoc. They’d always be allies against people like him. 

Danika’s  father  …  She  started  shaking  when  they  turned  the  block’s

corner, leaving Mordoc in the shadows of the alley. She could only pray the

Astronomer was as discreet as rumor claimed. Even in the face of one of the

empire’s worst interrogators. 

They walked in silence back into the bustling heart of the Old Square, 

most of the tourists too busy snapping photos of the various decorations in

honor  of  Celestina  and  Ephraim  to  notice  them.  A  block  away  from  the

Heart Gate, Bryce halted, turning to Tharion. He looked at her with a frank, 

cool  assessment.  Here  was  the  male  who’d  ruthlessly  ripped  apart  his

sister’s murderer. The male who …

Who  had  jumped  right  into  Fury’s  helicopter  to  come  help  during  the

attack last spring. 

“Aw,  Legs,”  Tharion  said,  reading  her  softening  features.  He  reached

out a hand to toy with the ends of her hair. “You’re too nice to me.” 

She  quirked  her  mouth  to  the  side.  Ithan  remained  a  few  steps  away, 

and  made  himself  busy  scrolling  through  his  phone.  She  said  to  Tharion, 

“I’m still mad at you.” 

Tharion grinned crookedly. “But you also still love me?” 

She  huffed  a  laugh.  “We  didn’t  get  answers  about  Emile.”  Only  more

questions. “Are you going back there?” 

“No.” Tharion shuddered. She believed him. 

“Let me know if you come up with any ideas about where the kid might

be hiding.” 

He  tugged  on  her  hair.  “I  thought  we  weren’t  working  together anymore.” 

“You’re on probation. You can thank your abs for that.” 

He  took  her  face  in  his  hands,  squeezing  her  cheeks  as  he  pressed  a

chaste  kiss  to  her  brow.  “I’ll  send  you  some  photos  later.  Don’t  show

Athalar.” 

Bryce shoved him. “Send me an otter and we’ll be even.” She might not

approve or agree with Tharion’s methods, might not entirely trust him, but

they had far more dangerous enemies at their backs. Sticking together was

the only choice. 

“Done.”  Tharion  flicked  her  nose  with  a  long  finger.  He  nodded  at

Ithan. “Holstrom.” Then he sauntered down the street, presumably back to

the Istros to check in with his queen. 

Alone  with  Ithan  on  the  sun-baked  sidewalk,  Bryce  asked  the  wolf, 

“Where are you going now? Back to Ruhn’s?” 

Ithan’s  face  was  shadowed.  Bleak.  “I  guess.  You  going  to  search  for

Emile?” 

She  pulled  a  postcard  from  her  purse.  Ithan’s  eyes  brightened  with

recognition at her old tradition. “I’m actually sending this off to my mom.” 

She studied her once-friend as he again turned solemn. “You all right?” 

He shrugged. “I got my answers, didn’t I?” 

“Yeah,  but  …”  She  rubbed  at  her  forehead,  skin  sticky  with  the

remnants of sweat from her dance class hours ago. Years ago, it seemed. 

“I  mean,  it  all  sounds  fine,  doesn’t  it?  Connor’s  in  the  Bone  Quarter, 

and with a don’t-touch order, so …” 

But she could tell, from the way he paced a step, that this didn’t sit well. 

She squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll find something. Some way to help him.” 

And everyone else trapped in the eternal slaughterhouse. 

It might have been the worst lie she’d ever told, because as Ithan left, he

looked like he actually believed her. 

“Two  weeks  isn’t  that  long,”  Isaiah  consoled  Hunt  from  across  the  glass

table in the 33rd’s private cafeteria in the Comitium. They sat at the table

reserved  exclusively  for  the  triarii,  next  to  the  wall-to-ceiling  windows

overlooking the city. 

Normally, Hunt didn’t bother with the cafeteria, but Isaiah had invited him for an early lunch, and he’d needed to talk. He’d barely sat down when

he burst out with his recap of his conversation with Celestina. 

Hunt bit into his turkey-and-Brie sandwich. “I know it’s not long,” he

said around the food, “but …” He swallowed, turning pleading eyes to his

friend. “Bryce and I decided not to wait until Winter Solstice.” 

Isaiah  burst  out  laughing,  the  sound  rich  and  velvety.  A  few  soldiers

turned  their  way,  then  quickly  resumed  eating  their  meals.  It  might  have

bothered Hunt any other day, but today … “I’m glad you find my blue balls

amusing,” he hissed at his friend. 

Isaiah  laughed  again,  handsome  as  Hel  in  his  suit.  Given  how  many

meetings he attended with Celestina—and now Ephraim—it was a miracle

from Urd that his friend had found the time today to grab lunch with him. “I

never thought I’d see the day when the Umbra Mortis came crying to me

about a relatively light punishment because it interferes with his sex life.” 

Hunt drained his water. Isaiah had a point there. Of all the punishments

he’d ever been given, this was the mildest. 

Isaiah  sobered,  voice  quieting.  “So  what  happened  last  night? 

Everything okay?” 

“It’s  fine  now.  Sabine  came  to  the  apartment  looking  for  Ithan

Holstrom.  Bryce  got  spooked.  I  arrived  in  time  to  convince  Sabine  not  to

start shit.” 

“Ah,” Isaiah said. Then asked, “And Baxian?” 

“He  took  it  upon  himself  as  my  so-called  partner  to  provide  backup. 

However unwanted.” 

Isaiah snorted. “Points for trying?” 

Hunt chuckled. “Sure.” 

Isaiah dug into his own food, and for a moment, Hunt’s chest strained

with  the  effort  of  keeping  every  truth  inside.  Isaiah  had  been  with  him

throughout the Fallen’s rebellion. He’d have valuable insight into this shit

with Ophion. Even if his advice was to stay the fuck out of it. 

“What’s wrong?” Isaiah asked. 

Hunt  shook  his  head.  His  friend  was  too  good  at  reading  him. 

“Nothing.”  He  scrambled  for  another  truth.  “It’s  weird  to  think  that  two

weeks without Bryce is a punishment. If I so much as blinked at Sandriel

the wrong way, she pulled out my feathers one by one.” 

Isaiah shivered. “I remember.” His friend had been the one to bandage

his ravaged wings again and again, after all. 

“You like working for her? Celestina, I mean?” 

Isaiah didn’t hesitate. “Yes. A great deal.” 

Hunt  blew  out  a  long  breath.  He  couldn’t  tell  Isaiah.  Or  Naomi. 

Because if they knew, even if they agreed to keep the shit with the rebels

secret and stay out of it … they’d be killed, too. As it was, they might be

tortured a little, but it’d become clear they knew nothing. And they might

stand a chance. 

“You  know  you  can  talk  to  me  about  anything,  right?”  Isaiah  asked. 

Kindness  shone  in  his  dark  eyes.  “Even  stuff  with  Celestina.  I  know  it’s

weird with the rankings between us, but … I’m the middle man between the

33rd and her. Whatever you need, I’m here.” 

He’d never really deserved a friend like Isaiah. “It’s not weird with the

rankings between us,” he said. “You’re the leader of the 33rd. I’m happy to

work for you.” 

Isaiah studied him. “I’m not the one who wields lightning. Or the one

with a fancy nickname.” 

Hunt waved off the weight of what his friend said. “Trust me, I’d rather

you be in charge.” 

Isaiah  nodded,  but  before  he  could  reply,  silence  rippled  through  the

cafeteria. Hunt looked up on instinct, past all the wings and armor. “Great,” 

he muttered. Baxian, tray in hand, walked toward them. Ignored the soldiers

who gave him a wide berth or fell silent entirely as he passed by. 

“Play nice,” Isaiah murmured back, and made a show of beckoning the

male over. Not for Baxian’s sake, but for that of all the people witnessing

this. The soldiers who needed to be presented with a unified leadership. 

Hunt finished off his sandwich just as the shape-shifting angel slid into

a chair beside Isaiah. Hunt met his stare. “How’d it go with the Hind?” He

knew the male could read between his words.  Did you talk, you fucker? 

“Fine. I know how to handle Lidia.”  No, I didn’t, you asshole. 

Hunt found Isaiah watching them with raised brows. “What happened

with Lidia?” 

The Helhound answered smoothly, “She wanted to grill me about why I

left  last  night.  I  didn’t  feel  like  explaining  to  her  that  I’m  Athalar’s

understudy, and where he goes, I go.” 

Isaiah’s eyes darkened. “You weren’t so antagonistic toward her under

Sandriel’s rule.” 

Baxian dug into his platter of lamb kofta and herbed rice. “You’ve been

in Lunathion for a while, Tiberian. Things changed after you left.” 

Isaiah asked, “Like what?” 

Baxian  gazed  toward  the  glistening  city  roasting  in  the  midday  heat. 

“Things.” 

“I think that means we should mind our own fucking business,” Hunt

said. 

Isaiah snickered. “He’s taking a page out of your book, Hunt.” 

Hunt grinned. “You’re confusing me with Naomi. I at least will tell you

straight up to mind your own business. She’ll only imply it.” 

“With a death glare.” 

“And maybe a gun set on the table for emphasis.” 

They  laughed,  but  Hunt  sobered  as  he  noted  Baxian  observing  their

volley, something like envy on his face. Isaiah noted it, too, because he said

to the Helhound, “You can laugh, you know. We do that kind of stuff here.” 

Baxian’s  mouth  pressed  into  a  thin  line.  “You’ve  had  more  than  ten

years  here.  Forgive  me  if  it  takes  a  while  to  forget  the  rules  of  Sandriel’s territory.” 

“As long as you don’t forget that you’re in Lunathion now.” The threat

of violence rumbled in Isaiah’s every word, belying the impeccable suit he

wore.  “That  scar  Athalar  put  on  your  neck  will  be  nothing  compared  to

what I do to you if you hurt anyone in this city.” 

Baxian’s eyes glittered. “Just because you weren’t interesting enough to

merit  being  part  of  Sandriel’s  triarii,  don’t  take  it  out  on  me  with  bullshit threats.” 

Isaiah’s  teeth  gleamed.  “I  had  no  interest  in  getting  that  close  to  a

monster.” 

Hunt  tried  not  to  gape.  He’d  seen  Isaiah  lay  down  the  law  countless

times. His friend wouldn’t have gotten to where he was without the ability

to  draw  a  line  and  hold  it.  But  it  was  rare  these  days  to  see  that  vicious warrior shine through. Soldiers were turning their way. 

So  Hunt  cut  in,  “Sandriel  would  be  thrilled  to  know  that  she’s  still

pitting us against each other all these years later.” 

Isaiah  blinked,  as  if  surprised  he’d  tried  to  intervene.  Baxian  watched him cautiously. 

Hunt  took  another  deep  breath.  “Fuck,  that  sounded  preachy.”  Baxian

let out a snort, and the tension dissolved. 

Isaiah threw Hunt a grateful smile, then rose. “I need to head out. I have

a meeting with the Aux Heads.” 

Hunt winked. “Give Ruhn my love.” 

Isaiah laughed. “Will do.” 

With  that,  his  friend  strode  off  toward  the  trash  receptacles.  Angels

lifted their heads as he passed; a few waved at him. The white-winged angel

waved  back,  pausing  at  various  tables  to  swap  pleasantries.  Isaiah’s  smile

was wide—genuine. 

Baxian said quietly, “Your friend was born for this.” 

Hunt grunted his agreement. 

“No interest in leading again?” Baxian asked. 

“Too much paperwork.” 

Baxian smirked. “Sure.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You led once, and it went poorly. I don’t blame you for not stepping up

again.” 

Hunt clenched his jaw but said nothing else as he finished off his meal. 

Baxian was right on his heels as they strode to empty their plates and dump

their trays. Hunt didn’t dare turn to tell the Helhound to back the fuck off. 

Not with so many eyes on them. He could hear soldiers whispering as they

passed. 

Hunt didn’t bother to engage as Isaiah had. He couldn’t bear to look at

the other soldiers. The people who’d be summoned to fight against Ophion. 

People  he’d  kill  if  they  threatened  Bryce.  Fuck,  if  he  replicated  what

he’d  done  at  the  Bone  Quarter,  he  could  fry  them  all  in  a  second.  No

wonder  the  Asteri  had  considered  the  thunderbirds  a  threat—that  kind  of

power was nothing short of lethal. 

If Ophion got their hands on Emile … Yeah, that was a weapon to kill

for. 

Hunt  reached  the  elevator  bay  beyond  the  doors.  The  five  angels

clustered there quickly aimed for the stairs. 

“Tough crowd, huh?” Baxian said behind him as Hunt stepped into the

elevator. To his displeasure, the Helhound got in with him. The space was

wide enough to accommodate many beings with wings, but Hunt kept his

tucked in tight. 

“You  get  used  to  it,”  Hunt  said,  pushing  the  button  for  the  triarii’s

barracks. He might as well assess his room to see what weapons he had left. 

What clothes he needed to send for. Knowing Bryce, she’d send him a pair

of her underwear along with them. 

“I  thought  you  were  Mr.  Popular,”  Baxian  said,  watching  the  rising

numbers above them. 

“What  the  fuck  would  make  you  think  that?”  Hunt  didn’t  wait  for  a

reply as the elevator doors opened and he stepped into the quiet hall. 

“You seem friendly with everyone outside this place.” 

Hunt  arched  a  brow,  pausing  outside  his  old  room.  “What  does  that

mean?” 

Baxian leaned against his own door, across from Hunt’s. “I mean, I hear

you party with Prince Ruhn and his friends, you have a girlfriend, you seem

to be on good terms with the wolves … But not the angels?” 

“Isaiah and I are on good terms.” And Naomi. 

“I mean the others. The grunts. No friends there?” 

“Why the Hel do you care?” 

Baxian  casually  pulled  in  his  wings.  “I  want  to  know  what’s  in  it  for

me. What kind of life I can look forward to.” 

“It’s what you make of it,” Hunt said, opening his door. Stale, dusty air

greeted  him.  A  far  cry  from  the  scent  of  coffee  that  filled  Bryce’s

apartment. 

He  peered  over  a  shoulder  to  find  Baxian  surveying  his  room.  The

emptiness  of  it.  A  peek  into  Baxian’s  room  across  the  hall  revealed  an

identically empty space. 

Hunt said, “That’s what my life was like, you know.” 

“Like what?” 

“Vacant.” 

“Then what happened?” 

“Bryce happened.” 

Baxian  smiled  slightly.  Sadly.  Was  it—was  it  possible  the  Helhound

was  lonely? 

“I’m sorry you have to stay apart from her for so long.” Baxian sounded like he meant it. 

Hunt’s eyes narrowed. “Did Celestina punish you?” 

“No. She said it was your bad influence, so it was your punishment to

take.” 

Hunt  chuckled.  “Fair  enough.”  He  stepped  into  his  room  and  made

quick work of assessing his weapons and clothes. 

When  he  reemerged  into  the  hallway,  Baxian  was  sitting  at  the  pine

desk  in  his  room,  going  over  what  appeared  to  be  reports.  Every  instinct

screamed at Hunt to walk out and not say anything, to Hel with this male

who’d been more of an enemy than a friend over the years, but …

Hunt braced a hand on the doorjamb. “What do they have you working

on?” 

“Progress reports for the new recruits. Seeing if there are any promising

angels to pull up through the ranks.” 

“Are there?” 

“No.” 

“Angels like us don’t come around that often, I guess.” 

“Apparently not.” Baxian went back to his paperwork. 

The  quiet  of  the  hall,  the  room,  settled  on  Hunt.  Pushed  on  him.  He

could hear Bryce saying,  Come  on.  Try.  It  won’t  kill  you.  She  bossed  him around  even  in  his  imagination.  So  Hunt  said,  “We’ve  still  got  twenty

minutes left of lunch. Want to play some  SUL Sunball?” 

Baxian turned. “What’s that?” 

“You really don’t know anything about modern life, huh?” Baxian gave

him a flat look. “SUL,” Hunt explained. “Sunball United League. It’s their

video  game.  You  can  play  from  the  point  of  view  of  any  player,  on  any

team. It’s fun.” 

“I’ve never played a video game.” 

“Oh, I know.” Hunt grinned. 

Baxian  surveyed  him,  and  Hunt  waited  for  the  rejection,  but  Baxian

said, “Sure. Why not?” 

Hunt headed for the common room. “You might regret that in a few.” 

Indeed,  ten  minutes  later,  Baxian  was  cursing,  fingers  stumbling  over

the controller clenched in his hands. Hunt nimbly dodged Baxian’s avatar. 

“Pathetic,” Hunt said. “Even worse than I thought.” 

Baxian growled, “This is so stupid.” 

“And yet you keep playing,” Hunt countered. 

Baxian laughed. “Yeah. I guess I do.” 

Hunt scored. “It’s not even satisfying playing against a novice.” 

“Give  me  a  day  and  I’ll  wipe  the  floor  with  you,  Athalar.”  Baxian’s

thumbs  flicked  the  controls.  His  avatar  ran  right  into  a  goalpost  and

rebounded, sprawling onto the grass. 

Hunt snickered. “Maybe two days.” 

Baxian glanced at him sidelong. “Maybe.” They kept playing, and when

the clock above the door read twelve, Baxian asked, “Time to work?” 

Hunt listened to the quiet dorm around them. “I won’t tell if you don’t.” 

“Didn’t I prove this morning that I’m the soul of discretion?” 

“I’m still waiting for your motive, you know.” 

“I’m not here to make an enemy of you.” 

“I don’t get why.” 

Baxian ran into the goalpost again, his avatar ricocheting onto the field. 

“Life’s too short to hold grudges.” 

“That’s not a good enough reason.” 

“It’s  the  only  one  you’ll  get.”  Baxian  managed  to  gain  control  of  the

ball for all of ten seconds before Hunt took it from him. He cursed. “Solas. 

You can’t go easy on me?” 

Hunt  let  the  subject  drop.  The  gods  knew  he’d  had  plenty  he  hadn’t

wanted  to  talk  about  when  he  first  arrived  here.  And  the  gods  knew  he’d

done plenty of terrible shit on Sandriel’s orders, too. Maybe he should take

his  own  advice  from  earlier.  Maybe  it  was  time  to  stop  letting  Sandriel’s

specter haunt them. 

So Hunt smiled roughly. “Where would the fun be in that?” 

“This sucks,” Bryce muttered into the phone that night, splayed out on her

bed. “You really aren’t allowed to leave?” 

“Only  for  official  33rd  work,”  Hunt  said.  “I  forgot  how  crappy  the

barracks are.” 

“Your sad little room with its lack of posters.” 

His laugh rumbled in her ear. “I’m going to be extra good so she’ll let

me go early.” 

“I won’t have anyone to watch  Beach House Hookup with. You sure I can’t come over there?” 

“Not with Pollux and the Hind here. No fucking way.” 

Bryce  toyed  with  the  hem  of  her  T-shirt.  “Even  if  we  stayed  in  your

room?” 

“Oh?”  His  voice  dropped  low,  getting  the  gist  of  what  she  was

suggesting. “To do what?” 

She smiled to herself. She needed this, after the insanity of today. She

hadn’t even dared tell Hunt what had happened with the mystics, not over

the  phone,  where  anyone  could  listen  in.  But  the  next  time  she  saw  him

face-to-face, she’d tell him about everything. 

Including the otter Tharion had sent to her two hours ago, as promised, 

with  a  note  that  said,  Forgive  me  yet,  Legs?  Shall  we  kiss  and  make  up? 

She’d laughed—but sent a note back with the screamingly cute otter:  Start

 with  kissing  my  ass  and  we’ll  see  how  it  goes.   Another  otter  had  arrived before ten with a note that said,  With pleasure. 

Now  Bryce  said  to  Hunt,  mood  significantly  lifted  despite  the  news, 

“Things.” 

His wings rustled in the background. “What kind of things?” 

Her toes curled. “Kissing. And … more.” 

“Hmm. Explain what  more means.” 

She bit her lip. “Licking.” 

His laugh was like dark velvet. “Where would you like me to lick you, 

Quinlan?” 

They were doing this, then. Her blood heated. Syrinx must have scented

what was up, and took it upon himself to leap off the bed and head into the

living room. 

Bryce swallowed. “My breasts.” 

“Mmm. They are delicious.” 

She slickened between her thighs, and rubbed her legs together, nestling

further into the pillows. “You like to taste them?” 

“I like to taste all of you.” She could barely get a breath down. “I like to

taste  you,  and  touch  you,  and  when  I  can  leave  these  barracks  again,  I’m

going to fly in a straight line to wherever you are so I can thoroughly fuck

you.” 

She whispered, “Are you touching yourself?” 

A hiss. “Yes.” 

She whimpered, rubbing her thighs together again. 

“Are you?” 

Her hand drifted beneath the waistband of her shorts. “Now I am.” 

He groaned. “Are you wet?” 

“Soaking.” 

“Gods,” he begged. “Tell me what you’re doing.” 

She  flushed.  She’d  never  done  anything  like  this,  but  if  she  and  Hunt

couldn’t be together … she’d take what she could get. 

She slid her finger into her sex, moaning softly. “I’m … I have a finger

inside myself.” 

“Fuck.” 

“I wish it was yours.” 

 “Fuck.” 

Was he close, then? “I’m adding another,” she said as she did, and her

hips bucked off the bed. “It still doesn’t feel as good as you.” 

His breathing turned sharp. “Open up that nightstand, sweetheart.” 

Frantic, she grabbed a toy from the drawer. She shimmied off her shorts

and  her  drenched  underwear  and  positioned  the  vibrator  at  her  entrance. 

“You’re bigger,” she said, the phone discarded beside her. 

Another primal sound of pure need. “Yeah?” 

She pushed the vibrator in, her back arching. “Oh gods,” she panted. 

“When we fuck for the first time, Quinlan, do you want it hard or do

you want a long, smooth ride?” 

“Hard,” she managed to say. 

“You want to be on top?” 

Release gathered through her body like a wave about to break. “I want

my turn on top, and then I want you behind me, fucking me like an animal.” 

“Fuck! ”  he  shouted,  and  she  heard  flesh  slapping  against  flesh  in  the background. 

“I want you to ride me so hard I’m screaming,” she went on, driving the

vibrator in and out. Gods, she was going to explode—

“Anything you want. Anything you want, Bryce, I’ll give it to you—” 

That did it. Not the words, but her name on his tongue. 

Bryce moaned, deep in her throat, her pants coming quick and wild, her

core  clenching  around  the  vibrator  as  she  pumped  it  in  and  out,  working

through her climax. 

Hunt  groaned  again,  cursing,  and  then  he  fell  silent.  Only  their

breathing filled the phone. Bryce lay limp against the bed. 

“I want you so badly,” he ground out. 

She smiled. “Good.” 

“Good?” 

“Yeah. Because I’m going to fuck your brains out when you come home

to me.” 

He laughed softly, full of sensual promise. “Likewise, Quinlan.” 

Tharion sat atop the smooth rock half-submerged by a bend in the middle of

the Istros and waited for his queen to respond to his report. But the River

Queen,  lounging  on  a  bed  of  river  weeds  like  a  pool  float,  kept  her  eyes

closed against the morning sun, as if she hadn’t heard a single word of what

he’d been explaining about the Bone Quarter and the Under-King. 

A minute passed, then another. Tharion asked at last, “Is it true?” 

Her  dark  hair  floated  beyond  her  raft  of  weeds,  writhing  over  the

surface  like  sea  snakes.  “Does  it  disturb  you,  to  have  your  soul  sent  back

into the light from whence it came?” 

He didn’t need to be Captain of Intelligence to know she was avoiding

his question. Tharion said, “It disturbs me that we’re told we rest in peace

and contentment, yet we’re basically cattle, waiting for the slaughter.” 

“And yet you have no problem with your body being sent back to feed

the earth and its creatures. Why is the soul any different?” 

Tharion crossed his arms. “Did you know?” 

She  cracked  open  a  warning  eye.  But  she  propped  her  head  on  a  fist. 

“Perhaps  there  is  something  beyond  the  secondlight.  Someplace  our  souls

go even after that.” 

For  a  glimmer,  he  could  see  the  world  she  seemed  to  want:  a  world

without the Asteri, where the River Queen ruled the waters, and the current

system  of  soul-recycling  remained,  because  hey,  it  kept  the  lights  on. 

Literally. 

Only  those  in  power  would  change.  Perhaps  that  was  all  she  wanted

Emile  for:  a  weapon  to  ensure  her  survival  and  triumph  in  any  upcoming

conflict between Ophion and the Asteri. 

But Tharion said, “The search for Emile Renast continues. I thought I

had  an  easier  way  to  find  him,  but  it  was  a  dead  end.”  Tracking  Pippa’s

string of bodies would have to remain his only path toward the kid. 

“Report when you have anything.” She didn’t look back at him as the

river weeds fell apart beneath her and she gently sank into the blue water. 

Then she was gone, dissolving into the Istros itself and floating away as

glowing blue plankton—like a trail of stars soared through the river. 

Was  a  rebellion  worth  fighting,  if  it  only  put  other  power-hungry

leaders in charge? For the innocents, yes, but … Tharion couldn’t help but

wonder if there was a better way to fight this war. Better people to lead it. 

 

41

A week later, Ruhn stood beside Cormac and smiled as Bryce sweated in

the Aux facility’s private training ring. 

“You’re not concentrating,” Cormac scolded. 

“My head literally  aches.” 

“Focus on that piece of paper and simply step there.” 

“You say that like it’s easy.” 

“It is.” 

Ruhn  wished  this  were  the  first  time  he’d  heard  this  conversation. 

Witnessed this song-and-dance number between Bryce and Cormac as the

prince tried to teach her to teleport. But in the week since all that major shit

had gone down, this had been the main highlight. Their enemies had been

unnervingly quiet. 

When Cormac wasn’t attending various Fae functions, Ruhn knew his

cousin  had  been  hunting  for  Emile.  Ruhn  had  even  gone  with  him  twice, 

Bryce  in  tow,  to  wander  the  various  parks  of  Moonwood,  hoping  the  boy

was camping out. All to no avail. Not a whisper of the kid anywhere. 

Tharion  had  reported  yesterday  that  he  couldn’t  find  the  boy,  either. 

From  Tharion’s  unusually  haggard  face,  Ruhn  had  wondered  if  the  mer’s

queen was breathing down his neck about it. But no more bodies had been

found. Either the kid was here, in hiding, or someone else had gotten him. 

Bryce inhaled deeply, then shut her eyes on the exhale. “All right. Let’s

try this again.” 

Her brow bunched, and she grunted. Nothing. 

Cormac snorted. “Stop straining. Let’s return to summoning shadows.” 

Bryce held up a hand. “Can I have a hall pass, please?” 

Ruhn laughed. She’d had little luck with the shadows, either. Starlight, 

yes.  Lots  and  lots  of  starlight.  But  summoning  darkness  …  she  couldn’t

manage so much as a bit of shade. 

If  Apollion  wanted  an  epic  opponent,  Ruhn  was  inclined  to  tell  the

Prince of the Pit that it might take a while. 

“I think my magic’s broken,” Bryce said, bending over her knees and

sighing. 

Cormac frowned. “Try again.” They’d had no word from anyone, even

Agent Daybright, about what had happened with the shipment of ammo and

the  new  mech-suit  prototype.  The  news  hadn’t  covered  it,  and  none  of

Cormac’s agents had heard anything. 

That quiet had Cormac worried. Had Ruhn on edge, too. 

Ithan had settled easily into Ruhn’s house, weirdly enough. He stayed

up late playing video games with Dec and Flynn, as if they’d been friends

their entire lives. What the wolf did with his time while they were all at the

Aux, Ruhn had no idea. 

Ruhn  hadn’t  asked  him  about  what  the  Hind  had  said  at  the  bar

regarding Bryce, and Ithan sure as Hel hadn’t mentioned it. If the wolf had

a  thing  for  his  sister,  it  wasn’t  Ruhn’s  business.  Ithan  was  a  good

housemate:  cleaned  up  after  himself,  cleaned  up  after  Flynn,  and  was

excellent at beer pong. 

Bryce sucked in a sharp breath. “I can  feel it—like, this giant cloud of

power  right   there.”  She  ran  a  finger  over  the  eight-pointed  star  scarred between  her  breasts.  Starlight  pulsed  at  her  fingertip.  Like  an  answering

heartbeat. “But I can’t access it.” 

Cormac  gave  her  a  smile  Ruhn  assumed  he  meant  to  be  encouraging. 

“Try one more time, then we’ll take a break.” 

Bryce began to grumble, but was interrupted by Ruhn’s phone ringing. 

“Hey, Dec.” 

“Hey. Bryce with you?” 

“Yeah.  Right  here.”  Bryce  jumped  to  her  feet  at  the  mention  of  her

name. “What’s up?” 

Bryce  leaned  in  to  hear  as  Declan  said,  “My  program  finally  finished

analyzing all the footage of Danika at the gallery. Jesiba was right. It found

something.” 

Bryce  didn’t  know  whether  it  was  a  good  thing  or  not  that  Declan  had finally  concluded  his  search.  Sitting  around  her  new  coffee  table—a  sad

imitation  of  the  original,  but  one  Ithan  had  paid  for—an  hour  later,  she

watched Declan pull up the feed. 

She hadn’t dared call Hunt. Not when one wrong move with Celestina

could keep him away even longer. 

Declan said to her, Ruhn, and Cormac, “It took so long because once it

compiled all the footage I had to go through all the shots with Danika.” He

smirked at Bryce. “Did you  ever work?” 

Bryce scowled. “Only on Tuesdays.” 

Declan  snorted,  and  Bryce  braced  herself  for  the  sight  of  Danika,  of

Lehabah, of the old gallery library as he clicked play. Her heart twanged at

the familiar corn-silk blond hair with its vibrant dyed streaks, braided down

Danika’s back. At the black leather jacket with the words  Through love, all

 is possible stamped on it. Had the flash drive already been sewn into it? 

“This is from two months before she died,” Declan said quietly. 

There was Bryce, in a tight green dress and four-inch heels, talking with

Lehabah about  Fangs and Bangs. 

Danika  was  lounging  at  the  desk,  boots  propped  up,  hands  tucked

behind her head, smirking at Bryce’s regular argument that porn with a plot

did  not  equal  award-winning  television.  Lehabah  was  countering  that  sex

didn’t cheapen a show, and her voice—

Ruhn’s hand slid across Bryce’s back, squeezing her shoulder. 

On the screen, Bryce motioned to Lehabah to follow her upstairs, and

the two of them left. She had no memory of this day, this moment. She’d

probably gone to grab something and hadn’t wanted to leave Lehabah alone

with  Danika,  who  was  prone  to  riling  the  sprite  into  the  hottest  of  blue

flames. 

A second passed, then two, then three—

Danika  moved.  Swift  and  focused,  like  she’d  been  using  the  time

lounging  at  the  table  to  pinpoint  where  she  needed  to  go.  She  headed

straight to a lower shelf and pulled off a book. Glancing at the stairs, she

flipped  it  open  and  began  snapping  photos  with  her  phone  of  the  inside. 

Page after page after page. 

Then it was back on the shelf. Danika returned to her chair and lounged, 

pretending to be half-asleep when Bryce and Lehabah returned, still arguing

about the stupid show. 

Bryce leaned in toward the screen. “What book was that?” 

“I  clarified  the  image.”  Declan  pulled  up  a  frame  of  the  book  right

before  Danika’s  black-sparkle-painted  nails  grabbed  it:   Wolves  Through

 Time: Lineage of the Shifters. 

“You  can  see  her  finger  going  to  some  text  here,”  Declan  went  on, 

clicking to another frame. Danika had opened the book, skimming over the

text with a finger. Tapping something right near the top of the page. 

As if it were exactly what she’d been looking for. 

Bryce,  Declan,  and  Ruhn  studied  the  still  frame  of  the  book  in  Danika’s

hands.  Cormac  had  departed  upon  getting  a  call  that  he  would  not—or

could  not—explain.  The  book  was  leather-bound  and  old,  but  the  title

indicated that it had been written after the arrival of the Vanir. 

“It’s  not  a  published  book,”  Declan  said.  “Or  at  least  it  predates  our

current  publishing  system.  But  as  far  as  I  can  tell,  no  other  libraries  on

Midgard  have  it.  I  think  it  must  be  a  manuscript  of  some  sort,  perhaps  a

vanity project that got bound.” 

“Any chance there’s a copy at the Fae Archives?” Ruhn asked her. 

“Maybe,” Bryce said, “but Jesiba might still have this one at the storage

unit.” She pulled out her phone and dialed quickly. 

Jesiba answered on the second ring. “Yes, Quinlan?” 

“You had a book at the old gallery.  Wolves Through Time. What is it?” 

A pause. Ruhn and Dec picked up every word with their Fae hearing. 

“So you did look into the footage. Curious, wasn’t it?” 

“Just … please tell me. What is it?” 

“A history of wolf genealogy.” 

“Why did you have it?” 

“I like knowing the history of my enemies.” 

“Danika wasn’t your enemy.” 

“Who said I was talking about Danika?” 

“Sabine, then.” 

A soft laugh. “You are so very young.” 

“I need that book.” 

“I don’t take demands, even from Starborn Princesses. I’ve given you

enough.” Jesiba hung up. 

“That was helpful,” Declan groused. 

But  twenty  minutes  later,  Marrin  buzzed  to  say  that  a  messenger  had

dropped off a package from Miss Roga. 

“I’m  disturbed  and  impressed,”  Ruhn  murmured  as  Bryce  opened  the

nondescript  package  and  pulled  the  leather  tome  free.  “We  owe  Jesiba  a

drink.” 

“Danika  snapped  photos  of  the  beginning  pages,”  Declan  said,  now

reviewing  the  footage  on  his  phone.  “Maybe  only  the  first  three,  actually. 

But I think the page she tapped was the third.” 

Bryce opened the book, the hair on her arms rising. “It’s a family tree. 

Going  back  …  Does  this  go  all  the  way  back  to  when  the  Northern  Rift

opened?” Fifteen thousand years ago. 

Ruhn peered over her shoulder as Bryce skimmed. “Gunthar Fendyr is

the latest—and last—name here.” 

Bryce swallowed. “He was the Prime’s father.” She flipped to the third

page, the one Danika had been most interested in. 

“Niklaus Fendyr and Faris Hvellen. The first of the Fendyr line.” She

chewed on her lip. “I’ve never heard of them.” 

Declan tapped away on the computer. “Nothing comes up.” 

“Try their kids,” Bryce suggested, giving him the names. 

“Nothing.” 

They went through generation after generation until Dec said, “There. 

Katra  Fendyr.  From  here  …  Yeah,  there’s  an  actual  historical  record  and

mentions of Katra from there on out. Starting five thousand years ago.” He

ran  a  finger  up  the  tree,  along  the  generations,  counting  silently.  “But

nothing on any of these Fendyrs before her.” 

Ruhn  asked,  “Why  would  Danika  feel  the  need  to  be  secretive  about

this, though?” 

Bryce  examined  the  first  two  names  on  the  list,  the  ones  Danika  had

tapped  like  she’d  discovered  something,  and  countered,  “Why  were  their

names lost to history?” 

“Would Ithan know?” Declan asked. 

“No idea.” Bryce chewed on a hangnail. “I need to talk to the Prime.” 

Ruhn  protested.  “Need  I  remind  you  that  Sabine  tried  to  kill  you  last week?” 

Bryce  grimaced.  “Then  I’ll  need  you  two  to  make  sure  she’s  not  at

home.” 

Bryce didn’t dare inform Hunt over the phone what she was doing, why she

was doing it. She’d risked enough by calling Jesiba. But not having Hunt at

her side as she slipped past the guards at the Den’s gate felt like a phantom

limb.  Like  she  might  find  him  in  the  shadows  beside  her  at  any  moment, 

assessing a threat. 

Declan was currently arguing with the Den guards about some imagined

slight. And at the Aux headquarters … Well, if they were lucky, Sabine had

already arrived to meet with Ruhn about an “urgent matter.” 

Bryce found the Prime without much trouble, sitting in the shade of a

towering  oak  in  the  park  that  occupied  the  central  space  of  the  Den.  A

gaggle of pups played at his feet. No other wolves in the area. 

She darted from the shadows of the building’s columns to the wooden

chair, a few curious pups perking up at the sight of her. Her chest squeezed

at  their  fuzzy  little  ears  and  waggly  tails,  but  she  kept  her  gaze  on  the

ancient male. 

“Prime,” she said, kneeling on his far side, hidden from the view of the

guards still arguing with Dec at the gates. “A moment of your time, please.” 

He  cracked  open  age-clouded  eyes.  “Bryce  Quinlan.”  He  tapped  his

bony chest. “A wolf.” 

Ruhn  had  told  her  what  the  Prime  had  said  during  the  attack.  She’d

tried not to think of how much it meant to her. “Your bloodline—the Fendyr

lineage. Can you think of why Danika might have been interested in it?” 

He hesitated, then motioned to the pups and they scattered. She figured

she had about five minutes until one of them blabbed to an adult that a red-

haired Fae female was here. 

The Prime’s chair groaned as he faced her. “Danika enjoyed history.” 

“Is it forbidden to know the names of your first ancestors?” 

“No. But they are largely forgotten.” 

“Do Faris Hvellen and Niklaus Fendyr ring any bells? Did Danika ever

ask about them?” 

He fell silent, seeming to scan his memory. “Once. She claimed she had

a paper for school. I never learned what became of it.” 

Bryce  blew  out  a  breath.  There  hadn’t  been  any  papers  about  wolf

genealogy in the secret coffee table stash. “All right. Thank you.” This had

been a waste of her time. She got to her feet, scanning the park, the gates

beyond. She could make a run for it now. 

The Prime halted her with a dry, leathery hand on her own. Squeezed. 

“You did not ask why we have forgotten their names.” 

Bryce started. “You know?” 

A shallow nod. “It is one scrap of lore most of my people were careful

to ensure never made it into the history books. But word of mouth kept it

alive.” 

Brush crackled. Shit. She had to go. 

The Prime said, “We did unspeakable things during the First Wars. We

yielded our true nature. Lost sight of it, then lost it forever. Became what

we are now. We say we are free wolves, yet we have the collar of the Asteri

around our necks. Their leashes are long, and we let them tame us. Now we

do not know how to get back to what we were, what we might have been. 

That was what my grandfather told me. What I told Sabine, though she did

not care to listen. What I told Danika, who …” His hand shook. “I think she

might have led us back, you know. To what we were before we arrived here

and became the Asteri’s creatures inside and out.” 

Bryce’s  stomach  churned.  “Is  that  what  Danika  wanted?”  It  wouldn’t

have surprised her. 

“I  don’t  know.  Danika  trusted  no  one.”  He  squeezed  her  hand  again. 

“Except you.” 

A  snarl  rattled  the  earth,  and  Bryce  found  a  massive  female  wolf

approaching, fangs exposed. But Bryce said to the Prime, “You should talk

to Sabine about Ithan.” 

He blinked. “What about Ithan?” 

Did he not know? Bryce backed away a step, not letting the advancing

female out of her sight. “She kicked him out, and nearly killed him. He’s

living with my brother now.” 

Those fogged eyes cleared for a moment. Sharp—and angry. 

The  female  lunged,  and  Bryce  ran,  sprinting  through  the  park  to  the

gates.  Past  the  guards  still  arguing  with  Declan,  who  winked  at  them  and

then  burst  into  a  run  beside  her,  into  the  bustle  of  Moonwood.  More questions dragged along behind her with each block they sprinted. 

She  had  every  intention  of  collapsing  on  her  couch  and  processing

things  for  a  long  while,  but  when  they  got  back,  Cormac  was  waiting

outside her apartment. 

Bloody and dirty, and—“What happened to you?” Declan said, as Bryce

let them into the apartment, flinging the door open wide. 

Cormac helped himself to a bag of ice from the freezer, pressing it to

his  cheek  as  he  sat  at  the  kitchen  table.  “Mordoc  nearly  snared  me  at  an

intel pickup. Six other dreadwolves were with him.” 

“Did Mordoc scent you?” Bryce asked, scanning the battered prince. If

he had, if Cormac was tracked back here …

“No—I  kept  downwind,  even  for  his  nose.  And  if  any  of  his  soldiers

did,  they’re  not  a  problem  anymore.”  Was  the  blood  on  his  hands  not  his

own, then? Bryce tried not to sniff it. 

“What’d the intel say?” Declan asked, going to the window to scan the

street beyond, presumably for anyone who might have followed Cormac. 

“The hit on the Spine was successful,” Cormac said, face hard beneath

the blood and bruises. “The Asteri’s new mech-suit prototype was attained, 

along with an invaluable amount of ammunition.” 

“Good,” Declan said. 

Cormac sighed. “They’re shipping the prototype here.” 

Bryce started. “To Lunathion?” 

“To the Coronal Islands.” Close enough—two hours away by boat. “To

a base on Ydra.” 

“Shit,” Dec said. “They’re going to start something here, aren’t they?” 

“Yes, likely with Pippa and her Lightfall squadron at the head.” 

“Don’t they know she’s nuts?” Bryce asked. 

“She’s successful with her ops. That’s all that matters.” 

“What about Emile?” Bryce pushed. “Was she successful with him?” 

“No. He’s still out there. The agent said the hunt for him continues.” 

“So  what  do  we  do?”  Dec  asked  Cormac.  “Go  to  Ydra  and  convince

them  not to let Pippa have access to all those weapons?” 

“Yes.” Cormac nodded to Bryce. “Send an otter to Captain Ketos. And I

believe we’re also going to need Hunt Athalar’s expertise.” 
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Bryce  was  just  walking  down  the  shining  hallway  to  Celestina’s  office

when her phone rang. 

Juniper. Bryce sent her to audiomail. A message came through instead. 

 Call back now. 

Dread burning like acid through her, Bryce dialed, praying nothing had

happened with Fury—

Juniper answered on the first ring. “How  dare you?” 

Bryce halted. “What?” 

“How  dare you call Gorgyn?” 

“I …” Bryce swallowed. “What happened?” 

“I’m principal, that’s what happened!” 

“And  that’s  a  bad  thing?”  She  was  due  to  meet  with  Celestina  in  one

minute. She couldn’t be late. 

“It’s a bad thing because  everyone knows that  Princess Bryce Danaan

put  in  a  call  and  threatened  to  pull  the  Autumn  King’s  donations  if  CCB

didn’t  recognize my talent!” 

“So  what?”  Bryce  hissed.  “Isn’t  this  the  only  bit  of  good  that  being  a

princess entails?” 

“No!  It’s  the   opposite!”  Juniper  was  absolutely  screaming  with  rage. 

Bryce  started  shaking.  “I  have  worked  my  entire  life  for  this,  Bryce!  My

 entire life! And you step in and take that accomplishment away from me! 

Make  yourself—not  me,  not  my  talent—into  the  reason  I  got  this

promotion, the reason I made history!  You, not me. Not me sticking it out, 

fighting  through  it,  but  my  Fae  Princess  friend,  who  couldn’t  leave  well enough alone!” 

The  clock  chimed  in  the  hallway.  Bryce  had  to  go.  Had  to  talk  to  the

Archangel. 

“Look, I’m about to go into a meeting,” she said as evenly as she could, 

though  she  thought  she  might  puke.  “But  I’ll  call  you  back  right  after,  I

promise. I’m so sorry if—” 

“Don’t bother,” June snapped. 

“Juniper—” 

The faun hung up. 

Bryce  focused  on  her  breathing.  She  needed  one  of  Kyrah’s  dance

classes. Immediately. Needed to sweat and breathe and majorly unload and

analyze  the  tornado  wreaking  havoc  inside  her.  But  this  meeting  …  She

squared  her  shoulders,  putting  away  the  fight,  the  fact  that  she’d  fucked

everything up, had been so arrogant and stupid and—

She knocked on the door to Celestina’s office. “Enter,” came the sweet

female voice. 

Bryce  smiled  at  the  Governor  as  if  she  hadn’t  destroyed  a  friendship

moments ago. “Your Grace,” Bryce said, inclining her head. 

“Your Highness,” Celestina answered, and Bryce reined in a wince. It

was how she’d gotten this meeting, too. She’d asked the Archangel to meet

not as Bryce Quinlan, but as a Princess of the Fae. It was an invitation even

an Archangel had to agree to. 

She wondered how it’d come back to haunt her. 

“Just for this meeting,” Bryce said, sitting down. “I’ve come to make a

formal request.” 

“For  the  return  of  Hunt  Athalar,  I  take  it.”  A  tired,  sad  sort  of  light

gleamed in the Governor’s eyes. 

“A temporary return,” Bryce said, and leaned back in her chair. “I know

he bailed on you at your party. If I’d been aware he was doing that, I would

never have asked him to assist me that night. So—totally feel free to punish

him. You have my blessing.” 

It  was  a  lie,  but  Celestina’s  lips  twitched  upward.  “How  long  do  you

want him for?” 

“A night.” To go to the Coronal Islands and back before Pippa Spetsos

and her cabal could get there. To convince whoever Command sent  not to

give  Spetsos  free  rein  to  unleash  those  weapons  on  Valbara.  “We  figured we’d  take  the  arrow  train  instead  of  driving  the  eight  hours  each  way.  I

promised my mother I’d bring him home with me. If he doesn’t come, there

will be Hel to pay.” Another lie. 

But  the  Governor  smiled  fully  at  that.  “Your  mother  is  …  a  fearsome

creature?” 

“Oh yeah. And if Hunt’s not there, every bad thing she thinks about him

will be confirmed.” 

“She doesn’t like him?” 

“She doesn’t like  any male. No one is good enough for me, according to

her. You have no idea how hard dating was when I was younger.” 

“Try  being  an  Archangel  in  a  small  community,”  Celestina  said,  and

smiled genuinely. 

Bryce grinned. “Everyone was intimidated?” 

“Some ran screaming.” 

Bryce laughed, and marveled that she did so. Hated that she had to lie

to this warm, kind female. 

Celestina  hooked  a  curl  behind  her  ear.  “So  a  great  deal  is  riding  on

Athalar’s visit.” 

“Yeah. It’s not like I need her permission to be with him, but it … It’d

be nice to have her approval.” 

“I’m sure it would.” Celestina’s smile turned sad. 

Bryce  knew  it  wasn’t  her  place,  but  she  asked,  “How  are  you  and

Ephraim getting along?” 

A  shadow  flickered  across  Celestina’s  face,  confirmation  that  she

wasn’t contented. “He’s a thorough lover.” 

“But?” 

She said deliberately, warning sharpening her voice, “But he has been

my  friend  for  many  years.  I  find  that  I  am  now  getting  to  know  him  in  a

whole new way.” 

Celestina  deserved  so  much  more  than  that.  Bryce  sighed.  “I  know

you’re,  like  …  an  Archangel,  but  if  you  ever  need  some  girl  talk  …  I’m

here.” 

The last Governor she’d spoken to had tried to kill her. And she’d put a

bullet in his head. This was a nice change. 

Celestina  smiled  again,  that  warmth—and  relief—returning  to  her

features. “I’d like that very much, Your Highness.” 

“Bryce in this instance.” 

“Bryce.” Her eyes twinkled. “Take Athalar home. And keep him there.” 

Bryce’s brows rose. “Permanently?” 

“Not at your parents’ house. I mean take him with you to your family, 

and  then  he  may  live  with  you  once  more.  He’s  been  moping  around  so

much  that  he’s  bringing  down  morale.  I’ll  send  him  your  way  tomorrow

morning. Let him stew one more night before I tell him at dawn.” 

Bryce beamed. “Thank you. I mean it, thank you  so much.” 

But the Governor waved a hand. “You’re doing me a favor, trust me.” 

Bryce made a call on her way to her next stop. 

Fury  answered  right  before  it  went  to  audiomail.  “You  fucked  up, 

Bryce.” 

Bryce cringed. “I know. I’m really sorry.” 

“I get why you did it. I really do. But she is  devastated.” 

Bryce  stepped  off  the  elevator  and  swallowed  the  lump  in  her  throat. 

“Please tell her I’m so sorry. I’m so freaking sorry. I was trying to help, and

I didn’t think.” 

“I know,” Fury said. “But I’m not getting in the middle of this.” 

“You’re her girlfriend.” 

“Exactly.  And  you’re  her  friend.  And  mine.  I’m  not  playing  the

messenger. Give her some time, then try to talk it out.” 

Bryce sagged against a worn wall. “Okay. How long?” 

“A few weeks.” 

“That’s ages!” 

“Devastated. Remember?” 


Bryce rubbed at her chest, the unlit scar there. “Fuck.” 

“Start thinking of big ways to apologize,” Fury said. Then added, “You

ever figure that thing out with Danika or the kid?” 

“Not  yet.  Want  to  help?”  It  was  as  much  as  she’d  risk  saying  on  the

phone. 

“No. I’m not getting in the middle of that shit, either.” 

“Why?” 

“I have a lot of good things going on right now,” Fury said. “June is one of them. I’m not jeopardizing any of it. Or her safety.” 

“But—” 

“Big apology. Don’t forget.” Fury hung up. 

Bryce  swallowed  her  nausea,  her  self-disgust  and  hatred.  She  walked

down the quiet hall to a familiar door, then knocked. She was rewarded by

the  sight  of  Hunt  opening  the  door,  shirtless  and  wearing  his  backward

sunball  hat.  Gleaming  with  sweat.  He  must  have  just  returned  from  the

gym. 

He jolted. “What are you—” 

She cut him off with a kiss, throwing her arms around his neck. 

He laughed, but his hands encircled her waist, lifting her high enough

that she wrapped her legs around his middle. He slowed the kiss, his tongue

driving deep, exploring her mouth. “Hi,” he said against her lips, and kissed

her again. 

“I wanted to tell you the news,” she said, kissing his jaw, his neck. He’d

already hardened against her. She went molten. 

“Yeah?” His hands roamed over her ass, kneading and stroking. 

“Tomorrow  morning,”  she  said,  kissing  his  mouth  again  and  again. 

“You’re outta here.” 

He  dropped  her.  Not  entirely,  but  swiftly  enough  that  her  feet  hit  the

ground with a thud. “What?” 

She ran her hands down his sweat-slick, muscled chest, then toyed with

the  band  of  his  pants.  Ran  a  finger  up  the  length  of  him  jutting  out  with impressive demand. “We’re going on a little vacation. So do a good job of

seeming like you’re still brooding tonight.” 

“What?” he repeated. 

She kissed his pec, running her mouth over the taut brown nipple. He

groaned  softly,  his  hand  sliding  into  her  hair.  “Pack  a  swimsuit,”  she

murmured. 

A male voice chuckled behind them, and Bryce went rigid, whirling to

find  Pollux,  arm  slung  around  a  beautiful  female’s  shoulders,  walking  by. 

“Is he paying you by the hour?” the Hammer asked. 

The female—the  Hind—snickered, but said nothing as they approached. 

Solas,  she  was  …  beautiful  and  terrible.  She’d  tortured  countless  people. 

Killed them—probably including Sofie Renast. If Cormac saw her, if he got this close, would he take the risk and try to end her? 

The  Hind’s  amber  eyes  gleamed  as  they  met  Bryce’s,  as  if  she  knew

every thought in her head. The deer shifter smiled in invitation. 

But the Hind and the Hammer continued on, for all the world looking

like a normal couple from behind. Bryce couldn’t help herself as she said to

Pollux’s  back,  “You  really  need  to  come  up  with  some  new  material, 

Pollux.” 

He  glared  over  a  shoulder,  white  wings  tucking  in  tight.  But  Bryce

smiled  sweetly  and  he,  mercifully,  kept  walking,  his  wretched  lover  with

him. 

Bryce found Hunt smiling beside her, and it lightened any guilt about

Juniper, any frustration with Fury, any fear and dread at being so close to

the Hind, even as she yearned to tell him everything. Hunt tugged her hand, 

making  to  pull  her  into  his  room,  but  she  planted  her  feet.  “Tomorrow

morning,” she said hoarsely, her very bones aching with need. “Meet me at

home.” 

She’d  tell  him  everything  then.  All  the  insane  shit  that  had  gone  on

since they’d last seen each other. 

Hunt nodded, hearing what she didn’t say. He tugged her again, and she

went  to  him,  tilting  back  her  head  to  receive  his  kiss.  His  hand  slipped

down the front of her leggings. He growled against her mouth as his fingers

found the slickness waiting for him. 

She whimpered as he rubbed over her clit in a luxurious, taunting circle. 

“I’ll see you at dawn, Quinlan.” 

With a nip at her bottom lip, Hunt stepped back into his room. And as

he shut the door, he licked his fingers clean. 

Ithan blinked at the phone ringing in his hand. 

 Prime. 

Every Valbaran wolf had the Prime’s number in their phones. But Ithan

had  never  once  called  it,  and  the  Prime  of  Wolves  had  never  once  called

him. It couldn’t be good. 

He halted midway down the alley, neon signs casting pools of color on

the  cobblestones  beneath  his  boots.  Sucking  in  a  breath,  he  answered, 

“Hello?” 

“Ithan Holstrom.” 

He  bowed  his  head,  even  though  the  Prime  couldn’t  see  him.  “Yes, 

Prime.” 

The withered old voice was heavy with age. “I was informed today that

you are no longer residing at the Den.” 

“On Sabine’s order, yes.” 

“Why?” 

Ithan swallowed. He didn’t dare say why. Sabine would deny it anyway. 

Sabine was the male’s daughter. 

“Tell  me  why.”  A  hint  of  the  Alpha  the  Prime  had  been  during  his

younger years came through in his voice. This male had made the Fendyr

family a force to be reckoned with in Valbara. 

“Perhaps ask your daughter.” 

“I want to hear it from you, pup.” 

Ithan’s  throat  worked.  “It  was  punishment  for  disobeying  her  orders

during the attack this spring and helping the humans in Asphodel Meadows. 

And punishment for praising Bryce Quinlan’s actions during the attack in a

magazine article.” 

“I see.” Apparently, that was all the Prime needed. “What do you plan

to do now?” 

Ithan  straightened.  “I’m,  ah,  living  with  Prince  Ruhn  Danaan  and  his

friends. Helping them out in the Fae division of the Aux.” Helping with a

rebellion. 

“Is that where you wish to be?” 

“Is there an alternative?” 

A drawn-out, too-tense pause. “I would make you Alpha of your own

pack. You have it in you—I’ve sensed it. For too long, you have suppressed

it so others might lead.” 

The ground beneath Ithan seemed to rock. “I … What about Sabine?” 

Ithan’s head swirled. 

“I shall deal with my daughter, if this is what you choose.” 

Ithan  had  no  fucking  idea  who’d  even  be  in  his  pack.  He’d  locked

himself out so thoroughly from old friends and family after Connor’s death

that  he’d  only  bothered  to  associate  with  Amelie’s  pack.  Perry  was  the

closest thing he had to a friend at the Den, and she’d never leave her sister’s

side.  Ithan  swallowed  hard.  “I’m  honored,  but  …  I  need  to  think  about this.” 

“You  have  been  through  a  great  deal,  boy.  Take  the  time  you  need  to

decide, but know the offer stands. I would not lose another wolf of worth—

especially to the Fae.” Before Ithan could say goodbye, the old wolf hung

up. Stunned and reeling, Ithan leaned against one of the brick buildings in

the alley. Alpha. 

But … an Alpha in Sabine’s shadow, once the Prime was gone. Sabine

would be  his Prime. Amelie would reign as her Prime Apparent. And then

Prime, when Sabine herself was gone. 

He had little interest in serving either of them. But … was it a betrayal

of  the  wolves,  of  his  brother’s  legacy,  to  leave  the  Valbaran  packs  to

Sabine’s cruelty? 

He brushed his hair back from his face. It was longer than it’d ever been

while playing sunball. He couldn’t tell if he liked it or not. 

Fuck, he couldn’t tell if he liked  himself or not. 

Straightening, Ithan pushed off the wall and finished his walk, arriving

at  his  destination.  The  towering  doors  to  the  Astronomer’s  building  of

horrors were shut. Ithan pulled the crescent moon door chime once. 

No answer. 

He  pulled  it  a  second  time,  then  pressed  an  ear  to  one  of  the  metal

doors,  listening  for  any  hint  of  life.  Not  even  a  footstep,  though  he  could make  out  the  hum  of  the  machines  beyond.  He  knocked  twice,  and  then

pressed  his  shoulder  into  the  door.  It  opened  with  a  groan,  nothing  but

darkness beyond. Ithan slipped in, silently shutting the heavy door behind

him. “Hello?” 

Nothing.  He  aimed  for  the  faint,  pale  glow  of  the  three  tanks  in  the

center  of  the  cavernous  space.  He’d  never  seen  anything  so  strange  and

unsettling—the three beings who’d been sold into this life. Existence. This

sure as fuck wasn’t a life. 

Not that he’d know. He hadn’t had one in two years. 

Their visit last week had lingered like an unhealed wound. 

He  might  have  walked  out  of  here  condemning  everything  he’d  seen, 

but he’d still given the Astronomer his money. Kept this place running. 

He knew it bugged Bryce, but she’d been swept back into the shit with

Danika,  and  as  a  princess,  her  hands  were  tied  as  far  as  a  public  scene. 

Especially  when  she  walked  such  a  dangerous  line  these  days—any additional bit of scrutiny might be her downfall. 

But no one gave a fuck about him. No matter what the Prime had said. 

“Hello?” he called again, the word echoing into the dimness. 

“He’s not here,” rasped a hoarse female voice. 

Ithan  whirled,  reaching  for  his  gun  as  he  scanned  the  darkness.  His

wolf-sight  pierced  through  it,  allowing  him  to  make  out  the  speaker’s

location. His hand dropped from his hip at the sight of her. 

Long  chestnut-brown  hair  draped  over  her  too-thin,  pale  limbs,  her

body clad in that white shift that all three mystics wore. Her dark eyes were

still—like she was only half-there. A face that might have been pretty, if it

weren’t so gaunt. So haunted. 

Ithan  swallowed,  slowly  approaching  where  she  huddled  against  the

wall, bony knees clutched to her chest. “I wanted to see your … boss.” 

He couldn’t say  owner, even though that’s what the old creep was. In

the gloom, he could make out a worktable beyond the mystic sitting on the

floor, with a small box atop it. Light filtered out from the box, and he had a

good  idea  of  what  was  kept  inside  it.  Who  were  kept  inside,  trapped  in

those four rings, which were apparently valuable enough that the old male

had left them behind, rather than risk them in the city at large. 

The mystic’s rasping voice sounded as if she hadn’t spoken in ages. “He

put  the  other  two  back  in,  but  didn’t  have  the  part  he  needed  to  fix  my

machine. He’s at the Meat Market, meeting with the Viper Queen.” 

Ithan  sniffed,  trying  to  get  a  read  on  her.  All  he  could  get  from  this

distance was salt. Like it had brined the scent right out of her. “You know

when he’ll be back?” 

She  only  stared  at  him,  like  she  was  still  hooked  up  to  the  machine

beyond them. “You were the one who freed me.” Solas, she sat with such …

Vanir  stillness.  He’d  never  realized  how  much   he  moved  until  he  stood before her. And he’d considered himself capable of a wolf’s utter stillness. 

“Yeah,  sorry.”  But  the  word  stuck— freed.  She’d  been  pleading  to  go

back. He’d assumed she’d meant into the between-place where the mystics

roamed,  but  …  What  if  she’d  meant  this  world—back  to  her  life  before? 

The family who had sold her into this? 

Not  his  problem,  not  his  issue  to  solve.  But  he  still  asked,  “Are  you

okay?” She didn’t look okay. She sat the way he had in his dorm bathroom

the night he’d learned that Connor was dead. 

The mystic only said, “He will be back soon.” 

“Then I’ll wait for him.” 

“He will not be pleased.” 

Ithan offered her a reassuring smile. “I can pay, don’t worry.” 

“You’ve caused him a great deal of inconvenience. He’ll kick you out.” 

Ithan took a step closer. “Can you help me, then?” 

“I can’t do anything unless I’m in the tank. And I don’t know how to

use the machines to ask the others.” 

“All right.” 

She angled her head. “What do you want to know?” 

He swallowed hard. “Was it true, what the demon prince said, about my

brother being safe for now?” 

She frowned, her full mouth unnaturally pale. “I could only sense the

other’s terror,” she said, nodding toward the tanks. “Not what was said.” 

Ithan  rubbed  the  back  of  his  neck.  “All  right.  Thanks.  That’s  all  I

needed.”  He  had  to  know  for  sure  that  Connor  was  safe.  There  had  to  be

some way to help him. 

She said, “You could find a necromancer. They would know the truth.” 

“Necromancers  are  few  and  far  between,  and  highly  regulated,”  Ithan

said. “But thanks again. And, uh … good luck.” 

He  turned  back  toward  the  doors.  The  mystic  shifted  slightly,  and  the

movement sent a whisper of her scent toward him. Snow and embers and—

Ithan  went  rigid.  Whirled  to  her.  “You’re  a  wolf.  What  are  you  doing

here?” 

She didn’t answer. 

“Your  pack  allowed  this  to  happen?”  Rage  boiled  his  blood.  Claws

appeared at his fingertips. 

“My parents had no pack,” she said hoarsely. “They roamed the tundra

of Nena with me and my ten siblings. My gifts became apparent when I was

three. By four, I was in there.” She pointed to the tank, and Ithan recoiled in

horror. 

A wolf family had  sold their pup, and she’d gone into that tank—

“How long?” he asked, unable to stop his trembling anger. “How long

have you been in here?” 

She shook her head. “I … I don’t know.” 

“When were you born? What year?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t even remember how long it’s been since I made

the  Drop.  He  had  some  official  come  here  to  mark  it,  but  …  I  don’t

remember.” 

Ithan rubbed at his chest. “Solas.” She appeared as young as him, but

among the Vanir, that meant nothing. She could be hundreds of years old. 

Gods,  how  had  she  even  made  the  Drop  here?  “What’s  your  name?  Your

family name?” 

“My parents never named me, and I never learned their names beyond

Mother  and  Father.”  Her  voice  sharpened—a  hint  of  temper  shining

through. “You should leave.” 

“You can’t be in here.” 

“There’s a contract that suggests otherwise.” 

“You  are  a   wolf,”  he  snarled.  “You’re  kept  in  a  fucking   cage  here.” 

He’d  go  right  to  the  Prime.  Make  him  order  the  Astronomer  to  free  this

unnamed female. 

“My siblings and parents are able to eat and live comfortably because I

am here. That will cease when I am gone. They will again starve.” 

“Too fucking bad,” Ithan said, but he could see it—the determination in

her expression that told him he wasn’t going to pry her out of here. And he

could understand it, that need to give over all of herself so that her family

could survive. So he amended, “My name is Ithan Holstrom. You ever want

to  get  out  of  here,  send  word.”  He  had  no  idea  how,  but  …  maybe  he’d

check  in  on  her  every  few  months.  Come  up  with  excuses  to  ask  her

questions. 

Caution flooded her eyes, but she nodded. 

It  occurred  to  him  then  that  she  was  likely  sitting  on  the  cold  floor

because her thin legs had atrophied from being in the tank for so long. That

old piece of shit had left her here like this. 

Ithan  scanned  the  space  for  anything  resembling  a  blanket  and  found

nothing. He only had his T-shirt, and as he reached for the hem, she said, 

“Don’t. He’ll know you were here.” 

“Good.” 

She  shook  her  head.  “He’s  possessive.  If  he  even  thinks  I’ve  had

contact with someone other than him, he’ll send me down to Hel with an

unimportant question.” She trembled slightly. He’d done it before. 

“Why?” 

“Demons like to play,” she whispered. 

Ithan’s throat closed up. “You sure you don’t want to leave? I can carry

you  right  now,  and  we’ll  figure  out  the  other  shit.  The  Prime  will  protect

you.” 

“You  know  the  Prime?”  Her  voice  filled  with  whispered  awe.  “I  only

heard my parents speak of him, when I was young.” 

So they hadn’t been entirely shut off from the world, then. “He’ll help

you. I’ll help you.” 

Her face again became aloof. “You must go.” 

“Fine.” 

“Fine,”  she  echoed  back,  with  a  hint  of  that  temper  again.  A  bit  of

dominance that had the wolf in him perking up. 

He met her stare. Not just a bit of dominance … that was a glimmer of

an   Alpha’s  dominance.  His  knees  buckled  slightly,  his  wolf  instinct

weighing whether to challenge or bow. 

An Alpha. Here, in a tank. She would likely have been her family’s heir, 

then.  Had  they  known  what  she  was,  even  at  age  four?  He  suppressed  a

growl. Had her parents sent her here  because she’d be a threat to their rule

over the family? 

But  Ithan  shoved  the  questions  aside.  Backed  toward  the  doors  again. 

“You should have a name.” 

“Well, I don’t,” she shot back. 

Definitely Alpha, with that tone, that glimmer of unbending backbone. 

Someone the wolf in him would have liked to tangle with. 

And to leave her here … It didn’t sit right. With him, with the wolf in

his heart, broken and lonely as it might have been. He had to do something. 

Anything. But since she clearly wasn’t going to leave this place … Maybe

there was someone else he could help. 

Ithan eyed the small box on the worktable, and didn’t question himself

as  he  snatched  it  up.  She  tried  and  failed  to  rise,  her  weakened  legs

betraying her. “He will  kill you for taking them—” 

Ithan  strode  to  the  doors,  the  box  of  fire  sprites  trapped  inside  their

rings  in  hand.  “If  he’s  got  a  problem  with  it,  he  can  take  it  up  with  the Prime.” And explain why he was holding a wolf captive in here. 

Her throat bobbed, but she said nothing more. 

So  Ithan  stalked  outside,  onto  the  jarringly  normal  street  beyond,  and shut  the  heavy  door  behind  him.  But  despite  the  distance  he  quickly  put

between himself and the mystics, his thoughts circled back to her, again and

again. 

The wolf with no name, trapped in the dark. 

“I’m requesting an aquatic team of twenty-five for tomorrow,” Tharion said

to his queen, hands clenched behind his back, tail fanning idly in the river

current. The River Queen sat in her humanoid form among a bed of rocky

coral  beside  her  throne,  weaving  sea  nettle,  her  dark  blue  gown  drifting

around her. 

“No,” she said simply. 

Tharion blinked. “We have solid intel that this shipment is coming from

Pangera,  and  that  Pippa  Spetsos  is  likely  already  there.  You  want  me  to capture her, to interrogate her about Emile’s whereabouts, I’m going to need

backup.” 

“And have so many witnesses mark the Blue Court’s involvement?” 

 What is  our involvement?  Tharion didn’t dare ask.  What’s your stake in this beyond wanting the kid’s power? 

His queen went on, “You will go, and go alone. I take it your current

cadre of … people will be with you.” 

“Yes.” 

“That  should  be  enough  to  question  her,  given  your  companions’

powers.” 

“Even five mer agents—” 

“Just you, Tharion.” 

He  couldn’t  stop  himself  as  he  said,  “Some  people  might  think  you

were trying to kill me off, you know.” 

Slowly, so slowly, the River Queen turned from her weaving. He could

have  sworn  a  tremor  went  through  the  riverbed.  But  her  voice  was

dangerously  smooth  as  she  said,  “Then  defend  my  honor  against  such

slander and return alive.” 

He clenched his jaw, but bowed his head. “Shall I say goodbye to your

daughter, then? In case it is my last chance to do so?” 

Her  lips  curled  upward.  “I  think  you’ve  caused  her  enough  distress already.” 

The  words  struck  true.  She  might  be  a  monster  in  so  many  ways,  but

she was right about him in that regard. So Tharion swam into the clear blue, 

letting the current pound the anger from his head. 

If  there  was  a  chance  of  attaining  Emile’s  power,  the  River  Queen

would snatch it up. 

Tharion hoped he had it in himself to stop her. 

The chairs had turned into velvet couches on the dream bridge. 

Ruhn  slid  into  his,  surveying  the  endless  dark  surrounding  him.  He

peered past the fainting couch to Day’s “side.” If he were to follow her that

way, would he wind up in her mind? See the things she saw? Look through

her eyes and know who she was, where she was? Would he be able to read

every thought in her head? 

He  could  speak  into  someone’s  mind,  but  to  actually   enter  it,  to  read thoughts  as  his  cousins  in  Avallen  could  …  Was  this  how  they  did  it?  It

seemed  like  such  a  gross  violation.  But  if  she  invited  him,  if  she  wanted

him in there, could he manage it? 

Flame rippled before him, and there she was, sprawled on the couch. 

“Hey,” he said, sitting back in his couch. 

“Any information to report?” she said by way of greeting. 

“So we’re doing the formal thing tonight.” 

She sat up straighter. “This bridge is a path for information. It’s our first

and greatest duty. If you’re coming here for someone to flirt with, I suggest

you look elsewhere.” 

He snorted. “You think I’m flirting with you?” 

“Would you say  hey in that manner to a male agent?” 

“Probably, yeah.” But he conceded, “Not with the same tone, though.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Well, you caught me. I’m ready for my punishment.” 

She laughed, a full, throaty sound that he’d never heard before. “I don’t

think you could handle the sort of punishment I dole out.” 

His  balls  tightened;  he  couldn’t  help  it.  “We  talking  …  restraints? 

Flogging?” 

He  could  have  sworn  he  got  a  flash  of  teeth  biting  into  a  lower  lip. 

“Neither. I don’t care for any of that in bed. But what do  you prefer?” 

“It’s always the lady’s choice with me. I’m game for anything.” 

She angled her head, a waterfall of flame spilling down the side of the

couch,  as  if  she  draped  long,  lovely  hair  over  it.  “So  you’re  not  a  …

dominant male.” 

“Oh, I’m dominant,” he said, grinning. “I’m just not into pressuring my

partners into doing anything they don’t like.” 

She studied him at that. “You say  dominant with such pride. Are you a

wolf, then? Some sort of shifter?” 

“Look who’s trying to figure me out now.” 

“Are you?” 

“No. Are  you a wolf?” 

“Do I seem like one to you?” 

“No.  You  seem  like  …”  Someone  crafted  of  air  and  dreams  and  cold

vengeance. “I’m guessing you’re in Sky and Breath.” 

She went still. Had he struck true? “Why do you say that?” 

“You remind me of the wind.” He tried to explain. “Powerful and able

to cool or freeze with half a thought, shaping the world itself though no one

can see you. Only your impact on things.” He added, “It seems lonely, now

that I’m saying it.” 

“It is,” she said, and he was stunned that she’d admitted it. “But thank

you for the kind words.” 

“Were they kind?” 

“They were accurate. You see me. It’s more than I can say about anyone

else.” 

For a moment, they stared at each other. He was rewarded by a shifting

of her flame, revealing large eyes that swept upward at the edges—crafted

of fire, but he could still make out their shape. The clarity in them before

her flame veiled her once more. He cleared his throat. “I guess I should tell

you  that  the  rebels  were  successful  with  their  hit  on  the  Spine.  They’re

bringing over the Asteri’s mech prototype to the Coronal Islands tomorrow

night.” 

She straightened. “Why?” 

“I don’t know. I was told by—my informant. A rebel contingent will be

there  to  receive  the  shipment.  Where  it  goes  from  there,  I  don’t  know.” 

Cormac  wanted  Athalar  to  examine  the  Asteri’s  prototype—see  how  it differed from the humans’ that the angel had faced so often in battle. 

Because Athalar was the only one among them who’d faced off against

a mech-suit. Who’d apparently spent time in Pangera taking them apart and

putting them back together again. Cormac, as he’d been fighting alongside

the human rebels, had never battled one—and he wanted an outside opinion

on whether replicating the Asteri’s model would be beneficial. 

And because Athalar was going, Bryce was going. And because Bryce

was  going,  Ruhn  was  going.  And  Tharion  would  join  them,  as  the  River

Queen had ordered him to. 

Flynn,  Dec,  and  Ithan  would  remain—too  many  people  going  would

raise suspicions. But they’d been pissed to learn of it.  You’re benching poor

 Holstrom, Flynn had complained. Dec had added,  Do you know what that

 does  to  a  male’s  ego?   Ithan  had  only  grunted  his  agreement,  but  hadn’t argued,  a  distant  expression  on  his  face.  Like  the  wolf’s  mind  was

elsewhere. 

“Who’s going to be there?” 

“He angled his head. “We got word that Pippa Spetsos and her Lightfall

squadron will also be present. We have some questions for her about … a

missing person.” 

She  straightened.  “Is  Spetsos  being  given  command  of  the  Valbaran

front?” 

“I  don’t  know.  But  we’re  hoping  we  can  convince  whoever  is  there

from  Command  otherwise.  We  suspect  that  she  and  Lightfall  have  left  a

trail of bodies all around the countryside.” 

Day  was  quiet  for  a  moment,  then  asked,  “Do  you  know  the  name  of

the ship that’s carrying the prototype?” 

“No.” 

“What island?” 

“Why are you grilling me on this?” 

“I want to make sure it’s not a trap.” 

He grinned. “Because you’d miss me if I died?” 

“Because of the information they’d squeeze from you before you did.” 

“Cold, Day. Real cold.” 

She laughed softly. “It’s the only way to survive.” 

It was. “We’re going to Ydra. That’s all I know.” 

She nodded, like the name meant something to her. “If they catch you, 

running is your best option. Don’t fight.” 

“I’m not programmed that way.” 

“Then reprogram yourself.” 

He crossed his arms. “I don’t think I—” 

Day hissed, bending over. She twitched, almost convulsing. 

“Day?” 

She sucked in a breath, then was gone. 

“Day!” His voice echoed across the void. 

He  didn’t  think.  Launching  over  the  fainting  couch,  he  sprinted  down

her end of the bridge, into the dark and night, flinging himself after her—

Ruhn  slammed  into  a  wall  of  black  adamant.  Time  slowed,  bringing

with it flashes of sensation. No images, all …  touch. 

 Bones grinding in her left wrist from where it was being squeezed tight

 enough to hurt; it was the pain that had awoken her, pulled her away from

 the bridge—

 Willing herself to yield, give over, become his, to find some way to savor

 this. Teeth scraping at her nipple, clamping down—

Ruhn collided with the ground, the sensations vanishing. He surged to

his feet, pressing a palm against the black wall. 

Nothing. No echo to tell him what was happening. 

Well, he  knew what was happening. He’d gotten the sense of very rough

sex, and though he had the distinct feeling that it was consensual, it wasn’t

… meaningful. Whoever slept at her side had woken her with it. 

The impenetrable black loomed before him. The wall of her mind. 

He had no idea why he waited. Why he stayed. Had no idea how much

time passed until a flame once more emerged from that wall. 

Her fire had banked enough that he could make out long legs walking

toward  him.  Halting  upon  finding  him  kneeling.  Then  she  dropped  to  her

knees as well, flame again swallowing her whole. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

“Yes.” The word was a hiss of embers being extinguished. 

“What was that?” 

“You’ve never had sex before?” 

He  straightened  at  the  slicing  question.  “Are  you  all  right?”  he  asked

again. 

“I said I was.” 

“You weren’t—” 

“No. He asked, albeit a bit suddenly, and I said yes.” 

Ruhn’s  insides  twisted  at  the  utter  iciness.  “You  don’t  seem  to  have

enjoyed it.” 

“Is it your business whether I find release or not?” 

“Did you?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Did you orgasm?” 

“That’s absolutely none of your business.” 

“You’re right.” 

Again, silence fell, but they remained kneeling there, face-to-face. She

said  after  a  tense  moment,  “I  hate  him.  No  one  knows  it,  but  I  do.  He

disgusts me.” 

“Then why sleep with him?” 

“Because I …” A long sigh. “It’s complicated.” 

“Indulge me.” 

“Do you only sleep with people you like?” 

“Yes.” 

“You’ve never fucked someone you hate?” 

He  considered,  even  as  the  sound  of  her  saying  the  word   fucked  did

something  to  his  cock.  “All  right.  Maybe  once.  But  it  was  an  ex.”  A  Fae

female he’d dated decades ago, who he hadn’t cared to remember until now. 

“Then you can think of this like that.” 

“So he’s—” 

“I don’t want to talk about him.” 

Ruhn  blew  out  a  breath.  “I  wanted  to  make  sure  you’re  okay.  You

scared the shit out of me.” 

“Why?” 

“One  moment  you  were  here,  the  next  you  were  gone.  It  seemed  like

you were in pain.” 

“Don’t be a fool and get attached enough to worry.” 

“I’d be a monster not to care whether another person is hurt.” 

“There’s no place for that in this war. The sooner you realize it, the less

pain you’ll feel.” 

“So we’re back to the ice-queen routine.” 

She drew up. “Routine?” 

“Where’s the wild and crazy female I was talking about bondage with

earlier?” 

She laughed. He liked the sound—it was low and throaty and predatory. 

Fuck, he liked that sound a lot. “You are such a typical Valbaran male.” 

“I  told  you:  Come  visit  me  in  Lunathion.  I’ll  show  you  a  good  time, 

Day.” 

“So eager to meet me.” 

“I like the sound of your voice. I want to know the face behind it.” 

“That’s  not  going  to  happen.  But  thank  you.”  She  added  after  a

moment, “I like the sound of your voice, too.” 

“Yeah?” 

 “Yeah.”  She chuckled. “You’re trouble.” 

“Is it cliché if I say that  Trouble is my middle name?” 

“Oh yes. Very.” 

“What would  your middle name be?” he teased. 

Her flames pulled back, revealing those eyes of pure fire. “Retribution.” 

He grinned wickedly. “Badass.” 

She  laughed  again,  and  his  cock  hardened  at  the  sound.  “Goodbye, 

Night.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“To sleep. Properly.” 

“Isn’t your body resting?” 

“Yes, but my mind is not.” 

He  didn’t  know  why,  but  he  gestured  to  her  fainting  couch.  “Then  sit

back. Relax.” 

“You want me to stay?” 

“Honestly? Yeah. I do.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I feel calm around you. There’s so much shit going down, and

I … I like being here. With you.” 

“I don’t think most females would be flattered to be called ‘calming’ by

a handsome male.” 

“Who says I’m handsome?” 

“You talk like someone who’s well aware of his good looks.” 

“Like an arrogant asshole, then.” 

“Your words, not mine.” 

Day rose to her feet, striding to the fainting couch. Her flames rippled

as she lay upon it, and Ruhn jumped onto his own couch. 

“All I need is a TV and a beer and I’m set,” he said. 

She snickered, curling on her side. “As I said: typical Valbaran male.” 

Ruhn  closed  his  eyes,  bathing  in  the  timbre  of  her  voice.  “You  gotta

work on those compliments, Day.” 

Another chuckle, sleepier this time. “I’ll add it to my to-do list, Night.” 
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Hunt  breathed  in  the  cool  air  off  the  turquoise  sea,  admiring  the  pristine

water,  so  clear  that  he  could  see  the  corals  and  rocks  and  the  fish  darting among them. 

Down in the quay, hidden in a massive cavern, the cargo ship was still

being unloaded. The sea cave, tucked into an isolated, arid part of Ydra, one

of the more remote Coronal Islands, ran at least a mile inland. It had been

selected because the water flowing within it ran so deep—deep enough for

massive  cargo  ships  to  slide  into  its  stone-hewn  dock  and  unload  their

contraband. 

Hunt stood in the shadows just within the mouth of the cave, focusing

on the bright, open water ahead and not the reek of the oil on the ancient

mech-suits  currently  helping  to  unload  the  ship  into  the  fleet  of  awaiting

vehicles: laundry trucks, food trucks, moving trucks … anything that might

reasonably inch along one of the island’s steeply curving roads or board one

of the auto-ferries shuttling vehicles between the hundred or so islands of

this archipelago without raising too much suspicion. 

Cormac had teleported everyone to Ydra an hour ago. Hunt had nearly

puked  during  the  five-minute-long  trip  with  several  stops—when  they’d

finally  arrived,  he’d  sat  his  ass  on  the  damp  concrete,  head  between  his

knees. Cormac had gone back, again and again, until all of them were here. 

And  then  the  poor  fuck  had  to  go  head-to-head  with  whoever  was  in

charge  from  Command,  to  convince  them  Pippa  Spetsos  shouldn’t  be

anywhere near this shit. 

Cormac  had  been  unsteady  on  his  feet,  pale  from  the  teleporting,  but had left them with the promise to return soon. Bryce, Tharion, and Ruhn all

sat on the ground—apparently not trusting their legs yet, either. Hunt hadn’t

failed to notice that Ruhn kept reaching over his shoulder—as if to seek the

reassuring presence of the Starsword. But the prince had left the blade back

in  Lunathion,  not  wanting  to  risk  losing  it  here  if  all  Hel  broke  loose.  It seemed  the  male  was  missing  his  security  blanket  as  their  stomachs  and

minds settled. 

“I shouldn’t have eaten breakfast,” Tharion was saying, a hand on his

abs. He wore only tight black aquatic leggings, equipped along the thighs

with holsters for knives. No shoes or shirt. If he needed to shift into his mer

form, he’d said upon arriving at Bryce’s place this morning, he didn’t want

to lose much. 

Tharion’s  timing  had  been  unfortunate—he’d  arrived  at  the  apartment

right  after  Hunt.  Bryce  was  already  propped  up  on  the  counter,  gripping

Hunt’s shoulders while he lazily licked up her neck. Tharion’s knock on the

door was … unwelcome. 

That  would  all  have  to  wait.  But  his  mate  had  gotten  him  out  of  the

barracks—he’d repay her generously tonight. 

Bryce now patted Tharion’s bare shoulder. “I’m weirdly satisfied that a

mer can get airsick, considering how many of us suffer from seasickness.” 

“He’s  still  green,  too,”  Tharion  said,  pointing  to  Hunt,  who  grinned

weakly. 

But Tharion went back to idly observing the cave around them. Perhaps

 too  idly.  Hunt  knew  Tharion’s  main  objective:  get  Pippa  to  talk  about Emile.  Whether  that  interrogation  would  be  friendly  was  up  to  the  mer

captain. 

Ruhn murmured, “Incoming.” 

They  all  turned  toward  the  cargo  ship  to  see  Cormac  striding  over  to

them. Still pale and drained—Hunt had no idea how he’d get them all out of

here when this was over. 

But Hunt tensed at the fury simmering off Cormac. “What’s up?” Hunt

said,  eyeing  the  cave  interior  beyond  Cormac.  Tharion’s  attention  drifted

that way as well, his long body easing into a crouch, ready to spring into

action. 

Cormac  shook  his  head  and  said,  “Pippa’s  already  got  her  claws  in them. They’re all eating out of her hand. The weapons are hers, and she’s

now in charge of the Valbaran front.” 

Tharion  frowned,  but  scanned  the  space  behind  the  Avallen  Prince. 

“Anything about Emile or Sofie?” 

“No.  She  didn’t  say  a  word  about  them,  and  I  couldn’t  risk  asking.  I

don’t  want  her  to  know  we’re  on  the  hunt  as  well.”  Cormac  paced.  “A

confrontation  about  Emile  in  front  of  the  others  would  likely  lead  to

bloodshed. We can only play along.” 

“Any chance of isolating her?” Tharion pressed. 

Cormac  shook  his  head.  “No.  Believe  me,  she’ll  be  on  her  guard  as

much as we are. You want to drag her off for questioning, you’re going to

have a battle on your hands.” 

Tharion  swore,  and  Bryce  patted  his  knee  in  what  Hunt  could  only

guess was an attempt at consolation. 

Cormac  faced  Hunt.  “Athalar,  you’re  up.”  He  jerked  his  head  to  the

massive ship. “They’re unloading the new prototype right now.” 

In silence, they followed the prince, Hunt keeping close to Bryce. The

rebels—all in black, many with hats or masks on—stared at them as they

passed. None of them smiled. One man grumbled, “Vanir pricks.” 

Tharion blew him a kiss. 

Ruhn growled. 

“Play nice,” Bryce hissed at her brother, pinching his side through his

black T-shirt. Ruhn batted her away with a tattooed hand. 

“Real mature,” Hunt muttered as they halted at the foot of the loading

platform. Ruhn subtly flipped him off. Bryce pinched Hunt’s side, too. 

But Tharion let out a low whistle as four rusty mech-suits emerged from

the ship’s hold, each carrying the corner of a massive box. 

It  looked  like  a  metal  sarcophagus,  carved  with  the  insignia  of  the

Asteri:  seven  stars  around   SPQM.  The  humans  piloting  the  old-model

mech-suits  didn’t  so  much  as  glance  to  the  side  as  they  carried  the  box

down the ramp, the ground thudding beneath the machines’ massive feet. 

“Those suits are for battle, not manual labor,” Tharion murmured. 

“Twelve-gunners.  They’re  the  strongest  of  the  human  models.”  Hunt

inclined his head to the twin double guns at the shoulder, the guns on each

of the forearms. “Six visible guns, six hidden ones—and one of those is a cannon.” 

Bryce grimaced. “How many of these suits do the humans have?” 

“A few hundred,” Cormac answered. “The Asteri have bombed enough

of our factories that these suits are all old, though. The imperial prototype

that they’re carrying could give us new technology, if we can study it.” 

Bryce murmured, “And no one is worried about giving this stuff over to

trigger-happy Pippa?” 

“No,” Cormac replied gravely. “Not one of them.” 

“But they’re cool with us examining the suit?” Bryce asked. 

“I  told  them  Athalar  would  have  some  insight  into  how  they’re

constructed.” 

Hunt  clicked  his  tongue.  “No  pressure,  huh?”  He  suppressed  the

memory of Sandriel’s face, her cruel amusement as she watched what he’d

done to the suits on her orders. 

The  suits  and  their  pilots  reached  the  concrete  quay,  and  someone

barked  an  order  that  dispersed  the  various  rebels  working  the  docks  until

only  a  unit  of  twelve  rebels—all  humans—lingered  behind  Hunt  and  the

others. 

Hunt liked that about as much as the fact that they were here at all, on a

fucking  rebel  base.  Officially  aiding  Ophion.  He  kept  his  breathing  slow

and steady. 

The unit of rebels marched past them, climbing into the vessel, and the

mech-pilots stomped off, leaving the sarcophagus behind. A heartbeat later, 

a  human  female,  brown-haired  and  freckled,  emerged  from  the  shadows

beside the boat. 

From the way Cormac tensed, Hunt knew who it was. He noted that she

wore the uniform of the Lightfall squadron. All the rebels who’d gone by

had borne armbands with the sinking sun emblem. 

Hunt  put  his  hand  in  easy  reach  of  the  gun  at  his  thigh,  lightning

writhing  in  his  veins.  Bryce  angled  her  body,  already  eyeing  up  the  best

shot.  Tharion  drifted  a  few  feet  to  the  left,  positioning  Pippa  between

himself and the water. As if he’d tackle her into it. 

But  Pippa  moved  casually  to  the  other  side  of  the  sarcophagus  as  she

said to Cormac, “The code to that box is seven-three-four-two-five.” 

Her voice was smooth and fancy—like she was some rich Pangeran kid

playing at being a rebel. She said to Hunt, “We’re waiting with bated breath

for your analysis, Umbra Mortis.” It was practically an order. 

Hunt  stared  at  her  from  under  lowered  brows.  He  knew  he  was

recognizable.  But  the  way  she  said  his  name  definitely  carried  a  threat. 

Pippa shifted her attention to Cormac. “I wondered when you’d try to turn

them against me.” 

Hunt and Bryce drew close, guns at their fingertips now. Ruhn kept a

step back, guarding their rear. And Tharion …

The  mer  had  silently  shifted  positions  again,  putting  himself  within  a

few easy bounds of tackling Pippa. 

“I  haven’t  said  anything  to  them  about  you  yet,”  Cormac  said  with

impressive iciness. 

“Oh? Then why were you in such a rush to get here? I can only assume

it was for one of two reasons: to convince them to put  you in charge of the

Valbaran front, presumably by slandering me, or to try to capture me so I

can tell you everything I know about Emile Renast.” 

“Who says both can’t be true?” Cormac countered. 

Pippa grunted. “You needn’t have bothered with capturing me. I would

have worked with you to find him. But you wanted the glory for yourself.” 

“We’re  talking  about  a  child’s  life,”  Cormac  snarled.  “You  only  want

him as a weapon.” 

“And you don’t?” Pippa sneered at them all. “It must make it easier for

you if you pretend you’re better than I am.” 

Tharion said, deadly soft, “We’re not the ones torturing people to death

for intel on the kid.” 

She frowned. “Is that what you think I’ve been up to? Those gruesome

murders?” 

“We  found  human  scents   and  a  piece  of  one  of  your  soldiers  on  the

kid’s trail,” Tharion growled, a hand drifting to his knives. 

Her lips curved into a cold smile. “You arrogant, narrow-minded Vanir. 

Always  thinking  the  worst  of  us  humans.”  She  shook  her  head  in  mock

sympathy. “You’re too coiled up in your own snake’s nest to see the truth. 

Or to see who among you has a forked tongue.” 

True  to  form,  Bryce  stuck  out  her  tongue  at  the  soldier.  Pippa  only

sneered. 

“Enough,  Pippa.”  Cormac  punched  the  code  into  the  small  box  at  the foot  of  the  sarcophagus.  Bryce’s  eyes  had  narrowed,  though.  She  held

Pippa’s gaze—and a chill went down Hunt’s spine at the pure dominance in

Bryce’s face. 

Pippa  drawled,  “It  is  of  no  concern  now.  anyway.  The  boy  has  been

deemed  a  waste  of  resources.  Especially  now  that  we  have  …  better

weapons to wield.” 

As if in answer, the lid popped open with a hiss, and Hunt threw an arm

in  front  of  Bryce  as  it  slid  aside.  Smoke  from  dry  ice  billowed  out,  and

Cormac cleared it away with a brush of his hand. 

Pippa said, “Well, Umbra Mortis? I await your insights.” 

“I’d  mind  how  you  speak  to  him,  Pippa,”  Cormac  warned  her,  voice

sharp with authority. 

Pippa  faced  Bryce,  though.  “And  you’re  Cormac’s  bride,  yes?”  No

kindness, no warmth filled her tone. 

Bryce flashed the female a smile. “You can have the job if you want it

so badly.” 

Pippa  bristled,  but  Cormac  gestured  Hunt  forward  as  the  last  of  the

smoke cleared. 

Hunt  surveyed  the  suit  in  the  box  and  swore.  “The  Asteri  designed

this?”  he  asked.  Pippa  nodded,  lips  pursed  tight.  “For  Vanir  to  pilot?”  he

pushed. 

Another  nod.  Pippa  said,  “I  don’t  see  how  it  can  possess  more  power

than ours, though. It’s smaller than our models.” The quicksilver-bright suit

would stand about seven feet high. 

“You know what you’re looking at?” Ruhn asked Hunt, scratching his

head. 

“It’s like a robot,” Bryce said, peering into the box. 

“It’s not,” Hunt said. He rocked back on his heels, mind racing. “I heard

rumors about this kind of thing being made, but I always thought it was a

long shot.” 

“What is it?” Pippa demanded. 

“Impatient, are we?” Hunt mocked. But he tapped a finger on the suit. 

“This metal has the same makeup as gorsian stones.” He nodded to Bryce. 

“Like what they did with the synth—they were seeking ways to weaponize

the gorsian stones.” 

“We already have them in our bullets,” Pippa said smugly. 

He  ground  out,  “I  know  you  do.”  He  had  a  scar  on  his  stomach  from

one. 

Perhaps that threat alone was what had kept Tharion from making his

move. The mer had a clear shot toward Pippa. But could he run faster than

she could draw her gun? Hunt and Bryce could help him, but … Hunt really

didn’t want to outright attack an Ophion leader. Let Tharion and the River

Queen deal with that shit. 

Pippa shifted a few inches out of Tharion’s range once more. 

Hunt went on, “This metal … The Asteri have been researching a way

to make the gorsian ore absorb magic, not suppress it.” 

Ruhn said, “Seems like ordinary titanium to me.” 

“Look closer,” Hunt said. “There are slight purple veins in it. That’s the

gorsian stone. I’d know it anywhere.” 

“So what can it do?” Bryce asked. 

“If  I’m  right,”  Hunt  said  hoarsely,  “it  can  draw  the  firstlight  from  the

ground.  From  all  the  pipes  of  it  crisscrossing  the  land.  These  suits  would

draw  up  the  firstlight  and  turn  it  into  weapons.  Brimstone  missiles,  made

right there on the spot. The suit would never run out of ammo, never run out

of  battery  life.  Simply  find  the  underground  power  lines,  and  it’d  be

charged  up  and  ready  to  kill.  That’s  why  they’re  smaller—because  they

don’t need all the extra tech and room for the arsenal that the human suits

require. A Vanir warrior could climb inside and essentially wear it like an

exoskeleton—like armor.” 

Silence. 

Pippa said, voice full of awe, “Do you know what this would mean for

the cause?” 

Bryce said dryly, “It means a Hel of a lot more people would die.” 

“Not if it’s in our hands,” Pippa said. That light in her eyes—Hunt had

seen it before, in the face of Philip Briggs. 

Pippa went on, more to herself than to any of them, “We’d at last have a

source of magic to unleash on them. Make them understand how we suffer.” 

She let out a delighted laugh. 

Cormac stiffened. So did Tharion. 

But Hunt said, “This is a prototype. There might be some kinks to work

out.” 

“We have excellent engineers,” Pippa said firmly. 

Hunt pushed, “This is a death machine.” 

“And what is a gun?” Pippa snapped. “Or a sword?” She sneered at the

lightning  zapping  at  his  fingertips.  “What  is  your  magic,  angel,  but  an

instrument of death?” Her eyes blazed again. “This suit is simply a variation

on a theme.” 

Ruhn said to Hunt, “So what’s your take on it? Can Ophion use it?” 

“No  one  should  fucking  use  it,”  Hunt  growled.  “On  either  side.”  He

said to Cormac, “And if you’re smart, you’ll tell Command to track down

the scientists behind this and destroy them and their plans. The bloodshed

on both sides will become monstrous if you’re all using these things.” 

“It’s already monstrous,” Cormac said quietly. “I just want it ended.” 

But Pippa said, “The Vanir deserve everything that’s coming to them.” 

Bryce grinned. “So do you, terrorizing that poor boy and then deciding

he’s not worth it.” 

“Emile?”  Pippa  laughed.  “He’s  not  the  helpless  baby  you  think  he  is. 

He found allies to protect him. By all means, go retrieve him. I doubt he’ll

help the Vanir win this war—not now that we have this technology in our

hands. Thunderbirds are nothing compared to this.” She ran a hand over the

rim of the box. 

Tharion cut in, “Where’s the kid?” 

Pippa  smirked.  “Somewhere  even  you,  mer,  would  fear  to  tread.  I’m

content to leave him there, and so is Command. The boy is no longer our

priority.” 

Bryce seethed, “You’re deluded if you think this suit is anything but a

disaster for everyone.” 

Pippa crossed her arms. “I don’t see how you have any right to judge. 

While  you’re  busy  getting  your  nails  painted,  Princess,  good  people  are

fighting and dying in this war.” 

Bryce  wiggled  her  nails  at  the  rebel.  “If  I’m  going  to  associate  with

losers like you, I might as well look good doing it.” 

Hunt shook his head, cutting off Pippa before she could retort. “We’re

talking  machines  that  can  make   brimstone  missiles  within  seconds  and

unleash them at short range.” His lightning now sizzled at his hands. 

“Yes,” Pippa said, eyes still lit with predatory bloodlust. “No Vanir will

stand a chance.” She lifted her attention to the ship above them, and Hunt

followed her focus in time to see the crew appearing at the rails. Backs to them. 

Five  mer,  two  shifter-types.  None  in  an  Ophion  uniform.  Rebel

sympathizers, then, who’d likely volunteered their boat and services to the

cause. They raised their hands. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” Hunt growled, just as Pippa lifted her

arm  in  a  signal  to  the  human  Lightfall  squadron  standing  atop  the  ship. 

Herding the Vanir crew to the rails. 

Guns cracked. 

Blood sprayed, and Hunt flung out a wing, shading Bryce from the mist

of red. 

The Vanir crumpled, and Ruhn and Cormac began shouting, but Hunt

watched,  frozen,  as  the  Lightfall  squadron  on  deck  approached  the  fallen

crew, pumping their heads full of bullets. 

“First round is always a gorsian bullet,” Pippa said mildly in the terrible

silence that followed as the Lightfall soldiers drew long knives and began

severing heads from necks. “To get the Vanir down. The rest are lead. The

beheading makes it permanent.” 

“Are you fucking  insane?” Hunt burst out, just as Tharion spat, “You’re

a murdering psycho.” 

But  Cormac  snarled  at  Pippa,  getting  in  her  face,  blocking  Tharion’s

direct path. “I was told the crew would be unharmed. They helped us out of

their belief in the cause.” 

She said flatly, “They’re Vanir.” 

“And that’s an excuse for this?” Ruhn shouted. Blood gleamed on his

neck, his cheek, from where it had sprayed down. “They’re Vanir who are

 helping you.” 

Pippa only shrugged again. “This is war. We can’t risk them telling the

Asteri where we are. The order to put the crew down came from Command. 

I am their instrument.” 

“You and Command are going to lead these people to ruin.” Shadows

gathered at Ruhn’s shoulders. “And like Hel am I going to help you do it.” 

Pippa  only  snickered.  “Such  lofty  morals.”  A  phone  buzzed  in  her

pocket,  and  she  checked  the  screen  before  saying,  “I’m  due  to  report  to

Command. Care to join me, Cormac?” She smiled slightly. “I’m sure they’d

 love to hear your concerns.” 

Cormac only glared, and Pippa let out a sharp whistle—an order. With

that, she sauntered down the quay toward the side cavern, where the rest of

the rebels had gone. A moment later, the human Lightfall squadron walked

off  the  ship,  guns  at  their  sides.  Ruhn  snarled  softly,  but  they  followed

Pippa without so much as glancing toward them. 

The humans were bold as Hel to stride past them, putting their backs to

Vanir after what they’d done. 

When  Pippa  and  Lightfall  had  vanished,  Tharion  said,  “She  knows

where Emile is.” 

“If you can trust her,” Bryce countered. 

“She  knows,”  Cormac  said.  He  gestured  to  Tharion.  “You  want  to

interrogate her, go ahead. But with her and Lightfall now in charge of the

Valbaran  front,  your  queen  will  have  a  mess  on  her  hands  if  you  move

against them. I’d think twice if I were you, mer.” 

Bryce hummed her agreement, mouth twisting to the side. “I’d stay the

Hel away from her.” 

Hunt tucked in his wings. Assessed his mate. 

She slid her gaze to him. Innocently. Too innocently. 

She knew something. 

She dropped the  Who, me?  expression and glared at him. As if to say, 

 Don’t you fucking rat me out, Athalar. 

He was stunned enough that he inclined his head. He’d get the truth out

of her later. 

Tharion  was  asking,  “All  this  ammo  they  unloaded  …  Ophion  is

bringing it into this region. To do what—stage some big battle?” 

“No one would tell me,” Cormac said. “If they let Pippa have free rein, 

she’ll  commit  atrocities  that  will  make  that  leopard  massacre  seem

merciful.” 

“You think she’d start shit in Lunathion?” Ruhn asked. 

“I  don’t  see  why  you’d  bring  in  guns  and  missiles  for  a  tea  party,” 

Tharion said, rubbing his jaw. Then he added, “They already had this base

set up. How long has it been here on Ydra?” 

“Not sure,” Cormac said. 

“Well,  with  Pippa  at  the  helm,  it  seems  like  they’re  ready  to  strike,” 

Ruhn said. 

Hunt said, “I can’t let them do that. Even if I wasn’t in the 33rd, I can’t let  them  attack  innocent  people.  They  want  to  go  head-to-head  on  some

muddy  battlefield,  fine,  but  I’m  not  going  to  let  them  hurt  anyone  in  my

city.” 

“Me  neither,”  Ruhn  said.  “I’ll  lead  the  Aux  against  you—against

Ophion. Tell Command that if they make one move, they can say goodbye

to their contact with Daybright.” 

Tharion  didn’t  say  anything.  Hunt  didn’t  blame  him.  The  mer  would

have to follow the River Queen’s orders. But his face was grim. 

Cormac  said,  “You  warn  anyone  in  Lunathion,  they’ll  ask  how  you

know.” 

Hunt  observed  the  bodies  slumped  against  the  boat  railing.  “That’s  a

risk I’m willing to take. And one of us is a master of spinning bullshit.” He

pointed to Bryce. 

Bryce scowled. Yeah, she knew he didn’t just mean spinning lies for the

authorities about their involvement with the rebels.  As soon as we’re out of

 here, he silently conveyed,  I want to know everything you  know. 

She  glowered,  even  if  she  couldn’t  read  his  thoughts.  But  that  glower

turned into icy determination as the others noticed the look. She lifted her

chin.  “We  can’t  let  the  Asteri  get  this  suit.  Or  Ophion—especially  the

Lightfall squadron.” 

Hunt  nodded.  At  least  on  this,  they  were  on  the  same  page.  “They’re

going to be so fucking pissed.” 

“I guess that means it’s business as usual,” Bryce said, winking despite

her pale face. She said to him, “Light it up, Hunt.” 

Cormac whirled. “What are you—” 

Hunt didn’t give the prince time to finish before he laid a hand on the

suit and blasted it apart with his lightning. 

Hunt  didn’t  stop  at  destroying  the  suit.  His  lightning  slammed  the  parked

trucks, too. Every single one of them. Bryce couldn’t help but marvel at the

sight of him—like a god of lightning. Like Thurr himself. 

He looked  exactly like that statuette that had sat on her desk a couple

weeks ago—

Ruhn bellowed at her to get down, and Bryce hit the ground, covering

her head with her arms as truck after truck exploded across the cavern. The

walls  shook,  stones  falling,  and  then  there  were  wings  blocking  her, 

protecting her. 

“There are brimstone missiles on those trucks!” Cormac roared. 

Bryce raised her head as Hunt pointed to the untouched truck marked

 Pie Life. “Only on that one.” He must have somehow figured it out during

the few minutes they’d been here. Hunt grinned wickedly at Tharion. “Let’s

see what you got, Ketos.” 

Tharion  grinned  back,  pure  predator.  The  male  behind  the  charming

mask. 

A wall of water slammed into the pie truck, sending it toppling over the

quay. Tharion’s power sucked it swiftly and deeply below, and then created

a small eddy, forming an open tunnel to the truck—

Hunt’s  lightning  speared  through  it.  The  water  slammed  shut  in  its

wake,  covering  the  lightning’s  path  as  the  truck  exploded  beneath  the

surface. 

Water sprayed through the cave, and Bryce ducked again. 

People  were  shouting  now,  rushing  from  far  inside  the  cave,  guns

pointed toward where the trucks burned, a wall of flame licking toward the

cave’s distant ceiling. 

“Time to go,” Hunt said to Cormac, who was gaping at them. He hadn’t

gone for his sword, which was a good sign, but—

The prince whirled to the rebels, shouting across the chaos, “It was an

accident!” 

There  was  no  use  in  covering  their  asses,  Bryce  thought  as  Hunt

grabbed her to him, wings spreading in anticipation of a mad dash through

the  cave  and  out  into  the  open  air.  Like  he  wouldn’t  wait  for  Cormac  to

teleport them. 

“We’re leaving,” Hunt ordered Ruhn, who fell into a defensive position

behind him. Hunt said to Tharion, “You want Pippa, it’s now or never.” 

Tharion scanned the chaos beyond the trucks, the rebels advancing with

their  guns.  No  sign  of  Pippa.  “I’m  not  running  a  foot  closer  to  that  shit,” 

Tharion murmured. 

Cormac had raised his hands as he approached his Ophion allies. The

prince shouted to them, “The suit came to life, and launched its power—” 

A gunshot cracked. Cormac went down. 

Ruhn swore, and Hunt held Bryce tight to his side as Cormac struggled on

the ground, a hand to his shoulder. No exit wound. 

“Fuck,”  Cormac  cursed  as  Pippa  Spetsos  emerged  from  the  shadows. 

She likely wanted the Avallen Prince alive for questioning. 

And if Hunt flew into the air … he’d be an easy target. Especially while

still inside the confines of the cave, no matter how massive. Tharion went

for a knife at his side. Water wreathed his long fingers. 

“Don’t  be  dumb,”  Hunt  warned  Tharion.  He  whirled  on  Cormac. 

“Teleport us out.” 

“Can’t,” Cormac panted. “Gorsian bullet.” 

“Fuck,” Bryce breathed, and Hunt prepared to take their chances in the

sky, bullets be damned. He was a fast flier. He’d get her out. Then return to

help the others. He just had to get her to safety—

Pippa  snarled  from  across  the  cavern,  “You  are  all   dead,  Vanir  filth.” 

Hunt’s back muscles tensed, wings readying for a mighty leap upward, then

a sharp bank to the left. 

But  at  that  moment,  Bryce  began  glowing.  A  light  that  radiated  from

her  star,  then  outward  through  her  body.  “Run  on  my  mark,”  she  said

quietly, sliding her hand into Hunt’s. 

“Bryce,” Ruhn started. 

Stars glinted in Bryce’s hair. “Close your eyes, boys.” 

Hunt did, not waiting to see if the others followed. Even with his eyes

shut,  he  could  see  light  sparking,  blinding.  Humans  screamed.  Bryce

shouted, “Go!” 

Hunt  opened  his  eyes  to  the  fading  brightness,  clenched  her  still-

glowing hand, and ran toward the wide cave entrance and open sea. 

“Grab  that  boat!”  Tharion  said,  pointing  toward  a  skiff  moored  a  few

yards  inside  the  cave—presumably  how  so  many  rebels  had  arrived

secretly. 

Hunt swept Bryce into his arms and jumped into the air, flapping for it, 

reaching the boat and untying it before the others could arrive, then gunning

the engine. It was ready to go by the time they leapt in, and he made sure

Bryce was securely seated before speeding off. 

“This boat won’t make it back to the coast,” Tharion said, taking over

the steering. “We’ll need to stop at a fuel dock.” 

Cormac gazed toward the billowing smoke rippling from the broad cave

mouth.  Like  some  giant  was  exhaling  a  mouthful  of  mirthroot.  “They’ll

hunt us down and kill us.” 

“I’d  like  to  see  them  try,”  Bryce  spat,  wind  whipping  her  hair. 

“Psychotic   assholes.”  She  seethed  at  the  prince,  “You  want  to  fight

alongside those people? They’re no better than Philip fucking Briggs!” 

Cormac shot back, “Why do you think I was doing all I could to find

Emile?  I  don’t  want  him  in  their  hands!  But  this  is  a  war.  If  you  can’t

handle the game, then stay the fuck out of it.” 

“Their methods mean that even if they do win,” Bryce shouted, “there

will be nothing left of them that’s human at all!” 

“This was a bad day,” Cormac said. “This whole encounter—” 

“A bad day? ” Bryce yelled, pointing to the smoldering cave. “All those

people  just  got  murdered!  Is  that  how  you  treat  your  allies?  Is  that  what

you’ll  do  to  us  when  we  have  no  more  value  to  you?  We’ll  be  pawns  for

you  to  murder  and  then  you’ll  manipulate  some  other  decent  people  into

helping you? You’re Vanir, for fuck’s sake—don’t you realize they’ll do this

to  you as well?” 

Cormac only stared at her. 

Bryce  hissed  at  Cormac,  “You  can  fuck  off.  You  and  Pippa  and  the

rebels. Let the Hind tear you to shreds. I want nothing to do with this. We’re

done.”  She  said  to  Tharion,  “And  I’m  done  with  helping  you  and  your

queen, too. I’m done with all of this.” 

Hunt  tried  not  to  sag  with  relief.  Maybe  they  could  now  wipe  their

hands clean of any damning association. 

Tharion said nothing to her, to any of them, his face grave. 

Bryce turned on Ruhn. “I’m not going to tell you what to do with your

life, but I’d think twice about associating with Agent Daybright. She’ll stab

you  right  in  the  back,  if  the  way  these  people  treat  their  allies  is  any

indication.” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, but he didn’t sound convinced. 

For  a  moment,  it  seemed  like  she  might  fight  him  on  it,  but  she  kept

quiet.  Thinking  it  through,  no  doubt.  Along  with  whatever  other  secrets

she’d been keeping. 

Hunt  turned  to  monitor  the  island’s  shoreline.  No  boats  came  after them, and nothing lay ahead except open water. But—

He went still at the sight of the sleek black dog running along one of the

dry, white cliffs of the island. Its coat was a strange, matte black. 

He knew that dog. That particular shade of black. Like the wings it bore

in its other form. The hound ran along the cliffs, barking. 

“Fuck,” Hunt said softly. 

He lifted an arm to signal to the dog that he’d seen it. Seen him. The

dog pointed with a massive paw westward, the direction they were headed. 

He barked once. As if in warning. 

“Is that—” Ruhn asked, seeing the dog as well. 

“Baxian.”  Hunt  scanned  the  western  horizon.  “Head  northward, 

Tharion.” 

“If  Baxian’s  on  those  cliffs  …”  Bryce  looped  an  arm  through  Hunt’s

and pressed tight. 

Hunt  could  think  of  only  one  enemy  Baxian  might  be  summoned  to

work alongside. “The Hind can’t be far away.” 
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“You have to teleport us out,” Bryce ordered Cormac, who pressed a hand

to his bloody shoulder. “Let me get that gorsian bullet out of you and—” 

“You can’t. They’re designed to split apart into shrapnel on impact to

make  sure  that  the  magic  is  suppressed  for  as  long  as  possible.  I’ll  need

surgery to get every last shard out of me.” 

“How did the Hind find us?” Bryce demanded, breathing hard. 

Cormac pointed to the smoke. “Someone must have tipped her off that

there was something going down here today. And Athalar just let her know

our precise location.” 

Hunt bristled, lightning flaring around his head like a bright twin of the

halo. Bryce grabbed his shoulder in warning, but said to Cormac, “I’ll try, 

then. Teleporting.” 

“You’ll wind up in the sea,” Cormac hissed. 

“I’ll try,” she repeated, and clenched Hunt’s hand harder. Only a little

guilt stabbed her that it was his and not Ruhn’s that she grabbed, but if it

came down to it … she’d get Hunt out first. 

Tharion cut in, “I could protect us in the water, but we’d need to jump

in first.” 

Bryce shut out his voice as the others began arguing, and then—

“Fuck,”  Hunt  snarled,  and  she  knew  even  before  she  opened  her  eyes

that the Hind had appeared on the horizon. Guns cracked from a distance at

a steady beat, but Bryce kept her eyes closed, willing herself to concentrate. 

Hunt said, “They want to keep me from flying.” 

Ruhn asked, “Do they know who we are?” 

“No,” Cormac said, “but the Hind always has snipers do this. You get

airborne,” he said to Hunt as Bryce gritted her teeth,  ordering her power to

move them away, “and you’ll be vulnerable.” 

“Can we make it to the next island before they reach us?” Ruhn asked

Tharion. 

Tharion rifled through the compartment beside the steering wheel. “No. 

They’re  on  a  faster  boat.  They’ll  be  on  us  when  we  hit  open  water.”  He

pulled out a pair of binoculars. “A good two miles from shore.” 

“Shit,”  Ruhn  said.  “Keep  going.  We’ll  run  until  there’s  no  other

option.” 

Bryce  tried  to  calm  her  frantic  breathing.  Hunt  squeezed  her  hand  in

encouragement, lightning zapping into her fingers, but Cormac said to her

quietly, “You can’t do it.” 

“I can.” But she opened her eyes, blinking at the brightness. This was

such  a  beautiful  place  to  die,  with  the  turquoise  sea  and  white  islands

behind them. 

“Pollux  and  the  Harpy  are  with  the  Hind,”  Tharion  announced, 

lowering the binoculars. 

“Get  down,”  Hunt  warned,  ducking  low.  They  all  went  with  him,  the

water from the floor of the boat soaking into the knees of Bryce’s leggings. 

“If we can see them, they can see us.” 

“You  say  that  as  if  there’s  a  chance  of  us  somehow  getting  away

unseen,” Bryce muttered. She said to Tharion, “You can swim. Get the Hel

out of here.” 

“No way.” The wind tossed the mer’s red hair as they bounded over the

swells, the boat steered on a current of his power. “We’re in this until the

bitter end, Legs.” But then the mer stiffened and roared, “Into the water! ” 

Bryce didn’t second-guess him. She flung herself over the boat’s side, 

Hunt  splashing  in  with  her,  wings  spraying  water  wide.  The  others

followed.  Tharion  used  his  water  magic  to  propel  them  a  safe  distance

away,  a  wave  of  power  that  had  Bryce  sputtering  as  she  emerged,  salt

stinging her eyes. 

Right as something massive and glowing shot beneath her legs. 

The torpedo struck the boat. 

The  tremor  in  the  water  rippled  through  her,  and  Tharion  propelled

them  farther  out  as  the  boat  exploded  into  smithereens,  a  plume  of  spray

shooting sky-high. 

Then it subsided, a field of debris and lashing waves left in its wake. 

Exposed  and  adrift  in  the  water,  Bryce  scanned  for  anywhere  to  go. 

Hunt was doing the same. 

But Ruhn said, “Oh gods.” 

She  looked  to  where  her  brother  was  treading  water.  Beheld  the  three

massive black shapes aiming for them. 

Omega-boats. 

Ruhn  had  never  once  in  his  life  felt  as  useless  as  he  did  treading  water, 

flotsam drifting past, Ydra distant behind them and the next island not even

a smudge on the horizon. 

Even if Athalar could manage to get airborne with waterlogged wings, 

snipers  were  waiting  to  down  him—and  Bryce.  Cormac  couldn’t  teleport, 

and Tharion might be able to move them a little with his water, but against

three Omega-boats …

He met Hunt’s stare over the bobbing swells, the angel’s soaking face

grim with determination. Hunt asked, “Shadows?” 

“Sun’s too bright.” And the waves shifted them too much. 

Two  of  the  Omega-boats  peeled  off  for  Ydra,  presumably  to  prevent

any Ophion boats from escaping. But that still left one massive submersible

against  them.  And  the  Hind,  the  Harpy,  and  the  Hammer  on  that

approaching speedboat. 

Once their faces became clear, it’d be over. Sandriel’s old triarii would

know  who  they  were,  and  they’d  be  dead  fucking  meat.  The  Helhound, 

apparently, had tried to help them, but the rest of those assholes …

“Get out of here,” Bryce scolded Tharion again. 

Tharion  shook  his  head,  water  spraying.  “If  Athalar  can  down  their

boats—” 

“I  can’t,”  Hunt  cut  in,  and  Ruhn  raised  his  brows.  Hunt  explained, 

“Even if it wouldn’t give away my identity, you’re in the water with me. If I

unleash my lightning …” 

Ruhn finished, “We’re deep-fried.” 

Hunt  said  to  Bryce,  “You  can’t  blind  them,  either.  They’ll  know  it’s

you.” 

“That’s  a  risk  I’m  willing  to  take,”  she  countered,  treading  water. 

“Lightning,  they’d  know  it’s  you.  But  a  bright  burst  of  light  …  there  are

more ways to excuse it. I can blind them, and when they’re down, we seize

their boat.” 

Hunt  nodded  grimly,  but  Ruhn  countered,  “That  doesn’t  handle  the

Omega-boat. It doesn’t have windows.” 

“We’ll take our chances,” Hunt said. 

“Right.” Bryce focused on the approaching death squad. “How close do

we let them get?” 

Hunt  eyed  their  enemies.  “Close  enough  that  we  can  leap  on  board

when they’re blinded.” 

Ruhn muttered, “So really damn close.” 

Bryce blew out a breath. “All right. All right.” Light began flickering

from her chest, building, casting the water around her into palest blue. “Just

tell me when,” she said to Hunt. 

“Someone’s coming,” Tharion said, pointing with a clawed hand to the

fleet. A wave skimmer broke away from the speedboat. A familiar golden

head appeared atop it, bouncing across the waves. 

“The Hind,” Cormac said, blanching. 

“At least she’s alone.” 

“There goes our plan,” Bryce hissed. 

“No,” Hunt said, though lightning began to glow in his gaze. Burning

Solas. “We hold to it. She’s coming to talk.” 

“How do you know that?” 

Hunt growled, “The others are holding back.” 

Ruhn asked, hating that he didn’t know, “Why would the Hind do that?” 

“To  torment  us,”  Cormac  guessed.  “She  toys  with  enemies  before

slaughtering them.” 

Athalar said to Bryce, the general incarnate, “Blind her when I give the

signal.”  He  ordered  Tharion,  “Use  one  of  those  knives  as  soon  as  she’s

down.” The mer drew a blade. Bryce’s light fluttered in the water, reaching

down in the depths. 

The Omega slowed behind the Hind, but continued to creep closer. 

“Say  nothing,”  Cormac  warned  them  as  the  wave  skimmer  slowed, 

engine quieting. 

And then the Hind was there, in her impeccable imperial uniform, black

boots shining with water. Not one hair on her golden head lay out of place, 

and her face was the portrait of cruel calm as she said, “What a surprise.” 

None of them said a word. 

The Hind slung one of her lean legs over the wave skimmer so she sat

sidesaddle, and braced her elbows on her knees. Put her delicate chin in her

hands.  “This  is  the  fun  part  of  my  job,  you  know.  Finding  the  rats  who

nibble away at the safety of our empire.” 

Such a dead, hateful face. Like she was a statue, flawless and carved, 

brought to life. 

The Hind nodded to Bryce, though. Her red lips curved upward. “Is that

little light for me?” 

“Come closer and find out,” Bryce said, earning a warning look from

Hunt. What was he waiting for? 

But the Hind surveyed Tharion. “Your presence is … troublesome.” 

The water around him thrashed, roiled by his magic, but the mer kept

silent.  For  some  reason,  he  hadn’t  yet  shifted.  Was  it  some  attempt  to

remain  unrecognized  for  what  he  was?  Or  maybe  a  predator’s  instinct  to

hide one of his biggest assets until he could strike? 

But  the  Hind  sized  up  Tharion  again.  “I’m  glad  to  see  the  River

Queen’s Captain of Intelligence is indeed smart enough to know that if he

used his power to do something stupid like overturn this wave skimmer, my

companions would unleash Hel upon all of you.” 

Tharion’s teeth flashed. But he didn’t attack. 

Then  the  Hind  met  Ruhn’s  stare,  and  all  that  he  was  diluted  to  pure, 

lethal rage. 

He’d  kill  her,  and  do  it  gladly.  If  he  could  get  on  that  wave  skimmer

before Tharion, he’d rip out her throat with his teeth. 

“Two  Fae  Princes,”  the  Hind  purred.  “Crown  Princes,  no  less.  The

future of the royal bloodlines.” She clicked her tongue. “Not to mention that

one  of  them  is  a  Starborn  heir.  What  a  scandal  this  shall  be  for  the  Fae. 

What shame this will bring.” 

“What  do  you  want?”  Hunt  challenged,  lightning  skittering  over  his

shoulders. Bryce twisted toward him with alarm, and Ruhn tensed. 

Athalar’s power glowed along the tops of his wings, twining in his hair. 

Each  breath  seemed  to  summon  more  of  it,  keeping  it  well  above  the

waves’ reach. Readying for the strike. 

“I  already  have  what  I  want,”  the  Hind  said  coolly.  “Proof  of  your

treachery.” 

Bryce’s light shimmered and built, rippling into the depths below. And

Hunt … If he unleashed his power, he’d electrocute all of them. 

Ruhn  said  to  his  sister,  mind-to-mind,  Get  on  that  wave  skimmer  and

 run. 

 Fuck that.  Bryce slammed her mind shut to him. 

The  Hind  reached  into  her  pocket,  and  the  lightning  above  Athalar

flared,  a  whip  readying  to  strike  whatever  gun  the  deer  shifter  possessed. 

Still he didn’t give the signal. 

But the Hind pulled out a small white stone. Held it up. 

She smiled slightly at Cormac. “I showed one of these to Sofie Renast

before she died, you know. Made this same demonstration.” 

 Died.  The word seemed to clang across the water. The Hind had truly

killed her, then. 

Cormac spat, “I’m going to rip you to pieces.” 

The  Hind  laughed  softly.  “From  where  I’m  sitting,  I  don’t  see  much

chance of that.” She extended her arm over the water. Her slim, manicured

fingers splayed, and the stone plunged. It left barely a ripple on the waves

as it fluttered down, down, down, shimmering white in Bryce’s light, and

then vanishing into the deep. 

“Long way to the bottom,” the Hind observed dryly. “I wonder if you’ll

drown before you reach it.” The Omega-boat surged closer. 

“Choose wisely,” the Hind crooned. “Come with me,” she said to Hunt, 

to Bryce, “or see what the seafloor has to offer you.” 

“Get fucked,” Hunt seethed. 

“Oh, I plan to, once this is done,” she said, smiling wickedly. 

Hunt’s lightning flickered again. Glowed in his eyes. Shit—Athalar was

walking a fine line of control. 

Bryce  murmured  Hunt’s  name  in  warning.  Hunt  ignored  her,  but

Tharion cursed softly. 

 What is it?  Ruhn asked the male, who didn’t look his way as Tharion

replied,  Something big. Gunning for us. 

 Not the Omega-boat? 

 No. It’s … What the fuck is it? 

“Hurry now,” the Hind drawled. “Not much time.” 

Lightning wrapped around Hunt’s head. Ruhn’s heart stalled a beat as it

lingered—like a crown, making of Hunt an anointed, primal god. Willing to

slaughter any in his path to save the female he loved. He’d fry every single

one of them if it meant getting Bryce out alive. 

Some intrinsic part of Ruhn trembled at it. Whispered that he should get

far, far away and pray for mercy. 

But  Bryce  didn’t  balk  from  the  knee-wobbling  power  surging  around

Athalar. Like she saw all of him and welcomed it into her heart. 

Hunt,  eyes  nothing  but  pure  lightning,  nodded  at  Bryce.  As  if  to  say, 

 Blind the bitch. 

Bryce sucked in a breath, and began to glow. 

Something solid and metal hit Bryce’s legs, her feet, and before she could

fully release her light, she was hurled up with it. When the water washed

away, she lay on the hull of an Omega-boat. 

No—it wasn’t imperial. The insignia on it was of two entwined fishes. 

Hunt  lay  beside  her,  wings  dripping  wet—lightning  still  crackling

around him. His eyes …

Holy  fuck,  his  eyes.  Pure  lightning  filled  them.  No  whites,  no  irises. 

Nothing but lightning. 

It snapped around him, vines wreathing his arms, his brow. Bryce had

the vague sense of the others behind them, but she kept her focus on Hunt. 

“Hunt,” she gasped out. “Calm down.” 

Hunt snarled toward the Hind. Lightning flowed like tongues of flame

from his mouth. But the Hind had fallen back, revving her wave skimmer

and retreating toward her line of boats. Like she knew what kind of death

Hunt was about to unleash on her. 

“Hunt,”  Bryce  said,  but  something  metal  clanked  against  the  broad

snout of the ship, and then a female voice was bellowing, “Down the hatch! 

 Now! ” 

Bryce  didn’t  question  their  good  luck.  Didn’t  care  that  the  Hind  had

seen them, knew them, and they’d let the spy-breaker live. She hurtled to

her feet, slipping on the metal, but Hunt was there, a hand under her elbow. 

His  lightning  danced  up  her  arm,  tickling,  but  not  hurting.  His  eyes  still

blazed  with  power  as  they  assessed  the  unknown  female  ahead,  who—to her credit—didn’t run screaming. 

Bryce glanced behind to find Ruhn helping Cormac along, Tharion at

their  backs,  a  wave  of  water  now  towering  between  him  and  the  Hind. 

Hiding them from the view of the approaching speedboat, with Pollux and

the Harpy on it. 

It didn’t matter now. The Hind knew. 

A  dark-haired  female  waved  to  them  from  a  hatch  midway  along  the

massive  length  of  the  ship—as  large  as  an  Omega-boat.  Her  brown  skin

gleamed  with  ocean  spray,  her  narrow  face  set  with  grim  calm  as  she

gestured for them to hurry. 

Yet Hunt’s lightning still didn’t ease. Bryce knew it wouldn’t, until they

were sure what the fuck was happening. 

“Hurry,” the female said as Bryce reached the hatch. “We have less than

a  minute  to  get  out  of  here.”  Bryce  gripped  the  rungs  of  a  ladder  and

propelled  herself  downward,  Hunt  right  behind  her.  The  female  swore, 

presumably at the sight of Hunt’s current state. 

Bryce kept going down. Lightning slithered along the ladder, but didn’t

bite. Like Hunt was holding himself in check. 

One  after  another,  they  entered,  and  the  female  had  barely  shut  the

hatch  when  the  ship  shuddered  and  swayed.  Bryce  clenched  the  ladder  as

the craft submerged. 

“We’re diving!” the female shouted. “Hold on!” 

Bryce’s stomach lurched with the ship, but she kept descending. People

milled about below, shouting. They halted as Hunt’s lightning surged over

the floor. A vanguard of what was to come. 

“If they’re Ophion, we’re fucked,” Ruhn muttered from above Hunt. 

“Only if they know about what we did,” Tharion breathed from the end

of their party. 

Bryce  rallied  her  light  with  each  step  downward.  Between  facing  the

two enemies now at their throats, she’d take Ophion, but … Could she and

Hunt  take  down  this  ship,  if  they  needed  to?  Could  they  do  it  without

drowning themselves and their friends? 

She dropped into a clean, bright white chamber—an air lock. Rows of

underwater gear lined it, along with several people in blue uniforms by the

door. Mer. The female who had escorted them joined the others waiting for them. 

A  brown-haired,  ample-hipped  female  stepped  forward,  scanning

Bryce. 

Her eyes widened as Hunt dropped to the wet floor, lightning flowing

around  him.  She  had  the  good  sense  to  hold  up  her  hands.  The  people

behind her did, too. “We mean you no harm,” she said with firm calm. 

Hunt  didn’t  back  down  from  whatever  primal  wrath  he  rode.  Bryce’s

breathing hitched. 

Ruhn  and  Cormac  dropped  on  Bryce’s  other  side,  and  the  female

scanned  them,  too,  face  strained  as  she  noted  the  injured  Avallen  Prince, 

who  sagged  against  Ruhn.  But  she  smiled  as  Tharion  entered  on  Hunt’s

right. Like she’d found someone of reason in this giant clusterfuck that had

just tumbled down the hatch. 

“You  called  for  us?”  she  asked  Tharion,  glancing  nervously  toward

Hunt. 

Bryce murmured to Hunt, “Chill the fuck out.” 

Hunt  stared  at  each  of  the  strangers,  as  if  sizing  up  a  kill.  Lightning

sizzled through his hair. 

“Hunt,” Bryce muttered, but didn’t dare reach for his hand. 

“I …” Tharion drew his wide eyes from Hunt and blinked at the female. 

“What?” 

“Our Oracle sensed we’d be needed somewhere in this vicinity, so we

came.  Then  we  got  your  message,”  she  said  tightly,  an  eye  still  fixed  on

Hunt. “The light.” 

Ruhn  and  Tharion  turned  to  Bryce,  Cormac  nearly  a  dead  weight  of

exhaustion in her brother’s arms. Tharion smiled roughly. “You’re a good

luck charm, Legs.” 

It was the stupidest stroke of luck she’d ever had. Bryce said, “I, uh … I

sent the light.” 

Hunt’s  lightning  crackled,  a  second  skin  over  his  body,  his  soaked

clothes. He didn’t show any signs of calming down. She had no idea  how to

calm him down. 

 This was how he was that day with Sandriel, Ruhn said into her mind. 

 When  he  ripped  off  her  head.   He  added  tightly,  You  were  in  danger  then, too. 

 And what’s that supposed to mean? 

 Why don’t you tell me? 

 You seem like you know what the fuck is happening with him. 

Ruhn  glared  at  her  as  Hunt  continued  to  glow  and  menace.  It  means

 that  he’s  going  ballistic  in  the  way  that  only  mates  can  when  the  other  is threatened. It’s what happened then, and what’s happening now. You’re true

 mates—the way Fae are mates, in your bodies and souls. That’s what was

 different about your scent the other day. Your scents have merged. As they

 do between Fae mates. 

She glared right back at her brother.  So what? 

 So  find  some  way  to  calm  him  down.  Athalar’s  your  fucking  problem

 now. 

Bryce sent a mental image of her middle finger back in answer. 

The  mer  female  squared  her  shoulders,  unaware  of  Ruhn  and  Bryce’s

conversation,  and  said  to  Tharion,  “We’re  not  out  of  this  yet.  There’s  an

Omega  on  our  tail.”  She  spoke  like  Hunt  wasn’t  a  living  thunderstorm

standing two feet away. 

Bryce’s heart strained. True mates. Not only in name, but … in the way

that Fae could be mates with each other. 

Ruhn  said,  Athalar  was  dangerous  before.  But  as  a  mated  male,  he’s

 utterly lethal. 

Bryce countered,  He was always lethal. 

 Not like this. There’s no mercy in him. He’s gone lethal in a Fae way. 

In that predatory, kill-all-enemies way.  He’s an angel. 

 Doesn’t seem to matter. 

One  look  at  Hunt’s  hard  face,  and  she  knew  Ruhn  was  right.  Some

small part of her thrilled at it—that he’d descended this far into some primal

instinct to try to save her. 

 Alphaholes can have their uses, she said to her brother with a bravado

she didn’t feel, and returned to the conversation at hand. 

Tharion was saying to the female, “Captain Tharion Ketos of the Blue

Court, at your service.” 

The  female  saluted  as  the  people  with  her  opened  an  airtight  door  to

reveal  a  shining  glass  hallway.  Blue  stretched  around  it,  a  passageway

through  the  ocean.  A  few  fish  shot  past—or  the  ship  shot  past  the  fish. 

Faster than Bryce had realized. “Commander Sendes,” the female said. 

“What mer court do you come from?” Bryce asked. Hunt walked at her

side, silent and blazing with power. 

Commander Sendes glanced over a shoulder, face still a little pale at the

sight  of  Hunt.  “This  one.”  Sendes  gestured  to  the  glass  walkway  around

them, the behemoth of a ship that Bryce could now make out through it. 

They  hadn’t  entered  along  the  flat  back  of  the  ship  as  Bryce  had

thought, but rather at the tip of it. As if the ship had pierced the surface like

a lance. And now, with a view of the rest of the ship expanding beyond—

below—the glass passage, what she could see of it appeared to be shaped

like some sort of squid as it shot into the gloom below. A squid as large as

the Comitium, and made of glass and matte metal for stealth. 

Sendes lifted her chin. “Welcome to the  Depth Charger. One of the six

city-ships of the Ocean Queen’s court Beneath.” 
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“All  right,  so  you’ll  be  charged  with  breaking  and  entering,  and  probably

theft. Tell me again how you think you’ve still got grounds to go after this

old  creep?”  Declan’s  boyfriend,  Marc,  leaned  against  the  couch  cushions, 

muscled arms crossed as he grilled Ithan. 

Ithan blew out a breath. “When you put it like that, I can see what you

mean about it being a tough case to win.” 

Flynn  and  Declan,  beside  them,  attempted  to  murder  each  other  in  a

video  game,  both  cursing  under  their  breath.  “It’s  admirable,”  Marc

admitted. The leopard shifter frowned toward the small black box Ithan had

taken from the Astronomer’s lair. “But you just waded knee-deep into shit.” 

“It’s not right that she’s trapped in there. What choice did she even have

as a kid?” 

“No  arguments  from  me  against  that,”  Marc  said.  “But  there’s  a  legal

contract involved, so she’s technically owned by the Astronomer. She’s not

a  slave,  but  she  might  as  well  be,  legally.  And  theft  of  slaves  is  a  big

fucking crime.” 

“I know,” Ithan said. “But it feels wrong to leave her there.” 

“So you took the fire sprites instead?” Marc arched a brow. “You wanna

take a guess at how much they cost?” He nodded at the box in the center of

the table. “What were you even thinking?” 

“I  wasn’t  thinking,”  Ithan  muttered,  swigging  from  his  beer.  “I  was

pissed.” 

Declan cut in, not tearing his attention from the screen and his shooting, 

“There were no cameras, though, right?” 

“None that I saw.” 

“So  it  all  comes  down  to  whether  the  girl  in  the  tank  tells  on  you,” 

Declan said, thumbs flying against the controller. Flynn swore at whatever

Dec did to his avatar. 

“You  could  return  them,”  Marc  suggested.  “Say  you  were  drunk, 

apologize, and send them back.” 

Ithan opened his mouth, but the box on the table rattled. 

 Rattled.  Like  the  beings  inside  had  heard.  Even  Declan  and  Flynn

paused their game. 

“Um,” Declan said, wincing. 

“Hello?” Flynn said, eyeing the box. 

It rattled again. They all flinched. 

“Well,  someone  has  an  opinion,”  Marc  said,  chuckling  softly,  and

leaned forward. 

“Careful,”  Dec  warned.  Marc  threw  him  a  wry  look  and  opened  the

black box. 

Light,  golden  and  red,  erupted,  washing  over  the  walls  and  ceiling. 

Ithan  shielded  his  eyes,  but  the  light  was  immediately  sucked  back  in, 

revealing four rings nestled in black velvet, the tiny glass bubbles atop them

glowing. 

The glow inside faded and faded, until …

Declan and Marc glanced at each other in horror. 

“Solas,” Flynn swore, tossing aside his controller. “That old fuck should

be crucified for this.” 

“All right,” Marc murmured to Ithan. “I get why you took them.” 

Ithan grunted in answer, and peered at the four female figures inside the

rings. He’d never met Lehabah face-to-face, as Bryce had never let him into

the library beneath the gallery, but he’d seen Bryce’s photos. 

Three  of  the  sprites  were  just  like  her—flames  shaped  into  female

bodies.  Two  were  slim,  one  as  sinfully  curvy  as  Lehabah  had  been.  The

fourth globe was pure fire. 

That fourth ring rattled. Ithan recoiled. That was clearly the one who’d

shaken the box. 

“So do we let them out?” Flynn asked, studying the box and the sprites

trapped inside. 

“Fuck yeah, we do,” Declan said, shooting to his feet. 

Ithan stared at the sprites, especially the fourth, radiant one who seemed so  …  angry.  He  didn’t  blame  her.  He  murmured  to  his  roommates,  “You

sure  you’re  cool  with  freeing  a  bunch  of  pissed-off  fire  sprites  in  your

house?” 

But Flynn waved him off. “We’ve got sprinklers and smoke alarms.” 

“I’m not reassured,” Marc said. 

“Got it,” Declan called, trotting from the kitchen with a hammer. 

Marc  rubbed  his  temples  and  leaned  back  against  the  cushions.  “This

cannot end well.” 

“Ye of little faith,” Flynn said, catching the hammer as Declan tossed it

to him. 

Ithan winced. “Just … be careful.” 

“I  don’t  think  that  word’s  in  either  of  their  vocabularies,”  Marc

quipped, earning an elbow in the ribs from Declan as the male settled onto

the couch beside him. 

Flynn tugged the box toward him and said to the sprites, “Cover your

heads.” The three visible ones crouched down. The fourth one remained a

ball of flame, but shrank slightly. 

“Careful,” Ithan warned again. Flynn, with a snap of the wrist, cracked

the top of the first ring. It splintered, and he tapped it again. It broke into

three  pieces  on  the  third  rap  of  the  hammer,  but  the  sprite  remained

crouched. 

Flynn moved onto the next, then the next. 

By  the  time  he’d  cracked  open  the  third  ring,  the  sprites  were  poking

their  fiery  heads  out  like  chicks  emerging  from  eggs.  Flynn  moved  the

hammer  above  the  fourth  one.  And  as  it  came  down,  Ithan  could  have

sworn  one  of  the  sprites  shouted,  in  a  voice  almost  too  hoarse  to  hear, 

“Don’t! ” 

Too late. 

All  it  took  was  one  crack,  and  the  flame  within  shoved  outward, 

rupturing the glass. 

They  all  leapt  over  the  couch  with  a  shout,  and   fuck,  it  was  hot  and bright and wind was roaring and something was screeching—

Then something heavy thudded on the coffee table. Ithan and the others

peeked over the couch. 

“What  the  fuck?”  Flynn  breathed,  smoke  curling  from  where  the

shoulders of his shirt had been singed. 

The three sprites cowered in their shattered orbs. All shrinking from the

naked, human-sized female smoldering on the coffee table beside them. 

The  female  pushed  up  onto  her  arms,  hair  like  darkest  iron  falling  in

curling waves around her delicately featured face. Her tan body simmered, 

the  wood  table  beneath  her  charring  everywhere  her  nude,  luscious  form

touched. She lifted her head, and her eyes—fucking Hel. 

They blazed crimson. More boiling blood than flame. 

Her back heaved with each long, sawing breath, ripples of what seemed

like red-and-gold scales flowing beneath her skin. 

“He is going to kill you,” she said in a voice rasping with disuse. But

her eyes weren’t on Ithan. They were on Flynn, his hammer raised again, as

if it would do anything against the sort of fire she bore. “He is going to find

you and kill you.” 

But  Flynn,  stupid,  arrogant  asshole  that  he  was,  got  to  his  feet  and

grinned  cheerfully  down  at  the  curvy  female  on  the  coffee  table.  “Good

thing a dragon now owes me a debt.” 

Athalar  was  a  time  bomb—one  that  Ruhn  had  no  idea  how  to  defuse.  He

supposed that honor went to his sister, who kept a step away from the angel, 

one eye on him and the other on the unfolding race for the seafloor. 

His sister was  mated. It was rare enough among the Fae, but finding a

mate who was an angel … His mind reeled. 

Ruhn  shook  off  the  thought,  approaching  Commander  Sendes  and

saying, “I don’t hear any engine noise.” 

“You  won’t,”  Sendes  said,  opening  an  air  lock  door  at  the  end  of  the

long  glass  tunnel.  “These  are  stealth  ships,  fueled  by  the  Ocean  Queen’s

power.” 

Tharion whistled, then asked, “So you think we can outrun an Omega in

something this big?” 

“No. But we’re not outrunning it.” She pointed through a wall of thick

glass to the dimness below. “We’re going into the Ravel Canyon.” 

“If you can fit,” Ruhn challenged, hoisting Cormac up a little higher as

the male groaned, “then so can the Omega-boats.” 

Sendes gave him a secret, knowing smile. “Watch.” 

Ruhn nodded to the prince hanging off his shoulder. “My cousin needs

a medwitch.” 

“One is already coming to meet us,” Sendes said, opening another air

lock.  The  tunnel  beyond  was  massive,  with  halls  branching  out  in  three

directions  like  the  arteries  of  a  mighty  beast.  The  hall  directly  ahead  …

“Well, that’s a sight,” Ruhn murmured. 

A  cavernous  biodome  bloomed  at  the  end  of  the  hall,  brimming  with

lush  tropical  trees,  streams  winding  through  the  fern-covered  floor,  and

orchids  blooming  in  curling  mists.  Butterflies  flitted  around,  and

hummingbirds sipped from the orchids and neon-colored flowers. He could

have sworn he spied a small, furred beast running beneath a drooping fern. 

“We have desalinators on this ship,” Sendes explained, pointing to the

biodome, “but should they ever fail, this is a wholly separate ecosystem that

generates its own fresh water.” 

“How?” Tharion asked, but Sendes had halted at the intersection of the

three  halls.  “The  River  Queen  has  a  similar  one,  but  nothing  that  can  do

this.” 

“I doubt your bleeding friend would appreciate the lengthy explanation

right now,” Sendes said, turning down the hallway to their right. People—

mer,  from  their  scents—walked  past  them,  a  few  gaping,  a  few  throwing

confused looks their way, some waving to Sendes, who waved back. 

Their surroundings had the air of a corporate building—or a city block. 

People going about their days, dressed in business or casual clothes, some

exercising, some sipping from coffee cups or smoothies. 

Bryce’s  head  swiveled  this  way  and  that,  taking  it  all  in.  Athalar  just

kept crackling with lightning. 

“No one’s concerned about who’s on our tail?” Ruhn asked Sendes. 

She  halted  before  another  massive  window,  again  pointing.  “Why

should they be?” 

Ruhn  braced  his  feet  as  the  ship  plowed  right  for  a  dark,  craggy  wall

rising from the seafloor. But as easy as a bird shifting directions, it pulled

up alongside the wall and drifted down—then halted, hovering. 

Ruhn shook his head. “They’ll find us like this.” 

“Look down the body of the ship.” 

Pressing  against  the  glass,  Cormac  a  ballast  on  his  other  side,  Ruhn obeyed.  Where  a  mammoth  ship  had  been,  now  …  there  was  only  black

rock. Nothing else. 

“This ship can become invisible?” 

“Not  invisible.  Camouflaged.”  Sendes  smiled  with  pride.  “The  Ocean

Queen  imbued  her  vessels  with  many  gifts  from  the  seas.  This  one  has  a

squid’s ability to blend into its surroundings.” 

“But the lights inside—” Tharion started. 

“The glass is one-way. It blocks the light and any glimpse within once

the camouflaging is activated.” 

“What about radar?” Ruhn asked. “You might be invisible to the naked

eye, but surely the imperial ships would pick you up.” 

Another one of those proud smiles. “Again, the Ocean Queen’s power

fuels our ship, not the firstlight that the Omega radar is programmed to pick

up.  We  register  no  signs  of  life,  either—not  even  as  a  whale  or  a  shark

might  on  a  radar.  We  are  completely  undetectable.  To  a  passing  Omega-

boat, we are only a cluster of rock.” 

“What if they run into you?” Tharion asked. 

“We can simply drift up or down, to avoid it.” She pointed again. “Here

they come.” 

Ruhn’s heart leapt into his throat. Athalar’s lightning snaked along his

body  once  more.  Bryce  muttered  something  to  him  that  apparently  did

nothing to calm the angel down. 

But Ruhn was too busy monitoring the enemy’s approach. Like a wolf

stepping from the shadows of a kelp forest, the Omega-boat stalked for the

canyon. Its firstlights blared into the dark, broadcasting its location. 

People continued walking past, a few glancing to the enemy closing in, 

but not paying it much mind. 

What the actual fuck. 

The imperial ship plunged right after them. A wolf on the hunt, indeed. 

“Watch,” Sendes said. 

Ruhn held his breath, as if it’d somehow keep them from detection, as

the Omega-boat crept closer. A slow, strategic sweep. 

He  could  make  out  the  paint  along  its  sides—the  imperial  insignia

flaking off—the slices and dents from previous battles. Along its hull was

written,  SPQM Faustus. 

“The  Faustus,” Tharion breathed, dread in his voice. 

“You know the ship?” Sendes asked him. 

“Heard  of  it,”  Tharion  said,  monitoring  the  warship  inching  past. 

Utterly  unaware  of  them.  “That  vessel  alone  has  downed  sixteen  rebel

ships.” 

“At least they sent someone impressive after us this time,” Sendes said. 

Tharion  ran  a  hand  through  his  damp  hair,  claws  retracting.  “They’re

drifting right by us. This is incredible.” 

Cormac  grunted,  stirring  in  Ruhn’s  arms,  “Does  Ophion  know  about

this?” 

Sendes stiffened. “We are not aligned with Ophion.” Thank fuck. Bryce

sagged, and Hunt’s lightning dimmed slightly. 

“What  about  the  Asteri?  Are  they  aware  of  this  technology?”  Ruhn

asked, gesturing to the boat around them, now vanishing into the deep, the

Omega-boat blindly passing overhead. 

Sendes continued walking, and they followed her. “No. And given the

circumstances under which we found you, I trust you will not pass on the

information. Just as we shall keep your presence confidential.” 

 You fuck us, we’ll fuck you.  “Got  it,”  Ruhn  said,  offering  a  smile  that

Sendes  didn’t  return.  The  ship  began  drifting  farther  into  the  canyon’s

depths. 

“Here she is,” Sendes announced as a medwitch came running, a team

of three with a stretcher close behind her. 

“Cthona  spare  me,”  Cormac  muttered,  managing  to  lift  his  head.  “I

don’t need all that.” 

“Yes, you do,” Tharion and Ruhn said together. 

If  the  medwitch  and  her  team  recognized  any  of  them,  they  didn’t  let

on. The next few minutes were a flurry of getting Cormac onto the stretcher

and bustled to the medical center, with a promise that he’d be out of surgery

within an hour and they could see him soon after that. 

Through it all, Bryce kept back with Athalar. Lightning still skimmed

over his wings, sparked at his fingertips. 

 Calm down, Ruhn said into Athalar’s mind. 

Thunderstorms boomed in answer. 

All right, then. 

The  city-ship  began  sailing  along  the  floor  of  the  canyon,  the  seabed unusually  flat  and  broad  between  the  towering  cliffs.  They  passed  a  half-crumbling pillar, and—

“Are those carvings?” Ruhn asked as Sendes led them back down the

hall. 

“Yes,” she said a shade softly. “From long, long ago.” 

Tharion said, “What was down here?” He scanned the passing walls of

the canyon floor—all of them carved with strange symbols. 

“This  was  a  highway.  Not  as  you  will  find  above  the  surface,  but  a

grand avenue the mer once used to swim between great cities.” 

“I never heard of anything out here.” 

“It’s from long ago,” she said again, a bit tightly. Like it was a secret. 

Bryce said from the back, “I used to work in an antiquities gallery, and

my boss once brought in a statue from a sunken city. I always thought she

was fudging the dates, but she said it was almost fifteen thousand years old. 

That it came from the original Beneath.” As old as the Asteri—or at least

their arrival in Midgard. 

Sendes’s  expression  remained  neutral.  “Only  the  Ocean  Queen  can

verify that.” 

Ruhn peered through the glass again. “So the mer once had a city down

here?” 

“We once had many things,” Sendes said. 

Tharion shook his head at Ruhn, a silent warning to lay off the subject. 

Ruhn nodded back. “Where are we going, exactly?” Ruhn asked instead. 

“I assume you want to rest for a moment. I’m bringing you to private

quarters in our barracks.” 

“And from there?” Ruhn dared ask. 

“We need to wait until the Omegas have cleared the area, but once that

has happened, we’ll return you wherever you wish.” 

“The  mouth  of  the  Istros,”  Tharion  said.  “My  people  can  meet  us

there.” 

“Very well. We shall likely arrive at dawn, given our need for secrecy.” 

“Get me a radio and I’ll put out a coded signal.” 

She  nodded,  and  Ruhn  admired  the  mers’  innate  trust  in  one  another. 

Would she have so easily let  him use a radio to contact anyone beyond this

ship? He doubted it. 

But  Bryce  halted  at  the  hallway  intersection.  Glanced  at  Hunt  before saying to Sendes, “You mind if me and my glowing friend here go into the

biodome for a while?” 

Sendes warily considered Hunt. “I’ll close it to the public temporarily. 

As long as he does no harm in there.” 

Hunt  bared  his  teeth,  but  Bryce  smiled  tightly.  “I’ll  make  sure  he

doesn’t.” 

Sendes’s  gaze  drifted  down  to  the  scar  on  her  chest.  “When  you  are

done, ask for Barracks Six, and someone will point you that way.” 

“Thanks,” Bryce said, then pivoted to Ruhn and Tharion. “Stay out of

trouble.” 

“You too,” Ruhn said, arching a brow. 

Then  Bryce  was  walking  toward  the  lush  biodome,  Hunt  trailing, 

lightning in his wake. 

Sendes pulled a radio from her pocket. “Clear the biodome and seal off

its doors.” 

Ruhn started. “What?” 

Sendes continued onward, boots clicking on the tiled floors. “I think she

and the angel should have a little privacy, don’t you?” 
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There was only his power, and Bryce. The rest of the world had become an

array of threats to her. 

Hunt had the vague notion of being brought onto an enormous mer ship. 

Of talking with its commander, and noticing the people and the Omega-boat

and Cormac being wheeled off. 

His  mind  had  drifted,  riding  some  storm  without  end,  his  magic

screaming to be unleashed. He’d ascended into this plane of existence, of

primal  savagery,  the  moment  the  Hind  had  appeared.  He  knew  he  had  to

take her out, if it meant getting Bryce to safety. Had decided that it didn’t

matter if Danaan or Cormac or Tharion got cooked in the process. 

He couldn’t turn away from that precipice. 

Even as Bryce walked down a quiet, warm hallway toward a lush forest

—pines  and  ferns  and  flowers;  birds  and  butterflies  of  every  color;  little

streams and waterfalls—he couldn’t settle. 

He needed his magic out, needed to scream his wrath and then hold her

and know she was fine, they were fine—

He followed Bryce into the greenery, across a trickling stream. It was

dim  in  here,  mist  curling  along  the  floor.  Like  they’d  walked  into  some

ancient garden at the dawn of the world. 

She halted in a small clearing, the floor covered with moss and small, 

white flowers shaped like stars. She turned to him, her eyes glowing. His

cock stirred at the glittering intent in them. 

Her lips curved upward, knowing and taunting. Without saying a word, 

she lifted her soaked T-shirt over her head. Another second and her purple

lace bra was gone too. 

The  world,  the  garden,  vanished  at  the  sight  of  her  full  breasts,  dusk-

rose nipples already peaked. His mouth watered. 

She unfastened her pants. Her shoes. And then she was shimmying out

of her purple underwear. 

She stood totally naked before him. Hunt’s heart pounded so wildly he

thought it’d burst from his chest. 

She was so beautiful. Every lush line, every gleaming inch of skin, her

beckoning sex—

“Your turn,” she said huskily. 

His  magic  howling,  begging,  Hunt  had  the  vague  sense  of  his  fingers

removing his clothes and shoes. He didn’t care that he was already fully at

attention. Only cared that her eyes dipped to his cock and a pleased sort of

smile graced her mouth. 

Naked, they faced each other in that garden beneath the sea. 

He  wanted  to  please  his  mate.  His  beautiful,  strong  mate.  Hunt  must

have said it aloud, because Bryce said gently, “Yes, Hunt. I’m your mate.” 

The star on her chest fluttered like an ember sputtering to life. “And you are

mine.” 

The words rang through him. His magic burned his veins like acid, and

he grunted against it. 

Her eyes softened, like she could sense his pain. She said hoarsely, “I

want you to fuck me. Will you do that?” 

Lightning sparked over his wings. “Yes.” 

Bryce ran a hand up her torso, circling the glowing star between her full

breasts.  His  cock  throbbed.  She  took  one  step  toward  him,  bare  feet

cushioned by the moss. 

Hunt backed away a step. 

She lifted a brow. “No?” 

“Yes,”  he  managed  to  say  again.  His  head  cleared  a  fraction.  “This

garden …” 

“Closed to the public,” she purred, the star’s light shining through her

fingers. She took another step, and Hunt didn’t retreat this time. 

He couldn’t get a breath down. “I …” He swallowed. “My power—” 

She paused a foot from him. The scent of her arousal wrapped invisible

fingers  around  his  cock  and  stroked  hard.  He  shuddered.  “Whatever  you

need to throw at me, Hunt, I can take it.” 

He let out a low groan. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You won’t.” She smiled softly—lovingly. “I trust you.” 

Her  fingers  brushed  over  his  bare  chest,  and  he  shivered  again.  She

closed the distance between them, mouth grazing over his pec—his heart. 

Hunt’s lightning flared, casting the garden in silver. Bryce lifted her head. 

“Kiss me,” she breathed. 

Hunt’s  eyes  were  pure  lightning.  His   body  was  pure  lightning  as  Bryce opened her mouth to him and his tongue swept in, tasting of rain and ether. 

His power flowed over her, around her, a million sensual caresses, and

she  arched  into  it,  gave  herself  over  to  it.  He  palmed  her  breast,  power

zapping at her nipple, and she gasped. He drove his tongue deeper, like he’d

lap up the sound. 

She knew Hunt needed a way to work off his magic, a way to reassure

him that she was safe and his.  My beautiful, strong mate, he’d growled as

he looked at her naked body. 

His  other  hand  kneaded  her  ass,  pulling  her  against  him,  pinning  his

cock between their bodies. He groaned at the touch of her stomach against

him, and she writhed—just enough to drive him wild. 

Lightning danced down her skin, along her hair, and she basked in it. 

Took it into herself, let herself become it, become  him, and let him become

her, until they were two souls twining together at the bottom of the sea. 

Bryce  had  the  vague  sense  of  falling  through  air,  through  time  and

space,  and  then  she  found  herself  laid  gently,  reverently,  on  the  mossy

ground.  Like  even  in  his  need,  his  fury,  he  wanted  her  safe  and  well. 

Feeling only pleasure. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck, arching into him as she nipped

at his lip, sucked on his tongue. More. She needed more. He clamped his

teeth on the side of her throat, sucking hard, and she arched again, right as

he settled between her legs. 

The brush of his velvety cock against her bare sex had her shaking. Not

with  fear,  but  at  his  closeness,  that  nothing  now  lay  between  them  and

would never lie between them again. 

He slickened himself with her wetness, his wings twitching. Lightning

spiderwebbed on the moss around them, then up the trees overhead. 

“Hunt,”  Bryce  gasped.  They  could  explore  and  play  later.  Right  now, 

when death had been hovering so close, right now she needed him with her, 

in her. Needed his strength and power and gentleness, needed that smile and

humor and love—

Bryce wrapped a hand around the base of his cock, pumping him once, 

angling him toward where she was absolutely drenched for him. 

Hunt  stilled,  though.  Gritted  his  teeth  as  she  pumped  the  magnificent

length of him again. His eyes met hers. 

Only lightning filled them. An avenging god. 

The star on her chest flared, merging with his lightning. He laid a hand

atop it. Claiming the star, the light. Claiming her. 

Bryce positioned him at her entrance, panting at the brush of the blunt

head  of  his  cock.  But  she  released  him.  Let  him  decide  whether  this  was

what he wanted. This final bridge between their souls. 

The lightning cleared from his eyes—as if he willed it. As if he wanted

her to see the male beneath. 

Pure Hunt. No one and nothing else. 

It was a question, somehow. As if he were showing her every scar and

wound,  every  dark  corner.  Asking  if  this—if  he—was  what  she  really

wanted. Bryce only smiled softly. “I love you,” she whispered. Shuddering, 

Hunt kissed her and slid home. 

Nothing had ever felt so right. 

Hunt  worked  himself  into  her,  filling  her  deliciously,  perfectly.  With

each gentle thrust, each inch gained into her, her light flared brighter. His

lightning cracked, over and around them. 

His  back  flexed  beneath  her  fingers,  his  wings  tucking  in  tight.  His

chest heaved in great bellows, pushing against her breasts, the star between

them. 

Another  inch,  another  shudder  of  pleasure.  And  then  he  slid  out.  And

out. And out. 

His  tongue  flicked  against  hers  as  he  slammed  back,  right  to  the  hilt. 

Light  spilled  from  her  like  an  overflowing  cup,  rippling  across  the  forest

floor. 

Bryce clawed at his back, his neck, and Hunt’s teeth found her breast, 

clamping  down.  She  went  wild,  hips  driving  up  to  meet  him,  power

clashing with power. 

Hunt set a steady, punishing pace, and she laid her hands on his ass just

to feel the muscles clenching with each thrust, to  feel him pushing into her

—

He  claimed  her  mouth  again,  and  Bryce  wrapped  her  legs  around  his

waist.  She  moaned  as  he  sank  in,  and  his  thrusts  turned  harder,  faster. 

Lightning and starlight ricocheted between them. 

She  needed  him  wilder.  Needed  him  to  release  that  edge  of  fear  and

rage  and  become  her  Hunt  again.  She  tightened  her  legs  around  him,  and

flipped  them.  The  world  spun,  and  then  she  was  staring  down  at  him,  his

cock buried so deep—

Lightning  flowed  over  his  teeth  as  he  panted,  all  those  abs  flexing. 

Gods, he was beautiful. And hers. Utterly hers. 

Bryce lifted her hips, rising off his cock—and then plunged back down. 

She  arched  as  he  kissed  the  star  on  her  chest.  She  rose  again,  a  steady, 

taunting slide, and then impaled herself. 

He snarled against her skin. “Merciless, Quinlan.” 

Close.  So  close.  She  rose  once  more,  luxuriating  in  each  inch  of  his

cock,  nearly  pulling  herself  from  his  tip.  And  as  she  drove  down,  she

clenched her delicate inner muscles around him. 

Hunt roared, and she was again on her back as he slammed into her. His

power  flowed  over  her,  filled  her,  and  she  was  him,  and  he  was  her,  and

then his cock hit that perfect spot deep in her, and the world was only light

—

Release  blasted  through  her,  and  Bryce  might  have  been  laughing,  or

sobbing, or shouting his name. Hunt rode her through it all, nursing every

last drop of pleasure, and then he was moving again, punishing thrusts that

sent  them  sliding  across  the  mossy  floor.  His  wings  were  a  wall  of  gray

above them, his wings were—glowing. 

They filled with iridescent light.  He filled with light. 

Bryce  reached  a  hand  toward  his  blazing  wings.  Her  own  fingers,  her

hand, her arm—they radiated the same light. As if they had become filled

with power, as if her light had leaked into him, and his into her—

“Look at you,” he breathed. “Bryce.” 

“Look  at   us,”  she  whispered,  and  lifted  up  to  kiss  him.  He  met  her halfway, tongues tangling. His thrusts turned wilder. He was close. 

“I want to go with you,” he said against her mouth. Sounding … almost

normal again. 

“Then make it happen,” she said, hand sliding for his balls. His fingers

caressed her clit. Began stroking. 

Bryce kneaded his balls, and a shudder went through him. Another. On

the  third  stroke,  she  squeezed  hard,  right  as  lightning  streamed  from  his

fingers and—

She was falling. Had the distant sense of screaming her pleasure to the

surface miles above, of an orgasm rocking through her, reducing her mind

to  rubble.  She  was  vaguely  conscious  of  Hunt  pumping  into  her,  spilling

into her, over and over—

Falling through time and space and light and shadow—

Up  was  down  and  down  was  up,  and  they  were  the  only  beings  in

existence, here in this garden, locked away from time—

Something cold and hard pushed into her back, but she didn’t care, not

as  she  clenched  Hunt  to  her,  gasping  down  air,  sanity.  He  was  shaking, 

wings twitching, whispering, “Bryce, Bryce, Bryce,” in her ear. 

Sweat coated their bodies, and she dragged her fingers down his spine. 

He was hers, and she was his, and—

“Bryce,” Hunt said, and Bryce opened her eyes. 

Harsh, blinding light greeted them. White walls, diving equipment, and

—a ladder. No hint of a garden. 

Hunt was instantly up, whirling to assess their surroundings, cock still

jutting  out  and  gleaming.  Bryce  needed  a  moment  to  get  her  knees

operational, bracing against the cold floor. 

She knew this room. 

Hunt’s eyes remained wild, but—no lightning danced around them. No

trace of that primal fury. Just a glowing, iridescent handprint on his chest, a

remnant of starlight. It faded with each breath. 

He  asked  between  pants,  “How  the   fuck  did  we  wind  up  in  the  air

lock?” 

“Okay,”  Flynn  said,  clapping  his  hands  together.  “So  to  make  sure  I  have this right …” He pointed to the slender fire sprite floating in the air to his

left. “You’re Ridi.” 

“Rithi!” she squeaked. 

“Rithi,”  Flynn  amended  with  a  smile.  He  pointed  to  the  full-bodied

sprite before him. “You’re Malana.” She beamed. He pointed to the sprite to

the right of her. “And you’re Sasa. And you’re triplets.” 

“Yes,”  Malana  said,  long  hair  floating  in  the  air  around  her. 

“Descendants of Persina Falath, Lady of Cinders.” 

“Right,” Ithan said, as if that meant anything to him. He knew nothing

about sprites and their hierarchies. Only that they’d been banished from Sky

and  Breath  ages  ago  for  a  failed  rebellion.  They’d  been  deemed  Lowers

ever since. 

“And  you,”  Flynn  drawled,  pivoting  to  the  naked  female  on  the  other

end of the sectional, a blanket draped around her shoulders, “are …” 

“I  haven’t  given  you  my  name,”  came  the  answer,  her  red  eyes  now

faded to a charred black. She’d stopped burning—at least enough to avoid

singeing the couch. 

“Exactly,”  Flynn  said,  as  if  the  Fae  lord  weren’t  taunting  a  dragon.  A

fucking   dragon.  A  Lower,  yes,  but  …  fuck.  They  weren’t  true  shifters, switching  between  humanoid  and  animal  bodies  at  will.  They  were  more

like  the  mer,  if  anything.  There  was  a  biological  or  magical  difference  to

explain  it—Ithan  vaguely  remembered  learning  about  it  in  school,  though

he’d promptly forgotten the details. 

It  didn’t  matter  now,  he  supposed.  The  dragon  could  navigate  two

forms. He’d be a fool to underestimate her in this one. 

The dragon stared Flynn down. He gave her a charming smile back. Her

chin lifted. “Ariadne.” 

Flynn arched a brow. “A dragon named Ariadne?” 

“I suppose you have a better name for me?” she shot back. 

“Skull-Crusher, Winged Doom, Light-Eater.” Flynn ticked them off on

his fingers. 

She  snorted,  and  the  hint  of  amusement  had  Ithan  realizing  that  the

dragon was … beautiful. Utterly lethal and defiant, but—well, damn. From

the  gleam  in  Flynn’s  eyes,  Ithan  could  tell  the  Fae  lord  was  thinking  the

same. 

Ariadne  said,  “Such  names  are  for  the  old  ones  who  dwell  in  their mountain caves and sleep the long slumber of true immortals.” 

“But you’re not one of them?” Ithan asked. 

“My kin are more … modern.” Her gaze sharpened on Flynn. “Hence

Ariadne.” 

Flynn winked. She scowled. 

“How did all of you”—Declan cut in, motioning to Ariadne, her body

similar to that of a Fae female’s—“fit into that tiny ring?” 

“We  were  bespelled  by  the  Astronomer,”  Sasa  whispered.  “He’s  an

ancient sorcerer—don’t let him deceive you with that feeble act. He bought

us all, and shoved us into those rings to light the way when he descends into

Hel. Though Ariadne got put into the ring by …” She trailed off when the

dragon cut her a scathing, warning look. 

A chill went down Ithan’s spine. He asked them, “Is there anything to

be done to free the others he still controls? The mystics?” 

“No,” Ariadne answered. She peered down at her tan wrist. The brand

there.  SPQM.  A slave’s mark. The sprites also bore it. “He owns them, as he

owns  us.  The  mystic  you  spoke  to,  the  wolf  …”  Her  black  eyes  shifted

toward  red  again.  “He  favors  her.  He  will  never  let  her  go.  Not  until  she

grows old in that tank and dies.” 

Centuries from now, possibly. Ithan’s gut twisted. 

“Please don’t make us go back,” Rithi whispered, clinging to Malana. 

“Hush,” Malana warned. 

Marc  studied  them.  “Look,  ladies.  You’re  in  a  tough  spot.  You’re  not

only slaves, but stolen slaves.” A warning look at Ithan, who shrugged. He

had  no  regrets.  “Yet  there  are  laws  about  your  treatment.  It’s  archaic  and

nonsensical  that  anyone  can  be  owned,  but  if  you  can  prove  severe

maltreatment, it might allow for you to be … purchased by someone else.” 

“Not freed?” Sasa whispered. 

“Only your new owner could do that,” Marc said sadly. 

“So buy them and be done with it.” Ariadne crossed her arms. 

“What about you, sweetheart?” Flynn purred at the dragon, like the Fae

male literally couldn’t help himself. 

Her eyes burned crimson. “I’m beyond your pay grade, lordling.” 

“Try me.” 

But  the  dragon  turned  back  to  staring  at  the  TV,  still  paused  on  the video game. Ithan swallowed and asked her, “It’s bad, then—what he does

to the mystics?” 

“He  tortures  them,”  Ariadne  said  flatly,  and  Rithi  whimpered  her

agreement.  “The  wolf  female  is  …  defiant.  She  did  not  lie  about  his

punishments. I’ve sat on his hand for years and witnessed him send her into

the darkest corners of Hel. He lets the demons and their princes taunt her. 

Terrify her. He thinks he’ll break her one day. I’m not so sure.” 

Ithan’s stomach turned. 

Ariadne  went  on,  “She  spoke  true  today  about  the  necromancer,  too.” 

Flynn,  Marc,  and  Declan  turned  toward  Ithan,  brows  high.  “You  want

answers about your dead brother, then you should find one.” 

Ithan nodded. The dragon belonged to the House of Flame and Shadow, 

even  if  the  slave  tattoo  removed  her  from  its  protections.  She’d  have

knowledge of a necromancer’s ability. 

Declan announced, “Well, since we’re now harboring stolen slaves, we

might as well make you ladies comfortable. Feel free to claim Ruhn’s room

—second bedroom at the top of the stairs.” 

The three sprites zoomed for the staircase, as if they were no more than

three excited children. Ithan couldn’t help his smile. He’d done some good

today, at least. Even if it would land him in a heap of trouble. 

Ariadne slowly got to her feet. They rose with her. 

Flynn, standing closest, said to the dragon, “You could run, you know. 

Shift  into  your  other  form  and  take  off.  We  won’t  tell  anyone  where  you

went.” 

Her red eyes again dimmed to black. “Don’t you know what this does?” 

She lifted her arm to reveal the tattoo there. She laughed bitterly. “I can’t

shift unless he allows it. And even if I manage it, anywhere I go, anywhere

on Midgard, he can track me in that form.” 

“You teleported,” Cormac said to Bryce an hour later as she and Hunt stood

beside  his  cot  in  the  city-ship’s  hospital.  The  prince  was  pale,  but  alive. 

Every shard of the gorsian bullet had been removed. Another hour and he’d

be back to normal. 

Hunt didn’t particularly care. They’d only come to Cormac for answers. 

Hunt was still recovering from the sex that had blasted him apart mind

and  body  and  soul,  the  sex  that  Bryce  had  known  would  bring  him  back

from the brink, that had made his magic sing. 

Had made their magics merge. 

He didn’t know how to describe it—the feeling of her magic wending

through him. Like he existed all at once and not at all, like he could craft

whatever he wished from thin air and nothing would be denied to him. Did

she live with this, day after day? That pure sense of … possibility? It had

faded  since  they’d  teleported,  but  he  could  still  feel  it  there,  in  his  chest, where her handprint had glowed. A slumbering little kernel of creation. 

“How? ” Bryce asked. She’d had no shame, not even a blush, striding in

here—the two of them wearing navy-blue aquatic body armor they’d taken

from  the  air  lock  to  cover  themselves.  Ruhn  had  looked  thoroughly

uncomfortable,  but  Tharion  had  laughed  at  Hunt’s  disheveled  hair  and

whatever stupid happiness was on his face, and said, “Good work bringing

our boy back, Legs.” 

Bryce had gone right to Cormac and explained what had happened in

the  most  Quinlan-like  way  Hunt  could  imagine:  “Right  at  the  end  of

banging Hunt’s brains out,  right when we came together, we wound up in

the air lock.” 

Cormac studied her, then Hunt. “Your powers merged, I take it.” 

“Yeah,”  Bryce  said.  “We  both  went  all  glowy.  Not  in  the  way  that  he

was glowing during his …” She frowned. “Rage-daze.” She waved a hand. 

“This was like … we glowed with my starlight. Then we teleported.” 

“Hmm,”  Cormac  said.  “I  wonder  if  you  need  Athalar’s  power  for

teleporting.” 

“I can’t tell if that’s an insult or not,” Bryce said. 

Hunt lifted his brows. “In what way?” 

“If my powers only work if my big, tough male helps me out—” 

“It can’t be romantic?” Hunt demanded. 

Bryce huffed. “I’m an independent female.” 

“All right,” Hunt said, laughing softly. “Let’s just say that I’m like some

magic token in a video game and when you … use me, you level up.” 

“That is the dorkiest thing you’ve ever said,” Bryce accused, and Hunt

sketched a bow. 

“So Hunt’s magic is the key to Bryce’s?” Ruhn asked Cormac. 

“I don’t know if it’s Hunt specifically, or simply energy,” Cormac said. 

“Your power came from the Gates—it’s something we don’t understand. It’s

playing by unknown rules.” 

“Great,” Bryce muttered, sinking into the chair beside Ruhn’s near the

window. Black, eternal water spread beyond. 

Hunt  rubbed  his  jaw,  frowning.  “The  Prince  of  the  Pit  told  me  about

this.” 

Bryce’s brow scrunched. “Sex teleporting?” 

Hunt snorted. “No. He told me that you and I hadn’t … explored what

our powers could do. Together.” 

Ruhn said, “You think this is what he had in mind?” 

“I don’t know,” Hunt admitted, marking the gleam of worry on Bryce’s

face. They still had a lot to talk about. 

“Is it wise,” Tharion drawled, “to do as he says?” 

“I think we should wait to see if our theory is correct,” Bryce said. “See

if  it  really  was  our  powers  …  merging.”  She  asked  Hunt,  “How  do  you

feel?” 

“Fine,” he said. “I think I kept a kernel of your power in me for a while, 

but it’s gone quiet.” 

She smiled slightly. “We definitely need to do more research.” 

“You just want to bang Athalar again,” Tharion countered. 

Bryce inclined her head. “I thought that was a given.” 

Hunt stalked toward her, fully intending to drag her to some quiet room

to test out the theory. But the door to the room slid open, and Commander

Sendes appeared. Her face was grim. 

Hunt  braced  himself.  The  Asteri  had  found  them.  The  Omegas  were

about to attack—

But her gaze fell on Cormac. She said quietly, “The medwitch told me

that in your delirium, you were talking about someone named Sofie Renast. 

That  name  is  known  to  us  here—we’ve  heard  of  her  work  for  years  now. 

But I thought you should know that we were summoned to rescue an agent

from  the  North  Sea  weeks  ago.  It  wasn’t  until  we  reached  her  that  we

realized it was Sofie.” 

The room went utterly silent. Cormac’s swallow was audible as Sendes

went  on,  “We  were  too  late.  Sofie  had  drowned  by  the  time  our  divers

picked her up.” 
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The morgue was cold and quiet and empty, save for the female corpse lying

on the chrome table, covered by a black cloth. 

Bryce stood by the doorway as Cormac knelt beside the body, preserved

by a medwitch until the ship could hand Sofie over to the Ophion rebels for

claiming. The prince was silent. 

He’d been this way since Sendes had come to his room. 

And though Bryce’s body still buzzed with all she and Hunt had done, 

seeing  that  slender  female  body  on  the  table,  the  prince  kneeling,  head

bowed … Her eyes stung. Hunt’s fingers found hers and squeezed. 

“I  knew,”  Cormac  said  roughly.  His  first  words  in  minutes.  “I  think  I

always knew, but …” 

Ruhn  stepped  to  his  cousin’s  side.  Put  a  hand  on  his  shoulder.  “I’m

sorry.” 

Cormac leaned his brow against the rim of the examination table. His

voice shook. “She was good, and brave, and kind. I never deserved her, not

for one minute.” 

Bryce’s  throat  ached.  She  let  go  of  Hunt’s  hand  to  approach  Cormac, 

touching his other shoulder. Where would Sofie’s soul go? Did it linger near

her body until they could give her a proper Sailing? If she went to one of

the resting places, they’d be dooming her to a terrible fate. 

But Bryce didn’t say any of that. Not as Cormac slid his fingers beneath

the black cloth and pulled out a blue-tinged, stiff hand. He clasped it in his

own,  kissing  the  dead  fingers.  His  shoulders  began  to  shake  as  his  tears

flowed. 

“We  met  during  a  recon  report  to  Command,”  Cormac  said,  voice breaking. “And I knew it was foolish, and reckless, but I had to speak to her

after  the  meeting  was  over.  To  learn  everything  I  could  about  her.”  He

kissed  Sofie’s  hand  again,  closing  his  eyes.  “I  should  have  gone  back  for

her that night.” 

Tharion, who’d been poring over the coroner’s files on Sofie at the desk

by the far wall, said gently, “I’m sorry if I gave you false hope.” 

“It kept her alive in my heart a little longer,” Cormac said, swallowing

back his tears. He pressed her stiff hand against his brow. “My Sofie.” 

Ruhn squeezed his shoulder. 

Tharion asked carefully, “Do you know what this means, Cormac?” He

rattled off a series of numbers and letters. 

Cormac lifted his head. “No.” 

Tharion held up a photo. “They were carved on her upper biceps. The

coroner thinks she did it while she drowned, with some sort of pin or knife

she might have had hidden on her.” 

Cormac shot to his feet, and Bryce stepped into Hunt’s awaiting arms as

the Fae Prince folded back the sheet. Nothing on the right arm he’d held, 

but the left—

The assortment of numbers and letters had been carved roughly an inch

below her shoulder, left unhealed. Cut deep. 

“Did she know someone was racing to save her?” Hunt asked. 

Cormac shook his head. “I have no idea.” 

“How did the mer know to pick her up?” 

“She  could  have  signaled  them  with  her  light,”  Cormac  mused.  “Or

maybe they saw Emile’s, like they did with Bryce’s. It lit up the whole sea

taking down those Omegas. It must have signaled them somehow.” 

Bryce made a note to ask Commander Sendes. She said to Hunt, “Do

those numbers and letters mean anything to you?” 

“No.” He stroked his thumb over Bryce’s hand, as if reassuring himself

that she stood there, and wasn’t the one on that table. 

Cormac  covered  Sofie  with  the  sheet  again.  “Everything  Sofie  did,  it

was for a reason. You remind me of her in some ways.” 

Ruhn said, “I’ll put Declan on the hunt as soon as we’re home.” 

“What  about  the  Ophion  rebels  and  Pippa?”  Bryce  asked.  “And  the

Hind?” 

Hunt said, “We’re everyone’s enemy now.” 

Cormac  nodded.  “We  can  only  meet  the  challenge.  But  knowing  for

sure that Sofie is gone … I must redouble my efforts to find Emile.” 

“Pippa  seemed  to  know  where  he  was  lying  low,”  Tharion  said.  “No

idea if that’s the safe place that Danika mentioned, though.” 

Cormac’s  eyes  flashed.  “I’m  not  letting  him  fall  into  your  queen’s

hands. Or Ophion’s control.” 

“You ready to be a single dad?” Bryce drawled. “You’re just going to

take the kid in and what … bring him to Avallen? That’ll be a  really great

place for him.” 

Cormac stiffened. “I hadn’t planned that far. Are you suggesting I leave

that child alone in the world?” 

Bryce  shrugged,  studying  her  nails.  Felt  Hunt  looking  at  her  closely. 

“So do we warn our families?” Gods, if the Hind had already headed to her

mom’s house—

“The Hind won’t go after them,” Cormac consoled her. Then amended, 

“Not yet. She’ll want you in her clutches first, so she can breathe in your

suffering while you know she’s hunting them down.” 

“So we go home and pretend nothing happened?” Ruhn asked. “What’s

to stop the Hind from arresting us when we get back?” 

“Do  you  think  we  could  get  away  with  convincing  the  Asteri  that  we

were at the rebel base to  stop Pippa and Ophion?” Bryce asked. 

Hunt shrugged. “I blasted the shit out of that base, so the evidence is in

our favor. Especially if Pippa is now hunting us.” 

“The Hind won’t buy that,” Cormac challenged. 

But  Bryce  said,  smiling  faintly,  “Master  of  spinning  bullshit, 

remember?” 

He didn’t smile back. Just looked at Sofie, dead and gone before him. 

So Bryce touched the prince’s hand. “We’ll make them all pay.” 

The star on her chest glowed in promise. 

The  Depth Charger glided between the darkest canyons of the seafloor. In

the  glass-domed  command  center,  Tharion  hung  back  by  the  arching

doorway into the bustling hall beyond and marveled at the array of tech and

magic, the uniformed mer operating all of it. 

Sendes lingered at his side, approval on her face as she monitored the

team keeping the ship operational. 

“How  long  have  you  guys  had  these  ships?”  Tharion  asked,  his  first

words in the minutes since Sendes had invited him down here, where only

high-ranking mer officials were allowed. He supposed that being the River

Queen’s Captain of Intelligence granted him access, but … he’d had no idea

any of this existed. His title was a joke. 

“Around  two  decades,”  Sendes  said,  straightening  the  lapel  of  her

uniform. “They took twice that to conceptualize and build, though.” 

“They must have cost a fortune.” 

“The  ocean  deeps  are  full  of  priceless  resources.  Our  queen  exploited

them cleverly to fund this project.” 

“Why?” 

She faced him fully. She had a wonderfully curvy body, he’d noticed. 

With  the  sort  of  ass  he’d  like  to  sink  his  teeth  into.  But  …  the  River

Queen’s  cold  face  rippled  through  his  mind,  and  Tharion  turned  to  the

windows behind the commander. 

Beyond  the  wall  of  glass,  a  bioluminescent  cloud—some  sort  of

jellyfish—bobbed by. Suitably unsexy. 

Sendes asked, “Why does your queen involve herself with the rebels?” 

“She’s  not  involving  herself  with  them.  I  think  she  merely  wants

something that  they want.” Or used to want, if Pippa was to be believed—

though after they’d blown the suit to pieces, maybe Ophion would be back

on  the  hunt  for  the  kid.  “I  don’t  think  her  motivations  for  wanting  it  are necessarily to help people, though.” He winced as he said it. Too bold, too

reckless—

Sendes  huffed  a  laugh.  “Your  opinion  is  safe  here,  don’t  worry.  The

Ocean Queen is aware that her sister in the Blue River is … moody.” 

Tharion blew out a breath. “Yeah.” He took in the control room again. 

“So all this … the ships, the rescuing of rebels … Is it because the Ocean

Queen wants to overthrow the Asteri?” 

“I’m  not  close  enough  to  her  to  know  whether  that’s  her  true  motive, 

but these ships have indeed aided the rebels. So I’d say yes.” 

“And she intends to make herself ruler?” Tharion asked carefully. 

Sendes blinked. “Why would she ever do that?” 

“Why not? That’s what the River Queen would do.” 

Sendes  stilled,  completely  earnest  as  she  said,  “The  Ocean  Queen would not set herself up as a replacement for the Asteri. She remembers a

time before the Asteri. When leaders were fairly elected. That is what she

wishes to achieve once more.” 

The dark ocean passed beyond the glass. Tharion couldn’t suppress his

bitter laugh. “And you believe her?” 

Sendes  gave  him  a  pitying  look.  “I’m  sorry  that  the  River  Queen  has

abused your trust so much that you don’t.” 

“I’m sorry that you’re naïve  enough  to  believe  everything  your  queen

says,” he countered. 

Sendes  gave  him  that  pitying  look  again,  and  Tharion  tensed.  He

changed  the  subject,  though.  “What  are  the  odds  that  either  you  guys  or

Cormac will release Sofie’s body to me?” 

Her brows lifted. “Why do you want it?” 

“My queen wants it. I don’t get to ask questions.” 

Sendes  frowned.  “What  use  could  she  have  with  a  thunderbird’s

corpse?” 

He  doubted  Cormac  would  appreciate  Sofie  being  referred  to  as  a

 corpse, but he said, “Again, no idea.” 

Sendes fell silent. “Does … does your queen have any necromancers in

her employ?” 

Tharion started. “What? No.” The only one he knew was hundreds of

miles away, and she sure as shit wasn’t going to help out the River Queen. 

“Why?” 

“It’s the only reason I can think of to go to such lengths to retrieve a

thunderbird’s body. To reanimate it.” 

Cold  horror  sluiced  through  him.  “A  weapon  without  a  conscience  or

soul.” 

Sendes nodded gravely. “But what does she need it for?” 

He opened his mouth, but shut it. Speculating on his queen’s motives in

front of a stranger, even a friendly one, would be foolish. So he shrugged. 


“Guess we’ll find out.” 

Sendes saw right through him, though. “We have no claim on the body, 

but Prince Cormac, as her lover and a member of Ophion, does. You’ll have

to take it up with him.” 

Tharion knew precisely how that would end. With a giant, burning  NO. 

So, short of becoming a body snatcher—not high on his list of life goals—

he  wasn’t  delivering  the  goods.  “Time  to  begin  the  spin  cycle,”  Tharion

murmured,  more  to  himself  than  to  Sendes.  He’d  have  to  either  lie  about

ever finding Sofie’s body or lie about why he couldn’t steal it. Fuck. 

“You could be more, you know,” Sendes said, seeming to read the dread

on his face. “At a place like this. We don’t need to lie and scheme here.” 

“I’m content where I am,” Tharion said quickly. His queen would never

let him leave anyway. 

But  Sendes  inclined  her  head  knowingly—sadly.  “You  ever  need

anything, Captain Ketos, we’re here for you.” 

The kindness stunned him enough that he had no reply. 

Sendes  was  called  over  by  one  of  the  deck  officers,  and  Tharion

observed  the  mer  at  the  controls.  Serious,  but  …  smiling.  No  tension,  no

walking on eggshells. 

He  glanced  at  the  clock.  He  should  go  back  to  the  sleeping  quarters

Sendes had arranged for them. Check in with the others. 

Yet  once  he  did,  he’d  sleep.  And  when  he  woke,  he’d  return  to

Lunathion. 

To the Blue Court. 

It  was  getting  harder  to  ignore  the  part  of  him  that  didn’t  want  to  go

home at all. 

Ruhn slept miles beneath the surface, a fitful sort of slumber from which he

rose frequently to ensure his companions were all piled into the small room

with  him  on  the  cots  and  bunk  beds.  Cormac  had  opted  to  remain  in  the

morgue  with  Sofie,  wanting  to  mourn  in  private,  to  say  all  the  prayers  to

Cthona and Luna that his lover was owed. 

Tharion dozed on the bottom bunk across from Ruhn’s, sprawled across

the top of the sheets. He’d wandered off after dinner to explore the ship, and

returned  hours  later,  quiet.  He  hadn’t  said  anything  about  what  he’d  seen

other than  It’s mer-only. 

So Ruhn had sat with the lovebirds, Bryce nestled between Hunt’s legs

as they ate dinner on the floor of the room, the sea drifting by their window. 

They’d reach the mouth of the Istros at dawn, and Tharion’s people would be waiting there to transport them upriver to Lunathion. 

What would happen then … Ruhn could only pray it’d work out in their

favor. That Bryce could play their cards well enough to avoid their doom. 

 Night? 

Day’s voice floated into his mind, faint and—worried. 

He let his mind relax, let himself find that bridge, the two couches. She

already sat on hers, burning away. “Hey.” 

“Are you all right?” 

“Worried about me, huh?” 

She  didn’t  laugh.  “I  heard  about  an  attack  on  the  rebel  base  on  Ydra. 

That people were killed, and the shipment of ammo and the suit destroyed. I

… thought you might have been among the ones lost.” 

He surveyed her. 

“Where are you now?” she asked. 

He let her change the subject. “Somewhere safe.” He couldn’t say more. 

“I watched Pippa Spetsos and the Ophion rebels kill innocent Vanir in cold

blood today. You want to tell me what the fuck that’s about?” 

She stiffened. “Why did she kill them?” 

“Does it matter?” 

She  considered.  “No.  Not  if  the  victims  were  innocent.  Pippa  did  it

herself?” 

“A group of soldiers under her command did.” 

Her  flame  guttered  to  hottest  blue.  “She’s  a  fanatic.  Dedicated  to  the

rebel cause, yes—but to her own cause most of all.” 

“She was a friend of Agent Cypress, apparently.” 

“She was no friend to Sofie. Or anyone.” Her voice had gone cold. Like

she was angry enough that she forgot to use Sofie’s code name. 

“Sofie’s dead, by the way.” 

Day started. “You’re sure of this?” 

“Yes. She drowned.” 

“She  …”  Day’s  legs  curled  beneath  her.  “She  was  a  brave  agent.  Far

better  and  braver  than  Ophion  deserved.”  Genuine  sorrow  laced  Day’s

words. 

“You liked her.” 

“She  went  into  the  Kavalla  death  camp  to  save  her  brother.  Did everything the Ophion commanders asked her just so she could get scraps

of information about him. If Pippa serves only herself, then Sofie was her

opposite:  all  the  work  she  did  was  for  others.  But  yes.  I  did  like  her.  I admired her courage. Her loyalty. She was a kindred spirit in many ways.” 

Ruhn  slumped  against  the  back  of  his  couch.  “So,  what—you  hate

Pippa and Ophion, too? If everyone hates her and the group, why the fuck

do you bother working with them?” 

“Do you see anyone else leading the cause? Has anyone else stepped up

to the line?” 

No. No one else would dare. 

Day  said,  “They’re  the  only  ones  in  recent  memory  to  have  ever

mustered  such  a  force.  Only  Shahar  and  General  Hunt  Athalar  ever  did

anything close, and they were decimated in one battle.” 

And Athalar had suffered for centuries afterward. 

Day went on, “To be free of the Asteri, there are things that we all must

do that will leave a mark on our souls. It’s the cost, so that our children and

their children won’t ever need to pay it. So they’ll know a world of freedom

and plenty.” 

The words of a dreamer. A glimpse beneath that hard-ass facade. 

So Ruhn said, the first time he’d said it aloud, “I’m not going to have

children.” 

“Why?” 

“I can’t.” 

She angled her head. “You’re infertile?” 

He shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. The Oracle told me when I was a

kid that I was to be the last of my bloodline. So either I die before I can sire

a child, or … I’m shooting blanks.” 

“Does it bother you?” 

“I’d prefer not to be dead before my time, so if her words just mean that

I’m not going to be a father … I don’t know. It doesn’t change a lick of who

I am, but I still try not to think about it. No one in my life knows, either. 

And considering the father I have … maybe it’s good that I won’t be one. I

wouldn’t know the first thing about how to be a decent dad.” 

“That doesn’t seem true.” 

He snorted. “Well, anyway, that was my stupid way of saying that while

I might not be having kids, I … I get what you’re saying. I have people in

my life who will, and for their kids, their families … I’ll do whatever I have

to.” 

But she was having none of his deflecting. “You are kind, and caring. 

And seem to love those around you. I can’t think of anything else needed to

be a father.” 

“How about growing the Hel up and not partying so much?” 

She laughed. “All right. Maybe that.” 

He  smiled  slightly.  Faint,  distant  stars  glowed  in  the  darkness  around

them. 

She said, “You seem unsettled.” 

“I  saw  a  bunch  of  fucked-up  shit  today.  I  was  having  a  hard  time

sleeping before you knocked.” 

“Knocked?” 

“Whatever you want to call it. Summoned me.” 

“Shall I tell you a story to help you sleep?” Her voice was wry. 

“Yeah.” He’d call her bluff. 

But she only said, “All right.” 

He blinked. “Really?” 

“Why not?” She motioned for him to lie down. So Ruhn did, closing his

eyes. 

Then,  to  his  shock,  she  came  and  sat  beside  him.  Brushed  a  burning

hand through his hair. Warm and gentle—tentative. 

She  began,  “Once  upon  a  time,  before  Luna  hunted  the  heavens  and

Solas warmed Cthona’s body, before Ogenas blanketed Midgard with water

and  Urd  twined  our  fates  together,  there  lived  a  young  witch  in  a  cottage

deep in the woods. She was beautiful, and kind, and beloved by her mother. 

Her mother had done her best to raise her, with her only companions being

the  denizens  of  the  forest  itself:  birds  and  beasts  and  the  babbling  brooks

…” 

Her voice, lovely and fair and steady, flowed through him like music. 

Her hand brushed through his hair again and he reined in his purr. 

“She grew older, strong and proud. But a wandering prince passed by

her  clearing  one  day  when  her  mother  was  gone,  beheld  her  beauty,  and

wanted her desperately to be his bride.” 

“I thought this was supposed to be a comforting story,” Ruhn muttered. 

She laughed softly, tugging on a strand of his hair. “Listen.” 

Ruhn figured to Hel with it and shifted, laying his head on her lap. The

fire  did  not  burn  him,  and  the  thigh  beneath  was  firm  with  muscle,  yet

supple. And that scent …

Day went on, “She had no interest in princes, or in ruling a kingdom, or

in any of the jewels he offered. What she wanted was a true heart to love

her,  to  run  wild  with  her  through  the  forest.  But  the  prince  would  not  be

denied. He chased her through the wood, his hounds following.” 

Ruhn’s body relaxed, limb by limb. He breathed in her scent, her voice, 

her warmth. 

“As she ran, she pleaded with the forest she loved so dearly to help her. 

So it did. First, it transformed her into a deer, so she might be as swift as the

wind. But his hounds outraced her, closing in swiftly. Then the forest turned

her into a fish, and she fled down one of the mountain streams. But he built

a weir at its base to trap her. So she became a bird, a hawk, and soared for

the skies. But the prince was a skilled archer, and he fired one of his iron-

tipped arrows.” 

Ruhn drifted, quiet and calm. When was the last time anyone had told

him a story to lull him to sleep? 

“It struck her breast, and where her blood fell, olive trees sprouted. As

her body hit the earth, the forest transformed her one last time …” 

Ruhn woke, still on the mind-bridge. Day lay on the couch across from him, 

asleep as well, her body still veiled with flame. 

He stood, crossing the distance to her. 

A  princess  of  fire,  sleeping,  waiting  for  a  knight  to  awaken  her.  He

knew  that  story.  It  tugged  at  the  back  of  his  mind.  A  sleeping  warrior-

princess  surrounded  by  a  ring  of  fire,  damned  to  lie  there  until  a  warrior

brave enough to face the flames could cross them. 

Day turned over, and through the flame, he glimpsed a hint of long hair

draped over the arm of the couch—

He  backed  away  a  step.  But  somehow  she  heard,  and  shot  upright. 

Flame erupted around her as Ruhn retreated to his own couch. “What were

you doing?” 

Ruhn shook his head. “I … I wanted to know how the story ended. I fell

asleep as the witch was pierced with an arrow.” 

Day jumped up from her couch, walking around it—putting it between

them. Like he’d crossed some major line. 

But she said, “The forest turned the witch into a monster before she hit

the earth. A beast of claws and fangs and bloodlust. She ripped the prince

and hounds who pursued her into shreds.” 

“And that’s it?” Ruhn demanded. 

“That’s  it,”  Day  said,  and  walked  into  the  darkness,  leaving  only

embers drifting behind. 

 

PART III
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Ruhn paced in front of Bryce’s TV, his phone at his ear. The tattoos on his

forearms  shifted  as  he  clenched  the  phone  tight.  But  his  voice  was  calm, 

heavy, as he said, “All right, thanks for looking, Dec.” 

Bryce watched Ruhn’s face as her brother hung up, and knew exactly

what he was going to say. “No luck?” 

Ruhn slumped back against her couch cushions. “No. What we saw on

Sofie’s arm doesn’t come up anywhere.” 

Bryce nestled into Hunt on the other end of the couch while the angel

talked to Isaiah on the phone. Upon arriving back in Lunathion courtesy of

a  few  Blue  Court  wave  skimmers,  Tharion  had  gone  Beneath  to  see  his

queen. It was unlikely that the River Queen would know what the numbers

and letters carved onto Sofie’s biceps meant, but it was worth a shot. 

Cormac  had  found  thirty  messages  from  his  father  waiting  for  him, 

asking after his whereabouts, so he’d gone off to the Autumn King’s villa to

convince the male—and therefore his father—that he’d been accompanying

Bryce to Nidaros. 

Bryce supposed she should clue her parents in about the official cover

story,  but  she  couldn’t  quite  bring  herself  to  do  it.  She  needed  to  settle—

calm her racing mind—a bit first. 

Frankly,  it  was  a  miracle  the  Hind  and  her  dreadwolves  hadn’t  been

waiting  at  the  apartment.  That  the  news  wasn’t  broadcasting  all  of  their

faces  with  a   REBEL TRAITORS  banner  slapped  beneath  it.  But  a  skim  of

the news while Ruhn had talked to Dec showed nothing. 

So  she’d  spent  the  last  few  minutes  trying  hard  to  teleport  from  the couch to the kitchen. 

Nothing. How had she done it during sex? She wasn’t due for her lesson

with  Ruhn  and  Cormac  until  tomorrow,  but  she  wanted  to  show  up  with

 some idea. 

Bryce concentrated on the kitchen stools.  I am here. I want to go there. 

Her  magic  didn’t  so  much  as  budge.  Two  points  in  space.  I’m  folding  a

 piece of paper, joining them. My power is the pencil that punctures through

 the paper, linking them—

Hunt  said,  “Yeah.  Ember  grilled  me,  but  we’re  good.  We  had  a  nice

time.” He winked at Bryce, even though the casual gesture didn’t quite light

his  eyes.  “All  right.  I’ll  see  you  at  the  meeting  later.”  Hunt  hung  up  the phone  and  sighed.  “Unless  they’ve  got  a  dagger  digging  into  his  back,  it

seems  like  Isaiah  has  no  clue  about  what  went  down  at  Ydra.  Or  that  the

Hind saw any of us.” 

“What game is she playing?” Ruhn said, toying with his lip ring. “You

really think Isaiah wasn’t playing it cool to lure you to the Comitium later?” 

“If  they  wanted  to  arrest  us,  they’d  have  been  waiting  for  us,”  Hunt

said. “The Hind is keeping this to herself.” 

“But why?” Bryce asked, frowning deeply. “To mess with our minds?” 

“Honestly?” Hunt said. “That’s a distinct possibility. But if you ask me, 

I think she knows we’re … up to something. I think she wants to see what

we do next.” 

Bryce  considered.  “We’ve  been  so  focused  on  Emile  and  Ophion  and

the  demons  that  we’ve  forgotten  one  key  thing:  Sofie  died  knowing  vital

intel.  The  Hind  knew  that—was  afraid  enough  of  it  that  she  killed  her  to

make sure the intel died with Sofie. And if it didn’t take much for Tharion

to piece together that Sofie and Danika knew each other and come to us, I

bet  the  Hind  has  figured  that  out,  too.  She  has  hackers  who  could  have

found the same emails between them.” 

Hunt’s wing brushed her shoulder, curving around her. “But how does it

even tie to Danika? Sofie didn’t get the intel until two years after Danika

died.” 

“No  idea,”  Bryce  said,  leaning  her  head  against  Hunt’s  shoulder.  A

casual, steadying sort of intimacy. 

The  sex  on  the  ship  had  been  life-altering.  Soul-altering.  Just  …

altering. She couldn’t wait to have him again. 

But she cleared the thought from her head as Ruhn asked, “Any chance

this  somehow  ties  into  Danika  researching  that  Fendyr  lineage?”  Her

brother  rubbed  his  temples.  “Though  I  don’t  see  how  anything  about  that

would be war-changing intel worth killing to hide.” 

“Me neither,” Bryce said, sighing. She’d slept last night curled beside

Hunt in their bunk, limbs and wings and breath mingling, but she was still

exhausted.  From  the  shadows  under  Hunt’s  eyes,  she  knew  the  same

weariness weighed on him. 

A  knock  sounded  on  her  door,  and  Ruhn  rose  to  get  it.  Hunt’s  hand

tangled in her hair, and he tugged on the strands, getting Bryce to look up at

him. He kissed her nose, her chin, her mouth. 

“I  might  be  tired,”  he  said,  as  if  he’d  sensed  her  thoughts,  “but  I’m

ready for round two when you are.” 

Her blood heated. “Good,” she murmured back. “I’d hate for you to be

unable to keep up in your old age.” 

They were interrupted by Ruhn standing over them. “Sorry to break up

the lovefest, but the Helhound’s outside.” 

Baxian gave them no time to prepare as he burst in after Ruhn, black wings

splaying slightly. “How the fuck did you call that ship?” 

“What are you doing here?” Hunt asked quietly. 

Baxian blinked. “Making sure you’re all still in one piece.” 

“Why?” Ruhn asked. 

“Because I want in.” Baxian helped himself to a stool at the counter. 

Bryce coughed, but said innocently, “On what?” 

The Helhound threw her a dry look. “On whatever it was that had you

all going to meet with Ophion, then blasting their shit to Hel.” 

Bryce said smoothly, “We thought to cut off Ophion before they could

ruin Valbara’s peace.” 

Baxian snorted. “Yeah, sure. Without backup, without alerting anyone.” 

“There  are  rebel  sympathizers  in  the  33rd,”  Hunt  said  firmly.  “We

couldn’t risk tipping them off.” 

“I know,” Baxian replied with equal cool. “I’m one of them.” 

Bryce stared at the shifter and said as calmly as she could, “You realize we  could  go  right  to  Celestina  with  this.  You’d  be  crucified  before

nightfall.” 

“I want you to tell me what’s going on,” Baxian countered. 

“I already told you. And you just royally fucked yourself over,” Bryce

said. 

“If they start asking questions about how you know I’m a sympathizer, 

you  think  anyone’s  going  to  buy  your  bullshit  about  going  there  to  save

Valbara  from  the  big  bad  human  rebels?  Especially  when  you  lied  to

Celestina about going to your parents’ house?” Baxian laughed. Hunt had

gone so still that Bryce knew he was a breath away from killing the male, 

even though no lightning zapped around him. “The Asteri will let the Hind

start on you right away, and we’ll see how long those lies hold up under her

ministrations.” 

“Why isn’t the Hind here yet?” Bryce asked. She’d confirm nothing. 

“Not  her  style,”  Baxian  said.  “She  wants  to  give  you  enough  rope  to

hang yourself.” 

“And Ydra wasn’t enough?” Ruhn blurted. 

Bryce  glared  at  him.  Her  brother  ignored  it,  his  lethal  attention  on

Baxian. 

“If  I  were  to  guess,  I’d  say  that  she  thinks  you’ll  lead  her  toward

whatever it is she wants.” 

Ruhn growled, “What do  you want?” 

Baxian leaned back against the counter. “I told you: I want in.” 

“No,” Hunt said. 

“Did  I  not  warn  your  asses  yesterday?”  Baxian  said.  “Did  I  not  back

you up when Sabine came raging in here? Have I said anything to anyone

about it since then?” 

“The  Hind  plays  games  that  span  years,”  Hunt  countered  with  soft

menace. “Who knows what you’re planning with her? But we’re not rebels

anyway, so there’s nothing for you to join.” 

Baxian  laughed—without  joy,  without  any  sort  of  amusement—and

hopped off the stool. Aimed right for the front door. “When you fools want

actual answers, come find me.” The door slammed behind him. 

In the silence that fell in his wake, Bryce closed her eyes. 

“So  …  we  play  casual,”  Ruhn  said.  “Figure  out  how  to  outsmart  the Hind.” 

Hunt grunted, not sounding convinced. That made two of them. 

A buzz sounded, and Bryce opened her eyes to see Ruhn scanning his

phone. “Flynn needs me back at the house. Call me if you hear anything.” 

“Be  careful,”  Hunt  warned  him,  but  her  brother  just  patted  the  hilt  of

the Starsword before striding out. As if the blade would do anything against

the Hind. 

Alone in their apartment, truly alone at last, Bryce waggled her brows at

Hunt.  “Want  to  take  our  minds  off  everything  with  a  little  tumble  in  the

sheets?” 

Hunt  chuckled,  leaning  to  brush  a  kiss  on  her  mouth.  He  paused

millimeters from her lips, close enough that she could feel his smile as he

said, “How about you tell me what the fuck you know about Emile?” 

Bryce pulled back. “Nothing.” 

His eyes blazed. “Oh? Spetsos practically blabbed it, didn’t she? With

her  talk  about  snakes.”  Lightning  shimmered  along  his  wings.  “Are  you

fucking insane? Sending that kid to the Viper Queen?” 
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“How’d it go?” 

Ruhn  stood  before  Flynn  and  Dec,  his  friends  sitting  on  the  sectional

with too-innocent smiles. Ithan sat on Dec’s other side—and his wary face

tipped Ruhn off. 

“I’m wondering if I should ask you three the same thing,” Ruhn said, 

arching a brow. 

“Well,  you’re  alive,  and  not  captured,”  Dec  said,  tucking  his  hands

behind his head and leaning back against the couch. “I’m assuming it went

… well?” 

“Let’s leave it at that,” Ruhn said. He’d fill them in later. When he was

a  little  less  exhausted  and  a  little  less  worried  about  those  innocent

expressions. 

“Good, great, fantastic,” Flynn said, leaping to his feet. “So, you know

how  you’re  always  saying  that  it’s  pretty  sexist  that  we  don’t  have  any

female roommates …” 

“I’ve never said tha—” 

Flynn gestured to the foyer behind him. “Well, here you go.” 

Ruhn blinked as three fire sprites zoomed in, landing on Flynn’s broad

shoulders. A full-bodied one cuddled up against his neck, smiling. 

“Meet the triplets,” Flynn said. “Rithi, Sasa, and Malana.” 

The  taller  of  the  slender  ones—Sasa—batted  her  eyelashes  at  Ruhn. 

“Prince.” 

“Our insurance rates will go sky-high,” Ruhn said to Declan, appealing

to the slightly-less-insane of his roommates. 

“When the fuck did you become a grown-up?” Flynn barked. 

Ithan  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  doorway  again.  “Wait  to  have  your

meltdown until after you meet the fourth new roommate.” 

A  short,  curvy  female  walked  in,  her  wavy  black  hair  nearly  down  to

her  waist.  Most  of  her  tan  skin  was  hidden  by  the  plaid  blanket  wrapped

around her naked body. But her eyes—burning Solas. They were bloodred. 

Glowing like embers. 

“Ariadne, meet Ruhn,” Flynn crooned. “Ruhn, meet Ariadne.” 

She  held  Ruhn’s  stare,  and  he  stilled  as  he  caught  a  glimmer  of

something molten course beneath the skin of her forearm, making her flesh

look like … scales. 

Ruhn  whirled  on  Dec  and  Flynn.  “I  was  gone  for  a  day!  Sunrise  to

sunrise! And I come back to  a dragon? Where did she come from?” 

Dec and Flynn, the three sprites with them, pointed to Ithan. 

The wolf winced. 

Ruhn  glanced  back  at  the  dragon,  at  the  hand  clutching  the  blanket

around her. The slight hint of the brand on her wrist. He studied the sprites. 

“Please tell me they’re at least here legally,” Ruhn said quietly. 

“Nope,” Flynn said cheerfully. 

Hunt  had  two  options:  start  shouting  or  start  laughing.  He  hadn’t  decided

which one he wanted to do as they walked down a narrow hallway of the

most  lethal  warehouse  in  the  Meat  Market,  aiming  for  the  door  at  the  far

end. The blank-faced Fae guards at the door didn’t so much as blink. If they

knew who Bryce was to them, they gave no sign. 

“How’d you figure it out?” Bryce’s brows bunched. She hadn’t denied

it  on  the  flight  over  here.  That  she’d  somehow  gotten  Emile  to  the  Viper

Queen. And Hunt had been too fucking pissed to ask any questions. 

So fucking pissed that it had driven away any lingering lust from last

night. 

Hunt said under his breath, “I told you. You’re not as slick as you think. 

The  way  you  got  so  tense  with  Pippa  talking  about  snakes  was  a  dead

giveaway.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t Pippa killing those people to track

Emile, was it?” 

Bryce  winced.  “No.  It  was  the  Viper  Queen’s  henchmen.  Well, 

henchwoman.  She  sent  one  of  her  human  lackeys—some  merc—to  hunt

him down. Hence the female human scent.” 

“And  you  were  fine  with  this?  Not  simply  killing  those  people,  but

framing Pippa?” Granted, Pippa was awful, but … Something crumpled in

his chest. 

Was  this  any  different  from  his  time  with  Shahar?  Falling  for  a

beautiful, powerful female—only to have her hide her innermost thoughts

—

“No,” Bryce said, paling. She halted ten feet from the guards. Touched

Hunt’s arm. “I wasn’t fine with that part at all.” Her throat bobbed. “I told

her to find him by any means necessary. I didn’t realize it’d entail … that.” 

“That was a stupid fucking thing to do,” Hunt snarled, and immediately

hated himself for the bruised look that came into her eyes. But he continued

toward the door, pulling out of her grip. 

The  guards  wordlessly  let  them  enter  the  lushly  appointed  apartment. 

Definitely  a  far  cry  from  her  ramshackle  office  levels  below.  A  foyer  of

carved wood flowed ahead, the crimson rug leading toward a large sitting

room  with  a  massive,  floor-to-ceiling  interior  window  overlooking  the

Viper Queen’s notorious fighting pit. 

Bryce  murmured  coldly  as  they  aimed  for  the  sitting  room,  “I’m  not

letting this poor kid fall into anyone’s hands. Even Cormac’s.” 

“So  that  night  we  came  here  with  Juniper  and  Fury—was  Emile  here

already?” 

“The  Viper  Queen  was  supposed  to  have  apprehended  him  by  that

point. But then Tharion told us about the dead selkie, and it was clear she

hadn’t yet found him. So I came here to see what the Hel had happened, and

to  inform  her  that  leaving  a  trail  of  bodies  …  that  was   not  what  I  had intended.  When  I  walked  past  the  guards  after  we  separated  to  search,  I

might  have  muttered  a  few  questions  for  them  to  convey  to  their  queen. 

And they might have had one of their undercover guards come up to me at

the butcher where I bought the meat for Syrinx and tell me that the kid was

still at large, and they’d last seen him near the Black Dock. Which made me

doubt everything I’d assumed about him coming here, and I knew that I just

… I needed to go to the Bone Quarter to make sure he  wasn’t there. While

the  Viper  Queen  kept  searching.  But  apparently  either  she  or  her

henchwoman ignored my demand to stop the killing, and added a few more

to the list before they grabbed Emile.” 

“So coming here that night was a big waste of time?” 

She shook her head. “No. I also needed everyone to think I was looking

for  Emile,  and  that  we’d  cleared  this  space,  so  if  the  Viper  Queen  did

manage to get him, no one would come here again. And I needed you and

Fury with me so that the Viper Queen would remember who would come

fuck her up if she hurt the kid in the process.” 

That queen now stood before them, a slim female in a neon-green silk

jumpsuit  beside  a  large,  plush  couch.  Her  glossy  black  bob  reflected  the

golden  flames  from  the  fireplace  to  her  right.  And  seated  on  the  couch

before her, small and thin and wide-eyed, was a boy. 

“Come  to  collect  your  package  or  make  more  threats  about  Athalar

cooking me alive?” the Viper Queen asked, puffing on a cigarette between

her purple-painted lips. 

“Nice  sneakers”  was  all  Bryce  said,  gesturing  to  the  snake  shifter’s

white-and-gold  high-tops.  But  Bryce  offered  Emile  a  gentle  smile.  “Hey, 

Emile. I’m Bryce.” 

The  boy  said  nothing.  Rather,  he  looked  up  at  the  Viper  Queen,  who

drawled, “Red’s the one who got you here. Ignore the angel. He’s all bark, 

no bite.” 

“Oh,  he  likes  to  bite,”  Bryce  murmured,  but  Hunt  was  in  no  mood  to

laugh.  Or  even  smile.  He  said  to  the  Viper  Queen,  power  sparking  in  his

veins, “Don’t think for one moment that I’ll ever forget how you screwed

me over that night with Micah. Vik’s suffering and Justinian’s death are on

you.” 

The queen had the audacity to look down at herself, as if searching for

guilt. 

But before Hunt could contemplate roasting her, Emile squeaked, “Hi.” 

He was just a kid, alone and afraid. The thought doused any lightning in

Hunt’s veins. 

Bryce  nodded  at  the  Viper  Queen.  “I’d  like  a  moment  with  Emile, 

please.” It was a command. From a princess to another ruler. 

The  Viper  Queen’s  slitted  pupils  widened—with  amusement  or

predatory intent, Hunt didn’t know. But she said, “Emile, holler if you need

anything.”  She  sauntered  down  an  ornate,  wood-paneled  hallway  and vanished through a door. 

Bryce plopped onto the couch beside Emile and said, “So what’s up?” 

The boy—and Hunt—blinked at her. 

Emile said quietly, “My sister’s dead, isn’t she?” 

Bryce’s face softened, and Hunt said, “Yeah. She is. We’re so sorry.” 

Emile gazed at his pale, bony hands. “The Vipe said you were looking, 

but … I knew.” Hunt scanned the boy for any hint of that thunderbird gift. 

Any hint of a magic able to harvest and transform power to his will. 

Bryce  put  a  hand  on  Emile’s  shoulder.  “Your  sister  was  a  badass.  A

brave, brilliant badass.” 

Emile offered a wobbly smile. Gods, the boy was scrawny. Way too thin

for  his  lanky  frame.  If  this  was  how  thin  he  remained  after  a  few  weeks

outside  the  death  camp’s  barbed-wire  fences  …  This  boy  had  seen  and

endured things that no child—no person—should face. 

Shame flooded Hunt, and he sat down beside Bryce. 

No  wonder  she’d  worked  alone  to  arrange  this—none  of  the  rest  of

them had really stopped to think about the kid himself. Just his power, and

what it might mean if the wrong person got hold of it. 

Hunt  tried  to  catch  her  eye,  to  show  her  that  he  understood,  and  he

didn’t hold any of this against her, but she kept her focus on the boy. 

Bryce said quietly, “I lost a sister, too. Two years ago. It was hard, and

you  never  stop  feeling  the  loss,  but  …  you  learn  to  live  with  it.  I’m  not going  to  tell  you  time  heals  all  wounds,  because  for  some  people  it

doesn’t.” Hunt’s heart strained at the pain in her voice, even now. “But I get

it. What you’re feeling.” 

Emile said nothing. Hunt suppressed the urge to gather both of them in

his arms and hug them tightly. 

“And look,” Bryce went on, “no matter what the Viper Queen says to

you, don’t take her threats too seriously. She’s a psycho, but she’s not a kid

killer.” 

“Real reassuring,” Hunt muttered. 

Bryce scowled at him. “It’s true.” 

But Hunt knew why the Viper Queen wouldn’t have harmed the kid. He

turned to the fighting pit beyond the window. It was dim and quiet now, too

early in the day for the fights that drew hundreds—and made millions—for the snake shifter. 

Alarm  flared.  Hunt  blurted,  “You  didn’t  sign  any  contracts  with  her, 

right?” 

“Why  would  she  want  me  to  sign  anything?”  Emile  said,  toeing  the

carpet. 

Hunt  said  quietly,  “Thunderbirds  are  insanely  rare.  A  lot  of  people

would want that power.” He extended a hand toward Emile, and lightning

wreathed his fingers, wending between them. “I’m not a thunderbird,” Hunt

said, “but I’ve got a similar gift. Made me, ah … valuable.” He tapped the

branded-out  slave’s  mark  on  his  wrist.  “Not  in  any  way  that  counts,  deep

down, but it made certain people willing to do a lot of bad things to attain

me.” The Viper Queen would kill—had killed—to own that power. 

Emile’s eyes widened at the lightning. Like he was seeing Hunt for the

first  time.  “Sofie  said  something  like  that  about  her  power  once.  That  it

didn’t change who she was inside.” 

Hunt  melted  a  bit  at  the  trust  in  the  kid’s  face.  “It  didn’t.  And  your

power doesn’t, either.” 

Emile glanced between them. Then down the hall. “What power?” 

Hunt slowly, slowly turned to Bryce. Her face revealed nothing. “Your

… thunderbird power? The power that downed those Omega-boats?” 

The kid’s face shuttered. “That was Sofie.” 

Bryce  lifted  her  chin  in  challenge.  “Emile  doesn’t  have  any  powers, 

Hunt.” 

Hunt looked like she’d dumped a bucket of ice water on him. 

“What  do  you  mean?”  he  asked,  voice  low.  He  didn’t  wait  for  her  to

reply before he pushed, “How do  you know, Bryce?” 

“I didn’t know for sure,” Bryce said. The small, scared boy now cringed

away  from  the  angel.  She  continued,  “But  I  figured  it  was  a  good

possibility. The only thing Vanir care about is power. The only way to get

them  to  care  about  a  human  boy  was  to  spin  a  story  about  him  having

powers like Sofie’s. The only way to make sure he got to safety was to craft

a lie about him being valuable. I had a feeling Sofie knew that all too well.” 

She added with a soft smile to the boy, “Emile was— is valuable. To Sofie. 

To his family. As all loved ones are.” 

Hunt blinked. Blinked again. Anger—and fear—warred in his eyes. He

whispered, “Does the Viper Queen know this?” 

Bryce didn’t hide her disdain. “She never asked.” Bryce had been sure

to word the bargain between them very carefully, so Emile could walk out

of here whenever he wished. 

Hunt’s lightning writhed across his brow. “Any protection she’s offering

this kid will vanish the moment she knows.” His gaze shifted to Emile, who

watched  the  lightning  not  in  fear,  but  with  sorrow.  The  lightning

immediately vanished. Hunt rubbed his face. Then said to Bryce, “You did

all of this on a guess?” 

“Sofie was part-human. Like me.” Cormac himself had said they were

alike. She explained as gently as she could, “You’ve never spent a moment

of your life as a human, Hunt. You always had value to Vanir. You just said

so yourself.” 

His wings rustled. “And what was the Vipe’s asking price?” 

“She’d  retrieve  Emile,  hold  him  here—in  comfort  and  safety—until  I

came to pick him up. And in return, I’d owe her a favor.” 

“That was reckless,” he said through his teeth. 

“It’s not like I have piles of gold lying around.” This wasn’t the time or

place for this fight. “You can have your alphahole fit later,” she seethed. 

“Fine,”  Hunt  shot  back.  He  leaned  forward  to  address  the  boy,  that

thunderous expression easing. “Sorry, Emile. I’m glad you’re safe, however

insanely  Bryce  acted  to  make  that  happen.  You  game  to  answer  a  few

questions?” 

Emile nodded shallowly. Bryce braced herself. 

Hunt gave Bryce another dirty look before he said, “How did you keep

the Viper Queen from knowing you don’t have any power?” 

Emile  shrugged.  “When  she  talked  about  fights  and  stuff,  I  didn’t

answer. I think she thought I was scared.” 

“Good call,” Bryce said. But Hunt cut in, “Were you originally heading

to this city to find some sort of meeting place that you and your sister had

agreed on beforehand?” 

Emile nodded again. “We were supposed to meet here, actually.” 

Hunt murmured, “A place  where the weary souls find relief …” 

Bryce explained, “The Meat Market is drug central. I figured if Danika

had  suggested  it  as  a  hiding  spot,  then  she  might  have  thought  the  Viper

Queen would be … amenable to helping them out. Turns out Danika was

right.” 

Emile added, “The Vipe’s agent picked me up before I could make it to

the city proper. She said it wasn’t safe anywhere but with them.” 

“It wasn’t,” Bryce said, smiling gently, “but now you’re safe with us.” 

Well, at least they could agree on that. Hunt asked, “Did your sister ever

mention  anything  secret  about  the  Asteri?  Anything  super  valuable  to  the

rebels?” 

Emile considered, brow scrunching. “No.” 

Bryce blew out a heavy breath. It had been a long shot anyway. 

Emile wrung his fingers. “But … I do recognize that name. Danika. She

was the wolf, right?” 

Bryce went still. “You knew Danika?” 

Emile  shook  his  head.  “No,  but  Sofie  told  me  about  her  the  night  we

separated.  The  blond  wolf,  who  died  a  couple  years  ago.  With  the  purple

and pink streaks in her hair.” 
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Bryce struggled to breathe. “How did Danika and Sofie know each other?” 

“Danika found Sofie using her Vanir powers,” Emile said. “She could

smell Sofie’s gift, or something. She needed Sofie to do something for her

—Danika  couldn’t  do  it  because  she  was  too  recognizable.  But  Sofie  …” 

Emile toed the carpet. “She wasn’t …” 

Bryce cut in, “Sofie was a human. Or passed as one. She’d be ignored

by most. What did Danika need her to do?” 

Emile shook his head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t able to talk to Sofie for

very long when we were in Kavalla.” 

Hunt’s  wide  eyes  shone  with  surprise,  his  anger  at  her  seemingly

forgotten  for  the  moment.  She  pulled  a  slip  of  paper  from  her  pocket. 

“These  letters  and  numbers  were  found  on  your  sister’s  body.  Any  idea

what they mean?” 

Emile bounced his knee. “No.” 

Damn it. Bryce twisted her mouth to the side. 

Head bowed, Emile whispered, “I’m sorry I don’t know anything else.” 

Hunt  cleared  his  throat.  Reached  in  front  of  Bryce  to  clasp  the  boy’s

shoulder. “You did good, kid. Really good. We owe you.” 

Emile offered Hunt a wobbly smile. 

Yet Bryce’s mind spun. Danika had needed Sofie to find something  big. 

And though it had taken her years after Danika had died, Sofie had finally

found it. And it had indeed been big enough that the Hind had killed her, 

rather than risking Sofie spreading it …

Hunt said, drawing her from her thoughts, “Bryce.” 

Her mate nodded pointedly to the window a few feet away. 

“Give us a minute,” she said to Emile with a smile, and walked over to

the window, Hunt trailing her. 

Hunt  whisper-hissed,  “What  do  we  do  with  him  now?  We  can’t  leave

him here. It’s only a matter of time until the Viper Queen figures out that he

doesn’t  have  powers.  And  we  can’t  bring  him  with  us.  Pippa  might  very

well come sniffing now that we destroyed that suit and they really do need a

thunderbird’s power—” 

“Pippa  Spetsos  is  a  bad  woman,”  Emile  said  from  the  couch,  paling. 

Hunt  had  the  good  sense  to  look  embarrassed  that  his  little  fit  had  been

overheard. “Sofie warned me about her. After I got on the boat, she wanted

to question me … I ran the moment no one was looking. But she and her

Lightfall unit tracked me—all the way to the marshes. I hid in the reeds and

was able to shake them there.” 

“Smart.” Bryce pulled out her phone. “And we know all about Pippa, 

don’t worry. She won’t get anywhere near you.” She glared at Hunt. “You

really think I didn’t plan this out?” 

Hunt  crossed  his  arms,  brows  high,  but  Bryce  was  already  dialing. 

“Hey, Fury. Yeah, we’re here. Bring the car around.” 

“You brought Axtar into this?” 

“She’s one of the few people I trust to escort him to his new home.” 

Fear flooded Emile’s eyes. Bryce walked back to the couch and ruffled

his  hair.  “You’ll  be  safe  there.  I  promise.”  She  gave  Hunt  a  warning  look

over her shoulder. She wasn’t going to reveal more until they’d left. But she

said to Emile, “Go use the bathroom. You’re in for a long ride.” 

Hunt was still sorting through his racing feelings when they walked out of

the  Meat  Market,  Emile  hidden  beneath  the  shadows  of  a  hooded

sweatshirt. As promised, the Viper Queen had let them leave, no questions

asked. 

She’d only smiled at Bryce. Hunt suspected, with a sinking feeling, that

she already knew Emile had no powers. That she’d taken in the kid because, 

despite his potential, there was one thing that might be more valuable to her

one day: Bryce owing her a favor. 

Hel yeah, he was going to have his little alphahole fit. 

But  he  tucked  away  the  thoughts  when  he  found  Fury  Axtar  leaning against a sleek black sedan, her arms crossed. Emile stumbled a step. Hunt

didn’t blame the kid. 

Bryce threw her arms around her friend, saying, “Thank you  so much.” 

Fury pulled back and turned to survey Emile as if she were looking at a

particularly nasty bug. “Not much meat on him.” 

Bryce  nudged  her  with  an  elbow.  “So  get  him  some  snacks  on  the

road.” 

“Snacks?” Fury said, but opened one of the rear doors. 

“You know,” Bryce drawled, “garbage food that provides zero nutrition

for our bodies, but  lots of nutrition for our souls.” 

How  could  she  be  so  …  glib  about  what  she’d  done?  Any  number  of

people would likely kill her for it. If not Cormac, then the River Queen or

Ophion or the Hind—

Fury shook her head, chuckling, but beckoned to the boy. “In you go.” 

Emile balked. 

Fury flashed a feral smile, “You’re too short for the front. Airbag safety

regulations.” 

“You  just  don’t  want  him  messing  with  the  radio,”  Bryce  muttered. 

Fury  didn’t  deny  it,  and  Emile  didn’t  say  anything  as  he  climbed  into  the

back seat. He had no bag, no belongings. 

Hunt remembered that feeling. After his mother had died, he’d had no

traces or reminders or comforts of the child he’d been, the mother who had

sung him to sleep. 

Nausea  churned  in  his  gut.  Hunt  said  to  the  kid,  “Don’t  let  Fury  boss

you around.” 

Emile  lifted  wide,  pleading  eyes  to  Hunt.  Gods,  how  had  everyone

forgotten that he was only a kid? Everyone except Bryce. 

Shahar would never have done something like this, risked so much for

someone who could do her absolutely no good. But Bryce … Hunt couldn’t

stop  himself  from  stepping  closer  to  her.  From  brushing  his  wing  against

her in a silent apology. 

Bryce  stepped  beyond  his  reach.  Fair  enough.  He’d  been  an  asshole. 

She asked Fury, “You’ve got the address?” 

“Yes.  We’ll  be  there  in  eight  hours.  Seven,  if  we  don’t  bother  with

snacks.” 

“He’s a kid. He needs snacks,” Hunt cut in. 

But  Fury  ignored  him  and  stalked  around  the  car,  sliding  into  the

driver’s  seat.  Two  handguns  were  buckled  to  her  thighs.  He  had  a  feeling

more  were  in  the  glove  compartment  and  trunk.  And  then  there  was

whatever  Vanir  power  she  possessed  that  made  Fury  Axtar,  well  …  Fury

Axtar. “You’re lucky I love you, Quinlan. And that Juniper didn’t want this

kid here for another minute.” 

Hunt  caught  the  way  Bryce’s  throat  bobbed,  but  she  lifted  a  hand  in

farewell. Then she approached the still-open back door, where she said to

Emile, “Your name isn’t Emile Renast anymore, okay?” 

Panic  sparked  in  the  kid’s  face.  Bryce  touched  his  cheek,  as  if  she

couldn’t help it. The last of Hunt’s anger dissolved entirely. 

Bryce  was  saying,  “All  the  documents  will  be  waiting  for  you.  Birth

certificate, adoption papers …” 

“Adoption?” Emile croaked. 

Bryce grinned winningly at the kid. “You’re part of the Quinlan-Silago

clan  now.  We’re  a  crazy  bunch,  but  we  love  each  other.  Tell  Randall  to

make you chocolate croissants on Sundays.” 

Hunt  had  no  words.  She  hadn’t  only  found  a  place  for  this  lost  kid. 

She’d found him a new family.  Her family. His throat tightened to the point

of  pain,  his  eyes  stinging.  But  Bryce  kissed  Emile’s  cheek,  shut  the  door, 

and  thumped  the  car  roof.  Fury  sped  off  down  the  cobblestone  street, 

hooked a sharp left, and was gone. 

Slowly, Bryce turned back to him. 

“You’re sending him to your parents,” he said quietly. 

Her eyes iced over. “Did I miss the memo where I needed your approval

to do so?” 

“For Urd’s sake, that’s not why I was mad.” 

“I  don’t  care  if  you’re  mad,”  she  said,  flickering  with  light.  “Just

because we’re fucking doesn’t mean I answer to you.” 

“Pretty sure it’s a little bit more than fucking.” 

She bristled, and his anger bristled with it. But he remembered where

they were—right in front of the Viper Queen’s headquarters. Where anyone

might see. Or try to start shit. 

“I have to go to work,” Bryce said, practically biting out each word. 

“Fine. So do I.” 

“Fine.” She didn’t wait for him before striding off. 

Hunt rubbed his eyes and shot skyward. He knew Bryce was well aware

that he trailed her from above as she wove through the tangle of streets that

made up the Meat Market, banking northward toward the CBD only when

she’d crossed Crone Street into the safety of the Old Square. 

But she didn’t look up. Not once. 

“I only have ten minutes before I need to go to the archives,” Bryce said to

her  brother  as  he  ushered  her  into  his  house  an  hour  later.  “I’m  already

behind as Hel at work.” 

Steaming  at  Hunt,  she’d  used  the  long  walk  to  process  all  that  had

happened with Emile and the Viper Queen. To pray that Fury didn’t scare

the living daylights out of the kid before he reached her parents’ house in

Nidaros. And contemplate whether she’d maybe overreacted a smidgen to

Hunt’s anger at her not telling him. 

Bryce had been just turning down the block to the archives when Ruhn

called with his vague request to come over immediately. She’d thumbed in

a quick message to her boss about a doctor’s appointment running late, and

raced right over here. 

She  dumped  her  purse  beside  the  front  door.  “Please  start  explaining

why this was so urgent that you needed me to— Oh.” 

She’d assumed it had something to do with Ithan, or that maybe Declan

had  found  something.  Which  was  why  she’d  sprinted  from  FiRo,  in  her

stupid heels, in the stupid heat, and was now a sweaty mess. 

She  hadn’t  expected  a  beautiful  female  clad  in  nothing  but  a  blanket, 

standing against the foyer wall like some trapped animal. Her crimson eyes

narrowed with warning. 

Bryce  offered  a  smile  to  the  female  against  the  wall.  “Uh,  hey. 

Everything … all right?” She hissed to Ruhn over her shoulder, “Where are

 her clothes? ” 

“She wouldn’t wear them,” Ruhn hissed back. “Believe me, Dec tried.” 

He pointed to an untouched pile of male clothes by the stairs. 

But  the  female  was  scanning  Bryce  from  her  heels  to  her  head.  “You

came to see the mystics. You blazed with starlight.” 

Bryce peered back. It wasn’t the female mystic, but … she turned to see Ithan, looking guilty, on the couch. With three fire sprites floating around

his head. 

Her blood turned to acid. A plump sprite sprawled on his knee, beaming

at Bryce. The memory of Lehabah burned bright and searing. 

“So,  Ithan   might  have  gotten  pissed  when  he  went  back  to  the

Astronomer  and  found  out  that  the  female  mystic  is  a  wolf,”  Ruhn  was

saying,  “and  he   might  have  done  something  rash  and  taken  something  he shouldn’t have, and then these morons freed them from the rings …” 

Bryce whirled to the female against the wall. “You were in one of the

rings?” 

The red eyes flared again. “Yes.” 

Bryce asked Ithan, “Why did you go back there?” 

“I wanted to be sure about Connor,” he said. She didn’t miss the tone of

accusation—that she hadn’t been as concerned as he was. Neither did Ruhn, 

who tensed at her side. 

Bryce swallowed hard. “Is he … okay?” 

Ithan  dragged  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “I  don’t  know.  I  need  to  find

out.” 

Bryce  nodded  gravely,  then  managed  to  face  the  three  sprites  in  the

living room. Managed to lift her chin and ask, voice shaking only slightly, 

“Do you know a sprite named Lehabah?” 

“No,” said Malana, the full-bodied sprite so similar to Lele that Bryce

could barely stand to face her. “What clan is she?” 

Bryce  inhaled  a  shuddering  breath.  The  males  had  hushed.  “Lehabah

claimed she was a descendant of Queen Ranthia Drahl, Queen of Embers.” 

One of the slender sprites—Rithi, maybe?—puffed with red flame. “An

heir of Ranthia?” 

A chill went down Bryce’s arms. “She said so.” 

“Fire sprites do not lie about their lineage,” said the third sprite, Sasa. 

“How do you know her?” 

“I knew her,” Bryce said. “She died three months ago. She gave her life

to save mine.” 

The three sprites floated toward Bryce. “The Drahl line has long been

scattered to the winds,” Sasa said sadly. “We don’t know how many remain. 

To lose even one …” She bowed her head, flame dimming to a soft yellow. 

The dragon in the hall said to Bryce, “You were a friend to this sprite.” 

Bryce twisted to the female. “Yes.” Damn her tight throat. To the three

sprites, she said, “I freed Lehabah before she died. It was her …” She could

barely get the words out. “It was her first and final act of freedom to choose

to save me. She was the bravest person I’ve ever met.” 

Malana drifted to Bryce, pressing a warm, burning hand to her cheek. 

“In her honor, we shall call you an ally of our people.” 

Bryce  didn’t  miss  the  slave  tattoo  on  Malana’s  wrist.  The  other  two

sprites  bore  the  same  marking.  She  slowly  turned  to  Ithan.  “I’m  glad  you

stole them from that creep.” 

“It didn’t feel right to leave them.” 

Something in her chest melted, and she suppressed the urge to hug her

old friend, to cry at the glimmer of the male she’d once known. Bryce asked

Ruhn instead, “Can’t we find some way out of this, Mr. Fancy Prince?” 

“Marc’s on it,” Declan said, holding up his phone. “He thinks you two

might be able to use your royal sway to either commandeer them on behalf

of the royal household or get the Astronomer to accept payment for them

rather than press charges.” 

“Payment?” Bryce blurted. 

“Relax,” Flynn said, smirking. “We got the money, Princess.” 

“Yeah, I’ve seen your daddy’s fancy house,” Bryce quipped, earning a

scowl from Flynn and an  oooooh from the sprites. 

Bryce suppressed her smile and lifted a brow at Ruhn. She’d fucked up

one  friendship  thanks  to  pulling  princess  rank,  but  this  …  For  Lehabah, 

she’d do it. “You in, Chosen One?” 

Ruhn’s mouth quirked to the side. “Hel yeah, Starborn.” 

Bryce waved him off and turned fully to the dragon in the hallway. “I’m

guessing you cost … a lot.” 

“More than even a prince and princess can afford,” the dragon said with

a note of bitterness. “I was a gift to the Astronomer from an Archangel.” 

“Must  have  been  some  reading  the  Astronomer  did  for  them,”  Flynn

muttered. 

The dragon hedged, “It was.” 

Her eyes cooled to jet-black cinders. To leave her at the Astronomer’s

mercy, to go back into that tiny little ring to sit on his filthy old fingers …

“Look,”  Bryce  said,  “if  Marc’s  right  about  the  commandeering  slaves thing for royal services, then Ruhn and I can make up some shit to explain

why we need you.” 

“Why help me?” the dragon asked. 

Bryce tapped her wrist. “My mate was a slave. I can’t turn a blind eye

to it anymore. No one should.” And since she’d already helped out one lost

soul today, why not add a few more? 

“Who is your mate?” the dragon said. 

“Wait,” Flynn objected. “You guys are mates? Like, mates-mates?” 

“Mates-mates,” Ruhn said. 

“Does the Autumn King know?” Declan asked. 

Bryce  could  have  sworn  Ruhn  glanced  at  Ithan,  who  was  busy  with

something  on  his  phone,  before  she  said,  “Let’s  say  it  was  officially

confirmed last night.” 

Flynn whistled. 

Bryce  rolled  her  eyes,  but  faced  the  dragon  again.  “His  name  is  Hunt

Athalar.” 

Recognition kindled in the dragon’s eyes. “Orion Athalar?” 

“One and the same,” Bryce said. “You know him?” 

Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Only by reputation.” 

“Ah.” Bryce asked, a shade awkwardly, “What’s your name?” 

“Ariadne.” 

“Ari for short,” Flynn chimed in. 

“Never Ari,” the dragon snapped. 

Bryce’s mouth twitched. “Well, Ariadne, expect these idiots to piss you

off on an hourly basis. But try not to burn the place down.” She winked at

the dragon. “Feel free to toast Flynn when he’s a smart-ass, though.” 

Flynn flipped her off, but Bryce turned toward the door—only to find

three sprites in her face. “You should speak to our queen about Lehabah’s

bravery,” Sasa said. “Irithys is not a descendant of Ranthia, but she would

like to hear your tale.” 

“I’m pretty busy,” Bryce said quickly. “Gotta go to work.” 

But  Malana  said  to  her  sister,  “She’d  need  to   find  Irithys  first.”  She explained to Bryce, “Last we heard, before we went into the rings all those

years ago, she had been sold to one of the Asteri. But perhaps they’d let you

speak to her.” 

“Why would I need to speak to her?” Bryce asked as she kept heading

for the door, aware of Ariadne’s keen gaze. 

“Because princesses need allies,” Rithi said, and Bryce halted. 

Bryce  sighed.  “I’m  going  to  need  a  really  big  drink  after  work,”  she

said, and walked out the door, her phone already at her ear. 

“What?” Jesiba said by way of answering. 

“The  Astronomer.  You  know  him?”  Bryce  had  zero  idea  what  the old

male  was,  but  …  he  seemed  like  he’d  be  in  the  House  of  Flame  and

Shadow. 

There was silence from the sorceress before she said, “Why?” 

“Looking for some strings to pull.” 

Jesiba laughed quietly. “You’re the one who stole his rings?” 

Maybe they had some sorcerer message-board support group. “Let’s say

a friend did.” 

“And now you want—what? My money to pay for them?” 

“I want you to convince him to accept the money my friends will pay

for them.” 

“One of those rings is priceless.” 

“Yeah, the dragon. Ariadne.” 

“Is that what she calls herself?” A low laugh. “Fascinating.” 

“You know her?” 

“Of her.” 

Bryce crossed a busy intersection, keeping her head down as a passing

tourist gawked too long in her direction. At least no dreadwolves prowled

the streets. “So? Can you help or not?” 

Jesiba grunted. “I’ll make a call. No promises.” 

“What are you going to say?” 

“That he owes me a favor.” Dark promise glittered in the words. “And

now you do, too.” 

“Get in line,” Bryce said, and hung up. 

By the time Bryce reached her little office in the archives, relieved she

hadn’t needed to pull her princess rank again, she was ready to bask in the

AC and kick back in her chair. Ready to maybe send a message to Hunt to

feel out whether he was still pissed. But all plans vanished at the sight of

the envelope on her desk. 

It contained an analysis of dragon fire, dating back five thousand years. 

It was in a language Bryce didn’t know, but a translation had been included. 

Jesiba had scribbled  Good luck at the top. 

Well,  now  she  knew  why  the  Astronomer  kept  Ariadne  in  a  ring.  Not

for light—but for protection. 

 Among its many uses, the ancient scholar had written,  dragon fire  is one of the few substances proven to harm the Princes of Hel. It can burn even

 the Prince of the Pit’s dark hide. 

Yeah, Ariadne was valuable. And if Apollion was readying his armies

… Bryce had no intention of letting the dragon return to the Astronomer’s

clutches. 
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Hunt knew he’d been a fool to think this would end once they found Emile. 

Once the kid was safe. Bryce clearly had no intention of dropping this. Not

with Danika somehow involved. 

But he tucked all that aside. He had other shit to take care of right now. 

He had to meet with Celestina first. Make an appearance, maintain the

facade  that  all  was  well.  Ensure  that  the  Hind  hadn’t  told  the  Archangel

anything. His meeting with Isaiah wasn’t for an hour—plenty of time. 

Plenty of time to also stew over Bryce, and how well she’d played all of

them. How she’d helped Emile, but she’d hidden her plans from him. Plans

that had cost lives. And yeah, Bryce could take care of herself, but … He’d

thought they were a team. 

Again: he knew he’d been a fool. 

Hunt  soothed  his  wild  blood,  and  only  when  he  was  certain  his

lightning wasn’t about to erupt did he knock on the Governor’s door. 

Celestina  smiled  in  greeting—a  good  sign.  No  hint  of  Ephraim  or  the

others.  Good  as  well.  Her  smile  widened  as  Hunt  stepped  closer. 

“Congratulations,” she said warmly. 

Hunt angled his head. “On what?” 

She gestured to him. “I take it from your scent that you and Bryce are

mated.” 

He hadn’t realized the sex would be broadcast like that. Apparently, the

bond between them  had gone to that biological level. “I, ah. Yeah. Since the

overnight at her parents’ house.” 

Even  if  they’d  just  been  at  each  other’s  throats.  And  not  in  the  good way. 

“So visiting her parents went well, then.” 

“I thought her mom would cut off my balls at one point, but get Ember

talking  about  sunball,  and  she’ll  become  your  best  friend.”  It  was  true, 

though  he’d  learned  it  months  ago.  Even  if  some  part  of  him  recoiled  at

having to answer Celestina’s question with a blatant lie. 

Celestina laughed merrily. There was no wariness or displeasure in it—

no indication that she might know the truth. “Good. I’m happy for you. For

both of you.” 

“Thank  you,”  Hunt  said.  He  added,  to  cover  his  bases,  “Ruhn  and

Prince Cormac joined us, though. It made things … slightly awkward.” 

“Because Cormac is technically Bryce’s fiancé?” Celestina asked wryly. 

Hunt snorted. “That, too, but mostly because Ember isn’t … a fan of the

Fae. She asked Ruhn to come, since she hadn’t seen him in years, but it was

still tense at times.” 

“I’ve heard of her history with the Autumn King. I’m sorry that it still

haunts her.” 

“So am I,” Hunt said. “Anything happen here while I was gone?” 

“Only if you count overseeing party preparations for the equinox.” 

Hunt chuckled. “That fun, huh?” 

“Riveting,”  Celestina  said,  then  seemed  to  remember  herself  because

she  added,  “Of  course,  it’s  for  a  joyous  occasion,  so  it’s  not  entirely  a

chore.” 

“Of course.” 

The  sun  through  the  windows  behind  her  turned  her  white  wings

radiant. “Baxian might have something more interesting to report. He was

barely here yesterday.” 

It  took  all  of  Hunt’s  training  to  keep  his  own  face  neutral  as  he  said, 

“I’ve got a meeting with Isaiah, but my next stop after that is to check in

with him.” 

Everything  between  them  was  a  lie.  And  one  word  from  the  Hind  …

Hunt suppressed the surge of his power as it crackled through him. 

Baxian  might  have  claimed  he  was  a  rebel  sympathizer,  might  have

helped them enough to garner some trust, but … he’d be a fool to trust him

entirely. 

“What’s wrong?” Celestina asked, brow furrowing with worry. 

Hunt shook his head. “Nothing.” He clasped his hands behind his back

and asked casually, “Anything for me to do today?” 

Hunt emerged from the Archangel’s office five minutes later with a stack of

preliminary reports on demon activity at the Northern Rift. She wanted his

expertise in examining the types of demons caught, as well as an analysis

on whether the breeds and frequency meant Hel was planning something. 

The answer was a definite yes, but he’d find some way to draw out the

task to buy himself more time. To decide how much to tell her about Hel. 

Apollion had spoken true, about him and Bryce and their powers. And

if the Prince of the Pit had been honest about that, what else had he been

honest about? Some shit with Hel was stirring. Hunt’s gut twisted. 

But he still had one more thing to do before descending into all of that. 

He  hunted  down  the  Hind  in  ten  minutes,  finding  her  in  the  barracks

bathroom, applying red lipliner, of all things. He’d never thought she might

actually have to put on her makeup. Somehow, he pictured her permanently

coiffed and painted. 

“Hunter,” she crooned without breaking her stare from the mirror. They

were alone. 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“You never did like Sandriel’s nickname for you.” 

“I had no interest in being part of her club.” 

The Hind kept drawing her lipliner with a steady hand. “To what do I

owe this pleasure?” 

Hunt  leaned  against  the  bathroom  door,  blocking  any  exit.  She  slid  a

kohl-lined eye in his direction. 

“What are you going to do about what happened yesterday?” he asked. 

She  opened  a  tube  of  lipstick  and  began  filling  in  the  precise  outline

she’d drawn. “If you’re referring to when I fucked Pollux in the showers, 

I’m afraid I’m not going to apologize to Naomi Boreas for leaving the stall

door open. I did invite her to join, you know.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” 

She started on her top lip. “Then enlighten me.” 

Hunt stared at her. She’d seen him. Spoken to him, to all of them, while they’d  been  in  the  water.  He’d  gone  ballistic,  ready  to  slaughter  her.  Had

needed his mate’s touch and body to calm down afterward. 

Hunt growled, “Is this some sort of cat-and-mouse game?” 

She  set  the  golden  lipstick  tube  on  the  counter  and  pivoted.  Beautiful

and cold as a statue of Luna. “You’re the hunter. You tell me.” 

This female had killed Sofie Renast. Drowned her. And had tortured so

many others that the silver torque around her neck practically screamed the

names of the dead. 

When  Hunt  said  nothing,  the  Hind  inspected  herself  in  the  mirror, 

tucking  a  stray  tendril  of  hair  into  her  elegant  chignon.  She  then  stalked

toward  him—to  the  door.  He  stepped  away  silently.  The  Hind  said  as  she

exited, “Perhaps you’ll stop prattling on about nonsense once you see what

the Harpy did by the Angels’ Gate. It’s rather extraordinary.” 

Ten minutes later, Hunt learned what she meant. 

The crystal Gate in the heart of the CBD was muted in the midmorning

light,  but  no  one  was  looking  at  it  anyway.  The  gathered  crowd  was

snapping pictures and murmuring about the two figures lying facedown on

the ground beneath it. 

It had been a long while since Hunt had seen anyone blood-eagled. 

The  corpses  wore  black  stealth  clothes—or  shreds  of  them.  Rebels. 

That was the Ophion crest on their red armbands, and the sinking sun of the

Lightfall squadron above it. 

Across the Gate’s square, someone vomited, then sprinted away, crying

softly. 

The Harpy had started down their backs. Taken her knives and sawed

through the ribs, cleaving each bone from the spine. And then she’d reached

through the incisions and yanked their lungs through them. 

Leaving a pair of bloody wings draped over their backs. 

Hunt knew the victims would have still been alive. Screaming. 

Ephraim  had  brought  this  into  his  city.  This  was  what  the  Hind,  the

Asteri would unleash upon him and Bryce. It wouldn’t be crucifixion. It’d

be something far more creative. 

Had the Harpy left the blood eagles as a message for Ophion, or for all

of Valbara? 

Celestina had allowed this to happen here. Allowed the Harpy to do this and  then  display  the  bodies.  Hadn’t  even  mentioned  it  in  their  meeting. 

Because she agreed with these methods, or because she had no choice? 

Hunt  swallowed  against  the  dryness  in  his  mouth.  But  others  had

noticed him now.  The Umbra Mortis, they murmured. Like he’d helped the

Harpy create this atrocity. 

Hunt swallowed his answer.  We might be triarii, but I will never  be like

 that monster. 

They wouldn’t have believed him. 

It  had  been  a  weird  fucking  day,  but  Ruhn  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief  when

Athalar  called.  All  clear,  the  angel  had  said,  and  it  had  eased  Ruhn’s exhaustion and dread, if only by a fraction. He hadn’t told Athalar about the

sprites  and  the  dragon.  He’d  let  Bryce  tell  her  mate  those  details.  He

wondered if she’d even told him yet about the mystics. 

Ruhn toyed with his lip ring as he returned to the living room, where

Flynn  was  flirting  with  the  sprites  while  Dec  asked  them  questions  about

their lives in the rings. The dragon sat on the stairs, and Ruhn ignored her, 

even if it went against every primal instinct to do so. Ithan lifted his brows

as Ruhn entered. 

“We’re good,” Ruhn told the males, who all muttered prayers of thanks

to the gods. He faced the dragon, bracing himself, but was interrupted by

the sound of the doorbell. 

Brows  lowering,  hand  drifting  to  the  gun  tucked  into  his  back

waistband, Ruhn strode to the front door. A lovely, familiar female scent hit

him a moment before he registered who stood there, broom in hand. 

Queen Hypaxia Enador smiled faintly. “Hello, Prince. I’d hoped to find

you here.” 
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Tharion finished his report to the River Queen, his fin holding him steady in

the current of the river depths. She lounged among a bed of river oysters, 

long fingers trailing over the ridges and bumps. 

“So my sister has a fleet of ships that elude the Asteri’s Omega-boats.” 

The waters around them swirled, and Tharion fought to keep in place, tail

swishing hard. 

“Only six.” 

“Six, each one the size of the Comitium.” Her eyes flashed in the dim

depths. 

“Does  it  make  a  difference?”  He’d  had  no  choice  but  to  tell  her

everything—it  was  the  only  way  to  explain  why  he’d  returned  without

Pippa  Spetsos  in  tow.  Or  at  least  answers  regarding  Emile  Renast’s

whereabouts. 

“Do  sisters  not  share  everything?”  She  dragged  a  finger  along  the

jagged  edge  of  an  oyster  and  it  opened,  revealing  the  pearl  within.  “They

mock me, with these ships. They suggest I am not trustworthy.” 

“No  one  said  anything  like  that.”  He  clenched  his  jaw.  “I  don’t  think

they’ve told anyone else.” 

“Yet this Commander Sendes saw fit to inform  you.” 

“Only  of  the  vague  details,  and  only  because  we  stumbled  onto  her

ship.” 

“They  rescued  you.  They  could  have  let  you  drown  and  kept  their

secrets,  yet  they  saved  you.”  His  blood  chilled.  She  would  have  let  them

drown. “I want you to find out everything you can about these ships.” 

“I don’t think that will be easy,” Tharion cautioned. 

“Who is to say my sister won’t use them against me?” 

 She  rules  the  oceans.  I  doubt  she  wants  one  stupid  river.  But Tharion said, “That didn’t seem to be on anyone’s mind.” 

“Perhaps not now, but I wouldn’t put it past her.” 

He refrained from telling her she was being paranoid. Instead, he tried

his best weapon: diverting her attention. “Shall I continue hunting for Emile

Renast?” 

The River Queen eyed him. “Why wouldn’t you?” 

He tried to hide his relief that she’d pivoted with him, even though he

knew she’d return to the subject of the Ocean Queen’s ships soon enough. 

“Even  with  the  ammo  and  mech-suit  prototype  destroyed,  Pippa  Spetsos

just  became  a  lot  more  powerful—her  position  in  Ophion  has  changed. 

Capturing her, interrogating her … We do that, and we risk having Ophion

deem us enemies.” 

“I do not care what Ophion deems us. But very well.” She motioned to

the surface. “Go Above. Find another way to collect the boy.” 

“As you will it,” he said, bowing in the current. 

She  flicked  a  hand  in  dismissal.  “I  shall  make  your  excuses  to  my

daughter.” 

“Give her my love.” 

She didn’t answer, and Tharion made a beeline to the surface and open

world above. 

He’d finished tugging on the clothes he’d left in a nook of the quay near

Moonwood’s  River  Gate  when  wings  rustled  on  the  walkway  above  him. 

He peered over the stone rim to find Athalar standing with crossed arms. 

“We need to talk,” said the Umbra Mortis. 

Ruhn stared at the witch-queen. At his bride. 

Hypaxia  Enador  was  as  beautiful  as  he  remembered:  luxurious,  dark

hair falling in soft curls down to her slim waist; brown skin that glowed as

if  moonlight  ran  beneath  it;  large,  dark  eyes  that  noticed  too  much.  Her

mouth,  full  and  inviting,  parted  in  a  lovely  smile  as  she  stepped  into  the

foyer. 

The witch touched a knot in the wood on her broom. It was a stunning

piece of art: every inch of its handle carved with intricate designs of clouds

and  flowers  and  stars,  each  twig  in  the  base  carved  as  well  and  bound

together with golden thread. 

But with the touch on that knot, the broom vanished. 

No,  it  shrank.  Into  a  golden  brooch  of  Cthona,  the  earth  goddess  ripe

with child. Hypaxia pinned the brooch onto the shoulder of her gauzy blue

robes  and  said,  “A  convenient  bit  of  witch-magic.  I  found  that  carrying  a

broom around the city is … cumbersome. And attracts the notice of many. 

Especially a broom such as mine.” 

“That is … really fucking cool,” Ruhn admitted. 

She began to answer, but her eyes slid to the dragon sitting at the foot of

the  stairs,  and  she  stopped.  She  blinked  once  before  turning  to  Ruhn.  “A

friend?” 

“Yeah,”  Ruhn  lied,  and  then  Flynn  and  Declan  and  Ithan  were  there, 

sprites in tow, gawking at the queen. 

Ithan cleared his throat, likely at the stunning beauty of the witch. 

Ruhn  hadn’t  been  much  better  when  he’d  first  seen  her.  Yet  she’d

hardly given him the time of day at the Summit. Even if she’d helped out

majorly during the shit that had gone down in this city. Had been willing to

fly here to help save its citizens—and Bryce. 

Ruhn  straightened,  remembering  himself.  That  he  was  a  prince,  and

owed  her  the  respect  due  to  her  rank.  He  bowed  deeply.  “Welcome,  Your

Majesty.” 

Flynn smirked, and Ruhn threw him a warning glare as he rose. “Allow

me to introduce my … companions. Tristan Flynn, Lord Hawthorne.” Flynn

sketched  an  irreverent  bow—a  mockery  of  the  one  Ruhn  had  made. 

“Declan  Emmet,  super-genius.”  Dec  grinned,  bowing  with  more  gravitas. 

They’d both been at the Summit when Ruhn had formally met Hypaxia—as

a  queen,  and  not  the  medwitch  he’d  believed  her  to  be—but  had  never

officially been presented to her. “Ithan Holstrom … wolf,” Ruhn continued. 

Ithan gave him a look as if to say,  Really, asshole?  But Ruhn moved on to

the sprites, the dragon. “And, uh, our guests.” 

Hypaxia gave the dragon another wary glance. Flynn stepped forward, 

slinging an arm around Hypaxia’s shoulders. “Welcome. Let’s talk about all

those times Ruhn tried to talk to you at the Summit and you ignored him.” 

Declan  chuckled,  taking  up  a  position  at  Hypaxia’s  other  side.  She furrowed her brow, as if the two males spoke another language entirely. 

The queen seemed to note the details of his house as she was escorted

to  the  sectional.  His  disgusting,  beer-soaked  house.  Solas,  a  half-smoked

mirthroot  blunt  sat  in  the  ashtray  on  the  coffee  table  a  mere  foot  from

Hypaxia. 

Ruhn said to Ithan,  Get that fucking mirthroot out of here. 

Ithan lunged for it. 

 Not right now! When she’s not looking. 

Ithan  caught  himself  with  that  sunball  player’s  grace  and  relaxed

against the cushions as Hypaxia sat, nestled between Flynn and Declan. If

Ithan  had  to  pick  one  word  to  describe  the  queen’s  expression,  it  would

have been baffled. Utterly baffled. 

Ruhn  rubbed  his  neck,  approaching  the  couch.  “So,  ah.  Good  to  see

you.” 

Hypaxia  smiled  in  that  wise,  knowing  way.  Fucking  Hel,  she  was

lovely.  But  her  voice  darkened  as  she  said,  “I’d  like  to  have  a  word  with

you. Alone.” 

Ithan rose, subtly swiping the mirthroot from the table. “Room’s yours. 

We’ll be upstairs.” 

Flynn opened his mouth, presumably to say something mortifying, but

Ithan  grabbed  him  by  the  shoulder  and  hauled  him  up,  shoving  the

mirthroot  into  the  lord’s  hands.  The  sprites  fell  into  line  behind  them  as

Declan joined the fray, and then they were all gone, Ariadne stalking up the

stairs after them. Ruhn had no doubt they’d try to eavesdrop. 

He  took  a  seat  on  the  stained,  reeking  couch,  reining  in  his  cringe  as

Hypaxia adjusted the folds of her blue robes. “So … how are you?” 

Hypaxia  angled  her  head.  She  didn’t  wear  her  crown  of  cloudberries, 

but every line of her radiated grace and calm and care. She was about fifty

years younger than he was, yet he felt like a whelp in front of her. Had she

known her fiancé lived in a place like this, had a lifestyle like this? 

“I wanted to ask you for a favor.” Ruhn stilled. She went on, “I’ve come

to Lunathion for the mating celebration in a few weeks. I’ll be staying at the

witches’  embassy,  but  …”  She  twisted  her  hands,  the  first  sign  of  doubt

he’d  ever  seen  from  her.  “I  was  wondering  if  you  might  spare  me  an

escort.” 

“Why? I mean, sure, yes, but … everything okay?” 

She didn’t answer. 

Ruhn asked, “What about your coven?” They should protect their queen

at any cost. 

Her long lashes bobbed. “They were my mother’s coven. It was one of

her last wishes that I inherit them, rather than select my own.” 

“So you don’t like them?” 

“I don’t trust them.” 

Ruhn  considered.  “You  want  me  to  give  you  an  escort  to  protect  you

from your own coven?” 

Her mouth tightened. “You think I’m mad.” 

“I thought witches lived and died for their loyalty.” 

“The  loyalty  of  these  witches  began  and  ended  with  my  mother.  She

raised me in isolation—from the world, but also from them. My tutors were

… unconventional.” 

It was the most they’d ever spoken to each other. Ruhn asked, “In what

way?” 

“They were dead.” 

A chill went down his spine. “Right. Necromancer stuff, huh?” 

“Enadors can raise the dead, yes. My mother summoned three ancient, 

wise  spirits  to  teach  me.  One  for  battle  and  physical  training,  one  for

mathematics and sciences, and the other for history, reading, and languages. 

She oversaw my magical training herself—especially the healing.” 

“And this freaked her coven out?” 

“It estranged us. My only companions while growing up were the dead. 

When my mother passed, I found myself surrounded by strangers. And they

found  themselves  with  a  queen  whose  unorthodox  education  unnerved

them. Whose gifts of necromancy unnerved them further.” 

“But you’re the last Enador. Who would they replace you with?” 

“My sister.” 

Ruhn blinked. “The  Hind?” 

“Lidia has no witch gifts, so she would be a figurehead. She’d wear the

crown, but my mother’s general, Morganthia, would rule.” 

“That’s insane.” 

“Lidia  was  born  first.  She  is  the  spitting  image  of  my  mother.” 

Hypaxia’s father must have passed along the genes for her darker coloring, 

then. “Even while I was growing up, I sometimes heard whispers from my

mother’s coven wondering if … perhaps Lidia should not have been given

away.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  they’re  more  comfortable  with  a  half-shifter  than  a  half-

necromancer. They fear the influence of the House of Flame and Shadow, 

though I have sworn no vows to any but Earth and Blood. But Lidia is Earth

and  Blood,  through  and  through.  Exactly  as  they  are.  They  loved  my

mother,  I  have  no  doubt,  but  they  have  different  plans  for  the  future  than

she did. That became apparent by the end.” 

“What sort of plans?” 

“A  closer  bond  with  the  Asteri.  Even  at  the  cost  of  our  relative

autonomy.” 

“Ah.”  That  was  a  potential  minefield.  Especially  considering  the  shit

that he was doing for Ophion. Or had been doing for them—he had no idea

where they stood now, after Ydra. 

Hypaxia went on, “Your kindness is why I’ve come here. I know you to

be  a  male  of  bravery  and  dedication.  While  I’m  in  this  city  for  the

Governors’  celebration,  especially  with  Lidia  in  town,  I  fear  my mother’s

coven might make a move. They presented a unified front with me at the

Summit, but the last few months have been strained.” 

“And since we’re technically engaged, it won’t be seen as a declaration

of your distrust if I send one of my people to look after you. It’ll be deemed

some protective male bullshit.” 

Her lips twitched. “Yes. Something like that.” 

“All right. No problem.” 

She swallowed, bowing her head. “Thank you.” 

He dared to touch her hand, her skin velvety smooth. “We’ll take care

of this. Don’t worry.” 

She patted his hand in a  Thanks, friend sort of way. 

Ruhn  cleared  his  throat,  glancing  at  the  ceiling—the  distinctive, 

worrisome  thumping coming from it. “Since you were raised by ghosts, I’m

hoping you won’t mind having a bit of an unorthodox guard.” 

Her brows rose. 

Ruhn smiled. “How do you feel about sunball players?” 

No  one  bothered  them,  but  plenty  of  people  stared  as  Tharion  and  Hunt meandered through the ornate water garden along the river in Moonwood, a

hundred rainbows glimmering in the mists around them. Tharion loved this

part of the city—though the Old Square’s grit still called to him. 

“So  what’s  up?”  Tharion  said  as  Athalar  paused  beneath  a  towering

elm, its leaves shimmering in the spray from a massive fountain of Ogenas

lounging in an oyster shell. 

The  angel  pulled  his  phone  from  a  hidden  pocket  in  his  battle-suit.  “I

had  a  meeting  with  the  Governor.”  His  fingers  flew  over  the  phone, 

presumably  summoning  whatever  the  information  was.  He  handed  it  to

Tharion. “She had me go over some of the latest demon reports from Nena. 

I wanted to pass them along to the Blue Court.” 

Tharion  took  the  phone  and  scrolled  through  the  photos.  “Anything

interesting?” 

“That  one.  The  tail—just  out  of  the  shot  here.”  Hunt  pointed  to  the

picture, face stony. “It’s a deathstalker.” 

Even the burbling fountain beyond them seemed to quiet at the name. 

“What’s that?” 

“Lethal assassins bred by the Prince of the Pit. He keeps them as pets.” 

Athalar’s wings rustled. Had a shadow passed over the sun? “I’ve only dealt

with them once. I’ve got a scar down my back from it.” 

If the encounter had left Athalar scarred … Cthona spare them all. “One

was in Nena?” 

“Three days ago.” 

“Shit. Where did it go?” 

“No  idea.  Report  says  there’s  been  no  breach  of  Nena’s  borders.  Tell

your people to be alert. Warn your queen, too.” 

“I  will.”  Tharion  glanced  sidelong  at  the  angel.  Noticed  that  they

weren’t  near  cameras  or  other  people.  “Any  further  updates?”  Tharion

asked carefully. 

“Maybe,” Hunt said. 

“I  thought  so,”  Tharion  said.  The  warning  about  the  demons  seemed

true—but also a convenient cover. 

“I know where Emile is,” Athalar said quietly. 

Tharion nearly stumbled a step. “Where?” 

“Can’t say. But he’s safe.” Athalar remained grave despite the beauty of Moonwood around them. “Call off your search. Spin some bullshit to your

queen. But you’re done hunting for that kid.” 

Tharion surveyed the angel, the mist beading on the gray wings. “And

you think it’s wise to tell me that  you know where he is?” 

Hunt bared his teeth in a feral smile. “You going to torture it out of me, 

Ketos?” 

“The thought had crossed my mind.” 

Lightning  licked  across  Hunt’s  forehead  as  he  motioned  to  the

fountains, the water all around. “Not the best place for a lightning fight.” 

Tharion began to pace. “The River Queen won’t give up. She wants that

kid.” 

“It’s a dead end. And a gigantic waste of your time.” Tharion arched a

brow. Hunt said, voice low, “Emile Renast has no powers. His sister staged

things to make it seem that way, hoping that arrogant Vanir like us would

find the kid important enough to look after.” 

Something  glimmered  in  Athalar’s  face  that  Tharion  couldn’t  place. 

Pain. Sorrow. Shame? 

“And I’m supposed to take your word for it,” Tharion said. 

“Yeah, you are.” 

Tharion knew that tone. The merciless voice of the Umbra Mortis. 

“I can think of only one person who’d make you this intense,” Tharion

drawled,  unable  to  resist.  “Legs  knows  where  the  kid  is,  too,  huh?”  He

laughed to himself. “Did she arrange this? I should have seen that coming.” 

He chuckled again, shaking his head. “What’s to stop me from going to ask

 her some questions?” 

“Hard to ask Bryce any questions when you don’t have a head attached

to your body,” Hunt said, violence glittering in his eyes. 

Tharion held up his hands. “Threat received.” But his mind spun with

all he’d learned. “Let’s say I do trust you. Emile really has no powers?” 

“Not even a drop. He might be descended from a thunderbird, but Sofie

was the only one with the gifts.” 

“Fuck.”  The  River  Queen  would  be  livid,  even  if  she’d  been  the  one

who’d  ordered  him  to  spend  weeks  on  a  wild  goose  chase.  Hel,  she’d  be

pissed that he hadn’t figured out the truth sooner. “And the intel?” 

“Kid  knows  nothing.”  Hunt  seemed  to  consider,  then  added,  “He

confirmed that Danika and Sofie had contact. But nothing else.” 

Tharion  dragged  his  hands  through  his  still-wet  hair.  “Fuck,”  he  said

again, pacing a step. 

Athalar tucked in his wings. “How badly is she going to punish you for

this?” 

Tharion swallowed. “I’m going to have to spin it carefully.” 

“Even though none of it is your fault?” 

“She’ll deem it a failure. Rational thinking is second to her need to feel

like she’s won.” 

“I really am sorry.” The angel tilted his head to the side. “Any chance

she’ll fire you and let that be that?” 

Tharion let out a humorless laugh. “I wish. But …” He paused, an idea

sparking. He glanced up and down the sun-baked concrete quay. “Who says

she has to know today?” 

A  corner  of  Athalar’s  mouth  kicked  up.  “As  far  as  I  know,  you  and  I

met up to swap status reports.” 

Tharion began walking toward the city proper, the hustle and bustle that

set  his  blood  thrumming.  Athalar  fell  into  step  beside  him.  “It  could  take

days to learn that Emile isn’t worth our time. Weeks.” 

The angel winked. “Months, if you do it right.” 

Tharion  grinned,  a  thrill  shooting  through  his  bones  as  they  entered

Moonwood’s tree-lined streets. It was a dangerous game, but … he’d play

it. Milk every second of freedom he could from this. Stay Above as often as

he  liked,  so  long  as  he  checked  in  Below  every  now  and  then.  “Got  any

ideas where I can crash?” 
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Ithan didn’t think of himself as an eavesdropper. But sometimes he couldn’t

help  it  if  his  keen  wolf’s  hearing  picked  up  stuff  being  said,  even  a  floor below. 

This time, it had been some big,  big stuff. 

Ithan used all his training, all those years of practice and games, to keep

from  pacing  as  Ruhn  went  on  and  on  about  the  witch-queen  needing  an

escort in the city. Yes, fine, he’d do it, he’d guard her back, but—

“You may speak, Ithan Holstrom,” the stunningly beautiful witch said, 

cutting off Ruhn, who blinked at them. Ithan hadn’t realized he’d broadcast

his impatience so clearly. 

Flynn and Declan had remained upstairs with the sprites and Ariadne, 

booing when Ruhn had asked only Ithan to come downstairs. 

Ithan cleared his throat. “You can talk to the dead, right? You’re … a

necromancer? I’m sorry—I couldn’t help but overhear.” He offered Ruhn an

apologetic  look,  too.  But  at  Hypaxia’s  cautious  nod,  he  pressed  on,  “If  I

agree to guard you, would you …” Ithan shook his head. “Would you try to

make contact with my brother, Connor?” 

For a long moment, Hypaxia only stared at him. Her dark eyes beheld

everything. Too much. “I can feel the disturbance in your heart, Ithan. You

don’t wish to speak to him merely from longing and loss.” 

“No.  I  mean,  yeah,  I  miss  him  like  crazy,  but  …”  He  paused.  Could

they tell her everything Bryce had learned? 

Ruhn spared him the effort of deciding and said, “Do you know what

happens to the dead after they’ve been in the Bone Quarter for a while?” 

Her face paled. “You learned of the secondlight.” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, lip ring glinting. “Ithan is pretty worried about what

happened to his brother and the Pack of Devils, especially after they helped

my  sister.  If  you’ve  got  any  ability  to  learn  what’s  happened  to  Connor

Holstrom, or to warn him, even if it’s to no avail … we’d appreciate it. But

Ithan will gladly escort you either way you choose.” 

Ithan tried not to appear too grateful. He’d spent years thinking Ruhn

was a dick, mostly thanks to Bryce and Danika constantly dissing him, but

… this guy had let him into his house, trusted him with his secrets, and now

seemed  intent  on  helping  him.  He  wondered  if  the  Fae  knew  how  lucky

they were. 

Hypaxia nodded sagely. “There is a ritual I could perform … It’d need

to be on the Autumnal Equinox, though.” 

“When the veil between realms is thinnest,” Ruhn said. 

“Yes.” Hypaxia smiled sadly at Ithan. “I’m sorry for your loss. And that

you’ve learned the truth.” 

“How do  you know the truth?” Ithan asked. 

“The dead have little reason to lie.” 

Ice skittered down Ithan’s spine. “I see.” The chandelier rattled above. 

Ruhn  rubbed  at  his  face,  the  tattoos  on  his  arm  shifting  with  the

movement.  He  lowered  his  hand  and  looked  at  the  witch-queen.  His

fiancée. Lucky male. 

“You cool with a dragon joining you?” the prince asked Hypaxia. 

“That dragon?” Hypaxia peered at the ceiling. 

“A  lawyer  friend  of  mine  says  I  need  a  royal,  official  reason  to

commandeer  someone  else’s  slave.  A  very  important,  powerful  slave. 

Protecting my fiancée is about as important as it gets.” 

Hypaxia’s lips curled, though doubt kindled in her dark eyes. That made

two of them. She asked Ithan, “How do you feel about it?” 

Ithan gave her a half smile, flattered that she’d even asked. “If you can

contact my brother on the equinox, then it doesn’t really matter what I feel.” 

“Of course it does,” she said, and sounded like she meant it. 

A  few  weeks  until  the  equinox.  And  then  he  could  see  Connor  again. 

Even if it was just one last time. 

Even if it was only to deliver a warning that might do him no good. 

Bryce might have avoided going home for as long as possible. Might have stayed  at  the  archives  right  until  closing  and  been  one  of  the  last  people

exiting the building as night fell. She’d made it down the sweeping marble

steps, breathing in the dry, warm night air, when she saw him. 

Hunt  leaned  against  a  car  across  the  narrow  street,  wings  folded

elegantly. People hurrying home from work gave him a wide berth. Some

outright crossed the street to avoid him. 

He’d worn his hat. That fucking sunball hat she couldn’t resist. 

“Quinlan.”  He  pushed  off  the  car  and  approached  her  where  she’d

halted at the foot of the stairs. 

She lifted her chin. “Athalar.” 

He huffed a soft laugh. “So that’s how it’s gonna go, huh?” 

“What  do  you  want?”  They’d  had  little  fights  over  the  months,  but

nothing this important. 

He waved a hand to the building looming behind her. “I need to use the

archives to look something up. I didn’t want to disturb you during working

hours.” 

She jabbed a thumb at the building, now beautifully illuminated against

the starry night. “You waited too long. The building is closed.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  you’d  hide  inside  until  closing.  Avoiding  something, 

Quinlan?” He smiled savagely as she bristled. “But you’re good at sweet-

talking people into doing your bidding. Getting us in will be a walk in the

park, won’t it?” 

She  didn’t  bother  to  look  pleasant,  though  she  pivoted  and  began

marching  back  up  the  steps,  heels  clacking  on  the  stone.  “What  do  you

need?” 

He  gestured  to  the  cameras  mounted  on  the  massive  pillars  of  the

entrance. “I’ll explain inside.” 

“So  you  think  Hel’s  planning  something?”  Bryce  asked  two  hours  later

when  she  found  Hunt  where  she’d  left  him,  the  massive  expanse  of  the

archives quiet around them. There had been no need to sweet-talk her way

in after all. She’d discovered another perk to working here: getting to use

this place after hours. Alone. Not even a librarian to monitor them. They’d

gotten past the security guards with barely a word. And her boss wouldn’t show up until night was fully overhead—not for at least another hour. 

Hunt had said he needed to peruse some newly translated Fae texts on

ancient demons, so she’d gotten him set up at a table in the atrium and then

gone back to her office on the other side of the floor. 

“The  demons  in  the  reports  Celestina  gave  me  are  bad  news,”  Hunt

said.  He  was  working  at  the  desk,  sunball  hat  bright  in  the  moonlight

streaming through the glass ceiling. “Some of the worst of the Pit. All rare. 

All  lethal.  The  last  time  I  saw  so  many  clustered  together  was  during  the

attack this spring.” 

“Hmm.” Bryce slid into the chair across from him. 

Was he going to ignore what happened earlier? That wouldn’t do. Not at

all. 

She  casually  extended  her  foot  beneath  the  table.  Drifted  it  up  Hunt’s

muscled  leg.  “And  now  they  need  the  big,  tough  angel  to  dispatch  them

back to Hel.” 

He slammed his legs together, trapping her foot. His eyes lifted to hers. 

Lightning  sparked  there.  “If  Aidas  or  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  is  planning

something, this is probably the first hint.” 

“Aside  from  them  literally  saying  that  Hel’s  armies  are  waiting  for

me?” 

Hunt  squeezed  her  foot  harder,  those  powerful  thigh  muscles  shifting. 

“Aside  from  that.  But  I  can’t  tell  Celestina  about  that  shit  without  raising questions about Hel’s interest in  you, so I need to find a way to warn her

with the intel she gave me.” 

Bryce  studied  her  mate  and  considered  the  way  he’d  spoken  of  the

Archangel. “You like Celestina, huh?” 

“Tentatively.” His shoulders were tight, though. He explained, “I might

like her, but … the Harpy blood-eagled two Ophion rebels today. Celestina

allowed that shit to go down here.” 

Bryce had seen the news coverage of it already. It had been enough to

turn her stomach. She said, “So you’ll play faithful triarii, get her info on

the demons, and then …” 

“I don’t know.” He released her foot. She traced her toes over his knee. 

“Stop it. I can’t think if you’re doing that.” 

“Good.” 

“Quinlan.” His voice dropped low. She bit her lip. 

But Hunt said softly, “Any word from Fury?” 

“Yeah.  Package  was  delivered,  safe  and  sound.”  She  could  only  pray

her mom wasn’t showing Emile her weird babies-in-plants sculptures. 

“Tharion’s off the hunt,” Hunt said. 

She stiffened. “You told him?” 

“Not the details. Only that the search isn’t worth his time, and he won’t

find what he’s seeking.” 

“And you trust him?” 

His voice went quieter. “I do.” He returned to the documents he’d been

poring over. 

Bryce grazed her toes over his other knee, but he clapped a hand on top

of  her  foot,  halting  its  progress.  “If  Hel’s  amassing  armies,  then  these

demons must be the vanguard, coming to test the defenses around Nena.” 

“But they’d need to find a way to open the Northern Rift entirely.” 

“Yeah.”  He  eyed  Bryce.  “Maybe  Aidas  has  been  buttering  you  up  for

that.” 

Bryce’s blood chilled. “Cthona spare me.” 

He frowned. “Don’t think for one moment that Aidas and the Prince of

the Pit have forgotten the Horn in your back. That Thanatos didn’t have it in

mind when you spoke to him.” 

She  rubbed  at  her  temple.  “Maybe  I  should  cut  it  out  of  my  skin  and

burn it.” 

He grimaced. “That’s a real turn-on, Quinlan.” 

“Were you getting turned on?” She wiggled her toes beneath his hand. 

“I couldn’t tell.” 

He gave her a half smile—finally, a crack in that pissed-off exterior. “I

was waiting to see how high your foot was going to get.” 

Her core heated. “Then why’d you stop me?” 

“I thought you’d like a little challenge.” 

She  bit  her  lip  again.  “There  was  an  interesting  book  in  those  stacks

over there.” She inclined her head to the darkness behind them. “Maybe we

should check it out.” 

His eyes simmered. “Might be useful.” 

“Definitely useful.” She rose from the desk and strode into the dimness, 

deep enough into the stacks that none of the cameras in the atrium where

they’d been sitting could pick them up. 

Hands wrapped around her waist from behind, and Hunt pressed against

her. “You drive me fucking crazy, you know that?” 

“And you’re a domineering alphahole, you know that?” 

“I’m not domineering.” He nibbled at her ear. 

“But you’ll admit you’re an alphahole?” 

His  fingers  dug  into  her  hips,  tugging  her  back  against  him.  The

hardness there. “You want to fuck it out, then?” 

“Are you still mad at me?” 

He sighed, his breath hot against her neck. “Bryce, I needed to process

everything.” 

She didn’t turn around. “And?” 

He kissed under her ear. “And I’m sorry. For how I acted earlier.” 

She didn’t know why her eyes stung. “I wanted to tell you, I really did.” 

His  hands  began  to  rove  up  her  torso,  loving  and  gentle.  She  arched

against him, exposing her neck. “I understand why you didn’t.” He dragged

his tongue up her throat. “I was … I was upset that you didn’t trust me. I

thought we were a team. It rattled me.” 

She made to turn around at that, but his hands tightened, holding her in

place. So she said, “We are a team. But I wasn’t sure if you’d agree with

me. That an ordinary human boy was worth the risk.” 

He  let  her  twist  in  his  arms  this  time.  And—shit.  His  eyes  were

wounded. 

His  voice  hoarsened.  “Of  course  I  would  have  thought  a  human  was

worth the risk. I was too wrapped up in other shit to see the whole picture.” 

“I’m  sorry  I  didn’t  give  you  enough  credit.”  She  cupped  his  face. 

“Hunt, I’m really sorry.” 

Maybe  she’d  fucked  up  by  not  telling  him,  not  trusting  him.  She

regretted that the Viper Queen had killed those people, but she’d be damned

if she felt bad about how things had ended up …

Hunt  turned  his  head,  kissing  her  palm.  “I  still  don’t  understand  how

you  pieced  it  all  together.  Not  just  Sofie  lying  about  Emile’s  powers,  but

how you knew the Viper Queen would be able to find him.” 

“She’s  got  an  arsenal  of  spies  and  trackers—I  figured  she  was  one  of

the few people in this city who could do it. Especially if she was motivated

enough by the idea that Emile had powers that could be useful to her. And especially when his trail was picked up in the marshes.” 

He shook his head. “Why?” 

“She’s  a  queen  of  snakes—and  reptiles.  I  know  she  can  communicate

with them on some freaky psychic level. And guess what the marshes are

full of?” 

Hunt swallowed hard. “Sobeks?” 

Bryce nodded. 

He  hooked  a  strand  of  her  hair  behind  her  ear.  Kissed  its  pointy  tip. 

Forgiveness that she hadn’t realized she needed filled the gesture. 

Hunt asked softly, “What about the others? Are you going to tell them?” 

She slowly shook her head. “No. You and Fury and Juniper are the only

ones who will ever know.” Not even Ruhn. 

“And your parents.” 

“I meant the other people in this city, currently doing shady shit.” 

He kissed her temple. “I can’t believe your mom didn’t freak out and

drag you home.” 

“Oh, she wanted to. I think Randall had to stage an intervention.” 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but … why Nidaros?” 

“It’s  the  safest  and  best  place  I  can  think  of.  He’ll  be  protected  there. 

Hidden.  The  local  sun-priest  owes  Randall  a  favor  and  is  having  all  the

relevant documents forged. My parents … They weren’t able to have a kid

of their own. I mean, other than me. So even though my mom was freaked

as fuck about the whole rebel thing, she’s already gone crazy decorating a

room for Emile.” 

“Emile-who-is-not-Emile anymore.” His smile lit something iridescent

in her chest. 

“Yeah,” she said, unable to stop her answering smile. “Cooper Silago. 

My half brother.” 

He studied her, though. “How’d you manage to communicate about it?” 

There was no way she or her parents would have ever risked discussing this

over email or phone. 

She smiled slightly. “Postcards.” 

Hunt choked on a laugh. “That was all a lie?” 

“No. I mean, my mom sent me the postcard after our fight, but when I

wrote  back,  I  used  a  code  that  Randall  taught  me  in  case  of  …

emergencies.” 

“The joys of a warrior for a parent.” 

She chuckled. “Yeah. So we’ve been swapping postcards about this for

the  past  two  weeks.  To  anyone  else,  it  would  have  seemed  like  we  were

talking about sports and the weather and my mom’s weird baby sculptures. 

But  that’s  why  Emile  stayed  at  the  Viper  Queen’s  for  so  long.  Sending

postcards back and forth isn’t the fastest method of communication.” 

“But it’s one of the more brilliant ones.” Hunt kissed her brow, wings

curling around them. “I love you. You’re crazy and shady as all Hel, but I

love you. I love that you did this for that kid.” 

Her smile widened. “Glad to impress, Athalar.” 

His hands began drifting down her sides, thumbs stroking over her ribs. 

“I’ve been aching for you all day. Aching to show you how sorry I am—and

how much I fucking love you.” 

“All is forgiven.” She grabbed one of his hands, dragging it down her

front, along her thigh—and up under her dress. “I’ve been wet for hours,” 

she whispered as his fingers brushed her soaked underwear. 

He growled, teeth grazing her shoulder. “All this, just for me?” 

“Always for you.” Bryce turned again and rubbed her ass against him, 

feeling the hard, proud length of his cock jutting against her. 

Hunt hissed, and his fingers slipped beneath her underwear, circling her

clit. “You want me to fuck you right here, Quinlan?” 

Her toes curled in her heels. She curved back against him, and his other

hand went up to her breast, sliding beneath her neckline to cup the aching

flesh beneath. “Yes. Right now.” 

He  nipped  at  her  ear,  drawing  a  gasp  as  his  fingers  slid  down  to  her

entrance, dipping in. “Say please,” he breathed. 

She arched, moaning softly, and he hushed her. “Please,” she gasped. 

She trembled with anticipation at the click of his belt buckle, the zip of

his  pants.  Shivered  as  he  set  her  hands  upon  the  nearest  shelf  and  gently

bent her over. Then slid her dress up her thighs. Exposed her ass to the cool

air. 

“Gods-damn,”  Hunt  breathed,  running  his  hands  over  her  rear.  Bryce

writhed. 

He  hooked  his  fingers  in  her  underwear,  sliding  the  lace  down  her

thighs,  letting  them  fall  between  her  ankles.  She  stepped  out  of  them, 

spreading her legs wide in invitation. But Hunt dropped to his knees behind her, and before Bryce could inhale, his tongue was at her sex, lapping and

dipping inside. 

She moaned again, and he gripped her thighs, holding her in place as he

feasted  on  her.  His  wings  brushed  her  ass,  her  hips  as  he  leaned  forward, 

tasting and suckling, and—

“I’m going to come if you keep doing that,” she rasped. 

“Good,” he growled against her, and as he slid two fingers into her, she

did exactly that. 

She bit her lip to keep from crying out, and he licked her, drawing out

each ripple of her climax. She panted, dizzy with pleasure, clinging to the

shelf as he rose behind her once more. 

“Now be  very quiet,” he whispered in her ear, and pushed inside her. 

From behind, at this angle, the fit was luxuriously tight and deep. As he

had  last  night,  Hunt  eased  his  way  into  her  with  care,  and  she  gritted  her teeth to keep from groaning at each inch he claimed for himself. He stilled

when he was fully seated, her ass pressed entirely against his front, and ran

a possessive hand down her spine. 

The fullness of him, the size, simply smelling him and knowing it was

Hunt inside her—release threatened again. Bigger and mightier than before. 

Her star began to glow, silvering the shelves, the books, the darkness of the

stacks. 

“You like that?” He withdrew nearly to the tip before pushing back in. 

She buried her face against the hard shelf to stay quiet. “You like how my

cock feels in you?” 

She could only get out a garbled  yesIdopleasemore.  Hunt laughed, dark

and  rich,  and  thrust  in—a  little  harder  this  time.  “I  love  you  undone  like

this,” he said, moving again. Setting the pace. “Utterly at my mercy.” 

 Yesyesyes, she hissed, and he laughed again. His balls slapped against

her ass. 

“You  know  how  much  I  thought  about  doing  this  all  those  months

ago?” he said, bending to press a kiss to her neck. 

“Likewise,” she managed to say. “I wanted you to fuck me on my desk

at the gallery.” 

His thrusts turned a little uneven. “Oh yeah?” 

She  moved  her  hips  back  against  him,  angling  him  in  deeper.  He groaned  now.  She  whispered,  “I  knew  you’d  feel  like  this.  So  fucking

perfect.” 

His  fingers  dug  into  her  hips.  “All  yours,  sweetheart.  Every  piece  of

me.” He thrust harder. Faster. 

“Gods, I love you,” she breathed, and that was his undoing. 

Hunt  yanked  her  from  the  shelf,  pulling  her  to  the  ground  with  him, 

positioning  her  on  all  fours.  His  knees  spread  her  own  even  wider,  and

Bryce bit her hand to hold in her scream of pleasure as he rammed into her, 

over and over and over. “I fucking love you,” he said, and Bryce cracked. 

Light  exploded  from  her  as  she  came,  driving  back  onto  his  cock,  so

deep he touched her innermost wall. Hunt shouted, and his cock pulsed in

her, following her into that blinding pleasure like he couldn’t stop, like he’d

keep spilling into her forever. 

But  then  he  stilled,  and  they  remained  there,  panting,  Hunt  buried  in

her. 

“No teleporting this time, huh?” he said, bending to kiss her neck. 

She leaned her forehead against her hands. “Must need your power to

join  mine  or  something,”  she  mumbled.  “Good  thing  you  didn’t  do  that, 

though—probably would have burned the building down. But I don’t care

right now.” She wiggled her ass against him, and he hissed. “Let’s go home

and have more makeup sex.” 

 Night. 

Ruhn opened his eyes, finding himself on the couch on the bridge, with

Daybright seated across from him. 

“Hey,” he said. He’d passed out on the sectional while Declan and Ithan

argued about sunball crap. Flynn had been busy fucking a nymph upstairs. 

Ariadne and the sprites had claimed Declan’s bedroom, as the male had

planned  to  spend  the  night  at  Marc’s,  and  gone  to  sleep  soon  after  a

painfully awkward evening meal. The dragon had picked at her dinner like

she’d never seen food before. The sprites had drunk an entire bottle of wine

between them and spent the meal burping up embers. 

How any of them were sleeping with Flynn’s escapades down the hall

was beyond Ruhn. 

Day drummed a flaming hand on the rolled arm of the fainting couch. “I

have information for you to pass along.” 

Ruhn straightened. “Good or bad?” 

“That’s for you to decide.” 

She  watched  him  intently.  He  wasn’t  sure  if  he’d  see  her  after  that

colossal  bit  of  weirdness  last  night.  But  she  said  nothing  of  it  as  she

declared,  “I  have  it  on  good  authority  that  Pippa  Spetsos  is  planning

something  big  in  retaliation  for  losing  so  much  ammunition  and  the

imperial mech-suit prototype. Ophion is fully behind her. They believe the

unit that sabotaged the shipment has gone rogue, and appointed Spetsos to

send a clear message to both those rebels and the empire.” 

Ruhn kept his face carefully blank. “What’s she up to? Where?” 

“I’m  not  sure.  But  given  that  her  last  known  location  was  Ydra,  I

thought you should pass it along to your cohorts in Crescent City, lest she

attack there.” 

“Do the Asteri know about her plans?” 

“No. Only I do.” 

“How’d you learn about them?” 

“That’s none of your concern.” 

Ruhn  studied  her.  “So  we’re  back  to  the  distance.  No  more  bedtime

stories?” 

Again, she drummed her fingers. “Let’s chalk that up to a moment of

insanity.” 

“I didn’t see anything.” 

“But you wanted to.” 

“I don’t need to. I don’t give a shit what you look like. I like talking to

you.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I feel like I can be real with you, here.” 

“Real.” 

“Yeah. Honest. I’ve told you shit no one else knows.” 

“I don’t see why.” 

He rose from his couch and crossed to hers. He leaned against the arm

of  the  sofa,  peering  down  at  her  blazing  face.  “See,  I  think  you  like  me, 

too.” 

She  shot  to  her  feet,  and  he  backed  away  a  step.  She  came  closer, though. Near enough for her chest to brush his. Flame and darkness twined, 

stars turning into embers between them. “This is not some game, where you

can flirt and seduce your way through it,” she hissed. “This is war, and one

that will claim many more lives before it is through.” 

A growl worked its way up his throat. “Don’t patronize me. I know the

cost.” 

“You know  nothing of cost, or of sacrifice.” 

“Don’t I? I might not have been playing rebel all my life, but believe

me, shit has never been easy.” Her words had found their mark, though. 

“So  your  father  doesn’t  like  you.  You’re  not  the  only  one.  So  your

father beat you, and burned you. So did mine.” 

Ruhn snarled, getting in her face. “What the fuck is your point?” 

She snarled right back. “My point is that if you are not careful, if you

are not smart, you will find yourself giving up pieces of your soul before

it’s too late. You will wind up  dead.” 

“And?” 

She stilled. “How can you ask that so cavalierly?” 

He  shrugged.  “I’m  nobody,”  he  said.  It  was  the  truth.  Everything  he

was, the worth by which the world defined him … it had all been  given to

him.  By  pure  luck  of  being  born  into  the  “right”  family.  If  he’d  done

anything  of  value,  it  had  been  through  the  Aux.  But  as  a  prince  …  he’d

been running his entire life from that title. Knew it to be utterly hollow. 

And Bryce had kept her power a secret so he might hold on to that scrap

of specialness. 

Ruhn turned away from Day, disgusted with himself. 

Bryce  loved  him  far  more  than  she  hated  their  father.  Had  given  up

privilege  and  power  for  him.  What  had  he  ever  done  for  anyone  on  that

scale? He’d die for his friends, this city—yeah. But … who the fuck was he, 

deep down? 

Not a king. His father wasn’t a fucking king, either. Not in the way that

mattered. 

“Message received,” he said to Day. 

“Night—” 

Ruhn opened his eyes. 

The living room was dark, the TV off, Ithan presumably long gone to

sleep. 

Ruhn turned over on the couch, tucking his arms behind his head and

staring  at  the  ceiling,  watching  beams  of  headlights  drift  across  it  from

passing cars. 

Who the fuck was he? 

Prince of Nothing. 
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Sitting in her office at the archives, phone at her ear, Bryce drained the last

sips of her third coffee of the day, and debated whether a fourth cup would

have her crawling on the ceiling by lunchtime. 

“So, um—Cooper’s good?” she asked her mother, setting her coffee cup

atop  the  paper  that  held  the  sequence  of  numbers  and  letters  from  Sofie’s

arm.  Randall  had  now  deemed  it  safe  enough  to  discuss  the  boy  on  the

phone.  Bryce  supposed  it’d  be  weird  not  to,  since  her  parents  had  just

publicly adopted the kid. 

“He’s an exceptionally bright boy,” Ember said, and Bryce could hear

the smile in her voice. “He appreciates my art.” 

Bryce sighed at the ceiling. “The surest test of intelligence out there.” 

“Do  you  know  he  hasn’t  been  to  school  in  more  than  three  years?” 

Ember’s voice sharpened. “Three years.” 

“That’s awful. Has he … ah … talked about his … previous home?” 

Her mom caught her meaning. “No. He won’t talk about it, and I’m not

going to push. Milly Garkunos said to let him bring it up on his own time.” 

“Milly Garkunos suddenly became a child psychiatrist?” 

“Milly Garkunos is a good neighbor, Bryce Adelaide Quinlan.” 

“Yeah, and a busybody. Don’t tell her anything.” Especially about this. 

“I wouldn’t,” Ember hissed. 

Bryce  nodded,  even  though  her  mom  couldn’t  see  through  the  phone. 

“Let the kid quietly adjust.” 

“Am I his caretaker, or are you, Bryce?” 

“Put Randall on the phone. He’s the voice of reason.” 

“Randall is beside himself with happiness at having another child in the house, and is currently on a walk through the woods with Cooper, showing

him the lay of the land.” 

Bryce smiled at that. “I loved doing that with him.” 

Ember’s voice softened. “He loved doing that with you, too.” 

Bryce sighed again. “Thanks again, Mom. I know this was a shock—” 

“I’m glad you included us, Bryce. And gave us this gift.” Bryce’s throat

ached.  “Please  be  careful,”  Ember  whispered.  “I  know  you  think  I’m

overbearing and annoying, but it’s only because I want the best for you. I

want you to be safe, and happy.” 

“I know, Mom.” 

“Let’s plan on a girls’ weekend this winter. Someplace nice and cold. 

Skiing?” 

“Neither of us skis.” 

“We can learn. Or sit by the fire and drink spiked hot chocolate.” 

Here was the mom she adored, the one she’d worshipped as a kid. “It’s

a plan.” 

A ripple of fire, of pure power, shuddered through the building. Silence

flowed in its wake, the usual background noise halting. “I gotta get back to

work,” Bryce said quickly. 

“Okay, love you.” 

“Love  you,”  Bryce  said,  and  had  barely  hung  up  when  the  Autumn

King walked in. 

“Trash gets dumped in the back,” she said without looking up. 

“I see your irreverence has not been altered by your new immortality.” 

Bryce  lifted  her  head.  This  wasn’t  how  she  wanted  to  start  her  day. 

She’d already spent her walk to work with Ruhn, needing him to explain to

her twice about the plan to have Queen Hypaxia escorted by Ithan and the

dragon  in  exchange  for  the  witch-queen  contacting  Connor’s  spirit  on  the

equinox. She’d been slightly nauseated at that, but had grunted her approval

before she left him on the street, telling him to give Hypaxia her number in

case  she  needed  anything.  A  few  minutes  later,  Ruhn  had  forwarded  the

queen’s contact information. 

Her father sniffed her. “Would you like to explain to me  why you have

mated with Athalar, when you are betrothed to a Fae Prince?” 

“Because he’s my mate?” 

“I didn’t know half-breeds could have such things.” 

She bared her teeth. “Real classy.” 

Fire filled his eyes. “Did you not consider that I arranged for your union

with Cormac out of your best interests? The interests of your offspring?” 

“You mean  your best interests. As if I’d ever let you within a hundred

miles of any child of mine.” 

“Cormac  is  powerful,  his  household  strong.  I  want  you  in  Avallen

because  it  is  a   safehold.  Even  the  Asteri  cannot  pierce  its  mists  without permission, so old is the magic that guards it.” 

Bryce stilled. “You’re full of shit.” 

“Am I? Did you not kill an Archangel this spring? Are you not now at

the mercy of the Asteri? Are demons not once more creeping through the

Northern Rift—in greater numbers than ever before?” 

“Like you give a single fuck about my safety.” 

Flame  rippled  around  him,  then  vanished.  “I  am  your  father,  whether

you like it or not.” 

“You didn’t seem to care about that until I surpassed you in power.” 

“Things change. I found watching Micah harm you to be … unsavory.” 

“Must have really bothered you, since you’ve seemed to have no issue

with harming others yourself.” 

“Explain.” 

“Oh, come on. Don’t give me that blank fucking look. The last Starborn

Prince. You killed him because he was special and not you, and everyone

knows it.” 

Her  father  threw  back  his  head  and  laughed.  “Is  that  what  you  think? 

That I killed my rival for spite?” 

She said nothing. 

“Is that what prompted you to hide your gift all these years? Concern

that I’d do the same to you?” 

“No.” It was partly true. Her mother had been the one who’d thought

that. 

The Autumn King shook his head slowly and sat in the chair opposite

her desk. “Ember fed you too many lies born of her irrational fears.” 

“And  what  about  the  scar  on  her  face?  Was  that  a  lie,  too?  Or  an

irrational fear?” 

“I have already told you that I regret that more than you know. And that I loved Ember deeply.” 

“I don’t think you know what that word means.” 

Smoke curled from his shoulders. “At least I understand what it means

to use my household name.” 

“What?” 

“Princess Bryce Danaan. That was the name you gave the Governor, as

well  as  the  director  of  the  Crescent  City  Ballet,  isn’t  it?  And  what  your

lawyer—Marc, is it?—called you in his letter to the Astronomer, justifying

the fact that you and your brother had commandeered four of his slaves.” 

“So?” 

Her father smiled faintly. “You purchased influence with my name. The

royal name. You bought it, and there are no returns, I’m afraid.” 

Her blood went cold. 

“The legal paperwork for your official name change is already filed.” 

“You fucking change my name and I will  kill you.” Starlight flared at

her chest. 

“Threatening your king is punishable by death.” 

“You will never be my king.” 

“Oh, I am. You declared fealty by using my name, your title. It is done.” 

Rage surged through her, rendering her mute. He went on, enjoying every

second of it, “I wonder how your mother shall react.” 

Bryce  shot  out  of  her  chair,  slamming  her  hands  on  the  desk.  Light

shimmered at her fingertips. 

Her  father  didn’t  so  much  as  flinch.  He  looked  at  her  hands,  then  her

face,  and  said  blandly,  “You  are  now  officially  a  Princess  of  the  Fae.  I

expect you to act as such.” 

Her fingers curled on the desk, her long nails gouging the wood. “You

have  no right.” 

“I  have  every  right.  And  you  had  the  right  not  to  use  your  royal

privileges, but you chose otherwise.” 

“I  didn’t   know.”  He  couldn’t  get  away  with  this.  She’d  call  Marc

immediately. See if he and his team could find some way out of it. 

“Ignorance is no excuse,” her father said, cold amusement frosting his

face. “You are now Bryce Adelaide Danaan.” 

Bile  burned  her  throat.  She’d  never  heard  anything  more  hateful.  She was  Bryce  Adelaide  Quinlan.  She’d  never  stop  being  a  Quinlan.  Her

mother’s daughter. 

Her father continued, “You will maintain appearances with Cormac for

as long as I command you to.” He rose, glancing again at her hands—the

lines she’d gouged in the desk thanks to that new Vanir strength. His eyes

narrowed. “What is that number there?” 

She flipped over the piece of paper on which she’d written the sequence

of numbers and letters on Sofie’s body. But despite her rage and disgust, she

managed to ask, “You know it?” 

He  scanned  her  face.  “I  will  admit  to  turning  a  blind  eye  to  the

recklessness  of  your  brother,  but  I  would  think  you,  Princess,  would  be

more  careful.  The  Asteri  won’t  come  to  kill  me  first.  Or  even  Athalar. 

They’ll go right to Nidaros.” 

Her stomach twisted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” What

did  the  sequence  from  Sofie’s  arm  have  to  do  with  this?  Had  he  known

Sofie? She didn’t dare ask. Her father stalked for her office door, graceful

as a leopard. 

But he paused on the threshold, attention going to the star on her chest. 

“I know what it is you’re searching for. I’ve been seeking it for a long, long

time.” 

“Oh?” she sneered. “And what is that?” 

The Autumn King stepped into the dimness of the stacks. “The truth.” 

Juniper didn’t attend dance class that evening, and Madame Kyrah didn’t so

much as look at Bryce. 

Though everyone else did. There were glares and whispers. 

 So inappropriate. 

 What an entitled brat. 

 Can you imagine  ever doing that to a friend? 

Bryce left class during the five-minute break and didn’t return. 

She found a bench in a quiet part of the Oracle’s Park and slumped onto

the wooden slats, tugging her hat low over her face. 

She was a fucking princess. Yes, she’d been one before today, but …

A folder full of documents had been delivered right before she’d gone

to  class.  In  it  had  been  a  new  scooter  registration,  proof  of  name  change, 

and  a  credit  card.  A  sleek,  black  credit  card  with   HRH  Bryce  Danaan

stamped on the front. A long, golden leash stretched from it to her father. 

And his bank account. She’d shoved everything into a drawer in her desk

and locked it. 

How could she tell her mother? How could she tell Randall? 

She’d  been  so  fucking   stupid.  She  wished  Danika  were  with  her. 

Wished June didn’t hate her guts, that Fury wasn’t hundreds of miles to the

north. With her parents, who already had enough to deal with, without her

telling them about this spectacular fuckup. 

And yeah, she knew if she called Hunt, he’d find her in two seconds, 

but  …  She  wanted  to  talk  to  another  female.  Someone  who  might

understand. 

She dialed before she could second-guess herself. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  Bryce  waited  at  a  pizza  counter,  nursing  a  beer, 

watching  people  begin  to  queue  at  the  alley  food  stalls  as  night  fell,  the

baking temperature with it. 

The witch-queen entered so casually that Bryce might not have noticed

if it hadn’t been for Ithan’s presence. He sat at one of the small tables in the

alley, clad in an old sunball T-shirt and track pants, looking for all the world

like a guy out to meet a friend. Except for the outline of the handgun tucked

into the back of his waistband. The knife she knew was in his boot. 

No sign of the dragon, though. Unless Ariadne was somewhere out of

sight. 

Bryce said to Hypaxia, “Nice jeans.” 

The witch peered down at herself, the light green blouse, charcoal biker

jacket, and tight black jeans, the sensible flats and pretty gold bracelet. A

matching  gold  brooch  of  Cthona  adorned  the  lapel  of  her  jacket.  “Thank

you. Ithan suggested I blend in.” 

“He’s  not  wrong,”  Bryce  said,  glancing  at  the  wolf  sizing  up  every

person on the street. She said to Hypaxia, “Order what you want and we’ll

pay the tab when we leave.” 

The witch strode the ten feet to the display in the tiny shop, then quietly

ordered. If the male behind the counter recognized her, he didn’t let on. 

Hypaxia took a position at the counter overlooking the alley. Ithan lifted his brows high. She nodded. All was fine. 

Bryce said to her, “He’s pretty intense about the guard duty.” 

“Very professional,” Hypaxia said approvingly. 

Bryce offered a friendly smile. “Thanks for coming. I know my call was

super  random.  I  just  …  I  had  a  crazy  day.  And  thought  you  might  have

some advice.” 

Hypaxia  smiled  at  last.  “I’m  pleased  you  did.  I’ve  wished  to  see  you

since  our  encounter  this  spring.”  When  the  queen  had  been  playing

medwitch. And …

It all came rushing back. 

Hypaxia had freed Hunt from the halo. Had removed it. Had given him

the ability to slay Sandriel and come aid Bryce—

“Thank  you  for  what  you  did,”  Bryce  said,  throat  tight.  “For  helping

Hunt.” 

Hypaxia’s smile only widened. “From your scent, it seems as if you and

he have made things … permanent. Congratulations.” 

Bryce casually rocked back on her heels. “Thank you.” 

“And how’s your thigh?” 

“No more pain. Also thanks to you.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” 

Bryce  sipped  from  her  beer  as  the  server  brought  over  the  queen’s

pizza. She murmured to him, and the male brought the second slice out to

Ithan, who grinned over at Hypaxia and held up the slice in a long-distance

cheers. Still no sign of the dragon. Maybe that was a good thing. 

When Hypaxia had taken a bite, Bryce said, “So, I, uh …” 

“Ah. The reason you asked me here?” 

Bryce  sighed.  “Yeah.  My  father—the  Autumn  King—visited  today. 

Said that because I used his name for a few things, it meant I had accepted

my royal title. I tried to refuse, but he’d already done the paperwork. I’m

now officially a princess.” She almost choked on the last word. 

“Judging from your expression, this is not good news.” 

“No. I know you’re pretty much a stranger, and that you were born into

your  title  and  never  had  the  choice  to  be  normal,  but  …  I  feel  like  I’m

drowning here.” 

A gentle, warm hand landed atop hers. “I am sorry he did that to you.” 

Bryce  studied  a  stain  on  the  counter,  unsure  if  she  could  look  at  the witch without crying. 

Hypaxia said, “Why do you think I came here this spring? I wanted to

be normal. If only for a few months. I know what you’re feeling.” 

Bryce shook her head. “Most people wouldn’t get it. They’d think,  Oh, 

 poor you, you have to be a princess. But I’ve spent my entire life avoiding

this male and his court. I  hate him. And I just walked right into his clutches

like  a  fucking  idiot.”  She  heaved  a  shuddering  breath.  “I  think  Hunt’s

answer to all of this would be to go flambé my father until he reversed this

bullshit, but … I wanted to see if you had any alternate ideas.” 

The  queen  took  another  bite  of  her  pizza,  contemplating.  “While  I

might  enjoy  the  sight  of  Hunt  Athalar  flambéing  the  Autumn  King  …” 

Bryce’s  mouth  quirked  up  at  that.  “I  think  you’re  right  that  a  more

diplomatic method is required.” 

“So you think there’s a way out of this?” Marc had agreed to help, but

hadn’t sounded hopeful. 

“I think there are ways to manage this. Manage your father.” 

Bryce  nodded.  “Ruhn  mentioned  you  had  some  …  drama  with  your

coven.” 

A soft laugh. “I suppose that’s a good way to put it.” 

“He  also  mentioned  that  you  had  some  unusual  tutors  growing  up.” 

Ghosts, he’d told her on the phone this morning. 

“Yes. My dearest friends.” 

“No  wonder  you  wanted  to  bust  out  and  escape,  if  you  had  only  the

dead for company.” 

Hypaxia  chuckled.  “They  were  wonderful  companions,  but  yes.  They

encouraged me to come here, actually.” 

“Are they with you on this trip?” 

“No. They cannot leave the confines of the keep where I was raised. My

mother’s summoning spell bound them there. It is … Perhaps it’s the reason

I returned to my homelands again.” 

“Not to be queen?” 

“That too,” Hypaxia said quickly. “But … they are my family.” 

“Along with the Hind,” Bryce said carefully. 

“I do not count her as kin.” 

Bryce was grateful for the shift in their conversation, even if for a few minutes.  She  needed  time  to  sort  through  her  raging  feelings.  “You  look

nothing alike.” 

“That is not why I don’t consider her a sister.” 

“No, I know that.” 

“Our  mother  was  as  golden-haired  and  tan-skinned  as  she.  My  father, 

however—I take after his coloring.” 

“And who was the Hind’s father?” 

“A rich and powerful stag shifter in Pangera. My mother never told me

the details of how they came to breed. Why she agreed to it. But the Hind

inherited her father’s powers, not the witch gifts, and thus she was sent at

age three to live with him.” 

“That’s horrible.” When Bryce had been three … her mother had fought

nearly  to  the  death  to  keep  her  from  the  Autumn  King’s  clutches.  Her

mother had done all that, only for Bryce to wind up right here. Shame and

dread filled her. She knew it was only a matter of time until her mom found

out, but she couldn’t tell her—not yet. 

“It  was  part  of  their  deal,”  Hypaxia  explained.  “Whatever  gift  Lidia

inherited, that was where she would live. She spent the first three years with

my mother, but when the shifter gifts manifested, his kin came to claim her. 

My mother never saw her again.” 

“Was your mom bothered by what she became?” 

“I  was  not  privy  to  those  thoughts,”  Hypaxia  said  tightly  enough  that

Bryce knew to drop it. “But it has never sat well with me.” 

“Are you going to see her while she’s here?” 

“Yes. I’ve never met her before. I was born several years after she was

sent away.” 

Bryce drank again. “I’d suggest not getting your hopes up.” 

“I’m  not.  But  we  digress  from  your  troubles.”  The  queen  sighed.  “I

don’t know Fae royal laws, so I’m afraid I can’t tell you definitively, but …

at this point, I think the only ones who might be able to stop your father are

the Asteri.” 

“I was afraid of that.” Bryce rubbed her temples. “Just wait until Hunt

hears.” 

“He won’t be pleased?” 

“Why the Hel would he be pleased?” 

“Because you are mated. And now your father has made you a princess. 

Which makes him …” 

“Oh  gods,”  Bryce  said,  choking.  “Hunt  is  a  fucking   prince.”  She

laughed bitterly. “He’s going to go ballistic. He’ll hate it even more than I

do.”  She  laughed  again,  a  bit  hysterically.  “Sorry.  I’m,  like,  literally

imagining  his  face  when  I  tell  him  tonight.  I  need  to  record  it  or

something.” 

“I can’t tell if this is a good or bad thing.” 

“Both. The Autumn King expects me to keep up my engagement with

Prince Cormac.” 

“Even though your scent makes it clear you’re with another?” 

“Apparently.” She didn’t want to think about that. She finished the beer, 

then gathered up her plate and Hypaxia’s to toss in the trash. She quickly

paid their tab, and as she pocketed the receipt, she asked the queen, “Wanna

walk a little? It’s not as hot as it was.” 

“I’d like that very much.” 

They  kept  silent,  unnoticed  by  those  around  them  as  they  entered  the

alley.  Ithan  fell  into  step  a  polite  distance  behind.  The  dragon,  if  she  was there, was nowhere to be seen. 

“So  your  brother  told  you  of  the  situation  with  my  mother’s  coven, 

then.” 

“Yeah. That sucks. I’m sorry.” 

They  reached  the  river  a  block  away  and  turned  down  the  quay.  Dry, 

warm  wind  rustled  the  palms  lining  it.  Hypaxia  studied  the  stars.  “I  had

such  visions  for  what  the  future  would  be  like.  Of  witches  returning  to

power. Of being with the person who I …” She cleared her throat. 

“You’re seeing someone?” Bryce asked, brows lifting. 

The queen’s face shuttered. “No.” Hypaxia blew out a long breath. “The

relationship wasn’t possible anymore. I might have continued it, but it was

not … They didn’t want to.” 

Bryce  blinked.  If  Hypaxia  was  in  love  with  someone  else  …  Fuck. 

“Poor Ruhn,” she said. 

Hypaxia smiled sadly. “I think your brother wants to marry me as little

as I want to marry him.” 

“Ruhn’s  hot,  though.  So  are  you.  Maybe  the  attraction  will  kick  in.” 

Bryce  owed  her  brother  at  least  an  attempt  to  try  to  play  up  his  good

attributes. 

A laugh. “It takes far more than that.” 

“Yeah, but he’s a good guy. Like, a  really good guy. And I can’t believe

I’m even saying this, but … while I’m sure the person you love is great, you

really couldn’t do better than Ruhn.” 

“I’ll remember those words.” Hypaxia toyed with one of her long curls. 

“The  engagement  to  your  brother  was  an  attempt  to  prevent  my  mother’s

coven from gaining too much power.” 

Bryce said, “But you said you  want the witches to return to power. Or is

it  that  you  want  your  people  to  regain  their  power—but  you  want  your

mother’s  coven  to  …  be  excluded  from  that?”  Hypaxia  nodded  gravely. 

Bryce’s brows knit. “Aren’t the witches already powerful?” 

“Not as we once were. For generations now, mighty bloodlines have run

dry, magic withering. Like they are … siphoned into nothing. My mother’s

coven  has  no  interest  in  discovering  why.  They  only  want  us  to  become

even more subservient to the Asteri.” 

This female had freed Hunt in pure defiance of the Asteri. Was Hypaxia

a  rebel?  Did  she  dare  ask  her?  How  much  had  Ithan  and  Ruhn  told  her

yesterday? 

Dark mists curled on the other side of the river. She asked quietly, “Did

your mom summon your tutors from the Bone Quarter? Or another eternal

resting place?” 

“Such things did not exist when my tutors walked the earth.” 

Bryce gaped. “Your tutors predate the Asteri’s arrival?” 

Hypaxia  narrowed  her  eyes  in  warning  for  Bryce  to  keep  her  voice

down. “Yes. They were already long dead when the Northern Rift opened.” 

“They remember a time before the Asteri—when Parthos still stood?” 

Bryce ventured. 

“Yes. One of my tutors, Palania, taught mathematics and science at its

academy.  She  was  born  in  the  city  surrounding  it,  and  died  there,  too.  So

did generations of her family.” 

“The Asteri don’t like people talking about these things. That humans

accomplished so much before their arrival.” 

“They are classic conquerors.” Hypaxia gazed toward the Bone Quarter. 

“They  have  conquered  even  death  in  this  world.  Spirits  that  once  rested

peacefully are now herded into these … zones.” 

Bryce started. “You know about that?” 

“The dead speak to me of their horrors. When my mother died, I had to

do some things that … Let’s say my mother’s coven was not happy that I

found a way for my mother to avoid going to an eternal resting place. Even

if  doing  so  sacrificed  my  ability  to  speak  with  her  forever.”  Shadows

darkened  her  eyes.  “But  I  could  not  send  her  to  a  zone  like  the  Bone

Quarter. Not when I knew what would become of her.” 

“Why not tell everyone? Why not tell the whole world?” 

“Who  would  believe  me?  Do  you  know  what  the  Asteri  would  do  to

me? To my people? They would slaughter every single witch to punish me. 

My mother knew it as well—and also chose not to say anything. If you are

wise, you will not, either. I shall help Ithan Holstrom and his kin as best I

can on the equinox, but there are limits.” 

Bryce  halted  by  the  rail  overlooking  the  night-dark  river.  “Where  did

the dead go before the Asteri arrived? Did your tutors ever tell you that?” 

Her mouth softened into a smile. “No. But they told me it was … good. 

Peaceful.” 

“Do you think the souls that are harvested here ever wind up there?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Bryce blew out a breath. “Well, this is the most depressing girl talk I’ve

ever had.” 

“It’s the first girl talk I’ve ever had.” 

“Normal girls dish about normal shit.” 

“You and I are not normal girls.” 

No,  they  weren’t.  They  were  …  a  queen  and  a  princess.  Meeting  as

equals. Talking about things that could get them killed. 

“It  can  be  very  lonely,  to  wear  a  crown,”  Hypaxia  said  quietly,  as  if

reading her thoughts. “But I’m glad to have you to speak with, Bryce.” 

“Me  too.”  And  she  might  not  be  anywhere  near  done  fighting  her

father’s  bullshit,  but  …  it  was  a  comfort  to  know  that  she  had  the  witch-

queen on her side, at least. And other allies. 

Ithan stood guard twenty feet behind. His stare met hers, bright in the

dimness.  She  opened  her  mouth  to  call  him  over,  to  ask  how  much  he’d

heard. 

But  at  that  moment,  a  massive,  scaled  gray  beast  leapt  over  the  quay

railing. 

And before Bryce could shout, it barreled into Ithan and closed its jaws around his throat. 
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Bryce didn’t have time to scream. Didn’t have time to do anything but fall

back on her ass, scrambling away from Ithan, his blood spraying, gurgling

as his throat—

The beast—the  demon—ripped out Ithan’s throat. 

Tipped  back  its  broad,  flat  head  and  swallowed  the  chunk  of  flesh

between black, curved fangs. 

“Get up,” Hypaxia ordered from where she stood above Bryce, a knife

in her hand. Where it’d come from, Bryce had no idea. 

Ithan—

She couldn’t do this again. Couldn’t endure it. 

The demon stepped away from Ithan’s twitching, dying body. Would he

survive that kind of a blow? If the demon had poison on its fangs like the

kristallos—

This thing might have been some relative. Its matte gray scales flowed

over a muscular, low-slung body; a tail as long as Bryce whipped back and

forth, its spiked end carving grooves in the stone. People along the quay, the

streets beyond, started fleeing. 

Her body couldn’t move. Shock—she knew this was shock, and yet—

Help would come soon. Someone, either in the Aux or the 33rd, would

arrive. Hunt—

“Get up,” Hypaxia said, gripping Bryce under a shoulder to haul her to

her feet. Slowly, the witch-queen dragged Bryce back—

A snarl reverberated through the stones behind them. 

Bryce twisted to find a second demon, twin to the one that had ripped

out Ithan’s throat, approaching at their rear. The two of them were closing

in on the prey now trapped between them. 

Fear, cold and sharp, sliced through her. Shattered the shock rooting her

into uselessness. Clarified her fogged, bloody vision. 

“Back-to-back,”  Hypaxia  ordered,  voice  low  and  calm.  One  knife—

that’s all they had. Why the fuck didn’t she carry a gun? 

But Ithan had a gun. On his lifeless body, Bryce could make out the gun

he hadn’t had a chance to draw. How many rounds did it hold? If the demon

was fast enough to sneak up on him, though, she didn’t stand a chance. Not

unless …


“What  kind  of  magic  do  you  have?”  Bryce  murmured,  pressing  her

back  to  Hypaxia  as  she  eyed  the  second  demon.  She’d  kill  these  fuckers. 

Rip them apart piece by piece for this. 

“Does it matter?” Hypaxia asked, angling her knife at the first demon. 

“Is it energy? Like lightning?” 

“Healing and wind—and the necromancy, which I can’t even begin to

explain.” 

“Can you pinpoint it? Shoot it into me?” 

“What?” 

“I  need  a  charge.  Like  a  battery,”  Bryce  said,  the  scar  on  her  chest

glowing faintly. 

The demon before her bayed to the night sky. Her ears rang. 

“To do what?” 

“Just—do it now, or we are going to be royally fucked.” 

The first demon howled. Like so many beings from the Pit, their eyes

were milky—blind. As if they’d been in the dark so long they’d ceased to

need them. So blinding wasn’t an option. But a bullet … “You think a knife

is going to work on them?” Bryce demanded. 

“I  …”  Hypaxia  guided  them  toward  the  quay  railing.  Three  feet

remained  until  there  was  nowhere  to  go  but  the  water.  Bryce  shuddered, 

remembering the sobeks that had attacked them that day fleeing the Bone

Quarter. 

“Use  your  healing  power  and  hit  my  fucking  chest,”  Bryce  snarled. 

“Trust me.” They had no other choice. If Hunt’s power had charged her up, 

maybe …

The  creature  nearest  the  witch-queen  lunged,  snapping.  The  two

females slammed into the railing. 

“Now!” Bryce shouted, and Hypaxia whirled, shoving a shining palm to

Bryce’s chest. Warmth flowed into her, soft and gentle, and—

Stars erupted in Bryce’s mind. Supernovas. 

 Ithan. 

It was as easy as taking a step. 

One  breath,  Bryce  stood  against  the  quay.  The  next,  she  was  beside

Ithan’s body, behind the creatures, who pivoted toward her, sensing that her

scent had shifted away. 

Hypaxia  tapped  the  golden  brooch  on  the  lapel  of  her  jacket.  With  a

 woomph of air, her broom appeared before her, and the queen leapt onto it, 

shooting skyward—

Bryce  grabbed  the  gun  from  Ithan’s  waistband,  clicked  off  the  safety, 

and fired at the closest demon. Brain matter splattered as the bullet plowed

between its sightless eyes. 

The second demon charged at her, Hypaxia forgotten as she hovered on

her broom in the air above. Bryce fired, and the beast dodged the blow—as

if it could feel the air itself parting for the bullet. It was onto her, aware of

what weapon she bore—

The demon leapt for her, and Bryce rallied her power. 

Stepped from her place beside Ithan’s body to the open walkway behind

the charging creature. 

It hit the ground and spun, claws gouging deep. Bryce fired again, and

the  demon  used  those  preternatural  senses  to  veer  left  at  the  last

millisecond, taking the bullet in the shoulder. The shot did nothing to slow

it. 

The demon jumped for her again, and Bryce moved. Slower this time—

Hypaxia’s power was already funneling out of her. 

“Thirty  feet  behind  you!”  Hypaxia  ordered  from  above,  pointing, and

Bryce gritted her teeth, mapping out how to get there. The dance she had to

lead the creature into. 

It leapt, claws out, and Bryce teleported back ten feet. It leapt again and

she  moved,  body  shaking  against  the  strain.  Another  ten  feet  back.  She

could make the last jump. Had to make the last jump as the demon sprang—

Roaring,  Bryce  flung  all  of  herself,  all  that  remained  of  the  spark  of Hypaxia’s power, into her desire to step, to move—

She  appeared  ten  feet  back,  and  the  creature,  sensing  her  pattern, 

jumped. 

It  didn’t  look  up.  Didn’t  see  the  witch-queen  plunging  to  the  earth, 

dagger aloft. 

Bryce  hit  the  ground  as  Hypaxia  jumped  from  her  broom  and  landed

atop  the  beast,  slamming  her  blade  into  its  skull.  Witch  and  demon  went

down, the former astride it like a horse from Hel. But the demon didn’t so

much as twitch. 

Scraped palms and knees already healing, Bryce panted, shaking. She’d

done it. She’d—

Ithan. Oh gods, Ithan. 

On  wobbling  legs,  she  scrambled  to  her  feet  and  rushed  for  him.  His

throat was healing—slowly. He stared unseeingly at the night sky. 

“Move back,” Hypaxia said, breathing heavily, broom discarded beside

her. “Let me see him.” 

“He needs a medwitch!” 

“I am a medwitch,” Hypaxia said, and knelt. 

Wings filled the skies, sirens blaring from the streets. Then Isaiah was

there,  hands  on  Bryce’s  shoulders.  “Are  you  all  right?  Is  that  Holstrom? 

Where’s Athalar?” The rapid-fire questions pelted her. 

“I’m here,” Hunt said from the darkness, landing with enough force that

the ground shook. Lightning skittered over the concrete. He assessed Bryce, 

then  Ithan,  the  wolf’s  body  glowing  under  Hypaxia’s  hands.  Then  he

registered  the  two  demons  and  went  pale.  “Those  …”  He  scanned  Bryce

again. 

“You know what they are?” Isaiah asked. 

Hunt  rushed  to  Bryce  and  tucked  her  into  him.  She  leaned  into  his

warmth, his strength. He said quietly, “Deathstalkers. Personal pets of the

Prince  of  the  Pit.  They  were  seen  in  Nena  four  days  ago.  They  somehow

crossed the border.” 

Bryce’s stomach hollowed out. 

Isaiah  held  up  a  hand  to  keep  the  other  advancing  angels  and  Aux  at

bay.  “You  think  these  two  came  here  all  the  way  from  Nena?  And  why

attack Bryce?” 

Bryce wrapped her arms around Hunt’s waist, not caring that she was

clinging.  If  she  let  go,  her  knees  might  very  well  give  out.  Hunt  lied

smoothly,  “Isn’t  it  obvious?  Hel’s  got  a  score  to  settle  with  her  after  this spring. They sent their best assassins to kill her.” 

Isaiah seemed to buy that theory, because he said to Bryce, “How did

you even bring them down?” 

“Ithan had a gun. I got a lucky shot on the first. Queen Hypaxia took

care of the second.” 

It was mostly true. 

“There,” Hypaxia announced, stepping back from Ithan’s healed, limp

body.  “He’ll  wake  when  he’s  ready.”  She  gathered  her  broom  and,  with  a

touch—or some of her witch-power—it shrank back into the golden brooch

of Cthona. She pinned it onto her gray jacket as she pivoted to Isaiah. “Can

your soldiers transport him to the witches’ embassy? I’d like to tend to him

personally until he’s conscious.” 

Bryce  couldn’t  argue  with  that.  But  …  there  was  no  one  to  call  for

Ithan. No family, no friends, no pack. No one except—

She dialed Ruhn. 

Deathstalkers. He should have sent out a warning the moment he’d IDed the

tail of one in that photo from Nena. Should have had every soldier in this

city on alert. 

But Bryce … by some miracle, she didn’t have a scratch on her. 

It  wasn’t  possible.  Hunt  knew  how  fast  the  deathstalkers  were.  Even

Fae couldn’t outrun them. They’d been bred that way by Apollion himself. 

Hunt waited to speak until he and Bryce stood in the golden hall of the

witches’ embassy. Ithan had already been handed over from the two angels

who’d flown him here to Ruhn and Declan, who’d gently carried the wolf

into a small room to recover. “So, let’s hear the real story.” 

Bryce turned to him, eyes bright with fear—and excitement. “I did it. 

Teleported.” She explained what Hypaxia had done—what she had done. 

“That  was  one  Hel  of  a  risk.”  He  wasn’t  sure  whether  to  kiss  her  or

shake her for it. 

“My options were limited,” Bryce said, crossing her arms. Through the

open doorway, Ruhn and Dec set Ithan on the cot, Hypaxia instructing them

to position his body in a certain way. “Where the Hel was the dragon?” 

“Fucking  coward  told  Holstrom  she’d  climb  up  to  the  rooftops  to

provide a second set of eyes, and then bailed,” Flynn said, face dark as he

stepped into the hall. 

“Do you blame her?” Bryce said. 

“Yeah.” Flynn glowered. “We did her a favor, and she fucked us over. 

She  could  have  torched  those  demons.”  Before  Bryce  could  counter,  the

lord stalked away with a disgusted shake of his head. 

Bryce waited until the hall was empty again before asking Hunt, “You

think  these  were  the  appetizers  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  threatened  to  send  to test us?” 

“Yes. They answer only to him.” 

“But they were about to kill me. He didn’t seem to want us dead. And it

seems  reckless  to  do  it  just  to  test  me.”  She  gestured  between  them.  “His

epic opponents, remember?” 

Ruhn stepped into the hall and murmured, “Unless you weren’t the one

they were supposed to kill.” He jerked his chin toward Hypaxia, lowering

his voice. He assessed the quiet halls of the embassy—no witches in sight—

before saying, “Maybe her coven summoned them, somehow.” 

Bryce frowned. “Why?” 

Ruhn paced a step. “You’d be the perfect cover story. She was walking

beside someone Hel has a score to settle with—someone who’d pissed Hel

off this spring. Deathstalkers imply the Prince of the Pit’s involvement. If

she’d died, all eyes would be on Hel. Everyone would think they’d targeted

you, and she’d be the unfortunate additional loss.” 

“What about Ithan, though?” 

Hunt  picked  up  Ruhn’s  thread.  “Also  collateral.  After  this  spring,  I

doubt Sabine would be stupid enough to summon a demon. That leaves our

enemies or Hypaxia’s. But given what Apollion threatened … I’d say odds

are it was him. Maybe he was willing to take the risk that you’d die during

his little test—maybe he supposed that if you died, you wouldn’t be worthy

of battling him anyway.” 

Bryce rubbed her face. “So where does that leave us?” 

Hunt interlaced their fingers. “It leaves us with the realization that this

city needs to be on high alert and you need to be armed at all times.” 

She glared. “That’s not helpful.” 

Ruhn, wisely, kept his mouth shut. 

“You  didn’t  have  any  weapons  tonight,”  Hunt  snarled.  “You  two  had

 one  knife  between  you.  You  were  lucky  Ithan  carried  that  gun.  And  you were even luckier in your guess that Hypaxia could charge up your ability

to teleport.” 

Ruhn grunted his agreement. 

“So that’s how you did it,” Declan said, walking back into the hall. The

warrior shut the door behind him, giving Hypaxia and Ithan privacy. 

Bryce  sketched  a  bow.  “It’ll  be  my  special  solo  act  during  the  school

talent show.” 

Declan snorted, but Ruhn was assessing her. “You really teleported?” 

Bryce explained everything again, and Hunt couldn’t keep himself from

tugging her closer. When she finished, Ruhn echoed Hunt’s words. “We got

lucky tonight.  You got lucky tonight.” 

Bryce winked at Hunt. “And I plan to get lucky again.” 

“Gross,” Ruhn said as Declan snickered. 

Hunt  flicked  Bryce’s  nose  and  said  to  Ruhn,  “Let’s  set  up  watches

around the apartment and this embassy—assign your most trusted soldiers. 

I’ll get Isaiah and Naomi on it, too.” 

“The  33rd  and  the  Aux  teaming  up  to  guard  little  old  me?”  Bryce

crooned. “I’m flattered.” 

“This  is  not  the  time  to  debate  alphahole  politics,”  Hunt  ground  out. 

“Those were fucking deathstalkers.” 

“And I dealt with them.” 

“I wouldn’t be so dismissive,” he growled. “The Prince of the Pit will

send hordes of them through the Northern Rift if he ever gets it fully open, 

rather than shoving one or two through at a time for fun. They hunt down

whoever  they’re  ordered  to  stalk.  They’re  assassins.  You  get  marked  by

them for execution, and you are  dead.” 

She blew on her fingers, as if chasing off dust. “All in a day’s work for

me, then.” 

 “Quinlan—” 

Ruhn started laughing. 

“What?” Hunt demanded. 

Ruhn said, “You know who I was talking to before I got your call? My

father.” Bryce went still, and Hunt knew it was bad. Ruhn grinned at him. 

“Your father in-law.” 

“Excuse me?” 

Ruhn  didn’t  stop  grinning.  “He  told  me  the  wonderful  news.”  He

winked at Bryce. “You must be so happy.” 

Bryce groaned and turned to Hunt. “It’s not official—” 

“Oh, it’s official,” Ruhn said, leaning against the wall beside the door. 

“What the fuck are you two talking about?” Hunt growled. 

Ruhn  smirked  at  Hunt.  “She’s  been  bandying  about  the  royal  name, 

apparently.  Which  means  she’s  accepted  her  position  as  princess.  And  as

you’re her mate, that makes you son-in-law to the Autumn King. And my

brother.” 

Hunt gaped at him. Ruhn was completely serious. 

Bryce  blurted,  “Did  you  ask  him  about  Cormac?  The  Autumn  King

insists the engagement is still on.” 

Ruhn’s amusement faded. “I don’t see how it could be.” 

“I’m  sorry,”  Hunt  cut  in,  “but  what  the  fuck?”  His  wings  splayed. 

“You’re now officially a  princess?” 

Bryce winced. “Surprise?” 
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Ithan groaned, his body giving a collective throb of pain. 

His throat—jaws and fangs and claws, the queen and  Bryce—

He lunged up, hand at his neck—

“You’re safe. It’s over.” The calm female voice came from his right, and

Ithan twisted, finding himself on a narrow bed in a gilded room he’d never

seen. 

Queen Hypaxia sat in a chair beside him, a book in her lap, wearing her

blue  robes  once  again.  No  sign  of  the  casual,  modern  female  he’d  been

trailing earlier. His voice was like gravel as he asked, “You all right?” 

“Very  well.  As  is  Miss  Quinlan.  You’re  at  my  embassy,  in  case  you

were wondering.” 

Ithan sagged back against the bed. He’d been ambushed, like a fucking

novice. He’d always prided himself on his reflexes and instincts, but he’d

had his ass handed to him. The queen opened her mouth, but he demanded, 

“What about the dragon?” 

Hypaxia’s  mouth  tightened.  “Ariadne  was  nowhere  to  be  found.  It

appears she has taken her chances with the law and fled.” 

Ithan  growled.  “She  bailed?”  The  dragon  had  claimed  she  couldn’t. 

That there was nowhere in Midgard she could go without the Astronomer

finding her. 

Gods. One guarding assignment and he’d fumbled it. Badly. 

He  deserved  to  have  his  throat  ripped  out.  Deserved  to  be  lying  here, 

like a weak fucking child, for his ineptitude. 

Hypaxia nodded gravely. “The city cameras picked it up: Ariadne left

the moment I entered the pizza shop. But nothing more—even the cameras

can’t find her.” 

“She’s likely halfway across the planet by now,” Ithan grumbled. The

Fae males were going to be so pissed. 

“You  liberated  her  from  the  ring.  From  serving  a  terrible  master.  Are

you  surprised  that  she  is  not  willing  to  wait  for  someone  to  purchase  her

again?” 

“I thought she’d be grateful, at least.” 

Hypaxia  frowned  with  disapproval.  But  she  said,  “She  is  a  dragon.  A

creature  of  earth  and  sky,  fire  and  wind.  She  should  never  have  been

contained  or  enslaved.  I  hope  she  stays  free  for  the  rest  of  her  immortal

life.” 

The tone brooked no room for argument, and—well, Ithan agreed with

the queen anyway. He sighed, gently rubbing at his tender throat. “So what

the fuck attacked us? A demon?” 

“Yes, an extremely deadly one.” She explained what had happened. 

Ithan eased into a sitting position once more. “I’m sorry I fucked this

one up so badly. I … I don’t like making mistakes like this.” Losing grated

on  his  very  soul.  The  queen  and  Bryce  were  safe,  but  he  was  a  fucking

 loser. 

“You  have  nothing  to  apologize  for,”  the  queen  said  firmly. 

“Considering the gravity of the situation, I’m assuming your friends know

more about the motives behind this attack than they have told me.” 

Well, she was definitely right on that one. Ithan blew out a breath that

set his throat aching. It’d be another few hours until it was totally healed. 

He had no idea how long it’d take until he forgave himself for fucking

up tonight. 

“So  you  can  really  contact  Connor  on  the  Autumnal  Equinox?”  he

asked quietly, hating that he needed to change the subject. Not that this new

one was much better. 

“Yes.”  She  angled  her  head,  curls  spilling  over  her  shoulder.  “You

worry for him.” 

“Wouldn’t you? I don’t care if we’ve been told that he’s, like, off-limits. 

I  want  to  make  sure  he’s  okay.  I  heard  what  you  said  to  Bryce—about

ensuring your mom didn’t go to one of the sleeping realms. I want you to do

that for him.” He swallowed, then amended, “If you’re cool with that, Your Majesty.” 

Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “I shall do my best.” 

Ithan sighed again, staring at the tall windows on the other side of the

room, the drapes shut for the night. “I know you’re already doing a lot for

me, but … the Astronomer has a wolf enslaved to him as one of his mystics. 

Is there anything you could do for her?” 

“What do you mean?” He took it as a good sign that she didn’t say no. 

He said, “I can’t just leave her there.” 

“Why is it your burden to free her?” 

“Wolves  don’t  belong  in  cages.  That’s  what  the  mystics’  tanks  are. 

Watery cages.” 

“And what if she wants to be in there?” 

“How  could  she?”  Before  the  queen  could  answer,  he  plowed  on,  “I

know it’s random. There are so many other people suffering out there. But it

doesn’t sit right with me.” 

He’d screwed up enough in the past two years—he wouldn’t drop the

ball on this. An Alpha wolf in captivity—the idea was abhorrent. He’d do

whatever he could to help her. 

She  seemed  to  read  whatever  lay  on  his  face.  “You’re  a  good  male, 

Ithan Holstrom.” 

“You  met  me  yesterday.”  And  after  tonight,  he  sure  as  fuck  didn’t

deserve that claim. 

“But  I  can  tell.”  She  touched  his  hand  gently.  “I  do  not  think  there  is

much  I  can  do  to  help  the  mystic,  unfortunately,  beyond  what  your  other

royal friends might be able to accomplish.” 

Ithan  knew  she  was  right.  He’d  find  another  way,  then.  Somehow. 

“Well, this is fucked.” 

“It  sure  is,”  said  a  male  voice  from  the  doorway,  and  Ithan  blinked, 

surprised  to  find  Flynn  and  Declan  standing  there,  Tharion  a  step  behind

them. 

“Hey,” Ithan said, bracing for the ridicule, the ribbing, the questioning

about how the Hel he’d mangled protection duty. 

But  Declan  bowed  his  head  to  the  queen  before  sauntering  over  to

Ithan. “How you feeling, pup?” 

“Fine,” Ithan said, then admitted, “A little sore.” 

“Getting  your  throat  ripped  out  does  that  to  a  male,”  Flynn  said.  He winked at Hypaxia. “But she fixed you up pretty good, didn’t she?” 

Hypaxia smiled up at him. Tharion, lingering by the door, chuckled. 

Ithan said quietly, “Yeah, she did.” 

Declan clapped his hands together. “Okay, well, we just wanted to make

sure you were all right.” 

Hypaxia added, “They’ve been in and out all night.” 

“You’ll  give  them  away  as  big  old  softies,  Pax,”  Tharion  said  to  the

queen,  who  shook  her  head  at  the  name.  As  if  Tharion  often  used  it  to

annoy her. 

Declan asked the queen, “When can he come home?” 

 Home.  The word rang through Ithan. He’d been their roommate for only

a week and a half. When had he last had a true home? The Den hadn’t been

one since his parents had died. 

But  …  that  was  genuine  concern  on  Declan’s  face.  On  Flynn’s.  Ithan

swallowed hard. 

“Tomorrow  morning,”  Hypaxia  said,  and  rose  from  her  chair.  “I’ll  do

my final check then, and if you’re cleared, you’ll be on your way, Ithan.” 

“I’m supposed to guard you,” Ithan countered, his voice thick. 

But she patted his shoulder before walking to the door. Tharion fell into

step beside her, like he planned to converse in private. The witch-queen said

to Ithan as she and the mer left, “Take tomorrow off.” 

Ithan opened his mouth to object, but she’d already left, the mer with

her. 

Flynn  slung  himself  into  the  seat  the  queen  had  vacated.  “Don’t  tell

Ruhn, but I’d love to have that female do a check on  me.” 

Ithan scowled, but refrained from explaining what he’d overheard. The

queen loved another and seemed pretty cut up about it. But what good was

love, in the face of duty? 

He’d  keep  Hypaxia’s  romance  quiet.  She’d  agreed  to  her  union  with

Ruhn, and he could do nothing but admire that she’d chosen to do so even

when her heart lay with someone else. 

Fuck,  he  knew  how  that  felt.  He  blocked  out  Bryce’s  face  from  his

mind. 

Declan was saying to Flynn, “Do yourself a favor and don’t hit on her. 

Or tease her.” 

“She’s Ruhn’s fiancée,” Flynn said, propping his boots on the edge of

Ithan’s  bed  and  tucking  his  hands  behind  his  head.  “That  entitles  me  to

some ribbing.” 

Ithan laughed, eyes stinging. No one ever joked in Amelie’s pack. He

might coax a smile from Perry every once in a while, but mostly they were

all serious. Humorless. They never laughed at themselves. 

But  these  guys  had  come  to  check  on  him.  Not  to  rip  into  him  for

failing. They didn’t even seem to view it as a failure. 

Flynn asked a shade seriously, “You’re really feeling all right, though?” 

Ithan mastered himself. “Yeah.” 

“Good,” Declan said. 

Ithan’s  throat  tightened.  He  hadn’t  realized  how  much  he  missed  it—

people having his back. Caring if he lived or died. The Pack of Devils had

been that for him, yes, but his sunball team, too. He hadn’t spoken to any of

them since Connor’s death. 

Flynn’s  eyes  softened  slightly,  as  if  seeing  something  on  Ithan’s  face, 

and  Ithan  straightened,  clearing  his  throat.  But  Flynn  said,  “We  got  you, 

wolf.” 

“Why?” The question slipped out before Ithan could wonder whether he

should ask. But there were probably dozens of Fae who’d spent years trying

to  squeeze  into  the  trio  that  was  Ruhn,  Flynn,  and  Declan.  Why  they’d

brought Ithan into their little circle was beyond him. 

Flynn and Dec swapped glances. The latter shrugged. “Why not?” 

“I’m a wolf. You’re Fae.” 

“So  old-fashioned.”  Flynn  winked.  “I  had  you  pegged  as  more

progressive than that.” 

“I don’t want your pity,” Ithan said. 

Declan drew back. “Who the fuck said anything about pity?” 

Flynn put up his hands. “We’re only friends with you because we want

good sunball tickets.” 

Ithan looked between the males. Then burst out laughing. 

“All right.” He rubbed at his sore throat again. “That’s a good enough

reason for me.” 

Ruhn monitored his sister as they waited for Athalar to finish briefing some senior members of the 33rd on what had gone down with the deathstalker. 

It felt like last spring all over again. Granted, Micah had been the one

summoning those kristallos demons, but … this couldn’t be good. The Horn

was tattooed on Bryce’s back now—what wouldn’t Hel do to attain it? 

“The answer,” Bryce said to Ruhn, “is that I’m not going to allow any

sort of security detail.” 

Ruhn blinked. And said silently,  I wasn’t thinking that. 

She glared at him sidelong.  I could feel  you brooding about the attack. 

 It’s the logical conclusion from an overly aggressive Fae male. 

 Overly aggressive? 

 Protective? 

 Bryce. This is some serious-ass shit. 

 I know. 

 And you’re a princess now. An official one. 

She crossed her arms, watching Hunt talk with his friends.  I know. 

 How do you feel about it? 

 How do you  feel about it? 

 Why the fuck would it make any difference what I feel?  He scowled at

her. 

 Because now you have to share the crown. 

 I’m glad I can share it with you. Selfishly, pathetically glad, Bryce. But

 … isn’t this what you wanted to avoid? 

 It is. Her mental voice hardened into sharp steel. 

 Are you going to do something about it? 

 Maybe. 

 Tread  carefully.  There  are  so  many  laws  and  rules  and  shit  that  you

 don’t know about. I can fill you in, but … this is a whole new level of the

 game. You have to be on alert. 

She  faced  him,  offering  a  broad  grin  that  didn’t  meet  her  eyes  before

taking a few steps toward Athalar. “If dear old dad wants a princess,” she

said, looking more like their father than he’d ever witnessed, “then he’ll get

one.” 

“Dreadwolves prowling the Old Square,” Hypaxia hissed under her breath

to Tharion as she peered out the window of her private suite on the second

floor of the elegant embassy. 

Despite the plush furniture, the room definitely belonged to a witch: a

small  crystal  altar  to  Cthona  adorned  the  eastern  wall,  covered  in  various

tools  of  worship;  a  large  obsidian  scrying  mirror  hung  above  it;  and  the

fireplace built into the southern wall had various iron arms, presumably to

hold cauldrons during spells. A royal suite, yes, but a workroom as well. 

“I hate the sight of them,” the queen went on, the streetlights casting her

beautiful  face  in  golden  hues.  “Those  uniforms.  The  silver  darts  on  their

collars.”  He  wondered  how  many  people  ever  saw  her  so  unguarded. 

“Rebel-hunters. That’s what they are.” 

Indeed,  where  they  walked,  revelers  fell  silent.  Tourists  stopped

snapping photos. 

“Tell me how you really feel, Pax,” Tharion said, crossing his arms. 

The queen whirled toward him. “I wish you’d stop using that nickname. 

Ever since the Summit—” 

“Ever  since  then,  you’ve  missed  me  using  it?”  He  gave  her  his  most

charming smile. 

She rolled her eyes, but he caught the slight curl of her lips. 

He  asked,  “Have  you  kept  up  the  tally?  How  many  times  has  Prince

Ruhn gawked at you since you arrived?” 

She flushed. “He doesn’t gawk.” 

“I think our final tally at the Summit was … thirty? Forty?” 

She whacked him on the chest. 

“I missed you,” he said, grinning. 

She  grinned  back.  “What  does  your  fiancée  have  to  say  about  that?” 

She was one of the few people who knew. During their initial meeting at the

Summit—an  accidental  encounter  late  one  night  when  she’d  sought  some

solitude at one of the mer’s subterranean pools and found him seeking the

same—they’d  spoken  of  their  various  …  obligations.  A  friendship  had

immediately sprung up. 

Tharion countered, “What does  your fiancé have to say about it?” 

The  witch  laughed  softly,  the  sound  like  silver  bells.  “You’re  the  one

who’s been associating with him. You tell me.” 

He chuckled, but his amusement fell away, his voice becoming serious. 

“He’s  concerned  enough  about  you  that  he  told  some  of  us  about  your

coven. Why didn’t you tell me?” He’d grab any one of them who harmed

her and drown them. Slowly. 

She searched his face. He let her. “What could you have done?” 

Well,  that  stung.  Especially  because  she  was  right.  He  let  out  a  long

sigh. He wished he could tell her—about the fact that he’d bought himself a

small stretch of freedom. That he would only go back to the Blue Court to

keep up appearances, that he’d pretend Emile Renast was still on the loose

for as long as he could, but … Would he go back after that?  Could he go

back? 

Maybe  he’d  get  in  touch  with  the  Ocean  Queen’s  people  and  beg  for

asylum. Maybe they’d shelter his family, too. 

He’d opened his mouth to speak when a ripple went through the street

below. People stopped. Some pressed against buildings. 

“What the fuck are they doing here?” Tharion growled. 

Mordoc  and  the  Hammer  stalked  down  the  street,  wolf  and  angel

sneering at all in their path. They seemed to savor the quiet and dread that

trailed in their wake. 

Hypaxia’s brows raised. “Not friends of yours?” 

He put a hand on his heart. “You wound me, Pax.” 

The  queen’s  mouth  thinned  as  Pollux  and  Mordoc  crossed  the

intersection. “It’s an ill omen, to see them here.” 

“Maybe they want to make sure all is well, considering what attacked

tonight.” 

Mighty  Ogenas,  creatures  straight  from  the  Pit.  He’d  been  enjoying  a

drink with a pride of lioness shifters at a wine bar when he’d gotten the call. 

He’d come here, claiming an investigative visit from the Blue Court, but …

“You sure you’re all right?” he asked, glad to pivot from the two monsters

on the street. 

“I’m  fine,”  Hypaxia  said,  turning  weary,  sad  eyes  toward  him.  “Miss

Quinlan proved herself a valuable ally in a fight.” He liked the idea of the

two  of  them  becoming  friendly.  They’d  be  a  formidable  pair  against  any

opponent. 

“What’d your coven say about the attack?” Tharion asked, glancing to

the shut double doors across the room. Pollux and Mordoc vanished down

the  street.  As  if  they’d  all  been  frozen,  people  suddenly  began  moving again. None went in the direction the Hammer and the dreadwolf had gone. 

“My coven feigned outrage, of course. It’s not worth recounting.” 

Fair enough. “You should get some sleep. You must be exhausted from

healing Holstrom.” 

“Not at all.” Her gaze again lifted to his face. “But you … you should

go. Another few minutes and suspicions will be raised.” 

“Oh?” He couldn’t resist teasing. “Like what?” 

She flushed again. “Like we’re doing things we shouldn’t.” 

“Sounds naughty.” 

She  playfully  shoved  him  toward  the  door.  He  let  her,  walking

backward as he said, “I’ll see you soon, okay? You have my number.” 

Her eyes shone like stars. “Thank you for checking on me.” 

“Anything for you, Pax.” Tharion shut the door behind him and found

himself  face-to-face  with  three  witches.  All  members  of  her  coven,  if  his

memory of the Summit served him. All cold-faced and unamused. “Ladies,” 

he said, inclining his head. 

None  of  them  answered,  and  as  they  converged  on  the  queen’s  suite

with a knock on her door, he suppressed the instinct to return to her side. 

But  it  wasn’t  his  place,  and  he  still  had  one  more  task  tonight.  First, 

though, he needed a dip in the Istros to make sure his fins stayed intact. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  still  wet,  Tharion  walked  up  to  the  peeling  front

door of the near-collapsing house off Archer Street, music blasting from the

windows despite the late hour. Tharion knocked, loudly enough to be heard

over the bass. 

A  moment  later,  the  door  opened.  Tharion  smiled  crookedly  at  Ruhn, 

and  waved  to  Tristan  Flynn  and  Declan  Emmett  standing  in  the  foyer

behind him. “Got space for one more roommate?” 

 

57

Hunt waited until he and Bryce had entered the apartment, the door firmly

shut behind them, before he said, “I’m a  prince now?” 

Bryce slumped onto the couch. “Welcome to the club.” 

“Your father really did this?” 

She nodded glumly. “My mom is going to freak.” 

Hunt  stalked  to  the  couch.  “What  about  you,  Bryce?  Your  mom  can

deal with it. I can deal with this, believe it or not. But … are you okay?” 

She only stroked Syrinx’s coat. 

He scented salt and water, then, and sat on the new coffee table, lifting

her chin between his thumb and forefinger to find tears running down her

cheeks. Ones he had no doubt she’d been holding back for hours. 

He’d  turn  the  Autumn  King  into  smoldering  carrion  for  putting  those

tears, the fear and panic and sorrow, in her eyes. 

“I  spent  my  whole  life  avoiding  this.  And  I  just  feel  …”  She  wiped

angrily at her face. “I feel so fucking  stupid for having walked into his net.” 

“You shouldn’t. He bent the rules to his will. He’s a snake.” 

“He’s a snake and now technically, legally, my king.” She choked on a

sob. “I will never have a normal life again. I’ll never be free of him, and—” 

Hunt gathered her into his arms, moving to the couch and pulling her

into his lap. “We’ll fight him on this. You want a normal life, a life with me

—we’ll make it happen. You’re not alone. We’ll fight him together.” 

She  buried  her  face  against  his  chest,  tears  splashing  onto  the  black

armor  of  his  battle-suit.  He  stroked  her  silken  hair,  letting  the  smooth

strands slide through his fingers. 

“I could handle the Starborn shit. I could handle the magic,” she said, voice  muffled  against  his  chest.  “But  this  …  I  can’t  fucking  handle  this.” 

She lifted her head, dread and panic flooding her expression. “He  owns me. 

I’m chattel to him. If he wanted me to marry Cormac tonight, he could sign

the marriage documents without even my presence. If I wanted a divorce, 

he’d be the one to grant it, not that he would. I’m a commodity—either I

belong to him, or I belong to Cormac. He can do whatever he wants, and no

amount of bravado from me can stop it.” 

Lightening skittered down his wings. “I’ll fucking kill him.” 

“And what will that do, beyond get you executed?” 

He leaned his brow against hers. “We’ll think of a way out of this.” 

“Hypaxia  said  only  the  Asteri  could  override  him.  Considering  our

status with them, I doubt they’ll help.” 

Hunt blew out a long breath. Tightened his arms around his mate. He’d

slaughter  anyone  who  tried  to  take  her  from  him.  King,  prince,  Fae,  or

Asteri. He’d fucking  kill—

“Hunt.” 

He blinked. 

“Your eyes went all … rage-dazey.” She sniffled. 

“Sorry.” The last thing she needed right now was to have to handle his

fury, too. He kissed her cheek, her temple, her neck. 

She  rested  her  brow  on  his  shoulder,  shuddering.  Syrinx  whimpered

from where he had cuddled up on her other side. 

For long minutes, Hunt and Bryce sat there. Hunt savored every place

his  body  touched  hers,  the  warmth  and  scent  of  her.  Racked  his  mind  for

anything he might do, any path out of this. 

Her fingers curled against the nape of his neck. He loosened his grip, 

pulling back to scan her face. 

Starlight and fire sparked there. “Tell me that look means you came up

with some brilliant yet painless way out of this,” he said. 

She kissed him softly. “You’re not going to like it.” 

Ruhn  wasn’t  at  all  shocked  when  he  found  himself  standing  before  that

mental couch. 

After the night he’d had, nothing could shock him. 

On the bridge, Day surveyed Ruhn without saying a word. Somehow, 

he could have sworn she sensed his turmoil. 

But  Ruhn  said,  “Anything  for  me?”  He  hadn’t  forgotten  their  last

conversation.  She’d  told  him  he  was  a  worthless,  do-nothing  loser  who’d

never known sacrifice or pain. 

“You’re angry with me.” 

“I don’t care about you enough to be angry with you,” he said coldly. 

“Liar.” 

The  word  was  an  arrow  shot  between  them.  The  night  around  him

rippled. His temper hadn’t improved when he discovered that Ariadne had

straight up bailed. Fled the moment no one was looking and gone the gods

knew where. He didn’t blame the dragon. He was just … pissed he hadn’t

anticipated it. 

He asked Day, “What the fuck do you want me to say?” 

“I owe you an apology for last time. I’d had a rough day. My temper got

the better of me.” 

“You spoke the truth. Why bother apologizing for it?” 

“It’s  not  the  truth.  I  …”  She  seemed  to  struggle  for  words.  “Do  you

know  when  I  last  spoke  honestly  with  someone?  When  I  last  spoke  to

someone as I do to you, as close to my real self as I’ve ever come?” 

“I’m guessing it’s been a while.” 

She crossed her arms, wrapping them around herself. “Yes.” 

“Can I ask you a question?” 

She angled her head. “What?” 

He  rubbed  his  neck,  his  shoulder.  “What  do  you  think  makes  a  good

leader?”  The  question  was  ridiculous—an  essay  for  a  second-grader.  But

after all that had gone down …

She didn’t balk. “Someone who listens. Who thinks before acting. Who

tries to understand different viewpoints. Who does what is right, even if the

path is long and hard. Who will give a voice to the voiceless.” 

His father was none of those things. Except for thinking before acting. 

That male had schemes that had been in play for decades. Centuries. 

“Why do you ask?” 

Ruhn shrugged. “All this rebel stuff has me thinking about it. Who we’d

replace the Asteri with. Who we’d  want to replace them with.” 

She  studied  him,  her  gaze  a  brand  on  his  skin.  “What  do   you  think makes a good leader?” 

He didn’t know. Only that he wasn’t entirely sure he fit the bill of what

she’d described, either. Where would that leave his people? “I’m trying to

figure that out.” If he became king one day, what sort of ruler would he be? 

He’d try to do right, but …

Silence fell, companionable and comfortable. 

But  then  Day  blew  out  a  breath,  blue  flame  rippling  from  her  mouth. 

“I’m not used to this sort of thing.” 

He lowered himself onto his couch. “What sort of thing?” 

“Friendship.” 

“You consider me a friend?” 

“In a world full of enemies, you’re my only friend.” 

“Well, maybe I should give you friendship lessons, because you fucking

blow at it.” 

She  laughed,  and  the  sound  wasn’t  entirely  joyous.  “All  right.  I

deserved that.” 

He gave her a half smile, even if she couldn’t see it. “Lesson one: don’t

shit on your friends when you have a bad day.” 

“Right.” 

“Lesson two: Your true friends won’t mind when you do, so long as you

own up to it and apologize. Usually in the form of buying them a beer.” 

Another laugh, softer this time. “I’ll buy you a beer, then.” 

“Yeah? When you come to visit me?” 

“Yeah,” she said, the word echoing. “When I come visit you.” 

He rose and crossed to her couch, peering down at her. “Which will be

when, Day?” 

She  tipped  her  head  back,  as  if  staring  up  at  him.  “On  the  Autumnal

Equinox.” 

Ruhn stilled. “You … What?” 

She  brought  her  burning  hand  to  her  head—her  ear.  Like  she  was

tucking  a  strand  of  hair  behind  it.  She  stood,  walking  around  the  couch. 

Putting  it  between  them  as  she  said,  “I  must  attend  the  ball  for  the

Archangels. I could … meet you somewhere.” 

“I’m going to that ball,” he said, unsure why his voice went hoarse. For

her  to  be  invited  there,  she  had  to  be  important,  precisely  as  they’d

suspected. “The equinox fete is always a masked ball. We can meet there.” 

She backed up a step as he rounded the couch. “In front of so many?” 

“Why not? We’ll both be in masks. And we’re both invited to the party, 

so why would it be suspicious for two people to talk there?” 

He  could  have  sworn  he  heard  her  heart  pounding.  She  asked,  “How

will I know you?” 

“The party’s in the conservatory on the rooftop garden of the Comitium. 

There’s  a  fountain  on  the  western  side  of  it—right  off  the  stairs  from  the

conservatory. Meet me there at midnight.” 

“But how can I be sure not to mistake someone else for you?” 

“If  I  think  it’s  you,  I’ll  say  ‘Day?’  And  if  you  answer  ‘Night,’  we’ll

know.” 

“We shouldn’t.” 

Ruhn  took  a  step  toward  her,  his  breathing  uneven.  “Is  it  so  bad  if  I

know who you are?” 

“It jeopardizes everything. For all I know, you could be baiting me for

the Asteri—” 

“Look at me and tell me you think that’s true.” 

She did. Ruhn came close enough that the heat of her flame warmed his

body. 

And,  deciding  to  Hel  with  it,  he  reached  for  her  hand.  The  flame

warmed  his  night-skin,  but  did  not  burn.  The  hand  beneath  the  fire  was

slender. Delicate. 

Her fingers contracted against his own, but he held firm. “I’ll be waiting

for you.” 

“And if I’m not what you expect?” 

“What do you think I’m expecting?” 

Again, her fingers twitched, like she’d yank away. “I don’t know.” 

He tugged on her arm, pulling her a little closer. When was the last time

he’d had to work for a female’s attention like this? Fuck, he  was working

for it, wasn’t he? He wanted to see her face. Know who was bold and brave

enough to risk her life again and again to defy the Asteri. 

Ruhn stared down at the veil of flame between him and Day. “I want to

smell your scent. See you. Even for a moment.” 

“That ball will be swarming with our enemies.” 

“Then we won’t stay long. But … just meet me, all right?” 

She  was  silent,  as  if  she  were  trying  to  pierce  the  blanket  of  stars  he wore. “Why?” 

His voice dropped. “You know why.” 

She hesitated. Then she said softly, “Yes.” 

Her flames seemed to reach for his stars and shadows. “Midnight.” 

She faded into embers on the wind. “Midnight,” she promised. 
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Two weeks later, Hunt scowled at his reflection in the mirror. He tugged at

the white bow tie of his tux, already feeling strangled by the stupid thing. 

He’d wanted to wear his battle-suit to the party, but Bryce had staged an

intervention last week and demanded he wear something “halfway normal.” 

 Then  you  can  go  back  to  being  the  predator-in-the-night  we  all  love  so

 much, she’d said. 

Hunt growled, giving himself a final once-over before calling across the

apartment,  “I’m  as  good  as  I’m  going  to  get,  so  let’s  leave.  The  van’s

downstairs.” 

He sure as fuck couldn’t cram his wings into the usual black sedan the

Autumn King would have sent for Bryce. But at least the asshole had sent a

van instead. Cormac was her official escort to the party, and was no doubt

waiting  in  the  vehicle.  It  had  likely  been  Cormac  who’d  convinced  the

Autumn King to switch to a van so Bryce’s “plus-one” could join them. 

Bryce had bristled at every new order that had come from the Autumn

King: the jewelry she was expected to wear, the clothes, the height of her

heels, the length of her nails, the type of car they’d take, who would exit the

car first, how  she would exit the car—apparently, her ankles and knees were

to be forever glued together in public—and lastly, most outrageously, what

and how she was allowed to eat. 

Nothing.  That  was  the  short  answer.  A  Fae  Princess  did  not  eat  in

public, was the long answer. Maybe a sip of soup or one solitary, small bite

to be polite. And one glass of wine. No hard liquor. 

Bryce had read the list of commandments one night after they’d fucked

in the shower, and had been so wound up that Hunt had gone down on her

to take the edge off. He’d taken his time tasting her, savoring each lick of

her delicious, enticing sex. 

Even  fucking  her  at  night  and  before  work,  he  couldn’t  get  enough. 

Would find himself in the middle of the day aching for her. They’d already

fucked twice in her office, right on her desk, her dress bunched at her waist, 

his pants barely unbuckled as he pounded into her. 

They hadn’t been caught, thank the gods. Not just by her coworkers, but

by anyone who’d report it to Cormac, to the Autumn King. She’d already

had one battle with her father over Hunt still living here with her. But after

tonight …

He scooped up the golden mask from where he’d left it on the dresser—

so fucking ridiculous and dramatic—and stepped into the great room, toes

wriggling  in  his  patent  leather  shoes.  When  was  the  last  time  he’d  worn

anything but his boots or sneakers? Never. He’d literally never worn shoes

like  this.  When  he  was  young,  it  had  been  lace-up  sandals  or  boots—and

then it had been boots for centuries. 

What would his mother make of this male in the mirror? He strained to

recall her smile, to imagine how her eyes might have sparkled. He wished

she were here. Not only to see him, but to know that all she’d struggled to

provide had paid off. To know that he could take care of her now. 

Bryce let out a whistle from the other side of the great room, and Hunt

looked up, tucking away the old ache in his chest. 

All the breath left his chest. “Holy shit.” 

She was …

“Holy shit,” he said again, and she laughed. He swallowed. “You’re so

fucking beautiful.” 

She  blushed,  and  his  head  began  roaring,  cock  aching.  He  wanted  to

lick that blush, wanted to kiss every inch of her smile. 

“I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  wear  the  tiara,”  Bryce  said,  lifting  a  wrist

and twirling the crown around it with typical irreverence. 

“You don’t need it.” 

She  really  didn’t.  The  sparkling  black  dress  hugged  every  luscious

curve before loosening around the knee, spilling into a train of solid night. 

The plunging neckline stopped below her breasts, framing the star between them, drawing the eye to the remarkable scar. 

Black gloves flowed up to her elbows, and her satin-clad fingers toyed

with one of the diamond chandelier earrings sparkling against the column of

her neck. She’d left her hair down, a diamond comb pinning back one side, 

the silken mass of hair draping over her opposite shoulder. In her other hand

she clutched the stem of a silver mask. 

Full, bloodred lips smiled at him beneath eyes framed with a swoop of

kohl. Simple makeup—and utterly devastating. 

“Solas, Quinlan.” 

“You clean up pretty good yourself.” 

Hunt straightened the lapels of his tux. “Yeah?” 

“Want to stay home and fuck instead?” 

Hunt laughed. “Very regal of you. Any other night, my answer would

be yes.” He offered his arm. “Your Highness.” 

Bryce smirked and took it, pressing close to him. Hunt breathed in her

scent, the jasmine of her perfume. She set her tiara on her head at a jaunty

angle, the little peak of solid diamond glittering as if lit by starlight. Hunt

straightened it for her, and led her out the door. 

Toward the world waiting for them. 

Ruhn bowed before the seated Archangels. Hypaxia, at his side, bowed as

well. 

He  was  a  lying  piece  of  shit,  he’d  thought  ruefully  as  he’d  donned  a

black-on-black  tux  an  hour  ago.  He’d  agreed  to  be  Hypaxia’s  date  to  this

thing—as her fiancé, and as Crown Prince he didn’t really have a choice but

to  be  here—but  he  hadn’t  been  able  to  stop  thinking  about  Day.  About

whether she’d show up in a mere few hours. 

He’d already scoped out the fountain through the western doors. It lay

in  shadow  beyond  the  massive  glass  conservatory,  about  fifteen  feet  from

the stairs leading out of the building and into the starry night. 

He  hadn’t  spoken  to  Day  since  they’d  made  their  arrangement.  He’d

tried to talk to her, but she hadn’t answered. Would she be here tonight, as

promised? Was she already in the packed conservatory? 

He’d removed his carved black mask to make his formal greeting to the

Archangels,  and  as  he  turned  from  Celestina  and  Ephraim,  Ruhn  scanned

the crowd once more. 

Beautiful  gowns,  beautiful  ladies—they  were  masked,  but  he  knew

most of them. Of course, Day could be someone he knew. He had no idea

what  to  look  for.  Where  to  even  look  for  her  in  the  vast,  candlelit  space, bedecked  in  garlands  and  wreaths  of  autumnal  leaves  brought  from  the

colder climes up north. Winged skulls and scythes were interspersed with a

rainbow of fall gourds on every table. Day could be anywhere. 

Security  had  been  insane  getting  in  here.  It  was  the  33rd’s  show,  and

they  ran  it  like  the  paranoid  psychos  they  were.  Soldiers  stood  stationed

outside the doors and hovered in the skies. Baxian and Naomi had checked

IDs and invites at the doors. They’d remain there all night, even while other

members of the triarii reveled. None of Ephraim’s people had been tapped

to  stand  guard.  Either  from  a  lack  of  trust  or  as  a  privilege,  Ruhn  didn’t know. 

There had been no sign of Pippa Spetsos or her Lightfall squadron, or

any  other  Ophion  unit  recently,  but  dreadwolves  still  prowled  the  streets. 

And this ballroom. 

Ruhn  slipped  on  his  mask  and  said  to  Hypaxia,  “Can  I  get  you

anything?” 

She  was  resplendent  in  a  royal-blue  ball  gown,  her  cloudberry  crown

gleaming  amid  her  dark,  upswept  hair.  Heads  turned  to  remark  on  her

beauty, visible even with the white-winged mask she’d donned. “I’m fine, 

thank you.” She smiled pleasantly. 

Ithan, in a traditional tux behind her, stepped up, his silver wolf mask

glittering  in  the  little  firstlights  strung  throughout  the  lush  conservatory. 

“The River Queen’s daughter wishes to meet you,” he murmured, gesturing

to  where  Tharion  stood  stone-faced  beside  a  stunning,  curly-haired  young

female. The former looked a bit stiff for once, but the female, clad in gauzy

turquoise, brimmed with energy. Excitement. 

That had been a minor bomb the other night. Tharion had settled quite

comfortably  into  life  with  Ruhn  and  his  friends  …  until  he’d  gotten  the

otter’s note from the River Queen instructing him to come to this ball with

her daughter. 

 Apparently, the leash only stretches so far, Tharion had said when Ruhn had asked, and that had been that. 

Hypaxia smiled at Ithan. “Of course. I’d love to meet her.” Ithan offered

his arm, and Hypaxia said to Ruhn, “I suppose we’ll dance later?” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, then bowed quickly. “I mean, yes. I’d be honored.” 

Hypaxia gave him a strange, assessing glance, but left with Ithan. 

He needed a drink. A big fucking drink. 

He was halfway to one of the six open bars throughout the space, each

one of them packed, when his sister and Cormac walked in. 

Bryce looked like a princess, and it had nothing to do with the crown, 

an heirloom of the Danaan house that their father had ordered her to wear

tonight. People stared at her—many unkindly. 

Or maybe their attention was on Athalar. The angel entered a few steps

behind  the  royal  couple.  Apparently,  he’d  been  given  the  night  off  by

Celestina.  But  how  the  male  could  stand  walking  behind  them,  seeing

Bryce’s hand on another male’s arm …

Athalar’s face revealed nothing, though. He was the Umbra Mortis once

more. 

A flash of red across the space drew Ruhn’s gaze. His father made his

way  toward  Bryce  and  Cormac.  The  Avallen  Prince  seemed  inclined  to

meet him halfway, but Bryce tugged on his arm and steered them right to

the Archangels instead. 

A few Fae gasped at the snub—Flynn’s parents among them. Flynn, the

traitor, had claimed he had a headache to avoid coming tonight. From his

parents’  pinched  faces  upon  seeing  Ruhn  arrive  without  Flynn  in  tow,  he

knew his friend hadn’t told them. Too bad for all the eligible young ladies

they’d no doubt lined up to woo their son tonight. 

Ignoring the dismayed Fae, Bryce strode right up to the dais where the

Archangels  sat,  bypassing  the  line  of  well-wishers.  No  one  dared  call  her

out  for  it.  Athalar  followed  her  and  Cormac,  and  Ruhn  noted  his  father’s

stormy face and moved closer, too. 

Bryce  and  Cormac  bowed  before  the  Archangels,  Celestina’s  brows

high  as  she  turned  between  Hunt  and  Cormac.  Bryce  said,  “My

congratulations to you both.” 

“Thank you,” Ephraim answered, bored and eyeing the bar. 

Cormac  added,  “Avallen  extends  its  wishes  and  hopes  for  your

happiness.” 

It had been a relief to discover that Mordoc wouldn’t be attending the

party  tonight—wouldn’t  be  able  to  put  faces  to  the  scents  he’d  probably

detected in the alley all those days ago. But the Hind was here. Ruhn had

already warned his cousin to stay away from the female, no matter how his

blood might howl for vengeance. 

“And we extend our wishes to you, too,” Celestina said. 

“Thank you,” Bryce said, smiling widely. “Prince Hunt and I plan to be

quite happy.” 

A gasp rippled through the room. 

Bryce half turned toward Hunt and extended a hand. The angel walked

to  her,  eyes  dancing  with  wicked  amusement.  Cormac  seemed  caught

between surprise and fury. 

The  room  seemed  to  be  spinning.  Bryce  wouldn’t  dare.  She  wouldn’t

fucking dare pull a stunt like this. Ruhn swallowed a laugh of pure shock. 

“Prince?” Celestina asked. 

Bryce looped her arm through Hunt’s, pressing close. “Hunt and I are

mates.”  A  charming,  brilliant  smile.  “That  makes  him  my  prince.  Prince

Cormac  was  good  enough  to  escort  me  tonight,  as  we’ve  become  close

friends  this  month.”  She  turned  to  the  crowd.  Immediately  pinpointed  the

Autumn King, glaring white-faced at her. “I thought you told her, Father.” 

Holy shit. 

She’d  played  along  with  the  rules  so  far  to  reach  this  point.  A  public

declaration that she was with Hunt. That Hunt was a prince—a Prince of the

Fae. 

And their father, who hated public scenes … he could either risk calling

his own daughter a liar—thus embarrassing himself—or play along. 

The  Autumn  King  said  into  the  stunned  crowd,  “My  apologies,  Your

Graces.  My  daughter’s  union  must  have  slipped  my  mind.”  His  eyes

threatened  Helfire  as  he  glowered  at  Bryce.  “I  hope  her  excitement  in

announcing her union with Hunt Athalar is not interpreted as an attempt to

upstage your joy tonight.” 

“Oh,  no,”  Celestina  said,  covering  her  mouth  with  a  hand  to  hide  a

smile. “I congratulate and bless you and Hunt Athalar, Bryce Quinlan.” It

didn’t get more official than that. 

Ephraim grunted and motioned to the nearest server for a drink. Taking

that as her cue, Bryce bowed to them again, and pivoted Hunt toward the

crowd.  Cormac  had  the  wits  to  follow,  but  left  them  near  a  pillar  after  a

word to Bryce. He stalked for the Autumn King. 

So Ruhn went up to them, and Bryce snorted. “Nice crown.” 

He jerked his chin at her. “That’s all you have to say?” 

She shrugged. “What?” 

But  she  frowned  over  his  shoulder.  Right.  There  were  a  lot  of  people

with Vanir hearing listening. He’d yell at her later. 

Though … he didn’t really need to yell at all. She’d found her way out

of  this  clusterfuck.  Her  own  brilliant,  daring  way.  “I’m  really  glad  you’re

my sister,” Ruhn said. 

Bryce smiled so broadly it showed all her teeth. 

Ruhn shook off his shock and said to Athalar, “Sweet tux.” He added, 

just to be a dick, “Your Highness.” 

Athalar pulled at his collar. “No wonder you got all those piercings, if

this is how you’re expected to dress at these things.” 

“First  rule  of  being  a  prince,”  Ruhn  said,  grinning.  “Rebel  where  you

can.”  Considering  what  they  were  all  doing  these  days,  it  was  the

understatement of the year. 

Hunt  growled,  but  Ephraim  and  Celestina  stood  from  their  thrones  at

the rear of the conservatory, a massive screen dropping from a panel in the

glass ceiling. A projector began to hum. 

“Friends.” Celestina’s clear voice rang out over the crowd. Anyone still

speaking shut the fuck up. “We thank you for coming to celebrate our union

this lovely evening.” 

Ephraim’s deep voice boomed, “It is with much joy that Celestina and I

announce our mating.” He smiled faintly at his gorgeous mate. “And with

much joy that we remotely welcome our guests of honor.” 

The  lights  dimmed,  leaving  only  soft  candlelight  that  made  the

decorative  skulls  all  the  more  menacing.  Then  the  screen  flickered  on, 

revealing seven thrones. A sight more harrowing than any skull or scythe. 

Six of the thrones were full. The seventh had been left vacant, as always

—thanks to the Prince of the Pit. 

A chill skittered up Ruhn’s arms as the Asteri coldly surveyed the party. 
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Bryce couldn’t get a breath down. 

The Asteri stared at them all like they could see through the screen. See

them gathered here. 

They must be able to, Bryce realized. Her hand slipped into Hunt’s, and

he squeezed tight, a gray wing tucking around her. Gods, he was gorgeous

tonight. 

She’d figured this party was the only setting where her father wouldn’t

dare  challenge  her.  Where  any  union  with  Hunt  could  be  verified  and

recognized  by  Archangels.  She’d  worn  and  done  everything  he’d  ordered

… all so she could get here tonight. Had raced up to the dais upon arriving

so  that  she  could  announce  Hunt  as  her  mate  before  her  father  could

introduce her as Cormac’s bride. 

Relief  and  excitement—and  a  bit  of  smugness—had  coursed  through

her.  Her  father  would  bring  down  the  hammer  later.  But  tonight  …  she’d

celebrate her victory. She knew Hunt had as little interest in being a prince

as she did in being a princess. But he’d done it. For her. For them. 

She’d been about to drag Hunt into a closet or a cloakroom to fuck his

brains out when the screen descended. And now, staring at the six immortal

figures, at Rigelus’s boyish face …

Thankfully,  other  people  in  the  room  were  shaking,  too.  Her  heart

pounded like a drum. 

Celestina and Ephraim bowed, and everyone followed suit. Bryce’s legs

wobbled on her heels as she did so. Hunt squeezed her hand again, but she

kept her focus on the ground, hating the primal fear, the terror of knowing

that these beings judged them, and with one word they might slay everyone, might slay her family—

“Our congratulations to you, Celestina and Ephraim,” Rigelus crooned

in  that  voice  that  didn’t  belong  to  the  teenage  body  his  twisted  soul

inhabited. “We extend our wishes for a happy mating, and a fertile one.” 

Celestina and Ephraim lowered their heads in thanks. “We are grateful

for  your  wisdom  and  kindness  in  pairing  us,”  Celestina  said.  Bryce  tried

and  failed  to  detect  the  undercurrent  of  her  tone.  Was  it  sincere?  Was  the

slight tightness from a lie, or from being before the Asteri? 

Octartis,  the  Southern  Star—the  Asteri  to  Rigelus’s  right—spoke,  her

voice like ancient, cracking ice. “I understand other congratulations are in

order, too.” 

A  chill  shot  along  Bryce’s  spine  as  Rigelus  said,  “Princess  Bryce

Danaan and Prince Hunt Athalar.” It was an order. A command. 

The crowd fell back. Giving the Asteri a clear shot at them. 

Oh  gods.  Bryce’s  blood  rushed  from  her  face.  How  did  they  already

know? Had the cameras on their end been running the whole time, letting

the Asteri watch and listen unseen? 

But then the Autumn King was there, bowing at her side. “I present my

daughter to you, Holy Ones,” he intoned. 

She wondered if he hated bowing to them. It satisfied the fuck out of

her  to  see  him  do  it,  but  there  was  no  time  to  dwell  on  that  now.  Bryce

bowed, too, as she murmured, “Hail the Asteri.” 

Cormac  appeared  on  her  father’s  other  side,  bowing  low.  As  Crown

Prince of Avallen, he had no other choice. 

He’d been furious at her stunt. Not that she’d ended their engagement, 

but that she hadn’t warned him ahead of time.  Any other surprises tonight, 

 Princess?  he’d snapped at her before striding off to speak to her father.  You broke our deal. I won’t forget that. 

She hadn’t responded, but … Did the Asteri know one of their fiercest

rebels stood before them, playing prince? Did they know how she’d helped

him, worked with him? She supposed if they did, they’d all be dead. 

“And I present her mate and consort, Prince Hunt Athalar,” the Autumn

King was saying sharply, his disapproval palpable. He might very well kill

her for this. If Cormac didn’t do it first. 

But, according to Fae law, she was now Hunt’s property. Recognized in

the  past  few  minutes  by  both  Archangels  and  the  Asteri.  If  it  made  Hunt

uncomfortable,  if  he  resented  his  new  title  or  the  beings  before  him,  he

showed  no  sign  as  he  bowed,  his  wing  brushing  over  her  back.  “Hail  the

Asteri.” 

“Rise,”  the  Asteri  said,  and  so  Bryce,  Hunt,  and  her  father  did.  There

were so many eyes upon them. In this room, in that chamber in the Eternal

City. Rigelus’s, especially, bore into her. He smiled slightly. Like he knew

everything  she’d  done  these  weeks.  Every  rebel  activity,  every  mutinous

thought. 

Bryce  hated  herself  for  lowering  her  gaze.  Even  as  she  knew  Hunt

stared Rigelus down. 

But the Bright Hand of the Asteri said, “So many happy unions tonight. 

It is our wish that you all partake in the revelry. Go, and celebrate Death’s

Day in peace.” 

Everyone  bowed  again,  and  the  screen  went  dark.  More  than  a  few

people whimpered, as if they’d been holding in the sound. 

No  one  spoke  for  several  seconds  as  the  lights  brightened.  Then  the

band  began  once  more  slightly  off-tempo,  like  the  musicians  needed  a

minute to get their shit together. Even the Archangels were a little pale as

they took their seats. 

Bryce faced her father. The Autumn King said in a voice so low no one

else could hear, “You little bitch.” 

Bryce  smiled  broadly.  “It’s  ‘You  little  bitch,  Your  Highness.’  ”  She

stalked into the crowd. She didn’t miss Hunt smirking at the king, throwing

him a wink that clearly said:  Make a move and I’ll fry you, asswipe. 

But she had to suck down a few long breaths as she halted at the edge

of the dance floor, trying to regain her composure. 

“You all right?” Hunt asked, gripping her shoulder. 

“Yes, Your Highness,” she muttered. 

He  chuckled,  and  leaned  to  whisper  in  her  ear,  “I  thought  you  only

called me that in bed, Quinlan.” She did.  You are my fucking prince, she’d

panted last night as he drove his cock up into her. 

Bryce  leaned  against  him,  shaking  off  the  last  of  the  Asteri’s  ice.  “I

can’t believe we did it.” 

Hunt let out a low laugh. “There’s going to be Hel to pay.” From her

father. But tonight, he could do nothing. Here, in front of all these people, 

he could do nothing at all. 

So Bryce said, “Dance with me?” 

He raised a brow. “Really?” 

“You do know how to dance, right?” 

“Of course I do. But … It’s been a long while since I’ve danced with

anyone.” 

Since Shahar, probably. She interlaced their fingers. “Dance with me.” 

The initial steps were stilted, hesitant. His arm slid around her waist, his

other hand clutching hers as he led her into the sweet ballad coming from

the band. With so many watching, it took a verse or two to get their rhythm. 

Hunt murmured, “Just look at me, and fuck all the rest of them.” 

His eyes shone with desire and joy, and that spark that was pure Hunt. 

The star on her chest gleamed, on full display. Someone gasped, but Bryce

kept her attention on Hunt. He smiled again. 

It was all that mattered, that smile. They fell into easy movement, and

when Hunt spun her, she smiled back. 

She whipped into his arms, and Hunt didn’t falter a step, sweeping her

around  the  floor.  She  had  the  vague  sense  of  Ruhn  and  Hypaxia  dancing, 

Celestina and Ephraim, too, of Baxian and Naomi—Isaiah now with them

—on guard by the doors, but she couldn’t look away from Hunt. 

He pressed a kiss to her mouth. The entire universe melted away with it. 

It  was  only  them,  would  only  be  them,  dancing  together,  souls  twining. 

“Everything  that  ever  happened  to  me,  it  was  all  so  I  could  meet  you, 

Quinlan. Be here with you. I’m yours. Forever.” 

Her  throat  tightened,  and  the  star  on  her  chest  flared,  lighting  up  the

entire  conservatory  like  a  small  moon.  Bryce  kissed  him  back,  not  caring

who saw, only that he was here. 

“Everything I am is yours,” she said against his lips. 

Hypaxia seemed distracted as Ruhn danced with her, trying his best to avoid

watching Hunt and Bryce make moon-eyes at each other. To avoid hearing

the comments that trailed in their wake. 

 The Umbra Mortis—now a Fae Prince. What a disgrace. The slurs and nastiness  flowed  past  Ruhn  from  Fae  mouths,  bold  enough  to  run  free

behind the safety of their masks. Not that the masks would hide their scents. 

Ruhn marked each one of them. 

Athalar  was  his  brother  now,  by  law.  And  Ruhn  didn’t  put  up  with

people talking shit about his family. The family he liked, anyway. 

Cormac had already left, slipping into a shadow and teleporting out. A

small mercy—Cormac had been so distracted by Bryce’s little surprise that

he hadn’t bothered to confront the Hind. But Ruhn didn’t blame his cousin

for  bailing.  After  the  stunt  Bryce  had  pulled,  Cormac  would  have  been

swarmed by Fae families eager to present their daughters. Flynn’s parents—

a sharp-eyed Sathia in tow—were clearly scouring the ballroom for any hint

of the Avallen Prince. 

Ruhn  suppressed  his  smile  at  the  thought  of  their  fruitless  hunt  and

focused on his partner. Hypaxia seemed to be scanning the crowd. 

His heart skipped a beat. He asked quietly, “You looking for someone?” 

She cleared her throat. “My sister. The Hind.” 

His chest loosened. “Over by the foot of the dais. Next to Pollux.” 

Hypaxia  glanced  over  on  their  next  turn.  The  Hind  and  the  Hammer

stood  together,  both  in  matte  black  masks,  the  angel  in  a  white  imperial

uniform edged in gold. The Hind’s golden, sparkling dress clung to her hips

before falling to the floor. Her blond hair had been swept up, and for once, 

no silver torque adorned her neck. Only slender gold earrings brushed her

shoulders. 

“They  make  a  beautiful  pair,”  Hypaxia  murmured.  “As  monstrous

inside as they are lovely outside, though.” 

Ruhn grunted. “Yeah.” 

Hypaxia  chewed  on  her  lip.  “I  was  waiting  until  tonight  to  approach

her.” 

He  studied  her  face.  “You  want  me  to  go  with  you?”  He  could  offer

nothing less. 

“Do you think she’ll … react badly?” 

“She’s too smart to cause a scene. And I don’t think the Hind is the sort

to do that anyway. She’s cut from the same cloth as my father. The worst

thing that happens is that she ignores you.” 

Hypaxia stiffened in his arms. “I suppose you’re right. I’d rather get this meeting over with. It will spoil the rest of my night to stew over it.” 

“Why meet with her at all?” 

“Because she is my sister. And I’ve never spoken to her. Or seen her in

the flesh.” 

“I felt that way when I learned about Bryce’s existence.” 

She  nodded  distractedly,  her  eyes  darting  around  the  room  again. 

“You’re sure you don’t mind coming with me?” 

Ruhn checked the massive clock at the rear of the conservatory. Eleven

fifty. He had time. A few minutes. He needed something to distract himself

with anyway. “I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t mean it.” 

They slipped from the dance floor, the crowd parting for the beautiful

queen as she aimed for her sister. The Hind marked her approach without

smiling. Pollux, however, grinned at Hypaxia, then at Ruhn. 

Hypaxia, to her credit, squared her shoulders as she halted. “Lidia.” 

The  Hind’s  mouth  curled  upward.  “Hypaxia.”  Her  voice  was  low, 

smooth. It was a blatant show of disrespect, not to use the queen’s title. Not

to even bow. 

Hypaxia said, “I wished to formally greet you.” She added, “Sister.” 

“Now,  that is a name no one has ever called me,” Lidia said. 

Pollux  sneered.  Ruhn  bared  his  teeth  in  warning  and  received  a

mocking smile in return. 

Hypaxia  tried  once  more.  “It  is  a  name  that  I  hope  we  can  both  hear

more often.” 

Not one ounce of kindness or warmth graced the Hind’s beautiful face, 

even with the mask. “Perhaps,” Lidia said, and went back to staring at the

crowd. Bored and disinterested. A dismissal and an insult. 

Ruhn glanced at the clock. He should go. Make his way slowly to the

garden doors, then slip outside. But he couldn’t leave Hypaxia to face her

sister alone. 

“Are you enjoying Lunathion?” Hypaxia tried. 

“No,” the Hind drawled. “I find this city tediously plebian.” 

The  Hammer  snickered,  and  Hypaxia  said  to  him  with  wondrous

authority, “Go lurk somewhere else.” 

Pollux’s eyes flashed. “You can’t give me orders.” 

But the Hind turned her cool, amused gaze on the Hammer. “A minute, 

Pollux.” 

The  Hammer  glared  at  Hypaxia,  but  the  witch-queen  remained

unbowed  before  a  male  who’d  slaughtered  his  way  through  the  world  for

centuries. 

Ruhn  saw  his  opening  and  said  to  Hypaxia,  “I’ll  give  you  two  a

moment as well.” 

Before  the  queen  could  object,  he  backed  into  the  crowd.  He  was  a

piece of shit for abandoning her, but …

He walked, unnoticed and unbothered, to the western doors. Slipped out

of  them  and  down  the  five  steps  to  the  gravel  ground.  He  strode  to  the

fountain  bubbling  away  in  the  shadows  beyond  the  reach  of  the

conservatory’s lights and leaned against it, his heart pounding. 

Two minutes now. Would Day be here? 

He monitored the doors, forcing himself to breathe in and out slowly. 

Maybe  this  was  a  bad  idea.  He’d  been  talking  to  the  Hind  and  the

Hammer,  for  fuck’s  sake.  This  place   was  swarming  with  enemies,  all  of whom  would  slaughter  him  and  Day  if  they  were  found  out.  Why  had  he

risked her like this? 

“Looking for someone?” a female voice crooned. 

Ruhn  whirled,  his  stomach  bottoming  out  as  he  beheld  the  masked

figure before him. 

The Harpy stood in the shadows beyond the fountain. As if she’d been

waiting. 
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Ruhn scanned the face in the darkness. It couldn’t be her. 

The  fucking   Harpy?  He  took  in  her  dark  hair,  the  lean  body,  the

taunting mouth—

“What  are  you  doing  out  here?”  the  Harpy  asked,  stalking  closer,  her

dark wings blacker than the night. 

Ruhn forced himself to take a breath. “Day?” he asked quietly. 

The Harpy blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

The  breath  nearly  whooshed  from  him.  Thank  the  fucking  gods  it

wasn’t  her,  but  if  the  Harpy  was  here,  and  Agent  Daybright  was  about  to

appear  …  The  Harpy  and  the  Hind  had  shown  up  at  the  bar  that  day,  but

he’d seen nothing of the former since. And yeah, meeting by the fountain

with another person wouldn’t scream  rebel liaison, but if the Harpy had any

suspicions about him, or whoever Daybright was, if she saw them meeting

together …

He  had  to  get  out  of  here.  Walk  back  into  the  conservatory  and  not

endanger Day. 

What an idiot he was. 

“Enjoy the party,” Ruhn said to the Harpy. 

“No stolen kisses for me in the garden?” she mocked as he stormed up

the steps. 

He’d explain to Day later. The clock read two minutes past twelve—she

hadn’t come. Or maybe she’d seen who was in the garden and decided to

hang back. 

Seen who also observed from the shadows at the top of the stairs. 

The  Hind’s  golden  eyes  gleamed  in  the  dimness  through  her  mask. 

She’d followed him.  Fuck. Had she suspected that he was slipping away to

meet with someone? She hadn’t said a word, as far as he knew, about the

shit  that  had  gone  down  at  Ydra—was  it  so  she  could  ultimately  follow

them to a bigger prize? 

To the greatest prize a spy-catcher could find. Agent Daybright. 

Ruhn  stared  down  the  Hind  as  he  passed  her.  She  watched  him  with

serene indifference. 

He  tugged  at  his  collar  as  he  entered  the  noise  and  heat  of  the  party. 

He’d  come  that  close  to  being  caught  by  the  Hind  and  the  Harpy—to

getting Day caught by them. 

Ruhn didn’t say goodbye to anyone before bailing. 

Hunt  licked  his  way  up  Bryce’s  neck,  a  hand  sliding  over  her  mouth  to

muffle  her  moan  as  he  tugged  her  down  the  dim  hallway.  “You  want

someone to find us?” His voice was guttural. 

“We’re official now. I don’t care.” But she fumbled with the handle of

the  cloakroom  door.  Standing  behind  her,  mouth  at  her  throat,  Hunt

suppressed  a  groan  of  his  own  as  her  ass  pushed  into  his  aching  cock. 

Another  few  seconds,  and  they’d  be  in  the  cloakroom.  And  within  a  few

seconds of that, he planned to be balls-deep in her. 

He  knew  Baxian  and  Naomi  had  been  well  aware  they  weren’t  going

down  this  hall  to  use  the  bathroom,  but  the  angels  guarding  the  door  had

only smirked at them. 

“It’s locked,” she mumbled, and Hunt huffed a laugh against her warm

skin. 

“Good thing you’ve got a big, tough alphahole with you, Quinlan,” he

said,  pulling  away  from  her.  Gods,  if  anyone  walked  down  this  hallway, 

they’d  get  a  glimpse  at  his  pants  and  know  what  was  about  to  go  down. 

He’d lasted all of three dances before needing to slip away with her. They’d

return to the party soon. Once they got in a good, solid fuck. 

He’d  be  damned  if  he’d  ever  call  himself  Prince  Hunt,  but  …  it  had

been worth it. The wild plan she’d spun for him more than two weeks ago, 

when she’d honored him by asking if he’d do this. 

Hunt dragged his teeth down the column of her neck, then tugged her a

step back. Bryce, panting softly, face flushed with desire that set his cock

pounding, grinned fiendishly at him. 

“Watch and learn, sweetheart,” Hunt said, and rammed his shoulder into

the door. 

The lock splintered, and Hunt didn’t hesitate before tugging her in with

him. Her arms slid around his neck, all of her lining up with him, and he

hefted her leg to wrap around his waist, bracing to hoist her up—

A squeak of surprise halted him. 

Hunt  whirled,  mind  trying  to  match  up  with  what  his  senses  were

blaring. 

But there it was. There they were. 

Celestina’s dress had been tugged down, baring one full, round breast. 

Gleaming as if someone had been licking it. 

But  it  wasn’t  Ephraim  who  stood  before  the  Archangel,  positioned

between the female and Hunt. It wasn’t Ephraim whose own clothes were

askew, hair mussed, lips swollen. 

It was Hypaxia. 

Hunt had no idea what to say. 

Bryce  cleared  her  throat  and  stepped  in  front  of  Hunt,  blocking  his

raging  erection  from  view.  “I  guess  the  locked  door  means   already

 occupied, huh?” 

Hypaxia and Celestina just stared at them, their hair half falling out of

their elegant arrangements. 

Hunt  slowly,  quietly  shut  the  door  behind  them.  Lifted  his  hands. 

Because  that  was  a  faint  glow  of  power  beginning  to  shimmer  around

Celestina. An Archangel’s wrath, priming to strike down any enemy. 

Hunt  couldn’t  stop  his  own  lightning  from  answering,  its  zap  searing

through him. If Celestina was going to throw down, he’d match her. 

Bryce said breathlessly to Hypaxia, as she sensed the brewing storm in

the cloakroom, “I’ve, uh, never been in this kind of situation before.” 

Hypaxia glanced to the Governor, whose eyes had turned white, flaring

with power, and said to Bryce, an attempt at casualness, “Me neither.” 

The only way in and out was the door at Hunt’s back. Unless Celestina

blasted  apart  the  entire  top  of  the  building.  Hunt  put  a  hand  on  Bryce’s

shoulder. 

But his mate said brightly, “In case we need to clarify, we aren’t going

to say anything.” 

Hypaxia  nodded  sagely.  “We  thank  you.”  She  peered  up  at  the

Archangel—at her lover. “Celestina.” 

The  Governor  didn’t  take  her  gaze  from  Hunt.  If  he  so  much  as

breathed  wrong,  she’d  kill  him.  In  two  fucking  seconds.  Hunt  grinned, 

though. She could  try to kill him. “My lips are sealed.” 

Her  wings  glowed,  so  bright  the  entire  cloakroom  was  illuminated. 

“You  endanger  the  person  I  love,”  Celestina  said,  her  voice  echoing  with

power. “For infringing on what he considers his, Ephraim will end her. Or

the Asteri will kill her to make a statement.” 

Bryce kept her hands up. “The Asteri are probably going to kill me, too, 

at some point.” Hunt whipped his head to her. She wouldn’t— “I like you,” 

she  said  instead,  and  Hunt  tried  not  to  sag  with  relief  that  she  hadn’t

explained their rebel activities. “I think you’re good for this city. Ephraim

and his loser cabal, not so much, but once he’s gone home, I think you’re

going  to  make  Lunathion  even  more  …  awesome.”  Hunt  threw  her  an

incredulous  look.  She  shrugged.  Bryce’s  eyes  met  Celestina’s.  Her  star

flared. 

Power to power. Female to female. Governor to …  Princess wasn’t the

right word for the expression that came across Bryce’s face, the shift of her

posture. 

Another  word  formed  on  his  tongue,  but  Hunt  didn’t  let  it  take  root, 

didn’t  let  himself  think  of  all  the  deadly  implications  that  the  other  word

would entail. 

Bryce  said,  with  that  more-than-princess  bearing,  “I  have  no  plans  to

fuck you over. Either of you.” She faced Hypaxia, who was giving Bryce

that more-than-princess look, too. “We’re allies. Not only politically, but …

as  females  who  have  had  to  make  some  shitty,  hard  choices.  As  females

who  live  in  a  world  where  most  powerful  males  see  us  only  as  breeding

tools.” Hypaxia nodded again, but Celestina continued to stare at Bryce. A

predator surveying the best place to strike. 

Hunt  rallied  his  power  again.  Bryce  continued,  “I’m  no  one’s  prize mare.  I  took  a  gamble  with  this  idiot”—she  jerked  a  thumb  toward  Hunt, 

who gaped at her—“and luckily, it paid off. And I just want to say that”—

she  swallowed—“if  you  two  want  to  make  a  gamble  with  each  other,  say

fuck  it  to  the  arrangements  with  Ephraim  and  Ruhn,  then  I’m  with  you. 

We’d  have  to  go  against  the  Asteri,  but  …  look  what  I  did  tonight. 

Whatever  I  can  do,  whatever  clout  I  have,  it’s  yours.  But  let’s  start  by

walking out of this closet in one piece.” 

Silence fell. 

And  slowly,  like  a  setting  sun,  the  Archangel’s  power  dimmed  until

only  her  silhouette  glowed  with  it.  Hypaxia  laid  a  hand  on  her  lover’s

shoulder, proof that they were safe. 

Celestina said, setting her fine clothing to rights, “We weren’t without

choices in this. When the Autumn King came asking for Hypaxia’s hand for

his son, I was the one who encouraged her to accept. But who I love, who I

am  mated  to  …  those  are  decisions  that  I  am  not  entitled  to  make,  as  an

Archangel.” 

Hunt grunted. “I know how that feels.” At Celestina’s arched brow, he

pointed to his branded-out wrist. “Slave, remember?” 

“Perhaps  there’s  a  thin  line  between  Governor  and  slave,”  Hypaxia

mused. 

Celestina  admitted,  “I  thought  that  Hypaxia  might  wed  the  prince, 

perhaps in a political sense, and when enough time had passed, we could …

resume our relationship. But then the Asteri gave the order about Ephraim, 

and I found myself with little choice but to say yes.” 

Bryce asked quietly, “Did Ephraim …” 

“I agreed to it,” the Governor said firmly. “Though I can’t say I found it

enjoyable.” Hypaxia kissed her cheek. 

That was why Celestina had seemed so unsettled before her first night

with Ephraim, so haunted afterward—because her heart lay elsewhere. 

Bryce  said  to  the  females,  “For  however  long  you  want  and  need  to

keep this secret, we won’t breathe a hint to anyone. You have my word.” 

And  it  occurred  to  Hunt,  as  both  females  nodded,  that  Bryce  had

somehow  earned  their  trust—had  become  someone  who  people  trusted

unfailingly. 

A more-than-princess, indeed. 

Hunt  smiled  at  his  mate  and  said,  “Well,  we  should  probably  leave. 

Before someone comes in and finds us all in here and thinks I’m having the

night  of  my  life.”  Hypaxia  and  Bryce  laughed,  but  Celestina’s  answering

smile was subdued. 

Bryce  seemed  to  note  that,  and  looped  her  arm  through  the  witch-

queen’s,  steering  her  toward  the  door  and  murmuring,  “Let’s  discuss  how

much this evening will piss off the Autumn King and how wonderful that

will be,” as they left, leaving Hunt and Celestina alone. 

His Archangel observed him. Hunt didn’t dare move. 

“So you’re truly a prince now,” Celestina said. 

Hunt blinked. “Uh, yeah. I guess.” 

The Governor walked past him, toward where her lover had gone into

the hall. “There’s a fine line between prince and slave, too, you know.” 

Hunt’s chest tightened. “I know.” 

“Then why accept the burden?” she asked, pausing. 

Bryce  seemed  thick  as  thieves  with  the  witch-queen  as  they  walked

arm-in-arm. “She’s worth it.” 

But Celestina said, face solemn, “Love is a trap, Hunt.” She shook her

head, more at herself than at him. “One I can’t figure out how to free myself

from.” 

“You  want to be free of it?” 

The Archangel stepped into the hall, wings still glowing with a remnant

of power. “Every single day.” 

Tharion  tried  not  to  glance  at  his  watch—technically  his  grandfather’s

waterproof watch, given to him upon high school graduation—as the night

wore  on.  Bryce’s  betrothal  coup  had  provided  five  minutes  of  glorious

amusement before he’d been sucked into boredom and impatience. 

He  knew  it  was  an  honor  to  be  here,  to  escort  the  River  Queen’s

daughter,  who  was  sparkling  with  delight  and  joy.  But  it  was  hard  to  feel

that privilege when he’d been ordered to attend the ball at her side. 

Tharion had waited at the docks by the River Gate at sundown, dressed

to the nines. The River Queen’s daughter had emerged from the mists in a

pale oak boat pulled by a bevy of snow-white swans. Tharion hadn’t failed

to  notice  the  sobeks  lurking  fifty  feet  beyond  them.  Sentinels  for  this journey of their queen’s most precious daughter. 

“Is  it  not  magical?”  his  companion  was  saying  for  the  fifth  time  that

night, sighing at the lights and dancing couples. 

Tharion drained the rest of his champagne.  She is allowed to have one

 glass of wine, her mother had said in her letter via otter.  And  she  is  to  be home by one. 

Tharion  finally  glanced  at  his  watch.  Twelve  twenty.  Another  fifteen

minutes  and  he  could  start  ushering  her  toward  the  door.  He  handed  his

flute to a passing server, but found his companion’s expression had turned

dangerously pouty. 

He offered her a charming, bland smile, but she said, “You do not seem

to be enjoying yourself.” 

“I  am,”  he  assured  her,  taking  her  hand  and  pressing  a  kiss  to  her

knuckles. 

“Your friends do not come to speak with us.” 

Well,  considering  that  he’d  seen  Bryce  and  Hunt  slip  off  somewhere, 

that  was  no  surprise.  Ithan  was  chatting  with  Naomi  Boreas  and  the

Helhound at the doors, and the others … Ruhn and Cormac had bailed. No

sign of Hypaxia. 

Though  the  witch-queen  had  already  come  to  speak  with  them.  He’d

had  a  hard  time  meeting  her  gaze  throughout  the  awkward  conversation, 

while she could see how stupid he’d been in tying himself to this female. 

But Hypaxia had been kind to the River Queen’s daughter, who herself had

been all smiles. Tharion hadn’t dared call her Pax. 

“My friends have a lot of glad-handing to do,” he hedged. 

“Oh.” She fell silent, lurking on the edge of the dance floor as couples

swept past. Maybe it was all the champagne, but he really looked at her: the

dark  eyes  full  of  longing  and  quiet  happiness,  the  eager  energy  buzzing

from her, the sense that she was some creature crafted into mortal form only

for this night, and would dissolve into river silt as soon as the clock struck

one. 

Was he any better than her mother? He’d been stringing this girl along

for  ten  years  now.  Had  held  her  back  tonight  because   he  didn’t  feel  like enjoying himself. 

She must have felt the weight of his stare, because she twisted to him. 

Tharion  offered  her  another  bland  smile,  then  turned  to  one  of  the

bodyguards lurking in the shadows behind them. “Hey, Tritus, can you take

over for this dance?” 

The guard glanced between them, but Tharion smiled down at the River

Queen’s daughter, whose brows were raised. “Go dance,” he told her. “I’ll

be right back.” He didn’t let her object before handing her off to the guard, 

who was actually blushing as he extended his arm. 

And  Tharion  didn’t  look  back  as  he  strode  off  into  the  crowd, 

wondering how much shit he’d be in for this. But … even if he was flayed

for it, he wasn’t going to string her along any further. 

He paused on the outskirts of the crowd, finally turning to see the guard

and the River Queen’s daughter dancing, both of them smiling. Happy. 

Good.  She  deserved  that.  Mother  or  not,  temper  or  not,  she  deserved

someone to make her happy. 

Tharion  made  his  way  over  to  the  nearest  open  bar,  and  was  about  to

order  a  whiskey  when  he  noticed  a  curvy  female—a  leopard  shifter  from

the scent of her—lounging against the counter beside him. 

He’d always noticed a good ass, and this female … Hel yes. 

“Come here often?” he asked her with a wink. The leopard turned her

head toward him, light brown skin radiant in the soft lights. Her eyes were

thick-lashed, utterly gorgeous above high cheekbones and full lips, all of it

framed by golden-brown hair that fell around her heart-shaped face in soft

waves. She had the ease and grace of a movie star. Probably was one, if she

was important enough to be here. That full mouth curled in a smile. “Is that

your attempt at a pickup line?” 

He knew that sultry tone. So Tharion ordered his whiskey and said to

the stranger, “You want it to be?” 
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“Are you all right?” Ithan asked Hypaxia as the clock neared three thirty in

the  morning.  She’d  complained  of  some  stomach  cramps  and  had  left  the

party for about twenty minutes, returning pale-faced. 

The witch-queen now tucked a dark curl behind her ear, then adjusted

the fall of her jet-black robes, having pulled them over her gown moments

before. Even standing in the small clearing of an olive grove nestled in the

hills  beyond  the  city,  the  sounds  of  revelry  reached  them:  booming  bass, 

cheering,  strobing  lights.  A  far  cry  from  the  whispering  leaves  and  dry

ground around him, the stars glinting beyond the silvery canopy. 

Another world away from that glittering party where so many powers

had come together tonight. Where Bryce had somehow outmaneuvered the

Autumn King and had declared Hunt her prince. He hadn’t known what to

think in that moment. 

He’d  done  his  best  to  stay  the  fuck  away  from  Sabine  and  Amelie

tonight.  Thankfully,  they  had  been  present  only  long  enough  to  see  the

Asteri speak, then left. He hated himself for being so relieved about it. The

Prime hadn’t attended—he usually avoided such functions. 

“So this is it?” Ithan asked Hypaxia, gesturing with a hand to the seven

candles she’d arranged on the ground. “Light the candles and wait?” 

Hypaxia drew out a long dagger. “Not quite,” she said, and Ithan kept a

step back as she used the knife to draw lines between the candles. 

Ithan angled his head. “A six-pointed star,” he said. Like the one Bryce

had  made  between  the  Gates  this  spring,  with  the  seventh  candle  at  its

center. 

“It’s  a  symbol  of  balance,”  she  explained,  moving  away  a  foot,  but keeping the dagger at her side. Her crown of cloudberries seemed to glow

with an inner light. “Two intersecting triangles. Male and female, dark and

light, above and below … and the power that lies in the place where they

meet.”  Her  face  became  grave.  “It  is  in  that  place  of  balance  where  I’ll

focus my power.” She motioned to the circle. “No matter what you see or

hear, stay on this side of the candles.” 

A  chill  went  up  Ithan’s  spine,  even  as  his  heart  lightened.  If  he  could

just talk to Connor … He’d thought over and over about what he’d say, but

he couldn’t remember any of it. 

Hypaxia read whatever lay in his gaze, her face again solemn. 

But  a  bargain  was  a  bargain.  Hypaxia  lifted  both  arms,  holding  the

dagger aloft, and began chanting. 

Day appeared far down the bridge and stayed there, like she didn’t want to

come near him. 

Ruhn sat on his couch, forearms on his knees. He’d been reeling from

what had gone down in the garden for hours now. Was surprised he’d even

fallen asleep in his physical body. 

He rushed to her. “I’m sorry I endangered you.” 

Day said nothing. Just stood there, burning. 

He tried again. “I … It was a really dumb idea. I’m sorry if you showed

and  I  wasn’t  there.  I  got  to  the  garden  and  the  Harpy  and  the  Hind  had

trailed me, and I think they might have suspected me, or I don’t know, but

I’m … I’m so sorry, Day.” 

“I was there,” she said quietly. 

“What?” 

“I  saw  you,”  she  said,  and  stalked  forward.  “Saw  the  threat,  too.  And

stayed away.” 

“Where? In the garden?” 

She  came  closer.  “I  saw  you,”  she  said  again.  Like  she  was  still

processing it. 

“You came.” He shook his head. “I thought you might not have, and we

didn’t talk since we made that plan, and I was worried—” 

“Ruhn.” His name on her lips rocked through him. 

He shuddered. “You know who I am.” 

“Yes.” 

“Say my name again.” 

She  came  closer.  “Ruhn.”  Her  flames  parted  enough  for  him  to  get  a

glimpse of a smile. 

“Are  you  still  in  the  city?  Can  I  meet  you  somewhere?”  It  was  the

middle of the night—but it was the equinox. People would be partying until

dawn. But they’d be masked—he and Day could fit right in. 

“No.” Her voice flattened. “I’m gone.” 

“Liar. Tell me where you are.” 

“Did you learn nothing tonight? Did you not see how close we came to

disaster?  The  Asteri’s  servants  are  everywhere.  One  mistake,  even  for  a

moment, and we are  dead.” 

His  throat  worked.  “When  the  Harpy  came  out  of  the  shadows,  I

thought she was you. I … I panicked for a moment.” 

A  quiet  laugh.  “That  would  have  been  awful  for  you?  To  have  me  be

someone you hate so much?” 

“It would take some adjustment.” 

“So you do have a notion of what you expect me to be like.” 

“I don’t. I just … don’t want you to be  her.” 

Another laugh. “And you’re a Fae Prince.” 

“Does it gross you out?” 

“Should it?” 

“It grosses me out.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I’ve done nothing to deserve that title.” 

She studied him. “The Autumn King is your father. The one who hurt

you.” 

“The one and only.” 

“He’s a disgrace of a king.” 

“You should talk to my sister. I think she’d like you.” 

“Bryce Quinlan.” 

He tensed at her knowing Bryce’s name so readily, but if she’d been at

the party tonight, she’d know without a doubt. “Yeah. She hates my father

even more than I do.” 

But Day’s flame dimmed. “You’re engaged to Queen Hypaxia.” 

He almost laughed it off, but her voice was so grave. “It’s complicated.” 

“You danced with her like it wasn’t.” 

“You saw me?” 

“Everyone saw you.” 

That sharpness in her voice … was it jealousy? He said carefully, “I’m

not the two-timing sort. Hypaxia and I are betrothed in name only. I don’t

even know if we’ll marry. She has as little attachment to me as I do to her. 

We like and admire each other, but … that’s about it.” 

“Why should I care?” 

He  studied  her,  then  took  a  step  closer,  until  only  a  handsbreadth

separated  them.  “I  wanted  to  see  you  tonight.  I  spent  the  entire  time

watching the clock.” 

Her breathing hitched. “Why?” 

“So  I  could  do  this.”  Ruhn  lifted  her  chin  and  kissed  her.  The  mouth

beneath the fire was soft, and warm, and opened for him. 

Flaming fingers twined through his hair, tugging him close, and Ruhn

slid  his  arms  around  a  slim,  curving  body,  hands  feeling  her  ample

backside. Fuck yes. 

His tongue brushed over hers, and she shuddered in his arms. But she

met him stroke for stroke, as if she couldn’t hold back, as if she wanted to

know every inch of him, his every taste and nuance. 

Her hand slid along his jaw, fingers exploring the shape of his face. He

willed  his  night  to  pull  back  to  show  his  eyes,  his  nose,  his  mouth. 

Thankfully, it obeyed him. Beyond the veil of flame covering her features, 

he could feel her watching him. Seeing his bared face. 

Her fingers traced the bridge of his nose. The bow of his lips. Then she

kissed him again, with sheer abandon, and Ruhn gave himself entirely to it. 

“You remind me that I’m alive,” she said, voice thick. “You remind me

that goodness can exist in the world.” 

His throat ached. “Day—” 

But she hissed, stiffening against his grip. She glanced back toward her

end of the bridge. 

No. That male who’d once dragged her from sleep to have sex with her

—

Day  whipped  her  head  back  to  Ruhn  and  the  flame  rippled,  revealing

pleading eyes of solid fire. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and vanished. 

Hunt was still drunk when he and Bryce returned to the apartment at three in the morning. She carried her heels in one hand, the train of her dress in

the other. They’d left the party soon after Ruhn had bailed, and headed to a

dive bar in the heart of the Old Square, where they’d proceeded to play pool

and drink whiskey in their ridiculous finery. 

They didn’t talk about what they’d discovered in the cloakroom. What

more was there to say? 

“I’m plastered,” Bryce announced to the dim apartment, slumping onto

the couch. 

Hunt chuckled. “Very princess-ish.” 

She removed her earrings, chucking the diamonds onto the coffee table

as if they were cheap costume jewelry. The comb in her hair followed, gems

glinting in the soft firstlights. 

She stretched out her legs, bare feet wiggling on the coffee table. “Let’s

never do that again.” 

“The whiskey or outsmarting your father or the party?” Hunt tugged his

white bow tie free of its knot as he approached the couch and peered down

at her. 

She huffed a laugh. “The party. Outsmarting my father and the whiskey

will  always be a repeat activity.” 

Hunt  sat  on  the  coffee  table,  adjusting  his  wings  around  it.  “It  could

have been a lot worse.” 

“Yeah.  Though  I  can’t  think  of  anything  much  worse  than  gaining

multiple  enemies  for  the  price  of  one.”  That  the  Asteri’s  appearance  had

only been a footnote said plenty about their night. “Though Celestina isn’t

our enemy, I guess.” 

Hunt  picked  up  one  of  her  feet  and  began  rubbing  the  insole.  She

sighed,  sinking  back  into  the  cushions.  Hunt’s  cock  stirred  at  the  pure

pleasure she radiated. 

“Can I tell you something?” Hunt said, massaging the arch of her foot. 

“Something that might be deemed alphahole-ish?” 

“As long as you keep rubbing my foot like that, you can say whatever

the Hel you want.” 

Hunt laughed. “Deal.” He picked up her other foot, starting on that one. 

“I  liked  being  at  the  party  tonight.  Despite  all  the  fancy  clothes  and  the

Asteri  and  the  stuff  with  Hypaxia  and  Celestina.  Despite  all  the  prince bullshit. I liked being seen. With you.” 

Her mouth quirked to the side. “You liked staking your territory?” 

“Yeah.”  He  let  her  see  the  predator  in  him.  “I’ve  never  had  that  with

anyone.” 

She frowned. “Shahar never showed you off?” 

“No. I was her general. At public functions, we didn’t appear together. 

She never wanted that. It would have positioned me as an equal, or at least

someone she deemed … important.” 

“I  thought  your  movement  was  all  about  equality,”  Bryce  said,  frown

deepening. 

“It was. But we still had to play by the old rules.” Rules that continued

to govern and dictate people’s lives. Celestina’s and Hypaxia’s lives. 

“So she never came out and said,  Hey, world! He’s my boyfriend! ” 

Hunt laughed, and marveled that he did so. He’d never thought he’d be

able to laugh about anything related to Shahar. “No. It’s why I was so …

honored when you asked me to do this.” 

Bryce  studied  him.  “Do  you  want  to  go  outside  so  we  can  get  caught

fooling around in public by the press? That’ll make us  really official.” 

“Maybe another time.” Hunt lifted her foot to his mouth, pressing a kiss

to the instep. “So, we’re, like … married.” 

“Are we?” She held out a hand before her, studying her splayed fingers. 

“I don’t see a ring, Athalar.” 

He nipped at her toes, earning a squeal from her. “You want a ring, I’ll

get  you  one.”  Another  kiss.  “You  want  iron,  steel,  or  titanium?”  Wedding

bands in Lunathion were simple, their value derived from the strength of the

metal used to forge them. 

“Titanium all the way, baby,” she crowed, and Hunt bit her toes again. 

She  squirmed,  but  he  held  her  firm.  “These  little  toes  make  me  think

some dirty things, Quinlan,” he said against her foot. 

“Please tell me you don’t have a foot fetish.” 

“No. But everything where you’re involved is a fetish for me.” 

“Oh?” She leaned back farther into the cushions, her dress slipping up

her legs. “So I make you want to get a little kinky?” 

“Uh-huh.” He kissed her ankle. “Just a little.” 

She  arched  into  the  touch.  “Want  to  have  drunk,  sloppy  sex,  Prince Hunt?” 

He  rumbled  a  laugh  against  her  calf.  Only  from  her  lips  would  he

tolerate that title. “Fuck yeah.” 

She  pulled  her  leg  from  his  touch  and  stood  with  that  dancer’s  grace. 

“Unzip me.” 

“Romantic.” 

She gave him her back, and Hunt, still seated, reached up to tug at the

zipper  hidden  down  the  length  of  her  spine.  The  tattoo  of  the  Horn

appeared,  along  with  inches  of  golden  skin,  until  the  first  tendrils  of  lace from her thong were revealed. The zipper ended before he could get a view

of what he wanted. 

But  Bryce  peeled  the  dress  from  her  front,  letting  it  drop.  She  hadn’t

worn a bra, but the black thong …

Hunt ran his hands over the firm cheeks of her ass, bending to bite at a

delicate strap of her underwear. She let out a soft, breathy sound that had

him  kissing  the  base  of  her  spine.  Her  long  hair  brushed  his  brow,  silken

and as lovely as a caress. 

Bryce  turned  in  his  grip,  and—what  luck—he  found  himself  right

where  he  wanted  to  be.  From  where  it  sat  high  on  her  hips,  her  thong

plunged into a dramatic vee, a veritable arrow pointing to paradise. 

He kissed her navel. Flicked her nipples with his thumbs as he licked up

toward  them.  Her  fingers  slid  into  his  hair,  her  head  tipping  back  as  he

closed his mouth around a taut bud. He rolled her nipple over his tongue, 

savoring  the  weight  and  taste  of  it,  his  hands  drifting  around  her  waist, 

tangling in the straps of her thong. Tugging it down her hips. Her thighs. He

moved to her other breast, sucking it into his mouth. Bryce groaned, and his

cock pushed against the front of his dress pants. 

He liked having her at his mercy. Liked this image, of her wholly naked

and  resplendent  before  him,  his  to  touch  and  pleasure  and  worship.  Hunt

smiled against her breast. He liked it a lot. 

He rose, scooping her into his arms and carrying her to the bedroom, his

bow tie dangling around his neck. 

He  laid  her  on  the  mattress,  cock  pulsing  at  the  sight  of  her  heavy-

lidded with desire, sprawled there naked and his for the taking. He pulled

the tie free. “Want to get a little kinky with me, Quinlan?” 

She glanced to the iron posts of the headboard, and her red lips parted in a feline grin. “Oh yes.” 

Hunt  made  quick  work  of  binding  her  hands  to  the  bedposts.  Light

enough not to hurt, but tight enough that getting any ideas about touching

him while he feasted on her was out of the question. 

Bryce lay stretched out before him, and Hunt could hardly get a breath

down  as  he  unbuttoned  his  shirt.  Then  his  pants.  He  shed  his  shoes,  his

socks—all  the  trappings  of  civility,  until  he  stood  before  her  naked,  and

Bryce bit her lip. Then he propped up her knees and spread them wide. 

“Fuck,” he said, taking in her gleaming sex, already drenched for him. 

Its heady scent hit him, and he shuddered, cock now a steady ache. 

“Since  I  can’t  touch  myself,”  she  said  huskily,  “maybe  you’ll  do  the

honors.” 

“Fuck,”  he  said  again,  unable  to  think  of  anything  else.  She  was  so

beautiful—every single part of her. 

“Are  you  articulating  what  you’d  like  to  do  to  me,  or  has  your  brain

short-circuited?” 

He  snapped  his  gaze  to  her  own.  “I  wanted  to  draw  this  out.  Really

torment you.” 

Her legs spread a little wider, a taunting invitation. “Oh?” 

“I’ll save that for another day,” he growled, and crawled on top of her. 

The  tip  of  his  cock  nudged  at  her  wet,  hot  entrance,  and  a  shiver  of

anticipatory  pleasure  went  down  his  spine.  But  he  ran  a  hand  down  the

length of her torso, fingers tracing the silken swells of her breasts, the plane

of her stomach. She writhed, tugging on the restraints. 

“So defiant.” He dipped to kiss her neck. He pushed in a little, his mind

blacking out at the perfect tightness. But he withdrew—and eased back in a

little  more.  Even  when  every  instinct  screamed  to  plunge  into  her,  unless

she asked for it, he’d be careful. He wanted her to feel only ecstasy. 

“Stop teasing,” she said, and Hunt raked his teeth down her left breast, 

sucking  in  her  nipple  as  he  sank  a  bit  further  into  her  sheer  perfection. 

“More,” she snarled, hips rising as if she’d impale herself on him. 

Hunt laughed. “Who am I to deny a princess?” 

Her eyes flashed with desire hot enough to sear his soul. “I’m issuing a

royal decree for you to fuck me, Hunt. Hard.” 

His balls tightened at the words, and he gave her what she wanted. They both groaned as he sank all the way home in a thrust that had him seeing

stars. She felt like bliss, like eternity—

Hunt  withdrew  and  thrust  again,  and  there  were  indeed  stars  around

them—no, it was her, she was glowing like a star—

Her hips undulated, meeting his, driving him deeper. 

Fuck  yes.  She  was  his,  and  he  was  hers,  and  now  the  whole  fucking

world knew it—

He  sent  out  a  fizzle  of  his  lightning,  snapping  the  restraints  on  her

wrists.  Her  hands  instantly  came  around  his  back,  fingers  grappling  hard

enough  to  draw  sweet  slices  of  pain.  Hunt’s  wings  twitched,  and  she

wrapped her legs around his middle. He sank even deeper, and holy  fuck, 

the squeeze of her—

She flexed those inner muscles. His eyes nearly rolled back in his head. 

“Solas, Quinlan—” 

“Hard,” she breathed in his ear. “Fuck me like the prince you are.” 

Hunt lost it. He pulled back enough to grip her ass in both hands, tilting

her  pelvis  upward—and  plunged  in.  She  moaned,  and  everything  he  was

transformed into something primal and animalistic.  His.  His mate to touch

and fuck and fill—

Hunt let himself go, pounding into her again and again and again. 

Bryce’s  moans  were  sweet  music,  a  temptation  and  a  challenge.  She

glowed, and Hunt looked at his cock, sliding in and out of her, shining with

her wetness—

He was glowing, too. Not with her starlight, but … fuck, his lightning

was crackling down his arms, his hands, skittering over her hips, up to her

breasts. 

“Don’t stop,” she gasped as his lightning flared. “Don’t stop.” 

Hunt didn’t. He yielded to the storm, riding it, riding her, and there was

only Bryce, her soul and her body and the flawless fit of them—

“Hunt,” she pleaded, and he knew from her breathy tone that she was

close. 

He didn’t let up. Didn’t give her one ounce of mercy. The slap and slide

of  their  bodies  meeting  filled  the  room,  but  the  sounds  were  distant,  the

world was distant as his power and essence flowed into her. Bryce cried out, 

and Hunt turned frenzied, pounding once, twice—

On the third, mightiest thrust, he ruptured, his power with him. 

Lightning filled the room, filled her as surely as his seed, and he kissed

her through it, tongues meeting, ether flooding his senses. He could never

get enough of this—this connection, this sex, this power flowing between

them. He needed it more than he needed food, water—needed this sharing

of magic, this twining of souls; he’d never stop craving it—

Then he was falling, amid black wind and lightning and stars. He came

through all of it, roaring his pleasure to the skies. 

Because  those   were  skies  above  them.  And  city  lights.  Booming  bass

from a nearby party. 

Hunt  stilled,  gaping  down  at  Bryce.  At  the  surface  beneath  her—the

apartment building’s roof. 

Bryce grinned sheepishly. “Oops.” 
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Hypaxia’s chants rose in volume and complexity, the full moon with them. 

It silvered the orchard. 

Ithan shivered against the cold. He knew that it wasn’t due to the night

around  them,  or  the  autumn  unfolding.  No,  the  air  had  been  pleasantly

warm a moment ago. Whatever Hypaxia’s magic was doing, it was bringing

the frigid temperatures with it. 

“I  can  feel  …  a  presence,”  the  witch-queen  whispered,  arms  lifted

toward the moon, beautiful face solemn. “Someone is coming.” 

Ithan’s mouth dried out. What would he even say to Connor?  I love you

would likely be the first.  I miss you every minute of every damn day would

be  the  second.  Then  the  warning.  Or  should  it  be  the  warning  first?  He

shook out his trembling fingers at his sides. 

“Get ready to say your piece. Your brother’s spirit is … strong. I’m not

sure how long I can hold the star.” 

Something  weirdly  like  pride  rose  in  him  at  that.  But  Ithan  stepped

closer, breathing evenly. Exactly as he had before important games, during

game-winning  shots.  Focus.  He  could  do  this.  He’d  deal  with  the

repercussions later. 

The star she’d drawn glowed a faint blue, illuminating the trees around

them. 

“One more moment …” Hypaxia hissed, panting, a faint sheen on her

temples. Like this was draining the power out of her. 

Light ruptured from the star, blinding and white, a great wind shaking

the  trees  around  them,  sending  olives  scattering  in  a  pitter-patter.  Ithan

squeezed his eyes shut against it, letting his claws slide free. 

When the wind stopped, he blinked, adjusting his vision. His brother’s

name died in his throat. 

A  creature,  tall  and  thin  and  robed,  lurked  in  the  center  of  the  six-

pointed  star.  Hypaxia  let  out  a  soft  gasp.  Ithan’s  stomach  clenched.  He’d

never seen the male, but he’d seen drawings. 

The Under-King. 

“You were not summoned,” Hypaxia said, mastering her surprise. She

lifted her chin, every inch the queen. “Return to the misty isle over which

you rule.” 

The Under-King laughed at the witch. Her body shimmered with pale

blue  light.  Like  she  was  rallying  her  power.  But  the  Under-King  slowly

turned his head to Ithan. Let out another dry, husky laugh. 

“Young fools. You play with powers beyond your ken . ” His voice was

horrible. Full of dusty bones and the pleading screams of the dead. 

Yet Hypaxia didn’t back down an inch. “Be gone, and let us see the one

whom I have summoned.” 

Ithan’s hand drifted toward his gun. It wouldn’t do anything. His wolf

form  would  protect  him  better  with  its  speed,  but  even  losing  that  split

second to shifting might make him vulnerable, and cost Hypaxia her life. 

The Under-King extended a bony hand. Light rippled where it met the

edge of the star. “Do not fear, wolf pup. I cannot harm you. Here, at least.” 

He grinned, exposing too-large brown teeth. 

Ithan bristled and he found his voice at last as he growled, “I want to

speak to my brother.” 

Beside him, Hypaxia was murmuring under her breath, the light around

her building. 

“Your brother is well cared for.” Dark fire danced in the Under-King’s

milky eyes. “But whether that remains so now depends entirely on you.” 

“What the Hel does that mean?” Ithan demanded. But the witch-queen

had tensed. Wind stirred her curly hair, as if she were readying her defenses. 

The  Under-King  lifted  a  bony  hand,  and  an  eerie,  greenish  light

wreathed  his  fingers.  Ithan  could  have  sworn  ancient,  strange  symbols

swirled in that light. “Let’s play a little game first.” He inclined his head to

Hypaxia,  whose  face  had  gone  stony—anticipatory.  “The  House  of  Flame

and Shadow has long been curious about your … abilities, Your Majesty.” 

Bryce knew she was dreaming. Knew she was physically in her bed. Knew

she was currently tucked up against Hunt’s side. But she also knew that the

being in front of her was real—even if the setting was not. 

She stood on a vast, dusty plain before an azure, cloudless sky. Distant

dry  mountains  studded  the  horizon,  but  she  was  surrounded  only  by  rock

and sand and emptiness. 

“Princess.” The voice was like Hel embodied: dark and icy and smooth. 

“Prince.” Her voice shook. 

Apollion,  Prince  of  the  Pit,  had  chosen  to  appear  in  a  golden-haired, 

golden-skinned  body.  Handsome  in  the  way  that  ancient  statues  were

handsome, in the way that Pollux was handsome. 

His  black  eyes,  however,  gave  him  away.  No  whites  anywhere.  Only

unending darkness. 

The Star-Eater himself. 

She asked, trying to master her shaking, “Where are we?” 

“Parthos. Or what remains of it.” 

The barren land seemed to stretch on forever. “In the real world, or in, 

like, dreamworld?” 

He  angled  his  head,  more  animal  than  humanoid.  “Dreamworld.  Or

what you consider to be dreams.” 

She wasn’t going to touch that one. “All right, then. Um … nice to meet

you.” 

Apollion’s mouth curved upward. “You do not cower before me.” 

“Aidas kind of ruined your scary-monster vibe.” 

A  soulless  laugh.  “My  brother  has  the  tendency  to  be  a  thorn  in  my

side.” 

“Maybe he should join this conversation.” 

“Aidas  would  be  angry  with  me  for  speaking  with  you.  That’s  why  I

picked this moment, when he is conveniently occupied.” 

“With what?” 

“Raising Hel’s armies. Readying them.” 

Her breath hitched. “To invade Midgard?” 

“It’s been long in the making.” 

“I’m going to make a request on behalf of my planet and say please stay

in your own world.” 

Another twitch of his mouth. “You do not trust us. Good. Theia did. It

was her downfall.” 

“The Starborn Queen?” 

“Yes. Aidas’s great love.” 

Bryce started. “His  what?” 

Apollion waved a broad hand to the ruined world around them. “Why

do you think I slew Pelias? Why do you think I went on to devour Sirius? 

All for him. My foolish, lovesick brother. In such a rage over Theia’s death

at Pelias’s hands. His folly lost us that phase of the war.” 

Bryce had to blink. “I’m sorry, but please back up. You summoned me

into this dream to tell me about how Aidas, Prince of the Chasm, was the

lover of Theia, the first Starborn Queen, even though they were enemies?” 

“They were not enemies. We were her allies. She and some of her Fae

forces allied with us—against the Asteri.” 

Her mouth dried out. “Why didn’t he tell me this? Why are  you telling

me this?” 

“Why are you not yet master of your powers? I was very clear: I told

your mate you must both explore your potential.” 

“Did you send those Reapers to jump me and Ruhn?” 

“What Reapers?” She could have sworn his confusion was sincere. 

“The ones who told me the same exact thing, to master my powers.” 

“I did no such thing.” 

“That’s what the Under-King said. I’m guessing one of you is lying.” 

“This is not a useful debate. And I do not appreciate being called a liar.” 

Pure threat laced the words. 

But  Bryce  steeled  herself.  “You’re  right—it’s  not  a  useful  debate.  So

answer my question: Why the Hel are you telling me any of this stuff about

Aidas and Theia?” If he spoke true, and Hel hadn’t been their enemy back

then  …  Whatever  side  Theia  had  ruled,  she’d  been  …  against  the  Asteri. 

And Pelias had killed her—fighting  for the Asteri. 

Her mind spun. No wonder nobody knew about Theia. The Asteri had

likely erased her from history. But a Fae Queen had loved a demon prince. 

And he had loved her enough to …

“I am telling you this because you are racing blind toward your doom. I

am telling you this because tonight the veil between our worlds is thinnest

and I might finally speak to you.” 

“You spoke to Hunt before.” 

“Orion was bred to be receptive to our kind. Why do you think he is so

adept at hunting us? But that is of no matter. This night, I might appear to

 you—as more than a vision.” He reached out a hand, and Bryce flinched as

it touched her. Truly  touched her, ice so cold it ached. “Hel is nearly ready

to finish this war.” 

She took a step back. “I know what you’re going to ask, and my answer

is  no.” 

“Use the Horn. The power Athalar gives you can activate it.” His eyes

danced with storms. “Open the doors to Hel.” 

“Absolutely fucking not.” 

Apollion chuckled, low and lethal. “What a disappointment.” The plain

that  had  been  Parthos  began  to  fade  into  nothing.  “Come  find  me  in  Hel

when you learn the truth.” 

Ithan pivoted slowly, eyeing the shadows where the Under-King had stood

—and vanished. 

“Don’t  move  from  this  spot,”  Hypaxia  warned  him,  voice  low.  “I  can

feel  his  power  all  around  us.  He’s  turned  this  clearing  into  a  labyrinth  of wards.” 

Ithan  sniffed,  as  if  it’d  give  him  some  sense  of  what  the  Hel  she  was

talking about. But nothing appeared to have changed. No creatures jumped

out at them. Still, he said, “I’ll follow your lead.” 

Hypaxia  scanned  the  sky.  “He  warded  above  us,  too.  To  keep  us

grounded.” She crinkled her nose. “Right. On foot it is.” 

Ithan swallowed. “I, ah … got your back?” 

She chuckled. “Just keep up, please.” 

He gave her a determined smile. “You got it.” 

Ithan  braced  himself  as  Hypaxia  took  a  step  forward,  hand  extended. 

Her fingers recoiled at whatever ward she encountered, right as a low snarl

sounded from the trees beyond. 

The  hair  on  his  neck  rose.  His  wolf  senses  told  him  it  wasn’t  an

animal’s snarl. But it sounded … hungry. 

Another one rippled from nearby. Then another. All around them. 

“What is that?” Ithan breathed, even his Vanir eyes failing to pierce the darkness. 

Hypaxia’s hands glowed white-hot with magic. She didn’t take her gaze

off the trees ahead of them. “The hunting hounds of the House of Flame and

Shadow,”  she  said  grimly  before  slamming  her  hand  against  the  ward  in

front of them. 
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“He was a micromanaging fucking nightmare,” Bryce ranted the next day

as she stood with Hunt, Ruhn, and Declan in the Aux training center during

her lunch break. Tharion lay sprawled on a bench against the wall, napping. 

Cormac, standing across the space, frowned. 

Her brother was pale. “You really think Theia and a bunch of Fae sided

with Hel during the war?” 

Bryce suppressed a shiver of cold at the memory. “Who knows what’s

true?” 

Across  the  vast,  empty  room,  Hunt  rubbed  his  jaw.  She  hadn’t  even

mentioned what Apollion had said—that little tidbit about Hunt being  bred. 

She’d tackle that later. Hunt mused, “What’s the benefit in convincing us of

a lie? Or the truth, either, I suppose. All that matters is that Hel is definitely

on the move.” 

Declan said, “Can we pause for a moment and remark on the fact that

both  of  you  have   spoken  to  the  Prince  of  the  Pit?  Is  no  one  else  about  to puke at the thought?” 

Ruhn held up a hand, and Tharion lazily lifted one from the bench, but

Bryce  high-fived  Hunt.  “Special  kids  club,”  she  said  to  the  angel,  who

winked at her. She leapt back a step, rallying her power. “Again.” They’d

been in here for twenty minutes already, practicing. 

Hunt’s  lightning  flared  at  his  fingertips,  and  Bryce  set  her  feet  apart. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

Tharion roused himself enough to turn over, propping his head on a fist. 

Bryce  scowled  at  him,  but  the  mer  only  waggled  his  brows  in

encouragement. 

She faced Hunt again, right as the angel hurled his lightning at her like

a spear. It zinged against her chest, a direct hit, and then she was glowing, 

power singing, soaring—

 Two feet in front of the windows. 

She’d  no  sooner  thought  the  command  than  she  appeared  across  the

space. Exactly two feet from the windows.  Back to a foot before Hunt. 

She appeared before him, so suddenly that he staggered back. 

 Ruhn. She moved again, slower this time. But her brother yelped. 

Declan braced himself, like he thought he’d be next, so Bryce thought, 

 A foot behind Hunt. 

She pinched her mate’s butt so fast he didn’t have time to whirl before

she’d  moved  again.  This  time  in  front  of  Declan,  who  cursed  when  she

poked him in the ribs, then teleported once more. 

Cormac called from where he’d been standing in the far corner, “You’re

slowing.”  She  was.  Damn  it,  she  was.  Bryce  rallied  her  power,  Hunt’s

energy. She appeared in front of Tharion’s bench, but the mer was waiting. 

Fast  as  a  striking  shark,  Tharion  grabbed  her  face  and  planted  a

smacking kiss on her lips. 

Hunt’s  laugh  boomed  across  the  space,  and  Bryce  joined  him,  batting

the mer away. 

“Too slow, Legs,” Tharion drawled, leaning back against the bench and

crossing  an  ankle  over  a  knee.  He  draped  an  arm  along  the  back  of  the

plastic bench. “And too predictable.” 

“Again,” Cormac ordered. “Focus.” 

Bryce tried, but her bones weighed her down. Tried again to no avail. 

“I’m out.” 

“Concentrate, and you could hold on longer. You use too much at once, 

and don’t reserve the energy for later.” 

Bryce put her hands on her hips as she panted. “Your teleporting works

differently than mine. How can you know that?” 

“Mine comes from a source of magic, too. Energy, just a different form. 

Each jump takes more out of me. It’s a muscle that you need to build up.” 

She scowled, wiping her brow as she walked back over to Hunt. 

“It does seem like he’s right,” Declan said to Bryce. “Your teleporting

works  when  your  power  gets  charged  up  by  energy—considering  what  I

heard about how quickly you ran out of steam with Hypaxia, Hunt’s is the best form of it.” 

“Damn  right  it  is,”  Hunt  growled,  earning  a  smack  on  the  arm  from

Bryce. 

“Do you think the power will … stay in me if I don’t use it?” she asked

Dec. 

“I don’t think so,” Dec said. “Your power came from the Gate—with a

shit-ton of firstlight mixed in. So your magic—beyond the light, I mean—

needs to be powered up. It relies on firstlight, or any other form of energy it

can get. You’re literally a Gate: you can take in power and offer it. But it

seems  the  similarity  ends  there.  The  Gates  can  store  power  indefinitely, 

while  yours  clearly  peters  out  after  a  while.”  He  faced  Hunt.  “And  your

power, Athalar, as pure energy, is able to draw from her, like she did from

the Gate. Bryce, when you draw from a source, it’s the same way the Gates

zap power from people using them to communicate.” 

Bryce blinked. “So I’m like some magical leech?” 

Declan laughed. “I think only of certain kinds of magic. Forms of pure

energy. Throw in the Horn, which relies on a blast of power to activate it

…” 

“And  you’re  a  liability,”  Ruhn  said  darkly.  Tharion  grunted  his

agreement. 

Declan  rubbed  his  chin.  “You  told  Ruhn  after  the  attack  that  Hypaxia

aimed  for  your  scar  to  supercharge  your  powers,  right?  I  wonder  what

would happen if you were struck on the Horn.” 

“Let’s not find out,” Bryce said quickly. 

“Agreed,”  Cormac  said  from  across  the  room.  He  pointed  to  the

obstacle  course  he’d  laid  out  in  the  center  of  the  space.  “Back  to  work. 

Follow the track.” 

Bryce  pivoted  toward  the  Avallen  Prince,  and  said  as  casually  as  she

could, “I’m shocked you’re even here.” 

Cormac  said  icily,  “Because  you  decided  to  end  our  engagement

without consulting me?” 

Hunt muttered to her, “Anything to avoid your exercises, huh?” 

She  glared  at  her  mate,  especially  as  Ruhn  chuckled,  but  said  to

Cormac, “I had no other choice.” 

Shadows rippled around Cormac. “You could have let me know while

you were plotting.” 

“There was no plotting. Athalar and I decided, and then just waited.” 

The  Avallen  Prince  snarled  low.  Hunt  let  out  a  warning  growl  of  his

own. Tharion said nothing, though she knew the mer was monitoring every

breath and word. But Cormac didn’t take his eyes from her. “Do you have

any idea what the phone call with my father was like?” 

“I’m assuming it was similar to the Autumn King telling me I’m a little

bitch?” 

Cormac  shook  his  head.  “Let’s  be  clear:  I’m  only  here  today  because

I’m  well  aware  that  if  I’m  not,  then  your  brother  will  cease  contacting

Agent Daybright.” 

“I’m flattered you know me so well,” Ruhn drawled, his arms crossed. 

He’d  moved  into  a  position  on  Cormac’s  other  side—without  her  even

noticing. Placing himself between the Avallen Prince and Bryce. Oh please. 

Cormac  glowered  at  him,  but  then  focused  upon  Bryce  again.  “I’m

willing  to  move  beyond  this,  on  the  condition  that  you  don’t  surprise  me

again. We have too many enemies as it is.” 

“One,”  she  said,  “don’t  give  me  conditions.  But  two  …”  She  made  a

show of examining her bare arms. “Nothing up my sleeves. No other secrets

to hide, I swear.” 

Except for that itsy-bitsy thing about Emile. Hunt gave her a dry look, 

as if to say,  Liar, but she ignored him. 

Cormac, however, did not. Catching that look, the Avallen Prince said, 

“There’s something else.” 

“Nope.” 

But even Ruhn now lifted his brows at her. Hunt said casually, “Don’t

be paranoid.” 

“You have something planned,” Cormac pressed. “For fuck’s sake, tell

me.” 

“I  don’t  have  anything  planned,”  Bryce  said,  “other  than  figuring  out

this teleporting crap.” 

One  moment,  Cormac  was  glancing  between  her  and  Hunt.  The  next, 

he’d vanished. 

Only to reappear at Bryce’s back with a knife to her throat. 

Bryce  stiffened.  “Come  on,  Cormac.  There’s  no  need  for  this.” 

Lightning shone in Hunt’s eyes. Ruhn had drawn his gun. Tharion remained

sprawled across the bench, but—that was a knife now gleaming in his hand. 

His focus was fixed on the Avallen Prince. 

“Tell me,” Cormac snarled, and cool metal bit into her throat. 

Trying  not  to  breathe  too  deeply,  Bryce  laid  a  finger  on  the  blade.  “I

made the Drop. I’ll survive.” 

Cormac hissed at her ear. “Tell me what the fuck you have planned, or

you’ll lose your head. Good luck growing that back.” 

“You  draw  blood  and  you  lose  your  head,  too,”  Hunt  growled  with

lethal menace. 

She could blind Cormac, she supposed. But would his shadows muffle

the impact? She doubted he’d truly kill her, but if he tried … Hunt would

definitely attack. Ruhn would, too. 

And she’d have an even bigger mess on her hands. 

So Bryce said, “Fine. It’s about Emile.” 

Hunt started. So did Tharion as the mer said, “Bryce.” 

Cormac didn’t remove the knife. “What about Emile?” 

“I found him. At the Viper Queen’s warehouse.” She sighed loudly. “I

learned  he  was  there,  that  all  the  reptiles  and  gross  things  in  the  marshes had told her where he was and she’d gone to retrieve him. She was the one

who  killed  the  people  who  helped  him,  and  intended  to  control  him.  But

when I went to the warehouse two days ago, he was already gone.” 

Cormac whirled her to face him with rough hands. “Gone where?” 

“Somewhere  safe.  Apparently,  the  Vipe  found  it  in  herself  to  put  him

into the care of people who will look after him.” 

“Who? ” His face was white with rage. Tharion’s eyes had widened. 

“I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me.” 

“Then I’ll make her tell  me.” 

Ruhn laughed. “No one makes the Viper Queen do anything.” 

Into  her  mind,  her  brother  said,  Cormac  might  not  know  you  well

 enough to tell when you’re lying, but I do. 

 It’s not a lie. Emile is safe. 

 He’s just not where you’re claiming. 

 Oh, he was with the Viper Queen. And now he’s somewhere else. 

Cormac shook his head. “Why would the Viper Queen have any interest

in that boy?” 

“Because she likes to collect powerful beings to fight in her pits,” Hunt

snarled. “Now put the fucking knife away.” 

To her relief, the prince lowered the knife from her neck with an easy

flip of the blade. “But why would she let go of someone so powerful, if she

likes to use them in fights?” 

Bryce said, “Because Emile has no powers.” 

 Are you shitting me?  Ruhn asked. 

 Nope. Kid’s totally human. 

Cormac’s eyes narrowed. “Sofie said—” 

“She lied,” Bryce said. 

Cormac’s shoulders slumped. “I need to find him. I shouldn’t have put

off questioning Spetsos—” 

“Emile  is  safe,  and  cared  for,”  Bryce  interrupted,  “and  that’s  all  you

need to know.” 

“I owe it to Sofie—” 

“You  owe  it  to  Sofie  to  keep  Emile  out  of  this  rebellion.  Your  life  is

hardly what I’d call a stable environment. Let him stay hidden.” 

Cormac said to Tharion, “What are  you going to tell your queen?” 

Tharion offered him a razor-sharp smile. “Absolutely nothing.” A threat

of  violence  simmered  beneath  the  words.  If  Cormac  breathed  anything  to

the  mer,  to  the  River  Queen,  the  Avallen  Prince  would  find  himself  in  a

watery grave. 

Cormac sighed. And to her shock, he said, “I apologize for the knife.” 

To Hunt, he said, “And I apologize for threatening your mate.” 

Ruhn  asked,  “Don’t  I  get  an  apology?”  Cormac  bristled,  but  Ruhn

grinned. 

Bryce caught Hunt watching her, his expression proud. Like she’d done

something worthy. Had it been her smooth weaving of lies and truth? 

“Apology  accepted,”  Bryce  said,  forcing  herself  to  sound  chipper. 

Steering away from the topic of Emile. “Now back to training.” 

Cormac shrugged, pointing to the spots he’d taped off: X’s on the floor, 

atop chairs, atop piled mats, beneath a table. 

Bryce groaned, but marked them, cataloged the path she’d take. 

“Well, that was exciting,” Tharion announced, groaning as he got to his feet. “Right. I’m out.” 

Hunt arched a brow. “Where to?” 

“I’m still technically employed by the River Queen. Regardless of what

happened with Emile, there are other matters to attend to.” 

Bryce waved at him. But Ruhn said, “Dinner tonight?” 

Tharion  winked.  “You  got  it.”  Then  he  sauntered  through  the  metal

doors and was gone. 

“All right, Athalar,” Bryce muttered when the mer had shut the doors. 

“Time to level up.” 

Hunt  laughed,  but  his  lightning  flared  again.  “Let’s  do  this,  Your

Highness.” 

There was something in the way he said  Your Highness that made her

realize that the expression on his face a moment before hadn’t been pride in

her  manipulation—it  had  been  pride  in  the  way  she’d  defused  things

without  violence.  Like  he  thought  she  might  actually  deserve  the  title  she

now bore. 

Bryce  tucked  the  thought  aside.  By  the  time  the  bolt  of  lightning

slammed into her chest, she was already running. 

Despite the exhaustion weighing on his very bones, despite the urgency that

had sent him and Hypaxia racing here, Ithan couldn’t help gaping from the

doorway as the party girl he’d loved moved through the Aux training space

like  the  wind,  vanishing  and  appearing  at  will.  At  his  side,  Hypaxia

monitored the remarkable feats, studying Bryce intently. 

Bryce  finished  the  obstacle  course  and  halted  at  Hunt’s  side,  bending

over her knees to catch her breath. 

Hypaxia  cleared  her  throat,  stepping  into  the  gymnasium.  Even  the

queen looked … ruffled after the endless, terrifying night they’d had. 

They’d passed Tharion on his way out. The mer had been speaking in

low tones to someone on the phone, and had raised his brows with concern

at  the  sight  of  the  dirt  and  sweat  on  them.  But  whoever  had  been  on  the

phone  must  have  been  important  enough  that  he  couldn’t  hang  up,  and

Tharion had only continued on after Hypaxia had given him a gesture that

seemed  to  assure  him  that  she  was  fine.  The  mer  had  stopped  and  peered

back over a shoulder at Ithan, as if needing to confirm the queen’s claim, but  Ithan  had  nothing  to  offer  him.  What  the  Hel  could  he  say?  They

weren’t fine. Not at all. So they’d left Tharion in the hall, the mer staring

after them for a long moment. 

“What’s up?” Ruhn asked Ithan, waving his greeting to Hypaxia. Then

the prince did a double take. “What the Hel happened to you two? I thought

you were summoning Connor.” 

The others in the training space halted. 

“We did indeed try to summon Connor Holstrom last night,” Hypaxia

said gravely. 

Bryce paled as she hurried over. “What happened? Is Connor all right? 

Are you guys all right?” 

Ithan’s throat worked. “Ah …” 

Hypaxia  replied  for  him,  “We  did  not  encounter  Connor.  The  Under-

King answered.” 

“What happened?” Bryce asked again, voice rising. 

Ithan met her stare. Pure predatory wolf gleamed there. “He detained us

for his amusement. Sicced Flame and Shadow’s nightmare dogs on us and

warded  us  into  an  olive  grove  with  them.  It  took  Hypaxia  until  now  to

figure out an exit through the wards that wouldn’t get us ripped to shreds. 

We’re fine, though.” Ruhn whirled with alarm to his fiancée, and the witch-

queen  nodded  solemnly,  shadows  in  her  eyes.  Ithan  scrubbed  at  his  face

before he added, “He wants to see you at Urd’s Temple.” 

Hunt’s lightning sparked at his fingertips. “Fuck no.” 

Ithan swallowed hard. “You don’t have a choice.” He turned, pleading

and  exhausted,  to  Bryce.  “Connor  is  safe  for  right  now,  but  if  you  don’t

show  within  an  hour,  the  Under-King  will  throw  him  and  the  rest  of  the

Pack  of  Devils  through  the  Gate  immediately.  He’ll  make  secondlight  of

them all.” 
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Tharion strolled through the Meat Market, casually browsing the stalls. Or

at least, he tried to appear casual. While surveying an array of luck stones, 

he kept an ear open. In the midday bustle, the general assortment of lowlifes

had  come  here  for  lunch,  shopping,  or  fucking,  and  at  this  point,  they’d

likely have downed at least a few drinks. Which meant loose tongues. 

 I hear the bitch is already pregnant, one satyr grunted to another as they

sat around a barrel converted into a table, smoked kebabs half-eaten in front

of them.  Ephraim’s been fucking her good. 

Tharion pushed aside his disgust at the crude words. He hated that word

— bitch. How many times had it been thrown at his sister whenever she’d

ventured Above? She’d always laughed it off, and Tharion had laughed it

off with her, but now … He shook off the pang of guilt and moved to the

next stall, full of various types of mushrooms from the damp forests to the

northeast. 

He checked his phone—the quick message exchange between him and

Pax. 

 What  happened?  Are  you  all  right?   he’d  written  nearly  an  hour  ago, 

after running into her and Holstrom in the hall of the Aux training center. 

She’d been dirty and tired-looking, and he hadn’t been able to so much as

ask if she was okay, because he’d been on the phone with the River Queen. 

Who had wanted updates on Emile. 

Which was why he had come here. To maintain the fiction that he was

hunting  for  the  kid.  He  figured  he’d  do  some  listening  to  the  idle  chatter

while pretending, though. Pick up gossip from the city creeps. 

His  phone  buzzed,  and  Tharion  scanned  the  message  on  the  screen before  loosing  a  long  breath.  Hypaxia  had  written,  I’m  fine.  Just  some

 Flame and Shadow posturing. 

He didn’t like that one bit. But what the Hel could he do about any of

it? 

“Lion’s  head  is  in  season,”  said  the  gnome  perched  on  a  stool  behind

the baskets of fungi, drawing Tharion from his thoughts. “Morels finished

their run, but I’ve got one last basket left.” 

“Only  browsing,”  Tharion  said,  flashing  a  smile  at  the  rosy-cheeked, 

red-capped male. 

“Let me know if you have any questions,” the gnome said, and Tharion

again tuned in to the tables behind him. 

 Fight last night was brutal. There was nothing left of that lion after—

 I drank so much I can’t remember who the Hel I was fucking—

 —that dragon finished with them. Only embers—

 I need more coffee. They should give us the day off after  a holiday, you

 know? 

Tharion stilled. Slowly turned, pinpointing the speaker who’d snagged

his attention. 

 Dragon. 

Well,  that was interesting. And … fortunate. 

He’d  been  lounging  on  that  bench  while  Legs  trained,  needing  the

company  of  others  as  a  distraction  from  the  shuddering  earthquake  of

nerves  after  last  night.  He’d  fucked  the  leopard  shifter  in  the  garden

shadows. Had enjoyed every second of it, and from her two orgasms, she

had, too. 

 He  might  have  walked  away  from  the  River  Queen’s  daughter  last

night,  but  he  hadn’t  told  her  that.  As  far  as  the  River  Queen  and  her

daughter knew, and judging by the former’s tone on the phone earlier when

she’d called to ask about the hunt for Emile, they were still engaged. But if

either of them found out …

If they found out, wouldn’t it be convenient to have a dragon to offer as

an apology present? Wouldn’t a dragon be perfect in lieu of Emile? 

“This  place  isn’t  nearly  as  fun  when  you’re  sober,”  Flynn  observed  from behind  him  thirty  minutes  later  as  he  approached  in  civilian  clothes, 

precisely  as  Tharion  had  requested.  The  attire  did  little  to  hide  the  gun

tucked down the back of his shorts. 

Tharion hadn’t dared say much on the phone when he’d asked the Fae

lord  to  meet  him  here.  And  while  Flynn  might  act  like  an  unworried  frat


boy,  Tharion  knew  he  was  too  smart  to  risk  asking  questions  on  an  open

phone line. 

Tharion  rose  from  a  table  in  the  midst  of  the  food  stalls,  where  he’d

been sipping coffee and filing old emails, and began a casual walk through

the  market.  Low  enough  that  no  one—not  even  the  fennec-fox  shifter

working  a  row  over—would  be  able  to  hear,  he  said,  “I  found  something

you might be interested in.” 

Flynn feigned typing into his phone. “Yeah?” 

Tharion muttered out of the corner of his mouth, “Remember how your

new best friend with the … fiery temperament went missing?” 

“You  found  Ari?”  Flynn’s  voice  had  become  dangerously  solemn.  A

voice that few ever heard, Tharion knew. Unless they were about to die. 

Tharion  pointed  toward  the  wooden  walkway  built  above  the  market. 

Leading toward an ordinary door that he knew opened into a long hallway. 

Two blank-faced Fae guards armed with semiautomatic rifles stood before

it. “I’ve got a wild guess about where she might be.” 

Now he had to figure out how to get the dragon Beneath. 

Tharion eyed the bare-bones wooden hallway as he and Flynn strode down

the worn planks, aiming for a round door at its far end. It looked like the

entry to a vault, solid iron that didn’t reflect the dim firstlights. 

They’d been halted at the first door by the Viper Queen’s guards. Flynn

had snarled at them, but the males had ignored him, their drug-hazed eyes

unblinking as they radioed their leader. That Tharion knew of this door at

all told her guards he was important enough to warrant a call. 

And here they were. About to go into the Viper Queen’s nest. 

The  massive  vault  door  swung  open  when  they  were  about  ten  feet

away,  revealing  ornate  red  carpets—definitely  Traskian—over  marble

floors,  three  tall  windows  with  heavy  black  velvet  drapes  held  back  with chains of gold, and low-slung couches designed for lounging. 

The Viper Queen was sitting on one of them in a white jumpsuit, feet

bare, toenails painted a purple so dark it was almost black. The same color

as her lipstick. Her gold-tipped nails, however, glinted in the soft lights as

she lifted a cigarette to her mouth and puffed away. 

But beside her, sprawled on the couch …

He’d been right. The Viper Queen did like to collect valuable fighters. 

“Ari,” Flynn said tightly, halting just beyond the door. Mirthroot hung

heavy in the air, along with a secondary, cloying scent that Tharion could

only assume was another drug. 

The  dragon,  clad  in  black  leggings  and  a  tight  black  tank  top,  didn’t

take her eyes off the massive TV mounted above the dark fireplace across

the room. But she replied, “Tristan.” 

“Good  to  see  you,”  Flynn  said,  voice  taking  on  that  dangerously  low

quality that so few lived to tell about. “Glad you’re in one piece.” 

The Viper Queen chuckled, and Tharion braced himself. “The lion she

fought last night can’t say the same. Even confined to her humanoid form, 

she is … formidable.” 

Tharion  grinned  sharply  at  the  ruler  of  the  Meat  Market.  “Did  you

capture her?” He needed to know how she’d done it. If only so he could do

it himself. 

The Viper Queen’s snake eyes flared to a nearly neon green. “I’m not in

the business of snatching slaves. Unlike some people I know.” She smirked

at Ariadne. The dragon continued to stare at the TV with fixed intent. “She

sought me out and asked for asylum, since she realized there was nowhere

on Midgard she might flee from her captor. We reached a bargain that suited

us both.” 

So the dragon had come of her own free will. Maybe he could convince

her to go Beneath. It’d be a Hel of a lot easier. 

Even if once he got her down there, she’d never get out again. 

“You’d  rather  be  here,”  Flynn  asked  the  dragon,  “fighting  in  her  pit, 

than with us?” 

“You threw me on guard duty,” Ari spat, at last snapping her attention

from  the  TV  to  Flynn.  Tharion  didn’t  envy  the  male  as  she  fixed  her

burning gaze on him. “Is that any better than fighting in the pit?” 

“Uh, yeah. A fuck-ton better.” 

“You  sound  like  someone  who’s  grown  accustomed  to  his  life  being

dull as dust,” Ari said, turning back to the TV. 

“You’ve been trapped inside a  ring for the gods know how long,” Flynn

exploded. “What the Hel do you know about anything?” 

Molten scales flowed under her skin, then vanished. Her face remained

placid.  Tharion  wished  he  had  some  popcorn.  But  he  caught  the  Viper

Queen’s narrowed eyes on him. 

She said coolly, “I remember you: dead sister. Rogue shifter.” 

Tharion suppressed the flicker of ire at the casual reference to Lesia and

threw the snake shifter his most charming smile. “That’s me.” 

“And the River Queen’s Captain of Intelligence.” 

“The one and only.” He winked. “Care to have a word?” 

“Who  am  I  to  deny  the  wishes  of  the  River  Queen’s  daughter’s

beloved?”  Tharion  tensed,  and  her  purple  lips  curled,  the  razor-sharp  bob

swaying  as  she  rose.  “Don’t  roast  the  Faeling,”  she  said  to  Ariadne,  then

curled a finger at Tharion. “This way.” 

She led him through a narrow hall lined with doors. He could see ahead

that the corridor opened into another chamber. All he could make out of it

was more carpets and couches as they approached. “Well, mer?” 

Tharion huffed a laugh. “A few questions.” 

“Sure.” She tapped ash from her cigarette into a glass ashtray atop the

coffee table. 

He opened his mouth, but they’d reached the room at the other end of

the  hall.  It  was  a  near-twin  to  the  other,  only  its  windows  overlooked  the

fighting pit. 

But  sitting  on  one  of  the  couches,  with  a  pile  of  white  powder  that

seemed  a  Hel  of  a  lot  like  lightseeker  on  a  small  brass  scale  on  the  table before her …

“Let me guess,” Tharion drawled at the Harpy, who lifted her head from

where a Fae male weighed out the drugs, “it’s not yours; it’s for a friend.” 

The Harpy’s dark eyes narrowed with warning as she eased to her feet. 

“Here to narc on me, fish?” 

Tharion smiled slowly. “Just paying a friendly visit.” 

She turned her menacing stare to the Viper Queen, who slid her hands

into her pockets and leaned against the far wall. “Did you sell me out?” 

“This  pretty  hunk  of  meat  waltzed  in.  Wanted  a  word.  He  knows  the rules.” 

Tharion did. This was the Viper Queen’s space. Her word was law. He

had  as  little  authority  over  her  as  he  did  the  Asteri.  And  if  he  pulled

anything,  she  had  as  much  authority  as  the  Asteri  to  end  him.  Likely  by

throwing him into that fighting pit and seeing how many of her fighters it

took to kill him. 

Tharion  gestured  to  the  doorway  in  a  mockery  of  a  bow.  “I  won’t

trouble you.” 

The Harpy glanced at the male who now scooped her lightseeker into a

black velvet bag lined with plastic. 

“VIP service, huh?” Tharion said to the Viper Queen, whose lips curved

again. 

“Only  the  best  for  my  most  valued  clients,”  she  said,  still  leaning

against the wall. 

The  Harpy  snatched  the  bag  from  the  Fae  male,  her  black  wings

rustling. “Keep your mouth shut, mer. Or you’ll wind up in pieces like your

sister.” 

He let out a low growl. “Keep talking, hag, and I’ll show you what I did

to the male who killed her.” 

The  Harpy  chuckled,  tucking  her  drugs  into  the  pocket  of  her  jacket, 

and walked out, wings a black cloud behind her. 

“Buying or selling?” the Viper Queen asked him quietly as the Fae male

packed up his drugs and scale and bustled out. 

Tharion  turned  to  her,  willing  the  rage  riding  his  temper  to  ease  off. 

“You  know  that  psychopath  made  blood  eagles  out  of  two  rebels,  don’t

you?” 

“Why do you think I invited her to be a client? Someone who does that

kind of shit needs to take the edge off. Or keep it on, I suppose.” 

Tharion shook off his disgust. “She talk to you about what those rebels

were doing in this city?” 

“Are you asking me to play spy, Captain?” 

“I’m  asking  you  whether  you’ve  heard  anything  about  Ophion,  or  a

commander named Pippa Spetsos.” He needed to know if and when Pippa

and  her  Lightfall  unit  would  make  a  move,  even  without  that  mech-suit

prototype. If he could save innocent lives in this city, he would. 

“Of course I have. Everyone’s heard of Ophion.” 

Tharion ground his teeth. “You know what they’re up to?” 

She took a long drag from her cigarette. “Information isn’t free.” 

“How much?” 

“The  dragon’s  good  for  business.”  Her  snake  eyes  didn’t  move  from

his.  “Fight  last  night  brought  in  a  lot  of  money.  I  worked  out  a  deal  with her:  she’ll  get  a  portion  of  profits  from  her  wins,  and  it  can  go  toward

buying her freedom.” 

“You don’t own her.” No matter that  he wanted to hand her over to his

queen like …

Fuck, like a slave. 

“No,  I  don’t.  That’s  why  I’ll  need  you  to  spin  whatever  bullshit  your

friends  and  their  lawyer  gave  to  the  Astronomer.  Something  about  royal

commandeering?”  The  Viper  Queen  admired  her  immaculate  nails.  “Tell

everyone her fighting here is a matter of imperial security.” 

“No one will believe that.” And fuck, he needed that dragon. He needed

her  as  an  exit  strategy  out  of  this  Emile  situation.  And  any  fallout  for

leaving the queen’s daughter. 

“People believe anything when presented correctly.” 

Tharion sighed at the mirrored ceiling. The dragon had at least agreed

to be here, to fight toward her freedom, but …

The Viper Queen said, as if somehow reading or guessing his thoughts, 

“Even in that humanoid form, she can turn you into ashes if you try to bring

her  to  the  Blue  Court.”  Tharion  glowered,  but  said  nothing.  She  went  on, 

“You  and  your  little  gaggle  of  friends  have  been  awfully  active  lately.  I

might  have  let  Quinlan  talk  me  into  a  bargain  for  the  kid,  but  I  have  no

plans  to  let  this  dragon  slip  out  of  my  hands.”  A  sharp  smile.  “You  fools

should have kept a tighter leash on her.” 

Tharion gave her a sharp smile of his own. “It’s not my call whether she

can stay here or not.” 

“Get  your  royal  friends  and  their  legal  team  to  spin  their  bullshit  and

we’ll be good, mer.” 

Fuck. He was really going to walk out of here empty-handed, wasn’t he. 

His mind raced as he tried to think up some other prize to bring back to his

queen, something to save his hide …

He’d figure it out later. When he wasn’t in front of a notoriously lethal Vanir. 

He sighed and said, “If the dragon agrees, then whatever. We’ll spin our

bullshit.” 

“She already has.” Another sly smile. 

“So tell me what Spetsos is up to.” If he could appear competent in his

job as Captain of Intelligence, maybe the information about a rebel threat

would keep his queen’s wrath at bay. 

The Viper Queen pulled out her phone, checking the digital clock. “Call

your friends and find out.” 

“What?” 

But the Viper Queen had already turned back to the hall, to the dragon

and Flynn at its other end. 

Tharion  dialed  Hypaxia.  Hunt.  Then  Bryce.  Ithan.  Ruhn.  No  one

answered. 

He didn’t dare put it into a message, but … He dialed Hunt again. “Pick

the fuck up,” he murmured. “Pick the fuck up.” 

For a moment, he flashed back to another day, when he’d tried and tried

to call his sister only to get her audiomail, so he’d called his parents, asking

if they’d spoken to her, if they knew where she was—

Tharion  reached  Flynn,  who  was  sitting  on  the  couch,  engaging  in  a

silent  staring  contest  with  Ariadne.  He  couldn’t  keep  the  edge  from  his

voice as he said, “Call Ruhn. See if he’ll pick up for you.” 

“What’s wrong?” Flynn was instantly on his feet. 

“Not  sure,”  Tharion  said,  heading  for  the  door.  He  swallowed  down

those  awful  memories  and  his  rising  dread.  “Any  idea  where  they  were

today?” 

The  Viper  Queen  said  behind  them,  sinking  onto  the  couch  again, 

“Good luck.” 

Tharion and Flynn paused at the doorway. The Fae lord pointed to the

dragon. “We’re not done here.” 

Ariadne only watched the TV again, ignoring him. 

Flynn snarled. “I’m coming back for you.” 

Tharion  tucked  away  the  knowledge  of  what  he’d  done,  what  he’d

bargained for this measly tip-off about Ophion and Spetsos. He’d tell Flynn

later. 

Ariadne’s  stare  turned  to  Flynn  as  the  vault  door  swung  open  again. 

Black turned to red. “Spare your high-handedness for someone who wants

it, lordling.” 

Tharion  stepped  into  the  hall,  phone  again  at  his  ear.  Bryce  didn’t

answer. 

But  Flynn  looked  back  at  the  dragon  lounging  in  the  Viper  Queen’s

nest. “We’ll see about that, sweetheart,” the Fae lord growled, and followed

Tharion out. 

Bryce had been to Urd’s Temple in Moonwood all of one time since moving

to Crescent City years ago. She and Juniper had drunkenly taken a cab over

here one night during college to make an offering to the goddess of fate to

make sure their destinies were epic. 

Literally, that was what she’d said. 

 Benevolent  and  Farseeing  Urd,  please  make  our  destinies  as  epic  as

 possible. 

Well,  she’d  gotten  it,  Bryce  thought  as  she  strode  up  the  steps  of  the

gray marble temple. So had June, though … Sorrow and guilt and longing

swarmed her at the thought of her friend. 

The  quiet  street  was  empty  of  cars.  Like  the  Under-King  had  cleared

everything out. 

Or maybe that was due to the other menacing presence they’d dodged

near the intersection of Central and Laurel on their walk over here from the

training center: Pollux and Mordoc. Two monsters abroad in the city, a unit

of the Hind’s dreadwolves trailing behind them. 

Searching for something. Or someone. 

Hunt made sure no one was on the street behind the temple as Bryce, 

Ruhn, and Hypaxia entered. The Under-King had been very specific—only

those  four  people  were  permitted  to  come.  Ithan  and  Cormac  hadn’t  been

happy to stay behind. 

Beyond  the  temple’s  courtyard—not  a  priestess  in  sight—the  open

doors to the inner sanctum beckoned, shadows and smoke within. 

Bryce checked that the rifle across her back was in place, the handgun

ready at her hip. Ruhn, on her left, carried the Starsword. She’d argued that

it  was  impolite  to  arrive  at  a  meeting  bearing  a  weapon  designed  to  kill

Reapers, but the others overruled her. Ruhn would stay within arm’s reach at  all  times,  in  case  she  needed  to  draw  the  blade.  Lightning  crackled

around Hunt as they stepped into the gloom. 

Not trusting how long it could last—or whether she could even contain

it within herself—she hadn’t asked him to transfer a charge to her. If it was

needed, he could power her up in seconds. 

A pyre smoked atop a black stone altar in the center of the temple. A

stone  throne  on  a  dais  loomed  at  the  rear  of  the  space.  No  statues  ever

adorned Urd’s Temple—no depiction of the goddess had ever been made. 

Fate took too many forms to capture in one figure. 

But someone  was sitting on the throne. 

“Punctual,”  the  Under-King  intoned,  his  bony  fingers  clicking  on  the

stone arm of the throne. “I appreciate that.” 

“You desecrate that throne,” Ruhn warned. “Get your rotting carcass off

it.” 

The  Under-King  rose,  black  robes  drifting  on  a  phantom  wind.  “I

thought the Fae bowed to Luna, but perhaps you remember the old beliefs? 

From  a  time  when  Urd  was  not  a  goddess  but  a  force,  winding  between

worlds? When she was a vat of life, a mother to all, a secret language of the

universe? The Fae worshipped her then.” 

Bryce  feigned  yawning,  earning  an  alarmed  look  from  Ruhn,  who’d

blanched at the sight of the Under-King descending from the dais. Hunt, at

least,  didn’t  seem  surprised.  He’d  grown  accustomed  to  her  antics,  she

supposed. 

Hypaxia  monitored  every  movement  from  the  Under-King,  wind

stirring her hair. She had a score to settle after last night, it seemed. 

“So,” Hunt drawled, “here to finish our business?” 

The  Under-King  drifted  to  the  black  altar,  his  horrific  face  contorting

with pleasure as he breathed in the smoldering bones atop it. “I wished to

inform you that the Reapers you so hatefully accused me of sending after

you were in fact not Apollion’s at all. I’ve discovered that they hailed from

the Eternal City.” 

Bryce stiffened. “Reapers can cross oceans?” 

“Reapers once crossed worlds. I don’t see how some water might deter

them.” 

“Why come here to attack us?” Hunt demanded. 

“I don’t know.” 

“And why tell us this at all?” Bryce went on. 

“Because I do not appreciate my territory being infringed upon.” 

“Bullshit,”  Ruhn  said.  Hypaxia  trailed  a  few  steps  behind  him.  “You

told them the horrible truth about what happens after death, and yet you’re

willing to let them live now because you’re pissed that someone stepped on

your toes?” 

His eyes—his dead, milky eyes—fixed on Bryce. “You are officially a

princess  now,  I  hear.  I  suspect  you  will  learn  a  great  deal  of  equally

unpleasant truths.” 

“You’re hedging,” Ruhn growled. 

But Bryce asked, “Did Jesiba speak to you?” 

“Who?” 

“Jesiba  Roga.  Antiquities  dealer.  She  has—had—a  few  Death  Marks. 

She must know you. She knows everyone.” 

The Under-King’s eyes glowed. “I do not know her by that name, but

yes. I know of her.” His gaze drifted behind her, to Hypaxia at last. “You

did well last night. Few could have worked their way through that labyrinth

of spells. The House of Flame and Shadow will welcome you.” 

The breeze around Hypaxia rose to a chill wind, but she didn’t deign to

speak. Bryce made a note to herself to never get on the queen’s bad side. 

Hunt cut in, “You summoned us here to give us this convenient update

about those Reapers, and now you want to play nice? I don’t buy it.” 

The Under-King only smiled, revealing those too-large brown teeth. 

Bryce said, “What does this sequence mean?” She rattled off what had

been on Sofie’s arm. 

The Under-King blinked. “I don’t know.” He smiled again, wider. “But

perhaps you should ask them.” He pointed behind her to the doorway. The

world beyond. 

Where  Pippa  Spetsos  was  marching  into  the  courtyard  of  the  temple, 

flanked by Lightfall soldiers. 

Hunt’s  lightning  flared.  “You  tipped  off  Ophion,”  he  snarled,  even  as  he

began calculating the fastest route out of the temple. 

Ruhn,  already  at  the  inner  sanctum  doors,  slammed  them  shut  and barred them. Locking them in with the Under-King. 

Pippa’s voice came through the doors.  “Come  play,  Vanir  scum.  We’ll

 show you what happens when you turn on us.” 

Hypaxia’s face paled. “You were … working with the rebels?” 

“Emphasis  on   were,”  Bryce  muttered.  Not  that  it  made  a  difference

right now. 

The Under-King’s figure began to fade away. An illusion. A projection. 

Hunt  didn’t  bother  to  wonder  how  he  had  done  it,  had  made  the  details

seem  so  real.  “War  means  death.  Death  means  souls—and  more

secondlight.  Who  am  I  to  turn  away  from  a  feeding  trough?  Commander

Spetsos’s first act upon arriving in Crescent City was to kneel before me. 

When  she  mentioned  the  enemies  in  their  ranks,  I  took  it  upon  myself  to

inform her of our … altercation. We made a deal that is in both of our best

interests.” 

The  rebels  would  claim  the  kill,  sparing  the  Under-King  any  political

fallout,  but  the  creep  would  be  satisfied  that  he’d  played  a  role  in

slaughtering them, and receive whatever souls would wind up in his realm. 

A whole lot of them, if Pippa was on the move. 

Bryce  bristled,  starlight  shimmering  from  her.  “And  were  you  lying

when  you  claimed  you  didn’t  send  the  Reapers  after  me  and  Ruhn  those

weeks ago?” 

“I spoke true then and I speak true now. I had no involvement in that. 

Why should I lie to you, when I have already revealed so much?” 

“Keep  playing  these  games,  and  you’ll  make  enemies  of  all  of  us,” 

Ruhn warned the king. 

The Under-King faded into shadows. “Death is the only victor in war.” 

Then he was gone. 

A bullet boomed against the metal door. Then another. Pippa was still

shouting her vitriol. 

“Any ideas?” Hunt asked. If the rebels had gorsian bullets, this would

get messy very quickly. And bring a huge crowd to witness the disaster. 

Bryce  grabbed  Hunt’s  hand.  Pushed  it  on  her  chest.  “Level  me  up, 

Athalar.” 

Ruhn jerked his chin toward Hypaxia. “Take her with you.” 

The witch-queen glared at the Fae Prince in reproach, but Bryce shook

her head, keeping her hand over Hunt’s. Her fingers tightened, the only sign

of her nerves as she said, “I’ve never brought anyone along. I need all my

focus right now.” 

Good.  At  least  she  was  being  smart  about  this.  Hunt  held  his  mate’s

gaze,  letting  her  see  his  approval,  his  encouragement.  He  wouldn’t  waste

time  asking  what  she  planned.  Bryce  was  brilliant  enough  to  have

something  figured  out.  So  Hunt  let  his  lightning  flow,  setting  it  zinging

through his hand and into her chest. 

Her star began glowing beneath his fingers, as if in greedy anticipation. 

Another barrage of bullets clanged against the door. 

His lightning flowed into her like a river, and he could have sworn he

heard a beautiful sort of music between their souls as Bryce said, “We need

reinforcements.” 

Ruhn contained his panic as his sister, charged up with a spike of Athalar’s

lightning, vanished into nothing. 

An impact rocked the metal doors into the inner sanctum. Why hadn’t

the Aux been summoned yet? He reached for his phone. If he called in help, 

there would be questions about why they’d even been here in the first place. 

He’d  already  tried  Cormac,  but  the  male  had  sent  him  to  audiomail,  and

then  messaged  that  he  was  talking  to  the  King  of  Avallen.  There  was  no

way the prince would interrupt that call. 

They were trapped. 

He  pivoted  to  Hypaxia,  who  was  scanning  the  sanctum,  searching  for

any  hidden  doors.  “There  has  to  be  another  exit,”  she  said,  running  her

hands over the walls. “No temple ever has just one way in and out.” 

“This one might,” Hunt grumbled. 

Bryce reappeared, and Ruhn marked every detail of his panting sister. 

“Easy peasy,” Bryce declared, but her face was sweaty, her eyes dim with

exhaustion. What the Hel had she gone off to do? 

Another bang on the doors, and the metal dented. 

“What the fuck was that?” Ruhn drew the Starsword. 

“We need to get out of here now,” Bryce said, going to Hunt’s side. “We

have time, but not much.” 

“Then teleport us out.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t know if I can do it—” 

“You can,” Athalar said, absolutely certain. “You just teleported in and

out. You’ve got this. Steady your breathing, block out the noise, and focus.” 

Her throat bobbed. But she reached for Athalar’s hand. 

Hunt took a step away. “Hypaxia first. Then Ruhn.” 

“I might not have enough strength—” 

“You do. Go.” 

Wariness and apprehension flooded his sister’s face. But Bryce kissed

Athalar’s cheek, then grabbed the witch by the arm. “Hold on. I’ve never

taken  anyone  with  me  like  this  and  it  might  be  …”  Her  words  cut  off  as

they disappeared. 

Thank the gods. Thank the gods Bryce had made it out again, with Hypaxia

in tow. 

Hunt held his breath. 

Ruhn said, “You should go next. You’re her mate.” 

“You’re her brother. And heir to the Fae throne.” 

“So is she.” 

Hunt blinked at the prince, but then Bryce was back, panting. “Oh gods, 

that  fucking  sucked.”  She  retched,  and  reached  a  hand  for  Ruhn.  “Come

on.” 

“Rest,”  her  brother  ordered,  but  the  doors  dented  further  inward. 

Another few blows and they’d be open. And if Bryce’s plan didn’t get them

a little more time …

Bryce  grabbed  Ruhn’s  arm  and  before  her  brother  could  object,  they

vanished.  Alone,  Hunt  monitored  the  door,  rallied  his  lightning.  He  could

charge her up again, but she was clearly exhausted. Would it do any good? 

The  doors  shuddered,  and  light  cracked  in  as  they  peeled  apart  a  few

inches. 

Hunt  ducked  behind  the  altar,  away  from  the  spray  of  bullets  that

followed, blindly aiming for whoever was within. “There! ” Pippa shouted, 

and guns trained on him. 

Where the fuck was Bryce—

The doors blew open, throwing three Lightfall soldiers to the ground. 

Pollux stood between the doors, white wings luminescent with power, 

laughing to himself as he brought a clenched fist down upon the head of a

female rebel sprawled before him. Bone and blood sprayed. Beyond him, in

the courtyard, rebels fired at Mordoc and the dreadwolves. And out in the

street, standing beneath a palm tree, away from the fray, Hunt could see the

Hind, surveying the brawl. 

Bryce appeared and slid behind the altar. Her skin had gone ashen, her

breaths  uneven.  Sharp.  She  lifted  a  shaking  hand  toward  him.  “I  …”  She

collapsed to her knees. She didn’t need to say the rest. She was tapped out. 

Yet she’d come back to him. To fight her way out with him. 

“Another  charge?”  he  asked,  lightning  twining  down  his  arms  as  he

lifted her to her feet. 

“I don’t think my body can take it.” She leaned against him. “I feel like

overcooked meat.” 

Hunt peered around the altar. “How’d you manage to buy us time?” 

“The Gates,” Bryce panted. “I had to teleport to a few of them before I

found  one  that  was  pretty  empty  and  unwatched.  I  used  the  dial  pad  to

broadcast  a  report  that  Ophion  was  sacking  Urd’s  Temple—right  in  the

middle of one of those stupid daily announcements. I figured a unit would

be sent here. Probably the biggest and baddest they had, which happened to

also be the closest.” 

He remembered now—they’d avoided Pollux and Mordoc, along with

the  Hind’s  dreadwolves,  on  the  walk  over  here.  “Your  voice  will  be

recognized—” 

“I recorded the message, then played it through the Gate using a voice-

warping app,” she said with a grim smile. “And I made sure to move fast

enough  that  the  cameras  couldn’t  pick  it  up  as  more  than  a  blur,  don’t

worry.” 

He  could  only  gape  at  her,  his  clever,  brilliant  Bryce.  Gods,  he  loved

her. 

Crouching behind the altar again as the fighting pressed into the temple, 

Hunt  breathed,  “We  have  to  find  some  way  to  get  through  those  doors

unseen.” 

“If  you  can  give  me  a  minute  …”  She  brushed  a  shaking  hand  to  her

chest. The scar there. 

But Hunt knew. Only time would allow her to gain back her strength, 

and it would sure as fuck take longer than they had to spare. 

Hunt  banked  his  lightning,  fearful  Pollux  would  spy  it.  The  Hammer

drew closer, Mordoc a menacing shadow behind him. Where they walked, 

rebels died. Hunt couldn’t get a visual on Pippa. 

Bryce panted, and Hunt scented her blood before he looked. Her nose

was bleeding. “What the fuck?” he exploded, covering her with his body as

a stray spray of bullets shot over the top of the altar. 

“My brain might be soup,” she hissed, though fear shone in her eyes. 

If he could unleash his lightning, he might be able to fry their way out. 

No  matter  that  everyone  would  know  who’d  been  there,  especially  if

Mordoc picked up on the scents afterward, but … he’d take that chance. For

Bryce, he’d risk it. 

They could, of course, say that they had been fighting Ophion, but there

was  a  chance  that  the  Hind  would  decide  this  was  the  moment  to  reveal

what she knew. 

“Hold on to me,” Hunt warned, reaching for Bryce as something crept

out of the shadows behind Urd’s throne. 

A black dog. Massive, with fangs as long as Hunt’s hand. 

The  Helhound  motioned  to  the  throne  with  a  clawed  paw.  Then  he

vanished behind it. 

There was no time to think. Hunt scooped up Bryce and ran, ducking

low through the shadows between the altar and the dais, praying no one saw

them in the chaos and smoke—

He  whipped  behind  the  throne  to  find  the  space  empty.  No  sign  of

Baxian. 

A growl came behind him, and Hunt whirled to the back of the throne. 

It  wasn’t  solid  stone  at  all,  but  an  open  doorway,  leading  into  a  narrow

stairwell. 

Hunt  didn’t  question  their  luck  as  he  sprinted  through  the  stone

doorway. Baxian, now in angelic form, shoved it shut behind him. Sealing

them entirely in darkness. 

Baxian  lit  the  tight  steps  downward  with  his  phone.  Hunt  held  on  to

Bryce. From the way she clung to him, he wasn’t entirely certain she could

walk. 

“I  heard  Pollux  give  the  order  to  come  here  over  the  radio,”  Baxian said,  hurrying  ahead,  wings  rustling.  Hunt  let  the  male  lead,  glancing

behind them to ensure the door didn’t open. But the seal was perfect. Not so

much as a crack of light shone. “Given how pissed Pippa was after Ydra, I

figured  it  was  you  lot  involved.  I  researched  the  history  of  this  temple. 

Found rumors about the door hidden in the throne. It’s what took me some

time—finding  the  tunnel  entrance  in.  Some  priestess  must  have  used  it

recently, though. Her scent was all over the alley and fake wall that leads in

here.” 

Hunt  and  Bryce  said  nothing.  That  was  twice  now  that  Baxian  had

interfered to save them from the Hind and Pollux. And now Pippa. 

“Is  Spetsos  dead?”  Baxian  asked,  as  they  reached  the  bottom  of  the

stairs and entered a long tunnel. 

“Don’t know,” Hunt grunted. “She probably escaped and left her people

to die.” 

“Lidia  will  be  pissed  she  didn’t  catch  her,  but  Pollux  seemed  to  be

enjoying  himself,”  Baxian  said,  shaking  his  head.  They  walked  until  they

hit  a  crossroads  flanked  by  skulls  and  bones  placed  in  tiny  alcoves. 

Catacombs. “I don’t think they had any clue you were there,” Baxian went

on, “though how they got tipped off—” 

Bryce moved, so fast Hunt didn’t have time to stop her from dropping

out of his arms. 

To  stop  her  from  unslinging  her  rifle  and  pointing  it  at  Baxian.  “Stop

right there.” 

Bryce wiped the blood dripping from her nose on her shoulder as she aimed

the rifle at the Helhound, paused in the catacombs’ crossroads. 

Her  head  pounded  relentlessly,  her  mouth  felt  as  dry  as  the  Psamathe

Desert,  and  her  stomach  was  a  churning  eddy  of  bile.  She  was  never

teleporting again. Never, ever,  ever. 

“Why the fuck do you keep popping up?” Bryce seethed, not taking her

attention off the Helhound. Hunt didn’t so much as move at her side. “Hunt

says  you’re  not  spying  for  the  Hind  or  the  Asteri,  but  I  don’t  fucking

believe it. Not for one second.” She clicked off the safety. “So tell me the

gods-damned truth before I put this bullet through your head.” 

Baxian walked to one of the curved walls full of skulls. Didn’t seem to care  that  he  was  a  foot  away  from  the  barrel  of  her  gun.  He  ran  a  finger down the brown skull of what seemed to be some fanged Vanir, and said, 

“Through love, all is possible.” 

The rifle nearly tumbled from her fingers. “What?” 

Baxian  peeled  back  the  collar  of  his  battle-suit,  revealing  brown, 

muscled  flesh.  And  a  tattoo  scrawled  over  the  angel’s  heart  in  familiar

handwriting. 

 Through love, all is possible. 

She knew that handwriting. “Why,” she asked carefully, voice shaking, 

“do you have Danika’s handwriting tattooed on you?” 

Baxian’s  dark  eyes  became  pained.  Empty.  “Because  Danika  was  my

mate.” 
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Bryce aimed the rifle at Baxian again. “You are a fucking  liar.” 

Baxian left his collar open, Danika’s handwriting inked there for all to

see. “I loved her. More than anything.” 

Hunt  said  harshly,  words  echoing  in  the  dry  catacombs  around  them, 

“This isn’t fucking funny, asshole.” 

Baxian turned pleading eyes to him. Bryce wanted to claw the male’s

face off. “She was my mate. Ask Sabine. Ask her why she ran the night she

burst  into  your  apartment.  She’s  always  hated  and  feared  me—because  I

saw how she treated her daughter and wouldn’t put up with it. Because I’ve

promised to turn her into carrion one day for what Danika endured. That’s

why Sabine left the party last night so fast. To avoid me.” 

Bryce didn’t lower the gun. “You’re full of shit.” 

Baxian  splayed  his  arms,  wings  rustling.  “Why  the  fuck  would  I  lie

about this?” 

“To win our trust,” Hunt said. 

Bryce  couldn’t  get  a  breath  down.  It  had  nothing  to  do  with  the

teleporting.  “I  would  have  known.  If  Danika  had  a  mate,  I  would  have

 known—” 

“Oh? You think she would have told you that her mate was someone in

Sandriel’s  triarii?  The  Helhound?  You  think  she’d  have  run  home  to  dish

about it?” 

“Fuck  you,”  Bryce  spat,  focusing  the  scope  right  between  his  eyes. 

“And fuck your lies.” 

Baxian walked up to the gun. To the barrel. Pushed it down and against

his heart, right up against the tattoo in Danika’s handwriting. “I met her two

years before she died,” he said quietly. 

“She and Thorne—” 

Baxian  let  out  a  laugh  so  bitter  it  cracked  her  soul.  “Thorne  was

delusional to think she’d ever be with him.” 

“She fucked around,” Bryce seethed. “You were no one to her.” 

“I had two years with her,” Baxian said. “She didn’t fuck anyone else

during that time.” 

Bryce stilled, doing the mental tally. Right before her death, hadn’t she

teased Danika about …

“Two years,” she whispered. “She hadn’t gone on a date in two years.” 

Hunt gaped at her now. “But she …” She racked her memory. Danika had

hooked up constantly throughout college, but a few months into their senior

year and the year after … She’d partied, but stopped the casual sex. Bryce

choked out, “It’s not possible.” 

Baxian’s  face  was  bleak,  even  in  the  dimness  of  the  catacombs. 

“Believe me, I didn’t want it, either. But we saw each other and knew.” 

Hunt murmured, “That’s why your behavior changed. You met Danika

right after I left.” 

“It changed  everything for me,” Baxian said. 

“How did you even meet each other?” Bryce demanded. 

“There was a gathering of wolves—Pangeran and Valbaran. The Prime

sent Danika as his emissary.” 

Bryce remembered that. How pissed Sabine had been that Danika had

been  tapped  to  go,  and  not  her.  Two  weeks  later,  Danika  had  come  back, 

and she’d seemed subdued for a few days. She’d said it was exhaustion but

…

“You’re not a wolf. Why were you even there?” Danika couldn’t have

been with Baxian, couldn’t have had a  mate and not told her about it, not

smelled like it—

She  was  a  bloodhound.  With  that  preternatural  sense  of  smell,  she’d

know better than anyone how to hide a scent—how to detect if any trace of

it had remained on her. 

“I wasn’t at the gathering. She sought me out while she was there.” 

 “Why?” 

“Because she was researching shifter ancestry. Mine is … unique.” 

“You shift into a dog,” Bryce raged. “What’s unique about that?” Even

Hunt gave her a disapproving frown. She didn’t care. She was sick of these

surprises about Danika, about all the things she’d never known—

“She  wanted  to  know  about  my  shifter  ancestry.  Really  old  shifter

ancestry  that  manifested  in  me  after  years  of  lying  dormant.  She  was

examining the most ancient bloodlines in our world and saw a name on an

early ancestor’s family tree that could be traced all the way to the last living

descendant: me.” 

“What  the  Hel  could  you  even  tell  her  if  it  was  that  ancient?”  Hunt

asked. 

“Ultimately,  nothing.  But  once  we  knew  we  were  mates,  once  we’d

sealed it … She started to open up about what she was looking into.” 

“Was it about the synth?” Bryce asked. 

“No.”  Baxian  clenched  his  jaw.  “I  think  the  synth  was  a  cover  for

something else. Her death was because of the research she was doing.” 

 Through love, all is possible. One last clue from Danika. To look where

she’d stamped the phrase—right on this male. 

So Bryce said, “Why did she care about any of this?” 

“She wanted to know where we came from. The shifters, the Fae. All of

us.  She  wanted  to  know  what  we’d  once  been.  If  it  might  inform  our

future.” Baxian’s throat worked. “She was also … She told me she wanted

to find an alternative to Sabine.” 

“She was the alternative to Sabine,” Bryce snapped. 

“She had a feeling she might not live long enough for that,” Baxian said

hoarsely. “Danika didn’t want to leave the wolves’ future in Sabine’s hands. 

She was seeking a way to protect them by uncovering a possible alternative

in the bloodline to challenge Sabine.” 

It was so … so  Danika. 

“But after we met,” Baxian went on, “she started hunting for a way into

a  world  where  we  could  be  together—since  there  was  no  way  Sabine  or

Sandriel, or even the Asteri, would have allowed it.” 

Bryce clicked the safety back on the gun and lowered it to the ground. 

Baxian said with quiet ferocity, “I was so fucking glad when you killed

Micah. I knew … I had this  feeling that prick was involved in her death.” 

 Glad  someone  finally  put  a  bullet  through  Micah’s  head,  Baxian  had said when they’d first met. Bryce surveyed the male who’d loved her friend

—the male she’d never known about. “Why wouldn’t she have told me?” 

“She wanted to. We didn’t dare talk on the phone or write to each other. 

We had a standing agreement to meet at a hotel in Forvos—I could never

get  away  from  Sandriel  for  long—on  a  given  day  every  two  months.  She

worried that the Asteri would use me against her to keep her in line, if they

found out about us.” 

“Did she tell you she loved you?” Bryce pushed. 

“Yes,” Baxian replied without a moment of hesitation. 

Danika had once claimed she’d only said those words to Bryce. To  her, 

not  to  this  …  stranger.  This  male  who’d  freely  and  willingly  served

Sandriel. Hunt had been given no choice in that matter. “She didn’t care that

you’re a monster?” 

Baxian flinched. “After I met Danika, I tried my best to counteract all I

did for Sandriel, though sometimes all I could do was … lessen Sandriel’s

evil.”  Yet  his  eyes  softened.  “She  loved  you,  Bryce.  You  were  the  most

important person in the world to her. You were—” 

“Shut up. Just … shut the fuck up,” Bryce whispered. “I don’t want to

hear it.” 

“Don’t  you?”  he  challenged.  “Don’t  you  want  to  know  all  of  it?  Isn’t

that why you’ve been digging around? You want to know— need to know

what Danika knew. What she was up to, what she kept secret.” 

Her face hardened into stone. She said flatly, “Fine. Let’s start with this

one, if you knew her so well. How did Danika meet Sofie Renast? You ever

hear that name in all your secret little conversations? What did Danika want

from her?” 

Baxian  bristled.  “Danika  learned  about  Sofie’s  existence  while

investigating  thunderbird  lineage  as  part  of  her  research  into  shifters  and

our  origins.  She  traced  the  bloodlines—and  then  confirmed  it  by  tracking

her  down  and  scenting  her.  Being  Danika,  she  didn’t  let  Sofie  walk  away

without answering some questions.” 

Bryce  stilled.  “What  kind  of  questions?”  Hunt  put  a  hand  on  her

shoulder. 

Baxian  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  know.  And  I  don’t  know  how  they

pivoted  to  working  together  on  the  Ophion  stuff.  But  I  think  Danika  had

some  theories  about  thunderbirds  beyond  the  lineage  thing.  About  their power in particular.” 

Bryce  frowned.  “Do  you  know  why  Sofie  Renast  might  have  felt  the

need to carve a series of numbers and letters on herself while she drowned a

few weeks ago?” 

“Solas,”  Baxian  murmured.  And  then  he  recited  the  sequence  from

Sofie’s body, down to the last numeral. “Was that it?” 

“What the fuck are you playing at, Baxian?” Hunt growled, but Bryce

snapped at the same time, “What  is it?” 

Baxian’s eyes flashed. “It’s a system of numbering rooms used in only

one place on Midgard. The Asteri Archives.” 

Hunt swore. “And how in Urd’s name do you know that?” 

“Because I gave it to Danika.” 

Bryce was surprised enough that words failed her. 

“Sandriel was the Asteri’s pet.” Baxian turned to Hunt. “You know that, 

Athalar. She made me serve as escort on one of her visits to their palace. 

When they brought her down to the archives for a meeting, I saw them go

through that door. When Sandriel emerged, she was pale. It was odd enough

that I memorized the series of numbers and letters and passed it to Danika

later  as  something  to  look  into.  Danika  became  …  obsessed  with  it.  She

wouldn’t tell me why, or what she thought might be in there, but she had

theories. Ones that she said would alter this very world. But she couldn’t go

in  herself.  She  was  too  recognizable.  She  knew  the  Asteri  were  already

watching her.” 

“So after she met Sofie, Danika gave her the information, and had Sofie

sneak  in  to  investigate,”  Bryce  murmured.  “Since  Sofie’s  record  wouldn’t

have shown anything suspicious about her.” 

Baxian nodded. “From what I gleaned from the Hind’s reports, it took

Sofie  three  years  of  work  to  get  in.  Three  years  of  spying  and  going

undercover as one of the archivists. I’m assuming she finally found a way

to  sneak  into  that  room—and  ran  to  Kavalla  soon  after.  By  that  time, 

Danika was … gone. She died without ever learning what was in the room.” 

“But Sofie did,” Bryce said quietly. 

“Whatever  she  learned  was  in  that  room,”  Hunt  agreed.  “That  must

have been the intel Sofie planned to use as leverage against Ophion—and

against the Asteri.” 

“Something war-changing,” Bryce said. “Something big.” 

“Why wouldn’t this room identifier come up on search engines?” Hunt

asked Baxian. 

The Helhound tucked in his wings. “The Asteri don’t have any of their

palace  blueprints  on  the  interweb.  Even  their  library  cataloging  system  is

secret. Anything digitized is highly encrypted.” 

“And if we had someone who could hack into anything?” Bryce asked. 

Baxian  again  smiled  bitterly.  “Then  I  guess  you’d  have  a  chance  at

finding out what was in that room.” 

“This is a totally nonsensical way of numbering rooms,” Declan muttered, 

typing away on the sectional couch in Ruhn’s house. Bryce had run there

with  Hunt  after  leaving  Baxian  in  the  alley  the  tunnel  had  led  to,  a  few

blocks from Urd’s Temple. She was still reeling. 

She’d  turned  on  her  phone  to  find  several  missed  calls  from  Tharion. 

The  Viper  Queen  had  given  him  a  heads-up  about  Ophion—only  a  few

minutes too late. Flynn had nearly thrown a fit when Ruhn had explained

what had happened. 

At least no word had emerged about their connection to the rebel attack

on Urd’s Temple, as the news was calling it. Pollux, Mordoc, and the Hind

were  hailed  as  heroes  for  stopping  Pippa’s  forces  from  desecrating  the

sacred space. The only failure: Pippa had escaped. 

Bryce  would  deal  with  that  later.  Would  deal  with  a  lot  of  other  shit

later. 

Declan  scratched  his  head.  “You  realize  that  what  we’re  doing  right

now amounts to treason.” 

“We owe you big-time,” Hunt said, sitting on the arm of the sofa. 

“Pay me in booze,” Declan said. “It’ll be a comfort while I worry about

when the dreadwolves will show up at my door.” 

“Here,” Ruhn said, handing the male a glass of whiskey. “This’ll start

you  off.”  Her  brother  dropped  onto  the  cushions  beside  her.  Across  the

couch, Hypaxia sat next to Ithan, quiet and watchful. 

Bryce had let Hunt explain what they’d learned from Baxian. And let

Ruhn explain the whole truth to the witch-queen and the sprites, who had

draped themselves around Flynn’s shoulders where he sat on Declan’s other side. 

But it was to Ithan that Bryce’s attention kept returning. And as Declan

focused, Bryce said quietly to the wolf, “Did you know about Danika and

Baxian?” His face had revealed nothing. 

“Of course not,” Ithan said. “I thought she and Thorne …” He shook his

head. “I have no idea what to make of it. I never once scented anything on

her.” 

“Me  neither.  Maybe  she  was  able  to  hide  it  with  her  bloodhound  gift

somehow.” She cleared her throat. “It wouldn’t have mattered to me.” 

“Really? It would have mattered to me,” Ithan countered. “To everyone. 

Not only is Baxian not a wolf, he’s …” 

“An asshole,” Hunt supplied without looking up from his phone. 

“Yeah,” Ithan said. “I mean, I get that he just saved your hides, but …

still.” 

“Does it matter now?” Flynn asked. “I mean, no offense, but Danika’s

gone.” 

Bryce gave him a flat look. “Really? I had no idea.” 

Flynn flipped her off, and the sprites  oooh ed at his shoulder. 

Bryce  rolled  her  eyes.  Exactly  what  Flynn  needed:  his  own  flock  of

cheerleaders  trailing  him  at  all  hours.  She  said  to  Flynn,  “Hey,  remember

that time you set a dragon free and were dumb enough to think she’d follow

your orders?” 

“Hey,  remember  that  time  you  wanted  to  marry  me  and  wrote   Lady

 Bryce Flynn in all your notebooks?” 

Hunt choked. 

Bryce countered with, “Hey, remember when you pestered me for years

to hook up with you, but I have something called standards—” 

“This is highly unusual behavior for royals,” Hypaxia observed. 

“You have no idea,” Ruhn muttered, earning a smile from the queen. 

Noting the way her brother’s face lit up, then dimmed … Did he know? 

About Hypaxia and Celestina? She had no idea what else might dampen his

expression. 

“Where’s Tharion?” Hunt asked, surveying the house. “Shouldn’t he be

here?” 

“He’s  upstairs,”  Ruhn  said.  They  could  fill  Tharion  in  later,  she supposed.  And  Cormac,  once  he’d  finished  with  whatever  his  father

wanted. 

Declan  suddenly  cursed,  frowning.  Then  he  said,  “There’s  good  news

and bad news.” 

“Bad news first,” Bryce said. 

“There’s  no  way  in  Hel  I  can  ever  hack  into  this  archival  system.  It’s

ironclad. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s gorgeous, actually.” 

“All  right,  tone  down  the  fanboying,”  Ruhn  grumbled.  “What’s  the

good news?” 

“Their camera system in the Eternal Palace is  not ironclad.” 

“So what the fuck does that get us?” Hunt asked. 

“At  the  very  least,  I  can  confirm  whether  Sofie  Renast  ever  gained

access to that room.” 

“And where that room might be,” Bryce murmured. Ithan and Hypaxia

both nodded. “All right. Do it.” 

“Settle in,” Declan warned. “We’re in for a long night.” 

Ithan was dispatched to get Tharion after an hour, and Bryce was rewarded

with  the  sight  of  a  sleep-tousled  mer  entering  the  living  room  wearing

nothing but his jeans. 

Tharion  plopped  onto  the  couch  beside  Hypaxia,  slinging  his  arm

around the queen’s shoulders and saying, “Hi, Pax.” 

Hypaxia waved off the mer. “Sleeping all afternoon?” 

“Life  of  a  playboy,”  Tharion  said.  Apparently,  they’d  become  fast

friends during the Summit. Bryce might have wondered if there was more

between  them,  had  she  not  found  the  witch  with  the  Archangel  the  night

before. She wondered if Tharion knew. 

Wondered if it rankled her brother that the witch and the mer had stayed

in touch since the Summit, and he’d had only silence from her. Ruhn didn’t

so much as frown. 

Around midnight, Declan said, “Well, holy shit. There she is.” 

Hunt nearly trampled Ruhn as they hurried over. Bryce, of course, made

it to Declan’s side first, and swore. Hunt shoved Ruhn out of the way with

an  elbow  and  claimed  the  seat  next  to  his  mate.  Ithan,  Tharion,  Hypaxia, and Flynn—sprites in tow—pressed in around them. 

“She looks so young,” Hunt murmured. 

“She  was,”  Ruhn  said.  Dec  had  pulled  up  the  photo  from  Sofie’s  old

university ID and had the program search for any faces that resembled hers

in the footage. 

Bryce  had  tried  to  call  Cormac,  but  the  prince  hadn’t  answered  his

phone. 

So  they  kept  silent  as  Declan  played  the  footage  of  the  wood-and-

marble subterranean library. From the camera mounted on the ceiling, they

could see Sofie Renast, clad in some sort of white uniform that could only

belong to one of the archivists, stalk by the ancient shelves. 

“Door Seven-Eta-Dot-Three-Alpha-Omega,” Declan said, pointing to a

wooden door beyond the shelf. “You can make out the writing faintly beside

it.” 

They could. Sofie slipped inside the room, using some sort of ID card to

bypass the modern lock, then shut the carved door behind her. 

“Fifteen  minutes  pass,”  Declan  said,  zooming  ahead.  “And  then  she’s

out again.” Sofie walked from the room the same way she had entered it:

calmly. 

“She doesn’t have anything on her,” Hunt observed. 

“I can’t make out anything under her clothes, either,” Ruhn agreed. 

“Neither  did  the  computer,”  Declan  said.  “She  carried  nothing  in, 

nothing  out.  But  her  face  is  white  as  death.”  Just  as  Baxian  claimed

Sandriel’s had been. 

“When  is  this  dated?”  Bryce  asked.  Hunt  squeezed  her  knee,  like  he

needed to touch her, remind himself she was here and safe with him. 

“Two months ago,” Declan said. “Right before she went into Kavalla.” 

“It took  three years of working undercover to get access to this room?” 

Ruhn said. 

“Do  you  know  how  intense  the  security  is?”  Hunt  asked.  “I  can’t

believe she made it in at all.” 

“I know it’s fucking intense, Athalar,” Ruhn said tightly. 

Bryce said, “Well, we’re going to have to beat her time.” 

They  all  faced  her.  Bryce’s  attention  remained  fixed  on  the  screen, 

though. On the young woman walking out of the ancient library. 

Hunt’s stomach twisted. He had a feeling he knew what she was going

to say even before Bryce declared, “We need to get to the Eternal City—and

into those archives.” 

“Bryce,” Hunt started, dread rushing through him. He might have made

peace with their involvement with Cormac and Ophion, but this … this was

on a whole new level. Perilously close to what he’d done leading the Fallen. 

“I want to know what Sofie knew,” Bryce said through her teeth. “What

Danika was willing to risk so much to discover.” 

After the truth Baxian had dropped, she needed the full story more than

ever.  It  didn’t  only  have  to  do  with  wanting  to  use  the  intel  as  leverage

against  the  Asteri.  Danika  had  thought  this  information  could  change  the

world. Save it, somehow. How could she walk away from it now? 

“You’re talking about breaking into the most secure place on Midgard,” 

Tharion interjected carefully. “Breaking into an enemy’s stronghold.” 

“If Sofie Renast did it, I can, too.” 

Ruhn  coughed.  “You  realize  none  of  us  know  our  way  around  the

palace, Bryce. We’ll be operating blind.” 

Hunt tensed beside her, and Bryce knew that particular sort of tautness

on  his  face.  Knew  he  was  shutting  out  his  vivid  memories  of  the  throne

room, the dungeons. Blood and screaming and pain—that’s all he recalled, 

he’d told her. 

She leaned into his side. Offered what love she could through the touch. 

“We won’t be operating blind,” Bryce said to Ruhn, lifting her chin. “I

know someone who’s intimately familiar with its layout.” 

Ithan  sat  on  the  couch  long  after  Bryce  and  Athalar  had  gone  home,  and

Ruhn, Dec, and Flynn had left for their Aux duties. The sprites had opted to

follow Flynn, leaving Ithan and Tharion alone in the house. 

“You ready for the shitshow we’re about to enter?” the mer asked him, 

forearms on his knees as he leaned forward to play the video game on the

big screen. 

“I don’t really have a choice but to be ready, right?” Ithan, playing on

the split screen beside him, jammed his thumbs onto the controller buttons. 

“You’re  probably  used  to  high-stakes  situations.  You  went  to  finals  a

couple times.” 

“Twice. And three times in high school.” 

“Yeah, I know. I mean, I watched you.” Tharion flicked the switch on

the  controller,  seemingly  content  to  focus  on  the  game.  Like  he  wasn’t  a

male who’d walked in and out of the Viper Queen’s lair today. “You seem

remarkably calm about everything that’s been going down.” 

“Flynn said it doesn’t make a difference if Danika was Baxian’s mate, 

since she’s, you know, dead.” His chest ached. “I guess he’s right.” 

“I meant about the rebels and the Under-King, but that’s good to know.” 

Ithan shrugged. “After this spring, what the fuck is normal anyway?” 

“True.” They played for a few more minutes. 

“What’s  the  deal  with  you  and  the  River  Queen’s  daughter?”  Ithan

asked finally. 

Tharion didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “I’ve been betrothed to her

for years. End of story.” 

“You love her?” 

“Nope.” 

“Why get engaged to her, then?” 

“Because I was horny and stupid and wanted to fuck her so badly that I

swore myself to her, thinking I could undo it in the morning. Turns out, I

couldn’t.” 

“Rough, dude.” 

“Yep.” Tharion paused the game. “You seeing anyone?” 

Ithan had no idea why, but the wolf in the Astronomer’s tank emerged

before  him.  But  he  said  carefully,  “Ruhn  didn’t  tell  you  about,  uh,  my

past?” 

“You mean about you having a thing for Bryce? No.” 

“Then how the fuck do you know?” 

“She’s Bryce.  Everyone has got a thing for her.” 

“I used to like her.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

Ithan exposed his teeth. “I don’t feel that way about her anymore.” 

“Good,  because  Athalar  would  probably  kill  you,  then  barbecue  your

corpse.” 

“He could try.” 

“He’d try, and he’d win, and I doubt slow-roasted wolf would taste that

good, even doused in sauce.” 

“Whatever.” 

Tharion  chuckled.  “Don’t  do  anything  tragically  romantic  to  prove

yourself to her, okay? I’ve seen that shit go down before and it never works. 

Definitely not if you’re dead.” 

“Not on my agenda, but thanks.” 

Tharion’s  expression  turned  serious.  “I  mean  it.  And  …  look,  I  bet

Bryce  will  kick  my  balls  into  my  throat  for  this,  but  if  you  have  any

unresolved business with anyone, I’d get it done before we go to the Eternal

City. Just in case.” 

In case they didn’t come back. Which seemed likely. 

Ithan sighed. Set down his controller. Got up from the couch. Tharion

arched a brow. 

Ithan said, “There’s something I have to do.” 
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“You have to be ten kinds of stupid,” Fury hissed at Bryce from where they

sat at the dive bar’s counter, nursing their drinks. Fury had initially refused

to meet up when Bryce had called her last night, but Bryce had pestered her

enough throughout the following morning that she’d agreed to meet here. 

Bryce had barely been able to sleep, though Hunt had done a good job

exhausting  her.  Her  mind  couldn’t  stop  turning  over  the  things  she’d

learned. Danika had a  mate. Sabine had known about it. Danika’s mate still

loved her. 

And Danika had never told Bryce about any of it. 

“I know it’s insane,” Bryce murmured, swirling her whiskey and ginger

beer. “But any help you can give me …” 

“You  need  a   shit-ton  of  help,  but  not  with  this.  You’re  out  of  your mind.”  Fury  leaned  closer,  getting  in  Bryce’s  face.  “Do  you  know  what

they’ll do to you if you’re caught? What they might do to your family, to

Juniper, to punish you? Did you see what the Harpy did to those rebels? Do

you know what Mordoc likes to do to  his victims? I make sure to stay well

out of his path. These people are soulless. The Asteri will gladly let them go

to work on you and everyone you love.” 

“I  know,”  Bryce  said  carefully.  “So  help  me  make  sure  I  don’t  get

caught.” 

“You’re  assuming  I  just  have  blueprints  of  the  crystal  palace  lying

around.” 

“I  know  you’ve  been  there.  You  have  a  better  memory  than  anyone  I

know.  You  mean  to  tell  me  you  didn’t  take  mental  notes  while  you  were

there? That you didn’t notice the exits, the guards, the security systems?” 

“Yeah,  but  you’re  talking  about  the  archives.  I  can  only  give  you  a

vague layout. I’ve only ever walked the halls—never gone into the rooms.” 

“So  don’t  you  want  to  know  what’s   in  those  rooms?  What  Danika

suspected might be inside that one room in particular?” 

Fury swigged from her vodka on the rocks. “Don’t try to convert me to

your bullshit cause. I’ve done work for both sides and neither is worth the

time of day. They’re certainly not worth your life.” 

“We’re not working for either side.” 

“Then what side are you working for?” 

“Truth,” Bryce said simply. “We want the truth.” 

Fury studied her, and Bryce withstood the searing assessment. “You’ve

definitely lost your mind, then. I’m going to take June out of this city for a

while. Lie low.” 

“Good.”  Bryce  wished  she  could  warn  her  parents  without  raising

suspicions. She tapped her foot on the bronze footrest beneath the bar. 

“Can you take Syrinx with you?” She wouldn’t leave without knowing

he’d be cared for. 

“Yeah.” Fury sighed and signaled the bartender for another vodka. “I’ll

get you what intel I can.” 

Tharion  found  his  fiancée  sitting  on  the  edge  of  the  quay  off  the  Bone

Quarter,  her  delicate  feet  dipping  into  the  turquoise  water,  sending  waves

splashing in the sunlight. Her black hair was unbound, cascading down her

slim back in a luxurious fall. 

Once, that beauty had staggered him, snagged him. Now it merely …

weighed. 

“Thank  you  for  meeting  me.”  He’d  sent  the  otter  an  hour  ago.  She

twisted, looking back at him, a pretty smile lighting her face. 

Tharion swallowed hard. She’d been so … starry-eyed at the party the

other night. So elated to be there, dancing and laughing. 

A decade. A decade wasted for him—and for her. 

He’d advised Holstrom to settle any unfinished business. He needed to

do the same. 

“I, ah …” Tharion paced a step, keenly aware of the sobeks lurking in

the river, appraising them with slitted eyes. The mer guards positioned near

the dock, spears within throwing range, ready to impale him. “I wanted to

talk to you.” 

Her  look  turned  wary.  He  could  have  sworn  the  sobeks  drifted  closer. 

Tourists spotted them and began snapping photos along the quay. Saw the

River Queen’s daughter and began snapping photos of the beauty, too. 

This was an awfully public place for this kind of meeting, but he knew

if he did this at the Blue Court, if her mother got word of it before he could

leave, she’d keep him Beneath, as trapped as any of the mortals who’d once

been dragged below by the mer. 

“You wish to call off our betrothal,” she said. Thunderclouds threatened

in her eyes. 

Instinct had him fumbling for soothing lies to comfort her. But … if he

was going to die, either at the Asteri’s or her mother’s hand, he wanted to

do it knowing he’d been honest. “Yes.” 

“You think I did not know? All this time? A male who wanted to marry

me  would  have  acted  by  now.”  Her  nose  crinkled  in  anger.  “How  many

years did I spend trying to coax some affection, some intimacy from you? 

Something to heal this?” 

He  refrained  from  saying  that  she’d  also  been  vindictive  and  childish

and sullen. 

The water at her feet thrashed. “Yet it was always  I’m busy working on

 a case.  Then it was the next case, and the next. Then your wave skimmer

would  break,  then  your  mother  would  need  you,  then  your  friends  would

require you.” Power stirred around her. “You believe it is not obvious to all

of the Blue Court that you don’t  want to come back home?” 

His  breathing  stalled.  He’d  vastly  underestimated  her.  He  dared  ask, 

“Why didn’t you call it off, if you knew all that, then?” 

“Because I harbored a shred of hope you might change. Like a fool, I

prayed to Ogenas every day that you might come to me of your own free

will. But that hope has withered now.” She stood, somehow towering over

him even though she was more than a foot shorter. Her words were a chill

wind skittering over the water. “You want to stay here, amid this filth and

noise?” 

“I …” He scrambled for the words. “I do.” 

But she slowly shook her head. “My mother warned me of this. Of you. 

You do not have a true heart. You never did.” 

Good. At least she finally knew the truth. But he said as gently as he

could,  “I  have  to  leave  the  city  for  a  while,  but  let’s  talk  about  this  more when I’m back. I feel like there’s a lot of air to clear here.” 

“No more talking.” She retreated a step to the edge of the quay, bristling

with  power.  Waves  crashed  against  the  stones,  spraying  her  feet.  “Come

Beneath with me.” 

“I can’t.” He wouldn’t. 

Her teeth flashed, more shark than humanoid. “Then we’ll see what my

mother has to say about this,” she hissed, and leapt into the river. 

Tharion debated jumping in after her, but—why? His palms slickened

with sweat. He had thirty minutes, he supposed. Thirty minutes until he was

hauled Beneath by his fin, and he’d never, ever leave again. 

Tharion  dragged  his  hands  through  his  hair,  panting.  He  peered

westward toward the low-lying buildings beyond the CBD. Celestina would

never  interfere,  and  Bryce  and  Ruhn  didn’t  have  the  authority.  And  there

was  no  chance  in  Hel  that  Commander  Sendes  and  the   Depth  Charger

would get here in thirty minutes. 

Only  one  person  in  Crescent  City  might  stand  up  to  the  River  Queen

and survive. One person even the River Queen might balk at crossing. One

person  who  valued  powerful  fighters  and  would  hide  them  from  their

enemies. And one person he could reach in thirty minutes. 

Tharion didn’t think twice before he began running. 

“Thanks again for getting me in here,” Ithan said to Hypaxia, who sat in the

waiting room of the Prime’s study at the Den. It was weird to have needed

to ask a veritable stranger to get him safely into his own home, but … this

was the only way. 

The  witch-queen  offered  him  a  soft  smile.  “It’s  what  friends  do,  isn’t

it?” 

He bowed his head. “I’m honored to be called your friend.” He’d been

proud to walk through the gates moments before at the side of this strong, 

kind female. No matter that the wolves on duty had sneered as he’d passed. 

A reedy voice grunted his name, and Ithan rose from the leather chair, 

offering Hypaxia a smile. “I’ll be quick.” 

She  waved  him  off,  and  Ithan  braced  himself  as  he  entered  the  old

wolf’s  formal  study.  Wood-paneled  walls  crammed  with  bookshelves

gleamed in the midday light. The Prime sat at his desk, hunched over what

seemed  to  be  a  stack  of  paperwork.  Sabine  stood  above  him.  Monitoring

every shaking stroke of his hand. 

Ithan stiffened. Sabine’s teeth gleamed. 

Yet the old wolf lifted his head. “It is good to see you, boy.” 

“Thank you for meeting with me.” Sabine knew that Danika had been

sworn  to  a  mate.  That  Baxian  was  in  this  city.  Ithan  shoved  the  thought

away. “I know you’re busy, so—” 

“Out with it,” Sabine snarled. 

Ithan let her see the wolf in him, the dominance he didn’t shove down

like he always had. But the Prime said, “Go ahead, Ithan.” 

Ithan  squared  his  shoulders,  tucking  his  hands  behind  his  back.  The

same pose he’d taken when getting instructions from Coach. To Hel with it, 

then. 

“One  of  the  Astronomer’s  mystics  is  a  wolf.  An   Alpha  wolf.”  The

words  were  met  with  silence,  but  Sabine’s  eyes  narrowed.  “She’s  from

Nena—sold so young she doesn’t know her name, or her age. I’m not even

sure if she knows she’s an Alpha. But she’s a wolf, and she’s no better than

a slave in that tank. I … We can’t leave her there.” 

“What business is it of ours?” Sabine demanded. 

“She’s a wolf,” Ithan repeated. “That should be all we need to help her.” 

“There are plenty of wolves. And plenty of Alphas. They are not all our

responsibility.”  Sabine  exposed  her  teeth  again.  “Is  this  part  of  some

scheme you and that half-breed whore are concocting?” 

She sneered as she said it, but … Sabine had come to Bryce’s apartment

that  night  to  warn  her  to  stay  out  of  wolf  business.  Out  of  some  fear, 

however unfounded, that Bryce would somehow back Ithan—as if Sabine

herself could be at risk of being overthrown. 

Ithan tucked that aside. Tossing out wild accusations wouldn’t help his

cause right now. So he said carefully, “I just want to help the mystic.” 

“Is  this  what  you’ve  dedicated  your  time  to  now,  Holstrom?  Charity

cases?” 

Ithan swallowed his retort. “Danika would have done something.” 

“Danika  was  an  idealistic  fool,”  Sabine  spat.  “Don’t  waste  our  time

with this.” 

Ithan looked to the Prime, but the old wolf said nothing. Did nothing. 

Ithan turned to the door again and strode out. 

Hypaxia rose to her feet as he appeared. “Done so soon?” 

“Yeah, I guess.” He’d told someone about the mystic. He supposed …

Well, now he supposed he could go to Pangera with few regrets. 

Sabine strutted out of the study. She growled low in her throat at Ithan, 

but faltered upon seeing Hypaxia. Hypaxia held the wolf’s stare with steely

calm. Sabine only snorted and stalked away, slamming the hall door behind

her. 

“Let’s go,” Ithan said to Hypaxia. 

But  the  door  to  the  study  opened  again,  and  the  Prime  stood  there,  a

hand on the jamb to support himself. “The mystic,” the Prime said, panting

slightly, as if the walk from his desk to the door had winded him. “What did

she look like?” 

“Brown  hair.  Medium  brown,  I  think.  Pale  skin.”  A  common  enough

description. 

“And her scent? Was it like snow and embers?” 

Ithan stilled. The ground seemed to sway. “How do you know that?” 

The old wolf bowed his silvery head. “Because Sabine is not the only

Fendyr heir.” 

Ithan rocked back on his heels at that. Was that why Sabine had come to

the  apartment  that  night  to  warn  off  Bryce?  Not  to  keep  Ithan  from

becoming  the  Prime  Apparent,  but  to  scare  Bryce  away  before  she  could

discover there was a true alternative to Sabine. A legitimate one. 

Because Bryce would stop at nothing to find that other heir. 

And Sabine would kill them to prevent it. 
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Tharion burst into the Viper Queen’s nest. He had only minutes until all Hel

broke loose. 

Ariadne was sprawled on her belly on the carpet, a book splayed open

before her, bare feet bobbing above her ample backside. The sort of ample

backside  that  on  any  other  day,  he’d  truly  appreciate.  The  dragon  didn’t

remove her focus from her book as she said, “She’s in the back.” 

Tharion  ran  for  the  rear  room.  The  Viper  Queen  lounged  on  a  couch

before the window overlooking the fighting pit where the current match was

unfolding,  reading  something  on  her  electronic  tablet.  “Mer,”  she  said  by

way of greeting. 

“I want to be one of your prize fighters.” 

She slowly turned her head toward him. “I don’t take freelancers.” 

“Then buy me.” 

“You’re not a slave, mer.” 

“I’ll sell myself to you.” 

The words sounded as insane as they felt. But he had no other options. 

His  alternative  was  another  form  of  slavery.  At  least  here,  he’d  be  away

from that stifling court. 

The  Viper  Queen  set  down  her  tablet.  “A  civitas  selling  himself  into

slavery. Such a thing is not done.” 

“You’re law unto yourself. You can do it.” 

“Your queen will flood my district for spite.” 

“She isn’t dumb enough to fuck with you.” 

“I take it that’s why you’re rushing into my care.” 

Tharion  checked  his  phone.  Ten  minutes  left  at  most.  “It’s  either  be trapped in a palace down there or trapped up here. I choose here, where I

won’t be required to breed some royal offspring.” 

“You are becoming a  slave. To be free of the River Queen.” Even the

Vipe looked like she was wondering if he’d gone mad. 

“Is there another way? Because I’m out of ideas.” 

The Viper Queen angled her head, bob shifting with the movement. “A

good businessperson would tell you no, and accept this absurd offer.” Her

purple lips parted in a smile. “But …” Her gaze swept across the room, to

the Fae males standing guard by an unmarked door. He had no idea what

lay beyond. Possibly her bedchamber. Why it needed to be guarded when

she wasn’t inside was beyond him. “They defected from the Autumn King. 

Swore allegiance to me. They’ve proved loyal.” 

“So I’ll do it. I hereby defect. Give me some way to immerse myself in

water once a day and I’m set.” 

She chuckled. “You think you’re the first mer fighter I’ve had? There is

a tub a few levels down, with water piped in right from the Istros. It’s yours. 

But defecting … That is not as easy as simply saying the words.” She stood, 

rolling back the sleeve of her black jumpsuit to expose her wrist. A tattoo of

a snake twining around a crescent moon lay there. She lifted her wrist to her

mouth and bit, and blood—darker than usual—welled where her teeth had

been. “Drink.” 

The floor began rumbling, and Tharion knew it wasn’t from the fight. 

Knew something ancient and primordial was coming for him, to drag him

back to the watery depths. 

He grabbed her wrist and brought it to his mouth. 

If  he  defected  from  the  River  Queen,  then  he  could  defect  from  the

Viper Queen one day, couldn’t he? 

He didn’t ask. Didn’t doubt it as he laid his lips on her wrist, and her

blood filled his mouth. 

 Burned his mouth. His throat. 

Tharion staggered back, choking, grabbing at his neck. Her blood, her

venom dissolved his throat, his chest, his heart—

Cold, piercing and eternal, erupted through him. Tharion crashed to his

knees. 

The rumbling halted. Then retreated. Like whatever it had been hunting

for had vanished. 

Tharion panted, bracing for the icy death that awaited him. 

But nothing happened. Only that vague sense of cold. Of … calm. He

slowly lifted his eyes to the Viper Queen. 

She smiled down at him. “Seems like that did the trick.” He struggled to

his feet, swaying. He rubbed at the hollow, strange place in his chest. “Your

first fight is tonight,” she said, still smiling. “I suggest you rest.” 

“I need to help my friends finish something first.” 

Her brows rose. “Ah. This business with Ophion.” 

“Of a sort. I need to be able to help them.” 

“You should have bargained for that freedom before swearing yourself

to me.” 

“Allow me this and I’ll come back and fight for you until I’m chum.” 

She laughed softly. “Fine, Tharion Ketos. Help your friends. But when

you are done …” Her eyes glowed green, and his body turned distant. Her

will  was  his,  her  desires  his  own.  He’d  crawl  through  coals  to  fulfill  her

orders. “You return to me.” 

“I  return  to  you.”  He  spoke  in  a  voice  that  was  and  wasn’t  his  own. 

Some small part of him screamed. 

The Viper Queen flicked a hand toward the archway. “Go.” 

Not  entirely  of  his  own  volition,  he  stalked  back  down  the  hallway. 

Each  step  away  from  her  had  that  distance  lessening,  his  thoughts  again

becoming his own, even as …

Ariadne peered up from her book as he stalked past. “Are you mad?” 

Tharion retorted, “I could ask the same of you.” Her face tightened, but

she returned to her book. 

With each step toward his friends, he could have sworn a long, invisible

chain stretched. Like an endless leash, tethering him—no matter where he

went, no matter how far—back to this place. 

Never to return to the life he’d traded away. 

Ithan sat on a park bench in Moonwood, a few blocks from the Den, still

reeling from the world-shattering revelation the Prime had dropped on him. 

The wolf mystic was a Fendyr. An  Alpha Fendyr. 

Ithan hadn’t been able to get any more than that out of the Prime before the  male’s  gaze  had  gone  murky,  and  he’d  needed  to  sit  down  again. 

Hypaxia had worked some healing magic to ease whatever pains ailed him, 

and he’d been asleep at his desk a moment later. 

Ithan breathed in the fall day. “I think I’ve put her in grave danger.” 

Hypaxia straightened. “In what way?” 

“I think Sabine knows. Or has already guessed.” Another Alpha in the

heritage  bloodline  could  destroy  the  wolves.  But  how  the  fuck  had  she

wound up in that tank? And in Nena? “Sabine will kill her. Even if Sabine

thinks  she   might  be  a  Fendyr  Alpha,  if  there  have  been  rumors  about  it before now … Sabine will destroy any threat to her power.” 

“So the mystic isn’t some sister or long-lost daughter?” 

“I don’t think so. Sabine had an elder brother, but she defeated him in

open combat decades before I was born. Took his title as Prime Apparent

and became Alpha. I thought he died, but … maybe he was exiled. I have

no idea.” 

Hypaxia’s face turned grave. “So what can be done?” 

He swallowed. “I don’t like going back on my promises.” 

“But you wish to leave my side to look into this.” 

“Yes. And”—he shook his head—“I can’t go to Pangera with the others. 

If there’s a Fendyr heir who isn’t Sabine …” It might mean that the future

Danika  had  hoped  for  could  come  to  pass.  If  he  could  find  some  way  to

keep the mystic alive. And get her free of the Astronomer’s tank. 

“I need to stay here,” he said finally. “To guard her.” He didn’t care if

he  had  to  camp  on  the  street  outside  of  the  Astronomer’s  place.  Wolves

didn’t  abandon  each  other.  Granted,  friends  didn’t  abandon  each  other, 

either, but he knew Bryce and the others would get it. 

“I need to find the truth,” Ithan said. Not just for his people. But for his

own future. 

“I’ll  tell  the  others,”  Hypaxia  offered.  “Though  I’ll  miss  you  as  my

guard.” 

“I’m sure Flynn and his backup singers will be happy to protect you.” 

Hypaxia laughed softly. But Ithan said, “Don’t tell them—don’t tell Bryce, I

mean. About the other Fendyr heir. She’d be distracted by it, at a time when

she needs to focus elsewhere.” 

And this task … this task was  his. 

He hadn’t been there to help Danika that night she’d died. But he was

here  now.  Urd  had  left  him  alive—perhaps  for  this.  He’d  fulfill  what

Danika had left unfinished. He’d protect this Fendyr heir—no matter what. 

“Just tell the others that I need to stay here for wolf stuff.” 

“Why not tell them yourself?” 

He  got  to  his  feet.  He  might  already  be  too  late.  “There’s  no  time  to

waste,” he said to the queen, and bowed to her. “Thanks for everything.” 

Hypaxia’s mouth curled upward in a sad smile. “Be careful, Ithan.” 

“You too.” 

He  broke  into  a  jog,  pulling  out  his  phone  as  he  did.  He  sent  the

message  to  Bryce  before  he  could  second-guess  it.  I’ve  got  something

 important to do. Hypaxia will fill you in. But I wanted to say thanks. For

 not hating my guts. And having my back. You always had my back. 

She replied immediately.  Always will.  She added a few hearts that had

his own cracking. 

Pocketing his phone, breathing in that old ache, Ithan shifted. 

For the first time in weeks, he shifted, and it didn’t hurt one bit. Didn’t

leave him feeling the ache of exile, of being packless. No, his wolf form …

it had focus. A purpose. 

Ithan darted through the streets, running as fast as he could toward the

Astronomer’s place to begin his long watch. 

Ruhn  hadn’t  seen  Day  since  the  night  of  the  ball.  Since  he’d  kissed  her. 

Since that other male had dragged her away, and pain had filled her voice. 

But now she sat on the couch before him. Quiet and wary. 

“Hey,” Ruhn said. 

“I can’t see you anymore,” she said in answer. 

Ruhn drew up short. “Why?” 

“What happened between us on the equinox is never to happen again.” 

She rose. “It was dangerous, and reckless, and utter madness. Pippa Spetsos

was in your city. Attacked your temple with her Lightfall unit. Lunathion is

soon to become a battlefield.” 

He crossed his arms. Drew his focus inward, to the instinctual veil of

night  and  stars.  He’d  never  figured  out  where  it  had  come  from,  why  his

mind  had  automatically  hidden  him,  but—there.  A  neat  little  knot  in  his mind. 

A tug on it, and it fell away, dropping all the night and stars. Letting her

see all of him. “What happened to you? Are you hurt?” 

“I’m  fine.”  Her  voice  was  tight.  “I  can’t  jeopardize  all  I’ve  sacrificed

for.” 

“And kissing me is a threat to that?” 

“It distracts me from my purpose! It throws me from my vigilance!  It

 will catch up to me. ” She paced a few feet. “I wish I were normal. That I

had met you under any other circumstances, that I had met you long ago, 

before I got tangled in this.” Her chest heaved, flames flickering. She lifted

her head, no doubt meeting his stare through the barrier of flames. “I told

you that you remind me that I am alive. I meant that. Every word. But it’s

because of that feeling that I’ll likely wind up dead, and you with me.” 

“I  don’t  understand  the  threat,”  he  said.  “Surely  a  kiss  that’s  good

enough to distract you isn’t a bad thing.” He winked, desperate for her to

smile. 

“The male who … interrupts us. He will slaughter you if he finds out. 

He’ll make me watch.” 

“You fear him.” Something primal stirred in Ruhn. 

“Yes.  His  wrath  is  terrible.  I’ve  seen  what  he  does  to  enemies.  I

wouldn’t wish it upon anyone.” 

“Can’t you leave him?” 

She laughed, harsh and hollow. “No. My fate is bound to his.” 

“Your fate is bound to mine.” The words echoed into the darkness. 

Ruhn  reached  for  her  hand.  Took  the  flames  within  his  own.  They

parted enough for him to see her slim, fiery fingers as he stroked his thumb

over  them.  “My  mind  found  yours  in  the  darkness.  Across  an  ocean.  No

fancy crystal required. You think that’s nothing?” 

He glimpsed enough of her eyes to see that they were closed. Her head

bowed. “I can’t.” 

But she didn’t stop him when he stepped closer. When his other hand

slid around her waist. “I’m going to find you,” he said against her burning

hair. “I’ll find you one day, I promise.” She shuddered, but melted into him. 

Like she’d yielded any attempt at restraint. “You remind me that I’m alive, 

too,” he whispered. 

Her  arms  came  around  him.  She  was  slender—on  the  taller  side,  but with a delicate frame. And insane curves. Lush hips, full breasts that pushed

against his chest with tantalizing softness. That sweet, tempting ass. 

She murmured against his pec, “I never told you the ending of the story

from the other night.” 

“With the witch-turned-monster?” 

“It didn’t end badly.” He didn’t dare breathe. “As the witch fell to the

earth, the prince’s arrow through her heart, the forest transformed her into a

monster  of  claws  and  fangs.  She  ripped  the  prince  and  his  hounds  to

shreds.” Her fingers began trailing up his spine. “She remained a monster

for  a  hundred  years,  roaming  the  forest,  killing  all  who  drew  near.  A

hundred years, so long that she forgot she had once been a witch, had once

possessed a home and a forest she loved.” 

Her breath was warm against his chest. “But one day, a warrior arrived

in  the  forest.  He’d  heard  of  the  monster  so  vicious  none  could  kill  it  and live. She set out to slaughter him, but when the warrior beheld her, he was

not afraid. He stared at her, and she at him, and he wept because he didn’t

see a thing of nightmares, but a creature of beauty. He saw her, and he was

not afraid of her, and he loved her.” She released a shuddering breath. “His

love transformed her back into a witch, melting away all that she’d become. 

They dwelled in peace in the forest for the rest of their immortal lives.” 

“I like that ending much better,” he said, and she huffed a soft laugh. 

He  dipped  his  head,  kissing  her  neck,  breathing  in  the  subtle  scent  of

her. His cock instantly hardened. Fuck yes. This scent, this female—

A  sense  of  rightness  settled  into  his  bones  like  a  stone  dropped  in  a

pond. Her hand began stroking up his spine again. His balls tightened with

each trailing caress. 

Then her mouth was on his pec, flaming lips grazing over the swirling

tattoo  there.  The  pierced  nipple  on  his  left  pec.  Her  tongue  flicked  at  the hoop,  and  his  brain  went  haywire  as  he  realized  he  was  naked,  or  had

somehow willed his clothes gone, because that was his bare skin she was

touching, kissing. 

And she … He ran his hands over her waist again. Smooth, velvety soft

skin greeted him. 

“You want to do this?” he ground out. 

She kissed his other nipple. “Yes.” 

“I’m not even sure we can have sex like this.” 

“I  don’t  see  why  not.”  Her  fingers  skated  down  to  the  top  of  his  ass, 

taunting. 

Ruhn’s cock throbbed. “Only one way to find out,” he managed to say. 

Day  huffed  another  breathy  laugh  and  lifted  her  head.  Ruhn  just  took

her  face  between  his  hands  and  kissed  her.  She  opened  for  him,  and  their

tongues met, and she was as sweet as summer wine, and he needed to be in

her, needed to touch and savor all of her. 

Ruhn hoisted her up, and she wrapped her legs around his middle, his

cock dangerously close to where it wanted to be. But he carried her to the

fainting couch, gently laying her down before climbing atop her. “Let me

see your face,” he breathed, sliding a hand between her legs. 

“Never,”  she  said,  and  Ruhn  didn’t  care,  not  as  his  fingers  slicked

through her soaked sex. Utterly ready for him. 

He  spread  her  knees  and  knelt  between  them.  Dragged  his  tongue  up

her center—

He bucked, like his cock had a mind of its own, like it  needed to be in

her, or it was going to fucking erupt right there—

Ruhn fisted himself, pumping slowly as he licked her again. 

Day moaned, her chest heaving, and he was rewarded with the sight of

her breasts. Then her arms. Then her stomach and legs, and finally—

She was still crafted of fire, but he could clearly see the body now. Only

her head remained in those flames, which shrank until they were no more

than a mask over her features. 

Long  hair  cascaded  down  her  torso,  and  he  ran  a  hand  through  it. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said. 

“You haven’t seen my face.” 

“I don’t need to,” he said. He laid a hand on her heart. “What you do, 

every minute of every single day … I’ve never met anyone like you.” 

“I’ve never met a male like you, either.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah,”  she  said,  and  he  punished  her  for  the  sass  in  her  voice  by

licking her again, drawing another gasp. “Ruhn.” 

Fuck,  he  loved  his  name  on  her  lips.  He  slipped  a  finger  into  her, 

finding her mind-meltingly tight. She was going to drive him wild. 

She tugged on his shoulders, hauling him up. “Please,” she said, and he hissed  as  her  fingers  wrapped  around  his  cock  and  guided  him  to  her

entrance. 

He halted there, poised on the brink. “Tell me what you like,” he said, 

kissing her neck. “Tell me how you want it.” 

“I like it true,” she said, hands running down his face. “I want it real.” 

So  Ruhn  slid  home,  crying  out  at  the  sheer  perfection  of  her.  She

groaned, arching, and Ruhn stilled. “Did I hurt you?” 

“No,” she whispered, hands framing his face as he hovered above her. 

“No. Not at all.” 

The  pressure  of  her  around  his  cock  was  too  much,  too  gloriously

intense—“I can go slow.” He couldn’t. He really fucking couldn’t, but for

her, he’d try. 

She laughed softly. “Please don’t.” 

He withdrew nearly to the tip and pushed back in with a smooth, steady

thrust. He nearly leapt out of his skin at the rippling pleasure. 

Her hands dug into his shoulders, and Day said, “You feel better than I

even dreamed.” 

Ruhn smiled into her neck. “You dreamed about this?” 

He thrust again, sinking to the hilt, and she gasped. “Yes,” she said, as if

his cock had wrung the word from her. “Every night. Every time I had to

…” She trailed off. But Ruhn claimed her mouth, kissing her as deeply as

he fucked her. He didn’t need her to say the rest, the part that would smash

something in his chest. 

Ruhn angled her hips so he could drive deeper still, and she reached up

above  her  to  clutch  at  the  rolled  arm  of  the  chaise.  “Ruhn,”  she  moaned

again,  a  warning  that  she  was  close—and  echoed  it  with  a  flex  of  her

delicate inner muscles. 

The  squeeze  had  him  grabbing  her  hands  in  his  and  slamming  home. 

Her hips undulated in perfect rhythm with his, and nothing had ever felt so

good, so real as their souls twining here—

“Come for me,” he breathed against her mouth, as he reached between

them to rub the bud of her clit in a taunting circle. 

Day  cried  out,  and  those  inner  muscles  fluttered  and  clenched  around

his cock, milking him—

Release barreled through him, and Ruhn didn’t hold back as he pounded

into her, wringing the pleasure from both of them. They kept moving, one

orgasm rolling into the next, and he had no fucking idea how it was even

possible,  but  he  was  still  hard,  still  going,  and  he  needed  more  and  more

and more of her—

He erupted again, hauling her with him. 

Their  breaths  echoed  against  each  other  like  crashing  waves,  and  she

was shaking as she held him. He lowered himself so his head rested upon

her chest. Her heartbeat thundered into his ear, and even the melody of that

was beautiful. 

Her fingers tangled in his hair. “I …” 

“I know,” Ruhn said. It had never been like that with anyone. Sex had

been good, yeah, but this … He was fairly certain his soul lay in splinters

around them. He kissed the skin above her breast. “I should have asked you

if you had anything to report first.” 

“Why?” 

“Because my mind’s too fried to remember anything after this point.” 

Another  one  of  those  soft  laughs.  “All  is  quiet.  No  word  on  Pippa

Spetsos after she eluded capture at Urd’s Temple.” 

“Good.  Though  I  guess  we  could  use  a  distraction  to  keep  attention

elsewhere.” 

“From what?” 

Ruhn  toyed  with  the  strands  of  her  long  hair,  trying  to  make  out  the

texture, the color. All was pure flame. “I’m coming your way.” 

She stilled. “What do you mean?” 

“We need to get into the Asteri Archives.” 

“Why?” 

“The  vital  intel  Sofie  Renast  possessed  is  likely  in  one  of  the  rooms

there.” 

She pushed up onto her elbows. “What?” 

He  pulled  out  of  her  and  said,  “Any  intel  on  the  layout  of  the  crystal

palace  or  the  archives,  since  you’re  so  familiar  with  them  …  we’d

appreciate it.” 

“You’re going to break into the crystal palace. Into the archives.” 

“Yes.” 

“Ruhn.”  She  grabbed  his  face  in  her  hands.  “Ruhn,  do   not  go  there. 

They will kill you. All of you.” 

“Hence the need for attention to be elsewhere while we break in.” 

Her  fingers  dug  into  his  cheeks,  and  her  heart  pounded  so  wildly  he

could hear it. “It’s got to be a trap.” 

“No one knows except people I trust. And now you.” 

She shot to her feet, again wholly veiled in flame. “If you’re caught, I

cannot help you. I won’t be able to risk saving you. Or your sister. You’re

on your own.” 

His  temper  began  simmering.  “So  you  won’t  tell  me  anything  useful

about the layout.” 

“Ruhn, I—” 

Again, that awful hiss of surprise and pain. That glance behind her. 

To him. The male. 

Ruhn  grabbed  her  hand,  like  she  could  stay  with  him.  But  she  began

panting, wild and frantic. Terrified. “Ruhn, they know.  I—” Her voice cut

out for a moment. “The dungeons—” 

She vanished. 

Like she’d been snatched away. 
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“We  leave  for  the  crystal  palace  tomorrow,”  Ruhn  snarled  at  Hunt  in  the

great room of Bryce’s apartment. “At dawn.” 

“Let me get this straight,” the angel said with maddening calm. “You’ve

been meeting mind-to-mind with Agent Daybright—and dating her?” 

Bryce sat at the dining table as she nursed a cup of coffee—which she

needed  desperately,  since  Ruhn  had  burst  in  at  four  in  the  morning. 

“Banging her, apparently.” 

Ruhn growled at his sister. “Does it matter?” 

“It does,” Hunt said, “because you’re suggesting that we break into the

crystal palace not only to get into the archives, but to save your lady love. 

That adds a shit-ton of risk.” 

“I’ll  get  her  myself,”  Ruhn  shot  back.  “I  just  need  to  get  in  with  you

two first.” 

“Absolutely  not,”  Bryce  countered.  “I  get  that  you  want  to  play

rescuing hero, but what you’re talking about is suicide.” 

“Would  you  hesitate  to  go  in  after  Athalar?”  He  pointed  to  the  angel. 

“Or you to go after Bryce?” 

“You’ve known her for a month,” Bryce protested. 

“You knew Athalar for barely more than that before you offered to sell

yourself  into  slavery  for  him.”  Ruhn  snapped  before  they  could  speak,  “I

don’t need to justify my feelings or my plans to you. I came here to tell you

that I’m going with you. Once we’re inside the palace, we’ll go our separate

ways.” 

“See,  that’s  the  part  that  bugs  me,”  Bryce  said,  draining  her  coffee. 

“This whole ‘separate ways’ thing. We all go in, we all go out.” 

Ruhn blinked, but Bryce said to the angel, “Honestly, you should stay

here.” 

“Excuse me? ” Hunt demanded. 

Ruhn  kept  silent  as  Bryce  said,  “The  more  of  us  go  in,  the  better  the

chance of getting noticed. Ruhn and I can manage.” 

“One,  no.  Two,  fuck  no.  Three  …”  Hunt  grinned  wickedly.  “Who’s

going to level you up, sweetheart?” She scowled, but Hunt plowed on, “I’m

going with you.” 

She crossed her arms. “It’d be safer with two people.” 

“It’d be safer not to go at all, but here we are, going,” Hunt said. Ruhn

wasn’t entirely sure what to do with himself as the angel crossed the room

and  knelt  before  Bryce,  grabbing  her  hands.  “I  want  a  future  with  you. 

 That’s why I’m going. I’m going to fight for that future.” His sister’s eyes

softened.  Hunt  kissed  her  hands.  “And  to  do  so,  we  can’t  play  by  other

people’s rules.” 

Bryce nodded, and faced Ruhn. “We’re done playing by Ophion’s rules, 

or the Asteri’s rules, or anyone else’s. We’ll fight our own way.” 

Ruhn smirked. “Team Fuck-You.” Bryce grinned. 

Hunt  said,  “All  right,  Team  Fuck-You.”  He  stood  and  patted  a  hand-

drawn map of the crystal palace on the dining table. “Fury dropped this off

earlier, and now we’re all wide awake, so time to get studying. We need to

create a distraction to make the Asteri look elsewhere, and we need to know

where we’re going once we’re in there.” 

Ruhn tried not to marvel at the commander mode Athalar had slipped

into. “It has to be something big,” he said, “if it’ll buy us enough time to get

into the archives and find Day.” 

“She’s  probably  in  the  dungeons,”  Hunt  said.  He  added,  as  if  reading

Ruhn’s worry, “She’s alive, I’m sure of it. The Hind will be dispatched to

work on her—they’re not going to kill her right away. Not when she’s got

so much valuable information.” 

Ruhn’s stomach churned. He couldn’t get the sound of Day’s panicked

voice out of his mind. His very blood roared to go to her, find her. 

Bryce said a shade gently, “We’ll get her out, Ruhn.” 

“That doesn’t give us much time to plan something big, though,” Hunt

said, sliding into the seat beside Bryce. 

Ruhn  scratched  his  jaw.  They  didn’t  have  time  to  wait  weeks.  Even

hours might be lethal. Minutes. “Day said that Pippa is lying low—but she

has  to  have  something  planned.  Ophion  has  taken  enough  hits  to  its

numbers and bases lately that they’ll likely let her do whatever she wants, 

either as some final-stand effort or to rally old and new recruits. Maybe we

can prompt Pippa to do whatever she’s planning a little earlier.” 

Bryce drummed her fingers on the table. “Call Cormac.” 

Bryce was fully awake when Cormac arrived thirty minutes later, Tharion

in tow. She’d called him, too. He’d started them on this bullshit—he could

damn well help finish it. 

Yet  Tharion  …  something  was  off  about  his  scent.  His  eyes.  He  said

nothing when Bryce asked, so she dropped it. But he seemed different. She

couldn’t place it, but he was different. 

Cormac said when Ruhn had filled them in, “I have it on good authority

as of last night that Pippa is planning a raid in a few weeks on the Pangeran

lab where the Asteri’s engineers and scientists work—where they made that

new  mech  prototype.  She  wants  their  plans  for  it,  and  the  scientists

themselves.” 

“To build the new mech-suits?” Tharion asked. 

Cormac nodded. 

“And you were going to tell us this when?” Ruhn challenged. 

Cormac’s eyes blazed. “I heard at midnight. I figured it could wait until

morning. Besides, you lot haven’t bothered to loop me in on anything since

the ball, have you?” He directed this last bit at Bryce. 

She smiled sweetly. “I thought you were licking your wounds.” 

Cormac  seethed,  “I’ve  been  dealing  with  my  father,  finding  a  way  to

convince him to let me remain here after the  humiliation of my engagement

being called off.” 

Tharion let out a whistle at that. Bryce asked, “And did you?” 

“I  wouldn’t  be  here  if  I  hadn’t,”  Cormac  hurled  back.  “He  thinks  I’m

currently trying to woo you from Athalar.” 

Hunt snorted at this, earning a glare from Cormac. Bryce cut in before it could escalate to blows, “So how do we convince Pippa to make her move

now? We’re not exactly on good terms with her.” 

Tharion said, “What if she’s not the one initiating the raid?” 

Bryce angled her head. “You mean …  us?” 

“I mean me and Cormac and whoever else we can trust.  We carry out

the  raid,  and  Pippa  and  her  cronies  come  running  before  we  can  steal  the

plans and suits they want.” 

“And where does that get us?” Hunt asked. 

“It gets us in a lab with Pippa and Ophion—and if we time it right, a

pack of dreadwolves will arrive right after they do.” 

“Solas,” Bryce said, scrubbing at her face. “How are you going to get

out of that?” 

Cormac  smiled  at  Tharion,  as  if  sensing  the  direction  of  his  thoughts. 

“That’s the big distraction. We blow it all to Hel.” 

Ruhn blew out a breath. “That’ll certainly get the Asteri’s attention.” 

“The  lab’s  twenty  miles  north  of  the  Eternal  City,”  Cormac  said.  “It

might  even  draw  them  out  to  inspect  the  site.  Especially  if  Pippa  Spetsos

has been captured.” 

“You’re cool with handing over a fellow rebel?” Hunt asked the prince. 

“I don’t see any other options.” 

“Keep the casualties to a minimum,” Hunt said to Cormac, to Tharion. 

“We don’t need their blood on our hands.” 

Bryce massaged her chest. They were really doing this. She got to her

feet, and they all looked at her as she said, “I’ll be right back,” and padded

into her bedroom. 

She shut the door and strode to a photo on her dresser, staring at it for

several  long  minutes.  The  door  opened  behind  her,  and  Hunt  was  there. 

“You all right?” 

Bryce kept staring at the photo. “We were really happy that night,” she

said, and Hunt approached to study the photo of her, Danika, Juniper, and

Fury,  all  grinning  in  the  White  Raven  nightclub,  drunk  and  high  and

gorgeous.  “I  thought  we  were  really  happy,  at  least.  But  when  that  photo

was  taken,  Fury  was  still  …  doing  what  she  does,  Juniper  was  quietly  in

love with her, and Danika … Danika had a  mate, had all these secrets. And

I was stupid and drunk and convinced we’d party until we were dust. And now I’m here.” 

Her throat ached. “I feel like I have no idea who I am. I know that’s so

fucking cliché, but … I  thought I knew who I was then. And now …” She

lifted  her  hands,  letting  them  fill  with  starlight.  “What’s  the  end  goal  in

this? Somehow, someway, overthrowing the  Asteri? What then? Rebuilding

a government, an entire world? What if it triggers another war?” 

Hunt tugged her into his arms and rested his chin atop her head. “Don’t

worry about that shit. We focus on the now, then deal with everything else

afterward.” 

“I thought a general always planned ahead.” 

“I do. I am. But the first step in making those plans is finding out what

the fuck Sofie knew. If it’s nothing, then we reassess. But … I know how it

feels to wake up one day and wonder how you got so far from that carefree

person you were. I mean, yeah, my life in the slums with my mom wasn’t

easy,  but  after  she  died  …  It  was  like  I’d  had  some  illusion  ripped  away

from me. It’s how I wound up with Shahar. I was reeling and angry, and …

it took me a long, long while to sort myself out. I’m still sorting it out.” 

She  leaned  her  brow  against  his  chest.  “Can  I  admit  that  I’m  scared

shitless?” 

“Can I admit that I am, too?” 

She  laughed,  squeezing  him  tight  around  the  middle,  breathing  in  his

scent. “I’d be slightly less scared if you were staying here, and I could go in

knowing you’re safe.” 

“Likewise.” 

She  pinched  his  ass.  “Then  I  guess  we’re  stuck  with  each  other, 

venturing into the lion’s den.” 

“More like a sobek nest.” 

“Great. Really reassuring.” 

He chuckled, the sound rumbling into her bones, warming them. “Ruhn

talked to Declan. He’s going to hack into the security cameras at the palace

—turn  away  the  cameras  while  we’re  in  there.  We  need  to  give  him  our

route  through  the  building  so  he  can  turn  them  without  being  noticed  by

anyone monitoring the system. Flynn will run support for him.” 

“What if we wind up needing to take a different hall?” 

“He’ll  have  backup  plans,  but  …  we’ll  really  need  to  try  to  stick  to ours.” 

Nausea roiled her gut, but she said, “Okay.” 

Hunt  kissed  her  cheek.  “Take  your  time,  Quinlan.  I’ll  be  with  the

others.” Then he was gone. 

Bryce  stared  at  the  photo  again.  She  pulled  out  her  phone  from  her

bathrobe and dialed. Unsurprisingly, Juniper’s phone went to audiomail. It

was five thirty in the morning, but—she knew Juniper would have picked

up before. 

 “Hey, this is Juniper Andromeda. Leave a message!” 

Bryce’s throat closed up at her friend’s lovely, cheerful voice. She took

a  breath  as  the  audiomail  beeped.  “Hey,  June.  It’s  me.  Look,  I  know  I

fucked  up,  and  …  I’m  so  sorry.  I  wanted  to  help,  but  I  didn’t  think  it

through,  and  everything  you  said  to  me  was  absolutely  right.  I  know  you

might not even listen to this, but I wanted you to know that I love you. I

miss you so much. You’ve been a rock for me for so long, and I should have

been  that  for  you,  but  I  wasn’t.  I  just  …  I  love  you.  I  always  have,  and always will. Bye.” 

She  rubbed  at  her  aching  throat  as  she  finished.  Then  removed  the

photo from the frame, folded it, and slipped it inside her phone case. 
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Ruhn found Cormac sitting alone in an Old Square dive bar, face stony as

he watched the late-night news show, a glossy-haired celebrity laughing her

way through some interview—a shameless promo for her recent movie. 

“What are you doing here?” the Avallen Prince asked him as Ruhn slid

onto the stool beside him. 

“Flynn was notified of your location. Thought I’d see why you were up

so late. Considering our appointment tomorrow.” 

Cormac  studied  him  sidelong,  then  drained  his  beer.  “I  wanted  some

quiet.” 

“And you came to a dive in the Old Square for that?” Ruhn indicated

the blasting music, the wasted patrons around them. The sylph puking green

liquid into the trash can by the pool table in the back. 

His cousin said nothing. 

Ruhn sighed. “What’s wrong?” 

“Does it matter to you?” Cormac signaled for another beer. 

“It matters to me when we’re relying on you tomorrow.” When Day and

Bryce were relying on the prince to be alert and ready. 

“This isn’t my first big … appointment.” Ruhn glanced at the male—

the immaculate blond hair, the unfailingly arrogant angle of his chin. 

Cormac  caught  him  looking  and  said,  “I  don’t  know  how  your  father

never managed to do it.” 

“Do what?” Ruhn leaned his forearms on the oak bar. 

“Break you. The kindness in you.” 

“He tried,” Ruhn choked out. 

“My father did, too. And won.” Cormac snorted, taking his fresh beer

from the bartender. “I wouldn’t have bothered to check on you.” 

“Yet you expended a lot of time and risk on finding … her.” 

The prince shrugged. “Perhaps, but deep down, I am what I’ve always

been. The male who would have gladly killed you and your friends.” 

Ruhn  tugged  on  his  lip  ring.  “You’re  telling  me  this  right  before  we

head off?” 

“I suppose I’m telling you this to … to apologize.” 

Ruhn tried not to gape. “Cormac—” 

His  cousin  blankly  watched  the  TV.  “I  was  jealous  of  you.  Then  and

now. For your friends. For the fact that you have them. That you don’t let

your father … corrupt what is best in you. But had I been forced to marry

your sister …” His mouth twisted to the side. “I think, with time, she might

have undone the damage my father did to my soul.” 

“Bryce has that effect on people.” 

“She will be a good princess. As you are a good prince.” 

“I’m starting to get disturbed by all this niceness.” 

Cormac  drank  again.  “I’m  always  pensive  the  night  before  an

appointment.” 

For a glimmer, Ruhn could see the male his cousin might have become

—might  yet  become.  Serious,  yes,  but  fair.  Someone  who  understood  the

cost of a life. A good king. 

“When all this shit is done,” Ruhn said hoarsely, tucking even thoughts

of Day aside as he settled himself more comfortably on the stool, “I want us

to start over.” 

“Us?” 

“You  and  me.  Prince  to  prince.  Future  king  to  future  king.  Screw  the

past, and screw that shit with the Starsword. Screw our fathers. We don’t let

them decide who we get to be.” Ruhn extended his hand. “We’ll carve our

own paths.” 

Cormac  smiled  almost  sadly.  Then  took  Ruhn’s  hand,  clasping  firmly. 

“It’d be an honor.” 

The  barracks  were  dim.  No  one  lounged  in  the  common  area,  from  what

Hunt could tell down the hall as he entered his room. 

Good. No one but the cameras to see him come and go. 

He’d left Quinlan sleeping, and hadn’t told anyone where he was going. 

His room was cold and soulless as he shut the door behind him. Just as

he’d been when he’d first met Quinlan. He’d displayed no traces of his life, 

put no art on the walls, done absolutely nothing to declare that this space

was his. Perhaps because he’d known it truly wasn’t. 

Hunt strode to his desk, setting his empty duffel on it. He made quick

work of loading up the extra knives and guns he’d kept in here, not wanting

to be noticed checking out a stock of weapons from the armory. Thank the

gods Micah had never bothered with enforcing the sign-out rules. Hunt had

enough here to … well, to sneak into the crystal palace, he supposed. 

He zipped the duffel, his gaze catching on the helmet on his desk. The

skull painted on its front stared at him, unholy Hel in its black pits for eyes. 

The face of the Umbra Mortis. 

Hunt picked up the helmet and set it on his head, the world shading into

hues of red and black through the visor. He didn’t let himself second-guess

it as he stalked out of his room and into the night. 

Celestina was standing at the elevator bay. 

Hunt drew up short. Did she know? Had someone tipped her off? The

duffel of weapons burned against his hip. He reached to pull off the helmet. 

“Leave  it,”  she  said,  and  though  her  words  were  firm,  her  expression

was contemplative. “I’ve always wondered what it looked like.” 

Hunt lowered his hand. “Everything all right?” 

“I’m not the one sneaking in at five in the morning.” 

Hunt shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep.” The Archangel remained in front of

the  elevator  bay,  blocking  his  access.  Hunt  asked,  “How  are  things  with

Ephraim?” 

Her wings snapped shut. A clear warning. Whether it was to keep his

mouth  shut  about  Hypaxia  or  something  else,  he  didn’t  know.  Celestina

only said, “He departs tomorrow. I shall visit his keep next month if there is

not … a change in my situation by then.” 

If she hadn’t gotten pregnant. 

“Your  silence  speaks  volumes  about  your  dismay,  Athalar.”  Power

crackled in her voice. “I go to the mating bed willingly.” 

Hunt nodded, even as disgust and rage curled through him. The Asteri

had ordered this, done this. They’d make Celestina keep going to Ephraim

until she was pregnant with the child they wanted her to bear. Another little Archangel for them to mold into a monster. Would Celestina fight to keep

her child free from their influence? Or would Ephraim hand the kid over to

the Asteri and the secretive training centers they had for young Archangels? 

Hunt didn’t want to know. 

Celestina asked, “Why couldn’t you sleep?” 

He blew out a breath through his nose. “Is it pathetic to say it’s because

of the prince stuff?” 

She offered him a pitying wince. “I thought that might come up.” 

Hunt  tapped  the  side  of  his  helmet.  “I  …  weirdly  missed  it.  And  I

wanted to clear out the last of my stuff from the room before it became a

public spectacle.” It was partially true. 

She  smiled  softly.  “I  haven’t  had  the  chance  to  ask,  but  will  you  be

leaving us?” 

“I honestly have no idea. Bryce and I are giving the Autumn King a few

days to cool down before asking him to define my royal duties. The thought

of  having  to  act  fancy  and  take  meetings  with  a  bunch  of  assholes  makes

me want to puke.” 

Another quiet laugh. “But?” 

“But I love Bryce. If doing that shit is what will allow us to be together, 

then I’ll grin and bear it.” 

“Does she want to do such things?” 

“Hel no. But … we don’t really get much say. The Autumn King forced

her hand. And now we’re pretty much stuck with things as they are.” 

“Are you? The Umbra Mortis and the Starborn Princess don’t seem the

types to accept things as they are. You proved that with your surprise at the

party.” 

Was there an edge to her voice? A gleam of suspicion? 

They’d trusted Hypaxia not to say a word of their activities to her lover, 

had believed the witch when she said Celestina didn’t know, but … the gods

knew he talked when Bryce fucked the Hel out of him. Mistakes happened. 

Especially with a gorgeous set of tits involved. 

But he made himself shrug again. “We’re trying to get a better picture

of  the  battle  ahead  before  deciding  where  to  start  fighting  the  royal

nonsense.” 

Her mouth quirked to one side. “Well, I hope that if you need an ally, 

you’ll come to me.” 

Was  that  code  for  something?  He  scanned  her  face  but  could  pick  up

nothing beyond reserved concern. He had to get out of here. So Hunt bowed

his head. “Thank you.” 

“A prince doesn’t need to bow to a Governor, you know.” She walked

over to the landing veranda doors, opening them for him. All right. He’d fly

home. 

Hunt stalked into the night, that bag of weapons a millstone hanging off

his shoulder. He spread his wings. “Old habits.” 

“Indeed,” she said, and a shiver went down his spine. 

He didn’t look back as he launched skyward. 

Hunt  slowly  sailed  over  the  city.  Dawn  remained  a  whisper  on  the

horizon,  and  only  a  few  delivery  trucks  rumbled  along  to  bakeries  and

coffee shops. He had the skies to himself. 

Hunt tugged off his helmet, tucking it into the crook of his elbow, and

breathed  in  the  open,  clean  breeze  off  the  Istros.  In  a  few  hours,  they’d

leave for Pangera—Tharion had already reached out to Commander Sendes

and arranged for transport across the ocean. 

By tomorrow morning, they’d reach the Eternal City. 

Tomorrow morning, he’d again wear this helmet. And pray that he and

his mate walked away alive. 
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Tharion had commanded plenty of raids for the River Queen. He’d gone in

solo, led teams small and large, and usually emerged unscathed. But riding

shotgun beside Prince Cormac in the open-air jeep as they approached the

security checkpoint down the cypress-lined road, he had the distinct feeling

that he might not get so lucky today. 

The imperial uniform they each wore lay heavy and smothering in the

sun, but at least the hot day would disguise any glimmer of nervous sweat

on them. 

No one had seemed to notice the change he felt with every breath: the

invisible tether, now stretched tight, linking whatever remained of his heart

—that  cold,  dead  thing—to  the  Viper  Queen  in  Valbara.  A  constant

reminder of his promise. His new life. 

He tried not to think of it. 

He’d  been  grateful  for  the  wonders  of  the   Depth  Charger’s  swift

submersible-pod as it hurtled their group across the ocean. Sendes had told

him  when  he  contacted  her  that  the  city-ship  was  too  slow  to  make  it  in

time,  but  one  of  its  makos—sleek  little  transport  pods—could  do  it.  So

they’d boarded the pod at the coast, then spent their time either planning or

sleeping, keeping themselves mostly separate from the mer who steered the

ship. 

Cormac waved with impressive casualness to the four guards—ordinary

wolves, all of them—at the gate. Tharion kept his right hand within swift

reach of the gun strapped to the side of his seat. 

“Hail the Asteri.” Cormac spoke with such offhanded ease that Tharion

knew he’d said it a thousand times. Perhaps in similar settings. 

“Hail  the  Asteri,”  the  female  guard  who  stepped  forward  said.  She

sniffed, marking what her eyes confirmed: a Fae male and a mer male, both

in  officer’s  uniforms.  She  saluted,  and  Tharion  nodded  for  her  to  stand

down. 

Cormac  handed  over  their  forged  papers.  “We’re  to  meet  with  Doctor

Zelis. Have they radioed that he’s ready?” 

The guard scanned the clipboard in her hands. The three others with her

didn’t  take  their  attention  off  the  car,  so  Tharion  gave  them  a  glare  he

usually  reserved  for  field  agents  who’d  royally  fucked  up.  The  wolves, 

however, didn’t back down. 

“There’s no appointment on here with Zelis,” the guard said. 

Tharion drawled, “It wouldn’t be in writing.” 

She studied him, and Tharion smirked. “Rigelus’s orders,” he added. 

The female’s throat bobbed. To question the actions of an Asteri, or to

risk letting two officers in who weren’t on the security roster …

Cormac  pulled  out  his  phone.  “Shall  I  call  him?”  He  showed  her  a

contact page that merely read:  Bright Hand. 

The wolf paled a little. But she saluted again, waving them through. 

“Thank you,” Cormac said, gunning the engine and driving through the

gates before they’d finished lifting. 

Tharion  didn’t  dare  speak  to  Cormac.  Not  with  the  wolves  so  nearby. 

They  just  stared  ahead  at  the  dirt  road  winding  through  the  forest.  At  the

sprawling  concrete  compound  that  appeared  around  the  next  bend,  where

guards were already waving them through the barbed-wire fencing. 

He had to keep an eye on the clock today. The spray of the water from

the mako’s passage had extended the amount of time he could stay Above, 

but a familiar itching had started an hour ago. Another fucking headache to

deal with: five more hours until he had to truly submerge. The coast was a

two-hour  drive  from  here.  So  …  they’d  better  get  this  shit  done  within

three. Two, to be safe. 

Tharion  nodded  to  the  wolves  in  front  of  the  lab  and  took  in  the

enormous, low building. It hadn’t been built for beauty, but for function and

storage. 

Smokestacks billowed behind the lab, which seemed to be at least half a mile  long  and  perhaps  twice  as  wide.  “Look  at  this  place,”  Tharion

murmured as Cormac pulled up to the steel front doors. They opened as if

by invisible hands—another guard must have pressed the security button to

allow  them  in.  Tharion  whispered,  “You  think  Pippa’s  going  to  come?” 

How the Hel would she get in? 

Cormac  cut  the  engine  and  threw  open  his  door,  stepping  crisply  into

the morning sun. “She’s already here.” 

Tharion blinked, but followed Cormac’s military-precise motions as he

climbed  from  the  car.  Cormac  turned  toward  the  open  doors  to  the  lab. 

“They’re in the trees.” 

Declan  had  spent  the  previous  day  covertly  planting  information  on

rebel  networks:  the  anti-Ophion  rebels  who’d  destroyed  the  base  on  Ydra

were making a move on this lab before Pippa and her agents could do so. 

She must have had Lightfall hauling ass to get here in time. 

Tharion  suppressed  the  urge  to  peer  into  the  trees.  “What  about  the

dreadwolves?” 

“This place reeks of humans, can’t you smell it?” 

“No.” 

Cormac  stalked  toward  the  open  doors,  black  boots  shining.  “They’re

using  human  labor.  Carted  in  and  out  every  dawn  and  dusk.  Pippa  would

have  timed  their  arrival  with  it,  so  their  scents  are  hidden  from  the

dreadwolves below.” 

Solas. “So why wait for us to arrive, then?” 

Cormac growled, “Because Pippa has a score to settle.” 

Bryce had no idea why anyone would want to live in the Eternal City. Not

simply because it lay in the shadow of the crystal palace of the Asteri, but

because  it  was  …  old.  Dusty.  Worn.  No  skyscrapers,  no  neon  lights,  no

music blasting from passing cars. It seemed to have been trapped in time, 

stuck in another century, its masters unwilling to bring it forward. 

As she, Hunt, and Ruhn lurked in the shadows of an olive grove a mile

to the west of the palace, she steadied her nerves by imagining the Asteri as

a  bunch  of  cranky  old  people,  shouting  for  everyone  to  keep  the  noise

down,  complaining  that  the  lights  were  too  bright  and  the  youngsters  too whippersnappery. 

It definitely helped. Just a little. 

Bryce  glanced  at  Hunt,  who  kept  his  attention  on  the  olive  grove,  the

skies. He’d worn his black battle-suit, along with the Umbra Mortis helmet, 

to her shock. A warrior going back into battle. 

Was this the right move? This risk, this danger they were plunging into? 

Maybe  they’d  have  been  better  off  staying  in  Lunathion,  keeping  their

heads down. 

Maybe she was a coward for thinking that. 

She  flicked  her  attention  to  Ruhn,  her  brother’s  face  tight  as  he

monitored the olive grove as well. He’d worn his Aux battle-suit, too, his

black hair tied back in a braid that flowed down his spine, along the length

of  the  Starsword  strapped  there.  He  clutched  the  comm-crystal  in  a  fist, 

occasionally opening his fingers to study it. As if it might offer some hint

about Day’s welfare. He’d said he hadn’t used it since that first contact with

her, but he’d grabbed it before they left in case it could help locate her, if

she had its twin on her. 

Ruhn shifted from foot to foot, black boots crunching on the rocky, dry

earth. “Cormac should be here by now.” 

She knew every second since Agent Daybright had gone dark pressed

on  her  brother.  Bryce  didn’t  want  to  think  about  what  was  probably

happening  to  the  agent  Ruhn  seemed  to  care  so  much  for.  If  they  were

lucky, she’d be alive. If they were luckier, there would be enough of her to

salvage. Any attempts Ruhn had made to contact her—even going so far as

to use the crystal—had been futile. 

“Give him a minute,” Bryce said. “It’s a long jump.” Too far for her to

make—or  attempt.  Especially  with  others  in  tow.  She  needed  all  her

strength for what was to come. 

“You’re a teleporting expert now?” Ruhn asked, brows high. The ring in

his bottom lip glinted in the hot morning light. “Dec’s on standby. I don’t

want to throw off his calculations. Even by a minute.” 

Bryce  opened  her  mouth,  but  Cormac  appeared  in  the  small  clearing

ahead.  They’d  studied  a  satellite  map  of  the  grove  yesterday  and  Cormac

had committed the location to memory, plotting out the jumps he’d need to

make to get here from the lab. And the jumps he’d need to make from this grove into the palace itself. 

Cormac announced, “We’re in. Tharion’s in the waiting room. I slipped

off to the bathroom. All plans are a go. Ready, Athalar?” Hunt, then Bryce, 

then  Ruhn.  That  had  been  the  order  they’d  settled  on,  after  an  hour  of

arguing. 

Hunt drew his gun, keeping it at his thigh. That helmeted head turned to

Bryce, and she could feel his gaze even through the visor. “See you on the

other side, Quinlan,” Hunt said, taking Cormac’s gloved hand. 

Prince to prince. She marveled at it. 

Then they were gone, and Bryce struggled to get down a breath. 

“I feel like I can’t breathe, either,” Ruhn said, noticing. “Knowing that

Day’s in there.” He added, “And knowing that you’re about to go in there, 

too.” 

Bryce gave him a wobbly smile. And then decided to Hel with it and

threw her arms around her brother, squeezing him hard. “Team Fuck-You, 

remember? We’ll kick ass.” 

He chuckled, holding her tightly. “Team Fuck-You forever.” 

She pulled away, scanning her brother’s violet-blue eyes. “We’ll get her

out. I promise.” 

Ruhn’s golden skin paled. “Thanks for helping me, Bryce.” 

She nudged him with an elbow. “We Starborn have each other’s backs, 

you know?” 

But  her  brother’s  face  turned  grave.  “When  we  get  home,  I  think  we

need to talk.” 

“About what?” She didn’t like that serious expression. And didn’t like

that Cormac was taking so long. 

Ruhn’s mouth tightened. “All right, since we might very well die in a

few minutes—” 

“That is  so morbid!” 

“I wanted to wait until shit had calmed down, but … You outrank the

Autumn King in power.” 

“And?” 

“I  think  it’s  time  his  reign  comes  to  an  end,  don’t  you?”  He  was

completely serious. 

“You want me to back you in a coup? A Fae coup?” 

“I want to back  you in a Fae coup. I want you as Autumn Queen.” 

Bryce recoiled. “I don’t want to be a queen.” 

“Let’s  ditch  the  whole  reluctant  royal  thing,  okay?  You  saw  what  the

Fae did during the attack this spring. How they shut out innocents and left

them to die, with our father’s blessing. You mean to tell me that’s the best

our  people  can  do?  You  mean  to  tell  me  that’s  what  we’re  supposed  to

accept as normal Fae behavior? I don’t buy that for a second.” 

“You should be king.” 

“No.” Something else shone in his eyes, some secret she didn’t know, 

but she could sense. “You have more power than I do. The Fae will respect

that.” 

“Maybe the Fae should rot.” 

“Tell that to Dec. And Flynn. And my mother. Look at them and tell me

that the Fae aren’t worth saving.” 

“Three. Out of the entire population.” 

Ruhn’s  face  turned  pleading,  but  then  Cormac  appeared,  panting  and

covered in sweat. “Athalar’s waiting.” 

“Think  about  it,”  Ruhn  murmured  as  she  approached  Cormac.  “All

clear?” 

“No issues. The intel was right: they don’t even have wards around the

place,” Cormac reported. “Arrogant worms.” He extended a hand to Bryce. 

“Hurry.” 

Bryce  grabbed  the  prince’s  hand.  And  with  a  last  look  at  her  brother, 

she vanished into wind and darkness, stomach whipping around and around. 

Cormac said over the roaring of the space between places, “He asked you to

be queen, didn’t he?” 

Bryce blinked up at him—though it was difficult with the force of the

storm around them. “How did you know?” 

“I might have caught the end of your conversation.” Bryce clung harder

as the wind pressed. Cormac said, “He’s right.” 

“Spare me.” 

“And you were right, too. When we first met, and you said the Oracle’s

prophecy was vague. I understand that now. She didn’t mean our union in

marriage  would  bring  prosperity  to  our  people.  She  meant  our  union  as

allies. Allies in this rebellion.” 

The world took form at the edges of the darkness. 

“But after today …” Cormac’s words grew heavy. Weary. “I think the

choice about whether to lead our people forward will be up to you.” 

Hunt couldn’t shake the tremor from his hands. Being here, in this palace

…

It smelled the same. Even in the hallway directly outside the archives, 

where he hid in an alcove, the stale odor of this place dragged claws down

his temper, set his knees wobbling. 

 Screaming, pain blinding as they sawed off his wings slowly—

 Shahar  was  dead,  her  broken  body  still  dust-covered  from  Sandriel

 dragging it through the streets on her way in here—

 Pollux  laughing  as  he  pissed  on  Shahar’s  corpse  in  the  middle  of  the

 throne room—

 His wings, his wings, his wings—

Hunt swallowed, shutting out the memories, focusing his mind on the

hall. No one was around. 

Bryce  and  Cormac  appeared,  and  she’d  hardly  thanked  him  before  he

vanished,  off  to  grab  Ruhn  before  teleporting  back  to  the  lab.  Sweat

gleamed on the prince’s face, his skin sallow. He had to be exhausted. 

“All  right?”  Hunt  murmured,  brushing  back  her  hair  with  a  gloved

hand.  She  nodded,  eyes  full  of  worry—and  something  else.  But  Hunt

flicked her chin and went back to monitoring. 

They  stood  in  tense  silence,  and  then  Ruhn  was  there,  Cormac  with

him.  Cormac’s  skin  was  ashen  now.  He  disappeared  immediately,  back  to

the lab. 

“Tell Declan we’re a go,” Hunt said. 

Ruhn’s shadows cloaked them from sight as he thumbed in a message

on  a  secure  phone  that  Declan  had  retrofitted  against  tracking.  In  five

minutes,  Tharion  would  contact  them  on  it  to  tell  them  whether  or  not  to

move. 

Bryce’s fingers slid into Hunt’s, clutching tight. He squeezed back. 

He  had  no  idea  how  five  minutes  passed.  He  was  barely  breathing, 

monitoring the hall ahead. Bryce held his gloved hand through all of it, her

jaw tense. 

Then  Ruhn  lifted  his  head.  “Tharion  said  Cormac  just  blew  up  the jeep.” 

Hunt nudged her with a wing. “Your turn, Quinlan.” 

Ruhn  said,  “Remember:  Every  minute  in  there  risks  detection.  Make

them count.” 

“Thanks  for  the  pep  talk,”  she  said,  but  smiled  grimly  up  at  Hunt. 

“Light it up, Athalar.” 

Hunt  pressed  a  hand  to  her  heart,  his  lightning  a  subtle  flare  that  was

sucked  into  the  scar.  As  the  last  of  it  faded,  Bryce  teleported  into  the

archives. 

To find whatever truth might lie within them. 
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Bryce’s  breathing  turned  so  jagged  that  she  could  barely  think  as  she

tumbled alone through the darkness. 

They were in the Asteri’s palace. In their sacred, forbidden archives. 

And she was … in a stairwell? 

Bryce  took  steadying  inhales  as  she  surveyed  the  spiral  staircase, 

crafted  entirely  of  white  quartz.  Firstlight  glimmered,  golden  and  soft, 

lighting the carved steps downward. At her back was a door—the other side

of the one they’d watched Sofie walk through on the surveillance footage. 

The one labeled with the number Sofie had etched into her biceps. 

Bryce  began  to  creep  down  the  stairs,  her  black  utility  boots  nearly

silent against the quartz steps. She saw no one. Heard no one. 

Her heart raced, and she could have sworn the veins of firstlight in the

quartz throbbed with each beat. As if in answer. 

Bryce  halted  after  a  turn  in  the  stairs  and  assessed  the  long  hallway

ahead. When it revealed no guards, she stepped into it. 

There  were  no  doors.  Only  this  hall,  perhaps  seventy  feet  long  and

fifteen feet wide. Likely fourteen feet, to be a multiple of seven. The holy

number. 

Bryce scanned the hall. The only thing in it was a set of crystal pipes

shooting  upward  into  the  ceiling,  with  plaques  beneath  them,  and  small

black screens beside the plaques. 

Seven pipes. 

The  crystal  floor  glowed  at  her  feet  as  she  approached  the  nearest

plaque. 

 Hesperus. The Evening Star. 

Brows  rising,  Bryce  strode  to  the  next  pipe  and  plaque.  Polaris.   The

North Star. 

Plaque after plaque, pipe after pipe, Bryce read the individual names of

each Asteri. 

 Eosphoros. Octartis. Austrus. 

She nearly tripped at the penultimate.  Sirius. The Asteri the Prince of

the Pit had devoured. 

She knew what the last plaque would say before she reached it.  Rigelus. 

The Bright Hand. 

What the Hel was this place? 

This was what Danika had felt was important enough for Sofie Renast

to risk her life for? What the Asteri had wanted to contain so badly they’d

hunted Sofie down to preserve the secret? 

The crystal at her feet flared, and Bryce had nowhere to go, nowhere to

hide, as firstlight, pure and iridescent, ruptured. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, dropping into a crouch. 

But nothing happened. At least, not to her. 

The firstlight faded enough that Bryce cracked open her eyes to see it

shooting up six of the pipes. 

The  little  black  screens  beside  each  plaque  flared  to  life,  filled  with

readings. Only Sirius’s pipe remained unlit. Out of commission. 

She  went  rigid  as  she  read  the  Bright  Hand’s  screen:   Rigelus  Power

 Level: 65%. 

She  whirled  to  the  next  plaque.  The  screen  beside  it  said,  Austrus

 Power Level: 76%. 

“Holy gods,” Bryce whispered. 

The Asteri fed on firstlight. The Asteri …  needed firstlight. She looked

at her feet, where light flowed in veins through the crystal before funneling

into the pipes. The quartz. 

A conduit of power. Exactly like the Gates in Crescent City. 

They’d  built  their  entire  palace  out  of  it.  To  fuel  and  harness  the

firstlight that poured in. 

She’d  studied  Fury’s  rough  map  of  the  palace  layout.  This  area  was

seven levels below the throne room, where the Asteri sat on crystal thrones. 

Did those thrones fill them with power? In plain sight, they fueled up like batteries, sucking in this firstlight. 

Nausea  constricted  her  throat.  All  the  Drops  people  made,  the

secondlight  the  dead  handed  over  …  All  the  power  of  the  people  of

Midgard,  the  power  the  people   gave  them  …  it  was  gobbled  up  by  the

Asteri and used against its citizens. To control them. 

Even the Vanir rebels who were killed fighting had their souls fed to the

very beasts they were trying to overthrow. 

They were all just food for the Asteri. A never-ending supply of power. 

Bryce  began  shaking.  The  veins  of  light  wending  beneath  her  feet, 

glowing  and  vibrant  …  She  traced  them  down  as  far  as  she  could  see

through the clear stone, into a brilliantly shining mass. A core of firstlight. 

Powering the entire palace and the monsters that ruled it. 

This was what Sofie had learned. What Danika had suspected. 

Did the Asteri even possess holy stars in their chests, or was it firstlight, 

stolen from the people? Firstlight that they  mandated be given over in the

Drop  to  fuel  cities  and  technology  …  and  the  overlords  who  ruled  this

world. Secondlight that was ripped from the dead, squeezing every last drop

of power from the people. 

Cut  off  the  firstlight,  destroy  this  funnel  of  power,  get  people  to  stop

handing  over  their  power  through  the  Drop  in  those  centers  that  funneled

off their energy, stop the dead from becoming secondlight …

And they could destroy the Asteri. 
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Athalar paced in a tight circle. “She should be back.” 

“She’s got two minutes,” Ruhn growled, clenching the comm-crystal so

hard in his fist it was a wonder the edges weren’t permanently etched into

his fingers. 

Hunt said, “Something happened. She should be here by now.” 

Ruhn  eyed  the  watch  on  his  wrist.  They  had  to  make  it  down  to  the

dungeons. And if they didn’t start immediately … He peered at the crystal

in his hand. 

 Day, he said, throwing her name out into the void. But no answer came. 

Like every other attempt to reach her recently. 

“I’m  going  to  get  a  head  start,”  he  murmured,  pocketing  the  crystal. 

“I’ll  cloak  myself  in  my  shadows.  If  I’m  not  back  in  ten  minutes,  leave

without me.” 

“We all go together,” Hunt shot back, but Ruhn shook his head. “We’ll

come find you.” 

Ruhn  didn’t  reply  before  he  slipped  down  the  hall,  blending  into  the

darkness,  and  aimed  for  the  passageways  that  would  take  him  across  the

palace compound. To the dungeons and the agent trapped within them. 

Bryce raced back to the top of the stairs, bile burning her throat. 

She’d been here too long. Could only spare a minute or two more. 

She reached the door and the landing, rallying what remained of Hunt’s

charge  to  teleport  back  to  him  and  Ruhn,  but  the  door  handle  seemed  to

gleam. What else lay down here? What else might she uncover? If this was her only opportunity …

Bryce  didn’t  let  herself  doubt  as  she  slipped  into  the  main  archives

hallway. It was dim and dusty. Utterly silent. 

Shelves  crammed  with  books  loomed  around  her,  and  Bryce  scanned

their titles. Nothing of interest, nothing of use—

She sprinted through the library, reading titles and names of sections as

fast  as  she  could,  praying  that  Declan  had  kept  up  and  was  moving  the

cameras  away  from  her.  She  scanned  the  vague  section  titles  above  the

stacks.  Tax Records, Agriculture, Water Processing …

The doors along this stretch had been named similarly to each other—

not in code, but along a theme. 

 Dawn.  Midnight.  Midday.  She  had  no  idea  what  any  of  the  names

meant, or what lay behind the door. But one in the center snared her eye:

 Dusk. 

She slipped inside. 

Bryce was late. Hunt stayed put only because his secure phone had flashed

with a message from Declan.  She’s okay. She went into a room called Dusk. 

 I’ll keep you posted. 

Of  course  Quinlan  was  doing   extra  research.  Of  course  she  couldn’t

listen to the rules and be back when she was supposed to—

Then  again,  Dusk  could  have  something  to  do  with  Dusk’s  Truth.  No

wonder Bryce had entered. 

Hunt paced again. He should have gone with her. Made her teleport him

in,  even  if  it  would  have  drained  her  at  a  time  when  they’d  need  all  her

gifts. 

Ruhn had already been gone for three minutes. A lot could happen in

that time. 

“Come on, Bryce,” Hunt murmured, and prayed to Cthona to keep his

mate safe. 

Cloaked in shadows, Ruhn raced down the halls, encountering no one. Not

one guard. 

It was too quiet. 

The hall opened into a wide fork: To the left lay the dungeons. To the

right,  the  stairs  up  to  the  palace  proper.  He  went  left  without  hesitation. 

Down the stairs that turned from cloudy quartz to dark stone, like the life

had been sucked from the rock. His skin chilled. 

These dungeons … Athalar had made it out, but most never did. 

Ruhn’s stomach churned, and he slowed his pace, readying himself for

the gauntlet ahead. Checkpoints of guards—easy enough to avoid with his

shadows—locked doors, and then two halls of cells and torture chambers. 

Day had to be somewhere in there. 

Screams began leaking out. Male, thankfully. But they were wrenching. 

Pleading. Sobbing. He wished he could plug his ears. If Day was making a

similar sound, in such agony …

Ruhn kept going—until Mordoc stepped into his path with a feral grin. 

He  sniffed  once,  that  bloodhound  gift  no  doubt  feeding  him  a  host  of

information before he said, “You’re a long way from cavorting with spies in

the alleys of Lunathion, Prince.” 

Tharion raced behind Cormac, a shield of water around them as the prince

hurled ball after ball of fire into the chaotic, smoky lab. Chunks of rupturing

machines flew toward them, smoldering—and Tharion intercepted them as

best he could. 

The  doctor  had  led  them  right  into  the  lab  without  a  second  thought. 

Cormac had put a bullet through the male’s head a moment later, then ended

the lives of the screaming scientists and engineers around him. 

“Are  you  fucking  insane?”  Tharion  screamed  as  they  ran.  “You  said

we’d limit the casualties!” 

Cormac ignored him. The bastard had gone rogue. 

Tharion snarled, half debating whether to overpower the prince. “Is this

any better than what Pippa Spetsos does?” 

Tharion  got  his  answer  a  second  later.  Gunfire  crackled  behind  them, 

and rebels stormed in. Right on time. 

Imperial  Vanir  reinforcements  roared  as  they  rushed  in—and  were

drowned out by the barrage of guns. An ambush. 

Would  it  be  enough  to  draw  the  Asteri’s  attention  away?  Cormac  had

incinerated  the  jeep  with  his  fire  magic  moments  before  they’d  shot  the

doctor—surely  that  would  warrant  a  message  to  the  Asteri.  And  this shitshow unfolding …

Cormac skidded to a stop, Tharion with him. Both of them fell silent. 


A  familiar  female,  clad  in  black  and  armed  with  a  rifle,  stepped  into

their path. 

Pippa pointed the gun at Cormac. “I’ve been looking forward to this.” 

Her rifle cracked, and Cormac teleported, but too slowly. His powers were

drained. 

Blood  sprayed  a  moment  before  Cormac  vanished—then  appeared

behind Pippa. 

The bullet had passed through his shoulder, and Tharion launched into

movement as Pippa twisted toward the prince. 

Tharion was stopped by shaking ground, though. A glowing, electrified

sword plunged into the floor in front of him. 

A mech-suit sword. 

Cormac  shouted  to  Tharion,  “Get  out  of  here! ”  The  prince  faced  off

against Pippa as the woman fired again. 

Tharion  knew  that  tone.  Knew  that  look.  And  it  was  then  that  he

understood. 

Cormac hadn’t just gone rogue. He’d never intended to get out of here

alive. 

The  door  marked   Dusk  had  been  left  unlocked.  Bryce  supposed  she  had

Declan to thank for the dead electronic keypad. 

Braziers  of  firstlight  glowed  in  the  corners  of  the  room,  dimly

illuminating  the  space.  A  round  table  occupied  the  middle.  Seven  seats

around it. 

Her blood chilled. 

A  small  metal  machine  sat  in  the  center  of  the  table.  A  projection

device. But Bryce’s attention snagged on the stone walls, covered in paper. 

Star-maps—of  constellations  and  solar  systems,  marked  up  with

scribbled  notations  and  pinned  with  red  dots.  Her  mouth  dried  out  as  she

approached the one nearest. A solar system she didn’t recognize, with five

planets orbiting a massive sun. 

One planet in the habitable zone had been pinned and labeled. 

 Rentharr. Conq. A.E. 14000. 

A.E .   She  didn’t  know  that  dating  system.  But  she  could  guess  what

 Conq.  meant. 

Conquered  …  by  the  Asteri?  She’d  never  heard  of  a  planet  called

Rentharr. Scribbled beside it was a brief note:  A bellicose, aquatic people. 

 Primordial land life. Little supply. Terminated A.E. 14007. 

“Oh gods,” Bryce breathed, and went to the next star-map. 

 Iphraxia. Conq. A.E. 680. Lost A.E. 720. 

She read the note beside it and her blood iced over.  Denizens learned of

 our methods too quickly. We lost many to their unified front. Evacuated. 

Somewhere  out  in  the  cosmos,  a  planet  had  managed  to  kick  out  the

Asteri. 

Map to map, Bryce read the notes. Names of places that weren’t known

in  Midgard.  Worlds  that  the  Asteri  had  conquered,  with  notations  about

their  use  of  firstlight  and  how  they  either  lost  or  controlled  those  worlds. 

Fed on them until there was nothing left. 

Fed  on  their  power  …  like  she  had  with  the  Gate.  Was  she  no  better

than them? 

The rear wall of the chamber held a map of this world. 

 Midgard, the map read.  Conq. A.E. 17003. 

Whatever  A.  E.   was,  if  they’d  been  on   this  planet  for  fifteen  thousand years, then they’d existed in the cosmos for far, far longer than that. 

If they could feed off firstlight, generate it somehow on each planet …

could they live forever? Truly immortal and undying? Six ruled this world, 

but there’d originally been a seventh. How many existed beyond them? 

Pages  of  notes  on  Midgard  had  been  pinned  to  the  wall,  along  with

drawings of creatures. 

 Ideal  world  located.  Indigenous  life  not  sustainable,  but  conditions

 prime for colonization. Have contacted others to share bounties. 

Bryce’s brow furrowed. What the Hel did that mean? 

She peered at a drawing of a mer beside a sketch of a wolf shifter.  The

 aquatic shifters can hold a hybrid form far more easily than those on land. 

She read the next page, with a drawing of a Fae female.  They did not

 see the old enemy who offered a hand through space and time. Like a fish to

 bait,  they  came,  and  they  opened  the  gates  to  us  willingly.  They  walked

 through them—to Midgard—at our invitation, leaving behind the world they knew. 

Bryce backed away from the wall, crashing into the table. 

The  Asteri  had  lured  them  all  into  this  world  from  other  planets. 

Somehow,  using  the  Northern  and  Southern  Rifts,  or  whatever  way  they

traveled  between  worlds,  they’d  …  drawn  them  into  this  place.  To  farm

them. Feed off them. Forever. 

Everything  was  a  lie.  She’d  known  a  lot  of  accepted  history  was

bullshit, but this …

She  twisted  to  the  projector  device  in  the  center  of  the  table  and

stretched an arm to hit the button. A three-dimensional, round map of the

cosmos erupted. Stars and planets and nebulas. Many marked with digital

notes, as the papers on the walls had been. 

It was a digital orrery. Like the metal one she’d glimpsed as a kid in the

Autumn King’s study. Like the one in the Astronomer’s chamber. 

Was  this  what  Danika  had  learned  in  her  studies  on  bloodlines?  That

they’d all come from elsewhere—but had been lured and trapped here? And

then fed on by these immortal leeches? 

The  map  of  the  universe  rotated  above  her.  So  many  worlds.  Bryce

reached out to touch one. The digital note immediately appeared beside it. 

 Urganis. Children were ideal nutrition. Adults incompatible. 

She  swallowed  against  the  dryness  in  her  throat.  That  was  it.  All  that

remained of a distant world. A note about whether its people made for good

eating and what the Asteri had done to its young. 

Was  there  a  home  planet?  Some  original  world  the  Asteri  had  come

from, bled so dry that they’d needed to go hunting in the wilds of space? 

She  began  flicking  through  planets,  one  after  another  after  another, 

clawing past the stars and cosmic clouds of dust. 

Her heart stopped at one. 

 Hel. 

The ground seemed to slide away from beneath her. 

 Hel. Lost A.E. 17001. 

She had to sink into one of the chairs as she read the note.  A dark, cold

 world  with  mighty  creatures  of  night.  They  saw  through  our  lures.  Once

 warring  factions,  the  royal  armies  of  Hel  united  and  marched  against  us. 

 We  were  overwhelmed  and  abandoned  their  world,  but  they  gave  chase. 

 Learned  from  our  captured  lieutenants  how  to  slip  between  the  cracks  in realms. 

Bryce was dimly aware of her shaking body, her shallow breaths. 

 They found us on Midgard in 17002. Tried to convince our lured prey of

 what we were, and some fell to their charms. We lost a third of our meals to

 them. War lasted until nearly the end of 17003. They were defeated and sent

 back to Hel. Far too dangerous to allow them access to this world again, 

 though  they  might  try.  They  developed  attachments  to  the  Midgard

 colonists. 

“Theia,” Bryce whispered hoarsely. Aidas had loved the Fae queen, and

…

Hel had come to help, exactly as Apollion had said. Hel had kicked the

Asteri  from  their  own  world,  but  …  Tears  stung  her  eyes.  The  demon

princes had felt a moral obligation to chase after the Asteri so they might

never prey upon another world. To spare others. 

Bryce  began  sifting  through  planets  again.  So  many  worlds.  So  many

people, their children with them. 

It  had  to  be  here—the  Asteri’s  home  world.  She’d  find  it  and  tell  the

Princes of Hel about it, and once they were done beating these assholes into

dust here on Midgard, they’d go to that home world and they’d blow it the

fuck up—

She was sobbing through her teeth. 

This  empire,  this  world  …  it  was  just  one  massive  buffet  for  the  six

beings ruling it. 

Hel had tried to save them. For fifteen thousand years, Hel had never

stopped trying to find a way back here. To free them from the Asteri. 

“Where the  fuck did you come from?” she seethed. 

Worlds ripped past her fingertips, along with the Asteri’s dispassionate

notes. Most planets were not as lucky as Hel had been. 

 They rose up. We left them in cinders. 

 Firstlight tasted off. Terminated world. 

 Denizens launched bombs at us that left planet and inhabitants too full

 of radiation to be viable food. Left to rot in their waste. 

 Firstlight  too  weak.  Terminated  world  but  kept  several  citizens  who

 produced  good  firstlight  to  sustain  us  on  travels.  Children  proved  hearty, but did not take to our travel method. 

These psychotic, soulless  monsters—

“You will not find our home world there,” a cold voice said through the

intercom on the table. “Even we have forgotten where its ruins lie.” 

Bryce panted, only rage coursing through her as she said to Rigelus, “I

 am going to fucking kill you. ” 
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Rigelus  laughed.  “I  was  under  the  impression  that  you  were  only  here  to

access  the  information  for  which  Sofie  Renast  and  Danika  Fendyr  died. 

You’re going to kill me as well?” 

Bryce squeezed shaking hands into fists. “Why? Why do any of this?” 

“Why do you drink water and eat food? We are higher beings. We are

 gods.   You  cannot  blame  us  if  our  source  of  nutrition  is  inconvenient  for you. We keep you healthy, and happy, and allow you to roam free on this

planet. We have even let the humans live all this time, just to give you Vanir

someone to rule over. In exchange, all we ask is a little of your power.” 

“You’re parasites.” 

“What  are  all  creatures,  feeding  off  their  resources?  You  should  see

what the inhabitants of some worlds did to their planets—the rubbish, the

pollution, the poisoned seas. Was it not fitting that we returned the favor?” 

“You don’t get to pretend that this is some savior story.” 

Rigelus chuckled, and the sound knocked her from her fury enough to

remember Hunt and Ruhn, and, oh gods, if Rigelus knew she was here, he’d

find them—

“Isn’t that what you’re doing?” 

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 

“You left such a noble audiomail to your friend Juniper. Of course, once

I heard it, I knew there was only one place you could be going. Here. To

me. Precisely as I had hoped—and planned.” 

She shut away her questions, instead demanding, “Why do you want me

here?” 

“To reopen the Rifts.” 

Her blood froze. “I can’t.” 

“Can’t you?” The cold voice slithered through the intercom. “You are

Starborn, and have the Horn bound to your body and power. Your ancestors

wielded  the  Horn  and  another  Fae  object  that  allowed  them  to  enter  this

world.  Stolen,  of  course,  from  their  original  masters—our  people.  Our

people, who built fearsome warriors in that world to be their army. All of

them prototypes for the angels in this one. And all of them traitors to their

creators,  joining  the  Fae  to  overthrow  my  brothers  and  sisters  a  thousand

years before we arrived on Midgard. They slew my siblings.” 

Her head spun. “I don’t understand.” 

“Midgard is a base. We opened the doors to other worlds to lure their

citizens  here—so  many  powerful  beings,  all  so  eager  to  conquer  new

planets.  Not  realizing  we  were   their  conquerors.  But  we  also  opened  the doors  so  we  might  conquer  those  other  worlds  as  well.  The  Fae—Queen

Theia  and  her  two  foolish  daughters—realized  that,  though  too  late.  Her

people were already here, but she and the princesses discovered where my

siblings had hidden the access points in their world.” 

Rage rippled through his every word. “Your Starborn ancestors shut the

gates to stop us from invading their realm once more and reminding them

who  their  true  masters  are.  And  in  the  process,  they  shut  the  gates  to  all other worlds, including those to Hel, their stalwart allies. And so we have

been trapped here. Cut off from the cosmos. All that is left of our people, 

though our mystics beneath this palace have long sought to find any other

survivors, any planets where they might be hiding.” 

Bryce shook. The Astronomer had been right about the host of mystics

here. “Why are you telling me this?” 

“Why do you think we allowed you to live this spring? You are the key

to  opening  the  doors  between  worlds  again.  You  will  undo  the  actions  of

one ignorant princess fifteen thousand years ago.” 

“Not a chance.” 

“Are your mate and brother not here with you?” 

“No.” 

Rigelus laughed. “You’re so like Danika—a born liar.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” She lifted her chin. “You knew she was

onto you.” 

“Of course. Her quest for the truth began with her bloodhound gift. Not a gift of the body’s strength, but of  magic, such as the shifters should not

have. She could scent other shifters with strange powers.” 

Like Sofie. And Baxian. Danika had found him through researching his

bloodline, but had she scented it, too? 

“It prompted her to investigate her own bloodline’s history, all the way

back  to  the  shifters’  arrival  in  this  world,  to  learn  where  her  gifts  came

from. And she eventually began to suspect the truth.” 

Bryce’s  throat  worked.  “Look,  I  already  did  the  whole  villain

monologuing thing with Micah this spring, so cut to the chase.” 

Rigelus  chuckled  again.  “We  shall  get  to  that  in  a  moment.”  He  went

on, “Danika realized that the shifters are Fae.” 

Bryce blinked. “What?” 

“Not  your  kind  of  Fae,  of  course—your  breed  dwelled  in  a  lovely, 

verdant land, rich with magic. If it’s of any interest to you, your Starborn

bloodline  specifically  hailed  from  a  small  isle  a  few  miles  from  the

mainland. And while the mainland had all manner of climes, the isle existed

in beautiful, near-permanent twilight. But only a select few in the entirety of

your  world  could  shift  from  their  humanoid  forms  to  animal  ones.  The

Midgard shifters were Fae from a different planet. All the Fae in that world

shared  their  form  with  an  animal.  The  mer  descended  from  them,  too. 

Perhaps they once shared a world with your breed of Fae, but they had been

alone on their planet for long enough to develop their own gifts.” 

“They don’t have pointed ears.” 

“Oh, we bred that out of them. It was gone within a few generations.” 

An isle of near-permanent twilight, the home world of  her breed of Fae

… A land of Dusk. 

“Dusk’s  Truth,”  Bryce  breathed.  It  wasn’t  just  the  name  of  this  room

that Danika had been talking about with Sofie. 

Rigelus  didn’t  answer,  and  she  didn’t  know  what  to  make  of  it.  But

Bryce asked, “Why lie to everyone?” 

“Two  breeds  of  Fae?  Both  rich  in  magic?  They  were  ideal  food.  We

couldn’t allow them to unify against us.” 

“So  you  turned  them  against  each  other.  Made  them  two  species  at

odds.” 

“Yes.  The  shifters  easily  and  swiftly  forgot  what  they  had  once  been. 

They  gladly  gave  themselves  to  us  and  did  our  bidding.  Led  our  armies. 

And still do.” 

The Prime had said something similar. The wolves had lost what they

had once been. Danika had known that. Danika had  known the shifters had

once been Fae. Were still Fae—but a different kind. 

“And Project Thurr? Why was Danika so interested in that?” 

“Thurr was the last time someone got as far as Danika did in learning

about  us.  It  didn’t  end  well  for  them.  I  suppose  she  wanted  to  learn  from

their mistakes before acting.” 

“She was going to tell everyone what you were.” 

“Perhaps,  but  she  knew  she  had  to  do  it  slowly.  She  started  with

Ophion. But her research into the bloodlines and the origins of the shifters, 

her belief that they’d once been a different type of Fae, from a different Fae

world,  was  important  enough  that  they  put  her  in  touch  with  one  of  their

most  talented  agents:  Sofie  Renast.  From  what  I  gather,  Danika  was   very

intrigued  by  Sofie  and  her  powers.  But  Sofie,  you  see,  had  a  theory,  too. 

About energy. What her thunderbird gifts sensed while using firstlight. And

even  better  for  Danika:  Sofie  was  an  unknown.  Danika  would  be  noticed

poking about, but Sofie, as a passing human working in the archives, was

easily missed. So Danika sent her to learn more, to go undercover, as you

call it.” 

She’d made an enormous mistake coming here. 

“We were eventually notified by one of our mystics here, who learned it

from prying into the mind of one of Ophion’s Command. So we did a little

tugging. Pointed Micah toward synth. Toward Danika.” 

“No.” The word was a whisper. 

“You  think  Micah  acted  alone?  He  was  a  brash,  arrogant  male.  All  it

took was some nudging, and he killed her for us. Had no idea it was on our

behalf, but it played out as we planned: he was eventually caught and killed

for disturbing our peace. I thank you for that.” 

Bryce  shot  from  her  chair.  They’d  killed  Danika—to  keep  all  of  this

secret. She would rip them to shreds. 

“You can try to run,” Rigelus said. “If that will make you feel better.” 

Bryce didn’t give him a chance to say more before she teleported back

to the alcove, Hunt’s power fading like a dimming flame inside her. 

No sign of Ruhn. But Hunt—

He was on his knees, Umbra Mortis helmet discarded on the stone floor

beside him. Hands behind his head, bound with gorsian manacles. 

His eyes turned wild, pleading, but there was nothing Bryce could do as

freezing  stone  clamped  around  her  wrists  as  well,  and  she  found  herself

face-to-face with a grinning Harpy. 
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Tharion ran—or tried to. The mech-suit blocked his exit with a giant gun. 

The pilot inside grinned. “Time to fry, fish.” 

“Clever,” Tharion ground out, and leapt back as the cannon-gun fired. 

Only a smoking pile of rubble remained of the concrete where he’d stood. 

“Go! ” Cormac yelled again, and Pippa’s rifle thundered. 

Tharion twisted to see the prince collapse to his knees, a gaping hole in

his chest. 

He  had  to  get  him  out.  Couldn’t  leave  him  like  this,  where  recovery

would  likely  be  thwarted  by  a  beheading.  But  if  he  stayed,  if  he  wasn’t

killed outright …

He  had  four  hours  to  reach  water.  The  rebels  would  use  that  against

him. And he might have sold his life away to the Viper Queen, but to live

without his fins … He wasn’t ready to lose that piece of his soul. 

Cormac’s  eyes  rippled  with  fire  as  he  met  Tharion’s  stare.  Run,  that

gaze said. 

Tharion ran. 

The  mech-suit  behind  him  fired  again,  and  he  rolled  between  its

massive legs. Shooting to his feet, he sped for the hole the mech-suit  had

made in the wall. Daylight poured in through the billowing smoke. 

That tether in his chest—the Viper Queen’s leash—seemed to whisper, 

 Get to water, you stupid bastard, then return to me. 

Tharion dared a glance back as he leapt through the opening. The mech-

suit  was  advancing  on  Cormac.  Pippa  marched  beside  it  now,  smiling  in

triumph. 

Beyond  them,  row  after  row  of  half-made  mech  hybrids  slumbered. 

Waiting for activation and slaughter. It didn’t matter which side they fought

for. 

Cormac managed to lift a bloody hand to point behind Pippa. She drew

up short and whirled to face the five glowing beings at the far end of the

space. 

The Asteri. Oh gods. They’d come. 

Cormac gave no warning as he erupted into a ball of fire. 

Pippa was consumed by it first. Then the mech-pilot, who burned alive

in his suit. 

But  the  ball  kept  growing,  spreading,  roaring,  and  Tharion  began

running again, not waiting to see if it could somehow, against all odds, take

out the Asteri. 

He  ran  into  the  open  air,  following  the  tug  of  that  leash  back  to  the

water,  to  Valbara,  dodging  the  wolf  guards  now  racing  to  the  building. 

Sirens blared. White light rippled into the sky—the Asteri’s rage. 

Tharion  cleared  the  trees.  Kept  running  for  the  coast.  Maybe  he’d  get

lucky and find a vehicle before then—even if he had to steal it. Or put a gun

to the driver’s head. 

He  was  half  a  mile  away  when  the  entire  building  exploded,  taking

Cormac, the suits, and the rebels with it. 

Slumped on the cell floor, Ruhn’s body ached from the beating he’d taken. 

Mordoc  had  surrounded  him  with  dreadwolves—no  shadows  would  have

been  able  to  hide  Ruhn  from  the  bloodhound  anyway.  He’d  have  been

sniffed out immediately. 

Had  Day  betrayed  him?  Pretended  to  be  captured  so  he’d  come  here? 

He’d been so blind, so fucking  blind, and now—

The  door  to  the  cell  far  beneath  the  Asteri’s  palace  opened.  Ruhn, 

chained to the wall with gorsian shackles, looked up in horror as Bryce and

Athalar entered, similarly shackled. His sister’s face was wholly white. 

Athalar  bared  his  teeth  at  the  Harpy  as  she  shoved  him  in.  Since

Mordoc still lurked by the cell archway, grinning at them both, Ruhn had no

doubt  that  the  Hind  was  somewhere  close  by—that  she’d  be  the  one  who

got to work on them. 

Neither  Athalar  nor  Bryce  fought  their  captors  as  they,  too,  were chained  to  the  wall.  Bryce  was  shaking.  With  fear  or  rage,  Ruhn  didn’t

know. 

He met Mordoc’s stare, letting the dreadwolf see just who the fuck he

was tangling with. “How did you know I’d be here?” 

The dreadwolf captain pushed off from the archway, violence in every

movement. “Because Rigelus planned it that way. I still can’t believe you

walked right into his hands, you stupid fuck.” 

“We came here to assist the Asteri,” Ruhn tried. “You’ve got the wrong

idea.” 

From  the  corner  of  his  eye,  he  could  sense  Bryce  trying  to  catch  his

attention. 

But Mordoc’s face twisted with cruel delight. “Oh? Was that the excuse

you were going to use in that alley? Or with the mystics? You forget who

you’re speaking to. I never forget a scent.” He sneered at Bryce and Hunt. 

“I  tracked  you  all  around  Lunathion—Rigelus  was  all  too  happy  to  hear

about your activities.” 

“I thought you reported to the Hind,” Athalar said. 

The  silver  darts  along  Mordoc’s  collar  glinted  as  he  stepped  closer. 

“Rigelus has a special interest in you lot. He asked me to sniff around.” He

made a show of smelling Hunt. “Maybe it’s because your scent is wrong, 

angel.” 

Athalar growled, “What the fuck does that mean?” 

Mordoc angled his head with mocking assessment. “Not like any other

angel I’ve scented.” 

The Harpy rolled her eyes and said to the captain, “Enough. Leave us.” 

Mordoc’s lip curled. “We’re to wait here.” 

“Leave us, ” the Harpy snapped. “I want a head start before she ruins my

fun. Surely you know a thing or two about that, if you’re sneaking around

her to report to Rigelus.” Mordoc bristled, but stalked off with a low snarl. 

Ruhn’s  mind  raced.  They  should  never  have  come  here.  Mordoc   had

remembered his scent—and tracked them these past weeks. Had fed every

location to Rigelus. Fuck. 

The  Harpy  grinned.  “It’s  been  a  while  since  I’ve  played  with  you, 

Athalar.” 

Hunt spat at her feet. “Come and get it.” 

Ruhn  knew  he  was  trying  to  keep  her  from  going  for  Bryce.  Buying them whatever time he could to find a way out of this shitstorm. Ruhn met

Bryce’s panicked look. 

She couldn’t teleport, thanks to the gorsian shackles. Could Cormac get

back here? He was their only shot at getting out of these chains—their only

shot at survival. Had Dec seen the capture? Even if he had, there were no

reinforcements to send. 

The Harpy drew a short, lethal knife. The kind so precise that it could

carve skin from the most delicate places. She flipped it in her hand, keeping

back  from  Athalar’s  reach,  even  with  the  chains.  Her  focus  slid  to  Ruhn. 

Hate lit her eyes. 

“Not  so  cocky  now,  are  you,  princeling?”  she  asked.  She  pointed  her

knife toward his crotch. “You know how long it takes for a male to grow

back his balls?” 

Pure dread shot through him. 

Bryce hissed, “Keep your fucking hands off him.” 

The Harpy laughed. “Does it bother you, Princess, to see your males so

roughly  handled?”  She  approached  Ruhn,  and  he  could  do  nothing  as  she

ran  the  side  of  the  blade  down  his  cheek.  “So  pretty,”  she  murmured,  her

eyes like blackest Hel. “It will be a shame to ruin such beauty.” 

Hunt growled, “Come play with someone interesting.” 

“Still  the  noble  bastard,”  the  Harpy  said,  running  the  knife  down  the

other side of Ruhn’s face. If she came close enough, he could try to rip out

her  throat  with  his  teeth,  but  she  was  too  wary.  Kept  far  enough  back. 

“Trying to distract me from harming others. Don’t you remember how I cut

up your soldiers piece by piece despite your pleading?” 

Bryce  lunged  against  her  chains,  and  Ruhn’s  heart  cracked  as  she

screamed, “Get the fuck away from him! ” 

“Listening to you squeal while I carve him will be a delight,” the Harpy

said, and slid the knife to the base of Ruhn’s throat. 

It was going to hurt. It would hurt, but because of his Vanir blood, he

wouldn’t die—not yet. He’d keep healing while she sliced him apart. 

“GET  OFF  HIM! ”  Bryce  bellowed.  A  guttural  roar  thundered  in  the

words. As Fae as he’d ever heard his sister. 

The tip of the knife pierced Ruhn’s throat, its sting blooming. He dove

deep,  into  the  place  where  he’d  always  run  to  avoid  his  father’s

ministrations. 

They’d walked in here so foolishly, had been so blind—

The Harpy sucked in a breath, muscles tensing to shove in the knife. 

Something golden and swift as the wind barreled into her side and sent

the Harpy sprawling. 

Bryce shouted, but all the noise, all the thoughts in Ruhn’s head eddied

away as a familiar, lovely scent hit him. As he beheld the female who leapt

to her feet, now a wall between him and the Harpy. 

The Hind. 
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“You fucking  cunt,” the Harpy cursed, rising to draw a long, wicked sword. 

Ruhn  couldn’t  move  from  the  floor  as  the  Hind  unsheathed  her  own

slim  blade.  As  her  beckoning  scent  floated  to  him.  A  scent  that  was

somehow entwined with his own. It was very faint, like a shadow, so vague

that he doubted anyone else would realize the underlying scent belonged to

him. 

And her scent had been familiar from the start because Hypaxia was her

half-sister,  he  realized.  Family  ties  didn’t  lie.  He’d  been  wrong  about  her

being in House of Sky and Breath—the Hind could claim total allegiance to

Earth and Blood. 

“I  knew  it.  I  always   knew  it,”  the  Harpy  seethed,  wings  rustling. 

“Traitorous bitch.” 

It couldn’t be. 

It … it couldn’t be. 

Bryce and Hunt were frozen with shock. 

Ruhn whispered, “Day?” 

Lidia Cervos looked over a shoulder. And she said with quiet calm in a

voice he knew like his own heartbeat, a voice he had never once heard her

use as the Hind, “Night.” 

“The Asteri will carve you up and feed you to your dreadwolves,” the

Harpy crooned, sword angling. “And I’m going to help them do it.” 

The golden-haired female—Lidia,  Day—only said to the Harpy, “Not if

I kill you first.” 

The Harpy lunged. The Hind was waiting. 

Sword met sword, and Ruhn could only watch as the shifter deflected

and parried the angel’s strike. Her blade shone like quicksilver, and as the

Harpy  brought  down  another  arm-breaking  blow,  a  dagger  appeared  in

Lidia’s other hand. 

The  Hind  crossed  dagger  and  sword  and  met  the  blow,  using  the

Harpy’s movement to kick at her exposed stomach. The angel went down in

a  pile  of  wings  and  black  hair,  but  she  was  instantly  up,  circling.  “The

Asteri will let Pollux have at you, I think.” A bitter, cruel laugh. 

Pollux—the  male  who’d  …  A  blaring  white  noise  blasted  through

Ruhn’s head. 

“Pollux will get what’s coming to him, too,” the Hind said, blocking the

attack  and  spinning  on  her  knees  so  that  she  was  behind  the  Harpy.  The

Harpy twirled, meeting the blow, but backed a step closer to Ruhn. 

Their blades again met, the Harpy pressing. The Hind’s arms strained, 

the sleek muscles in her thighs visible through her skintight white pants as

she  pushed  up,  up,  to  her  feet.  She  kept  her  black  boots  planted—the

Harpy’s stance was nowhere near as solid. 

Lidia’s golden eyes slid to Ruhn’s. She nodded shallowly. A command. 

Ruhn crouched, readying. 

“Lying filth,” the Harpy raged, losing another inch. Just a little further

… “When did they turn you?” 

Ruhn’s heart raced. 

The  two  females  clashed  and  withdrew  with  horrifying  skill,  then

clashed again. “Liar I might be,” Lidia growled, smiling savagely, “but at

least I’m no fool.” 

The Harpy blinked as the Hind shoved her another inch. 

Right to the edge of Ruhn’s reach. 

Ruhn  grabbed  the  Harpy’s  ankle  and   yanked.  The  angel  shouted, 

tumbling down again, wings splaying. 

The Hind struck. 

Swift as a cobra, Lidia plunged her sword into the top of the Harpy’s

spine, right through her neck. The tip of her blade hit the floor before the

Harpy’s body collided with it. 

The Harpy tried to scream, but the Hind had angled the blow to pierce

her vocal cords. The next blow, with her parrying dagger, plunged through

the  Harpy’s  ear  and  into  the  skull  beneath.  Another  move,  and  her  head rolled away. 

And then silence. The Harpy’s wings twitched. 

Ruhn slowly lifted his gaze to the Hind. 

Lidia stood over him, splattered with blood. Every line of the body he’d

seen and felt was taut. On alert. 

Hunt breathed, “You’re a double agent?” 

But  Lidia  launched  into  motion,  grabbing  Ruhn’s  chains,  unlocking

them  with  a  key  from  her  imperial  uniform.  “We  don’t  have  much  time. 

You have to get out of here.” 

She’d sworn she wouldn’t come for him if he got into trouble. But here

she was. 

“Was this a trap?” Bryce demanded. 

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” Lidia said. As the Hind, she’d kept

her voice low and soft. Day’s voice— this person’s voice—sounded higher. 

She came close enough while she freed Ruhn’s feet that he could scent her

again. “I tried to warn you that I believed Rigelus  wanted you to come here, 

that he knew you would, but … I was interrupted.” By Pollux. “When I was

finally able to reach out to you again, it was clear that only those of us in

Sandriel’s  triarii  knew  about  Rigelus’s  plan,  and  that  Mordoc  had  been

feeding  him  information  regarding  your  whereabouts.  To  warn  you  off

would have been to give myself away.” 

Hunt  glowered  as  Ruhn  stared  at  the  Hind.  “And  we  couldn’t  have

that,” the angel said. 

Mordoc—how  had  the  bloodhound  not  noticed  the  subtle  shift  in

Lidia’s scent? In Ruhn’s? Or had he, and been biding his time to spring the

trap shut? 

Lidia  shot  Hunt  a  glare,  not  backing  down  as  she  started  on  Bryce’s

chains. “There is a great deal that you do not understand.” 

She was so beautiful. And utterly soulless. 

 You remind me that I’m alive, she’d told him. 

“You killed Sofie,” Bryce hissed. 

“No.” Lidia shook her head. “I called for the city-ship to save her. They

arrived too late.” 

“What?” Athalar blurted. 

Ruhn blinked as the Hind pulled a white stone from her pocket. “These

are  calling  stones—beacons.  The  Ocean  Queen  enchanted  them.  They’ll

summon  whatever  city-ship  is  closest  when  dropped  into  the  water.  Her

mystics  sense  when  the  ships  might  be  needed  in  a  certain  area,  and  the

stones are used as a precise method of location.” 

She’d  done  it  that  day  in  Ydra,  too.  She’d  summoned  the  ship  that

saved them. 

“Sofie drowned because of you,” Ruhn growled, his voice like gravel. 

“People died at your hands—” 

“There is so much to tell you, Ruhn,” she said softly, and his name on

her tongue …

But  Ruhn  looked  away  from  her.  He  could  have  sworn  the  Hind

flinched. 

He didn’t care. Not as Hunt asked Bryce, “Did you find out the truth?” 

Bryce paled. “I did. I—” 

Steps  sounded  down  the  hall.  Far  away,  but  approaching.  The  Hind

went still. “Pollux.” 

Her hearing had to be better than his. Or she knew the cadence of the

bastard’s steps so well she could tell from a distance. 

“We  have  to  make  it  appear  real,”  she  said  to  Bryce,  to  Ruhn,  voice

pleading,  utterly  desperate.  “The  information  lines   can’t  be  broken.”  Her voice cracked. “Do you understand?” 

Bryce did, apparently. She smirked. “I shouldn’t enjoy this so much.” 

Before Ruhn could react, his sister punched the shifter in the face. Sent

her sprawling. He shouted, and those footsteps down the hall turned into a

run. 

Bryce  leapt  upon  the  Hind,  fists  flying,  and  the  Harpy’s  blood  on  the

floor  smeared  all  over  them  both.  Hunt  struggled  against  his  chains,  and

Ruhn got to his feet, lunging toward the females—

Pollux appeared in the doorway. 

He  beheld  the  dead  Harpy,  beheld  Bryce  bloodied  with  the  Hind

beneath her, being pummeled, beheld Ruhn advancing, and drew his sword. 

Ruhn  could  have  sworn  the  Hind  whispered  something  in  Bryce’s  ear

before  Pollux  grabbed  Bryce  by  the  neck  and  hauled  her  off  the  other

female. 

“Hello, Princess,” the monster crooned. 

Hunt  had  no  words  in  his  head  as  the  male  he  hated  above  all  others grabbed his mate by the neck. Held her off the floor so that the tips of her

sneakers dragged on the bloodied stone. 

“Look  what  you  did  to  my  friend,”  Pollux  said  in  that  dead,  soulless

voice. “And to my lover.” 

“I’ll do the same to you,” Bryce managed to say, feet kicking blindly. 

“Put her the fuck down, ” Hunt snarled. 

Pollux sneered at him, and did no such thing. 

The  Hind  had  managed  to  pull  her  sword  from  the  Harpy’s  body  and

point it at Ruhn. “Back against the wall or she dies.” Her voice was flat and

low—as Hunt had always heard it. Not at all like the softer, higher register

of a moment before. 

Agent  Daybright  hadn’t  needed  saving  after  all.  And  the  Hind  …  the

female that Hunt had seen so mercilessly stride through the world …

She was a rebel. Had saved their asses that day in the waters off Ydra

by summoning the city-ship with the calling stone. It hadn’t been Bryce’s

light at all.  We got your message, they’d said. 

Ruhn looked like he’d been punched in the gut. In the soul. 

But  Pollux  finally  lowered  Bryce  to  the  ground,  an  arm  wrapping

around  her  middle  as  he  grinned  at  Hunt.  He  sniffed  Bryce’s  hair.  Hunt’s

vision  went  black  with  rage  as  Pollux  said,  “This  is  going  to  be  so

satisfying.” 

Bryce  was  shaking.  She  knew—whatever  the  truth  was  about  the

Asteri,  about  all  of  this,  she  knew.  They  had  to  get  her  out,  so  that

information wouldn’t die here. 

So she wouldn’t die here. 

The  next  few  minutes  were  a  blur.  Guards  flowed  in.  Hunt  found

himself  being  hauled  to  his  feet,  Bryce  chained  beside  him,  Ruhn  on  her

other  side,  the  Hind  stalking  next  to  Pollux  as  they  walked  from  the

dungeons to an elevator bay. 

“Their  Graces  await  you,”  the  Hind  said  with  such  unfeeling  ice  that

even  Hunt  bought  it,  and  wondered  if  he’d  imagined  the  female  helping

them. Imagined that she’d risked everything to save Ruhn from the Harpy. 

From  the  way  Ruhn  was  glaring  at  the  Hind,  Hunt  could  only  guess

what the prince was thinking. 

They  entered  the  elevator,  the  Hind  and  Pollux  facing  them.  The Hammer smirked at Hunt. 

If  they  could  kill  Pollux  …  But  cameras  monitored  this  elevator.  The

halls. The Hind would be revealed. 

Bryce was still shaking beside him. He hooked his fingers through hers, 

sticky with blood—as much movement as his chains would allow. 

He tried not to glance down when he felt her own chains. The manacles

were  loose.  Unlocked.  Only  Bryce’s  fingertips  held  them  in  place—the

Hind hadn’t secured them. Bryce met Hunt’s stare. Pained and full of love. 

The Hind had known it, too. That Bryce, with the intel she carried, had

to get out. 

Was the Hind planning something? Had she whispered a plan in Bryce’s

ear? 

Bryce said nothing. Just held his hand—for the last time, he realized as

the elevator shot up through the crystal palace. 

He was holding his mate’s hand for the last time. 

Ruhn stared at the female he’d thought he knew. At her impassive, beautiful

face. Her empty golden eyes. 

It  was  a  mask.  He’d  seen  the  real  face  moments  ago.  Had  joined  his

body and soul with hers days ago. He knew what fire burned there. 

 Night. 

Her voice was a distant, soft plea in his mind. Like Lidia was trying to

find a way to link their thoughts again, like the crystal in his pocket had yet

again forged a path.  Night. 

Ruhn ignored the begging voice. The way it broke as she said,  Ruhn. 

He fortified the walls of his mind. Brick by brick. 

 Ruhn. Lidia banged on the walls of his mind. 

So he encased it with iron. With black steel. 

Pollux  smiled  at  him.  Slid  a  hand  around  the  Hind’s  blood-splattered

throat  and  kissed  under  her  ear.  “Do  you  like  the  way  my  lover  looks, 

princeling?” 

Something  lethal  snapped  free  at  that  hand  on  her  neck.  The  way  it

squeezed, and the slight glimmer of pain in Lidia’s eyes—

He’d  hurt  her.  Pollux  had  hurt  her,  again  and  again,  and  she’d voluntarily  submitted  so  she  could  keep  feeding  the  rebels  intel.  She’d

endured a monster like Pollux for this. 

“Maybe we’ll put on a show for you before the end,” Pollux said, and

licked up the column of Lidia’s neck, lapping up the blood splattered there. 

Ruhn  bared  his  teeth  in  a  silent  snarl.  He’d  kill  him.  Slowly  and

thoroughly, punishing him for every touch, every hand he’d put on Lidia in

pain and torment. 

He had no idea where that landed him. Why he wanted and needed that

steel-clad wall between him and Lidia, even as his blood howled to murder

Pollux. How he could abhor her and need her, be drawn to her, in the same

breath. 

Pollux laughed against her skin, then pulled away. Lidia smiled coolly. 

Like it all meant nothing, like she felt nothing at all. 

But that voice against the walls of his mind shouted,  Ruhn! 

She banged against the black steel and stone, over and over. Her voice

broke again,  Ruhn! 

Ruhn locked her out. 

She’d taken countless lives—but she’d worked to save them, too. Did it

change anything? He’d known Day was someone high up—he’d have been

a  fool  to  think  anyone  with  that  level  of  clearance  with  the  Asteri  would

come  without  complications.  But  for  it  to  be  her  …  What  the  Hel  did  it

even say about him, that he was capable of feeling what he did for someone

like  her? 

His  ally  was  his  enemy.  His  enemy  was  his  lover.  He  focused  on  the

gore splattered on her. 

Lidia  had  so  much  blood  on  her  hands  that  there  would  never  be  any

washing it away. 

Bryce knew no one was coming to save them. Knew it was likely her fault. 

She  could  barely  stand  to  feel  Hunt’s  fingers  against  hers  as  they  walked

down the long crystal hallway. Couldn’t stand the stickiness of the Harpy’s

blood as it dried on her skin. 

She’d never seen a hall so long. A wall of windows stretched along one

side, overlooking the palace grounds and ancient city beyond. On the other

side,  busts  of  the  Asteri  in  their  various  forms  frowned  down  upon  them from atop pedestals. 

Their  masters.  Their  overlords.  The  parasites  who  had  lured  them  all

into this world. Who had fed off them for fifteen thousand years. 

Rigelus wouldn’t have told her so much if he planned to ever let her go

again. 

She wished she’d called her mom and Randall. Wished she could hear

their  voices  one  more  time.  Wished  she’d  made  things  right  with  Juniper. 

Wished  she’d  lain  low  and  been  normal  and  lived  out  a  long,  happy  life

with Hunt. 

It  wouldn’t  have  been  normal,  though.  It  would  have  been  contented

ignorance. And any children they had … their power would one day have

also been siphoned off to fuel these cities and the monsters who ruled them. 

The  cycle  had  to  stop  somewhere.  Other  worlds  had  managed  to

overthrow them.  Hel had managed to kick them out. 

But Bryce knew she and Hunt and Ruhn wouldn’t be the ones to stop

the cycle. That task would be left to others. 

Cormac would continue to fight. Maybe Tharion and Hypaxia and Ithan

would pick up the cause. Perhaps Fury, too. 

Gods,  did  Jesiba  know?  She’d  kept  Parthos’s  remaining  books—

knowing the Asteri would want to wipe out the narrative that contradicted

their  own  sanctioned  history.  So  Jesiba   had  to  know  what  kind  of  beings ruled here, didn’t she? 

The Hind led their group down the hall, Pollux at their backs. At the far, 

far end of the passage, Bryce could make out a small arch. 

A quartz Gate. 

Bryce’s blood chilled. Did Rigelus plan to have her open it as some sort

of test before cracking wide the Rifts? 

She’d  do  it.  Rigelus  had  Hunt  and  Ruhn  in  his  claws.  She  knew  her

mate  and  brother  would  tell  her  that  their  lives  weren’t  worth  it,  but  …

weren’t they? 

The  Hind  turned  a  third  of  the  way  down  the  hall,  toward  a  pair  of

colossal open doors. 

Seven thrones towered on a dais at the far end of the cavernous, crystal

space. All but one lay empty. And the center throne, the occupied one … it

glowed, full of firstlight. Funneling it right into the being who sat atop it. 

Something feral opened an eye in Bryce’s soul. And snarled. 

“I suppose you’re pleased to have added yet another angel to your kill

list with the death of the Harpy,” the Bright Hand of the Asteri drawled to

Bryce, stare sweeping over the blood caked on her. “I do hope you’re ready

to pay for it.” 
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Hunt  stared  at  his  severed  wings,  mounted  on  the  wall  high  above  the

Asteri’s thrones. 

Shahar’s  pristine  white  wings  were  displayed  above  his,  still  glowing

after all these centuries, right in the center of the array. Isaiah’s were to the

left of Hunt’s. So many wings. So many Fallen. All preserved here. 

He’d known the Asteri had kept them. But seeing them …

It was proof of his failure. Proof that he should never have come here, 

that they should have told Ophion and Tharion and Cormac to fuck off—

“I  did  you  a  favor,  killing  the  Harpy,”  Bryce  said  to  Rigelus,  who

watched her with lifeless eyes. At least the five others weren’t here. “She

was a drag.” 

Hunt  blinked  at  his  blood-splattered  mate.  Her  eyes  smoldered  like

coals, defiant and raging. She’d seen his wings, too. 

Rigelus propped his slender chin on a fist, leaning a bony elbow against

his  throne.  He  appeared  as  a  Fae  boy  of  seventeen  or  so,  dark-haired  and

gangly. A weak facade to veil the ancient monster beneath. “Shall we banter

some  more,  Miss  Quinlan,  or  can  I  get  to  the  part  where  I  order  you  to

confess the names of your allies?” 

Bryce smirked, and Hunt had never loved her more. On her other side, 

Ruhn glanced between the Asteri and his sister, as if trying to formulate a

plan. 

Hunt caught a familiar scent, and he twisted to see Baxian and Mordoc

enter behind them. They walked to where the Hind and the Hammer stood

by the pillars. Blocking the way out. 

Rigelus  had  known  of  their  mission  here  before  they’d  even  reached Pangera’s  shores—before  they’d  even  set  out.  Mordoc  had  tracked  their

scents with that bloodhound’s gift all around the city, marking each location

and reporting directly to the Bright Hand. 

And Hunt had left his phone in Lunathion, for fear of it being tracked

here.  Baxian  wouldn’t  have  been  able  to  warn  him,  if  he’d  even  been

willing to risk doing so. 

Hunt’s  eyes  met  Baxian’s.  The  male  revealed  nothing.  Not  one  bit  of

recognition. 

Had  everything  he’d  told  them  been  a  trap?  A  long  con  to  get  them

here? 

Bryce said to Rigelus, drawing Hunt’s attention away, “There is no one

else. But let’s talk about how you’re intergalactic parasites who trick us into

making the Drop so you can feed off our firstlight. And then feed off our

souls’ secondlight when we die.” 

Hunt went still. He could have sworn someone behind him—Baxian or

the Hind, perhaps—started. 

Rigelus snorted. “Is this your way of telling your companions what you

know?” 

Bryce didn’t avert her gaze. “Hel yeah, it is. Along with the fact that if

we destroy that core of firstlight beneath this palace—” 

“Silence,” Rigelus hissed, and the room shuddered with power. 

But Hunt’s mind reeled. The Asteri, the firstlight … Bryce caught his

stare,  her  eyes  brimming  with  rage  and  purpose.  There  was  more,  she

seemed to say. So much more to be used against the Asteri. 

Rigelus pointed at Ruhn. “I’m sure you could enlighten me as to who

has  been  helping  you.  I  know  of  Prince  Cormac—I’d  hoped  his  rebel

activities might be of use someday. When we learned of his treachery, the

others wanted to kill him and be done with it, but I thought it might be …

valuable to see where and to whom he led us. A Prince of the Fae would no

doubt  wind  up  around  other  powerful  Vanir,  perhaps  even  try  to  recruit

some  of  them,  and  thus  root  out  the  corruption  among  our  most  loyal

subjects. So why kill one traitor, when we could eventually kill many? Alas, 

he’s dead now. That’s where my other siblings are—drawn out to the lab, as

you  no  doubt  expected.  But  they  reported  that  another  male  was  with  the

prince, and fled.” 

Bryce made a low sound in her throat. 

Rigelus turned to her. “Oh yes. Cormac incinerated himself and the lab. 

A great setback, considering how useful he was, but one we shall overcome, 

of course. Especially with Pippa Spetsos among the dead.” 

At least Tharion had escaped unidentified. 

“Perhaps  we  shall  call  in  your  father  to  assist  with  the  questioning,” 

Rigelus went on to Ruhn, bored and cool. “He was so skilled at wielding his

fire to get things out of you when you were a boy.” 

Ruhn stiffened. 

Hunt took in Bryce’s blood-flecked features. He’d only once seen this

level of rage on her face. Not toward Rigelus, but the male who’d sired her. 

It was the same rage he’d beheld that day she’d killed Micah. 

“Isn’t that what so many of the tattoos are for?” Rigelus continued. “To

hide the scars he left on you? I’m afraid we’ll have to ruin some of the ink

this time around.” 

Fucking Hel. Bryce’s lips had gone white from pressing them together

so hard. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. 

Ruhn looked at his sister and said softly, “You brought so much joy into

my life, Bryce.” 

It was perhaps the only goodbye they’d be able to make. 

Hunt  reached  for  Bryce’s  fingers,  but  she  stepped  forward.  Lifted  her

chin in that defiant, fuck-you way he loved so much. “You want me to open

a portal for you? Fine. But only if you let them go and agree to leave them

unharmed. Forever.” 

Hunt’s  blood  iced  over.  “That  was  why  you  lured  us  here?”  he  found

himself demanding of the Asteri, even as he roared with outrage at Bryce’s

offer. 

Rigelus said, “I couldn’t very well snatch you off the streets. Not such

notorious, public figures. Not without the right charges to bring you in.” A

smirk  at  Bryce.  “Your  friend  Aidas  will  be  terribly  disappointed  to  learn

you couldn’t tell the difference between the real Prince of the Chasm and

myself. He’s terribly vain in that way.” 

Hunt started, but Bryce seethed, “You pretended to be Aidas that night.” 

“Who  else  could  break  through  the  wards  on  your  apartment?  You

didn’t  even  suspect  anything  when  he  encouraged  you  toward  rebellious

activities. Though I suppose credit for that goes to me—I played his rage about Theia and Pelias quite well, don’t you think?” 

Fuck. He’d anticipated their every move. 

Rigelus went on, “And you didn’t even look that hard into the Reapers I

sent from this city to nudge you. The Bone Quarter was a testing ground for

your  true  power,  you  see—since  you  seemed  to  have  little  awareness  or

interest in it all summer. You were to hone your powers, all so we might put

them to good use. You played along beautifully.” 

Hunt’s  fingers  curled  into  fists.  He  should  have  seen  it—should  have

pushed Bryce away from this mess, should have taken her at the first hint of

trouble and gone to a place where no one could ever find them. 

But this was Midgard. No matter where they went, no matter how far

from Lunathion or the Eternal City, the Asteri would always find them. 

Rigelus  sighed  dramatically  at  their  stunned  silence.  “This  all  seems

very familiar, doesn’t it? A Starborn queen who allied with a Prince of Hel. 

Who trusted him deeply, and ultimately paid the price.” 

Hunt mastered himself enough to nod toward the seventh, always empty

throne. “Hel got one on you in the end, though, I think.” 

Rigelus’s body glowed with ire, but his voice remained silky smooth. “I

look forward to facing Apollion again. Mordoc suspected that the Star-Eater

had been trying to get your attention these past weeks—to prod you along

in his own way.” 

So one Prince of Hel had been a fake, the other true. Apollion really had

sent the deathstalkers, presumably to test Bryce’s powers—just as Rigelus

also wanted—and Hunt’s own. And wanted it so badly that he was willing

to risk her death should she not be up to the task. 

But  she’d  teleported  that  night.  Used  that  ability  to  defeat  the

deathstalkers.  Had  started  to  grasp  the  gift  and  progressed  in  leaps  and

bounds since then. Literally. 

Apollion  must  have  known  she’d  need  those  skills.  Perhaps  for  this

very moment. 

The gorsian chains on Bryce’s wrists were unlocked. If she could throw

them off, she could get out. If the Hind could somehow get his own chains

off, he’d block the Asteri and Bryce could keep running. 

Hunt said, one last try, “You’re full of shit, and Mordoc should get his

nose checked. We’re not rebels. Celestina can vouch for us.” 

Rigelus  laughed,  and  Hunt  bristled.  “Celestina?  You  mean  the

Archangel  who  reported  to  me  that  you’d  lied  about  going  to  visit  Miss

Quinlan’s  family  a  few  weeks  ago,  and  then  reported  to  me  immediately

when  she  saw  you  leave  the  barracks  heavily  armed?”  The  words  landed

like a phantom punch to Hunt’s gut. 

 Love is a trap, Celestina had told him. Was this her way of protecting

what she loved? Proving her trustworthiness to the Asteri by selling Hunt

and  his  friends  out  so  that  they  might  react  kindly  if  they  learned  about

Hypaxia? Had she any idea the witch she loved was involved? 

Rigelus seemed to read those questions on Hunt’s face, because he said, 

“She  might  have  once  been  a  friend  of  Shahar,  Orion,  but  with  so  much

personally on the line for her, she is no friend to you. At least, not when it

comes to protecting those she cherishes most.” 

“Why are you doing this?” Ruhn asked hoarsely. 

Rigelus frowned with distaste. “It is a matter of survival.” A glance at

Bryce. “Though her first task for us shall be one of … a personal matter, I

think.” 

“You’re  going  to  attack  Hel,”  Hunt  breathed.  Was  that  what  Apollion

was anticipating? Why he’d kept telling them, again and again, that Hel’s

armies were readying? 

Not  to  attack  this  world,  but  to  defend  Hel  itself.  To  ally  with  any

who’d stand against the Asteri. 

“No,” Rigelus said. “Even Hel is not at the top of our list of those from

whom we shall exact vengeance.” Again, that smile at Bryce. “The star on

your chest—do you know what it is?” 

“Let’s assume I know nothing,” Bryce said grimly. 

Rigelus  inclined  his  head.  “It’s  a  beacon  to  the  world  from  which  the

Fae  originally  came.  It  sometimes  glows  when  nearest  the  Fae  who  have

undiluted bloodlines from that world. Prince Cormac, for example.” 

“It glowed for Hunt,” Bryce shot back. 

“It  also  glows  for  those  who  you  choose  as  your  loyal  companions. 

Knights.” 

“So what?” Bryce demanded. 

“So  that  star  will  lead  us  back  to  that  world.  Through  you.  They

overthrew our brethren who once ruled there—we have not forgotten. Our

initial  attempt  at  revenge  was  foiled  by  your  ancestor  who  also  bore  that

star on her chest. The Fae have still not atoned for the deaths of our brothers and sisters. Their home world was rich in magic. I crave more of it.” 

Bryce  shook,  but  Hunt’s  heart  cracked  as  she  squared  her  shoulders. 

“My  bargain  holds.  You  let  Hunt  and  Ruhn  go  freely  and  unharmed—

forever—and I’ll help you.” 

“Bryce,” Ruhn pleaded, but Hunt knew there was no arguing with her. 

“Fine,”  Rigelus  said,  and  smiled,  triumph  on  every  line  of  his  lanky

body.  “You  may  say  goodbye,  as  a  sign  of  my  gratitude  for  your

assistance.” 

Bryce  turned  to  Hunt,  and  the  terror  and  pain  and  grief  on  her  gore-

splattered face threatened to bring him to his knees. He slipped his chained

hands around her head, pulling her close. Whispered in her ear. Her fingers

bunched in his shirt, as if in silent confirmation. 

So  Hunt  pulled  back.  Stared  into  his  mate’s  beautiful  face  for  the  last

time. 

He  laughed  softly,  a  sound  of  wonder  at  odds  with  the  crystal  throne

room and the monsters in it. “I love you. I wish I’d said it more. But I love

you,  Quinlan,  and  …”  His  throat  closed  up,  his  eyes  stinging.  His  lips

brushed  her  brow.  “Our  love  is  stronger  than  time,  greater  than  any

distance.  Our  love  spans  across  stars  and  worlds.  I  will  find  you  again.  I

promise.” 

He kissed her, and she shuddered, silently crying as her mouth moved

against his own. He savored the warmth and taste of her, etching it into his

soul. 

Then he stepped back, and Bryce faced Ruhn. 

She couldn’t do this. 

Her  heart  was  shattering;  her  bones  were  screaming  that  this  was

 wrong, wrong, wrong. 

She  couldn’t  leave  them.  Couldn’t  go  through  with  what  Hunt  had

whispered to her. 

She  clung  to  her  brother,  unable  to  stop  her  sobbing.  Even  as  a  small

weight dropped into her pocket. 

But Ruhn whispered in her ear, “I lied to the Autumn King about what

the Oracle told me as a boy.” She stilled. Ruhn went on, swift and urgent, 

“The Oracle told me that the royal line would end with me. That I am the last of the line, Bryce.” She tried to pull back to gape at him, but he held her

firm.  “But  maybe  she  didn’t  see  that   you  would  come  along.  That  you

would walk this path. You have to live. I can see it on your face—you don’t

want to do any of this. But you  have to live, Bryce. You have to be queen.” 

She’d  guessed  what  the  Autumn  King  had  done  to  Ruhn,  how  he’d

tortured  him  as  a  boy,  though  she’d  never  confirmed  it.  And  that  debt  …

she’d make her sire repay it, someday. 

“I don’t accept that,” Bryce breathed to Ruhn. “I  don’t.” 

“I  do.  I  always  have.  Whether  I  die  right  now  or  whether  I’m  just

infertile,  I  don’t  know.”  He  chuckled.  “Why  do  you  think  I  partied  so

hard?” 

She  couldn’t  laugh.  Not  about  this.  “I  don’t  buy  that  bullshit  for  one

second.” 

“It doesn’t matter now.” 

Then Ruhn said into her mind,  Grab the Starsword when you go. 

 Ruhn—

 It’s yours. Take it. You’ll need it. You got the chains unhooked? 

 Yes.  She’d used the key the Hind had slipped her to unlock Hunt’s and

Ruhn’s manacles while she held them. 

 Good. I told Athalar the signal. You’re ready? 

 No. 

Ruhn  pressed  his  brow  against  hers.  We  need  armies,  Bryce.  We  need

 you to go to Hel through that Gate, and bring Hel’s armies back with you to

 fight these bastards. But if Apollion’s cost is too high … don’t come back to

 this world. 

Her brother pulled away. And Ruhn said, shining with pride, “Long live

the queen.” 

Bryce didn’t give the others a chance to puzzle it out. 

She  flicked  her  wrists,  chains  falling  to  the  floor  as  she  grabbed  the

Starsword from Ruhn and whirled toward Rigelus. 

She  plunged  into  her  power  in  a  blink.  And  before  the  Bright  Hand

could shout, she blasted him with starlight. 

Hunt threw his chains to the ground the moment Ruhn said the word  queen. 

And as his mate launched her blinding power at Rigelus, Hunt hurled his at

the male, too. 

Lightning struck the marble pillar just above the crystal throne. 

It was a gamble: directing his initial blast of power at Rigelus, to keep

him down, rather than charging up Bryce and risking an attack from Rigelus

before it was done. 

Behind  them,  shouting  rose,  and  Hunt  twisted  to  see  Bryce  running

toward the doors, Starsword in hand. 

Pollux lunged for her, but Baxian was there. He tackled the male to the

crystal floor. Behind him, Mordoc was bleeding from a gash in his throat. 

The  Hind  was  on  the  floor,  unconscious.  Had  Baxian’s  treachery  been  a

surprise  to  her?  Hunt  supposed  he  didn’t  care.  Not  as  Baxian  got  Pollux

down, and Bryce raced through the doors, out into the endless hallway. She

turned left, red hair streaming behind her, and then she was gone. 

Hunt whirled back toward Rigelus, but too late. 

Power, hot and aching, blasted him into a nearby pillar. Glowing like a

god, Rigelus leapt off the dais, the crystal floor splintering beneath him, and

barreled after Bryce, death raging in his eyes. 

Bryce’s heart cracked piece by piece with each step she ran from that throne

room. 

As she sped down the long hall, the busts of the Asteri damned her with

their hateful faces. 

A tidal wave of power rose behind her, and she dared a look over her

shoulder  to  find  Rigelus  on  her  tail.  He  blazed  white  with  magic,  fury

radiating from him. 

 Come on, Hunt. Come on, come on …

Rigelus sent out a blast of power, and Bryce zoomed left. The Asteri’s

power  smashed  through  a  window,  glass  spraying.  Bryce  slipped  on  the

shards,  but  kept  running  toward  the  arch  at  the  end  of  the  hall.  The  Gate

she’d open to take her to Hel. 

She’d  take  her  chances  with  Aidas  and  Thanatos  and  Apollion.  Get

their armies and bring them back to Midgard. 

Rigelus shot another spear of power, and Bryce ducked, sliding low just as it shattered a marble bust of Austrus. Fragments sliced her face, her neck, 

her arms, but then she was up and running again, clenching the Starsword

so hard her hand ached. 

The slide had cost her. 

Rigelus  was  ten  feet  behind.  Five.  His  hand  stretched  for  her  trailing

hair. 

Lightning speared down the hall, shattering windows and statues in its

wake. 

Bryce welcomed it into her heart, her back. Welcomed it into the tattoo

there as Hunt’s power singed her very blood—and left it sparking. 

Lightning  ruptured  from  her  scar  like  a  bullet  passing  through.  Right

into the archway of the Gate. 

She didn’t dare see if Hunt still stood after his flawless shot. Not as the

air of the Gate’s arch turned black. Murky. 

Rigelus’s fingers snared in her hair. 

Bryce  gave  herself  to  the  wind  and  darkness,  and  teleported  for  the

Gate. 

Only to land ten feet ahead of Rigelus, as if her powers had hit a wall. 

Bryce  could  sense  them  now—a  series  of  wards,  like  those  Hypaxia  had

said the Under-King had used to entrap her and Ithan. 

But  Rigelus  shouted  in  rage  and  surprise,  as  if  shocked  she’d  even

managed to get that far, and slung his power again. 

Ten  feet  at  a  time,  then.  Bryce  teleported,  and  another  statue  lost  its

head. 

Again, and again, and again, Rigelus shot his power at her and Bryce

leapt through space, ward to ward, zigging and zagging, glass and countless

statues to the Asteri’s egos shattering, the Gate nearing—

Bryce leapt  back—right behind Rigelus. 

He whirled, and she blasted a wall of light into his face. He howled, and

she teleported once more—

Bryce landed ten feet from the Gate’s gaping maw and kept running. 

Rigelus roared as Bryce jumped into the awaiting darkness. 

It caught her, sticky like a web. Time slowed to a glacial drip. 

Rigelus was still roaring, lunging. 

Bryce thrust her power out, willed the Gate to take her and her alone, 

and  she  was  falling,  falling,  falling  while  standing  still,  suspended  in  the

archway,  sucked  backward  so  that  her  hair  trailed  outward,  toward

Rigelus’s straining fingers—

“NO! ” he bellowed. 

It  was  the  last  sound  Bryce  heard  as  the  darkness  within  the  Gate

swallowed her whole. 

She  fell,  slowly  and  without  end—and  sideways.  Not  a  plunge  down, 

but a yank  across. The pressure in her ears threatened to pulp her brain, and

she  was  screaming  into  wind  and  stars  and  emptiness,  screaming  to  Hunt

and Ruhn, left behind in that crystal palace. Screaming—
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Hunt could barely get a breath down around the stone gag. A gorsian stone, 

to  match  the  ones  clamped  around  his  wrists  and  neck.  The  same  kind

contained Ruhn and Baxian as the two males were led toward the doors of

the throne room by Rigelus and his underlings. 

Not one flicker of lightning remained in Hunt’s body. 

The  Hind  strode  beside  Rigelus,  speaking  softly  as  they  walked  past

where Hunt was on his knees outside the doors. She didn’t so much as look

at Ruhn. The prince only stared ahead. 

Baxian  was  escorted  over,  bloodied  and  bruised  from  the  fight  with

Pollux.  Mordoc  was  recovering  from  his  slit  throat,  hate  simmering  from

him  as  he  lay  bleeding  on  the  floor.  Hunt  gave  the  bloodhound  a  savage

smile as a ribbon of Rigelus’s power hauled Hunt to his feet. 

“A short stop before the dungeons, I think,” Rigelus announced, turning

left—toward the shattered ruin along the hall. Toward the now-empty Gate. 

Hunt was powerless to do anything but follow, Ruhn and Baxian with

him. He’d been at the end of the hall when Bryce had made her spectacular

run, teleporting as fast as the wind toward the black hole that had opened

within the small Gate. No trace of the blackness or Bryce remained now. 

Hunt  could  only  pray  that  Bryce  had  reached  Hel.  That  she’d  locate

Aidas  and  he’d  protect  her  as  they  rallied  Hel’s  armies  and  brought  them

back through the Rift into Midgard. To save them. 

Hunt doubted he’d be around to see it. Doubted Ruhn or Baxian would, 

either. 

Rigelus halted before the Gate. “Get the angel on his knees.” 

Bryce’s scent still lingered in the air of the empty space framed by the Gate. Hunt focused on that scent and that scent alone as Pollux shoved him

to the floor before the Gate. 

If this was it, he could die knowing Bryce had gotten away. She’d gone

from one Hel to a literal one, but … she’d gotten away. Their last chance at

salvation. 

“Go ahead, Hammer,” Rigelus said, smiling at Hunt, cold death in his

ageless eyes. 

Hunt  could  feel  Ruhn  and  Baxian  watching  in  muted  horror.  Hunt

bowed over his knees, waiting for the blow to his neck. 

 Bryce, Bryce, Bryce—

Pollux’s hands clamped onto either side of his face. Holding it upright, 

like he’d snap Hunt’s neck with his bare hands. 

Pollux laughed softly. 

Hunt  knew  why  a  moment  later  as  Rigelus  approached,  a  hand  lifted

and near-blinding with white light. “I don’t think I need one of the crones

this time,” the Bright Hand said. 

No.  No.  Anything but this. 

Hunt thrashed, but Pollux held him firm, smile unfaltering. 

Rigelus laid his glowing hand on Hunt’s brow and pain erupted through

his skull, his muscles, his blood. As if the very marrow of his bones were

being burned into mist. 

The  Asteri’s  power  slithered  and  spiderwebbed  across  Hunt’s  brow, 

piercing into him with every spike of the halo’s thorns that Rigelus tattooed

there. 

Hunt screamed then. It echoed off the stones, off the Gate. 

Beside  him,  Baxian  started  inhaling  sharp,  jagged  breaths.  Like  the

Helhound knew he was next. 

The pain across Hunt’s brow became blinding, his vision splintering. 

The halo kept spreading over his skull, worse than any gorsian shackle. 

His power writhed in its iron grip, no longer his to fully command. Just as

his own life, his freedom, his future with Bryce … Gone. 

Hunt  screamed  again,  and  as  darkness  swept  in  to  claim  him,  he

wondered if that soul-scream, not the halo, was what Rigelus wanted. If the

Asteri believed the sound of his suffering might carry through the Gate and

into Hel itself, where Bryce could hear him. 

Then Hunt knew nothing at all. 
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Hel had grass. And mist. 

Those were Bryce’s first two thoughts as she landed—or appeared. One

moment she was falling sideways, and then her right shoulder collided with

a wall of green that turned out to be the ground. 

She  panted,  mind  spinning  so  violently  she  could  only  lie  amid  the

drifting, chill fog. Her fingers dug into the verdant grass. Blood coated her

hands. Crusted beneath her nails. 

She  had  to  get  up.  Had  to  start  moving  before  one  of  Hel’s  creatures

sniffed  her  out  and  ripped  her  to  shreds.  If  those  deathstalkers  found  her, 

they’d kill her in an instant. 

The Starsword—

There. A foot beyond her head. 

Bryce trembled as she eased onto her knees, bending to hold them tight. 

Hunt  …  She  could  have  sworn  she  heard  his  screams  echoing  in  the

mist as she fell. 

She had to get up. Find a way to Aidas. 

Yet  she  couldn’t  move.  To  get  up  would  be  to  walk  away  from  her

world, from Hunt and Ruhn, and whatever the Asteri were doing to them—

 Get up, she told herself, gritting her teeth. 

The mists parted ahead, peeling back to reveal a gentle turquoise river

perhaps fifty feet from where she knelt, flowing right past the … lawn. 

She was on someone’s clipped, immaculate lawn. And across the river, 

emerging from the mist …

A city. Ancient and beautiful—like something on a Pangeran postcard. 

Indistinct shapes meandered through the mist on the other side of the river

—the demons of Hel. 

 Get up. 

Bryce swallowed hard, as if she could drink down her shaking, and slid

out  a  leg  to  rise.  The  Harpy’s  blood  still  soaked  her  leggings,  the  fabric

sticky against her skin. 

Something icy and sharp pressed against her throat. 

A cool male voice spoke above her, behind her, in a language she did

not recognize. But the curt words and tone were clear enough:  Don’t fucking

 move. 

Bryce  lifted  her  hands  and  reached  for  her  power.  Only  splintered

shards remained. 

The  male  voice  demanded  something  in  that  strange  language,  and

Bryce stayed on her knees. He hissed, and then a strong hand clamped on

her shoulder, hauling her up and twisting her to face him. 

She  glimpsed  black  boots.  Dark,  scalelike  armor  over  a  tall,  muscled

body. 

Wings. Great, black wings. A demon’s wings. 

But the male face that stared through the mists, grave and lethal … it

was beautiful, despite the fact that his hazel eyes held no mercy. He spoke

again, in a soft voice that promised pain. 

Bryce couldn’t stop her chest from heaving wildly. “Aidas. I need to see

Aidas. Can you take me to him?” Her voice broke. 

The winged male swept his gaze over her—assessing and wary. Noted

that  the  blood  covering  her  was  not  her  own.  His  attention  drifted  to  the

Starsword lying in the grass between them. His eyes widened slightly. 

Bryce  lunged  a  step  toward  him,  making  to  grab  the  front  of  his

intricate  armor.  He  easily  sidestepped  the  move,  face  impassive  as  she

asked, “Can you take me to Prince Aidas?” She couldn’t stop her tears then. 

The male’s brows knitted. 

“Please,” Bryce begged. “Please.” 

The male’s face didn’t soften as he picked up the sheathed Starsword, 

then gestured for her to step closer. 

Bryce obeyed, shaking, wondering if she should be fighting, screaming. 

With  scarred  hands,  the  demon  pulled  a  scrap  of  black  cloth  from  a hidden pocket in his armor. Held it up to his face, feigning putting it on. A

blindfold. 

Bryce  breathed  in,  trying  to  calm  herself  as  she  nodded.  The  male’s

hands were gentle but thorough as he fitted it tightly over her eyes. 

Then hands were at her knees and back, and the ground was gone—they

were flying. 

Only the flap of his leathery wings and the sighing mist filled her ears. 

So different from the rippling hush of Hunt’s feathers in the wind. 

Bryce tried to use the time in the air to stop shaking, but she couldn’t. 

Couldn’t even form a solid thought. 

They  glided  downward,  her  stomach  tipping  with  the  movement,  and

then  they  landed,  the  thump  of  the  demon’s  boots  hitting  the  ground

echoing  through  her.  He  set  her  down,  taking  her  by  the  hand.  A  door

creaked open. Warm air greeted her, then the door shut. He said something

she didn’t understand, and then she was toppling forward—

He  caught  her,  and  sighed.  She  could  have  sworn  he  sounded  …

exasperated.  He  gave  no  warning  as  he  hauled  her  over  a  shoulder  and

tromped down a set of stairs before entering somewhere … nice-smelling. 

Roses? Bread? 

They ate bread in Hel? Had flowers?  A dark, cold world, the Asteri had

said in their notes on the planet. 

Floorboards  groaned  beneath  his  boots,  and  then  Bryce  found  herself

again on solid ground, carpets cushioning her feet. He led her by the hand

and pushed her downward. Bryce tensed, fighting it, but he did it again, and

she sat. In a comfy chair. 

He  spoke  in  that  silken  voice,  and  she  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t

understand  you,”  she  said  rawly.  “I  don’t  know  Hel’s  languages.  But  …

Aidas? Prince Aidas?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“Please,”  she  repeated.  “I  need  to  find  Prince  Aidas.  My  world, 

Midgard—it’s in grave danger, and my mate …” Her voice broke, and she

doubled over in the darkness.  I will find you again, Hunt had promised. 

But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He had no way to get here. And she had

no way to get home. 

Unless  Aidas  or  Apollion  knew  how  to  use  the  Horn.  Had  magic  that could charge it. 

She’d left Hunt and Ruhn. Had run and left them, and … Bryce sobbed. 

“Oh gods,” she wept. She tore off the blindfold, baring her teeth.  “Aidas!” 

she shouted at the cold-faced male. “Get fucking  AIDAS.” 

He didn’t so much as blink. Didn’t reveal one hint of emotion, that he

cared. 

But—this room. This … house? 

Dark  oak  wood  floors  and  furniture.  Rich,  velvet  fabrics.  A  crackling

fire.  Books  on  the  shelves  lining  one  wall.  A  cart  of  liquor  in  crystal

decanters  beside  the  black  marble  fireplace.  And  through  the  archway

beyond the winged male, a foyer and a dining room. 

Its style could have fit in with her father’s study. With Jesiba’s gallery. 

The  male  watched  cautiously.  She  swallowed  down  her  tears, 

straightening her shoulders. Cleared her throat. “Where am I? What level of

Hel?” 

“Hel?” he said at last. 

“Hel,  yes,  Hel!”  She  gestured  to  the  house.  The  complete  opposite  of

what she’d expected. “What level? Pit? Chasm?” 

He shook his head, brow furrowing. The front door in the foyer opened, 

and multiple people rushed in, males and females, all speaking that strange

language. 

Bryce beheld the first one and shot to her feet. 

The  petite,  dark-haired  female  with  angular  eyes  like  Fury’s  drew  up

short. Her red-painted mouth dropped open, no doubt at the blood all over

Bryce’s face and body. 

This female was … Fae. Clad in beautiful, yet thoroughly old-fashioned

clothes. Like the stuff they wore on Avallen. 

Another  winged  male,  broader  than  the  other,  swaggered  in,  a  pretty

female with brown-gold hair at his side. Also Fae. Also wearing clothes that

seemed out of some sort of fantasy film. 

Bryce blurted, “I’ve been trying to ask him, but he doesn’t understand. 

Is this Hel? I need to see Prince Aidas.” 

The  dark-haired  one  turned  to  the  others  and  said  something  that  had

them all angling their heads at Bryce. The swaggering male sniffed, trying

to read the scent of the blood on her. 

Bryce swallowed hard. She knew only one other language, and that one

…

Her heart thundered. Bryce said in the ancient language of the Fae, of

the Starborn, “Is this world Hel? I need to see Prince Aidas.” 

The petite, dark-haired female staggered back, a hand to her mouth. The

others  gaped.  As  if  the  small  female’s  shock  was  a  rare  occurrence.  The

female eyed the Starsword then. Looked to the first winged male—Bryce’s

captor. Nodded to the dark-hilted knife at his side. 

The male drew it, and Bryce flinched. 

Flinched, but—“What the fuck?” The knife could have been the twin of

the Starsword: black hilted and bladed. 

It  was its twin. The Starsword began to hum within its sheath, glittering

white light leaking from where leather met the dark hilt. The dagger—

The male dropped the dagger to the plush carpet. All of them retreated

as it flared with dark light, as if in answer. Alpha and Omega. 

“Gwydion,”  the  dark-haired  female  whispered,  indicating  the

Starsword. 

The  broader  male  sucked  in  a  breath.  Then  said  something  in  that

language  she  couldn’t  comprehend.  The  brunette  at  his  side  snapped

something back that sounded like a reprimand. 

“Is this Hel?” Bryce asked again in the old tongue of the Fae. 

The dark-haired female observed Bryce from head to toe: the clothes so

thoroughly  at  odds  with  their  own  attire,  the  blood  and  cuts.  Then  she

replied in the old tongue, “No one has spoken that language in this world

for fifteen thousand years.” 

Bryce rubbed at her face. Had she traveled in time, somehow? Or did

Hel occupy a different time and—

“Please,” she said. “I need to find Prince Aidas.” 

“I do not know who that is.” 

“Apollion, then. Surely you know the Prince of the Pit.” 

“I do not know of such people. This world is not Hel.” 

Bryce slowly shook her head. “I … Then where am I?” She surveyed

the  silent  others,  the  winged  males  and  the  other  Fae  female,  who  stared

coolly. “What world is this? ” 

The  front  door  opened  again.  First,  a  lovely  female  with  the  same

brown-gold hair as the one already standing before Bryce entered. She wore

a loose white shirt over brown pants, both splattered with paint. Her hands were tattooed to the elbows in intricate swirls. But her blue-gray eyes were

wary—soft and curious, but wary. 

The winged, dark-haired male who stepped in behind her …

Bryce gasped. “Ruhn?” 

The  male  blinked.  His  eyes  were  the  same  shade  of  violet  blue  as

Ruhn’s.  His  short  hair  the  same  gleaming  black.  This  male’s  skin  was

browner,  but  the  face,  the  posture  …  It  was  her  brother’s.  His  ears  were

pointed,  too,  though  he  also  possessed  those  leathery  wings  like  the  two

other males. 

The  female  beside  him  asked  the  petite  female  a  question  in  their

language. 

But  the  male  continued  to  stare  at  Bryce.  At  the  blood  on  her,  at  the

Starsword and the knife, the blades still gleaming with their opposite lights. 

He lifted his gaze to her, stars in his eyes. Actual stars. 

Bryce pleaded with the petite female, “My world … Midgard … It’s in

grave  danger.  My  mate,  he  …”  She  couldn’t  get  the  words  out.  “I  didn’t

mean to come here. I meant to go to Hel. To get aid from the princes. But I

don’t know what this world is. Or how to find Hel. I need your help.” 

It was all there was left to do: throw herself at their mercy and pray they

were  decent  people.  That  even  if  she’d  come  from  another  world,  they’d

recognize her as Fae and be compassionate. 

The  petite  female  seemed  to  repeat  Bryce’s  words  to  the  others.  The

female  with  the  tattooed  hands  asked  Bryce  a  question  in  their  language. 

The petite one translated: “She wants to know what your name is.” 

Bryce  glanced  from  the  tattooed  female  to  the  beautiful  male  at  her

side.  They  both  possessed  an  air  of  quiet,  gentle  authority.  The  others  all

seemed to wait for their cues. So Bryce addressed the two of them as she

lifted her chin. “My name is Bryce Quinlan.” 

The male stepped forward, tucking in his wings. He smiled slightly and

said  in  the  Old  Language,  in  a  voice  like  glorious  night,  “Hello,  Bryce

Quinlan. My name is Rhysand.” 

 

EPILOGUE

Ithan  Holstrom  crouched,  a  hulking  wolf  among  the  rain-lashed  shadows

outside the Astronomer’s building, monitoring the few people in the alley

braving the storm. 

No word had come from Pangera. Just a mention of an explosion at a

lab outside the city, and that was it. He didn’t expect to hear anything from

Bryce and the others at least until the next day. 

But  he  couldn’t  help  the  urge  to  pace,  even  as  he  guarded  the  doors

across the alley. He’d seen no glimpse of the Astronomer. No patrons had

entered. Had Mordoc dragged the wretch off for an interrogation about why

Ithan  and  his  friends  had  visited  him?  And  left  the  mystics  here—

unguarded and alone? 

He’d  fucked  up  guard  duty  with  Hypaxia.  He  wouldn’t  make  that

mistake again. Not with the mystic caged beyond those doors. 

Another Fendyr heir to the Prime. An Alpha to challenge Sabine. 

Something moved in the shadows far down the alley, beyond the neon

glow of the signs above the tattoo parlors and bars. Swift and hulking and—

He sniffed the air. Even with the rain, he knew that scent. Knew the golden

eyes that glowed in the rainy darkness. 

Ithan’s growl rumbled over the slick cobblestones, his wet fur bristling. 

Amelie  Ravenscroft,  his  former  Alpha,  only  snarled  back,  sending

whatever  patrons  were  on  the  streets  scattering  into  the  buildings,  and

melted into the dimness. 

Ithan waited until her scent had faded before letting out a breath. He’d

been right to come here, then. If he hadn’t been here … He glanced to the

doors again. 

He  couldn’t  stay  here  indefinitely.  He’d  need  others  to  keep  watch

while he rested. 

His  phone  rang  from  where  he’d  left  it  on  the  stoop  of  an  alley

doorway,  and  Ithan  shifted  into  his  humanoid  body  before  answering. 

“Flynn. I was about to call you.” To beg for a massive favor. If Sabine came

here, or Amelie returned, packs in tow …

The Fae lord didn’t reply immediately. Ithan could have sworn he heard

the male swallow. 

He  stilled.  “What  is  it?”  Flynn’s  breathing  turned  harsh.  Jagged. 

“Flynn.” 

“Shit went down.” The Fae lord seemed to be struggling for words. And

to hold back tears. 

“Is …” He couldn’t face this. Not again. Not—

“Ruhn and Athalar have been taken prisoner by the Asteri. Dec saw it

on  the  palace  feeds.  Tharion  called  from  the   Depth  Charger  pod  to  say Cormac’s dead.” 

Ithan  began  shaking  his  head,  even  as  he  contemplated  the  risk  of

discussing  this  on  the  phone.  Breathing  was  somehow  impossible  as  he

whispered, “Bryce?” 

A long, long pause. 

Ithan slid to the soaking ground. 

“She disappeared. You … you gotta come hear it from Dec.” 

“Is  she  alive?”  Ithan’s  snarl  tore  through  the  rain,  bouncing  off  the

bricks. 

“The last we saw her in this world … she was.” 

“What do you mean,  in this world?” But he had a terrible feeling that he

already knew. 

“You have to see it for yourself,” Flynn croaked. 

“I can’t,” Ithan bit out. “I’ve got something to do.” 

“We need you,” Flynn said, and his voice was full of an authority that

people  outside  the  Aux  rarely  heard.  “We’re  friends  now,  wolf.  Get  your

furry ass over here.” 

Ithan peered toward the towering doors. Felt himself being pulled apart

by Urd herself. 

“I’ll be there in fifteen,” Ithan said, and hung up. Slid his phone into his pocket. Stalked across the street. 

A blow from his fist dented the metal doors. The second one broke the

locks. The third sent them crumpling inward. 

No  sign  of  the  Astronomer.  Too  bad.  He  was  in  the  mood  for  blood

tonight. 

But  Ithan  stormed  to  the  nearest  tub.  The  wolf  mystic  floated  in  the

murky,  salt-laden  water,  hair  spread  around  her,  eyes  closed.  Breathing

mask and tubes back in place. 

“Wake up.” His words were a low growl. “We’re going.” 

The mystic didn’t respond, lost to wherever her mind took her. 

“I know you can hear me. I need to go somewhere, and I’m not leaving

you  behind.  People  are  lurking  out  there  who  want  you  dead.  So  you  can

either get the fuck up right now or I can do it for you.” 

Again, no response. His fingers flexed, claws sliding free, but he kept

his  hand  at  his  side.  It  was  only  a  matter  of  time  until  someone  came  to

investigate why the doors had been ripped open, but to tear her from that

dream state … she’d been so tormented the last time. 

“Please,” he said softly, head bowing. “My friends need me. My … my

pack needs me.” 

That’s what they’d become. 

He’d lost his brother, his brother’s pack—the pack that would have one

day been his—but this one …

He wouldn’t lose it. Would fight until the bitter end to protect it. 

“Please,” Ithan whispered, voice breaking. Her hand twitched, the water

rippling. Ithan’s breath caught in his throat. 

Her brow furrowed. The feeds on her tank began blaring and beeping, 

flashing red. The hair on Ithan’s arms rose. 

And  then,  lids  fluttering,  like  the  Alpha  fought  for  every  inch  toward

awakening, the lost Fendyr heir opened her eyes. 
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THE FOUR HOUSES OF MIDGARD

 As decreed in 33 V.E. by the Imperial Senate  in the Eternal City

HOUSE OF EARTH AND BLOOD

Shifters, humans, witches, ordinary animals, and many others to whom

Cthona calls, as well as some chosen by Luna

HOUSE OF SKY AND BREATH

Malakim (angels), Fae, elementals, sprites, * and those who are blessed by

Solas, along with some favored by Luna

HOUSE OF MANY WATERS

River-spirits, mer, water beasts, nymphs, kelpies, nøkks, and others watched

over by Ogenas

HOUSE OF FLAME AND SHADOW

Daemonaki, Reapers, wraiths, vampyrs, draki, dragons, necromancers, and

many wicked and unnamed things that even Urd herself cannot see

 * Sprites were kicked out of their House as a result of their participation in the Fall, and are now considered Lowers, though many of them refuse to

 accept this. 

 

PROLOGUE

Sofie had survived in the Kavalla death camp for two weeks. 

Two  weeks,  and  still  the  guards—dreadwolves,  all  of  them—had  not

sniffed her out. Everything had gone according to plan. The reek of the days

crammed into the cattle car had covered the telltale scent in her blood. It had

also  veiled  her  when  they’d  marched  her  and  the  others  between  the  brick

buildings of the camp, this new Hel that was only a small model of what the

Asteri planned to do if the war continued. 

Two weeks here, and that reek had become etched into her very skin, 

blinding even the wolves’ keen noses. She’d stood mere feet from a guard in

the  breakfast  line  this  morning  and  he  hadn’t  so  much  as  sniffed  in  her

direction. 

A small victory. One she’d gladly take these days. 

Half of the Ophion rebel bases had fallen. More would soon. But only

two places existed for her now: here, and the port of Servast, her destination

tonight. Alone, even on foot, she could have easily made it. A rare benefit of

being  able  to  switch  between  human  and  Vanir  identities—and  of  being  a

rare human who’d made the Drop. 

It technically made her Vanir. Granted her a long life span and all the

benefits  that  came  from  it  that  her  human  family  did  not  and  would  never

have.  She  might  not  have  bothered  to  make  the  Drop  had  her  parents  not

encouraged it—with the healing abilities she  would  gain,  it  provided  extra

armor in a world designed to kill her kind. So she’d done it under the radar, 

in a back-alley, highly illegal Drop center, where a leering satyr had been her

Anchor, and handing over her firstlight had been the cost of the ritual. She’d

spent the years since then learning to wear her humanity like a cloak, inside

and out. She might have all the traits of the Vanir, but she’d never  be Vanir. 

Not in her heart, her soul. 

Yet tonight … tonight, Sofie did not mind letting a little of the monster

loose. 

It  would  not  be  an  easy  journey,  thanks  to  the  dozen  small  forms

crouched behind her in the mud before the barbed-wire fence. 

Five boys and six girls gathered by her thirteen-year-old brother, who

now stood watch over them like a shepherd with his flock. Emile had gotten

all of them out of the bunks, aided by a gentle human sun-priest, who was

currently serving as lookout at the shed ten yards away. 

The children were gray-skinned, gaunt. Eyes too big, too hopeless. 

Sofie  didn’t  need  to  know  their  stories.  They  were  likely  the  same  as

hers:  rebel  human  parents  who’d  either  been  caught  or  sold  out.  Hers  had

been the latter. 

Pure dumb luck had kept Sofie out of the dreadwolves’ clutches, too—

at least until now. Three years ago, she’d been studying late at the university

library  with  her  friends.  Arriving  home  after  midnight,  she’d  spied  the

broken  windows  and  shattered  front  door,  the  spray  paint  on  the  siding  of

their  ordinary  suburban  house— REBEL  SHITS— and  begun  running.  She

could only credit Urd for the fact that the dreadwolf guard posted at the front

door hadn’t seen her. 

Later,  she’d  managed  to  confirm  that  her  parents  were  dead.  Tortured

until  the  brutal  end  by  the  Hind  or  her  elite  squadron  of  dreadwolf

interrogators.  The  report  Sofie  spent  months  working  her  way  up  through

Ophion to attain had also revealed that her grandparents had been herded off

upon reaching the Bracchus camp in the north, and shot in a lineup of other

elders, their bodies left to crumple into a mass grave. 

And  her  brother  …  Sofie  hadn’t  been  able  to  find  anything  on  Emile

until now. For years, she’d been working with the Ophion rebels in exchange

for  any  snippet  of  information  about  him,  about  her  family.  She  didn’t  let

herself  think  about  what  she’d  done  in  return  for  that  information.  The

spying,  the  people  she’d  killed  to  collect  whatever  intel  Ophion  wanted—

these things weighed on her soul like a leaden cloak. 

But  she’d  finally  done  enough  for  Ophion  that  they’d  informed  her

Emile had been sent here, and survived against all odds. At last, she had a

location  for  him.  Convincing  Command  to  let  her  come  here  …  that  had

been another labyrinth to navigate. 

In the end, it had required Pippa’s support. Command listened to Pippa, their faithful and fervent soldier, leader of the elite Lightfall unit. Especially

now that Ophion’s numbers had taken such steep hits. Sort-of-human Sofie, 

on the other hand … She knew she was an asset, but with the Vanir blood in

her veins, they’d never fully trust her. So she occasionally needed Pippa. Just

as much as Pippa’s Lightfall missions had needed Sofie’s powers. 

Pippa’s help hadn’t been due to friendship. Sofie was fairly certain that

friends  didn’t  exist  within  the  Ophion  rebel  network.  But  Pippa  was  an

opportunist—and  she  knew  what  she  stood  to  gain  should  this  op  go

smoothly, the doors that would further open to her within Command if Sofie

returned triumphant. 

A week after Command had approved the plan, over three years after

her family had been snatched from their home, Sofie walked into Kavalla. 

She’d  waited  until  a  local  dreadwolf  patrol  was  marching  by  and

stumbled into their path, a mere mile from here. They immediately found the

fake rebel documents she’d planted in her coat. They had no idea that Sofie

also carried with her, hidden in her head, information that could very well be

the final piece of this war against the Asteri. 

The blow that could end it. 

Ophion  had  found  out  too  late  that  before  she’d  gone  into  Kavalla, 

she’d  finally  accomplished  the  mission  she’d  spent  years  preparing  for. 

She’d  made  sure  before  she  was  picked  up  that  Pippa  and  Ophion  knew

she’d acquired that intel. Now they wouldn’t back out of their promises to

retrieve  her  and  Emile.  She  knew  there  would  be  Hel  to  pay  for  it—that

she’d  gone  in  secret  to  gather  the  information,  and  was  now  using  it  as

collateral. 

But that would come later. 

The dreadwolf patrol interrogated her for two days. Two days, and then

they’d  thrown  her  into  the  cattle  car  with  the  others,  convinced  she  was  a

foolish human girl who’d been given the documents by a lover who’d used

her. 

She’d  never  thought  her  minor  in  theater  would  come  in  handy.  That

she’d  hear  her  favorite  professor’s  voice  critiquing  her  performance  while

someone was ripping out her fingernails. That she’d feign a confession with

all the sincerity she’d once brought to the stage. 

She  wondered  if  Command  knew  she’d  used  those  acting  abilities  on

them, too. 

That wasn’t her concern, either. At least, not until tomorrow. Tonight, all that mattered was the desperate plan that would now come to fruition. If

she  had  not  been  betrayed,  if  Command  had  not  realized  the  truth,  then  a

boat  waited  twenty  miles  away  to  ferry  them  out  of  Pangera.  She  looked

down at the children around her and prayed the boat had room for more than

the three passengers she’d claimed would be arriving. 

She’d spent her first week and a half in Kavalla waiting for a glimpse of

her brother—a hint of where he might be in the sprawling camp. And then, a

few days ago, she’d spotted him in the food line. She’d faked a stumble to

cover her shock and joy and sorrow. 

He’d gotten so tall. As tall as their father. He was all gangly limbs and

bones, a far cry from the healthy thirteen-year-old he should have been, but

his face … it was the face she’d grown up with. But beginning to show the

first hints of manhood on the horizon. 

Tonight, she’d seized her chance to sneak into his bunk. And despite the

three  years  and  the  countless  miseries  they’d  endured,  he  knew  her  in  an

instant,  too.  Sofie  would  have  spirited  him  away  that  moment  had  he  not

begged her to bring the others. 

Now twelve children crouched behind her. 

The  alarms  would  be  blaring  soon.  They  had  different  sirens  for

everything  here,  she’d  learned.  To  signal  their  wake-ups,  their  meals, 

random inspections. 

A mournful bird’s call fluttered through the low-hanging mist.  All clear. 

With a silent prayer of thanks to the sun-priest and the god he served, 

Sofie lifted her mangled hand to the electrified fence. She did not glance at

her  missing  fingernails,  or  the  welts,  or  even  feel  how  numb  and  stiff  her

hands were, not as the fence’s power crackled through her. 

Through  her,  into  her,  becoming  her.  Becoming  hers  to  use  as  she

wished. 

A thought, and the fence’s power turned outward again, her fingertips

sparking where they curled against the metal. The metal turned orange, then

red beneath her hand. 

She sliced her palm down, skin so blisteringly hot it cleaved metal and

wire. Emile whispered to the others to keep them from crying out, but she

heard one of the boys murmur, “Witch. ” 

A typical human’s fear of those with Vanir gifts—of the females who

held such tremendous power. She did not turn to tell him that it was not a

witch’s power that flowed through her. It was something far more rare. 

The cold earth met her hand as she rent the last of the fence and peeled

the two flaps apart, barely wide enough for her to fit through. The children

edged  forward,  but  she  signaled  for  them  to  halt,  scanning  the  open  dirt

beyond. The road separating the camp from the ferns and towering pines lay

empty. 

But  the  threat  would  come  from  behind.  She  pivoted  toward  the

watchtowers  at  the  corners  of  the  camp,  which  housed  guards  with  sniper

rifles forever trained on the road. 

Sofie took a breath, and the power she’d sucked from the fence again

shuddered through her. Across the camp, the spotlights ruptured in a shower

of sparks that had the guards whirling toward it, shouting. 

Sofie peeled the fence apart wider, arms straining, metal biting into her

palms, grunting at the children to  run, run, run—

Little  shadows,  their  light  gray  uniforms  tattered  and  stained  and  too

bright in the near-full moon, hurried through the fence and across the muddy

road to the dense ferns and steep gully beyond. Emile went last, his taller, 

bony  body  still  a  shock  to  her  system,  as  brutal  as  any  power  she  could

wield. 

Sofie did not let herself think of it. She raced after him, weak from the

lack of food, the grueling labor, the soul-draining misery of this place. Mud

and rocks cut into her bare feet, but the pain was distant as she took in the

dozen  pale  faces  peering  from  the  ferns.  “Hurry,  hurry,  hurry,”  she whispered. 

The van would wait only so long. 

One  of  the  girls  swayed  as  she  got  to  her  feet,  aiming  for  the  slope

beyond, but Sofie gripped her beneath a bony shoulder, keeping her upright

as they staggered along, ferns brushing their legs, roots tangling their feet. 

Faster. They had to be  faster—

A siren wailed. 

This one, Sofie had not heard before. But she knew its blaring screech

for what it was:  Escape. 

Flashlight  beams  shot  through  the  trees  as  Sofie  and  the  children

crested  the  lip  of  a  hill,  half  falling  into  the  fern-laden  gully.  The

dreadwolves were in their humanoid forms, then. Good—their eyes weren’t

as sharp in the dark this way. Bad, because it meant they carried guns. 

Sofie’s  breathing  hitched,  but  she  focused,  and  sent  her  power  slicing behind her. The flashlights went dark. Even firstlight could not stand against

her power. Shouting rose—male, vicious. 

Sofie  hurried  to  the  front  of  the  group  and  Emile  fell  to  the  back  to

make  sure  none  were  forgotten.  Pride  swelled  in  her  chest,  even  as  it

mingled with terror. 

She  knew  they’d  never  make  it  back  to  the  camp  alive  if  they  were

caught. 

Thighs burning, Sofie sprinted up the steep side of the gully. She didn’t

want  to  think  what  the  children  were  enduring,  not  when  their  knobbly-

kneed legs looked barely able to hold them up. They reached the top of the

hill  just  as  the  dreadwolves  howled,  an  inhuman  sound  breaking  from

humanoid throats. A summons to the hunt. 

She pushed the children faster. Mist and ferns and trees and stones—

When one of the boys collapsed, Sofie carried him, focusing on the too-

delicate hands gripping the front of her shift. 

 Hurry, hurry, hurry—

And then there was the road, and the van. Agent Silverbow had waited. 

She didn’t know his real name. Had refused to let him tell her, though

she had a good idea of what—who—he was. But he’d always be Silver to

her. And he had waited. 

He’d said he wouldn’t. Had said Ophion would kill him for abandoning

his  current  mission.  Pippa  would  kill  him.  Or  order  one  of  her  Lightfall soldiers to do it. 

But he’d come with Sofie, had hidden out these two weeks, until Sofie

had sent forth the ripple of firstlight last night—the one signal she’d dared

make  with  the  Vanir  prowling  the  death  camp—to  tell  him  to  be  here  in

twenty-four hours. 

She’d told him not to use his powers. Even if it would’ve made this far

safer and easier, it would have drained him too much for the escape. And she

needed him at full strength now. 

In  the  moonlight,  Silver’s  face  was  pale  above  the  imperial  uniform

he’d stolen, his hair slicked back like any preening officer. He grimaced at

Emile, then at the eleven other kids—clearly calculating how many could fit

into the nondescript white van. 

“All,”  Sofie  said  as  she  hurtled  for  the  vehicle,  her  voice  raw.  “All, 

Silver.” 

He understood. He’d always understood her. 

He  leapt  out  of  the  car  with  preternatural  grace  and  opened  the  rear

doors.  A  minute  later,  squeezed  against  Silver  in  the  front  of  the  van,  his warmth heating her through her threadbare clothes, Sofie could hardly draw

breath fast enough as he floored the gas pedal. His thumb brushed over her

shoulder,  again  and  again,  as  if  reassuring  himself  that  she  was  there,  that she’d made it. 

None of the children spoke. None of them cried. 

As  the  van  barreled  into  the  night,  Sofie  found  herself  wondering  if

they still could. 

It took them thirty minutes to reach the port city of Servast. 

Sofie  leaned  on  Silver,  who  saw  to  it,  even  while  racing  down  the

bumpy, winding country road, that the children found the food in the bags

he’d stashed in the back. Only enough for three, but the children knew how

to  stretch  a  scant  spread.  He  made  sure  Sofie  ate,  too.  Two  weeks  in  that

camp had nearly wrecked her. She didn’t understand how these children had

survived months. Years. Her brother had survived  three years. 

Silver said quietly as they rounded a sharp curve, “The Hind is close by. 

I  received  a  report  this  morning  that  she  was  in  Alcene.”  A  small  city  not two  hours  away—one  of  the  vital  depots  along  the  Spine,  the  north-south

network  of  train  tracks  that  provided  ammo  and  supplies  to  the  imperial

troops. “Our spies indicated she was headed this way.” 

Sofie’s stomach tightened, but she focused on donning the clothes and

shoes Silver had brought for her to change into. “Then let’s hope we make it

to the coast before she does.” 

His throat bobbed. She dared ask, “Pippa?” 

A  muscle  ticked  in  his  jaw.  He  and  Pippa  had  been  jockeying  for  a

promotion  into  Command’s  inner  ranks  for  years  now.  A  crazed  fanatic, 

Silver  had  called  Pippa  on  more  than  one  occasion,  usually  after  her

Lightfall  squadron  had  led  a  brutal  attack  that  left  no  survivors.  But  Sofie understood  Pippa’s  devotion—she  herself  had  grown  up  passing  as  fully

human, after all. Had learned exactly how they were treated—how Pippa had

likely  been  treated  by  the  Vanir  her  entire  life.  Some  things,  some

experiences, Silver could never understand. 

Silver said, “No word yet. She’d better be where she promised to be.” 

Disapproval and distrust laced every word. 

Sofie said nothing else as they drove. She wouldn’t tell him the details of the intelligence she’d gathered, for all that he had done and meant to her, 

despite  the  silent  hours  spent  together,  bodies  and  souls  merging.  She

wouldn’t tell anyone—not until Command came through on their promises. 

The  Asteri  had  probably  realized  what  she’d  discovered.  They’d  no

doubt sent the Hind after her to stop her from telling anyone else. 

But  the  more  immediate  threat  came  from  the  dreadwolves  closing  in

with  every  mile  they  hurried  toward  Servast,  hounds  on  a  scent.  Silver’s

frequent glances in the rearview mirror told her that he knew it, too. 

The  two  of  them  could  take  on  perhaps  a  handful  of  wolf  shifters—

they’d done so before. But there would be more than a handful for an escape

from Kavalla. Far more than they could face and live. 

She’d  prepared  for  that  eventuality.  Had  already  handed  over  her

comm-crystal to Command before entering Kavalla. That precious, sole line

of communication to their most valued spy. She knew they’d keep the small

chunk of quartz safe. Just as Silver would keep Emile safe. He’d given her

his word. 

When they emerged from the van, mist wreathed the narrow docks of

Servast,  writhing  over  the  chill,  night-dark  waters  of  the  Haldren  Sea.  It

wended around the ancient stone houses of the port town, the firstlight in the

few  lampposts  above  the  cobblestone  streets  flickering.  No  lights  shone

behind the shuttered windows; not one car or pedestrian moved in the deep

shadows and fog. 

It was as if the streets of Servast had been emptied in advance of their

arrival.  As  if  its  citizens—mostly  poor  fisher-folk,  both  human  and  Vanir

allied with the House of Many Waters—had hunkered down, some instinct

bleating that the fog was not to be braved. Not this night. 

Not with dreadwolves on the prowl. 

Silver led the way, hair peeking from beneath the cap he’d donned, his

attention  darting  this  way  and  that,  his  gun  within  easy  reach  at  his  side. 

She’d  seen  him  kill  efficiently  with  his  power,  but  sometimes  a  gun  was

easier. 

Emile  kept  close  to  Sofie  as  they  crept  down  the  age-worn  streets, 

through  the  empty  markets.  She  could  feel  eyes  on  her  from  behind  the

closed shutters. But no one opened a door to offer help. 

Sofie didn’t care. As long as that boat waited where she’d been told it

would be, the world could go to Hel. 

Mercifully,  the   Bodegraven  was  idling  at  the  end  of  a  long  wooden dock  three  blocks  ahead,  silver  letters  bright  against  her  black  hull.  A  few firstlights  glowed  in  the  small  steamer’s  portholes,  but  the  decks  remained

quiet. Emile gasped, as if it were a vision from Luna. 

Sofie  prayed  the  other  Ophion  boats  would  be  waiting  beyond  the

harbor to provide backup, exactly as Command had promised in return for

the  valuable  asset  she’d  gone  into  the  camp  to  retrieve.  They  hadn’t  cared

that the valuable asset was her brother. Only what she told them he could do. 

She scanned the streets, the docks, the skies. 

The power in her veins thrummed in time to her heart. A counter-beat. 

A bone-drum, a death knell. A warning. 

They had to go  now. 

She started, but Silver’s broad hand clamped on her shoulder. 

“They’re here,” he said in his northern accent. With his sharp senses, he

could detect the wolves better than she could. 

Sofie  surveyed  the  sloping  rooftops,  the  cobblestones,  the  fog.  “How

close?” 

Dread  filled  Silver’s  handsome  face.  “Everywhere.  They’re  fucking

everywhere.” 

Only three blocks separated them from salvation. Shouts echoed off the

stones a block away. “There! There! ” 

One heartbeat to decide. One heartbeat—Emile halted, fear bright in his

dark eyes. 

No more fear. No more pain. 

Sofie hissed at Silver, “Run.” Silver reached for his gun, but she shoved

his hand down, getting in his face. “Get the kids to the boat and go. I’ll hold

the wolves off and meet you there.” 

Some of the children were already bolting for the dock. Emile waited. 

“Run!” she told Silver again. He touched her cheek—the softest of caresses

—and sprinted after the children, roaring for the captain to rev the engines. 

None of them would survive if they didn’t depart now. 

She whirled to Emile. “Get on that boat.” 

His eyes—their mother’s eyes—widened. “But how will you—” 

“I promise I will find you again, Emile. Remember all I told you.  Go.” 

When  she  embraced  his  lanky,  bony  body,  she  let  herself  inhale  one

breath of his scent, the one that lay beneath the acrid layers of dirt and waste

from the camp. Then Emile staggered away, half tripping over himself as he marked the lingering power building at her fingertips. 

But her brother said softly, “Make them pay. ” 

She closed her eyes, readying herself. Gathering her power. Lights went

out  on  the  block  around  her.  When  she  opened  her  eyes  to  the  newfound

darkness, Emile had reached the dock. Silver waited at the ramp, beckoning

beneath the one streetlight that remained lit. Her stare met Silver’s. 

She nodded once—hoping it conveyed all that was within her heart—

and aimed for the dreadwolves’ howls. 

Sofie  sprinted  right  into  the  golden  beams  of  the  headlights  of  four  cars

emblazoned with the Asteri’s symbol:  SPQM and its wreath of seven stars. 

All crammed full of dreadwolves in imperial uniforms, guns out. 

Sofie instantly spied the golden-haired female lounging in the front of

the military convertible. A silver torque glimmered against her neck. 

The Hind. 

The deer shifter had two snipers poised beside her in the open-air car, 

rifles trained on Sofie. Even in the darkness, Lidia Cervos’s hair shimmered, 

her beautiful face passive and cold. Amber eyes fixed on Sofie, lit with smug

amusement. Triumph. 

Sofie whipped around a corner before their shots cracked like thunder. 

The snarl of the Hind’s dreadwolves rumbled in the mist behind her as she

charged into Servast proper, away from the harbor. From that ship and the

children. From Emile. 

Silver couldn’t use his power to get her. He had no idea where she was. 

Sofie’s breath sawed out of her chest as she sprinted down the empty, 

murky streets. A blast from the boat’s horn blared through the misty night, as

if pleading with her to hurry. 

In answer, half a dozen unearthly howls rose up behind her. All closing

in. 

Some had taken their wolf form, then. 

Claws  thundered  against  the  pavement  nearby,  and  Sofie  gritted  her

teeth,  cutting  down  another  alley,  heading  for  the  one  place  all  the  maps

she’d  studied  suggested  she  might  stand  a  chance.  The  ship’s  horn  blasted

again, a final warning that it would leave. 

If she could only make it a bit deeper into the city—a bit deeper—

Fangs gnashed behind her. 

 Keep moving.  Not only away from the Vanir on her tail, but from the snipers on the ground, waiting for the open shot. From the Hind, who must

know  what  information  Sofie  bore.  Sofie  supposed  she  should  be  flattered

the Hind herself had come to oversee this. 

The  small  market  square  appeared  ahead,  and  Sofie  barreled  for  the

fountain in its center, punching a line of her power straight for it, shearing

through  rock  and  metal  until  water  sprayed,  a  geyser  coating  the  market

square. Wolves splashed into the water as they surged from the surrounding

streets, shifting as they cornered her. 

In the center of the flooded square, Sofie paused. 

The wolves in human forms wore imperial uniforms. Tiny silver darts

glimmered  along  their  collars.  A  dart  for  every  rebel  spy  broken.  Her

stomach  flipped.  Only  one  type  of  dreadwolf  had  those  silver  darts.  The

Hind’s private guard. The most elite of the shifters. 

A throaty whistle sounded through the port. A warning and a farewell. 

So  Sofie  leapt  onto  the  lip  of  the  fountain  and  smiled  at  the  wolves

closing  in.  They  wouldn’t  kill  her.  Not  when  the  Hind  was  waiting  to

interrogate  her.  Too  bad  they  didn’t  know  what  Sofie  truly  was.  Not  a

human, nor a witch. 

She let the power she’d gathered by the docks unspool. 

Crackling  energy  curled  at  her  fingertips  and  amid  the  strands  of  her

short  brown  hair.  One  of  the  dreadwolves  understood  then—matched  what

he was seeing with the myths Vanir whispered to their children. 

“She’s a fucking thunderbird! ” the wolf roared—just as Sofie unleashed

the  power  she’d  gathered  on  the  water  flooding  the  square.  On  the

dreadwolves standing ankle-deep in it. 

They didn’t stand a chance. 

Sofie pivoted toward the docks as the electricity finished slithering over

the  stones,  hardly  sparing  a  glance  for  the  smoking,  half-submerged

carcasses. The silver darts along their collars glowed molten-hot. 

Another whistle. She could still make it. 

Sofie splashed through the flooded square, breath ragged in her throat. 

The dreadwolf had been only half-right. She was part thunderbird—her

great-grandmother had mated with a human long ago, before being executed. 

The gift, more legend than truth these days, had resurfaced in Sofie. 

It was why the rebels had wanted her so badly, why they’d sent her out

on  such  dangerous  missions.  Why  Pippa  had  come  to  value  her .   Sofie

smelled like and could pass for a human, but in her veins lurked an ability that  could  kill  in  an  instant.  The  Asteri  had  long  ago  hunted  most

thunderbirds to extinction. She’d never learned how her great-grandmother

had survived, but the descendants had kept the bloodline secret.  She had kept

it secret. 

Until  that  day  three  years  ago  when  her  family  had  been  killed  and

taken. When she’d found the nearest Ophion base and showed them exactly

what she could do. When she told them what she wanted them to do for her

in exchange. 

She hated them. Almost as much as she hated the Asteri and the world

they’d  built.  For  three  years,  Ophion  had  dangled  Emile’s  whereabouts

above her, promising to find him, to help her free him, if she could do  one

 more  mission.  Pippa  and  Silver  might  believe  in  the  cause,  though  they differed in their methods of how to fight for it, but Emile had always been

Sofie’s cause. A free world would be wonderful. But what did it matter if she

had no family to share it with? 

So many times, for those rebels, she had drawn up power from the grid, 

from lights and machines, and killed and killed, until her soul lay in tatters. 

She’d often debated going rogue and finding her brother herself, but she was

no spy. She had no network. So she’d stayed, and covertly built up her own

bait to dangle before Ophion. Made sure they knew the importance of what

she’d gleaned before she entered Kavalla. 

Faster, faster she pushed herself toward the dock. If she didn’t make it, 

maybe  there  would  be  a  smaller  boat  that  she  could  take  to  the  steamer. 

Maybe she’d just swim until she was close enough for Silver to spot her, and

easily reach her with his power. 

Half-crumbling houses and uneven streets passed; fog drifted in veils. 

The  stretch  of  wooden  dock  between  Sofie  and  the  steamer  pulling

away lay clear. She raced for it. 

She  could  make  out  Silver  on  the   Bodegraven’s  deck,  monitoring  her

approach. But why didn’t he use his power to reach her? Another few feet

closer, and she spied the hand pressed to his bleeding shoulder. 

Cthona have mercy on him. Silver didn’t appear badly hurt, but she had

a feeling she knew what kind of bullet he’d been hit with. A bullet with a

core of gorsian stone—one that would stifle magic. 

His  power  was  useless.  But  if  a  sniper  had  hit  Silver  on  the  ship  …

Sofie drew up short. 

The  convertible  sat  in  the  shadows  of  the  building  across  from  the docks. The Hind still lounged like a queen, a sniper beside her with his rifle

trained on Sofie. Where the second had gone, she didn’t know. Only this one

mattered. This one, and his rifle. 

It  was  likely  chock-full  of  gorsian  bullets.  They’d  bring  her  down  in

seconds. 

The Hind’s golden eyes glowed like coals in the dimness. Sofie gauged

the distance to the end of the dock, the rope Silver had thrown down, trailing

with every inch the  Bodegraven chugged toward the open water. 

The Hind inclined her head in challenge. A deceptively calm voice slid

from between her red lips. “Are you faster than a bullet, thunderbird?” 

Sofie didn’t wait to banter. As swift as a wind through the fjords of her

native land, she hurtled down the dock. She knew the sniper’s rifle tracked

her. 

The end of the dock, the dark harbor beyond, loomed. 

The rifle cracked. 

Silver’s  roar  cleaved  the  night  before  Sofie  hit  the  wood  planks, 

splinters cutting into her face, the impact ricocheting through one eye. Pain

burst through her right thigh, leaving a wake of shredded flesh and shattered

bone, so violent it robbed even the scream from her lungs. 

Silver’s  bellow  stopped  abruptly—and  then  he  yelled  to  the  captain, 

“Go, go, go, go! ” 

Facedown  on  the  dock,  Sofie  knew  it  was  bad.  She  lifted  her  head, 

swallowing  her  shriek  of  pain,  blood  leaking  from  her  nose.  The  droning

hum  of  an  Omega-boat’s  energy  rocked  through  her  even  before  she  spied

the approaching lights beneath the harbor’s surface. 

Four  imperial  submersible  warships  converged  like  sharks  on  the

 Bodegraven. 

Pippa  Spetsos  stood  aboard  the  rebel  ship   Orrae,  the  Haldren  Sea  a  dark expanse  around  her.  In  the  distance,  the  firstlights  of  the  towns  along

Pangera’s northern coast twinkled like gold stars. 

But her attention remained fixed on the gleam of Servast. On the little

light sailing toward them. 

The  Bodegraven was on time. 

Pippa pressed a hand against the cold, hard armor covering her breast, 

right  above  the  sinking  sun  insignia  of  the  Lightfall  unit.  She  would  not

loose that final breath of relief—not until she saw Sofie. Until she’d secured the assets Sofie carried with her: the boy and the intel. 

Then  she’d  demonstrate  to  Sofie  precisely  how  Command  felt  about

being manipulated. 

Agent  Silverbow,  the  arrogant  bastard,  had  followed  the  woman  he

loved.  She  knew  the  asset  Sofie  brought  with  her  meant  little  to  him.  The

fool. But the possibility of the intel that Sofie claimed to have spent years

covertly gathering for Ophion … even Silverbow would want that. 

Captain Richmond stepped up beside her. “Report,” she ordered. 

He’d learned the hard way not to disobey her. Learned exactly who in

Command  supported  her,  and  would  rain  down  Hel  on  her  behalf. 

Monitoring  the  approaching  vessel,  Richmond  said,  “We’ve  made  radio

contact. Your operative is not on that ship.” 

Pippa went still. “The brother?” 

“The  boy  is  there.  And  eleven  other  children  from  Kavalla.  Sofie

Renast stayed behind to buy them time. I’m sorry.” 

 Sorry.  Pippa had lost track of how many times she’d heard that fucking

word. 

But right now … Emile had made it to the ship. Was gaining him worth

losing Sofie? 

It  was  the  gamble  they’d  taken  in  even  allowing  Sofie  to  go  into

Kavalla: possibly losing one valuable asset in the quest to seize another. But

that  was  before  Sofie  had  left—and  then  informed  them,  right  before

entering  the  camp,  that  she’d  attained  vital  intel  on  their  enemies.  To  lose Sofie now, with that crucial intel on the line …

She hissed at the captain, “I want—” 

A human sailor barreled out the glass-enclosed bridge door, skin eerily

pale in the moonlight. He faced the captain, then Pippa, uncertain whom to

report  to.  “The   Bodegraven’s  got  four  Omegas  on  her  tail,  closing  in  fast. 

Agent Silverbow is down—gorsian bullet to the shoulder.” 

Pippa’s  blood  chilled.  Silverbow  wouldn’t  be  any  help  with  a  gorsian

bullet in him. “They’re going to sink that ship, rather than let those children

go.” 

She  had  not  yet  become  so  numb  to  the  horrors  of  this  world  that  it

didn’t roil her stomach. Captain Richmond swore softly. 

Pippa ordered, “Prepare the gunners.” Even if the odds were slim that

 they  would  survive  an  assault  by  the  Omegas,  they  could  provide  a

distraction.  The  captain  grunted  his  agreement.  But  the  sailor  who’d  come rushing out of the bridge gasped and pointed. 

On the horizon, each and every light in Servast was winking out. The

wave of darkness swept inland. 

“What in Hel—” 

“Not Hel,” Pippa murmured as the blackout spread. 

Sofie. Or … Her eyes narrowed on the  Bodegraven. 

Pippa ran for the bridge’s better view. She arrived, panting, Richmond

beside her, in time to see the  Bodegraven  racing  for  them—the  submerged

lights of the four Omega-boats flickering behind, closing in. 

But  as  they  did,  a  mighty  white  light  soared  beneath  the  surface.  It

wrapped its long arms around the nearest Omega. 

The white light leapt away a moment later, flying for the next boat. No

submersible lights glowed in its wake. On the radar before her, the Omega-

boat vanished. 

“Holy gods,” Richmond said. 

 Something like that, Pippa wanted to say. It was Sofie’s strange gift: not

only  electricity,  but  firstlight  power,  too.  Energy  of  any  type  was  hers  to

command,  to  suck  into  herself.  Her  kind  had  been  hunted  to  extinction  by

the Asteri centuries ago because of that mighty, unconquerable gift—or so it

had seemed. 

But now there were two of them. 

Sofie  said  her  brother’s  powers  dwarfed  her  own.  Powers  Pippa  now

witnessed  as  the  light  leapt  from  the  second  boat—another  blackout—and

raced for the third. 

She could make out no sign of Emile on the  Bodegraven’s deck, but he

had to be there. 

“What can bring down an Omega with no torpedoes?” murmured one

of the sailors. Closer now, the light swept beneath the surface for the third

boat,  and  even  with  the  distance,  Pippa  could  see  the  core  of  long,  bright

white tendrils streaming from it—like wings. 

“An  angel?”  someone  whispered.  Pippa  scoffed  privately.  There  were

no angels among the few Vanir in Ophion. If Pippa had her way, there’d be

no Vanir among them at all … save for ones like this. Vanir powers, but a

human soul and body. 

Emile was a great prize for the rebellion—Command would be pleased

indeed. 

The third Omega submersible went black, vanishing into the inky deep. 

Pippa’s blood sang at the terrible glory of it. Only one Omega left. 

“Come  on,”  Pippa  breathed.  “Come  on  …”  Too  much  rested  on  that

boat. The balance of this war might hang on it. 

“Two  brimstone  torpedoes  fired  from  the  remaining  Omega,”  a  sailor

shouted. 

But the white light slammed into the Omega, miles’ worth of firstlight

sending the final ship spiraling into a watery abyss. 

And then a leap outward, a whip of light illuminating the waves above

it to turquoise. A stretching hand. 

A  sailor  reported  hoarsely,  awe  and  anticipation  in  every  word, 

“Brimstone torpedoes are gone from the radar. Vanished.” 

Only the lights of the  Bodegraven remained, like dim stars in a sea of

darkness. 

“Commander Spetsos?” Richmond asked. 

But  Pippa  ignored  Richmond,  and  stalked  into  the  warmth  of  the

bridge’s  interior,  yanking  a  pair  of  long-range  binoculars  from  a  hook  just

inside  the  door.  Within  seconds,  she  was  out  on  the  wind-whipped  deck

again, binoculars focused on the  Bodegraven. 

Emile  stood  there,  aged  but  definitely  the  same  child  from  Sofie’s

photos,  no  more  than  a  lean  figure  alone  at  the  prow.  Staring  toward  the

watery graveyard as they passed over it. Then to the land beyond. He slowly

sank to his knees. 

Smiling to herself, Pippa shifted the view on the binoculars and gazed

toward the thorough blackness of Pangera. 

Lying  on  her  side,  the  lap  of  waves  against  the  quay  and  the  drip  of  her

blood  on  the  surface  beneath  the  wooden  slats  the  only  sounds  she  could

hear, Sofie waited to die. 

Her  arm  dangled  off  the  end  of  the  dock  as  the   Bodegraven  sailed

toward  those  savior  lights  on  the  sea.  Toward  Pippa.  Pippa  had  brought

battleships to guide the  Bodegraven to safety. Likely to ensure Sofie was on

it, along with Emile, but … Pippa had still come. Ophion had come. 

Tears slid along her cheeks, onto the wood slats. Everything hurt. 

She’d known this would happen, if she pushed too far, demanded too

much  power,  as  she  had  tonight.  The  firstlight  always  hurt  so  much  worse

than  electricity.  Charred  her  insides  even  as  it  left  her  craving  more  of  its

potent power. It was why she avoided it as much as possible. Why the idea of  Emile  had  been  so  enticing  to  Command,  to  Pippa  and  her  Lightfall

squadron. 

There was nothing left inside her now. Not one spark of power. And no

one was coming to save her. 

Footsteps  thudded  on  the  dock,  rattling  her  body.  Sofie  bit  her  lip

against the flashing pain. 

Polished  black  boots  stopped  inches  from  her  nose.  Sofie  shifted  her

good eye upward. The Hind’s pale face peered down. 

“Naughty  girl,”  the  Hind  said  in  that  fair  voice.  “Electrocuting  my

dreadwolves.” She ran an amber eye over Sofie. “What a remarkable power

you  have.  And  what  a  remarkable  power  your  brother  has,  downing  my

Omega-boats. It seems all the legends about your kind are true.” 

Sofie said nothing. 

The spy-breaker smiled slightly. “Tell me who you passed the intel to, 

and I will walk off this dock and let you live. I’ll let you see your darling

little brother.” 

Sofie said through stiff lips, “No one.” 

The Hind merely said, “Let’s go for a ride, Sofie Renast.” 

The dreadwolves bundled Sofie into a nondescript boat. No one spoke

as it sailed out to sea. As an hour passed, and the sky lightened. Only when

they were so far from the shore that it was no longer a darker shadow against

the  night  sky  did  the  Hind  lift  a  hand.  The  engines  cut  off,  and  the  boat bobbed in the waves. 

Again,  those  polished,  knee-high  boots  approached  Sofie.  She’d  been

bound,  gorsian  shackles  around  her  wrists  to  stifle  her  power.  Her  leg  had

gone numb with agony. 

With a nod to a wolf, the Hind ordered that Sofie should be hauled to

her feet. Sofie bit down her cry of pain. Behind her, another wolf opened the

transom gate, exposing the small platform off the boat’s back. Sofie’s throat

closed up. 

“Since  your  brother  has  bestowed  such  a  death  upon  a  multitude  of

imperial  soldiers,  this  will  be  an  apt  punishment  for  you,”  the  Hind  said, 

stepping  onto  the  platform,  not  seeming  to  care  about  the  water  splashing

over her boots. She pulled a small white stone from her pocket, lifting it for

Sofie to see, and then chucked it into the water. Observed it with her Vanir-

sharp eyes as it dropped down, down, down into the inky blackness. 

“At  that  depth,  you’ll  likely  drown  before  you  hit  the  seafloor,”  the Hind observed, her golden hair shifting across her imperious face. She slid

her hands into her pockets as the wolves knelt at Sofie’s feet and bound them

together with chains weighted with lead blocks. 

“I’ll  ask  you  again,”  the  Hind  said,  angling  her  head,  silver  torque

glinting  at  her  neck.  “With  whom  did  you  share  the  intelligence  you

collected before you went into Kavalla?” 

Sofie  felt  the  ache  of  her  missing  fingernails.  Saw  the  faces  in  that

camp. The people she’d left behind. Her cause had been Emile—yet Ophion

was right in so many ways. And some small part of her had been glad to kill

for  Ophion,  to  fight  for  those  people.  Would  keep  fighting  for  them,  for

Emile, now. She gritted out, “I told you: no one.” 

“Very well, then.” The Hind pointed to the water. “You know how this

ends.” 

Sofie kept her face blank to conceal her shock at her good luck, one last

gift from Solas. Apparently, even the Hind was not as clever as she believed

herself  to  be.  She  offered  a  swift,  horrible  death—but  it  was  nothing

compared to the endless torture Sofie had expected. 

“Put her on the platform.” 

A dreadwolf—a hulking, dark-haired male—objected, sneering, “We’ll

get it out of her.” Mordoc, the Hind’s second in command. Almost as feared

as his commander. Especially with his particular gifts. 

The Hind didn’t so much as look at him. “I’m not wasting my time on

this. She says she didn’t tell anyone, and I’m inclined to believe her.” A slow

smile. “So the intel will die with her.” 

It  was  all  the  Hind  needed  to  say.  The  wolves  hauled  Sofie  onto  the

platform. She swallowed a cry at the wave of agony that rippled through her

thigh. Icy water sprayed, soaking through her clothes, burning and numbing. 

Sofie couldn’t stop her shaking. Tried to remember the kiss of the air, 

the scent of the sea, the gray of the sky before dawn. She would not see the

sunrise, only minutes away. She’d never see another one again. 

She had taken the beauty and simplicity of living for granted. How she

wished she’d savored it more. Every single moment. 

The deer shifter prowled closer. “Any last words?” 

Emile had gotten away. It was all that mattered. He’d be kept safe now. 

Sofie smiled crookedly at the Hind. “Go to Hel.” 

Mordoc’s clawed hands shoved her off the platform. 

The frigid water hit Sofie like a bomb blast, and then the lead at her feet grabbed all that she was and might have been, and pulled her under. 

The Hind stood, a phantom in the chilled mist of the Haldren Sea, and

watched until Sofie Renast had been wrapped in Ogenas’s embrace. 

 

PART I

THE CHASM

 

1

For  a  Tuesday  night  at  the  Crescent  City  Ballet,  the  theater  was  unusually

packed.  The  sight  of  the  swarming  masses  in  the  lobby,  drinking  and

chatting  and  mingling,  filled  Bryce  Quinlan  with  a  quiet  sort  of  joy  and

pride. 

There was only one reason why the theater was so packed tonight. With

her Fae hearing, she could have sworn she heard the hundreds of voices all


around  her  whispering,  Juniper  Andromeda.  The  star  of  tonight’s

performance. 

Yet  even  with  the  crowd,  an  air  of  quiet  reverence  and  serenity  filled

the space. As if it were a temple. 

Bryce had the creeping sensation that the various ancient statues of the

gods  flanking  the  long  lobby  watched  her.  Or  maybe  that  was  the  well-

dressed  older  shifter  couple  standing  by  a  reclining  statue  of  Cthona,  the

earth  goddess,  naked  and  awaiting  the  embrace  of  her  lover,  Solas.  The

shifters—some sort of big cats, from their scents, and rich ones, judging by

their watches and jewelry—blatantly ogled her. 

Bryce offered them a bland, close-lipped smile. 

Some variation of this had happened nearly every single day since the

attack  this  past  spring.  The  first  few  times  had  been  overwhelming, 

unnerving—people coming up to her and sobbing with gratitude. Now they

just stared. 

Bryce didn’t blame the people who wanted to speak to her, who  needed

to speak to her. The city had been healed—by her—but its people …

Scores  had  been  dead  by  the  time  her  firstlight  erupted  through

Lunathion. Hunt had been lucky, had been taking his last breaths, when the

firstlight saved him. Five thousand other people had not been so lucky. 

Their families had not been so lucky. 

So  many  dark  boats  had  drifted  across  the  Istros  to  the  mists  of  the

Bone  Quarter  that  they  had  looked  like  a  bevy  of  black  swans.  Hunt  had

carried her into the skies to see it. The quays along the river had teemed with

people, their mourning cries rising to the low clouds where she and Hunt had

glided. 

Hunt had only held her tighter and flown them home. 

“Take a picture,” Ember Quinlan called now to the shifters from where

she stood next to a marble torso of Ogenas rising from the waves, the ocean

goddess’s  full  breasts  peaked  and  arms  upraised.  “Only  ten  gold  marks. 

Fifteen, if you want to be in it.” 

“For fuck’s sake, Mom,” Bryce muttered. Ember stood with her hands

on her hips, gorgeous in a silky gray gown and pashmina. “Please don’t.” 

Ember  opened  her  mouth,  as  if  she’d  say  something  else  to  the

chastised  shifters  now  hurrying  toward  the  east  staircase,  but  her  husband

interrupted her. “I second Bryce’s request,” Randall said, dashing in his navy

suit. 

Ember  turned  outraged  dark  eyes  on  Bryce’s  stepfather—her  only

father,  as  far  as  Bryce  was  concerned—but  Randall  pointed  casually  to  a

broad frieze behind them. “That one reminds me of Athalar.” 

Bryce  arched  a  brow,  grateful  for  the  change  of  subject,  and  twisted

toward where he’d pointed. On it, a powerful Fae male stood poised above

an  anvil,  hammer  raised  skyward  in  one  fist,  lightning  cracking  from  the

skies,  filling  the  hammer,  and  flowing  down  toward  the  object  of  the

hammer’s intended blow: a sword. 

Its label read simply:  Unknown sculptor. Palmira, circa 125 V.E. 

Bryce lifted her mobile and snapped a photo, pulling up her messaging

thread with  Hunt Athalar Is Better at Sunball Than I Am. 

She couldn’t deny that. They’d gone to the local sunball field one sunny

afternoon last week to play, and Hunt had promptly wiped the floor with her. 

He’d changed his name in her phone on the way home. 

With a few sweeps of her thumbs, the picture zoomed off into the ether, 

along with her note:  Long-lost relative of yours? 

She slid her phone into her clutch to find her mother watching. “What?” 

Bryce muttered. 

But Ember only motioned toward the frieze. “Who does it depict?” 

Bryce  checked  the  sliver  of  writing  in  the  lower  right  corner.  “It  just says  The Making of the Sword.” 

Her mother peered at the half-faded etching. “In what language?” 

Bryce  tried  to  keep  her  posture  relaxed.  “The  Old  Language  of  the

Fae.” 

“Ah.” Ember pursed her lips, and Randall wisely drifted off through the

crowd  to  study  a  towering  statue  of  Luna  aiming  her  bow  toward  the

heavens,  two  hunting  dogs  at  her  feet  and  a  stag  nuzzling  her  hip.  “You

stayed fluent in it?” 

“Yep,” Bryce said. Then added, “It’s come in handy.” 

“I’d imagine so.” Ember tucked back a strand of her black hair. 

Bryce  moved  to  the  next  frieze  dangling  from  the  distant  ceiling  on

near-invisible wires. “This one’s of the First Wars.” She scanned the relief

carved into the ten-foot expanse of marble. “It’s about …” She schooled her

expression into neutrality. 

“What?” Ember stepped closer to the depiction of an army of winged

demons swooping down from the skies upon a terrestrial army gathered on

the plain below. 

“This one’s about Hel’s armies arriving to conquer Midgard during the

First Wars,” Bryce finished, trying to keep her voice bland. To block out the

flash  of  talons  and  fangs  and  leathery  wings—the  boom  of  her  rifle

resounding  through  her  bones,  the  rivers  of  blood  in  the  streets,  the

screaming and screaming and—

“You’d  think  this  one  would  be  a  popular  piece  these  days,”  Randall

observed, returning to their sides to study the frieze. 

Bryce didn’t reply. She didn’t particularly enjoy discussing the events

of the past spring with her parents. Especially not in the middle of a packed

theater lobby. 

Randall jerked his chin to the inscription. “What’s this one say?” 

Keenly  aware  of  her  mother  marking  her  every  blink,  Bryce  kept  her

stance unaffected as she skimmed the text in the Old Language of the Fae. 

It wasn’t that she was trying to hide what she’d endured. She  had talked

to her mom and dad about it a few times. But it always resulted in Ember

crying, or ranting about the Vanir who’d locked out so many innocents, and

the weight of all her mother’s emotions on top of all of  hers …

It was easier, Bryce had realized, to not bring it up. To let herself talk it

out  with  Hunt,  or  sweat  it  out  in  Madame  Kyrah’s  dance  classes  twice  a

week. Baby steps toward being ready for actual talk therapy, as Juniper kept suggesting, but both had helped immensely. 

Bryce  silently  translated  the  text.  “This  is  a  piece  from  a  larger

collection—likely one that would have wrapped around the entire exterior of

a building, each slab telling a different part of the story. This one says:  Thus

 the seven Princes of Hel looked in envy upon Midgard and unleashed their

 unholy hordes upon our united armies.” 

“Apparently nothing’s changed in fifteen thousand years,” Ember said, 

shadows darkening her eyes. 

Bryce  kept  her  mouth  shut.  She’d  never  told  her  mom  about  Prince

Aidas—how  he’d  helped  her  twice  now,  and  had  seemed  unaware  of  his

brothers’ dark plans. If her mom knew she’d consorted with the fifth Prince

of Hel, they’d have to redefine the concept of  going berserk. 

But then Ember said, “Couldn’t you get a job  here?” She gestured with

a tan hand to the CCB’s grand entrance, its ever-changing art exhibits in the

lobby and on a few of the other levels. “You’re qualified. This would have

been perfect.” 

“There  were  no  openings.”  True.  And  she  didn’t  want  to  use  her

princess status to get one. She wanted to work at a place like the CCB’s art

department on her own merit. 

Her  job  at  the  Fae  Archives  …  Well,  she  definitely  got  that  because

they saw her as a Fae Princess. But it wasn’t the same, somehow. Because

she hadn’t wanted to work there as badly. 

“Did you even  try?” 

“Mom,” Bryce said, voice sharpening. 

“Bryce.” 

“Ladies,”  Randall  said,  a  teasing  remark  designed  to  fracture  the

growing tension. 

Bryce  smiled  gratefully  at  him  but  found  her  mother  frowning.  She

sighed up at the starburst chandeliers above the glittering throng. “All right, 

Mom. Out with it.” 

“Out with what?” Ember asked innocently. 

“Your opinion about my job.” Bryce gritted her teeth. “For years, you

ragged  on  me  for  being  an  assistant,  but  now  that  I’m  doing  something

better, it’s not good enough?” 

This was so not the place, not with tons of people milling about within

earshot, but she’d had it. 

Ember  didn’t  seem  to  care  as  she  said,  “It’s  not  that  it’s  not  good enough. It’s about where that job is.” 

“The Fae Archives operate independently of  him.” 

“Oh?  Because  I  remember  him  bragging  that  it  was  pretty  much  his

personal library.” 

Bryce said tightly, “Mom. The gallery is gone. I need a job. Forgive me

if  the  usual  corporate  nine-to-five  isn’t  available  to  me  right  now.  Or  if

CCB’s art department isn’t hiring.” 

“I  just  don’t  get  why  you  couldn’t  work  something  out  with  Jesiba. 

She’s still got that warehouse—surely she needs help with whatever she does

there.” 

Bryce refrained from rolling her eyes. Within a day of the attack on the

city  this  spring,  Jesiba  had  cleared  out  the  gallery—and  the  precious

volumes  that  made  up  all  that  remained  of  the  ancient  Great  Library  of

Parthos.  Most  of  Jesiba’s  other  pieces  were  now  in  a  warehouse,  many  in

crates, but Bryce had no idea where the sorceress had spirited off the Parthos

books—one  of  the  few  remnants  of  the  human  world  before  the  Asteri’s

arrival. Bryce hadn’t dared question Jesiba about their current whereabouts. 

It was a miracle that the Asteri hadn’t been tipped off about the contraband

books’ existence. “There are only so many times I can ask for a job without

looking like I’m begging.” 

“And we can’t have a princess do that.” 

She’d lost count of how often she’d told her mom she wasn’t a princess. 

Didn’t want to be, and the Autumn King sure as shit didn’t want her to be, 

either. She hadn’t spoken to the asshole since that last time he’d come to see

her  at  the  gallery,  right  before  her  confrontation  with  Micah.  When  she’d

revealed what power coursed through her veins. 

It was an effort not to glance down at her chest, to where the front of

her gauzy, pale blue dress plunged to just below her breasts, displaying the

star-shaped  mark  between  them.  Thankfully,  the  back  was  high  enough  to

hide  the  Horn  tattooed  there.  Like  an  old  scar,  the  white  mark  stood  out

starkly  against  her  freckled,  golden-tan  skin.  It  hadn’t  faded  in  the  three

months since the city had been attacked. 

She’d  already  lost  count  of  how  many  times  she’d  caught  her  mom

staring at her star since arriving last night. 

A  cluster  of  gorgeous  females—woodland  nymphs,  from  their  cedar-

and-moss scents—meandered past, champagne in hand, and Bryce lowered

her  voice.  “What  do  you  want  me  to  say?  That  I’ll  move  back  home  to Nidaros and pretend to be normal?” 

“What’s so bad about normal?” Her mother’s beautiful face blazed with

an inner fire that never banked—never, ever died out. “I think Hunt would

like living there.” 

“Hunt  still  works  for  the  33rd,  Mom,”  Bryce  said.  “He’s  second  in

command, for fuck’s sake. And while he might appease you by saying he’d

 love to live in Nidaros, don’t think for one minute he means it.” 

“Way  to  throw  him  under  the  bus,”  Randall  said  while  keeping  his

attention on a nearby information placard. 

Before Bryce could answer, Ember said, “Don’t think I haven’t noticed

things between you two are weird.” 

Trust her mom to bring up two topics she didn’t want to talk about in

the space of five minutes. “In what way?” 

“You’re  together  but  not   together,”  Ember  said  bluntly.  “What’s  that

about?” 

“It’s none of your business.” It really wasn’t. But as if he’d heard her, 

the phone in her clutch buzzed. She yanked it out and peered at the screen. 

Hunt had written,  I can only hope to have abs like those one day. 

Bryce couldn’t help her half smile as she peered back at the muscular

Fae  male  on  the  frieze  before  answering.  I  think  you  might  have  a  few  on him, actually …

“Don’t ignore me, Bryce Adelaide Quinlan.” 

Her phone buzzed again, but she didn’t read Hunt’s reply as she said to

her mother, “Can you please drop it? And don’t bring it up when Hunt gets

here.” 

Ember’s  mouth  popped  open,  but  Randall  said,  “Agreed.  No  job  or

romance interrogations when Hunt arrives.” 

Her  mother  frowned  doubtfully,  but  Bryce  said,  “Mom,  just  …  stop, 

okay? I don’t mind my job, and the thing between me and Hunt is what he

and I agreed on. I’m doing fine. Let’s leave it at that.” 

It was a lie. Sort of. 

She actually  liked her job—a lot. The private wing of the Fae Archives

housed  a  trove  of  ancient  artifacts  that  had  been  sorely  neglected  for

centuries—now in need of researching and cataloging so they could be sent

on a traveling exhibit next spring. 

She set her own hours, answering only to the head of research, an owl

shifter—one  of  the  rare  non-Fae  staff—who  only  worked  from  dusk  to

dawn, so they barely overlapped. The worst part of her day was entering the

sprawling  complex  through  the  main  buildings,  where  the  sentries  all

gawked  at  her.  Some  even  bowed.  And  then  she  had  to  walk  through  the

atrium, where the librarians and patrons tended to stare, too. 

Everyone  these  days  stared—she  really  fucking  hated  it.  But  Bryce

didn’t want to tell her mom any of that. 

Ember said, “Fine. You know I just worry.” 

Something in Bryce’s chest softened. “I know, Mom. And I know …” 

She struggled for the words. “It really helps to know that I can move back

home if I want to. But not right now.” 

“Fair  enough,”  Randall  chimed  in,  giving  Ember  a  pointed  glance

before  looping  his  arm  around  her  waist  and  steering  her  toward  another

frieze across the theater lobby. 

Bryce used their distraction to take out her phone, and found that Hunt

had written two messages:

 Want to count my abs when we get home from the ballet? 

Her  stomach  tightened,  and  she’d  never  been  more  grateful  that  her

parents possessed a human sense of smell as her toes curled in her heels. 

Hunt had added,  I’ll be there in five, by the way. Isaiah held me up with

 a new case. 

She sent a thumbs-up, then replied:  Pleaaaaaase get here ASAP. I just

 got a major grilling about my job. And you. 

Hunt wrote back immediately, and Bryce read as she slowly trailed her

parents to where they observed the frieze:  What about me? 

“Bryce,” her mom called, pointing to the frieze before her. “Check out

this one. It’s JJ.” 

Bryce  looked  up  from  her  phone  and  grinned.  “Badass  warrior  Jelly

Jubilee.” There, hanging on the wall, was a rendering of a pegasus—though

not a unicorn-pegasus, like Bryce’s childhood toy—charging into battle. An

armored figure, helmet obscuring any telltale features, rode atop the beast, 

sword upraised. Bryce snapped a photo and sent it to Hunt. 

 First Wars JJ, reporting for duty! 

She  was  about  to  reply  to  Hunt’s   What  about  me?   question  when  her

mom said, “Tell Hunt to stop flirting and hurry up already.” 

Bryce scowled at her mom and put her phone away. 

So many things had changed since revealing her heritage as the Autumn

King’s daughter and a Starborn heir: people gawking, the hat and sunglasses

she now wore on the street to attain some level of anonymity, the job at the

Fae Archives. But at least her mother remained the same. 

Bryce couldn’t decide whether that was a comfort or not. 

Entering the private box in the angels’ section of the theater—the stage-left

boxes  a  level  above  the  floor—Bryce  grinned  toward  the  heavy  golden

curtain  blocking  the  stage  from  sight.  Only  ten  minutes  remained  until  the

show began. Until the world could see how insanely talented Juniper was. 

Ember gracefully sank into one of the red velvet chairs at the front of

the box, Randall claiming the seat beside her. Bryce’s mother didn’t smile. 

Considering that the royal Fae boxes occupied the wing across from them, 

Bryce  didn’t  blame  her.  And  considering  that  many  of  the  bejeweled  and

shining nobility were staring at Bryce, it was a miracle Ember hadn’t flipped

them off yet. 

Randall  whistled  at  the  prime  seats  as  he  peered  over  the  golden  rail. 

“Nice view.” 

The air behind Bryce went electric, buzzing and alive. The hair on her

arms  prickled.  A  male  voice  sounded  from  the  vestibule,  “A  benefit  to

having wings: no one wants to sit behind you.” 

Bryce  had  developed  a  keen  awareness  of  Hunt’s  presence,  like

scenting lightning on the wind. He had only to enter a room and she’d know

if he was there by that surge of power in her body. Like her magic, her very

blood answered to his. 

Now  she  found  Hunt  standing  in  the  doorway,  already  tugging  at  the

black tie around his neck. 

Just … gods-damn. 

He’d  worn  a  black  suit  and  white  shirt,  both  cut  to  his  powerful, 

muscled body, and the effect was devastating. Add in the gray wings framing

it all and she was a goner. 

Hunt smirked knowingly, but nodded to Randall. “You clean up good, 

man.  Sorry  I’m  late.”  Bryce  could  barely  hear  her  dad’s  reply  as  she

surveyed the veritable malakim feast before her. 

Hunt  had  cut  his  hair  shorter  last  month.  Not  too  short,  since  she’d

staged an intervention with the stylist before the draki male could chop off

all those beautiful locks, but gone was the shoulder-length hair. The shorter

style suited him, but it was still a shock weeks later to find his hair neatly trimmed to his nape, with only a few pieces in the front still unruly enough

to peek through the hole in his sunball hat. Tonight, however, he’d brushed it

into submission, revealing the clear expanse of his forehead. 

That was still a shock, too: no tattoo. No sign of the years of torment

the angel had endured beyond the  C stamped over the slave’s tattoo on his

right wrist, marking him a free male. Not a full citizen, but closer to it than

the peregrini. 

The mark was hidden by the cuff of his suit jacket and the shirt beneath, 

and  Bryce  lifted  her  gaze  to  Hunt’s  face.  Her  mouth  went  dry  at  the  bald

hunger filling his dark, angular eyes. “You look okay, too,” he said, winking. 

Randall coughed, but leafed through the playbill. Ember did the same

beside him. 

Bryce ran a hand down the front of her blue dress. “This old thing?” 

Hunt chuckled, and tugged on his tie again. 

Bryce sighed. “Please tell me you’re not one of those big, tough males

who makes a big fuss about how he hates getting dressed up.” 

It  was  Ember’s  turn  to  cough,  but  Hunt’s  eyes  danced  as  he  said  to

Bryce, “Good thing I don’t have to do it that often, huh?” 

A knock on the box door shut off her reply, and a satyr server appeared, 

carrying a tray of complimentary champagne. “From Miss Andromeda,” the

cloven-hoofed male announced. 

Bryce  grinned.  “Wow.”  She  made  a  mental  note  to  double  the  size  of

the bouquet she’d planned to send to June tomorrow. She took the glass the

satyr extended to her, but before she could raise it to her lips, Hunt halted her

with a gentle hand on her wrist. She’d officially ended her No Drinking rule

after  this  spring,  but  she  suspected  the  touch  had  nothing  to  do  with

reminding her to go slow. 

Arching a brow, she waited until the server had left before asking, “You

want to make a toast?” 

Hunt  reached  into  an  inner  pocket  of  his  suit  and  pulled  out  a  small

container of mints. Or what seemed like mints. She barely had time to react

before he plopped a white pill into her glass. 

“What the  Hel—” 

“Just testing.” Hunt studied her glass. “If it’s drugged or poisoned, it’ll

turn green.” 

Ember chimed in with her approval. “The satyr said the drinks are from

Juniper, but how do you know, Bryce? Anything could be in it.” Her mom

nodded at Hunt. “Good thinking.” 

Bryce  wanted  to  object,  but  …  Hunt  had  a  point.  “And  what  am  I

supposed to do with it now? It’s ruined.” 

“The  pill  is  tasteless,”  Hunt  said,  clinking  his  flute  against  hers  when

the liquid remained pale gold. “Bottoms up.” 

“Classy,” she said, but drank. It still tasted like champagne—no hint of

the dissolved pill lingered. 

The golden sconces and dangling starburst chandeliers dimmed twice in

a  five-minute  warning,  and  Bryce  and  Hunt  took  their  seats  behind  her

parents. From this angle, she could barely make out Fury in the front row. 

Hunt seemed to track the direction of her attention. “She didn’t want to

sit with us?” 

“Nope.”  Bryce  took  in  her  friend’s  shining  dark  hair,  her  black  suit. 

“She wants to see every drop of Juniper’s sweat.” 

“I’d  think  she  saw  that  every  night,”  Hunt  said  wryly,  and  Bryce

waggled her eyebrows. 

But Ember twisted in her seat, a genuine smile lighting her face. “How

are Fury and Juniper doing? Did they move in together yet?” 

“Two weeks ago.” Bryce craned her neck to study Fury, who seemed to

be reading the playbill. “And they’re really good. I think Fury’s here to stay

this time.” 

Her  mom  asked  carefully,  “And  you  and  Fury?  I  know  things  were

weird for a while.” 

Hunt did her a favor and made himself busy on his phone. Bryce idly

flipped the pages of her playbill. “Working things out with Fury took some

time. But we’re good.” 

Randall asked, “Is Axtar still doing what she does best?” 

“Yep.”  Bryce  was  content  to  leave  her  friend’s  mercenary  business  at

that.  “She’s  happy,  though.  And  more  important,  June  and  Fury  are  happy

together.” 

“Good,”  Ember  said,  smiling  softly.  “They  make  such  a  beautiful

couple.”  And  because  her  mom  was  …  well,  her  mom,  Ember  sized  up

Bryce  and  Hunt  and  said  with  no  shame  whatsoever,  “You  two  would  as

well, if you got your shit together.” 

Bryce slouched down in her seat, lifting her playbill to block her red-

hot face. Why weren’t the lights dimming yet? But Hunt took it in stride and

said, “All good things come to those who wait, Ember.” 

Bryce  scowled  at  the  arrogance  and  amusement  in  his  tone,  throwing

her playbill into her lap as she declared, “Tonight’s a big deal for June. Try

not to ruin it with nonsensical banter.” 

Ember patted Bryce’s knee before twisting back to face the stage. 

Hunt drained his champagne, and Bryce’s mouth dried out again at the

sight  of  the  broad,  strong  column  of  his  throat  working  as  he  swallowed, 

then said, “Here I was, thinking you loved the banter.” 

Bryce had the option of either drooling or turning away, so rather than

ruin her dress, she observed the crowd filtering into their seats. More than

one person peered toward her box. 

Especially from the Fae boxes across the way. No sign of her father or

Ruhn,  but  she  recognized  a  few  cold  faces.  Tristan  Flynn’s  parents—Lord

and  Lady  Hawthorne—were  among  them,  their  professional  snob  of  a

daughter Sathia sitting between them. None of the glittering nobility seemed

pleased at Bryce’s presence. Good. 

“Tonight’s  a  big  deal  for  June,  remember,”  Hunt  murmured,  lips

quirking upward. 

She glowered. “What?” 

Hunt  inclined  his  head  toward  the  Fae  nobility  sneering  across  the

space. “I can see you thinking about some way to piss them off.” 

“I was not.” 

He leaned in to whisper, his breath brushing her neck, “You were, and I

know it because I was thinking the same thing.” A few cameras flashed from

above and below, and she knew people weren’t snapping photos of the stage

curtain. 

Bryce  peeled  back  to  survey  Hunt,  the  face  she  knew  as  well  as  her

own. For a moment, for a too-brief eternity, they stared at each other. Bryce

swallowed, but couldn’t bring herself to move. To break the contact. 

Hunt’s throat bobbed. But he said nothing more, either. 

Three  fucking   months  of  this  torture.  Stupid  agreement.  Friends,  but

more. More, but without any of the physical benefits. 

Hunt  said  at  last,  voice  thick,  “It’s  really  nice  of  you  to  be  here  for

Juniper.” 

She  tossed  her  hair  over  a  shoulder.  “You’re  making  it  sound  like  it’s some big sacrifice.” 

He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  still-sneering  Fae  nobility.  “You  can’t

wear a hat and sunglasses here, so … yeah.” 

She admitted, “I wish she’d gotten us seats in the nosebleed section.” 

Instead, Juniper—to accommodate Hunt’s wings—had gotten them this

box.  Right  where  everyone  could  see  the  Starborn  Princess  and  the  Fallen

Angel. 

The  orchestra  began  tuning  up,  and  the  sounds  of  slowly  awakening

violins  and  flutes  drew  Bryce’s  attention  to  the  pit.  Her  muscles  tensed  of

their own volition, as if priming to move. To dance. 

Hunt leaned in again, voice a low purr, “You look beautiful, you know.” 

“Oh,  I  know,”  she  said,  even  as  she  bit  her  lower  lip  to  keep  from

grinning. The lights began dimming, so Bryce decided to Hel with it. “When

do I get to count those abs, Athalar?” 

The  angel  cleared  his  throat—once,  twice—and  shifted  in  his  seat, 

feathers rustling. Bryce smiled smugly. 

He murmured, “Four more months, Quinlan.” 

“And three days,” she shot back. 

His eyes shone in the growing darkness. 

“What are you two talking about back there?” Ember asked, and Bryce

replied without tearing her gaze from Hunt’s, “Nothing.” 

But it wasn’t nothing. It was the stupid bargain she’d made with Hunt:

that rather than diving right into bed, they’d wait until Winter Solstice to act

on their desires. Spend the summer and autumn getting to know each other

without the burdens of a psychotic Archangel and demons on the prowl. 

So  they  had.  Torturing  each  other  with  flirting  was  allowed,  but

sometimes, tonight especially … she really wished she’d never suggested it. 

Wished she could drag him into the coat closet of the vestibule behind them

and show him precisely how much she liked that suit. 

Four  months,  three  days,  and  …  She  peeked  at  the  delicate  watch  on

her wrist. Four hours. And at the stroke of midnight on Winter Solstice,  she

would be stroking—

“Burning  fucking  Solas,  Quinlan,”  Hunt  grunted,  again  shifting  in  his

seat. 

“Sorry,” she muttered, thankful for the second time in an hour that her

parents didn’t have the sense of smell that Hunt possessed. 

But  Hunt  laughed,  sliding  an  arm  along  the  back  of  her  chair,  fingers tangling  in  her  unbound  hair.  He  seemed  contented.  Assured  of  his  place

there. 

She glanced at her parents, sitting with similar closeness, and couldn’t

help  but  smile.  Her  mom  had  taken  a  while  to  act  on  her  desires  with

Randall, too. Well, there’d been some initial … stuff. That was as much as

Bryce let herself think about them. But she knew it had been nearly a year

before they’d made things official. And they’d turned out pretty damn well. 

So  these  months  with  Hunt,  she  cherished  them.  As  much  as  she

cherished her dance classes with Madame Kyrah. No one except Hunt really

understood what she’d gone through—only Hunt had been at the Gate. 

She  scanned  his  striking  features,  her  lips  curving  again.  How  many

nights had they stayed up, talking about everything and nothing? Ordering in

dinner, watching movies or reality shows or sunball, playing video games, or

sitting on the roof of the apartment building, observing malakim and witches

and draki dart across the sky like shooting stars. 

He’d shared so many things about his past, sad and horrible and joyous. 

She wanted to know all of it. And the more she learned, the more she found

herself sharing, and the more she …

Light flared from the star on her chest. 

Bryce clapped a hand over it. “I shouldn’t have worn this stupid dress.” 

Her  fingers  could  barely  cover  the  star  that  was  blaring  white  light

through the dim theater, illuminating every face now turned her way as the

orchestra quieted in anticipation of the conductor’s approach. 

She didn’t dare look toward the Fae across the space. To see the disgust

and disdain. 

Ember and Randall twisted in their seats, her dad’s face scrunched with

concern,  Ember’s  eyes  wide  with  fear.  Her  mom  knew  those  Fae  were

sneering, too. She’d hidden Bryce from them her whole life because of how

they’d react to the power that now radiated from her. 

Some  jackass  shouted  from  the  audience  below,  “Hey!  Turn  off  the

 light! ”  Bryce’s  face  burned  as  a  few  people  chuckled,  then  quickly  went silent. 

She could only assume Fury had been nearby. 

Bryce cupped both hands over the star, which had taken to glowing at

the   worst  fucking  times—this  was  merely  the  most  mortifying.  “I  don’t

know how to turn it off,” she muttered, making to rise from her seat and flee into the vestibule behind the curtain. 

But  Hunt  slid  a  warm,  dry  hand  over  her  scar,  fingers  grazing  her

breasts. His palm was broad enough that it covered the mark, capturing the

light within. It glowed through his fingers, casting his light brown skin into

rosy gold, but he managed to contain the light. 

“Admit  it:  you  just  wanted  me  to  feel  you  up,”  Hunt  whispered,  and

Bryce couldn’t help her stupid, giddy laugh. She buried her face in Hunt’s

shoulder, the smooth material of his suit cool against her cheeks and brow. 

“Need a minute?” he asked, though she knew he was glaring daggers at all

the assholes still gawking. The Fae nobility hissing about the  disgrace. 

“Should we go?” Ember asked, voice sharp with worry. 

“No,” Bryce said thickly, putting a hand over Hunt’s. “I’m good.” 

“You can’t sit there like that,” Ember countered. 

“I’m good, Mom.” 

Hunt  didn’t  move  his  hand.  “We’re  used  to  the  staring.  Right, 

Quinlan?”  He  flashed  Ember  a  grin.  “They  won’t  fuck  with  us.”  An  edge

laced  his  smile,  a  reminder  to  anyone  watching  that  he  wasn’t  only  Hunt

Athalar, he was also the Umbra Mortis. The Shadow of Death. 

He’d earned that name. 

Ember nodded again approvingly as Randall offered Hunt a grateful dip

of  the  chin.  Mercifully,  the  conductor  emerged  then,  and  a  smattering  of

applause filled the theater. 

Bryce  inhaled  deeply,  then  slowly  exhaled.  She  had  zero  control  over

when  the  star  flared,  or  when  it  stopped.  She  sipped  from  her  champagne, 

then  said  casually  to  Hunt,  “The  headline  on  the  gossip  sites  tomorrow  is

going to be:  Horndog Umbra Mortis Gropes Starborn Princess at Ballet.” 

“Good,” Hunt murmured. “It’ll improve my standing in the 33rd.” 

She smiled, despite herself. It was one of his many gifts—making her

laugh, even when the world seemed inclined to humiliate and shun her. 

His fingers went dark at her chest, and Bryce heaved a sigh. “Thanks,” 

she said as the conductor raised his baton. 

Hunt  slowly,  so  slowly,  removed  his  hand  from  her  chest.  “Don’t

mention it, Quinlan.” 

She glanced sidelong at him again, wondering at the shift in his tone. 

But the orchestra began its lilting opening, and the curtain drew back, and

Bryce leaned forward breathlessly to await her friend’s grand entrance. 
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Bryce tried not to shiver with delight when Hunt knocked her with a wing

while they walked up the sagging stairs to Ruhn’s house. 

 A small get-together, Ruhn had said when he’d called to invite them to

swing by after the ballet. Since the thought of her mother grilling her again

about  her  job,  sex  life,  and  princess  status  was  sure  to  drive  her  to  drink anyway,  Bryce  and  Hunt  had  dumped  her  parents  back  at  their  hotel, 

changed at the apartment—Hunt had insisted on that part with a grumbled  I

 need to get the fuck out of this suit—and flown over here. 

The  entire  Old  Square  had  apparently  turned  up  as  well:  Fae  and

shifters  and  people  of  all  Houses  drank  and  danced  and  talked.  On  the

pathetic excuse for a front lawn, a cluster of green-haired river nymphs and

fauns both male and female played cornhole. A cluster of Fae males behind

them—Aux  members,  from  their  muscles  and  stick-up-the-ass  posture—

were engaged in what looked like an absolutely  riveting game of bocce. 

The arid day had yielded to a whisper-sweet night, warm enough that

every  bar  and  café  and  club  in  the  Old  Square—especially  around  Archer

Street—teemed with revelers. Even with the booming music erupting from

Ruhn’s  house,  she  could  make  out  the  thump  of  the  bass  from  the  other

houses along the street, the bar at the corner, the cars driving by. 

Everyone was celebrating being alive. 

As they should be. 

“Fury and June are already here,” Bryce called to Hunt over the noise

as they strode up the rickety, beer-splattered steps into Ruhn’s house. “June

said they’re in the living room.” 

Hunt nodded, though his focus remained fixed on the partying crowd. 

Even here, people noted from all directions as the Starborn Princess and the

Umbra Mortis arrived. The crowd parted for them, some even backing away. 

Bryce  stiffened,  but  Hunt  didn’t  halt  his  easy  pace.  He  was  accustomed  to

this shit—had been for a while now. And though he was no longer officially

the Shadow of Death, people hadn’t forgotten what he had once done. Who

he’d once served. 

Hunt aimed for the living room to the left of the foyer, the ridiculous

muscles along his shoulders shifting with the movement. They were put on

near-obscene  display  by  the  black  tank  top  he  wore.  Bryce  might  have

survived  the  sight  of  it,  had  it  not  been  for  the  white  sunball  hat,  twisted backward the way Hunt usually wore it. 

She preferred that hat to the fancy suit, actually. 

To her shock, Hunt didn’t protest when a reveling air sprite floated past, 

crowning  him  and  then  Bryce  with  glow-stick  necklaces  made  from

firstlight.  Bryce  removed  the  plastic  tube  of  light  and  looped  it  into  a

bracelet snaking up her arm. Hunt left his hanging over his chest, the light

casting the deep muscles of his pectorals and shoulders in stark relief. Gods

spare her. 

Hunt had only taken one step into the living room when Tristan Flynn’s

voice boomed from the foyer behind them: “The  fuck, Ruhn!” 

Bryce snorted, and through the crowd she spied the Fae lord at one end

of the beer pong table on which he’d painted an image of an enormous Fae

head devouring an angel whole. 

Ruhn stood at the other end of the table, both middle fingers raised to

his opponents, his lip ring glinting in the dim lights of the foyer. “Pay up, 

assholes,” her brother said, the rolled cigarette between his lips bobbing with

his words. 

Bryce reached a hand for Hunt, fingers grazing his downy soft wings. 

He went rigid, twisting to look at her. Angels’ wings were highly sensitive. 

She might as well have grabbed him by the balls. 

Face  flushing,  she  jabbed  a  thumb  toward  her  brother.  “Tell  June  and

Fury  I’ll  be  there  in  a  sec,”  she  called  over  the  noise.  “I  want  to  say  hi  to Ruhn.” She didn’t wait for Hunt to reply before wending her way over. 

Flynn  let  out  a  cheer  as  she  appeared,  obviously  well  on  his  way  to

being  smashed.  Typical  Tuesday  night  for  him.  She  considered  sending  a

photo  of  his  wasted  ass  to  his  parents  and  sister.  They  might  not  sneer  so much at her, then. 

Declan  Emmett  appeared  slightly  more  sober  as  he  said  from  Flynn’s

side, “Hey, B.” 

Bryce waved, not wanting to shout over the crowd gathered in what had

once  been  a  dining  room.  It  had  recently  been  transformed  into  a  billiards

and darts room. Absolutely fitting for the Crown Prince of the Valbaran Fae, 

Bryce  thought  with  a  half  smile  as  she  sidled  up  to  the  male  beside  her

brother. “Hi, Marc.” 

The towering leopard shifter, all sleek muscle beneath his dark brown

skin, peered down at her. His striking topaz eyes sparkled. Declan had been

seeing  Marc  Rosarin  for  a  month  now,  having  met  the  tech  entrepreneur

during  some  fancy  party  at  one  of  the  big  engineering  companies  in  the

Central Business District. “Hey, Princess.” 

Flynn demanded, “Since when do you let Marc get away with calling

you Princess?” 

“Since I like him better than you,” Bryce shot back, earning a clap on

the shoulder from Marc and a grin from Ruhn. She said to her brother, “A

 small get-together, huh?” 

Ruhn shrugged, the tattoos along his arms shifting. “I blame Flynn.” 

Flynn lifted his last beer up in acknowledgment and chugged. 

“Where’s Athalar?” Declan asked. 

“With June and Fury in the living room,” Bryce said. 

Ruhn  waved  his  greeting  to  a  passing  partier  before  he  asked,  “How

was the ballet?” 

“Awesome. June killed her solos. Brought the house to its feet.” She’d

had chills along her entire body while her friend had danced—and tears in

her eyes when Juniper had received a standing ovation after finishing. Bryce

had  never  heard  the  CCB  so  full  of  cheering,  and  from  Juniper’s  flushed, 

joyous  face  as  she’d  bowed,  Bryce  knew  her  friend  realized  it,  too.  A

promotion to principal was sure to come any day now. 

“Hottest ticket in town,” Marc said, whistling. “Half my office would

have sold their souls to be there tonight.” 

“You should have told me,” Bryce said. “We had a few extra seats in

our box. We could have fit them.” 

Marc smiled appreciatively. “Next time.” 

Flynn began reracking the beer pong cups, and called to her, “How are

Mommy and Daddy?” 

“Good.  They  fed  me  a  bottle  of  milk  and  read  me  a  bedtime  story

before I left.” 

This  earned  a  chuckle  from  Ruhn,  who  had  once  again  become  close

with  Ember.  Her  brother  asked,  “How  many  interrogations  since  they  got

here last night?” 

“Six.”  Bryce  pointed  to  the  foyer  and  living  room  beyond.  “Which  is

why I’m going to go have a drink with my friends.” 

“Open bar,” Declan said, gesturing magnanimously behind him. 

Bryce waved again, and she was off. Without Hunt’s imposing form, far

fewer  people  turned  her  way.  But  when  they  did  …  pockets  of  silence

appeared. She tried to ignore them, and nearly sighed with relief when she

spied a familiar pair of horns atop a head of gracefully curling hair tucked

into  Juniper’s  usual  bun.  She  was  seated  on  the  stained  living  room

sectional, thigh to thigh with Fury, their hands interlaced. 

Hunt stood before them, wings held at a casual angle as he talked with

her friends. He looked up as Bryce entered the living room, and she could

have sworn his black eyes lit. 

She  reined  in  her  joy  at  the  sight  as  she  plopped  onto  the  cushions

beside  Juniper,  cuddling  close.  She  nuzzled  June’s  shoulder.  “Hi,  my

talented and brilliant and beautiful friend.” 

Juniper laughed, squeezing Bryce. “Right back at you.” 

Bryce said, “I was talking to Fury.” 

Juniper smacked Bryce’s knee, and Fury laughed, observing, “Already

acting like a prima donna.” 

Bryce  sighed  dramatically.  “I  can’t  wait  to  see  June  throw  temper

tantrums about the state of her dressing room.” 

“Oh, you’re both horrible,” Juniper said, but laughed along with them. 

“One, I won’t even  have a dressing room to myself for years.  Two—” 

“Here we go,” Fury said, and when June made a noise of objection, she

only chuckled and brushed her mouth over the faun’s temple. 

The  casual,  loving  bit  of  intimacy  had  Bryce  daring  a  glance  toward

Hunt,  who  was  smiling  faintly.  Bryce  avoided  the  urge  to  fidget,  to  think

about how that could so easily be them, cuddling on the couch and kissing. 

Hunt just said, voice gravelly, “What can I get you, Quinlan?” He inclined

his  head  toward  the  bar  in  the  rear  of  the  room,  barely  visible  with  the crowds mobbing the two bartenders. 

“Whiskey, ginger beer, and lime.” 

“You got it.” With a mockery of a salute, Hunt stalked off through the

crowd. 

“How’s  the  whole  no-sex  thing  going  for  you,  Bryce?”  Fury  asked

wryly, leaning forward to peer at her face. 

Bryce slumped against the cushions. “Asshole.” 

June’s  laugh  fizzled  through  her,  and  her  friend  patted  her  thigh. 

“Remind me why you two aren’t hooking up?” 

Bryce peered over the back of the couch to make sure Hunt still stood at

the  bar  before  she  said,  “Because  I  am  a  fucking  idiot,  and  you  two  jerks

know that.” 

Juniper  and  Fury  snickered,  the  latter  taking  a  sip  of  her  vodka  soda. 

“Tell him you’ve changed your mind,” the merc said, resting the glass on her

black  leather-clad  knee.  How  Fury  could  wear  leather  in  this  heat  was

beyond Bryce. Shorts, T-shirt, and sandals were all she could endure with the

sizzling temperatures, even at night. 

“And  break  our  bargain  before  Winter  Solstice?”  Bryce  hissed.  “He’d

never let me live it down.” 

“Athalar already knows you want to break it,” Fury drawled. 

“Oh, he totally knows,” Juniper agreed. 

Bryce crossed her arms. “Can we not talk about this?” 

“Where would the fun be in that?” Fury asked. 

Bryce  kicked  Fury’s  leather  boot,  wincing  as  her  gold-sandaled  foot

collided with unforgiving metal. “Steel toes? Really?” 

“This  is  a  veritable  frat  party,”  Fury  said,  smirking.  “There  might  be

some asses to kick if someone makes a move on my girlfriend.” 

Juniper glowed at the term.  Girlfriend. 

Bryce  didn’t  know  what  the  Hel  she  was  to  Hunt.  Girlfriend  seemed

ridiculous when talking about Hunt fucking Athalar. As if Hunt would ever

do anything as normal and casual as dating. 

Juniper poked Bryce in the arm. “I mean it. Remind me why you guys

still need to wait for solstice to do the deed.” 

Bryce slouched, sinking down a few inches, her feet sending the empty

beer cans under the coffee table clattering. “I just …” 

That familiar buzz of power and maleness that was Hunt filled the air

behind  her,  and  Bryce  shut  her  mouth  a  moment  before  a  plastic  cup  of

amber  liquid  garnished  with  a  wedge  of  lime  appeared  before  her. 

“Princess,” Hunt crooned, and Bryce’s toes curled—yet again. They seemed

to have a habit of doing that around him. 

“Do we get to use that term now?” June perked up with delight. “I’ve

been  dying—” 

“Absolutely  not.”  Bryce  swigged  from  her  drink.  She  gagged.  “How

much  whiskey  did  you  have  the  bartender   put  in  here,  Athalar?”  She

coughed, as if it’d do anything to ease the burn. 

Hunt shrugged. “I thought you liked whiskey.” 

Fury snorted, but Bryce got to her feet. Lifted the cup toward Hunt in a

silent toast, then lifted it to June. “To the next principal dancer of the CCB.” 

Then she knocked back the whole thing and let it burn right down to her

soul. 

Hunt let himself—just for one fucking second—look at Bryce. Admire the

steady,  unfaltering  tap  of  her  sandaled  foot  on  the  worn  wood  floor  to  the

beat of the music; the long, muscled legs that gleamed in the neon firstlights, 

her white shorts offsetting her summer tan. No scars remained from the shit

that had occurred this spring, aside from that mark on her chest, though the

thick scar from years ago still curved along her thigh. 

His fierce, strong, beautiful Bryce. He’d done his best not to gape at the

shape of her ass in those shorts as they’d walked over here, the sway of her

long hair against her lower back, the ample hips that swished with each step. 

He was a stupid fucking animal. But he’d always been a stupid fucking

animal around her. 

He’d barely been able to focus on the ballet earlier—on June’s dancing

—because  Bryce  had  looked  so  …  delicious  in  that  blue  dress.  Only  her

parents  sitting  a  few  feet  in  front  of  him  had  kept  him  from  thinking  too

much  about  sliding  his  hand  up  her  thigh  and  underneath  that  gauzy

material. 

But that wasn’t part of the plan. Earlier this spring, he’d been fine with

it. Aching for her, but fine with the concept of getting to know each other

better before sex entered the equation. Yet that ache had only gotten worse

these  past  months.  Living  together  in  their  apartment  was  a  slow  kind  of

torture for both of them. 

Bryce’s  whiskey-colored  eyes  shifted  toward  him.  She  opened  her mouth, then shut it at whatever she beheld in his expression. 

The  memory  of  those  days  following  Micah’s  and  Sandriel’s  demises

cooled his rising lust. 

 Let’s take things slow, she’d requested.  I feel like we tumbled into all of

 this, and now that things are getting back to normal, I want to do this right

 with you. Get to know you in real time, not while we’re running around the

 city trying to solve murders. 

He’d  agreed,  because  what  else  could  he  do?  Never  mind  that  he’d

come home from the Comitium that night planning to seduce Quinlan within

an  inch  of  her  life.  He  hadn’t  even  gotten  to  the  kissing  part  when  she’d

announced she wanted to hit the brakes. 

He knew more lay behind it. Knew it likely had something to do with

the  guilt  she  harbored  for  the  thousands  of  people  who  hadn’t  been  saved

that day. Allowing herself to be with him, to be happy … She needed time to

sort it out. And Hunt would give it to her. Anything Bryce wanted, anything

she  needed,  he’d  gladly  give  it  to  her.  He  had  the  freedom  to  do  so  now, 

thanks to the branded-out tattoo on his wrist. 

But on nights like these, with her in those shorts … it was really gods-

damned hard. 

Bryce  hopped  up  from  the  couch  and  padded  over  to  him,  leaving

Juniper and Fury to chat, Fury busy reloading the arts page of the  Crescent

 City Times for the review of Juniper’s performance. “What’s up?” Hunt said

to Bryce as she took up a place beside him. 

“Do you actually like coming to these parties?” Bryce asked, gesturing

to  the  throng,  firstlight  glow  stick  around  her  wrist  gleaming  bright.  “This

doesn’t disgust you?” 

He tucked in his wings. “Why would it disgust me?” 

“Because  you’ve  seen  all  the  shit  that’s  happening  in  the  world,  and

been treated like dirt, and these people …” She tossed her sheet of hair over

a shoulder. “A lot of them have no idea about it. Or just don’t care.” 

Hunt  studied  her  tight  face.  “Why  do  we  come  to  these  parties  if  it

bothers you?” 

“Well,  tonight  we’re  here  to  avoid  my  mom.”  Hunt  chuckled,  but  she

went on, “And because I want to celebrate June being a genius.” She smiled

at  her  friend  on  the  couch.  “And  we’re  here  because  Ruhn  asked  me  to

come. But … I don’t know. I want to feel normal, but then I feel guilty about

that,  and  then  I  get  mad  at  all  these  people  who  don’t  care  enough  to  feel guilty,  and  I  think  the  poison-testing  pill  you  no  doubt  put  in  my  whiskey

had  some  sort  of  sad-sack  potion  in  it  because  I  don’t  know  why  I’m

thinking about this right now.” 

Hunt huffed a laugh. “Sad-sack potion?” 

“You know what I mean!” She glared. “This really doesn’t bug you?” 

“No.” He assessed the party raging around them. “I prefer to see people

enjoying  their  lives.  And  you  can’t  assume  that  because  they’re  here,  it

means  they  don’t  care.  For  all  you  know,  a  lot  of  them  lost  family  and

friends this spring. Sometimes people need stuff like this to feel alive again. 

To find a kind of release.” 

Wrong word. He sure as fuck hadn’t found release recently, other than

by his own hand. He tried not to think about whether Bryce had opened the

drawer in her left nightstand, where she kept her toys, as often as he’d jacked

off in the shower. 

Four months left until Winter Solstice. Only four. 

Bryce  nodded,  her  mind  clearly  still  on  the  conversation  at  hand.  “I

guess I just … Sometimes I catch myself enjoying a moment, and worry I’m

enjoying it  too much, you know? Like something could come along and ruin

all of this if I let myself have too much fun or get too accustomed to feeling

happy.” 

“I know the feeling.” He couldn’t stop himself from letting his fingers

curl in the ends of her hair. “It’s going to take time to adjust.” 

He  was  still  adjusting,  too.  He  couldn’t  get  used  to  walking  around

without  a  pit  in  his  stomach  as  he  wondered  what  horrors  the  day  would

bring. Being in charge of himself, his future … The Asteri could take it all

away again, if they wished. Had only let him live because he and Bryce were

too  public  to  kill—the  Asteri  wanted  them  to  lie  low  forever.  And  if  they

didn’t … Well, Rigelus had been very clear on his call to Bryce months ago:

the  Bright  Hand  of  the  Asteri  would  kill  everyone  Bryce  and  Hunt  cared

about if they stepped out of line. So lying low it would be. 

Hunt  was  happy  to  do  precisely  that.  To  go  to  the  ballet  and  these

parties  and  pretend  that  he’d  never  known  anything  different.  That  Bryce

didn’t have the Horn tattooed into her back. 

But each morning, when he donned his usual black armor for the 33rd, 

he remembered. Isaiah had asked him for backup right after Micah’s death, 

and  Hunt  had  gladly  given  it.  He’d  stayed  on  as  Isaiah’s  unofficial

commander—unofficial  only  because  Hunt  didn’t  want  the  paperwork  that came with the real title. 

The city had been quiet, though. Focused on healing. Hunt wasn’t going

to complain. 

His phone buzzed in the back pocket of his black jeans, and he fished it

out to find an email from Isaiah waiting for him. Hunt read it and went still. 

His heart dropped to his feet and back up again. 

“What’s wrong?” Bryce peered over his shoulder. 

Hunt  passed  her  the  phone  with  a  surprisingly  steady  hand.  “New

Archangels have been chosen for Micah’s and Sandriel’s territories.” 

Her eyes widened. “Who? How bad are they?” 

He  motioned  for  her  to  read  Isaiah’s  email,  and  Bryce,  that  firstlight

glow stick still coiled around her wrist, obeyed. 

 Roll out the welcome mat,  Isaiah  had  written  as  his  only  comment  on

the forwarded email from the Asteri’s imperial secretary announcing the new

positions. 

“They’re  not  bad,”  Hunt  said,  staring  blankly  at  the  revelers  now

gathering  around  a  Fae  male  doing  a  keg  stand  in  the  corner.  “That’s  the

problem.” 

Bryce’s  brows  bunched  as  she  scanned  the  email.  “Ephraim—he

currently  shares  Rodinia  with  Jakob.  Yeah,  he  seems  decent  enough.  But

he’s going to northern Pangera. Who … Oh. Who the Hel is Celestina?” 

Hunt frowned. “She’s stayed out of the spotlight. She oversees Nena—

population,  like,  fifty.  She  has  one  legion  under  her  command.  One.  She doesn’t even have a triarii. The legion is literally controlled by the Asteri—

all watchdogs for the Northern Rift. She’s a figurehead.” 

“Big promotion, then.” 

Hunt grunted. “Everything I’ve heard about her sounds unusually nice.” 

“No chance it’s true?” 

“Where Archangels are concerned? No.” He crossed his arms. 

Fury said from the couch, “For what it’s worth, Athalar, I haven’t heard

anything bad, either.” 

Juniper asked, “So this is promising, right?” 

Hunt shook his head. This wasn’t a conversation to have in public, but

he  said,  “I  can’t  figure  out  why  the  Asteri  would  appoint  her   here,  when she’s only handled a small territory until now. She must be their puppet.” 

Bryce tilted her head to the side, looking at him in that stark, all-seeing way that made his balls tighten. Gods, she was beautiful. “Maybe it’s just a

good thing, Hunt. So many shitty things have happened to us that we might

not  trust  when  something  actually   is  good.  But  maybe  we  got  lucky  with Celestina’s appointment.” 

“I’m inclined to think Urd’s dealing us a decent hand,” Juniper agreed. 

Fury  Axtar  said  nothing,  her  eyes  shining  as  she  thought.  The  merc

would likely be the only one to fully grasp the workings of the Asteri. Not

that she’d ever reveal the details of her dealings with them. 

“Celestina  wants  to  meet  what  remains  of  Micah’s  triarii  when  she

arrives.  Apparently,  there’s  going  to  be  some  sort  of  restructuring,”  Hunt

said  as  Bryce  handed  back  his  phone.  “Whatever  that  means.  The  press

release won’t go live until tomorrow morning. So keep it quiet.” The three

females  nodded,  though  he  had  a  feeling  Fury  wouldn’t  keep  her  word. 

Whoever  she  answered  to,  whatever  valuable  clients  she  served,  would

likely hear before dawn. 

Bryce hooked her red hair behind her pointed ears. “When’s Celestina

coming?” 

“Tomorrow evening.” His throat constricted. 

Juniper  and  Fury  fell  into  quiet  conversation,  as  if  to  grant  them

privacy. Bryce, catching their drift, lowered her voice. “You’re a free male, 

Hunt. She can’t order you to do anything you don’t want to do.” Her warm

fingers  wrapped  around  his  wrist,  thumb  brushing  over  the  branded-out

 SPQM.  “You   chose  to  reenlist  in  the  33rd.  You  have  the  rights  of  a  free citizen. If you don’t like her, if you don’t want to serve her, then you don’t

need to give her a reason in order to leave. You don’t need her permission.” 

Hunt  grunted  his  agreement,  though  he  still  had  a  fucking  knot  in  his

chest. “Celestina could make life very difficult for us.” 

Bryce held up a hand. Starlight radiated, turning her skin iridescent. A

drunk asshole nearby let out an  ooooooh. Bryce ignored him and said, “I’d

like  to  see  her  try.  I’m  the  Super  Powerful  and  Special  Magic  Starborn

Princess, remember?” He knew she was joking, but her mouth thinned. “I’ll

protect you.” 

“How  could  I  forget,  oh  Magically  Powerful  and  Super  Special  …

whatever you said.” 

Bryce grinned, lowering her hand. She’d been meeting with Ruhn once

a week to explore her magic—to learn more about what lay within her veins, 

fueled by the power of so many. Her magic only manifested as starlight—a purely Fae gift. No shadows, like Ruhn possessed, or fire, like her father. But

the sheer force of her power came from all those who’d given a droplet of

their magic to the Gates over the years. All combined to make some kind of

fuel  to  increase  the  potency  of  her  starlight.  Or  something  like  that.  Bryce had tried to explain it—why the magic manifested as a Fae talent—but Hunt

didn’t care where it came from, so long as it kept her safe. 

The magic was protection in a world designed to kill her. From a father

who  might  very  well  want  to  eliminate  the  threat  of  a  daughter  who

surpassed him in power, if only by a fraction. 

Hunt  still  had  trouble  fathoming  that  the  female  standing  beside  him

had become more powerful than the Autumn King. Hunt’s power technically

still outranked hers, and her father’s, but with the Horn etched in her back, 

who really knew the depths of Bryce’s power? Considering Rigelus’s order

to  lie  low,  it  wasn’t  like  Bryce  could  explore  how  the  Horn  affected  her

magic, but given what it had done this spring … He doubted Bryce would

ever be tempted to experiment with it anyway. 

He caught Axtar watching Bryce, but the merc said nothing. 

So Hunt continued, only loud enough to indicate that he wanted Fury

and Juniper to also hear, “I don’t know what this Celestina thing is about, but

the Asteri do nothing out of the kindness of their hearts.” 

“They’d  need  hearts  to  do  that,”  Juniper  whispered  with

uncharacteristic venom. 

Fury’s voice lowered. “The war is getting worse in Pangera. Valbara is

a  key  territory  full  of  vital  resources.  Appointing  someone  who  all  reports

claim is  nice seems idiotic.” 

Juniper  raised  her  brows.  Not  at  the  claim  about  the  Asteri,  Hunt

guessed, but that Fury had willingly mentioned the war overseas. The merc

rarely, if ever, talked about it. What she’d done over there. What she’d seen. 

Hunt, having fought in many of those battles, had a good idea of both. 

“Maybe they really do want a puppet,” Juniper said. “Someone who’s a

figurehead,  so  they  can  order  all  of  Valbara’s  troops  overseas  with  no

resistance.” 

Fury  tucked  a  strand  of  her  hair  behind  an  ear.  From  all  appearances, 

Axtar  seemed  human.  But  she  was  definitely  Vanir—of  what  breed,  what

House, Hunt had no idea. Flame and Shadow seemed likeliest, but more than

that, he couldn’t guess. The merc said, “Even Micah might have resisted that order.” 

Bryce’s  face  paled  at  the  bastard’s  name.  Hunt  repressed  the  urge  to

fold a wing around her. He hadn’t told her of his own nightmares—of being

forced to watch, over and over, as Micah brutalized her. And the nightmares

of  how  she’d  raced  through  the  streets,  demons  from  Hel’s  darkest  pits

swarming her. Of brimstone missiles shooting for her in the Old Square. 

“We can guess all night,” Bryce said, mastering herself. “But until you

have that meeting tomorrow, Hunt, we won’t know. Just go in there with an

open mind.” 

“You  mean,  don’t  start  a  fight.”  His  mouth  twitched  to  the  side.  Fury

snickered. 

Bryce put a hand on her hip. “I mean, don’t go in there playing Scary

Asshole. Maybe try for an Approachable Asshole vibe.” 

Juniper  laughed  at  that,  and  Hunt  chuckled  as  well.  Unable  to  stop

himself from knocking Bryce with a wing for the second time that night, he

promised, “Approachable Asshole it is, Quinlan.” 
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Ruhn Danaan knew three things with absolute certainty:

1. He had smoked so much mirthroot that he couldn’t feel his face. Which

was a damn shame because there was a female currently sitting on it. 

2. He had downed an obscene amount of whiskey, because he had no idea

what the female’s name was, or how they’d gotten to his bedroom, or

how he’d wound up with his tongue between her legs. 

3. He really fucking loved his life. At least … right now. 

Ruhn  dug  his  fingers  into  the  soft,  spotted  flanks  of  the  delectable

creature moaning above him, dragging his lip ring across that spot he knew

would—

Yeah.  There  it  was.  That  groan  of  pure  pleasure  that  shot  right  to  his

cock,  currently  aching  behind  the  fly  of  his  black  jeans.  He  hadn’t  even

undressed before going to town on the sweet faun who’d shyly approached

him at the beer pong table. He’d gotten one look at her large green eyes, the

long legs that ended in those pretty little hooves, and the creamy skin of her

neck, above those high, perky breasts, and known precisely where he wanted

this night to end. 

Good thing she’d had the same idea. Had told him precisely what she

wanted in that whisper-soft voice. 

Ruhn  flicked  his  tongue  across  the  taut  bud  of  her  clit,  savoring  the

meadow-soft  taste  of  her  in  his  mouth.  She  arched,  thighs  straining—and

came with a series of breathy moans that nearly had him spilling in his pants. 

Ruhn gripped her bare ass, letting her ride his face through each wave

of pleasure, moaning himself as he slipped his tongue inside her to let her

delicate inner muscles clench around him. 

Fuck,  this  was  hot.  She  was  hot.  Even  through  the  haze  of  drugs  and

booze, he was ready to go. All he needed was the okay from those full lips

and he’d be buried in her within seconds. 

For  a  heartbeat,  like  an  arrow  of  light  fired  through  the  blissed-out

darkness  of  his  mind,  he  remembered  that  he  was,  technically,  betrothed. 

And  not  to  some  simpering  Fae  girl  whose  parents  might  be  pissed  at  his

behavior, but to the Queen of the Valbaran Witches. Granted, they’d sworn

no vows of faithfulness—for fuck’s sake, they’d barely spoken to each other

during  the  Summit  and  in  the  months  afterward—but  …  did  it  cross  some

line, to fuck around like this? 

He  knew  the  answer.  The  weight  of  it  had  lain  heavy  on  him  for

months. And perhaps that was why he was here right now: it did cross a line, 

but  a  line  he  had  no  say  in.  And  yes,  he  respected  and  admired  Hypaxia

Enador—she was alarmingly beautiful, brave, and intelligent—but until the

High Priestess bound their hands at Luna’s Temple, until that titanium ring

went on his finger … he’d savor these last months of freedom. 

He  hoped  it  would  be  months,  anyway.  Hypaxia  had  not  given  his

father any indication of a timeline. 

The  faun  stilled,  chest  heaving,  and  Ruhn  let  his  thoughts  of  his

betrothed  fade  away  as  he  swallowed  the  taste  of  the  faun  deep  into  his

throat. 

“Merciful Cthona,” the faun breathed, rising on her knees to pull herself

off  his  face.  Ruhn  released  the  firm  cheeks  of  her  ass,  meeting  her  bright

gaze as she peered at him, a flush across her high cheekbones. 

Ruhn winked up at her, running a tongue over the corner of his mouth

to get one final taste of her. Gods, she was delectable. Her throat bobbed, her

pulse fluttering like a beckoning drum. 

Ruhn ran his hands up her bare thighs, fingers grazing over her narrow

hips and waist. “Do you want to—” 

The  door  to  his  bedroom  burst  open,  and  Ruhn,  pinned  beneath  the

female, could do nothing but twist his head toward the male standing there. 

Apparently,  the  sight  of  the  Crown  Prince  of  the  Valbaran  Fae  with  a

female straddling his face was common enough that Tristan Flynn didn’t so

much  as  blink.  Didn’t  even  smirk,  though  the  faun  leapt  off  Ruhn  with  a

squeak, hiding herself behind the bed. 

“Get downstairs,” Flynn said, his usually golden-brown skin pale. Gone

was any hint of drunken revelry. Even his brown eyes were sharp. 

“Why?” Ruhn asked, wishing he had time to talk to the female quickly

gathering her clothes on the other side of the bed before he headed for the

door. 

But Flynn pointed to the far corner—the pile of dirty laundry, and the

Starsword propped against the stained wall beside it. “Bring that.” 

Ruhn’s  raging  hard-on  had  vanished,  thankfully,  by  the  time  he  made  it  to

the  top  of  the  stairs  above  the  foyer.  Music  still  shook  the  floors  of  the house,  people  still  drank  and  hooked  up  and  smoked  and  did  whatever

bullshit they usually enjoyed during these parties. 

No sign of danger, no sign of anything except—

There. A prickle at the back of his neck. Like a chill wind had skittered

over the top of his spine. 

“Dec’s  new  security  system  picked  up  some  kind  of  anomaly,”  Flynn

said, scanning the party below. He’d gone into pure Aux mode. “It’s making

all the sensors go off. Some kind of aura—Dec said it felt like a storm was

circling the house.” 

“Great,”  Ruhn  said,  the  hilt  of  the  Starsword  cool  against  his  back. 

“And it’s not some drunk asshole dicking around with magic?” 

Flynn assessed the crowds. “Dec didn’t think so. He said from the way

it circled the house, it seemed like it was surveilling the area.” 

Their friend and roommate had spent months designing a system to be

placed around their house and the surrounding streets—one that could pick

up things like the kristallos demon, formerly too fast for their technology to

detect. 

“Then let’s see how it likes being watched, too,” Ruhn said, wishing he

was slightly less high and drunk as his shadows wobbled around him. Flynn

sniggered. 

The  mirthroot  took  hold  for  a  moment,  and  even  Ruhn  laughed  as  he

moved for the staircase. But his amusement faded as he checked the rooms

on  either  side  of  the  foyer.  Where  the  fuck  was  Bryce?  He’d  last  seen  her

with Fury, Juniper, and Athalar in the living room, but from this angle atop

the stairs, he couldn’t see her—

Ruhn  had  made  it  three  steps  down  the  front  staircase,  dodging

discarded  beer  cans  and  plastic  cups  and  someone’s  zebra-print  bra,  when

the open front doors darkened. 

Or rather, the space within them darkened. Exactly as it had when those

demons had stormed through the Gates. 

Ruhn gaped for a moment at the portal to Hel that had just replaced his

front doors. 

Then he reached for the sword half-buckled at his back, working past

his brain fog to gather shadows in his other hand. Laughter and singing and

talking  stopped,  and  the  firstlights  guttered.  The  music  shut  off  as  if

someone had yanked the power cord from the wall. 

Then Bryce and Athalar were at the archway into the living room, his

sister now wearing Athalar’s hat, and the angel armed with a gun discreetly

tucked against his thigh. Athalar was the only person Ruhn would allow to

bring a gun into one of his parties. And Axtar—who was now nowhere to be

seen. 

Ruhn drew his sword as he leapt down the rest of the stairs, managing

to land gracefully on the other side of his sister. Flynn and Dec fell into place

beside him. His shadows swirled up his left arm like twining snakes. 

A faint light glowed from Bryce— No, that was the glow stick on her

arm. 

A figure stalked from the darkness in the doorway. Straight out of Hel. 

And in that moment, Ruhn knew three more things. 

1. He  wasn’t  looking  at  a  portal  to  Hel  after  all.  Shadows  swirled  there

instead. Familiar, whispering shadows. 

2. It  wasn’t  just  the  glow  stick  coiled  around  Bryce’s  arm  that  was

shining. The star-shaped scar beneath her T-shirt blazed with iridescent

light. 

3. As  a  familiar  golden-haired  Fae  male  strode  from  those  shadows  and

into  the  foyer,  Ruhn  knew  his  night  was  about  to  take  a  turn  for  the

worse. 
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“Oh,  come  on,”  Bryce  hissed  at  the  glowing  scar  between  her  breasts.  Or what she could glimpse of it with the neckline of her T-shirt and her bra in

the  way.  It  lit  up  the  fabric  of  both,  and  if  she  hadn’t  been  facing  the

towering  Fae  male  who’d  appeared  out  of  a  cloud  of  shadows,  she   might

have used the moment to ponder why and how it glowed. 

Partygoers had stopped dead in their revelry. Waiting for whatever shit

was about to go down. 

And what asshole had turned off the music? Dramahounds. 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  doing  here?”  Ruhn  prowled  closer  to  the

stranger. 

The male’s tan face might have been ruggedly good-looking were it not

for  the  complete  lack  of  feeling  there.  His  light  brown  eyes  were  dead. 

Humorless. His thin white sweater over black jeans and combat boots told

Bryce he’d come from somewhere colder. 

The  crowd  seemed  to  sense  danger,  too,  and  backed  away  until  only

Hunt, Bryce, Ruhn, and his friends remained facing the stranger. She had no

idea  where  Fury  and  Juniper  were.  The  former  was  likely  strategically

positioned in the room to make sure she could intercept any danger before it

reached her girlfriend. Good. 

The  stranger  stalked  forward,  and  Bryce  braced  herself,  even  as  Hunt

casually angled himself between her and the male. Bryce held in her grin at

the gesture. And found that grin vanishing instantly when the blond spoke, 

his accent rolling and rich. 

“I was invited.” 

The stranger turned to her and smirked, lifeless as a dead fish. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” A nod toward her—her chest. “Though I know who you

are,  of  course.”  His  eyes  flicked  over  her.  “You  look  better  than  expected. 

Not that I was expecting much.” 

“What  the   fuck  are  you  doing  here,  Cormac?”  Ruhn  ground  out, 

stepping closer. But he sheathed the Starsword down his back once more. 

The  blond—Cormac—faced  her  brother.  He  sniffed  once,  then

chuckled. “You smell like cunt.” 

Bryce nearly gagged at the thought. Cormac went on as Ruhn bristled, 

“And I told you: I was invited.” 

“Not to this fucking house,” Flynn said, moving to Ruhn’s side, Declan

flanking his other. A lethal unit. 

Cormac  assessed  his  surroundings.  “You  call  this  a  house?  I  hadn’t

realized your standards had dropped so low, Lord Hawthorne.” 

Declan snarled. “Fuck off, Cormac.” Marc came up behind him, teeth

bared with silent menace. 

Any other opponent, Bryce knew the group would likely obliterate, but

this male was Avallen Fae: powerful, trained in combat from a young age, 

and merciless. 

The male said, as if seeing her try to puzzle him out, “I’m your cousin, 

Bryce.” 

Hunt—the fucking bastard—snorted. 

“I don’t have any Fae cousins.” Bryce snapped. If only the stupid scar

would halt its glowing. If only people would go back to partying. 

“That  light  says  otherwise,”  Cormac  said  with  blatant  confidence.  “I

might  be  Ruhn’s  cousin  directly  through  his  mother’s  kin,  but  your  father, 

King Einar, is Fae, and his line once crossed with ours long ago.” He held up

his hand, and flame wreathed his fingers before winking out. 

Bryce blinked. Her mother had never once spoken the Autumn King’s

name,  and  Bryce  had  only  learned  it  through  the  news  when  she  was  old

enough to use a computer. 

“Why are you here?” Ruhn bit out. 

From the corner of her vision lightning sizzled at Hunt’s fingertips. One

strike, and Hunt could fry this fucker. 

Yet Cormac smiled. His dead eyes gleamed with nothing but contempt

as he bowed mockingly to Bryce. “I’m here to meet my bride.” 

The  words  shot  through  Hunt’s  mind  fast  enough  that  they  doused  his lightning, but Bryce tipped her head back and laughed. 

No one else joined her. 

And  when  Bryce  had  finished,  she  smirked  at  Cormac.  “You’re

hilarious.” 

“It is no joke,” Cormac said, face darkening. “It’s been decreed.” 

“By who?” Hunt snapped. 

The  Avallen  male  sized  up  Hunt  with  palpable  disdain.  Not  someone

used to being questioned, then. Spoiled little prick. “By her sire, the Autumn

King, and mine, the High King of the Avallen Fae.” Making this shithead a

Crown Prince. 

Bryce said coolly, “Last I checked, I wasn’t on the market.” 

Hunt  crossed  his  arms,  becoming  a  wall  of  muscle  beside  her.  Let

Cormac  see  precisely  who  he’d  be  tangling  with  if  he  took  another  step

closer  to  Bryce.  Hunt  willed  tendrils  of  his  lightning  to  crackle  along  his

shoulders, his wings. 

“You’re  an  unwed  Fae  female,”  Cormac  said,  unmoved.  “That  means

you  belong  to  your  male  kin  until  they  decide  to  pass  you  to  another.  The

decision has been made.” 

From the living room archway, a delicate, dark figure emerged. Axtar. 

She palmed a gun, but kept it at her thigh. No sign of Juniper—presumably, 

the faun was staying wherever Fury had instructed her to hide. 

Cormac glanced toward the merc, and even his sneer faltered. 

Every  power  broker  on  Midgard  knew  of  Fury  Axtar.  What  she  was

capable of, if provoked. 

Ruhn pointed to the door and snarled at Cormac, “Get the fuck out of

my  house.  I  don’t  care  if  you  use  your  shadows  or  your  own  feet,  but  get

out.” 

Yet  Cormac  glowered  at  the  Starsword  peeking  over  Ruhn’s  broad

shoulder. “Rumor has it that the sword sings for my bride, too.” 

A muscle feathered in Ruhn’s jaw. Hunt didn’t know what to make of

that. 

But  Bryce  stepped  forward,  star  still  blazing.  “I’m  not  your  bride, 

asshole.  And  I’m  not  going  to  be,  so  scuttle  back  to  whatever  hole  you

crawled out of and tell your kings to find someone else. And tell them—” 

“You’ve got a mouth on you,” Cormac murmured. 

Hunt didn’t particularly like the male’s appreciative tone. But he kept his power reined in. Even a zap of lightning against Cormac could be seen as

a declaration of war. 

Fae were highly sensitive babies. Their tantrums could last centuries. 

Bryce smiled sweetly at Cormac. “I get that you want to play Broody

Prince, but don’t ever fucking interrupt me again.” 

Cormac started. Hunt hid his smirk, even as his blood heated at Bryce’s

irreverence. 

Bryce  went  on,  “My  brother  told  you  to  leave  his  house.”  Her  skin

began to glow. “You don’t want  me to have to ask you.” 

The hair on Hunt’s neck rose. She’d blinded people with that power—

and that had been before the Drop. With all that magic backing her starlight

… He hadn’t yet seen how it would manifest. Half hoped he’d find out now, 

with this asshole as a test subject. 

Hunt  eyed  Flynn,  Declan,  and  Marc—all  of  whom  were  tense  and

primed to leap into the fray. And Ruhn …

Hunt didn’t know why Ruhn’s apparent satisfaction surprised him. He’d

expected wounded male pride, perhaps, at Bryce showing him up in his own

home. Yet pride did shine from Ruhn’s face—for Bryce. Like the prince had

been waiting for his sister to step into her power for a while now and he was

honored to have her at his side. 

Hunt’s attention shot back to Cormac as the Avallen Prince held up his

hands and slowly smiled at Bryce. The expression was as dead as his eyes. 

“I’ve seen all I needed to.” 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  talking  about?”  Ruhn  demanded.  Shadows

rippled  from  his  shoulders,  a  dark  contrast  to  the  light  emanating  from

Bryce. 

But shadows also swirled behind Cormac—darker, wilder than Ruhn’s, 

like a stampede of stallions waiting to gallop over all of them. “I wanted to

confirm that she has the gift. Thank you for demonstrating.” He set one foot

into those untamed shadows. Bowed his head to Bryce. “I’ll see you at the

altar.” 

Bryce’s star winked out the moment he vanished, leaving only drifting

embers behind. 

Bryce was dimly aware of the party ending: people filtering out through the

front door, the countless eyes on her as she stood in the foyer, typing into her

phone. 

“There’s  a  train  at  seven  tomorrow  morning,”  Bryce  announced  to

Hunt, who lingered at her side. As if afraid the Avallen male would reappear

to snatch her away. 

Not just any Avallen male: Prince Cormac. Her … fiancé. 

“There’s  no  way  your  mom  will  go,”  Hunt  said.  “If  by  some  miracle

she isn’t suspicious that you’re bumping them onto a train five hours earlier, 

then Randall will be.” 

Juniper  scrolled  on  her  phone  at  Bryce’s  other  side.  “Social  channels

are empty right now, but …” 

“All  it  takes  is  one  person,”  Fury  finished  from  where  she  monitored

the front of the house with the same vigilance as Hunt. “I think I made my

point clear about the consequences of that, though.” 

Gods bless her, Fury really had.  If any of you post, talk, or so much as

think  about what went down here tonight, she’d declared with quiet authority

to the awed partygoers,  I’ll hunt you down and make you regret it. 

No  one  had  said  anything,  but  Bryce  had  noticed  more  than  a  few

people deleting pictures from their phones as they hurried out. 

Hunt  said,  “Getting  your  parents  out  of  the  city  without  them  being

suspicious  or finding out will be tricky, to say the least.” He angled his head. 

“You sure it’s not easier to tell them?” 

“And  risk  my  mom  going  ballistic?  Doing  something  reckless?”  And

that  was  to  say  nothing  about  what  Randall  might  do  if  he  thought  the

Autumn King was threatening Bryce’s happiness and control over her own

life. Whatever her mom left of the Autumn King, Randall would be sure to

put a bullet in it. “I’m not risking them like that.” 

“They’re  adults,”  Fury  said.  “You  can  trust  them  to  make  rational

choices.” 

“Have you met my mom?” Bryce burst out. “Does  rational ever spring

to mind when you think about her? She makes sculptures of babies in beds

of lettuce, for fuck’s sake.” 

“I just think,” June jumped in, “that they’re going to find out anyway, 

so maybe it’s better if it comes from you. Before they hear it from someone

else.” 

Bryce shook her head. “Nope. I want to be far, far away when they find

out. And get a few hundred miles between them and the Autumn King, too.” 

Hunt grunted his agreement, and she threw him a grateful nod. 

The sound of Declan shutting the front door pulled her attention from

the angel as the Fae male leaned back against it. “Well, my buzz is officially

ruined.” 

Flynn  slumped  onto  the  lowest  steps  of  the  staircase,  a  bottle  of

whiskey  in  his  hand.  “Then  we  better  start  getting  it  back.”  He  swigged

deeply  before  passing  it  up  to  Ruhn,  who  leaned  against  the  banister  with

crossed arms, his blue eyes blazing into a near-violet. He’d been quiet these

last few minutes. 

Bryce  had  no  idea  where  to  start  with  him.  About  Cormac,  about  the

power  she’d  shown  in  Ruhn’s  own  house,  about  the  star  glowing  for  the

Avallen Prince … any of it. So she said, “I take it that’s the cousin from your

Ordeal.” 

Ruhn,  Dec,  and  Flynn  nodded  gravely.  Her  brother  drank  from  the

bottle of whiskey. 

“How close did Cormac get to killing you during your Ordeal?” Hunt

asked. Ruhn must have told him about it at some point this summer. 

“Close,” Flynn said, earning a glare from Ruhn. 

But  Ruhn  admitted,  “It  was  bad.”  Bryce  could  have  sworn  he  didn’t

look at her as he added, “Cormac spent his whole life thinking he’d get the

Starsword  one  day.  That  he’d  go  into  the  Cave  of  Princes  and  be  proven

worthy.  He  studied  all  the  lore,  learned  all  the  lineage,  pored  over  every

account detailing the variations in the power. It, ah … didn’t go down well

when I got it instead.” 

“And  now  his  fiancée  has  a  claim  to  it,  also,”  Flynn  said,  and  it  was

Bryce’s  turn  to  glare  at  the  lord.  She  could  have  lived  without  anyone

bringing that up again. 

Ruhn seemed to force himself to look at Bryce as he said, “It’s true.” So

he’d seen her glare, then. “The sword’s as much yours as it is mine.” 

Bryce  waved  a  hand.  “I’ll  take  it  on  weekends  and  holidays,  don’t

worry.” 

Hunt  tossed  in,  “And  it’ll  get   two  Winter  Solstices,  so  …  double  the presents.” 

Ruhn and the others gawked at them like they had ten heads, but Bryce

grinned at Hunt. He returned it with one of his own. 

He  got  her—her  humor,  her  fears,  her  hedging.  Whatever  it  was, 

Athalar  got her. 

“Is  it  true?”  Juniper  looped  her  elbow  through  Bryce’s  and  pressed close. “About the legality of an engagement against Bryce’s will?” 

That wiped the smile from Hunt’s face. And Bryce’s. Her mind raced, 

each thought as swift and dizzying as a shooting star. 

“Tell  me  there’s  a  way  out  of  this,  Ruhn.”  She  walked  to  her  brother

and snatched the whiskey bottle from him. A faint light flared at his back—

the Starsword. It hummed, a whining sound like a finger tracing the rim of a

glass. 

Ruhn’s stare met hers, questioning and wary, but Bryce stepped back. 

The sword stopped singing. 

 It’s not going to bite, you know. 

Bryce  nearly  flinched  as  her  brother’s  voice  filled  her  mind.  He  used

the  mind-speaking  rarely  enough  that  she  often  entirely  forgot  he  had  the

gift. 

 It’s your sword. Not mine. You’re as much a Starborn Prince as I am a

 princess. 

He shot back, eyes glinting with stars,  I’m not the kind of male whose

 sense of pride is so brittle that I need to cling to a shiny weapon. If you want

 to use it, it’s yours. 

She  shook  her  head.  You  retrieved  the  blade—and  apparently  had  to

 deal with Cormac while doing it. That fact alone entitles you to keep it. 

Ruhn’s laughter filled her mind, full of amusement and relief. But his

face remained serious as he said to the group, now staring at them, “I didn’t

pay attention in class when we covered Fae law. Sorry.” 

“Well,  I  did,”  Marc  said.  “And  I’ve  already  put  some  of  my  firm’s

associates  on  researching  it.  Any  legal  case  or  precedent  that’s  been

uploaded into a database, short of whatever’s hidden in the Asteri Archives, 

we’ll be able to comb through.” 

Declan  added,  “I’ll  go  hunting,  too.”  But  even  Dec,  with  his  hacking

skills,  couldn’t  pierce  the  security  around  the  private,  ancient  files  of  the Asteri. 

“Thank  you,”  Bryce  said,  but  she  didn’t  allow  that  shred  of  hope  to

balloon in her chest. “Update me when you have anything.” 

Ruhn started talking, but Bryce tuned him out, handing off the bottle of

whiskey to Juniper before slipping out onto the sagging front porch, dodging

discarded cups and cans. Hunt was a storm wind at her back as she strode

onto the small slice of grassy front lawn and breathed in the bustle of the Old Square before her. 

“Why are you being so calm about this?” Hunt asked, his arms crossed. 

The dry, warm night breeze ruffled his hair, his gray wings. 

“Because  this  is  some  move  in  a  game  the  Autumn  King  is  playing,” 

Bryce said. “He’s anticipating that I’m going to run to his house and fight

him. I’m trying to figure out why that would help him. What his endgame

is.” 

And what her own might be. 

“Connecting  the  two  most  powerful  Fae  royal  bloodlines  is  a  pretty

clear endgame,” Hunt growled. “And you’re Starborn on top of it—you told

me you’ve got the gifts of one of the first of the Starborn.  And you’ve got the

Horn. That makes you a massive bargaining chip for more power.” 

“That’s too simple for the Autumn King. His games play out over years

—centuries.  This  engagement  is  the  first  step.  Or  maybe  we’re  already

several  steps  along.”  She  just  needed  to  find  some  way  to  get  a  few  steps

ahead  of   that  without  revealing  her  hand.  The  engagement  would  have  to stand. For now. 

“It’s bullshit.” 

Bryce steeled her spine. “I was really enjoying this summer, you know. 

Today seems Hel-bent on ruining it for both of us.” 

Hunt  ducked  his  head.  “You’d  almost  think  this  was  planned  by  the

gods. They probably have a special task force: How to Fuck Over Bryce and

Hunt in One Day.” 

Bryce  chuckled.  “Celestina  might  wind  up  being  a  blessing.  But  …” 

She  asked  Hunt,  “You  think  the  Autumn  King  might  have  timed  this  to

coincide with you getting the news about Celestina?” 

“To what end?” 

“To rattle us. To make us act, I don’t know.” She dared say, “Maybe he

thought you’d go after him, and it’d make you look bad in front of the new

Archangel.” 

Hunt stilled, and Bryce became keenly aware of the distance between

their bodies. “Again,” he said, voice husky, “to what end?” 

“If you did something illegal,” Bryce mused, heart beginning to thunder

as he stepped closer, “like …” 

“Kill a Crown Prince of the Fae?” 

Bryce chewed on her lip. “Celestina needs to set an example of how she

plans to rule. And punishing a powerful angel, a  notorious angel acting out

of line … that’d be the perfect way to demonstrate her power. And thus get

you out of the picture for the Autumn King. He knows we’re a team.” 

“A team,” Hunt said slowly. As if, out of everything she’d laid out,  that

was what he chose to dwell on. 

“You know what I mean,” Bryce said. 

“I’m not sure I do.” Had his voice dropped lower? 

“We’re roomies,” she said, her own voice getting breathy. 

“Roomies.” 

“Occasional Beer Pong Champions?” 

Hunt  snatched  the  hat  off  her  head  and  plunked  it  back  on  his  own, 

backward as usual. “Yes, the Autumn King truly fears our unholy beer pong

alliance.” 

Bryce smiled, letting it chase away the darkness lurking in her soul. But

Hunt added, “We can’t forget that Avallen has their own angle. Why’d they

agree to the union?” 

“You  know  what?”  Bryce  said.  “Who  cares  about  any  of  them?  My

father,  the  Avallen  Fae—screw  them.”  Only  with  Hunt  could  she  be

dismissive about this. He’d have her back, no matter what. “At least until we

get my parents onto that train.” 

“You still haven’t given me a convincing plan for how  that will happen. 

For all we know, they’re learning about this on the news.” 

“Oh, my phone would already be exploding if my mother had heard.” 

She  ran  a  hand  through  her  hair.  “Maybe  I  should  ask  Fury  to  sneak  into

their hotel and disable their phones.” 

“Is  it  bad  if  I  think  she  should  go  one  step  further  and  tie  them  up, 

throw  them  in  the  trunk  of  a  car,  and  drive  them  home  so  they  get  there

before the news breaks? Because that’s what Fury will likely do if you send

her to that hotel.” 

Bryce laughed, and the sound sang through her like silver bells. “Okay, 

no Fury.” She looped her arm through Hunt’s, savoring the muscled mass of

him  as  she  steered  them  toward  the  low  gate  and  sidewalk  beyond.  “Let’s

watch old episodes of  Beach House Hookup and come up with ways to trick

my parents.” 

One  of  his  wings  brushed  along  her  back  in  the  softest  of  caresses. 

Every  inch  it  touched  lit  up  like  firstlight.  “Sounds  like  a  normal  Tuesday

night.” 

They meandered home, and despite Bryce’s flippant words, she found

herself  slipping  into  a  state  of  roiling  darkness  and  thoughts  like  shooting

stars. She’d been a fool to think she could lie low forever. She’d been willing

to follow the Asteri’s order to lead a boring, normal life, but the rest of the

world had different plans for her. And Hunt. 

She was bringing her phone to her ear to call her parents with the news

that   Oh,  so  sad,  but  Jesiba  needs  me  to  head  over  to  her  warehouse

 tomorrow and I think this might lead to a second chance at a job with her, so

 do you mind getting on the earlier train?  when she and Hunt walked off the

elevator and found the door to their apartment ajar. 

If her mom and Randall had come over unexpectedly …

Syrinx was barking inside, and Bryce lunged for the door, the memory

of  another  night  washing  red  over  her  senses.  Now,  as  then,  the  scent  of

blood was a coppery tang in the air, in the hallway, on the threshold of her

door—

Not again. Not her parents—

Hunt shoved her back as he angled himself at the doorway, gun out and

lightning wreathing his other hand, violence written in every taut line of his

body, his raised wings. 

Surprise  flared  in  his  dark  eyes,  and  then  he  lowered  the  gun.  Bryce

beheld what was in the center of the great room and swayed into Hunt with

relief and shock. 

Yes, the gods had clearly formed a How to Fuck Over Hunt and Bryce

task force. 

Inside lay Ithan Holstrom, bleeding all over her pale wood floors. 
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Tharion Ketos had royally fucked up. 

Literally. The River Queen had been  pissed. 

Which  was  why  he  was  now  struggling  to  keep  his  feet  on  a  small

fishing vessel in a sea so stormy it made even his iron stomach churn. Up

and  down,  down  and  up,  the  boat  bobbed  in  the  rain  and  swells,  wind

threatening to flay his skin to the bone, despite his thick black sweater and

the tactical vest atop it. 

He should be lounging on a rock in the Istros right now, preferably in

plain sight of whatever females walked along the quay. He certainly enjoyed

finding not-so-covert photos of him on social media, with captions like:  So

 hot it’s a miracle he doesn’t turn the Istros to steam! 

That had been a particular favorite. Too bad it had also landed him here. 

Punished by the River Queen because her daughter had cried over it. 

He  was  accustomed  to  cold,  had  explored  as  deep  as  his  mer’s  gifts

would allow without his skull cracking like an egg, but this northern stretch

of  the  Haldren  Sea  was  different.  It  sucked  the  life  from  one’s  bones,  its

grayness creeping into the soul. 

Though swimming would be a Hel of a lot less nauseating. 

Tharion  ducked  his  head  against  the  lashing  rain,  his  dark  red  hair

plastered to his scalp, dripping icy water down his neck. Gods, he wanted to

go home. Back to the dry, blistering heat of a Lunathion summer. 

“Submersible’s  within  range,”  the  captain  called.  The  female  dolphin

shifter  was  tucked  in  the  safety  of  the  command  vestibule.  Lucky  asshole. 

“We’re starting to get a live feed.” 

Barely  able  to  maintain  his  grip  on  the  rain-slick  rail  of  the  boat, Tharion aimed for the vestibule. It could only fit two people, so he had to

wait until the first mate—a shark shifter—squeezed out before entering. The

warmth was like a kiss from Solas himself, and Tharion sighed as he slid the

door shut and observed the small screen beside the wheel. 

The  images  from  the  trench  were  murky:  flurries  of  floating  bits  in  a

whole lot of darkness. If they’d been on a battleship—Hel, even a yacht—

they’d  have  had  giant  screens  with  crystal  clarity.  But  this  fishing  boat, 

capable of slipping past the Pangeran navy’s radar, had been the best bet. 

The captain stood before the screen, pointing with a brown finger to a

rising number in its upper right corner. “We’re nearing the requested depth.” 

Tharion sank into the swivel chair anchored into the floor. Technically, 

it  was  the  captain’s  chair,  but  he  didn’t  care.  He  was  paying  for  this

expedition.  Granted,  it  was  with  his  Blue  Court–issued  credit  card,  but  he

could damn well sit where he wanted to. 

The captain raised a dark brow. “You know what you’re looking for?” 

She’d come highly recommended by a few spies in his employ—a discreet

and bold female who wouldn’t flee at the first hint of imperial battleships. 

Tharion surveyed the screen. “A body.” 

The captain whistled. “You know the odds of that are—” 

“She was tied to lead blocks and dropped into the water around here.” 

By the Hind. 

“If she’s not in the House of Many Waters, she’s long dead.” 

No shit. “I just need to find her.” What remained of her, after two weeks

at  the  bottom  of  the  sea.  Frankly,  her  bones  and  body  had  likely  exploded

from the pressure. 

His queen had learned of the poor girl’s fate through whatever the rivers

and  seas  whispered  to  her.  He’d  known  it  was  how  the  River  Queen  kept

tabs on her sisters, who ruled the other bodies of water around Midgard, but

he hadn’t realized how precise the information could be—she’d been able to

tell  him  to  hunt  for  lead  blocks,  and  where  to  look.  And  what  manner  of

Vanir, exactly, Sofie was: a thunderbird. Ogenas have mercy on them all. 

It  was  on  the  slim  chance  that  Sofie’s  Vanir  body  had  survived  the

plunge—and  hadn’t  been  picked  apart  yet  by  scavengers—that  he’d  come. 

His queen seemed to be under the impression that Sofie was an asset, even

dead. 

His queen had refused to tell him more than that. She’d only said that

he was to retrieve the body and bring it back to the Blue Court. Presumably

to search it for intel or weapons. He prayed he wouldn’t be the one to do it. 

“We’re  at  depth,”  the  captain  announced,  and  the  camera  feed  halted. 

More white bits swirled past as the camera pivoted to reveal the silty, alien

seafloor. “Any idea where to start, Captain?” 

 Captain.  Tharion still found the title ridiculous, and more than a little

painful.  The  case  that  had  earned  him  the  recent  promotion  had  been  his

sister’s  murder.  He’d  have  traded  in  the  title  in  a  heartbeat  if  it  meant  he could have Lesia back. Hear his younger sister’s boisterous laugh one more

time. Catching and killing her murderer hadn’t eased that feeling. 

“Based  on  the  current,  she  should  have  landed  around  here,”  Tharion

said,  letting  his  water  magic  drift  to  the  bottom,  cringing  at  the  ocean’s

viciousness.  Not  at  all  like  the  clear  calm  of  the  Istros.  Granted,  plenty  of monsters dwelled within the Blue River, but the turquoise water sang to him, 

laughed with him, cried with him. This sea only bellowed and raged. 

Tharion monitored the camera feed. “Rotate the camera to the west—

and move the submersible ahead about ten yards.” 

Through the glare of the firstlight beams atop the remote submersible, 

more  fleshy  white  bits  floated  by.  This  was  what  the  wraith  Viktoria  had

been  damned  by  Micah  to  endure.  The  former  Archangel  had  shoved  her

essence  into  a  magically  sealed  box  while  the  wraith  remained  fully

conscious despite having no corporeal form, and dropped her to the floor of

the Melinoë Trench. 

That  the  trench’s  bottom  was  another  fifteen  miles  deeper  than  the

seafloor  before  them  sent  a  shiver  along  Tharion’s  tiger-striped  forearms. 

The wraith’s shoebox-sized Helhole had been bespelled against the pressure. 

And Viktoria, not needing food or water, would live forever. Trapped. Alone. 

No light, nothing but silence, not even the comfort of her own voice. 

A fate worse than death. With Micah now sitting in a trash bag in some

city  dump,  would  anyone  dare  retrieve  the  wraith?  Athalar  had  shown  no

signs  of  rebellion,  and  Bryce  Quinlan,  the  last  Tharion  had  heard,  was

content to return to a normal life. 

Hel, after this spring, hadn’t everyone wanted to return to normal? 

The River Queen didn’t seem to want to. She’d sent him hunting for a

rebel spy’s remains. To retrieve her Very Fucking Important corpse. 

Even if the mere fact that the River Queen was searching for the body

of a rebel spy could damn her. Damn all of them. 

And he’d be first in the line of fire. But he never dared to challenge her

about the contradictions of it: she punished him for making her daughter cry, 

yet  what  would  happen  should  he  be  killed  or  harmed  during  one  of  her

punishments? Wouldn’t her daughter cry then? 

Her daughter, as capricious as her mother—and as jealous. If she was a

bit of a possessive monster, it was because her mother had taught her well. 

He’d  been  a  fool  not  to  see  it  before  he’d  taken  her  maidenhead  and

sworn  himself  to  her  a  decade  ago.  Before  he’d  ever  made  himself  her

betrothed. Beloved of the River Queen’s daughter. A prince-in-training. 

A fucking nightmare. 

Judging by the fact that he had kept his job these ten years, and even

been promoted, her mother apparently still had no idea what to do with him. 

Unless  her  daughter  had  intervened  on  his  behalf,  to  keep  him  safe.  The

thought of that alone—that he had to stay on her good side—had made him

keep his hands to himself and his cock in his pants. Fins. Whatever. 

And  he’d  accepted  the  punishments,  however  unfair  and  undeserved

and dangerous, that were thrown his way. 

“I’m not seeing anything.” The captain adjusted the control toggle on

the dash. 

“Keep  moving.  Do  a  complete  scan  within  a  one-mile  perimeter.”  He

wouldn’t return to his queen empty-handed if he could help it. 

“We’ll be here for hours,” the captain countered, frowning. 

Tharion just settled into the chair, glancing to the first mate sheltering

against the side of the vestibule. 

They  knew  what  they  were  getting  into  by  coming  here.  Knew  what

kind of storms stalked these seas at this point in the year. If the shifter got

tired of the wind and rain, he could jump beneath the waves. 

Even if a shark in these waters was the least of the terrors. 

Three and a half hours later, Tharion lifted a hand. “Go back to the right. No

—yeah. There. Can you get closer?” 

The  remote  submersible  had  floated  past  boiling-hot  sea  vents,  past

muck and rock and all manner of strange creatures. But there, tucked among

a cluster of red-and-white tuber worms … a square rock. 

Only Vanir or human hands could have made it. 

“I’ll be damned,” the captain murmured, leaning toward the screen, the

light illuminating her angular face. “Those are lead blocks.” 

He suppressed a shiver. The River Queen had been right. Down to the

last detail. “Circle them.” 

But  …  Chains  draped  from  the  block  onto  the  seafloor.  They  were

empty. 

The captain observed, “Whoever those chains held is long gone. They

either got eaten or they exploded from the pressure.” 

Tharion  marked  the  chains,  nodding.  But  his  gaze  snagged  on

something. 

He glanced at the captain to see if she’d noticed the anomaly, but her

face revealed no sign of surprise. So Tharion kept silent, letting her bring the

small submersible back up to the surface, where the first mate hauled it onto

the deck. 

Two  hours  later,  back  on  land—soggy  and  muddy  from  the  rain—

Tharion calmed his chattering teeth long enough to call his queen. 

The River Queen answered after the first ring. “Talk.” 

Used  to  the  curt,  yet  ethereal  voice,  Tharion  said,  “I  found  the  lead

blocks. The chains were still attached.” 

“So?” 

“There was no body.” A sigh of disappointment. He shivered yet again

—not entirely from the cold. “But the shackles had been unlocked.” 

The sigh paused. He’d learn to read her pauses, as varied as the life in

her river. “You’re sure of this?” 

He  refrained  from  asking  why  the  currents  hadn’t  told  her  about  this

particularly vital detail. Maybe they were as capricious as she. Tharion said

mildly,  “No  signs  of  damage.  At  least  as  far  as  I  could  tell  on  the  crappy screen.” 

“You think Sofie Renast freed herself?” 

“I don’t know.” Tharion climbed into the black SUV that he’d drive to

the private heliport in the north of Pangera, and turned the heat to full blast. 

It’d  probably  take  the  entire  hour’s  drive  inland  to  warm  his  frozen  body. 

“But I sure as Hel don’t think she ever made it to the seafloor.” 

Tharion drove down the rough road, mud spraying, windshield wipers

swishing faintly. 

His queen said, “Then either someone got there before us … or Sofie is

alive.  Interesting,  that  the  water  did  not  whisper  of  that.  As  if  it  were

silenced.” Tharion had a feeling he knew where this was going. “Find her,” 

she ordered. “I’d bet my court that she’s looking for her brother. She went to

great lengths to free him from Kavalla. The sea whispered that he is as gifted

as she. Find him, and we find her. And vice versa. But even if we only find

the boy … he will be valuable indeed.” 

Tharion didn’t dare ask why she wanted either of them. He could invent

reasons for wanting the rebel, but the boy … Emile Renast had his sister’s

gift, and that was it. A powerful one, but he was a kid. Hadn’t even made the

Drop.  And  as  far  as  Tharion  knew,  his  queen  wasn’t  in  the  habit  of  using

child soldiers. But Tharion couldn’t say anything other than: “I’ll begin the

search immediately.” 
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Bryce tore through the cabinet beneath her sink. Bottles of hair products, old

makeup palettes, dead blow-dryers flew out and scattered behind her. Where

the  fuck had she put it—

There.  Bryce  yanked  out  the  white  first  aid  kit,  Syrinx  doing  a  little

dance  next  to  her.  As  if  the  golden-furred  chimera  had  found  it  himself. 

Cheeky pup. 

Leaping  to  her  feet  as  she  opened  the  lid,  she  rifled  through  the

antiseptic ointment, bandages, and vial of pain-relieving potion. She frowned

down at Syrinx. “This stuff never goes bad, right?” 

Syrinx scrunched his snout, huffing as if to say,  Beats me! 

Bryce scratched under his chin and returned to the great room to find

Hunt  crouching  beside  Ithan,  whom  they’d  laid  out  on  the  coffee  table. 

Ithan’s face … Burning Solas. 

Well,  he  was  awake.  And  talking.  She  hoped  he  hadn’t  heard  her  and

Hunt bickering over where to put his barely conscious form a moment ago. 

Hunt had wanted to set Ithan on the couch, and Bryce hadn’t been able to

stop herself from shrieking about ruining the white cushions. So the coffee

table it was. 

Hunt and Ithan were murmuring too low for Bryce to understand, and

they halted as she approached. Though she could detect no outward sign of

it, Hunt’s lightning seemed to crackle in the air around him. Or maybe that

was  Hunt’s  presence,  once  again  doing  funny  things  to  her  senses.  Bryce

lifted the first aid kit. “Found it.” 

Ithan grunted. “It’s … it’s not as bad as it looks.” 

“Your  mouth  literally  started  bleeding  again  saying  that,”  Bryce  said, dropping  the  kit  on  the  table  next  to  Ithan  before  fishing  inside  for  sterile wipes.  She  hadn’t  seen  him  since  the  attack  last  spring.  Hadn’t  spoken  to

him. 

Bryce  waved  a  hand  over  the  bruised  and  swollen  face  that  held  no

resemblance to the handsome, charming features she’d once known so well. 

“I don’t even know where to start with this … mess.” She didn’t just mean

his face. 

“You  and  me  both,”  Ithan  mumbled,  and  hissed  as  Bryce  dabbed  at  a

slice  across  his  brow.  He  pulled  his  head  from  her  reach.  “It’ll  heal.  That one’s already smaller.” 

“I’d  guess  claws  made  that,”  Hunt  said,  arms  crossed.  Syrinx  hopped

onto the sectional, turned in a circle three times, then curled up in a ball. 

Ithan said nothing. Bryce reached for the wound again, but he pulled his

head farther back, wincing in pain. 

“Why the fuck are you here, Ithan?” Hunt’s voice was like gravel. 

Ithan’s brown eyes, one half-swollen, met Bryce’s. Ire glowed in them. 

“I  didn’t  tell  them  to  bring  me  here.  Perry  …  my  pack’s  Omega  …  She

arranged it.” 

A  fuzzy  memory  of  a  brown-haired  female  emerged.  Perry  …

Ravenscroft. Amelie’s younger sister. “She did this to you?” 

Ithan huffed a raw laugh, then winced. His ribs must be—

Bryce  lifted  Ithan’s  bloody  gray  T-shirt,  revealing  disgustingly  carved

abs and—“Holy shit, Ithan.” 

He yanked the shirt back over the extensive bruising. “It’s fine.” 

“Those look like broken ribs,” Hunt said wryly. 

“Definitely  broken  ribs,  Athalar,”  Bryce  replied,  sitting  back  on  her

heels. “And a broken arm, from the way he’s cradling it.” 

“Skull fracture’s healed,” Hunt observed with equal distance, as if they

were  on  one  of  his  favorite  Vanir  crime  procedurals.  Ithan’s  eyes  flashed

again. 

“I’m sensing hostility and a good dose of male pride,” Bryce said. 

“Throw in some stubbornness and I’d say we’ve got ourselves a classic

case of stupidity,” Hunt answered. 

“What  the fuck is wrong with you two?” Ithan demanded. 

Bryce smiled at Hunt, all thoughts of the betrothal and her father and

the Asteri vanishing at the amusement glittering in the angel’s eyes. But she

stopped smiling as she faced Ithan again. 

“I promise to clean you up as quickly as possible, and you’ll be on your

way,” she said. 

“Take your time. It’s not like I have anywhere to go.” 

Hunt stilled. “Amelie kicked you out?” 

“Sabine  kicked  me  out,”  Ithan  growled.  “She,  Amelie,  and  the  others

did … this.” 

“Why?” Bryce managed to say. 

Ithan met her stare. “Why do you think?” Bryce shook her head, disgust

creeping  through  her.  Ithan  said,  “You  know  how  Sabine  operates.  Some

reporter cornered me at a bar a few weeks ago about the attack last spring, 

and I talked about … what happened. How I helped you. The article came

out this morning. Sabine apparently wasn’t a fan.” 

“Oh?” Hunt lifted a brow. 

Ithan’s  bruised  throat  bobbed.  “I  might  have  also  defended  you,”  he

said to Bryce. “Against a nasty quote from Sabine.” 

Bryce resisted the urge to pull out her phone to search for the article. 

Nothing  in  there  would  make  her  feel  better  about  this.  So  she  said, 

“Sabine’s a City Head. This is really what she wants to waste her time on?” 

“Wolves don’t talk shit about other wolves.” 

“But you did,” Hunt countered. 

“So  did  Sabine.”  He  said  sadly,  wearily  to  Bryce,  “The  Prime  called

you  a  wolf.  That’s  good  enough  for  me.  I,  ah  …  It  didn’t  sit  well,  what

Sabine  said.  But  I  guess  the  article  didn’t  sit  well  with  her,  either.  So  I’m out.” 

Bryce exhaled a long, long breath. 

“Why bring you here?” Hunt asked. 

Ithan  grimaced  with  pain.  “Perry  remembered  that  we  were  friends, 

once upon a time.” He tried and failed to rise. “But give me a few minutes, 

then I’ll be gone.” 

“You’re staying here,” Bryce said. Honestly, after the night she’d had, it

was the last thing she wanted. Especially when she still had to call her mom

and  convince  her  to  get  out  of  town.  Gods,  if  Ember  found  out  Ithan  was

here,  she’d  never  leave.  She’d  loved  him  like  a  son.  Bryce  shook  off  the

thought. “You’re lucky Sabine didn’t kill you.” 

“Trust me, she wanted to,” Ithan said bitterly. “But I wasn’t worth the

legal headache that would cause.” 

Bryce swallowed. Connor’s little brother had once been her best friend, after Danika. Fury and June had come after that. Gods, how many messages

had  she  and  Ithan  swapped  over  the  years?  How  many  juvenile  jokes  had

they shared? How many times had she bounced in the stands at one of his

sunball games, screaming her lungs out for him? 

The male before her was a stranger. 

“I should go,” Ithan said thickly. Like he remembered their history, too. 

Read it on her face. 

“Sit the fuck down,” Hunt said. “You can’t even walk.” 

“Fine,” Ithan conceded. “One night.” 

He had to be desperate, then. 

Fighting the tightness in her chest, Bryce pulled out her phone. “Good.” 

She noted the time. Almost midnight. Her parents were likely about to go to

bed. “I have to make a call.” 

Hunt fixed a cup of decaf just to give himself something to do as Ithan lay

bleeding on the coffee table behind him. Bryce’s voice as she spoke to her

parents filtered down the hall in bits and pieces. 

 We’ll plan a long weekend next time. Maybe Hunt and I can come up to

 you guys. I think he’d love to finally see Nidaros. 

Hunt’s lips quirked upward. Bringing him home to her parents, huh? No

matter that she was lying through her teeth. 

The coffee machine finished a heartbeat before Bryce said, “All right. 

I’ll  meet  you  at  your  hotel  at  six.  Yep.  Bright  and  early.  Okay.  Love  you. 

Bye.” 

Hunt blew on the steaming-hot coffee as Bryce padded back down the

hall. “Everything good?” he asked her. 

“Aside from the fact that I have to be up in a few hours, sure.” Bryce

slid her phone onto the kitchen counter. “Tickets are switched.” She peered

at  Ithan,  whose  eyes  were  closed.  But  Hunt  had  no  doubt  the  wolf  was

listening. 

“Right,” Bryce said. “Beds.” 

“I’m good on the couch,” Ithan croaked. 

Hunt was inclined to agree, but Bryce said, “Oh no. You’re in my room. 

I won’t have you bleeding all over my white couch.” 

Hunt said roughly, “I’ll sleep on the couch. Holstrom, you can have my

room.” 

“Nope,” Bryce countered. “It’s fine. My bed is big.” 

Hunt shot back, “Then  you  sleep  on  the  couch  and  give  Holstrom  the

bed.” 

“With  my  back  problems?”  Before  Hunt  could  ask  what  the  Hel  she

was  talking  about,  she  said,  “I’m  tired,  and  I  don’t  want  to  argue. 

Conversation over.” 

Ithan cracked open an eye. Hunt reined in his growl of frustration. 

Fifteen minutes later, Hunt lay in his own bed, teeth gritted as he stared

at the ceiling, with only a snoring Syrinx for company. 

It  was  fine.  Totally  fucking  fine  that  Ithan  Holstrom  was  sharing

Bryce’s bed. 

Totally. Fucking. Fine. 

 His bed, his blood roared. Even if he hadn’t been near it in months. His

bed,  his Bryce, who’d emerged from the bathroom in her sleep shorts and a

faded, threadbare T-shirt that did nothing to hide the shadow of her nipples

behind the purple fabric. Thankfully, Holstrom’s eyes were too swollen for

Hunt  to  notice  if  the  male  looked.  Not  that  it  really  mattered.  He  trusted

Bryce. Knew precisely what—and who—she wanted. 

But  …  it  didn’t  matter  that  Holstrom  had  come  to  Bryce’s  defense

during the attack, or in some stupid article. He’d been a nasty fuck to her in

the two years before that. And had let Amelie run rampant, tormenting Bryce

over the death of his brother. 

And  fine—trust  aside,  maybe  he  was  slightly  on  edge.  Holstrom  was

good-looking,  when  he  wasn’t  beaten  to  Hel  and  back.  He’d  been  a  star

sunball player at CCU. Hunt remembered watching a few of the games in the

33rd’s  lounge  in  the  Comitium,  marveling  at  Holstrom’s  speed  and  agility. 

The male hadn’t played the sport for two years now, but he was still built. 

 Stupid,  jealous  idiot.  For  fuck’s  sake,  having  Holstrom  here  bothered

him more than that asshole Cormac claiming he’d marry Quinlan. 

He  hated  himself  just  a  little  bit  as  he  pulled  his  phone  from  the

nightstand and typed in  Ithan Holstrom Sabine Fendyr Bryce Quinlan. 

The article popped up immediately. 

Hunt  skimmed  it.  Read  what  Sabine  had  said  and  focused  on  his

breathing. On not leaping into the skies and shredding the Prime Apparent

into pieces. 

 “Bryce  Quinlan  is  nothing  but  a  spoiled  party  girl  who  was

 conveniently in the right place during the attack. My wolves saved innocents. 

 She’s a pathetic fame-chaser.” 

Hunt  ground  his  teeth  so  hard  his  jaw  hurt.  Toward  the  bottom,  he

found Holstrom’s sound bite. 

 “The wolves only went to Asphodel Meadows because of Bryce. She got

 the call for help out, and held the line until we could provide backup. She

 saved  this  city.  She’s  a  hero,  as  far  as  I’m  concerned.  Don’t  let  anyone convince  you  otherwise.  Especially  people  who  weren’t  even  in  this  city

 during the attack.” 

Well, Hunt didn’t blame Sabine for being pissed. The truth hurt. 

Hunt  sighed  and  was  about  to  set  his  phone  back  onto  the  nightstand

when it buzzed with a message from Isaiah.  Thoughts??? 

He knew Isaiah was asking about Celestina’s appointment.  Too early to

 tell, he wrote back.  Too early for hope, too. 

Isaiah answered immediately.  She’ll be here tomorrow evening at five. 

 Try to play nice, Hunt. She’s not Micah. 

Hunt sent back a thumbs-up. But sleep was a long time coming. 

Bryce gazed at her bedroom ceiling, listening to the wet, labored breathing

of the male beside her. 

Her  mom  and  dad  had  bought  her  lies—hook,  line,  and  sinker.  Of

course, it meant she’d be getting up in four hours, but it was a price worth

paying. No news about her engagement had been leaked yet. She could only

pray it wouldn’t until their train was out of the city. 

Ithan  shifted  slightly,  the  sound  of  the  blankets  loud  in  the  silence.  It

was  strange  to  have  him  here,  his  scent  filling  her  nose.  So  similar  to

Connor’s scent—

“I could have slept on the couch,” Ithan said into the darkness. 

“I don’t trust Athalar not to smother you with a pillow.” 

Ithan huffed a laugh. “He holds a grudge, huh?” 

“You have no idea.” 

Silence fell again, thick and heavy. She’d wanted Ithan right where she

could  see  him.  It  was  as  simple  as  that.  Wards  on  this  place  or  not,  she

wasn’t about to leave him unguarded when Sabine and Amelie might change

their  minds  about  the  paperwork  being  too  much  trouble.  She’d  lost  one

Holstrom already. 

“Danika  had  me  keyed  to  the  locks,”  Ithan  said.  “Right  before  …

everything. She showed me this place—wanted me in on the surprise. That’s

how I got in.” 

Bryce’s throat clogged. “Oh.” 

“Is it true that Danika helped you make the Drop?” 

Since her voice had been broadcast through the Gates into every part of

the city, it was common knowledge that Danika Fendyr had something to do

with Bryce’s Drop, but rumors about exactly what ranged widely. 

“Yeah,” Bryce said. “She, ah … She was my Anchor.” 

“I didn’t know that was possible.” 

“Me neither.” 

His  breathing  thinned.  Bryce  said,  “I  …  Ithan,  when  I  saw  Danika

during the Search, she told me that the others—Connor and Nathalie and the

whole Pack of Devils—held off the Reapers to buy her time to be there with

me. They saved me, too. Connor saved me.” 

Ithan  said  nothing  for  a  long  moment.  When  was  the  last  time  they’d

spoken  like  this?  Calm,  quiet.  Without  hate  spewing  like  acid,  burning

everything it touched? Then Ithan said, “He loved you more than anyone.” 

Her heart strained. “He loved  you more than anyone.” 

“He thought you were his mate.” 

Bryce shut her eyes against the punch that slammed into her gut. “In the

wolf sense of the word?” 

“What other sense is there? Yeah, the wolf sense.” 

There  were  several  definitions  of  the  term   mate—though  Bryce

supposed  that  to  Ithan,  to  a  shifter,  only  one  mattered:  one’s  true  lover, 

predestined by Urd. 

The  Fae  had  a  similar  concept—a  mate  was  a  bond  deeper  than

marriage, and beyond an individual’s control. The angels, she knew, used the

term  far  more  lightly:  for  the  malakim,  it  was  akin  to  a  marriage,  and

matings could be arranged. Like breeding animals in a zoo. 

But  for  Connor,  if  he’d  thought  Bryce  was  his  mate  …  Her  stomach

twisted again. 

“Did you love him?” Ithan whispered. 

“You know I did,” Bryce said, voice thick. 

“We  waste  so  much  time.  Maybe  it’s  our  curse  as  immortals.  To  see

time as a luxury, a never-ending ocean.” He loosed a long breath. “I wasted a

lot of it.” 

Bryce couldn’t tell what he was referring to. “Real poetic of you.” Ithan

let out a soft laugh. In the air-conditioned dark, Bryce asked, “Why did you

quit sunball?” 

She felt Ithan tense, the mattress shifting. “Because it’s a stupid game,” 

he said, voice empty, and turned onto his side with a groan. 

Bryce had no idea how to respond. So she closed her eyes, rubbing idly

at the scar on her chest, and prayed for Luna to send her into a dreamless, 

heavy sleep. 

 

7

“This  is  bullshit.”  Ruhn  paced  the  ornate  rugs  of  his  father’s  study  as  the grandfather clock in the corner chimed two in the morning. “You  know it’s

total fucking bullshit.” 

Lounging in a crimson leather armchair by the darkened fireplace, the

Autumn King said nothing. The experiments and nonsense he worked on day

and  night  boiled  and  bubbled  away,  the  sound  a  steady  hum  in  the

background. 

“What’s the matter, cousin? Feeling possessive of your sister?” Cormac

smirked  from  where  he  leaned  against  the  black  marble  mantel,  white

sweater  stretched  tight  over  his  muscled  chest.  Not  one  golden  hair  on  his

head out of place. 

Fucker. 

Ruhn  ignored  Cormac’s  taunt  and  said  to  his  father,  “We  live  in  a

modern  city.  In  modern  times.  There  are  lawyers  by  the  dozen  who  have

endless  resources  to  challenge  this—and  courts  that  might  be  amenable  to

setting a new precedent that protects the rights of Fae females.” 

“Bryce will arrive willingly at the marriage altar,” his father said. “As

will you.” 

Cormac’s  mouth  curled  upward.  “I  hear  you’re  engaged  to  Hypaxia

Enador. Congratulations.” Ruhn scowled at him. Cormac went on, sizing up

Ruhn,  “Of  course,  the  marriage  is  unorthodox,  considering  your  bride’s

family and bloodline.” 

Ruhn  stiffened.  “You’ve  got  some  shit  to  spew  about  Hypaxia,  then

let’s hear it.” 

But Cormac said to the Autumn King, “He doesn’t know?” 

His  father,  damn  him,  seemed  bored  as  he  said,  “It  didn’t  seem necessary. My order is law.” 

Ruhn glanced between them. “What is this?” 

His  father,  features  tightening  with  distaste—as  if  disappointed  that

Ruhn  hadn’t  learned  it  himself—said,  “The  late  Queen  Hecuba  had  two

daughters,  from  different  sires.  Hypaxia’s  sire,  Hecuba’s  coven  learned

afterward,  was  a  powerful  necromancer  from  the  House  of  Flame  and

Shadow. Hypaxia seems to have inherited his gifts alongside her mother’s.” 

Ruhn blinked. Slowly. Hypaxia could raise and speak to the dead. All

right. He could live with that. “Cool.” 

Flames danced along his father’s hair, dancing over his shoulders. “Her

older sister, however, was sired by a shape-shifting male. A stag.” 

“So?” 

Cormac  snorted.  “Hypaxia’s  half  sister  is  better  known  as  the  Hind.” 

Ruhn  gaped  at  him.  How  had  he  not  known  this?  “She  didn’t  inherit  any

witch  gifts,”  Cormac  continued,  “and  was  handed  over  to  her  father’s  kin. 

The crown naturally went to Hypaxia. But it seems that since your bride has

been  crowned  queen,  the  question  of  her  necromancy  has  become  …  an

issue for the witches.” 

“It’s  of  no  bearing  on  this  conversation,”  his  father  said.  “Ruhn  shall

marry her, necromancy or not, odious sister or not.” 

“My  father  found  Hypaxia’s  background  to  be  problematic,”  Cormac

said. 

“Then it is a good thing your father is not marrying her,” the Autumn

King countered. 

Cormac shut his mouth, and Ruhn held in his grin of delight. 

But his father went on, “Ruhn shall marry Hypaxia, and Bryce Quinlan

shall marry you, Prince Cormac. There will be no more debate.” 

“You  do  remember  that  Bryce  and  Athalar  are  together?”  Ruhn  said. 

“Try to get between them, and you’ll get a refresher course on why he was

called the Umbra Mortis.” 

“Last my spies reported, she still does not bear his scent. So I can only

assume they have not consummated their relationship.” 

Just talking about this with his father was gross. 

Cormac cut in, “One day, she’ll be Queen of Avallen. She’d be a fool to

throw it away on a bastard angel.” 

Ruhn spat, “You need Bryce more than she needs either of you. She’s

Starborn.” 

The  Autumn  King’s  teeth  flashed.  “If  Bryce  wished  to  remain  free  of

our household, then she should not have been so brazen about showing off

her power.” 

“Is  that  what  this  is  about?”  Fire  seared  through  Ruhn’s  veins.  “That

she  showed you up? That she has more power than you? What—you needed

to put her back in her place?” 

“You’re delusional,” Cormac’s grin promised violence. “I am stooping

to marry your sister. Many of my people will consider the union a disgrace.” 

“Careful,”  the  Autumn  King  warned,  true  anger  sparking  in  his

whiskey-colored eyes. “Regardless of her human lineage, Bryce is an heir to

the  Starborn  line.  More  so  than  my  son.”  He  threw  a  frown  dripping  with

disdain at Ruhn. “We have not seen starlight with such force for thousands

of years. I do not take handing her over to Avallen lightly.” 

“What  the  fuck  are  you  getting  from  it?”  Nausea  clawed  its  way  up

Ruhn’s throat. 

His  father  answered,  “Your  sister  has  one  value  to  me:  her  breeding

potential. Both of our royal houses will benefit from the union.” 

Cormac added, “And the continued commitment to the alliance between

our peoples.” 

“Against what?” Had everyone lost their minds? 

“A  weakening  of  magic  in  the  royal  bloodline,”  Cormac  said.  “As

recent generations have demonstrated.” He waved with a flame-crusted hand

toward Ruhn and his shadows. 

“Fuck  you,”  Ruhn  hissed.  “Is  this  about  the  war  in  Pangera?  The

rebellion?”  He’d  heard  rumors  recently  that  Ophion  had  taken  out  four

Omega submersibles in the north.  Four. Some insane shit had to be going on

over  there.  His  father  had  even  hinted  at  it  in  the  late  spring,  when  he’d announced Ruhn’s betrothal. That war was coming, and they needed to shore

up allies. 

“It is about ensuring that the Fae retain our power and birthright,” his

father said. His icy voice had always belied the merciless flame in his blood. 

“Your sister can imbue that into her offspring with Cormac.” 

Cormac grunted his agreement, flames winking out. 

Ruhn  tried  again.  “For  fuck’s  sake,  leave  Bryce  out  of  this.  Don’t  we

have other royals we can pair off to punch out some babies?” 

“I didn’t remember you whining so much, Ruhn,” Cormac said. 

“Before or after you tried to kill me? Or when you buried a sword in

Dec’s gut?” 

Cormac’s  eyes  gleamed  like  hot  coals.  “Just  wanted  to  feel  you  boys

out.” He pushed off the mantel and strode for the shut doors. “You know,” 

Cormac drawled over his shoulder, “the Starborn used to intermarry. Brother

wed sister, aunt married nephew, and so on. All to keep the bloodline pure. 

Since you seem so heavily invested in who shares Bryce’s bed, perhaps the

old traditions could be revived for you two.” 

“Get the Hel out,” Ruhn snarled. His shadows writhed at his fingertips, 

whips ready to snap for the Avallen Prince’s neck. 

“You  might  rebel  all  you  like,  Ruhn  Danaan,  but  you  are  a  Crown

Prince, as I am. Our fates are the same. But I know which one of us will rise

to meet it.” 

Then he was gone. 

 Our fates are the same.  Cormac meant that they would both be kings, 

but Ruhn knew his fate was more complicated than that. 

 The  royal  bloodline  shall  end  with  you,  Prince.  The  Oracle’s  voice

floated through his mind, twisting up his insides. He might very well not live

long  enough  to  see  himself  crowned.  His  blood  chilled.  Was  it  because

Cormac would lead some sort of coup? 

He shook it off, turning to his father. “Why are you doing this?” 

“That you have to ask shows me you’re no true son of mine.” 

The  words  seared  through  him.  Nothing  could  ever  hurt  worse  than

what  had  already  been  done  to  him  by  this  male,  the  scars  he  bore  on  his

arms from it, mostly covered by the sleeves of his tattoos. But the words …

yeah, they stung. 

Ruhn refused to let the old bastard see it, though. Would never let him

see  it.  “And  I  suppose  you  think  Cormac  will  become  that  true  son  by

marrying Bryce.” 

His father’s lips curled upward, eyes as lifeless as the Pit. “Cormac has

always been the son I should have had. Rather than the one I was burdened

with.” 
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“Today’s the big day, huh?” 

Hunt  turned  from  where  he’d  been  staring  at  the  coffee  machine, 

willing  the  grinding  of  the  beans  to  drown  out  the  thoughts  roaring  in  his

head.  Bryce  leaned  against  the  white  marble  counter  behind  him,  clad  in

leggings and an old T-shirt. 

Hunt  tucked  in  his  gray  wings  and  saluted.  “Approachable  Asshole, 

reporting for duty.” Her lips curved upward, but he asked, “How’d it go with

your parents?” She’d left well before he was up. 

“Perfectly.” She feigned brushing dirt off her shoulders. “Not a whisper

about  the  engagement.  I  think  Randall  suspected   something,  but  he  was

game to play along.” 

“Five gold marks says your mom calls before noon to start yelling.” 

Her  grin  was  brighter  than  the  morning  sun  streaming  outside  the

windows. “You’re on.” She angled her head, surveying his daily uniform: his

usual  black  battle-suit  for  the  33rd.  “You  should  see  the  decorations  that

went up overnight—apparently, the city’s rolling out the welcome mat, and

sparing no expense. Banners, flowers, sparkly-clean streets, even in the Old

Square. Not one drop of drunken-idiot vomit to be seen or smelled.” 

“The  appointment  of  a  new  Governor  is  a  pretty  big  deal,”  he  said, 

wondering where she was going with this. 

“Yep.” Then Bryce asked casually, “Want me to come with you today?” 

There  it  was.  Something  in  his  chest  kindled  at  the  offer.  “No  hand-

holding needed, Quinlan. But thanks.” 

Bryce’s  eyes  glowed—pure  Fae  predator  lurking  there.  “Remember

what  we  did  to  the  last  two  Archangels,  Hunt,”  she  said  quietly.  That  was

new—the  raw  power  that  thundered  beneath  her  words.  “If  Celestina  does something fucked up, we’ll react accordingly.” 

“Bloodthirsty, Quinlan?” 

She didn’t smile. “You might be heading in there without me today, but

I’m a phone call away.” 

His chest ached. She’d do it—back him up against a fucking Archangel, 

Solas  burn  him.  “Noted,”  he  said  thickly.  He  nodded  toward  the  hallway. 

“How’s our guest?” 

“He looks a lot better this morning, though the broken ribs have some

mending left to do. He was still sleeping when I left.” 

“What’s the plan?” Hunt kept his voice neutral. He’d slept terribly last

night,  every  sound  sending  him  lurching  from  sleep.  Bryce,  of  course, 

appeared as beautiful as ever. 

“Ithan  can  stay  as  long  as  he  wants,”  Bryce  said  simply.  “I’m  not

turning him over to Sabine.” 

“Glad to hear it,” Ithan said from behind her, and even Hunt started. 

The  male  had  crept  up  with  preternatural  silence.  He   did  look  better. 

Blood  still  crusted  Holstrom’s  short  golden-brown  hair,  but  the  swelling

around his eyes had vanished, leaving only a few purple streaks. Most of the

cuts were healed, except the thick slash across his brow. That’d take another

day or two. Ithan pointed past Hunt. “Is that coffee?” 

Hunt  busied  himself  with  pouring  three  cups,  passing  one  to  Quinlan

first. “A drop of coffee in a cup of milk, just as you like it.” 

“Asshole.”  She  swiped  the  mug.  “I  don’t  know  how  you  drink  it

straight.” 

“Because  I’m  a  grown-up.”  Hunt  passed  the  second  mug  to  Ithan, 

whose large hands engulfed the white ceramic cup that said  I  Survived Class

 of 15032 Senior Week and All I Got Was This Stupid Mug! 

Ithan peered at it, his mouth twitching. “I remember this mug.” 

Hunt fell silent as Bryce let out a breathy laugh. “I’m surprised you do, 

given how drunk you were. Even though you were a sweet baby frosh.” 

Ithan  chuckled,  a  hint  of  the  handsome,  cocky  male  Hunt  had  heard

about. “You and Danika had me doing keg stands at ten in the morning. How

was  I  supposed  to  stay  sober?”  The  wolf  sipped  from  his  coffee.  “My  last

memory  from  that  day  is  of  you  and  Danika  passed  out  drunk  on  a  couch

you’d moved right into the middle of the quad.” 

“And why was that your last memory?” Bryce asked sweetly. 

“Because I passed out next to you,” Ithan said, grinning now. 

Bryce  smiled,  and  damn  if  it  didn’t  do  something  to  Hunt’s  heart.  A

smile of pain and joy and loss and longing—and hope. But she cleared her

throat,  peering  at  the  clock.  “I  need  to  get  into  the  shower.  I’ll  be  late  for work.” With a swish of her hips, she padded down the hallway. 

Syrinx scratched at Hunt’s calf, and Hunt hissed, “Absolutely not. You

had one breakfast already.” Probably two, if Bryce had fed him before going

to meet her parents. Syrinx flopped down beside his steel bowl and let out a

whine. Hunt tried to ignore him. 

He  found  Ithan  watching  him  carefully.  “What?”  Hunt  said,  not

bothering to sound pleasant. 

Ithan only sipped from his mug again. “Nothing.” 

Hunt gulped a mouthful of coffee. Glanced down the hall to make sure

Bryce was indeed in her room. His voice dropped to a low growl. “Allow me

to repeat what I said to you last night. You bring trouble in here, to Bryce, 

and I will fucking gut you.” 

Ithan’s mouth twitched upward. “I’m shaking, Athalar.” 

Hunt didn’t smile back. “Are you suddenly cool with her because she’s

a princess? Because of the Horn and the Starborn shit?” 

Ithan’s nose crinkled with the beginnings of a snarl. “I don’t care about

any of that.” 

“Then  why  the  fuck  did  you  bother  to  defend  her  in  that  article?  You

had  to  know  there’d  be  consequences  with  Sabine.  You  practically  called

Sabine out.” 

“Danika  showed  up  for  her.  My  brother  and  the  rest  of  the  Pack  of

Devils showed up for her this spring. If they’re not holding a grudge, then

how can I?” 

“So you needed permission from your dead brother to be nice to her?” 

Ithan’s snarl rattled the cabinets. “Bryce was my best friend, you know. 

She had Danika, yeah, but I only had  her. You’ve known Bryce for what—a

few months? We were friends for five  years. So don’t fucking talk about me, 

my brother, or her as if you know anything about us. You don’t know shit, 

 Umbra Mortis.” 

“I know you were a dick to her for two years. I watched you stand by

while Amelie Ravenscroft tormented her. Grow the fuck up.” 

Ithan bared his teeth. Hunt bared his own right back. 

Syrinx hopped to his feet and whined, demanding more food. 

Hunt  couldn’t  help  his  exasperated  laugh.  “Fine,  fine,”  he  said  to  the chimera, reaching for his container of kibble. 

Ithan’s eyes burned him like a brand. Hunt had seen that same take-no-

shit face during televised sunball games. “Connor was in love with her for

those five years, you know.” The wolf headed over to the couch and plopped

onto the cushions. “Five years, and by the end of it, he’d only managed to

get her to  agree to go on a date with him.” 

Hunt  kept  his  face  unreadable  as  Syrinx  devoured  his  second—

potentially third—breakfast. “So?” 

Ithan turned on the morning news before propping his feet on the coffee

table and interlacing his hands behind his head. “You’re at month five, bro. 

Good luck to you.” 

The  Fae  Archives  hummed  with  activity—loud  enough  that  Bryce  had

grown accustomed to keeping in her earbuds all day, even with the door to

her tiny office on Sublevel Alpha shut. 

It wasn’t that it was  loud, exactly—the archives had the usual hush of

any  library.  But  so  many  people  visited  or  studied  or  worked  in  the

cavernous  atrium  and  surrounding  stacks  that  there  was  a  constant, 

underlying roar. The scuff of footsteps, the waterfall fountain pouring from

the  atrium’s  ceiling,  the  clack  of  keyboards  blending  with  the  crinkle  of

turning  pages,  the  whispers  of  patrons  and  tourists  mingling  with  the

occasional giggle or snap of a camera. 

It grated on her. 

Gone  were  the  solitary  days  in  the  gallery.  The  days  of  blasting  her

music through the sound system. 

Lehabah was gone, too. 

No incessant chatter about the latest episode of  Fangs and Bangs. No

whining  about  wanting  to  go  outside.  No  dramatic  monologues  about

Bryce’s cruelty. 

Bryce stared at the dark computer screen on her glass desk. She reached

out a foot to stroke Syrinx’s coat, but her toes only met air. Right—she’d left

the chimera home to watch over Ithan. 

She wondered if Syrinx even remembered Lehabah. 

Bryce  had  visited  the  Black  Dock  during  the  days  after  the  attack, 

searching  for  a  tiny  onyx  boat  among  the  mass  of  Sailings.  None  had

appeared. 

Lehabah had no remains anyway. The fire sprite had been snuffed out

like  a  candle  the  moment  a  hundred  thousand  gallons  of  water  had  come

crashing down upon her. 

Bryce  had  gone  over  it,  again  and  again.  Usually  during  her  dance

classes  with  Madame  Kyrah,  amid  her  panting  and  sweating.  She  always

arrived  at  the  same  conclusion:  there  was  nothing  she  might  have  done  to

stop Lehabah’s death. 

Bryce  understood  it,  could  rationally  talk  about  it,  and  yet  …  The

thoughts  still  circled,  as  if  dancing  right  along  with  her:   You  might  have found  a  way.  Revealed  yourself  as  Starborn  earlier.  Told  Lehabah  to  run

 while you faced Micah. 

She’d talked about it with Hunt, too. And he’d pointed out that all of

those  options  would  have  resulted  in  Bryce’s  own  death,  but  …  Bryce

couldn’t  get  past  the  question:  Why  was  Lele’s  life  any  less  valuable  than

Bryce’s? Her Starborn Princess status meant nothing. If it came down to it, 

Lele had been the better person, who had suffered for decades in bondage. 

The fire sprite should be free. Alive, and free, and enjoying herself. 

Bryce  picked  up  the  desktop  phone,  dialing.  Jesiba  answered  on  the

third ring. “Another question, Quinlan? That’s the third one this week.” 

Bryce  drummed  her  fingers  on  her  glass  desk.  “I’ve  got  a  nine-

thousand-year-old  Rhodinian  bust  of  Thurr  here.”  Basically  a  broody  male

who  was  supposed  to  pass  for  the  nearly  forgotten  minor  storm  deity.  All

that  remained  of  him  in  their  culture  was  the  behemoth  of  a  planet  named

after him. And Thursdays, apparently. Bryce had already sent a photo of it to

Hunt, with the comment,  Bryce  Quinlan  Presents:  The  Original  Alphahole

 Smolder.  “A  museum  is  interested,  but  they’re  worried  the  former  owner fudged some documents about its history. They want to make sure it’s legit

before showing it to the public. Any idea who to call in Rhodinia to verify?” 

“If I’m doing your job for you, then why am I not being paid for it?” 

Bryce ground her teeth. “Because we’re friends?” 

“Are we?” 

“You tell me.” 

Jesiba  huffed  a  soft  laugh.  The  enchantress  who’d  defected  from  her

witch-clan  and  sworn  allegiance  to  the  House  of  Flame  and  Shadow  still

lurked around Lunathion, but Bryce hadn’t seen her in months. Not since the

day  Jesiba  had  found  Bryce  poking  around  the  watery  ruins  of  the  gallery

library and told her not to come back. 

Not in a mean way. Just in a  This gallery is now permanently closed, and those books you’re looking for are hidden away where no one will ever

 find them sort of manner. 

Jesiba  said,  “I  suppose  I  should  consider  it  an  honor,  to  be  called  a

friend  by  the  Starborn  Princess  daughter  of  the  Autumn  King.”  A  slight

pause,  and  Bryce  knew  what  was  coming  next.  “And  the  future  Queen  of

Avallen.” 

Bryce swiftly opened a news website as she hissed, “Who told you?” 

“Some  of  the  people  I’ve  turned  into  animals  have  remained  in  my

employ,  you  know.  They  tell  me  what  they  overhear  on  the  streets. 

Especially the sewer rats who hope to regain their true forms one day.” 

Bryce truly wasn’t sure if Jesiba was serious. She sighed again. “I don’t

suppose you have any insights as to  why the Autumn King suddenly decided

to ruin my life.” 

Jesiba  tsked.  “Males  will  always  try  to  control  the  females  who  scare

them. Marriage and breeding are their go-to methods.” 

“Satisfying as it is to think of my father being afraid of me, that can’t be

it.” 

“Why  not?  It’s  been  months.  You’ve  done  nothing  with  your  new

power,  your  titles.  Or  the  Horn  in  your  back.  He  grew  tired  of  waiting.  I

wouldn’t be surprised if he did this just to learn how you’d react.” 

“Maybe.” Bryce doodled on a piece of scrap paper beside her computer. 

A little heart that said  BQ +  HA. 

“What  are you going to do about it?” Jesiba asked, as if she couldn’t

help it. 

“Pretend it’s not happening until I can’t any longer?” 

Jesiba chuckled again. “I worried, you know, when I learned you were

Starborn. I’ve watched many succumb to the allure of being the Chosen One. 

Perhaps you and your brother have more in common than I realized.” 

“I think that’s a compliment?” 

“It is. Ruhn Danaan is one of the few who’s ever been strong enough to

shun what he is.” Bryce grunted. “You don’t plan on doing anything with it, 

then,”  Jesiba  asked,  more  quietly  than  Bryce  had  ever  heard.  “Your  talent. 

Or the Horn.” 

“Definitely  not  the  Horn.  And  it  seems  most  of  the  Starborn  power’s

value  lies  in  what  I  can  breed  into  the  Fae  bloodline.”  Bryce  straightened, 

twirling  her  pencil  between  her  fingers.  “And  what  good  does  blinding

people  do?  I  mean,  it   does  have  its  uses,  but  surely  there  are  deadlier weapons to wield?” Like Hunt’s lightning. 

“You killed an Archangel without access to that power. I imagine that

you can now do a great many things, Quinlan.” 

Bryce stiffened at the words, spoken so casually over an open line. She

had  no  idea  what  Jesiba  had  done  with  the  Godslayer  Rifle.  Honestly,  she

never wanted to see it again. 

Bryce  lowered  her  voice,  even  though  she  knew  no  one  was  near  her

little  subterranean  office.  “I  was  given  an  order  by  the  Asteri  to  lie  low. 

Forever.” 

“How terribly boring of you to obey them.” 

Bryce opened her mouth, but the intercom on her desk buzzed. “Miss

Quinlan,  you’re  needed  in  the  northern  wing.  Doctor  Patrus  wants  your

opinion on that sculpture from Delsus?” 

Bryce  pushed  the  button.  “Be  there  in  five.”  She  said  to  Jesiba,  “I’m

going to send you some photos of this piece. I’d appreciate it if you’d deign

to  give  me  your  opinion.  And  let  me  know  if  you  have  any  contacts  in

Rhodinia who can help verify its authenticity.” 

“I’m busy.” 

“So am I.” 

“Perhaps I’ll turn you into a toad.” 

“At least toads don’t wear stupid heels to work,” Bryce said, sliding her

feet back into the white stilettos she’d chucked beneath her desk. 

Jesiba let out another soft, wicked laugh. “A word of advice, Quinlan:

think  through  the  advantages  of  a  marriage  to  Cormac  Donnall  before  you

decide to be a cliché and refuse.” 

Bryce  stood,  cradling  the  phone  between  her  ear  and  shoulder.  “Who

says I’m not?” 

There was a lengthy pause before the sorceress said, “Good girl,” and

hung up. 
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“Anything?” 

“Nothing at all—though you were right about the all-out decorations. I

nearly flew into about six different banners and wreaths on my way over this

morning. But no reports or sightings of the Governor. Pretty normal day so

far, to be honest.” Hunt’s low voice ran invisible hands along Bryce’s arms

as she picked at the remnants of her lunch: a gyro grabbed from the archives’

staff cafeteria. He added, “Though not if you count me receiving a photo of

some marble abs while I was showing crime scene pictures to Naomi.” 

“Thought you’d enjoy that.” 

His laugh rumbled over the line. It shot through her like starlight. If he

was able to laugh today, good. She’d do whatever she could to keep a smile

on Hunt’s face. He cleared his throat. “Thurr was pretty jacked, huh?” 

“I’m petitioning for the exhibit to sell replicas in the gift shop. I think

the old ladies will go wild over it.” That earned her another beautiful laugh. 

She bit her lip against her broad smile. “So Celestina’s now due to arrive at

six, then?” Apparently, she’d been delayed by an hour. 

“Yep.” Any hint of amusement faded. 

Bryce  stirred  her  computer  to  life.  So  far,  the  news  sites  reported

nothing  beyond  the  headline  that  Lunathion—that  all  of  Valbara—would

have a new leader. 

Bryce was willing to admit she’d spent a good hour skimming through

various images of the beautiful Archangel, pondering what sort of boss she’d

be  for  Hunt.  She  found  no  hint  about  any  romantic  entanglements,  though

Micah  hadn’t  often  broadcast  who  he’d  been  fucking.  It  wasn’t  that  Bryce

was  worried,  though  she’d  certainly  felt  a  scrap  of   something  when  she’d

seen  precisely  how  stunning  Celestina  was,  but  …  she  needed  a  mental picture of who Hunt would be seeing day in and day out. 

Bryce chucked her lunch into the trash beside her desk. “I could come

over after work. Be with you for the grand arrival.” 

“It’s all right. I’ll fill you in afterward. It might take a while, though, so

feel free to eat without me.” 

“But it’s pizza night.” 

Hunt  laughed.  “Glad  you’ve  got  your  priorities  straight.”  His  wings

rustled in the background. “Any word about Prince Dickhead?” 

“Nothing on the news, nothing from my mom.” 

“Small blessing.” 

“You owe me five gold marks.” 

“Add it to my tab, Quinlan.” 

“Don’t  forget  that  my  mom  will  probably  be  pissed  at   you  for  not

telling her.” 

“I  already  have  my  bug-out  bag  packed  and  ready  to  flee  to  another

territory.” 

She chuckled. “I think you’d have to go to Nena to escape her.” Hunt

laughed with her. “Don’t you think she—” 

A glow flared at her chest. From the scar. 

“Bryce?” Hunt’s voice sharpened. 

“I, uh …” Bryce frowned down at the glowing star between her breasts, 

visible in her low-cut dress. Not again. Its glowing had been rare until now, 

but after last night—

She looked up. 

“My boss is here. I’ll call you back,” she lied, and hung up before Hunt

could reply. 

Bryce  lifted  her  chin  and  said  to  Cormac  Donnall,  lurking  in  the

doorway,  “If  you’re  looking  for   How  Not  to  Be  an  Asshole,  it’s  shelved between  Bye, Loser and  Get the Fuck Out.” 

The Crown Prince of Avallen had changed into a climate-appropriate gray T-

shirt that did little to hide the considerable muscles of his arms. A tattoo of

strange  symbols  encircled  his  left  biceps,  the  black  ink  gleaming  in  the

bright lights. 

He  examined  her  closet-sized  office  with  typical  Fae  arrogance—and

disapproval.  “Your  star  glows  in  my  presence  because  our  union  is

predestined. In case you were wondering.” 

Bryce barked out a laugh. “Says who?” 

“The Oracle.” 

“Which one?” There were twelve sphinxes around the world, each one

bitchier than the last. The meanest of them, apparently, dwelled in the Ocean

Queen’s court Beneath. 

“Does  it  matter?”  Cormac  turned,  noting  the  shell-white  dress  Bryce

wore, the gold bracelets, and, yes, her ample cleavage. Or was he gazing at


the star? She supposed it made no difference. 

“I just want to know whose ass to kick.” 

Cormac’s mouth quirked upward. “I don’t know why I expected a half-

breed to be as docile as a pure-blooded female.” 

“You’re not doing yourself any favors.” 

“I did not say I preferred a tamer female.” 

“Gross. What did the Oracle say to you, exactly?” 

“What  did  she  say  to   you  before  she  began  clawing  at  her  blinded

eyes?” 

She didn’t want to know how he’d found out. Maybe her father had told

him—warned him about his bride. “Old news. I asked first.” 

Cormac glowered. “The Oracle of Avallen said I was destined to unite

with a princess who possessed a star in her heart. That our mingling would

bring great prosperity to our people.” 

Bryce  drummed  her  fingers  on  her  glass  desk.  “A  lot  of  room  for

interpretation there.” Trust an Oracle to call sex  mingling. 

“I disagree.” 

Bryce sighed. “Tell me why you’re here, then leave, please. I have work

to do.” 

Cormac studied the small torso of Thurr on her desk. “I wanted to see

where my betrothed works. To gain some insight into your … life.” 

“You say that as if it’s a foreign thing for females to have jobs.” 

“In Avallen, it is.” He leaned against the doorjamb. “My people have let

the old traditions remain untouched. You will need to adjust.” 

“Thanks, but no. I like my TV and phone. And I like being considered a

person, not livestock for breeding.” 

“Like I said last night, you don’t have a choice.” His voice was flat, his

eyes hollow. 

Bryce  crossed  her  arms,  realized  it  put  her  cleavage  and  the  star  on better display, and lowered them to her sides once more. “Can I … pay you

to drop this whole engagement thing?” 

Cormac  laughed.  “I  have  more  gold  than  I  know  what  to  do  with. 

Money holds little power over me.” He crossed his arms as well. “You have

a chance to help your people and this world. Once you bear me a few heirs, 

you  can  take  whatever  lovers  you  wish.  I  will  do  the  same.  This  marriage

doesn’t need to burden either of us.” 

“Except for the part where I have to sleep with you. And live in your

backwater land.” 

His  lips  curled  upward.  “I  think  you’ll  find  the  first  part  to  be  rather

enjoyable.” 

“Spoken with true male arrogance.” 

He shrugged, clearly confident that she  would enjoy him. “I haven’t had

any complaints yet. And if our union helps our people, and strengthens the

royal bloodlines, then I’ll do it.” 

“The Fae are no people of mine.” They never had been, and certainly

not now, after they’d locked out innocent citizens in this city and refused to

come to anyone’s aid during the attack last spring. She pointed to the open

door. “Bye.” 

He simmered with disgust. “Your father let you run wild for too long.” 

“My father’s name is Randall Silago. The Autumn King is just a male

who gave me genetic material. He will never have a place in my life. Neither

will you.” 

Cormac  took  a  step  back  from  the  doorway,  shadows  swirling.  His

golden  hair  glowed  like  molten  metal.  “You’re  immortal  now,  as  well  as

Starborn. Time to act like it.” 

Bryce slammed the door in his face. 

Hunt  considered  the  beautiful  Archangel  seated  at  Micah’s  old  desk. 

Glowing skin as dark as onyx brought out the light brown of her eyes, and

her  delicate  mouth  seemed  permanently  set  in  a  patient  smile.  It  was  that

smile—that  gentle,  kind  smile—that  threw  him.  “Take  a  seat,  please,” 

Celestina said to him, Naomi, and Isaiah. 

Hunt nearly choked at the word.  Please. Micah would never have said

anything of the sort. Isaiah appeared equally baffled as they settled into the

three chairs before the simple oak desk. Naomi kept her face wholly blank, her black wings rustling. 

Behind  the  Governor’s  gleaming  white  wings,  the  wall  of  windows

revealed  an  unusual  number  of  angels  soaring  by.  All  hoping  to  catch  a

glimpse of the female who had entered the Comitium in a grand procession

thirty minutes ago. 

The  lobby  ceremony  had  been  the  start  of  Hunt’s  utter  confusion. 

Rather  than  strutting  magnanimously  past  the  gathered  crowd,  the

voluptuous, lush-bodied Archangel had taken her time, pausing to greet the

malakim who stepped forward, asking for their names, saying things like  I’m

 so very happy to meet you and  I look forward to working with you. Cthona spare him, but Hunt honestly thought she might be serious. 

He  didn’t  let  his  guard  down,  though.  Not  when  she’d  reached  him, 

Naomi,  and  Isaiah,  standing  before  the  elevator  doors  to  escort  her  to  her

new  residence  and  office;  not  when  she’d  taken  his  hand  with  genuine

warmth; and certainly not now that they sat here for this private meeting. 

Celestina surveyed them with unnerving clarity. “You three are all that

remains of Micah’s triarii.” 

None  of  them  replied.  Hunt  didn’t  dare  mention  Vik—or  beg  the

Archangel  to  pull  her  out  of  Melinoë’s  inky  depths.  To  spare  her  from  a

living  Hel.  It  had  been  months.  Odds  were  that  Vik  had  gone  insane.  Was

likely begging for death with each moment in that box. 

The  Governor  angled  her  head,  her  tightly  curling  black  hair  shifting

with the movement. She wore pale pink-and-lilac robes, gauzy and ethereal, 

and the silver jewelry along her wrists and neck glowed as if lit by the moon. 

Where  Micah  had  radiated  dominance  and  might,  she  shimmered  with

feminine strength and beauty. She barely came up to Hunt’s chest, yet … she

had a presence that had Hunt eyeing her carefully. 

“Not ones for talking, are you?” Her voice held a musical quality, as if

it  had  been  crafted  from  silver  bells.  “I  suppose  my  predecessor  had  rules

quite  different  from  mine.”  She  drummed  her  fingers  on  the  desk,  nails

tinted  a  soft  pink.  “Allow  me  to  make  this  clear:  I  do  not  wish  for

subservience.  I  want  my  triarii  to  be  my  partners.  I  want  you  to  work

alongside  me  to  protect  this  city  and  territory,  and  help  it  meet  its  great potential.” 

A pretty little speech. Hunt said nothing. Did she know what he’d done

to Sandriel? What Bryce had done to Micah? What Micah had done in his

quest to supposedly protect this territory? 

Celestina  wrapped  a  curl  around  a  finger,  her  immaculate  wings

shifting. “I see that I shall have to do a great deal of work to earn your trust.” 

Hunt  kept  his  face  bland,  even  as  he  wished  that  she’d  be  equally  as

forthright  as  Micah.  He’d  always  hated  his  owners  who’d  disguised  their

dead  souls  in  pretty  speeches.  This  could  easily  be  part  of  a  game:  to  get them to trust her, come limping into her soft arms, and then spring the trap. 

Make them suffer. 

Naomi’s  sharp  chin  lifted.  “We  don’t  wish  to  offend  you,  Your  Grace

—” 

“Call  me  Celestina,”  the  Archangel  interrupted.  “I  abhor  formalities.” 

Micah had said the same thing once. Hunt had been a fool to buy it then. 

Isaiah’s wings shifted—like his friend was thinking the same. 

His friend, who still bore the halo tattoo across his brow. Isaiah was the

better male, the better leader—and still a slave. Rumors had swirled in the

months before Micah’s demise that the Archangel would free him soon. That

possibility was now as dead as Micah himself. 

Naomi nodded, and Hunt’s heart tightened at the tentative hope in his

friend’s jet-black eyes. “We don’t wish to offend you … Celestina. We and

the 33rd are here to serve you.” 

Hunt suppressed his bristle.  Serve. 

“The  only  way  you  could  offend  me,  Naomi  Boreas,  would  be  to

withhold  your  feelings  and  thoughts.  If  something  troubles  you,  I  want  to

know about it. Even if the matter is due to my own behavior.” She smiled

again. “We’re partners. I’ve found that such a partnership worked wonders

on my legions in Nena. As opposed to the … systems my fellow Archangels

prefer.” 

Torture and punishment and death. Hunt blocked out the sear of white-

hot  iron  rods  pounding  his  back,  roasting  his  skin,  splitting  it  down  to  the bone as Sandriel watched from her divan, popping grapes into her mouth—

Isaiah said, “We’re honored to work with you, then.” 

Hunt pushed aside the bloody, screaming horrors of the past as another

lovely  smile  bloomed  on  the  Governor.  “I’ve  heard  so  many  wonderful

things  about  you,  Isaiah  Tiberian.  I’d  like  you  to  stay  on  as  leader  of  the 33rd, if that is what you wish.” 

Isaiah  bowed  his  head  in  thanks,  a  tentative,  answering  smile  gracing

his face. Hunt tried not to gape. Was he the only asshole who didn’t believe

any of this? 

Celestina  turned  her  gaze  upon  him.  “You  have  not  yet  spoken,  Hunt

Athalar. Or do you wish to go by Orion?” 

“Hunt  is  fine.”  Only  his  mother  had  been  allowed  to  call  him  Orion. 

He’d keep it that way. 

She surveyed him again, elegant as a swan. “I understand that you and

Micah did not necessarily see eye to eye.” Hunt reined in his urge to growl

in agreement. Celestina seemed to read his inclination. “On another day, I’d

like to learn about your relationship with Micah and what went wrong. So

we might avoid such a situation ourselves.” 

“What  went  wrong  is  that  he  tried  to  kill  my—Bryce  Quinlan.”  Hunt

couldn’t stop the words, or his stumble. 

Naomi’s brows nearly touched her hairline at his outburst, but Celestina

sighed.  “I  heard  about  that.  I’m  sorry  for  any  pain  you  and  Miss  Quinlan

suffered as a result of Micah’s actions.” 

The  words  hit  him  like  stones.  I’m  sorry.  He’d  never,  not  in  all  the centuries he’d lived, heard an Archangel utter those words. 

Celestina went on, “From what I’ve gathered, you have chosen to live

with Miss Quinlan, rather than in the barracks tower.” 

Hunt kept his body loose. Refused to yield to the tension rising in him. 

“Yeah.” 

“I  am  perfectly  fine  with  that  arrangement,”  Celestina  said,  and  Hunt

nearly  toppled  out  of  his  chair.  Isaiah  looked  inclined  to  do  the  same. 

Especially as the Archangel said to Isaiah and Naomi, “If you should wish to

dwell in your own residences, you are free to do so. The barracks are good

for building bonds, but I believe the ones between you are quite unshakable. 

You are free to enjoy your own lives.” She glanced at Isaiah, to the halo still

tattooed  on  his  brow.  “I  am  not  one  to  keep  slaves,”  she  said,  disapproval

tightening her face. “And though the Asteri might brand you as such, Isaiah, 

you are a free male in my eyes. I will endeavor to continue Micah’s work in

convincing them to free you.” 

Isaiah’s throat worked, and Hunt studied the window—the shining city

beyond—to give him privacy. Across the room, Naomi followed his lead. 

Celestina couldn’t be serious. This had to be an act. 

“I’d  like  to  hit  the  ground  running,”  the  Governor  went  on.  “Each

morning,  let’s  gather  here  so  you  can  update  me  on  any  news,  as  well  as

your  plans  for  the  day.  Should  I  have  tasks  for  you  or  the  33rd,  I  shall

convey them then.” She folded her hands in her lap. “I am aware that you are skilled at hunting demons, and have been employed to do so in the past. If

any break into this city, gods forbid, I’d like you to head up the containment

and extermination unit against them.” 

Hunt jerked his chin in confirmation. Easy enough. Though this spring, 

dealing with the kristallos had been anything but easy. 

Celestina  finished,  “And  should  an  issue  arise  before  our  meeting

tomorrow morning, my phone is always on.” 

Naomi nodded again. “What time tomorrow?” 

“Let’s say nine,” Celestina said. “No need to drag ourselves out of bed

simply  to  look  busy.”  Hunt  blinked  at  her.  “And  I’d  like  the  others  to  get some rest after their journey.” 

“Others?” Isaiah asked. 

The  Archangel  frowned  slightly.  “The  rest  of  the  triarii.  They  were

delayed by a few hours due to some bad weather up north.” 

All three of them stilled. “What do you mean?” Hunt asked quietly. 

“It was in the formal letter you received,” she said to Isaiah, who shook

his head. 

Celestina’s frown deepened. “The Asteri’s Communications Minister is

not  usually  one  to  make  mistakes.  I  apologize  on  their  behalf.  The  Asteri

found themselves with a predicament after losing two Archangels, you see. 

You are all that remains of Micah’s triarii, but Sandriel had a full stable in

that  regard.  I  had  no  triarii  of  my  own  in  Nena,  as  the  legion  there

technically  answers  to  the  Asteri,  but  Ephraim  wanted  to  bring  his  own

triarii with him. So rather than have his group get too large, it was split—

since ours is so depleted.” 

Roaring  erupted  in  Hunt’s  head.  Sandriel’s  triarii.  The  actual  scum  of

the universe. 

They were coming here. To be part of  this group. In  this city. 

A  knock  sounded  on  the  door,  and  Hunt  twisted  as  Celestina  said, 

“Come in.” 

Lightning  crackled  at  Hunt’s  fingertips.  The  door  opened,  and  in

swaggered Pollux Antonius and Baxian Argos. 

The Hammer and the Helhound. 
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Absolute  quiet  settled  over  the  Governor’s  office  as  Hunt  and  his  friends

took in the two newcomers. 

One was dark-haired and brown-skinned, tall and finely muscled—the

Helhound. His jet-black wings shimmered faintly, like a crow’s feathers. But

it was the wicked scar snaking down his neck, forking across the column of

his throat, that snared the eye. 

Hunt  knew  that  scar—he’d  given  it  to  the  Helhound  thirty  years  ago. 

Some powers, it seemed, even immortality couldn’t guard against. 

Baxian’s obsidian eyes simmered as they met Hunt’s stare. 

But  Pollux’s  cobalt  eyes  lit  with  feral  delight  as  he  sized  up  Naomi, 

then Isaiah, and finally Hunt. Hunt allowed his lightning to flare as he stared

down  the  golden-haired,  golden-skinned  leader  of  Sandriel’s  triarii.  The

most  brutal,  sadistic  asshole  to  have  ever  walked  Midgard’s  soil. 

Motherfucker Number One. 

Pollux smirked, slow and satisfied. Celestina was saying something, but

Hunt couldn’t hear it. 

Couldn’t hear anything except Pollux drawling, “Hello, friends,” before

Hunt leapt from his chair and tackled him to the floor. 

Ithan Holstrom dabbed a damp washcloth at the last of the cuts healing on

his face, wincing. Bryce’s bathroom was exactly as he’d expected it to be:

full  of  at  least  three  kinds  of  shampoos  and  conditioners,  an  array  of  hair treatments,  brushes,  curling  rods  of  two  different  sizes,  a  blow-dryer  left

plugged  into  the  wall,  half-burned  candles,  and  makeup  scattered  up  and

down the marble counter like some glittery bomb had gone off. 

It  was  almost  exactly  the  same  as  her  bathroom  at  the  old  apartment. 

Just being here made his chest tighten. Just smelling this place, smelling  her

made his chest tighten. 

He’d had little to distract himself today, sitting alone with her chimera

—Syrinx, Athalar had called him—on the couch, nearly dying of boredom

watching  daytime  TV.  He  didn’t  feel  like  trawling  the  news  for  hours, 

awaiting a glimpse of the new Archangel. None of the sports channels had

interesting coverage on, and he had no desire to listen to those assholes talk

anyway. 

Ithan angled his face before the mirror to better see the cut lacing across

his brow. This particular beauty had been from Sabine, a swipe of a claw-

armed fist. 

He had a feeling the blow had been intended for his eyes. Sure, they’d

have healed after a few days or weeks, sooner if he’d gone to a medwitch, 

but being blinded wasn’t at the top of his to-do list. 

Not that he really had anything  else on his to-do list today. 

His  phone  buzzed  on  the  counter,  and  Ithan  peered  down  to  see  three

different  news  alerts  and  photo  essays  about  the  arrival  of  Celestina.  Had

shit  not  gone  down  with  Sabine,  he’d  probably  be  gearing  up  to  meet  the

beautiful  malakh  as  part  of  the  wolves’  formal  welcome.  And  fealty-

swearing bullshit. 

But now he was a free agent. A wolf without a pack. 

It wasn’t common, but it did happen. Lone wolves existed, though most

roamed the wilds and were left to their own devices. He’d just never thought

he’d be one. 

Ithan  set  down  his  phone,  hanging  up  the  washcloth  on  the  already-

crowded towel bar. 

He willed the shift, inhaling sharply and bidding his bones to melt, his

skin to ripple. 

It  occurred  to  him  a  moment  after  he  took  his  wolf  form  that  the

bathroom wasn’t quite large enough. 

Indeed, a swish of his tail knocked over various bottles, sending them

scattering across the marble floor. His claws clicked on the tiles, but he lifted

his muzzle toward the mirror and met his reflection once more. 

The horse-sized wolf that stared back was hollow-eyed, though his fur

covered most of his bruising and the cuts, save for the slash along his brow. 

He  inhaled—and  the  breath  stuck  in  his  ribs.  In  some  empty,  strange pocket. 

 Wolf  with  no  pack.   Amelie  and  Sabine  had  not  merely  bloodied  him, 

they’d  exorcised  him  from  their  lives,  from  the  Den.  He  backed  into  the

towel rack, tossing his head this way and that. 

 Worse than an Omega. Friendless, kinless, unwanted—

Ithan  shuddered  back  into  his  humanoid  form.  Panting,  he  braced  his

hands  on  the  bathroom  counter  and  waited  until  the  nausea  subsided.  His

phone buzzed again. Every muscle in his body tensed. 

 Perry Ravenscroft. 

He might have ignored it had he not read the first part of the message as

it appeared. 

 Please tell me you’re alive. 

Ithan  sighed.  Amelie’s  younger  sister—the  Omega  of  the  Black  Rose

Pack—was technically the reason he’d made it here. Had said nothing about

her  sister  and  Sabine  ripping  him  to  shreds,  but  she’d  carried  him  into  the apartment. She was the only one of his former pack to bother to check in. 

She added,  Just write back y/n. 

Ithan stared at the message for a long moment. 

Wolves were social creatures. A wolf without a pack … it was a soul-

wound.  One  that  would  cripple  most  wolves.  But  he’d  been  struck  a  soul-

wound two years ago and had survived. 

Even  though  he  knew  he  couldn’t  endure  taking  his  wolf  form  again

anytime soon. 

Ithan  took  in  the  bathroom,  the  various  crap  Bryce  had  left  lying

around. She’d been a wolf without a pack for those two years, too. Yeah, she

had Fury and Juniper, but it wasn’t the same as Danika and Connor and the

Pack of Devils. Nothing would ever be the same as that. 

Ithan typed back  Yes, then slid his phone into his pocket. Bryce would

be home soon. And she’d mentioned something about pizza. 

Ithan padded out into the airy apartment, Syrinx lifting his head from

the  couch  to  inspect  him.  The  chimera  lay  back  down  with  a  puff  of

approval, lion’s tail waggling. 

The silence of the apartment pressed on Ithan. He’d never lived on his

own.  He’d  always  had  the  constant  chaos  and  closeness  of  the  Den,  the

insanity  of  his  college  dorm,  or  the  hotels  he’d  stayed  at  with  the  CCU

sunball team. This place might as well have been another planet. 

He rubbed at his chest, as if it’d erase the tightness. 

He’d  known  precisely  why  he’d  disobeyed  Sabine’s  order  this  spring

when  Bryce  had  screamed  for  help.  The  sound  of  her  pleading  had  been

unbearable.  And  when  she’d  mentioned  children  at  risk,  something  had

exploded in his brain. He had no regrets about what he’d done. 

But  could  he  endure  its  consequences?  Not  the  beating—he  could

weather that shit any day. But being here, alone, adrift … He hadn’t felt like

this since Connor and the others had died. Since he’d walked away from his

sunball team and stopped answering their calls. 

He had no idea what the Hel he’d do now. Perhaps the answer wasn’t

some big, life-altering thing. Maybe it could be as simple as putting one foot

in front of the other. 

 That’s how you wound up following someone like Amelie, a voice that

sounded an awful lot like Connor’s growled.  Make better choices this time, 

 pup. Assess. Decide what you  want. 

But for now … one foot in front of the other. He could do that. If just

for today. 

Ithan walked to the door and pulled the leash off the hook on the wall

beside it. “Want a walk?” he asked Syrinx. The beast rolled onto his side, as

if saying,  Belly rub, please. 

Ithan slung the leash back onto its hook. “You got it, bud.” 

“Approachable Asshole, huh?” 

Bryce  leaned  against  the  bars  of  the  immaculate  cell  beneath  the

Comitium, frowning at where Hunt sat on a steel-framed cot, head hanging. 

He  straightened  at  her  words,  gray  wings  tucking  in.  His  face—  Bryce

stiffened. “What the  fuck, Hunt?” 

Black eye, swollen lip, cuts along his temple, his hairline … “I’m fine,” 

he grumbled, even though he looked as bad as Ithan. “Who called you?” 

“Your new boss—she filled me in. She sounds nice, by the way.” Bryce

pressed her face through the bars. “Definitely nice, since she hasn’t kicked

your ass to the curb yet.” 

“She did put me in this cell.” 

“Isaiah put you in the cell.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Don’t  whatever me.” Gods, she sounded like her mother. 

His voice sharpened. “I’ll see you at home. You shouldn’t be here.” 

“And you shouldn’t have gotten into a stupid fight, but here you are.” 

Lightning forked down his wings. “Go home.” 

Was  he—was  he  really  pissed  she  was  here?  She  snorted.  “Were  you

intentionally trying to sabotage yourself today?” 

Hunt shot to his feet, then winced at whatever pain it summoned in his

battered body. “Why the fuck would I do that?” 

A deep male voice answered, “Because you’re a stupid bastard.” 

Bryce grimaced. She’d forgotten about Pollux. 

Hunt snarled, “I don’t want to hear your fucking voice.” 

“Get used to it,” said another male voice from the elevator bay at the

end of the white hall. 

Bryce found a tall, lean angel approaching with a natural elegance. Not

beautiful,  not  in  the  way  that  Hunt  and  Pollux  and  Isaiah  were,  but  …

striking. Intense and focused. 

Baxian Argos, the Helhound. An angel with the rare ability to shift into

the form that had given him his nickname. 

Hunt had told her about him, too. Baxian hadn’t ever tortured Hunt or

others,  as  far  as  she  knew—but  he’d  done  plenty  of  awful  things  in

Sandriel’s name. He’d been her chief spy-master and tracker. 

Baxian bared his teeth in a fierce smile. Hunt bristled. 

Like Hel would these males make her back down. 

Pollux crooned from his cell, his pretty-boy face as battered as Hunt’s, 

“Why don’t you come a little closer, Bryce Quinlan?” 

Hunt growled. “Don’t talk to her.” 

Bryce  snapped,  “Spare  me  the  protective  alphahole  act.”  Before  Hunt

could reply, she’d stalked over to Pollux’s cell. 

Pollux  made  a  show  of  looking  her  over  from  head  to  stilettos.  “I

thought your kind usually worked the night shift.” 

Bryce  snickered.  “Any  other  outdated  jabs  to  throw  my  way?”  At

Pollux’s  silence,  Bryce  said,  “Sex  work  is  a  respectable  profession  in

Crescent  City.  It’s  not  my  fault  Pangera  hasn’t  caught  up  with  modern

times.” 

Pollux brimmed with malice. “Micah should have killed you and been

done with it.” 

She let her eyes glow—let him see that she knew all he’d done to Hunt, 

how  much  she  detested  him.  “That’s  the  best  you  can  come  up  with?  I

thought the Hammer was supposed to be some kind of sadistic badass.” 

“And I thought half-breed whores were supposed to keep their mouths

closed. Fortunately, I know the perfect thing to shove in that trap of yours to

shut you up.” 

Bryce winked saucily. “Careful. I use teeth.” Hunt coughed, and Bryce

leaned  forward—close  enough  that  if  Pollux  extended  an  arm,  his  hand

could  wrap  around  her  throat.  Pollux’s  eyes  flared,  noting  that  fact.  Bryce

said sweetly, “I don’t know who you pissed off to be sent to this city, but I’m

going to make your life a living Hel if you touch him again.” 

Pollux lunged, fingers aiming for her neck. 

She let her power surge, bright enough that Pollux reared back, an arm

flung over his eyes. Bryce’s lips quirked to the side. “I thought so.” 

She  backed  away  a  few  steps,  pivoting  toward  Hunt  once  more.  He

cocked an eyebrow, eyes shining beneath the bruises. “Fancy, Quinlan.” 

“I aim to impress.” 

A low laugh whispered behind her, and Bryce found the Helhound now

leaning against the wall opposite the cells, beside a large TV. 

“I take it I’ll be seeing more of you than I’d like,” Bryce said. 

Baxian  sketched  a  bow.  He  wore  lightweight  black  armor  made  of

overlapping  plates.  It  reminded  her  of  a  reptilian  version  of  Hunt’s  suit. 

“Maybe you’ll give me a tour.” 

“Keep dreaming,” Hunt muttered. 

The  Helhound’s  dark  eyes  gleamed.  He  turned  on  his  heel  and  said

before  entering  the  elevator,  “Glad  someone  finally  put  a  bullet  through

Micah’s head.” 

Bryce stared after him in stunned silence. Had he come down here for

any  reason  other  than  to  say  that?  Hunt  whooshed  out  a  breath.  Pollux

remained pointedly silent in his cell. 

Bryce gripped the bars of Hunt’s cell. “No more fights.” 

“If  I  say  yes,  can  we  go  home  now?”  He  gave  her  a  mournful  pout

almost identical to Syrinx’s begging. 

Bryce suppressed her smile. “Not my call.” 

A fair female voice floated from an intercom in the ceiling. “I’ve seen

enough. He’s free to go, Miss Quinlan.” The bars hissed, the door unlocking

with a clank. 

Bryce said to the ceiling, “Thank you.” 

Pollux  growled  from  his  cell,  “And  what  of  me?  I  didn’t  start  this

fight.” The shithead had balls. Bryce would give him that. 

Celestina answered coolly, “You also didn’t do anything to defuse it.” 

“Forgive me for fighting back while being pummeled by a brute.” 

From the corner of her eye, Bryce could have sworn Hunt was grinning

wickedly. 

The Governor said, voice taking on a no-bullshit sharpness, “We shall

discuss  this  later.”  Pollux  was  wise  enough  not  to  snap  a  reply.  The

Archangel went on, “Keep Athalar in line, Miss Quinlan.” 

Bryce  waved  at  the  camera  mounted  beside  the  TV.  When  Celestina

didn’t answer, Bryce stepped back to allow Hunt out of the cell. He limped

toward her, badly enough that she looped her arm around his waist as they

aimed for the elevator. 

Pollux sneered from his cell, “You two mongrels deserve each other.” 

Bryce blew him a kiss. 
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Tharion needed a new job. 

Honestly, even years into the position, he had no idea how he’d wound

up  in  charge  of  the  River  Queen’s  intelligence.  His  schoolmates  probably

laughed  every  time  his  name  came  up:  a  thoroughly  average,  if  not  lazy, 

student,  he’d  gotten  his  passing  grades  mostly  through  charming  his

teachers. He had little interest in history or politics or foreign languages, and

his favorite subject in school had been lunch. 

Maybe that had primed him. People were far more inclined to talk over

food.  Though  anytime  he’d  tortured  an  enemy,  he’d  puked  his  guts  up

afterward. Fortunately, he’d learned that a cold beer, some mirthroot, and a

few rounds of poker usually got him what he needed. 

And this: research. 

Normally, he’d tap one of his analysts to pore over his current project, 

but the River Queen wanted this kept secret. As he sat before the computer

in his office, all it took was a few keystrokes to access what he wanted: Sofie

Renast’s email account. 

Declan Emmet had set up the system for him: capable of hacking into

any  non-imperial  email  within  moments.  Emmet  had  charged  him  an  arm

and a fin for it, but it had proved more than useful. The first time Tharion

had used it had been to help track down his sister’s murderer. 

The  sick  fuck  had  emailed  himself  photos  of  his  victims.  Even  what

Tharion had done to him afterward hadn’t erased the image seared into his

brain of his sister’s brutalized body. 

Tharion swallowed, looking toward the wall of glass that opened into

clear  cobalt  waters.  An  otter  shot  past,  yellow  vest  blazingly  bright  in  the

river water, a sealed tube clenched between his little fangs. 

A creature of both worlds. Some of the messenger otters dwelled here, 

in the Blue Court deep beneath the Istros, a small metropolis both exposed

and sealed off from the water around them. Other otters lived Above, in the

bustle and chaos of Crescent City proper. 

Tharion  couldn’t  ever  move  Above,  he  reminded  himself.  His  duties

required him here, at the River Queen’s beck and call. Tharion peered at his

bare  feet,  digging  them  into  the  cream  shag  carpet  beneath  his  desk.  He’d

been in human form for nearly a day now. He’d have to enter the water soon

or risk losing his fins. 

His parents found it odd that he’d chosen to live in one of the dry glass-

and-metal buildings anchored into a sprawling platform at the bottom of the

river, and not near them in the network of underwater caves that doubled as

apartments for the mer. But Tharion liked TV. Liked eating food that wasn’t

soggy  at  best,  cold  and  wet  at  worst.  He  liked  sleeping  in  a  warm  bed, 

sprawled  over  the  covers  and  pillows,  and  not  tucked  into  a  seaweed

hammock  swinging  in  the  currents.  And  since  living  on  land  wasn’t  an

option, this underwater building had become his best bet. 

The  computer  pinged,  and  Tharion  pivoted  back  to  the  screen.  His

office was in one of the glass-domed bubbles that made up the Blue Court

Investigative Unit’s headquarters—the River Queen had only allowed their

construction because computers had to stay dry. 

Tharion himself had been forced to explain that simple fact. 

His queen was almighty, beautiful, and wise—and, like so many of the

older Vanir, had no idea how modern technology worked. Her daughter, at

least, had adapted better. Tharion had been instructed to show her how to use

a computer. Which was how he’d wound up here. 

Well, not here in this office. But in this place. In his current life. 

Tharion skimmed through Sofie Renast’s email archive. Evidence of a

normal  existence:  emails  with  friends  about  sports  or  TV  or  an  upcoming

party;  emails  from  parents  asking  that  she  pick  up  groceries  on  her  way

home from school; emails from her little brother. Emile. 

Those were the ones that he combed through the most carefully. Maybe

he’d  get  lucky  and  there’d  be  some  hint  in  here  about  where  Sofie  was

headed. 

On and on, Tharion read, keeping an eye on the clock. He had to get in

the  water  soon,  but  …  He  kept  reading.  Hunting  for  any  clue  or  hint  of

where Sofie and her brother might have gone. He came up empty. 

Tharion finished Sofie’s inbox, checked the junk folder, and then finally

the trash. It was mostly empty. He clicked open her sent folder, and groaned

at the tally. But he began reading again. Click after click after click. 

His  phone  chimed  with  an  alert:  thirty  minutes  until  he  needed  to  get

into the water. He could reach the air lock in five minutes, if he walked fast. 

He  could  get  through  another  few  emails  before  then.  Click,  click,  click. 

Tharion’s phone chimed again. Ten minutes. 

But he’d halted on an email dated three years ago. It was so simple, so

nonsensical that it stood out. 

 Subject: Re: Dusk’s Truth

The  subject  line  was  weird.  But  the  body  of  her  email  was  even

weirder. 

 Working on gaining access. Will take time. 

That was it. 

Tharion scanned downward, toward the original message that Sofie had

replied to. It had been sent two weeks before her reply. 

 From: BansheeFan56

 Subject: Dusk’s Truth

 Have you gotten inside yet? I want to know the full story. 

Tharion scratched his head, opened another window, and searched for

 Dusk’s Truth. 

Nothing. No record of a movie or book or TV show. He did a search on

the email system for the sender’s name:  BansheeFan56. 

Another half-deleted chain. This one originating from BansheeFan56. 

 Subject: Project Thurr

 Could be useful to you. Read it. 

Sofie had replied:  Just did. I think it’s a long shot. And the Six will kill

 me for it. 

He had a good feeling he knew who “the Six” referred to: the Asteri. 

But when Tharion searched online for  Project Thurr, he found nothing. Only

news  reports  on  archaeological  digs  or  art  gallery  exhibits  featuring  the

ancient demigod. Interesting. 

There was one other email—in the drafts folder. 

BansheeFan56  had  written:   When  you  find  him,  lie  low  in  the  place  I

 told  you  about—where  the  weary  souls  find  relief  from  their  suffering  in

 Lunathion. It’s secure. 

A  rendezvous  spot?  Tharion  scanned  what  Sofie  had  started  to  reply, but never sent. 

 Thank you. I’ll try to pass along the info to my

She’d never finished it. There were any number of ways that sentence

could have ended. But Sofie must have needed a place where no one would

think to look for her and her brother. If Sofie Renast had indeed survived the

Hind, she might well have come here, to this very city, with the promise of a

safe place to hide. 

But this stuff about Project Thurr and Dusk’s Truth … He tucked those

tidbits away for later. 

Tharion opened a search field within Declan’s program and typed in the

sender’s address. He started as the result came in. 

Danika Fendyr. 

Tharion  burst  from  his  office,  sprinting  through  the  glass  corridors  that

revealed  all  manner  of  river  life:  mer  and  otters  and  fish,  diving  birds  and water  sprites  and  the  occasional  winding  sea  serpent.  He  only  had  three

minutes before he had to be in the water. 

Thankfully,  the  hatch  into  the  pressurization  chamber  was  open  when

he arrived, and Tharion leapt in, slamming the round door behind him before

punching the button beside it. 

He’d barely sealed the door when water flooded his feet, rushing into

the  chamber  with  a  sigh.  Tharion  sighed  with  it,  slumping  into  the  rising

water and shucking off his pants, his body tingling as fins replaced skin and

bone, his legs fusing, rippling with tiger-striped scales. 

He pulled off his shirt, shuddering into the scales that rippled along his

arms and halfway up his torso. Talons curled off his fingers as Tharion thrust

them into his hair, slicking back the red strands. 

Fucking inconvenient. 

Tharion glanced at the digital clock above the air lock door. He was free

to return to human form now, but he liked to wait a good five minutes. Just

to make sure the transformation had been marked by the strange magic that

guided the mer. It didn’t matter that he could summon water from thin air—

the  shift  only  counted  if  he  submerged  completely  in  the  currents  of  wild

magic. 

Danika Fendyr had known Sofie Renast. Had swapped emails during a

six-month  window  leading  up  to  Danika’s  death,  all  relating  to  something

about Dusk’s Truth and this Project Thurr, except that one detailing a secure spot. 

But  had  Danika  Fendyr  known  Emile  as  well?  Had  Emile  been  the

person  Sofie  had  meant  to  pass  along  the  safe  location  info  to?  It  was  a

stretch, but from what the River Queen had told him, everything Sofie had

done  before  her  death  had  been  for  her  brother.  Why  wouldn’t  he  be  the

person  she  was  eager  to  hide,  should  she  ever  get  him  free  from  Kavalla? 

The trouble now was finding them somewhere in this city.  Where the weary

 souls find relief from their suffering, apparently. Whatever that meant. 

Tharion  waited  until  five  minutes  had  passed,  then  reached  up  with  a

muscled arm to hit the release button beside the air lock door. Water drained

out, clearing the chamber, and Tharion remained seated, staring at his fins, 

waving idly in the air. 

He willed the change, and light shimmered along his legs, pain lancing

down them as his fin split in two, revealing his naked body. 

His  pants  were  soaked,  but  Tharion  didn’t  particularly  care  as  he

shoved his legs back into them. At least he hadn’t been wearing shoes. He’d

lost countless pairs thanks to close calls like this over the years. 

With a groan, he eased to his feet and opened the door once more. He

donned  one  of  the  navy  windbreakers  hanging  from  the  wall  for  warmth, 

BCIU written in yellow print on the back. Blue Court Investigative Unit. It

was technically part of Lunathion’s Auxiliary, but the River Queen liked to

think of her realm as a separate entity. 

He  checked  his  phone  as  he  stalked  down  the  hall  toward  his  office, 

skimming the field reports that had come in. He went still at one of them. 

Maybe Ogenas was looking out for him. 

A kingfisher shifter had called in a report three hours ago—out in the

Nelthian  Marshes.  A  small,  abandoned  boat.  Nothing  unusual,  but  its

registration had snagged his eye. It had made berth in Pangera. The rest of

the report had Tharion hurrying to his office. 

An adolescent-sized life vest with  Bodegraven written on its back had

been  found  in  the  boat.  No  one  remained  on  board,  but  a  scent  lingered. 

Human, male, young. 

What were the odds that a life jacket from the same ship Sofie Renast’s

brother had been on had appeared on a wholly different boat, near the very

city the emails between her and Danika had indicated was safe to hide in? 

Emile Renast had to have been on that boat. The question was: Did he

have  reason  to  suspect  that  his  sister  had  survived  the  Hind?  Were  they

currently  en  route  to  be  reunited?  Tharion  had  a  few  guesses  for  where

Danika’s  cryptic  instructions  might  imply—none  of  them  good.  He  might

have no idea what his queen wanted with either Sofie or Emile, enough that

she’d wanted the former alive or dead, but he had little choice in following

this lead. 

He supposed he’d forfeited the right to choices long ago. 

Tharion  took  a  wave  skimmer  up  the  Istros,  aiming  for  the  marshland  an

hour north of the city. The river cut along the coast here, wending between

the  swaying,  hissing  reeds.  Along  one  seemingly  random  curve,  the  small

skiff had been driven up onto the grasses, and now tilted precariously to one

side. 

Birds  swooped  and  soared  overhead,  and  eyes  monitored  him

unblinkingly  from  the  grasses  as  he  slowed  the  wave  skimmer  to  examine

the boat. 

He shuddered. The river beasts nested in these marshes. Even Tharion

had been careful about what watery paths he took through the grasses. The

sobeks  might  know  better  than  to  fuck  with  the  mer,  but  a  female  beast

would go down snapping for her young. 

A thirteen-year-old boy, however gifted, would be a rich dessert. 

Tharion  used  his  water  magic  to  guide  him  right  up  to  the  boat,  then

hopped  aboard.  Empty  cans  of  food  and  bottles  of  water  clanked  against

each  other  with  the  impact  of  his  landing.  A  sweep  of  the  sleeping  area

below revealed a human, male scent, along with blankets and more food. 

Small,  muddy  footprints  marked  the  deck  near  the  steering  wheel.  A

child had indeed been on this boat. Had that child sailed from Pangera all the

way here alone? Pity and dread stirred in Tharion’s gut at all the abandoned

trash. 

He turned on the engine and discovered plenty of fuel—indicating that

the boat hadn’t run out of firstlight and been ditched here. So this must have

been  an  intentional  landing.  Which  suggested  that  Sofie  must  have  passed

that information about the meeting spot along to Emile after all. But if he’d

discarded the boat here, in the heart of sobek territory … Tharion rubbed his

jaw. 

He made a slow circle of the reeds around the boat. Listening, scenting. 

And—fuck. Human blood. He braced himself for the worst as he approached

a red-splattered section of reeds. 

His relief was short-lived. The smell was adult, but … that was an arm. 

Ripped away from the body, which must have been dragged off. Trauma to

the biceps in line with a sobek bite. 

Fighting his roiling stomach, Tharion crept closer. Scented it again. 

It  was  fresher  than  the  boy’s  scent  on  the  boat  by  a  day  or  so.  And

maybe it was a coincidence that there was a human arm here, but  Tharion

knew the dark gray of the torn sleeve that remained on the arm. The patch of

the golden sun bracketed by a gun and a blade still half-visible near the bite. 

The  Ophion  insignia.  And  the  additional  red  sinking  sun  above  it  …

Their elite Lightfall squadron, led by Pippa Spetsos. 

Carefully,  as  silently  as  he  could,  Tharion  moved  through  the  reeds, 

praying he didn’t stumble into any sobek nests. The human scents were more

numerous  here.  Several  males  and  a  female,  all  adult.  All  coming  from

inland—not the water. Ogenas, had Pippa Spetsos herself led the unit here to

get the boy? They must have tried to creep up on the boat from the reeds. 

And apparently one of them had paid the ultimate price. 

Ophion  had  sent  their  best  unit  here,  despite  their  numerous  recent

losses.  They  needed  Lightfall  in  Pangera—and  yet  they  were  expending

resources  on  this  hunt.  So  they  likely  weren’t  seeking  the  boy  out  of  the

goodness  of  their  hearts.  Had  Emile  abandoned  the  boat  here  not  because

Sofie had told him to, but because he’d sensed someone on his tail? Had he

fled to this city not only to find his sister at the arranged spot, but also to get

free of the rebels? 

Tharion retraced his steps back to the boat, scanning it again. He slung

himself belowdecks, pulling aside blankets and garbage, skimming, scanning

—

There.  A  marked-up  map  of  the  Valbaran  coast.  With  these  marshes

circled. These marshes … and one other marking. Tharion winced. If Emile

Renast had fled on foot from here to Crescent City …

He pulled out his phone and dialed one of his officers. Ordered them to

get to the marshes. To start at the boat and work their way by land toward

the  city.  And  bring  guns—not  just  for  the  beasts  in  the  reeds,  but  for  the rebels who might be following the kid. 

And if they found Emile … He ordered the officer to track him for a

while. See who he met up with. Who the boy might lead them to. 

If the boy had even walked out of these marshes alive. 
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Hunt  stretched  out  his  legs,  adjusting  his  wings  so  he  didn’t  crush  them

between his back and the wooden bench. Bryce sat beside him, pistachio ice

cream melting down the sides of her cone, and Hunt tried not to stare as she

licked away each dribbling green droplet. 

Was  this  punishment  for  his  fight  with  Pollux?  To  sit  here  and  watch

this? 

Hunt  focused  instead  on  the  scooter  she’d  apparently  ridden  at

breakneck  speed  to  the  Comitium.  She’d  walked  with  him  when  they  left, 

though, pushing it beside her all the way to the park. He cleared his throat

and asked, “Something up with your bike?” 

Bryce frowned. “It was making a weird noise earlier. Didn’t seem wise

to get back on it.” She arched a brow. “Want to be a gentleman and carry it

home for me?” 

“I’d  rather  carry   you,  but  sure.”  The  scooter  would  be  heavy,  but

nothing he couldn’t deal with. He remembered his own ice cream—coffee—

in time to lick away the melted bits. He tried not to note the way her eyes

tracked each movement of his tongue. “What kind of noise was it making?” 

“A kind of rasping sputter whenever I idled.” She twisted to where her

beloved bike leaned against a banner-adorned lamppost. “It’s gonna have to

go into the shop, poor thing.” 

Hunt chuckled. “I can bring it up to the roof and check it out.” 

“So romantic. When do the wedding invites go out for you two?” 

He laughed again. “I’m shocked Randall didn’t make you learn how to

fix your own bike.” 

“Oh, he tried. But I was a legal adult by that point and didn’t have to listen.” She glanced at him sidelong. “Seriously, though—you know how to

fix a bike?” 

Hunt’s amusement slipped a notch. “Yeah. I, ah … know how to fix a

lot of machines.” 

“Does your lightning give you an affinity for knowing how they work, 

or something?” 

“Yeah.” Hunt trained his gaze upon the Istros. The relentless sun was

finally setting, casting the river in reds and golds and oranges. Far below the

surface, little lights glowed, all that showed of the mighty, sprawling court

beneath  the  water.  He  said  quietly,  “Sandriel  took  advantage  of  that—she

often  had  me  take  apart  Ophion’s  mech-suits  after  battles,  so  I  could  learn

how  they  worked  and  then  sabotage  them  before  discreetly  sending  the

machines  back  to  the  front  for  the  rebels  to  use  unwittingly.”  He  couldn’t

look  at  her,  especially  when  she  remained  silent  as  he  added,  almost

confessing, “I learned a lot about how machines work. How to make them

 not work. Especially at key moments. A lot of people likely died because of

that. Because of me.” 

He’d  tried  convincing  himself  that  what  he  did  was  justified,  that  the

suits  themselves  were  monstrous:  fifteen  feet  high  and  crafted  of  titanium, 

they were essentially exoskeletal armor that the human standing within could

pilot  as  easily  as  moving  their  own  body.  Armed  with  seven-foot-long

swords—some  of  them  charged  with  firstlight—and  massive  guns,  they

could go head-to-maw with a wolf shifter and walk away intact. They were

the  human  army’s  most  valuable  asset—and  only  way  of  withstanding  a

Vanir attack. 

Sandriel ordering him to take apart and mess with the suits had nothing

to do with that, though. It had been about pure cruelty and sick amusement

—stealing  the  suits,  sabotaging  them,  and  returning  them  with  the  humans

none  the  wiser.  It  was  about  watching  with  glee  as  the  pilots  squared  off

against Vanir forces, only to find that their mech-suits failed them. 

Bryce laid a hand on his knee. “I’m sorry she made you do that, Hunt.” 

“So am I,” Hunt said, exhaling deeply, as if it could somehow cleanse

his soul. 

Bryce  seemed  to  sense  his  need  to  shift  the  subject,  because  she

suddenly  asked,  “What  the  Hel  are  we  going  to  do  about  Pollux  and

Baxian?”  She  threw  him  a  wry  look,  drawing  him  out  of  the  past.  “Aside from pummeling them into tenderized meat.” 

Hunt  snorted,  silently  thanking  Urd  for  bringing  Bryce  into  his  life. 

“We can only hope Celestina keeps them in line.” 

“You don’t sound so certain.” 

“I spoke to her for five minutes before Pollux came in. It wasn’t enough

to make a judgment.” 

“Isaiah and Naomi seem to like her.” 

“You talked to them?” 

“On the way in. They’re … concerned about you.” 

Hunt growled. “They should be concerned about those two psychopaths

living here.” 

“Hunt.” 

The  sun  lit  her  eyes  to  a  gold  so  brilliant  it  knocked  the  breath  from

him.  She  said,  “I  know  your  history  with  Pollux.  I  understand  why  you

reacted this way. But it can’t happen again.” 

“I know.” He licked his ice cream again. “The Asteri sent him here for a

reason. Probably to rile me like this.” 

“They told us to lie low. Why goad you out of doing so?” 

“Maybe  they  changed  their  minds  and  want  a  public  reason  to  arrest

us.” 

“We killed two Archangels. They don’t need any further charges to sign

our death sentences.” 

“Maybe they do. Maybe they worry we  could get away with it if it went

to  trial.  And  a  public  trial  would  mean  admitting  our  roles  in  Micah’s  and

Sandriel’s deaths.” 

“I think the world could easily believe you killed an Archangel. But a

widdle nobody half-human like me?  That’s the thing they don’t want leaking

out.” 

“I  guess.  But  …  I  just  have  a  hard  time  believing  any  of  this.  That

Pollux  and  Baxian  being  here  isn’t  a  sign  of  shit  about  to  go  down.  That

Celestina might actually be a decent person. I’ve got more than two hundred

years of history telling me to be wary. I can’t deprogram myself.” Hunt shut

his eyes. 

A  moment  later,  soft  fingers  tangled  in  his  hair,  idly  brushing  the

strands. He nearly purred, but kept perfectly still as Bryce said, “We’ll keep

our guards up. But I think … I think we might need to start believing in our good luck.” 

“Ithan Holstrom’s arrival is the exact opposite of that.” 

Bryce nudged him with a shoulder. “He’s not so bad.” 

He cracked open an eye. “You’ve come around quickly on him.” 

“I don’t have time to hold grudges.” 

“You’re immortal now. I’d say you do.” 

She opened her mouth, but a bland male voice echoed through the park:

 The  Gates  will  be  closing  in  ten  minutes.  Anyone  not  in  line  will  not  be granted access. 

She  scowled.  “I  could  have  lived  without  them  using  the  Gates  to

broadcast announcements all day.” 

“You’re the one to blame for it, you know,” he said, mouth kicking up

at one corner. 

Bryce sighed, but didn’t argue. 

It was true. Since she’d used the crystal Gates to contact Danika, it had

awoken  public  interest  in  them,  and  revived  awareness  that  they  could  be

used  to  speak  throughout  the  city.  They  were  now  mostly  used  to  make

announcements,  ranging  from  the  opening  and  closing  times  at  the  tourist

sites to the occasional recording of an imperial announcement from Rigelus

himself.  Hunt  hated  those  the  most.  This  is  Rigelus,  Bright  Hand  of  the

 Asteri. We honor the fallen dead in beautiful Lunathion, and thank those who

 fought for their service. 

 And  we  watch  all  of  them  like  hawks,  Hunt  always  thought  when  he

heard the droning voice that disguised the ancient being within the teenage

Fae body. 

The Gate announcer fell quiet again, the gentle lapping of the Istros and

whispering palm trees overhead filling the air once more. 

Bryce’s  gaze  drifted  across  the  river,  to  the  mists  swirling  on  its

opposite shore. She smiled sadly. “Do you think Lehabah is over there?” 

“I hope so.” He’d never stop being grateful for what the fire sprite had

done. 

“I miss her,” she said quietly. 

Hunt  slid  an  arm  around  her,  tucking  her  into  his  side.  Savoring  her

warmth and offering his own. “Me too.” 

Bryce  leaned  her  head  against  his  shoulder.  “I  know  Pollux  is  a

monster;  and  you  have  every  reason  in  the  world  to  want  to  kill  him.  But

please don’t do anything to make the Governor punish you. I couldn’t …” 

Her voice caught, and Hunt’s chest strained with it. “Watching Micah cut off

your  wings  …  I  can’t  see  that  again,  Hunt.  Or  any  other  horror  she  might

invent for you.” 

He ran a hand over her silken hair. “I shouldn’t have lost control like

that. I’m sorry.” 

“You don’t need to apologize. Not for this. Just … be cautious.” 

“I will.” 

She ate more of her ice cream, but didn’t move. So Hunt did the same, 

careful not to drip into her hair. 

When they’d eaten it all, when the sun was near-vanished and the first

stars  had  appeared,  Bryce  straightened.  “We  should  go  home.  Ithan  and

Syrinx need dinner.” 

“I’d suggest not telling Holstrom that you group him with your pet.” 

Bryce chuckled, pulling away, and it was all Hunt could do to not reach

for her. 

He’d decided to Hel with it all when Bryce stiffened, her attention fixed

on something beyond his wings. Hunt whirled, hand going to the knife at his

thigh. 

He  swore.  This  was  not  an  opponent  he  could  fight  against.  No  one

could. 

“Let’s go,” Hunt murmured, folding a wing around her as the black boat

neared  the  quay.  A  Reaper  stood  atop  it.  Clothed  and  veiled  in  billowing

black that hid all indication of whether the Reaper was male or female, old

or young. Such things did not matter to Reapers. 

Hunt’s blood chilled to ice as the oarless, rudderless boat drifted right to

the quay, utterly at odds with the elegant banners and flowers adorning every

part of this city. The boat halted as if invisible hands tied it to the concrete

walkway. 

The Reaper stepped out, moving so fluidly it was as if it walked on air. 

Bryce trembled beside him. The city around them had gone quiet. Even the

insects had ceased their humming. No wind stirred the palms lining the quay. 

The  banners  hanging  from  the  lampposts  had  ceased  their  flapping.  The

ornate flower wreaths seemed to wither and brown. 

But a phantom breeze fluttered the Reaper’s robes and trailing veil as it

aimed for the small park beyond the quay and the streets past that. It did not

look their way, did not halt. 

Reapers  did  not  need  to  halt  for  anything,  not  even  death.  The  Vanir might call themselves immortal, but they could die from trauma or sickness. 

Even the Asteri were killable. The Reapers, however …

You  could  not  kill  what  was  already  dead.  The  Reaper  drifted  by, 

silence rippling in its wake, and vanished into the city. 

Bryce braced her hands on her knees. “Ugh, ugh,  ughhh.” 

“My  sentiments  exactly,”  Hunt  murmured.  Reapers  dwelled  on  every

eternal isle in the world: the Bone Quarter here, the Catacombs in the Eternal

City, the Summerlands in Avallen … Each of the sacred, sleeping domains

guarded  by  a  fierce  monarch.  Hunt  had  never  met  the  Under-King  of

Lunathion—and hoped he never would. 

He had as little as possible to do with the Under-King’s Reapers, too. 

Half-lifes, people called them. Humans and Vanir who had once been alive, 

who had faced death and offered their souls to the Under-King as his private

guards  and  servants  instead.  The  cost:  to  live  forever,  unaging  and

unkillable, but never again to be able to sleep, eat, fuck. Vanir did not mess

with them. 

“Let’s go,” Bryce said, shaking off her shiver. “I need more ice cream.” 

Hunt  chuckled.  “Fair  enough.”  He  was  about  to  turn  them  from  the

river when the roar of a wave skimmer’s engine sounded. He turned toward

it on training and instinct, and halted when he marked the red-haired male

atop it. The muscled arm that waved toward them. Not a friendly wave, but a

frantic one. 

“Tharion?” Bryce asked, seeing the direction of Hunt’s focus as the mer

male gunned for them, leaving roiling waves in his wake. 

It was the work of a moment to reach them, and Tharion cut the engine

and drifted for the quay, keeping well away from the black boat tied nearby. 

“Where the fuck have  you been this summer?” Hunt asked, crossing his

arms. 

But Tharion said breathlessly to Bryce, “We need to talk.” 

“How did you even find us?” Bryce asked as they rode the elevator in her

apartment building minutes later. 

“Spy-master, remember?” Tharion grinned. “I’ve got eyes everywhere.” 

He followed Bryce and Hunt into the apartment. 

Bryce’s  attention  immediately  shot  to  Ithan—who  was  exactly  where

she’d  left  him  that  morning:  on  the  couch,  Syrinx  sprawled  across  his  lap. 

His face had healed even more, the raw scar nearly vanished. 

Ithan  straightened  as  Tharion  entered.  “Relax,”  she  said,  and  didn’t

spare the wolf another glance as Hunt and Tharion aimed for the couch. 

Bryce let out a warning hiss at the mer’s still-wet clothes. 

Hunt  rolled  his  eyes  and  sat  at  the  dining  table  instead.  “This  is  why

people  shouldn’t  get  white  couches,”  the  angel  grumbled,  and  Bryce

scowled. 

“Then  you can clean off the river water and dirt,” she shot back. 

“That’s  what  insta-clean  spells  are  for,”  Hunt  replied  smoothly.  Bryce

scowled. 

“Domestic bliss, I see,” Tharion said. 

Bryce snickered, but Ithan asked from the couch, “Who are you?” 

Tharion flashed him a smile. “None of your business.” 

But Ithan sniffed. “Mer. Oh—yeah, I know you. Captain Whatever.” 

“Ketos,” Tharion muttered. 

Hunt tipped his head to Ithan. “You’ve landed a grave blow to Captain

Whatever’s ego, Holstrom.” 

“The gravest blow comes from my dearest friends failing to extol my

many qualities when I’m challenged,” Tharion said, pouting. 

“Dearest friends?” Hunt asked, raising a brow. 

“Prettiest friends,” Tharion said, blowing a kiss to Bryce. 

Bryce  laughed  and  twisted  away,  putting  her  phone  on  silent  before

sending off a message to Ruhn.  Get over here ASAP. 

He replied instantly.  What’s wrong? 

 NOW. 

Whatever it was that Tharion wanted with such urgency, Ruhn should

know about it, too. She wanted him to know about it. Which was … weird. 

Yet nice. 

Bryce slid her phone into her back pocket as Tharion gestured toward

the neon-pink lace bra dangling off the folding door to the laundry machines. 

“Hot,” the mer said. 

“Don’t get her started,” Hunt muttered. 

Bryce glared at him, but said to Tharion, “It’s been a while.” The mer

was  as  attractive  as  she  remembered.  Perhaps  more  so,  now  that  he  was

slightly disheveled and muddy. 

“We  talking  about  your  sex  life,  or  the  time  since  I’ve  seen  you?” 

Tharion  asked,  glancing  between  her  and  Hunt.  Hunt  glowered,  but  Bryce

smiled fiendishly. Tharion went on, heedless of Hunt’s ire, “It’s been a busy summer.” He jumped onto a stool at the kitchen counter and patted the one

beside him. “Sit, Legs. Let’s have a chat.” 

Bryce plopped next to him, hooking her feet on the bar below. 

Tharion asked, suddenly serious, “Did Danika ever talk about someone

named Sofie?” Ithan grunted in surprise. 

Bryce’s mouth scrunched to the side. “Sofie who?” 

Before  she  could  ask  more,  Hunt  demanded,  “What  the  fuck  is  this

about?” 

Tharion said smoothly, “Just updating some old files.” 

Bryce drummed her fingers on the marble counter. “On Danika?” 

Tharion shrugged. “Glamorous as my life might seem, Legs, there’s a

lot  of  grunt  work  behind  the  scenes.”  He  winked.  “Though  not  the  sort  of

grunting I’d like to do with you, of course.” 

“Don’t  try  to  distract  me  with  flirting,”  Bryce  said.  “Why  are  you

asking about Danika? And who the Hel is Sofie?” 

Tharion sighed at the ceiling. “There’s a cold case I’m working on, and

Danika—” 

“Don’t lie to her, Tharion,” Hunt growled. Lightning danced along his

wings. 

A thrill shot through Bryce at it—not only the power, but knowing he

had her back. She said to Tharion, “I’m not telling you shit until you give me

more information.” She jabbed a thumb toward Ithan. “And neither is he, so

don’t even ask.” 

Ithan only smiled slowly at the mer, as if daring him to. 

Tharion sized them all up. To his credit, he didn’t back down. A muscle

ticked in his cheek, though. As if he waged some inner debate. Then the mer

captain  said,  “I,  ah  …  I  was  assigned  to  look  into  a  human  woman,  Sofie

Renast. She was a rebel who was captured by the Hind two weeks ago. But

Sofie was no ordinary human, and neither was her younger brother—Emile. 

Both he and Sofie pass as human, yet they possess full thunderbird powers.” 

Bryce blew out a breath. Well, she hadn’t been expecting  that. 

Hunt said, “I thought thunderbirds had been hunted to extinction by the

Asteri.”  Too  dangerous  and  volatile  to  be  allowed  to  live  was  the  history they’d been spoon-fed at school.  A grave threat to the empire.  “They’re little

more than myths now.” 

All true. Bryce remembered a Starlight Fancy horse called Thunderbird:

a blue-and-white unicorn-pegasus who could wield all types of energy. She’d

never gotten her hands on one, though she’d yearned to. 

But Tharion went on, “Well, somehow, somewhere, one survived. And

bred.  Emile  was  captured  three  years  ago  and  sent  to  the  Kavalla  death

camp. His captors were unaware of what they’d grabbed, and he wisely kept

his gifts hidden. Sofie went into Kavalla and freed him. But from what I was

told,  Sofie  was  caught  by  the  Hind  before  she  reached  safety.  Emile  got

away—only to run from Ophion as well. It seems like he came this way, but

various  parties  are  still   very  interested  in  the  powers  he  possesses.  And Sofie, too, if she survived.” 

“No one survives the Hind,” Hunt said darkly. 

“Yeah, I know. But the chains attached to the lead blocks at the bottom

of the ocean were empty. Unlocked. Seems like Sofie made it. Or someone

snatched her corpse.” 

Bryce  frowned.  “And  the  River  Queen  wants  both  the  kid  and  Sofie? 

Why? And what does this have to do with Danika?” 

“I don’t know what my queen’s ultimate goal is. All I know is that she’s

very  keen  on  finding  Sofie,  alive  or  dead,  and  equally  keen  on  attaining

Emile. But despite what that suggests, she’s not affiliated with Ophion in any

way.” Tharion rubbed at his jaw. “In the process of trying to figure out this

clusterfuck, I found some emails between Sofie and Danika talking about a

safe place in this city for Sofie to lie low should she ever need it.” 

“That’s not possible,” Ithan said. 

Hunt  rose  from  the  table  and  stalked  to  Bryce’s  side.  His  power

shimmered up her body, electrifying her very blood at his nearness. “Is the

River Queen insane? Are  you  insane?  Searching  for  rebels  and  not  turning

them in is a one-way ticket to crucifixion.” 

Tharion  held  his  stare.  “I  don’t  really  have  a  choice  here.  Orders  are

orders.” He nodded to them. “Clearly you guys know nothing about this. Do

me a favor and don’t mention it to anyone, okay?” The mer stood and turned

toward the door. 

Bryce hopped off her stool and stepped into his path. “Oh, I don’t think

so.” She let a fraction of her starlight shine around her. “You don’t get to tell

me  that  Danika  was  in  contact  with  a  known  rebel  and  then  waltz  out  of

here.” 

Tharion chuckled, cold frosting his eyes. “Yeah, I do, Legs.” He took a blatantly challenging step toward her. 

Bryce  held  her  ground.  Was  surprised  and  delighted  that  Hunt  let  her

fight  this  battle  without  interfering.  “Do  you  even  care  that  this  oh-so-

powerful thunderbird is a kid? Who survived a fucking  death camp? And is

now scared and alone?” 

Tharion blinked, and she could have strangled him. 

“I know this is a dick thing to say,” Ithan added, “but if the kid’s got

that power, why didn’t he use it to get out of Kavalla himself?” 

“Maybe he doesn’t know how to use it yet,” Tharion mused. “Maybe he

was too weak or tired. I don’t know. But I’ll see you guys later.” He made to

step past Bryce. 

She  blocked  him  again.  “Emile  aside,  Danika  wasn’t  a  rebel,  and  she

didn’t know anyone named Sofie Renast.” 

Ithan said, “I agree.” 

Tharion  said  firmly,  “The  email  was  linked  to  her.  And  the  email

address  was   BansheeFan56— Danika  was  clearly  a  Banshees  fan.  Skim

through  any  of  her  old  social  media  profiles  and  there  are  ten  thousand

references to her love of that band.” 

Solas, how many Banshees shirts and posters had Danika amassed over

the years? Bryce had lost count. 

Bryce  tapped  her  foot,  her  blood  at  a  steady  simmer.  Hadn’t  Philip

Briggs  said  something  similar  when  she  and  Hunt  had  interrogated  the

former leader of the Keres rebel sect in his prison cell? That Danika was a

rebel sympathizer? “What did the emails say?” 

Tharion kept his mouth shut. 

Bryce bristled. “What did the emails say? ” 

Tharion snapped, a rare show of temper apparently getting the better of

him, “Does Dusk’s Truth mean anything to you? What about Project Thurr?” 

At her blank look, and Ithan’s, the mer said, “I thought so.” 

Bryce  clenched  her  jaw  hard  enough  to  hurt.  After  this  spring,  she’d

realized she hadn’t known as much about Danika as she’d believed, but to

add even more to that list … She tried not to let it sting. 

Tharion took another challenging step toward the door. But Bryce said, 

“You can’t drop all that information and expect me not to do anything. Not

to go looking for this kid.” 

Tharion arched a brow. “So softhearted. But stay out of it, Legs.” 

“No way,” Bryce countered. 

Hunt cut in, “Bryce. We were given an order by the Asteri—by Rigelus

himself—to lie low.” 

“Then obey them,” Tharion said. 

Bryce glared at the mer, then at Hunt. But Hunt said, storms in his eyes, 

“The Asteri will slaughter us, along with your entire family, if word reaches

them  that  you’re  involved  with  rebel  activity  in  any  way.  Even  if  it’s  just helping to find a lost kid.” 

Bryce  opened  her  mouth,  but  Hunt  pushed,  “We  won’t  get  a  trial, 

Bryce. Only an execution.” 

Tharion crossed his arms. “Exactly. So, again: stay out of it, and I’ll be

on my way.” 

Before  Bryce  could  snap  her  reply,  the  front  door  banged  open,  and

Ruhn filled the doorway. “What the— Oh. Hey, Tharion.” 

“You invited him?” Tharion accused Bryce. 

Bryce stayed silent, holding her ground. 

“What’s  going  on?”  Ruhn  asked,  glancing  to  Hunt  and  Ithan.  Ruhn

startled at the sight of the wolf. “And what’s  he doing here?” 

“Ithan’s a free agent right now, so he’s staying with us,” Bryce said, and

at Ruhn’s puzzled look, added, “I’ll fill you in later.” 

Ruhn asked, “Why’s your heart racing?” 

Bryce  peered  at  her  chest,  half  expecting  her  scar  to  be  glowing. 

Mercifully,  it  lay  dormant.  “Well,  apparently  Tharion  thinks  Danika  was

involved with the rebels.” 

Ruhn gaped. 

“Thanks, Bryce,” Tharion muttered. 

Bryce  threw  him  a  saccharine  smile  and  explained  Tharion’s

investigation to Ruhn. 

“Well?”  Ruhn  asked  when  she’d  finished,  his  face  drained  of  color. 

“Was Danika a rebel?” 

“No!” Bryce splayed her arms. “Solas, she was more interested in what

junk food we had in our apartment.” 

“That’s  not  all  she  was  interested  in,”  Ruhn  corrected.  “She  stole  the

Horn and hid it from you. Hid it  on you. And all that shit with Briggs and the

synth …” 

“Okay,  fine.  But  the  rebel  stuff  …  She  never  even   talked  about  the

war.” 

“She would have known it’d endanger you,” Tharion suggested. 

Hunt  said  to  Tharion,  “And  you’re  cool  with  being  press-ganged  into

working  on  this  shit?”  His  face  remained  paler  than  usual.  Tharion  just

crossed  his  long,  muscular  arms.  Hunt  went  on,  voice  lowering,  “It  won’t

end  well,  Tharion.  Trust  me  on  that.  You’re  tangling  in  some  dangerous

shit.” 

Bryce avoided looking at the branded-out tattoo on Hunt’s wrist. 

Tharion’s  throat  bobbed.  “I’m  sorry  to  have  even  come  here.  I  know

how you feel about this stuff, Athalar.” 

“You really think there’s a chance Sofie is alive?” Ruhn asked. 

“Yes,” Tharion said. 

“If  she  survived  the  Hind,”  Hunt  said,  “and  the  Hind  hears  about  it, 

she’ll come running.” 

“The  Hind  might  already  be  headed  this  way,”  Tharion  said  thickly. 

“Regardless of Sofie, Emile and his powers remain a prize. Or something to

be wiped out once and for all.” He dragged his long fingers through his dark

red  hair.  “I  know  I’m  dropping  a  bomb  on  you  guys.”  He  winced  at  his

unfortunate  word  choice,  no  doubt  remembering  what  had  happened  last

spring. “But I want to find this kid before anyone else.” 

“And  do  what  with  him?”  Bryce  asked.  “Hand  him  over  to  your

queen?” 

“He’d be safe Beneath, Legs. It’d take a damn long while even for the

Asteri to find him—and kill him.” 

“So he’d be used by your queen like some kind of weaponized battery

instead? Like Hel am I going to let you do that.” 

“Again,  I  don’t  know  what  she  wants  with  Emile.  But  she  wouldn’t

harm him. And you’d be wise to keep out of her path.” 

Ithan cut in before Bryce could start spitting venom, “You really think

the kid is coming here? That the Hind will follow?” 

Hunt rubbed his jaw. “The 33rd hasn’t heard anything about the Hind

coming over. Or Ophion being in the area.” 

“Neither has the Aux,” Ruhn confirmed. 

“Well,  unless  one  of  the  marsh  sobeks  swam  all  the  way  across  the

Haldren  to  take  a  bite  out  of  an  Ophion  soldier,  I  can’t  think  of  any  other reason why I found dismembered body parts of one here,” Tharion said. 

“I don’t even know where to begin with that,” Hunt said. 

“Just trust me,” Tharion said, “Ophion is on its way, if not already here. 

So  I  need  to  know  as  much  as  possible,  and  as  quickly  as  possible.  Find

Emile, and we potentially find Sofie.” 

“And gain a nice child soldier, right?” Bryce said tightly. 

Tharion turned pleading eyes on her. “Either the River Queen puts me

in  charge  of  hunting  for  them,  or  she  assigns  someone  else,  possibly

someone  less  …  independently  minded.  I’d  rather  it  be  me  who  finds

Emile.” 

Ithan burst out, “Can we discuss that you guys are talking about  rebels

in this city? About  Danika potentially being a rebel?” He snarled. “That’s a

serious fucking claim.” 

“Sofie and Danika exchanged a number of intentionally vague emails,” 

Tharion said. “Ones that included an allusion to a safe hiding place here in

Lunathion.  A  place   where  the  weary  souls  find  relief  from  their  suffering. 

I’m guessing the Bone Quarter, though I’m not sure even Danika would be

so reckless as to send them there. But anyway, it’s not a claim. It’s a fact.” 

Ithan shook his head, but it was Hunt who said, “This is a lethal game, 

Tharion. One I’d rather not play again.” Bryce could have sworn his hands

shook  slightly.  This  had  to  be  dragging  up  the  worst  of  his  memories  and

fears—he’d   been  a  rebel,  once.  It  had  won  him  two  hundred  years  of

servitude. 

And  today  had  been  long  and  weird  and  she  hadn’t  even  told  Hunt

about Cormac’s visit at lunch. 

But to let this boy be hunted by so many people … She couldn’t sit by. 

Not  for  an  instant.  So  Bryce  said,  “I  can  ask  Fury  tomorrow  if  she  knows

anything  about  Danika  and  Sofie.  Maybe  she  can  give  some  insight  into

where Danika might have suggested hiding.” 

“Ask her right now,” Tharion said with unusual seriousness. 

“It’s Wednesday night. She and Juniper always have date night.” 

It was half a lie, and Hunt must have known it was for his sake, because

his wing gently brushed over her shoulder. 

But Tharion ordered, “Then interrupt it.” 

“Don’t  you  know   anything  about  Fury  Axtar?”  Bryce  waved  a  hand. 

“I’ll call her tomorrow morning. She’s always in a better mood after she and

June get it on.” 

Tharion  glanced  between  her  and  Hunt,  then  to  Ruhn  and  Ithan,  both

silently  watching.  The  mer  reached  into  his  jacket  and  pulled  out  a  folded

stack of papers with a resigned sigh. “Here’s a sampling of the emails,” he said, handing them to Bryce, and aimed for the door again. He paused near

Syrinx, then knelt down and petted his head, his thick neck. He straightened

Syrinx’s collar and earned a lick of thanks. Tharion’s mouth curled up at the

corners  as  he  stood.  “Cool  pet.”  He  opened  the  front  door.  “Don’t  put

anything in writing. I’ll be back around lunch tomorrow.” 

As soon as the mer shut the door, Hunt said to Bryce, “Getting involved

with this is a bad idea.” 

Ruhn said, “I agree.” 

Bryce only clutched the papers tighter and turned to Ithan. “This is the

part where you say you agree, too.” 

Ithan frowned deeply. “I can ignore the shit about Danika and Ophion, 

but there’s a kid out there on the run. Who probably has nothing to do with

Ophion and needs help.” 

“Thank you,” Bryce said, whirling on Hunt. “See?” 

“It’s Tharion’s business. Leave it alone, Bryce,” Hunt warned. “I don’t

even know why you had to ask about any of this.” 

“I don’t know why you  wouldn’t ask,” Bryce challenged. 

Hunt pushed, “Is this really about finding the kid, or is it about learning

something new about Danika?” 

“Can’t it be both?” 

Hunt slowly shook his head. 

Ruhn said, “Let’s think this through, Bryce, before deciding to act. And

maybe burn those emails.” 

“I’ve already decided,” she announced. “I’m going to find Emile.” 

“And do what with him?” Hunt asked. “If the Asteri want him, you’d

be harboring a rebel.” 

Bryce  couldn’t  stop  the  light  from  shimmering  around  her.  “He’s

thirteen years old. He’s not a rebel. The rebels just  want him to be.” 

Hunt said quietly, “I saw kids his age walk onto battlefields, Bryce.” 

Ruhn  nodded  solemnly.  “Ophion  doesn’t  turn  away  fighters  based  on

their age.” 

Ithan said, “That’s despicable.” 

“I’m not saying it isn’t,” Hunt countered. “But the Asteri won’t care if

he’s thirteen or thirty, if he’s a true rebel or not. You stand in their way, and

they’ll punish you.” 

Bryce opened her mouth, but—a muscle flickered in his cheek, making

the bruise there all the more noticeable. Guilt punched through her, warring

with her ire. “I’ll think about it,” she conceded, and stalked for her bedroom. 

She needed a breather before she said or did more than she meant to. A

moment to process the information she’d gotten out of Tharion. She hadn’t

put  any  stock  in  Briggs’s  claim  about  Danika  and  the  rebels  when  he’d

taunted her with it—he’d been trying to get at her in any way possible. But it

seemed she’d been wrong. 

She  scoured  her  memory  for  any  detail  as  she  washed  away  her

makeup, then brushed her hair. Male voices rumbled from the other side of

the door, but Bryce ignored them, changing into her pajamas. Her stomach

gurgled. 

Was Emile hungry? He was a kid—alone in the world, having suffered

in one of those gods-forsaken camps, no family left. He had to be terrified. 

Traumatized. 

She hoped Sofie was alive. Not for any intel or amazing powers, but so

Emile  had  someone  left.  Family  who  loved  him  for   him  and  not  for  being some  all-powerful  chosen  one  whose  people  had  long  ago  been  hunted  to

extinction. 

Bryce frowned in the mirror. Then at the stack of papers Tharion had

handed her. The emails between Sofie and Danika—and a few between Sofie

and Emile. 

The  former  were  exactly  as  Tharion  had  claimed.  Vague  mentions  of

things. 

But Sofie and Emile’s emails …

 I had to leave your sunball game before the end, Sofie had written in

one  exchange  more  than  three  years  ago,  but  Mom  told  me  you  guys  won! 

 Congrats—you were amazing out there! 

Emile had replied,  I was ok. Missed 2 shots. 

Sofie had written back, at three in the morning—as if she’d been up late

studying or partying— I once had a game when I missed ten  shots! So you’re

 doing way better than me. :)

The next morning, Emile had said,  Thanks, sis. Miss u. 

Bryce swallowed hard. Such an ordinary exchange—proof of a normal, 

decent life. 

What had happened to them? How had he wound up in Kavalla? Part of

her didn’t want to know, and yet … She read the emails again. The loving, 

casual exchange between siblings. 

Did any of the many people searching for Emile want to actually help

him? Not use him, but just … protect him? Maybe he and Sofie would find

each other at that rendezvous spot Danika had mentioned. Maybe they’d get

lucky, and no one would ever find them. 

Danika had always helped those who needed it. Bryce included. 

And  during  the  spring  attack,  when  Bryce  had  run  to  Asphodel

Meadows … it was the same feeling creeping over her now. The boy needed

help. She wouldn’t walk away from it.  Couldn’t walk away from it. 

But how did Danika factor in to all of this? She needed to know. 

Her  stomach  protested  again.  Right—dinner.  With  a  silent  prayer  to

Cthona to keep Emile safe, Bryce emerged from the bedroom and said, “I’m

ordering pizza.” 

Ruhn said, “I’m in,” as if he’d been invited, but Bryce glanced at the

shut door to Hunt’s bedroom. 

If  she needed a moment, he’d sure as Hel need a lot longer. 

Hunt turned on the shower with a shaking hand. The blast and splatter of the

water  provided  much-needed  white  noise,  a  quieting  barrier  against  the

world  beyond  his  bathroom.  He’d  muttered  something  about  needing  a

shower and walked in here, not caring what Danaan and Holstrom thought. 

Hunt peeled out of his battle-suit, dimly aware of the bruises along his

ribs and his face, the brawl with Pollux almost forgotten. 

He  couldn’t  stop  shaking,  couldn’t  stop  the  surge  of  acid  through  his

veins that made every breath torturous. 

Fucking  Tharion.  That  stupid,  arrogant  asshole.  Dragging  them—

dragging  Bryce—into this. The River Queen might have no association with

Ophion, but Emile was a rebel’s brother. Danika had possibly been a rebel

herself. It brought them far too close to Ophion’s orbit. 

Of course Bryce wouldn’t have been able to drop it once she’d heard. 

He knew it was irrational to be pissed at her about it, because part of why he

adored her was that she was the kind of person who  would want to help, but

… fucking Hel. 

Hunt  sucked  in  a  breath,  stepping  into  the  now-warm  stream,  and

clenched  his  jaw  against  the  rising  thunder  in  his  blood  and  the  memories

that came with it. 

Those  strategy  meetings  in  Shahar’s  war  tent;  the  bloody,  screaming chaos of battle; his roar as Shahar died, a piece of his heart dying with her; 

the bolt of unrelenting pain as his wings were sawed off tendon by tendon—

Hunt sucked in another breath, wings twitching, as if in an echo of that

pain. 

He couldn’t let it happen again. If all of it had been for Bryce, to get

here—then it had happened so that he’d know when to walk away, and keep

her safe. 

But  he  hadn’t  been  able  to  find  those  words.  Hunt  focused  on  his

breathing, on the sensation of his feet against the slick tiles, the dribble of

water down his wings. 

And  couldn’t  help  but  think  that  warm  water  felt  an  awful  lot  like

blood. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  they  sat  around  the  dining  table,  four  boxes  of  pizza

stacked before them. 

“Carnivore’s Delight,” Bryce said with forced cheer to Hunt, sliding the

meat-on-meat-on-meat  pizza  toward  him.  He  offered  a  smile,  but  it  didn’t

quite reach his eyes. She didn’t ask about that haunted gleam, though. Not

with Ruhn and Ithan here. Not when Hunt had already made it pretty clear

what was going through his head. 

They’d undoubtedly have it out the moment they were alone. 

“Carnivore’s Delight with extra sausage,” she said to Ithan, winking as

she  handed  over  the  box.  She  could  have  sworn  Ithan  blushed.  “And

pepperoni with grilled onions,” she said to Ruhn. 

“What’d  you  get?”  her  brother  asked.  An  attempt  at  normalcy  after

Tharion’s visit. 

Hunt  and  Ithan  said  at  the  same  time,  “Sausage  and  onion  with  extra

cheese.” 

Bryce laughed. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or disturbed.” 

But Ithan and Hunt didn’t smile. She caught Ruhn’s glance from across

the  table,  and  her  brother  said  into  her  mind,  Ignoring  all  the  shit  with Tharion and Emile, it’s super fucking weird that Holstrom’s here. 

She  started  on  her  pizza  and  sighed  at  the  combination  of  meat  and

cheese and slightly sweet sauce.  I think it’s super weird for him, too. 

Ruhn  bit  into  his  slice.  Honestly,  don’t  flip  the  Hel  out,  but  you’re

 technically a Starborn Princess. And you’re now harboring an exiled wolf. I

 hate this political crap, but … I wouldn’t put it past Sabine to see this as an affront. The wolves are technically our allies. 

Bryce sipped from her beer.  It’s not like he has any family left.  Her heart

ached.  Believe me, he is fucking miserable  that he has nowhere else to go. 

 I can take him in.  Her brother spoke with utter sincerity. 

 Isn’t that the same political bullshit? 

 I can say that I’m hiring him to work for the Fae side of the Aux. Claim

 it’s for a top secret investigation, which I suppose this stuff with Danika and

 Sofie and Emile is. Sabine can’t get around that. 

 All  right.  But  …  give  him  a  few  days.  I  don’t  want  him  to  think  I’m

 kicking him out. 

 Why not? He was a dick to you. 

 There were five years before that when we were close. 

 So? He was a dick to you when you needed him most. 

 And I shut him out when he needed me  most. 

Bryce  blinked,  finding  Hunt  and  Ithan  watching  her  and  Ruhn.  The

angel  drawled,  no  hint  of  his  previous  haunted  discomfort,  “Some  might

consider it rude to have a silent conversation in front of other people.” 

Ithan  raised  his  hand  in  agreement.  How  he’d  figured  out  what  was

going on, she could only attribute to his keen wolf’s abilities. Or his athlete’s

skill at reading opponents. 

Bryce stuck out her tongue. “Sorry you’re not magical, special Fae like

us.” 

“Here we go,” Hunt said, diving into his slice. “I was waiting for this

day to come.” 

“What day?” Ithan swigged from his beer. 

Hunt  smirked.  “When  Bryce  realizes  how  truly  obnoxious  being  a

princess allows her to be.” 

Bryce  flipped  him  off.  “If  I  have  to  suffer  through  the  title,  then  you

have to suffer through the effects.” 

Hunt opened his mouth, but Ithan said, “I heard you had your Ordeal

that day this spring. Congrats?” 

Bryce went still. “Yeah. Uh, thanks.” She didn’t want to think about it

—the nøkk, Syrinx nearly drowning, the tank … Syrinx rubbed against her

ankles,  as  if  sensing  her  distress.  And  Hunt,  also  reading  it,  said  to  Ruhn, 

“You  had  your  Ordeal  in  Avallen,  right?  And  our  new  friend  Cormac  was

there?” 

Before  Ruhn  could  answer,  Flynn  and  Dec  strode  into  the  apartment with  a  key  Bryce  definitely  hadn’t  authorized.  She  whipped  her  head  to

Ruhn. “You gave them fingerprint access and copies of my keys?” 

Flynn  slid  into  the  chair  beside  hers  and  pulled  her  pizza  toward

himself.  “We  took  Ruhn’s  fingerprints  when  he  was  passed  out  during  the

Summer Solstice, as a way into the system. Then Dec added ours alongside

them.” 

Declan dropped into the chair beside Ruhn, taking one of her brother’s

slices and a beer from the bucket in the center of the table. “We made copies

of the physical keys before he noticed they were gone.” 

“You’re really making me look good, you two,” Ruhn grumbled. 

Bryce  shoved  out  a  hand.  “I’m  changing  my  fingerprint  system  to

something more secure. Give me that key.” 

Flynn only slid it into his pocket. “Come get it, babycakes.” 

Hunt shot the Fae lord a glare, and Declan snickered. “Careful, Flynn,” 

Dec warned. 

Ithan snorted, and the two males eyed him up. Of course they’d already

noticed  him—they  were  trained  warriors—but  they  hadn’t  yet  deigned  to

acknowledge him. 

Flynn flashed a charming smile full of teeth. “Hi, pup.” 

Ithan’s fingers tightened into fists at the term. “Hey.” 

Declan gave a mirror grin to Flynn’s. “Bryce needed a new pet?” 

“Okay, okay,” Bryce cut in. “Let’s just say that we made a thousand dog

jokes about Ithan, and he made a thousand Fae asshole jokes about you two

idiots, and we now all thoroughly hate each other, but we can be adults and

eat our food.” 

“I  second  that.”  Hunt  dug  into  his  third  slice,  using  his  other  hand  to

clink beers with Bryce. 

Flynn grinned again. “I thought I heard you ask Ruhn about his Ordeal. 

It was our Ordeal, too, you know.” 

“I know,” Bryce said, flicking her hair over her shoulder. “But he won

the prize sword, didn’t he?” 

“Ouch.” Flynn clutched his chest. 

“Cold, B,” Declan said. 

Ruhn chuckled and leaned back in his seat, finishing off his beer before

he said, “I was twenty-seven. My—our father sent me to Avallen to … check

out the ladies.” 

“There was a Fae female from a powerful family who the Autumn King

wanted Ruhn to marry,” Flynn explained. “Unfortunately, Cormac wanted to

marry her, too. Neither married her in the end, of course.” 

Bryce  groaned.  “Please  tell  me  all  this  tension  between  you  two  isn’t

over a girl.” 

“Only  partially,”  Declan  said.  “It’s  also  because  Cormac  and  his  twin

cousins  tried  to  kill  us.  Cormac  literally  put  a  sword  through  my  gut.”  He

patted his rock-hard abs. 

“Aren’t you Fae all … allies?” Ithan asked, brows raised. 

Flynn  nearly  spat  out  his  drink.  “Valbaran  Fae  and  Avallen  Fae   hate

each  other.  The  Avallen  Fae  are  a  bunch  of  backward  assholes.  Prince

Cormac might be Ruhn’s cousin, but he can drop dead for all we care.” 

“Strong family bonds, huh?” Hunt said. 

Flynn shrugged. “They deserved what happened during the Ordeal.” 

“Which was what, exactly?” Bryce asked. 

“Humiliation,”  Declan  said  with  relish.  “A  few  weeks  into  our  visit, 

King Morven—Cormac’s dad—ordered Ruhn to go see if he could retrieve

the Starsword from the caves.” 

“Tell  the  whole  story,  Dec.  Why  did  he  order  me  to  do  that?”  Ruhn

growled. 

Dec sheepishly grinned. “Because I bragged that you could.” 

Ruhn cracked open another beer. “And?” 

“And I made fun of Cormac for not having gone to retrieve it yet.” 

 “And?” 

“And  I  said  that  one  Valbaran  Fae  warrior  was  better  than  ten  from

Avallen.” 

Bryce laughed. “So Uncle Morven sent you off to teach you a lesson?” 

“Yep,” Flynn said. “All three of us. We didn’t realize until we were in

the mist—the caves are literally full of it—that he also sent Cormac and the

asshole twins to hunt us in there.” 

“Starting  blood  feuds,”  Bryce  said  to  Declan,  raising  her  hand  for  a

high five. “Nice work.” 

Declan clapped her hand, but Ithan asked, “So your Ordeals happened

then?” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, face darkening. “We all got lost in the caves. There

was  some  …  scary  shit  in  there.  Ghouls  and  wraiths—they  were  old  and

wicked.  The  six  of  us  went  from  trying  to  kill  each  other  to  trying  to  stay

alive. Long story short, Flynn and Dec and I wound up in these catacombs deep beneath the cave—” 

“Surrounded by bloodsucking spirits who were going to eat our bodies, 

then our souls,” Flynn added. “Or was it our souls, then our bodies?” 

Ruhn shook his head. “I got disarmed. So I looked in the sarcophagus

in the center of the chamber where we were trapped, and … there it was. The

Starsword. It was either die at the hands of those creatures or die trying to

pull that sword from its sheath.” He shrugged. “Thankfully, it worked.” 

Declan said, “Bastards ran screaming from the cave when Ruhn drew

the  sword.  Right  to  where  Cormac  and  the  twins  were  hunting  us.”  He

grinned  again.  “The  three  of  them  had  no  choice  but  to  flee  back  to  their

castle. King Morven was  not happy. Especially when Ruhn returned with the

Starsword and told him to go fuck himself.” 

Bryce lifted her brows at her brother. He smiled, lip ring glinting. “Not

such a loser after all, huh?” 

Bryce waved him off. “Whatever.” 

Flynn  suddenly  asked  Ithan,  gaze  on  his  tattooed  neck,  “You  gonna

keep that ink?” 

Ithan drained his beer. “What’s it to you?” 

Another  charming  grin.  “Just  want  to  know  when  I  can  tell  you  that

Sabine and Amelie are two of the worst fucking people in this city.” 

Ithan grunted, but a ghost of a smile appeared on his lips. 

Bryce  glanced  to  Ruhn,  who  said  into  her  mind,  Might  not  be  such  a

 bad idea for him to come stay with us. 

 You really want to be roomies with a wolf? 

 Better than an angel. 

 Depends on what you’re doing with that angel. 

 Gross, Bryce. 

Bryce tuned back into the conversation as Declan asked with a wicked

smile that told her he was about to start shit, “So, who’s sleeping where in

this apartment tonight?” 

Bryce couldn’t help glancing again at Hunt, who kept his face wholly

neutral as he said, “I’m bunking with Bryce.” 

Bryce’s mouth popped open, but Ithan said, “Good. She snores.” 

“Assholes,” Bryce seethed. “You can both go sleep on the roof.” 

“Not enough distance from your snoring,” Ithan said, smirking. 

Bryce scowled, leaning down to pet Syrinx’s velvety ears. 

Hunt only winked. “I’ll get earplugs.” 
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Bryce  barely  slept.  She  was  trying  too  hard  to  pretend  that  Hunt  fucking

Athalar was not sleeping beside her. The illusion was shattered every time

she  rolled  over,  got  a  face  full  of  gray  wings,  and  remembered  that  Hunt

fucking Athalar was sleeping beside her. 

They hadn’t spoken about Tharion’s visit. Or about her decision to find

Emile. So any fight on that front was likely still on the horizon. 

Naturally,  Bryce  woke  up  puffy-eyed,  sweat-slicked,  and  with  a

pounding headache. Hunt was already up and making coffee, to guess by the

sounds in the other room. 

Bryce  slithered  out  of  bed,  earning  a  disgruntled  yip  from  Syrinx  at

being  disturbed.  Her  ringing  phone  aggravated  her  headache,  and  it  didn’t

get any better when she glanced at the caller ID. 

She mustered her most chipper voice. “Hi, Mom.” 

“Hello, Bryce.” Ember’s voice was calm. Too calm. 

Ithan smirked from the couch as she passed by, blindly walking toward

the  beckoning  aroma  of  coffee.  Gods,  she  needed  some.  Bryce  asked  her

mom, “What’s up? You guys get home okay?” 

The wall of windows revealed a sunny day, witches and angels zooming

by.  And,  Bryce  realized  in  the  morning  light,  the  fact  that  she  was  still

wearing  her  worn  T-shirt  that  said   Nidaros  Community  Center  Camp

 Summer 15023 and … little else. Oops. No wonder Ithan was smirking. Her

lilac lace demi-thong left little to the imagination. Bryce stifled the urge to

tug her shirt’s hem over her half-bare ass. 

Hunt’s  eyes  darkened,  but  he  merely  leaned  against  the  counter  and

silently offered her a cup of coffee. 

“Oh  yes,”  Ember  said.  “We  got  home,  had  plenty  of  time  to  do  some grocery  shopping  and  run  a  few  errands.”  Bryce  put  the  phone  on  speaker

and slid it onto the counter, backing away a few feet. Like it was a grenade

of compressed firstlight about to explode. 

“Great,” Bryce said, and she could have sworn Hunt was trying not to

laugh. 

“We  also  had  plenty  of  time,”  her  mom  went  on,  “to  answer  all  the

phone calls that we began to get, asking when the wedding is.” 

Hunt took a long sip of his coffee. Ithan just watched with a befuddled

expression. Right. She hadn’t told him. 

Bryce gritted her teeth in an attempt at a smile. “You and Randall are

renewing your vows?” 

Her mom fell silent. A wave building, cresting, about to break. “Is this

engagement  some  scheme  to  prompt  Hunt  to  finally  confess  his  love  for

you?” 

Hunt choked on his coffee. 

Oh  gods.  Bryce  was  half-tempted  to  pour  the  boiling  coffee  over  her

head and melt into nothing. “For fuck’s sake,” she hissed, snatching up her

phone  and  taking  it  off  speaker.  Even  if  Hunt  and  Ithan,  with  their

heightened hearing, could no doubt make out everything Ember said. “Look, 

it’s not a  real engagement—” 

“It  certainly  sounds  like  it  is,  Bryce  Adelaide  Quinlan.”  Her  mom’s

voice rose with each word. “And it sounds like you’re engaged to the Crown

Prince of Avallen! Do you  know who his father is?” 

“Mom, I’m not going to marry him.” 

“Then  why  do  so  many  of  my  former  school  friends  know  about  it? 

Why  are  there  photos  of  you  two  having  a  private  meeting  at  your  office

yesterday?” 

Hunt’s wings flared with alarm, and Bryce shook her head.  Later, she

tried to signal. 

“Cormac ambushed me—” 

“He did  what?” 

“In a nonphysical way. Nothing I couldn’t handle.  And,” she said as her

mom began objecting, “I have zero intention of marrying Prince Creepster, 

but you gotta trust me to deal with it.” She gave Hunt a look as if to say,  You

 too. 

Hunt nodded, getting it. Drank some more coffee. Like he needed it. 

Her mother, however, hissed, “Randall is in a  panic.” 

“Randall, or you? Because last I checked, Dad knows I can take care of

myself.” Bryce couldn’t help the sharpness in her tone. 

“You’re playing games with Fae royals who will outsmart you at every

turn, who have likely anticipated your reticence—” 

Bryce’s  phone  buzzed.  She  skimmed  the  incoming  message.  Thank

Urd. 

“I appreciate your confidence, Mom. I have to go. I’ve got an important

meeting.” 

“Don’t you try to—” 

“Mom.” She couldn’t stop herself, couldn’t halt the roiling, rising power

that made her body begin to shimmer, as if she were a pot boiling over with

liquid starlight. “You don’t get a say in what I do or don’t do, and if you’re

smart, you’ll stay the Hel out of this.” 

Stunned silence from her mother. From Hunt and Ithan, too. 

The words kept flowing, though. “You have  no fucking idea what I’ve

been  through,  and  faced,  and  what  I’m  now  dealing  with.”  Her  mom  and

Randall  would  never  know  about  what  she’d  done  to  Micah.  She  couldn’t

risk it. “But let me tell you that handling this bogus engagement is  nothing

compared to that. So  drop it.” 

Another pause. Then her mother said, “I knew you bundled us off at the

break of dawn for a reason. I want to  help you, Bryce—” 

“Thanks  for  the  guilt  trip,”  Bryce  said.  She  could  practically  see  her

mother stiffening. 

“Fine. We’re still at your disposal should you need us, Your Highness.” 

Bryce  started  to  answer,  but  her  mother  had  hung  up.  She  slowly, 

slowly  closed  her  eyes.  Hunt  said  into  the  sudden,  heavy  quiet,  “Cormac

came by the archives?” 

Bryce opened her eyes. “Only to swing his dick around.” Hunt tensed, 

and Bryce added, “Not literally.” 

His expression turned wary. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because I got a phone call from Celestina that you were in a holding

cell.” She bared her teeth. “Spare me the territorial male act, okay?” 

“Hide  shit  from  your  parents  all  you  want,  but  don’t  keep  stuff  from

me. We’re a team.” 

“I just  forgot. No big deal.” 

Hunt hesitated. “All right.” He lifted his hands. “Okay. Sorry.” 

Silence  fell,  and  she  became  keenly  aware  of  Ithan’s  attention.  “Hunt can  fill  you  in  on  my  joyous  news,”  she  said,  glancing  at  the  clock.  “I  do have a meeting, and I need to get dressed.” Hunt arched a brow, but Bryce

offered no explanation as she aimed for her bedroom. 

She  returned  to  the  great  room  an  hour  later,  showered  and  in  work

clothes. Hunt was already in his 33rd gear. 

Bryce  said  to  Ithan,  who  was  doing  push-ups  in  front  of  the  TV  with

extraordinary ease, “I’ll pop back in at lunch when Tharion swings by. Help

yourself to whatever’s in the fridge and call if you need anything.” 

“Thanks,  Mom,”  Ithan  said  between  reps,  and  Bryce  stuck  out  her

tongue. 

Bryce  unlocked  the  door,  then  buckled  Syrinx’s  leash  before  slipping

into  the  hall.  She’d  been  lonely  in  the  archives  yesterday  without  his

company. And maybe a little jealous about the fact that Syrinx had spent the

day with Ithan. 

And  it  would  have  been  nice  to  watch  him  take  a  bite  out  of  Prince

Cormac’s ass. 

The  elevator  had  just  arrived  when  Hunt  appeared  behind  her,  and

every muscle in her body turned electric. Had the elevator always been this

small? Had his wings gotten larger overnight? 

“Why are things so weird between us?” Hunt asked. 

Going right for the throat, then. “Are things weird?” 

“Don’t  play  stupid.  Come  on—last  night  was  weird.  Right  now  is

fucking weird.” 

Bryce leaned against the wall. “Sorry. Sorry.” It was all she could think

to say. 

Hunt asked carefully, “When were you going to tell me about Cormac

dropping by the archives? What the fuck did he say?” 

“That you and I are losers and he thinks I’m an immature brat.” 

“Did  he  touch  you?”  Lightning  skittered  along  Hunt’s  wings.  The

elevator lights guttered. 

The  elevator  reached  the  ground  floor  before  she  could  answer,  and

they fell silent as they passed Marrin, the doorman. The ursine shifter waved

goodbye. 

Only  when  they’d  stepped  onto  the  sizzling  sidewalk  did  Bryce  say, 

“No. Cormac’s just a creep. Seems like this city is full of them these days.” 

She  gestured  to  the  sky  above,  the  angels  soaring  toward  the  sprawling

complex of the Comitium in the CBD. The decorations in Celestina’s honor seemed to have multiplied overnight. “No fights today, okay?” 

“I’ll try.” 

They reached the corner where Bryce would go right, Hunt to the left. 

“I mean it, Hunt. No more fights. We need to keep a low profile.” Especially

now. They were too close to Ophion for comfort. 

“Fine.  Only  if  you  call  me  the  moment  Prince  Asshole  contacts  you

again.” 

“I  will.  Let  me  know  if  Tharion  gets  in  touch.  Or  if  you  pick  up

anything  about  …”  She  glanced  at  the  cameras  mounted  on  the  ornately

decorated streetlamps and buildings. She couldn’t say Emile’s name here. 

Hunt stiffened, wings tucking in. “We need to talk about that. I, ah …” 

Shadows darkened his eyes, and her heart strained, knowing what memories

caused them. But here it was. The discussion she’d been waiting for. “I know

you  want  to  help,  and  I  commend  you  for  it,  Bryce.  But  I  think  we  really

need to weigh everything before we jump in.” 

She  couldn’t  resist  the  impulse  to  squeeze  his  hand.  “Okay.”  His

calluses brushed against her skin. “Good point.” 

“Tharion threw me off last night,” he went on. “It dragged up a lot of

old shit for me—and worries for you. But if you want to move forward with

this … let’s talk it through first.” 

“Okay,”  she  said  again.  “But  I’m  still  going  to  meet  with  Fury  right

now.” She had too many questions  not to meet with her. 

“Sure,” he said, though worry shone in his gaze. “Keep me updated.” 

He slid his hand from hers. “And don’t think we’re done talking about this

weirdness between us.” 

By the time Bryce had opened her mouth to answer, Hunt had already

launched skyward. 

Bryce slid onto a stool at the eight-seat counter that made up Tempest in a

Teapot, her favorite tea bar in the city. 

Nestled on Ink Street in the heart of the Old Square, most of the narrow, 

graffiti-painted alley was quiet, most of the shops shut. Only the tea bar and

the tiny bakery operating out of a window between two tattoo parlors were

open. Come lunch, the many eateries would roll up their doors and set out

the little tables and benches that crowded either side of the street. Once the

lunch crowd returned to their offices, the street would quiet again—until the

after-work rush of people eager for a beer, a specialty cocktail, or more food. 

And sundown brought in a whole new crowd: drunk assholes. 

“Morning, B,” Juniper said, her curly hair pulled back into an elegant

bun,  brown  skin  glowing  in  the  morning  light.  She  stood  alongside  Fury, 

who’d  perched  herself  on  a  barstool  and  was  scrolling  through  her  phone. 

“Just wanted to say hi before practice.” 

Bryce  kissed  her  friend  on  her  silken  cheek.  “Hi.  You’re  gorgeous.  I

hate you.” 

Juniper laughed. “You should see me when I’m dripping with sweat in

an hour.” 

“You’ll still be gorgeous,” Bryce said, and Fury nodded without taking

her focus from her phone. “Did you guys order?” 

“Yeah.” Fury put away her phone. “So go ahead.” 

Juniper said, “Mine’s to go, though.” She tapped her navy dance bag, 

which was partially unzipped, the soft pink of her leotard peeking out. For a

moment,  Bryce  allowed  herself  to  look  at  her  friend—really  look  at  the

beauty that was Juniper. Graceful and tall and thin, certainly not the  wrong

 body type. 

What would it have been like to be heading into morning practice? To

have  a  dance  bag  full  of  gear  and  not  a  purse  full  of  random  crap  on  her shoulder? Heels braced on the rail beneath the bar, Bryce couldn’t stop her

feet from twitching, arching—as if testing the strength and pliancy of pointe

shoes. 

Bryce  had  known  the  high  of  performance  well.  Had  craved  it  those

years in Nidaros, dancing with her small team at the rec hall. She’d been the

best dancer in town—in their entire mountainous region. Then she’d come to

Lunathion and learned what a fragile bubble she’d been living inside. And, 

yeah, ultimately she didn’t think she could have lasted as long as Juniper, but

… seeing the faun standing there, some small part of her wondered. Yearned. 

Bryce  swallowed,  then  sighed,  clearing  away  the  cobwebs  of  her  old

dreams.  Dancing  in  Madame  Kyrah’s  class  twice  a  week  was  pleasure

enough. And though Kyrah had once graced the stage of CCB herself until

she’d decided to open a studio, the dancer-turned-instructor understood. 

So Bryce asked, “What are you guys rehearsing today?” 

“Marceline,”  Juniper  said,  her  eyes  flickering.  “But  I  don’t  have  the

lead.” 

Bryce’s  brows  rose.  “I  thought  you  were  rehearsing  for  it  these  last weeks.” 

Fury said tightly, “Apparently, Marceline’s costume doesn’t fit Juniper.” 

Bryce’s mouth popped open. 

“Roles are often determined that way,” Juniper said quickly. “But I’m

fine with soloist.” 

Bryce and Fury swapped a look. No, she wasn’t. But after the disaster

this spring, the CCB had put a hold on any “new” changes. Including June’s

promotion from soloist to principal. 

Juniper had often wondered aloud over drinks or pastries whether that

hold was because she’d been the only one in the bomb shelter to demand that

they keep the doors open for humans to get in. Had gone hoof-to-toe with

some  of  their  wealthiest  patrons,  thinking  nothing  of  the  consequences  for

her career. 

Of what it might mean for the first faun to ever grace the stage of that

theater to curse out those patrons, to condemn them to their faces for their

cowardice and selfishness. 

Well,  this was what it meant for her. 

June slumped into the stool beside Bryce, stretching out her long legs. 

Another year of waiting in the wings for her chance to shine. 

“So  who  got  your  shot  at  Marceline?”  The  group  of  principals  and

veteran soloists rotated through the main roles each night. 

“Korinne,” Juniper said, a shade too neutrally. 

Bryce scoffed. “You’re twenty times the dancer she is.” 

June laughed softly. “No way.” 

“Way,” Fury added. 

“Come on,” Bryce said, elbowing Juniper. “No need to be humble.” 

June shrugged, then smiled at the barista as she handed over a green tea

in a to-go cup. “Okay. Maybe  twice the dancer she is.” 

Fury  said,  “There’s  my  girl.”  She  nodded  her  thanks  to  the  barista  as

her own drink was deposited in a ceramic mug. 

Juniper pulled off the lid of her to-go cup and blew on the steaming-hot

brew inside. 

Bryce asked, “Did you give any thought to that offer from the Heprin

Company?” 

“Yeah,” June murmured. Fury suddenly became very interested in her

drink. 

“And?”  Bryce  pushed.  “They’re  practically  crawling  to  have  you  as principal.”  And  so  were  about  three  other  smaller  dance  companies  in  the

city. 

“They’re great,” June said quietly. “But they’re still a step down.” 

Bryce nodded. She got it. She really did. For a dancer in Valbara, CCB

was the pinnacle. The distant star to aspire to. And June had been  so close. 

Close enough to touch that glimmer of principal dancer. Now she was in free

fall. 

“I want to hold out for another year,” June said, putting the lid on her

tea and standing. “Just to see if things change.” Pain gleamed in her friend’s

large, beautiful eyes. 

“They  will,”  Bryce  assured  her,  because  hope  was  the  only  thing  she

could offer at the moment. 

“Thanks,” Juniper said. “I’m off. I’ll see you at home later,” she said to

Fury, leaning in to kiss her swiftly. When she made to step away, however, 

Fury put a hand on her cheek, keeping her there. Deepened the kiss for a few

heartbeats. 

Then  Fury  pulled  back,  holding  her  girlfriend’s  stare,  and  said,  “See

you at home.” Sensual promise laced every word. 

Juniper  was  more  than  a  bit  breathless,  her  cheeks  flushing,  as  she

turned to Bryce and kissed her cheek. “Bye, B,” she said, then was gone into

the sun and dust. 

Bryce glanced sidelong at Fury. “You’ve got it bad, huh?” 

Fury snorted. “You have no idea.” 

“How was date night?” Bryce asked, waggling her eyebrows. 

Fury Axtar sipped delicately from her tea. “Exquisite.” 

Pleasure  and  happiness  quietly  radiated  from  her  friend,  and  Bryce

smiled. “What are you drinking?” 

“Chai with almond milk. It’s good. Spicy.” 

“You’ve never been here?” 

“Do I look like the kind of person who goes to tea bars?” 

“Yes …?” 

Fury  laughed,  her  dark  hair  swaying.  She  wore  her  usual  head-to-toe

black, despite the heat. “Fair enough. So, what’s this urgent thing you need

to talk to me about?” 

Bryce waited until she’d ordered her matcha latte with oat milk before

murmuring,  “It’s  about  Danika.”  She  and  Hunt  might  need  to  talk  things

over  regarding  Emile,  but  speaking  about  this  with  Fury  wasn’t  a  step toward  anything,  necessarily.  She  could  learn  the  truth  without  being

dragged into Ophion’s orbit, right? 

At this hour, only the barista and one other patron occupied the bar. The

street  was  empty  save  for  a  few  cats  picking  through  piles  of  trash.  Safe

enough to talk without being overheard. 

Fury  kept  her  posture  casual,  uninterested.  “Does  it  have  to  do  with

Ithan staying with you?” 

“How  did  you  even  hear  about  that?”  Fury  smiled  smugly,  but  Bryce

shook her head. “Never mind. But no, that’s separate.” 

“He’s always had a thing for you, you know.” 

“Um, Ithan had a thing for Nathalie.” 

“Sure.” 

“Whatever.” How to phrase any of this? “You knew about Danika and

the synth stuff. I was wondering if there was anything else you might have

been … keeping secret for her.” 

Fury sipped her chai. “Care to explain more?” Bryce made a face. “That

wasn’t really a request,” Fury said, her voice lethally soft. 

Bryce  swallowed.  And  so  quietly  only  Fury  could  hear,  she  told  her

about  Sofie  Renast  and  Tharion  and  the  River  Queen  and  the  hunt  to  find

Emile  and  all  the  power  he  possessed.  About  the  abandoned  boat  in  the

marshes and Ophion hunting for the boy as well. About the potential meet-

up location that Danika had hinted at three years ago and the vague mentions

of Project Thurr and Dusk’s Truth in those emails between Danika and Sofie. 

When  she’d  finished,  Fury  drained  her  drink  and  said,  “I’m  going  to

need something a lot stronger than chai.” 

“I’ve  been  reeling  since  Tharion  told  me,”  Bryce  admitted,  voice  still

low.  “But  Danika  and  Sofie  definitely  knew  each  other.  Well  enough  for

Sofie  to  trust  Danika  to  find  her  a  potential  place  to  hide,  should  she  ever need one.” 

Fury drummed her fingers on the counter. “I believe you. But Danika

never hinted at involvement with the rebels, and I never picked it up on my

usual channels.” 

Bryce  nearly  sagged  with  relief.  Maybe  it  hadn’t  gone  too  far,  then. 

Maybe  their  acquaintance  hadn’t  been  related  to  Ophion  at  all.  “Do  you

think the meeting location is the Bone Quarter?” She prayed it wasn’t. 

“Danika wouldn’t have sent a kid there, even with thunderbird power in

his veins. And she wouldn’t be so stupid as to make it  that obvious.” 

Bryce frowned. “Yeah. True.” 

“As for Dusk’s Truth and Project Thurr …” Fury shrugged. “No idea. 

But  Danika  was  always  interested  in  weird,  random  shit.  She  could  spend

hours getting sucked into an interweb research hole.” 

Bryce smiled slightly. Also true. “But do you think Danika might have

been keeping anything else a secret?” 

Fury  seemed  to  consider.  Then  said,  “The  only  other  secret  I  knew

about Danika was that she was a bloodhound.” 

Bryce straightened. “A what?” 

Fury signaled the barista for another chai. “A bloodhound—she could

scent bloodlines, the secrets in them.” 

“I knew Danika had an intense sense of smell,” Bryce acknowledged. 

“But  I  didn’t  realize  it  was   that  …”  She  trailed  off,  memory  surfacing. 

“When she came home with me over winter break freshman year, she could

pick out the family ties of everyone in Nidaros. I thought it was a wolf thing. 

It’s special?” 

“I  only  know  about  it  because  she  confronted  me  when  we  first  met. 

She  scented  me,  and  wanted  to  understand.”  Fury’s  eyes  darkened.  “We

sorted our shit out, but Danika knew something dangerous about me, and I

knew something dangerous about her.” 

It was as much as Fury had ever said about being … whatever she was. 

“Why is it dangerous to be a bloodhound?” 

“Because people will pay highly to use the gift and to kill anyone with

it.  Imagine  being  able  to  tell  someone’s  true  lineage—especially  if  that

person  is  a  politician  or  some  royal  whose  parentage  is  in  question. 

Apparently, the gift came from her sire’s line.” 

Maybe that was another reason why Danika hadn’t wanted to mention

it. She’d never discussed the male who’d been ballsy enough to fuck Sabine. 

Bryce  asked,  “You  never  thought  to  tell  me  this  during  the

investigation?” 

“It didn’t seem relevant. It was only one of Danika’s many powers.” 

Bryce  lifted  a  hand  to  rub  at  her  eyes,  then  halted,  remembering  her

makeup. “What are the odds that Sofie knew that?” 

“No idea,” Fury said. “Slim, probably.” Then she asked carefully, “You

sure you want to start digging into this? Go after that kid?” 

“It’s not only for Emile’s sake,” Bryce confessed. “I want to know what Danika was up to. I feel like she was always two steps—more like  ten steps

—ahead. I want to know the full scope of it.” 

“She’s dead, Bryce. Knowing or not knowing won’t change that.” 

Bryce cringed at her friend’s harsh words. “I know. But if Danika was

tied up with Ophion, with Sofie … I want to find Sofie, if she’s alive. Learn

whatever  it  is  that  Sofie  knew  about  Danika,  and  how  they  were  even  in

contact. Whether Danika truly was aligned with Ophion.” 

“You’re tangling in some dangerous shit.” 

“Hunt said the same thing. And … you’re both right. Maybe that makes

me stupid, for not walking away. But setting aside the fact that Emile is a kid

being chased by some intense people, if I can locate him for Tharion—he’ll

lead  me  to  Sofie,  or  the  information  about  her.  And  her  answers  about

Danika.” 

Fury saluted her thanks to the barista and sipped her second chai. “And

what will you do once you learn the truth?” 

Bryce chewed on her lip. “Pray to Cthona that I can accept it, I guess.” 
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Hunt  crossed  his  arms,  trying  to  focus  on  the  unit  sparring  in  one  of  the

Comitium’s rooftop training areas and not the scorching heat threatening to

singe his wings. Beside him, Isaiah also sweated away, dark eyes fixed on a

pair  of  fighting  soldiers.  The  female  was  faster  and  cleverer  than  the  male

she faced, but the male had a hundred pounds on her. Each of his blows must

have felt like being hit by a semitruck. 

“My money’s on the male,” Isaiah murmured. 

“So’s mine. She’s too green to hold out much longer.” Hunt wiped the

sweat from his brow, grateful he’d cut his hair shorter before the heat had set

in.  Solas  was  slow-roasting  them  over  a  pit  of  coals.  Thank  fuck  he’d

changed in the barracks to shorts and a T-shirt. 

“Won’t really matter in the long run,” Isaiah said as the male landed a

blow  to  her  jaw  with  the  pommel  of  his  sword.  Blood  sprayed  from  her

mouth. “Not if we head into war.” 

The great equalizer. 

Hunt  said  nothing.  He’d  barely  slept  last  night.  Hadn’t  been  able  to

calm the thoughts that circled over and over. He’d wanted to talk to Bryce, 

but  that  acid  in  his  veins  had  surged  every  time  he’d  gotten  close,  and

dissolved all his words. Even this morning, all he’d been able to say was that

they needed to talk. 

But Bryce being Bryce, she’d seen all of that. Knew what haunted him. 

And held his hand as she said yes. 

He checked his phone. Only an hour until Tharion would show up at the

apartment to discuss things. Great. 

“You think we’ll wind up back there?” Isaiah went on, face distant. “On those battlefields?” 

Hunt  knew  which  ones  he  meant,  though  they’d  fought  on  many. 

Sandriel  had  sent  both  him  and  Isaiah  to  slaughter  human  rebels  decades

ago, when Ophion had initially formed. 

“I  hope  not,”  Hunt  said,  blocking  out  the  images  of  those  muddy

massacres:  the  mech-suits  smoldering  with  their  pilots  bleeding  out  inside

them;  heaps  of  broken  wings  piled  high  to  the  skies;  some  shifters  going

feral and feasting on the carrion alongside the crows. 

He looked over at Isaiah. What would his friend say if he knew about

Tharion?  Isaiah’s  words  from  their  last  argument  in  Shahar’s  war  tent  still

rang  in  his  ears.  This  is  folly,  Athalar!  We  fly  into  slaughter.  We  have  no allies, no route of retreat—you two are going to kill  us all! 

Hunt had ordered his friend out. Had curled up alongside Shahar, who’d

listened to their argument from her bed behind the curtain of the tent. She’d

promised  him  that  Isaiah  was  wrong,  that  he  was  merely  afraid,  and  Hunt

had believed her. Because he was also afraid, he realized later. He’d believed

her,  and  they’d  fucked  like  animals,  and  a  few  hours  after  dawn,  she  was

dead. 

Hunt shook the memories of the past away and focused on the fight in

front of him. The female ducked and slammed her fist into the male’s gut. 

He went down like a sack of flour, and Hunt chuckled, memories and dread

shaking  loose.  “A  pleasant  surprise,”  he  said,  turning  his  attention  to  the

other soldiers paired off throughout the space. Sweat gleamed on bare skin, 

wings white and black and brown and gray rustled, and blood shone on more

than a few faces. 

Naomi was in the skies training a unit in dive-bombing maneuvers. It

was an effort not to glance to the far ring, where Pollux and Baxian oversaw

a unit practicing their shooting. The latter was currently in his large canine

form, his coat a slick black. 

It felt wrong to have those two pieces of shit here, instead of Vik and

Justinian. 

So  wrong  that  he  did  look  at  them  after  all.  Sized  up  the  Helhound’s

animal  form.  He’d  seen  Baxian  rip  limbs  from  opponents  with  those  jaws, 

and  move  as  fast  on  land  as  he  did  in  his  malakh  form.  As  if  sensing  his attention, Baxian turned his head. His dark eyes gleamed. 

Hunt bristled at the blatant challenge in Baxian’s gaze. It didn’t lessen when Baxian shifted in a flash of light, a few angels nearby startling at the

return of his humanoid form. 

Isaiah murmured, “Relax,” as Baxian said something to Pollux before

stalking for them. 

Baxian stood nearly as tall as Hunt, and despite the sweltering heat, he

still wore head-to-toe black that matched his wings and his Helhound pelt. “I

thought  you  were  doing  something  far  more  interesting  here  in  Valbara, 

Athalar. I’m surprised you haven’t dropped dead from boredom.” 

Isaiah took that as a cue to check on the male who’d fallen, winking at

Hunt as he left. 

Traitor. 

“Some of us crave a normal life, you know,” Hunt said to Baxian. 

Baxian snickered. “All those battles, all that glory you won for yourself, 

all that lightning in your veins … and you simply want a nine-to-five job?” 

He  tapped  the  scar  on  his  neck.  “The  male  who  gave  me  this  would  be

horrified.” 

“The  male  who  gave  you  that,”  Hunt  said  through  his  teeth,  “always

wanted peace.” 

“Didn’t seem like it when your lightning flayed me.” 

“You  handed  over  that  rebel  family  to  Sandriel  without  a  second

thought. I’d say you had it coming.” 

Baxian laughed, low and lifeless. The hot, dry breeze rustled his black

wings. “You were always a literal sort of bastard. Couldn’t read between the

lines.” 

“What the fuck does that mean?” Hunt’s power flared at his fingertips. 

Baxian shrugged. “I might not have been a slave as you are—were.” A

nod toward his clear brow. “But I had as little choice in serving Sandriel as

you did. Only I didn’t make my displeasure known.” 

“Bullshit. You served her gladly. You don’t get to rewrite your history

now that you’re here.” 

Baxian’s wings rustled. “You never asked me why I was in her triarii, 

you  know.  Not  once,  in  all  those  decades.  You’re  like  that  with  everyone, 

Athalar. Surface-level.” 

“Fuck off. Go back to your work.” 

“This is my work. The Governor just messaged me and told me to team

up with you.” 

Hunt’s  stomach  turned.  Did  Celestina  somehow  know  about  Tharion asking for help finding that thunderbird kid? What better way to monitor him

than to shackle him to the Helhound? “Hel no,” he said. 

Baxian’s mouth curled upward as he nodded toward Pollux. “I’ve been

stuck  with  that  prick  for  a  hundred  years.  It’s  someone  else’s  turn  to  deal with him.” He pointed to Naomi. 

Was it selfish to be glad he didn’t have to deal with the Hammer? “Why

not tell us during the meeting earlier?” 

“I think she’s been watching us this morning.” Baxian inclined his head

to  the  cameras.  “Likely  didn’t  want  to  alter  our  behavior  before  deciding

who to pair up.” 

“To what end?” 

As if in answer, Hunt’s phone buzzed. He pulled it from his shorts to

find a message from Celestina. 

 As  Isaiah  will  be  escorting  me  around  the  city  to  meet  its  various

 leaders, I am relying on you and Naomi to help our two new arrivals adjust. 

 I’d like you to partner with Baxian. Show him the ropes. Not just the ins and

 outs  of  the  33rd,  but  also  how  this  city  operates.  Ease  him  into  life  in Valbara. 

Hunt considered, even as he inwardly groaned. He was acutely aware of

those  cameras—the  Archangel  might  be  observing  his  every  expression. 

“She put Naomi in charge of helping Pollux adjust?” 

Across the ring, Isaiah was now checking his phone, frowning deeply. 

He  glanced  to  Hunt,  face  lit  with  alarm.  Not  at  the  honor  of  escorting  the Governor, Hunt knew. 

Hunt turned back to Baxian, who’d no doubt gleaned that Hunt had all

the orders he needed. “There’s no way Pollux will allow anyone to  show him

 the ropes.” 

Baxian shrugged. “Let Pollux dig his own grave here. He’s too pissed

about being separated from the Hind to understand his new reality.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  the  Hammer  was  capable  of  caring  for  anyone  like

that.” 

“He isn’t. He just likes to have control over his … belongings.” 

“The Hind belongs to no one.” Hunt hadn’t known Lidia Cervos well—

their  time  had  only  briefly  overlapped  when  he’d  served  Sandriel,  and  the

Hind  had  spent  most  of  it  off  on  missions  for  the  Asteri.  Rented  out  like

some  sort  of  field-worker  to  do  their  spy-hunting  and  rebel-breaking. 

Whenever  Lidia  had  been  at  Sandriel’s  castle,  she’d  either  been  in  secret meetings with the Archangel, or fucking Pollux in whatever room they felt

like using. Thank the gods the Hind hadn’t come here. Or the Harpy. 

But  if  Emile  Renast  was  heading  for  this  city  …  Hunt  asked,  “The

Hind’s really not coming to Lunathion?” 

“No.  Pollux  got  a  call  from  her  this  morning.  He’s  been  moody  ever

since.” 

“Mordoc  finally  making  his  move?”  The  head  of  the  Hind’s

dreadwolves was as formidable as his mistress. 

Baxian snorted. “He’s not Lidia’s type. And doesn’t have the balls to go

head-to-head with Pollux.” 

“Did Mordoc go with her to Ephraim?” He had to step carefully. 

“Yeah,” Baxian said, attention on Pollux. “They’re all in Forvos right

now. Ephraim’s been keeping them close for the last few weeks—it’s pissed

off the Hind. The Harpy’s even madder.” 

So the Hind wasn’t in pursuit of Emile. At least, not at present. Which

left the Ophion agents as the main danger to the boy, he supposed. He made

a mental note to tell Tharion when he saw him later and said, “I thought you

and the Harpy were a pair—you don’t seem too hung up on not seeing her.” 

Baxian  let  out  another  one  of  those  low  laughs  that  skittered  over

Hunt’s bones. “She and Pollux would be a better pair than him and Lidia.” 

 Lidia.   Hunt  had  never  heard  Baxian  use  the  Hind’s  given  name,  but  he’d used  it  twice  now.  “She’ll  make  Ephraim  miserable,”  Baxian  went  on, 

smiling to himself. “Too bad I can’t see it.” 

Hunt almost pitied Ephraim for inheriting the Harpy. “And the Hawk?” 

“Doing  what  he  does  best:  trying  to  outdo  Pollux  in  cruelty  and

brutality.”  The  hawk  shifter  had  long  been  Pollux’s  main  rival  for  power. 

Hunt had steered clear of him for decades. So had Baxian, he realized. He’d

never seen them interact. 

“You’re a free male,” Hunt said carefully. “Sandriel’s gone. Why keep

serving at all?” 

Baxian ran a hand over his closely buzzed hair. “I could ask the same

question of you.” 

“I need the money.” 

“Is that so?” Baxian clicked his tongue. “Bryce Quinlan’s an expensive

girlfriend, I take it. Princesses like pretty things.” 

Hunt knew better than to deny that Bryce was his girlfriend. Not if it’d open a door for Baxian to taunt him. “Exactly.” 

Baxian continued, “I like her. She’s got balls.” 

Isaiah  shouted  Hunt’s  name  from  across  the  space,  and  Hunt  nearly

sagged with relief to have an excuse to get out of this conversation. “Here’s

the  first  rule  of  getting  adjusted:  don’t  fucking  talk  to  me  unless  I  talk  to you.” As Isaiah’s Second, he outranked Baxian. 

Baxian’s  eyes  flared,  as  if  realizing  it.  “I’m  taking  this  assignment

seriously, you know.” 

Hunt gave him a savage grin. “Oh, I know.” If he had to help Baxian

adjust, he’d happily drag him into the current century. Hopefully kicking and

screaming. “So am I.” 

Baxian had the good sense to look a little nervous. 

Tharion wanted to own Bryce Quinlan’s apartment. Badly. 

But he sure as shit didn’t make enough to afford it, and the sun would

shine in Hel before the River Queen allowed him to live Above. The thought

had him scowling as he knocked on the apartment door. 

The  lock  clicked,  and  Ithan  Holstrom  peered  out  from  the  doorway, 

brows high. “Bryce isn’t back yet.” 

“She already told me.” Tharion held up his phone, displaying the brief

exchange with the Fae Princess from a few minutes ago. 

 I’m at your apartment and ready to go through your underwear drawer. 

She’d written back immediately,  You’re early. I’ll be there in ten. Don’t

 leave drool stains on the lace ones. Or worse. 

 No promises, he’d answered, and she’d replied,  Just spare the pink bra, 

 please. 

To Tharion’s surprise, Ithan checked that the number under her contact

info  was  indeed  Bryce’s.  Smart  kid.  Ithan’s  jaw  worked  before  he  said,  “I

thought she was involved with Athalar.” 

“Oh, she is,” Tharion said, pocketing his phone. “But Legs and I have

an  understanding  when  it  comes  to  her  underwear.”  He  stepped  forward,  a

blatant demand to be let in. 

Ithan stiffened, teeth flashing. Pure wolf. But the male opened the door

wider,  stepping  aside.  Tharion  kept  a  healthy  distance  away  as  he  entered. 

How many sunball games had Tharion watched where this male had scored

the winning shot? How many times had he yelled at his TV, ordering Ithan to

 throw that fucking ball? It was weird to see him face-to-face. To go toe-to-toe with him. 

Tharion plopped onto the ridiculously comfortable white couch, sinking

deep  into  the  cushions.  “It  occurred  to  me  after  I  left  last  night  that  you didn’t say much about Danika.” 

Ithan leaned against the counter. “What do you mean?” 

Tharion smirked. “You might be a jock, but you’re not dumb. I mean

about what I told Bryce last night.” 

“Why would Danika tell me anything about knowing a rebel?” 

“You were pretty damn close with her.” 

“She was my Alpha.” 

“You weren’t part of the Pack of Devils.” 

“No, but I would have been.” 

Tharion toed off his shoes and propped his bare feet on the coffee table. 

Sports news blared on the TV. “Weren’t you all set to go pro?” 

Ithan’s face tightened. “That’s none of your business.” 

“Right. I’m just Captain Whatever.” Tharion gave him a salute. “But if

you  knew  about  any  involvement  Danika  had,  if  there  was  a  place  Danika

might have told Sofie was safe for hiding here in the city that sounds like it

might be  where the weary souls find relief, or even if your brother—” 

“Don’t  talk  about  my  brother.”  Ithan’s  snarl  rattled  the  glasses  in  the

kitchen cabinets. 

Tharion held up his hands. “Noted. So you don’t know anything.” 

“We didn’t talk about the rebellion, or the war, or anything of the sort.” 

A muscle ticked in Ithan’s jaw. “I don’t appreciate being dragged into this. 

Or having Bryce dragged into it, either. You’re endangering her simply by

mentioning  it.  Hunting  for  a  missing  kid  is  one  thing,  but  the  shit  with

Ophion is deadly.” 

Tharion  gave  the  male  a  winning  smile.  “I  have  my  orders,  and  I’m

bound to obey them.” 

“You’re an idiot if you don’t see the risk in spreading this intel about

your queen searching for Emile.” 

“Maybe,  but  what  she’ll  do  to  me  if  I  disobey  will  be  a  Hel  of  a  lot

worse than what Sabine and Amelie did to you.” Another grin. “And I won’t

have pretty Bryce to kiss my wounds after.” 

Ithan snarled again. Did the wolf have any idea what he revealed with

that snarl alone? He’d been such a smart sunball player, never broadcasting

his moves. Seemed like he’d lost the skill. 

But Tharion went on, “Danika did a lot of shady shit before she died. 

Bryce  knows  that.  You’re  not  protecting  her  by  refusing  to  talk.”  Tharion

eased to his feet, then stalked for the fridge, keenly aware of the wolf’s every

breath. 

He’d  opened  the  door  to  rummage  for  snacks  when  Ithan  said,  “She

was a history major.” 

Tharion arched a brow. “Yeah?” 

Ithan  shrugged.  “She  once  told  me  she  was  doing  research  on

something that would likely land her in a heap of trouble. But when I asked

her later what she’d gotten on the paper, she said she’d changed subjects. I

always thought it was weird.” 

Tharion shut the fridge door and lounged against it. “Why?” 

“Because Danika was relentless. If she was interested in something, she

didn’t stop. I didn’t really believe that she’d have changed the subject of her

paper without good reason.” 

“You think a college student found something top secret that led her to

Ophion?” 

“Danika wasn’t ever only a college student.” 

“The same way you weren’t ever just a college sunball player, huh?” 

Ithan  ignored  the  barb.  “You  asked  me  about  Danika.  Aside  from

everything that went down with the synth, that’s the only thing I can think

of. Sorry if it’s not what you hoped for.” 

Tharion just looked at the male leaning against the counter. Alone. 

Maybe he was a sappy bastard, but Tharion pointed toward the TV. “I

missed  the  sunball  game  against  Korinth  last  night  and  want  to  see  the

highlights. Mind if I watch with you while we wait for the others?” 

Ithan frowned, but Tharion put a hand on his heart. “No secret spying

stuff, I swear.” He sighed. “I could use a few minutes of peace.” 

Ithan  weighed  the  words,  Tharion’s  expression,  with  a  keen-eyed

sharpness  that  the  wolf  had  used  on  his  opponents.  Perhaps  the  sunball

player wasn’t dead after all. 

But Ithan only said, “There’s leftover pizza if you’re hungry.” 
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Ruhn met his sister outside the Fae Archives right as the lunchtime crowds

spilled into the warren of streets in Five Roses. 

Amid the throng, few of the milling Fae noticed them, too focused on

getting food or scrolling through their phones. Still, Bryce slid on a sunball

cap  and  a  pair  of  sunglasses  as  she  stepped  onto  the  blisteringly  hot  street that even the trees and greenery of FiRo couldn’t entirely cool. 

“I’m not wearing that getup,” Ruhn said. Certainly not in Fae territory. 

“People are going to figure out who you are pretty damn fast.” 

“I can’t take any more of the gawking.” 

“Comes with the territory.” 

Bryce grumbled something Ruhn chose not to hear. “So Tharion’s back

at the house?” he asked as they headed toward her apartment. 

“Yep. Already grilling Ithan.” Which was why she’d asked him to come

as backup. A fact that gave him no small amount of satisfaction. 

They  crossed  a  busy  intersection  teeming  with  Fae  and  shifters,  the

occasional  draki  making  their  way  past.  Ruhn  said,  “I  take  it  you  didn’t

invite me to walk you home for some muscle in the mean streets of Crescent

City.” He wryly nodded to the angels and witches soaring overhead, the little

otter  in  his  yellow  vest  scooting  by,  the  family  of  some  sort  of  equine

shifters trotting between the cars. 

She glared at him over her sunglasses. “I wanted to discuss something

with you—and I don’t trust the phone. Or messages.” 

Ruhn blew out a breath. “I know the shit with Cormac is absurd—” 

“It’s not about Cormac. It’s about Danika.” 

“Danika?” 

“I saw Fury this morning. She told me Danika was a bloodhound. Do

you know what that is?” 

“Yes,”  Ruhn  said,  surprise  shooting  through  him.  “You’re  simply  …

telling me this?” 

His sister waved a dismissive hand. “Danika kept a lot of things from

me. And I don’t see the point in keeping secrets anymore.” 

“It’s okay to be pissed at her, you know.” 

“Spare me the self-help lecture, okay?” 

“Fair  enough.”  He  rubbed  his  jaw.  “I  guess  this  explains  how  Danika

knew we were siblings before anyone else.” He’d never forget running into

Bryce and Danika at that frat party—his first time seeing his sister in years. 

And how Danika had stared at him. Then looked at Bryce, brows high. He’d

known in that moment that Danika had guessed what no one else had, even

as  Bryce  introduced  him  as  her  cousin.  He’d  chalked  it  up  to  her  uncanny

observation skills. 

“I thought she was just  good at scenting,” Bryce said, fanning her face

against  the  heat.  “Not  a  genius  or  whatever.  Do  you  think  this  could  have

anything to do with her connection to Sofie?” 

“It  seems  like  a  stretch.  Danika  was  a  powerful,  influential  Vanir

regardless of that gift. She could have been sought out by Sofie or Ophion

for a host of other reasons.” 

“I know.” They fell silent until Bryce halted outside the glass doors of

her  apartment  building.  “Maybe  Sofie  thought  Danika  could  help  free  her

brother from Kavalla or something. It sounded like she was working on that

for years before she was able to get to him. Maybe she imagined Danika had

the influence.” 

Ruhn nodded. He couldn’t begin to imagine what it had been like—for

Emile to endure, and for Sofie to spend every moment of every day praying

and  working  for  his  survival.  That  she  hadn’t  given  up,  that  she’d

accomplished it … Ruhn had no words. “Did Danika have that kind of sway, 

though?” he asked. 

Bryce  shook  her  head.  “I  mean,  she  might  have  been  able  to,  but  she

never tried to do anything like that, as far as I know. And I don’t see why

Sofie would contact Danika, of all people, when Danika was here and Sofie

was over in Pangera. It doesn’t add up.” Bryce flipped her ponytail over a

shoulder and grunted her frustration. “I want to know what Sofie knew about

Danika.” 

“I  get  that,”  Ruhn  said  carefully.  “And  I  get  why  you  want  to  find Emile, too. But I’ll say this one more time, Bryce: if I were you, I’d stay out

of whatever game Tharion and the River Queen are playing in looking for

the kid. Especially if Ophion is on the hunt for Emile as well.” 

Bryce  opened  the  door  to  her  building,  air-conditioning  smothering

them  like  a  frosty  blanket,  and  waved  to  Marrin.  The  ursine  shifter  waved

back from the front desk, and Ruhn offered a half smile to the male before

he stepped into the elevator after his sister. 

Ruhn  waited  until  the  doors  had  shut  before  he  said  softly,  “I  know

Athalar already said this to you last night, but the Asteri could kill you for

even  getting  involved.  Even  if  it’s  something  as  seemingly  harmless  as

finding this kid.” 

Bryce  idly  wrapped  the  length  of  her  ponytail  around  a  wrist.  “They

could  have  killed  me  this  spring,  but  they  didn’t.  I’m  guessing  they  won’t

now.” 

Ruhn toyed with his lip ring, tugging on the silver hoop as the elevator

doors opened and they stepped out onto her floor. “If they want you alive, 

I’d start wondering why that is. You have the Horn in your back. That’s no

small thing.” He couldn’t help himself from glancing at his sister’s back as

he  said  it,  eyeing  the  upper  tendrils  of  the  tattoo  visible  above  her  dress. 

“You’re a power player now, Bryce, whether you like it or not. And trust me, 

I  get  it—it   sucks  to  want  to  be  normal  but  to  have  all  this  other  shit  that keeps  you  from  being  that  way.”  His  voice  turned  hoarse  and  she  looked

over a shoulder at him, face neutral. “But you’re Starborn and you have the

Horn. And you have a lot of power thanks to the Drop. The Bryce before this

spring might have searched for Emile with few repercussions, but the Bryce

who exists now? Any move you make will be politicized, analyzed—viewed

as an act of aggression or rebellion or outright war. No matter what you say.” 

Bryce  sighed  loudly—but  her  eyes  had  softened.  Either  at  what  he’d

said,  or  what  he’d  admitted  to  her  about  his  own  life.  “I  know,”  she  said

before unlocking the front door to her apartment. 

They found Tharion on the couch with Ithan, the TV blasting the latest

sports stats. Tharion munched on a piece of pizza, long legs sprawled out in

front of him, bare feet on the coffee table. 

Ruhn might have stepped inside to grab a piece of that pizza had Bryce

not gone still. 

A  Fae  sort  of  stillness,  sizing  up  a  threat.  His  every  instinct  went  on high alert, bellowing at him to defend, to attack, to slaughter any threat to his

family. Ruhn suppressed it, held back the shadows begging to be unleashed, 

to hide Bryce from sight. 

Ithan called over to them, “Pizza’s on the counter if you want some.” 

Bryce  remained  silent  as  fear  washed  over  her  scent.  Ruhn’s  fingers

grazed the cool metal of the gun strapped to his thigh. 

“Your  cat’s  a  sweetheart,  by  the  way,”  Ithan  went  on,  not  taking  his

focus  from  the  TV  as  he  stroked  the  white  cat  curled  on  his  lap.  Bryce

slowly shut the door behind her. “He scared the shit out of me when he leapt

onto the counter a few minutes ago, the bastard.” The wolf ran his fingers

through the luxurious coat, earning a deep purr in response. 

The  cat  had  stunning  blue  eyes.  They  seemed  keenly  aware  as  they

fixed on Bryce. 

Ruhn’s  shadows  gathered  at  his  shoulders,  snakes  ready  to  strike.  He

subtly drew his gun. 

Behind her, a familiar ripple of ether-laced power kissed over her skin. 

A small reassurance as Bryce croaked, “That’s not a cat.” 

Hunt arrived at the apartment just in time to hear Bryce’s words through the

shut  front  door.  He  was  inside  in  a  moment,  his  lightning  gathered  at  his

fingers. 

“Oh,  calm  yourself,”  the  Prince  of  the  Chasm  said,  leaping  onto  the

coffee table. 

Swearing,  Ithan  lunged  from  the  couch  and  jumped  over  it  with

preternatural  grace.  Tharion  went  for  a  knife  at  his  thigh,  a  wicked  blade

with a curved tip. Designed to do its worst damage on the way out. 

But Aidas said to Hunt, little fangs glinting, “I thought we were friends, 

Orion.” 

“It’s  Hunt,”  he  gritted  out,  lightning  skittering  over  his  teeth,  zapping

his tongue. 

One  move  and  he’d  fry  the  prince.  Or  try  to.  He  didn’t  dare  take  his

focus off Aidas to check on Bryce’s positioning. Ruhn would make sure she

stayed back. 

“Regardless,” Aidas said, padding across the coffee table and jumping

onto  the  carpet.  A  glowing  light  filled  the  corner  of  Hunt’s  vision,  and  he found Ruhn standing on Bryce’s other side, Starsword in hand. 

But Bryce, damn her, walked forward. Hunt tried to block her, but she

easily sidestepped him, her chin high as she said, “Good to see you again, 

Aidas.” 

Ruhn, Tharion, and Ithan all seemed to inhale at once. 

Hunt hardly breathed as the cat trotted up to her and wended between

her legs, brushing against her shins. “Hello, Princess.” 

Hunt’s  blood  chilled.  The  demon  prince  purred  the  word  with  such

intent. Such delight. Like he had some sort of claim on her. Hunt’s lightning

flared. 

Aidas trotted for the counter and jumped onto it in one graceful spring, 

then  surveyed  all  of  them.  His  blue  gaze  returned  to  Bryce  at  last.  “Why

don’t you know how to use your powers yet?” 

Bryce rolled her shoulders, cracking her neck, and held out a hand. A

kernel of starlight flared in her palm. “I can use them.” 

A  soft,  hissing  laugh.  “Party  tricks.  I  meant  your  real  powers.  Your

heritage.” 

Hunt’s fingers tightened on his gun. Bryce challenged, “What powers?” 

Aidas’s  eyes  glowed  like  blue  stars.  “I  remember  the  last  Starborn

Queen,  Theia,  and  her  powers.”  He  seemed  to  shudder.  “Your  light  is  her

light. I’d recognize that luster anywhere. I’m assuming you have her other

gifts as well.” 

“You   knew  the  last  Starborn  Queen?”  Ruhn  asked.  Starlight  glinted

among Ruhn’s shadows, shimmering down the length of his sword. 

Aidas’s eyes now flared with a strange sort of rage as he looked upon

the  Fae  Prince.  “I  did.  And  I  knew  the  sniveling  prince  whose  light   you bear.” A ripple of stunned silence went through the room. 

Ruhn, to his credit, didn’t back down an inch. But from the corner of

Hunt’s vision, he noted Ithan and Tharion creeping into mirroring positions

behind the Prince of the Chasm. 

Bryce said, more to herself than to the demon prince, “I hadn’t realized

they’d  have  individualized  starlight.  I  always  thought  mine  was  only  …

brighter than yours.” She frowned at Ruhn. “I guess it makes sense that there

could  be  nuances  to  the  light  amongst  the  Fae  that  got  interbred.  Theia’s

elder  daughter,  Helena,  had  the  gift—and  married  Prince  Pelias.  Your


ancestor.” 

“He’s your ancestor, too,” Ruhn muttered. 

“Pelias was no true prince,” Aidas spat, fangs bared. “He was Theia’s

high general and appointed himself prince after he forcibly wed Helena.” 

“I’m sorry,” Ithan said, scrubbing at his face, “but what the fuck is this

about?” He glanced at the pizza on the table, as if wondering whether it had

been spiked with something. 

 Welcome to our lives, Hunt wanted to say. 

But Bryce’s face had gone pale. “Queen Theia allowed this?” 

“Theia was dead by that point,” Aidas said flatly. “Pelias slew her.” He

nodded  to  the  Starsword  in  Ruhn’s  hand.  “And  stole  her  blade  when  he’d

finished.” He snarled. “That sword belongs to Theia’s  female  heir.  Not  the

male offspring who corrupted her line.” 

Bryce  swallowed  audibly,  and  Ruhn  gaped  at  his  blade.  “I’ve  never

heard any of this,” the Fae Prince protested. 

Aidas laughed coldly. “Your celebrated Prince Pelias, the so-called first

Starborn  Prince,  was  an  impostor.  Theia’s  other  daughter  got  away—

vanished into the night. I never learned of her fate. Pelias used the Starsword

and  the  Horn  to  set  himself  up  as  a  prince,  and  passed  them  on  to  his

offspring, the children Helena bore him through rape.” 

That very Horn that was now tattooed into Bryce’s back. A chill went

down Hunt’s spine, and his wings twitched. 

“Pelias’s craven blood runs through both of your veins,” Aidas said to

Ruhn. 

“So  does  Helena’s,”  Ruhn  shot  back,  then  recited,  “Night-haired

 Helena, from whose golden skin poured starlight and shadows.” 

Bryce clicked her tongue, impressed. “You memorized that passage?” 

Ruhn scowled, as if annoyed she’d focus on that when a demon prince

was before them. 

But Bryce asked Aidas, “Why are you telling us this now?” 

Aidas shimmered with anger. “Because I was powerless to help then. I

arrived too late, and was vastly outnumbered. After it was over—that’s when

I asked my eldest brother for a favor. To face Pelias on the battlefield and

wipe  him  from  this  world.”  Aidas  paced  a  few  steps,  tail  swishing.  “I  tell

you  this  now,  Bryce  Quinlan,  so  the  past  does  not  repeat  itself.  Are  you

doing anything to help in this endless war?” 

“You mean the rebel cause?” Tharion asked, face taut with disbelief and

dread. 

Aidas didn’t take his eyes off Bryce as he said, “It is the same war we fought fifteen thousand years ago, only renewed. The same war you fought, 

Hunt Athalar, in a different form. But the time is ripe again to make a push.” 

Ithan said slowly, “Hel is our enemy.” 

“Is it?” Aidas laughed, ears twitching. “Who wrote the history?” 

“The Asteri,” Tharion said darkly. 

Aidas turned approving eyes on him. “You’ve heard the truth in some

form, I take it.” 

“I  know  that  the  official  history  of  this  world  is  not  necessarily  to  be

believed.” 

Aidas  leapt  off  the  counter,  trotting  to  the  coffee  table  again.  “The

Asteri  fed  their  lies  to  your  ancestors.  Made  the  scholars  and  philosophers

write down their version of events under penalty of death. Erased Theia from

the record. That library your former employer possesses,” he said, turning to

Bryce, “is what remains of the truth. Of the world before the Asteri, and the

few  brave  souls  who  tried  to  voice  that  truth  afterward.  You  knew  that, 

Bryce  Quinlan,  and  protected  the  books  for  years—yet  you  have  done

nothing with that knowledge.” 

“What the fuck?” Ithan asked Bryce. 

Aidas only asked, “What was this world  before the Asteri?” 

Tharion said, “Ancient humans and their gods dwelled here. I’ve heard

the ruins of their civilization are deep beneath the sea.” 

Aidas inclined his head. “And where did the Asteri come from? Where

did the Fae, or the shifters, or the angels come from?” 

Bryce cut in, “Enough with the questions. Why not just tell us? What

does this have to do with my … gifts?” She seemed to choke on the word. 

“The war approaches its crescendo. And your power isn’t ready.” 

Bryce flicked the length of her ponytail over a shoulder. “How fucking

cliché. Whatever my other powers are, I want nothing to do with them. Not

if  they  somehow  link  me  to  you—the  Asteri  will  consider  that  a  serious

threat. Rightly so.” 

“People died so you could have this power. People have been dying in

this battle for fifteen thousand years so we could reach this point. Don’t play

the reluctant hero now.  That is the cliché.” 

Bryce seemed at a loss for words, so Hunt stepped in. “What about your

eldest  brother,  with  his  armies?  They  seem  perfectly  content  to  slaughter

innocent Midgardians.” 

“Those armies have always been to help you. Not to conquer.” 

“The attack on this city last spring suggests otherwise,” Hunt argued. 

“A  mistake,”  Aidas  said.  “The  beasts  that  swept  in  were  …  pets. 

Animals. Micah opened the doors to their pens. They ran amok as they saw

fit. Fortunately, you took control of the situation before our intervention was

required,” he said, smiling at Bryce. 

“A lot of people died,” Ithan growled. “Children died.” 

“And  more  will  soon  die  in  this  war,”  Aidas  countered  coolly.  “Hel’s

armies shall strike at your command, Bryce Quinlan.” 

The words dropped like a bomb. 

“Bullshit,” Ruhn said, face crinkling as he snarled. “You’re waiting for

the right moment when we’re all at war with each other, so you’ll be able to

find a way into this world at last.” 

“Not at all,” Aidas said. “I already know the way into this world.” He

pointed  with  a  paw  to  Bryce  and  inclined  his  head.  “Through  my  lovely

Bryce and the Horn on her back.” Hunt suppressed a growl at the word  my as

all of them looked to her. Her eyes remained fixed on Aidas, her lips a thin

line. The Prince of the Chasm said, “It’s your choice in the end. It has always

been your choice.” 

Bryce  shook  her  head.  “Allow  me  to  get  this  straight:  You’re  here  to

convince  me  to  rebel  against  the  Asteri  in  front  of  all  these  people?  And

what—sign up with Ophion? No, thank you.” 

Aidas  only  chuckled.  “You  should  have  looked  more  carefully  at  the

cats picking through the trash in the alley of Ink Street this morning. Should

have  picked  a  more  discreet  location  to  discuss  the  rebellion  with  Fury

Axtar.” Bryce hissed, but said nothing as Aidas went on, “But yes—by all

means, turn rebel. Help Ophion, if you need some authority to answer to. I

can  tell  you  before  you  undoubtedly  ask,  I  have  no  information  about  the

connection between Danika Fendyr and Sofie Renast.” 

Bryce growled, “I don’t even  know any Ophion rebels.” 

Aidas  stretched  out  his  front  paws,  back  arching.  “That’s  not  true.” 

Hunt stilled as the demon yawned. “There’s one right behind you.” 

Bryce whirled, Hunt with her, lightning poised to strike. 

Cormac  Donnall  stood  in  the  doorway,  shadows  fading  from  his

shoulders. 

“Hello, Agent Silverbow,” Aidas crooned, then vanished. 
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“I’m  sorry,”  Ruhn  blurted,  gaping  at  the  Avallen  Prince  in  the  doorway, 

“you’re  what?”  Bryce’s  gaze  darted  between  her  brother  and  their  cousin. 

Ithan  was  sniffing  delicately  toward  Cormac,  clearly  putting  together  who

stood before them. 

“Agent Silverbow?” Tharion demanded. 

Ruhn  went  on,  “Does  your  father  know  about  this?  Does   my father?” 

Bryce swapped a glance with her brother. They could use this. Maybe she’d

get out of the engagement—

Cormac’s face darkened with menace. “No. Nor will they ever.” Threat

rumbled in every word. 

Bryce  might  have  joined  in  on  the  interrogation,  had  the  star  on  her

chest not flared through the fabric of her dress. She clapped a hand over it. 

Trust Aidas to reveal Cormac’s secret and then bail. Bryce had a strong

feeling that the Prince of the Chasm had also let Cormac through the wards

using his unholy power. 

Fucking demon. 

Cormac bristled as he glared around the room. “What the fuck do you

know about Sofie Renast?” 

Bryce  pushed  her  hand  harder  against  her  chest,  grinding  against  her

sternum as she countered, “What the fuck do  you know about Sofie Renast, 

 Agent Silverbow?” 

Cormac whirled on her, stalking closer. “Answer me.” 

Hunt casually stepped into his path. Lightning danced over his wings. 

Alphahole to the core, yet it warmed something in her. 

Tharion  slumped  onto  the  couch,  an  arm  slung  lazily  along  the  back cushions, and peered at his nails. He drawled to Cormac, “And you are?” 

Shadows  ran  down  Cormac’s  arms,  trailing  like  smoke  from  his

shoulders.  Like  Ruhn’s  shadows—only  darker,  more  feral  somehow.  Some

small  part  of  her  was  impressed.  The  Avallen  Prince  growled,  “Cormac

Donnall. I’ll ask one more time, mer. What do you know about Sofie?” 

Tharion crossed an ankle over a knee. “How do you know I’m mer?” 

Solas, was Tharion riling him for the Hel of it? 

“Because you reek of fish,” Cormac spat, and Tharion, gods bless him, 

lifted  an  arm  to  sniff  his  armpit.  Ithan  chuckled.  Most  Vanir  could  detect

when a mer was in their humanoid form by that scent of water and salt—not

an unpleasant one, but definitely distinct. 

Hunt  and  Ruhn  weren’t  smiling.  She  had  to  admit  her  brother  cut  a

rather imposing figure. Not that she’d ever tell him that. 

Tharion smirked at Cormac. “I’m guessing Sofie is your … girlfriend?” 

Bryce blinked. Cormac let out a snarl that echoed into her bones. 

“Impressive,” Hunt murmured to Bryce, but she didn’t feel like smiling. 

Cormac had turned on her once again. “You know Sofie.” 

“I don’t—didn’t,” Bryce said, stepping to Hunt’s side. “I never heard of

her until yesterday, when  he came to ask some questions.” She shot a look at

Tharion, who held up his long-fingered hands. “But I now have a Hel of a lot

of my own questions to ask, so can we all just … sit down and talk? Instead

of this weird standoff?” She shut the apartment door, and then claimed a seat

at one of the stools by the kitchen counter, kicking off her heels beneath it. 

Ruhn  slid  onto  the  one  at  her  left;  Hunt  perched  on  the  one  to  the  right. 

Leaving  Cormac  standing  in  the  middle  of  the  great  room,  eyeing  all  of

them. 

“Why  do  your  shadows  appear  different  from  Ruhn’s?”  Bryce  asked

Cormac. 

“That’s the first thing you want to know?” Hunt muttered. She ignored

him. 

“How do you know Sofie?” was Cormac’s only reply. 

Bryce rolled her eyes. “I already told you—I don’t know her. Tharion, 

can you put him out of his misery?” 

Tharion  crossed  his  arms  and  settled  into  the  couch  cushions.  “I  was

asked  to  confirm  her  death.”  Bryce  noted  that  Tharion’s  answer  could  be

interpreted as ensuring a dangerous rebel was dead. Smart male. 

“And did you?” Cormac’s voice had gone low. His body shook, as if he

was restraining himself from leaping upon Tharion. Embers sparked in his

hair. 

But  Hunt  leaned  back  against  the  counter,  elbows  on  the  stone. 

Lightning  snaked  along  his  wings;  his  face  was  deathly  calm.  The

embodiment  of  the  Umbra  Mortis.  A  thrill  shot  through  Bryce’s  veins  as

Hunt spoke. “You have to realize that you’re not getting any other answers

or leaving here alive without convincing us of some key things.” 

Gods-damn. He meant it. Bryce’s heart thundered. 

“So take a breath,” Hunt said to the prince. “Calm yourself.” The angel

smiled, showing all his teeth. “And listen to the lady’s advice and sit the fuck

down.” 

Bryce pressed her lips together to keep from smiling. But Cormac—he

did indeed take a breath. Another. Bryce glanced at Ithan, but his attention

remained  on  Cormac  as  the  prince  breathed,  studying  his  every  movement

like he was an opponent on the sunball field. 

Ruhn,  however,  met  her  stare,  surprise  lighting  his  features.  He  said

into her head,  I did not see this coming. 

Bryce  might  have  replied,  but  the  shadows  on  Cormac’s  arms  faded. 

His broad shoulders relaxed. Then he stalked to the dining table and sat. His

eyes were clear—calmer. 

The star on her chest winked out as well. As if reassured that all was

well. 

“Good,” Hunt said in that take-no-shit tone that did funny things to her

insides.  “First  things  first:  How’d  you  get  in?  This  place  is  warded  to  Hel and back.” 

“That  cat—or  not-cat.  That  somehow  knew  who—what  I  am.”  A

glimmer  of  displeasure  in  his  face  hinted  that  the  prince  was  only  leaving

that question aside for the moment. “It left a gaping hole in the wards.” 

Hunt  nodded,  like  this  wasn’t  a  big  fucking  deal.  “And  why  did  you

come  here,  at  this  exact  moment?”  He’d  gone  into  full-on  interrogation

mode. How many times had he done this in the 33rd? 

Cormac  pointed  to  Tharion.  “Because  I  believe  we’re  hunting  for  the

same person: Emile Renast. I want to know what you know.” 

Bryce  couldn’t  stop  her  low  sound  of  surprise.  But  Tharion’s  face

remained stony. The expression of the River Queen’s Captain of Intelligence. 

He asked, “Did Pippa Spetsos send you?” 

Cormac  barked  a  laugh.  “No.  Pippa  is  the  reason  Emile  fled  the Bodegraven.” 

“So who sent you to find Emile?” Hunt asked. 

“No one,” Cormac said, taking another long breath. “I was sent to this

city for another reason, for many reasons, but this matter of finding Emile

…” His jaw worked. “Sofie and I were close. I helped her free Emile from

Kavalla.  And  before  she  …”  He  swallowed.  “I  made  her  a  promise—not

only as one agent to another, but as a … friend. To look after Emile. I failed

her. In every way, I failed her.” 

 Either he’s an amazing actor, Ruhn said into her head,  or he was in love

 with Sofie. 

 Agreed, Bryce said. 

“Why did Emile run from Pippa?” Tharion asked. 

Cormac  ran  his  hands  through  his  blond  hair.  “He  was  afraid  of  her. 

He’s wise to be. Pippa is a fanatic on a fast track to promotion into Ophion

Command. With so many of our bases recently destroyed, Ophion is nervous

enough  to  start  considering  her  ideas—and  I  worry  they’ll  soon  start

following  her  as  well.  There  are  no  lines  she  and  her  unit  of  Lightfall

soldiers won’t cross. Did your news over here get wind of that story about

the leopard massacre a year ago?” 

Bryce couldn’t stop her shudder. Ithan said quietly, “Yeah.” 

Cormac said, “That was Pippa’s idea, carried out by Lightfall. To use

those Vanir kids and babies to lure their parents out of their hidden dens—

and then kill them all. Simply for sport. For the Hel of it. Because they were

Vanir  and   deserved  to  die.  Even  the  children.  She  said  it  was  part  of cleansing this world. Working their way up to the top: the Asteri. Hence the

Lightfall name.” 

Hunt looked to Tharion—who nodded gravely. Apparently, the Captain

of Intelligence had heard that, too. 

Cormac  went  on,  “Pippa  sees  Emile  as  a  weapon.  The  night  of  the

escape, he took down those imperial Omegas, and she was practically beside

herself with excitement. She spooked him with her eagerness to get him onto

a battlefield, and he fled on an escape boat before I could convince him that I

was  there  to  help.  The  boy  sailed  to  the  nearest  port,  then  stole  another

boat.” 

“Resourceful kid,” Ithan muttered. 

“I  tracked  him  as  far  as  these  shores.”  Cormac  jerked  his  chin  at Tharion.  “I  saw  you  in  the  marshes  at  the  abandoned  boat.  I  figured  you

were on his trail as well. And I watched you find the remains of the Lightfall

soldier’s  body—so  you  must  have  at  least  guessed  that  Pippa  wants  Emile

for her Lightfall unit. If she catches him, she’ll drag him back to Ophion’s

main base and turn him into a weapon. Into exactly what the Asteri feared

when they hunted down the thunderbirds centuries ago.” 

His  gaze  shifted  to  Hunt.  “You  asked  why  I  came  here,  at  this  exact

moment? Because when the mer kept returning here, I figured you lot might

be involved somehow—some of the very people I was sent here to meet. I

hoped  Emile  might  even  be  here.”  Again,  his  jaw  tightened.  “If  you  know

where Emile is, tell me. He’s not safe.” 

“I  don’t  understand,”  Ruhn  said.  “You  and  Pippa  are  both  in  Ophion, 

yet you’re trying to find Emile to … keep him out of Ophion’s hands?” 

“Yes.” 

“Won’t Ophion be pissed?” 

“Command will never know of my involvement,” Cormac said. “I have

other tasks here to complete.” 

Bryce  didn’t  like  the  sound  of  that  for  one  moment.  She  slid  off  the

stool, taking a step toward the dining table. Her mouth began moving before

she could think through her words. “You expect us to trust you about all of

this when you were so fucking obsessed with a stupid piece of metal that you

wanted  to  kill  my  brother?”  She  flung  a  hand  in  the  general  direction  of

Ruhn and the Starsword in his grip. 

Ruhn  grunted  with  surprise  as  Cormac  retorted,  “That  was  fifty  years

ago. People change. Priorities change.” 

But Bryce took one step closer to the dining table, not caring if Cormac

deemed it a challenge. “Fae don’t change. Not you old-school losers.” 

Cormac  glanced  between  her  and  Ruhn  with  palpable  disdain.  “You

Valbaran Fae are such babies. Did you not learn something of yourself, your

destiny,  Prince Ruhn, because of me nipping at your heels?” 

“You put a sword through Dec’s gut,” Ruhn said mildly. “I’d hardly call

that  nipping.” 

Tharion cut in, “Assuming we buy your story, why would a Fae Prince

join Ophion?” 

Cormac  said,  “I  joined  because  I  felt  it  was  right.  The  details  are

unnecessary.” 

“Not if you might be working for the Asteri,” Bryce said. 

“You think I’d turn you over to the Asteri?” Cormac laughed, dead and

cold.  “I  wouldn’t  wish  that  fate  on  anyone.  The  dungeons  beneath  their

crystal palace are darker and deadlier than the Pit.” 

Hunt said icily, “I know. I was there.” 

Bryce  hated  the  shadows  in  his  eyes.  Ones  she’d  do  anything  to  help

heal. Do anything to avoid renewing. Team Survive at All Costs—that was

her team. She didn’t care if that made her a coward. 

Cormac went on, ignoring Hunt, “Sofie was an Ophion agent because

the  Asteri  butchered  her  family.  Her  human  family,  and  her  thunderbird

ancestors. All she wanted was to find her brother. Everything she did was for

him.” 

Tharion opened his mouth, but Bryce lifted a hand, cutting him off as

she said to Cormac, “Tharion came by yesterday to ask about a connection

between someone I … knew and Sofie. He was being super shady”—a glare

from Tharion at this—“so I managed to get some answers out of him, mainly

that he’s looking for Emile for the River Queen.” 

Cormac  narrowed  his  stare  on  Tharion.  “What  does  your  queen  want

with the boy?” 

Tharion shrugged. 

Ruhn murmured, “Nothing good, I bet.” 

Tharion  rumbled  a  warning  growl  at  Ruhn,  but  Bryce  continued,  “I

don’t care about the politics. Emile’s a kid, and lost—I want to find him.” 

And get answers about Danika knowing Sofie, but … that could wait for a

moment. She wanted to feel Cormac out first. 

Indeed, the Avallen Prince’s eyes softened a bit—with gratitude. 

 Could be faking that, Ruhn observed to her. 

 Could be, but my gut says he isn’t, Bryce replied before she angled her

head and asked Cormac, “The Hind’s a pretty big deal. She went to all that

trouble to kill Sofie just for freeing her brother? Or was it because Sofie’s a

thunderbird?” 

Cormac’s hands curled into fists at his side. “The Hind went to all that

trouble because Sofie, as collateral to make sure the Ophion boat showed up

for Emile, had gathered vital intel on the Asteri, and made sure Command

knew it.” 

“What?” Hunt blurted, wings twitching. 

“What kind of intel?” Tharion asked, face darkening. 

Cormac shook his head. “Sofie was the only person who knew it. She

just mentioned to me that it was something big—war-changing. That Ophion

would kill to have it. And our enemies would kill to contain it.” 

Across the room, Ithan was wide-eyed. Had any of his training prepared

him for this? Had any of hers? 

Tharion said, “The Asteri probably sent the Hind to kill her before she

could tell anyone else.” 

Cormac grimaced. “Yes. But I suspect the Hind knew Sofie could hold

out against torture, and decided it was best the information die with her.” He

shuddered and said, “They ripped out her nails when she went into Kavalla, 

you know. She told me that they tore out the nails on one hand, and when

they asked her for any information, she held out her other hand to them.” He

laughed to himself. “One of the guards fainted.” 

“Brave female,” Ithan said softly, earning a thankful nod from Cormac

that had Bryce wishing she’d said as much herself. Bryce studied her own

manicured  nails.  Wondered  if  she’d  be  able  to  hold  out  if  it  ever  came  to

that. 

Cormac  again  turned  to  Tharion,  his  face  bleak.  “Tell  me  the  Hind  at

least put a bullet in her head before she sent Sofie down to the deep.” 

“I don’t know,” Tharion said. “Her body wasn’t there.” 

“What?” Shadows rippled from Cormac again. 

Tharion went on, “The lead blocks, the chains were there. But Sofie’s

body was gone. And the shackles had all been unlocked.” 

Cormac shot to his feet. “Sofie is alive?” 

Such raw hope filled his voice. Was it from genuine love? Or hope that

the intel she carried lived on? 

“I don’t know,” Tharion answered. Then he admitted, “But that’s why I

came  to  Bryce.  She  had  a  friend  who  knew  Sofie  years  ago.  I’m

investigating  any  connections  between  them—I’m  wondering  if  it  might

give us hints about Emile’s whereabouts.” Tharion shrugged. “I have good

reason to believe that a safe meeting place was set up long ago for a scenario

like  this,  and  that  Emile  might  be  headed  there—and  Sofie,  too,  if  she’s

alive.” 

Would  Sofie  have  passed  that  vital  intel  to  her  brother?  Bryce  found

Hunt giving her a  Don’t even think about it look. 

Cormac said, pacing, “Sofie made the Drop—at an illegal center where

it  wouldn’t  be  recorded.  I  thought  that  there  was  a  chance  she  might  have

survived, but when she didn’t contact me …” His eyes narrowed at the mer. 

“What else do you know?” 

“I’ve told you everything,” Tharion lied, crossing his legs. 

Cormac gave a slashing, mocking grin. “And what of Danika Fendyr?” 

Bryce stilled. “What about her?” Hunt gave her another look warning

her to keep quiet. 

Cormac said, “She and Sofie knew each other. She was the one who set

up this safe place, wasn’t she?” 

“You don’t know any of that for sure,” Hunt said. 

“I do,” Cormac said, his gaze still on Bryce, on the star in her chest that

had begun to glow dimly again. “It’s why I agreed to marry Bryce.” 

Ruhn needed a moment to process everything. He watched his cousin warily. 

But Bryce chuckled. “I thought you agreed to marry me because of my

winning personality.” 

Cormac didn’t smile. “I agreed to marry you because I needed access to

you. And to you, cousin,” he said to Ruhn. 

Athalar demanded, “You couldn’t just pay a friendly visit?” 

“The Avallen Fae and the Valbaran Fae are not  friendly. We are allies, 

but also rivals. I needed a reason to come here. I needed to come here to find

Emile—it was a blessing from Urd that Ophion wanted me here for another

mission, too.” 

Bryce glowered. “Forcing me into marriage seems extreme.” 

“It’s the only currency I have. My breeding potential.” 

Ruhn  snorted.  He  and  his  cousin  had  more  in  common  than  he’d

realized. “Why do you need access to me?” 

“Because  you  can  mind-speak,  can  you  not?  It’s  how  you  and  your

friends survived in the Cave of Princes during your Ordeal. You fought as if

you  were  of  one  mind.  You  never  told  my  father,  but  he  suspected.  I

suspected. It’s a rare Starborn gift. A skill Ophion needs badly.” 

Ruhn  said,  “What  about  your  cousins—the  twins?  They  can  mind-

speak.” 

“They’re not trustworthy. You know that.” 

Athalar cut in, “Don’t let him rope you into whatever this is, Danaan. 

Searching  for  Emile  independently  is  one  thing.  If  you  let  him  deliver  his

pitch,  you’re  one  step  away  from  working  with  Ophion.  The  Asteri  won’t

care whether you agree or reject his ass.” He leveled a look at Cormac. “And

let me remind you that Ophion is going up against legions that outrank them in  power  and  size.  If  one  of  the  Asteri  walks  onto  a  battlefield,  you’re  all done.” 

The power of one Asteri, the holy star glowing within them, could level

an entire army. 

Hunt  went  on,  “And  if  the  Asteri  catch  wind  that   Agent Silverbow  is

trying to recruit Ruhn, we’ll all be taken in for questioning. If we’re lucky. If

not, we’ll be executed.” 

“You  didn’t  seem  to  have  such  concerns  when  you  rebelled,  Fallen

Angel,” Cormac said. 

“I  learned  the  hard  way,”  Hunt  said  through  his  teeth.  Bryce  stepped

closer  to  him,  fingers  brushing  his.  “I’d  prefer  to  protect  my  friends  from

learning that lesson.” 

It shouldn’t have meant something to Ruhn, for Athalar to consider him

a friend. But it did. 

Hunt  continued,  “You’re  not  only  insane  to  tell  us  this—you’re

reckless. We could sell you out in a heartbeat.” 

Tharion added, “Or you’re an Asteri mole seeking to entrap us.” 

Cormac drawled, “Trust me, I don’t bandy about this information to just

anyone.” He sized up Athalar. “You might have made foolish mistakes in the

past, Umbra Mortis, but I shall not.” 

“Fuck you.” That one came from Bryce, her voice low and deadly. 

Ruhn  said  to  Cormac,  hoping  to  take  the  temperature  down  a  few

degrees, “I’m not going to get involved with you or Ophion. I won’t risk it. 

So don’t even ask me to do whatever it is you want me to use my … mind-

stuff  for.”  He  hated  that  his  cousin  knew.  That  Tharion  was  now  watching

him with a mixture of surprise, awe, and wariness. 

Cormac laughed bitterly. “You can’t risk your friends and family? What

about the countless friends and family in Pangera who are tortured, enslaved, 

and murdered? I saw you entering this apartment earlier, and assumed you

were assisting Captain Ketos in looking for Emile. I thought convincing you

to  help  me  might  be  that  much  easier.  But  it  seems  all  of  you  wish  to  put your own lives before those of others.” 

“Fuck  off,”  Hunt  growled.  “Did  you  see  what  happened  here  this

spring?” 

“Yes.  It  convinced  me  of  your  …  compassion.”  He  said  to  Bryce,  “I

saw  that  you  raced  to  Asphodel  Meadows.  To  the  humans.”  He  glanced  at

Ithan.  “You  too.  I  thought  it  meant  you’d  be  sympathetic  to  their  greater plight.”  He  again  addressed  Bryce.  “That’s  why  I  wanted  to  get  near  you. 

You and Danika saved this city. I realized you two were close. I wanted to

see if you might have any insights—I’ve long suspected that Danika might

have  arranged  a  rendezvous  spot  for  Sofie.”  He  faced  Tharion.  “Where  do

you believe the meet-up point would be?” 

“Nowhere  good,”  Tharion  muttered.  Then  he  added,  “You’ll  get  the

details when we’re good and ready to tell you, princey.” 

Cormac  bristled,  flames  sparking  in  his  hair  again,  but  Bryce  cut  in, 

“How did Danika and Sofie meet?” Apparently, Ruhn realized, this trumped

everything else for his sister. 

Cormac  shook  his  head.  “I’m  not  sure.  But  from  what  Sofie  told  me, 

Danika suspected something about the Asteri, and needed someone to go in

to confirm those suspicions. Sofie was that person.” 

Bryce’s eyes were bright—churning. It didn’t bode well. 

Bryce’s brows knit, though. “Danika died two years ago. Sofie had this

intel for that long?” 

“No. From what I’ve gathered, three years ago, Danika needed Sofie to

go in to get it, but it took Sofie that long to gain access. Danika died before

Sofie  could  ever  pass  the  information  to  her.  When  she  finally  got  it,  she

decided  to  use  it  to  manipulate  Ophion  into  upholding  their  bargain  to  go

help rescue Emile.” 

“So  Danika  worked  for   Ophion?”  Ithan  asked.  The  wolf’s  face  was  a

portrait of shock. 

“No,”  Cormac  said.  “She  was  connected  to  them,  but  didn’t  report  to

them. As far as I understood from Sofie, Danika had her own agenda.” 

Bryce  watched  Cormac,  her  head  angled  to  the  side.  Ruhn  knew  that

look. 

Bryce  was  planning  something.  Had  definitely  already  planned

something. 

Bryce stepped closer to Cormac. The padding of her bare feet was the

only sound. Ruhn braced himself for whatever was about to come out of her

mouth. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think Aidas is in the habit of allowing

Asteri loyalists into my apartment.” 

“Aidas.”  Cormac  started,  face  paling.  “That  cat  was  the  Prince  of  the

Chasm?” 

“Yep,”  Bryce  said.  “And  I  think  Aidas  brought  you  here  as  a  gift  to me.”  Athalar  blinked  at  her,  but  Bryce  went  on,  “Talk  all  you  like  about

tracking Tharion here, and wanting to recruit Ruhn, but don’t for one minute

think that Aidas wasn’t involved in your being here at the exact moment he

told  me  to  learn  about  my  powers.”  She  crossed  her  arms.  “What  do  you

know about the Starborn gifts?” 

Cormac  said  nothing.  And  Ruhn  found  himself  saying,  half  in  dread

that  Bryce  was  right,  “I  told  you  the  other  night  that  our  cousin  here  was obsessed  enough  with  the  idea  of  getting  the  Starsword  that  he  learned

everything  he  could  about  Starborn  powers.  He’s  a  veritable  library  of

information.” 

Cormac cut him a glare. But he admitted, “I did spend … much of my

youth reading about the various gifts.” 

Her lips curled upward. “Rebel prince and bookworm.” Athalar looked

at her like she’d lost her mind. “I’ll make a deal with you.” 

Hunt  growled  his  objection,  but  Ruhn’s  mind  churned.  This  was  the

Bryce he knew—always angling for the advantage. 

“No  interest  in  helping  out  of  the  goodness  of  your  heart,  Princess?” 

Cormac taunted. 

“I  want  out  of  this  marriage,”  Bryce  said  smoothly,  running  a  finger

over the counter’s edge. Ruhn pretended not to see Athalar’s shudder. “But I

know  that  if  I  end  our  engagement  too  soon,  my  …  sire  will  send  along

someone who isn’t as motivated to work with me.” Truth. “So we’ll team up

with Tharion here to find Emile. And I’ll even help you find out whatever

intel it was that Danika wanted Sofie to learn. But I want this engagement

ended when I say it’s time. And I want you to teach me about my magic. If

not, good luck to you. I’ll be sure to point Pippa and her Lightfall unit right

in your direction.” 

Hunt  smirked.  Ruhn  avoided  doing  the  same.  Tharion  just  tucked  his

arms  behind  his  head.  Only  Ithan  seemed  surprised.  Like  he’d  never  seen

this side of Bryce. 

“Fine,” Cormac said. “But the engagement will only be broken once my

work here for Ophion is done. I need the reason to be in Valbara.” 

Ruhn expected Bryce to object, but she seemed to think it over. “We do

need  the  cover  to  be  seen  together,”  she  mused.  “Otherwise,  anyone  who

knows what a piece of shit you are would wonder why the Hel I would stoop

to hang with you. It’d be suspicious.” 

Hunt coughed into his shoulder. 

Ruhn blurted, “Am I the only one here who thinks this is insane?” 

Ithan said, “I think we’re all dead meat for even talking about this.” 

But Hunt rubbed his jaw, solemn and weary. “We need to talk this over

before deciding.” Bryce’s hand brushed over his once more. 

Ruhn grunted his agreement and said to his cousin, “You’ve dropped a

shit-ton of information on us. We need to process.” He gestured toward the

door in dismissal. “We’ll contact you.” 

Cormac  didn’t  move  an  inch.  “I  require  your  blood  oath  not  to  say  a

word of this.” 

Ruhn barked a laugh. “I’m not making a blood oath. You can trust us. 

Can we trust you?” 

“If I can trust cowards who like painting their nails while the rest of the

world suffers, then you can trust me.” 

Bryce said wryly, “Going in hard with the charm, Cormac.” 

“Swear a blood oath. And I’ll leave.” 

“No,”  Bryce  said  with  surprising  calm.  “I  have  a  manicure  in  ten

minutes.” 

Cormac  glowered.  “I’ll  require  your  answer  tomorrow.  In  the

meantime, I am entrusting my life to you.” His eyes slid to Ruhn’s. “Should

you wish to hear my  pitch, I’ll be at the bar on Archer and Ward today. Your

services would be … greatly valued.” 

Ruhn said nothing. The fucker could rot. 

Cormac’s  eyes  narrowed  with  cold  amusement.  “Your  father  remains

unaware of your mind-speaking gifts, doesn’t he?” 

“Are you threatening me?” Ruhn snarled. 

Cormac shrugged, walking toward the door. “Come meet me at the bar

and find out.” 

“Asshole,” Ithan murmured. 

Cormac paused with his hand on the knob. He sucked in a breath, the

powerful  muscles  of  his  back  rippling.  When  he  looked  over  his  shoulder, 

the amusement and threats were gone. “Beyond Sofie, beyond Emile … This

world could be so much more. This world could be  free. I don’t understand

why you wouldn’t want that.” 

“Hard to enjoy being free,” Hunt countered darkly, “if you’re dead.” 

Cormac  opened  the  door,  stepping  into  the  swirling  shadows.  “I  can

think of no better reason to yield my life.” 
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“Does  anyone  else  feel  like  they’re  about  to  wake  up  from  a  bad  dream?” 

Ithan’s question echoed into the fraught silence of the apartment. 

Bryce checked the clock on her phone. Had it really been less than an

hour since she’d walked down the teeming lunchtime streets with Ruhn? She

rubbed idly at her star, still glowing faintly, and said to no one in particular, 

“I need to get back to the archives.” 

Ruhn exclaimed, “After all that, you’re going back to  work?” 

But  she  strode  across  the  room,  throwing  Hunt  a  glance  that  had  him

following. He always got her like that—they didn’t need Ruhn’s fancy mind-

speaking to communicate. 

She  halted  by  the  front  door.  None  of  Cormac’s  power  lingered—not

even a wisp of shadow. Not one ember. For a heartbeat, she wished she had

the serenity of Lehabah to return to, the serenity of the gallery and its quiet

library. 

But those things were irrevocably gone. 

Bryce said as calmly as she could to the males watching her, schooling

her face into neutrality, “We just had a bomb dropped into our lives. A bomb

that  is  now  ticking  away.  I  need  to  think.  And  I  have  a  job  that  I’m

contractually obligated to show up to.” 

Where she could close her office door and figure out if she wanted to

run like Hel from that bomb or face its wrath. 

Hunt put a hand on her shoulder, but said nothing. He’d leapt in front of

a bomb for her months ago. Had shielded her body with his own against the

brimstone  missile.  There  was  nothing  he  could  do  to  shield  her  from  this, 

though. 

Bryce  couldn’t  bear  to  see  the  worry  and  dread  she  knew  would  be etched on his face. He knew what they were walking into. The enemy and

odds they faced. 

She pivoted to Tharion instead. “What do you want to do, Tharion? Not

because  the  River  Queen  is  pulling  your  puppet  strings—what  do   you

want?” 

“This  apartment,  for  starters,”  Tharion  said,  leaning  his  head  back

against the cushions, muscled chest expanding as he heaved a breath. “I want

to  find  answers.  Regardless  of  my  orders,  I  want  the  truth  of  what  I  am

facing—the  enemy  at  my  front  as  well  as  my  back.  But  I’m  inclined  to

believe Cormac—he didn’t display any signs of lying.” 

“Trust me,” Ruhn growled, “he’s more skilled than you know.” 

“I don’t think he was lying, either,” Hunt admitted. 

Bryce rubbed at her neck—then straightened. “Any chance that Dusk’s

Truth is somehow related to the Lightfall squadron?” 

Tharion arched a brow. “Why?” 

Hunt  picked  up  her  thread  immediately.  “Lightfall.  Also  known  as

dusk.” 

“And  Project  Thurr  …  thunder  god  …  Could  it  be  related  to  the

thunderbirds?” Bryce went on. 

“You  think  it  involved  some  kind  of  intel  about  Pippa’s  Lightfall

squadron?” Ruhn asked. 

“It seemed to be some sort of groundbreaking info,” Tharion said. “And

Thurr … It could have had something to do with the thunderbird stuff. Sofie

sounded afraid of the Asteri’s wrath in her reply to Danika … Maybe it was

because she was afraid of them knowing she had the gift.” 

“These are all hypotheticals,” Hunt said. “And big stretches. But they

might  lead  somewhere.  Sofie  and  Danika  were  certainly  well  aware  of  the

threats posed by both Lightfall and the Asteri.” 

Ithan said, “Can we go back to how the Prince of the Chasm was  sitting

 on my lap?” 

“You’ve got a lot to catch up on,” Hunt said, chuckling darkly. “Be glad

you weren’t here for the first summoning.” 

Bryce elbowed him. “I really do have to return to work.” 

Ruhn asked, “You don’t think we should go to the Bone Quarter to look

for Emile and Sofie?” 

Bryce winced. “I’m not going to the Bone Quarter to look for  anyone unless we’re absolutely certain that they’re there.” 

“Agreed,”  Tharion  said.  “It’s  too  dangerous  to  go  on  a  whim.  We’ll

keep investigating. Maybe Danika meant something else by  weary souls.” 

Bryce  nodded.  “None  of  us  talks  to  anyone  else.  I  think  we  all  know

we’re going to be roasted on a spit if this leaks.” 

“One word from Cormac and we’re dead,” Ruhn said gravely. 

“One  word  from  us,”  Hunt  countered,  “and   he’s  dead.”  He  jerked  his

chin at Bryce. She finally met his stare, finding only razor-sharp calculation

there. “Grab a gun.” 

Bryce  scowled.  “Absolutely  not.”  She  gestured  to  her  tight  dress. 

“Where would I hide it?” 

“Then take the sword.” He pointed to her bedroom hallway. “Use it as

some sort of accessory. If anyone can pull it off, you can.” 

Bryce couldn’t help her glance at Ithan. It gave away everything. 

“You never gave Danika’s sword back after the attack this spring?” the

wolf asked a shade quietly. 

“Sabine  can  fight  me  for  it,”  Bryce  said,  and  ignored  Hunt’s  order  to

take  the  blade  from  its  resting  place  in  her  closet.  Bryce  twisted  the  knob. 

“Let’s take the day. Agree not to fuck each other over on this, pray Cormac

isn’t a lying sack of shit, and then reconvene tomorrow night.” 

“Done,” Tharion said. 

Bryce  stepped  into  the  hall,  Hunt  on  her  heels,  and  heard  Ithan  sigh

behind her. “This was not how I expected my day to go,” the wolf muttered

to Tharion before ratcheting up the volume on the TV. 

 Same, Bryce thought, and shut the door. 

Hunt’s head spun as he and Bryce rode the elevator down to the apartment

lobby. He’d been free for a few glorious months, only to wind up right back

on the cusp of another rebellion. 

The  same  war,  Aidas  had  claimed.  Just  by  a  different  name,  with  a

different  army.  Hunt’s  hands  slicked  with  sweat.  He’d  seen  how  this  war

turned out. Felt its cost for centuries. 

He said to Bryce, unable to stop the trembling that now overtook him, 

the sense that the elevator walls were pushing in, “I don’t know what to do.” 

She leaned against the rail. “Me neither.” 

They  waited  until  they  were  out  on  the  street,  keeping  their  voices down,  before  Hunt  continued,  words  falling  out  of  his  mouth,  “This  isn’t

something  we  can  jump  into  for  the  Hel  of  it.”  He  couldn’t  get  a  breath

down. “I’ve seen wrecked mech-suits with their human pilots hanging out of

the cockpit, organs dangling. I’ve seen wolves as strong as Ithan ripped in

two.  I’ve  seen  angels  decimate  battlefields  without  setting  foot  on  the

ground.” He shuddered, picturing Bryce among all that. “I … Fuck.” 

She looped her arm through his, and he leaned into her warmth, finding

himself  frozen  despite  the  hot  day.  “This  sounds  more  like  …  spying  than

battle-fighting or whatever.” 

“I’d rather die on the battlefield than in one of the Hind’s interrogation

rooms.”  I’d  rather  you   die  on  a  battlefield  than  in  her  hands.  Hunt swallowed. “Sofie was lucky that the Hind dumped her and was done with

it.” He halted at an alley, tugging Bryce into its shadows with him. 

He let himself look at her face: pale enough that her freckles stood out, 

eyes wide. Scared. The scent hit him a moment later. 

“We were never going to be allowed to live like normal people,” Bryce

breathed, and Hunt ran a hand through her hair, savoring the silken strands. 

“Trouble was always going to come find us.” 

He knew she was right. They weren’t the sort of people who could live

ordinary lives. Hunt fought past the shaking in his bones, the roaring in his

mind. 

She lifted a hand, and her warm palm cupped his cheek. He leaned into

her touch, reining in a purr as her thumb brushed over his cheekbone. “You

really don’t think Cormac is luring us into a trap with this claim that Sofie

knew  some  vital  intel—the  bait  being  that  Danika  was  involved  in  some

way?” 

“It’s  possible,”  Hunt  admitted.  “But  there  was  clearly  a  connection

between Danika and Sofie—the emails prove it. And Cormac seemed pretty

damned shocked to learn that Sofie was potentially alive. I think he believed

the  intel  on  the  Asteri  had  died  with  Sofie.  I  wouldn’t  blame  him  for

wondering if it could be in play once more.” 

“You  think  there’s  any  chance  Sofie  told  Emile  before  they  were

separated?” 

Hunt shrugged. “They were in Kavalla together—she might have found

an  opportunity  to  tell  him.  And  if  he  doesn’t  have  the  intel,  and  Sofie  is

alive, he might know where Sofie is headed right now. That makes Emile a pretty valuable asset. For everyone.” 

Bryce began counting on her fingers. “So we’ve got Ophion, Tharion, 

and Cormac all wanting to find him.” 

“If you want to find him, too, Bryce, then we need to navigate carefully. 

Consider if we really want to get involved at all.” 

Her  mouth  twisted  to  the  side.  “If  there’s  a  chance  that  we  could

discover  what  Sofie  knew,  what  Danika  guessed—separate  from  Cormac, 

from this shit with that Pippa woman and whatever the River Queen wants—

I think that intel is worth the risk.” 

“But  why?  So  we  can  keep  the  Asteri  from  fucking  with  us  about

Micah and Sandriel?” 

“Yeah.  When  I  met  up  with  Fury  this  morning,  she  mentioned  that

Danika knew something dangerous about her, so Fury learned something big

about Danika in return.” Hunt didn’t get the chance to ask what exactly that

was before Bryce said, “Why not apply the same thinking to this? The Asteri

know  something  dangerous  about  me.  About  you.”  That  they’d  killed  two

Archangels. “I want to even the playing field a bit.” Hunt could have sworn

her  expression  was  one  he’d  glimpsed  on  the  Autumn  King’s  face  as  she

went  on,  “So  we’ll  learn  something  vital  about   them.  We’ll  take  steps  to ensure  that  if  they  fuck  with  us,  the  information  will  leak  to  the  broader

world.” 

“This is a deadly game. I’m not convinced the Asteri will want to play.” 

“I know. But beyond that, Danika thought this intel might be important

enough  to  send  Sofie  after  it—to  risk  her  life  for  it.  If  Sofie  is  dead,  then someone else needs to secure that information.” 

“It’s not your responsibility, Bryce.” 

“It is.” 

He wasn’t going to touch that one. Not yet. “And what about the kid?” 

“We find him, too. I don’t give a shit if he’s powerful—he’s a kid and

he’s  caught  up  in  this  giant  mess.”  Her  eyes  softened,  and  his  heart  with

them. Would Shahar have cared about the boy? Only in the way Ophion and

the  River  Queen  seemed  to:  as  a  weapon.  Bryce  asked,  head  tilting  to  the

side, “And what about Cormac’s talk of freeing the world from the Asteri? 

That doesn’t hold any weight with you?” 

“Of course it does.” He slid a hand over her waist, tugging her closer. 

“A  world  without  them,  without  the  Archangels  and  the  hierarchies  …  I’d

like to see that world one day. But …” His throat dried up. “But I don’t want to  live  in  that  world  if  the  risk  of  creating  it  means  …”  Get  it  out.  “If  it means that  we might not make it to that world.” 

Her  eyes  softened  once  more,  and  her  thumb  stroked  over  his  cheek

again. “Same, Athalar.” 

He  huffed  a  laugh,  bowing  his  head,  but  she  lifted  his  chin  with  her

other hand. His fingers tightened on her waist. 

Bryce’s  whiskey-colored  eyes  glowed  in  the  muted  light  of  the  alley. 

“Well,  since  we’re  dabbling  in  some  seriously  dangerous  shit,  now’s

probably  as  good  a  time  as  any  to  admit  I  don’t  want  to  wait  until  Winter Solstice.” 

“For what?” Fuck, his voice had dropped an octave. 

“This,” she murmured, and rose onto her toes to kiss him. 

Hunt  met  her  halfway,  unable  to  contain  his  groan  as  he  hauled  her

against him, lips finding hers at the same moment their bodies touched. He

could have sworn the fucking world spun out from under him at the taste of

her—

His head filled with fire and lightning and storms, and all he could think

of was her mouth, her warm, luscious body, the aching of his cock pressing

against his pants—pressing against  her as her arms twined around his neck. 

He was going to kick that wolf out of the apartment immediately. 

Hunt twisted, pinning her against the wall, and her mouth opened wider

on a gasp. He swept his tongue in, tasting the honeyed spice that was pure

Bryce.  She  wrapped  a  leg  around  his  waist,  and  Hunt  took  the  invitation, 

hefting  her  thigh  higher,  pressing  himself  against  her  until  they  were  both

writhing. 

Anyone might walk by the alley and see them. Lunchtime workers were

streaming past. All it would take was one peek down the alley into the dusty

shadows,  one photograph, and this whole thing—

Hunt halted. 

One  photo,  and  her  engagement  to  Cormac  would  be  off.  Along  with

the bargain Bryce had crafted with him. 

Bryce asked, panting hard, “What’s wrong?” 

“We, ah …” Words had become foreign. All thought had gone between

his legs. Between  her legs. 

He  swallowed  hard,  then  gently  backed  away,  trying  to  master  his

jagged  breathing.  “You’re  engaged.  Technically.  You  have  to  keep  up  that

ruse with Cormac, at least in public.” 

She straightened her dress, and—shit. Was that a lilac lace bra peeking

out  from  the  neckline?  Why  the  fuck  hadn’t  he  explored  that  just  now? 

Bryce  peered  down  the  alley,  lips  swollen  from  his  kisses,  and  some  feral

part  of  him  howled  in  satisfaction  to  see  that   he  had  done  that,  he  had brought that flush to her cheeks and wine-rich scent of arousal to her. She

was  his. 

And he was hers. Utterly fucking hers. 

“Are you suggesting we find a seedy motel instead?” Her lips curved, 

and Hunt’s cock throbbed at the sight, as if begging for her mouth to slide

over him. 

He  let  out  a  strangled  noise.  “I’m  suggesting  …”  Hel,  what   was  he

suggesting? “I don’t know.” He blew out a breath. “You’re sure you want to

do this now?” He gestured between them. “I know emotions are high after

what  we’ve  learned.  I  …”  He  couldn’t  look  at  her.  “Whatever  you  want, 

Quinlan. That’s what I mean to say.” 

She was silent for a moment. Then her hand slid over his chest, landing

upon his heart. “What do you want? Why is it only what I want?” 

“Because you were the one who mentioned waiting until solstice.” 

“And?” 

“And I want to make sure that you’re fully on board with ending our …

agreement.” 

“All right. But I also want to know what  you want, Hunt.” 

He met her golden stare. “You know what I want.” He couldn’t stop his

voice from lowering again. “I’ve never stopped wanting it—wanting you. I

thought it was obvious.” 

Her  heart  was  thundering.  He  could  hear  it.  He  glanced  down  at  her

ample chest and beheld a faint glimmering. “Your star …” 

“Let’s not even get started on this thing,” she said, waving a hand at it. 

“Let’s keep talking about how much you want me.” She winked. 

Hunt slung an arm around her shoulders, steering her back toward the

bustling avenue. He whispered in her ear, “Why don’t I just show you later?” 

She laughed, the star’s glow fading in the sunlight as they emerged onto

the baking streets, and she slipped on her sunglasses and hat. “That’s what I

want, Hunt. That is  definitely what I want.” 
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Ithan rubbed at his face. This day had gotten … complicated. 

“You  look  like  you  need  a  drink,”  Tharion  said  as  he  strode  to  the

apartment door. Ruhn had left a moment ago. Ithan supposed he’d sit on his

ass  for  a  good  few  hours  and  contemplate  the  epic  mess  he’d  somehow

landed in the middle of. That Bryce seemed intent on involving herself in. 

“How long have you guys been doing all this shit?” 

“You know what happened during the Summit, right?” 

“Demons wrecked the city, killed a lot of people. Two Archangels died. 

Everyone knows that.” 

Tharion’s brows rose. “You ever learn how Micah and Sandriel died?” 

Ithan blinked, bracing himself. 

Tharion’s  expression  was  dead  serious.  “I  am  telling  you  this  after  I

received a personal phone call from Rigelus three months ago, telling me to

keep my mouth shut or I’d be killed, my parents with me. But as everything

I’m doing these days seems to point toward that road anyway—you might as

well know the truth, too. Since you’ll likely wind up dead with us.” 

“Fantastic.”  Ithan  wished  Perry  had  dumped  him  anywhere  but  this

apartment. 

Tharion said, “Hunt ripped Sandriel’s head from her shoulders after the

Archangel threatened Bryce.” 

Ithan  started.  He’d  known  Athalar  was  intense  as  shit,  but  killing  an

Archangel—

“And  Bryce  slaughtered  Micah  after  he  bragged  about  killing  Danika

and the Pack of Devils.” 

Ithan’s body went numb. “I …” He couldn’t get a breath down. “Micah

… what?” 

By  the  time  Tharion  finished  explaining,  Ithan  was  shaking.  “Why

didn’t  she  tell  me?”  That  packless  wolf  inside  him  was  howling  with  rage

and pain. 

Fuck,  Sabine  had  no  idea  Micah  had  killed  her  daughter.  Or  …  wait. 

Sabine  did  know.  Sabine  and  Amelie  had  both  been  at  the  Summit,  along with the Prime. They’d witnessed through the feeds what Tharion had just

described. 

And … and hadn’t told him. The rest of the Den, fine, but Connor was

his brother. The urge to shift, to bellow and roar, filled his blood, trembling

along his bones. He suppressed it. 

Tharion  went  on,  unaware  of  the  animal  within  trying  to  claw  free. 

“The Asteri have made it clear to Bryce and Athalar: one word to anyone, 

and  they’re  dead.  The  only  reason  they’re  not  dead  yet  is  because  they’ve

played nicely this summer.” 

Claws appeared at Ithan’s fingertips. Tharion didn’t fail to note them. 

Through  a  mouth  full  of  lengthening  fangs,  Ithan  growled,  “Micah

killed my brother. And Bryce killed Micah because of it.” He couldn’t wrap

his  mind  around  it—that  Bryce,  before  the  Drop,  had  destroyed  an

Archangel. 

It made no sense. 

He’d  had  the  audacity,  the  ignorance,  to  question  her  love  for  Danika

and Connor. His claws and fangs retracted. That wolf inside ceased baying. 

Ithan  rubbed  at  his  face  again,  shame  an  oily  river  through  him  that

drowned that wolf inside his skin. “I need some time to process this.” The

wolf he used to be would have run to the sunball field to practice until he

became nothing but breath and sweat and the thoughts sorted themselves out. 

But he hadn’t set foot on one of those fields in two years. He wasn’t going to

start now. 

Tharion  headed  for  the  door  again.  “I’m  sure  you  do,  but  a  word  of

advice: don’t take too long. Urd works in strange ways, and I don’t think it

was a coincidence that you were brought here right as this shit started.” 

“So  I’m  supposed  to  go  along  with  it  on  some  hunch  that  fate  is

nudging me?” 

“Maybe,”  the  mer  answered.  He  shrugged  his  powerful  shoulders, 

honed from a lifetime of swimming. “But whenever you’re tired of sitting on

the  couch  feeling  sorry  for  yourself,  come  find  me.  I  could  use  a  wolf’s sense of smell.” 

“For what?” 

Tharion’s face turned grave. “I need to find Emile before Pippa Spetsos. 

Or Cormac.” 

The mer left him with that. For a long moment, Ithan sat in silence. 

Had  Connor  known  anything  about  Danika’s  involvement  with  Sofie

Renast? Had Sabine? He doubted it, but … At least Bryce had been as much

in the dark about this as he was. 

Bryce, who had used Danika’s sword during the attack on this city, and

kept it ever since. Ithan glanced to the door. 

He moved before he could second-guess the wisdom and morality of it, 

going right to the coat closet. Umbrellas, boxes of crap … nothing. The linen

closet and the laundry closet didn’t reveal anything, either. 

Which left … He winced as he entered her bedroom. 

He didn’t know how he hadn’t seen it the other night. Well, he’d been

beaten to Hel and back, so that was excuse enough, but … the sword leaned

against the chair beside her tall dresser, as if she’d left it there for decoration. 

Ithan’s mouth dried out, but he stalked for the ancient blade. Gifted to

Danika  by  the  Prime—an  act  that  had  infuriated  Sabine,  who’d  long

expected to inherit the family weapon. 

He  could  still  hear  Sabine  raging  in  the  weeks  after  Danika’s  death, 

trying  to  find  where  Danika  had  left  the  sword.  She’d  practically  torn  that

old apartment to pieces to find it. Ithan had thought it lost until he saw Bryce

brandishing it this spring. 

Breath  tight  in  his  chest,  Ithan  picked  up  the  blade.  It  was  light  but

perfectly balanced. He drew it from the sheath, the metal shining in the dim

light. 

Damn, it was gorgeous. Simple, yet impeccably made. 

He  blew  out  a  long  breath,  chasing  away  the  clinging  cobwebs  of

memories—Danika carrying this sword everywhere, wielding it in practice, 

the blade somehow validation that even if Sabine sucked, with Danika, they

had a bright future, with Danika, the wolves would become  more—

He couldn’t help it. He took up a defensive stance and swung the blade. 

Yeah, it was perfect. A remarkable feat of craftsmanship. 

Ithan  pivoted,  feinting  and  then  striking  at  an  invisible  opponent. 

Sabine  would  lose  her  shit  if  she  knew  he  was  messing  around  with  the

blade. Whatever. 

Ithan struck again at the shadows, shuddering at the beautiful song of

the  sword  slicing  through  the  air.  And  …  what  the  Hel:  he’d  had  a  weird

fucking morning. He needed to burn off some tension. 

Lunging  and  parrying,  leaping  and  rolling,  Ithan  sparred  against  an

invisible enemy. 

Maybe  he’d  gone  crazy.  Maybe  this  was  what  happened  to  wolves

without a pack. 

The  sword  was  an  extension  of  his  arm,  he  thought.  He  slid  over  the

glass dining table, taking on two, three, ten opponents—

 Holstrom blocks; Holstrom presses—

Moving through the apartment, Ithan leapt up onto the coffee table in

front of the sectional, wood shuddering beneath him, the narration loud and

precise in his head.  Holstrom delivers the killing blow! 

He swiped the sword down in a triumphant arc. 

The front door opened. 

Bryce stared at him. Standing on the coffee table with Danika’s sword. 

“I forgot my work ID …?” Bryce started, brows so high they seemed

capable of touching her hairline. Ithan prayed Solas would melt him into the

floor and boil his blood into steam. 

It  seemed  the  sun  god  was  listening.  The  coffee  table  groaned.  Then

cracked. 

And collapsed entirely beneath him. 

Ithan  might  have  continued  to  lie  there,  hoping  some  Reaper  would

come suck the soul from his body, had Bryce not rushed over. Not to him—

not  to  help  him  up.  But  to  investigate  something  just  beyond  his  line  of

sight. 

“What the Hel is this?” she asked, kneeling. 

Ithan managed to move his ass off the debris, lifting his head to see her

crouching over a stack of papers. “Was there a drawer in the table?” 

“No.  There  must  have  been  a  secret  compartment.”  Bryce  flicked

splinters of wood from the half-scattered pile. “This table was here when I

moved in—all the furniture was Danika’s.” She lifted her gaze to him. “Why

would she hide her old college papers in here?” 

Ruhn  held  the  Starsword  to  the  grindstone.  Black,  iridescent  sparks  flew

from  the  blade’s  edge.  Behind  him  in  the  otherwise  empty  Aux  armory, 

Flynn and Declan cleaned their array of guns at a worktable. 

He’d planned to meet them here this afternoon. Had intended to hone

the sword, clean and inspect his guns, and then cap the day off with a City

Head meeting to discuss the new Archangel. 

A normal day, in other words. Except for the colossal, life-threatening

shit  that  had  just  gone  down.  Incredibly,  the  Prince  of  the  Chasm  was  the

least of his problems. 

“Out with it,” Flynn said without halting work on his handgun. 

“What?” Ruhn asked, pulling the blade away. 

Declan answered, “Whatever has kept you standing there in silence for

ten minutes, not even complaining about Flynn’s shitty playlist.” 

“Asshole,” Flynn said to Dec, nodding toward where his phone blasted

heavy metal. “This stuff is poetry.” 

“They’ve done studies where plants wither up and die when exposed to

this music,” Declan countered. “Which is precisely how I feel right now.” 

Flynn  chuckled.  “I’m  guessing  you’re  brooding  about  one  of  three

things: horrible daddy, baby sister, or pretty fiancée.” 

“None  of  them,  dickhead,”  Ruhn  said,  slumping  into  the  chair  across

the  table  from  them.  He  glanced  to  the  doors,  listening.  When  he  was

assured  no  one  occupied  the  hall  beyond,  he  said,  “My  lunch  hour  began

with  finding  the  Prince  of  the  Chasm  in  feline  form  at  Bryce’s  apartment, 

where  he  revealed  that  Cormac  is  an  Ophion  rebel,  and  it  ended  with

learning that Cormac is on the hunt for a missing kid and the kid’s spy sister. 

Who happens to be Cormac’s girlfriend. And he’s basically threatened to tell

my father about my mind-speaking gifts if I don’t meet him at some bar to

hear his pitch for how I can be of use to Ophion.” 

His friends gaped. Declan said carefully, “Is everyone … alive?” 

“Yes,” Ruhn said, sighing. “I was sworn to secrecy, but …” 

“So long as you didn’t swear a blood oath, who cares?” Flynn said, gun

forgotten on the table beside him. 

“Trust me, Cormac tried. I refused.” 

“Good,” Dec said. “Tell us everything.” 

They were the only two people in the world Ruhn would trust with this

knowledge. Bryce—and Hunt—would kick his ass for saying anything, but

too fucking bad. They had each other to vent to. So Ruhn opened his mouth

and explained. 

“And  …  that’s  where  I’m  at,”  Ruhn  finished,  toying  with  the  ring through his lip. 

Flynn  rubbed  his  hands  together.  “This  should  be  exciting.”  He  was

totally serious. Ruhn gawked at him. 

But  Declan  was  eyeing  him  thoughtfully.  “I  once  hacked  into  an

imperial  military  database  and  saw  the  uncensored  footage  from  the

battlefields and camps.” Even Flynn’s smile vanished. Declan went on, red

hair  gleaming  in  the  firstlights,  “It  made  me  sick.  I  dreamed  about  it  for

weeks afterward.” 

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Ruhn asked. 

“Because there was nothing to be done about it. It seemed that way, at

least.” Declan nodded, as if to himself. “Whatever you need, I’m in.” 

“That easy, huh?” Ruhn said, brows lifting. 

“That easy,” Dec answered. 

Ruhn  had  to  take  a  moment.  He  had  no  idea  what  god  he’d  pleased

enough  to  warrant  being  blessed  with  such  friends.  They  were  more  than

friends. They were his brothers. Ruhn finally said hoarsely, “We get caught, 

and we’re dead. Our families with us.” He added to Dec, “And Marc.” 

“Trust me, Marc would be the first one to say Hel yes to this. He hates

the Asteri.” Dec’s smile turned subdued. “But … yeah, I think it’s safer if he

doesn’t know.” He frowned at Flynn. “Can you keep quiet?” 

Flynn made an outraged sound. 

“You  talk  when  you’re  wasted,”  Ruhn  chimed  in.  But  he  knew  Flynn

was a steel vault when he wanted to be. 

Declan’s voice deepened into a ridiculous mockery of Flynn as he said, 

“Oh, sexy nymph-writer, look at your boobs, they’re so round, they remind

me of these bombs the Aux is hiding in their armory in case of—” 

“That  was   not  what  fucking  happened!”  Flynn  hissed.  “She  was  a

reporter, first of all—” 

“And  it  was  twenty  years  ago,”  Ruhn  cut  him  off  before  this  could

descend into further insanity. “I think you learned your lesson.” 

Flynn glowered. “So what now? You’re going to go meet Cormac and

hear him out?” 

Ruhn blew out a breath and began cleaning the sword in earnest. Bryce

was going to go ballistic. “I don’t see how I have any other choice.” 

 

19

“What  the  fuck   is  this?”  Bryce  whispered  as  she  knelt  in  the  ruins  of  her coffee table and leafed through the stack of papers that had apparently been

hidden inside. 

“It’s not only college papers,” Ithan said, fanning out the pages beside

her. “These are documents and images of newspaper clippings.” He peered

at them. “They all seem like they’re regarding firstlight’s uses—mostly how

it was made into weapons.” 

Bryce’s  hands  shook.  She  sifted  through  a  few  academic  articles—all

full  of  redactions—theorizing  on  the  origin  of  worlds  and  what  the  Asteri

even  were. 

“She never mentioned any of this,” Bryce said. 

“Think this is what Sofie Renast discovered?” he asked. “Like, maybe

Danika sniffed something out about the Asteri with her …” He trailed off, 

then added, “Gifts?” 

Bryce lifted her gaze to his carefully neutral face as he tried to recover

from a stumble. “You knew about her bloodhound gift?” 

Ithan  shifted  on  his  knees.  “It  wasn’t  ever  talked  about,  but  …  yeah. 

Connor and I knew.” 

Bryce  flipped  another  page,  tucking  that  factoid  away.  “Well,  why

would  it  even  matter  if  Danika  had  sniffed  out  something  regarding  the

Asteri? They’re holy stars.” Beings that possessed the force of an entire star

within them, unaging and undying. 

But as Bryce skimmed article after article, Ithan doing the same beside

her, she began to see that they challenged that fact. She made herself keep

breathing  steadily.  Danika  had  been  a  history  major  at  CCU.  None  of  this stuff was out of the ordinary—except that it had been hidden. Here. 

 All  we  have  as  proof  of  their  so-called  sacred  power  is  their  word, 

Bryce read.  Who has ever seen such a star manifest itself? If they are stars

 from the heavens, then they are fallen stars. 

A chill ran down Bryce’s spine, one hand drifting to her chest. She had

a star within her. Well, starlight that manifested as a star-shaped thing, but …

What was the Asteri’s power, then? The sun was a star—did they possess the

power of an actual sun? 

If so, this rebellion was fucked. Maybe Danika had wondered about it, 

and wanted Sofie to verify it somehow. Maybe that was what the intel was

about,  what  Danika  had  suspected  and  dreaded  and  needed  to  officially

confirm: there was no way to win. Ever. 

Bryce  wished  Hunt  were  here,  but  she  didn’t  dare  call  him  with  this

info.  Though  after  what  had  happened  between  them  in  the  alley  during

lunch,  maybe  it  was  good  they  weren’t  in  close  quarters.  She  didn’t  trust

herself to keep her hands off him. 

Because   gods-damn.  That  kiss.  She  hadn’t  hesitated.  Had  seen  Hunt, 

that usually unflappable exterior melting away, and … she’d needed to kiss

him. 

The  problem  was  that  now  she  needed  more.  It  was  unfortunate  that

Ithan  was  staying  with  her,  and  the  kind  of  sex  she  planned  to  have  with

Hunt would rattle the walls. 

But … Urd must have sent her back to the apartment just now. For this. 

She exhaled. Ran a hand over the pages. The final papers in the pile made

Bryce’s breath catch. 

“What is it?” Ithan asked. 

Bryce shook her head, angling slightly away from him to read the text

again. 

 Dusk’s Truth. 

The same project that had been mentioned in the emails between Sofie

and Danika. That Danika had said would be of interest to Sofie. Danika had

been digging into it since  college? Bryce inhaled and turned to the next page. 

It was completely blank. Like Danika had never gotten to writing down

any notes about it. 

“Dusk’s Truth was one of the things that Danika mentioned to Sofie,” 

Bryce said quietly. “Dusk’s Truth and Project Thurr.” 

“What is it?” 

She  shook  her  head  again.  “I  don’t  know.  But  there  has  to  be  a

connection  between  all  of  it.”  She  tossed  the  Dusk’s  Truth  document  back

onto the pile. 

Ithan asked, “So what now?” 

She sighed. “I gotta get back to work.” 

He arched a brow in question. 

“Job, remember?” She got to her feet. “Maybe, um … find someplace

to hide this stuff? And don’t play Warrior Hero anymore. I liked that coffee

table.” 

Ithan flushed. “I wasn’t playing Warrior Hero,” he muttered. 

Bryce  snickered  and  grabbed  her  ID  from  where  she’d  left  it  hanging

beside the door, but then she sobered. “You looked good wielding it, Ithan.” 

“I was just screwing around.” His tone was tense enough that she didn’t

say anything more before leaving. 

Ruhn found Cormac at the pool hall in FiRo, losing to a satyr, an old rock

song  crackling  from  the  jukebox  on  the  other  side  of  the  concrete-lined

space. 

Cormac  said,  focusing  on  his  shot,  “I’d  never  tell  your  father,  by  the

way.” 

“And  yet  here  I  am,”  Ruhn  said.  The  satyr  noted  the  expression  on

Ruhn’s face and made himself scarce. “Seems like your threat worked.” 

“Desperate times,” Cormac muttered. 

Ruhn grabbed the cue the satyr had discarded, eyeing the pool table. He

spotted  the  satyr’s  next  shot  immediately  and  smirked.  “He  was  probably

going to kick your ass.” 

Cormac  again  assessed  his  shot.  “I  was  letting  him  win.  It  was  the

princely thing to do.” 

Balls  cracked,  and  Ruhn  chuckled  as  they  scattered.  None  found  a

pocket. 

“Sure,” Ruhn said, aligning the cue ball. Two balls found their homes

with a satisfying  plink. 

Cormac swore softly. “I have a feeling this is more your element than

mine.” 

“Guilty.” 

“You seem like a male who spends his time in places like this.” 

“As opposed to …?” 

“Doing things.” 

“I head up the Aux. It’s not like I squat in dives all day.” Ruhn looked

pointedly around the bar. 

“That party suggested otherwise.” 

“We like to enjoy ourselves here in sunny Lunathion.” 

Cormac snorted. “Apparently.” He watched Ruhn pocket another ball, 

then blow his second shot by an inch. “You have more piercings since the

last time I saw you. And more ink. Things must be dull around here if that’s

what you spend your time on.” 

“All right,” Ruhn said, leaning against his cue. “You’re a brooding hero

and I’m a lazy asshole. Is that really how you want to start your pitch?” 

Cormac made his move, one of the balls finally sinking into a pocket. 

But his second shot missed, leaving the angle Ruhn needed completely open. 

“Hear me out, cousin. That’s all I ask.” 

“Fine.” Ruhn took his shot. “Let’s hear it.” His voice was barely more

than a whisper. 

Cormac leaned against his cue and studied the empty bar before saying, 

“Sofie  was  in  contact  with  our  most  vital  spy  in  the  rebellion—Agent

Daybright.” 

Unease  wended  through  Ruhn.  He  really,  really  didn’t  want  to  know

this. 

Cormac  went  on,  “Daybright  has  direct  access  to  the  Asteri—Ophion

has  long  wondered  whether  Daybright  is  one  of  the  Asteri  themselves. 

Daybright  and  Sofie  used  codes  on  crystal-fueled  radios  to  pass  along

messages. But with Sofie’s … disappearance, it’s become too dangerous to

keep using the old methods of communicating. The fact that the Hind was

able to be on the scene so quickly that night indicates that someone might

have  intercepted  those  messages  and  broken  our  codes.  We  need  someone

who can mind-speak to be in direct contact with Agent Daybright.” 

“And why the fuck would I ever agree to work with you?” Beyond the

threat of Cormac telling his father about his talents. 

The  mind-speaking  was  a  rare  gift  of  the  Avallen  Fae,  inherited  from

his  mother’s  bloodline,  and  had  always  come  naturally  to  him.  He’d  been

four the first time he’d done it—he’d asked his mother for a sandwich. She’d

screamed  when  she’d  heard  him  in  her  mind,  and  in  that  moment,  he’d

known  that  the  gift  was  something  to  hide,  to  keep  secret.  When  she’d

rubbed her head, clearly wondering if she’d imagined things, he’d kept quiet. 

And made sure she had no reason to bring him to his father, who he knew, 

even then, would have questioned and examined him and never let him go. 

Ruhn hadn’t made that mistake again. 

He  wouldn’t  let  his  father  control  this  piece  of  him,  too.  And  even  if

Cormac  had  sworn  he  wouldn’t  reveal  it  …  he’d  be  stupid  to  believe  his

cousin. 

“Because it’s the right thing to do,” Cormac said. “I’ve seen those death

camps.  Seen  what’s  left  of  the  people  who  survive.  The  children  who

survive. It can’t be allowed to go on.” 

Ruhn said, “The prison camps are nothing new. Why act now?” 

“Because  Daybright  came  along  and  started  feeding  us  vital

information  that  has  led  to  successful  strikes  on  supply  lines,  missions, 

encampments.  Now  that  we  have  someone  in  the  upper  echelons  of  the

Asteri’s rule, it changes everything. The information Daybright would pass

to you can save thousands of lives.” 

“And  take  them,”  Ruhn  said  darkly.  “Did  you  tell  Command  about

me?” 

“No,” Cormac said earnestly. “I only mentioned that I had a contact in

Lunathion  who  might  be  useful  in  reestablishing  our  connection  with

Daybright, and was sent here.” 

Ruhn couldn’t fault him for trying. While he couldn’t read thoughts or

invade people’s unguarded minds as some of his cousins could, he’d learned

that he could talk to people on a sort of psychic bridge, as if his mind had

formed it brick by brick between souls. It was perfect for a spy network. 

But  Ruhn  asked,  “And  it  was  coincidence  that  it  happened  to  line  up

with Emile coming here, too?” 

A slight smile. “Two birds, one stone. I needed a reason to be here, to

cover for my hunt for him. Seeking out your gifts offered that to Ophion. As

does my engagement to your sister.” 

Ruhn frowned. “So you’re asking me to what—help out this one time? 

Or for the rest of my fucking life?” 

“I’m asking you, Ruhn, to pick up where Sofie left off. How long you

decide to work with us is up to you. But right now, Ophion is desperate for

Daybright’s information. People’s lives depend on it. Daybright has alerted

us  three  times  now  before  an  imperial  attack  on  one  of  our  bases.  Those

warnings saved thousands of lives. We need you for the next few months—

or at least until we’ve attained the intel that Sofie knew.” 

“I don’t see how I have any choice but to say yes.” 

“I told you—I won’t tell your father. I just needed to get you here. To

get you to listen. I wouldn’t ask this of you unless it was necessary.” 

“How’d  you  even  get  caught  up  in  all  this  rebel  business?”  Cormac’s

life had been pretty cushy, as far as Ruhn could tell. But he supposed that to

an outsider, his own life looked the same. 

Cormac  weighed  the  cue  in  his  hands.  “It’s  a  long  story.  I  linked  up

with them about four years ago.” 

“And what’s your title with Ophion, exactly?” 

“Field  agent.  Technically,  I’m  a  field  commander  of  the  northwestern

Pangeran spy network.” He exhaled slowly. “Sofie was one of my agents.” 

“But  now  you’re  trying  to  keep  Emile  away  from  Ophion?  Having

doubts about the cause?” 

“Never about the cause,” Cormac said quietly. “Only about the people

in  it.  After  the  heavy  hits  to  the  bases  this  year,  Ophion  has  about  ten

thousand members left, controlled by a team of twenty in Command. Most

of them are humans, but some are Vanir. Any Vanir affiliated with Ophion, 

Command or not, are sworn to secrecy, perhaps to stricter standards than the

humans.” 

Ruhn  angled  his  head  and  asked  baldly,  “How  do  you  know  you  can

trust me?” 

“Because your sister put a bullet through the head of an Archangel and

you’ve all kept quiet about it.” 

Ruhn  nodded  toward  a  pocket,  but  missed  his  final  shot.  Yet  he  said

calmly, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Cormac laughed softly. “Really? My father’s spies learned of it before

the Asteri shut the information down.” 

“Then why treat her like some party girl?” 

“Because she went back to partying after what happened last spring.” 

“So did I.” But they were getting off topic. “What do you know about

Agent Daybright?” 

“As  much  as  you  do.”  Cormac’s  ball  went  wide  by  an  embarrassing

margin. 

“How  do  I  make  contact?  And  what’s  the  process  after  I  receive

information?” 

“You pass it to me. I know where to send it in Command.” 

“And again, I’m supposed to simply … trust you.” 

“I’ve  trusted  you  with  information  that  could  land  me  in  the  Asteri’s

cells.” 

Not  just  any  prison.  For  this  kind  of  thing,  for  someone  of  Cormac’s

rank—Ruhn’s  rank—it’d  be  the  notorious  dungeons  beneath  the  Asteri’s

crystal palace. A place so awful, so brutal, that rumor claimed there were no

cameras.  No  record,  no  proof  of  atrocities.  Except  for  rare  witnesses  and

survivors like Athalar. 

Ruhn  again  lined  up  his  final  shot  and  called  the  pocket,  but  paused

before making it. “So how do I do it? Cast my mind into oblivion and hope

someone answers?” 

Cormac  chuckled,  swearing  again  as  Ruhn  sank  his  last  ball.  Ruhn

wordlessly grabbed the wooden triangle and began to rerack the balls. 

Ruhn broke the balls with a thunderous crack, starting the next round. 

The three and seven balls landed in opposite pockets—solids, then. 

Cormac  pulled  a  small  quartz  crystal  from  his  pocket  and  tossed  it  to

Ruhn. “It’s all hypothetical right now, given that we’ve never worked with

someone  like  you.  But  first  try  to  contact  Daybright  by  holding  this. 

Daybright  has  the  sister  to  this  comm-crystal.  It  possesses  the  same

communicative properties as the Gates in this city.” 

The  comm-crystal  was  warm  against  Ruhn’s  skin  as  he  pocketed  it. 

“How does it work?” 

“That’s  how  our  radios  reached  Daybright.  Seven  crystals  all  hewn

from one rock—six in radios in our possession, the seventh in Daybright’s

radio. They’re beacons—on the same precise frequency. Always desiring to

connect into one whole again. This crystal is the last one that remains of our

six.  The  other  five  were  destroyed  for  safety.  I’m  hoping  that  if  someone

with  your  powers  holds  it  in  your  hand,  it  might  link  you  with  Daybright

when you cast your mind out. The same way the Gates here can send audio

between them.” 

Cormac’s  gaze  had  gone  hazy—pained.  And  Ruhn  found  himself

asking, “Is this crystal from Sofie’s radio?” 

“Yes.” Cormac’s voice thickened. “She gave it to Command before she

went  into  Kavalla.  They  gave  it  to  me  when  I  mentioned  I  might  know

someone who could use it.” 

Ruhn weighed the grief, the pain in his cousin’s face before he softened his tone. “Sofie sounds like a remarkable person.” 

“She was. Is.” Cormac’s throat bobbed. “I need to find her. And Emile.” 

“You love her?” 

Cormac’s  eyes  burned  with  flame.  “I  don’t  try  to  delude  myself  into

thinking that my father would ever approve of a union with a part-human—

especially one with no fortune or name. But yes. I was hoping to find a way

to spend my life with her.” 

“You really think she’s here, trying to meet up with Emile?” 

“The mer didn’t rule it out. Why should I?” Again those walls rose in

Cormac’s eyes. “If your sister knows anything about whether Danika found a

hiding place for them, I need to know.” 

Ruhn  noted  the  faint  hint  of  desperation—of  dread  and  panic—and

decided to put his cousin out of his misery. “We suspect Danika might have

told Sofie to lie low in the Bone Quarter,” he said. 

Alarm  flared  across  Cormac’s  face,  but  he  nodded  his  gratitude  to

Ruhn. “Then we will need to find a way to secure safe passage there—and

find some way to search unseen and undisturbed.” 

Well, Ruhn needed a drink. Thank Urd they were already in a bar. “All

right.”  He  surveyed  his  cousin,  the  perfect  blond  hair  and  handsome  face. 

“For what it’s worth, if we can find Sofie, I think you should marry her, if

she  feels  the  same  way  about  you.  Don’t  let  your  father  tie  you  into  some

betrothal you don’t want.” 

Cormac  didn’t  smile.  He  observed  Ruhn  with  the  same  clear-eyed

scrutiny  and  said,  “The  witch-queen  Hypaxia  is  beautiful  and  wise.  You

could do far worse, you know.” 

“I know.” That was as much as Ruhn would say about it. 

She  was beautiful. Stunningly, distractingly beautiful. But she had zero

interest  in  him.  She’d  made  that  clear  in  the  months  after  the  Summit.  He

didn’t entirely blame her. Even if he’d had a glimpse of what life might have

been like with her. Like peering through a keyhole. 

Cormac cleared his throat. “When you connect with Daybright, say this

to confirm your identity.” 

As his cousin rattled off the code phrases, Ruhn made shot after shot, 

until only two balls remained and he blew an easy one and scratched the cue

ball to give his cousin a chance. He didn’t know why he bothered. 

Cormac handed the cue ball back to him. “I don’t want a pity win.” 

Ruhn  rolled  his  eyes  but  took  the  ball  back,  making  another  shot.  “Is there any intel I should be asking Daybright about?” 

“For months now, we’ve been trying to coordinate a hit on the Spine. 

Daybright  is  our  main  source  of  information  regarding  when  and  where  to

strike.” 

The Spine—the north-south railway that cut Pangera in half. The main

artery for supplies in this war. 

“Why risk the hit?” Ruhn asked. “To disrupt the supply lines?” 

“That, and Daybright’s been getting whispers for months now about the

Asteri working on some sort of new mech-suit prototype.” 

“Different from the mech-suits the humans use?” 

“Yes. This is a mech-suit designed for Vanir to pilot. For the imperial

armies.” 

“Fuck.” He could only imagine how dangerous they’d be. 

“Exactly,” Cormac said. He checked his watch. “I need to head toward

the Black Dock—I want to know if there’s any hint that Emile or Sofie have

been there. But contact Daybright as soon as you can. We need to intercept

the  Vanir  suit  prototype  to  study  its  technology  before  it  can  be  used  to

slaughter us.” 

Ruhn nodded, resigned. “All right. I’ll help you.” 

“Your friends will not be pleased. Athalar in particular.” 

“Leave Athalar to me.” He didn’t answer to the angel. Though his sister

…

Cormac observed him once more. “When you want out, I’ll get you out. 

I promise.” 

Ruhn  sank  his  last  ball  into  his  chosen  pocket  and  leaned  the  stick

against the concrete wall. “I’ll hold you to that.” 

 

20

The water dripping from Tharion’s wave skimmer onto the plastic floor of

the dry dock in the Blue Court was the only sound as he repaired the vehicle. 

His  sweat  dripped  along  with  it,  despite  the  chamber’s  cool  temperature. 

He’d  stripped  off  his  shirt  within  minutes  of  arriving  here,  even  its  soft

cotton too confining against his skin as he worked. Reeds had gotten stuck in

the engine during his trip out to the marshes the other day, and though the

engineering  team  could  have  easily  fixed  the  issue,  he’d  wanted  to  do  it

himself. 

Wanted to give his mind some time to sort everything out. 

When he’d awoken that morning, talking to the Prince of the Chasm—

pretending to be a cat, for Urd’s sake—hadn’t been remotely near the list of

possibilities for his day. Nor had finding out that an Avallen prince was an

Ophion rebel searching for Sofie Renast’s younger brother. Or that Danika

Fendyr  had  sent  Sofie  to  gather  some  vital  intel  on  the  Asteri.  No,  he’d

awoken with only one goal: learn what Ithan Holstrom knew. 

A whole lot of nothing, apparently. 

Some Captain of Intelligence.  Captain Whatever, Holstrom had called

him. Tharion was half-inclined to get it etched into a plaque for his desk. 

But at least Holstrom had agreed to help out should Tharion need his

nose to find the kid. If Pippa Spetsos was hunting for Emile as Cormac had

claimed,  politics  and  Sofie  and  his  queen  aside  …  they  needed  to  find  the

kid  first.  If  only  to  spare  him  from  being  forced  to  use  those  thunderbird

powers  in  horrible  ways.  Holstrom  would  be  a  valuable  asset  in  that

endeavor. 

And besides—the wolf seemed like he needed something to do. 

The door to the dry dock room whooshed open, ushering in a scent of

bubbling streams and water lilies. Tharion kept his attention on the engine, 

the wrench clenched in his hand. 

“I  heard  you  were  here,”  said  a  lilting  female  voice,  and  Tharion

plastered  a  smile  on  his  face  as  he  looked  over  a  shoulder  at  the  River

Queen’s daughter. 

She  wore  her  usual  diaphanous  pale  blue  gown,  offsetting  the  warm

brown of her skin. River pearls and shards of abalone gleamed in her thick

black curls, cascading well past her slim shoulders to the small of her back. 

She  glided  toward  him  on  bare  feet,  the  chill  water  coating  the  floor

seemingly  not  bothering  her  at  all.  She  always  moved  like  that:  as  if  she

were  floating  underwater.  She  had  no  mer  form—was  only  a  fraction  mer, 

actually. She was some kind of elemental humanoid, as at home in the open

air as she was beneath the surface. Part woman, part river. 

Tharion held up his wrench, a strip of river weed tangled around the tip. 

“Repairs.” 

“Why do you still insist on doing them yourself?” 

“Gives me a tangible task.” He leaned against the wave skimmer on the

lift behind him, the water beading its sides cool against his hot skin. 

“Is your work for my mother so unfulfilling that you need such things?” 

Tharion offered a charming smile. “I like to pretend I know what I’m

doing around machines,” he deflected. 

She  gave  him  a  light  laugh  in  return,  coming  closer.  Tharion  kept

himself  perfectly  still,  refusing  to  shy  from  the  hand  she  laid  on  his  bare chest. “I haven’t seen much of you lately.” 

“Your mother’s been keeping me busy.”  Take it up with her. 

A small, shy smile. “I’d hoped we could …” She blushed, and Tharion

caught the meaning. 

They  hadn’t  done   that  in  years.  Why  now?  Water-spirits  were

capricious—he’d figured she’d gotten him, had him, lost interest, and moved

on. Even if the vows between them still bound them together irreparably. 

Tharion covered her small hand with his own, brushing his thumb over

the velvety skin. “It’s late, and I have an early start.” 

“And  yet  you’re  here,  toiling  on  this  …  machine.”  She  took  after  her

mother  when  it  came  to  technology.  Had  barely  mastered  the  concept  of  a

computer, despite lessons with Tharion. He wondered if she even knew the

name for the machine behind him. 

“I need it for tomorrow’s work.” A lie. 

“More than you need me?” 

Yes. Definitely yes. 

But Tharion gave another one of those grins. “Another time, I promise.” 

“I heard you went into the city today.” 

“I’m always in the city.” 

She eyed him, and he noted the jealous, wary gleam. 

“Who did you see?” 

“Some friends.” 

“Which ones?” 

How many interrogations had begun like this and ended in her crying to

her  mother?  The  last  one  had  been  only  a  few  days  ago.  Afterward,  he’d

wound  up  on  that  boat  in  the  Haldren  Sea,  hunting  for  Sofie  Renast’s

remains. 

He said carefully, “Bryce Quinlan, Ruhn Danaan, Ithan Holstrom, and

Hunt Athalar.” No need to mention Aidas or Prince Cormac. They weren’t

his friends. 

“Bryce Quinlan—the girl from this spring? With the star?” 

He wasn’t surprised she only asked about the female. “Yeah.” Another

wary look that Tharion pretended not to notice as he said casually, “She and

Athalar are dating now, you know. A nice ending after everything that went

down.” 

The River Queen’s daughter relaxed visibly, shoulders slumping. “How

sweet.” 

“I’d like to introduce you sometime.” A blatant lie. 

“I shall ask Mother.” 

He said, “I’m going to see them again tomorrow. You could join me.” It

was  reckless,  but  …  he’d  spent  ten  years  now  avoiding  her,  dodging  the

truth. Maybe they could change it up a bit. 

“Oh, Mother will need more time than that to prepare.” 

He  bowed  his  head,  the  picture  of  understanding.  “Just  let  me  know

when. It’ll be a double date.” 

“What’s that?” 

Television didn’t exist down here. Or at least in the River Queen’s royal

chambers. So popular culture, anything modern … they weren’t even on her

radar. 

Not  that  theirs  could  be  considered  a  true  betrothal.  It  was  more  like indentured servitude. 

“Two couples going out to a meal together. You know, a date … times

two.” 

“Ah.” A pretty smile. “I’d like that.” 

So would Athalar. Tharion would never hear the end of it. He glanced

at the clock. “I do have an early start, and this engine is a mess …” 

It was as close to a dismissal as he’d ever dare make. He did have a few

rights: she could seek him out for sex—as she’d done—but he could say no

without repercussions; and his duties as Captain of Intelligence were more

important than seeing to her needs. He prayed she’d consider fixing a wave

skimmer one of those duties. 

Ogenas be thanked, she did. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” 

And then she was gone, the scent of water lilies with her. As the doors

slid open to let her through, Tharion glimpsed her four mer guards waiting

on the other side—the River Queen’s daughter never went anywhere alone. 

The broad-chested males would have fought to the death for the chance to

share  her  bed.  He  knew  they  detested  him  for  having  and  rejecting  that

access. 

He’d happily yield his position. If only the River Queen would let him. 

Alone  again,  Tharion  sighed,  leaning  his  forehead  against  the  wave

skimmer. 

He  didn’t  know  how  much  more  of  this  he  could  take.  It  could  be

weeks or years until she and her mother would start pushing for the wedding. 

And then for children. And he’d be locked in a cage, here below the surface, 

until even his Vanir life expired. Old and dreamless and forgotten. 

A fate worse than death. 

But if this thing with Sofie and Emile Renast was indeed playing out in

a big way … he’d use it as his temporary escape. He didn’t give a shit about

the rebellion, not really. But his queen had given him a task, so he’d milk

this investigation for all it was worth. Perhaps see what the intel Sofie had

gathered could gain  him. 

Until his own stupid choices finally called in a debt. 

“And here’s the common room,” Hunt said through his teeth to Baxian as he

shouldered  open  the  door  to  the  barracks  hangout  area.  “As  you  already

know.” 

“Always nice to hear from a local,” Baxian said, black wings folded in

tightly as he noted the dim space: the little kitchenette to the left of the door, 

the  sagging  chairs  and  couches  before  the  large  TV,  the  door  to  the

bathrooms straight ahead. “This is only for triarii?” 

“All  yours  tonight,”  Hunt  said,  checking  his  phone.  After  ten.  He’d

been on his way out at seven when Celestina had called, asking him to give

Baxian a tour of the Comitium. Considering the sheer size of the place … it

had taken this long. Especially because Baxian had oh-so-many  questions. 

The bastard knew he was keeping Hunt here. Away from Bryce and that

sweet, sumptuous mouth. Which was precisely why Hunt had opted to grin

and bear it: he wouldn’t give the shithead the satisfaction of knowing how

much he was pissing him off. Or turning his balls blue. 

But  enough  was  enough.  Hunt  asked,  “You  need  me  to  tuck  you  into

bed, too?” 

Baxian  snorted,  going  up  to  the  fridge  and  yanking  it  open.  The  light

bounced off his wings, silvering their arches. “You guys have crap beer.” 

“Government salary,” Hunt said, leaning against the doorway. “Menus

for takeout are in the top drawer to your right; or you can call down to the

canteen and see if they’re still serving. Good? Great. Bye.” 

“What’s that?” Baxian asked, and there was enough curiosity in his tone

that  Hunt  didn’t  bite  his  head  off.  He  followed  the  direction  of  the

Helhound’s gaze. 

“Um. That’s a TV. We watch stuff on it.” 

Baxian threw him a withering glare. “I know what a TV is, Athalar. I

meant those wires and boxes beneath.” 

Hunt  arched  a  brow.  “That’s  an  OptiCube.”  Baxian  stared  at  him

blankly. Hunt tried again. “Gaming system?” The Helhound shook his head. 

For a moment, Hunt was standing in Baxian’s place, assessing the same

room,  the  same  strange,  new  tech,  Isaiah  and  Justinian  explaining  what  a

fucking  mobile  phone  was.  Hunt  said  roughly,  “You  play  games  on  it. 

Racing games, first-person games … giant time suck, but fun.” 

Baxian looked like the word— fun—was foreign to him, too. Solas. 

Sandriel hated technology. Had refused to allow even televisions in her

palace. Baxian might as well have been transported here from three centuries

ago. Hunt himself had encountered tech in other parts of the world, but when

most  of  his  duties  had  kept  him  focused  on  Sandriel  or  her  missions,  he

hadn’t really had time to learn about everyday shit. 

From  the  hallway  behind  him,  low  voices  murmured.  Naomi—and

Pollux. Isaiah’s soothing tones wove between them. Thank the gods. 

Hunt  found  Baxian  observing  him  warily.  He  threw  a  flat  stare  back, 

one he’d perfected as the Umbra Mortis. Baxian just aimed for the hallway. 

Hunt gave him a wide berth. 

The  Hammer  filled  the  doorway  of  Vik’s  room,  talking  to  Isaiah  and

Naomi  in  the  hall.  It  was  Pollux’s  room  now.  Hunt’s  magic  rumbled, 

lightning on the horizon. Pollux sneered at Hunt as he stalked past. Bags and

boxes  were  piled  high  behind  him,  a  miniature  city  dedicated  to  the

Hammer’s vanity. 

Hunt,  keenly  aware  of  all  the  cameras,  of  Bryce’s  plea  to  behave, 

continued on, nodding at Naomi and Isaiah as he passed. 

“Well, here you go,” Hunt said to Baxian, pausing before Justinian’s old

room. Baxian opened the door. The room was as bare and empty as Hunt’s

had been. 

A  duffel  lay  beside  the  narrow  bed.  All  of  Baxian’s  belongings  fit  in

one fucking bag. 

It  didn’t  make  a  difference.  The  Helhound  was  an  asshole  who  had

done  shit  that  even  Hunt  couldn’t  stomach.  For  him  to  be  in  Justinian’s

room, filling his place—

The crucifix in the lobby flashed in Hunt’s mind, Justinian’s agonized

face  as  he  hung  on  it.  Hunt  tried  to  banish  the  thought,  but  failed.  He’d

fucked up. Twice now, he’d fucked up. First with the Fallen rebellion, then

this spring with the Viper Queen, and now … Was he really going to allow

himself and Bryce to be dragged into something similar? How many people

would be destroyed by the end? 

Baxian said, stepping into his room, “Thanks for the tour, Athalar.” 

Hunt again glimpsed that sad, empty little room behind the Helhound. 

Perhaps  something  like  pity  stirred  him,  because  he  said,  “I’ll  give  you  a

lesson on video games tomorrow. I gotta get home.” 

He could have sworn a shadow dimmed in Baxian’s eyes that appeared

a Hel of a lot like longing. “Thanks.” 

Hunt  grunted.  “We’ll  link  up  after  the  morning  check-in.  You  can

shadow me for the day.” 

“Real generous of you,” Baxian said, and shut the door without further

reply. 

Fortunately,  Pollux  shut  his  own  door  right  then—slammed  it  in Naomi’s face. Leaving Hunt with his two friends. 

They  headed  for  the  common  room  without  needing  to  say  a  word, 

waiting until they’d closed the door and ensured no one was in the bathroom

before sinking onto the couch. Hunt really wanted to go home, but … “So

this fucking sucks,” he said quietly. 

“Pollux should be drawn and quartered,” Naomi spat. 

“I’m  amazed  you’re  both  still  alive,”  Isaiah  said  to  her,  propping  his

feet on the coffee table and loosening the gray tie around his neck. Judging

by  the  suit,  he  must  have  recently  gotten  in  from  escorting  Celestina

somewhere.  “But  as  your  commander,  I’m  grateful  you  didn’t  brawl.”  He

gave Hunt a pointed look. 

Hunt snorted. But Naomi said, “The two of them defile those rooms by

staying in there.” 

“They’re only rooms,” Isaiah said, though pain tightened his face. “All

that Vik and Justinian were … it’s not in there.” 

“Yeah, it’s in a box at the bottom of a trench,” Naomi said, crossing her

arms. “And Justinian’s ashes are on the wind.” 

“So are Micah’s,” Hunt said softly, and they looked at him. 

Hunt just shrugged. 

“Were you really going to rebel this spring?” Naomi asked. They hadn’t

once spoken about it these past months. The shit that had gone down. 

“Not by the end,” Hunt said. “I meant everything I said on the boat. I

changed my mind; I realized that wasn’t the path for me.” He met Isaiah’s

disapproving frown. “I still mean it.” 

He  did.  If  Sofie  and  Emile  and  Ophion  and  Cormac  and  all  that  shit

went  away  right  now,  he  wouldn’t  fucking  think  twice  about  it.  Would  be

 glad for it. 

But  that  wasn’t  how  things  were  playing  out.  It  wasn’t  how  Bryce

wanted  it  to  play  out.  He  could  barely  stand  the  sight  of  Isaiah’s  tattooed brow. 

“I know,” Isaiah said at last. “You’ve got a lot more on the line now,” 

he added, and Hunt wondered if he’d intended the slight tone of warning in

the words. 

Wondered  if  Isaiah  remembered  how  he  and  the  other  angels  in  the

Summit conference room had bowed to him after he’d ripped off Sandriel’s

head. What would his friends do if he told them about his recent contact with an Ophion rebel? His head spun. 

Hunt  changed  the  subject,  nodding  to  the  hall  behind  the  shut  door. 

“You two going to stay here or find places of your own?” 

“Oh,  I’m  out,”  Isaiah  said,  practically  beaming.  “Signed  a  lease  this

morning  on  a  place  a  few  blocks  from  here.  CBD,  but  closer  to  the  Old

Square.” 

“Nice,” Hunt said, and lifted a brow at Naomi, who shook her head. 

“Free rent,” she said, “despite the new hallmates.” Pollux and Baxian

would be staying here until Celestina deemed them well adjusted enough to

live in the city proper. Hunt shuddered to think of them loose. 

“Do you trust that they’re going to behave?” he asked Isaiah. “Because

I fucking don’t.” 

“We  don’t  have  any  choice  but  to  trust  that  they  will,”  Isaiah  said, 

sighing. “And hope that the Governor will see them for what they are.” 

“Will it make any difference if she knows?” Naomi asked, tucking her

hands behind her head. 

“I  guess  we’ll  see,”  Hunt  said,  and  glanced  at  his  phone  again.  “All

right.  I’m  out.”  He  paused  at  the  doorway,  however.  Looked  at  his  two

friends, wholly unaware of the shit that was coming their way. It’d be huge

for  either  of  them—potentially  freeing  for  Isaiah—to  bust  Ophion.  To

capture Sofie Renast and her brother and haul in Cormac. 

If  he  spoke  up  now,  spilled  his  guts,  could  he  spare  Bryce  from  the

worst of it? Could he avoid crucifixion—avoid having an empty room being

all that was left of him one day, too? If he played it right, could he save them

both—and  maybe  Ruhn  and  Ithan—and  live  to  tell  the  tale?  Tharion  was

likely  dead  fucking  meat  for  not  telling  the  authorities  about  his  mission, 

queen or no, as was the Crown Prince of Avallen. But …

Isaiah asked, “Something on your mind?” 

Hunt cleared his throat. 

The words sizzled on his tongue. A parachute, and now would be the

exact  moment  to  pull  it  open.  We  have  a  major  problem  with  rebels

 converging on this city and I need your help to make sure they play right into

 our hands. 

Hunt cleared his throat again. Shook his head. 

And left. 
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“Dusk’s Truth, huh?” Hunt’s deep voice rumbled across the bed to Bryce as

they lay in the darkness, Syrinx already snoring between them. 

“Danika  definitely  thought  she  was  onto  something,”  Bryce  replied. 

Hunt  had  missed  dinner,  leaving  her  to  an  unbearably  awkward  meal  with

Ithan. He’d been quiet and contemplative, wearing the game face she’d seen

before big matches. She’d said as much to him, but he hadn’t wanted to talk. 

So  Bryce  had  combed  through  Danika’s  papers  and  clippings  again. 

Had found nothing new. She’d only filled Hunt in when he’d finally gotten

home  from  the  Comitium  and  they’d  readied  for  bed.  Any  thoughts  of

continuing what had gone down in that alley had vanished by the time she’d

finished. 

Hunt  hummed,  shifting  onto  his  side.  “So  you’re  really  going  to  help

Cormac, then.” 

“It’s  not  about  wanting  to  help  him—it’s  more  about  wanting  to  help

Emile. But I meant what I said to you in the alley: this is also about getting

what  I  can  out  of  the  situation  for  our  own  advantage.”  An  end  to  the

betrothal, and some training. “And,” she admitted, “learning about Danika.” 

“Does it matter? About Danika, I mean?” 

“It shouldn’t. But it does. For some reason, it does.” She said carefully, 

“I know we discussed this earlier, but … I can’t do this without you, Hunt.” 

He  said  softly,  “I  know.  I’m  just  …  Fuck,  Quinlan.  The  thought  of

anything happening to you scares the shit out of me. I understand, though. 

That’s  what  prompted  me  this  spring  …  what  I  was  doing  with  Vik  and

Justinian. It was for Shahar.” 

Her heart strained. “I know.” And he’d been willing to give that up for her—for  them. “So you’re in?” 

“Yeah.  Whatever  help  I  can  give,  I’ll  offer  it.  But  we  need  an  exit

strategy.” 

“We  do,”  she  agreed.  “Let’s  talk  about  it  tomorrow,  though.  I’m

exhausted.” 

“All right.” His wing brushed her bare shoulder and she turned her head

to find him with his head propped on a fist. 

“Don’t  do that.” 

“What?” His eyes sparkled in the dimness. 

She turned onto her own side and waved a hand toward him. “Look so

… like that.” 

His lips curled upward. “Sexy? Attractive? Seductive?” 

“All of the above.” 

He flopped onto his back. “I feel weird doing anything with Holstrom a

wall away.” 

She pointed to the aforementioned wall. “He’s on the other side of the

apartment.” 

“He’s a wolf.” 

Bryce inhaled the musky, midnight scent of him. Arousal. “So let’s be

quiet, then.” 

Hunt’s swallow was audible. “I … All right, I’ll be straight with you, 

Quinlan.” 

She arched a brow. 

He blew out a breath toward the ceiling. “It’s been … a while. For me, I

mean.” 

“Me too.” The longest she’d ever gone without sex since her first time

at  seventeen.  Well,  ignoring  what  she  and  Hunt  had  done  on  the  couch

months ago—though that wasn’t the kind of sex she wanted right now. 

He  said,  “I  guarantee  that  however  long  it’s  been  for  you,  it’s  been

longer for me.” 

“How long?” 

Some  part  of  her  howled  at  the  idea  of  anyone—any-fucking-one—

putting  their  hands  and  mouth  and  other  parts  on  him.  Of   Hunt  touching anyone  else.  Wanting  anyone  else.  Of  him  existing  in  a  world  where  he

hadn’t known her, and some other female had been more important—

Some other female  had been more important. Shahar. He’d loved her. 

Been willing to die for her. 

 He nearly died for you, too, a small voice whispered. But … this was

different somehow. 

Hunt grimaced. “Six months?” 

Bryce laughed. “That’s it?” 

He growled. “It’s a long time.” 

“I thought you were going to say  years.” 

He gave her an affronted look. “I wasn’t celibate, you know.” 

“So  who  was  the  lucky  lady,  then?”  Or  male,  she  supposed.  She’d

assumed he preferred females, but it was entirely possible he also—

“A nymph at a bar. She was from out of town and didn’t recognize me.” 

Bryce’s  fingers  curled,  as  if  invisible  claws  appeared  at  their  tips. 

“Nymph, huh.” 

Was that his type? Exactly like those dancers at the ballet? Delicate and

svelte? Had Shahar been like that? Bryce had never searched for portraits of

the  dead  Archangel—hadn’t  ever  wanted  to  torture  herself  like  that.  But

Sandriel  had  been  beautiful  as  Hel,  slim  and  tall,  and  Hunt  had  once

mentioned that they were twins. 

Bryce  added,  if  only  because  she  wanted  him  to  feel  a  shred  of  the

misery  that  now  coursed  through  her,  “Lion  shifter.  In  a  bathroom  at  the

White Raven.” 

“The night of the bombing?” The words were sharp. As if her fucking

someone while they’d known each other was unacceptable. 

“Less than a week before,” she said nonchalantly, quietly pleased at his

sharpness. 

“I thought you didn’t like alphaholes.” 

“I like them for some things.” 

“Oh  yeah?”  He  trailed  a  finger  down  her  bare  arm.  “What,  exactly?” 

His  voice  dropped  to  a  purr.  “You  don’t  seem  to  enjoy  males  bossing  you

around.” 

She  couldn’t  help  her  blush.  “Every  once  in  a  while.”  It  was  all  she

could  think  to  say  as  his  fingers  reached  her  wrist  and  he  lifted  her  hand, bringing  it  to  his  mouth  and  pressing  a  kiss  to  her  palm.  “This  one  was

especially good at being in charge.” 

“All right, Quinlan,” he said against her skin. “I’m thoroughly jealous.” 

She chuckled. “So am I.” 

He  kissed  the  inside  of  her  wrist,  lips  grazing  over  sensitive  flesh. 

“Before we went off on this stupid tangent, I was trying to warn you that it’s

been a while, so I might …” 

“Be fast?” 

He nipped at her wrist. “Be loud, asshole.” 

She  laughed,  running  her  fingers  over  his  smooth,  unmarked  brow.  “I

could gag you.” 

Hunt barked out a laugh. “Please tell me you’re not into that.” 

She let out a  hmmm. 

“For real?” He sat up slowly. 

She  lay  back  against  the  pillows,  arms  behind  her  head.  “I’ll  try

anything once.” 

A muscle throbbed in his neck. “All right. But let’s start with the basics. 

If that gets boring, I promise to find ways to keep you interested.” 

“That doesn’t get rid of the problem of Ithan’s keen hearing.” 

He shifted against the bed, and Bryce found the blatant evidence of his

interest pushing against his tight boxer briefs. Solas, he was huge. 

She laughed softly, sitting up as well. “It really has been a while.” 

He trembled, though—with restraint. “Tell me yes, Bryce.” 

She  went  molten  at  the  raw  need  in  his  words.  “I  want  to  touch  you

first.” 

“That’s not a yes.” 

“I want  your yes.” 

“Yes. Fuck yes. Now your turn.” 

She  only  smirked,  pressing  a  surprisingly  steady  hand  to  his  bare, 

muscled chest. He allowed her to push him back against the pillows. “I’ll say

yes when I’ve had my fill.” 

Hunt let out a low, rough noise. 

“Not too late for a gag,” Bryce murmured, pressing a kiss to his chest. 

Hunt  was  going  to  burst  out  of  his  skin.  He  couldn’t  stand  it:  the  sight  of Bryce now straddling his thighs, wearing nothing but an old, soft T-shirt, the

silken glide of her hair over his bare chest as she pressed a kiss between his

pecs. Pressed another near his nipple. 

There  was  another  person  in  this  apartment.  One  with  exceptional

hearing, and he—

Bryce’s lips closed around his left nipple, wet heat sending Hunt’s hips straining toward hers. She flicked her tongue across the taut bud, and Hunt

hissed. “For fuck’s sake.” 

She laughed around his nipple, then moved to the other. “Your chest is

as big as mine,” she muttered. 

“That’s the least sexy thing anyone has ever said to me,” he managed to

say. 

She dug her long nails into his chest, the pain a light, singeing kiss. His

cock throbbed in response. Gods spare him, he wouldn’t last a minute. 

Bryce  kissed  his  right  ribs.  Ran  her  tongue  along  the  muscles  there. 

“How do you get these stupid muscles, anyway?” 

“Exercise.” Why was she talking? Why was  he talking? 

His hands shook, and he fisted them in the sheets. Syrinx had leapt off

the bed, trotting to the bathroom and kicking the door shut with a hind leg. 

Smart chimera. 

Her  tongue  teased  over  his  left  ribs,  trailing  downward  as  her  fingers

traced lines along his chest, his stomach. She kissed his belly button, and her

head hovered mere inches from the edge of his boxer briefs, so close he was

about to erupt at the sight of it—

“Aren’t we supposed to do some kissing first?” His voice was guttural. 

“Absolutely  not,”  Bryce  said,  wholly  focused  on  her  task.  Hunt

couldn’t  get  a  breath  down  as  her  fingers  curled  on  the  waistband  of  his

underwear and peeled it away. He could only let her do it, lifting his hips to

accommodate her, baring all of him—

“Well, well, well,” she crooned, sitting up. Hunt almost started whining

at the distance she put between that mouth of hers and his cock. “This is a …

big surprise.” 

“Stop playing, Quinlan.” She had five seconds until he leapt on her and

did everything he’d dreamed of for months now. Everything he’d planned to

do during the longest night of the year. 

She laid a finger on his lips. “Hush.” She brushed her mouth over his. 

Slid her tongue along the seam of his lips. Hunt parted for her, and as her

tongue slipped into his mouth, he caught it between his lips and sucked hard. 

Let her know precisely how he liked it. 

Her  whimper  was  a  triumph.  But  Hunt  kept  still  as  she  withdrew, 

straightening again, and lifted the shirt over her head. 

 Fuck, those breasts. Full and heavy and tipped in rosy nipples that had him seeing double—

He hadn’t gotten enough of them that day they’d hooked up. Not even

close. He needed to feast on these, needed their weight in his palms, those

pretty nipples on his tongue—

She  fisted  her  breasts,  squeezing  as  she  looked  down  at  him.  Hunt

bucked  his  hips,  driving  his  cock  up  before  her  in  a  silent  request.  Bryce

only  writhed,  the  plane  of  her  stomach  undulating  as  she  squeezed  her

breasts again. 

Hunt surged to grab her, to put his mouth where her hands were, but she

held  up  a  finger.  “Not  yet.”  Her  eyes  simmered  like  coals  in  the  dimness. 

Her star began to glow faintly, as if it were under a black light. She traced

her finger over the soft iridescence. “Please.” 

He panted through his teeth, chest heaving, but lay back on the pillows

once more. “Well, when you put it so politely …” 

She let out a sensuous laugh and leaned over him. Ran her nails along

the  shaft  of  his  cock,  then  back  down  to  its  base.  He  shivered,  pleasure

singing along his spine as she said, “There’s no way I can fit all of you in

me.” 

He ground out, “Never know until we try.” 

Bryce smiled, and her head dipped as her fingers wrapped around his

cock,  barely  able  to  grasp  him  fully.  She  squeezed  his  base  right  as  her

tongue lapped at his tip. 

Hunt  bucked,  panting  hard.  Bryce  laughed  against  his  cock.  “Quiet, 

remember?” 

He  was  going  to  cut  off  Holstrom’s  ears.  That  would  keep  the  wolf

from hearing—

Bryce licked him again, tongue swirling, then slid his broad head into

her mouth. Warm, wet heat enveloped him as she sucked tight and—

Hunt  arched  again,  clapping  a  hand  over  his  mouth  as  his  eyes  rolled

back in his head. Yes.  Fuck yes. Bryce withdrew, then slid her mouth further

onto him. A few more strokes and he’d—

Hunt  shifted,  making  to  grab  her,  but  she  pinned  his  hips  to  the  bed

with a hand. Took him until he bumped against the back of her throat. He

nearly flew out of his skin. 

She  sucked  him  hard,  the  pressure  so  perfect  it  was  practically  pain, 

withdrawing nearly to his tip before taking him all again. What didn’t make

it into her mouth was squeezed by her hand in flawless tandem. 

Hunt took in the sight of his cock disappearing into her mouth, her hair

whispering over his thighs, her breasts swaying—

“Quinlan,” he groaned, a plea and a warning. 

Bryce only slid him down her throat again, her free hand digging into

the muscles of his thigh in silent permission. In her mouth—that was where

she wanted him. 

The  thought  alone  unleashed  him.  Hunt  couldn’t  stop  himself  as  he

raked  his  hands  into  her  hair,  fingers  digging  into  her  scalp,  and  rode  her mouth. She met him thrust for thrust, moaning deep in her throat so that it

echoed through him—

And  then  her  hand  slipped  down  to  his  balls,  squeezing  hard  as  her

teeth grazed along his shaft—

Hunt shattered, biting down on his lip so hard the coppery tang of blood

coated his tongue, bucking up into her, spilling down her throat. 

Bryce swallowed as he came, the walls of her mouth fluttering against

him, and he was going to fucking  die from this, from her, from the pleasure

she was wringing from him—

Hunt groaned, the last of himself shooting into her mouth. Then he was

shaking and panting as she removed her mouth in one wet slide, then held

his gaze. 

She swallowed once more. Licked her lips. 

Hunt tried and failed to get up. As if his body were stunned stupid. 

Bryce smirked, a queen triumphant. Every fantasy he’d had of her these

months—none of them came close to this. To what her mouth had been like, 

to what she looked like naked …

Hunt had managed to prop himself up on his elbows when Ithan yelled

from  the  other  side  of  the  apartment,  “Please:  have  sex  a  little  louder!  I didn’t hear everything that time! ” 

Bryce burst out laughing, but Hunt could only stare at the little droplet

that ran down her chin, gleaming in the dim light of her star. She noted the

direction  of  his  attention  and  wiped  off  her  chin,  rubbing  her  fingers

together, then licking them clean. 

Hunt  growled,  low  and  deep.  “I’m  going  to  fuck  you  senseless.”  Her

nipples  were  hard  as  pebbles,  and  she  squirmed  against  him.  Nothing  but

those little lace panties separated her sweetness from his bare thighs. 

But then Holstrom shouted, “That sounds medically dangerous! ” 

And Bryce laughed again, rolling off Hunt and reaching for his T-shirt. 

“Let’s go to a sleazy motel tomorrow,” she said, and promptly went to sleep. 

Hunt, mind blasted apart, could only lie there naked, wondering if he’d

imagined it all. 

Hunt  sat  in  a  simple  folding  chair  at  the  bottom  of  an  abyss,  nothing  but

blackness around him, the only light coming from the faint glow cast by his

body. There was no beginning or end to the perpetual night. 

He’d fallen asleep beside Quinlan, wondering if he should just slide his

hand  over  her  hip  to  reacquaint  himself  with  that  lovely  spot  between  her

legs. But Bryce wasn’t there. 

He didn’t want Bryce in a place like this, so dark and empty and yet …

awake.  Wings  rustled  nearby—not  the  soft  feathers  of  his  wings,  but

something leathery. Dry. 

Hunt  stiffened,  trying  to  shoot  to  his  feet,  but  he  couldn’t.  His  ass

stayed planted in the chair, though no ties bound him. His booted feet were

glued to the black floor. 

“Who’s  there?”  The  darkness  absorbed  his  voice,  muffling  it.  The

leathery  wings  whispered  again,  and  Hunt  twisted  his  head  toward  the

sound. Moving his head was about the only thing he could manage. 

“A greater warrior would have freed himself from those bonds by now.” 

The soft, deep voice slithered over his skin. 

“Who the fuck are you?” 

“Why do you not use the gifts in your blood to free yourself, Orion?” 

Hunt gritted his teeth. “It’s Hunt.” 

“I see. Because Orion was a hunter.” 

The voice came from everywhere. “What’s  your name?” 

“Midgardians do not feel comfortable uttering my name on your side of

the Rift.” 

Hunt stilled. There was only one being whose name was not uttered in

Midgard. 

The Prince of the Pit. Apollion. 

His  blood  chilled.  This  was  a  fucked-up,  weird-ass  dream,  no  doubt

caused by Quinlan literally blowing his mind into smithereens—

“It is no dream.” 

The  seventh  and  most  lethal  of  the  demon  princes  of  Hel  was   in  his

 mind—

“I  am  not  in  your  mind,  though  your  thoughts  ripple  toward  me  like your world’s radio waves. You and I are in a place between our worlds. A

pocket-realm, as it were.” 

“What do you want?” Hunt’s voice held steady, but—fuck. He needed

to get out of here, to find some way back to Bryce. If the Prince of the Pit

could get into Hunt’s mind, then—

“If  I  went  into  her  mind,  my  brother  would  be  very  angry  with  me. 

Again.” Hunt could have sworn he heard a smile in the prince’s voice. “You

certainly worry a great deal about a female who is far safer than you at the

moment.” 

“Why  am  I  here?”  Hunt  forced  out,  willing  his  mind  to  clear  of

anything  but  the  thought.  It  was  difficult,  though.  This  being  before  him, 

around  him  …  This  demon  prince  had  killed  the  seventh  Asteri.  Had

 devoured the seventh Asteri. 

The Star-Eater. 

“I do like that name,” Apollion said, chuckling softly. “But as for your

question,  you  are  here  because  I  wished  to  meet  you.  To  assess  your

progress.” 

“We got the pep talk from Aidas this afternoon, don’t worry.” 

“My brother does not inform me of his movements. I do not know or

care what he has or has not done.” 

Hunt lifted his chin with a bravado he didn’t feel. “So let’s hear it. Your

proposal  for  how  we  should  ally  with  you  to  overthrow  the  Asteri  and  set

you up as our new masters.” 

“Is that what you think will happen?” 

“Aidas already gave us a history lesson. Spare me.” 

The  darkness  rumbled  with  distant  thunder.  “You  are  foolish  and

arrogant.” 

“Takes one to know one, I suppose.” 

The darkness paused. “You are impertinent as well. Do you not know

where I come from? My father was the Void, the Being That Existed Before. 

Chaos  was  his  bride  and  my  dam.  It  is  to  them  that  we  shall  all  one  day

return, and their mighty powers that run in my blood.” 

“Fancy.” 

But Apollion said, “You’re wasting the gifts that were given to you.” 

Hunt drawled, “Oh, I think I’ve put them to good use.” 

“You don’t know a fraction of what you might do. You and the Starborn

girl.” 

“Again,  Quinlan  got  the  whole  ‘master  your  powers’  talk  from  Aidas

today, and that was boring enough, so let’s not repeat it.” 

“Both  of  you  would  benefit  from  training.  Your  powers  are  more

similar  than  you  realize.  Conduits,  both  of  you.  You  have  no  idea  how

valuable you and the others like you are.” 

Hunt arched a brow. “Oh yeah?” 

The darkness rippled with displeasure. “If you are so dismissive of my

assistance, perhaps I should send some … appetizers to test you and yours.” 

Hunt flared his wings slightly. “Why summon me? Just to give me this

shove?” 

Apollion’s unholy essence whispered around him again. “The Northern

Rift is groaning once more. I can smell war on the wind. I do not plan to lose

this time.” 

“Well, I don’t plan to have a demon prince for my ruler, so find a new

five-year goal.” 

A soft laugh. “You do amuse, Orion.” 

Hunt snarled, and his lightning sizzled in answer. “I take it we’re done

here—” 

The seething darkness and those leathery wings vanished. 

Hunt jolted awake. He was already reaching for the knife on the nightstand

when he halted. 

Quinlan  slept  beside  him,  Syrinx  on  her  other  side,  both  of  them

snoring  softly.  In  the  darkness,  her  red  hair  looked  like  fresh  blood  across her pillow. 

The Prince of the Pit had spoken to him. Knew who he was, who Bryce

was—

The Prince of the Pit was a liar and a monster, and it was entirely likely

that he was trying to lure Hunt and Bryce into some fool’s quest with their

powers. And yet … Fuck. 

Hunt ran a shaking hand over his sweaty face, then settled back onto the

pillows,  brushing  a  knuckle  down  Bryce’s  soft  cheek.  She  murmured, 

shifting closer, and Hunt obliged, sliding his arm over her waist and folding

a wing around her. As if he could shield her from all that hunted them. 

On both sides of the Northern Rift. 
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Ruhn finished off his beer, setting it on the coffee table before the massive

TV in the living room. Declan, seated to his left, did the same. “All right,” 

Dec said, “espionage time.” 

Flynn, smoking some mirthroot that Ruhn desperately needed a hit of, 

chuckled. “Our sweet son Ruhn is all grown up and spying for rebels.” 

“Shut up,” Ruhn growled. “I knew I should have done this in private.” 

“Where  would  the  fun  be  in  that?”  Dec  asked.  “Plus,  shouldn’t

someone be here in case it’s, I don’t know, a trap or something?” 

“Then why the fuck is he smoking?” Ruhn nodded to where Flynn blew

smoke rings. 

“Because  I’m  a  self-destructive  yet  insanely  charming  idiot?”  Flynn

grinned. 

“Emphasis on  insane,” Dec muttered. 

But  Ruhn  wanted  them  with  him  tonight,  when  most  of  the  city  was

asleep,  as  he  attempted  contact  with  Agent  Daybright.  He  had  the  comm-

crystal, though he wasn’t exactly sure what to do with it—how to even begin

connecting his abilities with its communication affinity. All hypotheticals, no

guarantee  of  success.  He  couldn’t  decide  whether  or  not  it’d  be  a  relief  to fail. To be able to walk away from this. 

“So,  are  we  supposed  to  meditate  with  you  or  something?”  Flynn  set

down the mirthroot. 

“How the Hel would that help?” Ruhn asked. 

“Solidarity?” Flynn suggested. 

Ruhn snorted. “I’m good. Just … put a wooden spoon between my teeth

if I go into some kind of fit.” 

Declan raised one. “Already thought of that.” 

Ruhn put his hand on his heart. “Thanks. I’m touched.” 

Flynn clapped Ruhn on the back. “We’ve got you. Do your thing.” 

There wasn’t anything else to say, anything else Ruhn needed to hear, 

so  he  closed  his  eyes,  leaning  back  against  the  cushions  of  the  couch.  He

clenched the crystal in his fist, the stone eerily warm. 

A  mental  bridge—that  was  how  he  always  pictured  the  link  he  made

between his mind and someone else’s. So that was the image he summoned, 

funneling it through the crystal in his hand, as surely as Bryce had funneled

her own powers through the crystal of the Gate this spring. Cormac had said

the crystal had similar properties, so … why not? 

Ruhn  extended  the  bridge  from  himself,  through  the  crystal,  and  then

out  into  the  vast  unknown,  sprawling  into  a  darkness  with  no  end.  He

clenched the crystal tighter, willing it to lead him where he needed to go, as

if it were a prism filtering his powers out into the world. 

 Hello?  His voice echoed down the bridge. Into nothing. 

He visualized the crystal’s milky core. Imagined a thread running from

it, down along this mental bridge, out toward another end. 

 Hello? This is Agent …

Well, fuck. He should have come up with a code name. He sure as Hel

couldn’t risk his own name or identity, but he wanted something cool, damn

it. 

 This is your new contact. 

No  answer  from  Daybright  came.  Ruhn  kept  extending  the  bridge, 

letting  it  span  into  nothingness.  Pictured  the  crystal  and  its  thread,  letting himself follow its trail into the night. 

 I’m here to—

 Yes? 

Ruhn went still at the faint female voice. Light glowed down the bridge, 

and then there she was. 

A female of pure flame. Or that was how she chose to appear. Not how

Lehabah had been made of flame, with her body visible, but rather a female

cloaked in it, only a flash of a bare wrist or an ankle or a shoulder through

the veil. She was humanoid, but that was all he could glean. She looked like

one of the radical sun-priests who’d gone rogue and immolated themselves

to be close to their god. 

 Who are you?  he asked. 

 Who are you ?  she challenged. Not one hint of her face. 

 I asked first. 

Her flame flared, as if in annoyance. But she said,  The little black dog

 sleeps soundly on a wool blanket. 

Ruhn  blew  out  a  breath.  There  it  was—the  code  phrase  Cormac  had

given  him  to  confirm  her  identity.  He  said,  And  the  gray  tabby  cleans  her paws by the light of the moon. 

Utter nonsense. 

But  she  said,  I’m  Agent  Daybright,  in  case  that  wasn’t  clear  enough. 

 Now … you are? 

Ruhn peered down at himself, swearing. He hadn’t thought to hide his

body—

But he found only a form of night and stars, galaxies and planets. As if

his silhouette had been filled by them. He lifted a hand, finding not skin but

the starry blanket of the sky covering his fingers. Had his mind instinctively

shielded him? Or was this what he was, deep below the skin? Was this fire-

being standing thirty feet down the mental bridge what  she was, deep below

her own skin? Or fur, he supposed. 

She could be a faun or a satyr. Or a witch or a shifter. Or an Asteri, as

Cormac had suggested. Maybe the fire was that of the holy star in her. 

She merely stood there, burning.  Well? 

Her  voice  was  beautiful.  Like  a  golden  song.  It  stirred  his  Fae  soul, 

made it perk up.  I, ah … I hadn’t gotten that far yet. 

She angled her head with what seemed like predatory intent.  They sent

 a novice? 

A  chill  skittered  down  his  spine.  She  certainly  spoke  like  one  of  the

Asteri, regal and aloof. She looked over her shoulder. As if back toward the

body connected to her mind. 

Ruhn said,  Look, Agent Silverbow gave me this crystal, but had no idea

 if it could even work on a mind-to-mind level. So I wanted to attempt to make

 contact  and  let  you  know  I’m  here  and  this  is  the  new  mode  of

 communication. So if it’s an emergency, I don’t need to waste time figuring

 out how to get in touch. 

 That’s fine. 

He  surveyed  her  again.  So,  we  trust  each  other  that  easily,  then?   He couldn’t stop his taunting question.  You’re not at all worried the crystal fell

 into the wrong hands and the code phrases were compromised? 

 Agents of the Asteri don’t bumble about so much. 

Damn.  I’ll try harder to impress you the next time. 

Another soft laugh.  You already have, Agent Night. 

 Did  you  just  give  me  a  code  name?   Night  and  Daybright.  Night  and

Day—he liked that. 

 I  figured  I’d  spare  you  the  trouble  of  trying  to  invent  something

 interesting.  She turned back to her end of the bridge, flame flowing in her

wake. 

 No messages for me to pass along?  He didn’t dare say Cormac’s name. 

 Anything about the Spine? 

She  kept  walking.  No.  But  tell  your  commander  that  safe  passage  is

 granted under the cover of the waning moon. 

Ruhn bristled. Like Hel was Cormac his commander.  I don’t know what

 that means. 

 You’re not supposed to. But Agent Silverbow will. And tell him I much

 prefer this method of communicating. 

Then Daybright and her flame winked out, and Ruhn was alone. 

“Why not tell me Agent Daybright was a female?” Ruhn asked Cormac the

next morning, standing in his living room and gulping down his second cup

of  coffee,  Flynn  lounging  beside  him.  He’d  messaged  his  cousin  to  come

here under the guise of wanting to discuss the terms of Bryce’s engagement. 

Thankfully, his cousin hadn’t needed much more than that before arriving. 

Cormac shrugged, his gray T-shirt lightly coated in sweat, presumably

from the scorching walk over here. “I thought you might share your father’s

outdated views that females should not be in the line of danger and balk at

putting her at risk.” 

“Does anything I’ve ever done indicate I’d feel that way?” 

“You’re protective of your sister to a fault.” Cormac frowned. “Did you

 see Daybright?” 

“She  appeared  humanoid,  cloaked  in  flame.  I  couldn’t  see  anything, 

really.” 

“Good. I’m assuming you veiled yourself, too.” 

Only by pure dumb luck. “Yeah.” 

Cormac paced in front of the TV. “But she said nothing of Sofie?” 

Ruhn hadn’t even thought to ask. Guilt twisted in his gut. “No.” 

Cormac  dragged  his  hands  through  his  short  blond  hair.  “And  no updates on the Asteri’s mech-suit prototype being sent along the Spine?” 

“No. She only told me to tell you that safe passage is granted under the

light of the waning moon.” 

Cormac sighed. Whatever that meant. But Declan asked as he emerged

from the kitchen, cup of coffee in hand, “So what now? Ruhn waits for her

to call with intel about this raid on the Spine?” 

Cormac sneered at Declan. Avallen snob to the core. He said to Ruhn, 

“Remind me, cousin, why you felt the need to involve these two fools in our

business?” 

“Remind me,” Ruhn countered, “why I’m working with someone who

insults my brothers?” 

Dec and Flynn smirked at Cormac, who seethed, but finally sighed. The

Avallen Prince said, “To answer your question, Declan Emmett, yes: Ruhn

will wait until Daybright contacts him with details on the Spine raid. Or until

I  have  something  for  him  to  pass  along,  in  which  case  he’ll  contact  her

again.” 

Flynn  leaned  back  on  the  couch,  propping  his  arms  behind  his  head. 

“Sounds boring.” 

“Lives  are  at  stake,”  Cormac  gritted  out.  “This  hit  on  the  Spine, 

attaining that new mech-suit prototype before the Asteri can use it against us

on the battlefields, will give us a fighting chance.” 

“Not  to  mention  all  the  weapons  you’ll  loot  from  the  supply  trains,” 

Declan said darkly. 

Cormac  ignored  his  tone.  “We  don’t  do  anything  unless  it’s  been

approved by Command. So wait until you hear from me before you contact

her again.” 

Fine. He could do that. Go about his life, pretending he wasn’t a sort-of

rebel.  Only  until  he  wanted  out,  Cormac  had  promised.  And  after  that  …

he’d  go  back  to  what  he’d  been  doing.  To  leading  the  Aux  and  hating  his

father yet dreading the day the male died. Until the next person who needed

him for something came along. 

Flynn grinned. “Bureaucracy at its finest.” 

Cormac scowled at the Fae lord, but stalked for the front door. “I need

to head out.” 

“Hunting for Emile?” Ruhn asked. It was the middle of the morning—

the kid would likely be lying low. 

Cormac  nodded.  “Being  a  visiting  prince  allows  me  the  cover  of  …

sightseeing, as you call it here. And as a tourist, I’ve taken a keen interest in

your Black Dock and its customs.” 

“Morbid,” Declan said. 

Ruhn blurted, “You can’t think Emile’s going to jump into one of the

black boats in broad daylight.” 

“I’ll look for him both by the light of the sun and the moon, until I find

him. But I’d rather ask casual questions of the Reapers during the day.” 

“Are you insane?” Flynn said, laughing in disbelief. 

Ruhn was inclined to agree. “Don’t fuck with the Reapers, Cormac,” he

warned. “Even for Emile’s sake.” 

Cormac patted a knife at his side. As if that would do anything to kill a

creature that was already dead. “I know how to handle myself.” 

“I  told  you  this  would  happen,”  Hunt  snarled  to  Isaiah  as  their  steps

thundered  along  the  hallway  of  Celestina’s  private  residence  atop  the third

tower of the Comitium. Celestina had called this meeting in her own home, 

rather than in the public office Micah had always used. 

“We don’t have the full scope yet,” Isaiah shot back, adjusting his tie

and the lapels of his gray suit. 

Celestina  had  tried  to  ease  the  harsh  modernism  that  Micah  had

favored:  plush  rugs  now  softened  the  white  marble  floors,  angular  statues

had  been  replaced  by  lush-bodied  effigies  of  Cthona,  and  vases  of  fluffy, 

vibrant flowers graced nearly every table and console they passed. 

It  was  a  nice  contrast,  Hunt  might  have  thought.  Had  they  not  been

called here for a reason. 

He kept reminding himself of that reason, that this was a triarii meeting

and  not  some  one-on-one  session.  That  he  wasn’t  in  Sandriel’s  castle  of

horrors, where a trip to her private chambers ended in blood and screaming. 

He  inhaled  once,  thinking  of  Bryce,  of  her  scent,  the  warmth  of  her

body  against  his.  It  settled  the  edge  in  him,  even  as  something  far  more

lethal opened an eye. What they were doing with Cormac, all this rebel shit

they’d agreed to go through with last night …

Hunt glanced sidelong at Isaiah as the male knocked on the open double

doors  of  Celestina’s  study.  He  could  tell  him.  He  needed  someone  like

Isaiah, even-keeled and unflappable. Especially if Hel had a vested interest

in the conflict. And Hunt himself. 

He’d  decided  to  ignore  Apollion’s  commands.  He  had  no  interest  in playing right into Hel’s hands. 

Celestina  murmured  her  welcome,  and  Hunt  braced  himself  as  he

followed Isaiah in. 

Sunlight  filled  the  glass-and-marble  space,  and  all  the  hard-edged

furniture had been replaced by lovely artisanal wood pieces, but Hunt only

noted the two males sitting before the desk. Naomi leaned against the wall

by the built-in bookcase to the right, face dark and lethal focus fixed upon

the males. 

Well, the one male. The reason they were here. 

Pollux didn’t turn as they entered, and Hunt aimed for the chair beside

Baxian. Isaiah could sit next to Pollux. Isaiah threw him a  Thanks, asshole

look, but Hunt scanned Celestina’s expression for clues. 

Displeasure tightened the corners of her mouth, but her eyes were calm. 

Face  full  of  contemplation.  She  wore  pale  purple  robes,  her  curls  spilling

down her bare arms like a waterfall of night. She might have been a goddess, 

so still and lovely was she—might have been Cthona herself, voluptuous and

full-bodied, were it not for the radiant wings that filled with the light of the

sun shining through the windows behind her. 

“I  apologize  for  keeping  my  message  brief,”  Celestina  said  to  Hunt, 

Isaiah, and Naomi. “But I did not want the full account on the record.” 

Pollux and Baxian stared ahead at nothing. Or Hunt assumed that was

the case, given that one of Baxian’s eyes was swollen shut, and Pollux’s face

was one big magnificent bruise. That it remained this way after twelve hours

suggested the initial damage had been impressive. He wished he could have

seen it. 

“We  understand,”  Isaiah  said  in  that  take-no-shit  commander’s  tone. 

“We share your disappointment.” 

Celestina  sighed.  “Perhaps  I  was  naïve  in  believing  that  I  could

introduce two Pangerans to this city without a more thorough education in its

ways. To hand over the responsibility”—she glanced at Naomi, then at Hunt

—“was my mistake.” 

Hunt could have warned her about that. He kept his mouth shut. 

“I  would  like  to  hear  from  you  two,  in  your  own  words,  about  what

happened,”  the  Archangel  ordered  Pollux  and  Baxian.  The  tone  was

pleasant,  yet  her  eyes  glinted  with  hidden  steel.  “Pollux?  Why  don’t  you

start?” 

It  was  a  thing  of  beauty,  the  way  Pollux  bristled  in  his  seat,  flowing golden  hair  still  streaked  with  blood.  The  Hammer  hated  this.  Absolutely

fucking  hated  this,  Hunt  realized  with  no  small  amount  of  delight. 

Celestina’s kindness, her fairness, her softness … Pollux was chafing even

worse than Hunt. He’d served enthusiastically under Sandriel—had relished

her  cruelty  and  games.  Perhaps  sending  him  to  Celestina  had  been  a

punishment that even the Asteri had not anticipated. 

But Pollux growled, “I was having some fun at a tavern.” 

“Bar,” Hunt drawled. “We call them bars here.” 

Pollux  glared,  but  said,  “The  female  was  all  over  me.  She   said  she

wanted it.” 

“Wanted what?” Celestina’s voice had taken on a decidedly icy tone. 

“To fuck me.” Pollux leaned back in his chair. 

“She said no such thing,” Baxian growled, wings shifting. 

“And  were  you  there  every  moment  of  the  night?”  Pollux  demanded. 

“Though perhaps you were. You always pant after my scraps.” 

Hunt met Isaiah’s wary stare. Some major tension had arisen between

these two in the years since Hunt and Isaiah had left Sandriel’s territory. 

Baxian bared his teeth in a feral grin. “Here I was, thinking your  scraps

were panting after me. They always seem so … unsatisfied when they leave

your room.” 

Pollux’s  power—standard  malakim  magic,  but  strong—rattled  the

pretty trinkets along the built-in bookcase. 

Celestina cut in, “That is enough.” Warm, summer-kissed power filled

the room, smothering their own gifts. A feminine, unbreaking sort of magic

—the kind that took no shit and would lay down the law if threatened. That

was utterly unafraid of Pollux and the sort of male he was. She said to the

Hammer, “Explain what happened.” 

“We went into the alley behind the  tavern”—he threw that last word at

Hunt—“and she was all over me, as I said. Then the bastard”—he threw that

one at Baxian—“attacked me.” 

“And at what point did you not hear her say no?” Baxian challenged. 

“The first or the tenth time?” 

Pollux  snorted.  “Some  females  say  no  when  they  want  it.  It’s  a  game

for them.” 

“You’re fucking delusional,” Naomi spat from across the room. 

“Was I talking to you, hag?” Pollux snapped. 

“Enough. ” Celestina’s power again filled the room, stifling any magic they  might  have  summoned.  She  asked  Baxian,  “Why  did  you  go  into  the

alley after him?” 

“Because  I’ve  spent  decades  with  this  asshole,”  Baxian  seethed.  “I

knew what was about to happen. I wasn’t going to let him go through with

it.” 

“You did plenty of times under Sandriel,” Isaiah said, voice low. “You

and your whole triarii stood back.” 

“You don’t know shit about what I did or didn’t do,” Baxian snapped at

Isaiah, then said to Celestina, “Pollux deserved the beating I gave him.” 

The Hammer bared his teeth. Hunt could only watch in something like

shock. 

“That may be true,” Celestina said, “but the fact remains that you two

are in my triarii and your fight was filmed. And it’s now online and being

aired by every news station.” Her gaze sharpened on Pollux. “I offered the

female the chance to press charges—but she declined. I can only assume she

is aware of what a circus it would be, and is frightened of the consequences

for herself and her loved ones. I plan to fix that in this city. This territory. 

Even if it means making an example of one of my triarii.” 

Hunt’s  blood  roiled,  howling.  Maybe  this  would  be  it.  Maybe  Pollux

would finally get what was coming to him. 

But Celestina’s throat worked. “I received a call this morning, however, 

and have seen the wisdom in … granting you a second chance.” 

“What? ” Hunt blurted. 

Pollux  bowed  his  head  in  a  mockery  of  gratitude.  “The  Asteri  are

benevolent masters.” 

A muscle ticked in Celestina’s smooth cheek. “They are indeed.” 


Naomi asked, “What about that one?” She gestured toward Baxian, who

glared at her. 

Celestina  said,  “I  would  like  to  grant  you  a  second  chance  as  well, 

Helhound.” 

“I  defended that female,” Baxian snapped. 

“You did, and I commend you for that. But you did so in a public way

that drew attention.” Not only the city’s attention. The Asteri’s. 

Again, Celestina’s throat bobbed. 

Isaiah  asked  a  shade  gently,  “What  can  we  do  to  help  clean  up  this

mess?” 

She kept her stare on her wooden desk, thick lashes nearly grazing her

high  cheekbones.  “It  is  already  done.  To  give  the  media  something  else  to

focus on, the Asteri have blessed me with an opportunity. A gift.” 

Even  Pollux  dropped  his  simpering  bullshit  to  angle  his  head.  Hunt

braced himself. This couldn’t be good. 

Celestina smiled, and Hunt saw it for the forced expression it was. “I

am to mate Ephraim. With two Archangels now dead, there is a need to …

replenish  the  ranks.  On  the  Autumnal  Equinox,  we  shall  have  our  mating

ceremony here in Lunathion.” 

A  month  away.  The  holiday  known  as  Death’s  Day  was  a  lively  one, 

despite its name: it was a day of balance between the light and dark, when

the  veil  between  the  living  and  dead  was  thinnest.  Cthona  began  her

preparations  for  her  upcoming  slumber  then,  but  in  Lunathion,  raging

costume  parties  were  held  along  the  Istros  River  at  the  various  Sailing

points. The biggest party of all surrounded the Black Dock, where lanterns

were sent across the water to the Bone Quarter, along with offerings of food

and drink. It had been a total shitshow every time Hunt had flown above the

festivities.  He  could  only  imagine  what  Bryce  would  wear.  Something  as

irreverent as possible, he imagined. 

Celestina went on, “He shall stay here for a few weeks, then return to

his  territory.  After  that,  he  and  I  shall  alternate  visiting  each  other’s

territories.” Until a baby was born, no doubt. 

Naomi asked, “This is a good thing, right?” 

Celestina  again  gave  them  that  forced  smile.  “Ephraim  has  been  my

friend for many years and is a fair and wise male. I can think of no better

partner.” 

Hunt  sensed  the  lie.  But  such  was  the  lot  of  Archangels:  should  the

Asteri decide they were to breed, they obeyed. 

“Congratulations?” Isaiah said, and Celestina laughed. 

“Yes, I suppose those are in order,” she said. But her amusement faded

upon  facing  Pollux—the  cause  of  this.  He’d  embarrassed  this  city, 

embarrassed her, and the Asteri had taken notice. And now she would pay. 

Not for what Pollux had tried to do to that female, but for getting caught by

the public. The Asteri would take this opportunity to remind her exactly how

much control they had over her. Her life. Her body. 

Hunt  didn’t  know  why  they  bothered  to  care,  why  they’d  gone  so  far

out of their way to prove a point, but … nothing surprised him where they

were  concerned.  Hunt’s  blood  began  to  heat,  his  temper  with  it.  Fucking monsters. 

“With  my  mating  announcement,  we  will  have  a  media  frenzy.  The

ceremony and party will be a high-profile event. Royals and dignitaries will

attend, along with Ephraim’s retinue.” 

Pollux straightened at that, delight in his bruised eyes. Celestina leveled

that cold stare at him again. “I hope that with the Hind coming to visit, you

will refrain from behaving as you did last night.” 

Baxian snorted. “Never stopped him before.” 

Pollux  bared  his  teeth  again,  but  Celestina  went  on,  “Hunt,  I’d  like  a

word with you. The rest of you are dismissed.” Hunt froze, but said nothing

as  the  others  filed  out.  Isaiah  and  Naomi  gave  him  warning  looks  before

shutting the doors behind them. 

Alone  with  his  Archangel,  Hunt  forced  himself  to  breathe.  To  keep

steady. 

She was going to rip into him for not controlling Baxian last night. For

not being there to stop him from brawling, even if he’d been given no order

to watch over him at all hours of the day. The punishment was coming, he

could sense it—

“The  Autumn  King  informed  me  of  Miss  Quinlan’s  engagement  to

Crown Prince Cormac of Avallen,” Celestina said. 

Hunt blinked. 

She  continued,  “I  was  hoping  you  could  provide  insight  into  the

situation,  considering  that  they  will  be  expected  to  attend  my  mating

celebration together.” 

He  hadn’t  thought  of  that.  That  this  would  even  be  something  to

discuss.  And  after  what  they’d  done  last  night  …  Could  he  stomach  it, 

seeing her in the arms of another male, even if it was just pretend? 

“It’s an arranged marriage,” Hunt said. “Their fathers insist.” 

“I’d  assumed  so.”  Celestina’s  mouth  tightened.  “I’m  curious  how   you

are feeling. You and Miss Quinlan are close.” 

“Yeah. We are.” Hunt rubbed his neck. “We’re dealing with it day by

day,” he admitted. 

Celestina  studied  him,  and  Hunt  made  himself  hold  her  gaze.  Found

nothing but … consideration and worry there. “You are exactly as I thought

you’d be.” 

Hunt arched a brow. 

Celestina’s  eyes  fell  to  her  hands,  fingers  twisting.  “Shahar  was  my friend, you know. My dearest friend. We kept it quiet. The Asteri wouldn’t

have  approved.  Shahar  was  already  defying  them  in  small  ways  when  she

and  I  became  close,  and  she  thought  they  would  see  our  friendship  as  an

alliance and try to … stop it.” 

Hunt’s heart stumbled. “She never said anything.” 

“Our correspondence over the years was covert. And when you rebelled

… I had nothing to offer her. My legion in Nena is—was—an extension of

the Asteri’s forces.” 

“You could have offered your own power.” Fuck, one more Archangel

fighting with them that day—

“I have lived with the consequences of my choice since then,” Celestina

said. 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because  I  heard  the  whispers  that  you  did  what  I  had  longed  to  do

since I learned about Shahar’s death at Sandriel’s hands. What I longed to do

every time I had to sit in the Asteri’s council room and listen to Sandriel spit

on her sister’s memory.” 

 Holy shit. 

“And I would like to apologize for my failure to extract you from the

masters who held you in the years after Shahar fell.” 

“That’s not your fault.” 

“I tried—but it wasn’t enough.” 

Hunt’s brows bunched. “What?” 

She set her hands on the desk. Interlaced her fingers. “I amassed funds

to  …  purchase  you,  but  the  Asteri  denied  me.  I  tried  three  times.  I  had  to stop a century ago—it would have raised suspicions had I continued.” 

She had sympathized with the Fallen. With his cause. “All for Shahar?” 

“I couldn’t let someone she cared for rot away like that. I wish …” She

blew out a breath. “I wish they’d let me buy you. So many things might be

different now.” 

It could all be a lie. A lovely, clever lie to get him to trust her. If she’d

sympathized  with  the  Fallen,  did  she  share  the  same  sentiments  about  the

Ophion  rebels?  If  he  told  her  all  that  was  brewing  in  this  city,  would  she damn them or help them? 

“The  doubt  in  your  eyes  shames  me.”  For  all  the  world,  she  sounded

like she meant it. 

“I  just  find  it  hard  to  believe  that  during  all  the  shit  I  went  through, someone was out there, trying to help me.” 

“I understand. But perhaps I might atone for my failures now. I’d like

us to be … friends.” 

Hunt  opened  his  mouth,  then  shut  it.  “Thank  you.”  He  meant  it,  he

realized. 

Celestina  smiled,  like  she  understood  it,  too.  “I’m  at  your  disposal

should you need anything. Anything at all.” 

He  weighed  the  kind  expression  on  her  face.  Did  she  know  about

Ophion  and  Cormac  and  Sofie?  She’d  somehow  learned  about  him  killing

Sandriel, so she clearly was able to attain secret information. 

Hunt breathed deeply, calming himself as he said again, “Thank you.” 

He  rose  from  his  chair.  “Since  we’re  being  honest  here  …  Sandriel’s  old

triarii is poison. I don’t know why Baxian is suddenly playing good guy, but

I’m sorry I wasn’t there to rein him in last night.” 

“I don’t hold you accountable for that.” 

Something tight eased in Hunt’s chest. He went on, “Okay, but the rest

… They’re dangerous people. Worse than the Princes of Hel.” 

She chuckled. “You compare them like you know from experience.” 

He did. But he hedged, “I hunted demons for years. I know a monster

when I see one. So when the Harpy and the Hawk and the Hind come for the

mating party … I’m begging you to be careful. To protect the people of this

city.  We  might  give  Baxian  shit  about  standing  by  while  Pollux  terrorized

people, but … I had to stand by, too. I’ve seen what Pollux does, what he

delights in. The Harpy is his female counterpart. The Hawk is secretive and

dangerous. And the Hind …” 

“I know very well what manner of threat Lidia Cervos poses.” 

Even Archangels feared the Hind. What she might learn. And Celestina, 

secret friend to Shahar, who still cared about her friend centuries later, who

carried the guilt of not helping … “Whatever you need,” Hunt said quietly, 

“anything  you  need  to  get  through  this  mating  ceremony,  to  deal  with

Sandriel’s cabal, you let me know.” 

Perhaps  the  Asteri  had  redistributed  Sandriel’s  triarii  here  not  only  to

balance out the numbers, but to plant allies and spies. To report on Hunt—

and Celestina. 

She nodded solemnly. “Thank you, Hunt.” 

He strode for the door, tucking in his wings. He halted at the doorway. 

“You  don’t  need  to  feel  guilty,  you  know.  About  the  shit  that  happened  to

me.” 

She angled her head. “Why?” 

He  gave  her  a  half  smile.  “If  I’d  gone  to  you  in  Nena,  I  never  would

have come here. To Lunathion.” His smile broadened as he walked out. “I

never would have met Bryce.” 

And every horror, every nightmare … all of it had been worth it for her. 

Hunt  found  Baxian  waiting  at  the  end  of  the  hallway,  the  male’s  arms

crossed, bruised face solemn. “How’d your special time go?” Baxian asked

by way of greeting. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Hunt strode toward the veranda at the far

end of the hall. He’d pay Bryce a lunchtime visit. Maybe they’d get naked. 

That sounded really fucking good. 

“The  old  gang’s  getting  back  together  in  a  few  weeks.  I  assume  you

were warning Celestina about it.” 

“You’re  a  bunch  of  sadistic  psychos.”  Hunt  stepped  onto  the  empty

veranda. The wind whipped at his hair, carrying the fresh scent of the Istros

from  across  the  city.  Storm  clouds  gathered  on  the  horizon,  and  lightning

danced in his veins. “I’d hardly call you the  old gang.” 

Baxian’s mouth twitched upward, bruises stretching. 

Hunt said, “I’m not buying whatever bullshit you’re selling by beating

the Hel out of Pollux.” 

“New city, new rules,” Baxian said, black feathers rustling. “New boss, 

who doesn’t seem to like Pollux all that much.” 

“So?” Hunt spread his wings. 

“So I don’t have to pretend anymore,” Baxian said. He lifted his face to

the darkening sky. “Storm’s coming. Be careful up there.” 

“Thanks for your concern.” Hunt flapped once, feet lifting. 

“I’m not trying to fuck you over.” 

“You’re trying to be a pain in my ass, then?” 

Baxian snorted. “Yeah, I guess.” 

Hunt  settled  back  to  the  ground.  “What  was  that  shit  with  you  and

Pollux—about his seconds?” 

Baxian  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  “He’s  a  jealous  fucker.  You

know that.” 

Hunt  could  think  of  only  one  person  Pollux  had  ever  shown  any preference for beyond Sandriel. “You have a thing for the Hind?” 

Baxian  barked  a  laugh.  “Fuck  no.  Pollux  is  the  only  person  insane

enough to go near her. I wouldn’t touch Lidia with a ten-foot pole.” 

Hunt  studied  the  male  who  had  been  his  enemy  for  so  long  he’d  lost

track of the years. Something had changed. Something big, and primal, and

… “What the fuck went on with Sandriel after I left?” 

Baxian smirked. “Who says it had anything to do with Sandriel?” 

“Why can’t anyone give me a direct answer these days?” 

Baxian  cocked  a  brow.  Thunder  growled  its  warning  in  the  distance. 

“You tell me your secrets, Athalar, and I’ll tell you mine.” 

Hunt  flipped  him  off.  He  didn’t  bother  saying  goodbye  before

launching into the darkening sky. 

But he couldn’t shake the sense that Baxian continued to watch him. As

if he’d left something vital hanging in the balance. It seemed only a matter

of time before it returned to bite him in the ass. 
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Ithan  kept  a  step  back  from  the  small  crowd  of  mer  emergency  workers

gathered  around  Captain  Ketos—and  the  body.  He’d  scented  death  before

they’d  even  approached  the  pristine  stretch  of  the  Istros  an  hour  north  of

Lunathion,  a  pretty  green  spot  amid  the  oaks  of  the  small  forest.  They’d

taken  wave  skimmers  up  the  Blue,  as  this  section  of  the  river  was  nearly

inaccessible by foot. He supposed he might have made the run easily in his

wolf form, but after getting one sniff of the corpse from a mile downriver, he

was glad not to be in that body. 

“Selkie  female,”  Tharion  was  saying  to  the  small  group  assembled, 

wiping the sweat from his brow. Even in the shadow of the mighty oaks, the

sun baked the forest into kindling. 

Ithan  swigged  from  his  canteen.  He  should  have  worn  shorts  and

sandals instead of the black jeans and boots of the Aux. He had no business

wearing these clothes anyway. 

Tharion  went  on,  surveying  the  little  heap  by  the  river’s  edge.  It  had

been found this morning by a passing otter. “Killed execution-style.” 

Death  was  nothing  new.  Ithan  just  wished  he  hadn’t  become  so  well

acquainted with it that at age twenty-two, it was already something he barely

batted an eye at. But that was the life of a wolf. Of a Holstrom. 

Tharion  pointed.  “Gorsian  bullet  to  the  right  thigh  to  keep  her  from

shifting  into  her  seal  form,  then  a  slow  bleed-out  from  a  slice  to  her  left femoral  artery.  Repeated  lacerations  indicate  the  murderer  reopened  the

thigh incision continuously to keep her bleeding until she died.” 

Cthona  spare  him.  “Or  until  whoever  it  was  got  their  answers,”  Ithan

said. 

The  group—three  of  Tharion’s  people—turned  his  way.  He’d  been

brought  for  one  reason—to  use  his  nose.  Apparently,  that  hadn’t  included

speaking. 

“Or that,” Tharion said, crossing his arms with a pointedness that said:

 Keep it quiet; I have the same instinct you do about this. 

At  least,  that  was  what  Ithan  thought  it  conveyed.  He’d  gotten  pretty

good  at  assessing  others’  expressions  and  tells  thanks  to  his  years  on  the

sunball field. 

Tharion  said  to  the  group,  “Right.  Continue  documenting  the  scene, 

then let’s see if we can find a name for her.” People peeled away to follow

his orders, and Tharion stepped aside to sniff the air. 

A male voice spoke from Ithan’s left. “Hey, you used to play sunball, 

right?” Ithan found a ruddy-faced mer in a blue BCIU windbreaker standing

a few feet away, a walkie-talkie in hand. 

Ithan grunted. “Yeah.” 

“For CCU—you were that Holstrom kid.” 

 Were.   Everything  in  his  life  was   were  these  days.  You  were  Connor’s brother. You were part of a pack. You were in the Aux. You were a sunball

 player. You were Bryce’s friend. You were normal. You were happy. 

“One and only.” 

“Why’d you quit? You could be, like, MVP in the pros right now.” 

Ithan  didn’t  smile,  tried  his  best  to  appear  disinterested.  “Had  other

plans.” 

“Than playing sunball professionally?” The male gaped. As if a selkie’s

ravaged body didn’t lie mere feet away. 

Everyone was watching now. Ithan had grown up with eyes on him like

that—had triumphed and failed spectacularly in front of thousands of people, 

day after day, for years. It didn’t make it easier. 

“Holstrom.”  Tharion’s  voice  cut  through  the  air,  mercifully  drawing

him from the conversation. Ithan gave the male a nod and aimed for where

the captain stood beside the river. Tharion murmured, “Smell anything?” 

Ithan inhaled. Blood and rot and water and iron and—

Another  sniff,  taking  him  deeper,  pulling  back  layers.  Salt  and  water

and seal. That was the selkie. Then— “There’s a human scent here. On her.” 

He  pointed  to  the  selkie  left  amid  the  leaves  and  bone-dry  brush.  “Two  of

them.” 

Tharion  said  nothing,  idly  twirling  a  ribbon  of  water  between  his fingers.  The  mer  were  similar  to  the  water  sprites  in  that  regard—able  to

summon water from thin air. 

Ithan began to pace through the clearing, careful of the tracks—noting

and scenting the slight disturbances in the dirt and leaves and sticks. 

He sniffed again, brain downloading and sorting all those scents. 

“Wouldn’t your wolf form be easier?” Tharion asked, leaning against a

tree. 

“No,” Ithan lied, and kept moving. He couldn’t bear to take that form, 

to feel that empty-souled wolf. 

He  sniffed  a  few  more  times,  then  stalked  up  to  Tharion  and  said

quietly,  “There’s  a  human  female  scent  all  over  this  scene.  But  the  second

scent—it’s  a  human  male.  A  little  strange,  but  human.”  Exactly  as  Ithan

would have described a part-thunderbird human. “It’s only on the selkie. A

little whiff.” 

“So  what  does  that  tell  you?”  Tharion  asked  with  equal  quiet, 

monitoring the others documenting the crime scene. 

“My guess?” 

“Yeah, tell me your gut impressions.” 

Ithan noted the mer around him. Their hearing might not be as keen as

his, but … “I think we should be somewhere more secure.” 

Tharion made a  hmm of contemplation. Then he called to the group of

investigators, “Any further insights, kids?” 

No one answered. 

Tharion sighed. “All right. Let’s get her bagged up and brought back to

the lab. I want tests done as soon as possible, along with an ID.” 

The others broke apart, heading to the aquatic vehicles lined up along

the  Blue  River’s  edge,  tethered  in  place  with  their  water  magic.  Leaving

Ithan and Tharion with the body. 

The mer male arched a brow. “I need to head to the Blue Court, but I’d

like to hear your findings while they’re fresh. Do you have time?” 

“I got nothing but time,” Ithan answered. 

He wondered when having all that time would stop feeling like such a

chore. 

“So, let’s hear it,” Tharion said as he slumped into his office chair and turned

on his computer. 

Ithan Holstrom stood at the wall of glass, gazing out at the deep blue of the  Istros,  observing  the  fish  and  otters  dart  past.  The  wolf  had  said  little while Tharion had brought him Beneath, though from his wide eyes, it was

clear he’d never been here before. 

Ithan said without turning, “Let’s assume the players involved are the

ones we think they are. I think the selkie found the kid, helped him on his

way toward Lunathion. Not soon afterward, given how his scent is still on

her clothes, the selkie was found and tortured by a human woman for intel

on  Emile’s  location.  From  what  we  know  about  her,  my  guess  is  Pippa

Spetsos.” 

Tharion’s mouth twisted to the side. “My techs said the kill was about a

day old. That line up with your info?” 

“Yeah,  though  probably  less  than  a  day.  But  the  kid’s  scent  on  her

clothes was older than that. Only by six hours or so.” 

“Why?” Tharion propped his chin on his hands. 

“Because she couldn’t have gone in the water—or changed her clothes, 

if the scent was still on her. As far as I know, selkies rarely go a day before

shifting and swimming. The water would have washed the kid’s scent from

her.” 

Tharion  considered,  turning  over  the  information  in  his  mind.  “We

didn’t pick up any tracks from the kid in the clearing, though.” 

“No,”  Ithan  agreed,  turning  back  to  him.  “Emile  was  never  in  that

clearing. The selkie must have come there afterward.” 

Tharion  peered  at  the  map  of  Crescent  City  and  its  surrounding  lands

behind his desk. “That spot is between the boat I investigated and the city. If

he linked up with the selkie somewhere around there, he is indeed moving

toward Lunathion. And if that kill is less than a day old, he might have just

gotten here.” 

“And Pippa Spetsos, if that’s whose scent was on the female, could be

here as well.” 

“Or  one  of  her  soldiers,  I  guess,”  Tharion  admitted.  “Either  way, 

Lightfall is near. We need to be careful.” 

“Pippa is a human woman.” 

“She’s  a  dangerous  rebel,  capable  of  killing  Vanir  thanks  to  those

gorsian  bullets.  And  a  psychopath  who  delights  in  killing  even  the  most

innocent.  We’re  not  going  near  her  without  prep  and  thought.”  Hopefully

they would find Emile first and not need to deal with Pippa at all. 

Ithan snorted. “We can take her. My brother took down Philip Briggs.” 

“Something tells me Pippa might be worse than Briggs.” 

“Come on,” Ithan said, scoffing. 

Tharion  didn’t  bother  to  keep  the  gravity  from  his  face.  “I  like  being

alive. I’m not going to risk death because you’ve got an outsize view of your

wolf skills.” 

“Fuck you.” 

Tharion shrugged. “My river, my rules, pup.” 

Thunder from far above echoed in the quiet halls, rattling even the thick

glass. 

“I can go after her on my own.” 

Tharion smirked. “Not while you’re stuck down here.” 

Ithan sized him up. “Really? You’d trap me?” 

“For your own safety, yeah. You know what Bryce would do to me if

you wound up dead? I’d never get to fondle her underwear again.” 

Ithan gaped at him. Then burst out laughing. It was a rich sound, a little

hoarse—like  he  hadn’t  done  it  in  a  while.  “I’m  surprised  Athalar  lets  you

live.” 

“You know what Bryce would do to Hunt if  I wound up dead?” Tharion

grinned. “My sweet Legs has my back.” 

“Why do you call her that?” Ithan asked cautiously. 

Tharion shrugged again. “You really want me to answer that?” 

“No.” 

Tharion  smirked.  “Anyway,  the  real  question  is  whether  Emile  is

headed toward the place Danika hinted at in her email.” 

Holstrom had already filled him in on the papers and news clippings he

and  Bryce  had  uncovered  yesterday,  but  none  had  any  link  to  a  potential

rendezvous location. 

The  door  to  Tharion’s  office  opened,  and  one  of  his  officers,  Kendra, 

strode in. The blond sentinel stopped short upon seeing Ithan, hair swaying

around  her.  She  looked  to  Tharion,  who  nodded.  She  was  free  to  speak

around the wolf. 

“Boss wants you in her quarters. She’s, ah … in a mood.” 

Fuck. “I thought I heard thunder.” Tharion jerked his chin at the door as

Kendra left. “There’s a lounge down this hall on the left. Feel free to watch

TV,  help  yourself  to  snacks,  whatever.  I’ll  be  back  …  soon.  Then  we  can

start sniffing around for the kid.” And hopefully avoid Pippa Spetsos. 

He  used  the  walk  to  his  queen’s  quarters  to  steady  his  nerves  against whatever storm was brewing. It had to be bad, if it was raining Above during

the dry summer months. 

Bryce  fanned  her  face  in  the  summer  heat,  thanking  Ogenas,  Bringer  of

Storms, for the rain that was moments away from falling. Or whatever Vanir

might be throwing a temper tantrum. Judging by how swiftly the storm had

swept in to ruin the otherwise flawless blue sky, odds were on the latter. 

“It’s  not   that  hot,”  Ruhn  observed  as  they  walked  down  the  sidewalk

toward  the  Aux  training  facility  on  the  edge  of  the  Old  Square  and

Moonwood.  The  empty,  cavernous  chamber  was  usually  used  for  large

meetings,  but  he’d  reserved  it  once  a  week  at  this  hour  for  their  standing

training. 

They’d have a newcomer today. At least, if Prince Cormac deigned to

show up to begin her training, as he’d promised. 

“I  don’t  know  how  you’re  wearing  a  leather  jacket,”  Bryce  said,  her

sweaty thighs sticking together with each step. 

“Gotta hide the weapons,” Ruhn said, patting the holsters beneath the

leather jacket. “Can’t have the tourists getting skittish.” 

“You literally carry a sword.” 

“That has a different impact on people than a gun.” 

True. Randall had taught her that a long time ago. Swords could mean

hope, resistance, strength. Guns meant death. They were to be respected, but

only as weapons of killing, even in defense. 

Bryce’s phone rang, and she checked the caller ID before shutting off

the ringer and sliding it into her pocket. 

“Who’s  that?”  Ruhn  asked,  glancing  at  her  sidelong  as  thunder

grumbled. People began clearing the streets, darting into shops and buildings

to avoid the downpour. With the arid climate, summer storms were usually

violent and swift, prone to flooding the streets. 

“My mom,” Bryce said. “I’ll call her later.” She fished out a postcard

from her purse and waved it at Ruhn. “She’s probably calling about this.” 

“A postcard?” On the front, it said  Greetings from Nidaros!  in a cheery

font. 

Bryce slid it back into her purse. “Yeah. It’s a thing from when I was a

kid. We’d get into a huge fight, and my mom would send me postcards as a

weird  kind  of  apology.  Like,  we  might  not  be  talking  in  person,  but  we’d start communicating again through postcards.” 

“But you were living in the same house?” 

Bryce laughed again. “Yeah. She’d put them under my door and I’d put

them under hers. We’d write about everything  but the fight. We kept doing it

when  I  went  to  CCU,  and  afterward.”  Bryce  riffled  through  her  bag  and

pulled  out  a  blank  postcard  of  an  otter  waving  that  said,  Keep  It  Fuzzy, Lunathion!  “I’m going to send her one later. Seems easier than a phone call.” 

He asked, “Are you going to tell her about … everything?” 

“Are you crazy?” 

“What  about  the  engagement  being  a  ruse?  Surely  that’d  get  her  off

your back.” 

“Why do you think I’m avoiding her calls?” Bryce asked. “She’ll say

I’m  playing  with  fire.  Literally,  considering  Cormac’s  power.  There’s  no

winning with her.” 

Ruhn chuckled. “You know, I would have really liked to have her as my

stepmom.” 

Bryce snickered. “Weird. You’re, like, twenty years older than her.” 

“Doesn’t mean I don’t need a mom to kick my ass every now and then.” 

He said it with a grin, but … Ruhn’s relationship with his own mother was

strained. She wasn’t cruel, merely out to lunch. Ruhn took care of her these

days. He knew his father certainly wouldn’t. 

Bryce spoke before she had the chance to consider it. “I’m thinking of

going home to Nidaros for the Winter Solstice. Hunt’s coming. You want to

join?” Now that she and Hunt had adjusted their timeline, Bryce supposed

she could be a decent human being and go home for the holiday. 

That is, if her mom forgave her for the engagement. And not telling her

about it. 

Rain  splattered  the  pavement,  but  Ruhn  stopped.  His  eyes  filled  with

such hope and happiness that Bryce’s chest hurt. But he said, “Bringing Hunt

home, huh?” 

She couldn’t help her blush. “Yep.” 

“Big step, bringing home the boyfriend.” 

She waved him off, but cringed at the rain that now became a deluge. 

They still had five blocks to the training center. “Let’s wait it out,” she said, 

ducking  under  an  empty  restaurant’s  awning.  The  Istros  lay  a  block  away, 

close enough that Bryce could see the veils of rain lashing its surface. Even the mer weren’t out in this. 

Rain streamed off the awning, thick as a waterfall, joining the veritable

river already flowing down to the gaping sewer entrance at the corner of the

block.  Ruhn  said  over  the  din,  “You  really  want  me  to  come  home  with

you?” 

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.” Assuming they were still alive by

December. If this rebellion shit hadn’t killed them all. 

Ruhn’s tattooed throat bobbed. “Thanks. I normally spend it with Dec

and his family, but … I don’t think they’ll mind if I skip this year.” 

She nodded, awkward silence setting in. They usually had the training

to  occupy  them  during  any  tense  silences,  but  now,  trapped  by  the  rain  …

she kept quiet, waiting to see what Ruhn might say. 

“Why won’t you touch the Starsword?” 

She  twisted,  gesturing  to  the  black  hilt  of  the  blade  peeking  over  his

shoulder. “It’s yours.” 

“It’s yours, too.” 

“I’ve got Danika’s sword. And you found it first. Doesn’t seem fair of

me to claim it.” 

“You’re more Starborn than I am. You should have it.” 

“That’s  bullshit.”  She  backed  up  a  step.  “I  don’t  want  it.”  She  could

have  sworn  the  rain,  the  wind,  paused.  Seemed  to  listen.  Even  the

temperature seemed to drop. 

“Aidas said you’ve got the light of the true Starborn Queen. I’m just the

heir to some rapist asshole.” 

“Does it matter? I like that you’re the Chosen One.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  …”  She  hooked  her  hair  behind  her  ears,  then  fiddled  with

the hem of her T-shirt. “I already have this star on my chest.” She touched

the  scar  gently.  The  hair  on  her  arms  rose  as  if  in  answer.  “I  don’t  need  a fancy sword to add to it.” 

“But I do?” 

“Honestly? I think you don’t know how special you are, Ruhn.” 

His blue eyes flickered. “Thanks.” 

“I mean it.” She grabbed his hand, and light flared from her chest. “The

sword came to you first for a reason. When was the last time two Starborn

royals  lived  peacefully  side  by  side?  There’s  that  dumb  prophecy  that  the

Fae have:  When knife and sword are reunited, so shall our people be.  You have  the  Starsword.  What  if  …  I  don’t  know.  What  if  there’s  a  knife  out

there for me? But beyond that, what’s Urd playing at? Or is it Luna? What’s

the end goal?” 

“You think the gods have something to do with all this?” 

Again, the hair on her arms rose; the star on her chest dimmed and went

dark. She turned to the rain-lashed street. “After this spring, I can’t help but

wonder if there  is something out there. Guiding all this. If there’s some game

afoot that’s … I don’t know. Bigger than anything we can grasp.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Hel  is  another  world.  Another   planet.  Aidas  said  so—months  ago,  I

mean.  The  demons  worship  different  gods  than  we  do,  but  what  happens

when the worlds overlap? When demons come here, do their gods come with

them?  And  all  of  us,  the  Vanir  …  we  all  came  from  elsewhere.  We  were

immigrants into Midgard. But what became of our home worlds? Our home

gods? Do they still pay attention to us? Remember us?” 

Ruhn  rubbed  his  jaw.  “This  is  some  seriously  sacrilegious  shit  for  a

lunchtime conversation. The postcards with your mom, I can handle. This? I

need some coffee.” 

She  shook  her  head  and  closed  her  eyes,  unable  to  suppress  the  chill

down her spine. “I just have this feeling.” Ruhn said nothing, and she opened

her eyes again. 

Ruhn was gone. 

A  rotted,  veilless  Reaper,  black  cloak  and  robes  clinging  to  its  bony

body,  rain  sluicing  down  its  sagging,  grayish  face,  was  dragging  her

unconscious  brother  across  the  drenched  street.  Its  acid-green  eyes  glowed

as if lit by Helfire. 

The  rain  must  have  covered  the  creature’s  approach.  The  hair  on  her

arms had been raised but she’d chalked it up to their dangerous conversation. 

No one was on the street—was it because everyone had somehow sensed the

Reaper? 

With a roar, Bryce darted into the driving rain, but she was too late. The

Reaper shoved Ruhn into the gaping sewer drain with too-long fingers that

ended in cracked, jagged nails, and slithered in after him. 
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Ruhn drifted. 

One breath, he’d been talking to Bryce about gods and fate and all that

shit. The next, something cold and rotting had breathed in his ear and he’d

found himself here in this black void, no up or down. 

What  the  fuck  had  happened?  Something  had  jumped  him  and   fuck, 

Bryce—

 Night. 

The female voice flitted in from everywhere and nowhere. 

 Night, open your eyes. 

He twisted toward the voice.  Daybright? 

 Open your eyes. Wake up. 

 What happened? How did you find my mind? I don’t have the crystal. 

 I  have  no  idea  what  happened  to  you.  Or  how  I  found  your  mind.  I

 simply felt … I don’t know what I felt, but the bridge was suddenly there. I

 think you’re in grave danger, wherever you are. 

Her voice echoed from above, from below, from within his bones. 

 I don’t know how to wake up. 

 Open your eyes. 

 No shit. 

She barked,  Wake up! Now! 

Something familiar echoed in her voice—he couldn’t place it. 

And  then  she  was  there,  burning  flame,  as  if  the  link  between  their

minds had solidified. Bright as a bonfire, her hair floated around her head. 

Like they were both underwater. 

 Get up!  she roared, flames crackling. 

 Why do I know your voice? 

 I can assure you, you don’t. And you are about to be dead  if you don’t

 wake up. 

 Your scent—

 You can’t smell me. 

 I can. I know it. 

 I have never met you, and you have never met me—

 How can you know that, if you don’t know who I am? 

 OPEN YOUR EYES! 

There  was  blackness,  and  the  bellow  of  pouring  water.  That  was  Bryce’s

first, pathetic assessment of the sewer as she plunged into the subterranean

river rushing beneath the city. 

She didn’t let herself think of what swam or floated in the water as she

splashed for the stone path running along its side, hauling herself up as she

scanned for the Reaper. For Ruhn. 

Nothing  but  dimness,  the  faint  trickle  of  light  from  the  sewer  grates

overhead. She peered inward, to the star in her chest. Inhaled sharply. And

when she exhaled, light bloomed. 

It  cast  the  sewer  in  stark  relief,  silvering  the  stones,  the  brown  water, 

the arched ceiling—

Well, she’d found her brother. 

And five Reapers. 

The Reapers floated over the sewer’s river, black robes drifting. Ruhn, 

unconscious, dangled between two of them. The Starsword was still strapped

to  him.  Either  they  were  too  stupid  to  disarm  him,  or  they  didn’t  want  to

touch it. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Bryce stepped closer. Water poured from

the grates above, the river rising swiftly. 

“We bear a message,” the Reapers intoned together. Like they were of

one mind. 

“Easier ways to send it than this,” she spat, advancing another step. 

“No  further,”  they  warned,  and  Ruhn  dropped  an  inch  for  emphasis. 

Like they’d dump his unconscious ass into the water and let him drown. 

One of the Reapers drifted closer to Ruhn as they caught him. The hilt

of the Starsword brushed against its robes. It hissed, recoiling. 

Okay, they definitely didn’t want to touch the sword. 

Yet  that  became  the  least  of  her  worries  as  five  more  Reapers  drifted out of the darkness behind her. She reached for the phone in her back pocket, 

but  the  Reapers  holding  Ruhn  dropped  him  another  inch.  “None  of  that,” 

they said, the sound echoing from all around. 

 Wake up,  she  willed  Ruhn.  Wake  the  fuck  up  and  rip  these  shitheads apart. 

“What do you want?” she asked again. 

“The Prince of the Pit sent us.” 

Her  blood  chilled.  “You  don’t  serve  him.  I  doubt  your  king  would  be

happy about it.” 

“We bear his message nonetheless.” 

“Put Prince Ruhn down and we can talk.” 

“And have you use the star on us? We think not.” 

She pivoted, trying to keep them all in her sights. Ruhn might survive

being  dumped  in  the  river,  but  there  were  limits.  How  long  could  a  Vanir

who’d made the Drop go without oxygen? Or would it be a torturous process

of drowning, healing, and drowning again, until even their immortal strength

was spent and they finally died? 

She didn’t want to find out. 

“What’s your message?” she demanded. 

“Apollion, Prince of the Pit, is ready to strike.” 

Her  blood  iced  over  to  hear  the  name  spoken  aloud.  “He’s  going  to

launch  a  war?”  Aidas  had  said  something  like  that  yesterday,  but  he’d

indicated that the armies would be for  her. She’d thought he meant to help in

whatever insanity Hel had planned. 

The Prince of the Pit wants a worthy opponent this time. One who will

not  break  so  easily,  as  Prince  Pelias  did  so  long  ago.  He  insists  on  facing you, Starborn, at your full power.” 

Bryce barked a laugh. “Tell him I was literally on my way to training

before  you  half-lives  interrupted  me.”  But  her  bones  quaked  to  say  it,  to

think about who they represented. “Tell him you just knocked out my tutor.” 

“Train harder. Train better. He is waiting.” 

“Thanks for the pep talk.” 

“Your disrespect is not appreciated.” 

“Yeah, well, your kidnapping my brother is definitely not appreciated.” 

They seethed with ire and Bryce cringed. “The Prince of the Pit already

hunts through the Bone Quarter’s mists to find the other one who might be

his worthy opponent … or his greatest weapon.” 

Bryce opened her mouth, but shut it before she could blurt  Emile?  But

 fuck—Apollion  was  hunting  for  the  kid,  too?  Was  the  Bone  Quarter  what Danika had meant after all? Her mind raced, plan after plan spreading out, 

then  she  said,  “I’m  surprised  the  Under-King  lets  Apollion  wander  around

his territory unchecked.” 

“Even the caretakers of the dead bow to the Prince of the Pit.” 

Bryce’s heart sank. Emile  was in the Bone Quarter. Or at least Apollion

thought so. What the fuck had Danika been thinking, telling Sofie it was safe

there? 

Before Bryce could ask more, the Reapers said as one, “You sold your

soul away, Bryce Quinlan. When it is your time, we shall come to rip it to

shreds.” 

“It’s  a  date.”  She  had  to  find  some  way  to  grab  Ruhn,  to  be  faster, 

smarter than them—

“Perhaps we shall have a taste of you now.” They surged forward. 

Bryce  flared  her  light,  falling  against  the  curved  wall  of  the  tunnel. 

Water  lapped  over  the  edge  of  the  walkway,  spilling  toward  her  neon-pink

sneakers. 

The  Reapers  exploded  back,  but  despite  their  threats,  kept  Ruhn

between them. So Bryce rallied that power inside her, let it crest in a blink, 

and then—

Another blast. Not from her, but somewhere else. A blast of pure night. 

One moment a Reaper stood close to her. Then it was gone. Vanished

into nothing. The others screeched, but—

Bryce  shouted  as  Cormac  appeared  out  of  nothing,  hovering  over  the

river, arms around another Reaper—and vanished once more. 

Again,  he  appeared.  Again,  he  took  another  Reaper  with  him  and

vanished. 

What  was  already  dead  could  not  be  killed.  But  they  could  be  …

removed. Or whatever the fuck he was doing. 

Cormac  appeared  again,  blond  hair  shining,  and  yelled,  “USE  THE

 FUCKING LIGHT! ” 

She caught the direction of his stare: Ruhn. The Reapers who still held

him aloft. 

Bryce  punched  out  her  power,  flaring  bright  as  a  supernova.  The

Reapers screamed and made good on their threat, hurling Ruhn toward the

raging water—

Cormac caught Ruhn before he hit the frothing surface. Vanished again. 

The  Reapers  whirled,  screeching  and  hissing.  Bryce  flared  her  light

anew, and they scattered into the darkest shadows. 

Then  Cormac  returned,  and  tossed  something  to  her—the  Starsword. 

He  must  have  taken  it  from  Ruhn.  Bryce  didn’t  stop  to  think  as  she

unsheathed it. Starlight erupted from the black blade. Like its metal had been

kindled with iridescent fire. 

A  Reaper  lunged,  and  Bryce  swept  the  sword  up,  a  blind,  unwieldy

block that she knew would have horrified Randall. 

But blade met cloth and rotting flesh and ancient bone. And for the first

time, perhaps the only time in that world, a Reaper bled. 

It screamed, the sound as piercing as a hawk’s cry. The others keened in

horror and rage. 

The Starsword sang with light, her power flowing into it. Activating it. 

And  nothing  had  ever  felt  so  right,  so  easy,  as  plunging  the  blade  into  the bony chest of the wounded Reaper. It arced, bellowing, black blood spurting

from its withered lips. 

The others screamed then. So loud she thought the sewer might come

down, so loud she nearly dropped the blade to cover her ears. 

The  Reapers  surged,  but  Cormac  appeared  before  her  in  a  plume  of

shadows.  He  grabbed  her  around  the  middle,  nearly  tackling  her,  and  they

were gone. 

Wind roared and the world spun out from beneath her, but—

They landed inside the Aux training center. Ruhn was coughing on the

floor beside her, the polished pine scrubbed clean except where the three of

them dripped sewer water. 

“You  can  fucking   teleport?”  Bryce  gasped  out,  twisting  to  where

Cormac stood. 

But Cormac’s gaze was on the Starsword, his face ashen. Bryce peered

at the blade she clenched in a white-knuckled grip. As if her hand refused to

let go. 

With shaking fingers, she put it back into its sheath. Dimmed its light. 

But the Starsword still sang, and Bryce had no idea what to make of it. 

Of the blade that had slain that which was unkillable. 

 

PART II

THE ABYSS
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Tharion  warily  watched  the  two  sobeks  lounging  at  his  queen’s  feet,  their

scaly, powerful bodies draped over the dais steps. With their shut eyes, only

the  bubbles  drifting  from  their  long  snouts  revealed  they  lived—and  were

capable of snapping his arm off in one swift bite. 

The River Queen’s throne had been carved into a towering mountain of

river  corals  rising  from  the  rocky  floor.  Lunathion  lay  close  enough  to  the

coast that the water in this part of the Istros had plenty of salt to support the

vibrant  corals,  as  well  as  the  bouquets  of  anemones,  waving  lace  sea  fans, 

and  the  occasional  rainbow  ribbons  of  iris  eels  all  adorning  the  mount

around and above her. He had a feeling her magic had also created a good

chunk of it. 

Tail  pumping  against  the  strong  current  that  flowed  past,  Tharion

bowed his head. “Your Majesty.” At this point, the effort against the current

was second nature, but he knew she’d selected this location for her throne so

that any person appearing before her would be a bit off-kilter—and perhaps

less guarded as a result. “You summoned me?” 

“It  has  come  to  my  attention,”  his  queen  said,  her  dark  hair  drifting

above her, “that you asked my daughter on a date.” 

Tharion focused on keeping his tail moving, holding him in place. “Yes. 

I thought she’d enjoy it.” 

“You asked her on a date  Above. Above!” 

Tharion lifted his chin, hands clasped behind his back. A subservient, 

vulnerable position that he knew his queen preferred, exposing the entirety

of his chest to her. His heart lay in range of the jagged sea-glass knife resting

on  the  arm  of  her  throne,  or  the  beasts  drowsing  at  her  feet.  She  had  the power to destroy him in an instant, but he knew she liked the feel of the kill. 

He’d  never  understood  it,  until  he’d  found  his  sister’s  murderer  and

opted to tear the panther shifter apart with his bare hands. 

“I only meant to please her,” Tharion said. 

But the River Queen’s fingers dug into the carved arms of her throne. 

“You  know  how  overwhelmed  she  becomes.  She  is  too  fragile  for  such

things.” 

Tharion  sucked  in  a  deep  breath  through  his  gills.  Exhaled  it  before

saying,  “She  handled  herself  well  at  the  Summit.”  A  half-lie.  She’d  done

absolutely  nothing  of  value  at  the  Summit,  but  at  least  she  hadn’t  been

cowering the whole time. 

Anemones  shrank  into  themselves,  a  swift  warning  of  his  queen’s  ire

before  she  said,  “That  was  in  an  organized,  guarded  place.  Lunathion  is  a

wild  forest  of  distraction  and  pleasure.  It  will  devour  her  whole.”  The  iris eels  sensed  her  tone  and  darted  into  the  cracks  and  crevices  around  the

throne. 

“I  apologize  for  any  distress  the  suggestion  caused  you  or  her.”  He

didn’t dare so much as curl his fingers into a fist. 

The queen studied him with the concentration of one of the sobeks at

her feet, when the beasts were poised to strike. “What of your progress with

the Renast boy?” 

“I have good reason to believe he’s just arrived in this city. I have my

people  looking  for  him.”  They  hadn’t  found  any  new  bodies  today—for

better or worse. He could only pray it didn’t mean Pippa Spetsos had gotten

her hands on the boy. 

“I want that boy at the Blue Court the moment he’s found.” 

Pippa  or  the  River  Queen.  Above  or  Beneath.  Emile  Renast’s  options

were limited. 

Once  the  kid  was  down  here,  he  wouldn’t  get  back  Above  unless  the

River  Queen  wished  it.  Or  the  Asteri  dispatched  one  of  their  elite  aquatic

units  to  drag  him  out.  But  that  would  mean  they’d  learned  of  the  River

Queen’s betrayal. 

But Tharion only nodded. As he had always done. As he would always

do. “We’ll apprehend Emile soon.” 

“Before Ophion.” 

“Yes.” He didn’t dare ask why she was bothering with any of it. From

the  moment  she’d  heard  the  rumors  about  the  boy  who  could  bring  down

those  Omegas  with  his  power-draining  magic,  she’d  wanted  Emile.  She

didn’t share her reasons. She never did. 

“And before any other of the River Courts.” 

Tharion  lifted  his  head  at  that.  “You  think  they  know  about  Emile, 

too?” 

“The  currents  whispered  to  me  about  it.  I  don’t  see  why  my  sisters

wouldn’t hear similar murmurings from the water.” 

The queens of Valbara’s four great rivers, the Istros, the Melanthos, the

Niveus,  and  the  Rubellus—the  Blue,  the  Black,  the  White,  and  the  Red, 

respectively—had  long  been  rivals:  all  mighty  and  gifted  with  magic.  All

vain and ancient and bored. 

While Tharion might not be privy to his queen’s most intimate plans, he

could  only  assume  she  wanted  the  boy  for  the  same  reason  Pippa  Spetsos

did: to use him as a weapon. One that could be used to get the queens of the

Black, White, and Red Courts to yield. With the boy in her thrall, she could

potentially use him to siphon their powers, to turn all that elemental energy

against them and expand her influence. 

But  if  they  knew  of  Emile  as  well,  then  did  they  already  scheme, 

thinking to take the Blue Court? And if the Queen of the Red Court wished

to overthrow his queen, to use Emile’s gifts to drain her of power … would

he fight it? 

Years ago, he would have said Hel yes. 

But now …

Tharion  lifted  his  face  toward  the  surface.  That  distant,  beckoning

ribbon of light. 

He found her studying him again. As if she could hear every thought in

his mind. The sobek at her left cracked open an eye, revealing a slitted pupil

amid green-marbled citrine. 

His queen asked, “Are things so wonderful Above that you resent your

time Beneath?” 

Tharion kept his face neutral, kept swishing his fins with an idle grace. 

“Can’t both realms be wonderful?” 

The second sobek opened an eye as well. Would they be opening their

jaws next? 

They ate anything and everything. Fresh meat, trash, and, perhaps most important,  the  bodies  of  the  shameful  dead.  Having  one’s  black  boat

overturned  on  its  way  to  the  Bone  Quarter  was  the  deepest  sort  of

humiliation  and  judgment:  a  soul  deemed  unworthy  of  entering  the  holy

resting place, its corpse given over to the river beasts to devour. 

But Tharion kept his hands clasped behind him, kept his chest exposed, 

ready to be shredded apart. Let her see his utter subservience to her power. 

His  queen  only  said,  “Keep  searching  for  the  boy.  Report  as  soon  as

you hear anything new.” 

He bowed his head. “Of course.” He swished his fin, readying to swim

off the moment she gave the dismissal. 

But the River Queen said, “And Tharion?” 

He  couldn’t  stop  his  swallow  at  the  smooth,  casual  tone.  “Yes,  my

queen?” 

Her  full  lips  curved  into  a  smile.  So  much  like  the  beasts  at  her  feet. 

“Before you invite my daughter on a date Above again, I think you should

witness  firsthand  the  disrespect  those  Above  show  the  citizens  of  the

Beneath.” 

The River Queen picked her punishments well. Tharion would give her that. 

Swimming along the Old Square’s section of the quay an hour later, he

kept his head down as he speared trash. 

He  was  her  Captain  of  Intelligence.  How  many  of  his  people  had

already noticed him here or heard about this? He stabbed a discarded, half-

decayed pizza box. It fell into three pieces before he could tuck it into the

giant bag drifting behind him on the current. 

The River Queen wanted Emile badly, Pippa Spetsos was leaving a trail

of  bodies  in  her  hunt  for  the  kid,  and  yet   this  was  his  queen’s  priority  for him? 

Water splashed twenty feet above, and Tharion lifted his head to find an

empty beer bottle filling—and then drifting down. Through the surface, he

could just make out a blond female laughing at him. 

She’d  tried  to  fucking   hit  him  with  that  bottle.  Tharion  rallied  his

magic, smiling to himself as a plume of water showered the female, earning

a host of shrieks and growls from those around her. 

Ten more bottles came flying down at him. 

Tharion  sighed,  bubbles  flowing  from  his  lips.  Captain  Whatever, indeed. 

The  River  Queen  fancied  herself  a  benevolent  ruler  who  wanted  the

best  for  her  people,  yet  she  treated  her  subjects  as  harshly  as  any  Asteri. 

Tharion wended between the mussel-crusted pillars of a dock, various crabs

and bottom-scavengers watching him from the shadows. 

Something had to change. In this world, in the hierarchies. Not only in

the way Ophion wanted, but … this imbalance of power across all Houses. 

Tharion  pried  a  bike  tire—for  fuck’s  sake—from  between  two  rocks, 

muscles  groaning.  A  giant  blue  crab  scuttled  over,  waving  its  claws  in

reprimand.  Mine!   it  seemed  to  shout.  Tharion  backed  off,  gesturing  to  the trash.  Have at it, he conveyed with a wave of his hand, and with a powerful

thrust of his tail, swam farther along the quay. 

The  glowing  firstlights  cast  ripples  on  the  surface.  It  was  like

swimming through gold. 

Something had to change. For him, at least. 

Ruhn  laid  the  Starsword  on  his  father’s  desk  as  the  Autumn  King  stalked

through the study doors. 

The top buttons of his father’s black shirt were undone, his ordinarily

smooth  red  hair  a  bit  out  of  place.  Like  someone  had  been  running  their

hands through it. Ruhn shuddered. 

His father eyed the sword. “What is so important that you interrupted

my afternoon meeting?” 

“Is that what you’re calling it these days?” 

His  father  threw  him  an  admonishing  glance  as  he  slid  into  his  desk

chair, surveying the bare Starsword. “You smell like trash.” 

“Thanks. It’s a new cologne I’m trying out.” Considering the insanity of

the last hour, it was a miracle he could even joke right then. 

Agent Daybright had been in his mind, screaming at him to wake up. 

That was all he’d known before he’d started puking water and the gods knew

what  else— he  certainly  didn’t  want  to  know—on  the  Aux  training  center

floor. 

Cormac  had  left  by  the  time  Ruhn  mastered  himself,  apparently

wanting to quickly search the area for any hint of Emile or Sofie. Bryce had

still been in shock when Ruhn managed to ask what the fuck had happened. 

But she’d told him enough—then kicked the Starsword toward him in

the empty training hall and left. Which was when he’d rushed over here. 

Flame  sparked  at  his  father’s  fingers—the  first  warning  of  his

impatience. So Ruhn asked, “What’s the lore behind this sword?” 

His father arched a brow. “You’ve been its bearer for decades. Now you

want to know its history?” 

Ruhn shrugged. His head still pounded from the blow the Reapers had

given him; his stomach churned like he’d been drinking all night. “Does it

have any special powers? Weird gifts?” 

The Autumn King swept a cold look over Ruhn, from his waterlogged

boots to his half-shaved head, the longer hair scraggly thanks to the sewer

trip. “Something has happened.” 

“Some Reapers tried to jump me, and the sword … reacted.” 

A  light  way  of  putting  it.  Had  Bryce  stayed  away  from  the  sword  all

these years because she somehow sensed that in her hand, it would unleash

horrors? 

He  didn’t  want  to  know  what  his  father  would  do  with  the  truth.  A

sword  that  could  kill  the  unkillable.  How  many  rulers  in  Midgard  would

scheme and murder to attain it? Starting with his father and ending with the

Asteri. 

Maybe they’d get lucky and the information would be contained to the

Reapers. But the Under-King …

His father stilled. “How did the sword react?” 

“Shouldn’t  a  father  ask  if  his  son  is  all  right?  And  why  the  Reapers

attacked?” 

“You  appear  unharmed.  And  I  assume  you  did  something  to  offend

them.” 

“Thanks for your vote of confidence.” 

“Did you?” 

“No.” 

“How did the sword react in the presence of the Reapers?” 

“It glowed. They ran from it.” It was only a half-lie. “Any idea why?” 

“They are already dead. Blades hold no threat to them.” 

“Yeah, well … they freaked.” 

His father reached for the black blade but halted, remembering himself. 

It wasn’t his blade to touch. 

Ruhn  reined  in  his  smirk  of  satisfaction.  But  his  father  watched  the various globes and solar system models across his office for a long moment. 

Ruhn spied their own solar system in the center of it all. Seven planets

around a massive star. Seven Asteri—technically six now—to rule Midgard. 

Seven Princes of Hel to challenge them. 

Seven  Gates  in  this  city  through  which  Hel  had  tried  to  invade  this

spring. 

Seven  and  seven  and  seven  and  seven—always  that  holy  number. 

Always—

“It’s  an  ancient  sword,”  the  Autumn  King  said  at  last,  drawing  Ruhn

from his wandering thoughts, “from another world. Made from the metal of

a  fallen  star—a  meteorite.  This  sword  exists  beyond  our  planet’s  laws. 

Perhaps the Reapers sensed that and shied away.” 

The  Reapers  had  learned  precisely  how  outside  the  planet’s  laws  the

sword was. It could fucking  kill them. 

Ruhn  opened  his  mouth,  but  his  father  sniffed  him  again.  Frowned. 

“And  when  were  you  going  to  tell  me  your  sister  was  involved  in  this

incident? She’s even more reckless than you.” 

Ruhn stifled the spike of anger in his gut. “Only fit for breeding, right?” 

“She  should  consider  herself  lucky  I  believe  her  valuable  enough  for

that.” 

“You  should  consider  yourself  lucky  that  she  didn’t  come  in  here  to

kick your ass for the betrothal to Cormac.” 

His  father  stalked  to  the  elegant  wood  liquor  cabinet  behind  his  desk

and pulled out a crystal decanter of what looked and smelled like whiskey. 

“Oh,  I’ve  been  waiting  for  days  now.”  He  poured  himself  a  glass,  not

bothering to offer Ruhn any, and knocked it back. “I suppose you convinced

her not to.” 

“She decided all on her own that you weren’t worth the effort.” 

His father’s eyes simmered as he set the glass and decanter on the edge

of his desk. “If that sword is acting up,” the Autumn King said, ignoring his

barb, “I’d suggest keeping it far from your sister.” 

Too  late.  “I  offered  it  to  her  already.  She  didn’t  want  it.  I  don’t  think

she’s interested in your politics.” 

But she had run into a sewer teeming with Reapers after him. Ruhn’s

heart squeezed tight. 

His father poured himself another glass of whiskey. The only sign that something about this conversation rattled him. But the Autumn King’s voice

was  bland  as  he  said,  “In  ancient  times,  Starborn  rivals  would  slit  each

other’s throats. Even those of the children. She is now more powerful than

you and I are, as you like to remind me.” 

Ruhn  resisted  the  urge  to  ask  whether  that  had  played  any  part  in  his

father’s slaying of the last Starborn heir. “Are you telling me to kill Bryce?” 

His  father  sipped  from  the  whiskey  this  time  before  replying,  “If  you

had any backbone, you would have done it the moment you learned she was

Starborn. Now what are you?” Another sip before he said mildly, “A second-

rate prince who only possesses the sword because she allows you to have it.” 

“Pitting us against each other won’t work.” But those words— second-

 rate prince— those gouged something deep in him. “Bryce and I are good.” 

The  Autumn  King  drained  the  glass.  “Power  attracts  power.  It  is  her

fate to be tied to a powerful male to match her own strength. I would rather

not learn what comes of her union with the Umbra Mortis.” 

“So you betrothed her to Cormac to avoid that?” 

“To consolidate that power for the Fae.” 

Ruhn slowly picked up the Starsword. Refused to meet his father’s stare

while he sheathed it down his back. “So this is what being king is all about? 

That old shit about keeping friends close and enemies closer?” 

“It remains to be seen whether your sister is an enemy to the Fae.” 

“I  think  the  burden  of  that’s  on  you.  Overstepping  your  authority

doesn’t help.” 

His father returned the crystal decanter to the cabinet. “I am a King of

the Fae. My word is law. I cannot overstep my authority—it has no limits.” 

“Maybe it should.” The words were out before Ruhn could think. 

His father went still in a way that always promised pain. “And who will

impose them?” 

“The Governor.” 

“That doe-eyed angel?” A mirthless laugh. “The Asteri knew what they

were doing in appointing a lamb to rule a city of predators.” 

“Maybe, but I bet the Asteri would agree that there are limits to your

power.” 

“Why  don’t  you  ask  them,  then,  Prince?”  He  smiled  slowly,  cruelly. 

“Maybe they’ll make you king instead.” 

Ruhn  knew  his  answer  would  mean  his  life  or  death.  So  he  shrugged again, nonchalant as always, and aimed for the door. “Maybe they’ll find a

way to make you live forever. I sure as fuck have no interest in the job.” 

He didn’t dare to look back before he left. 
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Bryce leaned against the alley side of a brick building bordering the Black

Dock, arms crossed and face stony. Hunt, gods bless him, stood at her side, 

mirroring her position. He’d come right over the moment she’d called him, 

sensing that her eerily calm voice meant something big had gone down. 

She’d  only  managed  to  say  something  vague  about  Reapers  before

they’d found Cormac here, prowling for any hint of Emile. 

Cormac  lounged  against  the  wall  across  the  alley,  focus  on  the  quay

beyond. Not even the vendors selling touristy crap came here. “Well?” the

Avallen Prince asked, not taking his attention from the Black Dock. 

“You  can  teleport,”  Bryce  said,  voice  low.  That  made  Hunt’s  eyes

widen. He kept himself contained, though, solid and still as a statue, wings

tucked  in—but  brimming  with  power.  One  blink,  and  Hunt  would  unleash

lightning on the prince. 

“What of it?” Cormac asked with no small hint of haughtiness. 

“What did you do to the Reapers you teleported out?” 

“Put them about half a mile up in the sky.” The Avallen Prince smiled

darkly. “They weren’t happy.” 

Hunt’s  brows  rose.  But  Bryce  asked,  “You  can  go  that  far?  It’s  that

precise?” 

“I  need  to  know  the  spot.  If  it’s  a  trickier  location—indoors,  or  a

specific  room—I  need  exact  coordinates,”  Cormac  said.  “My  accuracy  is

within two feet.” 

Well, that explained how he’d shown up at Ruhn’s house party. Dec’s

tech  had  picked  up  Cormac  teleporting  around  the  house’s  perimeter  to

calculate where he wanted to appear to make his grand entrance. Once he’d had them, he’d simply walked right out of a shadow in the doorway. 

Hunt pointed to a dumpster halfway down the alley. “Teleport there.” 

Cormac bowed mockingly. “Left side or right side?” 

Hunt  leveled  a  cool  stare  at  him.  “Left,”  he  challenged.  Bryce

suppressed a smile. 

But Cormac bowed at the waist again—and vanished. 

Within a blink, he reappeared where Hunt had indicated. 

“Well,  fuck,”  Hunt  muttered,  rubbing  the  back  of  his  neck.  Then, 

Cormac reappeared before them, right where he’d been standing. 

Bryce pushed off the wall. “How the Hel do you do that?” 

Cormac  slicked  back  his  blond  hair.  “You  have  to  picture  where  you

want to go. Then simply allow yourself to take that step. As if you’re folding

two points on a piece of paper so that the two points can meet.” 

“Like a wormhole,” Hunt mused, wings rustling. 

Cormac  waved  a  dismissive  hand.  “Wormhole,  teleportation,  yes. 

Whatever you want to call it.” 

Bryce  blew  out  an  impressed  breath.  But  it  didn’t  explain—  “How’d

you know where to find me and Ruhn?” 

“I was on my way to meet you, remember?” Cormac rolled his eyes, as

if she should have figured it out by now. Asshole. “I saw you run into the

sewer,  and  I  did  some  mental  calculations  for  the  jump.  Thankfully,  they

were right.” 

Hunt let out an approving grunt, but said nothing. 

So Bryce said, “You’re going to teach me how to do that. Teleport.” 

Hunt  whipped  his  head  to  her.  But  Cormac  simply  nodded.  “If  it’s

within your wheelhouse, I will.” 

Hunt blurted, “I’m sorry, but Fae can just  do this shit?” 

“I can do this shit,” Cormac countered. “If Bryce has as much Starborn

ability as she seems to, she might also be able to do this shit.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  I’m  the  Super  Powerful  and  Special  Magic  Starborn

Princess,” Bryce answered, waggling her eyebrows. 

Cormac said, “You should treat your title and gifts with the reverence

they are due.” 

“You  sound  like  a  Reaper,”  she  said,  and  leaned  against  Hunt.  He

tucked  her  into  his  side.  Her  clothes  were  still  soaked.  And  smelled

atrocious. 

But Hunt didn’t so much as sniff as he asked Cormac, “Where did you

inherit the ability from?” 

Cormac squared his shoulders, every inch the proud prince as he said, 

“It was once a gift of the Starborn. It was the reason I became so … focused

on  attaining  the  Starsword.  I  thought  my  ability  to  teleport  meant  that  the

bloodline had resurfaced in me, as I’ve never met anyone else who can do

it.”  His  eyes  guttered  as  he  added,  “As  you  know,  I  was  wrong.  Some

Starborn blood, apparently, but not enough to be worthy of the blade.” 

Bryce wasn’t going to touch that one. So she retied her wet hair into a

tight bun atop her head. “What are the odds that I have the gift, too?” 

Cormac gave her a slashing smile. “Only one way to find out.” 

Bryce’s eyes glowed with the challenge. “It would be handy.” 

Hunt murmured, his voice awed, “It would make you unstoppable.” 

Bryce winked at Hunt. “Hel yeah, it would. Especially if those Reapers

weren’t full of shit about the Prince of the Pit sending them to challenge me

to some epic battlefield duel. Worthy opponent, my ass.” 

“You don’t believe the Prince of the Pit sent them?” Cormac asked. 

“I  don’t  know  what  I  believe,”  Bryce  admitted.  “But  we  need  to

confirm where those Reapers came from—who sent them—before we make

any moves.” 

“Fair enough,” Hunt said. 

Bryce  went  on,  “Beyond  that,  this  is  twice  now  that  we’ve  gotten

warnings  about  Hel’s  armies  being  ready.  Apollion’s  a  little  heavy-handed

for my tastes, but I guess he  really wants to get the point across. And wants

me leveled up by the time all Hel breaks loose. Literally, I guess.” 

Bryce knew there was no fucking way she’d ever stand against the Star-

Eater  and  live,  not  if  she  didn’t  expand  her  understanding  of  her  power. 

Apollion had killed a fucking Asteri, for gods’ sakes. He’d obliterate her. 

She said to Cormac, “Tomorrow night. You. Me. Training center. We’ll

try out this teleporting thing.” 

“Fine,” the prince said. 

Bryce picked lingering dirt from beneath her nails and sighed. “I could

have  lived  without  Hel  getting  mixed  up  in  this.  Without  Apollion

apparently wanting in on Sofie’s and Emile’s powers.” 

“Their powers,” Cormac said, face thunderous, “are a gift and a curse. 

I’m not surprised at all that so many people want them.” 

Hunt  frowned.  “And  you  really  think  you’re  going  to  find  Emile  just hanging around here?” 

The prince glowered at the angel. “I don’t see you combing the docks

for him.” 

“No  need,”  Hunt  drawled.  “We’re  going  to  search  for  him  without

lifting a finger.” 

Cormac sneered, “Using your lightning to survey the city?” 

Hunt didn’t fall for the taunt. “No. Using Declan Emmett.” 

Leaving  the  males  to  their  posturing,  Bryce  pulled  out  her  phone  and

dialed. Jesiba answered on the second ring. “What?” 

Bryce  smiled.  Hunt  half  turned  toward  her  at  the  sound  of  the

sorceress’s voice. “Got any Death Marks lying around?” 

Hunt hissed, “You can’t be serious.” 

Bryce ignored him as Jesiba answered, “I might. Plan on taking a trip, 

Quinlan?” 

“I hear the Bone Quarter’s gorgeous this time of year.” 

Jesiba chuckled, a rolling, sultry sound. “You do amuse me every now

and then.” Pause. “You have to pay for this one, you know.” 

“Send  the  bill  to  my  brother.”  Ruhn  would  have  a  conniption,  but  he

could deal. 

Another soft chuckle. “I only have two. And it’ll take until tomorrow

morning for them to reach you.” 

“Fine. Thanks.” 

The sorceress said a shade gently, “You won’t find any traces of Danika

left in the Bone Quarter, you know.” 

Bryce tensed. “What does that have to do with anything?” 

“I thought you were finally going to start asking questions about her.” 

Bryce clenched the phone hard enough for the plastic to groan. “What

sort of questions?” What the fuck did Jesiba know? 

A low laugh. “Why don’t you start by wondering why she was always

poking around the gallery?” 

“To see me,” Bryce said through her teeth. 

“Sure,” Jesiba said, and hung up. 

Bryce swallowed hard and pocketed her phone. 

Hunt  was  slowly  shaking  his  head.  “We’re  not  going  to  the  Bone

Quarter.” 

“I agree,” Cormac grumbled. 

“You’re not going at all,” she said sweetly to Cormac. “We’ll only have two fares, and Athalar is my plus-one.” The prince bristled, but Bryce turned

to  Hunt.  “When  the  coins  arrive  tomorrow,  I  want  to  be  ready—have  as

much information as possible about where those Reapers came from.” 

Hunt folded his wings behind him, feathers rustling. “Why?” 

“So the Under-King and I can have an informed heart-to-heart.” 

“What was that shit Jesiba said about Danika?” Hunt asked warily. 

Bryce’s  mouth  hardened  into  a  thin  line.  Jesiba  did  and  said  nothing

without reason. And while she knew she’d never get answers out of her old

boss, at least this nudge was something to go on. “Turns out we’re going to

have to ask Declan for an additional favor.” 

That night, still reeling from the events of the day, Ruhn flipped through the

channels  on  the  TV  until  he  found  the  sunball  game,  then  set  down  the

remote and swigged from his beer. 

On  the  other  end  of  the  sectional  couch  in  Bryce’s  apartment,  Ithan

Holstrom sat hunched over a laptop, Declan beside him with a laptop of his

own. Bryce and Hunt stood behind the two, staring over their shoulders, the

latter’s face stormy. 

Ruhn had told none of them, especially Bryce, about the conversation

with his father. 

Ithan typed away, then said, “I’m super rusty at this.” 

Dec said without breaking his attention from the computer, “If you took

Kirfner’s Intro to Systems and Matrices, you’ll be fine.” 

Ruhn often forgot that Dec was friendly with people other than him and

Flynn. While none of them had attended college, Dec had struck up a years-

long  friendship  with  the  ornery  CCU  computer  science  professor,  often

consulting the satyr on some of his hacking ventures. 

“He gave me a B minus in that class,” Ithan muttered. 

“From what he tells me, that’s practically an A plus,” Declan said. 

“Okay, okay,” Bryce said, “any idea how long this is going to take?” 

Declan  threw  her  an  exasperated  look.  “You’re  asking  us  to  do  two

things at once, and neither is easy, so … a while?” 

She scowled. “How many cameras are even at the Black Dock?” 

“A  lot,”  Declan  said,  going  back  to  his  computer.  He  glanced  to

Holstrom’s  laptop.  “Click  that.”  He  pointed  to  a  mark  on  the  screen  that

Ruhn couldn’t see. “Now type this code in to identify the footage featuring Reapers.” 

How Dec managed to direct Ithan to comb through the footage around

the Black Dock from earlier today while  also creating a program to search

through years of video footage of Danika at the gallery was beyond Ruhn. 

“It’s  insane  that  you  made  this,”  Ithan  said  with  no  small  bit  of

admiration. 

“All  in  a  day’s  work,”  Dec  replied,  typing  away.  Pulling  any  footage

from the gallery featuring Danika could take days, he’d said. But at least the

footage from the Black Dock would only take minutes. 

Ruhn  carefully  asked  Bryce,  “You  sure  you  trust  Jesiba  enough  to

follow this lead? Or at all?” 

“Jesiba  literally  has  a  collection  of  books  that  could  get  her  killed,” 

Bryce  said  tartly.  “I  trust  that  she  knows  how  to  stay  out  of  …  dangerous

entanglements. And wouldn’t shove me into one, either.” 

“Why  not  tell  you  to  look  at  the  footage  during  the  investigation  this

spring?” Hunt asked. 

“I don’t know. But Jesiba must have had a good reason.” 

“She scares me,” Ithan said, gaze fixed on the computer. 

“She’ll be happy to hear that,” Bryce said, but her face was tight. 

 What’s up?  Ruhn asked her mind-to-mind. 

Bryce frowned.  You want the honest answer? 

 Yeah. 

She tucked a strand of hair behind an ear.  I don’t know how much more

 of this “Surprise! Danika had a big secret!” stuff I can take. It feels like … I

 don’t even know. It feels like I never really knew her. 

 She loved you, Bryce. That’s not in doubt. 

 Yeah,  I  know.  But  did  Danika  know  about  the  Parthos  books—or  the

 other contraband tomes—in the gallery?  Jesiba made it sound like she did. 

 Like she took a special interest in them. 

 You guys never talked about it? 

 Never. But Jesiba was always monitoring those cameras, so … maybe

 she  saw  something.  Danika  was  down  there  without  me  plenty  of  times. 

 Though Lehabah was usually there, too. 

Ruhn noted the pain that filled his sister’s face at the fire sprite’s name. 

 We’ll figure it out, Ruhn offered, and Bryce gave him a thankful smile

in return. 

“Don’t  forget  to  keep  an  eye  out  for  Emile  around  the  docks,”  Bryce said  to  Ithan.  Cormac  had  turned  down  the  invitation  to  join  them  here—

he’d said he wanted to continue hunting for Emile on the ground. 

“I already added it to the program,” Declan said. “It’ll flag any Reaper

or  any  person  whose  facial  features  and  build  match  the  kid’s.”  Dec  had

managed to pull a still from the security footage in the town of Servast the

night Emile and Sofie had separated. 

Ruhn  again  considered  his  sister,  who  was  peering  over  Declan’s

shoulder with an intensity he recognized. She wouldn’t let go of any of this. 

Would she be able to teleport? She’d told him that Cormac had agreed

to try to teach her. And wouldn’t that be something for the Autumn King to

chew  on—Bryce  plus  teleporting  plus  Starborn  power  plus  Starsword  with

crazy  killing  abilities  plus  Bryce  magically  outranking  their  father  equaled

…

Ruhn kept his face neutral, tucking away thoughts of what a leveled-up

Bryce might mean for the Fae. 

Ithan finished typing in the code, and said without looking up, “Hilene

is going to win this one.” 

Ruhn  checked  the  sunball  game  just  beginning  its  first  period.  “I

thought Ionia was favored.” 

Ithan stretched out his long legs, propping his bare feet on a cushioned

stool  Bryce  had  dragged  over  from  the  windows  to  be  a  temporary

replacement  for  the  coffee  table.  “Jason  Regez  has  been  off  the  last  two

games. I played with him at CCU—I can tell when he starts to get in a funk. 

He’ll fuck it up for Ionia.” 

Ruhn eyed Ithan. A few years off the sunball field hadn’t gotten rid of

the muscles on the male. He’d somehow gotten even bigger since then. 

“I hate Ionia anyway,” Dec said. “They’re all swaggering assholes.” 

“Pretty much.” Ithan typed in the next line of code that Declan fed him. 

Bryce yawned audibly. “Can’t we watch  Veiled Love?” 

“No,” everyone answered. 

Bryce elbowed Hunt. “I thought we were a team.” 

Hunt snorted. “Sunball always trumps reality shows.” 

“Traitor.” 

Ithan snickered. “I remember a time when you knew all the players on

the CCU team and their stats, Bryce.” 

“If you think that was because I was remotely interested in the actual sunball playing, you’re delusional.” 

Hunt laughed, some of the tightness on the angel’s face lightening, and

Ruhn  smiled,  despite  the  old  ache  in  his  heart.  He’d  missed  out  on  those

years  with  Bryce.  They  hadn’t  been  speaking  then.  Those  had  been

formative, pivotal years. He should have been there. 

Ithan flipped Bryce off, but said to Declan, “Okay, I’m in.” 

Bryce scanned the screen. “Do you see any Reapers crossing in boats?” 

“This is showing nothing landing at the Black Dock at all today. Or last

night.” 

Athalar asked, “When’s the last time any Reaper docked?” 

Ithan  kept  typing,  and  they  all  waited,  the  only  additional  sound  the

swift clack of Declan’s fingers on the keys of his computer. The wolf said, 

“Yesterday morning.” He grimaced. “These two look familiar?” 

Bryce and Ruhn scanned the image Ithan had pulled up. Ruhn had no

idea  why  the  fuck  he  bothered,  since  he’d  been  unconscious,  but  a  shiver

went down his spine at the sagging, graying faces, the crepe-like skin so at

odds with the jagged, sharp teeth that gleamed as the Reapers stepped from

the boat. Both had pulled back their veils during the trip across the Istros, but

tugged them over their faces as they stepped onto the Black Dock and drifted

into the city. 

Bryce said hoarsely, “No. Gods, they’re awful. But no—those weren’t

the ones who attacked.” 

“They might have been hiding out for a few days,” Athalar said. “The

Prince of the Pit only threatened us the other night, but he might have had

them in place already.” 

Ruhn had no idea how the angel spoke so calmly. If the Star-Eater had

come to  him and wanted to have a one-on-one chat, he’d still be shitting his

pants. 

“I’m not seeing any kids lurking around the Black Dock, either,” Ithan

muttered,  scanning  the  results.  He  twisted  to  Bryce.  “No  sign  of  Emile  at

all.” 

Ruhn asked, “Possible the kid took another way over? Maybe Danika

found some sort of back door into the Bone Quarter.” 

“Not possible,” Athalar said. “Only one way in, one way out.” 

Ruhn  bristled.  “That’s  what  we’ve  been  taught,  but  has  anyone  ever

tried to get in some other way?” 

Athalar snorted. “Why would they want to?” 

Ruhn glared at the angel but said, “Fair enough.” 

Ithan stopped on an image. “What about this one? He didn’t take a boat

over, just appeared from within the city—” 

“That’s the one,” Bryce hissed, her face paling. 

They all studied the still—the Reaper was half-turned to the camera as

it entered the frame from a street near the Black Dock. He was taller than the

others, but had the same grayish, soft face and those terrifying teeth. 

Athalar whistled. “You sure know how to pick them, Quinlan.” 

She scowled at the angel, but asked Dec, “Where’s it coming from? Can

you add its face to the program and run a search on the city’s footage?” 

Declan’s  brows  rose.  “You  know  how  long   that  will  take?  Every

camera in Lunathion? It’s why we’re not even doing it for Emile. It’d take

… I can’t even calculate how long we’d need.” 

“Okay, okay,” Bryce said. “But can we … track this one for a while?” 

She directed the last bit at Ithan, but the wolf shook his head. 

“There  must  be  a  logical  reason  for  this—like  a  gap  in  the  camera

coverage or something—but that Reaper just seems to … appear.” 

“Micah  had  the  kristallos  stay  in  known  camera  gaps,”  Hunt  said

darkly. “These Reapers could know about them, too.” 

Ithan  pointed  to  the  screen.  “Right  here  is  where  they  first  appear. 

Before that, nothing.” 

Ruhn pulled up a map of the city in his Aux app. “There should be a

sewer entrance right behind them. Possible they came out of there?” 

Ithan moved the footage around. “The cameras don’t cover that sewer

entrance.” 

Bryce said, “So they probably knew it’d be a good entry point. And it’d

make sense, given that they dragged us into the sewers.” Where there were

no cameras at all. 

“Let me look around a little more,” Ithan offered, and clicked away. 

Athalar asked none of them in particular, “You think they were waiting

for you, or for Emile?” 

“Or both?” Ruhn asked. “Clearly, they wanted to stay hidden.” 

“But  did  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  send  them,  or  did  the  Under-King?” 

Athalar pushed. 

“Good  thing  we’ve  got  a  date  with  the  being  who  can  answer  that,” 

Bryce said. 

Ruhn winced. He’d paid for the Death Marks that Jesiba had promised, 

but he wasn’t happy about it. The thought of Bryce confronting the Under-

King scared the Hel out of him. 

“We  need  a  plan  for  how  we  question  him,”  Athalar  warned  her.  “I

doubt he’ll appreciate being questioned at all.” 

“Hence the research,” Bryce shot back, gesturing to the computer. “You

think  I’m  stupid  enough  to  go  in  and  fling  accusations  around?  If  we  can

confirm whether or not those Reapers came directly from the Bone Quarter, 

we’ll  have  steadier  footing  when  we  question  him.  And  if  we  can  get  any

hint  of  Emile  actually  going  over  to  the  Bone  Quarter,  then  we’ll  have  a

good reason to ask him about that, too.” 

Ithan added, “Considering what Tharion thinks Pippa Spetsos has done

while  hunting  for  Emile,  I’m  half  hoping  the  kid’s  already  in  the  Bone

Quarter.” He dragged a hand through his short brown hair. “What she did to

that selkie we found this morning was no joke.” 

The  wolf  had  filled  them  all  in  on  the  work  he’d  done  with  Tharion

earlier—the tortured body they suspected had been left behind by the rebel

fanatic. 

Bryce  pivoted  and  began  pacing.  Syrinx  trotted  at  her  heels,  whining

for  a  second  dinner.  Ruhn  refrained  from  remarking  on  how  similar  the

motion  was  to  one  he’d  seen  their  father  do  so  many  times  in  his  study. 

Unable to stand it, he turned back to the sunball game. 

Then  Ithan  said  to  Ruhn,  picking  up  the  thread  of  conversation  from

earlier,  “See?  Regez  should  have  nailed  that  shot,  but  he  balked.  He’s

second-guessing himself. He’s too deep in his head.” 

Ruhn  glanced  sidelong  at  the  male.  “You’ve  never  thought  about

playing again?” 

A muscle ticked in Ithan’s jaw. “No.” 

“You miss it?” 

“No.” 

It  was  an  obvious  lie.  Ruhn  didn’t  fail  to  note  that  Bryce’s  eyes  had

softened. 

But Ithan didn’t so much as look in her direction. So Ruhn nodded to

the  wolf.  “If  you  ever  want  to  play  a  pickup  game,  me,  Dec,  and  Flynn

usually play with some of the Aux in Oleander Park over in Moonwood on

Sundays.” 

“Where’s my invite?” Bryce asked, scowling. 

But Ithan said roughly, “Thanks. I’ll think about it.” 

Hunt asked, “I’m assuming I don’t get an invite, either, Danaan?” 

Ruhn snorted at the angel. “You want an excuse for me to beat the shit

out of you, Athalar, then I’m down.” 

Athalar  smirked,  but  his  gaze  drifted  to  Bryce,  who  was  now  staring

over  Declan’s  shoulder  at  the  lightning-fast  footage  zooming  by  on  his

laptop. Footage of Danika from years ago. 

She straightened suddenly. Cleared her throat. “I’m going down to the

gym. Call me if you find anything.” She aimed for her bedroom, presumably

to  change.  Ruhn  watched  Hunt  glance  between  her  disappearing  form  and

the sunball game. Weighing which one to follow. 

It took Athalar all of thirty seconds to decide. He ducked into his room, 

saying he was going to change for the gym. 

When Ruhn was alone with Dec and Ithan, his beer half-finished, Ithan

said, “Connor would have picked the game.” 

Ruhn raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize it was a competition between

them.” Between a dead male and a living one. 

Ithan just typed away, eyes darting over the screen. 

And for some reason, Ruhn dared ask, “What would you have picked?” 

Ithan didn’t hesitate. “Bryce.” 
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Bryce  didn’t  go  to  the  gym.  Not  yet,  anyway.  She  waited  in  front  of  the

elevator,  and  when  Hunt  appeared,  she  tapped  her  wrist  and  said,  “You’re

late. Let’s go.” 

He halted. “We’re not working out?” 

She  rolled  her  eyes,  stepping  into  the  elevator  and  hitting  the  Lobby

button. “Honestly, Athalar. We’ve got a kid to find.” 

“You really think Emile is  here? What about the Bone Quarter?” Hunt asked

as Bryce strode through the warren of stalls that made up one of the Meat

Market’s  many  warehouses.  There  was  no  missing  her,  not  with  her  neon-

pink  sneakers  and  athletic  gear,  that  high  ponytail  that  swished  back  and

forth,  brushing  tantalizingly  close  to  the  glorious  curve  of  her  ass.  “The

Reapers  practically  told  you  that  he  and  Sofie  are  lying  low  over  there. 

You’re  having  Emmet  and  Holstrom  comb  through  footage   because  you

think Emile’s over there.” 

She  paused  at  an  open  seating  area,  surveying  the  crammed  array  of

tables and the diners hunched over them. “Forgive me if I don’t take those

half-lifes at their word. Or want to wait around while Declan and Ithan stare

at their screens. Jesiba said the coins will arrive tomorrow, so why not look

at alternatives in the meantime? What Danika said …  Where the weary souls

 find relief … Couldn’t that be here, too?” 

“Why would Danika tell them to lie low in the Meat Market?” 

“Why tell them to lie low in the  Bone Quarter?” She sniffed and sighed

with longing toward a bowl of noodle soup. 

Hunt said, “Even if Danika or Sofie told Emile it was safe to hide out, if I were a kid, I wouldn’t have come here.” 

“You  were  a  kid,  like,  a  thousand  years  ago.  Forgive  me  if  my

childhood is a little more relevant.” 

“Two hundred years ago,” he muttered. 

“Still old as fuck.” 

He pinched her ass and she squeaked, batting him away, drawing more

than a few eyes. Not exactly inconspicuous. How long until the Viper Queen

heard they were here? Hunt tried not to bristle at the thought. He had zero

interest in dealing with the shape-shifter tonight. 

Hunt marked the faces that turned their way, the ones who moved off

into  the  stalls  and  shadows.  “And  if  this  is  where  Sofie  told  him  to  hide, Sofie was a fool for listening to Danika. Though I really doubt Danika would

have suggested it as a rendezvous point.” 

Bryce glared at him over a shoulder. “This kid stole  two boats and made

it all the way here. I think he can handle the Meat Market.” 

“Okay, buying that, you think he’s simply going to be sitting at a table, 

twiddling his thumbs? You’re no better than Cormac, stomping around the

docks for any sign of this kid.” Hunt shook his head. “If you do find Emile, 

don’t forget you’ll have Tharion and Cormac fighting you for him.” 

She patted his cheek. “Then it’s a good thing I have the Umbra Mortis

at my side, huh?” 

“Bryce,”  he  growled.  “Be  reasonable.  I  mean,  look  at  where  we  are

right  now.  This  market’s  huge.  Are  we  going  to  search  through  every

warehouse ourselves?” 

“Nope.”  Bryce  put  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “That’s  why  I  brought

backup.” 

Hunt’s brows rose. She lifted her hand, waving at someone across the

space. He followed her line of attention. Let out a low growl. “You didn’t.” 

“You’re not the only badass I know, Athalar,” she trilled, approaching

Fury and Juniper, the former in her usual all black, the latter in tight jeans

and  a  flowing  white  blouse.  “Hi,  friends,”  Bryce  said,  smiling.  She  kissed

June’s cheek as if they were meeting for brunch, then gave Fury a once-over. 

“I said casual clothes.” 

“These are her casual clothes,” Juniper said, laughter in her eyes. 

Fury  crossed  her  arms,  ignoring  them  as  she  said  to  Hunt,  “Gym

clothes? Really?” 

“I thought I  was going to the gym,” he grumbled. 

Bryce  waved  him  off.  “All  right.  We  divide  and  conquer.  Try  not  to

attract too much attention.” The last bit she directed at Hunt and Fury, and

the  merc  glowered  with  impressive  menace.  “Don’t  ask  questions.  Just

watch—listen.  June,  you  take  the  east  stalls,  Fury  the  west  ones,  Hunt  the

south,  and  me  …”  Her  gaze  drifted  to  the  northern  wall,  where   Memento

 Mori had been painted. The stalls beneath it—beneath the walkway above—

lay within range of the door to the Viper Queen’s quarters. 

Fury eyed her, but Bryce winked. “I’m a big girl, Fury. I’ll be fine.” 

Hunt grunted, but suppressed any hint of objection. 

“That’s  not  what  I’m  worried  about,”  Fury  said.  Then  asked  quietly, 

“Who is this kid again?” 

“His  name  is  Emile,”  Bryce  whispered.  “He’s  from  Pangera.  Thirteen

years old.” 

“And possibly very, very dangerous,” Hunt warned, glancing at Juniper. 

“If you spot him, come find us.” 

“I can take care of myself, angel,” Juniper said with impressive cool. 

“She’s a big girl, too.” Bryce high-fived her friend. “Right. Meet back

here in thirty?” 

They parted, and Hunt watched Bryce weave through the tables of the

dining  area—watched  the  many  patrons  note  her,  but  keep  well  away—

before slipping between the stalls. Gazes slid back to him, questioning. Hunt

bared his teeth in a silent snarl. 

Moving off toward the area she’d ordered him to sweep, Hunt opened

his senses, calmed his breathing. 

Thirty minutes later, he’d returned to the dining area, Juniper appearing

a moment later. “Anything?” he asked the faun, who shook her head. 

“Not  a  whisper.”  The  dancer  frowned.  “I  really  hope  that  kid  isn’t

here.” She scowled at the warehouse. “I hate this place.” 

“That makes two of us,” Hunt said. 

Juniper rubbed at her chest. “You should talk to Celestina about it—the

things that happen here. Not only that fighting pit and the warriors the Viper

Queen practically enslaves …” The faun shook her head. “The other things, 

too.” 

“Even Micah let the Viper Queen do what she wanted,” Hunt said. “I

don’t think the new Governor is going to challenge her anytime soon.” 

“Someone should,” she said quietly, eyes drifting to the  Memento Mori on the wall. “Someday, someone should.” 

Her  words  were  haunted  and  strained  enough  that  Hunt  opened  his

mouth  to  ask  more,  but  Fury  sauntered  up,  smooth  as  a  shadow,  and  said, 

“No sign of the kid.” 

Hunt searched the space for Bryce, and found her at a stall far too close

to  the  Fae-guarded  door  to  the  Viper  Queen’s  private  living  area.  The

towering Fae sentries a mere fifty feet from her didn’t so much as blink at

her presence, though. She had a bag swinging from her wrist, and she was

chatting away. 

Bryce finished and walked toward them. Again, too many eyes watched

her. 

“She’s  got  some  pep  in  her  step,”  Juniper  observed,  chuckling.  “She

must have gotten a good bargain.” 

The tang of blood and bone and meat stuffed itself up Hunt’s nose as

Bryce approached. “I got some lamb bones from the butcher for Syrinx. He

goes crazy for the marrow.” She added to Juniper, “Sorry.” 

Right. The faun was a vegetarian. But Juniper shrugged. “Anything for

the little guy.” 

Bryce smiled, then surveyed them all. “Nothing?” 

“Nothing,” Hunt said. 

“Me neither,” Bryce said, sighing. 

“What now?” Fury asked, monitoring the crowd. 

“Even if Declan and Ithan can’t find any footage of Emile around the

Black  Dock,”  Bryce  said,  “the  fact  that  there’s  no  hint  of  him  here  at  the Meat Market leads us right back to the Bone Quarter again. So it gives us a

bit more reason to even ask the Under-King about whether Emile is there.” 

Hunt’s  blood  sparked.  When  she  talked  like  that,  so  sure  and

unflinching  …  His  balls  tightened.  He  couldn’t  wait  to  show  her  just  how

insanely that turned him on. 

But Juniper whispered, “A little boy in the Bone Quarter …” 

“We’ll  find  him,”  Bryce  assured  her  friend,  and  threw  an  arm  around

Juniper’s shoulders, turning them toward the exit. Hunt swapped a look with

Fury, and they followed. Hunt let Bryce and Juniper drift ahead a few feet, 

and then, when he was sure they wouldn’t be overheard, asked Axtar, “Why

does your girlfriend hate this place so much?” 

Fury kept her attention on the shadows between the stalls, the vendors and shoppers. “Her brother was a fighter here.” 

Hunt started. “Does Bryce know?” 

Fury  nodded  shallowly.  “He  was  talented—Julius.  The  Viper  Queen

recruited  him  from  his  training  gym,  promised  him  riches,  females, 

everything he wanted if he signed himself into her employ. What he got was

an addiction to her venom, putting him in her thrall, and a contract with no

way out.” A muscle ticked in Fury’s jaw. “June’s parents tried everything to

get him freed.  Everything. Lawyers, money, pleas to Micah for intervention

—none  of  it  worked.  Julius  died  in  a  fight  ten  years  ago.  June  and  her

parents only learned about it because the Viper Queen’s goons dumped his

body on their doorstep with a note that said  Memento Mori on it.” 

The elegant dancer strode arm-in-arm with Bryce. “I had no idea.” 

“June doesn’t talk about it. Even with us. But she hates this place more

than you can imagine.” 

“So why’d she come?” Why had Bryce even invited her? 

“For Bryce,” Fury said simply. “Bryce told her she didn’t have to join, 

but she wanted to come with us. If there’s a kid running around lost in this

place, June would do anything to help find him. Even come here herself.” 

“Ah,” Hunt said, nodding. 

Fury’s  eyes  glittered  with  dark  promise.  “I’ll  burn  this  place  to  the

ground for her one day.” 

Hunt didn’t doubt it. 

An hour later, Bryce’s arms and stomach trembled as she held her plank on

the floor of her apartment building’s gym, sweat dripping off her brow and

onto the soft black mat beneath. Bryce focused on the droplet as it splattered, 

on  the  music  thumping  in  her  earbuds,  on  breathing  through  her  nose—

 anything other than the clock. 

Time  itself  had  slowed.  Ten  seconds  lasted  a  minute.  She  pushed  her

heels back, steadying her body. Two minutes down. Three more to go. 

Before  the  Drop,  she’d  usually  managed  a  decent  minute  in  this

position. After it, in her immortal body, five minutes should be nothing. 

Master her powers, indeed. She needed to master her body first. Though

she supposed magic was ideal for lazy people: she didn’t need to be able to

hold  a  plank  for  ten  minutes  if  she  could  just  unleash  her  power.  Hel,  she could blind someone while sitting down if she felt like it. 

She chuckled at the idea, horrible as it was: her lounging in an oversize armchair, taking down enemies as easily as if she were changing the channel

with  a  remote.  And  she   did  have  enemies  now,  didn’t  she?  She’d  killed  a fucking Reaper today. 

As soon as those Death Marks arrived from Jesiba tomorrow morning, 

she’d demand answers from the Under-King. 

It was why she’d come down here—not only to validate her excuse for

leaving the apartment. Well, that and seeing Danika on Declan’s laptop as it

scanned  through  footage.  Her  head  had  begun  spinning  and  acid  had  been

burning through her veins, and sweating it all out seemed like a good idea. It

always worked in Madame Kyrah’s classes. 

She owed June a massive box of pastries for coming tonight. 

Bryce  checked  the  clock  on  her  phone.  Two  minutes  fifteen  seconds. 

Fuck  this.  She  plopped  onto  her  front,  elbows  splaying,  and  laid  her  face

directly on the mat. 

A moment later, a foot prodded her ribs. Since there was only one other

person in the gym, she didn’t bother to be alarmed as she craned her neck to

peer  up  at  Hunt.  His  lips  were  moving,  sweat  beading  his  brow  and

dampening  his  tight  gray  T-shirt—gods-damn  it.  How  could  he  look  so

good? 

She tugged an earbud out. “What?” she asked. 

“I asked if you were alive.” 

“Barely.” 

His mouth twitched, and he lifted the hem of his T-shirt up to clean his

dripping face. She was rewarded with a glimpse of sweat-slicked abs. Then

he said, “You dropped like a corpse.” 

She cradled her arms, rubbing the sore muscles. “I prefer running. This

is torture.” 

“Your dance classes are equally grueling.” 

“This isn’t as fun.” 

He  offered  her  a  hand,  and  Bryce  took  it,  her  sweaty  skin  sliding

against his as he hauled her to her feet. 

She  wiped  at  her  face  with  the  back  of  her  arm,  but  found  it  to  be

equally  sweaty.  Hunt  returned  to  the  array  of  metal  machines  that  seemed

more like torture devices, adjusting the seat on one to accommodate his gray

wings. She stood in the center of the room like a total creep for a moment, 

watching his back muscles ripple as he went through a series of pull-down exercises. 

Burning fucking Solas. 

She’d blown this male. Had slid down that beautiful, strong body and

taken his ridiculously large cock in her mouth and had nearly come herself

as he’d spilled on her tongue. 

And she knew it was ten kinds of fucked up, considering how much shit

they were juggling and all that lay ahead, but …  look at him. 

She wiped at the sweat rolling down her chest, leaving a spectacularly

unsexy stain beneath her sports bra. 

Hunt  finished  his  set  but  kept  gripping  the  bar  above  his  head,  arms

extended  high  above  him,  stretching  out  his  back  and  wings.  Even  in  a  T-

shirt and gym shorts, he was formidable. And … she was still staring. Bryce

twisted  back  to  her  mat,  grimacing  as  she  put  in  her  earbud  and  it  blasted music. But her body refused to move. 

Water.  She  needed  some  water.  Anything  to  delay  going  back  to  that

plank. 

She  trudged  for  the  wet  bar  built  into  the  far  wall  of  the  gym.  The

beverage  fridge  beneath  the  white  marble  counter  was  stocked  with  glass

water bottles and chilled towels, and Bryce helped herself to both. A bowl of

green apples sat on the counter, along with a basket full of granola bars, and

she took the former, teeth sinking into the crisp flesh. 

Fuck doing planks. 

Savoring  the  apple’s  tart  kiss,  she  glanced  over  toward  Hunt,  but—

Where was he? Even that telltale ripple of his power had faded away. 

She  scanned  the  expansive  gym,  the  rows  of  machines,  the  treadmills

and ellipticals before the wall of windows overlooking the bustle of the Old

Square. How had he—

Hands  wrapped  around  her  waist,  and  Bryce  shrieked,  nearly  leaping

out of her skin. Light erupted from her chest, but with the music thumping in

her ears, she couldn’t hear anything—

“Fucking  Hel, Quinlan!” Hunt said, prying her earbuds away. “Listen to

your music a little louder, will you?” 

She scowled, pivoting to find him right behind her. “It wouldn’t matter

if you didn’t  sneak up on me. ” 

He flashed her a sweaty, wicked grin. “Just making sure my Shadow of

Death  skills  don’t  get  rusty  before  tomorrow’s  tea  party  with  the  Under-

King. I thought I’d see if I could dim myself a bit.” Hence her inability to sense him creeping up. He rubbed at his eyes. “I didn’t realize you’d be so

… jumpy. Or  bright.” 

“I thought you’d praise me for my quick reflexes.” 

“Good jump. You almost blinded me. Congrats.” 

She playfully slapped his chest, finding rock-hard muscles beneath the

sweat-dampened shirt. “Solas, Hunt.” She rapped her knuckles on his pecs. 

“You could bounce a gold mark off these things.” 

His wings rustled. “I’m taking that as a compliment.” 

She  propped  her  elbows  on  the  counter  and  bit  into  her  apple  again. 

Hunt extended a hand, and she wordlessly handed him one earbud. He fitted

it to his ear, head angling as he listened to the song. 

“No wonder you can’t do a plank for more than two minutes, if you’re

listening to this sad-sack music.” 

“And your music is so much better?” 

“I’m listening to a book.” 

She  blinked.  They’d  often  swapped  music  suggestions  while  working

out, but this was new. “Which book?” 

“Voran Tritus’s memoir about growing up in the Eternal City and how

he  became,  well  …  him.”  Tritus  was  one  of  the  youngest  late-night  talk

show hosts ever. And absurdly hot. Bryce knew the last fact had little to do

with why Hunt tuned in religiously, but it certainly made her own viewing

much more enjoyable. 

“I’d say listening to a book while working out is even less motivational

than this  sad-sack music,” she said. 

“It’s all muscle memory at this point. I only need to pass the time until

I’m done.” 

“Asshole.”  She  ate  more  of  her  apple,  then  changed  the  song. 

Something she’d first heard in the hallowed space of the White Raven dance

club, a remix of a slower song that somehow managed to combine the song’s

original sensual appeal with a driving beat that demanded dancing. 

The corner of Hunt’s mouth kicked up. “You trying to seduce me with

this music?” 

She met his gaze as she chewed on another mouthful of apple. The gym

was empty. But the cameras … “You’re the one who snuck up to fondle me.” 

He laughed, the column of his throat working. A droplet of sweat ran

down its powerful length, gleaming among all that golden-brown skin, and

her breathing hitched. His nostrils flared, no doubt scenting everything that went hot and wet within the span of a breath. 

He tucked in his wings, leaving the earbud in place as he took a step

closer. Bryce leaned slightly against the counter, the marble digging into her

overheated spine. But he only took the apple from her fingers. Held her gaze

while he bit in, then slowly set the core on the counter. 

Her  toes  curled  in  her  sneakers.  “This  is  even  less  private  than  my

bedroom.” 

Hunt’s hands slid onto her waist, and he hoisted her onto the counter in

one easy movement. His lips found her neck, and she arched as his tongue

slid  up  one  side,  as  if  licking  away  a  bead  of  sweat.  “Best  be  quiet,  then, Quinlan,” he said against her skin. 

Lightning skittered around the room. She didn’t need to look to know

he’d severed the camera wires, and likely had a wall of power blocking the

door. Didn’t need to do anything other than enjoy the sensation of his tongue

on her throat, teasing and tasting. 

She couldn’t stop the hands that slid into his hair, driving through the

sweaty strands, all the way down his head until they landed on the nape of

his neck. She drew him closer as she did so, and Hunt lifted his head from

her neck to claim her mouth. 

Her legs opened wider, and he settled between them, pressing hard as

his tongue met hers. 

Bryce groaned, tasting apple and that storm-kissed cedar scent that was

pure  Hunt,  grinding  herself  against  his  demanding  hardness.  With  his  gym

shorts  and  her  skintight  leggings,  there  was  no  hiding  his  erection,  or  the

dampness that soaked through her pants. 

His tongue tangled with hers, hands dropping from her waist to cup her

ass. She gasped as his fingers dug in, pulling her harder against him, and she

hooked her legs around his middle. She couldn’t taste him deep enough, fast

enough. 

His  shirt  came  off,  and  then  she  was  running  her  fingers  over  those

absurd  abs  and  side  abs  and  pecs,  down  the  shifting  muscles  of  his  back, 

frantic and desperate to touch all of him. 

Her tank top peeled away, and then his teeth nipped at the swells of her

breasts  above  the  seafoam  green  of  her  sports  bra,  the  fabric  almost  neon

against her tan skin. 

He bracketed her waist, calluses scraping her skin as he tilted her back, and  Bryce  let  him  lay  her  on  the  counter.  She  propped  herself  up  on  her

elbows as he pulled away, graceful as an ebbing tide, hands running from her

breasts to her sweaty stomach. 

Hunt’s  fingers  curled  over  the  waistband  of  her  black  leggings,  but

paused. His gaze lifted to hers in silent request. 

At  the  black  fire  she  beheld  there,  the  sheer  beauty  and  size  and

perfection of him …

“Hel  yes,”  she  said,  and  Hunt  grinned  wickedly,  rolling  down  her

leggings. Exposing her midriff. Then her abdomen. Then the lacy top of her

amethyst  thong.  Her  pants  and  underwear  were  soaked  with  sweat—she

didn’t want to imagine what they smelled like—and she opened her mouth to

tell him so, but he’d already knelt. 

He  pulled  off  her  sneakers,  then  her  socks,  then  the  leggings.  Then

gently, so gently, he took her right ankle and kissed its inside. Licked at the

bone. Then at her calf. The inside of her knee. 

Oh  gods.  This  was  going  to  happen.  Right  here,  in  the  middle  of  the

building gym where anyone could fly past the wall of windows twenty feet

away.  He  was  going  down  on  her  right  here,  and  she  needed  it  more  than

she’d ever needed anything—

His tongue traced circles along the inside of her right thigh. Higher and

higher,  until  she  was  shaking.  But  his  hands  slid  up,  looping  through  the

waistband of her thong. He pressed a kiss to the front of her underwear, and

she could have sworn he shuddered as he inhaled. 

Bryce  went  liquid,  unable  to  stop  her  writhe  of  demand,  and  Hunt

huffed  a  warm  laugh  against  her  most  sensitive  place,  kissing  her  again

through the fabric of her underwear. 

But  then  he  kissed  her  left  thigh,  beginning  a  downward  trajectory, 

pulling her underwear away as he went. And when the thong was completely

gone,  when  she  was  bared  to  the  world,  Hunt’s  wings  splayed  above  him, 

blocking her from the world’s view. 

Only his to see, his to devour. 

Her breathing turned jagged as his mouth reached her left ankle, kissing

again, and then he was sliding back up. He halted with his head between her

thighs, though. Took her feet and propped them onto the counter. 

Spread her legs wide. 

Bryce  moaned  softly  as  Hunt  surveyed  her,  the  light  glowing  through his wings making him look like an avenging angel lit with inner fire. 

“Look at you,” he murmured, voice guttural with need. 

She’d never felt so naked, yet so seen and cherished. Not as Hunt slid a

finger through her wetness. “Fuck yeah,” he growled, more to himself than

to her, and she really, truly couldn’t breathe as he knelt again, head poised

where she needed him most. 

Hunt  softly,  reverently,  laid  a  hand  on  her,  opening  her  for  his  own

personal tasting. His tongue swept along her in an introductory  Hi, nice to

 fuck you flit. She bit her lip, panting through her nose. 

Yet  Hunt  bowed  his  head,  brow  resting  just  above  her  mound  as  his

hands slid to her thighs once more. He inhaled and exhaled, shuddering, and

she had no idea if he was savoring her scent or really needed a moment to

calm the Hel down. 

One or two more licks and she knew she’d lose her mind entirely. 

Then  Hunt  pressed  a  kiss  to  the  top  of  her  sex.  And  another,  as  if  he

couldn’t help it. His hands caressed her thighs. He kissed her a third time, 

raised wings twitching, and then his mouth drifted south, one hand with it. 

Again,  he  parted  her,  and  pressed  his  tongue  flat  against  her  as  he

dragged it up. 

Stars  sparked  behind  Bryce’s  eyes,  her  breasts  aching  so  much  she

arched into the air, as if seeking invisible hands to touch them. 

“That’s it,” Hunt said against her, and flicked his tongue over her clit

with lethal precision. 

She  couldn’t  endure  this.  Couldn’t  handle  one  more  second  of  this

torture—

His tongue pushed into her, curling deep, and she bucked. 

“You taste like gods-damn paradise,” he growled, pulling back enough

for her to note her wetness on his mouth, his chin. “I knew you’d taste like

this.” 

Bryce  clapped  a  hand  over  her  mouth  to  keep  from  shouting  as  Hunt

drove his tongue back into her, then dragged it all the way up to her clit. His

teeth clamped down gently, and her eyes rolled back into her head. Burning

Solas and merciful Cthona …

“Hunt,” she managed to say, voice strangled. 

He paused, ready to halt should she give the word. But that was the last

thing she wanted. 

Bryce met Hunt’s blazing gaze, her chest heaving, head a dizzy, starry mess. She said the only thing in her head, her mind, her soul. “I love you.” 

She regretted the words the moment they left her mouth. She’d never

said  them  to  any  male,  hadn’t  even   thought  the  words  about  Hunt,  though she’d known for a while. Why they came out then, she had no idea, but—his

eyes darkened again. His fingers tightened on her legs. 

Oh  gods.  She’d  fucked  everything  up.  She  was  a  stupid,  horny  idiot, 

and what the  fuck had she been thinking, telling him that when they weren’t

even  dating, for fuck’s sake—

Hunt  unleashed  himself.  Dipped  his  head  back  down  between  her

thighs and feasted on her. Bryce could have sworn thunderstorms rumbled in

the  room.  It  was  answer  and  acceptance  of  what  she’d  said.  Like  he  was

beyond words now. 

Tongue  and  teeth  and  purring—all  combined  into  a  maelstrom  of

pleasure that had Bryce grinding against him. Hunt gripped her thighs hard

enough to bruise and she loved it, needed it; she drove her hips into his face, 

pushing his tongue into her, and then something  zapped right at her clit, as if

Hunt had summoned a little spark of lightning, and her brain and body lit up

like white fire, and oh gods, oh gods, oh gods—

Bryce was screaming the words, Hunt’s wings still cocooning them as

she came hard enough that she arced clean off the counter, fingers scrabbling

in  his  hair,  pulling  hard.  She  was  flaring  with  light  inside  and  out,  like  a living beacon. 

She  could  have  sworn  they  fell  through  time  and  space,  could  have

sworn  they  tumbled  toward  something,  but  she  wanted  to  stay  here,  with

him, in this body and this place—

Hunt licked her through every ripple, and when the climax eased, when

the  light  she’d  erupted  with  had  faded,  and  that  falling  sensation  had

steadied, he lifted his head. 

He met her stare from between her thighs, panting against her bare skin, 

lightning in his eyes. “I love you, too, Quinlan.” 

No one had said those words to Hunt in two centuries. 

Shahar had never said them. Not once, though he’d stupidly offered the

words to her. The last person had been his mother, a few weeks before her

death. But hearing them from Quinlan …

Hunt lay beside her in bed thirty minutes later, the minty scent of their toothpaste and lavender of their shampoo mingling in the air. That had been

weird enough: showering one after the other, then brushing their teeth side

by  side,  those  words  echoing.  Walking  through  the  apartment,  past  Ruhn, 

Declan,  and  Ithan  watching  sunball  analysts  argue  over  tonight’s  game, 

wondering how so much and yet so little had changed in the span of a few

minutes. 

Going into the Bone Quarter tomorrow seemed like a far-off storm. A

distant  rumble  of  thunder.  Any  thought  of  their  search  at  the  Meat  Market

tonight dissolved like melting snow. 

In the dimness, the TV still droning from the living room, Hunt stared

at Bryce. She silently watched him back. 

“One of us has got to say something,” Hunt said, voice gravelly. 

“What else is there to say?” she asked, propping her head on a fist, hair

spilling over a shoulder in a red curtain. 

“You said you love me.” 

“And?” She cocked an eyebrow. 

Hunt’s mouth twitched upward. “It was said under duress.” 

She  bit  her  lip.  He  wanted  to  plant  his  teeth  there.  “Are  you  asking

whether I meant it, or do you think you’re that good with your mouth that I

went out of my mind?” 

He flicked her nose. “Smart-ass.” 

She flopped back onto the mattress. “They’re both true.” 

Hunt’s blood heated. “Yeah?” 

“Oh,  come  on.”  She  tucked  her  arms  behind  her  head.  “You  have  to

know you’re good at it. That  lightning thing …” 

Hunt held up a finger, a spark of lightning dancing at the tip. “Thought

you’d enjoy that.” 

“If  I’d  known  ahead  of  time,  I  might  have  been  concerned  about  you

deep-frying my favorite parts.” 

He laughed warmly. “I wouldn’t dare. They’re my favorite parts, too.” 

She lifted herself onto her elbows, unable to keep from fidgeting. “Does

it weird you out? What I said?” 

“Why should it? I reciprocated, didn’t I?” 

“Maybe you felt bad for me and wanted to make it less weird.” 

“I’m not the kind of person who lightly tosses those words around.” 

“Me  neither.”  She  reached  over  and  Hunt  leaned  toward  her  hand, letting her brush her fingers through his hair. “I’ve never said it to anyone. I

mean, like … romantically.” 

“Really?” His chest became unbearably full. 

She  blinked,  her  eyes  like  golden  embers  in  the  darkness.  “Why  the

surprise?” 

“I thought you and Connor …” He wasn’t sure why he needed to know. 

That fire banked slightly. “No. We might have one day, but it didn’t get

that  far.  I  loved  him  as  a  friend,  but  …  I  still  needed  time.”  She  smiled crookedly. “Who knows? Maybe I was just waiting for you.” 

He grabbed her hand, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “I’ve been in love

with  you  for  a  while.  You  know  that,  right?”  His  heart  thundered,  but  he

said,  “I  was  …  very  attached  to  you  during  our  investigation,  but  when

Sandriel had me in that cell under the Comitium, she put on this fucked-up

slideshow of all the photos on my phone. Of you and me. And I watched it

and knew. I saw the photos of us toward the end, how I was looking at you

and you were looking at me, and it was a done deal.” 

“Sealed with you jumping in front of a bomb for me.” 

“It’s disturbing when you make jokes about that, Quinlan.” 

She chuckled, kissing his jaw. Hunt’s body tensed, readying for another

touch. Begging for another touch. She said, “I made the Drop for you.  And

offered to sell myself into slavery in your stead. I think I’m allowed to joke

about this shit.” He nipped at her nose. But she pulled back, gaze meeting

his. Hunt let her see everything that lay there. “I knew the moment you went

snooping for my dildos.” 

Hunt burst out laughing. “I can’t tell if that’s the truth.” 

“You  handled  Jelly  Jubilee  with  such  care.  How  could  I  not  love  you

for it?” 

He laughed again, ducking to brush a kiss to her warm throat. “I’ll take

that.” He traced his fingers down her hip, the threadbare softness of her old

T-shirt snagging against his callused skin. He kissed her collarbone, inhaling

the scent of her, his cock stirring. “So what now?” 

“Sex?” 

He grinned. “No. I mean, fuck yes, but I don’t want an audience.” He

gestured over his shoulder and wing to the wall behind him. “Shall we get a

hotel room somewhere in the city?” 

“Somewhere on another continent.” 

“Ah, Quinlan.” He kissed her jaw, her cheek, her temple. He whispered

into her ear, “I really want to fuck you right now.” 

She shuddered, arching against him. “Same.” 

His hand slid from her waist to cup her ass. “This is torture.” He slipped

his hand under her oversize shirt, finding her bare skin warm and soft. He

traced his fingers along the seam of her lacy thong, down toward her thighs. 

Heat beckoned him, and she sucked in a breath as he halted millimeters short

of where he wanted to be. 

But she placed a hand on his chest. “What do I call you now?” 

The words took a moment to register. “What?” 

“I mean, what  are we? Like, dating? Are you my boyfriend?” 

He snorted. “You really want to say you’re dating the Umbra Mortis?” 

“I’m not keeping this private.” She said it without an ounce of doubt. 

She brushed her fingers over his brow. Like she knew what it meant to him. 

Hunt managed to ask, “What about Cormac and your ruse?” 

“Well,  after  all  that,  I  guess.”  If  they  survived.  She  whooshed  out  a

breath. “Boyfriend sounds weird for you. It’s so … young. But what else is

there?” 

If he had a star on his chest, Hunt knew it’d be glowing as he asked, 

“Partner?” 

“Not sexy enough.” 

“Lover?” 

“Does that come with a ruff and lute?” 

He swept a wing over her bare thigh. “Anyone ever tell you that you’re

a pain in the ass?” 

“Just ye olde lover.” 

Hunt hooked his finger under the strap of her thong and snapped it. She

yowled, swatting away his hand. 

But  Hunt  grabbed  her  fingers,  laying  them  on  his  heart  again.  “What

about  mate?” Bryce stilled, and Hunt held his breath, wondering if he’d said

the wrong thing. When she didn’t reply, he went on, “Fae have mates, right? 

That’s the term they use.” 

“Mates  are  …  an  intense  thing  for  the  Fae.”  She  swallowed  audibly. 

“It’s  a  lifetime  commitment.  Something  sworn  between  bodies  and  hearts

and souls. It’s a binding between beings. You say I’m your mate in front of

any Fae, and it’ll mean something big to them.” 

“And  we  don’t  mean  something  big  like  that?”  he  asked  carefully, hardly daring to breathe. She held his heart in her hands. Had held it since

day one. 

“You  mean   everything  to  me,”  she  breathed,  and  he  exhaled  deeply. 

“But if we tell Ruhn that we’re mates, we’re as good as married. To the Fae, 

we’re bound on a biological, molecular level. There’s no undoing it.” 

“Is it a biological thing?” 

“It  can  be.  Some  Fae  claim  they  know  their  mates  from  the  moment

they  meet  them.  That  there’s  some  kind  of  invisible  link  between  them.  A

scent or soul-bond.” 

“Is it ever between species?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  she  admitted,  and  ran  her  fingers  over  his  chest  in

dizzying, taunting circles. “But if you’re not my mate, Athalar, no one is.” 

“A winning declaration of love.” 

She scanned his face, earnest and open in a way she so rarely was with

others. “I want you to understand what you’re telling people, telling the Fae, 

if you say I’m your mate.” 

“Angels have mates. Not as … soul-magicky as the Fae, but we call life

partners mates in lieu of husbands or wives.” Shahar had never called him

such a thing. They’d rarely even used the term  lover. 

“The Fae won’t differentiate. They’ll use their intense-ass definition.” 

He studied her contemplative face. “I feel like it fits. Like we’re already

bound on that biological level.” 

“Me too. And who knows? Maybe we’re already mates.” 

It would explain a lot. How intense things had been between them from

the start. And once they crossed that last physical barrier, he had a feeling

the bond would be even further solidified. 

So  …  maybe  they   were  already  mates,  by  that  Fae  definition.  Maybe

Urd had long ago bound their souls, and they’d needed all this time to realize

it. But did it even matter? If it was fate or choice to be together? 

Hunt asked, “Does it scare you? Calling me your mate?” 

Her  gaze  dipped  to  the  space  between  them,  and  she  said  quietly, 

“You’re the one who’s been defined by other people’s terms for centuries.” 

 Fallen. Slave. Umbra Mortis.  “I just want to make sure it’s a title you’re cool with having. Forever.” 

He kissed her temple, breathing in her scent. “Of everything I’ve ever

been called, Quinlan, your mate will be the one I truly cherish.” 

Her lips curved. “Did you hear the  forever part?” 

“I thought that’s what this thing between us is.” 

“We’ve known each other for, like, five months.” 

“So?” 

“My mom will throw a fit. She’ll say we should date for at least two

years before calling ourselves mates.” 

“Who  cares  what  other  people  think?  None  of  their  rules  have  ever

applied to us anyway. And if we’re some sort of predestined mates, then it

doesn’t make a difference at all.” 

She  smiled  again,  and  it  lit  up  his  entire  chest.  No,  that  was  the  star

between  her  breasts.  He  laid  a  hand  over  the  glowing  scar,  light  shining

through his fingers. “Why does it do that?” 

“Maybe it likes you.” 

“It glowed for Cormac and Ruhn.” 

“I didn’t say it was smart.” 

Hunt laughed and leaned to kiss the scar. “All right, my lovely mate. No

sex tonight.” 

His mate.  His. 

And  he  was  hers.  It  wouldn’t  have  surprised  him  if  her  name  were

stamped on his heart. He wondered if his own were stamped on the glowing

star in her chest. 

“Tomorrow night. We’ll get a hotel room.” 

He brushed another kiss against her scar. “Deal.” 
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 I’m glad to see you alive. 

Ruhn stood on a familiar mental bridge, the lines of his body once more

filled  in  with  night  and  stars  and  planets.  At  the  other  end  of  the  bridge waited  that  burning  female  figure.  Long  hair  of  pure  flame  floated  around

her as if underwater, and what he could make out of her mouth was curved

upward in a half smile. 

“So am I,” he said. He must have passed out on the couch in Bryce’s

apartment. He’d still been there at two in the morning, watching old game

highlights with Ithan. Dec had long since gone to spend the night at Marc’s

place.  Neither  had  turned  up  any  solid  footage  of  Emile  at  the  docks—or

concrete proof of the Reapers being sent from the Under-King or Apollion. 

The search for Danika at the gallery would take days, Dec had said before

leaving, and he did have other work to do. Ithan had instantly volunteered to

keep combing through it. 

The wolf pup wasn’t bad. Ruhn could see them being friends, if their

people weren’t constantly at each other’s throats. Literally. 

Ruhn said to Agent Daybright, “Thanks for trying to wake me up.” 

“What happened?” 

“Reapers.” 

Her flame guttered to a violet blue. “They attacked you?” 

“Long story.” He angled his head. “So I don’t need the crystal to reach

you? I can just be unconscious? Sleeping?” 

“Perhaps  the  crystal  was  only  needed  to  initiate  contact  between  our

minds—a  beacon  for  your  talents,”  she  said.  “Now  that  your  mind—and

mine—knows where to go, you don’t require the crystal anymore, and can contact me even in … inopportune moments.” 

A pinprick of guilt poked at him. She was embedded in the higher ranks

of the empire—had he endangered her when he’d been unconscious earlier, 

his mind blindly reaching for hers? 

But Daybright said, “I have information for you to pass on.” 

“Yeah?” 

She straightened. “Is that how Ophion agents speak these days?  Yeah? ” 

She had to be old, then. One of the Vanir who’d lived for so long that

modern lingo was like a foreign language. Or, gods, if she was an Asteri …

Ruhn wished he had a wall or a doorway or a counter to lean against as

he crossed his arms. “So you’re old-school Pangeran.” 

“Your  position  here  isn’t  to  learn  about  me.  It’s  to  pass  along

information. Who I am, who you are, is of no consequence.” She gestured to

her flames. “This should tell you enough.” 

“About what?” 

Her  flames  pushed  closer  to  her  body,  turning  a  vibrant  orange—like

the hottest embers. The kind that would burn to the bone. “About what shall

happen if you ask too many prying questions.” 

He smiled slightly. “So what’s the intel?” 

“The hit on the Spine is a go.” 

Ruhn’s smile faded. “When’s the shipment?” 

“Three  days  from  now.  It  leaves  from  the  Eternal  City  at  six  in  the

morning  their  time.  No  planned  stops,  no  refueling.  They’ll  travel  swiftly

northward, all the way to Forvos.” 

“The mech-suit prototype will be on the train?” 

“Yes.  And  along  with  it,  Imperial  Transport  is  moving  fifty  crates  of

brimstone  missiles  to  the  northern  front,  along  with  a  hundred  and  twelve

crates of guns and about five hundred crates of ammunition.” 

Burning Solas. “You’re going to stage a heist?” 

“I’m  not  doing  anything,”  Agent  Daybright  said.  “Ophion  will  be

responsible.  I’d  recommend  destroying  it  all,  though.  Especially  that  new

mech-suit.  Don’t  waste  time  trying  to  unload  anything  from  the  trains  or

you’ll be caught.” 

Ruhn refrained from mentioning that Cormac had suggested something

different. He’d said Ophion wanted to attain the suit—to study it. And use

those weapons in their war. “Where’s the best place to intercept?” 

He was really doing this, apparently. Pass this intel along, and he was officially aligning himself with the rebels. 

“That’s for Ophion Command to decide.” 

He asked carefully, “Will Pippa Spetsos be assigned to the hit?” Or was

she in Lunathion looking for Emile, as Tharion suspected? 

“Does it matter?” 

Ruhn  shrugged  as  nonchalantly  as  he  could.  “Just  want  to  know

whether we need to notify her.” 

“I’m not privy to who Command sends on their missions.” 

“Do you know where Pippa Spetsos is right now, though?” 

Her  flame  guttered  for  a  moment.  “Why  do  you  have  such  interest  in

her?” 

He held up his hands. “No interest at all.” He could sense her suspicion, 

though, so he asked, “Will there be armed guards with the shipment?” 

“Yes. About a hundred wolves in and atop the cars, along with a dozen

aerial angel scouts above. All armed with rifles, handguns, and knives.” 

Forested areas would be best for a strike, then, to avoid being seen by

the malakim. 

“Anything else?” 

She angled her head. “None of this bothers you?” 

“I’ve  been  in  the  Aux  for  a  while.  I’m  used  to  coordinating  shit.” 

Nothing like this, though. Nothing that put him firmly in the Asteri’s line of

fire. 

“That’s  a  stupid  thing  to  reveal.  Ophion  must  have  been  desperate,  if

they sent someone as untrained as you to deal with me.” 

“Trust is a two-way street.” He gestured to the space between them. 

Another  one  of  those  soft  laughs  raked  over  his  skin.  “Do  you  have

anything for me? What’s this business with Pippa Spetsos?” 

“Nothing at all. But—thanks for trying to save my ass earlier.” 

“I’d be a fool to let a valuable contact go to waste.” 

He bristled. “I’m touched.” 

She snorted. “You sound like a male used to being obeyed. Interesting.” 

“What the Hel is interesting about it?” 

“The  rebels  must  have  something  on  you,  to  make  you  risk  your

position by doing this.” 

“I thought you didn’t give a shit about my personal life.” 

“I don’t. But knowledge is power. I’m curious about who you might be, 

if the Reapers tried to grab you. And why you allow the rebels to push you

around.” 

“Maybe I wanted to join.” 

She  laughed,  the  sound  sharp  as  a  blade.  “I’ve  found  that  the  ruling

class rarely do such things out of the kindness of their hearts.” 

“Cynical.” 

“Perhaps, but it’s true.” 

“I could name a highly placed Vanir who’s helping the rebels without

being forced into it.” 

“Then they should put a bullet in your head.” 

Ruhn stiffened. “Excuse me?” 

She  waved  a  hand.  “If  you  know  their  identity,  if  you’re  able  to  so

blithely  boast  about  it,  if  you  are  asking  too  many  questions  about  Agent

Spetsos, you’re not an asset at all. You’re a loose cannon. If the dreadwolves

catch you, how long will it take for you to sing that person’s name?” 

“Fuck off.” 

“Have  you  ever  been  tortured?  It’s  easy  for  people  to  claim  they

wouldn’t  break,  but  when  your  body  is  being  pulled  apart  piece  by  piece, 

bone by bone, you’d be surprised what people offer to get the pain to stop, 

even for a second.” 

Ruhn’s temper flared. “You don’t know shit about me or what I’ve been

through.” He was grateful the night and stars of his skin covered the marks

his father’s ministrations had left—the ones his ink couldn’t hide. 

Day’s  flame  blazed  brighter.  “You  should  mind  what  you  tell  people, 

even among Ophion allies. They have ways of making people disappear.” 

“Like Sofie Renast?” 

Her fire simmered. “Don’t repeat her true name to anyone. Refer to her

as Agent Cypress.” 

Ruhn gritted his teeth. “Do you know anything about Sofie?” 

“I assumed she was dead, since you’re now my contact.” 

“And if she isn’t?” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“If she isn’t dead, where would she go? Where would she hide?” 

Daybright whirled back toward her end of the bridge. “This meeting is

over.” And before Ruhn could say another word, she vanished, leaving only

drifting embers behind. 

“Why  the  Hel  would  the  Asteri  create  their  own  mech-suit  for  this  war?” 

Hunt asked, rubbing his jaw as he leaned against the kitchen counter the next

morning. 

He tried not to look at the black box on the other end of the counter. But

its presence seemed to … hum. Seemed to hollow out the air around it. 

Considering the two Death Marks inside, it was no wonder. 

Cormac  sipped  from  his  tea,  face  clouded.  He’d  arrived  barely  past

dawn,  apparently  after  Ruhn  had  called  him  to  demand  that  he  rush  over, 

thus  dragging  Hunt  from  slumber—and  Bryce’s  arms—with  his  knocking. 

“The suits are the one advantage we have. Well, that the humans have.” 

“I know that,” Hunt countered tightly. “I’ve fought them. I know them

inside and out.” 

And he’d taken them apart. And sabotaged them so their pilots didn’t

stand a chance. 

He’d been content to let that knowledge serve him lately for stuff like

fixing  Bryce’s  bike—which  he’d  gone  so  far  as  to  wash  for  her  before

handing  it  back  over—but  if  the  Asteri  were  making  a  mech-suit  of  their

own for a Vanir soldier to use …

“I  always  forget,”  Ruhn  murmured  from  where  he  sat  on  the  couch

beside Bryce, “that you fought in two wars.” The one he’d waged and lost

with  the  Fallen,  and  then  the  years  spent  fighting  at  Sandriel’s  command

against the Ophion rebels. 

“I don’t,” Hunt said, earning an apologetic wince from Ruhn. “We need

to be careful. You’re sure this information was real?” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said. 

Holstrom  settled  himself  against  the  wall  beside  the  counter,  silently

watching the exchange. His face revealed nothing. A laptop sat open on the

couch, though, still combing through the years of gallery footage for any hint

of Danika. 

But this conversation with Cormac, this hit on the Spine … “You likely

have double agents in Ophion,” Hunt said to the Avallen Prince. 

“Not Daybright,” Cormac said with absolute certainty. 

“Anyone can be bought,” Hunt said. 

Bryce said nothing, busy pretending that she was more interested in her

pink toenails than this conversation. Hunt knew she was picking over every

word. 

He’d emerged from the bedroom intending to tell every single person

who crossed his path that she was his mate, but Ruhn had been waiting with

this news instead, apparently having slept on the couch. 

“Regardless,”  Cormac  said  tightly,  “I  need  to  pass  this  information

along.” 

“I’ll go with you,” Ruhn said. Bryce’s mouth popped open in alarm. 

“You could be walking right into a trap,” Hunt warned. 

“We don’t have any choice,” Cormac countered. “We can’t risk losing

this opportunity.” 

“And what do you risk losing if it’s fake?” Lightning crackled at Hunt’s

fingers. Bryce’s eyes flicked up to him at last, wary and full of caution. 

She said before Cormac could answer, “This isn’t our business, Hunt.” 

“Like Hel it isn’t. We’re tied into it, whether we want to be or not.” 

Golden fire filled her gaze. “Yes, but we have nothing to do with this

hit; this intel. It’s Ophion’s problem to deal with.” She straightened, giving

Ruhn a scathing look that seemed to say,  You should stay out of it, too, but

faced Cormac. “So go report to Command and keep us out of it.” 

Cormac stared her down, his jaw working. 

She gave him a slash of a smile that set Hunt’s blood thrumming. “Not

used to females giving you orders?” 

“There  are  plenty  of  females  in  Command.”  Cormac’s  nostrils  flared. 

“And I would advise you to behave as a Fae female ought to when we are

seen  together  in  public.  It  shall  be  hard  enough  to  convince  others  of  our

betrothal thanks to that smell on you.” 

“What  smell?”  Bryce  said,  and  Hunt  braced  his  feet.  She  could  take

care of herself in a fight, but he’d still enjoy pummeling the bastard. 

Cormac motioned between her and Hunt. “You think I can’t scent what

went down between you two?” 

Bryce leaned back against the cushions. “You mean, that  he went down

on me?” 

Hunt choked, and Ruhn let out a garbled string of curses. Ithan walked

to the coffee machine and muttered something about it being too early. 

Cormac,  however,  didn’t  so  much  as  blush.  He  said  gravely,  “Your

mingling scents will jeopardize this ruse.” 

“I’ll take that into consideration,” Bryce said, and then winked at Hunt. 

Gods,  she’d  tasted  like  a  dream.  And  the  sweet,  breathy  sounds  she

made when she came … Hunt rolled out the tautness in his shoulders. They

had a long day ahead of them. A dangerous day. 

They were going to the Bone Quarter today, for fuck’s sake. The street

camera  footage  had  pinpointed  that  the  Reaper  who’d  attacked  Bryce  and

Ruhn  had  been  within  a  block  of  the  Black  Dock,  but  even  with  Declan’s

skills,  they  hadn’t  found  any  concrete  proof  of  the  Reaper  sailing  over.  It

was enough of a link that they’d question the Under-King about it, though. 

And if they got through that, then Hunt planned to have a long, long night. 

He’d  already  made  a  reservation  at  a  fancy-ass  hotel  restaurant.  And

reserved a large suite. With rose petals and champagne. 

Cormac  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  table  and  said  to  Bryce,  “If  you

find Emile in the Bone Quarter, let me know immediately.” Bryce, to Hunt’s

surprise, didn’t object. Cormac pivoted to Ruhn, jerking his chin to the door. 

“We need to get going. If that supply train is leaving in three days, we can’t

waste a moment.” He looked sharply at Hunt. “Even if it’s bad intel.” 

“I’m  ready.”  Ruhn  got  to  his  feet.  He  frowned  at  his  sister.  “Good

hunting. Stay out of trouble today, please.” 

“Right  back  at  you.”  Bryce  grinned,  though  Hunt  noted  that  her

attention was on the Starsword—as if she were speaking to it, pleading with

it to protect her brother. Then her gaze slid to Cormac, who already stood at

the door. “Be careful,” she said pointedly to Ruhn. 

The warning was clear enough:  Don’t trust Cormac entirely. 

Ruhn nodded slowly. The male might have claimed he’d changed since

trying to kill the prince decades ago, but Hunt didn’t trust him, either. 

Ruhn turned toward Ithan as the wolf aimed for the discarded laptop on

the couch. “Look, I hate to drag anyone else into our shit, but … you want to

come?” 

Holstrom jerked his chin toward the laptop. “What about the footage?” 

“It  can  wait  a  few  hours—you  can  look  through  any  flagged  sections

when we get back. We could use your skills today.” 

“What skills?” Bryce demanded. Pure, protective alarm. “Being good at

sunball doesn’t count.” 

“Thanks,  Bryce,”  Ithan  grumbled,  and  before  Ruhn  could  supply  a

reason  for  inviting  the  wolf,  he  said,  “Sabine  will  have  a  fit  if  I’m  caught helping you.” 

That was the least of what would happen if he was caught aiding rebels. 

Hunt  tried  not  to  shift  his  wings,  tried  to  halt  the  echo  of  agony  through them. 

“You don’t answer to Sabine anymore,” Ruhn countered. 

Ithan considered. “I guess I’m already in this mess.” Hunt could have

sworn  guilt  and  worry  filled  Bryce’s  face.  She  chewed  her  bottom  lip,  but

didn’t challenge Ithan further. 

“Okay,” Ithan continued, plugging in the laptop. “Let me get dressed.” 

Bryce turned warily toward the black box on the counter. The looming, 

thrumming Death Marks within. But she said, “Right, Athalar. Time to be on

our way. Suit up.” 

Hunt  followed  Bryce  back  into  her  bedroom—their  bedroom  now,  he

supposed—to see her pick up a holster and prop her leg on the bed. Her short

pink  skirt  slid  back,  revealing  that  lean,  long  expanse  of  golden  leg.  His

mind went blank as she strapped the holster around her upper thigh. 

Her fingers snagged on the buckle, and Hunt was instantly there to help, 

savoring the silken warmth of her bare skin. “You’re really wearing this to

the Bone Quarter?” He drifted a hand to toy with the soft pleats of the skirt. 

No matter that her gun would be useless against any Reapers that came their

way. 

“It’s a thousand degrees today and humid. I’m not wearing pants.” 

“What if we get into trouble?” He might have taken far longer on the

buckle than necessary. He knew she was letting him. 

She smiled wickedly. “Then I suppose the Under-King will get a nice

view of my ass.” 

He gave her a flat look. 

Bryce rolled her eyes, but said, “Give me five minutes to change.” 
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“I think he knows we’re coming,” Bryce whispered to Hunt as they stood on

the edge of the Black Dock and peered through the mist swarming the Istros. 

Thankfully, there had been no Sailings today. But a path through the mists

spread  ahead—an  opening  through  which  they’d  sail  to  get  to  the  Bone

Quarter. 

She knew, because she’d sailed through it herself once. 

“Good,” Hunt said, and Bryce caught his glance at the Starsword she’d

sheathed  down  her  back.  Ruhn  had  left  it  for  her  with  the  note:   Bring  it. 

 Don’t be stupid. 

For once in her life, she’d listened. 

And  Ruhn  had  listened  when  she’d  encouraged  him,  in  their  swift

mind-to-mind conversation, not to trust Cormac. His invitation to Ithan had

been the result. 

She could only pray they’d stay safe. And that Cormac was true to his

word. 

Bryce  shifted,  tucking  the  thoughts  away,  the  half-rotted  black  wood

beneath  her  shoes  creaking.  She’d  wound  up  changing  into  black  leggings

and a gray T-shirt before leaving. Yet even with the mist, the heat somehow

continued,  turning  her  clothes  into  a  sticky  second  skin.  She  should  have

stayed in the skirt. If only because it had allowed her to conceal the gun—

which  she’d  left  behind  after  Hunt  had  mortifyingly  reminded  her  of  its

uselessness against anything they’d encounter in the Bone Quarter. 

“Well, here goes,” Bryce said, fishing out the onyx coin from the pocket

in  the  back  of  her  waistband.  The  stifling,  earthen  smell  of  mold  stuffed

itself up her nostrils, as if the coin itself were rotting. 

Hunt pulled his coin from a compartment in his battle-suit and sniffed, frowning. “It smells worse the closer we get to the Bone Quarter.” 

“Then good riddance.” Bryce flipped the Death Mark with her thumb

into the fog-veiled water below. Hunt’s followed. Both only made one ripple

before they went rushing toward the Bone Quarter, hidden from view. 

“I’m  sure  a  few  people  have  told  you  this,”  a  male  voice  said  behind

them, “but that is a very bad idea.” 

Bryce  whirled,  but  Hunt  bristled.  “What  the  fuck  do  you  want, 

Baxian?” 

The  Helhound  emerged  like  a  wraith  from  the  mist,  wearing  his  own

battle-suit. Shadows had settled beneath his dark eyes, like he hadn’t slept in

a while. “Why are you here?” 


“I’d like to know the same,” Hunt bit out. 

Baxian shrugged. “Enjoying the sights,” he said, and Bryce knew it for

the  lie  it  was.  Had  he  followed  them?  “I  thought  we  were  supposed  to  be

paired up, Athalar. You never showed. Does Celestina know about this?” 

“It’s my day off,” Hunt said. Which was true. “So no. It’s none of her

business. Or yours. Go report to Isaiah. He’ll give you something to do.” 

Baxian’s  attention  shifted  to  Bryce,  and  she  held  his  stare.  His  gaze

dipped  to  the  scar  on  her  chest,  only  the  upper  spikes  of  the  star  visible above  the  neckline  of  her  T-shirt.  “Who  are  you  going  to  see  over  there?” 

His voice had gone low, dangerous. 

“The  Under-King,”  Bryce  said  cheerfully.  She  could  feel  Hunt’s

wariness growing with each breath. 

Baxian blinked slowly, as if reading the threat emanating from Athalar. 

“I  can’t  tell  if  that’s  a  joke,  but  if  it  isn’t,  you’re  the  dumbest  people  I’ve ever met.” 

Something  stirred  behind  them,  and  then  a  long,  black  boat  appeared

from the slender path in the mists, drifting toward the dock. Bryce reached

out  a  hand  for  the  prow.  Her  fingers  curled  over  the  screaming  skeleton

carved into its arch. “Guess you’ll have to wait to find out,” she said, and

leapt in. 

She didn’t look back as Hunt climbed in after her, the boat rocking with

his  weight.  It  pulled  away  from  the  Black  Dock  along  that  narrow  path, 

leaving Baxian behind to watch until the mists swallowed him. 

“You think he’ll say anything?” Bryce whispered into the gloom as the

path ahead vanished, too. 

Hunt’s voice was strained, gravelly as it floated toward her. “I don’t see why he would. You were attacked by Reapers yesterday. We’re going to talk

to the Under-King about it today. There’s nothing wrong or suspicious about

that.” 

“Right.” This shit with Ophion had her overthinking every movement. 

Neither of them spoke after that. Neither of them dared. 

The  boat  sailed  on,  across  the  too-silent  river,  all  the  way  to  the  dark

and distant shore. 

Hunt had never seen such a place. Knew in his bones he never wanted to see

it again. 

The boat advanced with no sail, no rudder, no rower or ferryman. As if

it  were  pulled  by  invisible  beasts  toward  the  isle  across  the  Istros.  The

temperature  dropped  with  each  foot,  until  Hunt  could  hear  Bryce’s  teeth

clacking through the mist, so thick her face was nearly obscured. 

The memory of Baxian nagged at him. Snooping asshole. 

But he had a feeling that the Helhound wouldn’t go blabbing. Not yet. 

Baxian was more likely to gather intel, to shadow their every move and then

strike when he had enough to damn them. 

Hunt would turn him into smoldering cinders before he could do that, 

though. What a fucking mess. 

The boat jolted, colliding with something with a  thunk. 

Hunt stiffened, lightning at his fingertips. But Bryce rose, graceful as a

leopard, the Starsword’s dark hilt muted and matte in the dimness. 

The boat had stopped at the base of worn, crumbling steps. The mists

above them parted to reveal an archway of carved, ancient bone, brown with

age in spots.  Memento Mori, it said across the top. 

Hunt interpreted its meaning differently here than in the Meat Market:

 Remember that you will die, and end here. Remember who your true masters

 are. 

The hair on Hunt’s arms rose beneath his battle-suit. Bryce leapt from

the boat with Fae elegance, twisting to offer a hand back to him. He took it, 

only because he wanted to touch her, feel her warmth in this lifeless place. 

But her hands were icy, her skin drab and waxy. Even her shimmering

hair had dulled. His own skin appeared paler, sickly. As if the Bone Quarter

already sucked the life from them. 

He  interlaced  their  fingers  as  they  strode  up  the  seven  steps  to  the archway  and  tucked  all  the  worries  and  fears  regarding  Baxian,  regarding

this rebellion, deep within him. They’d only be a distraction. 

His boots scuffed on the steps. Here, Bryce had once knelt. Right here, 

she’d  traded  her  resting  place  for  Danika’s.  He  squeezed  her  hand  tighter. 

Bryce squeezed back, leaning into him as they stepped under the archway. 

Dry  ground  lay  beyond.  Mist,  and  grayness,  and  silence.  Marble  and

granite obelisks rose like thick spears, many inscribed—but not with names. 

Just with strange symbols. Grave markers, or something else? Hunt scanned

the gloom, ears straining for any hint of Reapers, of the ruler they sought. 

And for any hint of Emile, or Sofie. But not one footprint marked the

ground. Not one scent lingered in the mist. 

The thought of the kid hiding out here … of any living being dwelling

here … Fuck. 

Bryce whispered, voice thick, “It’s supposed to be green. I saw a land

of green and sunlight.” Hunt lifted a brow, but her eyes—now a flat yellow

—searched the mists. “The Under-King showed me the Pack of Devils after

the attack on the city.” Her words shook. “Showed me that they rested here

among shining meadows. Not … this.” 

“Maybe the living aren’t allowed to see the truth unless the Under-King

allows it.” She nodded, but he read the doubt tightening her ashen face. He

said, “No sign of Emile, unfortunately.” 

Bryce shook her head. “Nothing. Though I don’t know why I thought

it’d be easy. It’s not like he’d be camped out here in a tent or something.” 

Hunt, despite himself, offered her a half smile. “So we head to the boss, 

then.” He kept scanning the mists and earth for any hint of Emile or his sister

as they continued on. 

Bryce halted suddenly between two black obelisks, each engraved with

a  different  array  of  those  odd  symbols.  The  obelisks—and  dozens  more

beyond them—flanked what seemed to be a central walkway stretching into

the mist. 

She drew the Starsword, and Hunt didn’t have time to stop her before

she whacked it against the side of the closest obelisk. It clanked, its ringing

echoing into the gloom. She did it again. Then a third time. 

“Ringing the dinner bell?” Hunt asked. 

“Worth a shot,” Bryce muttered back. And smarter than running around

shouting Emile’s and Sofie’s names. Though if they were as survival-savvy

as they seemed, Hunt doubted either would come running to investigate. 

As the noise faded, what remained of the light dimmed. What remained

of the warmth turned to ice. 

Someone—something—had answered. 

The other being they sought here. 

Their breath hung in the air, and Hunt angled himself in front of Bryce, 

monitoring the road ahead. 

When  the  Under-King  spoke,  however,  in  a  voice  simultaneously

ancient  and  youthful  but  cold  and  dry,  the  sound  came  from  behind  them. 

“This land is closed to you, Bryce Quinlan.” 

A  tremor  went  through  Bryce,  and  Hunt  rallied  his  power,  lightning

crackling in his ears. But his mate said, “I don’t get a VIP pass?” 

The  voice  from  the  mist  echoed  around  them.  “Why  have  you  come? 

And brought Orion Athalar with you?” 

“Call him Hunt,” Bryce drawled. “He gets huffy if you go all formal on

him.” 

Hunt  gave  her  an  incredulous  look.  But  the  Under-King  materialized

from the mist, inch by inch. 

He stood at least ten feet tall, robes of richest black velvet draping to

the  gravel.  Darkness  swirled  on  the  ground  before  him,  and  his  head  …

Something primal in him screamed to run, to bow, to fall on his knees and

beg. 

A  desiccated  corpse,  half-rotted  and  crowned  with  gold  and  jewels, 

observed them. Hideous beyond belief, yet regal. Like a long-dead king of

old left to rot in some barrow, who had emerged to make himself master of

this land. 

Bryce lifted her chin and said, bold as Luna herself, “We need to talk.” 

“Talk?” The lipless mouth pulled back, revealing teeth brown with age. 

Hunt  reminded  himself  firmly  that  the  Under-King  was  feared,  yes—

but not evil. 

Bryce  replied,  “About  your  goons  grabbing  my  sweet  brother  and

dragging  him  into  the  sewer.  They  claimed  they  were  sent  by  Apollion.” 

Hunt  tensed  as  she  spoke  the  Prince  of  the  Pit’s  name.  Bryce  continued, 

utterly  nonchalant,  “But  I  don’t  see  how  they  could  have  been  sent  by

anyone but  you.” 

The  Under-King  hissed.  “Do  not  speak  that  name  on  this  side  of  the

Rift.” 

Hunt  followed  Bryce’s  irreverence.  “Is  this  the  part  where  you  insist you knew nothing?” 

“You  have  the  nerve  to  cross  the  river,  to  take  a  black  boat  to  my

shores,  and  accuse  me  of  this  treachery?”  The  darkness  behind  the  Under-

King shivered. In fear or delight, Hunt couldn’t tell. 

“Some of your Reapers survived me,” Bryce said. “Surely they’ve filled

you in by now.” 

Silence fell, like the world in the aftermath of a boom of thunder. 

The  Under-King’s  milky,  lidless  eyes  slid  to  the  Starsword  in  Bryce’s

hand. “Some did  not survive you?” 

Bryce’s swallow was audible. Hunt swore silently. 

Bryce  said,  “Why  did  you  feel  the  need  to  attack?  To  pretend  the

Reapers were messengers of—the Prince of the Pit.” She clicked her tongue. 

“I thought we were friends.” 

“Death  has  no  friends,”  the  Under-King  said,  eerily  calm.  “I  did  not

send  any  Reapers  to  attack  you.  But  I  do  not  tolerate  those  who  falsely

accuse me in my realm.” 

“And we’re supposed to take you at your word that you’re innocent?” 

Bryce pushed. 

“Do you call me a liar, Bryce Quinlan?” 

Bryce said, cool and calm as a queen, “You mean to tell me that there

are Reapers who can simply defect and serve Hel?” 

“From  whence  do  you  think  the  Reapers  first  came?  Who  first  ruled

them,  ruled  the  vampyrs?  The  Reapers  chose  Midgard.  But  I  am  not

surprised some have changed their minds.” 

Bryce demanded, “And you don’t care if Hel steps into your territory?” 

“Who  said  they  were  my  Reapers  to  begin  with?  There  are  none

unaccounted  for  here.  There  are  many  other  necropolises  they  might  hail

from.” And other half-life rulers they answered to. 

“Reapers don’t travel far beyond their realms,” Hunt managed to say. 

“A comforting lie for mortals.” The Under-King smiled faintly. 

“All  right,”  Hunt  said,  fingers  tightening  around  Bryce’s.  The  Under-

King  seemed  to  be  telling  them  the  truth.  Which  meant  …  Well,  fuck. 

Maybe Apollion  was the one who’d sent the Reapers. And if that part was

true, then what he’d said about Emile …

Bryce  seemed  to  be  following  the  same  train  of  thought,  because  she

said,  “I’m  looking  for  two  people  who  might  be  hiding  out  here.  Any

insight?” 

“I know all the dead who reside here.” 

“They’re alive,” Bryce said. “Humans—or part-humans.” 

The Under-King surveyed them once more. Right down to their souls. 

“No one enters this land without my knowledge.” 

“People can slip in,” Hunt countered. 

“No,”  the  creature  said,  smiling  again.  “They  cannot.  Whoever  you

seek, they are not here.” 

Hunt pushed, “Why should we believe you?” 

“I  swear  upon  Cthona’s  dark  crown  that  no  living  beings  other  than

yourselves are currently on this island.” 

Well,  vows  didn’t  get  much  more  serious  than  that.  Even  the  Under-

King wouldn’t fuck with invoking the earth goddess’s name in a vow. 

But that left them back at square one. If Emile and Sofie weren’t here, 

and couldn’t even enter … Danika had to have known that. She’d have been

smart enough to look into the rules before sending them here for hiding. 

This was a dead end. But it still left Apollion looking for the kid—and

them needing to find him before anyone else. 

So Hunt said, “You’ve been enlightening. Thanks for your time.” 

But  Bryce  didn’t  move.  Her  face  had  gone  stony.  “Where’s  the  green

and sunlight you showed me? Was that another comforting lie?” 

“You saw what you wished to see.” 

Bryce’s lips went white with rage. “Where’s the Pack of Devils?” 

“You are not entitled to speak to them.” 

“Is Lehabah here?” 

“I do not know of one with such a name.” 

“A fire sprite. Died three months ago. Is she here?” 

“Fire  sprites  do  not  come  to  the  Bone  Quarter.  The  Lowers  are  of  no

use.” 

Hunt arched a brow. “No use for what?” 

The Under-King smiled again—perhaps a shade ruefully. “Comforting

lies, remember?” 

Bryce pressed, “Did Danika Fendyr say anything to you before she …

vanished this spring?” 

“You  mean  before  she  traded  her  soul  to  save  yours,  as  you  did  with

your own.” 

Nausea surged through Hunt. He hadn’t let himself think much on it—

that  Bryce  would  not  be  allowed  here.  That  he  wouldn’t  rest  with  her  one

day. 

One  day  that  might  come  very  soon,  if  they  were  caught  associating

with rebels. 

“Yes,”  Bryce  said  tightly.  “Before  Danika  helped  to  save  this  city. 

Where’s the Pack of Devils?” she asked again, voice hitching. 

Something large growled and shifted in the shadows behind the Under-

King,  but  remained  hidden  by  the  mists.  Hunt’s  lightning  zapped  at  his

fingers in warning. 

“Life is a beautiful ring of growth and decay,” the Under-King said, the

words  echoing  through  the  Sleeping  City  around  them.  “No  part  left  to

waste. What we receive upon birth, we give back in death. What is granted

to  you  mortals  in  the  Eternal  Lands  is  merely  another  step  in  the  cycle.  A waypoint along your journey toward the Void.” 

Hunt growled. “Let me guess: You hail from Hel, too?” 

“I hail from a place between stars, a place that has no name and never

shall. But I know of the Void that the Princes of Hel worship. It birthed me, 

too.” 

The star in the center of Bryce’s chest flared. 

The  Under-King  smiled,  and  his  horrific  face  turned  ravenous.  “I

beheld your light across the river, that day. Had I only known when you first

came to me—things might have been quite different.” 

Hunt’s  lightning  surged,  but  he  reined  it  in.  “What  do  you  want  with

her?” 

“What  I  want  from  all  souls  who  pass  here.  What  I  give  back  to  the

Dead  Gate,  to  all  of  Midgard:  energy,  life,  power.  You  did  not  give  your

power to the Eleusian system; you made the Drop outside of it. Thus, you

still possess some firstlight. Raw, nutritious firstlight.” 

“Nutritious?” Bryce said. 

The Under-King waved a bony hand. “Can you blame me for sampling

the goods as they pass through the Dead Gate?” 

Hunt’s mouth dried up. “You … you feed on the souls of the dead?” 

“Only  those  who  are  worthy.  Who  have  enough  energy.  There  is  no

judgment but that: whether a soul possesses enough residual power to make

a  hearty  meal,  both  for  myself  and  for  the  Dead  Gate.  As  their  souls  pass

through the Dead Gate, I take a … bite or two.” 

Hunt  cringed  inwardly.  Maybe  he  had  been  too  hasty  in  deeming  the being before him not evil. 

The Under-King went on, “The rituals were all invented by you. Your

ancestors. To endure the horror of the offering.” 

“But Danika was here. She  answered me.” Bryce’s voice broke. 

“She  was  here.  She  and  all  of  the  newly  dead  from  the  past  several

centuries.  Just  long  enough  that  their  living  descendants  and  loved  ones

either  forget  or  don’t  come  asking.  They  dwell  here  until  then  in  relative

comfort—unless they make themselves a nuisance and I decide to send them

into the Gate sooner. But when the dead are forgotten, their names no longer

whispered on the wind … then they are herded through the Gate to become

firstlight.  Or  secondlight,  as  it  is  called  when  the  power  comes  from  the

dead. Ashes to ashes and all that.” 

“The  Sleeping  City  is  a  lie?”  Hunt  asked.  His  mother’s  face  flashed

before him. 

“A  comforting  one,  as  I  have  said.”  The  Under-King’s  voice  again

became sorrowful. “One for your benefit.” 

“And the Asteri know about this?” Hunt demanded. 

“I  would  never  presume  to  claim  what  the  holy  ones  know  or  don’t

know.” 

“Why are you telling us any of this?” Bryce blanched with horror. 

“Because he’s not letting us leave here alive,” Hunt breathed. And their

souls wouldn’t live on, either. 

The  light  vanished  entirely,  and  the  voice  of  the  Under-King  echoed

around them. “That is the first intelligent thing you’ve said.” 

A rumbling growl shook the ground. Reverberated up Hunt’s legs. He

clutched Bryce to him, snapping out his wings for a blind flight upward. 

The  Under-King  crooned,  “I  should  like  to  taste  your  light,  Bryce

Quinlan.” 
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Ruhn had grown up in Crescent City. He knew it had places to avoid, yet it

had always felt like home. Like his. 

Until today. 

“Ephraim  must  have  arrived,”  Ithan  murmured  as  they  waited  in  the

dimness of a dusty alley for Cormac to finish making the information drop. 

“And brought the Hind with him.” 

“And she brought her entire pack of dreadwolves? To what end?” Ruhn

toyed  with  the  ring  through  his  bottom  lip.  They’d  seen  two  of  the  elite

imperial interrogators on the way to the meet-up near the Old Square. 

Ruhn had veiled himself and Holstrom in shadows while Cormac spoke

at the other end of the alley with the cloaked, hooded figure disguised as a

begging vagrant. Ruhn could make out the outline of a gun strapped to the

figure’s thigh beneath the threadbare cloak. 

Ithan eyed him. “You think the Hind’s onto us?” 

 Us.   Fuck,  just  that  word  freaked  him  out  when  it  came  to  consorting with  rebels.  Ruhn  monitored  the  bright  street  beyond  the  alley,  willing  his

shadows to keep them hidden from what prowled the sidewalks. 

Tourists  and  city  dwellers  alike  kept  a  healthy  distance  from  the

dreadwolves.  The  wolf  shifters  were  exactly  as  Ruhn  had  expected:  cold-

eyed and harsh-faced above their pristine gray uniforms. A black-and-white

patch of a wolf’s skull and crossbones adorned that uniform’s left arm. The

seven golden stars of the Asteri shone on a red patch above their hearts. And

on their starched, high collars—silver darts. 

The  number  varied  on  each  member.  One  dart  for  every  rebel  spy

hunted down and broken. The two that Ruhn had passed had borne eight and

fifteen darts, respectively. 

“It’s like the city’s gone quiet,” Ithan observed, head cocked. “Isn’t this

the  least safe place for this meet-up?” 

“Don’t be paranoid,” Ruhn said, though he’d thought the same. 

Down  the  alley,  Cormac  finished  and  strode  back  to  them.  Within  a

blink, the hunched figure was gone, swallowed into the crowds teeming on

the main avenue, all too focused on the dreadwolves slinking among them to

remark on a hobbling vagrant. 

Cormac had veiled his face in shadows, and they pulled away now as he

met  Ruhn’s  stare.  “The  agent  told  me  they  think  the  Asteri  suspect  that

Emile  came  here  after  he  fled  Ophion.  It’s  possible  the  Hind  brought  the

dreadwolves to hunt for him.” 

“The sight of those wolves in this city is a disgrace,” Ithan snarled. “No

one’s going to stomach this shit.” 

“You’d  be  surprised  what  people  will  stomach  when  they  find  their

families threatened,” Cormac said. “I’ve seen cities and towns fall silent in

the  wake  of  a  dreadwolf  pack’s  arrival.  Places  as  vibrant  as  this,  now

warrens  of  fear  and  mistrust.  They,  too,  thought  no  one  would  tolerate  it. 

That  someone  would  do  something.  Only  when  it  was  too  late  did  they

realize that  they should have done something.” 

A chill ran up Ruhn’s arms. “I have to make some calls. The Aux and

the  33rd  run  this  city.  Not  the  Hind.”  Shit,  he’d  have  to  see  his  father.  He might  be  a  bastard,  but  the  Autumn  King  wouldn’t  appreciate  having  the

Hind infringe on his turf. 

Ithan’s  jaw  twitched.  “I  wonder  what  Sabine  and  the  Prime  will  do

about them.” 

“No loyalty among wolves?” Cormac asked. 

“We  are  wolves,”  Ithan  challenged.  “The  dreadwolves  …  they’re

demons in wolves’ fur. Wolves in name only.” 

“And  if  the  dreadwolves  request  to  stay  at  the  Den?”  Cormac  asked. 

“Will the Prime or Sabine find their morals holding firm?” 

Ithan didn’t answer. 

Cormac  went  on,  “This  is  what  the  Asteri  do.  This  is  Midgard’s  true

reality. We believe we are free, we are powerful, we are near-immortals. But

when it comes down to it, we’re all the Asteri’s slaves. And the illusion can

be shattered this quickly.” 

“Then  why  the  fuck  are  you  trying  to  bring  this  shit  here?”  Ithan demanded. 

“Because it has to end at some point,” Ruhn murmured. He shuddered

inwardly. 

Cormac opened his mouth, surprise lighting his face—but whirled as a

male—towering  and  muscle-bound  and  clad  in  the  impeccable  uniform  of

the  dreadwolves—appeared  at  the  other  end  of  the  alley.  So  many  silver

darts covered his collar that from a distance, it looked like a mouth full of

razor-sharp teeth around his neck. 

“Mordoc,”  Ithan  breathed.  Genuine  fear  laced  his  scent.  Cormac

motioned for the wolf to be silent. 

Mordoc … Ruhn scanned his memory. The second in command to the

Hind.  Her  chief  butcher  and  enforcer.  The  dreadwolf  monitored  the  alley

with  golden,  glowing  eyes.  Dark  claws  glinted  at  his  fingertips.  As  if  he

lived in some state between human and wolf. 

Cormac’s  nose  crinkled.  The  prince  trembled,  anger  and  violence

leaking from him. Ruhn gripped his cousin’s shoulder, fingers digging into

the hard muscle. 

Slowly,  Mordoc  prowled  down  the  alley.  Noting  the  brick  walls,  the

dusty ground—

Fuck.  They’d  left  tracks  all  over  this  alley.  None  of  them  dared  to

breathe too loudly as they pressed into the wall. 

Mordoc angled his head, scalp gleaming through his buzzed hair, then

crouched, muscles flexing beneath his gray uniform, and ran a thick finger

through  a  footprint.  He  lifted  the  dirt  to  his  nose  and  sniffed.  His  teeth—

slightly too long—gleamed in the dimness of the alley. 

Mind-to-mind, Ruhn asked Cormac,  Does Mordoc know your scent? 

 I don’t think so. Does he know yours? 

 No. I’ve never met him. 

Ruhn said to Ithan, who jolted slightly at the sound of Ruhn’s voice in

his mind,  Do you know Mordoc? Have you met him before? 

Ithan’s gaze remained on the powerful male now rising to sniff the air. 

 Yes. A long time ago. He came to visit the Den. 

 Why? 

Ithan  at  last  responded,  eyes  wide  and  pained.  Because  he’s  Danika’s

 father. 

Bryce  had  enough  presence  of  mind  to  draw  the  Starsword.  To  rally  her power even though the thing before them … Oh gods. 

“Allow  me  to  introduce  my  shepherd,”  the  Under-King  said  from  the

mist ahead, standing beside a ten-foot-tall black dog. Each of its fangs was

as long as one of her fingers. All hooked—like a shark’s. Designed to latch

into flesh and hold tight while it ripped and shredded. Its eyes were milky

white—sightless. Identical to the Under-King’s. 

Her light would have no effect on something that was already blind. 

The  dog’s  fur—sleek  and  iridescent  enough  that  it  almost  resembled

scales—flowed over bulky, bunched muscle. Claws like razor blades sliced

into the dry ground. 

Hunt’s lightning crackled, skittering at Bryce’s feet. “That’s a demon,” 

he ground out. He’d fought enough of them to know. 

“An experiment of the Prince of the Ravine’s, from the First Wars,” the

Under-King  rasped.  “Forgotten  and  abandoned  here  in  Midgard  during  the

aftermath. Now my faithful companion and helper. You’d be surprised how

many  souls  do  not  wish  to  make  their  final  offering  to  the  Gate.  The

Shepherd … Well, it herds them for me. As it shall herd you.” 

“Fry this fucker,” Bryce muttered to Hunt as the dog snarled. 

“I’m assessing.” 

“Assess faster.  Roast it like a—” 

“Do  not make a joke about—” 

“Hot dog.” 

Bryce had no sooner finished saying the words than the hound lunged. 

Hunt struck, swift and sure, a lightning bolt spearing toward its neck. 

It screamed, dodging to the left, an obelisk crumbling beneath it. Bryce

pivoted to where the Under-King had been, but only mist remained. 

Coward. 

Hunt struck again, forked lightning splitting the sky before it slammed

into the creature’s back, but it rolled once more, shaking off the lightning. 

“The  fuck,”  Hunt  panted,  drawing  his  sword  and  gun  as  he  moved  in

front  of  Bryce.  The  Shepherd  halted,  eyeing  them.  Then  the  hound  peeled

apart. 

First its head split, two other heads joining the first. And then the three-

headed dog continued to separate until three hounds snarled at them. Three

beasts that shared one mind, one goal:  Kill. 

“Run,”  Hunt  ordered,  not  taking  his  focus  from  the  three  dogs.  “Get back to the river and fucking  swim.” 

“Not without you.” 

“I’ll be right behind.” 

“Just fly us—” 

The dog to the left snarled, bristling. Bryce faced it, and in that blink, 

the  one  on  the  right  leapt.  Hunt’s  lightning  snapped  free,  and  Bryce  didn’t

hesitate before she turned and ran. 

Mist  swallowed  her,  swallowed  Hunt  until  he  was  nothing  but  light

rippling behind her. She sped past obelisks and stone mausoleums. Resting

places  for  the  dead,  or  mere  cages  to  keep  them  until  they  could  become

food, valuable for their firstlight?  Secondlight. 

Thunderous  steps  crunched  behind  her.  She  dared  a  glance  over  her

shoulder. 

One of the hounds rampaged at her heels, closing the distance. Hunt’s

lightning flashed behind it, along with his bellow of rage. That was her  mate

she was leaving behind—

Bryce  cut  inland.  The  beast,  apparently  convinced  she  was  making  a

run for the river, pivoted too slowly. It crashed into a mausoleum,  sending

both structure and hound sprawling. Bryce kept running. Sprinted as fast as

she could back toward Hunt. 

But  the  mist  was  a  labyrinth,  and  Hunt’s  lightning  seemed  to  launch

from everywhere. Obelisks loomed like giants. 

Bryce  slammed  into  something  hard  and  smooth,  her  teeth  punching

through  her  lower  lip  and  the  Starsword  clattering  out  of  her  hand.  The

coppery tang of blood filled her mouth as she hit the ground. Flipping over, 

she peered up to find herself sprawled before a crystal archway. 

The Dead Gate. 

A  snarl  rumbled  the  earth.  Bryce  twisted,  crawling  backward  to  the

Gate. The Shepherd emerged from the mist. 

And  in  the  grayish  dirt  between  them  lay  the  Starsword,  glowing

faintly. 

Ruhn’s blood iced over at Ithan’s declaration. Did Bryce know Mordoc was

Danika’s father? She’d have mentioned it if she did, right? 

 It  wasn’t  spoken  of,  Ithan  explained.  Sabine  and  the  others  tried  to forget. Danika refused to acknowledge Mordoc. Never said his name, or that

 she even had a father. But a few of us were at the Den the only time he came to  see  his  daughter.  She  was  seventeen  and  refused  to  even  see  him. 

 Afterward, she wouldn’t talk about it except to say that she was nothing like

 him. She never mentioned Mordoc again. 

The male approached, and Ruhn scanned for any hint of Danika Fendyr

in him. He found none.  They don’t resemble each other at all. 

Ithan said warily, sadly,  The similarities run beneath the surface.  Ruhn

waited for the blow. Knew it was coming even before Ithan explained,  He’s a

 bloodhound. 

Ruhn said to Cormac,  Teleport us the fuck out of here.  He should have

done it the moment they saw Mordoc coming. 

 I can only take one at a time. 

Mordoc drew closer.  Take Ithan and go . 

 I won’t be able to pinpoint you in the shadows when I return, Cormac

answered.  Be  ready  to  run  to  the  avenue  on  my  signal.   Then  he  grabbed Ithan and vanished. 

Ruhn  kept  perfectly  still  as  the  wolf  prowled  near.  Sniffing,  head

swaying from side to side. 

“I can smell you, Faeling,” Mordoc growled, voice like stones cracking

against each other. “I can smell the coffee on your breath.” 

Ruhn  kept  his  shadows  tight  around  him,  blending  into  the  dimness

along the alley’s far wall. He made each step silent, though the dusty ground

threatened to betray him. 

“What were you doing here, I wonder,” Mordoc said, halting to turn in

place.  Tracking  Ruhn.  “I  saw  your  agent  go  in—the  vagabond.  He  slipped

my net, but why did you stay?” 

Where  the  Hel  was  Cormac?  Considering  that  Bryce  and  Hunt  were

currently  in  the  Bone  Quarter,  Ruhn  had  expected   them  to  be  the  ones  in major peril today. 

He  kept  moving,  slowly  and  silently.  The  bright,  open  street  lay

beyond.  The  crowd  might  hide  him,  but  not  his  scent.  And  his  shadows

would be of no use out in the sunny open. 

“Hunting  you  all  down  like  vermin  shall  be  diverting,”  Mordoc  said, 

pivoting in place as if he could see Ruhn through the shadows. “This city has

been coddled for far too long.” 

Ruhn’s temper unsheathed its talons, but he willed it down. 

“Ah,  that  annoys  you.  I  can  smell  it.”  A  savage  smile.  “I  shall remember that smell.” 

At  the  other  end  of  the  alley,  Ruhn’s  magic  picked  up  the  flicker  of

Cormac arriving—only long enough to scuff his shoes in the dirt—and then

vanish. 

Mordoc whirled toward it, and Ruhn ran, dropping the shadows around

himself. 

Cormac appeared in a writhing nest of darkness, grabbed his arm, and

teleported them out. Ruhn could only pray to Luna that by the time Mordoc

had faced the street again, nothing remained of his scent for the bloodhound

to detect. 
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Ruhn  nursed  his  glass  of  whiskey,  trying  to  calm  his  frayed  nerves.  Ithan, 

seated  across  from  him  at  a  quiet  bar  in  FiRo,  was  watching  the  sports

highlights  on  the  TV  above  the  liquor  display.  Cormac  had  dropped  them

both here before teleporting away, presumably to warn his rebel counterparts

about what had happened with Mordoc. 

Danika’s father. Bryce would have a fit. 

Had  her  sire’s  involvement  with  the  dreadwolves  been  part  of  what

spurred  Danika  to  work  with  the  rebels?  She  was  rebellious  and  defiant

enough to do such a thing. 

And  Mordoc  knew  Ruhn’s  scent  now.  Knew  Ithan’s  scent  had  been

there. Which was why Cormac had brought them here—so there would be

video proof of them far from the Old Square at the time Mordoc would claim

Ithan had been in the alley. 

Ithan said nothing as the minutes wore on, his whiskey vanishing with

them. No matter that it was barely eleven in the morning and only one other

person sat at the bar—a hunched female who looked like she’d seen better

years. Decades. 

Neither of them dared utter a word about what had happened. So Ruhn

said  to  Ithan,  “I  asked  you  to  join  me  here  so  we  could  chat  about

something.” 

Ithan blinked. “Yeah?” 

Ruhn  said  to  him,  mind-to-mind,  Play  along.  I  have  no  idea  if  the

 cameras have audio, but in case they do, I want our meeting here to seem

 planned. 

Ithan’s face remained casual, intrigued.  Got it. 

Ruhn made sure his voice was loud enough to be picked up as he said, 

“How do you feel about moving in with me and the guys?” 

Ithan  angled  his  head.  “What?  Like—live  with  you?”  His  surprise

seemed genuine. 

Ruhn shrugged. “Why not?” 

“You’re Fae.” 

“Yeah, but we hate the angels more than we hate wolves, so … you’re

only our second-worst enemy.” 

Ithan  chuckled,  some  color  returning  to  his  face.  “A  winning

argument.” 

“I mean it,” Ruhn said. “You honestly want to stay at Bryce’s apartment

and endure her and Hunt hooking up nonstop?” 

Ithan  snorted.  “Hel  no.  But  …  why?”  Beyond  an  excuse  for  the

 cameras, Ithan said silently. 

Ruhn  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  “You  seem  like  a  decent  male.  You’re

helping Dec with the footage stuff. And you need a place to stay. Why not?” 

Ithan seemed to weigh his response. “I’ll think about it.” 

“Take all the time you need. The offer stands.” 

Ithan straightened, his attention darting behind Ruhn. He went wholly

still.  Ruhn  didn’t  dare  look.  Not  as  light  footsteps  sounded,  followed  by  a

second thudding pair. Before he could ask Ithan mind-to-mind what he saw, 

Ruhn found himself faced with the most beautiful female he’d ever seen. 

“Mind  if  I  join?”  Her  voice  was  lovely,  fair  and  cool—yet  no  light

shone in her amber eyes. 

A  step  behind  her,  a  dark-haired,  pale-faced  female  malakh  grinned

with  wicked  amusement.  She  was  narrow-featured,  black-winged,  with  a

wildness like the western wind. “Hello, princeling. Pup.” 

Ruhn’s  blood  chilled  as  the  Harpy  slid  into  the  seat  to  his  left.  An

assortment of knives glinted on the belt at her slim waist. But Ruhn peered

up again at the beautiful female, whose face he knew well thanks to the news

and TV, though he’d never seen it in person. Her golden hair glinted in the

dim lights as she sat on his right and signaled the bartender with an elegant

hand. 

“I thought we’d play a round of cards,” the Hind said. 

Two against one. Those odds were usually laughable for Hunt. 

But not when his opponents were demons from Hel. One of the princes’

cast-off  experiments,  now  acting  as  the  Under-King’s  enforcers,  feeding

long-dead  souls  into  the  Gate  for  secondlight  energy.  Like  all  they  were, 

would ever be, was food to fuel the empire. 

The demon to his left lunged, teeth snapping. 

Hunt blasted his lightning, forks of it wrapping around the beast’s thick

neck. It bucked, bellowing, and the one to his right charged. Hunt lashed at

it,  another  collar  of  lightning  going  around  its  neck,  a  leash  of  white  light clenched in his fist. 

Had  Bryce  made  it  to  the  river?  The  third  demon  had  raced  after  her

before he could stop it, but she was fast, and she was smart—

The demons before him halted. They shuddered and melted back into

each other, becoming one beast again. 

His lightning remained around its neck. But he could do nothing as it

flexed—and shattered the lightning sizzling into its flesh. Something of that

size  and  speed  would  use  the  two  seconds  of  slowness  it  took  him  to  get

airborne and swallow him whole. 

This wasn’t how he’d expected the morning to go. 

He rallied his power, focusing. He’d killed Sandriel with this lightning. 

A demon should be nothing. But before he could act, a scream rent the mists

to the southeast. The beast twisted toward the sound, sniffing. 

And before Hunt could stop it, faster than his lightning’s whip, it raced

off into the mist. After Bryce. 

Bryce crouched beside the Dead Gate, sizing up the threats surrounding her. 

Not just the hound, but the two dozen Reapers who’d floated from the mists, 

encircling her. 

The  half-lifes’  rotting  flesh  reeked;  their  acid-green  eyes  glowed

through the mists. Their rasping whispers slithered like snakes over her skin. 

The Shepherd advanced, cutting her off further. 

The crystal of the Dead Gate began to glow white. Not from her touch, 

but as if—

The Reapers were chanting. Awakening the Dead Gate, somehow. 

During  the  attack  on  the  city,  it  had  channeled  her  magic  against  the

demons,  but  today  …  today  it  would  siphon  off  her  power.  Her  soul.  The

Gates  sucked  magic  from  whoever  touched  them,  and  stored  it.  She’d

inherited her power from that very force. 

But this one fed that power right back into the power grid. Like some

fucked-up  rechargeable  battery.  Somehow,  she’d  become  food.  Was  that

what she’d traded away? A few centuries here, thinking she’d found eternal

rest—and then meeting this end? Instead, she’d face a trip straight into the

meat grinder of souls immediately when she died. 

Which seemed likely to be soon. 

There was a good chance that she could draw from the Gate as well, she

supposed. But what if the Dead Gate was somehow different? What if she

went to summon power, only to lose all of hers? She couldn’t risk it. 

Bryce  got  to  her  feet,  hands  shaking.  The  Starsword  lay  between  her

and the Shepherd. 

Hunt’s  lightning  had  stopped.  Where  was  he?  Would  a  mate  know, 

would a mate feel—

Another  dog  stepped  from  the  mist.  Then  peeled  apart  into  two—the

ones  Hunt  had  been  fighting.  No  blood  stained  their  muzzles,  but  Hunt

wasn’t with them. Not a sliver of his lightning graced the mists. 

The  three  dogs  advanced,  sniffing  for  her  location.  The  Reapers  kept

chanting  as  the  Dead  Gate  glowed  brighter.  That  teleporting  of  Cormac’s

would  have  been  helpful—she  could  have  grabbed  Hunt  five  minutes  ago

and vanished. 

She glanced at the sword. It was now or never. Live or die. Like,  really

die. 

Bryce  sucked  in  a  breath,  and  didn’t  give  herself  a  chance  to  second-

guess her stupidity. She bolted for the hounds. They charged, leaping for her

with three sets of snapping jaws—

Bryce dropped, the rocky ground shredding her face as she slid beneath

them, until the Starsword was cradled to her body. Something burning shot

down her back. 

The  world  boomed  with  the  impact  of  the  three  hounds  landing  and

pivoting. Bryce tried to get up, to hold the sword out, but blood warmed her

back.  A  claw  must  have  raked  up  her  spine  while  one  of  the  hounds  had

leapt over her, and the splintering, blistering pain—

Hunt was out there somewhere. Possibly dying. 

Bryce  dug  the  tip  of  the  Starsword  into  the  earth,  using  it  to  shove

herself  up  to  her  knees.  Her  back  screamed  in  agony.  She  might  have

screamed  with  it.  The  three  hounds,  the  Reapers  beyond  them,  seemed  to

smile. 

“Yeah,” Bryce panted, heaving to her feet. “Fuck you, too.” 

Her legs wobbled, yet she managed to lift the black sword in front of

her. The three beasts roared, threatening to split her ears. Bryce opened her

mouth to roar back. 

But someone else did it for her. 

For Hunt, there was only Bryce, bleeding and hurt. 

Bryce,  who’d  made  that  brash  run  for  the  sword,  probably  thinking  it

was her only shot. Bryce, who’d gotten to her feet anyway, and planned to

go down swinging. 

Bryce, his mate. 

The three hounds merged back into one. Readying for the killing blow. 

Hunt landed in the dirt beside her and let out a bellow that shook the

Gate itself. 

Wreathed  in  lightning  from  wing  tip  to  toe,  Hunt  landed  beside  Bryce  so

hard  the  earth  shuddered.  The  power  rolling  off  him  sent  Bryce’s  hair

floating  upward.  Primal  rage  poured  from  Hunt  as  he  faced  down  the

Shepherd. The Reapers. 

She’d never seen anything of the sort—Hunt was the heart of a storm

personified. The lightning around him turned blue, like the hottest part of a

flame. 

An image blasted through her mind. She  had seen this before, carved in

stone  in  the  lobby  of  the  CCB.  A  Fae  male  posed  like  an  avenging  god, 

hammer raised to the sky, a channel for his power—

Hunt  unleashed  his  lightning  at  the  Shepherd,  the  Reapers  observing

with wide eyes. 

Bryce  was  too  fast,  even  for  him,  as  she  leapt  in  front  of  the  blow, 

Starsword extended. A wild theory, only half-formed, but—

Hunt’s lightning hit the Starsword, and the world erupted. 
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Hunt screamed as Bryce leapt in front of his power. As his lightning hit the

black  blade,  exploding  from  the  metal,  flowing  up  into  her  arm,  her  body, 

her heart. Light flashed, blinding—

No, that was Bryce. 

Power  crackled  from  every  inch  of  her,  and  from  the  Starsword  she

clenched in one hand as she barreled toward the Shepherd. It split into three

hounds  again,  and  as  the  first  beast  landed,  Bryce  struck.  The  glowing

Starsword  pierced  the  thick  hide.  Lightning  exploded  across  the  beast’s

body.  The  other  two  screamed,  and  Reapers  began  scattering  into  the  mist

beyond the obelisks. 

Bryce  whirled  as  Hunt  reached  her  and  said,  eyes  white  with  light, 

“Watch out!” 

Too late. The beast who’d fallen snapped its tail at Hunt, catching him

in  the  gut  and  hurling  him  into  the  Dead  Gate.  He  hit  the  stone  and

crumpled, his power fizzing out. 

Bryce shouted his name as she held her ground against the remaining

two  beasts.  The  one  she’d  injured  died,  twitching  on  the  ground.  Hunt

gasped for breath, trying to rise. 

She lifted the sword, crackling with remnants of power. Not much. Like

the  first  blow  had  exhausted  most  of  it.  Hunt  braced  a  hand  on  the  Dead

Gate’s brass plaque as he tried to raise himself once more. 

Power sucked from his fingers, pulled into the stone. He snatched his

hand back. One of the beasts lunged for Bryce, but bounced away at a swipe

of her sword. She needed more power—

Hunt peered at the Dead Gate’s archway above him. Firstlight flowed

both ways. Into the Dead Gate and out of it. 

And here, where the last power of the dead was fed into it … here was a

well, like the one Bryce had used during the attack last spring. 

Sofie and Emile Renast could channel energy, too—and lightning. Hunt

was no thunderbird, but could he do the same? 

Lightning  flowed  in  his  veins.  His  body  was  equipped  to  handle  raw, 

sizzling  energy.  Was  this  what  Apollion  had  hinted  at—why  the  prince

wanted not only him and Bryce, but Emile and Sofie? Had the Prince of the

Pit  engineered  this  situation,  manipulating  them  into  coming  to  the  Bone

Quarter so that Hunt would be forced to realize what he could do with his

own  power?  Perhaps  Emile  hadn’t  even  come  here  at  all.  Perhaps  the

Reapers had lied about that at Apollion’s behest, just to get them here, to this

place, this moment—

Bryce angled her sword higher, ready to fight until the end. Hunt gazed

at her for a moment, an avenging angel in her own right—and then slammed

his hand onto the brass plaque of the Dead Gate. 

Bryce  dared  only  a  glance  behind  her  as  Hunt  bellowed  again.  He  was

standing, but his hand …

White,  blinding  firstlight—or  was  it  secondlight?—flowed  from  the

Dead  Gate  up  his  arm.  Up  his  shoulder.  And  on  the  other  side  of  the

archway, the stone began to go dark. As if he were draining it. 

The two hounds of the Shepherd merged back together, anticipating the

next strike. Hunt’s voice was a thunderclap as he said behind her, “Light it

up, Bryce.” 

The words bloomed in Bryce’s heart at the same moment Hunt shot a

bolt  of  his  power—the  Dead  Gate’s  power—into  her.  It  burned  and roared

and  blinded,  a  writhing  ball  of  energy  that  Bryce  broke  to  her  will  and

funneled into the Starsword. 

Forks of lightning cracked from Hunt, from her, from the sword. 

The Shepherd turned tail and fled. 

Bryce ran after it. 

Wings flapped behind her, and then she was in Hunt’s arms. He carried

her  high  above  the  beast’s  back,  then  plunged  down,  lightning  streaming

around them, a meteorite crashing—

They  slammed  into  the  creature,  and  Bryce  drove  the  sword  into  the Shepherd’s  nape.  Into  the  skull  beneath.  Lightning  and  firstlight  blasted

through it, and the hound exploded into smoking smithereens. 

Bryce and Hunt hit the ground panting and steaming, soaked with the

Shepherd’s blood. But Hunt was up again in a moment, running, a hand on

Bryce’s  back  as  he  hauled  her  with  him.  “The  river,”  he  panted,  lightning

skittering across his teeth, his cheeks. His wings drooped like he was wholly

exhausted. Like flying was beyond him. 

Bryce  didn’t  waste  breath  to  answer  as  they  raced  through  the  mist

toward the Istros. 

“Two  more  Vanir  bodies  this  morning,  Your  Excellency,”  Tharion  said  by

way of greeting, bowing at the waist as he stood in his queen’s private study. 

It  was  more  biodome  than  study,  really,  full  of  plants  and  a  deep, 

winding  stream,  studded  with  large  pools.  The  River  Queen  swam  among

the lily pads, her black hair trailing like ink in the water behind her. Her day

of meetings might require her to be inside the building, but she took all of

them here, sitting in her element. 

She  turned  toward  Tharion,  hair  plastered  down  her  ample,  heavy

breasts,  her  brown  skin  gleaming  with  water.  “Tell  me  where.”  Her  voice

was lovely, but subdued. Cold. 

“One  left  hanging  upside  down  in  an  olive  grove  north  of  the  city—

drained and shot the same way as the selkie—the other crucified on the tree

next to him. Also shot, with a slit throat. They’d clearly been tortured. Two

human scents were present. Seems like this happened yesterday.” 

He’d gotten the report this morning over breakfast. Hadn’t bothered to

go  to  the  sites  or  ask  Holstrom  to  come  with  him,  not  when  the  Aux  had

been the ones to get the call, and would be the ones to handle the bodies. 

“And you still believe the rebel Pippa Spetsos is behind these killings.” 

“The style is in line with what her Lightfall squad does to its victims. I

think she’s on Emile Renast’s trail, and is torturing anyone who helped him

on his way.” 

“Is the boy here, then?” 

“Considering  the  proximity  of  the  latest  site,  I  have  good  reason  to

believe  he  has  arrived.”  An  otter  looped  and  twirled  past  the  windows,  a

message  clenched  in  his  fangs,  neon-yellow  vest  glaringly  bright  in  the

cobalt blue. 

“And Sofie Renast?” The River Queen toyed with a pink-and-gold lily

that  brushed  against  her  soft  stomach,  running  her  elegant  fingers  over  its

petals. “Any sightings of her?” 

“Not  a  ripple.”  No  need  to  mention  Bryce  and  Athalar  going  to  the

Bone Quarter for answers. There was nothing to tell yet. He could only hope

the two of them would emerge alive. 

“The  Hind  is  here,  in  Lunathion.  Do  you  believe  she’s  also  tracking

Emile?” 

“She’s only arrived today.” He’d gotten reports already that her wolves

prowled the city, along with the Harpy. At least the Hawk, his spies said, had

remained behind in Pangera, left to guard Ephraim’s roost, apparently. “Her

whereabouts  have  been  public  for  the  last  few  days—she  doesn’t  have  a

human scent, and also wasn’t in the city to commit these murders. All signs

point to Pippa Spetsos.” 

The river-spirit plucked the lily and tucked it behind her ear. It glowed

as if lit by a kernel of firstlight. “Find that boy, Tharion.” 

He  bowed  his  head.  “What  about  Ophion  Command?  If  they  find  out

we have Emile …” 

“Make  sure  they  don’t  find  out.”  Her  eyes  darkened,  and  storms

threatened.  Lightning  lashed  the  surface  high  above.  “We  are  loyal  to  the

House of Many Waters first and foremost.” 

“Why  the  boy?”  he  finally  dared  ask.  “Why  do  you  want  him  so

badly?” 

“You question me?” Only the Ocean Queen, Lady of Waters, Daughter

of Ogenas, had that right. Or the Asteri. Tharion bowed. 

Lightning illuminated the surface again, and Tharion’s brows lowered. 

That  wasn’t  his  queen’s  power.  And  since  the  forecast  hadn’t  called  for

storms …

Tharion  bowed  again.  “I  apologize  for  the  impertinence.  Your  will  is

mine,”  he  said,  the  familiar  words  falling  from  his  lips.  “I’ll  update  you

when I’ve apprehended the boy.” 

He  made  to  leave,  risking  doing  so  without  dismissal,  and  had  nearly

made  it  to  the  archway  before  the  River  Queen  said,  “Did  you  enjoy  your

punishment last night?” 

He closed his eyes for a moment before he turned to face her. 

She’d  lowered  herself  into  the  stream  again,  no  more  than  a  dark, 

beautiful head among the lily pads. Like one of her sobeks, waiting to make

a meal of the unworthy dead. 

Tharion  said,  “It  was  a  wise  and  fitting  punishment  for  my  ignorance

and transgression.” 

Her  lips  curled  upward,  revealing  slightly  pointed  white  teeth.  “It  is

diverting to see you tug at the leash, Tharion.” 

He swallowed his retort, his rage, his grief, and inclined his head. 

More  lightning.  He  had  to  go.  Knew  better  than  to  reveal  his

impatience, though. “I have only your daughter’s best interests in my heart.” 

Again, that ancient, cruel smile that informed him she’d seen too many

males—some far smarter than he—come and go. “I suppose we shall see.” 

With  that,  she  dipped  beneath  the  water,  vanishing  under  the  lily  pads  and

among the reeds. 

Hunt could barely stand. 

The firstlight had flayed him, leaving a smoking ruin inside his body, 

his mind. But it had worked. He’d taken the power and converted it into his

own.  Whatever  the  fuck  that  meant.  Apollion  had  known—or  guessed

enough to be right. And Bryce … the sword …

She’d been a conduit to his power. Fucking Hel. 

They staggered through the mists, the obelisks. Screeching and hissing

rose around them. Reapers. Would anyplace in Midgard be safe now, even

after death? He sure as fuck didn’t want his soul in the Bone Quarter. 

The  bone  gates  appeared  overhead,  carved  from  the  ribs  of  some

ancient  leviathan,  and  beyond  them,  the  steps  to  the  river.  Hunt’s  knees

nearly buckled as he spied a familiar wave skimmer and the mer male atop

it, beckoning frantically as he pivoted the wave skimmer toward Lunathion

proper. 

“I thought that was you, with all the lightning,” Tharion panted as they

rushed  toward  him  and  leapt  down  the  steps.  He  slipped  off  the  wave

skimmer to make room for them, shifting as he went. The mer looked like

Hel: haunted and tired and bleak. 

Bryce climbed on first, and Hunt joined her, clasping her from behind. 

She gunned the engine and sped off into the mist, Tharion shooting under the

surface  beside  them.  Hunt  nearly  collapsed  against  her  back,  but  Bryce

veered to the left, so sharply he had to clutch her hips to keep from falling

into  the  water.  “Fuck!”  she  shouted  as  scaly,  muscled  backs  broke  the

surface. 

Sobeks. 

Only the nutritious souls went to the Under-King. The ones given over

to the beasts were snacks. Junk food. A broad snout full of thick, daggerlike

fangs shot from the water. 

Blood  sprayed  before  the  creature  could  rip  into  Hunt’s  leg.  Bryce

zigged to the right, and Hunt twisted to see Tharion on their tail, a deadly

plume  of  water  aimed  above  him.  Pressurized,  like  a  water  cannon.  So

intense and brutal that it had carved a hole right through a sobek’s head. 

Another  beast  lunged  for  them,  and  again,  Tharion  struck,  water

breaking flesh as surely as it could eat away at stone. 

A  third,  and  Tharion  attacked  with  brutal  efficiency.  The  other  beasts

halted, tails lashing the water. 

“Hang on!” Bryce shouted toward Tharion, who gripped the side of the

wave  skimmer  as  she  hurtled  them  toward  the  Black  Dock.  The  mist  fell

away behind them, and a wall of sunshine blinded Hunt. 

They  didn’t  stop,  though.  Not  when  they  hit  the  dock.  Not  when

Tharion  leapt  from  the  water  and  shifted,  grabbing  a  spare  Blue  Court

aquatic uniform from the seat-hatch in the wave skimmer. The three of them

hurried down the streets to Bryce’s apartment. 

In the safety of her home, Bryce knelt on the floor, wet and bloody and

panting. The slice along her spine was long but mercifully shallow, already

clotting.  It  had  missed  the  Horn  tattoo  by  millimeters.  Hunt  had  enough

sanity remaining to avoid the white couch as Tharion said, “What happened? 

Any sign of Emile or Sofie?” 

“No—we were stupid to even look for them in the Bone Quarter,” Hunt

said, sitting at the dining table, trying to reel his mind back in. Bryce filled

the mer in on the rest. 

When  she  finished,  Tharion  dropped  onto  one  of  the  counter  stools, 

face white. “I know I should be disappointed that Emile and Sofie weren’t

hiding in the Bone Quarter, but … that’s what awaits us in the end?” 

Hunt opened his mouth, but Bryce asked, “Where’s Ruhn? He and Ithan

should be back.” 

Hunt narrowed his eyes. “Call them.” 

Bryce  did,  but  neither  answered.  Hunt  fished  out  his  phone,  grateful

he’d  gotten  the  water-repellent  spell  Quinlan  had  needled  him  into

purchasing. News alerts and messages filled the screen. 

Hunt said a shade hoarsely, “Ephraim just got here. With the Hind.” 

Tharion  nodded  grimly.  “She  brought  her  pack  of  dreadwolves  with her.” 

Bryce checked the clock on her phone again. “I need to find Ruhn.” 
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Ruhn said nothing as the Hind produced a deck of cards from the pocket of

her imperial uniform. 

Ithan played the role of confused jock, alternating ignorance with bored

distraction  as  he  watched  the  game  above  the  bar.  The  Hind  shuffled  the

deck, cards cracking like breaking bones. 

On the table’s fourth side, the Harpy lounged in her seat and marked his

every move. Her wings—a matte black, like they’d been built for stealth—

spilled  onto  the  floor.  She  wore  the  familiar  battle-suit  of  the  45th—

Sandriel’s  former  prized  legion.  The  Harpy,  along  with  the  Hammer,  had

been one of its notoriously cruel leaders. 

“I  don’t  believe  we’ve  met,”  the  Hind  said,  flexing  and  breaking  the

cards  again.  Her  hands  were  deft,  unfaltering.  Unscarred.  She  wore  a  gold

ring crowned with a square, clean-cut ruby. A subtle hint of wealth. 

Ruhn  forced  himself  to  smirk.  “I’m  flattered  I  was  so  high  on  your

priority list today.” 

“You’re  my  half  sister’s  fiancé,  are  you  not?”  A  lifeless  smile.  The

opposite of Hypaxia’s warmth and wisdom. The Hind was only about twenty

years  older  than  her  sister—forty-seven  years  old—far  closer  in  age  than

most  Vanir  siblings.  But  they  shared  nothing  in  common,  it  seemed.  “It

would  be  rude  not  to  introduce  myself  upon  arrival.  I  already  visited  your

father’s villa. He informed me that you were here.” 

Cormac must have arrived right before the Hind, to feed the lie to the

Autumn King. Thank the gods. 

Ruhn snorted. “Nice to meet you. I’m busy.” 

The Harpy’s skin was as pale as the belly of a fish, set off by her jet-black  hair  and  eyes.  She  said,  “You’re  as  impertinent  as  you  appear, 

princeling.” 

Ruhn flicked his lip ring with his tongue. “I’d hate to disappoint.” 

The  Harpy’s  features  contorted  in  anger.  But  the  Hind  said  mildly, 

“We’ll play poker, I think. Isn’t that what you play on Tuesday nights?” 

Ruhn repressed his shiver of fear. The standing game wasn’t a secret, 

but … how much did she know about him? 

Ithan remained the portrait of boredom, gods bless him. 

So  Ruhn  said  to  the  Hind,  “All  right,  you’re  keeping  tabs  on  me  for

your  sister’s  sake.”  Was  it  mere  coincidence  she’d  sought  him  out  now? 

What  had  Mordoc  told  her  about  Ithan’s  whereabouts  this  morning?  Ruhn

asked the Harpy, “But why the Hel are  you here?” 

The  Harpy’s  thin  lips  stretched  into  a  grotesque  smile.  She  reached  a

pale hand toward Ithan’s muscled shoulder as she said, “I wanted to survey

the goods.” 

Without  looking  at  her,  the  wolf  snatched  her  fingers,  squeezing  hard

enough  to  show  that  he  could  break  bone  if  he  wished.  Slowly,  he  turned, 

eyes brimming with hate. “You can look, but don’t touch.” 

“You  break  it,  you  buy  it,”  the  Harpy  crooned,  wriggling  her  fingers. 

She liked this—the edge of pain. 

Ithan bared his teeth in a feral grin and released her hand. The pup had

balls,  Ruhn  would  give  him  that.  Ithan  looked  at  the  TV  again  as  he  said, 

“Pass.” 

The Harpy bristled, and Ruhn said, “He’s a little young for you.” 

“And what about you?” A killer’s sharp smile. 

Ruhn  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  swigging  from  his  whiskey.  “I’m

engaged. I don’t fuck around.” 

The Hind dealt the cards with a swift, sure grace. “Except with fauns, of

course.” 

Ruhn kept his face unmoved. How did she know about the female at the

party? He met her golden eyes. A perfect match for the Hammer in beauty

and temperament. She hadn’t been at the Summit this spring, thank the gods. 

The Harpy had been there, though, and Ruhn had done his damn best to stay

away from her. 

The Hind scooped up her cards without breaking his stare. “I wonder if

my sister shall learn of that.” 

“Is this some sort of shakedown?” Ruhn fanned out his cards. A decent

hand—not great, but he’d won with worse. 

The  Hind’s  attention  bobbed  to  her  cards,  then  back  to  his  face.  This

female  had  most  likely  killed  Sofie  Renast.  A  silver  torque  glinted  at  the

base  of  her  throat.  Like  she’d  killed  and  broken  so  many  rebels  that  the

collar of her uniform couldn’t fit all the darts. Did the necklace grow with

each new death she wrought? Would his own be marked on that collar? 

The  Hind  said,  “Your  father  suggested  I  meet  you.  I  agreed.”  Ruhn

suspected that his father hadn’t just told her his location to provide an alibi, 

but also to warn him to keep the fuck out of trouble. 

Ithan  picked  up  his  cards,  scanned  them,  and  swore.  The  Harpy  said

nothing as she examined her own hand. 

The  Hind  held  Ruhn’s  gaze  as  the  game  began.  She  was  the  spitting

image of Luna, with her upswept chignon, the regal angle of her neck and

jaw.  As  coldly  serene  as  the  moon.  All  she  needed  was  a  pack  of  hunting

hounds at her side—

And she had them, in her dreadwolves. 

How had someone so young risen in the ranks so swiftly, gained such

notoriety and power? No wonder she left a trail of blood behind her. 

“Careful  now,”  the  Harpy  said  with  that  oily  smile.  “The  Hammer

doesn’t share.” 

The Hind’s lips curved upward. “No, he doesn’t.” 

“As Ithan said,” Ruhn drawled, “pass.” 

The Harpy glowered, but the Hind’s smile remained in place. “Where is

your famed sword, Prince?” 

With Bryce. In the Bone Quarter. “Left it at home this morning,” Ruhn

answered. 

“I heard you spent the night at your sister’s apartment.” 

Ruhn shrugged. Was this interrogation merely to fuck with him? Or did

the  Hind  know  something?  “I  didn’t  realize  you  had  the  authority  to  grill

Aux leaders in this city.” 

“The  authority  of  the  Asteri  extends  over  all.  Including  Starborn

Princes.” 

Ruhn  caught  the  bartender’s  eye,  signaling  for  another  whiskey.  “So

this  is  just  to  prove  you’ve  got  bigger  balls?”  He  draped  an  arm  over  the

back of his chair, cards in one hand. “You want to head up the Aux while

you’re in town, fine. I could use a vacation.” 

The Harpy’s teeth flashed. “Someone should rip that tongue from your

mouth. The Asteri would flay you for such disrespect.” 

Ithan  drew  another  card  and  said  mildly,  “You’ve  got  some  nerve, 

coming to our city and trying to start shit.” 

The Hind replied with equal calm, “So do you, lusting after the female

your brother loved.” 

Ruhn blinked. 

Ithan’s eyes turned dangerously dark. “You’re full of shit.” 

“Am I?” the Hind said, drawing a card herself. “Of course, as my visit

here will likely entail meeting the princess, I looked into her history. Found

quite a chain of messages between you two.” 

Ruhn  thanked  the  bartender  as  the  male  brought  over  a  whiskey  and

then quickly retreated. Ruhn said into Ithan’s mind,  She’s trying to rile you. 

 Ignore her. 

Ithan didn’t answer. He only said to the Hind, voice sharpening, “Bryce

is my friend.” 

The Hind drew another card. “Years of pining in secret, years of guilt

and shame for feeling what he does, for hating his brother whenever he talks

about Miss Quinlan, for wishing that  he had been the one who’d met her first

—” 

“Shut  up,”  Ithan  growled,  rattling  the  glasses  on  the  table,  pure  feral

wolf. 

The  Hind  went  on,  unfazed,  “Loving  her,  lusting  for  her  from  the

sidelines. Waiting for the day when she would realize that  he was the one she

was meant to be with. Playing his little heart out on the sunball field, hoping

she’d notice him at last. But then big brother dies.” 

Ithan paled. 

The Hind’s expression filled with cool contempt. “And he hates himself

even more. Not only for losing his brother, for not being there, but because

of the one, traitorous thought he had after learning the news. That the path to

Bryce Quinlan was now cleared. Did I get that part right?” 

“Shut your fucking mouth,” Ithan growled, and the Harpy laughed. 

 Calm down, Ruhn warned the male. 

But the Hind said, “Call.” 

Mind reeling, Ruhn laid out the decent hand he’d gotten. The Harpy put

hers down. Good. He’d beaten her. The Hind gracefully spread hers across

the table. 

A winning hand. Beating Ruhn by a fraction. 

Ithan didn’t bother to show his cards. He’d already shown them, Ruhn

realized. 

The Hind smiled again at Ithan. “You Valbarans are too easy to break.” 

“Fuck you.” 

The  Hind  rose,  gathering  her  cards.  “Well,  this  has  been  delightfully

dull.” 

The Harpy stood with her. Black talons glinted at the angel’s fingertips. 

“Let’s hope they fuck better than they play poker.” 

Ruhn crooned, “I’m sure there are Reapers who’ll stoop to fuck you.” 

The Hind snickered, earning a glare from the Harpy that the deer shifter

ignored.  The  Harpy  hissed  at  Ruhn,  “I  do  not  take  being  insulted  lightly, 

princeling.” 

“Get the Hel out of my bar,” Ruhn snarled softly. 

She  opened  her  mouth,  but  the  Hind  said,  “We’ll  see  you  soon,  I’m

sure.” The Harpy understood that as a command to leave and stormed out the

door onto the sunny street. Where life, somehow, continued onward. 

The Hind paused on the threshold before she left, though. Peered over

her shoulder at Ruhn, her silver necklace glinting in the sunlight trickling in. 

Her eyes lit with unholy fire. 

“Tell Prince Cormac I send my love,” the Hind said. 

Bryce was one breath away from calling the Autumn King when the door to

the apartment opened. And apparently, she looked a Hel of a lot worse than

her brother or Ithan, because they immediately demanded to know what had

happened to her. 

Hunt,  nursing  a  beer  at  the  kitchen  counter,  said,  “Emile  and  Sofie

aren’t in the Bone Quarter. But we found out some major shit. You’d better

sit down.” 

Yet  Bryce  went  up  to  her  brother,  scanning  him  from  the  piercings

along his ear to his tattooed arms and ass-kicking boots. Not one sleek black

hair  out  of  place,  though  his  skin  was  ashen.  Ithan,  standing  at  his  side, 

didn’t give her the chance to turn to him before approaching the fridge and

grabbing a beer of his own. 

“You’re all right?” Bryce asked Ruhn, who was frowning at the dirt and

blood  on  her—the  wound  on  her  back  had  thankfully  closed,  but  was  still

tender. 

Tharion said from where he sat on the couch, feet propped on the coffee table,  “Everyone  is  fine,  Legs.  Now  let’s  sit  down  like  a  good  little  rebel family and tell each other what the Hel happened.” 

Bryce  swallowed.  “All  right.  Yeah—sure.”  She  scanned  Ruhn  again, 

and his eyes softened. “You scared the shit out of me.” 

“We couldn’t answer our phones.” 

She  didn’t  let  herself  reconsider  before  throwing  her  arms  around  her

brother  and  squeezing  tight.  A  heartbeat  later,  he  gently  hugged  her  back, 

and she could have sworn he shuddered in relief. 

Hunt’s  phone  buzzed,  and  Bryce  pulled  away  from  Ruhn.  “Celestina

wants me at the Comitium for Ephraim’s arrival,” Hunt said. “She wants her

triarii assembled.” 

“Oh,  Ephraim’s  already  here.”  Ithan  dropped  onto  the  couch.  “We

learned the hard way.” 

“You saw him?” Bryce asked. 

“His cronies,” Ithan said, not looking at her. “Played poker with them

and everything.” 

Bryce whirled on Ruhn. Her brother nodded gravely. “The Hind and the

Harpy showed up to the bar where we were lying low. I can’t tell if it was

because Mordoc sniffed around the alley where Cormac made the intel drop

or what. But it was … not great.” 

“Do they know?” Hunt asked quietly, storms in his eyes. “About you? 

About us?” 

“No idea,” Ruhn said, toying with his lip ring. “I think we’d be dead if

they did, though.” 

Hunt blew out a sigh. “Yeah, you would be. They would have taken you

in for questioning already.” 

“The  Hind  is  a  fucking  monster,”  Ithan  said,  turning  on  the  TV.  “Her

and the Harpy, both.” 

“I could have told you that,” Hunt said, finishing his beer and striding

to where Bryce stood before the glass dining table. She didn’t stop him as he

slid  a  hand  over  her  jaw,  cupping  her  cheek,  and  kissed  her.  Just  a  swift

brush of their mouths, but it was a claiming and a promise. 

“Rain  check?”  he  murmured  onto  her  lips.  Right.  The  dinner  and  the

hotel—

She frowned pitifully. “Rain check.” 

He chuckled, but grew deadly serious. “Be careful. I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t go looking for that kid without me.” He kissed her forehead

before leaving the apartment. 

Bryce offered up silent prayers to Cthona and Urd to protect him. 

“Glad you two finally sorted it out,” Tharion said from the couch. 

Bryce  flipped  him  off.  But  Ruhn  sniffed  her  carefully.  “You  …  smell

different.” 

“She smells like the Istros,” Ithan said from the couch. 

“No,  it’s  …”  Ruhn’s  brows  twitched  toward  each  other,  and  he

scratched at the buzzed side of his head. “I can’t explain it.” 

“Stop sniffing me, Ruhn.” Bryce hopped onto the couch on Tharion’s

other side. “It’s gross. Story time?” 
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“How do I look?” Celestina whispered to Hunt as they stood in front of the

desk  in  her  private  study.  Isaiah  flanked  her  other  side,  Naomi  to  his  left, Baxian to Hunt’s right. Baxian had barely done more than nod to Hunt when

he’d entered. 

Hunt  had  taken  the  flight  over  here  to  soothe  his  nerves,  his  residual

rage and awe at what he and Bryce had done. What they’d learned. By the

time  he’d  alighted  on  the  landing  veranda,  his  face  had  become  impassive

once more. The mask of the Umbra Mortis. 

It  cracked  a  little,  however,  upon  seeing  Pollux  a  step  away  from

Naomi. Grinning with feral, anticipatory delight. 

This was a reunion from Hel. The Hind and the Hammer, back together

once  more.  Never  mind  the  Harpy  and  the  Helhound—things  had  always

revolved  around  Pollux  and  Lidia,  their  twin  shriveled  souls,  and  no  one

else. Thank the gods the Hawk had stayed behind in Pangera. 

Hunt murmured to Celestina, “You look like a female about to enter an

arranged  mating.”  He  was  amazed  his  words  had  come  out  so  casually, 

considering how his morning had gone. 

The  Archangel,  clad  in  dawn-soft  pink,  gold  at  her  wrists  and  ears, 

threw him a sad,  What can you do?  kind of smile. 

Hunt, despite himself, added, “But you do look beautiful.” 

Her smile gentled, light brown eyes with them. “Thank you. And thank

you  for  coming  in  on  your  day  off.”  She  squeezed  his  hand,  her  fingers

surprisingly clammy. She was truly nervous. 

Down the hall, the elevator doors pinged. Celestina’s fingers tightened

on Hunt’s before letting go. He could have sworn hers were shaking. 

So  Hunt  said,  “It’s  no  problem  at  all.  I’ll  be  right  here  all  night.  You need  to  bail,  just  give  me  a  signal—tug  on  your  earring,  maybe—and  I’ll

make up some excuse.” 

Celestina  smiled  up  at  him,  squaring  her  shoulders.  “You’re  a  good

male, Hunt.” 

He wasn’t so sure of that. Wasn’t so sure he hadn’t offered only to make

her like him so that when shit hit the fan, if Baxian or the Hind or anyone

suggested  he  and  Quinlan  were  up  to  anything  shady,  she’d  give  him  the

benefit of the doubt. But he thanked her all the same. 

The  meeting  between  Ephraim  and  Celestina  was  as  stiff  and  awkward  as

Hunt had expected. 

Ephraim was handsome, as so many of the Archangels were: black hair

cut close to his head in a warrior-like fashion, light brown skin that radiated

health and vitality, and dark eyes that noted every person in the room, like a

soldier assessing a battlefield. 

But  his  smile  was  genuine  as  he  looked  upon  Celestina,  who  strode

toward him with outstretched hands. 

“My friend,” she said, peering up into his face. As if seeing it for the

first time. 

Ephraim smiled, white teeth straight and perfect. “My mate.” 

She ducked her head right at the moment he went in to kiss her cheek, 

and  Hunt  reined  in  his  cringe  as  Ephraim’s  lips  met  the  side  of  her  head. 

Celestina  jolted  back,  realizing  the  miscommunication,  that  people  were

witnessing this, and—

Isaiah,  gods  bless  him,  stepped  forward,  a  fist  on  his  heart.  “Your

Grace. I welcome you and your triarii.” Ephraim had only brought Sandriel’s

triarii  with  him,  Hunt  realized.  Had  left  his  original  members  back  in

Pangera with the Hawk. 

Ephraim  recovered  from  the  awkward  kiss  and  tucked  his  blindingly

white  wings  close  to  his  toned,  powerful  body.  “I  thank  you  for  your

welcome,  Commander  Tiberian.  And  hope  that  your  triarii  will  welcome

mine as you so warmly did.” 

Hunt at last glanced at the Hind, standing a few feet behind Ephraim, 

and  then  at  Pollux,  staring  at  her  with  wolfish  intensity  from  across  the

room. The Hind’s golden eyes simmered, focused wholly on her lover. As if

she were waiting for the go-ahead to jump his bones. 

“Yuck,” Naomi muttered, and Hunt suppressed his smile. 

Celestina seemed to be searching for something to say, so Hunt spared

her  and  said,  “We  shall  treat  your  triarii  as  our  brothers  and  sisters.”  The Harpy  sneered  at  the  last  word.  Hunt’s  lightning  sparked  in  answer.  “For

however  long  they  remain  here.”  For  however  long  I  let  you  live,  you

 fucking psychopath. 

Celestina recovered enough to say, “Their alliance shall be only one of

the many successes for our mating.” 

Ephraim voiced his agreement, even as he raked his stare over his mate

once more. Approval shone there, but Celestina … Her throat bobbed. 

She’d … been with a male, hadn’t she? Come to think of it, Hunt didn’t

even  know  if  she  preferred  males.  Had  the  Asteri  considered  that?  Would

they  care  what  her  preferences  were,  what  her  experience  was,  before

throwing her into bed with Ephraim? 

Baxian’s eyes remained on the Harpy and the Hind, cold and watchful. 

He didn’t seem particularly pleased to see them. 

“I  have  some  refreshments  prepared,”  Celestina  said,  gesturing  to  the

tables  against  the  wall  of  windows.  “Come,  let  us  drink  to  this  happy

occasion.” 

Bryce had just finished telling Ruhn and Ithan what had gone down in the

Bone  Quarter—both  of  them  looking  as  sick  as  Tharion  had  to  hear  about

the real fate of the dead—when someone knocked on the door. 

“So Connor,” Ithan was saying, rubbing his face. “He’s … They fed his

soul into the Gate to become firstlight? Secondlight? Whatever.” 

Bryce wrung her hands. “It seems like they’d wait until we’re all dust, 

and even our descendants have forgotten him, but considering how much we

pissed  off  the  Under-King,  I  feel  like  there’s  a  chance  he  might  …  move

Connor up the list.” 

“I need to know,” Ithan said. “I need to fucking  know.” 

Bryce’s throat ached. “I do, too. We’ll try to find out.” 

Tharion asked, “But what can be done to help him—any of them?” 

Silence  fell.  The  knock  on  the  door  came  again,  and  Bryce  sighed. 

“We’ll figure that out, too.” 

Ruhn  toyed  with  one  of  the  hoops  through  his  left  ear.  “Is  there

someone we should … tell?” 

Bryce  unlocked  the  door.  “The  Asteri  undoubtedly  know  about  it  and don’t care. They’ll say it’s our civic duty to give back whatever power we

can.” 

Ithan shook his head, looking toward the window. 

Ruhn said, “We have to think carefully about this. Was the Prince of the

Pit  pushing  you  and  Athalar  to  go  there  by  sending  those  Reapers?  Or  by

having his Reapers hint that Emile and Sofie might be hiding there? Why? 

To—activate your combined powers with that Gate trick? He couldn’t have

known  that  would  happen.  We  have  to  think  about  how  the  Asteri  would

retaliate if this  is something they want kept under wraps. And what they’d do

if we do indeed find and harbor Emile and Sofie.” 

“We’ll game it out,” Bryce said, and finally opened the door. 

A hand locked around her throat, crushing the air from her. “You little

cunt,” Sabine Fendyr hissed. 

Ruhn  should  have  considered  who  might  need  to  knock  on  the  front  door. 

Instead,  he’d  been  so  focused  on  the  truth  Bryce  had  revealed  about  their

lives—and afterlives—that he’d let her open it without checking. 

Sabine  hurled  Bryce  across  the  room,  hard  enough  that  she  slammed

into the side of the sectional, scooting the behemoth couch back by an inch. 

Ruhn  was  up  instantly,  gun  aimed  at  the  Alpha.  Behind  him,  Tharion

helped Bryce to her feet. Sabine’s attention remained fixed on Bryce as she

said,  “What  game  are  you  playing,  Princess?”  That  title  was  clearly  what had kept Sabine from ripping out Bryce’s throat. 

Bryce’s  brows  lowered,  but  Ithan  stepped  to  Ruhn’s  side,  violence

gleaming in his eyes. “What the Hel are you talking about?” 

Sabine  bristled,  but  she  didn’t  remove  her  focus  from  Bryce  as  she

continued, “You just can’t stay out of wolf business, can you?” 

Bryce said coolly, “Wolf business?” 

Sabine pointed a clawed finger toward Ithan. “He was exiled. And yet

 you decided to harbor him. No doubt part of some plan of yours to rob me of

my birthright.” 

“So the big bad wolf came all the way here to yell at me about it?” 

“The big bad wolf,” Sabine seethed, “came all the way here to remind

you that no matter what my father might have said,  you  are  no  wolf.”  She

sneered at Ithan. “And neither is he. So stay the fuck out of wolf affairs.” 

Ithan let out a low growl, but pain seemed to ripple beneath it. 

Ruhn snarled, “You want to talk, Sabine, then sit the fuck down like an adult.” At his side, he was vaguely aware of Bryce thumbing in a message

on her phone. 

Ithan squared his shoulders. “Bryce isn’t harboring me. Perry dropped

me here.” 

“Perry’s a moon-eyed fool,” Sabine spat. 

Bryce angled her head, though. “What about this arrangement, exactly, 

bothers  you,  Sabine?”  The  way  her  voice  had  iced  over  …  Fuck,  she

sounded exactly like their father. 

Ithan  said,  “Bryce  has  nothing  to  do  with  you  and  me,  Sabine.  Leave

her out of it.” 

Sabine pivoted toward him, bristling. “You’re a disgrace and a traitor, 

Holstrom.  A  spineless  waste,  if  this  is  the  company  you  choose  to  keep. 

Your brother would be ashamed.” 

Ithan  snapped,  “My  brother  would  tell  me  good  fucking  riddance  to

you.” 

Sabine  snarled,  the  sound  pure  command.  “You  might  be  exiled,  but

you still obey  me.” 

Ithan shuddered, but refused to back down. 

Tharion  stepped  forward.  “You  want  to  throw  down  with  Holstrom, 

Sabine, go ahead. I’ll stand as witness.” 

Ithan would lose. And Sabine would gut him so thoroughly there would

be no hope of recovery. He’d wind up with his brother, his soul served up to

the Under-King and the Dead Gate on a silver platter. 

Ruhn braced himself—and realized he had no idea what to do. 

Celestina  should  have  laid  out  some  hard  alcohol  rather  than  rosé.  Hunt

wasn’t nearly drunk enough to deal with having to keep smiling in a room

full of his enemies. To deal with watching two people who had no choice but

to  make  an  arranged  mating  work  somehow.  They  wouldn’t  officially  be

mated  until  the  party  next  month,  but  their  life  together  was  already

beginning. 

Beside  him,  at  the  doors  to  the  private  veranda  off  Celestina’s  study, 

Isaiah knocked back his pale pink wine and muttered, “What a clusterfuck.” 

“I feel bad for her,” Naomi said on Isaiah’s other side. 

Hunt  grunted  his  agreement,  watching  Celestina  and  Ephraim  attempt

to make small talk across the room. Beyond them, the Harpy seemed content

to  sneer  at  Hunt  the  whole  night.  Baxian  lurked  by  the  door  to  the  hall. 

Pollux and Lidia talked near the Harpy with bent heads. 

Naomi followed the direction of his gaze. “There’s a terrifying match.” 

Hunt chuckled. “Yeah.” His phone buzzed, and he fished it out of his

pocket  to  see  that  a  text  had  arrived  from   Bryce  Sucks  My  Dick  Like  a

 Champ. 

Hunt  choked,  scrambling  to  switch  screens  as  Isaiah  peered  over  his

shoulder and laughed. “I assume you didn’t put that name in there.” 

“No,”  Hunt  hissed.  He’d  punish  her  thoroughly  for  that  one.  After he

finally got to fuck her. He hadn’t forgotten that he was supposed to be doing

exactly that right now. That he’d made dinner and hotel reservations that had

been canceled for this awkward-ass shit. Hunt explained to Isaiah, “It’s this

stupid running joke we have.” 

“A  joke,  hmmm?”  Isaiah’s  eyes  danced  with  delight,  and  he  clapped

Hunt on the shoulder. “I’m happy for you.” 

Hunt smiled to himself, opening up her message, trying not to look at

the name she’d put in and think about how accurate it was. “Thanks.” But

his smile faded as he read the message. 

 Sabine here. 

Hunt’s  heartbeat  kicked  up  a  notch.  Isaiah  read  the  message  and

murmured, “Go.” 

“What  about  this?”  Hunt  jerked  his  chin  at  Celestina  and  Ephraim

across the room. 

“Go,” Isaiah urged. “You need backup?” 

He shouldn’t, but Bryce’s message had been so vague, and—shit. “You

can’t  come  with  me.  It’ll  be  too  obvious.”  He  turned  to  Naomi,  but  she’d

drifted off toward the bar cart again. If he grabbed her, it’d draw everyone’s

attention. He scanned the space. 

Baxian  looked  right  at  him,  reading  the  tension  on  his  face,  his  body. 

Fucker. Now someone  would know he’d left—

Isaiah sensed it, noted it. “I’ll deal with that,” his friend murmured, and

sauntered off toward the black-winged angel. He said something to Baxian

that had them both pivoting away from Hunt. 

Seizing his chance, Hunt backed up a step, then another, fading into the

shadows of the veranda beyond the study. He kept moving, stealthy, until his

heels were at the edge of the landing. But as he stepped off, free-falling into

the night, he caught Celestina looking at him. 

Disappointment and displeasure darkened her eyes. 
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Bryce cursed herself for opening the door. For letting the wolf in. For letting

it  get  to  this  so  quickly:  Ithan  and  Sabine,  about  to  splatter  this  apartment with blood. Ithan’s blood. 

Bryce’s mouth dried out. Think.  Think. 

Ruhn swiftly glanced at her, but didn’t suggest any bright ideas mind-

to-mind. 

Sabine snarled at Ithan, “Your brother knew his place. Was content to

be Danika’s Second. You’re not nearly as smart as he was.” 

Ithan didn’t back down as Sabine advanced. “I might not be as smart as

Connor,” he said, “but at least I wasn’t dumb enough to sleep with Mordoc.” 

Sabine halted. “Shut your mouth, boy.” 

Ithan laughed, cold and lifeless. Bryce had never heard him make such

a sound. “We never learned during that last visit: Was it an arranged pairing

between you two, or some drunk decision?” 

Mordoc—the Hind’s captain? 

“I will rip out your throat,” Sabine growled, stepping closer. But Bryce

saw it—the glimmer of surprise. Doubt. He’d thrown Sabine off her game a

little with that volley. 

Again,  Ithan  didn’t  lower  his  eyes.  “He’s  here  in  this  city.  Are  you

going  to  see  him?  Take  him  to  the  Black  Dock  to  bid  farewell  to  his

daughter?” 

Bryce’s  stomach  dropped,  but  she  kept  her  face  neutral.  Danika  had

never said. Had always claimed it was a …

 A male not worth knowing or remembering. 

Bryce had assumed it was some lesser wolf, some male too submissive

to  keep  Sabine’s  interest,  and  Sabine  had  refused  to  let  Danika  see  him

because of it. Even when Danika had known the truth of Bryce’s parentage, 

she’d never told Bryce about her own lineage. The thought burned like acid. 

Sabine spat, “I know what you’re trying to do, Holstrom, and it won’t

work.” 

Ithan  flexed  his  broad  chest.  Bryce  had  seen  that  same  intense

expression while facing off against opponents on the sunball field. Ithan had

usually  been  the  one  to  walk  away  from  the  encounter.  And  he’d   always

walked away if a teammate joined in the fight. 

So Bryce stepped up. Said to Sabine, “Was Danika a rebel?” 

Sabine whipped her head to her. “What? ” 

Bryce  kept  her  shoulders  back,  head  high.  She  outranked  Sabine  in

position  and  power  now,  she  reminded  herself.  “Did  Danika  have  contact

with the Ophion rebels?” 

Sabine backed away. Just one step. “Why would you ever ask that?” 

Ithan ignored the question and countered, “Was it because of Mordoc? 

She was so disgusted by him that she helped the rebels to spite him?” 

Bryce shoved from the other side, “Maybe she did it out of disgust for

you, too.” 

Sabine  backed  away  one  more  step.  Predator  turning  into  prey.  She

snarled, “You’re both delusional.” 

“Is that so?” Bryce asked, and then took a stab in the dark. “I’m not the

one who ran all the way here to make sure Ithan and I weren’t plotting some

kind of wolf-coup against you.” 

Sabine bristled. Bryce pushed, getting no small delight out of it, “That’s

the fear, right? That I’m going to use my fancy princess title to get Holstrom

to replace you somehow? I mean, you’ve got no heir beyond Amelie right

now.  And  Ithan’s  as  dominant  as  she  is.  But  I  don’t  think  the  Den  likes

Amelie—or you, for that matter—nearly as much as they love him.” 

Ithan  blinked  at  her  in  surprise.  But  Bryce  smiled  at  Sabine,  who’d

gone stone-faced as she snarled, “Stay out of wolf business. ” 

Bryce taunted, “I wonder how hard it would be to convince the Prime

and the Den that Ithan is the bright future of the Valbaran wolves—” 

“Bryce,” Ithan warned. Had he truly never considered such a thing? 

Sabine’s  hand  drifted  to  something  at  her  back,  and  Ruhn  aimed  his

gun. “Nah,” Bryce’s brother said, smiling wickedly. “I don’t think so.” 

A familiar ripple of charged air filled the room a moment before Hunt

said,  “Neither  do  I,”  and  appeared  in  the  doorway  so  silently  Bryce  knew

he’d  crept  up.  Relief  nearly  buckled  her  knees  as  Hunt  stepped  into  the

apartment, gun pointed at the back of Sabine’s head. “You’re going to leave, 

and never fucking bother us again.” 

Sabine seethed, “Allow me to give you a bit of advice. You tangle with

Mordoc, and you’ll get what’s coming to you. Ask him about Danika and see

what he does to get answers out of you.” 

Ithan’s teeth flashed. “Get out, Sabine.” 

“You don’t give me orders.” 

The  wolves  faced  off:  one  young  and  brokenhearted,  the  other  in  her

prime—and heartless. Could someone like Ithan, if he wanted it, ever win in

a battle for dominance? 

But then another figure stepped into the apartment behind Hunt. 

Baxian.  The  angel  shifter  had  a  gun  drawn,  aimed  at  Sabine’s  legs  to

disable her if she tried to run. 

Only  a  glimmer  of  surprise  on  Hunt’s  face  told  Bryce  this  wasn’t  a

planned appearance. 

Sabine  turned  slowly.  Recognition  flared  in  her  eyes.  And  something

like fear. 

Baxian’s teeth gleamed in a feral grin. “Hello, Sabine.” 

Sabine  simmered  with  rage,  but  hissed,  “You’re  all  carrion,”  and

stormed from the apartment. 

“You all right?” Hunt asked Bryce as he looked her over. The redness around

her throat was fading before his eyes. 

Bryce scowled. “I could have done without being hurled into the side of

the couch.” 

Baxian, still by the door, huffed a laugh. 

Hunt turned toward him, lightning at the ready. “You got nothing better

to do with your time than follow me around?” 

“It seemed like you had an emergency,” Baxian retorted. “I figured you

might need backup. Especially considering where you were this morning.” A

slash  of  a  smile.  “I  worried  something  had  followed  you  back  across  the

Istros.” 

Hunt clenched his jaw hard enough to hurt. “What about Isaiah?” 

“You mean his pathetic distraction attempt?” Baxian snorted. 

Before  Hunt  could  reply,  Ithan  asked  the  Helhound,  “You  know

Sabine?” 

Baxian’s face darkened. “In passing.” From the way Sabine had acted, 

there was definitely more to it than that. 

But Bryce suddenly asked Ithan, “Mordoc is … was … He’s Danika’s

 father?” 

Ithan gazed at his feet. “Yeah.” 

“As in, the male who sired her. Like, gave her his genetic material.” 

Ithan’s eyes blazed. “Yeah.” 

“And no one thought to fucking tell me?” 

“I  only  knew  because  he  visited  the  Den  once,  a  year  before  we  met

you.  She  got  her  bloodhound  gift  from  him.  It  was  her  secret  to  keep,  but

now that she’s gone—” 

“Why wouldn’t she tell me?” Bryce rubbed at her chest. Hunt took her

hand. Brushed his thumb over her knuckles. 

“Would you want that asshole for a father?” Hunt asked. 

“I  have  an  asshole  father  already,”  Bryce  said,  and  Ruhn  grunted  his

agreement.  “I’d  have  understood.”  Hunt  squeezed  her  hand  in  gentle

reassurance. 

“I don’t know why she didn’t say anything to you.” Ithan dropped onto

the couch and ran his hands through his hair. “Danika would have become

my Alpha one day, and Sabine ruler of us all, so if they wanted it kept quiet, 

I  had  no  choice.”  Until  Sabine  had  exiled  him,  freeing  Ithan  from  those

restrictions. 

“Would you have taken Sabine down just now?” Tharion asked. 

“I might have tried,” Ithan admitted. 

Hunt  whistled.  But  it  was  Baxian  who  said,  “You  wouldn’t  have  won

tonight.” 

Ithan growled, “Did I ask for your opinion, dog?” 

Hunt glanced between them. Interesting, that Ithan saw him as a dog, 

not  an  angel.  His  animal  form  took  precedence  for  another  shifter, 

apparently. 

Baxian growled right back. “I said you wouldn’t have won  tonight. But

another day, give yourself a few more years, pup, and maybe.” 

“And you’re an expert in such things?” 

Ithan was still itching for a fight. Perhaps Baxian was about to give him

one, sensing his need for it. Baxian’s wings tucked in. Definitely primed for

a fight. 

Bryce massaged her temples. “Go to the gym or the roof if you’re going

to brawl. Please. I can’t afford to lose any more furniture.” She scowled at

Ithan at that. 

Hunt  snickered.  “We’ll  get  through  the  mourning  process  together, 

Quinlan. Have a proper send-off for the coffee table. Holstrom should give

the eulogy, since he broke it.” 

His phone buzzed, and he checked it to find Isaiah’s message.  All ok? 

He wrote back,  Yeah. You? 

 She’s upset you left. Didn’t say anything, but I can tell. Baxian bailed, 

 too. 

Fuck. He replied,  Tell her it was an emergency and that Baxian needed

 to help me. 

 He trailed you? 

 Just busting my balls, Hunt lied. 

 All right. Be careful. 

Ithan said to Ruhn, “I’m accepting your offer.” 

Hunt’s brows twitched toward each other. Bryce asked, “What offer?” 

Ruhn sized her up before saying, “To come live with me and the guys. 

Because of your thin-ass walls.” 

Tharion said with mock outrage, “I had dibs on the pup as  my friend.” 

“Sorry  for  sexiling  you,  Ithan,”  Bryce  muttered.  Hunt  laughed,  but

Ithan didn’t. He didn’t look at Bryce at all. Weird. 

Ruhn said to Ithan, “All right. You fighting that asshole first, or can we

go?” He nodded to Baxian. 

Hunt kept perfectly still. Ready to either intervene or referee. 

Ithan surveyed the angel with that athletic precision and focus. Baxian

only  smiled  at  him  in  invitation.  How  many  times  had  Hunt  seen  that

expression on the Helhound’s face before he ripped into someone? 

But Ithan wisely shook his head. “Another time.” 

Three minutes later, Ithan was stepping into the hallway with Ruhn and

Tharion, who had to go report to his queen once more. 

“Ithan,”  Bryce  said  before  he  could  leave.  From  the  kitchen,  Hunt

watched her take a step into the hall, then halt, as if catching herself. “We

made a good team.” 

From his angle, Hunt couldn’t see Ithan’s face, but he heard the quiet

“Yeah,” right before the elevator doors dinged. Then, “We did.” For all the

world, Hunt could have sworn the wolf sounded sad. 

A moment later, Bryce walked back into the apartment and aimed right

for Hunt, looking like she’d drop into his arms with exhaustion. She drew up

short upon seeing Baxian. “Enjoying the view?” 

Baxian stopped his surveying. “Nice place. Why’d Sabine come here?” 

Bryce  examined  her  nails.  “She  was  pissed  that  I’ve  been  harboring

Ithan after she kicked his ass to the curb.” 

“You  know  about  her  and  Mordoc,  though.”  It  wasn’t  exactly  a

question. 

“You know?” Hunt asked. 

Baxian  shrugged  one  shoulder.  “I’ve  spent  years  with  the  Hind  and

those who serve her. I picked up a few interesting details.” 

“What happened when Mordoc visited Danika?” Bryce asked. 

“It didn’t go well. He came back to Sandriel’s castle …” Baxian said to

Hunt, “Remember the time he ate that human couple?” 

Bryce choked. “He  what?” 

Hunt said roughly, “Yeah.” 

“That  was  when  he’d  returned  from  the  visit  to  the  Den,”  Baxian

explained.  “He  was  in  such  a  rage  that  he  went  out  and  killed  a  human

couple he found on the street. Started eating the female while the male was

still alive and begging for mercy.” 

“Burning fucking Solas,” Bryce breathed, her hand finding Hunt’s. 

“Sabine was right to warn you away from him,” Baxian said, aiming for

the door. 

Hunt grunted. “I never thought he’d be in this city.” 

“Let’s hope he’s gone soon, then,” Baxian said, not looking back. 

Bryce  said,  hand  sliding  from  Hunt’s,  “Why  did   you  come  here, 

Baxian?” 

The  angel-shifter  halted.  “Athalar  seemed  like  he  needed  help.  We’re

partners, after all.” His grin was savage, mocking. “And watching Celestina

and Ephraim pretend to be into each other was too torturous, even for me.” 

Bryce was having none of it, though. “You were also at the Black Dock

this morning.” 

“Are you asking if I’m spying on you?” 

“Either that or you desperately want in on the cool kids’ club.” 

“A good spy would tell you no, and say you were being paranoid.” 

“But you’re … not a good spy?” 

“I’m not a spy at all, and you’re being paranoid.” 

Bryce rolled her eyes, and Hunt smiled to himself as she walked to the

door, making to shut it behind Baxian. As she closed the door, he heard her

say to the Helhound, “You’re going to fit right in around here.” 

“Why’d you say that to him?” Hunt asked as he slumped onto the bed beside

her later that night. 

Bryce rested her head on Hunt’s shoulder. “Say what?” 

“That thing to Baxian about fitting in.” 

“Jealous?” 

“I just …” His chest heaved as he sighed. “He’s a bad male.” 

“I know. Don’t think too much about my nonsense, Hunt.” 

“No, it’s not that. It’s … He’s a bad male. I know he is. But I was no

better than him.” 

She  touched  his  cheek.  “You’re  a  good  person,  Hunt.”  She’d  assured

him of that so many times now. 

“I told Celestina I’d have her back with Ephraim and then bailed. Good

people don’t do that.” 

“You bailed to come rescue your mate from the big bad wolf.” 

He flicked her nose, shifting onto his side, wings a wall of gray behind

him. “I can’t believe Mordoc is Danika’s father.” 

“I can’t believe our souls get turned into firstlight food,” she countered. 

“Or that the Hind brought her dreadwolves here. Or that the Under-King is a

fucking psychopath.” 

Hunt’s laugh rumbled through her. “Rough day.” 

“What do you think happened in the Bone Quarter—with your lightning

and the firstlight and everything?” 

“What were you even thinking, jumping in front of my lightning?” 

“It worked, didn’t it?” 

He  glared.  “You  know  that  scar  on  Baxian’s  neck?  I  did  that  to  him. 

With  my  lightning.  With  a  blow  a  fraction  of  what  I  unleashed  on  the

Starsword.” 

“Yeah, yeah, you’re the tough, smart male who knows best and I’m an

impulsive female whose feelings get her in trouble—” 

“For fuck’s sake, Quinlan.” 

She  propped  her  head  on  a  hand.  “So  you  had  no  idea  you  could  do

that? Take the energy from the Dead Gate and transform it into lightning and

all that?” 

“No.  It  never  occurred  to  me  to  channel  anything  into  my  lightning

until the Prince of the Pit suggested it the other night. But … it made sense:

you took the power out of the Heart Gate this spring, and Sofie Renast, as a

thunderbird, could do something similar, so … even if the push came from

the  Prince  of  the  Pit,  trying  it  out  seemed  like  a  good  alternative  to  being eaten.” 

“You  went  …”  She  wiggled  her  fingers  in  the  air.  “All  lightning-

berserker.” 

He  kissed  her  brow,  running  a  hand  down  her  hip.  “I  get  a  little

hysterical when your safety is involved.” 

She  kissed  the  tip  of  his  nose.  “Such  an  alphahole.”  But  she  flopped

back on the bed, tucking her arms under her head. “You think there actually

 is a resting place for our souls?” She sighed at the ceiling. “Like, if we died

and didn’t go to those places … what would happen?” 

“Ghosts?” 

She scowled. “You’re not helping.” 

He chuckled, tucking his hands behind his own head. She crossed her

ankle over his shin, and they lay there in silence, staring at the ceiling. 

He  said  after  a  while,  “You  traded  your  resting  place  in  the  Bone

Quarter for Danika’s.” 

“Given  what  happens  to  everyone  over  there,  I  feel  kind  of  relieved

about that now.” 

“Yeah.” He took one of her hands in his and laid their interlaced fingers

atop his heart. “But wherever you’re headed when this life is over, Quinlan, 

that’s where I want to be, too.” 
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The bridge was blissfully quiet compared to the absolute insanity of Ruhn’s

day. 

He’d  brought  Holstrom  back  to  his  place,  where  Flynn  and  Dec  had

been gobbling down five pizzas between the two of them. The former had

arched  a  brow  at  Ruhn’s  announcement  that  the  fourth  bedroom—a

disgusting  heap  of  crap  thanks  to  years  of  throwing  their  messes  in  there

before  parties—was  now  Ithan’s.  He’d  have  the  couch  tonight,  and

tomorrow they’d clean out all the shit. Declan had only shrugged and tossed

Ithan  a  beer,  then  pulled  his  laptop  over,  presumably  to  continue  combing

through the gallery footage. 

Flynn had eyed the wolf, but shrugged as well. The message was clear

enough: Yeah, Holstrom was a wolf, but so long as he didn’t mouth off about

Fae, they’d get along just fine. And a wolf was always better than an angel. 

Guys were simple like that. Easy. 

Not like the female burning across from him on the bridge. 

“Hey,  Day.”  He  wished  he  had  someplace  to  sit.  For  one  fucking

moment. He was technically sleeping, he supposed, but …

Well,  damn.  A  deep-cushioned  armchair  appeared  a  foot  away.  He

slumped into it and sighed. Perfect. 

Her snort rippled toward him, and another chair appeared. A red velvet

fainting couch. 

“Fancy,” he said as Day draped herself over it. She looked so much like

Lehabah that his chest ached. 

“Seeing me like this causes you distress.” 

“No,” he said, puzzled as to how she’d read his emotions when night

and stars covered his features. “No, it’s … I, ah, lost a friend a few months

ago. She loved to sit on a couch like that one. She was a fire sprite, so your

whole fire thing … struck a little close to home.” 

She angled her head, flame shifting with her. “How did she die?” 

He checked himself before he could reveal too much. “It’s a long story. 

But she died saving my—someone I love.” 

“Then her death was noble.” 

“I should have been there.” Ruhn leaned back against the cushions and

gazed toward the endless black above them. “She didn’t need to make that

sacrifice.” 

“You  would  have  traded  your  life  for  a  fire  sprite’s?”  There  was  no

condescension in the question—merely bald curiosity. 

“Yeah. I would have.” He lowered his stare back to her. “Anyway, we

made the intel drop-off. Nearly got caught, but we did it.” 

She straightened slightly. “By whom?” 

“Mordoc. The Hind. The Harpy.” 

She  stilled.  Her  fire  guttered  to  that  violet  blue.  “They  are   lethal.  If you’re caught, you will be lucky to just be killed.” 

Ruhn crossed an ankle over a knee. “Believe me, I know that.” 

“Mordoc is a monster.” 

“So’s the Hind. And the Harpy.” 

“They’re all … Where you are now?” 

He  hesitated,  then  said,  “In  Lunathion.  Might  as  well  tell  you—you

could have turned on the news and figured out where they are.” 

She shook her head, flame flowing. “You say too much.” 

“And you too little. Any other intel about the shipment on the Spine?” 

“No. I thought you called me here to tell me something.” 

“No. I … I guess my mind reached for yours.” 

She  watched  him.  And  even  though  he  couldn’t  see  her  face,  and  she

couldn’t  see  his,  he’d  never  felt  so  naked.  She  said  quietly,  “Something’s

riled you.” 

How could she tell? “My day was … difficult.” 

She sighed. Tendrils of fire rippled around her. “Mine too.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah.” 

The word was teasing, a reminder of their earlier conversation. She did have a sense of humor, then. 

Day  said,  “I  work  with  people  who  are  …  Well,  they  make  Mordoc

seem like one of those sweet little otters in your city. There are days when it

wears on me more than others. Today was one of them.” 

“Do you at least have friends to lean on?” he asked. 

“No. I’ve never had a true friend in my life.” 

He winced. “That’s … really sad.” 

She snorted. “It is, isn’t it?” 

“I  don’t  think  I’d  have  made  it  this  far  without  my  friends.  Or  my

sister.” 

“For those of us with neither friends nor family, we find ways to make

do.” 

“No family, eh? A true lone wolf.” He added, “My father’s a piece of

shit, so … a lot of the time I wish I were like you.” 

“I  have  a  family.  A  very  influential  one.”  She  propped  her  head  on  a

burning fist. “They’re pieces of shit, too.” 

“Yeah? Your dad ever burn you for speaking out of turn?” 

“No. But he did flog me for sneezing during prayers.” 

She  wasn’t  an  Asteri,  then.  Asteri  had  no  family.  No  children.  No

parents. They just  were. 

He blinked. “All right. We’re even.” 

She laughed quietly, a low, soft sound that ran delicate fingers over his

skin. “A truly tragic thing to have in common.” 

“It really is.” He smiled, even if she couldn’t see it. 

She  said,  “Since  you  are  in  a  position  of  power,  I’m  assuming  your

father must be as well.” 

“Why can’t I be self-made?” 

“Call it intuition.” 

He shrugged. “All right. What about it?” 

“Does he know of your rebel sympathies?” 

“I  think  my  work  has  gone  beyond  sympathies  now,  but  …  no.  He’d

kill me if he knew.” 

“Yet you risk your life.” 

“What’s the question, Day?” 

Her  mouth  quirked  to  the  side.  Or  what  he  could  see  of  it  did.  “You

could  use  your  power  and  rank  to  undermine  people  like  your  father,  you

know. Be a secret agent for the rebellion in that sense, rather than doing this message-carrying.” 

She  didn’t  know  who  he  was,  right?  Ruhn  shifted  in  his  chair. 

“Honestly?  I’m  shit  at  those  deception  games.  My  father  is  the  master  of

them. This is far more my speed.” 

“And yet your father is allowed to stay in power?” 

“Yeah.  Aren’t  all  of  these  assholes  allowed  to  stay  in  power?  Who’s

going to stop them?” 

“Us. People like us. One day.” 

Ruhn snorted. “That’s some idealistic shit right there. You know that if

this rebellion is triumphant, we’ll likely have a war for dominance between

all the Houses, don’t you?” 

“Not if we play the game well.” Her tone was completely serious. 

“Why tell me any of this? I thought you were all … no-personal-stuff.” 

“Let’s chalk it up to a difficult day.” 

“All right,” he repeated. He leaned back in his chair once more, letting

himself fall quiet. To his surprise, Day did the same. They sat in silence for

long  minutes  before  she  said,  “You’re  the  first  person  I’ve  spoken  to

normally in … a very long time.” 

“How long?” 

“So  long  that  I  think  I’ve  forgotten  what  it  feels  like  to  be  myself.  I

think  I’ve  lost  my  true  self  entirely.  To  destroy  monsters,  we  become

monsters. Isn’t that what they say?” 

“Next  time,  I’ll  bring  us  some  psychic  beers  and  a  TV.  We’ll  get  you

normal again.” 

She laughed, the sound like clear bells. Something male and primal in

him sat up at the sound. “I’ve only ever had wine.” 

He started. “That’s not possible.” 

“Beer  wasn’t  deemed  appropriate  for  a  female  of  my  position.  I  did

have a sip once I was old enough to … not answer to my family, but I found

it wasn’t to my liking anyway.” 

He  shook  his  head  in  mock  horror.  “Come  visit  me  in  Lunathion

sometime, Day. I’ll show you a good time.” 

“Given who is present in your city, I think I’ll decline.” 

He frowned. Right. 

She  seemed  to  remember,  too.  And  why  they  were  here.  “Is  it

confirmed where the rebels are making the strike on the Spine shipment?” 

“Not sure. I’m the go-between, remember?” 

“You  told  them  what  I  said  about  the  Asteri’s  new  mech-suit

prototype?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Don’t forget that it’s the most valuable thing on that train. Leave the

rest.” 

“Why not blow up the entire Spine and break their supply lines?” 

Her fire sizzled. “We’ve tried multiple times. With each attempt, we’ve

been thwarted. Either by betrayal or things simply going wrong. An attack

like that requires a lot of people, and a lot of secrecy and precision. Do  you

know how to make explosives?” 

“No. But there’s always magic to do that.” 

“Remember that the rebellion is mostly humans, and their Vanir allies

like  to  remain  hidden.  We  are  dependent  on  human  resourcefulness  and

abilities. Simply compiling enough explosives to enact a serious hit on the

Spine  takes  a  great  deal  of  effort.  Especially  considering  the  great  losses

Ophion  has  taken  to  its  numbers  lately.  They’re  on  the  ropes.”  She  added, 

oozing disgust, “This isn’t a video game.” 

Ruhn growled. “I’m aware of that.” 

Her flame banked a fraction. “You’re right. I spoke out of turn.” 

“You can just say ‘I’m sorry.’ No need for the fancy talk.” 

Another soft laugh. “Bad habit.” 

He saluted her. “Well, until next time, Day.” 

He half hoped she’d counter with something to keep them talking, keep

him here. 

But Day and her couch faded into embers drifting on a phantom wind. 

“Goodbye, Night.” 

Ithan  Holstrom  had  never  been  inside  a  full-fledged  Fae’s  house.  There’d

only  been  two  Fae  males  on  his  CCU  sunball  team,  and  both  were  from

cities across the territory, so he’d never had the chance to go to their homes

and meet their families. 

But  Prince  Ruhn’s  house  was  cool.  It  reminded  him  of  the  apartment

Connor  and  Bronson  and  Thorne  once  had—a  few  blocks  from  here, 

actually:  crappy  old  furniture,  stained  walls  with  posters  of  sports  teams

taped on them, an overly large TV, and a fully stocked bar. 

He hadn’t minded crashing on the couch last night. Would have slept on the  porch,  if  it  meant  being  far  away  from  where  Bryce  and  Hunt  slept

together. 

The clock beneath the TV read seven in the morning when Ithan rose

and showered. He helped himself to Tristan Flynn’s array of fancy shampoos

and  body  products,  all  marked   FLYNN’S.  DO  NOT  TOUCH,  RUHN.  I

 MEAN IT THIS TIME. 

Ruhn had written beneath the scribbling on one of the bottles:  NO ONE

 LIKES YOUR WEIRD SHAMPOO ANYWAY. 

Flynn  had  scrawled,  right  along  the  bottom  edge  of  the  bottle,  THEN

 WHY  IS  IT  NEARLY  EMPTY?  AND  WHY  IS  YOUR  HAIR  SO  SHINY? 

 ASSHOLE!!! 

Ithan had snickered, even as his heart squeezed. He’d had that kind of

dynamic once with his brother. 

His brother, who was either already turned into secondlight—or on his

way there. 

The thought had any rising interest in breakfast melting into nausea. By

the time Ithan had dressed and gone downstairs—the three Fae males who

lived in the house were still asleep—he’d raised his phone to his ear. 

 Hey, this is Tharion, if you can’t get me, send an otter. 

All right, then. 

An hour later, after a quick check of the program scanning the gallery

footage for Danika, Ithan had headed for the Istros, grabbing an iced coffee

on  his  way.  He  suppressed  a  smile  as  he  handed  over  a  silver  mark  to  a

whiskery otter whose name tag on his yellow vest said  Fitzroy. Ithan parked

his ass on a bench beside the Istros and stared across the river. 

He’d wanted to fight Sabine last night. Had actually contemplated how

her blood would taste when he ripped out her throat with his teeth, but … the

Helhound’s words lingered. 

Connor had been an Alpha who’d accepted the role of Second because

he’d believed in Danika’s potential. Ithan had fallen in with Amelie’s pack

because he’d had nowhere else to go. 

But last night, just for a moment, when Bryce had stepped up and the

two of them had Sabine backing away … he’d remembered what it’d been

like.  To  not  only  be  a  wolf  in  a  pack,  but  a  player  on  a  team,  working  in unison, as if they were one mind, one soul. 

Never mind that he’d once thought of himself and Bryce that way. 

The  fucking  Hind  could  go  to  Hel.  He  had  no  idea  how  she’d  pieced that  together,  but  he’d  kill  her  if  she  ever  mentioned  it  to  anyone  again. 

Especially Bryce. 

It was no one’s business but his, and it was ancient history now anyway. 

He’d  had  two  years  without  Bryce  to  sort  his  shit  out,  and  being  near  her

again had been … hard, but he’d never told anyone about his feelings before

Connor died, and he sure as Hel wasn’t going to start now. 

The Hind had been right, though: he’d walked into Connor’s dorm that

day  early  in  his  brother’s  freshman  year  at  CCU,  intending  to  meet  the

awesome, gorgeous, hilarious hallmate Con talked about endlessly. And on

his way down the dingy, carpeted hall, he’d run into … well, an awesome, 

gorgeous, hilarious hallmate. 

He’d been struck stupid. She was the hottest person he’d ever seen, no

joke. Her smile had warmed some gods-forsaken place in Ithan’s chest that

had  been  icy  and  dark  since  his  parents  had  died,  and  those  whiskey  eyes

had seemed to …  see him. 

Him,  not  the  sunball  player,  not  the  star  athlete  or  anything  like  that. 

Just him. Ithan. 

They spoke for ten minutes in the hall without exchanging names. He’d

just  been  Connor’s  little  brother,  and  she  hadn’t  given  her  name  and  he’d

forgotten to ask for it, but by the time Connor poked his head into the hall, 

Ithan had decided he was going to marry her. He’d attend CCU, play sunball

for them and not Korinth U, who’d already been wooing him, and he’d find

this  girl  and  marry  her.  He  suspected  they  might  even  be  mates,  if  he  was

right about that gut tug toward her. And that would be that. 

Then Connor had said, “Looks like you met Ithan already, Bryce,” and

Ithan had wanted to dissolve into that disgusting dorm carpet. 

He knew it was fucking stupid. He’d spoken to Bryce for ten minutes

before finding out she was the girl his brother was obsessed with, but … it

had  messed  with  him.  So  he’d  thrown  himself  into  the  role  of  irreverent

friend,  pretended  to  be  into  Nathalie  so  he  had  something  to  complain  to

Bryce about. He’d suffered on the sidelines watching Connor tiptoe around

Bryce for years. 

He’d never told Bryce that the reason why Connor had finally asked her

out that night was because Ithan had told him to shit or get off the pot. 

Not  in  those  terms,  and  he’d  said  it  without  raising  his  brother’s

suspicions, as he’d always done when talking about Bryce, but he’d had it. 

Had  just   had  it  with  his  brother  hesitating  while  Bryce  dated  a  string  of losers. 

If Connor didn’t step up to the line, then Ithan had decided he’d finally

come forward. Take a gamble and see if that spark between them might lead

somewhere. 

But Bryce had said yes to Connor. And then Connor had died. 

And  while  Connor  was  being  murdered,  she’d  been  fucking  someone

else in the White Raven bathroom. 

Ithan had no idea how there wasn’t some black hole where he’d been

standing  the  moment  he’d  found  out  about  that  night.  That  was  how  hard

he’d imploded, like the star he’d been gave the fuck up and bailed. 

Ithan leaned back against the bench, sighing. These last few days, he’d

felt  like  he  was  poking  his  head  out  of  that  black  hole.  Now  this  bullshit about Connor and the Pack’s souls being fed into the Dead Gate threatened

to pull him back in. 

He knew Bryce was pissed about it. Upset. But she had Athalar now. 

And no part of Ithan resented them for it. No, that history was behind

him, but … he didn’t know what to do with himself when he spoke to her. 

The girl he’d been so convinced would be his wife and mate and mother to

his kids. 

How many times had he allowed himself to picture that future: him and

Bryce opening presents with their children on Winter Solstice eve, traveling

the world together while he played sunball, laughing and growing old in this

city, their friends around them. 

He  was  glad  to  not  be  living  in  her  apartment  anymore.  He’d  had

nowhere else to go after Sabine and Amelie had kicked him out, and he sure

as  fuck  wasn’t  planning  to  stage  any  kind  of  coup  with  her,  as  Sabine

seemed to fear, but … he was grateful Ruhn had offered him a place to stay

instead. 

“A little early, isn’t it?” Tharion called from the river, and Ithan stood

from the bench to find the mer treading water, powerful fin swirling beneath

him. 

Ithan  didn’t  bother  with  pleasantries.  “Can  you  get  me  to  the  Bone

Quarter?” 

Tharion blinked. “No. Unless you want to be eaten.” 

“Just get me to the shore.” 

“I  can’t.  Not  if  I  don’t  want  to  be  eaten,  either.  The  river  beasts  will attack.” 

Ithan crossed his arms. “I have to find my brother. See if he’s okay.” 

He  hated  the  pity  that  softened  Tharion’s  face.  “I  don’t  see  what  you

can do either way. If he’s fine or if he’s … not.” 

Ithan’s  throat  dried  out.  “I  need  to  know.  Swim  me  past  the  Sleeping

City and I’ll see if I can glimpse him.” 

“Again,  river  beasts,  so  no.”  Tharion  slicked  back  his  hair.  “But  …  I

need to find that kid, if he’s not in the Sleeping City. Maybe we can kill two

birds with one stone.” 

Ithan angled his head. “Any idea where to look instead?” 

“No. So I desperately need a hint in the right direction.” 

Ithan frowned. “What do you have in mind?” 

“You’re not going to like it. Neither is Bryce.” 

“Why does she need to be involved?” Ithan couldn’t stop his voice from

sharpening. 

“Because I know Legs, and I know she’ll want to come.” 

“Not if we don’t tell her.” 

“Oh,  I’m  going  to  tell  her.  I  like  my  balls  where  they  are.”  Tharion

grinned and jerked his chin to the city behind Ithan. “Go get some money. 

Gold marks, not credit.” 

“Tell me where we’re going.” Somewhere shady, no doubt. 

Tharion’s eyes darkened. “To the mystics.” 
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“Keep  holding,  hold,  hold!”  Madame  Kyrah  chanted,  and  Bryce’s  left  leg

shook with the effort of keeping her right leg aloft and in place. 

Beside her, Juniper sweated along, face set with focused determination. 

June held perfect form—no hunched shoulders, no curved spine. Every line

of her friend’s body radiated strength and grace. 

“And  down  into  first  position,”  the  instructor  ordered  over  the

thumping music. Totally not the style that ballet was usually danced to, but

that  was  why  Bryce  loved  this  class:  it  combined  the  formal,  precise

movements  of  ballet  with  dance  club  hits.  And  somehow,  in  doing  so,  it

helped her understand both the movements and the sound better. Merge them

better.  Let  her   enjoy  it,  rather  than  dance  along  to  music  she’d  once  loved and daydreamed about getting to perform onstage. 

 Wrong  body  type  had  no  place  here,  in  this  bright  studio  on  an  artsy block of the Old Square. 

“Take a five-minute breather,” said Madame Kyrah, a dark-haired swan

shifter,  striding  to  the  chair  by  the  wall  of  mirrors  to  swig  from  her  water bottle. 

Bryce  wobbled  over  to  her  pile  of  crap  by  the  opposite  wall,  ducking

under  the  barre  to  pick  up  her  phone.  No  messages.  A  blissfully  quiet

morning. Exactly what she’d needed. 

Which was why she’d come here. Beyond  wanting to come here twice a

week, she needed to be here today—to work out every swirling thought. She

hadn’t told Juniper what she’d learned. 

What could she say?  Hey, just FYI, the Bone Quarter is a lie, and I’m

 pretty sure there’s no such thing as a true afterlife, because we all get turned

 into energy and herded through the Dead Gate, though some small bit of us gets shoved down the gullet of the Under-King, so … good fucking luck! 

But  Juniper  was  frowning  at  her  own  phone  as  she  drank  a  few  sips

from her water bottle. 

“What’s  up?”  Bryce  asked  between  pants.  Her  legs  shook  simply

standing still. 

Juniper  tossed  her  phone  onto  her  duffel  bag.  “Korinne  Lescau  got

tapped to be principal.” 

Bryce’s mouth dropped open. 

“I know, ” Juniper said, reading the unspoken outrage on Bryce’s face. 

Korinne had entered the company two years ago. Had only been a soloist for

this season. And the CCB had claimed it wasn’t promoting anyone this year. 

“This is definitely a  fuck you,” Bryce seethed. 

June’s throat bobbed, and Bryce’s fingers curled, as if she could rip the

face off of every director and board member of the CCB for putting that pain

there. “They’re too afraid to fire me, because the shows where I’m a soloist

always bring in a crowd, but they’ll do what they can to punish me,” June

said. 

“All because you told a bunch of rich jerks that they were being elitist

monsters.” 

“I  might  bring  in  money  for  the  shows,  but  those  rich  jerks  donate

millions.” The faun drained her water. “I’m going to stick it out until they

 have to promote me.” 

Bryce tapped her foot on the pale wood floor. “I’m sorry, June.” 

Her  friend  squared  her  shoulders  with  a  quiet  dignity  that  cracked

Bryce’s heart. “I do this because I love it,” she said as Kyrah summoned the

class  back  into  their  lines.  “They’re  not  worth  my  anger.  I  have  to  keep

remembering  that.”  She  tucked  a  stray  curl  back  into  her  bun.  “Any  word

about that kid?” 

Bryce shook her head. “Nope.” She’d leave it at that. 

Kyrah started the music, and they got back into position. 

Bryce sweated and grunted through the rest of the class, but Juniper had

become razor-focused. Every movement precise and flawless, her gaze fixed

on  the  mirror,  as  if  she  battled  herself.  That  expression  didn’t  alter,  even when Kyrah asked June to demonstrate a perfect series of thirty-two fouettés

—spins  on  one  foot—for  the  class.  Juniper  whipped  around  like  the  wind

itself  propelled  her,  her  grounding  hoof  not  straying  one  inch  from  its starting point. 

Perfect form. A perfect dancer. Yet it wasn’t enough. 

Juniper left class almost as soon as it had finished, not lingering to chat

like she usually did. Bryce let her go, and waited until most of the class had

filtered  out  before  approaching  Kyrah  by  the  mirror,  where  the  instructor

was panting softly. “Did you see the news about Korinne?” 

Kyrah tugged on a loose pink sweatshirt against the chill of the dance

studio.  Even  though  she  hadn’t  danced  on  CCB’s  stage  in  years,  the

instructor remained in peak form. “You seem surprised. I’m not.” 

“You can’t say anything? You were one of CCB’s prized dancers.” And

now  one  of  their  best  instructors  when  she  wasn’t  teaching  her  outside

classes. 

Kyrah frowned. “I’m as much at the mercy of the company’s leadership

as  Juniper.  She  might  be  the  most  talented  dancer  I’ve  ever  seen,  and  the

hardest-working,  but  she’s  going  up  against  a  well-entrenched  power

structure.  The  people  in  charge  don’t  appreciate  being  called  out  for  what

they truly are.” 

“But—” 

“I  get  why  you  want  to  help  her.”  Kyrah  shouldered  her  duffel  and

aimed  for  the  double  doors  of  the  studio.  “I  want  to  help  her,  too.  But

Juniper made her choice this spring. She has to face the consequences.” 

Bryce stared after her for a minute, the doors to the studio banging shut. 

As she stood alone in the sunny space, the silence pressed on her. She looked

to the spot where Juniper had been demonstrating those fouettés. 

Bryce pulled out her phone and did a quick search. A moment later, she

was dialing. “I’d like to speak to Director Gorgyn, please.” 

Bryce  tapped  her  feet  again  as  the  CCB  receptionist  spoke.  She

clenched her fingers into fists before she answered, “Tell him that Her Royal

Highness Princess Bryce Danaan is calling.” 

Push-ups bored Hunt to tears. If it hadn’t been for the earbuds playing the

last few chapters of the book he was listening to, he might have fallen asleep

during his workout on the training roof of the Comitium. 

The  morning  sun  baked  his  back,  his  arms,  his  brow,  sweat  dripping

onto the concrete floors. He had a vague awareness of people watching, but

kept going. Three hundred sixty-one, three hundred sixty-two …

A  shadow  fell  across  him,  blocking  out  the  sun.  He  found  the  Harpy smirking down at him, her dark hair fluttering in the wind. And those black

wings … Well, that’s why there was no more sun. 

“What,” he asked on an exhale, keeping up his momentum. 

“The  pretty  one  wants  to  see  you.”  Her  sharp  voice  was  edged  with

cruel amusement. 

“Her name is Celestina,” Hunt grunted, getting to three hundred seventy

before hopping to his feet. The Harpy’s gaze slid down his bare torso, and he

crossed his arms. “You’re her messenger now?” 

“I’m Ephraim’s messenger, and since he just finished fucking her, I was

the closest one to retrieve you.” 

Hunt  held  in  his  cringe.  “Fine.”  He  caught  Isaiah’s  attention  from

across the ring and motioned that he was leaving. His friend, in the middle of

his own exercises, waved a farewell. 

He  didn’t  bother  waving  to  Baxian,  despite  his  help  last  night.  And

Pollux hadn’t come up to the ring for their private hour of training—he was

presumably still in bed with the Hind. Naomi had waited for him for thirty

minutes before bailing and going to inspect her own troops. 

Hunt stepped toward the glass doors into the building, wiping the sweat

from  his  brow,  but  the  Harpy  followed  him.  He  sneered  over  a  shoulder. 

“Bye.” 

She gave him a slashing grin. “I’m to escort you back.” 

Hunt stiffened. This couldn’t be good. His body going distant, he kept

walking,  aiming  for  the  elevators.  If  he  sent  a  warning  message  to  Bryce

right  now,  would  she  have  enough  time  to  flee  the  city?  Unless  they’d

already come for her—

The  Harpy  trailed  him  like  a  wraith.  “Your  little  disappearing  act  last

night is going to bite you in the ass,” she crooned, stepping into the elevator

with him. 

Right. That. 

He tried not to look too relieved as the acid in his veins eased. That had

to be why Celestina was summoning him. A chewing-out for bad behavior, 

he could deal with. 

If only the Harpy knew what he’d really been up to lately. 

So Hunt leaned against the far wall of the elevator, contemplating how

he’d best like to kill her. A lightning strike to the head would be swift, but

not as satisfying as plunging his sword into her gut and twisting as he drove upward. 

The Harpy tucked in her black wings. She’d been built wiry and long, 

her face narrow and eyes a bit too large for her features. She went on, “You

always did think more with your cock than your head.” 

“One  of  my  most  winning  attributes.”  He  wouldn’t  let  her  bait  him. 

She’d  done  it  before,  when  they’d  both  served  Sandriel,  and  he’d  always

paid for it. Sandriel had never once punished the female for the brawls that

had  left  his  skin  shredded.  He’d  always  been  the  one  to  take  the  flaying

afterward for “disturbing the peace.” 

The Harpy stepped onto the Governor’s floor like a dark wind. “You’ll

get what’s coming to you, Athalar.” 

“Likewise.”  He  trailed  her  to  the  double  doors  of  Celestina’s  public

office. She halted outside, knocking once. Celestina murmured her welcome, 

and  Hunt  stepped  into  the  room,  shutting  the  door  on  the  Harpy’s  pinched

face. 

The Archangel, robed in sky blue today, was immaculate—glowing. If

she’d  been  kept  up  all  night  with  Ephraim,  she  didn’t  reveal  it.  Or  any

emotion,  really,  as  Hunt  stopped  before  her  desk  and  said,  “You  asked  for

me?” He took a casual stance, legs apart, hands behind his back, wings high

but loose. 

Celestina  straightened  a  golden  pen  on  her  desk.  “Was  there  an

emergency last night?” 

Yes. No. “A private matter.” 

“And you saw fit to prioritize that over assisting me?” 

Fuck. “You seemed to have the situation under control.” 

Her  lips  thinned.  “I  had  hoped  that  when  you  promised  to  have  my

back, it would be for the entire night. Not for an hour.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said, and meant it. “If it had been for anything else—” 

“I’m assuming it had to do with Miss Quinlan.” 

“Yeah.” 

“And  are  you  aware  that  you,  as  one  of  my  triarii,  chose  to  assist  a

Princess of the Fae instead of your Governor?” 

“It wasn’t for anything political.” 

“That was not how my … mate perceived it. He asked why two of my

triarii had ditched our private celebration. If they thought so little of me, of

him, that they could leave without permission to help a Fae royal.” 

Hunt ran his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry, Celestina. I really am.” 

“I’m  sure  you  are.”  Her  voice  was  distant.  “This  shall  not  happen

again.” 

 Or what?  he almost asked. But he said, “It won’t.” 

“I want you staying in the barracks for the next two weeks.” 

“What? ” Hunt supposed he could always quit, but what the fuck would

he do with himself then? 

Celestina’s  gaze  was  steely.  “After  that  time,  you  may  return  to  Miss

Quinlan. But I think you need a reminder of your … priorities. And I’d like

you to fully commit to helping Baxian adjust.” She shuffled some papers on

her desk. “You’re dismissed.” 

Two  weeks  here.  Without  Quinlan.  Without  getting  to  touch  her,  fuck

her, lie next to her—

“Celestina—” 

“Goodbye.” 

Despite his outrage, his frustration, he looked at her. Really looked. 

She was alone. Alone, and like a ray of sunshine in a sea of darkness. 

He should have had her back last night. But if it was between her and Bryce, 

he’d always,  always pick his mate. No matter what it cost him. 

Which was apparently two weeks without Bryce. 

But he asked, “How’d it go with Ephraim?”  You don’t look too happy

 for a female who recently bedded her mate. 

Her head snapped up. Again, that distance in her eyes that told him he’d

been  shut  out  before  she  even  said,  “That’s  a  private  matter,  to  use  your

words.” 

Fine. “I’ll be around today if you need me.” He aimed for the door, but

added, “Why send the Harpy to get me?” 

Her  caramel  eyes  shuttered.  “Ephraim  thought  she  might  be  the  most

effective.” 

“Ephraim, huh?” 

“He is my mate.” 

“But not your master.” 

Power  glowed  along  her  wings,  her  tightly  curling  hair.  “Careful, 

Hunt.” 

“Noted.” Hunt strode into the hall, wondering if he’d done something to

piss off Urd. 

Two weeks here. With all the shit happening with Bryce and the rebels

and Cormac … Fuck. 

As if the mere thought of the word  rebels had summoned her, he found

the Hind leaning against the far wall. There was no sign of the Harpy. The

Hind’s  beautiful  face  was  serene,  though  her  golden  eyes  seemed  lit  with

Helfire. “Hello, Hunt.” 

“Here to interrogate me?” Hunt aimed for the elevator that would take

him  back  to  the  training  ring.  He  kept  his  pace  casual,  arrogant.  Utterly

unfazed. 

Even if Danaan had been freaked out by her, Hunt had seen and dealt

with Lidia Cervos enough to know which buttons to push. Which to avoid. 

And  that  if  he  got  her  away  from  Mordoc,  from  Pollux,  from  her  entire

dreadwolf  retinue,  he’d  leave  her  in  smoking  ruin.  Fancy  that—she  was

alone right now. 

The Hind knew it, too. That was what made her dangerous. She might

appear unarmed, vulnerable, but she carried herself like someone who might

whisper  a  word  and  have  death  fly  to  defend  her.  Who  might  snap  her

fingers and unleash Hel upon him. 

He’d  been  in  Sandriel’s  possession  when  the  Hind  had  signed  on—

recruited by the Archangel herself to serve as her spy-master. Lidia had been

so  young:  barely  into  her  twenties.  She’d  just  made  the  Drop,  and  had  no

apparent deep well of magic, other than her swiftness as a deer shifter and

her  love  of  cruelty.  Her  appointment  to  such  a  high  position  had  been  a

blaring alarm to stay the fuck away from her—she was a Vanir who’d cross

any  line,  if  she  pleased  Sandriel  so  greatly.  Pollux  had  courted  her  almost

immediately. 

“What the fuck do you want?” Hunt asked, stabbing the elevator button. 

He  blocked  any  thought  of  Ophion,  of  Emile,  of  their  activities  from  his

mind. He was nothing but the Umbra Mortis, loyal to the empire. 

“You’re friends with Ruhn Danaan, are you not?” 

Burning fucking Solas. Hunt kept his face neutral. “I wouldn’t say he’s

a friend, but yeah. We hang out.” 

“And Ithan Holstrom?” 

Hunt shrugged. Calm—stay calm. “He’s a decent guy.” 

“And what of Tharion Ketos?” 

Hunt  made  himself  blow  out  a  loud  sigh.  It  served  to  loosen  the

growing tightness in his chest. “Isn’t it a little early for interrogating?” 

Fuck,  had  she  gone  after  Bryce  already?  Was  one  of  her  goons—

Mordoc,  even—at  the  apartment  while  she  cornered  Hunt  here,  at  the

elevator? 

The Hind smiled without showing her teeth. “I woke up refreshed this

morning.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  fucking  Pollux  is  so  boring  that  you  could  sleep

through it.” 

She snickered, to his surprise. “Sandriel might have done so much more

with you, if she’d only had the vision for it.” 

“Too bad she liked gambling more than torturing me.” He could only

thank the gods that Sandriel had gotten so buried in her debts that she’d had

to sell him to Micah to pay them off. 

“Too  bad  she’s  dead.”  Those  golden  eyes  gleamed.  Yeah,  the  Hind

knew who was responsible for that death. 

The elevator opened, and Hunt stepped in, the Hind following him. “So

why  the  questions  about  my  friends?”  How  much  time  would  he  have  to

warn  them?  Or  would  all  of  them  fleeing  the  city  confirm  that  they  were

guilty? 

“I thought they were merely people you hung out with.” 

“Semantics.” 

Her small, bland smile raked down Hunt’s temper. “An unusual group, 

even in a city as progressive as Lunathion. An angel, a wolf, a Fae Prince, a

mer, and a half-human whore.” Hunt growled at the last word, rage shaking

him from his dread. “It sounds like the start to a bad joke.” 

“You want to ask me something, Lidia, then fucking say it. Don’t waste

my time.” The elevator opened into the hall of the training floor, bringing the

scent of sweat. 

“I’m  merely  observing  an  anomaly.  Wondering  what  might  be  so  …

compelling  that  so  many  people  of  power,  from  different  species  and

Houses, are  hanging out at Bryce Quinlan’s apartment.” 

“She’s got one Hel of a video-gaming system.” 

The  Hind  chuckled,  the  sound  laced  with  menace.  “I’ll  find  out,  you

know. I always do.” 

“I  look  forward  to  it,”  Hunt  said,  stalking  toward  the  doors.  A  dark

figure  loomed  ahead  of  them—Baxian.  His  eyes  were  on  the  Hind.  Stony, 

and yet seeking. 

She stopped short. The  Hind stopped short. 

Baxian said, “Lidia.” 

The Hind replied flatly, “Baxian.” 

“I  was  looking  for  you.”  He  inclined  his  head  to  Hunt  in  dismissal. 

He’d take over from here. 

“Is it to explain why you vanished into the night with Hunt Athalar?” 

she asked, folding her hands behind her back in a perfect imperial stance. A

good little soldier. 

Hunt  passed  Baxian.  “Not  a  word,”  Hunt  said  so  softly  it  was  barely

more than a breath. Baxian nodded subtly. 

Hunt  had  barely  pushed  open  the  doors  to  the  training  area  when  he

heard Baxian say carefully to the Hind, as if remembering who she was, “I

don’t answer to you.” 

Her  voice  was  smooth  as  silk.  “Not  to  me,  or  Ephraim,  but  you  still

answer to the Asteri.” Her true masters. “Whose will is mine.” 

Hunt’s stomach churned. She was right. 

And he’d do well to remember it before it was too late. 
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“This is a dumb fucking idea.” 

“You really love to say that, Legs.” 

Bryce  peered  at  the  two-story  iron  doors  in  the  back  alley  of  the  Old

Square,  the  surface  embossed  with  stars  and  planets  and  all  matter  of

heavenly objects. “There’s a reason no one comes to the mystics anymore.” 

Hel, she’d suggested it while working on Danika’s case this spring, but Hunt

had convinced her not to come. 

 The mystics are some dark, fucked-up shit, he’d said. 

Bryce glowered at Tharion and Ithan, standing behind her in the alley. 

“I  mean  it.  What’s  behind  those  doors  is  not  for  the  faint  of  heart.  Jesiba knows this guy, but even she doesn’t mess with him.” 

Ithan countered, “I can’t think of another alternative. The Oracle only

sees the future, not present. I need to know what’s going on with Connor.” 

Tharion drawled, “If you can’t stomach it, Legs, then sit out here on the

curb.” 

She  sighed  through  her  nose,  trying  again.  “Only  lowlifes  use  the

mystics these days.” 

They’d had this conversation twice already on the walk over. She was

likely going to lose this round as well, but it was worth a shot. If Hunt had

been with her, he’d have gotten his point across in that alphahole way of his. 

But he hadn’t answered his phone. 

He’d probably give her Hel for coming here without him. 

Bryce sighed to the baking-hot sky. “All right. Let’s get this over with.” 

“That’s  the  spirit,  Legs.”  Tharion  clapped  her  on  the  back.  Ithan

frowned at the doors. 

Bryce  reached  for  the  door  chime,  a  crescent  moon  dangling  from  a delicate iron chain. She yanked it once, twice. An off-kilter ringing echoed. 

“This is a really bad idea,” she muttered again. 

“Yeah,  yeah,”  Ithan  said,  tipping  his  head  back  to  study  the  building. 

The tattoo of Amelie’s pack was glaringly dark in the sun. She wondered if

he wanted to tear the flesh off and start anew. 

Bryce set the question aside as one of the planets carved in the door—

the  five-ringed  behemoth  that  was  Thurr—swung  away,  revealing  a  pale

gray eye. “Appointment?” 

Tharion  held  up  his  BCIU  badge.  “The  Blue  Court  requires  your

assistance.” 

“Does it, now?” A croaking laugh as that eye—eerily sharp despite the

wrinkles around it—fixed on the mer. It narrowed in amusement or pleasure. 

“One of the river folk. What a treat, what a treat.” 

The planet slammed shut, and Tharion stepped onto the slate front step

as the doors cracked open a sliver. Cold air rippled out, along with the tang

of salt and the smothering dampness of mold. 

Ithan trailed Bryce, swearing under his breath at the scent. She twisted, 

throwing  him  a  reproachful  glare.  He  winced,  falling  into  step  beside  her

with that sunball player’s grace as they entered the cavernous space beyond. 

A  gray-robed  old  male  stood  before  them.  Not  human,  but  his  scent

declared nothing other than some sort of Vanir humanoid. His heavy white

beard fell to the thin band of rope that served as a belt, his wispy hair long

and unbound. Four rings of silver and gold glinted on one of his withered, 

spotted hands, with small stars blazing in the center of each, trapped in the

nearly invisible glass domes. 

No—not stars. 

Bryce’s stomach turned over at the minuscule hand that pressed against

the  other  side  of  the  glass.  There  was  no  mistaking  the  desperation  in  that touch. 

Fire sprites. Enslaved, all of them. Bought and sold. 

Bryce struggled to keep from ripping that hand clean off the arm that

bore it. She could feel Ithan watching her, feel him trying to puzzle out why

she’d gone so still and stiff, but she couldn’t tear her gaze from the sprites—

“It is not every day that one of the mer crosses my doorstep,” the old

male  said,  his  smile  revealing  too-white  teeth,  still  intact  despite  his  age. 

Unless they’d come from someone else. “Let alone in the company of a wolf and a Fae.” 

Bryce gripped her purse, mastering her temper, and lifted her chin. “We

need to consult your …” She peered past his bony shoulder to the dim space

beyond. “Services.”  And then I’ll take all four of those rings and smash them

 open. 

“I  shall  be  honored.”  The  male  bowed  at  the  waist  to  Tharion,  but

didn’t bother to extend the courtesy to Bryce and Ithan. “This way.” 

Bryce  kept  a  hand  within  casual  distance  of  the  knife  in  her  purse  as

they  entered  the  dimness.  She  wished  she  had  the  reassuring  weight  and

strength of Danika’s sword, but the blade would have stood out too much. 

The  space  consisted  of  two  levels,  bookshelves  crammed  with  tomes

and  scrolls  rising  to  the  dark-veiled  ceiling,  an  iron  ramp  winding  up  the


walls in a lazy spiral. A great golden orb dangled in the center of the room, 

lit from within. 

And beneath them, in tubs built into the slate floor …

To her left, Ithan sucked in a breath. 

Three  mystics  slept,  submerged  in  greenish,  cloudy  water,  breathing

masks strapped to their faces. Their white shifts floated around them, doing

little  to  hide  the  skeletal  bodies  beneath.  One  male,  one  female,  one  both. 

That was how it always was, how it had always been. Perfect balance. 

Bryce’s  stomach  turned  over  again.  She  knew  the  sensation  wouldn’t

stop until she left. 

“May I interest you in a hot tea before we begin the formalities?” the

old  male  asked  Tharion,  gesturing  to  a  thick  oak  table  to  the  right  of  the ramp’s base. 

“We’re  pressed  for  time,”  Ithan  lied,  stepping  up  to  Tharion’s  side. 

Fine. Let them deal with the old creep. 

Ithan set a pile of gold marks on the table with a clink. “If that doesn’t

cover  the  cost,  give  me  the  bill  for  the  remainder.”  That  drew  Bryce’s

attention.  Ithan  spoke  with  such  …  authority.  She’d  heard  him  talk  to  his

teammates as their captain, had seen him in command plenty, but the Ithan

she’d known these past few days had been subdued. 

“Of course, of course.” The male’s filmy eyes swept around the room. 

“I can have my beauties up and running within a few minutes.” He hobbled

toward  the  walkway  and  braced  a  hand  on  the  iron  rail  as  he  began  the

ascent. 

Bryce glanced back to the three mystics in their tubs, their thin bodies, their pale, soggy skin. Built into the floor beside them was a panel covered

in a language she had never seen. 

“Pay  them  no  heed,  miss,”  the  old  male  called,  still  winding  his  way

toward a platform about halfway up the room, filled with dials and wheels. 

“When they’re not in use, they drift. Where they go and what they see is a

mystery, even to me.” 

It wasn’t that the mystics could see all worlds—no, the gift wasn’t the

unnerving thing. It was what they gave up for it. 

Life. True life. 

Bryce heard Tharion’s swallow. She refrained from snapping that she’d

warned him. Ten fucking times. 

“The  families  are  compensated  handsomely,”  the  old  male  said,  as  if

reciting  from  a  script  designed  to  calm  skittish  patrons.  He  reached  the

controls and began flipping switches. Gears groaned and a few more lights

flickered on in the tanks, further illuminating the mystics’ bodies. “If that is

of any concern to you.” 

Another  switch  flipped,  and  Bryce  staggered  back  a  step  as  a  full

holographic  replica  of  their  solar  system  exploded  into  view,  orbiting  the

dangling  sun  in  the  center  of  the  space.  Tharion  blew  out  what  she  could

only  assume  was  an  impressed  breath.  Ithan  scanned  above  them,  like  he

could find his brother in that map. 

Bryce didn’t wait for them before trailing the old male up the walkway

as the seven planets aligned themselves perfectly, stars glittering in the far

reaches of the room. She couldn’t keep the sharpness from her voice as she

asked, “Do their families ever see them?” 

She really had no right to demand these answers. She’d been complicit

in coming here, in using their services. 

“It  would  be  upsetting  for  both  parties,”  the  male  said  distantly,  still

working his switches. 

“What’s your name?” Bryce advanced up the ramp. 

Tharion murmured, “Legs.” She ignored the warning. Ithan kept quiet. 

Yet  the  old  male  replied,  utterly  unfazed,  “Some  people  call  me  the

Astronomer.” 

She couldn’t keep the bite from her voice. “What do other people call

you?”  The  Astronomer  didn’t  answer.  Up  and  up,  Bryce  ascended  into  the

heavens,  Tharion  and  Ithan  trailing  her.  Like  the  assholes  were  second-guessing this. 

One of the mystics twitched, water splashing. 

“A normal reaction,” the Astronomer said, not even looking up from his

dials as they approached. “Everyone is always so concerned for their well-

being. They made the choice, you know. I didn’t force them into this.” He

sighed.  “To  give  up  life  in  the  waking  world  to  glimpse  wonders  of  the

universe  that  no  Vanir  or  mortal  shall  ever  see  …”  Stroking  his  beard,  he

added,  “This  trio  is  a  good  one.  I’ve  had  them  for  a  while  now  with  no

issues. The last group … One drifted too far. Too far, and for too long. They

dragged the others with them. Such a waste.” 

Bryce  tried  to  block  out  the  excuses.  Everyone  knew  the  truth:  the

mystics came from all races, and were usually poor. So poor that when they

were  born  with  the  gift,  their  families  sold  them  to  people  like  the

Astronomer, who exploited their talent until they died, alone  in  those  tubs. 

Or wandered so deep into the cosmos they couldn’t find their way back to

their minds. 

Bryce  clenched  her  hands  into  fists.  Micah  had  allowed  it  to  happen. 

Her piece-of-shit father turned a blind eye, too. As Autumn King, he had the

ability to put an end to this practice or, at the least, advocate to stop it, but he

didn’t. 

Bryce  set  aside  her  outrage  and  waved  a  hand  to  the  drifting  planets. 

“This space map—” 

“It is called an orrery.” 

“This   orrery.”  Bryce  approached  the  male’s  side.  “It’s  tech—not

magic?” 

“Can it not be both?” 

Bryce’s fingers curled into fists. But she said, a murky memory rippling

from her childhood, “The Autumn King has one in his private study.” 

The Astronomer clicked his tongue. “Yes, and a fine one at that. Made

by craftsmen in Avallen long ago. I haven’t had the privilege to see it, but I

hear it is as precise as mine, if not more so.” 

“What’s the point of it?” she asked. 

“Only  one  who  does  not  feel  the  need  to  peer  into  the  cosmos  would

ask  such  a  thing.  The  orrery  helps  us  answer  the  most  fundamental

questions: Who are we? Where do we come from?” 

When  Bryce  didn’t  say  anything  more,  Tharion  cleared  his  throat. 

“We’ll be quick with our own questions, then.” 

“Each one will be billed, of course.” 

“Of course,” Ithan said through his teeth, stopping at Bryce’s side. He

peered  through  the  planets  to  the  mystics  floating  beneath.  “Does  my

brother,  Connor  Holstrom,  remain  in  the  Bone  Quarter,  or  has  his  soul

passed through the Dead Gate?” 

The Astronomer whispered, “Luna above.” He fiddled with one of the

faintly  glowing  rings  atop  his  hand.  “This  question  requires  a  …  riskier

method  of  contact  than  usual.  One  that  borders  on  the  illegal.  It  will  cost you.” 

Bryce said, “How much?” Scam-artist bullshit. 

“Another hundred gold marks.” 

Bryce started, but Ithan said, “Done.” 

She turned to warn him not to spend one more coin of the considerable

inheritance  his  parents  had  left  him,  but  the  Astronomer  hobbled  toward  a

metal cabinet beneath the dials and opened its small doors. He pulled out a

bundle wrapped in canvas. 

Bryce  stiffened  at  the  moldy,  rotten  earth  scent  that  crept  from  the

bundle as he unfolded the fabric to reveal a handful of rust-colored salt. 

“What the fuck is that?” Ithan asked. 

“Bloodsalt,” Bryce breathed. Tharion looked to her in question, but she

didn’t bother to explain more. 

Blood for life, blood for death—it was summoning salt infused with the

blood  from  a  laboring  mother’s  sex  and  blood  from  a  dying  male’s  throat. 

The two great transitions of a soul in and out of this world. But to use it here

…  “You  can’t  mean  to  add  that  to  their  water,”  Bryce  said  to  the

Astronomer. 

The  old  male  hobbled  back  down  the  ramp.  “Their  tanks  already

contain white salts. The bloodsalt will merely pinpoint their search.” 

Tharion muttered to Bryce, “You might be right about this place.” 

“Now  you  agree  with  me?”  she  whisper-yelled  as  the  Astronomer

sprinkled the red salt into the three tanks. 

The water clouded, and then turned rust colored. Like the mystics were

now submerged in blood. 

Ithan murmured, “This isn’t right.” 

“Then let’s take our money and go,” she urged. 

But  the  Astronomer  returned  and  Tharion  asked,  “Is  it  safe  for  the mystics to contact the resting dead?” 

The  Astronomer  typed  on  the  pad  mounted  on  a  gold-plated  lectern

fashioned after an exploding star, then hit a black button on a panel nearby. 

“Oh yes. They do love to talk. Have nothing else to do with their time.” He

shot Bryce a sharp glare, gray eyes gleaming like cold knives. “As for your

money … there is a no-refunds policy. Says so right there on the wall. You

might as well stay to hear your answer.” 

Before  Bryce  could  respond,  the  floor  below  slid  away,  leaving  the

mystics in their tubs. And creating a considerable gap between the base of

the ramp and the entryway. 

The tubs rested atop narrow columns, rising from a sublevel lined with

more books and another walkway descending down, down—to a black pit in

the center of the floor. And filling the sublevel, layer after layer of darkness

revealed itself, each one blacker than the last. 

Seven of them. One for each level of Hel. 

“From the highest stars to the Pit itself.” The Astronomer sighed, and

typed  again  into  the  pad.  “Their  search  may  take  a  while,  even  with  the

bloodsalt.” 

Bryce sized up the gap between the base of the ramp and the entryway. 

Could she jump it? Ithan definitely could—Tharion, too. 

She  found  Tharion  watching  her  with  crossed  arms.  “Just  enjoy  the

show, Legs.” 

She scowled. “I think you’ve lost the right to call me that after this.” 

Ithan  said  quietly,  face  pained,  “Bryce.  I  know  this  sucks.  This  is  …

This is not okay.” His voice turned hoarse. “But if it’s the only way to learn

what’s going on with Connor …” 

She opened her mouth to snap that Connor would have condemned this

place  and  told  Ithan  to  find  some  other  way,  but  …  she  could  see  him. 

Connor. Shining right there in Ithan’s face, in his eyes—the same hue—and

in those broad shoulders. 

Her throat ached. 

What line wouldn’t she cross to help Connor and the Pack of Devils? 

They would have done the same for her. Connor might have condemned this

place, but if their positions were reversed …

Tharion jerked his chin to the exit far below. “Go ahead, Princess. We’ll

see you later.” 

“Fuck  you,”  Bryce  snapped.  She  braced  her  feet  apart.  “Let’s  get  this over  with.”  From  the  corner  of  her  eye,  she  saw  Ithan’s  shoulders  sag.  In

relief or shame, she didn’t know. 

The  old  male  cut  in,  as  if  he  hadn’t  heard  a  word  of  their  hissed

argument.  “Most  astronomers  and  mystics  have  been  put  out  of  business

these days, you know. Thanks to fancy tech. And self-righteous busybodies

like you,” he spat toward Bryce. She snarled at him, the sound more primal

Fae than she liked, but he waved that hateful, ring-encrusted hand toward the

mystics  in  their  pools.  “They  were  the  original  interweb.  Any  answer  you wish to know, they can find it, without having to wade through the slog of

nonsense out there.” 

The  female  mystic  twitched,  dark  hair  floating  around  her  in  the

suspension pool, black tendrils among the red salt. Dried salt water crusted

the  slate  rim  of  the  tub,  as  if  she’d  thrashed  earlier  and  soaked  the  stones. 

Salt  for  buoyancy—and  to  protect  them  from  the  demons  and  beings  they

spied  on  or  conversed  with.  But  would  those  protections  fade  with  the

bloodsalt in the water? 

The  mystic  who  was  both  male  and  female  jolted,  their  long  limbs

flailing. 

“Oh,” the Astronomer observed, scanning the pad. “They’re going far

this time. Very far.” He nodded to Bryce. “That was high-quality bloodsalt, 

you know.” 

“For  a  hundred  marks,  it  had  better  be,”  Ithan  said,  but  his  attention

remained on the mystics below, his breathing shallow. 

Another  push  of  a  button,  and  the  holographic  planets  began  to  shift, 

becoming  smaller  as  they  drifted  away.  The  sun  rose  into  the  ceiling, 

vanishing, and distant stars came into view. Different planets. 

“The  mystics  made  the  first  star-maps,”  the  Astronomer  said.  “They

charted more extensively than anyone had before. In the Eternal City, I heard

they have a thousand mystics in the palace catacombs, mapping farther and

farther into the cosmos. Speaking with creatures we shall never know.” 

Hunt  had  been  in  those  catacombs—their  dungeons,  specifically.  Had

he ever heard a whisper of this? 

Something  beeped  on  the  screen  and  Bryce  motioned  toward  it. 

“What’s that?” 

“The male is reaching Hel’s orbit.” The Astronomer clicked his tongue. 

“He’s much faster today. Impressive.” 

“Connor’s soul wound up in  Hel?” Horror laced Ithan’s every word. 

Bryce’s throat closed up. It—it wasn’t possible. How would that have

even happened? Had she done something with the Gate this spring that had

transported his soul over there? 

Silence fell, the temperature dropping with it. She demanded, “Why is

it getting colder?” 

“Sometimes  their  powers  manifest  the  environment  they’re

encountering.” Before anyone replied, the Astronomer twisted a brass dial. 

“What do you see, what do you hear?” 

The male twitched again, red water splashing over the edge of the tub

and dribbling into the pit beneath. Tharion peered over the iron rail. “His lips

are turning blue.” 

“The water is warm.” The Astronomer tutted. “Look.” He pointed to the

screen. A graph of rising and falling lines, like sound waves, appeared. “I’ll

admit the new tech has some advantages. The old way of transcribing was

much  harder.  I  had  to  reference  every  single  brain  wave  to  find  the

correlation to the right letter or word. Now the machine just does it for me.” 

 I  don’t  care  about  brain  waves,  Bryce  thought.  Tell  me  what’s

 happening with Connor. 

But  the  Astronomer  rambled  on,  almost  absentmindedly,  “When  you

speak, your brain sends a message to your tongue to form the words. This

machine  reads  that  message,  that  signal,  and  interprets  it.  Without  you

needing to say a word.” 

“So  it’s  a  mind  reader,”  Tharion  said,  face  pale  in  the  lights.  Bryce

drifted closer to Ithan—the wolf radiated dread. 

“Of  a  sort,”  the  Astronomer  said.  “Right  now,  it  is  more  of  an

eavesdropper,  listening  to  the  conversation  the  mystic  is  having  with

whoever is on the other end of the line.” 

Tharion  asked,  hands  behind  his  back  as  he  peered  at  the  machines, 

“How does it know what the other person is saying?” 

“The  mystic  is  trained  to  repeat  back  the  words  so  that  we  may

transcribe them.” The screen began to flash a series of letters—words. 

“Too dark,” the Astronomer read. “It is too dark to see. Only hear.” 

“Can  you  pinpoint  where  in  Hel  your  mystic  is?”  Ithan  indicated  the

holographic levels far below. 

“Not  precisely,  but  judging  by  the  cold,  I’d  say  deep.  Perhaps  the

Chasm itself.” 

Bryce and Ithan swapped glances. His eyes were as wide as her own. 

The  Astronomer  kept  reading.  “Hello? ”  Silence.  Nothing  but  endless

silence.  “This  is  very  common,”  the  Astronomer  assured  them,  gesturing

them to move closer. Despite herself, despite her objections, Bryce leaned in

to read the feed. 

The  mystic  said,  I  am  searching  for  the  soul  of  a  wolf  called  Connor

 Holstrom. 

Someone, something answered. 

 No  wolves  have  roamed  these  lands  for  eons.  No  wolf  by  that  name

 dwells here, living or dead. But what are you ? 

Ithan shuddered, swaying a step. With relief, Bryce realized—because

that was the dizzying, rushing sensation in her body, too. 

“Strange,”  the  Astronomer  said.  “Why  were  we  drawn  to  Hel  if  your

friend isn’t there?” 

Bryce didn’t want to know. Tried and failed to open her mouth to say

they should go. 

 I am a mystic, the male said. 

 From where? 

 A faraway place. 

 Why are you here? 

 To ask questions. Will you oblige me? 

 If I can, mystic, then I shall. 

 What is your name? 

A pause. Then,  Thanatos. 

Bryce sucked in a sharp breath. 

“The Prince of the Ravine.” Tharion fell back a step. 

 Do  you  know  if  Connor  Holstrom  remains  in  the  Bone  Quarter  of

 Midgard? 

A long, long pause, the sound waves flatlining. Then—

 Who sent you here? 

 A wolf, a mer, and a half-Fae, half-human female. 

How  the  mystics  had  known  of  their  presence,  Bryce  had  no  idea. 

Didn’t want to know what sort of perception they possessed while in those

isolation tanks. 

Thanatos asked,  What are their names? 

 I do not know. Will you answer my questions? 

Another  long  pause.  “We  need  to  stop  this.”  Ithan  nodded  toward  the male’s tub. Ice was beginning to inch over the water. 

 They are listening, are they? 

 Yes. 

Again, silence. 

And then the demon prince said,  Let me see them. Let them see me. 

The mystic’s eyes flew open in the tank below. 
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A  shuddering  inhale  was  the  only  sign  of  discomfort  Bryce  would  allow

herself  as  she  stared  at  the  hologram  displayed  in  the  center  of  the  orrery. 

The male now contained inside its dark border. 

Thanatos’s  tightly  curled  black  hair  was  cropped  close  to  his  head, 

displaying the handsome, unsmiling face above the powerful body bedecked

in  dark,  ornate  armor.  He  gazed  right  at  Bryce.  As  if  he  could  indeed  see

through the mystic’s eyes. 

The Astronomer fell back a step, murmuring a prayer to Luna. 

The  feed  kept  going,  in  time  to  Thanatos’s  moving  mouth.  Hunger

filled the demon’s expression. 

 I can smell the starlight on you. 

The Prince of the Ravine knew her. Somehow. 

The  Astronomer  took  another  step  back,  then  another,  until  he  was

pressed against the wall behind him, shaking in terror. 

Thanatos’s  dark  eyes  pierced  to  her  soul.  You’re  the  one  my  brothers

 speak about. 

Ithan  and  Tharion  glanced  between  her  and  the  demon,  hands  within

easy reach of their weapons—little as they could do. 

“I came to ask about a friend’s soul. I don’t know why I’m talking to

you,” Bryce said, and added a bit quietly, “Your Highness.” 

 I am a Prince of Death. Souls bow to me. 

This male had none of Aidas’s slickness or what Hunt had told her of

Apollion’s smug arrogance. Nothing that indicated mercy or humor. 

Ithan  blurted,  teeth  clattering  with  the  cold,  “Can  you  tell  if  Connor

Holstrom’s soul somehow got lost in Hel?” 

Thanatos frowned at his knee-high boots, like he could see all the way down to the Pit levels below. 

 The wolf is your brother, I take it, he said to Ithan. 

“Yes.” Ithan’s throat bobbed. 

 His soul is not in Hel. He is … His attention snapped again to Bryce. 

Ripped  away  skin  and  bone  to  the  being  beneath.  You  slew  one  of  my

 creations. My beloved pet, kept for so long on your side of the Crossing. 

Bryce managed to ask, breath clouding in front of her, “You mean the

Reapers? Or the Shepherd?” A shepherd of souls—for a prince who peddled

them. “The Under-King said you abandoned it after the First Wars.” 

 Abandoned, or intentionally planted? 

Great. Fantastic. 

“I had no interest in being its lunch,” Bryce said. 

Thanatos’s  eyes  flared.  You  cost  me  a  key  link  to  Midgard.  The

 Shepherd reported faithfully to me on all it heard in the Bone Quarter. The

 souls of the dead talk freely of their world. 

“Boo-hoo.” 

 You mock a Prince of Hel? 

“I just want answers.” And to get the fuck out of here. 

Thanatos  studied  her  again—as  if  he  had  all  the  time  in  the  universe. 

Then  he  said,  I  will  give  them  to  you  only  out  of  respect  for  a  warrior capable of slaying one of my creations. Shall I meet you on the battlefield, 

 however, I will take vengeance for the Shepherd’s death. 

Bryce’s mouth dried out. “It’s a date.” 

 Connor Holstrom remains in the Bone Quarter. My Shepherd observed

 him on its rounds the night before you slew it. Unless … Ah, I see now.  His

eyes went distant.  An order was dispatched from the dark. He shall be left

 alone with the others until the usual amount of time has passed. 

“Who gave the order?” Ithan demanded. 

 It is not clear. 

Bryce demanded, “Is there a way to help souls like Connor?” Whether

he was ushered through the Dead Gate tomorrow or in five hundred years, it

was a horrible fate. 

 Only the Asteri would know. 

Tharion—the  asshole—cut  in,  “Can  you  determine  the  location  of  a

human boy named Emile Renast in Lunathion?” 

Bryce stiffened. If Apollion was actually seeking Emile … had they just dragged another Prince of Hel into the hunt? 

“That is not how this works,” the Astronomer hissed from where he still

cowered by the wall. 

 I do not know this name or person. 

Thank the gods. And thank the gods the prince’s words held no hint of

awareness about what Emile was, or what Apollion might want from him. 

Tharion drawled, “Know anyone who might?” 

 No. Those are matters of your world. 

Bryce  tried  and  failed  to  calm  her  racing  heartbeat.  At  least  Connor

remained in the Bone Quarter, and they’d gotten a cease-fire. 

“Kid’s a thunderbird,” Tharion said. “Ring any bells?” 

“Tharion,” Ithan warned, apparently on the same page as Bryce. 

 I thought the Asteri destroyed that threat long ago. 

Bryce  cleared  her  throat.  “Maybe,”  she  hedged.  “Why  were  they  a

threat?” 

 I grow tired of these questions. I shall feast. 

The room plunged into blackness. 

The Astronomer whispered, “Luna guard me, your bow bright against

the darkness, your arrows like silver fire shooting into Hel—” 

Bryce lifted a hand wreathed in starlight, casting the room in silver. In

the space where Thanatos’s hologram had been, only a black pit remained. 

The male mystic jerked violently, submerging and arching upward. Red

liquid splashed. The other two lay still as death. The machine began blaring

and beeping, and the Astronomer halted his praying to rush to the controls. 

“He has snared him,” the male gasped, hands shaking. 

Bryce flared her light brighter as the feed began running again. 

 It has been a long while since a mortal fly buzzed all the way down to

 Hel. I will taste this one’s soul, as I once sipped from them like fine wine. 

Frost  spread  over  the  floor.  The  male  mystic  arched  again,  thin  arms

flailing, chest rising and falling at a rapid pace. 

“Cut him loose!” Bryce barked. 

 Please, the mystic begged. 

 How sad and lonely and desperate you are. You taste of rainwater. 

 Please, please. 

 A little more. Just a taste. 

The Astronomer began typing. Alarms wailed. 

“What’s happening?” Tharion shouted. Down below, the ice crept over

the other two mystics in their tubs. 

The prince continued,  You have gone too deep. I think I shall keep you. 

The male thrashed, sending waves of red water cascading into the void

below. 

“Turn off the machines,” Ithan ordered. 

“I cannot—not without the proper extraction. His mind might shatter.” 

Bryce protested, “He’s fucked if you don’t.” 

The Prince of the Ravine said,  I do not care for my brothers’ agenda. I

 do  not  heed  their  rules  and  restraints  and  illusions  of  civilization.  I  shall taste all of you like this—you and your masters—once the door between our

 worlds is again open. Starting with you, Starborn. 

Ice  exploded  across  the  walls,  crusting  over  the  submerged  mystics. 

The machines groaned, planets flickering, and then—

Every  firstlight  and  piece  of  tech  went  out.  Even  Bryce’s  starlight

vanished. Bryce swore. “What—” 

The  Astronomer  panted  in  the  darkness.  Buttons  clacked  hollowly. 

“Their respirators—” 

Bryce  yanked  out  her  phone  and  fumbled  for  its  light.  It  was  dead. 

Another curse from Tharion, and she knew his was, too. Every muscle and

tendon in her body went taut. 

Shimmering,  golden  light  glowed  from  the  Astronomer’s  upraised

hand. The fire sprites trapped in his rings simmered steadily. 

Apparently,  it  was  all  Ithan  needed  to  see  by  as  he  launched  himself

over the rail and aimed for the male’s iced-over tub. He landed gracefully, 

balancing his feet on either side. A pound of his fist had the ice cracking. 

The  male  was  convulsing,  no  doubt  drowning  without  a  functioning

respirator.  Ithan  hauled  him  up,  ripping  the  mask  from  his  face.  A  long

feeding  tube  followed.  The  male  gagged  and  spasmed,  but  Ithan  propped

him over the rim, lest he slide back under. 

Leaping  with  that  athletic  grace,  Ithan  reached  the  tub  in  the  middle, 

freeing the mystic within. Then on to the female in the third. 

The  Astronomer  was  shrieking,  but  it  seemed  Ithan  barely  heard  the

words. The three mystics shook, soft cries trembling from their blue mouths. 

Bryce shook with them, and Tharion put a hand on her back. 

Something  groaned  below,  and  the  lights  sputtered  back  on.  Metal

whined.  The  floor  began  to  rise,  pulling  toward  the  tubs  again.  The  sun

fixture  descended  from  the  ceiling  as  the  Astronomer  hobbled  down  the walkway, cursing. 

“You had no right to pull them out,  no right—” 

“They  would  have  drowned!”  Bryce  launched  into  motion,  storming

after the male. Tharion stalked a step behind her. 

The female stirred as the slate floor locked into place around the tubs. 

On  reed-thin  arms,  she  raised  up  her  chest,  blinking  blearily  at  Ithan,  then the room. 

“Back,”  the  mystic  wheezed,  her  voice  broken  and  raspy.  Unused  for

years. Her dark eyes filled with pleading. “Send me back.” 

“The  Prince  of  the  Ravine  was  about  to  rip  apart  your  friend’s  soul,” 

Ithan said, kneeling before her. 

“Send  me  back! ”  she  screamed,  the  words  barely  more  than  a  hoarse

screech. “Back! ” 

Not to Hel, Bryce knew—not to the Prince of the Ravine. But into the

watery, weightless existence. Ithan got to his feet, inching away. 

“Get out,” the Astronomer seethed, hurrying toward his mystics. “All of

you.” 

Bryce reached the bottom of the ramp, the Astronomer’s still-glowing

rings  blazing  bright.  Fury  boiled  in  her  chest.  “You  would  have  sacrificed

them—” 

“BACK! ” the female screamed again. The other two mystics stirred to

consciousness,  moaning.  Bryce  reached  Ithan’s  side  and  looped  her  arm

through his, pulling him toward the doors. The wolf gaped at the mystics, the

mess they’d made. 

The Astronomer knelt by the female, reaching for the tubes that Ithan

had ripped free. “They cannot exist in this world anymore.  Do not want to

exist in this world.” He glared at her, cold fire in his pale gray eyes. 

Bryce opened her mouth, but Tharion shook his head, already heading

to the exit. “Sorry for the trouble,” he said over a broad shoulder. 

“Send me back,” the female whimpered to the Astronomer. 

Bryce tried to hustle Ithan along, but the wolf gazed at the female, at

the  old  male.  His  muscles  tensed,  like  he  might  very  well  throw  the

Astronomer off the girl and haul her away. 

“Soon,” the old male promised, stroking the young woman’s wet hair. 

“You’ll  be  drifting  again  soon,  my  lamb.”  Each  of  his  rings  glimmered, 

projecting rays around the mystic’s head like a corona. 

Bryce stopped tugging on Ithan’s arm. Stopped moving as she saw the

pleading  little  hands  pushing  against  the  glass  orbs  on  the  Astronomer’s

fingers. 

 Do something. Be something. 

But what could she do? What authority did she have to free the sprites? 

What  power  could  she  wield  beyond  blinding  him  and  snatching  the  rings

off his fingers? She’d make it a block before the Aux or 33rd were called in, 

and then she’d have a fucking mess on her hands. And if Hunt was the one

called to apprehend her … She knew he’d back her in an instant, but he also

answered  to  the  law.  She  couldn’t  make  him  choose.  Not  to  mention  that

they couldn’t afford the scrutiny right now. In so many ways. 

So Bryce turned, hating herself, towing Ithan along. He didn’t fight her

this  time.  The  Astronomer  was  still  murmuring  to  his  charges  when  Ithan

shut the heavy doors behind them. 

The street seemed unchanged in the light summer rain that had started. 

Tharion’s  face  was  haunted.  “You  were  right,”  he  admitted.  “It  was  a  bad

idea.” 

Bryce  opened  and  closed  her  fingers  into  fists.  “You’re  a  fucking

asshole, you know that?” 

Tharion threw her a mocking grin. “You’re in the gray with us, Legs. 

Don’t get boring now that you’ve got a fancy crown.” 

A  low  growl  slipped  from  her  throat.  “I  always  wondered  why  the

River Queen made you her Captain of Intelligence. Now I know.” 

“What does that mean?” Tharion advanced a step, towering over her. 

Like Hel would she back down. “It means that you pretend to be Mr. 

Charming,  but  you’re  just  a  ruthless  backstabber  who  will  do  anything  to

achieve his ends.” 

His face hardened. Became someone she didn’t know. Became the sort

of mer that people wisely stayed away from. “Try having your family at the

mercy of the River Queen and then come cry to me about morals.” His voice

had dropped dangerously low. 

“My family is at the mercy of  all Vanir,” she snapped. Starlight flared

around her, and people down the alley paused. Turned their way. She didn’t

care.  But  she  kept  her  voice  whisper-soft  as  she  hissed,  “We’re  done

working with you. Go find someone else to drag into your shit.” 

She turned to Ithan for backup, but the wolf had gone pale as he gazed

toward a brick wall across the alley. Bryce followed his stare and went still. 

She’d seen the male before them on the news and in photos, but never in the flesh. She immediately wished she still had the distance of a digital screen

between them. Her starlight guttered and went out. 

Mordoc  smiled,  a  slash  of  white  in  the  shadows.  “Causing  trouble  so

early in the day?” 
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Nothing of Danika showed in Mordoc’s craggy face. Not one shade or curve

or angle. 

Only—there.  The  way  the  wolf  captain  pushed  off  the  wall  and

approached. She’d seen Danika make that movement with the same power

and grace. 

Ithan  and  Tharion  fell  into  place  beside  her.  Allies  again,  if  only  for

this. 

“What  do  you  want,  Mordy?”  Tharion  drawled,  again  that  irreverent, 

charming mer. 

But  the  wolf  only  sneered  at  Bryce.  “Curious,  for  a  little  princess  to

visit a place like this.” 

Bryce admired her nails, grateful her hands weren’t shaking. “I needed

some  questions  answered.  I’m  getting  married,  after  all.  I  want  to  know  if

there are any blemishes on my future husband’s pristine reputation.” 

A harsh laugh with too many teeth. “I was warned you had a mouth on

you.” 

Bryce blew him a kiss. “Happy not to disappoint my fans.” 

Ithan cut in, snarling softly, “We’re going.” 

“The disgraced pup,” Mordoc said, his chuckle like gravel. “Sabine said

she’d thrown you out. Looks like you landed right with the trash, eh? Or is

that from lurking in so many alleys lately? Care to explain that?” 

Bryce  sighed  as  Ithan  bristled  and  said,  “I  don’t  know  what  you’re

talking about.” 

Before  Mordoc  could  reply,  Tharion  said  with  that  winning  smile, 

“Unless  you  have  some  sort  of  imperial  directive  to  interrogate  us,  we’re

done here.” 

The wolf grinned back at him. “I ran a mer male like you to shore once. 

Drove  him  into  a  cove  with  a  net  and  learned  what  happens  to  mer  when

they’re kept a few feet above the water for a day. What they’ll do to reach

one drop so they don’t lose their fins forever. What they’ll give up.” 

A muscle ticked in Tharion’s jaw. 

Bryce said, “Awesome story, dude.” 

She looped arms with Tharion, then Ithan, and hauled them down the

alley with her. She might be pissed as fuck at the former, but she’d take the

mer any day over Mordoc. They’d always be allies against people like him. 

Danika’s  father  …  She  started  shaking  when  they  turned  the  block’s

corner, leaving Mordoc in the shadows of the alley. She could only pray the

Astronomer was as discreet as rumor claimed. Even in the face of one of the

empire’s worst interrogators. 

They walked in silence back into the bustling heart of the Old Square, 

most of the tourists too busy snapping photos of the various decorations in

honor  of  Celestina  and  Ephraim  to  notice  them.  A  block  away  from  the

Heart Gate, Bryce halted, turning to Tharion. He looked at her with a frank, 

cool assessment. Here was the male who’d ruthlessly ripped apart his sister’s

murderer. The male who …

Who  had  jumped  right  into  Fury’s  helicopter  to  come  help  during  the

attack last spring. 

“Aw,  Legs,”  Tharion  said,  reading  her  softening  features.  He  reached

out a hand to toy with the ends of her hair. “You’re too nice to me.” 

She  quirked  her  mouth  to  the  side.  Ithan  remained  a  few  steps  away, 

and  made  himself  busy  scrolling  through  his  phone.  She  said  to  Tharion, 

“I’m still mad at you.” 

Tharion grinned crookedly. “But you also still love me?” 

She huffed a laugh. “We didn’t get answers about Emile.” Only more

questions. “Are you going back there?” 

“No.” Tharion shuddered. She believed him. 

“Let me know if you come up with any ideas about where the kid might

be hiding.” 

He  tugged  on  her  hair.  “I  thought  we  weren’t  working  together

anymore.” 

“You’re on probation. You can thank your abs for that.” 

He  took  her  face  in  his  hands,  squeezing  her  cheeks  as  he  pressed  a chaste  kiss  to  her  brow.  “I’ll  send  you  some  photos  later.  Don’t  show

Athalar.” 

Bryce shoved him. “Send me an otter and we’ll be even.” She might not

approve or agree with Tharion’s methods, might not entirely trust him, but

they had far more dangerous enemies at their backs. Sticking together was

the only choice. 

“Done.”  Tharion  flicked  her  nose  with  a  long  finger.  He  nodded  at

Ithan. “Holstrom.” Then he sauntered down the street, presumably back to

the Istros to check in with his queen. 

Alone  with  Ithan  on  the  sun-baked  sidewalk,  Bryce  asked  the  wolf, 

“Where are you going now? Back to Ruhn’s?” 

Ithan’s  face  was  shadowed.  Bleak.  “I  guess.  You  going  to  search  for

Emile?” 

She  pulled  a  postcard  from  her  purse.  Ithan’s  eyes  brightened  with

recognition at her old tradition. “I’m actually sending this off to my mom.” 

She studied her once-friend as he again turned solemn. “You all right?” 

He shrugged. “I got my answers, didn’t I?” 

“Yeah,  but  …”  She  rubbed  at  her  forehead,  skin  sticky  with  the

remnants of sweat from her dance class hours ago. Years ago, it seemed. 

“I  mean,  it  all  sounds  fine,  doesn’t  it?  Connor’s  in  the  Bone  Quarter, 

and with a don’t-touch order, so …” 

But  she  could  tell,  from  the  way  he  paced  a  step,  that  this  didn’t  sit

well. She squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll find something. Some way to help

him.” And everyone else trapped in the eternal slaughterhouse. 

It might have been the worst lie she’d ever told, because as Ithan left, 

he looked like he actually believed her. 

“Two  weeks  isn’t  that  long,”  Isaiah  consoled  Hunt  from  across  the  glass

table  in  the  33rd’s  private  cafeteria  in  the  Comitium.  They  sat  at  the  table reserved  exclusively  for  the  triarii,  next  to  the  wall-to-ceiling  windows

overlooking the city. 

Normally, Hunt didn’t bother with the cafeteria, but Isaiah had invited

him for an early lunch, and he’d needed to talk. He’d barely sat down when

he burst out with his recap of his conversation with Celestina. 

Hunt bit into his turkey-and-Brie sandwich. “I know it’s not long,” he

said around the food, “but …” He swallowed, turning pleading eyes to his

friend. “Bryce and I decided not to wait until Winter Solstice.” 

Isaiah  burst  out  laughing,  the  sound  rich  and  velvety.  A  few  soldiers

turned  their  way,  then  quickly  resumed  eating  their  meals.  It  might  have

bothered Hunt any other day, but today … “I’m glad you find my blue balls

amusing,” he hissed at his friend. 

Isaiah  laughed  again,  handsome  as  Hel  in  his  suit.  Given  how  many

meetings  he  attended  with  Celestina—and  now  Ephraim—it  was  a  miracle

from Urd that his friend had found the time today to grab lunch with him. “I

never  thought  I’d  see  the  day  when  the  Umbra  Mortis  came  crying  to  me

about a relatively light punishment because it interferes with his sex life.” 

Hunt drained his water. Isaiah had a point there. Of all the punishments

he’d ever been given, this was the mildest. 

Isaiah  sobered,  voice  quieting.  “So  what  happened  last  night? 

Everything okay?” 

“It’s  fine  now.  Sabine  came  to  the  apartment  looking  for  Ithan

Holstrom.  Bryce  got  spooked.  I  arrived  in  time  to  convince  Sabine  not  to

start shit.” 

“Ah,” Isaiah said. Then asked, “And Baxian?” 

“He  took  it  upon  himself  as  my  so-called  partner  to  provide  backup. 

However unwanted.” 

Isaiah snorted. “Points for trying?” 

Hunt chuckled. “Sure.” 

Isaiah dug into his own food, and for a moment, Hunt’s chest strained

with  the  effort  of  keeping  every  truth  inside.  Isaiah  had  been  with  him

throughout  the  Fallen’s  rebellion.  He’d  have  valuable  insight  into  this  shit

with Ophion. Even if his advice was to stay the fuck out of it. 

“What’s wrong?” Isaiah asked. 

Hunt  shook  his  head.  His  friend  was  too  good  at  reading  him. 

“Nothing.”  He  scrambled  for  another  truth.  “It’s  weird  to  think  that  two

weeks without Bryce is a punishment. If I so much as blinked at Sandriel the

wrong way, she pulled out my feathers one by one.” 

Isaiah shivered. “I remember.” His friend had been the one to bandage

his ravaged wings again and again, after all. 

“You like working for her? Celestina, I mean?” 

Isaiah didn’t hesitate. “Yes. A great deal.” 

Hunt  blew  out  a  long  breath.  He  couldn’t  tell  Isaiah.  Or  Naomi. 

Because  if  they  knew,  even  if  they  agreed  to  keep  the  shit  with  the  rebels

secret  and  stay  out  of  it  …  they’d  be  killed,  too.  As  it  was,  they  might  be tortured  a  little,  but  it’d  become  clear  they  knew  nothing.  And  they  might

stand a chance. 

“You  know  you  can  talk  to  me  about  anything,  right?”  Isaiah  asked. 

Kindness  shone  in  his  dark  eyes.  “Even  stuff  with  Celestina.  I  know  it’s

weird with the rankings between us, but … I’m the middle man between the

33rd and her. Whatever you need, I’m here.” 

He’d never really deserved a friend like Isaiah. “It’s not weird with the

rankings between us,” he said. “You’re the leader of the 33rd. I’m happy to

work for you.” 

Isaiah studied him. “I’m not the one who wields lightning. Or the one

with a fancy nickname.” 

Hunt waved off the weight of what his friend said. “Trust me, I’d rather

you be in charge.” 

Isaiah  nodded,  but  before  he  could  reply,  silence  rippled  through  the

cafeteria. Hunt looked up on instinct, past all the wings and armor. “Great,” 

he muttered. Baxian, tray in hand, walked toward them. Ignored the soldiers

who gave him a wide berth or fell silent entirely as he passed by. 

“Play nice,” Isaiah murmured back, and made a show of beckoning the

male  over.  Not  for  Baxian’s  sake,  but  for  that  of  all  the  people  witnessing this. The soldiers who needed to be presented with a unified leadership. 

Hunt finished off his sandwich just as the shape-shifting angel slid into

a chair beside Isaiah. Hunt met his stare. “How’d it go with the Hind?” He

knew the male could read between his words.  Did you talk, you fucker? 

“Fine. I know how to handle Lidia.”  No, I didn’t, you asshole. 

Hunt found Isaiah watching them with raised brows. “What happened

with Lidia?” 

The Helhound answered smoothly, “She wanted to grill me about why I

left  last  night.  I  didn’t  feel  like  explaining  to  her  that  I’m  Athalar’s

understudy, and where he goes, I go.” 

Isaiah’s eyes darkened. “You weren’t so antagonistic toward her under

Sandriel’s rule.” 

Baxian dug into his platter of lamb kofta and herbed rice. “You’ve been

in Lunathion for a while, Tiberian. Things changed after you left.” 

Isaiah asked, “Like what?” 

Baxian  gazed  toward  the  glistening  city  roasting  in  the  midday  heat. 

“Things.” 

“I think that means we should mind our own fucking business,” Hunt

said. 

Isaiah snickered. “He’s taking a page out of your book, Hunt.” 

Hunt grinned. “You’re confusing me with Naomi. I at least will tell you

straight up to mind your own business. She’ll only imply it.” 

“With a death glare.” 

“And maybe a gun set on the table for emphasis.” 

They  laughed,  but  Hunt  sobered  as  he  noted  Baxian  observing  their

volley, something like envy on his face. Isaiah noted it, too, because he said

to the Helhound, “You can laugh, you know. We do that kind of stuff here.” 

Baxian’s  mouth  pressed  into  a  thin  line.  “You’ve  had  more  than  ten

years  here.  Forgive  me  if  it  takes  a  while  to  forget  the  rules  of  Sandriel’s territory.” 

“As long as you don’t forget that you’re in Lunathion now.” The threat

of violence rumbled in Isaiah’s every word, belying the impeccable suit he

wore. “That scar Athalar put on your neck will be nothing compared to what

I do to you if you hurt anyone in this city.” 

Baxian’s eyes glittered. “Just because you weren’t interesting enough to

merit  being  part  of  Sandriel’s  triarii,  don’t  take  it  out  on  me  with  bullshit threats.” 

Isaiah’s  teeth  gleamed.  “I  had  no  interest  in  getting  that  close  to  a

monster.” 

Hunt  tried  not  to  gape.  He’d  seen  Isaiah  lay  down  the  law  countless

times. His friend wouldn’t have gotten to where he was without the ability to

draw a line and hold it. But it was rare these days to see that vicious warrior

shine through. Soldiers were turning their way. 

So  Hunt  cut  in,  “Sandriel  would  be  thrilled  to  know  that  she’s  still

pitting us against each other all these years later.” 

Isaiah blinked, as if surprised he’d tried to intervene. Baxian watched

him cautiously. 

Hunt  took  another  deep  breath.  “Fuck,  that  sounded  preachy.”  Baxian

let out a snort, and the tension dissolved. 

Isaiah threw Hunt a grateful smile, then rose. “I need to head out. I have

a meeting with the Aux Heads.” 

Hunt winked. “Give Ruhn my love.” 

Isaiah laughed. “Will do.” 

With  that,  his  friend  strode  off  toward  the  trash  receptacles.  Angels lifted their heads as he passed; a few waved at him. The white-winged angel

waved  back,  pausing  at  various  tables  to  swap  pleasantries.  Isaiah’s  smile

was wide—genuine. 

Baxian said quietly, “Your friend was born for this.” 

Hunt grunted his agreement. 

“No interest in leading again?” Baxian asked. 

“Too much paperwork.” 

Baxian smirked. “Sure.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“You led once, and it went poorly. I don’t blame you for not stepping up

again.” 

Hunt clenched his jaw but said nothing else as he finished off his meal. 

Baxian was right on his heels as they strode to empty their plates and dump

their trays. Hunt didn’t dare turn to tell the Helhound to back the fuck off. 

Not with so many eyes on them. He could hear soldiers whispering as they

passed. 

Hunt didn’t bother to engage as Isaiah had. He couldn’t bear to look at

the other soldiers. The people who’d be summoned to fight against Ophion. 

People  he’d  kill  if  they  threatened  Bryce.  Fuck,  if  he  replicated  what

he’d done at the Bone Quarter, he could fry them all in a second. No wonder

the Asteri had considered the thunderbirds a threat—that kind of power was

nothing short of lethal. 

If Ophion got their hands on Emile … Yeah, that was a weapon to kill

for. 

Hunt  reached  the  elevator  bay  beyond  the  doors.  The  five  angels

clustered there quickly aimed for the stairs. 

“Tough crowd, huh?” Baxian said behind him as Hunt stepped into the

elevator.  To  his  displeasure,  the  Helhound  got  in  with  him.  The  space  was

wide  enough  to  accommodate  many  beings  with  wings,  but  Hunt  kept  his

tucked in tight. 

“You  get  used  to  it,”  Hunt  said,  pushing  the  button  for  the  triarii’s

barracks. He might as well assess his room to see what weapons he had left. 

What clothes he needed to send for. Knowing Bryce, she’d send him a pair

of her underwear along with them. 

“I  thought  you  were  Mr.  Popular,”  Baxian  said,  watching  the  rising

numbers above them. 

“What  the  fuck  would  make  you  think  that?”  Hunt  didn’t  wait  for  a reply as the elevator doors opened and he stepped into the quiet hall. 

“You seem friendly with everyone outside this place.” 

Hunt  arched  a  brow,  pausing  outside  his  old  room.  “What  does  that

mean?” 

Baxian leaned against his own door, across from Hunt’s. “I mean, I hear

you party with Prince Ruhn and his friends, you have a girlfriend, you seem

to be on good terms with the wolves … But not the angels?” 

“Isaiah and I are on good terms.” And Naomi. 

“I mean the others. The grunts. No friends there?” 

“Why the Hel do you care?” 

Baxian  casually  pulled  in  his  wings.  “I  want  to  know  what’s  in  it  for

me. What kind of life I can look forward to.” 

“It’s what you make of it,” Hunt said, opening his door. Stale, dusty air

greeted him. A far cry from the scent of coffee that filled Bryce’s apartment. 

He  peered  over  a  shoulder  to  find  Baxian  surveying  his  room.  The

emptiness  of  it.  A  peek  into  Baxian’s  room  across  the  hall  revealed  an

identically empty space. 

Hunt said, “That’s what my life was like, you know.” 

“Like what?” 

“Vacant.” 

“Then what happened?” 

“Bryce happened.” 

Baxian  smiled  slightly.  Sadly.  Was  it—was  it  possible  the  Helhound

was  lonely? 

“I’m sorry you have to stay apart from her for so long.” Baxian sounded

like he meant it. 

Hunt’s eyes narrowed. “Did Celestina punish you?” 

“No. She said it was your bad influence, so it was your punishment to

take.” 

Hunt  chuckled.  “Fair  enough.”  He  stepped  into  his  room  and  made

quick work of assessing his weapons and clothes. 

When  he  reemerged  into  the  hallway,  Baxian  was  sitting  at  the  pine

desk  in  his  room,  going  over  what  appeared  to  be  reports.  Every  instinct

screamed  at  Hunt  to  walk  out  and  not  say  anything,  to  Hel  with  this  male

who’d been more of an enemy than a friend over the years, but …

Hunt braced a hand on the doorjamb. “What do they have you working

on?” 

“Progress reports for the new recruits. Seeing if there are any promising

angels to pull up through the ranks.” 

“Are there?” 

“No.” 

“Angels like us don’t come around that often, I guess.” 

“Apparently not.” Baxian went back to his paperwork. 

The  quiet  of  the  hall,  the  room,  settled  on  Hunt.  Pushed  on  him.  He

could  hear  Bryce  saying,  Come  on.  Try.  It  won’t  kill  you.  She  bossed  him around  even  in  his  imagination.  So  Hunt  said,  “We’ve  still  got  twenty

minutes left of lunch. Want to play some  SUL Sunball?” 

Baxian turned. “What’s that?” 

“You really don’t know anything about modern life, huh?” Baxian gave

him a flat look. “SUL,” Hunt explained. “Sunball United League. It’s their

video game. You can play from the point of view of any player, on any team. 

It’s fun.” 

“I’ve never played a video game.” 

“Oh, I know.” Hunt grinned. 

Baxian  surveyed  him,  and  Hunt  waited  for  the  rejection,  but  Baxian

said, “Sure. Why not?” 

Hunt headed for the common room. “You might regret that in a few.” 

Indeed,  ten  minutes  later,  Baxian  was  cursing,  fingers  stumbling  over

the controller clenched in his hands. Hunt nimbly dodged Baxian’s avatar. 

“Pathetic,” Hunt said. “Even worse than I thought.” 

Baxian growled, “This is so stupid.” 

“And yet you keep playing,” Hunt countered. 

Baxian laughed. “Yeah. I guess I do.” 

Hunt scored. “It’s not even satisfying playing against a novice.” 

“Give  me  a  day  and  I’ll  wipe  the  floor  with  you,  Athalar.”  Baxian’s

thumbs  flicked  the  controls.  His  avatar  ran  right  into  a  goalpost  and

rebounded, sprawling onto the grass. 

Hunt snickered. “Maybe two days.” 

Baxian  glanced  at  him  sidelong.  “Maybe.”  They  kept  playing,  and

when the clock above the door read twelve, Baxian asked, “Time to work?” 

Hunt listened to the quiet dorm around them. “I won’t tell if you don’t.” 

“Didn’t I prove this morning that I’m the soul of discretion?” 

“I’m still waiting for your motive, you know.” 

“I’m not here to make an enemy of you.” 

“I don’t get why.” 

Baxian ran into the goalpost again, his avatar ricocheting onto the field. 

“Life’s too short to hold grudges.” 

“That’s not a good enough reason.” 

“It’s  the  only  one  you’ll  get.”  Baxian  managed  to  gain  control  of  the

ball for all of ten seconds before Hunt took it from him. He cursed. “Solas. 

You can’t go easy on me?” 

Hunt  let  the  subject  drop.  The  gods  knew  he’d  had  plenty  he  hadn’t

wanted  to  talk  about  when  he  first  arrived  here.  And  the  gods  knew  he’d

done plenty of terrible shit on Sandriel’s orders, too. Maybe he should take

his  own  advice  from  earlier.  Maybe  it  was  time  to  stop  letting  Sandriel’s

specter haunt them. 

So Hunt smiled roughly. “Where would the fun be in that?” 

“This sucks,” Bryce muttered into the phone that night, splayed out on her

bed. “You really aren’t allowed to leave?” 

“Only  for  official  33rd  work,”  Hunt  said.  “I  forgot  how  crappy  the

barracks are.” 

“Your sad little room with its lack of posters.” 

His laugh rumbled in her ear. “I’m going to be extra good so she’ll let

me go early.” 

“I won’t have anyone to watch  Beach House Hookup with. You sure I

can’t come over there?” 

“Not with Pollux and the Hind here. No fucking way.” 

Bryce  toyed  with  the  hem  of  her  T-shirt.  “Even  if  we  stayed  in  your

room?” 

“Oh?”  His  voice  dropped  low,  getting  the  gist  of  what  she  was

suggesting. “To do what?” 

She smiled to herself. She needed this, after the insanity of today. She

hadn’t  even  dared  tell  Hunt  what  had  happened  with  the  mystics,  not  over

the phone, where anyone could listen in. But the next time she saw him face-

to-face, she’d tell him about everything. 

Including the otter Tharion had sent to her two hours ago, as promised, 

with  a  note  that  said,  Forgive  me  yet,  Legs?  Shall  we  kiss  and  make  up? 

She’d laughed—but sent a note back with the screamingly cute otter:  Start

 with  kissing  my  ass  and  we’ll  see  how  it  goes.   Another  otter  had  arrived before ten with a note that said,  With pleasure. 

Now  Bryce  said  to  Hunt,  mood  significantly  lifted  despite  the  news, 

“Things.” 

His wings rustled in the background. “What kind of things?” 

Her toes curled. “Kissing. And … more.” 

“Hmm. Explain what  more means.” 

She bit her lip. “Licking.” 

His laugh was like dark velvet. “Where would you like me to lick you, 

Quinlan?” 

They were doing this, then. Her blood heated. Syrinx must have scented

what was up, and took it upon himself to leap off the bed and head into the

living room. 

Bryce swallowed. “My breasts.” 

“Mmm. They are delicious.” 

She slickened between her thighs, and rubbed her legs together, nestling

further into the pillows. “You like to taste them?” 

“I like to taste all of you.” She could barely get a breath down. “I like to

taste  you,  and  touch  you,  and  when  I  can  leave  these  barracks  again,  I’m

going to fly in a straight line to wherever you are so I can thoroughly fuck

you.” 

She whispered, “Are you touching yourself?” 

A hiss. “Yes.” 

She whimpered, rubbing her thighs together again. 

“Are you?” 

Her hand drifted beneath the waistband of her shorts. “Now I am.” 

He groaned. “Are you wet?” 

“Soaking.” 

“Gods,” he begged. “Tell me what you’re doing.” 

She flushed. She’d never done anything like this, but if she and Hunt

couldn’t be together … she’d take what she could get. 

She slid her finger into her sex, moaning softly. “I’m … I have a finger

inside myself.” 

“Fuck.” 

“I wish it was yours.” 

 “Fuck.” 

Was he close, then? “I’m adding another,” she said as she did, and her hips bucked off the bed. “It still doesn’t feel as good as you.” 

His breathing turned sharp. “Open up that nightstand, sweetheart.” 

Frantic, she grabbed a toy from the drawer. She shimmied off her shorts

and  her  drenched  underwear  and  positioned  the  vibrator  at  her  entrance. 

“You’re bigger,” she said, the phone discarded beside her. 

Another primal sound of pure need. “Yeah?” 

She pushed the vibrator in, her back arching. “Oh gods,” she panted. 

“When we fuck for the first time, Quinlan, do you want it hard or do

you want a long, smooth ride?” 

“Hard,” she managed to say. 

“You want to be on top?” 

Release gathered through her body like a wave about to break. “I want

my turn on top, and then I want you behind me, fucking me like an animal.” 

“Fuck! ”  he  shouted,  and  she  heard  flesh  slapping  against  flesh  in  the background. 

“I want you to ride me so hard I’m screaming,” she went on, driving the

vibrator in and out. Gods, she was going to explode—

“Anything you want. Anything you want, Bryce, I’ll give it to you—” 

That did it. Not the words, but her name on his tongue. 

Bryce moaned, deep in her throat, her pants coming quick and wild, her

core  clenching  around  the  vibrator  as  she  pumped  it  in  and  out,  working

through her climax. 

Hunt  groaned  again,  cursing,  and  then  he  fell  silent.  Only  their

breathing filled the phone. Bryce lay limp against the bed. 

“I want you so badly,” he ground out. 

She smiled. “Good.” 

“Good?” 

“Yeah.  Because  I’m  going  to  fuck  your  brains  out  when  you  come

home to me.” 

He laughed softly, full of sensual promise. “Likewise, Quinlan.” 

Tharion sat atop the smooth rock half-submerged by a bend in the middle of

the  Istros  and  waited  for  his  queen  to  respond  to  his  report.  But  the  River Queen,  lounging  on  a  bed  of  river  weeds  like  a  pool  float,  kept  her  eyes

closed against the morning sun, as if she hadn’t heard a single word of what

he’d been explaining about the Bone Quarter and the Under-King. 

A minute passed, then another. Tharion asked at last, “Is it true?” 

Her  dark  hair  floated  beyond  her  raft  of  weeds,  writhing  over  the

surface like sea snakes. “Does it disturb you, to have your soul sent back into

the light from whence it came?” 

He didn’t need to be Captain of Intelligence to know she was avoiding

his question. Tharion said, “It disturbs me that we’re told we rest in peace

and contentment, yet we’re basically cattle, waiting for the slaughter.” 

“And yet you have no problem with your body being sent back to feed

the earth and its creatures. Why is the soul any different?” 

Tharion crossed his arms. “Did you know?” 

She  cracked  open  a  warning  eye.  But  she  propped  her  head  on  a  fist. 

“Perhaps there is something beyond the secondlight. Someplace our souls go

even after that.” 

For  a  glimmer,  he  could  see  the  world  she  seemed  to  want:  a  world

without the Asteri, where the River Queen ruled the waters, and the current

system  of  soul-recycling  remained,  because  hey,  it  kept  the  lights  on. 

Literally. 

Only  those  in  power  would  change.  Perhaps  that  was  all  she  wanted

Emile  for:  a  weapon  to  ensure  her  survival  and  triumph  in  any  upcoming

conflict between Ophion and the Asteri. 

But Tharion said, “The search for Emile Renast continues. I thought I

had  an  easier  way  to  find  him,  but  it  was  a  dead  end.”  Tracking  Pippa’s

string of bodies would have to remain his only path toward the kid. 

“Report when you have anything.” She didn’t look back at him as the

river weeds fell apart beneath her and she gently sank into the blue water. 

Then she was gone, dissolving into the Istros itself and floating away as

glowing blue plankton—like a trail of stars soared through the river. 

Was  a  rebellion  worth  fighting,  if  it  only  put  other  power-hungry

leaders in charge? For the innocents, yes, but … Tharion couldn’t help but

wonder if there was a better way to fight this war. Better people to lead it. 

 

41

A week later, Ruhn stood beside Cormac and smiled as Bryce sweated in the

Aux facility’s private training ring. 

“You’re not concentrating,” Cormac scolded. 

“My head literally  aches.” 

“Focus on that piece of paper and simply step there.” 

“You say that like it’s easy.” 

“It is.” 

Ruhn  wished  this  were  the  first  time  he’d  heard  this  conversation. 

Witnessed  this  song-and-dance  number  between  Bryce  and  Cormac  as  the

prince tried to teach her to teleport. But in the week since all that major shit

had  gone  down,  this  had  been  the  main  highlight.  Their  enemies  had  been

unnervingly quiet. 

When Cormac wasn’t attending various Fae functions, Ruhn knew his

cousin  had  been  hunting  for  Emile.  Ruhn  had  even  gone  with  him  twice, 

Bryce  in  tow,  to  wander  the  various  parks  of  Moonwood,  hoping  the  boy

was camping out. All to no avail. Not a whisper of the kid anywhere. 

Tharion  had  reported  yesterday  that  he  couldn’t  find  the  boy,  either. 

From  Tharion’s  unusually  haggard  face,  Ruhn  had  wondered  if  the  mer’s

queen was breathing down his neck about it. But no more bodies had been

found. Either the kid was here, in hiding, or someone else had gotten him. 

Bryce inhaled deeply, then shut her eyes on the exhale. “All right. Let’s

try this again.” 

Her brow bunched, and she grunted. Nothing. 

Cormac snorted. “Stop straining. Let’s return to summoning shadows.” 

Bryce held up a hand. “Can I have a hall pass, please?” 

Ruhn laughed. She’d had little luck with the shadows, either. Starlight, yes.  Lots  and  lots  of  starlight.  But  summoning  darkness  …  she  couldn’t

manage so much as a bit of shade. 

If  Apollion  wanted  an  epic  opponent,  Ruhn  was  inclined  to  tell  the

Prince of the Pit that it might take a while. 

“I think my magic’s broken,” Bryce said, bending over her knees and

sighing. 

Cormac frowned. “Try again.” They’d had no word from anyone, even

Agent Daybright, about what had happened with the shipment of ammo and

the  new  mech-suit  prototype.  The  news  hadn’t  covered  it,  and  none  of

Cormac’s agents had heard anything. 

That quiet had Cormac worried. Had Ruhn on edge, too. 

Ithan had settled easily into Ruhn’s house, weirdly enough. He stayed

up late playing video games with Dec and Flynn, as if they’d been friends

their entire lives. What the wolf did with his time while they were all at the

Aux, Ruhn had no idea. 

Ruhn  hadn’t  asked  him  about  what  the  Hind  had  said  at  the  bar

regarding Bryce, and Ithan sure as Hel hadn’t mentioned it. If the wolf had a

thing for his sister, it wasn’t Ruhn’s business. Ithan was a good housemate:

cleaned up after himself, cleaned up after Flynn, and was excellent at beer

pong. 

Bryce sucked in a sharp breath. “I can  feel it—like, this giant cloud of

power  right   there.”  She  ran  a  finger  over  the  eight-pointed  star  scarred between  her  breasts.  Starlight  pulsed  at  her  fingertip.  Like  an  answering

heartbeat. “But I can’t access it.” 

Cormac  gave  her  a  smile  Ruhn  assumed  he  meant  to  be  encouraging. 

“Try one more time, then we’ll take a break.” 

Bryce began to grumble, but was interrupted by Ruhn’s phone ringing. 

“Hey, Dec.” 

“Hey. Bryce with you?” 

“Yeah.  Right  here.”  Bryce  jumped  to  her  feet  at  the  mention  of  her

name. “What’s up?” 

Bryce  leaned  in  to  hear  as  Declan  said,  “My  program  finally  finished

analyzing all the footage of Danika at the gallery. Jesiba was right. It found

something.” 

Bryce didn’t know whether it was a good thing or not that Declan had finally concluded his search. Sitting around her new coffee table—a sad imitation of

the original, but one Ithan had paid for—an hour later, she watched Declan

pull up the feed. 

She hadn’t dared call Hunt. Not when one wrong move with Celestina

could keep him away even longer. 

Declan said to her, Ruhn, and Cormac, “It took so long because once it

compiled all the footage I had to go through all the shots with Danika.” He

smirked at Bryce. “Did you  ever work?” 

Bryce scowled. “Only on Tuesdays.” 

Declan  snorted,  and  Bryce  braced  herself  for  the  sight  of  Danika,  of

Lehabah, of the old gallery library as he clicked play. Her heart twanged at

the familiar corn-silk blond hair with its vibrant dyed streaks, braided down

Danika’s back. At the black leather jacket with the words  Through love, all

 is possible stamped on it. Had the flash drive already been sewn into it? 

“This is from two months before she died,” Declan said quietly. 

There was Bryce, in a tight green dress and four-inch heels, talking with

Lehabah about  Fangs and Bangs. 

Danika  was  lounging  at  the  desk,  boots  propped  up,  hands  tucked

behind her head, smirking at Bryce’s regular argument that porn with a plot

did  not  equal  award-winning  television.  Lehabah  was  countering  that  sex

didn’t cheapen a show, and her voice—

Ruhn’s hand slid across Bryce’s back, squeezing her shoulder. 

On the screen, Bryce motioned to Lehabah to follow her upstairs, and

the  two  of  them  left.  She  had  no  memory  of  this  day,  this  moment.  She’d

probably gone to grab something and hadn’t wanted to leave Lehabah alone

with  Danika,  who  was  prone  to  riling  the  sprite  into  the  hottest  of  blue

flames. 

A second passed, then two, then three—

Danika  moved.  Swift  and  focused,  like  she’d  been  using  the  time

lounging at the table to pinpoint where she needed to go. She headed straight

to a lower shelf and pulled off a book. Glancing at the stairs, she flipped it

open  and  began  snapping  photos  with  her  phone  of  the  inside.  Page  after

page after page. 

Then  it  was  back  on  the  shelf.  Danika  returned  to  her  chair  and

lounged, pretending to be half-asleep when Bryce and Lehabah returned, still

arguing about the stupid show. 

Bryce leaned in toward the screen. “What book was that?” 

“I  clarified  the  image.”  Declan  pulled  up  a  frame  of  the  book  right

before  Danika’s  black-sparkle-painted  nails  grabbed  it:   Wolves  Through

 Time: Lineage of the Shifters. 

“You  can  see  her  finger  going  to  some  text  here,”  Declan  went  on, 

clicking to another frame. Danika had opened the book, skimming over the

text with a finger. Tapping something right near the top of the page. 

As if it were exactly what she’d been looking for. 

Bryce,  Declan,  and  Ruhn  studied  the  still  frame  of  the  book  in  Danika’s

hands. Cormac had departed upon getting a call that he would not—or could

not—explain.  The  book  was  leather-bound  and  old,  but  the  title  indicated

that it had been written after the arrival of the Vanir. 

“It’s  not  a  published  book,”  Declan  said.  “Or  at  least  it  predates  our

current  publishing  system.  But  as  far  as  I  can  tell,  no  other  libraries  on

Midgard  have  it.  I  think  it  must  be  a  manuscript  of  some  sort,  perhaps  a

vanity project that got bound.” 

“Any chance there’s a copy at the Fae Archives?” Ruhn asked her. 

“Maybe,” Bryce said, “but Jesiba might still have this one at the storage

unit.” She pulled out her phone and dialed quickly. 

Jesiba answered on the second ring. “Yes, Quinlan?” 

“You had a book at the old gallery.  Wolves Through Time. What is it?” 

A pause. Ruhn and Dec picked up every word with their Fae hearing. 

“So you did look into the footage. Curious, wasn’t it?” 

“Just … please tell me. What is it?” 

“A history of wolf genealogy.” 

“Why did you have it?” 

“I like knowing the history of my enemies.” 

“Danika wasn’t your enemy.” 

“Who said I was talking about Danika?” 

“Sabine, then.” 

A soft laugh. “You are so very young.” 

“I need that book.” 

“I don’t take demands, even from Starborn Princesses. I’ve given you

enough.” Jesiba hung up. 

“That was helpful,” Declan groused. 

But  twenty  minutes  later,  Marrin  buzzed  to  say  that  a  messenger  had dropped off a package from Miss Roga. 

“I’m  disturbed  and  impressed,”  Ruhn  murmured  as  Bryce  opened  the

nondescript  package  and  pulled  the  leather  tome  free.  “We  owe  Jesiba  a

drink.” 

“Danika  snapped  photos  of  the  beginning  pages,”  Declan  said,  now

reviewing  the  footage  on  his  phone.  “Maybe  only  the  first  three,  actually. 

But I think the page she tapped was the third.” 

Bryce opened the book, the hair on her arms rising. “It’s a family tree. 

Going  back  …  Does  this  go  all  the  way  back  to  when  the  Northern  Rift

opened?” Fifteen thousand years ago. 

Ruhn peered over her shoulder as Bryce skimmed. “Gunthar Fendyr is

the latest—and last—name here.” 

Bryce swallowed. “He was the Prime’s father.” She flipped to the third

page, the one Danika had been most interested in. 

“Niklaus Fendyr and Faris Hvellen. The first of the Fendyr line.” She

chewed on her lip. “I’ve never heard of them.” 

Declan tapped away on the computer. “Nothing comes up.” 

“Try their kids,” Bryce suggested, giving him the names. 

“Nothing.” 

They went through generation after generation until Dec said, “There. 

Katra  Fendyr.  From  here  …  Yeah,  there’s  an  actual  historical  record  and

mentions of Katra from there on out. Starting five thousand years ago.” He

ran  a  finger  up  the  tree,  along  the  generations,  counting  silently.  “But

nothing on any of these Fendyrs before her.” 

Ruhn  asked,  “Why  would  Danika  feel  the  need  to  be  secretive  about

this, though?” 

Bryce  examined  the  first  two  names  on  the  list,  the  ones  Danika  had

tapped  like  she’d  discovered  something,  and  countered,  “Why  were  their

names lost to history?” 

“Would Ithan know?” Declan asked. 

“No idea.” Bryce chewed on a hangnail. “I need to talk to the Prime.” 

Ruhn  protested.  “Need  I  remind  you  that  Sabine  tried  to  kill  you  last

week?” 

Bryce  grimaced.  “Then  I’ll  need  you  two  to  make  sure  she’s  not  at

home.” 

Bryce didn’t dare inform Hunt over the phone what she was doing, why she was doing it. She’d risked enough by calling Jesiba. But not having Hunt at

her side as she slipped past the guards at the Den’s gate felt like a phantom

limb.  Like  she  might  find  him  in  the  shadows  beside  her  at  any  moment, 

assessing a threat. 

Declan  was  currently  arguing  with  the  Den  guards  about  some

imagined  slight.  And  at  the  Aux  headquarters  …  Well,  if  they  were  lucky, 

Sabine had already arrived to meet with Ruhn about an “urgent matter.” 

Bryce found the Prime without much trouble, sitting in the shade of a

towering  oak  in  the  park  that  occupied  the  central  space  of  the  Den.  A

gaggle of pups played at his feet. No other wolves in the area. 

She darted from the shadows of the building’s columns to the wooden

chair, a few curious pups perking up at the sight of her. Her chest squeezed

at their fuzzy little ears and waggly tails, but she kept her gaze on the ancient

male. 

“Prime,” she said, kneeling on his far side, hidden from the view of the

guards still arguing with Dec at the gates. “A moment of your time, please.” 

He  cracked  open  age-clouded  eyes.  “Bryce  Quinlan.”  He  tapped  his

bony chest. “A wolf.” 

Ruhn  had  told  her  what  the  Prime  had  said  during  the  attack.  She’d

tried not to think of how much it meant to her. “Your bloodline—the Fendyr

lineage. Can you think of why Danika might have been interested in it?” 

He hesitated, then motioned to the pups and they scattered. She figured

she had about five minutes until one of them blabbed to an adult that a red-

haired Fae female was here. 

The Prime’s chair groaned as he faced her. “Danika enjoyed history.” 

“Is it forbidden to know the names of your first ancestors?” 

“No. But they are largely forgotten.” 

“Do Faris Hvellen and Niklaus Fendyr ring any bells? Did Danika ever

ask about them?” 

He fell silent, seeming to scan his memory. “Once. She claimed she had

a paper for school. I never learned what became of it.” 

Bryce  blew  out  a  breath.  There  hadn’t  been  any  papers  about  wolf

genealogy in the secret coffee table stash. “All right. Thank you.” This had

been  a  waste  of  her  time.  She  got  to  her  feet,  scanning  the  park,  the  gates beyond. She could make a run for it now. 

The Prime halted her with a dry, leathery hand on her own. Squeezed. 

“You did not ask why we have forgotten their names.” 

Bryce started. “You know?” 

A shallow nod. “It is one scrap of lore most of my people were careful

to  ensure  never  made  it  into  the  history  books.  But  word  of  mouth  kept  it

alive.” 

Brush crackled. Shit. She had to go. 

The Prime said, “We did unspeakable things during the First Wars. We

yielded our true nature. Lost sight of it, then lost it forever. Became what we

are  now.  We  say  we  are  free  wolves,  yet  we  have  the  collar  of  the  Asteri

around our necks. Their leashes are long, and we let them tame us. Now we

do not know how to get back to what we were, what we might have been. 

That was what my grandfather told me. What I told Sabine, though she did

not care to listen. What I told Danika, who …” His hand shook. “I think she

might have led us back, you know. To what we were before we arrived here

and became the Asteri’s creatures inside and out.” 

Bryce’s  stomach  churned.  “Is  that  what  Danika  wanted?”  It  wouldn’t

have surprised her. 

“I  don’t  know.  Danika  trusted  no  one.”  He  squeezed  her  hand  again. 

“Except you.” 

A  snarl  rattled  the  earth,  and  Bryce  found  a  massive  female  wolf

approaching, fangs exposed. But Bryce said to the Prime, “You should talk

to Sabine about Ithan.” 

He blinked. “What about Ithan?” 

Did he not know? Bryce backed away a step, not letting the advancing

female  out  of  her  sight.  “She  kicked  him  out,  and  nearly  killed  him.  He’s

living with my brother now.” 

Those fogged eyes cleared for a moment. Sharp—and angry. 

The  female  lunged,  and  Bryce  ran,  sprinting  through  the  park  to  the

gates.  Past  the  guards  still  arguing  with  Declan,  who  winked  at  them  and

then  burst  into  a  run  beside  her,  into  the  bustle  of  Moonwood.  More

questions dragged along behind her with each block they sprinted. 

She  had  every  intention  of  collapsing  on  her  couch  and  processing

things for a long while, but when they got back, Cormac was waiting outside

her apartment. 

Bloody  and  dirty,  and—“What  happened  to  you?”  Declan  said,  as

Bryce let them into the apartment, flinging the door open wide. 

Cormac helped himself to a bag of ice from the freezer, pressing it to his cheek as he sat at the kitchen table. “Mordoc nearly snared me at an intel

pickup. Six other dreadwolves were with him.” 

“Did Mordoc scent you?” Bryce asked, scanning the battered prince. If

he had, if Cormac was tracked back here …

“No—I  kept  downwind,  even  for  his  nose.  And  if  any  of  his  soldiers

did,  they’re  not  a  problem  anymore.”  Was  the  blood  on  his  hands  not  his

own, then? Bryce tried not to sniff it. 

“What’d the intel say?” Declan asked, going to the window to scan the

street beyond, presumably for anyone who might have followed Cormac. 

“The hit on the Spine was successful,” Cormac said, face hard beneath

the blood and bruises. “The Asteri’s new mech-suit prototype was attained, 

along with an invaluable amount of ammunition.” 

“Good,” Declan said. 

Cormac sighed. “They’re shipping the prototype here.” 

Bryce started. “To Lunathion?” 

“To the Coronal Islands.” Close enough—two hours away by boat. “To

a base on Ydra.” 

“Shit,” Dec said. “They’re going to start something here, aren’t they?” 

“Yes, likely with Pippa and her Lightfall squadron at the head.” 

“Don’t they know she’s nuts?” Bryce asked. 

“She’s successful with her ops. That’s all that matters.” 

“What about Emile?” Bryce pushed. “Was she successful with him?” 

“No. He’s still out there. The agent said the hunt for him continues.” 

“So  what  do  we  do?”  Dec  asked  Cormac.  “Go  to  Ydra  and  convince

them  not to let Pippa have access to all those weapons?” 

“Yes.” Cormac nodded to Bryce. “Send an otter to Captain Ketos. And I

believe we’re also going to need Hunt Athalar’s expertise.” 
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Bryce was just walking down the shining hallway to Celestina’s office when

her phone rang. 

Juniper. Bryce sent her to audiomail. A message came through instead. 

 Call back now. 

Dread burning like acid through her, Bryce dialed, praying nothing had

happened with Fury—

Juniper answered on the first ring. “How  dare you?” 

Bryce halted. “What?” 

“How  dare you call Gorgyn?” 

“I …” Bryce swallowed. “What happened?” 

“I’m principal, that’s what happened!” 

“And  that’s  a  bad  thing?”  She  was  due  to  meet  with  Celestina  in  one

minute. She couldn’t be late. 

“It’s a bad thing because  everyone knows that  Princess Bryce Danaan

put  in  a  call  and  threatened  to  pull  the  Autumn  King’s  donations  if  CCB

didn’t  recognize my talent!” 

“So what?” Bryce hissed. “Isn’t this the only bit of good that being a

princess entails?” 

“No!  It’s  the   opposite!”  Juniper  was  absolutely  screaming  with  rage. 

Bryce  started  shaking.  “I  have  worked  my  entire  life  for  this,  Bryce!  My

 entire life!  And  you  step  in  and  take  that  accomplishment  away  from  me! 

Make yourself—not me, not my talent—into the reason I got this promotion, 

the  reason  I  made  history!  You,  not  me.  Not  me  sticking  it  out,  fighting through  it,  but  my  Fae  Princess  friend,  who  couldn’t  leave  well  enough

alone!” 

The clock chimed in the hallway. Bryce had to go. Had to talk to the

Archangel. 

“Look, I’m about to go into a meeting,” she said as evenly as she could, 

though  she  thought  she  might  puke.  “But  I’ll  call  you  back  right  after,  I

promise. I’m so sorry if—” 

“Don’t bother,” June snapped. 

“Juniper—” 

The faun hung up. 

Bryce  focused  on  her  breathing.  She  needed  one  of  Kyrah’s  dance

classes. Immediately. Needed to sweat and breathe and majorly unload and

analyze  the  tornado  wreaking  havoc  inside  her.  But  this  meeting  …  She

squared  her  shoulders,  putting  away  the  fight,  the  fact  that  she’d  fucked

everything up, had been so arrogant and stupid and—

She knocked on the door to Celestina’s office. “Enter,” came the sweet

female voice. 

Bryce  smiled  at  the  Governor  as  if  she  hadn’t  destroyed  a  friendship

moments ago. “Your Grace,” Bryce said, inclining her head. 

“Your Highness,” Celestina answered, and Bryce reined in a wince. It

was how she’d gotten this meeting, too. She’d asked the Archangel to meet

not as Bryce Quinlan, but as a Princess of the Fae. It was an invitation even

an Archangel had to agree to. 

She wondered how it’d come back to haunt her. 

“Just for this meeting,” Bryce said, sitting down. “I’ve come to make a

formal request.” 

“For  the  return  of  Hunt  Athalar,  I  take  it.”  A  tired,  sad  sort  of  light

gleamed in the Governor’s eyes. 

“A temporary return,” Bryce said, and leaned back in her chair. “I know

he bailed on you at your party. If I’d been aware he was doing that, I would

never have asked him to assist me that night. So—totally feel free to punish

him. You have my blessing.” 

It  was  a  lie,  but  Celestina’s  lips  twitched  upward.  “How  long  do  you

want him for?” 

“A night.” To go to the Coronal Islands and back before Pippa Spetsos

and  her  cabal  could  get  there.  To  convince  whoever  Command  sent   not to give  Spetsos  free  rein  to  unleash  those  weapons  on  Valbara.  “We  figured

we’d  take  the  arrow  train  instead  of  driving  the  eight  hours  each  way.  I

promised my mother I’d bring him home with me. If he doesn’t come, there will be Hel to pay.” Another lie. 

But  the  Governor  smiled  fully  at  that.  “Your  mother  is  …  a  fearsome

creature?” 

“Oh yeah. And if Hunt’s not there, every bad thing she thinks about him

will be confirmed.” 

“She doesn’t like him?” 

“She doesn’t like  any male. No one is good enough for me, according

to her. You have no idea how hard dating was when I was younger.” 

“Try  being  an  Archangel  in  a  small  community,”  Celestina  said,  and

smiled genuinely. 

Bryce grinned. “Everyone was intimidated?” 

“Some ran screaming.” 

Bryce laughed, and marveled that she did so. Hated that she had to lie

to this warm, kind female. 

Celestina  hooked  a  curl  behind  her  ear.  “So  a  great  deal  is  riding  on

Athalar’s visit.” 

“Yeah. It’s not like I need her permission to be with him, but it … It’d

be nice to have her approval.” 

“I’m sure it would.” Celestina’s smile turned sad. 

Bryce  knew  it  wasn’t  her  place,  but  she  asked,  “How  are  you  and

Ephraim getting along?” 

A  shadow  flickered  across  Celestina’s  face,  confirmation  that  she

wasn’t contented. “He’s a thorough lover.” 

“But?” 

She said deliberately, warning sharpening her voice, “But he has been

my  friend  for  many  years.  I  find  that  I  am  now  getting  to  know  him  in  a

whole new way.” 

Celestina  deserved  so  much  more  than  that.  Bryce  sighed.  “I  know

you’re,  like  …  an  Archangel,  but  if  you  ever  need  some  girl  talk  …  I’m

here.” 

The last Governor she’d spoken to had tried to kill her. And she’d put a

bullet in his head. This was a nice change. 

Celestina  smiled  again,  that  warmth—and  relief—returning  to  her

features. “I’d like that very much, Your Highness.” 

“Bryce in this instance.” 

“Bryce.” Her eyes twinkled. “Take Athalar home. And keep him there.” 

Bryce’s brows rose. “Permanently?” 

“Not at your parents’ house. I mean take him with you to your family, 

and  then  he  may  live  with  you  once  more.  He’s  been  moping  around  so

much  that  he’s  bringing  down  morale.  I’ll  send  him  your  way  tomorrow

morning. Let him stew one more night before I tell him at dawn.” 

Bryce beamed. “Thank you. I mean it, thank you  so much.” 

But the Governor waved a hand. “You’re doing me a favor, trust me.” 

Bryce made a call on her way to her next stop. 

Fury  answered  right  before  it  went  to  audiomail.  “You  fucked  up, 

Bryce.” 

Bryce cringed. “I know. I’m really sorry.” 

“I get why you did it. I really do. But she is  devastated.” 

Bryce  stepped  off  the  elevator  and  swallowed  the  lump  in  her  throat. 

“Please tell her I’m so sorry. I’m so freaking sorry. I was trying to help, and I

didn’t think.” 

“I know,” Fury said. “But I’m not getting in the middle of this.” 

“You’re her girlfriend.” 

“Exactly.  And  you’re  her  friend.  And  mine.  I’m  not  playing  the

messenger. Give her some time, then try to talk it out.” 

Bryce sagged against a worn wall. “Okay. How long?” 

“A few weeks.” 

“That’s ages!” 

“Devastated. Remember?” 

Bryce rubbed at her chest, the unlit scar there. “Fuck.” 

“Start thinking of big ways to apologize,” Fury said. Then added, “You

ever figure that thing out with Danika or the kid?” 

“Not  yet.  Want  to  help?”  It  was  as  much  as  she’d  risk  saying  on  the

phone. 

“No. I’m not getting in the middle of that shit, either.” 

“Why?” 

“I have a lot of good things going on right now,” Fury said. “June is one

of them. I’m not jeopardizing any of it. Or her safety.” 

“But—” 

“Big apology. Don’t forget.” Fury hung up. 

Bryce  swallowed  her  nausea,  her  self-disgust  and  hatred.  She  walked

down the quiet hall to a familiar door, then knocked. She was rewarded by

the  sight  of  Hunt  opening  the  door,  shirtless  and  wearing  his  backward sunball hat. Gleaming with sweat. He must have just returned from the gym. 

He jolted. “What are you—” 

She cut him off with a kiss, throwing her arms around his neck. 

He laughed, but his hands encircled her waist, lifting her high enough

that she wrapped her legs around his middle. He slowed the kiss, his tongue

driving deep, exploring her mouth. “Hi,” he said against her lips, and kissed

her again. 

“I wanted to tell you the news,” she said, kissing his jaw, his neck. He’d

already hardened against her. She went molten. 

“Yeah?” His hands roamed over her ass, kneading and stroking. 

“Tomorrow  morning,”  she  said,  kissing  his  mouth  again  and  again. 

“You’re outta here.” 

He  dropped  her.  Not  entirely,  but  swiftly  enough  that  her  feet  hit  the

ground with a thud. “What?” 

She ran her hands down his sweat-slick, muscled chest, then toyed with

the  band  of  his  pants.  Ran  a  finger  up  the  length  of  him  jutting  out  with impressive demand. “We’re going on a little vacation. So do a good job of

seeming like you’re still brooding tonight.” 

“What?” he repeated. 

She kissed his pec, running her mouth over the taut brown nipple. He

groaned  softly,  his  hand  sliding  into  her  hair.  “Pack  a  swimsuit,”  she

murmured. 

A male voice chuckled behind them, and Bryce went rigid, whirling to

find Pollux, arm slung around a beautiful female’s shoulders, walking by. “Is

he paying you by the hour?” the Hammer asked. 

The  female—the   Hind—snickered,  but  said  nothing  as  they

approached.  Solas,  she  was  …  beautiful  and  terrible.  She’d  tortured

countless people. Killed them—probably including Sofie Renast. If Cormac

saw her, if he got this close, would he take the risk and try to end her? 

The  Hind’s  amber  eyes  gleamed  as  they  met  Bryce’s,  as  if  she  knew

every thought in her head. The deer shifter smiled in invitation. 

But the Hind and the Hammer continued on, for all the world looking

like a normal couple from behind. Bryce couldn’t help herself as she said to

Pollux’s  back,  “You  really  need  to  come  up  with  some  new  material, 

Pollux.” 

He  glared  over  a  shoulder,  white  wings  tucking  in  tight.  But  Bryce smiled  sweetly  and  he,  mercifully,  kept  walking,  his  wretched  lover  with

him. 

Bryce found Hunt smiling beside her, and it lightened any guilt about

Juniper, any frustration with Fury, any fear and dread at being so close to the

Hind,  even  as  she  yearned  to  tell  him  everything.  Hunt  tugged  her  hand, 

making  to  pull  her  into  his  room,  but  she  planted  her  feet.  “Tomorrow

morning,” she said hoarsely, her very bones aching with need. “Meet me at

home.” 

She’d  tell  him  everything  then.  All  the  insane  shit  that  had  gone  on

since they’d last seen each other. 

Hunt nodded, hearing what she didn’t say. He tugged her again, and she

went to him, tilting back her head to receive his kiss. His hand slipped down

the front of her leggings. He growled against her mouth as his fingers found

the slickness waiting for him. 

She whimpered as he rubbed over her clit in a luxurious, taunting circle. 

“I’ll see you at dawn, Quinlan.” 

With a nip at her bottom lip, Hunt stepped back into his room. And as

he shut the door, he licked his fingers clean. 

Ithan blinked at the phone ringing in his hand. 

 Prime. 

Every Valbaran wolf had the Prime’s number in their phones. But Ithan

had never once called it, and the Prime of Wolves had never once called him. 

It couldn’t be good. 

He halted midway down the alley, neon signs casting pools of color on

the  cobblestones  beneath  his  boots.  Sucking  in  a  breath,  he  answered, 

“Hello?” 

“Ithan Holstrom.” 

He  bowed  his  head,  even  though  the  Prime  couldn’t  see  him.  “Yes, 

Prime.” 

The withered old voice was heavy with age. “I was informed today that

you are no longer residing at the Den.” 

“On Sabine’s order, yes.” 

“Why?” 

Ithan swallowed. He didn’t dare say why. Sabine would deny it anyway. 

Sabine was the male’s daughter. 

“Tell  me  why.”  A  hint  of  the  Alpha  the  Prime  had  been  during  his younger  years  came  through  in  his  voice.  This  male  had  made  the  Fendyr

family a force to be reckoned with in Valbara. 

“Perhaps ask your daughter.” 

“I want to hear it from you, pup.” 

Ithan’s  throat  worked.  “It  was  punishment  for  disobeying  her  orders

during the attack this spring and helping the humans in Asphodel Meadows. 

And punishment for praising Bryce Quinlan’s actions during the attack in a

magazine article.” 

“I see.” Apparently, that was all the Prime needed. “What do you plan

to do now?” 

Ithan  straightened.  “I’m,  ah,  living  with  Prince  Ruhn  Danaan  and  his

friends.  Helping  them  out  in  the  Fae  division  of  the  Aux.”  Helping  with  a

rebellion. 

“Is that where you wish to be?” 

“Is there an alternative?” 

A drawn-out, too-tense pause. “I would make you Alpha of your own

pack. You have it in you—I’ve sensed it. For too long, you have suppressed

it so others might lead.” 

The ground beneath Ithan seemed to rock. “I … What about Sabine?” 

Ithan’s head swirled. 

“I shall deal with my daughter, if this is what you choose.” 

Ithan  had  no  fucking  idea  who’d  even  be  in  his  pack.  He’d  locked

himself out so thoroughly from old friends and family after Connor’s death

that  he’d  only  bothered  to  associate  with  Amelie’s  pack.  Perry  was  the

closest thing he had to a friend at the Den, and she’d never leave her sister’s

side. Ithan swallowed hard. “I’m honored, but … I need to think about this.” 

“You  have  been  through  a  great  deal,  boy.  Take  the  time  you  need  to

decide, but know the offer stands. I would not lose another wolf of worth—

especially  to  the  Fae.”  Before  Ithan  could  say  goodbye,  the  old  wolf  hung

up. Stunned and reeling, Ithan leaned against one of the brick buildings in

the alley. Alpha. 

But … an Alpha in Sabine’s shadow, once the Prime was gone. Sabine

would be  his Prime. Amelie would reign as her Prime Apparent. And then

Prime, when Sabine herself was gone. 

He had little interest in serving either of them. But … was it a betrayal

of the wolves, of his brother’s legacy, to leave the Valbaran packs to Sabine’s

cruelty? 

He  brushed  his  hair  back  from  his  face.  It  was  longer  than  it’d  ever

been while playing sunball. He couldn’t tell if he liked it or not. 

Fuck, he couldn’t tell if he liked  himself or not. 

Straightening, Ithan pushed off the wall and finished his walk, arriving

at  his  destination.  The  towering  doors  to  the  Astronomer’s  building  of

horrors were shut. Ithan pulled the crescent moon door chime once. 

No answer. 

He  pulled  it  a  second  time,  then  pressed  an  ear  to  one  of  the  metal

doors,  listening  for  any  hint  of  life.  Not  even  a  footstep,  though  he  could make  out  the  hum  of  the  machines  beyond.  He  knocked  twice,  and  then

pressed  his  shoulder  into  the  door.  It  opened  with  a  groan,  nothing  but

darkness  beyond.  Ithan  slipped  in,  silently  shutting  the  heavy  door  behind

him. “Hello?” 

Nothing.  He  aimed  for  the  faint,  pale  glow  of  the  three  tanks  in  the

center  of  the  cavernous  space.  He’d  never  seen  anything  so  strange  and

unsettling—the three beings who’d been sold into this life. Existence. This

sure as fuck wasn’t a life. 

Not that he’d know. He hadn’t had one in two years. 

Their visit last week had lingered like an unhealed wound. 

He  might  have  walked  out  of  here  condemning  everything  he’d  seen, 

but he’d still given the Astronomer his money. Kept this place running. 

He knew it bugged Bryce, but she’d been swept back into the shit with

Danika,  and  as  a  princess,  her  hands  were  tied  as  far  as  a  public  scene. 

Especially  when  she  walked  such  a  dangerous  line  these  days—any

additional bit of scrutiny might be her downfall. 

But no one gave a fuck about him. No matter what the Prime had said. 

“Hello?” he called again, the word echoing into the dimness. 

“He’s not here,” rasped a hoarse female voice. 

Ithan  whirled,  reaching  for  his  gun  as  he  scanned  the  darkness.  His

wolf-sight  pierced  through  it,  allowing  him  to  make  out  the  speaker’s

location. His hand dropped from his hip at the sight of her. 

Long  chestnut-brown  hair  draped  over  her  too-thin,  pale  limbs,  her

body clad in that white shift that all three mystics wore. Her dark eyes were

still—like she was only half-there. A face that might have been pretty, if it

weren’t so gaunt. So haunted. 

Ithan  swallowed,  slowly  approaching  where  she  huddled  against  the wall, bony knees clutched to her chest. “I wanted to see your … boss.” 

He couldn’t say  owner, even though that’s what the old creep was. In

the gloom, he could make out a worktable beyond the mystic sitting on the

floor, with a small box atop it. Light filtered out from the box, and he had a

good idea of what was kept inside it. Who were kept inside, trapped in those

four rings, which were apparently valuable enough that the old male had left

them behind, rather than risk them in the city at large. 

The  mystic’s  rasping  voice  sounded  as  if  she  hadn’t  spoken  in  ages. 

“He put the other two back in, but didn’t have the part he needed to fix my

machine. He’s at the Meat Market, meeting with the Viper Queen.” 

Ithan  sniffed,  trying  to  get  a  read  on  her.  All  he  could  get  from  this

distance was salt. Like it had brined the scent right out of her. “You know

when he’ll be back?” 

She  only  stared  at  him,  like  she  was  still  hooked  up  to  the  machine

beyond them. “You were the one who freed me.” Solas, she sat with such …

Vanir  stillness.  He’d  never  realized  how  much   he  moved  until  he  stood before her. And he’d considered himself capable of a wolf’s utter stillness. 

“Yeah,  sorry.”  But  the  word  stuck— freed.  She’d  been  pleading  to  go

back. He’d assumed she’d meant into the between-place where the mystics

roamed, but … What if she’d meant this world—back to her life before? The

family who had sold her into this? 

Not  his  problem,  not  his  issue  to  solve.  But  he  still  asked,  “Are  you

okay?” She didn’t look okay. She sat the way he had in his dorm bathroom

the night he’d learned that Connor was dead. 

The mystic only said, “He will be back soon.” 

“Then I’ll wait for him.” 

“He will not be pleased.” 

Ithan offered her a reassuring smile. “I can pay, don’t worry.” 

“You’ve caused him a great deal of inconvenience. He’ll kick you out.” 

Ithan took a step closer. “Can you help me, then?” 

“I can’t do anything unless I’m in the tank. And I don’t know how to

use the machines to ask the others.” 

“All right.” 

She angled her head. “What do you want to know?” 

He swallowed hard. “Was it true, what the demon prince said, about my

brother being safe for now?” 

She frowned, her full mouth unnaturally pale. “I could only sense the

other’s terror,” she said, nodding toward the tanks. “Not what was said.” 

Ithan  rubbed  the  back  of  his  neck.  “All  right.  Thanks.  That’s  all  I

needed.”  He  had  to  know  for  sure  that  Connor  was  safe.  There  had  to  be

some way to help him. 

She said, “You could find a necromancer. They would know the truth.” 

“Necromancers  are  few  and  far  between,  and  highly  regulated,”  Ithan

said. “But thanks again. And, uh … good luck.” 

He  turned  back  toward  the  doors.  The  mystic  shifted  slightly,  and  the

movement sent a whisper of her scent toward him. Snow and embers and—

Ithan  went  rigid.  Whirled  to  her.  “You’re  a  wolf.  What  are  you  doing

here?” 

She didn’t answer. 

“Your  pack  allowed  this  to  happen?”  Rage  boiled  his  blood.  Claws

appeared at his fingertips. 

“My parents had no pack,” she said hoarsely. “They roamed the tundra

of Nena with me and my ten siblings. My gifts became apparent when I was

three. By four, I was in there.” She pointed to the tank, and Ithan recoiled in

horror. 

A wolf family had  sold their pup, and she’d gone into that tank—

“How long?” he asked, unable to stop his trembling anger. “How long

have you been in here?” 

She shook her head. “I … I don’t know.” 

“When were you born? What year?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t even remember how long it’s been since I made

the  Drop.  He  had  some  official  come  here  to  mark  it,  but  …  I  don’t

remember.” 

Ithan rubbed at his chest. “Solas.” She appeared as young as him, but

among  the  Vanir,  that  meant  nothing.  She  could  be  hundreds  of  years  old. 

Gods,  how  had  she  even  made  the  Drop  here?  “What’s  your  name?  Your

family name?” 

“My parents never named me, and I never learned their names beyond

Mother and Father.” Her voice sharpened—a hint of temper shining through. 

“You should leave.” 

“You can’t be in here.” 

“There’s a contract that suggests otherwise.” 

“You  are  a   wolf,”  he  snarled.  “You’re  kept  in  a  fucking   cage  here.” 

He’d  go  right  to  the  Prime.  Make  him  order  the  Astronomer  to  free  this

unnamed female. 

“My siblings and parents are able to eat and live comfortably because I

am here. That will cease when I am gone. They will again starve.” 

“Too fucking bad,” Ithan said, but he could see it—the determination in

her expression that told him he wasn’t going to pry her out of here. And he

could understand it, that need to give over all of herself so that her family

could survive. So he amended, “My name is Ithan Holstrom. You ever want

to  get  out  of  here,  send  word.”  He  had  no  idea  how,  but  …  maybe  he’d

check  in  on  her  every  few  months.  Come  up  with  excuses  to  ask  her

questions. 

Caution flooded her eyes, but she nodded. 

It  occurred  to  him  then  that  she  was  likely  sitting  on  the  cold  floor

because her thin legs had atrophied from being in the tank for so long. That

old piece of shit had left her here like this. 

Ithan  scanned  the  space  for  anything  resembling  a  blanket  and  found

nothing.  He  only  had  his  T-shirt,  and  as  he  reached  for  the  hem,  she  said, 

“Don’t. He’ll know you were here.” 

“Good.” 

She  shook  her  head.  “He’s  possessive.  If  he  even  thinks  I’ve  had

contact  with  someone  other  than  him,  he’ll  send  me  down  to  Hel  with  an

unimportant question.” She trembled slightly. He’d done it before. 

“Why?” 

“Demons like to play,” she whispered. 

Ithan’s throat closed up. “You sure you don’t want to leave? I can carry

you  right  now,  and  we’ll  figure  out  the  other  shit.  The  Prime  will  protect

you.” 

“You  know  the  Prime?”  Her  voice  filled  with  whispered  awe.  “I  only

heard my parents speak of him, when I was young.” 

So they hadn’t been entirely shut off from the world, then. “He’ll help

you. I’ll help you.” 

Her face again became aloof. “You must go.” 

“Fine.” 

“Fine,”  she  echoed  back,  with  a  hint  of  that  temper  again.  A  bit  of

dominance that had the wolf in him perking up. 

He met her stare. Not just a bit of dominance … that was a glimmer of

an  Alpha’s dominance. His knees buckled slightly, his wolf instinct weighing

whether to challenge or bow. 

An  Alpha.  Here,  in  a  tank.  She  would  likely  have  been  her  family’s

heir, then. Had they known what she was, even at age four? He suppressed a

growl. Had her parents sent her here  because she’d be a threat to their rule

over the family? 

But Ithan shoved the questions aside. Backed toward the doors again. 

“You should have a name.” 

“Well, I don’t,” she shot back. 

Definitely Alpha, with that tone, that glimmer of unbending backbone. 

Someone the wolf in him would have liked to tangle with. 

And to leave her here … It didn’t sit right. With him, with the wolf in

his heart, broken and lonely as it might have been. He had to do something. 

Anything. But since she clearly wasn’t going to leave this place … Maybe

there was someone else he could help. 

Ithan eyed the small box on the worktable, and didn’t question himself

as he snatched it up. She tried and failed to rise, her weakened legs betraying

her. “He will  kill you for taking them—” 

Ithan  strode  to  the  doors,  the  box  of  fire  sprites  trapped  inside  their

rings  in  hand.  “If  he’s  got  a  problem  with  it,  he  can  take  it  up  with  the Prime.” And explain why he was holding a wolf captive in here. 

Her throat bobbed, but she said nothing more. 

So  Ithan  stalked  outside,  onto  the  jarringly  normal  street  beyond,  and

shut  the  heavy  door  behind  him.  But  despite  the  distance  he  quickly  put

between himself and the mystics, his thoughts circled back to her, again and

again. 

The wolf with no name, trapped in the dark. 

“I’m requesting an aquatic team of twenty-five for tomorrow,” Tharion said

to his queen, hands clenched behind his back, tail fanning idly in the river

current. The River Queen sat in her humanoid form among a bed of rocky

coral  beside  her  throne,  weaving  sea  nettle,  her  dark  blue  gown  drifting

around her. 

“No,” she said simply. 

Tharion blinked. “We have solid intel that this shipment is coming from

Pangera,  and  that  Pippa  Spetsos  is  likely  already  there.  You  want  me  to

capture her, to interrogate her about Emile’s whereabouts, I’m going to need backup.” 

“And have so many witnesses mark the Blue Court’s involvement?” 

 What is  our involvement?  Tharion didn’t dare ask.  What’s your stake in this beyond wanting the kid’s power? 

His queen went on, “You will go, and go alone. I take it your current

cadre of … people will be with you.” 

“Yes.” 

“That  should  be  enough  to  question  her,  given  your  companions’

powers.” 

“Even five mer agents—” 

“Just you, Tharion.” 

He  couldn’t  stop  himself  as  he  said,  “Some  people  might  think  you

were trying to kill me off, you know.” 

Slowly, so slowly, the River Queen turned from her weaving. He could

have  sworn  a  tremor  went  through  the  riverbed.  But  her  voice  was

dangerously  smooth  as  she  said,  “Then  defend  my  honor  against  such

slander and return alive.” 

He clenched his jaw, but bowed his head. “Shall I say goodbye to your

daughter, then? In case it is my last chance to do so?” 

Her  lips  curled  upward.  “I  think  you’ve  caused  her  enough  distress

already.” 

The  words  struck  true.  She  might  be  a  monster  in  so  many  ways,  but

she was right about him in that regard. So Tharion swam into the clear blue, 

letting the current pound the anger from his head. 

If  there  was  a  chance  of  attaining  Emile’s  power,  the  River  Queen

would snatch it up. 

Tharion hoped he had it in himself to stop her. 

The chairs had turned into velvet couches on the dream bridge. 

Ruhn  slid  into  his,  surveying  the  endless  dark  surrounding  him.  He

peered past the fainting couch to Day’s “side.” If he were to follow her that

way, would he wind up in her mind? See the things she saw? Look through

her eyes and know who she was, where she was? Would he be able to read

every thought in her head? 

He  could  speak  into  someone’s  mind,  but  to  actually   enter  it,  to  read thoughts  as  his  cousins  in  Avallen  could  …  Was  this  how  they  did  it?  It

seemed like such a gross violation. But if she invited him, if she wanted him in there, could he manage it? 

Flame rippled before him, and there she was, sprawled on the couch. 

“Hey,” he said, sitting back in his couch. 

“Any information to report?” she said by way of greeting. 

“So we’re doing the formal thing tonight.” 

She sat up straighter. “This bridge is a path for information. It’s our first

and greatest duty. If you’re coming here for someone to flirt with, I suggest

you look elsewhere.” 

He snorted. “You think I’m flirting with you?” 

“Would you say  hey in that manner to a male agent?” 

“Probably, yeah.” But he conceded, “Not with the same tone, though.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Well, you caught me. I’m ready for my punishment.” 

She laughed, a full, throaty sound that he’d never heard before. “I don’t

think you could handle the sort of punishment I dole out.” 

His  balls  tightened;  he  couldn’t  help  it.  “We  talking  …  restraints? 

Flogging?” 

He  could  have  sworn  he  got  a  flash  of  teeth  biting  into  a  lower  lip. 

“Neither. I don’t care for any of that in bed. But what do  you prefer?” 

“It’s always the lady’s choice with me. I’m game for anything.” 

She angled her head, a waterfall of flame spilling down the side of the

couch,  as  if  she  draped  long,  lovely  hair  over  it.  “So  you’re  not  a  …

dominant male.” 

“Oh, I’m dominant,” he said, grinning. “I’m just not into pressuring my

partners into doing anything they don’t like.” 

She studied him at that. “You say  dominant with such pride. Are you a

wolf, then? Some sort of shifter?” 

“Look who’s trying to figure me out now.” 

“Are you?” 

“No. Are  you a wolf?” 

“Do I seem like one to you?” 

“No.  You  seem  like  …”  Someone  crafted  of  air  and  dreams  and  cold

vengeance. “I’m guessing you’re in Sky and Breath.” 

She went still. Had he struck true? “Why do you say that?” 

“You remind me of the wind.” He tried to explain. “Powerful and able

to cool or freeze with half a thought, shaping the world itself though no one

can see you. Only your impact on things.” He added, “It seems lonely, now that I’m saying it.” 

“It is,” she said, and he was stunned that she’d admitted it. “But thank

you for the kind words.” 

“Were they kind?” 

“They were accurate. You see me. It’s more than I can say about anyone

else.” 

For a moment, they stared at each other. He was rewarded by a shifting

of her flame, revealing large eyes that swept upward at the edges—crafted of

fire, but he could still make out their shape. The clarity in them before her

flame veiled her once more. He cleared his throat. “I guess I should tell you

that the rebels were successful with their hit on the Spine. They’re bringing

over the Asteri’s mech prototype to the Coronal Islands tomorrow night.” 

She straightened. “Why?” 

“I don’t know. I was told by—my informant. A rebel contingent will be

there  to  receive  the  shipment.  Where  it  goes  from  there,  I  don’t  know.” 

Cormac  wanted  Athalar  to  examine  the  Asteri’s  prototype—see  how  it

differed from the humans’ that the angel had faced so often in battle. 

Because Athalar was the only one among them who’d faced off against

a mech-suit. Who’d apparently spent time in Pangera taking them apart and

putting them back together again. Cormac, as he’d been fighting alongside

the human rebels, had never battled one—and he wanted an outside opinion

on whether replicating the Asteri’s model would be beneficial. 

And because Athalar was going, Bryce was going. And because Bryce

was  going,  Ruhn  was  going.  And  Tharion  would  join  them,  as  the  River

Queen had ordered him to. 

Flynn,  Dec,  and  Ithan  would  remain—too  many  people  going  would

raise suspicions. But they’d been pissed to learn of it.  You’re benching poor

 Holstrom,  Flynn  had  complained.  Dec  had  added,  Do  you  know  what  that does  to  a  male’s  ego?   Ithan  had  only  grunted  his  agreement,  but  hadn’t argued,  a  distant  expression  on  his  face.  Like  the  wolf’s  mind  was

elsewhere. 

“Who’s going to be there?” 

“He angled his head. “We got word that Pippa Spetsos and her Lightfall

squadron  will  also  be  present.  We  have  some  questions  for  her  about  …  a

missing person.” 

She  straightened.  “Is  Spetsos  being  given  command  of  the  Valbaran front?” 

“I  don’t  know.  But  we’re  hoping  we  can  convince  whoever  is  there

from Command otherwise. We suspect that she and Lightfall have left a trail

of bodies all around the countryside.” 

Day was quiet for a moment, then asked, “Do you know the name of

the ship that’s carrying the prototype?” 

“No.” 

“What island?” 

“Why are you grilling me on this?” 

“I want to make sure it’s not a trap.” 

He grinned. “Because you’d miss me if I died?” 

“Because of the information they’d squeeze from you before you did.” 

“Cold, Day. Real cold.” 

She laughed softly. “It’s the only way to survive.” 

It was. “We’re going to Ydra. That’s all I know.” 

She nodded, like the name meant something to her. “If they catch you, 

running is your best option. Don’t fight.” 

“I’m not programmed that way.” 

“Then reprogram yourself.” 

He crossed his arms. “I don’t think I—” 

Day hissed, bending over. She twitched, almost convulsing. 

“Day?” 

She sucked in a breath, then was gone. 

“Day!” His voice echoed across the void. 

He didn’t think. Launching over the fainting couch, he sprinted down

her end of the bridge, into the dark and night, flinging himself after her—

Ruhn  slammed  into  a  wall  of  black  adamant.  Time  slowed,  bringing

with it flashes of sensation. No images, all …  touch. 

 Bones grinding in her left wrist from where it was being squeezed tight

 enough to hurt; it was the pain that had awoken her, pulled her away from

 the bridge—

 Willing herself to yield, give over, become his, to find some way to savor

 this. Teeth scraping at her nipple, clamping down—

Ruhn collided with the ground, the sensations vanishing. He surged to

his feet, pressing a palm against the black wall. 

Nothing. No echo to tell him what was happening. 

Well, he  knew what was happening. He’d gotten the sense of very rough sex, and though he had the distinct feeling that it was consensual, it wasn’t

… meaningful. Whoever slept at her side had woken her with it. 

The impenetrable black loomed before him. The wall of her mind. 

He had no idea why he waited. Why he stayed. Had no idea how much

time passed until a flame once more emerged from that wall. 

Her fire had banked enough that he could make out long legs walking

toward  him.  Halting  upon  finding  him  kneeling.  Then  she  dropped  to  her

knees as well, flame again swallowing her whole. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

“Yes.” The word was a hiss of embers being extinguished. 

“What was that?” 

“You’ve never had sex before?” 

He  straightened  at  the  slicing  question.  “Are  you  all  right?”  he  asked

again. 

“I said I was.” 

“You weren’t—” 

“No. He asked, albeit a bit suddenly, and I said yes.” 

Ruhn’s  insides  twisted  at  the  utter  iciness.  “You  don’t  seem  to  have

enjoyed it.” 

“Is it your business whether I find release or not?” 

“Did you?” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Did you orgasm?” 

“That’s absolutely none of your business.” 

“You’re right.” 

Again, silence fell, but they remained kneeling there, face-to-face. She

said  after  a  tense  moment,  “I  hate  him.  No  one  knows  it,  but  I  do.  He

disgusts me.” 

“Then why sleep with him?” 

“Because I …” A long sigh. “It’s complicated.” 

“Indulge me.” 

“Do you only sleep with people you like?” 

“Yes.” 

“You’ve never fucked someone you hate?” 

He  considered,  even  as  the  sound  of  her  saying  the  word   fucked  did

something  to  his  cock.  “All  right.  Maybe  once.  But  it  was  an  ex.”  A  Fae

female he’d dated decades ago, who he hadn’t cared to remember until now. 

“Then you can think of this like that.” 

“So he’s—” 

“I don’t want to talk about him.” 

Ruhn  blew  out  a  breath.  “I  wanted  to  make  sure  you’re  okay.  You

scared the shit out of me.” 

“Why?” 

“One  moment  you  were  here,  the  next  you  were  gone.  It  seemed  like

you were in pain.” 

“Don’t be a fool and get attached enough to worry.” 

“I’d be a monster not to care whether another person is hurt.” 

“There’s no place for that in this war. The sooner you realize it, the less

pain you’ll feel.” 

“So we’re back to the ice-queen routine.” 

She drew up. “Routine?” 

“Where’s the wild and crazy female I was talking about bondage with

earlier?” 

She laughed. He liked the sound—it was low and throaty and predatory. 

Fuck, he liked that sound a lot. “You are such a typical Valbaran male.” 

“I  told  you:  Come  visit  me  in  Lunathion.  I’ll  show  you  a  good  time, 

Day.” 

“So eager to meet me.” 

“I like the sound of your voice. I want to know the face behind it.” 

“That’s  not  going  to  happen.  But  thank  you.”  She  added  after  a

moment, “I like the sound of your voice, too.” 

“Yeah?” 

 “Yeah.”  She chuckled. “You’re trouble.” 

“Is it cliché if I say that  Trouble is my middle name?” 

“Oh yes. Very.” 

“What would  your middle name be?” he teased. 

Her flames pulled back, revealing those eyes of pure fire. “Retribution.” 

He grinned wickedly. “Badass.” 

She  laughed  again,  and  his  cock  hardened  at  the  sound.  “Goodbye, 

Night.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“To sleep. Properly.” 

“Isn’t your body resting?” 

“Yes, but my mind is not.” 

He  didn’t  know  why,  but  he  gestured  to  her  fainting  couch.  “Then  sit

back. Relax.” 

“You want me to stay?” 

“Honestly? Yeah. I do.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I feel calm around you. There’s so much shit going down, and

I … I like being here. With you.” 

“I don’t think most females would be flattered to be called ‘calming’ by

a handsome male.” 

“Who says I’m handsome?” 

“You talk like someone who’s well aware of his good looks.” 

“Like an arrogant asshole, then.” 

“Your words, not mine.” 

Day rose to her feet, striding to the fainting couch. Her flames rippled

as she lay upon it, and Ruhn jumped onto his own couch. 

“All I need is a TV and a beer and I’m set,” he said. 

She snickered, curling on her side. “As I said: typical Valbaran male.” 

Ruhn  closed  his  eyes,  bathing  in  the  timbre  of  her  voice.  “You  gotta

work on those compliments, Day.” 

Another chuckle, sleepier this time. “I’ll add it to my to-do list, Night.” 
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Hunt  breathed  in  the  cool  air  off  the  turquoise  sea,  admiring  the  pristine

water,  so  clear  that  he  could  see  the  corals  and  rocks  and  the  fish  darting among them. 

Down in the quay, hidden in a massive cavern, the cargo ship was still

being unloaded. The sea cave, tucked into an isolated, arid part of Ydra, one

of the more remote Coronal Islands, ran at least a mile inland. It had been

selected because the water flowing within it ran so deep—deep enough for

massive  cargo  ships  to  slide  into  its  stone-hewn  dock  and  unload  their

contraband. 

Hunt stood in the shadows just within the mouth of the cave, focusing

on  the  bright,  open  water  ahead  and  not  the  reek  of  the  oil  on  the  ancient mech-suits  currently  helping  to  unload  the  ship  into  the  fleet  of  awaiting

vehicles: laundry trucks, food trucks, moving trucks … anything that might

reasonably inch along one of the island’s steeply curving roads or board one

of  the  auto-ferries  shuttling  vehicles  between  the  hundred  or  so  islands  of

this archipelago without raising too much suspicion. 

Cormac had teleported everyone to Ydra an hour ago. Hunt had nearly

puked  during  the  five-minute-long  trip  with  several  stops—when  they’d

finally  arrived,  he’d  sat  his  ass  on  the  damp  concrete,  head  between  his

knees. Cormac had gone back, again and again, until all of them were here. 

And  then  the  poor  fuck  had  to  go  head-to-head  with  whoever  was  in

charge  from  Command,  to  convince  them  Pippa  Spetsos  shouldn’t  be

anywhere near this shit. 

Cormac  had  been  unsteady  on  his  feet,  pale  from  the  teleporting,  but

had left them with the promise to return soon. Bryce, Tharion, and Ruhn all

sat on the ground—apparently not trusting their legs yet, either. Hunt hadn’t failed to notice that Ruhn kept reaching over his shoulder—as if to seek the

reassuring presence of the Starsword. But the prince had left the blade back

in  Lunathion,  not  wanting  to  risk  losing  it  here  if  all  Hel  broke  loose.  It seemed  the  male  was  missing  his  security  blanket  as  their  stomachs  and

minds settled. 

“I shouldn’t have eaten breakfast,” Tharion was saying, a hand on his

abs.  He  wore  only  tight  black  aquatic  leggings,  equipped  along  the  thighs

with holsters for knives. No shoes or shirt. If he needed to shift into his mer

form, he’d said upon arriving at Bryce’s place this morning, he didn’t want

to lose much. 

Tharion’s  timing  had  been  unfortunate—he’d  arrived  at  the  apartment

right  after  Hunt.  Bryce  was  already  propped  up  on  the  counter,  gripping

Hunt’s shoulders while he lazily licked up her neck. Tharion’s knock on the

door was … unwelcome. 

That  would  all  have  to  wait.  But  his  mate  had  gotten  him  out  of  the

barracks—he’d repay her generously tonight. 

Bryce now patted Tharion’s bare shoulder. “I’m weirdly satisfied that a

mer can get airsick, considering how many of us suffer from seasickness.” 

“He’s  still  green,  too,”  Tharion  said,  pointing  to  Hunt,  who  grinned

weakly. 

But Tharion went back to idly observing the cave around them. Perhaps

 too idly. Hunt knew Tharion’s main objective: get Pippa to talk about Emile. 

Whether that interrogation would be friendly was up to the mer captain. 

Ruhn murmured, “Incoming.” 

They  all  turned  toward  the  cargo  ship  to  see  Cormac  striding  over  to

them. Still pale and drained—Hunt had no idea how he’d get them all out of

here when this was over. 

But Hunt tensed at the fury simmering off Cormac. “What’s up?” Hunt

said, eyeing the cave interior beyond Cormac. Tharion’s attention drifted that

way as well, his long body easing into a crouch, ready to spring into action. 

Cormac  shook  his  head  and  said,  “Pippa’s  already  got  her  claws  in

them.  They’re  all  eating  out  of  her  hand.  The  weapons  are  hers,  and  she’s

now in charge of the Valbaran front.” 

Tharion  frowned,  but  scanned  the  space  behind  the  Avallen  Prince. 

“Anything about Emile or Sofie?” 

“No.  She  didn’t  say  a  word  about  them,  and  I  couldn’t  risk  asking.  I don’t  want  her  to  know  we’re  on  the  hunt  as  well.”  Cormac  paced.  “A

confrontation  about  Emile  in  front  of  the  others  would  likely  lead  to

bloodshed. We can only play along.” 

“Any chance of isolating her?” Tharion pressed. 

Cormac  shook  his  head.  “No.  Believe  me,  she’ll  be  on  her  guard  as

much as we are. You want to drag her off for questioning, you’re going to

have a battle on your hands.” 

Tharion  swore,  and  Bryce  patted  his  knee  in  what  Hunt  could  only

guess was an attempt at consolation. 

Cormac  faced  Hunt.  “Athalar,  you’re  up.”  He  jerked  his  head  to  the

massive ship. “They’re unloading the new prototype right now.” 

In silence, they followed the prince, Hunt keeping close to Bryce. The

rebels—all  in  black,  many  with  hats  or  masks  on—stared  at  them  as  they

passed. None of them smiled. One man grumbled, “Vanir pricks.” 

Tharion blew him a kiss. 

Ruhn growled. 

“Play nice,” Bryce hissed at her brother, pinching his side through his

black T-shirt. Ruhn batted her away with a tattooed hand. 

“Real mature,” Hunt muttered as they halted at the foot of the loading

platform. Ruhn subtly flipped him off. Bryce pinched Hunt’s side, too. 

But  Tharion  let  out  a  low  whistle  as  four  rusty  mech-suits  emerged

from the ship’s hold, each carrying the corner of a massive box. 

It  looked  like  a  metal  sarcophagus,  carved  with  the  insignia  of  the

Asteri: seven stars around  SPQM. The humans piloting the old-model mech-

suits didn’t so much as glance to the side as they carried the box down the

ramp, the ground thudding beneath the machines’ massive feet. 

“Those suits are for battle, not manual labor,” Tharion murmured. 

“Twelve-gunners.  They’re  the  strongest  of  the  human  models.”  Hunt

inclined his head to the twin double guns at the shoulder, the guns on each of

the  forearms.  “Six  visible  guns,  six  hidden  ones—and  one  of  those  is  a

cannon.” 

Bryce grimaced. “How many of these suits do the humans have?” 

“A few hundred,” Cormac answered. “The Asteri have bombed enough

of  our  factories  that  these  suits  are  all  old,  though.  The  imperial  prototype that they’re carrying could give us new technology, if we can study it.” 

Bryce murmured, “And no one is worried about giving this stuff over to trigger-happy Pippa?” 

“No,” Cormac replied gravely. “Not one of them.” 

“But they’re cool with us examining the suit?” Bryce asked. 

“I  told  them  Athalar  would  have  some  insight  into  how  they’re

constructed.” 

Hunt  clicked  his  tongue.  “No  pressure,  huh?”  He  suppressed  the

memory of Sandriel’s face, her cruel amusement as she watched what he’d

done to the suits on her orders. 

The  suits  and  their  pilots  reached  the  concrete  quay,  and  someone

barked  an  order  that  dispersed  the  various  rebels  working  the  docks  until

only  a  unit  of  twelve  rebels—all  humans—lingered  behind  Hunt  and  the

others. 

Hunt liked that about as much as the fact that they were here at all, on a

fucking rebel base. Officially aiding Ophion. He kept his breathing slow and

steady. 

The unit of rebels marched past them, climbing into the vessel, and the

mech-pilots stomped off, leaving the sarcophagus behind. A heartbeat later, 

a  human  female,  brown-haired  and  freckled,  emerged  from  the  shadows

beside the boat. 

From the way Cormac tensed, Hunt knew who it was. He noted that she

wore  the  uniform  of  the  Lightfall  squadron.  All  the  rebels  who’d  gone  by

had borne armbands with the sinking sun emblem. 

Hunt  put  his  hand  in  easy  reach  of  the  gun  at  his  thigh,  lightning

writhing in his veins. Bryce angled her body, already eyeing up the best shot. 

Tharion drifted a few feet to the left, positioning Pippa between himself and

the water. As if he’d tackle her into it. 

But Pippa moved casually to the other side of the sarcophagus as she

said to Cormac, “The code to that box is seven-three-four-two-five.” 

Her voice was smooth and fancy—like she was some rich Pangeran kid

playing at being a rebel. She said to Hunt, “We’re waiting with bated breath

for your analysis, Umbra Mortis.” It was practically an order. 

Hunt  stared  at  her  from  under  lowered  brows.  He  knew  he  was

recognizable. But the way she said his name definitely carried a threat. Pippa

shifted  her  attention  to  Cormac.  “I  wondered  when  you’d  try  to  turn  them

against me.” 

Hunt and Bryce drew close, guns at their fingertips now. Ruhn kept a

step back, guarding their rear. And Tharion …

The  mer  had  silently  shifted  positions  again,  putting  himself  within  a

few easy bounds of tackling Pippa. 

“I  haven’t  said  anything  to  them  about  you  yet,”  Cormac  said  with

impressive iciness. 

“Oh? Then why were you in such a rush to get here? I can only assume

it was for one of two reasons: to convince them to put  you in charge of the

Valbaran front, presumably by slandering me, or to try to capture me so I can

tell you everything I know about Emile Renast.” 

“Who says both can’t be true?” Cormac countered. 

Pippa grunted. “You needn’t have bothered with capturing me. I would

have worked with you to find him. But you wanted the glory for yourself.” 

“We’re  talking  about  a  child’s  life,”  Cormac  snarled.  “You  only  want

him as a weapon.” 

“And you don’t?” Pippa sneered at them all. “It must make it easier for

you if you pretend you’re better than I am.” 

Tharion said, deadly soft, “We’re not the ones torturing people to death

for intel on the kid.” 

She frowned. “Is that what you think I’ve been up to? Those gruesome

murders?” 

“We  found  human  scents   and  a  piece  of  one  of  your  soldiers  on  the

kid’s trail,” Tharion growled, a hand drifting to his knives. 

Her lips curved into a cold smile. “You arrogant, narrow-minded Vanir. 

Always  thinking  the  worst  of  us  humans.”  She  shook  her  head  in  mock

sympathy. “You’re too coiled up in your own snake’s nest to see the truth. Or

to see who among you has a forked tongue.” 

True  to  form,  Bryce  stuck  out  her  tongue  at  the  soldier.  Pippa  only

sneered. 

“Enough,  Pippa.”  Cormac  punched  the  code  into  the  small  box  at  the

foot  of  the  sarcophagus.  Bryce’s  eyes  had  narrowed,  though.  She  held

Pippa’s gaze—and a chill went down Hunt’s spine at the pure dominance in

Bryce’s face. 

Pippa  drawled,  “It  is  of  no  concern  now.  anyway.  The  boy  has  been

deemed  a  waste  of  resources.  Especially  now  that  we  have  …  better

weapons to wield.” 

As if in answer, the lid popped open with a hiss, and Hunt threw an arm in  front  of  Bryce  as  it  slid  aside.  Smoke  from  dry  ice  billowed  out,  and

Cormac cleared it away with a brush of his hand. 

Pippa said, “Well, Umbra Mortis? I await your insights.” 

“I’d  mind  how  you  speak  to  him,  Pippa,”  Cormac  warned  her,  voice

sharp with authority. 

Pippa  faced  Bryce,  though.  “And  you’re  Cormac’s  bride,  yes?”  No

kindness, no warmth filled her tone. 

Bryce flashed the female a smile. “You can have the job if you want it

so badly.” 

Pippa  bristled,  but  Cormac  gestured  Hunt  forward  as  the  last  of  the

smoke cleared. 

Hunt  surveyed  the  suit  in  the  box  and  swore.  “The  Asteri  designed

this?”  he  asked.  Pippa  nodded,  lips  pursed  tight.  “For  Vanir  to  pilot?”  he

pushed. 

Another  nod.  Pippa  said,  “I  don’t  see  how  it  can  possess  more  power

than ours, though. It’s smaller than our models.” The quicksilver-bright suit

would stand about seven feet high. 

“You know what you’re looking at?” Ruhn asked Hunt, scratching his

head. 

“It’s like a robot,” Bryce said, peering into the box. 

“It’s not,” Hunt said. He rocked back on his heels, mind racing. “I heard

rumors about this kind of thing being made, but I always thought it was a

long shot.” 

“What is it?” Pippa demanded. 

“Impatient, are we?” Hunt mocked. But he tapped a finger on the suit. 

“This metal has the same makeup as gorsian stones.” He nodded to Bryce. 

“Like what they did with the synth—they were seeking ways to weaponize

the gorsian stones.” 

“We already have them in our bullets,” Pippa said smugly. 

He ground out, “I know you do.” He had a scar on his stomach from

one. 

Perhaps that threat alone was what had kept Tharion from making his

move. The mer had a clear shot toward Pippa. But could he run faster than

she could draw her gun? Hunt and Bryce could help him, but … Hunt really

didn’t want to outright attack an Ophion leader. Let Tharion and the River

Queen deal with that shit. 

Pippa shifted a few inches out of Tharion’s range once more. 

Hunt went on, “This metal … The Asteri have been researching a way

to make the gorsian ore absorb magic, not suppress it.” 

Ruhn said, “Seems like ordinary titanium to me.” 

“Look closer,” Hunt said. “There are slight purple veins in it. That’s the

gorsian stone. I’d know it anywhere.” 

“So what can it do?” Bryce asked. 

“If I’m right,” Hunt said hoarsely, “it can draw the firstlight from the

ground.  From  all  the  pipes  of  it  crisscrossing  the  land.  These  suits  would

draw  up  the  firstlight  and  turn  it  into  weapons.  Brimstone  missiles,  made

right there on the spot. The suit would never run out of ammo, never run out

of battery life. Simply find the underground power lines, and it’d be charged

up and ready to kill. That’s why they’re smaller—because they don’t need

all the extra  tech  and  room  for  the  arsenal  that  the  human  suits  require.  A

Vanir warrior could climb inside and essentially wear it like an exoskeleton

—like armor.” 

Silence. 

Pippa said, voice full of awe, “Do you know what this would mean for

the cause?” 

Bryce said dryly, “It means a Hel of a lot more people would die.” 

“Not if it’s in our hands,” Pippa said. That light in her eyes—Hunt had

seen it before, in the face of Philip Briggs. 

Pippa went on, more to herself than to any of them, “We’d at last have a

source of magic to unleash on them. Make them understand how we suffer.” 

She let out a delighted laugh. 

Cormac stiffened. So did Tharion. 

But Hunt said, “This is a prototype. There might be some kinks to work

out.” 

“We have excellent engineers,” Pippa said firmly. 

Hunt pushed, “This is a death machine.” 

“And what is a gun?” Pippa snapped. “Or a sword?” She sneered at the

lightning  zapping  at  his  fingertips.  “What  is  your  magic,  angel,  but  an

instrument of death?” Her eyes blazed again. “This suit is simply a variation

on a theme.” 

Ruhn said to Hunt, “So what’s your take on it? Can Ophion use it?” 

“No  one  should  fucking  use  it,”  Hunt  growled.  “On  either  side.”  He

said  to  Cormac,  “And  if  you’re  smart,  you’ll  tell  Command  to  track  down

the scientists behind this and destroy them and their plans. The bloodshed on both sides will become monstrous if you’re all using these things.” 

“It’s already monstrous,” Cormac said quietly. “I just want it ended.” 

But Pippa said, “The Vanir deserve everything that’s coming to them.” 

Bryce grinned. “So do you, terrorizing that poor boy and then deciding

he’s not worth it.” 

“Emile?”  Pippa  laughed.  “He’s  not  the  helpless  baby  you  think  he  is. 

He found allies to protect him. By all means, go retrieve him. I doubt he’ll

help  the  Vanir  win  this  war—not  now  that  we  have  this  technology  in  our

hands. Thunderbirds are nothing compared to this.” She ran a hand over the

rim of the box. 

Tharion cut in, “Where’s the kid?” 

Pippa  smirked.  “Somewhere  even  you,  mer,  would  fear  to  tread.  I’m

content  to  leave  him  there,  and  so  is  Command.  The  boy  is  no  longer  our

priority.” 

Bryce seethed, “You’re deluded if you think this suit is anything but a

disaster for everyone.” 

Pippa crossed her arms. “I don’t see how you have any right to judge. 

While  you’re  busy  getting  your  nails  painted,  Princess,  good  people  are

fighting and dying in this war.” 

Bryce  wiggled  her  nails  at  the  rebel.  “If  I’m  going  to  associate  with

losers like you, I might as well look good doing it.” 

Hunt shook his head, cutting off Pippa before she could retort. “We’re

talking  machines  that  can  make   brimstone  missiles  within  seconds  and

unleash them at short range.” His lightning now sizzled at his hands. 

“Yes,” Pippa said, eyes still lit with predatory bloodlust. “No Vanir will

stand  a  chance.”  She  lifted  her  attention  to  the  ship  above  them,  and  Hunt

followed her focus in time to see the crew appearing at the rails. Backs to

them. 

Five  mer,  two  shifter-types.  None  in  an  Ophion  uniform.  Rebel

sympathizers, then, who’d likely volunteered their boat and services to the

cause. They raised their hands. 

“What the fuck are you doing?” Hunt growled, just as Pippa lifted her

arm  in  a  signal  to  the  human  Lightfall  squadron  standing  atop  the  ship. 

Herding the Vanir crew to the rails. 

Guns cracked. 

Blood sprayed, and Hunt flung out a wing, shading Bryce from the mist

of red. 

The Vanir crumpled, and Ruhn and Cormac began shouting, but Hunt

watched,  frozen,  as  the  Lightfall  squadron  on  deck  approached  the  fallen

crew, pumping their heads full of bullets. 

“First round is always a gorsian bullet,” Pippa said mildly in the terrible

silence  that  followed  as  the  Lightfall  soldiers  drew  long  knives  and  began

severing heads from necks. “To get the Vanir down. The rest are lead. The

beheading makes it permanent.” 

“Are you fucking  insane?” Hunt burst out, just as Tharion spat, “You’re

a murdering psycho.” 

But  Cormac  snarled  at  Pippa,  getting  in  her  face,  blocking  Tharion’s

direct path. “I was told the crew would be unharmed. They helped us out of

their belief in the cause.” 

She said flatly, “They’re Vanir.” 

“And that’s an excuse for this?” Ruhn shouted. Blood gleamed on his

neck, his cheek, from where it had sprayed down. “They’re Vanir who are

 helping you.” 

Pippa only shrugged again. “This is war. We can’t risk them telling the

Asteri where we are. The order to put the crew down came from Command. 

I am their instrument.” 

“You and Command are going to lead these people to ruin.” Shadows

gathered at Ruhn’s shoulders. “And like Hel am I going to help you do it.” 

Pippa  only  snickered.  “Such  lofty  morals.”  A  phone  buzzed  in  her

pocket,  and  she  checked  the  screen  before  saying,  “I’m  due  to  report  to

Command. Care to join me, Cormac?” She smiled slightly. “I’m sure they’d

 love to hear your concerns.” 

Cormac only glared, and Pippa let out a sharp whistle—an order. With

that, she sauntered down the quay toward the side cavern, where the rest of

the rebels had gone. A moment later, the human Lightfall squadron walked

off the ship, guns at their sides. Ruhn snarled softly, but they followed Pippa

without so much as glancing toward them. 

The humans were bold as Hel to stride past them, putting their backs to

Vanir after what they’d done. 

When  Pippa  and  Lightfall  had  vanished,  Tharion  said,  “She  knows

where Emile is.” 

“If you can trust her,” Bryce countered. 

“She  knows,”  Cormac  said.  He  gestured  to  Tharion.  “You  want  to interrogate  her,  go  ahead.  But  with  her  and  Lightfall  now  in  charge  of  the

Valbaran  front,  your  queen  will  have  a  mess  on  her  hands  if  you  move

against them. I’d think twice if I were you, mer.” 

Bryce hummed her agreement, mouth twisting to the side. “I’d stay the

Hel away from her.” 

Hunt tucked in his wings. Assessed his mate. 

She slid her gaze to him. Innocently. Too innocently. 

She knew something. 

She dropped the  Who, me?  expression and glared at him. As if to say, 

 Don’t you fucking rat me out, Athalar. 

He was stunned enough that he inclined his head. He’d get the truth out

of her later. 

Tharion  was  asking,  “All  this  ammo  they  unloaded  …  Ophion  is

bringing it into this region. To do what—stage some big battle?” 

“No one would tell me,” Cormac said. “If they let Pippa have free rein, 

she’ll  commit  atrocities  that  will  make  that  leopard  massacre  seem

merciful.” 

“You think she’d start shit in Lunathion?” Ruhn asked. 

“I  don’t  see  why  you’d  bring  in  guns  and  missiles  for  a  tea  party,” 

Tharion said, rubbing his jaw. Then he added, “They already had this base

set up. How long has it been here on Ydra?” 

“Not sure,” Cormac said. 

“Well,  with  Pippa  at  the  helm,  it  seems  like  they’re  ready  to  strike,” 

Ruhn said. 

Hunt said, “I can’t let them do that. Even if I wasn’t in the 33rd, I can’t

let  them  attack  innocent  people.  They  want  to  go  head-to-head  on  some

muddy  battlefield,  fine,  but  I’m  not  going  to  let  them  hurt  anyone  in  my

city.” 

“Me  neither,”  Ruhn  said.  “I’ll  lead  the  Aux  against  you—against

Ophion. Tell Command that if they make one move, they can say goodbye to

their contact with Daybright.” 

Tharion  didn’t  say  anything.  Hunt  didn’t  blame  him.  The  mer  would

have to follow the River Queen’s orders. But his face was grim. 

Cormac  said,  “You  warn  anyone  in  Lunathion,  they’ll  ask  how  you

know.” 

Hunt  observed  the  bodies  slumped  against  the  boat  railing.  “That’s  a risk I’m willing to take. And one of us is a master of spinning bullshit.” He

pointed to Bryce. 

Bryce scowled. Yeah, she knew he didn’t just mean spinning lies for the

authorities about their involvement with the rebels.  As soon as we’re out of


 here, he silently conveyed,  I want to know everything you  know. 

She glowered, even if she couldn’t read his thoughts. But that glower

turned  into  icy  determination  as  the  others  noticed  the  look.  She  lifted  her chin.  “We  can’t  let  the  Asteri  get  this  suit.  Or  Ophion—especially  the

Lightfall squadron.” 

Hunt  nodded.  At  least  on  this,  they  were  on  the  same  page.  “They’re

going to be so fucking pissed.” 

“I guess that means it’s business as usual,” Bryce said, winking despite

her pale face. She said to him, “Light it up, Hunt.” 

Cormac whirled. “What are you—” 

Hunt didn’t give the prince time to finish before he laid a hand on the

suit and blasted it apart with his lightning. 

Hunt  didn’t  stop  at  destroying  the  suit.  His  lightning  slammed  the  parked

trucks, too. Every single one of them. Bryce couldn’t help but marvel at the

sight of him—like a god of lightning. Like Thurr himself. 

He looked  exactly like that statuette that had sat on her desk a couple

weeks ago—

Ruhn bellowed at her to get down, and Bryce hit the ground, covering

her head with her arms as truck after truck exploded across the cavern. The

walls  shook,  stones  falling,  and  then  there  were  wings  blocking  her, 

protecting her. 

“There are brimstone missiles on those trucks!” Cormac roared. 

Bryce raised her head as Hunt pointed to the untouched truck marked

 Pie Life. “Only on that one.” He must have somehow figured it out during

the few minutes they’d been here. Hunt grinned wickedly at Tharion. “Let’s

see what you got, Ketos.” 

Tharion  grinned  back,  pure  predator.  The  male  behind  the  charming

mask. 

A wall of water slammed into the pie truck, sending it toppling over the

quay. Tharion’s power sucked it swiftly and deeply below, and then created a

small eddy, forming an open tunnel to the truck—

Hunt’s  lightning  speared  through  it.  The  water  slammed  shut  in  its wake,  covering  the  lightning’s  path  as  the  truck  exploded  beneath  the

surface. 

Water sprayed through the cave, and Bryce ducked again. 

People  were  shouting  now,  rushing  from  far  inside  the  cave,  guns

pointed toward where the trucks burned, a wall of flame licking toward the

cave’s distant ceiling. 

“Time to go,” Hunt said to Cormac, who was gaping at them. He hadn’t

gone for his sword, which was a good sign, but—

The prince whirled to the rebels, shouting across the chaos, “It was an

accident!” 

There  was  no  use  in  covering  their  asses,  Bryce  thought  as  Hunt

grabbed her to him, wings spreading in anticipation of a mad dash through

the  cave  and  out  into  the  open  air.  Like  he  wouldn’t  wait  for  Cormac  to

teleport them. 

“We’re leaving,” Hunt ordered Ruhn, who fell into a defensive position

behind him. Hunt said to Tharion, “You want Pippa, it’s now or never.” 

Tharion scanned the chaos beyond the trucks, the rebels advancing with

their  guns.  No  sign  of  Pippa.  “I’m  not  running  a  foot  closer  to  that  shit,” 

Tharion murmured. 

Cormac had raised his hands as he approached his Ophion allies. The

prince shouted to them, “The suit came to life, and launched its power—” 

A gunshot cracked. Cormac went down. 

Ruhn swore, and Hunt held Bryce tight to his side as Cormac struggled on

the ground, a hand to his shoulder. No exit wound. 

“Fuck,”  Cormac  cursed  as  Pippa  Spetsos  emerged  from  the  shadows. 

She likely wanted the Avallen Prince alive for questioning. 

And if Hunt flew into the air … he’d be an easy target. Especially while

still  inside  the  confines  of  the  cave,  no  matter  how  massive. Tharion went

for a knife at his side. Water wreathed his long fingers. 

“Don’t  be  dumb,”  Hunt  warned  Tharion.  He  whirled  on  Cormac. 

“Teleport us out.” 

“Can’t,” Cormac panted. “Gorsian bullet.” 

“Fuck,” Bryce breathed, and Hunt prepared to take their chances in the

sky, bullets be damned. He was a fast flier. He’d get her out. Then return to

help the others. He just had to get her to safety—

Pippa  snarled  from  across  the  cavern,  “You  are  all   dead,  Vanir  filth.” 

Hunt’s back muscles tensed, wings readying for a mighty leap upward, then

a sharp bank to the left. 

But  at  that  moment,  Bryce  began  glowing.  A  light  that  radiated  from

her star, then outward through her body. “Run on my mark,” she said quietly, 

sliding her hand into Hunt’s. 

“Bryce,” Ruhn started. 

Stars glinted in Bryce’s hair. “Close your eyes, boys.” 

Hunt did, not waiting to see if the others followed. Even with his eyes

shut,  he  could  see  light  sparking,  blinding.  Humans  screamed.  Bryce

shouted, “Go!” 

Hunt  opened  his  eyes  to  the  fading  brightness,  clenched  her  still-

glowing hand, and ran toward the wide cave entrance and open sea. 

“Grab  that  boat!”  Tharion  said,  pointing  toward  a  skiff  moored  a  few

yards inside the cave—presumably how so many rebels had arrived secretly. 

Hunt swept Bryce into his arms and jumped into the air, flapping for it, 

reaching the boat and untying it before the others could arrive, then gunning

the engine. It was ready to go by the time they leapt in, and he made sure

Bryce was securely seated before speeding off. 

“This boat won’t make it back to the coast,” Tharion said, taking over

the steering. “We’ll need to stop at a fuel dock.” 

Cormac gazed toward the billowing smoke rippling from the broad cave

mouth. Like some giant was exhaling a mouthful of mirthroot. “They’ll hunt

us down and kill us.” 

“I’d  like  to  see  them  try,”  Bryce  spat,  wind  whipping  her  hair. 

“Psychotic  assholes.” She seethed at the prince, “You want to fight alongside

those people? They’re no better than Philip fucking Briggs!” 

Cormac shot back, “Why do you think I was doing all I could to find

Emile? I don’t want him in their hands! But this is a war. If you can’t handle

the game, then stay the fuck out of it.” 

“Their methods mean that even if they do win,” Bryce shouted, “there

will be nothing left of them that’s human at all!” 

“This was a bad day,” Cormac said. “This whole encounter—” 

“A bad day? ” Bryce yelled, pointing to the smoldering cave. “All those

people  just  got  murdered!  Is  that  how  you  treat  your  allies?  Is  that  what

you’ll do to us when we have no more value to you? We’ll be pawns for you

to murder and then you’ll manipulate some other decent people into helping

you? You’re Vanir, for fuck’s sake—don’t you realize they’ll do this to  you as well?” 

Cormac only stared at her. 

Bryce  hissed  at  Cormac,  “You  can  fuck  off.  You  and  Pippa  and  the

rebels. Let the Hind tear you to shreds. I want nothing to do with this. We’re

done.”  She  said  to  Tharion,  “And  I’m  done  with  helping  you  and  your

queen, too. I’m done with all of this.” 

Hunt  tried  not  to  sag  with  relief.  Maybe  they  could  now  wipe  their

hands clean of any damning association. 

Tharion said nothing to her, to any of them, his face grave. 

Bryce turned on Ruhn. “I’m not going to tell you what to do with your

life, but I’d think twice about associating with Agent Daybright. She’ll stab

you  right  in  the  back,  if  the  way  these  people  treat  their  allies  is  any

indication.” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, but he didn’t sound convinced. 

For  a  moment,  it  seemed  like  she  might  fight  him  on  it,  but  she  kept

quiet.  Thinking  it  through,  no  doubt.  Along  with  whatever  other  secrets

she’d been keeping. 

Hunt  turned  to  monitor  the  island’s  shoreline.  No  boats  came  after

them, and nothing lay ahead except open water. But—

He went still at the sight of the sleek black dog running along one of the

dry, white cliffs of the island. Its coat was a strange, matte black. 

He knew that dog. That particular shade of black. Like the wings it bore

in its other form. The hound ran along the cliffs, barking. 

“Fuck,” Hunt said softly. 

He lifted an arm to signal to the dog that he’d seen it. Seen him. The

dog pointed with a massive paw westward, the direction they were headed. 

He barked once. As if in warning. 

“Is that—” Ruhn asked, seeing the dog as well. 

“Baxian.”  Hunt  scanned  the  western  horizon.  “Head  northward, 

Tharion.” 

“If  Baxian’s  on  those  cliffs  …”  Bryce  looped  an  arm  through  Hunt’s

and pressed tight. 

Hunt  could  think  of  only  one  enemy  Baxian  might  be  summoned  to

work alongside. “The Hind can’t be far away.” 
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“You have to teleport us out,” Bryce ordered Cormac, who pressed a hand to

his bloody shoulder. “Let me get that gorsian bullet out of you and—” 

“You can’t. They’re designed to split apart into shrapnel on impact to

make  sure  that  the  magic  is  suppressed  for  as  long  as  possible.  I’ll  need

surgery to get every last shard out of me.” 

“How did the Hind find us?” Bryce demanded, breathing hard. 

Cormac pointed to the smoke. “Someone must have tipped her off that

there was something going down here today. And Athalar just let her know

our precise location.” 

Hunt bristled, lightning flaring around his head like a bright twin of the

halo. Bryce grabbed his shoulder in warning, but said to Cormac, “I’ll try, 

then. Teleporting.” 

“You’ll wind up in the sea,” Cormac hissed. 

“I’ll try,” she repeated, and clenched Hunt’s hand harder. Only a little

guilt  stabbed  her  that  it  was  his  and  not  Ruhn’s  that  she  grabbed,  but  if  it came down to it … she’d get Hunt out first. 

Tharion cut in, “I could protect us in the water, but we’d need to jump

in first.” 

Bryce shut out his voice as the others began arguing, and then—

“Fuck,” Hunt snarled, and she knew even before she opened her eyes

that the Hind had appeared on the horizon. Guns cracked from a distance at a

steady beat, but Bryce kept her eyes closed, willing herself to concentrate. 

Hunt said, “They want to keep me from flying.” 

Ruhn asked, “Do they know who we are?” 

“No,” Cormac said, “but the Hind always has snipers do this. You get

airborne,” he said to Hunt as Bryce gritted her teeth,  ordering her power to

move them away, “and you’ll be vulnerable.” 

“Can we make it to the next island before they reach us?” Ruhn asked

Tharion. 

Tharion rifled through the compartment beside the steering wheel. “No. 

They’re  on  a  faster  boat.  They’ll  be  on  us  when  we  hit  open  water.”  He

pulled out a pair of binoculars. “A good two miles from shore.” 

“Shit,”  Ruhn  said.  “Keep  going.  We’ll  run  until  there’s  no  other

option.” 

Bryce  tried  to  calm  her  frantic  breathing.  Hunt  squeezed  her  hand  in

encouragement,  lightning  zapping  into  her  fingers,  but  Cormac  said  to  her

quietly, “You can’t do it.” 

“I can.” But she opened her eyes, blinking at the brightness. This was

such a beautiful place to die, with the turquoise sea and white islands behind

them. 

“Pollux  and  the  Harpy  are  with  the  Hind,”  Tharion  announced, 

lowering the binoculars. 

“Get  down,”  Hunt  warned,  ducking  low.  They  all  went  with  him,  the

water from the floor of the boat soaking into the knees of Bryce’s leggings. 

“If we can see them, they can see us.” 

“You  say  that  as  if  there’s  a  chance  of  us  somehow  getting  away

unseen,” Bryce muttered. She said to Tharion, “You can swim. Get the Hel

out of here.” 

“No way.” The wind tossed the mer’s red hair as they bounded over the

swells,  the  boat  steered  on  a  current  of  his  power.  “We’re  in  this  until  the bitter end, Legs.” But then the mer stiffened and roared, “Into the water! ” 

Bryce didn’t second-guess him. She flung herself over the boat’s side, 

Hunt splashing in with her, wings spraying water wide. The others followed. 

Tharion used his water magic to propel them a safe distance away, a wave of

power that had Bryce sputtering as she emerged, salt stinging her eyes. 

Right as something massive and glowing shot beneath her legs. 

The torpedo struck the boat. 

The  tremor  in  the  water  rippled  through  her,  and  Tharion  propelled

them  farther  out  as  the  boat  exploded  into  smithereens,  a  plume  of  spray

shooting sky-high. 

Then it subsided, a field of debris and lashing waves left in its wake. 

Exposed  and  adrift  in  the  water,  Bryce  scanned  for  anywhere  to  go. 

Hunt was doing the same. 

But Ruhn said, “Oh gods.” 

She looked to where her brother was treading water. Beheld the three

massive black shapes aiming for them. 

Omega-boats. 

Ruhn  had  never  once  in  his  life  felt  as  useless  as  he  did  treading  water, 

flotsam drifting past, Ydra distant behind them and the next island not even a

smudge on the horizon. 

Even if Athalar could manage to get airborne with waterlogged wings, 

snipers  were  waiting  to  down  him—and  Bryce.  Cormac  couldn’t  teleport, 

and Tharion might be able to move them a little with his water, but against

three Omega-boats …

He met Hunt’s stare over the bobbing swells, the angel’s soaking face

grim with determination. Hunt asked, “Shadows?” 

“Sun’s too bright.” And the waves shifted them too much. 

Two  of  the  Omega-boats  peeled  off  for  Ydra,  presumably  to  prevent

any Ophion boats from escaping. But that still left one massive submersible

against them. And the Hind, the Harpy, and the Hammer on that approaching

speedboat. 

Once their faces became clear, it’d be over. Sandriel’s old triarii would

know  who  they  were,  and  they’d  be  dead  fucking  meat.  The  Helhound, 

apparently, had tried to help them, but the rest of those assholes …

“Get out of here,” Bryce scolded Tharion again. 

Tharion  shook  his  head,  water  spraying.  “If  Athalar  can  down  their

boats—” 

“I  can’t,”  Hunt  cut  in,  and  Ruhn  raised  his  brows.  Hunt  explained, 

“Even if it wouldn’t give away my identity, you’re in the water with me. If I

unleash my lightning …” 

Ruhn finished, “We’re deep-fried.” 

Hunt  said  to  Bryce,  “You  can’t  blind  them,  either.  They’ll  know  it’s

you.” 

“That’s  a  risk  I’m  willing  to  take,”  she  countered,  treading  water. 

“Lightning,  they’d  know  it’s  you.  But  a  bright  burst  of  light  …  there  are

more ways to excuse it. I can blind them, and when they’re down, we seize

their boat.” 

Hunt  nodded  grimly,  but  Ruhn  countered,  “That  doesn’t  handle  the Omega-boat. It doesn’t have windows.” 

“We’ll take our chances,” Hunt said. 

“Right.” Bryce focused on the approaching death squad. “How close do

we let them get?” 

Hunt  eyed  their  enemies.  “Close  enough  that  we  can  leap  on  board

when they’re blinded.” 

Ruhn muttered, “So really damn close.” 

Bryce blew out a breath. “All right. All right.” Light began flickering

from her chest, building, casting the water around her into palest blue. “Just

tell me when,” she said to Hunt. 

“Someone’s coming,” Tharion said, pointing with a clawed hand to the

fleet.  A  wave  skimmer  broke  away  from  the  speedboat.  A  familiar  golden

head appeared atop it, bouncing across the waves. 

“The Hind,” Cormac said, blanching. 

“At least she’s alone.” 

“There goes our plan,” Bryce hissed. 

“No,” Hunt said, though lightning began to glow in his gaze. Burning

Solas. “We hold to it. She’s coming to talk.” 

“How do you know that?” 

Hunt growled, “The others are holding back.” 

Ruhn  asked,  hating  that  he  didn’t  know,  “Why  would  the  Hind  do

that?” 

“To  torment  us,”  Cormac  guessed.  “She  toys  with  enemies  before

slaughtering them.” 

Athalar said to Bryce, the general incarnate, “Blind her when I give the

signal.”  He  ordered  Tharion,  “Use  one  of  those  knives  as  soon  as  she’s

down.” The mer drew a blade. Bryce’s light fluttered in the water, reaching

down in the depths. 

The Omega slowed behind the Hind, but continued to creep closer. 

“Say  nothing,”  Cormac  warned  them  as  the  wave  skimmer  slowed, 

engine quieting. 

And then the Hind was there, in her impeccable imperial uniform, black

boots shining with water. Not one hair on her golden head lay out of place, 

and her face was the portrait of cruel calm as she said, “What a surprise.” 

None of them said a word. 

The Hind slung one of her lean legs over the wave skimmer so she sat

sidesaddle, and braced her elbows on her knees. Put her delicate chin in her

hands. “This is the fun part of my job, you know. Finding the rats who nibble

away at the safety of our empire.” 

Such a dead, hateful face. Like she was a statue, flawless and carved, 

brought to life. 

The Hind nodded to Bryce, though. Her red lips curved upward. “Is that

little light for me?” 

“Come closer and find out,” Bryce said, earning a warning look from

Hunt. What was he waiting for? 

But the Hind surveyed Tharion. “Your presence is … troublesome.” 

The water around him thrashed, roiled by his magic, but the mer kept

silent. For some reason, he hadn’t yet shifted. Was it some attempt to remain

unrecognized for what he was? Or maybe a predator’s instinct to hide one of

his biggest assets until he could strike? 

But  the  Hind  sized  up  Tharion  again.  “I’m  glad  to  see  the  River

Queen’s  Captain  of  Intelligence  is  indeed  smart  enough  to  know  that  if  he

used his power to do something stupid like overturn this wave skimmer, my

companions would unleash Hel upon all of you.” 

Tharion’s teeth flashed. But he didn’t attack. 

Then  the  Hind  met  Ruhn’s  stare,  and  all  that  he  was  diluted  to  pure, 

lethal rage. 

He’d  kill  her,  and  do  it  gladly.  If  he  could  get  on  that  wave  skimmer

before Tharion, he’d rip out her throat with his teeth. 

“Two  Fae  Princes,”  the  Hind  purred.  “Crown  Princes,  no  less.  The

future of the royal bloodlines.” She clicked her tongue. “Not to mention that

one of them is a Starborn heir. What a scandal this shall be for the Fae. What

shame this will bring.” 

“What  do  you  want?”  Hunt  challenged,  lightning  skittering  over  his

shoulders. Bryce twisted toward him with alarm, and Ruhn tensed. 

Athalar’s power glowed along the tops of his wings, twining in his hair. 

Each breath seemed to summon more of it, keeping it well above the waves’

reach. Readying for the strike. 

“I  already  have  what  I  want,”  the  Hind  said  coolly.  “Proof  of  your

treachery.” 

Bryce’s light shimmered and built, rippling into the depths below. And

Hunt … If he unleashed his power, he’d electrocute all of them. 

Ruhn  said  to  his  sister,  mind-to-mind,  Get  on  that  wave  skimmer  and run. 

 Fuck that.  Bryce slammed her mind shut to him. 

The  Hind  reached  into  her  pocket,  and  the  lightning  above  Athalar

flared,  a  whip  readying  to  strike  whatever  gun  the  deer  shifter  possessed. 

Still he didn’t give the signal. 

But the Hind pulled out a small white stone. Held it up. 

She smiled slightly at Cormac. “I showed one of these to Sofie Renast

before she died, you know. Made this same demonstration.” 

 Died.  The word seemed to clang across the water. The Hind had truly

killed her, then. 

Cormac spat, “I’m going to rip you to pieces.” 

The  Hind  laughed  softly.  “From  where  I’m  sitting,  I  don’t  see  much

chance of that.” She extended her arm over the water. Her slim, manicured

fingers splayed, and the stone plunged. It left barely a ripple on the waves as

it fluttered down, down, down, shimmering white in Bryce’s light, and then

vanishing into the deep. 

“Long way to the bottom,” the Hind observed dryly. “I wonder if you’ll

drown before you reach it.” The Omega-boat surged closer. 

“Choose wisely,” the Hind crooned. “Come with me,” she said to Hunt, 

to Bryce, “or see what the seafloor has to offer you.” 

“Get fucked,” Hunt seethed. 

“Oh, I plan to, once this is done,” she said, smiling wickedly. 

Hunt’s lightning flickered again. Glowed in his eyes. Shit—Athalar was

walking a fine line of control. 

Bryce  murmured  Hunt’s  name  in  warning.  Hunt  ignored  her,  but

Tharion cursed softly. 

 What is it?  Ruhn asked the male, who didn’t look his way as Tharion

replied,  Something big. Gunning for us. 

 Not the Omega-boat? 

 No. It’s … What the fuck is it? 

“Hurry now,” the Hind drawled. “Not much time.” 

Lightning wrapped around Hunt’s head. Ruhn’s heart stalled a beat as it

lingered—like a crown, making of Hunt an anointed, primal god. Willing to

slaughter any in his path to save the female he loved. He’d fry every single

one of them if it meant getting Bryce out alive. 

Some intrinsic part of Ruhn trembled at it. Whispered that he should get far, far away and pray for mercy. 

But  Bryce  didn’t  balk  from  the  knee-wobbling  power  surging  around

Athalar. Like she saw all of him and welcomed it into her heart. 

Hunt,  eyes  nothing  but  pure  lightning,  nodded  at  Bryce.  As  if  to  say, 

 Blind the bitch. 

Bryce sucked in a breath, and began to glow. 

Something  solid  and  metal  hit  Bryce’s  legs,  her  feet,  and  before  she  could

fully  release  her  light,  she  was  hurled  up  with  it.  When  the  water  washed

away, she lay on the hull of an Omega-boat. 

No—it wasn’t imperial. The insignia on it was of two entwined fishes. 

Hunt  lay  beside  her,  wings  dripping  wet—lightning  still  crackling

around him. His eyes …

Holy  fuck,  his  eyes.  Pure  lightning  filled  them.  No  whites,  no  irises. 

Nothing but lightning. 

It snapped around him, vines wreathing his arms, his brow. Bryce had

the vague sense of the others behind them, but she kept her focus on Hunt. 

“Hunt,” she gasped out. “Calm down.” 

Hunt snarled toward the Hind. Lightning flowed like tongues of flame

from  his  mouth.  But  the  Hind  had  fallen  back,  revving  her  wave  skimmer

and  retreating  toward  her  line  of  boats.  Like  she  knew  what  kind  of  death

Hunt was about to unleash on her. 

“Hunt,”  Bryce  said,  but  something  metal  clanked  against  the  broad

snout of the ship, and then a female voice was bellowing, “Down the hatch! 

 Now! ” 

Bryce  didn’t  question  their  good  luck.  Didn’t  care  that  the  Hind  had

seen them, knew them, and they’d let the spy-breaker live. She hurtled to her

feet, slipping on the metal, but Hunt was there, a hand under her elbow. His

lightning danced up her arm, tickling, but not hurting. His eyes still blazed

with power as they assessed the unknown female ahead, who—to her credit

—didn’t run screaming. 

Bryce glanced behind to find Ruhn helping Cormac along, Tharion at

their  backs,  a  wave  of  water  now  towering  between  him  and  the  Hind. 

Hiding them from the view of the approaching speedboat, with Pollux and

the Harpy on it. 

It didn’t matter now. The Hind knew. 

A  dark-haired  female  waved  to  them  from  a  hatch  midway  along  the massive  length  of  the  ship—as  large  as  an  Omega-boat.  Her  brown  skin

gleamed  with  ocean  spray,  her  narrow  face  set  with  grim  calm  as  she

gestured for them to hurry. 

Yet Hunt’s lightning still didn’t ease. Bryce knew it wouldn’t, until they

were sure what the fuck was happening. 

“Hurry,” the female said as Bryce reached the hatch. “We have less than

a  minute  to  get  out  of  here.”  Bryce  gripped  the  rungs  of  a  ladder  and

propelled  herself  downward,  Hunt  right  behind  her.  The  female  swore, 

presumably at the sight of Hunt’s current state. 

Bryce kept going down. Lightning slithered along the ladder, but didn’t

bite. Like Hunt was holding himself in check. 

One  after  another,  they  entered,  and  the  female  had  barely  shut  the

hatch when the ship shuddered and swayed. Bryce clenched the ladder as the

craft submerged. 

“We’re diving!” the female shouted. “Hold on!” 

Bryce’s stomach lurched with the ship, but she kept descending. People

milled  about  below,  shouting.  They  halted  as  Hunt’s  lightning  surged  over

the floor. A vanguard of what was to come. 

“If they’re Ophion, we’re fucked,” Ruhn muttered from above Hunt. 

“Only if they know about what we did,” Tharion breathed from the end

of their party. 

Bryce  rallied  her  light  with  each  step  downward.  Between  facing  the

two enemies now at their throats, she’d take Ophion, but … Could she and

Hunt  take  down  this  ship,  if  they  needed  to?  Could  they  do  it  without

drowning themselves and their friends? 

She dropped into a clean, bright white chamber—an air lock. Rows of

underwater gear lined it, along with several people in blue uniforms by the

door. Mer. The female who had escorted them joined the others waiting for

them. 

A  brown-haired,  ample-hipped  female  stepped  forward,  scanning

Bryce. 

Her eyes widened as Hunt dropped to the wet floor, lightning flowing

around him. She had the good sense to hold up her hands. The people behind

her did, too. “We mean you no harm,” she said with firm calm. 

Hunt  didn’t  back  down  from  whatever  primal  wrath  he  rode.  Bryce’s

breathing hitched. 

Ruhn  and  Cormac  dropped  on  Bryce’s  other  side,  and  the  female scanned  them,  too,  face  strained  as  she  noted  the  injured  Avallen  Prince, 

who  sagged  against  Ruhn.  But  she  smiled  as  Tharion  entered  on  Hunt’s

right. Like she’d found someone of reason in this giant clusterfuck that had

just tumbled down the hatch. 

“You  called  for  us?”  she  asked  Tharion,  glancing  nervously  toward

Hunt. 

Bryce murmured to Hunt, “Chill the fuck out.” 

Hunt  stared  at  each  of  the  strangers,  as  if  sizing  up  a  kill.  Lightning

sizzled through his hair. 

“Hunt,” Bryce muttered, but didn’t dare reach for his hand. 

“I …” Tharion drew his wide eyes from Hunt and blinked at the female. 

“What?” 

“Our Oracle sensed we’d be needed somewhere in this vicinity, so we

came.  Then  we  got  your  message,”  she  said  tightly,  an  eye  still  fixed  on

Hunt. “The light.” 

Ruhn  and  Tharion  turned  to  Bryce,  Cormac  nearly  a  dead  weight  of

exhaustion  in  her  brother’s  arms.  Tharion  smiled  roughly.  “You’re  a  good

luck charm, Legs.” 

It was the stupidest stroke of luck she’d ever had. Bryce said, “I, uh … I

sent the light.” 

Hunt’s  lightning  crackled,  a  second  skin  over  his  body,  his  soaked

clothes. He didn’t show any signs of calming down. She had no idea  how to

calm him down. 

 This was how he was that day with Sandriel, Ruhn said into her mind. 

 When he ripped off her head.  He added tightly,  You were in danger then, too. 

 And what’s that supposed to mean? 

 Why don’t you tell me? 

 You seem like you know what the fuck is happening with him. 

Ruhn  glared  at  her  as  Hunt  continued  to  glow  and  menace.  It  means

 that  he’s  going  ballistic  in  the  way  that  only  mates  can  when  the  other  is threatened. It’s what happened then, and what’s happening now. You’re true

 mates—the  way  Fae  are  mates,  in  your  bodies  and  souls.  That’s  what  was

 different about your scent the other day. Your scents have merged. As they do

 between Fae mates. 

She glared right back at her brother.  So what? 

 So  find  some  way  to  calm  him  down.  Athalar’s  your  fucking  problem now. 

Bryce sent a mental image of her middle finger back in answer. 

The  mer  female  squared  her  shoulders,  unaware  of  Ruhn  and  Bryce’s

conversation,  and  said  to  Tharion,  “We’re  not  out  of  this  yet.  There’s  an

Omega  on  our  tail.”  She  spoke  like  Hunt  wasn’t  a  living  thunderstorm

standing two feet away. 

Bryce’s heart strained. True mates. Not only in name, but … in the way

that Fae could be mates with each other. 

Ruhn  said,  Athalar  was  dangerous  before.  But  as  a  mated  male,  he’s

 utterly lethal. 

Bryce countered,  He was always lethal. 

 Not like this. There’s no mercy in him. He’s gone lethal in a Fae way. 

In that predatory, kill-all-enemies way.  He’s an angel. 

 Doesn’t seem to matter. 

One  look  at  Hunt’s  hard  face,  and  she  knew  Ruhn  was  right.  Some

small part of her thrilled at it—that he’d descended this far into some primal

instinct to try to save her. 

 Alphaholes can have their uses, she said to her brother with a bravado

she didn’t feel, and returned to the conversation at hand. 

Tharion was saying to the female, “Captain Tharion Ketos of the Blue

Court, at your service.” 

The  female  saluted  as  the  people  with  her  opened  an  airtight  door  to

reveal  a  shining  glass  hallway.  Blue  stretched  around  it,  a  passageway

through the ocean. A few fish shot past—or the ship shot past the fish. Faster

than Bryce had realized. “Commander Sendes,” the female said. 

“What mer court do you come from?” Bryce asked. Hunt walked at her

side, silent and blazing with power. 

Commander Sendes glanced over a shoulder, face still a little pale at the

sight  of  Hunt.  “This  one.”  Sendes  gestured  to  the  glass  walkway  around

them, the behemoth of a ship that Bryce could now make out through it. 

They  hadn’t  entered  along  the  flat  back  of  the  ship  as  Bryce  had

thought, but rather at the tip of it. As if the ship had pierced the surface like a

lance.  And  now,  with  a  view  of  the  rest  of  the  ship  expanding  beyond—

below—the  glass  passage,  what  she  could  see  of  it  appeared  to  be  shaped

like some sort of squid as it shot into the gloom below. A squid as large as

the Comitium, and made of glass and matte metal for stealth. 

Sendes lifted her chin. “Welcome to the  Depth Charger. One of the six city-ships of the Ocean Queen’s court Beneath.” 
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“All  right,  so  you’ll  be  charged  with  breaking  and  entering,  and  probably

theft. Tell me again how you think you’ve still got grounds to go after this

old  creep?”  Declan’s  boyfriend,  Marc,  leaned  against  the  couch  cushions, 

muscled arms crossed as he grilled Ithan. 

Ithan blew out a breath. “When you put it like that, I can see what you

mean about it being a tough case to win.” 

Flynn  and  Declan,  beside  them,  attempted  to  murder  each  other  in  a

video  game,  both  cursing  under  their  breath.  “It’s  admirable,”  Marc

admitted. The leopard shifter frowned toward the small black box Ithan had

taken from the Astronomer’s lair. “But you just waded knee-deep into shit.” 

“It’s not right that she’s trapped in there. What choice did she even have

as a kid?” 

“No arguments from me against that,” Marc said. “But there’s a legal

contract involved, so she’s technically owned by the Astronomer. She’s not a

slave, but she might as well be, legally. And theft of slaves is a big fucking

crime.” 

“I know,” Ithan said. “But it feels wrong to leave her there.” 

“So you took the fire sprites instead?” Marc arched a brow. “You wanna

take a guess at how much they cost?” He nodded at the box in the center of

the table. “What were you even thinking?” 

“I  wasn’t  thinking,”  Ithan  muttered,  swigging  from  his  beer.  “I  was

pissed.” 

Declan cut in, not tearing his attention from the screen and his shooting, 

“There were no cameras, though, right?” 

“None that I saw.” 

“So  it  all  comes  down  to  whether  the  girl  in  the  tank  tells  on  you,” 

Declan said, thumbs flying against the controller. Flynn swore at whatever

Dec did to his avatar. 

“You  could  return  them,”  Marc  suggested.  “Say  you  were  drunk, 

apologize, and send them back.” 

Ithan opened his mouth, but the box on the table rattled. 

 Rattled.  Like  the  beings  inside  had  heard.  Even  Declan  and  Flynn

paused their game. 

“Um,” Declan said, wincing. 

“Hello?” Flynn said, eyeing the box. 

It rattled again. They all flinched. 

“Well,  someone  has  an  opinion,”  Marc  said,  chuckling  softly,  and

leaned forward. 

“Careful,”  Dec  warned.  Marc  threw  him  a  wry  look  and  opened  the

black box. 

Light,  golden  and  red,  erupted,  washing  over  the  walls  and  ceiling. 

Ithan  shielded  his  eyes,  but  the  light  was  immediately  sucked  back  in, 

revealing four rings nestled in black velvet, the tiny glass bubbles atop them

glowing. 

The glow inside faded and faded, until …

Declan and Marc glanced at each other in horror. 

“Solas,”  Flynn  swore,  tossing  aside  his  controller.  “That  old  fuck

should be crucified for this.” 

“All right,” Marc murmured to Ithan. “I get why you took them.” 

Ithan grunted in answer, and peered at the four female figures inside the

rings. He’d never met Lehabah face-to-face, as Bryce had never let him into

the library beneath the gallery, but he’d seen Bryce’s photos. 

Three  of  the  sprites  were  just  like  her—flames  shaped  into  female

bodies.  Two  were  slim,  one  as  sinfully  curvy  as  Lehabah  had  been.  The

fourth globe was pure fire. 

That fourth ring rattled. Ithan recoiled. That was clearly the one who’d

shaken the box. 

“So do we let them out?” Flynn asked, studying the box and the sprites

trapped inside. 

“Fuck yeah, we do,” Declan said, shooting to his feet. 

Ithan stared at the sprites, especially the fourth, radiant one who seemed

so … angry. He didn’t blame her. He murmured to his roommates, “You sure

you’re cool with freeing a bunch of pissed-off fire sprites in your house?” 

But Flynn waved him off. “We’ve got sprinklers and smoke alarms.” 

“I’m not reassured,” Marc said. 

“Got it,” Declan called, trotting from the kitchen with a hammer. 

Marc  rubbed  his  temples  and  leaned  back  against  the  cushions.  “This

cannot end well.” 

“Ye of little faith,” Flynn said, catching the hammer as Declan tossed it

to him. 

Ithan winced. “Just … be careful.” 

“I  don’t  think  that  word’s  in  either  of  their  vocabularies,”  Marc

quipped, earning an elbow in the ribs from Declan as the male settled onto

the couch beside him. 

Flynn tugged the box toward him and said to the sprites, “Cover your

heads.”  The  three  visible  ones  crouched  down.  The  fourth  one  remained  a

ball of flame, but shrank slightly. 

“Careful,” Ithan warned again. Flynn, with a snap of the wrist, cracked

the  top  of  the  first  ring.  It  splintered,  and  he  tapped  it  again.  It  broke  into three  pieces  on  the  third  rap  of  the  hammer,  but  the  sprite  remained

crouched. 

Flynn moved onto the next, then the next. 

By  the  time  he’d  cracked  open  the  third  ring,  the  sprites  were  poking

their  fiery  heads  out  like  chicks  emerging  from  eggs.  Flynn  moved  the

hammer above the fourth one. And as it came down, Ithan could have sworn

one of the sprites shouted, in a voice almost too hoarse to hear, “Don’t! ” 

Too late. 

All  it  took  was  one  crack,  and  the  flame  within  shoved  outward, 

rupturing the glass. 

They  all  leapt  over  the  couch  with  a  shout,  and   fuck,  it  was  hot  and bright and wind was roaring and something was screeching—

Then something heavy thudded on the coffee table. Ithan and the others

peeked over the couch. 

“What  the  fuck?”  Flynn  breathed,  smoke  curling  from  where  the

shoulders of his shirt had been singed. 

The three sprites cowered in their shattered orbs. All shrinking from the

naked, human-sized female smoldering on the coffee table beside them. 

The  female  pushed  up  onto  her  arms,  hair  like  darkest  iron  falling  in

curling waves around her delicately featured face. Her tan body simmered, 

the  wood  table  beneath  her  charring  everywhere  her  nude,  luscious  form touched. She lifted her head, and her eyes—fucking Hel. 

They blazed crimson. More boiling blood than flame. 

Her back heaved with each long, sawing breath, ripples of what seemed

like red-and-gold scales flowing beneath her skin. 

“He is going to kill you,” she said in a voice rasping with disuse. But

her eyes weren’t on Ithan. They were on Flynn, his hammer raised again, as

if it would do anything against the sort of fire she bore. “He is going to find

you and kill you.” 

But  Flynn,  stupid,  arrogant  asshole  that  he  was,  got  to  his  feet  and

grinned  cheerfully  down  at  the  curvy  female  on  the  coffee  table.  “Good

thing a dragon now owes me a debt.” 

Athalar  was  a  time  bomb—one  that  Ruhn  had  no  idea  how  to  defuse.  He

supposed that honor went to his sister, who kept a step away from the angel, 

one eye on him and the other on the unfolding race for the seafloor. 

His sister was  mated. It was rare enough among the Fae, but finding a

mate who was an angel … His mind reeled. 

Ruhn  shook  off  the  thought,  approaching  Commander  Sendes  and

saying, “I don’t hear any engine noise.” 

“You  won’t,”  Sendes  said,  opening  an  air  lock  door  at  the  end  of  the

long  glass  tunnel.  “These  are  stealth  ships,  fueled  by  the  Ocean  Queen’s

power.” 

Tharion whistled, then asked, “So you think we can outrun an Omega in

something this big?” 

“No. But we’re not outrunning it.” She pointed through a wall of thick

glass to the dimness below. “We’re going into the Ravel Canyon.” 

“If you can fit,” Ruhn challenged, hoisting Cormac up a little higher as

the male groaned, “then so can the Omega-boats.” 

Sendes gave him a secret, knowing smile. “Watch.” 

Ruhn nodded to the prince hanging off his shoulder. “My cousin needs

a medwitch.” 

“One is already coming to meet us,” Sendes said, opening another air

lock.  The  tunnel  beyond  was  massive,  with  halls  branching  out  in  three

directions  like  the  arteries  of  a  mighty  beast.  The  hall  directly  ahead  …

“Well, that’s a sight,” Ruhn murmured. 

A  cavernous  biodome  bloomed  at  the  end  of  the  hall,  brimming  with lush  tropical  trees,  streams  winding  through  the  fern-covered  floor,  and

orchids  blooming  in  curling  mists.  Butterflies  flitted  around,  and

hummingbirds sipped from the orchids and neon-colored flowers. He could

have sworn he spied a small, furred beast running beneath a drooping fern. 

“We have desalinators on this ship,” Sendes explained, pointing to the

biodome, “but should they ever fail, this is a wholly separate ecosystem that

generates its own fresh water.” 

“How?” Tharion asked, but Sendes had halted at the intersection of the

three  halls.  “The  River  Queen  has  a  similar  one,  but  nothing  that  can  do

this.” 

“I doubt your bleeding friend would appreciate the lengthy explanation

right now,” Sendes said, turning down the hallway to their right. People—

mer,  from  their  scents—walked  past  them,  a  few  gaping,  a  few  throwing

confused looks their way, some waving to Sendes, who waved back. 

Their surroundings had the air of a corporate building—or a city block. 

People  going  about  their  days,  dressed  in  business  or  casual  clothes,  some

exercising, some sipping from coffee cups or smoothies. 

Bryce’s  head  swiveled  this  way  and  that,  taking  it  all  in.  Athalar  just

kept crackling with lightning. 

“No one’s concerned about who’s on our tail?” Ruhn asked Sendes. 

She  halted  before  another  massive  window,  again  pointing.  “Why

should they be?” 

Ruhn  braced  his  feet  as  the  ship  plowed  right  for  a  dark,  craggy  wall

rising from the seafloor. But as easy as a bird shifting directions, it pulled up

alongside the wall and drifted down—then halted, hovering. 

Ruhn shook his head. “They’ll find us like this.” 

“Look down the body of the ship.” 

Pressing  against  the  glass,  Cormac  a  ballast  on  his  other  side,  Ruhn

obeyed.  Where  a  mammoth  ship  had  been,  now  …  there  was  only  black

rock. Nothing else. 

“This ship can become invisible?” 

“Not  invisible.  Camouflaged.”  Sendes  smiled  with  pride.  “The  Ocean

Queen  imbued  her  vessels  with  many  gifts  from  the  seas.  This  one  has  a

squid’s ability to blend into its surroundings.” 

“But the lights inside—” Tharion started. 

“The glass is one-way. It blocks the light and any glimpse within once the camouflaging is activated.” 

“What about radar?” Ruhn asked. “You might be invisible to the naked

eye, but surely the imperial ships would pick you up.” 

Another one of those proud smiles. “Again, the Ocean Queen’s power

fuels our ship, not the firstlight that the Omega radar is programmed to pick

up. We register no signs of life, either—not even as a whale or a shark might

on  a  radar.  We  are  completely  undetectable.  To  a  passing  Omega-boat,  we

are only a cluster of rock.” 

“What if they run into you?” Tharion asked. 

“We can simply drift up or down, to avoid it.” She pointed again. “Here

they come.” 

Ruhn’s heart leapt into his throat. Athalar’s lightning snaked along his

body  once  more.  Bryce  muttered  something  to  him  that  apparently  did

nothing to calm the angel down. 

But Ruhn was too busy monitoring the enemy’s approach. Like a wolf

stepping from the shadows of a kelp forest, the Omega-boat stalked for the

canyon. Its firstlights blared into the dark, broadcasting its location. 

People continued walking past, a few glancing to the enemy closing in, 

but not paying it much mind. 

What the actual fuck. 

The imperial ship plunged right after them. A wolf on the hunt, indeed. 

“Watch,” Sendes said. 

Ruhn held his breath, as if it’d somehow keep them from detection, as

the Omega-boat crept closer. A slow, strategic sweep. 

He  could  make  out  the  paint  along  its  sides—the  imperial  insignia

flaking  off—the  slices  and  dents  from  previous  battles.  Along  its  hull  was

written,  SPQM Faustus. 

“The  Faustus,” Tharion breathed, dread in his voice. 

“You know the ship?” Sendes asked him. 

“Heard  of  it,”  Tharion  said,  monitoring  the  warship  inching  past. 

Utterly  unaware  of  them.  “That  vessel  alone  has  downed  sixteen  rebel

ships.” 

“At least they sent someone impressive after us this time,” Sendes said. 

Tharion  ran  a  hand  through  his  damp  hair,  claws  retracting.  “They’re

drifting right by us. This is incredible.” 

Cormac  grunted,  stirring  in  Ruhn’s  arms,  “Does  Ophion  know  about this?” 

Sendes stiffened. “We are not aligned with Ophion.” Thank fuck. Bryce

sagged, and Hunt’s lightning dimmed slightly. 

“What  about  the  Asteri?  Are  they  aware  of  this  technology?”  Ruhn

asked, gesturing to the boat around them, now vanishing into the deep, the

Omega-boat blindly passing overhead. 

Sendes continued walking, and they followed her. “No. And given the

circumstances  under  which  we  found  you,  I  trust  you  will  not  pass  on  the

information. Just as we shall keep your presence confidential.” 

 You fuck us, we’ll fuck you.  “Got  it,”  Ruhn  said,  offering  a  smile  that

Sendes  didn’t  return.  The  ship  began  drifting  farther  into  the  canyon’s

depths. 

“Here she is,” Sendes announced as a medwitch came running, a team

of three with a stretcher close behind her. 

“Cthona  spare  me,”  Cormac  muttered,  managing  to  lift  his  head.  “I

don’t need all that.” 

“Yes, you do,” Tharion and Ruhn said together. 

If  the  medwitch  and  her  team  recognized  any  of  them,  they  didn’t  let

on. The next few minutes were a flurry of getting Cormac onto the stretcher

and bustled to the medical center, with a promise that he’d be out of surgery

within an hour and they could see him soon after that. 

Through it all, Bryce kept back with Athalar. Lightning still skimmed

over his wings, sparked at his fingertips. 

 Calm down, Ruhn said into Athalar’s mind. 

Thunderstorms boomed in answer. 

All right, then. 

The  city-ship  began  sailing  along  the  floor  of  the  canyon,  the  seabed

unusually  flat  and  broad  between  the  towering  cliffs.  They  passed  a  half-

crumbling pillar, and—

“Are those carvings?” Ruhn asked as Sendes led them back down the

hall. 

“Yes,” she said a shade softly. “From long, long ago.” 

Tharion said, “What was down here?” He scanned the passing walls of

the canyon floor—all of them carved with strange symbols. 

“This  was  a  highway.  Not  as  you  will  find  above  the  surface,  but  a

grand avenue the mer once used to swim between great cities.” 

“I never heard of anything out here.” 

“It’s from long ago,” she said again, a bit tightly. Like it was a secret. 

Bryce said from the back, “I used to work in an antiquities gallery, and

my boss once brought in a statue from a sunken city. I always thought she

was fudging the dates, but she said it was almost fifteen thousand years old. 

That  it  came  from  the  original  Beneath.”  As  old  as  the  Asteri—or  at  least

their arrival in Midgard. 

Sendes’s  expression  remained  neutral.  “Only  the  Ocean  Queen  can

verify that.” 

Ruhn peered through the glass again. “So the mer once had a city down

here?” 

“We once had many things,” Sendes said. 

Tharion shook his head at Ruhn, a silent warning to lay off the subject. 

Ruhn nodded back. “Where are we going, exactly?” Ruhn asked instead. 

“I assume you want to rest for a moment. I’m bringing you to private

quarters in our barracks.” 

“And from there?” Ruhn dared ask. 

“We need to wait until the Omegas have cleared the area, but once that

has happened, we’ll return you wherever you wish.” 

“The  mouth  of  the  Istros,”  Tharion  said.  “My  people  can  meet  us

there.” 

“Very well. We shall likely arrive at dawn, given our need for secrecy.” 

“Get me a radio and I’ll put out a coded signal.” 

She  nodded,  and  Ruhn  admired  the  mers’  innate  trust  in  one  another. 

Would she have so easily let  him use a radio to contact anyone beyond this

ship? He doubted it. 

But  Bryce  halted  at  the  hallway  intersection.  Glanced  at  Hunt  before

saying to Sendes, “You mind if me and my glowing friend here go into the

biodome for a while?” 

Sendes warily considered Hunt. “I’ll close it to the public temporarily. 

As long as he does no harm in there.” 

Hunt  bared  his  teeth,  but  Bryce  smiled  tightly.  “I’ll  make  sure  he

doesn’t.” 

Sendes’s  gaze  drifted  down  to  the  scar  on  her  chest.  “When  you  are

done, ask for Barracks Six, and someone will point you that way.” 

“Thanks,” Bryce said, then pivoted to Ruhn and Tharion. “Stay out of

trouble.” 

“You too,” Ruhn said, arching a brow. 

Then  Bryce  was  walking  toward  the  lush  biodome,  Hunt  trailing, 

lightning in his wake. 

Sendes pulled a radio from her pocket. “Clear the biodome and seal off

its doors.” 

Ruhn started. “What?” 

Sendes  continued  onward,  boots  clicking  on  the  tiled  floors.  “I  think

she and the angel should have a little privacy, don’t you?” 
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There was only his power, and Bryce. The rest of the world had become an

array of threats to her. 

Hunt  had  the  vague  notion  of  being  brought  onto  an  enormous  mer

ship.  Of  talking  with  its  commander,  and  noticing  the  people  and  the

Omega-boat and Cormac being wheeled off. 

His  mind  had  drifted,  riding  some  storm  without  end,  his  magic

screaming  to  be  unleashed.  He’d  ascended  into  this  plane  of  existence,  of

primal savagery, the moment the Hind had appeared. He knew he had to take

her out, if it meant getting Bryce to safety. Had decided that it didn’t matter

if Danaan or Cormac or Tharion got cooked in the process. 

He couldn’t turn away from that precipice. 

Even as Bryce walked down a quiet, warm hallway toward a lush forest

—pines  and  ferns  and  flowers;  birds  and  butterflies  of  every  color;  little

streams and waterfalls—he couldn’t settle. 

He needed his magic out, needed to scream his wrath and then hold her

and know she was fine, they were fine—

He followed Bryce into the greenery, across a trickling stream. It was

dim  in  here,  mist  curling  along  the  floor.  Like  they’d  walked  into  some

ancient garden at the dawn of the world. 

She halted in a small clearing, the floor covered with moss and small, 

white  flowers  shaped  like  stars.  She  turned  to  him,  her  eyes  glowing.  His

cock stirred at the glittering intent in them. 

Her lips curved upward, knowing and taunting. Without saying a word, 

she lifted her soaked T-shirt over her head. Another second and her purple

lace bra was gone too. 

The  world,  the  garden,  vanished  at  the  sight  of  her  full  breasts,  dusk-rose nipples already peaked. His mouth watered. 

She unfastened her pants. Her shoes. And then she was shimmying out

of her purple underwear. 

She stood totally naked before him. Hunt’s heart pounded so wildly he

thought it’d burst from his chest. 

She was so beautiful. Every lush line, every gleaming inch of skin, her

beckoning sex—

“Your turn,” she said huskily. 

His  magic  howling,  begging,  Hunt  had  the  vague  sense  of  his  fingers

removing his clothes and shoes. He didn’t care that he was already fully at

attention. Only cared that her eyes dipped to his cock and a pleased sort of

smile graced her mouth. 

Naked, they faced each other in that garden beneath the sea. 

He  wanted  to  please  his  mate.  His  beautiful,  strong  mate.  Hunt  must

have said it aloud, because Bryce said gently, “Yes, Hunt. I’m your mate.” 

The star on her chest fluttered like an ember sputtering to life. “And you are

mine.” 

The words rang through him. His magic burned his veins like acid, and

he grunted against it. 

Her eyes softened, like she could sense his pain. She said hoarsely, “I

want you to fuck me. Will you do that?” 

Lightning sparked over his wings. “Yes.” 

Bryce ran a hand up her torso, circling the glowing star between her full

breasts.  His  cock  throbbed.  She  took  one  step  toward  him,  bare  feet

cushioned by the moss. 

Hunt backed away a step. 

She lifted a brow. “No?” 

“Yes,”  he  managed  to  say  again.  His  head  cleared  a  fraction.  “This

garden …” 

“Closed to the public,” she purred, the star’s light shining through her

fingers. She took another step, and Hunt didn’t retreat this time. 

He couldn’t get a breath down. “I …” He swallowed. “My power—” 

She paused a foot from him. The scent of her arousal wrapped invisible

fingers  around  his  cock  and  stroked  hard.  He  shuddered.  “Whatever  you

need to throw at me, Hunt, I can take it.” 

He let out a low groan. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“You won’t.” She smiled softly—lovingly. “I trust you.” 

Her  fingers  brushed  over  his  bare  chest,  and  he  shivered  again.  She

closed  the  distance  between  them,  mouth  grazing  over  his  pec—his  heart. 

Hunt’s lightning flared, casting the garden in silver. Bryce lifted her head. 

“Kiss me,” she breathed. 

Hunt’s  eyes  were  pure  lightning.  His   body  was  pure  lightning  as  Bryce opened her mouth to him and his tongue swept in, tasting of rain and ether. 

His power flowed over her, around her, a million sensual caresses, and

she  arched  into  it,  gave  herself  over  to  it.  He  palmed  her  breast,  power

zapping at her nipple, and she gasped. He drove his tongue deeper, like he’d

lap up the sound. 

She knew Hunt needed a way to work off his magic, a way to reassure

him that she was safe and his.  My beautiful, strong mate, he’d growled as he

looked at her naked body. 

His  other  hand  kneaded  her  ass,  pulling  her  against  him,  pinning  his

cock between their bodies. He groaned at the touch of her stomach against

him, and she writhed—just enough to drive him wild. 

Lightning danced down her skin, along her hair, and she basked in it. 

Took it into herself, let herself become it, become  him, and let him become

her, until they were two souls twining together at the bottom of the sea. 

Bryce  had  the  vague  sense  of  falling  through  air,  through  time  and

space,  and  then  she  found  herself  laid  gently,  reverently,  on  the  mossy

ground. Like even in his need, his fury, he wanted her safe and well. Feeling

only pleasure. 

She wrapped her arms around his neck, arching into him as she nipped

at  his  lip,  sucked  on  his  tongue.  More.  She  needed  more.  He  clamped  his

teeth on the side of her throat, sucking hard, and she arched again, right as he

settled between her legs. 

The brush of his velvety cock against her bare sex had her shaking. Not

with fear, but at his closeness, that nothing now lay between them and would

never lie between them again. 

He slickened himself with her wetness, his wings twitching. Lightning

spiderwebbed on the moss around them, then up the trees overhead. 

“Hunt,”  Bryce  gasped.  They  could  explore  and  play  later.  Right  now, 

when death had been hovering so close, right now she needed him with her, 

in her. Needed his strength and power and gentleness, needed that smile and humor and love—

Bryce wrapped a hand around the base of his cock, pumping him once, 

angling him toward where she was absolutely drenched for him. 

Hunt  stilled,  though.  Gritted  his  teeth  as  she  pumped  the  magnificent

length of him again. His eyes met hers. 

Only lightning filled them. An avenging god. 

The star on her chest flared, merging with his lightning. He laid a hand

atop it. Claiming the star, the light. Claiming her. 

Bryce positioned him at her entrance, panting at the brush of the blunt

head  of  his  cock.  But  she  released  him.  Let  him  decide  whether  this  was

what he wanted. This final bridge between their souls. 

The lightning cleared from his eyes—as if he willed it. As if he wanted

her to see the male beneath. 

Pure Hunt. No one and nothing else. 

It was a question, somehow. As if he were showing her every scar and

wound,  every  dark  corner.  Asking  if  this—if  he—was  what  she  really

wanted. Bryce only smiled softly. “I love you,” she whispered. Shuddering, 

Hunt kissed her and slid home. 

Nothing had ever felt so right. 

Hunt  worked  himself  into  her,  filling  her  deliciously,  perfectly.  With

each  gentle  thrust,  each  inch  gained  into  her,  her  light  flared  brighter.  His lightning cracked, over and around them. 

His  back  flexed  beneath  her  fingers,  his  wings  tucking  in  tight.  His

chest heaved in great bellows, pushing against her breasts, the star between

them. 

Another inch, another shudder of pleasure. And then he slid out. And

out. And out. 

His  tongue  flicked  against  hers  as  he  slammed  back,  right  to  the  hilt. 

Light  spilled  from  her  like  an  overflowing  cup,  rippling  across  the  forest

floor. 

Bryce clawed at his back, his neck, and Hunt’s teeth found her breast, 

clamping down. She went wild, hips driving up to meet him, power clashing

with power. 

Hunt set a steady, punishing pace, and she laid her hands on his ass just

to feel the muscles clenching with each thrust, to  feel him pushing into her—

He  claimed  her  mouth  again,  and  Bryce  wrapped  her  legs  around  his waist.  She  moaned  as  he  sank  in,  and  his  thrusts  turned  harder,  faster. 

Lightning and starlight ricocheted between them. 

She  needed  him  wilder.  Needed  him  to  release  that  edge  of  fear  and

rage  and  become  her  Hunt  again.  She  tightened  her  legs  around  him,  and

flipped  them.  The  world  spun,  and  then  she  was  staring  down  at  him,  his

cock buried so deep—

Lightning  flowed  over  his  teeth  as  he  panted,  all  those  abs  flexing. 

Gods, he was beautiful. And hers. Utterly hers. 

Bryce lifted her hips, rising off his cock—and then plunged back down. 

She  arched  as  he  kissed  the  star  on  her  chest.  She  rose  again,  a  steady, 

taunting slide, and then impaled herself. 

He snarled against her skin. “Merciless, Quinlan.” 

Close.  So  close.  She  rose  once  more,  luxuriating  in  each  inch  of  his

cock,  nearly  pulling  herself  from  his  tip.  And  as  she  drove  down,  she

clenched her delicate inner muscles around him. 

Hunt roared, and she was again on her back as he slammed into her. His

power flowed over her, filled her, and she was him, and he was her, and then

his cock hit that perfect spot deep in her, and the world was only light—

Release  blasted  through  her,  and  Bryce  might  have  been  laughing,  or

sobbing,  or  shouting  his  name.  Hunt  rode  her  through  it  all,  nursing  every

last drop of pleasure, and then he was moving again, punishing thrusts that

sent  them  sliding  across  the  mossy  floor.  His  wings  were  a  wall  of  gray

above them, his wings were—glowing. 

They filled with iridescent light.  He filled with light. 

Bryce reached a hand toward his blazing wings. Her own fingers, her

hand,  her  arm—they  radiated  the  same  light.  As  if  they  had  become  filled

with power, as if her light had leaked into him, and his into her—

“Look at you,” he breathed. “Bryce.” 

“Look  at   us,”  she  whispered,  and  lifted  up  to  kiss  him.  He  met  her

halfway, tongues tangling. His thrusts turned wilder. He was close. 

“I want to go with you,” he said against her mouth. Sounding … almost

normal again. 

“Then make it happen,” she said, hand sliding for his balls. His fingers

caressed her clit. Began stroking. 

Bryce kneaded his balls, and a shudder went through him. Another. On

the  third  stroke,  she  squeezed  hard,  right  as  lightning  streamed  from  his

fingers and—

She was falling. Had the distant sense of screaming her pleasure to the

surface miles above, of an orgasm rocking through her, reducing her mind to

rubble. She was vaguely conscious of Hunt pumping into her, spilling into

her, over and over—

Falling through time and space and light and shadow—

Up  was  down  and  down  was  up,  and  they  were  the  only  beings  in

existence, here in this garden, locked away from time—

Something cold and hard pushed into her back, but she didn’t care, not

as she clenched Hunt to her, gasping down air, sanity. He was shaking, wings

twitching, whispering, “Bryce, Bryce, Bryce,” in her ear. 

Sweat coated their bodies, and she dragged her fingers down his spine. 

He was hers, and she was his, and—

“Bryce,” Hunt said, and Bryce opened her eyes. 

Harsh, blinding light greeted them. White walls, diving equipment, and

—a ladder. No hint of a garden. 

Hunt was instantly up, whirling to assess their surroundings, cock still

jutting  out  and  gleaming.  Bryce  needed  a  moment  to  get  her  knees

operational, bracing against the cold floor. 

She knew this room. 

Hunt’s eyes remained wild, but—no lightning danced around them. No

trace of that primal fury. Just a glowing, iridescent handprint on his chest, a

remnant of starlight. It faded with each breath. 

He  asked  between  pants,  “How  the   fuck  did  we  wind  up  in  the  air

lock?” 

“Okay,” Flynn said, clapping his hands together. “So to make sure I have this

right …” He pointed to the slender fire sprite floating in the air to his left. 

“You’re Ridi.” 

“Rithi!” she squeaked. 

“Rithi,”  Flynn  amended  with  a  smile.  He  pointed  to  the  full-bodied

sprite before him. “You’re Malana.” She beamed. He pointed to the sprite to

the right of her. “And you’re Sasa. And you’re triplets.” 

“Yes,”  Malana  said,  long  hair  floating  in  the  air  around  her. 

“Descendants of Persina Falath, Lady of Cinders.” 

“Right,” Ithan said, as if that meant anything to him. He knew nothing

about sprites and their hierarchies. Only that they’d been banished from Sky

and Breath ages ago for a failed rebellion. They’d been deemed Lowers ever since. 

“And  you,”  Flynn  drawled,  pivoting  to  the  naked  female  on  the  other

end of the sectional, a blanket draped around her shoulders, “are …” 

“I  haven’t  given  you  my  name,”  came  the  answer,  her  red  eyes  now

faded to a charred black. She’d stopped burning—at least enough to avoid

singeing the couch. 

“Exactly,” Flynn said, as if the Fae lord weren’t taunting a dragon. A

fucking   dragon.  A  Lower,  yes,  but  …  fuck.  They  weren’t  true  shifters, switching between humanoid and animal bodies at will. They were more like

the mer, if anything. There was a biological or magical difference to explain

it—Ithan  vaguely  remembered  learning  about  it  in  school,  though  he’d

promptly forgotten the details. 

It  didn’t  matter  now,  he  supposed.  The  dragon  could  navigate  two

forms. He’d be a fool to underestimate her in this one. 

The dragon stared Flynn down. He gave her a charming smile back. Her

chin lifted. “Ariadne.” 

Flynn arched a brow. “A dragon named Ariadne?” 

“I suppose you have a better name for me?” she shot back. 

“Skull-Crusher, Winged Doom, Light-Eater.” Flynn ticked them off on

his fingers. 

She  snorted,  and  the  hint  of  amusement  had  Ithan  realizing  that  the

dragon was … beautiful. Utterly lethal and defiant, but—well, damn. From

the  gleam  in  Flynn’s  eyes,  Ithan  could  tell  the  Fae  lord  was  thinking  the

same. 

Ariadne  said,  “Such  names  are  for  the  old  ones  who  dwell  in  their

mountain caves and sleep the long slumber of true immortals.” 

“But you’re not one of them?” Ithan asked. 

“My kin are more … modern.” Her gaze sharpened on Flynn. “Hence

Ariadne.” 

Flynn winked. She scowled. 

“How did all of you”—Declan cut in, motioning to Ariadne, her body

similar to that of a Fae female’s—“fit into that tiny ring?” 

“We  were  bespelled  by  the  Astronomer,”  Sasa  whispered.  “He’s  an

ancient sorcerer—don’t let him deceive you with that feeble act. He bought

us all, and shoved us into those rings to light the way when he descends into

Hel. Though Ariadne got put into the ring by …” She trailed off when the dragon cut her a scathing, warning look. 

A chill went down Ithan’s spine. He asked them, “Is there anything to

be done to free the others he still controls? The mystics?” 

“No,” Ariadne answered. She peered down at her tan wrist. The brand

there.  SPQM.  A slave’s mark. The sprites also bore it. “He owns them, as he

owns  us.  The  mystic  you  spoke  to,  the  wolf  …”  Her  black  eyes  shifted

toward  red  again.  “He  favors  her.  He  will  never  let  her  go.  Not  until  she

grows old in that tank and dies.” 

Centuries from now, possibly. Ithan’s gut twisted. 

“Please don’t make us go back,” Rithi whispered, clinging to Malana. 

“Hush,” Malana warned. 

Marc  studied  them.  “Look,  ladies.  You’re  in  a  tough  spot.  You’re  not

only slaves, but stolen slaves.” A warning look at Ithan, who shrugged. He

had  no  regrets.  “Yet  there  are  laws  about  your  treatment.  It’s  archaic  and

nonsensical  that  anyone  can  be  owned,  but  if  you  can  prove  severe

maltreatment, it might allow for you to be … purchased by someone else.” 

“Not freed?” Sasa whispered. 

“Only your new owner could do that,” Marc said sadly. 

“So buy them and be done with it.” Ariadne crossed her arms. 

“What about you, sweetheart?” Flynn purred at the dragon, like the Fae

male literally couldn’t help himself. 

Her eyes burned crimson. “I’m beyond your pay grade, lordling.” 

“Try me.” 

But  the  dragon  turned  back  to  staring  at  the  TV,  still  paused  on  the

video game. Ithan swallowed and asked her, “It’s bad, then—what he does to

the mystics?” 

“He  tortures  them,”  Ariadne  said  flatly,  and  Rithi  whimpered  her

agreement.  “The  wolf  female  is  …  defiant.  She  did  not  lie  about  his

punishments. I’ve sat on his hand for years and witnessed him send her into

the  darkest  corners  of  Hel.  He  lets  the  demons  and  their  princes  taunt  her. 

Terrify her. He thinks he’ll break her one day. I’m not so sure.” 

Ithan’s stomach turned. 

Ariadne went on, “She spoke true today about the necromancer, too.” 

Flynn,  Marc,  and  Declan  turned  toward  Ithan,  brows  high.  “You  want

answers about your dead brother, then you should find one.” 

Ithan nodded. The dragon belonged to the House of Flame and Shadow, 

even  if  the  slave  tattoo  removed  her  from  its  protections.  She’d  have

knowledge of a necromancer’s ability. 

Declan announced, “Well, since we’re now harboring stolen slaves, we

might as well make you ladies comfortable. Feel free to claim Ruhn’s room

—second bedroom at the top of the stairs.” 

The three sprites zoomed for the staircase, as if they were no more than

three excited children. Ithan couldn’t help his smile. He’d done some good

today, at least. Even if it would land him in a heap of trouble. 

Ariadne slowly got to her feet. They rose with her. 

Flynn, standing closest, said to the dragon, “You could run, you know. 

Shift  into  your  other  form  and  take  off.  We  won’t  tell  anyone  where  you

went.” 

Her red eyes again dimmed to black. “Don’t you know what this does?” 

She  lifted  her  arm  to  reveal  the  tattoo  there.  She  laughed  bitterly.  “I  can’t shift unless he allows it. And even if I manage it, anywhere I go, anywhere

on Midgard, he can track me in that form.” 

“You teleported,” Cormac said to Bryce an hour later as she and Hunt stood

beside  his  cot  in  the  city-ship’s  hospital.  The  prince  was  pale,  but  alive. 

Every shard of the gorsian bullet had been removed. Another hour and he’d

be back to normal. 

Hunt didn’t particularly care. They’d only come to Cormac for answers. 

Hunt was still recovering from the sex that had blasted him apart mind

and  body  and  soul,  the  sex  that  Bryce  had  known  would  bring  him  back

from the brink, that had made his magic sing. 

Had made their magics merge. 

He didn’t know how to describe it—the feeling of her magic wending

through  him.  Like  he  existed  all  at  once  and  not  at  all,  like  he  could  craft whatever he wished from thin air and nothing would be denied to him. Did

she  live  with  this,  day  after  day?  That  pure  sense  of  …  possibility?  It  had faded  since  they’d  teleported,  but  he  could  still  feel  it  there,  in  his  chest, where her handprint had glowed. A slumbering little kernel of creation. 

“How? ” Bryce asked. She’d had no shame, not even a blush, striding in

here—the two of them wearing navy-blue aquatic body armor they’d taken

from  the  air  lock  to  cover  themselves.  Ruhn  had  looked  thoroughly

uncomfortable,  but  Tharion  had  laughed  at  Hunt’s  disheveled  hair  and

whatever stupid happiness was on his face, and said, “Good work bringing our boy back, Legs.” 

Bryce had gone right to Cormac and explained what had happened in

the most Quinlan-like way Hunt could imagine: “Right at the end of banging

Hunt’s  brains  out,  right  when  we  came  together,  we  wound  up  in  the  air lock.” 

Cormac studied her, then Hunt. “Your powers merged, I take it.” 

“Yeah,”  Bryce  said.  “We  both  went  all  glowy.  Not  in  the  way  that  he

was glowing during his …” She frowned. “Rage-daze.” She waved a hand. 

“This was like … we glowed with my starlight. Then we teleported.” 

“Hmm,”  Cormac  said.  “I  wonder  if  you  need  Athalar’s  power  for

teleporting.” 

“I can’t tell if that’s an insult or not,” Bryce said. 

Hunt lifted his brows. “In what way?” 

“If my powers only work if my big, tough male helps me out—” 

“It can’t be romantic?” Hunt demanded. 

Bryce huffed. “I’m an independent female.” 

“All  right,”  Hunt  said,  laughing  softly.  “Let’s  just  say  that  I’m  like

some magic token in a video game and when you … use me, you level up.” 

“That is the dorkiest thing you’ve ever said,” Bryce accused, and Hunt

sketched a bow. 

“So Hunt’s magic is the key to Bryce’s?” Ruhn asked Cormac. 

“I don’t know if it’s Hunt specifically, or simply energy,” Cormac said. 

“Your power came from the Gates—it’s something we don’t understand. It’s

playing by unknown rules.” 

“Great,” Bryce muttered, sinking into the chair beside Ruhn’s near the

window. Black, eternal water spread beyond. 

Hunt  rubbed  his  jaw,  frowning.  “The  Prince  of  the  Pit  told  me  about

this.” 

Bryce’s brow scrunched. “Sex teleporting?” 

Hunt snorted. “No. He told me that you and I hadn’t … explored what

our powers could do. Together.” 

Ruhn said, “You think this is what he had in mind?” 

“I don’t know,” Hunt admitted, marking the gleam of worry on Bryce’s

face. They still had a lot to talk about. 

“Is it wise,” Tharion drawled, “to do as he says?” 

“I think we should wait to see if our theory is correct,” Bryce said. “See if  it  really  was  our  powers  …  merging.”  She  asked  Hunt,  “How  do  you

feel?” 

“Fine,” he said. “I think I kept a kernel of your power in me for a while, 

but it’s gone quiet.” 

She smiled slightly. “We definitely need to do more research.” 

“You just want to bang Athalar again,” Tharion countered. 

Bryce inclined her head. “I thought that was a given.” 

Hunt stalked toward her, fully intending to drag her to some quiet room

to test out the theory. But the door to the room slid open, and Commander

Sendes appeared. Her face was grim. 

Hunt  braced  himself.  The  Asteri  had  found  them.  The  Omegas  were

about to attack—

But her gaze fell on Cormac. She said quietly, “The medwitch told me

that in your delirium, you were talking about someone named Sofie Renast. 

That name is known to us here—we’ve heard of her work for years now. But

I thought you should know that we were summoned to rescue an agent from

the North Sea weeks ago. It wasn’t until we reached her that we realized it

was Sofie.” 

The room went utterly silent. Cormac’s swallow was audible as Sendes

went on, “We were too late. Sofie had drowned by the time our divers picked

her up.” 
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The morgue was cold and quiet and empty, save for the female corpse lying

on the chrome table, covered by a black cloth. 

Bryce stood by the doorway as Cormac knelt beside the body, preserved

by a medwitch until the ship could hand Sofie over to the Ophion rebels for

claiming. The prince was silent. 

He’d been this way since Sendes had come to his room. 

And though Bryce’s body still buzzed with all she and Hunt had done, 

seeing  that  slender  female  body  on  the  table,  the  prince  kneeling,  head

bowed … Her eyes stung. Hunt’s fingers found hers and squeezed. 

“I  knew,”  Cormac  said  roughly.  His  first  words  in  minutes.  “I  think  I

always knew, but …” 

Ruhn  stepped  to  his  cousin’s  side.  Put  a  hand  on  his  shoulder.  “I’m

sorry.” 

Cormac leaned his brow against the rim of the examination table. His

voice shook. “She was good, and brave, and kind. I never deserved her, not

for one minute.” 

Bryce’s  throat  ached.  She  let  go  of  Hunt’s  hand  to  approach  Cormac, 

touching his other shoulder. Where would Sofie’s soul go? Did it linger near

her body until they could give her a proper Sailing? If she went to one of the

resting places, they’d be dooming her to a terrible fate. 

But Bryce didn’t say any of that. Not as Cormac slid his fingers beneath

the black cloth and pulled out a blue-tinged, stiff hand. He clasped it in his

own,  kissing  the  dead  fingers.  His  shoulders  began  to  shake  as  his  tears

flowed. 

“We  met  during  a  recon  report  to  Command,”  Cormac  said,  voice breaking. “And I knew it was foolish, and reckless, but I had to speak to her

after the meeting was over. To learn everything I could about her.” He kissed

Sofie’s hand again, closing his eyes. “I should have gone back for her that

night.” 

Tharion, who’d been poring over the coroner’s files on Sofie at the desk

by the far wall, said gently, “I’m sorry if I gave you false hope.” 

“It kept her alive in my heart a little longer,” Cormac said, swallowing

back his tears. He pressed her stiff hand against his brow. “My Sofie.” 

Ruhn squeezed his shoulder. 

Tharion asked carefully, “Do you know what this means, Cormac?” He

rattled off a series of numbers and letters. 

Cormac lifted his head. “No.” 

Tharion held up a photo. “They were carved on her upper biceps. The

coroner thinks she did it while she drowned, with some sort of pin or knife

she might have had hidden on her.” 

Cormac shot to his feet, and Bryce stepped into Hunt’s awaiting arms as

the Fae Prince folded back the sheet. Nothing on the right arm he’d held, but

the left—

The assortment of numbers and letters had been carved roughly an inch

below her shoulder, left unhealed. Cut deep. 

“Did she know someone was racing to save her?” Hunt asked. 

Cormac shook his head. “I have no idea.” 

“How did the mer know to pick her up?” 

“She  could  have  signaled  them  with  her  light,”  Cormac  mused.  “Or

maybe they saw Emile’s, like they did with Bryce’s. It lit up the whole sea

taking down those Omegas. It must have signaled them somehow.” 

Bryce made a note to ask Commander Sendes. She said to Hunt, “Do

those numbers and letters mean anything to you?” 

“No.” He stroked his thumb over Bryce’s hand, as if reassuring himself

that she stood there, and wasn’t the one on that table. 

Cormac  covered  Sofie  with  the  sheet  again.  “Everything  Sofie  did,  it

was for a reason. You remind me of her in some ways.” 

Ruhn said, “I’ll put Declan on the hunt as soon as we’re home.” 

“What  about  the  Ophion  rebels  and  Pippa?”  Bryce  asked.  “And  the

Hind?” 

Hunt said, “We’re everyone’s enemy now.” 

Cormac  nodded.  “We  can  only  meet  the  challenge.  But  knowing  for sure that Sofie is gone … I must redouble my efforts to find Emile.” 

“Pippa  seemed  to  know  where  he  was  lying  low,”  Tharion  said.  “No

idea if that’s the safe place that Danika mentioned, though.” 

Cormac’s  eyes  flashed.  “I’m  not  letting  him  fall  into  your  queen’s

hands. Or Ophion’s control.” 

“You ready to be a single dad?” Bryce drawled. “You’re just going to

take the kid in and what … bring him to Avallen? That’ll be a  really great

place for him.” 

Cormac stiffened. “I hadn’t planned that far. Are you suggesting I leave

that child alone in the world?” 

Bryce  shrugged,  studying  her  nails.  Felt  Hunt  looking  at  her  closely. 

“So do we warn our families?” Gods, if the Hind had already headed to her

mom’s house—

“The Hind won’t go after them,” Cormac consoled her. Then amended, 

“Not  yet.  She’ll  want  you  in  her  clutches  first,  so  she  can  breathe  in  your suffering while you know she’s hunting them down.” 

“So we go home and pretend nothing happened?” Ruhn asked. “What’s

to stop the Hind from arresting us when we get back?” 

“Do  you  think  we  could  get  away  with  convincing  the  Asteri  that  we

were at the rebel base to  stop Pippa and Ophion?” Bryce asked. 

Hunt shrugged. “I blasted the shit out of that base, so the evidence is in

our favor. Especially if Pippa is now hunting us.” 

“The Hind won’t buy that,” Cormac challenged. 

But  Bryce  said,  smiling  faintly,  “Master  of  spinning  bullshit, 

remember?” 

He didn’t smile back. Just looked at Sofie, dead and gone before him. 

So Bryce touched the prince’s hand. “We’ll make them all pay.” 

The star on her chest glowed in promise. 

The  Depth Charger  glided  between  the  darkest  canyons  of  the  seafloor.  In the  glass-domed  command  center,  Tharion  hung  back  by  the  arching

doorway into the bustling hall beyond and marveled at the array of tech and

magic, the uniformed mer operating all of it. 

Sendes lingered at his side, approval on her face as she monitored the

team keeping the ship operational. 

“How  long  have  you  guys  had  these  ships?”  Tharion  asked,  his  first words in the minutes since Sendes had invited him down here, where only

high-ranking mer officials were allowed. He supposed that being the River

Queen’s Captain of Intelligence granted him access, but … he’d had no idea

any of this existed. His title was a joke. 

“Around  two  decades,”  Sendes  said,  straightening  the  lapel  of  her

uniform. “They took twice that to conceptualize and build, though.” 

“They must have cost a fortune.” 

“The ocean deeps are full of priceless resources. Our queen exploited

them cleverly to fund this project.” 

“Why?” 

She faced him fully. She had a wonderfully curvy body, he’d noticed. 

With the sort of ass he’d like to sink his teeth into. But … the River Queen’s

cold  face  rippled  through  his  mind,  and  Tharion  turned  to  the  windows

behind the commander. 

Beyond  the  wall  of  glass,  a  bioluminescent  cloud—some  sort  of

jellyfish—bobbed by. Suitably unsexy. 

Sendes asked, “Why does your queen involve herself with the rebels?” 

“She’s  not  involving  herself  with  them.  I  think  she  merely  wants

something that  they want.” Or used to want, if Pippa was to be believed—

though after they’d blown the suit to pieces, maybe Ophion would be back

on  the  hunt  for  the  kid.  “I  don’t  think  her  motivations  for  wanting  it  are necessarily to help people, though.” He winced as he said it. Too bold, too

reckless—

Sendes  huffed  a  laugh.  “Your  opinion  is  safe  here,  don’t  worry.  The

Ocean Queen is aware that her sister in the Blue River is … moody.” 

Tharion blew out a breath. “Yeah.” He took in the control room again. 

“So all this … the ships, the rescuing of rebels … Is it because the Ocean

Queen wants to overthrow the Asteri?” 

“I’m  not  close  enough  to  her  to  know  whether  that’s  her  true  motive, 

but these ships have indeed aided the rebels. So I’d say yes.” 

“And she intends to make herself ruler?” Tharion asked carefully. 

Sendes blinked. “Why would she ever do that?” 

“Why not? That’s what the River Queen would do.” 

Sendes  stilled,  completely  earnest  as  she  said,  “The  Ocean  Queen

would not set herself up as a replacement for the Asteri. She remembers a

time  before  the  Asteri.  When  leaders  were  fairly  elected.  That  is  what  she wishes to achieve once more.” 

The dark ocean passed beyond the glass. Tharion couldn’t suppress his

bitter laugh. “And you believe her?” 

Sendes  gave  him  a  pitying  look.  “I’m  sorry  that  the  River  Queen  has

abused your trust so much that you don’t.” 

“I’m sorry that you’re naïve enough to believe everything your queen

says,” he countered. 

Sendes  gave  him  that  pitying  look  again,  and  Tharion  tensed.  He

changed  the  subject,  though.  “What  are  the  odds  that  either  you  guys  or

Cormac will release Sofie’s body to me?” 

Her brows lifted. “Why do you want it?” 

“My queen wants it. I don’t get to ask questions.” 

Sendes  frowned.  “What  use  could  she  have  with  a  thunderbird’s

corpse?” 

He  doubted  Cormac  would  appreciate  Sofie  being  referred  to  as  a

 corpse, but he said, “Again, no idea.” 

Sendes fell silent. “Does … does your queen have any necromancers in

her employ?” 

Tharion started. “What? No.” The only one he knew was hundreds of

miles away, and she sure as shit wasn’t going to help out the River Queen. 

“Why?” 

“It’s the only reason I can think of to go to such lengths to retrieve a

thunderbird’s body. To reanimate it.” 

Cold  horror  sluiced  through  him.  “A  weapon  without  a  conscience  or

soul.” 

Sendes nodded gravely. “But what does she need it for?” 

He opened his mouth, but shut it. Speculating on his queen’s motives in

front of a stranger, even a friendly one, would be foolish. So he shrugged. 

“Guess we’ll find out.” 

Sendes saw right through him, though. “We have no claim on the body, 

but Prince Cormac, as her lover and a member of Ophion, does. You’ll have

to take it up with him.” 

Tharion knew precisely how that would end. With a giant, burning  NO. 

So, short of becoming a body snatcher—not high on his list of life goals—he

wasn’t  delivering  the  goods.  “Time  to  begin  the  spin  cycle,”  Tharion

murmured,  more  to  himself  than  to  Sendes.  He’d  have  to  either  lie  about ever finding Sofie’s body or lie about why he couldn’t steal it. Fuck. 

“You could be more, you know,” Sendes said, seeming to read the dread

on his face. “At a place like this. We don’t need to lie and scheme here.” 

“I’m content where I am,” Tharion said quickly. His queen would never

let him leave anyway. 

But  Sendes  inclined  her  head  knowingly—sadly.  “You  ever  need

anything, Captain Ketos, we’re here for you.” 

The kindness stunned him enough that he had no reply. 

Sendes  was  called  over  by  one  of  the  deck  officers,  and  Tharion

observed  the  mer  at  the  controls.  Serious,  but  …  smiling.  No  tension,  no

walking on eggshells. 

He  glanced  at  the  clock.  He  should  go  back  to  the  sleeping  quarters

Sendes had arranged for them. Check in with the others. 

Yet  once  he  did,  he’d  sleep.  And  when  he  woke,  he’d  return  to

Lunathion. 

To the Blue Court. 

It  was  getting  harder  to  ignore  the  part  of  him  that  didn’t  want  to  go

home at all. 

Ruhn slept miles beneath the surface, a fitful sort of slumber from which he

rose frequently to ensure his companions were all piled into the small room

with  him  on  the  cots  and  bunk  beds.  Cormac  had  opted  to  remain  in  the

morgue  with  Sofie,  wanting  to  mourn  in  private,  to  say  all  the  prayers  to

Cthona and Luna that his lover was owed. 

Tharion dozed on the bottom bunk across from Ruhn’s, sprawled across

the top of the sheets. He’d wandered off after dinner to explore the ship, and

returned  hours  later,  quiet.  He  hadn’t  said  anything  about  what  he’d  seen

other than  It’s mer-only. 

So Ruhn had sat with the lovebirds, Bryce nestled between Hunt’s legs

as they ate dinner on the floor of the room, the sea drifting by their window. 

They’d reach the mouth of the Istros at dawn, and Tharion’s people would be

waiting there to transport them upriver to Lunathion. 

What would happen then … Ruhn could only pray it’d work out in their

favor. That Bryce could play their cards well enough to avoid their doom. 

 Night? 

Day’s voice floated into his mind, faint and—worried. 

He let his mind relax, let himself find that bridge, the two couches. She already sat on hers, burning away. “Hey.” 

“Are you all right?” 

“Worried about me, huh?” 

She  didn’t  laugh.  “I  heard  about  an  attack  on  the  rebel  base  on  Ydra. 

That people were killed, and the shipment of ammo and the suit destroyed. I

… thought you might have been among the ones lost.” 

He surveyed her. 

“Where are you now?” she asked. 

He  let  her  change  the  subject.  “Somewhere  safe.”  He  couldn’t  say

more. “I watched Pippa Spetsos and the Ophion rebels kill innocent Vanir in

cold blood today. You want to tell me what the fuck that’s about?” 

She stiffened. “Why did she kill them?” 

“Does it matter?” 

She  considered.  “No.  Not  if  the  victims  were  innocent.  Pippa  did  it

herself?” 

“A group of soldiers under her command did.” 

Her  flame  guttered  to  hottest  blue.  “She’s  a  fanatic.  Dedicated  to  the

rebel cause, yes—but to her own cause most of all.” 

“She was a friend of Agent Cypress, apparently.” 

“She was no friend to Sofie. Or anyone.” Her voice had gone cold. Like

she was angry enough that she forgot to use Sofie’s code name. 

“Sofie’s dead, by the way.” 

Day started. “You’re sure of this?” 

“Yes. She drowned.” 

“She  …”  Day’s  legs  curled  beneath  her.  “She  was  a  brave  agent.  Far

better  and  braver  than  Ophion  deserved.”  Genuine  sorrow  laced  Day’s

words. 

“You liked her.” 

“She  went  into  the  Kavalla  death  camp  to  save  her  brother.  Did

everything the Ophion commanders asked her just so she could get scraps of

information  about  him.  If  Pippa  serves  only  herself,  then  Sofie  was  her

opposite:  all  the  work  she  did  was  for  others.  But  yes.  I  did  like  her.  I admired her courage. Her loyalty. She was a kindred spirit in many ways.” 

Ruhn  slumped  against  the  back  of  his  couch.  “So,  what—you  hate

Pippa and Ophion, too? If everyone hates her and the group, why the fuck do

you bother working with them?” 

“Do you see anyone else leading the cause? Has anyone else stepped up

to the line?” 

No. No one else would dare. 

Day  said,  “They’re  the  only  ones  in  recent  memory  to  have  ever

mustered  such  a  force.  Only  Shahar  and  General  Hunt  Athalar  ever  did

anything close, and they were decimated in one battle.” 

And Athalar had suffered for centuries afterward. 

Day went on, “To be free of the Asteri, there are things that we all must

do that will leave a mark on our souls. It’s the cost, so that our children and

their children won’t ever need to pay it. So they’ll know a world of freedom

and plenty.” 

The words of a dreamer. A glimpse beneath that hard-ass facade. 

So Ruhn said, the first time he’d said it aloud, “I’m not going to have

children.” 

“Why?” 

“I can’t.” 

She angled her head. “You’re infertile?” 

He shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. The Oracle told me when I was a

kid that I was to be the last of my bloodline. So either I die before I can sire

a child, or … I’m shooting blanks.” 

“Does it bother you?” 

“I’d prefer not to be dead before my time, so if her words just mean that

I’m not going to be a father … I don’t know. It doesn’t change a lick of who

I am, but I still try not to think about it. No one in my life knows, either. And

considering  the  father  I  have  …  maybe  it’s  good  that  I  won’t  be  one.  I

wouldn’t know the first thing about how to be a decent dad.” 

“That doesn’t seem true.” 

He snorted. “Well, anyway, that was my stupid way of saying that while

I might not be having kids, I … I get what you’re saying. I have people in

my life who will, and for their kids, their families … I’ll do whatever I have

to.” 

But she was having none of his deflecting. “You are kind, and caring. 

And seem to love those around you. I can’t think of anything else needed to

be a father.” 

“How about growing the Hel up and not partying so much?” 

She laughed. “All right. Maybe that.” 

He  smiled  slightly.  Faint,  distant  stars  glowed  in  the  darkness  around them. 

She said, “You seem unsettled.” 

“I  saw  a  bunch  of  fucked-up  shit  today.  I  was  having  a  hard  time

sleeping before you knocked.” 

“Knocked?” 

“Whatever you want to call it. Summoned me.” 

“Shall I tell you a story to help you sleep?” Her voice was wry. 

“Yeah.” He’d call her bluff. 

But she only said, “All right.” 

He blinked. “Really?” 

“Why not?” She motioned for him to lie down. So Ruhn did, closing his

eyes. 

Then,  to  his  shock,  she  came  and  sat  beside  him.  Brushed  a  burning

hand through his hair. Warm and gentle—tentative. 

She  began,  “Once  upon  a  time,  before  Luna  hunted  the  heavens  and

Solas warmed Cthona’s body, before Ogenas blanketed Midgard with water

and  Urd  twined  our  fates  together,  there  lived  a  young  witch  in  a  cottage

deep in the woods. She was beautiful, and kind, and beloved by her mother. 

Her mother had done her best to raise her, with her only companions being

the denizens of the forest itself: birds and beasts and the babbling brooks …” 

Her voice, lovely and fair and steady, flowed through him like music. 

Her hand brushed through his hair again and he reined in his purr. 

“She grew older, strong and proud. But a wandering prince passed by

her  clearing  one  day  when  her  mother  was  gone,  beheld  her  beauty,  and

wanted her desperately to be his bride.” 

“I thought this was supposed to be a comforting story,” Ruhn muttered. 

She laughed softly, tugging on a strand of his hair. “Listen.” 

Ruhn figured to Hel with it and shifted, laying his head on her lap. The

fire  did  not  burn  him,  and  the  thigh  beneath  was  firm  with  muscle,  yet

supple. And that scent …

Day went on, “She had no interest in princes, or in ruling a kingdom, or

in any of the jewels he offered. What she wanted was a true heart to love her, 

to run wild with her through the forest. But the prince would not be denied. 

He chased her through the wood, his hounds following.” 

Ruhn’s body relaxed, limb by limb. He breathed in her scent, her voice, 

her warmth. 

“As she ran, she pleaded with the forest she loved so dearly to help her. 

So it did. First, it transformed her into a deer, so she might be as swift as the

wind. But his hounds outraced her, closing in swiftly. Then the forest turned

her into a fish, and she fled down one of the mountain streams. But he built a

weir at its base to trap her. So she became a bird, a hawk, and soared for the

skies. But the prince was a skilled archer, and he fired one of his iron-tipped

arrows.” 

Ruhn drifted, quiet and calm. When was the last time anyone had told

him a story to lull him to sleep? 

“It struck her breast, and where her blood fell, olive trees sprouted. As

her body hit the earth, the forest transformed her one last time …” 

Ruhn woke, still on the mind-bridge. Day lay on the couch across from him, 

asleep as well, her body still veiled with flame. 

He stood, crossing the distance to her. 

A  princess  of  fire,  sleeping,  waiting  for  a  knight  to  awaken  her.  He

knew  that  story.  It  tugged  at  the  back  of  his  mind.  A  sleeping  warrior-

princess  surrounded  by  a  ring  of  fire,  damned  to  lie  there  until  a  warrior

brave enough to face the flames could cross them. 

Day turned over, and through the flame, he glimpsed a hint of long hair

draped over the arm of the couch—

He  backed  away  a  step.  But  somehow  she  heard,  and  shot  upright. 

Flame erupted around her as Ruhn retreated to his own couch. “What were

you doing?” 

Ruhn shook his head. “I … I wanted to know how the story ended. I fell

asleep as the witch was pierced with an arrow.” 

Day jumped up from her couch, walking around it—putting it between

them. Like he’d crossed some major line. 

But she said, “The forest turned the witch into a monster before she hit

the  earth.  A  beast  of  claws  and  fangs  and  bloodlust.  She  ripped  the  prince

and hounds who pursued her into shreds.” 

“And that’s it?” Ruhn demanded. 

“That’s  it,”  Day  said,  and  walked  into  the  darkness,  leaving  only

embers drifting behind. 
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Ruhn paced in front of Bryce’s TV, his phone at his ear. The tattoos on his

forearms  shifted  as  he  clenched  the  phone  tight.  But  his  voice  was  calm, 

heavy, as he said, “All right, thanks for looking, Dec.” 

Bryce watched Ruhn’s face as her brother hung up, and knew exactly

what he was going to say. “No luck?” 

Ruhn slumped back against her couch cushions. “No. What we saw on

Sofie’s arm doesn’t come up anywhere.” 

Bryce nestled into Hunt on the other end of the couch while the angel

talked to Isaiah on the phone. Upon arriving back in Lunathion courtesy of a

few Blue Court wave skimmers, Tharion had gone Beneath to see his queen. 

It  was  unlikely  that  the  River  Queen  would  know  what  the  numbers  and

letters carved onto Sofie’s biceps meant, but it was worth a shot. 

Cormac  had  found  thirty  messages  from  his  father  waiting  for  him, 

asking after his whereabouts, so he’d gone off to the Autumn King’s villa to

convince the male—and therefore his father—that he’d been accompanying

Bryce to Nidaros. 

Bryce supposed she should clue her parents in about the official cover

story,  but  she  couldn’t  quite  bring  herself  to  do  it.  She  needed  to  settle—

calm her racing mind—a bit first. 

Frankly,  it  was  a  miracle  the  Hind  and  her  dreadwolves  hadn’t  been

waiting at the apartment. That the news wasn’t broadcasting all of their faces

with a  REBEL TRAITORS banner slapped beneath it. But a skim of the news

while Ruhn had talked to Dec showed nothing. 

So  she’d  spent  the  last  few  minutes  trying  hard  to  teleport  from  the

couch to the kitchen. 

Nothing.  How  had  she  done  it  during  sex?  She  wasn’t  due  for  her lesson  with  Ruhn  and  Cormac  until  tomorrow,  but  she  wanted  to  show  up

with  some idea. 

Bryce concentrated on the kitchen stools.  I am here. I want to go there. 

Her magic didn’t so much as budge.  Two points in space. I’m folding a piece

 of  paper,  joining  them.  My  power  is  the  pencil  that  punctures  through  the paper, linking them—

Hunt  said,  “Yeah.  Ember  grilled  me,  but  we’re  good.  We  had  a  nice

time.” He winked at Bryce, even though the casual gesture didn’t quite light

his  eyes.  “All  right.  I’ll  see  you  at  the  meeting  later.”  Hunt  hung  up  the phone  and  sighed.  “Unless  they’ve  got  a  dagger  digging  into  his  back,  it

seems  like  Isaiah  has  no  clue  about  what  went  down  at  Ydra.  Or  that  the

Hind saw any of us.” 

“What game is she playing?” Ruhn said, toying with his lip ring. “You

really think Isaiah wasn’t playing it cool to lure you to the Comitium later?” 

“If  they  wanted  to  arrest  us,  they’d  have  been  waiting  for  us,”  Hunt

said. “The Hind is keeping this to herself.” 

“But why?” Bryce asked, frowning deeply. “To mess with our minds?” 

“Honestly?” Hunt said. “That’s a distinct possibility. But if you ask me, 

I think she knows we’re … up to something. I think she wants to see what

we do next.” 

Bryce  considered.  “We’ve  been  so  focused  on  Emile  and  Ophion  and

the  demons  that  we’ve  forgotten  one  key  thing:  Sofie  died  knowing  vital

intel.  The  Hind  knew  that—was  afraid  enough  of  it  that  she  killed  her  to

make sure the intel died with Sofie. And if it didn’t take much for Tharion to

piece together that Sofie and Danika knew each other and come to us, I bet

the Hind has figured that out, too. She has hackers who could have found the

same emails between them.” 

Hunt’s wing brushed her shoulder, curving around her. “But how does it

even  tie  to  Danika?  Sofie  didn’t  get  the  intel  until  two  years  after  Danika died.” 

“No  idea,”  Bryce  said,  leaning  her  head  against  Hunt’s  shoulder.  A

casual, steadying sort of intimacy. 

The  sex  on  the  ship  had  been  life-altering.  Soul-altering.  Just  …

altering. She couldn’t wait to have him again. 

But she cleared the thought from her head as Ruhn asked, “Any chance

this somehow ties into Danika researching that Fendyr lineage?” Her brother

rubbed his temples. “Though I don’t see how anything about that would be war-changing intel worth killing to hide.” 

“Me neither,” Bryce said, sighing. She’d slept last night curled beside

Hunt in their bunk, limbs and wings and breath mingling, but she was still

exhausted.  From  the  shadows  under  Hunt’s  eyes,  she  knew  the  same

weariness weighed on him. 

A  knock  sounded  on  her  door,  and  Ruhn  rose  to  get  it.  Hunt’s  hand

tangled in her hair, and he tugged on the strands, getting Bryce to look up at

him. He kissed her nose, her chin, her mouth. 

“I  might  be  tired,”  he  said,  as  if  he’d  sensed  her  thoughts,  “but  I’m

ready for round two when you are.” 

Her blood heated. “Good,” she murmured back. “I’d hate for you to be

unable to keep up in your old age.” 

They were interrupted by Ruhn standing over them. “Sorry to break up

the lovefest, but the Helhound’s outside.” 

Baxian gave them no time to prepare as he burst in after Ruhn, black wings

splaying slightly. “How the fuck did you call that ship?” 

“What are you doing here?” Hunt asked quietly. 

Baxian blinked. “Making sure you’re all still in one piece.” 

“Why?” Ruhn asked. 

“Because I want in.” Baxian helped himself to a stool at the counter. 

Bryce coughed, but said innocently, “On what?” 

The Helhound threw her a dry look. “On whatever it was that had you

all going to meet with Ophion, then blasting their shit to Hel.” 

Bryce said smoothly, “We thought to cut off Ophion before they could

ruin Valbara’s peace.” 

Baxian snorted. “Yeah, sure. Without backup, without alerting anyone.” 

“There  are  rebel  sympathizers  in  the  33rd,”  Hunt  said  firmly.  “We

couldn’t risk tipping them off.” 

“I know,” Baxian replied with equal cool. “I’m one of them.” 

Bryce stared at the shifter and said as calmly as she could, “You realize

we could go right to Celestina with this. You’d be crucified before nightfall.” 

“I want you to tell me what’s going on,” Baxian countered. 

“I already told you. And you just royally fucked yourself over,” Bryce

said. 

“If they start asking questions about how you know I’m a sympathizer, 

you  think  anyone’s  going  to  buy  your  bullshit  about  going  there  to  save

Valbara  from  the  big  bad  human  rebels?  Especially  when  you  lied  to

Celestina  about  going  to  your  parents’  house?”  Baxian  laughed.  Hunt  had

gone so still that Bryce knew he was a breath away from killing the male, 

even though no lightning zapped around him. “The Asteri will let the Hind

start on you right away, and we’ll see how long those lies hold up under her

ministrations.” 

“Why isn’t the Hind here yet?” Bryce asked. She’d confirm nothing. 

“Not  her  style,”  Baxian  said.  “She  wants  to  give  you  enough  rope  to

hang yourself.” 

“And Ydra wasn’t enough?” Ruhn blurted. 

Bryce  glared  at  him.  Her  brother  ignored  it,  his  lethal  attention  on

Baxian. 

“If  I  were  to  guess,  I’d  say  that  she  thinks  you’ll  lead  her  toward

whatever it is she wants.” 

Ruhn growled, “What do  you want?” 

Baxian leaned back against the counter. “I told you: I want in.” 

“No,” Hunt said. 

“Did  I  not  warn  your  asses  yesterday?”  Baxian  said.  “Did  I  not  back

you up when Sabine came raging in here? Have I said anything to anyone

about it since then?” 

“The  Hind  plays  games  that  span  years,”  Hunt  countered  with  soft

menace. “Who knows what you’re planning with her? But we’re not rebels

anyway, so there’s nothing for you to join.” 

Baxian  laughed—without  joy,  without  any  sort  of  amusement—and

hopped off the stool. Aimed right for the front door. “When you fools want

actual answers, come find me.” The door slammed behind him. 

In the silence that fell in his wake, Bryce closed her eyes. 

“So  …  we  play  casual,”  Ruhn  said.  “Figure  out  how  to  outsmart  the

Hind.” 

Hunt grunted, not sounding convinced. That made two of them. 

A buzz sounded, and Bryce opened her eyes to see Ruhn scanning his

phone. “Flynn needs me back at the house. Call me if you hear anything.” 

“Be  careful,”  Hunt  warned  him,  but  her  brother  just  patted  the  hilt  of

the Starsword before striding out. As if the blade would do anything against

the Hind. 

Alone in their apartment, truly alone at last, Bryce waggled her brows at Hunt. “Want to take our minds off everything with a little tumble in the

sheets?” 

Hunt  chuckled,  leaning  to  brush  a  kiss  on  her  mouth.  He  paused

millimeters  from  her  lips,  close  enough  that  she  could  feel  his  smile  as  he said, “How about you tell me what the fuck you know about Emile?” 

Bryce pulled back. “Nothing.” 

His eyes blazed. “Oh? Spetsos practically blabbed it, didn’t she? With

her  talk  about  snakes.”  Lightning  shimmered  along  his  wings.  “Are  you

fucking insane? Sending that kid to the Viper Queen?” 
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“How’d it go?” 

Ruhn  stood  before  Flynn  and  Dec,  his  friends  sitting  on  the  sectional

with too-innocent smiles. Ithan sat on Dec’s other side—and his wary face

tipped Ruhn off. 

“I’m wondering if I should ask you three the same thing,” Ruhn said, 

arching a brow. 

“Well,  you’re  alive,  and  not  captured,”  Dec  said,  tucking  his  hands

behind his head and leaning back against the couch. “I’m assuming it went

… well?” 

“Let’s leave it at that,” Ruhn said. He’d fill them in later. When he was

a  little  less  exhausted  and  a  little  less  worried  about  those  innocent

expressions. 

“Good, great, fantastic,” Flynn said, leaping to his feet. “So, you know

how  you’re  always  saying  that  it’s  pretty  sexist  that  we  don’t  have  any

female roommates …” 

“I’ve never said tha—” 

Flynn gestured to the foyer behind him. “Well, here you go.” 

Ruhn blinked as three fire sprites zoomed in, landing on Flynn’s broad

shoulders. A full-bodied one cuddled up against his neck, smiling. 

“Meet the triplets,” Flynn said. “Rithi, Sasa, and Malana.” 

The  taller  of  the  slender  ones—Sasa—batted  her  eyelashes  at  Ruhn. 

“Prince.” 

“Our insurance rates will go sky-high,” Ruhn said to Declan, appealing

to the slightly-less-insane of his roommates. 

“When the fuck did you become a grown-up?” Flynn barked. 

Ithan  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  doorway  again.  “Wait  to  have  your meltdown until after you meet the fourth new roommate.” 

A short, curvy female walked in, her wavy black hair nearly down to

her  waist.  Most  of  her  tan  skin  was  hidden  by  the  plaid  blanket  wrapped

around her naked body. But her eyes—burning Solas. They were bloodred. 

Glowing like embers. 

“Ariadne, meet Ruhn,” Flynn crooned. “Ruhn, meet Ariadne.” 

She  held  Ruhn’s  stare,  and  he  stilled  as  he  caught  a  glimmer  of

something molten course beneath the skin of her forearm, making her flesh

look like … scales. 

Ruhn  whirled  on  Dec  and  Flynn.  “I  was  gone  for  a  day!  Sunrise  to

sunrise! And I come back to  a dragon? Where did she come from?” 

Dec and Flynn, the three sprites with them, pointed to Ithan. 

The wolf winced. 

Ruhn  glanced  back  at  the  dragon,  at  the  hand  clutching  the  blanket

around her. The slight hint of the brand on her wrist. He studied the sprites. 

“Please tell me they’re at least here legally,” Ruhn said quietly. 

“Nope,” Flynn said cheerfully. 

Hunt  had  two  options:  start  shouting  or  start  laughing.  He  hadn’t  decided

which  one  he  wanted  to  do  as  they  walked  down  a  narrow  hallway  of  the

most lethal warehouse in the Meat Market, aiming for the door at the far end. 

The blank-faced Fae guards at the door didn’t so much as blink. If they knew

who Bryce was to them, they gave no sign. 

“How’d you figure it out?” Bryce’s brows bunched. She hadn’t denied

it  on  the  flight  over  here.  That  she’d  somehow  gotten  Emile  to  the  Viper

Queen. And Hunt had been too fucking pissed to ask any questions. 

So fucking pissed that it had driven away any lingering lust from last

night. 

Hunt said under his breath, “I told you. You’re not as slick as you think. 

The  way  you  got  so  tense  with  Pippa  talking  about  snakes  was  a  dead

giveaway.” He shook his head. “It wasn’t Pippa killing those people to track

Emile, was it?” 

Bryce  winced.  “No.  It  was  the  Viper  Queen’s  henchmen.  Well, 

henchwoman. She sent one of her human lackeys—some merc—to hunt him

down. Hence the female human scent.” 

“And  you  were  fine  with  this?  Not  simply  killing  those  people,  but framing Pippa?” Granted, Pippa was awful, but … Something crumpled in

his chest. 

Was  this  any  different  from  his  time  with  Shahar?  Falling  for  a

beautiful, powerful female—only to have her hide her innermost thoughts—

“No,” Bryce said, paling. She halted ten feet from the guards. Touched

Hunt’s arm. “I wasn’t fine with that part at all.” Her throat bobbed. “I told

her to find him by any means necessary. I didn’t realize it’d entail … that.” 

“That was a stupid fucking thing to do,” Hunt snarled, and immediately

hated himself for the bruised look that came into her eyes. But he continued

toward the door, pulling out of her grip. 

The  guards  wordlessly  let  them  enter  the  lushly  appointed  apartment. 

Definitely  a  far  cry  from  her  ramshackle  office  levels  below.  A  foyer  of

carved  wood  flowed  ahead,  the  crimson  rug  leading  toward  a  large  sitting

room with a massive, floor-to-ceiling interior window overlooking the Viper

Queen’s notorious fighting pit. 

Bryce  murmured  coldly  as  they  aimed  for  the  sitting  room,  “I’m  not

letting this poor kid fall into anyone’s hands. Even Cormac’s.” 

“So  that  night  we  came  here  with  Juniper  and  Fury—was  Emile  here

already?” 

“The  Viper  Queen  was  supposed  to  have  apprehended  him  by  that

point. But then Tharion told us about the dead selkie, and it was clear she

hadn’t yet found him. So I came here to see what the Hel had happened, and

to  inform  her  that  leaving  a  trail  of  bodies  …  that  was   not  what  I  had intended.  When  I  walked  past  the  guards  after  we  separated  to  search,  I

might have muttered a few questions for them to convey to their queen. And

they  might  have  had  one  of  their  undercover  guards  come  up  to  me  at  the

butcher where I bought the meat for Syrinx and tell me that the kid was still

at  large,  and  they’d  last  seen  him  near  the  Black  Dock.  Which  made  me

doubt everything I’d assumed about him coming here, and I knew that I just

… I needed to go to the Bone Quarter to make sure he  wasn’t there. While

the  Viper  Queen  kept  searching.  But  apparently  either  she  or  her

henchwoman ignored my demand to stop the killing, and added a few more

to the list before they grabbed Emile.” 

“So coming here that night was a big waste of time?” 

She shook her head. “No. I also needed everyone to think I was looking

for  Emile,  and  that  we’d  cleared  this  space,  so  if  the  Viper  Queen  did

manage to get him, no one would come here again. And I needed you and

Fury  with  me  so  that  the  Viper  Queen  would  remember  who  would  come

fuck her up if she hurt the kid in the process.” 

That queen now stood before them, a slim female in a neon-green silk

jumpsuit  beside  a  large,  plush  couch.  Her  glossy  black  bob  reflected  the

golden flames from the fireplace to her right. And seated on the couch before

her, small and thin and wide-eyed, was a boy. 

“Come  to  collect  your  package  or  make  more  threats  about  Athalar

cooking me alive?” the Viper Queen asked, puffing on a cigarette between

her purple-painted lips. 

“Nice  sneakers”  was  all  Bryce  said,  gesturing  to  the  snake  shifter’s

white-and-gold  high-tops.  But  Bryce  offered  Emile  a  gentle  smile.  “Hey, 

Emile. I’m Bryce.” 

The  boy  said  nothing.  Rather,  he  looked  up  at  the  Viper  Queen,  who

drawled, “Red’s the one who got you here. Ignore the angel. He’s all bark, 

no bite.” 

“Oh, he likes to bite,” Bryce murmured, but Hunt was in no mood to

laugh.  Or  even  smile.  He  said  to  the  Viper  Queen,  power  sparking  in  his

veins, “Don’t think for one moment that I’ll ever forget how you screwed me

over that night with Micah. Vik’s suffering and Justinian’s death are on you.” 

The queen had the audacity to look down at herself, as if searching for

guilt. 

But before Hunt could contemplate roasting her, Emile squeaked, “Hi.” 

He was just a kid, alone and afraid. The thought doused any lightning in

Hunt’s veins. 

Bryce  nodded  at  the  Viper  Queen.  “I’d  like  a  moment  with  Emile, 

please.” It was a command. From a princess to another ruler. 

The  Viper  Queen’s  slitted  pupils  widened—with  amusement  or

predatory intent, Hunt didn’t know. But she said, “Emile, holler if you need

anything.”  She  sauntered  down  an  ornate,  wood-paneled  hallway  and

vanished through a door. 

Bryce plopped onto the couch beside Emile and said, “So what’s up?” 

The boy—and Hunt—blinked at her. 

Emile said quietly, “My sister’s dead, isn’t she?” 

Bryce’s face softened, and Hunt said, “Yeah. She is. We’re so sorry.” 

Emile gazed at his pale, bony hands. “The Vipe said you were looking, 

but … I knew.” Hunt scanned the boy for any hint of that thunderbird gift. 

Any hint of a magic able to harvest and transform power to his will. 

Bryce  put  a  hand  on  Emile’s  shoulder.  “Your  sister  was  a  badass.  A

brave, brilliant badass.” 

Emile  offered  a  wobbly  smile.  Gods,  the  boy  was  scrawny.  Way  too

thin for his lanky frame. If this was how thin he remained after a few weeks

outside  the  death  camp’s  barbed-wire  fences  …  This  boy  had  seen  and

endured things that no child—no person—should face. 

Shame flooded Hunt, and he sat down beside Bryce. 

No  wonder  she’d  worked  alone  to  arrange  this—none  of  the  rest  of

them had really stopped to think about the kid himself. Just his power, and

what it might mean if the wrong person got hold of it. 

Hunt  tried  to  catch  her  eye,  to  show  her  that  he  understood,  and  he

didn’t hold any of this against her, but she kept her focus on the boy. 

Bryce said quietly, “I lost a sister, too. Two years ago. It was hard, and

you never stop feeling the loss, but … you learn to live with it. I’m not going

to  tell  you  time  heals  all  wounds,  because  for  some  people  it  doesn’t.” 

Hunt’s heart strained at the pain in her voice, even now. “But I get it. What

you’re feeling.” 

Emile said nothing. Hunt suppressed the urge to gather both of them in

his arms and hug them tightly. 

“And look,” Bryce went on, “no matter what the Viper Queen says to

you, don’t take her threats too seriously. She’s a psycho, but she’s not a kid

killer.” 

“Real reassuring,” Hunt muttered. 

Bryce scowled at him. “It’s true.” 

But Hunt knew why the Viper Queen wouldn’t have harmed the kid. He

turned to the fighting pit beyond the window. It was dim and quiet now, too

early in the day for the fights that drew hundreds—and made millions—for

the snake shifter. 

Alarm  flared.  Hunt  blurted,  “You  didn’t  sign  any  contracts  with  her, 

right?” 

“Why  would  she  want  me  to  sign  anything?”  Emile  said,  toeing  the

carpet. 

Hunt  said  quietly,  “Thunderbirds  are  insanely  rare.  A  lot  of  people

would  want  that  power.”  He  extended  a  hand  toward  Emile,  and  lightning

wreathed his fingers, wending between them. “I’m not a thunderbird,” Hunt

said, “but I’ve got a similar gift. Made me, ah … valuable.” He tapped the

branded-out  slave’s  mark  on  his  wrist.  “Not  in  any  way  that  counts,  deep down, but it made certain people willing to do a lot of bad things to attain

me.” The Viper Queen would kill—had killed—to own that power. 

Emile’s eyes widened at the lightning. Like he was seeing Hunt for the

first  time.  “Sofie  said  something  like  that  about  her  power  once.  That  it

didn’t change who she was inside.” 

Hunt  melted  a  bit  at  the  trust  in  the  kid’s  face.  “It  didn’t.  And  your

power doesn’t, either.” 

Emile glanced between them. Then down the hall. “What power?” 

Hunt slowly, slowly turned to Bryce. Her face revealed nothing. “Your

… thunderbird power? The power that downed those Omega-boats?” 

The kid’s face shuttered. “That was Sofie.” 

Bryce  lifted  her  chin  in  challenge.  “Emile  doesn’t  have  any  powers, 

Hunt.” 

Hunt looked like she’d dumped a bucket of ice water on him. 

“What  do  you  mean?”  he  asked,  voice  low.  He  didn’t  wait  for  her  to

reply before he pushed, “How do  you know, Bryce?” 

“I  didn’t  know  for  sure,”  Bryce  said.  The  small,  scared  boy  now

cringed  away  from  the  angel.  She  continued,  “But  I  figured  it  was  a  good

possibility.  The  only  thing  Vanir  care  about  is  power.  The  only  way  to  get

them  to  care  about  a  human  boy  was  to  spin  a  story  about  him  having

powers like Sofie’s. The only way to make sure he got to safety was to craft

a lie about him being valuable. I had a feeling Sofie knew that all too well.” 

She added with a soft smile to the boy, “Emile was— is valuable. To Sofie. 

To his family. As all loved ones are.” 

Hunt blinked. Blinked again. Anger—and fear—warred in his eyes. He

whispered, “Does the Viper Queen know this?” 

Bryce didn’t hide her disdain. “She never asked.” Bryce had been sure

to word the bargain between them very carefully, so Emile could walk out of

here whenever he wished. 

Hunt’s  lightning  writhed  across  his  brow.  “Any  protection  she’s

offering  this  kid  will  vanish  the  moment  she  knows.”  His  gaze  shifted  to

Emile, who watched the lightning not in fear, but with sorrow. The lightning

immediately vanished. Hunt rubbed his face. Then said to Bryce, “You did

all of this on a guess?” 

“Sofie was part-human. Like me.” Cormac himself had said they were

alike. She explained as gently as she could, “You’ve never spent a moment

of your life as a human, Hunt. You always had value to Vanir. You just said

so yourself.” 

His wings rustled. “And what was the Vipe’s asking price?” 

“She’d  retrieve  Emile,  hold  him  here—in  comfort  and  safety—until  I

came to pick him up. And in return, I’d owe her a favor.” 

“That was reckless,” he said through his teeth. 

“It’s not like I have piles of gold lying around.” This wasn’t the time or

place for this fight. “You can have your alphahole fit later,” she seethed. 

“Fine,”  Hunt  shot  back.  He  leaned  forward  to  address  the  boy,  that

thunderous expression easing. “Sorry, Emile. I’m glad you’re safe, however

insanely  Bryce  acted  to  make  that  happen.  You  game  to  answer  a  few

questions?” 

Emile nodded shallowly. Bryce braced herself. 

Hunt gave Bryce another dirty look before he said, “How did you keep

the Viper Queen from knowing you don’t have any power?” 

Emile  shrugged.  “When  she  talked  about  fights  and  stuff,  I  didn’t

answer. I think she thought I was scared.” 

“Good call,” Bryce said. But Hunt cut in, “Were you originally heading

to this city to find some sort of meeting place that you and your sister had

agreed on beforehand?” 

Emile nodded again. “We were supposed to meet here, actually.” 

Hunt murmured, “A place  where the weary souls find relief …” 

Bryce explained, “The Meat Market is drug central. I figured if Danika

had  suggested  it  as  a  hiding  spot,  then  she  might  have  thought  the  Viper

Queen  would  be  …  amenable  to  helping  them  out.  Turns  out  Danika  was

right.” 

Emile added, “The Vipe’s agent picked me up before I could make it to

the city proper. She said it wasn’t safe anywhere but with them.” 

“It wasn’t,” Bryce said, smiling gently, “but now you’re safe with us.” 

Well,  at  least  they  could  agree  on  that.  Hunt  asked,  “Did  your  sister

ever mention anything secret about the Asteri? Anything super valuable to

the rebels?” 

Emile considered, brow scrunching. “No.” 

Bryce blew out a heavy breath. It had been a long shot anyway. 

Emile wrung his fingers. “But … I do recognize that name. Danika. She

was the wolf, right?” 

Bryce went still. “You knew Danika?” 

Emile  shook  his  head.  “No,  but  Sofie  told  me  about  her  the  night  we

separated. The blond wolf, who died a couple years ago. With the purple and

pink streaks in her hair.” 
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Bryce struggled to breathe. “How did Danika and Sofie know each other?” 

“Danika found Sofie using her Vanir powers,” Emile said. “She could

smell Sofie’s gift, or something. She needed Sofie to do something for her—

Danika couldn’t do it because she was too recognizable. But Sofie …” Emile

toed the carpet. “She wasn’t …” 

Bryce cut in, “Sofie was a human. Or passed as one. She’d be ignored

by most. What did Danika need her to do?” 

Emile shook his head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t able to talk to Sofie for

very long when we were in Kavalla.” 

Hunt’s  wide  eyes  shone  with  surprise,  his  anger  at  her  seemingly

forgotten for the moment. She pulled a slip of paper from her pocket. “These

letters  and  numbers  were  found  on  your  sister’s  body.  Any  idea  what  they

mean?” 

Emile bounced his knee. “No.” 

Damn it. Bryce twisted her mouth to the side. 

Head bowed, Emile whispered, “I’m sorry I don’t know anything else.” 

Hunt  cleared  his  throat.  Reached  in  front  of  Bryce  to  clasp  the  boy’s

shoulder. “You did good, kid. Really good. We owe you.” 

Emile offered Hunt a wobbly smile. 

Yet Bryce’s mind spun. Danika had needed Sofie to find something  big. 

And though it had taken her years after Danika had died, Sofie had finally

found  it.  And  it  had  indeed  been  big  enough  that  the  Hind  had  killed  her, 

rather than risking Sofie spreading it …

Hunt said, drawing her from her thoughts, “Bryce.” 

Her mate nodded pointedly to the window a few feet away. 

“Give us a minute,” she said to Emile with a smile, and walked over to the window, Hunt trailing her. 

Hunt whisper-hissed, “What do we do with him now? We can’t leave

him here. It’s only a matter of time until the Viper Queen figures out that he

doesn’t have powers. And we can’t bring him with us. Pippa might very well

come  sniffing  now  that  we  destroyed  that  suit  and  they  really  do  need  a

thunderbird’s power—” 

“Pippa  Spetsos  is  a  bad  woman,”  Emile  said  from  the  couch,  paling. 

Hunt  had  the  good  sense  to  look  embarrassed  that  his  little  fit  had  been

overheard. “Sofie warned me about her. After I got on the boat, she wanted

to  question  me  …  I  ran  the  moment  no  one  was  looking.  But  she  and  her

Lightfall unit tracked me—all the way to the marshes. I hid in the reeds and

was able to shake them there.” 

“Smart.” Bryce pulled out her phone. “And we know all about Pippa, 

don’t worry. She won’t get anywhere near you.” She glared at Hunt. “You

really think I didn’t plan this out?” 

Hunt  crossed  his  arms,  brows  high,  but  Bryce  was  already  dialing. 

“Hey, Fury. Yeah, we’re here. Bring the car around.” 

“You brought Axtar into this?” 

“She’s one of the few people I trust to escort him to his new home.” 

Fear flooded Emile’s eyes. Bryce walked back to the couch and ruffled

his  hair.  “You’ll  be  safe  there.  I  promise.”  She  gave  Hunt  a  warning  look

over her shoulder. She wasn’t going to reveal more until they’d left. But she

said to Emile, “Go use the bathroom. You’re in for a long ride.” 

Hunt was still sorting through his racing feelings when they walked out of

the Meat Market, Emile hidden beneath the shadows of a hooded sweatshirt. 

As promised, the Viper Queen had let them leave, no questions asked. 

She’d only smiled at Bryce. Hunt suspected, with a sinking feeling, that

she already knew Emile had no powers. That she’d taken in the kid because, 

despite his potential, there was one thing that might be more valuable to her

one day: Bryce owing her a favor. 

Hel yeah, he was going to have his little alphahole fit. 

But  he  tucked  away  the  thoughts  when  he  found  Fury  Axtar  leaning

against a sleek black sedan, her arms crossed. Emile stumbled a step. Hunt

didn’t blame the kid. 

Bryce threw her arms around her friend, saying, “Thank you  so much.” 

Fury pulled back and turned to survey Emile as if she were looking at a particularly nasty bug. “Not much meat on him.” 

Bryce  nudged  her  with  an  elbow.  “So  get  him  some  snacks  on  the

road.” 

“Snacks?” Fury said, but opened one of the rear doors. 

“You know,” Bryce drawled, “garbage food that provides zero nutrition

for our bodies, but  lots of nutrition for our souls.” 

How could she be so … glib about what she’d done? Any number of

people would likely kill her for it. If not Cormac, then the River Queen or

Ophion or the Hind—

Fury shook her head, chuckling, but beckoned to the boy. “In you go.” 

Emile balked. 

Fury flashed a feral smile, “You’re too short for the front. Airbag safety

regulations.” 

“You  just  don’t  want  him  messing  with  the  radio,”  Bryce  muttered. 

Fury  didn’t  deny  it,  and  Emile  didn’t  say  anything  as  he  climbed  into  the

back seat. He had no bag, no belongings. 

Hunt remembered that feeling. After his mother had died, he’d had no

traces or reminders or comforts of the child he’d been, the mother who had

sung him to sleep. 

Nausea churned in his gut. Hunt said to the kid, “Don’t let Fury boss

you around.” 

Emile  lifted  wide,  pleading  eyes  to  Hunt.  Gods,  how  had  everyone

forgotten that he was only a kid? Everyone except Bryce. 

Shahar would never have done something like this, risked so much for

someone who could do her absolutely no good. But Bryce … Hunt couldn’t

stop himself from stepping closer to her. From brushing his wing against her

in a silent apology. 

Bryce  stepped  beyond  his  reach.  Fair  enough.  He’d  been  an  asshole. 

She asked Fury, “You’ve got the address?” 

“Yes.  We’ll  be  there  in  eight  hours.  Seven,  if  we  don’t  bother  with

snacks.” 

“He’s a kid. He needs snacks,” Hunt cut in. 

But  Fury  ignored  him  and  stalked  around  the  car,  sliding  into  the

driver’s  seat.  Two  handguns  were  buckled  to  her  thighs.  He  had  a  feeling

more  were  in  the  glove  compartment  and  trunk.  And  then  there  was

whatever  Vanir  power  she  possessed  that  made  Fury  Axtar,  well  …  Fury

Axtar. “You’re lucky I love you, Quinlan. And that Juniper didn’t want this kid here for another minute.” 

Hunt  caught  the  way  Bryce’s  throat  bobbed,  but  she  lifted  a  hand  in

farewell.  Then  she  approached  the  still-open  back  door,  where  she  said  to

Emile, “Your name isn’t Emile Renast anymore, okay?” 

Panic  sparked  in  the  kid’s  face.  Bryce  touched  his  cheek,  as  if  she

couldn’t help it. The last of Hunt’s anger dissolved entirely. 

Bryce  was  saying,  “All  the  documents  will  be  waiting  for  you.  Birth

certificate, adoption papers …” 

“Adoption?” Emile croaked. 

Bryce grinned winningly at the kid. “You’re part of the Quinlan-Silago

clan now. We’re a crazy bunch, but we love each other. Tell Randall to make

you chocolate croissants on Sundays.” 

Hunt  had  no  words.  She  hadn’t  only  found  a  place  for  this  lost  kid. 

She’d found him a new family.  Her family. His throat tightened to the point

of pain, his eyes stinging. But Bryce kissed Emile’s cheek, shut the door, and

thumped the car roof. Fury sped off down the cobblestone street, hooked a

sharp left, and was gone. 

Slowly, Bryce turned back to him. 

“You’re sending him to your parents,” he said quietly. 

Her  eyes  iced  over.  “Did  I  miss  the  memo  where  I  needed  your

approval to do so?” 

“For Urd’s sake, that’s not why I was mad.” 

“I  don’t  care  if  you’re  mad,”  she  said,  flickering  with  light.  “Just

because we’re fucking doesn’t mean I answer to you.” 

“Pretty sure it’s a little bit more than fucking.” 

She bristled, and his anger bristled with it. But he remembered where

they were—right in front of the Viper Queen’s headquarters. Where anyone

might see. Or try to start shit. 

“I have to go to work,” Bryce said, practically biting out each word. 

“Fine. So do I.” 

“Fine.” She didn’t wait for him before striding off. 

Hunt rubbed his eyes and shot skyward. He knew Bryce was well aware

that he trailed her from above as she wove through the tangle of streets that

made up the Meat Market, banking northward toward the CBD only when

she’d crossed Crone Street into the safety of the Old Square. 

But she didn’t look up. Not once. 

“I only have ten minutes before I need to go to the archives,” Bryce said to her  brother  as  he  ushered  her  into  his  house  an  hour  later.  “I’m  already

behind as Hel at work.” 

Steaming  at  Hunt,  she’d  used  the  long  walk  to  process  all  that  had

happened with Emile and the Viper Queen. To pray that Fury didn’t scare the

living  daylights  out  of  the  kid  before  he  reached  her  parents’  house  in

Nidaros.  And  contemplate  whether  she’d  maybe  overreacted  a  smidgen  to

Hunt’s anger at her not telling him. 

Bryce had been just turning down the block to the archives when Ruhn

called with his vague request to come over immediately. She’d thumbed in a

quick  message  to  her  boss  about  a  doctor’s  appointment  running  late,  and

raced right over here. 

She  dumped  her  purse  beside  the  front  door.  “Please  start  explaining

why this was so urgent that you needed me to— Oh.” 

She’d assumed it had something to do with Ithan, or that maybe Declan

had  found  something.  Which  was  why  she’d  sprinted  from  FiRo,  in  her

stupid heels, in the stupid heat, and was now a sweaty mess. 

She  hadn’t  expected  a  beautiful  female  clad  in  nothing  but  a  blanket, 

standing against the foyer wall like some trapped animal. Her crimson eyes

narrowed with warning. 

Bryce  offered  a  smile  to  the  female  against  the  wall.  “Uh,  hey. 

Everything … all right?” She hissed to Ruhn over her shoulder, “Where are

 her clothes? ” 

“She wouldn’t wear them,” Ruhn hissed back. “Believe me, Dec tried.” 

He pointed to an untouched pile of male clothes by the stairs. 

But  the  female  was  scanning  Bryce  from  her  heels  to  her  head.  “You

came to see the mystics. You blazed with starlight.” 

Bryce peered back. It wasn’t the female mystic, but … she turned to see

Ithan, looking guilty, on the couch. With three fire sprites floating around his

head. 

Her blood turned to acid. A plump sprite sprawled on his knee, beaming

at Bryce. The memory of Lehabah burned bright and searing. 

“So,  Ithan   might  have  gotten  pissed  when  he  went  back  to  the

Astronomer  and  found  out  that  the  female  mystic  is  a  wolf,”  Ruhn  was

saying,  “and  he   might  have  done  something  rash  and  taken  something  he shouldn’t have, and then these morons freed them from the rings …” 

Bryce whirled to the female against the wall. “You were in one of the

rings?” 

The red eyes flared again. “Yes.” 

Bryce asked Ithan, “Why did you go back there?” 

“I wanted to be sure about Connor,” he said. She didn’t miss the tone of

accusation—that she hadn’t been as concerned as he was. Neither did Ruhn, 

who tensed at her side. 

Bryce swallowed hard. “Is he … okay?” 

Ithan  dragged  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “I  don’t  know.  I  need  to  find

out.” 

Bryce  nodded  gravely,  then  managed  to  face  the  three  sprites  in  the

living room. Managed to lift her chin and ask, voice shaking only slightly, 

“Do you know a sprite named Lehabah?” 

“No,” said Malana, the full-bodied sprite so similar to Lele that Bryce

could barely stand to face her. “What clan is she?” 

Bryce  inhaled  a  shuddering  breath.  The  males  had  hushed.  “Lehabah

claimed she was a descendant of Queen Ranthia Drahl, Queen of Embers.” 

One of the slender sprites—Rithi, maybe?—puffed with red flame. “An

heir of Ranthia?” 

A chill went down Bryce’s arms. “She said so.” 

“Fire sprites do not lie about their lineage,” said the third sprite, Sasa. 

“How do you know her?” 

“I knew her,” Bryce said. “She died three months ago. She gave her life

to save mine.” 

The three sprites floated toward Bryce. “The Drahl line has long been

scattered to the winds,” Sasa said sadly. “We don’t know how many remain. 

To lose even one …” She bowed her head, flame dimming to a soft yellow. 

The dragon in the hall said to Bryce, “You were a friend to this sprite.” 

Bryce twisted to the female. “Yes.” Damn her tight throat. To the three

sprites, she said, “I freed Lehabah before she died. It was her …” She could

barely get the words out. “It was her first and final act of freedom to choose

to save me. She was the bravest person I’ve ever met.” 

Malana drifted to Bryce, pressing a warm, burning hand to her cheek. 

“In her honor, we shall call you an ally of our people.” 

Bryce  didn’t  miss  the  slave  tattoo  on  Malana’s  wrist.  The  other  two

sprites  bore  the  same  marking.  She  slowly  turned  to  Ithan.  “I’m  glad  you

stole them from that creep.” 

“It didn’t feel right to leave them.” 

Something in her chest melted, and she suppressed the urge to hug her

old friend, to cry at the glimmer of the male she’d once known. Bryce asked

Ruhn instead, “Can’t we find some way out of this, Mr. Fancy Prince?” 

“Marc’s on it,” Declan said, holding up his phone. “He thinks you two

might be able to use your royal sway to either commandeer them on behalf

of  the  royal  household  or  get  the  Astronomer  to  accept  payment  for  them

rather than press charges.” 

“Payment?” Bryce blurted. 

“Relax,” Flynn said, smirking. “We got the money, Princess.” 

“Yeah, I’ve seen your daddy’s fancy house,” Bryce quipped, earning a

scowl from Flynn and an  oooooh from the sprites. 

Bryce suppressed her smile and lifted a brow at Ruhn. She’d fucked up

one  friendship  thanks  to  pulling  princess  rank,  but  this  …  For  Lehabah, 

she’d do it. “You in, Chosen One?” 

Ruhn’s mouth quirked to the side. “Hel yeah, Starborn.” 

Bryce waved him off and turned fully to the dragon in the hallway. “I’m

guessing you cost … a lot.” 

“More than even a prince and princess can afford,” the dragon said with

a note of bitterness. “I was a gift to the Astronomer from an Archangel.” 

“Must  have  been  some  reading  the  Astronomer  did  for  them,”  Flynn

muttered. 

The dragon hedged, “It was.” 

Her eyes cooled to jet-black cinders. To leave her at the Astronomer’s

mercy, to go back into that tiny little ring to sit on his filthy old fingers …

“Look,”  Bryce  said,  “if  Marc’s  right  about  the  commandeering  slaves

thing for royal services, then Ruhn and I can make up some shit to explain

why we need you.” 

“Why help me?” the dragon asked. 

Bryce tapped her wrist. “My mate was a slave. I can’t turn a blind eye

to it anymore. No one should.” And since she’d already helped out one lost

soul today, why not add a few more? 

“Who is your mate?” the dragon said. 

“Wait,” Flynn objected. “You guys are mates? Like, mates-mates?” 

“Mates-mates,” Ruhn said. 

“Does the Autumn King know?” Declan asked. 

Bryce  could  have  sworn  Ruhn  glanced  at  Ithan,  who  was  busy  with something  on  his  phone,  before  she  said,  “Let’s  say  it  was  officially

confirmed last night.” 

Flynn whistled. 

Bryce rolled her eyes, but faced the dragon again. “His name is Hunt

Athalar.” 

Recognition kindled in the dragon’s eyes. “Orion Athalar?” 

“One and the same,” Bryce said. “You know him?” 

Her mouth pressed into a thin line. “Only by reputation.” 

“Ah.” Bryce asked, a shade awkwardly, “What’s your name?” 

“Ariadne.” 

“Ari for short,” Flynn chimed in. 

“Never Ari,” the dragon snapped. 

Bryce’s mouth twitched. “Well, Ariadne, expect these idiots to piss you

off on an hourly basis. But try not to burn the place down.” She winked at

the dragon. “Feel free to toast Flynn when he’s a smart-ass, though.” 

Flynn flipped her off, but Bryce turned toward the door—only to find

three  sprites  in  her  face.  “You  should  speak  to  our  queen  about  Lehabah’s

bravery,” Sasa said. “Irithys is not a descendant of Ranthia, but she would

like to hear your tale.” 

“I’m pretty busy,” Bryce said quickly. “Gotta go to work.” 

But  Malana  said  to  her  sister,  “She’d  need  to   find  Irithys  first.”  She explained to Bryce, “Last we heard, before we went into the rings all those

years ago, she had been sold to one of the Asteri. But perhaps they’d let you

speak to her.” 

“Why would I need to speak to her?” Bryce asked as she kept heading

for the door, aware of Ariadne’s keen gaze. 

“Because princesses need allies,” Rithi said, and Bryce halted. 

Bryce  sighed.  “I’m  going  to  need  a  really  big  drink  after  work,”  she

said, and walked out the door, her phone already at her ear. 

“What?” Jesiba said by way of answering. 

“The Astronomer. You know him?” Bryce had zero idea what the old

male was, but … he seemed like he’d be in the House of Flame and Shadow. 

There was silence from the sorceress before she said, “Why?” 

“Looking for some strings to pull.” 

Jesiba laughed quietly. “You’re the one who stole his rings?” 

Maybe they had some sorcerer message-board support group. “Let’s say

a friend did.” 

“And now you want—what? My money to pay for them?” 

“I want you to convince him to accept the money my friends will pay

for them.” 

“One of those rings is priceless.” 

“Yeah, the dragon. Ariadne.” 

“Is that what she calls herself?” A low laugh. “Fascinating.” 

“You know her?” 

“Of her.” 

Bryce crossed a busy intersection, keeping her head down as a passing

tourist  gawked  too  long  in  her  direction.  At  least  no  dreadwolves  prowled

the streets. “So? Can you help or not?” 

Jesiba grunted. “I’ll make a call. No promises.” 

“What are you going to say?” 

“That he owes me a favor.” Dark promise glittered in the words. “And

now you do, too.” 

“Get in line,” Bryce said, and hung up. 

By the time Bryce reached her little office in the archives, relieved she

hadn’t needed to pull her princess rank again, she was ready to bask in the

AC and kick back in her chair. Ready to maybe send a message to Hunt to

feel out whether he was still pissed. But all plans vanished at the sight of the

envelope on her desk. 

It contained an analysis of dragon fire, dating back five thousand years. 

It was in a language Bryce didn’t know, but a translation had been included. 

Jesiba had scribbled  Good luck at the top. 

Well, now she knew why the Astronomer kept Ariadne in a ring. Not

for light—but for protection. 

 Among its many uses, the ancient scholar had written,  dragon fire  is one of the few substances proven to harm the Princes of Hel. It can burn even the

 Prince of the Pit’s dark hide. 

Yeah, Ariadne was valuable. And if Apollion was readying his armies

… Bryce had no intention of letting the dragon return to the Astronomer’s

clutches. 
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Hunt knew he’d been a fool to think this would end once they found Emile. 

Once the kid was safe. Bryce clearly had no intention of dropping this. Not

with Danika somehow involved. 

But he tucked all that aside. He had other shit to take care of right now. 

He had to meet with Celestina first. Make an appearance, maintain the

facade  that  all  was  well.  Ensure  that  the  Hind  hadn’t  told  the  Archangel

anything. His meeting with Isaiah wasn’t for an hour—plenty of time. 

Plenty of time to also stew over Bryce, and how well she’d played all of

them. How she’d helped Emile, but she’d hidden her plans from him. Plans

that had cost lives. And yeah, Bryce could take care of herself, but … He’d

thought they were a team. 

Again: he knew he’d been a fool. 

Hunt  soothed  his  wild  blood,  and  only  when  he  was  certain  his

lightning wasn’t about to erupt did he knock on the Governor’s door. 

Celestina smiled in greeting—a good sign. No hint of Ephraim or the

others.  Good  as  well.  Her  smile  widened  as  Hunt  stepped  closer. 

“Congratulations,” she said warmly. 

Hunt angled his head. “On what?” 

She gestured to him. “I take it from your scent that you and Bryce are

mated.” 

He hadn’t realized the sex would be broadcast like that. Apparently, the

bond between them  had gone to that biological level. “I, ah. Yeah. Since the

overnight at her parents’ house.” 

Even  if  they’d  just  been  at  each  other’s  throats.  And  not  in  the  good

way. 

“So visiting her parents went well, then.” 

“I thought her mom would cut off my balls at one point, but get Ember

talking  about  sunball,  and  she’ll  become  your  best  friend.”  It  was  true, 

though  he’d  learned  it  months  ago.  Even  if  some  part  of  him  recoiled  at

having to answer Celestina’s question with a blatant lie. 


Celestina laughed merrily. There was no wariness or displeasure in it—

no indication that she might know the truth. “Good. I’m happy for you. For

both of you.” 

“Thank  you,”  Hunt  said.  He  added,  to  cover  his  bases,  “Ruhn  and

Prince Cormac joined us, though. It made things … slightly awkward.” 

“Because  Cormac  is  technically  Bryce’s  fiancé?”  Celestina  asked

wryly. 

Hunt snorted. “That, too, but mostly because Ember isn’t … a fan of the

Fae. She asked Ruhn to come, since she hadn’t seen him in years, but it was

still tense at times.” 

“I’ve heard of her history with the Autumn King. I’m sorry that it still

haunts her.” 

“So am I,” Hunt said. “Anything happen here while I was gone?” 

“Only if you count overseeing party preparations for the equinox.” 

Hunt chuckled. “That fun, huh?” 

“Riveting,”  Celestina  said,  then  seemed  to  remember  herself  because

she added, “Of course, it’s for a joyous occasion, so it’s not entirely a chore.” 

“Of course.” 

The  sun  through  the  windows  behind  her  turned  her  white  wings

radiant.  “Baxian  might  have  something  more  interesting  to  report.  He  was

barely here yesterday.” 

It  took  all  of  Hunt’s  training  to  keep  his  own  face  neutral  as  he  said, 

“I’ve  got  a  meeting  with  Isaiah,  but  my  next  stop  after  that  is  to  check  in with him.” 

Everything  between  them  was  a  lie.  And  one  word  from  the  Hind  …

Hunt suppressed the surge of his power as it crackled through him. 

Baxian  might  have  claimed  he  was  a  rebel  sympathizer,  might  have

helped them enough to garner some trust, but … he’d be a fool to trust him

entirely. 

“What’s wrong?” Celestina asked, brow furrowing with worry. 

Hunt shook his head. “Nothing.” He clasped his hands behind his back

and asked casually, “Anything for me to do today?” 

Hunt emerged from the Archangel’s office five minutes later with a stack of preliminary reports on demon activity at the Northern Rift. She wanted his

expertise in examining the types of demons caught, as well as an analysis on

whether the breeds and frequency meant Hel was planning something. 

The answer was a definite yes, but he’d find some way to draw out the

task to buy himself more time. To decide how much to tell her about Hel. 

Apollion had spoken true, about him and Bryce and their powers. And

if  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  had  been  honest  about  that,  what  else  had  he  been honest about? Some shit with Hel was stirring. Hunt’s gut twisted. 

But he still had one more thing to do before descending into all of that. 

He  hunted  down  the  Hind  in  ten  minutes,  finding  her  in  the  barracks

bathroom, applying red lipliner, of all things. He’d never thought she might

actually have to put on her makeup. Somehow, he pictured her permanently

coiffed and painted. 

“Hunter,” she crooned without breaking her stare from the mirror. They

were alone. 

“Don’t call me that.” 

“You never did like Sandriel’s nickname for you.” 

“I had no interest in being part of her club.” 

The Hind kept drawing her lipliner with a steady hand. “To what do I

owe this pleasure?” 

Hunt  leaned  against  the  bathroom  door,  blocking  any  exit.  She  slid  a

kohl-lined eye in his direction. 

“What are you going to do about what happened yesterday?” he asked. 

She  opened  a  tube  of  lipstick  and  began  filling  in  the  precise  outline

she’d  drawn.  “If  you’re  referring  to  when  I  fucked  Pollux  in  the  showers, 

I’m afraid I’m not going to apologize to Naomi Boreas for leaving the stall

door open. I did invite her to join, you know.” 

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” 

She started on her top lip. “Then enlighten me.” 

Hunt stared at her. She’d seen him. Spoken to him, to all of them, while

they’d  been  in  the  water.  He’d  gone  ballistic,  ready  to  slaughter  her.  Had

needed his mate’s touch and body to calm down afterward. 

Hunt growled, “Is this some sort of cat-and-mouse game?” 

She  set  the  golden  lipstick  tube  on  the  counter  and  pivoted.  Beautiful

and cold as a statue of Luna. “You’re the hunter. You tell me.” 

This female had killed Sofie Renast. Drowned her. And had tortured so

many others that the silver torque around her neck practically screamed the

names of the dead. 

When  Hunt  said  nothing,  the  Hind  inspected  herself  in  the  mirror, 

tucking  a  stray  tendril  of  hair  into  her  elegant  chignon.  She  then  stalked

toward  him—to  the  door.  He  stepped  away  silently.  The  Hind  said  as  she

exited, “Perhaps you’ll stop prattling on about nonsense once you see what

the Harpy did by the Angels’ Gate. It’s rather extraordinary.” 

Ten minutes later, Hunt learned what she meant. 

The crystal Gate in the heart of the CBD was muted in the midmorning

light,  but  no  one  was  looking  at  it  anyway.  The  gathered  crowd  was

snapping pictures and murmuring about the two figures lying facedown on

the ground beneath it. 

It had been a long while since Hunt had seen anyone blood-eagled. 

The  corpses  wore  black  stealth  clothes—or  shreds  of  them.  Rebels. 

That was the Ophion crest on their red armbands, and the sinking sun of the

Lightfall squadron above it. 

Across the Gate’s square, someone vomited, then sprinted away, crying

softly. 

The Harpy had started down their backs. Taken her knives and sawed

through the ribs, cleaving each bone from the spine. And then she’d reached

through the incisions and yanked their lungs through them. 

Leaving a pair of bloody wings draped over their backs. 

Hunt knew the victims would have still been alive. Screaming. 

Ephraim  had  brought  this  into  his  city.  This  was  what  the  Hind,  the

Asteri would unleash upon him and Bryce. It wouldn’t be crucifixion. It’d be

something far more creative. 

Had the Harpy left the blood eagles as a message for Ophion, or for all

of Valbara? 

Celestina had allowed this to happen here. Allowed the Harpy to do this

and  then  display  the  bodies.  Hadn’t  even  mentioned  it  in  their  meeting. 

Because she agreed with these methods, or because she had no choice? 

Hunt  swallowed  against  the  dryness  in  his  mouth.  But  others  had

noticed him now.  The Umbra Mortis, they murmured. Like he’d helped the

Harpy create this atrocity. 

Hunt swallowed his answer.  We might be triarii, but I will never  be like

 that monster. 

They wouldn’t have believed him. 

It  had  been  a  weird  fucking  day,  but  Ruhn  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief  when

Athalar  called.  All  clear,  the  angel  had  said,  and  it  had  eased  Ruhn’s exhaustion and dread, if only by a fraction. He hadn’t told Athalar about the

sprites  and  the  dragon.  He’d  let  Bryce  tell  her  mate  those  details.  He

wondered if she’d even told him yet about the mystics. 

Ruhn toyed with his lip ring as he returned to the living room, where

Flynn  was  flirting  with  the  sprites  while  Dec  asked  them  questions  about

their lives in the rings. The dragon sat on the stairs, and Ruhn ignored her, 

even if it went against every primal instinct to do so. Ithan lifted his brows as

Ruhn entered. 

“We’re good,” Ruhn told the males, who all muttered prayers of thanks

to the gods. He faced the dragon, bracing himself, but was interrupted by the

sound of the doorbell. 

Brows  lowering,  hand  drifting  to  the  gun  tucked  into  his  back

waistband, Ruhn strode to the front door. A lovely, familiar female scent hit

him a moment before he registered who stood there, broom in hand. 

Queen Hypaxia Enador smiled faintly. “Hello, Prince. I’d hoped to find

you here.” 
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Tharion finished his report to the River Queen, his fin holding him steady in

the  current  of  the  river  depths.  She  lounged  among  a  bed  of  river  oysters, 

long fingers trailing over the ridges and bumps. 

“So my sister has a fleet of ships that elude the Asteri’s Omega-boats.” 

The  waters  around  them  swirled,  and  Tharion  fought  to  keep  in  place,  tail

swishing hard. 

“Only six.” 

“Six, each one the size of the Comitium.” Her eyes flashed in the dim

depths. 

“Does  it  make  a  difference?”  He’d  had  no  choice  but  to  tell  her

everything—it was the only way to explain why he’d returned without Pippa

Spetsos in tow. Or at least answers regarding Emile Renast’s whereabouts. 

“Do  sisters  not  share  everything?”  She  dragged  a  finger  along  the

jagged  edge  of  an  oyster  and  it  opened,  revealing  the  pearl  within.  “They

mock me, with these ships. They suggest I am not trustworthy.” 

“No  one  said  anything  like  that.”  He  clenched  his  jaw.  “I  don’t  think

they’ve told anyone else.” 

“Yet this Commander Sendes saw fit to inform  you.” 

“Only  of  the  vague  details,  and  only  because  we  stumbled  onto  her

ship.” 

“They  rescued  you.  They  could  have  let  you  drown  and  kept  their

secrets,  yet  they  saved  you.”  His  blood  chilled.  She  would  have  let  them

drown. “I want you to find out everything you can about these ships.” 

“I don’t think that will be easy,” Tharion cautioned. 

“Who is to say my sister won’t use them against me?” 

 She rules the oceans. I doubt she wants one stupid river.  But Tharion said, “That didn’t seem to be on anyone’s mind.” 

“Perhaps not now, but I wouldn’t put it past her.” 

He refrained from telling her she was being paranoid. Instead, he tried

his best weapon: diverting her attention. “Shall I continue hunting for Emile

Renast?” 

The River Queen eyed him. “Why wouldn’t you?” 

He tried to hide his relief that she’d pivoted with him, even though he

knew she’d return to the subject of the Ocean Queen’s ships soon enough. 

“Even with the ammo and mech-suit prototype destroyed, Pippa Spetsos just

became  a  lot  more  powerful—her  position  in  Ophion  has  changed. 

Capturing her, interrogating her … We do that, and we risk having Ophion

deem us enemies.” 

“I do not care what Ophion deems us. But very well.” She motioned to

the surface. “Go Above. Find another way to collect the boy.” 

“As you will it,” he said, bowing in the current. 

She  flicked  a  hand  in  dismissal.  “I  shall  make  your  excuses  to  my

daughter.” 

“Give her my love.” 

She didn’t answer, and Tharion made a beeline to the surface and open

world above. 

He’d finished tugging on the clothes he’d left in a nook of the quay near

Moonwood’s River Gate when wings rustled on the walkway above him. He

peered over the stone rim to find Athalar standing with crossed arms. 

“We need to talk,” said the Umbra Mortis. 

Ruhn stared at the witch-queen. At his bride. 

Hypaxia  Enador  was  as  beautiful  as  he  remembered:  luxurious,  dark

hair falling in soft curls down to her slim waist; brown skin that glowed as if

moonlight ran beneath it; large, dark eyes that noticed too much. Her mouth, 

full and inviting, parted in a lovely smile as she stepped into the foyer. 

The witch touched a knot in the wood on her broom. It was a stunning

piece of art: every inch of its handle carved with intricate designs of clouds

and  flowers  and  stars,  each  twig  in  the  base  carved  as  well  and  bound

together with golden thread. 

But with the touch on that knot, the broom vanished. 

No,  it  shrank.  Into  a  golden  brooch  of  Cthona,  the  earth  goddess  ripe with child. Hypaxia pinned the brooch onto the shoulder of her gauzy blue

robes  and  said,  “A  convenient  bit  of  witch-magic.  I  found  that  carrying  a

broom around the city is … cumbersome. And attracts the notice of many. 

Especially a broom such as mine.” 

“That is … really fucking cool,” Ruhn admitted. 

She began to answer, but her eyes slid to the dragon sitting at the foot

of the stairs, and she stopped. She blinked once before turning to Ruhn. “A

friend?” 

“Yeah,”  Ruhn  lied,  and  then  Flynn  and  Declan  and  Ithan  were  there, 

sprites in tow, gawking at the queen. 

Ithan cleared his throat, likely at the stunning beauty of the witch. 

Ruhn  hadn’t  been  much  better  when  he’d  first  seen  her.  Yet  she’d

hardly  given  him  the  time  of  day  at  the  Summit.  Even  if  she’d  helped  out

majorly during the shit that had gone down in this city. Had been willing to

fly here to help save its citizens—and Bryce. 

Ruhn  straightened,  remembering  himself.  That  he  was  a  prince,  and

owed  her  the  respect  due  to  her  rank.  He  bowed  deeply.  “Welcome,  Your

Majesty.” 

Flynn smirked, and Ruhn threw him a warning glare as he rose. “Allow

me to introduce my … companions. Tristan Flynn, Lord Hawthorne.” Flynn

sketched an irreverent bow—a mockery of the one Ruhn had made. “Declan

Emmet,  super-genius.”  Dec  grinned,  bowing  with  more  gravitas.  They’d

both been at the Summit when Ruhn had formally met Hypaxia—as a queen, 

and not the medwitch he’d believed her to be—but had never officially been

presented to her. “Ithan Holstrom … wolf,” Ruhn continued. Ithan gave him

a look as if to say,  Really, asshole?  But Ruhn moved on to the sprites, the

dragon. “And, uh, our guests.” 

Hypaxia gave the dragon another wary glance. Flynn stepped forward, 

slinging an arm around Hypaxia’s shoulders. “Welcome. Let’s talk about all

those times Ruhn tried to talk to you at the Summit and you ignored him.” 

Declan  chuckled,  taking  up  a  position  at  Hypaxia’s  other  side.  She

furrowed her brow, as if the two males spoke another language entirely. 

The queen seemed to note the details of his house as she was escorted

to  the  sectional.  His  disgusting,  beer-soaked  house.  Solas,  a  half-smoked

mirthroot  blunt  sat  in  the  ashtray  on  the  coffee  table  a  mere  foot  from

Hypaxia. 

Ruhn said to Ithan,  Get that fucking mirthroot out of here. 

Ithan lunged for it. 

 Not right now! When she’s not looking. 

Ithan  caught  himself  with  that  sunball  player’s  grace  and  relaxed

against  the  cushions  as  Hypaxia  sat,  nestled  between  Flynn  and  Declan.  If

Ithan had to pick one word to describe the queen’s expression, it would have

been baffled. Utterly baffled. 

Ruhn  rubbed  his  neck,  approaching  the  couch.  “So,  ah.  Good  to  see

you.” 

Hypaxia  smiled  in  that  wise,  knowing  way.  Fucking  Hel,  she  was

lovely. But her voice darkened as she said, “I’d like to have a word with you. 

Alone.” 

Ithan rose, subtly swiping the mirthroot from the table. “Room’s yours. 

We’ll be upstairs.” 

Flynn opened his mouth, presumably to say something mortifying, but

Ithan grabbed him by the shoulder and hauled him up, shoving the mirthroot

into the lord’s hands. The sprites fell into line behind them as Declan joined

the  fray,  and  then  they  were  all  gone,  Ariadne  stalking  up  the  stairs  after them. Ruhn had no doubt they’d try to eavesdrop. 

He  took  a  seat  on  the  stained,  reeking  couch,  reining  in  his  cringe  as

Hypaxia adjusted the folds of her blue robes. “So … how are you?” 

Hypaxia  angled  her  head.  She  didn’t  wear  her  crown  of  cloudberries, 

but every line of her radiated grace and calm and care. She was about fifty

years younger than he was, yet he felt like a whelp in front of her. Had she

known her fiancé lived in a place like this, had a lifestyle like this? 

“I  wanted  to  ask  you  for  a  favor.”  Ruhn  stilled.  She  went  on,  “I’ve

come to Lunathion for the mating celebration in a few weeks. I’ll be staying

at  the  witches’  embassy,  but  …”  She  twisted  her  hands,  the  first  sign  of

doubt he’d ever seen from her. “I was wondering if you might spare me an

escort.” 

“Why? I mean, sure, yes, but … everything okay?” 

She didn’t answer. 

Ruhn asked, “What about your coven?” They should protect their queen

at any cost. 

Her long lashes bobbed. “They were my mother’s coven. It was one of

her last wishes that I inherit them, rather than select my own.” 

“So you don’t like them?” 

“I don’t trust them.” 

Ruhn  considered.  “You  want  me  to  give  you  an  escort  to  protect  you

from your own coven?” 

Her mouth tightened. “You think I’m mad.” 

“I thought witches lived and died for their loyalty.” 

“The  loyalty  of  these  witches  began  and  ended  with  my  mother.  She

raised me in isolation—from the world, but also from them. My tutors were

… unconventional.” 

It was the most they’d ever spoken to each other. Ruhn asked, “In what

way?” 

“They were dead.” 

A chill went down his spine. “Right. Necromancer stuff, huh?” 

“Enadors can raise the dead, yes. My mother summoned three ancient, 

wise  spirits  to  teach  me.  One  for  battle  and  physical  training,  one  for

mathematics and sciences, and the other for history, reading, and languages. 

She oversaw my magical training herself—especially the healing.” 

“And this freaked her coven out?” 

“It estranged us. My only companions while growing up were the dead. 

When my mother passed, I found myself surrounded by strangers. And they

found themselves with a queen whose unorthodox education unnerved them. 

Whose gifts of necromancy unnerved them further.” 

“But you’re the last Enador. Who would they replace you with?” 

“My sister.” 

Ruhn blinked. “The  Hind?” 

“Lidia has no witch gifts, so she would be a figurehead. She’d wear the

crown, but my mother’s general, Morganthia, would rule.” 

“That’s insane.” 

“Lidia  was  born  first.  She  is  the  spitting  image  of  my  mother.” 

Hypaxia’s father must have passed along the genes for her darker coloring, 

then. “Even while I was growing up, I sometimes heard whispers from my

mother’s coven wondering if … perhaps Lidia should not have been given

away.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  they’re  more  comfortable  with  a  half-shifter  than  a  half-

necromancer.  They  fear  the  influence  of  the  House  of  Flame  and  Shadow, 

though I have sworn no vows to any but Earth and Blood. But Lidia is Earth

and Blood, through and through. Exactly as they are. They loved my mother, 

I  have  no  doubt,  but  they  have  different  plans  for  the  future  than  she  did. 

That became apparent by the end.” 

“What sort of plans?” 

“A  closer  bond  with  the  Asteri.  Even  at  the  cost  of  our  relative

autonomy.” 

“Ah.”  That  was  a  potential  minefield.  Especially  considering  the  shit

that he was doing for Ophion. Or had been doing for them—he had no idea

where they stood now, after Ydra. 

Hypaxia went on, “Your kindness is why I’ve come here. I know you to

be  a  male  of  bravery  and  dedication.  While  I’m  in  this  city  for  the

Governors’  celebration,  especially  with  Lidia  in  town,  I  fear  my  mother’s

coven  might  make  a  move.  They  presented  a  unified  front  with  me  at  the

Summit, but the last few months have been strained.” 

“And since we’re technically engaged, it won’t be seen as a declaration

of your distrust if I send one of my people to look after you. It’ll be deemed

some protective male bullshit.” 

Her lips twitched. “Yes. Something like that.” 

“All right. No problem.” 

She swallowed, bowing her head. “Thank you.” 

He dared to touch her hand, her skin velvety smooth. “We’ll take care

of this. Don’t worry.” 

She patted his hand in a  Thanks, friend sort of way. 

Ruhn  cleared  his  throat,  glancing  at  the  ceiling—the  distinctive, 

worrisome  thumping coming from it. “Since you were raised by ghosts, I’m

hoping you won’t mind having a bit of an unorthodox guard.” 

Her brows rose. 

Ruhn smiled. “How do you feel about sunball players?” 

No  one  bothered  them,  but  plenty  of  people  stared  as  Tharion  and  Hunt

meandered through the ornate water garden along the river in Moonwood, a

hundred rainbows glimmering in the mists around them. Tharion loved this

part of the city—though the Old Square’s grit still called to him. 

“So  what’s  up?”  Tharion  said  as  Athalar  paused  beneath  a  towering

elm, its leaves shimmering in the spray from a massive fountain of Ogenas

lounging in an oyster shell. 

The angel pulled his phone from a hidden pocket in his battle-suit. “I

had  a  meeting  with  the  Governor.”  His  fingers  flew  over  the  phone, 

presumably  summoning  whatever  the  information  was.  He  handed  it  to Tharion. “She had me go over some of the latest demon reports from Nena. I

wanted to pass them along to the Blue Court.” 

Tharion  took  the  phone  and  scrolled  through  the  photos.  “Anything

interesting?” 

“That  one.  The  tail—just  out  of  the  shot  here.”  Hunt  pointed  to  the

picture, face stony. “It’s a deathstalker.” 

Even the burbling fountain beyond them seemed to quiet at the name. 

“What’s that?” 

“Lethal assassins bred by the Prince of the Pit. He keeps them as pets.” 

Athalar’s wings rustled. Had a shadow passed over the sun? “I’ve only dealt

with them once. I’ve got a scar down my back from it.” 

If the encounter had left Athalar scarred … Cthona spare them all. “One

was in Nena?” 

“Three days ago.” 

“Shit. Where did it go?” 

“No  idea.  Report  says  there’s  been  no  breach  of  Nena’s  borders.  Tell

your people to be alert. Warn your queen, too.” 

“I  will.”  Tharion  glanced  sidelong  at  the  angel.  Noticed  that  they

weren’t near cameras or other people. “Any further updates?” Tharion asked

carefully. 

“Maybe,” Hunt said. 

“I  thought  so,”  Tharion  said.  The  warning  about  the  demons  seemed

true—but also a convenient cover. 

“I know where Emile is,” Athalar said quietly. 

Tharion nearly stumbled a step. “Where?” 

“Can’t say. But he’s safe.” Athalar remained grave despite the beauty of

Moonwood around them. “Call off your search. Spin some bullshit to your

queen. But you’re done hunting for that kid.” 

Tharion surveyed the angel, the mist beading on the gray wings. “And

you think it’s wise to tell me that  you know where he is?” 

Hunt bared his teeth in a feral smile. “You going to torture it out of me, 

Ketos?” 

“The thought had crossed my mind.” 

Lightning  licked  across  Hunt’s  forehead  as  he  motioned  to  the

fountains, the water all around. “Not the best place for a lightning fight.” 

Tharion began to pace. “The River Queen won’t give up. She wants that

kid.” 

“It’s a dead end. And a gigantic waste of your time.” Tharion arched a

brow. Hunt said, voice low, “Emile Renast has no powers. His sister staged

things  to  make  it  seem  that  way,  hoping  that  arrogant  Vanir  like  us  would

find the kid important enough to look after.” 

Something  glimmered  in  Athalar’s  face  that  Tharion  couldn’t  place. 

Pain. Sorrow. Shame? 

“And I’m supposed to take your word for it,” Tharion said. 

“Yeah, you are.” 

Tharion knew that tone. The merciless voice of the Umbra Mortis. 

“I can think of only one person who’d make you this intense,” Tharion

drawled,  unable  to  resist.  “Legs  knows  where  the  kid  is,  too,  huh?”  He

laughed to himself. “Did she arrange this? I should have seen that coming.” 

He chuckled again, shaking his head. “What’s to stop me from going to ask

 her some questions?” 

“Hard to ask Bryce any questions when you don’t have a head attached

to your body,” Hunt said, violence glittering in his eyes. 

Tharion held up his hands. “Threat received.” But his mind spun with

all he’d learned. “Let’s say I do trust you. Emile really has no powers?” 

“Not even a drop. He might be descended from a thunderbird, but Sofie

was the only one with the gifts.” 

“Fuck.”  The  River  Queen  would  be  livid,  even  if  she’d  been  the  one

who’d  ordered  him  to  spend  weeks  on  a  wild  goose  chase.  Hel,  she’d  be

pissed that he hadn’t figured out the truth sooner. “And the intel?” 

“Kid  knows  nothing.”  Hunt  seemed  to  consider,  then  added,  “He

confirmed that Danika and Sofie had contact. But nothing else.” 

Tharion  dragged  his  hands  through  his  still-wet  hair.  “Fuck,”  he  said

again, pacing a step. 

Athalar tucked in his wings. “How badly is she going to punish you for

this?” 

Tharion swallowed. “I’m going to have to spin it carefully.” 

“Even though none of it is your fault?” 

“She’ll deem it a failure. Rational thinking is second to her need to feel

like she’s won.” 

“I really am sorry.” The angel tilted his head to the side. “Any chance

she’ll fire you and let that be that?” 

Tharion let out a humorless laugh. “I wish. But …” He paused, an idea

sparking. He glanced up and down the sun-baked concrete quay. “Who says

she has to know today?” 

A corner of Athalar’s mouth kicked up. “As far as I know, you and I

met up to swap status reports.” 

Tharion began walking toward the city proper, the hustle and bustle that

set  his  blood  thrumming.  Athalar  fell  into  step  beside  him.  “It  could  take

days to learn that Emile isn’t worth our time. Weeks.” 

The angel winked. “Months, if you do it right.” 

Tharion  grinned,  a  thrill  shooting  through  his  bones  as  they  entered

Moonwood’s tree-lined streets. It was a dangerous game, but … he’d play it. 

Milk every second of freedom he could from this. Stay Above as often as he

liked, so long as he checked in Below every now and then. “Got any ideas

where I can crash?” 
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Ithan didn’t think of himself as an eavesdropper. But sometimes he couldn’t

help  it  if  his  keen  wolf’s  hearing  picked  up  stuff  being  said,  even  a  floor below. 

This time, it had been some big,  big stuff. 

Ithan used all his training, all those years of practice and games, to keep

from  pacing  as  Ruhn  went  on  and  on  about  the  witch-queen  needing  an

escort in the city. Yes, fine, he’d do it, he’d guard her back, but—

“You may speak, Ithan Holstrom,” the stunningly beautiful witch said, 

cutting off Ruhn, who blinked at them. Ithan hadn’t realized he’d broadcast

his impatience so clearly. 

Flynn and Declan had remained upstairs with the sprites and Ariadne, 

booing when Ruhn had asked only Ithan to come downstairs. 

Ithan cleared his throat. “You can talk to the dead, right? You’re … a

necromancer? I’m sorry—I couldn’t help but overhear.” He offered Ruhn an

apologetic  look,  too.  But  at  Hypaxia’s  cautious  nod,  he  pressed  on,  “If  I

agree to guard you, would you …” Ithan shook his head. “Would you try to

make contact with my brother, Connor?” 

For a long moment, Hypaxia only stared at him. Her dark eyes beheld

everything. Too much. “I can feel the disturbance in your heart, Ithan. You

don’t wish to speak to him merely from longing and loss.” 

“No.  I  mean,  yeah,  I  miss  him  like  crazy,  but  …”  He  paused.  Could

they tell her everything Bryce had learned? 

Ruhn spared him the effort of deciding and said, “Do you know what

happens to the dead after they’ve been in the Bone Quarter for a while?” 

Her face paled. “You learned of the secondlight.” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, lip ring glinting. “Ithan is pretty worried about what happened to his brother and the Pack of Devils, especially after they helped

my  sister.  If  you’ve  got  any  ability  to  learn  what’s  happened  to  Connor

Holstrom, or to warn him, even if it’s to no avail … we’d appreciate it. But

Ithan will gladly escort you either way you choose.” 

Ithan tried not to appear too grateful. He’d spent years thinking Ruhn

was a dick, mostly thanks to Bryce and Danika constantly dissing him, but

… this guy had let him into his house, trusted him with his secrets, and now

seemed intent on helping him. He wondered if the Fae knew how lucky they

were. 

Hypaxia nodded sagely. “There is a ritual I could perform … It’d need

to be on the Autumnal Equinox, though.” 

“When the veil between realms is thinnest,” Ruhn said. 

“Yes.” Hypaxia smiled sadly at Ithan. “I’m sorry for your loss. And that

you’ve learned the truth.” 

“How do  you know the truth?” Ithan asked. 

“The dead have little reason to lie.” 

Ice skittered down Ithan’s spine. “I see.” The chandelier rattled above. 

Ruhn  rubbed  at  his  face,  the  tattoos  on  his  arm  shifting  with  the

movement. He lowered his hand and looked at the witch-queen. His fiancée. 

Lucky male. 

“You cool with a dragon joining you?” the prince asked Hypaxia. 

“That dragon?” Hypaxia peered at the ceiling. 

“A  lawyer  friend  of  mine  says  I  need  a  royal,  official  reason  to

commandeer  someone  else’s  slave.  A  very  important,  powerful  slave. 

Protecting my fiancée is about as important as it gets.” 

Hypaxia’s  lips  curled,  though  doubt  kindled  in  her  dark  eyes.  That

made two of them. She asked Ithan, “How do you feel about it?” 

Ithan gave her a half smile, flattered that she’d even asked. “If you can

contact my brother on the equinox, then it doesn’t really matter what I feel.” 

“Of course it does,” she said, and sounded like she meant it. 

A few weeks until the equinox. And then he could see Connor again. 

Even if it was just one last time. 

Even if it was only to deliver a warning that might do him no good. 

Bryce might have avoided going home for as long as possible. Might have

stayed  at  the  archives  right  until  closing  and  been  one  of  the  last  people

exiting the building as night fell. She’d made it down the sweeping marble steps, breathing in the dry, warm night air, when she saw him. 

Hunt  leaned  against  a  car  across  the  narrow  street,  wings  folded

elegantly.  People  hurrying  home  from  work  gave  him  a  wide  berth.  Some

outright crossed the street to avoid him. 

He’d worn his hat. That fucking sunball hat she couldn’t resist. 

“Quinlan.”  He  pushed  off  the  car  and  approached  her  where  she’d

halted at the foot of the stairs. 

She lifted her chin. “Athalar.” 

He huffed a soft laugh. “So that’s how it’s gonna go, huh?” 

“What  do  you  want?”  They’d  had  little  fights  over  the  months,  but

nothing this important. 

He waved a hand to the building looming behind her. “I need to use the

archives to look something up. I didn’t want to disturb you during working

hours.” 

She jabbed a thumb at the building, now beautifully illuminated against

the starry night. “You waited too long. The building is closed.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  you’d  hide  inside  until  closing.  Avoiding  something, 

Quinlan?”  He  smiled  savagely  as  she  bristled.  “But  you’re  good  at  sweet-

talking people into doing your bidding. Getting us in will be a walk in the

park, won’t it?” 

She  didn’t  bother  to  look  pleasant,  though  she  pivoted  and  began

marching  back  up  the  steps,  heels  clacking  on  the  stone.  “What  do  you

need?” 

He  gestured  to  the  cameras  mounted  on  the  massive  pillars  of  the

entrance. “I’ll explain inside.” 

“So you think Hel’s planning something?” Bryce asked two hours later when

she  found  Hunt  where  she’d  left  him,  the  massive  expanse  of  the  archives

quiet around them. There had been no need to sweet-talk her way in after all. 

She’d discovered another perk to working here: getting to use this place after

hours. Alone. Not even a librarian to monitor them. They’d gotten past the

security  guards  with  barely  a  word.  And  her  boss  wouldn’t  show  up  until

night was fully overhead—not for at least another hour. 

Hunt had said he needed to peruse some newly translated Fae texts on

ancient demons, so she’d gotten him set up at a table in the atrium and then

gone back to her office on the other side of the floor. 

“The  demons  in  the  reports  Celestina  gave  me  are  bad  news,”  Hunt said.  He  was  working  at  the  desk,  sunball  hat  bright  in  the  moonlight

streaming through the glass ceiling. “Some of the worst of the Pit. All rare. 

All  lethal.  The  last  time  I  saw  so  many  clustered  together  was  during  the

attack this spring.” 

“Hmm.” Bryce slid into the chair across from him. 

Was he going to ignore what happened earlier? That wouldn’t do. Not

at all. 

She casually extended her foot beneath the table. Drifted it up Hunt’s

muscled leg. “And now they need the big, tough angel to dispatch them back

to Hel.” 

He slammed his legs together, trapping her foot. His eyes lifted to hers. 

Lightning  sparked  there.  “If  Aidas  or  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  is  planning

something, this is probably the first hint.” 

“Aside  from  them  literally  saying  that  Hel’s  armies  are  waiting  for

me?” 

Hunt  squeezed  her  foot  harder,  those  powerful  thigh  muscles  shifting. 

“Aside  from  that.  But  I  can’t  tell  Celestina  about  that  shit  without  raising questions  about  Hel’s  interest  in   you,  so  I  need  to  find  a  way  to  warn  her with the intel she gave me.” 

Bryce  studied  her  mate  and  considered  the  way  he’d  spoken  of  the

Archangel. “You like Celestina, huh?” 

“Tentatively.” His shoulders were tight, though. He explained, “I might

like her, but … the Harpy blood-eagled two Ophion rebels today. Celestina

allowed that shit to go down here.” 

Bryce had seen the news coverage of it already. It had been enough to

turn her stomach. She said, “So you’ll play faithful triarii, get her info on the

demons, and then …” 

“I don’t know.” He released her foot. She traced her toes over his knee. 

“Stop it. I can’t think if you’re doing that.” 

“Good.” 

“Quinlan.” His voice dropped low. She bit her lip. 

But Hunt said softly, “Any word from Fury?” 

“Yeah.  Package  was  delivered,  safe  and  sound.”  She  could  only  pray

her mom wasn’t showing Emile her weird babies-in-plants sculptures. 

“Tharion’s off the hunt,” Hunt said. 

She stiffened. “You told him?” 

“Not the details. Only that the search isn’t worth his time, and he won’t find what he’s seeking.” 

“And you trust him?” 

His voice went quieter. “I do.” He returned to the documents he’d been

poring over. 

Bryce grazed her toes over his other knee, but he clapped a hand on top

of  her  foot,  halting  its  progress.  “If  Hel’s  amassing  armies,  then  these

demons must be the vanguard, coming to test the defenses around Nena.” 

“But they’d need to find a way to open the Northern Rift entirely.” 

“Yeah.” He eyed Bryce. “Maybe Aidas has been buttering you up for

that.” 

Bryce’s blood chilled. “Cthona spare me.” 

He frowned. “Don’t think for one moment that Aidas and the Prince of

the Pit have forgotten the Horn in your back. That Thanatos didn’t have it in

mind when you spoke to him.” 

She  rubbed  at  her  temple.  “Maybe  I  should  cut  it  out  of  my  skin  and

burn it.” 

He grimaced. “That’s a real turn-on, Quinlan.” 

“Were you getting turned on?” She wiggled her toes beneath his hand. 

“I couldn’t tell.” 

He gave her a half smile—finally, a crack in that pissed-off exterior. “I

was waiting to see how high your foot was going to get.” 

Her core heated. “Then why’d you stop me?” 

“I thought you’d like a little challenge.” 

She  bit  her  lip  again.  “There  was  an  interesting  book  in  those  stacks

over there.” She inclined her head to the darkness behind them. “Maybe we

should check it out.” 

His eyes simmered. “Might be useful.” 

“Definitely useful.” She rose from the desk and strode into the dimness, 

deep  enough  into  the  stacks  that  none  of  the  cameras  in  the  atrium  where

they’d been sitting could pick them up. 

Hands wrapped around her waist from behind, and Hunt pressed against

her. “You drive me fucking crazy, you know that?” 

“And you’re a domineering alphahole, you know that?” 

“I’m not domineering.” He nibbled at her ear. 

“But you’ll admit you’re an alphahole?” 

His  fingers  dug  into  her  hips,  tugging  her  back  against  him.  The hardness there. “You want to fuck it out, then?” 

“Are you still mad at me?” 

He sighed, his breath hot against her neck. “Bryce, I needed to process

everything.” 

She didn’t turn around. “And?” 

He kissed under her ear. “And I’m sorry. For how I acted earlier.” 

She didn’t know why her eyes stung. “I wanted to tell you, I really did.” 

His  hands  began  to  rove  up  her  torso,  loving  and  gentle.  She  arched

against him, exposing her neck. “I understand why you didn’t.” He dragged

his  tongue  up  her  throat.  “I  was  …  I  was  upset  that  you  didn’t  trust  me.  I thought we were a team. It rattled me.” 

She made to turn around at that, but his hands tightened, holding her in

place. So she said, “We are a team. But I wasn’t sure if you’d agree with me. 

That an ordinary human boy was worth the risk.” 

He  let  her  twist  in  his  arms  this  time.  And—shit.  His  eyes  were

wounded. 

His  voice  hoarsened.  “Of  course  I  would  have  thought  a  human  was

worth the risk. I was too wrapped up in other shit to see the whole picture.” 

“I’m  sorry  I  didn’t  give  you  enough  credit.”  She  cupped  his  face. 

“Hunt, I’m really sorry.” 

Maybe  she’d  fucked  up  by  not  telling  him,  not  trusting  him.  She

regretted that the Viper Queen had killed those people, but she’d be damned

if she felt bad about how things had ended up …

Hunt  turned  his  head,  kissing  her  palm.  “I  still  don’t  understand  how

you  pieced  it  all  together.  Not  just  Sofie  lying  about  Emile’s  powers,  but

how you knew the Viper Queen would be able to find him.” 

“She’s  got  an  arsenal  of  spies  and  trackers—I  figured  she  was  one  of

the few people in this city who could do it. Especially if she was motivated

enough by the idea that Emile had powers that could be useful to her. And

 especially when his trail was picked up in the marshes.” 

He shook his head. “Why?” 

“She’s a queen of snakes—and reptiles. I know she can communicate

with  them  on  some  freaky  psychic  level.  And  guess  what  the  marshes  are

full of?” 

Hunt swallowed hard. “Sobeks?” 

Bryce nodded. 

He  hooked  a  strand  of  her  hair  behind  her  ear.  Kissed  its  pointy  tip. 

Forgiveness that she hadn’t realized she needed filled the gesture. 

Hunt  asked  softly,  “What  about  the  others?  Are  you  going  to  tell

them?” 

She slowly shook her head. “No. You and Fury and Juniper are the only

ones who will ever know.” Not even Ruhn. 

“And your parents.” 

“I meant the other people in this city, currently doing shady shit.” 

He kissed her temple. “I can’t believe your mom didn’t freak out and

drag you home.” 

“Oh, she wanted to. I think Randall had to stage an intervention.” 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but … why Nidaros?” 

“It’s the safest and best place I can think of. He’ll be protected there. 

Hidden.  The  local  sun-priest  owes  Randall  a  favor  and  is  having  all  the

relevant documents forged. My parents … They weren’t able to have a kid

of their own. I mean, other than me. So even though my mom was freaked as

fuck about the whole rebel thing, she’s already gone crazy decorating a room

for Emile.” 

“Emile-who-is-not-Emile anymore.” His smile lit something iridescent

in her chest. 

“Yeah,” she said, unable to stop her answering smile. “Cooper Silago. 

My half brother.” 

He studied her, though. “How’d you manage to communicate about it?” 

There was no way she or her parents would have ever risked discussing this

over email or phone. 

She smiled slightly. “Postcards.” 

Hunt choked on a laugh. “That was all a lie?” 

“No. I mean, my mom sent me the postcard after our fight, but when I

wrote back, I used a code that Randall taught me in case of … emergencies.” 

“The joys of a warrior for a parent.” 

She chuckled. “Yeah. So we’ve been swapping postcards about this for

the  past  two  weeks.  To  anyone  else,  it  would  have  seemed  like  we  were

talking about sports and the weather and my mom’s weird baby sculptures. 

But  that’s  why  Emile  stayed  at  the  Viper  Queen’s  for  so  long.  Sending

postcards back and forth isn’t the fastest method of communication.” 

“But it’s one of the more brilliant ones.” Hunt kissed her brow, wings

curling around them. “I love you. You’re crazy and shady as all Hel, but I

love you. I love that you did this for that kid.” 

Her smile widened. “Glad to impress, Athalar.” 

His hands began drifting down her sides, thumbs stroking over her ribs. 

“I’ve been aching for you all day. Aching to show you how sorry I am—and

how much I fucking love you.” 

“All is forgiven.” She grabbed one of his hands, dragging it down her

front,  along  her  thigh—and  up  under  her  dress.  “I’ve  been  wet  for  hours,” 

she whispered as his fingers brushed her soaked underwear. 

He growled, teeth grazing her shoulder. “All this, just for me?” 

“Always for you.” Bryce turned again and rubbed her ass against him, 

feeling the hard, proud length of his cock jutting against her. 

Hunt hissed, and his fingers slipped beneath her underwear, circling her

clit. “You want me to fuck you right here, Quinlan?” 

Her toes curled in her heels. She curved back against him, and his other

hand  went  up  to  her  breast,  sliding  beneath  her  neckline  to  cup  the  aching

flesh beneath. “Yes. Right now.” 

He  nipped  at  her  ear,  drawing  a  gasp  as  his  fingers  slid  down  to  her

entrance, dipping in. “Say please,” he breathed. 

She arched, moaning softly, and he hushed her. “Please,” she gasped. 

She trembled with anticipation at the click of his belt buckle, the zip of

his pants. Shivered as he set her hands upon the nearest shelf and gently bent

her over. Then slid her dress up her thighs. Exposed her ass to the cool air. 

“Gods-damn,”  Hunt  breathed,  running  his  hands  over  her  rear.  Bryce

writhed. 

He  hooked  his  fingers  in  her  underwear,  sliding  the  lace  down  her

thighs,  letting  them  fall  between  her  ankles.  She  stepped  out  of  them, 

spreading her legs wide in invitation. But Hunt dropped to his knees behind

her, and before Bryce could inhale, his tongue was at her sex, lapping and

dipping inside. 

She moaned again, and he gripped her thighs, holding her in place as he

feasted  on  her.  His  wings  brushed  her  ass,  her  hips  as  he  leaned  forward, 

tasting and suckling, and—

“I’m going to come if you keep doing that,” she rasped. 

“Good,” he growled against her, and as he slid two fingers into her, she

did exactly that. 

She bit her lip to keep from crying out, and he licked her, drawing out

each  ripple  of  her  climax.  She  panted,  dizzy  with  pleasure,  clinging  to  the

shelf as he rose behind her once more. 

“Now be  very quiet,” he whispered in her ear, and pushed inside her. 

From behind, at this angle, the fit was luxuriously tight and deep. As he

had  last  night,  Hunt  eased  his  way  into  her  with  care,  and  she  gritted  her teeth to keep from groaning at each inch he claimed for himself. He stilled

when he was fully seated, her ass pressed entirely against his front, and ran a

possessive hand down her spine. 

The fullness of him, the size, simply smelling him and knowing it was

Hunt inside her—release threatened again. Bigger and mightier than before. 

Her star began to glow, silvering the shelves, the books, the darkness of the

stacks. 

“You like that?” He withdrew nearly to the tip before pushing back in. 

She buried her face against the hard shelf to stay quiet. “You like how my

cock feels in you?” 

She could only get out a garbled  yesIdopleasemore.  Hunt laughed, dark

and  rich,  and  thrust  in—a  little  harder  this  time.  “I  love  you  undone  like

this,” he said, moving again. Setting the pace. “Utterly at my mercy.” 

 Yesyesyes, she hissed, and he laughed again. His balls slapped against

her ass. 

“You  know  how  much  I  thought  about  doing  this  all  those  months

ago?” he said, bending to press a kiss to her neck. 

“Likewise,” she managed to say. “I wanted you to fuck me on my desk

at the gallery.” 

His thrusts turned a little uneven. “Oh yeah?” 

She  moved  her  hips  back  against  him,  angling  him  in  deeper.  He

groaned  now.  She  whispered,  “I  knew  you’d  feel  like  this.  So  fucking

perfect.” 

His  fingers  dug  into  her  hips.  “All  yours,  sweetheart.  Every  piece  of

me.” He thrust harder. Faster. 

“Gods, I love you,” she breathed, and that was his undoing. 

Hunt  yanked  her  from  the  shelf,  pulling  her  to  the  ground  with  him, 

positioning her on all fours. His knees spread her own even wider, and Bryce

bit her hand to hold in her scream of pleasure as he rammed into her, over

and over and over. “I fucking love you,” he said, and Bryce cracked. 

Light  exploded  from  her  as  she  came,  driving  back  onto  his  cock,  so

deep  he  touched  her  innermost  wall.  Hunt  shouted,  and  his  cock  pulsed  in

her, following her into that blinding pleasure like he couldn’t stop, like he’d keep spilling into her forever. 

But  then  he  stilled,  and  they  remained  there,  panting,  Hunt  buried  in

her. 

“No teleporting this time, huh?” he said, bending to kiss her neck. 

She leaned her forehead against her hands. “Must need your power to

join  mine  or  something,”  she  mumbled.  “Good  thing  you  didn’t  do  that, 

though—probably  would  have  burned  the  building  down.  But  I  don’t  care

right now.” She wiggled her ass against him, and he hissed. “Let’s go home

and have more makeup sex.” 

 Night. 

Ruhn opened his eyes, finding himself on the couch on the bridge, with

Daybright seated across from him. 

“Hey,” he said. He’d passed out on the sectional while Declan and Ithan

argued about sunball crap. Flynn had been busy fucking a nymph upstairs. 

Ariadne and the sprites had claimed Declan’s bedroom, as the male had

planned to spend the night at Marc’s, and gone to sleep soon after a painfully

awkward  evening  meal.  The  dragon  had  picked  at  her  dinner  like  she’d

never  seen  food  before.  The  sprites  had  drunk  an  entire  bottle  of  wine

between them and spent the meal burping up embers. 

How any of them were sleeping with Flynn’s escapades down the hall

was beyond Ruhn. 

Day drummed a flaming hand on the rolled arm of the fainting couch. 

“I have information for you to pass along.” 

Ruhn straightened. “Good or bad?” 

“That’s for you to decide.” 

She  watched  him  intently.  He  wasn’t  sure  if  he’d  see  her  after  that

colossal  bit  of  weirdness  last  night.  But  she  said  nothing  of  it  as  she

declared,  “I  have  it  on  good  authority  that  Pippa  Spetsos  is  planning

something big in retaliation for losing so much ammunition and the imperial

mech-suit prototype. Ophion is fully behind her. They believe the unit that

sabotaged  the  shipment  has  gone  rogue,  and  appointed  Spetsos  to  send  a

clear message to both those rebels and the empire.” 

Ruhn kept his face carefully blank. “What’s she up to? Where?” 

“I’m  not  sure.  But  given  that  her  last  known  location  was  Ydra,  I

thought  you  should  pass  it  along  to  your  cohorts  in  Crescent  City,  lest  she

attack there.” 

“Do the Asteri know about her plans?” 

“No. Only I do.” 

“How’d you learn about them?” 

“That’s none of your concern.” 

Ruhn  studied  her.  “So  we’re  back  to  the  distance.  No  more  bedtime

stories?” 

Again, she drummed her fingers. “Let’s chalk that up to a moment of

insanity.” 

“I didn’t see anything.” 

“But you wanted to.” 

“I don’t need to. I don’t give a shit what you look like. I like talking to

you.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I feel like I can be real with you, here.” 

“Real.” 

“Yeah. Honest. I’ve told you shit no one else knows.” 

“I don’t see why.” 

He rose from his couch and crossed to hers. He leaned against the arm

of the sofa, peering down at her blazing face. “See, I think you like me, too.” 

She  shot  to  her  feet,  and  he  backed  away  a  step.  She  came  closer, 

though. Near enough for her chest to brush his. Flame and darkness twined, 

stars turning into embers between them. “This is not some game, where you

can flirt and seduce your way through it,” she hissed. “This is war, and one

that will claim many more lives before it is through.” 

A growl worked its way up his throat. “Don’t patronize me. I know the

cost.” 

“You know  nothing of cost, or of sacrifice.” 

“Don’t I? I might not have been playing rebel all my life, but believe

me, shit has never been easy.” Her words had found their mark, though. 

“So  your  father  doesn’t  like  you.  You’re  not  the  only  one.  So  your

father beat you, and burned you. So did mine.” 

Ruhn snarled, getting in her face. “What the fuck is your point?” 

She snarled right back. “My point is that if you are not careful, if you

are not smart, you will find yourself giving up pieces of your soul before it’s

too late. You will wind up  dead.” 

“And?” 

She stilled. “How can you ask that so cavalierly?” 

He  shrugged.  “I’m  nobody,”  he  said.  It  was  the  truth.  Everything  he

was, the worth by which the world defined him … it had all been  given to

him.  By  pure  luck  of  being  born  into  the  “right”  family.  If  he’d  done

anything of value, it had been through the Aux. But as a prince … he’d been

running his entire life from that title. Knew it to be utterly hollow. 

And  Bryce  had  kept  her  power  a  secret  so  he  might  hold  on  to  that

scrap of specialness. 

Ruhn turned away from Day, disgusted with himself. 

Bryce  loved  him  far  more  than  she  hated  their  father.  Had  given  up

privilege  and  power  for  him.  What  had  he  ever  done  for  anyone  on  that

scale? He’d die for his friends, this city—yeah. But … who the fuck was he, 

deep down? 

Not a king. His father wasn’t a fucking king, either. Not in the way that

mattered. 

“Message received,” he said to Day. 

“Night—” 

Ruhn opened his eyes. 

The living room was dark, the TV off, Ithan presumably long gone to

sleep. 

Ruhn turned over on the couch, tucking his arms behind his head and

staring  at  the  ceiling,  watching  beams  of  headlights  drift  across  it  from

passing cars. 

Who the fuck was he? 

Prince of Nothing. 
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Sitting in her office at the archives, phone at her ear, Bryce drained the last

sips of her third coffee of the day, and debated whether a fourth cup would

have her crawling on the ceiling by lunchtime. 

“So, um—Cooper’s good?” she asked her mother, setting her coffee cup

atop  the  paper  that  held  the  sequence  of  numbers  and  letters  from  Sofie’s

arm.  Randall  had  now  deemed  it  safe  enough  to  discuss  the  boy  on  the

phone.  Bryce  supposed  it’d  be  weird  not  to,  since  her  parents  had  just

publicly adopted the kid. 

“He’s an exceptionally bright boy,” Ember said, and Bryce could hear

the smile in her voice. “He appreciates my art.” 

Bryce sighed at the ceiling. “The surest test of intelligence out there.” 

“Do  you  know  he  hasn’t  been  to  school  in  more  than  three  years?” 

Ember’s voice sharpened. “Three years.” 

“That’s awful. Has he … ah … talked about his … previous home?” 

Her mom caught her meaning. “No. He won’t talk about it, and I’m not

going to push. Milly Garkunos said to let him bring it up on his own time.” 

“Milly Garkunos suddenly became a child psychiatrist?” 

“Milly Garkunos is a good neighbor, Bryce Adelaide Quinlan.” 

“Yeah, and a busybody. Don’t tell her anything.” Especially about this. 

“I wouldn’t,” Ember hissed. 

Bryce  nodded,  even  though  her  mom  couldn’t  see  through  the  phone. 

“Let the kid quietly adjust.” 

“Am I his caretaker, or are you, Bryce?” 

“Put Randall on the phone. He’s the voice of reason.” 

“Randall is beside himself with happiness at having another child in the house, and is currently on a walk through the woods with Cooper, showing

him the lay of the land.” 

Bryce smiled at that. “I loved doing that with him.” 

Ember’s voice softened. “He loved doing that with you, too.” 

Bryce sighed again. “Thanks again, Mom. I know this was a shock—” 

“I’m glad you included us, Bryce. And gave us this gift.” Bryce’s throat

ached.  “Please  be  careful,”  Ember  whispered.  “I  know  you  think  I’m

overbearing  and  annoying,  but  it’s  only  because  I  want  the  best  for  you.  I

want you to be safe, and happy.” 

“I know, Mom.” 

“Let’s plan on a girls’ weekend this winter. Someplace nice and cold. 

Skiing?” 

“Neither of us skis.” 

“We can learn. Or sit by the fire and drink spiked hot chocolate.” 

Here was the mom she adored, the one she’d worshipped as a kid. “It’s

a plan.” 

A ripple of fire, of pure power, shuddered through the building. Silence

flowed in its wake, the usual background noise halting. “I gotta get back to

work,” Bryce said quickly. 

“Okay, love you.” 

“Love  you,”  Bryce  said,  and  had  barely  hung  up  when  the  Autumn

King walked in. 

“Trash gets dumped in the back,” she said without looking up. 

“I see your irreverence has not been altered by your new immortality.” 

Bryce  lifted  her  head.  This  wasn’t  how  she  wanted  to  start  her  day. 

She’d already spent her walk to work with Ruhn, needing him to explain to

her twice about the plan to have Queen Hypaxia escorted by Ithan and the

dragon  in  exchange  for  the  witch-queen  contacting  Connor’s  spirit  on  the

equinox. She’d been slightly nauseated at that, but had grunted her approval

before she left him on the street, telling him to give Hypaxia her number in

case  she  needed  anything.  A  few  minutes  later,  Ruhn  had  forwarded  the

queen’s contact information. 

Her father sniffed her. “Would you like to explain to me  why you have

mated with Athalar, when you are betrothed to a Fae Prince?” 

“Because he’s my mate?” 

“I didn’t know half-breeds could have such things.” 

She bared her teeth. “Real classy.” 

Fire filled his eyes. “Did you not consider that I arranged for your union

with Cormac out of your best interests? The interests of your offspring?” 

“You mean  your best interests. As if I’d ever let you within a hundred

miles of any child of mine.” 

“Cormac  is  powerful,  his  household  strong.  I  want  you  in  Avallen

because  it  is  a   safehold.  Even  the  Asteri  cannot  pierce  its  mists  without permission, so old is the magic that guards it.” 

Bryce stilled. “You’re full of shit.” 

“Am I? Did you not kill an Archangel this spring? Are you not now at

the  mercy  of  the  Asteri?  Are  demons  not  once  more  creeping  through  the

Northern Rift—in greater numbers than ever before?” 

“Like you give a single fuck about my safety.” 

Flame  rippled  around  him,  then  vanished.  “I  am  your  father,  whether

you like it or not.” 

“You didn’t seem to care about that until I surpassed you in power.” 

“Things change. I found watching Micah harm you to be … unsavory.” 

“Must have really bothered you, since you’ve seemed to have no issue

with harming others yourself.” 

“Explain.” 

“Oh, come on. Don’t give me that blank fucking look. The last Starborn

Prince.  You  killed  him  because  he  was  special  and  not  you,  and  everyone

knows it.” 

Her  father  threw  back  his  head  and  laughed.  “Is  that  what  you  think? 

That I killed my rival for spite?” 

She said nothing. 

“Is that what prompted you to hide your gift all these years? Concern

that I’d do the same to you?” 

“No.” It was partly true. Her mother had been the one who’d thought

that. 

The Autumn King shook his head slowly and sat in the chair opposite

her desk. “Ember fed you too many lies born of her irrational fears.” 

“And  what  about  the  scar  on  her  face?  Was  that  a  lie,  too?  Or  an

irrational fear?” 

“I have already told you that I regret that more than you know. And that

I loved Ember deeply.” 

“I don’t think you know what that word means.” 

Smoke curled from his shoulders. “At least I understand what it means

to use my household name.” 

“What?” 

“Princess Bryce Danaan. That was the name you gave the Governor, as

well  as  the  director  of  the  Crescent  City  Ballet,  isn’t  it?  And  what  your

lawyer—Marc, is it?—called you in his letter to the Astronomer, justifying

the fact that you and your brother had commandeered four of his slaves.” 

“So?” 

Her father smiled faintly. “You purchased influence with my name. The

royal name. You bought it, and there are no returns, I’m afraid.” 

Her blood went cold. 

“The legal paperwork for your official name change is already filed.” 

“You fucking change my name and I will  kill you.” Starlight flared at

her chest. 

“Threatening your king is punishable by death.” 

“You will never be my king.” 

“Oh,  I  am.  You  declared  fealty  by  using  my  name,  your  title.  It  is

done.” Rage surged through her, rendering her mute. He went on, enjoying

every second of it, “I wonder how your mother shall react.” 

Bryce  shot  out  of  her  chair,  slamming  her  hands  on  the  desk.  Light

shimmered at her fingertips. 

Her father didn’t so much as flinch. He looked at her hands, then her

face, and said blandly, “You are now officially a Princess of the Fae. I expect

you to act as such.” 

Her fingers curled on the desk, her long nails gouging the wood. “You

have  no right.” 

“I  have  every  right.  And  you  had  the  right  not  to  use  your  royal

privileges, but you chose otherwise.” 

“I  didn’t   know.”  He  couldn’t  get  away  with  this.  She’d  call  Marc

immediately. See if he and his team could find some way out of it. 

“Ignorance is no excuse,” her father said, cold amusement frosting his

face. “You are now Bryce Adelaide Danaan.” 

Bile  burned  her  throat.  She’d  never  heard  anything  more  hateful.  She

was  Bryce  Adelaide  Quinlan.  She’d  never  stop  being  a  Quinlan.  Her

mother’s daughter. 

Her father continued, “You will maintain appearances with Cormac for

as  long  as  I  command  you  to.”  He  rose,  glancing  again  at  her  hands—the

lines she’d gouged in the desk thanks to that new Vanir strength. His eyes narrowed. “What is that number there?” 

She flipped over the piece of paper on which she’d written the sequence

of numbers and letters on Sofie’s body. But despite her rage and disgust, she

managed to ask, “You know it?” 

He  scanned  her  face.  “I  will  admit  to  turning  a  blind  eye  to  the

recklessness of your brother, but I would think you, Princess, would be more

careful. The Asteri won’t come to kill me first. Or even Athalar. They’ll go

right to Nidaros.” 

Her stomach twisted. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” What

did  the  sequence  from  Sofie’s  arm  have  to  do  with  this?  Had  he  known

Sofie? She didn’t dare ask. Her father stalked for her office door, graceful as

a leopard. 

But he paused on the threshold, attention going to the star on her chest. 

“I know what it is you’re searching for. I’ve been seeking it for a long, long

time.” 

“Oh?” she sneered. “And what is that?” 

The Autumn King stepped into the dimness of the stacks. “The truth.” 

Juniper didn’t attend dance class that evening, and Madame Kyrah didn’t so

much as look at Bryce. 

Though everyone else did. There were glares and whispers. 

 So inappropriate. 

 What an entitled brat. 

 Can you imagine  ever doing that to a friend? 

Bryce left class during the five-minute break and didn’t return. 

She found a bench in a quiet part of the Oracle’s Park and slumped onto

the wooden slats, tugging her hat low over her face. 

She was a fucking princess. Yes, she’d been one before today, but …

A folder full of documents had been delivered right before she’d gone

to class. In it had been a new scooter registration, proof of name change, and

a credit card. A sleek, black credit card with  HRH Bryce Danaan stamped on

the front. A long, golden leash stretched from it to her father. And his bank

account. She’d shoved everything into a drawer in her desk and locked it. 

How could she tell her mother? How could she tell Randall? 

She’d  been  so  fucking   stupid.  She  wished  Danika  were  with  her. 

Wished June didn’t hate her guts, that Fury wasn’t hundreds of miles to the

north. With her parents, who already had enough to deal with, without her telling them about this spectacular fuckup. 

And yeah, she knew if she called Hunt, he’d find her in two seconds, 

but  …  She  wanted  to  talk  to  another  female.  Someone  who  might

understand. 

She dialed before she could second-guess herself. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  Bryce  waited  at  a  pizza  counter,  nursing  a  beer, 

watching  people  begin  to  queue  at  the  alley  food  stalls  as  night  fell,  the

baking temperature with it. 

The witch-queen entered so casually that Bryce might not have noticed

if it hadn’t been for Ithan’s presence. He sat at one of the small tables in the

alley, clad in an old sunball T-shirt and track pants, looking for all the world

like a guy out to meet a friend. Except for the outline of the handgun tucked

into the back of his waistband. The knife she knew was in his boot. 

No sign of the dragon, though. Unless Ariadne was somewhere out of

sight. 

Bryce said to Hypaxia, “Nice jeans.” 

The witch peered down at herself, the light green blouse, charcoal biker

jacket,  and  tight  black  jeans,  the  sensible  flats  and  pretty  gold  bracelet.  A matching gold brooch of Cthona adorned the lapel of her jacket. “Thank you. 

Ithan suggested I blend in.” 

“He’s  not  wrong,”  Bryce  said,  glancing  at  the  wolf  sizing  up  every

person on the street. She said to Hypaxia, “Order what you want and we’ll

pay the tab when we leave.” 

The witch strode the ten feet to the display in the tiny shop, then quietly

ordered. If the male behind the counter recognized her, he didn’t let on. 

Hypaxia took a position at the counter overlooking the alley. Ithan lifted

his brows high. She nodded. All was fine. 

Bryce said to her, “He’s pretty intense about the guard duty.” 

“Very professional,” Hypaxia said approvingly. 

Bryce  offered  a  friendly  smile.  “Thanks  for  coming.  I  know  my  call

was super random. I just … I had a crazy day. And thought you might have

some advice.” 

Hypaxia  smiled  at  last.  “I’m  pleased  you  did.  I’ve  wished  to  see  you

since  our  encounter  this  spring.”  When  the  queen  had  been  playing

medwitch. And …

It all came rushing back. 

Hypaxia had freed Hunt from the halo. Had removed it. Had given him

the ability to slay Sandriel and come aid Bryce—

“Thank  you  for  what  you  did,”  Bryce  said,  throat  tight.  “For  helping

Hunt.” 

Hypaxia’s smile only widened. “From your scent, it seems as if you and

he have made things … permanent. Congratulations.” 

Bryce casually rocked back on her heels. “Thank you.” 

“And how’s your thigh?” 

“No more pain. Also thanks to you.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.” 

Bryce  sipped  from  her  beer  as  the  server  brought  over  the  queen’s

pizza. She murmured to him, and the male brought the second slice out to

Ithan, who grinned over at Hypaxia and held up the slice in a long-distance

cheers. Still no sign of the dragon. Maybe that was a good thing. 

When Hypaxia had taken a bite, Bryce said, “So, I, uh …” 

“Ah. The reason you asked me here?” 

Bryce  sighed.  “Yeah.  My  father—the  Autumn  King—visited  today. 

Said that because I used his name for a few things, it meant I had accepted

my  royal  title.  I  tried  to  refuse,  but  he’d  already  done  the  paperwork.  I’m now officially a princess.” She almost choked on the last word. 

“Judging from your expression, this is not good news.” 

“No. I know you’re pretty much a stranger, and that you were born into

your  title  and  never  had  the  choice  to  be  normal,  but  …  I  feel  like  I’m

drowning here.” 

A gentle, warm hand landed atop hers. “I am sorry he did that to you.” 

Bryce  studied  a  stain  on  the  counter,  unsure  if  she  could  look  at  the

witch without crying. 

Hypaxia said, “Why do you think I came here this spring? I wanted to

be normal. If only for a few months. I know what you’re feeling.” 

Bryce shook her head. “Most people wouldn’t get it. They’d think,  Oh, 

 poor you, you have to be a princess. But I’ve spent my entire life avoiding

this male and his court. I  hate him. And I just walked right into his clutches

like a fucking idiot.” She heaved a shuddering breath. “I think Hunt’s answer

to all of this would be to go flambé my father until he reversed this bullshit, 

but … I wanted to see if you had any alternate ideas.” 

The  queen  took  another  bite  of  her  pizza,  contemplating.  “While  I

might  enjoy  the  sight  of  Hunt  Athalar  flambéing  the  Autumn  King  …” 

Bryce’s  mouth  quirked  up  at  that.  “I  think  you’re  right  that  a  more diplomatic method is required.” 

“So you think there’s a way out of this?” Marc had agreed to help, but

hadn’t sounded hopeful. 

“I think there are ways to manage this. Manage your father.” 

Bryce  nodded.  “Ruhn  mentioned  you  had  some  …  drama  with  your

coven.” 

A soft laugh. “I suppose that’s a good way to put it.” 

“He  also  mentioned  that  you  had  some  unusual  tutors  growing  up.” 

Ghosts, he’d told her on the phone this morning. 

“Yes. My dearest friends.” 

“No  wonder  you  wanted  to  bust  out  and  escape,  if  you  had  only  the

dead for company.” 

Hypaxia  chuckled.  “They  were  wonderful  companions,  but  yes.  They

encouraged me to come here, actually.” 

“Are they with you on this trip?” 

“No.  They  cannot  leave  the  confines  of  the  keep  where  I  was  raised. 

My  mother’s  summoning  spell  bound  them  there.  It  is  …  Perhaps  it’s  the

reason I returned to my homelands again.” 

“Not to be queen?” 

“That too,” Hypaxia said quickly. “But … they are my family.” 

“Along with the Hind,” Bryce said carefully. 

“I do not count her as kin.” 

Bryce was grateful for the shift in their conversation, even if for a few

minutes.  She  needed  time  to  sort  through  her  raging  feelings.  “You  look

nothing alike.” 

“That is not why I don’t consider her a sister.” 

“No, I know that.” 

“Our  mother  was  as  golden-haired  and  tan-skinned  as  she.  My  father, 

however—I take after his coloring.” 

“And who was the Hind’s father?” 

“A rich and powerful stag shifter in Pangera. My mother never told me

the details of how they came to breed. Why she agreed to it. But the Hind

inherited  her  father’s  powers,  not  the  witch  gifts,  and  thus  she  was  sent  at age three to live with him.” 

“That’s horrible.” When Bryce had been three … her mother had fought

nearly to the death to keep her from the Autumn King’s clutches. Her mother

had  done  all  that,  only  for  Bryce  to  wind  up  right  here.  Shame  and  dread filled her. She knew it was only a matter of time until her mom found out, 

but she couldn’t tell her—not yet. 

“It  was  part  of  their  deal,”  Hypaxia  explained.  “Whatever  gift  Lidia

inherited, that was where she would live. She spent the first three years with

my mother, but when the shifter gifts manifested, his kin came to claim her. 

My mother never saw her again.” 

“Was your mom bothered by what she became?” 

“I  was  not  privy  to  those  thoughts,”  Hypaxia  said  tightly  enough  that

Bryce knew to drop it. “But it has never sat well with me.” 

“Are you going to see her while she’s here?” 

“Yes. I’ve never met her before. I was born several years after she was

sent away.” 

Bryce drank again. “I’d suggest not getting your hopes up.” 

“I’m  not.  But  we  digress  from  your  troubles.”  The  queen  sighed.  “I

don’t know Fae royal laws, so I’m afraid I can’t tell you definitively, but …

at this point, I think the only ones who might be able to stop your father are

the Asteri.” 

“I was afraid of that.” Bryce rubbed her temples. “Just wait until Hunt

hears.” 

“He won’t be pleased?” 

“Why the Hel would he be pleased?” 

“Because you are mated. And now your father has made you a princess. 

Which makes him …” 

“Oh  gods,”  Bryce  said,  choking.  “Hunt  is  a  fucking   prince.”  She

laughed bitterly. “He’s going to go ballistic. He’ll hate it even more than I

do.”  She  laughed  again,  a  bit  hysterically.  “Sorry.  I’m,  like,  literally

imagining his face when I tell him tonight. I need to record it or something.” 

“I can’t tell if this is a good or bad thing.” 

“Both. The Autumn King expects me to keep up my engagement with

Prince Cormac.” 

“Even though your scent makes it clear you’re with another?” 

“Apparently.” She didn’t want to think about that. She finished the beer, 

then  gathered  up  her  plate  and  Hypaxia’s  to  toss  in  the  trash.  She  quickly

paid their tab, and as she pocketed the receipt, she asked the queen, “Wanna

walk a little? It’s not as hot as it was.” 

“I’d like that very much.” 

They  kept  silent,  unnoticed  by  those  around  them  as  they  entered  the alley.  Ithan  fell  into  step  a  polite  distance  behind.  The  dragon,  if  she  was there, was nowhere to be seen. 

“So  your  brother  told  you  of  the  situation  with  my  mother’s  coven, 

then.” 

“Yeah. That sucks. I’m sorry.” 

They  reached  the  river  a  block  away  and  turned  down  the  quay.  Dry, 

warm wind rustled the palms lining it. Hypaxia studied the stars. “I had such

visions for what the future would be like. Of witches returning to power. Of

being with the person who I …” She cleared her throat. 

“You’re seeing someone?” Bryce asked, brows lifting. 

The queen’s face shuttered. “No.” Hypaxia blew out a long breath. “The

relationship wasn’t possible anymore. I might have continued it, but it was

not … They didn’t want to.” 

Bryce  blinked.  If  Hypaxia  was  in  love  with  someone  else  …  Fuck. 

“Poor Ruhn,” she said. 

Hypaxia smiled sadly. “I think your brother wants to marry me as little

as I want to marry him.” 

“Ruhn’s  hot,  though.  So  are  you.  Maybe  the  attraction  will  kick  in.” 

Bryce  owed  her  brother  at  least  an  attempt  to  try  to  play  up  his  good

attributes. 

A laugh. “It takes far more than that.” 

“Yeah, but he’s a good guy. Like, a  really good guy. And I can’t believe

I’m even saying this, but … while I’m sure the person you love is great, you

really couldn’t do better than Ruhn.” 

“I’ll remember those words.” Hypaxia toyed with one of her long curls. 

“The  engagement  to  your  brother  was  an  attempt  to  prevent  my  mother’s

coven from gaining too much power.” 

Bryce said, “But you said you  want the witches to return to power. Or is

it  that  you  want  your  people  to  regain  their  power—but  you  want  your

mother’s  coven  to  …  be  excluded  from  that?”  Hypaxia  nodded  gravely. 

Bryce’s brows knit. “Aren’t the witches already powerful?” 

“Not  as  we  once  were.  For  generations  now,  mighty  bloodlines  have

run  dry,  magic  withering.  Like  they  are  …  siphoned  into  nothing.  My

mother’s  coven  has  no  interest  in  discovering  why.  They  only  want  us  to

become even more subservient to the Asteri.” 

This female had freed Hunt in pure defiance of the Asteri. Was Hypaxia a  rebel?  Did  she  dare  ask  her?  How  much  had  Ithan  and  Ruhn  told  her

yesterday? 

Dark mists curled on the other side of the river. She asked quietly, “Did

your mom summon your tutors from the Bone Quarter? Or another eternal

resting place?” 

“Such things did not exist when my tutors walked the earth.” 

Bryce gaped. “Your tutors predate the Asteri’s arrival?” 

Hypaxia  narrowed  her  eyes  in  warning  for  Bryce  to  keep  her  voice

down. “Yes. They were already long dead when the Northern Rift opened.” 

“They remember a time before the Asteri—when Parthos still stood?” 

Bryce ventured. 

“Yes. One of my tutors, Palania, taught mathematics and science at its

academy. She was born in the city surrounding it, and died there, too. So did

generations of her family.” 

“The Asteri don’t like people talking about these things. That humans

accomplished so much before their arrival.” 

“They are classic conquerors.” Hypaxia gazed toward the Bone Quarter. 

“They  have  conquered  even  death  in  this  world.  Spirits  that  once  rested

peacefully are now herded into these … zones.” 

Bryce started. “You know about that?” 

“The dead speak to me of their horrors. When my mother died, I had to

do  some  things  that  …  Let’s  say  my  mother’s  coven  was  not  happy  that  I

found a way for my mother to avoid going to an eternal resting place. Even

if  doing  so  sacrificed  my  ability  to  speak  with  her  forever.”  Shadows

darkened her eyes. “But I could not send her to a zone like the Bone Quarter. 

Not when I knew what would become of her.” 

“Why not tell everyone? Why not tell the whole world?” 

“Who  would  believe  me?  Do  you  know  what  the  Asteri  would  do  to

me? To my people? They would slaughter every single witch to punish me. 

My mother knew it as well—and also chose not to say anything. If you are

wise, you will not, either. I shall help Ithan Holstrom and his kin as best I

can on the equinox, but there are limits.” 

Bryce  halted  by  the  rail  overlooking  the  night-dark  river.  “Where  did

the dead go before the Asteri arrived? Did your tutors ever tell you that?” 

Her mouth softened into a smile. “No. But they told me it was … good. 

Peaceful.” 

“Do you think the souls that are harvested here ever wind up there?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Bryce blew out a breath. “Well, this is the most depressing girl talk I’ve

ever had.” 

“It’s the first girl talk I’ve ever had.” 

“Normal girls dish about normal shit.” 

“You and I are not normal girls.” 

No,  they  weren’t.  They  were  …  a  queen  and  a  princess.  Meeting  as

equals. Talking about things that could get them killed. 

“It  can  be  very  lonely,  to  wear  a  crown,”  Hypaxia  said  quietly,  as  if

reading her thoughts. “But I’m glad to have you to speak with, Bryce.” 

“Me  too.”  And  she  might  not  be  anywhere  near  done  fighting  her

father’s  bullshit,  but  …  it  was  a  comfort  to  know  that  she  had  the  witch-

queen on her side, at least. And other allies. 

Ithan stood guard twenty feet behind. His stare met hers, bright in the

dimness.  She  opened  her  mouth  to  call  him  over,  to  ask  how  much  he’d

heard. 

But  at  that  moment,  a  massive,  scaled  gray  beast  leapt  over  the  quay

railing. 

And before Bryce could shout, it barreled into Ithan and closed its jaws

around his throat. 
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Bryce didn’t have time to scream. Didn’t have time to do anything but fall

back on her ass, scrambling away from Ithan, his blood spraying, gurgling as

his throat—

The beast—the  demon—ripped out Ithan’s throat. 

Tipped  back  its  broad,  flat  head  and  swallowed  the  chunk  of  flesh

between black, curved fangs. 

“Get up,” Hypaxia ordered from where she stood above Bryce, a knife

in her hand. Where it’d come from, Bryce had no idea. 

Ithan—

She couldn’t do this again. Couldn’t endure it. 

The demon stepped away from Ithan’s twitching, dying body. Would he

survive that kind of a blow? If the demon had poison on its fangs like the

kristallos—

This thing might have been some relative. Its matte gray scales flowed

over a muscular, low-slung body; a tail as long as Bryce whipped back and

forth, its spiked end carving grooves in the stone. People along the quay, the

streets beyond, started fleeing. 

Her body couldn’t move. Shock—she knew this was shock, and yet—

Help would come soon. Someone, either in the Aux or the 33rd, would

arrive. Hunt—

“Get up,” Hypaxia said, gripping Bryce under a shoulder to haul her to

her feet. Slowly, the witch-queen dragged Bryce back—

A snarl reverberated through the stones behind them. 

Bryce twisted to find a second demon, twin to the one that had ripped

out Ithan’s throat, approaching at their rear. The two of them were closing in

on the prey now trapped between them. 

Fear, cold and sharp, sliced through her. Shattered the shock rooting her

into uselessness. Clarified her fogged, bloody vision. 

“Back-to-back,”  Hypaxia  ordered,  voice  low  and  calm.  One  knife—

that’s all they had. Why the fuck didn’t she carry a gun? 

But Ithan had a gun. On his lifeless body, Bryce could make out the gun

he hadn’t had a chance to draw. How many rounds did it hold? If the demon

was fast enough to sneak up on him, though, she didn’t stand a chance. Not

unless …

“What  kind  of  magic  do  you  have?”  Bryce  murmured,  pressing  her

back to Hypaxia as she eyed the second demon. She’d kill these fuckers. Rip

them apart piece by piece for this. 

“Does it matter?” Hypaxia asked, angling her knife at the first demon. 

“Is it energy? Like lightning?” 

“Healing and wind—and the necromancy, which I can’t even begin to

explain.” 

“Can you pinpoint it? Shoot it into me?” 

“What?” 

“I  need  a  charge.  Like  a  battery,”  Bryce  said,  the  scar  on  her  chest

glowing faintly. 

The demon before her bayed to the night sky. Her ears rang. 

“To do what?” 

“Just—do it now, or we are going to be royally fucked.” 

The first demon howled. Like so many beings from the Pit, their eyes

were milky—blind. As if they’d been in the dark so long they’d ceased to

need them. So blinding wasn’t an option. But a bullet … “You think a knife

is going to work on them?” Bryce demanded. 

“I  …”  Hypaxia  guided  them  toward  the  quay  railing.  Three  feet

remained  until  there  was  nowhere  to  go  but  the  water.  Bryce  shuddered, 

remembering  the  sobeks  that  had  attacked  them  that  day  fleeing  the  Bone

Quarter. 

“Use  your  healing  power  and  hit  my  fucking  chest,”  Bryce  snarled. 

“Trust me.” They had no other choice. If Hunt’s power had charged her up, 

maybe …

The  creature  nearest  the  witch-queen  lunged,  snapping.  The  two

females slammed into the railing. 

“Now!” Bryce shouted, and Hypaxia whirled, shoving a shining palm to

Bryce’s chest. Warmth flowed into her, soft and gentle, and—

Stars erupted in Bryce’s mind. Supernovas. 

 Ithan. 

It was as easy as taking a step. 

One  breath,  Bryce  stood  against  the  quay.  The  next,  she  was  beside

Ithan’s body, behind the creatures, who pivoted toward her, sensing that her

scent had shifted away. 

Hypaxia  tapped  the  golden  brooch  on  the  lapel  of  her  jacket.  With  a

 woomph of air, her broom appeared before her, and the queen leapt onto it, 

shooting skyward—

Bryce  grabbed  the  gun  from  Ithan’s  waistband,  clicked  off  the  safety, 

and fired at the closest demon. Brain matter splattered as the bullet plowed

between its sightless eyes. 

The second demon charged at her, Hypaxia forgotten as she hovered on

her broom in the air above. Bryce fired, and the beast dodged the blow—as

if it could feel the air itself parting for the bullet. It was onto her, aware of

what weapon she bore—

The demon leapt for her, and Bryce rallied her power. 

Stepped from her place beside Ithan’s body to the open walkway behind

the charging creature. 

It hit the ground and spun, claws gouging deep. Bryce fired again, and

the demon used those preternatural senses to veer left at the last millisecond, 

taking the bullet in the shoulder. The shot did nothing to slow it. 

The demon jumped for her again, and Bryce moved. Slower this time—

Hypaxia’s power was already funneling out of her. 

“Thirty  feet  behind  you!”  Hypaxia  ordered  from  above,  pointing, and

Bryce gritted her teeth, mapping out how to get there. The dance she had to

lead the creature into. 

It leapt, claws out, and Bryce teleported back ten feet. It leapt again and

she moved, body shaking against the strain. Another ten feet back. She could

make the last jump. Had to make the last jump as the demon sprang—

Roaring,  Bryce  flung  all  of  herself,  all  that  remained  of  the  spark  of

Hypaxia’s power, into her desire to step, to move—

She  appeared  ten  feet  back,  and  the  creature,  sensing  her  pattern, 

jumped. 

It  didn’t  look  up.  Didn’t  see  the  witch-queen  plunging  to  the  earth, dagger aloft. 

Bryce  hit  the  ground  as  Hypaxia  jumped  from  her  broom  and  landed

atop  the  beast,  slamming  her  blade  into  its  skull.  Witch  and  demon  went

down, the former astride it like a horse from Hel. But the demon didn’t so

much as twitch. 

Scraped palms and knees already healing, Bryce panted, shaking. She’d

done it. She’d—

Ithan. Oh gods, Ithan. 

On  wobbling  legs,  she  scrambled  to  her  feet  and  rushed  for  him.  His

throat was healing—slowly. He stared unseeingly at the night sky. 

“Move back,” Hypaxia said, breathing heavily, broom discarded beside

her. “Let me see him.” 

“He needs a medwitch!” 

“I am a medwitch,” Hypaxia said, and knelt. 

Wings filled the skies, sirens blaring from the streets. Then Isaiah was

there,  hands  on  Bryce’s  shoulders.  “Are  you  all  right?  Is  that  Holstrom? 

Where’s Athalar?” The rapid-fire questions pelted her. 

“I’m here,” Hunt said from the darkness, landing with enough force that

the ground shook. Lightning skittered over the concrete. He assessed Bryce, 

then  Ithan,  the  wolf’s  body  glowing  under  Hypaxia’s  hands.  Then  he

registered  the  two  demons  and  went  pale.  “Those  …”  He  scanned  Bryce

again. 

“You know what they are?” Isaiah asked. 

Hunt  rushed  to  Bryce  and  tucked  her  into  him.  She  leaned  into  his

warmth,  his  strength.  He  said  quietly,  “Deathstalkers.  Personal  pets  of  the

Prince  of  the  Pit.  They  were  seen  in  Nena  four  days  ago.  They  somehow

crossed the border.” 

Bryce’s stomach hollowed out. 

Isaiah  held  up  a  hand  to  keep  the  other  advancing  angels  and  Aux  at

bay. “You think these two came here all the way from Nena? And why attack

Bryce?” 

Bryce wrapped her arms around Hunt’s waist, not caring that she was

clinging.  If  she  let  go,  her  knees  might  very  well  give  out.  Hunt  lied

smoothly,  “Isn’t  it  obvious?  Hel’s  got  a  score  to  settle  with  her  after  this spring. They sent their best assassins to kill her.” 

Isaiah seemed to buy that theory, because he said to Bryce, “How did

you even bring them down?” 

“Ithan had a gun. I got a lucky shot on the first. Queen Hypaxia took

care of the second.” 

It was mostly true. 

“There,” Hypaxia announced, stepping back from Ithan’s healed, limp

body.  “He’ll  wake  when  he’s  ready.”  She  gathered  her  broom  and,  with  a

touch—or some of her witch-power—it shrank back into the golden brooch

of Cthona. She pinned it onto her gray jacket as she pivoted to Isaiah. “Can

your soldiers transport him to the witches’ embassy? I’d like to tend to him

personally until he’s conscious.” 

Bryce  couldn’t  argue  with  that.  But  …  there  was  no  one  to  call  for

Ithan. No family, no friends, no pack. No one except—

She dialed Ruhn. 

Deathstalkers. He should have sent out a warning the moment he’d IDed the

tail  of  one  in  that  photo  from  Nena.  Should  have  had  every  soldier  in  this city on alert. 

But Bryce … by some miracle, she didn’t have a scratch on her. 

It  wasn’t  possible.  Hunt  knew  how  fast  the  deathstalkers  were.  Even

Fae couldn’t outrun them. They’d been bred that way by Apollion himself. 

Hunt waited to speak until he and Bryce stood in the golden hall of the

witches’ embassy. Ithan had already been handed over from the two angels

who’d  flown  him  here  to  Ruhn  and  Declan,  who’d  gently  carried  the  wolf

into a small room to recover. “So, let’s hear the real story.” 

Bryce turned to him, eyes bright with fear—and excitement. “I did it. 

Teleported.” She explained what Hypaxia had done—what she had done. 

“That  was  one  Hel  of  a  risk.”  He  wasn’t  sure  whether  to  kiss  her  or

shake her for it. 

“My options were limited,” Bryce said, crossing her arms. Through the

open doorway, Ruhn and Dec set Ithan on the cot, Hypaxia instructing them

to position his body in a certain way. “Where the Hel was the dragon?” 

“Fucking  coward  told  Holstrom  she’d  climb  up  to  the  rooftops  to

provide a second set of eyes, and then bailed,” Flynn said, face dark as he

stepped into the hall. 

“Do you blame her?” Bryce said. 

“Yeah.” Flynn glowered. “We did her a favor, and she fucked us over. 

She could have torched those demons.” Before Bryce could counter, the lord

stalked away with a disgusted shake of his head. 

Bryce waited until the hall was empty again before asking Hunt, “You

think these were the appetizers the Prince of the Pit threatened to send to test

us?” 

“Yes. They answer only to him.” 

“But they were about to kill me. He didn’t seem to want us dead. And it

seems  reckless  to  do  it  just  to  test  me.”  She  gestured  between  them.  “His

epic opponents, remember?” 

Ruhn stepped into the hall and murmured, “Unless you weren’t the one

they were supposed to kill.” He jerked his chin toward Hypaxia, lowering his

voice.  He  assessed  the  quiet  halls  of  the  embassy—no  witches  in  sight—

before saying, “Maybe her coven summoned them, somehow.” 

Bryce frowned. “Why?” 

Ruhn paced a step. “You’d be the perfect cover story. She was walking

beside someone Hel has a score to settle with—someone who’d pissed Hel

off  this  spring.  Deathstalkers  imply  the  Prince  of  the  Pit’s  involvement.  If

she’d died, all eyes would be on Hel. Everyone would think they’d targeted

you, and she’d be the unfortunate additional loss.” 

“What about Ithan, though?” 

Hunt  picked  up  Ruhn’s  thread.  “Also  collateral.  After  this  spring,  I

doubt Sabine would be stupid enough to summon a demon. That leaves our

enemies or Hypaxia’s. But given what Apollion threatened … I’d say odds

are it was him. Maybe he was willing to take the risk that you’d die during

his little test—maybe he supposed that if you died, you wouldn’t be worthy

of battling him anyway.” 

Bryce rubbed her face. “So where does that leave us?” 

Hunt interlaced their fingers. “It leaves us with the realization that this

city needs to be on high alert and you need to be armed at all times.” 

She glared. “That’s not helpful.” 

Ruhn, wisely, kept his mouth shut. 

“You  didn’t  have  any  weapons  tonight,”  Hunt  snarled.  “You  two  had

 one knife between you. You were lucky Ithan carried that gun. And you were

even  luckier  in  your  guess  that  Hypaxia  could  charge  up  your  ability  to

teleport.” 

Ruhn grunted his agreement. 

“So that’s how you did it,” Declan said, walking back into the hall. The warrior shut the door behind him, giving Hypaxia and Ithan privacy. 

Bryce  sketched  a  bow.  “It’ll  be  my  special  solo  act  during  the  school

talent show.” 

Declan snorted, but Ruhn was assessing her. “You really teleported?” 

Bryce explained everything again, and Hunt couldn’t keep himself from

tugging her closer. When she finished, Ruhn echoed Hunt’s words. “We got

lucky tonight.  You got lucky tonight.” 

Bryce winked at Hunt. “And I plan to get lucky again.” 

“Gross,” Ruhn said as Declan snickered. 

Hunt  flicked  Bryce’s  nose  and  said  to  Ruhn,  “Let’s  set  up  watches

around the apartment and this embassy—assign your most trusted soldiers. 

I’ll get Isaiah and Naomi on it, too.” 

“The  33rd  and  the  Aux  teaming  up  to  guard  little  old  me?”  Bryce

crooned. “I’m flattered.” 

“This  is  not  the  time  to  debate  alphahole  politics,”  Hunt  ground  out. 

“Those were fucking deathstalkers.” 

“And I dealt with them.” 

“I wouldn’t be so dismissive,” he growled. “The Prince of the Pit will

send hordes of them through the Northern Rift if he ever gets it fully open, 

rather than shoving one or two through at a time for fun. They hunt down

whoever they’re ordered to stalk. They’re assassins. You get marked by them

for execution, and you are  dead.” 

She blew on her fingers, as if chasing off dust. “All in a day’s work for

me, then.” 

 “Quinlan—” 

Ruhn started laughing. 

“What?” Hunt demanded. 

Ruhn said, “You know who I was talking to before I got your call? My

father.” Bryce went still, and Hunt knew it was bad. Ruhn grinned at him. 

“Your father in-law.” 

“Excuse me?” 

Ruhn  didn’t  stop  grinning.  “He  told  me  the  wonderful  news.”  He

winked at Bryce. “You must be so happy.” 

Bryce groaned and turned to Hunt. “It’s not official—” 

“Oh, it’s official,” Ruhn said, leaning against the wall beside the door. 

“What the fuck are you two talking about?” Hunt growled. 

Ruhn  smirked  at  Hunt.  “She’s  been  bandying  about  the  royal  name, apparently.  Which  means  she’s  accepted  her  position  as  princess.  And  as

you’re  her  mate,  that  makes  you  son-in-law  to  the  Autumn  King.  And  my

brother.” 

Hunt gaped at him. Ruhn was completely serious. 

Bryce  blurted,  “Did  you  ask  him  about  Cormac?  The  Autumn  King

insists the engagement is still on.” 

Ruhn’s amusement faded. “I don’t see how it could be.” 

“I’m  sorry,”  Hunt  cut  in,  “but  what  the  fuck?”  His  wings  splayed. 

“You’re now officially a  princess?” 

Bryce winced. “Surprise?” 
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Ithan groaned, his body giving a collective throb of pain. 

His throat—jaws and fangs and claws, the queen and  Bryce—

He lunged up, hand at his neck—

“You’re  safe.  It’s  over.”  The  calm  female  voice  came  from  his  right, 

and  Ithan  twisted,  finding  himself  on  a  narrow  bed  in  a  gilded  room  he’d

never seen. 

Queen Hypaxia sat in a chair beside him, a book in her lap, wearing her

blue  robes  once  again.  No  sign  of  the  casual,  modern  female  he’d  been

trailing earlier. His voice was like gravel as he asked, “You all right?” 

“Very  well.  As  is  Miss  Quinlan.  You’re  at  my  embassy,  in  case  you

were wondering.” 

Ithan sagged back against the bed. He’d been ambushed, like a fucking

novice.  He’d  always  prided  himself  on  his  reflexes  and  instincts,  but  he’d

had his ass handed to him. The queen opened her mouth, but he demanded, 

“What about the dragon?” 

Hypaxia’s  mouth  tightened.  “Ariadne  was  nowhere  to  be  found.  It

appears she has taken her chances with the law and fled.” 

Ithan  growled.  “She  bailed?”  The  dragon  had  claimed  she  couldn’t. 

That  there  was  nowhere  in  Midgard  she  could  go  without  the  Astronomer

finding her. 

Gods. One guarding assignment and he’d fumbled it. Badly. 

He  deserved  to  have  his  throat  ripped  out.  Deserved  to  be  lying  here, 

like a weak fucking child, for his ineptitude. 

Hypaxia nodded gravely. “The city cameras picked it up: Ariadne left

the moment I entered the pizza shop. But nothing more—even the cameras

can’t find her.” 

“She’s likely halfway across the planet by now,” Ithan grumbled. The

Fae males were going to be so pissed. 

“You  liberated  her  from  the  ring.  From  serving  a  terrible  master.  Are

you  surprised  that  she  is  not  willing  to  wait  for  someone  to  purchase  her

again?” 

“I thought she’d be grateful, at least.” 

Hypaxia  frowned  with  disapproval.  But  she  said,  “She  is  a  dragon.  A

creature  of  earth  and  sky,  fire  and  wind.  She  should  never  have  been

contained or enslaved. I hope she stays free for the rest of her immortal life.” 

The tone brooked no room for argument, and—well, Ithan agreed with

the queen anyway. He sighed, gently rubbing at his tender throat. “So what

the fuck attacked us? A demon?” 

“Yes, an extremely deadly one.” She explained what had happened. 

Ithan eased into a sitting position once more. “I’m sorry I fucked this

one up so badly. I … I don’t like making mistakes like this.” Losing grated

on his very soul. The queen and Bryce were safe, but he was a fucking  loser. 

“You  have  nothing  to  apologize  for,”  the  queen  said  firmly. 

“Considering  the  gravity  of  the  situation,  I’m  assuming  your  friends  know

more about the motives behind this attack than they have told me.” 

Well, she was definitely right on that one. Ithan blew out a breath that

set his throat aching. It’d be another few hours until it was totally healed. 

He had no idea how long it’d take until he forgave himself for fucking

up tonight. 

“So  you  can  really  contact  Connor  on  the  Autumnal  Equinox?”  he

asked quietly, hating that he needed to change the subject. Not that this new

one was much better. 

“Yes.”  She  angled  her  head,  curls  spilling  over  her  shoulder.  “You

worry for him.” 

“Wouldn’t you? I don’t care if we’ve been told that he’s, like, off-limits. 

I  want  to  make  sure  he’s  okay.  I  heard  what  you  said  to  Bryce—about

ensuring your mom didn’t go to one of the sleeping realms. I want you to do

that for him.” He swallowed, then amended, “If you’re cool with that, Your

Majesty.” 

Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “I shall do my best.” 

Ithan sighed again, staring at the tall windows on the other side of the

room, the drapes shut for the night. “I know you’re already doing a lot for

me, but … the Astronomer has a wolf enslaved to him as one of his mystics. 

Is there anything you could do for her?” 

“What do you mean?” He took it as a good sign that she didn’t say no. 

He said, “I can’t just leave her there.” 

“Why is it your burden to free her?” 

“Wolves  don’t  belong  in  cages.  That’s  what  the  mystics’  tanks  are. 

Watery cages.” 

“And what if she wants to be in there?” 

“How  could  she?”  Before  the  queen  could  answer,  he  plowed  on,  “I

know it’s random. There are so many other people suffering out there. But it

doesn’t sit right with me.” 

He’d screwed up enough in the past two years—he wouldn’t drop the

ball  on  this.  An  Alpha  wolf  in  captivity—the  idea  was  abhorrent.  He’d  do

whatever he could to help her. 

She  seemed  to  read  whatever  lay  on  his  face.  “You’re  a  good  male, 

Ithan Holstrom.” 

“You  met  me  yesterday.”  And  after  tonight,  he  sure  as  fuck  didn’t

deserve that claim. 

“But I can tell.” She touched his hand gently. “I do not think there is

much  I  can  do  to  help  the  mystic,  unfortunately,  beyond  what  your  other

royal friends might be able to accomplish.” 

Ithan  knew  she  was  right.  He’d  find  another  way,  then.  Somehow. 

“Well, this is fucked.” 

“It  sure  is,”  said  a  male  voice  from  the  doorway,  and  Ithan  blinked, 

surprised  to  find  Flynn  and  Declan  standing  there,  Tharion  a  step  behind

them. 

“Hey,” Ithan said, bracing for the ridicule, the ribbing, the questioning

about how the Hel he’d mangled protection duty. 

But  Declan  bowed  his  head  to  the  queen  before  sauntering  over  to

Ithan. “How you feeling, pup?” 

“Fine,” Ithan said, then admitted, “A little sore.” 

“Getting  your  throat  ripped  out  does  that  to  a  male,”  Flynn  said.  He

winked at Hypaxia. “But she fixed you up pretty good, didn’t she?” 

Hypaxia smiled up at him. Tharion, lingering by the door, chuckled. 

Ithan said quietly, “Yeah, she did.” 

Declan clapped his hands together. “Okay, well, we just wanted to make

sure you were all right.” 

Hypaxia added, “They’ve been in and out all night.” 

“You’ll  give  them  away  as  big  old  softies,  Pax,”  Tharion  said  to  the

queen, who shook her head at the name. As if Tharion often used it to annoy

her. 

Declan asked the queen, “When can he come home?” 

 Home.   The  word  rang  through  Ithan.  He’d  been  their  roommate  for

only a week and a half. When had he last had a true home? The Den hadn’t

been one since his parents had died. 

But  …  that  was  genuine  concern  on  Declan’s  face.  On  Flynn’s.  Ithan

swallowed hard. 

“Tomorrow  morning,”  Hypaxia  said,  and  rose  from  her  chair.  “I’ll  do

my final check then, and if you’re cleared, you’ll be on your way, Ithan.” 

“I’m supposed to guard you,” Ithan countered, his voice thick. 

But she patted his shoulder before walking to the door. Tharion fell into

step beside her, like he planned to converse in private. The witch-queen said

to Ithan as she and the mer left, “Take tomorrow off.” 

Ithan opened his mouth to object, but she’d already left, the mer with

her. 

Flynn  slung  himself  into  the  seat  the  queen  had  vacated.  “Don’t  tell

Ruhn, but I’d love to have that female do a check on  me.” 

Ithan scowled, but refrained from explaining what he’d overheard. The

queen loved another and seemed pretty cut up about it. But what good was

love, in the face of duty? 

He’d  keep  Hypaxia’s  romance  quiet.  She’d  agreed  to  her  union  with

Ruhn, and he could do nothing but admire that she’d chosen to do so even

when her heart lay with someone else. 

Fuck,  he  knew  how  that  felt.  He  blocked  out  Bryce’s  face  from  his

mind. 

Declan was saying to Flynn, “Do yourself a favor and don’t hit on her. 

Or tease her.” 

“She’s Ruhn’s fiancée,” Flynn said, propping his boots on the edge of

Ithan’s bed and tucking his hands behind his head. “That entitles me to some

ribbing.” 

Ithan laughed, eyes stinging. No one ever joked in Amelie’s pack. He

might coax a smile from Perry every once in a while, but mostly they were

all serious. Humorless. They never laughed at themselves. 

But  these  guys  had  come  to  check  on  him.  Not  to  rip  into  him  for failing. They didn’t even seem to view it as a failure. 

Flynn asked a shade seriously, “You’re really feeling all right, though?” 

Ithan mastered himself. “Yeah.” 

“Good,” Declan said. 

Ithan’s  throat  tightened.  He  hadn’t  realized  how  much  he  missed  it—

people having his back. Caring if he lived or died. The Pack of Devils had

been that for him, yes, but his sunball team, too. He hadn’t spoken to any of

them since Connor’s death. 

Flynn’s  eyes  softened  slightly,  as  if  seeing  something  on  Ithan’s  face, 

and  Ithan  straightened,  clearing  his  throat.  But  Flynn  said,  “We  got  you, 

wolf.” 

“Why?” The question slipped out before Ithan could wonder whether he

should ask. But there were probably dozens of Fae who’d spent years trying

to  squeeze  into  the  trio  that  was  Ruhn,  Flynn,  and  Declan.  Why  they’d

brought Ithan into their little circle was beyond him. 

Flynn and Dec swapped glances. The latter shrugged. “Why not?” 

“I’m a wolf. You’re Fae.” 

“So  old-fashioned.”  Flynn  winked.  “I  had  you  pegged  as  more

progressive than that.” 

“I don’t want your pity,” Ithan said. 

Declan drew back. “Who the fuck said anything about pity?” 

Flynn put up his hands. “We’re only friends with you because we want

good sunball tickets.” 

Ithan looked between the males. Then burst out laughing. 

“All right.” He rubbed at his sore throat again. “That’s a good enough

reason for me.” 

Ruhn monitored his sister as they waited for Athalar to finish briefing some

senior members of the 33rd on what had gone down with the deathstalker. 

It felt like last spring all over again. Granted, Micah had been the one

summoning those kristallos demons, but … this couldn’t be good. The Horn

was tattooed on Bryce’s back now—what wouldn’t Hel do to attain it? 

“The answer,” Bryce said to Ruhn, “is that I’m not going to allow any

sort of security detail.” 

Ruhn blinked. And said silently,  I wasn’t thinking that. 

She glared at him sidelong.  I could feel  you brooding about the attack. 

 It’s the logical conclusion from an overly aggressive Fae male. 

 Overly aggressive? 

 Protective? 

 Bryce. This is some serious-ass shit. 

 I know. 

 And you’re a princess now. An official one. 

She crossed her arms, watching Hunt talk with his friends.  I know. 

 How do you feel about it? 

 How do you  feel about it? 

 Why the fuck would it make any difference what I feel?  He scowled at

her. 

 Because now you have to share the crown. 

 I’m glad I can share it with you. Selfishly, pathetically glad, Bryce. But

 … isn’t this what you wanted to avoid? 

 It is. Her mental voice hardened into sharp steel. 

 Are you going to do something about it? 

 Maybe. 

 Tread  carefully.  There  are  so  many  laws  and  rules  and  shit  that  you

 don’t  know  about.  I  can  fill  you  in,  but  …  this  is  a  whole  new  level  of  the game. You have to be on alert. 

She  faced  him,  offering  a  broad  grin  that  didn’t  meet  her  eyes  before

taking  a  few  steps  toward  Athalar.  “If  dear  old  dad  wants  a  princess,”  she

said, looking more like their father than he’d ever witnessed, “then he’ll get

one.” 

“Dreadwolves prowling the Old Square,” Hypaxia hissed under her breath to

Tharion  as  she  peered  out  the  window  of  her  private  suite  on  the  second

floor of the elegant embassy. 

Despite the plush furniture, the room definitely belonged to a witch: a

small  crystal  altar  to  Cthona  adorned  the  eastern  wall,  covered  in  various

tools  of  worship;  a  large  obsidian  scrying  mirror  hung  above  it;  and  the

fireplace built into the southern wall had various iron arms, presumably to

hold cauldrons during spells. A royal suite, yes, but a workroom as well. 

“I  hate  the  sight  of  them,”  the  queen  went  on,  the  streetlights  casting

her beautiful face in golden hues. “Those uniforms. The silver darts on their

collars.” He wondered how many people ever saw her so unguarded. “Rebel-hunters. That’s what they are.” 

Indeed,  where  they  walked,  revelers  fell  silent.  Tourists  stopped

snapping photos. 

“Tell me how you really feel, Pax,” Tharion said, crossing his arms. 

The queen whirled toward him. “I wish you’d stop using that nickname. 

Ever since the Summit—” 

“Ever  since  then,  you’ve  missed  me  using  it?”  He  gave  her  his  most

charming smile. 

She rolled her eyes, but he caught the slight curl of her lips. 

He  asked,  “Have  you  kept  up  the  tally?  How  many  times  has  Prince

Ruhn gawked at you since you arrived?” 

She flushed. “He doesn’t gawk.” 

“I think our final tally at the Summit was … thirty? Forty?” 

She whacked him on the chest. 

“I missed you,” he said, grinning. 

She  grinned  back.  “What  does  your  fiancée  have  to  say  about  that?” 

She was one of the few people who knew. During their initial meeting at the

Summit—an  accidental  encounter  late  one  night  when  she’d  sought  some

solitude  at  one  of  the  mer’s  subterranean  pools  and  found  him  seeking  the

same—they’d  spoken  of  their  various  …  obligations.  A  friendship  had

immediately sprung up. 

Tharion countered, “What does  your fiancé have to say about it?” 

The  witch  laughed  softly,  the  sound  like  silver  bells.  “You’re  the  one

who’s been associating with him. You tell me.” 

He chuckled, but his amusement fell away, his voice becoming serious. 

“He’s concerned enough about you that he told some of us about your coven. 

Why didn’t you tell me?” He’d grab any one of them who harmed her and

drown them. Slowly. 

She searched his face. He let her. “What could you have done?” 

Well,  that  stung.  Especially  because  she  was  right.  He  let  out  a  long

sigh. He wished he could tell her—about the fact that he’d bought himself a

small stretch of freedom. That he would only go back to the Blue Court to

keep up appearances, that he’d pretend Emile Renast was still on the loose

for  as  long  as  he  could,  but  …  Would  he  go  back  after  that?  Could he go back? 

Maybe  he’d  get  in  touch  with  the  Ocean  Queen’s  people  and  beg  for asylum. Maybe they’d shelter his family, too. 

He’d opened his mouth to speak when a ripple went through the street

below. People stopped. Some pressed against buildings. 

“What the fuck are they doing here?” Tharion growled. 

Mordoc  and  the  Hammer  stalked  down  the  street,  wolf  and  angel

sneering at all in their path. They seemed to savor the quiet and dread that

trailed in their wake. 

Hypaxia’s brows raised. “Not friends of yours?” 

He put a hand on his heart. “You wound me, Pax.” 

The  queen’s  mouth  thinned  as  Pollux  and  Mordoc  crossed  the

intersection. “It’s an ill omen, to see them here.” 

“Maybe they want to make sure all is well, considering what attacked

tonight.” 

Mighty  Ogenas,  creatures  straight  from  the  Pit.  He’d  been  enjoying  a

drink with a pride of lioness shifters at a wine bar when he’d gotten the call. 

He’d come here, claiming an investigative visit from the Blue Court, but …

“You sure you’re all right?” he asked, glad to pivot from the two monsters

on the street. 

“I’m  fine,”  Hypaxia  said,  turning  weary,  sad  eyes  toward  him.  “Miss

Quinlan proved herself a valuable ally in a fight.” He liked the idea of the

two  of  them  becoming  friendly.  They’d  be  a  formidable  pair  against  any

opponent. 

“What’d your coven say about the attack?” Tharion asked, glancing to

the shut double doors across the room. Pollux and Mordoc vanished down

the street. As if they’d all been frozen, people suddenly began moving again. 

None went in the direction the Hammer and the dreadwolf had gone. 

“My coven feigned outrage, of course. It’s not worth recounting.” 

Fair enough. “You should get some sleep. You must be exhausted from

healing Holstrom.” 

“Not at all.” Her gaze again lifted to his face. “But you … you should

go. Another few minutes and suspicions will be raised.” 

“Oh?” He couldn’t resist teasing. “Like what?” 

She flushed again. “Like we’re doing things we shouldn’t.” 

“Sounds naughty.” 

She  playfully  shoved  him  toward  the  door.  He  let  her,  walking

backward as he said, “I’ll see you soon, okay? You have my number.” 

Her eyes shone like stars. “Thank you for checking on me.” 

“Anything for you, Pax.” Tharion shut the door behind him and found

himself  face-to-face  with  three  witches.  All  members  of  her  coven,  if  his

memory of the Summit served him. All cold-faced and unamused. “Ladies,” 

he said, inclining his head. 

None  of  them  answered,  and  as  they  converged  on  the  queen’s  suite

with a knock on her door, he suppressed the instinct to return to her side. 

But  it  wasn’t  his  place,  and  he  still  had  one  more  task  tonight.  First, 

though, he needed a dip in the Istros to make sure his fins stayed intact. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  still  wet,  Tharion  walked  up  to  the  peeling  front

door of the near-collapsing house off Archer Street, music blasting from the

windows despite the late hour. Tharion knocked, loudly enough to be heard

over the bass. 

A  moment  later,  the  door  opened.  Tharion  smiled  crookedly  at  Ruhn, 

and waved to Tristan Flynn and Declan Emmett standing in the foyer behind

him. “Got space for one more roommate?” 
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Hunt waited until he and Bryce had entered the apartment, the door firmly

shut behind them, before he said, “I’m a  prince now?” 

Bryce slumped onto the couch. “Welcome to the club.” 

“Your father really did this?” 

She nodded glumly. “My mom is going to freak.” 

Hunt  stalked  to  the  couch.  “What  about  you,  Bryce?  Your  mom  can

deal with it. I can deal with this, believe it or not. But … are you okay?” 

She only stroked Syrinx’s coat. 

He scented salt and water, then, and sat on the new coffee table, lifting

her  chin  between  his  thumb  and  forefinger  to  find  tears  running  down  her

cheeks. Ones he had no doubt she’d been holding back for hours. 

He’d  turn  the  Autumn  King  into  smoldering  carrion  for  putting  those

tears, the fear and panic and sorrow, in her eyes. 

“I  spent  my  whole  life  avoiding  this.  And  I  just  feel  …”  She  wiped

angrily at her face. “I feel so fucking  stupid for having walked into his net.” 

“You shouldn’t. He bent the rules to his will. He’s a snake.” 

“He’s a snake and now technically, legally, my king.” She choked on a

sob. “I will never have a normal life again. I’ll never be free of him, and—” 

Hunt gathered her into his arms, moving to the couch and pulling her

into his lap. “We’ll fight him on this. You want a normal life, a life with me

—we’ll make it happen. You’re not alone. We’ll fight him together.” 

She  buried  her  face  against  his  chest,  tears  splashing  onto  the  black

armor of his battle-suit. He stroked her silken hair, letting the smooth strands

slide through his fingers. 

“I could handle the Starborn shit. I could handle the magic,” she said, voice muffled against his chest. “But this … I can’t fucking handle this.” She

lifted her head, dread and panic flooding her expression. “He  owns me. I’m

chattel to him. If he wanted me to marry Cormac tonight, he could sign the

marriage documents without even my presence. If I wanted a divorce, he’d

be the one to grant it, not that he would. I’m a commodity—either I belong

to him, or I belong to Cormac. He can do whatever he wants, and no amount

of bravado from me can stop it.” 

Lightening skittered down his wings. “I’ll fucking kill him.” 

“And what will that do, beyond get you executed?” 

He leaned his brow against hers. “We’ll think of a way out of this.” 

“Hypaxia  said  only  the  Asteri  could  override  him.  Considering  our

status with them, I doubt they’ll help.” 

Hunt blew out a long breath. Tightened his arms around his mate. He’d

slaughter  anyone  who  tried  to  take  her  from  him.  King,  prince,  Fae,  or

Asteri. He’d fucking  kill—

“Hunt.” 

He blinked. 

“Your eyes went all … rage-dazey.” She sniffled. 

“Sorry.” The last thing she needed right now was to have to handle his

fury, too. He kissed her cheek, her temple, her neck. 

She  rested  her  brow  on  his  shoulder,  shuddering.  Syrinx  whimpered

from where he had cuddled up on her other side. 

For long minutes, Hunt and Bryce sat there. Hunt savored every place

his  body  touched  hers,  the  warmth  and  scent  of  her.  Racked  his  mind  for

anything he might do, any path out of this. 

Her fingers curled against the nape of his neck. He loosened his grip, 

pulling back to scan her face. 

Starlight and fire sparked there. “Tell me that look means you came up

with some brilliant yet painless way out of this,” he said. 

She kissed him softly. “You’re not going to like it.” 

Ruhn  wasn’t  at  all  shocked  when  he  found  himself  standing  before  that

mental couch. 

After the night he’d had, nothing could shock him. 

On the bridge, Day surveyed Ruhn without saying a word. Somehow, 

he could have sworn she sensed his turmoil. 

But  Ruhn  said,  “Anything  for  me?”  He  hadn’t  forgotten  their  last conversation.  She’d  told  him  he  was  a  worthless,  do-nothing  loser  who’d

never known sacrifice or pain. 

“You’re angry with me.” 

“I don’t care about you enough to be angry with you,” he said coldly. 

“Liar.” 

The  word  was  an  arrow  shot  between  them.  The  night  around  him

rippled.  His  temper  hadn’t  improved  when  he  discovered  that  Ariadne  had

straight up bailed. Fled the moment no one was looking and gone the gods

knew where. He didn’t blame the dragon. He was just … pissed he hadn’t

anticipated it. 

He asked Day, “What the fuck do you want me to say?” 

“I owe you an apology for last time. I’d had a rough day. My temper

got the better of me.” 

“You spoke the truth. Why bother apologizing for it?” 

“It’s  not  the  truth.  I  …”  She  seemed  to  struggle  for  words.  “Do  you

know  when  I  last  spoke  honestly  with  someone?  When  I  last  spoke  to

someone as I do to you, as close to my real self as I’ve ever come?” 

“I’m guessing it’s been a while.” 

She crossed her arms, wrapping them around herself. “Yes.” 

“Can I ask you a question?” 

She angled her head. “What?” 

He  rubbed  his  neck,  his  shoulder.  “What  do  you  think  makes  a  good

leader?”  The  question  was  ridiculous—an  essay  for  a  second-grader.  But

after all that had gone down …

She didn’t balk. “Someone who listens. Who thinks before acting. Who

tries to understand different viewpoints. Who does what is right, even if the

path is long and hard. Who will give a voice to the voiceless.” 

His father was none of those things. Except for thinking before acting. 

That male had schemes that had been in play for decades. Centuries. 

“Why do you ask?” 

Ruhn  shrugged.  “All  this  rebel  stuff  has  me  thinking  about  it.  Who

we’d replace the Asteri with. Who we’d  want to replace them with.” 

She  studied  him,  her  gaze  a  brand  on  his  skin.  “What  do   you  think

makes a good leader?” 

He didn’t know. Only that he wasn’t entirely sure he fit the bill of what

she’d  described,  either.  Where  would  that  leave  his  people?  “I’m  trying  to

figure that out.” If he became king one day, what sort of ruler would he be? 

He’d try to do right, but …

Silence fell, companionable and comfortable. 

But  then  Day  blew  out  a  breath,  blue  flame  rippling  from  her  mouth. 

“I’m not used to this sort of thing.” 

He lowered himself onto his couch. “What sort of thing?” 

“Friendship.” 

“You consider me a friend?” 

“In a world full of enemies, you’re my only friend.” 

“Well, maybe I should give you friendship lessons, because you fucking

blow at it.” 

She  laughed,  and  the  sound  wasn’t  entirely  joyous.  “All  right.  I

deserved that.” 

He gave her a half smile, even if she couldn’t see it. “Lesson one: don’t

shit on your friends when you have a bad day.” 

“Right.” 

“Lesson two: Your true friends won’t mind when you do, so long as you

own up to it and apologize. Usually in the form of buying them a beer.” 

Another laugh, softer this time. “I’ll buy you a beer, then.” 

“Yeah? When you come to visit me?” 

“Yeah,” she said, the word echoing. “When I come visit you.” 

He rose and crossed to her couch, peering down at her. “Which will be

when, Day?” 

She  tipped  her  head  back,  as  if  staring  up  at  him.  “On  the  Autumnal

Equinox.” 

Ruhn stilled. “You … What?” 

She  brought  her  burning  hand  to  her  head—her  ear.  Like  she  was

tucking  a  strand  of  hair  behind  it.  She  stood,  walking  around  the  couch. 

Putting  it  between  them  as  she  said,  “I  must  attend  the  ball  for  the

Archangels. I could … meet you somewhere.” 

“I’m going to that ball,” he said, unsure why his voice went hoarse. For

her  to  be  invited  there,  she  had  to  be  important,  precisely  as  they’d

suspected. “The equinox fete is always a masked ball. We can meet there.” 

She backed up a step as he rounded the couch. “In front of so many?” 

“Why not? We’ll both be in masks. And we’re both invited to the party, 

so why would it be suspicious for two people to talk there?” 

He  could  have  sworn  he  heard  her  heart  pounding.  She  asked,  “How will I know you?” 

“The party’s in the conservatory on the rooftop garden of the Comitium. 

There’s  a  fountain  on  the  western  side  of  it—right  off  the  stairs  from  the

conservatory. Meet me there at midnight.” 

“But how can I be sure not to mistake someone else for you?” 

“If  I  think  it’s  you,  I’ll  say  ‘Day?’  And  if  you  answer  ‘Night,’  we’ll

know.” 

“We shouldn’t.” 

Ruhn  took  a  step  toward  her,  his  breathing  uneven.  “Is  it  so  bad  if  I

know who you are?” 

“It jeopardizes everything. For all I know, you could be baiting me for

the Asteri—” 

“Look at me and tell me you think that’s true.” 

She did. Ruhn came close enough that the heat of her flame warmed his

body. 

And,  deciding  to  Hel  with  it,  he  reached  for  her  hand.  The  flame

warmed  his  night-skin,  but  did  not  burn.  The  hand  beneath  the  fire  was

slender. Delicate. 

Her  fingers  contracted  against  his  own,  but  he  held  firm.  “I’ll  be

waiting for you.” 

“And if I’m not what you expect?” 

“What do you think I’m expecting?” 

Again, her fingers twitched, like she’d yank away. “I don’t know.” 

He tugged on her arm, pulling her a little closer. When was the last time

he’d had to work for a female’s attention like this? Fuck, he  was working for

it,  wasn’t  he?  He  wanted  to  see  her  face.  Know  who  was  bold  and  brave

enough to risk her life again and again to defy the Asteri. 

Ruhn stared down at the veil of flame between him and Day. “I want to

smell your scent. See you. Even for a moment.” 

“That ball will be swarming with our enemies.” 

“Then we won’t stay long. But … just meet me, all right?” 

She  was  silent,  as  if  she  were  trying  to  pierce  the  blanket  of  stars  he

wore. “Why?” 

His voice dropped. “You know why.” 

She hesitated. Then she said softly, “Yes.” 

Her flames seemed to reach for his stars and shadows. “Midnight.” 

She faded into embers on the wind. “Midnight,” she promised. 
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Two weeks later, Hunt scowled at his reflection in the mirror. He tugged at

the white bow tie of his tux, already feeling strangled by the stupid thing. 

He’d wanted to wear his battle-suit to the party, but Bryce had staged an

intervention last week and demanded he wear something “halfway normal.” 

 Then you can go back to being the predator-in-the-night we all love so much, 

she’d said. 

Hunt growled, giving himself a final once-over before calling across the

apartment,  “I’m  as  good  as  I’m  going  to  get,  so  let’s  leave.  The  van’s

downstairs.” 

He sure as fuck couldn’t cram his wings into the usual black sedan the

Autumn King would have sent for Bryce. But at least the asshole had sent a

van instead. Cormac was her official escort to the party, and was no doubt

waiting  in  the  vehicle.  It  had  likely  been  Cormac  who’d  convinced  the

Autumn King to switch to a van so Bryce’s “plus-one” could join them. 

Bryce had bristled at every new order that had come from the Autumn

King:  the  jewelry  she  was  expected  to  wear,  the  clothes,  the  height  of  her

heels, the length of her nails, the type of car they’d take, who would exit the

car first, how  she would exit the car—apparently, her ankles and knees were

to be forever glued together in public—and lastly, most outrageously, what

and how she was allowed to eat. 

Nothing.  That  was  the  short  answer.  A  Fae  Princess  did  not  eat  in

public, was the long answer. Maybe a sip of soup or one solitary, small bite

to be polite. And one glass of wine. No hard liquor. 

Bryce had read the list of commandments one night after they’d fucked

in the shower, and had been so wound up that Hunt had gone down on her to

take the edge off. He’d taken his time tasting her, savoring each lick of her delicious, enticing sex. 

Even  fucking  her  at  night  and  before  work,  he  couldn’t  get  enough. 

Would find himself in the middle of the day aching for her. They’d already

fucked twice in her office, right on her desk, her dress bunched at her waist, 

his pants barely unbuckled as he pounded into her. 

They  hadn’t  been  caught,  thank  the  gods.  Not  just  by  her  coworkers, 

but  by  anyone  who’d  report  it  to  Cormac,  to  the  Autumn  King.  She’d

already  had  one  battle  with  her  father  over  Hunt  still  living  here  with  her. 

But after tonight …

He scooped up the golden mask from where he’d left it on the dresser—

so  fucking  ridiculous  and  dramatic—and  stepped  into  the  great  room,  toes

wriggling  in  his  patent  leather  shoes.  When  was  the  last  time  he’d  worn

anything but his boots or sneakers? Never. He’d literally never worn shoes

like  this.  When  he  was  young,  it  had  been  lace-up  sandals  or  boots—and

then it had been boots for centuries. 

What would his mother make of this male in the mirror? He strained to

recall her smile, to imagine how her eyes might have sparkled. He wished

she were here. Not only to see him, but to know that all she’d struggled to

provide had paid off. To know that he could take care of her now. 

Bryce let out a whistle from the other side of the great room, and Hunt

looked up, tucking away the old ache in his chest. 

All the breath left his chest. “Holy shit.” 

She was …

“Holy shit,” he said again, and she laughed. He swallowed. “You’re so

fucking beautiful.” 

She  blushed,  and  his  head  began  roaring,  cock  aching.  He  wanted  to

lick that blush, wanted to kiss every inch of her smile. 

“I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  wear  the  tiara,”  Bryce  said,  lifting  a  wrist

and twirling the crown around it with typical irreverence. 

“You don’t need it.” 

She  really  didn’t.  The  sparkling  black  dress  hugged  every  luscious

curve before loosening around the knee, spilling into a train of solid night. 

The plunging neckline stopped below her breasts, framing the star between

them, drawing the eye to the remarkable scar. 

Black gloves flowed up to her elbows, and her satin-clad fingers toyed

with one of the diamond chandelier earrings sparkling against the column of

her neck. She’d left her hair down, a diamond comb pinning back one side, the silken mass of hair draping over her opposite shoulder. In her other hand

she clutched the stem of a silver mask. 

Full, bloodred lips smiled at him beneath eyes framed with a swoop of

kohl. Simple makeup—and utterly devastating. 

“Solas, Quinlan.” 

“You clean up pretty good yourself.” 

Hunt straightened the lapels of his tux. “Yeah?” 

“Want to stay home and fuck instead?” 

Hunt laughed. “Very regal of you. Any other night, my answer would

be yes.” He offered his arm. “Your Highness.” 

Bryce smirked and took it, pressing close to him. Hunt breathed in her

scent, the jasmine of her perfume. She set her tiara on her head at a jaunty

angle,  the  little  peak  of  solid  diamond  glittering  as  if  lit  by  starlight.  Hunt straightened it for her, and led her out the door. 

Toward the world waiting for them. 

Ruhn  bowed  before  the  seated  Archangels.  Hypaxia,  at  his  side,  bowed  as

well. 

He  was  a  lying  piece  of  shit,  he’d  thought  ruefully  as  he’d  donned  a

black-on-black  tux  an  hour  ago.  He’d  agreed  to  be  Hypaxia’s  date  to  this

thing—as her fiancé, and as Crown Prince he didn’t really have a choice but

to  be  here—but  he  hadn’t  been  able  to  stop  thinking  about  Day.  About

whether she’d show up in a mere few hours. 

He’d already scoped out the fountain through the western doors. It lay

in shadow beyond the massive glass conservatory, about fifteen feet from the

stairs leading out of the building and into the starry night. 

He  hadn’t  spoken  to  Day  since  they’d  made  their  arrangement.  He’d

tried to talk to her, but she hadn’t answered. Would she be here tonight, as

promised? Was she already in the packed conservatory? 

He’d removed his carved black mask to make his formal greeting to the

Archangels, and as he turned from Celestina and Ephraim, Ruhn scanned the

crowd once more. 

Beautiful  gowns,  beautiful  ladies—they  were  masked,  but  he  knew

most of them. Of course, Day could be someone he knew. He had no idea

what  to  look  for.  Where  to  even  look  for  her  in  the  vast,  candlelit  space, bedecked  in  garlands  and  wreaths  of  autumnal  leaves  brought  from  the

colder climes up north. Winged skulls and scythes were interspersed with a rainbow of fall gourds on every table. Day could be anywhere. 

Security  had  been  insane  getting  in  here.  It  was  the  33rd’s  show,  and

they  ran  it  like  the  paranoid  psychos  they  were.  Soldiers  stood  stationed

outside the doors and hovered in the skies. Baxian and Naomi had checked

IDs and invites at the doors. They’d remain there all night, even while other

members of the triarii reveled. None of Ephraim’s people had been tapped to

stand guard. Either from a lack of trust or as a privilege, Ruhn didn’t know. 

There had been no sign of Pippa Spetsos or her Lightfall squadron, or

any  other  Ophion  unit  recently,  but  dreadwolves  still  prowled  the  streets. 

And this ballroom. 

Ruhn  slipped  on  his  mask  and  said  to  Hypaxia,  “Can  I  get  you

anything?” 

She  was  resplendent  in  a  royal-blue  ball  gown,  her  cloudberry  crown

gleaming  amid  her  dark,  upswept  hair.  Heads  turned  to  remark  on  her

beauty,  visible  even  with  the  white-winged  mask  she’d  donned.  “I’m  fine, 

thank you.” She smiled pleasantly. 

Ithan, in a traditional tux behind her, stepped up, his silver wolf mask

glittering  in  the  little  firstlights  strung  throughout  the  lush  conservatory. 

“The River Queen’s daughter wishes to meet you,” he murmured, gesturing

to  where  Tharion  stood  stone-faced  beside  a  stunning,  curly-haired  young

female. The former looked a bit stiff for once, but the female, clad in gauzy

turquoise, brimmed with energy. Excitement. 

That had been a minor bomb the other night. Tharion had settled quite

comfortably  into  life  with  Ruhn  and  his  friends  …  until  he’d  gotten  the

otter’s note from the River Queen instructing him to come to this ball with

her daughter. 

 Apparently, the leash only stretches so far, Tharion had said when Ruhn

had asked, and that had been that. 

Hypaxia  smiled  at  Ithan.  “Of  course.  I’d  love  to  meet  her.”  Ithan

offered his arm, and Hypaxia said to Ruhn, “I suppose we’ll dance later?” 

“Yeah,” Ruhn said, then bowed quickly. “I mean, yes. I’d be honored.” 

Hypaxia gave him a strange, assessing glance, but left with Ithan. 

He needed a drink. A big fucking drink. 

He was halfway to one of the six open bars throughout the space, each

one of them packed, when his sister and Cormac walked in. 

Bryce looked like a princess, and it had nothing to do with the crown, an  heirloom  of  the  Danaan  house  that  their  father  had  ordered  her  to  wear

tonight. People stared at her—many unkindly. 

Or maybe their attention was on Athalar. The angel entered a few steps

behind  the  royal  couple.  Apparently,  he’d  been  given  the  night  off  by

Celestina.  But  how  the  male  could  stand  walking  behind  them,  seeing

Bryce’s hand on another male’s arm …

Athalar’s face revealed nothing, though. He was the Umbra Mortis once

more. 

A flash of red across the space drew Ruhn’s gaze. His father made his

way toward Bryce and Cormac. The Avallen Prince seemed inclined to meet

him  halfway,  but  Bryce  tugged  on  his  arm  and  steered  them  right  to  the

Archangels instead. 

A few Fae gasped at the snub—Flynn’s parents among them. Flynn, the

traitor,  had  claimed  he  had  a  headache  to  avoid  coming  tonight.  From  his

parents’  pinched  faces  upon  seeing  Ruhn  arrive  without  Flynn  in  tow,  he

knew his friend hadn’t told them. Too bad for all the eligible young ladies

they’d no doubt lined up to woo their son tonight. 

Ignoring the dismayed Fae, Bryce strode right up to the dais where the

Archangels sat, bypassing the line of well-wishers. No one dared call her out

for it. Athalar followed her and Cormac, and Ruhn noted his father’s stormy

face and moved closer, too. 

Bryce  and  Cormac  bowed  before  the  Archangels,  Celestina’s  brows

high  as  she  turned  between  Hunt  and  Cormac.  Bryce  said,  “My

congratulations to you both.” 

“Thank you,” Ephraim answered, bored and eyeing the bar. 

Cormac  added,  “Avallen  extends  its  wishes  and  hopes  for  your

happiness.” 

It had been a relief to discover that Mordoc wouldn’t be attending the

party  tonight—wouldn’t  be  able  to  put  faces  to  the  scents  he’d  probably

detected  in  the  alley  all  those  days  ago.  But  the  Hind  was  here.  Ruhn  had

already warned his cousin to stay away from the female, no matter how his

blood might howl for vengeance. 

“And we extend our wishes to you, too,” Celestina said. 

“Thank you,” Bryce said, smiling widely. “Prince Hunt and I plan to be

quite happy.” 

A gasp rippled through the room. 

Bryce half turned toward Hunt and extended a hand. The angel walked

to  her,  eyes  dancing  with  wicked  amusement.  Cormac  seemed  caught

between surprise and fury. 

The  room  seemed  to  be  spinning.  Bryce  wouldn’t  dare.  She  wouldn’t

fucking dare pull a stunt like this. Ruhn swallowed a laugh of pure shock. 

“Prince?” Celestina asked. 

Bryce looped her arm through Hunt’s, pressing close. “Hunt and I are

mates.”  A  charming,  brilliant  smile.  “That  makes  him  my  prince.  Prince

Cormac  was  good  enough  to  escort  me  tonight,  as  we’ve  become  close

friends  this  month.”  She  turned  to  the  crowd.  Immediately  pinpointed  the

Autumn King, glaring white-faced at her. “I thought you told her, Father.” 

Holy shit. 

She’d  played  along  with  the  rules  so  far  to  reach  this  point.  A  public

declaration that she was with Hunt. That Hunt was a prince—a Prince of the

Fae. 

And their father, who hated public scenes … he could either risk calling

his own daughter a liar—thus embarrassing himself—or play along. 

The  Autumn  King  said  into  the  stunned  crowd,  “My  apologies,  Your

Graces.  My  daughter’s  union  must  have  slipped  my  mind.”  His  eyes

threatened  Helfire  as  he  glowered  at  Bryce.  “I  hope  her  excitement  in

announcing her union with Hunt Athalar is not interpreted as an attempt to

upstage your joy tonight.” 

“Oh,  no,”  Celestina  said,  covering  her  mouth  with  a  hand  to  hide  a

smile.  “I  congratulate  and  bless  you  and  Hunt  Athalar,  Bryce  Quinlan.”  It

didn’t get more official than that. 

Ephraim grunted and motioned to the nearest server for a drink. Taking

that  as  her  cue,  Bryce  bowed  to  them  again,  and  pivoted  Hunt  toward  the

crowd. Cormac had the wits to follow, but left them near a pillar after a word

to Bryce. He stalked for the Autumn King. 

So Ruhn went up to them, and Bryce snorted. “Nice crown.” 

He jerked his chin at her. “That’s all you have to say?” 

She shrugged. “What?” 

But  she  frowned  over  his  shoulder.  Right.  There  were  a  lot  of  people

with Vanir hearing listening. He’d yell at her later. 

Though … he didn’t really need to yell at all. She’d found her way out

of this clusterfuck. Her own brilliant, daring way. “I’m really glad you’re my

sister,” Ruhn said. 

Bryce smiled so broadly it showed all her teeth. 

Ruhn shook off his shock and said to Athalar, “Sweet tux.” He added, 

just to be a dick, “Your Highness.” 

Athalar pulled at his collar. “No wonder you got all those piercings, if

this is how you’re expected to dress at these things.” 

“First rule of being a prince,” Ruhn said, grinning. “Rebel where you

can.”  Considering  what  they  were  all  doing  these  days,  it  was  the

understatement of the year. 

Hunt  growled,  but  Ephraim  and  Celestina  stood  from  their  thrones  at

the rear of the conservatory, a massive screen dropping from a panel in the

glass ceiling. A projector began to hum. 

“Friends.” Celestina’s clear voice rang out over the crowd. Anyone still

speaking shut the fuck up. “We thank you for coming to celebrate our union

this lovely evening.” 

Ephraim’s deep voice boomed, “It is with much joy that Celestina and I

announce  our  mating.”  He  smiled  faintly  at  his  gorgeous  mate.  “And  with

much joy that we remotely welcome our guests of honor.” 

The  lights  dimmed,  leaving  only  soft  candlelight  that  made  the

decorative  skulls  all  the  more  menacing.  Then  the  screen  flickered  on, 

revealing seven thrones. A sight more harrowing than any skull or scythe. 

Six  of  the  thrones  were  full.  The  seventh  had  been  left  vacant,  as

always—thanks to the Prince of the Pit. 

A chill skittered up Ruhn’s arms as the Asteri coldly surveyed the party. 
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Bryce couldn’t get a breath down. 

The Asteri stared at them all like they could see through the screen. See

them gathered here. 

They must be able to, Bryce realized. Her hand slipped into Hunt’s, and

he squeezed tight, a gray wing tucking around her. Gods, he was gorgeous

tonight. 

She’d figured this party was the only setting where her father wouldn’t

dare  challenge  her.  Where  any  union  with  Hunt  could  be  verified  and

recognized by Archangels. She’d worn and done everything he’d ordered …

all so she could get here tonight. Had raced up to the dais upon arriving so

that she could announce Hunt as her mate before her father could introduce

her as Cormac’s bride. 

Relief  and  excitement—and  a  bit  of  smugness—had  coursed  through

her.  Her  father  would  bring  down  the  hammer  later.  But  tonight  …  she’d

celebrate her victory. She knew Hunt had as little interest in being a prince

as she did in being a princess. But he’d done it. For her. For them. 

She’d been about to drag Hunt into a closet or a cloakroom to fuck his

brains out when the screen descended. And now, staring at the six immortal

figures, at Rigelus’s boyish face …

Thankfully,  other  people  in  the  room  were  shaking,  too.  Her  heart

pounded like a drum. 

Celestina and Ephraim bowed, and everyone followed suit. Bryce’s legs

wobbled on her heels as she did so. Hunt squeezed her hand again, but she

kept her focus on the ground, hating the primal fear, the terror of knowing

that these beings judged them, and with one word they might slay everyone, might slay her family—

“Our congratulations to you, Celestina and Ephraim,” Rigelus crooned

in  that  voice  that  didn’t  belong  to  the  teenage  body  his  twisted  soul

inhabited. “We extend our wishes for a happy mating, and a fertile one.” 

Celestina and Ephraim lowered their heads in thanks. “We are grateful

for your wisdom and kindness in pairing us,” Celestina said. Bryce tried and


failed to detect the undercurrent of her tone. Was it sincere? Was the slight

tightness from a lie, or from being before the Asteri? 

Octartis,  the  Southern  Star—the  Asteri  to  Rigelus’s  right—spoke,  her

voice  like  ancient,  cracking  ice.  “I  understand  other  congratulations  are  in

order, too.” 

A  chill  shot  along  Bryce’s  spine  as  Rigelus  said,  “Princess  Bryce

Danaan and Prince Hunt Athalar.” It was an order. A command. 

The crowd fell back. Giving the Asteri a clear shot at them. 

Oh  gods.  Bryce’s  blood  rushed  from  her  face.  How  did  they  already

know? Had the cameras on their end been running the whole time, letting the

Asteri watch and listen unseen? 

But then the Autumn King was there, bowing at her side. “I present my

daughter to you, Holy Ones,” he intoned. 

She wondered if he hated bowing to them. It satisfied the fuck out of

her  to  see  him  do  it,  but  there  was  no  time  to  dwell  on  that  now.  Bryce

bowed, too, as she murmured, “Hail the Asteri.” 

Cormac  appeared  on  her  father’s  other  side,  bowing  low.  As  Crown

Prince of Avallen, he had no other choice. 

He’d been furious at her stunt. Not that she’d ended their engagement, 

but that she hadn’t warned him ahead of time.  Any other surprises tonight, 

 Princess?  he’d snapped at her before striding off to speak to her father.  You broke our deal. I won’t forget that. 

She hadn’t responded, but … Did the Asteri know one of their fiercest

rebels stood before them, playing prince? Did they know how she’d helped

him, worked with him? She supposed if they did, they’d all be dead. 

“And I present her mate and consort, Prince Hunt Athalar,” the Autumn

King was saying sharply, his disapproval palpable. He might very well kill

her for this. If Cormac didn’t do it first. 

But, according to Fae law, she was now Hunt’s property. Recognized in

the  past  few  minutes  by  both  Archangels  and  the  Asteri.  If  it  made  Hunt

uncomfortable,  if  he  resented  his  new  title  or  the  beings  before  him,  he showed  no  sign  as  he  bowed,  his  wing  brushing  over  her  back.  “Hail  the

Asteri.” 

“Rise,” the Asteri said, and so Bryce, Hunt, and her father did. There

were so many eyes upon them. In this room, in that chamber in the Eternal

City.  Rigelus’s,  especially,  bore  into  her.  He  smiled  slightly.  Like  he  knew

everything  she’d  done  these  weeks.  Every  rebel  activity,  every  mutinous

thought. 

Bryce  hated  herself  for  lowering  her  gaze.  Even  as  she  knew  Hunt

stared Rigelus down. 

But the Bright Hand of the Asteri said, “So many happy unions tonight. 

It is our wish that you all partake in the revelry. Go, and celebrate Death’s

Day in peace.” 

Everyone  bowed  again,  and  the  screen  went  dark.  More  than  a  few

people whimpered, as if they’d been holding in the sound. 

No  one  spoke  for  several  seconds  as  the  lights  brightened.  Then  the

band  began  once  more  slightly  off-tempo,  like  the  musicians  needed  a

minute  to  get  their  shit  together.  Even  the  Archangels  were  a  little  pale  as they took their seats. 

Bryce faced her father. The Autumn King said in a voice so low no one

else could hear, “You little bitch.” 

Bryce  smiled  broadly.  “It’s  ‘You  little  bitch,  Your  Highness.’  ”  She

stalked into the crowd. She didn’t miss Hunt smirking at the king, throwing

him a wink that clearly said:  Make a move and I’ll fry you, asswipe. 

But she had to suck down a few long breaths as she halted at the edge

of the dance floor, trying to regain her composure. 

“You all right?” Hunt asked, gripping her shoulder. 

“Yes, Your Highness,” she muttered. 

He  chuckled,  and  leaned  to  whisper  in  her  ear,  “I  thought  you  only

called me that in bed, Quinlan.” She did.  You are my fucking prince, she’d

panted last night as he drove his cock up into her. 

Bryce  leaned  against  him,  shaking  off  the  last  of  the  Asteri’s  ice.  “I

can’t believe we did it.” 

Hunt let out a low laugh. “There’s going to be Hel to pay.” From her

father. But tonight, he could do nothing. Here, in front of all these people, he

could do nothing at all. 

So Bryce said, “Dance with me?” 

He raised a brow. “Really?” 

“You do know how to dance, right?” 

“Of course I do. But … It’s been a long while since I’ve danced with

anyone.” 

Since Shahar, probably. She interlaced their fingers. “Dance with me.” 

The initial steps were stilted, hesitant. His arm slid around her waist, his

other hand clutching hers as he led her into the sweet ballad coming from the

band. With so many watching, it took a verse or two to get their rhythm. 

Hunt murmured, “Just look at me, and fuck all the rest of them.” 

His eyes shone with desire and joy, and that spark that was pure Hunt. 

The star on her chest gleamed, on full display. Someone gasped, but Bryce

kept her attention on Hunt. He smiled again. 

It was all that mattered, that smile. They fell into easy movement, and

when Hunt spun her, she smiled back. 

She whipped into his arms, and Hunt didn’t falter a step, sweeping her

around  the  floor.  She  had  the  vague  sense  of  Ruhn  and  Hypaxia  dancing, 

Celestina and Ephraim, too, of Baxian and Naomi—Isaiah now with them—

on guard by the doors, but she couldn’t look away from Hunt. 

He pressed a kiss to her mouth. The entire universe melted away with

it.  It  was  only  them,  would  only  be  them,  dancing  together,  souls  twining. 

“Everything  that  ever  happened  to  me,  it  was  all  so  I  could  meet  you, 

Quinlan. Be here with you. I’m yours. Forever.” 

Her  throat  tightened,  and  the  star  on  her  chest  flared,  lighting  up  the

entire  conservatory  like  a  small  moon.  Bryce  kissed  him  back,  not  caring

who saw, only that he was here. 

“Everything I am is yours,” she said against his lips. 

Hypaxia seemed distracted as Ruhn danced with her, trying his best to avoid

watching Hunt and Bryce make moon-eyes at each other. To avoid hearing

the comments that trailed in their wake. 

 The Umbra Mortis—now a Fae Prince. What a disgrace. The slurs and

nastiness flowed past Ruhn from Fae mouths, bold enough to run free behind

the safety of their masks. Not that the masks would hide their scents. Ruhn

marked each one of them. 

Athalar  was  his  brother  now,  by  law.  And  Ruhn  didn’t  put  up  with

people talking shit about his family. The family he liked, anyway. 

Cormac had already left, slipping into a shadow and teleporting out. A small mercy—Cormac had been so distracted by Bryce’s little surprise that

he hadn’t bothered to confront the Hind. But Ruhn didn’t blame his cousin

for  bailing.  After  the  stunt  Bryce  had  pulled,  Cormac  would  have  been

swarmed by Fae families eager to present their daughters. Flynn’s parents—

a sharp-eyed Sathia in tow—were clearly scouring the ballroom for any hint

of the Avallen Prince. 

Ruhn  suppressed  his  smile  at  the  thought  of  their  fruitless  hunt  and

focused on his partner. Hypaxia seemed to be scanning the crowd. 

His heart skipped a beat. He asked quietly, “You looking for someone?” 

She cleared her throat. “My sister. The Hind.” 

His chest loosened. “Over by the foot of the dais. Next to Pollux.” 

Hypaxia  glanced  over  on  their  next  turn.  The  Hind  and  the  Hammer

stood  together,  both  in  matte  black  masks,  the  angel  in  a  white  imperial

uniform edged in gold. The Hind’s golden, sparkling dress clung to her hips

before falling to the floor. Her blond hair had been swept up, and for once, 

no  silver  torque  adorned  her  neck.  Only  slender  gold  earrings  brushed  her

shoulders. 

“They  make  a  beautiful  pair,”  Hypaxia  murmured.  “As  monstrous

inside as they are lovely outside, though.” 

Ruhn grunted. “Yeah.” 

Hypaxia  chewed  on  her  lip.  “I  was  waiting  until  tonight  to  approach

her.” 

He  studied  her  face.  “You  want  me  to  go  with  you?”  He  could  offer

nothing less. 

“Do you think she’ll … react badly?” 

“She’s too smart to cause a scene. And I don’t think the Hind is the sort

to  do  that  anyway.  She’s  cut  from  the  same  cloth  as  my  father.  The  worst

thing that happens is that she ignores you.” 

Hypaxia  stiffened  in  his  arms.  “I  suppose  you’re  right.  I’d  rather  get

this meeting over with. It will spoil the rest of my night to stew over it.” 

“Why meet with her at all?” 

“Because she is my sister. And I’ve never spoken to her. Or seen her in

the flesh.” 

“I felt that way when I learned about Bryce’s existence.” 

She  nodded  distractedly,  her  eyes  darting  around  the  room  again. 

“You’re sure you don’t mind coming with me?” 

Ruhn checked the massive clock at the rear of the conservatory. Eleven fifty. He had time. A few minutes. He needed something to distract himself

with anyway. “I wouldn’t have offered if I didn’t mean it.” 

They slipped from the dance floor, the crowd parting for the beautiful

queen  as  she  aimed  for  her  sister.  The  Hind  marked  her  approach  without

smiling. Pollux, however, grinned at Hypaxia, then at Ruhn. 

Hypaxia, to her credit, squared her shoulders as she halted. “Lidia.” 

The  Hind’s  mouth  curled  upward.  “Hypaxia.”  Her  voice  was  low, 

smooth. It was a blatant show of disrespect, not to use the queen’s title. Not

to even bow. 

Hypaxia said, “I wished to formally greet you.” She added, “Sister.” 

“Now,  that is a name no one has ever called me,” Lidia said. 

Pollux  sneered.  Ruhn  bared  his  teeth  in  warning  and  received  a

mocking smile in return. 

Hypaxia  tried  once  more.  “It  is  a  name  that  I  hope  we  can  both  hear

more often.” 

Not one ounce of kindness or warmth graced the Hind’s beautiful face, 

even with the mask. “Perhaps,” Lidia said, and went back to staring at the

crowd. Bored and disinterested. A dismissal and an insult. 

Ruhn glanced at the clock. He should go. Make his way slowly to the

garden  doors,  then  slip  outside.  But  he  couldn’t  leave  Hypaxia  to  face  her

sister alone. 

“Are you enjoying Lunathion?” Hypaxia tried. 

“No,” the Hind drawled. “I find this city tediously plebian.” 

The  Hammer  snickered,  and  Hypaxia  said  to  him  with  wondrous

authority, “Go lurk somewhere else.” 

Pollux’s eyes flashed. “You can’t give me orders.” 

But the Hind turned her cool, amused gaze on the Hammer. “A minute, 

Pollux.” 

The  Hammer  glared  at  Hypaxia,  but  the  witch-queen  remained

unbowed  before  a  male  who’d  slaughtered  his  way  through  the  world  for

centuries. 

Ruhn  saw  his  opening  and  said  to  Hypaxia,  “I’ll  give  you  two  a

moment as well.” 

Before  the  queen  could  object,  he  backed  into  the  crowd.  He  was  a

piece of shit for abandoning her, but …

He walked, unnoticed and unbothered, to the western doors. Slipped out of  them  and  down  the  five  steps  to  the  gravel  ground.  He  strode  to  the

fountain  bubbling  away  in  the  shadows  beyond  the  reach  of  the

conservatory’s lights and leaned against it, his heart pounding. 

Two minutes now. Would Day be here? 

He monitored the doors, forcing himself to breathe in and out slowly. 

Maybe  this  was  a  bad  idea.  He’d  been  talking  to  the  Hind  and  the

Hammer,  for  fuck’s  sake.  This  place   was  swarming  with  enemies,  all  of whom  would  slaughter  him  and  Day  if  they  were  found  out.  Why  had  he

risked her like this? 

“Looking for someone?” a female voice crooned. 

Ruhn  whirled,  his  stomach  bottoming  out  as  he  beheld  the  masked

figure before him. 

The Harpy stood in the shadows beyond the fountain. As if she’d been

waiting. 
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Ruhn scanned the face in the darkness. It couldn’t be her. 

The  fucking   Harpy?  He  took  in  her  dark  hair,  the  lean  body,  the

taunting mouth—

“What  are  you  doing  out  here?”  the  Harpy  asked,  stalking  closer,  her

dark wings blacker than the night. 

Ruhn forced himself to take a breath. “Day?” he asked quietly. 

The Harpy blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

The  breath  nearly  whooshed  from  him.  Thank  the  fucking  gods  it

wasn’t  her,  but  if  the  Harpy  was  here,  and  Agent  Daybright  was  about  to

appear … The Harpy and the Hind had shown up at the bar that day, but he’d

seen  nothing  of  the  former  since.  And  yeah,  meeting  by  the  fountain  with

another  person  wouldn’t  scream   rebel  liaison,  but  if  the  Harpy  had  any suspicions about him, or whoever Daybright was, if she saw them meeting

together …

He  had  to  get  out  of  here.  Walk  back  into  the  conservatory  and  not

endanger Day. 

What an idiot he was. 

“Enjoy the party,” Ruhn said to the Harpy. 

“No stolen kisses for me in the garden?” she mocked as he stormed up

the steps. 

He’d explain to Day later. The clock read two minutes past twelve—she

hadn’t  come.  Or  maybe  she’d  seen  who  was  in  the  garden  and  decided  to

hang back. 

Seen who also observed from the shadows at the top of the stairs. 

The  Hind’s  golden  eyes  gleamed  in  the  dimness  through  her  mask. 

She’d followed him.  Fuck. Had she suspected that he was slipping away to

meet with someone? She hadn’t said a word, as far as he knew, about the shit

that had gone down at Ydra—was it so she could ultimately follow them to a

bigger prize? 

To the greatest prize a spy-catcher could find. Agent Daybright. 

Ruhn  stared  down  the  Hind  as  he  passed  her.  She  watched  him  with

serene indifference. 

He  tugged  at  his  collar  as  he  entered  the  noise  and  heat  of  the  party. 

He’d come that close to being caught by the Hind and the Harpy—to getting

Day caught by them. 

Ruhn didn’t say goodbye to anyone before bailing. 

Hunt  licked  his  way  up  Bryce’s  neck,  a  hand  sliding  over  her  mouth  to

muffle  her  moan  as  he  tugged  her  down  the  dim  hallway.  “You  want

someone to find us?” His voice was guttural. 

“We’re official now. I don’t care.” But she fumbled with the handle of

the  cloakroom  door.  Standing  behind  her,  mouth  at  her  throat,  Hunt

suppressed  a  groan  of  his  own  as  her  ass  pushed  into  his  aching  cock. 

Another  few  seconds,  and  they’d  be  in  the  cloakroom.  And  within  a  few

seconds of that, he planned to be balls-deep in her. 

He  knew  Baxian  and  Naomi  had  been  well  aware  they  weren’t  going

down  this  hall  to  use  the  bathroom,  but  the  angels  guarding  the  door  had

only smirked at them. 

“It’s locked,” she mumbled, and Hunt huffed a laugh against her warm

skin. 

“Good thing you’ve got a big, tough alphahole with you, Quinlan,” he

said,  pulling  away  from  her.  Gods,  if  anyone  walked  down  this  hallway, 

they’d get a glimpse at his pants and know what was about to go down. He’d

lasted all of three dances before needing to slip away with her. They’d return

to the party soon. Once they got in a good, solid fuck. 

He’d  be  damned  if  he’d  ever  call  himself  Prince  Hunt,  but  …  it  had

been worth it. The wild plan she’d spun for him more than two weeks ago, 

when she’d honored him by asking if he’d do this. 

Hunt dragged his teeth down the column of her neck, then tugged her a

step  back.  Bryce,  panting  softly,  face  flushed  with  desire  that  set  his  cock pounding, grinned fiendishly at him. 

“Watch and learn, sweetheart,” Hunt said, and rammed his shoulder into the door. 

The lock splintered, and Hunt didn’t hesitate before tugging her in with

him.  Her  arms  slid  around  his  neck,  all  of  her  lining  up  with  him,  and  he hefted her leg to wrap around his waist, bracing to hoist her up—

A squeak of surprise halted him. 

Hunt  whirled,  mind  trying  to  match  up  with  what  his  senses  were

blaring. 

But there it was. There they were. 

Celestina’s dress had been tugged down, baring one full, round breast. 

Gleaming as if someone had been licking it. 

But  it  wasn’t  Ephraim  who  stood  before  the  Archangel,  positioned

between  the  female  and  Hunt.  It  wasn’t  Ephraim  whose  own  clothes  were

askew, hair mussed, lips swollen. 

It was Hypaxia. 

Hunt had no idea what to say. 

Bryce  cleared  her  throat  and  stepped  in  front  of  Hunt,  blocking  his

raging erection from view. “I guess the locked door means  already occupied, 

huh?” 

Hypaxia and Celestina just stared at them, their hair half falling out of

their elegant arrangements. 

Hunt  slowly,  quietly  shut  the  door  behind  them.  Lifted  his  hands. 

Because  that  was  a  faint  glow  of  power  beginning  to  shimmer  around

Celestina. An Archangel’s wrath, priming to strike down any enemy. 

Hunt  couldn’t  stop  his  own  lightning  from  answering,  its  zap  searing

through him. If Celestina was going to throw down, he’d match her. 

Bryce said breathlessly to Hypaxia, as she sensed the brewing storm in

the cloakroom, “I’ve, uh, never been in this kind of situation before.” 

Hypaxia glanced to the Governor, whose eyes had turned white, flaring

with power, and said to Bryce, an attempt at casualness, “Me neither.” 

The only way in and out was the door at Hunt’s back. Unless Celestina

blasted  apart  the  entire  top  of  the  building.  Hunt  put  a  hand  on  Bryce’s

shoulder. 

But his mate said brightly, “In case we need to clarify, we aren’t going

to say anything.” 

Hypaxia  nodded  sagely.  “We  thank  you.”  She  peered  up  at  the

Archangel—at her lover. “Celestina.” 

The  Governor  didn’t  take  her  gaze  from  Hunt.  If  he  so  much  as

breathed  wrong,  she’d  kill  him.  In  two  fucking  seconds.  Hunt  grinned, 

though. She could  try to kill him. “My lips are sealed.” 

Her  wings  glowed,  so  bright  the  entire  cloakroom  was  illuminated. 

“You  endanger  the  person  I  love,”  Celestina  said,  her  voice  echoing  with

power. “For infringing on what he considers his, Ephraim will end her. Or

the Asteri will kill her to make a statement.” 

Bryce kept her hands up. “The Asteri are probably going to kill me, too, 

at some point.” Hunt whipped his head to her. She wouldn’t— “I like you,” 

she  said  instead,  and  Hunt  tried  not  to  sag  with  relief  that  she  hadn’t

explained  their  rebel  activities.  “I  think  you’re  good  for  this  city.  Ephraim and  his  loser  cabal,  not  so  much,  but  once  he’s  gone  home,  I  think  you’re

going  to  make  Lunathion  even  more  …  awesome.”  Hunt  threw  her  an

incredulous  look.  She  shrugged.  Bryce’s  eyes  met  Celestina’s.  Her  star

flared. 

Power to power. Female to female. Governor to …  Princess wasn’t the

right word for the expression that came across Bryce’s face, the shift of her

posture. 

Another  word  formed  on  his  tongue,  but  Hunt  didn’t  let  it  take  root, 

didn’t  let  himself  think  of  all  the  deadly  implications  that  the  other  word

would entail. 

Bryce  said,  with  that  more-than-princess  bearing,  “I  have  no  plans  to

fuck  you  over.  Either  of  you.”  She  faced  Hypaxia,  who  was  giving  Bryce

that more-than-princess look, too. “We’re allies. Not only politically, but …

as females who have had to make some shitty, hard choices. As females who

live in a world where most powerful males see us only as breeding tools.” 

Hypaxia nodded again, but Celestina continued to stare at Bryce. A predator

surveying the best place to strike. 

Hunt  rallied  his  power  again.  Bryce  continued,  “I’m  no  one’s  prize

mare.  I  took  a  gamble  with  this  idiot”—she  jerked  a  thumb  toward  Hunt, 

who gaped at her—“and luckily, it paid off. And I just want to say that”—

she  swallowed—“if  you  two  want  to  make  a  gamble  with  each  other,  say

fuck it to the arrangements with Ephraim and Ruhn, then I’m with you. We’d

have to go against the Asteri, but … look what I did tonight. Whatever I can

do,  whatever  clout  I  have,  it’s  yours.  But  let’s  start  by  walking  out  of  this closet in one piece.” 

Silence fell. 

And  slowly,  like  a  setting  sun,  the  Archangel’s  power  dimmed  until

only  her  silhouette  glowed  with  it.  Hypaxia  laid  a  hand  on  her  lover’s

shoulder, proof that they were safe. 

Celestina said, setting her fine clothing to rights, “We weren’t without

choices in this. When the Autumn King came asking for Hypaxia’s hand for

his son, I was the one who encouraged her to accept. But who I love, who I

am  mated  to  …  those  are  decisions  that  I  am  not  entitled  to  make,  as  an

Archangel.” 

Hunt grunted. “I know how that feels.” At Celestina’s arched brow, he

pointed to his branded-out wrist. “Slave, remember?” 

“Perhaps  there’s  a  thin  line  between  Governor  and  slave,”  Hypaxia

mused. 

Celestina  admitted,  “I  thought  that  Hypaxia  might  wed  the  prince, 

perhaps in a political sense, and when enough time had passed, we could …

resume our relationship. But then the Asteri gave the order about Ephraim, 

and I found myself with little choice but to say yes.” 

Bryce asked quietly, “Did Ephraim …” 

“I agreed to it,” the Governor said firmly. “Though I can’t say I found it

enjoyable.” Hypaxia kissed her cheek. 

That was why Celestina had seemed so unsettled before her first night

with Ephraim, so haunted afterward—because her heart lay elsewhere. 

Bryce  said  to  the  females,  “For  however  long  you  want  and  need  to

keep this secret, we won’t breathe a hint to anyone. You have my word.” 

And  it  occurred  to  Hunt,  as  both  females  nodded,  that  Bryce  had

somehow  earned  their  trust—had  become  someone  who  people  trusted

unfailingly. 

A more-than-princess, indeed. 

Hunt  smiled  at  his  mate  and  said,  “Well,  we  should  probably  leave. 

Before someone comes in and finds us all in here and thinks I’m having the

night  of  my  life.”  Hypaxia  and  Bryce  laughed,  but  Celestina’s  answering

smile was subdued. 

Bryce  seemed  to  note  that,  and  looped  her  arm  through  the  witch-

queen’s,  steering  her  toward  the  door  and  murmuring,  “Let’s  discuss  how

much  this  evening  will  piss  off  the  Autumn  King  and  how  wonderful  that will be,” as they left, leaving Hunt and Celestina alone. 

His Archangel observed him. Hunt didn’t dare move. 

“So you’re truly a prince now,” Celestina said. 

Hunt blinked. “Uh, yeah. I guess.” 

The Governor walked past him, toward where her lover had gone into

the hall. “There’s a fine line between prince and slave, too, you know.” 

Hunt’s chest tightened. “I know.” 

“Then why accept the burden?” she asked, pausing. 

Bryce  seemed  thick  as  thieves  with  the  witch-queen  as  they  walked

arm-in-arm. “She’s worth it.” 

But Celestina said, face solemn, “Love is a trap, Hunt.” She shook her

head, more at herself than at him. “One I can’t figure out how to free myself

from.” 

“You  want to be free of it?” 

The Archangel stepped into the hall, wings still glowing with a remnant

of power. “Every single day.” 

Tharion  tried  not  to  glance  at  his  watch—technically  his  grandfather’s

waterproof watch, given to him upon high school graduation—as the night

wore  on.  Bryce’s  betrothal  coup  had  provided  five  minutes  of  glorious

amusement before he’d been sucked into boredom and impatience. 

He  knew  it  was  an  honor  to  be  here,  to  escort  the  River  Queen’s

daughter, who was sparkling with delight and joy. But it was hard to feel that

privilege when he’d been ordered to attend the ball at her side. 

Tharion had waited at the docks by the River Gate at sundown, dressed

to the nines. The River Queen’s daughter had emerged from the mists in a

pale oak boat pulled by a bevy of snow-white swans. Tharion hadn’t failed

to notice the sobeks lurking fifty feet beyond them. Sentinels for this journey

of their queen’s most precious daughter. 

“Is  it  not  magical?”  his  companion  was  saying  for  the  fifth  time  that

night, sighing at the lights and dancing couples. 

Tharion drained the rest of his champagne.  She is allowed to have one

 glass  of  wine,  her  mother  had  said  in  her  letter  via  otter.  And  she  is  to  be home by one. 

Tharion  finally  glanced  at  his  watch.  Twelve  twenty.  Another  fifteen

minutes and he could start ushering her toward the door. He handed his flute

to  a  passing  server,  but  found  his  companion’s  expression  had  turned dangerously pouty. 

He offered her a charming, bland smile, but she said, “You do not seem

to be enjoying yourself.” 

“I  am,”  he  assured  her,  taking  her  hand  and  pressing  a  kiss  to  her

knuckles. 

“Your friends do not come to speak with us.” 

Well,  considering  that  he’d  seen  Bryce  and  Hunt  slip  off  somewhere, 

that  was  no  surprise.  Ithan  was  chatting  with  Naomi  Boreas  and  the

Helhound at the doors, and the others … Ruhn and Cormac had bailed. No

sign of Hypaxia. 

Though  the  witch-queen  had  already  come  to  speak  with  them.  He’d

had  a  hard  time  meeting  her  gaze  throughout  the  awkward  conversation, 

while she could see how stupid he’d been in tying himself to this female. But

Hypaxia had been kind to the River Queen’s daughter, who herself had been

all smiles. Tharion hadn’t dared call her Pax. 

“My friends have a lot of glad-handing to do,” he hedged. 

“Oh.” She fell silent, lurking on the edge of the dance floor as couples

swept past. Maybe it was all the champagne, but he really looked at her: the

dark eyes full of longing and quiet happiness, the eager energy buzzing from

her, the sense that she was some creature crafted into mortal form only for

this night, and would dissolve into river silt as soon as the clock struck one. 

Was he any better than her mother? He’d been stringing this girl along

for  ten  years  now.  Had  held  her  back  tonight  because   he  didn’t  feel  like enjoying himself. 

She must have felt the weight of his stare, because she twisted to him. 

Tharion  offered  her  another  bland  smile,  then  turned  to  one  of  the

bodyguards lurking in the shadows behind them. “Hey, Tritus, can you take

over for this dance?” 

The guard glanced between them, but Tharion smiled down at the River

Queen’s daughter, whose brows were raised. “Go dance,” he told her. “I’ll be

right back.” He didn’t let her object before handing her off to the guard, who

was actually blushing as he extended his arm. 

And  Tharion  didn’t  look  back  as  he  strode  off  into  the  crowd, 

wondering how much shit he’d be in for this. But … even if he was flayed

for it, he wasn’t going to string her along any further. 

He paused on the outskirts of the crowd, finally turning to see the guard and the River Queen’s daughter dancing, both of them smiling. Happy. 

Good.  She  deserved  that.  Mother  or  not,  temper  or  not,  she  deserved

someone to make her happy. 

Tharion made his way over to the nearest open bar, and was about to

order a whiskey when he noticed a curvy female—a leopard shifter from the

scent of her—lounging against the counter beside him. 

He’d always noticed a good ass, and this female … Hel yes. 

“Come here often?” he asked her with a wink. The leopard turned her

head toward him, light brown skin radiant in the soft lights. Her eyes were

thick-lashed, utterly gorgeous above high cheekbones and full lips, all of it

framed by golden-brown hair that fell around her heart-shaped face in soft

waves. She had the ease and grace of a movie star. Probably was one, if she

was important enough to be here. That full mouth curled in a smile. “Is that

your attempt at a pickup line?” 

He knew that sultry tone. So Tharion ordered his whiskey and said to

the stranger, “You want it to be?” 
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“Are you all right?” Ithan asked Hypaxia as the clock neared three thirty in

the  morning.  She’d  complained  of  some  stomach  cramps  and  had  left  the

party for about twenty minutes, returning pale-faced. 

The witch-queen now tucked a dark curl behind her ear, then adjusted

the fall of her jet-black robes, having pulled them over her gown moments

before. Even standing in the small clearing of an olive grove nestled in the

hills  beyond  the  city,  the  sounds  of  revelry  reached  them:  booming  bass, 

cheering,  strobing  lights.  A  far  cry  from  the  whispering  leaves  and  dry

ground around him, the stars glinting beyond the silvery canopy. 

Another world away from that glittering party where so many powers

had come together tonight. Where Bryce had somehow outmaneuvered the

Autumn King and had declared Hunt her prince. He hadn’t known what to

think in that moment. 

He’d  done  his  best  to  stay  the  fuck  away  from  Sabine  and  Amelie

tonight. Thankfully, they had been present only long enough to see the Asteri

speak, then left. He hated himself for being so relieved about it. The Prime

hadn’t attended—he usually avoided such functions. 

“So this is it?” Ithan asked Hypaxia, gesturing with a hand to the seven

candles she’d arranged on the ground. “Light the candles and wait?” 

Hypaxia drew out a long dagger. “Not quite,” she said, and Ithan kept a

step back as she used the knife to draw lines between the candles. 

Ithan angled his head. “A six-pointed star,” he said. Like the one Bryce

had made between the Gates this spring, with the seventh candle at its center. 

“It’s  a  symbol  of  balance,”  she  explained,  moving  away  a  foot,  but

keeping  the  dagger  at  her  side.  Her  crown  of  cloudberries  seemed  to  glow

with an inner light. “Two intersecting triangles. Male and female, dark and light,  above  and  below  …  and  the  power  that  lies  in  the  place  where  they

meet.” Her face became grave. “It is in that place of balance where I’ll focus

my  power.”  She  motioned  to  the  circle.  “No  matter  what  you  see  or  hear, 

stay on this side of the candles.” 

A chill went up Ithan’s spine, even as his heart lightened. If he could

just talk to Connor … He’d thought over and over about what he’d say, but

he couldn’t remember any of it. 

Hypaxia read whatever lay in his gaze, her face again solemn. 

But  a  bargain  was  a  bargain.  Hypaxia  lifted  both  arms,  holding  the

dagger aloft, and began chanting. 

Day appeared far down the bridge and stayed there, like she didn’t want to

come near him. 

Ruhn sat on his couch, forearms on his knees. He’d been reeling from

what had gone down in the garden for hours now. Was surprised he’d even

fallen asleep in his physical body. 

He rushed to her. “I’m sorry I endangered you.” 

Day said nothing. Just stood there, burning. 

He tried again. “I … It was a really dumb idea. I’m sorry if you showed

and I wasn’t there. I got to the garden and the Harpy and the Hind had trailed

me, and I think they might have suspected me, or I don’t know, but I’m …

I’m so sorry, Day.” 

“I was there,” she said quietly. 

“What?” 

“I saw you,” she said, and stalked forward. “Saw the threat, too. And

stayed away.” 

“Where? In the garden?” 

She  came  closer.  “I  saw  you,”  she  said  again.  Like  she  was  still

processing it. 

“You came.” He shook his head. “I thought you might not have, and we

didn’t talk since we made that plan, and I was worried—” 

“Ruhn.” His name on her lips rocked through him. 

He shuddered. “You know who I am.” 

“Yes.” 

“Say my name again.” 

She  came  closer.  “Ruhn.”  Her  flames  parted  enough  for  him  to  get  a glimpse of a smile. 

“Are  you  still  in  the  city?  Can  I  meet  you  somewhere?”  It  was  the

middle of the night—but it was the equinox. People would be partying until

dawn. But they’d be masked—he and Day could fit right in. 

“No.” Her voice flattened. “I’m gone.” 

“Liar. Tell me where you are.” 

“Did you learn nothing tonight? Did you not see how close we came to

disaster?  The  Asteri’s  servants  are  everywhere.  One  mistake,  even  for  a

moment, and we are  dead.” 

His  throat  worked.  “When  the  Harpy  came  out  of  the  shadows,  I

thought she was you. I … I panicked for a moment.” 

A quiet laugh. “That would have been awful for you? To have me be

someone you hate so much?” 

“It would take some adjustment.” 

“So you do have a notion of what you expect me to be like.” 

“I don’t. I just … don’t want you to be  her.” 

Another laugh. “And you’re a Fae Prince.” 

“Does it gross you out?” 

“Should it?” 

“It grosses me out.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I’ve done nothing to deserve that title.” 

She studied him. “The Autumn King is your father. The one who hurt

you.” 

“The one and only.” 

“He’s a disgrace of a king.” 

“You should talk to my sister. I think she’d like you.” 

“Bryce Quinlan.” 

He tensed at her knowing Bryce’s name so readily, but if she’d been at

the party tonight, she’d know without a doubt. “Yeah. She hates my father

even more than I do.” 

But Day’s flame dimmed. “You’re engaged to Queen Hypaxia.” 

He  almost  laughed  it  off,  but  her  voice  was  so  grave.  “It’s

complicated.” 

“You danced with her like it wasn’t.” 

“You saw me?” 

“Everyone saw you.” 

That sharpness in her voice … was it jealousy? He said carefully, “I’m

not the two-timing sort. Hypaxia and I are betrothed in name only. I don’t

even know if we’ll marry. She has as little attachment to me as I do to her. 

We like and admire each other, but … that’s about it.” 

“Why should I care?” 

He  studied  her,  then  took  a  step  closer,  until  only  a  handsbreadth

separated  them.  “I  wanted  to  see  you  tonight.  I  spent  the  entire  time

watching the clock.” 

Her breathing hitched. “Why?” 

“So  I  could  do  this.”  Ruhn  lifted  her  chin  and  kissed  her.  The  mouth

beneath the fire was soft, and warm, and opened for him. 

Flaming fingers twined through his hair, tugging him close, and Ruhn

slid his arms around a slim, curving body, hands feeling her ample backside. 

Fuck yes. 

His tongue brushed over hers, and she shuddered in his arms. But she

met him stroke for stroke, as if she couldn’t hold back, as if she wanted to

know every inch of him, his every taste and nuance. 

Her hand slid along his jaw, fingers exploring the shape of his face. He

willed  his  night  to  pull  back  to  show  his  eyes,  his  nose,  his  mouth. 

Thankfully, it obeyed him. Beyond the veil of flame covering her features, 

he could feel her watching him. Seeing his bared face. 

Her fingers traced the bridge of his nose. The bow of his lips. Then she

kissed him again, with sheer abandon, and Ruhn gave himself entirely to it. 

“You remind me that I’m alive,” she said, voice thick. “You remind me

that goodness can exist in the world.” 

His throat ached. “Day—” 

But she hissed, stiffening against his grip. She glanced back toward her

end of the bridge. 

No. That male who’d once dragged her from sleep to have sex with her

—

Day  whipped  her  head  back  to  Ruhn  and  the  flame  rippled,  revealing

pleading eyes of solid fire. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and vanished. 

Hunt was still drunk when he and Bryce returned to the apartment at three in

the morning. She carried her heels in one hand, the train of her dress in the

other. They’d left the party soon after Ruhn had bailed, and headed to a dive

bar in the heart of the Old Square, where they’d proceeded to play pool and drink whiskey in their ridiculous finery. 

They didn’t talk about what they’d discovered in the cloakroom. What

more was there to say? 

“I’m plastered,” Bryce announced to the dim apartment, slumping onto

the couch. 

Hunt chuckled. “Very princess-ish.” 

She removed her earrings, chucking the diamonds onto the coffee table

as if they were cheap costume jewelry. The comb in her hair followed, gems

glinting in the soft firstlights. 

She stretched out her legs, bare feet wiggling on the coffee table. “Let’s

never do that again.” 

“The whiskey or outsmarting your father or the party?” Hunt tugged his

white bow tie free of its knot as he approached the couch and peered down at

her. 

She huffed a laugh. “The party. Outsmarting my father and the whiskey

will  always be a repeat activity.” 

Hunt  sat  on  the  coffee  table,  adjusting  his  wings  around  it.  “It  could

have been a lot worse.” 

“Yeah.  Though  I  can’t  think  of  anything  much  worse  than  gaining

multiple enemies for the price of one.” That the Asteri’s appearance had only

been  a  footnote  said  plenty  about  their  night.  “Though  Celestina  isn’t  our

enemy, I guess.” 

Hunt  picked  up  one  of  her  feet  and  began  rubbing  the  insole.  She

sighed,  sinking  back  into  the  cushions.  Hunt’s  cock  stirred  at  the  pure

pleasure she radiated. 

“Can I tell you something?” Hunt said, massaging the arch of her foot. 

“Something that might be deemed alphahole-ish?” 

“As long as you keep rubbing my foot like that, you can say whatever

the Hel you want.” 

Hunt laughed. “Deal.” He picked up her other foot, starting on that one. 

“I  liked  being  at  the  party  tonight.  Despite  all  the  fancy  clothes  and  the

Asteri  and  the  stuff  with  Hypaxia  and  Celestina.  Despite  all  the  prince

bullshit. I liked being seen. With you.” 

Her mouth quirked to the side. “You liked staking your territory?” 

“Yeah.”  He  let  her  see  the  predator  in  him.  “I’ve  never  had  that  with

anyone.” 

She frowned. “Shahar never showed you off?” 

“No. I was her general. At public functions, we didn’t appear together. 

She never wanted that. It would have positioned me as an equal, or at least

someone she deemed … important.” 

“I  thought  your  movement  was  all  about  equality,”  Bryce  said,  frown

deepening. 

“It was. But we still had to play by the old rules.” Rules that continued

to govern and dictate people’s lives. Celestina’s and Hypaxia’s lives. 

“So she never came out and said,  Hey, world! He’s my boyfriend! ” 

Hunt laughed, and marveled that he did so. He’d never thought he’d be

able  to  laugh  about  anything  related  to  Shahar.  “No.  It’s  why  I  was  so  …

honored when you asked me to do this.” 

Bryce studied him. “Do you want to go outside so we can get caught

fooling around in public by the press? That’ll make us  really official.” 

“Maybe another time.” Hunt lifted her foot to his mouth, pressing a kiss

to the instep. “So, we’re, like … married.” 

“Are we?” She held out a hand before her, studying her splayed fingers. 

“I don’t see a ring, Athalar.” 

He nipped at her toes, earning a squeal from her. “You want a ring, I’ll

get  you  one.”  Another  kiss.  “You  want  iron,  steel,  or  titanium?”  Wedding

bands in Lunathion were simple, their value derived from the strength of the

metal used to forge them. 

“Titanium all the way, baby,” she crowed, and Hunt bit her toes again. 

She  squirmed,  but  he  held  her  firm.  “These  little  toes  make  me  think

some dirty things, Quinlan,” he said against her foot. 

“Please tell me you don’t have a foot fetish.” 

“No. But everything where you’re involved is a fetish for me.” 

“Oh?” She leaned back farther into the cushions, her dress slipping up

her legs. “So I make you want to get a little kinky?” 

“Uh-huh.” He kissed her ankle. “Just a little.” 

She  arched  into  the  touch.  “Want  to  have  drunk,  sloppy  sex,  Prince

Hunt?” 

He  rumbled  a  laugh  against  her  calf.  Only  from  her  lips  would  he

tolerate that title. “Fuck yeah.” 

She  pulled  her  leg  from  his  touch  and  stood  with  that  dancer’s  grace. 

“Unzip me.” 

“Romantic.” 

She gave him her back, and Hunt, still seated, reached up to tug at the zipper hidden down the length of her spine. The tattoo of the Horn appeared, 

along  with  inches  of  golden  skin,  until  the  first  tendrils  of  lace  from  her thong were revealed. The zipper ended before he could get a view of what he

wanted. 

But  Bryce  peeled  the  dress  from  her  front,  letting  it  drop.  She  hadn’t

worn a bra, but the black thong …

Hunt ran his hands over the firm cheeks of her ass, bending to bite at a

delicate  strap  of  her  underwear.  She  let  out  a  soft,  breathy  sound  that  had him kissing the base of her spine. Her long hair brushed his brow, silken and

as lovely as a caress. 

Bryce  turned  in  his  grip,  and—what  luck—he  found  himself  right

where  he  wanted  to  be.  From  where  it  sat  high  on  her  hips,  her  thong

plunged into a dramatic vee, a veritable arrow pointing to paradise. 

He kissed her navel. Flicked her nipples with his thumbs as he licked up

toward  them.  Her  fingers  slid  into  his  hair,  her  head  tipping  back  as  he

closed  his  mouth  around  a  taut  bud.  He  rolled  her  nipple  over  his  tongue, 

savoring  the  weight  and  taste  of  it,  his  hands  drifting  around  her  waist, 

tangling in the straps of her thong. Tugging it down her hips. Her thighs. He

moved to her other breast, sucking it into his mouth. Bryce groaned, and his

cock pushed against the front of his dress pants. 

He liked having her at his mercy. Liked this image, of her wholly naked

and  resplendent  before  him,  his  to  touch  and  pleasure  and  worship.  Hunt

smiled against her breast. He liked it a lot. 

He  rose,  scooping  her  into  his  arms  and  carrying  her  to  the  bedroom, 

his bow tie dangling around his neck. 

He  laid  her  on  the  mattress,  cock  pulsing  at  the  sight  of  her  heavy-

lidded with desire, sprawled there naked and his for the taking. He pulled the

tie free. “Want to get a little kinky with me, Quinlan?” 

She glanced to the iron posts of the headboard, and her red lips parted

in a feline grin. “Oh yes.” 

Hunt  made  quick  work  of  binding  her  hands  to  the  bedposts.  Light

enough  not  to  hurt,  but  tight  enough  that  getting  any  ideas  about  touching

him while he feasted on her was out of the question. 

Bryce lay stretched out before him, and Hunt could hardly get a breath

down as he unbuttoned his shirt. Then his pants. He shed his shoes, his socks

—all the trappings of civility, until he stood before her naked, and Bryce bit her lip. Then he propped up her knees and spread them wide. 

“Fuck,” he said, taking in her gleaming sex, already drenched for him. 

Its heady scent hit him, and he shuddered, cock now a steady ache. 

“Since  I  can’t  touch  myself,”  she  said  huskily,  “maybe  you’ll  do  the

honors.” 

“Fuck,”  he  said  again,  unable  to  think  of  anything  else.  She  was  so

beautiful—every single part of her. 

“Are  you  articulating  what  you’d  like  to  do  to  me,  or  has  your  brain

short-circuited?” 

He  snapped  his  gaze  to  her  own.  “I  wanted  to  draw  this  out.  Really

torment you.” 

Her legs spread a little wider, a taunting invitation. “Oh?” 

“I’ll save that for another day,” he growled, and crawled on top of her. 

The  tip  of  his  cock  nudged  at  her  wet,  hot  entrance,  and  a  shiver  of

anticipatory  pleasure  went  down  his  spine.  But  he  ran  a  hand  down  the

length of her torso, fingers tracing the silken swells of her breasts, the plane

of her stomach. She writhed, tugging on the restraints. 

“So defiant.” He dipped to kiss her neck. He pushed in a little, his mind

blacking out at the perfect tightness. But he withdrew—and eased back in a

little more. Even when every instinct screamed to plunge into her, unless she

asked for it, he’d be careful. He wanted her to feel only ecstasy. 

“Stop teasing,” she said, and Hunt raked his teeth down her left breast, 

sucking  in  her  nipple  as  he  sank  a  bit  further  into  her  sheer  perfection. 

“More,” she snarled, hips rising as if she’d impale herself on him. 

Hunt laughed. “Who am I to deny a princess?” 

Her eyes flashed with desire hot enough to sear his soul. “I’m issuing a

royal decree for you to fuck me, Hunt. Hard.” 

His  balls  tightened  at  the  words,  and  he  gave  her  what  she  wanted. 

They  both  groaned  as  he  sank  all  the  way  home  in  a  thrust  that  had  him

seeing stars. She felt like bliss, like eternity—

Hunt  withdrew  and  thrust  again,  and  there  were  indeed  stars  around

them—no, it was her, she was glowing like a star—

Her hips undulated, meeting his, driving him deeper. 

Fuck  yes.  She  was  his,  and  he  was  hers,  and  now  the  whole  fucking

world knew it—

He  sent  out  a  fizzle  of  his  lightning,  snapping  the  restraints  on  her wrists.  Her  hands  instantly  came  around  his  back,  fingers  grappling  hard

enough  to  draw  sweet  slices  of  pain.  Hunt’s  wings  twitched,  and  she

wrapped her legs around his middle. He sank even deeper, and holy  fuck, the

squeeze of her—

She flexed those inner muscles. His eyes nearly rolled back in his head. 

“Solas, Quinlan—” 

“Hard,” she breathed in his ear. “Fuck me like the prince you are.” 

Hunt lost it. He pulled back enough to grip her ass in both hands, tilting

her  pelvis  upward—and  plunged  in.  She  moaned,  and  everything  he  was

transformed  into  something  primal  and  animalistic.  His.   His  mate  to  touch and fuck and fill—

Hunt let himself go, pounding into her again and again and again. 

Bryce’s  moans  were  sweet  music,  a  temptation  and  a  challenge.  She

glowed, and Hunt looked at his cock, sliding in and out of her, shining with

her wetness—

He was glowing, too. Not with her starlight, but … fuck, his lightning

was crackling down his arms, his hands, skittering over her hips, up to her

breasts. 

“Don’t stop,” she gasped as his lightning flared. “Don’t stop.” 

Hunt didn’t. He yielded to the storm, riding it, riding her, and there was

only Bryce, her soul and her body and the flawless fit of them—

“Hunt,” she pleaded, and he knew from her breathy tone that she was

close. 

He didn’t let up. Didn’t give her one ounce of mercy. The slap and slide

of  their  bodies  meeting  filled  the  room,  but  the  sounds  were  distant,  the

world was distant as his power and essence flowed into her. Bryce cried out, 

and Hunt turned frenzied, pounding once, twice—

On the third, mightiest thrust, he ruptured, his power with him. 

Lightning filled the room, filled her as surely as his seed, and he kissed

her  through  it,  tongues  meeting,  ether  flooding  his  senses.  He  could  never

get  enough  of  this—this  connection,  this  sex,  this  power  flowing  between

them. He needed it more than he needed food, water—needed this sharing of

magic, this twining of souls; he’d never stop craving it—

Then he was falling, amid black wind and lightning and stars. He came

through all of it, roaring his pleasure to the skies. 

Because  those   were  skies  above  them.  And  city  lights.  Booming  bass from a nearby party. 

Hunt  stilled,  gaping  down  at  Bryce.  At  the  surface  beneath  her—the

apartment building’s roof. 

Bryce grinned sheepishly. “Oops.” 
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Hypaxia’s chants rose in volume and complexity, the full moon with them. It

silvered the orchard. 

Ithan shivered against the cold. He knew that it wasn’t due to the night

around them, or the autumn unfolding. No, the air had been pleasantly warm

a  moment  ago.  Whatever  Hypaxia’s  magic  was  doing,  it  was  bringing  the

frigid temperatures with it. 

“I  can  feel  …  a  presence,”  the  witch-queen  whispered,  arms  lifted

toward the moon, beautiful face solemn. “Someone is coming.” 

Ithan’s mouth dried out. What would he even say to Connor?  I love you

would likely be the first.  I miss you every minute of every damn day would

be the second. Then the warning. Or should it be the warning first? He shook

out his trembling fingers at his sides. 

“Get ready to say your piece. Your brother’s spirit is … strong. I’m not

sure how long I can hold the star.” 

Something  weirdly  like  pride  rose  in  him  at  that.  But  Ithan  stepped

closer, breathing evenly. Exactly as he had before important games, during

game-winning  shots.  Focus.  He  could  do  this.  He’d  deal  with  the

repercussions later. 

The star she’d drawn glowed a faint blue, illuminating the trees around

them. 

“One more moment …” Hypaxia hissed, panting, a faint sheen on her

temples. Like this was draining the power out of her. 

Light ruptured from the star, blinding and white, a great wind shaking

the  trees  around  them,  sending  olives  scattering  in  a  pitter-patter.  Ithan

squeezed his eyes shut against it, letting his claws slide free. 

When the wind stopped, he blinked, adjusting his vision. His brother’s name died in his throat. 

A  creature,  tall  and  thin  and  robed,  lurked  in  the  center  of  the  six-

pointed  star.  Hypaxia  let  out  a  soft  gasp.  Ithan’s  stomach  clenched.  He’d

never seen the male, but he’d seen drawings. 

The Under-King. 

“You were not summoned,” Hypaxia said, mastering her surprise. She

lifted  her  chin,  every  inch  the  queen.  “Return  to  the  misty  isle  over  which you rule.” 

The Under-King laughed at the witch. Her body shimmered with pale

blue  light.  Like  she  was  rallying  her  power.  But  the  Under-King  slowly

turned his head to Ithan. Let out another dry, husky laugh. 

“Young fools. You play with powers beyond your ken . ” His voice was

horrible. Full of dusty bones and the pleading screams of the dead. 

Yet Hypaxia didn’t back down an inch. “Be gone, and let us see the one

whom I have summoned.” 

Ithan’s hand drifted toward his gun. It wouldn’t do anything. His wolf

form  would  protect  him  better  with  its  speed,  but  even  losing  that  split

second to shifting might make him vulnerable, and cost Hypaxia her life. 

The Under-King extended a bony hand. Light rippled where it met the

edge of the star. “Do not fear, wolf pup. I cannot harm you. Here, at least.” 

He grinned, exposing too-large brown teeth. 

Ithan bristled and he found his voice at last as he growled, “I want to

speak to my brother.” 

Beside him, Hypaxia was murmuring under her breath, the light around

her building. 

“Your brother is well cared for.” Dark fire danced in the Under-King’s

milky eyes. “But whether that remains so now depends entirely on you.” 

“What the Hel does that mean?” Ithan demanded. But the witch-queen

had tensed. Wind stirred her curly hair, as if she were readying her defenses. 

The  Under-King  lifted  a  bony  hand,  and  an  eerie,  greenish  light

wreathed  his  fingers.  Ithan  could  have  sworn  ancient,  strange  symbols

swirled in that light. “Let’s play a little game first.” He inclined his head to

Hypaxia,  whose  face  had  gone  stony—anticipatory.  “The  House  of  Flame

and Shadow has long been curious about your … abilities, Your Majesty.” 

Bryce knew she was dreaming. Knew she was physically in her bed. Knew

she was currently tucked up against Hunt’s side. But she also knew that the

being in front of her was real—even if the setting was not. 

She stood on a vast, dusty plain before an azure, cloudless sky. Distant

dry mountains studded the horizon, but she was surrounded only by rock and

sand and emptiness. 

“Princess.” The voice was like Hel embodied: dark and icy and smooth. 

“Prince.” Her voice shook. 

Apollion,  Prince  of  the  Pit,  had  chosen  to  appear  in  a  golden-haired, 

golden-skinned  body.  Handsome  in  the  way  that  ancient  statues  were

handsome, in the way that Pollux was handsome. 

His  black  eyes,  however,  gave  him  away.  No  whites  anywhere.  Only

unending darkness. 

The Star-Eater himself. 

She asked, trying to master her shaking, “Where are we?” 

“Parthos. Or what remains of it.” 

The barren land seemed to stretch on forever. “In the real world, or in, 

like, dreamworld?” 

He  angled  his  head,  more  animal  than  humanoid.  “Dreamworld.  Or

what you consider to be dreams.” 

She wasn’t going to touch that one. “All right, then. Um … nice to meet

you.” 

Apollion’s mouth curved upward. “You do not cower before me.” 

“Aidas kind of ruined your scary-monster vibe.” 

A  soulless  laugh.  “My  brother  has  the  tendency  to  be  a  thorn  in  my

side.” 

“Maybe he should join this conversation.” 

“Aidas  would  be  angry  with  me  for  speaking  with  you.  That’s  why  I

picked this moment, when he is conveniently occupied.” 

“With what?” 

“Raising Hel’s armies. Readying them.” 

Her breath hitched. “To invade Midgard?” 

“It’s been long in the making.” 

“I’m going to make a request on behalf of my planet and say please stay

in your own world.” 

Another twitch of his mouth. “You do not trust us. Good. Theia did. It

was her downfall.” 

“The Starborn Queen?” 

“Yes. Aidas’s great love.” 

Bryce started. “His  what?” 

Apollion waved a broad hand to the ruined world around them. “Why

do you think I slew Pelias? Why do you think I went on to devour Sirius? 

All for him. My foolish, lovesick brother. In such a rage over Theia’s death

at Pelias’s hands. His folly lost us that phase of the war.” 

Bryce had to blink. “I’m sorry, but please back up. You summoned me

into  this  dream  to  tell  me  about  how  Aidas,  Prince  of  the  Chasm,  was  the

lover of Theia, the first Starborn Queen, even though they were enemies?” 

“They were not enemies. We were her allies. She and some of her Fae

forces allied with us—against the Asteri.” 

Her mouth dried out. “Why didn’t he tell me this? Why are  you telling

me this?” 

“Why are you not yet master of your powers? I was very clear: I told

your mate you must both explore your potential.” 

“Did you send those Reapers to jump me and Ruhn?” 

“What Reapers?” She could have sworn his confusion was sincere. 

“The ones who told me the same exact thing, to master my powers.” 

“I did no such thing.” 

“That’s what the Under-King said. I’m guessing one of you is lying.” 

“This is not a useful debate. And I do not appreciate being called a liar.” 

Pure threat laced the words. 

But  Bryce  steeled  herself.  “You’re  right—it’s  not  a  useful  debate.  So

answer my question: Why the Hel are you telling me any of this stuff about

Aidas and Theia?” If he spoke true, and Hel hadn’t been their enemy back

then  …  Whatever  side  Theia  had  ruled,  she’d  been  …  against  the  Asteri. 

And Pelias had killed her—fighting  for the Asteri. 

Her mind spun. No wonder nobody knew about Theia. The Asteri had

likely erased her from history. But a Fae Queen had loved a demon prince. 

And he had loved her enough to …

“I am telling you this because you are racing blind toward your doom. I

am telling you this because tonight the veil between our worlds is thinnest

and I might finally speak to you.” 

“You spoke to Hunt before.” 

“Orion was bred to be receptive to our kind. Why do you think he is so

adept at hunting us? But that is of no matter. This night, I might appear to

 you—as more than a vision.” He reached out a hand, and Bryce flinched as it touched her. Truly  touched her, ice so cold it ached. “Hel is nearly ready to

finish this war.” 

She took a step back. “I know what you’re going to ask, and my answer

is  no.” 

“Use the Horn. The power Athalar gives you can activate it.” His eyes

danced with storms. “Open the doors to Hel.” 

“Absolutely fucking not.” 

Apollion chuckled, low and lethal. “What a disappointment.” The plain

that  had  been  Parthos  began  to  fade  into  nothing.  “Come  find  me  in  Hel

when you learn the truth.” 

Ithan pivoted slowly, eyeing the shadows where the Under-King had stood—

and vanished. 

“Don’t move from this spot,” Hypaxia warned him, voice low. “I  can

feel  his  power  all  around  us.  He’s  turned  this  clearing  into  a  labyrinth  of wards.” 

Ithan  sniffed,  as  if  it’d  give  him  some  sense  of  what  the  Hel  she  was

talking about. But nothing appeared to have changed. No creatures jumped

out at them. Still, he said, “I’ll follow your lead.” 

Hypaxia  scanned  the  sky.  “He  warded  above  us,  too.  To  keep  us

grounded.” She crinkled her nose. “Right. On foot it is.” 

Ithan swallowed. “I, ah … got your back?” 

She chuckled. “Just keep up, please.” 

He gave her a determined smile. “You got it.” 

Ithan  braced  himself  as  Hypaxia  took  a  step  forward,  hand  extended. 

Her fingers recoiled at whatever ward she encountered, right as a low snarl

sounded from the trees beyond. 

The  hair  on  his  neck  rose.  His  wolf  senses  told  him  it  wasn’t  an

animal’s snarl. But it sounded … hungry. 

Another one rippled from nearby. Then another. All around them. 

“What is that?” Ithan breathed, even his Vanir eyes failing to pierce the

darkness. 

Hypaxia’s hands glowed white-hot with magic. She didn’t take her gaze

off the trees ahead of them. “The hunting hounds of the House of Flame and

Shadow,”  she  said  grimly  before  slamming  her  hand  against  the  ward  in

front of them. 
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“He was a micromanaging fucking nightmare,” Bryce ranted the next day as

she stood with Hunt, Ruhn, and Declan in the Aux training center during her

lunch  break.  Tharion  lay  sprawled  on  a  bench  against  the  wall,  napping. 

Cormac, standing across the space, frowned. 

Her brother was pale. “You really think Theia and a bunch of Fae sided

with Hel during the war?” 

Bryce suppressed a shiver of cold at the memory. “Who knows what’s

true?” 

Across  the  vast,  empty  room,  Hunt  rubbed  his  jaw.  She  hadn’t  even

mentioned what Apollion had said—that little tidbit about Hunt being  bred. 

She’d tackle that later. Hunt mused, “What’s the benefit in convincing us of

a lie? Or the truth, either, I suppose. All that matters is that Hel is definitely

on the move.” 

Declan said, “Can we pause for a moment and remark on the fact that

both of you have  spoken to the Prince of the Pit? Is no one else about to puke

at the thought?” 

Ruhn held up a hand, and Tharion lazily lifted one from the bench, but

Bryce  high-fived  Hunt.  “Special  kids  club,”  she  said  to  the  angel,  who

winked  at  her.  She  leapt  back  a  step,  rallying  her  power.  “Again.”  They’d

been in here for twenty minutes already, practicing. 

Hunt’s  lightning  flared  at  his  fingertips,  and  Bryce  set  her  feet  apart. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

Tharion roused himself enough to turn over, propping his head on a fist. 

Bryce  scowled  at  him,  but  the  mer  only  waggled  his  brows  in

encouragement. 

She faced Hunt again, right as the angel hurled his lightning at her like a spear. It zinged against her chest, a direct hit, and then she was glowing, 

power singing, soaring—

 Two feet in front of the windows. 

She’d  no  sooner  thought  the  command  than  she  appeared  across  the

space. Exactly two feet from the windows.  Back to a foot before Hunt. 

She appeared before him, so suddenly that he staggered back. 

 Ruhn. She moved again, slower this time. But her brother yelped. 

Declan braced himself, like he thought he’d be next, so Bryce thought, 

 A foot behind Hunt. 

She pinched her mate’s butt so fast he didn’t have time to whirl before

she’d  moved  again.  This  time  in  front  of  Declan,  who  cursed  when  she

poked him in the ribs, then teleported once more. 

Cormac called from where he’d been standing in the far corner, “You’re

slowing.”  She  was.  Damn  it,  she  was.  Bryce  rallied  her  power,  Hunt’s

energy. She appeared in front of Tharion’s bench, but the mer was waiting. 

Fast  as  a  striking  shark,  Tharion  grabbed  her  face  and  planted  a

smacking kiss on her lips. 

Hunt’s  laugh  boomed  across  the  space,  and  Bryce  joined  him,  batting

the mer away. 

“Too slow, Legs,” Tharion drawled, leaning back against the bench and

crossing  an  ankle  over  a  knee.  He  draped  an  arm  along  the  back  of  the

plastic bench. “And too predictable.” 

“Again,” Cormac ordered. “Focus.” 

Bryce tried, but her bones weighed her down. Tried again to no avail. 

“I’m out.” 

“Concentrate, and you could hold on longer. You use too much at once, 

and don’t reserve the energy for later.” 

Bryce put her hands on her hips as she panted. “Your teleporting works

differently than mine. How can you know that?” 

“Mine comes from a source of magic, too. Energy, just a different form. 

Each jump takes more out of me. It’s a muscle that you need to build up.” 

She scowled, wiping her brow as she walked back over to Hunt. 

“It does seem like he’s right,” Declan said to Bryce. “Your teleporting

works  when  your  power  gets  charged  up  by  energy—considering  what  I

heard about how quickly you ran out of steam with Hypaxia, Hunt’s is the

best form of it.” 

“Damn  right  it  is,”  Hunt  growled,  earning  a  smack  on  the  arm  from Bryce. 

“Do you think the power will … stay in me if I don’t use it?” she asked

Dec. 

“I don’t think so,” Dec said. “Your power came from the Gate—with a

shit-ton of firstlight mixed in. So your magic—beyond the light, I mean—

needs to be powered up. It relies on firstlight, or any other form of energy it

can  get.  You’re  literally  a  Gate:  you  can  take  in  power  and  offer  it.  But  it seems  the  similarity  ends  there.  The  Gates  can  store  power  indefinitely, 

while  yours  clearly  peters  out  after  a  while.”  He  faced  Hunt.  “And  your

power, Athalar, as pure energy, is able to draw from her, like she did from

the Gate. Bryce, when you draw from a source, it’s the same way the Gates

zap power from people using them to communicate.” 

Bryce blinked. “So I’m like some magical leech?” 

Declan laughed. “I think only of certain kinds of magic. Forms of pure

energy. Throw in the Horn, which relies on a blast of power to activate it …” 

“And  you’re  a  liability,”  Ruhn  said  darkly.  Tharion  grunted  his

agreement. 

Declan  rubbed  his  chin.  “You  told  Ruhn  after  the  attack  that  Hypaxia

aimed for your scar to supercharge your powers, right? I wonder what would

happen if you were struck on the Horn.” 

“Let’s not find out,” Bryce said quickly. 

“Agreed,”  Cormac  said  from  across  the  room.  He  pointed  to  the

obstacle  course  he’d  laid  out  in  the  center  of  the  space.  “Back  to  work. 

Follow the track.” 

Bryce  pivoted  toward  the  Avallen  Prince,  and  said  as  casually  as  she

could, “I’m shocked you’re even here.” 

Cormac  said  icily,  “Because  you  decided  to  end  our  engagement

without consulting me?” 

Hunt muttered to her, “Anything to avoid your exercises, huh?” 

She  glared  at  her  mate,  especially  as  Ruhn  chuckled,  but  said  to

Cormac, “I had no other choice.” 

Shadows rippled around Cormac. “You could have let me know while

you were plotting.” 

“There was no plotting. Athalar and I decided, and then just waited.” 

The  Avallen  Prince  snarled  low.  Hunt  let  out  a  warning  growl  of  his

own. Tharion said nothing, though she knew the mer was monitoring every

breath and word. But Cormac didn’t take his eyes from her. “Do you have any idea what the phone call with my father was like?” 

“I’m assuming it was similar to the Autumn King telling me I’m a little

bitch?” 

Cormac  shook  his  head.  “Let’s  be  clear:  I’m  only  here  today  because

I’m well aware that if I’m not, then your brother will cease contacting Agent

Daybright.” 

“I’m flattered you know me so well,” Ruhn drawled, his arms crossed. 

He’d  moved  into  a  position  on  Cormac’s  other  side—without  her  even

noticing. Placing himself between the Avallen Prince and Bryce. Oh please. 

Cormac  glowered  at  him,  but  then  focused  upon  Bryce  again.  “I’m

willing  to  move  beyond  this,  on  the  condition  that  you  don’t  surprise  me

again. We have too many enemies as it is.” 

“One,”  she  said,  “don’t  give  me  conditions.  But  two  …”  She  made  a

show of examining her bare arms. “Nothing up my sleeves. No other secrets

to hide, I swear.” 

Except for that itsy-bitsy thing about Emile. Hunt gave her a dry look, 

as if to say,  Liar, but she ignored him. 

Cormac, however, did not. Catching that look, the Avallen Prince said, 

“There’s something else.” 

“Nope.” 

But even Ruhn now lifted his brows at her. Hunt said casually, “Don’t

be paranoid.” 

“You have something planned,” Cormac pressed. “For fuck’s sake, tell

me.” 

“I  don’t  have  anything  planned,”  Bryce  said,  “other  than  figuring  out

this teleporting crap.” 

One  moment,  Cormac  was  glancing  between  her  and  Hunt.  The  next, 

he’d vanished. 

Only to reappear at Bryce’s back with a knife to her throat. 

Bryce  stiffened.  “Come  on,  Cormac.  There’s  no  need  for  this.” 

Lightning shone in Hunt’s eyes. Ruhn had drawn his gun. Tharion remained

sprawled across the bench, but—that was a knife now gleaming in his hand. 

His focus was fixed on the Avallen Prince. 

“Tell me,” Cormac snarled, and cool metal bit into her throat. 

Trying  not  to  breathe  too  deeply,  Bryce  laid  a  finger  on  the  blade.  “I

made the Drop. I’ll survive.” 

Cormac hissed at her ear. “Tell me what the fuck you have planned, or

you’ll lose your head. Good luck growing that back.” 

“You  draw  blood  and  you  lose  your  head,  too,”  Hunt  growled  with

lethal menace. 

She could blind Cormac, she supposed. But would his shadows muffle

the  impact?  She  doubted  he’d  truly  kill  her,  but  if  he  tried  …  Hunt  would

definitely attack. Ruhn would, too. 

And she’d have an even bigger mess on her hands. 

So Bryce said, “Fine. It’s about Emile.” 

Hunt started. So did Tharion as the mer said, “Bryce.” 

Cormac didn’t remove the knife. “What about Emile?” 

“I found him. At the Viper Queen’s warehouse.” She sighed loudly. “I

learned he was there, that all the reptiles and gross things in the marshes had

told her where he was and she’d gone to retrieve him. She was the one who

killed the people who helped him, and intended to control him. But when I

went to the warehouse two days ago, he was already gone.” 

Cormac whirled her to face him with rough hands. “Gone where?” 

“Somewhere  safe.  Apparently,  the  Vipe  found  it  in  herself  to  put  him

into the care of people who will look after him.” 

“Who? ” His face was white with rage. Tharion’s eyes had widened. 

“I don’t know. She wouldn’t tell me.” 

“Then I’ll make her tell  me.” 

Ruhn laughed. “No one makes the Viper Queen do anything.” 

Into  her  mind,  her  brother  said,  Cormac  might  not  know  you  well

 enough to tell when you’re lying, but I do. 

 It’s not a lie. Emile is safe. 

 He’s just not where you’re claiming. 

 Oh, he was with the Viper Queen. And now he’s somewhere else. 

Cormac shook his head. “Why would the Viper Queen have any interest

in that boy?” 

“Because she likes to collect powerful beings to fight in her pits,” Hunt

snarled. “Now put the fucking knife away.” 

To her relief, the prince lowered the knife from her neck with an easy

flip of the blade. “But why would she let go of someone so powerful, if she

likes to use them in fights?” 

Bryce said, “Because Emile has no powers.” 

 Are you shitting me?  Ruhn asked. 

 Nope. Kid’s totally human. 

Cormac’s eyes narrowed. “Sofie said—” 

“She lied,” Bryce said. 

Cormac’s shoulders slumped. “I need to find him. I shouldn’t have put

off questioning Spetsos—” 

“Emile  is  safe,  and  cared  for,”  Bryce  interrupted,  “and  that’s  all  you

need to know.” 

“I owe it to Sofie—” 

“You  owe  it  to  Sofie  to  keep  Emile  out  of  this  rebellion.  Your  life  is

hardly what I’d call a stable environment. Let him stay hidden.” 

Cormac said to Tharion, “What are  you going to tell your queen?” 

Tharion offered him a razor-sharp smile. “Absolutely nothing.” A threat

of violence simmered beneath the words. If Cormac breathed anything to the

mer, to the River Queen, the Avallen Prince would find himself in a watery

grave. 

Cormac sighed. And to her shock, he said, “I apologize for the knife.” 

To Hunt, he said, “And I apologize for threatening your mate.” 

Ruhn  asked,  “Don’t  I  get  an  apology?”  Cormac  bristled,  but  Ruhn

grinned. 

Bryce caught Hunt watching her, his expression proud. Like she’d done

something worthy. Had it been her smooth weaving of lies and truth? 

“Apology  accepted,”  Bryce  said,  forcing  herself  to  sound  chipper. 

Steering away from the topic of Emile. “Now back to training.” 

Cormac shrugged, pointing to the spots he’d taped off: X’s on the floor, 

atop chairs, atop piled mats, beneath a table. 

Bryce groaned, but marked them, cataloged the path she’d take. 

“Well, that was exciting,” Tharion announced, groaning as he got to his

feet. “Right. I’m out.” 

Hunt arched a brow. “Where to?” 

“I’m still technically employed by the River Queen. Regardless of what

happened with Emile, there are other matters to attend to.” 

Bryce waved at him. But Ruhn said, “Dinner tonight?” 

Tharion  winked.  “You  got  it.”  Then  he  sauntered  through  the  metal

doors and was gone. 

“All right, Athalar,” Bryce muttered when the mer had shut the doors. 

“Time to level up.” 

Hunt  laughed,  but  his  lightning  flared  again.  “Let’s  do  this,  Your Highness.” 

There was something in the way he said  Your Highness that made her

realize that the expression on his face a moment before hadn’t been pride in

her manipulation—it had been pride in the way she’d defused things without

violence. Like he thought she might actually deserve the title she now bore. 

Bryce  tucked  the  thought  aside.  By  the  time  the  bolt  of  lightning

slammed into her chest, she was already running. 

Despite the exhaustion weighing on his very bones, despite the urgency that

had sent him and Hypaxia racing here, Ithan couldn’t help gaping from the

doorway as the party girl he’d loved moved through the Aux training space

like  the  wind,  vanishing  and  appearing  at  will.  At  his  side,  Hypaxia

monitored the remarkable feats, studying Bryce intently. 

Bryce  finished  the  obstacle  course  and  halted  at  Hunt’s  side,  bending

over her knees to catch her breath. 

Hypaxia  cleared  her  throat,  stepping  into  the  gymnasium.  Even  the

queen looked … ruffled after the endless, terrifying night they’d had. 

They’d passed Tharion on his way out. The mer had been speaking in

low tones to someone on the phone, and had raised his brows with concern

at  the  sight  of  the  dirt  and  sweat  on  them.  But  whoever  had  been  on  the

phone  must  have  been  important  enough  that  he  couldn’t  hang  up,  and

Tharion had only continued on after Hypaxia had given him a gesture that

seemed  to  assure  him  that  she  was  fine.  The  mer  had  stopped  and  peered

back over a shoulder at Ithan, as if needing to confirm the queen’s claim, but

Ithan  had  nothing  to  offer  him.  What  the  Hel  could  he  say?  They  weren’t

fine. Not at all. So they’d left Tharion in the hall, the mer staring after them

for a long moment. 

“What’s up?” Ruhn asked Ithan, waving his greeting to Hypaxia. Then

the prince did a double take. “What the Hel happened to you two? I thought

you were summoning Connor.” 

The others in the training space halted. 

“We did indeed try to summon Connor Holstrom last night,” Hypaxia

said gravely. 

Bryce paled as she hurried over. “What happened? Is Connor all right? 

Are you guys all right?” 

Ithan’s throat worked. “Ah …” 

Hypaxia  replied  for  him,  “We  did  not  encounter  Connor.  The  Under-King answered.” 

“What happened?” Bryce asked again, voice rising. 

Ithan met her stare. Pure predatory wolf gleamed there. “He detained us

for his amusement. Sicced Flame and Shadow’s nightmare dogs on us and

warded us into an olive grove with them. It took Hypaxia until now to figure

out an exit through the wards that wouldn’t get us ripped to shreds. We’re

fine, though.” Ruhn whirled with alarm to his fiancée, and the witch-queen

nodded solemnly, shadows in her eyes. Ithan scrubbed at his face before he

added, “He wants to see you at Urd’s Temple.” 

Hunt’s lightning sparked at his fingertips. “Fuck no.” 

Ithan swallowed hard. “You don’t have a choice.” He turned, pleading

and exhausted, to Bryce. “Connor is safe for right now, but if you don’t show

within an hour, the Under-King will throw him and the rest of the Pack of

Devils through the Gate immediately. He’ll make secondlight of them all.” 

 

64

Tharion strolled through the Meat Market, casually browsing the stalls. Or at

least, he tried to appear casual. While surveying an array of luck stones, he

kept  an  ear  open.  In  the  midday  bustle,  the  general  assortment  of  lowlifes

had  come  here  for  lunch,  shopping,  or  fucking,  and  at  this  point,  they’d

likely have downed at least a few drinks. Which meant loose tongues. 

 I  hear  the  bitch  is  already  pregnant,  one  satyr  grunted  to  another  as they sat around a barrel converted into a table, smoked kebabs half-eaten in

front of them.  Ephraim’s been fucking her good. 

Tharion pushed aside his disgust at the crude words. He hated that word

— bitch.  How  many  times  had  it  been  thrown  at  his  sister  whenever  she’d ventured Above? She’d always laughed it off, and Tharion had laughed it off

with her, but now … He shook off the pang of guilt and moved to the next

stall,  full  of  various  types  of  mushrooms  from  the  damp  forests  to  the

northeast. 

He checked his phone—the quick message exchange between him and

Pax. 

 What  happened?  Are  you  all  right?   he’d  written  nearly  an  hour  ago, 

after  running  into  her  and  Holstrom  in  the  hall  of  the  Aux  training  center. 

She’d been dirty and tired-looking, and he hadn’t been able to so much as

ask if she was okay, because he’d been on the phone with the River Queen. 

Who had wanted updates on Emile. 

Which was why he had come here. To maintain the fiction that he was

hunting  for  the  kid.  He  figured  he’d  do  some  listening  to  the  idle  chatter

while pretending, though. Pick up gossip from the city creeps. 

His  phone  buzzed,  and  Tharion  scanned  the  message  on  the  screen before loosing a long breath. Hypaxia had written,  I’m fine. Just some Flame

 and Shadow posturing. 

He didn’t like that one bit. But what the Hel could he do about any of

it? 

“Lion’s  head  is  in  season,”  said  the  gnome  perched  on  a  stool  behind

the  baskets  of  fungi,  drawing  Tharion  from  his  thoughts.  “Morels  finished

their run, but I’ve got one last basket left.” 

“Only  browsing,”  Tharion  said,  flashing  a  smile  at  the  rosy-cheeked, 

red-capped male. 

“Let me know if you have any questions,” the gnome said, and Tharion

again tuned in to the tables behind him. 

 Fight last night was brutal. There was nothing left of that lion after—

 I drank so much I can’t remember who the Hel I was fucking—

 —that dragon finished with them. Only embers—

 I need more coffee. They should give us the day off after  a holiday, you

 know? 

Tharion stilled. Slowly turned, pinpointing the speaker who’d snagged

his attention. 

 Dragon. 

Well,  that was interesting. And … fortunate. 

He’d  been  lounging  on  that  bench  while  Legs  trained,  needing  the

company of others as a distraction from the shuddering earthquake of nerves

after last night. He’d fucked the leopard shifter in the garden shadows. Had

enjoyed every second of it, and from her two orgasms, she had, too. 

 He  might  have  walked  away  from  the  River  Queen’s  daughter  last

night, but he hadn’t told her that. As far as the River Queen and her daughter

knew,  and  judging  by  the  former’s  tone  on  the  phone  earlier  when  she’d

called to ask about the hunt for Emile, they were still engaged. But if either

of them found out …

If they found out, wouldn’t it be convenient to have a dragon to offer as

an apology present? Wouldn’t a dragon be perfect in lieu of Emile? 

“This  place  isn’t  nearly  as  fun  when  you’re  sober,”  Flynn  observed  from

behind  him  thirty  minutes  later  as  he  approached  in  civilian  clothes, 

precisely  as  Tharion  had  requested.  The  attire  did  little  to  hide  the  gun

tucked down the back of his shorts. 

Tharion hadn’t dared say much on the phone when he’d asked the Fae

lord to meet him here. And while Flynn might act like an unworried frat boy, 

Tharion knew he was too smart to risk asking questions on an open phone

line. 

Tharion  rose  from  a  table  in  the  midst  of  the  food  stalls,  where  he’d

been sipping coffee and filing old emails, and began a casual walk through

the  market.  Low  enough  that  no  one—not  even  the  fennec-fox  shifter

working a row over—would be able to hear, he said, “I found something you

might be interested in.” 

Flynn feigned typing into his phone. “Yeah?” 

Tharion muttered out of the corner of his mouth, “Remember how your

new best friend with the … fiery temperament went missing?” 

“You  found  Ari?”  Flynn’s  voice  had  become  dangerously  solemn.  A

voice that few ever heard, Tharion knew. Unless they were about to die. 

Tharion  pointed  toward  the  wooden  walkway  built  above  the  market. 

Leading toward an ordinary door that he knew opened into a long hallway. 

Two blank-faced Fae guards armed with semiautomatic rifles stood before it. 

“I’ve got a wild guess about where she might be.” 

Now he had to figure out how to get the dragon Beneath. 

Tharion eyed the bare-bones wooden hallway as he and Flynn strode down

the  worn  planks,  aiming  for  a  round  door  at  its  far  end.  It  looked  like  the entry to a vault, solid iron that didn’t reflect the dim firstlights. 

They’d been halted at the first door by the Viper Queen’s guards. Flynn

had snarled at them, but the males had ignored him, their drug-hazed eyes

unblinking as they radioed their leader. That Tharion knew of this door at all

told her guards he was important enough to warrant a call. 

And here they were. About to go into the Viper Queen’s nest. 

The  massive  vault  door  swung  open  when  they  were  about  ten  feet

away, revealing ornate red carpets—definitely Traskian—over marble floors, 

three tall windows with heavy black velvet drapes held back with chains of

gold, and low-slung couches designed for lounging. 

The Viper Queen was sitting on one of them in a white jumpsuit, feet

bare, toenails painted a purple so dark it was almost black. The same color as

her lipstick. Her gold-tipped nails, however, glinted in the soft lights as she

lifted a cigarette to her mouth and puffed away. 

But beside her, sprawled on the couch …

He’d been right. The Viper Queen did like to collect valuable fighters. 

“Ari,” Flynn said tightly, halting just beyond the door. Mirthroot hung

heavy  in  the  air,  along  with  a  secondary,  cloying  scent  that  Tharion  could

only assume was another drug. 

The  dragon,  clad  in  black  leggings  and  a  tight  black  tank  top,  didn’t

take  her  eyes  off  the  massive  TV  mounted  above  the  dark  fireplace  across

the room. But she replied, “Tristan.” 

“Good  to  see  you,”  Flynn  said,  voice  taking  on  that  dangerously  low

quality that so few lived to tell about. “Glad you’re in one piece.” 

The Viper Queen chuckled, and Tharion braced himself. “The lion she

fought last night can’t say the same. Even confined to her humanoid form, 

she is … formidable.” 

Tharion  grinned  sharply  at  the  ruler  of  the  Meat  Market.  “Did  you

capture her?” He needed to know how she’d done it. If only so he could do it

himself. 

The Viper Queen’s snake eyes flared to a nearly neon green. “I’m not in

the business of snatching slaves. Unlike some people I know.” She smirked

at Ariadne. The dragon continued to stare at the TV with fixed intent. “She

sought me out and asked for asylum, since she realized there was nowhere

on Midgard she might flee from her captor. We reached a bargain that suited

us both.” 

So the dragon had come of her own free will. Maybe he could convince

her to go Beneath. It’d be a Hel of a lot easier. 

Even if once he got her down there, she’d never get out again. 

“You’d  rather  be  here,”  Flynn  asked  the  dragon,  “fighting  in  her  pit, 

than with us?” 

“You threw me on guard duty,” Ari spat, at last snapping her attention

from the TV to Flynn. Tharion didn’t envy the male as she fixed her burning

gaze on him. “Is that any better than fighting in the pit?” 

“Uh, yeah. A fuck-ton better.” 

“You  sound  like  someone  who’s  grown  accustomed  to  his  life  being

dull as dust,” Ari said, turning back to the TV. 

“You’ve been trapped inside a  ring for the gods know how long,” Flynn

exploded. “What the Hel do you know about anything?” 

Molten scales flowed under her skin, then vanished. Her face remained

placid.  Tharion  wished  he  had  some  popcorn.  But  he  caught  the  Viper

Queen’s narrowed eyes on him. 

She said coolly, “I remember you: dead sister. Rogue shifter.” 

Tharion suppressed the flicker of ire at the casual reference to Lesia and

threw the snake shifter his most charming smile. “That’s me.” 

“And the River Queen’s Captain of Intelligence.” 

“The one and only.” He winked. “Care to have a word?” 

“Who  am  I  to  deny  the  wishes  of  the  River  Queen’s  daughter’s

beloved?”  Tharion  tensed,  and  her  purple  lips  curled,  the  razor-sharp  bob

swaying  as  she  rose.  “Don’t  roast  the  Faeling,”  she  said  to  Ariadne,  then

curled a finger at Tharion. “This way.” 

She led him through a narrow hall lined with doors. He could see ahead

that the corridor opened into another chamber. All he could make out of it

was more carpets and couches as they approached. “Well, mer?” 

Tharion huffed a laugh. “A few questions.” 

“Sure.” She tapped ash from her cigarette into a glass ashtray atop the

coffee table. 

He opened his mouth, but they’d reached the room at the other end of

the  hall.  It  was  a  near-twin  to  the  other,  only  its  windows  overlooked  the

fighting pit. 

But  sitting  on  one  of  the  couches,  with  a  pile  of  white  powder  that

seemed  a  Hel  of  a  lot  like  lightseeker  on  a  small  brass  scale  on  the  table before her …

“Let me guess,” Tharion drawled at the Harpy, who lifted her head from

where a Fae male weighed out the drugs, “it’s not yours; it’s for a friend.” 

The Harpy’s dark eyes narrowed with warning as she eased to her feet. 

“Here to narc on me, fish?” 

Tharion smiled slowly. “Just paying a friendly visit.” 

She turned her menacing stare to the Viper Queen, who slid her hands

into her pockets and leaned against the far wall. “Did you sell me out?” 

“This  pretty  hunk  of  meat  waltzed  in.  Wanted  a  word.  He  knows  the

rules.” 

Tharion did. This was the Viper Queen’s space. Her word was law. He

had  as  little  authority  over  her  as  he  did  the  Asteri.  And  if  he  pulled

anything,  she  had  as  much  authority  as  the  Asteri  to  end  him.  Likely  by

throwing  him  into  that  fighting  pit  and  seeing  how  many  of  her  fighters  it

took to kill him. 

Tharion  gestured  to  the  doorway  in  a  mockery  of  a  bow.  “I  won’t

trouble you.” 

The Harpy glanced at the male who now scooped her lightseeker into a

black velvet bag lined with plastic. 

“VIP service, huh?” Tharion said to the Viper Queen, whose lips curved

again. 

“Only  the  best  for  my  most  valued  clients,”  she  said,  still  leaning

against the wall. 

The  Harpy  snatched  the  bag  from  the  Fae  male,  her  black  wings

rustling. “Keep your mouth shut, mer. Or you’ll wind up in pieces like your

sister.” 

He let out a low growl. “Keep talking, hag, and I’ll show you what I did

to the male who killed her.” 

The  Harpy  chuckled,  tucking  her  drugs  into  the  pocket  of  her  jacket, 

and walked out, wings a black cloud behind her. 

“Buying or selling?” the Viper Queen asked him quietly as the Fae male

packed up his drugs and scale and bustled out. 

Tharion  turned  to  her,  willing  the  rage  riding  his  temper  to  ease  off. 

“You  know  that  psychopath  made  blood  eagles  out  of  two  rebels,  don’t

you?” 

“Why do you think I invited her to be a client? Someone who does that

kind of shit needs to take the edge off. Or keep it on, I suppose.” 

Tharion shook off his disgust. “She talk to you about what those rebels

were doing in this city?” 

“Are you asking me to play spy, Captain?” 

“I’m  asking  you  whether  you’ve  heard  anything  about  Ophion,  or  a

commander named Pippa Spetsos.” He needed to know if and when Pippa

and  her  Lightfall  unit  would  make  a  move,  even  without  that  mech-suit

prototype. If he could save innocent lives in this city, he would. 

“Of course I have. Everyone’s heard of Ophion.” 

Tharion ground his teeth. “You know what they’re up to?” 

She took a long drag from her cigarette. “Information isn’t free.” 

“How much?” 

“The  dragon’s  good  for  business.”  Her  snake  eyes  didn’t  move  from

his. “Fight last night brought in a lot of money. I worked out a deal with her:

she’ll get a portion of profits from her wins, and it can go toward buying her

freedom.” 

“You don’t own her.” No matter that  he wanted to hand her over to his

queen like …

Fuck, like a slave. 

“No,  I  don’t.  That’s  why  I’ll  need  you  to  spin  whatever  bullshit  your

friends  and  their  lawyer  gave  to  the  Astronomer.  Something  about  royal

commandeering?”  The  Viper  Queen  admired  her  immaculate  nails.  “Tell

everyone her fighting here is a matter of imperial security.” 

“No one will believe that.” And fuck, he needed that dragon. He needed

her as an exit strategy out of this Emile situation. And any fallout for leaving

the queen’s daughter. 

“People believe anything when presented correctly.” 

Tharion sighed at the mirrored ceiling. The dragon had at least agreed

to be here, to fight toward her freedom, but …

The Viper Queen said, as if somehow reading or guessing his thoughts, 

“Even in that humanoid form, she can turn you into ashes if you try to bring

her  to  the  Blue  Court.”  Tharion  glowered,  but  said  nothing.  She  went  on, 

“You  and  your  little  gaggle  of  friends  have  been  awfully  active  lately.  I

might have let Quinlan talk me into a bargain for the kid, but I have no plans

to let this dragon slip out of my hands.” A sharp smile. “You fools should

have kept a tighter leash on her.” 

Tharion gave her a sharp smile of his own. “It’s not my call whether she

can stay here or not.” 

“Get  your  royal  friends  and  their  legal  team  to  spin  their  bullshit  and

we’ll be good, mer.” 

Fuck.  He  was  really  going  to  walk  out  of  here  empty-handed,  wasn’t

he. His mind raced as he tried to think up some other prize to bring back to

his queen, something to save his hide …

He’d figure it out later. When he wasn’t in front of a notoriously lethal

Vanir. 

He sighed and said, “If the dragon agrees, then whatever. We’ll spin our

bullshit.” 

“She already has.” Another sly smile. 

“So tell me what Spetsos is up to.” If he could appear competent in his

job  as  Captain  of  Intelligence,  maybe  the  information  about  a  rebel  threat

would keep his queen’s wrath at bay. 

The Viper Queen pulled out her phone, checking the digital clock. “Call

your friends and find out.” 

“What?” 

But the Viper Queen had already turned back to the hall, to the dragon and Flynn at its other end. 

Tharion  dialed  Hypaxia.  Hunt.  Then  Bryce.  Ithan.  Ruhn.  No  one

answered. 

He didn’t dare put it into a message, but … He dialed Hunt again. “Pick

the fuck up,” he murmured. “Pick the fuck up.” 

For a moment, he flashed back to another day, when he’d tried and tried

to call his sister only to get her audiomail, so he’d called his parents, asking

if they’d spoken to her, if they knew where she was—

Tharion  reached  Flynn,  who  was  sitting  on  the  couch,  engaging  in  a

silent staring contest with Ariadne. He couldn’t keep the edge from his voice

as he said, “Call Ruhn. See if he’ll pick up for you.” 

“What’s wrong?” Flynn was instantly on his feet. 

“Not  sure,”  Tharion  said,  heading  for  the  door.  He  swallowed  down

those  awful  memories  and  his  rising  dread.  “Any  idea  where  they  were

today?” 

The  Viper  Queen  said  behind  them,  sinking  onto  the  couch  again, 

“Good luck.” 

Tharion and Flynn paused at the doorway. The Fae lord pointed to the

dragon. “We’re not done here.” 

Ariadne only watched the TV again, ignoring him. 

Flynn snarled. “I’m coming back for you.” 

Tharion  tucked  away  the  knowledge  of  what  he’d  done,  what  he’d

bargained for this measly tip-off about Ophion and Spetsos. He’d tell Flynn

later. 

Ariadne’s  stare  turned  to  Flynn  as  the  vault  door  swung  open  again. 

Black turned to red. “Spare your high-handedness for someone who wants it, 

lordling.” 

Tharion  stepped  into  the  hall,  phone  again  at  his  ear.  Bryce  didn’t

answer. 

But  Flynn  looked  back  at  the  dragon  lounging  in  the  Viper  Queen’s

nest. “We’ll see about that, sweetheart,” the Fae lord growled, and followed

Tharion out. 

Bryce had been to Urd’s Temple in Moonwood all of one time since moving

to Crescent City years ago. She and Juniper had drunkenly taken a cab over

here one night during college to make an offering to the goddess of fate to make sure their destinies were epic. 

Literally, that was what she’d said. 

 Benevolent  and  Farseeing  Urd,  please  make  our  destinies  as  epic  as

 possible. 

Well,  she’d  gotten  it,  Bryce  thought  as  she  strode  up  the  steps  of  the

gray marble temple. So had June, though … Sorrow and guilt and longing

swarmed her at the thought of her friend. 

The  quiet  street  was  empty  of  cars.  Like  the  Under-King  had  cleared

everything out. 

Or maybe that was due to the other menacing presence they’d dodged

near the intersection of Central and Laurel on their walk over here from the

training center: Pollux and Mordoc. Two monsters abroad in the city, a unit

of the Hind’s dreadwolves trailing behind them. 

Searching for something. Or someone. 

Hunt made sure no one was on the street behind the temple as Bryce, 

Ruhn, and Hypaxia entered. The Under-King had been very specific—only

those  four  people  were  permitted  to  come.  Ithan  and  Cormac  hadn’t  been

happy to stay behind. 

Beyond  the  temple’s  courtyard—not  a  priestess  in  sight—the  open

doors to the inner sanctum beckoned, shadows and smoke within. 

Bryce checked that the rifle across her back was in place, the handgun

ready at her hip. Ruhn, on her left, carried the Starsword. She’d argued that

it  was  impolite  to  arrive  at  a  meeting  bearing  a  weapon  designed  to  kill

Reapers, but the others overruled her. Ruhn would stay within arm’s reach at

all times, in case she needed to draw the blade. Lightning crackled around

Hunt as they stepped into the gloom. 

Not trusting how long it could last—or whether she could even contain

it within herself—she hadn’t asked him to transfer a charge to her. If it was

needed, he could power her up in seconds. 

A pyre smoked atop a black stone altar in the center of the temple. A

stone  throne  on  a  dais  loomed  at  the  rear  of  the  space.  No  statues  ever

adorned  Urd’s  Temple—no  depiction  of  the  goddess  had  ever  been  made. 

Fate took too many forms to capture in one figure. 

But someone  was sitting on the throne. 

“Punctual,”  the  Under-King  intoned,  his  bony  fingers  clicking  on  the

stone arm of the throne. “I appreciate that.” 

“You desecrate that throne,” Ruhn warned. “Get your rotting carcass off it.” 

The  Under-King  rose,  black  robes  drifting  on  a  phantom  wind.  “I

thought the Fae bowed to Luna, but perhaps you remember the old beliefs? 

From  a  time  when  Urd  was  not  a  goddess  but  a  force,  winding  between

worlds? When she was a vat of life, a mother to all, a secret language of the

universe? The Fae worshipped her then.” 

Bryce  feigned  yawning,  earning  an  alarmed  look  from  Ruhn,  who’d

blanched at the sight of the Under-King descending from the dais. Hunt, at

least,  didn’t  seem  surprised.  He’d  grown  accustomed  to  her  antics,  she

supposed. 

Hypaxia  monitored  every  movement  from  the  Under-King,  wind

stirring her hair. She had a score to settle after last night, it seemed. 

“So,” Hunt drawled, “here to finish our business?” 

The  Under-King  drifted  to  the  black  altar,  his  horrific  face  contorting

with  pleasure  as  he  breathed  in  the  smoldering  bones  atop  it.  “I  wished  to

inform  you  that  the  Reapers  you  so  hatefully  accused  me  of  sending  after

you were in fact not Apollion’s at all. I’ve discovered that they hailed from

the Eternal City.” 

Bryce stiffened. “Reapers can cross oceans?” 

“Reapers once crossed worlds. I don’t see how some water might deter

them.” 

“Why come here to attack us?” Hunt demanded. 

“I don’t know.” 

“And why tell us this at all?” Bryce went on. 

“Because I do not appreciate my territory being infringed upon.” 

“Bullshit,”  Ruhn  said.  Hypaxia  trailed  a  few  steps  behind  him.  “You

told them the horrible truth about what happens after death, and yet you’re

willing to let them live now because you’re pissed that someone stepped on

your toes?” 

His eyes—his dead, milky eyes—fixed on Bryce. “You are officially a

princess  now,  I  hear.  I  suspect  you  will  learn  a  great  deal  of  equally

unpleasant truths.” 

“You’re hedging,” Ruhn growled. 

But Bryce asked, “Did Jesiba speak to you?” 

“Who?” 

“Jesiba  Roga.  Antiquities  dealer.  She  has—had—a  few  Death  Marks. 

She must know you. She knows everyone.” 

The Under-King’s eyes glowed. “I do not know her by that name, but

yes. I know of her.” His gaze drifted behind her, to Hypaxia at last. “You did

well last night. Few could have worked their way through that labyrinth of

spells. The House of Flame and Shadow will welcome you.” 

The breeze around Hypaxia rose to a chill wind, but she didn’t deign to

speak. Bryce made a note to herself to never get on the queen’s bad side. 

Hunt cut in, “You summoned us here to give us this convenient update

about those Reapers, and now you want to play nice? I don’t buy it.” 

The Under-King only smiled, revealing those too-large brown teeth. 

Bryce said, “What does this sequence mean?” She rattled off what had

been on Sofie’s arm. 

The Under-King blinked. “I don’t know.” He smiled again, wider. “But

perhaps you should ask them.” He pointed behind her to the doorway. The

world beyond. 

Where  Pippa  Spetsos  was  marching  into  the  courtyard  of  the  temple, 

flanked by Lightfall soldiers. 

Hunt’s  lightning  flared.  “You  tipped  off  Ophion,”  he  snarled,  even  as  he

began calculating the fastest route out of the temple. 

Ruhn,  already  at  the  inner  sanctum  doors,  slammed  them  shut  and

barred them. Locking them in with the Under-King. 

Pippa’s voice came through the doors.  “Come play, Vanir scum. We’ll

 show you what happens when you turn on us.” 

Hypaxia’s face paled. “You were … working with the rebels?” 

“Emphasis  on   were,”  Bryce  muttered.  Not  that  it  made  a  difference

right now. 

The Under-King’s figure began to fade away. An illusion. A projection. 

Hunt didn’t bother to wonder how he had done it, had made the details seem

so real. “War means death. Death means souls—and more secondlight. Who

am  I  to  turn  away  from  a  feeding  trough?  Commander  Spetsos’s  first  act

upon arriving in Crescent City was to kneel before me. When she mentioned

the  enemies  in  their  ranks,  I  took  it  upon  myself  to  inform  her  of  our  …

altercation. We made a deal that is in both of our best interests.” 

The  rebels  would  claim  the  kill,  sparing  the  Under-King  any  political

fallout,  but  the  creep  would  be  satisfied  that  he’d  played  a  role  in

slaughtering them, and receive whatever souls would wind up in his realm. 

A whole lot of them, if Pippa was on the move. 

Bryce  bristled,  starlight  shimmering  from  her.  “And  were  you  lying

when  you  claimed  you  didn’t  send  the  Reapers  after  me  and  Ruhn  those

weeks ago?” 

“I spoke true then and I speak true now. I had no involvement in that. 

Why should I lie to you, when I have already revealed so much?” 

“Keep  playing  these  games,  and  you’ll  make  enemies  of  all  of  us,” 

Ruhn warned the king. 

The Under-King faded into shadows. “Death is the only victor in war.” 

Then he was gone. 

A bullet boomed against the metal door. Then another. Pippa was still

shouting her vitriol. 

“Any ideas?” Hunt asked. If the rebels had gorsian bullets, this would

get messy very quickly. And bring a huge crowd to witness the disaster. 

Bryce  grabbed  Hunt’s  hand.  Pushed  it  on  her  chest.  “Level  me  up, 

Athalar.” 

Ruhn jerked his chin toward Hypaxia. “Take her with you.” 

The witch-queen glared at the Fae Prince in reproach, but Bryce shook

her head, keeping her hand over Hunt’s. Her fingers tightened, the only sign

of her nerves as she said, “I’ve never brought anyone along. I need all my

focus right now.” 

Good.  At  least  she  was  being  smart  about  this.  Hunt  held  his  mate’s

gaze,  letting  her  see  his  approval,  his  encouragement.  He  wouldn’t  waste

time asking what she planned. Bryce was brilliant enough to have something

figured  out.  So  Hunt  let  his  lightning  flow,  setting  it  zinging  through  his

hand and into her chest. 

Her star began glowing beneath his fingers, as if in greedy anticipation. 

Another barrage of bullets clanged against the door. 

His lightning flowed into her like a river, and he could have sworn he

heard a beautiful sort of music between their souls as Bryce said, “We need

reinforcements.” 

Ruhn contained his panic as his sister, charged up with a spike of Athalar’s

lightning, vanished into nothing. 

An impact rocked the metal doors into the inner sanctum. Why hadn’t

the Aux been summoned yet? He reached for his phone. If he called in help, 

there would be questions about why they’d even been here in the first place. 

He’d already tried Cormac, but the male had sent him to audiomail, and then

messaged that he was talking to the King of Avallen. There was no way the

prince would interrupt that call. 

They were trapped. 

He  pivoted  to  Hypaxia,  who  was  scanning  the  sanctum,  searching  for

any hidden doors. “There has to be another exit,” she said, running her hands

over the walls. “No temple ever has just one way in and out.” 

“This one might,” Hunt grumbled. 

Bryce reappeared, and Ruhn marked every detail of his panting sister. 

“Easy  peasy,”  Bryce  declared,  but  her  face  was  sweaty,  her  eyes  dim  with

exhaustion. What the Hel had she gone off to do? 

Another bang on the doors, and the metal dented. 

“What the fuck was that?” Ruhn drew the Starsword. 

“We  need  to  get  out  of  here  now,”  Bryce  said,  going  to  Hunt’s  side. 

“We have time, but not much.” 

“Then teleport us out.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t know if I can do it—” 

“You can,” Athalar said, absolutely certain. “You just teleported in and

out. You’ve got this. Steady your breathing, block out the noise, and focus.” 

Her throat bobbed. But she reached for Athalar’s hand. 

Hunt took a step away. “Hypaxia first. Then Ruhn.” 

“I might not have enough strength—” 

“You do. Go.” 

Wariness and apprehension flooded his sister’s face. But Bryce kissed

Athalar’s  cheek,  then  grabbed  the  witch  by  the  arm.  “Hold  on.  I’ve  never

taken anyone with me like this and it might be …” Her words cut off as they

disappeared. 

Thank the gods. Thank the gods Bryce had made it out again, with Hypaxia

in tow. 

Hunt held his breath. 

Ruhn said, “You should go next. You’re her mate.” 

“You’re her brother. And heir to the Fae throne.” 

“So is she.” 

Hunt blinked at the prince, but then Bryce was back, panting. “Oh gods, 

that fucking sucked.” She retched, and reached a hand for Ruhn. “Come on.” 

“Rest,”  her  brother  ordered,  but  the  doors  dented  further  inward. 

Another few blows and they’d be open. And if Bryce’s plan didn’t get them

a little more time …

Bryce  grabbed  Ruhn’s  arm  and  before  her  brother  could  object,  they

vanished.  Alone,  Hunt  monitored  the  door,  rallied  his  lightning.  He  could

charge her up again, but she was clearly exhausted. Would it do any good? 

The  doors  shuddered,  and  light  cracked  in  as  they  peeled  apart  a  few

inches. 

Hunt  ducked  behind  the  altar,  away  from  the  spray  of  bullets  that

followed,  blindly  aiming  for  whoever  was  within.  “There! ” Pippa shouted, 

and guns trained on him. 

Where the fuck was Bryce—

The doors blew open, throwing three Lightfall soldiers to the ground. 

Pollux stood between the doors, white wings luminescent with power, 

laughing to himself as he brought a clenched fist down upon the head of a

female rebel sprawled before him. Bone and blood sprayed. Beyond him, in

the  courtyard,  rebels  fired  at  Mordoc  and  the  dreadwolves.  And  out  in  the

street, standing beneath a palm tree, away from the fray, Hunt could see the

Hind, surveying the brawl. 

Bryce appeared and slid behind the altar. Her skin had gone ashen, her

breaths  uneven.  Sharp.  She  lifted  a  shaking  hand  toward  him.  “I  …”  She

collapsed to her knees. She didn’t need to say the rest. She was tapped out. 

Yet she’d come back to him. To fight her way out with him. 

“Another  charge?”  he  asked,  lightning  twining  down  his  arms  as  he

lifted her to her feet. 

“I don’t think my body can take it.” She leaned against him. “I feel like

overcooked meat.” 

Hunt peered around the altar. “How’d you manage to buy us time?” 

“The Gates,” Bryce panted. “I had to teleport to a few of them before I

found  one  that  was  pretty  empty  and  unwatched.  I  used  the  dial  pad  to

broadcast  a  report  that  Ophion  was  sacking  Urd’s  Temple—right  in  the

middle of one of those stupid daily announcements. I figured a unit would be

sent here. Probably the biggest and baddest they had, which happened to also

be the closest.” 

He remembered now—they’d avoided Pollux and Mordoc, along with

the  Hind’s  dreadwolves,  on  the  walk  over  here.  “Your  voice  will  be

recognized—” 

“I recorded the message, then played it through the Gate using a voice-warping  app,”  she  said  with  a  grim  smile.  “And  I  made  sure  to  move  fast

enough  that  the  cameras  couldn’t  pick  it  up  as  more  than  a  blur,  don’t

worry.” 

He  could  only  gape  at  her,  his  clever,  brilliant  Bryce.  Gods,  he  loved

her. 

Crouching behind the altar again as the fighting pressed into the temple, 

Hunt  breathed,  “We  have  to  find  some  way  to  get  through  those  doors

unseen.” 

“If you can give me a minute …” She brushed a shaking hand to her

chest. The scar there. 

But Hunt knew. Only time would allow her to gain back her strength, 

and it would sure as fuck take longer than they had to spare. 

Hunt  banked  his  lightning,  fearful  Pollux  would  spy  it.  The  Hammer

drew  closer,  Mordoc  a  menacing  shadow  behind  him.  Where  they  walked, 

rebels died. Hunt couldn’t get a visual on Pippa. 

Bryce panted, and Hunt scented her blood before he looked. Her nose

was bleeding. “What the fuck?” he exploded, covering her with his body as a

stray spray of bullets shot over the top of the altar. 

“My brain might be soup,” she hissed, though fear shone in her eyes. 

If he could unleash his lightning, he might be able to fry their way out. 

No matter that everyone would know who’d been there, especially if Mordoc

picked up on the scents afterward, but … he’d take that chance. For Bryce, 

he’d risk it. 

They could, of course, say that they had been fighting Ophion, but there

was a chance that the Hind would decide this was the moment to reveal what

she knew. 

“Hold on to me,” Hunt warned, reaching for Bryce as something crept

out of the shadows behind Urd’s throne. 

A black dog. Massive, with fangs as long as Hunt’s hand. 

The  Helhound  motioned  to  the  throne  with  a  clawed  paw.  Then  he

vanished behind it. 

There was no time to think. Hunt scooped up Bryce and ran, ducking

low through the shadows between the altar and the dais, praying no one saw

them in the chaos and smoke—

He  whipped  behind  the  throne  to  find  the  space  empty.  No  sign  of

Baxian. 

A growl came behind him, and Hunt whirled to the back of the throne. 

It  wasn’t  solid  stone  at  all,  but  an  open  doorway,  leading  into  a  narrow

stairwell. 

Hunt  didn’t  question  their  luck  as  he  sprinted  through  the  stone

doorway. Baxian, now in angelic form, shoved it shut behind him. Sealing

them entirely in darkness. 

Baxian  lit  the  tight  steps  downward  with  his  phone.  Hunt  held  on  to

Bryce. From the way she clung to him, he wasn’t entirely certain she could

walk. 

“I  heard  Pollux  give  the  order  to  come  here  over  the  radio,”  Baxian

said, hurrying ahead, wings rustling. Hunt let the male lead, glancing behind

them to ensure the door didn’t open. But the seal was perfect. Not so much

as a crack of light shone. “Given how pissed Pippa was after Ydra, I figured

it  was  you  lot  involved.  I  researched  the  history  of  this  temple.  Found

rumors about the door hidden in the throne. It’s what took me some time—

finding  the  tunnel  entrance  in.  Some  priestess  must  have  used  it  recently, 

though. Her scent was all over the alley and fake wall that leads in here.” 

Hunt  and  Bryce  said  nothing.  That  was  twice  now  that  Baxian  had

interfered to save them from the Hind and Pollux. And now Pippa. 

“Is  Spetsos  dead?”  Baxian  asked,  as  they  reached  the  bottom  of  the

stairs and entered a long tunnel. 

“Don’t know,” Hunt grunted. “She probably escaped and left her people

to die.” 

“Lidia  will  be  pissed  she  didn’t  catch  her,  but  Pollux  seemed  to  be

enjoying himself,” Baxian said, shaking his head. They walked until they hit

a crossroads flanked by skulls and bones placed in tiny alcoves. Catacombs. 

“I don’t think they had any clue you were there,” Baxian went on, “though

how they got tipped off—” 

Bryce moved, so fast Hunt didn’t have time to stop her from dropping

out of his arms. 

To  stop  her  from  unslinging  her  rifle  and  pointing  it  at  Baxian.  “Stop

right there.” 

Bryce wiped the blood dripping from her nose on her shoulder as she aimed

the rifle at the Helhound, paused in the catacombs’ crossroads. 

Her  head  pounded  relentlessly,  her  mouth  felt  as  dry  as  the  Psamathe

Desert,  and  her  stomach  was  a  churning  eddy  of  bile.  She  was  never

teleporting again. Never, ever,  ever. 

“Why the fuck do you keep popping up?” Bryce seethed, not taking her

attention off the Helhound. Hunt didn’t so much as move at her side. “Hunt

says you’re not spying for the Hind or the Asteri, but I don’t fucking believe

it.  Not  for  one  second.”  She  clicked  off  the  safety.  “So  tell  me  the  gods-

damned truth before I put this bullet through your head.” 

Baxian walked to one of the curved walls full of skulls. Didn’t seem to

care  that  he  was  a  foot  away  from  the  barrel  of  her  gun.  He  ran  a  finger down  the  brown  skull  of  what  seemed  to  be  some  fanged  Vanir,  and  said, 

“Through love, all is possible.” 

The rifle nearly tumbled from her fingers. “What?” 

Baxian  peeled  back  the  collar  of  his  battle-suit,  revealing  brown, 

muscled  flesh.  And  a  tattoo  scrawled  over  the  angel’s  heart  in  familiar

handwriting. 

 Through love, all is possible. 

She knew that handwriting. “Why,” she asked carefully, voice shaking, 

“do you have Danika’s handwriting tattooed on you?” 

Baxian’s  dark  eyes  became  pained.  Empty.  “Because  Danika  was  my

mate.” 
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Bryce aimed the rifle at Baxian again. “You are a fucking  liar.” 

Baxian left his collar open, Danika’s handwriting inked there for all to

see. “I loved her. More than anything.” 

Hunt  said  harshly,  words  echoing  in  the  dry  catacombs  around  them, 

“This isn’t fucking funny, asshole.” 

Baxian turned pleading eyes to him. Bryce wanted to claw the male’s

face off. “She was my mate. Ask Sabine. Ask her why she ran the night she

burst into your apartment. She’s always hated and feared me—because I saw

how  she  treated  her  daughter  and  wouldn’t  put  up  with  it.  Because  I’ve

promised to turn her into carrion one day for what Danika endured. That’s

why Sabine left the party last night so fast. To avoid me.” 

Bryce didn’t lower the gun. “You’re full of shit.” 

Baxian  splayed  his  arms,  wings  rustling.  “Why  the  fuck  would  I  lie

about this?” 

“To win our trust,” Hunt said. 

Bryce  couldn’t  get  a  breath  down.  It  had  nothing  to  do  with  the

teleporting.  “I  would  have  known.  If  Danika  had  a  mate,  I  would  have

 known—” 

“Oh? You think she would have told you that her mate was someone in

Sandriel’s  triarii?  The  Helhound?  You  think  she’d  have  run  home  to  dish

about it?” 

“Fuck  you,”  Bryce  spat,  focusing  the  scope  right  between  his  eyes. 

“And fuck your lies.” 

Baxian walked up to the gun. To the barrel. Pushed it down and against

his heart, right up against the tattoo in Danika’s handwriting. “I met her two

years before she died,” he said quietly. 

“She and Thorne—” 

Baxian  let  out  a  laugh  so  bitter  it  cracked  her  soul.  “Thorne  was

delusional to think she’d ever be with him.” 

“She fucked around,” Bryce seethed. “You were no one to her.” 

“I had two years with her,” Baxian said. “She didn’t fuck anyone else

during that time.” 

Bryce stilled, doing the mental tally. Right before her death, hadn’t she

teased Danika about …

“Two years,” she whispered. “She hadn’t gone on a date in two years.” 

Hunt gaped at her now. “But she …” She racked her memory. Danika had

hooked up constantly throughout college, but a few months into their senior

year and the year after … She’d partied, but stopped the casual sex. Bryce

choked out, “It’s not possible.” 

Baxian’s  face  was  bleak,  even  in  the  dimness  of  the  catacombs. 

“Believe me, I didn’t want it, either. But we saw each other and knew.” 

Hunt murmured, “That’s why your behavior changed. You met Danika

right after I left.” 

“It changed  everything for me,” Baxian said. 

“How did you even meet each other?” Bryce demanded. 

“There was a gathering of wolves—Pangeran and Valbaran. The Prime

sent Danika as his emissary.” 

Bryce remembered that. How pissed Sabine had been that Danika had

been tapped to go, and not her. Two weeks later, Danika had come back, and

she’d seemed subdued for a few days. She’d said it was exhaustion but …

“You’re not a wolf. Why were you even there?” Danika couldn’t have

been  with  Baxian,  couldn’t  have  had  a   mate  and  not  told  her  about  it,  not smelled like it—

She  was  a  bloodhound.  With  that  preternatural  sense  of  smell,  she’d

know better than anyone how to hide a scent—how to detect if any trace of it

had remained on her. 

“I wasn’t at the gathering. She sought me out while she was there.” 

 “Why?” 

“Because she was researching shifter ancestry. Mine is … unique.” 

“You shift into a dog,” Bryce raged. “What’s unique about that?” Even

Hunt gave her a disapproving frown. She didn’t care. She was sick of these

surprises about Danika, about all the things she’d never known—

“She  wanted  to  know  about  my  shifter  ancestry.  Really  old  shifter ancestry  that  manifested  in  me  after  years  of  lying  dormant.  She  was

examining the most ancient bloodlines in our world and saw a name on an

early ancestor’s family tree that could be traced all the way to the last living

descendant: me.” 

“What  the  Hel  could  you  even  tell  her  if  it  was  that  ancient?”  Hunt

asked. 

“Ultimately,  nothing.  But  once  we  knew  we  were  mates,  once  we’d

sealed it … She started to open up about what she was looking into.” 

“Was it about the synth?” Bryce asked. 

“No.”  Baxian  clenched  his  jaw.  “I  think  the  synth  was  a  cover  for

something else. Her death was because of the research she was doing.” 

 Through love, all is possible. One last clue from Danika. To look where

she’d stamped the phrase—right on this male. 

So Bryce said, “Why did she care about any of this?” 

“She wanted to know where we came from. The shifters, the Fae. All of

us. She wanted to know what we’d once been. If it might inform our future.” 

Baxian’s throat worked. “She was also … She told me she wanted to find an

alternative to Sabine.” 

“She was the alternative to Sabine,” Bryce snapped. 

“She had a feeling she might not live long enough for that,” Baxian said

hoarsely. “Danika didn’t want to leave the wolves’ future in Sabine’s hands. 

She was seeking a way to protect them by uncovering a possible alternative

in the bloodline to challenge Sabine.” 

It was so … so  Danika. 

“But after we met,” Baxian went on, “she started hunting for a way into

a  world  where  we  could  be  together—since  there  was  no  way  Sabine  or

Sandriel, or even the Asteri, would have allowed it.” 

Bryce clicked the safety back on the gun and lowered it to the ground. 

Baxian said with quiet ferocity, “I was so fucking glad when you killed

Micah. I knew … I had this  feeling that prick was involved in her death.” 

 Glad  someone  finally  put  a  bullet  through  Micah’s  head,  Baxian  had

said when they’d first met. Bryce surveyed the male who’d loved her friend

—the male she’d never known about. “Why wouldn’t she have told me?” 

“She wanted to. We didn’t dare talk on the phone or write to each other. 

We had a standing agreement to meet at a hotel in Forvos—I could never get

away  from  Sandriel  for  long—on  a  given  day  every  two  months.  She

worried that the Asteri would use me against her to keep her in line, if they found out about us.” 

“Did she tell you she loved you?” Bryce pushed. 

“Yes,” Baxian replied without a moment of hesitation. 

Danika had once claimed she’d only said those words to Bryce. To  her, 

not to this … stranger. This male who’d freely and willingly served Sandriel. 

Hunt had been given no choice in that matter. “She didn’t care that you’re a

monster?” 

Baxian flinched. “After I met Danika, I tried my best to counteract all I

did for Sandriel, though sometimes all I could do was … lessen Sandriel’s

evil.”  Yet  his  eyes  softened.  “She  loved  you,  Bryce.  You  were  the  most

important person in the world to her. You were—” 

“Shut up. Just … shut the fuck up,” Bryce whispered. “I don’t want to

hear it.” 

“Don’t  you?”  he  challenged.  “Don’t  you  want  to  know  all  of  it?  Isn’t

that  why  you’ve  been  digging  around?  You  want  to  know— need  to  know

what Danika knew. What she was up to, what she kept secret.” 

Her face hardened into stone. She said flatly, “Fine. Let’s start with this

one, if you knew her so well. How did Danika meet Sofie Renast? You ever

hear that name in all your secret little conversations? What did Danika want

from her?” 

Baxian  bristled.  “Danika  learned  about  Sofie’s  existence  while

investigating thunderbird lineage as part of her research into shifters and our

origins.  She  traced  the  bloodlines—and  then  confirmed  it  by  tracking  her

down  and  scenting  her.  Being  Danika,  she  didn’t  let  Sofie  walk  away

without answering some questions.” 

Bryce  stilled.  “What  kind  of  questions?”  Hunt  put  a  hand  on  her

shoulder. 

Baxian  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  know.  And  I  don’t  know  how  they

pivoted  to  working  together  on  the  Ophion  stuff.  But  I  think  Danika  had

some  theories  about  thunderbirds  beyond  the  lineage  thing.  About  their

power in particular.” 

Bryce  frowned.  “Do  you  know  why  Sofie  Renast  might  have  felt  the

need to carve a series of numbers and letters on herself while she drowned a

few weeks ago?” 

“Solas,”  Baxian  murmured.  And  then  he  recited  the  sequence  from

Sofie’s body, down to the last numeral. “Was that it?” 

“What the fuck are you playing at, Baxian?” Hunt growled, but Bryce

snapped at the same time, “What  is it?” 

Baxian’s eyes flashed. “It’s a system of numbering rooms used in only

one place on Midgard. The Asteri Archives.” 

Hunt swore. “And how in Urd’s name do you know that?” 

“Because I gave it to Danika.” 

Bryce was surprised enough that words failed her. 

“Sandriel was the Asteri’s pet.” Baxian turned to Hunt. “You know that, 

Athalar.  She  made  me  serve  as  escort  on  one  of  her  visits  to  their  palace. 

When they brought her down to the archives for a meeting, I saw them go

through that door. When Sandriel emerged, she was pale. It was odd enough

that I memorized the series of numbers and letters and passed it to Danika

later  as  something  to  look  into.  Danika  became  …  obsessed  with  it.  She

wouldn’t  tell  me  why,  or  what  she  thought  might  be  in  there,  but  she  had

theories. Ones that she said would alter this very world. But she couldn’t go

in  herself.  She  was  too  recognizable.  She  knew  the  Asteri  were  already

watching her.” 

“So after she met Sofie, Danika gave her the information, and had Sofie

sneak  in  to  investigate,”  Bryce  murmured.  “Since  Sofie’s  record  wouldn’t

have shown anything suspicious about her.” 

Baxian nodded. “From what I gleaned from the Hind’s reports, it took

Sofie  three  years  of  work  to  get  in.  Three  years  of  spying  and  going

undercover as one of the archivists. I’m assuming she finally found a way to

sneak into that room—and ran to Kavalla soon after. By that time, Danika

was … gone. She died without ever learning what was in the room.” 

“But Sofie did,” Bryce said quietly. 

“Whatever  she  learned  was  in  that  room,”  Hunt  agreed.  “That  must

have  been  the  intel  Sofie  planned  to  use  as  leverage  against  Ophion—and

against the Asteri.” 

“Something war-changing,” Bryce said. “Something big.” 

“Why wouldn’t this room identifier come up on search engines?” Hunt

asked Baxian. 

The Helhound tucked in his wings. “The Asteri don’t have any of their

palace  blueprints  on  the  interweb.  Even  their  library  cataloging  system  is

secret. Anything digitized is highly encrypted.” 

“And if we had someone who could hack into anything?” Bryce asked. 

Baxian  again  smiled  bitterly.  “Then  I  guess  you’d  have  a  chance  at finding out what was in that room.” 

“This  is  a  totally  nonsensical  way  of  numbering  rooms,”  Declan  muttered, 

typing  away  on  the  sectional  couch  in  Ruhn’s  house.  Bryce  had  run  there

with  Hunt  after  leaving  Baxian  in  the  alley  the  tunnel  had  led  to,  a  few

blocks from Urd’s Temple. She was still reeling. 

She’d  turned  on  her  phone  to  find  several  missed  calls  from  Tharion. 

The  Viper  Queen  had  given  him  a  heads-up  about  Ophion—only  a  few

minutes  too  late.  Flynn  had  nearly  thrown  a  fit  when  Ruhn  had  explained

what had happened. 

At least no word had emerged about their connection to the rebel attack

on Urd’s Temple, as the news was calling it. Pollux, Mordoc, and the Hind

were hailed as heroes for stopping Pippa’s forces from desecrating the sacred

space. The only failure: Pippa had escaped. 

Bryce  would  deal  with  that  later.  Would  deal  with  a  lot  of  other  shit

later. 

Declan  scratched  his  head.  “You  realize  that  what  we’re  doing  right

now amounts to treason.” 

“We owe you big-time,” Hunt said, sitting on the arm of the sofa. 

“Pay me in booze,” Declan said. “It’ll be a comfort while I worry about

when the dreadwolves will show up at my door.” 

“Here,” Ruhn said, handing the male a glass of whiskey. “This’ll start

you  off.”  Her  brother  dropped  onto  the  cushions  beside  her.  Across  the

couch, Hypaxia sat next to Ithan, quiet and watchful. 

Bryce had let Hunt explain what they’d learned from Baxian. And let

Ruhn  explain  the  whole  truth  to  the  witch-queen  and  the  sprites,  who  had

draped themselves around Flynn’s shoulders where he sat on Declan’s other

side. 

But it was to Ithan that Bryce’s attention kept returning. And as Declan

focused,  Bryce  said  quietly  to  the  wolf,  “Did  you  know  about  Danika  and

Baxian?” His face had revealed nothing. 

“Of  course  not,”  Ithan  said.  “I  thought  she  and  Thorne  …”  He  shook

his head. “I have no idea what to make of it. I never once scented anything

on her.” 

“Me  neither.  Maybe  she  was  able  to  hide  it  with  her  bloodhound  gift

somehow.” She cleared her throat. “It wouldn’t have mattered to me.” 

“Really? It would have mattered to me,” Ithan countered. “To everyone. 

Not only is Baxian not a wolf, he’s …” 

“An asshole,” Hunt supplied without looking up from his phone. 

“Yeah,” Ithan said. “I mean, I get that he just saved your hides, but …

still.” 

“Does it matter now?” Flynn asked. “I mean, no offense, but Danika’s

gone.” 

Bryce gave him a flat look. “Really? I had no idea.” 

Flynn flipped her off, and the sprites  oooh ed at his shoulder. 

Bryce  rolled  her  eyes.  Exactly  what  Flynn  needed:  his  own  flock  of

cheerleaders  trailing  him  at  all  hours.  She  said  to  Flynn,  “Hey,  remember

that time you set a dragon free and were dumb enough to think she’d follow

your orders?” 

“Hey,  remember  that  time  you  wanted  to  marry  me  and  wrote   Lady

 Bryce Flynn in all your notebooks?” 

Hunt choked. 

Bryce countered with, “Hey, remember when you pestered me for years

to hook up with you, but I have something called standards—” 

“This is highly unusual behavior for royals,” Hypaxia observed. 

“You have no idea,” Ruhn muttered, earning a smile from the queen. 

Noting the way her brother’s face lit up, then dimmed … Did he know? 

About Hypaxia and Celestina? She had no idea what else might dampen his

expression. 

“Where’s Tharion?” Hunt asked, surveying the house. “Shouldn’t he be

here?” 

“He’s  upstairs,”  Ruhn  said.  They  could  fill  Tharion  in  later,  she

supposed. And Cormac, once he’d finished with whatever his father wanted. 

Declan  suddenly  cursed,  frowning.  Then  he  said,  “There’s  good  news

and bad news.” 

“Bad news first,” Bryce said. 

“There’s no way in Hel I can ever hack into this archival system. It’s

ironclad. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s gorgeous, actually.” 

“All  right,  tone  down  the  fanboying,”  Ruhn  grumbled.  “What’s  the

good news?” 

“Their camera system in the Eternal Palace is  not ironclad.” 

“So what the fuck does that get us?” Hunt asked. 

“At  the  very  least,  I  can  confirm  whether  Sofie  Renast  ever  gained access to that room.” 

“And where that room might be,” Bryce murmured. Ithan and Hypaxia

both nodded. “All right. Do it.” 

“Settle in,” Declan warned. “We’re in for a long night.” 

Ithan was dispatched to get Tharion after an hour, and Bryce was rewarded

with  the  sight  of  a  sleep-tousled  mer  entering  the  living  room  wearing

nothing but his jeans. 

Tharion  plopped  onto  the  couch  beside  Hypaxia,  slinging  his  arm

around the queen’s shoulders and saying, “Hi, Pax.” 

Hypaxia waved off the mer. “Sleeping all afternoon?” 

“Life  of  a  playboy,”  Tharion  said.  Apparently,  they’d  become  fast

friends  during  the  Summit.  Bryce  might  have  wondered  if  there  was  more

between  them,  had  she  not  found  the  witch  with  the  Archangel  the  night

before. She wondered if Tharion knew. 

Wondered if it rankled her brother that the witch and the mer had stayed

in touch since the Summit, and he’d had only silence from her. Ruhn didn’t

so much as frown. 

Around midnight, Declan said, “Well, holy shit. There she is.” 

Hunt nearly trampled Ruhn as they hurried over. Bryce, of course, made

it to Declan’s side first, and swore. Hunt shoved Ruhn out of the way with an

elbow  and  claimed  the  seat  next  to  his  mate.  Ithan,  Tharion,  Hypaxia,  and

Flynn—sprites in tow—pressed in around them. 

“She looks so young,” Hunt murmured. 

“She  was,”  Ruhn  said.  Dec  had  pulled  up  the  photo  from  Sofie’s  old

university ID and had the program search for any faces that resembled hers

in the footage. 

Bryce  had  tried  to  call  Cormac,  but  the  prince  hadn’t  answered  his

phone. 

So  they  kept  silent  as  Declan  played  the  footage  of  the  wood-and-

marble subterranean library. From the camera mounted on the ceiling, they

could see Sofie Renast, clad in some sort of white uniform that could only

belong to one of the archivists, stalk by the ancient shelves. 

“Door Seven-Eta-Dot-Three-Alpha-Omega,” Declan said, pointing to a

wooden door beyond the shelf. “You can make out the writing faintly beside

it.” 

They could. Sofie slipped inside the room, using some sort of ID card

to bypass the modern lock, then shut the carved door behind her. 

“Fifteen  minutes  pass,”  Declan  said,  zooming  ahead.  “And  then  she’s

out  again.”  Sofie  walked  from  the  room  the  same  way  she  had  entered  it:

calmly. 

“She doesn’t have anything on her,” Hunt observed. 

“I can’t make out anything under her clothes, either,” Ruhn agreed. 

“Neither  did  the  computer,”  Declan  said.  “She  carried  nothing  in, 

nothing  out.  But  her  face  is  white  as  death.”  Just  as  Baxian  claimed

Sandriel’s had been. 

“When  is  this  dated?”  Bryce  asked.  Hunt  squeezed  her  knee,  like  he

needed to touch her, remind himself she was here and safe with him. 

“Two months ago,” Declan said. “Right before she went into Kavalla.” 

“It took  three years of working undercover to get access to this room?” 

Ruhn said. 

“Do  you  know  how  intense  the  security  is?”  Hunt  asked.  “I  can’t

believe she made it in at all.” 

“I know it’s fucking intense, Athalar,” Ruhn said tightly. 

Bryce said, “Well, we’re going to have to beat her time.” 

They  all  faced  her.  Bryce’s  attention  remained  fixed  on  the  screen, 

though. On the young woman walking out of the ancient library. 

Hunt’s stomach twisted. He had a feeling he knew what she was going

to say even before Bryce declared, “We need to get to the Eternal City—and

into those archives.” 

“Bryce,” Hunt started, dread rushing through him. He might have made

peace with their involvement with Cormac and Ophion, but this … this was

on a whole new level. Perilously close to what he’d done leading the Fallen. 

“I want to know what Sofie knew,” Bryce said through her teeth. “What

Danika was willing to risk so much to discover.” 

After the truth Baxian had dropped, she needed the full story more than

ever.  It  didn’t  only  have  to  do  with  wanting  to  use  the  intel  as  leverage

against  the  Asteri.  Danika  had  thought  this  information  could  change  the

world. Save it, somehow. How could she walk away from it now? 

“You’re talking about breaking into the most secure place on Midgard,” 

Tharion interjected carefully. “Breaking into an enemy’s stronghold.” 

“If Sofie Renast did it, I can, too.” 

Ruhn  coughed.  “You  realize  none  of  us  know  our  way  around  the palace, Bryce. We’ll be operating blind.” 

Hunt tensed beside her, and Bryce knew that particular sort of tautness

on  his  face.  Knew  he  was  shutting  out  his  vivid  memories  of  the  throne

room, the dungeons. Blood and screaming and pain—that’s all he recalled, 

he’d told her. 

She leaned into his side. Offered what love she could through the touch. 

“We won’t be operating blind,” Bryce said to Ruhn, lifting her chin. “I

know someone who’s intimately familiar with its layout.” 

Ithan  sat  on  the  couch  long  after  Bryce  and  Athalar  had  gone  home,  and

Ruhn, Dec, and Flynn had left for their Aux duties. The sprites had opted to

follow Flynn, leaving Ithan and Tharion alone in the house. 

“You ready for the shitshow we’re about to enter?” the mer asked him, 

forearms on his knees as he leaned forward to play the video game on the

big screen. 

“I don’t really have a choice but to be ready, right?” Ithan, playing on

the split screen beside him, jammed his thumbs onto the controller buttons. 

“You’re  probably  used  to  high-stakes  situations.  You  went  to  finals  a

couple times.” 

“Twice. And three times in high school.” 

“Yeah, I know. I mean, I watched you.” Tharion flicked the switch on

the  controller,  seemingly  content  to  focus  on  the  game.  Like  he  wasn’t  a

male who’d walked in and out of the Viper Queen’s lair today. “You seem

remarkably calm about everything that’s been going down.” 

“Flynn said it doesn’t make a difference if Danika was Baxian’s mate, 

since she’s, you know, dead.” His chest ached. “I guess he’s right.” 

“I meant about the rebels and the Under-King, but that’s good to know.” 

Ithan shrugged. “After this spring, what the fuck is normal anyway?” 

“True.” They played for a few more minutes. 

“What’s  the  deal  with  you  and  the  River  Queen’s  daughter?”  Ithan

asked finally. 

Tharion didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “I’ve been betrothed to her

for years. End of story.” 

“You love her?” 

“Nope.” 

“Why get engaged to her, then?” 

“Because I was horny and stupid and wanted to fuck her so badly that I swore  myself  to  her,  thinking  I  could  undo  it  in  the  morning.  Turns  out,  I couldn’t.” 

“Rough, dude.” 

“Yep.” Tharion paused the game. “You seeing anyone?” 

Ithan had no idea why, but the wolf in the Astronomer’s tank emerged

before him. But he said carefully, “Ruhn didn’t tell you about, uh, my past?” 

“You mean about you having a thing for Bryce? No.” 

“Then how the fuck do you know?” 

“She’s Bryce.  Everyone has got a thing for her.” 

“I used to like her.” 

“Uh-huh.” 

Ithan exposed his teeth. “I don’t feel that way about her anymore.” 

“Good,  because  Athalar  would  probably  kill  you,  then  barbecue  your

corpse.” 

“He could try.” 

“He’d try, and he’d win, and I doubt slow-roasted wolf would taste that

good, even doused in sauce.” 

“Whatever.” 

Tharion  chuckled.  “Don’t  do  anything  tragically  romantic  to  prove

yourself to her, okay? I’ve seen that shit go down before and it never works. 

Definitely not if you’re dead.” 

“Not on my agenda, but thanks.” 

Tharion’s  expression  turned  serious.  “I  mean  it.  And  …  look,  I  bet

Bryce  will  kick  my  balls  into  my  throat  for  this,  but  if  you  have  any

unresolved business with anyone, I’d get it done before we go to the Eternal

City. Just in case.” 

In case they didn’t come back. Which seemed likely. 

Ithan sighed. Set down his controller. Got up from the couch. Tharion

arched a brow. 

Ithan said, “There’s something I have to do.” 
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“You have to be ten kinds of stupid,” Fury hissed at Bryce from where they

sat at the dive bar’s counter, nursing their drinks. Fury had initially refused

to meet up when Bryce had called her last night, but Bryce had pestered her

enough throughout the following morning that she’d agreed to meet here. 

Bryce had barely been able to sleep, though Hunt had done a good job

exhausting her. Her mind couldn’t stop turning over the things she’d learned. 

Danika had a  mate. Sabine had known about it. Danika’s mate still loved her. 

And Danika had never told Bryce about any of it. 

“I know it’s insane,” Bryce murmured, swirling her whiskey and ginger

beer. “But any help you can give me …” 

“You  need  a   shit-ton  of  help,  but  not  with  this.  You’re  out  of  your mind.”  Fury  leaned  closer,  getting  in  Bryce’s  face.  “Do  you  know  what

they’ll  do  to  you  if  you’re  caught?  What  they  might  do  to  your  family,  to

Juniper, to punish you? Did you see what the Harpy did to those rebels? Do

you know what Mordoc likes to do to  his victims? I make sure to stay well

out of his path. These people are soulless. The Asteri will gladly let them go

to work on you and everyone you love.” 

“I  know,”  Bryce  said  carefully.  “So  help  me  make  sure  I  don’t  get

caught.” 

“You’re  assuming  I  just  have  blueprints  of  the  crystal  palace  lying

around.” 

“I  know  you’ve  been  there.  You  have  a  better  memory  than  anyone  I

know.  You  mean  to  tell  me  you  didn’t  take  mental  notes  while  you  were

there? That you didn’t notice the exits, the guards, the security systems?” 

“Yeah,  but  you’re  talking  about  the  archives.  I  can  only  give  you  a vague layout. I’ve only ever walked the halls—never gone into the rooms.” 

“So  don’t  you  want  to  know  what’s   in  those  rooms?  What  Danika

suspected might be inside that one room in particular?” 

Fury swigged from her vodka on the rocks. “Don’t try to convert me to

your bullshit cause. I’ve done work for both sides and neither is worth the

time of day. They’re certainly not worth your life.” 

“We’re not working for either side.” 

“Then what side are you working for?” 

“Truth,” Bryce said simply. “We want the truth.” 

Fury studied her, and Bryce withstood the searing assessment. “You’ve

definitely lost your mind, then. I’m going to take June out of this city for a

while. Lie low.” 

“Good.”  Bryce  wished  she  could  warn  her  parents  without  raising

suspicions. She tapped her foot on the bronze footrest beneath the bar. 

“Can you take Syrinx with you?” She wouldn’t leave without knowing

he’d be cared for. 

“Yeah.” Fury sighed and signaled the bartender for another vodka. “I’ll

get you what intel I can.” 

Tharion  found  his  fiancée  sitting  on  the  edge  of  the  quay  off  the  Bone

Quarter,  her  delicate  feet  dipping  into  the  turquoise  water,  sending  waves

splashing in the sunlight. Her black hair was unbound, cascading down her

slim back in a luxurious fall. 

Once, that beauty had staggered him, snagged him. Now it merely …

weighed. 

“Thank  you  for  meeting  me.”  He’d  sent  the  otter  an  hour  ago.  She

twisted, looking back at him, a pretty smile lighting her face. 

Tharion swallowed hard. She’d been so … starry-eyed at the party the

other night. So elated to be there, dancing and laughing. 

A decade. A decade wasted for him—and for her. 

He’d advised Holstrom to settle any unfinished business. He needed to

do the same. 

“I, ah …” Tharion paced a step, keenly aware of the sobeks lurking in

the river, appraising them with slitted eyes. The mer guards positioned near

the  dock,  spears  within  throwing  range,  ready  to  impale  him.  “I  wanted  to

talk to you.” 

Her look turned wary. He could have sworn the sobeks drifted closer. 

Tourists  spotted  them  and  began  snapping  photos  along  the  quay.  Saw  the

River Queen’s daughter and began snapping photos of the beauty, too. 

This was an awfully public place for this kind of meeting, but he knew

if he did this at the Blue Court, if her mother got word of it before he could

leave, she’d keep him Beneath, as trapped as any of the mortals who’d once

been dragged below by the mer. 


“You wish to call off our betrothal,” she said. Thunderclouds threatened

in her eyes. 

Instinct had him fumbling for soothing lies to comfort her. But … if he

was going to die, either at the Asteri’s or her mother’s hand, he wanted to do

it knowing he’d been honest. “Yes.” 

“You think I did not know? All this time? A male who wanted to marry

me would have acted by now.” Her nose crinkled in anger. “How many years

did  I  spend  trying  to  coax  some  affection,  some  intimacy  from  you? 

Something to heal this?” 

He  refrained  from  saying  that  she’d  also  been  vindictive  and  childish

and sullen. 

The water at her feet thrashed. “Yet it was always  I’m busy working on

 a case.   Then  it  was  the  next  case,  and  the  next.  Then  your  wave  skimmer would  break,  then  your  mother  would  need  you,  then  your  friends  would

require you.” Power stirred around her. “You believe it is not obvious to all

of the Blue Court that you don’t  want to come back home?” 

His  breathing  stalled.  He’d  vastly  underestimated  her.  He  dared  ask, 

“Why didn’t you call it off, if you knew all that, then?” 

“Because I harbored a shred of hope you might change. Like a fool, I

prayed  to  Ogenas  every  day  that  you  might  come  to  me  of  your  own  free

will. But that hope has withered now.” She stood, somehow towering over

him even though she was more than a foot shorter. Her words were a chill

wind  skittering  over  the  water.  “You  want  to  stay  here,  amid  this  filth  and noise?” 

“I …” He scrambled for the words. “I do.” 

But she slowly shook her head. “My mother warned me of this. Of you. 

You do not have a true heart. You never did.” 

Good. At least she finally knew the truth. But he said as gently as he

could,  “I  have  to  leave  the  city  for  a  while,  but  let’s  talk  about  this  more when I’m back. I feel like there’s a lot of air to clear here.” 

“No  more  talking.”  She  retreated  a  step  to  the  edge  of  the  quay, bristling  with  power.  Waves  crashed  against  the  stones,  spraying  her  feet. 

“Come Beneath with me.” 

“I can’t.” He wouldn’t. 

Her teeth flashed, more shark than humanoid. “Then we’ll see what my

mother has to say about this,” she hissed, and leapt into the river. 

Tharion debated jumping in after her, but—why? His palms slickened

with sweat. He had thirty minutes, he supposed. Thirty minutes until he was

hauled Beneath by his fin, and he’d never, ever leave again. 

Tharion  dragged  his  hands  through  his  hair,  panting.  He  peered

westward toward the low-lying buildings beyond the CBD. Celestina would

never interfere, and Bryce and Ruhn didn’t have the authority. And there was

no chance in Hel that Commander Sendes and the  Depth Charger would get

here in thirty minutes. 

Only  one  person  in  Crescent  City  might  stand  up  to  the  River  Queen

and survive. One person even the River Queen might balk at crossing. One

person  who  valued  powerful  fighters  and  would  hide  them  from  their

enemies. And one person he could reach in thirty minutes. 

Tharion didn’t think twice before he began running. 

“Thanks again for getting me in here,” Ithan said to Hypaxia, who sat in the

waiting room of the Prime’s study at the Den. It was weird to have needed to

ask a veritable stranger to get him safely into his own home, but … this was

the only way. 

The  witch-queen  offered  him  a  soft  smile.  “It’s  what  friends  do,  isn’t

it?” 

He bowed his head. “I’m honored to be called your friend.” He’d been

proud to walk through the gates moments before at the side of this strong, 

kind female. No matter that the wolves on duty had sneered as he’d passed. 

A reedy voice grunted his name, and Ithan rose from the leather chair, 

offering Hypaxia a smile. “I’ll be quick.” 

She  waved  him  off,  and  Ithan  braced  himself  as  he  entered  the  old

wolf’s  formal  study.  Wood-paneled  walls  crammed  with  bookshelves

gleamed in the midday light. The Prime sat at his desk, hunched over what

seemed  to  be  a  stack  of  paperwork.  Sabine  stood  above  him.  Monitoring

every shaking stroke of his hand. 

Ithan stiffened. Sabine’s teeth gleamed. 

Yet the old wolf lifted his head. “It is good to see you, boy.” 

“Thank you for meeting with me.” Sabine knew that Danika had been

sworn  to  a  mate.  That  Baxian  was  in  this  city.  Ithan  shoved  the  thought

away. “I know you’re busy, so—” 

“Out with it,” Sabine snarled. 

Ithan let her see the wolf in him, the dominance he didn’t shove down

like he always had. But the Prime said, “Go ahead, Ithan.” 

Ithan  squared  his  shoulders,  tucking  his  hands  behind  his  back.  The

same pose he’d taken when getting instructions from Coach. To Hel with it, 

then. 

“One  of  the  Astronomer’s  mystics  is  a  wolf.  An   Alpha  wolf.”  The

words were met with silence, but Sabine’s eyes narrowed. “She’s from Nena

—sold so young she doesn’t know her name, or her age. I’m not even sure if

she knows she’s an Alpha. But she’s a wolf, and she’s no better than a slave

in that tank. I … We can’t leave her there.” 

“What business is it of ours?” Sabine demanded. 

“She’s a wolf,” Ithan repeated. “That should be all we need to help her.” 

“There are plenty of wolves. And plenty of Alphas. They are not all our

responsibility.” Sabine exposed her teeth again. “Is this part of some scheme

you and that half-breed whore are concocting?” 

She sneered as she said it, but … Sabine had come to Bryce’s apartment

that  night  to  warn  her  to  stay  out  of  wolf  business.  Out  of  some  fear, 

however  unfounded,  that  Bryce  would  somehow  back  Ithan—as  if  Sabine

herself could be at risk of being overthrown. 

Ithan tucked that aside. Tossing out wild accusations wouldn’t help his

cause right now. So he said carefully, “I just want to help the mystic.” 

“Is  this  what  you’ve  dedicated  your  time  to  now,  Holstrom?  Charity

cases?” 

Ithan swallowed his retort. “Danika would have done something.” 

“Danika  was  an  idealistic  fool,”  Sabine  spat.  “Don’t  waste  our  time

with this.” 

Ithan looked to the Prime, but the old wolf said nothing. Did nothing. 

Ithan turned to the door again and strode out. 

Hypaxia rose to her feet as he appeared. “Done so soon?” 

“Yeah, I guess.” He’d told someone about the mystic. He supposed …

Well, now he supposed he could go to Pangera with few regrets. 

Sabine strutted out of the study. She growled low in her throat at Ithan, but faltered upon seeing Hypaxia. Hypaxia held the wolf’s stare with steely

calm. Sabine only snorted and stalked away, slamming the hall door behind

her. 

“Let’s go,” Ithan said to Hypaxia. 

But  the  door  to  the  study  opened  again,  and  the  Prime  stood  there,  a

hand on the jamb to support himself. “The mystic,” the Prime said, panting

slightly, as if the walk from his desk to the door had winded him. “What did

she look like?” 

“Brown  hair.  Medium  brown,  I  think.  Pale  skin.”  A  common  enough

description. 

“And her scent? Was it like snow and embers?” 

Ithan stilled. The ground seemed to sway. “How do you know that?” 

The old wolf bowed his silvery head. “Because Sabine is not the only

Fendyr heir.” 

Ithan rocked back on his heels at that. Was that why Sabine had come to

the  apartment  that  night  to  warn  off  Bryce?  Not  to  keep  Ithan  from

becoming  the  Prime  Apparent,  but  to  scare  Bryce  away  before  she  could

discover there was a true alternative to Sabine. A legitimate one. 

Because Bryce would stop at nothing to find that other heir. 

And Sabine would kill them to prevent it. 
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Tharion burst into the Viper Queen’s nest. He had only minutes until all Hel

broke loose. 

Ariadne was sprawled on her belly on the carpet, a book splayed open

before her, bare feet bobbing above her ample backside. The sort of ample

backside  that  on  any  other  day,  he’d  truly  appreciate.  The  dragon  didn’t

remove her focus from her book as she said, “She’s in the back.” 

Tharion  ran  for  the  rear  room.  The  Viper  Queen  lounged  on  a  couch

before the window overlooking the fighting pit where the current match was

unfolding,  reading  something  on  her  electronic  tablet.  “Mer,”  she  said  by

way of greeting. 

“I want to be one of your prize fighters.” 

She slowly turned her head toward him. “I don’t take freelancers.” 

“Then buy me.” 

“You’re not a slave, mer.” 

“I’ll sell myself to you.” 

The words sounded as insane as they felt. But he had no other options. 

His alternative was another form of slavery. At least here, he’d be away from

that stifling court. 

The  Viper  Queen  set  down  her  tablet.  “A  civitas  selling  himself  into

slavery. Such a thing is not done.” 

“You’re law unto yourself. You can do it.” 

“Your queen will flood my district for spite.” 

“She isn’t dumb enough to fuck with you.” 

“I take it that’s why you’re rushing into my care.” 

Tharion  checked  his  phone.  Ten  minutes  left  at  most.  “It’s  either  be trapped  in  a  palace  down  there  or  trapped  up  here.  I  choose  here,  where  I

won’t be required to breed some royal offspring.” 

“You are becoming a  slave. To be free of the River Queen.” Even the

Vipe looked like she was wondering if he’d gone mad. 

“Is there another way? Because I’m out of ideas.” 

The Viper Queen angled her head, bob shifting with the movement. “A

good  businessperson  would  tell  you  no,  and  accept  this  absurd  offer.”  Her

purple lips parted in a smile. “But …” Her gaze swept across the room, to

the Fae males standing guard by an unmarked door. He had no idea what lay

beyond.  Possibly  her  bedchamber.  Why  it  needed  to  be  guarded  when  she

wasn’t  inside  was  beyond  him.  “They  defected  from  the  Autumn  King. 

Swore allegiance to me. They’ve proved loyal.” 

“So I’ll do it. I hereby defect. Give me some way to immerse myself in

water once a day and I’m set.” 

She chuckled. “You think you’re the first mer fighter I’ve had? There is

a tub a few levels down, with water piped in right from the Istros. It’s yours. 

But defecting … That is not as easy as simply saying the words.” She stood, 

rolling back the sleeve of her black jumpsuit to expose her wrist. A tattoo of

a snake twining around a crescent moon lay there. She lifted her wrist to her

mouth  and  bit,  and  blood—darker  than  usual—welled  where  her  teeth  had

been. “Drink.” 

The floor began rumbling, and Tharion knew it wasn’t from the fight. 

Knew  something  ancient  and  primordial  was  coming  for  him,  to  drag  him

back to the watery depths. 

He grabbed her wrist and brought it to his mouth. 

If  he  defected  from  the  River  Queen,  then  he  could  defect  from  the

Viper Queen one day, couldn’t he? 

He didn’t ask. Didn’t doubt it as he laid his lips on her wrist, and her

blood filled his mouth. 

 Burned his mouth. His throat. 

Tharion staggered back, choking, grabbing at his neck. Her blood, her

venom dissolved his throat, his chest, his heart—

Cold, piercing and eternal, erupted through him. Tharion crashed to his

knees. 

The rumbling halted. Then retreated. Like whatever it had been hunting

for had vanished. 

Tharion panted, bracing for the icy death that awaited him. 

But nothing happened. Only that vague sense of cold. Of … calm. He

slowly lifted his eyes to the Viper Queen. 

She smiled down at him. “Seems like that did the trick.” He struggled

to  his  feet,  swaying.  He  rubbed  at  the  hollow,  strange  place  in  his  chest. 

“Your first fight is tonight,” she said, still smiling. “I suggest you rest.” 

“I need to help my friends finish something first.” 

Her brows rose. “Ah. This business with Ophion.” 

“Of a sort. I need to be able to help them.” 

“You should have bargained for that freedom before swearing yourself

to me.” 

“Allow me this and I’ll come back and fight for you until I’m chum.” 

She laughed softly. “Fine, Tharion Ketos. Help your friends. But when

you are done …” Her eyes glowed green, and his body turned distant. Her

will  was  his,  her  desires  his  own.  He’d  crawl  through  coals  to  fulfill  her

orders. “You return to me.” 

“I  return  to  you.”  He  spoke  in  a  voice  that  was  and  wasn’t  his  own. 

Some small part of him screamed. 

The Viper Queen flicked a hand toward the archway. “Go.” 

Not  entirely  of  his  own  volition,  he  stalked  back  down  the  hallway. 

Each  step  away  from  her  had  that  distance  lessening,  his  thoughts  again

becoming his own, even as …

Ariadne peered up from her book as he stalked past. “Are you mad?” 

Tharion retorted, “I could ask the same of you.” Her face tightened, but

she returned to her book. 

With each step toward his friends, he could have sworn a long, invisible

chain  stretched.  Like  an  endless  leash,  tethering  him—no  matter  where  he

went, no matter how far—back to this place. 

Never to return to the life he’d traded away. 

Ithan  sat  on  a  park  bench  in  Moonwood,  a  few  blocks  from  the  Den,  still

reeling from the world-shattering revelation the Prime had dropped on him. 

The wolf mystic was a Fendyr. An  Alpha Fendyr. 

Ithan hadn’t been able to get any more than that out of the Prime before

the  male’s  gaze  had  gone  murky,  and  he’d  needed  to  sit  down  again. 

Hypaxia had worked some healing magic to ease whatever pains ailed him, 

and he’d been asleep at his desk a moment later. 

Ithan breathed in the fall day. “I think I’ve put her in grave danger.” 

Hypaxia straightened. “In what way?” 

“I think Sabine knows. Or has already guessed.” Another Alpha in the

heritage  bloodline  could  destroy  the  wolves.  But  how  the  fuck  had  she

wound up in that tank? And in Nena? “Sabine will kill her. Even if Sabine

thinks  she   might  be  a  Fendyr  Alpha,  if  there  have  been  rumors  about  it before now … Sabine will destroy any threat to her power.” 

“So the mystic isn’t some sister or long-lost daughter?” 

“I don’t think so. Sabine had an elder brother, but she defeated him in

open  combat  decades  before  I  was  born.  Took  his  title  as  Prime  Apparent

and became Alpha. I thought he died, but … maybe he was exiled. I have no

idea.” 

Hypaxia’s face turned grave. “So what can be done?” 

He swallowed. “I don’t like going back on my promises.” 

“But you wish to leave my side to look into this.” 

“Yes.  And”—he  shook  his  head—“I  can’t  go  to  Pangera  with  the

others. If there’s a Fendyr heir who isn’t Sabine …” It might mean that the

future Danika had hoped for could come to pass. If he could find some way

to keep the mystic alive. And get her free of the Astronomer’s tank. 

“I need to stay here,” he said finally. “To guard her.” He didn’t care if

he  had  to  camp  on  the  street  outside  of  the  Astronomer’s  place.  Wolves

didn’t  abandon  each  other.  Granted,  friends  didn’t  abandon  each  other, 

either, but he knew Bryce and the others would get it. 

“I need to find the truth,” Ithan said. Not just for his people. But for his

own future. 

“I’ll  tell  the  others,”  Hypaxia  offered.  “Though  I’ll  miss  you  as  my

guard.” 

“I’m sure Flynn and his backup singers will be happy to protect you.” 

Hypaxia laughed softly. But Ithan said, “Don’t tell them—don’t tell Bryce, I

mean. About the other Fendyr heir. She’d be distracted by it, at a time when

she needs to focus elsewhere.” 

And this task … this task was  his. 

He hadn’t been there to help Danika that night she’d died. But he was

here now. Urd had left him alive—perhaps for this. He’d fulfill what Danika

had left unfinished. He’d protect this Fendyr heir—no matter what. 

“Just tell the others that I need to stay here for wolf stuff.” 

“Why not tell them yourself?” 

He  got  to  his  feet.  He  might  already  be  too  late.  “There’s  no  time  to waste,” he said to the queen, and bowed to her. “Thanks for everything.” 

Hypaxia’s mouth curled upward in a sad smile. “Be careful, Ithan.” 

“You too.” 

He  broke  into  a  jog,  pulling  out  his  phone  as  he  did.  He  sent  the

message  to  Bryce  before  he  could  second-guess  it.  I’ve  got  something

 important to do. Hypaxia will fill you in. But I wanted to say thanks. For not

 hating my guts. And having my back. You always had my back. 

She replied immediately.  Always will.  She added a few hearts that had

his own cracking. 

Pocketing his phone, breathing in that old ache, Ithan shifted. 

For the first time in weeks, he shifted, and it didn’t hurt one bit. Didn’t

leave him feeling the ache of exile, of being packless. No, his wolf form …

it had focus. A purpose. 

Ithan darted through the streets, running as fast as he could toward the

Astronomer’s place to begin his long watch. 

Ruhn  hadn’t  seen  Day  since  the  night  of  the  ball.  Since  he’d  kissed  her. 

Since that other male had dragged her away, and pain had filled her voice. 

But now she sat on the couch before him. Quiet and wary. 

“Hey,” Ruhn said. 

“I can’t see you anymore,” she said in answer. 

Ruhn drew up short. “Why?” 

“What happened between us on the equinox is never to happen again.” 

She rose. “It was dangerous, and reckless, and utter madness. Pippa Spetsos

was in your city. Attacked your temple with her Lightfall unit. Lunathion is

soon to become a battlefield.” 

He crossed his arms. Drew his focus inward, to the instinctual veil of

night  and  stars.  He’d  never  figured  out  where  it  had  come  from,  why  his

mind  had  automatically  hidden  him,  but—there.  A  neat  little  knot  in  his

mind. 

A tug on it, and it fell away, dropping all the night and stars. Letting her

see all of him. “What happened to you? Are you hurt?” 

“I’m  fine.”  Her  voice  was  tight.  “I  can’t  jeopardize  all  I’ve  sacrificed

for.” 

“And kissing me is a threat to that?” 

“It distracts me from my purpose! It throws me from my vigilance!  It will catch up to me. ” She paced a few feet. “I wish I were normal. That I had

met you under any other circumstances, that I had met you long ago, before I

got tangled in this.” Her chest heaved, flames flickering. She lifted her head, 

no doubt meeting his stare through the barrier of flames. “I told you that you

remind me that I am alive. I meant that. Every word. But it’s because of that

feeling that I’ll likely wind up dead, and you with me.” 

“I  don’t  understand  the  threat,”  he  said.  “Surely  a  kiss  that’s  good

enough  to  distract  you  isn’t  a  bad  thing.”  He  winked,  desperate  for  her  to

smile. 

“The male who … interrupts us. He will slaughter you if he finds out. 

He’ll make me watch.” 

“You fear him.” Something primal stirred in Ruhn. 

“Yes.  His  wrath  is  terrible.  I’ve  seen  what  he  does  to  enemies.  I

wouldn’t wish it upon anyone.” 

“Can’t you leave him?” 

She laughed, harsh and hollow. “No. My fate is bound to his.” 

“Your fate is bound to mine.” The words echoed into the darkness. 

Ruhn  reached  for  her  hand.  Took  the  flames  within  his  own.  They

parted enough for him to see her slim, fiery fingers as he stroked his thumb

over  them.  “My  mind  found  yours  in  the  darkness.  Across  an  ocean.  No

fancy crystal required. You think that’s nothing?” 

He glimpsed enough of her eyes to see that they were closed. Her head

bowed. “I can’t.” 

But she didn’t stop him when he stepped closer. When his other hand

slid around her waist. “I’m going to find you,” he said against her burning

hair. “I’ll find you one day, I promise.” She shuddered, but melted into him. 

Like she’d yielded any attempt at restraint. “You remind me that I’m alive, 

too,” he whispered. 

Her  arms  came  around  him.  She  was  slender—on  the  taller  side,  but

with a delicate frame. And insane curves. Lush hips, full breasts that pushed

against his chest with tantalizing softness. That sweet, tempting ass. 

She murmured against his pec, “I never told you the ending of the story

from the other night.” 

“With the witch-turned-monster?” 

“It didn’t end badly.” He didn’t dare breathe. “As the witch fell to the

earth, the prince’s arrow through her heart, the forest transformed her into a

monster of claws and fangs. She ripped the prince and his hounds to shreds.” 

Her  fingers  began  trailing  up  his  spine.  “She  remained  a  monster  for  a

hundred  years,  roaming  the  forest,  killing  all  who  drew  near.  A  hundred

years, so long that she forgot she had once been a witch, had once possessed

a home and a forest she loved.” 

Her breath was warm against his chest. “But one day, a warrior arrived

in the forest. He’d heard of the monster so vicious none could kill it and live. 

She  set  out  to  slaughter  him,  but  when  the  warrior  beheld  her,  he  was  not

afraid. He stared at her, and she at him, and he wept because he didn’t see a

thing  of  nightmares,  but  a  creature  of  beauty.  He  saw  her,  and  he  was  not

afraid of her, and he loved her.” She released a shuddering breath. “His love

transformed her back into a witch, melting away all that she’d become. They

dwelled in peace in the forest for the rest of their immortal lives.” 

“I like that ending much better,” he said, and she huffed a soft laugh. 

He  dipped  his  head,  kissing  her  neck,  breathing  in  the  subtle  scent  of

her. His cock instantly hardened. Fuck yes. This scent, this female—

A  sense  of  rightness  settled  into  his  bones  like  a  stone  dropped  in  a

pond. Her hand began stroking up his spine again. His balls tightened with

each trailing caress. 

Then her mouth was on his pec, flaming lips grazing over the swirling

tattoo  there.  The  pierced  nipple  on  his  left  pec.  Her  tongue  flicked  at  the hoop,  and  his  brain  went  haywire  as  he  realized  he  was  naked,  or  had

somehow  willed  his  clothes  gone,  because  that  was  his  bare  skin  she  was

touching, kissing. 

And she … He ran his hands over her waist again. Smooth, velvety soft

skin greeted him. 

“You want to do this?” he ground out. 

She kissed his other nipple. “Yes.” 

“I’m not even sure we can have sex like this.” 

“I  don’t  see  why  not.”  Her  fingers  skated  down  to  the  top  of  his  ass, 

taunting. 

Ruhn’s cock throbbed. “Only one way to find out,” he managed to say. 

Day  huffed  another  breathy  laugh  and  lifted  her  head.  Ruhn  just  took

her  face  between  his  hands  and  kissed  her.  She  opened  for  him,  and  their

tongues met, and she was as sweet as summer wine, and he needed to be in

her, needed to touch and savor all of her. 

Ruhn hoisted her up, and she wrapped her legs around his middle, his

cock dangerously close to where it wanted to be. But he carried her to the

fainting couch, gently laying her down before climbing atop her. “Let me see

your face,” he breathed, sliding a hand between her legs. 

“Never,”  she  said,  and  Ruhn  didn’t  care,  not  as  his  fingers  slicked

through her soaked sex. Utterly ready for him. 

He  spread  her  knees  and  knelt  between  them.  Dragged  his  tongue  up

her center—

He bucked, like his cock had a mind of its own, like it  needed to be in

her, or it was going to fucking erupt right there—

Ruhn fisted himself, pumping slowly as he licked her again. 

Day moaned, her chest heaving, and he was rewarded with the sight of

her breasts. Then her arms. Then her stomach and legs, and finally—

She was still crafted of fire, but he could clearly see the body now. Only

her  head  remained  in  those  flames,  which  shrank  until  they  were  no  more

than a mask over her features. 

Long  hair  cascaded  down  her  torso,  and  he  ran  a  hand  through  it. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said. 

“You haven’t seen my face.” 

“I don’t need to,” he said. He laid a hand on her heart. “What you do, 

every minute of every single day … I’ve never met anyone like you.” 

“I’ve never met a male like you, either.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah,”  she  said,  and  he  punished  her  for  the  sass  in  her  voice  by

licking her again, drawing another gasp. “Ruhn.” 

Fuck,  he  loved  his  name  on  her  lips.  He  slipped  a  finger  into  her, 

finding her mind-meltingly tight. She was going to drive him wild. 

She tugged on his shoulders, hauling him up. “Please,” she said, and he

hissed  as  her  fingers  wrapped  around  his  cock  and  guided  him  to  her

entrance. 

He halted there, poised on the brink. “Tell me what you like,” he said, 

kissing her neck. “Tell me how you want it.” 

“I like it true,” she said, hands running down his face. “I want it real.” 

So  Ruhn  slid  home,  crying  out  at  the  sheer  perfection  of  her.  She

groaned, arching, and Ruhn stilled. “Did I hurt you?” 

“No,” she whispered, hands framing his face as he hovered above her. 

“No. Not at all.” 

The  pressure  of  her  around  his  cock  was  too  much,  too  gloriously intense—“I  can  go  slow.”  He  couldn’t.  He  really  fucking  couldn’t,  but  for

her, he’d try. 

She laughed softly. “Please don’t.” 

He withdrew nearly to the tip and pushed back in with a smooth, steady

thrust. He nearly leapt out of his skin at the rippling pleasure. 

Her hands dug into his shoulders, and Day said, “You feel better than I

even dreamed.” 

Ruhn smiled into her neck. “You dreamed about this?” 

He thrust again, sinking to the hilt, and she gasped. “Yes,” she said, as

if his cock had wrung the word from her. “Every night. Every time I had to

…” She trailed off. But Ruhn claimed her mouth, kissing her as deeply as he

fucked  her.  He  didn’t  need  her  to  say  the  rest,  the  part  that  would  smash

something in his chest. 

Ruhn angled her hips so he could drive deeper still, and she reached up

above  her  to  clutch  at  the  rolled  arm  of  the  chaise.  “Ruhn,”  she  moaned

again,  a  warning  that  she  was  close—and  echoed  it  with  a  flex  of  her

delicate inner muscles. 

The  squeeze  had  him  grabbing  her  hands  in  his  and  slamming  home. 

Her hips undulated in perfect rhythm with his, and nothing had ever felt so

good, so real as their souls twining here—

“Come for me,” he breathed against her mouth, as he reached between

them to rub the bud of her clit in a taunting circle. 

Day  cried  out,  and  those  inner  muscles  fluttered  and  clenched  around

his cock, milking him—

Release  barreled  through  him,  and  Ruhn  didn’t  hold  back  as  he

pounded  into  her,  wringing  the  pleasure  from  both  of  them.  They  kept

moving, one orgasm rolling into the next, and he had no fucking idea how it

was even possible, but he was still hard, still going, and he needed more and

more and more of her—

He erupted again, hauling her with him. 

Their  breaths  echoed  against  each  other  like  crashing  waves,  and  she

was shaking as she held him. He lowered himself so his head rested upon her

chest. Her heartbeat thundered into his ear, and even the melody of that was

beautiful. 

Her fingers tangled in his hair. “I …” 

“I know,” Ruhn said. It had never been like that with anyone. Sex had

been good, yeah, but this … He was fairly certain his soul lay in splinters

around them. He kissed the skin above her breast. “I should have asked you

if you had anything to report first.” 

“Why?” 

“Because my mind’s too fried to remember anything after this point.” 

Another  one  of  those  soft  laughs.  “All  is  quiet.  No  word  on  Pippa

Spetsos after she eluded capture at Urd’s Temple.” 

“Good.  Though  I  guess  we  could  use  a  distraction  to  keep  attention

elsewhere.” 

“From what?” 

Ruhn  toyed  with  the  strands  of  her  long  hair,  trying  to  make  out  the

texture, the color. All was pure flame. “I’m coming your way.” 

She stilled. “What do you mean?” 

“We need to get into the Asteri Archives.” 

“Why?” 

“The  vital  intel  Sofie  Renast  possessed  is  likely  in  one  of  the  rooms

there.” 

She pushed up onto her elbows. “What?” 

He  pulled  out  of  her  and  said,  “Any  intel  on  the  layout  of  the  crystal

palace or the archives, since you’re so familiar with them … we’d appreciate

it.” 

“You’re going to break into the crystal palace. Into the archives.” 

“Yes.” 

“Ruhn.”  She  grabbed  his  face  in  her  hands.  “Ruhn,  do   not  go  there. 

They will kill you. All of you.” 

“Hence the need for attention to be elsewhere while we break in.” 

Her  fingers  dug  into  his  cheeks,  and  her  heart  pounded  so  wildly  he

could hear it. “It’s got to be a trap.” 

“No one knows except people I trust. And now you.” 

She shot to her feet, again wholly veiled in flame. “If you’re caught, I

cannot help you. I won’t be able to risk saving you. Or your sister. You’re on

your own.” 

His  temper  began  simmering.  “So  you  won’t  tell  me  anything  useful

about the layout.” 

“Ruhn, I—” 

Again, that awful hiss of surprise and pain. That glance behind her. 

To him. The male. 

Ruhn  grabbed  her  hand,  like  she  could  stay  with  him.  But  she  began

panting,  wild  and  frantic.  Terrified.  “Ruhn,  they  know.  I—”  Her  voice  cut out for a moment. “The dungeons—” 

She vanished. 

Like she’d been snatched away. 
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“We  leave  for  the  crystal  palace  tomorrow,”  Ruhn  snarled  at  Hunt  in  the

great room of Bryce’s apartment. “At dawn.” 

“Let me get this straight,” the angel said with maddening calm. “You’ve

been meeting mind-to-mind with Agent Daybright—and dating her?” 

Bryce sat at the dining table as she nursed a cup of coffee—which she

needed desperately, since Ruhn had burst in at four in the morning. “Banging

her, apparently.” 

Ruhn growled at his sister. “Does it matter?” 

“It does,” Hunt said, “because you’re suggesting that we break into the

crystal palace not only to get into the archives, but to save your lady love. 

That adds a shit-ton of risk.” 

“I’ll  get  her  myself,”  Ruhn  shot  back.  “I  just  need  to  get  in  with  you

two first.” 

“Absolutely  not,”  Bryce  countered.  “I  get  that  you  want  to  play

rescuing hero, but what you’re talking about is suicide.” 

“Would  you  hesitate  to  go  in  after  Athalar?”  He  pointed  to  the  angel. 

“Or you to go after Bryce?” 

“You’ve known her for a month,” Bryce protested. 

“You knew Athalar for barely more than that before you offered to sell

yourself  into  slavery  for  him.”  Ruhn  snapped  before  they  could  speak,  “I

don’t need to justify my feelings or my plans to you. I came here to tell you

that I’m going with you. Once we’re inside the palace, we’ll go our separate

ways.” 

“See,  that’s  the  part  that  bugs  me,”  Bryce  said,  draining  her  coffee. 

“This whole ‘separate ways’ thing. We all go in, we all go out.” 

Ruhn blinked, but Bryce said to the angel, “Honestly, you should stay

here.” 

“Excuse me? ” Hunt demanded. 

Ruhn  kept  silent  as  Bryce  said,  “The  more  of  us  go  in,  the  better  the

chance of getting noticed. Ruhn and I can manage.” 

“One,  no.  Two,  fuck  no.  Three  …”  Hunt  grinned  wickedly.  “Who’s

going to level you up, sweetheart?” She scowled, but Hunt plowed on, “I’m

going with you.” 

She crossed her arms. “It’d be safer with two people.” 

“It’d be safer not to go at all, but here we are, going,” Hunt said. Ruhn

wasn’t entirely sure what to do with himself as the angel crossed the room

and knelt before Bryce, grabbing her hands. “I want a future with you.  That’s

why I’m going. I’m going to fight for that future.” His sister’s eyes softened. 

Hunt kissed her hands. “And to do so, we can’t play by other people’s rules.” 

Bryce nodded, and faced Ruhn. “We’re done playing by Ophion’s rules, 

or the Asteri’s rules, or anyone else’s. We’ll fight our own way.” 

Ruhn smirked. “Team Fuck-You.” Bryce grinned. 

Hunt  said,  “All  right,  Team  Fuck-You.”  He  stood  and  patted  a  hand-

drawn map of the crystal palace on the dining table. “Fury dropped this off

earlier, and now we’re all wide awake, so time to get studying. We need to

create a distraction to make the Asteri look elsewhere, and we need to know

where we’re going once we’re in there.” 

Ruhn tried not to marvel at the commander mode Athalar had slipped

into. “It has to be something big,” he said, “if it’ll buy us enough time to get

into the archives and find Day.” 

“She’s  probably  in  the  dungeons,”  Hunt  said.  He  added,  as  if  reading

Ruhn’s  worry,  “She’s  alive,  I’m  sure  of  it.  The  Hind  will  be  dispatched  to

work on her—they’re not going to kill her right away. Not when she’s got so

much valuable information.” 

Ruhn’s stomach churned. He couldn’t get the sound of Day’s panicked

voice out of his mind. His very blood roared to go to her, find her. 

Bryce said a shade gently, “We’ll get her out, Ruhn.” 

“That doesn’t give us much time to plan something big, though,” Hunt

said, sliding into the seat beside Bryce. 

Ruhn  scratched  his  jaw.  They  didn’t  have  time  to  wait  weeks.  Even

hours might be lethal. Minutes. “Day said that Pippa is lying low—but she

has to have something planned. Ophion has taken enough hits to its numbers

and  bases  lately  that  they’ll  likely  let  her  do  whatever  she  wants,  either  as some  final-stand  effort  or  to  rally  old  and  new  recruits.  Maybe  we  can

prompt Pippa to do whatever she’s planning a little earlier.” 

Bryce drummed her fingers on the table. “Call Cormac.” 

Bryce was fully awake when Cormac arrived thirty minutes later, Tharion in

tow.  She’d  called  him,  too.  He’d  started  them  on  this  bullshit—he  could

damn well help finish it. 

Yet  Tharion  …  something  was  off  about  his  scent.  His  eyes.  He  said

nothing when Bryce asked, so she dropped it. But he seemed different. She

couldn’t place it, but he was different. 

Cormac said when Ruhn had filled them in, “I have it on good authority

as of last night that Pippa is planning a raid in a few weeks on the Pangeran

lab where the Asteri’s engineers and scientists work—where they made that

new  mech  prototype.  She  wants  their  plans  for  it,  and  the  scientists

themselves.” 

“To build the new mech-suits?” Tharion asked. 

Cormac nodded. 

“And you were going to tell us this when?” Ruhn challenged. 

Cormac’s eyes blazed. “I heard at midnight. I figured it could wait until

morning. Besides, you lot haven’t bothered to loop me in on anything since

the ball, have you?” He directed this last bit at Bryce. 

She smiled sweetly. “I thought you were licking your wounds.” 

Cormac  seethed,  “I’ve  been  dealing  with  my  father,  finding  a  way  to

convince him to let me remain here after the  humiliation of my engagement

being called off.” 

Tharion let out a whistle at that. Bryce asked, “And did you?” 

“I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t,” Cormac hurled back. “He thinks I’m

currently trying to woo you from Athalar.” 

Hunt snorted at this, earning a glare from Cormac. Bryce cut in before

it could escalate to blows, “So how do we convince Pippa to make her move

now? We’re not exactly on good terms with her.” 

Tharion said, “What if she’s not the one initiating the raid?” 

Bryce angled her head. “You mean …  us?” 

“I mean me and Cormac and whoever else we can trust.  We carry out

the  raid,  and  Pippa  and  her  cronies  come  running  before  we  can  steal  the

plans and suits they want.” 

“And where does that get us?” Hunt asked. 

“It gets us in a lab with Pippa and Ophion—and if we time it right, a

pack of dreadwolves will arrive right after they do.” 

“Solas,” Bryce said, scrubbing at her face. “How are you going to get

out of that?” 

Cormac  smiled  at  Tharion,  as  if  sensing  the  direction  of  his  thoughts. 

“That’s the big distraction. We blow it all to Hel.” 

Ruhn blew out a breath. “That’ll certainly get the Asteri’s attention.” 

“The  lab’s  twenty  miles  north  of  the  Eternal  City,”  Cormac  said.  “It

might even draw them out to inspect the site. Especially if Pippa Spetsos has

been captured.” 

“You’re cool with handing over a fellow rebel?” Hunt asked the prince. 

“I don’t see any other options.” 

“Keep the casualties to a minimum,” Hunt said to Cormac, to Tharion. 

“We don’t need their blood on our hands.” 

Bryce massaged her chest. They were really doing this. She got to her

feet, and they all looked at her as she said, “I’ll be right back,” and padded

into her bedroom. 

She shut the door and strode to a photo on her dresser, staring at it for

several long minutes. The door opened behind her, and Hunt was there. “You

all right?” 

Bryce kept staring at the photo. “We were really happy that night,” she

said,  and  Hunt  approached  to  study  the  photo  of  her,  Danika,  Juniper,  and

Fury,  all  grinning  in  the  White  Raven  nightclub,  drunk  and  high  and

gorgeous. “I thought we were really happy, at least. But when that photo was

taken,  Fury  was  still  …  doing  what  she  does,  Juniper  was  quietly  in  love

with her, and Danika … Danika had a  mate, had all these secrets. And I was

stupid and drunk and convinced we’d party until we were dust. And now I’m

here.” 

Her throat ached. “I feel like I have no idea who I am. I know that’s so

fucking cliché, but … I  thought I knew who I was then. And now …” She

lifted her hands, letting them fill with starlight. “What’s the end goal in this? 

Somehow,  someway,  overthrowing  the   Asteri?  What  then?  Rebuilding  a

government, an entire world? What if it triggers another war?” 

Hunt tugged her into his arms and rested his chin atop her head. “Don’t

worry about that shit. We focus on the now, then deal with everything else

afterward.” 

“I thought a general always planned ahead.” 

“I do. I am. But the first step in making those plans is finding out what

the fuck Sofie knew. If it’s nothing, then we reassess. But … I know how it

feels to wake up one day and wonder how you got so far from that carefree

person you were. I mean, yeah, my life in the slums with my mom wasn’t

easy, but after she died … It was like I’d had some illusion ripped away from

me. It’s how I wound up with Shahar. I was reeling and angry, and … it took

me a long, long while to sort myself out. I’m still sorting it out.” 

She  leaned  her  brow  against  his  chest.  “Can  I  admit  that  I’m  scared

shitless?” 

“Can I admit that I am, too?” 

She  laughed,  squeezing  him  tight  around  the  middle,  breathing  in  his

scent. “I’d be slightly less scared if you were staying here, and I could go in

knowing you’re safe.” 

“Likewise.” 

She  pinched  his  ass.  “Then  I  guess  we’re  stuck  with  each  other, 

venturing into the lion’s den.” 

“More like a sobek nest.” 

“Great. Really reassuring.” 

He chuckled, the sound rumbling into her bones, warming them. “Ruhn

talked to Declan. He’s going to hack into the security cameras at the palace

—turn away the cameras while we’re in there. We need to give him our route

through the building so he can turn them without being noticed by anyone

monitoring the system. Flynn will run support for him.” 

“What if we wind up needing to take a different hall?” 

“He’ll  have  backup  plans,  but  …  we’ll  really  need  to  try  to  stick  to

ours.” 

Nausea roiled her gut, but she said, “Okay.” 

Hunt  kissed  her  cheek.  “Take  your  time,  Quinlan.  I’ll  be  with  the

others.” Then he was gone. 

Bryce  stared  at  the  photo  again.  She  pulled  out  her  phone  from  her

bathrobe  and  dialed.  Unsurprisingly,  Juniper’s  phone  went  to  audiomail.  It

was five thirty in the morning, but—she knew Juniper would have picked up

before. 

 “Hey, this is Juniper Andromeda. Leave a message!” 

Bryce’s throat closed up at her friend’s lovely, cheerful voice. She took

a breath as the audiomail beeped. “Hey, June. It’s me. Look, I know I fucked

up, and … I’m so sorry. I wanted to help, but I didn’t think it through, and everything you said to me was absolutely right. I know you might not even

listen to this, but I wanted you to know that I love you. I miss you so much. 

You’ve been a rock for me for so long, and I should have been that for you, 

but I wasn’t. I just … I love you. I always have, and always will. Bye.” 

She  rubbed  at  her  aching  throat  as  she  finished.  Then  removed  the

photo from the frame, folded it, and slipped it inside her phone case. 
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Ruhn found Cormac sitting alone in an Old Square dive bar, face stony as he

watched  the  late-night  news  show,  a  glossy-haired  celebrity  laughing  her

way through some interview—a shameless promo for her recent movie. 

“What are you doing here?” the Avallen Prince asked him as Ruhn slid

onto the stool beside him. 

“Flynn was notified of your location. Thought I’d see why you were up

so late. Considering our appointment tomorrow.” 

Cormac  studied  him  sidelong,  then  drained  his  beer.  “I  wanted  some

quiet.” 

“And you came to a dive in the Old Square for that?” Ruhn indicated

the blasting music, the wasted patrons around them. The sylph puking green

liquid into the trash can by the pool table in the back. 

His cousin said nothing. 

Ruhn sighed. “What’s wrong?” 

“Does it matter to you?” Cormac signaled for another beer. 

“It matters to me when we’re relying on you tomorrow.” When Day and

Bryce were relying on the prince to be alert and ready. 

“This isn’t my first big … appointment.” Ruhn glanced at the male—

the immaculate blond hair, the unfailingly arrogant angle of his chin. 

Cormac  caught  him  looking  and  said,  “I  don’t  know  how  your  father

never managed to do it.” 

“Do what?” Ruhn leaned his forearms on the oak bar. 

“Break you. The kindness in you.” 

“He tried,” Ruhn choked out. 

“My father did, too. And won.” Cormac snorted, taking his fresh beer

from the bartender. “I wouldn’t have bothered to check on you.” 

“Yet you expended a lot of time and risk on finding … her.” 

The prince shrugged. “Perhaps, but deep down, I am what I’ve always

been. The male who would have gladly killed you and your friends.” 

Ruhn  tugged  on  his  lip  ring.  “You’re  telling  me  this  right  before  we

head off?” 

“I suppose I’m telling you this to … to apologize.” 

Ruhn tried not to gape. “Cormac—” 

His  cousin  blankly  watched  the  TV.  “I  was  jealous  of  you.  Then  and

now. For your friends. For the fact that you have them. That you don’t let

your father … corrupt what is best in you. But had I been forced to marry

your sister …” His mouth twisted to the side. “I think, with time, she might

have undone the damage my father did to my soul.” 

“Bryce has that effect on people.” 

“She will be a good princess. As you are a good prince.” 

“I’m starting to get disturbed by all this niceness.” 

Cormac  drank  again.  “I’m  always  pensive  the  night  before  an

appointment.” 

For a glimmer, Ruhn could see the male his cousin might have become

—might  yet  become.  Serious,  yes,  but  fair.  Someone  who  understood  the

cost of a life. A good king. 

“When all this shit is done,” Ruhn said hoarsely, tucking even thoughts

of Day aside as he settled himself more comfortably on the stool, “I want us

to start over.” 

“Us?” 

“You  and  me.  Prince  to  prince.  Future  king  to  future  king.  Screw  the

past, and screw that shit with the Starsword. Screw our fathers. We don’t let

them decide who we get to be.” Ruhn extended his hand. “We’ll carve our

own paths.” 

Cormac smiled almost sadly. Then took Ruhn’s hand, clasping firmly. 

“It’d be an honor.” 

The  barracks  were  dim.  No  one  lounged  in  the  common  area,  from  what

Hunt could tell down the hall as he entered his room. 

Good. No one but the cameras to see him come and go. 

He’d left Quinlan sleeping, and hadn’t told anyone where he was going. 

His room was cold and soulless as he shut the door behind him. Just as he’d been when he’d first met Quinlan. He’d displayed no traces of his life, 

put  no  art  on  the  walls,  done  absolutely  nothing  to  declare  that  this  space was his. Perhaps because he’d known it truly wasn’t. 

Hunt strode to his desk, setting his empty duffel on it. He made quick

work of loading up the extra knives and guns he’d kept in here, not wanting

to be noticed checking out a stock of weapons from the armory. Thank the

gods Micah had never bothered with enforcing the sign-out rules. Hunt had

enough here to … well, to sneak into the crystal palace, he supposed. 

He zipped the duffel, his gaze catching on the helmet on his desk. The

skull painted on its front stared at him, unholy Hel in its black pits for eyes. 

The face of the Umbra Mortis. 

Hunt picked up the helmet and set it on his head, the world shading into

hues of red and black through the visor. He didn’t let himself second-guess it

as he stalked out of his room and into the night. 

Celestina was standing at the elevator bay. 

Hunt drew up short. Did she know? Had someone tipped her off? The

duffel of weapons burned against his hip. He reached to pull off the helmet. 

“Leave  it,”  she  said,  and  though  her  words  were  firm,  her  expression

was contemplative. “I’ve always wondered what it looked like.” 

Hunt lowered his hand. “Everything all right?” 

“I’m not the one sneaking in at five in the morning.” 

Hunt shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep.” The Archangel remained in front of

the  elevator  bay,  blocking  his  access.  Hunt  asked,  “How  are  things  with

Ephraim?” 

Her wings snapped shut. A clear warning. Whether it was to keep his

mouth shut about Hypaxia or something else, he didn’t know. Celestina only

said, “He departs tomorrow. I shall visit his keep next month if there is not

… a change in my situation by then.” 

If she hadn’t gotten pregnant. 

“Your  silence  speaks  volumes  about  your  dismay,  Athalar.”  Power

crackled in her voice. “I go to the mating bed willingly.” 

Hunt nodded, even as disgust and rage curled through him. The Asteri

had ordered this, done this. They’d make Celestina keep going to Ephraim

until she was pregnant with the child they wanted her to bear. Another little

Archangel  for  them  to  mold  into  a  monster.  Would  Celestina  fight  to  keep

her child free from their influence? Or would Ephraim hand the kid over to

the Asteri and the secretive training centers they had for young Archangels? 

Hunt didn’t want to know. 

Celestina asked, “Why couldn’t you sleep?” 

He blew out a breath through his nose. “Is it pathetic to say it’s because

of the prince stuff?” 

She offered him a pitying wince. “I thought that might come up.” 

Hunt  tapped  the  side  of  his  helmet.  “I  …  weirdly  missed  it.  And  I

wanted  to  clear  out  the  last  of  my  stuff  from  the  room  before  it  became  a public spectacle.” It was partially true. 

She  smiled  softly.  “I  haven’t  had  the  chance  to  ask,  but  will  you  be

leaving us?” 

“I honestly have no idea. Bryce and I are giving the Autumn King a few

days to cool down before asking him to define my royal duties. The thought

of having to act fancy and take meetings with a bunch of assholes makes me

want to puke.” 

Another quiet laugh. “But?” 

“But I love Bryce. If doing that shit is what will allow us to be together, 

then I’ll grin and bear it.” 

“Does she want to do such things?” 

“Hel no. But … we don’t really get much say. The Autumn King forced

her hand. And now we’re pretty much stuck with things as they are.” 

“Are you? The Umbra Mortis and the Starborn Princess don’t seem the

types to accept things as they are. You proved that with your surprise at the

party.” 

Was there an edge to her voice? A gleam of suspicion? 

They’d trusted Hypaxia not to say a word of their activities to her lover, 

had believed the witch when she said Celestina didn’t know, but … the gods

knew he talked when Bryce fucked the Hel out of him. Mistakes happened. 

Especially with a gorgeous set of tits involved. 

But he made himself shrug again. “We’re trying to get a better picture

of  the  battle  ahead  before  deciding  where  to  start  fighting  the  royal

nonsense.” 

Her mouth quirked to one side. “Well, I hope that if you need an ally, 

you’ll come to me.” 

Was  that  code  for  something?  He  scanned  her  face  but  could  pick  up

nothing beyond reserved concern. He had to get out of here. So Hunt bowed

his head. “Thank you.” 

“A prince doesn’t need to bow to a Governor, you know.” She walked

over to the landing veranda doors, opening them for him. All right. He’d fly

home. 

Hunt stalked into the night, that bag of weapons a millstone hanging off

his shoulder. He spread his wings. “Old habits.” 

“Indeed,” she said, and a shiver went down his spine. 

He didn’t look back as he launched skyward. 

Hunt  slowly  sailed  over  the  city.  Dawn  remained  a  whisper  on  the

horizon, and only a few delivery trucks rumbled along to bakeries and coffee

shops. He had the skies to himself. 

Hunt tugged off his helmet, tucking it into the crook of his elbow, and

breathed in the open, clean breeze off the Istros. In a few hours, they’d leave

for  Pangera—Tharion  had  already  reached  out  to  Commander  Sendes  and

arranged for transport across the ocean. 

By tomorrow morning, they’d reach the Eternal City. 

Tomorrow morning, he’d again wear this helmet. And pray that he and

his mate walked away alive. 
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Tharion had commanded plenty of raids for the River Queen. He’d gone in

solo, led teams small and large, and usually emerged unscathed. But riding

shotgun  beside  Prince  Cormac  in  the  open-air  jeep  as  they  approached  the

security checkpoint down the cypress-lined road, he had the distinct feeling

that he might not get so lucky today. 

The imperial uniform they each wore lay heavy and smothering in the

sun, but at least the hot day would disguise any glimmer of nervous sweat on

them. 

No one had seemed to notice the change he felt with every breath: the

invisible tether, now stretched tight, linking whatever remained of his heart

—that cold, dead thing—to the Viper Queen in Valbara. A constant reminder

of his promise. His new life. 

He tried not to think of it. 

He’d  been  grateful  for  the  wonders  of  the   Depth  Charger’s  swift

submersible-pod as it hurtled their group across the ocean. Sendes had told

him when he contacted her that the city-ship was too slow to make it in time, 

but  one  of  its  makos—sleek  little  transport  pods—could  do  it.  So  they’d

boarded  the  pod  at  the  coast,  then  spent  their  time  either  planning  or

sleeping, keeping themselves mostly separate from the mer who steered the

ship. 

Cormac waved with impressive casualness to the four guards—ordinary

wolves,  all  of  them—at  the  gate.  Tharion  kept  his  right  hand  within  swift

reach of the gun strapped to the side of his seat. 

“Hail the Asteri.” Cormac spoke with such offhanded ease that Tharion

knew he’d said it a thousand times. Perhaps in similar settings. 

“Hail  the  Asteri,”  the  female  guard  who  stepped  forward  said.  She sniffed, marking what her eyes confirmed: a Fae male and a mer male, both

in  officer’s  uniforms.  She  saluted,  and  Tharion  nodded  for  her  to  stand

down. 

Cormac handed over their forged papers. “We’re to meet with Doctor

Zelis. Have they radioed that he’s ready?” 

The guard scanned the clipboard in her hands. The three others with her

didn’t take their attention off the car, so Tharion gave them a glare he usually

reserved  for  field  agents  who’d  royally  fucked  up.  The  wolves,  however, 

didn’t back down. 

“There’s no appointment on here with Zelis,” the guard said. 

Tharion drawled, “It wouldn’t be in writing.” 

She studied him, and Tharion smirked. “Rigelus’s orders,” he added. 

The female’s throat bobbed. To question the actions of an Asteri, or to

risk letting two officers in who weren’t on the security roster …

Cormac  pulled  out  his  phone.  “Shall  I  call  him?”  He  showed  her  a

contact page that merely read:  Bright Hand. 

The wolf paled a little. But she saluted again, waving them through. 

“Thank you,” Cormac said, gunning the engine and driving through the

gates before they’d finished lifting. 

Tharion  didn’t  dare  speak  to  Cormac.  Not  with  the  wolves  so  nearby. 

They  just  stared  ahead  at  the  dirt  road  winding  through  the  forest.  At  the

sprawling  concrete  compound  that  appeared  around  the  next  bend,  where

guards were already waving them through the barbed-wire fencing. 

He had to keep an eye on the clock today. The spray of the water from

the mako’s passage had extended the amount of time he could stay Above, 

but a familiar itching had started an hour ago. Another fucking headache to

deal with: five more hours until he had to truly submerge. The coast was a

two-hour drive from here. So … they’d better get this shit done within three. 

Two, to be safe. 

Tharion  nodded  to  the  wolves  in  front  of  the  lab  and  took  in  the

enormous, low building. It hadn’t been built for beauty, but for function and

storage. 

Smokestacks billowed behind the lab, which seemed to be at least half a

mile  long  and  perhaps  twice  as  wide.  “Look  at  this  place,”  Tharion

murmured as Cormac pulled up to the steel front doors. They opened as if by

invisible  hands—another  guard  must  have  pressed  the  security  button  to

allow them in. Tharion whispered, “You think Pippa’s going to come?” How the Hel would she get in? 

Cormac  cut  the  engine  and  threw  open  his  door,  stepping  crisply  into

the morning sun. “She’s already here.” 

Tharion blinked, but followed Cormac’s military-precise motions as he

climbed  from  the  car.  Cormac  turned  toward  the  open  doors  to  the  lab. 

“They’re in the trees.” 

Declan  had  spent  the  previous  day  covertly  planting  information  on

rebel  networks:  the  anti-Ophion  rebels  who’d  destroyed  the  base  on  Ydra

were  making  a  move  on  this  lab  before  Pippa  and  her  agents  could  do  so. 

She must have had Lightfall hauling ass to get here in time. 

Tharion  suppressed  the  urge  to  peer  into  the  trees.  “What  about  the

dreadwolves?” 

“This place reeks of humans, can’t you smell it?” 

“No.” 

Cormac  stalked  toward  the  open  doors,  black  boots  shining.  “They’re

using  human  labor.  Carted  in  and  out  every  dawn  and  dusk.  Pippa  would

have  timed  their  arrival  with  it,  so  their  scents  are  hidden  from  the

dreadwolves below.” 

Solas. “So why wait for us to arrive, then?” 

Cormac growled, “Because Pippa has a score to settle.” 

Bryce had no idea why anyone would want to live in the Eternal City. Not

simply because it lay in the shadow of the crystal palace of the Asteri, but

because  it  was  …  old.  Dusty.  Worn.  No  skyscrapers,  no  neon  lights,  no

music  blasting  from  passing  cars.  It  seemed  to  have  been  trapped  in  time, 

stuck in another century, its masters unwilling to bring it forward. 

As she, Hunt, and Ruhn lurked in the shadows of an olive grove a mile

to the west of the palace, she steadied her nerves by imagining the Asteri as

a bunch of cranky old people, shouting for everyone to keep the noise down, 

complaining  that  the  lights  were  too  bright  and  the  youngsters  too

whippersnappery. 

It definitely helped. Just a little. 

Bryce glanced at Hunt, who kept his attention on the olive grove, the

skies. He’d worn his black battle-suit, along with the Umbra Mortis helmet, 

to her shock. A warrior going back into battle. 

Was this the right move? This risk, this danger they were plunging into? 

Maybe they’d have been better off staying in Lunathion, keeping their heads

down. 

Maybe she was a coward for thinking that. 

She  flicked  her  attention  to  Ruhn,  her  brother’s  face  tight  as  he

monitored  the  olive  grove  as  well.  He’d  worn  his  Aux  battle-suit,  too,  his

black hair tied back in a braid that flowed down his spine, along the length

of  the  Starsword  strapped  there.  He  clutched  the  comm-crystal  in  a  fist, 

occasionally  opening  his  fingers  to  study  it.  As  if  it  might  offer  some  hint about Day’s welfare. He’d said he hadn’t used it since that first contact with

her, but he’d grabbed it before they left in case it could help locate her, if she

had its twin on her. 

Ruhn shifted from foot to foot, black boots crunching on the rocky, dry

earth. “Cormac should be here by now.” 

She knew every second since Agent Daybright had gone dark pressed

on  her  brother.  Bryce  didn’t  want  to  think  about  what  was  probably

happening to the agent Ruhn seemed to care so much for. If they were lucky, 

she’d be alive. If they were luckier, there would be enough of her to salvage. 

Any attempts Ruhn had made to contact her—even going so far as to use the

crystal—had been futile. 

“Give him a minute,” Bryce said. “It’s a long jump.” Too far for her to

make—or attempt. Especially with others in tow. She needed all her strength

for what was to come. 

“You’re a teleporting expert now?” Ruhn asked, brows high. The ring

in his bottom lip glinted in the hot morning light. “Dec’s on standby. I don’t

want to throw off his calculations. Even by a minute.” 

Bryce  opened  her  mouth,  but  Cormac  appeared  in  the  small  clearing

ahead. They’d studied a satellite map of the grove yesterday and Cormac had

committed the location to memory, plotting out the jumps he’d need to make

to get here from the lab. And the jumps he’d need to make from this grove

into the palace itself. 

Cormac announced, “We’re in. Tharion’s in the waiting room. I slipped

off to the bathroom. All plans are a go. Ready, Athalar?” Hunt, then Bryce, 

then  Ruhn.  That  had  been  the  order  they’d  settled  on,  after  an  hour  of

arguing. 

Hunt drew his gun, keeping it at his thigh. That helmeted head turned to

Bryce, and she could feel his gaze even through the visor. “See you on the

other side, Quinlan,” Hunt said, taking Cormac’s gloved hand. 

Prince to prince. She marveled at it. 

Then they were gone, and Bryce struggled to get down a breath. 

“I feel like I can’t breathe, either,” Ruhn said, noticing. “Knowing that

Day’s in there.” He added, “And knowing that you’re about to go in there, 

too.” 

Bryce gave him a wobbly smile. And then decided to Hel with it and

threw  her  arms  around  her  brother,  squeezing  him  hard.  “Team  Fuck-You, 

remember? We’ll kick ass.” 

He chuckled, holding her tightly. “Team Fuck-You forever.” 

She pulled away, scanning her brother’s violet-blue eyes. “We’ll get her

out. I promise.” 

Ruhn’s golden skin paled. “Thanks for helping me, Bryce.” 

She nudged him with an elbow. “We Starborn have each other’s backs, 

you know?” 

But  her  brother’s  face  turned  grave.  “When  we  get  home,  I  think  we

need to talk.” 

“About what?” She didn’t like that serious expression. And didn’t like

that Cormac was taking so long. 

Ruhn’s mouth tightened. “All right, since we might very well die in a

few minutes—” 

“That is  so morbid!” 

“I wanted to wait until shit had calmed down, but … You outrank the

Autumn King in power.” 

“And?” 

“I  think  it’s  time  his  reign  comes  to  an  end,  don’t  you?”  He  was

completely serious. 

“You want me to back you in a coup? A Fae coup?” 

“I want to back  you in a Fae coup. I want you as Autumn Queen.” 

Bryce recoiled. “I don’t want to be a queen.” 

“Let’s  ditch  the  whole  reluctant  royal  thing,  okay?  You  saw  what  the

Fae did during the attack this spring. How they shut out innocents and left

them to die, with our father’s blessing. You mean to tell me that’s the best

our people can do? You mean to tell me that’s what we’re supposed to accept

as normal Fae behavior? I don’t buy that for a second.” 

“You should be king.” 

“No.” Something else shone in his eyes, some secret she didn’t know, 

but she could sense. “You have more power than I do. The Fae will respect

that.” 

“Maybe the Fae should rot.” 

“Tell that to Dec. And Flynn. And my mother. Look at them and tell me

that the Fae aren’t worth saving.” 

“Three. Out of the entire population.” 

Ruhn’s  face  turned  pleading,  but  then  Cormac  appeared,  panting  and

covered in sweat. “Athalar’s waiting.” 

“Think  about  it,”  Ruhn  murmured  as  she  approached  Cormac.  “All

clear?” 

“No issues. The intel was right: they don’t even have wards around the

place,” Cormac reported. “Arrogant worms.” He extended a hand to Bryce. 

“Hurry.” 

Bryce  grabbed  the  prince’s  hand.  And  with  a  last  look  at  her  brother, 

she vanished into wind and darkness, stomach whipping around and around. 

Cormac said over the roaring of the space between places, “He asked you to

be queen, didn’t he?” 

Bryce blinked up at him—though it was difficult with the force of the

storm around them. “How did you know?” 

“I might have caught the end of your conversation.” Bryce clung harder

as the wind pressed. Cormac said, “He’s right.” 

“Spare me.” 

“And you were right, too. When we first met, and you said the Oracle’s

prophecy  was  vague.  I  understand  that  now.  She  didn’t  mean  our  union  in

marriage  would  bring  prosperity  to  our  people.  She  meant  our  union  as

allies. Allies in this rebellion.” 

The world took form at the edges of the darkness. 

“But after today …” Cormac’s words grew heavy. Weary. “I think the

choice about whether to lead our people forward will be up to you.” 

Hunt couldn’t shake the tremor from his hands. Being here, in this palace …

It smelled the same. Even in the hallway directly outside the archives, 

where he hid in an alcove, the stale odor of this place dragged claws down

his temper, set his knees wobbling. 

 Screaming, pain blinding as they sawed off his wings slowly—

 Shahar  was  dead,  her  broken  body  still  dust-covered  from  Sandriel dragging it through the streets on her way in here—

 Pollux  laughing  as  he  pissed  on  Shahar’s  corpse  in  the  middle  of  the

 throne room—

 His wings, his wings, his wings—

Hunt swallowed, shutting out the memories, focusing his mind on the

hall. No one was around. 

Bryce and Cormac appeared, and she’d hardly thanked him before he

vanished, off to grab Ruhn before teleporting back to the lab. Sweat gleamed

on the prince’s face, his skin sallow. He had to be exhausted. 

“All  right?”  Hunt  murmured,  brushing  back  her  hair  with  a  gloved

hand. She nodded, eyes full of worry—and something else. But Hunt flicked

her chin and went back to monitoring. 

They  stood  in  tense  silence,  and  then  Ruhn  was  there,  Cormac  with

him. Cormac’s skin was ashen now. He disappeared immediately, back to the

lab. 

“Tell Declan we’re a go,” Hunt said. 

Ruhn’s shadows cloaked them from sight as he thumbed in a message

on  a  secure  phone  that  Declan  had  retrofitted  against  tracking.  In  five

minutes,  Tharion  would  contact  them  on  it  to  tell  them  whether  or  not  to

move. 

Bryce’s fingers slid into Hunt’s, clutching tight. He squeezed back. 

He  had  no  idea  how  five  minutes  passed.  He  was  barely  breathing, 

monitoring the hall ahead. Bryce held his gloved hand through all of it, her

jaw tense. 

Then  Ruhn  lifted  his  head.  “Tharion  said  Cormac  just  blew  up  the

jeep.” 

Hunt nudged her with a wing. “Your turn, Quinlan.” 

Ruhn  said,  “Remember:  Every  minute  in  there  risks  detection.  Make

them count.” 

“Thanks  for  the  pep  talk,”  she  said,  but  smiled  grimly  up  at  Hunt. 

“Light it up, Athalar.” 

Hunt pressed a hand to her heart, his lightning a subtle flare that was

sucked  into  the  scar.  As  the  last  of  it  faded,  Bryce  teleported  into  the

archives. 

To find whatever truth might lie within them. 
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Bryce’s  breathing  turned  so  jagged  that  she  could  barely  think  as  she

tumbled alone through the darkness. 

They were in the Asteri’s palace. In their sacred, forbidden archives. 

And she was … in a stairwell? 

Bryce  took  steadying  inhales  as  she  surveyed  the  spiral  staircase, 

crafted  entirely  of  white  quartz.  Firstlight  glimmered,  golden  and  soft, 

lighting the carved steps downward. At her back was a door—the other side

of the one they’d watched Sofie walk through on the surveillance footage. 

The one labeled with the number Sofie had etched into her biceps. 

Bryce  began  to  creep  down  the  stairs,  her  black  utility  boots  nearly

silent against the quartz steps. She saw no one. Heard no one. 

Her heart raced, and she could have sworn the veins of firstlight in the

quartz throbbed with each beat. As if in answer. 

Bryce  halted  after  a  turn  in  the  stairs  and  assessed  the  long  hallway

ahead. When it revealed no guards, she stepped into it. 

There  were  no  doors.  Only  this  hall,  perhaps  seventy  feet  long  and

fifteen  feet  wide.  Likely  fourteen  feet,  to  be  a  multiple  of  seven.  The  holy number. 

Bryce scanned the hall. The only thing in it was a set of crystal pipes

shooting  upward  into  the  ceiling,  with  plaques  beneath  them,  and  small

black screens beside the plaques. 

Seven pipes. 

The  crystal  floor  glowed  at  her  feet  as  she  approached  the  nearest

plaque. 

 Hesperus. The Evening Star. 

Brows  rising,  Bryce  strode  to  the  next  pipe  and  plaque.  Polaris.   The North Star. 

Plaque after plaque, pipe after pipe, Bryce read the individual names of

each Asteri. 

 Eosphoros. Octartis. Austrus. 

She nearly tripped at the penultimate.  Sirius. The Asteri the Prince of

the Pit had devoured. 

She knew what the last plaque would say before she reached it.  Rigelus. 

The Bright Hand. 

What the Hel was this place? 

This was what Danika had felt was important enough for Sofie Renast

to risk her life for? What the Asteri had wanted to contain so badly they’d

hunted Sofie down to preserve the secret? 

The crystal at her feet flared, and Bryce had nowhere to go, nowhere to

hide, as firstlight, pure and iridescent, ruptured. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, dropping into a crouch. 

But nothing happened. At least, not to her. 

The firstlight faded enough that Bryce cracked open her eyes to see it

shooting up six of the pipes. 

The  little  black  screens  beside  each  plaque  flared  to  life,  filled  with

readings. Only Sirius’s pipe remained unlit. Out of commission. 

She  went  rigid  as  she  read  the  Bright  Hand’s  screen:   Rigelus  Power

 Level: 65%. 

She  whirled  to  the  next  plaque.  The  screen  beside  it  said,  Austrus

 Power Level: 76%. 

“Holy gods,” Bryce whispered. 

The Asteri fed on firstlight. The Asteri …  needed firstlight. She looked

at her feet, where light flowed in veins through the crystal before funneling

into the pipes. The quartz. 

A conduit of power. Exactly like the Gates in Crescent City. 

They’d  built  their  entire  palace  out  of  it.  To  fuel  and  harness  the

firstlight that poured in. 

She’d  studied  Fury’s  rough  map  of  the  palace  layout.  This  area  was

seven levels below the throne room, where the Asteri sat on crystal thrones. 

Did those thrones fill them with power? In plain sight, they fueled up like

batteries, sucking in this firstlight. 

Nausea  constricted  her  throat.  All  the  Drops  people  made,  the secondlight the dead handed over … All the power of the people of Midgard, 

the power the people  gave them … it was gobbled up by the Asteri and used

against its citizens. To control them. 

Even the Vanir rebels who were killed fighting had their souls fed to the

very beasts they were trying to overthrow. 

They were all just food for the Asteri. A never-ending supply of power. 

Bryce  began  shaking.  The  veins  of  light  wending  beneath  her  feet, 

glowing  and  vibrant  …  She  traced  them  down  as  far  as  she  could  see

through the clear stone, into a brilliantly shining mass. A core of firstlight. 

Powering the entire palace and the monsters that ruled it. 

This was what Sofie had learned. What Danika had suspected. 

Did the Asteri even possess holy stars in their chests, or was it firstlight, 

stolen  from  the  people?  Firstlight  that  they   mandated  be  given  over  in  the Drop to fuel cities and technology … and the overlords who ruled this world. 

Secondlight  that  was  ripped  from  the  dead,  squeezing  every  last  drop  of

power from the people. 

Cut  off  the  firstlight,  destroy  this  funnel  of  power,  get  people  to  stop

handing over their power through the Drop in those centers that funneled off

their energy, stop the dead from becoming secondlight …

And they could destroy the Asteri. 
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Athalar paced in a tight circle. “She should be back.” 

“She’s got two minutes,” Ruhn growled, clenching the comm-crystal so

hard in his fist it was a wonder the edges weren’t permanently etched into

his fingers. 

Hunt said, “Something happened. She should be here by now.” 

Ruhn  eyed  the  watch  on  his  wrist.  They  had  to  make  it  down  to  the

dungeons. And if they didn’t start immediately … He peered at the crystal in

his hand. 

 Day, he said, throwing her name out into the void. But no answer came. 

Like every other attempt to reach her recently. 

“I’m  going  to  get  a  head  start,”  he  murmured,  pocketing  the  crystal. 

“I’ll  cloak  myself  in  my  shadows.  If  I’m  not  back  in  ten  minutes,  leave

without me.” 

“We all go together,” Hunt shot back, but Ruhn shook his head. “We’ll

come find you.” 

Ruhn  didn’t  reply  before  he  slipped  down  the  hall,  blending  into  the

darkness,  and  aimed  for  the  passageways  that  would  take  him  across  the

palace compound. To the dungeons and the agent trapped within them. 

Bryce raced back to the top of the stairs, bile burning her throat. 

She’d been here too long. Could only spare a minute or two more. 

She reached the door and the landing, rallying what remained of Hunt’s

charge  to  teleport  back  to  him  and  Ruhn,  but  the  door  handle  seemed  to

gleam. What else lay down here? What else might she uncover? If this was

her only opportunity …

Bryce  didn’t  let  herself  doubt  as  she  slipped  into  the  main  archives hallway. It was dim and dusty. Utterly silent. 

Shelves  crammed  with  books  loomed  around  her,  and  Bryce  scanned

their titles. Nothing of interest, nothing of use—

She sprinted through the library, reading titles and names of sections as

fast  as  she  could,  praying  that  Declan  had  kept  up  and  was  moving  the

cameras  away  from  her.  She  scanned  the  vague  section  titles  above  the

stacks.  Tax Records, Agriculture, Water Processing …

The doors along this stretch had been named similarly to each other—

not in code, but along a theme. 

 Dawn.  Midnight.  Midday.  She  had  no  idea  what  any  of  the  names

meant,  or  what  lay  behind  the  door.  But  one  in  the  center  snared  her  eye:

 Dusk. 

She slipped inside. 

Bryce was late. Hunt stayed put only because his secure phone had flashed

with a message from Declan.  She’s okay. She went into a room called Dusk. 

 I’ll keep you posted. 

Of  course  Quinlan  was  doing   extra  research.  Of  course  she  couldn’t

listen to the rules and be back when she was supposed to—

Then again,  Dusk  could  have  something  to  do  with  Dusk’s  Truth.  No

wonder Bryce had entered. 

Hunt paced again. He should have gone with her. Made her teleport him

in, even if it would have drained her at a time when they’d need all her gifts. 

Ruhn had already been gone for three minutes. A lot could happen in

that time. 

“Come on, Bryce,” Hunt murmured, and prayed to Cthona to keep his

mate safe. 

Cloaked in shadows, Ruhn raced down the halls, encountering no one. Not

one guard. 

It was too quiet. 

The hall opened into a wide fork: To the left lay the dungeons. To the

right,  the  stairs  up  to  the  palace  proper.  He  went  left  without  hesitation. 

Down  the  stairs  that  turned  from  cloudy  quartz  to  dark  stone,  like  the  life had been sucked from the rock. His skin chilled. 

These dungeons … Athalar had made it out, but most never did. 

Ruhn’s stomach churned, and he slowed his pace, readying himself for

the  gauntlet  ahead.  Checkpoints  of  guards—easy  enough  to  avoid  with  his

shadows—locked  doors,  and  then  two  halls  of  cells  and  torture  chambers. 

Day had to be somewhere in there. 

Screams began leaking out. Male, thankfully. But they were wrenching. 

Pleading. Sobbing. He wished he could plug his ears. If Day was making a

similar sound, in such agony …

Ruhn kept going—until Mordoc stepped into his path with a feral grin. 

He  sniffed  once,  that  bloodhound  gift  no  doubt  feeding  him  a  host  of

information before he said, “You’re a long way from cavorting with spies in

the alleys of Lunathion, Prince.” 

Tharion raced behind Cormac, a shield of water around them as the prince

hurled ball after ball of fire into the chaotic, smoky lab. Chunks of rupturing

machines  flew  toward  them,  smoldering—and  Tharion  intercepted  them  as

best he could. 

The  doctor  had  led  them  right  into  the  lab  without  a  second  thought. 

Cormac had put a bullet through the male’s head a moment later, then ended

the lives of the screaming scientists and engineers around him. 

“Are  you  fucking  insane?”  Tharion  screamed  as  they  ran.  “You  said

we’d limit the casualties!” 

Cormac ignored him. The bastard had gone rogue. 

Tharion snarled, half debating whether to overpower the prince. “Is this

any better than what Pippa Spetsos does?” 

Tharion  got  his  answer  a  second  later.  Gunfire  crackled  behind  them, 

and rebels stormed in. Right on time. 

Imperial  Vanir  reinforcements  roared  as  they  rushed  in—and  were

drowned out by the barrage of guns. An ambush. 

Would  it  be  enough  to  draw  the  Asteri’s  attention  away?  Cormac  had

incinerated  the  jeep  with  his  fire  magic  moments  before  they’d  shot  the

doctor—surely  that  would  warrant  a  message  to  the  Asteri.  And  this

shitshow unfolding …

Cormac skidded to a stop, Tharion with him. Both of them fell silent. 

A  familiar  female,  clad  in  black  and  armed  with  a  rifle,  stepped  into

their path. 

Pippa pointed the gun at Cormac. “I’ve been looking forward to this.” 

Her rifle cracked, and Cormac teleported, but too slowly. His powers were

drained. 

Blood  sprayed  a  moment  before  Cormac  vanished—then  appeared

behind Pippa. 

The bullet had passed through his shoulder, and Tharion launched into

movement as Pippa twisted toward the prince. 

Tharion was stopped by shaking ground, though. A glowing, electrified

sword plunged into the floor in front of him. 

A mech-suit sword. 

Cormac  shouted  to  Tharion,  “Get  out  of  here! ”  The  prince  faced  off

against Pippa as the woman fired again. 

Tharion  knew  that  tone.  Knew  that  look.  And  it  was  then  that  he

understood. 

Cormac hadn’t just gone rogue. He’d never intended to get out of here

alive. 

The  door  marked   Dusk  had  been  left  unlocked.  Bryce  supposed  she  had

Declan to thank for the dead electronic keypad. 

Braziers  of  firstlight  glowed  in  the  corners  of  the  room,  dimly

illuminating  the  space.  A  round  table  occupied  the  middle.  Seven  seats

around it. 

Her blood chilled. 

A  small  metal  machine  sat  in  the  center  of  the  table.  A  projection

device. But Bryce’s attention snagged on the stone walls, covered in paper. 

Star-maps—of  constellations  and  solar  systems,  marked  up  with

scribbled  notations  and  pinned  with  red  dots.  Her  mouth  dried  out  as  she

approached the one nearest. A solar system she didn’t recognize, with five

planets orbiting a massive sun. 

One planet in the habitable zone had been pinned and labeled. 

 Rentharr. Conq. A.E. 14000. 

A.E .   She  didn’t  know  that  dating  system.  But  she  could  guess  what

 Conq.  meant. 

Conquered  …  by  the  Asteri?  She’d  never  heard  of  a  planet  called

Rentharr.  Scribbled  beside  it  was  a  brief  note:   A  bellicose,  aquatic  people. 

 Primordial land life. Little supply. Terminated A.E. 14007. 

“Oh gods,” Bryce breathed, and went to the next star-map. 

 Iphraxia. Conq. A.E. 680. Lost A.E. 720. 

She read the note beside it and her blood iced over.  Denizens learned of

 our methods too quickly. We lost many to their unified front. Evacuated. 

Somewhere  out  in  the  cosmos,  a  planet  had  managed  to  kick  out  the

Asteri. 

Map to map, Bryce read the notes. Names of places that weren’t known

in Midgard. Worlds that the Asteri had conquered, with notations about their

use of firstlight and how they either lost or controlled those worlds. Fed on

them until there was nothing left. 

Fed  on  their  power  …  like  she  had  with  the  Gate.  Was  she  no  better

than them? 

The rear wall of the chamber held a map of this world. 

 Midgard, the map read.  Conq. A.E. 17003. 

Whatever  A.  E.   was,  if  they’d  been  on   this  planet  for  fifteen  thousand years, then they’d existed in the cosmos for far, far longer than that. 

If they could feed off firstlight, generate it somehow on each planet …

could they live forever? Truly immortal and undying? Six ruled this world, 

but there’d originally been a seventh. How many existed beyond them? 

Pages  of  notes  on  Midgard  had  been  pinned  to  the  wall,  along  with

drawings of creatures. 

 Ideal  world  located.  Indigenous  life  not  sustainable,  but  conditions

 prime for colonization. Have contacted others to share bounties. 

Bryce’s brow furrowed. What the Hel did that mean? 

She peered at a drawing of a mer beside a sketch of a wolf shifter.  The

 aquatic shifters can hold a hybrid form far more easily than those on land. 

She read the next page, with a drawing of a Fae female.  They did not

 see the old enemy who offered a hand through space and time. Like a fish to

 bait,  they  came,  and  they  opened  the  gates  to  us  willingly.  They  walked

 through them—to Midgard—at our invitation, leaving behind the world they

 knew. 

Bryce backed away from the wall, crashing into the table. 

The  Asteri  had  lured  them  all  into  this  world  from  other  planets. 

Somehow,  using  the  Northern  and  Southern  Rifts,  or  whatever  way  they

traveled  between  worlds,  they’d  …  drawn  them  into  this  place.  To  farm

them. Feed off them. Forever. 

Everything  was  a  lie.  She’d  known  a  lot  of  accepted  history  was

bullshit, but this …

She  twisted  to  the  projector  device  in  the  center  of  the  table  and stretched  an  arm  to  hit  the  button.  A  three-dimensional,  round  map  of  the

cosmos  erupted.  Stars  and  planets  and  nebulas.  Many  marked  with  digital

notes, as the papers on the walls had been. 

It was a digital orrery. Like the metal one she’d glimpsed as a kid in the

Autumn King’s study. Like the one in the Astronomer’s chamber. 

Was  this  what  Danika  had  learned  in  her  studies  on  bloodlines?  That

they’d all come from elsewhere—but had been lured and trapped here? And

then fed on by these immortal leeches? 

The  map  of  the  universe  rotated  above  her.  So  many  worlds.  Bryce

reached out to touch one. The digital note immediately appeared beside it. 

 Urganis. Children were ideal nutrition. Adults incompatible. 

She  swallowed  against  the  dryness  in  her  throat.  That  was  it.  All  that

remained of a distant world. A note about whether its people made for good

eating and what the Asteri had done to its young. 

Was  there  a  home  planet?  Some  original  world  the  Asteri  had  come

from, bled so dry that they’d needed to go hunting in the wilds of space? 

She  began  flicking  through  planets,  one  after  another  after  another, 

clawing past the stars and cosmic clouds of dust. 

Her heart stopped at one. 

 Hel. 

The ground seemed to slide away from beneath her. 

 Hel. Lost A.E. 17001. 

She had to sink into one of the chairs as she read the note.  A dark, cold

 world  with  mighty  creatures  of  night.  They  saw  through  our  lures.  Once

 warring factions, the royal armies of Hel united and marched against us. We

 were overwhelmed and abandoned their world, but they gave chase. Learned

 from our captured lieutenants how to slip between the cracks in realms. 

Bryce was dimly aware of her shaking body, her shallow breaths. 

 They found us on Midgard in 17002. Tried to convince our lured prey of

 what we were, and some fell to their charms. We lost a third of our meals to

 them. War lasted until nearly the end of 17003. They were defeated and sent

 back  to  Hel.  Far  too  dangerous  to  allow  them  access  to  this  world  again, though they might try. They developed attachments to the Midgard colonists. 

“Theia,” Bryce whispered hoarsely. Aidas had loved the Fae queen, and

…

Hel had come to help, exactly as Apollion had said. Hel had kicked the Asteri from their own world, but … Tears stung her eyes. The demon princes

had felt a moral obligation to chase after the Asteri so they might never prey

upon another world. To spare others. 

Bryce  began  sifting  through  planets  again.  So  many  worlds.  So  many

people, their children with them. 

It  had  to  be  here—the  Asteri’s  home  world.  She’d  find  it  and  tell  the

Princes of Hel about it, and once they were done beating these assholes into

dust here on Midgard, they’d go to that home world and they’d blow it the

fuck up—

She was sobbing through her teeth. 

This  empire,  this  world  …  it  was  just  one  massive  buffet  for  the  six

beings ruling it. 

Hel had tried to save them. For fifteen thousand years, Hel had never

stopped trying to find a way back here. To free them from the Asteri. 

“Where the  fuck did you come from?” she seethed. 

Worlds ripped past her fingertips, along with the Asteri’s dispassionate

notes. Most planets were not as lucky as Hel had been. 

 They rose up. We left them in cinders. 

 Firstlight tasted off. Terminated world. 

 Denizens launched bombs at us that left planet and inhabitants too full

 of radiation to be viable food. Left to rot in their waste. 

 Firstlight  too  weak.  Terminated  world  but  kept  several  citizens  who

 produced good firstlight to sustain us on travels. Children proved hearty, but

 did not take to our travel method. 

These psychotic, soulless  monsters—

“You will not find our home world there,” a cold voice said through the

intercom on the table. “Even we have forgotten where its ruins lie.” 

Bryce panted, only rage coursing through her as she said to Rigelus, “I

 am going to fucking kill you. ” 
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Rigelus  laughed.  “I  was  under  the  impression  that  you  were  only  here  to

access  the  information  for  which  Sofie  Renast  and  Danika  Fendyr  died. 

You’re going to kill me as well?” 

Bryce squeezed shaking hands into fists. “Why? Why do any of this?” 

“Why do you drink water and eat food? We are higher beings. We are

 gods.  You cannot blame us if our source of nutrition is inconvenient for you. 

We keep you healthy, and happy, and allow you to roam free on this planet. 

We  have  even  let  the  humans  live  all  this  time,  just  to  give  you  Vanir

someone to rule over. In exchange, all we ask is a little of your power.” 

“You’re parasites.” 

“What  are  all  creatures,  feeding  off  their  resources?  You  should  see

what  the  inhabitants  of  some  worlds  did  to  their  planets—the  rubbish,  the

pollution, the poisoned seas. Was it not fitting that we returned the favor?” 

“You don’t get to pretend that this is some savior story.” 

Rigelus chuckled, and the sound knocked her from her fury enough to

remember Hunt and Ruhn, and, oh gods, if Rigelus knew she was here, he’d

find them—

“Isn’t that what you’re doing?” 

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” 

“You left such a noble audiomail to your friend Juniper. Of course, once

I heard it, I knew there was only one place you could be going. Here. To me. 

Precisely as I had hoped—and planned.” 

She  shut  away  her  questions,  instead  demanding,  “Why  do  you  want

me here?” 

“To reopen the Rifts.” 

Her blood froze. “I can’t.” 

“Can’t you?” The cold voice slithered through the intercom. “You are

Starborn, and have the Horn bound to your body and power. Your ancestors

wielded  the  Horn  and  another  Fae  object  that  allowed  them  to  enter  this

world.  Stolen,  of  course,  from  their  original  masters—our  people.  Our

people,  who  built  fearsome  warriors  in  that  world  to  be  their  army.  All  of

them prototypes for the angels in this one. And all of them traitors to their

creators,  joining  the  Fae  to  overthrow  my  brothers  and  sisters  a  thousand

years before we arrived on Midgard. They slew my siblings.” 

Her head spun. “I don’t understand.” 

“Midgard is a base. We opened the doors to other worlds to lure their

citizens  here—so  many  powerful  beings,  all  so  eager  to  conquer  new

planets.  Not  realizing  we  were   their  conquerors.  But  we  also  opened  the doors  so  we  might  conquer  those  other  worlds  as  well.  The  Fae—Queen

Theia  and  her  two  foolish  daughters—realized  that,  though  too  late.  Her

people were already here, but she and the princesses discovered where my

siblings had hidden the access points in their world.” 

Rage rippled through his every word. “Your Starborn ancestors shut the

gates  to  stop  us  from  invading  their  realm  once  more  and  reminding  them

who their true masters are. And in the process, they shut the gates to all other

worlds,  including  those  to  Hel,  their  stalwart  allies.  And  so  we  have  been

trapped here. Cut off from the cosmos. All that is left of our people, though

our mystics beneath this palace have long sought to find any other survivors, 

any planets where they might be hiding.” 

Bryce shook. The Astronomer had been right about the host of mystics

here. “Why are you telling me this?” 

“Why do you think we allowed you to live this spring? You are the key

to opening the doors between worlds again. You will undo the actions of one

ignorant princess fifteen thousand years ago.” 

“Not a chance.” 

“Are your mate and brother not here with you?” 

“No.” 

Rigelus laughed. “You’re so like Danika—a born liar.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment.” She lifted her chin. “You knew she was

onto you.” 

“Of course. Her quest for the truth began with her bloodhound gift. Not

a  gift  of  the  body’s  strength,  but  of   magic,  such  as  the  shifters  should  not

have. She could scent other shifters with strange powers.” 

Like Sofie. And Baxian. Danika had found him through researching his

bloodline, but had she scented it, too? 

“It prompted her to investigate her own bloodline’s history, all the way

back to the shifters’ arrival in this world, to learn where her gifts came from. 

And she eventually began to suspect the truth.” 

Bryce’s  throat  worked.  “Look,  I  already  did  the  whole  villain

monologuing thing with Micah this spring, so cut to the chase.” 

Rigelus  chuckled  again.  “We  shall  get  to  that  in  a  moment.”  He  went

on, “Danika realized that the shifters are Fae.” 

Bryce blinked. “What?” 

“Not  your  kind  of  Fae,  of  course—your  breed  dwelled  in  a  lovely, 

verdant  land,  rich  with  magic.  If  it’s  of  any  interest  to  you,  your  Starborn bloodline  specifically  hailed  from  a  small  isle  a  few  miles  from  the

mainland. And while the mainland had all manner of climes, the isle existed

in beautiful, near-permanent twilight. But only a select few in the entirety of

your  world  could  shift  from  their  humanoid  forms  to  animal  ones.  The

Midgard shifters were Fae from a different planet. All the Fae in that world

shared  their  form  with  an  animal.  The  mer  descended  from  them,  too. 

Perhaps they once shared a world with your breed of Fae, but they had been

alone on their planet for long enough to develop their own gifts.” 

“They don’t have pointed ears.” 

“Oh, we bred that out of them. It was gone within a few generations.” 

An isle of near-permanent twilight, the home world of  her breed of Fae

… A land of Dusk. 

“Dusk’s  Truth,”  Bryce  breathed.  It  wasn’t  just  the  name  of  this  room

that Danika had been talking about with Sofie. 

Rigelus  didn’t  answer,  and  she  didn’t  know  what  to  make  of  it.  But

Bryce asked, “Why lie to everyone?” 

“Two  breeds  of  Fae?  Both  rich  in  magic?  They  were  ideal  food.  We

couldn’t allow them to unify against us.” 

“So  you  turned  them  against  each  other.  Made  them  two  species  at

odds.” 

“Yes.  The  shifters  easily  and  swiftly  forgot  what  they  had  once  been. 

They gladly gave themselves to us and did our bidding. Led our armies. And

still do.” 

The Prime had said something similar. The wolves had lost what they

had once been. Danika had known that. Danika had  known the shifters had

once been Fae. Were still Fae—but a different kind. 

“And Project Thurr? Why was Danika so interested in that?” 

“Thurr was the last time someone got as far as Danika did in learning

about  us.  It  didn’t  end  well  for  them.  I  suppose  she  wanted  to  learn  from

their mistakes before acting.” 

“She was going to tell everyone what you were.” 

“Perhaps,  but  she  knew  she  had  to  do  it  slowly.  She  started  with

Ophion. But her research into the bloodlines and the origins of the shifters, 

her belief that they’d once been a different type of Fae, from a different Fae

world,  was  important  enough  that  they  put  her  in  touch  with  one  of  their

most  talented  agents:  Sofie  Renast.  From  what  I  gather,  Danika  was   very

intrigued  by  Sofie  and  her  powers.  But  Sofie,  you  see,  had  a  theory,  too. 

About energy. What her thunderbird gifts sensed while using firstlight. And

even  better  for  Danika:  Sofie  was  an  unknown.  Danika  would  be  noticed

poking  about,  but  Sofie,  as  a  passing  human  working  in  the  archives,  was

easily  missed.  So  Danika  sent  her  to  learn  more,  to  go  undercover,  as  you

call it.” 

She’d made an enormous mistake coming here. 

“We were eventually notified by one of our mystics here, who learned it

from prying into the mind of one of Ophion’s Command. So we did a little

tugging. Pointed Micah toward synth. Toward Danika.” 

“No.” The word was a whisper. 

“You  think  Micah  acted  alone?  He  was  a  brash,  arrogant  male.  All  it

took was some nudging, and he killed her for us. Had no idea it was on our

behalf, but it played out as we planned: he was eventually caught and killed

for disturbing our peace. I thank you for that.” 

Bryce  shot  from  her  chair.  They’d  killed  Danika—to  keep  all  of  this

secret. She would rip them to shreds. 

“You can try to run,” Rigelus said. “If that will make you feel better.” 

Bryce didn’t give him a chance to say more before she teleported back

to the alcove, Hunt’s power fading like a dimming flame inside her. 

No sign of Ruhn. But Hunt—

He was on his knees, Umbra Mortis helmet discarded on the stone floor

beside him. Hands behind his head, bound with gorsian manacles. 

His eyes turned wild, pleading, but there was nothing Bryce could do as freezing stone clamped around her wrists as well, and she found herself face-to-face with a grinning Harpy. 
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Tharion ran—or tried to. The mech-suit blocked his exit with a giant gun. 

The pilot inside grinned. “Time to fry, fish.” 

“Clever,” Tharion ground out, and leapt back as the cannon-gun fired. 

Only a smoking pile of rubble remained of the concrete where he’d stood. 

“Go! ” Cormac yelled again, and Pippa’s rifle thundered. 

Tharion twisted to see the prince collapse to his knees, a gaping hole in

his chest. 

He  had  to  get  him  out.  Couldn’t  leave  him  like  this,  where  recovery

would likely be thwarted by a beheading. But if he stayed, if he wasn’t killed

outright …

He  had  four  hours  to  reach  water.  The  rebels  would  use  that  against

him. And he might have sold his life away to the Viper Queen, but to live

without his fins … He wasn’t ready to lose that piece of his soul. 

Cormac’s  eyes  rippled  with  fire  as  he  met  Tharion’s  stare.  Run,  that

gaze said. 

Tharion ran. 

The  mech-suit  behind  him  fired  again,  and  he  rolled  between  its

massive  legs.  Shooting  to  his  feet,  he  sped  for  the  hole  the  mech-suit  had

made in the wall. Daylight poured in through the billowing smoke. 

That tether in his chest—the Viper Queen’s leash—seemed to whisper, 

 Get to water, you stupid bastard, then return to me. 

Tharion  dared  a  glance  back  as  he  leapt  through  the  opening.  The

mech-suit was advancing on Cormac. Pippa marched beside it now, smiling

in triumph. 

Beyond  them,  row  after  row  of  half-made  mech  hybrids  slumbered. 

Waiting for activation and slaughter. It didn’t matter which side they fought

for. 

Cormac managed to lift a bloody hand to point behind Pippa. She drew

up  short  and  whirled  to  face  the  five  glowing  beings  at  the  far  end  of  the space. 

The Asteri. Oh gods. They’d come. 

Cormac gave no warning as he erupted into a ball of fire. 

Pippa was consumed by it first. Then the mech-pilot, who burned alive

in his suit. 

But  the  ball  kept  growing,  spreading,  roaring,  and  Tharion  began

running again, not waiting to see if it could somehow, against all odds, take

out the Asteri. 

He  ran  into  the  open  air,  following  the  tug  of  that  leash  back  to  the

water, to Valbara, dodging the wolf guards now racing to the building. Sirens

blared. White light rippled into the sky—the Asteri’s rage. 

Tharion cleared the trees. Kept running for the coast. Maybe he’d get

lucky and find a vehicle before then—even if he had to steal it. Or put a gun

to the driver’s head. 

He  was  half  a  mile  away  when  the  entire  building  exploded,  taking

Cormac, the suits, and the rebels with it. 

Slumped on the cell floor, Ruhn’s body ached from the beating he’d taken. 

Mordoc  had  surrounded  him  with  dreadwolves—no  shadows  would  have

been  able  to  hide  Ruhn  from  the  bloodhound  anyway.  He’d  have  been

sniffed out immediately. 

Had Day betrayed him? Pretended to be captured so he’d come here? 

He’d been so blind, so fucking  blind, and now—

The  door  to  the  cell  far  beneath  the  Asteri’s  palace  opened.  Ruhn, 

chained to the wall with gorsian shackles, looked up in horror as Bryce and

Athalar entered, similarly shackled. His sister’s face was wholly white. 

Athalar  bared  his  teeth  at  the  Harpy  as  she  shoved  him  in.  Since

Mordoc still lurked by the cell archway, grinning at them both, Ruhn had no

doubt that the Hind was somewhere close by—that she’d be the one who got

to work on them. 

Neither  Athalar  nor  Bryce  fought  their  captors  as  they,  too,  were

chained  to  the  wall.  Bryce  was  shaking.  With  fear  or  rage,  Ruhn  didn’t

know. 

He met Mordoc’s stare, letting the dreadwolf see just who the fuck he

was tangling with. “How did you know I’d be here?” 

The dreadwolf captain pushed off from the archway, violence in every

movement.  “Because  Rigelus  planned  it  that  way.  I  still  can’t  believe  you

walked right into his hands, you stupid fuck.” 

“We came here to assist the Asteri,” Ruhn tried. “You’ve got the wrong

idea.” 

From  the  corner  of  his  eye,  he  could  sense  Bryce  trying  to  catch  his

attention. 

But Mordoc’s face twisted with cruel delight. “Oh? Was that the excuse

you  were  going  to  use  in  that  alley?  Or  with  the  mystics?  You  forget  who

you’re speaking to. I never forget a scent.” He sneered at Bryce and Hunt. “I

tracked you all around Lunathion—Rigelus was all too happy to hear about

your activities.” 

“I thought you reported to the Hind,” Athalar said. 

The  silver  darts  along  Mordoc’s  collar  glinted  as  he  stepped  closer. 

“Rigelus has a special interest in you lot. He asked me to sniff around.” He

made  a  show  of  smelling  Hunt.  “Maybe  it’s  because  your  scent  is  wrong, 

angel.” 

Athalar growled, “What the fuck does that mean?” 

Mordoc angled his head with mocking assessment. “Not like any other

angel I’ve scented.” 

The Harpy rolled her eyes and said to the captain, “Enough. Leave us.” 

Mordoc’s lip curled. “We’re to wait here.” 

“Leave us, ” the Harpy snapped. “I want a head start before she ruins my

fun. Surely you know a thing or two about that, if you’re sneaking around

her to report to Rigelus.” Mordoc bristled, but stalked off with a low snarl. 

Ruhn’s  mind  raced.  They  should  never  have  come  here.  Mordoc   had

remembered  his  scent—and  tracked  them  these  past  weeks.  Had  fed  every

location to Rigelus. Fuck. 

The  Harpy  grinned.  “It’s  been  a  while  since  I’ve  played  with  you, 

Athalar.” 

Hunt spat at her feet. “Come and get it.” 

Ruhn  knew  he  was  trying  to  keep  her  from  going  for  Bryce.  Buying

them whatever time he could to find a way out of this shitstorm. Ruhn met

Bryce’s panicked look. 

She couldn’t teleport, thanks to the gorsian shackles. Could Cormac get back here? He was their only shot at getting out of these chains—their only

shot  at  survival.  Had  Dec  seen  the  capture?  Even  if  he  had,  there  were  no

reinforcements to send. 

The Harpy drew a short, lethal knife. The kind so precise that it could

carve skin from the most delicate places. She flipped it in her hand, keeping

back  from  Athalar’s  reach,  even  with  the  chains.  Her  focus  slid  to  Ruhn. 

Hate lit her eyes. 

“Not  so  cocky  now,  are  you,  princeling?”  she  asked.  She  pointed  her

knife  toward  his  crotch.  “You  know  how  long  it  takes  for  a  male  to  grow

back his balls?” 

Pure dread shot through him. 

Bryce hissed, “Keep your fucking hands off him.” 

The Harpy laughed. “Does it bother you, Princess, to see your males so

roughly handled?” She approached Ruhn, and he could do nothing as she ran

the side of the blade down his cheek. “So pretty,” she murmured, her eyes

like blackest Hel. “It will be a shame to ruin such beauty.” 

Hunt growled, “Come play with someone interesting.” 

“Still  the  noble  bastard,”  the  Harpy  said,  running  the  knife  down  the

other side of Ruhn’s face. If she came close enough, he could try to rip out

her  throat  with  his  teeth,  but  she  was  too  wary.  Kept  far  enough  back. 

“Trying to distract me from harming others. Don’t you remember how I cut

up your soldiers piece by piece despite your pleading?” 

Bryce  lunged  against  her  chains,  and  Ruhn’s  heart  cracked  as  she

screamed, “Get the fuck away from him! ” 

“Listening to you squeal while I carve him will be a delight,” the Harpy

said, and slid the knife to the base of Ruhn’s throat. 

It was going to hurt. It would hurt, but because of his Vanir blood, he

wouldn’t die—not yet. He’d keep healing while she sliced him apart. 

“GET  OFF  HIM! ”  Bryce  bellowed.  A  guttural  roar  thundered  in  the

words. As Fae as he’d ever heard his sister. 

The tip of the knife pierced Ruhn’s throat, its sting blooming. He dove

deep,  into  the  place  where  he’d  always  run  to  avoid  his  father’s

ministrations. 

They’d walked in here so foolishly, had been so blind—

The Harpy sucked in a breath, muscles tensing to shove in the knife. 

Something golden and swift as the wind barreled into her side and sent the Harpy sprawling. 

Bryce shouted, but all the noise, all the thoughts in Ruhn’s head eddied

away as a familiar, lovely scent hit him. As he beheld the female who leapt

to her feet, now a wall between him and the Harpy. 

The Hind. 
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“You fucking  cunt,” the Harpy cursed, rising to draw a long, wicked sword. 

Ruhn  couldn’t  move  from  the  floor  as  the  Hind  unsheathed  her  own

slim  blade.  As  her  beckoning  scent  floated  to  him.  A  scent  that  was

somehow entwined with his own. It was very faint, like a shadow, so vague

that he doubted anyone else would realize the underlying scent belonged to

him. 

And her scent had been familiar from the start because Hypaxia was her

half-sister,  he  realized.  Family  ties  didn’t  lie.  He’d  been  wrong  about  her

being in House of Sky and Breath—the Hind could claim total allegiance to

Earth and Blood. 

“I  knew  it.  I  always   knew  it,”  the  Harpy  seethed,  wings  rustling. 

“Traitorous bitch.” 

It couldn’t be. 

It … it couldn’t be. 

Bryce and Hunt were frozen with shock. 

Ruhn whispered, “Day?” 

Lidia Cervos looked over a shoulder. And she said with quiet calm in a

voice he knew like his own heartbeat, a voice he had never once heard her

use as the Hind, “Night.” 

“The Asteri will carve you up and feed you to your dreadwolves,” the

Harpy crooned, sword angling. “And I’m going to help them do it.” 

The golden-haired female—Lidia,  Day—only said to the Harpy, “Not if

I kill you first.” 

The Harpy lunged. The Hind was waiting. 

Sword met sword, and Ruhn could only watch as the shifter deflected

and  parried  the  angel’s  strike.  Her  blade  shone  like  quicksilver,  and  as  the Harpy  brought  down  another  arm-breaking  blow,  a  dagger  appeared  in

Lidia’s other hand. 

The  Hind  crossed  dagger  and  sword  and  met  the  blow,  using  the

Harpy’s movement to kick at her exposed stomach. The angel went down in

a pile of wings and black hair, but she was instantly up, circling. “The Asteri

will let Pollux have at you, I think.” A bitter, cruel laugh. 

Pollux—the  male  who’d  …  A  blaring  white  noise  blasted  through

Ruhn’s head. 

“Pollux will get what’s coming to him, too,” the Hind said, blocking the

attack  and  spinning  on  her  knees  so  that  she  was  behind  the  Harpy.  The

Harpy twirled, meeting the blow, but backed a step closer to Ruhn. 

Their blades again met, the Harpy pressing. The Hind’s arms strained, 

the sleek muscles in her thighs visible through her skintight white pants as

she pushed up, up, to her feet. She kept her black boots planted—the Harpy’s

stance was nowhere near as solid. 

Lidia’s golden eyes slid to Ruhn’s. She nodded shallowly. A command. 

Ruhn crouched, readying. 

“Lying filth,” the Harpy raged, losing another inch. Just a little further

… “When did they turn you?” 

Ruhn’s heart raced. 

The  two  females  clashed  and  withdrew  with  horrifying  skill,  then

clashed  again.  “Liar  I  might  be,”  Lidia  growled,  smiling  savagely,  “but  at

least I’m no fool.” 

The Harpy blinked as the Hind shoved her another inch. 

Right to the edge of Ruhn’s reach. 

Ruhn  grabbed  the  Harpy’s  ankle  and   yanked.  The  angel  shouted, 

tumbling down again, wings splaying. 

The Hind struck. 

Swift as a cobra, Lidia plunged her sword into the top of the Harpy’s

spine,  right  through  her  neck.  The  tip  of  her  blade  hit  the  floor  before  the Harpy’s body collided with it. 

The Harpy tried to scream, but the Hind had angled the blow to pierce

her vocal cords. The next blow, with her parrying dagger, plunged through

the  Harpy’s  ear  and  into  the  skull  beneath.  Another  move,  and  her  head

rolled away. 

And then silence. The Harpy’s wings twitched. 

Ruhn slowly lifted his gaze to the Hind. 

Lidia stood over him, splattered with blood. Every line of the body he’d

seen and felt was taut. On alert. 

Hunt breathed, “You’re a double agent?” 

But  Lidia  launched  into  motion,  grabbing  Ruhn’s  chains,  unlocking

them with a key from her imperial uniform. “We don’t have much time. You

have to get out of here.” 

She’d sworn she wouldn’t come for him if he got into trouble. But here

she was. 

“Was this a trap?” Bryce demanded. 

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” Lidia said. As the Hind, she’d kept

her voice low and soft. Day’s voice— this person’s voice—sounded higher. 

She came close enough while she freed Ruhn’s feet that he could scent her

again. “I tried to warn you that I believed Rigelus  wanted you to come here, 

that he knew you would, but … I was interrupted.” By Pollux. “When I was

finally able to reach out to you again, it was clear that only those of us in

Sandriel’s  triarii  knew  about  Rigelus’s  plan,  and  that  Mordoc  had  been

feeding  him  information  regarding  your  whereabouts.  To  warn  you  off

would have been to give myself away.” 

Hunt  glowered  as  Ruhn  stared  at  the  Hind.  “And  we  couldn’t  have

that,” the angel said. 

Mordoc—how  had  the  bloodhound  not  noticed  the  subtle  shift  in

Lidia’s scent? In Ruhn’s? Or had he, and been biding his time to spring the

trap shut? 

Lidia  shot  Hunt  a  glare,  not  backing  down  as  she  started  on  Bryce’s

chains. “There is a great deal that you do not understand.” 

She was so beautiful. And utterly soulless. 

 You remind me that I’m alive, she’d told him. 

“You killed Sofie,” Bryce hissed. 

“No.” Lidia shook her head. “I called for the city-ship to save her. They

arrived too late.” 

“What?” Athalar blurted. 

Ruhn blinked as the Hind pulled a white stone from her pocket. “These

are  calling  stones—beacons.  The  Ocean  Queen  enchanted  them.  They’ll

summon  whatever  city-ship  is  closest  when  dropped  into  the  water.  Her

mystics  sense  when  the  ships  might  be  needed  in  a  certain  area,  and  the stones are used as a precise method of location.” 

She’d  done  it  that  day  in  Ydra,  too.  She’d  summoned  the  ship  that

saved them. 

“Sofie drowned because of you,” Ruhn growled, his voice like gravel. 

“People died at your hands—” 

“There is so much to tell you, Ruhn,” she said softly, and his name on

her tongue …

But  Ruhn  looked  away  from  her.  He  could  have  sworn  the  Hind

flinched. 

He didn’t care. Not as Hunt asked Bryce, “Did you find out the truth?” 

Bryce paled. “I did. I—” 

Steps  sounded  down  the  hall.  Far  away,  but  approaching.  The  Hind

went still. “Pollux.” 

Her hearing had to be better than his. Or she knew the cadence of the

bastard’s steps so well she could tell from a distance. 

“We  have  to  make  it  appear  real,”  she  said  to  Bryce,  to  Ruhn,  voice

pleading,  utterly  desperate.  “The  information  lines   can’t  be  broken.”  Her voice cracked. “Do you understand?” 

Bryce did, apparently. She smirked. “I shouldn’t enjoy this so much.” 

Before Ruhn could react, his sister punched the shifter in the face. Sent

her sprawling. He shouted, and those footsteps down the hall turned into a

run. 

Bryce  leapt  upon  the  Hind,  fists  flying,  and  the  Harpy’s  blood  on  the

floor  smeared  all  over  them  both.  Hunt  struggled  against  his  chains,  and

Ruhn got to his feet, lunging toward the females—

Pollux appeared in the doorway. 

He  beheld  the  dead  Harpy,  beheld  Bryce  bloodied  with  the  Hind

beneath her, being pummeled, beheld Ruhn advancing, and drew his sword. 

Ruhn could have sworn the Hind whispered something in Bryce’s ear

before  Pollux  grabbed  Bryce  by  the  neck  and  hauled  her  off  the  other

female. 

“Hello, Princess,” the monster crooned. 

Hunt had no words in his head as the male he hated above all others grabbed

his mate by the neck. Held her off the floor so that the tips of her sneakers

dragged on the bloodied stone. 

“Look  what  you  did  to  my  friend,”  Pollux  said  in  that  dead,  soulless voice. “And to my lover.” 

“I’ll do the same to you,” Bryce managed to say, feet kicking blindly. 

“Put her the fuck down, ” Hunt snarled. 

Pollux sneered at him, and did no such thing. 

The  Hind  had  managed  to  pull  her  sword  from  the  Harpy’s  body  and

point it at Ruhn. “Back against the wall or she dies.” Her voice was flat and

low—as Hunt had always heard it. Not at all like the softer, higher register

of a moment before. 

Agent  Daybright  hadn’t  needed  saving  after  all.  And  the  Hind  …  the

female that Hunt had seen so mercilessly stride through the world …

She was a rebel. Had saved their asses that day in the waters off Ydra

by  summoning  the  city-ship  with  the  calling  stone.  It  hadn’t  been  Bryce’s

light at all.  We got your message, they’d said. 

Ruhn looked like he’d been punched in the gut. In the soul. 

But  Pollux  finally  lowered  Bryce  to  the  ground,  an  arm  wrapping

around  her  middle  as  he  grinned  at  Hunt.  He  sniffed  Bryce’s  hair.  Hunt’s

vision  went  black  with  rage  as  Pollux  said,  “This  is  going  to  be  so

satisfying.” 

Bryce  was  shaking.  She  knew—whatever  the  truth  was  about  the

Asteri,  about  all  of  this,  she  knew.  They  had  to  get  her  out,  so  that

information wouldn’t die here. 

So she wouldn’t die here. 

The  next  few  minutes  were  a  blur.  Guards  flowed  in.  Hunt  found

himself  being  hauled  to  his  feet,  Bryce  chained  beside  him,  Ruhn  on  her

other  side,  the  Hind  stalking  next  to  Pollux  as  they  walked  from  the

dungeons to an elevator bay. 

“Their  Graces  await  you,”  the  Hind  said  with  such  unfeeling  ice  that

even  Hunt  bought  it,  and  wondered  if  he’d  imagined  the  female  helping

them. Imagined that she’d risked everything to save Ruhn from the Harpy. 

From  the  way  Ruhn  was  glaring  at  the  Hind,  Hunt  could  only  guess

what the prince was thinking. 

They  entered  the  elevator,  the  Hind  and  Pollux  facing  them.  The

Hammer smirked at Hunt. 

If  they  could  kill  Pollux  …  But  cameras  monitored  this  elevator.  The

halls. The Hind would be revealed. 

Bryce was still shaking beside him. He hooked his fingers through hers, sticky with blood—as much movement as his chains would allow. 

He tried not to glance down when he felt her own chains. The manacles

were loose. Unlocked. Only Bryce’s fingertips held them in place—the Hind

hadn’t secured them. Bryce met Hunt’s stare. Pained and full of love. 

The Hind had known it, too. That Bryce, with the intel she carried, had

to get out. 

Was the Hind planning something? Had she whispered a plan in Bryce’s

ear? 

Bryce said nothing. Just held his hand—for the last time, he realized as

the elevator shot up through the crystal palace. 

He was holding his mate’s hand for the last time. 

Ruhn stared at the female he’d thought he knew. At her impassive, beautiful

face. Her empty golden eyes. 

It  was  a  mask.  He’d  seen  the  real  face  moments  ago.  Had  joined  his

body and soul with hers days ago. He knew what fire burned there. 

 Night. 

Her voice was a distant, soft plea in his mind. Like Lidia was trying to

find a way to link their thoughts again, like the crystal in his pocket had yet

again forged a path.  Night. 

Ruhn ignored the begging voice. The way it broke as she said,  Ruhn. 

He fortified the walls of his mind. Brick by brick. 

 Ruhn. Lidia banged on the walls of his mind. 

So he encased it with iron. With black steel. 

Pollux  smiled  at  him.  Slid  a  hand  around  the  Hind’s  blood-splattered

throat  and  kissed  under  her  ear.  “Do  you  like  the  way  my  lover  looks, 

princeling?” 

Something  lethal  snapped  free  at  that  hand  on  her  neck.  The  way  it

squeezed, and the slight glimmer of pain in Lidia’s eyes—

He’d  hurt  her.  Pollux  had  hurt  her,  again  and  again,  and  she’d

voluntarily  submitted  so  she  could  keep  feeding  the  rebels  intel.  She’d

endured a monster like Pollux for this. 

“Maybe we’ll put on a show for you before the end,” Pollux said, and

licked up the column of Lidia’s neck, lapping up the blood splattered there. 

Ruhn  bared  his  teeth  in  a  silent  snarl.  He’d  kill  him.  Slowly  and

thoroughly, punishing him for every touch, every hand he’d put on Lidia in

pain and torment. 

He had no idea where that landed him. Why he wanted and needed that

steel-clad wall between him and Lidia, even as his blood howled to murder

Pollux. How he could abhor her and need her, be drawn to her, in the same

breath. 

Pollux laughed against her skin, then pulled away. Lidia smiled coolly. 

Like it all meant nothing, like she felt nothing at all. 

But that voice against the walls of his mind shouted,  Ruhn! 

She banged against the black steel and stone, over and over. Her voice

broke again,  Ruhn! 

Ruhn locked her out. 

She’d taken countless lives—but she’d worked to save them, too. Did it

change anything? He’d known Day was someone high up—he’d have been a

fool to think anyone with that level of clearance with the Asteri would come

without complications. But for it to be her … What the Hel did it even say

about him, that he was capable of feeling what he did for someone like  her? 

His  ally  was  his  enemy.  His  enemy  was  his  lover.  He  focused  on  the

gore splattered on her. 

Lidia  had  so  much  blood  on  her  hands  that  there  would  never  be  any

washing it away. 

Bryce knew no one was coming to save them. Knew it was likely her fault. 

She  could  barely  stand  to  feel  Hunt’s  fingers  against  hers  as  they  walked

down the long crystal hallway. Couldn’t stand the stickiness of the Harpy’s

blood as it dried on her skin. 

She’d never seen a hall so long. A wall of windows stretched along one

side, overlooking the palace grounds and ancient city beyond. On the other

side,  busts  of  the  Asteri  in  their  various  forms  frowned  down  upon  them

from atop pedestals. 

Their  masters.  Their  overlords.  The  parasites  who  had  lured  them  all

into this world. Who had fed off them for fifteen thousand years. 

Rigelus wouldn’t have told her so much if he planned to ever let her go

again. 

She wished she’d called her mom and Randall. Wished she could hear

their  voices  one  more  time.  Wished  she’d  made  things  right  with  Juniper. 

Wished she’d lain low and been normal and lived out a long, happy life with

Hunt. 

It  wouldn’t  have  been  normal,  though.  It  would  have  been  contented ignorance.  And  any  children  they  had  …  their  power  would  one  day  have

also been siphoned off to fuel these cities and the monsters who ruled them. 

The  cycle  had  to  stop  somewhere.  Other  worlds  had  managed  to

overthrow them.  Hel had managed to kick them out. 

But Bryce knew she and Hunt and Ruhn wouldn’t be the ones to stop

the cycle. That task would be left to others. 

Cormac would continue to fight. Maybe Tharion and Hypaxia and Ithan

would pick up the cause. Perhaps Fury, too. 

Gods,  did  Jesiba  know?  She’d  kept  Parthos’s  remaining  books—

knowing  the  Asteri  would  want  to  wipe  out  the  narrative  that  contradicted

their  own  sanctioned  history.  So  Jesiba   had  to  know  what  kind  of  beings ruled here, didn’t she? 

The Hind led their group down the hall, Pollux at their backs. At the far, 

far end of the passage, Bryce could make out a small arch. 

A quartz Gate. 

Bryce’s blood chilled. Did Rigelus plan to have her open it as some sort

of test before cracking wide the Rifts? 

She’d  do  it.  Rigelus  had  Hunt  and  Ruhn  in  his  claws.  She  knew  her

mate  and  brother  would  tell  her  that  their  lives  weren’t  worth  it,  but  …

weren’t they? 

The  Hind  turned  a  third  of  the  way  down  the  hall,  toward  a  pair  of

colossal open doors. 

Seven thrones towered on a dais at the far end of the cavernous, crystal

space. All but one lay empty. And the center throne, the occupied one … it

glowed, full of firstlight. Funneling it right into the being who sat atop it. 

Something feral opened an eye in Bryce’s soul. And snarled. 

“I suppose you’re pleased to have added yet another angel to your kill

list with the death of the Harpy,” the Bright Hand of the Asteri drawled to

Bryce, stare sweeping over the blood caked on her. “I do hope you’re ready

to pay for it.” 
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Hunt  stared  at  his  severed  wings,  mounted  on  the  wall  high  above  the

Asteri’s thrones. 

Shahar’s  pristine  white  wings  were  displayed  above  his,  still  glowing

after all these centuries, right in the center of the array. Isaiah’s were to the

left of Hunt’s. So many wings. So many Fallen. All preserved here. 

He’d known the Asteri had kept them. But seeing them …

It was proof of his failure. Proof that he should never have come here, 

that they should have told Ophion and Tharion and Cormac to fuck off—

“I  did  you  a  favor,  killing  the  Harpy,”  Bryce  said  to  Rigelus,  who

watched  her  with  lifeless  eyes.  At  least  the  five  others  weren’t  here.  “She

was a drag.” 

Hunt  blinked  at  his  blood-splattered  mate.  Her  eyes  smoldered  like

coals, defiant and raging. She’d seen his wings, too. 

Rigelus propped his slender chin on a fist, leaning a bony elbow against

his  throne.  He  appeared  as  a  Fae  boy  of  seventeen  or  so,  dark-haired  and

gangly. A weak facade to veil the ancient monster beneath. “Shall we banter

some  more,  Miss  Quinlan,  or  can  I  get  to  the  part  where  I  order  you  to

confess the names of your allies?” 

Bryce smirked, and Hunt had never loved her more. On her other side, 

Ruhn  glanced  between  the  Asteri  and  his  sister,  as  if  trying  to  formulate  a plan. 

Hunt caught a familiar scent, and he twisted to see Baxian and Mordoc

enter behind them. They walked to where the Hind and the Hammer stood

by the pillars. Blocking the way out. 

Rigelus  had  known  of  their  mission  here  before  they’d  even  reached Pangera’s  shores—before  they’d  even  set  out.  Mordoc  had  tracked  their

scents with that bloodhound’s gift all around the city, marking each location

and reporting directly to the Bright Hand. 

And Hunt had left his phone in Lunathion, for fear of it being tracked

here. Baxian wouldn’t have been able to warn him, if he’d even been willing

to risk doing so. 

Hunt’s  eyes  met  Baxian’s.  The  male  revealed  nothing.  Not  one  bit  of

recognition. 

Had  everything  he’d  told  them  been  a  trap?  A  long  con  to  get  them

here? 

Bryce said to Rigelus, drawing Hunt’s attention away, “There is no one

else. But let’s talk about how you’re intergalactic parasites who trick us into

making  the  Drop  so  you  can  feed  off  our  firstlight.  And  then  feed  off  our

souls’ secondlight when we die.” 

Hunt went still. He could have sworn someone behind him—Baxian or

the Hind, perhaps—started. 

Rigelus snorted. “Is this your way of telling your companions what you

know?” 

Bryce didn’t avert her gaze. “Hel yeah, it is. Along with the fact that if

we destroy that core of firstlight beneath this palace—” 

“Silence,” Rigelus hissed, and the room shuddered with power. 

But Hunt’s mind reeled. The Asteri, the firstlight … Bryce caught his

stare,  her  eyes  brimming  with  rage  and  purpose.  There  was  more,  she

seemed to say. So much more to be used against the Asteri. 

Rigelus pointed at Ruhn. “I’m sure you could enlighten me as to who

has  been  helping  you.  I  know  of  Prince  Cormac—I’d  hoped  his  rebel

activities  might  be  of  use  someday.  When  we  learned  of  his  treachery,  the

others wanted to kill him and be done with it, but I thought it might be …

valuable to see where and to whom he led us. A Prince of the Fae would no

doubt wind up around other powerful Vanir, perhaps even try to recruit some

of them, and thus root out the corruption among our most loyal subjects. So

why  kill  one  traitor,  when  we  could  eventually  kill  many?  Alas,  he’s  dead

now.  That’s  where  my  other  siblings  are—drawn  out  to  the  lab,  as  you  no

doubt expected. But they reported that another male was with the prince, and

fled.” 

Bryce made a low sound in her throat. 

Rigelus turned to her. “Oh yes. Cormac incinerated himself and the lab. 

A great setback, considering how useful he was, but one we shall overcome, 

of course. Especially with Pippa Spetsos among the dead.” 

At least Tharion had escaped unidentified. 

“Perhaps  we  shall  call  in  your  father  to  assist  with  the  questioning,” 

Rigelus went on to Ruhn, bored and cool. “He was so skilled at wielding his

fire to get things out of you when you were a boy.” 

Ruhn stiffened. 

Hunt took in Bryce’s blood-flecked features. He’d only once seen this

level of rage on her face. Not toward Rigelus, but the male who’d sired her. 

It was the same rage he’d beheld that day she’d killed Micah. 

“Isn’t that what so many of the tattoos are for?” Rigelus continued. “To

hide the scars he left on you? I’m afraid we’ll have to ruin some of the ink

this time around.” 

Fucking Hel. Bryce’s lips had gone white from pressing them together

so hard. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. 

Ruhn looked at his sister and said softly, “You brought so much joy into

my life, Bryce.” 

It was perhaps the only goodbye they’d be able to make. 

Hunt  reached  for  Bryce’s  fingers,  but  she  stepped  forward.  Lifted  her

chin in that defiant, fuck-you way he loved so much. “You want me to open

a portal for you? Fine. But only if you let them go and agree to leave them

unharmed. Forever.” 

Hunt’s  blood  iced  over.  “That  was  why  you  lured  us  here?”  he  found

himself demanding of the Asteri, even as he roared with outrage at Bryce’s

offer. 

Rigelus said, “I couldn’t very well snatch you off the streets. Not such

notorious, public figures. Not without the right charges to bring you in.” A

smirk at Bryce. “Your friend Aidas will be terribly disappointed to learn you

couldn’t tell the difference between the real Prince of the Chasm and myself. 

He’s terribly vain in that way.” 

Hunt  started,  but  Bryce  seethed,  “You  pretended  to  be  Aidas  that

night.” 

“Who  else  could  break  through  the  wards  on  your  apartment?  You

didn’t  even  suspect  anything  when  he  encouraged  you  toward  rebellious

activities.  Though  I  suppose  credit  for  that  goes  to  me—I  played  his  rage

about Theia and Pelias quite well, don’t you think?” 

Fuck. He’d anticipated their every move. 

Rigelus went on, “And you didn’t even look that hard into the Reapers I

sent from this city to nudge you. The Bone Quarter was a testing ground for

your  true  power,  you  see—since  you  seemed  to  have  little  awareness  or

interest in it all summer. You were to hone your powers, all so we might put

them to good use. You played along beautifully.” 

Hunt’s  fingers  curled  into  fists.  He  should  have  seen  it—should  have

pushed Bryce away from this mess, should have taken her at the first hint of

trouble and gone to a place where no one could ever find them. 

But this was Midgard. No matter where they went, no matter how far

from Lunathion or the Eternal City, the Asteri would always find them. 

Rigelus  sighed  dramatically  at  their  stunned  silence.  “This  all  seems

very familiar, doesn’t it? A Starborn queen who allied with a Prince of Hel. 

Who trusted him deeply, and ultimately paid the price.” 

Hunt  mastered  himself  enough  to  nod  toward  the  seventh,  always

empty throne. “Hel got one on you in the end, though, I think.” 

Rigelus’s body glowed with ire, but his voice remained silky smooth. “I

look forward to facing Apollion again. Mordoc suspected that the Star-Eater

had been trying to get your attention these past weeks—to prod you along in

his own way.” 

So  one  Prince  of  Hel  had  been  a  fake,  the  other  true.  Apollion  really

had  sent  the  deathstalkers,  presumably  to  test  Bryce’s  powers—just  as

Rigelus also wanted—and Hunt’s own. And wanted it so badly that he was

willing to risk her death should she not be up to the task. 

But  she’d  teleported  that  night.  Used  that  ability  to  defeat  the

deathstalkers.  Had  started  to  grasp  the  gift  and  progressed  in  leaps  and

bounds since then. Literally. 

Apollion  must  have  known  she’d  need  those  skills.  Perhaps  for  this

very moment. 

The gorsian chains on Bryce’s wrists were unlocked. If she could throw

them off, she could get out. If the Hind could somehow get his own chains

off, he’d block the Asteri and Bryce could keep running. 

Hunt said, one last try, “You’re full of shit, and Mordoc should get his

nose checked. We’re not rebels. Celestina can vouch for us.” 

Rigelus  laughed,  and  Hunt  bristled.  “Celestina?  You  mean  the

Archangel  who  reported  to  me  that  you’d  lied  about  going  to  visit  Miss

Quinlan’s  family  a  few  weeks  ago,  and  then  reported  to  me  immediately

when she saw you leave the barracks heavily armed?” The words landed like a phantom punch to Hunt’s gut. 

 Love is a trap, Celestina had told him. Was this her way of protecting

what  she  loved?  Proving  her  trustworthiness  to  the  Asteri  by  selling  Hunt

and  his  friends  out  so  that  they  might  react  kindly  if  they  learned  about

Hypaxia? Had she any idea the witch she loved was involved? 

Rigelus seemed to read those questions on Hunt’s face, because he said, 

“She  might  have  once  been  a  friend  of  Shahar,  Orion,  but  with  so  much

personally on the line for her, she is no friend to you. At least, not when it

comes to protecting those she cherishes most.” 

“Why are you doing this?” Ruhn asked hoarsely. 

Rigelus frowned with distaste. “It is a matter of survival.” A glance at

Bryce. “Though her first task for us shall be one of … a personal matter, I

think.” 

“You’re  going  to  attack  Hel,”  Hunt  breathed.  Was  that  what  Apollion

was  anticipating?  Why  he’d  kept  telling  them,  again  and  again,  that  Hel’s

armies were readying? 

Not  to  attack  this  world,  but  to  defend  Hel  itself.  To  ally  with  any

who’d stand against the Asteri. 

“No,” Rigelus said. “Even Hel is not at the top of our list of those from

whom we shall exact vengeance.” Again, that smile at Bryce. “The star on

your chest—do you know what it is?” 

“Let’s assume I know nothing,” Bryce said grimly. 

Rigelus  inclined  his  head.  “It’s  a  beacon  to  the  world  from  which  the

Fae  originally  came.  It  sometimes  glows  when  nearest  the  Fae  who  have

undiluted bloodlines from that world. Prince Cormac, for example.” 

“It glowed for Hunt,” Bryce shot back. 

“It  also  glows  for  those  who  you  choose  as  your  loyal  companions. 

Knights.” 

“So what?” Bryce demanded. 

“So  that  star  will  lead  us  back  to  that  world.  Through  you.  They

overthrew  our  brethren  who  once  ruled  there—we  have  not  forgotten.  Our

initial attempt at revenge was foiled by your ancestor who also bore that star

on her chest. The Fae have still not atoned for the deaths of our brothers and

sisters. Their home world was rich in magic. I crave more of it.” 

Bryce  shook,  but  Hunt’s  heart  cracked  as  she  squared  her  shoulders. 

“My bargain holds. You let Hunt and Ruhn go freely and unharmed—forever

—and I’ll help you.” 

“Bryce,” Ruhn pleaded, but Hunt knew there was no arguing with her. 

“Fine,”  Rigelus  said,  and  smiled,  triumph  on  every  line  of  his  lanky

body. “You may say goodbye, as a sign of my gratitude for your assistance.” 

Bryce  turned  to  Hunt,  and  the  terror  and  pain  and  grief  on  her  gore-

splattered face threatened to bring him to his knees. He slipped his chained

hands around her head, pulling her close. Whispered in her ear. Her fingers

bunched in his shirt, as if in silent confirmation. 

So Hunt pulled back. Stared into his mate’s beautiful face for the last

time. 

He  laughed  softly,  a  sound  of  wonder  at  odds  with  the  crystal  throne

room and the monsters in it. “I love you. I wish I’d said it more. But I love

you,  Quinlan,  and  …”  His  throat  closed  up,  his  eyes  stinging.  His  lips

brushed her brow. “Our love is stronger than time, greater than any distance. 

Our love spans across stars and worlds. I will find you again. I promise.” 

He kissed her, and she shuddered, silently crying as her mouth moved

against his own. He savored the warmth and taste of her, etching it into his

soul. 

Then he stepped back, and Bryce faced Ruhn. 

She couldn’t do this. 

Her  heart  was  shattering;  her  bones  were  screaming  that  this  was

 wrong, wrong, wrong. 

She  couldn’t  leave  them.  Couldn’t  go  through  with  what  Hunt  had

whispered to her. 

She  clung  to  her  brother,  unable  to  stop  her  sobbing.  Even  as  a  small

weight dropped into her pocket. 

But Ruhn whispered in her ear, “I lied to the Autumn King about what

the Oracle told me as a boy.” She stilled. Ruhn went on, swift and urgent, 

“The Oracle told me that the royal line would end with me. That I am the

last of the line, Bryce.” She tried to pull back to gape at him, but he held her

firm. “But maybe she didn’t see that  you would come along. That you would

walk this path. You have to live. I can see it on your face—you don’t want to

do any of this. But you  have to live, Bryce. You have to be queen.” 

She’d  guessed  what  the  Autumn  King  had  done  to  Ruhn,  how  he’d

tortured  him  as  a  boy,  though  she’d  never  confirmed  it.  And  that  debt  …

she’d make her sire repay it, someday. 

“I don’t accept that,” Bryce breathed to Ruhn. “I  don’t.” 

“I  do.  I  always  have.  Whether  I  die  right  now  or  whether  I’m  just

infertile, I don’t know.” He chuckled. “Why do you think I partied so hard?” 

She  couldn’t  laugh.  Not  about  this.  “I  don’t  buy  that  bullshit  for  one

second.” 

“It doesn’t matter now.” 

Then Ruhn said into her mind,  Grab the Starsword when you go. 

 Ruhn—

 It’s yours. Take it. You’ll need it. You got the chains unhooked? 

 Yes.  She’d used the key the Hind had slipped her to unlock Hunt’s and

Ruhn’s manacles while she held them. 

 Good. I told Athalar the signal. You’re ready? 

 No. 

Ruhn  pressed  his  brow  against  hers.  We need armies, Bryce. We need

 you to go to Hel through that Gate, and bring Hel’s armies back with you to

 fight these bastards. But if Apollion’s cost is too high … don’t come back to

 this world. 

Her brother pulled away. And Ruhn said, shining with pride, “Long live

the queen.” 

Bryce didn’t give the others a chance to puzzle it out. 

She  flicked  her  wrists,  chains  falling  to  the  floor  as  she  grabbed  the

Starsword from Ruhn and whirled toward Rigelus. 

She  plunged  into  her  power  in  a  blink.  And  before  the  Bright  Hand

could shout, she blasted him with starlight. 

Hunt threw his chains to the ground the moment Ruhn said the word  queen. 

And as his mate launched her blinding power at Rigelus, Hunt hurled his at

the male, too. 

Lightning struck the marble pillar just above the crystal throne. 

It was a gamble: directing his initial blast of power at Rigelus, to keep

him down, rather than charging up Bryce and risking an attack from Rigelus

before it was done. 

Behind  them,  shouting  rose,  and  Hunt  twisted  to  see  Bryce  running

toward the doors, Starsword in hand. 

Pollux lunged for her, but Baxian was there. He tackled the male to the

crystal  floor.  Behind  him,  Mordoc  was  bleeding  from  a  gash  in  his  throat. 

The  Hind  was  on  the  floor,  unconscious.  Had  Baxian’s  treachery  been  a

surprise  to  her?  Hunt  supposed  he  didn’t  care.  Not  as  Baxian  got  Pollux down, and Bryce raced through the doors, out into the endless hallway. She

turned left, red hair streaming behind her, and then she was gone. 

Hunt whirled back toward Rigelus, but too late. 

Power, hot and aching, blasted him into a nearby pillar. Glowing like a

god, Rigelus leapt off the dais, the crystal floor splintering beneath him, and

barreled after Bryce, death raging in his eyes. 

Bryce’s heart cracked piece by piece with each step she ran from that throne

room. 

As she sped down the long hall, the busts of the Asteri damned her with

their hateful faces. 

A tidal wave of power rose behind her, and she dared a look over her

shoulder  to  find  Rigelus  on  her  tail.  He  blazed  white  with  magic,  fury

radiating from him. 

 Come on, Hunt. Come on, come on …

Rigelus sent out a blast of power, and Bryce zoomed left. The Asteri’s

power  smashed  through  a  window,  glass  spraying.  Bryce  slipped  on  the

shards,  but  kept  running  toward  the  arch  at  the  end  of  the  hall.  The  Gate

she’d open to take her to Hel. 

She’d  take  her  chances  with  Aidas  and  Thanatos  and  Apollion.  Get

their armies and bring them back to Midgard. 

Rigelus shot another spear of power, and Bryce ducked, sliding low just

as it shattered a marble bust of Austrus. Fragments sliced her face, her neck, 

her arms, but then she was up and running again, clenching the Starsword so

hard her hand ached. 

The slide had cost her. 

Rigelus  was  ten  feet  behind.  Five.  His  hand  stretched  for  her  trailing

hair. 

Lightning speared down the hall, shattering windows and statues in its

wake. 

Bryce welcomed it into her heart, her back. Welcomed it into the tattoo

there as Hunt’s power singed her very blood—and left it sparking. 

Lightning  ruptured  from  her  scar  like  a  bullet  passing  through.  Right

into the archway of the Gate. 

She didn’t dare see if Hunt still stood after his flawless shot. Not as the

air of the Gate’s arch turned black. Murky. 

Rigelus’s fingers snared in her hair. 

Bryce  gave  herself  to  the  wind  and  darkness,  and  teleported  for  the

Gate. 

Only to land ten feet ahead of Rigelus, as if her powers had hit a wall. 

Bryce could sense them now—a series of wards, like those Hypaxia had said

the Under-King had used to entrap her and Ithan. 

But  Rigelus  shouted  in  rage  and  surprise,  as  if  shocked  she’d  even

managed to get that far, and slung his power again. 

Ten  feet  at  a  time,  then.  Bryce  teleported,  and  another  statue  lost  its

head. 

Again, and again, and again, Rigelus shot his power at her and Bryce

leapt through space, ward to ward, zigging and zagging, glass and countless

statues to the Asteri’s egos shattering, the Gate nearing—

Bryce leapt  back—right behind Rigelus. 

He whirled, and she blasted a wall of light into his face. He howled, and

she teleported once more—

Bryce landed ten feet from the Gate’s gaping maw and kept running. 

Rigelus roared as Bryce jumped into the awaiting darkness. 

It caught her, sticky like a web. Time slowed to a glacial drip. 

Rigelus was still roaring, lunging. 

Bryce thrust her power out, willed the Gate to take her and her alone, 

and  she  was  falling,  falling,  falling  while  standing  still,  suspended  in  the

archway, sucked backward so that her hair trailed outward, toward Rigelus’s

straining fingers—

“NO! ” he bellowed. 

It  was  the  last  sound  Bryce  heard  as  the  darkness  within  the  Gate

swallowed her whole. 


She  fell,  slowly  and  without  end—and  sideways.  Not  a  plunge  down, 

but a yank  across. The pressure in her ears threatened to pulp her brain, and

she was screaming into wind and stars and emptiness, screaming to Hunt and

Ruhn, left behind in that crystal palace. Screaming—
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Hunt could barely get a breath down around the stone gag. A gorsian stone, 

to  match  the  ones  clamped  around  his  wrists  and  neck.  The  same  kind

contained Ruhn and Baxian as the two males were led toward the doors of

the throne room by Rigelus and his underlings. 

Not one flicker of lightning remained in Hunt’s body. 

The  Hind  strode  beside  Rigelus,  speaking  softly  as  they  walked  past

where Hunt was on his knees outside the doors. She didn’t so much as look

at Ruhn. The prince only stared ahead. 

Baxian  was  escorted  over,  bloodied  and  bruised  from  the  fight  with

Pollux.  Mordoc  was  recovering  from  his  slit  throat,  hate  simmering  from

him  as  he  lay  bleeding  on  the  floor.  Hunt  gave  the  bloodhound  a  savage

smile as a ribbon of Rigelus’s power hauled Hunt to his feet. 

“A short stop before the dungeons, I think,” Rigelus announced, turning

left—toward the shattered ruin along the hall. Toward the now-empty Gate. 

Hunt was powerless to do anything but follow, Ruhn and Baxian with

him. He’d been at the end of the hall when Bryce had made her spectacular

run,  teleporting  as  fast  as  the  wind  toward  the  black  hole  that  had  opened

within the small Gate. No trace of the blackness or Bryce remained now. 

Hunt  could  only  pray  that  Bryce  had  reached  Hel.  That  she’d  locate

Aidas  and  he’d  protect  her  as  they  rallied  Hel’s  armies  and  brought  them

back through the Rift into Midgard. To save them. 

Hunt doubted he’d be around to see it. Doubted Ruhn or Baxian would, 

either. 

Rigelus halted before the Gate. “Get the angel on his knees.” 

Bryce’s scent still lingered in the air of the empty space framed by the Gate. Hunt focused on that scent and that scent alone as Pollux shoved him

to the floor before the Gate. 

If this was it, he could die knowing Bryce had gotten away. She’d gone

from one Hel to a literal one, but … she’d gotten away. Their last chance at

salvation. 

“Go ahead, Hammer,” Rigelus said, smiling at Hunt, cold death in his

ageless eyes. 

Hunt  could  feel  Ruhn  and  Baxian  watching  in  muted  horror.  Hunt

bowed over his knees, waiting for the blow to his neck. 

 Bryce, Bryce, Bryce—

Pollux’s hands clamped onto either side of his face. Holding it upright, 

like he’d snap Hunt’s neck with his bare hands. 

Pollux laughed softly. 

Hunt  knew  why  a  moment  later  as  Rigelus  approached,  a  hand  lifted

and  near-blinding  with  white  light.  “I  don’t  think  I  need  one  of  the  crones this time,” the Bright Hand said. 

No.  No.  Anything but this. 

Hunt thrashed, but Pollux held him firm, smile unfaltering. 

Rigelus laid his glowing hand on Hunt’s brow and pain erupted through

his skull, his muscles, his blood. As if the very marrow of his bones were

being burned into mist. 

The  Asteri’s  power  slithered  and  spiderwebbed  across  Hunt’s  brow, 

piercing into him with every spike of the halo’s thorns that Rigelus tattooed

there. 

Hunt screamed then. It echoed off the stones, off the Gate. 

Beside  him,  Baxian  started  inhaling  sharp,  jagged  breaths.  Like  the

Helhound knew he was next. 

The pain across Hunt’s brow became blinding, his vision splintering. 

The halo kept spreading over his skull, worse than any gorsian shackle. 

His power writhed in its iron grip, no longer his to fully command. Just as

his own life, his freedom, his future with Bryce … Gone. 

Hunt  screamed  again,  and  as  darkness  swept  in  to  claim  him,  he

wondered if that soul-scream, not the halo, was what Rigelus wanted. If the

Asteri believed the sound of his suffering might carry through the Gate and

into Hel itself, where Bryce could hear him. 

Then Hunt knew nothing at all. 
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Hel had grass. And mist. 

Those were Bryce’s first two thoughts as she landed—or appeared. One

moment she was falling sideways, and then her right shoulder collided with

a wall of green that turned out to be the ground. 

She  panted,  mind  spinning  so  violently  she  could  only  lie  amid  the

drifting, chill fog. Her fingers dug into the verdant grass. Blood coated her

hands. Crusted beneath her nails. 

She  had  to  get  up.  Had  to  start  moving  before  one  of  Hel’s  creatures

sniffed  her  out  and  ripped  her  to  shreds.  If  those  deathstalkers  found  her, 

they’d kill her in an instant. 

The Starsword—

There. A foot beyond her head. 

Bryce trembled as she eased onto her knees, bending to hold them tight. 

Hunt  …  She  could  have  sworn  she  heard  his  screams  echoing  in  the

mist as she fell. 

She had to get up. Find a way to Aidas. 

Yet  she  couldn’t  move.  To  get  up  would  be  to  walk  away  from  her

world, from Hunt and Ruhn, and whatever the Asteri were doing to them—

 Get up, she told herself, gritting her teeth. 

The mists parted ahead, peeling back to reveal a gentle turquoise river

perhaps fifty feet from where she knelt, flowing right past the … lawn. 

She was on someone’s clipped, immaculate lawn. And across the river, 

emerging from the mist …

A city. Ancient and beautiful—like something on a Pangeran postcard. 

Indistinct shapes meandered through the mist on the other side of the river—

the demons of Hel. 

 Get up. 

Bryce swallowed hard, as if she could drink down her shaking, and slid

out  a  leg  to  rise.  The  Harpy’s  blood  still  soaked  her  leggings,  the  fabric

sticky against her skin. 

Something icy and sharp pressed against her throat. 

A cool male voice spoke above her, behind her, in a language she did

not recognize. But the curt words and tone were clear enough:  Don’t fucking

 move. 

Bryce  lifted  her  hands  and  reached  for  her  power.  Only  splintered

shards remained. 

The  male  voice  demanded  something  in  that  strange  language,  and

Bryce stayed on her knees. He hissed, and then a strong hand clamped on her

shoulder, hauling her up and twisting her to face him. 

She  glimpsed  black  boots.  Dark,  scalelike  armor  over  a  tall,  muscled

body. 

Wings. Great, black wings. A demon’s wings. 

But the male face that stared through the mists, grave and lethal … it

was beautiful, despite the fact that his hazel eyes held no mercy. He spoke

again, in a soft voice that promised pain. 

Bryce couldn’t stop her chest from heaving wildly. “Aidas. I need to see

Aidas. Can you take me to him?” Her voice broke. 

The winged male swept his gaze over her—assessing and wary. Noted

that  the  blood  covering  her  was  not  her  own.  His  attention  drifted  to  the

Starsword lying in the grass between them. His eyes widened slightly. 

Bryce  lunged  a  step  toward  him,  making  to  grab  the  front  of  his

intricate armor. He easily sidestepped the move, face impassive as she asked, 

“Can  you  take  me  to  Prince  Aidas?”  She  couldn’t  stop  her  tears  then.  The

male’s brows knitted. 

“Please,” Bryce begged. “Please.” 

The male’s face didn’t soften as he picked up the sheathed Starsword, 

then gestured for her to step closer. 

Bryce obeyed, shaking, wondering if she should be fighting, screaming. 

With  scarred  hands,  the  demon  pulled  a  scrap  of  black  cloth  from  a

hidden pocket in his armor. Held it up to his face, feigning putting it on. A

blindfold. 

Bryce  breathed  in,  trying  to  calm  herself  as  she  nodded.  The  male’s hands were gentle but thorough as he fitted it tightly over her eyes. 

Then  hands  were  at  her  knees  and  back,  and  the  ground  was  gone—

they were flying. 

Only the flap of his leathery wings and the sighing mist filled her ears. 

So different from the rippling hush of Hunt’s feathers in the wind. 

Bryce tried to use the time in the air to stop shaking, but she couldn’t. 

Couldn’t even form a solid thought. 

They  glided  downward,  her  stomach  tipping  with  the  movement,  and

then they landed, the thump of the demon’s boots hitting the ground echoing

through her. He set her down, taking her by the hand. A door creaked open. 

Warm  air  greeted  her,  then  the  door  shut.  He  said  something  she  didn’t

understand, and then she was toppling forward—

He  caught  her,  and  sighed.  She  could  have  sworn  he  sounded  …

exasperated.  He  gave  no  warning  as  he  hauled  her  over  a  shoulder  and

tromped  down  a  set  of  stairs  before  entering  somewhere  …  nice-smelling. 

Roses? Bread? 

They ate bread in Hel? Had flowers?  A dark, cold world, the Asteri had

said in their notes on the planet. 

Floorboards  groaned  beneath  his  boots,  and  then  Bryce  found  herself

again on solid ground, carpets cushioning her feet. He led her by the hand

and pushed her downward. Bryce tensed, fighting it, but he did it again, and

she sat. In a comfy chair. 

He  spoke  in  that  silken  voice,  and  she  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t

understand  you,”  she  said  rawly.  “I  don’t  know  Hel’s  languages.  But  …

Aidas? Prince Aidas?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“Please,”  she  repeated.  “I  need  to  find  Prince  Aidas.  My  world, 

Midgard—it’s in grave danger, and my mate …” Her voice broke, and she

doubled over in the darkness.  I will find you again, Hunt had promised. 

But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He had no way to get here. And she had

no way to get home. 

Unless Aidas or Apollion knew how to use the Horn. Had magic that

could charge it. 

She’d left Hunt and Ruhn. Had run and left them, and … Bryce sobbed. 

“Oh gods,” she wept. She tore off the blindfold, baring her teeth.  “Aidas!” 

she shouted at the cold-faced male. “Get fucking  AIDAS.” 

He didn’t so much as blink. Didn’t reveal one hint of emotion, that he cared. 

But—this room. This … house? 

Dark  oak  wood  floors  and  furniture.  Rich,  velvet  fabrics.  A  crackling

fire.  Books  on  the  shelves  lining  one  wall.  A  cart  of  liquor  in  crystal

decanters  beside  the  black  marble  fireplace.  And  through  the  archway

beyond the winged male, a foyer and a dining room. 

Its style could have fit in with her father’s study. With Jesiba’s gallery. 

The  male  watched  cautiously.  She  swallowed  down  her  tears, 

straightening her shoulders. Cleared her throat. “Where am I? What level of

Hel?” 

“Hel?” he said at last. 

“Hel,  yes,  Hel!”  She  gestured  to  the  house.  The  complete  opposite  of

what she’d expected. “What level? Pit? Chasm?” 

He shook his head, brow furrowing. The front door in the foyer opened, 

and multiple people rushed in, males and females, all speaking that strange

language. 

Bryce beheld the first one and shot to her feet. 

The  petite,  dark-haired  female  with  angular  eyes  like  Fury’s  drew  up

short. Her red-painted mouth dropped open, no doubt at the blood all over

Bryce’s face and body. 

This female was … Fae. Clad in beautiful, yet thoroughly old-fashioned

clothes. Like the stuff they wore on Avallen. 

Another  winged  male,  broader  than  the  other,  swaggered  in,  a  pretty

female with brown-gold hair at his side. Also Fae. Also wearing clothes that

seemed out of some sort of fantasy film. 

Bryce blurted, “I’ve been trying to ask him, but he doesn’t understand. 

Is this Hel? I need to see Prince Aidas.” 

The  dark-haired  one  turned  to  the  others  and  said  something  that  had

them all angling their heads at Bryce. The swaggering male sniffed, trying to

read the scent of the blood on her. 

Bryce swallowed hard. She knew only one other language, and that one

…

Her heart thundered. Bryce said in the ancient language of the Fae, of

the Starborn, “Is this world Hel? I need to see Prince Aidas.” 

The petite, dark-haired female staggered back, a hand to her mouth. The

others  gaped.  As  if  the  small  female’s  shock  was  a  rare  occurrence.  The

female eyed the Starsword then. Looked to the first winged male—Bryce’s captor. Nodded to the dark-hilted knife at his side. 

The male drew it, and Bryce flinched. 

Flinched, but—“What the fuck?” The knife could have been the twin of

the Starsword: black hilted and bladed. 

It  was its twin. The Starsword began to hum within its sheath, glittering

white light leaking from where leather met the dark hilt. The dagger—

The male dropped the dagger to the plush carpet. All of them retreated

as it flared with dark light, as if in answer. Alpha and Omega. 

“Gwydion,”  the  dark-haired  female  whispered,  indicating  the

Starsword. 

The  broader  male  sucked  in  a  breath.  Then  said  something  in  that

language  she  couldn’t  comprehend.  The  brunette  at  his  side  snapped

something back that sounded like a reprimand. 

“Is this Hel?” Bryce asked again in the old tongue of the Fae. 

The dark-haired female observed Bryce from head to toe: the clothes so

thoroughly at odds with their own attire, the blood and cuts. Then she replied

in the old tongue, “No one has spoken that language in this world for fifteen

thousand years.” 

Bryce rubbed at her face. Had she traveled in time, somehow? Or did

Hel occupy a different time and—

“Please,” she said. “I need to find Prince Aidas.” 

“I do not know who that is.” 

“Apollion, then. Surely you know the Prince of the Pit.” 

“I do not know of such people. This world is not Hel.” 

Bryce slowly shook her head. “I … Then where am I?” She surveyed

the  silent  others,  the  winged  males  and  the  other  Fae  female,  who  stared

coolly. “What world is this? ” 

The  front  door  opened  again.  First,  a  lovely  female  with  the  same

brown-gold hair as the one already standing before Bryce entered. She wore

a loose white shirt over brown pants, both splattered with paint. Her hands

were tattooed to the elbows in intricate swirls. But her blue-gray eyes were

wary—soft and curious, but wary. 

The winged, dark-haired male who stepped in behind her …

Bryce gasped. “Ruhn?” 

The  male  blinked.  His  eyes  were  the  same  shade  of  violet  blue  as

Ruhn’s.  His  short  hair  the  same  gleaming  black.  This  male’s  skin  was

browner,  but  the  face,  the  posture  …  It  was  her  brother’s.  His  ears  were pointed,  too,  though  he  also  possessed  those  leathery  wings  like  the  two

other males. 

The  female  beside  him  asked  the  petite  female  a  question  in  their

language. 

But  the  male  continued  to  stare  at  Bryce.  At  the  blood  on  her,  at  the

Starsword and the knife, the blades still gleaming with their opposite lights. 

He lifted his gaze to her, stars in his eyes. Actual stars. 

Bryce pleaded with the petite female, “My world … Midgard … It’s in

grave  danger.  My  mate,  he  …”  She  couldn’t  get  the  words  out.  “I  didn’t

mean to come here. I meant to go to Hel. To get aid from the princes. But I

don’t know what this world is. Or how to find Hel. I need your help.” 

It  was  all  there  was  left  to  do:  throw  herself  at  their  mercy  and  pray

they  were  decent  people.  That  even  if  she’d  come  from  another  world, 

they’d recognize her as Fae and be compassionate. 

The  petite  female  seemed  to  repeat  Bryce’s  words  to  the  others.  The

female with the tattooed hands asked Bryce a question in their language. The

petite one translated: “She wants to know what your name is.” 

Bryce  glanced  from  the  tattooed  female  to  the  beautiful  male  at  her

side.  They  both  possessed  an  air  of  quiet,  gentle  authority.  The  others  all

seemed  to  wait  for  their  cues.  So  Bryce  addressed  the  two  of  them  as  she

lifted her chin. “My name is Bryce Quinlan.” 

The male stepped forward, tucking in his wings. He smiled slightly and

said  in  the  Old  Language,  in  a  voice  like  glorious  night,  “Hello,  Bryce

Quinlan. My name is Rhysand.” 

 

EPILOGUE

Ithan  Holstrom  crouched,  a  hulking  wolf  among  the  rain-lashed  shadows

outside  the  Astronomer’s  building,  monitoring  the  few  people  in  the  alley

braving the storm. 

No word had come from Pangera. Just a mention of an explosion at a

lab outside the city, and that was it. He didn’t expect to hear anything from

Bryce and the others at least until the next day. 

But  he  couldn’t  help  the  urge  to  pace,  even  as  he  guarded  the  doors

across  the  alley.  He’d  seen  no  glimpse  of  the  Astronomer.  No  patrons  had

entered. Had Mordoc dragged the wretch off for an interrogation about why

Ithan and his friends had visited him? And left the mystics here—unguarded

and alone? 

He’d  fucked  up  guard  duty  with  Hypaxia.  He  wouldn’t  make  that

mistake again. Not with the mystic caged beyond those doors. 

Another Fendyr heir to the Prime. An Alpha to challenge Sabine. 

Something moved in the shadows far down the alley, beyond the neon

glow of the signs above the tattoo parlors and bars. Swift and hulking and—

He sniffed the air. Even with the rain, he knew that scent. Knew the golden

eyes that glowed in the rainy darkness. 

Ithan’s growl rumbled over the slick cobblestones, his wet fur bristling. 

Amelie  Ravenscroft,  his  former  Alpha,  only  snarled  back,  sending

whatever patrons were on the streets scattering into the buildings, and melted

into the dimness. 

Ithan waited until her scent had faded before letting out a breath. He’d

been right to come here, then. If he hadn’t been here … He glanced to the

doors again. 

He  couldn’t  stay  here  indefinitely.  He’d  need  others  to  keep  watch while he rested. 

His  phone  rang  from  where  he’d  left  it  on  the  stoop  of  an  alley

doorway,  and  Ithan  shifted  into  his  humanoid  body  before  answering. 

“Flynn. I was about to call you.” To beg for a massive favor. If Sabine came

here, or Amelie returned, packs in tow …

The Fae lord didn’t reply immediately. Ithan could have sworn he heard

the male swallow. 

He  stilled.  “What  is  it?”  Flynn’s  breathing  turned  harsh.  Jagged. 

“Flynn.” 

“Shit went down.” The Fae lord seemed to be struggling for words. And

to hold back tears. 

“Is …” He couldn’t face this. Not again. Not—

“Ruhn and Athalar have been taken prisoner by the Asteri. Dec saw it

on  the  palace  feeds.  Tharion  called  from  the   Depth  Charger  pod  to  say Cormac’s dead.” 

Ithan  began  shaking  his  head,  even  as  he  contemplated  the  risk  of

discussing  this  on  the  phone.  Breathing  was  somehow  impossible  as  he

whispered, “Bryce?” 

A long, long pause. 

Ithan slid to the soaking ground. 

“She disappeared. You … you gotta come hear it from Dec.” 

“Is  she  alive?”  Ithan’s  snarl  tore  through  the  rain,  bouncing  off  the

bricks. 

“The last we saw her in this world … she was.” 

“What do you mean,  in this world?” But he had a terrible feeling that he

already knew. 

“You have to see it for yourself,” Flynn croaked. 

“I can’t,” Ithan bit out. “I’ve got something to do.” 

“We need you,” Flynn said, and his voice was full of an authority that

people  outside  the  Aux  rarely  heard.  “We’re  friends  now,  wolf.  Get  your

furry ass over here.” 

Ithan peered toward the towering doors. Felt himself being pulled apart

by Urd herself. 

“I’ll be there in fifteen,” Ithan said, and hung up. Slid his phone into his

pocket. Stalked across the street. 

A blow from his fist dented the metal doors. The second one broke the

locks. The third sent them crumpling inward. 

No  sign  of  the  Astronomer.  Too  bad.  He  was  in  the  mood  for  blood

tonight. 

But  Ithan  stormed  to  the  nearest  tub.  The  wolf  mystic  floated  in  the

murky, salt-laden water, hair spread around her, eyes closed. Breathing mask

and tubes back in place. 

“Wake up.” His words were a low growl. “We’re going.” 

The mystic didn’t respond, lost to wherever her mind took her. 

“I know you can hear me. I need to go somewhere, and I’m not leaving

you  behind.  People  are  lurking  out  there  who  want  you  dead.  So  you  can

either get the fuck up right now or I can do it for you.” 

Again, no response. His fingers flexed, claws sliding free, but he kept

his  hand  at  his  side.  It  was  only  a  matter  of  time  until  someone  came  to

investigate  why  the  doors  had  been  ripped  open,  but  to  tear  her  from  that

dream state … she’d been so tormented the last time. 

“Please,” he said softly, head bowing. “My friends need me. My … my

pack needs me.” 

That’s what they’d become. 

He’d lost his brother, his brother’s pack—the pack that would have one

day been his—but this one …

He wouldn’t lose it. Would fight until the bitter end to protect it. 

“Please,” Ithan whispered, voice breaking. Her hand twitched, the water

rippling. Ithan’s breath caught in his throat. 

Her brow furrowed. The feeds on her tank began blaring and beeping, 

flashing red. The hair on Ithan’s arms rose. 

And  then,  lids  fluttering,  like  the  Alpha  fought  for  every  inch  toward

awakening, the lost Fendyr heir opened her eyes. 
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Renegade:

Adjective

‘Having rejected tradition: Unconventional.’

Merriam-Webster Dictionary

Acquiescence to tyranny is the death of the spirit

You may be 38 years old, as I happen to be. And one day, 

some great opportunity stands before you and calls you to

stand up for some great principle, some great issue, some

great cause. And you refuse to do it because you are afraid

… You refuse to do it because you want to live longer …

You’re afraid that you will lose your job, or you are afraid

that you will be criticised or that you will lose your

popularity, or you’re afraid that somebody will stab you, or

shoot at you or bomb your house; so you refuse to take the

stand. 

Well, you may go on and live until you are 90, but you’re just

as dead at 38 as you would be at 90. And the cessation of

breathing in your life is but the belated announcement of an

earlier death of the spirit. 

Martin Luther King

How the few control the many and always have – the many do

whatever they’re told

‘Forward, the Light Brigade!’

Was there a man dismayed? 

Not though the soldier knew

Someone had blundered. 

Theirs not to make reply, 

Theirs not to reason why, 

Theirs but to do and die. 

Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred. 

Cannon to right of them, 

Cannon to le  of them, 

Cannon in front of them

Volleyed and thundered; 

Stormed at with shot and shell, 

Boldly they rode and well, 

Into the jaws of Death, 

Into the mouth of hell

Rode the six hundred

Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892)

 

The mist is li ing slowly

I can see the way ahead

And I’ve le  behind the empty streets

That once inspired my life

And the strength of the emotion

Is like thunder in the air

’Cos the promise that we made each other

Haunts me to the end

The secret of your beauty

And the mystery of your soul

I’ve been searching for in everyone I meet

And the times I’ve been mistaken

It’s impossible to say

And the grass is growing

Underneath our feet

The words that I remember

From my childhood still are true

That there’s none so blind

As those who will not see

And to those who lack the courage

And say it’s dangerous to try

Well they just don’t know

That love eternal will not be denied

I know you’re out there somewhere

Somewhere, somewhere

I know you’re out there somewhere

Somewhere you can hear my voice

I know I’ll find you somehow

Somehow, somehow

I know I’ll find you somehow

And somehow I’ll return again to you

The Moody Blues

Are you a gutless wonder - or a Renegade Mind? 

Monuments put from pen to paper, 

Turns me into a gutless wonder, 

And if you tolerate this, 

Then your children will be next. 

Gravity keeps my head down, 

Or is it maybe shame ... 

Manic Street Preachers



Rise like lions a er slumber

In unvanquishable number. 

Shake your chains to earth like dew

Which in sleep have fallen on you. 

Ye are many – they are few. 

Percy Shelley
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CHAPTER ONE

I’m thinking’ – Oh, but  are you? 

 Think for yourself and let others enjoy the privilege of doing so too

Voltaire

French-born philosopher, mathematician and scientist René

Descartes became famous for his statement in Latin in the 17th

century which translates into English as: ‘I think, therefore I am.’

On the face of it that is true. Thought reflects perception and

perception leads to both behaviour and self-identity. In that sense

‘we’ are what we think. But who or what is doing the thinking and is

thinking the only route to perception? Clearly, as we shall see, ‘we’

are not always the source of ‘our’ perception, indeed with regard to

humanity as a whole this is rarely the case; and thinking is far from

the only means of perception. Thought is the village idiot compared

with other expressions of consciousness that we all have the

potential to access and tap into. This has to be true when we  are

those other expressions of consciousness which are infinite in nature. 

We have forgo en this, or, more to the point, been manipulated to

forget. 

These are not just the esoteric musings of the navel. The whole

foundation of human control and oppression is control of

perception. Once perception is hĳacked then so is behaviour which

is dictated by perception. Collective perception becomes collective

behaviour and collective behaviour is what we call human society. 

Perception is all and those behind human control know that which is

why perception is the target 24/7 of the psychopathic manipulators

that I call the Global Cult. They know that if they dictate perception

they will dictate behaviour and collectively dictate the nature of

human society. They are further aware that perception is formed

from information received and if they control the circulation of

information they will to a vast extent direct human behaviour. 

Censorship of information and opinion has become globally Nazi-

like in recent years and never more blatantly than since the illusory

‘virus pandemic’ was triggered out of China in 2019 and across the

world in 2020. Why have billions submi ed to house arrest and

accepted fascistic societies in a way they would have never believed

possible? Those controlling the information spewing from

government, mainstream media and Silicon Valley (all controlled by

the same Global Cult networks) told them they were in danger from

a ‘deadly virus’ and only by submi ing to house arrest and

conceding their most basic of freedoms could they and their families

be protected. This monumental and provable lie became the

 perception of the billions and therefore the  behaviour of the billions. In those few words you have the whole structure and modus operandi

of human control. Fear is a perception – False Emotion Appearing

Real – and fear is the currency of control. In short … get them by the

balls (or give them the impression that you have) and their hearts

and minds will follow. Nothing grips the dangly bits and freezes the

rear-end more comprehensively than fear. 

World number 1

There are two ‘worlds’ in what appears to be one ‘world’ and the

prime difference between them is knowledge. First we have the mass

of human society in which the population is maintained in coldly-

calculated ignorance through control of information and the

‘education’ (indoctrination) system. That’s all you really need to

control to enslave billions in a perceptual delusion in which what are

perceived to be  their thoughts and opinions are ever-repeated

mantras that the system has been downloading all their lives

through ‘education’, media, science, medicine, politics and academia

in which the personnel and advocates are themselves

overwhelmingly the perceptual products of the same repetition. 

Teachers and academics in general are processed by the same

programming machine as everyone else, but unlike the great

majority they never leave the ‘education’ program. It gripped them

as students and continues to grip them as programmers of

subsequent generations of students. The programmed become the

programmers – the programmed programmers. The same can

largely be said for scientists, doctors and politicians and not least

because as the American writer Upton Sinclair said: ‘It is difficult to

get a man to understand something when his salary depends upon

his not understanding it.’ If your career and income depend on

thinking the way the system demands then you will – bar a few free-

minded exceptions – concede your mind to the Perceptual

Mainframe that I call the Postage Stamp Consensus. This is a tiny

band of perceived knowledge and possibility ‘taught’ (downloaded)

in the schools and universities, pounded out by the mainstream

media and on which all government policy is founded. Try thinking, 

and especially speaking and acting, outside of the ‘box’ of consensus

and see what that does for your career in the Mainstream Everything

which bullies, harasses, intimidates and ridicules the population into

compliance. Here we have the simple structure which enslaves most

of humanity in a perceptual prison cell for an entire lifetime and I’ll

go deeper into this process shortly. Most of what humanity is taught

as fact is nothing more than programmed belief. American science

fiction author Frank Herbert was right when he said: ‘Belief can be

manipulated. Only knowledge is dangerous.’ In the ‘Covid’ age

belief is promoted and knowledge is censored. It was always so, but

never to the extreme of today. 

World number 2

A ‘number 2’ is slang for ‘doing a poo’ and how appropriate that is

when this other ‘world’ is doing just that on humanity every minute

of every day. World number 2 is a global network of secret societies

and semi-secret groups dictating the direction of society via

governments, corporations and authorities of every kind. I have

spent more than 30 years uncovering and exposing this network that

I call the Global Cult and knowing its agenda is what has made my

books so accurate in predicting current and past events. Secret

societies are secret for a reason. They want to keep their hoarded

knowledge to themselves and their chosen initiates and to hide it

from the population which they seek through ignorance to control

and subdue. The whole foundation of the division between World 1

and World 2 is  knowledge. What number 1 knows number 2 must not. 

Knowledge they have worked so hard to keep secret includes (a) the

agenda to enslave humanity in a centrally-controlled global

dictatorship, and (b) the nature of reality and life itself. The la er (b)

must be suppressed to allow the former (a) to prevail as I shall be

explaining. The way the Cult manipulates and interacts with the

population can be likened to a spider’s web. The ‘spider’ sits at the

centre in the shadows and imposes its will through the web with

each strand represented in World number 2 by a secret society, 

satanic or semi-secret group, and in World number 1 – the world of

the seen – by governments, agencies of government, law

enforcement, corporations, the banking system, media

conglomerates and Silicon Valley (Fig 1 overleaf). The spider and the web connect and coordinate all these organisations to pursue the

same global outcome while the population sees them as individual

entities working randomly and independently. At the level of the

web governments  are the banking system  are the corporations  are the media  are Silicon Valley  are the World Health Organization working

from their inner cores as one unit. Apparently unconnected

countries, corporations, institutions, organisations and people are on

the  same team pursuing the same global outcome. Strands in the web

immediately around the spider are the most secretive and exclusive

secret societies and their membership is emphatically restricted to

the Cult inner-circle emerging through the generations from

particular bloodlines for reasons I will come to. At the core of the

core you would get them in a single room. That’s how many people

are dictating the direction of human society and its transformation
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through the ‘Covid’ hoax and other means. As the web expands out

from the spider we meet the secret societies that many people will be

aware of – the Freemasons, Knights Templar, Knights of Malta, Opus

Dei, the inner sanctum of the Jesuit Order, and such like. Note how

many are connected to the Church of Rome and there is a reason for

that. The Roman Church was established as a revamp, a rebranding, 

of the relocated ‘Church’ of Babylon and the Cult imposing global

tyranny today can be tracked back to Babylon and Sumer in what is

now Iraq. 

Figure 1: The global web through which the few control the many. (Image Neil Hague.) Inner levels of the web operate in the unseen away from the public

eye and then we have what I call the cusp organisations located at

the point where the hidden meets the seen. They include a series of

satellite organisations answering to a secret society founded in

London in the late 19th century called the Round Table and among

them are the Royal Institute of International Affairs (UK, founded in

1920); Council on Foreign Relations (US, 1921); Bilderberg Group

(worldwide, 1954); Trilateral Commission (US/worldwide, 1972); and

the Club of Rome (worldwide, 1968) which was created to exploit

environmental concerns to justify the centralisation of global power

to ‘save the planet’. The Club of Rome instigated with others the

human-caused climate change hoax which has led to all the ‘green

new deals’ demanding that very centralisation of control. Cusp

organisations, which include endless ‘think tanks’ all over the world, 

are designed to coordinate a single global policy between political

and business leaders, intelligence personnel, media organisations

and anyone who can influence the direction of policy in their own

sphere of operation. Major players and regular a enders will know

what is happening – or some of it – while others come and go and

are kept overwhelmingly in the dark about the big picture. I refer to

these cusp groupings as semi-secret in that they can be publicly

identified, but what goes on at the inner-core is kept very much ‘in

house’ even from most of their members and participants through a

fiercely-imposed system of compartmentalisation. Only let them

know what they need to know to serve your interests and no more. 

The structure of secret societies serves as a perfect example of this

principle. Most Freemasons never get higher than the bo om three

levels of ‘degree’ (degree of knowledge) when there are 33 official

degrees of the Sco ish Rite. Initiates only qualify for the next higher

‘compartment’ or degree if those at that level choose to allow them. 

Knowledge can be carefully assigned only to those considered ‘safe’. 

I went to my local Freemason’s lodge a few years ago when they

were having an ‘open day’ to show how cuddly they were and when

I cha ed to some of them I was astonished at how li le the rank and

file knew even about the most ubiquitous symbols they use. The

mushroom technique – keep them in the dark and feed them bullshit

– applies to most people in the web as well as the population as a

whole. Sub-divisions of the web mirror in theme and structure

transnational corporations which have a headquarters somewhere in

the world dictating to all their subsidiaries in different countries. 

Subsidiaries operate in their methodology and branding to the same

centrally-dictated plan and policy in pursuit of particular ends. The

Cult web functions in the same way. Each country has its own web

as a subsidiary of the global one. They consist of networks of secret

societies, semi-secret groups and bloodline families and their job is

to impose the will of the spider and the global web in their particular

country. Subsidiary networks control and manipulate the national

political system, finance, corporations, media, medicine, etc. to

ensure that they follow the globally-dictated Cult agenda. These

networks were the means through which the ‘Covid’ hoax could be

played out with almost every country responding in the same way. 

The ‘Yessir’ pyramid

Compartmentalisation is the key to understanding how a tiny few

can dictate the lives of billions when combined with a top-down

sequence of imposition and acquiescence. The inner core of the Cult

sits at the peak of the pyramidal hierarchy of human society (Fig 2

overleaf). It imposes its will – its agenda for the world – on the level

immediately below which acquiesces to that imposition. This level

then imposes the Cult will on the level below them which acquiesces

and imposes on the next level. Very quickly we meet levels in the

hierarchy that have no idea there even is a Cult, but the sequence of

imposition and acquiescence continues down the pyramid in just the

same way. ‘I don’t know why we are doing this but the order came

from “on-high” and so we be er just do it.’ Alfred Lord Tennyson

said of the cannon fodder levels in his poem  The Charge of the Light

 Brigade: ‘Theirs not to reason why; theirs but to do and die.’ The next

line says that ‘into the valley of death rode the six hundred’ and they

died because they obeyed without question what their perceived

‘superiors’ told them to do. In the same way the population

capitulated to ‘Covid’. The whole hierarchical pyramid functions

like this to allow the very few to direct the enormous many. 

Eventually imposition-acquiescence-imposition-acquiescence comes

down to the mass of the population at the foot of the pyramid. If

they acquiesce to those levels of the hierarchy imposing on them

(governments/law enforcement/doctors/media) a circuit is

completed between the population and the handful of super-

psychopaths in the Cult inner core at the top of the pyramid. 

Without a circuit-breaking refusal to obey, the sequence of

imposition and acquiescence allows a staggeringly few people to

impose their will upon the entirety of humankind. We are looking at

the very sequence that has subjugated billions since the start of 2020. 

Our freedom has not been taken from us. Humanity has given it
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away. Fascists do not impose fascism because there are not enough

of them. Fascism is imposed by the population acquiescing to

fascism. Put another way allowing their perceptions to be

programmed to the extent that leads to the population giving their

freedom away by giving their perceptions – their mind – away. If this

circuit is not broken by humanity ceasing to cooperate with their

own enslavement then nothing can change. For that to happen

people have to critically think and see through the lies and window

dressing and then summon the backbone to act upon what they see. 

The Cult spends its days working to stop either happening and its

methodology is systematic and highly detailed, but it can be

overcome and that is what this book is all about. 

Figure 2: The simple sequence of imposition and compliance that allows a handful of people at the peak of the pyramid to dictate the lives of billions. 

The Life Program

Okay, back to world number 1 or the world of the ‘masses’. Observe

the process of what we call ‘life’ and it is a perceptual download

from cradle to grave. The Cult has created a global structure in

which perception can be programmed and the program continually

topped-up with what appears to be constant confirmation that the

program is indeed true reality. The important word here is ‘appears’. 

This is the structure, the fly-trap, the Postage Stamp Consensus or

Perceptual Mainframe, which represents that incredibly narrow

band of perceived possibility delivered by the ‘education’ system, 

mainstream media, science and medicine. From the earliest age the

download begins with parents who have themselves succumbed to

the very programming their children are about to go through. Most

parents don’t do this out of malevolence and mostly it is quite the

opposite. They do what they believe is best for their children and

that is what the program has told them is best. Within three or four

years comes the major transition from parental programming to full-

blown state (Cult) programming in school, college and university

where perceptually-programmed teachers and academics pass on

their programming to the next generations. Teachers who resist are

soon marginalised and their careers ended while children who resist

are called a problem child for whom Ritalin may need to be

prescribed. A few years a er entering the ‘world’ children are under

the control of authority figures representing the state telling them

when they have to be there, when they can leave and when they can

speak, eat, even go to the toilet. This is calculated preparation for a

lifetime of obeying authority in all its forms. Reflex-action fear of

authority is instilled by authority from the start. Children soon learn

the carrot and stick consequences of obeying or defying authority

which is underpinned daily for the rest of their life. Fortunately I

daydreamed through this crap and never obeyed authority simply

because it told me to. This approach to my alleged ‘be ers’ continues

to this day. There can be consequences of pursuing open-minded

freedom in a world of closed-minded conformity. I spent a lot of time

in school corridors a er being ejected from the classroom for not

taking some of it seriously and now I spend a lot of time being

ejected from Facebook, YouTube and Twi er. But I can tell you that

being true to yourself and not compromising your self-respect is far

more exhilarating than bowing to authority for authority’s sake. You

don’t have to be a sheep to the shepherd (authority) and the sheep

dog (fear of not obeying authority). 

The perceptual download continues throughout the formative

years in school, college and university while script-reading

‘teachers’, ‘academics’ ‘scientists’, ‘doctors’ and ‘journalists’ insist

that ongoing generations must be as programmed as they are. 

Accept the program or you will not pass your ‘exams’ which confirm

your ‘degree’ of programming. It is tragic to think that many parents

pressure their offspring to work hard at school to download the

program and qualify for the next stage at college and university. The

late, great, American comedian George Carlin said: ‘Here’s a bumper

sticker I’d like to see: We are proud parents of a child who has

resisted his teachers’ a empts to break his spirit and bend him to the

will of his corporate masters.’ Well, the best of luck finding many of

those, George. Then comes the moment to leave the formal

programming years in academia and enter the ‘adult’ world of work. 

There you meet others in your chosen or prescribed arena who went

through the same Postage Stamp Consensus program before you

did. There is therefore overwhelming agreement between almost

everyone on the basic foundations of Postage Stamp reality and the

rejection, even contempt, of the few who have a mind of their own

and are prepared to use it. This has two major effects. Firstly, the

consensus confirms to the programmed that their download is really

how things are. I mean, everyone knows that, right? Secondly, the

arrogance and ignorance of Postage Stamp adherents ensure that

anyone questioning the program will have unpleasant consequences

for seeking their own truth and not picking their perceptions from

the shelf marked: ‘Things you must believe without question and if

you don’t you’re a dangerous lunatic conspiracy theorist and a

harebrained nu er’. 

Every government, agency and corporation is founded on the

same Postage Stamp prison cell and you can see why so many

people believe the same thing while calling it their own ‘opinion’. 

Fusion of governments and corporations in pursuit of the same

agenda was the definition of fascism described by Italian dictator

Benito Mussolini. The pressure to conform to perceptual norms

downloaded for a lifetime is incessant and infiltrates society right

down to family groups that become censors and condemners of their

own ‘black sheep’ for not, ironically, being sheep. We have seen an

explosion of that in the ‘Covid’ era. Cult-owned global media

unleashes its propaganda all day every day in support of the Postage

Stamp and targets with abuse and ridicule anyone in the public eye

who won’t bend their mind to the will of the tyranny. Any response

to this is denied (certainly in my case). They don’t want to give a

platform to expose official lies. Cult-owned-and-created Internet

giants like Facebook, Google, YouTube and Twi er delete you for

having an unapproved opinion. Facebook boasts that its AI censors

delete 97-percent of ‘hate speech’ before anyone even reports it. 

Much of that ‘hate speech’ will simply be an opinion that Facebook

and its masters don’t want people to see. Such perceptual oppression

is widely known as fascism. Even Facebook executive Benny

Thomas, a ‘CEO Global Planning Lead’, said in comments secretly

recorded by investigative journalism operation Project Veritas that

Facebook is ‘too powerful’ and should be broken up:

I mean, no king in history has been the ruler of two billion people, but Mark Zuckerberg is …

And he’s 36. That’s too much for a 36-year-old ... You should not have power over two billion people. I just think that’s wrong. 

Thomas said Facebook-owned platforms like Instagram, Oculus, and

WhatsApp needed to be separate companies. ‘It’s too much power

when they’re all one together’. That’s the way the Cult likes it, 

however. We have an executive of a Cult organisation in Benny

Thomas that doesn’t know there is a Cult such is the

compartmentalisation. Thomas said that Facebook and Google ‘are

no longer companies, they’re countries’. Actually they are more

powerful than countries on the basis that if you control information

you control perception and control human society. 

I love my oppressor

Another expression of this psychological trickery is for those who

realise they are being pressured into compliance to eventually

convince themselves to believe the official narratives to protect their self-respect from accepting the truth that they have succumbed to

meek and subservient compliance. Such people become some of the

most vehement defenders of the system. You can see them

everywhere screaming abuse at those who prefer to think for

themselves and by doing so reminding the compliers of their own

capitulation to conformity. ‘You are talking dangerous nonsense you

Covidiot!!’ Are you trying to convince me or yourself? It is a potent

form of Stockholm syndrome which is defined as: ‘A psychological

condition that occurs when a victim of abuse identifies and a aches, 

or bonds, positively with their abuser.’ An example is hostages

bonding and even ‘falling in love’ with their kidnappers. The

syndrome has been observed in domestic violence, abused children, 

concentration camp inmates, prisoners of war and many and various

Satanic cults. These are some traits of Stockholm syndrome listed at

goodtherapy.org:



• Positive regard towards perpetrators of abuse or captor [see

‘Covid’]. 

• Failure to cooperate with police and other government authorities

when it comes to holding perpetrators of abuse or kidnapping

accountable [or in the case of ‘Covid’ cooperating with the police

to enforce and defend their captors’ demands]. 

• Li le or no effort to escape [see ‘Covid’]. 

• Belief in the goodness of the perpetrators or kidnappers [see

‘Covid’]. 

• Appeasement of captors. This is a manipulative strategy for

maintaining one’s safety. As victims get rewarded – perhaps with

less abuse or even with life itself – their appeasing behaviours are

reinforced [see ‘Covid’]. 

• Learned helplessness. This can be akin to ‘if you can’t beat ‘em, 

join ‘em’. As the victims fail to escape the abuse or captivity, they

may start giving up and soon realize it’s just easier for everyone if

they acquiesce all their power to their captors [see ‘Covid’]. 

Feelings of pity toward the abusers, believing they are actually

• victims themselves. Because of this, victims may go on a crusade

or mission to ‘save’ [protect] their abuser [see the venom

unleashed on those challenging the official ‘Covid’ narrative]. 

• Unwillingness to learn to detach from their perpetrators and heal. 

In essence, victims may tend to be less loyal to themselves than to

their abuser [  definitely see ‘Covid’]. 

Ponder on those traits and compare them with the behaviour of

great swathes of the global population who have defended

governments and authorities which have spent every minute

destroying their lives and livelihoods and those of their children and

grandchildren since early 2020 with fascistic lockdowns, house arrest

and employment deletion to ‘protect’ them from a ‘deadly virus’ that

their abusers’ perceptually created to bring about this very outcome. 

We are looking at mass Stockholm syndrome. All those that agree to

concede their freedom will believe those perceptions are originating

in their own independent ‘mind’ when in fact by conceding their

reality to Stockholm syndrome they have by definition conceded any

independence of mind. Listen to the ‘opinions’ of the acquiescing

masses in this ‘Covid’ era and what gushes forth is the repetition of

the official version of everything delivered unprocessed, unfiltered

and unquestioned. The whole programming dynamic works this

way. I must be free because I’m told that I am and so I think that I

am. 

You can see what I mean with the chapter theme of ‘I’m thinking –

Oh, but  are you?’ The great majority are not thinking, let alone for

themselves. They are repeating what authority has told them to

believe which allows them to be controlled. Weaving through this

mentality is the fear that the ‘conspiracy theorists’ are right and this

again explains the o en hysterical abuse that ensues when you dare

to contest the official narrative of anything. Denial is the mechanism

of hiding from yourself what you don’t want to be true. Telling

people what they want to hear is easy, but it’s an infinitely greater

challenge to tell them what they would rather not be happening. 

One is akin to pushing against an open door while the other is met

with vehement resistance no ma er what the scale of evidence. I

don’t want it to be true so I’ll convince myself that it’s not. Examples

are everywhere from the denial that a partner is cheating despite all

the signs to the reflex-action rejection of any idea that world events

in which country a er country act in exactly the same way are

centrally coordinated. To accept the la er is to accept that a force of

unspeakable evil is working to destroy your life and the lives of your

children with nothing too horrific to achieve that end. Who the heck

wants that to be true? But if we don’t face reality the end is duly

achieved and the consequences are far worse and ongoing than

breaking through the walls of denial today with the courage to make

a stand against tyranny. 

Connect the dots – but how? 

A crucial aspect of perceptual programming is to portray a world in

which everything is random and almost nothing is connected to

anything else. Randomness cannot be coordinated by its very nature

and once you perceive events as random the idea they could be

connected is waved away as the rantings of the tinfoil-hat brigade. 

You can’t plan and coordinate random you idiot! No, you can’t, but

you can hide the coldly-calculated and long-planned behind the

 illusion of randomness. A foundation manifestation of the Renegade

Mind is to scan reality for pa erns that connect the apparently

random and turn pixels and dots into pictures. This is the way I

work and have done so for more than 30 years. You look for

similarities in people, modus operandi and desired outcomes and

slowly, then ever quicker, the picture forms. For instance: There

would seem to be no connection between the ‘Covid pandemic’ hoax

and the human-caused global-warming hoax and yet they are masks

(appropriately) on the same face seeking the same outcome. Those

pushing the global warming myth through the Club of Rome and

other Cult agencies are driving the lies about ‘Covid’ – Bill Gates is

an obvious one, but they are endless. Why would the same people be

involved in both when they are clearly not connected? Oh, but they

 are. Common themes with personnel are matched by common goals. 

The ‘solutions’ to both ‘problems’ are centralisation of global power

to impose the will of the few on the many to ‘save’ humanity from

‘Covid’ and save the planet from an ‘existential threat’ (we need

‘zero Covid’ and ‘zero carbon emissions’). These, in turn, connect

with the ‘dot’ of globalisation which was coined to describe the

centralisation of global power in every area of life through incessant

political and corporate expansion, trading blocks and superstates

like the European Union. If you are the few and you want to control

the many you have to centralise power and decision-making. The

more you centralise power the more power the few at the centre will

have over the many; and the more that power is centralised the more

power those at the centre have to centralise even quicker. The

momentum of centralisation gets faster and faster which is exactly

the process we have witnessed. In this way the hoaxed ‘pandemic’

and the fakery of human-caused global warming serve the interests

of globalisation and the seizure of global power in the hands of the

Cult inner-circle which is behind ‘Covid’, ‘climate change’  and

globalisation. At this point random ‘dots’ become a clear and

obvious picture or pa ern. 

Klaus Schwab, the classic Bond villain who founded the Cult’s

Gates-funded World Economic Forum, published a book in 2020,  The

 Great Reset, in which he used the ‘problem’ of ‘Covid’ to justify a

total transformation of human society to ‘save’ humanity from

‘climate change’. Schwab said: ‘The pandemic represents a rare but

narrow window of opportunity to reflect, reimagine, and reset our

world.’ What he didn’t mention is that the Cult he serves is behind

both hoaxes as I show in my book  The Answer. He and the Cult don’t

have to reimagine the world. They know precisely what they want

and that’s why they destroyed human society with ‘Covid’ to ‘build

back be er’ in their grand design. Their job is not to imagine, but to

get humanity to imagine and agree with their plans while believing

it’s all random. It must be pure coincidence that ‘The Great Reset’

has long been the Cult’s code name for the global imposition of

fascism and replaced previous code-names of the ‘New World

[image: Image 26]

Order’ used by Cult frontmen like Father George Bush and the ‘New

Order of the Ages’ which emerged from Freemasonry and much

older secret societies. New Order of the Ages appears on the reverse

of the Great Seal of the United States as ‘Novus ordo seclorum’

underneath the Cult symbol used since way back of the pyramid and

all seeing-eye (Fig 3). The pyramid is the hierarchy of human control

headed by the illuminated eye that symbolises the force behind the

Cult which I will expose in later chapters. The term ‘Annuit Coeptis’

translates as ‘He favours our undertaking’. We are told the ‘He’ is

the Christian god, but ‘He’ is not as I will be explaining. 

Figure 3: The all-seeing eye of the Cult ‘god’ on the Freemason-designed Great Seal of the United States and also on the dollar bill. 

Having you on

Two major Cult techniques of perceptual manipulation that relate to

all this are what I have called since the 1990s Problem-Reaction-

Solution (PRS) and the Totalitarian Tiptoe (TT). They can be

uncovered by the inquiring mind with a simple question: Who

benefits? The answer usually identifies the perpetrators of a given

action or happening through the concept of ‘he who most benefits

from a crime is the one most likely to have commi ed it’. The Latin

‘Cue bono?’ – Who benefits? – is widely a ributed to the Roman

orator and statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero. No wonder it goes back

so far when the concept has been relevant to human behaviour since

history was recorded. Problem-Reaction-Solution is the technique

used to manipulate us every day by covertly creating a problem (or

the illusion of one) and offering the solution to the problem (or the

illusion of one). In the first phase you create the problem and blame

someone or something else for why it has happened. This may relate

to a financial collapse, terrorist a ack, war, global warming or

pandemic, anything in fact that will allow you to impose the

‘solution’ to change society in the way you desire at that time. The

‘problem’ doesn’t have to be real. PRS is manipulation of perception

and all you need is the population to believe the problem is real. 

Human-caused global warming and the ‘Covid pandemic’ only have

to be  perceived to be real for the population to accept the ‘solutions’ of

authority. I refer to this technique as NO-Problem-Reaction-Solution. 

Billions did not meekly accept house arrest from early 2020 because

there was a real deadly ‘Covid pandemic’ but because they

perceived – believed – that to be the case. The antidote to Problem-

Reaction-Solution is to ask who benefits from the proposed solution. 

Invariably it will be anyone who wants to justify more control

through deletion of freedom and centralisation of power and

decision-making. 

The two world wars were Problem-Reaction-Solutions that

transformed and realigned global society. Both were manipulated

into being by the Cult as I have detailed in books since the mid-

1990s. They dramatically centralised global power, especially World

War Two, which led to the United Nations and other global bodies

thanks to the overt and covert manipulations of the Rockefeller

family and other Cult bloodlines like the Rothschilds. The UN is a

stalking horse for full-blown world government that I will come to

shortly. The land on which the UN building stands in New York was

donated by the Rockefellers and the same Cult family was behind

Big Pharma scalpel and drug ‘medicine’ and the creation of the

World Health Organization as part of the UN. They have been

stalwarts of the eugenics movement and funded Hitler’s race-purity

expert’ Ernst Rudin. The human-caused global warming hoax has

been orchestrated by the Club of Rome through the UN which is

manufacturing both the ‘problem’ through its Intergovernmental

Panel on Climate Change and imposing the ‘solution’ through its

Agenda 21 and Agenda 2030 which demand the total centralisation

of global power to ‘save the world’ from a climate hoax the United

Nations is itself perpetrating. What a small world the Cult can be

seen to be particularly among the inner circles. The bedfellow of

Problem-Reaction-Solution is the Totalitarian Tiptoe which became

the Totalitarian Sprint in 2020. The technique is fashioned to hide the

carefully-coordinated behind the cover of apparently random events. 

You start the sequence at ‘A’ and you know you are heading for ‘Z’. 

You don’t want people to know that and each step on the journey is

presented as a random happening while all the steps strung together

lead in the same direction. The speed may have quickened

dramatically in recent times, but you can still see the incremental

approach of the Tiptoe in the case of ‘Covid’ as each new imposition

takes us deeper into fascism. Tell people they have to do this or that

to get back to ‘normal’, then this and this and this. With each new

demand adding to the ones that went before the population’s

freedom is deleted until it disappears. The spider wraps its web

around the flies more comprehensively with each new diktat. I’ll

highlight this in more detail when I get to the ‘Covid’ hoax and how

it has been pulled off. Another prime example of the Totalitarian

Tiptoe is how the Cult-created European Union went from a ‘free-

trade zone’ to a centralised bureaucratic dictatorship through the

Tiptoe of incremental centralisation of power until nations became

mere administrative units for Cult-owned dark suits in Brussels. 

The antidote to ignorance is knowledge which the Cult seeks

vehemently to deny us, but despite the systematic censorship to that

end the Renegade Mind can overcome this by vociferously seeking

out the facts no ma er the impediments put in the way. There is also

a method of thinking and perceiving –  knowing – that doesn’t even

need names, dates, place-type facts to identify the pa erns that

reveal the story. I’ll get to that in the final chapter. All you need to

know about the manipulation of human society and to what end is

still out there –  at the  time of writing – in the form of books, videos

and websites for those that really want to breach the walls of

programmed perception. To access this knowledge requires the

abandonment of the mainstream media as a source of information in

the awareness that this is owned and controlled by the Cult and

therefore promotes mass perceptions that suit the Cult. Mainstream

media lies all day, every day. That is its function and very reason for

being. Where it does tell the truth, here and there, is only because the

truth and the Cult agenda very occasionally coincide. If you look for

fact and insight to the BBC, CNN and virtually all the rest of them

you are asking to be conned and perceptually programmed. 

Know the outcome and you’ll see the journey

Events seem random when you have no idea where the world is

being taken. Once you do the random becomes the carefully

planned. Know the outcome and you’ll see the journey is a phrase I

have been using for a long time to give context to daily happenings

that appear unconnected. Does a problem, or illusion of a problem, 

trigger a proposed ‘solution’ that further drives society in the

direction of the outcome? Invariably the answer will be yes and the

random –  abracadabra – becomes the clearly coordinated. So what is

this outcome that unlocks the door to a massively expanded

understanding of daily events? I will summarise its major aspects –

the fine detail is in my other books – and those new to this

information will see that the world they thought they were living in

is a very different place. The foundation of the Cult agenda is the

incessant centralisation of power and all such centralisation is

ultimately in pursuit of Cult control on a global level. I have

described for a long time the planned world structure of top-down

dictatorship as the Hunger Games Society. The term obviously

comes from the movie series which portrayed a world in which a

few living in military-protected hi-tech luxury were the overlords of

a population condemned to abject poverty in isolated ‘sectors’ that

were not allowed to interact. ‘Covid’ lockdowns and travel bans

anyone? The ‘Hunger Games’ pyramid of structural control has the

inner circle of the Cult at the top with pre y much the entire

population at the bo om under their control through dependency

for survival on the Cult. The whole structure is planned to be

protected and enforced by a military-police state (Fig 4). 

Here you have the reason for the global lockdowns of the fake

pandemic to coldly destroy independent incomes and livelihoods

and make everyone dependent on the ‘state’ (the Cult that controls

the ‘states’). I have warned in my books for many years about the

plan to introduce a ‘guaranteed income’ – a barely survivable

pi ance – designed to impose dependency when employment was

destroyed by AI technology and now even more comprehensively at

great speed by the ‘Covid’ scam. Once the pandemic was played and

lockdown consequences began to delete independent income the

authorities began to talk right on cue about the need for a

guaranteed income and a ‘Great Reset’. Guaranteed income will be

presented as benevolent governments seeking to help a desperate

people – desperate as a direct result of actions of the same

governments. The truth is that such payments are a trap. You will

only get them if you do exactly what the authorities demand

including mass vaccination (genetic manipulation). We have seen

this theme already in Australia where those dependent on

government benefits have them reduced if parents don’t agree to

have their children vaccinated according to an insane health-

destroying government-dictated schedule. Calculated economic

collapse applies to governments as well as people. The Cult wants

rid of countries through the creation of a world state with countries

broken up into regions ruled by a world government and super

states like the European Union. Countries must be bankrupted, too, 

to this end and it’s being achieved by the trillions in ‘rescue

packages’ and furlough payments, trillions in lost taxation, and

money-no-object spending on ‘Covid’ including constant all-

medium advertising (programming) which has made the media

dependent on government for much of its income. The day of

reckoning is coming – as planned – for government spending and

given that it has been made possible by printing money and not by

production/taxation there is inflation on the way that has the
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potential to wipe out monetary value. In that case there will be no

need for the Cult to steal your money. It just won’t be worth

anything (see the German Weimar Republic before the Nazis took

over). Many have been okay with lockdowns while ge ing a

percentage of their income from so-called furlough payments

without having to work. Those payments are dependent, however, 

on people having at least a theoretical job with a business considered

non-essential and ordered to close. As these business go under

because they are closed by lockdown a er lockdown the furlough

stops and it will for everyone eventually. Then what? The ‘then

what?’ is precisely the idea. 

Figure 4: The Hunger Games Society structure I have long warned was planned and now the

‘Covid’ hoax has made it possible. This is the real reason for lockdowns. 

Hired hands

Between the Hunger Games Cult elite and the dependent population

is planned to be a vicious military-police state (a fusion of the two

into one force). This has been in the making for a long time with

police looking ever more like the military and carrying weapons to

match. The pandemic scam has seen this process accelerate so fast as

lockdown house arrest is brutally enforced by carefully recruited

fascist minds and gormless system-servers. The police and military

are planned to merge into a centrally-directed world army in a

global structure headed by a world government which wouldn’t be

elected even by the election fixes now in place. The world army is

not planned even to be human and instead wars would be fought, 

primarily against the population, using robot technology controlled

by artificial intelligence. I have been warning about this for decades

and now militaries around the world are being transformed by this

very AI technology. The global regime that I describe is a particular

form of fascism known as a technocracy in which decisions are not

made by clueless and co-opted politicians but by unelected

technocrats – scientists, engineers, technologists and bureaucrats. 

Cult-owned-and-controlled Silicon Valley giants are examples of

technocracy and they already have far more power to direct world

events than governments. They are with their censorship  selecting

governments. I know that some are calling the ‘Great Reset’ a

Marxist communist takeover, but fascism and Marxism are different

labels for the same tyranny. Tell those who lived in fascist Germany

and Stalinist Russia that there was a difference in the way their

freedom was deleted and their lives controlled. I could call it a fascist

technocracy or a Marxist technocracy and they would be equally

accurate. The Hunger Games society with its world government

structure would oversee a world army, world central bank and single

world cashless currency imposing its will on a microchipped

population (Fig 5). Scan its different elements and see how the

illusory pandemic is forcing society in this very direction at great

speed. Leaders of 23 countries and the World Health Organization

(WHO) backed the idea in March, 2021, of a global treaty for

‘international cooperation’ in ‘health emergencies’ and nations

should ‘come together as a global community for peaceful

cooperation that extends beyond this crisis’. Cut the Orwellian

bullshit and this means another step towards global government. 

The plan includes a cashless digital money system that I first warned

about in 1993. Right at the start of ‘Covid’ the deeply corrupt Tedros
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Adhanom Ghebreyesus, the crooked and merely gofer ‘head’ of the

World Health Organization, said it was possible to catch the ‘virus’

by touching cash and it was be er to use cashless means. The claim

was ridiculous nonsense and like the whole ‘Covid’ mind-trick it

was nothing to do with ‘health’ and everything to do with pushing

every aspect of the Cult agenda. As a result of the Tedros lie the use

of cash has plummeted. The Cult script involves a single world

digital currency that would eventually be technologically embedded

in the body. China is a massive global centre for the Cult and if you

watch what is happening there you will know what is planned for

everywhere. The Chinese government is developing a digital

currency which would allow fines to be deducted immediately via

AI for anyone caught on camera breaking its fantastic list of laws

and the money is going to be programmable with an expiry date to

ensure that no one can accrue wealth except the Cult and its

operatives. 

Figure 5: The structure of global control the Cult has been working towards for so long and this has been enormously advanced by the ‘Covid’ illusion. 

Serfdom is so smart

The Cult plan is far wider, extreme, and more comprehensive than

even most conspiracy researchers appreciate and I will come to the

true depths of deceit and control in the chapters ‘Who controls the

Cult?’ and ‘Escaping Wetiko’. Even the world that we know is crazy

enough. We are being deluged with ever more sophisticated and

controlling technology under the heading of ‘smart’. We have smart

televisions, smart meters, smart cards, smart cars, smart driving, 

smart roads, smart pills, smart patches, smart watches, smart skin, 

smart borders, smart pavements, smart streets, smart cities, smart

communities, smart environments, smart growth, smart planet ... 

smart  everything around us. Smart technologies and methods of

operation are designed to interlock to create a global Smart Grid

connecting the entirety of human society including human minds to

create a centrally-dictated ‘hive’ mind. ‘Smart cities’ is code for

densely-occupied megacities of total surveillance and control

through AI. Ever more destructive frequency communication

systems like 5G have been rolled out without any official testing for

health and psychological effects (colossal). 5G/6G/7G systems are

needed to run the Smart Grid and each one becomes more

destructive of body and mind. Deleting independent income is

crucial to forcing people into these AI-policed prisons by ending

private property ownership (except for the Cult elite). The Cult’s

Great Reset now openly foresees a global society in which no one

will own any possessions and everything will be rented while the

Cult would own literally everything under the guise of government

and corporations. The aim has been to use the lockdowns to destroy

sources of income on a mass scale and when the people are destitute

and in unrepayable amounts of debt (problem) Cult assets come

forward with the pledge to write-off debt in return for handing over

all property and possessions (solution). Everything – literally

everything including people – would be connected to the Internet

via AI. I was warning years ago about the coming Internet of Things

(IoT) in which all devices and technology from your car to your

fridge would be plugged into the Internet and controlled by AI. 

Now we are already there with much more to come. The next stage

is the Internet of Everything (IoE) which is planned to include the

connection of AI to the human brain and body to replace the human

mind with a centrally-controlled AI mind. Instead of perceptions

being manipulated through control of information and censorship

those perceptions would come direct from the Cult through AI. 

What do you think? You think whatever AI decides that you think. 

In human terms there would be no individual ‘think’ any longer. Too

incredible? The ravings of a lunatic? Not at all. Cult-owned crazies

in Silicon Valley have been telling us the plan for years without

explaining the real motivation and calculated implications. These

include Google executive and ‘futurist’ Ray Kurzweil who highlights

the year 2030 for when this would be underway. He said:

Our thinking ... will be a hybrid of biological and non-biological thinking ... humans will be able to extend their limitations and ‘think in the cloud’ ... We’re going to put gateways to the cloud in our brains ... We’re going to gradually merge and enhance ourselves ... In my view, that’s the nature of being human – we transcend our limitations. 

As the technology becomes vastly superior to what we are then the small proportion that is still human gets smaller and smaller and smaller until it’s just utterly negligible. 

The sales-pitch of Kurzweil and Cult-owned Silicon Valley is that

this would make us ‘super-human’ when the real aim is to make us

post-human and no longer ‘human’ in the sense that we have come

to know. The entire global population would be connected to AI and

become the centrally-controlled ‘hive-mind’ of externally-delivered

perceptions. The Smart Grid being installed to impose the Cult’s will

on the world is being constructed to allow particular locations – even

one location – to control the whole global system. From these prime

control centres, which absolutely include China and Israel, anything

connected to the Internet would be switched on or off and

manipulated at will. Energy systems could be cut, communication

via the Internet taken down, computer-controlled driverless

autonomous vehicles driven off the road, medical devices switched

off, the potential is limitless given how much AI and Internet

connections now run human society. We have seen nothing yet if we

allow this to continue. Autonomous vehicle makers are working

with law enforcement to produce cars designed to automatically pull

over if they detect a police or emergency vehicle flashing from up to

100 feet away. At a police stop the car would be unlocked and the

window rolled down automatically. Vehicles would only take you

where the computer (the state) allowed. The end of petrol vehicles

and speed limiters on all new cars in the UK and EU from 2022 are

steps leading to electric computerised transport over which

ultimately you have no control. The picture is far bigger even than

the Cult global network or web and that will become clear when I

get to the nature of the ‘spider’. There is a connection between all

these happenings and the instigation of DNA-manipulating

‘vaccines’ (which aren’t ‘vaccines’) justified by the ‘Covid’ hoax. That

connection is the unfolding plan to transform the human body from

a biological to a synthetic biological state and this is why synthetic

biology is such a fast-emerging discipline of mainstream science. 

‘Covid vaccines’ are infusing self-replicating synthetic genetic

material into the cells to cumulatively take us on the Totalitarian

Tiptoe from Human 1.0 to the synthetic biological Human 2.0 which

will be physically and perceptually a ached to the Smart Grid to one

hundred percent control every thought, perception and deed. 

Humanity needs to wake up and  fast. 

This is the barest explanation of where the ‘outcome’ is planned to

go but it’s enough to see the journey happening all around us. Those

new to this information will already see ‘Covid’ in a whole new

context. I will add much more detail as we go along, but for the

minutiae evidence see my mega-works,  The Answer, The Trigger and

 Everything You Need to Know But Have Never Been Told. 

Now – how does a Renegade Mind see the ‘world’? 

CHAPTER TWO

Renegade Perception

 It is one thing to be clever and another to be wise

George R.R. Martin

Asimple definition of the difference between a programmed

mind and a Renegade Mind would be that one sees only dots

while the other connects them to see the picture. Reading reality

with accuracy requires the observer to (a) know the planned

outcome and (b) realise that everything, but  everything, is connected. 

The entirety of infinite reality is connected – that’s its very nature –

and with human society an expression of infinite reality the same

must apply. Simple cause and effect is a connection. The effect is

triggered by the cause and the effect then becomes the cause of

another effect. Nothing happens in isolation because it  can’t. Life in

whatever reality is simple choice and consequence. We make choices

and these lead to consequences. If we don’t like the consequences we

can make different choices and get different consequences which

lead to other choices and consequences. The choice and the

consequence are not only connected they are indivisible. You can’t

have one without the other as an old song goes. A few cannot

control the world unless those being controlled allow that to happen

– cause and effect, choice and consequence. Control – who has it and

who doesn’t – is a two-way process, a symbiotic relationship, 

involving the controller and controlled. ‘They took my freedom

away!!’ Well, yes, but you also gave it to them. Humanity is

subjected to mass control because humanity has acquiesced to that

control. This is all cause and effect and literally a case of give and

take. In the same way world events of every kind are connected and

the Cult works incessantly to sell the illusion of the random and

coincidental to maintain the essential (to them) perception of dots

that hide the picture. Renegade Minds know this and constantly

scan the world for pa erns of connection. This is absolutely pivotal

in understanding the happenings in the world and without that

perspective clarity is impossible. First you know the planned

outcome and then you identify the steps on the journey – the day-by-

day apparently random which, when connected in relation to the

outcome, no longer appear as individual events, but as the

proverbial  chain of events leading in the same direction. I’ll give you

some examples:

Political puppet show

We are told to believe that politics is ‘adversarial’ in that different

parties with different beliefs engage in an endless tussle for power. 

There may have been some truth in that up to a point – and only a

point – but today divisions between ‘different’ parties are rhetorical

not ideological. Even the rhetorical is fusing into one-speak as the

parties eject any remaining free thinkers while others succumb to the

ever-gathering intimidation of anyone with the ‘wrong’ opinion. The

Cult is not a new phenomenon and can be traced back thousands of

years as my books have documented. Its intergenerational initiates

have been manipulating events with increasing effect the more that

global power has been centralised. In ancient times the Cult secured

control through the system of monarchy in which ‘special’

bloodlines (of which more later) demanded the right to rule as kings

and queens simply by birthright and by vanquishing others who

claimed the same birthright. There came a time, however, when

people had matured enough to see the unfairness of such tyranny

and demanded a say in who governed them. Note the word –

 governed them. Not served them –  governed them, hence government

defined as ‘the political direction and control exercised over the

actions of the members, citizens, or inhabitants of communities, 

societies, and states; direction of the affairs of a state, community, 

etc.’ Governments exercise control over rather than serve just like the

monarchies before them. Bizarrely there are still countries like the

United Kingdom which are ruled by a monarch  and a government

that officially answers to the monarch. The UK head of state and that

of Commonwealth countries such as Canada, Australia and New

Zealand is ‘selected’ by who in a  single family had unprotected sex

with whom and in what order. Pinch me it can’t be true. Ouch! Shit, 

it is. The demise of monarchies in most countries offered a potential

vacuum in which some form of free and fair society could arise and

the Cult had that base covered. Monarchies had served its interests

but they couldn’t continue in the face of such widespread opposition

and, anyway, replacing a ‘royal’ dictatorship that people could see

with a dictatorship ‘of the people’ hiding behind the concept of

‘democracy’ presented far greater manipulative possibilities and

ways of hiding coordinated tyranny behind the illusion of ‘freedom’. 

Democracy is quite wrongly defined as government selected by

the population. This is not the case at all. It is government selected

by  some of the population (and then only in theory). This ‘some’

doesn’t even have to be the majority as we have seen so o en in first-

past-the-post elections in which the so-called majority party wins

fewer votes than the ‘losing’ parties combined. Democracy can give

total power to a party in government from a minority of the votes

cast. It’s a sleight of hand to sell tyranny as freedom. Seventy-four

million Trump-supporting Americans didn’t vote for the

‘Democratic’ Party of Joe Biden in the distinctly dodgy election in

2020 and yet far from acknowledging the wishes and feelings of that

great percentage of American society the Cult-owned Biden

government set out from day one to destroy them and their right to a

voice and opinion. Empty shell Biden and his Cult handlers said

they were doing this to ‘protect democracy’. Such is the level of

lunacy and sickness to which politics has descended. Connect the

dots and relate them to the desired outcome – a world government

run by self-appointed technocrats and no longer even elected

politicians. While operating through its political agents in

government the Cult is at the same time encouraging public distain

for politicians by pu ing idiots and incompetents in theoretical

power on the road to deleting them. The idea is to instil a public

reaction that says of the technocrats: ‘Well, they couldn’t do any

worse than the pathetic politicians.’ It’s all about controlling

perception and Renegade Minds can see through that while

programmed minds cannot when they are ignorant of both the

planned outcome and the manipulation techniques employed to

secure that end. This knowledge can be learned, however, and fast if

people choose to get informed. 

Politics may at first sight appear very difficult to control from a

central point. I mean look at the ‘different’ parties and how would

you be able to oversee them all and their constituent parts? In truth, 

it’s very straightforward because of their structure. We are back to

the pyramid of imposition and acquiescence. Organisations are

structured in the same way as the system as a whole. Political parties

are not open forums of free expression. They are hierarchies. I was a

national spokesman for the British Green Party which claimed to be

a different kind of politics in which influence and power was

devolved; but I can tell you from direct experience – and it’s far

worse now – that Green parties are run as hierarchies like all the

others however much they may try to hide that fact or kid

themselves that it’s not true. A very few at the top of all political

parties are directing policy and personnel. They decide if you are

elevated in the party or serve as a government minister and to do

that you have to be a yes man or woman. Look at all the maverick

political thinkers who never ascended the greasy pole. If you want to

progress within the party or reach ‘high-office’ you need to fall into

line and conform. Exceptions to this are rare indeed. Should you

want to run for parliament or Congress you have to persuade the

local or state level of the party to select you and for that you need to

play the game as dictated by the hierarchy. If you secure election and

wish to progress within the greater structure you need to go on

conforming to what is acceptable to those running the hierarchy

from the peak of the pyramid. Political parties are perceptual gulags

and the very fact that there are party ‘Whips’ appointed to ‘whip’

politicians into voting the way the hierarchy demands exposes the

ridiculous idea that politicians are elected to serve the people they

are supposed to represent. Cult operatives and manipulation has

long seized control of major parties that have any chance of forming

a government and at least most of those that haven’t. A new party

forms and the Cult goes to work to infiltrate and direct. This has

reached such a level today that you see video compilations of

‘leaders’ of all parties whether Democrats, Republicans, 

Conservative, Labour and Green parroting the same Cult mantra of

‘Build Back Be er’ and the ‘Great Reset’ which are straight off the

Cult song-sheet to describe the transformation of global society in

response to the Cult-instigated hoaxes of the ‘Covid pandemic’ and

human-caused ‘climate change’. To see Caroline Lucas, the Green

Party MP that I knew when I was in the party in the 1980s, speaking

in support of plans proposed by Cult operative Klaus Schwab

representing the billionaire global elite is a real head-shaker. 

Many parties – one master

The party system is another mind-trick and was instigated to change

the nature of the dictatorship by swapping ‘royalty’ for dark suits

that people believed – though now ever less so – represented their

interests. Understanding this trick is to realise that a single force (the

Cult) controls all parties either directly in terms of the major ones or

through manipulation of perception and ideology with others. You

don’t need to manipulate Green parties to demand your

transformation of society in the name of ‘climate change’ when they

are obsessed with the lie that this is essential to ‘save the planet’. You

just give them a platform and away they go serving your interests

while believing they are being environmentally virtuous. America’s

political structure is a perfect blueprint for how the two or multi-

party system is really a one-party state. The Republican Party is

controlled from one step back in the shadows by a group made up of

billionaires and their gofers known as neoconservatives or Neocons. 
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I have exposed them in fine detail in my books and they were the

driving force behind the policies of the imbecilic presidency of Boy

George Bush which included 9/11 (see  The Trigger for a

comprehensive demolition of the official story), the subsequent ‘war

on terror’ (war  of terror) and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The la er was a No-Problem-Reaction-Solution based on claims by

Cult operatives, including Bush and British Prime Minister Tony

Blair, about Saddam Hussein’s ‘weapons of mass destruction’ which

did not exist as war criminals Bush and Blair well knew. 

Figure 6: Different front people, different parties – same control system. 

The Democratic Party has its own ‘Neocon’ group controlling

from the background which I call the ‘Democons’ and here’s the

penny-drop – the Neocons and Democons answer to the same

masters one step further back into the shadows (Fig 6). At that level of the Cult the Republican and Democrat parties are controlled by

the same people and no ma er which is in power the Cult is in

power. This is how it works in almost every country and certainly in

Britain with Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat and Green

parties now all on the same page whatever the rhetoric may be in

their feeble a empts to appear different. Neocons operated at the

time of Bush through a think tank called The Project for the New

American Century which in September, 2000, published a document

entitled  Rebuilding America’s Defenses: Strategies, Forces, and Resources

 For a New Century demanding that America fight ‘multiple, 

simultaneous major theatre wars’ as a ‘core mission’ to force regime-

change in countries including Iraq, Libya and Syria. Neocons

arranged for Bush (‘Republican’) and Blair (‘Labour Party’) to front-

up the invasion of Iraq and when they departed the Democons

orchestrated the targeting of Libya and Syria through Barack Obama

(‘Democrat’) and British Prime Minister David Cameron

(‘Conservative Party’). We have ‘different’ parties and ‘different’

people, but the same unfolding script. The more the Cult has seized

the reigns of parties and personnel the more their policies have

transparently pursued the same agenda to the point where the

fascist ‘Covid’ impositions of the Conservative junta of Jackboot

Johnson in Britain were opposed by the Labour Party because they

were not fascist enough. The Labour Party is likened to the US

Democrats while the Conservative Party is akin to a British version

of the Republicans and on both sides of the Atlantic they all speak

the same language and support the direction demanded by the Cult

although some more enthusiastically than others. It’s a similar story

in country a er country because it’s all centrally controlled. Oh, but

what about Trump? I’ll come to him shortly. Political ‘choice’ in the

‘party’ system goes like this: You vote for Party A and they get into

government. You don’t like what they do so next time you vote for

Party B and they get into government. You don’t like what they do

when it’s pre y much the same as Party A and why wouldn’t that be

with both controlled by the same force? Given that only two, 

sometimes three, parties have any chance of forming a government

to get rid of Party B that you don’t like you have to vote again for

Party A which … you don’t like. This, ladies and gentlemen, is what

they call ‘democracy’ which we are told – wrongly – is a term

interchangeable with ‘freedom’. 

The cult of cults

At this point I need to introduce a major expression of the Global

Cult known as Sabbatian-Frankism. Sabbatian is also spelt as

Sabbatean. I will summarise here. I have published major exposés

and detailed background in other works. Sabbatian-Frankism

combines the names of two frauds posing as ‘Jewish’ men, Sabbatai

Zevi (1626-1676), a rabbi, black magician and occultist who

proclaimed he was the Jewish messiah; and Jacob Frank (1726-1791), 

the Polish ‘Jew’, black magician and occultist who said he was the

reincarnation of ‘messiah’ Zevi and biblical patriarch Jacob. They

worked across two centuries to establish the Sabbatian-Frankist cult

that plays a major, indeed central, role in the manipulation of human

society by the Global Cult which has its origins much further back in

history than Sabbatai Zevi. I should emphasise two points here in

response to the shrill voices that will scream ‘anti-Semitism’: (1)

Sabbatian-Frankists are NOT Jewish and only pose as such to hide

their cult behind a Jewish façade; and (2) my information about this

cult has come from Jewish sources who have long realised that their

society and community has been infiltrated and taken over by

interloper Sabbatian-Frankists. Infiltration has been the foundation

technique of Sabbatian-Frankism from its official origin in the 17th

century. Zevi’s Sabbatian sect a racted a massive following

described as the biggest messianic movement in Jewish history, 

spreading as far as Africa and Asia, and he promised a return for the

Jews to the ‘Promised Land’ of Israel. Sabbatianism was not Judaism

but an inversion of everything that mainstream Judaism stood for. So

much so that this sinister cult would have a feast day when Judaism

had a fast day and whatever was forbidden in Judaism the

Sabbatians were encouraged and even commanded to do. This

included incest and what would be today called Satanism. Members

were forbidden to marry outside the sect and there was a system of

keeping their children ignorant of what they were part of until they

were old enough to be trusted not to unknowingly reveal anything

to outsiders. The same system is employed to this day by the Global

Cult in general which Sabbatian-Frankism has enormously

influenced and now largely controls. 

Zevi and his Sabbatians suffered a setback with the intervention

by the Sultan of the Islamic O oman Empire in the Middle East and

what is now the Republic of Turkey where Zevi was located. The

Sultan gave him the choice of proving his ‘divinity’, converting to

Islam or facing torture and death. Funnily enough Zevi chose to

convert or at least appear to. Some of his supporters were

disillusioned and dri ed away, but many did not with 300 families

also converting – only in theory – to Islam. They continued behind

this Islamic smokescreen to follow the goals, rules and rituals of

Sabbatianism and became known as ‘crypto-Jews’ or the ‘Dönmeh’

which means ‘to turn’. This is rather ironic because they didn’t ‘turn’

and instead hid behind a fake Islamic persona. The process of

appearing to be one thing while being very much another would

become the calling card of Sabbatianism especially a er Zevi’s death

and the arrival of the Satanist Jacob Frank in the 18th century when

the cult became Sabbatian-Frankism and plumbed still new depths

of depravity and infiltration which included – still includes – human

sacrifice and sex with children. Wherever Sabbatians go paedophilia

and Satanism follow and is it really a surprise that Hollywood is so

infested with child abuse and Satanism when it was established by

Sabbatian-Frankists and is still controlled by them? Hollywood has

been one of the prime vehicles for global perceptual programming

and manipulation. How many believe the version of ‘history’

portrayed in movies when it is a travesty and inversion (again) of the

truth? Rabbi Marvin Antelman describes Frankism in his book,  To

 Eliminate the Opiate, as ‘a movement of complete evil’ while Jewish

professor Gershom Scholem said of Frank in  The Messianic Idea in

 Judaism: ‘In all his actions [he was] a truly corrupt and degenerate

individual ... one of the most frightening phenomena in the whole of

Jewish history.’ Frank was excommunicated by traditional rabbis, as

was Zevi, but Frank was undeterred and enjoyed vital support from

the House of Rothschild, the infamous banking dynasty whose

inner-core are Sabbatian-Frankists and not Jews. Infiltration of the

Roman Church and Vatican was instigated by Frank with many

Dönmeh ‘turning’ again to convert to Roman Catholicism with a

view to hĳacking the reins of power. This was the ever-repeating

modus operandi and continues to be so. Pose as an advocate of the

religion, culture or country that you want to control and then

manipulate your people into the positions of authority and influence

largely as advisers, administrators and Svengalis for those that

appear to be in power. They did this with Judaism, Christianity

(Christian Zionism is part of this), Islam and other religions and

nations until Sabbatian-Frankism spanned the world as it does

today. 

Sabbatian Saudis and the terror network

One expression of the Sabbatian-Frankist Dönmeh within Islam is

the ruling family of Saudi Arabia, the House of Saud, through which

came the vile distortion of Islam known as Wahhabism. This is the

violent creed followed by terrorist groups like Al-Qaeda and ISIS or

Islamic State. Wahhabism is the hand-chopping, head-chopping

‘religion’ of Saudi Arabia which is used to keep the people in a

constant state of fear so the interloper House of Saud can continue to

rule. Al-Qaeda and Islamic State were lavishly funded by the House

of Saud while being created and directed by the Sabbatian-Frankist

network in the United States that operates through the Pentagon, 

CIA and the government in general of whichever ‘party’. The front

man for the establishment of Wahhabism in the middle of the 18th

century was a Sabbatian-Frankist ‘crypto-Jew’ posing as Islamic

called Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. His daughter would marry

the son of Muhammad bin Saud who established the first Saudi state

before his death in 1765 with support from the British Empire. Bin

Saud’s successors would establish modern Saudi Arabia in league

with the British and Americans in 1932 which allowed them to seize

control of Islam’s major shrines in Mecca and Medina. They have

dictated the direction of Sunni Islam ever since while Iran is the

major centre of the Shiite version and here we have the source of at

least the public conflict between them. The Sabbatian network has

used its Wahhabi extremists to carry out Problem-Reaction-Solution

terrorist a acks in the name of ‘Al-Qaeda’ and ‘Islamic State’ to

justify a devastating ‘war on terror’, ever-increasing surveillance of

the population and to terrify people into compliance. Another

insight of the Renegade Mind is the streetwise understanding that

just because a country, location or people are a acked doesn’t mean

that those apparently representing that country, location or people

are not behind the a ackers. O en they are  orchestrating the a acks

because of the societal changes that can be then justified in the name

of ‘saving the population from terrorists’. 

I show in great detail in  The Trigger how Sabbatian-Frankists were

the real perpetrators of 9/11 and not ‘19 Arab hĳackers’ who were

blamed for what happened. Observe what was justified in the name

of 9/11 alone in terms of Middle East invasions, mass surveillance

and control that fulfilled the demands of the Project for the New

American Century document published by the Sabbatian Neocons. 

What appear to be enemies are on the deep inside players on the

same Sabbatian team. Israel and Arab ‘royal’ dictatorships are all

ruled by Sabbatians and the recent peace agreements between Israel

and Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and others are

only making formal what has always been the case behind the

scenes. Palestinians who have been subjected to grotesque tyranny

since Israel was bombed and terrorised into existence in 1948 have

never stood a chance. Sabbatian-Frankists have controlled Israel (so

the constant theme of violence and war which Sabbatians love) and

they have controlled the Arab countries that Palestinians have

looked to for real support that never comes. ‘Royal families’ of the

Arab world in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, UAE, etc., are all Sabbatians

with allegiance to the aims of the cult and not what is best for their

Arabic populations. They have stolen the oil and financial resources

from their people by false claims to be ‘royal dynasties’ with a

genetic right to rule and by employing vicious militaries to impose

their will. 

Satanic ‘illumination’

The Satanist Jacob Frank formed an alliance in 1773 with two other

Sabbatians, Mayer Amschel Rothschild (1744-1812), founder of the

Rothschild banking dynasty, and Jesuit-educated fraudulent Jew, 

Adam Weishaupt, and this led to the formation of the Bavarian

Illuminati, firstly under another name, in 1776. The Illuminati would

be the manipulating force behind the French Revolution (1789-1799)

and was also involved in the American Revolution (1775-1783)

before and a er the Illuminati’s official creation. Weishaupt would

later become (in public) a Protestant Christian in archetypal

Sabbatian style. I read that his name can be decoded as Adam-Weis-

haupt or ‘the first man to lead those who know’. He wasn’t a leader

in the sense that he was a subordinate, but he did lead those below

him in a crusade of transforming human society that still continues

today. The theme was confirmed as early as 1785 when a horseman

courier called Lanz was reported to be struck by lighting and

extensive Illuminati documents were found in his saddlebags. They

made the link to Weishaupt and detailed the plan for world takeover. 

Current events with ‘Covid’ fascism have been in the making for a

very long time. Jacob Frank was jailed for 13 years by the Catholic

Inquisition a er his arrest in 1760 and on his release he headed for

Frankfurt, Germany, home city and headquarters of the House of

Rothschild where the alliance was struck with Mayer Amschel

Rothschild and Weishaupt. Rothschild arranged for Frank to be

given the title of Baron and he became a wealthy nobleman with a

big following of Jews in Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire

and other European countries. Most of them would have believed he

was on their side. 

The name ‘Illuminati’ came from the Zohar which is a body of

works in the Jewish mystical ‘bible’ called the Kabbalah. ‘Zohar’ is

the foundation of Sabbatian-Frankist belief and in Hebrew ‘Zohar’

means ‘splendour’, ‘radiance’, ‘illuminated’, and so we have

‘Illuminati’. They claim to be the ‘Illuminated Ones’ from their

knowledge systematically hidden from the human population and

passed on through generations of carefully-chosen initiates in the

global secret society network or Cult. Hidden knowledge includes

an awareness of the Cult agenda for the world and the nature of our

collective reality that I will explore later. Cult ‘illumination’ is

symbolised by the torch held by the Statue of Liberty which was

gi ed to New York by French Freemasons in Paris who knew exactly

what it represents. ‘Liberty’ symbolises the goddess worshipped in
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Babylon as Queen Semiramis or Ishtar. The significance of this will

become clear. Notice again the ubiquitous theme of inversion with

the Statue of ‘Liberty’ really symbolising mass control (Fig 7). A

mirror-image statute stands on an island in the River Seine in Paris

from where New York Liberty originated (Fig 8). A large replica of

the Liberty flame stands on top of the Pont de l’Alma tunnel in Paris

where Princess Diana died in a Cult ritual described in  The Biggest

 Secret. Lucifer ‘the light bringer’ is related to all this (and much more

as we’ll see) and ‘Lucifer’ is a central figure in Sabbatian-Frankism

and its associated Satanism. Sabbatians reject the Jewish Torah, or

Pentateuch, the ‘five books of Moses’ in the Old Testament known as

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy which are

claimed by Judaism and Christianity to have been dictated by ‘God’

to Moses on Mount Sinai. Sabbatians say these do not apply to them

and they seek to replace them with the Zohar to absorb Judaism and

its followers into their inversion which is an expression of a much

greater global inversion. They want to delete all religions and force

humanity to worship a one-world religion – Sabbatian Satanism that

also includes worship of the Earth goddess. Satanic themes are being

more and more introduced into mainstream society and while

Christianity is currently the foremost target for destruction the

others are planned to follow. 

Figure 7: The Cult goddess of Babylon disguised as the Statue of Liberty holding the flame of Lucifer the ‘light bringer’. 
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Figure 8: Liberty’s mirror image in Paris where the New York version originated. 

Marx brothers

Rabbi Marvin Antelman connects the Illuminati to the Jacobins in  To

 Eliminate the Opiate and Jacobins were the force behind the French

Revolution. He links both to the Bund der Gerechten, or League of

the Just, which was the network that inflicted communism/Marxism

on the world. Antelman wrote:

The original inner circle of the Bund der Gerechten consisted of born Catholics, Protestants and Jews [Sabbatian-Frankist infiltrators], and those representatives of respective subdivisions formulated schemes for the ultimate destruction of their faiths. The heretical Catholics laid plans which they felt would take a century or more for the ultimate destruction of the church; the apostate Jews for the ultimate destruction of the Jewish religion. 

Sabbatian-created communism connects into this anti-religion

agenda in that communism does not allow for the free practice of

religion. The Sabbatian ‘Bund’ became the International Communist

Party and Communist League and in 1848 ‘Marxism’ was born with

the Communist Manifesto of Sabbatian assets Karl Marx and

Friedrich Engels. It is absolutely no coincidence that Marxism, just a

different name for fascist and other centrally-controlled tyrannies, is

being imposed worldwide as a result of the ‘Covid’ hoax and nor

that Marxist/fascist China was the place where the hoax originated. 

The reason for this will become very clear in the chapter ‘Covid: The

calculated catastrophe’. The so-called ‘Woke’ mentality has hĳacked

traditional beliefs of the political le  and replaced them with far-

right make-believe ‘social justice’ be er known as Marxism. Woke

will, however, be swallowed by its own perceived ‘revolution’ which

is really the work of billionaires and billionaire corporations feigning

being ‘Woke’. Marxism is being touted by Wokers as a replacement

for ‘capitalism’ when we don’t have ‘capitalism’. We have cartelism

in which the market is stitched up by the very Cult billionaires and

corporations bankrolling Woke. Billionaires love Marxism which

keeps the people in servitude while they control from the top. 

Terminally naïve Wokers think they are ‘changing the world’ when

it’s the Cult that is doing the changing and when they have played

their vital part and become surplus to requirements they, too, will be

targeted. The Illuminati-Jacobins were behind the period known as

‘The Terror’ in the French Revolution in 1793 and 1794 when Jacobin

Maximillian de Robespierre and his Orwellian ‘Commi ee of Public

Safety’ killed 17,000 ‘enemies of the Revolution’ who had once been

‘friends of the Revolution’. Karl Marx (1818-1883), whose Sabbatian

creed of Marxism has cost the lives of at least 100 million people, is a

hero once again to Wokers who have been systematically kept

ignorant of real history by their ‘education’ programming. As a

result they now promote a Sabbatian ‘Marxist’ abomination destined

at some point to consume them. Rabbi Antelman, who spent decades

researching the Sabbatian plot, said of the League of the Just and

Karl Marx:

Contrary to popular opinion Karl Marx did not originate the Communist Manifesto. He was

paid for his services by the League of the Just, which was known in its country of origin, Germany, as the Bund der Geaechteten. 

Antelman said the text a ributed to Marx was the work of other

people and Marx ‘was only repeating what others already said’. 

Marx was ‘a hired hack – lackey of the wealthy Illuminists’. Marx

famously said that religion was the ‘opium of the people’ (part of the

Sabbatian plan to demonise religion) and Antelman called his books, 

 To Eliminate the Opiate. Marx was born Jewish, but his family

converted to Christianity (Sabbatian modus operandi) and he

a acked Jews, not least in his book,  A World Without Jews. In doing so he supported the Sabbatian plan to destroy traditional Jewishness

and Judaism which we are clearly seeing today with the vindictive

targeting of orthodox Jews by the Sabbatian government of Israel

over ‘Covid’ laws. I don’t follow any religion and it has done much

damage to the world over centuries and acted as a perceptual

straightjacket. Renegade Minds, however, are always asking  why

something is being done. It doesn’t ma er if they agree or disagree

with what is happening –  why is it happening is the question. The

‘why?’ can be answered with regard to religion in that religions

create interacting communities of believers when the Cult wants to

dismantle all discourse, unity and interaction (see ‘Covid’

lockdowns) and the ultimate goal is to delete all religions for a one-

world religion of Cult Satanism worshipping their ‘god’ of which

more later. We see the same ‘why?’ with gun control in America. I

don’t have guns and don’t want them, but why is the Cult seeking to

disarm the population at the same time that law enforcement

agencies are armed to their molars and why has every tyrant in

history sought to disarm people before launching the final takeover? 

They include Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot and Mao who followed

confiscation with violent seizing of power. You know it’s a Cult

agenda by the people who immediately race to the microphones to

exploit dead people in multiple shootings. Ultra-Zionist Cult lackey

Senator Chuck Schumer was straight on the case a er ten people

were killed in Boulder, Colorado in March, 2121. Simple rule … if

Schumer wants it the Cult wants it and the same with his ultra-

Zionist mate the wild-eyed Senator Adam Schiff. At the same time

they were calling for the disarmament of Americans, many of whom

live a long way from a police response, Schumer, Schiff and the rest

of these pampered clowns were si ing on Capitol Hill behind a

razor-wired security fence protected by thousands of armed troops

in addition to their own armed bodyguards. Mom and pop in an

isolated home? They’re just potential mass shooters. 

Zion Mainframe

Sabbatian-Frankists and most importantly the Rothschilds were

behind the creation of ‘Zionism’, a political movement that

demanded a Jewish homeland in Israel as promised by Sabbatai

Zevi. The very symbol of Israel comes from the German meaning of

the name Rothschild. Dynasty founder Mayer Amschel Rothschild

changed the family name from Bauer to Rothschild, or ‘Red-Shield’

in German, in deference to the six-pointed ‘Star of David’ hexagram

displayed on the family’s home in Frankfurt. The symbol later

appeared on the flag of Israel a er the Rothschilds were centrally

involved in its creation. Hexagrams are not a uniquely Jewish

symbol and are widely used in occult (‘hidden’) networks o en as a

symbol for Saturn (see my other books for why). Neither are

Zionism and Jewishness interchangeable. Zionism is a political

movement and philosophy and not a ‘race’ or a people. Many Jews

oppose Zionism and many non-Jews, including US President Joe

Biden, call themselves Zionists as does Israel-centric Donald Trump. 

America’s support for the Israel government is pre y much a gimme

with ultra-Zionist billionaires and corporations providing fantastic

and dominant funding for both political parties. Former

Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney has told how she was

approached immediately she ran for office to ‘sign the pledge’ to

Israel and confirm that she would always vote in that country’s best

interests. All American politicians are approached in this way. 

Anyone who refuses will get no support or funding from the

enormous and all-powerful Zionist lobby that includes organisations

like mega-lobby group AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs

Commi ee. Trump’s biggest funder was ultra-Zionist casino and

media billionaire Sheldon Adelson while major funders of the

Democratic Party include ultra-Zionist George Soros and ultra-

Zionist financial and media mogul, Haim Saban. Some may reel back

at the suggestion that Soros is an Israel-firster (Sabbatian-controlled

Israel-firster), but Renegade Minds watch the actions not the words

and everywhere Soros donates his billions the Sabbatian agenda

benefits. In the spirit of Sabbatian inversion Soros pledged $1 billion

for a new university network to promote ‘liberal values and tackle

intolerance’. He made the announcement during his annual speech

at the Cult-owned World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in

January, 2020, a er his ‘harsh criticism’ of ‘authoritarian rulers’

around the world. You can only laugh at such brazen mendacity. 

How  he doesn’t laugh is the mystery. Translated from the Orwellian

‘liberal values and tackle intolerance’ means teaching non-white

people to hate white people and for white people to loathe

themselves for being born white. The reason for that will become

clear. 

The ‘Anti-Semitism’ fraud

Zionists support the Jewish homeland in the land of Palestine which

has been the Sabbatian-Rothschild goal for so long, but not for the

benefit of Jews. Sabbatians and their global Anti-Semitism Industry

have skewed public and political opinion to equate opposing the

violent extremes of Zionism to be a blanket a ack and condemnation

of all Jewish people. Sabbatians and their global Anti-Semitism

Industry have skewed public and political opinion to equate

opposing the violent extremes of Zionism to be a blanket a ack and

condemnation of all Jewish people. This is nothing more than a

Sabbatian protection racket to stop legitimate investigation and

exposure of their agendas and activities. The official definition of

‘anti-Semitism’ has more recently been expanded to include criticism

of Zionism – a  political movement – and this was done to further stop

exposure of Sabbatian infiltrators who created Zionism as we know

it today in the 19th century. Renegade Minds will talk about these

subjects when they know the shit that will come their way. People

must decide if they want to know the truth or just cower in the

corner in fear of what others will say. Sabbatians have been trying to

label me as ‘anti-Semitic’ since the 1990s as I have uncovered more

and more about their background and agendas. Useless, gutless, 

fraudulent ‘journalists’ then just repeat the smears without question

and on the day I was writing this section a pair of unquestioning

repeaters called Ben Quinn and Archie Bland (how appropriate)

outright called me an ‘anti-Semite’ in the establishment propaganda

sheet, the London  Guardian, with no supporting evidence. The

Sabbatian Anti-Semitism Industry said so and who are they to

question that? They wouldn’t dare. Ironically ‘Semitic’ refers to a

group of languages in the Middle East that are almost entirely

Arabic. ‘Anti-Semitism’ becomes ‘anti-Arab’ which if the

consequences of this misunderstanding were not so grave would be

hilarious. Don’t bother telling Quinn and Bland. I don’t want to

confuse them, bless ‘em. One reason I am dubbed ‘anti-Semitic’ is

that I wrote in the 1990s that Jewish operatives (Sabbatians) were

heavily involved in the Russian Revolution when Sabbatians

overthrew the Romanov dynasty. This apparently made me ‘anti-

Semitic’. Oh, really? Here is a section from  The Trigger:

British journalist Robert Wilton confirmed these themes in his 1920 book  The Last Days of the Romanovs when he studied official documents from the Russian government to identify the members of the Bolshevik ruling elite between 1917 and 1919. The Central Committee

included 41 Jews among 62 members; the Council of the People’s Commissars had 17 Jews

out of 22 members; and 458 of the 556 most important Bolshevik positions between 1918 and 1919 were occupied by Jewish people. Only 17 were Russian. Then there were the 23 Jews

among the 36 members of the vicious Cheka Soviet secret police established in 1917 who

would soon appear all across the country. 

Professor Robert Service of Oxford University, an expert on 20th century Russian history, found evidence that [‘Jewish’] Leon Trotsky had sought to make sure that Jews were enrolled in the Red Army and were disproportionately represented in the Soviet civil bureaucracy that included the Cheka which performed mass arrests, imprisonment and executions of ‘enemies of the people’. A US State Department Decimal File (861.00/5339) dated November 13th, 

1918, names [Rothschild banking agent in America] Jacob Schiff and a list of ultra-Zionists as funders of the Russian Revolution leading to claims of a ‘Jewish plot’, but the key point missed by all is they were not ‘Jews’ – they were Sabbatian-Frankists. 

Britain’s Winston Churchill made the same error by mistake or

otherwise. He wrote in a 1920 edition of the  Illustrated Sunday Herald

that those behind the Russian revolution were part of a ‘worldwide

conspiracy for the overthrow of civilisation and for the

reconstitution of society on the basis of arrested development, of

envious malevolence, and impossible equality’ (see ‘Woke’ today

because that has been created by the same network). Churchill said

there was no need to exaggerate the part played in the creation of

Bolshevism and in the actual bringing about of the Russian

Revolution ‘by these international and for the most part atheistical

Jews’ [‘atheistical Jews’ = Sabbatians]. Churchill said it is certainly a

very great one and probably outweighs all others: ‘With the notable

exception of Lenin, the majority of the leading figures are Jews.’ He

went on to describe, knowingly or not, the Sabbatian modus

operandi of placing puppet leaders nominally in power while they

control from the background:

Moreover, the principal inspiration and driving power comes from the Jewish leaders. Thus Tchitcherin, a pure Russian, is eclipsed by his nominal subordinate, Litvinoff, and the

influence of Russians like Bukharin or Lunacharski cannot be compared with the power of

Trotsky, or of Zinovieff, the Dictator of the Red Citadel (Petrograd), or of Krassin or Radek – all Jews. In the Soviet institutions the predominance of Jews is even more astonishing. And the prominent, if not indeed the principal, part in the system of terrorism applied by the

Extraordinary Commissions for Combatting Counter-Revolution has been taken by Jews, and

in some notable cases by Jewesses. 

What I said about seriously disproportionate involvement in the

Russian Revolution by Jewish ‘revolutionaries’ (Sabbatians) is

provable fact, but truth is no defence against the Sabbatian Anti-

Semitism Industry, its repeater parrots like Quinn and Bland, and

the now breathtaking network of so-called ‘Woke’ ‘anti-hate’ groups

with interlocking leaderships and funding which have the role of

discrediting and silencing anyone who gets too close to exposing the

Sabbatians. We have seen ‘truth is no defence’ confirmed in legal

judgements with the Saskatchewan Human Rights Commission in

Canada decreeing this: ‘Truthful statements can be presented in a

manner that would meet the definition of hate speech, and not all

truthful statements must be free from restriction.’ Most ‘anti-hate’

activists, who are themselves consumed by hatred, are too stupid

and ignorant of the world to know how they are being used. They

are far too far up their own virtue-signalling arses and it’s far too

dark for them to see anything. 

The ‘revolution’ game

The background and methods of the ‘Russian’ Revolution are

straight from the Sabbatian playbook seen in the French Revolution

and endless others around the world that appear to start as a

revolution of the people against tyrannical rule and end up with a

regime change to more tyrannical rule overtly or covertly. Wars, 

terror a acks and regime overthrows follow the Sabbatian cult

through history with its agents creating them as Problem-Reaction-

Solutions to remove opposition on the road to world domination. 

Sabbatian dots connect the Rothschilds with the Illuminati, Jacobins

of the French Revolution, the ‘Bund’ or League of the Just, the

International Communist Party, Communist League and the

Communist Manifesto of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels that would

lead to the Rothschild-funded Russian Revolution. The sequence

comes under the heading of ‘creative destruction’ when you advance

to your global goal by continually destroying the status quo to install

a new status quo which you then also destroy. The two world wars

come to mind. With each new status quo you move closer to your

planned outcome. Wars and mass murder are to Sabbatians a

collective blood sacrifice ritual. They are obsessed with death for

many reasons and one is that death is an inversion of life. Satanists

and Sabbatians are obsessed with death and o en target churches

and churchyards for their rituals. Inversion-obsessed Sabbatians

explain the use of inverted symbolism including the  inverted

pentagram and  inverted cross. The inversion of the cross has been

related to targeting Christianity, but the cross was a religious symbol

long before Christianity and its inversion is a statement about the

Sabbatian mentality and goals more than any single religion. 

Sabbatians operating in Germany were behind the rise of the

occult-obsessed Nazis and the subsequent Jewish exodus from

Germany and Europe to Palestine and the United States a er World

War Two. The Rothschild dynasty was at the forefront of this both as

political manipulators and by funding the operation. Why would

Sabbatians help to orchestrate the horrors inflicted on Jews by the

Nazis and by Stalin a er they organised the Russian Revolution? 

Sabbatians hate Jews and their religion, that’s why. They pose as

Jews and secure positions of control within Jewish society and play

the ‘anti-Semitism’ card to protect themselves from exposure

through a global network of organisations answering to the

Sabbatian-created-and-controlled globe-spanning intelligence

network that involves a stunning web of military-intelligence

operatives and operations for a tiny country of just nine million. 

Among them are Jewish assets who are not Sabbatians but have been

convinced by them that what they are doing is for the good of Israel

and the Jewish community to protect them from what they have

been programmed since childhood to believe is a Jew-hating hostile

world. The Jewish community is just a highly convenient cover to

hide the true nature of Sabbatians. Anyone ge ing close to exposing

their game is accused by Sabbatian place-people and gofers of ‘anti-

Semitism’ and claiming that all Jews are part of a plot to take over

the world. I am not saying that. I am saying that Sabbatians – the  real

Jew-haters – have infiltrated the Jewish community to use them both

as a cover and an ‘anti-Semitic’ defence against exposure. Thus we

have the Anti-Semitism Industry targeted researchers in this way

and most Jewish people think this is justified and genuine. They

don’t know that their ‘Jewish’ leaders and institutions of state, 

intelligence and military are not controlled by Jews at all, but cultists

and stooges of Sabbatian-Frankism. I once added my name to a pro-

Jewish freedom petition online and the next time I looked my name

was gone and text had been added to the petition blurb to a ack me

as an ‘anti-Semite’ such is the scale of perceptual programming. 

Moving on America

I tell the story in  The Trigger and a chapter called ‘Atlantic Crossing’

how particularly a er Israel was established the Sabbatians moved

in on the United States and eventually grasped control of

government administration, the political system via both Democrats

and Republicans, the intelligence community like the CIA and

National Security Agency (NSA), the Pentagon and mass media. 

Through this seriously compartmentalised network Sabbatians and

their operatives in Mossad, Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) and US

agencies pulled off 9/11 and blamed it on 19 ‘Al-Qaeda hĳackers’

dominated by men from, or connected to, Sabbatian-ruled Saudi

Arabia. The ‘19’ were not even on the planes let alone flew those big

passenger jets into buildings while being largely incompetent at

piloting one-engine light aircra . ‘Hĳacker’ Hani Hanjour who is

said to have flown American Airlines Flight 77 into the Pentagon

with a turn and manoeuvre most professional pilots said they would

have struggled to do was banned from renting a small plane by

instructors at the Freeway Airport in Bowie, Maryland, just  six weeks

earlier on the grounds that he was an incompetent pilot. The Jewish

population of the world is just 0.2 percent with even that almost

entirely concentrated in Israel (75 percent Jewish) and the United

States (around two percent). This two percent and globally 0.2

percent refers to  Jewish people and not Sabbatian interlopers who are

a fraction of that fraction. What a sobering thought when you think

of the fantastic influence on world affairs of tiny Israel and that the

Project for the New America Century (PNAC) which laid out the

blueprint in September, 2000, for America’s war on terror and regime

change wars in Iraq, Libya and Syria was founded and dominated by

Sabbatians known as ‘Neocons’. The document conceded that this

plan would not be supported politically or publicly without a major

a ack on American soil and a Problem-Reaction-Solution excuse to

send troops to war across the Middle East. Sabbatian Neocons said:


... [The] process of transformation ... [war and regime change] ... is likely to be a long one, absent some catastrophic and catalysing event – like a new Pearl Harbor. 

Four months later many of those who produced that document

came to power with their inane puppet George Bush from the long-

time Sabbatian Bush family. They included Sabbatian Dick Cheney

who was officially vice-president, but really de-facto president for

the entirety of the ‘Bush’ government. Nine months a er the ‘Bush’

inauguration came what Bush called at the time ‘the Pearl Harbor of

the 21st century’ and with typical Sabbatian timing and symbolism

2001 was the 60th anniversary of the a ack in 1941 by the Japanese

Air Force on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, which allowed President

Franklin Delano Roosevelt to take the United States into a Sabbatian-

instigated Second World War that he said in his election campaign

that he never would. The evidence is overwhelming that Roosevelt

and his military and intelligence networks knew the a ack was

coming and did nothing to stop it, but they did make sure that

America’s most essential naval ships were not in Hawaii at the time. 

Three thousand Americans died in the Pearl Harbor a acks as they

did on September 11th. By the 9/11 year of 2001 Sabbatians had

widely infiltrated the US government, military and intelligence

operations and used their compartmentalised assets to pull off the

‘Al-Qaeda’ a acks. If you read  The Trigger it will blow your mind to

see the u erly staggering concentration of ‘Jewish’ operatives

(Sabbatian infiltrators) in essential positions of political, security, 

legal, law enforcement, financial and business power before, during, 

and a er the a acks to make them happen, carry them out, and then

cover their tracks – and I do mean  staggering when you think of that

0.2 percent of the world population and two percent of Americans

which are Jewish while Sabbatian infiltrators are a fraction of that. A

central foundation of the 9/11 conspiracy was the hĳacking of

government, military, Air Force and intelligence computer systems

in real time through ‘back-door’ access made possible by Israeli

(Sabbatian) ‘cyber security’ so ware. Sabbatian-controlled Israel is

on the way to rivalling Silicon Valley for domination of cyberspace

and is becoming the dominant force in cyber-security which gives

them access to entire computer systems and their passcodes across

the world. Then add to this that Zionists head (officially) Silicon

Valley giants like Google (Larry Page and Sergey Brin), Google-

owned YouTube (Susan Wojcicki), Facebook (Mark Zuckerberg and

Sheryl Sandberg), and Apple (Chairman Arthur D. Levinson), and

that ultra-Zionist hedge fund billionaire Paul Singer has a $1 billion

stake in Twi er which is only nominally headed by ‘CEO’ pothead

Jack Dorsey. As cable news host Tucker Carlson said of Dorsey:

‘There used to be debate in the medical community whether

dropping a ton of acid had permanent effects and I think that debate

has now ended.’ Carlson made the comment a er Dorsey told a

hearing on Capitol Hill (if you cut through his bullshit) that he

believed in free speech so long as he got to decide what you can hear

and see. These ‘big names’ of Silicon Valley are only front men and

women for the Global Cult, not least the Sabbatians, who are the true

controllers of these corporations. Does anyone still wonder why

these same people and companies have been ferociously censoring

and banning people (like me) for exposing any aspect of the Cult

agenda and especially the truth about the ‘Covid’ hoax which

Sabbatians have orchestrated? 

The Jeffrey Epstein paedophile ring was a Sabbatian operation. He

was officially ‘Jewish’ but he was a Sabbatian and women abused by

the ring have told me about the high number of ‘Jewish’ people

involved. The Epstein horror has Sabbatian wri en all over it and

matches perfectly their modus operandi and obsession with sex and

ritual. Epstein was running a Sabbatian blackmail ring in which

famous people with political and other influence were provided

with young girls for sex while everything was being filmed and

recorded on hidden cameras and microphones at his New York

house, Caribbean island and other properties. Epstein survivors

have described this surveillance system to me and some have gone

public. Once the famous politician or other figure knew he or she

was on video they tended to do whatever they were told. Here we go

again …when you’ve got them by the balls their hearts and minds

will follow. Sabbatians use this blackmail technique on a wide scale

across the world to entrap politicians and others they need to act as

demanded. Epstein’s private plane, the infamous ‘Lolita Express’, 

had many well-known passengers including Bill Clinton while Bill

Gates has flown on an Epstein plane and met with him four years

a er Epstein had been jailed for paedophilia. They subsequently met

many times at Epstein’s home in New York according to a witness

who was there. Epstein’s infamous side-kick was Ghislaine Maxwell, 

daughter of Mossad agent and ultra-Zionist mega-crooked British

businessman, Bob Maxwell, who at one time owned the  Daily Mirror

newspaper. Maxwell was murdered at sea on his boat in 1991 by

Sabbatian-controlled Mossad when he became a liability with his

business empire collapsing as a former Mossad operative has

confirmed (see  The Trigger). 

Money, money, money, funny money …

Before I come to the Sabbatian connection with the last three US

presidents I will lay out the crucial importance to Sabbatians of

controlling banking and finance. Sabbatian Mayer Amschel

Rothschild set out to dominate this arena in his family’s quest for

total global control. What is freedom? It is, in effect, choice. The

more choices you have the freer you are and the fewer your choices

the more you are enslaved. In the global structure created over

centuries by Sabbatians the biggest decider and restrictor of choice is

… money. Across the world if you ask people what they would like

to do with their lives and why they are not doing that they will reply

‘I don’t have the money’. This is the idea. A global elite of multi-

billionaires are described as ‘greedy’ and that is true on one level; 

but control of money – who has it and who doesn’t – is not primarily

about greed. It’s about control. Sabbatians have seized ever more

control of finance and sucked the wealth of the world out of the

hands of the population. We talk now, a er all, about the ‘One-

percent’ and even then the wealthiest are a lot fewer even than that. 

This has been made possible by a money scam so outrageous and so

vast it could rightly be called the scam of scams founded on creating

‘money’ out of nothing and ‘loaning’ that with interest to the

population. Money out of nothing is called ‘credit’. Sabbatians have

asserted control over governments and banking ever more

completely through the centuries and secured financial laws that

allow banks to lend hugely more than they have on deposit in a

confidence trick known as fractional reserve lending. Imagine if you

could lend money that doesn’t exist and charge the recipient interest

for doing so. You would end up in jail. Bankers by contrast end up in

mansions, private jets, Malibu and Monaco. 

Banks are only required to keep a fraction of their deposits and

wealth in their vaults and they are allowed to lend ‘money’ they

don’t have called ‘credit. Go into a bank for a loan and if you succeed

the banker will not move any real wealth into your account. They

will type into your account the amount of the agreed ‘loan’ – say

£100,000. This is not wealth that really exists; it is non-existent, fresh-

air, created-out-of-nothing ‘credit’ which has never, does not, and

will never exist except in theory. Credit is backed by nothing except

wind and only has buying power because people think that it has

buying power and accept it in return for property, goods and

services. I have described this situation as like those cartoon

characters you see chasing each other and when they run over the

edge of a cliff they keep running forward on fresh air until one of

them looks down, realises what’s happened, and they all crash into

the ravine. The whole foundation of the Sabbatian financial system is

to stop people looking down except for periodic moments when they

want to crash the system (as in 2008 and 2020 ongoing) and reap the

rewards from all the property, businesses and wealth their borrowers

had signed over as ‘collateral’ in return for a ‘loan’ of fresh air. Most

people think that money is somehow created by governments when

it comes into existence from the start as a debt through banks

‘lending’ illusory money called credit. Yes, the very currency of

exchange is a  debt from day one issued as an interest-bearing loan. 

Why don’t governments create money interest-free and lend it to

their people interest-free? Governments are controlled by Sabbatians

and the financial system is controlled by Sabbatians for whom

interest-free money would be a nightmare come true. Sabbatians

underpin their financial domination through their global network of

central banks, including the privately-owned US Federal Reserve

and Britain’s Bank of England, and this is orchestrated by a

privately-owned central bank coordination body called the Bank for

International Se lements in Basle, Switzerland, created by the usual

suspects including the Rockefellers and Rothschilds. Central bank

chiefs don’t answer to governments or the people. They answer to

the Bank for International Se lements or, in other words, the Global

Cult which is dominated today by Sabbatians. 

Built-in disaster

There are so many constituent scams within the overall banking

scam. When you take out a loan of thin-air credit only the amount of

that loan is theoretically brought into circulation to add to the

amount in circulation; but you are paying back the principle plus

interest. The additional interest is not created and this means that

with every ‘loan’ there is a shortfall in the money in circulation

between what is borrowed and what has to be paid back. There is

never even close to enough money in circulation to repay all

outstanding public and private debt including interest. Coldly

weaved in the very fabric of the system is the certainty that some

will lose their homes, businesses and possessions to the banking

‘lender’. This is less obvious in times of ‘boom’ when the amount of

money in circulation (and the debt) is expanding through more

people wanting and ge ing loans. When a downturn comes and the

money supply contracts it becomes painfully obvious that there is

not enough money to service all debt and interest. This is less

obvious in times of ‘boom’ when the amount of money in circulation

(and the debt) is expanding through more people wanting and

ge ing loans. When a downturn comes and the money supply

contracts and it becomes painfully obvious – as in 2008 and currently

– that there is not enough money to service all debt and interest. 

Sabbatian banksters have been leading the human population

through a calculated series of booms (more debt incurred) and busts

(when the debt can’t be repaid and the banks get the debtor’s

tangible wealth in exchange for non-existent ‘credit’). With each

‘bust’ Sabbatian bankers have absorbed more of the world’s tangible

wealth and we end up with the One-percent. Governments are in

bankruptcy levels of debt to the same system and are therefore

owned by a system they do not control. The Federal Reserve, 

‘America’s central bank’, is privately-owned and American

presidents only nominally appoint its chairman or woman to

maintain the illusion that it’s an arm of government. It’s not. The

‘Fed’ is a cartel of private banks which handed billions to its

associates and friends a er the crash of 2008 and has been Sabbatian-

controlled since it was manipulated into being in 1913 through the

covert trickery of Rothschild banking agents Jacob Schiff and Paul

Warburg, and the Sabbatian Rockefeller family. Somehow from a

Jewish population of two-percent and globally 0.2 percent (Sabbatian

interlopers remember are far smaller) ultra-Zionists headed the

Federal Reserve for 31 years between 1987 and 2018 in the form of

Alan Greenspan, Bernard Bernanke and Janet Yellen (now Biden’s

Treasury Secretary) with Yellen’s deputy chairman a Israeli-

American duel citizen and ultra-Zionist Stanley Fischer, a former

governor of the Bank of Israel. Ultra-Zionist Fed chiefs spanned the

presidencies of Ronald Reagan (‘Republican’), Father George Bush

(‘Republican’), Bill Clinton (‘Democrat’), Boy George Bush

(‘Republican’) and Barack Obama (‘Democrat’). We should really

add the pre-Greenspan chairman, Paul Adolph Volcker, ‘appointed’

by Jimmy Carter (‘Democrat’) who ran the Fed between 1979 and

1987 during the Carter and Reagan administrations before

Greenspan took over. Volcker was a long-time associate and business

partner of the Rothschilds. No ma er what the ‘party’ officially in

power the United States economy was directed by the same force. 

Here are members of the Obama, Trump and Biden administrations

and see if you can make out a common theme. 

Barack Obama (‘Democrat’)

Ultra-Zionists Robert Rubin, Larry Summers, and Timothy Geithner

ran the US Treasury in the Clinton administration and two of them

reappeared with Obama. Ultra-Zionist Fed chairman Alan

Greenspan had manipulated the crash of 2008 through deregulation

and jumped ship just before the disaster to make way for ultra-

Zionist Bernard Bernanke to hand out trillions to Sabbatian ‘too big

to fail’ banks and businesses, including the ubiquitous ultra-Zionist

Goldman Sachs which has an ongoing staff revolving door operation

between itself and major financial positions in government

worldwide. Obama inherited the fallout of the crash when he took

office in January, 2009, and fortunately he had the support of his

ultra-Zionist White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emmanuel, son of a

terrorist who helped to bomb Israel into being in 1948, and his ultra-

Zionist senior adviser David Axelrod, chief strategist in Obama’s two

successful presidential campaigns. Emmanuel, later mayor of

Chicago and former senior fundraiser and strategist for Bill Clinton, 

is an example of the Sabbatian policy a er Israel was established of

migrating insider families to America so their children would be

born American citizens. ‘Obama’ chose this financial team

throughout his administration to respond to the Sabbatian-instigated

crisis:

Timothy Geithner (ultra-Zionist) Treasury Secretary; Jacob J. Lew, 

Treasury Secretary; Larry Summers (ultra-Zionist), director of the

White House National Economic Council; Paul Adolph Volcker

(Rothschild business partner), chairman of the Economic Recovery

Advisory Board; Peter Orszag (ultra-Zionist), director of the Office of

Management and Budget overseeing all government spending; 

Penny Pritzker (ultra-Zionist), Commerce Secretary; Jared Bernstein

(ultra-Zionist), chief economist and economic policy adviser to Vice

President Joe Biden; Mary Schapiro (ultra-Zionist), chair of the

Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC); Gary Gensler (ultra-

Zionist), chairman of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission

(CFTC); Sheila Bair (ultra-Zionist), chair of the Federal Deposit

Insurance Corporation (FDIC); Karen Mills (ultra-Zionist), head of

the Small Business Administration (SBA); Kenneth Feinberg (ultra-

Zionist), Special Master for Executive [bail-out] Compensation. 

Feinberg would be appointed to oversee compensation (with strings)

to 9/11 victims and families in a campaign to stop them having their

day in court to question the official story. At the same time ultra-

Zionist Bernard Bernanke was chairman of the Federal Reserve and

these are only some of the ultra-Zionists with allegiance to

Sabbatian-controlled Israel in the Obama government. Obama’s

biggest corporate donor was ultra-Zionist Goldman Sachs which had

employed many in his administration. 

Donald Trump (‘Republican’)

Trump claimed to be an outsider (he wasn’t) who had come to ‘drain

the swamp’. He embarked on this goal by immediately appointing

ultra-Zionist Steve Mnuchin, a Goldman Sachs employee for 17

years, as his Treasury Secretary. Others included Gary Cohn (ultra-

Zionist), chief operating officer of Goldman Sachs, his first Director

of the National Economic Council and chief economic adviser, who

was later replaced by Larry Kudlow (ultra-Zionist). Trump’s senior

adviser throughout his four years in the White House was his

sinister son-in-law Jared Kushner, a life-long friend of Israel Prime

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Kushner is the son of a convicted

crook who was pardoned by Trump in his last days in office. Other

ultra-Zionists in the Trump administration included: Stephen Miller, 

Senior Policy Adviser; Avrahm Berkowitz, Deputy Adviser to Trump

and his Senior Adviser Jared Kushner; Ivanka Trump, Adviser to the

President, who converted to Judaism when she married Jared

Kushner; David Friedman, Trump lawyer and Ambassador to Israel; 

Jason Greenbla , Trump Organization executive vice president and

chief legal officer, who was made Special Representative for

International Negotiations and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict; Rod

Rosenstein, Deputy A orney General; Elliot Abrams, Special

Representative for Venezuela, then Iran; John Eisenberg, National

Security Council Legal Adviser and Deputy Council to the President

for National Security Affairs; Anne Neuberger, Deputy National

Manager, National Security Agency; Ezra Cohen-Watnick, Acting

Under Secretary of Defense for Intelligence; Elan Carr, Special Envoy

to monitor and combat anti-Semitism; Len Khodorkovsky, Deputy

Special Envoy to monitor and combat anti-Semitism; Reed Cordish, 

Assistant to the President, Intragovernmental and Technology

Initiatives. Trump Vice President Mike Pence and Secretary of State

Mike Pompeo, both Christian Zionists, were also vehement

supporters of Israel and its goals and ambitions. 

Donald ‘free-speech believer’ Trump pardoned a number of

financial and violent criminals while ignoring calls to pardon Julian

Assange and Edward Snowden whose crimes are revealing highly

relevant information about government manipulation and

corruption and the widespread illegal surveillance of the American

people by US ‘security’ agencies. It’s so good to know that Trump is

on the side of freedom and justice and not mega-criminals with

allegiance to Sabbatian-controlled Israel. These included a pardon

for Israeli spy Jonathan Pollard who was jailed for life in 1987 under

the Espionage Act. Aviem Sella, the Mossad agent who recruited

Pollard, was also pardoned by Trump while Assange sat in jail and

Snowden remained in exile in Russia. Sella had ‘fled’ (was helped to

escape) to Israel in 1987 and was never extradited despite being

charged under the Espionage Act. A Trump White House statement

said that Sella’s clemency had been ‘supported by Benjamin

Netanyahu, Ron Dermer, Israel’s US Ambassador, David Friedman, 

US Ambassador to Israel and Miriam Adelson, wife of leading

Trump donor Sheldon Adelson who died shortly before. Other

friends of Jared Kushner were pardoned along with Sholom Weiss

who was believed to be serving the longest-ever white-collar prison

sentence of more than 800 years in 2000. The sentence was

commuted of Ponzi-schemer Eliyahu Weinstein who defrauded Jews

and others out of $200 million. I did mention that Assange and

Snowden were ignored, right? Trump gave Sabbatians almost

everything they asked for in military and political support, moving

the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem with its critical symbolic

and literal implications for Palestinian statehood, and the ‘deal of the

Century’ designed by Jared Kushner and David Friedman which

gave the Sabbatian Israeli government the green light to

substantially expand its already widespread program of building

illegal Jewish-only se lements in the occupied land of the West

Bank. This made a two-state ‘solution’ impossible by seizing all the

land of a potential Palestinian homeland and that had been the plan

since 1948 and then 1967 when the Arab-controlled Gaza Strip, West

Bank, Sinai Peninsula and Syrian Golan Heights were occupied by

Israel. All the talks about talks and road maps and delays have been

buying time until the West Bank was physically occupied by Israeli

real estate. Trump would have to be a monumentally ill-informed

idiot not to see that this was the plan he was helping to complete. 

The Trump administration was in so many ways the Kushner

administration which means the Netanyahu administration which

means the Sabbatian administration. I understand why many

opposing Cult fascism in all its forms gravitated to Trump, but he

was a crucial part of the Sabbatian plan and I will deal with this in

the next chapter. 

Joe Biden (‘Democrat’)

A barely cognitive Joe Biden took over the presidency in January, 

2021, along with his fellow empty shell, Vice-President Kamala

Harris, as the latest Sabbatian gofers to enter the White House. 

Names on the door may have changed and the ‘party’ – the force

behind them remained the same as Zionists were appointed to a

stream of pivotal areas relating to Sabbatian plans and policy. They

included: Janet Yellen, Treasury Secretary, former head of the Federal

Reserve, and still another ultra-Zionist running the US Treasury a er

Mnuchin (Trump), Lew and Geithner (Obama), and Summers and

Rubin (Clinton); Anthony Blinken, Secretary of State; Wendy

Sherman, Deputy Secretary of State (so that’s ‘Biden’s’ Sabbatian

foreign policy sorted); Jeff Zients, White House coronavirus

coordinator; Rochelle Walensky, head of the Centers for Disease

Control; Rachel Levine, transgender deputy health secretary (that’s

‘Covid’ hoax policy under control); Merrick Garland, A orney

General; Alejandro Mayorkas, Secretary of Homeland Security; Cass

Sunstein, Homeland Security with responsibility for new

immigration laws; Avril Haines, Director of National Intelligence; 

Anne Neuberger, National Security Agency cybersecurity director

(note, cybersecurity); David Cohen, CIA Deputy Director; Ronald

Klain, Biden’s Chief of Staff (see Rahm Emanuel); Eric Lander, a

‘leading geneticist’, Office of Science and Technology Policy director

(see Smart Grid, synthetic biology agenda); Jessica Rosenworcel, 

acting head of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

which controls Smart Grid technology policy and electromagnetic

communication systems including 5G. How can it be that so many

pivotal positions are held by two-percent of the American

population and 0.2 percent of the world population administration

a er administration no ma er who is the president and what is the

party? It’s a coincidence? Of course it’s not and this is why

Sabbatians have built their colossal global web of interlocking ‘anti-

hate’ hate groups to condemn anyone who asks these glaring

questions as an ‘anti-Semite’. The way that Jewish people horrifically

abused in Sabbatian-backed Nazi Germany are exploited to this end

is stomach-turning and disgusting beyond words. 

Political fusion

Sabbatian manipulation has reversed the roles of Republicans and

Democrats and the same has happened in Britain with the

Conservative and Labour Parties. Republicans and Conservatives

were always labelled the ‘right’ and Democrats and Labour the ‘le ’, 

but look at the policy positions now and the Democrat-Labour ‘le ’

has moved further to the ‘right’ than Republicans and Conservatives

under the banner of ‘Woke’, the Cult-created far-right tyranny. 

Where once the Democrat-Labour ‘le ’ defended free speech and

human rights they now seek to delete them and as I said earlier

despite the ‘Covid’ fascism of the Jackboot Johnson Conservative

government in the UK the Labour Party of leader Keir Starmer

demanded even more extreme measures. The Labour Party has been

very publicly absorbed by Sabbatians a er a political and media

onslaught against the previous leader, the weak and inept Jeremy

Corbyn, over made-up allegations of ‘anti-Semitism’ both by him

and his party. The plan was clear with this ‘anti-Semite’ propaganda

and what was required in response was a swi  and decisive ‘fuck

off’ from Corbyn and a statement to expose the Anti-Semitism

Industry (Sabbatian) a empt to silence Labour criticism of the Israeli

government (Sabbatians) and purge the party of all dissent against

the extremes of ultra-Zionism (Sabbatians). Instead Corbyn and his

party fell to their knees and appeased the abusers which, by

definition, is impossible. Appeasing one demand leads only to a new

demand to be appeased until takeover is complete. Like I say – ‘fuck

off’ would have been a much more effective policy and I have used it

myself with great effect over the years when Sabbatians are on my

case which is most of the time. I consider that fact a great

compliment, by the way. The outcome of the Labour Party

capitulation is that we now have a Sabbatian-controlled

Conservative Party ‘opposed’ by a Sabbatian-controlled Labour

Party in a one-party Sabbatian state that hurtles towards the

extremes of tyranny (the Sabbatian cult agenda). In America the

situation is the same. Labour’s Keir Starmer spends his days on his

knees with his tongue out pointing to Tel Aviv, or I guess now

Jerusalem, while Boris Johnson has an ‘anti-Semitism czar’ in the

form of former Labour MP John Mann who keeps Starmer company

on his prayer mat. 

Sabbatian influence can be seen in Jewish members of the Labour

Party who have been ejected for criticism of Israel including those

from families that suffered in Nazi Germany. Sabbatians despise real

Jewish people and target them even more harshly because it is so

much more difficult to dub them ‘anti-Semitic’ although in their

desperation they do try. 

CHAPTER THREE

The Pushbacker sting

 Until you realize how easy it is for your mind to be manipulated, you

 remain the puppet of someone else’s game

Evita Ochel

Iwill use the presidencies of Trump and Biden to show how the

manipulation of the one-party state plays out behind the illusion

of political choice across the world. No two presidencies could – on

the face of it – be more different and apparently at odds in terms of

direction and policy. 

A Renegade Mind sees beyond the obvious and focuses on

outcomes and consequences and not image, words and waffle. The

Cult embarked on a campaign to divide America between those who

blindly support its agenda (the mentality known as ‘Woke’) and

those who are pushing back on where the Cult and its Sabbatians

want to go. This presents infinite possibilities for dividing and ruling

the population by se ing them at war with each other and allows a

perceptual ring fence of demonisation to encircle the Pushbackers in

a modern version of the Li le Big Horn in 1876 when American

cavalry led by Lieutenant Colonel George Custer were drawn into a

trap, surrounded and killed by Native American tribes defending

their land of thousands of years from being seized by the

government. In this modern version the roles are reversed and it’s

those defending themselves from the Sabbatian government who are

surrounded and the government that’s seeking to destroy them. This

trap was set years ago and to explain how we must return to 2016

and the emergence of Donald Trump as a candidate to be President

of the United States. He set out to overcome the best part of 20 other

candidates in the Republican Party before and during the primaries

and was not considered by many in those early stages to have a

prayer of living in the White House. The Republican Party was said

to have great reservations about Trump and yet somehow he won

the nomination. When you know how American politics works –

politics in general – there is no way that Trump could have become

the party’s candidate unless the Sabbatian-controlled ‘Neocons’ that

run the Republican Party wanted that to happen. We saw the proof

in emails and documents made public by WikiLeaks that the

Democratic Party hierarchy, or Democons, systematically

undermined the campaign of Bernie Sanders to make sure that

Sabbatian gofer Hillary Clinton won the nomination to be their

presidential candidate. If the Democons could do that then the

Neocons in the Republican Party could have derailed Trump in the

same way. But they didn’t and at that stage I began to conclude that

Trump could well be the one chosen to be president. If that was the

case the ‘why’ was pre y clear to see – the goal of dividing America

between Cult agenda-supporting Wokers and Pushbackers who

gravitated to Trump because he was telling them what they wanted

to hear. His constituency of support had been increasingly ignored

and voiceless for decades and profoundly through the eight years of

Sabbatian puppet Barack Obama. Now here was someone speaking

their language of pulling back from the incessant globalisation of

political and economic power, the exporting of American jobs to

China and elsewhere by ‘American’ (Sabbatian) corporations, the

deletion of free speech, and the mass immigration policies that had

further devastated job opportunities for the urban working class of

all races and the once American heartlands of the Midwest. 

Beware the forked tongue

Those people collectively sighed with relief that at last a political

leader was apparently on their side, but another trait of the

Renegade Mind is that you look even harder at people telling you

what you want to hear than those who are telling you otherwise. 

Obviously as I said earlier people wish what they want to hear to be

true and genuine and they are much more likely to believe that than

someone saying what they don’t want to here and don’t want to be

true. Sales people are taught to be skilled in eliciting by calculated

questioning what their customers want to hear and repeating that

back to them as their own opinion to get their targets to like and

trust them. Assets of the Cult are also sales people in the sense of

selling perception. To read Cult manipulation you have to play the

long and expanded game and not fall for the Vaudeville show of

party politics. Both American parties are vehicles for the Cult and

they exploit them in different ways depending on what the agenda

requires at that moment. Trump and the Republicans were used to

be the focus of dividing America and isolating Pushbackers to open

the way for a Biden presidency to become the most extreme in

American history by advancing the full-blown Woke (Cult) agenda

with the aim of destroying and silencing Pushbackers now labelled

Nazi Trump supporters and white supremacists. 

Sabbatians wanted Trump in office for the reasons described by

ultra-Zionist Saul Alinsky (1909-1972) who was promoting the Woke

philosophy through ‘community organising’ long before anyone had

heard of it. In those days it still went by its traditional name of

Marxism. The reason for the manipulated Trump phenomenon was

laid out in Alinsky’s 1971 book,  Rules for Radicals, which was his

blueprint for overthrowing democratic and other regimes and

replacing them with Sabbatian Marxism. Not surprisingly his to-do

list was evident in the Sabbatian French and Russian ‘Revolutions’

and that in China which will become very relevant in the next

chapter about the ‘Covid’ hoax. Among Alinsky’s followers have

been the deeply corrupt Barack Obama, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi

and Hillary Clinton who described him as a ‘hero’. All three are

Sabbatian stooges with Pelosi personifying the arrogant corrupt

idiocy that so widely fronts up for the Cult inner core. Predictably as

a Sabbatian advocate of the ‘light-bringer’ Alinsky features Lucifer

on the dedication page of his book as the original radical who gained

his own kingdom (‘Earth’ as we shall see). One of Alinsky’s golden

radical rules was to pick an individual and focus all a ention, hatred

and blame on them and not to target faceless bureaucracies and

corporations.  Rules for Radicals is really a Sabbatian handbook with

its contents repeatedly employed all over the world for centuries and

why wouldn’t Sabbatians bring to power their designer-villain to be

used as the individual on which all a ention, hatred and blame was

bestowed? This is what they did and the only question for me is how

much Trump knew that and how much he was manipulated. A bit of

both, I suspect. This was Alinsky’s Trump technique from a man

who died in 1972. The technique has spanned history:

Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, polarize it. Don’t try to attack abstract corporations or bureaucracies. Identify a responsible individual. Ignore attempts to shift or spread the blame. 

From the moment Trump came to illusory power everything was

about him. It wasn’t about Republican policy or opinion, but all

about Trump. Everything he did was presented in negative, 

derogatory and abusive terms by the Sabbatian-dominated media

led by Cult operations such as CNN, MSNBC,  The New York Times

and the Jeff Bezos-owned  Washington Post – ‘Pick the target, freeze it, 

personalize it, polarize it.’ Trump was turned into a demon to be

vilified by those who hated him and a demi-god loved by those who

worshipped him. This, in turn, had his supporters, too, presented as

equally demonic in preparation for the punchline later down the line

when Biden was about to take office. It was here’s a Trump, there’s a

Trump, everywhere a Trump, Trump. Virtually every news story or

happening was filtered through the lens of ‘The Donald’. You loved

him or hated him and which one you chose was said to define you as

Satan’s spawn or a paragon of virtue. Even supporting some Trump

policies or statements and not others was enough for an assault on

your character. No shades of grey were or are allowed. Everything is

black and white (literally and figuratively). A Californian I knew had

her head u erly scrambled by her hatred for Trump while telling

people they should love each other. She was so totally consumed by

Trump Derangement Syndrome as it became to be known that this

glaring contradiction would never have occurred to her. By

definition anyone who criticised Trump or praised his opponents

was a hero and this lady described Joe Biden as ‘a kind, honest

gentleman’ when he’s a provable liar, mega-crook and vicious piece

of work to boot. Sabbatians had indeed divided America using

Trump as the fall-guy and all along the clock was ticking on the

consequences for his supporters. 

In hock to his masters

Trump gave Sabbatians via Israel almost everything they wanted in

his four years. Ask and you shall receive was the dynamic between

himself and Benjamin Netanyahu orchestrated by Trump’s ultra-

Zionist son-in-law Jared Kushner, his ultra-Zionist Ambassador to

Israel, David Friedman, and ultra-Zionist ‘Israel adviser’, Jason

Greenbla . The last two were central to the running and protecting

from collapse of his business empire, the Trump Organisation, and

colossal business failures made him forever beholding to Sabbatian

networks that bailed him out. By the start of the 1990s Trump owed

$4 billion to banks that he couldn’t pay and almost $1billion of that

was down to him personally and not his companies. This mega-

disaster was the result of building two new casinos in Atlantic City

and buying the enormous Taj Mahal operation which led to

crippling debt payments. He had borrowed fantastic sums from 72

banks with major Sabbatian connections and although the scale of

debt should have had him living in a tent alongside the highway

they never foreclosed. A plan was devised to li  Trump from the

mire by BT Securities Corporation and Rothschild Inc. and the case

was handled by Wilber Ross who had worked for the Rothschilds for

27 years. Ross would be named US Commerce Secretary a er

Trump’s election. Another crucial figure in saving Trump was ultra-

Zionist ‘investor’ Carl Icahn who bought the Taj Mahal casino. Icahn

was made special economic adviser on financial regulation in the

Trump administration. He didn’t stay long but still managed to find

time to make a tidy sum of a reported $31.3 million when he sold his

holdings affected by the price of steel three days before Trump

imposed a 235 percent tariff on steel imports. What amazing bits of

luck these people have. Trump and Sabbatian operatives have long

had a close association and his mentor and legal adviser from the

early 1970s until 1986 was the dark and genetically corrupt ultra-

Zionist Roy Cohn who was chief counsel to Senator Joseph

McCarthy’s ‘communist’ witch-hunt in the 1950s.  Esquire magazine

published an article about Cohn with the headline ‘Don’t mess with

Roy Cohn’. He was described as the most feared lawyer in New York

and ‘a ruthless master of dirty tricks ... [with] ... more than one Mafia

Don on speed dial’. Cohn’s influence, contacts, support and

protection made Trump a front man for Sabbatians in New York

with their connections to one of Cohn’s many criminal employers, 

the ‘Russian’ Sabbatian Mafia. Israel-centric media mogul Rupert

Murdoch was introduced to Trump by Cohn and they started a long

friendship. Cohn died in 1986 weeks a er being disbarred for

unethical conduct by the Appellate Division of the New York State

Supreme Court. The wheels of justice do indeed run slow given the

length of Cohn’s crooked career. 

QAnon-sense

We are asked to believe that Donald Trump with his fundamental

connections to Sabbatian networks and operatives has been leading

the fight to stop the Sabbatian agenda for the fascistic control of

America and the world. Sure he has. A man entrapped during his

years in the White House by Sabbatian operatives and whose biggest

financial donor was casino billionaire Sheldon Adelson who was

Sabbatian to his DNA?? Oh, do come on. Trump has been used to

divide America and isolate Pushbackers on the Cult agenda under

the heading of ‘Trump supporters’, ‘insurrectionists’ and ‘white

supremacists’. The US Intelligence/Mossad Psyop or psychological

operation known as QAnon emerged during the Trump years as a

central pillar in the Sabbatian campaign to lead Pushbackers into the

trap set by those that wished to destroy them. I knew from the start

that QAnon was a scam because I had seen the same scenario many

times before over 30 years under different names and I had wri en

about one in particular in the books. ‘Not again’ was my reaction

when QAnon came to the fore. The same script is pulled out every

few years and a new name added to the le erhead. The story always

takes the same form: ‘Insiders’ or ‘the good guys’ in the government-

intelligence-military ‘Deep State’ apparatus were going to instigate

mass arrests of the ‘bad guys’ which would include the Rockefellers, 

Rothschilds, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, George Soros, etc., etc. 

Dates are given for when the ‘good guys’ are going to move in, but

the dates pass without incident and new dates are given which pass

without incident. The central message to Pushbackers in each case is

that they don’t have to do anything because there is ‘a plan’ and it is

all going to be sorted by the ‘good guys’ on the inside. ‘Trust the

plan’ was a QAnon mantra when the only plan was to misdirect

Pushbackers into pu ing their trust in a Psyop they believed to be

real. Beware, beware, those who tell you what you want to hear and

always check it out. Right up to Biden’s inauguration QAnon was

still claiming that ‘the Storm’ was coming and Trump would stay on

as president when Biden and his cronies were arrested and jailed. It

was never going to happen and of course it didn’t, but what did

happen as a result provided that punchline to the Sabbatian

Trump/QAnon Psyop. 

On January 6th, 2021, a very big crowd of Trump supporters

gathered in the National Mall in Washington DC down from the

Capitol Building to protest at what they believed to be widespread

corruption and vote fraud that stopped Trump being re-elected for a

second term as president in November, 2020. I say as someone that

does not support Trump or Biden that the evidence is clear that

major vote-fixing went on to favour Biden, a man with cognitive

problems so advanced he can o en hardly string a sentence together

without reading the words wri en for him on the Teleprompter. 

Glaring ballot discrepancies included serious questions about

electronic voting machines that make vote rigging a comparative

cinch and hundreds of thousands of paper votes that suddenly

appeared during already advanced vote counts and virtually all of

them for Biden. Early Trump leads in crucial swing states suddenly

began to close and disappear. The pandemic hoax was used as the

excuse to issue almost limitless numbers of mail-in ballots with no

checks to establish that the recipients were still alive or lived at that

address. They were sent to streams of people who had not even

asked for them. Private organisations were employed to gather these

ballots and who knows what they did with them before they turned

up at the counts. The American election system has been

manipulated over decades to become a sick joke with more holes

than a Swiss cheese for the express purpose of dictating the results. 

Then there was the criminal manipulation of information by

Sabbatian tech giants like Facebook, Twi er and Google-owned

YouTube which deleted pro-Trump, anti-Biden accounts and posts

while everything in support of Biden was le  alone. Sabbatians

wanted Biden to win because a er the dividing of America it was

time for full-on Woke and every aspect of the Cult agenda to be

unleashed. 

Hunter gatherer

Extreme Silicon Valley bias included blocking information by the

 New York Post exposing a Biden scandal that should have ended his

bid for president in the final weeks of the campaign. Hunter Biden, 

his monumentally corrupt son, is reported to have sent a laptop to

be repaired at a local store and failed to return for it. Time passed

until the laptop became the property of the store for non-payment of

the bill. When the owner saw what was on the hard drive he gave a

copy to the FBI who did nothing even though it confirmed

widespread corruption in which the Joe Biden family were using his

political position, especially when he was vice president to Obama, 

to make multiple millions in countries around the world and most

notably Ukraine and China. Hunter Biden’s one-time business

partner Tony Bobulinski went public when the story broke in the

 New York Post to confirm the corruption he saw and that Joe Biden

not only knew what was going on he also profited from the spoils. 

Millions were handed over by a Chinese company with close

connections – like all major businesses in China – to the Chinese

communist party of President Xi Jinping. Joe Biden even boasted at a

meeting of the Cult’s World Economic Forum that as vice president

he had ordered the government of Ukraine to fire a prosecutor. What

he didn’t mention was that the same man just happened to be

investigating an energy company which was part of Hunter Biden’s

corrupt portfolio. The company was paying him big bucks for no

other reason than the influence his father had. Overnight Biden’s

presidential campaign should have been over given that he had lied

publicly about not knowing what his son was doing. Instead almost

the entire Sabbatian-owned mainstream media and Sabbatian-

owned Silicon Valley suppressed circulation of the story. This alone

went a mighty way to rigging the election of 2020. Cult assets like

Mark Zuckerberg at Facebook also spent hundreds of millions to be

used in support of Biden and vote ‘administration’. 

The Cult had used Trump as the focus to divide America and was

now desperate to bring in moronic, pliable, corrupt Biden to

complete the double-whammy. No way were they going to let li le

things like the will of the people thwart their plan. Silicon Valley

widely censored claims that the election was rigged because it  was

rigged. For the same reason anyone claiming it was rigged was

denounced as a ‘white supremacist’ including the pathetically few

Republican politicians willing to say so. Right across the media

where the claim was mentioned it was described as a ‘false claim’

even though these excuses for ‘journalists’ would have done no

research into the subject whatsoever. Trump won seven million more

votes than any si ing president had ever achieved while somehow a

cognitively-challenged soon to be 78-year-old who was hidden away

from the public for most of the campaign managed to win more

votes than any presidential candidate in history. It makes no sense. 

You only had to see election rallies for both candidates to witness the

enthusiasm for Trump and the apathy for Biden. Tens of thousands

would a end Trump events while Biden was speaking in empty car

parks with o en only television crews a ending and framing their

shots to hide the fact that no one was there. It was pathetic to see

footage come to light of Biden standing at a podium making

speeches only to TV crews and party fixers while reading the words

wri en for him on massive Teleprompter screens. So, yes, those

protestors on January 6th had a point about election rigging, but

some were about to walk into a trap laid for them in Washington by

the Cult Deep State and its QAnon Psyop. This was the Capitol Hill

riot ludicrously dubbed an ‘insurrection’. 

The spider and the fly

Renegade Minds know there are not two ‘sides’ in politics, only one

side, the Cult, working through all ‘sides’. It’s a stage show, a puppet

show, to direct the perceptions of the population into focusing on

diversions like parties and candidates while missing the puppeteers

with their hands holding all the strings. The Capitol Hill

‘insurrection’ brings us back to the Li le Big Horn. Having created

two distinct opposing groupings – Woke and Pushbackers – the trap

was about to be sprung. Pushbackers were to be encircled and

isolated by associating them all in the public mind with Trump and

then labelling Trump as some sort of Confederate leader. I knew

immediately that the Capitol riot was a set-up because of two things. 

One was how easy the rioters got into the building with virtually no

credible resistance and secondly I could see – as with the ‘Covid’

hoax in the West at the start of 2020 – how the Cult could exploit the

situation to move its agenda forward with great speed. My

experience of Cult techniques and activities over more than 30 years

has showed me that while they do exploit situations they haven’t

themselves created this never happens with events of fundamental

agenda significance. Every time major events giving cultists the

excuse to rapidly advance their plan you find they are manipulated

into being for the specific reason of providing that excuse – Problem-

Reaction-Solution. Only a tiny minority of the huge crowd of

Washington protestors sought to gain entry to the Capitol by

smashing windows and breaching doors. That didn’t ma er. The

whole crowd and all Pushbackers, even if they did not support

Trump, were going to be lumped together as dangerous

insurrectionists and conspiracy theorists. The la er term came into

widespread use through a CIA memo in the 1960s aimed at

discrediting those questioning the nonsensical official story of the

Kennedy assassination and it subsequently became widely

employed by the media. It’s still being used by inept ‘journalists’

with no idea of its origin to discredit anyone questioning anything

that authority claims to be true. When you are perpetrating a

conspiracy you need to discredit the very word itself even though

the dictionary definition of conspiracy is merely ‘the activity of

secretly planning with other people to do something bad or illegal‘

and ‘a general agreement to keep silent about a subject for the

purpose of keeping it secret’. On that basis there are conspiracies

almost wherever you look. For obvious reasons the Cult and its

lapdog media have to claim there are no conspiracies even though

the word appears in state laws as with conspiracy to defraud, to

murder, and to corrupt public morals. 

Agent provocateurs are widely used by the Cult Deep State to

manipulate genuine people into acting in ways that suit the desired

outcome. By genuine in this case I mean protestors genuinely

supporting Trump and claims that the election was stolen. In among

them, however, were agents of the state wearing the garb of Trump

supporters and QAnon to pump-prime the Capital riot which some

genuine Trump supporters naively fell for. I described the situation

as ‘Come into my parlour said the spider to the fly’. Leaflets

appeared through the Woke paramilitary arm Antifa, the anti-fascist

fascists, calling on supporters to turn up in Washington looking like

Trump supporters even though they hated him. Some of those

arrested for breaching the Capitol Building were sourced to Antifa

and its stable mate Black Lives Ma er. Both organisations are funded

by Cult billionaires and corporations. One man charged for the riot

was according to his lawyer a former FBI agent who had held top

secret security clearance for 40 years. A orney Thomas Plofchan said

of his client, 66-year-old Thomas Edward Caldwell:

He has held a Top Secret Security Clearance since 1979 and has undergone multiple Special Background Investigations in support of his clearances. After retiring from the Navy, he

worked as a section chief for the Federal Bureau of Investigation from 2009-2010 as a GS-12

[mid-level employee]. 

He also formed and operated a consulting firm performing work, often classified, for U.S

government customers including the US. Drug Enforcement Agency, Department of Housing

and Urban Development, the US Coast Guard, and the US Army Personnel Command. 

A judge later released Caldwell pending trial in the absence of

evidence about a conspiracy or that he tried to force his way into the

building.  The New York Post reported a ‘law enforcement source‘ as

saying that ‘at least two known Antifa members were spo ed’ on

camera among Trump supporters during the riot while one of the

rioters arrested was John Earle Sullivan, a seriously extreme Black

Lives Ma er Trump-hater from Utah who was previously arrested

and charged in July, 2020, over a BLM-Antifa riot in which drivers

were threatened and one was shot. Sullivan is the founder of Utah-

based Insurgence USA which is an affiliate of the Cult-created-and-

funded Black Lives Ma er movement. Footage appeared and was

then deleted by Twi er of Trump supporters calling out Antifa

infiltrators and a group was filmed changing into pro-Trump

clothing before the riot. Security at the building was  pathetic – as

planned. Colonel Leroy Fletcher Prouty, a man with long experience

in covert operations working with the US security apparatus, once

described the tell-tale sign to identify who is involved in an

assassination. He said:

No one has to direct an assassination – it happens. The active role is played secretly by permitting it to happen. This is the greatest single clue. Who has the power to call off or reduce the usual security precautions? 

This principle applies to many other situations and certainly to the

Capitol riot of January 6th, 2021. 

The sting

With such a big and potentially angry crowd known to be gathering

near the Capitol the security apparatus would have had a major

police detail to defend the building with National Guard troops on

standby given the strength of feeling among people arriving from all

over America encouraged by the QAnon Psyop and statements by

Donald Trump. Instead Capitol Police ‘security’ was flimsy, weak, 

and easily breached. The same number of officers was deployed as

on a regular day and that is a blatant red flag. They were not staffed

or equipped for a possible riot that had been an obvious possibility

in the circumstances. No protective and effective fencing worth the

name was put in place and there were no contingency plans. The

whole thing was basically a case of standing aside and waving

people in. Once inside police mostly backed off apart from one

Capitol police officer who ridiculously shot dead unarmed Air Force

veteran protestor Ashli Babbi  without a warning as she climbed

through a broken window. The ‘investigation’ refused to name or

charge the officer a er what must surely be considered a murder in

the circumstances. They just li ed a carpet and swept. The story was

endlessly repeated about five people dying in the ‘armed

insurrection’ when there was no report of rioters using weapons. 

Apart from Babbi  the other four died from a heart a ack, strokes

and apparently a drug overdose. Capitol police officer Brian Sicknick

was reported to have died a er being bludgeoned with a fire

extinguisher when he was alive a er the riot was over and died later

of what the Washington Medical Examiner’s Office said was a stroke. 

Sicknick had no external injuries. The lies were delivered like rapid

fire. There was a narrative to build with incessant repetition of the lie

until the lie became the accepted ‘everybody knows that’ truth. The

‘Big Lie’ technique of Nazi Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels is

constantly used by the Cult which was behind the Nazis and is

today behind the ‘Covid’ and ‘climate change’ hoaxes. Goebbels

said:

If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it. 

The lie can be maintained only for such time as the State can shield the people from the political, economic and/or military consequences of the lie. It thus becomes vitally important for the State to use all of its powers to repress dissent, for the truth is the mortal enemy of the lie, and thus by extension, the truth is the greatest enemy of the State. 

Most protestors had a free run of the Capitol Building. This

allowed pictures to be taken of rioters in iconic parts of the building

including the Senate chamber which could be used as propaganda

images against all Pushbackers. One Congresswoman described the

scene as ‘the worst kind of non-security anybody could ever

imagine’. Well, the first part was true, but someone obviously did

imagine it and made sure it happened. Some photographs most

widely circulated featured people wearing QAnon symbols and now

the Psyop would be used to dub all QAnon followers with the

ubiquitous fit-all label of ‘white supremacist’ and ‘insurrectionists’. 

When a Muslim extremist called Noah Green drove his car at two

police officers at the Capitol Building killing one in April, 2021, there

was no such political and media hysteria. They were just

disappointed he wasn’t white. 

The witch-hunt

Government prosecutor Michael Sherwin, an aggressive, dark-eyed, 

professional Ro weiler led the ‘investigation’ and to call it over the

top would be to understate reality a thousand fold. Hundreds were

tracked down and arrested for the crime of having the wrong

political views and people were jailed who had done nothing more

than walk in the building, commi ed no violence or damage to

property, took a few pictures and le . They were labelled a ‘threat to

the Republic’ while Biden sat in the White House signing executive

orders wri en for him that were dismantling ‘the Republic’. Even

when judges ruled that a mother and son should not be in jail the

government kept them there. Some of those arrested have been

badly beaten by prison guards in Washington and lawyers for one

man said he suffered a fractured skull and was made blind in one

eye. Meanwhile a woman is shot dead for no reason by a Capitol

Police officer and we are not allowed to know who he is never mind

what has happened to him although that will be  nothing. The Cult’s

QAnon/Trump sting to identify and isolate Pushbackers and then

target them on the road to crushing and deleting them was a

resounding success. You would have thought the Russians had

invaded the building at gunpoint and lined up senators for a firing

squad to see the political and media reaction. Congresswoman

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is a child in a woman’s body, a terrible-

twos, me, me, me, Woker narcissist of such proportions that words

have no meaning. She said she thought she was going to die when

‘insurrectionists’ banged on her office door. It turned out she wasn’t

even in the Capitol Building when the riot was happening and the

‘banging’ was a Capitol Police officer. She referred to herself as a

‘survivor’ which is an insult to all those true survivors of violent and

sexual abuse while she lives her pampered and privileged life

talking drivel for a living. Her Woke colleague and fellow mega-

narcissist Rashida Tlaib broke down describing the devastating

effect on her, too, of  not being in the building when the rioters were

there. Ocasio-Cortez and Tlaib are members of a fully-Woke group

of Congresswomen known as ‘The Squad’ along with Ilhan Omar

and Ayanna Pressley. The Squad from what I can see can be

identified by its vehement anti-white racism, anti-white men agenda, 

and, as always in these cases, the absence of brain cells on active

duty. 

The usual suspects were on the riot case immediately in the form

of Democrat ultra-Zionist senators and operatives Chuck Schumer

and Adam Schiff demanding that Trump be impeached for ‘his part

in the insurrection’. The same pair of prats had led the failed

impeachment of Trump over the invented ‘Russia collusion’

nonsense which claimed Russia had helped Trump win the 2016

election. I didn’t realise that Tel Aviv had been relocated just outside

Moscow. I must find an up-to-date map. The Russia hoax was a

Sabbatian operation to keep Trump occupied and impotent and to

stop any rapport with Russia which the Cult wants to retain as a

perceptual enemy to be pulled out at will. Puppet Biden began

a acking Russia when he came to office as the Cult seeks more

upheaval, division and war across the world. A two-year stage show

‘Russia collusion inquiry’ headed by the not-very-bright former 9/11

FBI chief Robert Mueller, with support from 19 lawyers, 40 FBI

agents plus intelligence analysts, forensic accountants and other

staff, devoured tens of millions of dollars and found no evidence of

Russia collusion which a ten-year-old could have told them on day

one. Now the same moronic Schumer and Schiff wanted a second

impeachment of Trump over the Capitol ‘insurrection’ (riot) which

the arrested development of Schumer called another ‘Pearl Harbor’

while others compared it with 9/11 in which 3,000 died and, in the

case of CNN, with the Rwandan genocide in the 1990s in which an

estimated 500,000 to 600,000 were murdered, between 250, 000 and

500,000 women were raped, and populations of whole towns were

hacked to death with machetes. To make those comparisons purely

for Cult political reasons is beyond insulting to those that suffered

and lost their lives and confirms yet again the callous inhumanity

that we are dealing with. Schumer is a monumental idiot and so is

Schiff, but they serve the Cult agenda and do whatever they’re told

so they get looked a er. Talking of idiots – another inane man who

spanned the Russia and Capitol impeachment a empts was Senator

Eric Swalwell who had the nerve to accuse Trump of collusion with

the Russians while sleeping with a Chinese spy called Christine Fang

or ‘Fang Fang’ which is straight out of a Bond film no doubt starring

Klaus Schwab as the bloke living on a secret island and controlling

laser weapons positioned in space and pointing at world capitals. 

Fang Fang plays the part of Bond’s infiltrator girlfriend which I’m

sure she would enjoy rather more than sharing a bed with the

brainless Swalwell, lying back and thinking of China. The FBI

eventually warned Swalwell about Fang Fang which gave her time

to escape back to the Chinese dictatorship. How very thoughtful of

them. The second Trump impeachment also failed and hardly

surprising when an impeachment is supposed to remove a si ing

president and by the time it happened Trump was no longer

president. These people are running your country America, well, 

officially anyway. Terrifying isn’t it? 

Outcomes tell the story - always

The outcome of all this – and it’s the  outcome on which Renegade

Minds focus, not the words – was that a vicious, hysterical and

obviously pre-planned assault was launched on Pushbackers to

censor, silence and discredit them and even targeted their right to

earn a living. They have since been condemned as ‘domestic

terrorists’ that need to be treated like Al-Qaeda and Islamic State. 

‘Domestic terrorists’ is a label the Cult has been trying to make stick

since the period of the Oklahoma bombing in 1995 which was

blamed on ‘far-right domestic terrorists’. If you read  The Trigger you

will see that the bombing was clearly a Problem-Reaction-Solution

carried out by the Deep State during a Bill Clinton administration so

corrupt that no dictionary definition of the term would even nearly

suffice. Nearly 30, 000 troops were deployed from all over America

to the empty streets of Washington for Biden’s inauguration. Ten

thousand of them stayed on with the pretext of protecting the capital

from insurrectionists when it was more psychological programming

to normalise the use of the military in domestic law enforcement in

support of the Cult plan for a police-military state. Biden’s fascist

administration began a purge of ‘wrong-thinkers’ in the military

which means anyone that is not on board with Woke. The Capitol

Building was surrounded by a fence with razor wire and the Land of

the Free was further symbolically and literally dismantled. The circle

was completed with the installation of Biden and the exploitation of

the QAnon Psyop. 

America had never been so divided since the civil war of the 19th

century, Pushbackers were isolated and dubbed terrorists and now, 

as was always going to happen, the Cult immediately set about

deleting what li le was le  of freedom and transforming American

society through a swish of the hand of the most controlled

‘president’ in American history leading (officially at least) the most

extreme regime since the country was declared an independent state

on July 4th, 1776. Biden issued undebated, dictatorial executive

orders almost by the hour in his opening days in office across the

whole spectrum of the Cult wish-list including diluting controls on

the border with Mexico allowing thousands of migrants to illegally

enter the United States to transform the demographics of America

and import an election-changing number of perceived Democrat

voters. Then there were Biden deportation amnesties for the already

illegally resident (estimated to be as high as 20 or even 30 million). A

bill before Congress awarded American citizenship to anyone who

could prove they had worked in agriculture for just 180 days in the

previous two years as ‘Big Ag’ secured its slave labour long-term. 

There were the plans to add new states to the union such as Puerto

Rico and making Washington DC a state. They are all parts of a plan

to ensure that the Cult-owned Woke Democrats would be

permanently in power. 

Border – what border? 

I have exposed in detail in other books how mass immigration into

the United States and Europe is the work of Cult networks fuelled by

the tens of billions spent to this and other ends by George Soros and

his global Open Society (open borders) Foundations. The impact can

be seen in America alone where the population has increased by  100

 million in li le more than 30 years mostly through immigration. I

wrote in  The Answer that the plan was to have so many people

crossing the southern border that the numbers become unstoppable

and we are now there under Cult-owned Biden. El Salvador in

Central America puts the scale of what is happening into context. A

third of the population now lives in the United States, much of it

illegally, and many more are on the way. The methodology is to

crush Central and South American countries economically and

spread violence through machete-wielding psychopathic gangs like

MS-13 based in El Salvador and now operating in many American

cities. Biden-imposed lax security at the southern border means that

it is all but open. He said before his ‘election’ that he wanted to see a

surge towards the border if he became president and that was the

green light for people to do just that a er election day to create the

human disaster that followed for both America and the migrants. 

When that surge came the imbecilic Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez said it

wasn’t a ‘surge’ because they are ‘children, not insurgents’ and the

term ‘surge’ (used by Biden) was a claim of ‘white supremacists’. 

This disingenuous lady may one day enter the realm of the most

basic intelligence, but it won’t be any time soon. 

Sabbatians and the Cult are in the process of destroying America

by importing violent people and gangs in among the genuine to

terrorise American cities and by overwhelming services that cannot

cope with the sheer volume of new arrivals. Something similar is

happening in Europe as Western society in general is targeted for

demographic and cultural transformation and upheaval. The plan

demands violence and crime to create an environment of

intimidation, fear and division and Soros has been funding the

election of district a orneys across America who then stop

prosecuting many crimes, reduce sentences for violent crimes and

free as many violent criminals as they can. Sabbatians are creating

the chaos from which order – their order – can respond in a classic

Problem-Reaction-Solution. A Freemasonic moto says ‘Ordo Ab

Chao’ (Order out of Chaos) and this is why the Cult is constantly

creating chaos to impose a new ‘order’. Here you have the reason

the Cult is constantly creating chaos. The ‘Covid’ hoax can be seen

with those entering the United States by plane being forced to take a

‘Covid’ test while migrants flooding through southern border

processing facilities do not. Nothing is put in the way of mass

migration and if that means ignoring the government’s own ‘Covid’

rules then so be it. They know it’s all bullshit anyway. Any pushback

on this is denounced as ‘racist’ by Wokers and Sabbatian fronts like

the ultra-Zionist Anti-Defamation League headed by the appalling

Jonathan Greenbla  which at the same time argues that Israel should

not give citizenship and voting rights to more Palestinian Arabs or

the ‘Jewish population’ (in truth the Sabbatian network) will lose

control of the country. 

Society-changing numbers

Biden’s masters have declared that countries like El Salvador are so

dangerous that their people must be allowed into the United States

for humanitarian reasons when there are fewer murders in large

parts of many Central American countries than in US cities like

Baltimore. That is not to say Central America cannot be a dangerous

place and Cult-controlled American governments have been making

it so since way back, along with the dismantling of economies, in a

long-term plan to drive people north into the United States. Parts of

Central America are very dangerous, but in other areas the story is

being greatly exaggerated to justify relaxing immigration criteria. 

Migrants are being offered free healthcare and education in the

United States as another incentive to head for the border and there is

no requirement to be financially independent before you can enter to

prevent the resources of America being drained. You can’t blame

migrants for seeking what they believe will be a be er life, but they

are being played by the Cult for dark and nefarious ends. The

numbers since Biden took office are huge. In February, 2021, more

than 100,000 people were known to have tried to enter the US

illegally through the southern border (it was 34,000 in the same

month in 2020) and in March it was 170,000 – a 418 percent increase

on March, 2020. These numbers are only known people, not the ones

who get in unseen. The true figure for migrants illegally crossing the

border in a single month was estimated by one congressman at

250,000 and that number will only rise under Biden’s current policy. 

Gangs of murdering drug-running thugs that control the Mexican

side of the border demand money – thousands of dollars – to let

migrants cross the Rio Grande into America. At the same time gun

ba les are breaking out on the border several times a week between

rival Mexican drug gangs (which now operate globally) who are

equipped with sophisticated military-grade weapons, grenades and

armoured vehicles. While the Capitol Building was being ‘protected’

from a non-existent ‘threat’ by thousands of troops, and others were

still deployed at the time in the Cult Neocon war in Afghanistan, the

southern border of America was le  to its fate. This is not

incompetence, it is cold calculation. 

By March, 2021, there were 17,000 unaccompanied children held at

border facilities and many of them are ensnared by people traffickers

for paedophile rings and raped on their journey north to America. 

This is not conjecture – this is fact. Many of those designated

children are in reality teenage boys or older. Meanwhile Wokers

posture their self-purity for encouraging poor and tragic people to

come to America and face this nightmare both on the journey and at

the border with the disgusting figure of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi

giving disingenuous speeches about caring for migrants. The

woman’s evil. Wokers condemned Trump for having children in

cages at the border (so did Obama,  Shhhh), but now they are sleeping

on the floor without access to a shower with one border facility 729

percent over capacity. The Biden insanity even proposed flying

migrants from the southern border to the northern border with

Canada for ‘processing’. The whole shambles is being overseen by

ultra-Zionist Secretary of Homeland Security, the moronic liar

Alejandro Mayorkas, who banned news cameras at border facilities

to stop Americans seeing what was happening. Mayorkas said there

was not a ban on news crews; it was just that they were not allowed

to film. Alongside him at Homeland Security is another ultra-Zionist

Cass Sunstein appointed by Biden to oversee new immigration laws. 

Sunstein despises conspiracy researchers to the point where he

suggests they should be banned or  taxed for having such views. The

man is not bonkers or anything. He’s perfectly well-adjusted, but

adjusted to what is the question. Criticise what is happening and

you are a ‘white supremacist’ when earlier non-white immigrants

also oppose the numbers which effect their lives and opportunities. 

Black people in poor areas are particularly damaged by uncontrolled

immigration and the increased competition for work opportunities

with those who will work for less. They are also losing voting power

as Hispanics become more dominant in former black areas. It’s a

downward spiral for them while the billionaires behind the policy

drone on about how much they care about black people and

‘racism’. None of this is about compassion for migrants or black

people – that’s just wind and air. Migrants are instead being

mercilessly exploited to transform America while the countries they

leave are losing their future and the same is true in Europe. Mass

immigration may now be the work of Woke Democrats, but it can be

traced back to the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (it

wasn’t) signed into law by Republican hero President Ronald

Reagan which gave amnesty to millions living in the United States

illegally and other incentives for people to head for the southern

border. Here we have the one-party state at work again. 

Save me syndrome

Almost every aspect of what I have been exposing as the Cult

agenda was on display in even the first days of ‘Biden’ with silencing

of Pushbackers at the forefront of everything. A Renegade Mind will

view the Trump years and QAnon in a very different light to their

supporters and advocates as the dots are connected. The

QAnon/Trump Psyop has given the Cult all it was looking for. We

may not know how much, or li le, that Trump realised he was being

used, but that’s a side issue. This pincer movement produced the

desired outcome of dividing America and having Pushbackers

isolated. To turn this around we have to look at new routes to

empowerment which do not include handing our power to other

people and groups through what I will call the ‘Save Me Syndrome’

– ‘I want someone else to do it so that I don’t have to’. We have seen

this at work throughout human history and the QAnon/Trump

Psyop is only the latest incarnation alongside all the others. Religion

is an obvious expression of this when people look to a ‘god’ or priest

to save them or tell them how to be saved and then there are ‘save

me’ politicians like Trump. Politics is a diversion and not a ‘saviour’. 

It is a means to block positive change, not make it possible. 

Save Me Syndrome always comes with the same repeating theme

of handing your power to whom or what you believe will save you

while your real ‘saviour’ stares back from the mirror every morning. 

Renegade Minds are constantly vigilant in this regard and always

asking the question ‘What can I do?’ rather than ‘What can someone

else do for me?’ Gandhi was right when he said: ‘You must be the

change you want to see in the world.’ We are indeed the people we

have been waiting for. We are presented with a constant ra  of

reasons to concede that power to others and forget where the real

power is. Humanity has the numbers and the Cult does not. It has to

use diversion and division to target the unstoppable power that

comes from unity. Religions, governments, politicians, corporations, 

media, QAnon, are all different manifestations of this power-

diversion and dilution. Refusing to give your power to governments

and instead handing it to Trump and QAnon is not to take a new

direction, but merely to recycle the old one with new names on the

posters. I will explore this phenomenon as we proceed and how to

break the cycles and recycles that got us here through the mists of

repeating perception and so repeating history. 

For now we shall turn to the most potent example in the entire

human story of the consequences that follow when you give your

power away. I am talking, of course, of the ‘Covid’ hoax. 

CHAPTER FOUR

‘Covid’: Calculated catastrophe

 Facts are threatening to those invested in fraud

DaShanne Stokes

We can easily unravel the real reason for the ‘Covid pandemic’

hoax by employing the Renegade Mind methodology that I

have outlined this far. We’ll start by comparing the long-planned

Cult outcome with the ‘Covid pandemic’ outcome. Know the

outcome and you’ll see the journey. 

I have highlighted the plan for the Hunger Games Society which

has been in my books for so many years with the very few

controlling the very many through ongoing dependency. To create

this dependency it is essential to destroy independent livelihoods, 

businesses and employment to make the population reliant on the

state (the Cult) for even the basics of life through a guaranteed

pi ance income. While independence of income remained these Cult

ambitions would be thwarted. With this knowledge it was easy to

see where the ‘pandemic’ hoax was going once talk of ‘lockdowns’

began and the closing of all but perceived ‘essential’ businesses to

‘save’ us from an alleged ‘deadly virus’. Cult corporations like

Amazon and Walmart were naturally considered ‘essential’ while

mom and pop shops and stores had their doors closed by fascist

decree. As a result with every new lockdown and new regulation

more small and medium, even large businesses not owned by the

Cult, went to the wall while Cult giants and their frontmen and

women grew financially fa er by the second. Mom and pop were

denied an income and the right to earn a living and the wealth of

people like Jeff Bezos (Amazon), Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook) and

Sergei Brin and Larry Page (Google/Alphabet) have reached record

levels. The Cult was increasing its own power through further

dramatic concentrations of wealth while the competition was being

destroyed and brought into a state of dependency. Lockdowns have

been instigated to secure that very end and were never anything to

do with health. My brother Paul spent 45 years building up a bus

repair business, but lockdowns meant buses were running at a

fraction of normal levels for months on end. Similar stories can told

in their hundreds of millions worldwide. Efforts of a lifetime coldly

destroyed by Cult multi-billionaires and their lackeys in government

and law enforcement who continued to earn their living from the

taxation of the people while denying the right of the same people to

earn theirs. How different it would have been if those making and

enforcing these decisions had to face the same financial hardships of

those they affected, but they never do. 

Gates of Hell

Behind it all in the full knowledge of what he is doing and why is

the psychopathic figure of Cult operative Bill Gates. His puppet

Tedros at the World Health Organization declared ‘Covid’ a

pandemic in March, 2020. The WHO had changed the definition of a

‘pandemic’ in 2009 just a month before declaring the ‘swine flu

pandemic’ which would not have been so under the previous

definition. The same applies to ‘Covid’. The definition had

included… ‘an infection by an infectious agent, occurring

simultaneously in different countries, with a significant mortality

rate relative to the proportion of the population infected’. The new

definition removed the need for ‘significant mortality’. The

‘pandemic’ has been fraudulent even down to the definition, but

Gates demanded economy-destroying lockdowns, school closures, 

social distancing, mandatory masks, a ‘vaccination’ for every man, 

woman and child on the planet and severe consequences and

restrictions for those that refused. Who gave him this power? The

Cult did which he serves like a li le boy in short trousers doing

what his daddy tells him. He and his psychopathic missus even

smiled when they said that much worse was to come (what they

knew was planned to come). Gates responded in the ma er-of-fact

way of all psychopaths to a question about the effect on the world

economy of what he was doing:

Well, it won’t go to zero but it will shrink. Global GDP is probably going to take the biggest hit ever [Gates was smiling as he said this] … in my lifetime this will be the greatest economic hit. But you don’t have a choice. People act as if you have a choice. People don’t feel like going to the stadium when they might get infected … People are deeply affected by seeing these stats, by knowing they could be part of the transmission chain, old people, their parents and grandparents, could be affected by this, and so you don’t get to say ignore what is going on here. 

There will be the ability to open up, particularly in rich countries, if things are done well over the next few months, but for the world at large normalcy only returns when we have largely vaccinated the entire population. 

The man has no compassion or empathy. How could he when he’s

a psychopath like all Cult players? My own view is that even beyond

that he is very seriously mentally ill. Look in his eyes and you can

see this along with his crazy flailing arms. You don’t do what he has

done to the world population since the start of 2020 unless you are

mentally ill and at the most extreme end of psychopathic. You

especially don’t do it when to you know, as we shall see, that cases

and deaths from ‘Covid’ are fakery and a product of monumental

figure massaging. ‘These stats’ that Gates referred to are based on a

‘test’ that’s not testing for the ‘virus’ as he has known all along. He

made his fortune with big Cult support as an infamously ruthless

so ware salesman and now buys global control of ‘health’ (death)

policy without the population he affects having any say. It’s a

breathtaking outrage. Gates talked about people being deeply

affected by fear of ‘Covid’ when that was because of  him and his

global network lying to them minute-by-minute supported by a

lying media that he seriously influences and funds to the tune of

hundreds of millions. He’s handed big sums to media operations

including the BBC, NBC, Al Jazeera, Univision,  PBS NewsHour, 

 ProPublica, National Journal, The Guardian, The Financial Times, The Atlantic, Texas Tribune, USA Today publisher Ganne ,  Washington

 Monthly, Le Monde,  Center for Investigative Reporting, Pulitzer

Center on Crisis Reporting, National Press Foundation, International

Center for Journalists, Solutions Journalism Network, the Poynter

Institute for Media Studies, and many more. Gates is everywhere in

the ‘Covid’ hoax and the man must go to prison – or a mental facility

– for the rest of his life and his money distributed to those he has

taken such enormous psychopathic pleasure in crushing. 

The Muscle

The Hunger Games global structure demands a police-military state

– a fusion of the two into one force – which viciously imposes the

will of the Cult on the population and protects the Cult from public

rebellion. In that regard, too, the ‘Covid’ hoax just keeps on giving. 

O en unlawful, ridiculous and contradictory ‘Covid’ rules and

regulations have been policed across the world by moronic

automatons and psychopaths made faceless by face-nappy masks

and acting like the Nazi SS and fascist blackshirts and brownshirts of

Hitler and Mussolini. The smallest departure from the rules decreed

by the psychos in government and their clueless gofers were jumped

upon by the face-nappy fascists. Brutality against public protestors

soon became commonplace even on girls, women and old people as

the brave men with the batons – the Face-Nappies as I call them –

broke up peaceful protests and handed out fines like confe i to

people who couldn’t earn a living let alone pay hundreds of pounds

for what was once an accepted human right. Robot Face-Nappies of

No ingham police in the English East Midlands fined one group

£11,000 for a ending a child’s birthday party. For decades I charted

the transformation of law enforcement as genuine, decent officers

were replaced with psychopaths and the brain dead who would

happily and brutally do whatever their masters told them. Now they

were let loose on the public and I would emphasise the point that

none of this just happened. The step-by-step change in the dynamic

between police and public was orchestrated from the shadows by

those who knew where this was all going and the same with the

perceptual reframing of those in all levels of authority and official

administration through ‘training courses’ by organisations such as

Common Purpose which was created in the late 1980s and given a

massive boost in Blair era Britain until it became a global

phenomenon. Supposed public ‘servants’ began to view the

population as the enemy and the same was true of the police. This

was the start of the explosion of behaviour manipulation

organisations and networks preparing for the all-war on the human

psyche unleashed with the dawn of 2020. I will go into more detail

about this later in the book because it is a core part of what is

happening. 

Police desecrated beauty spots to deter people gathering and

arrested women for walking in the countryside alone ‘too far’ from

their homes. We had arrogant, clueless sergeants in the Isle of Wight

police where I live posting on Facebook what they insisted the

population must do or else. A schoolmaster sergeant called Radford

looked young enough for me to ask if his mother knew he was out, 

but he was posting what he  expected people to do while a Sergeant

Wilkinson boasted about fining lads for meeting in a McDonald’s car

park where they went to get a lockdown takeaway. Wilkinson added

that he had even cancelled their order. What a pair of prats these

people are and yet they have increasingly become the norm among

Jackboot Johnson’s Yellowshirts once known as the British police. 

This was the theme all over the world with police savagery common

during lockdown protests in the United States, the Netherlands, and

the fascist state of Victoria in Australia under its tyrannical and

again moronic premier Daniel Andrews. Amazing how tyrannical

and moronic tend to work as a team and the same combination

could be seen across America as arrogant, narcissistic Woke

governors and mayors such as Gavin Newsom (California), Andrew

Cuomo (New York), Gretchen Whitmer (Michigan), Lori Lightfoot

(Chicago) and Eric Garce i (Los Angeles) did their Nazi and Stalin

impressions with the full support of the compliant brutality of their

enforcers in uniform as they arrested small business owners defying

fascist shutdown orders and took them to jail in ankle shackles and

handcuffs. This happened to bistro owner Marlena Pavlos-Hackney

in Gretchen Whitmer’s fascist state of Michigan when police arrived

to enforce an order by a state-owned judge for ‘pu ing the

community at risk’ at a time when other states like Texas were

dropping restrictions and migrants were pouring across the

southern border without any ‘Covid’ questions at all. I’m sure there

are many officers appalled by what they are ordered to do, but not

nearly enough of them. If they were truly appalled they would not

do it. As the months passed every opportunity was taken to have the

military involved to make their presence on the streets ever more

familiar and ‘normal’ for the longer-term goal of police-military

fusion. 

Another crucial element to the Hunger Games enforcement

network has been encouraging the public to report neighbours and

others for ‘breaking the lockdown rules’. The group faced with

£11,000 in fines at the child’s birthday party would have been

dobbed-in by a neighbour with a brain the size of a pea. The

technique was most famously employed by the Stasi secret police in

communist East Germany who had public informants placed

throughout the population. A police chief in the UK says his force

doesn’t need to carry out ‘Covid’ patrols when they are flooded with

so many calls from the public reporting other people for visiting the

beach. Dorset police chief James Vaughan said people were so

enthusiastic about snitching on their fellow humans they were now

operating as an auxiliary arm of the police: ‘We are still ge ing

around 400 reports a week from the public, so we will respond to

reports …We won’t need to be doing hotspot patrols because people

are very quick to pick the phone up and tell us.’ Vaughan didn’t say

that this is a pillar of all tyrannies of whatever complexion and the

means to hugely extend the reach of enforcement while spreading

distrust among the people and making them wary of doing anything

that might get them reported. Those narcissistic Isle of Wight

sergeants Radford and Wilkinson never fail to add a link to their

Facebook posts where the public can inform on their fellow slaves. 

Neither would be self-aware enough to realise they were imitating

the Stasi which they might well never have heard of. Government

psychologists that I will expose later laid out a policy to turn

communities against each other in the same way. 

A coincidence? Yep, and I can knit fog

I knew from the start of the alleged pandemic that this was a Cult

operation. It presented limitless potential to rapidly advance the Cult

agenda and exploit manipulated fear to demand that every man, 

woman and child on the planet was ‘vaccinated’ in a process never

used on humans before which infuses self-replicating  synthetic

material into human cells. Remember the plan to transform the

human body from a biological to a synthetic biological state. I’ll deal

with the ‘vaccine’ (that’s not actually a vaccine) when I focus on the

genetic agenda. Enough to say here that mass global ‘vaccination’

justified by this ‘new virus’ set alarms ringing a er 30 years of

tracking these people and their methods. The ‘Covid’ hoax officially

beginning in China was also a big red flag for reasons I will be

explaining. The agenda potential was so enormous that I could

dismiss any idea that the ‘virus’ appeared naturally. Major

happenings with major agenda implications never occur without

Cult involvement in making them happen. My questions were

twofold in early 2020 as the media began its campaign to induce

global fear and hysteria: Was this alleged infectious agent released

on purpose by the Cult or did it even exist at all? I then did what I

always do in these situations. I sat, observed and waited to see

where the evidence and information would take me. By March and

early April synchronicity was strongly – and ever more so since then

– pointing me in the direction of  there is no ‘virus’. I went public on

that with derision even from swathes of the alternative media that

voiced a scenario that the Chinese government released the ‘virus’ in

league with Deep State elements in the United States from a top-

level bio-lab in Wuhan where the ‘virus’ is said to have first

appeared. I looked at that possibility, but I didn’t buy it for several

reasons. Deaths from the ‘virus’ did not in any way match what they

would have been with a ‘deadly bioweapon’ and it is much more

effective if you sell the  illusion of an infectious agent rather than

having a real one unless you can control through injection who has it

and who doesn’t. Otherwise you lose control of events. A made-up

‘virus’ gives you a blank sheet of paper on which you can make it do

whatever you like and have any symptoms or mutant ‘variants’ you

choose to add while a real infectious agent would limit you to what

it actually does. A phantom disease allows you to have endless

ludicrous ‘studies’ on the ‘Covid’ dollar to widen the perceived

impact by inventing ever more ‘at risk’ groups including one study

which said those who walk slowly may be almost four times more

likely to die from the ‘virus’. People are in psychiatric wards for less. 

A real ‘deadly bioweapon’ can take out people in the hierarchy

that are not part of the Cult, but essential to its operation. Obviously

they don’t want that. Releasing a real disease means you

immediately lose control of it. Releasing an illusory one means you

don’t. Again it’s vital that people are extra careful when dealing with

what they want to hear. A bioweapon unleashed from a Chinese

laboratory in collusion with the American Deep State may fit a

conspiracy narrative, but is it true? Would it not be far more effective

to use the excuse of a ‘virus’ to justify the real bioweapon – the

‘vaccine’? That way your disease agent does not have to be

transmi ed and arrives directly through a syringe. I saw a French

virologist Luc Montagnier quoted in the alternative media as saying

he had discovered that the alleged ‘new’ severe acute respiratory

syndrome coronavirus , or SARS-CoV-2, was made artificially and

included elements of the human immunodeficiency ‘virus’ (HIV)

and a parasite that causes malaria. SARS-CoV-2 is alleged to trigger

an alleged illness called Covid-19. I remembered Montagnier’s name

from my research years before into claims that an HIV ‘retrovirus’

causes AIDs – claims that were demolished by Berkeley virologist

Peter Duesberg who showed that no one had ever proved that HIV

causes acquired immunodeficiency syndrome or AIDS. Claims that

become accepted as fact, publicly and medically, with no proof

whatsoever are an ever-recurring story that profoundly applies to

‘Covid’. Nevertheless, despite the lack of proof, Montagnier’s team

at the Pasteur Institute in Paris had a long dispute with American

researcher Robert Gallo over which of them discovered and isolated

the HIV ‘virus’ and with  no evidence found it to cause AIDS. You will

see later that there is also no evidence that any ‘virus’ causes any

disease or that there is even such a thing as a ‘virus’ in the way it is

said to exist. The claim to have ‘isolated’ the HIV ‘virus’ will be

presented in its real context as we come to the shocking story – and

it is a story – of SARS-CoV-2 and so will Montagnier’s assertion that

he identified the full SARS-CoV-2 genome. 

Hoax in the making

We can pick up the ‘Covid’ story in 2010 and the publication by the

Rockefeller Foundation of a document called ‘Scenarios for the

Future of Technology and International Development’. The inner

circle of the Rockefeller family has been serving the Cult since John

D. Rockefeller (1839-1937) made his fortune with Standard Oil. It is

less well known that the same Rockefeller – the Bill Gates of his day

– was responsible for establishing what is now referred to as ‘Big

Pharma’, the global network of pharmaceutical companies that make

outrageous profits dispensing scalpel and drug ‘medicine’ and are

obsessed with pumping vaccines in ever-increasing number into as

many human arms and backsides as possible. John D. Rockefeller

was the driving force behind the creation of the ‘education’ system

in the United States and elsewhere specifically designed to program

the perceptions of generations therea er. The Rockefeller family

donated exceptionally valuable land in New York for the United

Nations building and were central in establishing the World Health

Organization in 1948 as an agency of the UN which was created

from the start as a Trojan horse and stalking horse for world

government. Now enter Bill Gates. His family and the Rockefellers

have long been extremely close and I have seen genealogy which

claims that if you go back far enough the two families fuse into the

same bloodline. Gates has said that the Bill and Melinda Gates

Foundation was inspired by the Rockefeller Foundation and why not

when both are serving the same Cult? Major tax-exempt foundations

are overwhelmingly criminal enterprises in which Cult assets fund

the Cult agenda in the guise of ‘philanthropy’ while avoiding tax in

the process. Cult operatives can become mega-rich in their role of

front men and women for the psychopaths at the inner core and

they, too, have to be psychopaths to knowingly serve such evil. Part

of the deal is that a big percentage of the wealth gleaned from

representing the Cult has to be spent advancing the ambitions of the

Cult and hence you have the Rockefeller Foundation, Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation (and  so many more) and people like

George Soros with his global Open Society Foundations spending

their billions in pursuit of global Cult control. Gates is a global

public face of the Cult with his interventions in world affairs

including Big Tech influence; a central role in the ‘Covid’ and

‘vaccine’ scam; promotion of the climate change shakedown; 

manipulation of education; geoengineering of the skies; and his

food-control agenda as the biggest owner of farmland in America, 

his GMO promotion and through other means. As one writer said:

‘Gates monopolizes or wields disproportionate influence over the

tech industry, global health and vaccines, agriculture and food policy

(including biopiracy and fake food), weather modification and other

climate technologies, surveillance, education and media.’ The almost

limitless wealth secured through Microso  and other not-allowed-

to-fail ventures (including vaccines) has been ploughed into a long, 

long list of Cult projects designed to enslave the entire human race. 

Gates and the Rockefellers have been working as one unit with the

Rockefeller-established World Health Organization leading global

‘Covid’ policy controlled by Gates through his mouth-piece Tedros. 

Gates became the WHO’s biggest funder when Trump announced

that the American government would cease its donations, but Biden

immediately said he would restore the money when he took office in

January, 2021. The Gates Foundation (the Cult) owns through

limitless funding the world health system and the major players

across the globe in the ‘Covid’ hoax. 

Okay, with that background we return to that Rockefeller

Foundation document of 2010 headed ‘Scenarios for the Future of

Technology and International Development’ and its ‘imaginary’

epidemic of a virulent and deadly influenza strain which infected 20

percent of the global population and killed eight million in seven

months. The Rockefeller scenario was that the epidemic destroyed

economies, closed shops, offices and other businesses and led to

governments imposing fierce rules and restrictions that included

mandatory wearing of face masks and body-temperature checks to

enter communal spaces like railway stations and supermarkets. The

document predicted that even a er the height of the Rockefeller-

envisaged epidemic the authoritarian rule would continue to deal

with further pandemics, transnational terrorism, environmental

crises and rising poverty. Now you may think that the Rockefellers

are our modern-day seers or alternatively, and rather more likely, 

that they well knew what was planned a few years further on. 

Fascism had to be imposed, you see, to ‘protect citizens from risk

and exposure’. The Rockefeller scenario document said:

During the pandemic, national leaders around the world flexed their authority and imposed airtight rules and restrictions, from the mandatory wearing of face masks to body-temperature checks at the entries to communal spaces like train stations and supermarkets. Even after the pandemic faded, this more authoritarian control and oversight of citizens and their activities stuck and even intensified. In order to protect themselves from the spread of increasingly global problems – from pandemics and transnational terrorism to environmental crises and rising poverty – leaders around the world took a firmer grip on power. 

At first, the notion of a more controlled world gained wide acceptance and approval. Citizens willingly gave up some of their sovereignty – and their privacy – to more paternalistic states in exchange for greater safety and stability. Citizens were more tolerant, and even eager, for top-down direction and oversight, and national leaders had more latitude to impose order in the ways they saw fit. 

In developed countries, this heightened oversight took many forms: biometric IDs for all citizens, for example, and tighter regulation of key industries whose stability was deemed vital to national interests. In many developed countries, enforced cooperation with a suite of new regulations and agreements slowly but steadily restored both order and, importantly, 

economic growth. 

There we have the prophetic Rockefellers in 2010 and three years

later came their paper for the Global Health Summit in Beĳing, 

China, when government representatives, the private sector, 

international organisations and groups met to discuss the next 100

years of ‘global health’. The Rockefeller Foundation-funded paper

was called ‘Dreaming the Future of Health for the Next 100 Years

and more prophecy ensued as it described a dystopian future: ‘The

abundance of data, digitally tracking and linking people may mean

the ‘death of privacy’ and may replace physical interaction with

transient, virtual connection, generating isolation and raising

questions of how values are shaped in virtual networks.’ Next in the

‘Covid’ hoax preparation sequence came a ‘table top’ simulation in

2018 for another ‘imaginary’ pandemic of a disease called Clade X

which was said to kill 900 million people. The exercise was

organised by the Gates-funded Johns Hopkins University’s Center

for Health Security in the United States and this is the very same

university that has been compiling the disgustingly and

systematically erroneous global figures for ‘Covid’ cases and deaths. 

Similar Johns Hopkins health crisis scenarios have included the Dark

Winter exercise in 2001 and Atlantic Storm in 2005. 

Nostradamus 201

For sheer predictive genius look no further prophecy-watchers than

the Bill Gates-funded Event 201 held only six weeks before the

‘coronavirus pandemic’ is supposed to have broken out in China

and Event 201 was based on a scenario of a global ‘coronavirus

pandemic’. Melinda Gates, the great man’s missus, told the BBC that

he had ‘prepared for years’ for a coronavirus pandemic which told

us what we already knew. Nostradamugates had predicted in a TED

talk in 2015 that a pandemic was coming that would kill a lot of

people and demolish the world economy. My god, the man is a

machine – possibly even literally. Now here he was only weeks

before the real thing funding just such a simulated scenario and

involving his friends and associates at Johns Hopkins, the World

Economic Forum Cult-front of Klaus Schwab, the United Nations, 

Johnson & Johnson, major banks, and officials from China and the

Centers for Disease Control in the United States. What synchronicity

– Johns Hopkins would go on to compile the fraudulent ‘Covid’

figures, the World Economic Forum and Schwab would push the

‘Great Reset’ in response to ‘Covid’, the Centers for Disease Control

would be at the forefront of ‘Covid’ policy in the United States, 

Johnson & Johnson would produce a ‘Covid vaccine’, and

everything would officially start just weeks later in China. Spooky, 

eh? They were even accurate in creating a simulation of a ‘virus’

pandemic because the ‘real thing’ would also be a simulation. Event

201 was not an exercise preparing for something that might happen; 

it was a rehearsal for what those in control knew was  going to

happen and very shortly. Hours of this simulation were posted on

the Internet and the various themes and responses mirrored what

would soon be imposed to transform human society. News stories

were inserted and what they said would be commonplace a few

weeks later with still more prophecy perfection. Much discussion

focused on the need to deal with misinformation and the ‘anti-vax

movement’ which is exactly what happened when the ‘virus’ arrived

– was said to have arrived – in the West. 

Cult-owned social media banned criticism and exposure of the

official ‘virus’ narrative and when I said there  was no ‘virus’ in early

April, 2020, I was banned by one platform a er another including

YouTube, Facebook and later Twi er. The mainstream broadcast

media in Britain was in effect banned from interviewing me by the

Tony-Blair-created government broadcasting censor Ofcom headed

by career government bureaucrat Melanie Dawes who was

appointed just as the ‘virus’ hoax was about to play out in January, 

2020. At the same time the Ickonic media platform was using Vimeo, 

another ultra-Zionist-owned operation, while our own player was

being created and they deleted in an instant hundreds of videos, 

documentaries, series and shows to confirm their unbelievable

vindictiveness. We had copies, of course, and they had to be restored

one by one when our player was ready. These people have no class. 

Sabbatian Facebook promised free advertisements for the Gates-

controlled World Health Organization narrative while deleting ‘false

claims and conspiracy theories’ to stop ‘misinformation’ about the

alleged coronavirus. All these responses could be seen just a short

while earlier in the scenarios of Event 201. Extreme censorship was

absolutely crucial for the Cult because the official story was so

ridiculous and unsupportable by the evidence that it could never

survive open debate and the free-flow of information and opinion. If

you can’t win a debate then don’t have one is the Cult’s approach

throughout history. Facebook’s li le boy front man – front boy –

Mark Zuckerberg equated ‘credible and accurate information’ with

official sources and exposing their lies with ‘misinformation’. 

Silencing those that can see

The censorship dynamic of Event 201 is now the norm with an army

of narrative-supporting ‘fact-checker’ organisations whose entire

reason for being is to tell the public that official narratives are true

and those exposing them are lying. One of the most appalling of

these ‘fact-checkers’ is called NewsGuard founded by ultra-Zionist

Americans Gordon Crovitz and Steven Brill. Crovitz is a former

publisher of  The Wall Street Journal, former Executive Vice President

of Dow Jones, a member of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), 

and on the board of the American Association of Rhodes Scholars. 

The CFR and Rhodes Scholarships, named a er Rothschild agent

Cecil Rhodes who plundered the gold and diamonds of South Africa

for his masters and the Cult, have featured widely in my books. 

NewsGuard don’t seem to like me for some reason – I really can’t

think why – and they have done all they can to have me censored

and discredited which is, to quote an old British politician, like being

savaged by a dead sheep. They are, however, like all in the

censorship network, very well connected and funded by

organisations themselves funded by, or connected to, Bill Gates. As

you would expect with anything associated with Gates NewsGuard

has an offshoot called HealthGuard which ‘fights online health care

hoaxes’. How very kind. Somehow the NewsGuard European

Managing Director Anna-Sophie Harling, a remarkably young-

looking woman with no broadcasting experience and li le hands-on

work in journalism, has somehow secured a position on the ‘Content

Board’ of UK government broadcast censor Ofcom. An executive of

an organisation seeking to discredit dissidents of the official

narratives is making decisions for the government broadcast

‘regulator’ about content?? Another appalling ‘fact-checker’ is Full

Fact funded by George Soros and global censors Google and

Facebook. 

It’s amazing how many activists in the ‘fact-checking’, ‘anti-hate’, 

arena turn up in government-related positions – people like UK

Labour Party activist Imran Ahmed who heads the Center for

Countering Digital Hate founded by people like Morgan

McSweeney, now chief of staff to the Labour Party’s hapless and

useless ‘leader’ Keir Starmer. Digital Hate – which is what it really is

– uses the American spelling of Center to betray its connection to a

transatlantic network of similar organisations which in 2020

shapeshi ed from a acking people for ‘hate’ to a acking them for

questioning the ‘Covid’ hoax and the dangers of the ‘Covid vaccine’. 

It’s just a coincidence, you understand. This is one of Imran Ahmed’s

hysterical statements: ‘I would go beyond calling anti-vaxxers

conspiracy theorists to say they are an extremist group that pose a

national security risk.’ No one could ever accuse this prat of

understatement and he’s including in that those parents who are

now against vaccines a er their children were damaged for life or

killed by them. He’s such a nice man. Ahmed does the rounds of the

Woke media ge ing so -ball questions from spineless ‘journalists’

who never ask what right he has to campaign to destroy the freedom

of speech of others while he demands it for himself. There also

seems to be an overrepresentation in Ofcom of people connected to

the narrative-worshipping BBC. This incredible global network of

narrative-support was super-vital when the ‘Covid’ hoax was played

in the light of the mega-whopper lies that have to be defended from

the spotlight cast by the most basic intelligence. 

Setting the scene

The Cult plays the long game and proceeds step-by-step ensuring

that everything is in place before major cards are played and they

don’t come any bigger than the ‘Covid’ hoax. The psychopaths can’t

handle events where the outcome isn’t certain and as li le as

possible – preferably nothing – is le  to chance. Politicians, 

government and medical officials who would follow direction were

brought to illusory power in advance by the Cult web whether on

the national stage or others like state governors and mayors of

America. For decades the dynamic between officialdom, law

enforcement and the public was changed from one of service to one

of control and dictatorship. Behaviour manipulation networks

established within government were waiting to impose the coming

‘Covid’ rules and regulations specifically designed to subdue and

rewire the psyche of the people in the guise of protecting health. 

These included in the UK the Behavioural Insights Team part-owned

by the British government Cabinet Office; the Scientific Pandemic

Insights Group on Behaviours (SPI-B); and a whole web of

intelligence and military groups seeking to direct the conversation

on social media and control the narrative. Among them are the

cyberwarfare (on the people) 77th Brigade of the British military

which is also coordinated through the Cabinet Office as civilian and

military leadership continues to combine in what they call the

Fusion Doctrine. The 77th Brigade is a British equivalent of the

infamous Israeli (Sabbatian) military cyberwarfare and Internet

manipulation operation Unit 8200 which I expose at length in  The

 Trigger. Also carefully in place were the medical and science advisers

to government – many on the payroll past or present of Bill Gates –

and a whole alternative structure of unelected government stood by

to take control when elected parliaments were effectively closed

down once the ‘Covid’ card was slammed on the table. The structure

I have described here and so much more was installed in every

major country through the Cult networks. The top-down control

hierarchy looks like this: The Cult – Cult-owned Gates – the World

Health Organization and Tedros – Gates-funded or controlled chief

medical officers and science ‘advisers’ (dictators) in each country –

political ‘leaders’– law enforcement – The People. Through this

simple global communication and enforcement structure the policy

of the Cult could be imposed on virtually the entire human

population so long as they acquiesced to the fascism. With

everything in place it was time for the bu on to be pressed in late

2019/early 2020. 

These were the prime goals the Cult had to secure for its will to

prevail:

1) Locking down economies, closing all but designated ‘essential’ businesses (Cult-owned corporations were ‘essential’), and pu ing the population under house arrest was an

imperative to destroy independent income and employment and ensure dependency on the

Cult-controlled state in the Hunger Games Society. Lockdowns had to be established as the global blueprint from the start to respond to the ‘virus’ and followed by pre y much the entire world. 

2) The global population had to be terrified into believing in a deadly ‘virus’ that didn’t actually exist so they would unquestioningly obey authority in the belief that authority must know how best to protect them and their families. So ware salesman Gates would

suddenly morph into the world’s health expert and be promoted as such by the Cult-owned

media. 

3) A method of testing that wasn’t testing for the ‘virus’, but was only claimed to be, had to be in place to provide the illusion of ‘cases’ and subsequent ‘deaths’ that had a very

different cause to the ‘Covid-19’ that would be scribbled on the death certificate. 

4) Because there was no ‘virus’ and the great majority testing positive with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ would have no symptoms of anything the lie had to be sold that people

without symptoms (without the ‘virus’) could still pass it on to others. This was crucial to justify for the first time quarantining – house arresting – healthy people. Without this the economy-destroying lockdown of  everybody could not have been credibly sold. 

5) The ‘saviour’ had to be seen as a vaccine which beyond evil drug companies were

working like angels of mercy to develop as quickly as possible, with all corners cut, to save the day. The public must absolutely not know that the ‘vaccine’ had nothing to do with a

‘virus’ or that the contents were ready and waiting with a very different motive long before the ‘Covid’ card was even li ed from the pack. 

I said in March, 2020, that the ‘vaccine’ would have been created

way ahead of the ‘Covid’ hoax which justified its use and the

following December an article in the New York  Intelligencer

magazine said the Moderna ‘vaccine’ had been ‘designed’ by

January, 2020. This was ‘before China had even acknowledged that

the disease could be transmi ed from human to human, more than a

week before the first confirmed coronavirus case in the United

States’. The article said that by the time the first American death was

announced a month later ‘the vaccine had already been

manufactured and shipped to the National Institutes of Health for

the beginning of its Phase I clinical trial’. The ‘vaccine’ was actually

‘designed’ long before that although even with this timescale you

would expect the article to ask how on earth it could have been done

that quickly. Instead it asked why the ‘vaccine’ had not been rolled

out then and not months later. Journalism in the mainstream is truly

dead. I am going to detail in the next chapter why the ‘virus’ has

never existed and how a hoax on that scale was possible, but first the

foundation on which the Big Lie of ‘Covid’ was built. 

The test that doesn’t test

Fraudulent ‘testing’ is the bo om line of the whole ‘Covid’ hoax and

was the means by which a ‘virus’ that did not exist  appeared to exist. 

They could only achieve this magic trick by using a test not testing

for the ‘virus’. To use a test that  was testing for the ‘virus’ would

mean that every test would come back negative given there was no

‘virus’. They chose to exploit something called the RT-PCR test

invented by American biochemist Kary Mullis in the 1980s who said

publicly that his PCR test …  cannot detect infectious disease. Yes, the

‘test’ used worldwide to detect infectious ‘Covid’ to produce all the

illusory ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ compiled by Johns Hopkins and others

 cannot detect infectious disease. This fact came from the mouth of the

man who invented PCR and was awarded the Nobel Prize in

Chemistry in 1993 for doing so. Sadly, and incredibly conveniently

for the Cult, Mullis died in August, 2019, at the age of 74 just before

his test would be fraudulently used to unleash fascism on the world. 

He was said to have died from pneumonia which was an irony in

itself. A few months later he would have had ‘Covid-19’ on his death

certificate. I say the timing of his death was convenient because had

he lived Mullis, a brilliant, honest and decent man, would have been

vociferously speaking out against the use of his test to detect ‘Covid’

when it was never designed, or able, to do that. I know that to be

true given that Mullis made the same point when his test was used

to ‘detect’ – not detect – HIV. He had been seriously critical of the

Gallo/Montagnier claim to have isolated the HIV ‘virus’ and shown

it to cause AIDS for which Mullis said there was no evidence. AIDS

is actually not a disease but a series of diseases from which people

die all the time. When they die from those  same diseases a er a

positive ‘test’ for HIV then AIDS goes on their death certificate. I

think I’ve heard that before somewhere. Countries instigated a

policy with ‘Covid’ that anyone who tested positive with a test not

testing for the ‘virus’ and died of any other cause within 28 days and

even longer ‘Covid-19’ had to go on the death certificate. Cases have

come from the test that can’t test for infectious disease and the

deaths are those who have died of  anything a er testing positive

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’. I’ll have much more later about

the death certificate scandal. 

Mullis was deeply dismissive of the now US ‘Covid’ star Anthony

Fauci who he said was a liar who didn’t know anything about

anything – ‘and I would say that to his face – nothing.’ He said of

Fauci: ‘The man thinks he can take a blood sample, put it in an

electron microscope and if it’s got a virus in there you’ll know it – he

doesn’t understand electron microscopy and he doesn’t understand

medicine and shouldn’t be in a position like he’s in.’ That position, 

terrifyingly, has made him the decider of ‘Covid’ fascism policy on

behalf of the Cult in his role as director since 1984 of the National

Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) while his record

of being wrong is laughable; but being wrong, so long as it’s the  right

 kind of wrong, is why the Cult loves him. He’ll say anything the Cult

tells him to say. Fauci was made Chief Medical Adviser to the

President immediately Biden took office. Biden was installed in the

White House by Cult manipulation and one of his first decisions was

to elevate Fauci to a position of even more control. This is a

coincidence? Yes, and I identify as a flamenco dancer called Lola. 

How does such an incompetent criminal like Fauci remain in that

pivotal position in American health since  the 1980s? When you serve the Cult it looks a er you until you are surplus to requirements. 

Kary Mullis said prophetically of Fauci and his like: ‘Those guys

have an agenda and it’s not an agenda we would like them to have

… they make their own rules, they change them when they want to, 

and Tony Fauci does not mind going on television in front of the

people who pay his salary and lie directly into the camera.’ Fauci has

done that almost daily since the ‘Covid’ hoax began. Lying is in

Fauci’s DNA. To make the situation crystal clear about the PCR test

this is a direct quote from its inventor Kary Mullis:

It [the PCR test] doesn’t tell you that you’re sick and doesn’t tell you that the thing you ended up with was really going to hurt you ...’

Ask yourself why governments and medical systems the world over

have been using this very test to decide who is ‘infected’ with the

SARS-CoV-2 ‘virus’ and the alleged disease it allegedly causes, 

‘Covid-19’. The answer to that question will tell you what has been

going on. By the way, here’s a li le show-stopper – the ‘new’ SARS-

CoV-2 ‘virus’ was ‘identified’ as such right from the start using …  the

 PCR test not testing for the ‘virus’. If you are new to this and find that

shocking then stick around. I have hardly started yet. Even worse, 

other ‘tests’, like the ‘Lateral Flow Device’ (LFD), are considered so

useless that they have to be  confirmed by the PCR test! Leaked emails

wri en by Ben Dyson, adviser to UK ‘Health’ Secretary Ma

Hancock, said they were ‘dangerously unreliable’. Dyson, executive

director of strategy at the Department of Health, wrote: ‘As of today, 

someone who gets a positive LFD result in (say) London has at best a

25 per cent chance of it being a true positive, but if it is a self-

reported test potentially as low as 10 per cent (on an optimistic

assumption about specificity) or as low as 2 per cent (on a more

pessimistic assumption).’ These are the ‘tests’ that schoolchildren

and the public are being urged to have twice a week or more and

have to isolate if they get a positive. Each fake positive goes in the

statistics as a ‘case’ no ma er how ludicrously inaccurate and the

‘cases’ drive lockdown, masks and the pressure to ‘vaccinate’. The

government said in response to the email leak that the ‘tests’ were

accurate which confirmed yet again what shocking bloody liars they

are. The real false positive rate is  100 percent as we’ll see. In another

‘you couldn’t make it up’ the UK government agreed to pay £2.8

billion to California’s Innova Medical Group to supply the irrelevant

lateral flow tests. The company’s primary test-making centre is in

China. Innova Medical Group, established in March, 2020, is owned

by Pasaca Capital Inc, chaired by Chinese-American millionaire

Charles Huang who was born in Wuhan. 

How it works – and how it doesn’t

The RT-PCR test, known by its full title of Polymerase chain reaction, 

is used across the world to make millions, even billions, of copies of

a DNA/RNA genetic information sample. The process is called

‘amplification’ and means that a tiny sample of genetic material is

amplified to bring out the detailed content. I stress that it is not

testing for an infectious disease. It is simply amplifying a sample of

genetic material. In the words of Kary Mullis: ‘PCR is … just a

process that’s used to make a whole lot of something out of

something.’ To emphasise the point companies that make the PCR

tests circulated around the world to ‘test’ for ‘Covid’ warn on the

box that it can’t be used to detect ‘Covid’ or infectious disease and is

for research purposes only. It’s okay, rest for a minute and you’ll be

fine. This is the test that produces the ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ that have

been used to destroy human society. All those global and national

medical and scientific ‘experts’ demanding this destruction to ‘save

us’  KNOW that the test is not testing for the ‘virus’ and the cases and

deaths they claim to be real are an almost unimaginable fraud. Every

one of them and so many others including politicians and

psychopaths like Gates and Tedros must be brought before

Nuremburg-type trials and jailed for the rest of their lives. The more

the genetic sample is amplified by PCR the more elements of that

material become sensitive to the test and by that I don’t mean

sensitive for a ‘virus’ but for elements of the genetic material which

is  naturally in the body or relates to remnants of old conditions of various kinds lying dormant and causing no disease. Once the

amplification of the PCR reaches a certain level  everyone will test

positive. So much of the material has been made sensitive to the test

that everyone will have some part of it in their body. Even lying

criminals like Fauci have said that once PCR amplifications pass 35

cycles everything will be a false positive that cannot be trusted for

the reasons I have described. I say, like many proper doctors and

scientists, that 100 percent of the ‘positives’ are false, but let’s just go

with Fauci for a moment. 

He says that any amplification over 35 cycles will produce false

positives and yet the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and

Food and Drug Administration (FDA) have recommended up to  40

 cycles and the National Health Service (NHS) in Britain admi ed in

an internal document for staff that it was using  45 cycles of

amplification. A long list of other countries has been doing the same

and at least one ‘testing’ laboratory has been using  50 cycles. Have

you ever heard a doctor, medical ‘expert’ or the media ask what level

of amplification has been used to claim a ‘positive’. The ‘test’ comes

back ‘positive’ and so you have the ‘virus’, end of story. Now we can

see how the government in Tanzania could send off samples from a

goat and a pawpaw fruit under human names and both came back

positive for ‘Covid-19’. Tanzania president John Magufuli mocked

the ‘Covid’ hysteria, the PCR test and masks and refused to import

the DNA-manipulating ‘vaccine’. The Cult hated him and an article

sponsored by the Bill Gates Foundation appeared in the London

 Guardian in February, 2021, headed ‘It’s time for Africa to rein in

Tanzania’s anti-vaxxer president’. Well, ‘reined in’ he shortly was. 

Magufuli appeared in good health, but then, in March, 2021, he was

dead at 61 from ‘heart failure’. He was replaced by Samia Hassan

Suhulu who is connected to Klaus Schwab’s World Economic Forum

and she immediately reversed Magufuli’s ‘Covid’ policy. A sample of

cola tested positive for ‘Covid’ with the PCR test in Germany while

American actress and singer-songwriter Erykah Badu tested positive

in one nostril and negative in the other. Footballer Ronaldo called

the PCR test ‘bullshit’ a er testing positive three times and being

forced to quarantine and miss matches when there was nothing

wrong with him. The mantra from Tedros at the World Health

Organization and national governments (same thing) has been test, 

test, test. They know that the more tests they can generate the more

fake ‘cases’ they have which go on to become ‘deaths’ in ways I am

coming to. The UK government has its Operation Moonshot planned

to test multiple millions every day in workplaces and schools with

free tests for everyone to use twice a week at home in line with the

Cult plan from the start to make testing part of life. A government

advertisement for an ‘Interim Head of Asymptomatic Testing

Communication’ said the job included responsibility for delivering a

‘communications strategy’ (propaganda) ‘to support the expansion

of asymptomatic testing that  ‘normalises testing as part of everyday life’. 

More tests means more fake ‘cases’, ‘deaths’ and fascism. I have

heard of, and from, many people who booked a test, couldn’t turn

up, and yet got a positive result through the post for a test they’d

never even had. The whole thing is crazy, but for the Cult there’s

method in the madness. Controlling and manipulating the level of

amplification of the test means the authorities can control whenever

they want the number of apparent ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’. If they want

to justify more fascist lockdown and destruction of livelihoods they

keep the amplification high. If they want to give the illusion that

lockdowns and the ‘vaccine’ are working then they lower the

amplification and ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ will appear to fall. In January, 

2021, the Cult-owned World Health Organization suddenly warned

laboratories about over-amplification of the test and to lower the

threshold. Suddenly headlines began appearing such as: ‘Why ARE

“Covid” cases plummeting?’ This was just when the vaccine rollout

was underway and I had predicted months before they would make

cases appear to fall through amplification tampering when the

‘vaccine’ came. These people are so predictable. 

Cow vaccines? 

The question must be asked of what is on the test swabs being poked

far up the nose of the population to the base of the brain? A nasal

swab punctured one woman’s brain and caused it to leak fluid. Most

of these procedures are being done by people with li le training or

medical knowledge. Dr Lorraine Day, former orthopaedic trauma

surgeon and Chief of Orthopaedic Surgery at San Francisco General

Hospital, says the tests are really a  ‘vaccine’. Cows have long been

vaccinated this way. She points out that masks have to cover the nose

and the mouth where it is claimed the ‘virus’ exists in saliva. Why

then don’t they take saliva from the mouth as they do with a DNA

test instead of pushing a long swab up the nose towards the brain? 

The ethmoid bone separates the nasal cavity from the brain and

within that bone is the cribriform plate. Dr Day says that when the

swab is pushed up against this plate and twisted the procedure is

‘depositing things back there’. She claims that among these ‘things’

are nanoparticles that can enter the brain. Researchers have noted

that a team at the Gates-funded Johns Hopkins have designed tiny, 

star-shaped micro-devices that can latch onto intestinal mucosa and

release drugs into the body. Mucosa is the thin skin that covers the

inside surface of parts of the body such as  the nose and mouth and

produces mucus to protect them. The Johns Hopkins micro-devices

are called ‘theragrippers’ and were ‘inspired’ by a parasitic worm

that digs its sharp teeth into a host’s intestines. Nasal swabs are also

coated in the sterilisation agent ethylene oxide. The US National

Cancer Institute posts this explanation on its website:

At room temperature, ethylene oxide is a flammable colorless gas with a sweet odor. It is used primarily to produce other chemicals, including antifreeze. In smaller amounts, ethylene oxide is used as a pesticide and a sterilizing agent. The ability of ethylene oxide to damage DNA makes it an effective sterilizing agent but also accounts for its cancer-causing activity. 

The Institute mentions lymphoma and leukaemia as cancers most

frequently reported to be associated with occupational exposure to

ethylene oxide along with stomach and breast cancers. How does

anyone think this is going to work out with the constant testing

regime being inflicted on adults and children at home and at school

that will accumulate in the body anything that’s on the swab? 

Doctors know best

It is vital for people to realise that ‘hero’ doctors ‘know’ only what

the Big Pharma-dominated medical authorities tell them to ‘know’

and if they refuse to ‘know’ what they are told to ‘know’ they are out

the door. They are mostly not physicians or healers, but repeaters of

the official narrative – or else. I have seen alleged professional

doctors on British television make shocking statements that we are

supposed to take seriously. One called ‘Dr’ Amir Khan, who is

actually telling patients how to respond to illness, said that men

could take the birth pill to ‘help slow down the effects of Covid-19’. 

In March, 2021, another ridiculous ‘Covid study’ by an American

doctor proposed injecting men with the female sex hormone

progesterone as a ‘Covid’ treatment. British doctor Nighat Arif told

the BBC that face coverings were now going to be part of ongoing

normal. Yes, the vaccine protects you, she said (evidence?) … but the

way to deal with viruses in the community was always going to

come down to hand washing, face covering and keeping a physical

distance. That’s not what we were told before the ‘vaccine’ was

circulating. Arif said she couldn’t imagine ever again going on the

underground or in a li  without a mask. I was just thanking my

good luck that she was not my doctor when she said – in March, 

2021 – that if ‘we are  behaving and we are doing all the right things’

she thought we could ‘have our nearest and dearest around us at

home … around  Christmas and N ew Year!  Her patronising delivery

was the usual school teacher talking to six-year-olds as she repeated

every government talking point and probably believed them all. If

we have learned anything from the ‘Covid’ experience surely it must

be that humanity’s perception of doctors needs a fundamental

rethink. NHS ‘doctor’ Sara Kayat told her television audience that

the ‘Covid vaccine’ would ‘100 percent prevent hospitalisation and

death’. Not even Big Pharma claimed that. We have to stop taking

‘experts’ at their word without question when so many of them are

clueless and only repeating the party line on which their careers

depend. That is not to say there are not brilliants doctors – there are

and I have spoken to many of them since all this began – but you

won’t see them in the mainstream media or quoted by the

psychopaths and yes-people in government. 

Remember the name – Christian Drosten

German virologist Christian Drosten, Director of Charité Institute of

Virology in Berlin, became a national star a er the pandemic hoax

began. He was feted on television and advised the German

government on ‘Covid’ policy. Most importantly to the wider world

Drosten led a group that produced the ‘Covid’ testing protocol for

the PCR test. What a remarkable feat given the PCR cannot test for

infectious disease and even more so when you think that Drosten

said that his method of testing for SARS-CoV-2 was developed

‘without having virus material available’.  He developed a test for a

 ‘virus’ that he didn’t have and had never seen. Let that sink in as you

survey the global devastation that came from what he did. The

whole catastrophe of Drosten’s ‘test’ was based on the alleged

genetic sequence published by Chinese scientists on the Internet. We

will see in the next chapter that this alleged ‘genetic sequence’ has

never been produced by China or anyone and cannot be when there

 is no SARS-CoV-2. Drosten, however, doesn’t seem to let li le details

like that get in the way. He was the lead author with Victor Corman

from the same Charité Hospital of the paper ‘Detection of 2019 novel

coronavirus (2019-nCoV) by real-time PCR‘ published in a magazine

called  Eurosurveillance. This became known as the Corman-Drosten

paper. In November, 2020, with human society devastated by the

effects of the Corman-Drosten test baloney, the protocol was publicly

challenged by 22 international scientists and independent

researchers from Europe, the United States, and Japan. Among them

were senior molecular geneticists, biochemists, immunologists, and

microbiologists. They produced a document headed ‘External peer

review of the RTPCR test to detect SARS-Cov-2 Reveals 10 Major

Flaws At The Molecular and Methodological Level: Consequences

For False-Positive Results’. The flaws in the Corman-Drosten test

included the following:



• The test is non-specific because of erroneous design

• Results are enormously variable

• The test is unable to discriminate between the whole ‘virus’ and

viral fragments

• It doesn’t have positive or negative controls

• The test lacks a standard operating procedure

• It is unsupported by proper peer view



The scientists said the PCR ‘Covid’ testing protocol was not

founded on science and they demanded the Corman-Drosten paper

be retracted by  Eurosurveillance. They said all present and previous

Covid deaths, cases, and ‘infection rates’ should be subject to a

massive retroactive inquiry. Lockdowns and travel restrictions

should be reviewed and relaxed and those diagnosed through PCR

to have ‘Covid-19’ should not be forced to isolate. Dr Kevin Corbe , 

a health researcher and nurse educator with a long academic career

producing a stream of peer-reviewed publications at many UK

universities, made the same point about the PCR test debacle. He

said of the scientists’ conclusions: ‘Every scientific rationale for the

development of that test has been totally destroyed by this paper. It’s

like Hiroshima/Nagasaki to the Covid test.’ He said that China

hadn’t given them an isolated ‘virus’ when Drosten developed the

test. Instead they had developed the test from  a sequence in a gene

 bank.’ Put another way …  they made it up! The scientists were

supported in this contention by a Portuguese appeals court which

ruled in November, 2020, that PCR tests are unreliable and it is

unlawful to quarantine people based solely on a PCR test. The point

about China not providing an isolated virus must be true when the

‘virus’ has never been isolated to this day and the consequences of

that will become clear. Drosten and company produced this useless

‘protocol’ right on cue in January, 2020, just as the ‘virus’ was said to

be moving westward and it somehow managed to successfully pass

a peer-review in 24 hours. In other words there was no peer-review

for a test that would be used to decide who had ‘Covid’ and who

didn’t across the world. The Cult-created, Gates-controlled World

Health Organization immediately recommended all its nearly 200

member countries to use the Drosten PCR protocol to detect ‘cases’

and ‘deaths’. The sting was underway and it continues to this day. 

So who is this Christian Drosten that produced the means through

which death, destruction and economic catastrophe would be

justified? His education background, including his doctoral thesis, 

would appear to be somewhat shrouded in mystery and his track

record is dire as with another essential player in the ‘Covid’ hoax, 

the Gates-funded Professor Neil Ferguson at the Gates-funded

Imperial College in London of whom more shortly. Drosten

predicted in 2003 that the alleged original SARS ‘virus’ (SARS-1’)

was an epidemic that could have serious effects on economies and an

effective vaccine would take at least two years to produce. Drosten’s

answer to every alleged ‘outbreak’ is a vaccine which you won’t be

shocked to know. What followed were just 774 official deaths

worldwide and none in Germany where there were only nine cases. 

That is even if you believe there ever was a SARS ‘virus’ when the

evidence is zilch and I will expand on this in the next chapter. 

Drosten claims to be co-discoverer of ‘SARS-1’ and developed a test

for it in 2003. He was screaming warnings about ‘swine flu’ in 2009

and how it was a widespread infection far more severe than any

dangers from a vaccine could be and people should get vaccinated. It

would be helpful for Drosten’s vocal chords if he simply recorded

the words ‘the virus is deadly and you need to get vaccinated’ and

copies could be handed out whenever the latest made-up threat

comes along. Drosten’s swine flu epidemic never happened, but Big

Pharma didn’t mind with governments spending hundreds of

millions on vaccines that hardly anyone bothered to use and many

who did wished they hadn’t. A study in 2010 revealed that the risk

of dying from swine flu, or H1N1, was no higher than that of the

annual seasonal flu which is what at least most of ‘it’ really was as in

the case of ‘Covid-19’. A media investigation into Drosten asked

how with such a record of inaccuracy he could be  the government

adviser on these issues. The answer to that question is the same with

Drosten, Ferguson and Fauci – they keep on giving the authorities

the ‘conclusions’ and ‘advice’ they want to hear. Drosten certainly

produced the goods for them in January, 2020, with his PCR protocol

garbage and provided the foundation of what German internal

medicine specialist Dr Claus Köhnlein, co-author of  Virus Mania, 

called the ‘test pandemic’. The 22 scientists in the  Eurosurveillance

challenge called out conflicts of interest within the Drosten ‘protocol’

group and with good reason. Olfert Landt, a regular co-author of

Drosten ‘studies’, owns the biotech company TIB Molbiol

Syntheselabor GmbH in Berlin which manufactures and sells the

tests that Drosten and his mates come up with. They have done this

with SARS, Enterotoxigenic E. coli (ETEC), MERS, Zika ‘virus’, 

yellow fever, and now ‘Covid’. Landt told the  Berliner Zeitung

newspaper:

The testing, design and development came from the Charité [Drosten and Corman]. We

simply implemented it immediately in the form of a kit. And if we don’t have the virus, which originally only existed in Wuhan, we can make a synthetic gene to simulate the genome of the virus. That’s what we did very quickly. 

This is more confirmation that the Drosten test was designed

without access to the ‘virus’ and only a synthetic simulation which is

what SARS-CoV-2 really is – a computer-generated synthetic fiction. 

It’s quite an enterprise they have going here. A Drosten team decides

what the test for something should be and Landt’s biotech company

flogs it to governments and medical systems across the world. His

company must have made an absolute fortune since the ‘Covid’ hoax

began. Dr Reiner Fuellmich, a prominent German consumer

protection trial lawyer in Germany and California, is on Drosten’s

case and that of Tedros at the World Health Organization for crimes

against humanity with a class-action lawsuit being prepared in the

United States and other legal action in Germany. 

Why China? 

Scamming the world with a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist would seem

impossible on the face of it, but not if you have control of the

relatively few people that make policy decisions and the great

majority of the global media. Remember it’s not about changing

‘real’ reality it’s about controlling  perception of reality. You don’t have

to make something happen you only have make people  believe that

it’s happening. Renegade Minds understand this and are therefore

much harder to swindle. ‘Covid-19’ is not a ‘real’ ‘virus’. It’s a mind

virus, like a computer virus, which has infected the minds, not the

bodies, of billions. It all started, publically at least, in China and that

alone is of central significance. The Cult was behind the revolution

led by its asset Mao Zedong, or Chairman Mao, which established

the People’s Republic of China on October 1st, 1949. It should have

been called The Cult’s Republic of China, but the name had to reflect

the recurring illusion that vicious dictatorships are run by and for

the people (see all the ‘Democratic Republics’ controlled by tyrants). 

In the same way we have the ‘Biden’ Democratic Republic of

America officially ruled by a puppet tyrant (at least temporarily) on

behalf of Cult tyrants. The creation of Mao’s merciless

communist/fascist dictatorship was part of a frenzy of activity by the

Cult at the conclusion of World War Two which, like the First World

War, it had instigated through its assets in Germany, Britain, France, 

the United States and elsewhere. Israel was formed in 1948; the

Soviet Union expanded its ‘Iron Curtain’ control, influence and

military power with the Warsaw Pact communist alliance in 1955; 

the United Nations was formed in 1945 as a Cult precursor to world

government; and a long list of world bodies would be established

including the World Health Organization (1948), World Trade

Organization (1948 under another name until 1995), International

Monetary Fund (1945) and World Bank (1944). Human society was

redrawn and hugely centralised in the global Problem-Reaction-

Solution that was World War Two. All these changes were

significant. Israel would become the headquarters of the Sabbatians

and the revolution in China would prepare the ground and control

system for the events of 2019/2020. 

Renegade Minds know there are no borders except for public

consumption. The Cult is a seamless, borderless global entity and to

understand the game we need to put aside labels like borders, 

nations, countries, communism, fascism and democracy. These

delude the population into believing that countries are ruled within

their borders by a government of whatever shade when these are

mere agencies of a global power. America’s illusion of democracy

and China’s communism/fascism are subsidiaries – vehicles – for the

same agenda. We may hear about conflict and competition between

America and China and on the lower levels that will be true; but at

the Cult level they are branches of the same company in the way of

the McDonald’s example I gave earlier. I have tracked in the books

over the years support by US governments of both parties for

Chinese Communist Party infiltration of American society through

allowing the sale of land, even military facilities, and the acquisition

of American business and university influence. All this is

underpinned by the infamous stealing of intellectual property and

technological know-how. Cult-owned Silicon Valley corporations

waive their fraudulent ‘morality’ to do business with human-rights-

free China; Cult-controlled Disney has become China’s PR

department; and China in effect owns ‘American’ sports such as

basketball which depends for much of its income on Chinese

audiences. As a result any sports player, coach or official speaking

out against China’s horrific human rights record is immediately

condemned or fired by the China-worshipping National Basketball

Association. One of the first acts of China-controlled Biden was to

issue an executive order telling federal agencies to stop making

references to the ‘virus’ by the ‘geographic location of its origin’. 

Long-time Congressman Jerry Nadler warned that criticising China, 

America’s biggest rival, leads to hate crimes against Asian people in

the United States. So shut up you bigot. China is fast closing in on

Israel as a country that must not be criticised which is apt, really, 

given that Sabbatians control them both. The two countries have

developed close economic, military, technological and strategic ties

which include involvement in China’s ‘Silk Road’ transport and

economic initiative to connect China with Europe. Israel was the first

country in the Middle East to recognise the establishment of Mao’s

tyranny in 1950 months a er it was established. 

Project Wuhan – the ‘Covid’ Psyop

I emphasise again that the Cult plays the long game and what is

happening to the world today is the result of centuries of calculated

manipulation following a script to take control step-by-step of every

aspect of human society. I will discuss later the common force

behind all this that has spanned those centuries and thousands of

years if the truth be told. Instigating the Mao revolution in China in

1949 with a 2020 ‘pandemic’ in mind is not only how they work – the

71 years between them is really quite short by the Cult’s standards of

manipulation preparation. The reason for the Cult’s Chinese

revolution was to create a fiercely-controlled environment within

which an extreme structure for human control could be incubated to

eventually be unleashed across the world. We have seen this happen

since the ‘pandemic’ emerged from China with the Chinese control-

structure founded on AI technology and tyrannical enforcement

sweep across the West. Until the moment when the Cult went for

broke in the West and put its fascism on public display Western

governments had to pay some lip-service to freedom and democracy


to not alert too many people to the tyranny-in-the-making. Freedoms

were more subtly eroded and power centralised with covert

government structures put in place waiting for the arrival of 2020

when that smokescreen of ‘freedom’ could be dispensed with. The

West was not able to move towards tyranny before 2020 anything

like as fast as China which was created as a tyranny and had no

limits on how fast it could construct the Cult’s blueprint for global

control. When the time came to impose that structure on the world it

was the same Cult-owned Chinese communist/fascist government

that provided the excuse – the ‘Covid pandemic’. It was absolutely

crucial to the Cult plan for the Chinese response to the ‘pandemic’ –

draconian lockdowns of the entire population – to become the

blueprint that Western countries would follow to destroy the

livelihoods and freedom of their people. This is why the Cult-

owned, Gates-owned, WHO Director-General Tedros said early on:

The Chinese government is to be congratulated for the extraordinary measures it has taken to contain the outbreak. China is actually setting a new standard for outbreak response and it is not an exaggeration. 

 Forbes magazine said of China: ‘… those measures protected untold

millions from ge ing the disease’. The Rockefeller Foundation

‘epidemic scenario’ document in 2010 said ‘prophetically’:

However, a few countries did fare better – China in particular. The Chinese government’s quick imposition and enforcement of mandatory quarantine for all citizens, as well as its instant and near-hermetic sealing off of all borders, saved millions of lives, stopping the spread of the virus far earlier than in other countries and enabling a swifter post-pandemic recovery. 

Once again –  spooky. 

The first official story was the ‘bat theory’ or rather the bat

diversion. The source of the ‘virus outbreak’ we were told was a

‘‘wet market’ in Wuhan where bats and other animals are bought

and eaten in horrifically unhygienic conditions. Then another story

emerged through the alternative media that the ‘virus’ had been

released on purpose or by accident from a BSL-4 (biosafety level 4)

laboratory in Wuhan not far from the wet market. The lab was

reported to create and work with lethal concoctions and

bioweapons. Biosafety level 4 is the highest in the World Health

Organization system of safety and containment. Renegade Minds are

aware of what I call designer manipulation. The ideal for the Cult is

for people to buy its prime narrative which in the opening salvoes of

the ‘pandemic’ was the wet market story. It knows, however, that

there is now a considerable worldwide alternative media of

researchers sceptical of anything governments say and they are o en

given a version of events in a form they can perceive as credible

while misdirecting them from the real truth. In this case let them

think that the conspiracy involved is a ‘bioweapon virus’ released

from the Wuhan lab to keep them from the real conspiracy –  there is

 no ‘virus’. The WHO’s current position on the source of the outbreak

at the time of writing appears to be: ‘We haven’t got a clue, mate.’

This is a good position to maintain mystery and bewilderment. The

inner circle will know where the ‘virus’ came from –  nowhere. The

bo om line was to ensure the public believed there  was a ‘virus’ and

it didn’t much ma er if they thought it was natural or had been

released from a lab. The belief that there was a ‘deadly virus’ was all

that was needed to trigger global panic and fear. The population was

terrified into handing their power to authority and doing what they

were told. They had to or they were ‘all gonna die’. 

In March, 2020, information began to come my way from real

doctors and scientists and my own additional research which had

my intuition screaming: ‘Yes, that’s it!  There is no virus.’ The

‘bioweapon’ was not the ‘virus’; it was the  ‘vaccine’ already being

talked about that would be the bioweapon. My conclusion was

further enhanced by happenings in Wuhan. The ‘virus’ was said to

be sweeping the city and news footage circulated of people

collapsing in the street (which they’ve never done in the West with

the same ‘virus’). The Chinese government was building ‘new

hospitals’ in a ma er of ten days to ‘cope with demand’ such was the

virulent nature of the ‘virus’. Yet in what seemed like no time the

‘new hospitals’ closed – even if they even opened – and China

declared itself ‘virus-free’. It was back to business as usual. This was

more propaganda to promote the Chinese draconian lockdowns in

the West as the way to ‘beat the virus’. Trouble was that we

subsequently had lockdown a er lockdown, but never business as

usual. As the people of the West and most of the rest of the world

were caught in an ever-worsening spiral of lockdown, social

distancing, masks, isolated old people, families forced apart, and

livelihood destruction, it was party-time in Wuhan. Pictures

emerged of thousands of people enjoying pool parties and concerts. 

It made no sense until you realised there never was a ‘virus’ and the

whole thing was a Cult set-up to transform human society out of one

its major global strongholds – China. 

How is it possible to deceive virtually the entire world population

into believing there is a deadly virus when there is not even a ‘virus’

let alone a deadly one? It’s nothing like as difficult as you would

think and that’s clearly true because it happened. 

Postscript: See end of book Postscript for more on the ‘Wuhan lab

virus release’ story which the authorities and media were pushing

heavily in the summer of 2021 to divert a ention from the truth that

the ‘Covid virus’ is pure invention. 

CHAPTER FIVE

There  is no ‘virus’

 You can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people

 some of the time, but you cannot fool all of the people all of the time

Abraham Lincoln

The greatest form of mind control is repetition. The more you

repeat the same mantra of alleged ‘facts’ the more will accept

them to be true. It becomes an ‘everyone knows that, mate’. If you

can also censor any other version or alternative to your alleged

‘facts’ you are pre y much home and cooking. 

By the start of 2020 the Cult owned the global mainstream media

almost in its entirety to spew out its ‘Covid’ propaganda and ignore

or discredit any other information and view. Cult-owned social

media platforms in Cult-owned Silicon Valley were poised and

ready to unleash a campaign of ferocious censorship to obliterate all

but the official narrative. To complete the circle many demands for

censorship by Silicon Valley were led by the mainstream media as

‘journalists’ became full-out enforcers for the Cult both as

propagandists and censors. Part of this has been the influx of young

people straight out of university who have become ‘journalists’ in

significant positions. They have no experience and a headful of

programmed perceptions from their years at school and university at

a time when today’s young are the most perceptually-targeted

generations in known human history given the insidious impact of

technology. They enter the media perceptually prepared and ready

to repeat the narratives of the system that programmed them to

repeat its narratives. The BBC has a truly pathetic ‘specialist

disinformation reporter’ called Marianna Spring who fits this bill

perfectly. She is clueless about the world, how it works and what is

really going on. Her role is to discredit anyone doing the job that a

proper journalist would do and system-serving hacks like Spring

wouldn’t dare to do or even see the need to do. They are too busy

licking the arse of authority which can never be wrong and, in the

case of the BBC propaganda programme,  Panorama, contacting

payments systems such as PayPal to have a donations page taken

down for a film company making documentaries questioning

vaccines. Even the BBC soap opera  EastEnders included a

disgracefully biased scene in which an inarticulate white working

class woman was made to look foolish for questioning the ‘vaccine’

while a well-spoken black man and Asian woman promoted the

government narrative. It ticked every BBC box and the fact that the

black and minority community was resisting the ‘vaccine’ had

nothing to do with the way the scene was wri en. The BBC has

become a disgusting tyrannical propaganda and censorship

operation that should be defunded and disbanded and a free media

take its place with a brief to stop censorship instead of demanding it. 

A BBC ‘interview’ with Gates goes something like: ‘Mr Gates, sir, if I

can call you sir, would you like to tell our audience why you are

such a great man, a wonderful humanitarian philanthropist, and

why you should absolutely be allowed as a so ware salesman to

decide health policy for approaching eight billion people? Thank

you, sir, please sir.’ Propaganda programming has been incessant

and merciless and when all you hear is the same story from the

media, repeated by those around you who have only heard the same

story, is it any wonder that people on a grand scale believe absolute

mendacious garbage to be true? You are about to see, too, why this

level of information control is necessary when the official ‘Covid’

narrative is so nonsensical and unsupportable by the evidence. 

Structure of Deceit

The pyramid structure through which the ‘Covid’ hoax has been

manifested is very simple and has to be to work. As few people as

possible have to be involved with full knowledge of what they are

doing – and why – or the real story would get out. At the top of the

pyramid are the inner core of the Cult which controls Bill Gates who, 

in turn, controls the World Health Organization through his pivotal

funding and his puppet Director-General mouthpiece, Tedros. 

Before he was appointed Tedros was chair of the Gates-founded

Global Fund to ‘fight against AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria’, a

board member of the Gates-funded ‘vaccine alliance’ GAVI, and on

the board of another Gates-funded organisation. Gates owns him

and picked him for a specific reason – Tedros is a crook and worse. 

‘Dr’ Tedros (he’s not a medical doctor, the first WHO chief not to be)

was a member of the tyrannical Marxist government of Ethiopia for

decades with all its human rights abuses. He has faced allegations of

corruption and misappropriation of funds and was exposed three

times for covering up cholera epidemics while Ethiopia’s health

minister. Tedros appointed the mass-murdering genocidal

Zimbabwe dictator Robert Mugabe as a WHO goodwill ambassador

for public health which, as with Tedros, is like appointing a

psychopath to run a peace and love campaign. The move was so

ridiculous that he had to drop Mugabe in the face of widespread

condemnation. American economist David Steinman, a Nobel peace

prize nominee, lodged a complaint with the International Criminal

Court in The Hague over alleged genocide by Tedros when he was

Ethiopia’s foreign minister. Steinman says Tedros was a ‘crucial

decision maker’ who directed the actions of Ethiopia’s security forces

from 2013 to 2015 and one of three officials in charge when those

security services embarked on the ‘killing’ and ‘torturing’ of

Ethiopians. You can see where Tedros is coming from and it’s

sobering to think that he has been the vehicle for Gates and the Cult

to direct the global response to ‘Covid’. Think about that. A

psychopathic Cult dictates to psychopath Gates who dictates to

psychopath Tedros who dictates how countries of the world must

respond to a ‘Covid virus’ never scientifically shown to exist. At the

same time psychopathic Cult-owned Silicon Valley information

giants like Google, YouTube, Facebook and Twi er announced very

early on that they would give the Cult/Gates/Tedros/WHO version

of the narrative free advertising and censor those who challenged

their intelligence-insulting, mendacious story. 

The next layer in the global ‘medical’ structure below the Cult, 

Gates and Tedros are the chief medical officers and science ‘advisers’

in each of the WHO member countries which means virtually all of

them. Medical officers and arbiters of science (they’re not) then take

the WHO policy and recommended responses and impose them on

their country’s population while the political ‘leaders’ say they are

deciding policy (they’re clearly not) by ‘following the science’ on the

advice of the ‘experts’ – the same medical officers and science

‘advisers’ (dictators). In this way with the rarest of exceptions the

entire world followed the same policy of lockdown, people

distancing, masks and ‘vaccines’ dictated by the psychopathic Cult, 

psychopathic Gates and psychopathic Tedros who we are supposed

to believe give a damn about the health of the world population they

are seeking to enslave. That, amazingly, is all there is to it in terms of

crucial decision-making. Medical staff in each country then follow

like sheep the dictates of the shepherds at the top of the national

medical hierarchies – chief medical officers and science ‘advisers’

who themselves follow like sheep the shepherds of the World Health

Organization and the Cult. Shepherds at the national level o en

have major funding and other connections to Gates and his Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation which carefully hands out money like

confe i at a wedding to control the entire global medical system

from the WHO down. 

Follow the money

Christopher Whi y, Chief Medical Adviser to the UK Government at

the centre of ‘virus’ policy, a senior adviser to the government’s

Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE), and Executive

Board member of the World Health Organization, was gi ed a grant

of $40 million by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation for malaria

research in Africa. The BBC described the unelected Whi y as ‘the

official who will probably have the greatest impact on our everyday

lives of any individual policymaker in modern times’ and so it

turned out. What Gates and Tedros have said Whi y has done like

his equivalents around the world. Patrick Vallance, co-chair of SAGE

and the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser, is a former executive

of Big Pharma giant GlaxoSmithKline with its fundamental financial

and business connections to Bill Gates. In September, 2020, it was

revealed that Vallance owned a deferred bonus of shares in

GlaxoSmithKline worth £600,000 while the company was

‘developing’ a ‘Covid vaccine’. Move along now – nothing to see

here – what could possibly be wrong with that? Imperial College in

London, a major player in ‘Covid’ policy in Britain and elsewhere

with its ‘Covid-19’ Response Team, is funded by Gates and has big

connections to China while the now infamous Professor Neil

Ferguson, the useless ‘computer modeller’ at Imperial College is also

funded by Gates. Ferguson delivered the dramatically inaccurate

excuse for the first lockdowns (much more in the next chapter). The

Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) in the United

States, another source of outrageously false ‘Covid’ computer

models to justify lockdowns, is bankrolled by Gates who is a

vehement promotor of lockdowns. America’s version of Whi y and

Vallance, the again now infamous Anthony Fauci, has connections to

‘Covid vaccine’ maker Moderna as does Bill Gates through funding

from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Fauci is director of the

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID), a

major recipient of Gates money, and they are very close. Deborah

Birx who was appointed White House Coronavirus Response

Coordinator in February, 2020, is yet another with ties to Gates. 

Everywhere you look at the different elements around the world

behind the coordination and decision making of the ‘Covid’ hoax

there is Bill Gates and his money. They include the World Health

Organization; Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in the United

States; National Institutes of Health (NIH) of Anthony Fauci; 

Imperial College and Neil Ferguson; the London School of Hygiene

where Chris Whi y worked; Regulatory agencies like the UK

Medicines & Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA)

which gave emergency approval for ‘Covid vaccines’; Wellcome

Trust; GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance; the Coalition for Epidemic

Preparedness Innovations (CEPI); Johns Hopkins University which

has compiled the false ‘Covid’ figures; and the World Economic

Forum. A Nationalfile.com article said:

Gates has a lot of pull in the medical world, he has a multi-million dollar relationship with Dr. 

Fauci, and Fauci originally took the Gates line supporting vaccines and casting doubt on [the drug hydroxychloroquine]. Coronavirus response team member Dr. Deborah Birx, appointed

by former president Obama to serve as United States Global AIDS Coordinator, also sits on the board of a group that has received billions from Gates’ foundation, and Birx reportedly used a disputed Bill Gates-funded model for the White House’s Coronavirus effort. Gates is a big proponent for a population lockdown scenario for the Coronavirus outbreak. 

Another funder of Moderna is the Defense Advanced Research

Projects Agency (DARPA), the technology-development arm of the

Pentagon and one of the most sinister organisations on earth. 

DARPA had a major role with the CIA covert technology-funding

operation In-Q-Tel in the development of Google and social media

which is now at the centre of global censorship. Fauci and Gates are

extremely close and openly admit to talking regularly about ‘Covid’

policy, but then why wouldn’t Gates have a seat at every national

‘Covid’ table a er his Foundation commi ed $1.75 billion to the

‘fight against Covid-19’. When passed through our Orwellian

Translation Unit this means that he has bought and paid for the Cult-

driven ‘Covid’ response worldwide. Research the major ‘Covid’

response personnel in your own country and you will find the same

Gates funding and other connections again and again. Medical and

science chiefs following World Health Organization ‘policy’ sit atop

a medical hierarchy in their country of administrators, doctors and

nursing staff. These ‘subordinates’ are told they must work and

behave in accordance with the policy delivered from the ‘top’ of the

national ‘health’ pyramid which is largely the policy delivered by

the WHO which is the policy delivered by Gates and the Cult. The

whole ‘Covid’ narrative has been imposed on medical staff by a

climate of fear although great numbers don’t even need that to

comply. They do so through breathtaking levels of ignorance and

include doctors who go through life simply repeating what Big

Pharma and their hierarchical masters tell them to say and believe. 

No wonder Big Pharma ‘medicine’ is one of the biggest killers on

Planet Earth. 

The same top-down system of intimidation operates with regard

to the Cult Big Pharma cartel which also dictates policy through

national and global medical systems in this way. The Cult and Big

Pharma agendas are the same because the former controls and owns

the la er. ‘Health’ administrators, doctors, and nursing staff are told

to support and parrot the dictated policy or they will face

consequences which can include being fired. How sad it’s been to see

medical staff meekly repeating and imposing Cult policy without

question and most of those who can see through the deceit are only

willing to speak anonymously off the record. They know what will

happen if their identity is known. This has le  the courageous few to

expose the lies about the ‘virus’, face masks, overwhelmed hospitals

that aren’t, and the dangers of the ‘vaccine’ that isn’t a vaccine. When

these medical professionals and scientists, some renowned in their

field, have taken to the Internet to expose the truth their articles, 

comments and videos have been deleted by Cult-owned Facebook, 

Twi er and YouTube. What a real head-shaker to see YouTube

videos with leading world scientists and highly qualified medical

specialists with an added link underneath to the notorious Cult

propaganda website  Wikipedia to find the ‘facts’ about the same

subject. 

HIV – the ‘Covid’ trial-run

I’ll give you an example of the consequences for health and truth

that come from censorship and unquestioning belief in official

narratives. The story was told by PCR inventor Kary Mullis in his

book  Dancing Naked in the Mind Field. He said that in 1984 he

accepted as just another scientific fact that Luc Montagnier of

France’s Pasteur Institute and Robert Gallo of America’s National

Institutes of Health had independently discovered that a ‘retrovirus’

dubbed HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) caused AIDS. They

were, a er all, Mullis writes, specialists in retroviruses. This is how the medical and science pyramids work. Something is announced or

 assumed and then becomes an everybody-knows-that purely through

repetition of the assumption as if it is fact. Complete crap becomes

accepted truth with no supporting evidence and only repetition of

the crap. This is how a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist became the ‘virus’

that changed the world. The HIV-AIDS fairy story became a multi-

billion pound industry and the media poured out propaganda

terrifying the world about the deadly HIV ‘virus’ that caused the

lethal AIDS. By then Mullis was working at a lab in Santa Monica, 

California, to detect retroviruses with his PCR test in blood

donations received by the Red Cross. In doing so he asked a

virologist where he could find a reference for HIV being the cause of

AIDS. ‘You don’t need a reference,’ the virologist said …  ‘Everybody

 knows it.’ Mullis said he wanted to quote a reference in the report he

was doing and he said he felt a li le funny about not knowing the

source of such an important discovery when everyone else seemed

to. The virologist suggested he cite a report by the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) on morbidity and mortality. 

Mullis read the report, but it only said that an organism had been

identified and did not say how. The report did not identify the

original scientific work. Physicians, however,  assumed (key recurring

theme) that if the CDC was convinced that HIV caused AIDS then

proof must exist. Mullis continues:

I did computer searches. Neither Montagnier, Gallo, nor anyone else had published papers describing experiments which led to the conclusion that HIV probably caused AIDS. I read the papers in Science for which they had become well known as AIDS doctors, but all they had said there was that they had found evidence of a past infection by something which was probably HIV in some AIDS patients. 

They found antibodies. Antibodies to viruses had always been considered evidence of past disease, not present disease. Antibodies signaled that the virus had been defeated. The patient had saved himself. There was no indication in these papers that this virus caused a disease. 

They didn’t show that everybody with the antibodies had the disease. In fact they found some healthy people with antibodies. 

Mullis asked why their work had been published if Montagnier

and Gallo hadn’t really found this evidence, and why had they been

fighting so hard to get credit for the discovery? He says he was

hesitant to write ‘HIV is the probable cause of AIDS’ until he found

published evidence to support that. ‘Tens of thousands of scientists

and researchers were spending billions of dollars a year doing

research based on this idea,’ Mullis writes. ‘The reason had to be

there somewhere; otherwise these people would not have allowed

their research to se le into one narrow channel of investigation.’ He

said he lectured about PCR at numerous meetings where people

were always talking about HIV and he asked them how they knew

that HIV was the cause of AIDS:

Everyone said something. Everyone had the answer at home, in the office, in some drawer. 

They all knew, and they would send me the papers as soon as they got back. But I never got any papers. Nobody ever sent me the news about how AIDS was caused by HIV. 

Eventually Mullis was able to ask Montagnier himself about the

reference proof when he lectured in San Diego at the grand opening

of the University of California AIDS Research Center. Mullis says

this was the last time he would ask his question without showing

anger. Montagnier said he should reference the CDC report. ‘I read

it’, Mullis said, and it didn’t answer the question. ‘If Montagnier

didn’t know the answer who the hell did?’ Then one night Mullis

was driving when an interview came on National Public Radio with

Peter Duesberg, a prominent virologist at Berkeley and a California

Scientist of the Year. Mullis says he finally understood why he could

not find references that connected HIV to AIDS –  there weren’t any! 

No one had ever proved that HIV causes AIDS even though it had

spawned a multi-billion pound global industry and the media was

repeating this as fact every day in their articles and broadcasts

terrifying the shit out of people about AIDS and giving the

impression that a positive test for HIV (see ‘Covid’) was a death

sentence. Duesberg was a threat to the AIDS gravy train and the

agenda that underpinned it. He was therefore abused and castigated

a er he told the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences

there was no good evidence implicating the new ‘virus’. Editors

rejected his manuscripts and his research funds were deleted. Mullis

points out that the CDC has defined AIDS as one of more than 30

diseases  if accompanied by a positive result on a test that detects

antibodies to HIV; but those same diseases are not defined as AIDS

cases when antibodies are not detected:

If an HIV-positive woman develops uterine cancer, for example, she is considered to have AIDS. If she is not HIV positive, she simply has uterine cancer. An HIV-positive man with tuberculosis has AIDS; if he tests negative he simply has tuberculosis. If he lives in Kenya or Colombia, where the test for HIV antibodies is too expensive, he is simply presumed to have the antibodies and therefore AIDS, and therefore he can be treated in the World Health

Organization’s clinic. It’s the only medical help available in some places. And it’s free, because the countries that support WHO are worried about AIDS. 

Mullis accuses the CDC of continually adding new diseases (see ever

more ‘Covid symptoms’) to the grand AIDS definition and of

virtually doctoring the books to make it appear as if the disease

continued to spread. He cites how in 1993 the CDC enormously

broadened its AIDS definition and county health authorities were

delighted because they received $2,500 per year from the Federal

government for every reported AIDS case. Ladies and gentlemen, I

have just described, via Kary Mullis, the ‘Covid pandemic’ of 2020

and beyond. Every element is the same and it’s been pulled off in the

same way by the same networks. 

The ‘Covid virus’ exists? Okay – prove it. Er … still waiting

What Kary Mullis described with regard to ‘HIV’ has been repeated

with ‘Covid’. A claim is made that a new, or ‘novel’, infection has

been found and the entire medical system of the world repeats that

as fact exactly as they did with HIV and AIDS. No one in the

mainstream asks rather relevant questions such as ‘How do you

know?’ and ‘Where is your proof?’ The SARS-Cov-2 ‘virus’ and the

‘Covid-19 disease’ became an overnight ‘everybody-knows-that’. 

The origin could be debated and mulled over, but what you could

not suggest was that ‘SARS-Cov-2’ didn’t exist. That would be

ridiculous. ‘Everybody knows’ the ‘virus’ exists. Well, I didn’t for

one along with American proper doctors like Andrew Kaufman and

Tom Cowan and long-time American proper journalist Jon

Rappaport. We dared to pursue the obvious and simple question:

‘Where’s the evidence?’ The overwhelming majority in medicine, 

journalism and the general public did not think to ask that. A er all, 

 everyone knew there was a new ‘virus’. Everyone was saying so and I

heard it on the BBC. Some would eventually argue that the ‘deadly

virus’ was nothing like as deadly as claimed, but few would venture

into the realms of its very existence. Had they done so they would

have found that the evidence for that claim had gone AWOL as with

HIV causes AIDS. In fact, not even that. For something to go AWOL

it has to exist in the first place and scientific proof for a ‘SARS-Cov-2’

can be filed under nothing, nowhere and zilch. 

Dr Andrew Kaufman is a board-certified forensic psychiatrist in

New York State, a Doctor of Medicine and former Assistant

Professor and Medical Director of Psychiatry at SUNY Upstate

Medical University, and Medical Instructor of Hematology and

Oncology at the Medical School of South Carolina. He also studied

biology at the Massachuse s Institute of Technology (MIT) and

trained in Psychiatry at Duke University. Kaufman is retired from

allopathic medicine, but remains a consultant and educator on

natural healing, I saw a video of his very early on in the ‘Covid’ hoax

in which he questioned claims about the ‘virus’ in the absence of any

supporting evidence and with plenty pointing the other way. I did

everything I could to circulate his work which I felt was asking the

pivotal questions that needed an answer. I can recommend an

excellent pull-together interview he did with the website The Last

Vagabond entitled  Dr Andrew Kaufman: Virus Isolation, Terrain Theory

 and  Covid-19 and his website is andrewkaufmanmd.com. Kaufman is

not only a forensic psychiatrist; he is forensic in all that he does. He

always reads original scientific papers, experiments and studies

instead of second-third-fourth-hand reports about the ‘virus’ in the

media which are repeating the repeated repetition of the narrative. 

When he did so with the original Chinese ‘virus’ papers Kaufman

realised that there was no evidence of a ‘SARS-Cov-2’. They had

never – from the start – shown it to exist and every repeat of this

claim worldwide was based on the accepted existence of proof that

was nowhere to be found – see Kary Mullis and HIV. Here we go

again. 

Let’s postulate

Kaufman discovered that the Chinese authorities immediately

concluded that the cause of an illness that broke out among about

200 initial patients in Wuhan was a ‘new virus’ when there were no

grounds to make that conclusion. The alleged ‘virus’ was not

isolated from other genetic material in their samples and then shown

through a system known as Koch’s postulates to be the causative

agent of the illness. The world was told that the SARS-Cov-2 ‘virus’

caused a disease they called ‘Covid-19’ which had ‘flu-like’

symptoms and could lead to respiratory problems and pneumonia. 

If it wasn’t so tragic it would almost be funny.  ‘Flu-like’ symptoms’? 

 Pneumonia? Respiratory disease?  What in  CHINA and particularly in

 Wuhan, one of the most polluted cities in the world with a resulting

epidemic of respiratory disease?? Three hundred thousand people

get pneumonia in China every year and there are nearly a billion

cases worldwide of ‘flu-like symptoms’. These have a whole range of

causes – including pollution in Wuhan – but no other possibility was

credibly considered in late 2019 when the world was told there was a

new and deadly ‘virus’. The global prevalence of pneumonia and

‘flu-like systems’ gave the Cult networks unlimited potential to re-

diagnose these other causes as the mythical ‘Covid-19’ and that is

what they did from the very start. Kaufman revealed how Chinese

medical and science authorities (all subordinates to the Cult-owned

communist government) took genetic material from the lungs of

only a few of the first patients. The material contained their own

cells, bacteria, fungi and other microorganisms living in their bodies. 

The only way you could prove the existence of the ‘virus’ and its

responsibility for the alleged ‘Covid-19’ was to isolate the virus from

all the other material – a process also known as ‘purification’ – and

then follow the postulates sequence developed in the late 19th

century by German physician and bacteriologist Robert Koch which

became the ‘gold standard’ for connecting an alleged causation

agent to a disease:

1. The microorganism (bacteria, fungus, virus, etc.) must be present in every case of the disease and all patients must have the same symptoms. It must also  not be present in healthy individuals. 

2. The microorganism must be isolated from the host with the disease. If the microorganism is a bacteria or fungus it must be grown in a pure culture. If it is a virus, it must be purified (i.e. containing no other material except the virus particles) from a clinical sample. 

3. The specific disease, with all of its characteristics, must be reproduced when the

infectious agent (the purified virus or a pure culture of bacteria or fungi) is inoculated into a healthy, susceptible host. 

4. The microorganism must be recoverable from the experimentally infected host as in step 2. 

 Not one of these criteria has been met in the case of ‘SARS-Cov-2’ and

‘Covid-19’. Not ONE.  EVER. Robert Koch refers to bacteria and not

viruses. What are called ‘viral particles’ are so minute (hence masks

are useless by any definition) that they could only be seen a er the

invention of the electron microscope in the 1930s and can still only

be observed through that means. American bacteriologist and

virologist Thomas Milton Rivers, the so-called ‘Father of Modern

Virology’ who was very significantly director of the Rockefeller

Institute for Medical Research in the 1930s, developed a less

stringent version of Koch’s postulates to identify ‘virus’ causation

known as ‘Rivers criteria’. ‘Covid’ did not pass that process either. 

Some even doubt whether any ‘virus’ can be isolated from other

particles containing genetic material in the Koch method. Freedom

of Information requests in many countries asking for scientific proof

that the ‘Covid virus’ has been purified and isolated and shown to

exist have all come back with a ‘we don’t have that’ and when this

happened with a request to the UK Department of Health they

added this comment:

However, outside of the scope of the [Freedom of Information Act] and on a discretionary basis, the following information has been advised to us, which may be of interest. Most

infectious diseases are caused by viruses, bacteria or fungi. Some bacteria or fungi have the capacity to grow on their own in isolation, for example in colonies on a petri dish. Viruses are different in that they are what we call ‘obligate pathogens’ – that is, they cannot survive or reproduce without infecting a host ... 

… For some diseases, it is possible to establish causation between a microorganism and a disease by isolating the pathogen from a patient, growing it in pure culture and reintroducing it to a healthy organism. These are known as ‘Koch’s postulates’ and were developed in 1882. 

However, as our understanding of disease and different disease-causing agents has advanced, these are no longer the method for determining causation [Andrew Kaufman asks why in that case are there two published articles falsely claiming to satisfy Koch’s postulates]. 

It has long been known that viral diseases cannot be identified in this way as viruses cannot be grown in ‘pure culture’. When a patient is tested for a viral illness, this is normally done by looking for the presence of antigens, or viral genetic code in a host with molecular biology techniques [Kaufman asks how you could know the origin of these chemicals without having a pure culture for comparison]. 

For the record ‘antigens’ are defined so:

Invading microorganisms have antigens on their surface that the human body can recognise as being foreign – meaning not belonging to it. When the body recognises a foreign antigen, lymphocytes (white blood cells) produce antibodies, which are complementary in shape to

the antigen. 

Notwithstanding that this is open to question in relation to ‘SARS-

Cov-2’ the presence of ‘antibodies’ can have many causes and they

are found in people that are perfectly well. Kary Mullis said:

‘Antibodies … had always been considered evidence of past disease, 

not present disease.’

‘Covid’ really is a  computer ‘virus’

Where the UK Department of Health statement says ‘viruses’ are

now ‘diagnosed’ through a ‘viral genetic code in a host with

molecular biology techniques’, they mean …  the PCR test which its

inventor said cannot test for infectious disease. They have no

credible method of connecting a ‘virus’ to a disease and we will see

that there is no scientific proof that any ‘virus’ causes any disease or

there is any such thing as a ‘virus’ in the way that it is described. 

Tenacious Canadian researcher Christine Massey and her team made

some 40 Freedom of Information requests to national public health

agencies in different countries asking for proof that SARS-CoV-2 has

been isolated and not one of them could supply that information. 

Massey said of her request in Canada: ‘Freedom of Information

reveals Public Health Agency of Canada has no record of ‘SARS-

COV-2’ isolation performed by anyone, anywhere, ever.’ If you

accept the comment from the UK Department of Health it’s because

they can’t isolate a ‘virus’. Even so many ‘science’ papers claimed to

have isolated the ‘Covid virus’ until they were questioned and had

to admit they hadn’t. A reply from the Robert Koch Institute in

Germany was typical: ‘I am not aware of a paper which purified

isolated SARS-CoV-2.’ So what the hell was Christian Drosten and

his gang using to design the ‘Covid’ testing protocol that has

produced all the illusory Covid’ cases and ‘Covid’ deaths when the

head of the Chinese version of the CDC admi ed there was a

problem right from the start in that the ‘virus’ had never been

isolated/purified? Breathe deeply: What they are calling ‘Covid’ is

actually created by a  computer program i.e.  they made it up – er, that’s it. They took lung fluid, with many sources of genetic material, from

one single person alleged to be infected with Covid-19 by a PCR test

which they  claimed, without clear evidence, contained a ‘virus’. They

used several computer programs to create a model of a theoretical

virus genome sequence from more than fi y-six million small

sequences of RNA, each of an unknown source, assembling them

like a puzzle with no known solution. The computer filled in the

gaps with sequences from bits in the gene bank to make it look like a

bat SARS-like coronavirus! A wave of the magic wand and poof, an

in silico (computer-generated) genome, a scientific fantasy, was

created. UK health researcher Dr Kevin Corbe  made the same point

with this analogy:

… It’s like giving you a few bones and saying that’s your fish. It could be any fish. Not even a skeleton. Here’s a few fragments of bones. That’s your fish … It’s all from gene bank and the bits of the virus sequence that weren’t there they made up. 

They synthetically created them to fill in the blanks. That’s what genetics is; it’s a code. So it’s ABBBCCDDD and you’re missing some what you think is EEE so you put it in. It’s all

synthetic. You just manufacture the bits that are missing. This is the end result of the geneticization of virology. This is basically a computer virus. 

Further confirmation came in an email exchange between British

citizen journalist Frances Leader and the government’s Medicines & 

Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (the Gates-funded MHRA)

which gave emergency permission for untested ‘Covid vaccines’ to

be used. The agency admi ed that the ‘vaccine’ is not based on an

isolated ‘virus’, but comes from a  computer-generated model. Frances

Leader was naturally banned from Cult-owned fascist Twi er for

making this exchange public. The process of creating computer-

generated alleged ‘viruses’ is called ‘in silico’ or ‘in silicon’ –

computer chips – and the term ‘in silico’ is believed to originate with

biological experiments using only a computer in 1989. ‘Vaccines’

involved with ‘Covid’ are also produced ‘in silico’ or by computer

not a natural process. If the original ‘virus’ is nothing more than a

made-up computer model how can there be ‘new variants’ of

something that never existed in the first place? They are not new

‘variants’; they are new  computer models only minutely different to

the original program and designed to further terrify the population

into having the ‘vaccine’ and submi ing to fascism. You want a ‘new

variant’? Click, click, enter – there you go. Tell the medical

profession that you have discovered a ‘South African variant’, ‘UK

variants’ or a ‘Brazilian variant’ and in the usual HIV-causes-AIDS

manner they will unquestioningly repeat it with no evidence

whatsoever to support these claims. They will go on television and

warn about the dangers of ‘new variants’ while doing nothing more

than repeating what they have been told to be true and knowing that

any deviation from that would be career suicide. Big-time insiders

will know it’s a hoax, but much of the medical community is clueless

about the way they are being played and themselves play the public

without even being aware they are doing so. What an interesting

‘coincidence’ that AstraZeneca and Oxford University were

conducting ‘Covid vaccine trials’ in the three countries – the UK, 

South Africa and Brazil – where the first three ‘variants’ were

claimed to have ‘broken out’. 

Here’s your ‘virus’ – it’s a unicorn

Dr Andrew Kaufman presented a brilliant analysis describing how

the ‘virus’ was imagined into fake existence when he dissected an

article published by  Nature and wri en by 19 authors detailing

 alleged ‘sequencing of a complete viral genome’ of the ‘new SARS-

CoV-2 virus’. This computer-modelled  in silico genome was used as a

template for all subsequent genome sequencing experiments that

resulted in the so-called variants which he said now number more

than  6,000. The fake genome was constructed from more than 56

million individual short strands of RNA. Those li le pieces were

assembled into longer pieces by finding areas of overlapping

sequences. The computer programs created over two million

possible combinations from which the authors simply chose the

longest one. They then compared this to a ‘bat virus’ and the

computer ‘alignment’ rearranged the sequence and filled in the gaps! 

They called this computer-generated abomination the ‘complete

genome’. Dr Tom Cowan, a fellow medical author and collaborator

with Kaufman, said such computer-generation constitutes scientific

fraud and he makes this superb analogy:

Here is an equivalency: A group of researchers claim to have found a unicorn because they found a piece of a hoof, a hair from a tail, and a snippet of a horn. They then add that information into a computer and program it to re-create the unicorn, and they then claim this computer re-creation is the real unicorn. Of course, they had never actually seen a unicorn so could not possibly have examined its genetic makeup to compare their samples with the

actual unicorn’s hair, hooves and horn. 

The researchers claim they decided which is the real genome of SARS-CoV-2 by ‘consensus’, sort of like a vote. Again, different computer programs will come up with different versions of the imaginary ‘unicorn’, so they come together as a group and decide which is the real

imaginary unicorn. 

This is how the ‘virus’ that has transformed the world was brought

into fraudulent ‘existence’. Extraordinary, yes, but as the Nazis said

the bigger the lie the more will believe it. Cowan, however, wasn’t

finished and he went on to identify what he called the real

blockbuster in the paper. He quotes this section from a paper wri en

by virologists and published by the CDC and then explains what it

means:

Therefore, we examined the capacity of SARS-CoV-2 to infect and replicate in several

common primate and human cell lines, including human adenocarcinoma cells (A549), 

human liver cells (HUH 7.0), and human embryonic kidney cells (HEK-293T). In addition to Vero E6 and Vero CCL81 cells. ... Each cell line was inoculated at high multiplicity of

infection and examined 24h post-infection. 

No CPE was observed in any of the cell lines except in Vero cells, which grew to greater than 10 to the 7th power at 24 h post-infection. In contrast, HUH 7.0 and 293T showed only

modest viral replication, and A549 cells were incompatible with SARS CoV-2 infection. 

Cowan explains that when virologists a empt to prove infection

they have three possible ‘hosts’ or models on which they can test. 

The first was humans. Exposure to humans was generally not done

for ethical reasons and has never been done with SARS-CoV-2 or any

coronavirus. The second possible host was animals. Cowan said that

forge ing for a moment that they never actually use purified virus

when exposing animals they do use solutions that they  claim contain

the virus. Exposure to animals has been done with SARS-CoV-2 in

an experiment involving mice and this is what they found:  None of

 the wild (normal) mice got sick. In a group of genetically-modified

mice, a statistically insignificant number lost weight and had slightly

bristled fur, but they experienced nothing like the illness called

‘Covid-19’. Cowan said the third method – the one they mostly rely

on – is to inoculate solutions they  say contain the virus onto a variety

of tissue cultures. This process had never been shown to kill tissue

 unless the sample material was starved of nutrients and poisoned as

 part of the process. Yes, incredibly, in tissue experiments designed to

show the ‘virus’ is responsible for killing the tissue they starve the

tissue of nutrients and add toxic drugs including antibiotics and they

do not have control studies to see if it’s the starvation and poisoning

that is degrading the tissue rather than the ‘virus’ they allege to be in

there somewhere. You want me to pinch you? Yep, I understand. 

Tom Cowan said this about the whole nonsensical farce as he

explains what that quote from the CDC paper really means:

The shocking thing about the above quote is that using their own methods, the virologists found that solutions containing SARS-CoV-2 – even in high amounts – were NOT, I repeat

NOT, infective to any of the three human tissue cultures they tested. In plain English, this means they proved, on their terms, that this ‘new coronavirus’ is not infectious to human beings. It is ONLY infective to monkey kidney cells, and only then when you add two potent drugs (gentamicin and amphotericin), known to be toxic to kidneys, to the mix. 

My friends, read this again and again. These virologists, published by the CDC, performed a clear proof, on their terms, showing that the SARS-CoV-2 virus is harmless to human beings. 

That is the only possible conclusion, but, unfortunately, this result is not even mentioned in their conclusion. They simply say they can provide virus stocks cultured only on monkey Vero cells, thanks for coming. 

Cowan concluded: ‘If people really understood how this “science” 

was done, I would hope they would storm the gates and demand

honesty, transparency and truth.’ Dr Michael Yeadon, former Vice

President and Chief Scientific Adviser at drug giant Pfizer has been a

vocal critic of the ‘Covid vaccine’ and its potential for multiple harm. 

He said in an interview in April, 2021, that ‘not one [vaccine] has the

virus. He was asked why vaccines normally using a ‘dead’ version of

a disease to activate the immune system were not used for ‘Covid’

and instead we had the synthetic methods of the ‘mRNA Covid

vaccine’. Yeadon said that to do the former ‘you’d have to have some

of [the virus] wouldn’t you?’ He added: ‘No-one’s got any –

seriously.’ Yeadon said that surely they couldn’t have fooled the

whole world for a year without having a virus, ‘but oddly enough

ask around – no one’s got it’. He didn’t know why with all the ‘great

labs’ around the world that the virus had not been isolated – ‘Maybe

they’ve been too busy running bad PCR tests and vaccines that

people don’t need.’ What is today called ‘science’ is not ‘science’ at

all. Science is no longer what is, but whatever people can be

manipulated to  believe that it is. Real science has been hĳacked by the

Cult to dispense and produce the ‘expert scientists’ and contentions

that suit the agenda of the Cult. How big-time this has happened

with the ‘Covid’ hoax which is entirely based on fake science

delivered by fake ‘scientists’ and fake ‘doctors’. The human-caused

climate change hoax is also entirely based on fake science delivered

by fake ‘scientists’ and fake ‘climate experts’. In both cases real

scientists, climate experts and doctors have their views suppressed

and deleted by the Cult-owned science establishment, media and

Silicon Valley. This is the ‘science’ that politicians claim to be

‘following’ and a common denominator of ‘Covid’ and climate are

Cult psychopaths Bill Gates and his mate Klaus Schwab at the Gates-

funded World Economic Forum. But, don’t worry, it’s all just a

coincidence and absolutely nothing to worry about.  Zzzzzzzz. 

What is a ‘virus’ REALLY? 

Dr Tom Cowan is one of many contesting the very existence of

viruses let alone that they cause disease. This is understandable

when there is no scientific evidence for a disease-causing ‘virus’. 

German virologist Dr Stefan Lanka won a landmark case in 2017 in

the German Supreme Court over his contention that there is no such

thing as a measles virus. He had offered a big prize for anyone who

could prove there is and Lanka won his case when someone sought

to claim the money. There is currently a prize of more than 225,000

euros on offer from an Isolate Truth Fund for anyone who can prove

the isolation of SARS-CoV-2 and its genetic substance. Lanka wrote

in an article headed ‘The Misconception Called Virus’ that scientists

think a ‘virus’ is causing tissue to become diseased and degraded

when in fact it is the  processes they are using which do that – not a

‘virus’. Lanka has done an important job in making this point clear

as Cowan did in his analysis of the CDC paper. Lanka says that all

claims about viruses as disease-causing pathogens are wrong and

based on ‘easily recognisable, understandable and verifiable

misinterpretations.’ Scientists believed they were working with

‘viruses’ in their laboratories when they were really working with

‘typical particles of specific dying tissues or cells …’ Lanka said that

the tissue decaying process claimed to be caused by a ‘virus’ still

happens when no alleged ‘virus’ is involved. It’s the  process that does

the damage and not a ‘virus’. The genetic sample is deprived of

nutrients, removed from its energy supply through removal from

the body and then doused in toxic antibiotics to remove any bacteria. 

He confirms again that establishment scientists do not (pinch me)

conduct control experiments to see if this is the case and if they did they would see the claims that ‘viruses’ are doing the damage is

nonsense. He adds that during the measles ‘virus’ court case he

commissioned an independent laboratory to perform just such a

control experiment and the result was that the tissues and cells died

in the exact same way as with alleged ‘infected’ material. This is

supported by a gathering number of scientists, doctors and

researchers who reject what is called ‘germ theory’ or the belief in

the body being infected by contagious sources emi ed by other

people. Researchers Dawn Lester and David Parker take the same

stance in their highly-detailed and sourced book  What Really Makes

 You Ill – Why everything you thought you knew about disease is wrong

which was recommended to me by a number of medical

professionals genuinely seeking the truth. Lester and Parker say

there is no provable scientific evidence to show that a ‘virus’ can be

transmi ed between people or people and animals or animals and

people:

The definition also claims that viruses are the cause of many diseases, as if this has been definitively proven. But this is not the case; there is no original scientific evidence that definitively demonstrates that any virus is the cause of any disease. The burden of proof for any theory lies with those who proposed it; but none of the existing documents provides

‘proof’ that supports the claim that ‘viruses’ are pathogens. 

Dr Tom Cowan employs one of his clever analogies to describe the

process by which a ‘virus’ is named as the culprit for a disease when

what is called a ‘virus’ is only material released by cells detoxing

themselves from infiltration by chemical or radiation poisoning. The

tidal wave of technologically-generated radiation in the ‘smart’

modern world plus all the toxic food and drink are causing this to

happen more than ever. Deluded ‘scientists’ misread this as a

gathering impact of what they wrongly label ‘viruses’. 

Paper can infect houses

Cowan said in an article for davidicke.com – with his tongue only

mildly in his cheek – that he believed he had made a tremendous

discovery that may revolutionise science. He had discovered that

small bits of paper are alive, ‘well alive-ish’, can ‘infect’ houses, and

then reproduce themselves inside the house. The result was that this

explosion of growth in the paper inside the house causes the house

to explode, blowing it to smithereens. His evidence for this new

theory is that in the past months he had carefully examined many of

the houses in his neighbourhood and found almost no scraps of

paper on the lawns and surrounds of the house. There was an

occasional stray label, but nothing more. Then he would return to

these same houses a week or so later and with a few, not all of them, 

particularly the old and decrepit ones, he found to his shock and

surprise they were li ered with stray bits of paper. He knew then

that the paper had infected these houses, made copies of itself, and

blew up the house. A young boy on a bicycle at one of the sites told

him he had seen a demolition crew using dynamite to explode the

house the previous week, but Cowan dismissed this as the idle

thoughts of silly boys because ‘I was on to something big’. He was

on to how ‘scientists’ mistake genetic material in the detoxifying

process for something they call a ‘virus’. Cowan said of his house

and paper story:

If this sounds crazy to you, it’s because it should. This scenario is obviously nuts. But consider this admittedly embellished, for effect, current viral theory that all scientists, medical doctors and virologists currently believe. 

He takes the example of the ‘novel SARS-Cov2’ virus to prove the

point. First they take someone with an undefined illness called

‘Covid-19’ and don’t even a empt to find any virus in their sputum. 

Never mind the scientists still describe how this ‘virus’, which they

have not located a aches to a cell receptor, injects its genetic

material, in ‘Covid’s’ case, RNA, into the cell. The RNA once inserted

exploits the cell to reproduce itself and makes ‘thousands, nay

millions, of copies of itself … Then it emerges victorious to claim its

next victim’:

If you were to look in the scientific literature for proof, actual scientific proof, that uniform SARS-CoV2 viruses have been properly isolated from the sputum of a sick person, that actual spike proteins could be seen protruding from the virus (which has not been found), you would find that such evidence doesn’t exist. 

If you go looking in the published scientific literature for actual pictures, proof, that these spike proteins or any viral proteins are ever attached to any receptor embedded in any cell membrane, you would also find that no such evidence exists. If you were to look for a video or documented evidence of the intact virus injecting its genetic material into the body of the cell, reproducing itself and then emerging victorious by budding off the cell membrane, you would find that no such evidence exists. 

The closest thing you would find is electron micrograph pictures of cellular particles, possibly attached to cell debris, both of which to be seen were stained by heavy metals, a process that completely distorts their architecture within the living organism. This is like finding bits of paper stuck to the blown-up bricks, thereby proving the paper emerged by taking pieces of the bricks on its way out. 

The Enders baloney

Cowan describes the ‘Covid’ story as being just as make-believe as

his paper story and he charts back this fantasy to a Nobel Prize

winner called John Enders (1897-1985), an American biomedical

scientist who has been dubbed ‘The Father of Modern Vaccines’. 

Enders is claimed to have ‘discovered’ the process of the viral

culture which ‘proved’ that a ‘virus’ caused measles. Cowan

explains how Enders did this ‘by using the EXACT same procedure

that has been followed by every virologist to find and characterize

every new virus since 1954’. Enders took throat swabs from children

with measles and immersed them in 2ml of milk. Penicillin (100u/ml)

and the antibiotic streptomycin (50,g/ml) were added and the whole

mix was centrifuged – rotated at high speed to separate large cellular

debris from small particles and molecules as with milk and cream, 

for example. Cowan says that if the aim is to find li le particles of

genetic material (‘viruses’) in the snot from children with measles it

would seem that the last thing you would do is mix the snot with

other material – milk –that also has genetic material. ‘How are you

ever going to know whether whatever you found came from the snot

or the milk?’ He points out that streptomycin is a ‘nephrotoxic’ or

poisonous-to-the-kidney drug. You will see the relevance of that

shortly. Cowan says that it gets worse, much worse, when Enders

describes the culture medium upon which the virus ‘grows’: ‘The

culture medium consisted of bovine amniotic fluid (90%), beef

embryo extract (5%), horse serum (5%), antibiotics and phenol red as

an indicator of cell metabolism.’ Cowan asks incredulously: ‘Did he

just say that the culture medium also contained fluids and tissues

that are themselves rich sources of genetic material?’ The genetic

cocktail, or ‘medium’, is inoculated onto tissue and cells from rhesus

monkey  kidney tissue. This is where the importance of streptomycin

comes in and currently-used antimicrobials and other drugs that are

 poisonous to kidneys and used in ALL modern viral cultures (e.g. 

gentamicin, streptomycin, and amphotericin). Cowan asks: ‘How are

you ever going to know from this witch’s brew where any genetic

material comes from as we now have five different sources of rich

genetic material in our mix?’ Remember, he says, that all genetic

material, whether from monkey kidney tissues, bovine serum, milk, 

etc., is made from the exact same components. The same central

question returns: ‘How are you possibly going to know that it was

the virus that killed the kidney tissue and not the toxic antibiotic and

starvation rations on which you are growing the tissue?’ John Enders

answered the question himself –  you can’t:

A second agent was obtained from an uninoculated culture of monkey kidney cells. The

cytopathic changes [death of the cells] it induced in the unstained preparations could not be distinguished with confidence from the viruses isolated from measles. 

The death of the cells (‘cytopathic changes’) happened in exactly

the same manner, whether they inoculated the kidney tissue with the

measles snot or not, Cowan says. ‘This is evidence that the

destruction of the tissue, the very proof of viral causation of illness, 

was not caused by anything in the snot because they saw the same

destructive effect when the snot was not even used … the cytopathic, 

i.e., cell-killing, changes come from the process of the culture itself, 

not from any virus in any snot, period.’ Enders quotes in his 1957

paper a virologist called Ruckle as reporting similar findings ‘and in

addition has isolated an agent from monkey kidney tissue that is so

far indistinguishable from human measles virus’. In other words, 

Cowan says, these particles called ‘measles viruses’ are simply and

clearly breakdown products of the starved and poisoned tissue. For

measles ‘virus’ see all ‘viruses’ including the so-called ‘Covid virus’. 

Enders, the ‘Father of Modern Vaccines’, also said:

There is a potential risk in employing cultures of primate cells for the production of vaccines composed of attenuated virus, since the presence of other agents possibly latent in primate tissues cannot be definitely excluded by any known method. 

Cowan further quotes from a paper published in the journal

 Viruses in May, 2020, while the ‘Covid pandemic’ was well

underway in the media if not in reality. ‘EVs’ here refers to particles

of genetic debris from our own tissues, such as exosomes of which

more in a moment: ‘The remarkable resemblance between EVs and

viruses has caused quite a few problems in the studies focused on

the analysis of EVs released during viral infections.’ Later the paper

adds that to date a reliable method that can actually guarantee a

complete separation (of EVs from viruses) DOES NOT EXIST. This

was published at a time when a fairy tale ‘virus’ was claimed in total

certainty to be causing a fairy tale ‘viral disease’ called ‘Covid-19’ – a

fairy tale that was already well on the way to transforming human

society in the image that the Cult has worked to achieve for so long. 

Cowan concludes his article:

To summarize, there is no scientific evidence that pathogenic viruses exist. What we think of as ‘viruses’ are simply the normal breakdown products of dead and dying tissues and cells. 

When we are well, we make fewer of these particles; when we are starved, poisoned, 

suffocated by wearing masks, or afraid, we make more. 

There is no engineered virus circulating and making people sick. People in laboratories all over the world are making genetically modified products to make people sick. These are

called vaccines. There is no virome, no ‘ecosystem’ of viruses, viruses are not 8%, 50% or 100 % of our genetic material. These are all simply erroneous ideas based on the

misconception called a virus. 

What is ‘Covid’? Load of bollocks

The background described here by Cowan and Lanka was

emphasised in the first video presentation that I saw by Dr Andrew

Kaufman when he asked whether the ‘Covid virus’ was in truth a

natural defence mechanism of the body called ‘exosomes’. These are

released by cells when in states of toxicity – see the same themes

returning over and over. They are released ever more profusely as

chemical and radiation toxicity increases and think of the potential

effect therefore of 5G alone as its destructive frequencies infest the

human energetic information field with a gathering pace (5G went

online in Wuhan in 2019 as the ‘virus’ emerged). I’ll have more about

this later. Exosomes transmit a warning to the rest of the body that

‘Houston, we have a problem’. Kaufman presented images of

exosomes and compared them with ‘Covid’ under an electron

microscope and the similarity was remarkable. They both a ach to

the same cell receptors ( claimed in the case of ‘Covid’), contain the

same genetic material in the form of RNA or ribonucleic acid, and

both are found in ‘viral cell cultures’ with damaged or dying cells. 

James Hildreth MD, President and Chief Executive Officer of the

Meharry Medical College at Johns Hopkins, said: ‘The virus is fully

an exosome in every sense of the word.’ Kaufman’s conclusion was

that there is no ‘virus’: ‘This entire pandemic is a completely

manufactured crisis … there is no evidence of anyone dying from

[this] illness.’ Dr Tom Cowan and Sally Fallon Morell, authors of  The

 Contagion Myth, published a statement with Dr Kaufman in

February, 2021, explaining why the ‘virus’ does not exist and you can

read it that in full in the Appendix. 

‘Virus’ theory can be traced to the ‘cell theory’ in 1858 of German

physician Rudolf Virchow (1821-1920) who contended that disease

originates from a single cell infiltrated by a ‘virus’. Dr Stefan Lanka

said that findings and insights with respect to the structure, function

and central importance of tissues in the creation of life, which were

already known in 1858, comprehensively refute the cell theory. 

Virchow ignored them. We have seen the part later played by John

Enders in the 1950s and Lanka notes that infection theories were

only established as a global dogma through the policies and

eugenics of the Third Reich in Nazi Germany (creation of the same

Sabbatian cult behind the ‘Covid’ hoax). Lanka said: ‘Before 1933, 

scientists dared to contradict this theory; a er 1933, these critical

scientists were silenced’. Dr Tom Cowan’s view is that ill-heath is

caused by too much of something, too li le of something, or

toxification from chemicals and radiation – not contagion. We must

also highlight as a major source of the ‘virus’ theology a man still

called the ‘Father of Modern Virology’ – Thomas Milton Rivers

(1888-1962). There is no way given the Cult’s long game policy that it

was a coincidence for the ‘Father of Modern Virology’ to be director

of the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research from 1937 to 1956

when he is credited with making the Rockefeller Institute a leader in

‘viral research’. Cult Rockefellers were the force behind the creation

of Big Pharma ‘medicine’, established the World Health

Organisation in 1948, and have long and close associations with the

Gates family that now runs the WHO during the pandemic hoax

through mega-rich Cult gofer and psychopath Bill Gates. 

Only a Renegade Mind can see through all this bullshit by asking

the questions that need to be answered, not taking ‘no’ or

prevarication for an answer, and certainly not hiding from the truth

in fear of speaking it. Renegade Minds have always changed the

world for the be er and they will change this one no ma er how

bleak it may currently appear to be. 

CHAPTER SIX

Sequence of deceit

 If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything

Mark Twain

Against the background that I have laid out this far the sequence

that took us from an invented ‘virus’ in Cult-owned China in

late 2019 to the fascist transformation of human society can be seen

and understood in a whole new context. 

We were told that a deadly disease had broken out in Wuhan and

the world media began its campaign (coordinated by behavioural

psychologists as we shall see) to terrify the population into

unquestioning compliance. We were shown images of Chinese

people collapsing in the street which never happened in the West

with what was supposed to be the same condition. In the earliest

days when alleged cases and deaths were few the fear register was

hysterical in many areas of the media and this would expand into

the common media narrative across the world. The real story was

rather different, but we were never told that. The Chinese

government, one of the Cult’s biggest centres of global operation, 

said they had discovered a new illness with flu-like and pneumonia-

type symptoms in a city with such toxic air that it is overwhelmed

with flu-like symptoms, pneumonia and respiratory disease. Chinese

scientists said it was a new – ‘novel’ – coronavirus which they called

Sars-Cov-2 and that it caused a disease they labelled ‘Covid-19’. 

There was no evidence for this and the ‘virus’ has never to this day

been isolated, purified and its genetic code established from that. It

was from the beginning a computer-generated fiction. Stories of

Chinese whistleblowers saying the number of deaths was being

supressed or that the ‘new disease’ was related to the Wuhan bio-lab

misdirected mainstream and alternative media into cul-de-sacs to

obscure the real truth – there was no ‘virus’. 

Chinese scientists took genetic material from the lung fluid of just

a few people and said they had found a ‘new’ disease when this

material had a wide range of content. There was no evidence for a

‘virus’ for the very reasons explained in the last two chapters. The

‘virus’ has never been shown to (a) exist and (b) cause any disease. 

People were diagnosed on symptoms that are so widespread in

Wuhan and polluted China and with a PCR test that can’t detect

infectious disease. On this farce the whole global scam was sold to

the rest of the world which would also diagnose respiratory disease

as ‘Covid-19’ from symptoms alone or with a PCR test not testing for

a ‘virus’. Flu miraculously disappeared  worldwide in 2020 and into

2021 as it was redesignated ‘Covid-19’. It was really the same old flu

with its ‘flu-like’ symptoms a ributed to ‘flu-like’ ‘Covid-19’. At the

same time with very few exceptions the Chinese response of

draconian lockdown and fascism was the chosen weapon to respond

across the West as recommended by the Cult-owned Tedros at the

Cult-owned World Health Organization run by the Cult-owned

Gates. All was going according to plan. Chinese scientists –

everything in China is controlled by the Cult-owned government –

compared their contaminated RNA lung-fluid material with other

RNA sequences and said it appeared to be just under 80 percent

identical to the SARS-CoV-1 ‘virus’ claimed to be the cause of the

SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) ‘outbreak’ in 2003. They

decreed that because of this the ‘new virus’ had to be related and

they called it SARS-CoV-2. There are some serious problems with

this assumption and  assumption was all it was. Most ‘factual’ science

turns out to be assumptions repeated into everyone-knows-that. A

match of under 80-percent is meaningless. Dr Kaufman makes the

point that there’s a  96 percent genetic correlation between humans

and chimpanzees, but ‘no one would say our genetic material is part

of the chimpanzee family’. Yet the Chinese authorities were claiming

that a much lower percentage, less than 80 percent, proved the

existence of a new ‘coronavirus’. For goodness sake human DNA is

60 percent similar to a  banana. 

You are feeling sleepy

The entire ‘Covid’ hoax is a global Psyop, a psychological operation

to program the human mind into believing and fearing a complete

fantasy. A crucial aspect of this was what  appeared to happen in Italy. 

It was all very well streaming out daily images of an alleged

catastrophe in Wuhan, but to the Western mind it was still on the

other side of the world in a very different culture and se ing. A

reaction of ‘this could happen to me and my family’ was still nothing

like as intense enough for the mind-doctors. The Cult needed a

Western example to push people over that edge and it chose Italy, 

one of its major global locations going back to the Roman Empire. 

An Italian ‘Covid’ crisis was manufactured in a particular area called

Lombardy which just happens to be notorious for its toxic air and

therefore respiratory disease. Wuhan, China, déjà vu. An hysterical

media told horror stories of Italians dying from ‘Covid’ in their

droves and how Lombardy hospitals were being overrun by a tidal

wave of desperately ill people needing treatment a er being struck

down by the ‘deadly virus’. Here was the psychological turning

point the Cult had planned. Wow, if this is happening in Italy, the

Western mind concluded, this indeed could happen to me and my

family. Another point is that Italian authorities responded by

following the Chinese blueprint so vehemently recommended by the

Cult-owned World Health Organization. They imposed fascistic

lockdowns on the whole country viciously policed with the help of

surveillance drones sweeping through the streets seeking out anyone

who escaped from mass house arrest. Livelihoods were destroyed

and psychology unravelled in the way we have witnessed since in all

lockdown countries. Crucial to the plan was that Italy responded in

this way to set the precedent of suspending freedom and imposing

fascism in a ‘Western liberal democracy’. I emphasised in an

animated video explanation on davidicke.com posted in the summer of 2020 how important it was to the Cult to expand the Chinese

lockdown model across the West. Without this, and the bare-faced lie

that non-symptomatic people could still transmit a ‘disease’ they

didn’t have, there was no way locking down the whole population, 

sick and not sick, could be pulled off. At just the right time and with

no evidence Cult operatives and gofers claimed that people without

symptoms could pass on the ‘disease’. In the name of protecting the

‘vulnerable’ like elderly people, who lockdowns would kill by the

tens of thousands, we had for the first time healthy people told to

isolate as well as the sick. The great majority of people who tested

positive had no symptoms because there was nothing wrong with

them. It was just a trick made possible by a test not testing for the

‘virus’. 

Months a er my animated video the Gates-funded Professor Neil

Ferguson at the Gates-funded Imperial College confirmed that I was

right. He didn’t say it in those terms, naturally, but he did say it. 

Ferguson will enter the story shortly for his outrageously crazy

‘computer models’ that led to Britain, the United States and many

other countries following the Chinese and now Italian methods of

response. Put another way, following the Cult script. Ferguson said

that SAGE, the UK government’s scientific advisory group which has

controlled ‘Covid’ policy from the start, wanted to follow the

Chinese lockdown model (while they all continued to work and be

paid), but they wondered if they could possibly, in Ferguson’s

words, ‘get away with it in Europe’. ‘Get away with it’? Who the hell

do these moronic, arrogant people think they are? This appalling

man Ferguson said that once Italy went into national lockdown they

realised they, too, could mimic China:

It’s a communist one-party state, we said. We couldn’t get away with it in Europe, we thought

… and then Italy did it. And we realised we could. Behind this garbage from Ferguson is a simple fact: Doing the same as China in every country was the plan from the start and

Ferguson’s ‘models’ would play a central role in achieving that. It’s just a coincidence, of course, and absolutely nothing to worry your little head about. 

Oops, sorry, our mistake

Once the Italian segment of the Psyop had done the job it was

designed to do a very different story emerged. Italian authorities

revealed that 99 percent of those who had ‘died from Covid-19’ in

Italy had one, two, three, or more ‘co-morbidities’ or illnesses and

health problems that could have ended their life. The US Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) published a figure of 94

percent for Americans dying of ‘Covid’ while having other serious

medical conditions – on average two to three (some five or six) other

potential causes of death. In terms of death from an unproven ‘virus’

I say it is 100 percent. The other one percent in Italy and six percent

in the US would presumably have died from ‘Covid’s’ flu-like

symptoms with a range of other possible causes in conjunction with

a test not testing for the ‘virus’. Fox News reported that even more

startling figures had emerged in one US county in which 410 of 422

deaths a ributed to ‘Covid-19’ had other potentially deadly health

conditions. The Italian National Health Institute said later that the

average age of people dying with a ‘Covid-19’ diagnosis in Italy was

about 81. Ninety percent were over 70 with ten percent over 90. In

terms of other reasons to die some 80 percent had two or more

chronic diseases with half having three or more including

cardiovascular problems, diabetes, respiratory problems and cancer. 

Why is the phantom ‘Covid-19’ said to kill overwhelmingly old

people and hardly affect the young? Old people continually die of

many causes and especially respiratory disease which you can re-

diagnose ‘Covid-19’ while young people die in tiny numbers by

comparison and rarely of respiratory disease. Old people ‘die of

Covid’ because they die of other things that can be redesignated

‘Covid’ and it really is that simple. 

Flu has flown

The blueprint was in place. Get your illusory ‘cases’ from a test not

testing for the ‘virus’ and redesignate other causes of death as

‘Covid-19’. You have an instant ‘pandemic’ from something that is

nothing more than a computer-generated fiction. With near-on a

billion people having ‘flu-like’ symptoms every year the potential

was limitless and we can see why flu quickly and apparently

miraculously disappeared  worldwide by being diagnosed ‘Covid-19’. 

The painfully bloody obvious was explained away by the childlike

media in headlines like this in the UK ‘ Independent’: ‘Not a single

case of flu detected by Public Health England this year as Covid

restrictions suppress virus’. I kid you not. The masking, social

distancing and house arrest that did not make the ‘Covid virus’

disappear somehow did so with the ‘flu virus’. Even worse the

article, by a bloke called Samuel Love , suggested that maybe the

masking, sanitising and other ‘Covid’ measures should continue to

keep the flu away. With a ridiculousness that disturbs your breathing

(it’s ‘Covid-19’) the said Love  wrote: ‘With widespread social

distancing and mask-wearing measures in place throughout the UK, 

the usual routes of transmission for influenza have been blocked.’

He had absolutely no evidence to support that statement, but look at

the consequences of him acknowledging the obvious. With flu not

disappearing at all and only being relabelled ‘Covid-19’ he would

have to contemplate that ‘Covid’ was a hoax on a scale that is hard to

imagine. You need guts and commitment to truth to even go there

and that’s clearly something Samuel Love  does not have in

abundance. He would never have got it through the editors anyway. 

Tens of thousands die in the United States alone every winter from

flu including many with pneumonia complications. CDC figures

record  45 million Americans diagnosed with flu in 2017-2018 of

which 61,000 died and some reports claim 80,000. Where was the

same hysteria then that we have seen with ‘Covid-19’? Some 250,000

Americans are admi ed to hospital with pneumonia every year with

about 50,000 cases proving fatal. About 65 million suffer respiratory

disease every year and three million deaths makes this the third

biggest cause of death worldwide. You only have to redesignate a

portion of all these people ‘Covid-19’ and you have an instant global

pandemic or the  appearance of one. Why would doctors do this? They

are told to do this and all but a few dare not refuse those who must

be obeyed. Doctors in general are not researching their own

knowledge and instead take it direct and unquestioned from the

authorities that own them and their careers. The authorities say they

must now diagnose these symptoms ‘Covid-19’ and not flu, or

whatever, and they do it. Dark suits say put ‘Covid-19’ on death

certificates no ma er what the cause of death and the doctors do it. 

Renegade Minds don’t fall for the illusion that doctors and medical

staff are all highly-intelligent, highly-principled, seekers of medical

truth.  Some are, but not the majority. They are repeaters, gofers, and

yes sir, no sir, purveyors of what the system demands they purvey. 

The ‘Covid’ con is not merely confined to diseases of the lungs. 

Instructions to doctors to put ‘Covid-19’ on death certificates for

anyone dying of  anything within 28 days (or much more) of a

positive test not testing for the ‘virus’ opened the floodgates. The

term dying  with ‘Covid’ and not  of ‘Covid’ was coined to cover the

truth. Whether it was a  with or an  of they were all added to the death

numbers a ributed to the ‘deadly virus’ compiled by national

governments and globally by the Gates-funded Johns Hopkins

operation in the United States that was so involved in those

‘pandemic’ simulations. Fraudulent deaths were added to the ever-

growing list of fraudulent ‘cases’ from false positives from a false

test. No wonder Professor Walter Ricciardi, scientific advisor to the

Italian minister of health, said a er the Lombardy hysteria had done

its job that ‘Covid’ death rates were due to Italy having the second

oldest population in the world and to  how hospitals record deaths:

The way in which we code deaths in our country is very generous in the sense that all the people who die in hospitals with the coronavirus are deemed to be dying of the coronavirus. 

On re-evaluation by the National Institute of Health, only 12 per cent of death certificates have shown a direct causality from coronavirus, while 88 per cent of patients who have died have at least one pre-morbidity – many had two or three. 

This is extraordinary enough when you consider the propaganda

campaign to use Italy to terrify the world, but how can they even say

twelve percent were genuine when the ‘virus’ has not been shown to

exist, its ‘code’ is a computer program, and diagnosis comes from a

test not testing for it? As in China, and soon the world, ‘Covid-19’ in

Italy was a redesignation of diagnosis. Lies and corruption were to

become the real ‘pandemic’ fuelled by a pathetically-compliant

medical system taking its orders from the tiny few at the top of their

national hierarchy who answered to the World Health Organization

which answers to Gates and the Cult. Doctors were told – ordered –

to diagnose a particular set of symptoms ‘Covid-19’ and put that on

the death certificate for any cause of death if the patient had tested

positive with a test not testing for the virus or had ‘Covid’ symptoms

like the flu. The United States even introduced big financial

incentives to manipulate the figures with hospitals receiving £4,600

from the Medicare system for diagnosing someone with regular

pneumonia, $13,000 if they made the diagnosis from the same

symptoms ‘Covid-19’ pneumonia, and $39, 000 if they put a ‘Covid’

diagnosed patient on a ventilator that would almost certainly kill

them. A few – painfully and pathetically few – medical

whistleblowers revealed (before Cult-owned YouTube deleted their

videos) that they had been instructed to ‘let the patient crash’ and

put them straight on a ventilator instead of going through a series of

far less intrusive and dangerous methods as they would have done

before the pandemic hoax began and the financial incentives kicked

in. We are talking cold-blooded murder given that ventilators are so

damaging to respiratory systems they are usually the last step before

heaven awaits. Renegade Minds never fall for the belief that people

in white coats are all angels of mercy and cannot be full-on

psychopaths. I have explained in detail in  The Answer how what I am

describing here played out across the world coordinated by the

World Health Organization through the medical hierarchies in

almost every country. 

Medical scientist calls it

Information about the non-existence of the ‘virus’ began to emerge

for me in late March, 2020, and mushroomed a er that. I was sent an

email by Sir Julian Rose, a writer, researcher, and organic farming

promotor, from a medical scientist friend of his in the United States. 

Even at that early stage in March the scientist was able to explain

how the ‘Covid’ hoax was being manipulated. He said there were no

reliable tests for a specific ‘Covid-19 virus’ and nor were there any

reliable agencies or media outlets for reporting numbers of actual

‘Covid-19’ cases. We have seen in the long period since then that he

was absolutely right. ‘Every action and reaction to Covid-19 is based

on totally flawed data and we simply cannot make accurate

assessments,’ he said. Most people diagnosed with ‘Covid-19’ were

showing nothing more than cold and flu-like symptoms ‘because

most coronavirus strains  are nothing more than cold/flu-like

symptoms’. We had farcical situations like an 84-year-old German

man testing positive for ‘Covid-19’ and his nursing home ordered to

quarantine only for him to be found to have a common cold. The

scientist described back then why PCR tests and what he called the

‘Mickey Mouse test kits’ were useless for what they were claimed to

be identifying. ‘The idea these kits can isolate a specific virus like

Covid-19 is nonsense,’ he said. Significantly, he pointed out that ‘if

you want to create a totally false panic about a totally false pandemic

– pick a coronavirus’. This is exactly what the Cult-owned Gates, 

World Economic Forum and Johns Hopkins University did with

their Event 201 ‘simulation’ followed by their real-life simulation

called the ‘pandemic’. The scientist said that all you had to do was

select the sickest of people with respiratory-type diseases in a single

location – ‘say Wuhan’ – and administer PCR tests to them. You can

then claim that anyone showing ‘viral sequences’ similar to a

coronavirus ‘which will inevitably be quite a few’ is suffering from a

‘new’ disease:

Since you already selected the sickest flu cases a fairly high proportion of your sample will go on to die. You can then say this ‘new’ virus has a CFR [case fatality rate] higher than the flu and use this to infuse more concern and do more tests which will of course produce more

‘cases’, which expands the testing, which produces yet more ‘cases’ and so on and so on. 

Before long you have your ‘pandemic’, and all you have done is use a simple test kit trick to convert the worst flu and pneumonia cases into something new that doesn’t ACTUALLY EXIST

[my emphasis]. 

He said that you then ‘just run the same scam in other countries’

and make sure to keep the fear message running high ‘so that people

will feel panicky and less able to think critically’. The only problem to overcome was the fact  there is no actual new deadly pathogen and

only regular sick people. This meant that deaths from the ‘new

deadly pathogen’ were going to be way too low for a real new

deadly virus pandemic, but he said this could be overcome in the

following ways – all of which would go on to happen:

1. You can claim this is just the beginning and more deaths are imminent [you underpin this with fantasy ‘computer projections’]. Use this as an excuse to quarantine everyone and then claim the quarantine prevented the expected millions of dead. 

2. You can [say that people] ‘minimizing’ the dangers are irresponsible and bully them into not talking about numbers. 

3. You can talk crap about made up numbers hoping to blind people with pseudoscience. 

4. You can start testing well people (who, of course, will also likely have shreds of

coronavirus [RNA] in them) and thus inflate your ‘case figures’ with ‘asymptomatic

carriers’ (you will of course have to spin that to sound deadly even though any virologist knows the more symptom-less cases you have the less deadly is your pathogen). 

The scientist said that if you take these simple steps ‘you can have

your own entirely manufactured pandemic up and running in

weeks’. His analysis made so early in the hoax was brilliantly

prophetic of what would actually unfold. Pulling all the information

together in these recent chapters we have this is simple 1, 2, 3, of

how you can delude virtually the entire human population into

believing in a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist:



• A ‘Covid case’ is someone who tests positive with a test not

testing for the ‘virus’. 



• A ‘Covid death’ is someone who dies of  any cause within 28 days

(or much longer) of testing positive with a test not testing for the

‘virus. 



• Asymptomatic means there is nothing wrong with you, but they

claim you can pass on what you don’t have to justify locking

down (quarantining) healthy people in totality. 



The foundations of the hoax are that simple. A study involving ten

million people in Wuhan, published in November, 2020, demolished

the whole lie about those without symptoms passing on the ‘virus’. 

They found ‘300 asymptomatic cases’ and traced their contacts to

find that not one of them was detected with the ‘virus’. 

‘Asymptomatic’ patients and their contacts were isolated for no less

than two weeks and nothing changed. I know it’s all crap, but if you

are going to claim that those without symptoms can transmit ‘the

virus’ then you must produce evidence for that and they never have. 

Even World Health Organization official Dr Maria Van Kerkhove, 

head of the emerging diseases and zoonosis unit, said as early as

June, 2020, that she doubted the validity of asymptomatic

transmission. She said that ‘from the data we have, it still seems to

be rare that an asymptomatic person actually transmits onward to a

secondary individual’ and by ‘rare’ she meant that she couldn’t cite

any case of asymptomatic transmission. 

The Ferguson factor

The problem for the Cult as it headed into March, 2020, when the

script had lockdown due to start, was that despite all the

manipulation of the case and death figures they still did not have

enough people alleged to have died from ‘Covid’ to justify mass

house arrest. This was overcome in the way the scientist described:

‘You can claim this is just the beginning and more deaths are

imminent … Use this as an excuse to quarantine everyone and then

claim the quarantine prevented the expected millions of dead.’ Enter

one Professor Neil Ferguson, the Gates-funded ‘epidemiologist’ at

the Gates-funded Imperial College in London. Ferguson is Britain’s

Christian Drosten in that he has a dire record of predicting health

outcomes, but is still called upon to advise government on the next

health outcome when another ‘crisis’ comes along. This may seem to

be a strange and ridiculous thing to do. Why would you keep

turning for policy guidance to people who have a history of being

monumentally wrong? Ah, but it makes sense from the Cult point of

view. These ‘experts’ keep on producing predictions that suit the

Cult agenda for societal transformation and so it was with Neil

Ferguson as he revealed his horrific (and clearly insane) computer

model predictions that allowed lockdowns to be imposed in Britain, 

the United States and many other countries. Ferguson does not have

even an A-level in biology and would appear to have no formal

training in computer modelling, medicine or epidemiology, 

according to Derek Winton, an MSc in Computational Intelligence. 

He wrote an article somewhat aghast at what Ferguson did which

included taking no account of respiratory disease ‘seasonality’ which

means it is far worse in the winter months. Who would have thought

that respiratory disease could be worse in the winter? Well, certainly

not Ferguson. 

The massively China-connected Imperial College and its bizarre

professor provided the excuse for the long-incubated Chinese model

of human control to travel westward at lightning speed. Imperial

College confirms on its website that it collaborates with the Chinese

Research Institute; publishes more than 600 research papers every

year with Chinese research institutions; has 225 Chinese staff; 2,600

Chinese students – the biggest international group; 7,000 former

students living in China which is the largest group outside the UK; 

and was selected for a tour by China’s President Xi Jinping during

his state visit to the UK in 2015. The college takes major donations

from China and describes itself as the UK’s number one university

collaborator with Chinese research institutions. The China

communist/fascist government did not appear phased by the woeful

predictions of Ferguson and Imperial when during the lockdown

that Ferguson induced the college signed a five-year collaboration

deal with China tech giant Huawei that will have Huawei’s indoor

5G network equipment installed at the college’s West London tech

campus along with an ‘AI cloud platform’. The deal includes Chinese

sponsorship of Imperial’s Venture Catalyst entrepreneurship

competition. Imperial is an example of the enormous influence the

Chinese government has within British and North American

universities and research centres – and further afield. Up to 200

academics from more than a dozen UK universities are being

investigated on suspicion of ‘unintentionally’ helping the Chinese

government build weapons of mass destruction by ‘transferring

world-leading research in advanced military technology such as

aircra , missile designs and cyberweapons’. Similar scandals have

broken in the United States, but it’s all a coincidence. Imperial

College serves the agenda in many other ways including the

promotion of every aspect of the United Nations Agenda 21/2030

(the Great Reset) and produced computer models to show that

human-caused ‘climate change’ is happening when in the real world

it isn’t. Imperial College is driving the climate agenda as it drives the

‘Covid’ agenda (both Cult hoaxes) while Patrick Vallance, the UK

government’s Chief Scientific Adviser on ‘Covid’, was named Chief

Scientific Adviser to the UN ‘climate change’ conference known as

COP26 hosted by the government in Glasgow, Scotland. ‘Covid’ and

‘climate’ are fundamentally connected. 

Professor Woeful

From Imperial’s bosom came Neil Ferguson still advising

government despite his previous disasters and it was announced

early on that he and other key people like UK Chief Medical Adviser

Chris Whi y had caught the ‘virus’ as the propaganda story was

being sold. Somehow they managed to survive and we had Prime

Minister Boris Johnson admi ed to hospital with what was said to be

a severe version of the ‘virus’ in this same period. His whole policy

and demeanour changed when he returned to Downing Street. It’s a

small world with these government advisors – especially in their

communal connections to Gates – and Ferguson had partnered with

Whi y to write a paper called ‘Infectious disease: Tough choices to

reduce Ebola transmission’ which involved another scare-story that

didn’t happen. Ferguson’s ‘models’ predicted that up to150, 000

could die from ‘mad cow disease’, or BSE, and its version in sheep if

it was transmi ed to humans. BSE was not transmi ed and instead

triggered by an organophosphate pesticide used to treat a pest on

cows. Fewer than 200 deaths followed from the human form. Models

by Ferguson and his fellow incompetents led to the unnecessary

culling of millions of pigs, ca le and sheep in the foot and mouth

outbreak in 2001 which destroyed the lives and livelihoods of

farmers and their families who had o en spent decades building

their herds and flocks. Vast numbers of these animals did not have

foot and mouth and had no contact with the infection. Another

‘expert’ behind the cull was Professor Roy Anderson, a computer

modeller at Imperial College specialising in the epidemiology of

 human, not animal, disease. Anderson has served on the Bill and

Melinda Gates Grand Challenges in Global Health advisory board

and chairs another Gates-funded organisation. Gates is everywhere. 

In a precursor to the ‘Covid’ script Ferguson backed closing

schools ‘for prolonged periods’ over the swine flu ‘pandemic’ in 2009

and said it would affect a third of the world population if it

continued to spread at the speed he claimed to be happening. His

mates at Imperial College said much the same and a news report

said: ‘One of the authors, the epidemiologist and disease modeller

Neil Ferguson, who sits on the World Health Organisation’s

emergency commi ee for the outbreak, said the virus had “full

pandemic potential”.’ Professor Liam Donaldson, the Chris Whi y

of his day as Chief Medical Officer, said the worst case could see 30

percent of the British people infected by swine flu with 65,000 dying. 

Ferguson and Donaldson were indeed proved correct when at the

end of the year the number of deaths a ributed to swine flu was 392. 

The term ‘expert’ is rather liberally applied unfortunately, not least

to complete idiots. Swine flu ‘projections’ were great for

GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) as millions rolled in for its Pandemrix

influenza vaccine which led to brain damage with children most

affected. The British government (taxpayers) paid out more than £60

million in compensation a er GSK was given immunity from

prosecution. Yet another ‘Covid’ déjà vu. Swine flu was supposed to

have broken out in Mexico, but Dr Wolfgang Wodarg, a German

doctor, former member of parliament and critic of the ‘Covid’ hoax, 

observed ‘the spread of swine flu’ in Mexico City at the time. He

said: ‘What we experienced in Mexico City was a very mild flu

which did not kill more than usual – which killed even fewer people

than usual.’ Hyping the fear against all the facts is not unique to

‘Covid’ and has happened many times before. Ferguson is reported

to have over-estimated the projected death toll of bird flu (H5N1) by

some three million-fold, but bird flu vaccine makers again made a

killing from the scare. This is some of the background to the Neil

Ferguson who produced the perfectly-timed computer models in

early 2020 predicting that half a million people would die in Britain

without draconian lockdown and 2.2 million in the United States. 

Politicians panicked, people panicked, and lockdowns of alleged

short duration were instigated to ‘fla en the curve’ of cases gleaned

from a test not testing for the ‘virus’. I said at the time that the public

could forget the ‘short duration’ bit. This was an agenda to destroy

the livelihoods of the population and force them into mass control

through dependency and there was going to be nothing ‘short’ about

it. American researcher Daniel Horowitz described the consequences

of the ‘models’ spewed out by Gates-funded Ferguson and Imperial

College:

What led our government and the governments of many other countries into panic was a

single Imperial College of UK study, funded by global warming activists, that predicted 2.2

million deaths if we didn’t lock down the country. In addition, the reported 8-9% death rate in Italy scared us into thinking there was some other mutation of this virus that they got, which might have come here. 

Together with the fact that we were finally testing and had the ability to actually report new cases, we thought we were headed for a death spiral. But again … we can’t flatten a curve if we don’t know when the curve started. 

How about it  never started? 

Giving them what they want

An investigation by German news outlet  Welt Am Sonntag (World on

 Sunday) revealed how in March, 2020, the German government

gathered together ‘leading scientists from several research institutes

and universities’ and ‘together, they were to produce a [modelling]

paper that would serve as legitimization for further tough political

measures’. The Cult agenda was justified by computer modelling not

based on evidence or reality; it was specifically constructed to justify

the Cult demand for lockdowns all over the world to destroy the

independent livelihoods of the global population. All these

modellers and everyone responsible for the ‘Covid’ hoax have a date

with a trial like those in Nuremberg a er World War Two when

Nazis faced the consequences of their war crimes. These corrupt-

beyond-belief ‘modellers’ wrote the paper according to government

instructions and it said that that if lockdown measures were li ed

then up to one million Germans would die from ‘Covid-19’ adding

that some would die ‘agonizingly at home, gasping for breath’

unable to be treated by hospitals that couldn’t cope. All lies. No

ma er – it gave the Cult all that it wanted. What did long-time

government ‘modeller’ Neil Ferguson say? If the UK and the United

States didn’t lockdown half a million would die in Britain and 2.2

million Americans. Anyone see a theme here? ‘Modellers’ are such a

crucial part of the lockdown strategy that we should look into their

background and follow the money. Researcher Rosemary Frei

produced an excellent article headlined ‘The Modelling-paper

Mafiosi’. She highlights a guy called John Edmunds, a British

epidemiologist, and professor in the Faculty of Epidemiology and

Population Health at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical

Medicine. He studied at Imperial College. Edmunds is a member of

government ‘Covid’ advisory bodies which have been dictating

policy, the New and Emerging Respiratory Virus Threats Advisory

Group (NERVTAG) and the Scientific Advisory Group for

Emergencies (SAGE). 

Ferguson, another member of NERVTAG and SAGE, led the way

with the original ‘virus’ and Edmunds has followed in the ‘variant’

stage and especially the so-called UK or Kent variant known as the

‘Variant of Concern’ (VOC) B.1.1.7. He said in a co-wri en report for

the Centre for Mathematical modelling of Infectious Diseases at the

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, with input from

the Centre’s ‘Covid-19’ Working Group, that there was ‘a realistic

possibility that VOC B.1.1.7 is associated with an increased risk of

death compared to non-VOC viruses’. Fear, fear, fear, get the

vaccine, fear, fear, fear, get the vaccine. Rosemary Frei reveals that

almost all the paper’s authors and members of the modelling centre’s

‘Covid-19’ Working Group receive funding from the Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation and/or the associated Gates-funded

Wellcome Trust. The paper was published by e-journal  Medr χ iv

which only publishes papers not peer-reviewed and the journal was

established by an organisation headed by Facebook’s Mark

Zuckerberg and his missus. What a small world it is. Frei discovered

that Edmunds is on the Scientific Advisory Board of the Coalition for

Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) which was established

by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Klaus Schwab’s Davos

World Economic Forum and Big Pharma giant Wellcome. CEPI was

‘launched in Davos [in 2017] to develop vaccines to stop future

epidemics’, according to its website. ‘Our mission is to accelerate the

development of vaccines against emerging infectious diseases and

enable equitable access to these vaccines for people during

outbreaks.’ What kind people they are. Rosemary Frei reveals that

Public Health England (PHE) director Susan Hopkins is an author of

her organisation’s non-peer-reviewed reports on ‘new variants’. 

Hopkins is a professor of infectious diseases at London’s Imperial

College which is gi ed tens of millions of dollars a year by the Bill

and Melinda Gates Foundation. Gates-funded modelling disaster

Neil Ferguson also co-authors Public Health England reports and he

spoke in December, 2020, about the potential danger of the B.1.1.7. 

‘UK variant’ promoted by Gates-funded modeller John Edmunds. 

When I come to the ‘Covid vaccines’ the ‘new variants’ will be

shown for what they are – bollocks. 

Connections, connections

All these people and modellers are lockdown-obsessed or, put

another way, they demand what the Cult demands. Edmunds said in

January, 2021, that to ease lockdowns too soon would be a disaster

and they had to ‘vaccinate much, much, much more widely than the

elderly’. Rosemary Frei highlights that Edmunds is married to

Jeanne Pimenta who is described in a LinkedIn profile as director of

epidemiology at GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) and she held shares in the

company. Patrick Vallance, co-chair of SAGE and the government’s

Chief Scientific Adviser, is a former executive of GSK and has a

deferred bonus of shares in the company worth £600,000. GSK has

serious business connections with Bill Gates and is collaborating

with mRNA-’vaccine’ company CureVac to make ‘vaccines’ for the

new variants that Edmunds is talking about. GSK is planning a

‘Covid vaccine’ with drug giant Sanofi. Puppet Prime Minister Boris

Johnson announced in the spring of 2021 that up to 60 million

vaccine doses were to be made at the GSK facility at Barnard Castle

in the English North East. Barnard Castle, with a population of just

6,000, was famously visited in breach of lockdown rules in April, 

2020, by Johnson aide Dominic Cummings who said that he drove

there ‘to test his eyesight’ before driving back to London. Cummings

would be be er advised to test his integrity – not that it would take

long. The GSK facility had nothing to do with his visit then although

I’m sure Patrick Vallance would have been happy to arrange an

introduction and some tea and biscuits. Ruthless psychopath Gates

has made yet another fortune from vaccines in collaboration with Big

Pharma companies and gushes at the phenomenal profits to be made

from vaccines – more than a 20-to-1 return as he told one

interviewer. Gates also tweeted in December, 2019, with the

foreknowledge of what was coming: ‘What’s next for our

foundation? I’m particularly excited about what the next year could

mean for one of the best buys in global health: vaccines.’

Modeller John Edmunds is a big promotor of vaccines as all these

people appear to be. He’s the dean of the London School of Hygiene

& Tropical Medicine’s Faculty of Epidemiology and Population

Health which is primarily funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates

Foundation and the Gates-established and funded GAVI vaccine

alliance which is the Gates vehicle to vaccinate the world. The

organisation Doctors Without Borders has described GAVI as being

‘aimed more at supporting drug-industry desires to promote new

products than at finding the most efficient and sustainable means for

fighting the diseases of poverty’. But then that’s why the psychopath

Gates created it. John Edmunds said in a video that the London

School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine is involved in every aspect of

vaccine development including large-scale clinical trials. He

contends that mathematical modelling can show that vaccines

protect individuals and society. That’s on the basis of shit in and shit

out, I take it. Edmunds serves on the UK Vaccine Network as does

Ferguson and the government’s foremost ‘Covid’ adviser, the grim-

faced, dark-eyed Chris Whi y. The Vaccine Network says it works

‘to support the government to identify and shortlist targeted

investment opportunities for the most promising vaccines and

vaccine technologies that will help combat infectious diseases with

epidemic potential, and to address structural issues related to the

UK’s broader vaccine infrastructure’. Ferguson is acting Director of

the Imperial College Vaccine Impact Modelling Consortium which

has funding from the Bill and Melina Gates Foundation and the

Gates-created GAVI ‘vaccine alliance’. Anyone wonder why these

characters see vaccines as the answer to every problem? Ferguson is

wildly enthusiastic in his support for GAVI’s campaign to vaccine

children en masse in poor countries. You would expect someone like

Gates who has constantly talked about the need to reduce the

population to want to fund vaccines to keep more people alive. I’m

sure that’s why he does it. The John Edmunds London School of

Hygiene & Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) has a Vaccines

Manufacturing Innovation Centre which develops, tests and

commercialises vaccines. Rosemary Frei writes:

The vaccines centre also performs affiliated activities like combating ‘vaccine hesitancy’. The latter includes the Vaccine Confidence Project. The project’s stated purpose is, among other things, ‘to provide analysis and guidance for early response and engagement with the public to ensure sustained confidence in vaccines and immunisation’. The Vaccine Confidence

Project’s director is LSHTM professor Heidi Larson. For more than a decade she’s been

researching how to combat vaccine hesitancy. 

How the bloody hell can blokes like John Edmunds and Neil

Ferguson with those connections and financial ties model ‘virus’ case

and death projections for the government and especially in a way

that gives their paymasters like Gates exactly what they want? It’s

insane, but this is what you find throughout the world. 

‘Covid’ is not dangerous, oops, wait, yes it is

Only days before Ferguson’s nightmare scenario made Jackboot

Johnson take Britain into a China-style lockdown to save us from a

deadly ‘virus’ the UK government website gov.uk was reporting

something very different to Ferguson on a page of official

government guidance for ‘high consequence infectious diseases

(HCID)’. It said this about ‘Covid-19’:

As of 19 March 2020, COVID-19  is no longer considered to be a high consequence infectious diseases (HCID) in the UK [my emphasis]. The 4 nations public health HCID group made an interim recommendation in January 2020 to classify COVID-19 as an HCID. This was based

on consideration of the UK HCID criteria about the virus and the disease with information available during the early stages of the outbreak. 

Now that more is known about COVID-19, the public health bodies in the UK have reviewed

the most up to date information about COVID-19 against the UK HCID criteria. They have

determined that several features have now changed; in particular, more information is

available about mortality rates (low overall), and there is now greater clinical awareness and a specific and sensitive laboratory test, the availability of which continues to increase. The Advisory Committee on Dangerous Pathogens (ACDP) is also of the opinion that COVID-19

should no longer be classified as an HCID. 

Soon a er the government had been exposed for downgrading the

risk they upgraded it again and everyone was back to singing from

the same Cult hymn book. Ferguson and his fellow Gates clones

indicated that lockdowns and restrictions would have to continue

until a Gates-funded vaccine was developed. Gates said the same

because Ferguson and his like were repeating the Gates script which

is the Cult script. ‘Fla en the curve’ became an ongoing nightmare of

continuing lockdowns with periods in between of severe restrictions

in pursuit of destroying independent incomes and had nothing to do

with protecting health about which the Cult gives not a shit. Why

wouldn’t Ferguson be pushing a vaccine ‘solution’ when he’s owned

by vaccine-obsessive Gates who makes a fortune from them and

when Ferguson heads the Vaccine Impact Modelling Consortium at

Imperial College funded by the Gates Foundation and GAVI, the

‘vaccine alliance’, created by Gates as his personal vaccine

promotion operation? To compound the human catastrophe that

Ferguson’s ‘models’ did so much to create he was later exposed for

breaking his own lockdown rules by having sexual liaisons with his

married girlfriend Antonia Staats at his home while she was living at

another location with her husband and children. Staats was a

‘climate’ activist and senior campaigner at the Soros-funded Avaaz

which I wouldn’t trust to tell me that grass is green. Ferguson had to

resign as a government advisor over this hypocrisy in May, 2020, but

a er a period of quiet he was back being quoted by the ridiculous

media on the need for more lockdowns and a vaccine rollout. Other

government-advising ‘scientists’ from Imperial College’ held the fort

in his absence and said lockdown could be indefinite until a vaccine

was found. The Cult script was being sung by the payrolled choir. I

said there was no intention of going back to ‘normal’ when the

‘vaccine’ came because the ‘vaccine’ is part of a very different agenda

that I will discuss in Human 2.0. Why would the Cult want to let the

world go back to normal when destroying that normal forever was

the whole point of what was happening? House arrest, closing

businesses and schools through lockdown, (un)social distancing and

masks all followed the Ferguson fantasy models. Again as I

predicted (these people are so predictable) when the ‘vaccine’

arrived we were told that house arrest, lockdown, (un)social

distancing and masks would still have to continue. I will deal with

the masks in the next chapter because they are of fundamental

importance. 

Where’s the ‘pandemic’? 

Any mildly in-depth assessment of the figures revealed what was

really going on. Cult-funded and controlled organisations still have

genuine people working within them such is the number involved. 

So it is with Genevieve Briand, assistant program director of the

Applied Economics master’s degree program at Johns Hopkins

University. She analysed the impact that ‘Covid-19’ had on deaths

from  all causes in the United States using official data from the CDC

for the period from early February to early September, 2020. She

found that allegedly ‘Covid’  related-deaths exceeded those from

heart disease which she found strange with heart disease always the

biggest cause of fatalities. Her research became even more significant

when she noted the sudden decline in 2020 of  all non-’Covid’ deaths:

‘This trend is completely contrary to the pa ern observed in all

previous years … the total decrease in deaths by other causes almost

exactly equals the increase in deaths by Covid-19.’ This was such a

game, set and match in terms of what was happening that Johns

Hopkins University deleted the article on the grounds that it ‘was

being used to support false and dangerous inaccuracies about the

impact of the pandemic’. No – because it exposed the scam from

official CDC figures and this was confirmed when those figures were

published in January, 2021. Here we can see the effect of people

dying from heart a acks, cancer, road accidents and gunshot

wounds –  anything – having ‘Covid-19’ on the death certificate along

with those diagnosed from ‘symptoms’ who had even not tested

positive with a test not testing for the ‘virus’. I am not kidding with

the gunshot wounds, by the way. Brenda Bock, coroner in Grand

County, Colorado, revealed that two gunshot victims tested positive

for the ‘virus’ within the previous 30 days and were therefore

classified as ‘Covid deaths’. Bock said: ‘These two people had tested

positive for Covid, but that’s not what killed them. A gunshot

wound is what killed them.’ She said she had not even finished her

investigation when the state listed the gunshot victims as deaths due

to the ‘virus’. The death and case figures for ‘Covid-19’ are an

absolute joke and yet they are repeated like parrots by the media, 

politicians and alleged medical ‘experts’. The official Cult narrative

is the only show in town. 

Genevieve Briand found that deaths from all causes were not

exceptional in 2020 compared with previous years and a Spanish

magazine published figures that said the same about Spain which

was a ‘Covid’ propaganda hotspot at one point.  Discovery Salud, a

health and medicine magazine, quoted government figures which

showed how 17,000  fewer people died in Spain in 2020 than in 2019

and more than 26,000 fewer than in 2018. The age-standardised

mortality rate for England and Wales when age distribution is taken

into account was significantly lower in 2020 than the 1970s, 80s and

90s, and was only the ninth highest since 2000. Where is the

‘pandemic’? 

Post mortems and autopsies virtually disappeared for ‘Covid’

deaths amid claims that ‘virus-infected’ bodily fluids posed a risk to

those carrying out the autopsy. This was rejected by renowned

German pathologist and forensic doctor Klaus Püschel who said that

he and his staff had by then done 150 autopsies on ‘Covid’ patients

with no problems at all. He said they were needed to know why

some ‘Covid’ patients suffered blood clots and not severe respiratory

infections. The ‘virus’ is, a er all, called SARS or ‘severe acute

respiratory syndrome’. I highlighted in the spring of 2020 this

phenomenon and quoted New York intensive care doctor Cameron

Kyle-Sidell who posted a soon deleted YouTube video to say that

they had been told to prepare to treat an infectious disease called

‘Covid-19’, but that was not what they were dealing with. Instead he

likened the lung condition of the most severely ill patients to what

you would expect with cabin depressurisation in a plane at 30,000

feet or someone dropped on the top of Everest without oxygen or

acclimatisation. I have never said this is not happening to a small

minority of alleged ‘Covid’ patients – I am saying this is not caused

by a phantom ‘contagious virus’. Indeed Kyle-Sidell said that

‘Covid-19’ was not the disease they were told was coming their way. 

‘We are operating under a medical paradigm that is untrue,’ he said, 

and he believed they were treating the wrong disease: ‘These people

are being slowly starved of oxygen.’ Patients would take off their

oxygen masks in a state of fear and stress and while they were blue

in the face on the brink of death. They did not look like patients

dying of pneumonia. You can see why they don’t want autopsies

when their virus doesn’t exist and there is another condition in some

people that they don’t wish to be uncovered. I should add here that

the 5G system of millimetre waves was being rapidly introduced

around the world in 2020 and even more so now as they fire 5G at

the Earth from satellites. At 60 gigahertz within the 5G range that

frequency interacts with the oxygen molecule and stops people

breathing in sufficient oxygen to be absorbed into the bloodstream. 

They are installing 5G in schools and hospitals. The world is not

mad or anything. 5G can cause major changes to the lungs and blood

as I detail in  The Answer and these consequences are labelled ‘Covid-

19’, the alleged symptoms of which can be caused by 5G and other

electromagnetic frequencies as cells respond to radiation poisoning. 

The ‘Covid death’ scam

Dr Sco  Jensen, a Minnesota state senator and medical doctor, 

exposed ‘Covid’ Medicare payment incentives to hospitals and death

certificate manipulation. He said he was sent a seven-page document

by the US Department of Health ‘coaching’ him on how to fill out

death certificates which had never happened before. The document

said that he didn’t need to have a laboratory test for ‘Covid-19’ to

put that on the death certificate and that shocked him when death

certificates are supposed to be about facts. Jensen described how

doctors had been ‘encouraged, if not pressured’ to make a diagnosis

of ‘Covid-19’ if they thought it was probable or  ‘presumed’. No

positive test was necessary – not that this would have ma ered

anyway. He said doctors were told to diagnose ‘Covid’ by symptoms

when these were the same as colds, allergies, other respiratory

problems, and certainly with influenza which ‘disappeared’ in the

‘Covid’ era. A common sniffle was enough to get the dreaded

verdict. Ontario authorities decreed that a single care home resident

with  one symptom from a long list must lead to the isolation of the

entire home. Other courageous doctors like Jensen made the same

point about death figure manipulation and how deaths by other

causes were falling while ‘Covid-19 deaths’ were rising at the same

rate due to re-diagnosis. Their videos rarely survive long on

YouTube with its Cult-supporting algorithms courtesy of CEO Susan

Wojcicki and her bosses at Google. Figure-tampering was so glaring

and ubiquitous that even officials were le ing it slip or outright

saying it. UK chief scientific adviser Patrick Vallance said on one

occasion that ‘Covid’ on the death certificate doesn’t mean ‘Covid’

was the cause of death (so why the hell is it there?) and we had the

rare sight of a BBC reporter telling the truth when she said:

‘Someone could be successfully treated for Covid, in say April, 

discharged, and then in June, get run over by a bus and die … That

person would still be counted as a Covid death in England.’ Yet the

BBC and the rest of the world media went on repeating the case and

death figures as if they were real. Illinois Public Health Director Dr

Ngozi Ezike revealed the deceit while her bosses must have been

clenching their bu ocks:

If you were in a hospice and given a few weeks to live and you were then found to have

Covid that would be counted as a Covid death. [There might be] a clear alternate cause, but it is still listed as a Covid death. So everyone listed as a Covid death doesn’t mean that was the cause of the death, but that they had Covid at the time of death. 

Yes, a ‘Covid virus’ never shown to exist and tested for with a test

not testing for the ‘virus’. In the first period of the pandemic hoax

through the spring of 2020 the process began of designating almost

everything a ‘Covid’ death and this has continued ever since. I sat in

a restaurant one night listening to a loud conversation on the next

table where a family was discussing in bewilderment how a relative

who had no symptoms of ‘Covid’, and had died of a long-term

problem, could have been diagnosed a death by the ‘virus’. I could

understand their bewilderment. If they read this book they will

know why this medical fraud has been perpetrated the world over. 

Some media truth shock

The media ignored the evidence of death certificate fraud until

eventually one columnist did speak out when she saw it first-hand. 

Bel Mooney is a long-time national newspaper journalist in Britain

currently working for the  Daily Mail. Her article on February 19th, 

2021, carried this headline: ‘My dad Ted passed three Covid tests

and died of a chronic illness yet he’s officially one of Britain’s 120,000

victims of the virus and is far from alone ... so how many more are

there?’ She told how her 99-year-old father was in a care home with

a long-standing chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and vascular

dementia. Maybe, but he was still aware enough to tell her from the

start that there was no ‘virus’ and he refused the ‘vaccine’ for that

reason. His death was not unexpected given his chronic health

problems and Mooney said she was shocked to find that ‘Covid-19’

was declared the cause of death on his death certificate. She said this

was a ‘bizarre and unacceptable untruth’ for a man with long-time

health problems who had tested negative twice at the home for the

‘virus’. I was also shocked by this story although not by what she

said. I had been highlighting the death certificate manipulation for

ten months. It was the confirmation that a professional full-time

journalist only realised this was going on when it affected her

directly and neither did she know that whether her dad tested

positive or negative was irrelevant with the test not testing for the

‘virus’. Where had she been? She said she did not believe in

‘conspiracy theories’ without knowing I’m sure that this and

‘conspiracy theorists’ were terms put into widespread circulation by

the CIA in the 1960s to discredit those who did not accept the

ridiculous official story of the Kennedy assassination. A blanket

statement of ‘I don’t believe in conspiracy theories’ is always bizarre. 

The dictionary definition of the term alone means the world is

drowning in conspiracies. What she said was even more da  when

her dad had just been affected by the ‘Covid’ conspiracy. Why else

does she think that ‘Covid-19’ was going on the death certificates of

people who died of something else? 

To be fair once she saw from personal experience what was

happening she didn’t mince words. Mooney was called by the care

home on the morning of February 9th to be told her father had died

in his sleep. When she asked for the official cause of death what

came back was ‘Covid-19’. Mooney challenged this and was told

there had been deaths from Covid on the dementia floor (confirmed

by a test not testing for the ‘virus’) so they considered it ‘reasonable

to assume’. ‘But doctor,’ Mooney rightly protested, ‘an assumption

isn’t a diagnosis.’ She said she didn’t blame the perfectly decent and

sympathetic doctor – ‘he was just doing his job’. Sorry, but that’s

 bullshit. He wasn’t doing his job at all. He was pu ing a false cause of

death on the death certificate and that is a criminal offence for which

he should be brought to account and the same with the millions of

doctors worldwide who have done the same. They were not doing

their job they were following orders and that must not wash at new

Nuremberg trials any more than it did at the first ones. Mooney’s

doctor was ‘assuming’ (presuming) as he was told to, but ‘just

following orders’ makes no difference to his actions. A doctor’s job is

to serve the patient and the truth, not follow orders, but that’s what

they have done all over the world and played a central part in

making the ‘Covid’ hoax possible with all its catastrophic

consequences for humanity. Shame on them and they must answer

for their actions. Mooney said her disquiet worsened when she

registered her father’s death by telephone and was told by the

registrar there had been very many other cases like hers where ‘the

deceased’ had not tested positive for ‘Covid’ yet it was recorded as

the cause of death. The test may not ma er, but those involved at

their level  think it ma ers and it shows a callous disregard for

accurate diagnosis. The pressure to do this is coming from the top of

the national ‘health’ pyramids which in turn obey the World Health

Organization which obeys Gates and the Cult. Mooney said the

registrar agreed that this must distort the national figures adding

that ‘the strangest thing is that every winter we record countless

deaths from flu, and this winter there have been none. Not one!’ She

asked if the registrar thought deaths from flu were being

misdiagnosed and lumped together with ‘Covid’ deaths. The answer

was a ‘puzzled yes’. Mooney said that the funeral director said the

same about ‘Covid’ deaths which had nothing to do with ‘Covid’. 

They had lost count of the number of families upset by this and

other funeral companies in different countries have had the same

experience. Mooney wrote:

The nightly shroud-waving and shocking close-ups of pain imposed on us by the TV news bewildered and terrified the population into eager compliance with lockdowns. We were

invited to ‘save the NHS’ and to grieve for strangers – the real-life loved ones behind those shocking death counts. Why would the public imagine what I now fear, namely that the way Covid-19 death statistics are compiled might make the numbers seem greater than they are? 

Oh, just a li le bit – like 100 percent. 

Do the maths

Mooney asked why a country would wish to skew its mortality

figures by wrongly certifying deaths? What had been going on? 

Well, if you don’t believe in conspiracies you will never find the

answer which is that  it’s a conspiracy. She did, however, describe

what she had discovered as a ‘national scandal’. In reality it’s a

global scandal and happening everywhere. Pillars of this conspiracy

were all put into place before the bu on was pressed with the

Drosten PCR protocol and high amplifications to produce the cases

and death certificate changes to secure illusory ‘Covid’ deaths. 

Mooney notes that normally two doctors were needed to certify a

death, with one having to know the patient, and how the rules were

changed in the spring of 2020 to allow one doctor to do this. In the

same period ‘Covid deaths’ were decreed to be all cases where

Covid-19 was put on the death certificate even without a positive test

or any symptoms. Mooney asked: ‘How many of the 30,851 (as of

January 15) care home resident deaths with Covid-19 on the

certificate (32.4 per cent of all deaths so far) were based on an

assumption, like that of my father? And what has that done to our

national psyche?’All of them is the answer to the first question and it

has devastated and dismantled the national psyche, actually the

global psyche, on a colossal scale. In the UK case and death data is

compiled by organisations like Public Health England (PHE) and the

Office for National Statistics (ONS). Mooney highlights the insane

policy of counting a death from any cause as ‘Covid-19’ if this

happens within 28 days of a positive test (with a test not testing for

the ‘virus’) and she points out that ONS statistics reflect deaths

‘involving Covid’ ‘or due to Covid’ which meant in practice any

death where ‘Covid-19’ was mentioned on the death certificate. She

described the consequences of this fraud:

Most people will accept the narrative they are fed, so panicky governments here and in

Europe witnessed the harsh measures enacted in totalitarian China and jumped into

lockdown. Headlines about Covid deaths tolled like the knell that would bring doomsday to us all. Fear stalked our empty streets. Politicians parroted the frankly ridiculous aim of ‘zero Covid’ and shut down the economy, while most British people agreed that lockdown was

essential and (astonishingly to me, as a patriotic Brit) even wanted more restrictions. 

For what? Lies on death certificates? Never mind the grim toll of lives ruined, suicides, schools closed, rising inequality, depression, cancelled hospital treatments, cancer patients in a torture of waiting, poverty, economic devastation, loneliness, families kept apart, and so on. How many lives have been lost as a direct result of lockdown? 

She said that we could join in a national chorus of shock and horror

at reaching the 120,000 death toll which was surely certain to have

been totally skewed all along, but what about the human cost of

lockdown justified by these ‘death figures’?  The British Medical

 Journal had reported a 1,493 percent increase in cases of children

taken to Great Ormond Street Hospital with abusive head injuries

alone and then there was the effect on families:

Perhaps the most shocking thing about all this is that families have been kept apart – and obeyed the most irrational, changing rules at the whim of government – because they

believed in the statistics. They succumbed to fear, which his generation rejected in that war fought for freedom. Dad (God rest his soul) would be angry. And so am I. 

Another theme to watch is that in the winter months when there

are more deaths from all causes they focus on ‘Covid’ deaths and in

the summer when the British Lung Foundation says respiratory

disease plummets by 80 percent they rage on about ‘cases’. Either

way fascism on population is always the answer. 

Nazi eugenics in the 21st century

Elderly people in care homes have been isolated from their families

month a er lonely month with no contact with relatives and

grandchildren who were banned from seeing them. We were told

that lockdown fascism was to ‘protect the vulnerable’ like elderly

people. At the same time Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) orders were

placed on their medical files so that if they needed resuscitation it

wasn’t done and ‘Covid-19’ went on their death certificates. Old

people were not being ‘protected’ they were being culled –

murdered in truth. DNR orders were being decreed for disabled and

young people with learning difficulties or psychological problems. 

The UK Care Quality Commission, a non-departmental body of the

Department of Health and Social Care, found that 34 percent of

those working in health and social care were pressured into placing

‘do not a empt cardiopulmonary resuscitation’ orders on ‘Covid’

patients who suffered from disabilities and learning difficulties

without involving the patient or their families in the decision. UK

judges ruled that an elderly woman with dementia should have the

DNA-manipulating ‘Covid vaccine’ against her son’s wishes and that

a man with severe learning difficulties should have the jab despite

his family’s objections. Never mind that many had already died. The

judiciary always supports doctors and government in fascist

dictatorships. They wouldn’t dare do otherwise. A horrific video was

posted showing fascist officers from Los Angeles police forcibly

giving the ‘Covid’ shot to women with special needs who were

screaming that they didn’t want it. The same fascists are seen giving

the jab to a sleeping elderly woman in a care home. This is straight

out of the Nazi playbook. Hitler’s Nazis commi ed mass murder of

the mentally ill and physically disabled throughout Germany and

occupied territories in the programme that became known as Aktion

T4, or just T4. Sabbatian-controlled Hitler and his grotesque crazies

set out to kill those they considered useless and unnecessary. The

Reich Commi ee for the Scientific Registering of Hereditary and

Congenital Illnesses registered the births of babies identified by

physicians to have ‘defects’. By 1941 alone more than 5,000 children

were murdered by the state and it is estimated that in total the

number of innocent people killed in Aktion T4 was between 275,000

and 300,000. Parents were told their children had been sent away for

‘special treatment’ never to return. It is rather pathetic to see claims

about plans for new extermination camps being dismissed today

when the same force behind current events did precisely that 80

years ago. Margaret Sanger was a Cult operative who used ‘birth

control’ to sanitise her programme of eugenics. Organisations she

founded became what is now Planned Parenthood. Sanger proposed

that ‘the whole dysgenic population would have its choice of

segregation or sterilization’. These included epileptics, ‘feeble-

minded’, and prostitutes. Sanger opposed charity because it

perpetuated ‘human waste‘. She reveals the Cult mentality and if

anyone thinks that extermination camps are a ‘conspiracy theory’

their naivety is touching if breathtakingly stupid. 

If you don’t believe that doctors can act with callous disregard for

their patients it is worth considering that doctors and medical staff

agreed to put government-decreed DNR orders on medical files and

do nothing when resuscitation is called for. I don’t know what you

call such people in your house. In mine they are Nazis from the Josef

Mengele School of Medicine. Phenomenal numbers of old people

have died worldwide from the effects of lockdown, depression, lack

of treatment, the ‘vaccine’ (more later) and losing the will to live. A

common response at the start of the manufactured pandemic was to

remove old people from hospital beds and transfer them to nursing

homes. The decision would result in a mass cull of elderly people in

those homes through lack of treatment –  not ‘Covid’. Care home

whistleblowers have told how once the ‘Covid’ era began doctors

would not come to their homes to treat patients and they were

begging for drugs like antibiotics that o en never came. The most

infamous example was ordered by New York governor Andrew

Cuomo, brother of a moronic CNN host, who amazingly was given

an Emmy Award for his handling of the ‘Covid crisis’ by the

ridiculous Wokers that hand them out. Just how ridiculous could be

seen in February, 2021, when a Department of Justice and FBI

investigation began into how thousands of old people in New York

died in nursing homes a er being discharged from hospital to make

way for ‘Covid’ patients on Cuomo’s say-so – and how he and his

staff covered up these facts. This couldn’t have happened to a nicer

psychopath. Even then there was a ‘Covid’ spin. Reports said that

thousands of old people who tested positive for ‘Covid’ in hospital

were transferred to nursing homes to both die of ‘Covid’ and

transmit it to others. No – they were in hospital because they were ill

and the fact that they tested positive with a test not testing for the

‘virus’ is irrelevant. They were ill o en with respiratory diseases

ubiquitous in old people near the end of their lives. Their transfer

out of hospital meant that their treatment stopped and many would

go on to die. 

They’re old. Who gives a damn? 

I have exposed in the books for decades the Cult plan to cull the

world’s old people and even to introduce at some point what they

call a ‘demise pill’ which at a certain age everyone would take and

be out of here by law. In March, 2021, Spain legalised euthanasia and

assisted suicide following the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg

and Canada on the Tiptoe to the demise pill. Treatment of old people

by many ‘care’ homes has been a disgrace in the ‘Covid’ era. There

are many, many, caring staff – I know some. There have, however, 

been legions of stories about callous treatment of old people and

their families. Police were called when families came to take their

loved ones home in the light of isolation that was killing them. They

became prisoners of the state. Care home residents in insane, fascist

Ontario, Canada, were not allowed to leave their  room once the

‘Covid’ hoax began. UK staff have even wheeled elderly people

away from windows where family members were talking with them. 

Oriana Criscuolo from Stockport in the English North West dropped

off some things for her 80-year-old father who has Parkinson’s

disease and dementia and she wanted to wave to him through a

ground-floor window. She was told that was ‘illegal’. When she went

anyway they closed the curtains in the middle of the day. Oriana

said:

It’s just unbelievable. I cannot understand how care home staff – people who are being paid to care – have become so uncaring. Their behaviour is inhumane and cruel. It’s beyond belief. 

She was right and this was not a one-off. What a way to end your life

in such loveless circumstances. UK registered nurse Nicky Millen, a

proper old school nurse for 40 years, said that when she started her

career care was based on dignity, choice, compassion and empathy. 

Now she said ‘the things that are important to me have gone out of

the window.’ She was appalled that people were dying without their

loved ones and saying goodbye on iPads. Nicky described how a

distressed 89-year-old lady stroked her face and asked her ‘how

many paracetamol would it take to finish me off’. Life was no longer

worth living while not seeing her family. Nicky said she was

humiliated in front of the ward staff and patients for le ing the lady

stroke her face and giving her a cuddle. Such is the dehumanisation

that the ‘Covid’ hoax has brought to the surface. Nicky worked in

care homes where patients told her they were being held prisoner. ‘I

want to live until I die’, one said to her. ‘I had a lady in tears because

she hadn’t seen her great-grandson.’ Nicky was compassionate old

school meeting psychopathic New Normal. She also said she had

worked on a ‘Covid’ ward with no ‘Covid’ patients. Jewish writer

Shai Held wrote an article in March, 2020, which was headlined ‘The

Staggering, Heartless Cruelty Toward the Elderly’. What he

described was happening from the earliest days of lockdown. He

said ‘the elderly’ were considered a group and not unique

individuals (the way of the Woke). Shai Held said:

Notice how the all-too-familiar rhetoric of dehumanization works: ‘The elderly’ are bunched together as a faceless mass, all of them considered culprits and thus effectively deserving of the suffering the pandemic will inflict upon them. Lost entirely is the fact that the elderly are individual human beings, each with a distinctive face and voice, each with hopes and

dreams, memories and regrets, friendships and marriages, loves lost and loves sustained. 

‘The elderly’ have become another dehumanised group for which

anything goes and for many that has resulted in cold disregard for

their rights and their life. The distinctive face that Held talks about is

designed to be deleted by masks until everyone is part of a faceless

mass. 

‘War-zone’ hospitals myth

Again and again medical professionals have told me what was really

going on and how hospitals ‘overrun like war zones’ according to

the media were virtually empty. The mantra from medical

whistleblowers was please don’t use my name or my career is over. 

Citizen journalists around the world sneaked into hospitals to film

evidence exposing the ‘war-zone’ lie. They really  were largely empty

with closed wards and operating theatres. I met a hospital worker in

my town on the Isle of Wight during the first lockdown in 2020 who

said the only island hospital had never been so quiet. Lockdown was

justified by the psychopaths to stop hospitals being overrun. At the

same time that the island hospital was near-empty the military

arrived here to provide  extra beds. It was all propaganda to ramp up

the fear to ensure compliance with fascism as were never-used

temporary hospitals with thousands of beds known as Nightingales

and never-used make-shi  mortuaries opened by the criminal UK

government. A man who helped to install those extra island beds

a ributed to the army said they were never used and the hospital

was empty. Doctors and nurses ‘stood around talking or on their

phones, wandering down to us to see what we were doing’. There

were no masks or social distancing. He accused the useless local

island paper, the  County Press, of ‘pumping the fear as if our hospital

was overrun and we only have one so it should have been’. He

described ambulances parked up with crews outside in deck chairs. 

When his brother called an ambulance he was told there was a two-

hour backlog which he called ‘bullshit’. An old lady on the island fell

‘and was in a bad way’, but a caller who rang for an ambulance was

told the situation wasn’t urgent enough. Ambulance stations were

working under capacity while people would hear ambulances with

sirens blaring driving through the streets. When those living near

the stations realised what was going on they would follow them as

they le , circulated around an urban area with the sirens going, and

then came back without stopping. All this was to increase levels of

fear and the same goes for the ‘ventilator shortage crisis’ that cost

tens of millions for hastily produced ventilators never to be used. 

Ambulance crews that agreed to be exploited in this way for fear

propaganda might find themselves a mirror. I wish them well with

that. Empty hospitals were the obvious consequence of treatment

and diagnoses of non-’Covid’ conditions cancelled and those

involved handed a death sentence. People have been dying at home

from undiagnosed and untreated cancer, heart disease and other life-

threatening conditions to allow empty hospitals to deal with a

‘pandemic’ that wasn’t happening. 

Death of the innocent

‘War-zones’ have been laying off nursing staff, even doctors where

they can. There was no work for them. Lockdown was justified by

saving lives and protecting the vulnerable they were actually killing

with DNR orders and preventing empty hospitals being ‘overrun’. In

Britain the mantra of stay at home to ‘save the NHS’ was everywhere

and across the world the same story was being sold when it was all

lies. Two California doctors, Dan Erickson and Artin Massihi at

Accelerated Urgent Care in Bakersfield, held a news conference in

April, 2020, to say that intensive care units in California were ‘empty, 

essentially’, with hospitals shu ing floors, not treating patients and

laying off doctors. The California health system was working at

minimum capacity ‘ge ing rid of doctors because we just don’t have

the volume’. They said that people with conditions such as heart

disease and cancer were not coming to hospital out of fear of ‘Covid-

19’. Their video was deleted by Susan Wojcicki’s Cult-owned

YouTube a er reaching five million views. Florida governor Ron

Desantis, who rejected the severe lockdowns of other states and is

being targeted for doing so, said that in March, 2020, every US

governor was given models claiming they would run out of hospital

beds in days. That was never going to happen and the ‘modellers’

knew it. Deceit can be found at every level of the system. Urgent

children’s operations were cancelled including fracture repairs and

biopsies to spot cancer. Eric Nicholls, a consultant paediatrician, said

‘this is obviously concerning and we need to return to normal

operating and to increase capacity as soon as possible’. Psychopaths

in power were rather less concerned  because they are psychopaths. 

Deletion of urgent care and diagnosis has been happening all over

the world and how many kids and others have died as a result of the

actions of these cold and heartless lunatics dictating ‘health’ policy? 

The number must be stratospheric. Richard Sullivan, professor of

cancer and global health at King’s College London, said people

feared ‘Covid’ more than cancer such was the campaign of fear. 

‘Years of lost life will be quite dramatic’, Sullivan said, with ‘a huge

amount of avoidable mortality’. Sarah Woolnough, executive

director for policy at Cancer Research UK, said there had been a 75

percent drop in urgent referrals to hospitals by family doctors of

people with suspected cancer. Sullivan said that ‘a lot of services

have had to scale back – we’ve seen a dramatic decrease in the

amount of elective cancer surgery’. Lockdown deaths worldwide has

been absolutely fantastic with the  New York Post reporting how data

confirmed that ‘lockdowns end more lives than they save’:

There was a sharp decline in visits to emergency rooms and an increase in fatal heart attacks because patients didn’t receive prompt treatment. Many fewer people were screened for

cancer. Social isolation contributed to excess deaths from dementia and Alzheimer’s. 

Researchers predicted that the social and economic upheaval would lead to tens of thousands of “deaths of despair” from drug overdoses, alcoholism and suicide. As unemployment surged and mental-health and substance-abuse treatment programs were interrupted, the reported

levels of anxiety, depression and suicidal thoughts increased dramatically, as did alcohol sales and fatal drug overdoses. 

This has been happening while nurses and other staff had so much

time on their hands in the ‘war-zones’ that Tic-Tok dancing videos

began appearing across the Internet with medical staff dancing

around in empty wards and corridors as people died at home from

causes that would normally have been treated in hospital. 

Mentions in dispatches

One brave and truth-commi ed whistleblower was Louise

Hampton, a call handler with the UK NHS who made a viral

Internet video saying she had done ‘fuck all’ during the ‘pandemic’

which was ‘a load of bollocks’. She said that ‘Covid-19’ was

rebranded flu and of course she lost her job. This is what happens in

the medical and endless other professions now when you tell the

truth. Louise filmed inside ‘war-zone’ accident and emergency

departments to show they were empty and I mean  empty as in no

one there. The mainstream media could have done the same and

blown the gaff on the whole conspiracy. They haven’t to their eternal

shame. Not that most ‘journalists’ seem capable of manifesting

shame as with the psychopaths they slavishly repeat without

question. The relative few who were admi ed with serious health

problems were le  to die alone with no loved ones allowed to see

them because of ‘Covid’ rules and they included kids dying without

the comfort of mum and dad at their bedside while the evil behind

this couldn’t give a damn. It was all good fun to them. A Sco ish

NHS staff nurse publicly quit in the spring of 2021 saying: ‘I can no

longer be part of the lies and the corruption by the government.’ She

said hospitals ‘aren’t full, the beds aren’t full, beds have been shut, 

wards have been shut’. Hospitals were never busy throughout

‘Covid’. The staff nurse said that Nicola Sturgeon, tragically the

leader of the Sco ish government, was on television saying save the

hospitals and the NHS – ‘but the beds are empty’ and ‘we’ve not

seen flu, we always see flu every year’. She wrote to government and

spoke with her union Unison (the unions are Cult-compromised and

 useless, but nothing changed. Many of her colleagues were scared of

losing their jobs if they spoke out as they wanted to. She said

nursing staff were being affected by wearing masks all day and ‘my

head is spli ing every shi  from wearing a mask’. The NHS is part

of the fascist tyranny and must be dismantled so we can start again

with human beings in charge. (Ironically, hospitals were reported to

be busier again when official ‘Covid’ cases  fell in spring/summer of

2021 and many other conditions required treatment at the same time

as  the fake vaccine rollout.)

I will cover the ‘Covid vaccine’ scam in detail later, but it is

another indicator of the sickening disregard for human life that I am

highlighting here. The DNA-manipulating concoctions do not fulfil

the definition of a ‘vaccine’, have never been used on humans before

and were given only emergency approval because trials were not

completed and they continued using the unknowing public. The

result was what a NHS senior nurse with responsibility for ‘vaccine’

procedure said was ‘genocide’. She said the ‘vaccines’ were not

‘vaccines’. They had not been shown to be safe and claims about

their effectiveness by drug companies were ‘poetic licence’. She

described what was happening as a ‘horrid act of human

annihilation’. The nurse said that management had instigated a

policy of not providing a Patient Information Leaflet (PIL) before

people were ‘vaccinated’ even though health care professionals are

supposed to do this according to protocol. Patients should also be

told that they are taking part in an ongoing clinical trial. Her

challenges to what is happening had seen her excluded from

meetings and ridiculed in others. She said she was told to ‘watch my

step … or I would find myself surplus to requirements’. The nurse, 

who spoke anonymously in fear of her career, said she asked her

NHS manager why he/she was content with taking part in genocide

against those having the ‘vaccines’. The reply was that everyone had

to play their part and to ‘put up, shut up, and get it done’. 

Government was ‘leaning heavily’ on NHS management which was

clearly leaning heavily on staff. This is how the global ‘medical’

hierarchy operates and it starts with the Cult and its World Health

Organization. 

She told the story of a doctor who had the Pfizer jab and when

questioned had no idea what was in it. The doctor had never read

the literature. We have to stop treating doctors as intellectual giants

when so many are moral and medical pygmies. The doctor did not

even know that the ‘vaccines’ were not fully approved or that their

trials were ongoing. They were, however, asking their patients if

they minded taking part in follow-ups for research purposes – yes, 

the  ongoing clinical  trial. The nurse said the doctor’s ignorance was

not rare and she had spoken to a hospital consultant who had the jab

without any idea of the background or that the ‘trials’ had not been

completed. Nurses and pharmacists had shown the same ignorance. 

‘My NHS colleagues have forsaken their duty of care, broken their

code of conduct – Hippocratic Oath – and have been brainwashed

just the same as the majority of the UK public through propaganda

…’ She said she had not been able to recruit a single NHS colleague, 

doctor, nurse or pharmacist to stand with her and speak out. Her

union had refused to help. She said that if the genocide came to light

she would not hesitate to give evidence at a Nuremberg-type trial

against those in power who could have affected the outcomes but

didn’t. 

And all for what? 

To put the nonsense into perspective let’s say the ‘virus’ does exist

and let’s go completely crazy and accept that the official

manipulated figures for cases and deaths are accurate.  Even then a

study by Stanford University epidemiologist Dr John Ioannidis

published on the World Health Organization website produced an

average infection to fatality rate of …  0.23 percent!  Ioannidis said: ‘If

one could sample equally from all locations globally, the median

infection fatality rate might even be substantially lower than the

0.23% observed in my analysis.’ For healthy people under 70 it was

…  0.05 percent! This compares with the 3.4 percent claimed by the

Cult-owned World Health Organization when the hoax was first

played and maximum fear needed to be generated. An updated

Stanford study in April, 2021, put the ‘infection’ to ‘fatality’ rate at

just 0.15 percent. Another team of scientists led by Megan O’Driscoll

and Henrik Salje studied data from 45 countries and published their

findings on the Nature website. For children and young people the

figure is so small it virtually does not register although authorities

will be hyping dangers to the young when they introduce DNA-

manipulating ‘vaccines’ for children. The O’Driscoll study produced

an average infection-fatality figure of 0.003 for children from birth to

four; 0.001 for 5 to 14; 0.003 for 15 to 19; and it was still only 0.456 up

to 64. To claim that children must be ‘vaccinated’ to protect them

from ‘Covid’ is an obvious lie and so there must be another reason

and there is. What’s more the average age of a ‘Covid’ death is akin

to the average age that people die in general. The average age of

death in England is about 80 for men and 83 for women. The average

age of death from alleged ‘Covid’ is between 82 and 83. California

doctors, Dan Erickson and Artin Massihi, said at their April media

conference that projection models of millions of deaths had been


‘woefully inaccurate’. They produced detailed figures showing that

Californians had a 0.03 chance of dying from ‘Covid’ based on the

number of people who tested positive (with a test not testing for the

‘virus’). Erickson said there was a 0.1 percent chance of dying from

‘Covid’ in the  state of New York, not just the city, and a 0.05 percent

chance in Spain, a centre of ‘Covid-19’ hysteria at one stage. The

Stanford studies supported the doctors’ data with fatality rate

estimates of 0.23 and 0.15 percent. How close are these figures to my

estimate of  zero? Death-rate figures claimed by the World Health

Organization at the start of the hoax were some 15 times higher. The

California doctors said there was no justification for lockdowns and

the economic devastation they caused. Everything they had ever

learned about quarantine was that you quarantine the  sick and not

the healthy. They had never seen this before and it made no medical

sense. 

Why in the in the light of all this would governments and medical

systems the world over say that billions must go under house arrest; 

lose their livelihood; in many cases lose their mind, their health and

their life; force people to wear masks dangerous to health and

psychology; make human interaction and even family interaction a

criminal offence; ban travel; close restaurants, bars, watching live

sport, concerts, theatre, and any activity involving human

togetherness and discourse; and closing schools to isolate children

from their friends and cause many to commit suicide in acts of

hopelessness and despair? The California doctors said lockdown

consequences included increased child abuse, partner abuse, 

alcoholism, depression, and other impacts they were seeing every

day. Who would do that to the entire human race if not mentally-ill

psychopaths of almost unimaginable extremes like Bill Gates? We

must face the reality of what we are dealing with and come out of

denial. Fascism and tyranny are made possible only by the target

population submi ing and acquiescing to fascism and tyranny. The

whole of human history shows that to be true. Most people naively

and unquestioning believed what they were told about a ‘deadly

virus’ and meekly and weakly submi ed to house arrest. Those who

didn’t believe it – at least in total – still submi ed in fear of the

consequences of not doing so. For the rest who wouldn’t submit

draconian fines have been imposed, brutal policing by psychopaths

 for psychopaths, and condemnation from the meek and weak who

condemn the Pushbackers on behalf of the very force that has them, 

too, in its gunsights. ‘Pathetic’ does not even begin to suffice. 

Britain’s brainless ‘Health’ Secretary Ma  Hancock warned anyone

lying to border officials about returning from a list of ‘hotspot’

countries could face a jail sentence of up to ten years which is more

than for racially-aggravated assault, incest and a empting to have

sex with a child under 13. Hancock is a lunatic, but he has the state

apparatus behind him in a Cult-led chain reaction and the same with

UK ‘Vaccine Minister’ Nadhim Zahawi, a prominent member of the

mega-Cult secret society, Le Cercle, which featured in my earlier

books. The Cult enforces its will on governments and medical

systems; government and medical systems enforce their will on

business and police; business enforces its will on staff who enforce it

on customers; police enforce the will of the Cult on the population

and play their essential part in creating a world of fascist control that

their own children and grandchildren will have to live in their entire

lives. It is a hierarchical pyramid of imposition and acquiescence

and, yes indeedy, of clinical insanity. 

Does anyone bright enough to read this book have to ask what the

answer is? I think not, but I will reveal it anyway in the fewest of

syllables: Tell the psychos and their moronic lackeys to fuck off and

let’s get on with our lives. We are many – They are few. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

War on your mind

 One believes things because one has been conditioned to believe

 them

Aldous Huxley,   Brave New World

Ihave described the ‘Covid’ hoax as a ‘Psyop’ and that is true in

every sense and on every level in accordance with the definition of

that term which is psychological warfare. Break down the ‘Covid

pandemic’ to the foundation themes and it is psychological warfare

on the human individual and collective mind. 

The same can be said for the entire human belief system involving

every subject you can imagine. Huxley was right in his contention

that people believe what they are conditioned to believe and this

comes from the repetition throughout their lives of the same

falsehoods. They spew from government, corporations, media and

endless streams of ‘experts’ telling you what the Cult wants you to

believe and o en believing it themselves (although  far from always). 

‘Experts’ are rewarded with ‘prestigious’ jobs and titles and as

agents of perceptual programming with regular access to the media. 

The Cult has to control the narrative – control  information – or they

lose control of the vital, crucial, without-which-they-cannot-prevail

public perception of reality. The foundation of that control today is

the Internet made possible by the Defense Advanced Research

Projects Agency (DARPA), the incredibly sinister technological arm

of the Pentagon. The Internet is the result of military technology. 

DARPA openly brags about establishing the Internet which has been

a long-term project to lasso the minds of the global population. I

have said for decades the plan is to control information to such an

extreme that eventually no one would see or hear anything that the

Cult does not approve. We are closing in on that end with ferocious

censorship since the ‘Covid’ hoax began and in my case it started

back in the 1990s in terms of books and speaking venues. I had to

create my own publishing company in 1995 precisely because no one

else would publish my books even then. I think they’re all still

running. 

Cult Internet

To secure total control of information they needed the Internet in

which pre-programmed algorithms can seek out ‘unclean’ content

for deletion and even stop it being posted in the first place. The Cult

had to dismantle print and non-Internet broadcast media to ensure

the transfer of information to the appropriate-named ‘Web’ – a

critical expression of the  Cult web. We’ve seen the ever-quickening

demise of traditional media and control of what is le  by a tiny

number of corporations operating worldwide. Independent

journalism in the mainstream is already dead and never was that

more obvious than since the turn of 2020. The Cult wants all

information communicated via the Internet to globally censor and

allow the plug to be pulled any time. Lockdowns and forced

isolation has meant that communication between people has been

through electronic means and no longer through face-to-face

discourse and discussion. Cult psychopaths have targeted the bars, 

restaurants, sport, venues and meeting places in general for this

reason. None of this is by chance and it’s to stop people gathering in

any kind of privacy or number while being able to track and monitor

all Internet communications and block them as necessary. Even

private messages between individuals have been censored by these

fascists that control Cult fronts like Facebook, Twi er, Google and

YouTube which are all officially run by Sabbatian place-people and

from the background by higher-level Sabbatian place people. 

Facebook, Google, Amazon and their like were seed-funded and

supported into existence with money-no-object infusions of funds

either directly or indirectly from DARPA and CIA technology arm

In-Q-Tel. The Cult plays the long game and prepares very carefully

for big plays like ‘Covid’. Amazon is another front in the

psychological war and pre y much controls the global market in

book sales and increasingly publishing. Amazon’s limitless funds

have deleted fantastic numbers of independent publishers to seize

global domination on the way to deciding which books can be sold

and circulated and which cannot. Moves in that direction are already

happening. Amazon’s leading light Jeff Bezos is the grandson of

Lawrence Preston Gise who worked with DARPA predecessor

ARPA. Amazon has big connections to the CIA and the Pentagon. 

The plan I have long described went like this:

1. Employ military technology to establish the Internet. 

2. Sell the Internet as a place where people can freely communicate without censorship and allow that to happen until the Net becomes the central and irreversible pillar of human

society. If the Internet had been highly censored from the start many would have rejected it. 

3. Fund and manipulate major corporations into being to control the circulation of

information on your Internet using cover stories about geeks in garages to explain how they came about. Give them unlimited funds to expand rapidly with no need to make a profit for years while non-Cult companies who need to balance the books cannot compete. You know

that in these circumstances your Googles, YouTubes, Facebooks and Amazons are going to

secure near monopolies by either crushing or buying up the opposition. 

4. Allow freedom of expression on both the Internet and communication platforms to draw

people in until the Internet is the central and irreversible pillar of human society and your communication corporations have reached a stage of near monopoly domination. 

5. Then unleash your always-planned frenzy of censorship on the basis of ‘where else are you going to go?’ and continue to expand that until nothing remains that the Cult does not want its human targets to see. 

The process was timed to hit the ‘Covid’ hoax to ensure the best

chance possible of controlling the narrative which they knew they

had to do at all costs. They were, a er all, about to unleash a ‘deadly

virus’ that didn’t really exist. If you do that in an environment of

free-flowing information and opinion you would be dead in the

water before you could say Gates is a psychopath. The network was

in place through which the Cult-created-and-owned World Health

Organization could dictate the ‘Covid’ narrative and response policy

slavishly supported by Cult-owned Internet communication giants

and mainstream media while those telling a different story were

censored. Google, YouTube, Facebook and Twi er openly

announced that they would do this. What else would we expect from

Cult-owned operations like Facebook which former executives have

confirmed set out to make the platform more addictive than

cigare es and coldly manipulates emotions of its users to sow

division between people and groups and scramble the minds of the

young? If Zuckerberg lives out the rest of his life without going to

jail for crimes against humanity, and most emphatically against the

young, it will be a travesty of justice. Still, no ma er, cause and effect

will catch up with him eventually and the same with Sergey Brin

and Larry Page at Google with its CEO Sundar Pichai who fix the

Google search results to promote Cult narratives and hide the

opposition. Put the same key words into Google and other search

engines like DuckDuckGo and you will see how different results can

be. Wikipedia is another intensely biased ‘encyclopaedia’ which

skews its content to the Cult agenda. YouTube links to Wikipedia’s

version of ‘Covid’ and ‘climate change’ on video pages in which

experts in their field offer a different opinion (even that is

increasingly rare with Wojcicki censorship). Into this ‘Covid’ silence-

them network must be added government media censors, sorry

‘regulators’, such as Ofcom in the UK which imposed tyrannical

restrictions on British broadcasters that had the effect of banning me

from ever appearing. Just to debate with me about my evidence and

views on ‘Covid’ would mean breaking the fascistic impositions of

Ofcom and its CEO career government bureaucrat Melanie Dawes. 

Gutless British broadcasters tremble at the very thought of fascist

Ofcom. 

Psychos behind ‘Covid’

The reason for the ‘Covid’ catastrophe in all its facets and forms can be seen by whom and what is driving the policies worldwide in such

a coordinated way. Decisions are not being made to protect health, 

but to target psychology. The dominant group guiding and

‘advising’ government policy are not medical professionals. They are

psychologists and behavioural scientists. Every major country has its

own version of this phenomenon and I’ll use the British example to

show how it works. In many ways the British version has been

affecting the wider world in the form of the huge behaviour

manipulation network in the UK which operates in other countries. 

The network involves private companies, government, intelligence

and military. The Cabinet Office is at the centre of the government

‘Covid’ Psyop and part-owns, with ‘innovation charity’ Nesta, the

Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) which claims to be independent of

government but patently isn’t. The BIT was established in 2010 and

its job is to manipulate the psyche of the population to acquiesce to

government demands and so much more. It is also known as the

‘Nudge Unit’, a name inspired by the 2009 book by two ultra-

Zionists, Cass Sunstein and Richard Thaler, called  Nudge: Improving

 Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness. The book, as with the

Behavioural Insights Team, seeks to ‘nudge’ behaviour (manipulate

it) to make the public follow pa erns of action and perception that

suit those in authority (the Cult). Sunstein is so skilled at this that he

advises the World Health Organization and the UK Behavioural

Insights Team and was Administrator of the White House Office of

Information and Regulatory Affairs in the Obama administration. 

Biden appointed him to the Department of Homeland Security –

another ultra-Zionist in the fold to oversee new immigration laws

which is another policy the Cult wants to control. Sunstein is

desperate to silence anyone exposing conspiracies and co-authored a

2008 report on the subject in which suggestions were offered to ban

‘conspiracy theorizing’ or impose ‘some kind of tax, financial or

otherwise, on those who disseminate such theories’. I guess a

psychiatrist’s chair is out of the question? 

Sunstein’s mate Richard Thaler, an ‘academic affiliate’ of the UK

Behavioural Insights Team, is a proponent of ‘behavioural

economics’ which is defined as the study of ‘the effects of

psychological, cognitive, emotional, cultural and social factors on the

decisions of individuals and institutions’. Study the effects so they

can be manipulated to be what you want them to be. Other leading

names in the development of behavioural economics are ultra-

Zionists Daniel Kahneman and Robert J. Shiller and they, with

Thaler, won the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences for their

work in this field. The Behavioural Insights Team is operating at the

heart of the UK government and has expanded globally through

partnerships with several universities including Harvard, Oxford, 

Cambridge, University College London (UCL) and Pennsylvania. 

They claim to have ‘trained’ (reframed) 20,000 civil servants and run

more than 750 projects involving 400 randomised controlled trials in

dozens of countries’ as another version of mind reframers Common

Purpose. BIT works from its office in New York with cities and their

agencies, as well as other partners, across the United States and

Canada – this is a company part-owned by the British government

Cabinet Office. An executive order by President Cult-servant Obama

established a US Social and Behavioral Sciences Team in 2015. They

all have the same reason for being and that’s to brainwash the

population directly and by brainwashing those in positions of

authority. 

‘Covid’ mind game

Another prime aspect of the UK mind-control network is the

‘independent’ [joke] Scientific Pandemic Insights Group on

Behaviours (SPI-B) which ‘provides behavioural science advice

aimed at anticipating and helping people adhere to interventions

that are recommended by medical or epidemiological experts’. That

means manipulating public perception and behaviour to do

whatever government tells them to do. It’s disgusting and if they

really want the public to be ‘safe’ this lot should all be under lock

and key. According to the government website SPI-B consists of

‘behavioural scientists, health and social psychologists, 

anthropologists and historians’ and advises the Whi y-Vallance-led

Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) which in turn

advises the government on ‘the science’ (it doesn’t) and ‘Covid’

policy. When politicians say they are being guided by ‘the science’

this is the rabble in each country they are talking about and that

‘science’ is dominated by behaviour manipulators to enforce

government fascism through public compliance. The Behaviour

Insight Team is headed by psychologist David Solomon Halpern, a

visiting professor at King’s College London, and connects with a

national and global web of other civilian and military organisations

as the Cult moves towards its goal of fusing them into one fascistic

whole in every country through its ‘Fusion Doctrine’. The behaviour

manipulation network involves, but is not confined to, the Foreign

Office; National Security Council; government communications

headquarters (GCHQ); MI5; MI6; the Cabinet Office-based Media

Monitoring Unit; and the Rapid Response Unit which ‘monitors

digital trends to spot emerging issues; including misinformation and

disinformation; and identifies the best way to respond’. 

There is also the 77th Brigade of the UK military which operates

like the notorious Israeli military’s Unit 8200 in manipulating

information and discussion on the Internet by posing as members of

the public to promote the narrative and discredit those who

challenge it. Here we have the military seeking to manipulate

 domestic public opinion while the Nazis in government are fine with

that. Conservative Member of Parliament Tobias Ellwood, an

advocate of lockdown and control through ‘vaccine passports’, is a

Lieutenant Colonel reservist in the 77th Brigade which connects with

the military operation jHub, the ‘innovation centre’ for the Ministry

of Defence and Strategic Command. jHub has also been involved

with the civilian National Health Service (NHS) in ‘symptom

tracing’ the population. The NHS is a key part of this mind control

network and produced a document in December, 2020, explaining to

staff how to use psychological manipulation with different groups

and ages to get them to have the DNA-manipulating ‘Covid vaccine’

that’s designed to cumulatively rewrite human genetics. The

document, called ‘Optimising Vaccination Roll Out – Do’s and Dont’s

for all messaging, documents and “communications” in the widest

sense’, was published by NHS England and the NHS Improvement

 Behaviour Change Unit in partnership with Public Health England

and Warwick Business School. I hear the mantra about ‘save the

NHS’ and ‘protect the NHS’ when we need to scrap the NHS and

start again. The current version is far too corrupt, far too anti-human

and totally compromised by Cult operatives and their assets. UK

government broadcast media censor Ofcom will connect into this

web – as will the BBC with its tremendous Ofcom influence – to

control what the public see and hear and dictate mass perception. 

Nuremberg trials must include personnel from all these

organisations. 

The fear factor

The ‘Covid’ hoax has led to the creation of the UK Cabinet Office-

connected Joint Biosecurity Centre (JBC) which is officially described

as providing ‘expert advice on pandemics’ using its independent [all

Cult operations are ‘independent’] analytical function to provide

real-time analysis about infection outbreaks to identify and respond

to outbreaks of Covid-19’. Another role is to advise the government

on a response to spikes in infections – ‘for example by closing

schools or workplaces in local areas where infection levels have

risen’. Put another way, promoting the Cult agenda. The Joint

Biosecurity Centre is modelled on the Joint Terrorism Analysis

Centre which analyses intelligence to set ‘terrorism threat levels’ and

here again you see the fusion of civilian and military operations and

intelligence that has led to military intelligence producing

documents about ‘vaccine hesitancy’ and how it can be combated. 

Domestic civilian ma ers and opinions should not be the business of

the military. The Joint Biosecurity Centre is headed by Tom Hurd, 

director general of the Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism

from the establishment-to-its-fingertips Hurd family. His father is

former Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd. How coincidental that Tom

Hurd went to the elite Eton College and Oxford University with

Boris Johnson. Imperial College with its ridiculous computer

modeller Neil Ferguson will connect with this gigantic web that will

itself interconnect with similar set-ups in other major and not so

major countries. Compared with this Cult network the politicians, be

they Boris Johnson, Donald Trump or Joe Biden, are bit-part players

‘following the science’. The network of psychologists was on the

‘Covid’ case from the start with the aim of generating maximum fear

of the ‘virus’ to ensure compliance by the population. A government

behavioural science group known as SPI-B produced a paper in

March, 2020, for discussion by the main government science

advisory group known as SAGE. It was headed ‘Options for

increasing adherence to social distancing measures’ and it said the

following in a section headed ‘Persuasion’:

• A substantial number of people still do not feel sufficiently

personally threatened; it could be that they are reassured by the

low death rate in their demographic group, although levels of

concern may be rising. Having a good understanding of the risk

has been found to be positively associated with adoption of

COVID-19 social distancing measures in Hong Kong. 

• The perceived level of personal threat needs to be increased

among those who are complacent, using hard-hi ing evaluation

of options for increasing social distancing emotional messaging. 

To be effective this must also empower people by making clear

the actions they can take to reduce the threat. 

• Responsibility to others: There seems to be insufficient

understanding of, or feelings of responsibility about, people’s role

in transmi ing the infection to others … Messaging about actions

need to be framed positively in terms of protecting oneself and

the community, and increase confidence that they will be effective. 

• Some people will be more persuaded by appeals to play by the

rules, some by duty to the community, and some to personal risk. 

All these different approaches are needed. The messaging also

needs to take account of the realities of different people’s lives. 

Messaging needs to take account of the different motivational

levers and circumstances of different people. 

All this could be achieved the SPI-B psychologists said by  using the

 media to increase the sense of personal threat which translates as terrify

the shit out of the population, including children, so they all do what

we want. That’s not happened has it? Those excuses for ‘journalists’

who wouldn’t know journalism if it bit them on the arse (the great

majority) have played their crucial part in serving this Cult-

government Psyop to enslave their own kids and grandkids. How

they live with themselves I have no idea. The psychological war has

been underpinned by constant government ‘Covid’ propaganda in

almost every television and radio ad break, plus the Internet and

print media, which has pounded out the fear with taxpayers footing

the bill for their own programming. The result has been people

terrified of a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist or one with a tiny fatality rate

even if you believe it does. People walk down the street and around

the shops wearing face-nappies damaging their health and

psychology while others report those who refuse to be that naïve to

the police who turn up in their own face-nappies. I had a cameraman

come to my flat and he was so frightened of ‘Covid’ he came in

wearing a mask and refused to shake my hand in case he caught

something. He had – naïveitis – and the thought that he worked in

the mainstream media was both depressing and made his behaviour

perfectly explainable. The fear which has gripped the minds of so

many and frozen them into compliance has been carefully cultivated

by these psychologists who are really psychopaths. If lives get

destroyed and a lot of young people commit suicide it shows our

plan is working. SPI-B then turned to compulsion on the public to

comply. ‘With adequate preparation, rapid change can be achieved’, 

it said. Some countries had introduced mandatory self-isolation on a

wide scale without evidence of major public unrest and a large

majority of the UK’s population appeared to be supportive of more

coercive measures with 64 percent of adults saying they would

support pu ing London under a lockdown (watch the ‘polls’ which

are designed to make people believe that public opinion is in favour

or against whatever the subject in hand). 

For ‘aggressive protective measures’ to be effective, the SPI-B

paper said, special a ention should be devoted to those population

groups that are more at risk. Translated from the Orwellian this

means making the rest of population feel guilty for not protecting

the ‘vulnerable’ such as old people which the Cult and its agencies

were about to kill on an industrial scale with lockdown, lack of

treatment and the Gates ‘vaccine’. Psychopath psychologists sold

their guilt-trip so comprehensively that Los Angeles County

Supervisor Hilda Solis reported that children were apologising (from

a distance) to their parents and grandparents for bringing ‘Covid’

into their homes and ge ing them sick. ‘… These apologies are just

some of the last words that loved ones will ever hear as they die

alone,’ she said. Gut-wrenchingly Solis then used this childhood

tragedy to tell children to stay at home and ‘keep your loved ones

alive’. Imagine heaping such potentially life-long guilt on a kid when

it has absolutely nothing to do with them. These people are deeply

disturbed and the psychologists behind this even more so. 

Uncivil war – divide and rule

Professional mind-controllers at SPI-B wanted the media to increase

a sense of responsibility to others (do as you’re told) and promote

‘positive messaging’ for those actions while in contrast to invoke

‘social disapproval’ by the unquestioning, obedient, community of

anyone with a mind of their own. Again the compliant Goebbels-like

media obliged. This is an old, old, trick employed by tyrannies the

world over throughout human history. You get the target population

to keep the target population in line –  your line. SPI-B said this could

‘play an important role in preventing anti-social behaviour or

discouraging failure to enact pro-social behaviour’. For ‘anti-social’

in the Orwellian parlance of SPI-B see any behaviour that

government doesn’t approve. SPI-B recommendations said that

‘social disapproval’ should be accompanied by clear messaging and

promotion of strong collective identity – hence the government and

celebrity mantra of ‘we’re all in this together’. Sure we are. The mind

doctors have such contempt for their targets that they think some

clueless comedian, actor or singer telling them to do what the

government wants will be enough to win them over. We have had

UK comedian Lenny Henry, actor Michael Caine and singer Elton

John wheeled out to serve the propagandists by urging people to

have the DNA-manipulating ‘Covid’ non-’vaccine’. The role of

Henry and fellow black celebrities in seeking to coax a ‘vaccine’

reluctant black community into doing the government’s will was

especially stomach-turning. An emotion-manipulating script and

carefully edited video featuring these black ‘celebs’ was such an

insult to the intelligence of black people and where’s the self-respect

of those involved selling their souls to a fascist government agenda? 

Henry said he heard black people’s ‘legitimate worries and

concerns’, but people must ‘trust the facts’ when they were doing

exactly that by not having the ‘vaccine’. They had to include the

obligatory reference to Black Lives Ma er with the line … ‘Don’t let

coronavirus cost even more black lives – because we ma er’. My

god, it was pathetic. ‘I know the vaccine is safe and what it does.’

How? ‘I’m a comedian and it says so in my script.’

SPI-B said social disapproval needed to be carefully managed to

avoid victimisation, scapegoating and misdirected criticism, but they

knew that their ‘recommendations’ would lead to exactly that and

the media were specifically used to stir-up the divide-and-conquer

hostility. Those who conform like good li le baa, baas, are praised

while those who have seen through the tidal wave of lies are

‘Covidiots’. The awake have been abused by the fast asleep for not

conforming to fascism and impositions that the awake know are

designed to endanger their health, dehumanise them, and tear

asunder the very fabric of human society. We have had the curtain-

twitchers and morons reporting neighbours and others to the face-

nappied police for breaking ‘Covid rules’ with fascist police

delighting in posting links and phone numbers where this could be

done. The Cult cannot impose its will without a compliant police

and military or a compliant population willing to play their part in

enslaving themselves and their kids. The words of a pastor in Nazi

Germany are so appropriate today:

First they came for the socialists and I did not speak out because I was not a socialist. 

Then they came for the trade unionists and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionist. 

Then they came for the Jews and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for me and there was no one left to speak for me. 

Those who don’t learn from history are destined to repeat it and so

many are. 

‘Covid’ rules: Rewiring the mind

With the background laid out to this gigantic national and global

web of psychological manipulation we can put ‘Covid’ rules into a

clear and sinister perspective. Forget the claims about protecting

health. ‘Covid’ rules are about dismantling the human mind, 

breaking the human spirit, destroying self-respect, and then pu ing

Humpty Dumpty together again as a servile, submissive slave. Social

isolation through lockdown and distancing have devastating effects

on the human psyche as the psychological psychopaths well know

and that’s the real reason for them. Humans need contact with each

other, discourse, closeness and touch, or they eventually, and

literarily, go crazy. Masks, which I will address at some length, 

fundamentally add to the effects of isolation and the Cult agenda to

dehumanise and de-individualise the population. To do this while

knowing – in fact  seeking – this outcome is the very epitome of evil

and psychologists involved in this  are the epitome of evil. They must

like all the rest of the Cult demons and their assets stand trial for

crimes against humanity on a scale that defies the imagination. 

Psychopaths in uniform use isolation to break enemy troops and

agents and make them subservient and submissive to tell what they

know. The technique is rightly considered a form of torture and

torture is most certainly what has been imposed on the human

population. 

Clinically-insane American psychologist Harry Harlow became

famous for his isolation experiments in the 1950s in which he

separated baby monkeys from their mothers and imprisoned them

for months on end in a metal container or ‘pit of despair’. They soon

began to show mental distress and depression as any idiot could

have predicted. Harlow put other monkeys in steel chambers for

three, six or twelve months while denying them any contact with

animals or humans. He said that the effects of total social isolation

for six months were ‘so devastating and debilitating that we had

assumed initially that twelve months of isolation would not produce

any additional decrement’; but twelve months of isolation ‘almost

obliterated the animals socially’. This is what the Cult and its

psychopaths are doing to you and your children. Even monkeys in

partial isolation in which they were not allowed to form

relationships with other monkeys became ‘aggressive and hostile, 

not only to others, but also towards their own bodies’. We have seen

this in the young as a consequence of lockdown. UK government

psychopaths launched a public relations campaign telling people not

to hug each other even a er they received the ‘Covid-19 vaccine’

which we were told with more lies would allow a return to ‘normal

life’. A government source told  The Telegraph: ‘It will be along the

lines that it is great that you have been vaccinated, but if you are

going to visit your family and hug your grandchildren there is a

chance you are going to infect people you love.’ The source was

apparently speaking from a secure psychiatric facility. Janet Lord, 

director of Birmingham University’s Institute of Inflammation and

Ageing, said that parents and grandparents should avoid hugging

their children. Well, how can I put it, Ms Lord? Fuck off. Yep, that’ll

do. 

Destroying the kids – where are the parents? 

Observe what has happened to people enslaved and isolated by

lockdown as suicide and self-harm has soared worldwide, 

particularly among the young denied the freedom to associate with

their friends. A study of 49,000 people in English-speaking countries

concluded that almost half of young adults are at clinical risk of

mental health disorders. A national survey in America of 1,000

currently enrolled high school and college students found that 5

percent reported a empting suicide during the pandemic. Data from

the US CDC’s National Syndromic Surveillance Program from

January 1st to October 17th, 2020, revealed a  31 percent increase in

mental health issues among adolescents aged 12 to 17 compared

with 2019. The CDC reported that America in general suffered the

biggest drop in life expectancy since World War Two as it fell by a

year in the first half of 2020 as a result of ‘deaths of despair’ –

overdoses and suicides. Deaths of despair have leapt by more than

20 percent during lockdown and include the highest number of fatal

overdoses ever recorded in a single year – 81,000. Internet addiction

is another consequence of being isolated at home which lowers

interest in physical activities as kids fall into inertia and what’s the

point? Children and young people are losing hope and giving up on

life, sometimes literally. A 14-year-old boy killed himself in

Maryland because he had ‘given up’ when his school district didn’t

reopen; an 11-year-old boy shot himself during a zoom class; a

teenager in Maine succumbed to the isolation of the ‘pandemic’

when he ended his life a er experiencing a disrupted senior year at

school. Children as young as nine have taken their life and all these

stories can be repeated around the world. Careers are being

destroyed before they start and that includes those in sport in which

promising youngsters have not been able to take part. The plan of

the psycho-psychologists is working all right. Researchers at

Cambridge University found that lockdowns cause significant harm

to children’s mental health. Their study was published in the

 Archives of Disease in Childhood, and followed 168 children aged

between 7 and 11. The researchers concluded:

During the UK lockdown, children’s depression symptoms have increased substantially, 

relative to before lockdown. The scale of this effect has direct relevance for the continuation of different elements of lockdown policy, such as complete or partial school closures …

… Specifically, we observed a statistically significant increase in ratings of depression, with a medium-to-large effect size. Our findings emphasise the need to incorporate the potential impact of lockdown on child mental health in planning the ongoing response to the global pandemic and the recovery from it. 

Not a chance when the Cult’s psycho-psychologists were ge ing

exactly what they wanted. The UK’s Royal College of Paediatrics and

Child Health has urged parents to look for signs of eating disorders

in children and young people a er a three to four fold increase. 

Specialists say the ‘pandemic’ is a major reason behind the rise. You

don’t say. The College said isolation from friends during school

closures, exam cancellations, loss of extra-curricular activities like

sport, and an increased use of social media were all contributory

factors along with fears about the virus (psycho-psychologists

again), family finances, and students being forced to quarantine. 

Doctors said young people were becoming severely ill by the time

they were seen with ‘Covid’ regulations reducing face-to-face

consultations. Nor is it only the young that have been devastated by

the psychopaths. Like all bullies and cowards the Cult is targeting

the young, elderly, weak and infirm. A typical story was told by a

British lady called Lynn Parker who was not allowed to visit her

husband in 2020 for the last ten and half months of his life ‘when he

needed me most’ between March 20th and when he died on

December 19th. This vacates the criminal and enters the territory of

evil. The emotional impact on the immune system alone is immense

as are the number of people of all ages worldwide who have died as

a result of Cult-demanded, Gates-demanded, lockdowns. 

Isolation is torture

The experience of imposing solitary confinement on millions of

prisoners around the world has shown how a large percentage

become ‘actively psychotic and/or acutely suicidal’. Social isolation

has been found to trigger ‘a specific psychiatric syndrome, 

characterized by hallucinations; panic a acks; overt paranoia; 

diminished impulse control; hypersensitivity to external stimuli; and

difficulties with thinking, concentration and memory’. Juan Mendez, 

a United Nations rapporteur (investigator), said that isolation is a

form of torture. Research has shown that even a er isolation

prisoners find it far more difficult to make social connections and I

remember cha ing to a shop assistant a er one lockdown who told

me that when her young son met another child again he had no idea

how to act or what to do. Hannah Flanagan, Director of Emergency

Services at Journey Mental Health Center in Dane County, 

Wisconsin, said: ‘The specificity about Covid social distancing and

isolation that we’ve come across as contributing factors to the

suicides are really new to us this year.’ But they are not new to those

that devised them. They are ge ing the effect they want as the

population is psychologically dismantled to be rebuilt in a totally

different way. Children and the young are particularly targeted. 

They will be the adults when the full-on fascist AI-controlled

technocracy is planned to be imposed and they are being prepared

to meekly submit. At the same time older people who still have a

memory of what life was like before – and how fascist the new

normal really is – are being deleted. You are going to see efforts to

turn the young against the old to support this geriatric genocide. 

Hannah Flanagan said the big increase in suicide in her county

proved that social isolation is not only harmful, but deadly. Studies

have shown that isolation from others is one of the main risk factors

in suicide and even more so with women. Warnings that lockdown

could create a ‘perfect storm’ for suicide were ignored. A er all this

was one of the  reasons for lockdown. Suicide, however, is only the

most extreme of isolation consequences. There are many others. Dr

Dhruv Khullar, assistant professor of healthcare policy at Weill

Cornell Medical College, said in a  New York Times article in 2016 long

before the fake ‘pandemic’:

A wave of new research suggests social separation is bad for us. Individuals with less social connection have disrupted sleep patterns, altered immune systems, more inflammation and

higher levels of stress hormones. One recent study found that isolation increases the risk of heart disease by 29 percent and stroke by 32 percent. Another analysis that pooled data from 70 studies and 3.4 million people found that socially isolated individuals had a 30 percent higher risk of dying in the next seven years, and that this effect was largest in middle age. 

Loneliness can accelerate cognitive decline in older adults, and isolated individuals are twice as likely to die prematurely as those with more robust social interactions. These effects start early: Socially isolated children have significantly poorer health 20 years later, even after controlling for other factors. All told, loneliness is as important a risk factor for early death as obesity and smoking. 

There you have proof from that one article alone four years before

2020 that those who have enforced lockdown, social distancing and

isolation knew what the effect would be and that is even more so

with professional psychologists that have been driving the policy

across the globe. We can go back even further to the years 2000 and

2003 and the start of a major study on the effects of isolation on

health by Dr Janine Gronewold and Professor Dirk M. Hermann at

the University Hospital in Essen, Germany, who analysed data on

4,316 people with an average age of 59 who were recruited for the

long-term research project. They found that socially isolated people

are more than 40 percent more likely to have a heart a ack, stroke, 

or other major cardiovascular event and nearly 50 percent more

likely to die from any cause. Given the financial Armageddon

unleashed by lockdown we should note that the study found a

relationship between increased cardiovascular risk and lack of

financial support. A er excluding other factors social isolation was

still connected to a 44 percent increased risk of cardiovascular

problems and a 47 percent increased risk of death by any cause. Lack

of financial support was associated with a 30 percent increase in the

risk of cardiovascular health events. Dr Gronewold said it had been

known for some time that feeling lonely or lacking contact with close

friends and family can have an impact on physical health and the

study had shown that having strong social relationships is of high

importance for heart health. Gronewold said they didn’t understand

yet why people who are socially isolated have such poor health

outcomes, but this was obviously a worrying finding, particularly

during these times of prolonged social distancing. Well, it can be

explained on many levels. You only have to identify the point in the

body where people feel loneliness and missing people they are

parted from – it’s in the centre of the chest where they feel the ache

of loneliness and the ache of missing people. ‘My heart aches for

you’ … ‘My heart aches for some company.’ I will explain this more

in the chapter Escaping Wetiko, but when you realise that the body

is the mind – they are expressions of each other – the reason why

state of the mind dictates state of the body becomes clear. 

American psychologist Ranjit Powar was highlighting the effects

of lockdown isolation as early as April, 2020. She said humans have

evolved to be social creatures and are wired to live in interactive

groups. Being isolated from family, friends and colleagues could be

unbalancing and traumatic for most people and could result in short

or even long-term psychological and physical health problems. An

increase in levels of anxiety, aggression, depression, forgetfulness

and hallucinations were possible psychological effects of isolation. 

‘Mental conditions may be precipitated for those with underlying

pre-existing susceptibilities and show up in many others without

any pre-condition.’ Powar said personal relationships helped us cope

with stress and if we lost this outlet for le ing off steam the result

can be a big emotional void which, for an average person, was

difficult to deal with. ‘Just a few days of isolation can cause

increased levels of anxiety and depression’ – so what the hell has

been the effect on the global population of  18 months of this at the

time of writing? Powar said: ‘Add to it the looming threat of a

dreadful disease being repeatedly hammered in through the media

and you have a recipe for many shades of mental and physical

distress.’ For those with a house and a garden it is easy to forget that

billions have had to endure lockdown isolation in tiny overcrowded

flats and apartments with nowhere to go outside. The psychological

and physical consequences of this are unimaginable and with lunatic

and abusive partners and parents the consequences have led to

tremendous increases in domestic and child abuse and alcoholism as

people seek to shut out the horror. Ranjit Powar said:

Staying in a confined space with family is not all a rosy picture for everyone. It can be extremely oppressive and claustrophobic for large low-income families huddled together in small single-room houses. Children here are not lucky enough to have many board/electronic games or books to keep them occupied. 

Add to it the deep insecurity of running out of funds for food and basic necessities. On the other hand, there are people with dysfunctional family dynamics, such as domineering, 

abusive or alcoholic partners, siblings or parents which makes staying home a period of trial. 

Incidence of suicide and physical abuse against women has shown a worldwide increase. 

Heightened anxiety and depression also affect a person’s immune system, making them more susceptible to illness. 

To think that Powar’s article was published on April 11th, 2020. 

Six-feet fantasy

Social (unsocial) distancing demanded that people stay six feet or

two metres apart. UK government advisor Robert Dingwall from the

New and Emerging Respiratory Virus Threats Advisory Group said

in a radio interview that the two-metre rule was ‘conjured up out of

nowhere’ and was not based on science. No, it was not based on

 medical science, but it didn’t come out of nowhere. The distance

related to  psychological science. Six feet/two metres was adopted in

many countries and we were told by people like the criminal

Anthony Fauci and his ilk that it was founded on science. Many

schools could not reopen because they did not have the space for six-

feet distancing. Then in March, 2021, a er a year of six-feet ‘science’, 

a study published in the  Journal of Infectious Diseases involving more

than 500,000 students and almost 100,000 staff over 16 weeks

revealed no significant difference in ‘Covid’ cases between six feet

and three feet and Fauci changed his tune. Now three feet was okay. 

There is no difference between six feet and three  inches when there is

no ‘virus’ and they got away with six feet for psychological reasons

for as long as they could. I hear journalists and others talk about

‘unintended consequences’ of lockdown. They are not  unintended at

all; they have been coldly-calculated for a specific outcome of human

control and that’s why super-psychopaths like Gates have called for

them so vehemently. Super-psychopath psychologists have

demanded them and psychopathic or clueless, spineless, politicians

have gone along with them by ‘following the science’. But it’s not

science at all. ‘Science’ is not what is; it’s only what people can be

manipulated to believe it is. The whole ‘Covid’ catastrophe is

founded on mind control. Three word or three statement mantras

issued by the UK government are a well-known mind control

technique and so we’ve had ‘Stay home/protect the NHS/save lives’, 

‘Stay alert/control the virus/save lives’ and ‘hands/face/space’. One

of the most vocal proponents of extreme ‘Covid’ rules in the UK has

been Professor Susan Michie, a member of the British Communist

Party, who is not a medical professional. Michie is the director of the

Centre for Behaviour Change at University College London. She is a

 behavioural psychologist and another filthy rich ‘Marxist’ who praised

China’s draconian lockdown. She was known by fellow students at

Oxford University as ‘Stalin’s nanny’ for her extreme Marxism. 

Michie is an influential member of the UK government’s Scientific

Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) and behavioural

manipulation groups which have dominated ‘Covid’ policy. She is a

consultant adviser to the World Health Organization on ‘Covid-19’

and behaviour. Why the hell are lockdowns anything to do with her

when they are claimed to be about health? Why does a behavioural

psychologist from a group charged with changing the behaviour of

the public want lockdown, human isolation and mandatory masks? 

Does that question really need an answer? Michie  absolutely has to

explain herself before a Nuremberg court when humanity takes back

its world again and even more so when you see the consequences of

masks that she demands are compulsory. This is a Michie classic:

The benefits of getting primary school children to wear masks is that regardless of what little degree of transmission is occurring in those age groups it could help normalise the practice. 

Young children wearing masks may be more likely to get their families to accept masks. 

Those words alone should carry a prison sentence when you

ponder on the callous disregard for children involved and what a

statement it makes about the mind and motivations of Susan Michie. 

What a lovely lady and what she said there encapsulates the

mentality of the psychopaths behind the ‘Covid’ horror. Let us

compare what Michie said with a countrywide study in Germany

published at researchsquare.com involving 25,000 school children and 17,854 health complaints submi ed by parents. Researchers

found that masks are harming children physically, psychologically, 

and behaviourally with 24 health issues associated with mask

wearing. They include: shortness of breath (29.7%); dizziness

(26.4%); increased headaches (53%); difficulty concentrating (50%); 

drowsiness or fatigue (37%); and malaise (42%). Nearly a third of

children experienced more sleep issues than before and a quarter

developed new fears. Researchers found health issues and other

impairments in 68 percent of masked children covering their faces

for an average of 4.5 hours a day. Hundreds of those taking part

experienced accelerated respiration, tightness in the chest, weakness, 

and short-term impairment of consciousness. A reminder of what

Michie said again:

The benefits of getting primary school children to wear masks is that regardless of what little degree of transmission is occurring in those age groups it could help normalise the practice. 

Young children wearing masks may be more likely to get their families to accept masks. 

Psychopaths in government and psychology now have children and

young people – plus all the adults – wearing masks for hours on end

while clueless teachers impose the will of the psychopaths on the

young they should be protecting. What the hell are parents doing? 

Cult lab rats

We have some schools already imposing on students microchipped

buzzers that activate when they get ‘too close’ to their pals in the

way they do with lab rats. How apt. To the Cult and its brain-dead

servants our children  are lab rats being conditioned to be

unquestioning, dehumanised slaves for the rest of their lives. 

Children and young people are being weaned and frightened away

from the most natural human instincts including closeness and

touch. I have tracked in the books over the years how schools were

banning pupils from greeting each other with a hug and the whole

Cult-induced Me Too movement has terrified men and boys from a

relaxed and natural interaction with female friends and work

colleagues to the point where many men try never to be in a room

alone with a woman that’s not their partner. Airhead celebrities have

as always played their virtue-signalling part in making this happen

with their gross exaggeration. For every monster like Harvey

Weinstein there are at least tens of thousands of men that don’t treat

women like that; but everyone must be branded the same and policy

changed for them as well as the monster. I am going to be using the

word ‘dehumanise’ many times in this chapter because that is what

the Cult is seeking to do and it goes very deep as we shall see. Don’t

let them kid you that social distancing is planned to end one day. 

That’s not the idea. We are seeing more governments and companies

funding and producing wearable gadgets to keep people apart and

they would not be doing that if this was meant to be short-term. A

tech start-up company backed by GCHQ, the British Intelligence and

military surveillance headquarters, has created a social distancing

wrist sensor that alerts people when they get too close to others. The

CIA has also supported tech companies developing similar devices. 

The wearable sensor was developed by Tended, one of a number of

start-up companies supported by GCHQ (see the CIA and DARPA). 

The device can be worn on the wrist or as a tag on the waistband and

will vibrate whenever someone wearing the device breaches social

distancing and gets anywhere near natural human contact. The

company had a lucky break in that it was developing a distancing

sensor when the ‘Covid’ hoax arrived which immediately provided a

potentially enormous market. How fortunate. The government in

big-time Cult-controlled Ontario in Canada is investing $2.5 million

in wearable contact tracing technology that ‘will alert users if they

may have been exposed to the Covid-19 in the workplace and will

beep or vibrate if they are within six feet of another person’. 

Facedrive Inc., the technology company behind this, was founded in

2016 with funding from the Ontario Together Fund and obviously

they, too, had a prophet on the board of directors. The human

surveillance and control technology is called TraceSCAN and would

be worn by the human cyborgs in places such as airports, 

workplaces, construction sites, care homes and …  schools. 

I emphasise schools with children and young people the prime

targets. You know what is planned for society as a whole if you keep

your eyes on the schools. They have always been places where the

state program the next generation of slaves to be its compliant

worker-ants – or Woker-ants these days; but in the mist of the

‘Covid’ madness they have been transformed into mind laboratories

on a scale never seen before. Teachers and head teachers are just as

programmed as the kids – o en more so. Children are kept apart

from human interaction by walk lanes, classroom distancing, 

staggered meal times, masks, and the rolling-out of buzzer systems. 

Schools are now physically laid out as a laboratory maze for lab-rats. 

Lunatics at a school in Anchorage, Alaska, who should be

prosecuted for child abuse, took away desks and forced children to

kneel (know your place) on a mat for five hours a day while wearing

a mask and using their chairs as a desk. How this was supposed to

impact on a ‘virus’ only these clinically insane people can tell you

and even then it would be clap-trap. The school banned recess

(interaction), art classes (creativity), and physical exercise (ge ing

body and mind moving out of inertia). Everyone behind this outrage

should be in jail or be er still a mental institution. The behavioural

manipulators are all for this dystopian approach to schools. 

Professor Susan Michie, the mind-doctor and British Communist

Party member, said it was wrong to say that schools were safe. They

had to be made so by ‘distancing’, masks and ventilation (si ing all

day in the cold). I must ask this lady round for dinner on a night I

know I am going to be out and not back for weeks. She probably

wouldn’t be able to make it, anyway, with all the visits to her own

psychologist she must have block-booked. 

Masking identity

I know how shocking it must be for you that a behaviour

manipulator like Michie wants everyone to wear masks which have

long been a feature of mind-control programs like the infamous

MKUltra in the United States, but, there we are. We live and learn. I

spent many years from 1996 to right across the millennium

researching mind control in detail on both sides of the Atlantic and

elsewhere. I met a large number of mind-control survivors and

many had been held captive in body and mind by MKUltra. MK

stands for mind-control, but employs the German spelling in

deference to the Nazis spirited out of Germany at the end of World

War Two by Operation Paperclip in which the US authorities, with

help from the Vatican, transported Nazi mind-controllers and

engineers to America to continue their work. Many of them were

behind the creation of NASA and they included Nazi scientist and

SS officer Wernher von Braun who swapped designing V-2 rockets to

bombard London with designing the Saturn V rockets that powered

the NASA moon programme’s Apollo cra . I think I may have

mentioned that the Cult has no borders. Among Paperclip escapees

was Josef Mengele, the Angel of Death in the Nazi concentration

camps where he conducted mind and genetic experiments on

children o en using twins to provide a control twin to measure the

impact of his ‘work’ on the other. If you want to observe the Cult

mentality in all its extremes of evil then look into the life of Mengele. 

I have met many people who suffered mercilessly under Mengele in

the United States where he operated under the name Dr Greene and

became a stalwart of MKUltra programming and torture. Among his

locations was the underground facility in the Mojave Desert in

California called the China Lake Naval Weapons Station which is

almost entirely below the surface. My books  The Biggest Secret, 

 Children of the Matrix and  The Perception Deception have the detailed

background to MKUltra. 

The best-known MKUltra survivor is American Cathy O’Brien. I

first met her and her late partner Mark Phillips at a conference in

Colorado in 1996. Mark helped her escape and deprogram from

decades of captivity in an offshoot of MKUltra known as Project

Monarch in which ‘sex slaves’ were provided for the rich and

famous including Father George Bush, Dick Cheney and the

Clintons. Read Cathy and Mark’s book  Trance-Formation of America

and if you are new to this you will be shocked to the core. I read it in

1996 shortly before, with the usual synchronicity of my life, I found

myself given a book table at the conference right next to hers. 

MKUltra never ended despite being very publicly exposed (only a

small part of it) in the 1970s and continues in other guises. I am still

in touch with Cathy. She contacted me during 2020 a er masks

became compulsory in many countries to tell me how they were

used as part of MKUltra programming. I had been observing ‘Covid

regulations’ and the relationship between authority and public for

months. I saw techniques that I knew were employed on individuals

in MKUltra being used on the global population. I had read many

books and manuals on mind control including one called  Silent

 Weapons for  Quiet Wars which came to light in the 1980s and was a

guide on how to perceptually program on a mass scale. ‘Silent

Weapons’ refers to mind-control. I remembered a line from the

manual as governments, medical authorities and law enforcement

agencies have so obviously talked to – or rather at – the adult

population since the ‘Covid’ hoax began as if they are children. The

document said:

If a person is spoken to by a T.V. advertiser as if he were a twelve-year-old, then, due to suggestibility, he will, with a certain probability, respond or react to that suggestion with the uncritical response of a twelve-year-old and will reach in to his economic reservoir and deliver its energy to buy that product on impulse when he passes it in the store. 

That’s why authority has spoken to adults like children since all this

began. 

Why did Michael Jackson wear masks? 

Every aspect of the ‘Covid’ narrative has mind-control as its central

theme. Cathy O’Brien wrote an article for davidicke.com about the connection between masks and mind control. Her daughter Kelly

who I first met in the 1990s was born while Cathy was still held

captive in MKUltra. Kelly was forced to wear a mask as part of her

programming from the age of  two to dehumanise her, target her

sense of individuality and reduce the amount of oxygen her brain

and body received.  Bingo. This is the real reason for compulsory

masks, why they have been enforced en masse, and why they seek to

increase the number they demand you wear. First one, then two, 

with one disgraceful alleged ‘doctor’ recommending four which is

nothing less than a death sentence. Where and how o en they must

be worn is being expanded for the purpose of mass mind control

and damaging respiratory health which they can call ‘Covid-19’. 

Canada’s government headed by the man-child Justin Trudeau, says

it’s fine for children of two and older to wear masks. An insane

‘study’ in Italy involving just 47 children concluded there was no

problem for babies as young as  four months wearing them. Even a er

people were ‘vaccinated’ they were still told to wear masks by the

criminal that is Anthony Fauci. Cathy wrote that mandating masks

is allowing the authorities literally to control the air we breathe

which is what was done in MKUltra. You might recall how the

singer Michael Jackson wore masks and there is a reason for that. He

was subjected to MKUltra mind control through Project Monarch

and his psyche was scrambled by these simpletons. Cathy wrote:

In MKUltra Project Monarch mind control, Michael Jackson had to wear a mask to silence his voice so he could not reach out for help. Remember how he developed that whisper voice

when he wasn’t singing? Masks control the mind from the outside in, like the redefining of words is doing. By controlling what we can and cannot say for fear of being labeled racist or beaten, for example, it ultimately controls thought that drives our words and ultimately actions (or lack thereof). 

Likewise, a mask muffles our speech so that we are not heard, which controls voice … words

… mind. This is Mind Control. Masks are an obvious mind control device, and I am disturbed so many people are complying on a global scale. Masks depersonalize while making a person feel as though they have no voice. It is a barrier to others. People who would never choose to comply but are forced to wear a mask in order to keep their job, and ultimately their family fed, are compromised. They often feel shame and are subdued. People have stopped talking with each other while media controls the narrative. 

The ‘no voice’ theme has o en become literal with train

passengers told not to speak to each other in case they pass on the

‘virus’, singing banned for the same reason and bonkers California

officials telling people riding roller coasters that they cannot shout

and scream. Cathy said she heard every day from healed MKUltra

survivors who cannot wear a mask without flashing back on ways

their breathing was controlled – ‘from ball gags and penises to water

boarding’. She said that through the years when she saw images of

people in China wearing masks ‘due to pollution’ that it was really

to control their oxygen levels. ‘I knew it was as much of a population

control mechanism of depersonalisation as are burkas’, she said. 

Masks are another Chinese communist/fascist method of control that

has been swept across the West as the West becomes China at

lightning speed since we entered 2020. 

Mask-19

There are other reasons for mandatory masks and these include

destroying respiratory health to call it ‘Covid-19’ and stunting brain

development of children and the young. Dr Margarite Griesz-

Brisson MD, PhD, is a Consultant Neurologist and

Neurophysiologist and the Founder and Medical Director of the

London Neurology and Pain Clinic. Her CV goes down the street

and round the corner. She is clearly someone who cares about people

and won’t parrot the propaganda. Griesz-Brisson has a PhD in

pharmacology, with special interest in neurotoxicology, 

environmental medicine, neuroregeneration and neuroplasticity (the

way the brain can change in the light of information received). She

went public in October, 2020, with a passionate warning about the

effects of mask-wearing laws:

The reinhalation of our exhaled air will without a doubt create oxygen deficiency and a

flooding of carbon dioxide. We know that the human brain is very sensitive to oxygen

deprivation. There are nerve cells for example in the hippocampus that can’t be longer than 3

minutes without oxygen – they cannot survive. The acute warning symptoms are headaches, 

drowsiness, dizziness, issues in concentration, slowing down of reaction time – reactions of the cognitive system. 

Oh, I know, let’s tell bus, truck and taxi drivers to wear them and

people working machinery. How about pilots, doctors and police? 

Griesz-Brisson makes the important point that while the symptoms

she mentions may fade as the body readjusts this does not alter the

fact that people continue to operate in oxygen deficit with long list of

potential consequences. She said it was well known that

neurodegenerative diseases take years or decades to develop. ‘If

today you forget your phone number, the breakdown in your brain

would have already started 20 or 30 years ago.’ She said

degenerative processes in your brain are ge ing amplified as your

oxygen deprivation continues through wearing a mask. Nerve cells

in the brain are unable to divide themselves normally in these

circumstances and lost nerve cells will no longer be regenerated. 

‘What is gone is gone.’ Now consider that people like shop workers

and  schoolchildren are wearing masks for hours every day. What in

the name of sanity is going to be happening to them? ‘I do not wear

a mask, I need my brain to think’, Griesz-Brisson said, ‘I want to

have a clear head when I deal with my patients and not be in a

carbon dioxide-induced anaesthesia’. If you are told to wear a mask

anywhere ask the organisation, police, store, whatever, for their risk

assessment on the dangers and negative effects on mind and body of

enforcing mask-wearing. They won’t have one because it has never

been done not even by government. All of them must be subject to

class-action lawsuits as the consequences come to light. They don’t

do mask risk assessments for an obvious reason. They know what

the conclusions would be and independent scientific studies that

 have been done tell a horror story of consequences. 

‘Masks are criminal’

Dr Griesz-Brisson said that for children and adolescents, masks are

an absolute no-no. They had an extremely active and adaptive

immune system and their brain was incredibly active with so much

to learn. ‘The child’s brain, or the youth’s brain, is thirsting for

oxygen.’ The more metabolically active an organ was, the more

oxygen it required; and in children and adolescents every organ was

metabolically active. Griesz-Brisson said that to deprive a child’s or

adolescent’s brain of oxygen, or to restrict it in any way, was not only

dangerous to their health, it was absolutely criminal. ‘Oxygen

deficiency inhibits the development of the brain, and the damage

that has taken place as a result CANNOT be reversed.’ Mind

manipulators of MKUltra put masks on two-year-olds they wanted

to neurologically rewire and you can see why. Griesz-Brisson said a

child needs the brain to learn and the brain needs oxygen to

function. ‘We don’t need a clinical study for that. This is simple, 

indisputable physiology.’ Consciously and purposely induced

oxygen deficiency was an absolutely deliberate health hazard, and

an absolute medical contraindication which means that ‘this drug, 

this therapy, this method or measure should not be used, and is not

allowed to be used’. To coerce an entire population to use an

absolute medical contraindication by force, she said, there had to be

definite and serious reasons and the reasons must be presented to

competent interdisciplinary and independent bodies to be verified

and authorised. She had this warning of the consequences that were

coming if mask wearing continued:

When, in ten years, dementia is going to increase exponentially, and the younger generations couldn’t reach their god-given potential, it won’t help to say ‘we didn’t need the masks’. I know how damaging oxygen deprivation is for the brain, cardiologists know how damaging it is for the heart, pulmonologists know how damaging it is for the lungs. Oxygen deprivation damages every single organ. Where are our health departments, our health insurance, our

medical associations? It would have been their duty to be vehemently against the lockdown and to stop it and stop it from the very beginning. 

Why do the medical boards issue punishments to doctors who give people exemptions? Does

the person or the doctor seriously have to prove that oxygen deprivation harms people? What kind of medicine are our doctors and medical associations representing? Who is responsible for this crime? The ones who want to enforce it? The ones who let it happen and play along, or the ones who don’t prevent it? 

All of the organisations and people she mentions there either

answer directly to the Cult or do whatever hierarchical levels above

them tell them to do. The outcome of both is the same. ‘It’s not about

masks, it’s not about viruses, it’s certainly not about your health’, 

Griesz-Brisson said. ‘It is about much, much more. I am not

participating. I am not afraid.’ They were taking our air to breathe

and there was no unfounded medical exemption from face masks. 

Oxygen deprivation was dangerous for every single brain. It had to

be the free decision of every human being whether they want to

wear a mask that was absolutely ineffective to protect themselves

from a virus. She ended by rightly identifying where the

responsibility lies for all this:

The imperative of the hour is personal responsibility. We are responsible for what we think, not the media. We are responsible for what we do, not our superiors. We are responsible for our health, not the World Health Organization. And we are responsible for what happens in our country, not the government. 

Halle-bloody-lujah. 

But surgeons wear masks, right? 

Independent studies of mask-wearing have produced a long list of

reports detailing mental, emotional and physical dangers. What a

definition of insanity to see police officers imposing mask-wearing

on the public which will cumulatively damage their health while the

police themselves wear masks that will cumulatively damage  their

health. It’s u er madness and both public and police do this because

‘the government says so’ – yes a government of brain-donor idiots

like UK Health Secretary Ma  Hancock reading the ‘follow the

science’ scripts of psychopathic, lunatic psychologists. The response

you get from Stockholm syndrome sufferers defending the very

authorities that are destroying them and their families is that

‘surgeons wear masks’. This is considered the game, set and match

that they must work and don’t cause oxygen deficit. Well, actually, 

scientific studies have shown that they  do and oxygen levels are

monitored in operating theatres to compensate. Surgeons wear

masks to stop spi le and such like dropping into open wounds – not

to stop ‘viral particles’ which are so miniscule they can only be seen

through an electron microscope. Holes in the masks are significantly

bigger than ‘viral particles’ and if you sneeze or cough they will

breach the mask. I watched an incredibly disingenuous ‘experiment’

that claimed to prove that masks work in catching ‘virus’ material

from the mouth and nose. They did this with a slow motion camera

and the mask did block big stuff which stayed inside the mask and

against the face to be breathed in or cause infections on the face as

we have seen with many children. ‘Viral particles’, however, would

never have been picked up by the camera as they came through the

mask when they are far too small to be seen. The ‘experiment’ was

therefore disingenuous  and useless. 

Studies have concluded that wearing masks in operating theatres

(and thus elsewhere) make no difference to preventing infection

while the opposite is true with toxic shite building up in the mask

and this had led to an explosion in tooth decay and gum disease

dubbed by dentists ‘mask mouth’. You might have seen the Internet

video of a furious American doctor urging people to take off their

masks a er a four-year-old patient had been rushed to hospital the

night before and nearly died with a lung infection that doctors

sourced to mask wearing. A study in the journal  Cancer Discovery

found that inhalation of harmful microbes can contribute to

advanced stage lung cancer in adults and long-term use of masks

can help breed dangerous pathogens. Microbiologists have said

frequent mask wearing creates a moist environment in which

microbes can grow and proliferate before entering the lungs. The

Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health, or CADTH, 

a Canadian national organisation that provides research and

analysis to healthcare decision-makers, said this as long ago as 2013

in a report entitled ‘Use of Surgical Masks in the Operating Room: A

Review of the Clinical Effectiveness and Guidelines’. It said:



• No evidence was found to support the use of surgical face masks

to reduce the frequency of surgical site infections

• No evidence was found on the effectiveness of wearing surgical

face masks to protect staff from infectious material in the

operating room. 

• Guidelines recommend the use of surgical face masks by staff in

the operating room to protect both operating room staff and

patients (despite the lack of evidence). 



We were told that the world could go back to ‘normal’ with the

arrival of the ‘vaccines’. When they came, fraudulent as they are, the

story changed as I knew that it would. We are in the midst of

transforming ‘normal’, not going back to it. Mary Ramsay, head of

immunisation at Public Health England, echoed the words of US

criminal Anthony Fauci who said masks and other regulations must

stay no ma er if people are vaccinated. The Fauci idiot continued to

wear two masks – different colours so both could be clearly seen –

a er he  claimed to have been vaccinated. Senator Rand Paul told

Fauci in one exchange that his double-masks were ‘theatre’ and he

was right. It’s all theatre. Mary Ramsay back-tracked on the vaccine-

return-to-normal theme when she said the public may need to wear

masks and social-distance for years despite the jabs. ‘People have got

used to those lower-level restrictions now, and [they] can live with

them’, she said telling us what the idea has been all along. ‘The

vaccine does not give you a pass, even if you have had it, you must

continue to follow all the guidelines’ said a Public Health England

statement which reneged on what we had been told before and

made having the ‘vaccine’ irrelevant to ‘normality’ even by the

official story. Spain’s fascist government trumped everyone by

passing a law mandating the wearing of masks on the beach and

even when swimming in the sea. The move would have devastated

what’s le  of the Spanish tourist industry, posed potential breathing

dangers to swimmers and had Northern European sunbathers

walking around with their forehead brown and the rest of their face

white as a sheet. The ruling was so crazy that it had to be retracted

a er pressure from public and tourist industry, but it confirmed

where the Cult wants to go with masks and how clinically insane

authority has become. The determination to make masks permanent

and hide the serious dangers to body and mind can be seen in the

censorship of scientist Professor Denis Rancourt by Bill Gates-

funded academic publishing website ResearchGate over his papers

exposing the dangers and uselessness of masks. Rancourt said:

ResearchGate today has permanently locked my account, which I have had since 2015. Their reasons graphically show the nature of their attack against democracy, and their corruption of

science … By their obscene non-logic, a scientific review of science articles reporting on harms caused by face masks has a ‘potential to cause harm’. No criticism of the psychological device (face masks) is tolerated, if the said criticism shows potential to influence public policy. 

This is what happens in a fascist world. 

Where are the ‘greens’ (again)? 

Other dangers of wearing masks especially regularly relate to the

inhalation of minute plastic fibres into the lungs and the deluge of

discarded masks in the environment and oceans. Estimates

predicted that more than 1.5 billion disposable masks will end up in

the world’s oceans every year polluting the water with tons of plastic

and endangering marine wildlife. Studies project that humans are

using 129 billion face masks each month worldwide – about three

million a minute. Most are disposable and made from plastic, non-

biodegradable microfibers that break down into smaller plastic

particles that become widespread in ecosystems. They are li ering

cities, clogging sewage channels and turning up in bodies of water. I

have wri en in other books about the immense amounts of

microplastics from endless sources now being absorbed into the

body. Rolf Halden, director of the Arizona State University (ASU)

Biodesign Center for Environmental Health Engineering, was the

senior researcher in a 2020 study that analysed 47 human tissue

samples and found microplastics in all of them. ‘We have detected

these chemicals of plastics in every single organ that we have

investigated’, he said. I wrote in  The Answer about the world being

deluged with microplastics. A study by the Worldwide Fund for

Nature (WWF) found that people are consuming on average every

week some 2,000 tiny pieces of plastic mostly through water and also

through marine life and the air. Every year humans are ingesting

enough microplastics to fill a heaped dinner plate and in a life-time

of 79 years it is enough to fill two large waste bins. Marco

Lambertini, WWF International director general said: ‘Not only are

plastics polluting our oceans and waterways and killing marine life –

it’s in all of us and we can’t escape consuming plastics,’ American

geologists found tiny plastic fibres, beads and shards in rainwater

samples collected from the remote slopes of the Rocky Mountain

National Park near Denver, Colorado. Their report was headed: ‘It is

raining plastic.’ Rachel Adams, senior lecturer in Biomedical Science

at Cardiff Metropolitan University, said that among health

consequences are internal inflammation and immune responses to a

‘foreign body’. She further pointed out that microplastics become

carriers of toxins including mercury, pesticides and dioxins (a

known cause of cancer and reproductive and developmental

problems). These toxins accumulate in the fa y tissues once they

enter the body through microplastics. Now this is being

compounded massively by people pu ing plastic on their face and

throwing it away. 

Workers exposed to polypropylene plastic fibres known as ‘flock’

have developed ‘flock worker’s lung’ from inhaling small pieces of

the flock fibres which can damage lung tissue, reduce breathing

capacity and exacerbate other respiratory problems.  Now …

commonly used surgical masks have three layers of melt-blown

textiles made of … polypropylene. We have billions of people

pu ing these microplastics against their mouth, nose and face for

hours at a time day a er day in the form of masks. How does

anyone think that will work out? I mean – what could possibly go

wrong? We posted a number of scientific studies on this at

davidicke.com, but when I went back to them as I was writing this book the links to the science research website where they were

hosted were dead. Anything that challenges the official narrative in

any way is either censored or vilified. The official narrative is so

unsupportable by the evidence that only deleting the truth can

protect it. A study by Chinese scientists still survived – with the

usual twist which it why it was still active, I guess. Yes, they found

that virtually all the masks they tested increased the daily intake of

microplastic fibres, but people should still wear them because the

danger from the ‘virus’ was worse said the crazy ‘team’ from the

Institute of Hydrobiology in Wuhan. Scientists first discovered

microplastics in lung tissue of some patients who died of lung cancer

in the 1990s. Subsequent studies have confirmed the potential health

damage with the plastic degrading slowly and remaining in the

lungs to accumulate in volume. Wuhan researchers used a machine

simulating human breathing to establish that masks shed up to

nearly 4,000 microplastic fibres in a month with reused masks

producing more. Scientists said some masks are laced with toxic

chemicals and a variety of compounds seriously restricted for both

health and environmental reasons. They include cobalt (used in blue

dye) and formaldehyde known to cause watery eyes, burning

sensations in the eyes, nose, and throat, plus coughing, wheezing

and nausea. No – that must be ‘Covid-19’. 

Mask ‘worms’

There is another and potentially even more sinister content of masks. 

Mostly new masks of different makes filmed under a microscope

around the world have been found to contain strange black fibres or

‘worms’ that appear to move or ‘crawl’ by themselves and react to

heat and water. The nearest I have seen to them are the self-

replicating fibres that are pulled out through the skin of those

suffering from Morgellons disease which has been connected to the

phenomena of ‘chemtrails’ which I will bring into the story later on. 

Morgellons fibres continue to grow outside the body and have a

form of artificial intelligence. Black ‘worm’ fibres in masks have that

kind of feel to them and there is a nanotechnology technique called

‘worm micelles’ which carry and release drugs or anything else you

want to deliver to the body. For sure the suppression of humanity by

mind altering drugs is the Cult agenda big time and the more

excuses they can find to gain access to the body the more

opportunities there are to make that happen whether through

‘vaccines’ or masks pushed against the mouth and nose for hours on

end. 

So let us summarise the pros and cons of masks:

 Against masks: Breathing in your own carbon dioxide; depriving the body and brain of sufficient oxygen; build-up of toxins in the mask

that can be breathed into the lungs and cause rashes on the face and

‘mask-mouth’; breathing microplastic fibres and toxic chemicals into

the lungs; dehumanisation and deleting individualisation by literally

making people faceless; destroying human emotional interaction

through facial expression and deleting parental connection with

their babies which look for guidance to their facial expression. 

 For masks: They don’t protect you from a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist

and even if it did ‘viral’ particles are so minute they are smaller than

the holes in the mask. 

Governments, police, supermarkets, businesses, transport

companies, and all the rest who seek to impose masks have done no

risk assessment on their consequences for health and psychology

and are now open to group lawsuits when the impact becomes clear

with a cumulative epidemic of respiratory and other disease. 

Authorities will try to exploit these effects and hide the real cause by

dubbing them ‘Covid-19’. Can you imagine se ing out to force the

population to wear health-destroying masks without doing any

assessment of the risks? It is criminal and it is evil, but then how

many people targeted in this way, who see their children told to

wear them all day at school, have asked for a risk assessment? 

Billions can’t be imposed upon by the few unless the billions allow it. 

Oh, yes, with just a tinge of irony, 85 percent of all masks made

worldwide come from  China. 

Wash your hands in toxic shite

‘Covid’ rules include the use of toxic sanitisers and again the health

consequences of constantly applying toxins to be absorbed through

the skin is obvious to any level of Renegade Mind. America’s Food

and Drug Administration (FDA) said that sanitisers are drugs and

issued a warning about 75 dangerous brands which contain

methanol used in antifreeze and can cause death, kidney damage

and blindness. The FDA circulated the following warning even for

those brands that it claims to be safe:

Store hand sanitizer out of the reach of pets and children, and children should use it only with adult supervision. Do not drink hand sanitizer. This is particularly important for young children, especially toddlers, who may be attracted by the pleasant smell or brightly colored bottles of hand sanitizer. 

Drinking even a small amount of hand sanitizer can cause alcohol poisoning in children. 

(However, there is no need to be concerned if your children eat with or lick their hands after using hand sanitizer.) During this coronavirus pandemic, poison control centers have had an increase in calls about accidental ingestion of hand sanitizer, so it is important that adults monitor young children’s use. 

Do not allow pets to swallow hand sanitizer. If you think your pet has eaten something

potentially dangerous, call your veterinarian or a pet poison control center right away. Hand sanitizer is flammable and should be stored away from heat and flames. When using hand

sanitizer, rub your hands until they feel completely dry before performing activities that may involve heat, sparks, static electricity, or open flames. 

There you go, perfectly safe, then, and that’s without even a mention

of the toxins absorbed through the skin. Come on kids – sanitise

your hands everywhere you go. It will save you from the ‘virus’. Put

all these elements together of the ‘Covid’ normal and see how much

health and psychology is being cumulatively damaged, even

devastated, to ‘protect your health’. Makes sense, right? They are

only imposing these things because they care, right?  Right? 

Submitting to insanity

Psychological reframing of the population goes very deep and is

done in many less obvious ways. I hear people say how

contradictory and crazy ‘Covid’ rules are and how they are ever

changing. This is explained away by dismissing those involved as

idiots. It is a big mistake. The Cult is delighted if its cold calculation

is perceived as incompetence and idiocy when it is anything but. Oh, 

yes, there are idiots within the system – lots of them – but they are

 administering the Cult agenda, mostly unknowingly. They are not

deciding and dictating it. The bulwark against tyranny is self-

respect, always has been, always will be. It is self-respect that has

broken every tyranny in history. By its very nature self-respect will

not bow to oppression and its perpetrators. There is so li le self-

respect that it’s always the few that overturn dictators. Many may

eventually follow, but the few with the iron spines (self-respect) kick

it off and generate the momentum. The Cult targets self-respect in

the knowledge that once this has gone only submission remains. 

Crazy, contradictory, ever-changing ‘Covid’ rules are systematically

applied by psychologists to delete self-respect. They  want you to see

that the rules make no sense. It is one thing to decide to do

something when  you have made the choice based on evidence and

logic. You still retain your self-respect. It is quite another when you

can see what you are being told to do is insane, ridiculous and

makes no sense, and  yet you still do it. Your self-respect is

extinguished and this has been happening as ever more obviously

stupid and nonsensical things have been demanded and the great

majority have complied even when they can see they are stupid and

nonsensical. 

People walk around in face-nappies knowing they are damaging

their health and make no difference to a ‘virus’. They do it in fear of

not doing it. I know it’s da , but I’ll do it anyway. When that

happens something dies inside of you and submissive reframing has

begun. Next there’s a need to hide from yourself that you have

conceded your self-respect and you convince yourself that you have

not really submi ed to fear and intimidation. You begin to believe

that you are complying with craziness because it’s the right thing to

do. When first you concede your self-respect of 2+2 = 4 to 2+2 = 5 you

 know you are compromising your self-respect. Gradually to avoid

facing that fact you begin to  believe that 2+2=5. You have been

reframed and I have been watching this process happening in the

human psyche on an industrial scale. The Cult is working to break

your spirit and one of its major tools in that war is humiliation. I

read how former American soldier Bradley Manning (later Chelsea

Manning a er a sex-change) was treated a er being jailed for

supplying WikiLeaks with documents exposing the enormity of

government and elite mendacity. Manning was isolated in solitary

confinement for eight months, put under 24-hour surveillance, 

forced to hand over clothing before going to bed, and stand naked

for every roll call. This is systematic humiliation. The introduction of

anal swab ‘Covid’ tests in China has been done for the same reason

to delete self-respect and induce compliant submission. Anal swabs

are mandatory for incoming passengers in parts of China and

American diplomats have said they were forced to undergo the

indignity which would have been calculated humiliation by the

Cult-owned Chinese government that has America in its sights. 

Government-people: An abusive relationship

Spirit-breaking psychological techniques include giving people hope

and apparent respite from tyranny only to take it away again. This

happened in the UK during Christmas, 2020, when the psycho-

psychologists and their political lackeys announced an easing of

restrictions over the holiday only to reimpose them almost

immediately on the basis of yet another lie. There is a big

psychological difference between ge ing used to oppression and

being given hope of relief only to have that dashed. Psychologists

know this and we have seen the technique used repeatedly. Then

there is traumatising people before you introduce more extreme

regulations that require compliance. A perfect case was the

announcement by the dark and sinister Whi y and Vallance in the

UK that ‘new data’ predicted that 4,000 could die every day over the

winter of 2020/2021 if we did not lockdown again. I think they call it

lying and a er traumatising people with that claim out came

Jackboot Johnson the next day with new curbs on human freedom. 

Psychologists know that a frightened and traumatised mind

becomes suggestable to submission and behaviour reframing. 

Underpinning all this has been to make people fearful and

suspicious of each other and see themselves as a potential danger to

others. In league with deleted self-respect you have the perfect

psychological recipe for self-loathing. The relationship between

authority and public is now demonstrably the same as that of

subservience to an abusive partner. These are signs of an abusive

relationship explained by psychologist Leslie Becker-Phelps:

Psychological and emotional abuse: Undermining a partner’s

self-worth with verbal a acks, name-calling, and beli ling. 

Humiliating the partner in public, unjustly accusing them of having

an affair, or interrogating them about their every behavior. Keeping

partner confused or off balance by saying they were just kidding or

blaming the partner for ‘making’ them act this way … Feigning in

public that they care while turning against them in private. This

leads to victims frequently feeling confused, incompetent, unworthy, 

hopeless, and chronically self-doubting. [Apply these techniques to

how governments have treated the population since New Year, 2020, 

and the parallels are obvious.]

Physical abuse: The abuser might physically harm their partner in

a range of ways, such as grabbing, hi ing, punching, or shoving

them. They might throw objects at them or harm them with a

weapon. [Observe the physical harm imposed by masks, lockdown, 

and so on.]

Threats and intimidation: One way abusers keep their partners in

line is by instilling fear. They might be verbally threatening, or give

threatening looks or gestures. Abusers o en make it known that

they are tracking their partner’s every move. They might destroy

their partner’s possessions, threaten to harm them, or threaten to

harm their family members. Not surprisingly, victims of this abuse

o en feel anxiety, fear, and panic. [No words necessary.]

Isolation: Abusers o en limit their partner’s activities, forbidding

them to talk or interact with friends or family. They might limit

access to a car or even turn off their phone. All of this might be done

by physically holding them against their will, but is o en

accomplished through psychological abuse and intimidation. The

more isolated a person feels, the fewer resources they have to help

gain perspective on their situation and to escape from it. [No words

necessary.]

Economic abuse: Abusers o en make their partners beholden to

them for money by controlling access to funds of any kind. They

might prevent their partner from ge ing a job or withhold access to

money they earn from a job. This creates financial dependency that

makes leaving the relationship very difficult. [See destruction of

livelihoods and the proposed meagre ‘guaranteed income’ so long as

you do whatever you are told.]

Using children: An abuser might disparage their partner’s

parenting skills, tell their children lies about their partner, threaten

to take custody of their children, or threaten to harm their children. 

These tactics instil fear and o en elicit compliance. [See reframed

social service mafia and how children are being mercilessly abused

by the state over ‘Covid’ while their parents look on too frightened

to do anything.]

A further recurring trait in an abusive relationship is the abused

blaming themselves for their abuse and making excuses for the

abuser. We have the public blaming each other for lockdown abuse

by government and many making excuses for the government while

a acking those who challenge the government. How o en we have

heard authorities say that rules are being imposed or reimposed only

because people have refused to ‘behave’ and follow the rules. We

don’t want to do it – it’s  you. 

Renegade Minds are an antidote to all of these things. They will

never concede their self-respect no ma er what the circumstances. 

Even when apparent humiliation is heaped upon them they laugh in

its face and reflect back the humiliation on the abuser where it

belongs. Renegade Minds will never wear masks they know are only

imposed to humiliate, suppress and damage both physically and

psychologically. Consequences will take care of themselves and they

will never break their spirit or cause them to concede to tyranny. UK

newspaper columnist Peter Hitchens was one of the few in the

mainstream media to speak out against lockdowns and forced

vaccinations. He then announced he had taken the jab. He wanted to

see family members abroad and he believed vaccine passports were

inevitable even though they had not yet been introduced. Hitchens

has a questioning and critical mind, but not a Renegade one. If he

had no amount of pressure would have made him concede. Hitchens

excused his action by saying that the ba le has been lost. Renegade

Minds never accept defeat when freedom is at stake and even if they

are the last one standing the self-respect of not submi ing to tyranny

is more important than any outcome or any consequence. 

That’s why Renegade Minds are the only minds that ever changed

anything worth changing. 

CHAPTER EIGHT

‘Reframing’ insanity

 Insanity is relative. It depends on who has who locked in what cage

Ray Bradbury

‘Reframing’ a mind means simply to change its perception and

behaviour. This can be done subconsciously to such an extent

that subjects have no idea they have been ‘reframed’ while to any

observer changes in behaviour and a itudes are obvious. 

Human society is being reframed on a ginormous scale since the

start of 2020 and here we have the reason why psychologists rather

than doctors have been calling the shots. Ask most people who have

succumbed to ‘Covid’ reframing if they have changed and most will

say ‘no’; but they  have and fundamentally. The Cult’s long-game has

been preparing for these times since way back and crucial to that has

been to prepare both population and officialdom mentally and

emotionally. To use the mind-control parlance they had to reframe

the population with a mentality that would submit to fascism and

reframe those in government and law enforcement to impose

fascism or at least go along with it. The result has been the fact-

deleted mindlessness of ‘Wokeness’ and officialdom that has either

enthusiastically or unquestioningly imposed global tyranny

demanded by reframed politicians on behalf of psychopathic and

deeply evil cultists. ‘Cognitive reframing’ identifies and challenges

the way someone sees the world in the form of situations, 

experiences and emotions and then restructures those perceptions to

view the same set of circumstances in a different way. This can have

benefits if the a itudes are personally destructive while on the other side it has the potential for individual and collective mind control

which the subject has no idea has even happened. 

Cognitive therapy was developed in the 1960s by Aaron T. Beck

who was born in Rhode Island in 1921 as the son of Jewish

immigrants from the Ukraine. He became interested in the

techniques as a treatment for depression. Beck’s daughter Judith S. 

Beck is prominent in the same field and they founded the Beck

Institute for Cognitive Behavior Therapy in Philadelphia in 1994. 

Cognitive reframing, however, began to be used worldwide by those

with a very dark agenda. The Cult reframes politicians to change

their a itudes and actions until they are completely at odds with

what they once appeared to stand for. The same has been happening

to government administrators at all levels, law enforcement, military

and the human population. Cultists love mind control for two main

reasons: It allows them to control what people think, do and say to

secure agenda advancement and, by definition, it calms their

legendary insecurity and fear of the unexpected. I have studied mind

control since the time I travelled America in 1996. I may have been

talking to next to no one in terms of an audience in those years, but

my goodness did I gather a phenomenal amount of information and

knowledge about so many things including the techniques of mind

control. I have described this in detail in other books going back to

 The Biggest Secret in 1998. I met a very large number of people

recovering from MKUltra and its offshoots and successors and I

began to see how these same techniques were being used on the

population in general. This was never more obvious than since the

‘Covid’ hoax began. 

Reframing the enforcers

I have observed over the last two decades and more the very clear

transformation in the dynamic between the police, officialdom and

the public. I tracked this in the books as the relationship mutated

from one of serving the public to seeing them as almost the enemy

and certainly a lower caste. There has always been a class divide

based on income and always been some psychopathic, corrupt, and

big-I-am police officers. This was different. Wholesale change was

unfolding in the collective dynamic; it was less about money and far

more about position and perceived power. An us-and-them was

emerging. Noses were li ed skyward by government administration

and law enforcement and their a itude to the public they were

 supposed to be serving changed to one of increasing contempt, 

superiority and control. The transformation was so clear and

widespread that it had to be planned. Collective a itudes and

dynamics do not change naturally and organically that quickly on

that scale. I then came across an organisation in Britain called

Common Purpose created in the late 1980s by Julia Middleton who

would work in the office of Deputy Prime Minister John Presco

during the long and disastrous premiership of war criminal Tony

Blair. When Blair speaks the Cult is speaking and the man should

have been in jail a long time ago. Common Purpose proclaims itself

to be one of the biggest ‘leadership development’ organisations in

the world while functioning as a  charity with all the financial benefits

which come from that. It hosts ‘leadership development’ courses and

programmes all over the world and claims to have ‘brought

together’ what it calls ‘leaders’ from more than 100 countries on six

continents. The modus operandi of Common Purpose can be

compared with the work of the UK government’s reframing network

that includes the Behavioural Insights Team ‘nudge unit’ and

‘Covid’ reframing specialists at SPI-B. WikiLeaks described

Common Purpose long ago as ‘a hidden virus in our government

and schools’ which is unknown to the general public: ‘It recruits and

trains “leaders” to be loyal to the directives of Common Purpose and

the EU, instead of to their own departments, which they then

undermine or subvert, the NHS [National Health Service] being an

example.’ This is a vital point to understand the ‘Covid’ hoax. The

NHS, and its equivalent around the world, has been u erly reframed

in terms of administrators and much of the medical personnel with

the transformation underpinned by recruitment policies. The

outcome has been the criminal and psychopathic behaviour of the

NHS over ‘Covid’ and we have seen the same in every other major

country. WikiLeaks said Common Purpose trainees are ‘learning to

rule without regard to democracy’ and to usher in a police state

(current events explained). Common Purpose operated like a ‘glue’

and had members in the NHS, BBC, police, legal profession, church, 

many of Britain’s 7,000 quangos, local councils, the Civil Service, 

government ministries and Parliament, and controlled many RDA’s

(Regional Development Agencies). Here we have one answer for

how and why British institutions and their like in other countries

have changed so negatively in relation to the public. This further

explains how and why the beyond-disgraceful reframed BBC has

become a propaganda arm of ‘Covid’ fascism. They are all part of a

network pursuing the same goal. 

By 2019 Common Purpose was quoting a figure of 85,000 ‘leaders’

that had a ended its programmes. These ‘students’ of all ages are

known as Common Purpose ‘graduates’ and they consist of

government, state and local government officials and administrators, 

police chiefs and officers, and a whole range of others operating

within the national, local and global establishment. Cressida Dick, 

Commissioner of the London Metropolitan Police, is the Common

Purpose graduate who was the ‘Gold Commander’ that oversaw

what can only be described as the murder of Brazilian electrician

Jean Charles de Menezes in 2005. He was held down by

psychopathic police and shot seven times in the head by a

psychopathic lunatic a er being mistaken for a terrorist when he

was just a bloke going about his day. Dick authorised officers to

pursue and keep surveillance on de Menezes and ordered that he be

stopped from entering the underground train system. Police

psychopaths took her at her word clearly. She was ‘disciplined’ for

this outrage by being  promoted – eventually to the top of the ‘Met’

police where she has been a disaster. Many Chief Constables

controlling the police in different parts of the UK are and have been

Common Purpose graduates. I have heard the ‘graduate’ network

described as a sort of Mafia or secret society operating within the

fabric of government at all levels pursuing a collective policy

ingrained at Common Purpose training events. Founder Julia

Middleton herself has said:

Locally and internationally, Common Purpose graduates will be ‘lighting small fires’ to create change in their organisations and communities … The Common Purpose effect is best

illustrated by the many stories of small changes brought about by leaders, who themselves have changed. 

A Common Purpose mission statement declared:

Common Purpose aims to improve the way society works by expanding the vision, decision-

making ability and influence of all kinds of leaders. The organisation runs a variety of educational programmes for leaders of all ages, backgrounds and sectors, in order to provide them with the inspirational, information and opportunities they need to change the world. 

Yes, but into what? Since 2020 the answer has become clear. 

NLP and the Delphi technique

Common Purpose would seem to be a perfect name or would

common programming be be er? One of the foundation methods of

reaching ‘consensus’ (group think) is by se ing the agenda theme

and then encouraging, cajoling or pressuring everyone to agree a

‘consensus’ in line with the core theme promoted by Common

Purpose. The methodology involves the ‘Delphi technique’, or an

adaption of it, in which opinions are expressed that are summarised

by a ‘facilitator or change agent’ at each stage. Participants are

‘encouraged’ to modify their views in the light of what others have

said. Stage by stage the former individual opinions are merged into

group consensus which just happens to be what Common Purpose

wants them to believe. A key part of this is to marginalise anyone

refusing to concede to group think and turn the group against them

to apply pressure to conform. We are seeing this very technique used

on the general population to make ‘Covid’ group-thinkers hostile to

those who have seen through the bullshit. People can be reframed by

using perception manipulation methods such as Neuro-Linguistic

Programming (NLP) in which you change perception with the use of

carefully constructed language. An NLP website described the

technique this way:

… A method of influencing brain behaviour (the ‘neuro’ part of the phrase) through the use of language (the ‘linguistic’ part) and other types of communication to enable a person to

‘recode’ the way the brain responds to stimuli (that’s the ‘programming’) and manifest new and better behaviours. Neuro-Linguistic Programming often incorporates hypnosis and self-hypnosis to help achieve the change (or ‘programming’) that is wanted. 

British alternative media operation UKColumn has done very

detailed research into Common Purpose over a long period. I quoted

co-founder and former naval officer Brian Gerrish in my book

 Remember Who You Are, published in 2011, as saying the following

years before current times:

It is interesting that many of the mothers who have had children taken by the State speak of the Social Services people being icily cool, emotionless and, as two ladies said in slightly different words, ‘… like little robots’. We know that NLP is cumulative, so people can be given small imperceptible doses of NLP in a course here, another in a few months, next year etc. In this way, major changes are accrued in their personality, but the day by day change is almost unnoticeable. 

In these and other ways ‘graduates’ have had their perceptions

uniformly reframed and they return to their roles in the institutions

of government, law enforcement, legal profession, military, 

‘education’, the UK National Health Service and the whole swathe of

the establishment structure to pursue a common agenda preparing

for the ‘post-industrial’, ‘post-democratic’ society. I say ‘preparing’

but we are now there. ‘Post-industrial’ is code for the Great Reset

and ‘post-democratic’ is ‘Covid’ fascism. UKColumn has spoken to

partners of those who have a ended Common Purpose ‘training’. 

They have described how personalities and a itudes of ‘graduates’

changed very noticeably for the worse by the time they had

completed the course. They had been ‘reframed’ and told they are

the ‘leaders’ – the special ones – who know be er than the

population. There has also been the very demonstrable recruitment

of psychopaths and narcissists into government administration at all

levels and law enforcement. If you want psychopathy hire

psychopaths and you get a simple cause and effect. If you want

administrators, police officers and ‘leaders’ to perceive the public as

lesser beings who don’t ma er then employ narcissists. These

personalities are identified using ‘psychometrics’ that identifies

knowledge, abilities, a itudes and personality traits, mostly through

carefully-designed questionnaires and tests. As this policy has

passed through the decades we have had power-crazy, power-

trippers appointed into law enforcement, security and government

administration in preparation for current times and the dynamic

between public and law enforcement/officialdom has been

transformed. UKColumn’s Brian Gerrish said of the narcissistic

personality:

Their love of themselves and power automatically means that they will crush others who get in their way. I received a major piece of the puzzle when a friend pointed out that when they made public officials re-apply for their own jobs several years ago they were also required to do psychometric tests. This was undoubtedly the start of the screening process to get ‘their’

sort of people in post. 

How obvious that has been since 2020 although it was clear what

was happening long before if people paid a ention to the changing

public-establishment dynamic. 

Change agents

At the centre of events in ‘Covid’ Britain is the National Health

Service (NHS) which has behaved disgracefully in slavishly

following the Cult agenda. The NHS management structure is awash

with Common Purpose graduates or ‘change agents’ working to a

common cause. Helen Bevan, a Chief of Service Transformation at

the NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement, co-authored a

document called ‘Towards a million change agents, a review of the

social movements literature: implications for large scale change in

the NHS‘. The document compared a project management approach

to that of change and social movements where ‘people change

themselves and each other – peer to peer’. Two definitions given for

a ‘social movement’ were:

 A group of people who consciously attempt to build a radically new social

 order; involves people of a broad range of social backgrounds; and deploys

 politically confrontational and socially disruptive tactics – Cyrus

Zirakzadeh 1997

 Collective challenges, based on common purposes and social solidarities, in

 sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and authorities – Sidney

Tarrow 1994

Helen Bevan wrote another NHS document in which she defined

‘framing’ as ‘the process by which leaders construct, articulate and

put across their message in a powerful and compelling way in order

to win people to their cause and call them to action’. I think I could

come up with another definition that would be rather more accurate. 

The National Health Service and institutions of Britain and the wider

world have been taken over by reframed ‘change agents’ and that

includes everything from the United Nations to national

governments, local councils and social services which have been

kidnapping children from loving parents on an extraordinary and

gathering scale on the road to the end of parenthood altogether. 

Children from loving homes are stolen and kidnapped by the state

and put into the ‘care’ (inversion) of the local authority through

council homes, foster parents and forced adoption. At the same time

children are allowed to be abused without response while many are

under council ‘care’. UKColumn highlighted the Common Purpose

connection between South Yorkshire Police and Rotherham council

officers in the case of the scandal in that area of the sexual

exploitation of children to which the authorities turned not one blind

eye, but both:

We were alarmed to discover that the Chief Executive, the Strategic Director of Children and Young People’s Services, the Manager for the Local Strategic Partnership, the Community

Cohesion Manager, the Cabinet Member for Cohesion, the Chief Constable and his

predecessor had all attended Leadership training courses provided by the pseudo-charity

Common Purpose. 

Once ‘change agents’ have secured positions of hire and fire within

any organisation things start to move very quickly. Personnel are

then hired and fired on the basis of whether they will work towards

the agenda the change agent represents. If they do they are rapidly

promoted even though they may be incompetent. Those more

qualified and skilled who are pre-Common Purpose ‘old school’ see

their careers stall and even disappear. This has been happening for

decades in every institution of state, police, ‘health’ and social

services and all of them have been transformed as a result in their

a itudes to their jobs and the public. Medical professions, including

nursing, which were once vocations for the caring now employ

many cold, callous and couldn’t give a shit personality types. The

UKColumn investigation concluded:

By blurring the boundaries between people, professions, public and private sectors, 

responsibility and accountability, Common Purpose encourages ‘graduates’ to believe that as new selected leaders, they can work together, outside of the established political and social structures, to achieve a paradigm shift or CHANGE – so called ‘Leading Beyond Authority’. In doing so, the allegiance of the individual becomes ‘reframed’ on CP colleagues and their NETWORK. 

Reframing the Face-Nappies

Nowhere has this process been more obvious than in the police

where recruitment of psychopaths and development of

unquestioning mind-controlled group-thinkers have transformed

law enforcement into a politically-correct ‘Woke’ joke and a travesty

of what should be public service. Today they wear their face-nappies

like good li le gofers and enforce ‘Covid’ rules which are fascism

under another name. Alongside the specifically-recruited

psychopaths we have so ware minds incapable of free thought. 

Brian Gerrish again:

An example is the policeman who would not get on a bike for a press photo because he had not done the cycling proficiency course. Normal people say this is political correctness gone mad. Nothing could be further from the truth. The policeman has been reframed, and in his reality it is perfect common sense not to get on the bike ‘because he hasn’t done the cycling course’. 

Another example of this is where the police would not rescue a boy from a pond until they had taken advice from above on the ‘risk assessment’. A normal person would have arrived, perhaps thought of the risk for a moment, and dived in. To the police now ‘reframed’, they followed ‘normal’ procedure. 

There are shocking cases of reframed ambulance crews doing the

same. Sheer unthinking stupidity of London Face-Nappies headed

by Common Purpose graduate Cressida Dick can be seen in their

behaviour at a vigil in March, 2021, for a murdered woman, Sarah

Everard. A police officer had been charged with the crime. Anyone

with a brain would have le  the vigil alone in the circumstances. 

Instead they ‘manhandled’ women to stop them breaking ‘Covid

rules’ to betray classic reframing. Minds in the thrall of perception

control have no capacity for seeing a situation on its merits and

acting accordingly. ‘Rules is rules’ is their only mind-set. My father

used to say that rules and regulations are for the guidance of the

intelligent and the blind obedience of the idiot. Most of the

intelligent, decent, coppers have gone leaving only the other kind

and a few old school for whom the job must be a daily nightmare. 

The combination of psychopaths and rule-book so ware minds has

been clearly on public display in the ‘Covid’ era with automaton

robots in uniform imposing fascistic ‘Covid’ regulations on the

population without any personal initiative or judging situations on

their merits. There are thousands of examples around the world, but

I’ll make my point with the infamous Derbyshire police in the

English East Midlands – the ones who think pouring dye into beauty

spots and using drones to track people walking in the countryside

away from anyone is called ‘policing’. To them there are rules

decreed by the government which they have to enforce and in their

bewildered state a group gathering in a closed space and someone

walking alone in the countryside are the same thing. It is beyond

idiocy and enters the realm of clinical insanity. 

Police officers in Derbyshire said they were ‘horrified’ –  horrified –

to find 15 to 20 ‘irresponsible’ kids playing a football match at a

closed leisure centre ‘in breach of coronavirus restrictions’. When

they saw the police the kids ran away leaving their belongings

behind and the reframed men and women of Derbyshire police were

seeking to establish their identities with a view to fining their

parents. The most natural thing for youngsters to do – kicking a ball

about – is turned into a criminal activity and enforced by the

moronic so ware programs of Derbyshire police. You find the same

mentality in every country. These barely conscious ‘horrified’ officers

said they had to take action because ‘we need to ensure these rules

are being followed’ and ‘it is of the utmost importance that you

ensure your children are following the rules and regulations for

Covid-19’. Had any of them done ten seconds of research to see if

this parroting of their masters’ script could be supported by any

evidence? Nope. Reframed people don’t think – others think for

them and that’s the whole idea of reframing. I have seen police

officers one a er the other repeating without question word for

word what officialdom tells them just as I have seen great swathes of

the public doing the same. Ask either for ‘their’ opinion and out

spews what they have been told to think by the official narrative. 

Police and public may seem to be in different groups, but their

mentality is the same. Most people do whatever they are told in fear

not doing so or because they believe what officialdom tells them; 

almost the entirety of the police do what they are told for the same

reason. Ultimately it’s the tiny inner core of the global Cult that’s

telling both what to do. 

So Derbyshire police were ‘horrified’. Oh, really? Why did they

think those kids were playing football? It was to relieve the

psychological consequences of lockdown and being denied human

contact with their friends and interaction, touch and discourse vital

to human psychological health. Being denied this month a er month

has dismantled the psyche of many children and young people as

depression and suicide have exploded. Were Derbyshire police

 horrified  by that? Are you kidding? Reframed people don’t have those

mental and emotional processes that can see how the impact on the

psychological health of youngsters is far more dangerous than any

‘virus’ even if you take the mendacious official figures to be true. The

reframed are told (programmed) how to act and so they do. The

Derbyshire Chief Constable in the first period of lockdown when the

black dye and drones nonsense was going on was Peter Goodman. 

He was the man who severed the connection between his force and

the Derbyshire Constabulary  Male Voice Choir when he decided that

it was not inclusive enough to allow women to join. The fact it was a

male voice choir making a particular sound produced by male voices

seemed to elude a guy who terrifyingly ran policing in Derbyshire. 

He retired weeks a er his force was condemned as disgraceful by

former Supreme Court Justice Jonathan Sumption for their

behaviour over extreme lockdown impositions. Goodman was

replaced by his deputy Rachel Swann who was in charge when her

officers were ‘horrified’. The police statement over the boys

commi ing the hanging-offence of playing football included the line

about the youngsters being ‘irresponsible in the times we are all

living through’ missing the point that the real relevance of the ‘times

we are all living through’ is the imposition of fascism enforced by

psychopaths and reframed minds of police officers playing such a

vital part in establishing the fascist tyranny that their own children

and grandchildren will have to live in their entire lives. As a

definition of insanity that is hard to beat although it might be run

close by imposing masks on people that can have a serious effect on

their health while wearing a face nappy all day themselves. Once

again public and police do it for the same reason – the authorities tell

them to and who are they to have the self-respect to say no? 

Wokers in uniform

How reframed do you have to be to arrest a  six-year-old and take him

to court for  picking a flower while waiting for a bus? Brain dead police

and officialdom did just that in North Carolina where criminal

proceedings happen regularly for children under nine. A orney

Julie Boyer gave the six-year-old crayons and a colouring book

during the ‘flower’ hearing while the ‘adults’ decided his fate. 

County Chief District Court Judge Jay Corpening asked: ‘Should a

child that believes in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny and the tooth

fairy be making life-altering decisions?’ Well, of course not, but

common sense has no meaning when you have a common purpose

and a reframed mind. Treating children in this way, and police

operating in American schools, is all part of the psychological

preparation for children to accept a police state as normal all their

adult lives. The same goes for all the cameras and biometric tracking

technology in schools. Police training is focused on reframing them

as snowflake Wokers and this is happening in the military. Pentagon

top brass said that ‘training sessions on extremism’ were needed for

troops who asked why they were so focused on the Capitol Building

riot when Black Lives Ma er riots were ignored. What’s the

difference between them some apparently and rightly asked. 

Actually, there is a difference. Five people died in the Capitol riot, 

only one through violence, and that was a police officer shooting an

unarmed protestor. BLM riots killed at least 25 people and cost

billions. Asking the question prompted the psychopaths and

reframed minds that run the Pentagon to say that more ‘education’

(programming) was needed. Troop training is all based on

psychological programming to make them fodder for the Cult –

‘Military men are just dumb, stupid animals to be used as pawns in

foreign policy’ as Cult-to-his-DNA former Secretary of State Henry

Kissinger famously said. Governments see the police in similar terms

and it’s time for those among them who can see this to defend the

people and stop being enforcers of the Cult agenda upon the people. 

The US military, like the country itself, is being targeted for

destruction through a long list of Woke impositions. Cult-owned

gaga ‘President’ Biden signed an executive order when he took office

to allow taxpayer money to pay for transgender surgery for active

military personnel and veterans. Are you a man soldier? No, I’m a

LGBTQIA+ with a hint of Skoliosexual and Spectrasexual. Oh, good

man. Bad choice of words you bigot. The Pentagon announced in

March, 2021, the appointment of the first ‘diversity and inclusion

officer’ for US Special Forces. Richard Torres-Estrada arrived with

the publication of a ‘D&I Strategic Plan which will guide the

enterprise-wide effort to institutionalize and sustain D&I’. If you

think a Special Forces ‘Strategic Plan’ should have something to do

with defending America you haven’t been paying a ention. 

Defending Woke is now the military’s new role. Torres-Estrada has

posted images comparing Donald Trump with Adolf Hitler and we

can expect no bias from him as a representative of the supposedly

non-political Pentagon. Cable news host Tucker Carlson said: ‘The

Pentagon is now the Yale faculty lounge but with cruise missiles.’

Meanwhile Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, a board member of

weapons-maker Raytheon with stock and compensation interests in

October, 2020, worth $1.4 million, said he was purging the military

of the ‘enemy within’ – anyone who isn’t Woke and supports Donald

Trump. Austin refers to his targets as ‘racist extremists’ while in true

Woke fashion being himself a racist extremist. Pentagon documents

pledge to ‘eradicate, eliminate and conquer all forms of racism, 

sexism and homophobia’. The definitions of these are decided by

‘diversity and inclusion commi ees’ peopled by those who see

racism, sexism and homophobia in every situation and opinion. 

Woke (the Cult) is dismantling the US military and purging

testosterone as China expands its military and gives its troops

‘masculinity training’. How do we think that is going to end when

this is all Cult coordinated? The US military, like the British military, 

is controlled by Woke and spineless top brass who just go along with

it out of personal career interests. 

‘Woke’ means fast asleep

Mind control and perception manipulation techniques used on

individuals to create group-think have been unleashed on the global

population in general. As a result many have no capacity to see the

obvious fascist agenda being installed all around them or what

‘Covid’ is really all about. Their brains are firewalled like a computer

system not to process certain concepts, thoughts and realisations that

are bad for the Cult. The young are most targeted as the adults they

will be when the whole fascist global state is planned to be fully

implemented. They need to be prepared for total compliance to

eliminate all pushback from entire generations. The Cult has been

pouring billions into taking complete control of ‘education’ from

schools to universities via its operatives and corporations and not

least Bill Gates as always. The plan has been to transform ‘education’

institutions into programming centres for the mentality of ‘Woke’. 

James McConnell, professor of psychology at the University of

Michigan, wrote in  Psychology Today in 1970:

The day has come when we can combine sensory deprivation with drugs, hypnosis, and

astute manipulation of reward and punishment, to gain almost absolute control over an

individual’s behaviour. It should then be possible to achieve a very rapid and highly effective type of brainwashing that would allow us to make dramatic changes in a person’s behaviour and personality ... 

… We should reshape society so that we all would be trained from birth to want to do what society wants us to do. We have the techniques to do it... no-one owns his own personality you acquired, and there’s no reason to believe you should have the right to refuse to acquire a new personality if your old one is anti-social. 

This was the potential for mass brainwashing in 1970 and the

mentality there displayed captures the arrogant psychopathy that

drives it forward. I emphasise that not all young people have

succumbed to Woke programming and those that haven’t are

incredibly impressive people given that today’s young are the most

perceptually-targeted generations in history with all the technology

now involved. Vast swathes of the young generations, however, have

fallen into the spell – and that’s what it is – of Woke. The Woke

mentality and perceptual program is founded on  inversion and you

will appreciate later why that is so significant. Everything with Woke

is inverted and the opposite of what it is claimed to be. Woke was a

term used in African-American culture from the 1900s and referred

to an awareness of social and racial justice. This is not the meaning

of the modern version or ‘New Woke’ as I call it in  The Answer. Oh, 

no, Woke today means something very different no ma er how

much Wokers may seek to hide that and insist Old Woke and New

Woke are the same. See if you find any ‘awareness of social justice’

here in the modern variety:

• Woke demands ‘inclusivity’ while excluding anyone with a

different opinion and calls for mass censorship to silence other

views. 

• Woke claims to stand against oppression when imposing

oppression is the foundation of all that it does. It is the driver of

political correctness which is nothing more than a Cult invention

to manipulate the population to silence itself. 

• Woke believes itself to be ‘liberal’ while pursuing a global society

that can only be described as fascist (see ‘anti-fascist’ fascist

Antifa). 

• Woke calls for ‘social justice’ while spreading injustice wherever it

goes against the common ‘enemy’ which can be easily identified

as a differing view. 

• Woke is supposed to be a metaphor for ‘awake’ when it is solid-

gold asleep and deep in a Cult-induced coma that meets the

criteria for ‘off with the fairies’. 

I state these points as obvious facts if people only care to look. I

don’t do this with a sense of condemnation. We need to appreciate

that the onslaught of perceptual programming on the young has

been incessant and merciless. I can understand why so many have

been reframed, or, given their youth, framed from the start to see the

world as the Cult demands. The Cult has had access to their minds

day a er day in its ‘education’ system for their entire formative

years. Perception is formed from information received and the Cult-

created system is a life-long download of information delivered to

elicit a particular perception, thus behaviour. The more this has

expanded into still new extremes in recent decades and ever-

increasing censorship has deleted other opinions and information

why wouldn’t that lead to a perceptual reframing on a mass scale? I

have described already cradle-to-grave programming and in more

recent times the targeting of young minds from birth to adulthood

has entered the stratosphere. This has taken the form of skewing

what is ‘taught’ to fit the Cult agenda and the omnipresent

techniques of group-think to isolate non-believers and pressure them

into line. There has always been a tendency to follow the herd, but

we really are in a new world now in relation to that. We have parents

who can see the ‘Covid’ hoax told by their children not to stop them

wearing masks at school, being ‘Covid’ tested or having the ‘vaccine’

in fear of the peer-pressure consequences of being different. What is

‘peer-pressure’ if not pressure to conform to group-think? Renegade

Minds never group-think and always retain a set of perceptions that

are unique to them. Group-think is always underpinned by

consequences for not group-thinking. Abuse now aimed at those

refusing DNA-manipulating ‘Covid vaccines’ are a potent example

of this. The biggest pressure to conform comes from the very group

which is itself being manipulated. ‘I am programmed to be part of a

hive mind and so you must be.’

Woke control structures in ‘education’ now apply to every

mainstream organisation. Those at the top of the ‘education’

hierarchy (the Cult) decide the policy. This is imposed on

governments through the Cult network; governments impose it on

schools, colleges and universities; their leadership impose the policy

on teachers and academics and they impose it on children and

students. At any level where there is resistance, perhaps from a

teacher or university lecturer, they are targeted by the authorities

and o en fired. Students themselves regularly demand the dismissal

of academics (increasingly few) at odds with the narrative that the

students have been programmed to believe in. It is quite a thought

that students who are being targeted by the Cult become so

consumed by programmed group-think that they launch protests

and demand the removal of those who are trying to push back

against those targeting the students. Such is the scale of perceptual

inversion. We see this with ‘Covid’ programming as the Cult

imposes the rules via psycho-psychologists and governments on

shops, transport companies and businesses which impose them on

their staff who impose them on their customers who pressure

Pushbackers to conform to the will of the Cult which is in the

process of destroying them and their families. Scan all aspects of

society and you will see the same sequence every time. 

Fact free Woke and hijacking the ‘left’

There is no more potent example of this than ‘Woke’, a mentality

only made possible by the deletion of factual evidence by an

‘education’ system seeking to produce an ever more uniform society. 

Why would you bother with facts when you don’t know any? 

Deletion of credible history both in volume and type is highly

relevant. Orwell said: ‘Who controls the past controls the future:

who controls the present controls the past.’ They who control the

perception of the past control the perception of the future and they

who control the present control the perception of the past through

the writing and deleting of history. Why would you oppose the

imposition of Marxism in the name of Wokeism when you don’t

know that Marxism cost at least 100 million lives in the 20th century

alone? Watch videos and read reports in which Woker generations

are asked basic historical questions – it’s mind-blowing. A survey of

2,000 people found that six percent of millennials (born

approximately early1980s to early 2000s) believed the Second World

War (1939-1945) broke out with the assassination of President

Kennedy (in 1963) and one in ten thought Margaret Thatcher was

British Prime Minister at the time. She was in office between 1979

and 1990. We are in a post-fact society. Provable facts are no defence

against the fascism of political correctness or Silicon Valley

censorship. Facts don’t ma er anymore as we have witnessed with

the ‘Covid’ hoax. Sacrificing uniqueness to the Woke group-think

religion is all you are required to do and that means thinking for

yourself is the biggest Woke no, no. All religions are an expression of

group-think and censorship and Woke is just another religion with

an orthodoxy defended by group-think and censorship. Burned at

the stake becomes burned on Twi er which leads back eventually to

burned at the stake as Woke humanity regresses to ages past. 

The biggest Woke inversion of all is its creators and funders. I

grew up in a traditional le  of centre political household on a

council estate in Leicester in the 1950s and 60s – you know, the le

that challenged the power of wealth-hoarding elites and threats to

freedom of speech and opinion. In those days students went on

marches defending freedom of speech while today’s Wokers march

for its deletion. What on earth could have happened? Those very

elites (collectively the Cult) that we opposed in my youth and early

life have funded into existence the antithesis of that former le  and

hĳacked the ‘brand’ while inverting everything it ever stood for. We

have a mentality that calls itself ‘liberal’ and ‘progressive’ while

acting like fascists. Cult billionaires and their corporations have

funded themselves into control of ‘education’ to ensure that Woke

programming is unceasing throughout the formative years of

children and young people and that non-Wokers are isolated (that

word again) whether they be students, teachers or college professors. 

The Cult has funded into existence the now colossal global network

of Woke organisations that have spawned and promoted all the

‘causes’ on the Cult wish-list for global transformation and turned

Wokers into demanders of them. Does anyone really think it’s a

coincidence that the Cult agenda for humanity is a carbon (sorry)

copy of the societal transformations desired by Woke?? These are

only some of them:

Political correctness: The means by which the Cult deletes all public

debates that it knows it cannot win if we had the free-flow of

information and evidence. 

Human-caused ‘climate change’: The means by which the Cult

seeks to transform society into a globally-controlled dictatorship

imposing its will over the fine detail of everyone’s lives ‘to save the

planet’ which doesn’t actually need saving. 

Transgender obsession: Preparing collective perception to accept the

‘new human’ which would not have genders because it would be

created technologically and not through procreation. I’ll have much

more on this in Human 2.0. 

Race obsession: The means by which the Cult seeks to divide and

rule the population by triggering racial division through the

perception that society is more racist than ever when the opposite is

the case. Is it perfect in that regard? No. But to compare today with

the racism of apartheid and segregation brought to an end by the

civil rights movement in the 1960s is to insult the memory of that

movement and inspirations like Martin Luther King. Why is the

‘anti-racism’ industry (which it is) so dominated by privileged white

people? 

White supremacy: This is a label used by privileged white people to

demonise poor and deprived white people pushing back on tyranny

to marginalise and destroy them. White people are being especially

targeted as the dominant race by number within Western society

which the Cult seeks to transform in its image. If you want to change

a society you must weaken and undermine its biggest group and

once you have done that by using the other groups you next turn on

them to do the same … ‘Then they came for the Jews and I was not a

Jew so I did nothing.’

Mass migration: The mass movement of people from the Middle

East, Africa and Asia into Europe, from the south into the United

States and from Asia into Australia are another way the Cult seeks to

dilute the racial, cultural and political influence of white people on

Western society. White people ask why their governments appear to

be working against them while being politically and culturally

biased towards incoming cultures. Well, here’s your answer. In the

same way sexually ‘straight’ people, men and women, ask why the

authorities are biased against them in favour of other sexualities. The answer is the same – that’s the way the Cult wants it to be for very

sinister motives. 

These are all central parts of the Cult agenda and central parts of the

Woke agenda and Woke was created and continues to be funded to

an immense degree by Cult billionaires and corporations. If anyone

begins to say ‘coincidence’ the syllables should stick in their throat. 

Billionaire ‘social justice warriors’

Joe Biden is a 100 percent-owned asset of the Cult and the Wokers’

man in the White House whenever he can remember his name and

for however long he lasts with his rapidly diminishing cognitive

function. Even walking up the steps of an aircra  without falling on

his arse would appear to be a challenge. He’s not an empty-shell

puppet or anything. From the minute Biden took office (or the Cult

did) he began his executive orders promoting the Woke wish-list. 

You will see the Woke agenda imposed ever more severely because

it’s really the  Cult agenda. Woke organisations and activist networks

spawned by the Cult are funded to the extreme so long as they

promote what the Cult wants to happen. Woke is funded to promote

‘social justice’ by billionaires who become billionaires by destroying

social justice. The social justice mantra is only a cover for

dismantling social justice and funded by billionaires that couldn’t

give a damn about social justice. Everything makes sense when you

see that. One of Woke’s premier funders is Cult billionaire financier

George Soros who said: ‘I am basically there to make money, I

cannot and do not look at the social consequences of what I do.’ This

is the same Soros who has given more than $32 billion to his Open

Society Foundations global Woke network and funded Black Lives

Ma er, mass immigration into Europe and the United States, 

transgender activism, climate change activism, political correctness

and groups targeting ‘white supremacy’ in the form of privileged

white thugs that dominate Antifa. What a scam it all is and when

you are dealing with the unquestioning fact-free zone of Woke

scamming them is child’s play. All you need to pull it off in all these

organisations are a few in-the-know agents of the Cult and an army

of naïve, reframed, uninformed, narcissistic, know-nothings

convinced of their own self-righteousness, self-purity and virtue. 

Soros and fellow billionaires and billionaire corporations have

poured hundreds of millions into Black Lives Ma er and connected

groups and promoted them to a global audience. None of this is

motivated by caring about black people. These are the billionaires

that have controlled and exploited a system that leaves millions of

black people in abject poverty and deprivation which they do

absolutely nothing to address. The same Cult networks funding

BLM were behind the  slave trade!  Black Lives Ma er hĳacked a

phrase that few would challenge and they have turned this laudable

concept into a political weapon to divide society. You know that

BLM is a fraud when it claims that  All Lives Ma er, the most

inclusive statement of all, is ‘racist’. BLM and its Cult masters don’t

want to end racism. To them it’s a means to an end to control all of

humanity never mind the colour, creed, culture or background. 

What has destroying the nuclear family got to do with ending

racism? Nothing – but that is one of the goals of BLM and also

happens to be a goal of the Cult as I have been exposing in my books

for decades. Stealing children from loving parents and giving

schools ever more power to override parents is part of that same

agenda. BLM is a Marxist organisation and why would that not be

the case when the Cult created Marxism  and BLM? Patrisse Cullors, a

BLM co-founder, said in a 2015 video that she and her fellow

organisers, including co-founder Alicia Garza, are ‘trained Marxists’. 

The lady known a er marriage as Patrisse Khan-Cullors bought a

$1.4 million home in 2021 in one of the whitest areas of California

with a black population of just 1.6 per cent and has so far bought  four

high-end homes for a total of $3.2 million. How very Marxist. There

must be a bit of spare in the BLM coffers, however, when Cult

corporations and billionaires have handed over the best part of $100

million. Many black people can see that Black Lives Ma er is not

working for them, but against them, and this is still more

confirmation. Black journalist Jason Whitlock, who had his account

suspended by Twi er for simply linking to the story about the

‘Marxist’s’ home buying spree, said that BLM leaders are ‘making

millions of dollars off the backs of these dead black men who they

wouldn’t spit on if they were on fire and alive’. 

Black Lies Matter

Cult assets and agencies came together to promote BLM in the wake

of the death of career criminal George Floyd who had been jailed a

number of times including for forcing his way into the home of a

black woman with others in a raid in which a gun was pointed at her

stomach. Floyd was filmed being held in a Minneapolis street in 2020

with the knee of a police officer on his neck and he subsequently

died. It was an appalling thing for the officer to do, but the same

technique has been used by police on peaceful protestors of

lockdown without any outcry from the Woke brigade. As

unquestioning supporters of the Cult agenda Wokers have

supported lockdown and all the ‘Covid’ claptrap while a acking

anyone standing up to the tyranny imposed in its name. Court

documents would later include details of an autopsy on Floyd by

County Medical Examiner Dr Andrew Baker who concluded that

Floyd had taken a fatal level of the drug fentanyl. None of this

ma ered to fact-free, question-free, Woke. Floyd’s death was

followed by worldwide protests against police brutality amid calls to

defund the police. Throwing babies out with the bathwater is a

Woke speciality. In the wake of the murder of British woman Sarah

Everard a Green Party member of the House of Lords, Baroness

Jones of Moulescoomb (Nincompoopia would have been be er), 

called for a 6pm curfew for all men. This would be in breach of the

Geneva Conventions on war crimes which ban collective

punishment, but that would never have crossed the black and white

Woke mind of Baroness Nincompoopia who would have been far

too convinced of her own self-righteousness to compute such details. 

Many American cities did defund the police in the face of Floyd riots

and a er $15 million was deleted from the police budget in

Washington DC under useless Woke mayor Muriel Bowser car-

jacking alone rose by 300 percent and within six months the US

capital recorded its highest murder rate in 15 years. The same

happened in Chicago and other cities in line with the Cult/Soros

plan to bring fear to streets and neighbourhoods by reducing the

police, releasing violent criminals and not prosecuting crime. This is

the mob-rule agenda that I have warned in the books was coming for

so long. Shootings in the area of Minneapolis where Floyd was

arrested increased by 2,500 percent compared with the year before. 

Defunding the police over George Floyd has led to a big increase in

dead people with many of them black. Police protection for

politicians making these decisions stayed the same or increased as

you would expect from professional hypocrites. The Cult doesn’t

actually want to abolish the police. It wants to abolish local control

over the police and hand it to federal government as the

psychopaths advance the Hunger Games Society. Many George

Floyd protests turned into violent riots with black stores and

businesses destroyed by fire and looting across America fuelled by

Black Lives Ma er. Woke doesn’t do irony. If you want civil rights

you must loot the liquor store and the supermarket and make off

with a smart TV. It’s the only way. 

It’s not a race war – it’s a class war

Black people are patronised by privileged blacks and whites alike

and told they are victims of white supremacy. I find it extraordinary

to watch privileged blacks supporting the very system and bloodline

networks behind the slave trade and parroting the same Cult-serving

manipulative crap of their privileged white, o en billionaire, 

associates. It is indeed not a race war but a class war and colour is

just a diversion. Black Senator Cory Booker and black

Congresswoman Maxine Waters, more residents of Nincompoopia, 

personify this. Once you tell people they are victims of someone else

you devalue both their own responsibility for their plight and the

power they have to impact on their reality and experience. Instead

we have: ‘You are only in your situation because of whitey – turn on

them and everything will change.’ It won’t change. Nothing changes

in our lives unless  we change it. Crucial to that is never seeing

yourself as a victim and always as the creator of your reality. Life is a

simple sequence of choice and consequence. Make different choices

and you create different consequences.  You have to make those

choices – not Black Lives Ma er, the Woke Mafia and anyone else

that seeks to dictate your life. Who are they these Wokers, an

emotional and psychological road traffic accident, to tell you what to

do? Personal empowerment is the last thing the Cult and its Black

Lives Ma er want black people or anyone else to have. They claim to

be defending the underdog while  creating and perpetuating the

underdog. The Cult’s worst nightmare is human unity and if they

are going to keep blacks, whites and every other race under

economic servitude and control then the focus must be diverted


from what they have in common to what they can be manipulated to

believe divides them. Blacks have to be told that their poverty and

plight is the fault of the white bloke living on the street in the same

poverty and with the same plight they are experiencing. The

difference is that your plight black people is due to him, a white

supremacist with ‘white privilege’ living on the street. Don’t unite as

one human family against your mutual oppressors and suppressors

– fight the oppressor with the white face who is as financially

deprived as you are. The Cult knows that as its ‘Covid’ agenda

moves into still new levels of extremism people are going to respond

and it has been spreading the seeds of disunity everywhere to stop a

united response to the evil that targets  all of us. 

Racist a acks on ‘whiteness’ are ge ing ever more outrageous and

especially through the American Democratic Party which has an

appalling history for anti-black racism. Barack Obama, Joe Biden, 

Hillary Clinton and Nancy Pelosi all eulogised about Senator Robert

Byrd at his funeral in 2010 a er a nearly 60-year career in Congress. 

Byrd was a brutal Ku Klux Klan racist and a violent abuser of Cathy

O’Brien in MKUltra. He said he would never fight in the military

‘with a negro by my side’ and ‘rather I should die a thousand times, 

and see Old Glory trampled in the dirt never to rise again, than to

see this beloved land of ours become degraded by race mongrels, a

throwback to the blackest specimen from the wilds’. Biden called

Byrd a ‘very close friend and mentor’. These ‘Woke’ hypocrites are

not anti-racist they are anti-poor and anti-people not of their

perceived class. Here is an illustration of the scale of anti-white

racism to which we have now descended. Seriously Woke and

moronic  New York Times contributor Damon Young described

whiteness as a ‘virus’ that ‘like other viruses will not die until there

are no bodies le  for it to infect’. He went on: ‘… the only way to

stop it is to locate it, isolate it, extract it, and kill it.’ Young can say

that as a black man with no consequences when a white man saying

the same in reverse would be facing a jail sentence.  That’s racism. We

had super-Woke numbskull senators Tammy Duckworth and Mazie

Hirono saying they would object to future Biden Cabinet

appointments if he did not nominate more Asian Americans and

Pacific Islanders. Never mind the ability of the candidate what do

they look like? Duckworth said: ‘I will vote for racial minorities and I

will vote for LGBTQ, but anyone else I’m not voting for.’ Appointing

people on the grounds of race is illegal, but that was not a problem

for this ludicrous pair. They were on-message and that’s a free pass

in any situation. 

Critical race racism

White children are told at school they are intrinsically racist as they

are taught the divisive ‘critical race theory’. This claims that the law

and legal institutions are inherently racist and that race is a socially

constructed concept used by white people to further their economic

and political interests at the expense of people of colour. White is a

‘virus’ as we’ve seen. Racial inequality results from ‘social, 

economic, and legal differences that white people create between

races to maintain white interests which leads to poverty and

criminality in minority communities‘. I must tell that to the white

guy sleeping on the street. The principal of East Side Community

School in New York sent white parents a manifesto that called on

them to become ‘white traitors’ and advocate for full ‘white

abolition’. These people are teaching your kids when they urgently

need a psychiatrist. The ‘school’ included a chart with ‘eight white

identities’ that ranged from ‘white supremacist’ to ‘white abolition’

and defined the behaviour white people must follow to end ‘the

regime of whiteness’. Woke blacks and their privileged white

associates are acting exactly like the slave owners of old and Ku Klux

Klan racists like Robert Byrd. They are too full of their own self-

purity to see that, but it’s true. Racism is not a body type; it’s a state

of mind that can manifest through any colour, creed or culture. 

Another racial fraud is  ‘equity’. Not equality of treatment and

opportunity – equity. It’s a term spun as equality when it means

something very different. Equality in its true sense is a raising up

while ‘equity’ is a race to the bo om. Everyone in the same level of

poverty is ‘equity’. Keep everyone down – that’s equity. The Cult

doesn’t want anyone in the human family to be empowered and

BLM leaders, like all these ‘anti-racist’ organisations, continue their

privileged, pampered existence by perpetuating the perception of

gathering racism. When is the last time you heard an ‘anti-racist’ or

‘anti-Semitism’ organisation say that acts of racism and

discrimination have  fallen?  It’s not in the interests of their fund-

raising and power to influence and the same goes for the

professional soccer anti-racism operation, Kick It Out. Two things

confirmed that the Black Lives Ma er riots in the summer of 2020

were Cult creations. One was that while anti-lockdown protests were

condemned in this same period for ‘transmi ing ‘Covid’ the

authorities supported mass gatherings of Black Lives Ma er

supporters. I even saw self-deluding people claiming to be doctors

say the two types of protest were not the same. No – the non-existent

‘Covid’ was in favour of lockdowns and a acked those that

protested against them while ‘Covid’ supported Black Lives Ma er

and kept well away from its protests. The whole thing was a joke

and as lockdown protestors were arrested, o en brutally, by

reframed Face-Nappies we had the grotesque sight of police officers

taking the knee to Black Lives Ma er, a Cult-funded Marxist

organisation that supports violent riots and wants to destroy the

nuclear family and white people. 

He’s not white? Shucks! 

Woke obsession with race was on display again when ten people

were shot dead in Boulder, Colorado, in March, 2021. Cult-owned

Woke TV channels like CNN said the shooter appeared to be a white

man and Wokers were on Twi er condemning ‘violent white men’

with the usual mantras. Then the shooter’s name was released as

Ahmad Al Aliwi Alissa, an anti-Trump Arab-American, and the sigh

of disappointment could be heard five miles away. Never mind that

ten people were dead and what that meant for their families. Race

baiting was all that ma ered to these sick Cult-serving people like

Barack Obama who exploited the deaths to further divide America

on racial grounds which is his job for the Cult. This is the man that

‘racist’ white Americans made the first black president of the United

States and then gave him a second term. Not-very-bright Obama has

become filthy rich on the back of that and today appears to have a

big influence on the Biden administration. Even so he’s still a

downtrodden black man and a victim of white supremacy. This

disingenuous fraud reveals the contempt he has for black people

when he puts on a Deep South Alabama accent whenever he talks to

them, no,  at them. 

Another BLM red flag was how the now fully-Woke (fully-Cult)

and fully-virtue-signalled professional soccer authorities had their

teams taking the knee before every match in support of Marxist

Black Lives Ma er. Soccer authorities and clubs displayed ‘Black

Lives Ma er’ on the players’ shirts and flashed the name on

electronic billboards around the pitch. Any fans that condemned

what is a Freemasonic taking-the-knee ritual were widely

condemned as you would expect from the Woke virtue-signallers of

professional sport and the now fully-Woke media. We have reverse

racism in which you are banned from criticising any race or culture

except for white people for whom anything goes – say what you like, 

no problem. What has this got to do with racial harmony and

equality? We’ve had black supremacists from Black Lives Ma er

telling white people to fall to their knees in the street and apologise

for their white supremacy. Black supremacists acting like white

supremacist slave owners of the past couldn’t breach their self-

obsessed, race-obsessed sense of self-purity. Joe Biden appointed a

race-obsessed black supremacist Kristen Clarke to head the Justice

Department Civil Rights Division. Clarke claimed that blacks are

endowed with ‘greater mental, physical and spiritual abilities’ than

whites. If anyone reversed that statement they would be vilified. 

Clarke is on-message so no problem. She’s never seen a black-white

situation in which the black figure is anything but a virtuous victim

and she heads the Civil Rights Division which should treat everyone

the same or it isn’t civil rights. Another perception of the Renegade

Mind: If something or someone is part of the Cult agenda they will

be supported by Woke governments and media no ma er what. If

they’re not, they will be condemned and censored. It really is that

simple and so racist Clarke prospers despite (make that because of)

her racism. 

The end of culture

Biden’s administration is full of such racial, cultural and economic

bias as the Cult requires the human family to be divided into

warring factions. We are now seeing racially-segregated graduations

and everything, but everything, is defined through the lens of

perceived ‘racism. We have ‘racist’ mathematics, ‘racist’ food and

even ‘racist’  plants. World famous Kew Gardens in London said it

was changing labels on plants and flowers to tell its pre-‘Covid’

more than two million visitors a year how racist they are. Kew

director Richard Deverell said this was part of an effort to ‘move

quickly to decolonise collections’ a er they were approached by one

Ajay Chhabra ‘an actor with an insight into how sugar cane was

linked to slavery’. They are  plants you idiots. ‘Decolonisation’ in the

Woke manual really means colonisation of society with its mentality

and by extension colonisation by the Cult. We are witnessing a new

Chinese-style ‘Cultural Revolution’ so essential to the success of all

Marxist takeovers. Our cultural past and traditions have to be swept

away to allow a new culture to be built-back-be er. Woke targeting

of long-standing Western cultural pillars including historical

monuments and cancelling of historical figures is what happened in

the Mao revolution in China which ‘purged remnants of capitalist

and traditional elements from Chinese society‘ and installed Maoism

as the dominant ideology‘. For China see the Western world today

and for ‘dominant ideology’ see Woke. Be er still see Marxism or

Maoism. The ‘Covid’ hoax has specifically sought to destroy the arts

and all elements of Western culture from people meeting in a pub or

restaurant to closing theatres, music venues, sports stadiums, places

of worship and even banning  singing. Destruction of Western society

is also why criticism of any religion is banned except for Christianity

which again is the dominant religion as white is the numerically-

dominant race. Christianity may be fading rapidly, but its history

and traditions are weaved through the fabric of Western society. 

Delete the pillars and other structures will follow until the whole

thing collapses. I am not a Christian defending that religion when I

say that. I have no religion. It’s just a fact. To this end Christianity

has itself been turned Woke to usher its own downfall and its ranks

are awash with ‘change agents’ – knowing and unknowing – at

every level including Pope Francis ( definitely knowing) and the

clueless Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby (possibly not, but

who can be sure?). Woke seeks to coordinate a acks on Western

culture, traditions, and ways of life through ‘intersectionality’

defined as ‘the complex, cumulative way in which the effects of

multiple forms of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and

classism) combine, overlap, or intersect especially in the experiences

of marginalised individuals or groups’. Wade through the Orwellian

Woke-speak and this means coordinating disparate groups in a

common cause to overthrow freedom and liberal values. 

The entire structure of public institutions has been infested with

Woke – government at all levels, political parties, police, military, 

schools, universities, advertising, media and trade unions. This

abomination has been achieved through the Cult web by appointing

Wokers to positions of power and ba ering non-Wokers into line

through intimidation, isolation and threats to their job. Many have

been fired in the wake of the empathy-deleted, vicious hostility of

‘social justice’ Wokers and the desire of gutless, spineless employers

to virtue-signal their Wokeness. Corporations are filled with Wokers

today, most notably those in Silicon Valley. Ironically at the top they

are not Woke at all. They are only exploiting the mentality their Cult

masters have created and funded to censor and enslave while the

Wokers cheer them on until it’s their turn. Thus the Woke ‘liberal

le ’ is an inversion of the traditional liberal le . Campaigning for

justice on the grounds of power and wealth distribution has been

replaced by campaigning for identity politics. The genuine

traditional le  would never have taken money from today’s

billionaire abusers of fairness and justice and nor would the

billionaires have wanted to fund that genuine le . It would not have

been in their interests to do so. The division of opinion in those days

was between the haves and have nots. This all changed with Cult

manipulated and funded identity politics. The division of opinion

today is between Wokers and non-Wokers and not income brackets. 

Cult corporations and their billionaires may have taken wealth

disparity to cataclysmic levels of injustice, but as long as they speak

the language of Woke, hand out the dosh to the Woke network and

censor the enemy they are ‘one of us’. Billionaires who don’t give a

damn about injustice are laughing at them till their bellies hurt. 

Wokers are not even close to self-aware enough to see that. The

transformed ‘le ’ dynamic means that Wokers who drone on about

‘social justice’ are funded by billionaires that have destroyed social

justice the world over. It’s  why they are billionaires. 

The climate con

Nothing encapsulates what I have said more comprehensively than

the hoax of human-caused global warming. I have detailed in my

books over the years how Cult operatives and organisations were the

pump-primers from the start of the climate con. A purpose-built

vehicle for this is the Club of Rome established by the Cult in 1968

with the Rockefellers and Rothschilds centrally involved all along. 

Their gofer frontman Maurice Strong, a Canadian oil millionaire, 

hosted the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992 where the

global ‘green movement’ really expanded in earnest under the

guiding hand of the Cult. The Earth Summit established Agenda 21

through the Cult-created-and-owned United Nations to use the

illusion of human-caused climate change to justify the

transformation of global society to save the world from climate

disaster. It is a No-Problem-Reaction-Solution sold through

governments, media, schools and universities as whole generations

have been terrified into believing that the world was going to end in

their lifetimes unless what old people had inflicted upon them was

stopped by a complete restructuring of how everything is done. 

Chill, kids, it’s all a hoax. Such restructuring is precisely what the

Cult agenda demands (purely by coincidence of course). Today this

has been given the codename of the Great Reset which is only an

updated term for Agenda 21 and its associated Agenda 2030. The

la er, too, is administered through the UN and was voted into being

by the General Assembly in 2015. Both 21 and 2030 seek centralised

control of all resources and food right down to the raindrops falling

on your own land. These are some of the demands of Agenda 21

established in 1992. See if you recognise this society emerging today:



• End national sovereignty

• State planning and management of all land resources, ecosystems, 

deserts, forests, mountains, oceans and fresh water; agriculture; 

rural development; biotechnology; and ensuring  ‘equity’

• The state to ‘define the role’ of business and financial resources

• Abolition of private property

• ‘Restructuring’ the family unit (see BLM)

• Children raised by the state

• People told what their job will be

• Major restrictions on movement

• Creation of ‘human se lement zones’

• Mass rese lement as people are forced to vacate land where they

live

• Dumbing down education

• Mass global depopulation in pursuit of all the above



The United Nations was created as a Trojan horse for world

government. With the climate con of critical importance to

promoting that outcome you would expect the UN to be involved. 

Oh, it’s involved all right. The UN is promoting Agenda 21 and

Agenda 2030 justified by ‘climate change’ while also driving the

climate hoax through its Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC), one of the world’s most corrupt organisations. The

IPCC has been lying ferociously and constantly since the day it

opened its doors with the global media hanging unquestioningly on

its every mendacious word. The Green movement is entirely Woke

and has long lost its original environmental focus since it was co-

opted by the Cult. An obsession with ‘global warming’ has deleted

its values and scrambled its head. I experienced a small example of

what I mean on a beautiful country walk that I have enjoyed several

times a week for many years. The path merged into the fields and

forests and you felt at one with the natural world. Then a ‘Green’

organisation, the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust, took

over part of the land and proceeded to cut down a large number of

trees, including mature ones, to install a horrible big, bright steel

‘this-is-ours-stay-out’ fence that destroyed the whole atmosphere of

this beautiful place. No one with a feel for nature would do that. Day

a er day I walked to the sound of chainsaws and a magnificent

mature weeping willow tree that I so admired was cut down at the

base of the trunk. When I challenged a Woke young girl in a green

shirt (of course) about this vandalism she replied: ‘It’s a weeping

willow – it will grow back.’ This is what people are paying for when

they donate to the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust and

many other ‘green’ organisations today. It is not the environmental

movement that I knew and instead has become a support-system –

as with Extinction Rebellion – for a very dark agenda. 

Private jets for climate justice

The Cult-owned, Gates-funded, World Economic Forum and its

founder Klaus Schwab were behind the emergence of Greta

Thunberg to harness the young behind the climate agenda and she

was invited to speak to the world at … the UN. Schwab published a

book,  Covid-19: The Great Reset in 2020 in which he used the ‘Covid’

hoax and the climate hoax to lay out a new society straight out of

Agenda 21 and Agenda 2030. Bill Gates followed in early 2021 when

he took time out from destroying the world to produce a book in his

name about the way to save it. Gates flies across the world in private

jets and admi ed that ‘I probably have one of the highest

greenhouse gas footprints of anyone on the planet … my personal

flying alone is gigantic.’ He has also bid for the planet’s biggest

private jet operator. Other climate change saviours who fly in private

jets include John Kerry, the US Special Presidential Envoy for

Climate, and actor Leonardo DiCaprio, a ‘UN Messenger of Peace

with special focus on climate change’. These people are so full of

bullshit they could corner the market in manure. We mustn’t be

sceptical, though, because the Gates book,  How to Avoid a Climate

 Disaster: The Solutions We Have and the Breakthroughs We Need, is a

genuine a empt to protect the world and not an obvious pile of

excrement a ributed to a mega-psychopath aimed at selling his

masters’ plans for humanity. The Gates book and the other shite-pile

by Klaus Schwab could have been wri en by the same person and

may well have been. Both use ‘climate change’ and ‘Covid’ as the

excuses for their new society and by coincidence the Cult’s World

Economic Forum and Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation promote

the climate hoax and hosted Event 201 which pre-empted with a

‘simulation’ the very ‘coronavirus’ hoax that would be simulated for

real on humanity within weeks. The British ‘royal’ family is

promoting the ‘Reset’ as you would expect through Prince ‘climate

change caused the war in Syria’ Charles and his hapless son Prince

William who said that we must ‘reset our relationship with nature

and our trajectory as a species’ to avoid a climate disaster. Amazing

how many promotors of the ‘Covid’ and ‘climate change’ control

systems are connected to Gates and the World Economic Forum. A

‘study’ in early 2021 claimed that carbon dioxide emissions must fall

by the equivalent of a global lockdown roughly every two years for

the next decade to save the planet. The ‘study’ appeared in the same

period that the Schwab mob claimed in a video that lockdowns

destroying the lives of billions are good because they make the earth

‘quieter’ with less ‘ambient noise’. They took down the video amid a

public backlash for such arrogant, empathy-deleted stupidity You

see, however, where they are going with this. Corinne Le Quéré, a

professor at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, 

University of East Anglia, was lead author of the climate lockdown

study, and she writes for … the World Economic Forum. Gates calls

in ‘his’ book for changing ‘every aspect of the economy’ (long-time

Cult agenda) and for humans to eat synthetic ‘meat’ (predicted in

my books) while cows and other farm animals are eliminated. 

Australian TV host and commentator Alan Jones described what

carbon emission targets would mean for farm animals in Australia

alone if emissions were reduced as demanded by 35 percent by 2030

and zero by 2050:

Well, let’s take agriculture, the total emissions from agriculture are about 75 million tonnes of carbon dioxide, equivalent. Now reduce that by 35 percent and you have to come down to

50 million tonnes, I’ve done the maths. So if you take for example 1.5 million cows, you’re going to have to reduce the herd by 525,000 [by] 2030, nine years, that’s 58,000 cows a year. 

The beef herd’s 30 million, reduce that by 35 percent, that’s 10.5 million, which means 1.2

million cattle have to go every year between now and 2030. This is insanity! 

There are 75 million sheep. Reduce that by 35 percent, that’s 26 million sheep, that’s almost 3

million a year. So under the Paris Agreement over 30 million beasts. dairy cows, cattle, pigs and sheep would go. More than 8,000 every minute of every hour for the next decade, do

these people know what they’re talking about? 

Clearly they don’t at the level of campaigners, politicians and

administrators. The Cult  does know; that’s the outcome it wants. We

are faced with not just a war on humanity. Animals and the natural

world are being targeted and I have been saying since the ‘Covid’

hoax began that the plan eventually was to claim that the ‘deadly

virus’ is able to jump from animals, including farm animals and

domestic pets, to humans. Just before this book went into production

came this story: ‘Russia registers world’s first Covid-19 vaccine for

cats & dogs as makers of Sputnik V warn pets & farm animals could

spread virus’. The report said ‘top scientists warned that the deadly

pathogen could soon begin spreading through homes and farms’

and ‘the next stage is the infection of farm and domestic animals’. 

Know the outcome and you’ll see the journey. Think what that

would mean for animals and keep your eye on a term called

zoonosis or zoonotic diseases which transmit between animals and

humans. The Cult wants to break the connection between animals

and people as it does between people and people. Farm animals fit

with the Cult agenda to transform food from natural to synthetic. 

The gas of life is killing us

There can be few greater examples of Cult inversion than the

condemnation of carbon dioxide as a dangerous pollutant when it is

the gas of life. Without it the natural world would be dead and so we

would all be dead. We breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon

dioxide while plants produce oxygen and absorb carbon dioxide. It

is a perfect symbiotic relationship that the Cult wants to dismantle

for reasons I will come to in the final two chapters. Gates, Schwab, 

other Cult operatives and mindless repeaters, want the world to be

‘carbon neutral’ by at least 2050 and the earlier the be er. ‘Zero

carbon’ is the cry echoed by lunatics calling for ‘Zero Covid’ when

we already have it. These carbon emission targets will

deindustrialise the world in accordance with Cult plans – the post-

industrial, post-democratic society – and with so-called renewables

like solar and wind not coming even close to meeting human energy

needs blackouts and cold are inevitable. Texans got the picture in the

winter of 2021 when a snow storm stopped wind turbines and solar

panels from working and the lights went down along with water

which relies on electricity for its supply system. Gates wants

everything to be powered by electricity to ensure that his masters

have the kill switch to stop all human activity, movement, cooking, 

water and warmth any time they like. The climate lie is so

stupendously inverted that it claims we must urgently reduce

carbon dioxide when we  don’t have enough. 

Co2 in the atmosphere is a li le above 400 parts per million when

the optimum for plant growth is 2,000 ppm and when it falls

anywhere near 150 ppm the natural world starts to die and so do we. 

It fell to as low as 280 ppm in an 1880 measurement in Hawaii and

rose to 413 ppm in 2019 with industrialisation which is why the

planet has become  greener in the industrial period. How insane then

that psychopathic madman Gates is not satisfied only with blocking

the rise of Co2. He’s funding technology to suck it out of the

atmosphere. The reason why will become clear. The industrial era is

not destroying the world through Co2 and has instead turned

around a potentially disastrous ongoing fall in Co2. Greenpeace co-

founder and scientist Patrick Moore walked away from Greenpeace

in 1986 and has exposed the green movement for fear-mongering

and lies. He said that 500 million years ago there was  17 times more

Co2 in the atmosphere than we have today and levels have been

falling for hundreds of millions of years. In the last 150 million years

Co2 levels in Earth’s atmosphere had reduced by  90 percent. Moore

said that by the time humanity began to unlock carbon dioxide from

fossil fuels we were at ‘38 seconds to midnight’ and in that sense:

‘Humans are [the Earth’s] salvation.’ Moore made the point that only

half the Co2 emi ed by fossil fuels stays in the atmosphere and we

should remember that all pollution pouring from chimneys that we

are told is carbon dioxide is in fact nothing of the kind. It’s pollution. 

Carbon dioxide is an invisible gas. 

William Happer, Professor of Physics at Princeton University and

long-time government adviser on climate, has emphasised the Co2

deficiency for maximum growth and food production. Greenhouse

growers don’t add carbon dioxide for a bit of fun. He said that most

of the warming in the last 100 years, a er the earth emerged from

the super-cold period of the ‘Li le Ice Age’ into a natural warming

cycle, was over by 1940. Happer said that a peak year for warming in

1988 can be explained by a ‘monster El Nino’ which is a natural and

cyclical warming of the Pacific that has nothing to do with ‘climate

change’. He said the effect of Co2 could be compared to painting a

wall with red paint in that once two or three coats have been applied

it didn’t ma er how much more you slapped on because the wall

will not get much redder. Almost all the effect of the rise in Co2 has

already happened, he said, and the volume in the atmosphere would

now have to  double to increase temperature by a single degree. 

Climate hoaxers know this and they have invented the most

ridiculously complicated series of ‘feedback’ loops to try to

overcome this rather devastating fact. You hear puppet Greta going

on cluelessly about feedback loops and this is why. 

The Sun affects temperature? No you  climate denier

Some other nonsense to contemplate: Climate graphs show that rises

in temperature do not follow rises in Co2 –  it’s the other way round

with a lag between the two of some 800 years. If we go back 800

years from present time we hit the Medieval Warm Period when

temperatures were higher than now without any industrialisation

and this was followed by the Li le Ice Age when temperatures

plummeted. The world was still emerging from these centuries of

serious cold when many climate records began which makes the

ever-repeated line of the ‘ho est year since records began’

meaningless when you are not comparing like with like. The coldest

period of the Li le Ice Age corresponded with the lowest period of

sunspot activity when the Sun was at its least active. Proper

scientists will not be at all surprised by this when it confirms the

obvious fact that earth temperature is affected by the scale of Sun

activity and the energetic power that it subsequently emits; but

when is the last time you heard a climate hoaxer talking about the

Sun as a source of earth temperature?? Everything has to be focussed

on Co2 which makes up just 0.117 percent of so-called greenhouse

gases and only a fraction of even that is generated by human activity. 

The rest is natural. More than  90 percent of those greenhouse gases

are water vapour and clouds (Fig 9). Ban moisture I say. Have you

noticed that the climate hoaxers no longer use the polar bear as their

promotion image? That’s because far from becoming extinct polar

bear communities are stable or thriving. Joe Bastardi, American

meteorologist, weather forecaster and outspoken critic of the climate

lie, documents in his book  The Climate Chronicles how weather

pa erns and events claimed to be evidence of climate change have

been happening since long before industrialisation: ‘What happened

before naturally is happening again, as is to be expected given the

cyclical nature of the climate due to the design of the planet.’ If you

read the detailed background to the climate hoax in my other books

you will shake your head and wonder how anyone could believe the

crap which has spawned a multi-trillion dollar industry based on

absolute garbage (see HIV causes AIDs and Sars-Cov-2 causes

‘Covid-19’). Climate and ‘Covid’ have much in common given they

have the same source. They both have the contradictory  everything

factor in which everything is explained by reference to them. It’s hot

– ‘it’s climate change’. It’s cold – ‘it’s climate change’. I got a sniffle –

‘it’s Covid’. I haven’t got a sniffle – ‘it’s Covid’. Not having a sniffle

has to be a symptom of ‘Covid’. Everything is and not having a

sniffle is especially dangerous if you are a slow walker. For sheer

audacity I offer you a Cambridge University ‘study’ that actually

linked ‘Covid’ to ‘climate change’. It had to happen eventually. They

concluded that climate change played a role in ‘Covid-19’ spreading

from animals to humans because … wait for it … I kid you not …  the

 two groups were forced closer together as populations grow. Er, that’s it. 

The whole foundation on which this depended was that ‘Bats are the

likely zoonotic origin of SARS-CoV-1 and SARS-CoV-2’. Well, they

are not. They are nothing to do with it. Apart from bats not being the

origin and therefore ‘climate change’ effects on bats being irrelevant

I am in awe of their academic insight. Where would we be without

them? Not where we are that’s for sure. 
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Figure 9: The idea that the gas of life is disastrously changing the climate is an insult to brain cell activity. 

One other point about the weather is that climate modification is

now well advanced and not every major weather event is natural –

or earthquake come to that. I cover this subject at some length in

other books. China is openly planning a rapid expansion of its

weather modification programme which includes changing the

climate in an area more than one and a half times the size of India. 

China used weather manipulation to ensure clear skies during the

2008 Olympics in Beĳing. I have quoted from US military documents

detailing how to employ weather manipulation as a weapon of war

and they did that in the 1960s and 70s during the conflict in Vietnam

with Operation Popeye manipulating monsoon rains for military

purposes. Why would there be international treaties on weather

modification if it wasn’t possible? Of course it is. Weather is

energetic information and it can be changed. 

How was the climate hoax pulled off? See ‘Covid’

If you can get billions to believe in a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist you can

get them to believe in human-caused climate change that doesn’t

exist. Both are being used by the Cult to transform global society in

the way it has long planned. Both hoaxes have been achieved in

pre y much the same way. First you declare a lie is a fact. There’s a

‘virus’ you call SARS-Cov-2 or humans are warming the planet with

their behaviour. Next this becomes, via Cult networks, the

foundation of government, academic and science policy and belief. 

Those who parrot the mantra are given big grants to produce

research that confirms the narrative is true and ever more

‘symptoms’ are added to make the ‘virus’/’climate change’ sound

even more scary. Scientists and researchers who challenge the

narrative have their grants withdrawn and their careers destroyed. 

The media promote the lie as the unquestionable truth and censor

those with an alternative view or evidence. A great percentage of the

population believe what they are told as the lie becomes an

everybody-knows-that and the believing-masses turn on those with

a mind of their own. The technique has been used endlessly

throughout human history. Wokers are the biggest promotors of the

climate lie  and ‘Covid’ fascism because their minds are owned by the

Cult; their sense of self-righteous self-purity knows no bounds; and

they exist in a bubble of reality in which facts are irrelevant and only

get in the way of looking without seeing. 

Running through all of this like veins in a blue cheese is control of

information, which means control of perception, which means

control of behaviour, which collectively means control of human

society. The Cult owns the global media and Silicon Valley fascists

for the simple reason that it  has to. Without control of information it

can’t control perception and through that human society. Examine

every facet of the Cult agenda and you will see that anything

supporting its introduction is never censored while anything

pushing back is always censored. I say again: Psychopaths that know

why they are doing this must go before Nuremberg trials and those

that follow their orders must trot along behind them into the same

dock. ‘I was just following orders’ didn’t work the first time and it

must not work now. Nuremberg trials must be held all over the

world before public juries for politicians, government officials, 

police, compliant doctors, scientists and virologists, and all Cult

operatives such as Gates, Tedros, Fauci, Vallance, Whi y, Ferguson, 

Zuckerberg, Wojcicki, Brin, Page, Dorsey, the whole damn lot of

them – including, no  especially, the psychopath psychologists. 

Without them and the brainless, gutless excuses for journalists that

have repeated their lies, none of this could be happening. Nobody

can be allowed to escape justice for the psychological and economic

Armageddon they are all responsible for visiting upon the human

race. 

As for the compliant, unquestioning, swathes of humanity, and the

self-obsessed, all-knowing ignorance of the Wokers … don’t start me. 

God help their kids. God help their grandkids. God  help them. 

CHAPTER NINE

We must have it? So what is it? 

 Well I won’t back down. No, I won’t back down. You can stand me

 up at the Gates of Hell. But I won’t back down

Tom Petty

Iwill now focus on the genetically-manipulating ‘Covid vaccines’

which do not meet this official definition of a vaccine by the US

Centers for Disease Control (CDC): ‘A product that stimulates a

person’s immune system to produce immunity to a specific disease, 

protecting the person from that disease.’ On that basis ‘Covid

vaccines’ are not a vaccine in that the makers don’t even claim they

stop infection or transmission. 

They are instead part of a multi-levelled conspiracy to change the

nature of the human body and what it means to be ‘human’ and to

depopulate an enormous swathe of humanity. What I shall call

Human 1.0 is on the cusp of becoming Human 2.0 and for very

sinister reasons. Before I get to the ‘Covid vaccine’ in detail here’s

some background to vaccines in general. Government regulators do

not test vaccines – the makers do – and the makers control which

data is revealed and which isn’t. Children in America are given 50

vaccine doses by age six and 69 by age 19 and the effect of the whole

combined schedule has never been tested. Autoimmune diseases

when the immune system a acks its own body have soared in the

mass vaccine era and so has disease in general in children and the

young. Why wouldn’t this be the case when vaccines target the

 immune system?  The US government gave Big Pharma drug

companies immunity from prosecution for vaccine death and injury

in the 1986 National Childhood Vaccine Injury Act (NCVIA) and

since then the government (taxpayer) has been funding

compensation for the consequences of Big Pharma vaccines. The

criminal and satanic drug giants can’t lose and the vaccine schedule

has increased dramatically since 1986 for this reason. There is no

incentive to make vaccines safe and a big incentive to make money

by introducing ever more. Even against a ridiculously high bar to

prove vaccine liability, and with the government controlling the

hearing in which it is being challenged for compensation, the vaccine

court has so far paid out more than $4 billion. These are the vaccines

we are told are safe and psychopaths like Zuckerberg censor posts

saying otherwise. The immunity law was even justified by a ruling

that vaccines by their nature were ‘unavoidably unsafe’. 

Check out the ingredients of vaccines and you will be shocked if

you are new to this.  They put that in children’s bodies?? What??  Try

aluminium, a brain toxin connected to dementia, aborted foetal

tissue and formaldehyde which is used to embalm corpses. World-

renowned aluminium expert Christopher Exley had his research into

the health effect of aluminium in vaccines shut down by Keele

University in the UK when it began taking funding from the Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation. Research when diseases ‘eradicated’ by

vaccines began to decline and you will find the fall began long  before

the vaccine was introduced. Sometimes the fall even plateaued a er

the vaccine. Diseases like scarlet fever for which there was no

vaccine declined in the same way because of environmental and

other factors. A perfect case in point is the polio vaccine. Polio began

when lead arsenate was first sprayed as an insecticide and residues

remained in food products. Spraying started in 1892 and the first US

polio epidemic came in Vermont in 1894. The simple answer was to

stop spraying, but Rockefeller-created Big Pharma had a be er idea. 

Polio was decreed to be caused by the  poliovirus which ‘spreads from

person to person and can infect a person’s spinal cord’. Lead

arsenate was replaced by the lethal DDT which had the same effect

of causing paralysis by damaging the brain and central nervous

system. Polio plummeted when DDT was reduced and then banned, 

but the vaccine is still given the credit for something it didn’t do. 

Today by far the biggest cause of polio is the vaccines promoted by

Bill Gates. Vaccine justice campaigner Robert Kennedy Jr, son of

assassinated (by the Cult) US A orney General Robert Kennedy, 

wrote:

In 2017, the World Health Organization (WHO) reluctantly admitted that the global explosion in polio is predominantly vaccine strain. The most frightening epidemics in Congo, 

Afghanistan, and the Philippines, are all linked to vaccines. In fact, by 2018, 70% of global polio cases were vaccine strain. 

Vaccines make fortunes for Cult-owned Gates and Big Pharma

while undermining the health and immune systems of the

population. We had a glimpse of the mentality behind the Big

Pharma cartel with a report on WION (World is One News), an

international English language TV station based in India, which

exposed the extraordinary behaviour of US drug company Pfizer

over its ‘Covid vaccine’. The WION report told how Pfizer had made

fantastic demands of Argentina, Brazil and other countries in return

for its ‘vaccine’. These included immunity from prosecution, even

for Pfizer negligence, government insurance to protect Pfizer from

law suits and handing over as collateral sovereign assets of the

country to include Argentina’s bank reserves, military bases and

embassy buildings. Pfizer demanded the same of Brazil in the form

of waiving sovereignty of its assets abroad; exempting Pfizer from

Brazilian laws; and giving Pfizer immunity from all civil liability. 

This is a ‘vaccine’ developed with government funding. Big Pharma

is evil incarnate as a creation of the Cult and all must be handed

tickets to Nuremberg. 

Phantom ‘vaccine’ for a phantom ‘disease’

I’ll expose the ‘Covid vaccine’ fraud and then go on to the wider

background of why the Cult has set out to ‘vaccinate’ every man, 

woman and child on the planet for an alleged ‘new disease’ with a

survival rate of 99.77 percent (or more) even by the grotesquely-

manipulated figures of the World Health Organization and Johns

Hopkins University. The ‘infection’ to ‘death’ ratio is 0.23 to 0.15

percent according to Stanford epidemiologist Dr John Ioannidis and

while estimates vary the danger remains tiny. I say that if the truth

be told the fake infection to fake death ratio is zero. Never mind all

the evidence I have presented here and in  The Answer that there is no

‘virus’ let us just focus for a moment on that death-rate figure of say

0.23 percent. The figure includes all those worldwide who have

tested positive with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ and then died

within 28 days or even longer of any other cause –  any other cause. 

Now subtract all those illusory ‘Covid’ deaths on the global data

sheets from the 0.23 percent. What do you think you would be le

with?  Zero. A vaccination has never been successfully developed for

a so-called coronavirus. They have all failed at the animal testing

stage when they caused hypersensitivity to what they were claiming

to protect against and made the impact of a disease far worse. Cult-

owned vaccine corporations got around that problem this time by

bypassing animal trials, going straight to humans and making the

length of the ‘trials’ before the public rollout as short as they could

get away with. Normally it takes five to ten years or more to develop

vaccines that still cause demonstrable harm to many people and

that’s without including the long-term effects that are never officially

connected to the vaccination. ‘Covid’ non-vaccines have been

officially produced and approved in a ma er of months from a

standing start and part of the reason is that (a) they were developed

before the ‘Covid’ hoax began and (b) they are based on computer

programs and not natural sources. Official non-trials were so short

that government agencies gave  emergency,  not full, approval. ‘Trials’

were not even completed and full approval cannot be secured until

they are. Public ‘Covid vaccination’ is actually a  continuation of the

 trial. Drug company ‘trials’ are not scheduled to end until 2023 by

which time a lot of people are going to be dead. Data on which

government agencies gave this emergency approval was supplied by

the Big Pharma corporations themselves in the form of

Pfizer/BioNTech, AstraZeneca, Moderna, Johnson & Johnson, and

others, and this is the case with all vaccines. By its very nature

 emergency approval means drug companies do not have to prove that

the ‘vaccine’ is ‘safe and effective’. How could they with trials way

short of complete? Government regulators only have to  believe that

they  could be safe and effective. It is criminal manipulation to get

products in circulation with no testing worth the name. Agencies

giving that approval are infested with Big Pharma-connected place-

people and they act in the interests of Big Pharma (the Cult) and not

the public about whom they do not give a damn. 

More human lab rats

‘Covid vaccines’ produced in record time by Pfizer/BioNTech and

Moderna employ a technique  never approved before for use on humans. 

They are known as mRNA ‘vaccines’ and inject a synthetic version of

‘viral’ mRNA or ‘messenger RNA’. The key is in the term

‘messenger’. The body works, or doesn’t, on the basis of information

messaging. Communications are constantly passing between and

within the genetic system and the brain. Change those messages and

you change the state of the body and even its very nature and you

can change psychology and behaviour by the way the brain

processes information. I think you are going to see significant

changes in personality and perception of many people who have had

the ‘Covid vaccine’ synthetic potions. Insider Aldous Huxley

predicted the following in 1961 and mRNA ‘vaccines’ can be

included in the term ‘pharmacological methods’:

There will be, in the next generation or so, a pharmacological method of making people love their servitude, and producing dictatorship without tears, so to speak, producing a kind of painless concentration camp for entire societies, so that people will in fact have their own liberties taken away from them, but rather enjoy it, because they will be distracted from any desire to rebel by propaganda or brainwashing, or brainwashing enhanced by

pharmacological methods. And this seems to be the final revolution. 

Apologists claim that mRNA synthetic ‘vaccines’ don’t change the

DNA genetic blueprint because RNA does not affect DNA only the

other way round. This is so disingenuous. A process called ‘reverse

transcription’ can convert RNA into DNA and be integrated into

DNA in the cell nucleus. This was highlighted in December, 2020, by

scientists at Harvard and Massachuse s Institute of Technology

(MIT). Geneticists report that more than 40 percent of mammalian

genomes results from reverse transcription. On the most basic level

if messaging changes then that sequence must lead to changes in

DNA which is receiving and transmi ing those communications. 

How can introducing synthetic material into cells not change the

cells where DNA is located? The process is known as transfection

which is defined as ‘a technique to insert foreign nucleic acid (DNA

or RNA) into a cell, typically with the intention of altering the

properties of the cell’. Researchers at the Sloan Ke ering Institute in

New York found that changes in messenger RNA can deactivate

tumour-suppressing proteins and thereby promote cancer. This is

what happens when you mess with messaging. ‘Covid vaccine’

maker Moderna was founded in 2010 by Canadian stem cell

biologist Derrick J. Rossi a er his breakthrough discovery in the field

of transforming and reprogramming stem cells. These are neutral

cells that can be programmed to become any cell including sperm

cells. Moderna was therefore founded on the principle of genetic

manipulation and has never produced any vaccine or drug before its

genetically-manipulating synthetic ‘Covid’ shite. Look at the name –

Mode-RNA or Modify-RNA. Another important point is that the US

Supreme Court has ruled that genetically-modified DNA, or

complementary DNA (cDNA) synthesized in the laboratory from

messenger RNA, can be patented and owned. These psychopaths are

doing this to the human body. 

Cells replicate synthetic mRNA in the ‘Covid vaccines’ and in

theory the body is tricked into making antigens which trigger

antibodies to target the ‘virus spike proteins’ which as Dr Tom

Cowan said have  never been seen. Cut the crap and these ‘vaccines’

deliver  self-replicating synthetic material to the cells with the effect of

changing human DNA. The more of them you have the more that

process is compounded while synthetic material is all the time self-

replicating. ‘Vaccine’-maker Moderna describes mRNA as ‘like

so ware for the cell’ and so they are messing with the body’s

so ware. What happens when you change the so ware in a

computer? Everything changes. For this reason the Cult is preparing

a production line of mRNA ‘Covid vaccines’ and a long list of

excuses to use them as with all the ‘variants’ of a ‘virus’ never shown

to exist. The plan is further to transfer the mRNA technique to other

vaccines mostly given to children and young people. The cumulative

consequences will be a transformation of human DNA through a

constant infusion of synthetic genetic material which will kill many

and change the rest. Now consider that governments that have given

emergency approval for a vaccine that’s not a vaccine; never been

approved for humans before; had no testing worth the name; and

the makers have been given immunity from prosecution for any

deaths or adverse effects suffered by the public. The UK government

awarded  permanent legal indemnity to itself and its employees for

harm done when a patient is being treated for ‘Covid-19’ or

‘suspected Covid-19’. That is quite a thought when these are possible

‘side-effects’ from the ‘vaccine’ (they are not ‘side’, they are effects)

listed by the US Food and Drug Administration:

Guillain-Barre syndrome; acute disseminated encephalomyelitis; 

transverse myelitis; encephalitis; myelitis; encephalomyelitis; 

meningoencephalitis; meningitis; encephalopathy; convulsions; 

seizures; stroke; narcolepsy; cataplexy; anaphylaxis; acute

myocardial infarction (heart a ack); myocarditis; pericarditis; 

autoimmune disease; death; implications for pregnancy, and birth

outcomes; other acute demyelinating diseases; non anaphylactic

allergy reactions; thrombocytopenia ; disseminated intravascular

coagulation; venous thromboembolism; arthritis; arthralgia; joint

pain; Kawasaki disease; multisystem inflammatory syndrome in

children; vaccine enhanced disease. The la er is the way the

‘vaccine’ has the potential to make diseases far worse than they

would otherwise be. 

UK doctor and freedom campaigner Vernon Coleman described

the conditions in this list as ‘all unpleasant, most of them very

serious, and you can’t get more serious than death’. The thought that

anyone at all has had the ‘vaccine’ in these circumstances is

testament to the potential that humanity has for clueless, 

unquestioning, stupidity and for many that programmed stupidity

has already been terminal. 

An insider speaks

Dr Michael Yeadon is a former Vice President, head of research and

Chief Scientific Adviser at vaccine giant Pfizer. Yeadon worked on

the inside of Big Pharma, but that did not stop him becoming a vocal

critic of ‘Covid vaccines’ and their potential for multiple harms, 

including infertility in women. By the spring of 2021 he went much

further and even used the no, no, term ‘conspiracy’. When you begin

to see what is going on it is impossible not to do so. Yeadon spoke

out in an interview with freedom campaigner James Delingpole and

I mentioned earlier how he said that no one had samples of ‘the

virus’. He explained that the mRNA technique originated in the anti-

cancer field and ways to turn on and off certain genes which could

be advantageous if you wanted to stop cancer growing out of

control. ‘That’s the origin of them. They are a very unusual

application, really.’ Yeadon said that treating a cancer patient with

an aggressive procedure might be understandable if the alternative

was dying, but it was quite another thing to use the same technique

as a public health measure. Most people involved wouldn’t catch the

infectious agent you were vaccinating against and if they did they

probably wouldn’t die:

If you are really using it as a public health measure you really want to as close as you can get to zero sides-effects … I find it odd that they chose techniques that were really cutting their teeth in the field of oncology and I’m worried that in using gene-based vaccines that have to be injected in the body and spread around the body, get taken up into some cells, and the regulators haven’t quite told us which cells they get taken up into … you are going to be generating a wide range of responses … with multiple steps each of which could go well or badly. 

I doubt the Cult intends it to go well. Yeadon said that you can put

any gene you like into the body through the ‘vaccine’. ‘You can

certainly give them a gene that would do them some harm if you

wanted.’ I was intrigued when he said that when used in the cancer

field the technique could turn genes on and off. I explore this process

in  The Answer and with different genes having different functions

you could create mayhem – physically and psychologically – if you

turned the wrong ones on and the right ones off. I read reports of an

experiment by researchers at the University of Washington’s school

of computer science and engineering in which they encoded DNA to

infect computers. The body is itself a biological computer and if

human DNA can inflict damage on a computer why can’t the

computer via synthetic material mess with the human body? It can. 

The Washington research team said it was possible to insert

malicious malware into ‘physical DNA strands’ and corrupt the

computer system of a gene sequencing machine as it ‘reads gene

le ers and stores them as binary digits 0 and 1’. They concluded that

hackers could one day use blood or spit samples to access computer

systems and obtain sensitive data from police forensics labs or infect

genome files. It is at this level of digital interaction that synthetic

‘vaccines’ need to be seen to get the full picture and that will become

very clear later on. Michael Yeadon said it made no sense to give the

‘vaccine’ to younger people who were in no danger from the ‘virus’. 

What was the benefit? It was all downside with potential effects:

The fact that my government in what I thought was a civilised, rational country, is raining [the

‘vaccine’] on people in their 30s and 40s, even my children in their 20s, they’re getting letters and phone calls, I know this is not right and any of you doctors who are vaccinating you know it’s not right, too. They are not at risk. They are not at risk from the disease, so you are now hoping that the side-effects are so rare that you get away with it. You don’t give new technology … that you don’t understand to 100 percent of the population. 

Blood clot problems with the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’ have been

affecting younger people to emphasise the downside risks with no

benefit. AstraZeneca’s version, produced with Oxford University, 

does not use mRNA, but still gets its toxic cocktail inside cells where

it targets DNA. The Johnson & Johnson ‘vaccine’ which uses a

similar technique has also produced blood clot effects to such an

extent that the United States paused its use at one point. They are all

‘gene therapy’ (cell modification) procedures and not ‘vaccines’. The

truth is that once the content of these injections enter cells we have

no idea what the effect will be. People can speculate and some can

give very educated opinions and that’s good. In the end, though, 

only the makers know what their potions are designed to do and

even they won’t know every last consequence. Michael Yeadon was

scathing about doctors doing what they knew to be wrong. 

‘Everyone’s mute’, he said. Doctors in the NHS must know this was

not right, coming into work and injecting people. ‘I don’t know how

they sleep at night. I know I couldn’t do it. I know that if I were in

that position I’d have to quit.’ He said he knew enough about

toxicology to know this was not a good risk-benefit. Yeadon had

spoken to seven or eight university professors and all except two

would not speak out publicly. Their universities had a policy that no

one said anything that countered the government and its medical

advisors. They were afraid of losing their government grants. This is

how intimidation has been used to silence the truth at every level of

the system. I say silence, but these people could still speak out if they

made that choice. Yeadon called them ‘moral cowards’ – ‘This is

about your children and grandchildren’s lives and you have just

buggered off and le  it.’

‘Variant’ nonsense

Some of his most powerful comments related to the alleged

‘variants’ being used to instil more fear, justify more lockdowns, and

introduce more ‘vaccines’. He said government claims about

‘variants’ were nonsense. He had checked the alleged variant ‘codes’

and they were 99.7 percent identical to the ‘original’. This was the

human identity difference equivalent to pu ing a baseball cap on

and off or wearing it the other way round. A 0.3 percent difference

would make it impossible for that ‘variant’ to escape immunity from

the ‘original’. This made no sense of having new ‘vaccines’ for

‘variants’. He said there would have to be at least a  30 percent

difference for that to be justified and even then he believed the

immune system would still recognise what it was. Gates-funded

‘variant modeller’ and ‘vaccine’-pusher John Edmunds might care to

comment. Yeadon said drug companies were making new versions

of the ‘vaccine’ as a ‘top up’ for ‘variants’. Worse than that, he said, 

the ‘regulators’ around the world like the MHRA in the UK had got

together and agreed that because ‘vaccines’ for ‘variants’ were so

similar to the first ‘vaccines’  they did not have to do safety studies. How

transparently sinister that is. This is when Yeadon said: ‘There is a

conspiracy here.’ There was no need for another vaccine for

‘variants’ and yet we were told that there was and the country had

shut its borders because of them. ‘They are going into hundreds of

millions of arms without passing ‘go’ or any regulator. Why did they

do that? Why did they pick this method of making the vaccine?’

The reason had to be something bigger than that it seemed and

‘it’s not protection against the virus’. It’s was a far bigger project that

meant politicians and advisers were willing to do things and not do

things that knowingly resulted in avoidable deaths – ‘that’s already

happened when you think about lockdown and deprivation of

health care for a year.’ He spoke of people prepared to do something

that results in the avoidable death of their fellow human beings and

it not bother them. This is the penny-drop I have been working to

get across for more than 30 years – the level of pure evil we are

dealing with. Yeadon said his friends and associates could not

believe there could be that much evil, but he reminded them of

Stalin, Pol Pot and Hitler and of what Stalin had said: ‘One death is a

tragedy. A million? A statistic.’ He could not think of a benign

explanation for why you need top-up vaccines ‘which I’m sure you

don’t’ and for the regulators ‘to just get out of the way and wave

them through’. Why would the regulators do that when they were

still wrestling with the dangers of the ‘parent’ vaccine? He was

clearly shocked by what he had seen since the ‘Covid’ hoax began

and now he was thinking the previously unthinkable:

If you wanted to depopulate a significant proportion of the world and to do it in a way that doesn’t involve destruction of the environment with nuclear weapons, poisoning everyone

with anthrax or something like that, and you wanted plausible deniability while you had a multi-year infectious disease crisis, I actually don’t think you could come up with a better plan of work than seems to be in front of me. I can’t say that’s what they are going to do, but I can’t think of a benign explanation why they are doing it. 

He said he never thought that they would get rid of 99 percent of

humans, but now he wondered. ‘If you wanted to that this would be

a hell of a way to do it – it would be unstoppable folks.’ Yeadon had

concluded that those who submi ed to the ‘vaccine’ would be

allowed to have some kind of normal life (but for how long?) while

screws were tightened to coerce and mandate the last few percent. ‘I

think they’ll put the rest of them in a prison camp. I wish I was

wrong, but I don’t think I am.’ Other points he made included: There

were no coronavirus vaccines then suddenly they all come along at

the same time; we have no idea of the long term affect with trials so

short; coercing or forcing people to have medical procedures is

against the Nuremberg Code instigated when the Nazis did just that; 

people should at least delay having the ‘vaccine’; a quick Internet

search confirms that masks don’t reduce respiratory viral

transmission and ‘the government knows that’; they have smashed

civil society and they know that, too; two dozen peer-reviewed

studies show no connection between lockdown and reducing deaths; 

he knew from personal friends the elite were still flying around and

going on holiday while the public were locked down; the elite were

not having the ‘vaccines’. He was also asked if ‘vaccines’ could be

made to target difference races. He said he didn’t know, but the

document by the Project for the New American Century in

September, 2000, said developing ‘advanced forms of biological

warfare that can target  specific genotypes may transform biological

warfare from the realm of terror to a politically useful tool.’ Oh, 

they’re evil all right. Of that we can be  absolutely sure. 

Another cull of old people

We have seen from the CDC definition that the mRNA ‘Covid

vaccine’ is not a vaccine and nor are the others that  claim to reduce

‘severity of symptoms’ in  some people, but not protect from infection

or transmission. What about all the lies about returning to ‘normal’ if

people were ‘vaccinated’? If they are not claimed to stop infection

and transmission of the alleged ‘virus’, how does anything change? 

This was all lies to manipulate people to take the jabs and we are

seeing that now with masks and distancing still required for the

‘vaccinated’. How did they think that elderly people with fragile

health and immune responses were going to be affected by infusing

their cells with synthetic material and other toxic substances? They

 knew that in the short and long term it would be devastating and

fatal as the culling of the old that began with the first lockdowns was

continued with the ‘vaccine’. Death rates in care homes soared

immediately residents began to be ‘vaccinated’ – infused with

synthetic material. Brave and commi ed whistleblower nurses put

their careers at risk by exposing this truth while the rest kept their

heads down and their mouths shut to put their careers before those

they are supposed to care for. A long-time American Certified

Nursing Assistant who gave his name as James posted a video in

which he described emotionally what happened in his care home

when vaccination began. He said that during 2020 very few residents

were sick with ‘Covid’ and no one died during the entire year; but

shortly a er the Pfizer mRNA injections 14 people died within two

weeks and many others were near death. ‘They’re dropping like

flies’, he said. Residents who walked on their own before the shot

could no longer and they had lost their ability to conduct an

intelligent conversation. The home’s management said the sudden

deaths were caused by a ‘super-spreader’ of ‘Covid-19’. Then how

come, James asked, that residents who refused to take the injections

were not sick? It was a case of inject the elderly with mRNA

synthetic potions and blame their illness and death that followed on

the ‘virus’. James described what was happening in care homes as

‘the greatest crime of genocide this country has ever seen’. 

Remember the NHS staff nurse from earlier who used the same

word ‘genocide’ for what was happening with the ‘vaccines’ and

that it was an ‘act of human annihilation’. A UK care home

whistleblower told a similar story to James about the effect of the

‘vaccine’ in deaths and ‘outbreaks’ of illness dubbed ‘Covid’ a er

ge ing the jab. She told how her care home management and staff

had zealously imposed government regulations and no one was

allowed to even question the official narrative let alone speak out

against it. She said the NHS was even worse. Again we see the

results of reframing. A worker at a local care home where I live said

they had not had a single case of ‘Covid’ there for almost a year and

when the residents were ‘vaccinated’ they had 19 positive cases in

two weeks with eight dying. 

It’s not the ‘vaccine’ – honest

The obvious cause and effect was being ignored by the media and

most of the public. Australia’s health minister Greg Hunt (a former

head of strategy at the World Economic Forum) was admi ed to

hospital a er he had the ‘vaccine’. He was suffering according to

reports from the skin infection ‘cellulitis’ and it must have been a

severe case to have warranted days in hospital. Immediately the

authorities said this was nothing to do with the ‘vaccine’ when an

effect of some vaccines is a ‘cellulitis-like reaction’. We had families

of perfectly healthy old people who died a er the ‘vaccine’ saying

that if only they had been given the ‘vaccine’ earlier they would still

be alive. As a numbskull rating that is off the chart. A father of four

‘died of Covid’ at aged 48 when he was taken ill two days a er

having the ‘vaccine’. The man, a health administrator, had been

‘shielding during the pandemic’ and had ‘not really le  the house’

until he went for the ‘vaccine’. Having the ‘vaccine’ and then falling

ill and dying does not seem to have qualified as a possible cause and

effect and ‘Covid-19’ went on his death certificate. His family said

they had no idea how he ‘caught the virus’. A family member said:

‘Tragically, it could be that going for a vaccination ultimately led to

him catching Covid …The sad truth is that they are never going to

know where it came from.’ The family warned people to remember

that the virus still existed and was ‘very real’. So was their stupidity. 

Nurses and doctors who had the first round of the ‘vaccine’ were

collapsing, dying and ending up in a hospital bed while they or their

grieving relatives were saying they’d still have the ‘vaccine’ again

despite what happened. I kid you not. You mean if your husband

returned from the dead he’d have the same ‘vaccine’ again that killed

him?? 

Doctors at the VCU Medical Center in Richmond, Virginia, said

the Johnson & Johnson ‘vaccine’ was to blame for a man’s skin

peeling off. Patient Richard Terrell said: ‘It all just happened so fast. 

My skin peeled off. It’s still coming off on my hands now.’ He said it

was stinging, burning and itching and when he bent his arms and

legs it was very painful with ‘the skin swollen and rubbing against

itself’. Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna vaccines use mRNA to change

the cell while the Johnson & Johnson version uses DNA in a process

similar to AstraZeneca’s technique. Johnson & Johnson and

AstraZeneca have both had their ‘vaccines’ paused by many

countries a er causing serious blood problems. Terrell’s doctor Fnu

Nutan said he could have died if he hadn’t got medical a ention. It

sounds terrible so what did Nutan and Terrell say about the ‘vaccine’

now? Oh, they still recommend that people have it. A nurse in a

hospital bed 40 minutes a er the vaccination and unable to swallow

due to throat swelling was told by a doctor that he lost mobility in

his arm for 36 hours following the vaccination. What did he say to

the ailing nurse? ‘Good for you for ge ing the vaccination.’ We are

dealing with a serious form of cognitive dissonance madness in both

public and medical staff. There is a remarkable correlation between

those having the ‘vaccine’ and trumpeting the fact and suffering bad

happenings shortly a erwards. Witold Rogiewicz, a Polish doctor, 

made a video of his ‘vaccination’ and ridiculed those who were

questioning its safety and the intentions of Bill Gates: ‘Vaccinate

yourself to protect yourself, your loved ones, friends and also

patients. And to mention quickly I have info for anti-vaxxers and

anti-Coviders if you want to contact Bill Gates you can do this

through me.’ He further ridiculed the dangers of 5G. Days later he

was dead, but naturally the vaccination wasn’t mentioned in the

verdict of ‘heart a ack’. 

Lies, lies and more lies

So many members of the human race have slipped into extreme

states of insanity and unfortunately they include reframed doctors

and nursing staff. Having a ‘vaccine’ and dying within minutes or

hours is not considered a valid connection while death from any

cause within 28 days or longer of a positive test with a test not

testing for the ‘virus’ means ‘Covid-19’ goes on the death certificate. 

How could that ‘vaccine’-death connection not have been made

except by calculated deceit? US figures in the initial rollout period to

February 12th, 2020, revealed that a third of the deaths reported to

the CDC a er ‘Covid vaccines’ happened within 48 hours. Five men

in the UK suffered an ‘extremely rare’ blood clot problem a er

having the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’, but no causal link was established

said the Gates-funded Medicines and Healthcare products

Regulatory Agency (MHRA) which had given the ‘vaccine’

emergency approval to be used. Former Pfizer executive Dr Michael

Yeadon explained in his interview how the procedures could cause

blood coagulation and clots. People who should have been at no risk

were dying from blood clots in the brain and he said he had heard

from medical doctor friends that people were suffering from skin

bleeding and massive headaches. The AstraZeneca ‘shot’ was

stopped by some 20 countries over the blood clo ing issue and still

the corrupt MHRA, the European Medicines Agency (EMA) and the

World Health Organization said that it should continue to be given

even though the EMA admi ed that it ‘still cannot rule out

definitively’ a link between blood clo ing and the ‘vaccine’. Later

Marco Cavaleri, head of EMA vaccine strategy, said there was indeed

a clear link between the ‘vaccine’ and thrombosis, but they didn’t

know why. So much for the trials showing the ‘vaccine’ is safe. Blood

clots were affecting younger people who would be under virtually

no danger from ‘Covid’ even if it existed which makes it all the more

stupid and sinister. 

The British government responded to public alarm by wheeling

out June Raine, the terrifyingly weak infant school headmistress

sound-alike who heads the UK MHRA drug ‘regulator’. The idea

that she would stand up to Big Pharma and government pressure is

laughable and she told us that all was well in the same way that she

did when allowing untested, never-used-on-humans-before, 

genetically-manipulating ‘vaccines’ to be exposed to the public in the

first place. Mass lying is the new normal of the ‘Covid’ era. The

MHRA later said 30 cases of rare blood clots had by then been

connected with the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’ (that means a lot more in

reality) while stressing that the benefits of the jab in preventing

‘Covid-19’ outweighed any risks. A more ridiculous and

disingenuous statement with callous disregard for human health it is

hard to contemplate. Immediately a er the mendacious ‘all-clears’

two hospital workers in Denmark experienced blood clots and

cerebral haemorrhaging following the AstraZeneca jab and one died. 

Top Norwegian health official Pål Andre Holme said the ‘vaccine’

was the only common factor: ‘There is nothing in the patient history

of these individuals that can give such a powerful immune response

… I am confident that the antibodies that we have found are the

cause, and I see no other explanation than it being the vaccine which

triggers it.’ Strokes, a clot or bleed in the brain, were clearly

associated with the ‘vaccine’ from word of mouth and whistleblower

reports. Similar consequences followed with all these ‘vaccines’ that

we were told were so safe and as the numbers grew by the day it

was clear we were witnessing human carnage. 

Learning the hard way

A woman interviewed by UKColumn told how her husband

suffered dramatic health effects a er the vaccine when he’d been in

good health all his life. He went from being a li le unwell to losing

all feeling in his legs and experiencing ‘excruciating pain’. 

Misdiagnosis followed twice at Accident and Emergency (an

‘allergy’ and ‘sciatica’) before he was admi ed to a neurology ward

where doctors said his serious condition had been caused by the

‘vaccine’. Another seven ‘vaccinated’ people were apparently being

treated on the same ward for similar symptoms. The woman said he

had the ‘vaccine’ because they believed media claims that it was safe. 

‘I didn’t think the government would give out a vaccine that does

this to somebody; I believed they would be bringing out a

vaccination that would be safe.’ What a tragic way to learn that

lesson. Another woman posted that her husband was transporting

stroke patients to hospital on almost every shi  and when he asked

them if they had been ‘vaccinated’ for ‘Covid’ they all replied ‘yes’. 

One had a ‘massive brain bleed’ the day a er his second dose. She

said her husband reported the ‘just been vaccinated’ information

every time to doctors in A and E only for them to ignore it, make no

notes and appear annoyed that it was even mentioned. This

particular report cannot be verified, but it expresses a common

theme that confirms the monumental underreporting of ‘vaccine’

consequences. Interestingly as the ‘vaccines’ and their brain blood

clot/stroke consequences began to emerge the UK National Health

Service began a publicity campaign telling the public what to do in

the event of a stroke. A Sco ish NHS staff nurse who quit in disgust

in March, 2021, said:

I have seen traumatic injuries from the vaccine, they’re not getting reported to the yellow card

[adverse reaction] scheme, they’re treating the symptoms, not asking why, why it’s happening. 

It’s just treating the symptoms and when you speak about it you’re dismissed like you’re crazy, I’m not crazy, I’m not crazy because every other colleague I’ve spoken to is terrified to speak out, they’ve had enough. 

Videos appeared on the Internet of people uncontrollably shaking

a er the ‘vaccine’ with no control over muscles, limbs and even their

face. A Sco ish mother broke out in a severe rash all over her body

almost immediately a er she was given the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’. 

The pictures were horrific. Leigh King, a 41-year-old hairdresser

from Lanarkshire said: ‘Never in my life was I prepared for what I

was about to experience … My skin was so sore and constantly hot

… I have never felt pain like this …’ But don’t you worry, the

‘vaccine’ is perfectly safe. Then there has been the effect on medical

staff who have been pressured to have the ‘vaccine’ by psychopathic

‘health’ authorities and government. A London hospital consultant

who gave the name K. Polyakova wrote this to the  British Medical

 Journal or  BMJ:

I am currently struggling with … the failure to report the reality of the morbidity caused by our current vaccination program within the health service and staff population. The levels of sickness after vaccination is unprecedented and staff are getting very sick and some with neurological symptoms which is having a huge impact on the health service function. Even the young and healthy are off for days, some for weeks, and some requiring medical

treatment. Whole teams are being taken out as they went to get vaccinated together. 

Mandatory vaccination in this instance is stupid, unethical and irresponsible when it comes to protecting our staff and public health. We are in the voluntary phase of vaccination, and encouraging staff to take an unlicensed product that is impacting on their immediate health …

it is clearly stated that these vaccine products do not offer immunity or stop transmission. In which case why are we doing it? 

Not to protect health that’s for sure. Medical workers are lauded by

governments for agenda reasons when they couldn’t give a toss

about them any more than they can for the population in general. 

Schools across America faced the same situation as they closed due

to the high number of teachers and other staff with bad reactions to

the Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna, and Johnson & Johnson ‘Covid

vaccines’ all of which were linked to death and serious adverse

effects. The  BMJ took down the consultant’s comments pre y

quickly on the grounds that they were being used to spread

‘disinformation’. They were exposing the truth about the ‘vaccine’

was the real reason. The cover-up is breathtaking. 

Hiding the evidence

The scale of the ‘vaccine’ death cover-up worldwide can be

confirmed by comparing official figures with the personal experience

of the public. I heard of many people in my community who died

immediately or soon a er the vaccine that would never appear in the

media or even likely on the official totals of ‘vaccine’ fatalities and

adverse reactions when only about ten percent are estimated to be

reported and I have seen some estimates as low as one percent in a

Harvard study. In the UK alone by April 29th, 2021, some 757,654

adverse reactions had been officially reported from the

Pfizer/BioNTech, Oxford/AstraZeneca and Moderna ‘vaccines’ with

more than a thousand deaths linked to jabs and that means an

estimated ten times this number in reality from a ten percent

reporting rate percentage. That’s seven million adverse reactions and

10,000 potential deaths and a one percent reporting rate would be

ten times  those figures. In 1976 the US government pulled the swine

flu vaccine a er  53 deaths. The UK data included a combined 10,000

eye disorders from the ‘Covid vaccines’ with more than 750 suffering

visual impairment or blindness and again multiply by the estimated

reporting percentages. As ‘Covid cases’ officially fell hospitals

virtually empty during the ‘Covid crisis’ began to fill up with a

range of other problems in the wake of the ‘vaccine’ rollout. The

numbers across America have also been catastrophic. Deaths linked

to  all types of vaccine increased by  6,000 percent in the first quarter of 2021 compared with 2020. A 39-year-old woman from Ogden, Utah, 

died four days a er receiving a second dose of Moderna’s ‘Covid

vaccine’ when her liver, heart and kidneys all failed despite the fact

that she had no known medical issues or conditions. Her family

sought an autopsy, but Dr Erik Christensen, Utah’s chief medical

examiner, said proving vaccine injury as a cause of death almost

never happened. He could think of only one instance where an

autopsy would name a vaccine as the official cause of death and that

would be anaphylaxis where someone received a vaccine and died

almost instantaneously. ‘Short of that, it would be difficult for us to

definitively say this is the vaccine,’ Christensen said. If that is true

this must be added to the estimated ten percent (or far less)

reporting rate of vaccine deaths and serious reactions and the

conclusion can only be that vaccine deaths and serious reactions –

including these ‘Covid’ potions’ – are phenomenally understated in

official figures. The same story can be found everywhere. Endless

accounts of deaths and serious reactions among the public, medical

and care home staff while official figures did not even begin to

reflect this. 

Professional script-reader Dr David Williams, a ‘top public-health

official’ in Ontario, Canada, insulted our intelligence by claiming

only four serious adverse reactions and no deaths from the more

than 380,000 vaccine doses then given. This bore no resemblance to

what people knew had happened in their owns circles and we had

Dirk Huyer in charge of ge ing millions vaccinated in Ontario while

at the same time he was Chief Coroner for the province investigating

causes of death including possible death from the vaccine. An aide

said he had stepped back from investigating deaths, but evidence

indicated otherwise. Rosemary Frei, who secured a Master of Science

degree in molecular biology at the Faculty of Medicine at Canada’s

University of Calgary before turning to investigative journalism, was

one who could see that official figures for ‘vaccine’ deaths and

reactions made no sense. She said that doctors seldom reported

adverse events and when people got really sick or died a er ge ing

a vaccination they would a ribute that to anything except the

vaccines. It had been that way for years and anyone who wondered

aloud whether the ‘Covid vaccines’ or other shots cause harm is

immediately branded as ‘anti-vax’ and ‘anti-science’. This was

‘career-threatening’ for health professionals. Then there was the

huge pressure to support the push to ‘vaccinate’ billions in the

quickest time possible. Frei said:

So that’s where we’re at today. More than half a million vaccine doses have been given to people in Ontario alone. The rush is on to vaccinate all 15 million of us in the province by September. And the mainstream media are screaming for this to be sped up even more. That all adds up to only a very slim likelihood that we’re going to be told the truth by officials about how many people are getting sick or dying from the vaccines. 

What is true of Ontario is true of everywhere. 

They KNEW – and still did it

The authorities knew what was going to happen with multiple

deaths and adverse reactions. The UK government’s Gates-funded

and Big Pharma-dominated Medicines and Healthcare products

Regulatory Agency (MHRA) hired a company to employ AI in

compiling the projected reactions to the ‘vaccine’ that would

otherwise be uncountable. The request for applications said: ‘The

MHRA urgently seeks an Artificial Intelligence (AI) so ware tool to

process the expected high volume of Covid-19 vaccine Adverse Drug

Reaction …’ This was from the agency, headed by the disingenuous

June Raine, that gave the ‘vaccines’ emergency approval and the

company was hired before the first shot was given. ‘We are going to

kill and maim you – is that okay?’ ‘Oh, yes, perfectly fine – I’m very

grateful, thank you, doctor.’ The range of ‘Covid vaccine’ adverse

reactions goes on for page a er page in the MHRA criminally

underreported ‘Yellow Card’ system and includes affects to eyes, 

ears, skin, digestion, blood and so on. Raine’s MHRA amazingly

claimed that the ‘overall safety experience … is so far as expected

from the clinical trials’. The death, serious adverse effects, deafness

and blindness were  expected?  When did they ever mention that? If

these human tragedies were expected then those that gave approval

for the use of these ‘vaccines’ must be guilty of crimes against

humanity including murder – a definition of which is ‘killing a

person with malice aforethought or with recklessness manifesting

extreme indifference to the value of human life.’ People involved at

the MHRA, the CDC in America and their equivalent around the

world must go before Nuremberg trials to answer for their callous

inhumanity. We are only talking here about the immediate effects of

the ‘vaccine’. The longer-term impact of the DNA synthetic

manipulation is the main reason they are so hysterically desperate to

inoculate the entire global population in the shortest possible time. 

Africa and the developing world are a major focus for the ‘vaccine’

depopulation agenda and a mass vaccination sales-pitch is

underway thanks to caring people like the Rockefellers and other

Cult assets. The Rockefeller Foundation, which pre-empted the

‘Covid pandemic’ in a document published in 2010 that ‘predicted’

what happened a decade later, announced an initial $34.95 million

grant in February, 2021, ‘to ensure more equitable access to Covid-19

testing and vaccines’ among other things in Africa in collaboration

with ‘24 organizations, businesses, and government agencies’. The

pan-Africa initiative would focus on 10 countries: Burkina Faso, 

Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, 

Uganda, and Zambia’. Rajiv Shah, President of the Rockefeller

Foundation and former administrator of CIA-controlled USAID, said

that if Africa was not mass-vaccinated (to change the DNA of its

people) it was a ‘threat to all of humanity’ and not fair on Africans. 

When someone from the Rockefeller Foundation says they want to

do something to help poor and deprived people and countries it is

time for a belly-laugh. They are doing this out of the goodness of

their ‘heart’ because ‘vaccinating’ the entire global population is

what the ‘Covid’ hoax set out to achieve. Official ‘decolonisation’ of

Africa by the Cult was merely a prelude to financial colonisation on

the road to a return to physical colonisation. The ‘vaccine’ is vital to

that and the sudden and convenient death of the ‘Covid’ sceptic

president of Tanzania can be seen in its true light. A lot of people in

Africa are aware that this is another form of colonisation and

exploitation and they need to stand their ground. 

The ‘vaccine is working’ scam

A potential problem for the Cult was that the ‘vaccine’ is meant to

change human DNA and body messaging and not to protect anyone

from a ‘virus’ never shown to exist. The vaccine couldn’t work

because it was not designed to work and how could they make it

 appear to be working so that more people would have it? This was

overcome by lowering the amplification rate of the PCR test to

produce fewer ‘cases’ and therefore fewer ‘deaths’. Some of us had

been pointing out since March, 2020, that the amplification rate of

the test not testing for the ‘virus’ had been made artificially high to

generate positive tests which they could call ‘cases’ to justify

lockdowns. The World Health Organization recommended an

absurdly high 45 amplification cycles to ensure the high positives

required by the Cult and then remained silent on the issue until

January 20th, 2021 – Biden’s Inauguration Day. This was when the

‘vaccinations’ were seriously underway and on that day the WHO

recommended a er discussions with America’s CDC that

laboratories  lowered their testing amplification. Dr David Samadi, a

certified urologist and health writer, said the WHO was encouraging

all labs to reduce their cycle count for PCR tests. He said the current

cycle was much too high and was ‘resulting in any particle being

declared a positive case’. Even one mainstream news report I saw

said this meant the number of ‘Covid’ infections may have been

‘dramatically inflated’. Oh, just a li le bit. The CDC in America

issued new guidance to laboratories in April, 2021, to use 28 cycles

 but only for ‘vaccinated’ people. The timing of the CDC/WHO

interventions were cynically designed to make it appear the

‘vaccines’ were responsible for falling cases and deaths when the real

reason can be seen in the following examples. New York’s state lab, 

the Wadsworth Center, identified 872 positive tests in July, 2020, 

based on a threshold of 40 cycles. When the figure was lowered to 35

cycles  43 percent of the 872 were no longer ‘positives’. At 30 cycles

the figure was 63 percent. A Massachuse s lab found that between

 85 to 90 percent of people who tested positive in July with a cycle

threshold of 40 would be negative at 30 cycles, Ashish Jha, MD, 

director of the Harvard Global Health Institute, said: ‘I’m really

shocked that it could be that high … Boy, does it really change the

way we need to be thinking about testing.’ I’m shocked that I could

see the obvious in the spring of 2020, with no medical background, 

and most medical professionals still haven’t worked it out. No, that’s

not shocking – it’s terrifying. 

Three weeks a er the WHO directive to lower PCR cycles the

London  Daily Mail ran this headline: ‘Why ARE Covid cases

plummeting? New infections have fallen 45% in the US and 30%

globally in the past 3 weeks but experts say vaccine is NOT the main

driver because only 8% of Americans and 13% of people worldwide

have received their first dose.’ They acknowledged that the drop

could not be a ributed to the ‘vaccine’, but soon this morphed

throughout the media into the ‘vaccine’ has caused cases and deaths

to fall when it was the PCR threshold. In December, 2020, there was

chaos at English Channel ports with truck drivers needing negative

‘Covid’ tests before they could board a ferry home for Christmas. 

The government wanted to remove the backlog as fast as possible

and they brought in troops to do the ‘testing’. Out of 1,600 drivers

just  36 tested positive and the rest were given the all clear to cross

the Channel. I guess the authorities thought that 36 was the least

they could get away with without the unquestioning catching on. 

The amplification trick which most people believed in the absence of

information in the mainstream applied more pressure on those

refusing the ‘vaccine’ to succumb when it ‘obviously worked’. The

truth was the exact opposite with deaths in care homes soaring with

the ‘vaccine’ and in Israel the term used was ‘skyrocket’. A re-

analysis of published data from the Israeli Health Ministry led by Dr

Hervé Seligmann at the Medicine Emerging Infectious and Tropical

Diseases at Aix-Marseille University found that Pfizer’s ‘Covid

vaccine’ killed ‘about 40 times more [elderly] people than the disease

itself would have killed’ during a five-week vaccination period and

 260 times more younger people than would have died from the

‘virus’ even according to the manipulated ‘virus’ figures. Dr

Seligmann and his co-study author, Haim Yativ, declared a er

reviewing the Israeli ‘vaccine’ death data: ‘This is a new Holocaust.’

Then, in mid-April, 2021, a er vast numbers of people worldwide

had been ‘vaccinated’, the story changed with clear coordination. 

The UK government began to prepare the ground for more future

lockdowns when Nuremberg-destined Boris Johnson told yet

another whopper. He said that cases had fallen because of  lockdowns

not ‘vaccines’. Lockdowns are irrelevant when  there is no ‘virus’ and

the test and fraudulent death certificates are deciding the number of

‘cases’ and ‘deaths’. Study a er study has shown that lockdowns

don’t work and instead kill and psychologically destroy people. 

Meanwhile in the United States Anthony Fauci and Rochelle

Walensky, the ultra-Zionist head of the CDC, peddled the same line. 

More lockdown was the answer and not the ‘vaccine’, a line repeated

on cue by the moron that is Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. 

Why all the hysteria to get everyone ‘vaccinated’ if lockdowns and

not ‘vaccines’ made the difference? None of it makes sense on the

face of it. Oh, but it does. The Cult wants lockdowns  and the

‘vaccine’ and if the ‘vaccine’ is allowed to be seen as the total answer

lockdowns would no longer be justified when there are still

livelihoods to destroy. ‘Variants’ and renewed upward manipulation

of PCR amplification are planned to instigate never-ending

lockdown  and more ‘vaccines’. 

You  must have it – we’re desperate

Israel, where the Jewish and Arab population are ruled by the

Sabbatian Cult, was the front-runner in imposing the DNA-

manipulating ‘vaccine’ on its people to such an extent that Jewish

refusers began to liken what was happening to the early years of

Nazi Germany. This would seem to be a fantastic claim. Why would

a government of Jewish people be acting like the Nazis did? If you

realise that the Sabbatian Cult was behind the Nazis and that

Sabbatians hate Jews the pieces start to fit and the question of why a

‘Jewish’ government would treat Jews with such callous disregard

for their lives and freedom finds an answer. Those controlling the

government of Israel  aren’t Jewish – they’re Sabbatian. Israeli lawyer

Tamir Turgal was one who made the Nazi comparison in comments

to German lawyer Reiner Fuellmich who is leading a class action

lawsuit against the psychopaths for crimes against humanity. Turgal

described how the Israeli government was vaccinating children and

pregnant women on the basis that there was no evidence that this

was dangerous when they had no evidence that it  wasn’t dangerous

either. They just had no evidence. This was medical experimentation

and Turgal said this breached the Nuremberg Code about medical

experimentation and procedures requiring informed consent and

choice. Think about that. A Nuremberg Code developed because of

Nazi experimentation on Jews and others in concentration camps by

people like the evil-beyond-belief Josef Mengele is being breached by

the  Israeli government; but when you know that it’s a  Sabbatian

government along with its intelligence and military agencies like

Mossad, Shin Bet and the Israeli Defense Forces, and that Sabbatians

were the force behind the Nazis, the kaleidoscope comes into focus. 

What have we come to when Israeli Jews are suing their government

for violating the Nuremberg Code by essentially making Israelis

subject to a medical experiment using the controversial ‘vaccines’? 

It’s a shocker that this has to be done in the light of what happened

in Nazi Germany. The Anshe Ha-Emet, or ‘People of the Truth’, 

made up of Israeli doctors, lawyers, campaigners and public, have

launched a lawsuit with the International Criminal Court. It says:

When the heads of the Ministry of Health as well as the prime minister presented the vaccine in Israel and began the vaccination of Israeli residents, the vaccinated were not advised, that, in practice, they are taking part in a medical experiment and that their consent is required for this under the Nuremberg Code. 

The irony is unbelievable, but easily explained in one word:

Sabbatians. The foundation of Israeli ‘Covid’ apartheid is the ‘green

pass’ or ‘green passport’ which allows Jews and Arabs who have

had the DNA-manipulating ‘vaccine’ to go about their lives – to

work, fly, travel in general, go to shopping malls, bars, restaurants, 

hotels, concerts, gyms, swimming pools, theatres and sports venues, 

while non-’vaccinated’ are banned from all those places and

activities. Israelis have likened the ‘green pass’ to the yellow stars

that Jews in Nazi Germany were forced to wear – the same as the

yellow stickers that a branch of UK supermarket chain Morrisons

told exempt mask-wears they had to display when shopping. How

very sensitive. The Israeli system is blatant South African-style

apartheid on the basis of compliance or non-compliance to fascism

rather than colour of the skin. How appropriate that the Sabbatian

Israeli government was so close to the pre-Mandela apartheid

regime in Pretoria. The Sabbatian-instigated ‘vaccine passport’ in

Israel is planned for everywhere. Sabbatians struck a deal with

Pfizer that allowed them to lead the way in the percentage of a

national population infused with synthetic material and the result

was catastrophic. Israeli freedom activist Shai Dannon told me how

chairs were appearing on beaches that said ‘vaccinated only’. Health

Minister Yuli Edelstein said that anyone unwilling or unable to get

the jabs that ‘confer immunity’ will be ‘le  behind’. The man’s a liar. 

Not even the makers claim the ‘vaccines’ confer immunity. When

you see those figures of ‘vaccine’ deaths these psychopaths were

saying that you must take the chance the ‘vaccine’ will kill you or

maim you while knowing it will change your DNA or lockdown for

you will be permanent. That’s fascism. The Israeli parliament passed

a law to allow personal information of the non-vaccinated to be

shared with local and national authorities for three months. This was

claimed by its supporters to be a way to ‘encourage’ people to be

vaccinated. Hadas Ziv from Physicians for Human Rights described

this as a ‘draconian law which crushed medical ethics and the

patient rights’. But that’s the idea, the Sabbatians would reply. 

Your papers, please

Sabbatian Israel was leading what has been planned all along to be a

global ‘vaccine pass’ called a ‘green passport’ without which you

would remain in permanent lockdown restriction and unable to do

anything. This is how badly –  desperately – the Cult is to get everyone

‘vaccinated’. The term and colour ‘green’ was not by chance and

related to the psychology of fusing the perception of the green

climate hoax with the ‘Covid’ hoax and how the ‘solution’ to both is

the same Great Reset. Lying politicians, health officials and

psychologists denied there were any plans for mandatory

vaccinations or restrictions based on vaccinations, but they knew

that was exactly what was meant to happen with governments of all

countries reaching agreements to enforce a global system. ‘Free’

Denmark and ‘free’ Sweden unveiled digital vaccine certification. 

Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, 

Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, and Spain have all commi ed to a

vaccine passport system and the rest including the whole of the EU

would follow. The satanic UK government will certainly go this way

despite mendacious denials and at the time of writing it is trying to

manipulate the public into having the ‘vaccine’ so they could go

abroad on a summer holiday. How would that work without

something to prove you had the synthetic toxicity injected into you? 

Documents show that the EU’s European Commission was moving

towards ‘vaccine certificates’ in 2018 and 2019 before the ‘Covid’

hoax began. They knew what was coming. Abracadabra – Ursula

von der Leyen, the German President of the Commission, 

announced in March, 2021, an EU ‘Digital Green Certificate’ – green

again – to track the public’s ‘Covid status’. The passport sting is

worldwide and the Far East followed the same pa ern with South

Korea ruling that only those with ‘vaccination’ passports – again the

 green pass – would be able to ‘return to their daily lives’. 

Bill Gates has been preparing for this ‘passport’ with other Cult

operatives for years and beyond the paper version is a Gates-funded

‘digital ta oo’ to identify who has been vaccinated and who hasn’t. 

The ‘ta oo’ is reported to include a substance which is externally

readable to confirm who has been vaccinated. This is a bio-luminous

light-generating enzyme (think fireflies) called …  Luciferase. Yes, 

named a er the Cult ‘god’ Lucifer the ‘light bringer’ of whom more

to come. Gates said he funded the readable ta oo to ensure children

in the developing world were vaccinated and no one was missed out. 

He cares so much about poor kids as we know. This was just the

cover story to develop a vaccine tagging system for everyone on the

planet. Gates has been funding the ID2020 ‘alliance’ to do just that in

league with other lovely people at Microso , GAVI, the Rockefeller

Foundation, Accenture and IDEO.org. He said in interviews in

March, 2020, before any ‘vaccine’ publicly existed, that the world

must have a globalised digital certificate to track the ‘virus’ and who

had been vaccinated. Gates knew from the start that the mRNA

vaccines were coming and when they would come and that the plan

was to tag the ‘vaccinated’ to marginalise the intelligent and stop

them doing anything including travel. Evil just doesn’t suffice. Gates

was exposed for offering a $10 million bribe to the Nigerian House

of Representatives to invoke compulsory ‘Covid’ vaccination of all

Nigerians. Sara Cunial, a member of the Italian Parliament, called

Gates a ‘vaccine criminal’. She urged the Italian President to hand

him over to the International Criminal Court for crimes against

humanity and condemned his plans to ‘chip the human race’

through ID2020. 

You know it’s a long-planned agenda when war criminal and Cult

gofer Tony Blair is on the case. With the scale of arrogance only

someone as dark as Blair can muster he said: ‘Vaccination in the end

is going to be your route to liberty.’ Blair is a disgusting piece of

work and he confirms that again. The media has given a lot of

coverage to a bloke called Charlie Mullins, founder of London’s

biggest independent plumbing company, Pimlico Plumbers, who has

said he won’t employ anyone who has not been vaccinated or have

them go to any home where people are not vaccinated. He said that

if he had his way no one would be allowed to walk the streets if they

have not been vaccinated. Gates was cheering at the time while I was

alerting the white coats. The plan is that people will qualify for

‘passports’ for having the first two doses and then to keep it they

will have to have all the follow ups and new ones for invented

‘variants’ until human genetics is transformed and many are dead

who can’t adjust to the changes. Hollywood celebrities – the usual

propaganda stunt – are promoting something called the WELL

Health-Safety Rating to verify that a building or space has ‘taken the

necessary steps to prioritize the health and safety of their staff, 

visitors and other stakeholders’. They included Lady Gaga, Jennifer

Lopez, Michael B. Jordan, Robert DeNiro, Venus Williams, Wolfgang

Puck, Deepak Chopra and 17th Surgeon General Richard Carmona. 

Yawn. WELL Health-Safety has big connections with China. Parent

company Delos is headed by former Goldman Sachs partner Paul

Scialla. This is another example – and we will see so many others –

of using the excuse of ‘health’ to dictate the lives and activities of the

population. I guess one confirmation of the ‘safety’ of buildings is

that only ‘vaccinated’ people can go in, right? 

Electronic concentration camps

I wrote decades ago about the plans to restrict travel and here we are

for those who refuse to bow to tyranny. This can be achieved in one

go with air travel if the aviation industry makes a blanket decree. 

The ‘vaccine’ and guaranteed income are designed to be part of a

global version of China’s social credit system which tracks behaviour

24/7 and awards or deletes ‘credits’ based on whether your

behaviour is supported by the state or not. I mean your entire

lifestyle – what you do, eat, say, everything. Once your credit score

falls below a certain level consequences kick in. In China tens of

millions have been denied travel by air and train because of this. All

the locations and activities denied to refusers by the ‘vaccine’

passports will be included in one big mass ban on doing almost

anything for those that don’t bow their head to government. It’s

beyond fascist and a new term is required to describe its extremes – I

guess fascist technocracy will have to do. The way the Chinese

system of technological – technocratic – control is sweeping the West

can be seen in the Los Angeles school system and is planned to be

expanded worldwide. Every child is required to have a ‘Covid’-

tracking app scanned daily before they can enter the classroom. The

so-called Daily Pass tracking system is produced by Gates’ Microso

which I’m sure will shock you rigid. The pass will be scanned using

a barcode (one step from an inside-the-body barcode) and the

information will include health checks, ‘Covid’ tests and

vaccinations. Entry codes are for one specific building only and

access will only be allowed if a student or teacher has a negative test

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’, has no symptoms of anything

alleged to be related to ‘Covid’ (symptoms from a range of other

illness), and has a temperature under 100 degrees. No barcode, no

entry, is planned to be the case for everywhere and not only schools. 

Kids are being psychologically prepared to accept this as ‘normal’

their whole life which is why what they can impose in schools is so

important to the Cult and its gofers. Long-time American freedom

campaigner John Whitehead of the Rutherford Institute was not

exaggerating when he said: ‘Databit by databit, we are building our

own electronic concentration camps.’ Canada under its Cult gofer

prime minister Justin Trudeau has taken a major step towards the

real thing with people interned against their will if they test positive

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ when they arrive at a Canadian

airport. They are jailed in internment hotels o en without food or

water for long periods and with many doors failing to lock there

have been sexual assaults. The interned are being charged

sometimes $2,000 for the privilege of being abused in this way. 

Trudeau is fully on board with the Cult and says the ‘Covid

pandemic’ has provided an opportunity for a global ‘reset’ to

permanently change Western civilisation. His number two, Deputy

Prime Minister Chrystia Freeland, is a trustee of the World Economic

Forum and a Rhodes Scholar. The Trudeau family have long been

servants of the Cult. See  The Biggest Secret and Cathy O’Brien’s book

 Trance-Formation of America for the horrific background to Trudeau’s

father Pierre Trudeau another Canadian prime minister. Hide your

fascism behind the façade of a heart-on-the-sleeve liberal. It’s a well-

honed Cult technique. 

What can the ‘vaccine’  really do? 

We have a ‘virus’ never shown to exist and ‘variants’ of the ‘virus’

that have also never been shown to exist except, like the ‘original’, as

computer-generated fictions. Even if you believe there’s a ‘virus’ the

‘case’ to ‘death’ rate is in the region of 0.23 to 0.15 percent and those

‘deaths’ are concentrated among the very old around the same

average age that people die anyway. In response to this lack of threat

(in truth none) psychopaths and idiots, knowingly and unknowingly

answering to Gates and the Cult, are seeking to ‘vaccinate’ every

man, woman and child on Planet Earth. Clearly the ‘vaccine’ is not

about ‘Covid’ – none of this ever has been. So what is it all about

 really? Why the desperation to infuse genetically-manipulating

synthetic material into everyone through mRNA fraudulent

‘vaccines’ with the intent of doing this over and over with the

excuses of ‘variants’ and other ‘virus’ inventions? Dr Sherri

Tenpenny, an osteopathic medical doctor in the United States, has

made herself an expert on vaccines and their effects as a vehement

campaigner against their use. Tenpenny was board certified in

emergency medicine, the director of a level two trauma centre for 12

years, and moved to Cleveland in 1996 to start an integrative

medicine practice which has treated patients from all 50 states and

some 17 other countries. Weaning people off pharmaceutical drugs is

a speciality. 

She became interested in the consequences of vaccines a er

a ending a meeting at the National Vaccine Information Center in

Washington DC in 2000 where she ‘sat through four days of listening

to medical doctors and scientists and lawyers and parents of vaccine

injured kids’ and asked: ‘What’s going on?’ She had never been

vaccinated and never got ill while her father was given a list of

vaccines to be in the military and was ‘sick his entire life’. The

experience added to her questions and she began to examine vaccine

documents from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC). A er

reading the first one, the 1998 version of  The General Recommendations

 of Vaccination, she thought: ‘This is it?’ The document was poorly

wri en and bad science and Tenpenny began 20 years of research

into vaccines that continues to this day. She began her research into

‘Covid vaccines’ in March, 2020, and she describes them as ‘deadly’. 

For many, as we have seen, they already have been. Tenpenny said

that in the first 30 days of the ‘vaccine’ rollout in the United States

there had been more than 40,000 adverse events reported to the

vaccine adverse event database. A document had been delivered to

her the day before that was 172 pages long. ‘We have over 40,000

adverse events; we have over 3,100 cases of [potentially deadly]

anaphylactic shock; we have over 5,000 neurological reactions.’

Effects ranged from headaches to numbness, dizziness and vertigo, 

to losing feeling in hands or feet and paraesthesia which is when

limbs ‘fall asleep’ and people have the sensation of insects crawling

underneath their skin. All this happened in the first 30 days and

remember that only about  ten percent (or far less) of adverse reactions

and vaccine-related deaths are estimated to be officially reported. 

Tenpenny said:

So can you think of one single product in any industry, any industry, for as long as products have been made on the planet that within 30 days we have 40,000 people complaining of

side effects that not only is still on the market but … we’ve got paid actors telling us how great

they are for getting their vaccine. We’re offering people $500 if they will just get their vaccine and we’ve got nurses and doctors going; ‘I got the vaccine, I got the vaccine’. 

Tenpenny said they were not going to be ‘happy dancing folks’

when they began to suffer Bell’s palsy (facial paralysis), 

neuropathies, cardiac arrhythmias and autoimmune reactions that

kill through a blood disorder. ‘They’re not going to be so happy, 

happy then, but we’re never going to see pictures of those people’

she said. Tenpenny described the ‘vaccine’ as ‘a well-designed killing

tool’. 

No off-switch

Bad as the initial consequences had been Tenpenny said it would be

maybe 14 months before we began to see the ‘full ravage’ of what is

going to happen to the ‘Covid vaccinated’ with full-out

consequences taking anything between two years and 20 years to

show. You can understand why when you consider that variations of

the ‘Covid vaccine’ use mRNA (messenger RNA) to in theory

activate the immune system to produce protective antibodies

without using the actual ‘virus’. How can they when it’s a computer

program and they’ve never isolated what they claim is the ‘real

thing’? Instead they use  synthetic mRNA. They are inoculating

synthetic material into the body which through a technique known

as the Trojan horse is absorbed into cells to change the nature of

DNA. Human DNA is changed by an infusion of messenger RNA

and with each new ‘vaccine’ of this type it is changed even more. Say

so and you are banned by Cult Internet platforms. The contempt the

contemptuous Mark Zuckerberg has for the truth and human health

can be seen in an internal Facebook video leaked to the Project

Veritas investigative team in which he said of the ‘Covid vaccines’:

‘… I share some caution on this because we just don’t know the long

term side-effects of basically modifying people’s DNA and RNA.’ At

the same time this disgusting man’s Facebook was censoring and

banning anyone saying exactly the same. He must go before a

Nuremberg trial for crimes against humanity when he  knows that he

is censoring legitimate concerns and denying the right of informed

consent on behalf of the Cult that owns him. People have been killed

and damaged by the very ‘vaccination’ technique he cast doubt on

himself when they may not have had the ‘vaccine’ with access to

information that he denied them. The plan is to have at least annual

‘Covid vaccinations’, add others to deal with invented ‘variants’, and

change all other vaccines into the mRNA system. Pfizer executives

told shareholders at a virtual Barclays Global Healthcare Conference

in March, 2021, that the public may need a third dose of ‘Covid

vaccine’, plus regular yearly boosters and the company planned to

hike prices to milk the profits in a ‘significant opportunity for our

vaccine’. These are the professional liars, cheats and opportunists

who are telling you their ‘vaccine’ is safe. Given this volume of

mRNA planned to be infused into the human body and its ability to

then replicate we will have a transformation of human genetics from

biological to synthetic biological – exactly the long-time Cult plan for

reasons we’ll see – and many will die. Sherri Tenpenny said of this

replication:

It’s like having an on-button but no off-button and that whole mechanism … they actually give it a name and they call it the Trojan horse mechanism, because it allows that [synthetic]

virus and that piece of that [synthetic] virus to get inside of your cells, start to replicate and even get inserted into other parts of your DNA as a Trojan-horse. 

Ask the overwhelming majority of people who have the ‘vaccine’

what they know about the contents and what they do and they

would reply: ‘The government says it will stop me ge ing the virus.’

Governments give that false impression on purpose to increase take-

up. You can read Sherri Tenpenny’s detailed analysis of the health

consequences in her blog at Vaxxter.com, but in summary these are some of them. She highlights the statement by Bill Gates about how

human beings can become their own ‘vaccine manufacturing

machine’. The man is insane. [‘Vaccine’-generated] ‘antibodies’ carry

synthetic messenger RNA into the cells and the damage starts, 

Tenpenny contends, and she says that lungs can be adversely

affected through varying degrees of pus and bleeding which

obviously affects breathing and would be dubbed ‘Covid-19’. Even

more sinister was the impact of ‘antibodies’ on macrophages, a white

blood cell of the immune system. They consist of Type 1 and Type 2

which have very different functions. She said Type 1 are ‘hyper-

vigilant’ white blood cells which ‘gobble up’ bacteria etc. However, 

in doing so, this could cause inflammation and in extreme

circumstances be fatal. She says these affects are mitigated by Type 2

macrophages which kick in to calm down the system and stop it

going rogue. They clear up dead tissue debris and reduce

inflammation that the Type 1 ‘fire crews’ have caused. Type 1 kills

the infection and Type 2 heals the damage, she says. This is her

punchline with regard to ‘Covid vaccinations’: She says that mRNA

‘antibodies’ block Type 2 macrophages by a aching to them and

deactivating them. This meant that when the Type 1 response was

triggered by infection there was nothing to stop that ge ing out of

hand by calming everything down. There’s an on-switch, but no off-

switch, she says. What follows can be ‘over and out, see you when I

see you’. 

Genetic suicide

Tenpenny also highlights the potential for autoimmune disease – the

body a acking itself – which has been associated with vaccines since

they first appeared. Infusing a synthetic foreign substance into cells

could cause the immune system to react in a panic believing that the

body is being overwhelmed by an invader (it is) and the

consequences can again be fatal. There is an autoimmune response

known as a ‘cytokine storm’ which I have likened to a homeowner

panicked by an intruder and picking up a gun to shoot randomly in

all directions before turning the fire on himself. The immune system

unleashes a storm of inflammatory response called cytokines to a

threat and the body commits hara-kiri. The lesson is that you mess

with the body’s immune response at your peril and these ‘vaccines’

seriously – fundamentally – mess with immune response. Tenpenny

refers to a consequence called anaphylactic shock which is a severe

and highly dangerous allergic reaction when the immune system

floods the body with chemicals. She gives the example of having a

bee sting which primes the immune system and makes it sensitive to

those chemicals. When people are stung again maybe years later the

immune response can be so powerful that it leads to anaphylactic

shock. Tenpenny relates this ‘shock’ with regard to the ‘Covid

vaccine’ to something called polyethylene glycol or PEG. Enormous

numbers of people have become sensitive to this over decades of use

in a whole range of products and processes including food, drink, 

skin creams and ‘medicine’. Studies have claimed that some 72

percent of people have antibodies triggered by PEG compared with

two percent in the 1960s and allergic hypersensitive reactions to this

become a gathering cause for concern. Tenpenny points out that the

‘mRNA vaccine’ is coated in a ‘bubble’ of polyethylene glycol which

has the potential to cause anaphylactic shock through immune

sensitivity. Many reports have appeared of people reacting this way

a er having the ‘Covid vaccine’. What do we think is going to

happen as humanity has more and more of these ‘vaccines’? 

Tenpenny said: ‘All these pictures we have seen with people with

these rashes … these weepy rashes, big reactions on their arms and

things like that – it’s an acute allergic reaction most likely to the

polyethylene glycol that you’ve been previously primed and

sensitised to.’

Those who have not studied the conspiracy and its perpetrators at

length might think that making the population sensitive to PEG and

then pu ing it in these ‘vaccines’ is just a coincidence. It is not. It is

instead testament to how carefully and coldly-planned current

events have been and the scale of the conspiracy we are dealing

with. Tenpenny further explains that the ‘vaccine’ mRNA procedure

can breach the blood-brain barrier which protects the brain from

toxins and other crap that will cause malfunction. In this case they

could make two proteins corrupt brain function to cause

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) , a progressive nervous system

disease leading to loss of muscle control, and frontal lobe

degeneration – Alzheimer’s and dementia. Immunologist J. Bart

Classon published a paper connecting mRNA ‘vaccines’ to prion

disease which can lead to Alzheimer’s and other forms of

neurogenerative disease while others have pointed out the potential

to affect the placenta in ways that make women infertile. This will

become highly significant in the next chapter when I will discuss

other aspects of this non-vaccine that relate to its nanotechnology

and transmission from the injected to the uninjected. 

Qualified in idiocy

Tenpenny describes how research has confirmed that these ‘vaccine’-

generated antibodies can interact with a range of other tissues in the

body and a ack many other organs including the lungs. ‘This means

that if you have a hundred people standing in front of you that all

got this shot they could have a hundred different symptoms.’

Anyone really think that Cult gofers like the Queen, Tony Blair, 

Christopher Whi y, Anthony Fauci, and all the other psychopaths

have really had this ‘vaccine’ in the pictures we’ve seen? Not a

bloody chance. Why don’t doctors all tell us about all these dangers

and consequences of the ‘Covid vaccine’? Why instead do they

encourage and pressure patients to have the shot? Don’t let’s think

for a moment that doctors and medical staff can’t be stupid, lazy, and

psychopathic and that’s without the financial incentives to give the

jab. Tenpenny again:

Some people are going to die from the vaccine directly but a large number of people are

going to start to get horribly sick and get all kinds of autoimmune diseases 42 days to maybe a year out. What are they going to do, these stupid doctors who say; ‘Good for you for getting that vaccine.’ What are they going to say; ‘Oh, it must be a mutant, we need to give an extra dose of that vaccine.’

Because now the vaccine, instead of one dose or two doses we need three or four because the stupid physicians aren’t taking the time to learn anything about it. If I can learn this sitting in my living room reading a 19 page paper and several others so can they. There’s nothing

special about me, I just take the time to do it. 

Remember how Sara Kayat, the NHS and TV doctor, said that the

‘Covid vaccine’ would ‘100 percent prevent hospitalisation and

death’. Doctors can be idiots like every other profession and they

should not be worshipped as infallible. They are not and far from it. 

Behind many medical and scientific ‘experts’ lies an uninformed prat

trying to hide themselves from you although in the ‘Covid’ era many

have failed to do so as with UK narrative-repeating ‘TV doctor’

Hilary Jones. Pushing back against the minority of proper doctors

and scientists speaking out against the ‘vaccine’ has been the entire

edifice of the Cult global state in the form of governments, medical

systems, corporations, mainstream media, Silicon Valley, and an

army of compliant doctors, medical staff and scientists willing to say

anything for money and to enhance their careers by promoting the

party line. If you do that you are an ‘expert’ and if you won’t you are

an ‘anti-vaxxer’ and ‘Covidiot’. The pressure to be ‘vaccinated’ is

incessant. We have even had reports claiming that the ‘vaccine’ can

help cure cancer and Alzheimer’s and make the lame walk. I am

waiting for the announcement that it can bring you coffee in the

morning and cook your tea. Just as the symptoms of ‘Covid’ seem to

increase by the week so have the miracles of the ‘vaccine’. American

supermarket giant Kroger Co. offered nearly 500,000 employees in

35 states a $100 bonus for having the ‘vaccine’ while donut chain

Krispy Kreme promised ‘vaccinated’ customers a free glazed donut

every day for the rest of 2021. Have your DNA changed and you will

get a doughnut although we might not have to give you them for

long. Such offers and incentives confirm the desperation. 

Perhaps the worse vaccine-stunt of them all was UK ‘Health’

Secretary Ma -the-prat Hancock on live TV a er watching a clip of

someone being ‘vaccinated’ when the roll-out began. Hancock faked

tears so badly it was embarrassing. Brain-of-Britain Piers Morgan, 

the lockdown-supporting, ‘vaccine’ supporting, ‘vaccine’ passport-

supporting, TV host played along with Hancock – ‘You’re quite

emotional about that’ he said in response to acting so atrocious it

would have been called out at a school nativity which will

presumably today include Mary and Jesus in masks, wise men

keeping their camels six feet apart, and shepherds under tent arrest. 

System-serving Morgan tweeted this: ‘Love the idea of covid vaccine

passports for everywhere: flights, restaurants, clubs, football, gyms, 

shops etc. It’s time covid-denying, anti-vaxxer loonies had their

bullsh*t bluff called & bar themselves from going anywhere that

responsible citizens go.’ If only I could aspire to his genius. To think

that Morgan, who specialises in shouting over anyone he disagrees

with, was lauded as a free speech hero when he lost his job a er

storming off the set of his live show like a child throwing his dolly

out of the pram. If he is a free speech hero we are in real trouble. I

have no idea what ‘bullsh*t’ means, by the way, the * throws me

completely. 

The Cult is desperate to infuse its synthetic DNA-changing

concoction into everyone and has been using every lie, trick and

intimidation to do so. The question of ‘ Why?’ we shall now address. 

CHAPTER TEN

Human 2.0

 I believe that at the end of the century the use of words and general

 educated opinion will have altered so much that one will be able to

 speak of machines thinking without expecting to be contradicted –

Alan Turing (1912-1954), the ‘Father of artificial intelligence‘

Ihave been exposing for decades the plan to transform the human

body from a biological to a synthetic-biological state. The new

human that I will call Human 2.0 is planned to be connected to

artificial intelligence and a global AI ‘Smart Grid’ that would operate

as one global system in which AI would control everything from

your fridge to your heating system to your car to your mind. 

Humans would no longer be ‘human’, but post-human and sub-

human, with their thinking and emotional processes replaced by AI. 

What I said sounded crazy and beyond science fiction and I could

understand that. To any balanced, rational, mind it  is crazy. Today, 

however, that world is becoming reality and it puts the ‘Covid

vaccine’ into its true context. Ray Kurzweil is the ultra-Zionist

‘computer scientist, inventor and futurist’ and co-founder of the

Singularity University. Singularity refers to the merging of humans

with machines or ‘transhumanism’. Kurzweil has said humanity

would be connected to the cyber ‘cloud’ in the period of the ever-

recurring year of 2030:

Our thinking … will be a hybrid of biological and non-biological thinking … humans will be able to extend their limitations and ‘think in the cloud’ … We’re going to put gateways to the

cloud in our brains ... We’re going to gradually merge and enhance ourselves ... In my view, that’s the nature of being human – we transcend our limitations. As the technology becomes vastly superior to what we are then the small proportion that is still human gets smaller and smaller and smaller until it’s just utterly negligible. 

They are trying to sell this end-of-humanity-as-we-know-it as the

next stage of ‘evolution’ when we become super-human and ‘like the

gods’. They are lying to you. Shocked, eh? The population, and again

especially the young, have been manipulated into addiction to

technologies designed to enslave them for life. First they induced an

addiction to smartphones (holdables); next they moved to

technology on the body (wearables); and then began the invasion of

the body (implantables). I warned way back about the plan for

microchipped people and we are now entering that era. We should

not be diverted into thinking that this refers only to chips we can see. 

Most important are the nanochips known as smart dust, neural dust

and nanobots which are far too small to be seen by the human eye. 

Nanotechnology is everywhere, increasingly in food products, and

released into the atmosphere by the geoengineering of the skies

funded by Bill Gates to ‘shut out the Sun’ and ‘save the planet from

global warming’. Gates has been funding a project to spray millions

of tonnes of chalk (calcium carbonate) into the stratosphere over

Sweden to ‘dim the Sun’ and cool the Earth. Scientists warned the

move could be disastrous for weather systems in ways no one can

predict and opposition led to the Swedish space agency announcing

that the ‘experiment’ would not be happening as planned in the

summer of 2021; but it shows where the Cult is going with dimming

the impact of the Sun and there’s an associated plan to change the

planet’s atmosphere. Who gives psychopath Gates the right to

dictate to the entire human race and dismantle planetary systems? 

The world will not be safe while this man is at large. 

The global warming hoax has made the Sun, like the gas of life, 

something to fear when both are essential to good health and human

survival (more inversion). The body transforms sunlight into vital

vitamin D through a process involving …  cholesterol. This is the

cholesterol we are also told to fear. We are urged to take Big Pharma

statin drugs to reduce cholesterol and it’s all systematic. Reducing

cholesterol means reducing vitamin D uptake with all the multiple

health problems that will cause. At least if you take statins long term

it saves the government from having to pay you a pension. The

delivery system to block sunlight is widely referred to as chemtrails

although these have a much deeper agenda, too. They appear at first

to be contrails or condensation trails streaming from aircra  into

cold air at high altitudes. Contrails disperse very quickly while

chemtrails do not and spread out across the sky before eventually

their content falls to earth. Many times I have watched aircra  cross-

cross a clear blue sky releasing chemtrails until it looks like a cloudy

day. Chemtrails contain many things harmful to humans and the

natural world including toxic heavy metals, aluminium (see

Alzheimer’s) and nanotechnology. Ray Kurzweil reveals the reason

without actually saying so: ‘Nanobots will infuse all the ma er

around us with information. Rocks, trees, everything will become

these intelligent creatures.’ How do you deliver that?  From the sky. 

Self-replicating nanobots would connect everything to the Smart

Grid. The phenomenon of Morgellons disease began in the chemtrail

era and the correlation has led to it being dubbed the ‘chemtrail

disease’. Self-replicating fibres appear in the body that can be pulled

out through the skin. Morgellons fibres continue to grow outside the

body and have a form of artificial intelligence. I cover this at greater

length in  Phantom Self. 

‘Vaccine’ operating system

‘Covid vaccines’ with their self-replicating synthetic material are also

designed to make the connection between humanity and Kurzweil’s

‘cloud’. American doctor and dedicated campaigner for truth, Carrie

Madej, an Internal Medicine Specialist in Georgia with more than 20

years medical experience, has highlighted the nanotechnology aspect

of the fake ‘vaccines’. She explains how one of the components in at

least the Moderna and Pfizer synthetic potions are ‘lipid

nanoparticles’ which are ‘like li le tiny computer bits’ – a ‘sci-fi

substance’ known as nanobots and hydrogel which can be ‘triggered

at any moment to deliver its payload’ and act as ‘biosensors’. The

synthetic substance had ‘the ability to accumulate data from your

body like your breathing, your respiration, thoughts and emotions, 

all kind of things’ and each syringe could carry a  million nanobots:

This substance because it’s like little bits of computers in your body, crazy, but it’s true, it can do that, [and] obviously has the ability to act through Wi-Fi. It can receive and transmit energy, messages, frequencies or impulses. That issue has never been addressed by these

companies. What does that do to the human? 

Just imagine getting this substance in you and it can react to things all around you, the 5G, your smart device, your phones, what is happening with that? What if something is triggering it, too, like an impulse, a frequency? We have something completely foreign in the human body. 

Madej said her research revealed that electromagnetic (EMF)

frequencies emi ed by phones and other devices had increased

dramatically in the same period of the ‘vaccine’ rollout and she was

seeing more people with radiation problems as 5G and other

electromagnetic technology was expanded and introduced to schools

and hospitals. She said she was ‘floored with the EMF coming off’

the devices she checked. All this makes total sense and syncs with

my own work of decades when you think that Moderna refers in

documents to its mRNA ‘vaccine’ as an ‘operating system’:

Recognizing the broad potential of mRNA science, we set out to create an mRNA technology platform that functions very much like an operating system on a computer. It is designed so that it can plug and play interchangeably with different programs. In our case, the ‘program’

or ‘app’ is our mRNA drug – the unique mRNA sequence that codes for a protein …

… Our MRNA Medicines – ‘The ‘Software Of Life’: When we have a concept for a new

mRNA medicine and begin research, fundamental components are already in place. 

Generally, the only thing that changes from one potential mRNA medicine to another is the coding region – the actual genetic code that instructs ribosomes to make protein. Utilizing these instruction sets gives our investigational mRNA medicines a software-like quality. We also have the ability to combine different mRNA sequences encoding for different proteins in a single mRNA investigational medicine. 

Who needs a real ‘virus’ when you can create a computer version to

justify infusing your operating system into the entire human race on

the road to making living, breathing people into cyborgs? What is

missed with the ‘vaccines’ is the  digital connection between synthetic

material and the body that I highlighted earlier with the study that

hacked a computer with human DNA. On one level the body is

digital, based on mathematical codes, and I’ll have more about that

in the next chapter. Those who ridiculously claim that mRNA

‘vaccines’ are not designed to change human genetics should explain

the words of Dr Tal Zaks, chief medical officer at Moderna, in a 2017

TED talk. He said that over the last 30 years ‘we’ve been living this

phenomenal digital scientific revolution, and I’m here today to tell

you, that we are actually  hacking the software of life, and that it’s

changing the way we think about prevention and treatment of

disease’:

In every cell there’s this thing called messenger RNA, or mRNA for short, that transmits the critical information from the DNA in our genes to the protein, which is really the stuff we’re all made out of. This is the critical information that determines what the cell will do. So we think about it as an operating system. So if you could change that, if you could introduce a line of code, or change a line of code, it turns out, that has profound implications for everything, from the flu to cancer. 

Zaks should more accurately have said that this has profound

implications for the human genetic code and the nature of DNA. 

Communications within the body go both ways and not only one. 

But, hey, no, the ‘Covid vaccine’ will not affect your genetics. Cult

fact-checkers say so even though the man who helped to develop the

mRNA technique says that it does. Zaks said in 2017:

If you think about what it is we’re trying to do. We’ve taken information and our

understanding of that information and how that information is transmitted in a cell, and we’ve taken our understanding of medicine and how to make drugs, and we’re fusing the two. We

think of it as information therapy. 

I have been writing for decades that the body is an information

field communicating with itself and the wider world. This is why

radiation which is information can change the information field of

body and mind through phenomena like 5G and change their nature

and function. ‘Information therapy’ means to change the body’s

information field and change the way it operates. DNA is a receiver-

transmi er of information and can be mutated by information like

mRNA synthetic messaging. Technology to do this has been ready

and waiting in the underground bases and other secret projects to be

rolled out when the ‘Covid’ hoax was played. ‘Trials’ of such short

and irrelevant duration were only for public consumption. When

they say the ‘vaccine’ is ‘experimental’ that is not true. It may appear

to be ‘experimental’ to those who don’t know what’s going on, but

the trials have already been done to ensure the Cult gets the result it

desires. Zaks said that it took decades to sequence the human

genome, completed in 2003, but now they could do it in a week. By

‘they’ he means scientists operating in the public domain. In the

secret projects they were sequencing the genome in a week long

before even 2003. 

Deluge of mRNA

Highly significantly the Moderna document says the guiding

premise is that if using mRNA as a medicine works for one disease

then it should work for many diseases. They were leveraging the

flexibility afforded by their platform and the fundamental role

mRNA plays in protein synthesis to pursue mRNA medicines for a

broad spectrum of diseases. Moderna is confirming what I was

saying through 2020 that multiple ‘vaccines’ were planned for

‘Covid’ (and later invented ‘variants’) and that previous vaccines

would be converted to the mRNA system to infuse the body with

massive amounts of genetically-manipulating synthetic material to

secure a transformation to a synthetic-biological state. The ‘vaccines’

are designed to kill stunning numbers as part of the long-exposed

Cult depopulation agenda and transform the rest. Given this is the

goal you can appreciate why there is such hysterical demand for

every human to be ‘vaccinated’ for an alleged ‘disease’ that has an

estimated ‘infection’ to ‘death’ ratio of 0.23-0.15 percent. As I write

children are being given the ‘vaccine’ in trials (their parents are a

disgrace) and ever-younger people are being offered the vaccine for

a ‘virus’ that even if you believe it exists has virtually zero chance of

harming them. Horrific effects of the ‘trials’ on a 12-year-old girl

were revealed by a family member to be serious brain and gastric

problems that included a bowel obstruction and the inability to

swallow liquids or solids. She was unable to eat or drink without

throwing up, had extreme pain in her back, neck and abdomen, and

was paralysed from the waist down which stopped her urinating

unaided. When the girl was first taken to hospital doctors said it was

all in her mind. She was signed up for the ‘trial’ by her parents for

whom no words suffice. None of this ‘Covid vaccine’ insanity makes

any sense unless you see what the ‘vaccine’ really is – a body-

changer. Synthetic biology or ‘SynBio’ is a fast-emerging and

expanding scientific discipline which includes everything from

genetic and molecular engineering to electrical and computer

engineering. Synthetic biology is defined in these ways:

• A multidisciplinary area of research that seeks to create new

biological parts, devices, and systems, or to redesign systems that

are already found in nature. 

• The use of a mixture of physical engineering and genetic

engineering to create new (and therefore synthetic) life forms. 

• An emerging field of research that aims to combine the

knowledge and methods of biology, engineering and related

disciplines in the design of chemically-synthesized DNA to create

organisms with novel or enhanced characteristics and traits

(synthetic organisms including humans). 

We now have synthetic blood, skin, organs and limbs being

developed along with synthetic body parts produced by 3D printers. 

These are all elements of the synthetic human programme and this

comment by Kurzweil’s co-founder of the Singularity University, 

Peter Diamandis, can be seen in a whole new light with the ‘Covid’

hoax and the sanctions against those that refuse the ‘vaccine’:

Anybody who is going to be resisting the progress forward [to transhumanism] is going to be resisting evolution and, fundamentally, they will die out. It’s not a matter of whether it’s good or bad. It’s going to happen. 

‘Resisting evolution’? What absolute bollocks. The arrogance of these

people is without limit. His ‘it’s going to happen’ mantra is another

way of saying ‘resistance is futile’ to break the spirit of those pushing

back and we must not fall for it. Ge ing this genetically-

transforming ‘vaccine’ into everyone is crucial to the Cult plan for

total control and the desperation to achieve that is clear for anyone

to see. Vaccine passports are a major factor in this and they, too, are a

form of resistance is futile. It’s NOT. The paper funded by the

Rockefeller Foundation for the 2013 ‘health conference’ in China

said:

We will interact more with artificial intelligence. The use of robotics, bio-engineering to augment human functioning is already well underway and will advance. Re-engineering of

humans into potentially separate and unequal forms through genetic engineering or mixed

human-robots raises debates on ethics and equality. 

A new demography is projected to emerge after 2030 [that year again] of technologies

(robotics, genetic engineering, nanotechnology) producing robots, engineered organisms, 

‘nanobots’ and artificial intelligence (AI) that can self-replicate. Debates will grow on the implications of an impending reality of human designed life. 

What is happening today is so long planned. The world army

enforcing the will of the world government is intended to be a robot

army, not a human one. Today’s military and its technologically

‘enhanced’ troops, pilotless planes and driverless vehicles are just

stepping stones to that end. Human soldiers are used as Cult fodder

and its time they woke up to that and worked for the freedom of the

population instead of their own destruction and their family’s

destruction – the same with the police. Join us and let’s sort this out. 

The phenomenon of enforce my own destruction is widespread in

the ‘Covid’ era with Woker ‘luvvies’ in the acting and entertainment

industries supporting ‘Covid’ rules which have destroyed their

profession and the same with those among the public who put signs

on the doors of their businesses ‘closed due to Covid – stay safe’

when many will never reopen. It’s a form of masochism and most

certainly insanity. 

Transgender = transhumanism

When something explodes out of nowhere and is suddenly

everywhere it is always the Cult agenda and so it is with the tidal

wave of claims and demands that have infiltrated every aspect of

society under the heading of ‘transgenderism’. The term ‘trans’ is so

‘in’ and this is the dictionary definition:

A prefix meaning ‘across’, ’through’, occurring … in loanwords from Latin, used in particular for denoting movement or conveyance from place to place (transfer; transmit; transplant) or complete change (transform; transmute), or to form adjectives meaning ’crossing’, ‘on the other side of’, or ‘going beyond’ the place named (transmontane; transnational; trans-Siberian). 

Transgender means to go beyond gender and transhuman means

to go beyond human. Both are aspects of the Cult plan to transform

the human body to a synthetic state with  no gender. Human 2.0 is not

designed to procreate and would be produced technologically with

no need for parents. The new human would mean the end of parents

and so men, and increasingly women, are being targeted for the

deletion of their rights and status. Parental rights are disappearing at

an ever-quickening speed for the same reason. The new human

would have no need for men or women when there is no procreation

and no gender. Perhaps the transgender movement that appears to

be in a permanent state of frenzy might now contemplate on how it

is being used. This was never about transgender rights which are

only the interim excuse for confusing gender, particularly in the

young, on the road to  fusing gender. Transgender activism is not an

end; it is a  means to an end. We see again the technique of creative

destruction in which you destroy the status quo to ‘build back be er’

in the form that you want. The gender status quo had to be

destroyed by persuading the Cult-created Woke mentality to believe

that you can have 100 genders or more. A programme for 9 to 12

year olds produced by the Cult-owned BBC promoted the 100

genders narrative. The very idea may be the most monumental

nonsense, but it is not what is true that counts, only what you can

make people  believe is true. Once the gender of 2 + 2 = 4 has been

dismantled through indoctrination, intimidation and 2 + 2 = 5 then

the new no-gender normal can take its place with Human 2.0. 

Aldous Huxley revealed the plan in his prophetic  Brave New World in

1932:

Natural reproduction has been done away with and children are created, decanted’, and

raised in ‘hatcheries and conditioning centres’. From birth, people are genetically designed to fit into one of five castes, which are further split into ‘Plus’ and ‘Minus’ members and designed to fulfil predetermined positions within the social and economic strata of the World State. 

How could Huxley know this in 1932? For the same reason George

Orwell knew about the Big Brother state in 1948, Cult insiders I have

quoted knew about it in 1969, and I have known about it since the

early 1990s. If you are connected to the Cult or you work your balls

off to uncover the plan you can predict the future. The process is

simple. If there is a plan for the world and nothing intervenes to stop

it then it will happen. Thus if you communicate the plan ahead of

time you are perceived to have predicted the future, but you haven’t. 

You have revealed the plan which without intervention will become

the human future. The whole reason I have done what I have is to

alert enough people to inspire an intervention and maybe at last that

time has come with the Cult and its intentions now so obvious to

anyone with a brain in working order. 

The future is here

Technological wombs that Huxley described to replace parent

procreation are already being developed and they are only the

projects we know about in the public arena. Israeli scientists told  The

 Times of Israel in March, 2021, that they have grown 250-cell embryos

into mouse foetuses with fully formed organs using artificial wombs

in a development they say could pave the way for gestating humans

outside the womb. Professor Jacob Hanna of the Weizmann Institute

of Science said:

We took mouse embryos from the mother at day five of development, when they are just of

250 cells, and had them in the incubator from day five until day 11, by which point they had grown all their organs. 

By day 11 they make their own blood and have a beating heart, a fully developed brain. 

Anybody would look at them and say, ‘this is clearly a mouse foetus with all the

characteristics of a mouse.’ It’s gone from being a ball of cells to being an advanced foetus. 

A special liquid is used to nourish embryo cells in a laboratory

dish and they float on the liquid to duplicate the first stage of

embryonic development. The incubator creates all the right

conditions for its development, Hanna said. The liquid gives the

embryo ‘all the nutrients, hormones and sugars they need’ along

with a custom-made electronic incubator which controls gas

concentration, pressure and temperature. The cu ing-edge in the

underground bases and other secret locations will be light years

ahead of that, however, and this was reported by the London

 Guardian in 2017:

We are approaching a biotechnological breakthrough. Ectogenesis, the invention of a

complete external womb, could completely change the nature of human reproduction. In

April this year, researchers at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia announced their

development of an artificial womb. 

The article was headed ‘Artificial wombs could soon be a reality. 

What will this mean for women?’ What would it mean for children is

an even bigger question. No mother to bond with only a machine in

preparation for a life of soulless interaction and control in a world

governed by machines (see the  Matrix movies). Now observe the

calculated manipulations of the ‘Covid’ hoax as human interaction

and warmth has been curtailed by distancing, isolation and fear with

people communicating via machines on a scale never seen before. 

These are all dots in the same picture as are all the personal

assistants, gadgets and children’s toys through which kids and

adults communicate with AI as if it is human. The AI ‘voice’ on Sat-

Nav should be included. All these things are psychological

preparation for the Cult endgame. Before you can make a physical

connection with AI you have to make a psychological connection

and that is what people are being conditioned to do with this ever

gathering human-AI interaction. Movies and TV programmes

depicting the transhuman, robot dystopia relate to a phenomenon

known as ‘pre-emptive programming’ in which the world that is

planned is portrayed everywhere in movies, TV and advertising. 

This is conditioning the conscious and subconscious mind to become

familiar with the planned reality to dilute resistance when it

happens for real. What would have been a shock such is the change

is made less so. We have young children put on the road to

transgender transition surgery with puberty blocking drugs at an

age when they could never be able to make those life-changing

decisions. 

Rachel Levine, a professor of paediatrics and psychiatry who

believes in treating children this way, became America’s highest-

ranked openly-transgender official when she was confirmed as US

Assistant Secretary at the Department of Health and Human

Services a er being nominated by Joe Biden (the Cult). Activists and

governments press for laws to deny parents a say in their children’s


transition process so the kids can be isolated and manipulated into

agreeing to irreversible medical procedures. A Canadian father

Robert Hoogland was denied bail by the Vancouver Supreme Court

in 2021 and remained in jail for breaching a court order that he stay

silent over his young teenage daughter, a minor, who was being

offered life-changing hormone therapy without parental consent. At

the age of 12 the girl’s ‘school counsellor’ said she may be

transgender, referred her to a doctor and told the school to treat her

like a boy. This is another example of state-serving schools imposing

ever more control over children’s lives while parents have ever less. 

Contemptible and extreme child abuse is happening all over the

world as the Cult gender-fusion operation goes into warp-speed. 

Why the war on men – and now women? 

The question about what artificial wombs mean for women should

rightly be asked. The answer can be seen in the deletion of women’s

rights involving sport, changing rooms, toilets and status in favour

of people in male bodies claiming to identify as women. I can

identify as a mountain climber, but it doesn’t mean I can climb a

mountain any more than a biological man can be a biological

woman. To believe so is a triumph of belief over factual reality which

is the very perceptual basis of everything Woke. Women’s sport is

being destroyed by allowing those with male bodies who say they

identify as female to ‘compete’ with girls and women. Male body

‘women’ dominate ‘women’s’ competition with their greater muscle

mass, bone density, strength and speed. With that disadvantage

sport for women loses all meaning. To put this in perspective nearly

300 American high school boys can run faster than the quickest

woman sprinter in the world. Women are seeing their previously

protected spaces invaded by male bodies simply because they claim

to identify as women. That’s all they need to do to access all women’s

spaces and activities under the Biden ‘Equality Act’ that destroys

equality for women with the usual Orwellian Woke inversion. Male

sex offenders have already commi ed rapes in women’s prisons a er

claiming to identify as women to get them transferred. Does this not

ma er to the Woke ‘equality’ hypocrites? Not in the least. What

ma ers to Cult manipulators and funders behind transgender

activists is to advance gender fusion on the way to the no-gender

‘human’. When you are seeking to impose transparent nonsense like

this, or the ‘Covid’ hoax, the only way the nonsense can prevail is

through censorship and intimidation of dissenters, deletion of

factual information, and programming of the unquestioning, 

bewildered and naive. You don’t have to scan the world for long to

see that all these things are happening. 

Many women’s rights organisations have realised that rights and

status which took such a long time to secure are being eroded and

that it is systematic. Kara Dansky of the global Women’s Human

Rights Campaign said that Biden’s transgender executive order

immediately he took office, subsequent orders, and Equality Act

legislation that followed ‘seek to erase women and girls in the law as

a category’.  Exactly. I said during the long ago-started war on men

(in which many women play a crucial part) that this was going to

turn into a war on them. The Cult is phasing out  both male and

female genders. To get away with that they are brought into conflict

so they are busy fighting each other while the Cult completes the job

with no unity of response. Unity, people,  unity. We need unity

everywhere. Transgender is the only show in town as the big step

towards the no-gender human. It’s not about rights for transgender

people and never has been. Woke political correctness is deleting

words relating to genders to the same end. Wokers believe this is to

be ‘inclusive’ when the opposite is true. They are deleting words

describing gender because gender  itself is being deleted by Human

2.0. Terms like ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘mother’ and ‘father’ are being

deleted in the universities and other institutions to be replaced by

the  no-gender, not trans-gender, ‘individuals’ and ‘guardians’. 

Women’s rights campaigner Maria Keffler of Partners for Ethical

Care said: ‘Children are being taught from kindergarten upward that

some boys have a vagina, some girls have a penis, and that kids can

be any gender they want to be.’ Do we really believe that suddenly

countries all over the world at the same time had the idea of having

drag queens go into schools or read transgender stories to very

young children in the local library? It’s coldly-calculated confusion

of gender on the way to the fusion of gender. Suzanne Vierling, a

psychologist from Southern California, made another important

point:

Yesterday’s slave woman who endured gynecological medical experiments is today’s girl-

child being butchered in a booming gender-transitioning sector. Ovaries removed, pushing her into menopause and osteoporosis, uncharted territory, and parents’ rights and authority

decimated. 

The erosion of parental rights is a common theme in line with the

Cult plans to erase the very concept of parents and ‘ovaries removed, 

pushing her into menopause’ means what? Those born female lose

the ability to have children – another way to discontinue humanity

as we know it. 

Eliminating Human 1.0 (before our very eyes)

To pave the way for Human 2.0 you must phase out Human 1.0. This

is happening through plummeting sperm counts and making

women infertile through an onslaught of chemicals, radiation

(including smartphones in pockets of men) and mRNA ‘vaccines’. 

Common agriculture pesticides are also having a devastating impact

on human fertility. I have been tracking collapsing sperm counts in

the books for a long time and in 2021 came a book by fertility

scientist and reproductive epidemiologist Shanna Swan,  Count

 Down: How Our Modern World Is Threatening Sperm Counts, Altering

 Male and Female Reproductive Development and Imperiling the Future of

 the Human Race. She reports how the global fertility rate dropped by

 half between 1960 and 2016 with America’s birth rate 16 percent

below where it needs to be to sustain the population. Women are

experiencing declining egg quality, more miscarriages, and more

couples suffer from infertility. Other findings were an increase in

erectile dysfunction, infant boys developing more genital

abnormalities, male problems with conception, and plunging levels

of the male hormone testosterone which would explain why so

many men have lost their backbone and masculinity. This has been

very evident during the ‘Covid’ hoax when women have been

prominent among the Pushbackers and big strapping blokes have

bowed their heads, covered their faces with a nappy and quietly

submi ed. Mind control expert Cathy O’Brien also points to how

global education introduced the concept of ‘we’re all winners’ in

sport and classrooms: ‘Competition was defused, and it in turn

defused a sense of fighting back.’ This is another version of the

‘equity’ doctrine in which you drive down rather than raise up. 

What a contrast in Cult-controlled China with its global ambitions

where the government published plans in January, 2021, to ‘cultivate

masculinity’ in boys from kindergarten through to high school in the

face of a ‘masculinity crisis’. A government adviser said boys would

be soon become ‘delicate, timid and effeminate’ unless action was

taken. Don’t expect any similar policy in the targeted West. A 2006

study showed that a 65-year-old man in 2002 had testosterone levels

 15 percent lower than a 65-year-old man in 1987 while a 2020 study

found a similar story with young adults and adolescents. Men are

ge ing prescriptions for testosterone replacement therapy which

causes an even greater drop in sperm count with up to 99 percent

seeing sperm counts drop to zero during the treatment. More sperm

is defective and malfunctioning with some having two heads or not

pursuing an egg. 

A class of  synthetic chemicals known as phthalates are being

blamed for the decline. These are found everywhere in plastics, 

shampoos, cosmetics, furniture, flame retardants, personal care

products, pesticides, canned foods and even receipts. Why till

receipts? Everyone touches them. Let no one delude themselves that

all this is not systematic to advance the long-time agenda for human

body transformation. Phthalates mimic hormones and disrupt the

hormone balance causing testosterone to fall and genital birth

defects in male infants. Animals and fish have been affected in the

same way due to phthalates and other toxins in rivers. When fish

turn gay or change sex through chemicals in rivers and streams it is

a pointer to why there has been such an increase in gay people and

the sexually confused. It doesn’t ma er to me what sexuality people

choose to be, but if it’s being affected by chemical pollution and

consumption then we need to know. Does anyone really think that

this is not connected to the transgender agenda, the war on men and

the condemnation of male ‘toxic masculinity’? You watch this being

followed by ‘toxic femininity’. It’s already happening. When

breastfeeding becomes ‘chest-feeding’, pregnant women become

pregnant people along with all the other Woke claptrap you know

that the world is going insane and there’s a Cult scam in progress. 

Transgender activists are promoting the Cult agenda while Cult

billionaires support and fund the insanity as they laugh themselves

to sleep at the sheer stupidity for which humans must be infamous

in galaxies far, far away. 

‘Covid vaccines’ and female infertility

We can now see why the ‘vaccine’ has been connected to potential

infertility in women. Dr Michael Yeadon, former Vice President and

Chief Scientific Advisor at Pfizer, and Dr Wolfgang Wodarg in

Germany, filed a petition with the European Medicines Agency in

December, 2020, urging them to stop trials for the Pfizer/BioNTech

shot and all other mRNA trials until further studies had been done. 

They were particularly concerned about possible effects on fertility

with ‘vaccine’-produced antibodies a acking the protein Syncytin-1

which is responsible for developing the placenta. The result would

be infertility ‘of indefinite duration’ in women who have the

‘vaccine’ with the placenta failing to form. Section 10.4.2 of the

Pfizer/BioNTech trial protocol says that pregnant women or those

who might become so should not have mRNA shots. Section 10.4

warns men taking mRNA shots to ‘be abstinent from heterosexual

intercourse’ and not to donate sperm. The UK government said that

it  did not know if the mRNA procedure had an effect on fertility.  Did

 not know?  These people have to go to jail. UK government advice did

not recommend at the start that pregnant women had the shot and

said they should avoid pregnancy for at least two months a er

‘vaccination’. The ‘advice’ was later updated to pregnant women

should only have the ‘vaccine’ if the benefits outweighed the risks to

mother and foetus. What the hell is that supposed to mean? Then

‘spontaneous abortions’ began to appear and rapidly increase on the

adverse reaction reporting schemes which include only a fraction of

adverse reactions. Thousands and ever-growing numbers of

‘vaccinated’ women are describing changes to their menstrual cycle

with heavier blood flow, irregular periods and menstruating again

a er going through the menopause – all links to reproduction

effects. Women are passing blood clots and the lining of their uterus

while men report erectile dysfunction and blood effects. Most

significantly of all  un vaccinated women began to report similar menstrual changes a er interaction with  ‘vaccinated’ people and men

and children were also affected with bleeding noses, blood clots and

other conditions. ‘Shedding’ is when vaccinated people can emit the

content of a vaccine to affect the unvaccinated, but this is different. 

‘Vaccinated’ people were not shedding a ‘live virus’ allegedly in

‘vaccines’ as before because the fake ‘Covid vaccines’ involve

synthetic material and other toxicity. Doctors exposing what is

happening prefer the term ‘transmission’ to shedding. Somehow

those that have had the shots are transmi ing effects to those that

haven’t. Dr Carrie Madej said the nano-content of the ‘vaccines’ can

‘act like an antenna’ to others around them which fits perfectly with

my own conclusions. This ‘vaccine’ transmission phenomenon was

becoming known as the book went into production and I deal with

this further in the Postscript. 

Vaccine effects on sterility are well known. The World Health

Organization was accused in 2014 of sterilising millions of women in

Kenya with the evidence confirmed by the content of the vaccines

involved. The same WHO behind the ‘Covid’ hoax admi ed its

involvement for more than ten years with the vaccine programme. 

Other countries made similar claims. Charges were lodged by

Tanzania, Nicaragua, Mexico, and the Philippines. The Gardasil

vaccine claimed to protect against a genital ‘virus’ known as HPV

has also been linked to infertility. Big Pharma and the WHO (same

thing) are criminal and satanic entities. Then there’s the Bill Gates

Foundation which is connected through funding and shared

interests with 20 pharmaceutical giants and laboratories. He stands

accused of directing the policy of United Nations Children’s Fund

(UNICEF), vaccine alliance GAVI, and other groupings, to advance

the vaccine agenda and silence opposition at great cost to women

and children. At the same time Gates wants to reduce the global

population. Coincidence? 

Great Reset = Smart Grid = new human

The Cult agenda I have been exposing for 30 years is now being

openly promoted by Cult assets like Gates and Klaus Schwab of the

World Economic Forum under code-terms like the ‘Great Reset’, 

‘Build Back Be er’ and ‘a rare but narrow window of opportunity to

reflect, reimagine, and reset our world’. What provided this ‘rare but

narrow window of opportunity’? The ‘Covid’ hoax did. Who created

that?  They did. My books from not that long ago warned about the

planned ‘Internet of Things’ (IoT) and its implications for human

freedom. This was the plan to connect all technology to the Internet

and artificial intelligence and today we are way down that road with

an estimated 36 billion devices connected to the World Wide Web

and that figure is projected to be 76 billion by 2025. I further warned

that the Cult planned to go beyond that to the Internet of  Everything

when the human brain was connected via AI to the Internet and

Kurzweil’s ‘cloud’. Now we have Cult operatives like Schwab calling

for precisely that under the term ‘Internet of Bodies’, a fusion of the

physical, digital and biological into one centrally-controlled Smart

Grid system which the Cult refers to as the ‘Fourth Industrial

Revolution’. They talk about the ‘biological’, but they really mean

the synthetic-biological which is required to fully integrate the

human body and brain into the Smart Grid and artificial intelligence

planned to replace the human mind. We have everything being

synthetically manipulated including the natural world through

GMO and smart dust, the food we eat and the human body itself

with synthetic ‘vaccines’. I said in  The Answer that we would see the

Cult push for synthetic meat to replace animals and in February, 

2021, the so predictable psychopath Bill Gates called for the

introduction of synthetic meat to save us all from ‘climate change’. 

The climate hoax just keeps on giving like the ‘Covid’ hoax. The war

on meat by vegan activists is a carbon (oops, sorry) copy of the

manipulation of transgender activists. They have no idea (except

their inner core) that they are being used to promote and impose the

agenda of the Cult or that they are only the  vehicle and not the  reason. 

This is not to say those who choose not to eat meat shouldn’t be

respected and supported in that right, but there are ulterior motives

for those in power. A  Forbes article in December, 2019, highlighted the plan so beloved of Schwab and the Cult under the heading:

‘What Is The Internet of Bodies? And How Is It Changing Our

World?’ The article said the human body is the latest data platform

(remember ‘our vaccine is an operating system’).  Forbes described

the plan very accurately and the words could have come straight out

of my books from long before:

The Internet of Bodies (IoB) is an extension of the IoT and basically connects the human body to a network through devices that are ingested, implanted, or connected to the body in some way. Once connected, data can be exchanged, and the body and device can be remotely

monitored and controlled. 

They were really describing a human hive mind with human

perception centrally-dictated via an AI connection as well as

allowing people to be ‘remotely monitored and controlled’. 

Everything from a fridge to a human mind could be directed from a

central point by these insane psychopaths and ‘Covid vaccines’ are

crucial to this. Forbes explained the process I mentioned earlier of

holdable and wearable technology followed by implantable. The

article said there were three generations of the Internet of Bodies that

include:

• Body external: These are wearable devices such as Apple Watches

or Fitbits that can monitor our health. 

• Body internal: These include pacemakers, cochlear implants, and

digital pills that go inside our bodies to monitor or control various

aspects of health. 

• Body embedded: The third generation of the Internet of Bodies is

embedded technology where technology and the human body are

melded together and have a real-time connection to a remote

machine. 

 Forbes noted the development of the Brain Computer Interface (BCI) which merges the brain with an external device for monitoring and

controlling in real-time. ‘The ultimate goal is to help restore function

to individuals with disabilities by using brain signals rather than

conventional neuromuscular pathways.’ Oh, do fuck off. The goal of

brain interface technology is controlling human thought and

emotion from the central point in a hive mind serving its masters

wishes. Many people are now agreeing to be chipped to open doors

without a key. You can recognise them because they’ll be wearing a

mask, social distancing and lining up for the ‘vaccine’. The Cult

plans a Great Reset money system a er they have completed the

demolition of the global economy in which ‘money’ will be

exchanged through communication with body operating systems. 

Rand Corporation, a Cult-owned think tank, said of the Internet of

Bodies or IoB:

Internet of Bodies technologies fall under the broader IoT umbrella. But as the name suggests, IoB devices introduce an even more intimate interplay between humans and gadgets. IoB

devices monitor the human body, collect health metrics and other personal information, and transmit those data over the Internet. Many devices, such as fitness trackers, are already in use

… IoB devices … and those in development can track, record, and store users’ whereabouts, bodily functions, and what they see, hear, and even think. 

Schwab’s World Economic Forum, a long-winded way of saying

‘fascism’ or ‘the Cult’, has gone full-on with the Internet of Bodies in

the ‘Covid’ era. ‘We’re entering the era of the Internet of Bodies’, it

declared, ‘collecting our physical data via a range of devices that can

be implanted, swallowed or worn’. The result would be a huge

amount of health-related data that could improve human wellbeing

around the world, and prove crucial in fighting the ‘Covid-19

pandemic’. Does anyone think these clowns care about ‘human

wellbeing’ a er the death and devastation their pandemic hoax has

purposely caused? Schwab and co say we should move forward with

the Internet of Bodies because ‘Keeping track of symptoms could

help us stop the spread of infection, and quickly detect new cases’. 

How wonderful, but keeping track’ is all they are really bothered

about. Researchers were investigating if data gathered from

smartwatches and similar devices could be used as viral infection

alerts by tracking the user’s heart rate and breathing. Schwab said in

his 2018 book  Shaping the Future of the Fourth Industrial Revolution:

The lines between technologies and beings are becoming blurred and not just by the ability to create lifelike robots or synthetics. Instead it is about the ability of new technologies to literally become part of us. Technologies already influence how we understand ourselves, how we

think about each other, and how we determine our realities. As the technologies … give us deeper access to parts of ourselves, we may begin to integrate digital technologies into our bodies. 

You can see what the game is. Twenty-four hour control and people

– if you could still call them that – would never know when

something would go ping and take them out of circulation. It’s the

most obvious rush to a global fascist dictatorship and the complete

submission of humanity and yet still so many are locked away in

their Cult-induced perceptual coma and can’t see it. 

Smart Grid control centres

The human body is being transformed by the ‘vaccines’ and in other

ways into a synthetic cyborg that can be a ached to the global Smart

Grid which would be controlled from a central point and other sub-

locations of Grid manipulation. Where are these planned to be? Well, 

China for a start which is one of the Cult’s biggest centres of

operation. The technological control system and technocratic rule

was incubated here to be unleashed across the world a er the

‘Covid’ hoax came out of China in 2020. Another Smart Grid location

that will surprise people new to this is Israel. I have exposed in  The

 Trigger how Sabbatian technocrats, intelligence and military

operatives were behind the horrors of 9/11 and not `19 Arab hĳackers’

who somehow manifested the ability to pilot big passenger airliners

when instructors at puddle-jumping flying schools described some

of them as a joke. The 9/11 a acks were made possible through

control of civilian and military air computer systems and those of the

White House, Pentagon and connected agencies. See  The Trigger – it

will blow your mind. The controlling and coordinating force were

the Sabbatian networks in Israel and the United States which by then

had infiltrated the entire US government, military and intelligence

system. The real name of the American Deep State is ‘Sabbatian

State’. Israel is a tiny country of only nine million people, but it is

one of the global centres of cyber operations and fast catching Silicon

Valley in importance to the Cult. Israel is known as the ‘start-up

nation’ for all the cyber companies spawned there with the

Sabbatian specialisation of ‘cyber security’ that I mentioned earlier

which gives those companies access to computer systems of their

clients in real time through ‘backdoors’ wri en into the coding when

security so ware is downloaded. The Sabbatian centre of cyber

operations outside Silicon Valley is the Israeli military Cyber

Intelligence Unit, the biggest infrastructure project in Israel’s history, 

headquartered in the desert-city of Beersheba and involving some

20,000 ‘cyber soldiers’. Here are located a literal army of Internet

trolls scanning social media, forums and comment lists for anyone

challenging the Cult agenda. The UK military has something similar

with its 77th Brigade and associated operations. The Beersheba

complex includes research and development centres for other Cult

operations such as Intel, Microso , IBM, Google, Apple, Hewle -

Packard, Cisco Systems, Facebook and Motorola. Techcrunch.com

ran an article about the Beersheba global Internet technology centre

headlined ‘Israel’s desert city of Beersheba is turning into a cybertech

oasis’:

The military’s massive relocation of its prestigious technology units, the presence of

multinational and local companies, a close proximity to Ben Gurion University and generous government subsidies are turning Beersheba into a major global cybertech hub. Beersheba has all of the ingredients of a vibrant security technology ecosystem, including Ben Gurion

University with its graduate program in cybersecurity and Cyber Security Research Center, and the presence of companies such as EMC, Deutsche Telekom, PayPal, Oracle, IBM, and

Lockheed Martin. It’s also the future home of the INCB (Israeli National Cyber Bureau); offers a special income tax incentive for cyber security companies, and was the site for the

relocation of the army’s intelligence corps units. 

Sabbatians have taken over the cyber world through the following

process: They scan the schools for likely cyber talent and develop

them at Ben Gurion University and their period of conscription in

the Israeli Defense Forces when they are stationed at the Beersheba

complex. When the cyber talented officially leave the army they are

funded to start cyber companies with technology developed by

themselves or given to them by the state. Much of this is stolen

through backdoors of computer systems around the world with

America top of the list. Others are sent off to Silicon Valley to start

companies or join the major ones and so we have many major

positions filled by apparently ‘Jewish’ but really Sabbatian

operatives. Google, YouTube and Facebook are all run by ‘Jewish’

CEOs while Twi er is all but run by ultra-Zionist hedge-fund shark

Paul Singer. At the centre of the Sabbatian global cyber web is the

Israeli army’s Unit 8200 which specialises in hacking into computer

systems of other countries, inserting viruses, gathering information, 

instigating malfunction, and even taking control of them from a

distance. A long list of Sabbatians involved with 9/11, Silicon Valley

and Israeli cyber security companies are operatives of Unit 8200. 

This is not about Israel. It’s about the Cult. Israel is planned to be a

Smart Grid hub as with China and what is happening at Beersheba is

not for the benefit of Jewish people who are treated disgustingly by

the Sabbatian elite that control the country. A glance at the

Nuremberg Codes will tell you that. 

The story is much bigger than ‘Covid’, important as that is to

where we are being taken. Now, though, it’s time to really strap in. 

There’s more … much more …

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Who controls the Cult? 

 Awake, arise or be forever fall’n

John Milton,   Paradise Lost

Ihave exposed this far the level of the Cult conspiracy that operates

in the world of the seen and within the global secret society and

satanic network which operates in the shadows one step back from

the seen. The story, however, goes much deeper than that. 

The ‘Covid’ hoax is major part of the Cult agenda, but only part, 

and to grasp the biggest picture we have to expand our a ention

beyond the realm of human sight and into the infinity of possibility

that we cannot see. It is from here, ultimately, that humanity is being

manipulated into a state of total control by the force which dictates

the actions of the Cult. How much of reality can we see? Next to

damn all is the answer. We may appear to see all there is to see in the

‘space’ our eyes survey and observe, but li le could be further from

the truth. The human ‘world’ is only a tiny band of frequency that

the body’s visual and perceptual systems can decode into  perception

of a ‘world’. According to mainstream science the electromagnetic

spectrum is 0.005 percent of what exists in the Universe (Fig 10). The maximum estimate I have seen is 0.5 percent and either way it’s

miniscule. I say it is far, far, smaller even than 0.005 percent when

you compare reality we see with the totality of reality that we don’t. 

Now get this if you are new to such information: Visible light, the

only band of frequency that we can see, is a  fraction of the 0.005
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percent (Fig 11 overleaf). Take this further and realise that our

universe is one of infinite universes and that universes are only a

fragment of overall reality –  infinite reality. Then compare that with

the almost infinitesimal frequency band of visible light or human

sight. You see that humans are as near blind as it is possible to be

without actually being so. Artist and filmmaker, Sergio Toporek, 

said:

Figure 10: Humans can perceive such a tiny band of visual reality it’s laughable. 

Figure 11: We can see a smear of the 0.005 percent electromagnetic spectrum, but we still know it all. Yep, makes sense. 

Consider that you can see less than 1% of the electromagnetic spectrum and hear less than 1% of the acoustic spectrum. 90% of the cells in your body carry their own microbial DNA and are not ‘you’. The atoms in your body are 99.9999999999999999% empty space and

none of them are the ones you were born with ... Human beings have 46 chromosomes, two

less than a potato. 

The existence of the rainbow depends on the conical photoreceptors in your eyes; to animals without cones, the rainbow does not exist. So you don’t just look at a rainbow, you create it. 

This is pretty amazing, especially considering that all the beautiful colours you see represent less than 1% of the electromagnetic spectrum. 

Suddenly the ‘world’ of humans looks a very different place. Take

into account, too, that Planet Earth when compared with the

projected size of this single universe is the equivalent of a billionth of

a pinhead. Imagine the ratio that would be when compared to

infinite reality. To think that Christianity once insisted that Earth and

humanity were the centre of everything. This background is vital if

we are going to appreciate the nature of ‘human’ and how we can be

manipulated by an unseen force. To human visual reality virtually

 everything is unseen and yet the prevailing perception within the

institutions and so much of the public is that if we can’t see it, touch

it, hear it, taste it and smell it then it cannot exist. Such perception is

indoctrinated and encouraged by the Cult and its agents because it

isolates believers in the strictly limited, village-idiot, realm of the five

senses where perceptions can be firewalled and information

controlled. Most of those perpetuating the ‘this-world-is-all-there-is’

insanity are themselves indoctrinated into believing the same

delusion. While major players and influencers know that official

reality is laughable most of those in science, academia and medicine

really believe the nonsense they peddle and teach succeeding

generations. Those who challenge the orthodoxy are dismissed as

nu ers and freaks to protect the manufactured illusion from

exposure. Observe the dynamic of the ‘Covid’ hoax and you will see

how that takes the same form. The inner-circle psychopaths knows

it’s a gigantic scam, but almost the entirety of those imposing their

fascist rules believe that ‘Covid’ is all that they’re told it is. 

Stolen identity

Ask people who they are and they will give you their name, place of

birth, location, job, family background and life story. Yet that is not

who they are – it is what they are  experiencing. The difference is

 absolutely crucial. The true ‘I’, the eternal, infinite ‘I’, is consciousness, 

a state of being aware. Forget ‘form’. That is a vehicle for a brief

experience. Consciousness does not come  from the brain, but  through

the brain and even that is more symbolic than literal. We are

awareness, pure awareness, and this is what withdraws from the

body at what we call ‘death’ to continue our eternal beingness, 

 isness, in other realms of reality within the limitlessness of infinity or

the Biblical ‘many mansions in my father’s house’. Labels of a

human life, man, woman, transgender, black, white, brown, 

nationality, circumstances and income are not who we are. They are

what we are – awareness – is  experiencing in a brief connection with a

band of frequency we call ‘human’. The labels are not the self; they

are, to use the title of one of my books, a  Phantom Self. I am not

David Icke born in Leicester, England, on April 29th, 1952. I am the

consciousness  having that experience. The Cult and its non-human

masters seek to convince us through the institutions of ‘education’, 

science, medicine, media and government that what we are

 experiencing is who we  are. It’s so easy to control and direct

perception locked away in the bewildered illusions of the five senses

with no expanded radar. Try, by contrast, doing the same with a

humanity aware of its true self and its true power to consciously

create its reality and experience. How is it possible to do this? We do

it all day every day. If you perceive yourself as ‘li le me’ with no

power to impact upon your life and the world then your life

experience will reflect that. You will hand the power you don’t think

you have to authority in all its forms which will use it to control your

experience. This, in turn, will appear to confirm your perception of

‘li le me’ in a self-fulfilling feedback loop. But that is what ‘li le me’

really is – a  perception. We are all ‘big-me’, infinite me, and the Cult

has to make us forget that if its will is to prevail. We are therefore

manipulated and pressured into self-identifying with human labels

and not the consciousness/awareness  experiencing those human

labels. 

The phenomenon of identity politics is a Cult-instigated

manipulation technique to sub-divide previous labels into even

smaller ones. A United States university employs this list of le ers to

describe student identity: LGBTTQQFAGPBDSM or lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, transsexual, queer, questioning, flexual, 

asexual, gender-fuck, polyamorous, bondage/discipline, 

dominance/submission and sadism/masochism. I’m sure other lists

are even longer by now as people feel the need to self-identity the ‘I’

with the minutiae of race and sexual preference. Wokers

programmed by the Cult for generations believe this is about

‘inclusivity’ when it’s really the Cult locking them away into smaller

and smaller versions of Phantom Self while firewalling them from

the influence of their true self, the infinite, eternal ‘I’. You may notice

that my philosophy which contends that we are all unique points of

a ention/awareness within the same infinite whole or Oneness is the

ultimate non-racism. The very sense of Oneness makes the

judgement of people by their body-type, colour or sexuality u erly

ridiculous and confirms that racism has no understanding of reality

(including anti-white racism). Yet despite my perception of life Cult

agents and fast-asleep Wokers label me racist to discredit my

information while they are themselves phenomenally racist and

sexist. All they see is race and sexuality and they judge people as

good or bad, demons or untouchables, by their race and sexuality. 

All they see is  Phantom Self and perceive themselves in terms of

Phantom Self. They are pawns and puppets of the Cult agenda to

focus a ention and self-identity in the five senses and play those

identities against each other to divide and rule. Columbia University

has introduced segregated graduations in another version of social

distancing designed to drive people apart and teach them that

different racial and cultural groups have nothing in common with

each other. The last thing the Cult wants is unity. Again the pump-

primers of this will be Cult operatives in the knowledge of what they

are doing, but the rest are just the Phantom Self blind leading the

Phantom Self blind. We  do have something in common – we are all

 the same consciousness having different temporary experiences. 

What is this ‘human’? 

Yes, what  is ‘human’? That is what we are supposed to be, right? I mean ‘human’? True, but ‘human’ is the experience not the ‘I’. Break

it down to basics and ‘human’ is the way that information is

processed. If we are to experience and interact with this band of

frequency we call the ‘world’ we must have a vehicle that operates

within that band of frequency. Our consciousness in its prime form

cannot do that; it is way beyond the frequency of the human realm. 

My consciousness or awareness could not tap these keys and pick up

the cup in front of me in the same way that radio station A cannot

interact with radio station B when they are on different frequencies. 

The human body is the means through which we have that

interaction. I have long described the body as a biological computer

which processes information in a way that allows consciousness to

experience this reality. The body is a receiver, transmi er and

processor of information in a particular way that we call human. We

visually perceive only the world of the five senses in a wakened state

– that is the limit of the body’s visual decoding system. In truth it’s

not even visual in the way we experience ‘visual reality’ as I will

come to in a moment. We are ‘human’ because the body processes

the information sources of human into a reality and behaviour

system that we  perceive as human. Why does an elephant act like an

elephant and not like a human or a duck? The elephant’s biological

computer is a different information field and processes information

according to that program into a visual and behaviour type we call

an elephant. The same applies to everything in our reality. These

body information fields are perpetuated through procreation (like

making a copy of a so ware program). The Cult wants to break that

cycle and intervene technologically to transform the human

information field into one that will change what we call humanity. If

it can change the human information field it will change the way

that field processes information and change humanity both

‘physically’ and psychologically. Hence the  messenger (information)

RNA ‘vaccines’ and so much more that is targeting human genetics

by changing the body’s information –  messaging – construct through

food, drink, radiation, toxicity and other means. 

Reality that we experience is nothing like reality as it really is in

the same way that the reality people experience in virtual reality

games is not the reality they are really living in. The game is only a

decoded source of information that appears to be a reality. Our

world is also an information construct – a  simulation (more later). In

its base form our reality is a wavefield of information much the same

in theme as Wi-Fi. The five senses decode wavefield information into

electrical information which they communicate to the brain to

decode into holographic (illusory ‘physical’) information. Different

parts of the brain specialise in decoding different senses and the

information is fused into a reality that appears to be outside of us

but is really inside the brain and the genetic structure in general (Fig

12 overleaf). DNA is a receiver-transmi er of information and a vital

part of this decoding process and the body’s connection to other

realities. Change DNA and you change the way we decode and

connect with reality – see ‘Covid vaccines’. Think of computers

decoding Wi-Fi. You have information encoded in a radiation field

and the computer decodes that information into a very different

form on the screen. You can’t see the Wi-Fi until its information is

made manifest on the screen and the information on the screen is

inside the computer and not outside. I have just described how we

decode the ‘human world’. All five senses decode the waveform ‘Wi-

Fi’ field into electrical signals and the brain (computer) constructs

reality inside the brain and not outside – ‘You don’t just look at a

rainbow, you create it’. Sound is a simple example. We don’t hear

sound until the brain decodes it. Waveform sound waves are picked

up by the hearing sense and communicated to the brain in an

electrical form to be decoded into the sounds that we hear. 

Everything we hear is inside the brain along with everything we see, 

feel, smell and taste. Words and language are waveform fields

generated by our vocal chords which pass through this process until

they are decoded by the brain into words that we hear. Different

languages are different frequency fields or sound waves generated

by vocal chords. Late British philosopher Alan Wa s said:
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Figure 12: The brain receives information from the five senses and constructs from that our perceived reality. 

[Without the brain] the world is devoid of light, heat, weight, solidity, motion, space, time or any other imaginable feature. All these phenomena are interactions, or transactions, of

vibrations with a certain arrangement of neurons. 

That’s exactly what they are and scientist Robert Lanza describes in

his book,  Biocentrism, how we decode electromagnetic waves and

energy into visual and ‘physical’ experience. He uses the example of

a flame emi ing photons, electromagnetic energy, each pulsing

electrically and magnetically:

… these … invisible electromagnetic waves strike a human retina, and if (and only if) the waves happen to measure between 400 and 700 nano meters in length from crest to crest, 

then their energy is just right to deliver a stimulus to the 8 million cone-shaped cells in the retina. 

Each in turn send an electrical pulse to a neighbour neuron, and on up the line this goes, at 250 mph, until it reaches the … occipital lobe of the brain, in the back of the head. There, a cascading complex of neurons fire from the incoming stimuli, and we subjectively perceive this experience as a yellow brightness occurring in a place we have been conditioned to call the ‘external world’. 

You hear what you decode

If a tree falls or a building collapses they make no noise unless

someone is there to decode the energetic waves generated by the

disturbance into what we call sound. Does a falling tree make a

noise? Only if you hear it –  decode it. Everything in our reality is a

frequency field of information operating within the overall ‘Wi-Fi’

field that I call The Field. A vibrational disturbance is generated in

The Field by the fields of the falling tree or building. These

disturbance waves are what we decode into the sound of them

falling. If no one is there to do that then neither will make any noise. 

Reality is created by the observer –  decoder – and the  perceptions of

the observer affect the decoding process. For this reason different

people – different  perceptions – will perceive the same reality or

situation in a different way. What one may perceive as a nightmare

another will see as an opportunity. The question of why the Cult is

so focused on controlling human perception now answers itself. All

experienced reality is the act of decoding and we don’t experience

Wi-Fi until it is decoded on the computer screen. The sight and

sound of an Internet video is encoded in the Wi-Fi all around us, but

we don’t see or hear it until the computer decodes that information. 

Taste, smell and touch are all phenomena of the brain as a result of

the same process. We don’t taste, smell or feel anything except in the

brain and there are pain relief techniques that seek to block the

signal from the site of discomfort to the brain because if the brain

doesn’t decode that signal we don’t feel pain. Pain is in the brain and

only appears to be at the point of impact thanks to the feedback loop

between them. We don’t see anything until electrical information

from the sight senses is decoded in an area at the back of the brain. If

that area is damaged we can go blind when our eyes are perfectly

okay. So why do we go blind if we damage an eye? We damage the

information processing between the waveform visual information

and the visual decoding area of the brain. If information doesn’t

reach the brain in a form it can decode then we can’t see the visual

reality that it represents. What’s more the brain is decoding only a

fraction of the information it receives and the rest is absorbed by the

sub-conscious mind. This explanation is from the science magazine, 

 Wonderpedia:

Every second, 11 million sensations crackle along these [brain] pathways ... The brain is confronted with an alarming array of images, sounds and smells which it rigorously filters down until it is left with a manageable list of around 40. Thus 40 sensations per second make up what we perceive as reality. 

The ‘world’ is not what people are told to believe that is it and the

inner circles of the Cult  know that. 

Illusory ‘physical’ reality

We can only see a smear of 0.005 percent of the Universe which is

only one of a vast array of universes – ‘mansions’ – within infinite

reality. Even then the brain decodes only 40 pieces of information

(‘sensations’) from a potential  11 million that we receive every

second. Two points strike you from this immediately: The sheer

breathtaking stupidity of believing we know anything so rigidly that

there’s nothing more to know; and the potential for these processes

to be manipulated by a malevolent force to control the reality of the

population. One thing I can say for sure with no risk of contradiction

is that when you can perceive an almost indescribable fraction of

infinite reality there is always more to know as in tidal waves of it. 

Ancient Greek philosopher Socrates was so right when he said that

wisdom is to know how li le we know. How obviously true that is

when you think that we are experiencing a physical world of solidity

that is neither physical nor solid and a world of apartness when

everything is connected. Cult-controlled ‘science’ dismisses the so-

called ‘paranormal’ and all phenomena related to that when the

‘para’-normal is perfectly normal and explains the alleged ‘great

mysteries’ which dumbfound scientific minds. There is a reason for

this. A ‘scientific mind’ in terms of the mainstream is a material

mind, a five-sense mind imprisoned in see it, touch it, hear it, smell it

and taste it. Phenomena and happenings that can’t be explained that

way leave the ‘scientific mind’ bewildered and the rule is that if they
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can’t account for why something is happening then it can’t, by

definition, be happening. I beg to differ. Telepathy is thought waves

passing through The Field (think wave disturbance again) to be

decoded by someone able to connect with that wavelength

(information). For example: You can pick up the thought waves of a

friend at any distance and at the very least that will bring them to

mind. A few minutes later the friend calls you. ‘My god’, you say, 

‘that’s incredible – I was just thinking of you.’ Ah, but  they were

thinking of  you before they made the call and that’s what you

decoded. Native peoples not entrapped in five-sense reality do this

so well it became known as the ‘bush telegraph’. Those known as

psychics and mediums (genuine ones) are doing the same only

across dimensions of reality. ‘Mind over ma er’ comes from the fact

that ma er and mind are the  same. The state of one influences the

state of the other. Indeed one  and the other are illusions. They are

aspects of the same field. Paranormal phenomena are all explainable

so why are they still considered ‘mysteries’ or not happening? Once

you go down this road of understanding you begin to expand

awareness beyond the five senses and that’s the nightmare for the

Cult. 

Figure 13: Holograms are not solid, but the best ones appear to be. 
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Figure 14: How holograms are created by capturing a waveform version of the subject image. 

Holographic ‘solidity’

Our reality is not solid, it is holographic. We are now well aware of

holograms which are widely used today. Two-dimensional

information is decoded into a three-dimensional reality that is not

solid although can very much appear to be (Fig 13). Holograms are

created with a laser divided into two parts. One goes directly onto a

holographic photographic print (‘reference beam’) and the other

takes a waveform image of the subject (‘working beam’) before being

directed onto the print where it ‘collides’ with the other half of the

laser (Fig 14). This creates a  waveform interference pa ern which contains the wavefield information of whatever is being

photographed (Fig 15 overleaf). The process can be likened to

dropping pebbles in a pond. Waves generated by each one spread

out across the water to collide with the others and create a wave

representation of where the stones fell and at what speed, weight

and distance. A waveform interference pa ern of a hologram is akin

to the waveform information in The Field which the five senses

decode into electrical signals to be decoded by the brain into a

holographic illusory ‘physical’ reality. In the same way when a laser

(think human a ention) is directed at the waveform interference

pa ern a three-dimensional version of the subject is projected into

apparently ‘solid’ reality (Fig 16). An amazing trait of holograms

reveals more ‘paranormal mysteries’. Information of the  whole
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hologram is encoded in waveform in every part of the interference

pa ern by the way they are created. This means that every  part of a

hologram is a smaller version of the whole. Cut the interference

wave-pa ern into four and you won’t get four parts of the image. 

You get quarter-sized versions of the  whole image. The body is a

hologram and the same applies. Here we have the basis of

acupuncture, reflexology and other forms of healing which identify

representations of the whole body in all of the parts, hands, feet, 

ears, everywhere. Skilled palm readers can do what they do because

the information of whole body is encoded in the hand. The concept

of as above, so below, comes from this. 

Figure 15: A waveform interference pattern that holds the information that transforms into a hologram. 

Figure 16: Holographic people including ‘Elvis’ holographically inserted to sing a duet with Celine Dion. 

The question will be asked of why, if solidity is illusory, we can’t

just walk through walls and each other. The resistance is not solid

against solid; it is electromagnetic field against electromagnetic field

and we decode this into the  experience of solid against solid. We

should also not underestimate the power of belief to dictate reality. 

What you believe is impossible  will be. Your belief impacts on your

decoding processes and they won’t decode what you think is

impossible. What we believe we perceive and what we perceive we

experience. ‘Can’t dos’ and ‘impossibles’ are like a firewall in a

computer system that won’t put on the screen what the firewall

blocks. How vital that is to understanding how human experience

has been hĳacked. I explain in  The Answer,  Everything You Need To

 Know But Have Never Been Told and other books a long list of

‘mysteries’ and ‘paranormal’ phenomena that are not mysterious

and perfectly normal once you realise what reality is and how it

works. ‘Ghosts’ can be seen to pass through ‘solid’ walls because the

walls are not solid and the ghost is a discarnate entity operating on a

frequency so different to that of the wall that it’s like two radio

stations sharing the same space while never interfering with each

other. I have seen ghosts do this myself. The apartness of people and

objects is also an illusion. Everything is connected by the Field like

all sea life is connected by the sea. It’s just that within the limits of

our visual reality we only ‘see’ holographic information and not the

field of information that connects everything and from which the

holographic world is made manifest. If you can only see holographic

‘objects’ and not the field that connects them they will appear to you

as unconnected to each other in the same way that we see the

computer while not seeing the Wi-Fi. 

What you don’t know  can hurt you

Okay, we return to those ‘two worlds’ of human society and the Cult

with its global network of interconnecting secret societies and

satanic groups which manipulate through governments, 

corporations, media, religions, etc. The fundamental difference

between them is  knowledge. The idea has been to keep humanity

ignorant of the plan for its total enslavement underpinned by a

crucial ignorance of reality – who we are and where we are – and

how we interact with it. ‘Human’ should be the interaction between

our expanded eternal consciousness and the five-sense body

experience. We are meant to be  in this world in terms of the five

senses but not  of this world in relation to our greater consciousness

and perspective. In that state we experience the small picture of the

five senses within the wider context of the big picture of awareness

beyond the five senses. Put another way the five senses see the dots

and expanded awareness connects them into pictures and pa erns

that give context to the apparently random and unconnected. 

Without the context of expanded awareness the five senses see only

apartness and randomness with apparently no meaning. The Cult

and its other-dimensional controllers seek to intervene in the

frequency realm where five-sense reality is supposed to connect with

expanded reality and to keep the two apart (more on this in the final

chapter). When that happens five-sense mental and emotional

processes are no longer influenced by expanded awareness, or the

True ‘I’, and instead are driven by the isolated perceptions of the

body’s decoding systems. They are in the world  and of it. Here we

have the human plight and why humanity with its potential for

infinite awareness can be so easily manipulatable and descend into

such extremes of stupidity. 

Once the Cult isolates five-sense mind from expanded awareness

it can then program the mind with perceptions and beliefs by

controlling information that the mind receives through the

‘education’ system of the formative years and the media perceptual

bombardment and censorship of an entire lifetime. Limit perception

and a sense of the possible through limiting knowledge by limiting

and skewing information while censoring and discrediting that

which could set people free. As the title of another of my books says

 … And The Truth Shall Set You Free. For this reason the last thing the

Cult wants in circulation is the truth about anything – especially the

reality of the eternal ‘I’ – and that’s why it is desperate to control

information. The Cult knows that information becomes perception

which becomes behaviour which, collectively, becomes human

society. Cult-controlled and funded mainstream ‘science’ denies the

existence of an eternal ‘I’ and seeks to dismiss and trash all evidence

to the contrary. Cult-controlled mainstream religion has a version of

‘God’ that is li le more than a system of control and dictatorship

that employs threats of damnation in an a erlife to control

perceptions and behaviour in the here and now through fear and

guilt. Neither is true and it’s the ‘neither’ that the Cult wishes to

suppress. This ‘neither’ is that everything is an expression, a point of

a ention, within an infinite state of consciousness which is the real

meaning of the term ‘God’. 

Perceptual obsession with the ‘physical body’ and five-senses

means that ‘God’ becomes personified as a bearded bloke si ing

among the clouds or a raging bully who loves us if we do what ‘he’

wants and condemns us to the fires of hell if we don’t. These are no

more than a ‘spiritual’ fairy tales to control and dictate events and

behaviour through fear of this ‘God’ which has bizarrely made ‘God-

fearing’ in religious circles a state to be desired. I would suggest that

fearing  anything is not to be encouraged and celebrated, but rather

deleted. You can see why ‘God fearing’ is so beneficial to the Cult

and its religions when  they decide what ‘God’ wants and what ‘God’

demands (the Cult demands) that everyone do. As the great

American comedian Bill Hicks said satirising a Christian zealot: ‘I

think what God meant to say.’ How much of this infinite awareness

(‘God’) that we access is decided by how far we choose to expand

our perceptions, self-identity and sense of the possible. The scale of

self-identity reflects itself in the scale of awareness that we can

connect with and are influenced by – how much knowing and

insight we have instead of programmed perception. You cannot

expand your awareness into the infinity of possibility when you

believe that you are li le me Peter the postman or Mary in marketing

and nothing more. I’ll deal with this in the concluding chapter

because it’s crucial to how we turnaround current events. 

Where the Cult came from

When I realised in the early 1990s there was a Cult network behind

global events I asked the obvious question: When did it start? I took

it back to ancient Rome and Egypt and on to Babylon and Sumer in

Mesopotamia, the ‘Land Between Two Rivers’, in what we now call

Iraq. The two rivers are the Tigris and Euphrates and this region is of

immense historical and other importance to the Cult, as is the land

called Israel only 550 miles away by air. There is much more going

with deep esoteric meaning across this whole region. It’s not only

about ‘wars for oil’. Priceless artefacts from Mesopotamia were

stolen or destroyed a er the American and British invasion of Iraq in

2003 justified by the lies of Boy Bush and Tony Blair (their Cult

masters) about non-existent ‘weapons of mass destruction’. 

Mesopotamia was the location of Sumer (about 5,400BC to 1,750BC), 

and Babylon (about 2,350BC to 539BC). Sabbatians may have become

immensely influential in the Cult in modern times but they are part

of a network that goes back into the mists of history. Sumer is said by

historians to be the ‘cradle of civilisation’. I disagree. I say it was the

re-start of what we call human civilisation a er cataclysmic events

symbolised in part as the ‘Great Flood’ destroyed the world that

existed before. These fantastic upheavals that I have been describing

in detail in the books since the early1990s appear in accounts and

legends of ancient cultures across the world and they are supported

by geological and biological evidence. Stone tablets found in Iraq

detailing the Sumer period say the cataclysms were caused by non-

human ‘gods’ they call the Anunnaki. These are described in terms

of extraterrestrial visitations in which knowledge supplied by the

Anunnaki is said to have been the source of at least one of the

world’s oldest writing systems and developments in astronomy, 

mathematics and architecture that were way ahead of their time. I

have covered this subject at length in  The Biggest Secret and  Children

 of the Matrix and the same basic ‘Anunnaki’ story can be found in

Zulu accounts in South Africa where the late and very great Zulu

high shaman Credo Mutwa told me that the Sumerian Anunnaki

were known by Zulus as the Chitauri or ‘children of the serpent’. See

my six-hour video interview with Credo on this subject entitled  The

 Reptilian Agenda recorded at his then home near Johannesburg in 1999 which you can watch on the Ickonic media platform. 

The Cult emerged out of Sumer, Babylon and Egypt (and

elsewhere) and established the Roman Empire before expanding

with the Romans into northern Europe from where many empires

were savagely imposed in the form of Cult-controlled societies all

over the world. Mass death and destruction was their calling card. 

The Cult established its centre of operations in Europe and European

Empires were Cult empires which allowed it to expand into a global

force. Spanish and Portuguese colonialists headed for Central and

South America while the British and French targeted North America. 

Africa was colonised by Britain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, 

Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Germany. Some like Britain and France

moved in on the Middle East. The British Empire was by far the

biggest for a simple reason. By now Britain was the headquarters of

the Cult from which it expanded to form Canada, the United States, 

Australia and New Zealand. The Sun never set on the British Empire

such was the scale of its occupation. London remains a global centre

for the Cult along with Rome and the Vatican although others have

emerged in Israel and China. It is no accident that the ‘virus’ is

alleged to have come out of China while Italy was chosen as the

means to terrify the Western population into compliance with

‘Covid’ fascism. Nor that Israel has led the world in ‘Covid’ fascism

and mass ‘vaccination’. 

You would think that I would mention the United States here, but

while it has been an important means of imposing the Cult’s will it is

less significant than would appear and is currently in the process of

having what power it does have deleted. The Cult in Europe has

mostly loaded the guns for the US to fire. America has been

controlled from Europe from the start through Cult operatives in

Britain and Europe. The American Revolution was an illusion to

make it appear that America was governing itself while very

different forces were pulling the strings in the form of Cult families

such as the Rothschilds through the Rockefellers and other

subordinates. The Rockefellers are extremely close to Bill Gates and

established both scalpel and drug ‘medicine’ and the World Health

Organization. They play a major role in the development and

circulation of vaccines through the Rockefeller Foundation on which

Bill Gates said his Foundation is based. Why wouldn’t this be the

case when the Rockefellers and Gates are on the same team? Cult

infiltration of human society goes way back into what we call history

and has been constantly expanding and centralising power with the

goal of establishing a global structure to dictate everything. Look

how this has been advanced in great leaps with the ‘Covid’ hoax. 

The non-human dimension

I researched and observed the comings and goings of Cult operatives

through the centuries and even thousands of years as they were

born, worked to promote the agenda within the secret society and

satanic networks, and then died for others to replace them. Clearly

there had to be a coordinating force that spanned this entire period

while operatives who would not have seen the end goal in their

lifetimes came and went advancing the plan over millennia. I went

in search of that coordinating force with the usual support from the

extraordinary synchronicity of my life which has been an almost

daily experience since 1990. I saw common themes in religious texts

and ancient cultures about a non-human force manipulating human

society from the hidden. Christianity calls this force Satan, the Devil

and demons; Islam refers to the Jinn or Djinn; Zulus have their

Chitauri (spelt in other ways in different parts of Africa); and the

Gnostic people in Egypt in the period around and before 400AD

referred to this phenomena as the ‘Archons’, a word meaning rulers

in Greek. Central American cultures speak of the ‘Predators’ among

other names and the same theme is everywhere. I will use ‘Archons’

as a collective name for all of them. When you see how their nature

and behaviour is described all these different sources are clearly

talking about the same force. Gnostics described the Archons in

terms of ‘luminous fire’ while Islam relates the Jinn to ‘smokeless

fire’. Some refer to beings in form that could occasionally be seen, 

but the most common of common theme is that they operate from

unseen realms which means almost all existence to the visual

processes of humans. I had concluded that this was indeed the

foundation of human control and that the Cult was operating within

the human frequency band on behalf of this hidden force when I

came across the writings of Gnostics which supported my

conclusions in the most extraordinary way. 

A sealed earthen jar was found in 1945 near the town of Nag

Hammadi about 75-80 miles north of Luxor on the banks of the River

Nile in Egypt. Inside was a treasure trove of manuscripts and texts

le  by the Gnostic people some 1,600 years earlier. They included 13

leather-bound papyrus codices (manuscripts) and more than 50 texts

wri en in Coptic Egyptian estimated to have been hidden in the jar

in the period of 400AD although the source of the information goes

back much further. Gnostics oversaw the Great or Royal Library of

Alexandria, the fantastic depository of ancient texts detailing

advanced knowledge and accounts of human history. The Library

was dismantled and destroyed in stages over a long period with the

death-blow delivered by the Cult-established Roman Church in the

period around 415AD. The Church of Rome was the Church of

Babylon relocated as I said earlier. Gnostics were not a race. They

were a way of perceiving reality. Whenever they established

themselves and their information circulated the terrorists of the

Church of Rome would target them for destruction. This happened

with the Great Library and with the Gnostic Cathars who were

burned to death by the psychopaths a er a long period of

oppression at the siege of the Castle of Monségur in southern France

in 1244. The Church has always been terrified of Gnostic information

which demolishes the official Christian narrative although there is

much in the Bible that supports the Gnostic view if you read it in

another way. To anyone studying the texts of what became known as

the Nag Hammadi Library it is clear that great swathes of Christian

and Biblical belief has its origin with Gnostics sources going back to

Sumer. Gnostic themes have been twisted to manipulate the

perceived reality of Bible believers. Biblical texts have been in the

open for centuries where they could be changed while Gnostic

documents found at Nag Hammadi were sealed away and

untouched for 1,600 years. What you see is what they wrote. 

Use your  pneuma not your  nous

Gnosticism and Gnostic come from ‘gnosis’ which means

knowledge, or rather  secret knowledge, in the sense of spiritual

awareness – knowledge about reality and life itself. The desperation

of the Cult’s Church of Rome to destroy the Gnostics can be

understood when the knowledge they were circulating was the last

thing the Cult wanted the population to know. Sixteen hundred

years later the same Cult is working hard to undermine and silence

me for the same reason. The dynamic between knowledge and

ignorance is a constant. ‘Time’ appears to move on, but essential

themes remain the same. We are told to ‘use your nous’, a Gnostic

word for head/brain/intelligence. They said, however, that spiritual

awakening or ‘salvation’ could only be secured by expanding

awareness  beyond what they called  nous and into  pneuma or Infinite Self. Obviously as I read these texts the parallels with what I have

been saying since 1990 were fascinating to me. There is a universal

truth that spans human history and in that case why wouldn’t we be

talking the same language 16 centuries apart? When you free

yourself from the perception program of the five senses and explore

expanded realms of consciousness you are going to connect with the

same information no ma er what the perceived ‘era’ within a

manufactured timeline of a single and tiny range of manipulated

frequency. Humans working with ‘smart’ technology or knocking

rocks together in caves is only a timeline appearing to operate within

the human frequency band. Expanded awareness and the

knowledge it holds have always been there whether the era be Stone

Age or computer age. We can only access that knowledge by

opening ourselves to its frequency which the five-sense prison cell is

designed to stop us doing. Gates, Fauci, Whi y, Vallance, 

Zuckerberg, Brin, Page, Wojcicki, Bezos, and all the others behind

the ‘Covid’ hoax clearly have a long wait before their range of

frequency can make that connection given that an open heart is

crucial to that as we shall see. Instead of accessing knowledge

directly through expanded awareness it is given to Cult operatives

by the secret society networks of the Cult where it has been passed

on over thousands of years outside the public arena. Expanded

realms of consciousness is where great artists, composers and

writers find their inspiration and where truth awaits anyone open

enough to connect with it. We need to go there fast. 

Archon hijack

A fi h of the Nag Hammadi texts describe the existence and

manipulation of the Archons led by a ‘Chief Archon’ they call

‘Yaldabaoth’, or the ‘Demiurge’, and this is the Christian ‘Devil’, 

‘Satan’, ‘Lucifer’, and his demons. Archons in Biblical symbolism are

the ‘fallen ones’ which are also referred to as fallen angels a er the

angels expelled from heaven according to the Abrahamic religions of

Judaism, Christianity and Islam. These angels are claimed to tempt

humans to ‘sin’ ongoing and you will see how accurate that

symbolism is during the rest of the book. The theme of ‘original sin’

is related to the ‘Fall’ when Adam and Eve were ‘tempted by the

serpent’ and fell from a state of innocence and ‘obedience’

(connection) with God into a state of disobedience (disconnection). 

The Fall is said to have brought sin into the world and corrupted

everything including human nature. Yaldabaoth, the ‘Lord Archon’, 

is described by Gnostics as a ‘counterfeit spirit’, ‘The Blind One’, 

‘The Blind God’, and ‘The Foolish One’. The Jewish name for

Yaldabaoth in Talmudic writings is Samael which translates as

‘Poison of God’, or ‘Blindness of God’. You see the parallels. 

Yaldabaoth in Islamic belief is the Muslim Jinn devil known as

Shaytan – Shaytan is Satan as the same themes are found all over the

world in every religion and culture. The ‘Lord God’ of the Old

Testament is the ‘Lord Archon’ of Gnostic manuscripts and that’s

why he’s such a bloodthirsty bastard. Satan is known by Christians

as ‘the Demon of Demons’ and Gnostics called Yaldabaoth the

‘Archon of Archons’. Both are known as ‘The Deceiver’. We are

talking about the same ‘bloke’ for sure and these common themes

using different names, storylines and symbolism tell a common tale

of the human plight. 

Archons are referred to in Nag Hammadi documents as mind

parasites, inverters, guards, gatekeepers, detainers, judges, pitiless

ones and deceivers. The ‘Covid’ hoax alone is a glaring example of

all these things. The Biblical ‘God’ is so different in the Old and New

Testaments because they are not describing the same phenomenon. 

The vindictive, angry, hate-filled, ‘God’ of the Old Testament, known

as Yahweh, is Yaldabaoth who is depicted in Cult-dictated popular

culture as the ‘Dark Lord’, ‘Lord of Time’, Lord (Darth) Vader and

Dormammu, the evil ruler of the ‘Dark Dimension’ trying to take

over the ‘Earth Dimension’ in the Marvel comic movie,  Dr Strange. 

Yaldabaoth is both the Old Testament ‘god’ and the Biblical ‘Satan’. 

Gnostics referred to Yaldabaoth as the ‘Great Architect of the

Universe’and the Cult-controlled Freemason network calls their god

‘the ‘Great Architect of the Universe’ (also Grand Architect). The

‘Great Architect’ Yaldabaoth is symbolised by the Cult as the all-

seeing eye at the top of the pyramid on the Great Seal of the United

States and the dollar bill. Archon is encoded in  arch-itect as it is in

 arch-angels and  arch-bishops. All religions have the theme of a force

for good and force for evil in some sort of spiritual war and there is a

reason for that – the theme is true. The Cult and its non-human

masters are quite happy for this to circulate. They present

themselves as the force for good fighting evil when they are really

the force of evil (absence of love). The whole foundation of Cult

modus operandi is inversion. They promote themselves as a force for

good and anyone challenging them in pursuit of peace, love, 

fairness, truth and justice is condemned as a satanic force for evil. 

This has been the game plan throughout history whether the Church

of Rome inquisitions of non-believers or ‘conspiracy theorists’ and

‘anti-vaxxers’ of today. The technique is the same whatever the

timeline era. 

Yaldabaoth is revolting (true)

Yaldabaoth and the Archons are said to have revolted against God

with Yaldabaoth claiming to  be God – the  All That Is. The Old

Testament ‘God’ (Yaldabaoth) demanded to be worshipped as such: ‘

 I am the LORD, and there is none else, there is no God beside me’

(Isaiah 45:5). I have quoted in other books a man who said he was

the unofficial son of the late Baron Philippe de Rothschild of the

Mouton-Rothschild wine producing estates in France who died in

1988 and he told me about the Rothschild ‘revolt from God’. The

man said he was given the name Phillip Eugene de Rothschild and

we shared long correspondence many years ago while he was living

under another identity. He said that he was conceived through

‘occult incest’ which (within the Cult) was ‘normal and to be

admired’. ‘Phillip’ told me about his experience a ending satanic

rituals with rich and famous people whom he names and you can

see them and the wider background to Cult Satanism in my other

books starting with  The Biggest Secret. Cult rituals are interactions

with Archontic ‘gods’. ‘Phillip’ described Baron Philippe de

Rothschild as ‘a master Satanist and hater of God’ and he used the

same term ‘revolt from God’ associated with

Yaldabaoth/Satan/Lucifer/the Devil in describing the Sabbatian

Rothschild dynasty. ‘I played a key role in my family’s revolt from

God’, he said. That role was to infiltrate in classic Sabbatian style the

Christian Church, but eventually he escaped the mind-prison to live

another life. The Cult has been targeting religion in a plan to make

worship of the Archons the global one-world religion. Infiltration of

Satanism into modern ‘culture’, especially among the young, 

through music videos, stage shows and other means, is all part of

this. 

Nag Hammadi texts describe Yaldabaoth and the Archons in their

prime form as energy – consciousness – and say they can take form if

they choose in the same way that consciousness takes form as a

human. Yaldabaoth is called ‘formless’ and represents a deeply

inverted, distorted and chaotic state of consciousness which seeks to

a ached to humans and turn them into a likeness of itself in an

a empt at assimilation. For that to happen it has to manipulate

humans into low frequency mental and emotional states that match

its own. Archons can certainly appear in human form and this is the

origin of the psychopathic personality. The energetic distortion

Gnostics called Yaldabaoth  is psychopathy. When psychopathic

Archons take human form that human will be a psychopath as an

expression of Yaldabaoth consciousness. Cult psychopaths are

Archons in human form. The principle is the same as that portrayed

in the 2009  Avatar movie when the American military travelled to a

fictional Earth-like moon called Pandora in the Alpha Centauri star

system to infiltrate a society of blue people, or Na’vi, by hiding

within bodies that looked like the Na’vi. Archons posing as humans

have a particular hybrid information field, part human, part Archon, 

(the ancient ‘demigods’) which processes information in a way that

manifests behaviour to match their psychopathic evil, lack of

empathy and compassion, and stops them being influenced by the

empathy, compassion and love that a fully-human information field

is capable of expressing. Cult bloodlines interbreed, be they royalty

or dark suits, for this reason and you have their obsession with

incest. Interbreeding with full-blown humans would dilute the

Archontic energy field that guarantees psychopathy in its

representatives in the human realm. 

Gnostic writings say the main non-human forms that Archons

take are  serpentine (what I have called for decades ‘reptilian’ amid

unbounded ridicule from the Archontically-programmed) and what

Gnostics describe as ‘an unborn baby or foetus with grey skin and

dark, unmoving eyes’. This is an excellent representation of the ET

‘Greys’ of UFO folklore which large numbers of people claim to have

seen and been abducted by – Zulu shaman Credo Mutwa among

them. I agree with those that believe in extraterrestrial or

interdimensional visitations today and for thousands of years past. 

No wonder with their advanced knowledge and technological

capability they were perceived and worshipped as gods for

technological and other ‘miracles’ they appeared to perform. 

Imagine someone arriving in a culture disconnected from the

modern world with a smartphone and computer. They would be

seen as a ‘god’ capable of ‘miracles’. The Renegade Mind, however, 

wants to know the source of everything and not only the way that

source manifests as human or non-human. In the same way that a

Renegade Mind seeks the original source material for the ‘Covid

virus’ to see if what is claimed is true. The original source of

Archons in form is consciousness – the distorted state of

consciousness known to Gnostics as Yaldabaoth. 

‘Revolt from God’ is energetic disconnection

Where I am going next will make a lot of sense of religious texts and

ancient legends relating to ‘Satan’, Lucifer’ and the ‘gods’. Gnostic

descriptions sync perfectly with the themes of my own research over

the years in how they describe a consciousness distortion seeking to

impose itself on human consciousness. I’ve referred to the core of

infinite awareness in previous books as Infinite Awareness in

Awareness of Itself. By that I mean a level of awareness that knows

that it is all awareness and is aware of all awareness. From here

comes the frequency of love in its true sense and balance which is

what love is on one level – the balance of all forces into a single

whole called Oneness and Isness. The more we disconnect from this

state of love that many call ‘God’ the constituent parts of that

Oneness start to unravel and express themselves as a part and not a

whole. They become individualised as intellect, mind, selfishness, 

hatred, envy, desire for power over others, and such like. This is not

a problem in the greater scheme in that ‘God’, the  All That Is, can

experience all these possibilities through different expressions of

itself including humans. What we as expressions of the whole

experience the  All That Is experiences. We are the  All That Is

experiencing itself. As we withdraw from that state of Oneness we

disconnect from its influence and things can get very unpleasant and

very stupid. Archontic consciousness is at the extreme end of that. It

has so disconnected from the influence of Oneness that it has become

an inversion of unity and love, an inversion of everything, an

inversion of life itself. Evil is appropriately live wri en backwards. 

Archontic consciousness is obsessed with death, an inversion of life, 

and so its manifestations in Satanism are obsessed with death. They

use inverted symbols in their rituals such as the inverted pentagram

and cross. Sabbatians as Archontic consciousness incarnate invert

Judaism and every other religion and culture they infiltrate. They

seek disunity and chaos and they fear unity and harmony as they

fear love like garlic to a vampire. As a result the Cult, Archons

incarnate, act with such evil, psychopathy and lack of empathy and

compassion disconnected as they are from the source of love. How

could Bill Gates and the rest of the Archontic psychopaths do what

they have to human society in the ‘Covid’ era with all the death, 

suffering and destruction involved and have no emotional

consequence for the impact on others? Now you know. Why have

Zuckerberg, Brin, Page, Wojcicki and company callously censored

information warning about the dangers of the ‘vaccine’ while

thousands have been dying and having severe, sometimes life-

changing reactions? Now you know. Why have Tedros, Fauci, 

Whi y, Vallance and their like around the world been using case and

death figures they’re aware are fraudulent to justify lockdowns and

all the deaths and destroyed lives that have come from that? Now

you know. Why did Christian Drosten produce and promote a

‘testing’ protocol that he knew couldn’t test for infectious disease

which led to a global human catastrophe. Now you know. The

Archontic mind doesn’t give a shit (Fig 17). I personally think that

Gates and major Cult insiders are a form of AI cyborg that the

Archons want humans to become. 
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Figure 17: Artist Neil Hague’s version of the ‘Covid’ hierarchy. 

Human batteries

A state of such inversion does have its consequences, however. The

level of disconnection from the Source of All means that you

withdraw from that source of energetic sustenance and creativity. 

This means that you have to find your own supply of energetic

power and it has –  us. When the Morpheus character in the first

 Matrix movie held up a ba ery he spoke a profound truth when he

said: ‘The Matrix is a computer-generated dream world built to keep

us under control in order to change the human being into one of

these.’ The statement was true in all respects. We do live in a

technologically-generated virtual reality simulation (more very

shortly) and we have been manipulated to be an energy source for

Archontic consciousness. The Disney-Pixar animated movie

 Monsters, Inc. in 2001 symbolised the dynamic when monsters in

their world had no energy source and they would enter the human

world to terrify children in their beds, catch the child’s scream, terror

(low-vibrational frequencies), and take that energy back to power

the monster world. The lead character you might remember was a

single giant eye and the symbolism of the Cult’s all-seeing eye was

obvious. Every thought and emotion is broadcast as a frequency

unique to that thought and emotion. Feelings of love and joy, 

empathy and compassion, are high, quick, frequencies while fear, 

depression, anxiety, suffering and hate are low, slow, dense

frequencies. Which kind do you think Archontic consciousness can

connect with and absorb? In such a low and dense frequency state

there’s no way it can connect with the energy of love and joy. 

Archons can only feed off energy compatible with their own

frequency and they and their Cult agents want to delete the human

world of love and joy and manipulate the transmission of low

vibrational frequencies through low-vibrational human mental and

emotional states.  We are their energy source. Wars are energetic

banquets to the Archons – a world war even more so – and think

how much low-frequency mental and emotional energy has been

generated from the consequences for humanity of the ‘Covid’ hoax

orchestrated by Archons incarnate like Gates. 

The ancient practice of human sacrifice ‘to the gods’, continued in

secret today by the Cult, is based on the same principle. ‘The gods’

are Archontic consciousness in different forms and the sacrifice is

induced into a state of intense terror to generate the energy the

Archontic frequency can absorb. Incarnate Archons in the ritual

drink the blood which contains an adrenaline they crave which

floods into the bloodstream when people are terrorised. Most of the

sacrifices, ancient and modern, are children and the theme of

‘sacrificing young virgins to the gods’ is just code for children. They

have a particular pre-puberty energy that Archons want more than

anything and the energy of the young in general is their target. The

California Department of Education wants students to chant the

names of Aztec gods (Archontic gods) once worshipped in human

sacrifice rituals in a curriculum designed to encourage them to

‘challenge racist, bigoted, discriminatory, imperialist/colonial

beliefs’, join ‘social movements that struggle for social justice’, and

‘build new possibilities for a post-racist, post-systemic racism

society’. It’s the usual Woke crap that inverts racism and calls it anti-

racism. In this case solidarity with ‘indigenous tribes’ is being used

as an excuse to chant the names of ‘gods’ to which people were

sacrificed (and still are in secret). What an example of Woke’s

inability to see beyond black and white, us and them, They condemn

the colonisation of these tribal cultures by Europeans (quite right), 

but those cultures sacrificing people including children to their

‘gods’, and mass murdering untold numbers as the Aztecs did, is

just fine. One chant is to the Aztec god Tezcatlipoca who had a man

sacrificed to him in the 5th month of the Aztec calendar. His heart

was cut out and he was eaten. Oh, that’s okay then. Come on

children … a er three … Other sacrificial ‘gods’ for the young to

chant their allegiance include Quetzalcoatl, Huitzilopochtli and Xipe

Totec. The curriculum says that ‘chants, affirmations, and energizers

can be used to bring the class together, build unity around ethnic

studies principles and values, and to reinvigorate the class following

a lesson that may be emotionally taxing or even when student

engagement may appear to be low’. Well, that’s the cover story, 

anyway. Chanting and mantras are the repetition of a particular

frequency generated from the vocal cords and chanting the names of

these Archontic ‘gods’ tunes you into their frequency. That is the last

thing you want when it allows for energetic synchronisation, 

a achment and perceptual influence. Initiates chant the names of

their ‘Gods’ in their rituals for this very reason. 

Vampires of the Woke

Paedophilia is another way that Archons absorb the energy of

children. Paedophiles possessed by Archontic consciousness are

used as the conduit during sexual abuse for discarnate Archons to

vampire the energy of the young they desire so much. Stupendous

numbers of children disappear every year never to be seen again

although you would never know from the media. Imagine how

much low-vibrational energy has been generated by children during

the ‘Covid’ hoax when so many have become depressed and

psychologically destroyed to the point of killing themselves. 

Shocking numbers of children are now taken by the state from

loving parents to be handed to others. I can tell you from long

experience of researching this since 1996 that many end up with

paedophiles and assets of the Cult through corrupt and Cult-owned

social services which in the reframing era has hired many

psychopaths and emotionless automatons to do the job. Children are

even stolen to order using spurious reasons to take them by the

corrupt and secret (because they’re corrupt) ‘family courts’. I have

wri en in detail in other books, starting with  The Biggest Secret in

1997, about the ubiquitous connections between the political, 

corporate, government, intelligence and military elites (Cult

operatives) and Satanism and paedophilia. If you go deep enough

both networks have an interlocking leadership. The Woke mentality

has been developed by the Cult for many reasons: To promote

almost every aspect of its agenda; to hĳack the traditional political

le  and turn it fascist; to divide and rule; and to target agenda

pushbackers. But there are other reasons which relate to what I am

describing here. How many happy and joyful Wokers do you ever

see especially at the extreme end? They are a mental and

psychological mess consumed by emotional stress and constantly

emotionally cocked for the next explosion of indignation at someone

referring to a female as a female. They are walking, talking, ba eries

as Morpheus might say emi ing frequencies which both enslave

them in low-vibrational bubbles of perceptual limitation and feed

the Archons. Add to this the hatred claimed to be love; fascism

claimed to ‘anti-fascism’, racism claimed to be ‘anti-racism’; 

exclusion claimed to inclusion; and the abuse-filled Internet trolling. 

You have a purpose-built Archontic energy system with not a wind

turbine in sight and all founded on Archontic  inversion. We have

whole generations now manipulated to serve the Archons with their

actions and energy. They will be doing so their entire adult lives

unless they snap out of their Archon-induced trance. Is it really a

surprise that Cult billionaires and corporations put so much money

their way? Where is the energy of joy and laughter, including

laughing at yourself which is confirmation of your own emotional

security? Mark Twain said: ‘The human race has one really effective

weapon, and that is laughter.‘ We must use it all the time. Woke has

destroyed comedy because it has no humour, no joy, sense of irony, 

or self-deprecation. Its energy is dense and intense.  Mmmmm, lunch

says the Archontic frequency. Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) was the

Austrian philosopher and famous esoteric thinker who established

Waldorf education or Steiner schools to treat children like unique

expressions of consciousness and not minds to be programmed with

the perceptions determined by authority. I’d been writing about this

energy vampiring for decades when I was sent in 2016 a quote by

Steiner. He was spot on:

There are beings in the spiritual realms for whom anxiety and fear emanating from human

beings offer welcome food. When humans have no anxiety and fear, then these creatures

starve. If fear and anxiety radiates from people and they break out in panic, then these creatures find welcome nutrition and they become more and more powerful. These beings are hostile towards humanity. Everything that feeds on negative feelings, on anxiety, fear and superstition, despair or doubt, are in reality hostile forces in super-sensible worlds, launching cruel attacks on human beings, while they are being fed ... These are exactly the feelings that belong to contemporary culture and materialism; because it estranges people from the

spiritual world, it is especially suited to evoke hopelessness and fear of the unknown in people, thereby calling up the above mentioned hostile forces against them. 

Pause for a moment from this perspective and reflect on what has

happened in the world since the start of 2020. Not only will pennies

drop, but billion dollar bills. We see the same theme from Don Juan

Matus, a Yaqui Indian shaman in Mexico and the information source

for Peruvian-born writer, Carlos Castaneda, who wrote a series of

books from the 1960s to 1990s. Don Juan described the force

manipulating human society and his name for the Archons was the

predator:

We have a predator that came from the depths of the cosmos and took over the rule of our lives. Human beings are its prisoners. The predator is our lord and master. It has rendered us docile, helpless. If we want to protest, it suppresses our protest. If we want to act

independently, it demands that we don’t do so ... indeed we are held prisoner! 

They took us over because we are food to them, and they squeeze us mercilessly because we are their sustenance. Just as we rear chickens in coops, the predators rear us in human coops, humaneros. Therefore, their food is always available to them. 

Different cultures, different eras, same recurring theme. 

The ‘ennoia’ dilemma

Nag Hammadi Gnostic manuscripts say that Archon consciousness

has no ‘ennoia’. This is directly translated as ‘intentionality’, but I’ll

use the term ‘creative imagination’. The  All That Is in awareness of

itself is the source of all creativity – all possibility – and the more

disconnected you are from that source the more you are

subsequently denied ‘creative imagination’. Given that Archon

consciousness is almost entirely disconnected it severely lacks

creativity and has to rely on far more mechanical processes of

thought and exploit the creative potential of those that do have

‘ennoia’. You can see cases of this throughout human society. Archon

consciousness almost entirely dominates the global banking system

and if we study how that system works you will appreciate what I

mean. Banks manifest ‘money’ out of nothing by issuing lines of

‘credit’ which is ‘money’ that has never, does not, and will never

exist except in theory. It’s a confidence trick. If you think ‘credit’

figures-on-a-screen ‘money’ is worth anything you accept it as

payment. If you don’t then the whole system collapses through lack

of confidence in the value of that ‘money’. Archontic bankers with

no ‘ennoia’ are ‘lending’ ‘money’ that doesn’t exist to humans that  do

have creativity – those that have the inspired ideas and create

businesses and products. Archon banking feeds off human creativity

which it controls through ‘money’ creation and debt. Humans have

the creativity and Archons exploit that for their own benefit and

control while having none themselves. Archon Internet platforms

like Facebook claim joint copyright of everything that creative users

post and while Archontic minds like Zuckerberg may officially head

that company it will be human creatives on the staff that provide the

creative inspiration. When you have limitless ‘money’ you can then

buy other companies established by creative humans. Witness the

acquisition record of Facebook, Google and their like. Survey the

Archon-controlled music industry and you see non-creative dark

suit executives making their fortune from the human creativity of

their artists. The cases are endless. Research the history of people

like Gates and Zuckerberg and how their empires were built on

exploiting the creativity of others. Archon minds cannot create out of

nothing, but they are skilled (because they have to be) in what

Gnostic texts call ‘countermimicry’. They can imitate, but not

innovate. Sabbatians trawl the creativity of others through

backdoors they install in computer systems through their

cybersecurity systems. Archon-controlled China is globally infamous

for stealing intellectual property and I remember how Hong Kong, 

now part of China, became notorious for making counterfeit copies

of the creativity of others – ‘countermimicry’. With the now

pervasive and all-seeing surveillance systems able to infiltrate any

computer you can appreciate the potential for Archons to vampire

the creativity of humans. Author John Lamb Lash wrote in his book

about the Nag Hammadi texts,  Not In His Image:

Although they cannot originate anything, because they lack the divine factor of ennoia

(intentionality), Archons can imitate with a vengeance. Their expertise is simulation (HAL, virtual reality). The Demiurge [Yaldabaoth] fashions a heaven world copied from the fractal patterns [of the original] ... His construction is celestial kitsch, like the fake Italianate villa of a Mafia don complete with militant angels to guard every portal. 

This brings us to something that I have been speaking about since

the turn of the millennium. Our reality is a simulation; a virtual

reality that we think is real. No, I’m not kidding. 

Human reality? Well, virtually

I had pondered for years about whether our reality is ‘real’ or some

kind of construct. I remembered being immensely affected on a visit

as a small child in the late 1950s to the then newly-opened

Planetarium on the Marylebone Road in London which is now

closed and part of the adjacent Madame Tussauds wax museum. It

was in the middle of the day, but when the lights went out there was

the night sky projected in the Planetarium’s domed ceiling and it

appeared to be so real. The experience never le  me and I didn’t

know why until around the turn of the millennium when I became

certain that our ‘night sky’ and entire reality is a projection, a virtual

reality, akin to the illusory world portrayed in the  Matrix movies. I

looked at the sky one day in this period and it appeared to me like

the domed roof of the Planetarium. The release of the first  Matrix

movie in 1999 also provided a synchronistic and perfect visual

representation of where my mind had been going for a long time. I

hadn’t come across the Gnostic Nag Hammadi texts then. When I

did years later the correlation was once again astounding. As I read

Gnostic accounts from 1,600 years and more earlier it was clear that

they were describing the same simulation phenomenon. They tell

how the Yaldabaoth ‘Demiurge’ and Archons created a ‘bad copy’ of

original reality to rule over all that were captured by its illusions and

the body was a prison to trap consciousness in the ‘bad copy’ fake

reality. Read how Gnostics describe the ‘bad copy’ and update that

to current times and they are referring to what we would call today a

virtual reality simulation. 

Author John Lamb Lash said ‘the Demiurge fashions a heaven

world copied from the fractal pa erns’ of the original through

expertise in ‘HAL’ or virtual reality simulation. Fractal pa erns are

part of the energetic information construct of our reality, a sort of

blueprint. If these pa erns were copied in computer terms it would

indeed give you a copy of a ‘natural’ reality in a non-natural

frequency and digital form. The principle is the same as making a

copy of a website. The original website still exists, but now you can

change the copy version to make it whatever you like and it can

become very different to the original website. Archons have done

this with our reality, a  synthetic copy of prime reality that still exists

beyond the frequency walls of the simulation. Trapped within the

illusions of this synthetic Matrix, however, were and are human

consciousness and other expressions of prime reality and this is why

the Archons via the Cult are seeking to make the human body

synthetic and give us synthetic AI minds to complete the job of

turning the entire reality synthetic including what we perceive to be

the natural world. To quote Kurzweil: ‘Nanobots will infuse all the

ma er around us with information. Rocks, trees, everything will

become these intelligent creatures.’ Yes,  synthetic ‘creatures’ just as

‘Covid’ and other genetically-manipulating ‘vaccines’ are designed

to make the human body synthetic. From this perspective it is

obvious why Archons and their Cult are so desperate to infuse

synthetic material into every human with their ‘Covid’ scam. 

Let there be (electromagnetic) light

Yaldabaoth, the force that created the simulation, or Matrix, makes

sense of the Gnostic reference to ‘The Great Architect’ and its use by

Cult Freemasonry as the name of its deity. The designer of the Matrix

in the movies is called ‘The Architect’ and that trilogy is jam-packed

with symbolism relating to these subjects. I have contended for years

that the angry Old Testament God (Yaldabaoth) is the ‘God’ being

symbolically ‘quoted’ in the opening of Genesis as ‘creating the

world’. This is not the creation of prime reality – it’s the creation of

the  simulation. The Genesis ‘God’ says: ‘Let there be Light: and there

was light.’ But what is this ‘Light’? I have said for decades that the

speed of light (186,000 miles per second) is not the fastest speed

possible as claimed by mainstream science and is in fact the

frequency walls or outer limits of the Matrix. You can’t have a fastest

or slowest anything within all possibility when everything is

possible. The human body is encoded to operate within the speed of

light or  within the simulation and thus we see only the tiny frequency

band of visible  light. Near-death experiencers who perceive reality

outside the body during temporary ‘death’ describe a very different

form of light and this is supported by the Nag Hammadi texts. 

Prime reality beyond the simulation (‘Upper Aeons’ to the Gnostics)

is described as a realm of incredible beauty, bliss, love and harmony

– a realm of ‘watery light’ that is so powerful ‘there are no shadows’. 

Our false reality of Archon control, which Gnostics call the ‘Lower

Aeons’, is depicted as a realm with a different kind of ‘light’ and

described in terms of chaos, ‘Hell’, ‘the Abyss’ and ‘Outer Darkness’, 

where trapped souls are tormented and manipulated by demons

(relate that to the ‘Covid’ hoax alone). The watery light theme can be

found in near-death accounts and it is not the same as  simulation

‘light’ which is electromagnetic or radiation light within the speed of

light – the ‘Lower Aeons’. Simulation ‘light’ is the ‘luminous fire’

associated by Gnostics with the Archons. The Bible refers to

Yaldabaoth as ‘that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which

deceiveth the whole world’ (Revelation 12:9). I think that making a

simulated copy of prime reality (‘countermimicry’) and changing it

dramatically while all the time manipulating humanity to believe it

to be real could probably meet the criteria of deceiving the whole

world. Then we come to the Cult god Lucifer – the  Light Bringer. 

Lucifer is symbolic of Yaldabaoth, the bringer of radiation light that

forms the bad copy simulation within the speed of light. ‘He’ is

symbolised by the lighted torch held by the Statue of Liberty and in

the name ‘Illuminati’. Sabbatian-Frankism declares that Lucifer is the

true god and Lucifer is the real god of Freemasonry honoured as

their ‘Great or Grand Architect of the Universe’ (simulation). 

I would emphasise, too, the way Archontic technologically-

generated luminous fire of radiation has deluged our environment

since I was a kid in the 1950s and changed the nature of The Field

with which we constantly interact. Through that interaction

technological radiation is changing us. The Smart Grid is designed to

operate with immense levels of communication power with 5G

expanding across the world and 6G, 7G, in the process of

development. Radiation is the simulation and the Archontic

manipulation system. Why wouldn’t the Archon Cult wish to

unleash radiation upon us to an ever-greater extreme to form

Kurzweil’s ‘cloud’? The plan for a synthetic human is related to the

need to cope with levels of radiation beyond even anything we’ve

seen so far. Biological humans would not survive the scale of

radiation they have in their script. The Smart Grid is a technological

sub-reality within the technological simulation to further disconnect

five-sense perception from expanded consciousness. It’s a

technological prison of the mind. 

Infusing the ‘spirit of darkness’

A recurring theme in religion and native cultures is the

manipulation of human genetics by a non-human force and most

famously recorded as the biblical ‘sons of god’ (the god s plural in the

original) who interbred with the daughters of men. The Nag

Hammadi  Apocryphon of John tells the same story this way:

He [Yaldabaoth] sent his angels [Archons/demons] to the daughters of men, that they might take some of them for themselves and raise offspring for their enjoyment. And at first they did not succeed. When they had no success, they gathered together again and they made a plan together ... And the angels changed themselves in their likeness into the likeness of their mates, filling them with the spirit of darkness, which they had mixed for them, and with evil ... 

And they took women and begot children out of the darkness according to the likeness of

their spirit. 

Possession when a discarnate entity takes over a human body is an

age-old theme and continues today. It’s very real and I’ve seen it. 

Satanic and secret society rituals can create an energetic environment

in which entities can a ach to initiates and I’ve heard many stories

of how people have changed their personality a er being initiated

even into lower levels of the Freemasons. I have been inside three

Freemasonic temples, one at a public open day and two by just

walking in when there was no one around to stop me. They were in

Ryde, the town where I live, Birmingham, England, when I was with

a group, and Boston, Massachuse s. They all felt the same

energetically – dark, dense, low-vibrational and sinister. Demonic

a achment can happen while the initiate has no idea what is going

on. To them it’s just a ritual to get in the Masons and do a bit of good

business. In the far more extreme rituals of Satanism human

possession is even more powerful and they are designed to make

possession possible. The hierarchy of the Cult is dictated by the

power and perceived status of the possessing Archon. In this way

the Archon hierarchy becomes the Cult hierarchy. Once the entity

has a ached it can influence perception and behaviour and if it

a aches to the extreme then so much of its energy (information)

infuses into the body information field that the hologram starts to

reflect the nature of the possessing entity. This is the  Exorcist movie

type of possession when facial features change and it’s known as

shapeshi ing. Islam’s Jinn are said to be invisible tricksters who

change shape, ‘whisper’, confuse and take human form. These are all

traits of the Archons and other versions of the same phenomenon. 

Extreme possession could certainty infuse the ‘spirit of darkness’

into a partner during sex as the Nag Hammadi texts appear to

describe. Such an infusion can change genetics which is also

energetic information. Human genetics is information and the ‘spirit

of darkness’ is information. Mix one with the other and change must

happen. Islam has the concept of a ‘Jinn baby’ through possession of

the mother and by Jinn taking human form. There are many ways

that human genetics can be changed and remember that Archons

have been aware all along of advanced techniques to do this. What is

being done in human society today – and far more – was known

about by Archons at the time of the ‘fallen ones’ and their other

versions described in religions and cultures. 

Archons and their human-world Cult are obsessed with genetics

as we see today and they know this dictates how information is

processed into perceived reality during a human life. They needed to

produce a human form that would decode the simulation and this is

symbolically known as ‘Adam and Eve’ who le  the ‘garden’ (prime

reality) and ‘fell’ into Matrix reality. The simulation is not a

‘physical’ construct (there is no ‘physical’); it is a source of

information. Think Wi-Fi again. The simulation is an energetic field

encoded with information and body-brain systems are designed to

decode that information encoded in wave or frequency form which
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is transmi ed to the brain as electrical signals. These are decoded by

the brain to construct our sense of reality – an illusory ‘physical’

world that only exists in the brain or the mind. Virtual reality games

mimic this process using the same sensory decoding system. 

Information is fed to the senses to decode a virtual reality that can

appear so real, but isn’t (Figs 18 and 19). Some scientists believe –

and I agree with them – that what we perceive as ‘physical’ reality

only exists when we are looking or observing. The act of perception

or focus triggers the decoding systems which turn waveform

information into holographic reality. When we are not observing

something our reality reverts from a holographic state to a waveform

state. This relates to the same principle as a falling tree not making a

noise unless someone is there to hear it or decode it. The concept

makes sense from the simulation perspective. A computer is not

decoding all the information in a Wi-Fi field all the time and only

decodes or brings into reality on the screen that part of Wi-Fi that it’s

decoding – focusing upon – at that moment. 

Figure 18: Virtual reality technology ‘hacks’ into the body’s five-sense decoding system. 

Figure 19: The result can be experienced as very ‘real’. 

Interestingly, Professor Donald Hoffman at the Department of

Cognitive Sciences at the University of California, Irvine, says that

our experienced reality is like a computer interface that shows us

only the level with which we interact while hiding all that exists

beyond it: ‘Evolution shaped us with a user interface that hides the

truth. Nothing that we see is the truth – the very language of space

and time and objects is the wrong language to describe reality.’ He is

correct in what he says on so many levels. Space and time are not a

universal reality. They are a phenomenon of decoded  simulation

reality as part of the process of enslaving our sense of reality. Near-

death experiencers report again and again how space and time did

not exist as we perceive them once they were free of the body – body

decoding systems. You can appreciate from this why Archons and

their Cult are so desperate to entrap human a ention in the five

senses where we are in the Matrix and of the Matrix. Opening your

mind to expanded states of awareness takes you beyond the

information confines of the simulation and you become aware of

knowledge and insights denied to you before. This is what we call

‘awakening’ –  awakening from the Matrix – and in the final chapter I

will relate this to current events. 

Where are the ‘aliens’? 

A simulation would explain the so-called ‘Fermi Paradox’ named

a er Italian physicist Enrico Fermi (1901-1954) who created the first

nuclear reactor. He considered the question of why there is such a

lack of extraterrestrial activity when there are so many stars and

planets in an apparently vast universe; but what if the night sky that

we see, or think we do, is a simulated projection as I say? If you

control the simulation and your aim is to hold humanity fast in

essential ignorance would you want other forms of life including

advanced life coming and going sharing information with

humanity? Or would you want them to believe they were isolated

and apparently alone? Themes of human isolation and apartness are

common whether they be the perception of a lifeless universe or the

fascist isolation laws of the ‘Covid’ era. Paradoxically the very

existence of a simulation means that we are not alone when some

force had to construct it. My view is that experiences that people

have reported all over the world for centuries with Reptilians and

Grey entities are Archon phenomena as Nag Hammadi texts

describe; and that benevolent ‘alien’ interactions are non-human

groups that come in and out of the simulation by overcoming

Archon a empts to keep them out. It should be highlighted, too, that

Reptilians and Greys are obsessed with  genetics and  technology as

related by cultural accounts and those who say they have been

abducted by them. Technology is their way of overcoming some of

the limitations in their creative potential and our technology-driven

and controlled human society of today is  arch etypical Archon-

Reptilian-Grey modus operandi. Technocracy is really  Archon tocracy. 

The Universe does not have to be as big as it appears with a

simulation. There is no space or distance only information decoded

into holographic reality. What we call ‘space’ is only the absence of

holographic ‘objects’ and that ‘space’ is The Field of energetic

information which connects everything into a single whole. The

same applies with the artificially-generated information field of the

simulation. The Universe is not big or small as a physical reality. It is

decoded information, that’s all, and its perceived size is decided by

the way the simulation is encoded to make it appear. The entire

night sky as we perceive it only exists in our brain and so where are

those ‘millions of light years’? The ‘stars’ on the ceiling of the

Planetarium looked a vast distance away. 

There’s another point to mention about ‘aliens’. I have been

highlighting since the 1990s the plan to stage a fake ‘alien invasion’

to justify the centralisation of global power and a world military. 

Nazi scientist Werner von Braun, who was taken to America by

Operation Paperclip a er World War Two to help found NASA, told

his American assistant Dr Carol Rosin about the Cult agenda when

he knew he was dying in 1977. Rosin said that he told her about a

sequence that would lead to total human control by a one-world

government. This included threats from terrorism, rogue nations, 

meteors and asteroids before finally an ‘alien invasion’. All of these

things, von Braun said, would be bogus and what I would refer to as

a No-Problem-Reaction-Solution. Keep this in mind when ‘the aliens

are coming’ is the new mantra. The aliens are not coming – they are

 already here and they have infiltrated human society while looking

human. French-Canadian investigative journalist Serge Monast said

in 1994 that he had uncovered a NASA/military operation called

Project Blue Beam which fits with what Werner von Braun predicted. 

Monast died of a ‘heart a ack’ in 1996 the day a er he was arrested

and spent a night in prison. He was 51. He said Blue Beam was a

plan to stage an alien invasion that would include religious figures

beamed holographically into the sky as part of a global manipulation

to usher in a ‘new age’ of worshipping what I would say is the Cult

‘god’ Yaldabaoth in a one-world religion. Fake holographic asteroids

are also said to be part of the plan which again syncs with von

Braun. How could you stage an illusory threat from asteroids unless

they were holographic inserts? This is pre y straightforward given

the advanced technology outside the public arena and the fact that

our ‘physical’ reality is holographic anyway. Information fields

would be projected and we would decode them into the illusion of a

‘physical’ asteroid. If they can sell a global ‘pandemic’ with a ‘virus’

that doesn’t exist what will humans not believe if government and

media tell them? 

All this is particularly relevant as I write with the Pentagon

planning to release in June, 2021, information about ‘UFO sightings’. 

I have been following the UFO story since the early 1990s and the

common theme throughout has been government and military

denials and cover up. More recently, however, the Pentagon has

suddenly become more talkative and apparently open with Air

Force pilot radar images released of unexplained cra  moving and

changing direction at speeds well beyond anything believed possible

with human technology. Then, in March, 2021, former Director of

National Intelligence John Ratcliffe said a Pentagon report months

later in June would reveal a great deal of information about UFO

sightings unknown to the public. He said the report would have

‘massive implications’. The order to do this was included bizarrely

in a $2.3 trillion ‘coronavirus’ relief and government funding bill

passed by the Trump administration at the end of 2020. I would add

some serious notes of caution here. I have been pointing out since

the 1990s that the US military and intelligence networks have long

had cra  – ‘flying saucers’ or anti-gravity cra  – which any observer

would take to be extraterrestrial in origin. Keeping this knowledge

from the public allows cra  flown by  humans to be perceived as alien

visitations. I am not saying that ‘aliens’ do not exist. I would be the

last one to say that, but we have to be streetwise here. President

Ronald Reagan told the UN General Assembly in 1987: ‘I

occasionally think how quickly our differences worldwide would

vanish if we were facing an alien threat from outside this world.’

That’s the idea. Unite against a common ‘enemy’ with a common

purpose behind your ‘saviour force’ (the Cult) as this age-old

technique of mass manipulation goes global. 

Science moves this way …

I could find only one other person who was discussing the

simulation hypothesis publicly when I concluded it was real. This

was Nick Bostrom, a Swedish-born philosopher at the University of

Oxford, who has explored for many years the possibility that human

reality is a computer simulation although his version and mine are

not the same. Today the simulation and holographic reality

hypothesis have increasingly entered the scientific mainstream. Well, 

the more open-minded mainstream, that is. Here are a few of the

ever-gathering examples. American nuclear physicist Silas Beane led

a team of physicists at the University of Bonn in Germany pursuing

the question of whether we live in a simulation. They concluded that

we probably do and it was likely based on a la ice of cubes. They

found that cosmic rays align with that specific pa ern. The team

highlighted the Greisen–Zatsepin–Kuzmin (GZK) limit which refers

to cosmic ray particle interaction with cosmic background radiation

that creates an apparent boundary for cosmic ray particles. They say

in a paper entitled ‘Constraints on the Universe as a Numerical

Simulation’ that this ‘pa ern of constraint’ is exactly what you

would find with a computer simulation. They also made the point

that a simulation would create its own ‘laws of physics’ that would

limit possibility. I’ve been making the same point for decades that

the  perceived laws of physics relate only to this reality, or what I

would later call the simulation. When designers write codes to create

computer and virtual reality games they are the equivalent of the

laws of physics for that game. Players interact within the limitations

laid out by the coding. In the same way those who wrote the codes

for the simulation decided the laws of physics that would apply. 

These can be overridden by expanded states of consciousness, but

not by those enslaved in only five-sense awareness where simulation

codes rule. Overriding the codes is what people call ‘miracles’. They

are not. They are bypassing the encoded limits of the simulation. A

population caught in simulation perception would have no idea that

this was their plight. As the Bonn paper said: ‘Like a prisoner in a

pitch-black cell we would not be able to see the “walls” of our

prison,’ That’s true if people remain mesmerised by the five senses. 

Open to expanded awareness and those walls become very clear. The

main one is the speed of light. 

American theoretical physicist James Gates is another who has

explored the simulation question and found considerable evidence

to support the idea. Gates was Professor of Physics at the University

of Maryland, Director of The Center for String and Particle Theory, 

and on Barack Obama’s Council of Advisors on Science and

Technology. He and his team found  computer codes of digital data

embedded in the fabric of our reality. They relate to on-off electrical

charges of 1 and 0 in the binary system used by computers. ‘We have

no idea what they are doing there’, Gates said. They found within

the energetic fabric mathematical sequences known as error-

correcting codes or block codes that ‘reboot’ data to its original state

or ‘default se ings’ when something knocks it out of sync. Gates was

asked if he had found a set of equations embedded in our reality

indistinguishable from those that drive search engines and browsers

and he said: ‘That is correct.’ Rich Terrile, director of the Centre for

Evolutionary Computation and Automated Design at NASA’s Jet

Propulsion Laboratory, has said publicly that he believes the

Universe is a digital hologram that must have been created by a form

of intelligence. I agree with that in every way. Waveform information

is delivered electrically by the senses to the brain which constructs a

 digital holographic reality that we call the ‘world’. This digital level

of reality can be read by the esoteric art of numerology. Digital

holograms are at the cu ing edge of holographics today. We have

digital technology everywhere designed to access and manipulate

our digital level of perceived reality. Synthetic mRNA in ‘Covid

vaccines’ has a digital component to manipulate the body’s digital

‘operating system’. 

Reality is numbers

How many know that our reality can be broken down to numbers

and codes that are the same as computer games? Max Tegmark, a

physicist at the Massachuse s Institute of Technology (MIT), is the

author of  Our Mathematical Universe in which he lays out how reality

can be entirely described by numbers and maths in the way that a

video game is encoded with the ‘physics’ of computer games. Our

world and computer virtual reality are essentially the same. 

Tegmark imagines the perceptions of characters in an advanced

computer game when the graphics are so good they don’t know they

are in a game. They think they can bump into real objects

(electromagnetic resistance in our reality), fall in love and feel

emotions like excitement. When they began to study the apparently

‘physical world’ of the video game they would realise that

everything was made of pixels (which have been found in our

energetic reality as must be the case when on one level our world is

digital). What computer game characters thought was physical

‘stuff’, Tegmark said, could actually be broken down into numbers:

And we’re exactly in this situation in our world. We look around and it doesn’t seem that mathematical at all, but everything we see is made out of elementary particles like quarks and electrons. And what properties does an electron have? Does it have a smell or a colour or a texture? No! ... We physicists have come up with geeky names for [Electron] properties, like

electric charge, or spin, or lepton number, but the electron doesn’t care what we call it, the properties are just numbers. 

This is the illusory reality Gnostics were describing. This is the

simulation. The A, C, G, and T codes of DNA have a binary value –

A and C = 0 while G and T = 1. This has to be when the simulation is

digital and the body must be digital to interact with it. Recurring

mathematical sequences are encoded throughout reality and the

body. They include the Fibonacci sequence in which the two

previous numbers are added to get the next one, as in ... 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 

8, 13, 21, 34, 55, etc. The sequence is encoded in the human face and

body, proportions of animals, DNA, seed heads, pine cones, trees, 

shells, spiral galaxies, hurricanes and the number of petals in a

flower. The list goes on and on. There are fractal pa erns – a ‘never-

ending pa ern that is infinitely complex and self-similar across all

scales in the as above, so below, principle of holograms. These and

other famous recurring geometrical and mathematical sequences

such as Phi, Pi, Golden Mean, Golden Ratio and Golden Section are

 computer codes of the simulation. I had to laugh and give my head a

shake the day I finished this book and it went into the production

stage. I was sent an article in  Scientific American published in April, 

2021, with the headline ‘Confirmed! We Live in a Simulation’. Two

decades a er I first said our reality is a simulation and the speed of

light is it’s outer limit the article suggested that we do live in a

simulation and that the speed of light is its outer limit. I le  school at

15 and never passed a major exam in my life while the writer was up

to his eyes in qualifications. As I will explain in the final chapter

 knowing is far be er than thinking and they come from very different

sources. The article rightly connected the speed of light to the

processing speed of the ‘Matrix’ and said what has been in my books

all this time … ‘If we are in a simulation, as it appears, then space is

an abstract property wri en in code. It is not real’. No it’s not and if

we live in a simulation something created it and it wasn’t  us. ‘That

David Icke says we are manipulated by aliens’ – he’s crackers.’

Wow …

The reality that humanity thinks is so real is an illusion. Politicians, 

governments, scientists, doctors, academics, law enforcement, 

media, school and university curriculums, on and on, are all

founded on a world that  does not exist except as a simulated prison

cell. Is it such a stretch to accept that ‘Covid’ doesn’t exist when our

entire ‘physical’ reality doesn’t exist? Revealed here is the

knowledge kept under raps in the Cult networks of

compartmentalised secrecy to control humanity’s sense of reality by

inducing the population to believe in a reality that’s not real. If it

wasn’t so tragic in its experiential consequences the whole thing

would be hysterically funny. None of this is new to Renegade Minds. 

Ancient Greek philosopher Plato (about 428 to about 347BC) was a

major influence on Gnostic belief and he described the human plight

thousands of years ago with his Allegory of the Cave. He told the

symbolic story of prisoners living in a cave who had never been

outside. They were chained and could only see one wall of the cave

while behind them was a fire that they could not see. Figures walked

past the fire casting shadows on the prisoners’ wall and those

moving shadows became their sense of reality. Some prisoners began

to study the shadows and were considered experts on them (today’s

academics and scientists), but what they studied was only an illusion

(today’s academics and scientists). A prisoner escaped from the cave

and saw reality as it really is. When he returned to report this

revelation they didn’t believe him, called him mad and threatened to

kill him if he tried to set them free. Plato’s tale is not only a brilliant

analogy of the human plight and our illusory reality. It describes, 

too, the dynamics of the ‘Covid’ hoax. I have only skimmed the

surface of these subjects here. The aim of this book is to crisply

connect all essential dots to put what is happening today into its true

context. All subject areas and their connections in this chapter are

covered in great evidential detail in  Everything You Need To Know, 

 But Have Never Been Told and  The Answer. 

They say that bewildered people ‘can’t see the forest for the trees’. 

Humanity, however, can’t see the forest for the  twigs. The five senses

see only twigs while Renegade Minds can see the forest and it’s the

forest where the answers lie with the connections that reveals. 

Breaking free of perceptual programming so the forest can be seen is

the way we turn all this around. Not breaking free is how humanity

got into this mess. The situation may seem hopeless, but I promise

you it’s not. We are a perceptual heartbeat from paradise if only we

knew. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Escaping Wetiko

 Life is simply a vacation from the infinite

Dean Cavanagh

Renegade Minds weave the web of life and events and see

common themes in the apparently random. They are always

there if you look for them and their pursuit is aided by incredible

synchronicity that comes when your mind is open rather than

mesmerised by what it thinks it can see. 

Infinite awareness is infinite possibility and the more of infinite

possibility that we access the more becomes infinitely possible. That

may be stating the apparently obvious, but it is a devastatingly-

powerful fact that can set us free. We are a point of a ention within

an infinity of consciousness. The question is how much of that

infinity do we choose to access? How much knowledge, insight, 

awareness, wisdom, do we want to connect with and explore? If

your focus is only in the five senses you will be influenced by a

fraction of infinite awareness. I mean a range so tiny that it gives

new meaning to infinitesimal. Limitation of self-identity and a sense

of the possible limit accordingly your range of consciousness. We are

what we think we are. Life is what we think it is. The dream is the

dreamer and the dreamer is the dream. Buddhist philosophy puts it

this way: ‘As a thing is viewed, so it appears.’ Most humans live in

the realm of touch, taste, see, hear, and smell and that’s the limit of

their sense of the possible and sense of self. Many will follow a

religion and speak of a God in his heaven, but their lives are still

dominated by the five senses in their perceptions and actions. The

five senses become the arbiter of everything. When that happens all

except a smear of infinity is sealed away from influence by the rigid, 

unyielding, reality bubbles that are the five-sense human or

Phantom Self. Archon Cult methodology is to isolate consciousness

within five-sense reality – the simulation – and then program that

consciousness with a sense of self and the world through a deluge of

life-long information designed to instil the desired perception that

allows global control. Efforts to do this have increased dramatically

with identity politics as identity bubbles are squeezed into the

minutiae of five-sense detail which disconnect people even more

profoundly from the infinite ‘I’. 

Five-sense focus and self-identity are like a firewall that limits

access to the infinite realms. You only perceive one radio or

television station and no other. We’ll take that literally for a moment. 

Imagine a vast array of stations giving different information and

angles on reality, but you only ever listen to one. Here we have the

human plight in which the population is overwhelmingly confined

to CultFM. This relates only to the frequency range of CultFM and

limits perception and insight to that band – limits  possibility to that

band. It means you are connecting with an almost imperceptibly

minuscule range of possibility and creative potential within the

infinite Field. It’s a world where everything seems apart from

everything else and where synchronicity is rare. Synchronicity is

defined in the dictionary as ‘the happening by chance of two or more

related or similar events at the same time‘. Use of ‘by chance’ betrays

a complete misunderstanding of reality. Synchronicity is not ‘by

chance’. As people open their minds, or ‘awaken’ to use the term, 

they notice more and more coincidences in their lives, bits of ‘luck’, 

apparently miraculous happenings that put them in the right place

at the right time with the right people. Days become peppered with

‘fancy meeting you here’ and ‘what are the chances of that?’ My

entire life has been lived like this and ever more so since my own

colossal awakening in 1990 and 91 which transformed my sense of

reality. Synchronicity is not ‘by chance’; it is by accessing expanded

realms of possibility which allow expanded potential for

manifestation. People broadcasting the same vibe from the same

openness of mind tend to be drawn ‘by chance’ to each other

through what I call frequency magnetism and it’s not only people. In

the last more than 30 years incredible synchronicity has also led me

through the Cult maze to information in so many forms and to

crucial personal experiences. These ‘coincidences’ have allowed me

to put the puzzle pieces together across an enormous array of

subjects and situations. Those who have breached the bubble of five-

sense reality will know exactly what I mean and this escape from the

perceptual prison cell is open to everyone whenever they make that

choice. This may appear super-human when compared with the

limitations of ‘human’, but it’s really our natural state. ‘Human’ as

currently experienced is consciousness in an unnatural state of

induced separation from the infinity of the whole. I’ll come to how

this transformation into unity can be made when I have described in

more detail the force that holds humanity in servitude by denying

this access to infinite self. 

The Wetiko factor

I have been talking and writing for decades about the way five-sense

mind is systematically barricaded from expanded awareness. I have

used the analogy of a computer (five-sense mind) and someone at

the keyboard (expanded awareness). Interaction between the

computer and the operator is symbolic of the interaction between

five-sense mind and expanded awareness. The computer directly

experiences the Internet and the operator experiences the Internet

via the computer which is how it’s supposed to be – the two working

as one. Archons seek to control that point where the operator

connects with the computer to stop that interaction (Fig 20). Now the operator is banging the keyboard and clicking the mouse, but the

computer is not responding and this happens when the computer is

taken over –  possessed – by an appropriately-named computer ‘virus’. 

The operator has lost all influence over the computer which goes its

own way making decisions under the control of the ‘virus’. I have
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just described the dynamic through which the force known to

Gnostics as Yaldabaoth and Archons disconnects five-sense mind

from expanded awareness to imprison humanity in perceptual

servitude. 

Figure 20: The mind ‘virus’ I have been writing about for decades seeks to isolate five-sense mind (the computer) from the true ‘I’. (Image by Neil Hague). 

About a year ago I came across a Native American concept of

Wetiko which describes precisely the same phenomenon. Wetiko is

the spelling used by the Cree and there are other versions including

wintiko and windigo used by other tribal groups. They spell the

name with lower case, but I see Wetiko as a proper noun as with

Archons and prefer a capital. I first saw an article about Wetiko by

writer and researcher Paul Levy which so synced with what I had

been writing about the computer/operator disconnection and later

the Archons. I then read his book, the fascinating  Dispelling Wetiko, 

 Breaking the Spell of Evil. The parallels between what I had concluded

long before and the Native American concept of Wetiko were so

clear and obvious that it was almost funny. For Wetiko see the

Gnostic Archons for sure and the Jinn, the Predators, and every

other name for a force of evil, inversion and chaos. Wetiko is the

Native American name for the force that divides the computer from

the operator (Fig 21). Indigenous author Jack D. Forbes, a founder of

the Native American movement in the 1960s, wrote another book

about Wetiko entitled  Columbus And Other Cannibals – The Wetiko

 Disease of Exploitation, Imperialism, and Terrorism which I also read. 

Forbes says that Wetiko refers to an evil person or spirit ‘who

terrorizes other creatures by means of terrible acts, including

cannibalism’. Zulu shaman Credo Mutwa told me that African

accounts tell how cannibalism was brought into the world by the

Chitauri ‘gods’ – another manifestation of Wetiko. The distinction

between ‘evil person or spirit’ relates to Archons/Wetiko possessing

a human or acting as pure consciousness. Wetiko is said to be a

sickness of the soul or spirit and a state of being that takes but gives

nothing back – the Cult and its operatives perfectly described. Black

Hawk, a Native American war leader defending their lands from

confiscation, said European invaders had ‘poisoned hearts’ – Wetiko

hearts – and that this would spread to native societies. Mention of

the heart is very significant as we shall shortly see. Forbes writes:

‘Tragically, the history of the world for the past 2,000 years is, in

great part, the story of the epidemiology of the wetiko disease.’ Yes, 

and much longer. Forbes is correct when he says: ‘The wetikos

destroyed Egypt and Babylon and Athens and Rome and

Tenochtitlan [capital of the Aztec empire] and perhaps now they will

destroy the entire earth.’ Evil, he said, is the number one export of a

Wetiko culture – see its globalisation with ‘Covid’. Constant war, 

mass murder, suffering of all kinds, child abuse, Satanism, torture

and human sacrifice are all expressions of Wetiko and the Wetiko

possessed. The world is Wetiko made manifest,  but it doesn’t have to

 be. There is a way out of this even now. 
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Figure 21: The mind ‘virus’ is known to Native Americans as ‘Wetiko’. (Image by Neil Hague). 

Cult of Wetiko

Wetiko is the Yaldabaoth frequency distortion that seeks to a ach to

human consciousness and absorb it into its own. Once this

connection is made Wetiko can drive the perceptions of the target

which they believe to be coming from their own mind. All the

horrors of history and today from mass killers to Satanists, 

paedophiles like Jeffrey Epstein and other psychopaths, are the

embodiment of Wetiko and express its state of being in all its

grotesqueness. The Cult is Wetiko incarnate, Yaldabaoth incarnate, 

and it seeks to facilitate Wetiko assimilation of humanity in totality

into its distortion by manipulating the population into low

frequency states that match its own. Paul Levy writes:

‘Holographically enforced within the psyche of every human being

the wetiko virus pervades and underlies the entire field of

consciousness, and can therefore potentially manifest through any

one of us at any moment if we are not mindful.’ The ‘Covid’ hoax

has achieved this with many people, but others have not fallen into

Wetiko’s frequency lair. Players in the ‘Covid’ human catastrophe

including Gates, Schwab, Tedros, Fauci, Whi y, Vallance, Johnson, 

Hancock, Ferguson, Drosten, and all the rest, including the

psychopath psychologists, are expressions of Wetiko. This is why

they have no compassion or empathy and no emotional consequence

for what they do that would make them stop doing it. Observe all

the people who support the psychopaths in authority against the

Pushbackers despite the damaging impact the psychopaths have on

their own lives and their family’s lives. You are again looking at

Wetiko possession which prevents them seeing through the lies to

the obvious scam going on.  Why can’t they see it?  Wetiko won’t let

them see it. The perceptual divide that has now become a chasm is

between the Wetikoed and the non-Wetikoed. 

Paul Levy describes Wetiko in the same way that I have long

described the Archontic force. They are the same distorted

consciousness operating across dimensions of reality: ‘… the subtle

body of wetiko is not located in the third dimension of space and

time, literally existing in another dimension … it is able to affect

ordinary lives by mysteriously interpenetrating into our three-

dimensional world.’ Wetiko does this through its incarnate

representatives in the Cult and by weaving itself into The Field

which on our level of reality is the electromagnetic information field

of the simulation or Matrix. More than that, the simulation  is Wetiko

/ Yaldabaoth. Caleb Scharf, Director of Astrobiology at Columbia

University, has speculated that ‘alien life’ could be so advanced that

it has transcribed itself into the quantum realm to become what we

call physics. He said intelligence indistinguishable from the fabric of

the Universe would solve many of its greatest mysteries:

Perhaps hyper-advanced life isn’t just external. Perhaps it’s already all around. It is embedded in what we perceive to be physics itself, from the root behaviour of particles and fields to the phenomena of complexity and emergence ... In other words, life might not just be in the

equations. It might BE the equations [My emphasis]. 

Scharf said it is possible that ‘we don’t recognise advanced life

because it forms an integral and unsuspicious part of what we’ve

considered to be the natural world’. I agree. Wetiko/Yaldabaoth  is the

simulation. We are literally in the body of the beast. But that doesn’t

mean it has to control us. We all have the power to overcome Wetiko

influence and the Cult knows that. I doubt it sleeps too well because

it knows that. 

Which Field? 

This, I suggest, is how it all works. There are two Fields. One is the

fierce electromagnetic light of the Matrix within the speed of light; 

the other is the ‘watery light’ of The Field beyond the walls of the

Matrix that connects with the Great Infinity. Five-sense mind and the

decoding systems of the body a ach us to the Field of Matrix light. 

They have to or we could not experience this reality. Five-sense mind

sees only the Matrix Field of information while our expanded

consciousness is part of the Infinity Field. When we open our minds, 

and most importantly our hearts, to the Infinity Field we have a

mission control which gives us an expanded perspective, a road

map, to understand the nature of the five-sense world. If we are

isolated only in five-sense mind there is no mission control. We’re on

our own trying to understand a world that’s constantly feeding us

information to ensure we do not understand. People in this state can

feel ‘lost’ and bewildered with no direction or radar. You can see

ever more clearly those who are influenced by the Fields of Big

Infinity or li le five-sense mind simply by their views and behaviour

with regard to the ‘Covid’ hoax. We have had this division

throughout known human history with the mass of the people on

one side and individuals who could see and intuit beyond the walls

of the simulation – Plato’s prisoner who broke out of the cave and

saw reality for what it is. Such people have always been targeted by

Wetiko/Archon-possessed authority, burned at the stake or

demonised as mad, bad and dangerous. The Cult today and its

global network of ‘anti-hate’, ‘anti-fascist’ Woke groups are all

expressions of Wetiko a acking those exposing the conspiracy, 

‘Covid’ lies and the ‘vaccine’ agenda. 

Woke as a whole is Wetiko which explains its black and white

mentality and how at one it is with the Wetiko-possessed Cult. Paul

Levy said: ‘To be in this paradigm is to still be under the thrall of a

two-valued logic – where things are either true or false – of a

wetikoized mind.’ Wetiko consciousness is in a permanent rage, 

therefore so is Woke, and then there is Woke inversion and

contradiction. ‘Anti-fascists’ act like fascists because fascists  and ‘anti-

fascists’ are both Wetiko at work. Political parties act the same while

claiming to be different for the same reason. Secret society and

satanic rituals are a aching initiates to Wetiko and the cold, ruthless, 

psychopathic mentality that secures the positions of power all over

the world is Wetiko. Reframing ‘training programmes’ have the

same cumulative effect of a aching Wetiko and we have their

graduates described as automatons and robots with a cold, 

psychopathic, uncaring demeanour. They are all traits of Wetiko

possession and look how many times they have been described in

this book and elsewhere with regard to personnel behind ‘Covid’

including the police and medical profession. Climbing the greasy

pole in any profession in a Wetiko society requires traits of Wetiko to

get there and that is particularly true of politics which is not about

fair competition and pre-eminence of ideas. It is founded on how

many backs you can stab and arses you can lick. This culminated in

the global ‘Covid’ coordination between the Wetiko possessed who

pulled it off in all the different countries without a trace of empathy

and compassion for their impact on humans. Our sight sense can see

only holographic form and not the Field which connects holographic

form. Therefore we perceive ‘physical’ objects with ‘space’ in

between. In fact that ‘space’ is energy/consciousness operating on

multiple frequencies. One of them is Wetiko and that connects the

Cult psychopaths, those who submit to the psychopaths, and those

who serve the psychopaths in the media operations of the world. 

Wetiko is Gates. Wetiko is the mask-wearing submissive. Wetiko is

the fake journalist and ‘fact-checker’. The Wetiko Field is

coordinating the whole thing. Psychopaths, gofers, media

operatives, ‘anti-hate’ hate groups, ‘fact-checkers’ and submissive

people work as one unit  even without human coordination because they

are a ached to the  same Field which is organising it all (Fig 22). Paul Levy is here describing how Wetiko-possessed people are drawn

together and refuse to let any information breach their rigid
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perceptions. He was writing long before ‘Covid’, but I think you will

recognise followers of the ‘Covid’ religion  oh just a little bit:

People who are channelling the vibratory frequency of wetiko align with each other through psychic resonance to reinforce their unspoken shared agreement so as to uphold their

deranged view of reality. Once an unconscious content takes possession of certain

individuals, it irresistibly draws them together by mutual attraction and knits them into groups tied together by their shared madness that can easily swell into an avalanche of insanity. 

A psychic epidemic is a closed system, which is to say that it is insular and not open to any new information or informing influences from the outside world which contradict its fixed, limited, and limiting perspective. 

There we have the Woke mind and the ‘Covid’ mind. Compatible

resonance draws the awakening together, too, which is clearly

happening today. 

Figure 22: The Wetiko Field from which the Cult pyramid and its personnel are made manifest. (Image by Neil Hague). 

Spiritual servitude

Wetiko doesn’t care about humans. It’s not human; it just possesses

humans for its own ends and the effect (depending on the scale of

possession) can be anything from extreme psychopathy to

unquestioning obedience. Wetiko’s worst nightmare is for human

consciousness to expand beyond the simulation. Everything is

focussed on stopping that happening through control of

information, thus perception, thus frequency. The ‘education

system’, media, science, medicine, academia, are all geared to

maintaining humanity in five-sense servitude as is the constant

stimulation of low-vibrational mental and emotional states (see

‘Covid’). Wetiko seeks to dominate those subconscious spaces

between five-sense perception and expanded consciousness where

the computer meets the operator. From these subconscious hiding

places Wetiko speaks to us to trigger urges and desires that we take

to be our own and manipulate us into anything from low-vibrational

to psychopathic states. Remember how Islam describes the Jinn as

invisible tricksters that ‘whisper’ and confuse. Wetiko is the origin of

the ‘trickster god’ theme that you find in cultures all over the world. 

Jinn, like the Archons, are Wetiko which is terrified of humans

awakening and reconnecting with our true self for then its energy

source has gone. With that the feedback loop breaks between Wetiko

and human perception that provides the energetic momentum on

which its very existence depends as a force of evil. Humans are both

its target and its source of survival, but only if we are operating in

low-vibrational states of fear, hate, depression and the background

anxiety that most people suffer. We are Wetiko’s target because we

are its key to survival. It needs us, not the other way round. Paul

Levy writes:

A vampire has no intrinsic, independent, substantial existence in its own right; it only exists in relation to us. The pathogenic, vampiric mind-parasite called wetiko is nothing in itself – not being able to exist from its own side – yet it has a ‘virtual reality’ such that it can potentially destroy our species …

…The fact that a vampire is not reflected by a mirror can also mean that what we need to see is that there’s nothing, no-thing to see, other than ourselves. The fact that wetiko is the expression of something inside of us means that the cure for wetiko is with us as well. The critical issue is finding this cure within us and then putting it into effect. 

Evil begets evil because if evil does not constantly expand and

find new sources of energetic sustenance its evil, its  distortion, dies

with the assimilation into balance and harmony. Love is the garlic to

Wetiko’s vampire. Evil, the absence of love, cannot exist in the

presence of love. I think I see a way out of here. I have emphasised

so many times over the decades that the Archons/Wetiko and their

Cult are not all powerful.  They are not. I don’t care how it looks even

now  they are not. I have not called them li le boys in short trousers

for effect. I have said it because it is true. Wetiko’s insatiable desire

for power over others is not a sign of its omnipotence, but its

insecurity. Paul Levy writes: ‘Due to the primal fear which

ultimately drives it and which it is driven to cultivate, wetiko’s body

politic has an intrinsic and insistent need for centralising power and


control so as to create imagined safety for itself.’  Yeeeeeees!  Exactly! 

Why does Wetiko want humans in an ongoing state of fear? Wetiko

itself  is fear and it is petrified of love. As evil is an absence of love, so

love is an absence of fear. Love conquers all and  especially Wetiko

which  is fear. Wetiko brought fear into the world when it wasn’t here

before.  Fear was the ‘fall’, the fall into low-frequency ignorance and

illusion – fear is False Emotion Appearing Real. The simulation is

driven and energised by fear because Wetiko/Yaldabaoth (fear)  are

the simulation. Fear is the absence of love and Wetiko is the absence

of love. 

Wetiko today

We can now view current events from this level of perspective. The

‘Covid’ hoax has generated momentous amounts of ongoing fear, 

anxiety, depression and despair which have empowered Wetiko. No

wonder people like Gates have been the instigators when they are

Wetiko incarnate and exhibit every trait of Wetiko in the extreme. 

See how cold and unemotional these people are like Gates and his

cronies, how dead of eye they are. That’s Wetiko. Sabbatians are

Wetiko and everything they control including the World Health

Organization, Big Pharma and the ‘vaccine’ makers, national ‘health’

hierarchies, corporate media, Silicon Valley, the banking system, and

the United Nations with its planned transformation into world

government. All are controlled and possessed by the Wetiko

distortion into distorting human society in its image. We are with

this knowledge at the gateway to understanding the world. 

Divisions of race, culture, creed and sexuality are diversions to hide

the real division between those possessed and influenced by Wetiko

and those that are not. The ‘Covid’ hoax has brought both clearly

into view. Human behaviour is not about race. Tyrants and

dictatorships come in all colours and creeds. What unites the US

president bombing the innocent and an African tribe commi ing

genocide against another as in Rwanda? What unites them?  Wetiko. 

All wars are Wetiko, all genocide is Wetiko, all hunger over centuries

in a world of plenty is Wetiko. Children going to bed hungry, 

including in the West, is Wetiko. Cult-generated Woke racial

divisions that focus on the body are designed to obscure the reality

that divisions in behaviour are manifestations of mind, not body. 

Obsession with body identity and group judgement is a means to

divert a ention from the real source of behaviour – mind and

perception. Conflict sown by the Woke both within themselves and

with their target groups are Wetiko providing lunch for itself

through still more agents of the division, chaos, and fear on which it

feeds. The Cult is seeking to assimilate the entirety of humanity and

all children and young people into the Wetiko frequency by

manipulating them into states of fear and despair. Witness all the

suicide and psychological unravelling since the spring of 2020. 

Wetiko psychopaths want to impose a state of unquestioning

obedience to authority which is no more than a conduit for Wetiko to

enforce its will and assimilate humanity into itself. It needs us to

believe that resistance is futile when it fears resistance and even

more so the game-changing non-cooperation with its impositions. It

can use violent resistance for its benefit. Violent impositions and

violent resistance are  both Wetiko. The Power of Love with its Power

of No will sweep Wetiko from our world. Wetiko and its Cult know

that. They just don’t want us to know. 

AI Wetiko

This brings me to AI or artificial intelligence and something else

Wetikos don’t want us to know. What is AI  really? I know about

computer code algorithms and AI that learns from data input. These, 

however, are more diversions, the expeditionary force, for the real AI

that they want to connect to the human brain as promoted by Silicon

Valley Wetikos like Kurzweil. What is this AI? It is the frequency of

 Wetiko, the frequency of the Archons. The connection of AI to the

human brain is the connection of the Wetiko frequency to create a

Wetiko hive mind and complete the job of assimilation. The hive

mind is planned to be controlled from Israel and China which are

both 100 percent owned by Wetiko Sabbatians. The assimilation

process has been going on minute by minute in the ‘smart’ era which

fused with the ‘Covid’ era. We are told that social media is

scrambling the minds of the young and changing their personality. 

This is true, but what is social media? Look more deeply at how it

works, how it creates divisions and conflict, the hostility and cruelty, 

the targeting of people until they are destroyed. That’s Wetiko. Social

media is manipulated to tune people to the Wetiko frequency with

all the emotional exploitation tricks employed by platforms like

Facebook and its Wetiko front man, Zuckerberg. Facebook’s

Instagram announced a new platform for children to overcome a

legal bar on them using the main site. This is more Wetiko

exploitation and manipulation of kids. Amnesty International

likened the plan to foxes offering to guard the henhouse and said it

was incompatible with human rights. Since when did Wetiko or

Zuckerberg (I repeat myself) care about that? Would Brin and Page

at Google, Wojcicki at YouTube, Bezos at Amazon and whoever the

hell runs Twi er act as they do if they were not channelling Wetiko? 

Would those who are developing technologies for no other reason

than human control? How about those designing and selling

technologies to kill people and Big Pharma drug and ‘vaccine’

producers who know they will end or devastate lives? Quite a

thought for these people to consider is that if you are Wetiko in a

human life you are Wetiko on the ‘other side’ unless your frequency

changes and that can only change by a change of perception which

becomes a change of behaviour. Where Gates is going does not bear

thinking about although perhaps that’s exactly where he wants to go. 

Either way, that’s where he’s going. His frequency will make it so. 

The frequency lair

I have been saying for a long time that a big part of the addiction to

smartphones and devices is that a frequency is coming off them that

entraps the mind. People spend ages on their phones and sometimes

even a minute or so a er they put them down they pick them up

again and it all repeats. ‘Covid’ lockdowns will have increased this

addiction a million times for obvious reasons. Addictions to alcohol

overindulgence and drugs are another way that Wetiko entraps

consciousness to a ach to its own. Both are symptoms of low-

vibrational psychological distress which alcoholism and drug

addiction further compound. Do we think it’s really a coincidence

that access to them is made so easy while potions that can take

people into realms beyond the simulation are banned and illegal? I

have explored smartphone addiction in other books, the scale is

mind-blowing, and that level of addiction does not come without

help. Tech companies that make these phones are Wetiko and they

will have no qualms about destroying the minds of children. We are

seeing again with these companies the Wetiko perceptual

combination of psychopathic enforcers and weak and meek

unquestioning compliance by the rank and file. 

The global Smart Grid is the Wetiko Grid and it is crucial to

complete the Cult endgame. The simulation is radiation and we are

being deluged with technological radiation on a devastating scale. 

Wetiko frauds like Elon Musk serve Cult interests while occasionally

criticising them to maintain his street-cred. 5G and other forms of

Wi-Fi are being directed at the earth from space on a volume and

scale that goes on increasing by the day. Elon Musk’s (officially)

SpaceX Starlink project is in the process of pu ing tens of thousands

of satellites in low orbit to cover every inch of the planet with 5G

and other Wi-Fi to create Kurzweil’s global ‘cloud’ to which the

human mind is planned to be a ached very soon. SpaceX has

approval to operate 12,000 satellites with more than 1,300 launched

at the time of writing and applications filed for  30,000 more. Other

operators in the Wi-Fi, 5G, low-orbit satellite market include

OneWeb (UK), Telesat (Canada), and AST & Science (US). Musk tells

us that AI could be the end of humanity and then launches a

company called Neuralink to connect the human brain to computers. 

Musk’s (in theory) Tesla company is building electric cars and the

driverless vehicles of the smart control grid. As frauds and

bullshi ers go Elon Musk in my opinion is Major League. 

5G and technological radiation in general are destructive to

human health, genetics and psychology and increasing the strength

of artificial radiation underpins the five-sense perceptual bubbles

which are themselves expressions of radiation or electromagnetism. 

Freedom activist John Whitehead was so right with his ‘databit by

databit, we are building our own electronic concentration camps’. 

The Smart Grid and 5G is a means to control the human mind and

infuse perceptual information into The Field to influence anyone in

sync with its frequency. You can change perception and behaviour

en masse if you can manipulate the population into those levels of

frequency and this is happening all around us today. The arrogance

of Musk and his fellow Cult operatives knows no bounds in the way

that we see with Gates. Musk’s satellites are so many in number

already they are changing the night sky when viewed from Earth. 

The astronomy community has complained about this and they have

seen nothing yet. Some consequences of Musk’s Wetiko hubris

include: Radiation; visible pollution of the night sky; interference

with astronomy and meteorology; ground and water pollution from

intensive use of increasingly many spaceports; accumulating space

debris; continual deorbiting and burning up of aging satellites, 

polluting the atmosphere with toxic dust and smoke; and ever-

increasing likelihood of collisions. A collective public open le er of

complaint to Musk said:

We are writing to you … because SpaceX is in process of surrounding the Earth with a

network of thousands of satellites whose very purpose is to irradiate every square inch of the

Earth. SpaceX, like everyone else, is treating the radiation as if it were not there. As if the mitochondria in our cells do not depend on electrons moving undisturbed from the food we digest to the oxygen we breathe. 

As if our nervous systems and our hearts are not subject to radio frequency interference like any piece of electronic equipment. As if the cancer, diabetes, and heart disease that now afflict a majority of the Earth’s population are not metabolic diseases that result from interference with our cellular machinery. As if insects everywhere, and the birds and animals that eat them, are not starving to death as a result. 

People like Musk and Gates believe in their limitless Wetiko

arrogance that they can do whatever they like to the world because

they own it. Consequences for humanity are irrelevant. It’s

absolutely time that we stopped taking this shit from these self-

styled masters of the Earth when you consider where this is going. 

Why is the Cult so anti-human? 

I hear this question o en: Why would they do this when it will affect

them, too? Ah, but will it? Who is this  them? Forget their bodies. 

They are just vehicles for Wetiko consciousness. When you break it

all down to the foundations we are looking at a state of severely

distorted consciousness targeting another state of consciousness for

assimilation. The rest is detail. The simulation is the fly-trap in

which unique sensations of the five senses create a cycle of addiction

called reincarnation. Renegade Minds see that everything which

happens in our reality is a smaller version of the whole picture in

line with the holographic principle. Addiction to the radiation of

smart technology is a smaller version of addiction to the whole

simulation. Connecting the body/brain to AI is taking that addiction

on a giant step further to total ongoing control by assimilating

human incarnate consciousness into Wetiko. I have watched during

the ‘Covid’ hoax how many are becoming ever more profoundly

a ached to Wetiko’s perceptual calling cards of aggressive response

to any other point of view (‘There is no other god but me’), 

psychopathic lack of compassion and empathy, and servile

submission to the narrative and will of authority. Wetiko is the

psychopaths  and subservience to psychopaths. The Cult of Wetiko is

so anti-human because it is  not human. It embarked on a mission to destroy human by targeting everything that it means to be human

and to survive as human. ‘Covid’ is not the end, just a means to an

end. The Cult with its Wetiko consciousness is seeking to change

Earth systems, including the atmosphere, to suit them, not humans. 

The gathering bombardment of 5G alone from ground and space is

dramatically changing The Field with which the five senses interact. 

There is so much more to come if we sit on our hands and hope it

will all go away. It is not meant to go away. It is meant to get ever

more extreme and we need to face that while we still can – just. 

Carbon dioxide is the gas of life. Without that human is over. 

Kaput, gone, history. No natural world, no human. The Cult has

created a cock and bull story about carbon dioxide and climate

change to justify its reduction to the point where Gates and the

ignoramus Biden ‘climate chief’ John Kerry want to suck it out of the

atmosphere. Kerry wants to do this because his master Gates does. 

Wetikos have made the gas of life a demon with the usual support

from the Wokers of Extinction Rebellion and similar organisations

and the bewildered puppet-child that is Greta Thunberg who was

put on the world stage by Klaus Schwab and the World Economic

Forum. The name Extinction Rebellion is both ironic and as always

Wetiko inversion. The gas that we need to survive must be reduced

to save us from extinction. The most basic need of human is oxygen

and we now have billions walking around in face nappies depriving

body and brain of this essential requirement of human existence. 

More than that 5G at 60 gigahertz interacts with the oxygen

molecule to reduce the amount of oxygen the body can absorb into

the bloodstream. The obvious knock-on consequences of that for

respiratory and cognitive problems and life itself need no further

explanation. Psychopaths like Musk are assembling a global system

of satellites to deluge the human atmosphere with this insanity. The

man should be in jail. Here we have two most basic of human needs, 

oxygen and carbon dioxide, being dismantled. 

Two others, water and food, are ge ing similar treatment with the

United Nations Agendas 21 and 2030 – the Great Reset – planning to

centrally control all water and food supplies. People will not even

own rain water that falls on their land. Food is affected at the most

basic level by reducing carbon dioxide. We have genetic modification

or GMO infiltrating the food chain on a mass scale, pesticides and

herbicides polluting the air and destroying the soil. Freshwater fish

that provide livelihoods for 60 million people and feed hundreds of

millions worldwide are being ‘pushed to the brink’ according the

conservationists while climate change is the only focus. Now we

have Gates and Schwab wanting to dispense with current food

sources all together and replace them with a synthetic version which

the Wetiko Cult would control in terms of production and who eats

and who doesn’t. We have been on the Totalitarian Tiptoe to this for

more than 60 years as food has become ever more processed and full

of chemical shite to the point today when it’s not natural food at all. 

As Dr Tom Cowan says: ‘If it has a label don’t eat it.’ Bill Gates is

now the biggest owner of farmland in the United States and he does

nothing without an ulterior motive involving the Cult. Klaus Schwab

wrote: ‘To feed the world in the next 50 years we will need to

produce as much food as was produced in the last 10,000 years …

food security will only be achieved, however, if regulations on

genetically modified foods are adapted to reflect the reality that gene

editing offers a precise, efficient and safe method of improving

crops.’ Liar. People and the world are being targeted with

aluminium through vaccines, chemtrails, food, drink cans, and

endless other sources when aluminium has been linked to many

health issues including dementia which is increasing year a er year. 

Insects, bees and wildlife essential to the food chain are being

deleted by pesticides, herbicides and radiation which 5G is

dramatically increasing with 6G and 7G to come. The pollinating bee

population is being devastated while wildlife including birds, 

dolphins and whales are having their natural radar blocked by the

effects of ever-increasing radiation. In the summer windscreens used

to be spla ered with insects so numerous were they. It doesn’t

happen now. Where have they gone? 

Synthetic everything

The Cult is introducing genetically-modified versions of trees, plants

and insects including a Gates-funded project to unleash hundreds of

millions of genetically-modified, lab-altered and patented male

mosquitoes to mate with wild mosquitoes and induce genetic flaws

that cause them to die out. Clinically-insane Gates-funded Japanese

researchers have developed mosquitos that spread vaccine and are

dubbed ‘flying vaccinators’. Gates is funding the modification of

weather pa erns in part to sell the myth that this is caused by carbon

dioxide and he’s funding geoengineering of the skies to change the

atmosphere. Some of this came to light with the Gates-backed plan

to release tonnes of chalk into the atmosphere to ‘deflect the Sun and

cool the planet’. Funny how they do this while the heating effect of

the Sun is not factored into climate projections focussed on carbon

dioxide. The reason is that they want to reduce carbon dioxide (so

don’t mention the Sun), but at the same time they do want to reduce

the impact of the Sun which is so essential to human life and health. 

I have mentioned the sun-cholesterol-vitamin D connection as they

demonise the Sun with warnings about skin cancer (caused by the

chemicals in sun cream they tell you to splash on). They come from

the other end of the process with statin drugs to reduce cholesterol

that turns sunlight into vitamin D. A lack of vitamin D leads to a

long list of health effects and how vitamin D levels must have fallen

with people confined to their homes over ‘Covid’. Gates is funding

other forms of geoengineering and most importantly chemtrails

which are dropping heavy metals, aluminium and self-replicating

nanotechnology onto the Earth which is killing the natural world. 

See  Everything You Need To Know, But Have Never Been Told for the

detailed background to this. 

Every human system is being targeted for deletion by a force that’s

not human. The Wetiko Cult has embarked on the process of

transforming the human body from biological to synthetic biological

as I have explained. Biological is being replaced by the artificial and

synthetic – Archontic ‘countermimicry’ – right across human society. 

The plan eventually is to dispense with the human body altogether

and absorb human consciousness – which it wouldn’t really be by

then – into cyberspace (the simulation which is Wetiko/Yaldabaoth). 

Preparations for that are already happening if people would care to

look. The alternative media rightly warns about globalism and ‘the

globalists’, but this is far bigger than that and represents the end of

the human race as we know it. The ‘bad copy’ of prime reality that

Gnostics describe was a bad copy of harmony, wonder and beauty to

start with before Wetiko/Yaldabaoth set out to change the simulated

‘copy’ into something very different. The process was slow to start

with. Entrapped humans in the simulation timeline were not

technologically aware and they had to be brought up to intellectual

speed while being suppressed spiritually to the point where they

could build their own prison while having no idea they were doing

so. We have now reached that stage where technological intellect has

the potential to destroy us and that’s why events are moving so fast. 

Central American shaman Don Juan Matus said:

Think for a moment, and tell me how you would explain the contradictions between the

intelligence of man the engineer and the stupidity of his systems of belief, or the stupidity of his contradictory behaviour. Sorcerers believe that the predators have given us our systems of beliefs, our ideas of good and evil; our social mores. They are the ones who set up our dreams of success or failure. They have given us covetousness, greed, and cowardice. It is the

predator who makes us complacent, routinary, and egomaniacal. 

In order to keep us obedient and meek and weak, the predators engaged themselves in a

stupendous manoeuvre – stupendous, of course, from the point of view of a fighting strategist; a horrendous manoeuvre from the point of those who suffer it. They gave us their mind. The predators’ mind is baroque, contradictory, morose, filled with the fear of being discovered any minute now. 

For ‘predators’ see Wetiko, Archons, Yaldabaoth, Jinn, and all the

other versions of the same phenomenon in cultures and religions all

over the world. The theme is always the same because it’s true and

it’s real. We have reached the point where we have to deal with it. 

The question is – how? 

Don’t fight – walk away

I thought I’d use a controversial subheading to get things moving in

terms of our response to global fascism. What do you mean ‘don’t

fight’? What do you mean ‘walk away’? We’ve got to fight. We can’t

walk away. Well, it depends what we mean by fight and walk away. 

If fighting means physical combat we are playing Wetiko’s game and

falling for its trap. It wants us to get angry, aggressive, and direct

hate and hostility at the enemy we think we must fight. Every war, 

every ba le, every conflict, has been fought with Wetiko leading

both sides. It’s what it does. Wetiko wants a fight, anywhere, any

place. Just hit me, son, so I can hit you back. Wetiko hits Wetiko and

Wetiko hits Wetiko in return. I am very forthright as you can see in

exposing Wetikos of the Cult, but I don’t hate them. I refuse to hate

them. It’s what they want. What you hate you become. What you

 fight you become. Wokers, ‘anti-haters’ and ‘anti-fascists’ prove this

every time they reach for their keyboards or don their balaclavas. By

walk away I mean to disengage from Wetiko which includes ceasing

to cooperate with its tyranny. Paul Levy says of Wetiko:

The way to ‘defeat’ evil is not to try to destroy it (for then, in playing evil’s game, we have already lost), but rather, to find the invulnerable place within ourselves where evil is unable to vanquish us – this is to truly ‘win’ our battle with evil. 

Wetiko is everywhere in human society and it’s been on steroids

since the ‘Covid’ hoax. Every shouting match over wearing masks

has Wetiko wearing a mask and Wetiko not wearing one. It’s an

electrical circuit of push and resist, push and resist, with Wetiko

pushing  and resisting. Each polarity is Wetiko empowering itself. 

Dictionary definitions of ‘resist’ include ‘opposing, refusing to accept

or comply with’ and the word to focus on is ‘opposing’. What form

does this take – se ing police cars alight or ‘refusing to accept or

comply with’? The former is Wetiko opposing Wetiko while the

other points the way forward. This is the difference between those

aggressively demanding that government fascism must be obeyed

who stand in stark contrast to the great majority of Pushbackers. We

saw this clearly with a march by thousands of Pushbackers against

lockdown in London followed days later by a Woker-hĳacked

protest in Bristol in which police cars were set on fire. Masks were

virtually absent in London and widespread in Bristol. Wetiko wants

lockdown on every level of society and infuses its aggression to

police it through its unknowing stooges. Lockdown protesters are

the ones with the smiling faces and the hugs, The two blatantly

obvious states of being – ge ing more obvious by the day – are the

result of Wokers and their like becoming ever more influenced by

the simulation Field of Wetiko and Pushbackers ever more

influenced by The Field of a far higher vibration beyond the

simulation. Wetiko can’t invade the heart which is where most

lockdown opponents are coming from. It’s the heart that allows them

to see through the lies to the truth in ways I will be highlighting. 

Renegade Minds know that calmness is the place from which

wisdom comes. You won’t find wisdom in a hissing fit and wisdom

is what we need in abundance right now. Calmness is not weakness

– you don’t have to scream at the top of your voice to be strong. 

Calmness is indeed a sign of strength. ‘No’ means I’m not doing it. 

 NOOOO!!!  doesn’t mean you’re not doing it even more. Volume

does not advance ‘No – I’m not doing it’. You are just not doing it. 

Wetiko possessed and influenced don’t know how to deal with that. 

Wetiko wants a fight and we should not give it one. What it needs

more than anything is our  cooperation and we should not give that

either. Mass rallies and marches are great in that they are a visual

representation of feeling, but if it ends there they are irrelevant. You

demand that Wetikos act differently? Well, they’re not going to are

they? They are Wetikos. We don’t need to waste our time demanding

that something doesn’t happen when that will make no difference. 

We need to delete the means that  allows it to happen. This, invariably, 

is our cooperation. You can demand a child stop firing a peashooter

at the dog or you can refuse to buy the peashooter. If you provide

the means you are cooperating with the dog being smacked on the

nose with a pea. How can the authorities enforce mask-wearing if

millions in a country refuse? What if the 74 million Pushbackers that

voted for Trump in 2020 refused to wear masks, close their

businesses or stay in their homes. It would be unenforceable. The

few control the many through the compliance of the many and that’s

always been the dynamic be it ‘Covid’ regulations or the Roman

Empire. I know people can find it intimidating to say no to authority

or stand out in a crowd for being the only one with a face on display; 

but it has to be done or it’s over. I hope I’ve made clear in this book

that where this is going will be far more intimidating than standing

up now and saying ‘No’ – I will not cooperate with my own

enslavement and that of my children. There might be consequences

for some initially, although not so if enough do the same. The

question that must be addressed is what is going to happen if we

don’t? It is time to be strong and unyieldingly so. No means no. Not

here and there, but  everywhere and  always. I have refused to wear a

mask and obey all the other nonsense. I will not comply with

tyranny. I repeat: Fascism is not imposed by fascists – there are never

enough of them. Fascism is imposed by the population acquiescing

to fascism.  I will not do it. I will die first, or my body will. Living

meekly under fascism is a form of death anyway, the death of the

spirit that Martin Luther King described. 

Making things happen

We must not despair. This is not over till it’s over and it’s far from

that. The ‘fat lady’ must refuse to sing. The longer the ‘Covid’ hoax

has dragged on and impacted on more lives we have seen an

awakening of phenomenal numbers of people worldwide to the

realisation that what they have believed all their lives is not how the

world really is. Research published by the system-serving University

of Bristol and King’s College London in February, 2021, concluded:

‘One in every 11 people in Britain say they trust David Icke’s take on

the coronavirus pandemic.’ It will be more by now and we have

gathering numbers to build on. We must urgently progress from

seeing the scam to ceasing to cooperate with it. Prominent German

lawyer Reiner Fuellmich, also licenced to practice law in America, is

doing a magnificent job taking the legal route to bring the

psychopaths to justice through a second Nuremberg tribunal for

crimes against humanity. Fuellmich has an impressive record of

beating the elite in court and he formed the German Corona

Investigative Commi ee to pursue civil charges against the main

perpetrators with a view to triggering criminal charges. Most

importantly he has grasped the foundation of the hoax – the PCR

test not testing for the ‘virus’ – and Christian Drosten is therefore on

his charge sheet along with Gates frontman Tedros at the World

Health Organization. Major players must be not be allowed to inflict

their horrors on the human race without being brought to book. A

life sentence must follow for Bill Gates and the rest of them. A group

of researchers has also indicted the government of Norway for

crimes against humanity with copies sent to the police and the

International Criminal Court. The lawsuit cites participation in an

internationally-planned false pandemic and violation of

international law and human rights, the European Commission’s

definition of human rights by coercive rules, Nuremberg and Hague

rules on fundamental human rights, and the Norwegian

constitution. We must take the initiative from hereon and not just

complain, protest and react. 

There are practical ways to support vital mass non-cooperation. 

Organising in numbers is one. Lockdown marches in London in the

spring in 2021 were mass non-cooperation that the authorities could

not stop. There were too many people. Hundreds of thousands

walked the London streets in the centre of the road for mile a er

mile while the Face-Nappies could only look on. They were

determined, but calm, and just  did it with no histrionics and lots of

smiles. The police were impotent. Others are organising group

shopping without masks for mutual support and imagine if that was

happening all over. Policing it would be impossible. If the store

refuses to serve people in these circumstances they would be faced

with a long line of trolleys full of goods standing on their own and

everything would have to be returned to the shelves. How would

they cope with that if it kept happening? I am talking here about

moving on from complaining to being pro-active; from watching

things happen to making things happen. I include in this our

relationship with the police. The behaviour of many Face-Nappies

has been disgraceful and anyone who thinks they would never find

concentration camp guards in the ‘enlightened’ modern era have

had that myth busted big-time. The period and se ing may change –

Wetikos never do. I watched film footage from a London march in

which a police thug viciously kicked a protestor on the floor who

had done nothing. His fellow Face-Nappies stood in a ring

protecting him. What he did was a criminal assault and with a

crowd far outnumbering the police this can no longer be allowed to

happen unchallenged. I get it when people chant ‘shame on you’ in

these circumstances, but that is no longer enough. They  have no

shame those who do this. Crowds needs to start making a citizen’s

arrest of the police who commit criminal offences and brutally a ack

innocent people and defenceless women. A citizen’s arrest can be

made under section 24A of the UK Police and Criminal Evidence

(PACE) Act of 1984 and you will find something similar in other

countries. I prefer to call it a Common Law arrest rather than

citizen’s for reasons I will come to shortly. Anyone can arrest a

person commi ing an indictable offence or if they have reasonable

grounds to suspect they are commi ing an indictable offence. On

both counts the a ack by the police thug would have fallen into this

category. A citizen’s arrest can be made to stop someone:



• Causing physical injury to himself or any other person

• Suffering physical injury

• Causing loss of or damage to property

• Making off before a constable can assume responsibility for him



A citizen’s arrest may also be made to prevent a breach of the

peace under Common Law and if they believe a breach of the peace

will happen or anything related to harm likely to be done or already

done in their presence. This is the way to go I think – the Common

Law version. If police know that the crowd and members of the

public will no longer be standing and watching while they commit

their thuggery and crimes they will think twice about acting like

Brownshirts and Blackshirts. 

Common Law – common sense

Mention of Common Law is very important. Most people think the

law is the law as in one law. This is not the case. There are two

bodies of law, Common Law and Statute Law, and they are not the

same. Common Law is founded on the simple premise of do no

harm. It does not recognise victimless crimes in which no harm is

done while Statute Law does. There is a Statute Law against almost

everything. So what is Statute Law? Amazingly it’s the law of the  sea

that was brought ashore by the Cult to override the law of the land

which is Common Law. They had no right to do this and as always

they did it anyway. They had to. They could not impose their will on

the people through Common Law which only applies to do no harm. 

How could you stitch up the fine detail of people’s lives with that? 

Instead they took the law of the sea, or Admiralty Law, and applied

it to the population. Statute Law refers to all the laws spewing out of

governments and their agencies including all the fascist laws and

regulations relating to ‘Covid’. The key point to make is that Statute

Law is  contract law. It only applies between  contracting corporations. 

Most police officers don’t even know this. They have to be kept in

the dark, too. Long ago when merchants and their sailing ships

began to trade with different countries a contractual law was

developed called Admiralty Law and other names. Again it only

applied to  contracts agreed between  corporate entities. If there is no

agreed contract the law of the sea had no jurisdiction  and that still

 applies to its new alias of Statute Law. The problem for the Cult when

the law of the sea was brought ashore was an obvious one. People

were not corporations and neither were government entities. To

overcome the la er they made governments and all associated

organisations corporations. All the institutions are  private

 corporations and I mean governments and their agencies, local

councils, police, courts, military, US states, the whole lot. Go to the

Dun and Bradstreet corporate listings website for confirmation that

they are all corporations. You are arrested by a private corporation

called the police by someone who is really a private security guard

and they take you to court which is another private corporation. 

Neither have jurisdiction over you unless you consent and  contract

with them. This is why you hear the mantra about law enforcement

policing by  consent of the people. In truth the people ‘consent’ only

in theory through monumental trickery. 

Okay, the Cult overcame the corporate law problem by making

governments and institutions corporate entities; but what about

people? They are not corporations are they? Ah ... well in a sense, 

and  only a sense, they are. Not people exactly – the illusion of

people. The Cult creates a corporation in the name of everyone at the

time that their birth certificate is issued. Note birth/  berth certificate

and when you go to court under the law of the sea on land you stand

in a  dock. These are throwbacks to the origin. My Common Law

name is David Vaughan Icke. The name of the corporation created

by the government when I was born is called Mr David Vaughan

Icke usually wri en in capitals as MR DAVID VAUGHAN ICKE. 

That is not me, the living, breathing man. It is a fictitious corporate

entity. The trick is to make you think that David Vaughan Icke and

MR DAVID VAUGHAN ICKE are the same thing.  They are not. When

police charge you and take you to court they are prosecuting the

corporate entity and not the living, breathing, man or woman. They

have to trick you into identifying as the corporate entity and

contracting with them. Otherwise they have no jurisdiction. They do

this through a language known as legalese. Lawful and legal are not

the same either. Lawful relates to Common Law and legal relates to

Statute Law. Legalese is the language of Statue Law which uses

terms that mean one thing to the public and another in legalese. 

Notice that when a police officer tells someone why they are being

charged he or she will say at the end: ‘Do you understand?’ To the

public that means ‘Do you comprehend?’ In legalese it means ‘Do

you stand under me?’ Do you stand under my authority? If you say

yes to the question you are unknowingly agreeing to give them

jurisdiction over you in a contract between two corporate entities. 

This is a confidence trick in every way. Contracts have to be agreed

between informed parties and if you don’t know that David

Vaughan Icke is agreeing to be the corporation MR DAVID

VAUGHAN ICKE you cannot knowingly agree to contract. They are

deceiving you and another way they do this is to ask for proof of

identity. You usually show them a driving licence or other document

on which your corporate name is wri en. In doing so you are

accepting that you are that corporate entity when you are not. 

Referring to yourself as a ‘person’ or ‘citizen’ is also identifying with

your corporate fiction which is why I made the Common Law point

about the citizen’s arrest. If you are approached by a police officer

you identify yourself immediately as a living, breathing, man or

woman and say ‘I do not consent, I do not contract with you and I do

not understand’ or stand under their authority. I have a Common

Law birth certificate as a living man and these are available at no

charge from commonlawcourt.com. Businesses registered under the

Statute Law system means that its laws apply. There are, however, 

ways to run a business under Common Law. Remember all ‘Covid’

laws and regulations are Statute Law – the law of  contracts and you

do not have to contract. This doesn’t mean that you can kill someone

and get away with it. Common Law says do no harm and that

applies to physical harm, financial harm etc. Police are employees of

private corporations and there needs to be a new system of non-

corporate Common Law constables operating outside the Statute

Law system. If you go to davidicke.com and put Common Law into the search engine you will find videos that explain Common Law in

much greater detail. It is definitely a road we should walk. 

With all my heart

I have heard people say that we are in a spiritual war. I don’t like the

term ‘war’ with its Wetiko dynamic, but I know what they mean. 

Sweep aside all the bodily forms and we are in a situation in which

two states of consciousness are seeking very different realities. 

Wetiko wants upheaval, chaos, fear, suffering, conflict and control. 

The other wants love, peace, harmony, fairness and freedom. That’s

where we are. We should not fall for the idea that Wetiko is all-

powerful and there’s nothing we can do. Wetiko is not all-powerful. 

It’s a joke, pathetic. It doesn’t have to be, but it has made that choice

for now. A handful of times over the years when I have felt the

presence of its frequency I have allowed it to a ach briefly so I could

consciously observe its nature. The experience is not pleasant, the

energy is heavy and dark, but the ease with which you can kick it

back out the door shows that its real power is in persuading us that

it has power. It’s all a con. Wetiko is a con. It’s a trickster and not a

power that can control us if we unleash our own. The con is founded

on manipulating humanity to give its power to Wetiko which

recycles it back to present the illusion that it has power when its

power is  ours that we gave away. This happens on an energetic level

and plays out in the world of the seen as humanity giving its power

to Wetiko authority which uses that power to control the population

when the power is only the power the population has handed over. 

How could it be any other way for billions to be controlled by a

relative few? I have had experiences with people possessed by

Wetiko and again you can kick its arse if you do it with an open

heart. Oh yes – the  heart which can transform the world of perceived

‘ma er’. 

We are receiver-transmi ers and processors of information, but

what information and where from? Information is processed into

perception in three main areas – the brain, the heart and the belly. 

These relate to thinking, knowing, and emotion. Wetiko wants us to

be head and belly people which means we think within the confines

of the Matrix simulation and low-vibrational emotional reaction

scrambles balance and perception. A few minutes on social media

and you see how emotion is the dominant force. Woke is all emotion

and is therefore thought-free and fact-free. Our heart is something

different. It  knows while the head  thinks and has to try to work it out

because it doesn’t know. The human energy field has seven prime

vortexes which connect us with wider reality (Fig 23). Chakra means
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‘wheels of light’ in the Sanskrit language of ancient India. The main

ones are: The crown chakra on top of the head; brow (or ‘third eye’)

chakra in the centre of the forehead; throat chakra; heart chakra in

the centre of the chest; solar plexus chakra below the sternum; sacral

chakra beneath the navel; and base chakra at the bo om of the spine. 

Each one has a particular function or functions. We feel anxiety and

nervousness in the belly where the sacral chakra is located and this

processes emotion that can affect the colon to give people ‘the shits’

or make them ‘shit scared’ when they are nervous. Chakras all play

an important role, but the Mr and Mrs Big is the heart chakra which

sits at the centre of the seven, above the chakras that connect us to

the ‘physical’ and below those that connect with higher realms (or at

least should). Here in the heart chakra we feel love, empathy and

compassion – ‘My heart goes out to you’. Those with closed hearts

become literally ‘heart-less’ in their a itudes and behaviour (see Bill

Gates). Native Americans portrayed Wetiko with what Paul Levy

calls a ‘frigid, icy heart, devoid of mercy’ (see Bill Gates). 

Figure 23: The chakra system which interpenetrates the human energy field. The heart chakra is the governor – or should be. 

Wetiko trembles at the thought of heart energy which it cannot

infiltrate. The frequency is too high. What it seeks to do instead is

close the heart chakra vortex to block its perceptual and energetic

influence. Psychopaths have ‘hearts of stone’ and emotionally-

damaged people have ‘heartache’ and ‘broken hearts’. The

astonishing amount of heart disease is related to heart chakra

disruption with its fundamental connection to the ‘physical’ heart. 

Dr Tom Cowan has wri en an outstanding book challenging the

belief that the heart is a pump and making the connection between

the ‘physical’ and spiritual heart. Rudolph Steiner who was way

ahead of his time said the same about the fallacy that the heart is a

pump.  What? The heart is not a pump? That’s crazy, right? 

Everybody knows that. Read Cowan’s  Human Heart, Cosmic Heart

and you will realise that the very idea of the heart as a pump is

ridiculous when you see the evidence. How does blood in the feet so

far from the heart get pumped horizontally up the body by the

heart?? Cowan explains in the book the real reason why blood

moves as it does. Our ‘physical’ heart is used to symbolise love when

the source is really the heart vortex or spiritual heart which is our

most powerful energetic connection to ‘out there’ expanded

consciousness. That’s why we feel  knowing – intuitive knowing – in

the centre of the chest. Knowing doesn’t come from a process of

thoughts leading to a conclusion. It is there in an instant all in one

go. Our heart knows because of its connection to levels of awareness

that  do know. This is the meaning and source of intuition – intuitive

 knowing. 

For the last more than 30 years of uncovering the global game and

the nature of reality my heart has been my constant antenna for

truth and accuracy. An American intelligence insider once said that I

had quoted a disinformer in one of my books and yet I had only

quoted the part that was true. He asked: ‘How do you do that?’ By

using my heart antenna was the answer and anyone can do it. Heart-

centred is how we are meant to be. With a closed heart chakra we

withdraw into a closed mind and the bubble of five-sense reality. If

you take a moment to focus your a ention on the centre of your

chest, picture a spinning wheel of light and see it opening and

expanding. You will feel it happening, too, and perceptions of the

heart like joy and love as the heart impacts on the mind as they

interact. The more the chakra opens the more you will feel

expressions of heart consciousness and as the process continues, and

becomes part of you, insights and knowings will follow. An open
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heart is connected to that level of awareness that knows all is  One. 

You will see from its perspective that the fault-lines that divide us

are only illusions to control us. An open heart does not process the

illusions of race, creed and sexuality except as brief experiences for a

consciousness that is all. Our heart does not see division, only unity

(Figs 24 and 25). There’s something else, too. Our hearts love to

laugh. Mark Twain’s quote that says ‘The human race has one really

effective weapon, and that is laughter’ is really a reference to the

heart which loves to laugh with the joy of knowing the true nature of

infinite reality and that all the madness of human society is an

illusion of the mind. Twain also said: ‘Against the assault of laughter

nothing can stand.’ This is so true of Wetiko and the Cult. Their

insecurity demands that they be taken seriously and their power and

authority acknowledged and feared. We should do nothing of the

sort. We should not get aggressive or fearful which their insecurity

so desires. We should laugh in their face. Even in their no-face as

police come over in their face-nappies and expect to be taken

seriously. They don’t take themselves seriously looking like that so

why should we? Laugh in the face of intimidation. Laugh in the face

of tyranny. You will see by its reaction that you have pressed all of its

bu ons. Wetiko does not know what to do in the face of laughter or

when its targets refuse to concede their joy to fear. We have seen

many examples during the ‘Covid’ hoax when people have

expressed their energetic power and the string puppets of Wetiko

retreat with their tail limp between their knees. Laugh – the world is

bloody mad a er all and if it’s a choice between laughter and tears I

know which way I’m going. 
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Figure 24: Head consciousness without the heart sees division and everything apart from everything else. 

Figure 25: Heart consciousness sees everything as One. 

‘Vaccines’ and the soul

The foundation of Wetiko/Archon control of humans is the

separation of incarnate five-sense mind from the infinite ‘I’ and

closing the heart chakra where the True ‘I’ lives during a human life. 

The goal has been to achieve complete separation in both cases. I was

interested therefore to read an account by a French energetic healer

of what she said she experienced with a patient who had been given

the ‘Covid’ vaccine. Genuine energy healers can sense information

and consciousness fields at different levels of being which are

referred to as ‘subtle bodies’. She described treating the patient who

later returned a er having, without the healer’s knowledge, two

doses of the ‘Covid vaccine’. The healer said:

I noticed immediately the change, very heavy energy emanating from [the] subtle bodies. The scariest thing was when I was working on the heart chakra, I connected with her soul: it was detached from the physical body, it had no contact and it was, as if it was floating in a state of total confusion: a damage to the consciousness that loses contact with the physical body, i.e. 

with our biological machine, there is no longer any communication between them. 

I continued the treatment by sending light to the heart chakra, the soul of the person, but it seemed that the soul could no longer receive any light, frequency or energy. It was a very powerful experience for me. Then I understood that this substance is indeed used to detach consciousness so that this consciousness can no longer interact through this body that it possesses in life, where there is no longer any contact, no frequency, no light, no more energetic balance or mind. 

This would create a human that is rudderless and at the extreme

almost zombie-like operating with a fractional state of consciousness

at the mercy of Wetiko. I was especially intrigued by what the healer

said in the light of the prediction by the highly-informed Rudolf

Steiner more than a hundred years ago. He said:

In the future, we will eliminate the soul with medicine. Under the pretext of a ‘healthy point of view’, there will be a vaccine by which the human body will be treated as soon as possible directly at birth, so that the human being cannot develop the thought of the existence of soul and Spirit. To materialistic doctors will be entrusted the task of removing the soul of humanity. 

As today, people are vaccinated against this disease or that disease, so in the future, children will be vaccinated with a substance that can be produced precisely in such a way that people, thanks to this vaccination, will be immune to being subjected to the ‘madness’ of spiritual life. 

He would be extremely smart, but he would not develop a conscience, and that is the true goal of some materialistic circles. 

Steiner said the vaccine would detach the physical body from the

etheric body (subtle bodies) and ‘once the etheric body is detached

the relationship between the universe and the etheric body would

become extremely unstable, and man would become an automaton’. 

He said ‘the physical body of man must be polished on this Earth by

spiritual will – so the vaccine becomes a kind of arymanique

(Wetiko) force’ and ‘man can no longer get rid of a given

materialistic feeling’. Humans would then, he said, become

‘materialistic of constitution and can no longer rise to the spiritual’. I

have been writing for years about DNA being a receiver-transmi er

of information that connects us to other levels of reality and these

‘vaccines’ changing DNA can be likened to changing an antenna and

what it can transmit and receive. Such a disconnection would clearly

lead to changes in personality and perception. Steiner further

predicted the arrival of AI. Big Pharma ‘Covid vaccine’ makers, 

expressions of Wetiko, are testing their DNA-manipulating evil on

children as I write with a view to giving the ‘vaccine’ to babies. If it’s

a soul-body disconnector – and I say that it is or can be – every child

would be disconnected from ‘soul’ at birth and the ‘vaccine’ would

create a closed system in which spiritual guidance from the greater

self would play no part. This has been the ambition of Wetiko all

along. A Pentagon video from 2005 was leaked of a presentation

explaining the development of vaccines to change behaviour by their

effect on the brain. Those that believe this is not happening with the

‘Covid’ genetically-modifying procedure masquerading as a

‘vaccine’ should make an urgent appointment with Naivety

Anonymous. Klaus Schwab wrote in 2018:

Neurotechnologies enable us to better influence consciousness and thought and to understand many activities of the brain. They include decoding what we are thinking in fine levels of detail through new chemicals and interventions that can influence our brains to correct for errors or enhance functionality. 

The plan is clear and only the heart can stop it. With every heart that

opens, every mind that awakens, Wetiko is weakened. Heart and

love are far more powerful than head and hate and so nothing like a

majority is needed to turn this around. 

Beyond the Phantom

Our heart is the prime target of Wetiko and so it must be the answer

to Wetiko. We  are our heart which is part of one heart, the infinite

heart. Our heart is where the true self lives in a human life behind

firewalls of five-sense illusion when an imposter takes its place –

 Phantom Self; but our heart waits patiently to be set free any time we

choose to see beyond the Phantom, beyond Wetiko. A Wetikoed

Phantom Self can wreak mass death and destruction while the love

of forever is locked away in its heart. The time is here to unleash its

power and let it sweep away the fear and despair that is Wetiko. 

Heart consciousness does not seek manipulated, censored, 

advantage for its belief or religion, its activism and desires. As an

expression of the One it treats all as One with the same rights to

freedom and opinion. Our heart demands fairness for itself no more

than for others. From this unity of heart we can come together in

mutual support and transform this Wetikoed world into what reality

is meant to be – a place of love, joy, happiness, fairness, justice and

freedom. Wetiko has another agenda and that’s why the world is as

it is, but enough of this nonsense. Wetiko can’t stay where hearts are open and it works so hard to keep them closed. Fear is its currency

and its food source and love in its true sense has no fear. Why would

love have fear when it knows it is  All That Is, Has Been, And Ever Can

 Be on an eternal exploration of all possibility? Love in this true sense

is not the physical a raction that passes for love. This can be an

expression of it, yes, but Infinite Love, a love without condition, goes

far deeper to the core of all being. It  is the core of all being. Infinite

realty was born from love beyond the illusions of the simulation. 

Love infinitely expressed is the knowing that all is One and the

swi ly-passing experience of separation is a temporary

hallucination. You cannot disconnect from Oneness; you can only

 perceive that you have and withdraw from its influence. This is the

most important of all perception trickery by the mind parasite that is

Wetiko and the foundation of all its potential for manipulation. 

If we open our hearts, open the sluice gates of the mind, and

redefine self-identity amazing things start to happen. Consciousness

expands or contracts in accordance with self-identity. When true self

is recognised as infinite awareness and label self – Phantom Self – is

seen as only a series of brief experiences life is transformed. 

Consciousness expands to the extent that self-identity expands and

everything changes. You see unity, not division, the picture, not the

pixels. From this we can play the long game. No more is an

experience something in and of itself, but a fleeting moment in the

eternity of forever. Suddenly people in uniform and dark suits are no

longer intimidating. Doing what your heart knows to be right is no

longer intimidating and consequences for those actions take on the

same nature of a brief experience that passes in the blink of an

infinite eye. Intimidation is all in the mind. Beyond the mind there is

no intimidation. 

An open heart does not consider consequences for what it knows

to be right. To do so would be to consider not doing what it knows to

be right and for a heart in its power that is never an option. The

Renegade Mind is really the Renegade Heart. Consideration of

consequences will always provide a getaway car for the mind and

the heart doesn’t want one. What is right in the light of what we face today is to stop cooperating with Wetiko in all its forms and to do it

without fear or compromise. You cannot compromise with tyranny

when tyranny always demands more until it has everything. Life is

your perception and you are your destiny. Change your perception

and you change your life. Change collective perception and we

change the world. 

 Come on people … One human family, One heart, One goal …

 FREEEEEEDOM! 

We must se le for nothing less. 

Postscript

The big scare story as the book goes to press is the ‘Indian’

variant and the world is being deluged with propaganda about

the ‘Covid catastrophe’ in India which mirrors in its lies and

misrepresentations what happened in Italy before the first lockdown

in 2020. 

The  New York Post published a picture of someone who had

‘collapsed in the street from Covid’ in India in April, 2021, which

was actually taken during a gas leak in May, 2020. Same old, same

old. Media articles in mid-February were asking why India had been

so untouched by ‘Covid’ and then as their vaccine rollout gathered

pace the alleged ‘cases’ began to rapidly increase. Indian ‘Covid

vaccine’ maker Bharat Biotech was funded into existence by the Bill

and Melinda Gates Foundation (the pair announced their divorce in

May, 2021, which is a pity because they so deserve each other). The

Indian ‘Covid crisis’ was ramped up by the media to terrify the

world and prepare people for submission to still more restrictions. 

The scam that worked the first time was being repeated only with far

more people seeing through the deceit. Davidicke.com and

Ickonic.com have sought to tell the true story of what is happening by talking to people living through the Indian nightmare which has

nothing to do with ‘Covid’. We posted a le er from ‘Alisha’ in Pune

who told a very different story to government and media mendacity. 

She said scenes of dying people and overwhelmed hospitals were

designed to hide what was really happening – genocide and

starvation. Alisha said that millions had already died of starvation

during the ongoing lockdowns while government and media were

lying and making it look like the ‘virus’:

Restaurants, shops, gyms, theatres, basically everything is shut. The cities are ghost towns. 

Even so-called ‘essential’ businesses are only open till 11am in the morning. You basically have just an hour to buy food and then your time is up. 

Inter-state travel and even inter-district travel is banned. The cops wait at all major crossroads to question why you are traveling outdoors or to fine you if you are not wearing a mask. 

The medical community here is also complicit in genocide, lying about hospitals being full and turning away people with genuine illnesses, who need immediate care. They have even

created a shortage of oxygen cylinders. 

This is the classic Cult modus operandi played out in every country. 

Alisha said that people who would not have a PCR test not testing

for the ‘virus’ were being denied hospital treatment. She said the

people hit hardest were migrant workers and those in rural areas. 

Most businesses employed migrant workers and with everything

closed there were no jobs, no income and no food. As a result

millions were dying of starvation or malnutrition. All this was

happening under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, a 100-percent

asset of the Cult, and it emphasises yet again the scale of pure anti-

human evil we are dealing with. Australia banned its people from

returning home from India with penalties for trying to do so of up to

five years in jail and a fine of £37,000. The manufactured ‘Covid’

crisis in India was being prepared to justify further fascism in the

West. Obvious connections could be seen between the Indian

‘vaccine’ programme and increased ‘cases’ and this became a

common theme. The Seychelles, the most per capita ‘Covid

vaccinated’ population in the world, went back into lockdown a er a

‘surge of cases’. 

Long ago the truly evil Monsanto agricultural biotechnology

corporation with its big connections to Bill Gates devastated Indian

farming with genetically-modified crops. Human rights activist

Gurcharan Singh highlighted the efforts by the Indian government

to complete the job by destroying the food supply to hundreds of

millions with ‘Covid’ lockdowns. He said that 415 million people at

the bo om of the disgusting caste system (still going whatever they

say) were below the poverty line and struggled to feed themselves

every year. Now the government was imposing lockdown at just the

time to destroy the harvest. This deliberate policy was leading to

mass starvation. People may reel back at the suggestion that a

government would do that, but Wetiko-controlled ‘leaders’ are

capable of any level of evil. In fact what is described in India is in the

process of being instigated worldwide. The food chain and food

supply are being targeted at every level to cause world hunger and

thus control. Bill Gates is not the biggest owner of farmland in

America for no reason and destroying access to food aids both the

depopulation agenda and the plan for synthetic ‘food’ already being

funded into existence by Gates. Add to this the coming hyper-

inflation from the suicidal creation of fake ‘money’ in response to

‘Covid’ and the breakdown of container shipping systems and you

have a cocktail that can only lead one way and is meant to. The Cult

plan is to crash the entire system to ‘build back be er’ with the Great

Reset. 

‘Vaccine’ transmission

Reports from all over the world continue to emerge of women

suffering menstrual and fertility problems a er having the fake

‘vaccine’ and of the non-’vaccinated’ having similar problems when

interacting with the ‘vaccinated’. There are far too many for

‘coincidence’ to be credible. We’ve had menopausal women ge ing

periods, others having periods stop or not stopping for weeks, 

passing clots, sometimes the lining of the uterus, breast

irregularities, and miscarriages (which increased by 400 percent in

parts of the United States). Non-‘vaccinated’ men and children have

suffered blood clots and nose bleeding a er interaction with the

‘vaccinated’. Babies have died from the effects of breast milk from a

‘vaccinated’ mother. Awake doctors – the small minority –

speculated on the cause of non-’vaccinated’ suffering the same

effects as the ‘vaccinated’. Was it nanotechnology in the synthetic

substance transmi ing frequencies or was it a straight chemical

bioweapon that was being transmi ed between people? I am not

saying that some kind of chemical transmission is not one possible

answer, but the foundation of all that the Cult does is frequency and

this is fertile ground for understanding how transmission can

happen. American doctor Carrie Madej, an internal medicine

physician and osteopath, has been practicing for the last 20 years, 

teaching medical students, and she says a ending different meetings

where the agenda for humanity was discussed. Madej, who operates

out of Georgia, did not dismiss other possible forms of transmission, 

but she focused on frequency in search of an explanation for

transmission. She said the Moderna and Pfizer ‘vaccines’ contained

nano-lipid particles as a key component. This was a brand new

technology never before used on humanity. ‘They’re using a

nanotechnology which is pre y much li le tiny computer bits …

nanobots or hydrogel.’ Inside the ‘vaccines’ was ‘this sci-fi kind of

substance’ which suppressed immune checkpoints to get into the

cell. I referred to this earlier as the ‘Trojan horse’ technique that

tricks the cell into opening a gateway for the self-replicating

synthetic material and while the immune system is artificially

suppressed the body has no defences. Madej said the substance

served many purposes including an on-demand ability to ‘deliver

the payload’ and using the nano ‘computer bits’ as biosensors in the

body. ‘It actually has the ability to accumulate data from your body, 

like your breathing, your respiration, thoughts, emotions, all kinds

of things.’

She said the technology obviously has the ability to operate

through Wi-Fi and transmit and receive energy, messages, 

frequencies or impulses. ‘Just imagine you’re ge ing this new

substance in you and it can react to things all around you, the 5G, 

your smart device, your phones.’ We had something completely

foreign in the human body that had never been launched large scale

at a time when we were seeing 5G going into schools and hospitals

(plus the Musk satellites) and she believed the ‘vaccine’ transmission

had something to do with this: ‘… if these people have this inside of

them … it can act like an antenna and actually transmit it outwardly

as well.’ The synthetic substance produced its own voltage and so it

could have that kind of effect. This fits with my own contention that

the nano receiver-transmi ers are designed to connect people to the

Smart Grid and break the receiver-transmi er connection to

expanded consciousness. That would explain the French energy

healer’s experience of the disconnection of body from ‘soul’ with

those who have had the ‘vaccine’. The nanobots, self-replicating

inside the body, would also transmit the synthetic frequency which

could be picked up through close interaction by those who have not

been ‘vaccinated’. Madej speculated that perhaps it was 5G and

increased levels of other radiation that was causing the symptoms

directly although interestingly she said that non-‘vaccinated’

patients had shown improvement when they were away from the

‘vaccinated’ person they had interacted with. It must be remembered

that you can control frequency and energy with your mind and you

can consciously create energetic barriers or bubbles with the mind to

stop damaging frequencies from penetrating your field. American

paediatrician Dr Larry Palevsky said the ‘vaccine’ was not a ‘vaccine’

and was never designed to protect from a ‘viral’ infection. He called

it ‘a massive, brilliant propaganda of genocide’ because they didn’t

have to inject everyone to get the result they wanted. He said the

content of the jabs was able to infuse any material into the brain, 

heart, lungs, kidneys, liver, sperm and female productive system. 

‘This is genocide; this is a weapon of mass destruction.’ At the same

time American colleges were banning students from a ending if

they didn’t have this life-changing and potentially life-ending

‘vaccine’. Class action lawsuits must follow when the consequences

of this college fascism come to light. As the book was going to press

came reports about fertility effects on sperm in ‘vaccinated’ men

which would absolutely fit with what I have been saying and

hospitals continued to fill with ‘vaccine’ reactions. Another question

is what about transmission via blood transfusions? The NHS has

extended blood donation restrictions from seven days a er a ‘Covid

vaccination’ to 28 days a er even a sore arm reaction. 

I said in the spring of 2020 that the then touted ‘Covid vaccine’

would be ongoing each year like the flu jab. A year later Pfizer CEO, 

the appalling Albert Bourla, said people would ‘likely’ need a

‘booster dose’ of the ‘vaccine’ within 12 months of ge ing ‘fully

vaccinated’ and then a yearly shot. ‘Variants will play a key role’, he said confirming the point. Johnson & Johnson CEO Alex Gorsky also

took time out from his ‘vaccine’ disaster to say that people may need

to be vaccinated against ‘Covid-19’ each year. UK Health Secretary, 

the psychopath Ma  Hancock, said additional ‘boosters’ would be

available in the autumn of 2021. This is the trap of the ‘vaccine

passport’. The public will have to accept every last ‘vaccine’ they

introduce, including for the fake ‘variants’, or it would cease to be

valid. The only other way in some cases would be continuous testing

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ and what is on the swabs

constantly pushed up your noise towards the brain every time? 

‘Vaccines’ changing behaviour

I mentioned in the body of the book how I believed we would see

gathering behaviour changes in the ‘vaccinated’ and I am already

hearing such comments from the non-‘vaccinated’ describing

behaviour changes in friends, loved ones and work colleagues. This

will only increase as the self-replicating synthetic material and

nanoparticles expand in body and brain. An article in the  Guardian in

2016 detailed research at the University of Virginia in Charlo esville

which developed a new method for controlling brain circuits

associated with complex animal behaviour. The method, dubbed

‘magnetogenetics’, involves genetically-engineering a protein called

ferritin, which stores and releases iron, to create a magnetised

substance – ‘Magneto’ – that can activate specific groups of nerve

cells from a distance. This is claimed to be an advance on other

methods of brain activity manipulation known as optogenetics and

chemogenetics (the Cult has been developing methods of brain

control for a long time). The ferritin technique is said to be non-

invasive and able to activate neurons ‘rapidly and reversibly’. In

other words, human thought and perception. The article said that

earlier studies revealed how nerve cell proteins ‘activated by heat

and mechanical pressure can be genetically engineered so that they

become sensitive to radio waves and magnetic fields, by a aching

them to an iron-storing protein called ferritin, or to inorganic

paramagnetic particles’. Sensitive to radio waves and magnetic

fields? You mean like 5G, 6G and 7G? This is the human-AI Smart

Grid hive mind we are talking about. The  Guardian article said:

… the researchers injected Magneto into the striatum of freely behaving mice, a deep brain structure containing dopamine-producing neurons that are involved in reward and motivation, and then placed the animals into an apparatus split into magnetised and non-magnetised

sections. 

Mice expressing Magneto spent far more time in the magnetised areas than mice that did not, because activation of the protein caused the striatal neurons expressing it to release

dopamine, so that the mice found being in those areas rewarding. This shows that Magneto can remotely control the firing of neurons deep within the brain, and also control complex behaviours. 

Make no mistake this basic methodology will be part of the ‘Covid

vaccine’ cocktail and using magnetics to change brain function

through electromagnetic field frequency activation. The Pentagon is

developing a ‘Covid vaccine’ using ferritin. Magnetics would explain

changes in behaviour and why videos are appearing across the

Internet as I write showing how magnets stick to the skin at the

point of the ‘vaccine’ shot. Once people take these ‘vaccines’

anything becomes possible in terms of brain function and illness

which will be blamed on ‘Covid-19’ and ‘variants’. Magnetic field

manipulation would further explain why the non-‘vaccinated’ are

reporting the same symptoms as the ‘vaccinated’ they interact with

and why those symptoms are reported to decrease when not in their

company. Interestingly ‘Magneto’, a ‘mutant’, is a character in the

Marvel Comic  X-Men stories with the ability to manipulate magnetic

fields and he believes that mutants should fight back against their

human oppressors by any means necessary. The character was born

Erik Lehnsherr to a Jewish family in Germany. 

Cult-controlled courts

The European Court of Human Rights opened the door for

mandatory ‘Covid-19 vaccines’ across the continent when it ruled in

a Czech Republic dispute over childhood immunisation that legally

enforced vaccination could be ‘necessary in a democratic society’. 

The 17 judges decided that compulsory vaccinations did not breach

human rights law. On the face of it the judgement was so inverted

you gasp for air. If not having a vaccine infused into your body is not

a human right then what is? Ah, but they said human rights law

which has been specifically wri en to delete all human rights at the

behest of the state (the Cult). Article 8 of the European Convention

on Human Rights relates to the right to a private life. The crucial

word here is  ‘except’:

There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right EXCEPT

such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a democratic society in the interests of national security, public safety or the economic wellbeing of the country, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others [My emphasis]. 

No interference  except in accordance with the law means there  are no

‘human rights’  except what EU governments decide you can have at

their behest. ‘As is necessary in a democratic society’ explains that

reference in the judgement and ‘in the interests of national security, 

public safety or the economic well-being of the country, for the

prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or

morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others’

gives the EU a coach and horses to ride through ‘human rights’ and

sca er them in all directions. The judiciary is not a check and

balance on government extremism; it is a vehicle to enforce it. This

judgement was almost laughably predictable when the last thing the

Cult wanted was a decision that went against mandatory

vaccination. Judges rule over and over again to benefit the system of

which they are a part. Vaccination disputes that come before them

are invariably delivered in favour of doctors and authorities

representing the view of the state which owns the judiciary. Oh, yes, 

and we have even had calls to stop pu ing ‘Covid-19’ on death

certificates within 28 days of a ‘positive test’ because it is claimed the

practice makes the ‘vaccine’ appear not to work. They are laughing

at you. 

The scale of madness, inhumanity and things to come was

highlighted when those not ‘vaccinated’ for ‘Covid’ were refused

evacuation from the Caribbean island of St Vincent during massive

volcanic eruptions. Cruise ships taking residents to the safety of

another island allowed only the ‘vaccinated’ to board and the rest

were le  to their fate. Even in life and death situations like this we

see ‘Covid’ stripping people of their most basic human instincts and

the insanity is even more extreme when you think that fake

‘vaccine’-makers are not even claiming their body-manipulating

concoctions stop ‘infection’ and ‘transmission’ of a ‘virus’ that

doesn’t exist. St Vincent Prime Minister Ralph Gonsalves said: ‘The

chief medical officer will be identifying the persons already

vaccinated so that we can get them on the ship.’ Note again the

power of the chief medical officer who, like Whi y in the UK, will be

answering to the World Health Organization. This is the Cult

network structure that has overridden politicians who ‘follow the

science’ which means doing what WHO-controlled ‘medical officers’

and ‘science advisers’ tell them. Gonsalves even said that residents

who were ‘vaccinated’ a er the order so they could board the ships

would still be refused entry due to possible side effects such as

‘wooziness in the head’. The good news is that if they were woozy

enough in the head they could qualify to be prime minister of St

Vincent. 

Microchipping freedom

The European judgement will be used at some point to justify moves

to enforce the ‘Covid’ DNA-manipulating procedure. Sandra Ro, 

CEO of the Global Blockchain Business Council, told a World

Economic Forum event that she hoped ‘vaccine passports’ would

help to ‘drive forced consent and standardisation’ of global digital

identity schemes: ‘I’m hoping with the desire and global demand for

some sort of vaccine passport – so that people can get travelling and

working again – [it] will drive forced consent, standardisation, and

frankly, cooperation across the world.’ The lady is either not very

bright, or thoroughly mendacious, to use the term ‘forced consent’. 

You do not ‘consent’ if you are forced – you  submit. She was

describing what the plan has been all along and that’s to enforce a

digital identity on every human without which they could not

function. ‘Vaccine passports’ are opening the door and are far from

the end goal. A digital identity would allow you to be tracked in

everything you do in cyberspace and this is the same technique used

by Cult-owned China to enforce its social credit system of total

control. The ultimate ‘passport’ is planned to be a microchip as my

books have warned for nearly 30 years. Those nice people at the

Pentagon working for the Cult-controlled Defense Advanced

Research Projects Agency (DARPA) claimed in April, 2021, they

have developed a microchip inserted under the skin to detect

‘asymptomatic Covid-19 infection’ before it becomes an outbreak

and a ‘revolutionary filter’ that can remove the ‘virus’ from the

blood when a ached to a dialysis machine. The only problems with

this are that the ‘virus’ does not exist and people transmi ing the

‘virus’ with no symptoms is brain-numbing bullshit. This is, of

course, not a ruse to get people to be microchipped for very different

reasons. DARPA also said it was producing a one-stop ‘vaccine’ for

the ‘virus’ and all ‘variants’. One of the most sinister organisations

on Planet Earth is doing this? Be er have it then. These people are

insane because Wetiko that possesses them is insane. 

Researchers from the Salk Institute in California announced they

have created an embryo that is part human and part monkey. My

books going back to the 1990s have exposed experiments in top

secret underground facilities in the United States where humans are

being crossed with animal and non-human ‘extraterrestrial’ species. 

They are now easing that long-developed capability into the public

arena and there is much more to come given we are dealing with

psychiatric basket cases. Talking of which – Elon Musk’s scientists at

Neuralink trained a monkey to play Pong and other puzzles on a

computer screen using a joystick and when the monkey made the

correct move a metal tube squirted banana smoothie into his mouth

which is the basic technique for training humans into unquestioning

compliance. Two Neuralink chips were in the monkey’s skull and

more than 2,000 wires ‘fanned out’ into its brain. Eventually the

monkey played a video game purely with its brain waves. 

Psychopathic narcissist Musk said the ‘breakthrough’ was a step

towards pu ing Neuralink chips into human skulls and merging

minds with artificial intelligence.  Exactly. This man is so dark and

Cult to his DNA. 

World Economic Fascism (WEF)

The World Economic Forum is telling you the plan by the statements

made at its many and various events. Cult-owned fascist YouTube

CEO Susan Wojcicki spoke at the 2021 WEF Global Technology

Governance Summit (see the name) in which 40 governments and

150 companies met to ensure ‘the responsible design and

deployment of emerging technologies’. Orwellian translation:

‘Ensuring the design and deployment of long-planned technologies

will advance the Cult agenda for control and censorship.’ Freedom-

destroyer and Nuremberg-bound Wojcicki expressed support for

tech platforms like hers to censor content that is ‘technically legal but

could be harmful’. Who decides what is ‘harmful’? She does and

they do. ‘Harmful’ will be whatever the Cult doesn’t want people to

see and we have legislation proposed by the UK government that

would censor content on the basis of ‘harm’ no ma er if the

information is fair, legal and provably true. Make that  especially if it

is fair, legal and provably true. Wojcicki called for a global coalition

to be formed to enforce content moderation standards through

automated censorship. This is a woman and mega-censor so self-

deluded that she shamelessly accepted a ‘free expression’ award –

 Wojcicki – in an event sponsored by her own  YouTube. They have no

shame and no self-awareness. 

You know that ‘Covid’ is a scam and Wojcicki a Cult operative

when YouTube is censoring medical and scientific opinion purely on

the grounds of whether it supports or opposes the Cult ‘Covid’

narrative. Florida governor Ron DeSantis compiled an expert panel

with four professors of medicine from Harvard, Oxford, and

Stanford Universities who spoke against forcing children and

vaccinated people to wear masks. They also said there was no proof

that lockdowns reduced spread or death rates of ‘Covid-19’. Cult-

gofer Wojcicki and her YouTube deleted the panel video ‘because it

included content that contradicts the consensus of local and global

health authorities regarding the efficacy of masks to prevent the

spread of Covid-19’. This ‘consensus’ refers to what the Cult tells the

World Health Organization to say and the WHO tells ‘local health

authorities’ to do. Wojcicki knows this, of course. The panellists

pointed out that censorship of scientific debate was responsible for

deaths from many causes, but Wojcicki couldn’t care less. She would

not dare go against what she is told and as a disgrace to humanity

she wouldn’t want to anyway. The UK government is seeking to pass

a fascist ‘Online Safety Bill’ to specifically target with massive fines

and other means non-censored video and social media platforms to

make them censor ‘lawful but harmful’ content like the Cult-owned

Facebook, Twi er, Google and YouTube. What is ‘lawful but

harmful’ would be decided by the fascist Blair-created Ofcom. 

Another WEF obsession is a cyber-a ack on the financial system

and this is clearly what the Cult has planned to take down the bank

accounts of everyone – except theirs. Those that think they have

enough money for the Cult agenda not to ma er to them have got a

big lesson coming if they continue to ignore what is staring them in

the face. The World Economic Forum, funded by Gates and fronted

by Klaus Schwab, announced it would be running a ‘simulation’

with the Russian government and global banks of just such an a ack

called Cyber Polygon 2021. What they simulate – as with the ‘Covid’

Event 201 – they plan to instigate. The WEF is involved in a project

with the Cult-owned Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

called the WEF-Carnegie Cyber Policy Initiative which seeks to

merge Wall Street banks, ‘regulators’ (I love it) and intelligence

agencies to ‘prevent’ (arrange and allow) a cyber-a ack that would

bring down the global financial system as long planned by those that

control the WEF and the Carnegie operation. The Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace sent an instruction to First World

War US President Woodrow Wilson not to let the war end before

society had been irreversibly transformed. 

The Wuhan lab diversion

As I close, the Cult-controlled authorities and lapdog media are

systematically pushing ‘the virus was released from the Wuhan lab’

narrative. There are two versions – it happened by accident and it

happened on purpose. Both are nonsense. The perceived existence of

the never-shown-to-exist ‘virus’ is vital to sell the impression that

there is actually an infective agent to deal with and to allow the

endless potential for terrifying the population with ‘variants’ of a

‘virus’ that does not exist. The authorities at the time of writing are

going with the ‘by accident’ while the alternative media is

promoting the ‘on purpose’. Cable news host Tucker Carlson who

has questioned aspects of lockdown and ‘vaccine’ compulsion has

bought the Wuhan lab story. ‘Everyone now agrees’ he said. Well, I

don’t and many others don’t and the question is  why does the system

and its media suddenly ‘agree’? When the media moves as one unit

with a narrative it is always a lie – witness the hour by hour

mendacity of the ‘Covid’ era. Why would this Cult-owned

combination which has unleashed lies like machine gun fire

suddenly ‘agree’ to tell the truth?? 

Much of the alternative media is buying the lie because it fits the

conspiracy narrative, but it’s the  wrong conspiracy. The real

conspiracy is that  there is no virus and that is what the Cult is

desperate to hide. The idea that the ‘virus’ was released by accident

is ludicrous when the whole ‘Covid’ hoax was clearly long-planned

and waiting to be played out as it was so fast in accordance with the

Rockefeller document and Event 201. So they prepared everything in

detail over decades and then sat around strumming their fingers

waiting for an ‘accidental’ release from a bio-lab?  What??  It’s crazy. 

Then there’s the ‘on purpose’ claim. You want to circulate a ‘deadly

virus’ and hide the fact that you’ve done so and you release it down

the street from the highest-level bio-lab in China? I repeat –  What?? 

You would release it far from that lab to stop any association being

made. But, no, we’ll do it in a place where the connection was certain

to be made. Why would you need to scam ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ and

pay hospitals to diagnose ‘Covid-19’ if you had a real ‘virus’? What

are sections of the alternative media doing believing this crap? 

Where were all the mass deaths in Wuhan from a ‘deadly pathogen’

when the recovery to normal life a er the initial propaganda was

dramatic in speed? Why isn’t the ‘deadly pathogen’ now circulating

all over China with bodies in the street? Once again we have the

technique of tell them what they want to hear and they will likely

believe it. The alternative media has its ‘conspiracy’ and with

Carlson it fits with his ‘China is the danger’ narrative over years. 

China  is a danger as a global Cult operations centre, but not for this

reason. The Wuhan lab story also has the potential to instigate

conflict with China when at some stage the plan is to trigger a

Problem-Reaction-Solution confrontation with the West. Question

everything –  everything – and especially when the media agrees on a

common party line. 

Third wave … fourth wave … fifth wave …

As the book went into production the world was being set up for

more lockdowns and a ‘third wave’ supported by invented ‘variants’

that were increasing all the time and will continue to do so in public

statements and computer programs, but not in reality. India became

the new Italy in the ‘Covid’ propaganda campaign and we were told

to be frightened of the new ‘Indian strain’. Somehow I couldn’t find

it within myself to do so. A document produced for the UK

government entitled ‘Summary of further modelling of easing of

restrictions – Roadmap Step 2’ declared that a third wave was

inevitable (of course when it’s in the script) and it would be the fault

of children and those who refuse the health-destroying fake ‘Covid

vaccine’. One of the computer models involved came from the Cult-

owned  Imperial College and the other from Warwick University

which I wouldn’t trust to tell me the date in a calendar factory. The

document states that both models presumed extremely high uptake

of the ‘Covid vaccines’ and didn’t allow for ‘variants’. The document

states: ‘The resurgence is a result of some people (mostly children)

being ineligible for vaccination; others choosing not to receive the

vaccine; and others being vaccinated but not perfectly protected.’

The mendacity takes the breath away. Okay, blame those with a

brain who won’t take the DNA-modifying shots and put more

pressure on children to have it as ‘trials’ were underway involving

children as young as six months with parents who give insanity a

bad name. Massive pressure is being put on the young to have the

fake ‘vaccine’ and child age consent limits have been systematically

lowered around the world to stop parents intervening. Most

extraordinary about the document was its claim that the ‘third wave’

would be driven by ‘the resurgence in both hospitalisations and

deaths … dominated by  those that have received two doses of the vaccine, 

comprising around 60-70% of the wave respectively’. The predicted

peak of the ‘third wave’ suggested 300 deaths per day with 250 of

them  fully ‘vaccinated’ people. How many more lies do acquiescers

need to be told before they see the obvious? Those who took the jab

to ‘protect themselves’ are projected to be those who mostly get sick

and die? So what’s in the ‘vaccine’? The document went on:

It is possible that a summer of low prevalence could be followed by substantial increases in incidence over the following autumn and winter. Low prevalence in late summer should not be taken as an indication that SARS-CoV-2 has retreated or that the population has high

enough levels of immunity to prevent another wave. 

They are telling you the script and while many British people

believed ‘Covid’ restrictions would end in the summer of 2021 the

government was preparing for them to be ongoing. Authorities were

awarding contracts for ‘Covid marshals’ to police the restrictions

with contracts starting in July, 2021, and going through to January

31st, 2022, and the government was advertising for ‘Media Buying

Services’ to secure media propaganda slots worth a potential £320

million for ‘Covid-19 campaigns’ with a contract not ending until

March, 2022. The recipient – via a list of other front companies – was

reported to be American media marketing giant Omnicom Group

Inc. While money is no object for ‘Covid’ the UK waiting list for all

other treatment – including life-threatening conditions – passed 4.5

million. Meantime the Cult is seeking to control all official ‘inquiries’

to block revelations about what has really been happening and why. 

It must not be allowed to – we need Nuremberg jury trials in every

country. The cover-up doesn’t get more obvious than appointing

ultra-Zionist professor Philip Zelikow to oversee two dozen US

virologists, public health officials, clinicians, former government

officials and four American ‘charitable foundations’ to ‘learn the

lessons’ of the ‘Covid’ debacle. The personnel will be those that

created and perpetuated the ‘Covid’ lies while Zelikow is the former

executive director of the 9/11 Commission who ensured that the

truth about those a acks never came out and produced a report that

must be among the most mendacious and manipulative documents

ever wri en – see  The Trigger for the detailed exposure of the almost

unimaginable 9/11 story in which Sabbatians can be found at every

level. 

Passive no more

People are increasingly challenging the authorities with amazing

numbers of people taking to the streets in London well beyond the

ability of the Face-Nappies to stop them. Instead the Nappies choose

situations away from the mass crowds to target, intimidate, and seek

to promote the impression of ‘violent protestors’. One such incident

happened in London’s Hyde Park. Hundreds of thousands walking

through the streets in protest against ‘Covid’ fascism were ignored

by the Cult-owned BBC and most of the rest of the mainstream

media, but they delighted in reporting how police were injured in

‘clashes with protestors’. The truth was that a group of people

gathered in Hyde Park at the end of one march when most had gone

home and they were peacefully having a good time with music and

chat. Face-Nappies who couldn’t deal with the full-march crowd

then waded in with their batons and got more than they bargained

for. Instead of just standing for this criminal brutality the crowd

used their numerical superiority to push the Face-Nappies out of the

park. Eventually the Nappies turned and ran. Unfortunately two or

three idiots in the crowd threw drink cans striking two officers

which gave the media and the government the image they wanted to

discredit the 99.9999 percent who were peaceful. The idiots walked

straight into the trap and we must always be aware of potential

agent provocateurs used by the authorities to discredit their targets. 

This response from the crowd – the can people apart – must be a

turning point when the public no longer stand by while the innocent

are arrested and brutally a acked by the Face-Nappies. That doesn’t

mean to be violent, that’s the last thing we need. We’ll leave the

violence to the Face-Nappies and government. But it does mean that

when the Face-Nappies use violence against peaceful people the

numerical superiority is employed to stop them and make citizen’s

arrests or Common Law arrests for a breach of the peace. The time

for being passive in the face of fascism is over. 

We are the many, they are the few, and we need to make that count

before there is no freedom le  and our children and grandchildren

face an ongoing fascist nightmare. 

 COME ON PEOPLE – IT’S TIME. 



One final thought …

The power of love

A force from above

Cleaning my soul

Flame on burn desire

Love with tongues of fire

Purge the soul

Make love your goal

I’ll protect you from the hooded claw

Keep the vampires from your door

When the chips are down I’ll be around

With my undying, death-defying

Love for you

Envy will hurt itself

Let yourself be beautiful

Sparkling love, flowers

And pearls and pre y girls

Love is like an energy

Rushin’ rushin’ inside of me

This time we go sublime

Lovers entwine, divine, divine, 

Love is danger, love is pleasure

Love is pure – the only treasure

I’m so in love with you

Purge the soul

Make love your goal

The power of love

A force from above

Cleaning my soul

The power of love

A force from above

A sky-scraping dove

Flame on burn desire

Love with tongues of fire

Purge the soul

Make love your goal

Frankie Goes To Hollywood

Appendix

Cowan-Kaufman-Morell Statement on Virus Isolation

(SOVI)

 Isolation: The action of isolating; the fact or condition of being

 isolated or standing alone; separation from other things or persons; 

 solitariness

Oxford English Dictionary

The controversy over whether the SARS-CoV-2 virus has ever

been isolated or purified continues. However, using the above

definition, common sense, the laws of logic and the dictates of

science, any unbiased person must come to the conclusion that the

SARS-CoV-2 virus has never been isolated or purified. As a result, no

confirmation of the virus’ existence can be found. The logical, 

common sense, and scientific consequences of this fact are:



• the structure and composition of something not shown to exist

can’t be known, including the presence, structure, and function of

any hypothetical spike or other proteins; 

• the genetic sequence of something that has never been found can’t

be known; 

• “variants” of something that hasn’t been shown to exist can’t be

known; 

• it’s impossible to demonstrate that SARS-CoV-2 causes a disease

called Covid-19. 

 

In as concise terms as possible, here’s the proper way to isolate, 

characterize and demonstrate a new virus. First, one takes samples

(blood, sputum, secretions) from many people (e.g. 500) with

symptoms which are unique and specific enough to characterize an

illness. Without mixing these samples with ANY tissue or products

that also contain genetic material, the virologist macerates, filters

and ultracentrifuges i.e.  purifies the specimen. This common virology

technique, done for decades to isolate bacteriophages1 and so-called

giant viruses in every virology lab, then allows the virologist to

demonstrate with electron microscopy thousands of identically sized

and shaped particles. These particles are the isolated and purified

virus. 

These identical particles are then checked for uniformity by

physical and/or microscopic techniques. Once the purity is

determined, the particles may be further characterized. This would

include examining the structure, morphology, and chemical

composition of the particles. Next, their genetic makeup is

characterized by extracting the genetic material directly from the

purified particles and using genetic-sequencing techniques, such as

Sanger sequencing, that have also been around for decades. Then

one does an analysis to confirm that these uniform particles are

exogenous (outside) in origin as a virus is conceptualized to be, and

not the normal breakdown products of dead and dying tissues.2 (As

of May 2020, we know that virologists have no way to determine

whether the particles they’re seeing are viruses or just normal break-

down products of dead and dying tissues.)3



1

Isolation, characterization and analysis of bacteriophages from the haloalkaline lake Elmenteita, KenyaJuliah Khayeli Akhwale et al, PLOS One, Published: April 25, 2019. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0215734 – accessed 2/15/21

2 “Extracellular Vesicles Derived From Apoptotic Cells: An Essential Link Between Death and Regeneration,” Maojiao Li1 et al, Frontiers in Cell and Developmental Biology, 2020 October 2. 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcell.2020.573511/full – accessed 2/15/21

3 “The Role of Extraellular Vesicles as Allies of HIV, HCV and SARS Viruses,” Flavia Giannessi, et al, Viruses, 2020 May



If we have come this far then we have fully isolated, characterized, 

and genetically sequenced an exogenous virus particle. However, we

still have to show it is causally related to a disease. This is carried

out by exposing a group of healthy subjects (animals are usually

used) to this isolated, purified virus in the manner in which the

disease is thought to be transmi ed. If the animals get sick with the

same disease, as confirmed by clinical and autopsy findings, one has

now shown that the virus actually causes a disease. This

demonstrates infectivity and transmission of an infectious agent. 

None of these steps has even been a empted with the SARS-CoV-2

virus, nor have all these steps been successfully performed for any

so-called pathogenic virus. Our research indicates that a single study

showing these steps does not exist in the medical literature. 

Instead, since 1954, virologists have taken unpurified samples

from a relatively few people, o en less than ten, with a similar

disease. They then minimally process this sample and inoculate this

unpurified sample onto tissue culture containing usually four to six

other types of material – all of which contain identical genetic

material as to what is called a “virus.” The tissue culture is starved

and poisoned and naturally disintegrates into many types of

particles, some of which contain genetic material. Against all

common sense, logic, use of the English language and scientific

integrity, this process is called “virus isolation.” This brew

containing fragments of genetic material from many sources is then

subjected to genetic analysis, which then creates in a computer-

simulation process the alleged sequence of the alleged virus, a so

called in silico genome. At no time is an actual virus confirmed by

electron microscopy. At no time is a genome extracted and

sequenced from an actual virus. This is scientific fraud. 

The observation that the unpurified specimen — inoculated onto

tissue culture along with toxic antibiotics, bovine fetal tissue, 

amniotic fluid and other tissues — destroys the kidney tissue onto

which it is inoculated is given as evidence of the virus’ existence and

pathogenicity. This is scientific fraud. 

From now on, when anyone gives you a paper that suggests the

SARS-CoV-2 virus has been isolated, please check the methods

sections. If the researchers used Vero cells or any other culture

method, you know that their process was not isolation. You will hear

the following excuses for why actual isolation isn’t done:

1. There were not enough virus particles found in samples from patients to analyze. 

2. Viruses are intracellular parasites; they can’t be found outside the cell in this manner. 

If No. 1 is correct, and we can’t find the virus in the sputum of sick

people, then on what evidence do we think the virus is dangerous or

even lethal? If No. 2 is correct, then how is the virus spread from

person to person? We are told it emerges from the cell to infect

others. Then why isn’t it possible to find it? 

Finally, questioning these virology techniques and conclusions is

not some distraction or divisive issue. Shining the light on this truth

is essential to stop this terrible fraud that humanity is confronting. 

For, as we now know, if the virus has never been isolated, sequenced

or shown to cause illness, if the virus is imaginary, then why are we

wearing masks, social distancing and pu ing the whole world into

prison? 

Finally, if pathogenic viruses don’t exist, then what is going into

those injectable devices erroneously called “vaccines,” and what is

their purpose? This scientific question is the most urgent and

relevant one of our time. 

We are correct. The SARS-CoV2 virus does not exist. 

Sally Fallon Morell, MA

Dr. Thomas Cowan, MD

Dr. Andrew Kaufman, MD
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Before you go …

For more detail, background and evidence about the subjects in

 Perceptions of a Renegade Mind – and so much more – see my

others books including  And The Truth Shall Set You Free; The

 Biggest Secret; Children of the Matrix; The David Icke Guide to the

 Global Conspiracy; Tales from the Time Loop; The Perception

 Deception; Remember Who You Are; Human Race Get Off Your

 Knees; Phantom Self; Everything You Need To Know But Have Never

 Been Told, The Trigger and The Answer. 

You can subscribe to the fantastic new Ickonic media platform

where there are many hundreds of hours of cu ing-edge

information in videos, documentaries and series across a whole

range of subjects which are added to every week. This includes

my 90 minute breakdown of the week’s news every Friday to

explain  why events are happening and to what end. 
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 For Josh—

 Because you would go Under the Mountain for me. 

 I love you. 
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Chapter 1

The forest had become a labyrinth of snow and ice. 

I’d  been  monitoring  the  parameters  of  the  thicket  for  an  hour,  and  my  vantage point  in  the  crook  of  a  tree  branch  had  turned  useless.  The  gusting  wind  blew thick flurries to sweep away my tracks, but buried along with them any signs of

potential quarry. 

Hunger had brought me farther from home than I usually risked, but winter was

the  hard  time.  The  animals  had  pulled  in,  going  deeper  into  the  woods  than  I could  follow,  leaving  me  to  pick  off  stragglers  one  by  one,  praying  they’d  last until spring. 

They hadn’t. 

I wiped my numb fingers over my eyes, brushing away the flakes clinging to my

lashes.  Here  there  were  no  telltale  trees  stripped  of  bark  to  mark  the  deer’s passing—they hadn’t yet moved on. They would remain until the bark ran out, 

then  travel  north  past  the  wolves’  territory  and  perhaps  into  the  faerie  lands  of Prythian—where no mortals would dare go, not unless they had a death wish. 

A  shudder  skittered  down  my  spine  at  the  thought,  and  I  shoved  it  away, 

focusing on my surroundings, on the task ahead. That was all I could do, all I’d

been able to do for years: focus on surviving the week, the day, the hour ahead. 

And  now,  with  the  snow,  I’d  be  lucky  to  spot  anything—especially  from  my

position up in the tree, scarcely able to see fifteen feet ahead. 

Stifling a groan as my stiff limbs protested at the movement, I unstrung my bow

before easing off the tree. 

The icy snow crunched under my fraying boots, and I ground my teeth. 

Low visibility, unnecessary noise—I was well on my way to yet another fruitless

hunt. 

Only  a  few  hours  of  daylight  remained.  If  I  didn’t  leave  soon,  I’d  have  to navigate  my  way  home  in  the  dark,  and  the  warnings  of  the  town  hunters  still rang fresh in my mind: giant wolves were on the prowl, and in

numbers.  Not  to  mention  whispers  of  strange  folk  spotted  in  the  area,  tall  and eerie and deadly. 

Anything but faeries, the hunters had beseeched our long-forgotten gods

—and I had secretly prayed alongside them. In the eight years we’d been living in  our  village,  two  days’  journey  from  the  immortal  border  of  Prythian,  we’d been  spared  an  attack—though  traveling  peddlers  sometimes  brought  stories  of

distant border towns left in splinters and bones and ashes. 

These  accounts,  once  rare  enough  to  be  dismissed  by  the  village  elders  as

hearsay,  had  in  recent  months  become  commonplace  whisperings  on  every

market day. 

I had risked much in coming so far into the forest, but we’d finished our last loaf

of bread yesterday,  and the remainder  of our dried  meat the day  before. Still, I

would  have  rather  spent  another  night  with  a  hungry  belly  than  found  myself

satisfying the appetite of a wolf. Or a faerie. 

Not that there was much of me to feast on. I’d turned gangly by this time of the

year, and could count a good number of my ribs. Moving as nimbly and quietly

as  I  could  between  the  trees,  I  pushed  a  hand  against  my  hollow  and  aching stomach.  I  knew  the  expression  that  would  be  on  my  two  elder  sisters’  faces when I returned to our cottage empty-handed yet again. 

After a few minutes of careful searching, I crouched in a cluster of snow-heavy

brambles.  Through  the  thorns,  I  had  a  half-decent  view  of  a  clearing  and  the small  brook  flowing  through  it.  A  few  holes  in  the  ice  suggested  it  was  still frequently used. Hopefully something would come by. Hopefully. 

I sighed through my nose, digging the tip of my bow into the ground, and leaned

my  forehead  against  the  crude  curve  of  wood.  We  wouldn’t  last  another  week

without food. And too many families had already started begging for me to hope

for handouts from the wealthier townsfolk. I’d witnessed firsthand exactly how

far their charity went. 

I eased into a more comfortable position and calmed my breathing, straining to

listen to the forest over the wind. The snow fell and fell, dancing and curling like

sparkling spindrifts, the white fresh and clean against the brown and gray of the

world.  And  despite  myself,  despite  my  numb  limbs,  I  quieted  that  relentless, 

vicious part of my mind to take in the snow-veiled woods. 

Once it had been second nature to savor the contrast of new grass against dark, 

tilled soil, or an amethyst brooch nestled in folds of emerald silk; once

I’d dreamed and breathed and thought in color and light and shape. 

Sometimes  I  would  even  indulge  in  envisioning  a  day  when  my  sisters  were

married and it was only me and Father, with enough food to go around, enough

money to buy some paint, and enough time to put those colors and shapes down

on paper or canvas or the cottage walls. 

Not  likely  to  happen  anytime  soon—perhaps  ever.  So  I  was  left  with  moments

like  this,  admiring  the  glint  of  pale  winter  light  on  snow.  I  couldn’t  remember the last time I’d done it—bothered to notice anything lovely or interesting. 

Stolen  hours  in  a  decrepit  barn  with  Isaac  Hale  didn’t  count;  those  times  were hungry and empty and sometimes cruel, but never lovely. 

The howling wind calmed into a soft sighing. The snow fell lazily now, in big, 

fat clumps that gathered along every nook and bump of the trees. 

Mesmerizing—the  lethal,  gentle  beauty  of  the  snow.  I’d  soon  have  to  return  to the muddy, frozen roads of the village, to the cramped heat of our cottage. Some

small, fragmented part of me recoiled at the thought. 

Bushes rustled across the clearing. 

Drawing my bow was a matter of instinct. I peered through the thorns, and my

breath caught. 

Less than thirty paces away stood a small doe, not yet too scrawny from winter, 

but desperate enough to wrench bark from a tree in the clearing. 

A deer like that could feed my family for a week or more. 

My mouth watered. Quiet as the wind hissing through dead leaves, I took aim. 

She continued tearing off strips of bark, chewing slowly, utterly unaware that her

death waited yards away. 

I could dry half the meat, and we could immediately eat the rest—stews, pies …

Her skin could be sold, or perhaps turned into clothing for one of us. 

I needed new boots, but Elain needed a new cloak, and Nesta was prone to crave

anything someone else possessed. 

My fingers trembled. So much food—such salvation. I took a steadying breath, 

double-checking my aim. 

But there was a pair of golden eyes shining from the brush adjacent to mine. 

The forest went silent. The wind died. Even the snow paused. 

We mortals no longer kept gods to worship, but if I had known their lost names, 

I  would  have  prayed  to  them.  All  of  them.  Concealed  in  the  thicket,  the  wolf inched closer, its gaze set on the oblivious doe. 

He was enormous—the size of a pony—and though I’d been warned about their

presence, my mouth turned bone-dry. 

But worse than his size was his unnatural stealth: even as he inched closer in the

brush, he remained unheard, unspotted by the doe. No animal that massive could

be so quiet. But if he was no ordinary animal, if he was of Prythian origin, if he

was somehow a faerie, then being eaten was the least of my concerns. 

If he was a faerie, I should already be running. 

Yet maybe … maybe it would be a favor to the world, to my village, to myself, 

to kill him while I remained undetected. Putting an arrow through his eye would

be no burden. 

But  despite  his  size,  he   looked  like  a  wolf,  moved  like  a  wolf.  Animal,  I reassured myself.  Just an animal. I didn’t let myself consider the alternative

—not when I needed my head clear, my breathing steady. 

I  had  a  hunting  knife  and  three  arrows.  The  first  two  were  ordinary  arrows—

simple and efficient, and likely no more than bee stings to a wolf that size. But

the third arrow, the longest and heaviest one, I’d bought from a traveling peddler

during  a  summer  when  we’d  had  enough  coppers  for  extra  luxuries.  An  arrow

carved from mountain ash, armed with an iron head. 

From  songs  sung  to  us  as  lullabies  over  our  cradles,  we  all  knew  from  infancy that faeries hated iron. But it was the ash wood that made their immortal, healing

magic falter long enough for a human to make a killing blow. Or so legend and rumor  claimed.  The  only  proof  we  had  of  the  ash’s  effectiveness  was  its  sheer rarity. I’d seen drawings of the trees, but never one with my own eyes—not after

the  High  Fae  had  burned  them  all  long  ago.  So  few  remained,  most  of  them

small and sickly and hidden by the nobility within high-walled groves. I’d spent

weeks after my purchase debating whether that overpriced bit of wood had been

a waste of money, or a fake, and for three years, the ash arrow had sat unused in

my quiver. 

Now  I  drew  it,  keeping  my  movements  minimal,  efficient—anything  to  avoid

that  monstrous  wolf  looking  in  my  direction.  The  arrow  was  long  and  heavy

enough to inflict damage—possibly kill him, if I aimed right. 

My chest became so tight it ached. And in that moment, I realized my life boiled

down to one question: Was the wolf alone? 

I gripped my bow and drew the string farther back. I was a decent shot, but I’d

never faced a wolf. I’d thought it made me lucky—even blessed. But now … I

didn’t know where to hit or how fast they moved. I couldn’t afford to miss. Not

when I had only one ash arrow. 

And if it was indeed a faerie’s heart pounding under that fur, then good riddance. 

Good riddance, after all their kind had done to us. I wouldn’t risk this one later

creeping into our village to slaughter and maim and torment. 

Let him die here and now. I’d be glad to end him. 

The wolf crept closer, and a twig snapped beneath one of his paws—

each bigger than my hand. The doe went rigid. She glanced to either side, ears

straining toward the gray sky. With the wolf’s downwind position, she couldn’t

see or smell him. 

His  head  lowered,  and  his  massive  silver  body—so  perfectly  blended  into  the

snow  and  shadows—sank  onto  its  haunches.  The  doe  was  still  staring  in  the

wrong direction. 

I glanced from the doe to the wolf and back again. At least he was alone

—at least I’d been spared that much. But if the wolf scared the doe off, I was left

with nothing but a starving, oversize wolf—possibly a faerie—

looking for the next-best meal. And if he killed her, destroying precious amounts

of hide and fat …

If I judged wrongly, my life wasn’t the only one that would be lost. But my life

had been reduced to nothing but risks these past eight years that I’d been hunting

in the woods, and I’d picked correctly most of the time. Most of the time. 

The wolf shot from the brush in a flash of gray and white and black, his yellow

fangs gleaming. He was even more gargantuan in the open, a marvel of muscle

and speed and brute strength. The doe didn’t stand a chance. 

I fired the ash arrow before he destroyed much else of her. 

The arrow found its mark in his side, and I could have sworn the ground itself

shuddered. He barked in pain, releasing the doe’s neck as his blood sprayed on

the snow—so ruby bright. 

He  whirled  toward  me,  those  yellow  eyes  wide,  hackles  raised.  His  low  growl

reverberated  in  the  empty  pit  of  my  stomach  as  I  surged  to  my  feet,  snow

churning around me, another arrow drawn. 

But  the  wolf  merely  looked  at  me,  his  maw  stained  with  blood,  my  ash  arrow protruding so vulgarly from his side. The snow began falling again. 

He   looked,  and  with  a  sort  of  awareness  and  surprise  that  made  me  fire  the second  arrow.  Just  in  case—just  in  case  that  intelligence  was  of  the  immortal, wicked sort. 

He didn’t try to dodge the arrow as it went clean through his wide yellow eye. 

He collapsed to the ground. 

Color and darkness whirled, eddying in my vision, mixing with the snow. 

His legs were twitching as a low whine sliced through the wind. 

Impossible—he  should  be  dead,  not  dying.  The  arrow  was  through  his  eye

almost to the goose fletching. 

But  wolf  or  faerie,  it  didn’t  matter.  Not  with  that  ash  arrow  buried  in  his  side. 

He’d  be  dead  soon  enough.  Still,  my  hands  shook  as  I  brushed  off  snow  and

edged  closer,  still  keeping  a  good  distance.  Blood  gushed  from  the  wounds  I’d given him, staining the snow crimson. 

He pawed at the ground, his breathing already slowing. Was he in much pain, or

was his whimper just his attempt to shove death away? I wasn’t sure I wanted to

know. 

The  snow  swirled  around  us.  I  stared  at  him  until  that  coat  of  charcoal  and obsidian  and  ivory  ceased  rising  and  falling.  Wolf—definitely  just  a  wolf, 

despite his size. 

The tightness in my chest eased, and I loosed a sigh, my breath clouding in front

of me. At least the ash arrow had proved itself to be lethal, regardless of who or

what it took down. 

A rapid examination of the doe told me I could carry only one animal—

and even that would be a struggle. But it was a shame to leave the wolf. 

Though  it  wasted  precious  minutes—minutes  during  which  any  predator  could

smell the fresh blood—I skinned him and cleaned my arrows as best I could. 

If  anything,  it  warmed  my  hands.  I  wrapped  the  bloody  side  of  his  pelt  around the doe’s death-wound before I hoisted her across my shoulders. It was several

miles back to our cottage, and I didn’t need a trail of blood leading every animal

with fangs and claws straight to me. 

Grunting  against  the  weight,  I  grasped  the  legs  of  the  deer  and  spared  a  final glance at the steaming carcass of the wolf. His remaining golden eye now stared

at the snow-heavy sky, and for a moment, I wished I had it in me to feel remorse

for the dead thing. 

But this was the forest, and it was winter. 

Chapter 2

The  sun  had  set  by  the  time  I  exited  the  forest,  my  knees  shaking.  My  hands, stiff from clenching the legs of the deer, had gone utterly numb miles ago. Not

even the carcass could ward off the deepening chill. 

The world was awash in hues of dark blue, interrupted only by shafts of buttery

light escaping from the shuttered windows of our dilapidated cottage. It was like

striding  through  a  living  painting—a  fleeting  moment  of  stillness,  the  blues

swiftly shifting to solid darkness. 

As  I  trudged  up  the  path,  each  step  fueled  only  by  near-dizzying  hunger,  my sisters’  voices  fluttered  out  to  meet  me.  I  didn’t  need  to  discern  their  words  to know  they  most  likely  were  chattering  about  some  young  man  or  the  ribbons

they’d spotted in the village when they should have been chopping wood, but I

smiled a bit nonetheless. 

I kicked my boots against the stone door frame, knocking the snow from them. 

Bits  of  ice  came  free  from  the  gray  stones  of  the  cottage,  revealing  the  faded ward-markings  etched  around  the  threshold.  My  father  had  once  convinced  a

passing charlatan to trade the engravings against faerie harm in exchange for one

of his wood carvings. There was so little that my father was ever able to do for

us  that  I  hadn’t  possessed  the  heart  to  tell  him  the  engravings  were  useless  …

and undoubtedly fake. Mortals didn’t possess magic—didn’t possess any of the

superior strength and speed of the faeries or High Fae. The man, claiming some

High Fae blood in his ancestry, had just carved the whorls and swirls and runes

around  the  door  and  windows,  muttered  a  few  nonsense  words,  and  ambled  on

his way. 

I  yanked  open  the  wooden  door,  the  frozen  iron  handle  biting  my  skin  like  an asp. Heat and light blinded me as I slipped inside. 

“Feyre!”  Elain’s  soft  gasp  scraped  past  my  ears,  and  I  blinked  back  the

brightness of the fire to find my second-eldest sister before me. Though she was

bundled  in  a  threadbare  blanket,  her  gold-brown  hair—the  hair  all  three  of  us had—was coiled perfectly about her head. Eight years of poverty hadn’t stripped

from her the desire to look lovely. “Where did you get

that?”  The  undercurrent  of  hunger  honed  her  words  into  a  sharpness  that  had

become too common in recent weeks. No mention of the blood on me. 

I’d long since given up hope of them actually noticing whether I came back from

the  woods  every  evening.  At  least  until  they  got  hungry  again.  But  then  again, my  mother  hadn’t  made   them  swear  anything  when  they  stood  beside  her

deathbed. 

I took a calming breath as I slung the doe off my shoulders. She hit the wooden

table with a thud, rattling a ceramic cup on its other end. 

“Where do you think I got it?” My voice had turned hoarse, each word burning

as  it  came  out.  My  father  and  Nesta  still  silently  warmed  their  hands  by  the hearth,  my  eldest  sister  ignoring  him,  as  usual.  I  peeled  the  wolf  pelt  from  the doe’s body, and after removing my boots and setting them by the door, I turned

to Elain. 

Her  brown  eyes—my  father’s  eyes—remained  pinned  on  the  doe.  “Will  it  take

you  long  to  clean  it?”  Me.  Not  her,  not  the  others.  I’d  never  once  seen  their hands sticky with blood and fur. I’d only learned to prepare and harvest my kills

thanks to the instruction of others. 

Elain  pushed  her  hand  against  her  belly,  probably  as  empty  and  aching  as  my own. It wasn’t that Elain was cruel. She wasn’t like Nesta, who had been  born

with a sneer on her face. Elain sometimes just … didn’t grasp things. It wasn’t

meanness that kept her from offering to help; it simply never occurred to her that

she might be capable of getting her hands dirty. 

I’d  never  been  able  to  decide  whether  she  actually  didn’t  understand  that  we were truly poor or if she just refused to accept it. It still hadn’t stopped me from

buying  her  seeds  for  the  flower  garden  she  tended  in  the  milder  months, 

whenever I could afford it. 

And it hadn’t stopped her from buying me three small tins of paint—red, yellow, 

and blue—during that same summer I’d had enough to buy the ash arrow. It was

the only gift she’d ever given me, and our house still bore the marks of it, even if

the  paint  was  now  fading  and  chipped:  little  vines  and  flowers  along  the

windows  and  thresholds  and  edges  of  things,  tiny  curls  of  flame  on  the  stones bordering the hearth. Any spare minutes I’d had that bountiful summer I used to

bedeck our house in color, sometimes hiding clever decorations inside drawers, 

behind the threadbare curtains, underneath the chairs and table. 

We hadn’t had a summer that easy since. 

“Feyre.” My father’s deep rumble came from the fire. His dark beard was neatly

trimmed,  his  face  spotless—like  my  sisters’.  “What  luck  you  had  today—in

bringing us such a feast.” 

From  beside  my  father,  Nesta  snorted.  Not  surprising.  Any  bit  of  praise  for

anyone—me, Elain, other villagers—usually resulted in her dismissal. 

And any word from our father usually resulted in her ridicule as well. 

I straightened, almost too tired to stand, but braced a hand on the table beside the

doe  as  I  shot  Nesta  a  glare.  Of  us,  Nesta  had  taken  the  loss  of  our  fortune  the hardest.  She  had  quietly  resented  my  father  from  the  moment  we’d  fled  our

manor, even after that awful day one of the creditors had come to show just how

displeased he was at the loss of his investment. 

But at least Nesta didn’t fill our heads with useless talk of regaining our wealth, 

like  my  father.  No,  she  just  spent  whatever  money  I  didn’t  hide  from  her,  and rarely bothered to acknowledge my father’s limping presence at all. Some days, I

couldn’t tell which of us was the most wretched and bitter. 

“We can eat half the meat this week,” I said, shifting my gaze to the doe. 

The deer took up the entirety of the rickety table that served as our dining area, 

workspace, and kitchen. “We can dry the other half,” I went on, knowing that no

matter how nicely I phrased it, I’d still do the bulk of it. 

“And I’ll go to the market tomorrow to see how much I can get for the hides,” I

finished, more to myself than to them. No one bothered to confirm they’d heard

me, anyway. 

My father’s ruined leg was stretched out before him, as close to the fire’s heat as

it could get. The cold, or the rain, or a change in temperature always aggravated

the  vicious,  twisted  wounds  around  his  knee.  His  simply  carved  cane  was

propped up against his chair—a cane he’d made for himself …

and that Nesta was sometimes prone to leaving far out of his reach. 

 He  could  find  work  if  he  wasn’t  so  ashamed,  Nesta  always  said  when  I  hissed about  it.  She  hated  him  for  the  injury,  too—for  not  fighting  back  when  that creditor and his thugs had burst into the cottage and smashed his knee again and

again.  Nesta  and  Elain  had  fled  into  the  bedroom,  barricading  the  door.  I  had stayed, begging and weeping through every scream of my father, every crunch of

bone. I’d soiled myself—and then vomited right on the stones before the hearth. 

Only then did the men leave. 

We never saw them again. 

We’d used a massive chunk of our remaining money to pay for the healer. It had

taken my father six months to even walk, a year before he could go a mile. The

coppers  he  brought  in  when  someone  pitied  him  enough  to  buy  his  wood

carvings  weren’t  enough  to  keep  us  fed.  Five  years  ago,  when  the  money  was

well and truly gone, when my father still couldn’t

—wouldn’t—move much about, he hadn’t argued when I announced that I was

going hunting. 

He hadn’t bothered to attempt to stand from his seat by the fire, hadn’t bothered

to look up from his wood carving. He just let me walk into those deadly, eerie

woods that even the most seasoned hunters were wary of. He’d become a little

more aware now—sometimes offered signs of gratitude, sometimes hobbled all

the way into town to sell his carvings—but not much. 

“I’d love a new cloak,” Elain said at last with a sigh, at the same moment Nesta

rose and declared: “I need a new pair of boots.” 

I kept quiet, knowing better than to get in the middle of one of their arguments, 

but  I  glanced  at  Nesta’s  still-shiny  pair  by  the  door.  Beside  hers,  my  too-small boots were falling apart at the seams, held together only by fraying laces. 

“But  I’m  freezing  with  my  raggedy  old  cloak,”  Elain  pleaded.  “I’ll  shiver  to death.” She fixed her wide eyes on me and said, “Please, Feyre.” 

She  drew  out  the  two  syllables  of  my  name—   fay-ruh—into  the  most  hideous whine I’d ever endured, and Nesta loudly clicked her tongue before ordering her

to shut up. 

I drowned them out as they began quarreling over who would get the money the

hide would fetch tomorrow and found my father now standing at the table, one

hand  braced  against  it  to  support  his  weight  as  he  inspected  the  deer.  His

attention  slid  to  the  giant  wolf  pelt.  His  fingers,  still  smooth  and  gentlemanly, turned over the pelt and traced a line through the bloody underside. I tensed. 

His dark eyes flicked to mine. “Feyre,” he murmured, and his mouth became a tight line. “Where did you get this?” 

“The same place I got the deer,” I replied with equal quiet, my words cool and

sharp. 

His  gaze  traveled  over  the  bow  and  quiver  strapped  to  my  back,  the  wooden-

hilted hunting knife at my side. His eyes turned damp. “Feyre …

the risk …” 

I jerked my chin at the pelt, unable to keep the snap from my voice as I said, “I

had no other choice.” 

What I really wanted to say was:  You don’t even bother to attempt to  leave the house most days. Were it not for me, we would starve. Were it not  for me, we’d be dead. 

“Feyre,” he repeated, and closed his eyes. 

My sisters had gone quiet, and I looked up in time to see Nesta crinkle her nose

with  a  sniff.  She  picked  at  my  cloak.  “You  stink  like  a  pig  covered  in  its  own filth. Can’t you at least  try to pretend that you’re not an ignorant peasant?” 

I didn’t let the sting and ache show. I’d been too young to learn more than the

basics  of  manners  and  reading  and  writing  when  our  family  had  fallen  into

misfortune, and she’d never let me forget it. 

She stepped back to run a finger over the braided coils of her gold-brown hair. 

“Take those disgusting clothes off.” 

I took my time, swallowing the words I wanted to bark back at her. Older than

me  by  three  years,  she  somehow  looked  younger  than  I  did,  her  golden  cheeks always flushed with a delicate, vibrant pink. “Can you make a pot of hot water

and  add  wood  to  the  fire?”  But  even  as  I  asked,  I  noticed  the  woodpile.  There were only five logs left. “I thought you were going to chop wood today.” 

Nesta  picked  at  her  long,  neat  nails.  “I  hate  chopping  wood.  I  always  get

splinters.”  She  glanced  up  from  beneath  her  dark  lashes.  Of  all  of  us,  Nesta looked the most like our mother—especially when she wanted something. 
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“Besides, Feyre,” she said with a pout, “you’re so much better at it! It takes you

half  the  time  it  takes  me.  Your  hands  are  suited  for  it—they’re  already  so

rough.” 

My  jaw  clenched.  “Please,”  I  asked,  calming  my  breathing,  knowing  an

argument was the last thing I needed or wanted. “Please get up at dawn to chop

that  wood.”  I  unbuttoned  the  top  of  my  tunic.  “Or  we’ll  be  eating  a  cold

breakfast.” 

Her brows narrowed. “I will do no such thing!” 

But I was already walking toward the small second room where my sisters and I

slept. Elain murmured a soft plea to Nesta, which earned her a hiss in response. I

glanced over my shoulder at my father and pointed to the

deer. “Get the knives ready,” I said, not bothering to sound pleasant. “I’ll be out

soon.” Without waiting for an answer, I shut the door behind me. 

The  room  was  large  enough  for  a  rickety  dresser  and  the  enormous  ironwood

bed we slept in. The sole remnant of our former wealth, it had been ordered as a

wedding gift from my father to my mother. It was the bed in which we’d been

born, and  the  bed  in  which  my  mother  died. In  all  the  painting  I’d  done  to  our house these past few years, I’d never touched it. 

I  slung  off  my  outer  clothes  onto  the  sagging  dresser—frowning  at  the  violets and  roses  I’d  painted  around  the  knobs  of  Elain’s  drawer,  the  crackling  flames I’d  painted  around  Nesta’s,  and  the  night  sky—whorls  of  yellow  stars  standing in  for  white—around  mine.  I’d  done  it  to  brighten  the  otherwise  dark  room. 

They’d never commented on it. I don’t know why I’d ever expected them to. 

Groaning, it was all I could do to keep from collapsing onto the bed. 

We dined on roasted venison that night. Though I knew it was foolish, I didn’t

object when each of us had a small second helping until I declared the meat off-

limits.  I’d  spend  tomorrow  preparing  the  deer’s  remaining  parts  for

consumption, then I’d allot a few hours to currying up both hides before taking

them  to  the  market.  I  knew  a  few  vendors  who  might  be  interested  in  such  a purchase—though  neither  was  likely  to  give  me  the  fee  I  deserved.  But  money

was money, and I didn’t have the time or the funds to travel to the nearest large town to find a better offer. 

I sucked on the tines of my fork, savoring the remnants of fat coating the metal. 

My tongue slipped over the crooked prongs—the fork was part of a shabby set

my father had salvaged from the servants’ quarters while the creditors ransacked

our manor home. None of our utensils matched, but it was better than using our

fingers. My mother’s dowry flatware had long since been sold. 

My  mother.  Imperious  and  cold  with  her  children,  joyous  and  dazzling  among

the peerage who frequented our former estate, doting on my father

—the  one  person  whom  she  truly  loved  and  respected.  But  she  also  had  truly

loved parties—so much so that she didn’t have time to do anything with me at

all save contemplate how my budding abilities to sketch and paint might secure

me a future husband. Had she lived long enough to see

our  wealth  crumble,  she  would  have  been  shattered  by  it—more  so  than  my

father. Perhaps it was a merciful thing that she died. 

If anything, it left more food for us. 

There was nothing left of her in the cottage beyond the ironwood bed—

and the vow I’d made. 

Every time I looked toward a horizon or wondered if I should just walk and walk

and  never  look  back,  I’d  hear  that  promise  I  made  eleven  years  ago  as  she

wasted away on her deathbed.  Stay together, and look after them. 

I’d  agreed,  too  young  to  ask  why  she  hadn’t  begged  my  elder  sisters,  or  my father. But I’d sworn it to her, and then she’d died, and in our miserable human

world—shielded only by the promise made by the High Fae five centuries ago—

in our world where we’d forgotten the names of our gods, a promise was law; a

promise was currency; a promise was your bond. 

There were times when I hated her for asking that vow of me. Perhaps, delirious

with  fever,  she  hadn’t  even  known  what  she  was  demanding.  Or  maybe

impending death had given her some clarity about the true nature of her children, 

her husband. 

I set down the fork and watched the flames of our meager fire dance along the remaining logs, stretching out my aching legs beneath the table. 

I  turned  to  my  sisters.  As  usual,  Nesta  was  complaining  about  the  villagers—

they  had  no  manners,  they  had  no  social  graces,  they  had  no  idea  just  how

shoddy the fabric of their clothes was, even though they pretended that it was as

fine  as  silk  or  chiffon.  Since  we  had  lost  our  fortune,  their  former  friends dutifully  ignored  them,  so  my  sisters  paraded  about  as  though  the  young

peasants of the town made up a second-rate social circle. 

I took a sip from my cup of hot water—we couldn’t even afford tea these days—

as Nesta continued her story to Elain. 

“Well, I said to  him, ‘If you think you can just ask me so nonchalantly, sir, I’m going to decline!’ And you know what Tomas said?” Arms braced on the table

and eyes wide, Elain shook her head. 

“Tomas Mandray?” I interrupted. “The woodcutter’s second son?” 

Nesta’s  blue-gray  eyes  narrowed.  “Yes,”  she  said,  and  shifted  to  address  Elain again. 

“What does he want?” I glanced at my father. No reaction—no hint of alarm or

sign that he was even listening. Lost to whatever fog of memory

had crept over him, he was smiling mildly at his beloved Elain, the only one of

us who bothered to really speak to him at all. 

“He wants to marry her,” Elain said dreamily. I blinked. 

Nesta  cocked  her  head.  I’d  seen  predators  use  that  movement  before.  I

sometimes wondered if her unrelenting steel would have helped us better survive

—thrive, even—if she hadn’t been so preoccupied with our lost status. “Is there

a  problem,  Feyre?”  She  flung  my  name  like  an  insult,  and  my  jaw  ached  from clenching it so hard. 

My father shifted in his seat, blinking, and though I knew it was foolish to react

to  her  taunts,  I  said,  “You  can’t  chop  wood  for  us,  but  you  want  to  marry  a woodcutter’s son?” 

Nesta squared her shoulders. “I thought all you wanted was for us to get out of the house—to marry off me and Elain so you can have enough time to paint your

glorious  masterpieces.”  She  sneered  at  the  pillar  of  foxglove  I’d  painted  along the edge of the table—the colors too dark and too blue, with none of the white

freckling  inside  the  trumpets,  but  I’d  made  do,  even  if  it  had  killed  me  not  to have white paint, to make something so flawed and lasting. 

I drowned the urge to cover up the painting with my hand. Maybe tomorrow I’d

just scrape it off the table altogether. “Believe me,” I said to her, “the day you

want  to  marry  someone  worthy,  I’ll  march  up  to  his  house  and  hand  you  over. 

But you’re not going to marry Tomas.” 

Nesta’s  nostrils  delicately  flared.  “There’s  nothing  you  can  do.  Clare  Beddor

told me this afternoon that Tomas  is going to propose to me any day now. And

then I’ll never have to eat these scraps again.” She added with a small smile, “At

least I don’t have to resort to rutting in the hay with Isaac Hale like an animal.” 

My father let out an embarrassed cough, looking to his cot by the fire. 

He’d never said a word against Nesta, from either fear or guilt, and apparently he

wasn’t going to start now, even if this was the first he was hearing of Isaac. 

I laid my palms flat on the table as I stared her down. Elain removed her hand

from where it lay nearby, as if the dirt and blood beneath my fingernails would

somehow jump onto her porcelain skin. “Tomas’s family is barely better off than

ours,” I said, trying to keep from growling. “You’d

be just another mouth to feed. If he doesn’t know this, then his parents must.” 

But  Tomas  knew—we’d  run  into  each  other  in  the  forest  before.  I’d  seen  the

gleam  of  desperate  hunger  in  his  eyes  when  he  spotted  me  sporting  a  brace  of rabbits. I’d never killed another human, but that day, my hunting knife had felt

like a weight at my side. I’d kept out of his way ever since. 

“We can’t afford a dowry,” I continued, and though my tone was firm, my voice

quieted. “For either of you.” If Nesta wanted to leave, then fine. 

Good.  I’d  be  one  step  closer  to  attaining  that  glorious,  peaceful  future,  to attaining a quiet house and enough food and time to paint. But we had nothing—

absolutely nothing—to entice any suitor to take my sisters off my hands. 

“We’re  in  love,”  Nesta  declared,  and  Elain  nodded  her  agreement.  I  almost laughed—when had they gone from mooning over aristos to making doe-eyes at

peasants? 

“Love  won’t  feed  a  hungry  belly,”  I  countered,  keeping  my  gaze  as  sturdy  as possible. 

As  if  I’d  struck  her,  Nesta  leaped  from  her  seat  on  the  bench.  “You’re  just jealous. I heard them saying how Isaac is going to marry some Greenfield village

girl for a handsome dowry.” 

So  had  I;  Isaac  had  ranted  about  it  the  last  time  we’d  met.  “Jealous?”  I  said slowly, digging down deep to bury my fury. “We have nothing to offer them—

no dowry; no livestock, even. While Tomas might want to marry you … you’re a

burden.” 

“What  do  you  know?”  Nesta  breathed.  “You’re  just  a  half-wild  beast  with  the

nerve to bark orders at all hours of the day and night. Keep it up, and someday—

someday,  Feyre,  you’ll  have  no  one  left  to  remember  you,  or  to  care  that  you ever  existed.”  She  stormed  off,  Elain  darting  after  her,  cooing  her  sympathy. 

They slammed the door to the bedroom hard enough to rattle the dishes. 

I’d  heard  the  words  before—and  knew  she  only  repeated  them  because  I’d

flinched that first time she spat them. They still burned anyway. 

I  took  a  long  sip  from  the  chipped  mug.  The  wooden  bench  beneath  my  father groaned as he shifted. I took another swallow and said, “You should talk some

sense into her.” 

He examined a burn mark on the table. “What can I say? If it’s love—” 

“It   can’t  be  love,  not  on  his  part.  Not  with  his  wretched  family.  I’ve  seen  the way he acts around the village—there’s one thing he wants from her, and it’s  not

her hand in—” 

“We  need  hope  as  much  as  we  need  bread  and  meat,”  he  interrupted,  his  eyes clear  for  a  rare  moment.  “We  need  hope,  or  else  we  cannot  endure.  So  let  her keep this hope, Feyre. Let her imagine a better life. A better world.” 

I stood from the table, fingers curling into fists, but there was nowhere to run in

our two-room cottage. I looked at the discolored foxglove painting at the edge of the  table.  The  outer  trumpets  were  already  chipped  and  faded,  the  lower  bit  of the stem rubbed off entirely. Within a few years, it would be gone—leaving no

mark that it had ever been there. That I’d ever been there. 

When I looked at my father, my gaze was hard. “There is no such thing.” 

Chapter 3

The  trampled  snow  coating  the  road  into  our  village  was  speckled  with  brown

and  black  from  passing  carts  and  horses.  Elain  and  Nesta  clicked  their  tongues and grimaced as we made our way along it, dodging the particularly disgusting

parts.  I  knew  why  they’d  come—they’d  taken  one  look  at  the  hides  I’d  folded into my satchel and grabbed their cloaks. 

I didn’t bother talking to them, as they hadn’t deigned to speak to me after last

night,  though  Nesta  had  awoken  at  dawn  to  chop  wood.  Probably  because  she

knew  I’d  be  selling  the  hides  at  the  market  today  and  would  go  home  with

money in my pocket. They trailed me down the lone road wending through the

snow-covered fields, all the way into our ramshackle village. 

The  stone  houses  of  the  village  were  ordinary  and  dull,  made  grimmer  by  the bleakness of winter. But it was market day, which meant the tiny square in the

center of town would be full of whatever vendors had braved the brisk morning. 

From a block away, the scent of hot food wafted by—spices that tugged on the

edge of my memory, beckoning. Elain let out a low moan behind me. 

Spices, salt, sugar—rare commodities for most of our village, impossible for us

to afford. 

If  I  did  well  at  the  market,  perhaps  I’d  have  enough  to  buy  us  something

delicious. I opened my mouth to suggest it, but we turned the corner and nearly

stumbled into one another as we all halted. 

“May  the  Immortal  Light  shine  upon  thee,  sisters,”  said  the  pale-robed  young

woman directly in our path. 

Nesta and Elain clicked their tongues; I stifled a groan. Perfect. Exactly what I

needed, to have the Children of the Blessed in town on market day, distracting

and  riling  everyone.  The  village  elders  usually  allowed  them  to  stay  for  only  a few  hours,  but  the  sheer  presence  of  the  fanatic  fools  who  still  worshipped  the High Fae made people edgy. Made  me edgy. Long ago, 

the High Fae had been our overlords—not gods. And they certainly hadn’t been

kind. 

The  young  woman  extended  her  moon-white  hands  in  a  gesture  of  greeting,  a

bracelet of silver bells—  real silver—tinkling at her wrist. “Have you a moment

to spare so that you might hear the Word of the Blessed?” 

“No,”  Nesta  sneered,  ignoring  the  girl’s  hands  and  nudging  Elain  into  a  walk. 

“We don’t.” 

The  young  woman’s  unbound  dark  hair  gleamed  in  the  morning  light,  and  her

clean,  fresh  face  glowed  as  she  smiled  prettily.  There  were  five  other  acolytes behind her, young men and women both, their hair long, uncut—all scanning the

market beyond for young folk to pester. “It would take but a minute,” the woman

said, stepping into Nesta’s path. 

It was impressive—truly impressive—to see Nesta go ramrod straight, to square

her  shoulders  and  look  down  her  nose  at  the  young  acolyte,  a  queen  without  a throne. “Go spew your fanatic nonsense to some ninny. You’ll find no converts

here.” 

The  girl  shrank  back,  a  shadow  flickering  in  her  brown  eyes.  I  reined  in  my wince.  Perhaps  not  the  best  way  to  deal  with  them,  since  they  could  become  a true nuisance if agitated—

Nesta  lifted  a  hand,  pushing  down  the  sleeve  of  her  coat  to  show  the  iron

bracelet  there.  The  same  one  Elain  wore;  they’d  bought  matching  adornments

years ago. The acolyte gasped, eyes wide. “You see this?” 

Nesta  hissed,  taking  a  step  forward.  The  acolyte  retreated  a  step.  “This  is  what you  should be wearing. Not some silver bells to attract those faerie monsters.” 

“How  dare you wear that vile affront to our immortal friends—” 

“Go preach in another town,” Nesta spat. 

Two  plump  and  pretty  farmers’  wives  strolled  past  on  their  way  to  the  market, arm  in  arm.  As  they  neared  the  acolytes,  their  faces  twisted  with  identical

expressions of disgust. “Faerie-loving whore,” one of them hurled at the young

woman. I couldn’t disagree. 

The  acolytes  kept  silent.  The  other  villager—wealthy  enough  to  have  a  full

necklace  of  braided  iron  around  her  throat—narrowed  her  eyes,  her  upper  lip

curling  back  from  her  teeth.  “Don’t  you  idiots  understand  what  those  monsters did to us for all those centuries? What they still do for sport, 

when they can get away with it? You deserve the end you’ll meet at faerie hands. 

Fools and whores, all of you.” 

Nesta nodded her agreement to the women as they continued on their way. We

turned  back  to  the  young  woman  still  lingering  before  us,  and  even  Elain

frowned in distaste. 

But the young woman took a breath, her face again becoming serene, and said, 

“I lived in such ignorance, too, until I heard the Word of the Blessed. I grew up

in  a  village  so  similar  to  this—so  bleak  and  grim.  But  not  one  month  ago,  a friend of my cousin went to the border as our offering to Prythian—and she has

not been sent back. Now she dwells in riches and comfort as a High Fae’s bride, 

and so might you, if you were to take a moment to—” 

“She was likely eaten,” Nesta said. “That’s why she hasn’t returned.” 

Or worse, I thought, if a High Fae truly was involved in spiriting a human into

Prythian.  I’d  never  encountered  the  cruel,  human-looking  High  Fae  who  ruled

Prythian  itself,  or  the  faeries  who  occupied  their  lands,  with  their  scales  and wings and long, spindly arms that could drag you deep, deep beneath the surface

of a forgotten pond. I didn’t know which would be worse to face. 

The  acolyte’s  face  tightened.  “Our  benevolent  masters  would  never  harm  us. 

Prythian is a land of peace and plenty. Should they bless you with their attention, 

you would be glad to live amongst them.” 

Nesta  rolled  her  eyes.  Elain  was  shooting  glances  between  us  and  the  market

ahead—to the villagers now watching, too. Time to go. 

Nesta opened her mouth again, but I stepped between them and ran an eye along

the  girl’s  pale  blue  robes,  the  silver  jewelry  on  her,  the  utter  cleanness  of  her skin. Not a mark or smudge to be found. “You’re fighting an uphill battle,” I said

to her. 

“A worthy cause.” The girl beamed beatifically. 

I gave Nesta a gentle push to get her walking and said to the acolyte, 

“No, it’s not.” 

I  could  feel  the  acolytes’  attention  still  fixed  on  us  as  we  strode  into  the  busy market  square,  but  I  didn’t  look  back.  They’d  be  gone  soon  enough,  off  to

preach  in  another  town.  We’d  have  to  take  the  long  way  out  of  the  village  to avoid  them.  When  we  were  far  enough  away,  I  glanced  over  a  shoulder  at  my

sisters. Elain’s face remained set in a wince, but Nesta’s

eyes were stormy, her lips thin. I wondered if she’d stomp back to the girl and

pick a fight. 

Not  my  problem—not  right  now.  “I’ll  meet  you  here  in  an  hour,”  I  said,  and didn’t give them time to cling to me before slipping into the crowded square. 

It  took  me  ten  minutes  to  contemplate  my  three  options.  There  were  my  usual buyers:  the  weathered  cobbler  and  the  sharp-eyed  clothier  who  came  to  our

market  from  a  nearby  town.  And  then  the  unknown:  a  mountain  of  a  woman

sitting  on  the  lip  of  our  broken  square  fountain,  without  any  cart  or  stall,  but looking  like  she  was  holding  court  nonetheless.  The  scars  and  weapons  on  her marked her easily enough. A mercenary. 

I  could  feel  the  eyes  of  the  cobbler  and  clothier  on  me,  sense  their  feigned disinterest as they took in the satchel I bore. Fine—it would be that sort of day, 

then. 

I approached  the  mercenary,  whose  thick,  dark hair  was  shorn  to  her  chin.  Her tan  face  seemed  hewn  of  granite,  and  her  black  eyes  narrowed  slightly  at  the sight  of  me.  Such  interesting  eyes—not  just  one  shade  of  black,  but  …  many, with hints of brown that glimmered amongst the shadows. I pushed against that

useless part of my mind, the instincts that had me thinking about color and light

and shape, and kept my shoulders back as she assessed me as a potential threat

or  employer.  The  weapons  on  her—gleaming  and  wicked—were  enough  to

make me swallow. And stop a good two feet away. 

“I don’t barter goods for my services,” she said, her voice clipped with an accent

I’d never heard before. “I only accept coin.” 

A  few  passing  villagers  tried  their  best  not  to  look  too  interested  in  our

conversation,  especially  as  I  said,  “Then  you’ll  be  out  of  luck  in  this  sort  of place.” 

She was massive even sitting down. “What is your business with me, girl?” 

She could have been aged anywhere from twenty-five to thirty, but I supposed I

looked  like  a  girl  to  her  in  my  layers,  gangly  from  hunger.  “I  have  a  wolf  pelt and a doe hide for sale. I thought you might be interested in purchasing them.” 

“You steal them?” 

“No.” I held her stare. “I hunted them myself. I swear it.” 

She  ran  those  dark  eyes  down  me  again.  “How.”  Not  a  question—a  command. 

Perhaps someone who had encountered others who did not see vows as sacred, 

words as bonds. And had punished them accordingly. 

So  I  told  her  how  I’d  brought  them  down,  and  when  I  finished,  she  flicked  a hand toward my satchel. “Let me see.” I pulled out both carefully folded hides. 

“You weren’t lying about the wolf’s size,” she murmured. 

“Doesn’t  seem  like  a  faerie,  though.”  She  examined  them  with  an  expert  eye, 

running her hands over and under. She named her price. 

I blinked—but stifled the urge to blink a second time. She was overpaying—by a

lot. 

She looked beyond me—past me. “I’m assuming those two girls watching from

across the square are your sisters. You all have that brassy hair—and that hungry

look  about  you.”  Indeed,  they  were  still  trying  their  best  to  eavesdrop  without being spotted. 

“I don’t need your pity.” 

“No,  but  you  need  my  money,  and  the  other  traders  have  been  cheap  all morning. Everyone’s too distracted by those calf-eyed zealots bleating across the

square.”  She  jerked  her  chin  toward  the  Children  of  the  Blessed,  still  ringing their silver bells and jumping into the path of anyone who tried to walk by. 

The mercenary was smiling faintly when I turned back to her. “Up to you, girl.” 

“Why?” 

She shrugged. “Someone once did the same for me and mine, at a time when we

needed it most. Figure it’s time to repay what’s due.” 

I watched her again, weighing. “My father has some wood carvings that I could

give you as well—to make it more fair.” 

“I travel light and have no need for them. These, however”—she patted the pelts

in her hands—“save me the trouble of killing them myself.” 

I nodded, my cheeks heating as she reached for the coin purse inside her heavy

coat.  It  was  full—and  weighed  down  with  at  least  silver,  possibly  gold,  if  the clinking was any indication. Mercenaries tended to be well paid in our territory. 

Our territory was too small and poor to maintain a standing army to monitor the

wall with Prythian, and we villagers could rely only on the strength of the Treaty

forged five hundred years ago. But the upper class

could  afford  hired  swords,  like  this  woman,  to  guard  their  lands  bordering  the immortal  realm.  It  was  an  illusion  of  comfort,  just  as  the  markings  on  our

threshold  were.  We  all  knew,  deep  down,  that  there  was  nothing  to  be  done

against  the  faeries.  We’d  all  been  told  it,  regardless  of  class  or  rank,  from  the moment we were born, the warnings sung to us while we rocked in cradles, the

rhymes  chanted  in  schoolyards.  One  of  the  High  Fae  could  turn  your  bones  to dust from a hundred yards away. Not that my sisters or I had ever seen it. 

But  we  still  tried  to  believe  that  something—anything—might  work  against

them,  if  we  ever  were  to  encounter  them.  There  were  two  stalls  in  the  market catering to those fears, offering up charms and baubles and incantations and bits

of iron. I couldn’t afford them—and if they did indeed work, they would buy us

only  a  few  minutes  to  prepare  ourselves.  Running  was  futile;  so  was  fighting. 

But Nesta and Elain still wore their iron bracelets whenever they left the cottage. 

Even  Isaac  had  an  iron  cuff  around  one  wrist,  always  tucked  under  his  sleeve. 

He’d  once  offered  to  buy  me  one,  but  I’d  refused.  It  had  felt  too  personal,  too much like payment, too …

permanent a reminder of whatever we were and weren’t to each other. 

The mercenary transferred the coins to my waiting palm, and I tucked them into

my pocket, their weight as heavy as a millstone. There was no possible chance

that  my  sisters  hadn’t  spotted  the  money—no  chance  they  weren’t  already

wondering how they might persuade me to give them some. 

“Thank you,” I said to the mercenary, trying and failing to keep the bite from my

voice as I felt my sisters sweep closer, like vultures circling a carcass. 

The  mercenary  stroked  the  wolf  pelt.  “A  word  of  advice,  from  one  hunter  to

another.” 

I lifted my brows. 

“Don’t  go  far  into  the  woods.  I  wouldn’t  even  get  close  to  where  you  were

yesterday. A wolf this size would be the least of your problems. More and more, 

I’ve been hearing stories about those  things slipping through the wall.” 

A chill spider-walked down my spine. “Are they—are they going to attack?” If it

were true, I’d find a way to get my family off our miserable, damp territory and

head south—head far from the invisible wall that bisected our world before they

could cross it. 

Once—long ago and for millennia before that—we had been slaves to High Fae

overlords.  Once,  we  had  built  them  glorious,  sprawling  civilizations  from  our

blood and sweat, built them temples to their feral gods. Once, we had rebelled, 

across every land and territory. The War had been so bloody, so destructive, that

it  took  six  mortal  queens  crafting  the  Treaty  for  the  slaughter  to  cease  on  both sides and for the wall to be constructed: the North of our world conceded to the

High Fae and faeries, who took their magic with them; the South to we cowering

mortals, forever forced to scratch out a living from the earth. 

“No  one  knows  what  the  Fae  are  planning,”  the  mercenary  said,  her  face  like stone. “We don’t know if the High Lords’ leash on their beasts is slipping, or if

these  are  targeted  attacks.  I  guarded  for  an  old  nobleman  who  claimed  it  had

been getting worse these past fifty years. He got on a boat south two weeks ago and told me I should leave if I was smart. Before he sailed off, he admitted that

he’d had word from one of his friends that in the dead of night, a pack of martax

crossed the wall and tore half his village apart.” 

“Martax?”  I  breathed.  I  knew  there  were  different  types  of  faeries,  that  they varied as much as any other species of animal, but I knew only a few by name. 

The  mercenary’s  night-dark  eyes  flickered.  “Body  big  as  a  bear’s,  head

something  like  a  lion’s—and  three  rows  of  teeth  sharper  than  a  shark’s.  And

mean—meaner  than  all  three  put  together.  They  left  the  villagers  in  literal

ribbons, the nobleman said.” 

My stomach turned. Behind us, my sisters seemed so fragile—their pale skin so

infinitely delicate and shredable. Against something like the martax, we’d never

stand a chance. Those Children of the Blessed were fools—

fanatic fools. 

“So we don’t know what all these attacks mean,” the mercenary went on, 

“other than more hires for me, and you keeping well away from the wall. 

Especially  if  the  High  Fae  start  turning  up—or  worse,  one  of  the  High  Lords. 

They would make the martax seem like dogs.” 

I  studied  her  scarred  hands,  chapped  from  the  cold.  “Have  you  ever  faced

another type of faerie?” 

Her  eyes  shuttered.  “You  don’t  want  to  know,  girl—not  unless  you  want  to  be hurling up your breakfast.” 

I  was  indeed  feeling  ill—ill  and  jumpy.  “Was  it  deadlier  than  the  martax?”  I dared ask. 

The  woman  pulled  back  the  sleeve  of  her  heavy  jacket,  revealing  a  tanned, 

muscled  forearm  flecked  with  gruesome,  twisted  scars.  The  arc  of  them  so

similar to—“Didn’t have the brute force or size of a martax,” she said, “but its

bite was full of poison. Two months—that’s how long I was down; four months

until  I  had  the  strength  to  walk  again.”  She  pulled  up  the  leg  of  her  trousers. 

Beautiful,  I  thought,  even  as  the  horror  of  it  writhed  in  my  gut.  Against  her tanned skin, the veins were black—solid black, spiderwebbed, and creeping like

frost.  “Healer  said  there  was  nothing  to  be  done  for  it—that  I’m  lucky  to  be walking with the poison still in my legs. 

Maybe it’ll kill me one day, maybe it’ll cripple me. But at least I’ll go knowing I

killed it first.” 

The blood in my own veins seemed to chill as she lowered the cuff of her pants. 

If  anyone  in  the  square  had  seen,  no  one  dared  speak  about  it—or  to  come

closer. And I’d had enough for one day. So I took a step back, steadying myself

against what she’d told me and shown me. “Thanks for the warnings,” I said. 

Her attention flicked behind me, and she gave a faintly amused smile. 

“Good luck.” 

Then a slender hand clamped onto my forearm, dragging me away. I knew it was

Nesta before I even looked at her. 

“They’re  dangerous,”  Nesta  hissed,  her  fingers  digging  into  my  arm  as  she

continued to pull me from the mercenary. “Don’t go near them again.” 

I stared at her for a moment, then at Elain, whose face had gone pale and tight. 

“Is  there  something  I  need  to  know?”  I  asked  quietly.  I  couldn’t  remember  the last time Nesta had tried to warn me about anything; Elain was the only one she

bothered to really look after. 

“They’re brutes, and will take any copper they can get, even if it’s by force.” 

I glanced at the mercenary, who was still examining her new pelts. “She robbed

you?” 

“Not her,” Elain murmured. “Some other one who passed through. We had only

a few coins, and he got mad, but—” 

“Why didn’t you report him—or tell me?” 

“What  could  you  have  done?”  Nesta  sneered.  “Challenged  him  to  a  fight  with

your bow and arrows? And who in this sewer of a town would even care if we

reported anything?” 

“What about your Tomas Mandray?” I said coolly. 

Nesta’s  eyes  flashed,  but  a  movement  behind  me  caught  her  eye,  and  she  gave me  what  I  supposed  was  her  attempt  at  a  sweet  smile—probably  as  she

remembered the money I now carried. “Your friend is waiting for you.” 

I turned. Indeed, Isaac was watching from across the square, arms crossed as he

leaned  against  a  building.  Though  the  eldest  son  of  the  only  well-off  farmer  in our  village,  he  was  still  lean  from  the  winter,  and  his  brown  hair  had  turned shaggy.  Relatively  handsome,  soft-spoken,  and  reserved,  but  with  a  sort  of

darkness  running  beneath  it  all  that  had  drawn  us  to  each  other,  that  shared understanding of how wretched our lives were and would always be. 

We’d  vaguely  known  each  other  for  years—since  my  family  had  moved  to  the

village—but I had never thought much about him until we’d wound up walking

down the main road together one afternoon. We’d only talked about the eggs he

was  bringing  to  market—and  I’d  admired  the  variation  in  colors  within  the

basket he bore—browns and tans and the palest blues and greens. Simple, easy, 

perhaps  a  bit  awkward,  but  he’d  left  me  at  my  cottage  feeling  not  quite  so  …

alone. A week later, I pulled him into that decrepit barn. 

He’d been my first and only lover in the two years since. Sometimes we’d meet

every  night  for  a  week,  others  we’d  go  a  month  without  setting  eyes  on  each other.  But  every  time  was  the  same:  a  rush  of  shedding  clothes  and  shared

breaths  and  tongues  and  teeth.  Occasionally  we’d  talk—or,  rather,  he’d  talk about the pressures and burdens his father placed on him. 

Often,  we  wouldn’t  say  a  word  the  entire  time.  I  couldn’t  say  our  lovemaking was particularly skilled, but it was still a release, a reprieve, a bit of selfishness. 

There  was  no  love  between  us,  and  never  had  been—at  least  what  I  assumed

people meant when they talked about love—yet part of me had sunk when he’d

said he would soon be married. I wasn’t yet desperate enough to ask him to see

me after he was wed. 

Isaac inclined his head in a familiar gesture and then ambled off down the street

—out of town and to the ancient barn, where he would be waiting. 
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We  were  never  inconspicuous  about  our  dealings  with  each  other,  but  we  did

take measures to keep it from being too obvious. 

Nesta  clicked  her  tongue,  crossing  her  arms.  “I  do  hope  you  two  are  taking

precautions.” 

“It’s a bit late to pretend to care,” I said. But we were careful. Since I couldn’t

afford  it,  Isaac  himself  took  the  contraceptive  brew.  He  knew  I  wouldn’t  have touched  him  otherwise.  I  reached  into  my  pocket,  drawing  out  a  twenty-mark

copper.  Elain  sucked  in  a  breath,  and  I  didn’t  bother  to  look  at  either  of  my sisters as I pushed it into her palm and said, “I’ll see you at home.” 

Later, after another dinner of venison, when we were all gathered around the fire

for  the  quiet  hour  before  bed,  I  watched  my  sisters  whispering  and  laughing

together.  They’d  spent  every  copper  I’d  given  them—on  what,  I  didn’t  know, 

though Elain had brought back a new chisel for our father’s wood carving. The

cloak  and  boots  they’d  whined  about  the  night  before  had  been  too  expensive. 

But I hadn’t scolded them for it, not when Nesta went out a second time to chop

more wood without my asking. Mercifully, they’d avoided another confrontation

with the Children of the Blessed. 

My father was dozing in his chair, his cane laid across his gnarled knee. 

As good a time as any to broach the subject of Tomas Mandray with Nesta. 

I turned to her, opening my mouth. 

But  there  was  a  roar  that  half  deafened  me,  and  my  sisters  screamed  as  snow burst into the room and an enormous, growling shape appeared in the doorway. 

Chapter 4

I didn’t know how the wooden hilt of my hunting knife had gotten into my hand. 

The first few moments were a blur of the snarling of a gigantic beast with golden

fur, the shrieking of my sisters, the blistering cold cascading into the room, and

my father’s terror-stricken face. 

Not a martax, I realized—though the relief was short-lived. The beast had to be

as  large  as  a  horse,  and  while  his  body  was  somewhat  feline,  his  head  was distinctly wolfish. I didn’t know what to make of the curled, elk-like horns that

protruded  from  his  head.  But  lion  or  hound  or  elk,  there  was  no  doubting  the damage his black, daggerlike claws and yellow fangs could inflict. 

Had  I  been  alone  in  the  woods,  I  might  have  let  myself  be  swallowed  by  fear, might  have  fallen  to  my  knees  and  wept  for  a  clean,  quick  death.  But  I  didn’t have room for terror, wouldn’t give it an inch of space, despite my heart’s wild

pounding in my ears. Somehow, I wound up in front of my sisters, even as the

creature  reared  onto  its  hind  legs  and  bellowed  through  a  maw  full  of  fangs:

“MURDERERS! ” 

But it was another word that echoed through me:

 Faerie. 

Those ridiculous wards on our threshold were as good as cobwebs against him. I

should have asked the mercenary how she’d killed that faerie. 

But the beast’s thick neck—that looked like a good home for my knife. 

I  dared  a  glance  over  my  shoulder.  My  sisters  screamed,  kneeling  against  the wall of the hearth, my father crouched in front of them. Another body for me to

defend.  Stupidly,  I  took  another  step  toward  the  faerie,  keeping  the  table

between us, fighting the shaking in my hand. My bow and quiver were across the

room—past  the  beast.  I’d  have  to  get  around  him  to  reach  the  ash  arrow.  And buy myself enough time to fire it. 

“MURDERERS! ” the beast roared again, hackles raised. 

“P-please,”  my  father  babbled  from  behind  me,  failing  to  find  it  in  himself  to come to my side. “Whatever we have done, we did so

unknowingly, and—” 

“W-w-we didn’t kill anyone,” Nesta added, choking on her sobs, arm lifted over

her head, as if that tiny iron bracelet would do anything against the creature. 

I snatched another dinner knife off the table, the best I could do unless I found a

way  to  get  to  the  quiver.  “Get  out,”  I  snapped  at  the  creature,  brandishing  the

knives  before  me.  No  iron  in  sight  that  I  could  use  as  a  weapon—unless  I chucked my sisters’ bracelets at him. “Get out, and begone.” With my trembling

hands, I could barely keep my grip on the hilts. A nail—I’d take a damned iron

nail, if it were available. 

He bellowed at me in response, and the entire cottage shook, the plates and cups

rattling  against  one  another.  But  it  left  his  massive  neck  exposed.  I  hurled  my hunting knife. 

Fast—so  fast  I  could  barely  see  it—he  slashed  out  with  a  paw,  sending  it

skittering away as he snapped for my face with his teeth. 

I leaped back, almost stumbling over my cowering father. The faerie could have

killed  me—could  have,  yet  the  lunge  had  been  a  warning.  Nesta  and  Elain, 

weeping, prayed to whatever long-forgotten gods might still be skulking about. 

 “WHO  KILLED  HIM?”  The  creature  stalked  toward  us.  He  set  a  paw  on  the table,  and  it  groaned  beneath  him.  His  claws  thudded  as  they  embedded  in  the wood, one by one. 

I  dared  another  step  forward  as  the  beast  stretched  his  snout  over  the  table  to sniff  at  us.  His  eyes  were  green  and  flecked  with  amber.  Not  animal  eyes,  not with their shape and coloring. My voice was surprisingly even as I challenged:

“Killed who?” 

He growled, low and vicious. “The wolf,” he said, and my heart stumbled a beat. 

The roar was gone, but the wrath lingered—perhaps even traced with sorrow. 

Elain’s wail reached a high-pitched shriek. I kept my chin up. “A wolf?” 

“A large wolf with a gray coat,” he snarled in response. Would he know if I lied? 

Faeries  couldn’t  lie—all  mortals  knew  that—but  could  they  smell  the  lies  on

human tongues? We had no chance of escaping this through fighting, but there

might be other ways. 

“If it was  mistakenly killed,” I said to the beast as calmly as I could, 

“what payment could we offer in exchange?” This was all a nightmare, and

I’d  awaken  in  a  moment  beside  the  fire,  exhausted  from  my  day  at  the  market

and my afternoon with Isaac. 

The  beast  let  out  a  bark  that  could  have  been  a  bitter  laugh.  He  pushed  off  the table to pace in a small circle before the shattered door. The cold was so intense

that I shivered. “The payment you must offer is the one demanded by the Treaty

between our realms.” 

“For  a  wolf?”  I  retorted,  and  my  father  murmured  my  name  in  warning.  I  had vague memories of being read the Treaty during my childhood lessons, but could

recall nothing about wolves. 

The beast whirled on me. “Who killed the wolf?” 

I stared into those jade eyes. “I did.” 

He blinked and glanced at my sisters, then back at me, at my thinness—

no doubt seeing only frailness instead. “Surely you lie to save them.” 

“We didn’t kill anything!” Elain wept. “Please …  please, spare us!” 

Nesta  hushed  her  sharply  through  her  own  sobbing,  but  pushed  Elain  farther

behind her. My chest caved in at the sight of it. 

My father climbed to his feet, grunting at the pain in his leg as he bobbled, but

before  he  could  limp  toward  me,  I  repeated:  “I  killed  it.”  The  beast,  who  had been sniffing at my sisters, studied me. I squared my shoulders. “I sold its hide at

the market today. If I had known it was a faerie, I wouldn’t have touched it.” 

“Liar,” he snarled. “You knew. You would have been more tempted to slaughter

it had you known it was one of my kind.” 

True, true, true. “Can you blame me?” 

“Did it attack you? Were you provoked?” 

I opened my mouth to say yes, but—“No,” I said, letting out a snarl of my own. 

“But considering all that  your kind has  done to us,  considering what your  kind

still  likes  to   do  to  us,  even  if  I   had  known  beyond  a  doubt,  it  was  deserved.” 

Better to die with my chin held high than groveling like a cowering worm. 

Even if his answering growl was the definition of wrath and rage. 

The firelight shone upon his exposed fangs, and I wondered how they’d feel on

my throat, and how loudly my sisters would scream before they, too, died. But I

knew—with  a  sudden,  uncoiling  clarity—that  Nesta  would  buy  Elain  time  to

run.  Not  my  father,  whom  she  resented  with  her  entire  steely  heart.  Not  me, because Nesta had always known and hated that she and I

were  two  sides  of  the  same  coin,  and  that  I  could  fight  my  own  battles.  But Elain, the flower-grower, the gentle heart … Nesta would go down swinging for

her. 

It was that flash of understanding that had me angling my remaining knife at the

beast. “What is the payment the Treaty requires?” 

His  eyes  didn’t  leave  my  face  as  he  said,  “A  life  for  a  life.  Any  unprovoked attacks  on  faerie-kind  by  humans  are  to  be  paid  only  by  a  human  life  in

exchange.” 

My  sisters  quieted  their  weeping.  The  mercenary  in  town  had  killed  a  faerie—

but had attacked her first. “I didn’t know,” I said. “Didn’t know about that part

of the Treaty.” 

Faeries couldn’t lie—and he spoke plainly enough, no word-twisting. 

“Most  of  you  mortals  have  chosen  to  forget  that  part  of  the  Treaty,”  he  said, 

“which makes punishing you far more enjoyable.” 

My knees quaked. I couldn’t escape this, couldn’t outrun this. Couldn’t even try

to  run,  since  he  blocked  the  way  to  the  door.  “Do  it  outside,”  I  whispered,  my voice trembling. “Not … here.” Not where my family would have to wash away

my blood and gore. If he even let them live. 

The faerie huffed a vicious laugh. “Willing to accept your fate so easily?” When

I just stared at him, he said, “For having the nerve to request  where I slaughter you,  I’ll  let  you  in  on  a  secret,  human:  Prythian  must  claim  your  life  in  some way, for the life you took from it. So as a representative of the immortal realm, I

can either gut you like swine, or …

you can cross the wall and live out the remainder of your days in Prythian.” 

I blinked. “What?” 

He  said  slowly,  as  if  I  were  indeed  as  stupid  as  a  swine,  “You  can  either  die tonight or offer your life to Prythian by living in it forever, forsaking the human

realm.” 

“Do it, Feyre,” my father whispered from behind me. “Go.” 

I  didn’t  look  at  him  as  I  said,  “Live   where?  Every  inch  of  Prythian  is  lethal  to us.” I’d be better off dying tonight than living in pure terror across the wall until

I met my end in doubtlessly an even more awful way. 

“I  have  lands,”  the  faerie  said  quietly—almost  reluctantly.  “I  will  grant  you permission to live there.” 

“Why bother?” Perhaps a fool’s question, but—

“You  murdered  my  friend,”  the  beast  snarled.  “Murdered  him,  skinned  his

corpse, sold it at the market, and then said he  deserved it, and yet you have the nerve  to  question  my  generosity?”  How  typically  human,  he  seemed  to  silently add. 

“You didn’t need to mention the loophole.” I stepped so close the faerie’s breath

heated my face. Faeries couldn’t lie, but they could omit information. 

The  beast  snarled  again.  “Foolish  of  me  to  forget  that  humans  have  such  low opinions of us. Do you humans no longer understand mercy?” he said, his fangs

inches  from  my  throat.  “Let  me  make  this  clear  for  you,  girl:  you  can  either come live at my home in Prythian—offer your life for the wolf’s in that way—or

you can walk outside right now and be shredded to ribbons. 

Your choice.” 

My father’s hobbling steps sounded before he gripped my shoulder. 

“Please, good sir—Feyre is my youngest. I beseech you to spare her. She is all

…  she  is  all  …”  But  whatever  he  meant  to  say  died  in  his  throat  as  the  beast roared  again.  But  hearing  those  few  words  he’d  managed  to  get  out,  the  effort he’d  made  …  it  was  like  a  blade  to  my  belly.  My  father  cringed  as  he  said, 

“Please—” 

“Silence,” the creature snapped, and rage boiled up in me so blistering it was an effort to keep from lunging to stab my dagger in his eye. But by the time I had so

much as raised my arm, I knew he would have his maw around my neck. 

“I can get gold—” my father said, and my rage guttered. The only way he would

get money was by begging. Even then, he’d be lucky to get a few coppers. I’d

seen  how  pitiless  the  well-off  were  in  our  village.  The  monsters  in  our  mortal realm were just as bad as those across the wall. 

The  beast  sneered.  “How  much  is  your  daughter’s  life  worth  to  you?  Do  you

think it equates to a sum?” 

Nesta  still  had  Elain  held  behind  her,  Elain’s  face  so  pale  it  matched  the  snow drifting in from the open door. But Nesta monitored every move the beast made, 

her  brows  lowered.  She  didn’t  bother  to  look  at  my  father—as  if  she  knew  his answer already. 

When my father didn’t reply, I dared another step toward the beast, drawing his

attention to me. I had to get him out—get him away from my family. From the

way  he’d  brushed  away  my  knife,  any  hope  of  escaping  lay  in  somehow

sneaking up on him. With his hearing, I doubted I’d get a

chance anytime soon, at least until he believed I was docile. If I tried to attack

him or fled before then, he would destroy my family for the sheer enjoyment of

it. Then he would find me again. I had no choice but to go. 

And then, later, I might find an opportunity to slit the beast’s throat. Or at least

disable him long enough to flee. 

As  long  as  the  faeries  couldn’t  find  me  again,  they  couldn’t  hold  me  to  the Treaty. Even if it made me a cursed oath-breaker. But in going with him, I would

be  breaking  the  most  important  promise  I’d  ever  made.  Surely  it  trumped  an

ancient treaty that I hadn’t even signed. 

I  loosened  my  grip  on  the  hilt  of  my  remaining  dagger  and  stared  into  those green eyes for a long, silent while before I said, “When do we go?” 

Those  lupine  features  remained  fierce—vicious.  Any  lingering  hope  I  had  of

fighting  died  as  he  moved  to  the  door—no,  to  the  quiver  I’d  left  behind  it.  He pulled  out  the  ash  arrow,  sniffed,  and  snarled  at  it.  With  two  movements,  he

snapped  it  in  half  and  chucked  it  into  the  fire  behind  my  sisters  before  turning back to me. I could smell my doom on his breath as he said, “Now.” 

 Now. 

Even Elain lifted her head to gape at me in mute horror. But I couldn’t look at

her, couldn’t look at Nesta—not when they were still crouched there, still silent. 

I  turned  to  my  father.  His  eyes  glistened,  so  I  glanced  to  the  few  cabinets  we had, faded too-yellow daffodils curving over the handles.  Now. 

The beast paced in the doorway. I didn’t want to contemplate where I was going

or  what  he  would  do  with  me.  Running  would  be  foolish  until  it  was  the  right time. 

“The venison should hold you for two weeks,” I said to my father as I gathered

my clothes to bulk up against the cold. “Start on the fresh meat, then work your

way through to the jerky—you know how to make it.” 

“Feyre—” my father breathed, but I continued as I fastened my cloak. 

“I  left  the  money  from  the  pelts  on  the  dresser,”  I  said.  “It  will  last  you  for  a time, if you’re careful.” I finally looked at my father again and allowed myself to

memorize the lines of his face. My eyes stung, but I blinked the moisture away

as I stuffed my hands into my worn gloves. 

“When spring comes, hunt in the grove just south of the big bend in

Silverspring Creek—the rabbits make their warrens there. Ask … ask Isaac Hale

to show you how to make snares. I taught him last year.” 

My  father  nodded,  covering  his  mouth  with  a  hand.  The  beast  growled  his

warning and prowled out into the night. I made to follow him but paused to look

at my sisters, still crouched by the fire, as if they wouldn’t dare to move until I

was gone. 

Elain mouthed my name but kept cowering, kept her head down. So I turned to

Nesta, whose face was so similar to my mother’s, so cold and unrelenting. 

“Whatever  you  do,”  I  said  quietly,  “don’t  marry  Tomas  Mandray.  His  father

beats  his  wife,  and  none  of  his  sons  do  anything  to  stop  it.”  Nesta’s  eyes

widened, but I added, “Bruises are harder to conceal than poverty.” 

Nesta stiffened but said nothing—both of my sisters said absolutely nothing—as

I turned toward the open door. But a hand wrapped around my arm, tugging me

into a stop. 

Turning me around to face him, my father opened and closed his mouth. 

Outside,  the  beast,  sensing  I’d  been  detained,  sent  a  snarl  rumbling  into  the cottage. 

“Feyre,”  my  father  said.  His  fingers  trembled  as  he  grasped  my  gloved  hands, but his eyes became clearer and bolder than I’d seen them in years. 

“You  were  always  too  good  for  here,  Feyre.  Too  good  for  us,  too  good  for

everyone.” He squeezed my hands. “If you ever escape, ever convince them that

you’ve paid the debt, don’t return.” 

I hadn’t expected a heart-wrenching good-bye, but I hadn’t imagined  this, either. 

“Don’t  ever come back,” my father said, releasing my hands to shake me by the

shoulders. “Feyre.” He stumbled over my name, his throat bobbing. 

“You go somewhere new—and you make a name for yourself.” 

Beyond,  the  beast  was  just  a  shadow.  A  life  for  a  life—but  what  if  the  life offered  as  payment  also  meant  losing  three  others?  The  thought  alone  was

enough to steel me, anchor me. 

I’d never told my father of the promise I’d made my mother, and there was no

use explaining it now. So I shrugged off his grip and left. 

I let the sounds of the snow crunching underfoot drive out my father’s words as I

followed the beast to the night-shrouded woods. 

Chapter 5

Every step toward the line of trees was too swift, too light, too soon carrying me

to whatever torment and misery awaited. I didn’t dare look back at the cottage. 

We entered the line of trees. Darkness beckoned beyond. 

But a white mare was patiently waiting—unbound—beside a tree, her coat like

fresh snow in the moonlight. She only lowered her head—as if in  respect, of all

things—as the beast lumbered up to her. 

He motioned with a giant paw for me to mount. Still the horse remained calm, 

even as he passed close enough to gut her in one swipe. It had been years since

I’d  ridden,  and  I’d  only  ridden  a  pony  at  that,  but  I  savored  the  warmth  of  the horse against my half-frozen body as I climbed into the saddle and she set into a

walk.  Without  light  to  guide  me,  I  let  her  trail  the  beast.  They  were  nearly  the same  size.  I  wasn’t  surprised  when  we  headed  northward—toward  faerie

territory—though my stomach clenched so tightly it ached. 

Live with him. I could live out the rest of my mortal life on his lands. 

Perhaps  this  was  merciful—but  then,  he  hadn’t  specified  in  what  manner, 

exactly, I would live. The Treaty forbade faeries from taking us as slaves, but—

perhaps that excluded humans who’d murdered faeries. 

We’d  likely  go  to  whatever  rift  in  the  wall  he’d  used  to  get  here,  to  steal  me. 

And  once  we  went  through  the  invisible  wall,  once  we  were  in  Prythian,  there was  no  way  for  my  family  to  ever  find  me.  I’d  be  little  more  than  a  lamb  in  a kingdom of wolves. Wolves—wolf. 

Murdered a faerie. That was what I’d done. 

My  throat  went  dry.  I’d  killed  a  faerie.  I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  feel  badly about it. Not with my family left behind me to surely starve; not when it meant

one less wicked, awful creature in the world. The beast had burned my ash arrow

—so I’d have to rely on luck to get even a splinter of the wood again, if I was to

stand a chance of killing him. Or slowing him down. 

Knowledge of that weakness, of their susceptibility to ash, was the only reason

we’d  ever  survived  against  the  High  Fae  during  the  ancient  uprising,  a  secret betrayed by one of their own. 

My blood chilled further as I uselessly scanned for any signs of the narrow trunk

and explosion of branches that I’d learned marked ash trees. 

I’d  never  seen  the  forest  so  still.  Whatever  was  out  there  had  to  be  tame compared to the beast beside me, despite the horse’s ease around him. 

Hopefully he would keep other faeries away after we entered his realm. 

 Prythian. The word was a death knell that echoed through me again and again. 

Lands—he’d  said  he  had  lands,  but  what  kind  of  dwelling?  My  horse  was

beautiful  and  its  saddle  was  crafted  of  rich  leather,  which  meant  he  had  some sort of contact with civilized life. I’d never heard the specifics of what the lives

of  faeries  or  High  Fae  were  like—never  heard  much  about  anything  other  than

their deadly abilities and appetites. I clenched the reins to keep my hands from

shaking. 

There were few firsthand accounts of Prythian itself. The mortals who went over

the wall—either willingly as tributes from the Children of the Blessed or stolen

—never  came  back.  I’d  learned  most  of  the  legends  from  villagers,  though  my

father had occasionally offered up a milder tale or two on the nights he made an

attempt to remember we existed. 

As far as we knew, the High Fae still governed the northern parts of our world—

from  our  enormous  island  over  the  narrow  sea  separating  us  from  the  massive

continent, across depthless fjords and frozen wastelands and sandblasted deserts, 

all  the  way  to  the  great  ocean  on  the  other  side.  Some  faerie  territories  were empires; some were overseen by kings and queens. 

Then there were places like Prythian, divided and ruled by seven High Lords—

beings of such unyielding power that legend claimed they could level buildings, 

break apart armies, and butcher you before you could blink. 

I didn’t doubt it. 

No one had ever told me why humans chose to linger in our territory, when so

little space had been granted to us and we remained in such close proximity to

Prythian.  Fools—whatever  humans  had  stayed  here  after  the  War  must  have

been suicidal fools to live so close. Even with the centuries-old Treaty between

the mortal and faerie realms, there were rifts in the warded wall separating our

lands,  holes  big  enough  for  those  lethal  creatures  to  slip  into  our  territory  to amuse themselves with tormenting us. 

That was the side of Prythian that the Children of the Blessed never deigned to acknowledge—perhaps a side of Prythian I’d soon witness. My stomach turned. 

 Live with him, I reminded myself, again and again and again.  Live, not die. 

Though I supposed I could also  live in a dungeon. He would likely lock me up

and forget that I was there, forget that humans needed things like food and water

and warmth. 

Prowling  ahead  of  me,  the  beast’s  horns  spiraled  toward  the  night  sky,  and

tendrils of hot breath curled from his snout. We had to make camp at some point; 

the border of Prythian was days away. Once we stopped, I would keep awake for

the  entirety  of  the  night  and  never  let  him  out  of  my  sight.  Even  though  he’d burned  my  ash  arrow,  I’d  smuggled  my  remaining  knife  in  my  cloak.  Maybe

tonight would grant me an opportunity to use it. 

But  it  was  not  my  own  doom  I  contemplated  as  I  let  myself  tumble  into  dread and rage and despair. As we rode on—the only sounds snow crunching beneath

paws and hooves—I alternated between a wretched smugness at the thought of

my family starving and thus realizing how important I was, and a blinding agony

at  the  thought  of  my  father  begging  in  the  streets,  his  ruined  leg  giving  out  on him  as  he  stumbled  from  person  to  person.  Every  time  I  looked  at  the  beast,  I could  see  my  father  limping  through  town,  pleading  for  coppers  to  keep  my

sisters  alive.  Worse—what  Nesta  might  resort  to  in  order  to  keep  Elain  alive. 

She  wouldn’t  mind  my  father’s  death.  But  she  would  lie  and  steal  and  sell

anything for Elain’s sake

—and her own as well. 

I took in the way the beast moved, trying to find any—  any— weakness. I could

detect  none.  “What  manner  of  faerie  are  you?”  I  asked,  the  words  nearly

swallowed up by the snow and trees and star-heavy sky. 

He didn’t bother to turn around. He didn’t bother to say anything at all. 

Fair enough. I’d killed his friend, after all. 

I tried again. “Do you have a name?” Or anything to curse him by. 

A  huff  of  air  that  could  have  been  a  bitter  laugh.  “Does  it  even  matter  to  you, human?” 
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I didn’t answer. He might very well change his mind about sparing me. 

But perhaps I would escape before he decided to gut me. I would grab my family

and we’d stow away on a ship and sail far, far away. Perhaps I would try to kill

him, regardless of the futility, regardless of whether it

constituted another unprovoked attack, just for being the one who came to claim

my  life—my   life,  when  these  faeries  valued  ours  so  little.  The  mercenary  had survived; maybe I could, too. Maybe. 

I  opened  my  mouth  to  again  ask  him  for  his  name,  but  a  growl  of  annoyance rippled  out  of  him.  I  didn’t  have  a  chance  to  struggle,  to  fight  back,  when  a charged, metallic tang stung my nose. Exhaustion slammed down upon me and

blackness swallowed me whole. 

I  awoke  with  a  jolt  atop  the  horse,  secured  by  invisible  bonds.  The  sun  was already high. 

Magic—that’s  what  the  tang  had  been,  what  was  keeping  my  limbs  tucked  in

tight, preventing me from going for my knife. I recognized the power deep in my

bones, from some collective mortal memory and terror. 

How long had it kept me unconscious? How long had  he kept me unconscious, 

rather than have to speak to me? 

Gritting  my  teeth,  I  might  have  demanded  answers  from  him—might  have

shouted  to  where  he  still  lumbered  ahead,  heedless  of  me.  But  then  chirping

birds flitted past me, and a mild breeze kissed my face. I spied a hedge-bordered

metal gate ahead. 

My prison or my salvation—I couldn’t decide which. 

Two  days—it  took  two  days  from  my  cottage  to  reach  the  wall  and  enter  the

southernmost border of Prythian. Had I been held in an enchanted sleep for that

long? Bastard. 

The gate swung open without porter or sentry, and the beast continued through. 

Whether I wanted to or not, my horse followed after him. 

Chapter 6

The estate sprawled across a rolling green land. I’d never seen anything like it; 

even  our  former  manor  couldn’t  compare.  It  was  veiled  in  roses  and  ivy,  with patios and balconies and staircases sprouting from its alabaster sides. 

The grounds were encased by woods, but stretched so far that I could barely see

the distant line of the forest. So much color, so much sunlight and movement and

texture  …  I  could  hardly  drink  it  in  fast  enough.  To  paint  it  would  be  useless, would never do it justice. 

My  awe  might  have  subdued  my  fear  had  the  place  not  been  so  wholly  empty

and silent. Even the garden through which we walked, following a gravel path to

the main doors of the house, seemed hushed and sleeping. 

Above  the  array  of  amethyst  irises  and  pale  snowdrops  and  butter-yellow

daffodils  swaying  in  the  balmy  breeze,  the  faint  stench  of  metal  ticked  my

nostrils. 

Of course it would be magic, because it was spring here. What wretched power

did  they  possess  to  make  their  lands  so  different  from  ours,  to  control  the seasons  and  weather  as  if  they  owned  them?  Sweat  trickled  down  my  spine  as

my  layers  of  clothes  turned  suffocating.  I  rotated  my  wrists  and  shifted  in  the saddle. Whatever bonds had held me were gone. 

The  faerie  meandered  on  ahead,  leaping  nimbly  up  the  grand  marble  staircase

that led to the giant oak doors in one mighty, fluid movement. The doors swung

open  for  him  on  silent  hinges,  and  he  prowled  inside.  He’d  planned  this  entire arrival, no doubt—keeping me unconscious so I didn’t know where I was, didn’t

know  the  way  home  or  what  other  deadly  faerie  territories  might  be  lurking

between  me  and  the  wall.  I  felt  for  my  knife,  but  found  only  layers  of  frayed clothes. 

The thought of those claws pawing through my cloak to find my knife made my

mouth go dry. I shoved away the fury and terror and disgust as my horse came to

a stop of her own accord at the foot of the stairs. The message was clear enough. 

The towering estate house seemed to be watching, waiting. 

I glanced over my shoulder toward the still-open gates. If I were to bolt, it would

have to be now. 

South—all I had to do was go south, and I would eventually make it to the wall. 

If  I  didn’t  encounter  anything  before  then.  I  tugged  on  the  reins,  but  the  mare remained stationary—even as I dug my heels into her sides. I let out a low, sharp

hiss. Fine. On foot. 

My knees buckled as I hit the ground, bits of light flashing in my vision. 

I grasped the saddle and winced as soreness and hunger racked my senses. 

Now—I  had  to  go   now.  I  made  to  move,  but  the  world  was  still  spinning  and flashing. 

Only a fool would run with no food, no strength. 

I wouldn’t get half a mile like this. I wouldn’t get half a mile before he caught

me and tore me to ribbons, as he’d promised. 

I  took  a  long,  shuddering  breath.  Food—getting  food,  then  running  at  the  next opportune moment. It sounded like a solid plan. 

When  I  was  steady  enough  to  walk,  I  left  the  horse  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairs, taking the steps one at a time. My breath tight in my chest, I passed through the

open doors and into the shadows of the house. 

Inside,  it  was  even  more  opulent.  Black-and-white  checkered  marble  shone  at

my  feet,  flowing  to  countless  doors  and  a  sweeping  staircase.  A  long  hall

stretched  ahead  to  the  giant  glass  doors  at  the  other  end  of  the  house,  and through  them  I  glimpsed  a  second  garden,  grander  than  the  one  out  front.  No sign  of  a  dungeon—no  shouts  or  pleas  rising  up  from  hidden  chambers  below. 

No,  just  the  low  growl  from  a  nearby  room,  so  deep  that  it  rattled  the  vases overflowing with fat clusters of hydrangea atop the scattered hall tables. As if in

response,  an  open  set  of  polished  wooden  doors  swung  wider  to  my  left.  A

command to follow. 

My fingers shook as I rubbed my eyes. I’d known the High Fae had once built

themselves  palaces  and  temples  around  the  world—buildings  that  my  mortal

ancestors  had  destroyed  after  the  War  out  of  spite—but  I’d  never  considered

how  they  might  live  today,  the  elegance  and  wealth  they  might  possess.  Never contemplated  that  the  faeries,  these  feral  monsters,  might  own  estates  grander than any mortal dwelling. 

I tensed as I entered the room. 

A long table—longer than any we’d ever possessed at our manor—filled most of

the space. It was laden with food and wine—so much food, some of

it wafting tendrils of steam, that my mouth watered. At least it was familiar, and

not some strange faerie delicacy: chicken, bread, peas, fish, asparagus, lamb …

it could have been a feast at any mortal manor. Another surprise. 

The beast padded to the oversized chair at the head of the table. 

I lingered by the threshold, gazing at the food—all that hot, glorious food—that I

couldn’t eat. That was the first rule we were taught as children, usually in songs

or  chants:  If  misfortune  forced  you  to  keep  company  with  a  faerie,  you  never drank  their  wine,  never  ate  their  food.  Ever.  Unless  you  wanted  to  wind  up

enslaved to them in mind and soul—unless you wanted to wind up dragged back

to  Prythian.  Well,  the  second  part  had  already  happened,  but  I  might  stand  a chance at avoiding the first. 

The  beast  plopped  into  the  chair,  the  wood  groaning,  and,  in  a  flash  of  white light, turned into a golden-haired man. 

I  stifled  a  cry  and  pushed  myself  against  the  paneled  wall  beside  the  door, feeling for the molding of the threshold, trying to gauge the distance between me

and escape. This beast was not a man, not a lesser faerie. He was one of the High

Fae, one of their ruling nobility: beautiful, lethal, and merciless. 

He was young—or at least what I could see of his face seemed young. 

His  nose,  cheeks,  and  brows  were  covered  by  an  exquisite  golden  mask

embedded  with  emeralds  shaped  like  whorls  of  leaves.  Some  absurd  High  Fae

fashion, no doubt. It left only his eyes—looking the same as they had in his beast

form,  strong  jaw,  and  mouth  for  me  to  see,  and  the  latter  tightened  into  a  thin line. 

“You should eat something,” he said. Unlike the elegance of his mask, the dark

green tunic he wore was rather plain, accented only with a leather baldric across

his  broad  chest.  It  was  more  for  fighting  than  style,  even  though  he  bore  no weapons I could detect. Not just one of the High Fae, but

… a warrior, too. 

I didn’t want to consider what might require him to wear a warrior’s attire and

tried  not  to  look  too  hard  at  the  leather  of  the  baldric  gleaming  in  the  sunlight streaming in through the bank of windows behind him. I hadn’t seen a cloudless

sky like that in months. He filled a glass of wine from an exquisitely cut crystal

decanter and drank deeply. As if he needed it. 

I inched toward the door, my heart beating so fast I thought I’d vomit. 

The cool metal of the door’s hinges bit into my fingers. If I moved fast, I

could  be  out  of  the  house  and  sprinting  for  the  gate  within  seconds.  He  was undoubtedly  faster—but  chucking  some  of  those  pretty  pieces  of  hallway

furniture  in  his  path  might  slow  him  down.  Though  his  Fae  ears—with  their

delicate, pointed arches—would pick up any whisper of movement from me. 

“Who  are  you?”  I  managed  to  say.  His  light  golden  hair  was  so  similar  to  the color  of  his  beast  form’s  pelt.  Those  giant  claws  undoubtedly  still  lurked  just below the surface of his skin. 

“Sit,” he said gruffly, waving a broad hand to encompass the table. 

“Eat.” 

I ran through the chants in my head, again and again. Not worth it—

easing my ravenous hunger was definitely not worth the risk of being enslaved

to him in mind and soul. 

He let out a low growl. “Unless you’d rather faint?” 

“It’s not safe for humans,” I managed to say, offense be damned. 

He  huffed  a  laugh—more  feral  than  anything.  “The  food  is  fine  for  you  to  eat, human.”  Those  strange  green  eyes  pinned  me  to  the  spot,  as  if  he  could  detect every  muscle  in  my  body  that  was  priming  to  bolt.  “Leave,  if  you  want,”  he added  with  a  flash  of  teeth.  “I’m  not  your  jailer.  The  gates  are  open—you  can live anywhere in Prythian.” 

And no doubt be eaten or tormented by a wretched faerie. But while every inch of  this  place  was  civilized  and  clean  and  beautiful,  I  had  to  get  out,  had  to  get back.  That  promise  to  my  mother,  cold  and  vain  as  she  was,  was  all  I  had.  I made no move toward the food. 

“Fine,” he said, the word laced with a growl, and began serving himself. 

I didn’t have to face the consequences of refusing him another time, as someone

strode past me, heading right for the head of the table. 

“Well?” the stranger said—another High Fae: red-haired and finely dressed in a

tunic  of  muted  silver.  He,  too,  wore  a  mask.  He  sketched  a  bow  to  the  seated male  and  then  crossed  his  arms.  Somehow,  he  hadn’t  spotted  me  where  I  was

still pressed against the wall. 

“Well,  what?”  My  captor  cocked  his  head,  the  movement  more  animal  than human. 

“Is Andras dead, then?” 

A nod from my captor—savior, whatever he was. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. 

“How?”  the  stranger  demanded,  his  knuckles  white  as  he  gripped  his  muscled

arms. 

“An ash arrow,” said the other. His red-haired companion hissed. “The Treaty’s

summons led me to the mortal. I gave her safe haven.” 

“A  girl—a  mortal  girl  actually  killed  Andras.”  Not  a  question  so  much  as  a

venom-coated  string  of  words.  He  glanced  at  the  end  of  the  table,  where  my

empty chair stood. “And the summons found the girl responsible.” 

The  golden-masked  one  gave  a  low,  bitter  laugh  and  pointed  at  me.  “The

Treaty’s magic brought me right to her doorstep.” 

The stranger whirled with fluid grace. His mask was bronze and fashioned after

a fox’s features, concealing all but the lower half of his face

—along  with  most  of  what  looked  like  a  wicked,  slashing  scar  from  his  brow

down to his jaw. It didn’t hide the eye that was missing—or the carved golden

orb that had replaced it and  moved as though he could use it. 

It fixed on me. 

Even from across the room, I could see his remaining russet eye widen. 

He sniffed once, his lips curling a bit to reveal straight white teeth, and then he

turned to the other faerie. “You’re joking,” he said quietly. “That scrawny thing

brought down  Andras with a single ash arrow?” 

Bastard—an  absolute  bastard.  A  pity  I  didn’t  have  the  arrow  now—so  I  could

shoot him instead. 

“She  admitted  to  it,”  the  golden-haired  one  said  tightly,  tracing  the  rim  of  his goblet  with  a  finger.  A  long,  lethal  claw  slid  out,  scraping  against  the  metal.  I fought  to  keep  my  breathing  steady.  Especially  as  he  added,  “She  didn’t  try  to deny it.” 

The fox-masked faerie sank onto the edge of the table, the light catching in his

long fire-red hair. I could understand his mask, with that brutal scar and missing

eye,  but  the  other  High  Fae  seemed  fine.  Perhaps  he  wore  it  out  of  solidarity. 

Maybe  that  explained  the  absurd  fashion.  “Well,”  the  red-haired  one  seethed, 

“now we’re stuck with  that, thanks to your useless mercy, and you’ve ruined—” 

I stepped forward—only a step. I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but being

spoken about that way … I kept my mouth shut, but it was enough. 

“Did  you  enjoy  killing  my  friend,  human?”  the  red-haired  one  said.  “Did  you

hesitate, or was the hatred in your heart riding you too hard to consider

sparing him? It must have been so satisfying for a small mortal thing like you to

take him down.” 

The golden-haired one said nothing, but his jaw tightened. As they studied me, I

reached for a knife that wasn’t there. 

“Anyway,”  the  fox-masked  one  continued,  facing  his  companion  again  with  a

sneer. He would likely laugh if I ever drew a weapon on him. 

“Perhaps there’s a way to—” 

[image: Image 63]

“Lucien,” my captor said quietly, the name echoing with a hint of a snarl. 

“Behave.” 

Lucien went rigid, but he hopped off the edge of the table and bowed deeply to

me.  “My  apologies,  lady.”  Another  joke  at  my  expense.  “I’m  Lucien.  Courtier

and emissary.” He gestured to me with a flourish. “Your eyes are like stars, and

your hair like burnished gold.” 

He  cocked  his  head—waiting  for  me  to  give  him  my  name.  But  telling  him

anything about me, about my family and where I came from—

“Her  name  is  Feyre,”  said  the  one  in  charge—the  beast.  He  must  have  learned my  name  at  my  cottage.  Those  striking  green  eyes  met  mine  again  and  then

flicked to the door. “Alis will take you to your room. You could use a bath and

fresh clothes.” 

I couldn’t decide whether it was an insult or not. There was a firm hand at my

elbow,  and  I  flinched.  A  rotund  brown-haired  woman  in  a  simple  brass  bird

mask tugged on my arm and inclined her head toward the open door behind us. 

Her  white  apron  was  crisp  above  her  homespun  brown  dress—a  servant.  The

masks had to be some sort of trend, then. 

If they cared so much about their clothes, about what even their servants wore, 

maybe  they  were  shallow  and  vain  enough  for  me  to  deceive,  despite  their

master’s  warrior  clothes.  Still,  they  were  High  Fae.  I  would  have  to  be  clever and  quiet  and  bide  my  time  until  I  could  escape.  So  I  let  Alis  lead  me  away. 

 Room—not  cell. A small relief, then. 

I’d  barely  made  it  a  few  steps  before  Lucien  growled,  “That’s  the  hand  the

Cauldron thought to deal us?  She brought Andras down? We never should have

sent him out there—none of them should have been out there. 

It  was  a  fool’s  mission.”  His  growl  was  more  bitter  than  threatening.  Could  he shape-shift as well? “Maybe we should just take a stand—maybe it’s time to say

 enough. Dump the girl somewhere, kill her, I don’t care—she’s

nothing but a burden here. She’d sooner put a knife in your back than talk to you

—or any of us.” I kept my breathing calm, my spine locking, and—

“No,” the other bit out. “Not until we know for certain that there is no other way

will we make a move. And as for the girl, she stays. Unharmed. 

End of  discussion. Her  life  in that  hovel was  Hell  enough.” My  cheeks  heated, 

even while I loosed a tight breath, and I avoided looking at Alis as I felt her eyes

slide to me. A hovel—I suppose that’s what our cottage was when compared to

this place. 

“Then you’ve got your work cut out for you, old son,” Lucien said. “I’m sure her

life will be a fine replacement for Andras’s—maybe she can even train with the

others on the border.” 

A snarl of irritation resonated through the air. 

The shining, spotless halls swallowed me up before I could hear more. 

Alis led me through halls of gold and silver until we came to a lavish bedroom

on the second level. I’ll admit I didn’t fight that hard when Alis and two other

servants—also masked—bathed me, cut my hair, and then plucked me until I felt

like  a  chicken  being  prepared  for  dinner.  For  all  I  knew,  I  might  very  well  be their next meal. 

It was only the High Fae’s promise—to live out my days in Prythian instead of

dying—that  kept  me  from  being  sick  at  the  thought.  While  these  faeries  also

looked  human,  save  for  their  ears,  I’d  never  learned  what  the  High  Fae  called their servants. But I didn’t dare to ask, or to speak to them at all, not when just

having their hands on me, having them so  close was enough to make me focus

solely on not trembling. 

Still, I took one look at the velvet turquoise dress Alis had placed on the bed and

wrapped  my  white  dressing  gown  tightly  around  me,  sinking  into  a  chair  and

pleading  for  my  old  clothes  to  be  returned.  Alis  refused,  and  when  I  begged again,  trying  my  best  to  sound  pathetic  and  sad  and  pitiful,  she  stormed  out.  I hadn’t  worn  a  dress  in  years.  I  wasn’t  about  to  start,  not  when  escape  was  my main priority. I wouldn’t be able to move freely in a gown. 

Bundled in my robe, I sat for minute after minute, the chattering of small birds in

the  garden  beyond  the  windows  the  only  sounds.  No  screaming,  no  clashing

weapons, no hint of any slaughter or torture. 

The  bedroom  was  larger  than  our  entire  cottage.  Its  walls  were  pale  green, 

delicately sketched with patterns of gold, and the moldings were golden as well. 

I might have thought it tacky had the ivory furniture and rugs not complemented

it so well. The gigantic bed was of a similar color scheme, and the curtains that

hung  from  the  towering  headboard  drifted  in  the  faint  breeze  from  the  open

windows. My dressing gown was of the finest silk, edged with lace—simple and

exquisite enough that I ran a finger along the lapels. 

The few stories I’d heard had been wrong—or five hundred years of separation

had muddled them. Yes, I was still prey, still born weak and useless compared to

them, but this place was … peaceful. Calm. Unless that was an illusion, too, and

the  loophole  in  the  Treaty  was  a  lie—a  trick  to  set  me  at  ease  before  they destroyed me. The High Fae liked to play with their food. 

The door creaked, and Alis returned—a bundle of clothing in her hands. 

She lifted a sodden grayish shirt. “You want to wear this?” I gaped at the holes

in  the  sides  and  sleeves.  “It  fell  apart  the  moment  the  laundresses  put  it  in water.” She held up a few scraps of brown. “Here’s what’s left of your pants.” 

I clamped down on the curse building in my chest. She might be a servant, but

she could easily kill me, too. 

“Will you wear the dress now?” she demanded. I knew I should get up, should

agree,  but  I  slumped  farther  into  my  seat.  Alis  stared  me  down  for  a  moment before leaving again. 

She  returned  with  trousers  and  a  tunic  that  fit  me  well,  both  of  them  rich  with color. A bit fancy, but I didn’t complain when I donned the white shirt, nor when

I buttoned the dark blue tunic and ran my hands over the scratchy, golden thread

embroidered on the lapels. It had to cost a fortune in itself—

and it tugged at that useless part of my mind that admired lovely and strange and

colorful things. 

I was too young to remember much before my father’s downfall. He’d tolerated

me enough to allow me to loiter about his offices, and sometimes even explained

various goods and their worth, the details of which I’d long since forgotten. My

time in his offices—full of the scents of exotic spices and the music of foreign tongues—made  up  the  majority  of  my  few  happy  memories.  I  didn’t  need  to

know the worth of everything in this room to

understand that the emerald curtains alone—silk, with gold velvet—could have

fed us for a lifetime. 

A  chill  scuttled  down  my  spine.  It  had  been  days  since  I’d  left.  The  venison would be running low already. 

Alis  herded  me  into  a  low-backed  chair  before  the  darkened  fireplace,  and  I

didn’t fight back as she ran a comb through my hair and began braiding it. 

“You’re  hardly  more  than  skin  and  bones,”  she  said,  her  fingers  luxurious

against my scalp. 

“Winter  does  that  to  poor  mortals,”  I  said,  fighting  to  keep  the  sharpness  from my tone. 

She huffed a laugh. “If you’re wise, you’ll keep your mouth shut and your ears

open. It’ll do you more good here than a loose tongue. And keep your wits about

you—even your senses will try to betray you here.” 

I  tried  not  to  cringe  at  the  warning.  Alis  went  on.  “Some  folk  are  bound  to  be upset about Andras. Yet if you ask me, Andras was a good sentinel, but he knew

what  he  would  face  when  he  crossed  the  wall—knew  he’d  likely  find  trouble. 

And the others understand the terms of the Treaty, too—

even if they might resent your presence here, thanks to the mercy of our master. 

So keep your head down, and none of them will bother you. Though Lucien—he

could do with someone snapping at him, if you’ve the courage for it.” 

I didn’t, and when I went to ask more about whom I should try to avoid, she had

already finished with my hair and opened the door to the hall. 

Chapter 7

The  golden-haired  High  Fae  and  Lucien  were  lounging  at  the  table  when  Alis

returned me to the dining room. They no longer had plates before them, but still

sipped  from  golden  goblets.  Real  gold—not  paint  or  foil.  Our  mismatched

cutlery  flashed  through  my  mind  as  I  paused  in  the  middle  of  the  room.  Such wealth—such staggering wealth, when we had nothing. 

 A half-wild beast, Nesta had called me. But compared to him, compared to this

place,  compared  to  the  elegant,  easy  way  they  held  their  goblets,  the  way  the golden-haired  one  had  called  me   human  …  we  were  all  half-wild  beasts  to  the High Fae. Even if they were the ones who could don fur and claws. 

Food  still  remained  on  the  table,  the  array  of  spices  lingering  in  the  air, beckoning. I was starving, my head unnervingly light. 

The golden-haired High Fae’s mask gleamed with the last rays of the afternoon

sunshine. “Before you ask again: the food is safe for you to eat.” 

He pointed to the chair at the other end of the table. No sign of his claws. 

When I didn’t move, he sighed sharply. “What do you want, then?” 

I said nothing.  To eat, flee, save my family …

Lucien  drawled  from  his  seat  along  the  length  of  the  table,  “I  told  you  so, Tamlin.” He flicked a glance toward his friend. “Your skills with females have

definitely become rusty in recent decades.” 

 Tamlin.  He  glowered  at  Lucien,  shifting  in  his  seat.  I  tried  not  to  stiffen  at  the other bit of information Lucien had given away.  Decades. 

Tamlin didn’t look much older than me, but his kind was immortal. He could be

hundreds of years old. Thousands. My mouth dried up as I carefully studied their

strange, masked faces—unearthly, primal, and imperious. Like immovable gods

or feral courtiers. 

“Well,” Lucien said, his remaining russet eye fixed on me, “you don’t look half

as bad now. A relief, I suppose, since you’re to live with us. 

Though the tunic isn’t as pretty as a dress.” 

Wolves ready to pounce—that’s what they were, just like their friend. I was all

too  aware  of  my  diction,  of  the  very  breath  I  took  as  I  said,  “I’d  prefer  not  to wear that dress.” 

“And why not?” Lucien crooned. 

It was Tamlin who answered for me. “Because killing us is easier in pants.” 

I kept my face blank, willed my heart to calm as I said, “Now that I’m here, what

… what do you plan to do with me?” 

Lucien snorted, but Tamlin said with a snarl of annoyance, “Just sit down.” 

An empty seat had been pulled out at the end of the table. So many foods, piping

hot  and  wafting  those  enticing  spices.  The  servants  had  probably  brought  out

new food while I’d washed. So much wasted. I clenched my hands into fists. 

“We’re not going to bite.” Lucien’s white teeth gleamed in a way that suggested

otherwise.  I  avoided  his  gaze,  avoided  that  strange,  animated  metal  eye  that

focused on me as I inched to my seat and sat down. 

Tamlin  rose,  stalking  around  the  table—closer  and  closer,  each  movement

smooth and lethal, a predator blooded with power. It was an effort to keep still—

especially as he picked up a dish, brought it over to me, and piled some meat and

sauce on my plate. 

I said quietly, “I can serve myself.” Anything,  anything to keep him well away

from me. 

Tamlin  paused,  so  close  that  one  swipe  of  those  claws  lurking  under  his  skin could rip my throat out. That was why the leather baldric bore no weapons: why

use  them  when  you  were  a  weapon  yourself?  “It’s  an  honor  for  a  human  to  be served by a High Fae,” he said roughly. 

I swallowed hard. He continued piling various foods on my plate, stopping only

when  it  was  heaping  with  meat  and  sauce  and  bread,  and  then  filled  my  glass with pale sparkling wine. I loosed a breath as he prowled back to his seat, though

he could probably hear it. 

I  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  bury  my  face  in  the  plate  and  then  eat  my  way down the table, but I pinned my hands beneath my thighs and stared at the two

faeries. 

They  watched  me,  too  closely  to  be  casual.  Tamlin  straightened  a  bit  and  said, 

“You look … better than before.” 

Was that a compliment? I could have sworn Lucien gave Tamlin an encouraging

nod. 

“And your hair is … clean.” 

Perhaps it was my raging hunger making me hallucinate the piss-poor attempt at

flattery. Still, I leaned back and kept my words calm and quiet, the way I might

speak to any other predator. “You’re High Fae—faerie nobility?” 

Lucien coughed and looked to Tamlin. “You can take that question.” 

“Yes,” Tamlin said, frowning—as if searching for anything to say to me. 

He settled on merely: “We are.” 

Fine.  A  man—faerie—of  few  words.  I  had  killed  his  friend,  was  an  unwanted

guest. I wouldn’t want to talk to me, either. 

“What do you plan to do with me now that I’m here?” 

Tamlin’s eyes didn’t leave my face. “Nothing. Do whatever you want.” 

“So I’m not to be your slave?” I dared ask. 

Lucien choked on his wine. But Tamlin didn’t smile. “I don’t keep slaves.” 

I ignored the release of tightness in my chest at that. “But what am I to do with

my  life here?” I pressed. “Do you—do you wish me to earn my keep? To work?” 

A stupid question, if he hadn’t considered it, but … but I had to know. 

Tamlin stiffened. “What you do with your life isn’t my problem.” 

Lucien pointedly cleared his throat, and Tamlin flashed him a glare. 

After  an  exchanged  look  I  couldn’t  read,  Tamlin  sighed  and  said,  “Don’t  you

have any … interests?” 

“No.” Not entirely true, but I wasn’t about to explain the painting to him. 

Not  when  he  was  apparently  having  a  great  deal  of  trouble  just  talking  to  me civilly. 

Lucien muttered, “So typically human.” 

Tamlin’s mouth quirked to the side. “Do whatever you want with your time. Just

stay out of trouble.” 

“So you truly mean for me to stay here forever.” What I meant was:  So  I’m to stay in this luxury while my family starves to death? 

“I didn’t make the rules,” Tamlin said tersely. 

“My  family  is   starving,”  I  said.  I  didn’t  mind  begging—not  for  this.  I’d  given my word, and held to that word for so long that I was nothing and no

one without it. “Please let me go. There must be—must be some other loophole

out of the Treaty’s rules—some other way to atone.” 

“Atone?” Lucien said. “Have you even apologized yet?” 

Apparently,  all  attempts  to  flatter  me  were  dead  and  gone.  So  I  looked  Lucien right in his remaining russet eye and said, “I’m sorry.” 

Lucien leaned back in his chair. “How did you kill him? Was it a bloody fight, or

just cold-blooded murder?” 

My spine stiffened. “I shot him with an ash arrow. And then an ordinary arrow

through  the  eye.  He  didn’t  put  up  a  fight.  After  the  first  shot,  he  just  stared  at me.” 

“Yet you killed him anyway—though he made no move to attack you. 

And then you  skinned him,” Lucien hissed. 

“Enough, Lucien,” Tamlin said to his courtier with a snarl. “I don’t want to hear details.” He turned to me, ancient and brutal and unyielding. 

I  spoke  before  he  could  say  anything.  “My  family  won’t  last  a  month  without me.” Lucien chuckled, and I gritted my teeth. “Do you know what it’s like to be

hungry?” I demanded, anger rising to devour any common sense. “Do you know what it’s like to not know when your next meal will be?” 

Tamlin’s jaw tightened. “Your family is alive and well-cared for. You think so

low  of  faeries  that  you  believe  I’d  take  their  only  source  of  income  and

nourishment and not replace it?” 

I straightened. “You swear it?” Even if faeries couldn’t lie, I had to hear it. 

A low, incredulous laugh. “On everything that I am and possess.” 

“Why not tell me that when we left the cottage?” 

“Would you have believed me? Do you even believe me now?” Tamlin’s claws

embedded in the arms of his chair. 

“Why should I trust a word you say? You’re all masters of spinning your truths

to your own advantage.” 

“Some  would  say  it’s  unwise  to  insult  a  Fae  in  his  home,”  Tamlin  ground  out. 

“Some would say you should be grateful for me finding you before another one

of  my  kind  came  to  claim  the  debt,  for  sparing  your  life  and  then  offering  you the chance to live in comfort.” 

I shot to my feet, wisdom be damned, and was about to kick back my chair when

invisible hands clapped on my arms and shoved me back into

the seat. 

“Do  not do whatever it was you were contemplating,” Tamlin said. 

I  went  still  as  the  tang  of  magic  seared  my  nose.  I  tried  to  twist  in  the  chair, testing the invisible bonds. But my arms were secured, and my back was pressed

into  the  wood  so  hard  that  it  ached.  I  glanced  at  the  knife  beside  my  plate.  I should have gone for it first—futile effort or no. 

“I’m going to warn you once,” Tamlin said too softly. “Only once, and then it’s

on  you,  human.  I  don’t  care  if  you  go  live  somewhere  else  in  Prythian.  But  if you cross the wall, if you flee, your family will no longer be cared for.” 

His  words  were  like  a  stone  to  the  head.  If  I  escaped,  if  I  even   tried  to  run,  I might  very  well  doom  my  family.  And  even  if  I  dared  risk  it  …  even  if  I

succeeded  in  reaching  them,  where  would  I  take  them?  I  couldn’t  stow  my

sisters away on a ship—and once we arrived somewhere else, somewhere safe, 

we’d have nowhere to live. But for him to hold my family’s well-being against

me, to throw away their survival if I stepped out of line …

I opened my mouth, but his snarl rattled the glasses. “Is that not a fair bargain? 

And if you flee, then you might not be so lucky with whoever comes to retrieve

you next.” His claws slipped back under his knuckles. 

“The  food  is  not  enchanted,  or  drugged,  and  it  will  be  your  own  damn  fault  if you faint. So you’re going to sit at this table and  eat, Feyre. And  Lucien will do his best to be polite.” He threw a pointed look in his direction. 

Lucien shrugged. 

The  invisible  bonds  loosened,  and  I  winced  as  I  whacked  my  hands  on  the

underside  of  the  table.  The  bonds  on  my  legs  and  middle  remained  intact.  One glance  at  Tamlin’s  smoldering  green  eyes  told  me  what  I  wanted  to  know:  his guest or not, I wasn’t going to get up from this table until I’d eaten something. 

I’d think about the sudden change in my plans to escape later. Now … for now I

eyed the silver fork and carefully picked it up. 

They  still  watched  me—watched  my  every  move,  the  flare  of  my  nostrils  as  I

sniffed the food on my plate. No metallic stench of magic. And faeries couldn’t

lie. So he had to be right about the food, then. Stabbing a piece of chicken, I took

a bite. 

It was an effort to keep from grunting. I hadn’t had food this good in years. Even

the meals we’d had before our downfall were little more than

ashes  compared  to  this.  I  ate  my  entire  plate  in  silence,  too  aware  of  the  High Fae  observing  every  bite,  but  as  I  reached  for  a  second  helping  of  chocolate torte, the food vanished. Just—vanished, as if it had never existed, not a crumb

left behind. 

Swallowing  hard,  I  set  my  fork  down  so  they  wouldn’t  see  my  hand  start  to

shake. 

“One more bite and you’ll hurl your guts up,” Tamlin said, drinking deeply from his goblet. 

The bonds holding me loosened. Silent permission to leave. 

“Thank you for the meal,” I said. It was all I could think of. 

“Won’t  you  stay  for  wine?”  Lucien  said  with  sweet  venom  from  where  he

lounged in his seat. 

I braced my hands on my chair to rise. “I’m tired. I’d like to sleep.” 

“It’s been a few decades since I last saw one of you,” Lucien drawled, 

“but  you  humans  never  change,  so  I  don’t  think  I’m  wrong  in  asking   why  you find  our  company  to  be  so  unpleasant,  when  surely  the  men  back  home  aren’t

much to look at.” 

At  the  other  end  of  the  table,  Tamlin  gave  his  emissary  a  long,  warning  look. 

Lucien ignored it. 

“You’re  High  Fae,”  I  said  tightly.  “I’d  ask  why  you’d  even  bother  inviting  me here at all—or dining with me.” Fool—I really should have been killed ten times

over already. 

Lucien  said,  “True.  But  indulge  me:  you’re  a  human  woman,  and  yet  you’d

rather  eat  hot  coals  than  sit  here  longer  than  necessary.  Ignoring  this”—he

waved a hand at the metal eye and brutal scar on his face

—“surely  we’re  not  so  miserable  to  look  at.”  Typical  faerie  vanity  and

arrogance.  That,  at  least,  the  legends  had  been  right  about.  I  tucked  the

knowledge away. “Unless you have someone back home. Unless there’s a line of

suitors  out  the  door  of  your  hovel  that  makes  us  seem  like  worms  in

comparison.” 

There was enough dismissal there that I took a little bit of satisfaction in saying, 

“I was close with a man back in my village.”  Before that Treaty  ripped me away

 —before it became clear that you  are allowed to do as you  please to us, but we can hardly strike back against you. 

Tamlin and Lucien exchanged glances, but it was Tamlin who said, “Are you in love with this man?” 

“No,” I said as casually as I could. It wasn’t a lie—but even if I’d felt anything

like that for Isaac, my answer would have been the same. It was bad enough that

High Fae now knew my family existed. I didn’t need to add Isaac to that list. 

Again,  that  shared  look  between  the  two  males.  “And  do  you  …  love  anyone

else?” Tamlin said through clenched teeth. 

A  laugh  burst  out  of  me,  tinged  with  hysteria.  “No.”  I  looked  between  them. 

Nonsense.  These  lethal,  immortal  beings  really  had  nothing  better  to  do  than

this?  “Is  this  really  what  you  care  to  know  about  me?  If  I  find  you  more

handsome than human men, and if I have a man back home? Why bother to ask

at all, when I’ll be stuck here for the rest of my life?” A hot line of anger sliced

through my senses. 

“We  wanted  to  learn  more  about  you,  since  you’ll  be  here  for  a  good  while,” 

Tamlin said, his lips a thin line. “But Lucien’s pride tends to get in the way of

his  manners.”  He  sighed,  as  if  ready  to  be  done  with  me,  and  said,  “Go  rest. 

We’re both busy most days, so if you need anything, ask the staff. They’ll help

you.” 

“Why?” I asked. “Why be so generous?” Lucien gave me a look that suggested

he  had  no  idea,  either,  given  that  I’d  murdered  their  companion,  but  Tamlin

stared at me for a long moment. 

“I  kill  too  often  as  it  is,”  Tamlin  said  finally,  shrugging  his  broad  shoulders. 

“And you’re insignificant enough to not ruffle this estate. Unless you decide to

start killing us.” 

A  faint  warmth  bloomed  in  my  cheeks,  my  neck.  Insignificant—yes,  I  was

insignificant  to  their  lives,  their  power.  As  insignificant  as  the  fading,  chipped designs  I’d  painted  around  the  cottage.  “Well  …,”  I  said,  not  quite  feeling

grateful at all, “thank you.” 

He gave a distant nod and motioned for me to leave. Dismissed. Like the lowly

human I was. Lucien propped his chin on a fist and gave me a lazy half smile. 

Enough. I got to my feet and backed toward the door. Putting my back to them
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would  have  been  like  walking  away  from  a  wolf,  sparing  my  life  or  no.  They said nothing when I slipped out the door. 

A  moment  later,  Lucien’s  barking  laugh  echoed  into  the  halls,  followed  by  a

sharp, vicious growl that shut him up. 

I slept fitfully that night, and the lock on my bedroom door felt more like a joke

than anything. 

I  was  wide  awake  before  dawn,  but  I  remained  staring  at  the  filigreed  ceiling, watching  the  growing  light  creep  between  the  drapes,  savoring  the  softness  of the down mattress. I was usually out of the cottage by first light

—though my sisters hissed at me every morning for waking them so early. 

If  I  were  home,  I’d  already  be  entering  the  woods,  not  wasting  a  moment  of precious sunlight, listening to the drowsy chatter of the few winter birds. 

Instead,  this  bedroom  and  the  house  beyond  were  silent,  the  enormous  bed

foreign and empty. A small part of me missed the warmth of my sisters’

bodies overlapping with mine. 

Nesta  must  be  stretching  her  legs  and  smiling  at  the  extra  room.  She  was

probably content imagining me in the belly of a faerie—probably using the news

as  a  chance  to  be  fussed  over  by  the  villagers.  Maybe  my  fate  would  prompt them  to  give  my  family  some  handouts.  Or  maybe  Tamlin  had  given  them

enough money—or food, or whatever he thought “taking care” of them consisted

of—to last through the winter. Or maybe the villagers would turn on my family, 

not wanting to be associated with people tied with Prythian, and run them out of

town. 

I buried my face in the pillow, pulling the blankets higher. If Tamlin had indeed

provided for them, if those benefits would cease the moment I crossed the wall, 

then they’d likely resent my return more than celebrate it. 

 Your hair is … clean. 

A pathetic compliment. I supposed that if he’d invited me to live here, to spare my life, he couldn’t be completely … wicked. Perhaps he’d just been trying to

smooth over our very, very rough beginning. Maybe there would be some way to

persuade  him  to  find  some  loophole,  to  get  whatever  magic  that  bound  the

Treaty to spare me. And if not some way, then some  one …

I  was  drifting  from  one  thought  to  another,  trying  to  sort  through  the  jumble, when the lock on the door clicked, and—

There was a screech and a thud, and I bolted upright to find Alis in a heap on the

floor. The length of rope I’d made from the curtain trimmings now hung loosely

from where I’d rigged it to snap into anyone’s face. It had been the best I could

do with what I had. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I blurted, leaping from the bed, but Alis was already up, 

hissing  at  me  as  she  brushed  off  her  apron.  She  frowned  at  the  rope  dangling from the light fixture. 

“What in the bottomless depths of the Cauldron is—” 

“I  didn’t  think  anyone  would  be  in  here  so  early,  and  I  meant  to  take  it  down, and—” 

Alis looked me over from head to toe. “You think a bit of rope snapping in my

face will keep me from breaking your bones?” My blood went cold. 

“You think that will do anything against one of us?” 

I  might  have  kept  apologizing  were  it  not  for  the  sneer  she  gave  me.  I  crossed my arms. “It was a warning bell to give me time to run. Not a trap.” 

She seemed poised to spit on me, but then her sharp brown eyes narrowed. “You

can’t outrun us, either, girl.” 

“I know,” I said, my heart calming at last. “But at least I wouldn’t face my death

unaware.” 

Alis  barked  out  a  laugh.  “My  master  gave  his  word  that  you  could  live  here—

 live, not die. We will obey.” She studied the hanging bit of rope. “But did you

have to wreck those lovely curtains?” 

I didn’t want to—tried not to, but a hint of a smile tugged on my lips. 

Alis strode over to the remnants of the curtains and threw them open, revealing a

sky that was still a deep periwinkle, splashed with hues of pumpkin and magenta

from the rising dawn. “I am sorry,” I said again. 

Alis clicked her tongue. “At least you’re willing to put up a fight, girl. 

I’ll give you that.” 

I  opened  my  mouth  to  speak,  but  another  female  servant  with  a  bird  mask

entered, a breakfast tray in hand. She bid me a curt good morning, set the tray on

a small table by the window, and disappeared into the attached bathing chamber. 

The sound of running water filled the room. 

I sat at the table and studied the porridge and eggs and bacon—  bacon. 

Again, such similar food to what we ate across the wall. I don’t know why I’d

expected otherwise. Alis poured me a cup of what looked and smelled like tea:

full-bodied, aromatic tea, no doubt imported at great expense. 

Prythian and my adjoining homeland weren’t exactly easy to reach. “What is this

place?” I asked her quietly. “Where is this place?” 

“It’s  safe,  and  that’s  all  you  need  to  know,”  Alis  said,  setting  down  the  teapot. 

“At least the house is. If you go poking about the grounds, keep your

wits about you.” 

Fine—if she wouldn’t answer  that … I tried again. “What sort of—

faeries should I look out for?” 

“All of them,” Alis said. “My master’s protection only goes so far. 

They’ll  want  to  hunt  and  kill  you  just  for  being  a  human—regardless  of  what you did to Andras.” 

Another  useless  answer.  I  dug  into  my  breakfast,  savoring  each  rich  sip  of  tea, and she slipped into the bathing chamber. When I was done eating and bathing, I

refused  Alis’s  offer  and  dressed  myself  in  another  exquisite  tunic—this  one  of purple so deep it could have been black. I wished I knew the name for the color, 

but cataloged it anyway. I pulled on the brown boots I’d worn the night before, 

and as I sat before a marble vanity letting Alis braid my wet hair, I cringed at my

reflection. 

It  wasn’t  pleasing—though  not  for  its  actual  appearance.  While  my  nose  was

relatively straight, it was the other feature I’d inherited from my mother. I could

still remember how her nose would crinkle with feigned amusement when one of

her fabulously wealthy friends made some unfunny joke. 

At least I had my father’s soft mouth, though it made a mockery of my too-sharp

cheekbones  and  hollow  cheeks.  I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  look  at  my  slightly uptilted  eyes.  I  knew  I’d  see  Nesta  or  my  mother  looking  back  at  me.  I’d

sometimes wondered if that was why my sister had insulted me about my looks. 

I was a far cry from ugly, but … I bore too much of the people we’d hated and

loved for Nesta to stand it. For me to stand it, too. 

Though  I  supposed  that  for  Tamlin—for  High  Fae  used  to  ethereal,  flawless

beauty—it  had been a struggle to find a compliment. Faerie bastard. 

Alis finished my plait, and I jumped from the bench before she could weave in

little  flowers  from  the  basket  she’d  brought.  I  would  have  lived  up  to  my

namesake were it not for the effects of poverty, but I’d never particularly cared. 

Beauty didn’t mean anything in the forest. 

When I asked Alis what I was to do now—  what I was to do with the  entirety of my  mortal  life—she  shrugged  and  suggested  a  walk  in  the  gardens.  I  almost laughed, but I kept my tongue still. I’d be foolish to push aside potential allies. I

doubted  she  had  Tamlin’s  ear,  and  I  couldn’t  press  her  about  it  yet,  but  …  At least a walk provided a chance to glean some

sense of my surroundings—and whether there was anyone else who might plead

my case to Tamlin. 

The  halls  were  silent  and  empty—strange  for  such  a  large  estate.  They’d

mentioned others the night before, but I saw and heard no sign of them. A balmy

breeze scented with … hyacinth, I realized—if only from Elain’s small garden—

floated down the halls, carrying with it the pleasant chirping of a bunting, a bird

I wouldn’t hear back home for months—if I ever heard them at all. 

I was almost to the grand staircase when I noticed the paintings. 

I hadn’t let myself really  look yesterday, but now, in the empty hall with no one to  see  me  …  a  flash  of  color  amid  a  shadowy,  gloomy  background  made  me

stop, a riot of color and texture that compelled me to face the gilded frame. 

I’d never—never—seen anything like it. 

 It’s  just  a  still  life,  a  part  of  me  said.  And  it  was:  a  green  glass  vase  with  an assortment  of  flowers  drooping  over  its  narrow  top,  blossoms  and  leaves  of

every  shape  and  size  and  color—roses,  tulips,  morning  glory,  goldenrod, 

maiden’s lace, peonies …

The skill it must have taken to make them look so lifelike, to make them  more

than lifelike … Just a vase of flowers against a dark background—but more than

that; the flowers seemed to be vibrant with their own light, as if in defiance of

the shadows gathered around them. The mastery needed to make the glass vase

hold that light, to bend the light with the water within, as if the vase did indeed

have weight to it atop its stone pedestal …

Remarkable. 

I  could  have  stared  at  it  for  hours—and  the  countless  paintings  along  this  hall alone could have occupied my entire day—but … garden. Plans. 

Still, as I moved on, I couldn’t deny that this place was far more …

civilized than I’d thought. Peaceful, even, if I was willing to admit it. 


And if the High Fae were indeed gentler than human legend and rumor had led

me to believe, then maybe convincing Alis of my misery might not be too hard. 

If I could win over Alis, convince her that the Treaty had been wrong to demand

such payment from me, she might indeed see if there was anything to get me out

of this debt and—

“You,”  someone  said,  and  I  jumped  back  a  step.  In  the  light  of  the  open  glass doors to the garden, a towering male figure stood silhouetted before

me. 

Tamlin. He wore those warrior’s clothes, cut close to show off his toned body, and three simple knives were now sheathed along his baldric—each long enough

to  look  like  it  could  gut  me  as  easily  as  his  beast’s  claws.  His  blond  hair  had been  tied  back  from  his  face,  revealing  those  pointed  ears  and  that  strange, beautiful  mask.  “Where  are  you  going?”  he  said,  gruffly  enough  that  it  almost sounded like a demand.  You—I wondered if he even remembered my name. 

It  took  a  moment  to  will  enough  strength  into  my  legs  to  rise  from  my  half crouch. “Good morning,” I said flatly. At least it was a better greeting than  You. 

“You  said  my  time  was  to  be  spent  however  I  wanted.  I  didn’t  realize  I  was under house arrest.” 

His jaw tightened. “Of course you’re not under house arrest.” Even as he bit out

the  words,  I  couldn’t  ignore  the  sheer  male  beauty  of  that  strong  jaw,  the

richness of his golden-tan skin. He was probably handsome—if he ever took off

that mask. 

When  he  realized  that  I  wasn’t  going  to  respond,  he  bared  his  teeth  in  what  I supposed was an attempt at a smile and said, “Do you want a tour?” 

“No, thank you,” I managed to get out, conscious of every awkward motion of

my body as I edged around him. 

He stepped into my path—close enough that he conceded a step back. 

“I’ve  been  sitting  inside  all  morning.  I  need  some  fresh  air.”  And  you’re insignificant enough that you wouldn’t be a bother. 

“I’m fine,” I said, casually dodging him. “You’ve … been generous enough.” I

tried to sound like I meant it. 

A  half  smile,  not  so  pleasant,  no  doubt  unused  to  being  denied.  “Do  you  have some sort of problem with me?” 

“No,” I said quietly, and walked through the doors. 

He  let  out  a  low  snarl.  “I’m  not  going  to  kill  you,  Feyre.  I  don’t  break  my promises.” 

I almost stumbled down the garden steps as I glanced over my shoulder. 

He stood atop the stairs, as solid and ancient as the pale stones of the manor. 

“Kill—but  not  harm?  Is  that  another  loophole?  One  that  Lucien  might  use

against me—or anyone else here?” 

“They’re under orders not to even touch you.” 

“Yet  I’m  still  trapped  in  your  realm,  for  breaking  a  rule  I  didn’t  know  existed. 

Why  was  your  friend  even  in  the  woods  that  day?  I  thought  the  Treaty  banned your kind from entering our lands.” 

He just stared at me. Perhaps I’d gone too far, questioned him too much. 

Perhaps he could tell why I’d really asked. 

“That Treaty,” he said quietly, “doesn’t ban  us from doing anything, except for

enslaving you. The wall is an inconvenience. If we cared to, we could shatter it

and march through to kill you all.” 

I might be forced to live in Prythian forever, but my family … I dared ask, “And

do you care to destroy the wall?” 

He  looked  me  up  and  down,  as  if  deciding  whether  I  was  worth  the  effort  of explaining. “I have no interest in the mortal lands, though I can’t speak for my

kind.” 

But  he  still  hadn’t  answered  my  question.  “Then  what  was  your  friend  doing

there?” 

Tamlin stilled. Such unearthly, primal grace, even to his breathing. 

“There  is  …  a  sickness  in  these  lands.  Across  Prythian.  There  has  been  for

almost fifty years now. It is why this house and these lands are so empty: most

have left. The blight spreads slowly, but it has made magic act …

strangely.  My  own  powers  are  diminished  due  to  it.  These  masks”—he  tapped

on his—“are the result of a surge of it that occurred during a masquerade forty-

nine years ago. Even now, we can’t remove them.” 

Stuck  in  masks—for  nearly  fifty  years.  I  would  have  gone  mad,  would  have

peeled my skin off my face. “You didn’t have a mask as a beast—and neither did your friend.” 

“The blight is cruel like that.” 

Either live as a beast, or live with the mask. “What—what sort of sickness is it?” 

“It’s  not  a  disease—not  a  plague  or  illness.  It’s  focused  solely  on  magic,  on those  dwelling  in  Prythian.  Andras  was  across  the  wall  that  day  because  I  sent him to search for a cure.” 

“Can it hurt humans?” My stomach twisted. “Will it spread over the wall?” 

“Yes,” he said. “There is … a chance of it affecting mortals, and your territory. 

More than that, I don’t know. It’s slow-moving, and your kind is safe for now. 

We haven’t had any progression in decades—magic seems to

have  stabilized,  even  though  it’s  been  weakened.”  That  he’d  even  admitted  so

much  spoke  volumes  about  how  he  imagined  my  future:  I  was  never  going

home, never going to encounter another human to whom I might spill this secret

vulnerability. 

“A mercenary told me she believed faeries might be thinking of attacking. Is it

related?” 

A  hint  of  a  smile,  perhaps  a  bit  surprised.  “I  don’t  know.  Do  you  talk  to mercenaries often?” 

“I talk to whoever bothers to tell me anything useful.” 

He  straightened,  and  it  was  only  his  promise  not  to  kill  me  that  kept  me  from cringing. Then he rolled his shoulders, as if shaking off his annoyance. 

“Was the trip wire you rigged in your room for me?” 

I sucked on my teeth. “Can you blame me if it was?” 

“I might take an animal form, but I am civilized, Feyre.” 

So  he  did  remember  my  name,  at  least.  But  I  looked  pointedly  at  his  hands,  at

the razor-sharp tips of those long, curved claws poking through his tanned skin. 

Noticing my stare, he tucked his hands behind his back. He said sharply, 

“I’ll see you at dinner.” 

It wasn’t a request, but I still gave him a nod as I strode off between the hedges, 

not caring where I was going—only that he stayed far behind. 

A sickness in their lands, affecting their magic, draining it from them …

A magical blight that might one day spread to the human world. After so many

centuries  without  magic,  we’d  be  defenseless  against  it—against  whatever  it

could do to humans. 

I wondered if any of the High Fae would bother warning my kind. 

It didn’t take me long to know the answer. 

Chapter 8

I  pretended  to  meander  through  the  exquisite  and  silent  gardens,  mentally

marking the paths and clever places for hiding if I ever needed them. He’d taken

my weapons, and I wasn’t stupid enough to hope for an ash tree somewhere on

the  property  with  which  to  make  my  own.  But  his  baldric  had  been  laden  with knives; there had to be an armory somewhere on the estate. And if not, I would

find another weapon, then—steal it if I had to. 

Just in case. 

Upon  inspection  the  night  before,  I’d  learned  that  there  was  no  lock  on  my

window.  Sneaking  out  and  rappelling  down  the  wisteria  vines  wouldn’t  be

difficult  at  all—I’d  climbed  enough  trees  to  not  mind  the  height.  Not  that  I planned to escape, but … it was good to know, at least, how I might do so should

I ever be desperate enough to risk it. 

I didn’t doubt Tamlin’s claim that the rest of Prythian was deadly for a human—

and if there was indeed some blight on these lands … I was better off here for

the time being. 
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But not without trying to find someone who might plead my case to Tamlin. 

 Though  Lucien—he  could  do  with  someone  snapping  at  him,  if  you’ve   the courage for it, Alis had said to me yesterday. 

I  chewed  on  my  stubby  nails  as  I  walked,  considering  every  possible  plan  and pitfall. I’d never been particularly good with words, had never learned the social

warfare my sisters and mother had been so adept at, but

… I’d been decent enough when selling hides at the village market. 

So  perhaps  I’d  seek  out  Tamlin’s  emissary,  even  if  he  detested  me.  He  clearly had little interest in my living here—he’d suggested  killing me. 

Perhaps he’d be eager to send me back, to persuade Tamlin to find some other

way to fulfill the Treaty. If there even was one. 

I  approached  a  bench  in  an  alcove  blooming  with  foxglove  when  the  sound  of

steps on shifting gravel filled the air. Two pairs of light, quick feet. 

I straightened, peering down the way I’d come, but the path was empty. 

I lingered at the edge of an open field of lanky meadow buttercups. The vibrant

green-and-yellow field was deserted. Behind me arose a gnarled crab apple tree

in  full,  glorious  bloom,  the  petals  of  its  flowers  littering  the  shaded  bench  on which  I’d  been  about  to  sit.  A  breeze  set  the  branches  rustling,  a  waterfall  of white petals flittering down like snow. 

I  scanned  the  garden,  the  field—carefully,  carefully  watching  and  listening  for those two sets of feet. 

There was nothing in the tree, or behind it. 

A prickling sensation ran down my spine. I’d spent enough time in the woods to

trust my instincts. 

Someone  stood  behind  me—perhaps  two  of  them.  A  faint  sniff  and  a  quiet

giggle issued from far too close. My heart leaped into my throat. 

I cast a subtle glance over my shoulder. But only a shining silvery light flickered in the corner of my vision. 

I had to turn around. I had to face it. 

The gravel crunched, nearer now. The shimmering in the corner of my eye grew

larger, separating into two small figures no taller than my waist. 

My hands clenched into fists. 

“Feyre!”  Alis’s  voice  cut  across  the  garden.  I  jumped  out  of  my  skin  as  she called me again. “Feyre, lunch!” she hollered. I whirled, a shout forming on my

lips to alert her to whatever stood behind me, raising my fists, however futile it

would be. 

But the shining things had vanished, along with their sniffing and giggling, and I

found myself facing a weathered statue of two merry, bounding lambs. I rubbed

my neck. 

Alis called me again, and I took a shuddering breath as I returned to the manor. 

But even as I strode through the hedges, carefully retracing my steps back to the

house,  I  couldn’t  erase  the  creeping  feeling  that  someone  still  watched  me, 

curious and wanting to play. 

I  stole  a  knife  from  dinner  that  night.  Just  to  have  something—   anything—to defend myself with. 

It  turned  out  that  dinner  was  the  only  meal  I  was  invited  to  attend,  which  was fine. Three meals a day with Tamlin and Lucien would have been

torturous.  I  could  endure  an  hour  of  sitting  at  their  fancy  table  if  it  made  them think I was docile and had no plans to change my fate. 

While  Lucien  ranted  to  Tamlin  about  some  malfunction  of  the  magical,  carved

eye  that  indeed  allowed  him  to  see,  I  slipped  my  knife  down  the  sleeve  of  my tunic.  My  heart  beat  so  fast  I  thought  they  could  hear  it,  but  Lucien  continued speaking, and Tamlin’s focus remained on his courtier. 

I supposed I should have pitied them for the masks they were forced to wear, for

the blight that had infected their magic and people. But the less I interacted with

them  the  better,  especially  when  Lucien  seemed  to  find  everything  I  said  to  be hilariously human and uneducated. Snapping at him wouldn’t help my plans. It

would be an uphill battle to win his favor, if only for the fact that I was alive and

his  friend  was  not.  I’d  have  to  deal  with  him  alone,  or  risk  raising  Tamlin’s suspicions too soon. 

Lucien’s  red  hair  shone  in  the  firelight,  the  colors  flickering  with  every

movement he  made,  and  the jewels  in  the  hilt of  his  sword  glinted—the  ornate

blade  so  unlike  the  baldric  of  knives  still  strapped  across  Tamlin’s  chest.  But there  was  no  one  here  to  use  a  sword  against.  And  while  the  sword  was

embedded  with  jewels  and  filigree,  it  was  large  enough  to  be  more  than

decoration.  Perhaps  it  had  something  to  do  with  those  invisible  things  in  the garden. Maybe he’d lost his eye and earned that scar in battle. I fought against a

shudder. 

Alis  had  said  the  house  was  safe,  but  warned  me  to  keep  my  wits  about  me. 

What might lurk beyond the house—or be able to use my human senses against

me? Just how far would Tamlin’s order not to harm me stretch? 

What kind of authority did he hold? 

Lucien  paused,  and  I  found  him  smirking  at  me,  making  the  scar  even  more

brutal. “Were you admiring my sword, or just contemplating killing me, Feyre?” 

“Of course not,” I said softly, and glanced at Tamlin. The gold flecks in his eyes

glowed, even from the other end of the table. My heart beat at a gallop. Had he

somehow   heard  me  take  the  knife,  the  whisper  of  metal  on  wood?  I  forced myself to look again at Lucien. 

His lazy, vicious grin was still there. Act civilized, behave, possibly win him to

my side … I could do that. 

Tamlin broke the silence. “Feyre likes to hunt.” 

“I don’t  like to hunt.” I should have probably used a more polite tone, but I went on. “I hunted out of necessity. And how did you know that?” 

Tamlin’s stare was bald, assessing. “Why else were you in the woods that day? 

You had a bow and arrows in your … house.” I wondered whether he’d almost

said   hovel.  “When  I  saw  your  father’s  hands,  I  knew  he  wasn’t  the  one  using

them.”  He  gestured  to  my  scarred,  callused  hands.  “You  told  him  about  the rations  and  money  from  pelts.  Faeries  might  be  many  things,  but  we’re  not

stupid. Unless your ridiculous legends claim that about us, too.” 

 Ridiculous, insignificant. 

I  stared  at  the  crumbs  of  bread  and  swirls  of  remaining  sauce  on  my  golden plate. Had I been at home, I would have licked my plate clean, desperate for any

extra bit of nourishment. And the plates … I could have bought a team of horses, 

a plow, and a field for just one of them. 

Disgusting. 

Lucien cleared his throat. “How old are you, anyway?” 

“Nineteen.” Pleasant, civilized …

Lucien tsked. “So young, and so grave. And a skilled killer already.” 

I tightened my hands into fists, the metal of the knife now warm against my skin. 

Docile, unthreatening, tame … I’d made my mother a promise, and I’d keep it. 

Tamlin’s  looking  after  my  family  wasn’t  the  same  as   my  looking  after  them. 

That wild, small dream could still come to pass: my sisters comfortably married

off, and a lifetime with my father, with enough food for us both and enough time

to maybe paint a little—or to maybe learn what  I wanted. It could still happen—

in a faraway land, perhaps—if I ever got out of this bargain. I could still cling to

that scrap of a dream, though these High Fae would likely laugh at  how typically

 human it was to think so small, to want so little. 

Yet any bit of information might help, and if I showed interest in them, perhaps

they would warm to me. What was this but another trap in the woods? So I said, 

“So is this what you do with your lives? Spare humans from the Treaty and have

fine  meals?”  I  gave  a  pointed  glance  toward  Tamlin’s  baldric,  the  warrior’s

clothes, Lucien’s sword. 

Lucien smirked. “We also dance with the spirits under the full moon and snatch

human babes from their cradles to replace them with changelings—” 

“Didn’t …,” Tamlin interrupted, his deep voice surprisingly gentle, 

“didn’t your mother tell you anything about us?” 

I  prodded  the  table  with  my  forefinger,  digging  my  short  nails  into  the  wood. 

“My mother didn’t have the time to tell me stories.” I could reveal that part of

my past, at least. 

Lucien, for once, didn’t laugh. After a rather stilted pause, Tamlin asked, 

“How did she die?” When I lifted my brows, he added a bit more softly, “I didn’t

see signs of an older woman in your house.” 

Predator or not, I didn’t need his pity. But I said, “Typhus. When I was eight.” I

rose from my seat to leave. 

“Feyre,” Tamlin said, and I half turned. A muscle feathered in his cheek. 

Lucien glanced between us, that metal eye roving, but kept silent. Then Tamlin

shook his head, the movement more animal than anything, and murmured, “I’m

sorry for your loss.” 

I tried to keep from grimacing as I turned on my heel and left. I didn’t want or

need  his  condolences—not  for  my  mother,  not  when  I  hadn’t  missed  her  in

years.  Let  Tamlin  dismiss  me  as  a  rude,  uncouth  human  not  worth  his  careful watch. 

I’d be better off persuading Lucien to speak to Tamlin on my behalf—

and  soon,  before  any  of  the  others  whom  they’d  mentioned  appeared,  or  this

blight of theirs grew. Tomorrow—I’d speak to Lucien then, test him out a bit. 

In my room, I found a small satchel in the armoire and filled it with a spare set

of  clothes,  along  with  my  stolen  knife.  It  was  a  pitiful  blade,  but  a  piece  of cutlery was better than nothing. Just in case I was ever allowed to go—and had

to leave at a moment’s notice. 

Just in case. 

Chapter 9

The following morning, as Alis and the other servant woman prepared my bath, I

contemplated  my  plan.  Tamlin  had  mentioned  that  he  and  Lucien  had  various duties, and aside from running into him in the house yesterday, I’d seen neither

of  them  around.  So,  locating  Lucien—alone—would  be  the  first  order  of

business. 

A casual question tossed in Alis’s direction had her revealing that she believed

Lucien  was  on  border  patrol  today—and  would  be  at  the  stables,  preparing  to

leave. 

I was halfway through the gardens, hurrying toward the outcropping of buildings

I’d  spied  the  day  before,  when  Tamlin  said  from  behind  me,  “No  trip  wires

today?” 

I froze midstep and looked over my shoulder. He was standing a few feet away. 

How had he crept up so silently on the gravel? Faerie stealth, no doubt. I willed

calm into my veins, my head. I said as politely as I could, “You said I was safe

here. So I listened.” 

His eyes narrowed slightly, but he put on what I supposed was his attempt at a

pleasant smile. “My morning work was postponed,” he said. 

Indeed,  his  usual  tunic  was  off,  the  baldric  gone,  and  the  sleeves  of  his  white shirt  had  been  rolled  up  to  the  elbows  to  reveal  tanned  forearms  corded  with muscle. “If you want a ride across the grounds—if you’re interested in your new

… residence, I can take you.” 

Again, that effort to be accommodating, even when every word seemed to pain

him.  Maybe  he  could  eventually  be  swayed  by  Lucien.  And  until  then  …  how

much could I get away with, if he was going to such lengths to make his people

swear not to harm me, to shield me from the Treaty? I smiled blandly and said, 

“I’d prefer to spend today alone, I think. But thank you for the offer.” 

He tensed. “What about—” 

“No, thank you,” I interrupted, marveling a bit at my own audacity. But I had to

catch Lucien alone, had to feel him out. He might already be gone. 

Tamlin  clenched  his  hands  into  fists,  as  if  fighting  against  the  claws  itching  to burst out. But he didn’t reprimand me, didn’t do anything other than prowl back

into the house without another word. 

Soon enough, if I was lucky, Tamlin wouldn’t be my problem anymore. I hurried

for  the  stables,  tucking  away  the  information.  Maybe  one  day,  if  I  was  ever released,  if  there  was  an  ocean  and  years  between  us,  I  would  think  back  and wonder why he’d bothered. 

I tried not to look too eager, too out of breath when I finally reached the pretty, 

painted  stables.  It  didn’t  surprise  me  that  the  stableboys  all  wore  horse  masks. 

For them I felt a shred of pity at what the blight had done, the ridiculous masks

they  now  had  to  wear  until  someone  could  figure  out  how  to  undo  the  magic

binding  them  to  their  faces.  But  none  of  the  stable  hands  even  looked  at  me—

either because I wasn’t worth it or because they, too, resented me for the death

of Andras. I didn’t blame them. 

Any attempt at casualness took a stumble when I finally found Lucien astride a

black gelding, grinning down at me with too-white teeth. 

“Morning, Feyre.” I tried to hide the stiffening in my shoulders, tried to smile a

bit.  “Going  for  a  ride,  or  merely  reconsidering  Tam’s  offer  to  live  with  us?”  I tried to recall the words I’d come up with earlier, the words to win him, but he

laughed—and  not  pleasantly.  “Come  now.  I’m  to  patrol  the  southern  woods

today, and I’m curious about the …  abilities you used to bring down my friend, 

whether  accidental  or  not.  It’s  been  a  while  since  I  encountered  a  human,  let alone a Fae-killer. Indulge me in a hunt.” 

Perfect—at least that part of this had gone well, even if it sounded as lovely as

facing a bear in its den. So I stepped aside to let a stableboy pass. 

He moved with a fluid smoothness, like all of them here. And didn’t look at me, 

either—no  indication  at  all  of  what  he  thought  of  having  a   Fae-killer  in  his stable. 

But  my  kind  of  hunting  couldn’t  be  done  on  horseback.  Mine  consisted  of

careful stalking and well-laid traps and snares. I didn’t know how to give chase

atop  a  horse.  Lucien  accepted  a  quiver  of  arrows  from  the  returning  stableboy with a nod of thanks. Lucien smiled in a way that didn’t meet that metal eye—or

the russet one. “No ash arrows today, unfortunately.” 

I  clenched  my  jaw  to  keep  a  retort  from  slipping  off  my  tongue.  If  he  was

forbidden  from  hurting  me,  I  couldn’t  fathom  why  he  would  invite  me  along, save  to  mock  me  in  whatever  way  he  could.  Perhaps  he  was  truly  that  bored. 

Better for me. 

So  I  shrugged,  looking  as  bored  as  I  could.  “Well  …  I  suppose  I’m  already

dressed for a hunt.” 

“Perfect,” Lucien said, his metal eye gleaming in the sunlight slanting in through

the open stable doors. I prayed Tamlin wouldn’t come prowling through them—

prayed he wouldn’t decide to go for a ride on his own and catch us here. 

“Let’s  go,  then,”  I  said,  and  Lucien  motioned  for  them  to  prepare  a  horse.  I leaned  against  a  wooden  wall  as  I  waited,  keeping  an  eye  on  the  doorway  for signs of Tamlin, and offered my own bland replies to Lucien’s remarks about the

weather. 

Mercifully,  I  was  soon  astride  a  white  mare,  riding  with  Lucien  through  the

spring-shrouded  woods  beyond  the  gardens.  I  kept  a  healthy  distance  from  the

fox-masked faerie on the broad path, hoping that eye of his couldn’t see through

the back of his head. 

The thought didn’t sit well, and I shoved it away—along with the part of me that

marveled at the way the sun illuminated the leaves, and the clusters of crocuses

that grew like flashes of vibrant purple against the brown and green. Those were

things that weren’t necessary to my plans, useless details that only blocked out

everything  else:  the  shape  and  slope  of  the  path,  what  trees  were  good  for

climbing, sounds of nearby water sources.  Those things could help me survive if

I ever needed to. But, like the rest of the grounds, the forest was utterly empty. 

No sign of faeries, nor any High Fae wandering around. Just as well. 

“Well,  you  certainly  have  the   quiet  part  of  hunting  down,”  Lucien  said,  falling back to ride beside me. Good—let him come to me, rather than me seeming too

eager, too friendly. 

I adjusted the weight of the quiver strap across my chest, then ran a finger along

the smooth curve of the yew bow in my lap. The bow was larger than the one I

used  at  home,  the  arrows  heavier  and  heads  thicker.  I  would  probably  miss

whatever target I found until I adjusted to the weight and balance of the bow. 

Five  years  ago  I’d  taken  the  very  last  of  my  father’s  coppers  from  our  former

fortune  to  purchase  my  bow  and  arrows.  I’d  since  allotted  a  small  sum  every month for arrows and replacement strings. 

“Well?” Lucien pressed. “No game good enough for you to slaughter? 

We’ve  passed  plenty  of  squirrels  and  birds.”  The  canopy  above  cast  shadows

upon his fox mask—light and dark and gleaming metal. 

“You  seem  to  have  enough  food  on  your  table  that  I  don’t  need  to  add  to  it, especially  when  there’s  always  plenty  left  over.”  I  doubted  squirrel  would  be good enough for their table. 

Lucien  snorted  but  didn’t  say  anything  else  as  we  passed  beneath  a  flowering lilac, its purple cones drooping low enough to graze my cheek like cool, velvety

fingers.  The  sweet,  crisp  scent  lingered  in  my  nose  even  as  we  rode  on.  Not useful,  I  told  myself.  Although  …  the  thick  brush  beyond  it  would  be  a  good hiding spot, if I needed one. 

“You said you were an emissary for Tamlin,” I ventured. “Do emissaries usually

patrol the grounds?” A casual, disinterested question. 

Lucien clicked his tongue. “I’m Tamlin’s emissary for formal uses, but this was

Andras’s shift. So someone needed to fill in. It’s an honor to do it.” 

I  swallowed  hard.  Andras  had  a  place  here,  and   friends  here—he  hadn’t  been just  some  nameless,  faceless  faerie.  No  doubt  he  was  more  missed  than  I  was. 

“I’m … sorry,” I said—and meant it. “I didn’t know what—

what he meant to you all.” 

Lucien  shrugged.  “Tamlin  said  as  much,  which  was  no  doubt  why  he  brought

you  here.  Or  maybe  you  looked  so  pathetic  in  those  rags  that  he  took  pity  on you.” 

“I wouldn’t have joined you if I’d known you would use this ride as an excuse to

insult  me.”  Alis  had  mentioned  that  Lucien  could  use  someone  who  snapped

back at him. Easy enough. 

Lucien smirked. “Apologies, Feyre.” 

I might have called him a liar for that apology had I not known he couldn’t lie. 

Which made the apology … sincere? I couldn’t sort it out. 

“So,”  he  said,  “when  are  you  going  to  start  trying  to  persuade  me  to  beseech Tamlin to find a way to free you from the Treaty’s rules?” 

I tried not to jolt. “What?” 

“That’s  why  you  agreed  to  come  out  here,  isn’t  it?  Why  you  wound  up  at  the stables exactly as I was leaving?” He shot me a sideways glance with

that russet eye of his. “Honestly, I’m impressed—and flattered you think I have

that kind of sway with Tamlin.” 

I wouldn’t reveal my hand—not yet. “What are you talking—” 

His cocked head was answer enough. He chuckled and said, “Before you waste

one of your precious few human breaths, let me explain two things to you. One:

if  I  had  my  way,  you’d  be  gone,  so  it  wouldn’t  take  much  convincing  on  your part.  Two:  I  can’t  have  my  way,  because  there  is  no  alternative  to  what  the Treaty demands. There’s no extra loophole.” 

“But—but there has to be something—” 

“I admire your balls, Feyre—I really do. Or maybe it’s stupidity. But since Tam

won’t gut you, which was  my first choice, you’re stuck here. 

Unless you want to rough it on your own in Prythian, which”—he looked me up

and down—“I’d advise against.” 

No—no, I couldn’t just … just  stay here. Forever. Until I died. Maybe …

maybe there was some other way, or someone else who could find a way out. I

mastered my uneven breathing, shoving away the panicked, bleating thoughts. 

“A valiant effort,” Lucien said with a smirk. 

I didn’t bother hiding the glare I cut in his direction. 

We rode on in silence, and aside from a few birds and squirrels, I saw nothing—

heard  nothing—unusual.  After  a  few  minutes  I’d  quieted  my  riotous  thoughts enough to say, “Where is the rest of Tamlin’s court? They all fled this blight on

magic?” 

“How’d  you  know  about  the  court?”  he  asked  so  quickly  that  I  realized  he

thought I meant something else. 

I kept my face blank. “Do normal estates have emissaries? And servants chatter. 

Isn’t that why you made them wear bird masks to that party?” 

Lucien scowled, that scar stretching. “We each chose what to wear that night to

honor  Tamlin’s  shape-shifting  gifts.  The  servants,  too.  But  now,  if  we  had  the choice, we’d peel them off with our bare hands,” he said, tugging on his own. It

didn’t move. 

“What happened to the magic to make it act that way?” 

Lucien let out a harsh laugh. “Something was sent from the shit-holes of Hell,” 

he said, then glanced around and swore. “I shouldn’t have said that. 

If word got back to her—” 

“Who?” 

The color had leeched from his sun-kissed skin. He dragged a hand through his

hair.  “Never  mind.  The  less  you  know,  the  better.  Tam  might  not  find  it

troublesome  to  tell  you  about  the  blight,  but  I  wouldn’t  put  it  past  a  human  to sell the information to the highest bidder.” 

I  bristled,  but  the  few  bits  of  information  he’d  released  lay  before  me  like glittering jewels. A  her who scared Lucien enough to make him worry

—to  make  him  afraid  someone  might  be  listening,  spying,  monitoring  his

behavior.  Even  out  here.  I  studied  the  shadows  between  the  trees  but  found

nothing. 

Prythian  was  ruled  by  seven  High  Lords—perhaps  this   she  was  whoever

governed  this  territory;  if  not  a  High  Lord,  then  a  High  Lady.  If  that  was  even possible. 

“How  old  are  you?”  I  asked,  hoping  he’d  keep  divulging  some  more  useful information. It was better than knowing nothing. 

“Old,” he said. He scanned the brush, but I had a feeling his darting eyes weren’t

looking for game. His shoulders were too tense. 

“What sort of powers do you have? Can you shape-shift like Tamlin?” 

He  sighed,  looking  skyward  before  he  studied  me  warily,  that  metal  eye

narrowing  with  unnerving  focus.  “Trying  to  figure  out  my  weaknesses  so  you

can—” I glowered at him. “Fine. No, I can’t shape-shift. Only Tam can.” 

“But your friend—he appeared as a wolf. Unless that was his—” 

“No, no. Andras was High Fae, too. Tam can shift us into other shapes if need

be. He saves it for his sentries only, though. When Andras went across the wall, 

Tam changed him into a wolf so he wouldn’t be spotted as a faerie. 

Though his size was probably indication enough.” 

A  shudder  went  down  my  spine,  violent  enough  that  I  didn’t  acknowledge  the

red-hot  glare  Lucien  lobbed  my  way.  I  didn’t  have  the  nerve  to  ask  if  Tamlin could change me into another shape. 

“Anyway,” Lucien went on, “the High Fae don’t have specific  powers the way

the  lesser  faeries  do.  I  don’t  have  a  natural-born  affinity,  if  that’s  what  you’re asking.  I  don’t  clean  everything  in  sight  or  lure  mortals  to  a  watery  death  or grant you answers to whatever questions you might have if you trap me. We just

exist—to rule.” 

I turned in the other direction so he couldn’t see as I rolled my eyes. “I suppose

if I were one of you, I’d be one of the faeries, not High Fae? A

lesser  faerie  like  Alis,  waiting  on  you  hand  and  foot?”  He  didn’t  reply,  which amounted to a  yes. With that arrogance, no wonder Lucien found my presence as

a replacement for his friend to be abhorrent. And since he would probably loathe

me  forever,  since  he’d  ended  my  scheming  before  it  had  even  begun,  I  asked, 

“How’d you get that scar?” 

“I didn’t keep my mouth shut when I should have, and was punished for it.” 

“Tamlin did that to you?” 

“Cauldron, no. He wasn’t there. But he got me the replacement afterward.” 

More  answers-that-weren’t-answers.  “So  there  are  faeries  who  will  actually

answer any question if you trap them?” Maybe they’d know how to free me from

the Treaty’s terms. 

“Yes,”  he  said  tightly.  “The  Suriel.  But  they’re  old  and  wicked,  and  not  worth the  danger  of  going  out  to  find  them.  And  if  you’re  stupid  enough  to  keep

looking so intrigued, I’m going to become rather suspicious and tell Tam to put

you  under  house  arrest.  Though  I  suppose  you  would  deserve  it  if  you  were

indeed stupid enough to seek one out.” 

They  had  to  lurk  nearby,  then,  if  he  was  this  concerned.  Lucien  whipped  his head to the right, listening, his eye whirring softly. The hair on my neck stood, 

and I had my bow drawn in a heartbeat, pointing in the direction Lucien stared. 

“Put your bow down,” he whispered, his voice low and rough. “Put your damned

bow down, human, and look straight ahead.” 

I did as he said, the hair on my arms rising as something rustled in the brush. 

“Don’t react,” Lucien said, forcing his gaze ahead, too, the metal eye going still

and  silent.  “No  matter  what  you  feel  or  see,  don’t  react.  Don’t   look.  Just  stare ahead.” 

I  started  trembling,  gripping  the  reins  in  my  sweaty  hands.  I  might  have

wondered if this was some kind of horrible joke, but Lucien’s face had gone so

very, very pale. Our horses’ ears flattened against their heads, but they continued

walking, as if they’d also understood Lucien’s command. 

And then I felt it. 

Chapter 10

My blood froze as a creeping, leeching cold lurched by. I couldn’t see anything, 

just  a  vague  shimmering  in  the  corner  of  my  vision,  but  my  horse  stiffened

beneath  me.  I  willed  my  face  into  blankness.  Even  the  balmy  spring  woods

seemed to recoil, to wither and freeze. 

The cold thing whispered past, circling. I could see nothing, but I could  feel it. 

And  in  the  back  of  my  mind,  an  ancient,  hollow  voice  whispered:   I  will  grind your  bones  between  my  claws;  I  will  drink  your  marrow;  I   will  feast  on  your flesh. I am what you fear; I am what you dread … Look at  me. Look at me. 

I tried to swallow, but my throat had closed up. I kept my eyes on the trees, on

the canopy, on anything but the cold mass circling us again and again. 

 Look at me. 

I wanted to look—I needed to see what it was. 

 Look at me. 

I stared at the coarse trunk of a distant elm, thinking of pleasant things. 

Like hot bread and full bellies—

 I will fill my belly with you. I will devour you. Look at me. 

A starry, unclouded night sky, peaceful and glittering and endless. 

Summer sunrise. A refreshing bath in a forest pool. Meetings with Isaac, losing

myself for an hour or two in his body, in our shared breaths. 

It was all around us, so cold that my teeth chattered.  Look at me. 

I stared and stared at that ever-nearing tree trunk, not daring to blink. My eyes

strained, filling with tears, and I let them fall, refusing to acknowledge the thing

that lurked around us. 

 Look at me. 

And  just  as  I  thought  I  would  give  in,  when  my  eyes  hurt  so  much  from   not looking,  the  cold  disappeared  into  the  brush,  leaving  a  trail  of  still,  recoiling plants behind it. Only after Lucien exhaled and our horses shook

their  heads  did  I  dare  sag  in  my  seat.  Even  the  crocuses  seemed  to  straighten again. 

“What was that?” I asked, brushing the tears from my face. 

Lucien’s face was still pale. “You don’t want to know.” 

“Please. Was it that … Suriel you mentioned?” 

Lucien’s russet eye was dark as he answered hoarsely. “No. It was a creature that

should not be in these lands. We call it the Bogge. You cannot hunt it, and you

cannot kill it. Even with your beloved ash arrows.” 

“Why can’t I look at it?” 

“Because  when  you  look  at  it—when  you  acknowledge  it—that’s  when  it

becomes real. That’s when it can kill you.” 

A shiver spider-walked down my spine. This was the Prythian I’d expected—the

creatures that made humans speak of them in hushed tones even now. The reason

I hadn’t hesitated, not for a heartbeat, when I’d considered the possibility of that

wolf being a faerie. “I heard its voice in my head. It told me to look.” 

Lucien rolled his shoulders. “Well, thank the Cauldron that you didn’t. 

Cleaning up that mess would have ruined the rest of my day.” He gave me a wan

smile. I didn’t return it. 

I still heard the Bogge’s voice whispering between the leaves, calling to me. 

After an hour of meandering through the trees, hardly speaking to each other, I’d

stopped trembling enough to turn to him. 

“So you’re old,” I said. “And you carry around a sword, and go on border patrol. 

Did you fight in the War?” Fine—perhaps I hadn’t quite let go of my curiosity

about his eye. 

He winced. “Shit, Feyre—I’m not that old.” 

“Are  you  a  warrior,  though?”  Would  you  be  able  to  kill  me  if  it  ever  came   to that? 

Lucien  huffed  a  laugh.  “Not  as  good  as  Tam,  but  I  know  how  to  handle  my

weapons.” He patted the hilt of his sword. “Would you like me to teach you how

to wield a blade, or do you already know how, oh mighty mortal huntress? If you
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took  down  Andras,  you  probably  don’t  need  to  learn  anything.  Only  where  to

aim, right?” He tapped on his chest. 

“I don’t know how to use a sword. I only know how to hunt.” 

“Same thing, isn’t it?” 

“For me it’s different.” 

Lucien fell silent, considering. “I suppose you humans are such hateful cowards

that you would have wet yourself, curled up, and waited to die if you’d known

beyond  a  doubt  what  Andras  truly  was.”  Insufferable.  Lucien  sighed  as  he

looked me over. “Do you ever stop being  so serious and dull?” 

“Do you ever stop being such a prick?” I snapped back. 

Dead—really, truly, I should have been dead for that. 

But Lucien grinned at me. “Much better.” 

Alis, it seemed, had not been wrong. 

Whatever tentative truce we built that afternoon vanished at the dinner table. 

Tamlin was lounging in his usual seat, a long claw out and circling his goblet. It

paused  on  the  lip  as  soon  as  I  entered,  Lucien  on  my  heels.  His  green  eyes pinned me to the spot. 

 Right. I’d brushed him off that morning, claiming I wanted to be alone. 

Tamlin  slowly  looked  at  Lucien,  whose  face  had  turned  grave.  “We  went  on  a

hunt,” Lucien said. 

“I heard,” Tamlin said roughly, glancing between us as we took our seats. “And

did you have fun?” Slowly, his claw sank back into his flesh. 

Lucien didn’t answer, leaving it to me.  Coward. I cleared my throat. 

“Sort of,” I said. 

“Did you catch anything?” Every word was clipped out. 

“No.” Lucien gave me a pointed cough, as if urging me to say more. 

But I had nothing to say. Tamlin stared at me for a long moment, then dug into

his food, not all that interested in talking to me, either. 

Then Lucien quietly said, “Tam.” 

Tamlin  looked  up,  more  animal  than  fae  in  those  green  eyes.  A  demand  for

whatever it was Lucien had to say. 

Lucien’s throat bobbed. “The Bogge was in the forest today.” 

The fork in Tamlin’s hand folded in on itself. He said with lethal calm, 

“You ran into it?” 

Lucien nodded. “It moved past but came close. It must have snuck through the

border.” 

Metal groaned as Tamlin’s claws punched out, obliterating the fork. He rose to

his feet with a powerful, brutal movement. I tried not to tremble at the contained

fury, at how his canines seemed to lengthen as he said, 

“Where in the forest?” 

Lucien  told  him.  Tamlin  threw  a  glance  in  my  direction  before  stalking  out  of the room and shutting the door behind him with unnerving gentleness. 

Lucien  loosed  a  breath,  pushing  away  his  half-eaten  food  and  rubbing  at  his

temples. 

“Where is he going?” I asked, staring toward the door. 

“To hunt the Bogge.” 

“You said it couldn’t be killed—that you can’t face it.” 

“Tam can.” 

My  breath  caught  a  bit.  The  gruff  High  Fae  halfheartedly  flattering  me  was capable  of  killing  a  thing  like  the  Bogge.  And  yet  he’d  served  me  himself  that first night, offered me life rather than death. I’d known he was lethal, that he was

a warrior of sorts, but …

“So he went to hunt the Bogge where we were earlier today?” 

Lucien shrugged. “If he’s going to pick up a trail, it would be there.” 

I had no idea how anyone could face that immortal horror, but … it wasn’t my

problem. 

And  just  because  Lucien  wasn’t  going  to  eat  anymore  didn’t  mean  I  wouldn’t. 

Lucien, lost in thought, didn’t even notice the feast I downed. 

I  returned  to  my  room,  and—awake  and  with  nothing  else  to  do—began

monitoring the garden beyond for any signs of Tamlin’s return. He didn’t come

back. 

I  sharpened  the  knife  I’d  hidden  away  on  a  bit  of  stone  I’d  taken  from  the garden. An hour passed—and still Tamlin didn’t return. 

The moon showed her face, casting the garden below in silver and shadow. 

Ridiculous.  Utterly  ridiculous  to  watch  for  his  return,  to  see  if  he  could  indeed survive against the Bogge. I turned from the window, about to drag myself into

bed. 

But something moved out in the garden. 

I lunged for the curtains beside the window, not wanting to be caught waiting for

him, and peered out. 

Not Tamlin—but someone lurked by the hedges, facing the house. 

Looking toward  me. 

Male, hunched, and—

The breath went out of me as the faerie hobbled closer—just two steps into the

light leaking from the house. 

Not a faerie, but a man. 

My father. 

Chapter 11

I didn’t give myself a chance to panic, to doubt, to do anything but wish I had

stolen  some  food  from  my  breakfast  table  as  I  layered  on  tunic  after  tunic  and bundled myself in a cloak, stuffing the knife I’d stolen into my boot. The extra

clothes in the satchel would just be a burden to carry. 

My  father.  My  father  had  come  to  take  me—to  save  me.  Whatever  benefits

Tamlin had given him upon my departure couldn’t be too tempting, then. Maybe

he had a ship prepared to take us far, far away—maybe he had somehow sold the

cottage and gotten enough money to set us up in a new place, a new continent. 

My father—my crippled, broken father had come. 

A quick survey of the ground beneath my window revealed no one outside—and

the silent house told me no one had spotted my father yet. He was still waiting

by the hedge, now beckoning to me. At least Tamlin had not returned. 

With a final glance at my room, listening for anyone approaching from the hall, I

grasped the nearby trellis of wisteria and eased down the building. 

I  winced  at  the  crunch  of  gravel  beneath  my  boots,  but  my  father  was  already moving  toward  the  outer  gates,  limping  along  with  his  cane.  How  had  he  even gotten here? There had to be horses nearby, then. He was hardly wearing enough

clothing  for  the  winter  that  would  await  us  once  we  crossed  the  wall.  But  I’d layered on so much that I could spare him some items if need be. 

Keeping  my  movements  light  and  silent,  carefully  avoiding  the  light  of  the

moon, I hurried after my father. He moved with surprising swiftness toward the

darkened hedges and the gate beyond. 

Only a few hall candles were burning inside the house. I didn’t dare breathe too

loudly—didn’t  dare  call  for  my  father  as  he  limped  toward  the  gate.  If  we  left now, if he indeed had horses, we could be halfway home by

the time they realized I was gone. Then we’d flee—flee Tamlin, flee the blight that could soon invade our lands. 

My  father  reached  the  gates.  They  were  already  open,  the  dark  forest  beyond

beckoning. He must have hidden the horses deeper in. He turned toward me, that

familiar  face  drawn  and  tight,  those  brown  eyes  clear  for  once,  and  beckoned. 

 Hurry, hurry, every movement of his hand seemed to shout. 

My heart was a raging beat in my chest, in my throat. Only a few feet now—to

him, to freedom, to a new life—

A massive hand wrapped around my arm. “Going somewhere?” 

Shit, shit,  shit. 

Tamlin’s  claws  poked  through  my  layers  of  clothing  as  I  looked  up  at  him  in unabashed terror. 

I didn’t dare move, not as his lips thinned and the muscles in his jaw quivered. 

Not  as  he  opened  his  mouth  and  I  glimpsed  fangs—long,  throat-tearing  fangs

shining in the moonlight. 

He was going to kill me—kill me right there, and then kill my father. No more

loopholes,  no  more  flattery,  no  more  mercy.  He  didn’t  care  anymore.  I  was  as good as dead. 

“Please,” I breathed. “My father—” 

“Your  father?” He lifted his stare to the gates behind me, and his growl rumbled through me as he bared his teeth. “Why don’t you look again?” He released me. 

I staggered back a step, whirling, sucking in a breath to tell my father to  run, but

—

But  he  wasn’t  there.  Only  a  pale  bow  and  a  quiver  of  pale  arrows  remained, propped  up  against  the  gates.  Mountain  ash.  They  hadn’t  been  there  moments

before, hadn’t—

They  rippled,  as  if  they  were  nothing  but  water—and  then  the  bow  and  quiver became  a  large  pack,  laden  with  supplies.  Another  ripple—and  there  were  my

sisters, huddled together, weeping. 

My  knees  buckled.  “What  is  …”  I  didn’t  finish  the  question.  My  father  now

stood there, still hunched and beckoning. A flawless rendering. 

“Weren’t you warned to keep your wits about you?” Tamlin snapped. 

“That your human senses would betray you?” He stepped beyond me and let out

a snarl so vicious that whatever the thing was by the gates

shimmered  with  light  and  darted  out  as  fast  as  lightning  streaking  through  the dark. 

“Fool,” he said to me, turning. “If you’re ever going to run away, at least do it in

the daytime.” He stared me down, and the fangs slowly retracted. 

The  claws  remained.  “There  are  worse  things  than  the  Bogge  prowling  these

woods at night. That thing at the gates isn’t one of them—and it still would have

taken a good, long while devouring you.” 

Somehow,  my  mouth  began  working  again.  And  of  all  the  things  to  say,  I

blurted,  “Can  you  blame  me?  My  crippled  father  appears  beneath  my  window, 

and  you  think  I’m  not  going  to  run  for  him?  Did  you  actually  think  I’d  gladly stay here  forever, even if you’d taken care of my family, all for some Treaty that had nothing to do with me and allows  your kind to slaughter humans as you see

fit?” 

He flexed his fingers as if trying to get the claws back in, but they remained out, 

ready to slice through flesh and bone. “What do you want, Feyre?” 

“I want to go  home!” 

“Home to what, exactly? You’d prefer that miserable human existence to this?” 

“I made a promise,” I said, my breathing ragged. “To my mother, when she died. 

That I’d look after my family. That I’d take care of them. All I have done, every

single day, every hour, has been for that vow. And just because I was hunting to

 save my family, to put food in their bellies, I’m now forced to break it.” 

He stalked toward the house, and I gave him a wide berth before falling into step

behind him. His claws slowly, slowly retracted. He didn’t look at me as he said, 

“You are not breaking your vow—you are fulfilling it, and then some, by staying

here. Your family is better cared for now than they were when you were there.” 

Those  chipped,  miscolored  paintings  inside  the  cottage  flashed  in  my  vision. 

Perhaps  they  would  forget  who  had  even  painted  them  in  the  first  place. 

Insignificant—that’s  what  all  those  years  I’d  given  them  would  be,  as

insignificant  as  I  was  to  these  High  Fae.  And  that  dream  I’d  had,  of  one  day living with my father, with enough food and money and paint … it had been my

dream—no one else’s. 

I  rubbed  at  my  chest.  “I  can’t  just  give  up  on  it,  on  them.  No  matter  what  you say.” 

Even  if  I  had  been  a  fool—a  stupid,  human  fool—to  believe  my  father  would

ever actually come for me. 

Tamlin eyed me sidelong. “You’re not giving up on them.” 

“Living in luxury, stuffing myself with food? How is that not—” 

“They are cared for—they are fed and comfortable.” 

 Fed and comfortable. If he couldn’t lie, if it was true, then … then it was beyond anything I’d ever dared hope for. 

Then … my vow to my mother was fulfilled. 

It stunned me enough that I didn’t say anything for a moment as we walked. 

My life was now owned by the Treaty, but … perhaps I’d been freed in another

sort of way. 

We  neared  the  sweeping  stairs  that  led  into  the  manor,  and  I  finally  asked, 

“Lucien goes on border patrol, and you’ve mentioned other sentries

—yet I’ve never seen one here. Where are they all?” 

“At the border,” he said, as if that were a suitable answer. Then he added, “We

don’t need sentries if I’m here.” 
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Because  he  was  deadly  enough.  I  tried  not  to  think  about  it,  but  still  I  asked, 

“Were you trained as a warrior, then?” 

“Yes.”  When  I  didn’t  reply,  he  added,  “I  spent  most  of  my  life  in  my  father’s war-band on the borders, training as a warrior to one day serve him

—or  others.  Running  these  lands  …  was  not  supposed  to  fall  to  me.”  The

flatness with which he said it told me enough about how he felt about his current

title, about why the presence of his silver-tongued friend was necessary. 

But it was too personal, too demanding, to ask what had occurred to change his

circumstances  so  greatly.  So  I  cleared  my  throat  and  said,  “What  manner  of

faeries prowl the woods beyond this gate, if the Bogge isn’t the worst of them? 

What  was that thing  ? ” 

What  I’d  meant  to  ask  was,  What  would  have  tormented  and  then  eaten   me? 

 Who are you to be so powerful that they pose no threat to you? 

He  paused  on  the  bottom  step,  waiting  for  me  to  catch  up.  “A  puca.  They  use your own desires to lure you to some remote place. Then they eat you. 

Slowly. It probably smelled your human scent in the woods and followed it

to  the  house.”  I  shivered  and  didn’t  bother  tohide  it.  Tamlin  went  on.  “These lands  used  to  be  well  guarded.  The  deadlier  faeries  were  contained  within  the borders of their native territories, monitored by the local Fae lords, or driven into

hiding. Creatures like the puca never would have dared set foot here. But now, 

the sickness that infected Prythian has weakened the wards that kept them out.” 

A long pause, like the words were choked out of him. 

“Things  are  different  now.  It’s  not  safe  to  travel  alone  at  night—especially  if you’re human.” 

Because  humans  were  defenseless  as  babes  compared  to  natural-born  predators

like  Lucien—and  Tamlin,  who  didn’t  need  weapons  to  hunt.  I  glanced  at  his

hands but found no trace of the claws. Only tanned, callused skin. 

“What else is different now?” I asked, trailing him up the marble front steps. 
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He didn’t stop this time, didn’t even look over his shoulder to see me as he said, 

“Everything.” 

So I truly was to live there forever. As much as I longed to ensure that Tamlin’s

word about caring for my family was true, as much as his claim that I was taking

better care of my family by staying away—even if I was truly fulfilling that vow

to  my  mother  by  staying  in  Prythian  …  Without  the  weight  of  that  promise,  I was left hollow and empty. 

Over the next three days, I found myself joining Lucien on Andras’s old patrol

while Tamlin hunted the grounds for the Bogge, unseen by us. 

Despite being an occasional bastard, Lucien didn’t seem to mind my company, 

and  he  did  most  of  the  talking,  which  was  fine;  it  left  me  to  brood  over  the consequences of firing a single arrow. 

An arrow. I never fired a single one during those three days we rode along the

border. That very morning I’d spied a red doe in a glen and aimed out of instinct, 

my  arrow  poised  to  fly  right  into  her  eye  as  Lucien  sneered  that   she  was  not  a faerie,  at  least.  But  I’d  stared  at  her—fat  and  healthy  and  content—and  then slackened the bow, replaced the arrow in my quiver, and let the doe wander on. 

I  never  saw  Tamlin  around  the  manor—off  hunting  the  Bogge  day  and  night, 

Lucien informed me. Even at dinner, he spoke little before leaving

early—off to continue his hunt, night after night. I didn’t mind his absence. 

It was a relief, if anything. 

On the third night after my encounter with the puca, I’d scarcely sat down before

Tamlin got up, giving an excuse about not wanting to waste hunting time. 

Lucien and I stared after him for a moment. 

What I could see of Lucien’s face was pale and tight. “You worry about him,” I

said. 

Lucien slumped in his seat, wholly undignified for a Fae lord. “Tamlin gets into
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… moods.” 

“He doesn’t want your help hunting the Bogge?” 

“He prefers being alone. And having the Bogge on our lands … I don’t suppose

you’d understand. The puca are minor enough not to bother him, but even after

he’s shredded the Bogge, he’ll brood over it.” 

“And there’s no one who can help him at all?” 

“He would probably shred them for disobeying his order to stay away.” 

A brush of ice slithered across my nape. “He would be that brutal?” 

Lucien  studied  the  wine  in  his  goblet.  “You  don’t  hold  on  to  power  by  being everyone’s friend. And among the faeries, lesser and High Fae alike, a firm hand

is needed. We’re too powerful, and too bored with immortality, to be checked by

anything else.” 

It  seemed  like  a  cold,  lonely  position  to  have,  especially  when  you  didn’t

particularly want it. I wasn’t sure why it bothered me so much. 

 The snow was falling, thick and merciless, already up to my knees as I  pulled the bowstring back—farther and farther, until my arm trembled. 

 Behind me, a shadow lurked—no, watched.  I didn’t dare turn to look at it, to  see who might be within that shadow, observing, not as the wolf stared at  me across the clearing. 

 Just staring. As if waiting, as if daring me to fire the ash arrow. 

 No—no, I didn’t want to do it, not this time, not again, not—

 But I had no control over my fingers, absolutely none, and he was still  staring as I fired. 

 One shot—one shot straight through that golden eye. 

 A plume of blood splattering the snow, a thud of a heavy body, a sigh of  wind. 

No. 

 It wasn’t a wolf that hit the snow—no, it was a man, tall and well formed. 

 No—not a man. A High Fae, with those pointed ears. 

 I  blinked,  and  then—then  my  hands  were  warm  and  sticky  with  blood,    then  his body was red and skinless, steaming in the cold, and it was his skin

 — his skin  —that I held in my hands, and—

I  threw  myself  awake,  sweat  slipping  down  my  back,  and  forced  myself  to

breathe, to open my eyes and note each detail of the night-dark bedroom. 

Real—this was real. 

But I could still see that High Fae male facedown in the snow, my arrow through

his eye, red and bloody all over from where I’d cut and peeled off his skin. 

Bile stung my throat. 

Not real. Just a dream. Even if what I’d done to Andras, even as a wolf, was …

was …

I scrubbed at my face. Perhaps it was the quiet, the hollowness, of the past few

days—perhaps it was only that I no longer had to think hour to hour about how

to keep my family alive, but … It was regret, and maybe shame, that coated my

tongue, my bones. 

I shuddered as if I could fling it off, and kicked back the sheets to rise from the

bed. 

Chapter 12

I couldn’t entirely shake the horror, the gore of my dream as I walked down the

dark halls of the manor, the servants and Lucien long since asleep. But I had to

do something—  anything—after that nightmare. If only to avoid sleeping. A bit

of paper in one hand and a pen gripped in the other, I carefully traced my steps, 

noting  the  windows  and  doors  and  exits,  occasionally  jotting  down  vague

sketches and  X s on the parchment. 

It was the best I could do, and to any literate human, my markings would have made no sense. But I couldn’t write or read more than my basic letters, and my

makeshift map was better than nothing. If I were to remain here, it was essential

to know the best hiding places, the easiest way out, should things ever go badly

for me. I couldn’t entirely let go of the instinct. 

It was too dim to admire any of the paintings lining the walls, and I didn’t dare

risk a candle. These past three days, there had been servants in the halls when I’d

worked  up  the  nerve  to  look  at  the  art—and  the  part  of  me  that  spoke  with Nesta’s  voice  had  laughed  at  the  idea  of  an  ignorant  human  trying  to  admire faerie  art.  Some  other  time,  then,  I’d  told  myself.  I  would  find  another  day,  a quiet hour when no one was around, to look at them. I had plenty of hours now

—a whole lifetime in front of me. Perhaps

… perhaps I’d figure out what I wished to do with it. 

I crept down the main staircase, moonlight flooding the black-and-white tiles of

the entrance hall. I reached the bottom, my bare feet silent on the cold tiles, and

listened. Nothing—no one. 

I set my little map on the foyer table and drew a few  X s and circles to signify the  doors,  the  windows,  the  marble  stairs  of  the  front  hall.  I  would  become  so familiar with the house that I could navigate it even if someone blinded me. 

A  breeze  announced  his  arrival—and  I  turned  from  the  table  toward  the  long

hall, to the open glass doors to the garden. 

I’d  forgotten  how  huge  he  was  in  this  form—forgotten  the  curled  horns  and

lupine face, the bearlike body that moved with a feline fluidity. His

green eyes glowed in the darkness, fixing on me, and as the doors snicked shut

behind him, the clicking of claws on marble filled the hall. I stood still

—not daring to flinch, to move a muscle. 

He  limped  slightly.  And  in  the  moonlight,  dark,  shining  stains  were  left  in  his wake. 

He continued toward me, stealing the air from the entire hall. He was so big that

the  space  felt  cramped,  like  a  cage.  The  scrape  of  claw,  a  huff  of  uneven
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breathing, the dripping of blood. 

Between one step and the next, he changed forms, and I squeezed my eyes shut

at the blinding flash. When at last my eyes adjusted to the returning darkness, he

was standing in front of me. 

Standing, but—not quite there. No sign of the baldric, or his knives. His clothes

were  in  shreds—long,  vicious  slashes  that  made  me  wonder  how  he  wasn’t

gutted and dead. But the muscled skin peering out beneath his shirt was smooth, 

unharmed. 

“Did you kill the Bogge?” My voice was hardly more than a whisper. 

“Yes.” A dull, empty answer. As if he couldn’t be bothered to remember to be

pleasant. As if I were at the very, very bottom of a long list of priorities. 

“You’re hurt,” I said even more quietly. 

Indeed,  his  hand  was  covered  in  blood,  even  more  splattering  on  the  floor

beneath  him.  He  looked  at  it  blankly—as  if  it  took  some  monumental  effort  to remember  that  he  even  had  a  hand,  and  that  it  was  injured.  What  effort  of  will and strength had it taken to kill the Bogge, to face that wretched menace? How

deep had he had to dig inside himself—to whatever immortal power and animal

that lived there—to kill it? 

He glanced down at the map on the table, and his voice was void of anything—

any emotion, any anger or amusement—as he said, “What is that?” 

I snatched up the map. “I thought I should learn my surroundings.” 

 Drip, drip, drip. 

I  opened  my  mouth  to  point  out  his  hand  again,  but  he  said,  “You  can’t  write, can you.” 

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know what to say.  Ignorant, insignificant  human. 

“No wonder you became so adept at other things.” 

I  supposed  he  was  so  far  gone  in  thinking  about  his  encounter  with  the  Bogge that he hadn’t realized the compliment he’d given me. If it was a compliment. 

Another splatter of blood on the marble. “Where can we clean up your hand?” 

He lifted his head to look at me again. Still and silent and weary. Then he said, 

“There’s a small infirmary.” 

I wanted to tell myself that it was probably the most useful thing I’d learned all

night.  But  as  I  followed  him  there,  avoiding  the  blood  he  trailed,  I  thought  of what  Lucien  had  told  me  about  his  isolation,  that  burden,  thought  of  what

Tamlin had mentioned about how these estates should not have been his, and felt

… sorry for him. 

The  infirmary  was  well  stocked,  but  was  more  of  a  supply  closet  with  a

worktable than an actual place to host sick faeries. I supposed that was all they

needed when they could heal themselves with their immortal powers. 

But this wound—this wound wasn’t healing. 

Tamlin  slumped  against  the  edge  of  the  table,  gripping  his  injured  hand  at  the wrist  as  he  watched  me  sort  through  the  supplies  in  the  cabinets  and  drawers. 

When I’d gathered what I needed, I tried not to balk at the thought of touching

him, but … I didn’t let myself give in to my dread as I took his hand, the heat of

his skin like an inferno against my cool fingers. 

I cleaned off his bloody, dirty hand, bracing for the first flash of those claws. But

his claws remained retracted, and he kept silent as I bound and wrapped his hand

—surprisingly enough, there were no more than a few vicious cuts, none of them

requiring stitching. 

I  secured  the  bandage  in  place  and  stepped  away,  bringing  the  bowl  of  bloody water to the deep sink in the back of the room. His eyes were a brand upon me as

I  finished  cleaning,  and  the  room  became  too  small,  too  hot.  He’d  killed  the Bogge and walked away relatively unscathed. If Tamlin was that powerful, then

the High Lords of Prythian must be near-gods. 

Every mortal instinct in my body bleated in panic at the thought. 

I was almost at the open door, stifling the urge to bolt back to my room, when he
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said, “You can’t write, yet you learned to hunt, to survive. How?” 

I  paused  with  my  foot  on  the  threshold.  “That’s  what  happens  when  you’re

responsible for lives other than your own, isn’t it? You do what you have to do.” 

He was still sitting on the table, still straddling that inner line between the here

and  now  and  wherever  he’d  had  to  go  in  his  mind  to  endure  the  fight  with  the Bogge. I met his feral and glowing stare. 

“You aren’t what I expected—for a human,” he said. 

I didn’t reply. And he didn’t say good-bye as I walked out. 

The  next  morning,  as  I  made  my  way  down  the  grand  staircase,  I  tried  not  to think too much about the clean-washed marble tiles on the floor below—

no sign of the blood Tamlin had lost. I tried not to think too much at all about

our encounter, actually. 

When I found the front hall empty, I almost smiled—felt a ripple in that hollow

emptiness that had been hounding me. Perhaps now, perhaps in this moment of

quiet,  I  could  at  last  look  through  the  art  on  the  walls,  take  time  to  observe  it, learn it, admire it. 

Heart  racing  at  the  thought,  I  was  about  to  head  toward  a  hall  I  had  noted  was nearly covered in painting after painting when low male voices floated out from

the dining room. 

I paused. The voices were tense enough that I made my steps silent as I slid into

the shadows behind the open door. A cowardly, wretched thing to do—but what

they were saying had me shoving aside any guilt. 

“I just want to know what you think you’re doing.” It was Lucien—that familiar

lazy viciousness coating each word. 

“What  are   you  doing?”  Tamlin  snapped.  Through  the  space  between  the  hinge and the  door  I  could  glimpse  the two  of  them  standing  almost  face-to-face.  On Tamlin’s nonbandaged hand, his claws shone in the morning light. 

“Me?” Lucien put a hand on his chest. “By the Cauldron, Tam—there isn’t much time,  and  you’re  just  sulking  and  glowering.  You’re  not  even  trying  to  fake  it anymore.” 

My brows rose. Tamlin turned away but whirled back a moment later, his teeth

bared.  “It  was  a  mistake  from  the  start.  I  can’t  stomach  it,  not  after  what  my father did to their kind, to their lands. I won’t follow in his footsteps—won’t be

that sort of person. So  back off.” 

“Back off? Back off while you seal our fates and ruin everything? I stayed with

you out of hope, not to watch you stumble. For someone with a heart of stone, 

yours  is  certainly  soft  these  days.  The  Bogge  was  on  our  lands—the   Bogge, Tamlin!  The  barriers  between  courts  have  vanished,  and  even  our  woods  are

teeming  with  filth  like  the  puca.  Are  you  just  going  to  start  living  out  there, slaughtering every bit of vermin that slinks in?” 

“Watch your mouth,” Tamlin said. 

Lucien stepped toward him, exposing his teeth as well. A pulsing kind of air hit

me in the stomach, and a metallic stench filled my nose. But I couldn’t  see any

magic—only feel it. I couldn’t tell if that made it worse. 

“Don’t push me, Lucien.” Tamlin’s tone became dangerously quiet, and the hair

on the back of my neck stood as he emitted a growl that was pure animal. “You

think I don’t know what’s happening on my own lands? What I’ve got to lose? 

What’s lost already?” 

The blight. Perhaps it was contained, but it seemed it was still wreaking havoc—

still  a  threat,  and  perhaps  one  they  truly  didn’t  want  me  knowing  about,  either from  lack  of  trust  or  because  …  because  I  was  no  one  and  nothing  to  them.  I leaned  forward,  but  as  I  did,  my  finger  slipped  and  softly  thudded  against  the door.  A  human  might  not  have  heard,  but  both  High  Fae  whirled.  My  heart

stumbled. 

I  stepped  toward  the  threshold,  clearing  my  throat  as  I  came  up  with  a  dozen excuses to shield myself. I looked at Lucien and forced myself to smile. His eyes

widened, and I had to wonder if it was because of that smile, or because I looked

truly guilty. “Are you going out for a ride?” I said, feeling a bit sick as I gestured

behind  me  with  a  thumb.  I  hadn’t  planned  on  riding  with  him  today,  but  it

sounded like a decent excuse. 
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Lucien’s russet eye was bright, though the smile he gave me didn’t meet it. The

face of Tamlin’s emissary—more court-trained and calculating than I’d seen him

yet.  “I’m  unavailable  today,”  he  said.  He  jerked  his  chin  to  Tamlin.  “He’ll  go with you.” 

Tamlin shot his friend a look of disdain that he took few pains to hide. 

His  usual  baldric  was  armed  with  more  knives  than  I’d  seen  before,  and  their ornate metal handles glinted as he turned to me, his shoulders tight. 

“Whenever you want to go, just say so.” The claws of his free hand slipped back

under his skin. 

 No.  I  almost  said  it  aloud  as  I  turned  pleading  eyes  to  Lucien.  Lucien  merely patted my shoulder as he passed by. “Perhaps tomorrow, human.” 

Alone with Tamlin, I swallowed hard. 

He stood there, waiting. 

“I don’t want to go for a hunt,” I finally said quietly. True. “I hate hunting.” 

He cocked his head. “Then what do you want to do?” 

Tamlin led me down the halls. A soft breeze laced with the scent of roses slipped

in through the open windows to caress my face. 

“You’ve  been  going  for  hunts,”  Tamlin  said  at  last,  “but  you  really  don’t  have any  interest  in  hunting.”  He  cast  me  a  sidelong  glance.  “No  wonder  you  two

never catch anything.” 

No  trace  of  the  hollow,  cold  warrior  of  the  night  before,  or  of  the  angry  Fae noble of minutes before. Just Tamlin right now, it seemed. 

I’d  be  a  fool  to  let  my  guard  down  around  Tamlin,  to  think  that  his  acting naturally meant anything, especially when something was so clearly amiss at his

estate.  He’d  taken  down  the  Bogge—and  that  made  him  the  most  dangerous

creature I’d ever encountered. I didn’t quite know what to make of him, and said

somewhat stiltedly, “How’s your hand?” 

He  flexed  his  bandaged  hand,  studying  the  white  bindings,  stark  and  clean

against his sun-kissed skin. “I didn’t thank you.” 

“You don’t need to.” 

But he shook his head, and his golden hair caught and held the morning light as

if  it  were  spun  from  the  sun  itself.  “The  Bogge’s  bite  was  crafted  to  slow  the healing  of  High  Fae  long  enough  to  kill  us.  You  have  my  gratitude.”  When  I shrugged  it  off,  he  added,  “How  did  you  learn  to  bind  wounds  like  this?  I  can still use the hand, even with the wrappings.” 

“Trial and error. I had to be able to pull a bowstring the next day.” 

He  was  quiet  as  we  turned  down  another  sun-drenched  marble  hallway,  and  I

dared to look at him. I found him carefully studying me, his lips in a thin line. 

“Has anyone ever taken care of you?” he asked quietly. 

“No.” I’d long since stopped feeling sorry for myself about it. 

“Did you learn to hunt in a similar manner—trial and error?” 

“I spied on hunters when I could get away with it, and then practiced until I hit

something. When I missed, we didn’t eat. So learning how to aim was the first

thing I figured out.” 

“I’m  curious,”  he  said  casually.  The  amber  in  his  green  eyes  was  glowing. 

Perhaps  not  all  traces  of  that  beast-warrior  were  gone.  “Are  you  ever  going  to use that knife you stole from my table?” 

I stiffened. “How did you know?” 

Beneath the mask, I could have sworn his brows were raised. “I was trained to

notice those things. But I could smell the fear on you, more than anything.” 

I grumbled, “I thought no one noticed.” 

He gave me a crooked smile, more genuine than all the faked smiles and flattery

he’d given me before. “Regardless of the Treaty, if you want to stand a chance at

escaping  my  kind,  you’ll  need  to  think  more  creatively  than  stealing  dinner knives.  But  with  your  affinity  for  eavesdropping,  maybe  you’ll  someday  learn

something valuable.” 

My ears flared with heat. “I—I wasn’t … Sorry,” I mumbled. But I ran through

what  I’d  overheard.  There  was  no  point  in  pretending  I  hadn’t  eavesdropped. 

“Lucien said you didn’t have much time. What did he mean? 

Are more creatures like the Bogge going to come here thanks to the blight?” 

Tamlin went rigid, scanning the hall around us, taking in every sight and sound

and  scent.  Then  he  shrugged,  too  stiff  to  be  genuine.  “I’m  an  immortal.  I  have nothing  but time, Feyre.” 

He said my name with such … intimacy. As if he weren’t a creature capable of

killing monsters made from nightmares. I opened my mouth to demand more of

an answer, but he cut me off. “The force plaguing our lands and powers—that, 

too, will pass someday, if we’re Cauldron-blessed. 

But  yes—now  that  the  Bogge  entered  these  lands,  I’d  say  it’s  fair  to  assume others might follow it, especially if the puca was already so bold.” 

If the borders between the courts were gone, though, as I’d heard Lucien say—if

everything in Prythian was different, as Tamlin had claimed, thanks to this blight

…  Well,  I  didn’t  want  to  be  caught  up  in  some  brutal  war  or  revolution.  I doubted I’d survive very long. 

Tamlin strode ahead and opened a set of double doors at the end of the hall. The

powerful muscles of his back shifted beneath his clothes. I’d never

forget  what  he  was—what  he  was  capable  of.  What  he’d  been  trained  to  do, 

apparently. 

“As requested,” he said, “the study.” 

I saw what lay beyond him and my stomach twisted. 

Chapter 13

Tamlin waved his hand, and a hundred candles sprang to life. Whatever Lucien
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had  said  about  magic  being  drained  and  off-kilter  thanks  to  the  blight  clearly hadn’t affected Tamlin as dramatically, or perhaps he’d been far more powerful

to start with, if he could transform his sentries into wolves whenever he pleased. 

The  tang  of  magic  stung  my  senses,  but  I  kept  my  chin  high.  That  is,  until  I peered inside. 

My palms began sweating as I took in the enormous, opulent study. 

Tomes lined each wall like the soldiers of a silent army, and couches, desks, and

rich  rugs  were  scattered  throughout  the  room.  But  …  it  had  been  over  a  week since  I  left  my  family.  Though  my  father  had  said  never  to  return,  though  my vow  to  my  mother  was  fulfilled,  I  could  at  least  let  them  know  I  was  safe—

relatively safe. And warn them about the sickness sweeping across Prythian that

might someday soon cross the wall. 

There was only one method to convey it. 

“Do you need anything else?” Tamlin asked, and I jerked. He still stood behind

me. 

“No,” I said, striding into the study. I couldn’t think about the casual power he’d

just shown—the graceful carelessness with which he’d brought so many flames

to life. I had to focus on the task at hand. 

It wasn’t entirely my fault that I was scarcely able to read. Before our downfall, 

my mother had sorely neglected our education, not bothering to hire a governess. 

And after poverty struck and my elder sisters, who could read and write, deemed

the  village  school  beneath  us,  they  didn’t  bother  to  teach  me.  I  could  read enough to function—enough to form my letters, but so poorly that even signing

my name was mortifying. 

It was bad enough that Tamlin knew. I would think about  how to get the letter to them once it was finished; perhaps I could beg a favor of him, or Lucien. 

Asking  them  to  write  it  would  be  too  humiliating.  I  could  hear  their  words: typical ignorant human. And since Lucien seemed convinced that I

would turn spy the moment I could, he would no doubt burn the letter, and any I

tried to write after. So I’d have to learn myself. 

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Tamlin said as our silence became too prolonged, too

tense. 

I  didn’t  move  until  he’d  closed  the  doors,  shutting  me  inside.  My  heartbeat

pulsed throughout my body as I approached a shelf. 

I had to take a break for dinner and to sleep, but I was back in the study before

the dawn had fully risen. I’d found a small writing desk in a corner and gathered

papers and ink. My finger traced a line of text, and I whispered the words. 

“ ‘  She grab-bed … grabbed her shoe, sta … nd … standing from her pos

 …  po  …  ’  ”  I  sat  back  in  my  chair  and  pressed  the  heels  of  my  palms  into  my eyes. When I felt less near to ripping out my hair, I took the quill and underlined

the word:  position. 

With  a  shaking  hand,  I  did  my  best  to  copy  letter  after  letter  onto  the  evergrowing list I kept beside the book. There were at least forty words on it, their

letters malformed and barely legible. I would look up their pronunciations later. 

I rose from the chair, needing to stretch my legs, my spine—or just to get away

from  that  lengthy  list  of  words  I  didn’t  know  how  to  pronounce  and  the

permanent heat that now warmed my face and neck. 

I  suppose  the  study  was  more  of  a  library,  as  I  couldn’t  see  any  of  the  walls thanks to the small labyrinths of stacks flanking the main area and a mezzanine

dangling  above,  covered  wall  to  wall  in  books.  But   study  sounded  less intimidating.  I  meandered  through  some  of  the  stacks,  following  a  trickle  of

sunlight to a bank of windows on the far side. I found myself overlooking a rose

garden, filled with dozens of hues of crimson and pink and white and yellow. 

I might have allowed myself a moment to take in the colors, gleaming with dew

under the morning sun, had I not glimpsed the painting that stretched along the

wall beside the windows. 

 Not a painting, I thought, blinking as I stepped back to view its massive expanse. 

No,  it  was  …  I  searched  for  the  word  in  that  half-forgotten  part  of  my  mind. 

 Mural. That’s what it was. 

At first I could do nothing but stare at its size, at the ambition of it, at the fact that  this  masterpiece  was  tucked  back  here  for  no  one  to  ever  see,  as  if  it  was nothing—absolutely nothing—to create something like this. 

It told a story with the way colors and shapes and light flowed, the way the tone

shifted across the mural. The story of … of Prythian. 

It began with a cauldron. 

A  mighty  black  cauldron  held  by  glowing,  slender  female  hands  in  a  starry, 

endless  night.  Those  hands  tipped  it  over,  golden  sparkling  liquid  pouring  out over the lip. No—not sparkling, but … effervescent with small symbols, perhaps

of  some  ancient  faerie  language.  Whatever  was  written  there,  whatever  it  was, the  contents  of  the  cauldron  were  dumped  into  the  void  below,  pooling  on  the earth to form our world …

The  map  spanned  the  entirety  of  our  world—not  just  the  land  on  which  we

stood,  but  also  the  seas  and  the  larger  continents  beyond.  Each  territory  was marked  and  colored,  some  with  intricate,  ornate  depictions  of  the  beings  who

had once ruled over lands that now belonged to humans. All of it, I remembered

with  a  shudder,  all  of  the  world  had  once  been  theirs—at  least  as  far  as  they believed, crafted for them by the bearer of the cauldron. 

There was no mention of humans—no sign of us here. I supposed we’d been as

low as pigs to them. 

It was hard to look at the next panel. It was so simple, yet so detailed that, for a

moment, I stood there on that battlefield, feeling the texture of the bloodied mud

beneath  me,  shoulder  to  shoulder  with  the  thousands  of  other  human  soldiers

lined up, facing the faerie hordes who charged at us. A moment of pause before

the slaughter. 

The  humans’  arrows  and  swords  seemed  so  pointless  against  the  High  Fae  in

their glimmering armor, or the faeries bristling with claws and fangs. 

I knew—knew without another panel to explicitly show me—the humans hadn’t

survived that particular battle. The smear of black on the panel beside it, tinged

with glimmers of red, said enough. 

Then another map, of a much-reduced faerie realm. Northern territories had been

cut up and divided to make room for the High Fae, who had lost their lands to the  south  of  the  wall.  Everything  north  of  the  wall  went  to  them;  everything south  was  left  as  a  blur  of  nothing.  A  decimated,  forgotten  world—as  if  the painter couldn’t be bothered to render it. 

I scanned the various lands and territories now given to the High Fae. 

Still so much territory—such monstrous power spread across the entire northern

part  of  our  world.  I  knew  they  were  ruled  by  kings  or  queens  or  councils  or empresses,  but  I’d  never  seen  a  representation  of  it,  of  how  much  they’d  been forced  to  concede  to  the  South,  and  how  crammed  their  lands  now  were  in

comparison. 

Our  massive  island  had  fared  well  for  Prythian  by  comparison,  with  only  the

bottom  tip  given  over  to  us  miserable  humans.  The  bulk  of  the  sacrifice  was borne  by  the  southernmost  of  the  seven  territories:  a  territory  painted  with

crocuses and lambs and roses. Spring lands. 

I took a step closer, until I could see the dark, ugly smear that acted as the wall

—another spiteful touch by the painter. No markers in the human realm, nothing

to  indicate  any  of  the  larger  towns  or  centers,  but  …  I  found  the  rough  area where our village was, and the woods that separated it from the wall. Those two

days’  journey  seemed  so  small—too  small—compared  to  the  power  lurking

above us. I traced a line, my finger hovering over the paint, up over the wall, into

these lands—the lands of the Spring Court. 

Again, no markers, but it was filled with touches of spring: trees in bloom, fickle

storms, young animals … At least I was to live out my days in one of the more

moderate courts, weather-wise. A small consolation. 

I  looked  northward  and  stepped  back  again.  The  six  other  courts  of  Prythian

occupied  a  patchwork  of  territories.  Autumn,  Summer,  and  Winter  were  easy

enough to pick out. Then above them, two glowing courts: the southernmost one

a  softer,  redder  palate,  the  Dawn  Court;  above,  in  bright  gold  and  yellow  and blue, the Day Court. And above that, perched in a frozen mountainous spread of

darkness and stars, the sprawling, massive territory of the Night Court. 

There  were  things  in  the  shadows  between  those  mountains—little  eyes, 

gleaming teeth. A land of lethal beauty. The hair on my arms rose. 

I might have examined the other kingdoms across the seas that flanked our land, like  the  isolated  faerie  kingdom  to  the  west  that  seemed  to  have  gotten  away with no territory loss and was still law unto itself, had I not looked to the heart of

that beautiful, living map. 

In the center of the land, as if it were the core around which everything else had

spread, or perhaps the place where the cauldron’s liquid had first touched, was a

small, snowy mountain range. From it arose a mammoth, solitary peak. Bald of

snow, bald of life—as if the elements refused to touch

it.  There  were  no  more  clues  about  what  it  might  be;  nothing  to  indicate  its importance,  and  I  supposed  that  the  viewers  were  already  supposed  to  know. 

This was not a mural for human eyes. 

With that thought, I went back to my little table. At least I’d learned the layout

of their lands—and I knew to never, ever go north. 

I  eased  into  my  seat  and  found  my  place  in  the  book,  my  face  warming  as  I glanced  at  the  illustrations  scattered  throughout.  A  children’s  book,  and  yet  I could  scarcely  make  it  through  its  twenty  or  so  pages.  Why   did  Tamlin  have children’s  books  in  his  library?  Were  they  from  his  own  childhood,  or  in

anticipation  of  children  to  come?  It  didn’t  matter.  I  couldn’t  even  read  them.  I hated  the  smell  of  these  books—the  decaying  rot  of  the  pages,  the  mocking

whisper  of  the  paper,  the  rough  skin  of  the  binding.  I  looked  at  the  piece  of paper, at all those words I didn’t know. 

I  bunched  my  list  in  my  hand,  crumpling  the  paper  into  a  ball,  and  chucked  it into the rubbish bin. 

“I could help you write to them, if that’s why you’re in here.” 

I  jerked  back  in  my  seat,  almost  knocking  over  the  chair,  and  whirled  to  find Tamlin behind me, a stack of books in his arms. I pushed back against the heat

rising in my cheeks and ears, the panic at the information he might be guessing

I’d been trying to send. “Help? You mean a faerie is passing up the opportunity

to mock an ignorant mortal?” 

He  set  the  books  down  on  the  table,  his  jaw  tight.  I  couldn’t  read  the  titles glinting  on  the  leather  spines.  “Why  should  I  mock  you  for  a  shortcoming  that isn’t your fault? Let me help you. I owe you for the hand.” 

 Shortcoming. It  was a shortcoming. 

Yet it was one thing to bandage his hand, to talk to him as if he wasn’t a predator

built to kill and destroy, but to reveal how little I truly knew, to let him see that

part of me that was still a child, unfinished and raw … His face was unreadable. 

Though there had been no pity in his voice, I straightened. 

“I’m fine.” 

“You  think  I’ve  got  nothing  better  to  do  with  my  time  than  come  up  with

elaborate ways to humiliate you?” 

I thought of that smear of nothing that the painter had used to render the human

lands, and didn’t have an answer—at least, not one that was polite. 

I’d given enough already to them—to him. 

Tamlin shook his head. “So you’ll let Lucien take you on hunts and—” 

“Lucien,” I interrupted quietly but not softly, “doesn’t pretend to be anything but

what he is.” 

“What’s  that  supposed  to  mean?”  he  growled,  but  his  claws  stayed  retracted, 

even as he clenched his hands into fists at his sides. 

I was definitely walking a dangerous line, but I didn’t care. Even if he’d offered

me sanctuary, I didn’t have to fall at his feet. “It means,” I said with that same

cold quiet, “that I don’t know you. I don’t know who you are, or  what you really are, or what you want.” 

“It means you don’t trust me.” 

“How can I trust a faerie? Don’t you delight in killing and tricking us?” 

His snarl set the flames of the candles guttering. “You aren’t what I had in mind

for a  human—believe me.” 

I could almost feel the wound deep in my chest as it ripped open and all those

awful, silent words came pouring out.  Illiterate, ignorant,   unremarkable, proud, cold—all spoken from Nesta’s mouth, all echoing in my head with her sneering

voice. 

I pinched my lips together. 

He winced and lifted a hand slightly, as if about to reach for me. 

“Feyre,” he began—softly enough that I just shook my head and left the room. 

He didn’t stop me. 

But  that  afternoon,  when  I  went  to  retrieve  my  crumpled  list  from  the

wastebasket,  it  was  gone.  And  my  pile  of  books  had  been  disturbed—the  titles out  of  order.  It  had  probably  been  a  servant,  I  assured  myself,  calming  the tightness in my chest. Just Alis or some other bird-masked faerie cleaning up. I

hadn’t  written  anything  incriminating—there  was  no  way  he  knew  I’d  been

trying  to  warn  my  family.  I  doubted  he  would  punish  me  for  it,  but  …  our

conversation earlier had been bad enough. 

Still, my hands were unsteady as I took my seat at the little desk and found my

place  in  the  book  I’d  used  that  morning.  I  knew  it  was  shameful  to  mark  the books with ink, but if Tamlin could afford gold plates, he could replace a book

or two. 

I stared at the book without seeing the jumble of letters. 

Maybe I was a fool for not accepting his help, for not swallowing my pride and

having him write the letter in a few moments. Not even a letter of warning, but

just—just to let them know I was safe. If he had better things to do with his time

than come up with ways to embarrass me, then surely he

had  better  things  to  do  than  help  me  write  letters  to  my  family.  And  yet  he’d offered. 

A nearby clock chimed the hour. 

Shortcoming—another  one  of  my   shortcomings.  I  rubbed  my  brows  with  my

thumb and forefinger. I’d been equally foolish for feeling a shred of pity for him

—for  the  lone,  brooding  faerie,  for  someone  I  had  so   stupidly  thought  would really care if he met someone who perhaps felt the same, perhaps understood—

in my ignorant, insignificant human way—what it was like to bear the weight of

caring for others. I should have let his hand bleed that night, should have known

better than to think that maybe—

maybe  there  would  be  someone,  human  or  faerie  or  whatever,  who  could

understand what my life—what  I—had become these past few years. 

A minute passed, then another. 

Faeries  might  not  be  able  to  lie,  but  they  could  certainly  withhold  information; Tamlin,  Lucien,  and  Alis  had  done  their  best  not  to  answer  my  specific

questions. Knowing more about the blight that threatened them—

knowing  anything about it, where it had come from, what else it could do, and

especially what it could do to a  human—was worth my time to learn. 

And if there was a chance that they might also possess some knowledge about a

forgotten loophole of that damned Treaty, if they knew some way to pay the debt

I owed  and return me to my family so I might warn them about the blight myself

… I had to risk it. 

Twenty minutes later I had tracked down Lucien in his bedroom. I’d marked on

my  little  map  where  it  was—in  a  separate  wing  on  the  second  level,  far  from mine—and  after  searching  in  his  usual  haunts,  it  was  the  last  place  to  look.  I knocked on the white-painted double doors. 

“Come in, human.” He could probably detect me by my breathing patterns alone. 

Or maybe that eye of his could see through the door. 

I eased open the door. The room was similar to mine in shape, but was bedecked

in hues of orange and red and gold, with faint traces of green and brown. Like

being  in  an  autumn  wood.  But  while  my  room  was  all  softness  and  grace,  his was marked with ruggedness. In lieu of a pretty breakfast table by the window, a

worn worktable dominated the space, covered in various weapons. It was there

he  sat,  wearing  only  a  white  shirt  and  trousers,  his  red  hair  unbound  and

gleaming  like  liquid  fire.  Tamlin’s  court-trained  emissary,  but  a  warrior  in  his own right. 

“I haven’t seen you around,” I said, shutting the door and leaning against it. 

“I  had  to  go  sort  out  some  hotheads  on  the  northern  border—official  emissary business,”  he  said,  setting  down  the  hunting  knife  he’d  been  cleaning,  a  long, 

vicious blade. “I got back in time to hear your little spat with Tam, and decided I was safer up here. I’m glad to hear your human heart has warmed to me, though. 

At least I’m not on the top of your killing list.” 

I gave him a long look. 

“Well,” he went on, shrugging, “it seems that you managed to get under Tam’s

fur enough that he sought me out and nearly bit my head off. So I suppose I can

thank  you  for  ruining  what  should  have  been  a  peaceful  lunch.  Thankfully  for me, there’s been a disturbance out in the western forest, and my poor friend had

to go deal with it in that way only he can. 

I’m surprised you didn’t run into him on the stairs.” 

Thank the forgotten gods for some small mercies. “What sort of disturbance?” 

Lucien  shrugged,  but  the  movement  was  too  tense  to  be  careless.  “The  usual

sort: unwanted, nasty creatures raising hell.” 

Good—good that Tamlin was away and wouldn’t be here to catch me in what I

planned to do. Another bit of luck. “I’m impressed you answered me that much,” 

I said as casually as I could, thinking through my words. “But it’s too bad you’re

not like the Suriel, spouting any information I want if I’m clever enough to snare

you.” 

For  a  moment,  he  blinked  at  me.  Then  his  mouth  twisted  to  the  side,  and  that metal eye whizzed and narrowed on me. “I suppose you won’t tell me what you

want to know.” 

“You  have  your  secrets,  and  I  have  mine,”  I  said  carefully.  I  couldn’t  tell whether  he  would  try  to  convince  me  otherwise  if  I  told  him  the  truth.  “But  if you   were  a  Suriel,”  I  added  with  deliberate  slowness,  in  case  he  hadn’t  caught my meaning, “how, exactly, would I trap you?” 

Lucien set down the knife and picked at his nails. For a moment, I wondered if

he would tell me anything at all. Wondered if he would go right to Tamlin and

tattle. 

But then he said, “I’d probably have a weakness for groves of young birch trees

in the western woods, and freshly slaughtered chickens, and

would probably be so greedy that I wouldn’t notice the double-loop snare rigged around the grove to pin my legs in place.” 

“Hmm.” I didn’t dare ask why he had decided to be accommodating. 

There was still a good chance he wouldn’t mind seeing me dead, but I would risk

it. “I somehow prefer you as a High Fae.” 

He  smirked,  but  the  amusement  was  short-lived.  “If  I  were  insane  and  stupid

enough to go after a Suriel, I’d also take a bow and quiver, and maybe a knife

just like this one.” He sheathed the knife he’d cleaned and set it down at the edge

of the table—an offering. “And I’d be prepared to run like hell when I freed it—

to the nearest running water, which they hate crossing.” 

“But you’re not insane, so you’ll be here, safe and sound?” 

“I’ll  be  conveniently  hunting  on  the  grounds,  and  with  my  superior  hearing,  I might be feeling generous enough to listen if someone screams from the western

woods. But it’s a good thing I had no role in telling you to go out today, since

Tam would eviscerate anyone who told you how to trap a Suriel; and it’s a good

thing I had planned to hunt anyway, because if anyone caught me helping you, 

there would be trouble of a whole other hell awaiting us. I hope your secrets are

worth it.” He said it with his usual grin, but there was an edge to it—a warning I

didn’t miss. 

Another  riddle—and  another  bit  of  information.  I  said,  “It’s  a  good  thing  that while  you  have  superior  hearing,  I  possess  superior  abilities  to  keep  my  mouth shut.” 

He snorted as I took the knife from the table and turned to procure the bow from

my room. “I think I’m starting to like you—for a murdering human.” 

Chapter 14

W  estern woods. Grove of young birch trees. Slaughtered chicken. Double-loop

 snare. Close to running water. 

I  repeated  Lucien’s  instructions  as  I  walked  out  of  the  manor,  through  the

cultivated gardens, across the wild, rolling grassy hills beyond them, over clear

streams, and into the spring woods beyond. No one had stopped me—
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no one had even been around to see me leave, bow and quiver across my back, 

Lucien’s  knife  at  my  side.  I  lugged  along  a  satchel  stuffed  with  a  freshly  dead chicken courtesy of the baffled kitchen staff, and had tucked an extra blade into

my boot. 

The  lands  were  as  empty  as  the  manor  itself,  though  I  occasionally  glimpsed

something  shining  in  the  corner  of  my  eye.  Every  time  I  turned  to  look,  the shimmering  transformed  into  the  sunlight  dancing  on  a  nearby  stream,  or  the

wind  fluttering  the  leaves  of  a  lone  sycamore  atop  a  knoll.  As  I  passed  a  large pond nestled at the foot of a towering hill, I could have sworn I saw four shining

female heads poking up from the bright water, watching me. I hurried my steps. 

Only birds and the chittering and rustling of small animals sounded as I entered

the still green western forest. I’d never ridden through these woods on my hunts

with Lucien. There was no path here, nothing tame about it. 

Oaks,  elms,  and  beeches  intertwined  in  a  thick  weave,  almost  strangling  the

trickle  of  sunlight  that  crept  in  through  the  dense  canopy.  The  moss-covered

earth swallowed any sound I made. 

Old—this  forest  was  ancient.  And  alive,  in  a  way  that  I  couldn’t  describe  but could only feel, deep in the marrow of my bones. Perhaps I was the first human

in five hundred years to walk beneath those heavy, dark branches, to inhale the

freshness of spring leaves masking the damp, thick rot. 

Birch trees—running water. I made my way through the woods, breath tight in

my  throat.  Night  was  the  dangerous  time,  I  reminded  myself.  I  had  only  a  few hours until sunset. 

Even if the Bogge had stalked us in the daylight. 

The  Bogge  was  dead,  and  whatever  horror  Tamlin  was  now  dealing  with

dwelled  in  another  part  of  these  lands.  The  Spring  Court.  I  wondered  in  what ways Tamlin had to answer to its High Lord, or if it was his High Lord who had

carved out Lucien’s eye. Maybe it was the High Lord’s consort—

the  she whom Lucien had mentioned—that instilled such fear in them. I pushed

away the thought. 
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I kept my steps light, my eyes and ears open, and my heartbeat steady. 

Shortcomings or no, I could still hunt. And the answers I needed were worth it. 

I found a glen of young, skinny birch trees, then stalked in ever-widening circles

until  I  encountered  the  nearest  stream.  Not  deep,  but  so  wide  that  I’d  have  to take  a  running  leap  to  cross  it.  Lucien  had  said  to  find  running  water,  and  this was  close  enough  to  make  escape  possible.  If  I  needed  to  escape.  Hopefully  I wouldn’t. 

I  traced  and  then  retraced  several  different  routes  to  the  stream.  And  a  few alternate  routes,  should  my  access  to  it  somehow  be  blocked.  And  when  I  was sure of every root and rock and hollow in the surrounding area, I returned to the

small clearing encircled by those white trees and laid my snare. 

From  my  spot  up  a  nearby  tree—a  sturdy,  dense  oak  whose  vibrant  leaves  hid

me entirely from anyone below—I waited. And waited. The afternoon sun crept

overhead, hot enough even through the canopy that I had to shrug off my cloak

and roll up the sleeves of my tunic. My stomach grumbled, and I pulled a hunk

of cheese out of my rucksack. Eating it would be quieter than the apple I’d also

swiped from the kitchen on my way out. 

When  I  finished  it  off,  I  swigged  water  from  the  canteen  I’d  brought,  parched from the heat. 

Did Tamlin or Lucien ever grow tired of day after day of eternal spring, or ever

venture  into  the  other  territories,  if  only  to  experience  a  different  season?  I wouldn’t  have  minded  endless,  mild  spring  while  looking  after  my  family—

winter brought us dangerously close to death every year—but if I were immortal, 

I might want a little variation to pass the time. I’d probably want to do more than

lurk about a manor house, too. Though I still

hadn’t worked up the nerve to make the request that had crept into the back of

my mind when I saw the mural. 

I moved about as much as I dared on the branch, only to keep the blood flowing

to my limbs. I’d just settled in again when a ripple of silence came toward me. 

As  if  the  wood  thrushes  and  squirrels  and  moths  held  their  breath  while

something passed by. 

My  bow  was  already  strung.  Quietly,  I  loosely  nocked  an  arrow.  Closer  and

closer the silence crept. 

The  trees  seemed  to  lean  in,  their  entwined  branches  locking  tighter,  a  living cage keeping even the smallest of birds from soaring out of the canopy. 

Maybe  this  had  been  a  very  bad  idea.  Maybe  Lucien  had  overestimated  my

abilities. Or maybe he had been waiting for the chance to lead me to my doom. 

My  muscles  strained  from  holding  still  atop  the  branch,  but  I  kept  my  balance and listened. Then I heard it: a whisper, as if cloth were dragging over root and

stone, a hungry, wheezing sniffing from the nearby clearing. 

I’d laid my snares carefully, making the chicken look as if it had wandered too

far and snapped its own neck as it sought to free itself from a fallen branch. I’d

taken  care  to  keep  my  own  scent  off  the  bird  as  much  as  possible.  But  these faeries had such keen senses, and even though I’d covered my tracks—

There was a snap, a whoosh, and a hollowed-out, wicked scream that made my

bones and muscles and breath lock up. 

Another enraged shriek pierced the forest, and my snares groaned as they held, 

and held, and held. 

I climbed out of the tree and went to meet the Suriel. 

Lucien, I decided as I crept up to the faerie in the birch glen, really, truly wanted

me dead. 

I  hadn’t  known  what  to  expect  as  I  entered  the  ring  of  white  trees—tall  and straight  as  pillars—but  it  was  not  the  tall,  thin  veiled  figure  in  dark  tattered robes.  Its  hunched  back  facing  me,  I  could  count  the  hard  knobs  of  its  spine poking  through  the  thin  fabric.  Spindly,  scabby  gray  arms  clawed  at  the  snare with yellowed, cracked fingernails. 

 Run, some primal, intrinsically human part of me whispered. Begged. 

 Run and run and never look back. 

But I kept my arrow loosely nocked. I said quietly, “Are you one of the Suriel?” 

The faerie went rigid. And sniffed. Once. Twice. 

Then slowly, it turned to me, the dark veil draped over its bald head blowing in a

phantom breeze. 

A  face  that  looked  like  it  had  been  crafted  from  dried,  weatherworn  bone,  its skin  either  forgotten  or  discarded,  a  lipless  mouth  and  too-long  teeth  held  by blackened  gums,  slitted  holes  for  nostrils,  and  eyes  …  eyes  that  were  nothing more  than  swirling  pits  of  milky  white—the  white  of  death,  the  white  of

sickness, the white of clean-picked corpses. 

Peeking above the ragged neck of its dark robes was a body of veins and bones, 

as dried and solid and horrific as the texture of its face. It let go of the snare, and

its too-long fingers clicked against each other as it studied me. 

“Human,”  it  said,  and  its  voice  was  at  once  one  and  many,  old  and  young, 

beautiful  and  grotesque.  My  bowels  turned  watery.  “Did  you  set  this  clever, 

wicked trap for me?” 

“Are  you  one  of  the  Suriel?”  I  asked  again,  my  words  scarcely  more  than  a

ragged breath. 

“Indeed I am.”  Click, click, click went its fingers against each other, one for each word. 

“Then the trap was for you,” I managed.  Run, run, run. 

It remained sitting, its bare, gnarled feet caught in my snares. “I have not seen a

human woman for an age. Come closer so I might look upon my captor.” 

I did no such thing. 

It let out a huffing, awful laugh. “And which of my brethren betrayed my secrets

to you?” 

“None of them. My mother told me stories of you.” 

“Lies—I can smell the lies on your breath.” It sniffed again, its fingers clacking

together. It cocked its head to the side, an erratic, sharp movement, the dark veil snapping with it. “What would a human woman want from the Suriel?” 

“You tell me,” I said softly. 

It let out another low laugh. “A test? A foolish and useless test, for if you dared

to capture me, then you must want knowledge very badly.” I said nothing, and it

smiled with that lipless mouth, its grayed teeth horrifically large. “Ask me your

questions, human, and then free me.” 

I swallowed hard. “Is there—is there truly no way for me to go home?” 

“Not unless you seek to be killed, and your family with you. You must remain

here.” 

Whatever  last  shred  of  hope  I’d  been  clinging  to,  whatever  foolish  optimism, 

shriveled  and  died.  This  changed  nothing.  Before  my  fight  with  Tamlin  that

morning, I hadn’t even entertained the idea, anyway. Perhaps I’d only come here

out of spite. So, fine—if I was here, facing sure death, then I might as well learn

something. “What do you know about Tamlin?” 

“More specific, human. Be more specific. For I know a good many things about

the High Lord of the Spring Court.” 

The earth tilted beneath me. “Tamlin is—Tamlin is a High Lord?” 

 Click, click, click. “You did not know. Interesting.” 

Not just some petty faerie lord of a manor, but … but a High Lord of one of the

seven territories. A High Lord of Prythian. 

“Did you also not know that this is the Spring Court, little human?” 

“Yes—yes, I knew about that.” 

The  Suriel  settled  on  the  ground.  “Spring,  Summer,  Autumn,  Winter,  Dawn, 

Day, and Night,” it mused, as if I hadn’t even answered. “The seven Courts of

Prythian, each ruled by a High Lord, all of them deadly in their own way. They

are not merely powerful—they  are Power.” That was why Tamlin had been able

to face the Bogge and live. High Lord. 

I tucked away my fear. “Everyone at the Spring Court is stuck wearing a mask, and yet you aren’t,” I said cautiously. “Are you not a member of the Court?” 

“I  am  a  member  of  no  Court.  I  am  older  than  the  High  Lords,  older  than

Prythian, older than the bones of this world.” 

Lucien had  definitely overestimated my abilities. “And what can be done about

this  blight  that  has  spread  in  Prythian,  stealing  and  altering  the  magic?  Where did it come from?” 

“Stay with the High Lord, human,” the Suriel said. “That’s all you can do. You

will be safe. Do not interfere; do not go looking for answers after

today, or you will be devoured by the shadow over Prythian. He will shield you

from it, so stay close to him, and all will be righted.” 

That wasn’t exactly an answer. I repeated, “Where did the blight come from?” 

Those milky eyes narrowed. “The High Lord does not know that you came here

today, does he? He does not know that his human woman came to trap a Suriel, 

because he cannot give her the answers she seeks. But it is too late, human—for

the High Lord, for you, perhaps for your realm as well

…” 

Despite  all  that  it  had  said,  despite  its  order  to  stop  asking  questions  and  stay with  Tamlin,  it  was   his  human  woman  that  echoed  in  my  head.  That  made  me clench my teeth. 

But  the  Suriel  went  on.  “Across  the  violent  western  sea,  there  is  another  faerie kingdom called Hybern, ruled by a wicked, powerful king. Yes, a king,” he said

when I raised a brow. “Not a High Lord—there, his territory is not divided into

courts.  There,  he  is  law  unto  himself.  Humans  no  longer  exist  in  that  realm—

though his throne is made of their bones.” 

That  large  island  I’d  seen  on  the  map,  the  one  that  hadn’t  yielded  any  lands  to humans  after  the  Treaty.  And—a  throne  of  bones.  The  cheese  I’d  eaten  turned

leaden in my stomach. 

“For  some  time  now,  the  King  of  Hybern  has  found  himself  unhappy  with  the

Treaty the other ruling High Fae of the world made with you humans long ago. 

He resents that he was forced to sign it, to let his mortal slaves go and to remain

confined to his damp green isle at the edge of the world. And so, a hundred years

ago,  he  dispatched  his  most-trusted  and  loyal  commanders,  his  deadliest

warriors,  remnants  of  the  ancient  armies  that  he  once  sailed  to  the  continent  to wage such a brutal war against you humans, all of them as hungry and vile as he. 

As  spies  and  courtiers  and  lovers,  they  infiltrated  the  various  High  Fae  courts and kingdoms and empires around the world for fifty years, and when they had

gathered enough information, he made his plan. But nearly five decades ago, one

of  his  commanders  disobeyed  him.  The  Deceiver.  And—”  The  Suriel

straightened. “We are not alone.” 

I drew my bow farther but kept it pointed at the ground as I scanned the trees. 

But everything had already gone silent in the presence of the Suriel. 

“Human,  you  must  free  me  and  run,”  it  said,  those  death-filled  eyes  widening. 

“Run for the High Lord’s manor. Do not forget what I told you—

 stay with the High Lord, and live to see everything righted.” 

“What is it?” If I knew what came, I could stand a better chance of—

“The  naga—faeries  made  of  shadow  and  hate  and  rot.  They  heard  my  scream, 

and they smelled you. Free me, human. They will cage me if they catch me here. 

 Free me and return to the High Lord’s side.” 

Shit.  Shit. I lunged for the snare, making to put away my bow and grab my knife. 

But  four  shadowy  figures  slipped  through  the  birch  trees,  so  dark  that  they

seemed made from a starless night. 

Chapter 15

The  naga  were  sprung  from  a  nightmare.  Covered  in  dark  scales  and  nothing

more,  they  were  a  horrendous  combination  of  serpentine  features  and  male

humanoid bodies whose powerful arms ended in polished black, flesh-shredding

talons. 

Here were the creatures of the blood-filled legends, the ones that slipped through

the  wall  to  torment  and  slaughter  mortals.  The  ones  I  would  have  been  glad  to

kill that day in the snowy woods. Their huge, almond-shaped eyes greedily took in the Suriel and me. 

The four of them paused across the clearing, the Suriel between us, and I trained

my arrow toward the one in the center. 

The creature smiled, a row of razor-sharp teeth greeting me as a silvery forked

tongue darted out. 

“The  Dark  Mother  has  sent  us  a  gift  today,  brothers,”  he  said,  gazing  at  the Suriel, who was clawing at the snare now. The naga’s amber eyes shifted toward

me again. “And a meal.” 

“Not much to eat,” another one said, flexing its claws. 

I began backing away—toward the stream, toward the manor below, keeping my

arrow  pointed  at  them.  One  scream  from  me  would  notify  Lucien—but  my

breath was thin. And he might not come at all, if he’d sent me here. I kept every

sense fixed on my retreating steps. 

“Human,” the Suriel begged. 

I  had  ten  arrows—nine,  once  I  fired  the  one  nocked  in  my  bow.  None  of  them ash, but maybe they’d keep the naga down long enough for me to flee. 

I  backed  away  another  step.  The  four  naga  crept  closer,  as  if  savoring  the

slowness of the hunt, as if they already knew how I tasted. 

I had three heartbeats to make up my mind. Three heartbeats to execute my plan. 

I drew my bowstring back farther, my arm trembling. 

And  then  I  screamed.  Sharp  and  loud  and  with  every  bit  of  air  in  my  too-tight lungs. 

With the naga now focused entirely on me, I fired at the tether holding the Suriel

in place. 

The  snare  shattered.  Like  a  shadow  on  the  wind,  the  Suriel  was  off,  a  blast  of dark that set the four naga staggering back. 

The  one  closest  to  me  surged  toward  the  Suriel,  the  strong  column  of  its  scaly neck  stretching  out.  No  chance  of  my  movements  being  considered  an

unprovoked  attack  anymore—not  now  that  they’d  seen  my  aim.  They  still

wanted to kill me. 

So I let my arrow fly. 

The tip glittered like a shooting star through the gloom of the forest. I had all of

a blink before it struck home and blood sprayed. 

The naga toppled back just as the remaining three whirled to me. I didn’t know if

it was a killing shot. I was already gone. 

I  raced  for  the  stream  using  the  path  I’d  calculated  earlier,  not  daring  to  look back. Lucien had said he’d be nearby—but I was deep in the woods, too far from

the manor and help. 

Branches and twigs snapped behind me—too close—and snarls that sounded like

nothing I’d heard from Tamlin or Lucien or the wolf or any animal filled the still

woods. 

My only hope of getting away alive lay in outrunning them long enough to reach

Lucien, and then only if he was there as he’d promised to be. I didn’t let myself

think  of  all  the  hills  I  would  have  to  climb  once  I  cleared  the  forest  itself.  Or what I would do if Lucien had changed his mind. 

The crashing through the brush became louder, closer, and I veered to the right, 

leaping over the stream. Running water might have stopped the Suriel, but a hiss

and a thud close behind told me it did nothing to hold the naga at bay. 

I careened through a thicket, and thorns ripped at my cheeks. I barely felt their

stinging kisses or the warm blood sliding down my face. I didn’t even have time

to wince, not as two dark figures flanked me, closing in to cut me off. 

My  knees  groaned  as  I  pushed  myself  harder,  focusing  on  the  growing

brightness of the woods’ end. But the naga to my right rushed at me, so fast that

I could only leap aside to avoid the slashing talons. 

I stumbled but stayed upright just as the naga on my left pounced. 

I hurled myself into a stop, swinging my bow up in a wide arc. I nearly lost my grip as it connected with that serpentine face, and bone crunched with a horrific

screech.  I  hurdled  over  his  enormous  fallen  body,  not  pausing  to  look  for  the others. 

I made it three feet before the third naga stepped in front of me. 

I swung my bow at his head. He dodged it. The other two hissed as they came up

behind me, and I gripped the bow harder. 

Surrounded. 

I turned in a slow circle, bow ready to strike. 

One of them sniffed at me, those slitted nostrils flaring. “Scrawny human thing,” 

he  spat  to  the  others,  whose  smiles  grew  sharper.  “Do  you  know  what  you’ve

cost us?” 

I wouldn’t go down without a fight, without taking some of them with me. “Go

to Hell,” I said, but it came out in a gasp. 

They  laughed,  stepping  nearer.  I  swung  the  bow  at  the  closest.  He  dodged  it, chuckling. “We’ll have our sport—though you might not find it as amusing.” 

I  gritted  my  teeth  as  I  swung  again.  I  would  not  be  hunted  down  like  a  deer among wolves. I would find a way out of this; I would—

A black-clawed hand closed around the shaft of my bow, and a resounding  snap

echoed through the too-silent woods. 

The air left my chest in a whoosh, and I only had time to half turn before one of

them grabbed me by the throat and hurled me to the ground. He pounded my arm

so  hard  against  the  earth  that  my  bones  groaned  and  my  fingers  splayed, 

dropping the remnants of my bow. 

“When  we’re  done  ripping  off  your  skin,  you’ll  wish  you  hadn’t  crossed  into

Prythian,” he breathed into my face, the reek of carrion shoving down my throat. 

I gagged. “We’ll cut you up so fine there won’t be much for the crows to pick

at.” 

A  white-hot  flame  went  through  me.  Rage  or  terror  or  wild  instinct,  I  don’t know.  I  didn’t  think.  I  grabbed  the  knife  in  my  boot  and  slammed  it  into  his leathery neck. 

Blood  rained  down  onto  my  face,  into  my  mouth  as  I  bellowed  my  fury,  my

terror. 

The naga slumped back. I scrambled up before the remaining two could pin me, 

but something rock hard hit my face. I tasted blood and soil and

grass  as  I  hit  the  earth.  Stars  danced  in  my  vision,  and  I  stumbled  to  my  feet again out of instinct, grabbing for Lucien’s hunting knife. 

 Not like this, not like this, not like this. 

One of them lunged for me, and I dodged aside. His talons caught in my cloak

and  yanked,  ripping  it  into  ribbons  just  as  his  companion  threw  me  to  the

ground, my arms tearing beneath those claws. 

“You’ll  bleed,”  one  of  them  panted,  laughing  under  his  breath  at  the  knife  I lifted. “We’ll bleed you nice and slow.” He wiggled his talons—

perfect  for  deep,  brutal  cutting.  He  opened  his  mouth  again,  and  a  bone-

shattering roar sounded through the clearing. 

Only it hadn’t come from the creature’s throat. 

The noise hadn’t finished echoing before the naga went flying off me, crashing

into  a  tree  so  hard  that  the  wood  cracked.  I  made  out  the  gleaming  gold  of  his mask and hair and the long, deadly claws before Tamlin tore into the creature. 

The  naga  holding  me  shrieked  and  released  his  grip,  leaping  to  his  feet  as

Tamlin’s claws shredded through his companion’s neck. Flesh and blood ripped

away. 

I kept low to the ground, knife at the ready, waiting. 

Tamlin  let  out  another  roar  that  made  the  marrow  of  my  bones  go  cold  and

revealed those lengthened canines. 

The remaining creature darted for the woods. 

He  got  only  a  few  steps  away  before  Tamlin  tackled  him,  pinning  him  to  the earth. And disemboweled the naga in one deep, long swipe. 

I  remained  where  I  lay,  my  face  half  buried  in  leaves  and  twigs  and  moss.  I didn’t try to raise myself. I was shaking so badly that I thought I would fall apart

at the seams. It was all I could do to keep holding the knife. 

Tamlin got to his feet, wrenching his claws out of the creature’s abdomen. Blood

and gore dripped from them, staining the deep green moss. 

 High Lord. High Lord. High Lord. 

Feral rage still smoldered in his gaze, and I flinched as he knelt beside me. He

reached for me again, but I jerked back, away from the bloody claws that were

still  out.  I  raised  myself  into  a  sitting  position  before  the  shaking  resumed.  I knew I couldn’t get to my feet. 

“Feyre,”  he  said.  The  wrath  faded  from  his  eyes,  and  the  claws  slipped  back under his skin, but the roar still sounded in my ears. There had been

nothing in that sound but primal fury. 

“How?” It was all I could manage to say, but he understood me. 

“I  was  tracking  a  pack  of  them—these  four  escaped,  and  must  have  followed

your scent through the woods. I heard you scream.” 

So he didn’t know about the Suriel. And he—he’d come to help me. 

He reached a hand toward me, and I shuddered as he ran cool, wet fingers down

my stinging, aching cheek. Blood—that was blood on them. 

And  from  the  stickiness  on  my  face,  I  knew  there  was  already  enough  blood

splattered on me that it wouldn’t make a difference. 

The pain in my face and my arm faded, then vanished. His eyes darkened a bit at

the bruise I knew was already blossoming on my cheekbone, but the throbbing

quickly lessened. The metallic scent of magic wrapped around me, then floated

away on a light breeze. 

“I found one dead half a mile away,” he went on, his hands leaving my face as

he  unbuckled  his  baldric,  then  shucked  off  his  tunic  and  handed  it  to  me.  The front of my own had been ripped and torn by the talons of the naga. “I saw one

of my arrows in his throat, so I followed their tracks here.” 

I pulled on Tamlin’s tunic over my own, ignoring how easily I could see the cut

of his muscles beneath his white shirt, the way the blood soaking it made them

stand  out  even  more.  A  purebred  predator,  honed  to  kill  without  a  second

thought,  without  remorse.  I  shivered  again  and  savored  the  warmth  that  leaked from the cloth.  High Lord. I should have known, should have guessed. Maybe I

hadn’t wanted to—maybe I’d been afraid. 

“Here,” he said, rising to his feet and offering me a bloodstained hand. I didn’t

dare look at the slaughtered naga as I gripped his extended hand and he pulled

me to my feet. My knees buckled, but I stayed upright. 

I stared at our linked hands, both coated in blood that wasn’t our own. 

No, he hadn’t been the only one to spill blood just now. And it wasn’t just my

blood that still coated my tongue. Perhaps that made me as much of a beast as

him.  But  he’d  saved  me.  Killed  for  me.  I  spat  onto  the  grass,  wishing  I  hadn’t lost my canteen. 

“Do I want to know what you were doing out here?” he asked. 

 No. Definitely not. Not after he’d warned me plenty of times already. “I thought I wasn’t confined to the house and garden. I didn’t realize I’d come so far.” 

He dropped my hand. “On the days that I’m called away to deal with …

trouble, stay close to the house.” 

I  nodded  a  bit  numbly.  “Thank  you,”  I  mumbled,  fighting  past  the  shaking

racking my body, my mind. The naga’s blood on me became nearly unbearable. 

I spat again. “Not—not just for this. For saving my life, I mean.” I wanted to tell

him  how  much  that  meant—that  the  High  Lord  of  the  Spring  Court  thought  I

was  worth saving—but couldn’t find the words. 

His fangs vanished. “It was … the least I could do. They shouldn’t have gotten this  far  onto  my  lands.”  He  shook  his  head,  more  at  himself,  his  shoulders

slumping. “Let’s go home,” he said, sparing me the effort of explaining why I’d

been out here in the first place. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that the manor

wasn’t my home—that I might not even have a home at all anymore. 

We  walked  back  in  silence,  both  of  us  blood-drenched  and  pale.  I  could  still sense  the  carnage  we’d  left  behind—the  blood-soaked  ground  and  trees.  The

pieces of the naga. 

Well,  I’d  learned  something  from  the  Suriel,  at  least.  Even  if  it  wasn’t  entirely what I’d wanted to hear—or know. 

 Stay with the High Lord. Fine—easy enough. But as for the history lesson it had

been in the middle of giving me, about wicked kings and their commanders and

however they tied into the High Lord at my side and the blight … I still didn’t

have enough  specifics  to be  able  to thoroughly  warn  my family.  But  the Suriel

had told me not to go looking for further answers. 

I had a feeling I would surely be a fool to ignore his advice. My family would

have to make do with the bare bones of my knowledge, then. 

Hopefully it would be enough. 

I didn’t ask Tamlin anything more about the naga—about how many he’d killed

before those four slipped away—didn’t ask him anything at all, because I didn’t

detect a trace of triumph in him, but rather a deep, unending sort of shame and

defeat. 

Chapter 16

After  soaking  in  the  bath  for  nearly  an  hour,  I  found  myself  sitting  in  a  low-backed  chair  before  my  room’s  roaring  fireplace,  savoring  the  feel  of  Alis

brushing  out  my  damp  hair.  Though  dinner  was  to  be  served  soon,  Alis  had  a cup  of  molten  chocolate  brought  up  and  refused  to  do  anything  until  I’d  had  a few sips. 

It was the best thing I’d ever tasted. I drank from the thick mug as she brushed

my hair, nearly purring at the feel of her thin fingers along my scalp. 
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But when the other maids had gone downstairs to help with the evening meal, I

lowered  my  mug  into  my  lap.  “If  more  faeries  keep  crossing  the  court  borders and attacking, is there going to be a war?”  Maybe we should  just take a stand—

 maybe it’s time to say enough, Lucien had said to Tamlin that first night. 

The brush stilled. “Don’t ask such questions. You’ll call down bad luck.” 

I twisted in my seat, glaring up into her masked face. “Why aren’t the other High

Lords  keeping  their  subjects  in  line?  Why  are  these  awful  creatures  allowed  to roam wherever they want? Someone—someone began telling me a story about a

king in Hybern—” 

Alis grabbed my shoulder and pivoted me around. “It’s none of your concern.” 

“Oh, I think it is.” I turned around again, gripping the back of the wooden chair. 

“If  this  spills  into  the  human  world—if  there’s  war,  or  this  blight  poisons  our lands …” I pushed back against the crushing panic. I had to warn my family—

 had to write to them. Soon. 

“The less you know, the better. Let Lord Tamlin deal with it—he’s the only one

who  can.”  The  Suriel  had  said  as  much.  Alis’s  brown  eyes  were  hard, 

unforgiving.  “You  think  no  one  would  tell  me  what  you  asked  the  kitchen  to

give  you  today,  or  realize  what  you  went  to  trap?  Foolish,  stupid  girl.  Had  the Suriel not been in a benevolent mood, you would have

deserved the death it gave you. I don’t know what’s worse: this, or your idiocy

with the puca.” 

“Would you have done anything else? If you had a family—” 

“I do have a family.” 

I looked her up and down. There was no ring on her finger. 

Alis noticed my stare and said, “My sister and her mate were murdered nigh on

fifty  years  ago,  leaving  two  younglings  behind.  Everything  I  do,  everything  I work for, is for those boys. So you don’t get the right to give me that look and

ask me if I would do anything different, girl.” 

“Where  are  they?  Do  they  live  here?”  Perhaps  that  was  why  there  were children’s  books  in  the  study.  Maybe  those  two  small,  shining  figures  in  the garden … maybe that had been them. 

“No, they don’t live here,” she said, too sharply. “They are somewhere else—far

away.” 

I  considered  what  she  said,  then  cocked  my  head.  “Do  faerie  children  age

differently?”  If  their  parents  had  been  killed  almost  fifty  years  ago,  they  could hardly be boys. 

“Ah, some age like you and can breed as often as rabbits, but there are kinds—

like me, like the High Fae—who are rarely able to produce younglings. The ones

who  are  born  age  quite  a  bit  slower.  We  all  had  a  shock  when  my  sister

conceived the second one only five years later—and the eldest won’t even reach

adulthood  until  he’s  seventy-five.  But  they’re  so  rare—all  our  young  are—and

more  precious  to  us  than  jewels  or  gold.”  She  clenched  her  jaw  tightly  enough that I knew that was all I would likely get from her. 

“I  didn’t  mean  to  question  your  dedication  to  them,”  I  said  quietly.  When  she didn’t reply, I added, “I understand what you mean—about doing everything for

them.” 

Alis’s  lips  thinned,  but  she  said,  “The  next  time  that  fool  Lucien  gives  you advice  on  how  to  trap  the  Suriel,  you  come  to  me.  Dead  chickens,  my  sagging ass. All you needed to do was offer it a new robe, and it would have groveled at

your feet.” 

By the time I entered the dining room I’d stopped shaking, and some semblance

of warmth had returned to my veins. High Lord of Prythian or

no, I wouldn’t cower—not after what I’d been through today. 

Lucien and Tamlin were already waiting for me at the table. “Good evening,” I

said, moving to my usual seat. Lucien cocked his head in a silent inquiry, and I

gave him a subtle nod as I sat. His secret was still safe, though he deserved to be

walloped for sending me so unprepared to the Suriel. 

Lucien  slouched  a  bit  in  his  chair.  “I  heard  you  two  had  a  rather  exciting afternoon. I wish I could have been there to help.” 

A hidden, perhaps halfhearted apology, but I gave him another little nod. 

He  said  with  forced  lightness,  “Well,  you  still  look  lovely,  regardless  of  your Hell-sent afternoon.” 

I  snorted.  I’d  never  looked  lovely  a  day  in  my  life.  “I  thought  faeries  couldn’t lie.” 

Tamlin choked on his wine, but Lucien grinned, that scar stark and brutal. “Who

told you that?” 

“Everyone knows it,” I said, piling food on my plate even as I began wondering

about everything they’d said to me so far, every statement I’d accepted as pure

truth. 

Lucien leaned back in his chair, smiling with feline delight. “Of course we can

lie. We find lying to be an art. And we lied when we told those ancient mortals

that we couldn’t speak an untruth. How else would we get them to trust us and

do our bidding?” 

My mouth became a thin, tight line. He was telling the truth—because if he was

lying … The logic of it made my head spin. “Iron?” I managed to say. 

“Doesn’t do us a lick of harm. Only ash, as you well know.” 

My face warmed. I’d taken everything they said as truth. Perhaps the Suriel had

been lying today, too, with that long-winded explanation about the politics of the

faerie realms. About staying with the High Lord, and everything being fixed in

the end. 

I  looked  to  Tamlin.  High  Lord.  That  wasn’t  a  lie—I  could  feel  its  truth  in  my bones.  Even  though  he  didn’t  act  like  the  High  Lords  of  legend  who  had

sacrificed virgins and slaughtered humans at will. No—Tamlin was …

exactly  as  those  fanatic,  calf-eyed  Children  of  the  Blessed  had  depicted  the

bounties and comforts of Prythian. 

“Even though Lucien revealed some of our closely guarded  secrets,” 

Tamlin  said,  throwing  the  last  word  at  his  companion  with  a  growl,  “we’ve

never  used  your  misinformation  against  you.”  His  gaze  met  mine.  “We  never willingly lied to you.” 

I managed a nod and took a long sip of water. I ate in silence, so busy trying to

decipher  every  word  I’d  overheard  since  arriving  that  I  didn’t  realize  when

Lucien excused himself before dessert. I was left alone with the most dangerous

being I’d ever encountered. 

The walls of the room pressed in on me. 

“Are you feeling … better?” Though he had his chin propped on a fist, concern

—and perhaps surprise at that concern—shone in his eyes. 

I  swallowed  hard.  “If  I  never  encounter  a  naga  again,  I’ll  consider  myself

fortunate.” 

“What were you doing out in the western woods?” 

Truth  or  lie,  lie  or  truth  …  both.  “I  heard  a  legend  once  about  a  creature  who answers your questions, if you can catch it.” 

Tamlin flinched as his claws shot out, slicing his face. But the wounds closed as

soon  as  they  opened,  leaving  only  a  smear  of  blood  running  down  his  golden

skin—which he wiped away with the back of his sleeve. “You went to catch the

Suriel.” 

“I caught the Suriel,” I corrected. 

“And did it tell you what you wanted to know?” I wasn’t sure he was breathing. 

“We were interrupted by the naga before it could tell me anything worthwhile.” 

His  mouth  tightened.  “I’d  start  shouting,  but  I  think  today  was  punishment

enough.” He shook his head. “You actually snared the Suriel. A human girl.” 

Despite myself, despite the afternoon, my lips twitched upward. “Is it supposed

to be hard?” 

He  chuckled,  then  fished  something  out  of  his  pocket.  “Well,  if  I’m  lucky,  I won’t have to trap the Suriel to learn what this is about.” He lifted my crumpled

list of words. 

My  heart  dropped  to  my  stomach.  “It’s  …”  I  couldn’t  think  of  a  suitable  lie—

everything was absurd. 

“Unusual?  Queue?  Slaying?  Conflagration?”  He  read  the  list.  I  wanted  to  curl up and die. Words I couldn’t recognize from the books—words that now seemed

so simple, so absurdly easy as he was saying them aloud. “Is this a poem about

murdering me and then burning my body?” 

My throat closed up, and I had to clench my hands into fists to keep from hiding

my  face  behind  them.  “Good  night,”  I  said,  barely  more  than  a  whisper,  and

stood on shaking knees. 

I was nearly to the door when he spoke again. “You love them very much, don’t

you?” 

I half turned to him. His green eyes met mine as he rose from his chair to walk to

me. He stopped a respectable distance away. 

The  list  of  malformed  words  was  still  clutched  in  his  hand.  “I  wonder  if  your family  realizes  it,”  he  murmured.  “That  everything  you’ve  done  wasn’t  about

that promise to your mother, or for your sake, but for theirs.” I said nothing, not

trusting my voice to keep my shame hidden. “I know—I know that when I said it

earlier, it didn’t come out well, but I could help you write

—” 

“Leave  me  alone,”  I  said.  I  was  almost  through  the  door  when  I  ran  into

someone—into him. I stumbled back a step. I’d forgotten how fast he was. 

“I’m not insulting you.” His quiet voice made it all the worse. 

“I don’t need your help.” 

“Clearly not,” he said with a half smile. But the smile faded. “A human who can

take down a faerie in a wolf’s skin, who ensnared the Suriel and killed two naga

on her own …” He choked on a laugh, and shook his head. 

The firelight danced along his mask. “They’re fools. Fools for not seeing it.” He

winced.  But  his  eyes  held  no  mischief.  “Here,”  he  said,  extending  the  list  of words. 

I shoved it into my pocket. I turned, but he gently grabbed my arm. “You gave

up so much for them.” He lifted his other hand as if to brush my cheek. I braced

myself  for  the  touch,  but  he  lowered  it  before  making  contact.  “Do  you  even know how to laugh?” 

I  shook  off  his  arm,  unable  to  stop  the  angry  words.  High  Lord  be  damned.  “I don’t want your pity.” 

His jade eyes were so bright I couldn’t look away. “What about a friend?” 

“Can faeries be friends with mortals?” 

“Five  hundred  years  ago,  enough  faeries  were  friends  with  mortals  that  they

went to war on their behalf.” 

“What?”  I’d  never  heard  that  before.  And  it  hadn’t  been  in  that  mural  in  the study. 

“How do you think the human armies survived as long as they did, and did such

damage that my kind even came to agree to a treaty? With ash weapons alone? 

There were faeries who fought and died at the humans’

sides  for  their  freedom,  and  who  mourned  when  the  only  solution  was  to

separate our peoples.” 

“Were you one of them?” 

“I was a child at the time, too young to understand what was happening

—or even to be told,” he said.  A child. Which meant he had to be over …

“But  had  I  been  old  enough,  I  would  have.  Against  slavery,  against  tyranny,  I would gladly go to my death, no matter whose freedom I was defending.” 

I wasn’t sure if I would do the same. My priority would be to protect my family

—and  I  would  have  picked  whatever  side  could  keep  them  safest.  I  hadn’t

thought of it as a weakness until now. 

“For what it’s worth,” Tamlin said, “your family knows you’re safe. 

They  have  no  memory  of  a  beast  bursting  into  their  cottage,  and  think  a  long-lost, very wealthy aunt called you away to aid her on her deathbed. 

They  know  you’re  alive,  and  fed,  and  cared  for.  But  they  also  know  that  there have been rumors of a … threat in Prythian, and are prepared to run should any

of the warning signs about the wall faltering occur.” 

“You—you altered their memories?” I took a step back. Faerie arrogance, such

faerie  arrogance  to  change  our  minds,  to  implant  thoughts  as  if  it  wasn’t  a violation—

“Glamoured  their  memories—like  putting  a  veil  over  them.  I  was  afraid  your

father  might  come  after  you,  or  persuade  some  villagers  to  cross  the  wall  with him and further violate the Treaty.” 

And they all would have died anyway, once they ran into things like the puca or

the Bogge or the naga. A silence blanketed my mind, until I was so exhausted I

could barely think, and couldn’t stop myself from saying, “You don’t know him. 

My father wouldn’t have bothered to do either.” 

Tamlin looked at me for a long moment. “Yes, he would have.” 

But he wouldn’t—not with that twisted knee. Not with it as an excuse. 

I’d realized that the moment the puca’s illusion had been ripped away. 

Fed, comfortable, and safe—they’d even been warned about the blight, whether

they understood that warning or not. His eyes were open, honest. 

He had gone farther than I would have ever guessed toward assuaging my every

concern. “You truly warned them about—the possible threat?” 

A  grave  nod.  “Not  an  outright  warning,  but  …  it’s  woven  into  the  glamour  on their memories—along with an order to run at the first sign of something being

amiss.” 

Faerie  arrogance,  but  …  but  he  had  done  more  than  I  could.  My  family  might have  ignored  my  letter  entirely.  Had  I  known  he  possessed  those  abilities,  I

might  have  even  asked  the  High  Lord  to  glamour  their  memories  if  he  hadn’t done it himself. 

I truly had nothing to fret about, save for the fact that they’d probably forget me

sooner than expected. I couldn’t entirely blame them. My vow fulfilled, my task

complete—what was left for me? 

The  firelight  danced  on  his  mask,  warming  the  gold,  setting  the  emeralds

glinting. Such color and variation—colors I didn’t know the names of, colors I

wanted  to  catalog  and  weave  together.  Colors  I  had  no  reason  not  to  explore now. 

“Paint,” I said, barely more than a breath. He cocked his head and I swallowed, 

squaring my shoulders. “If—if it’s not too much to ask, I’d like some paint. And

brushes.” 

Tamlin blinked. “You like—art? You like to paint?” 

His stumbling words weren’t unkind. It was enough for me to say, “Yes. 

I’m not—not any good, but if it’s not too much trouble … I’ll paint outside, so I

don’t make a mess, but—” 

“Outside,  inside,  on  the  roof—paint  wherever  you  want.  I  don’t  care,”  he  said. 

“But if you need paint and brushes, you’ll also need paper and canvas.” 

“I can work—help around the kitchen or in the gardens—to pay for it.” 

“You’d be more of a hindrance. It might take a few days to track them down, but

the paint, the brushes, the canvas, and the space are yours. Work wherever you

want. This house is too clean, anyway.” 

“Thank you—I mean it, truly. Thank you.” 

“Of course.” I turned, but he spoke again. “Have you seen the gallery?” 

I blurted, “There’s a gallery in this house?” 

He  grinned—actually  grinned,  the  High  Lord  of  the  Spring  Court.  “I  had  it

closed  off  when  I  inherited  this  place.”  When  he  inherited  a  title  he  seemed  to

have  little  joy  in  holding.  “It  seemed  like  a  waste  of  time  to  have  the  servants keep it cleaned.” 

Of course it would, to a trained warrior. 

He went on. “I’m busy tomorrow, and the gallery needs to be cleaned up, so …

the next day—let me show it to you the next day.” He rubbed at his neck, faint

color creeping into those cheeks of his—more alive and warm than I’d yet seen

them. “Please—it would be my pleasure.” And I believed him that it would. 

I  nodded  dumbly.  If  the  paintings  along  the  halls  were  exquisite,  then  the  ones selected  for  the  gallery  had  to  be  beyond  my  human  imaginings.  “I  would  like that—very much.” 

He smiled at me still, broadly and without restraint or hesitation. Isaac had never

smiled at me like that. Isaac had never made my breath catch, just a little bit. 

The feeling was startling enough that I walked out, grasping the crumpled paper

in  my  pocket  as  if  doing  so  could  somehow  keep  that  answering  smile  from

tugging on my lips. 

Chapter 17

I  jerked  awake  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  panting.  My  dreams  had  been  filled with  the  clicking  of  the  Suriel’s  bone-fingers,  the  grinning  naga,  and  a  pale, faceless woman dragging her bloodred nails across my throat, splitting me open

bit  by  bit.  She  kept  asking  for  my  name,  but  every  time  I  tried  to  speak,  my blood bubbled out of the shallow wounds on my neck, choking me. 

I  ran  my  hands  through  my  sweat-damp  hair.  As  my  panting  eased,  a  different sound filled the air, creeping in from the front hall through the crack beneath the

door. Shouts, and someone’s screams. 

I  was  out  of  my  bed  in  a  heartbeat.  The  shouts  weren’t  aggressive,  but  rather commanding—organizing. But the screaming …

Every  hair  on  my  body  stood  upright  as  I  flung  open  the  door.  I  might  have stayed and cowered, but I’d heard screams like that before, in the forest at home, 

when I didn’t make a clean kill and the animals suffered. I couldn’t stand it. And

I had to know. 

I  reached  the  top  of  the  grand  staircase  in  time  to  see  the  front  doors  of  the manor bang open and Tamlin rush in, a screaming faerie slung over his shoulder. 

The faerie was almost as big as Tamlin, and yet the High Lord carried him as if

he were no more than a sack of grain. Another species of the lesser faeries, with

his blue skin, gangly limbs, pointed ears, and long onyx hair. 

But  even  from  atop  the  stairs,  I  could  see  the  blood  gushing  down  the  faerie’s back—blood from the black stumps protruding from his shoulder blades. Blood

that now soaked into Tamlin’s green tunic in deep, shining splotches. One of the

knives from his baldric was missing. 

Lucien rushed into the foyer below just as Tamlin shouted, “The table—

clear it off!” Lucien shoved the vase of flowers off the long table in the center of

the hall. Either Tamlin wasn’t thinking straight, or he’d been afraid to waste the

extra minutes bringing the faerie to the infirmary. 

Shattering glass set my feet moving, and I was halfway down the stairs

before  Tamlin  eased  the  shrieking  faerie  face-first  onto  the  table.  The  faerie wasn’t wearing a mask; there was nothing to hide the agony contorting his long, 

unearthly features. 

“Scouts  found  him  dumped  just  over  the  borderline,”  Tamlin  explained  to

Lucien, but his eyes darted to me. They flashed with warning, but I took another

step down. He said to Lucien, “He’s Summer Court.” 

“By the Cauldron,” Lucien said, surveying the damage. 

“My  wings,”  the  faerie  choked  out,  his  glossy  black  eyes  wide  and  staring  at nothing. “She took my wings.” 

Again, that nameless  she who haunted their lives. If she wasn’t ruling the Spring Court,  then  perhaps  she  ruled  another.  Tamlin  flicked  a  hand,  and  steaming

water and bandages just  appeared on the table. My mouth dried up, but I reached

the bottom of the stairs and kept walking toward the table and the death that was

surely hovering in this hall. 

“She  took  my  wings,”  said  the  faerie.  “She  took  my  wings,”  he  repeated, 

clutching the edge of the table with spindly blue fingers. 

Tamlin murmured a soft, wordless sound—gentle in a way I hadn’t heard before

—and picked up a rag to dunk in the water. I took up a spot across the table from

Tamlin, and the breath whooshed from my chest as I beheld the damage. 

Whoever  she was, she hadn’t just taken his wings. She’d ripped them off. 

Blood  oozed  from  the  black  velvety  stumps  on  the  faerie’s  back.  The  wounds

were jagged—cartilage and tissue severed in what looked like uneven cuts. As if

she’d sawed off his wings bit by bit. 

“She took my wings,” the faerie said again, his voice breaking. As he trembled, 

shock taking over, his skin shimmered with veins of pure gold—

iridescent, like a blue butterfly. 

“Keep still,” Tamlin ordered, wringing the rag. “You’ll bleed out faster.” 

“N-n-no,”  the  faerie  started,  and  began  to  twist  onto  his  back,  away  from

Tamlin, from the pain that was surely coming when that rag touched those raw

stumps. 

It was instinct, or mercy, or desperation, perhaps, to grab the faerie’s upper arms

and  shove  him  down  again,  pinning  him  to  the  table  as  gently  as  I  could.  He thrashed, strong enough that I had to concentrate solely on holding him. His skin

was velvet-smooth and slippery, a texture I would

never be able to paint, not even if I had eternity to master it. But I pushed against

him, gritting my teeth and willing him to stop. I looked to Lucien, but the color

had blanched from his face, leaving a sickly white-green in its wake. 

“Lucien,” Tamlin said—a quiet command. But Lucien kept gaping at the faerie’s

ruined  back,  at  the  stumps,  his  metal  eye  narrowing  and  widening,  narrowing

and widening. He backed up a step. And another. And then vomited in a potted

plant before sprinting from the room. 

The  faerie  twisted  again  and  I  held  tight,  my  arms  shaking  with  the  effort.  His injuries must have weakened him greatly if I could keep him pinned. “Please,” I

breathed. “Please hold still.” 

“She took my wings,” the faerie sobbed. “She took them.” 

“I know,” I murmured, my fingers aching. “I know.” 

Tamlin touched the rag to one of the stumps, and the faerie screamed so loudly

that  my  senses  guttered,  sending  me  staggering  back.  He  tried  to  rise  but  his arms buckled, and he collapsed face-first onto the table again. 

Blood  gushed—so  fast  and  bright  that  it  took  me  a  heartbeat  to  realize  that  a wound like this required a tourniquet—and that the faerie had lost far too much

blood  for  it  to  even  make  a  difference.  It  poured  down  his  back  and  onto  the table, where it ran to the edge and  drip-drip-drip ped to the floor near my feet. 

I  found  Tamlin’s  eyes  on  me.  “The  wounds  aren’t  clotting,”  he  said  under  his breath as the faerie panted. 

“Can’t you use your magic?” I asked, wishing I could rip that mask off his face

and see his full expression. 

Tamlin swallowed hard. “No. Not for major damage. Once, but not any longer.” 

The  faerie  on  the  table  whimpered,  his  panting  slowing.  “She  took  my  wings,” 

he  whispered.  Tamlin’s  green  eyes  flickered,  and  I  knew,  right  then,  that  the faerie was going to die. Death wasn’t just hovering in this hall; it was counting

down the faerie’s remaining heartbeats. 

I took one of the faerie’s hands in mine. The skin there was almost leathery, and, 

perhaps more out of reflex than anything, his long fingers wrapped around mine, 

covering  them  completely.  “She  took  my  wings,”  he  said  again,  his  shaking

subsiding a bit. 

I  brushed  the  long,  damp  hair  from  the  faerie’s  half-turned  face,  revealing  a pointed  nose  and  a  mouth  full  of  sharp  teeth.  His  dark  eyes  shifted  to  mine, beseeching, pleading. 

“It will be all right,” I said, and hoped he couldn’t smell lies the way the Suriel

was able to. I stroked his limp hair, its texture like liquid night—

another I would never be able to paint but would try to, perhaps forever. “It will

be all right.” The faerie closed his eyes, and I tightened my grip on his hand. 

Something wet touched my feet, and I didn’t need to look down to see that his blood had pooled around me. “My wings,” the faerie whispered. 

“You’ll get them back.” 

The faerie struggled to open his eyes. “You swear?” 

“Yes,” I breathed. The faerie managed a slight smile and closed his eyes again. 

My mouth trembled. I wished for something else to say, something more to offer

him  than  my  empty  promises.  The  first  false  vow  I’d  ever  sworn.  But  Tamlin

began speaking, and I glanced up to see him take the faerie’s other hand. 

“Cauldron save you,” he said, reciting the words of a prayer that was probably

older than the mortal realm. “Mother hold you. Pass through the gates, and smell

that  immortal  land  of  milk  and  honey.  Fear  no  evil.  Feel  no  pain.”  Tamlin’s voice wavered, but he finished. “Go, and enter eternity.” 

The faerie heaved one final sigh, and his hand went limp in mine. I didn’t let go, 

though,  and  kept  stroking  his  hair,  even  when  Tamlin  released  him  and  took  a few steps from the table. 

I could feel Tamlin’s eyes on me, but I wouldn’t let go. I didn’t know how long

it  took  for  a  soul  to  fade  from  the  body.  I  stood  in  the  puddle  of  blood  until  it grew cold, holding the faerie’s spindly hand and stroking his hair, wondering if

he  knew  I’d  lied  when  I’d  sworn  he  would  get  his  wings  back,  wondering  if, wherever he had now gone, he  had gotten them back. 

A  clock  chimed  somewhere  in  the  house,  and  Tamlin  gripped  my  shoulder.  I

hadn’t  realized  how  cold  I’d  become  until  the  heat  of  his  hand  warmed  me

through my nightgown. “He’s gone. Let him go.” 

I studied the faerie’s face—so unearthly, so inhuman. Who could be so cruel to

hurt him like that? 

“Feyre,” Tamlin said, squeezing my shoulder. I brushed the faerie’s hair behind

his long, pointed ear, wishing I’d known his name, and let go. 

Tamlin led me up the stairs, neither of us caring about the bloody footprints I left

behind or the freezing blood soaking the front of my nightgown. I paused at the

top  of  the  steps,  though,  twisting  out  of  his  grip,  and  gazed  at  the  table  in  the

foyer below. 

“We  can’t  leave  him  there,”  I  said,  making  to  step  down.  Tamlin  caught  my

elbow. 

“I  know,”  he  said,  the  words  so  drained  and  weary.  “I  was  going  to  walk  you upstairs first.” 

Before he buried him. “I want to go with you.” 

“It’s too deadly at night for you to—” 

“I can hold my—” 

“No,”  he  said,  his  green  eyes  flashing.  I  straightened,  but  he  sighed,  his

shoulders curving inward. “I must do this. Alone.” 

His head was bowed. No claws, no fangs—there was nothing to be done against

this enemy, this fate. No one for him to fight. So I nodded, because I would have

wanted to do it alone, too, and turned toward my bedroom. 

Tamlin remained at the top of the stairs. 

“Feyre,”  he  said—softly  enough  that  I  faced  him  again.  “Why?”  He  tilted  his

head  to  the  side.  “You  dislike  our  kind  on  a  good  day.  And  after  Andras  …” 

Even  in  the  darkened  hallway,  his  usually  bright  eyes  were  shadowed.  “So

why?” 

I took a step closer to him, my blood-covered feet sticking to the rug. I glanced

down  the  stairs  to  where  I  could  still  see  the  prone  form  of  the  faerie  and  the stumps of his wings. 

“Because  I  wouldn’t  want  to  die  alone,”  I  said,  and  my  voice  wobbled  as  I

looked  at  Tamlin  again,  forcing  myself  to  meet  his  stare.  “Because  I’d  want

someone to hold my hand until the end, and awhile after that. That’s something

everyone  deserves,  human  or  faerie.”  I  swallowed  hard,  my  throat  painfully

tight. “I regret what I did to Andras,” I said, the words so strangled they were no

more than a whisper. “I regret that there was … such hate in my heart. I wish I

could undo it—and … I’m sorry. So very sorry.” 

I couldn’t remember the last time—if ever—I’d spoken to anyone like that. But he just nodded and turned away, and I wondered if I should say more, if I should

kneel  and  beg  for  his  forgiveness.  If  he  felt  such  grief,  such  guilt,  over  a stranger, then Andras … By the time I opened my mouth, he was already down

the steps. 

I  watched  him—watched  every  movement  he  made,  the  muscles  of  his  body

visible  through  that  blood-soaked  tunic,  watched  that  invisible  weight  bearing

down on his shoulders. He didn’t look at me as he scooped up the broken body

and carried it to the garden doors beyond my line of sight. I went to the window

at the top of the stairs, watching as Tamlin carried the faerie through the moonlit

garden and into the rolling fields beyond. He never once glanced back. 

Chapter 18

The  next  day,  the  blood  of  the  faerie  had  been  cleaned  up  by  the  time  I  ate, washed, and dressed. I’d taken my time in the morning, and it was nearly noon

as I stood atop the staircase, peering down at the entry hall below. Just to make

sure it was gone. 

I’d  been  set  on  finding  Tamlin  and  explaining—truly  explaining—how  sorry  I

was about Andras. If I was supposed to stay here, stay with him, then I could at

least attempt to repair what I’d ruined. I glanced to the large window behind me, 

the view so sweeping that I could see all the way to the reflecting pool beyond

the garden. 

The water was still enough that the vibrant sky and fat, puffy clouds above were

flawlessly  reflected.  Asking  about  them  seemed  vulgar  after  last  night,  but

maybe—maybe once those paints and brushes  did arrive, I could venture to the

pool to capture it. 

I  might  have  remained  staring  out  toward  that  smear  of  color  and  light  and

texture  had  Tamlin  and  Lucien  not  emerged  from  another  wing  of  the  manor, 

discussing  some  border  patrol  or  another.  They  fell  silent  as  I  came  down  the stairs,  and  Lucien  strode  right  out  the  front  door  without  so  much  as  a  good morning—just  a  casual  wave.  Not  a  vicious  gesture,  but  he  clearly  had  no

intention of joining the conversation that Tamlin and I were about to have. 

I  glanced  around,  hoping  for  any  sign  of  those  paints,  but  Tam  pointed  to  the open  front  doors  through  which  Lucien  had  exited.  Beyond  them,  I  could  see
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both  of  our  horses,  already  saddled  and  waiting.  Lucien  was  already  climbing

into the saddle of a third horse. I turned to Tamlin. 

 Stay with him; he will keep me safe, and things will get better. Fine. I could do that. 

“Where are we going?” My words were half-mumbled. 

“Your supplies won’t arrive until tomorrow, and the gallery’s being cleaned, and

my … meeting was postponed.” Was he  rambling? “I thought we’d go for a ride

—no killing involved. Or naga to worry about.” Even as

he  finished  with  a  half  smile,  sorrow  flickered  in  his  eyes.  Indeed,  I’d  had enough  death  in  the  past  two  days.  Enough  of  killing  faeries.  Killing  anything. 

No weapons were sheathed at his side or on his baldric—but a knife hilt glinted

at his boot. 

Where had he buried that faerie? A High Lord digging a grave for a stranger. I

might not have believed it if I’d been told, might not have believed it if he hadn’t

offered me sanctuary rather than death. 

“Where to?” I asked. He only smiled. 

I  couldn’t  come  up  with  any  words  when  we  arrived—and  knew  that  even  if  I

had  been  able  to  paint  it,  nothing  would  have  done  it  justice.  It  wasn’t  simply that it was the most beautiful place I’d ever been to, or that it filled me with both

longing  and  mirth,  but  it  just  seemed  …   right.  As  if  the  colors  and  lights  and patterns of the world had come together to form one perfect place—one true bit

of beauty. After last night, it was exactly where I needed to be. 

We sat atop a grassy knoll, overlooking a glade of oaks so wide and high they

could have been the pillars and spires of an ancient castle. Shimmering tufts of

dandelion  fluff  drifted  by,  and  the  floor  of  the  clearing  was  carpeted  with

swaying crocuses and snowdrops and bluebells. It was an hour or two past noon

by the time we arrived, but the light was thick and golden. 

Though the three of us were alone, I could have sworn I heard singing. I hugged

my knees and drank in the glen. 

“We brought a blanket,” Tamlin said, and I looked over my shoulder to see him jerk his chin to the purple blanket they’d laid out a few feet away. 

Lucien plopped down onto it and stretched his legs. Tamlin remained standing, 

waiting for my response. 

I  shook  my  head  and  faced  forward,  tracing  my  hand  through  the  feather-soft

grass, cataloging its color and texture. I’d never felt grass like it, and I certainly

wasn’t going to ruin the experience by sitting on a blanket. 

Rushed whispers were exchanged behind me, and before I could turn around to

investigate,  Tamlin  took  a  seat  at  my  side.  His  jaw  was  clenched  tight  enough that I stared ahead. “What is this place?” I said, still running my fingers through

the grass. 

Out of the corner of my eye, Tamlin was no more than a glittering golden figure. 

“Just a glen.” Behind us, Lucien snorted. “Do you like it?” 

Tamlin  asked  quickly.  The  green  of  his  eyes  matched  the  grass  between  my

fingers,  and  the  amber  flecks  were  like  the  shafts  of  sunlight  that  streamed through the trees. Even his mask, odd and foreign, seemed to fit into the glen—

as if this place had been fashioned for him alone. I could picture him here in his

beast form, curled up in the grass, dozing. 

“What?” I said. I’d forgotten his question. 

“Do you like it?” he repeated, and his lips tugged into a smile. 

I took an uneven breath and stared at the glen again. “Yes.” 

He chuckled. “That’s it? ‘  Yes’?” 

“Would you like me to grovel with gratitude for bringing me here, High Lord?” 

“Ah. The Suriel told you nothing important, did it?” 

That smile of his sparked something bold in my chest. “He also said that you like

being brushed, and if I’m a clever girl, I might train you with treats.” 

Tamlin tipped his head to the sky and roared with laughter. Despite myself, I let

out a soft laugh. 

“I might die of surprise,” Lucien said behind me. “You made a joke, Feyre.” 

I  turned  to  look  at  him  with  a  cool  smile.  “You  don’t  want  to  know  what  the Suriel  said  about   you.”  I  flicked  my  brows  up,  and  Lucien  lifted  his  hands  in defeat. 

“I’d pay good money to hear what the Suriel thinks of Lucien,” Tamlin said. 

A cork popped, followed by the sounds of Lucien chugging the bottle’s contents

and chuckling with a muttered “Brushed.” 

Tamlin’s  eyes  were  still  bright  with  laughter  as  he  put  a  hand  at  my  elbow, pulling me to my feet. “Come on,” he said, jerking his head down the hill to the

little stream that ran along its base. “I want to show you something.” 

I got to my feet, but Lucien remained sitting on the blanket and lifted the bottle

of wine in salute. He took a slug from it as he sprawled on his back and gazed at

the green canopy. 

Each of Tamlin’s movements was precise and efficient, his powerfully muscled

legs eating up the earth as we wove between the towering trees, hopped over tiny

brooks, and clambered up steep knolls. We stopped atop a mound, and my hands

slackened at  my  sides.  There,  in  a  clearing  surrounded  by  towering  trees,  lay  a sparkling silver pool. Even from a distance, I could tell that it wasn’t water, but

something more rare and infinitely more precious. 

Tamlin  grasped  my  wrist  and  tugged  me  down  the  hill,  his  callused  fingers

gently scraping against my skin. He let go of me to leap over the root of the tree

in  a  single  maneuver  and  prowled  to  the  water’s  edge.  I  could  only  grind  my teeth as I stumbled after him, heaving myself over the root. 

He crouched by the pool and cupped his hand to fill it. He tilted his hand, letting

the water fall. “Have a look.” 

The  silvery  sparkling  water  that  dribbled  from  his  hand  set  ripples  dancing

across  the  pool,  each  glimmering  with  various  colors,  and—“That  looks  like

starlight,” I breathed. 

He huffed a laugh, filling and emptying his hand again. I gaped at the glittering water. “It  is starlight.” 

“That’s impossible,” I said, fighting the urge to take a step toward the water. 

“This is Prythian. According to your legends, nothing is impossible.” 

“How?” I asked, unable to take my eyes from the pool—the silver, but also the

blue and red and pink and yellow glinting beneath, the lightness of it …

“I don’t know—I never asked, and no one ever explained.” 

When I continued gaping at the pool, he laughed, drawing away my attention—

only for me to find him unbuttoning his tunic. “Jump in,” he said, the invitation

dancing in his eyes. 

A swim—unclothed, alone. With a High Lord. I shook my head, falling back a

step. His fingers paused at the second button from his collar. 

“Don’t you want to know what it’s like?” 

I didn’t know what he meant: swimming in starlight, or swimming with him. “I

—no.” 

“All right.” He left his tunic unbuttoned. There was only bare, muscled, golden

skin beneath. 

“Why this place?” I asked, tearing my eyes away from his chest. 

“This was my favorite haunt as a boy.” 

“Which was when?” I couldn’t stop the question from coming out. 

He  cut  a  glance  in  my  direction.  “A  very  long  time  ago.”  He  said  it  so  quietly that it made me shift on my feet. A very long time ago indeed, if he’d been a boy

during the War. 

Well, I’d started down that road, so I ventured to ask, “Is Lucien all right? After

last night, I mean.” He seemed back to his usual snide, irreverent self, but he’d

vomited at the sight of that dying faerie. “He …

didn’t react well.” 

Tamlin  shrugged,  but  his  words  were  soft  as  he  said,  “Lucien  …  Lucien  has

endured things that make times like last night … difficult. Not just the scar and

the eye—though I bet last night brought back memories of that, too.” 

Tamlin rubbed at his neck, then met my stare. Such an ancient heaviness in his

eyes, in the set of his jaw. “Lucien is the youngest son of the High Lord of the

Autumn  Court.”  I  straightened.  “The  youngest  of  seven  brothers.  The  Autumn

Court  is  …  cutthroat.  Beautiful,  but  his  brothers  see  each  other  only  as

competition, since the strongest of them will inherit the title, not the eldest. It is

the same throughout Prythian, at every court. 

Lucien  never  cared  about  it,  never  expected  to  be  crowned  High  Lord,  so  he

spent  his  youth  doing  everything  a  High  Lord’s  son  probably  shouldn’t:

wandering the courts, making friends with the sons of other High Lords”—

a faint gleam in Tamlin’s eyes at that—“and being with females who were a far

cry from the nobility of the Autumn Court.” Tamlin paused for a moment, and I

could  almost  feel  the  sorrow  before  he  said,  “Lucien  fell  in  love  with  a  faerie whom  his  father  considered  to  be  grossly  inappropriate  for  someone  of  his

bloodline. Lucien said he didn’t care that she wasn’t one of the High Fae, that he

was certain the mating bond would snap into place soon and that he was going to

marry  her  and  leave  his  father’s  court  to  his  scheming  brothers.”  A  tight  sigh. 

“His  father  had  her  put  down.  Executed,  in  front  of  Lucien,  as  his  two  eldest brothers held him and made him watch.” 

My stomach turned,  and I  pushed a  hand against  my chest.  I couldn’t imagine, 

couldn’t comprehend that sort of loss. 

“Lucien  left.  He  cursed  his  father,  abandoned  his  title  and  the  Autumn  Court, and  walked  out.  And  without  his  title  protecting  him,  his  brothers  thought  to eliminate one more contender to the High Lord’s crown. Three of them went out

to kill him; one came back.” 

“Lucien … killed them?” 

“He  killed  one,”  Tamlin  said.  “I  killed  the  other,  as  they  had  crossed  into  my territory, and I was now High Lord and could do what I wanted with trespassers

threatening the peace of my lands.” A cold, brutal statement. “I claimed Lucien

as my own—named him emissary, since he’d already made many friends across the courts and had always been good at talking to people, while I … can find it

difficult. He’s been here ever since.” 

“As  emissary,”  I  began,  “has  he  ever  had  dealings  with  his  father?  Or  his

brothers?” 

“Yes. His father has never apologized, and his brothers are too frightened of me

to risk harming him.” No arrogance in those words, just icy truth. 

“But he has never forgotten what they did to her, or what his brothers tried to do

to him. Even if he pretends that he has.” 

It didn’t quite excuse everything Lucien had said and done to me, but …

I  understood  now.  I  could  understand  the  walls  and  barriers  he  had  no  doubt constructed  around  himself.  My  chest  was  too  tight,  too  small  to  fit  the  ache building  in  it.  I  looked  at  the  pool  of  glittering  starlight  and  let  out  a  heavy breath.  I  needed  to  change  the  subject.  “What  would  happen  if  I  were  to  drink the water?” 

Tamlin  straightened  a  bit—then  relaxed,  as  if  glad  to  release  that  old  sadness. 

“Legend claims you’d be happy until your last breath.” He added, 

“Perhaps we both need a glass.” 

“I don’t think that entire pool would be enough for me,” I said, and he laughed. 

“Two jokes in one day—a miracle sent from the Cauldron,” he said. I cracked a

smile. He came a step closer, as if forcibly leaving behind the dark, sad stain of

what  had  happened  to  Lucien,  and  the  starlight  danced  in  his  eyes  as  he  said, 

“What  would be enough to make you happy?” 

I blushed from my neck to the top of my head. “I—I don’t know.” It was true—

I’d  never  given  that  sort  of  thing  any  thought  beyond  getting  my  sisters  safely married off and having enough food for me and my father, and time to learn to

paint. 

“Hmm,” he said, not stepping away. “What about the ringing of bluebells? Or a

ribbon of sunshine? Or a garland of moonlight?” He grinned wickedly. 

High Lord of Prythian indeed. High Lord of Foolery was more like it. 

And he knew—he knew I’d say no, that I’d squirm a bit from merely being alone

with him. 

No. I wouldn’t let him have the satisfaction of embarrassing me. I’d had enough

of that lately, enough of … of that girl encased in ice and bitterness. 

So I gave him a sweet smile, doing my best to pretend that my stomach wasn’t

flipping over itself. “A swim sounds delightful.” 

I didn’t allow myself room for second-guessing. And I took no small amount of

pride in the fact that my fingers didn’t tremble once as I removed my boots, then

unbuttoned  my  tunic  and  pants  and  shucked  them  onto  the  grass.  My

undergarments  were  modest  enough  that  I  wasn’t  showing  much,  but  I  still

looked straight at him as I stood on the grassy bank. The air was warm and mild, 

and a soft breeze kissed its way across my bare stomach. 

Slowly, so slowly, his eyes roved down, then up. As if he were studying every

inch,  every  curve  of  me.  And  even  though  I  wore  my  ivory  underthings,  that

gaze alone stripped me bare. 

His  eyes  met  mine  and  he  gave  me  a  lazy  smile  before  removing  his  clothes. 

Button  by  button.  I  could  have  sworn  the  gleam  in  his  eyes  turned  hungry  and feral—enough so that I had to look anywhere but at his face. 

I  let  myself  indulge  in  the  glimpse  of  a  broad  chest,  arms  corded  with  muscle, and  long,  strong  legs  before  I  walked  right  into  that  pool.  He  wasn’t  built  like Isaac,  whose  body  had  very  much  still  been  in  that  gangly  place  between  boy and  man.  No—Tamlin’s  glorious  body  was  honed  by  centuries  of  fighting  and

brutality. 

The  liquid  was  delightfully  warm,  and  I  strode  in  until  it  was  deep  enough  to swim  out  a  few  strokes  and  casually  tread  in  place.  Not  water,  but  something smoother, thicker. Not oil, but something purer, thinner. Like being wrapped in

warm  silk.  I  was  so  busy  savoring  the  tug  of  my  fingers  through  the  silvery substance that I didn’t notice him until he was treading beside me. 

“Who  taught  you  to  swim?”  he  asked,  and  dunked  his  head  under  the  surface. 

When he came up, he was grinning, sparkling streams of starlight running along

the contours of his mask. 

I didn’t go under, didn’t quite know if he’d been joking about the water making

me  mirthful  if  I  drank  it.  “When  I  was  twelve,  I  watched  the  village  children swimming at a pond and figured it out myself.” 

It had been one of the most terrifying experiences of my life, and I’d swallowed

half the pond in the process, but I’d gotten the gist of it, managed to conquer my

blind panic and terror and trust myself. Knowing how to swim had seemed like a

vital  ability—one  that  might  someday  mean  the  difference  between  life  and

death. I’d never expected it would lead to  this, though. 

He  went  under  again,  and  when  he  emerged,  he  ran  a  hand  through  his  golden hair. “How did your father lose his fortune?” 

“How’d you know about that?” 

Tamlin snorted. “I don’t think born peasants have your kind of diction.” 

Some part of me wanted to come up with a comment about snobbery, but

… well, he was right, and I couldn’t blame him for being a skilled observer. 

“My  father  was  called  the  Prince  of  Merchants,”  I  said  plainly,  treading  that silky,  strange  water.  I  hardly  had  to  put  any  effort  into  it—the  water  was  so warm,  so   light,  that  it  felt  as  if  I  were  floating  in  air,  every  ache  in  my  body oozing  away  into  nothing.  “But  that  title,  which  he’d  inherited  from  his  father, and his father before that, was a lie. We were just a good name that masked three

generations of bad debts. My father had been trying to find a way to ease those

debts  for  years,  and  when  he  found  an  opportunity  to  pay  them  off,  he  took  it, regardless  of  the  risks.”  I  swallowed.  “Eight  years  ago,  he  amassed  our  wealth on three ships to sail to Bharat for invaluable spices and cloth.” 

Tamlin frowned. “Risky indeed. Those waters are a death trap, unless you go the

long way.” 

“Well,  he  didn’t  go  the  long  way.  It  would  have  taken  too  much  time,  and  our creditors were breathing down his neck. So he risked sending the ships directly

to  Bharat.  They  never  reached  Bharat’s  shores.”  I  tipped  my  hair  back  in  the water, clearing the memory of my father’s face the day that news arrived of the
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sinking.  “When  the  ships  sank,  the  creditors  circled  him  like  wolves.  They

ripped him apart until there was nothing left of him but a broken name and a few

gold pieces to purchase that cottage. I was eleven. 

My father … he just stopped trying after that.” I couldn’t bring myself to

mention  that  final,  ugly  moment  when  that  other  creditor  had  come  with  his

cronies to wreck my father’s leg. 

“That’s when you started hunting?” 

“No;  even  though  we  moved  to  the  cottage,  it  took  almost  three  years  for  the money to entirely run out,” I said. “I started hunting when I was fourteen.” 

His  eyes  twinkled—no  trace  of  the  warrior  forced  to  accept  a  High  Lord’s

burden. “And here you are. What else did you figure out for yourself?” 

Maybe  it  was  the  enchanted  pool,  or  maybe  it  was  the  genuine  interest  behind the question, but I smiled and told him about those years in the woods. 

Tired  but  surprisingly  content  from  a  few  hours  of  swimming  and  eating  and

lounging in the glen, I eyed Lucien as we rode back to the manor that afternoon. 

We  were  crossing  a  broad  meadow  of  new  spring  grass  when  he  caught  me

glancing  at  him  for  the  tenth  time,  and  I  braced  myself  as  he  fell  back  from Tamlin’s side. 

The  metal  eye  narrowed  on  me  while  the  other  remained  wary,  unimpressed. 

“Yes?” 

That was enough to persuade me not to say anything about his past. I would hate

pity,  too.  And  he  didn’t  know  me—not  well  enough  to  warrant  anything  but

resentment if I brought it up, even if it weighed on  me to know it, to grieve for him. 

I waited until Tamlin was far enough ahead that even his High Fae hearing might

not  pick  up  on  my  words.  “I  never  got  to  thank  you  for  your  advice  with  the Suriel.” 

Lucien tensed. “Oh?” 

I looked ahead at the easy way Tamlin rode, the horse utterly unbothered by his

mighty  rider.  “If  you  still  want  me  dead,”  I  said,  “you  might  have  to  try  a  bit harder.” 

Lucien loosed a breath. “That’s not what I intended.” I gave him a long look. “I

wouldn’t shed any tears,” he amended. I knew it was true. “But what happened

to you—” 

“I was joking,” I said, and gave him a little smile. 

“You can’t possibly forgive me that easily for sending you into danger.” 

“No. And part of me would like nothing more than to wallop you for your lack

of  warning  about  the  Suriel.  But  I  understand:  I’m  a  human  who  killed  your

friend,  who  now  lives  in  your  house,  and  you  have  to  deal  with  me.  I

understand,” I said again. 

He  was  quiet  for  long  enough  that  I  thought  he  wouldn’t  reply.  Just  as  I  was about to move ahead, he spoke. “Tam told me that your first shot was to save the

Suriel’s life. Not your own.” 

“It seemed like the right thing to do.” 

The look he gave me was more contemplative than any he’d given me before. “I

know  far  too  many  High  Fae  and  lesser  faeries  who  wouldn’t  have  seen  it  that way—or bothered.” He reached for something at his side and tossed it to me. I

had to fight to stay in the saddle as I fumbled for it—a jeweled hunting knife. 

“I  heard  you  scream,”  he  said  as  I  examined  the  blade  in  my  hands.  I’d  never held one so finely crafted, so perfectly balanced. “And I hesitated. 

Not long, but I hesitated before I came running. Even though Tam got there in

time, I still broke my word in those seconds I waited.” He jerked his chin at the

knife. “It’s yours. Don’t bury it in my back, please.” 

Chapter 19

The  next  morning,  my  paint  and  supplies  arrived  from  wherever  Tamlin  or  the
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servants  had  dug  them  up,  but  before  Tamlin  let  me  see  them,  he  brought  me down hall after hall until we were in a wing of the house I’d never been to, even

in  my  nocturnal  exploring.  I  knew  where  we  were  going  without  his  having  to say.  The  marble  floors  shone  so  brightly  that  they  had  to  have  been  freshly mopped,  and  that  rose-scented  breeze  floated  in  through  the  opened  windows. 

All this—he’d done this for me. As if I would have cared about cobwebs or dust. 

When he paused before a set of wooden doors, the slight smile he gave me was

enough to make me blurt, “Why do anything—anything this kind?” 

The  smile  faltered.  “It’s  been  a  long  time  since  there  was  anyone  here  who

appreciated these things. I like seeing them used again.” Especially when there

was such blood and death in every other part of his life. 

He opened the gallery doors, and the breath was knocked from me. 

The  pale  wooden  floors  gleamed  in  the  clean,  bright  light  pouring  in  from  the windows.  The  room  was  empty  save  for  a  few  large  chairs  and  benches  for

viewing the … the …

I  barely  registered  moving  into  the  long  gallery,  one  hand  absentmindedly

wrapping around my throat as I looked up at the paintings. 

So many, so different, yet all arranged to flow together seamlessly …

Such  different  views  and  snippets  and  angles  of  the  world.  Pastorals,  portraits, still lifes … each a story and an experience, each a voice shouting or whispering

or  singing  about  what  that  moment,  that  feeling,  had  been  like,  each  a  cry  into the void of time that they had been here, had existed. 

Some  had  been  painted  through  eyes  like  mine,  artists  who  saw  in  colors  and shapes  I  understood.  Some  showcased  colors  I  had  not  considered;  these  had  a bend to the world that told me a different set of eyes had painted them. A portal

into the mind of a creature so unlike me, and yet … and yet I looked at its work

and understood, and felt, and cared. 

“I never knew,” Tamlin said from behind me, “that humans were capable of …” 

He  trailed  off  as  I  turned,  the  hand  I’d  put  on  my  throat  sliding  down  to  my

chest,  where  my  heart  roared  with  a  fierce  sort  of  joy  and  grief  and overwhelming humility—humility before that magnificent art. 

He stood by the doors, head cocked in that animalistic way, the words still lost

on his tongue. 

I  wiped  at  my  damp  cheeks.  “It’s  …”  Perfect,  wonderful,  beyond  my   wildest imaginings didn’t cover it. I kept my hand over my heart. “Thank you,” I said. It was  all  I  could  find  to  show  him  what  these  paintings—to  be  allowed  into  this room—meant. 

“Come here whenever you want.” 

I smiled at him, hardly able to contain the brightness in my heart. His returning

smile was tentative but shining, and then he left me to admire the gallery at my

own leisure. 

I  stayed  for  hours—stayed  until  I  was  drunk  on  the  art,  until  I  was  dizzy  with hunger and wandered out to find food. 

After lunch, Alis showed me to an empty room on the first floor with a table full

of  canvases  of  various  sizes,  brushes  whose  wooden  handles  gleamed  in  the

perfect, clear light, and paints—so, so many paints, beyond the four basic ones

I’d hoped for, that the breath was knocked from me again. 

And when Alis was gone and the room was quiet and waiting and utterly mine

…

Then I began to paint. 

Weeks passed, the days melting together. I painted and painted, most of it awful

and useless. 

I  never  let  anyone  see  it,  no  matter  how  much  Tamlin  prodded  and  Lucien

smirked  at  my  paint-splattered  clothes;  I  never  felt  satisfied  that  my  work

matched the images burning in my mind. Often I painted from dawn until dusk, 

sometimes in that room, sometimes out in the garden. 

Occasionally  I’d  take  a  break  to  explore  the  Spring  lands  with  Tamlin  as  my guide,  coming  back  with  fresh  ideas  that  had  me  leaping  out  of  bed  the  next

morning to sketch or scribble down the scenes or colors as I’d glimpsed them. 

But there were the days when Tamlin was called away to face the latest threat to

his borders, and even painting couldn’t distract me until he returned, covered in

blood that wasn’t his own, sometimes in his beast form, sometimes as the High

Lord. He never gave me details, and I didn’t presume to ask about them; his safe

return was enough. 

Around  the  manor  itself,  there  was  no  sign  of  creatures  like  the  naga  or  the Bogge,  but  I  stayed  well  away  from  the  western  woods,  even  though  I  painted them  often  enough  from  memory.  And  though  my  dreams  continued  to  be

plagued by the deaths I’d witnessed, the deaths I’d caused, and that horrible pale

woman ripping me to shreds—all watched over by a shadow I could never quite

glimpse—I slowly stopped being so afraid.  Stay with the  High Lord. You will be safe. So I did. 

The  Spring  Court  was  a  land  of  rolling  green  hills  and  lush  forests  and  clear, bottomless  lakes.  Magic  didn’t  just  abound  in  the  bumps  and  the  hollows—it

 grew there. Try as I might to paint it, I could never capture it—

the feel of it. So sometimes I dared to paint the High Lord, who rode at my side

when  we  wandered  his  grounds  on  lazy  days—the  High  Lord,  whom  I  was

happy to talk to or spend hours in comfortable silence with. 

It was probably the lulling of magic that clouded my thoughts, and I didn’t think

of my family until I passed the outer hedge wall one morning, scouting for a new

spot to paint. A breeze from the south ruffled my hair—

fresh and warm. Spring was now dawning on the mortal world. 

My family, glamoured, cared for, safe, still had no idea where I was. The mortal

world … it had moved on without me, as if I had never existed. A whisper of a

miserable life—gone, unremembered by anyone whom I’d known or cared for. 

I  didn’t  paint,  nor  did  I  go  riding  with  Tamlin  that  day.  Instead,  I  sat  before  a blank canvas, no colors at all in my mind. 

No one would remember me back home—I was as good as dead to them. 

And  Tamlin  had   let  me  forget  them.  Maybe  the  paints  had  even  been  a

distraction—a way to get me to stop complaining, to stop being a pain in his ass about  wanting  to  see  my  family.  Or  maybe  they  were  a  distraction  from

whatever was happening with the blight and Prythian. I’d stopped asking, just as

the Suriel had ordered—like a stupid, useless, obedient human. 

It was an effort of stubborn will to  make it through dinner. Tamlin and  Lucien

noticed my mood and kept conversation between themselves. It

didn’t do much for my growing rage, and when I had eaten my fill, I stalked into

the moonlit garden and lost myself in its labyrinth of hedges and flower beds. 

I didn’t care where I was going. After a while, I paused in the rose garden. The

moonlight  stained  the  red  petals  a  deep  purple  and  cast  a  silvery  sheen  on  the white blooms. 

“My  father  had  this  garden  planted  for  my  mother,”  Tamlin  said  from  behind

me. I didn’t bother to face him. I dug my nails into my palms as he stopped by

my side. “It was a mating present.” 

I  stared  at  the  flowers  without  seeing  anything.  The  flowers  I’d  painted  on  the table at home were probably crumbling or gone by now. Nesta might have even

scraped them off. 

My  nails  pricked  the  skin  of  my  palms.  Tamlin  providing  for  them  or  no, 

glamouring their memories or no, I’d been … erased from their lives. 

Forgotten. I’d let him erase me. He’d offered me paints and the space and time

to practice; he’d shown me pools of starlight; he’d saved my life like some kind

of  feral  knight  in  a  legend,  and  I’d  gulped  it  down  like  faerie  wine.  I  was  no better than those zealot Children of the Blessed. 

His mask was bronze in the darkness, and the emeralds glittered. “You seem …

upset.” 

I stalked to the nearest rosebush and ripped off a rose, my fingers tearing on the

thorns.  I  ignored  the  pain,  the  warmth  of  the  blood  that  trickled  down.  I  could never paint it accurately—never render it the way those artists had in the gallery

pieces. I would never be able to paint Elain’s little garden outside the cottage the

way I remembered it, even if my family didn’t remember me. 

He didn’t reprimand me for taking one of his parents’ roses—parents who were as  absent  as  my  own,  but  who  had  probably  loved  each  other  and  loved  him

better  than  mine  cared  for  me.  A  family  that  would  have  offered  to  go  in  his place if someone had come to steal him away. 

My fingers stung and ached, but I still held on to the rose as I said, “I don’t know

why I feel so tremendously ashamed of myself for leaving them. Why it feels so

selfish  and  horrible  to  paint.  I  shouldn’t—shouldn’t  feel  that  way,  should  I?  I know  I  shouldn’t,  but  I  can’t  help  it.”  The  rose  hung  limply  from  my  fingers. 

“All  those  years,  what  I  did  for  them  …  And  they  didn’t  try  to  stop  you  from taking me.” There it was, the giant pain that

cracked me in two if I thought about it too long. “I don’t know why I expected

them  to—why  I  believed  that  the  puca’s  illusion  was  real  that  night.  I  don’t know  why  I  bother  still  thinking  about  it.  Or  still  caring.”  He  was  silent  long enough  that  I  added,  “Compared  to  you—to  your  borders  and  magic  being

weakened—I suppose my self-pity is absurd.” 

“If it grieves you,” he said, the words caressing my bones, “then I don’t think it’s

absurd at all.” 


“Why?” A flat question, and I chucked the rose into the bushes. 

He  took  my  hands.  His  callused  fingers,  strong  and  sturdy,  were  gentle  as  he lifted my bleeding hand to his mouth and kissed my palm. As if that were answer

enough. 

His lips were smooth against my skin, his breath warm, and my knees buckled as

he lifted my other hand to his mouth and kissed it, too. Kissed it carefully—in a

way that made heat begin pounding in my core, between my legs. 

When he withdrew, my blood shone on his mouth. I glanced at my hands, which

he still held, and found the wounds gone. I looked at his face again, at his gilded

mask, the tanness of his skin, the red of his blood-covered lips as he murmured, 

“Don’t feel bad for one moment about doing what brings you joy.” He stepped

closer, releasing one of my hands to tuck the rose I’d plucked behind my ear. I

didn’t know how it had gotten into his hand, or where the thorns had gone. 

I couldn’t stop myself from pushing. “Why—why do any of this?” 
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He leaned in closer, so close that I had to tip my head back to see him. 

“Because  your  human  joy  fascinates  me—the  way  you  experience  things,  in

your life span, so wildly and deeply and all at once, is … entrancing. I’m drawn

to it, even when I know I shouldn’t be, even when I try not to be.” 

Because I was human, and I would grow old and—I didn’t let myself get that far

as he came closer still. Slowly, as if giving me time to pull away, he brushed his

lips against my cheek. Soft and warm and heartbreakingly gentle. It was hardly

more than a caress before he straightened. I hadn’t moved from the moment his

mouth had met my skin. 

“One day—one day there will be answers for everything,” he said, releasing my

hand and stepping away. “But not until the time is right. Until it’s safe.” In the

dark, his tone was enough to know that his eyes were flecked with bitterness. 

He left me, and I took a gasping breath, not realizing I’d been holding it. 

Not realizing that I craved his warmth, his nearness, until he was gone. 

Lingering  mortification  over  what  I’d  admitted,  what  had  …  changed  between us had me skulking out of the manor after breakfast, fleeing for the sanctuary of

the  woods  for  some  fresh  air—and  to  study  the  light  and  colors.  I  brought  my bow and arrows, along with the jeweled hunting knife that Lucien had given me. 

Better to be armed than caught empty-handed. 

I  crept  through  the  trees  and  brush  for  no  more  than  an  hour  before  I  felt  a presence behind me—coming ever closer, sending the animals running for cover. 

I smiled to myself, and twenty minutes later, I settled in the crook of a towering

elm and waited. 

Brush rustled—hardly more than a breeze’s passing, but I knew what to expect, 

knew the signs. 

A snap and roar of fury echoed across the lands, scattering the birds. 

When  I  climbed  out  of  the  tree  and  walked  into  the  little  clearing,  I  merely crossed my arms and looked up at the High Lord, dangling by his legs from the

snare I’d laid. 

Even upside down, he smiled lazily at me as I approached. “Cruel human.” 

“That’s what you get for stalking someone.” 

He  chuckled,  and  I  came  close  enough  to  dare  stroke  a  finger  along  the  silken golden  hair  dangling  just  above  my  face,  admiring  the  many  colors  within  it—

the  hues  of  yellow  and  brown  and  wheat.  My  heart  thundered,  and  I  knew  he

could probably hear it. But he leaned his head toward me, a silent invitation, and

I  ran  my  fingers  through  his  hair—gently,  carefully.  He  purred,  the  sound

rumbling through my fingers, arms, legs, and core. I wondered how that sound

would feel if he were fully pressed up against me, skin-to-skin. I stepped back. 

He curled upward in a smooth, powerful motion and swiped with a single claw

at the creeping vine I’d used for rope. I took a breath to shout, but he flipped as

he  fell,  landing  smoothly  on  his  feet.  It  would  be  impossible  for  me  to  ever forget what he was, and what he was capable of. 

He took a step closer to me, the laughter still dancing on his face. “Feeling better

today?” 

I mumbled some noncommittal response. 

“Good,”  he  said,  either  ignoring  or  hiding  his  amusement.  “But  just  in  case,  I wanted  to  give  you  this,”  he  added,  pulling  some  papers  from  his  tunic  and

extending them to me. 

I bit the inside of my cheek as I stared down at the three pieces of paper. 

It was a series of five-lined …  poems. There were five of them altogether, and I began sweating at words I didn’t recognize. It would take me an entire day just

to figure out what these words meant. 

“Before  you  bolt  or  start  yelling  …,”  he  said,  coming  around  to  peer  over  my shoulder.  If  I’d  dared,  I  could  have  leaned  back  into  his  chest.  His  breath warmed my neck, the shell of my ear. 

He cleared his throat and read the first poem. 
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 There once was a lady most beautiful

 Spirited, if a little unusual

 Her friends were few

 But how the men did queue

 But to all she gave a refusal. 

My brows rose so high I thought they’d touch my hairline, and I turned, blinking

at him, our breath mingling as he finished the poem with a smile. 

Without  waiting  for  my  response,  Tamlin  took  the  papers  and  stepped  a  pace

away to read the second poem, which wasn’t nearly as polite as the first. By the

time he read the third poem, my face was burning. Tamlin paused before he read

the fourth, then handed me back the papers. 

“Final  word  in  the  second  and  fourth  line  of  each  poem,”  he  said,  jerking  his chin toward the papers in my hands. 

 Unusual. Queue. I looked at the second poem.  Slaying. Conflagration. 

“These are—” I started. 

“Your list of words was too interesting to pass up. And not good for love poems

at all.” When I lifted my brow in silent inquiry, he said, “We had contests to see

who could write the dirtiest limericks while I was living with my father’s war-

band by the border. I don’t particularly enjoy losing, so I took it upon myself to

become good at them.” 

I didn’t know how he’d remembered that long list I’d compiled—I didn’t want

to.  Sensing  I  wasn’t  about  to  draw  an  arrow  and  shoot  him,  Tamlin  took  the papers and read the fifth poem, the dirtiest and foulest of them all. 

When he finished, I tipped back my head and howled, my laughter like sunshine

shattering age-hardened ice. 

I was still smiling when we walked out of the park and toward the rolling hills, 

meandering  back  to  the  manor.  “You  said—that  night  in  the  rose  garden  …”  I sucked on my teeth for a moment. “You said that your father had it planted for

your parents upon their mating—not wedding?” 

“High Fae mostly marry,” he said, his golden skin flushing a bit. “But if they’re

blessed, they’ll find their mate—their equal, their match in every way. High Fae

wed without the mating bond, but if you find your mate, the bond is so deep that

marriage is … insignificant in comparison.” 

I didn’t have the nerve to ask if faeries had ever had mating bonds with humans, 

but instead dared to say, “Where are your parents? What happened to them?” 

A muscle feathered in his jaw, and I regretted the question, if only for the pain

that flickered in his eyes. “My father …” His claws gleamed at his knuckles but

didn’t  go  out  any  farther.  I’d  definitely  asked  the  wrong  question.  “My  father was as bad as Lucien’s. Worse. My two older brothers were just like him. They

kept slaves—all of them. And my brothers … I was young when the Treaty was

forged, but I still remember what my brothers used to …” He trailed off. “It left

a  mark—enough  of  a  mark  that  when  I  saw  you,  your  house,  I  couldn’t—

wouldn’t let myself be like them. 

Wouldn’t bring harm to your family, or you, or subject you to faerie whims.” 

Slaves—there  had  been  slaves   here.  I  didn’t  want  to  know—had  never  looked for  traces  of  them,  even  five  hundred  years  later.  I  was  still  little  better  than chattel  to  most  of  his  people,  his  world.  That  was  why—why  he’d  offered  the loophole,  why  he’d  offered  me  the  freedom  to  live  wherever  I  wished  in

Prythian. 

“Thank  you,”  I  said.  He  shrugged,  as  if  that  would  dismiss  his  kindness,  the weight of the guilt that still bore down on him. “What about your mother?” 

Tamlin loosed a breath. “My mother—she loved my father deeply. Too deeply, 

but they were mated, and … Even if she saw what a tyrant he was, she wouldn’t

say an ill word against him. I never expected—never wanted

—my father’s title. My brothers would have never let me live to adolescence if

they  had  suspected  that  I  did.  So  the  moment  I  was  old  enough,  I  joined  my father’s  war-band  and  trained  so  that  I  might  someday  serve  my  father,  or

whichever  of  my  brothers  inherited  his  title.”  He  flexed  his  hands,  as  if

imagining  the  claws  beneath.  “I’d  realized  from  an  early  age  that  fighting  and killing were about the only things I was good at.” 

“I doubt that,” I said. 

He gave me a wry smile. “Oh, I can play a mean fiddle, but High Lords’

sons  don’t  become  traveling  minstrels.  So  I  trained  and  fought  for  my  father against whomever he told me to fight, and I would have been happy to leave the

scheming to my brothers. But my power kept growing, and I couldn’t hide it—

not  among  our  kind.”  He  shook  his  head.  “Fortunately  or  unfortunately,  they

were all killed by the High Lord of an enemy court. I was spared for whatever

reason or Cauldron-granted luck. My mother, I mourned. The others …” A too-

tight  shrug.  “My  brothers  would  not  have  tried  to  save  me  from  a  fate  like yours.” 

I looked up at him. Such a brutal, harsh world—with families killing each other

for  power,  for  revenge,  for  spite  and  control.  Perhaps  his  generosity,  his

kindness,  was  a  reaction  to  that—perhaps  he’d  seen  me  and  found  it  to  be  like gazing into a mirror of sorts. “I’m sorry about your mother,” I said, and it was all

I  could  offer—all  he’d  once  been  able  to  offer  me.  He  gave  me  a  small  smile. 

“So that’s how you became High Lord.” 

“Most High Lords are trained from birth in manners and laws and court warfare. 

When  the  title  fell  to  me,  it  was  a  …  rough  transition.  Many  of  my  father’s courtiers  defected  to  other  courts  rather  than  have  a  warrior-beast  snarling  at them.” 

 A half-wild beast, Nesta had once called me. It was an effort to not take his hand, to  not  reach  out  to  him  and  tell  him  that  I  understood.  But  I  just  said,  “Then they’re idiots. You’ve kept these lands protected from the blight, when it seems

that others haven’t fared so well. They’re idiots,” I said again. 

But  darkness  flickered  in  Tamlin’s  eyes,  and  his  shoulders  seemed  to  curve

inward ever so slightly. Before I could ask about it, we cleared the little wood, a

spread of hills and knolls laid out ahead. In the distance, there

were masked faeries atop many of them, building what seemed to be unlit fires. 

“What are those?” I asked, halting. 

“They’re setting up bonfires—for  Calanmai. It’s in two days.” 

“For what?” 

“Fire Night?” 

I  shook  my  head.  “We  don’t  celebrate  holidays  in  the  human  realm.  Not  after you—your people left. In some places, it’s forbidden. We don’t even remember

the names of your gods. What does Cala—Fire Night celebrate?” 

He rubbed his neck. “It’s just a spring ceremony. We light bonfires, and

… the magic that we create helps regenerate the land for the year ahead.” 

“How do you create the magic?” 

“There’s  a  ritual.  But  it’s  …  very  faerie.”  He  clenched  his  jaw  and  continued walking,  away  from  the  unlit  fires.  “You  might  see  more  faeries  around  than

usual—faeries from this court, and from other territories, who are free to wander

across the borders that night.” 

“I thought the blight had scared many of them away.” 

“It  has—but  there  will  be  a  number  of  them.  Just  …  stay  away  from  them  all. 

You’ll be safe in the house, but if you run into one before we light the fires at

sundown in two days, ignore them.” 

“And I’m not invited to your ceremony?” 

“No. You’re not.” He clenched and loosened his fingers, again and again, as if

trying to keep the claws contained. 

Though I tried to ignore it, my chest caved a bit. 

We walked back in the sort of tense silence we hadn’t endured in weeks. 

Tamlin  went  rigid  the  moment  we  entered  the  gardens.  Not  from  me  or  our

awkward  conversation—it  was  quiet  with  that  horrible  stillness  that  usually

meant  one  of  the  nastier  faeries  was  around.  Tamlin  bared  his  teeth  in  a  low snarl. “Stay hidden, and no matter what you overhear, don’t come out.” 

Then he was gone. 

Alone, I looked to either side of the gravel path, like some gawking idiot. 

If  there  was  indeed  something  here,  I’d  be  caught  in  the  open.  Perhaps  it  was shameful not to go to his aid, but—he was a High Lord. I would just get in the

way. 

I had just ducked behind a hedge when I heard Tamlin and Lucien approaching. 

I silently swore and froze. Maybe I could sneak across the

fields  to  the  stables.  If  there  was  something  amiss,  the  stables  not  only  had shelter  but  also  a  horse  for  me  to  flee  on.  I  was  about  to  make  for  the  high grasses mere steps beyond the edge of the gardens when Tamlin’s snarl rippled

through the air on the other side of the hedge. 

I  turned—just  enough  to  spy  them  through  the  dense  leaves.  Stay  hidden,  he’d said. If I moved now, I would surely be noticed. 

“I know what day it is,” Tamlin said—but not to Lucien. Rather, the two of them

faced … nothing. Someone who wasn’t  there. Someone invisible. I would have

thought  they  were  playing  a  prank  on  me  had  I  not  heard  a  low,  disembodied voice reply. 

“Your continued behavior is garnering a lot of interest at court,” the voice said, 

deep  and  sibilant.  I  shivered,  despite  the  warmth  of  the  day.  “She  has  begun wondering—wondering  why  you  haven’t  given  up  yet.  And  why  four  naga

wound up dead not too long ago.” 

“Tamlin’s not like the other fools,” Lucien snapped, his shoulders pushed back

to  raise  himself  to  his  full  height,  more  warrior-like  than  I’d  yet  seen  him.  No wonder  he  had  all  those  weapons  in  his  room.  “If  she  expected  bowed  heads, 

then she’s more of an idiot than I thought.” 

The voice hissed, and my blood went cold at the noise. “Speak you so ill of she

who holds your fate in her hands? With one word, she could destroy this pathetic

estate.  She  wasn’t  pleased  when  she  heard  of  you  dispatching  your  warriors.” 

The voice  now  seemed  turned toward  Tamlin.  “But,  as nothing  has  come  of  it, 

she has chosen to ignore it.” 

There was a deep-throated growl from the High Lord, but his words were calm as he said, “Tell her I’m getting sick of cleaning up the trash she dumps on my

borders.” 

The voice chuckled, the sound like sand shifting. “She sets them loose as gifts—

and reminders of what will happen if she catches you trying to break the terms of

—” 

“He’s  not,”  Lucien  snarled.  “Now,  get  out.  We  have  enough  of  your  ilk swarming  on  the  borders—we  don’t  need  you  defiling  our  home,  too.  For  that

matter, stay the hell out of the cave. It’s not some common road for filth like you

to travel through as they please.” 

Tamlin loosed a growl of agreement. 

The invisible thing laughed again, such a horrible, vicious sound. 

“Though you have a heart of stone, Tamlin,” it said, and Tamlin went rigid, 

“you certainly keep a host of fear inside it.” The voice sank into a croon. 

“Don’t worry,  High Lord.” It spat the title like a joke. “All will be right as rain soon enough.” 

“Burn in Hell,” Lucien replied for Tamlin, and the thing laughed again before a

flap  of  leathery  wings  boomed,  a  foul  wind  bit  my  face,  and  everything  went silent. 

They  breathed  deeply  after  another  moment.  I  closed  my  eyes,  needing  a

steadying  breath  as  well,  but  massive  hands  clamped  onto  my  shoulders,  and  I yelped. 

“It’s gone,” Tamlin said, releasing me. It was all I could do not to sag against the

hedges. 

“What did you hear?” Lucien demanded, coming around the corner and crossing

his  arms.  I  shifted  my  gaze  to  Tamlin’s  face,  but  found  it  to  be  so  white  with anger—anger at that  thing—that I had to look again at Lucien. 

“Nothing—I  …  well,  nothing  I  understood,”  I  said,  and  meant  it.  None  of  it

made any sense. I couldn’t stop shaking. Something about that voice had ripped away the warmth from me. “Who—  what was that?” 

Tamlin began pacing, the gravel churning beneath his boots. “There are certain

faeries  in  Prythian  who  inspired  the  legends  that  you  humans  are  so  afraid  of. 

Some, like that one, are myth given flesh.” 

Inside that hissing voice I’d heard the screaming of human victims, the pleading

of  young  maidens  whose  chests  had  been  split  open  on  sacrificial  altars. 

Mentions of “court,” seemingly different from Tamlin’s own—was that  she the

one who had killed Tamlin’s parents? A High Lady, perhaps, in lieu of a Lord. 

Considering  how  ruthless  the  High  Fae  were  to  their  families,  they  had  to  be nightmarish to their enemies. And if there was to be warring between the courts, 

if the blight had left Tamlin already weakened

…

“If the Attor saw her—” Lucien said, glancing around. 

“It didn’t,” Tamlin said. 

“Are you certain it—” 

“It  didn’t,”  Tamlin  growled  over  his  shoulder,  then  looked  at  me,  his  face  still pale with fury, lips tight. “I’ll see you at dinner.” 

Understanding  a  dismissal,  and  craving  the  locked  door  of  my  bedroom,  I

trudged back to the house, contemplating who this  she was to make Tamlin and

Lucien so nervous and to command that  thing as her messenger. 

The spring breeze whispered that I didn’t want to know. 

Chapter 20

After a tense dinner during which Tamlin hardly spoke to Lucien or me, I lit all

the candles in my room to chase away the shadows. 

I  didn’t  go  outside  the  following  day,  and  when  I  sat  down  to  paint,  what

emerged on my canvas was a tall, skeletally thin gray creature with bat ears and

giant, membranous wings. Its snout was open in a roar, revealing row after row

of fangs as it leaped into flight. As I painted it, I could have sworn that I could smell  breath  that  reeked  of  carrion,  that  the  air  beneath  its  wings  whispered promises of death. 

The finished product was chilling enough that I had to set aside the painting in

the  back  of  the  room  and  go  try  to  persuade  Alis  to  let  me  help  with  the  Fire Night food preparations in the kitchen. Anything to avoid going into the garden, 

where the Attor might appear. 

The day of Fire Night—  Calanmai, Tamlin had called it—dawned, and I didn’t

see Tamlin or Lucien all day. As the afternoon shifted into dusk, I found myself

again at the main crossroads of the house. None of the bird-faced servants were

to be found. The kitchen was empty of staff and the food they’d been preparing

for two days. The sound of drums issued. 

The  drumbeats  came  from  far  away—beyond  the  garden,  past  the  game  park, 

into the forest that lay beyond. They were deep, probing. A single beat, echoed

by two responding calls. Summoning. 

I  stood  by  the  doors  to  the  garden,  staring  out  over  the  property  as  the  sky became awash in hues of orange and red. In the distance, upon the sloping hills

that led into the woods, a few fires flickered, plumes of dark smoke marring the

ruby sky—the unlit bonfires I’d spotted two days ago. 

Not invited, I reminded myself. Not invited to whatever party had all the kitchen

faeries tittering and laughing among one another. 

The drums turned faster—louder. Though I’d grown accustomed to the smell of

magic,  my  nose  pricked  with  the  rising  tang  of  metal,  stronger  than  I’d  yet sensed it. I took a step forward, then halted on the threshold. I should go back in. 

Behind me, the setting sun stained the black-and-white

tiles  of  the  hall  floor  a  shimmering  shade  of  tangerine,  and  my  long  shadow seemed to pulse to the beat of the drums. 

Even the garden, usually buzzing with the orchestra of its denizens, had quieted

to  hear  the  drums.  There  was  a  string—a  string  tied  to  my  gut  that  pulled  me toward those hills, commanding me to go, to hear the faerie drums …

I might have done just that had Tamlin not appeared from down the hall. 

He was shirtless, with only the baldric across his muscled chest. The pommel of his sword glinted golden in the dying sunlight, and the feathered tops of arrows

were stained red as they poked above his broad shoulder. I stared at him, and he

watched me back. The warrior incarnate. 

“Where are you going?” I managed to get out. 

“It’s  Calanmai,” he said flatly. “I have to go.” He jerked his chin to the fires and drums. 

“To  do  what?”  I  asked,  glancing  at  the  bow  in  his  hand.  My  heart  echoed  the drums outside, building into a wilder beat. 

His green eyes were shadowed beneath the gilded mask. “As a High Lord, I have

to partake in the Great Rite.” 

“What’s the Great—” 

“Go  to  your  chamber,”  he  snarled,  and  glanced  toward  the  fires.  “Lock  your

doors, set up a snare, whatever you do.” 

“Why?” I demanded. The Attor’s voice snaked through my memory. 

Tamlin had said something about a very faerie ritual—what the hell was it? 

From the weapons, it had to be brutal and violent—especially if Tamlin’s beast

form wasn’t weapon enough. 

“Just  do  it.”  His  canines  began  to  lengthen.  My  heart  leaped  into  a  gallop. 

“Don’t come out until morning.” 

Stronger, faster, the drums beat, and the muscles in Tamlin’s neck quivered, as if

standing still were somehow painful to him. 

“Are you going into battle?” I whispered, and he let out a breathy laugh. 

He lifted a hand as if to touch my arm. But he lowered it before his fingers could

graze the fabric of my tunic. “Stay in your chamber, Feyre.” 

“But I—” 
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“Please.”  Before  I  could  ask  him  to  reconsider  bringing  me  along,  he  took  off running. The muscles in his back shifted as he leaped down the

short  flight  of  stairs  and  bounded  into  the  garden,  as  spry  and  swift  as  a  stag. 

Within seconds he was gone. 

I  did  as  he  commanded,  though  I  soon  realized  that  I’d  locked  myself  in  my room without having eaten dinner. And with the incessant drumming and dozens

of bonfires that popped up along the far hills, I couldn’t stop pacing up and down

my room, gazing out toward the fires burning in the distance. 

 Stay in your chamber. 

But  a  wild,  wicked  voice  weaving  in  between  the  drumbeats  whispered

otherwise.  Go, that voice said, tugging at me.  Go see. 

By ten o’clock, I could no longer stand it. I followed the drums. 

The  stables  were  empty,  but  Tamlin  had  taught  me  how  to  ride  bareback  these past  few  weeks,  and  my  white  mare  was  soon  trotting  along.  I  didn’t  need  to guide her—she, too, followed the lure of the drums, and ascended the first of the

foothills. 

Smoke and magic hung thick in the air. Concealed in my hooded cloak, I gaped

as I approached the first giant bonfire atop the hill. There were hundreds of High

Fae milling about, but I couldn’t discern any of their features beyond the various

masks they wore. Where had they come from—

where did they live, if they belonged to the Spring Court but did not dwell in the

manor? When I tried to focus on a specific feature of their faces, it became a blur

of color. They were more solid when I viewed them from the side of my vision, 

but if I turned to face them, I was met with shadows and swirling colors. 

It was  magic—some kind  of glamour  put on  me,  meant to  prevent my  viewing

them  properly,  just  as  my  family  had  been  glamoured.  I  would  have  been

furious,  would  have  considered  going  back  to  the  manor  had  the  drums  not

echoed through my bones and that wild voice not beckoned to me. 

I  dismounted  my  mare  but  kept  close  to  her  as  I  made  my  way  through  the crowd, my telltale human features hidden in the shadows of my hood. I prayed

that the smoke and countless scents of various High Fae and faeries were enough

to cover my human smell, but I checked to ensure that my two knives were still

at my sides anyway as I moved deeper into the celebration. 

Though a cluster of drummers played on one side of the fire, the faeries flocked

to a trench between two nearby hills. I left my horse tied to a solitary sycamore

crowning a knoll and followed them, savoring the pulsing beat of the drums as it

resonated through the earth and into the soles of my feet. No one looked twice in

my direction. 

I  almost  slid  down  the  steep  bank  as  I  entered  the  hollow.  At  one  end,  a  cave mouth opened into a soft hillside. Its exterior had been adorned with flowers and

branches and leaves, and I could make out the beginnings of a pelt-covered floor

just past the cave mouth. What lay inside was hidden from view as the chamber

veered away from the entrance, but firelight danced upon the walls. 

Whatever  was  occurring  inside  the  cave—or  whatever  was  about  to  happen—

was  the  focus  of  the  shadowy  faeries  as  they  lined  either  side  of  a  long  path leading  to  it.  The  path  wended  between  the  trenches  among  the  hills,  and  the High Fae swayed in place, moving to the rhythm of the drumming, whose beats

sounded in my stomach. 

I  watched  them  sway,  then  shifted  on  my  feet.  I’d  been  banned  from   this?  I scanned  the  firelit  area,  trying  to  peer  through  the  veil  of  night  and  smoke.  I found  nothing  of  interest,  and  none  of  the  masked  faeries  paid  me  any  heed. 

They  remained  along  the  path,  more  and  more  of  them  coming  each  minute. 

Something was definitely going to happen—whatever this Great Rite was. 

I made my way back up the hillside and stood along the edge of a bonfire near

the trees, watching the faeries. I was about to work up the courage to ask a lesser

faerie who passed by—a bird-masked servant, like Alis—what sort of ritual was

going to happen when someone grasped my arm and whirled me around. 

I  blinked  at  the  three  strangers,  dumbfounded  as  I  beheld  their  sharp-featured faces—free  of  masks.  They  looked  like  High  Fae,  but  there  was  something

slightly different about them, something taller and leaner than Tamlin or Lucien

—something crueler in their pitch-black, depthless eyes. 

Faeries, then. 

The  one  grasping  my  arm  smiled  down  at  me,  revealing  slightly  pointed  teeth. 

“Human woman,” he murmured, running an eye over me. “We’ve not seen one

of you for a while.” 

I tried yanking my arm back, but he held my elbow firm. “What do you want?” I

demanded, keeping my voice steady and cold. 

The two faeries who flanked him smiled at me, and one grabbed my other arm—

just  as  I  went  for  my  knife.  “Just  some  Fire  Night  fun,”  one  of  them  said, reaching out a pale, too-long hand to brush back a lock of my hair. I twisted my

head away and tried to step out of his touch, but he held firm. None of the faeries

near the bonfire reacted—no one bothered to look. 

If I cried for help, would someone answer? Would Tamlin answer? I couldn’t be

that lucky again; I’d probably used up my allotted portion of luck with the naga. 

I yanked my arms in earnest. Their grip tightened until it hurt, and they kept my

hands well away from my knives. The three of them stepped closer, sealing me

off  from  the  others.  I  glanced  around,  looking  for  any  ally.  There  were  more nonmasked faeries here now. The three faeries chuckled, a low hissing noise that

ran along my body. I hadn’t realized how far I stood from everyone else—how

close I’d come to the forest’s edge. “Leave me alone,” 

I said, louder and angrier than I’d expected, given the shaking that was starting

in my knees. 

“Bold statement from a human on  Calanmai,” said the one holding my left arm. 

The  fires  didn’t  reflect  in  his  eyes.  It  was  as  if  they  gobbled  up  the  light.  I thought  of  the  naga,  whose  horrible  exteriors  matched  their  rotten  hearts. 

Somehow,  these  beautiful,  ethereal  faeries  were  far  worse.  “Once  the  Rite’s

performed,  we’ll  have  some  fun,  won’t  we?  A  treat—such  a  treat—to  find  a

human woman here.” 

I bared my teeth at him. “Get your hands off me,” I said, loud enough for anyone

to hear. 

One of them ran a hand down my side, its bony fingers digging into my ribs, my

hips.  I  jerked  back,  only  to  slam  into  the  third  one,  who  wove  his  long  fingers

through my hair and pressed close. No one looked; no one noticed. 

“Stop  it,”  I  said,  but  the  words  came  out  in  a  strangled  gasp  as  they  began herding me toward the line of trees, toward the darkness. I pushed and thrashed

against them; they only hissed. One of them shoved me and I staggered, falling

out  of  their  grasp.  The  ground  welled  up  beneath  me,  and  I  reached  for  my

knives,  but  sturdy  hands  grasped  me  under  the  shoulders  before  I  could  draw

them or hit the grass. 

They  were  strong  hands—warm  and  broad.  Not  at  all  like  the  prodding,  bony

fingers  of  the  three  faeries  who  went  utterly  still  as  whoever  caught  me  gently set me upright. 

“There you are. I’ve been looking for you,” said a deep, sensual male voice I’d

never heard. But I kept my eyes on the three faeries, bracing myself for flight as

the  male  behind  me  stepped  to  my  side  and  slipped  a  casual  arm  around  my

shoulders. 

The three lesser faeries paled, their dark eyes wide. 

“Thank  you  for  finding  her  for  me,”  my  savior  said  to  them,  smooth  and

polished.  “Enjoy  the  Rite.”  There  was  enough  of  a  bite  beneath  his  last  words that  the  faeries  stiffened.  Without  further  comment,  they  scuttled  back  to  the bonfires. 

I stepped out of the shelter of my savior’s arm and turned to thank him. 

Standing before me was the most beautiful man I’d ever seen. 

Chapter 21

Everything  about  the  stranger  radiated  sensual  grace  and  ease.  High  Fae,  no

doubt.  His  short  black  hair  gleamed  like  a  raven’s  feathers,  offsetting  his  pale skin and blue eyes so deep they were violet, even in the firelight. They twinkled

with amusement as he beheld me. 

For a moment, we said nothing.  Thank you didn’t seem to cover what he’d done

for me, but something about the way he stood with absolute stillness, the night

seeming  to  press  in  closer  around  him,  made  me  hesitate  to  speak—made  me

want to run in the other direction. 

He, too, wasn’t wearing a mask. From another court, then. 

A  half  smile  played  on  his  lips.  “What’s  a  mortal  woman  doing  here  on  Fire Night?”  His  voice  was  a  lover’s  purr  that  sent  shivers  through  me,  caressing every muscle and bone and nerve. 

I took a step back. “My friends brought me.” 

The  drumming  was  increasing  in  tempo,  building  to  a  climax  I  didn’t

understand.  It  had  been  so  long  since  I’d  seen  a  bare  face  that  looked  even vaguely human. His clothes—all black, all finely made—were cut close enough

to  his  body  that  I  could  see  how  magnificent  he  was.  As  if  he’d  been  molded from the night itself. 

“And  who  are  your  friends?”  He  was  still  smiling  at  me—a  predator  sizing  up prey. 

“Two ladies,” I lied again. 

“Their  names?”  He  prowled  closer,  slipping  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  I

retreated a little more and kept my mouth shut. Had I just traded three monsters

for something far worse? 

When  it  became  apparent  I  wouldn’t  answer,  he  chuckled.  “You’re  welcome,” 

he said. “For saving you.” 

I  bristled  at  his  arrogance  but  retreated  another  step.  I  was  close  enough  to  the bonfire,  to  that  little  hollow  where  the  faeries  were  all  gathered,  that  I  could make it if I sprinted. Maybe someone would take pity on me—maybe Lucien or

Alis were there. 

“Strange  for  a  mortal  to  be  friends  with  two  faeries,”  he  mused,  and  began

circling me. I could have sworn tendrils of star-kissed night trailed in his wake. 

“Aren’t humans usually terrified of us? And aren’t you, for that matter, supposed

to keep to your side of the wall?” 

I was terrified of  him, but I wasn’t about to let him know. “I’ve known them my

whole life. I’ve never had anything to fear from them.” 

He  paused  his  circling.  He  now  stood  between  me  and  the  bonfire—and  my

escape route. “And yet they brought you to the Great Rite and abandoned you.” 

“They  went  to  get  refreshments,”  I  said,  and  his  smile  grew.  Whatever  I’d  just said  had  given  me  away.  I’d  spotted  the  servants  hauling  off  the  food,  but—

maybe it wasn’t here. 

He smiled for a heartbeat longer. I had never seen anyone so handsome

—and never had so many warning bells pealed in my head because of it. 

“I’m afraid the refreshments are a long way off,” he said, coming closer now. “It

might  be  a  while  before  they  return.  May  I  escort  you  somewhere  in  the

meantime?” He removed a hand from his pocket to offer his arm. 

He’d been able to scare off those faeries without lifting a finger. “No,” I said, my

tongue thick and heavy. 

He waved his hand toward the hollow—toward the drums. “Enjoy the Rite, then. 

Try to stay out of trouble.” His eyes gleamed in a way that suggested staying out

of trouble meant staying far, far away from him. 

Though it might have been the biggest risk I’d ever taken, I blurted, “So you’re

not a part of the Spring Court?” 

He returned to me, every movement exquisite and laced with lethal power, but I

held  my  ground  as  he  gave  me  a  lazy  smile.  “Do  I  look  like  I’m  part  of  the Spring Court?” The words were tinged with an arrogance that only an immortal

could  achieve.  He  laughed  under  his  breath.  “No,  I’m  not  a  part  of  the  noble Spring Court. And glad of it.” He gestured to his face, where a mask might go. 

I  should  have  walked  away,  should  have  shut  my  mouth.  “Why  are  you  here, 

then?” 

The man’s remarkable eyes seemed to glow—with enough of a deadly edge that

I  backed  up  a  step.  “Because  all  the  monsters  have  been  let  out  of  their  cages tonight,  no  matter  what  court  they  belong  to.  So  I  may  roam  wherever  I  wish until the dawn.” 

More riddles and questions to be answered. But I’d had enough—

especially  as  his  smile  turned  cold  and  cruel.  “Enjoy  the  Rite,”  I  repeated  as blandly as I could. 

I hurried back to the hollow, too aware of the fact that I was putting my back to

him.  I  was  grateful  to  lose  myself  in  the  crowd  milling  along  the  path  to  the cave, still waiting for some moment to occur. 

When I stopped shaking, I looked around at the gathered faeries. Most of them

still  wore  masks,  but  there  were  some,  like  that  lethal  stranger  and  those  three horrible faeries, who wore no masks at all—either faeries with no allegiance or

members of other courts. I couldn’t tell them apart. As I scanned the crowd, my

eyes  met  with  those  of  a  masked  faerie  across  the  path.  One  was  russet  and shone as brightly as his red hair. The other was—

metal. I blinked at the same moment he did, and then his eyes went wide. 

He  vanished  into  nothing,  and  a  second  later,  someone  grabbed  my  elbow  and

yanked me out of the crowd. 

“Have  you  lost  your  senses?”  Lucien  shouted  above  the  drums.  His  face  was

ghostly pale. “What are you doing here?” 

None  of  the  faeries  noticed  us—they  were  all  staring  intensely  down  the  path, away from the cave. “I wanted to—” I started, but Lucien cursed violently. 

“Idiot!” he yelled at me, then glanced behind him toward where the other faeries

stared.  “Useless  human  fool.”  Without  further  word,  he  slung  me  over  his

shoulder as if I were a sack of potatoes. 

Despite my wriggling and shouts of protest, despite my demands that he get my

horse,  he  held  firm,  and  when  I  looked  up,  I  found  that  he  was  running—fast. 

Faster than anything should be able to move. It made me so nauseated that I shut

my eyes. He didn’t stop until the air was cooler and calmer, and the drumming

was distant. 

Lucien  dropped  me  on  the  floor  of  the  manor  hallway,  and  when  I  steadied

myself, I found his face just as pale as before. “You stupid mortal,” 

he  snapped.  “Didn’t  he  tell  you  to  stay  in  your  room?”  Lucien  looked  over  his shoulder, toward the hills, where the drumming became so loud and fast that it

was like a rainstorm. 

“That was hardly anything—” 

“That wasn’t even the ceremony!” It was only then that I saw the sweat on his

face and the panicked gleam in his eyes. “By the Cauldron, if Tam

found you there …” 

“So what?” I said, shouting as well. I hated feeling like a disobedient child. 

“It’s the   Great Rite, Cauldron boil me!  Didn’t anyone tell you what it is?”  My silence was answer enough. I could almost see the drumbeats pulsing against his

skin, beckoning him to rejoin the crowd. “Fire Night signals the official start of

spring—in  Prythian,  as  well  as  in  the  mortal  world,”  Lucien  said.  While  his

words  were  calm,  they  trembled  slightly.  I  leaned  against  the  wall  of  the

hallway, forcing myself into a casualness I didn’t feel. “Here, our crops depend

upon the magic we regenerate on  Calanmai—tonight.” 

I  stuffed  my  hands  into  the  pockets  of  my  pants.  Tamlin  had  said  something

similar  two  days  ago.  Lucien  shuddered,  as  if  shaking  off  an  invisible  touch. 

“We  do  this  by  conducting  the  Great  Rite.  Each  of  the  seven  High  Lords  of

Prythian  performs  this  every  year,  since  their  magic  comes  from  the  earth  and returns to it at the end—it’s a give-and-take.” 

“But what is it?” I asked, and he clicked his tongue. 

“Tonight, Tam will allow … great and terrible magic to enter his body,” 

Lucien  said,  staring  at  the  distant  fires.  “The  magic  will  seize  control  of  his mind, his  body,  his  soul, and  turn  him  into the  Hunter.  It  will fill  him  with  his sole  purpose:  to  find  the  Maiden.  From  their  coupling,  magic  will  be  released and spread to the earth, where it will regenerate life for the year to come.” 

My face became hot, and I fought the urge to fidget. 

“Tonight,  Tam  won’t  be  the  faerie  you  know,”  Lucien  said.  “He  won’t  even

know  his  name.  The  magic  will  consume  everything  in  him  but  that  one  basic

command—and need.” 
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“Who … who’s the Maiden?” I got out. 

Lucien snorted. “No one knows until it’s time. After Tam hunts down the white

stag  and  kills  it  for  the  sacrificial  offering,  he’ll  make  his  way  to  that  sacred cave, where he’ll find the path lined with faerie females waiting to be chosen as

his mate for tonight.” 

“What?” 

Lucien  laughed.  “Yes—all  those  female  faeries  around  you  were  females  for

Tamlin to pick. It’s an honor to be chosen, but it’s his instincts that select her.” 

“But  you  were  there—and  other  male  faeries.”  My  face  burned  so  hot  that  I

began sweating. That was why those three horrible faeries had been there—and

they’d thought that just by my presence, I was happy to comply with their plans. 

“Ah.” Lucien chuckled. “Well, Tam’s not the only one who gets to perform the

rite tonight. Once he makes his choice, we’re free to mingle. 

Though  it’s  not  the  Great  Rite,  our  own  dalliances  tonight  will  help  the  land, too.” He shrugged off that invisible hand a second time, and his eyes fell upon

the hills. “You’re lucky I found you when I did, though,” he said. 

“Because  he  would  have  smelled  you,  and  claimed  you,  but  it  wouldn’t  have

been  Tamlin  who  brought  you  into  that  cave.”  His  eyes  met  mine,  and  a  chill went  over  me.  “And  I  don’t  think  you  would  have  liked  it.  Tonight  is  not  for lovemaking.” 

I swallowed my nausea. 

“I should go,” Lucien said, gazing at the hills. “I need to return before he arrives

at the cave—at least to  try to control him when he smells you and can’t find you in the crowd.” 

It made me sick—the thought of Tamlin forcing me, that magic could strip away

any sense of self, of right or wrong. But hearing that … that some feral part of

him  wanted me … My breath was painful. 

“Stay  in  your  room  tonight,  Feyre,”  Lucien  said,  walking  to  the  garden  doors. 

“No  matter  who  comes  knocking,  keep  the  door  locked.  Don’t  come  out  until

morning.” 

At some point, I dozed off while sitting at my vanity. I awoke the moment the

drums stopped. A shuddering silence went through the house, and the hair on my

arms arose as magic swept past me, rippling outward. 

Though I tried not to, I thought about the probable source and blushed, even as

my chest tightened. I glanced at the clock. It was past two in the morning. 

Well,  he’d  certainly  taken  his  time  with  the  ritual,  which  meant  the  girl  was probably beautiful and charming, and appealed to his  instincts. 

I wondered whether she was glad to be chosen. Probably. She’d come to the hill

of her own free will. And after all, Tamlin was a High Lord, and it was a great

honor. And I supposed Tamlin was handsome. Terribly

handsome. Even though I couldn’t see the upper part of his face, his eyes were

fine,  and  his  mouth  beautifully  curved  and  full.  And  then  there  was  his  body, which was … was … I hissed and stood. 

I  stared  at  my  door,  at  the  snare  I’d  rigged.  How  utterly  absurd—as  if  bits  of rope and wood could protect me from the demons in this land. 

Needing  to  do  something  with  my  hands,  I  carefully  disassembled  the  snare. 

Then I unlocked the door and strode into the hallway. What a ridiculous holiday. 

Absurd. It was good that humans had cast them aside. 

I made it to the empty kitchen, gobbled down half a loaf of bread, an apple, and

a  lemon  tart.  I  nibbled  on  a  chocolate  cookie  as  I  walked  to  my  little  painting room. I needed to get some of the furious images out of my mind, even if I had

to paint by candlelight. 

I  was  about  to  turn  down  the  hallway  when  a  tall  male  figure  appeared  before me. The moonlight from the open window turned his mask silver, and his golden

hair—unbound and crowned with laurel leaves—gleamed. 

“Going somewhere?” Tamlin asked. His voice was not entirely of this world. 

I  suppressed  a  shudder.  “Midnight  snack,”  I  said,  and  I  was  keenly  aware  of every movement, every breath I took as I neared him. 

His  bare  chest  was  painted  with  whorls  of  dark  blue  woad,  and  from  the

smudges  in  the  paint,  I  knew  exactly  where  he’d  been  touched.  I  tried  not  to notice that they descended past his muscled midriff. 

I was about to pass him when he grabbed me, so fast that I didn’t see anything

until he had me pinned against the wall. The cookie dropped from my hand as he

grasped  my  wrists.  “I  smelled  you,”  he  breathed,  his  painted  chest  rising  and falling so close to mine. “I searched for you, and you weren’t there.” 

He reeked of magic. When I looked into his eyes, remnants of power flickered

there. No kindness, none of the wry humor and gentle reprimands. 

The Tamlin I knew was gone. 

“Let go,” I said as evenly as I could, but his claws punched out, imbedding in the

wood above my hands. Still riding the magic, he was half-wild. 

“You drove me mad,” he growled, and the sound trembled down my neck, along

my breasts until they ached. “I searched for you, and you

weren’t there. When I didn’t find you,” he said, bringing his face closer to mine, 

until we shared breath, “it made me pick another.” 

I couldn’t escape. I wasn’t entirely sure that I wanted to. 

“She asked me not to be gentle with her, either,” he snarled, his teeth bright in

the  moonlight.  He  brought  his  lips  to  my  ear.  “I  would  have  been  gentle  with you, though.” I shuddered as I closed my eyes. Every inch of my body went taut

as  his  words  echoed  through  me.  “I  would  have  had  you  moaning  my  name

throughout it all. And I would have taken a very, very long time, Feyre.” He said

my  name  like  a  caress,  and  his  hot  breath  tickled  my  ear.  My  back  arched

slightly. 

He  ripped  his  claws  free  from  the  wall,  and  my  knees  buckled  as  he  let  go.  I grasped the wall to keep from sinking to the floor, to keep from grabbing him—

to strike or caress, I didn’t know. I opened my eyes. He still smiled—smiled like

an animal. 

“Why should I want someone’s leftovers?” I said, making to push him away. He grabbed my hands again and bit my neck. 

I  cried  out  as  his  teeth  clamped  onto  the  tender  spot  where  my  neck  met  my shoulder.  I  couldn’t  move—couldn’t  think,  and  my  world  narrowed  to  the

feeling of his lips and teeth against my skin. He didn’t pierce my flesh, but rather

bit to keep me pinned. The push of his body against mine, the hard and the soft, 

made  me  see  red—see  lightning,  made  me  grind  my  hips  against  his.  I  should

hate him—hate him for his stupid ritual, for the female he’d been with tonight …

His bite lightened, and his tongue caressed the places his teeth had been. 

He  didn’t  move—he  just  remained  in  that  spot,  kissing  my  neck.  Intently, 

territorially,  lazily.  Heat  pounded  between  my  legs,  and  as  he  ground  his  body against me, against every aching spot, a moan slipped past my lips. 

He jerked away. The air was bitingly cold against my freed skin, and I panted as

he  stared  at  me.  “Don’t  ever  disobey  me  again,”  he  said,  his  voice  a  deep  purr that ricocheted through me, awakening everything and lulling it into complicity. 

Then  I  reconsidered  his  words  and  straightened.  He  grinned  at  me  in  that  wild way, and my hand connected with his face. 

“Don’t  tell  me  what  to  do,”  I  breathed,  my  palm  stinging.  “And  don’t  bite  me like some enraged beast.” 

He  chuckled  bitterly.  The  moonlight  turned  his  eyes  to  the  color  of  leaves  in shadow.  More—I  wanted  the  hardness  of  his  body  crushing  against  mine;  I

wanted his mouth and teeth and tongue on my bare skin, on my breasts, between

my legs. Everywhere—I wanted him  everywhere. I was drowning in that need. 

His nostrils flared as he scented me—scented every burning, raging thought that

was  pounding  through  my  body,  my  senses.  The  breath  rushed  from  him  in  a

mighty whoosh. 

He growled once, low and frustrated and vicious, before prowling away. 

Chapter 22

I  awoke  when  the  sun  was  high,  after  tossing  and  turning  all  night,  empty  and
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aching. 

The servants were sleeping in after their night of celebrating, so I made myself a

bath and took a good, long soak. Try as I might to forget the feel of Tamlin’s lips

on my neck, I had an enormous bruise where he’d bitten me. 

After bathing, I dressed and sat at the vanity to braid my hair. 

I opened the drawers of the vanity, searching for a scarf or something to cover

the bruise peeking over the collar of my blue tunic, but then paused and glared at

myself in the mirror. He’d acted like a brute and a savage, and if he’d come to

his  senses  by  this  morning,  then  seeing  what  he’d  done  would  be  minimal

punishment. 

Sniffing, I opened the collar of my tunic farther and tucked stray strands of my

golden-brown  hair  behind  my  ears  so  there  would  be  no  concealing  it.  I  was

beyond cowering. 

Humming  to  myself  and  swinging  my  hands,  I  strode  downstairs  and  followed

my nose to the dining room, where I knew lunch was usually served for Tamlin

and  Lucien.  When  I  flung  open  the  doors,  I  found  them  both  sprawled  in  their chairs. I could have sworn that Lucien was sleeping upright, fork in hand. 

“Good afternoon,” I said cheerfully, with an especially saccharine smile for the

High  Lord.  He  blinked  at  me,  and  both  of  the  faerie  men  murmured  their

greetings as I took a seat across from Lucien, not my usual place facing Tamlin. 

I drank deeply from my goblet of water before piling food on my plate. I savored

the tense silence as I consumed the meal before me. 

“You look … refreshed,” Lucien observed with a glance at Tamlin. I shrugged. 

“Sleep well?” 

“Like a babe.” I smiled at him and took another bite of food, and felt Lucien’s

eyes travel inexorably to my neck. 

“What is that bruise?” Lucien demanded. 

I pointed with my fork to Tamlin. “Ask him. He did it.” 

Lucien looked from Tamlin to me and then back again. “Why does Feyre have a

bruise on her neck from you?” he asked with no small amount of amusement. 

“I bit her,” Tamlin said, not pausing as he cut his steak. “We ran into each other

in the hall after the Rite.” 

I straightened in my chair. 

“She  seems  to  have  a  death  wish,”  he  went  on,  cutting  his  meat.  The  claws

stayed  retracted  but  pushed  against  the  skin  above  his  knuckles.  My  throat

closed  up.  Oh,  he  was  mad—furious  at  my  foolishness  for  leaving  my  room—

but somehow managed to keep his anger on a tight, tight leash. 

“So,  if  Feyre  can’t  be  bothered  to  listen  to  orders,  then  I  can’t  be  held

accountable for the consequences.” 

“Accountable?”  I  sputtered,  placing  my  hands  flat  on  the  table.  “You  cornered me in the hall like a wolf with a rabbit!” 

Lucien  propped  an  arm  on  the  table  and  covered  his  mouth  with  his  hand,  his russet eye bright. 

“While I might not have been myself, Lucien  and I both told you to stay in your

room,” Tamlin said, so calmly that I wanted to rip out my hair. 

I  couldn’t  help  it.  Didn’t  even  try  to  fight  the  red-hot  temper  that  razed  my senses.  “Faerie  pig!”  I  yelled,  and  Lucien  howled,  almost  tipping  back  in  his chair. At the sight of Tamlin’s growing smile, I left. 

It took me a couple of hours to stop painting little portraits of Tamlin and Lucien

with pigs’ features. But as I finished the last one—  Two faerie pigs  wallowing in their own filth, I would call it—I smiled into the clear, bright light of my private painting room. The Tamlin I knew had returned. 

And it made me … happy. 

We apologized at dinner. He even brought me a bouquet of white roses from his

parents’ garden, and while I dismissed them as nothing, I made certain that Alis
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took  good  care  of  them  when  I  returned  to  my  room.  She  gave  me  only  a  wry nod before promising to set them in my painting room. I fell asleep with a smile

still on my lips. 

For the first time in a long, long while, I slept peacefully. 

“Don’t know if I should be pleased or worried,” Alis said the next night as she

slid the golden underdress over my upraised arms, then tugged it down. 

I smiled a bit, marveling at the intricate metallic lace that clung to my arms and

torso  like  a  second  skin  before  falling  loosely  to  the  rug.  “It’s  just  a  dress,”  I said,  lifting  my  arms  again  as  she  brought  over  the  gossamer  turquoise

overgown. It was sheer enough to see the gleaming gold mesh beneath, and light

and airy and full of movement, as if it flowed on an invisible current. 

Alis  just  chuckled  to  herself  and  guided  me  over  to  the  vanity  to  work  on  my hair. I didn’t have the courage to look at the mirror as she fussed over me. 

“Does this mean you’ll be wearing gowns from now on?” she asked, separating

sections of my hair for whatever wonders she was doing to it. 

“No,” I said quickly. “I mean—I’ll be wearing my usual clothes during the day, 

but I thought it might be nice to … try it out, at least for tonight.” 

“I see. Good that you aren’t losing your common sense entirely, then.” 

I twisted my mouth to the side. “Who taught you how to do hair like this?” 

Her  fingers  stilled,  then  continued  their  work.  “My  mother  taught  me  and  my

sister, and her mother taught her before that.” 

“Have you always been at the Spring Court?” 

“No,”  she  said,  pinning  my  hair  in  various,  subtle  places.  “No,  we  were

originally from the Summer Court—that’s where my kin still dwells.” 

“How’d you wind up here?” 

Alis met  my  eyes in  the  mirror, her  lips  a  tight line.  “I  made a  choice  to come here—and my kin thought me mad. But my sister and her mate had been killed, 

and for her boys …” She coughed, as if choking on the words. 

“I came here to do what I could.” She patted my shoulder. “Have a look.” 

I dared a glimpse at my reflection. 

I hurried from the room before I could lose my nerve. 

I had to keep my hands clenched at my sides to avoid wiping my sweaty palms

on the skirts of my gown as I reached the dining room, and

immediately contemplated bolting upstairs and changing into a tunic and pants. 

But  I  knew  they’d  already  heard  me,  or  smelled  me,  or  used  whatever

heightened senses they had to detect my presence, and since fleeing would only

make it worse, I found it in myself to push open the double doors. 

Whatever discussion Tamlin and Lucien had been having stopped, and I tried not

to look at their wide eyes as I strode to my usual place at the end of the table. 

“Well,  I’m  late  for  something  incredibly  important,”  Lucien  said,  and  before  I could  call  him  on  his  outright  lie  or  beg  him  to  stay,  the  fox-masked  faerie vanished. 

I  could  feel  the  full  weight  of  Tamlin’s  undivided  attention  on  me—on  every

breath and movement I took. I studied the candelabras atop the mantel beside the

table.  I  had  nothing  to  say  that  didn’t  sound  absurd—yet  for  some  reason,  my mouth decided to start moving. 

“You’re  so  far  away.”  I  gestured  to  the  expanse  of  table  between  us.  “It’s  like you’re in another room.” 

The quarters of the table vanished, leaving Tamlin not two feet away, sitting at

an infinitely more intimate table. I yelped and almost tipped over in my chair. He

laughed  as  I  gaped  at  the  small  table  that  now  stood  between  us.  “Better?”  he asked. 

I  ignored  the  metallic  tang  of  magic  as  I  said,  “How  …  how  did  you   do  that? 

Where did it go?” 

He cocked his head. “Between. Think of it as … a broom closet tucked between pockets of the world.” He flexed his hands and rolled his neck, as if shaking off

some pain. 

“Does it tax you?” Sweat seemed to gleam on the strong column of his neck. 

He stopped flexing his hands and set them flat on the table. “Once, it was as easy

as breathing. But now … it requires concentration.” 

Because of the blight on Prythian and the toll it had taken on him. “You could

have just taken a closer seat,” I said. 

Tamlin  gave  me  a  lazy  grin.  “And  miss  a  chance  to  show  off  to  a  beautiful woman? Never.” I smiled down at my plate. 

“You do look beautiful,” he said quietly. “I mean it,” he added when my mouth

twisted to the side. “Didn’t you look in the mirror?” 

Though  his  bruise  still  marred  my  neck,  I   had  looked  pretty.  Feminine.  I wouldn’t  go  so  far  as  to  call  myself  a  beauty,  but  …  I  hadn’t  cringed.  A  few months  here  had  done  wonders  for  the  awkward  sharpness  and  angles  of  my

face. And I dared say that some kind of light had crept into my eyes—  my eyes, 

not my mother’s eyes or Nesta’s eyes.  Mine. 

“Thank you,” I said, and was grateful to avoid saying anything else as he served

me and then himself. When my stomach was full to bursting, I dared to look at

him—really  look at him—again. 

Tamlin  leaned  back  in  his  chair,  yet  his  shoulders  were  tight,  his  mouth  a  thin line. He hadn’t been called to the border in a few days—hadn’t come back weary

and covered in blood since before Fire Night. And yet … He’d grieved for that

nameless Summer Court faerie with the hacked-off wings. 

What  grief  and  burdens  did  he  bear  for  whoever  else  had  been  lost  in  this

conflict—lost  to  the  blight,  or  to  the  attacks  on  the  borders?  High  Lord—a

position he hadn’t wanted or expected, yet he’d been forced to bear its weight as

best he could. 

“Come,”  I  said,  rising  from  my  chair  and  tugging  on  his  hand.  The  calluses

scraped  against  mine,  but  his  fingers  tightened  as  he  looked  up  at  me.  “I  have

something for you.” 

“For  me,”  he  repeated  carefully,  but  rose.  I  led  him  out  of  the  dining  room. 

When  I  went  to  drop  his  hand,  he  didn’t  let  go.  It  was  enough  to  keep  me walking quickly, as if I could outrun my thundering heart or the sheer immortal

presence of him at my side. I brought him down hall after hall until we got to my

little  painting  room,  and  he  finally  released  my  hand  as  I  reached  for  the  key. 

Cold air bit into my skin without the warmth of his hand around mine. 

“I  knew  you’d  asked  Alis  for  a  key,  but  I  didn’t  think  you  actually  locked  the room,” he said behind me. 

I  gave  him  a  narrowed  glance  over  my  shoulder  as  I  pushed  open  the  door. 

“Everyone snoops in this house. I didn’t want you or Lucien coming in here until

I was ready.” 

I stepped into the darkened room and cleared my throat, a silent request for him

to  light  the  candles.  It  took  him  longer  than  I’d  seen  him  need  before,  and  I wondered  if  shortening  the  table  had  somehow  drained  him  more  than  he’d  let

on. The Suriel had said the High Lords  were Power—and yet … yet something

had to be truly, thoroughly wrong if this was all he

could  manage.  The  room  gradually  flared  with  light,  and  I  pushed  my  worry

aside as I stepped farther into the room. I took a deep breath and gestured to the

easel and the painting I’d put there. I hoped he wouldn’t notice the paintings I’d

leaned against the walls. 

He turned in place, staring around him at the room. 

“I know they’re strange,” I said, my hands sweating again. I tucked them behind

my back. “And I know they’re not like—not as good as the ones you have here, 

but …” I walked to the painting on the easel. It was an impression, not a lifelike

rendering. “I wanted you to see this one,” I said, pointing to the smear of green

and gold and silver and blue. “It’s for you. A gift. For everything you’ve done.” 

Heat  flared  in  my  cheeks,  my  neck,  my  ears,  as  he  silently  approached  the

painting. 

“It’s the glen—with the pool of starlight,” I said quickly. 

“I know what it is,” he murmured, studying the painting. I backed away a step, unable  to  bear  watching  him  look  at  it,  wishing  I  hadn’t  brought  him  in  here, blaming  it  on  the  wine  I’d  had  at  dinner,  on  the  stupid  dress.  He  examined  the painting  for  a  miserable  eternity,  then  looked  away—to  the  nearest  painting

leaning against the wall. 

My gut tightened. A hazy landscape of snow and skeletal trees and nothing else. 

It looked like … like nothing, I supposed, to anyone but me. I opened my mouth

to explain, wishing I’d turned the others away from view, but he spoke. 

“That  was  your  forest.  Where  you  hunted.”  He  came  closer  to  the  painting, 

gazing at the bleak, empty cold, the white and gray and brown and black. “This

was your life,” he clarified. 

I was too mortified, too stunned, to reply. He walked to the next painting I’d left

against  the  wall.  Darkness  and  dense  brown,  flickers  of  ruby  red  and  orange

squeezing out between them. “Your cottage at night.” 

I tried to move, to tell him to stop looking at those ones and look at the others I’d

laid out, but I couldn’t—couldn’t even breathe properly as he moved to the next

painting.  A  tanned,  sturdy  male  hand  fisted  in  the  hay,  the  pale  pieces  of  it entwined among strands of brown coated with gold—

my  hair.  My  gut  twisted.  “The  man  you  used  to  see—in  your  village.”  He

cocked his head again as he studied the picture, and a low growl slipped

out.  “While  you  made  love.”  He  stepped  back,  looking  at  the  row  of  pictures. 

“This is the only one with any brightness.” 

Was  that  …  jealousy?  “It  was  the  only  escape  I  had.”  Truth.  I  wouldn’t

apologize  for  Isaac.  Not  when  Tamlin  had  just  been  in  the  Great  Rite.  I  didn’t hold that against him—but if he was going to be jealous of  Isaac—

Tamlin must have realized it, too, for he loosed a long, controlled breath before

moving to the next painting. Tall shadows of men, bright red dripping off their

fists,  off  their  wooden  clubs,  hovering  and  filling  the  edges  of  the  painting  as they towered over the curled figure on the floor, the blood leaking from him, the

leg at a wrong angle. 

Tamlin swore. “You were there when they wrecked your father’s leg.” 

“Someone had to beg them to stop.” 

Tamlin threw a too-knowing glance in my direction and turned to look at the rest

of the paintings. There they were, all the wounds I’d slowly been leeching these

few  months.  I  blinked.  A  few  months.  Did  my  family  believe  that  I  would  be forever away with this so-called dying aunt? 

At last, Tamlin looked at the painting of the glen and the starlight. He nodded in

appreciation.  But  he  pointed  to  the  painting  of  the  snow-veiled  woods.  “That

one. I want that one.” 

“It’s cold and melancholy,” I said, hiding my wince. “It doesn’t suit this place at

all.” 

He  went  up  to  it,  and  the  smile  he  gave  me  was  more  beautiful  than  any

enchanted meadow or pool of stars. “I want it nonetheless,” he said softly. 

I’d  never  yearned  for  anything  more  than  to  remove  his  mask  and  see  the  face beneath, to find out whether it matched how I’d dreamed he looked. 

“Tell  me  there’s  some  way  to  help  you,”  I  breathed.  “With  the  masks,  with

whatever threat has taken so much of your power. Tell me—just tell me what I

can do to help you.” 

“A human wishes to help a faerie?” 

“Don’t tease me,” I said. “Please—just … tell me.” 

“There’s  nothing  I  want  you  to  do,  nothing  you   can  do—or  anyone.  It’s  my burden to bear.” 

“You don’t have to—” 

“I do. What I have to face, what I endure, Feyre … you would not survive.” 

“So I’m to live here forever, in ignorance of the true scope of what’s happening? 

If you don’t want me to understand what’s going on … would you rather …” I

swallowed hard. “Rather I found someplace else to live? 

Where I’m not a distraction?” 

“Didn’t  Calanmai teach you anything?” 

“Only that magic makes you into a brute.” 

He  laughed,  though  not  entirely  with  amusement.  When  I  remained  silent,  he

sighed. “No, I don’t want you to live somewhere else. I want you here, where I

can look after you—where I can come home and know you’re here, painting and

safe.” 

I couldn’t look away from him. “I thought about sending you away at first,” he

murmured. “Part of me still thinks I should have found somewhere else for you

to live. But maybe I was selfish. Even when you made it so clear that you were

more interested in ignoring the Treaty or finding a way out of it, I couldn’t bring

myself to let you go—to find someplace in Prythian where you’d be comfortable

enough to not attempt to flee.” 

“Why?” 

He picked up the small painting of the frozen forest and examined it again. “I’ve

had many lovers,” he admitted. “Females of noble birth, warriors, princesses …” 

Rage hit me, low and deep in the gut at the thought of them—rage at their titles, 

their  undoubtedly  good  looks,  at  their  closeness  to  him.  “But  they  never

understood. What it was like, what it   is like, for me to care for my people, my lands.  What  scars  are  still  there,  what  the  bad  days  feel  like.”  That  wrathful jealousy  faded  away  like  morning  dew  as  he  smiled  at  my  painting.  “This

reminds me of it.” 

“Of what?” I breathed. 

He  lowered  the  painting,  looking  right  at  me,  right  into  me.  “That  I’m  not

alone.” 

I didn’t lock my bedroom door that night. 

Chapter 23

The  next  afternoon  I  lay  on  my  back  in  the  grass,  savoring  the  warmth  of  the sunshine filtering through the canopy of leaves, noting how I might incorporate

it  into  my  next  painting.  Lucien,  claiming  that  he  had  miserable  emissary

business to attend to, had left Tamlin and me to our own devices, and the High

Lord had taken me to yet another beautiful spot in his enchanted forest. 

But  there  were  no  enchantments  here—no  pools  of  starlight,  no  rainbow

waterfalls.  It  was  just  a  grassy  glen  watched  over  by  a  weeping  willow,  with  a clear brook running through it. We lounged in comfortable silence, and I glanced

at  Tamlin,  who  dozed  beside  me.  His  golden  hair  and  mask  glistened  bright

against the emerald carpet. The delicate arch of his pointed ears made me pause. 

He opened  an  eye  and  smiled  lazily at  me.  “That  willow’s  singing  always  puts

me to sleep.” 

“The  what  of  what?”  I  said,  propping  myself  on  my  elbows  to  stare  at  the  tree above us. 

Tamlin  pointed  toward  the  willow.  The  branches  sighed  as  they  moved  in  the

breeze. “It sings.” 

“I suppose it sings war-camp limericks, too?” 

He smiled and half sat up, twisting to look at me. “You’re human,” he said, and I

rolled my eyes. “Your senses are still sealed off from everything.” 

I made a face. “Just another of my many shortcomings.” But the word—

 shortcomings—had somehow stopped finding its mark. 

He  plucked  a  strand  of  grass  from  my  hair.  Heat  radiated  from  my  face  as  his fingers grazed my cheek. “I could make you able to see it,” he said. 

His fingers lingered at the end of my braid, twirling the curl of hair around. 

“See  my  world—hear  it,  smell  it.”  My  breathing  became  shallow  as  he  sat  up. 

“Taste it.” His eyes flicked to the fading bruise on my neck. 

“How?” I asked, heat blooming as he crouched before me. 

“Every gift comes with a price.” I frowned, and he grinned. “A kiss.” 

“Absolutely not!” But my blood raced, and I had to clench my hands in the grass

to keep from touching him. “Don’t you think it puts me at a disadvantage to not

be able to see all this?” 

“I’m  one  of  the  High  Fae—we  don’t  give  anything  without  gaining  something

from it.” 

To my own surprise, I said, “Fine.” 

He blinked, probably expecting me to have fought a little harder. I hid my smile

and  sat  up  so  that  I  faced  him,  our  knees  touching  as  we  knelt  in  the  grass.  I licked  my  lips,  my  heart  fluttering  so  quickly  it  felt  as  if  I  had  a  hummingbird inside my chest. 

“Close  your  eyes,”  he  said,  and  I  obeyed,  my  fingers  grappling  onto  the  grass. 

The  birds  chattered,  and  the  willow  branches  sighed.  The  grass  crunched  as

Tamlin rose up on his knees. I braced myself at the brush of his mouth on one of

my  eyelids,  then  on  the  other.  He  pulled  away,  and  I  was  left  breathless,  the kisses still lingering on my skin. 

The singing of birds became an orchestra—a symphony of gossip and mirth. I’d

never heard so many layers of music, never heard the variations and themes that

wove between their arpeggios. And beyond the birdsong, there was an ethereal

melody—a woman, melancholy and weary … the willow. Gasping, I opened my

eyes. 

The world had become richer, clearer. The brook was a near-invisible rainbow of

water  that  flowed  over  stones  as  invitingly  smooth  as  silk.  The  trees  were

clothed in a faint shimmer that radiated from their centers and danced along the

edges of their leaves. There was no tangy metallic stench

—no, the smell of magic had become like jasmine, like lilac, like roses. I would

never be able to paint it, the richness, the feel … Maybe fractions of it, but not

the whole thing. 

Magic—  everything was magic, and it broke my heart. 

I looked to Tamlin, and my heart cracked entirely. 

It  was  Tamlin,  but  not.  Rather,  it  was  the  Tamlin  I’d  dreamed  of.  His  skin gleamed with a golden sheen, and around his head glowed a circlet of sunshine. 

And his eyes—

Not merely green and gold, but every hue and variation that could be imagined, as though every leaf in the forest had bled into one shade.  This

was  a  High  Lord  of  Prythian—devastatingly  handsome,  captivating,  powerful

beyond belief. 

My breath caught in my throat as I touched the contours of his mask. 

The  cool  metal  bit  into  my  fingertips,  and  the  emeralds  slipped  against  my

callused skin. I lifted my other hand and gently grasped either side of the mask. I

pulled lightly. 

It wouldn’t move. 

He began smiling as I pulled again, and I blinked, dropping my hands. 

Instantly, the golden, glowing Tamlin vanished, and the one I knew returned. I

could still hear the singing of the willow and the birds, but …

“Why can’t I see you anymore?” 

“Because I willed my glamour back into place.” 

“Glamour for what?” 

“To look normal. Or as normal as I can look with this damned thing,” he added, 

gesturing  to  the  mask.  “Being  a  High  Lord,  even  one  with  …  limited  powers, 

comes with physical markers, too. It’s why I couldn’t hide what I was becoming

from my brothers—from anyone. It’s still easier to blend in.” 

“But  the  mask  truly  can’t  come  off—I  mean,  are  you  sure  there’s  no  one  who knows  how  to  fix  what  the  magic  did  that  night?  Even  someone  in  another

court?” I don’t know why the mask bothered me so greatly. I didn’t need to see

his entire face to know him. 

“I’m sorry to disappoint you.” 

“I just … just want to know what you look like.” I wondered when I’d grown so

shallow. 

“What do you think I look like?” 

I tilted my head to the side. “A strong, straight nose,” I said, drawing from what

I’d  once  tried  to  paint.  “High  cheekbones  that  bring  out  your  eyes.  Slightly  …

slightly  arched  brows,”  I  finished,  blushing.  He  was  grinning  so  broadly  that  I could almost see all of his teeth—those fangs nowhere in sight. I tried to think

up an excuse for my forwardness, but a yawn crept from me as a sudden weight

pressed on my eyes. 

“What about your part of the bargain?” 

“What?” 

He leaned closer, his smile turning wicked. “What about my kiss?” 

I grabbed his fingers. “Here,” I said, and slammed my mouth against the back of

his hand. “There’s your kiss.” 

Tamlin roared with laughter, but the world blurred, lulling me to sleep. 

The  willow  beckoned  me  to  lie  down,  and  I  obliged.  From  far  off,  I  heard

Tamlin curse. “Feyre?” 

Sleep.  I  wanted  sleep.  And  there  was  no  better  place  to  sleep  than  right  here, listening  to  the  willow  and  the  birds  and  the  brook.  I  curled  on  my  side,  using my arm for a pillow. 

“I should bring you home,” he murmured, but he didn’t move to drag me to my

feet. Instead, I felt a slight thud in the earth, and the spring rain and new grass

scent of him cloyed in my nose as he lay beside me. I tingled with pleasure as he

stroked my hair. 

This was such a lovely dream. I’d never slept so wonderfully before. So warm, 

nestled beside him. Calm. Faintly, echoing into my world of slumber, he spoke

again, his breath caressing my ear. “You’re exactly as I dreamed you’d be, too.” 

Darkness swallowed everything. 

Chapter 24

It wasn’t the dawn that awoke me, but rather a buzzing noise. I groaned as I sat

up in bed and squinted at the squat woman with skin made from tree bark who fussed with my breakfast dishes. 

“Where’s  Alis?”  I  asked,  rubbing  the  sleep  from  my  eyes.  Tamlin  must  have

carried me up here—must have carried me the whole way home. 

“What?” She turned toward me. Her bird mask was familiar. But I would have

remembered a faerie with skin like that. Would have painted it already. 

“Is Alis unwell?” I said, sliding from the bed. This   was my room, wasn’t it? A

quick glance told me yes. 

“Are you out of your right mind?” the faerie said. I bit my lip. “I  am Alis,” she clucked, and with a shake of her head, she strode into the bathing room to start

my bath. 

It was impossible. The Alis I knew was fair and plump and looked like a High

Fae. 

I  rubbed  my  eyes  with  my  thumb  and  forefinger.  A  glamour—that’s  what

Tamlin  had  said  he  wore.  His  faerie  sight  had  stripped  away  the  glamours  I’d been seeing. But why bother to glamour everything? 

Because I’d been a cowering human, that’s why. Because Tamlin knew I would

have locked myself in this room and never come out if I’d seen them all for their

true selves. 

Things only got worse when I made my way downstairs to find the High Lord. 

The  hallways  were  bustling  with  masked  faeries  I’d  never  seen  before.  Some

were tall and humanoid—High Fae like Tamlin—others were

… not. Faeries. I tried to avoid looking at those ones, as they seemed the most

surprised to notice my attention. 

I was almost shaking by the time I reached the dining room. Lucien, mercifully, 

appeared  like  Lucien.  I  didn’t  ask  whether  that  was  because  Tamlin  had

informed him to put up a better glamour or because he didn’t bother trying to be

something he wasn’t. 

Tamlin lounged in his usual chair but straightened as I lingered in the doorway. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“There are … a lot of people—faeries—around. When did they arrive?” 

I’d  almost  yelped  when  I  looked  out  my  bedroom  window  and  spotted  all  the

faeries in the garden. Many of them—all with insect masks—pruned the hedges

and  tended  the  flowers.  Those  faeries  had  been  the  strangest  of  all,  with  their iridescent, buzzing wings sprouting from their backs. And, of course, then there

was the green-and-brown skin, and their unnaturally long limbs, and—

Tamlin bit his lip as if to keep from smiling. “They’ve been here all along.” 

“But … but I didn’t  hear anything.” 

“Of course you didn’t,” Lucien drawled, and twirled one of his daggers between

his hands. “We made sure you couldn’t see or hear anyone but those who were

necessary.” 

I adjusted the lapels of my tunic. “So you mean that … that when I ran after the

puca that night—” 

“You had an audience,” Lucien finished for me. I thought I’d been so stealthy. 

Meanwhile, I’d been tiptoeing past faeries who had probably laughed their heads

off at the blind human following an illusion. 

Fighting  against  my  rising  mortification,  I  turned  to  Tamlin.  His  lips  twitched and he clamped them tightly together, but the amusement still danced in his eyes

as he nodded. “It  was a valiant effort.” 

“But  I   could  see  the  naga—and  the  puca,  and  the  Suriel.  And—and  that  faerie whose  wings  were  …  ripped  off,”  I  said,  wincing  inwardly.  “Why  didn’t  the

glamour apply to them?” 

His  eyes  darkened.  “They’re  not  members  of  my  court,”  Tamlin  said,  “so  my

glamour didn’t keep a hold on them. The puca belongs to the wind and weather

and everything that changes. And the naga … they belong to someone else.” 

“I  see,”  I  lied,  not  quite  seeing  at  all.  Lucien  chuckled,  sensing  it,  and  I  glared sidelong at him. “You’ve been noticeably absent again.” 
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He used the dagger to clean his nails. “I’ve been busy. So have you, I take it.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded. 

“If I offer you the moon on a string, will you give me a kiss, too?” 

“Don’t  be  an  ass,”  Tamlin  said  to  him  with  a  soft  snarl,  but  Lucien  continued laughing, and was still laughing when he left the room. 

Alone  with  Tamlin,  I  shifted  on  my  feet.  “So  if  I  were  to  encounter  the  Attor again,” I said, mostly to avoid the heavy silence, “would I actually see it?” 

“Yes, and it wouldn’t be pleasant.” 

“You said it didn’t see me that time, and it certainly doesn’t seem like a member

of your court,” I ventured. “Why?” 

“Because  I  threw  a  glamour  over  you  when  we  entered  the  garden,”  he  said

simply.  “The  Attor  couldn’t  see,  hear,  or  smell  you.”  His  gaze  went  to  the

window beyond me, and he ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve done all I can to

keep you invisible to creatures like the Attor—and worse. The blight is acting up

again—and more of these creatures are being freed from their tethers.” 

My stomach turned over. “If you spot one,” Tamlin continued, “even if it looks

harmless but makes you feel uncomfortable, pretend you don’t see it. 

Don’t talk to it. If it hurts you, I … the results wouldn’t be pleasant for it, or for

me. You remember what happened with the naga.” 

This was for my own safety, not his amusement. He didn’t want me hurt

—he  didn’t  want  to  punish  them  for  hurting   me.  Even  if  the  naga  hadn’t  been part of his court, had it hurt him to kill them? 

Realizing  he  waited  for  my  answer,  I  nodded.  “The  …  the  blight  is  growing

again?” 

“So far, only in other territories. You’re safe here.” 

“It’s not my safety I’m worried about.” 

Tamlin’s eyes softened, but his lips became a thin line as he said, “It’ll be fine.” 

“Is it possible that the surge will be temporary?” A fool’s hope. 

Tamlin  didn’t  reply,  which  was  answer  enough.  If  the  blight  was  becoming

active again … I didn’t bother to offer my aid. I already knew he wouldn’t allow

me to help with whatever this conflict was. 

But I thought of that painting I’d given him, and what he’d said about it

… and wished he would let me in anyway. 

The next morning, I found a head in the garden. 

A bleeding male High Fae head—spiked atop a fountain statue of a great heron

flapping  its  wings.  The  stone  was  soaked  in  enough  blood  to  suggest  that  the head had been fresh when someone had impaled it on the heron’s upraised bill. 

I had been hauling my paints and easel out to the garden to paint one of the beds

of  irises  when  I  stumbled  across  it.  My  tins  and  brushes  had  clattered  to  the gravel. 

I  didn’t  know  where  I  went  as  I  stared  at  that  still-screaming  head,  the  brown eyes bulging, the teeth broken and bloody. No mask—so he wasn’t a part of the

Spring Court. Anything else about him, I couldn’t discern. 

His blood was so bright on the gray stone—his mouth open so vulgarly. I backed

away a step—and slammed into something warm and hard. 

I whirled, hands rising out of instinct, but Tamlin’s voice said, “It’s me,” 

and I stopped cold. Lucien stood beside him, pale and grim. 

“Not Autumn Court,” Lucien said. “I don’t recognize him at all.” 

Tamlin’s  hands  clamped  on  my  shoulders  as  I  turned  back  toward  the  head. 

“Neither do I.” A soft, vicious growl laced his words, but no claws pricked my

skin as he kept gripping me. His hands tightened, though, while Lucien stepped

into  the  small  pool  in  which  the  statue  stood—striding  through  the  red  water until he peered up at the anguished face. 

“They branded him behind the ear with a sigil,” Lucien said, swearing. 

“A mountain with three stars—” 

“Night Court,” Tamlin said too quietly. 

The Night Court—the northernmost bit of Prythian, if I recalled the mural’s map

correctly. A land of darkness and starlight. “Why … why would they do this?” I

breathed. 

Tamlin  let  go,  coming  to  stand  at  my  side  as  Lucien  climbed  the  statue  to

remove the head. I looked toward a blossoming crab apple tree instead. 

“The  Night  Court  does  what  it  wants,”  Tamlin  said.  “They  live  by  their  own

codes, their own corrupt morals.” 

“They’re all sadistic killers,” Lucien said. I dared a glance at him; he was now

perched on the heron’s stone wing. I looked away again. “They delight in torture

of every kind—and would find this sort of stunt to be amusing.” 

“Amusing, but not a message?” I scanned the garden. 

“Oh, it’s a message,” Lucien said, and I cringed at the thick, wet sounds of flesh

and  bone  on  stone  as  he  yanked  the  head  off.  I’d  skinned  enough  animals,  but this  …  Tamlin  put  another  hand  on  my  shoulder.  “To  get  in  and  out  of  our

defenses, to possibly commit the crime nearby, with the blood this fresh …” A

splash as Lucien landed in the water again. “It’s exactly what the High Lord of

the Night Court would find amusing. The bastard.” 

I gauged the distance between the pool and the house. Sixty, maybe seventy feet. 

That’s  how  close  they’d  come  to  us.  Tamlin  brushed  a  thumb  against  my

shoulder. “You’re still safe here. This was just their idea of a prank.” 

“This isn’t connected to the blight?” I asked. 

“Only  in  that  they  know  the  blight  is  again  awakening—and  want  us  to  know

they’re circling the Spring Court like vultures, should our wards fall further.” I

must  have  looked  as  sick  as  I  felt,  because  Tamlin  added,  “I  won’t  let  that happen.” 

I  didn’t  have  the  heart  to  say  that  their  masks  made  it  fairly  clear  that  nothing could be done against the blight. 

Lucien splashed out of the fountain, but I couldn’t look at him, not with the head

he bore, the blood surely on his hands and clothes. “They’ll get what’s coming to

them soon enough. Hopefully the blight will wreck them, too.” Tamlin growled

at Lucien to take care of the head, and the gravel crunched as Lucien departed. 

I crouched to pick up my paints and brushes, my hands shaking as I fumbled for

a  large  brush.  Tamlin  knelt  next  to  me,  but  his  hands  closed  around  mine, 

squeezing. 

“You’re  still  safe,”  he  said  again.  The  Suriel’s  command  echoed  through  my

mind.  Stay with the High Lord, human. You will be safe. 

I nodded. 

“It’s  court  posturing,”  he  said.  “The  Night  Court  is  deadly,  but  this  was  only their lord’s idea of a joke. Attacking anyone here—attacking you—

would cause more trouble than it’s worth for him. If the blight truly does harm

these lands, and the Night Court enters our borders, we’ll be ready.” 

My knees shook as I rose. Faerie politics, faerie courts … “Their idea of jokes

must  have  been  even  more  horrible  when  we  were  enslaved  to  you  all.”  They

must have tortured us whenever they liked—must have done such unspeakable, 

awful things to their human pets. 

A  shadow  flickered  in  his  eyes.  “Some  days,  I’m  very  glad  I  was  still  a  child when my father sent his slaves south of the wall. What I witnessed then was bad

enough.” 

I  didn’t  want  to  imagine.  Even  now,  I  still  hadn’t  looked  to  see  if  any  hints  of those long-ago humans had been left behind. I did not think five centuries would

be  enough  to  cleanse  the  stain  of  the  horrors  that  my  people  had  endured.  I should  have  let  it  go—should  have,  but  couldn’t.  “Do  you  remember  if  they

were happy to leave?” 

Tamlin  shrugged.  “Yes.  Yet  they  had  never  known  freedom,  or  known  the seasons as you do. They didn’t know what to do in the mortal world. 

But  yes—most  of  them  were  very,  very  happy  to  leave.”  Each  word  was  more

ground  out  than  the  next.  “I  was  happy  to  see  them  go,  even  if  my  father

wasn’t.”  Despite  the  stillness  with  which  he  stood,  his  claws  poked  out  from above his knuckles. 

No  wonder  he’d  been  so  awkward  with  me,  had  no  idea  what  to  do  with  me, 

when  I’d  first  arrived.  But  I  said  quietly,  “You’re  not  your  father,  Tamlin.  Or your brothers.” He glanced away, and I added, “You never made me feel like a

prisoner—never made me feel like little more than chattel.” 

The shadows that flickered in his eyes as he nodded his thanks told me there was

more—still  more  that  he  had  yet  to  tell  me  about  his  family,  his  life  before they’d  been  killed  and  this  title  had  been  thrust  upon  him.  I  wouldn’t  ask,  not with  the  blight  pressing  down  on  him—not  until  he  was  ready.  He’d  given  me

space and respect; I could offer him no less. 

Still, I couldn’t bring myself to paint that day. 

Chapter 25

Tamlin was called away to one of the borders hours after I found that head

—where and why, he wouldn’t tell me. But I sensed enough from what he didn’t

say: the blight was indeed crawling from other courts, directly toward ours. 

He stayed the night—the first he’d ever spent away—but sent Lucien to inform

me that he was alive. Lucien had emphasized that last word enough that I slept

terribly, even as a small part of me marveled that Tamlin had bothered to let me

know  about  his  well-being.  I  knew—I  knew  I  was  headed  down  a  path  that

would  likely  end  in  my  mortal  heart  being  left  in  pieces,  and  yet  …  And  yet  I couldn’t  stop  myself.  I  hadn’t  been  able  to  since  that  day  with  the  naga.  But seeing that head … the games these courts played, with people’s lives as tokens

on a board … it was an effort to keep food down whenever I thought about it. 

Yet  despite  the  creeping  malice,  I  awoke  the  next  day  to  the  sound  of  merry fiddling,  and  when  I  looked  out  the  window  I  found  the  garden  bedecked  in

ribbons  and  streamers.  On  the  distant  hills,  I  spied  the  makings  of  fires  and

maypoles  being  raised.  When  I  asked  Alis—whose  people,  I’d  learned,  were called the  urisk—she simply said, “Summer Solstice. The main celebration used

to be at the Summer Court, but … things are different. So now we have one here, 

too. You’re going.” 

Summer—in  the  weeks  that  I’d  been  painting  and  dining  with  Tamlin  and

wandering  the  court  lands  at  his  side,  summer  had  come.  Did  my  family  still truly believe me to be visiting some long-lost aunt? What were they doing with

themselves?  If  it  was  the  solstice,  then  there  would  be  a  small  gathering  in  the village center—nothing religious, of course, though the Children of the Blessed

might  wander  in  to  try  to  convert  the  young  people;  just  some  shared  food, 

donated  ale  from  the  solitary  tavern,  and  maybe  some  line  dances.  The  only

thing to celebrate was a day’s break from the long summer days of planting and

tilling.  From  the  decorations  around  the  estate,  I  could  tell  this  would  be

something far grander—far more spirited. 

Tamlin  remained  gone  for  most  of  the  day.  Worry  gnawed  at  me  even  as  I

painted  a  quick,  loose  rendering  of  the  streamers  and  ribbons  in  the  garden. 

Perhaps  it  was  petty  and  selfish,  given  the  returning  blight,  but  I  also  quietly hoped  that  the  solstice  didn’t  require  the  same  rites  as  Fire  Night.  I  didn’t  let myself think too much about what I would do if Tamlin had a flock of beautiful

faeries lining up for him. 

It  wasn’t  until  late  afternoon  that  I  heard  Tamlin’s  deep  voice  and  Lucien’s braying  laugh  echo  through  the  halls  all  the  way  to  my  painting  room.  Relief sent my chest caving in, but as I rushed to find them, Alis yanked me upstairs. 

She stripped off my paint-splattered clothes and insisted I change into a flowing, 

cornflower-blue chiffon gown. She left my hair unbound but wove a garland of

pink, white, and blue wildflowers around the crown of my head. 

I might have felt childish with it on, but in the months I’d been there, my sharp

bones and skeletal form had filled out. A woman’s body. I ran my hands over the

sweeping,  soft  curves  of  my  waist  and  hips.  I  had  never  thought  I  would  feel anything but muscle and bone. 

“Cauldron  boil  me,”  Lucien  whistled  as  I  came  down  the  stairs.  “She  looks

positively Fae.” 

I was too busy looking Tamlin over—scanning for any injury, any sign of blood

or mark that the blight might have left—to thank Lucien for the compliment. But Tamlin was clean, almost glowing, completely unarmed—

and smiling at me. Whatever he’d gone to deal with had left him unscathed. 

“You look lovely,” Tamlin murmured, and something in his soft tone made me

want to purr. 

I squared my shoulders, disinclined to let him see how much his words or voice

or  sheer  well-being  impacted  me.  Not  yet.  “I’m  surprised  I’m  even  allowed  to participate tonight.” 

“Unfortunately  for  you  and  your  neck,”  Lucien  countered,  “tonight’s  just  a

party.” 

“Do  you  lie  awake  at  night  to  come  up  with  all  your  witty  replies  for  the following day?” 

Lucien winked at me, and Tamlin laughed and offered me his arm. “He’s right,” 

the  High  Lord  said.  I  was  aware  of  every  inch  where  we  touched,  of  the  hard muscles  beneath  his  green  tunic.  He  led  me  into  the  garden,  and  Lucien

followed. “Solstice celebrates when day and night are equal—it’s a

time  of  neutrality,  when  everyone  can  take  down  their  hair  and  simply  enjoy

being a faerie—not High Fae or faerie, just  us, and nothing else.” 

“So  there’s  singing  and  dancing  and  excessive  drinking,”  Lucien  chimed  in, 

falling into step beside me. “And dallying,” he added with a wicked grin. 

Indeed, every brush of Tamlin’s body against mine made it harder to avoid the

urge  to  lean  into  him  entirely,  to  smell  him  and  touch  him  and  taste  him. 

Whether  he  noticed  the  heat  singeing  my  neck  and  face,  or  heard  my  uneven

heartbeat, he revealed nothing, holding my arm tighter as we walked out of the

garden and into the fields beyond. 

The sun was beginning its final descent when we reached the plateau on which

the festivities were to be held. I tried not to gawk at the faeries gathered, even as

I was in turn gawked at by them. I’d never seen so many in one place before, at

least not without the glamour hiding them from me. 

Now that my eyes were open to the sight, the exquisite dresses and lithe forms that  were  shaped  and  colored  and  built  so  strangely  and  differently  were  a

marvel to behold. Yet what little novelty my own presence by the High Lord’s

side  offered  soon  wore  off—helped  by  a  low,  warning  growl  from  Tamlin  that

sent the others scattering to mind their own business. 

Table after table of food had been lined up along the far edge of the plateau, and

I lost Tamlin while I waited in line to fill a plate, leaving me to try my best not to

look  like  I  was  some  human  plaything  of  his.  Music  started  near  the  giant, 

smoking bonfire—fiddles and drums and merry instruments that had me tapping

my  feet  in  the  grass.  Light  and  joyous  and  open,  the  mirthful  sister  to  the bloodthirsty Fire Night. 

Lucien, of course, excelled at disappearing when I needed him, and so I ate my

fill  of  strawberry  shortcake,  apple  tart,  and  blueberry  pie—no  different  from

summer  treats  in  the  mortal  realm—alone  beneath  a  sycamore  covered  with

silken lanterns and sparkling ribbons. 

I  didn’t  mind  the  solitude—not  when  I  was  busy  contemplating  the  way  the

lanterns and ribbons shone, the shadows they cast; perhaps it would be my next

painting. Or maybe I would paint the ethereal faeries beginning to dance. Such

angles and colors to them. I wondered if any of them had been the subjects of the

painters whose work was displayed in the gallery. 

I  moved  only  to  get  myself  something  to  drink.  The  plateau  became  more

crowded as the sun sank toward the horizon. Across the hills, other bonfires and

parties began, their music filtering through the occasional

pause  in  ours.  I  was  pouring  myself  a  goblet  of  golden  sparkling  wine  when

Lucien finally appeared behind me, peering over my shoulder. “I wouldn’t drink

that if I were you.” 

“Oh?” I said, frowning at the fizzing liquid. 

“Faerie wine at the solstice,” Lucien hinted. 

“Hmm,”  I  said,  taking  a  sniff.  It  didn’t  reek  of  alcohol.  In  fact,  it  smelled  like summers  spent  lying  in  the  grass  and  bathing  in  cool  pools.  I’d  never  smelled anything so fantastic. 

“I’m  serious,”  Lucien  said  as  I  lifted  the  glass  to  my  lips,  my  brows  raised. 

“Remember the last time you ignored my warning?” He poked me in the neck, 

and I batted his hand away. 

“I also remember you telling me how witchberries were harmless, and the next

thing  I  knew,  I  was  half-delirious  and  falling  all  over  myself,”  I  said,  recalling the afternoon from a few weeks ago. I’d had hallucinations for hours afterward, 

and Lucien had laughed himself sick—enough so that Tamlin had chucked him

into the reflection pool. I shook away the thought. 

Today—just for today—I would indeed let my hair down. Today, let caution be

damned.  Forget  the  blight  hovering  at  the  edges  of  the  court,  threatening  my High  Lord  and  his  lands.  Where   was  Tamlin,  anyway?  If  there  had  been  some threat, surely Lucien would have known—surely they would have called off the

celebration. 

“Well, I mean it this time,” Lucien said, and I shifted my goblet out of his reach. 

“Tam would gut me if he caught you drinking that.” 

“Always  looking  after  your  best  interests,”  I  said,  and  pointedly  chugged  the contents of the glass. 

It  was  like  a  million  fireworks  exploding  inside  me,  filling  my  veins  with

starlight. I laughed aloud, and Lucien groaned. 

“Human  fool,”  he  hissed.  But  his  glamour  had  been  ripped  away.  His  auburn

hair burned like hot metal, and his russet eye smoldered like a bottomless forge. 

 That was what I would capture next. 

“I’m  going  to  paint  you,”  I  said,  and  giggled—actually   giggled—as  the  words popped out. 

“Cauldron boil and fry me,” he muttered, and I laughed again. Before he could

stop me, I’d downed another glass of faerie wine. It was the most glorious thing

I’d ever tasted. It liberated me from bonds I hadn’t known existed. 

The  music  became  a  siren  song.  The  melody  was  my  lodestone,  and  I  was

powerless  against  its  lure.  With  each  step,  I  savored  the  dampness  of  the  grass beneath my bare feet. I didn’t remember when I’d lost my shoes. 

The sky was an eddy of molten amethyst, sapphire, and ruby, all bleeding into a final pool of onyx. I wanted to swim in it, wanted to bathe in its colors and feel

the stars twinkling between my fingers. 

I  stumbled,  blinking,  and  found  myself  standing  at  the  edge  of  the  ring  of

dancing. A cluster of musicians played their faerie instruments, and I swayed on

my feet as I watched the faeries dancing, circling the bonfire. 

Not formal dancing. It was like they were as loose as I was. Free. I loved them

for it. 

“Damn  it,  Feyre,”  Lucien  said,  gripping  my  elbow.  “Do  you  want  me  to  kill

myself trying to keep you from impaling your mortal hide on another rock?” 

“What?”  I  said,  turning  to  him.  The  whole  world  spun  with  me,  delightful  and entrancing. 

“Idiot,” he said when he looked at my face. “Drunken idiot.” 

The tempo increased. I wanted to be in the music, wanted to ride its speed and

weave  between  its  notes.  I  could   feel  the  music  around  me,  like  a  living, breathing thing of wonder and joy and beauty. 

“Feyre,  stop,”  Lucien  said,  and  grabbed  me  again.  I’d  been  dancing  away,  and my body was still swaying toward the pull of the sound. 

“You stop. Stop being so serious,” I said, shaking him off. I wanted to hear the

music,  wanted  to  hear  it  hot  off  the  instruments.  Lucien  swore  as  I  burst  into movement. 

I skipped between the dancers, twirling my skirts. The seated, masked musicians

didn’t look up at me as I leaped before them, dancing in place. 

No chains, no boundaries—just me and the music, dancing and dancing. I wasn’t

faerie, but I was a part of this earth, and the earth was a part of me, and I would

be content to dance upon it for the rest of my life. 

One of the musicians looked up from his fiddling, and I halted. 

Sweat gleamed on the strong column of his neck as he rested his chin upon the

dark  wood  of  the  fiddle.  He’d  rolled  up  the  sleeves  of  his  shirt,  revealing  the cords of muscle along his forearms. He had once mentioned that he would have

liked  to  be  a  traveling  minstrel  if  not  a  warrior  or  a  High  Lord—now,  hearing him play, I knew he could have made a fortune from it. 

“I’m sorry, Tam,” Lucien panted, appearing from nowhere. “I left her alone for a

little at one of the food tables, and when I caught up to her, she was drinking the

wine, and—” 

Tamlin didn’t pause in his playing. His golden hair damp with sweat, he looked

marvelously  handsome—even  though  I  couldn’t  see  most  of  his  face.  He  gave

me  a  feral  smile  as  I  began  to  dance  in  place  before  him.  “I’ll  look  after  her,” 

Tamlin murmured above the music, and I glowed, my dancing becoming faster. 

“Go enjoy yourself.” Lucien fled. 

I shouted over the music, “I don’t need a keeper!” I wanted to spin and spin and

spin. 

“No, you don’t,” Tamlin said, never once stumbling over his playing. 

How his bow did dance upon the strings, his fingers sturdy and strong, no signs

of those claws that I had come to stop fearing … “Dance, Feyre,” he whispered. 

So I did. 

I  was  loosened,  a  top  whirling  around  and  around,  and  I  didn’t  know  who  I

danced with or what they looked like, only that I had become the music and the

fire and the night, and there was nothing that could slow me down. 

Through it all, Tamlin and his musicians played such joyous music that I didn’t

think the world could contain it all. I sashayed over to him, my faerie lord, my

protector and warrior, my friend, and danced before him. He grinned at me, and I

didn’t  break  my  dancing  as  he  rose  from  his  seat  and  knelt  before  me  in  the grass, offering up a solo on his fiddle to me. 

Music  just  for  me—a  gift.  He  played  on,  his  fingers  fast  and  hard  upon  the strings of his fiddle. My body slithering like a snake, I tipped my head back to

the heavens and let Tamlin’s music fill all of me. 

There was a pressure at my waist, and I was swept away in someone’s arms as

they whisked me back into the ring of dancing. I laughed so hard I thought I’d combust, and when I opened my eyes, I found Tamlin there, spinning me round

and round. 

Everything became a blur of color and sound, and he was the only object in it, 

tethering me to sanity, to my body, which glowed and burned in every place he

touched. 

I was filled with sunshine. It was like I’d never experienced summer before, like

I’d never known who was waiting to emerge from that forest of

ice and snow. I didn’t want it to end—I never wanted to leave this hilltop. 

The  music  came  to  a  close,  and,  gasping  for  breath,  I  glanced  at  the  moon—it was near setting. Sweat slid down every part of my body. 

Tamlin, panting as well, took my hand. “Time goes faster when you’re drunk on

faerie wine.” 

“I’m not drunk,” I said, snorting. He only chuckled and led me from the dancing. 

I dug my heels into the ground as we neared the edge of the firelight. “They’re

starting  again,”  I  said,  pointing  to  the  dancers  gathering  before  the  refreshed musicians. 

He leaned close, his breath caressing the shell of my ear as he whispered, 

“I want to show you something better.” 

I stopped objecting. 

He  led  me  off  the  hill,  navigating  his  way  by  moonlight.  Whatever  path  he

chose,  he  did  so  out  of  consideration  for  my  bare  feet,  for  only  soft  grass cushioned my steps. Soon, even the music faded away, replaced by the sighing

of trees in the night breeze. 

“Here,” Tamlin said, pausing at the edge of a vast meadow. His hand lingered on

my shoulder as we looked out. 

The  high  grasses  moved  like  water  as  the  last  of  the  moonlight  danced  upon

them. 

“What is it?” I breathed, but he put a finger to his lips and beckoned me to look. 

For  a  few  minutes,  there  was  nothing.  Then,  from  the  opposite  side  of  the

meadow,  dozens  of  shimmering  shapes  floated  out  across  the  grass,  little  more than mirages of moonlight. That was when the singing began. 

It  was  a  collective  voice,  but  in  it  existed  both  male  and  female—two  sides  of the same coin, singing to each other in a call and response. I raised a hand to my

throat  as  their  music  rose  and  they  danced.  Ghostly  and  ethereal,  they  waltzed across the field, no more than slender slants of moonlight. 

“What are they?” 

“Will-o’-the-wisps—spirits of air and light,” he said softly. “Come to celebrate

the solstice.” 

“They’re beautiful.” 

His  lips  grazed  my  neck  as  he  murmured  against  my  skin,  “Dance  with  me, 

Feyre.” 

“Really?” I turned and found my face mere inches from his. 

He cracked a lazy smile. “Really.” As though I were nothing but air myself, he

pulled  me  into  a  sweeping  dance.  I  barely  remembered  any  of  the  steps  I’d

learned  in  childhood,  but  he  compensated  for  it  with  his  feral  grace,  never

faltering, always sensing any stumble before I made it as we danced across the

spirit-riddled field. 

I  was  as  unburdened  as  a  piece  of  dandelion  fluff,  and  he  was  the  wind  that stirred me about the world. 

He  smiled  at  me,  and  I  found  myself  smiling  back.  I  didn’t  need  to  pretend, didn’t  need  to  be  anything  but  what  I  was  right  then,  being  twirled  about  the meadow, the will-o’-the-wisps dancing around us like dozens of moons. 

Our dancing slowed and we stood there, holding each other as we swayed to the

songs  of  the  spirits.  He  rested  his  chin  upon  my  head  and  stroked  my  hair,  his fingers grazing the bare skin of my neck. 

“Feyre,”  he  whispered  onto  my  head.  He  made  my  name  sound  beautiful. 

“Feyre,” he whispered again—not in question, but simply as if he enjoyed saying

it. 

As  quickly  as  they’d  appeared,  the  spirits  vanished,  taking  their  music  with

them. I blinked. The stars were fading, and the sky had turned grayish purple. 

Tamlin’s face was inches from my own. “It’s almost dawn.” 

I nodded, mesmerized by the sight of him, the smell and feel of him holding me. 

I reached up to touch his mask. It was so cold, despite how flushed his skin was

just beyond it. My hand shook, and my breathing became shallow as I grazed the

skin of his jaw. It was smooth—and hot. 

He  wet  his  lips,  his  breathing  as  uneven  as  my  own.  His  fingers  contracted

against the plane of my lower back, and I let him tug me closer to him—until our

bodies were touching, and the warmth of him seeped into me. 

I  had  to  tilt  my  head  back  to  see  his  face.  His  mouth  was  caught  somewhere between a smile and a wince. 

“What?” I asked, and put a hand on his chest, preparing to shove myself back. 

But his other hand slipped under my hair, resting at the base of my neck. 

“I’m thinking I might kiss you,” he said quietly, intently. 

“Then do it.” I blushed at my own boldness. 

But Tamlin only gave that breathy laugh, and leaned in. 

His lips brushed mine—testing, soft and warm. He pulled back a little. 

He was still staring at me, and I stared right back as he kissed me again, harder, 

but nothing like the way he’d kissed my neck. He withdrew more fully this time

and watched me. 

“That’s it?” I demanded, and he laughed and kissed me fiercely. 

My  hands  went  around  his  neck,  pulling  him  closer,  crushing  myself  against

him. His hands roved my back, playing in my hair, grasping my waist, as if he

couldn’t touch enough of me at once. 

He let out a low groan. “Come,” he said, kissing my brow. “We’ll miss it if we

don’t go now.” 

“Better than will-o’-the-wisps ?” I asked, but he kissed my cheeks, my neck, and

finally my lips. I followed him into the trees, through the ever-lightening world. 

His hand was solid and unmovable around mine as we passed through the low-

lying mists, and he helped me up a bare hill slick with dew. 

We  sat  atop  its  crest,  and  I  hid  my  smile  as  Tamlin  put  an  arm  around  my shoulders, tucking me in close. I rested my head against his chest while he toyed

with the flowers in my garland. 

In silence, we stared out over the rolling green expanse. 

The sky shifted into periwinkle, and the clouds filled with pink light. 

Then, like a shimmering disk too rich and clear to be described, the sun slipped

over  the  horizon  and  lined  everything  with  gold.  It  was  like  seeing  the  world being born, and we were the sole witnesses. 

Tamlin’s  arm  tightened  around  me,  and  he  kissed  the  top  of  my  head.  I  pulled back, looking up at him. 

The gold in his eyes, bright with the rising sun, flickered. “What?” 

“My father once told me that I should let my sisters imagine a better life

—a better world. And I told him that there was no such thing.” I ran my thumb

over his mouth, marveling, and shook my head. “I never understood

—because I couldn’t … couldn’t believe that it was even possible.” I swallowed, 

lowering my hand. “Until now.” 

His  throat  bobbed.  His  kiss  that  time  was  deep  and  thorough,  unhurried  and

intent. 

I let the dawn creep inside me, let it grow with each movement of his lips and

brush of his tongue against mine. Tears pricked beneath my closed eyes. 

It was the happiest moment of my life. 

Chapter 26

The next day, Lucien joined us for lunch—which was breakfast for all of us. 

Ever since I’d complained about the unnecessary size of the table, we’d taken to

dining at a much-reduced version. Lucien kept rubbing at his temples as he ate, 

unusually silent, and I hid my smile as I asked him, “And where were you last

night?” 

Lucien’s  metal  eye  narrowed  on  me.  “I’ll  have  you  know  that  while  you  two

were  dancing  with  the  spirits,  I  was  stuck  on  border  patrol.”  Tamlin  gave  a pointed cough, and Lucien added, “With some company.” He gave me a sly grin. 

“Rumor has it you two didn’t come back until after dawn.” 

I glanced at Tamlin, biting my lip. I’d practically floated into my bedroom that

morning. But Tamlin’s gaze now roved my face as if searching for any tinge of

regret, of fear. Ridiculous. 

“You bit my neck on Fire Night,” I said under my breath. “If I can face you after

that, a few kisses are nothing.” 

He braced his forearms on the table as he leaned closer to me. 

“Nothing?” His eyes flicked to my lips. Lucien shifted in his seat, muttering to

the Cauldron to spare him, but I ignored him. 

“Nothing,” I repeated a bit distantly, watching Tamlin’s mouth move, so keenly

aware  of  every  movement  he  made,  resenting  the  table  between  us.  I  could

almost feel the warmth of his breath. 

“Are you sure?” he murmured, intent and hungry enough that I was glad I was

sitting. He could have had me right there, on top of that table. I wanted his broad

hands  running  over  my  bare  skin,  wanted  his  teeth  scraping  against  my  neck, 

wanted his mouth all over me. 

“I’m trying to eat,” Lucien said, and I blinked, the air whooshing out of me. “But

now that I have your attention,  Tamlin,” he snapped, though the High Lord was

looking at me again—devouring me with his eyes. I could hardly sit still, could

hardly stand the clothes scratching my too-hot skin. 

With some effort, Tamlin glanced back at his emissary. 

Lucien  shifted  in  his  seat.  “Not  to  be  the  bearer  of  truly  bad  tidings,  but  my contact  at  the  Winter  Court  managed  to  get  a  letter  to  me.”  Lucien  took  a

steadying breath, and I wondered—wondered if being emissary also meant being

spymaster.  And  wondered  why  he  was  bothering  to  say  this  in  my  presence  at

all.  The  smile  instantly  faded  from  Tamlin’s  face.  “The  blight,”  Lucien  said

tightly, softly. “It took out two dozen of their younglings.  Two dozen, all gone.” 

He  swallowed.  “It  just  …  burned  through  their  magic,  then  broke  apart  their

minds. No one in the Winter Court could do anything—no one could stop it once

it turned its attention toward them. 

Their grief is … unfathomable. My contact says other courts are being hit hard—

though the Night Court, of course, manages to remain unscathed. But the blight

seems to be sending its wickedness this way—farther south with every attack.” 

All the warmth, all the sparkling joy, drained from me like blood down a drain. 

“The blight can … can truly kill people?” I managed to say. 

Younglings. It had killed children, like some storm of darkness and death. 

And if offspring were as rare as Alis had claimed, the loss of so many would be

more devastating than I could imagine. 

Tamlin’s  eyes  were  shadowed,  and  he  slowly  shook  his  head—as  if  trying  to

clear  the  grief  and  shock  of  those  deaths  from  him.  “The  blight  is  capable  of hurting  us  in  ways  you—”  He  shot  to  his  feet  so  quickly  that  his  chair  flipped over.  He  unsheathed  his  claws  and  snarled  at  the  open  doorway,  canines  long

and gleaming. 

The house, usually full of the whispering skirts and chatter of servants, had gone

silent. 

Not the pregnant silence of Fire Night, but rather a trembling quiet that made me

want to scramble under the table. Or just start running. Lucien swore and drew

his sword. 

“Get  Feyre  to  the  window—by  the  curtains,”  Tamlin  growled  to  Lucien,  not

taking  his  eyes  off  the  open  doors.  Lucien’s  hand  gripped  my  elbow,  dragging me out of my chair. 

“What’s—” I started, but Tamlin growled again, the sound echoing through the

room.  I  snatched  one  of  the  knives  off  the  table  and  let  Lucien  lead  me  to  the window, where he pushed me against the velvet drapes. I wanted to ask why he

didn’t bother hiding me behind them, but the fox-masked faerie just pressed his

back into me, pinning me between him and the wall. 

The tang of magic shoved itself up my nostrils. Though his sword was pointed at

the floor, Lucien’s grip tightened on it until his knuckles turned white. Magic—a

glamour. To conceal me, to make me a part of Lucien—

invisible,  hidden  by  the  faerie’s  magic  and  scent.  I  peered  over  his  shoulder  at Tamlin, who took a long breath and sheathed his claws and fangs, his baldric of

knives  appearing  from  thin  air  across  his  chest.  But  he  didn’t  draw  any  of  the knives  as  he  righted  his  chair  and  slouched  in  it,  picking  at  his  nails.  As  if nothing were happening. 

But someone was coming, someone awful enough to frighten them—

someone who would want to hurt me if they knew I was here. 

The hissing voice of the Attor slithered through my memory. There were worse

creatures than it, Tamlin had told me. Worse than the naga, and the Suriel, and

the Bogge, too. 

Footsteps sounded from the hall. Even, strolling, casual. 

Tamlin  continued  cleaning  his  nails,  and  in  front  of  me,  Lucien  assumed  a

position of appearing to be looking out the window. The footsteps grew louder—

the scuff of boots on marble tiles. 

And then he appeared. 

No mask. He, like the Attor, belonged to something else. Some  one else. 

And  worse  …  I’d  met  him  before.  He’d  saved  me  from  those  three  faeries  on

Fire Night. 

With steps that were too graceful, too feline, he approached the dining table and stopped a few yards from the High Lord. He was exactly as I remembered him, 

with his fine, rich clothing cloaked in tendrils of night: an ebony tunic brocaded

with gold and silver, dark pants, and black boots that went to his knees. I’d never

dared to paint him—and now knew I would never have the nerve to. 

“High Lord,” the stranger crooned, inclining his head slightly. Not a bow. 

Tamlin  remained  seated.  With  his  back  to  me,  I  couldn’t  see  his  face,  but

Tamlin’s voice was laced with the promise of violence as he said, “What do you

want, Rhysand?” 

Rhysand  smiled—heartbreaking  in  its  beauty—and  put  a  hand  on  his  chest. 

“Rhysand?  Come  now,  Tamlin.  I  don’t  see  you  for  forty-nine  years,  and  you

start calling me Rhysand? Only my prisoners and my enemies call me that.” His

grin widened as he finished, and something in his

countenance  turned  feral  and  deadly,  more  so  than  I’d  ever  seen  Tamlin  look. 

Rhysand turned, and I held my breath as he ran an eye over Lucien. 

“A fox mask. Appropriate for you, Lucien.” 

“Go to Hell, Rhys,” Lucien snapped. 

“Always  a  pleasure  dealing  with  the  rabble,”  Rhysand  said,  and  faced  Tamlin

again. I still didn’t breathe. “I hope I wasn’t interrupting.” 

“We were in the middle of lunch,” Tamlin said—his voice void of the warmth to

which I’d become accustomed. The voice of the High Lord. It turned my insides

cold. 

“Stimulating,” Rhysand purred. 

“What are you doing here, Rhys?” Tamlin demanded, still in his seat. 

“I wanted to check up on you. I wanted to see how you were faring. If you got

my little present.” 

“Your  present was unnecessary.” 

“But a nice reminder of the fun days, wasn’t it?” Rhysand clicked his tongue and surveyed the room. “Almost half a century holed up in a country estate. I don’t

know  how  you  managed  it.  But,”  he  said,  facing  Tamlin  again,  “you’re  such  a stubborn bastard that this must have seemed like a paradise compared to Under

the  Mountain.  I  suppose  it  is.  I’m  surprised,  though:  forty-nine  years,  and  no attempts to save yourself or your lands. 

Even now that things are getting interesting again.” 

“There’s nothing to be done,” conceded Tamlin, his voice low. 

Rhysand approached Tamlin, each movement smooth as silk. His voice dropped

into a whisper—an erotic caress of sound that brought heat to my cheeks. “What

a pity that you must endure the brunt of it, Tamlin—and an even greater pity that

you’re so resigned to your fate. You might be stubborn, but this is pathetic. How

different the High Lord is from the brutal war-band leader of centuries ago.” 

Lucien  interrupted,  “What  do  you  know  about  anything?  You’re  just

Amarantha’s whore.” 

“Her  whore  I  might  be,  but  not  without  my  reasons.”  I  flinched  as  his  voice whetted itself into an edge. “At least I haven’t bided my time among the hedges

and flowers while the world has gone to Hell.” 

Lucien’s sword rose slightly. “If you think that’s all I’ve been doing, you’ll soon

learn otherwise.” 

“Little  Lucien.  You  certainly  gave  them  something  to  talk  about  when  you

switched  to  Spring.  Such  a  sad  thing,  to  see  your  lovely  mother  in  perpetual mourning over losing you.” 

Lucien pointed his sword at Rhysand. “Watch your filthy mouth.” 

Rhysand laughed—a lover’s laugh, low and soft and intimate. “Is that any way

to speak to a High Lord of Prythian?” 

My heart stopped dead. That was why those faeries had run off on Fire Night. To

cross him would have been suicide. And from the way darkness seemed to ripple

from him, from those violet eyes that burned like stars …

“Come now, Tamlin,” Rhysand said. “Shouldn’t you reprimand your lackey for speaking to me like that?” 

“I don’t enforce rank in my court,” Tamlin said. 

“Still?” Rhysand crossed his arms. “But it’s so entertaining when they grovel. I

suppose your father never bothered to show you.” 

“This isn’t the Night Court,” Lucien hissed. “And you have no power here—so

clear out. Amarantha’s bed is growing cold.” 

I tried not to breathe too loudly. Rhysand—  he’d been the one to send that head. 

As a  gift. I flinched. Was the Night Court where this woman—

this Amarantha—was located, too? 

Rhysand snickered, but then he was upon Lucien, too fast for me to follow with

my human eyes, growling in his face. Lucien pressed me into the wall with his

back, hard enough that I stifled a cry as I was squished against the wood. 

“I was slaughtering on the battlefield before you were even born,” 

Rhysand  snarled.  Then,  as  quickly  as  he  had  come,  he  withdrew,  casual  and

careless.  No,  I  would  never  dare  to  paint  that  dark,  immortal  grace—not  in  a hundred years. “Besides,” he said, stuffing his hands into his pockets, 

“who do you think taught your beloved Tamlin the finer aspects of swords and

females? You can’t truly believe he learned everything in his father’s little war-

camps.” 

Tamlin rubbed his temples. “Save it for another time, Rhys. You’ll see me soon

enough.” 

Rhysand meandered toward the door. “She’s already preparing for you. 

Given  your  current  state,  I  think  I  can  safely  report  that  you’ve  already  been broken  and  will  reconsider  her  offer.”  Lucien’s  breath  hitched  as  Rhysand

passed the table. The High Lord of the Night Court ran a finger along the

back  of  my  chair—a  casual  gesture.  “I’m  looking  forward  to  seeing  your  face

when you—” 

Rhysand studied the table. 

Lucien  went  stick-straight,  pressing  me  harder  against  the  wall.  The  table  was still set for three, my half-eaten plate of food sitting right before him. 

“Where’s  your  guest?”  Rhysand  asked,  lifting  my  goblet  and  sniffing  it  before setting it down again. 

“I sent them off when I sensed your arrival,” Tamlin lied coolly. 

Rhysand  now  faced  the  High  Lord,  and  his  perfect  face  was  void  of  emotion

before his brows rose. A flicker of excitement—perhaps even disbelief—flashed

across his features, but he whipped his head to Lucien. 

Magic seared my nostrils, and I stared at Rhysand in undiluted terror as his face

contorted with rage. 

“You  dare glamour  me?” he  growled, his  violet eyes  burning as  they bore  into my own. Lucien just pressed me harder into the wall. 

Tamlin’s  chair  groaned  as  it  was  shoved  back.  He  rose,  claws  at  the  ready, 

deadlier than any of the knives strapped to him. 

Rhysand’s  face  became  a  mask  of  calm  fury  as  he  stared  and  stared  at  me.  “I remember you,” he purred. “It seems like you ignored my warning to stay out of

trouble.” He turned to Tamlin. “Who, pray tell, is your guest?” 

“My betrothed,” Lucien answered. 

“Oh? Here I was, thinking you still mourned your commoner lover after all these

centuries,” Rhysand said, stalking toward me. The sunlight didn’t gleam on the

metallic threads of his tunic, as if it balked from the darkness pulsing from him. 

Lucien spat at Rhysand’s feet and shoved his sword between us. 

Rhysand’s  venom-coated  smile  grew.  “You  draw  blood  from  me,  Lucien,  and

you’ll learn how quickly Amarantha’s whore can make the entire Autumn Court

bleed. Especially its darling Lady.” 

The color leached from Lucien’s face, but he held his ground. It was Tamlin who answered. “Put your sword down, Lucien.” 

Rhysand ran an eye over me. “I knew you liked to stoop low with your lovers, 

Lucien,  but  I  never  thought  you’d  actually  dabble  with  mortal  trash.”  My  face burned. Lucien was trembling—with rage or fear or sorrow, I couldn’t tell. “The

Lady of the Autumn Court will be grieved indeed when

she hears of her youngest son. If I were you, I’d keep your new pet well away

from your father.” 

“Leave, Rhys,” Tamlin commanded, standing a few feet behind the High Lord of

the  Night  Court.  And  yet  he  didn’t  make  a  move  to  attack,  despite  the  claws, despite Rhysand still approaching me. Perhaps a battle between two High Lords

could  tear  this  manor  to  its  foundations—and  leave  only  dust  in  its  wake.  Or perhaps, if Rhysand was indeed this woman’s lover, the retaliation from hurting

him would be too great. Especially with the added burden of facing the blight. 

Rhysand brushed Lucien aside as if he were a curtain. 

There was nothing between us now, and the air was sharp and cold. But Tamlin

remained  where  he  was,  and  Lucien  didn’t  so  much  as  blink  as  Rhysand,  with

horrific  gentleness,  pried  the  knife  from  my  hands  and  sent  it  scattering  across the room. 

“That won’t do you any good, anyway,” Rhysand said to me. “If you were wise, 

you  would  be  screaming  and  running  from  this  place,  from  these  people.  It’s  a wonder  that  you’re  still  here,  actually.”  My  confusion  must  have  been  written across my face, for Rhysand laughed loudly. “Oh, she doesn’t know, does she?” 

I trembled, unable to find words or courage. 

“You have seconds, Rhys,” Tamlin warned. “Seconds to get out.” 

“If I were you, I wouldn’t speak to me like that.” 

Against my volition, my body straightened, every muscle going taut, my bones

straining.  Magic,  but  deeper  than  that.  Power  that  seized  everything  inside  me and took control: even my blood flowed where he willed it. 

I couldn’t move. An invisible, talon-tipped hand scraped against my mind. And I knew—one push, one swipe of those mental claws, and who I was would cease

to exist. 

“Let her go,” Tamlin said, bristling, but didn’t advance forward. A kind of panic

had entered his eyes, and he glanced from me to Rhysand. 

 “Enough.” 

“I’d forgotten that human minds are as easy to shatter as eggshells,” 

Rhysand  said,  and  ran  a  finger  across  the  base  of  my  throat.  I  shuddered,  my eyes burning. “Look at how delightful she is—look how she’s trying not to cry

out in terror. It would be quick, I promise.” 

Had I retained any semblance of control over my body, I might have vomited. 

“She  has  the  most  delicious  thoughts  about  you,  Tamlin,”  he  said.  “She’s

wondered about the feeling of your fingers on her thighs—between them, too.” 

He chuckled. Even as he said my most private thoughts, even as I burned with

outrage and shame, I trembled at the grip still on my mind. 

Rhysand turned to the High Lord. “I’m curious: Why did she wonder if it would

feel good to have you bite her breast the way you bit her neck?” 

“Let.  Her.  Go.”  Tamlin’s  face  was  twisted  with  such  feral  rage  that  it  struck  a different, deeper chord of terror in me. 

“If  it’s  any  consolation,”  Rhysand  confided  to  him,  “she  would  have  been  the one for you—and you might have gotten away with it. A bit late, though. She’s

more stubborn than you are.” 

Those  invisible  claws  lazily  caressed  my  mind  again—then  vanished.  I  sank  to

the floor, curling over my knees as I reeled in everything that I was, as I tried to

keep from sobbing, from screaming, from emptying my stomach onto the floor. 

“Amarantha will enjoy breaking her,” Rhysand observed to Tamlin. 

“Almost as much as she’ll enjoy watching  you as she shatters her bit by bit.” 

Tamlin was frozen, his arms—his claws—hanging limply at his side. I’d never seen him look like that. “Please” was all that Tamlin said. 

“Please  what?” Rhysand said—gently, coaxingly. Like a lover. 

“Don’t tell Amarantha about her,” Tamlin said, his voice strained. 

“And  why  not?  As  her   whore,”  he  said  with  a  glance  tossed  in  Lucien’s direction, “I should tell her everything.” 

“Please,” Tamlin managed, as if it were difficult to breathe. 

Rhysand  pointed  at  the  ground,  and  his  smile  became  vicious.  “Beg,  and  I’ll

consider not telling Amarantha.” 

Tamlin dropped to his knees and bowed his head. 

“Lower.” 

Tamlin pressed his forehead to the floor, his hands sliding along the floor toward

Rhysand’s boots. I could have wept with rage at the sight of Tamlin being forced

to  bow  to  someone,  at  the  sight  of  my  High  Lord  being  put  so  low.  Rhysand pointed at Lucien. “You too, fox-boy.” 

Lucien’s  face  was  dark,  but  he  lowered  himself  to  his  knees,  then  touched  his head  to  the  ground.  I  wished  for  the  knife  Rhysand  had  chucked  away,  for

anything with which to kill him. 

I stopped shaking long enough to hear Rhys speak again. “Are you doing this for

your sake, or for hers?” he pondered, then shrugged, as if he weren’t forcing a

High  Lord  of  Prythian  to  grovel.  “You’re  far  too  desperate,  Tamlin.  It’s  off-putting. Becoming High Lord made you so boring.” 

“Are you going to tell Amarantha?” Tamlin said, keeping his face on the floor. 

Rhysand smirked. “Perhaps I’ll tell her, perhaps I won’t.” 

In  a  flash  of  motion  too  fast  for  me  to  detect,  Tamlin  was  on  his  feet,  fangs dangerously close to Rhysand’s face. 

“None  of  that,”  Rhysand  said,  clicking  his  tongue  and  lightly  shoving  Tamlin away with a single hand. “Not with a lady present.” His eyes shifted to my face. 

“What’s your name, love?” 

Giving him my name—and my family name—would lead only to more pain and

suffering.  He  might  very  well  find  my  family  and  drag  them  into  Prythian  to torment, just to amuse himself. But he could steal my name from my mind if I

hesitated for too long. Keeping my mind blank and calm, I blurted the first name

that came to mind, a village friend of my sisters’

whom I’d never spoken to and whose face I couldn’t recall. “Clare Beddor.” 

My voice was nothing more than a gasp. 

Rhysand turned back to Tamlin, unfazed by the High Lord’s proximity. 

“Well,  this  was  entertaining.  The  most  fun  I’ve  had  in  ages,  actually.  I’m

looking  forward  to  seeing  you  three  Under  the  Mountain.  I’ll  give  Amarantha

your regards.” 

Then  Rhysand  vanished  into  nothing—as  if  he’d  stepped  through  a  rip  in  the

world—leaving us alone in horrible, trembling silence. 

Chapter 27

I lay in bed, watching the pools of moonlight shift on the floor. It was an effort

not to dwell on Tamlin’s face as he ordered me and Lucien to leave and shut the

door  to  the  dining  room.  Had  I  not  been  so  bent  on  piecing  myself  together,  I might  have  stayed.  Might  have  even  asked  Lucien  about  it—about  everything. 

But, like the coward I was, I bolted to my room, where Alis was waiting with a

cup of molten chocolate. It was even more of an effort not to recall the roaring

that  rattled  the  chandelier  or  the  cracking  of  shattering  furniture  that  echoed through the house. 

I didn’t go to dinner. I didn’t want to know if there was a dining room to eat in. 

And I couldn’t bring myself to paint. 

The  house  had  been  quiet  for  some  time  now,  but  the  ripples  of  Tamlin’s  rage echoed through it, reverberating in the wood and stone and glass. 

I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  all  that  Rhysand  had  said—didn’t  want  to  think about the looming storm of the blight, or Under the Mountain—

whatever it was called—and why I might be forced to go there. And Amarantha

—at  last  a  name  to  go  with  the  female  presence  that  stalked  their  lives.  I shuddered each time I considered how deadly she must be to command the High

Lords of Prythian. To hold Rhysand’s leash and to make Tamlin beg to keep me

hidden from her. 

The  door  creaked,  and  I  jerked  upright.  Moonlight  glimmered  on  gold,  but  my

heart didn’t ease as Tamlin shut the door and approached my bed. 

His steps were slow and heavy—and he didn’t speak until he’d taken a seat on

the edge of the mattress. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. His voice was hoarse and empty. 

“It’s fine,” I lied, clenching the sheets in my hands. If I thought too long about it, 

I  could  still  feel  the  claw-tipped  caresses  of  Rhysand’s  power  scraping  against my mind. 

“It’s not fine,” he growled, and grabbed one of my hands, wrenching my fingers

from the sheets. “It’s …” He hung his head, sighing deeply as his

hand tightened on mine. “Feyre … I wish …” He shook his head and cleared his

throat. “I’m sending you home, Feyre.” 

Something inside me splintered. “What?” 

“I’m  sending  you  home,”  he  repeated,  and  though  his  words  were  stronger—

louder—they trembled a bit. 

“What about the terms of the Treaty—” 

“I have taken on your life-debt. Should someone come inquiring after the broken

laws, I’ll take responsibility for Andras’s death.” 

“But you once said that there was no other loophole. The Suriel said there was

no—” 

A  snarl.  “If  they  have  a  problem  with  it,  they  can  tell  me.”  And  wind  up  in ribbons. 

My chest caved in. Leaving—  free. “Did I do something wrong—” 

He  lifted  my  hand  to  press  it  to  his  lower  cheek.  He  was  so  invitingly  warm. 

“You  did  nothing  wrong.”  He  turned  his  face  to  kiss  my  palm.  “You  were

perfect,” he murmured onto my skin, then lowered my hand. 

“Then why do I have to go?” I yanked my hand away. 

“Because  there  are  …  there  are  people  who  would  hurt  you,  Feyre.  Hurt  you

because  of  what  you  are  to  me.  I  thought  I  would  be  able  to  handle  them,  to shield you from it, but after today … I can’t. So you need to go home—far from

here. You’ll be safe there.” 

“I can hold my own, and—” 

“You  can’t,”  he  said,  and  his  voice  wobbled.  “Because   I  can’t.”  He  seized  my face  in  both  hands.  “I  can’t  even  protect  myself  against  them,  against  what’s happening in Prythian.” I felt every word as it passed from his mouth and onto

my  lips,  a  rush  of  hot,  frantic  air.  “Even  if  we  stood  against  the  blight  …  they would hunt you down—she would find a way to kill you.” 

“Amarantha.” He bristled at the name but nodded. “Who is—” 

“When  you  get  home,”  he  cut  in,  “don’t  tell  anyone  the  truth  about  where  you were;  let  them  believe  the  glamour.  Don’t  tell  them  who  I  am;  don’t  tell  them where you stayed. Her spies will be looking for you.” 

“I don’t understand.” I grabbed his forearm and squeezed it tight. “Tell  me—” 

“You have to go  home, Feyre.” 

Home. It wasn’t my home—it was Hell. “I want to stay with you,” I whispered, 

my voice breaking. “Treaty or no treaty, blight or no blight.” 

He ran a hand over his face. His fingers contracted when they met with his mask. 

“I know.” 

“So let me—” 

“There’s  no  debate,”  he  snarled,  and  I  glared  at  him.  “Don’t  you  understand?” 

He shot to his feet. “Rhys was the start of it. Do you want to be here when the

Attor returns? Do you want to know what kind of creatures the Attor answers to? 

Things like the Bogge—and worse.” 

“Let me help you—” 

“No.” He paced before the bed. “Didn’t you read between the lines today?” 

I hadn’t, but I lifted my chin and crossed my arms. “So you’re sending me away

because I’m useless in a fight?” 

“I’m  sending  you  away  because  it  makes  me   sick  thinking  about  you  in  their hands!” 

Silence fell, filled only by the sounds of his heavy breathing. He sank onto the

bed and pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. 

His words echoed through me, melting my anger, turning everything inside me

watery and frail. “How … how long do I have to go away for?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“A  week?”  No  answer.  “A  month?”  He  shook  his  head  slowly.  My  upper  lip

curled, but I forced myself into neutrality. “A year?” That much time away from

him …

“I don’t know.” 

“But  not  forever,  right?”  Even  if  the  blight  spread  to  the  Spring  Court  again, even if it could shred me apart … I would come back. He brushed the hair from

my face. I shook him off. “I suppose it’ll be easier if I’m gone,” I said, looking

away from him. “Who wants someone around who’s so covered in thorns?” 

“Thorns?” 

“Thorny. Prickly. Sour. Contrary.” 

He leaned forward and kissed me lightly. “Not forever,” he said onto my mouth. 

And though I knew it was a lie, I put my arms around his neck and kissed him. 

He  pulled  me  onto  his  lap,  holding  me  tightly  against  him  as  his  lips  parted mine.  I  became  aware  of  every  pore  in  my  body  when  his  tongue  entered  my

mouth. 

Though the horror of Rhysand’s magic still tore at me, I pushed Tamlin onto the

bed, straddling him, pinning him as if it would somehow keep me from leaving, 

as if it would make time stop entirely. 

His  hands  rested  on  my  hips,  and  their  heat  singed  me  through  the  thin  silk  of my nightgown. My hair fell around our faces like a curtain. I couldn’t kiss him

fast  enough,  hard  enough  to  express  the  rushing  need  within  me.  He  growled

softly and deftly flipped us over, spreading me beneath him as he wrenched his

lips from my mouth and made a trail of kisses down my neck. 

My entire world constricted to the touch of his lips on my skin. 

Everything  beyond  them,  beyond  him,  was  a  void  of  darkness  and  moonlight. 

My back arched as he reached the spot he’d once bitten, and I dragged my hands

through his hair, savoring the silken smoothness. 

He  traced  the  arc  of  my  hipbones,  lingering  at  the  edge  of  my  undergarments. 

My nightgown had become hitched around my waist, but I didn’t care. I hooked

my bare legs around his, running my feet down the hard muscles of his calves. 

He breathed my name onto my chest, one of his hands exploring the plane of my

torso, rising up to the slope of my breast. I trembled, anticipating the feel of his

hand there, and his mouth found mine again as his fingers stopped just below. 

His  kissing  was  slower  this  time—gentler.  The  fingertips  of  his  other  hand

slipped beneath the waist of my undergarment, and I sucked in a breath. 

He  hesitated  at  the  sound,  pulling  back  slightly.  But  I  bit  his  lip  in  a  silent command  that  had  him  growling  into  my  mouth.  With  one  long  claw,  he

shredded  through  silk  and  lace,  and  my  undergarment  fell  away  in  pieces.  The claw  retracted,  and  his  kiss  deepened  as  his  fingers  slid  between  my  legs, 

coaxing  and  teasing.  I  ground  against  his  hand,  yielding  completely  to  the
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writhing  wildness  that  had  roared  alive  inside  me,  and  breathed  his  name  onto his skin. 

He paused again—his fingers retracting—but I grabbed him, pulling him farther

on top of me. I wanted him  now—I wanted the barriers of our

clothing  to  vanish,  I  wanted  to  taste  his  sweat,  wanted  to  become  full  of  him. 

“Don’t stop,” I gasped out. 

“I—” he said thickly, resting his brow between my breasts as he shuddered. “If

we keep going, I won’t be able to stop at all.” 

I sat up and he watched me, hardly breathing. But I kept my eyes on his, my own

breathing becoming steady as I raised my nightgown over my head and tossed it

to  the  floor.  Utterly  naked  before  him,  I  watched  his  gaze  travel  to  my  bare breasts, peaked against the chill night, to my abdomen, to between my thighs. A

ravenous, unyielding sort of hunger passed over his face. I bent a leg and slid it

to  the  side,  a  silent  invitation.  He  let  out  a  low  growl—and  slowly,  with

predatory intent, raised his gaze to mine again. 

The full force of that wild, unrelenting High Lord’s power focused solely on me

—and I felt the storm contained beneath his skin, so capable of sweeping away

everything I was, even in its lessened state. But I could trust him, trust myself to

weather that mighty power. I could throw all that I was at him and he wouldn’t

balk. “Give me everything,” I breathed. 

He lunged, a beast freed of its tether. 

We were a tangle of limbs and teeth, and I tore at his clothes until they were on

the floor, then tore at his skin until I marked him down his back, his arms. His

claws were out, but devastatingly gentle on my hips as he slid down between my

thighs  and  feasted  on  me,  stopping  only  after  I  shuddered  and  fractured.  I  was moaning  his  name  when  he  sheathed  himself  inside  me  in  a  powerful,  slow

thrust that had me splintering around him. 

We moved together, unending and wild and burning, and when I went over the

edge the next time, he roared and went with me. 

I  fell  asleep  in  his  arms,  and  when  I  awoke  a  few  hours  later,  we  made  love again, lazily and intently, a slow-burning smolder to the wildfire of earlier. 

Once  we  were  both  spent,  panting  and  sweat-slicked,  we  lay  in  silence  for  a time, and I breathed in the smell of him, earthy and crisp. I would never be able

to capture that—never be able to paint the  feel and taste of him, no matter how

many times I tried, no matter how many colors I used. 

Tamlin traced idle circles on the plane of my stomach and murmured, 

“We should sleep. You have a long journey tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow?” I sat upright, not at all minding my nakedness, not after he’d seen

everything, tasted everything. 

His mouth was a hard line. “At dawn.” 

“But it’s—” 

He sat up in a smooth motion. “Please, Feyre.” 

 Please. Tamlin had   bowed before Rhysand. For my sake. He shifted toward the edge of the bed. “Where are you going?” 

He looked over his shoulder at me. “If I stay, you won’t get any sleep.” 

“Stay,”  I  said.  “I  promise  to  keep  my  hands  to  myself.”  Lie—such  an  outright lie. 

He gave me a half smile that told me he knew it, too, but nestled down, tugging

me into his arms. I wrapped an arm around his waist and rested my head in the

hollow of his shoulder. 

He  idly  stroked  my  hair.  I  didn’t  want  to  sleep—didn’t  want  to  lose  a  minute with  him—but  an  immense  exhaustion  was  pulling  me  away  from

consciousness,  until  all  I  knew  was  the  touch  of  his  fingers  in  my  hair  and  the sounds of his breathing. 

I was leaving. Just when this place had become more than a sanctuary, when the

command  of  the  Suriel  had  become  a  blessing  and  Tamlin  far,  far  more  than  a

savior  or  friend,  I  was  leaving.  It  could  be  years  until  I  saw  this  house  again, years until I smelled his rose garden, until I saw those gold-flecked eyes. Home

—this was home. 

As consciousness left me at last, I thought I heard him speak, his mouth close to

my ear. 

“I love you,” he whispered, and kissed my brow. “Thorns and all.” 

He was gone when I awoke, and I was certain I had dreamed it. 

Chapter 28

There  wasn’t  much  to  my  packing  and  farewells.  I  was  somewhat  surprised

when  Alis  clothed  me  in  an  outfit  very  unlike  my  usual  garb—frilly  and

confining  and  binding  in  all  the  wrong  places.  Some  mortal  fashion  among  the wealthy, no doubt. The dress was made up of layers of pale pink silk, accented

with white and blue lace. Alis placed a short, lightweight jacket of white linen on

me,  and  atop  my  head  she  angled  an  absurd  little  ivory  hat,  clearly  for

decoration. I half expected a parasol to go with it. 

I said as much to Alis, who clicked her tongue. “Shouldn’t you be giving me a

weepy farewell?” 

I tugged at the lace gloves—useless and flimsy. “I don’t like good-byes. 

If I could, I’d just walk out and not say anything.” 

Alis gave me a long look. “I don’t like them, either.” 

I  went  to  the  door,  but  despite  myself,  I  said,  “I  hope  you  get  to  be  with  your nephews again soon.” 

“Make the most of your freedom” was all she said. 

Downstairs,  Lucien  snorted  at  the  sight  of  me.  “Those  clothes  are  enough  to

convince me I never want to enter the human realm.” 

“I’m not sure the human realm would know what to do with you,” I said. 

Lucien’s smile was edged, his shoulders tight as he gave a sharp look behind me to  where  Tam  was  waiting  in  front  of  a  gilded  carriage.  When  he  turned  back, that metal eye narrowed. “I thought you were smarter than this.” 

“Good-bye to you, too,” I said. Friend indeed. It wasn’t my choice, or my fault

that  they’d  kept  the  bulk  of  their  conflict  from  me.  Even  if  I  could  do  nothing against the blight, or against the creatures, or against Amarantha

—whoever she was. 

Lucien  shook  his  head,  his  scar  stark  in  the  bright  sun,  and  stalked  toward Tamlin, despite the High Lord’s warning growl. “You’re not even going to give

her  a  few  more  days?  Just  a  few—before  you  send  her  back  to  that  human

cesspit?” Lucien demanded. 

“This isn’t up for debate,” Tamlin snapped, pointing at the house. “I’ll see you at

lunch.” 

Lucien stared him down for a moment, spat on the ground, and stormed up the

stairs. Tamlin didn’t reprimand him. 

I might have thought more on Lucien’s words, might have shouted a retort after

him,  but  …  My  chest  hollowed  out  as  I  faced  Tamlin  in  front  of  the  gilded carriage, my hands sweaty within the gloves. 

“Remember what I told you,” he said. I nodded, too busy memorizing the lines

of his face to reply. Had he meant what I thought he’d said last night—that he

loved me? I shifted, already aching in the little white pumps into which Alis had

stuffed my poor feet. “The mortal realm remains safe—

for  you,  for  your  family.”  I  nodded,  wondering  whether  he  might  have  tried  to persuade  me  to  leave  our  territory,  to  sail  south,  but  understood  that  I  would have refused to be so far from the wall, from him. That going back to my family

was as far as I would allow to be sent from his side. 

“My paintings—they’re yours,” I said, unable to come up with anything better to

express how I felt, what it did to me to be sent away, and how terrified I was of

the carriage looming behind me. 

He lifted my chin with a finger. “I will see you again.” 
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He  kissed  me,  and  pulled  away  too  quickly.  I  swallowed  hard,  fighting  the

burning in my eyes.  I love you, Feyre. 

I turned before my vision blurred, but he was immediately there to help me into

the  opulent  carriage.  He  watched  me  take  my  seat  through  the  open  door,  his face a mask of calm. “Ready?” 

No,  no,  I  wasn’t  ready,  not  after  last  night,  not  after  all  these  months.  But  I nodded.  If  Rhysand  came  back,  if  this  Amarantha  person  was  indeed  such  a

threat that I would only be another body for Tamlin to defend … I needed to go. 

He  shut  the  door,  sealing  me  inside  with  a  click  that  sounded  through  me.  He leaned  through  the  open  window  to  caress  my  cheek—and  I  could  have  sworn

that I felt my heart crack. The footman snapped the whip. 

Tamlin’s fingers brushed my mouth. The carriage jolted as the six white horses

started into a walk. I bit my lip to keep it from wobbling. 

Tamlin smiled at me one last time. “I love you,” he said, and stepped away. 

I  should  say  it—I  should  say  those  words,  but  they  got  stuck  in  my  throat, because … because of what he had to face, because he might not find me again

despite his promise, because … because beneath it all, he was an immortal, and I

would grow old and die. And maybe he meant it now, and perhaps last night had

been  as  altering  for  him  as  it  had  been  for  me,  but  …  I  would  not  become  a burden to him. I would not become another weight pressing upon his shoulders. 

So I said nothing as the carriage moved. And I did not look back as we passed

through the manor gates and into the forest beyond. 

Almost as soon as the carriage entered the woods, the sparkle of magic stuffed

itself  up  my  nose  and  I  was  dragged  into  a  deep  sleep.  I  was  furious  when  I jerked awake, wondering why it had been at all necessary, but the air was full of

the thunderous clopping of hooves against a flagstone path. 

Rubbing  my  eyes,  I  peered  out  the  window  to  see  a  sloping  drive  lined  with conical hedges and irises. I had never been here before. 

I  took  in  as  many  details  as  I  could  as  the  carriage  came  to  a  stop  before  a chateau of white marble and emerald roofs—nearly as large as Tamlin’s manor. 

The faces of the approaching servants were unfamiliar, and I kept my face blank

as I gripped the footman’s hand and stepped out of the carriage. 

Human. He was utterly human, with his rounded ears, his ruddy face, his clothes. 

The other servants were human, too—all of them restless, not at all like the utter

stillness  with  which  the  High  Fae  held  themselves.  Unfinished,  graceless

creatures of earth and blood. 

The servants were eyeing me but keeping back—shrinking away. Did I look so

grand, then? I straightened at the flurry of motion and color that burst from the

front doors. 

I recognized my sisters before they saw me. They approached, smoothing their

fine dresses, their brows rising at the gilded carriage. 

That  cracking,  caved-in  feeling  in  my  chest  worsened.  Tamlin  had  said  he’d

taken care of my family, but  this …

Nesta  spoke  first,  curtsying  low.  Elain  followed  suit.  “Welcome  to  our  home,” 

Nesta said a bit flatly, her eyes on the ground. “Lady …” 

I  let  out  a  stark  laugh.  “Nesta,”  I  said,  and  she  went  rigid.  I  laughed  again. 

“Nesta, don’t you recognize your own sister?” 

Elain gasped. “Feyre?” She reached for me, but paused. “What of Aunt Ripleigh, 

then? Is she … dead?” 

That was the story, I remembered—that I’d gone to care for a long-lost, wealthy

aunt.  I  nodded  slowly.  Nesta  took  in  my  clothes  and  carriage,  the  pearls  that were woven into her gold-brown hair gleaming in the sunlight. 

“She left you her fortune,” Nesta stated flatly. It wasn’t a question. 

“Feyre, you should have told us!” Elain said, still gaping. “Oh, how awful—and

you had to endure losing her all on your own, you poor thing. 

Father will be devastated that he didn’t get to pay his respects.” 

Such  …  such  simple  things:  relatives  dying  and  fortunes  being  left  and  paying respect  to  the  dead.  And  yet—yet  …  a  weight  I  hadn’t  realized  I’d  still  been carrying eased. These were the only things that worried them now. 

“Why are you being so quiet?” Nesta said, keeping her distance. 

I’d  forgotten  how  cunning  her  eyes  were,  how  cold.  She’d  been  made

differently, from something harder and stronger than bone and blood. She was as

different from the humans around us as I had become. 

“I’m  …  glad  to  see  how  well  your  own  fortunes  have  improved,”  I  managed. 

“What  happened?”  The  driver—glamoured  to  look  human,  no  mask  in  sight—

began unloading trunks for the footmen. I hadn’t known Tamlin had sent me off

with belongings. 

Elain  beamed.  “Didn’t  you  get  our  letters?”  She  didn’t  remember—or  maybe

she’d never actually known, then, that I wouldn’t have been able to read them, 

anyway.  When  I  shook  my  head,  she  complained  about  the  uselessness  of  the

post and then said, “Oh, you’ll never believe it! Almost a week after you went to

care for Aunt Ripleigh, some stranger appeared at our door and asked Father to

invest his money for him! Father was hesitant because the offer was so good, but

the  stranger  insisted,  so  Father  did  it.  He  gave  us  a  trunk  of  gold  just  for agreeing! Within a month, he’d doubled the man’s investment, and then money

started pouring in. And you know what? 

All those ships we lost were found in Bharat, complete with Father’s profits!” 

Tamlin—Tamlin  had  done  that  for  them.  I  ignored  the  growing  hollowness  in

my chest. 

“Feyre, you look as dumbfounded as we were,” Elain said, hooking elbows with

me. “Come inside. We’ll show you the house! We don’t have a room decorated

for  you,  because  we  thought  you’d  be  with  poor  old  Aunt  Ripleigh  for  months yet,  but  we  have  so  many  bedrooms  that  you  can  sleep  in  a  different  one  each night if you wish!” 

I  glanced  over  my  shoulder  at  Nesta,  who  watched  me  with  a  carefully  blank

face. So she hadn’t married Tomas Mandray after all. 

“Father will likely faint when he sees you,” Elain babbled on, patting my hand as she  escorted  me  toward  the  main  door.  “Oh,  maybe  he’ll  throw  a  ball  in  your honor, too!” 

Nesta fell into step behind us, a quiet, stalking presence. I didn’t want to know

what she was thinking. I wasn’t certain whether I should be furious or relieved

that they’d gotten on so well without me—and whether Nesta was wondering the

same. 

Horseshoes clopped, and the carriage began ambling down the driveway

—away from me, back to my true home, back to Tamlin. It took all my will to

keep from running after it. 

He  had  said  he  loved  me,  and  I’d  felt  the  truth  of  it  with  our  lovemaking,  and he’d sent me away to keep me safe; he’d freed me from the Treaty to keep me

safe. Because whatever storm was about to break in Prythian was brutal enough

that even a High Lord couldn’t stand against it. 

I had to stay; it was wise to stay here. But I couldn’t fight the sensation, like a

darkening shadow within me, that I’d made a very, very big mistake in leaving, 

no matter Tamlin’s orders.  Stay with the High Lord, the Suriel had said. Its only command. 

I shoved the thought from my mind as my father wept at the sight of me and did

indeed order a ball in my honor. And though I knew that the promise I had once

made to my mother was fulfilled—though I knew that I truly was free of it, and

that  my  family  was  forever  cared  for  …  that  growing,  lengthening  shadow

blanketed my heart. 

Chapter 29

Inventing  stories  about  my  time  with  Aunt  Ripleigh  required  minimal  effort:  I read  to  her  daily,  she  instructed  me  on  deportment  from  her  bedside,  and  I

nursed her until she died in her sleep two weeks ago, leaving her fortune to me. 

And  what  a  tremendous  fortune  it  was:  the  trunks  that  accompanied  me  hadn’t

contained  just  clothing—several  of  them  had  been  filled  with  gold  and  jewels. 

Not cut jewels, either, but enormous, raw jewels that would pay for a thousand

estates. 

My father was currently taking inventory of those jewels; he’d holed himself up in the office that overlooked the garden in which I was sitting beside Elain in the

grass.  Through  the  window,  I  spied  my  father  hunched  over  his  desk,  a  little scale before him as he weighed an uncut ruby the size of a duck’s egg. He was

clear-eyed again, and moved with a sense of purpose, of vibrancy, that I hadn’t

seen  since  before  the  downfall.  Even  his  limp  was  improved—made

miraculously better by some tonic and a salve a strange, passing healer had given

him  for  free.  I  would  have  been  forever  grateful  to  Tamlin  for  that  kindness alone. 

Gone  were  his  hunched  shoulders  and  downcast,  misty  eyes.  My  father  smiled

freely,  laughed  readily,  and  doted  on  Elain,  who  in  turn  doted  on  him.  Nesta, though, had been quiet and watchful, only giving Elain answers not longer than a

word or two. 

“These  bulbs,”  Elain  said,  pointing  with  a  gloved  hand  to  a  cluster  of  purple-and-white  flowers,  “came  all  the  way  from  the  tulip  fields  of  the  continent. 

Father  promised  that  next  spring  he’ll  take  me  to  see  them.  He  claims  that  for mile after mile, there’s nothing but these flowers.” She patted the rich, dark soil. 

The little garden beneath the window was hers: every bloom and shrub had been

picked and planted by her hand; she would allow no one else to care for it. Even

the weeding and watering she did on her own. 

Though  the  servants   did  help  her  carry  over  the  heavy  watering  cans,  she admitted. She would have marveled—likely wept—at the gardens I’d become so

accustomed to, at the flowers in perpetual bloom at the Spring Court. 

“You should come with me,” Elain went on. “Nesta won’t go, because she says

she doesn’t want to risk the sea crossing, but you and I … Oh, we’d have fun, 

wouldn’t we?” 

I glanced sidelong at her. My sister was beaming, content—prettier than I’d ever

seen  her,  even  in  her  simple  muslin  gardening  dress.  Her  cheeks  were  flushed beneath  her  large,  floppy  hat.  “I  think—I  think  I’d  like  to  see  the  continent,”  I said. 

And it was true, I realized. There was so much of the world that I hadn’t seen, 

hadn’t ever thought about visiting. Hadn’t ever been  able to dream of visiting. 

“I’m surprised you’re so eager to go next spring,” I said. “Isn’t that right in the
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middle of the season?” The socialite season, which had ended a few weeks ago, 

apparently,  full  of  parties  and  balls  and  luncheons  and  gossip,  gossip,  gossip. 

Elain  had  told  me  all  about  it  at  dinner  the  night  before,  hardly  noticing  that  it was  an  effort  for  me  to  get  down  my  food.  So  much  of  it  was  the  same—the meat, the bread, the vegetables, and yet … it was ash in my mouth compared to

what  I’d  consumed  in  Prythian.  “And  I’m  surprised  you  don’t  have  a  line  of

suitors out the door, begging for your hand.” 

Elain  flushed  but  plunged  her  little  shovel  into  the  ground  to  dig  out  a  weed. 

“Yes,  well—there  will  always  be  other  seasons.  Nesta  won’t  tell  you,  but  this season was somewhat … strange.” 

“In what way?” 

She  shrugged  her  slim  shoulders.  “People  acted  as  if  we’d  all  just  been  ill  for eight years, or had gone away to some distant country—not that we’d been a few

villages over in that cottage. You’d think we dreamed it all up, what happened to

us over those years. No one said a word about it.” 

“Did  you  think  they  would?”  If  we  were  as  rich  as  this  house  suggested,  there were surely plenty of families willing to overlook the stain of our poverty. 

“No—but  it  made  me  …  made  me  wish  for  those  years  again,  even  with  the

hunger and cold. This house feels so big sometimes, and father is

always  busy,  and  Nesta  …”  She  looked  over  her  shoulder  to  where  my  eldest

sister stood by a gnarled mulberry tree, looking out over the flat expanse of our

lands.  She’d  barely  spoken  to  me  the  night  before,  and  not  at  all  during

breakfast. I’d been surprised when she joined us outside, even if she’d stayed by

the tree this whole time. “Nesta didn’t finish the season. 

She wouldn’t tell me why. She began refusing every invitation. She hardly talks

to anyone, and I feel wretched when my friends pay a visit, because she makes

them  so  uncomfortable  when  she  stares  at  them  in  that  way  of  hers  …”  Elain sighed. “Maybe you could talk to her.” 

I  contemplated  telling  Elain  that  Nesta  and  I  hadn’t  had  a  civil  conversation  in years, but then Elain added, “She went to see you, you know.” 

I blinked, my blood going a bit cold. “What?” 

“Well, she was gone for only about a week, and she said that her carriage broke

down not halfway there, and it was easier to come back. But you wouldn’t know, 

since you never got any of our letters.” 

I looked over at Nesta, standing so still under the branches, the summer breeze

rustling the skirts of her dress. Had she gone to see me, only to be turned back

by whatever glamour magic Tamlin had cast on her? 

I turned back to the garden and caught Elain staring at me. “What?” 

Elain shook her head and went back to weeding. “You just look so …

different. You sound so different, too.” 

Indeed, I hadn’t quite believed my eyes when I’d passed a hall mirror last night. 

My  face  was  still  the  same,  but  there  was  a  …   glow  about  me,  a  kind  of shimmering  light  that  was  nearly  undetectable.  I  knew  without  a  doubt  that  it was because of my time in Prythian, that all that magic had somehow rubbed off

on me. I dreaded the day it would forever fade. 

“Did  something  happen  at  Aunt  Ripleigh’s  house?”  Elain  asked.  “Did  you  …

meet someone?” 

I shrugged and yanked at a weed nearby. “Just good food and rest.” 

Days  passed.  The  shadow  within  me  didn’t  lighten,  and  even  the  thought  of

painting was abhorrent. Instead I spent most of my time with Elain in her little

garden. I was content to listen to her talk about every bud and bloom, about her

plans to start another garden by the greenhouse, perhaps a

vegetable garden, if she could learn enough about it over the next few months. 

She had come alive here, and her joy was infectious. There wasn’t a servant or

gardener who didn’t smile at her, and even the brusque head cook found excuses

to bring her plates of cookies and tarts at various points in the day. I marveled at

it,  actually—that  those  years  of  poverty  hadn’t  stripped  away  that  light  from Elain. Perhaps buried it a bit, but she was generous, loving, and kind—a woman

I found myself proud to know, to call sister. 

My  father  finished  counting  my  jewels  and  gold;  I  was  an  extraordinarily wealthy woman. I invested a small percentage of it in his business, and when I

looked  at  the  remaining  behemoth  sum,  I  had  him  draw  me  up  several  bags  of money and set out. 

The  manor  was  only  three  miles  from  our  rundown  cottage,  and  the  road  was

familiar.  I  didn’t  mind  when  my  hem  became  coated  in  mud  from  the  sodden

path. I savored hearing the wind in the trees and the sighing of the high grasses. 

If  I  drifted  far  enough  into  my  memories,  I  could  imagine  myself  walking

alongside Tamlin through his woods. 

I had no reason to believe that I would see him anytime soon, but I went to bed

each  night  praying  that  I’d  awaken  to  find  myself  in  his  manor,  or  that  I’d receive  a  message  summoning  me  to  his  side.  Even  worse  than  my

disappointment that no such thing had happened was the creeping, nagging fear

that he was in danger—that Amarantha, whoever she was, would somehow hurt

him. 

“I love you.” I could almost hear the words—almost hear him saying them, could

almost see the sunlight glinting in his golden hair and the dazzling green of his

eyes. I could almost feel his body pressed against mine, his fingers playing along

my skin. 

I reached a bend in the road that I could have navigated in the dark, and there it

was. 

So small—the cottage had been so small. Elain’s old flower garden was a wild

tangle  of  weeds  and  blooms,  and  the  ward-markings  were  still  etched  on  the

stone threshold. The front door—shattered and broken the last time I’d seen it—

had  been  replaced,  but  one  of  the  circular  windowpanes  had  become  cracked. 

The interior was dark, the land undisturbed. 

I traced the invisible path I’d taken across the tall grass every morning from our

front door, over the road, and then across the rolling field, all the way to that line

of trees. The forest—my forest. 

It  had  seemed  so  terrifying  once—so  lethal  and  hungry  and  brutal.  And  now  it just seemed … plain. Ordinary. 

I gazed again at that sad, dark house—the place that had been a prison. 

Elain had said she missed it, and I wondered what she saw when she looked at the cottage. If she beheld not a prison but a shelter—a shelter from a world that

had  possessed  so  little  good,  but  she  tried  to  find  it  anyway,  even  if  it  had seemed foolish and useless to me. 

She had looked at it that cottage with hope; I had looked at it with nothing but

hatred. And I knew which one of us had been stronger. 

Chapter 30

I  had  one  task  left  to  do  before  I  returned  to  my  father’s  manor.  The  villagers who  had  once  sneered  at  or  ignored  me  instead  gaped  now,  and  a  few  stepped into my path to ask about my aunt, my fortune, on and on. I firmly but politely

refused to fall into conversation with them, to give them anything to gossip over. 

But it still took me so long to reach the poor part of our village that I was fully

drained by the time I knocked on the first dilapidated door. 

The  impoverished  of  our  village  didn’t  ask  questions  when  I  handed  them  the

little  bags  of  silver  and  gold.  They  tried  to  refuse,  some  of  them  not  even recognizing me, but I left the money anyway. It was the least I could do. 

As I walked back to my father’s manor, I passed Tomas Mandray and his cronies

lurking by the village fountain, chatting about some house that had burned down

with its family trapped inside a week before and whether there was anything to

loot from it. He gave me a too-long look, his eyes roving freely over my body, 

with  a  half  smile  I’d  seen  him  give  to  the  village  girls  a  hundred  times  before. 

Why had Nesta changed her mind? I just stared him down and continued along. 

I  was  almost  out  of  town  when  a  woman’s  laugh  flitted  over  the  stones,  and  I turned  a  corner  to  come  face-to-face  with  Isaac  Hale—and  a  pretty,  plump

young  woman  who  could  only  be  his  new  wife.  They  were  arm  in  arm,  both

smiling—both lit up from within. 

His smile faltered as he beheld me. 

Human—he seemed so  human, with his gangly limbs, his simple handsomeness, 

but  that  smile  he’d  had  moments  before  had  transformed  him  into  something

more. 

His wife looked between us, perhaps a bit nervously. As if whatever she felt for
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him—the  love  I’d  already  seen  shining—was  so  new,  so  unexpected,  that  she

was  still  worried  it  would  vanish.  Carefully,  Isaac  inclined  his  head  to  me  in greeting. He’d been a boy when I left, and yet

this person who now approached me … whatever had blossomed with his wife, 

whatever was between them, it had made him into a man. 

Nothing—there was nothing in my chest, my soul, for him beyond a vague sense

of gratitude. 

A  few  more  steps  had  us  passing  each  other.  I  smiled  broadly  at  him,  at  them both, and bowed my head, wishing them well with my entire heart. 

The  ball  my  father  was  throwing  in  my  honor  was  in  two  days,  and  the  house was already a flurry of activity. Such money being thrown away on things we’d

never  dreamed  of  having  again,  even  for  a  moment.  I  would  have  begged  him

not  to  host  it,  but  Elain  had  taken  charge  of  planning   and  finding  me  a  last-minute  dress,  and  …  it  would  only  be  for  an  evening.  An  evening  of  enduring the people who had shunned us and let us starve for years. 

The sun was near to setting as I stopped my work for the day: digging out a new

square of earth for Elain’s next garden. The gardeners had been slightly horrified

that  another  one  of  us  had  taken  up  the  activity—as  if  we’d  soon  be  doing  all their work ourselves and would get rid of them. I reassured them I had no green

thumb and just wanted something to do with my day. 

But I hadn’t yet figured out what I would be doing with my week, or my month, 

or  anything  after  that.  If  there  was  indeed  a  surge  in  the  blight  happening  over the wall, if that Amarantha woman was sending out creatures to take advantage

of  it  …  It  was  hard  not  to  dwell  on  that  shadow  in  my  heart,  the  shadow  that trailed my every step. I hadn’t felt like painting since I’d arrived—and that place

inside  me  where  all  those  colors  and  shapes  and  lights  had  come  from  had

become  still  and  quiet  and  dull.  Soon,  I  told  myself.  Soon  I  would  purchase some paints and start again. 

I slid  the  shovel  into  the  ground  and  set my  foot  atop  it,  resting  for  a  moment. 

Perhaps  the  gardeners  had  just  been  horrified  by  the  tunic  and  pants  I’d

scrounged up. One of them had even gone running to fetch me one of those big, 

floppy hats that Elain wore. I wore it for their sake; my skin had already become tan and freckled from months roaming the Spring Court lands. 

I glanced at my hands, clutching the top of the shovel. Callused and flecked with

scars, arcs of dirt under my nails. They’d surely be horrified when they beheld

me splattered with paint. 

“Even  if  you  washed  them,  there’d  be  no  hiding  it,”  Nesta  said  behind  me, 

coming  over  from  that  tree  she  liked  to  sit  by.  “To  fit  in,  you’d  have  to  wear gloves and never take them off.” 

She  wore  a  simple,  pale  lavender  muslin  gown,  her  hair  half-up  and  billowing behind  her  in  a  sheet  of  gold-brown.  Beautiful,  imperious,  still  as  one  of  the High Fae. 

“Maybe I don’t want to fit in with your social circles,” I said, turning back to the

shovel. 

“Then why are you bothering to stay here?” A sharp, cold question. 

I plunged the shovel deeper, my arms and back straining as I heaved up a pile of

dark soil and grass. “It’s my home, isn’t it?” 

“No, it’s not,” she said flatly. I slammed the shovel back into the earth. “I think

your home is somewhere very far away.” 

I paused. 

I  left  the  shovel  in  the  ground  and  slowly  turned  to  face  her.  “Aunt  Ripleigh’s house—” 

“There  is  no  Aunt  Ripleigh.”  Nesta  reached  into  her  pocket  and  tossed

something onto the churned-up earth. 

It was a chunk of wood, as if it had been ripped from something. Painted on its

smooth surface was a pretty tangle of vines and—foxglove. Foxglove painted in

the wrong shade of blue. 

My breath hitched. All this time, all these months …

“Your beast’s little trick didn’t work on me,” she said with quiet steel. 

“Apparently, an iron will is all it takes to keep a glamour from digging in. 

So I had to watch as Father and Elain went from sobbing hysterics into  nothing. I had  to  listen  to  them  talk  about  how  lucky  it  was  for  you  to  be  taken  to  some made-up  aunt’s  house,  how  some  winter  wind  had  shattered  our  door.  And  I

thought I’d gone mad—but every time I did, I would look at that painted part of

the table, then at the claw marks farther down, and know it wasn’t in my head.” 

I’d never heard of a glamour not working. But Nesta’s mind was so entirely her

own;  she  had  put  up  such  strong  walls—of  steel  and  iron  and  ash  wood—that

even a High Lord’s magic couldn’t pierce them. 

“Elain said—said you went to visit me, though. That you tried.” 

Nesta  snorted,  her  face  grave  and  full  of  that  long-simmering  anger  that  she could never master. “He stole you away into the night, claiming some nonsense

about  the  Treaty.  And  then  everything  went  on  as  if  it  had  never  happened.  It wasn’t right. None of it was right.” 

My hands slackened at my sides. “You went after me,” I said. “You went after

me—to Prythian.” 

“I got to the wall. I couldn’t find a way through.” 

I raised a shaking hand to my throat. “You trekked two days there and two days

back—through the winter woods?” 

She  shrugged,  looking  at  the  sliver  she’d  pried  from  the  table.  “I  hired  that mercenary from town to bring me a week after you were taken. With the money

from your pelt. She was the only one who seemed like she would believe me.” 

“You did that—for me?” 

Nesta’s eyes—my eyes, our mother’s eyes—met mine. “It wasn’t right,” 

she said again. Tamlin had been wrong when we’d discussed whether my father

would  have  ever  come  after  me—he  didn’t  possess  the  courage,  the  anger.  If

anything,  he  would  have  hired  someone  to  do  it  for  him.  But  Nesta  had  gone
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with that mercenary. My hateful, cold sister had been willing to brave Prythian

to rescue me. 

“What happened to Tomas Mandray?” I asked, the words strangled. 

“I realized he wouldn’t have gone with me to save you from Prythian.” 

And for her, with that raging, unrelenting heart, it would have been a line in the

sand. 

I looked at my sister, really  looked at her, at this woman who couldn’t stomach

the sycophants who now surrounded her, who had never spent a day in the forest

but  had  gone  into  wolf  territory  …  Who  had  shrouded  the  loss  of  our  mother, then  our  downfall,  in  icy  rage  and  bitterness,  because  the  anger  had  been  a lifeline, the cruelty a release. But she  had cared—beneath it, she had cared, and perhaps loved more fiercely than I could comprehend, more deeply and loyally. 

“Tomas never deserved you anyway,” I said softly. 

My  sister  didn’t  smile,  but  a  light  shone  in  her  blue-gray  eyes.  “Tell  me

everything that happened,” she said—an order, not a request. 

So I did. 

And when I finished my story, Nesta merely stared at me for a long while before

asking me to teach her how to paint. 

Teaching Nesta to paint was about as pleasant as I had expected it to be, but at

least  it  provided  an  excuse  for  us  to  avoid  the  busier  parts  of  the  house,  which became more and more chaotic as my ball drew near. Supplies were easy enough

to come by, but explaining how I painted, convincing Nesta to express what was

in her mind, her heart … At the very least, she repeated my brushstrokes with a

precise and solid hand. 

When  we  emerged  from  the  quiet  room  we’d  commandeered,  both  of  us

splattered  in  paint  and  smeared  with  charcoal,  the  chateau  was  finishing  up  its preparations. Colored glass lanterns lined the long drive, and inside, wreaths and

garlands  of  every  flower  and  color  decorated  every  rail,  every  surface,  every archway.  Beautiful.  Elain  had  selected  each  flower  herself  and  instructed  the

staff where to put them. 

Nesta and I slipped up the stairs, but as we reached the landing, my father and

Elain appeared below, arm in arm. 

Nesta’s face tightened. My father murmured his praises to Elain, who beamed at

him  and  rested  her  head  on  his  shoulder.  And  I  was  happy  for  them—for  the

comfort and ease of their lifestyle, for the contentment on both my father’s and

my sister’s faces. Yes, they had their small sorrows, but both of them seemed so

… relaxed. 

Nesta walked down the hall, and I followed her. “There are days,” Nesta said as

she paused in front of the door to her room, across from mine, 

“when  I  want  to  ask  him  if  he  remembers  the  years  he  almost  let  us  starve  to death.” 

“You spent every copper I could get, too,” I reminded her. 

“I knew you could always get more. And if you couldn’t, then I wanted to see if

he  would  ever  try  to  do  it  himself,  instead  of  carving  those  bits  of  wood.  If  he would actually go out and fight for us. I couldn’t take care of us, not the way you

did. I hated you for that. But I hated him more. I still do.” 

“Does he know?” 

“He’s always known I hate him, even before we became poor. He let Mother die

—he had a fleet of ships at his disposal to sail across the world

for a cure, or he could have hired men to go into Prythian and beg them for help. 

But he let her waste away.” 

“He loved her—he grieved for her.” I didn’t know what the truth was—

perhaps both. 

“He let her die. You would have gone to the ends of the earth to save your High

Lord.” 

My chest hollowed out again, but I merely said, “Yes, I would have,” 

and slipped inside my room to get ready. 

Chapter 31

The ball was a blur of waltzing and preening, of bejeweled aristos, of wine and

toasts in my honor. I lingered at Nesta’s side, because she seemed to do a good

job  of  scaring  off  the  too-curious  suitors  who  wanted  to  know  more  about  my fortune.  But  I  tried  to  smile,  if  only  for  Elain,  who  flitted  about  the  room, personally greeting each guest and dancing with all their important sons. 

But I kept thinking about what Nesta had said—about saving Tamlin. 

I’d known something was wrong. I’d known he was in trouble—not just with the

blight on Prythian, but also that the forces gathering to destroy him were deadly, 

and yet … and yet I’d stopped looking for answers, stopped fighting it, glad—so

selfishly  glad—to be able to set down that savage, wild part of me that had only survived hour to hour. I’d let him send me home. I hadn’t tried harder to piece

together  the  information  I’d  gathered  about  the  blight  or  Amarantha;  I  hadn’t tried to save him. I hadn’t even told him I loved him. And Lucien … Lucien had

known  it,  too—and  shown  it  in  his  bitter  words  on  my  last  day,  his

disappointment in me. 

Two in the morning, and yet the party was showing no signs of slowing. 

My father held court with several other merchants and aristo men to whom I had

been  introduced  but  whose  names  I’d  instantly  forgotten.  Elain  was  laughing

among a circle of beautiful friends, flushed and brilliant. Nesta had silently left

at midnight, and I didn’t bother to say good-bye as I finally slipped upstairs. 

The  following  afternoon,  bleary-eyed  and  quiet,  we  all  gathered  at  the  lunch

table.  I  thanked  my  sister  and  father  for  the  party,  and  dodged  my  father’s inquiries regarding whether any of his friends’ sons had caught my eye. 

The  summer  heat  had  arrived,  and  I  propped  my  chin  on  a  fist  as  I  fanned

myself. I’d slept fitfully in the heat last night. It was never too hot or too cold at

Tamlin’s estate. 

“I’m  thinking  of  buying  the  Beddor  land,”  my  father  was  saying  to  Elain,  who was the only one of us listening to him. “I heard a rumor it’ll go up for sale soon, 

since none of the family survived, and it would be a good investment property. 

Perhaps one of you girls might build a house on it when you’re ready.” 

Elain nodded interestedly, but I blinked. “What happened to the Beddors?” 

“Oh,  it  was  awful,”  Elain  said.  “Their  house  burned  down,  and  everyone  died. 

Well, they couldn’t find Clare’s body, but …” She looked down at her plate. “It

happened  in  the  dead  of  night—the  family,  their  servants,  everyone.  The  day

before you came home to us, actually.” 

“Clare Beddor,” I said slowly. 

“Our friend, remember?” Elain said. 

I nodded, feeling Nesta’s eyes on me. 

No—no,  it  couldn’t  be  possible.  It  had  to  be  a  coincidence—   had  to  be  a coincidence, because the alternative …

I had given that name to Rhysand. 

And he had not forgotten it. 

My stomach turned over, and I fought against the nausea that roiled within me. 

“Feyre?” my father asked. 

I put a shaking hand over my eyes, breathing in. What had happened? 

Not just at the Beddors’, but at home, in Prythian? 

“Feyre,” my father said again, and Nesta hissed at him, “Quiet.” 

I pushed back against the guilt, the disgust and terror. I had to get answers—had

to know if it had been a coincidence, or if I might yet be able to save Clare. And

if  something  had  happened  here,  in  the  mortal  realm,  then  the  Spring  Court  …

then  those  creatures  Tamlin  had  been  so  frightened  of  …  the  blight  that  had infected magic, their lands …

Faeries. They had come over the wall and left no trace behind. 

I lowered my hand and looked at Nesta. “You must listen very carefully,” 

I said to her, swallowing hard. “Everything I have told you must remain a secret. 

You do not come looking for me. You do not speak my name again to anyone.” 

“What are you talking about, Feyre?” My father gaped at me from the end of the

table. Elain glanced between us, shifting in her seat. 

But Nesta held my gaze. Unflinching. 

“I think something very bad might be happening in Prythian,” I said softly. I’d

never learned what warning signs Tamlin had instilled in their glamours to prod

my  family  to  run,  but  I  wasn’t  going  to  risk  relying  solely  on  them.  Not  when Clare  had  been  taken,  her  family  murdered  …  because  of  me.  Bile  burned  my

throat. 

“Prythian!”  my  father  and  Elain  blurted.  But  Nesta  held  up  a  hand  to  silence them. 

I went on, “If you won’t leave, then hire guards—hire scouts to watch the wall, 

the forest. The village, too.” I rose from my seat. “The first sign of danger, the

first rumor you hear of the wall being breached or even something being  strange, you  get  on  a  ship  and  go.  You  sail  far  away,  as  far  south  as  you  can  get,  to someplace the faeries would never desire.” 

My father and Elain began blinking, as if clearing some fog from their minds—

as  if  emerging  from  a  deep  sleep.  But  Nesta  followed  me  into  the  hall,  up  the stairs. 

“The  Beddors,”  she  said.  “That  was  meant  to  be  us.  But  you  gave  them  a  fake name—those wicked faeries who threatened your High Lord.” I nodded. I could

see the plans calculating in her eyes. “Is there going to be an invasion?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know what’s happening. I was told that there was a kind

of sickness that had made their powers weaken or go wild, a blight on the land

that  had  damaged  the  safety  of  their  borders  and  could  kill  people  if  it  struck badly enough. They—they said it was surging again …

on the move. The last I heard, it wasn’t near enough to harm our lands. But if the

Spring Court is about to fall, then the blight has to be getting close, and Tamlin

…  Tamlin  was  one  of  the  last  bastions  keeping  the  other  courts  in  check—the deadly courts. And I think he’s in danger.” 
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I  entered  my  room  and  began  peeling  off  my  gown.  My  sister  helped  me,  then opened the wardrobe to pull out a heavy tunic and pants and boots. I slipped into

them  and  was  braiding  back  my  hair  when  she  said,  “We  don’t  need  you  here, Feyre. Do not look back.” 

I  tugged  on  my  boots  and  went  for  the  hunting  knives  I’d  discreetly  acquired while here. 

“Father  once  told  you  to  never  come  back,”  Nesta  said,  “and  I’m  telling  you now. We can take care of ourselves.” 

Once I might have thought it was an insult, but now I understood—

understood what a gift she was offering me. I sheathed the knives at my side and

slung a quiver of arrows across my back—none of them ash—

before  scooping  up  my  bow.  “They   can  lie,”  I  said,  giving  her  information  I hoped she would never need. “Faeries can lie, and iron doesn’t bother them one

bit.  But  ash  wood—that  seems  to  work.  Take  my  money  and  buy  a  damned

grove of it for Elain to tend.” 

Nesta shook her head, clutching her wrist, the bracelet of iron still there. 

“What do you think you can even do to help? He’s a High Lord—you’re just a

human.”  That  wasn’t  an  insult,  either.  A  question  from  a  coolly  calculating

mind. 

“I don’t care,” I admitted, at the door now, which I flung open. “But I’ve got to

try.” 

Nesta remained in my room. She would not say good-bye—she hated farewells

as much as I did. 

But  I  turned  to  my  sister  and  said,  “There  is  a  better  world,  Nesta.  There  is  a better world out there, waiting for you to find it. And if I ever get the chance, if

things are ever better, safer … I will find you again.” 

It was all I could offer her. 

But Nesta squared her shoulders. “Don’t bother. I don’t think I’d be particularly fond of faeries.” I raised a brow. She went on with a slight shrug. “Try to send

word once it’s safe. And if it ever is … Father and Elain can have this place. I

think I’d like to see what else is out there, what a woman might do with a fortune

and a good name.” 

No  limits,  I  thought.  There  were  no  limits  to  what  Nesta  might  do,  what  she might make of herself once she found a place to call her own. I prayed I would


be lucky enough to someday see it. 

Elain, to my surprise, had a horse, a satchel of food, and supplies ready when I

hurried  down  the  stairs.  My  father  was  nowhere  in  sight.  But  Elain  threw  her arms  around  me,  and,  holding  tightly,  said,  “I  remember—I  remember  all  of  it now.” 

I wrapped my arms around her. “Be on your guard. All of you.” 

She nodded, tears in her eyes. “I would have liked to see the continent with you, 

Feyre.” 

I  smiled  at  my  sister,  memorizing  her  lovely  face,  and  wiped  her  tears  away. 

“Maybe someday,” I said. Another promise that I’d be lucky to keep. 

Elain was still crying as I spurred my horse and galloped down the drive. 

I didn’t have it in me to say good-bye to my father once more. 

I rode all day and stopped only when it was too dark for me to see. Due north—

that’s where I would start and go until I hit the wall. I had to get back—had to

see  what  had  happened,  had  to  tell  Tamlin  everything  that  was  in  my  heart

before it was too late. 

I rode all of the second day, slept fitfully, and was off before first light. 

On and on, through the summer forest, lush and dense and humming. 

Until an absolute silence fell. I slowed my horse to a careful walk and scanned

the brush and trees ahead for any sign, any ripple. There was nothing. Nothing, 

and then—

My  horse  bucked  and  shook  her  head,  and  it  was  all  I  could  do  to  stay  in  the saddle as she refused to go forward. But still, there was nothing—no marker. Yet

when I dismounted, hardly breathing as I put a hand out, I found that I could not

pass. 

There, cleaving through the forest, was an invisible wall. 

But the faeries came and went through it—through holes, rumor claimed. 

So I led my horse down the line, tapping the wall every so often to make sure I

hadn’t veered away. 

It took me two days—and the night between them was more terrifying than any

I’d experienced at the Spring Court. Two days, before I spied the mossy stones

placed across from each other, a faint whorl carved into them both. A gate. 

This time, when I mounted my horse and steered her between them, she obeyed. 

Magic  stung  my  nostrils,  zapping  until  my  horse  bucked  again,  but  we  were

through. 

I knew these trees. 

I rode in silence, an arrow nocked and ready, the threats lurking in the forest far

greater than those in the woods I’d just left. 

Tamlin might be furious—he might command me to turn around and go home. 

But I would tell him that I was going to help, tell him that I loved him and would

fight for him however I could, even if I had to tie him down to make him listen. 

I  became  so  intent  on  contemplating  how  I  might  convince  him  not  to  start

roaring  that  I  didn’t  immediately  notice  the  quiet—how  the  birds  didn’t  sing, even as I drew closer to the manor itself, how the hedges of the estate looked in

need of a trim. 

By the time I reached the gates, my mouth had gone dry. The gates were open, 

but the iron had been bent out of shape, as if mighty hands had wrenched them

apart. 

Every  step  of  the  horse’s  hooves  was  too  loud  on  the  gravel  path,  and  my

stomach dropped further when I beheld the wide-open front doors. One of them hung at an angle, ripped off its top hinge. 

I  dismounted,  arrow  still  at  the  ready.  But  there  was  no  need.  Empty—it  was utterly empty here. Like a tomb. 

“Tam?” I called. I bounded up the front steps and into the house. I rushed inside, 

swearing  as  I  slid  on  a  piece  of  broken  porcelain—the  remnants  of  a  vase. 

Slowly, I turned in the front hall. 

It  looked  as  if  an  army  had  marched  through.  Tapestries  hung  in  shreds,  the marble  banister  was  fractured,  and  the  chandeliers  lay  broken  on  the  ground, 

reduced to mounds of shattered crystal. 

“Tamlin?” I shouted. Nothing. 

The windows had all been blown out. “Lucien?” 

No one answered. 

“Tam?” My voice echoed through the house, mocking me. 

Alone in the wreckage of the manor, I sank to my knees. 

He was gone. 

Chapter 32

I gave myself a minute—just one minute—to kneel in the remnants of the entry

hall. 

Then I eased to my feet, careful not to disturb any of the shattered glass or wood

or—blood. There were splatters of it everywhere, along with small puddles and

smears down the gouged walls. 

Another forest, I told myself. Another set of tracks. 

Slowly,  I  moved  across  the  floor,  tracing  the  information  left.  It  had  been  a vicious fight—and from the blood patterns, most of the damage to the house had

been done during the fight, not afterward. The crushed glass and footprints came

and  went  from  the  front  and  back  of  the  house,  as  if  the  whole  place  had  been surrounded.  The  intruders  had  needed  to  force  their  way  in  though  the  front

door; they’d just completely shattered the doors to the garden. 

No bodies, I kept repeating to myself. There were no bodies, and not much gore. 

They had to be alive. Tamlin  had to be alive. 

Because if he were dead …

I rubbed my face, taking a shuddering breath. I wouldn’t let myself get that far. 

My hands shook as I paused before the dining room doors, both barely hanging

on their hinges. 

I couldn’t tell if the damage was from his lashing out after Rhysand’s arrival the

day before my departure or if someone else had caused it. The giant table was in

pieces,  the  windows  smashed,  the  curtains  in  shreds.  But  no  blood—there  was

no blood here. And from the prints in the shards of glass …

I  studied  the  trail  across  the  floor.  It  had  been  disturbed,  but  I  could  make  out two sets—large and side by side—leading from where the table had been. As if

Tamlin and Lucien had been sitting in here as the attack happened, and walked

out without a fight. 

If I was right … then they were alive. I traced the steps to the doorway, squatting

for a moment to work through the churned-up shards, dirt, and

blood. They’d been met here—by multiple sets of prints. And headed toward the

garden—

Debris crunched from down the hall. I drew my hunting knife and ducked farther

into the dining room, scanning for a place to hide. But everything was in pieces. 

With no other option, I lunged behind the open door. I pressed a hand over my

mouth to keep from breathing too loudly and peered through the crack between

the door and the wall. 

Something limped into the room and sniffed. I could only see its back—

cloaked in a plain cape, medium height … All it had to do to find me was shut

the door. Perhaps if it came far enough into the dining room, I could slip out—

but that would require leaving my hiding spot. Perhaps it would just look around

and then leave. 

The figure sniffed again, and my stomach clenched. It could smell me. I dared a

better glance at it, hoping to find a weakness, a spot for my knife, if things came

down to it. 

The figure turned slightly toward me. 

I cried out, and the figure screeched as I shoved away the door.  “Alis.” 

She gaped at me, a hand on her heart, her usual brown dress torn and dirty, her

apron gone entirely. Not bloodied, though—nothing save for the slight limp that

favored her right ankle as she rushed for me, her tree-bark skin bleaching birch

white.  “You  can’t  be  here.”  She  took  in  my  knife,  the  bow  and  quiver.  “You were told to stay away.” 

“Is he alive?” 

“Yes, but—” 

My knees buckled at the onslaught of relief. “And Lucien?” 

“Alive as well. But—.” 

“Tell  me  what  happened—tell  me   everything.”  I  kept  an  eye  on  the  window, listening to the manor and grounds around us. Not a sound. 

Alis  grasped  my  arm  and  pulled  me  from  the  room.  She  didn’t  speak  as  we

hurried  through  the  empty,  too-quiet  halls—all  of  them  wrecked  and  bloodied, 

but  …  no  bodies.  Either  they’d  been  hauled  away,  or—I  didn’t  let  myself

consider it as we entered the kitchen. 

A  fire  had  scorched  the  giant  room,  and  it  was  little  more  than  cinders  and blackened stone. After sniffing about and listening for any signs of danger, Alis

released me. “What are you doing here?” 

“I  had  to  come  back.  I  thought  something  had  gone  wrong—I  couldn’t  stay

away. I had to help.” 

“He told you not to come back,” Alis snapped. 

“Where is he?” 

Alis covered her face with her long, bony hands, her fingertips grappling into the

upper  edge  of  her  mask  as  if  trying  to  tear  it  from  her  face.  But  the  mask remained, and Alis sighed as she lowered her tree-bark hands. “She took him,” 

she  said,  and  my  blood  went  cold.  “She  took  him  to  her  court  Under  the

Mountain.” 

“Who?” But I already knew the answer. 

“Amarantha,” Alis whispered, and glanced again around the kitchen as if fearful

that speaking her name would summon her. 

“Why? And who is she—  what is she? Please,  please just tell me—just give me the truth.” 

Alis shuddered. “You want the truth, girl? Then here it is: she took him for the

curse—because the seven times seven years were over, and he hadn’t shattered

her curse.  She’s  summoned all  the  High Lords  to  her court  this  time—to make

them watch her break him.” 

“What is she—  wh-what curse? ” A curse—the curse  she had put on this place. 

A curse that I had failed to even see. 

“Amarantha is High Queen of this land. The High Queen of Prythian,” 

Alis breathed, her eyes wide with some memory of horror. 

“But the seven High Lords rule Prythian—equally. There’s no High Queen.” 

“That’s  how  it  used  to  be—how  it’s  always  been.  Until  a  hundred  years  ago, 

when she appeared in these lands as an emissary from Hybern.” Alis grabbed a

large satchel that she must have left by the door. It was already half full of what

looked like clothes and supplies. 

As  she  began  sifting  through  the  ruined  kitchen,  gathering  up  knives  and  any food that had survived, I wondered at the information the Suriel had given me—

of a wicked faerie king who had spent centuries resenting the Treaty he’d been

forced  to  sign,  and  who  had  sent  out  his  deadliest  commanders  to  infiltrate  the other  faerie  kingdoms  and  courts  to  see  if  they  felt  as  he  did—to  see  if  they

might consider reclaiming the human lands for themselves. I leaned against one of the soot-stained walls. 

“She went from court to court,” Alis went on, turning an apple over in her hands

as  she  inspected  it,  deemed  it  good  enough,  and  stuffed  it  into  the  bag, 

“charming the High Lords with talk of more trade between Hybern and Prythian, 

more  communication,  more  sharing  of  assets.  The  Never-Fading  Flower,  they

called  her.  And  for  fifty  years,  she  lived  here  as  a  courtier  bound  to  no  court, making  amends,  she  claimed,  for  her  own  actions  and  the  actions  of  Hybern

during the War.” 

“She fought in the War against mortals?” 

Alis  paused  her  gathering.  “Her  story  is  legend  among  our  kind—legend,  and

nightmare. She was the King of Hybern’s most lethal general—she fought on the

front lines, slaughtering humans and any High Fae and faeries who dared defend

them.  But  she  had  a  younger  sister,  Clythia,  who  fought  at  her  side,  as  vicious and wretched as she … until Clythia fell in love with a mortal warrior. Jurian.” 

Alis  loosed  a  shaking  sigh.  “Jurian  commanded  mighty  human  armies,  but

Clythia  still  secretly  sought  him  out,  still  loved  him  with  an  unrelenting

madness. She was too blind to realize that Jurian was using her for information

about Amarantha’s forces. Amarantha suspected, but could not persuade Clythia

to leave him—and could not bring herself to kill him, not when it would cause

her  sister  such  pain.”  Alis  clicked  her  tongue  and  began  opening  the  cabinets, scanning their ravaged insides. “Amarantha delighted in torture and killing, and

yet she loved her sister enough to stay her hand.” 

“What happened?” I breathed. 

“Oh,  Jurian  betrayed  Clythia.  After  months  of  stomaching  being  her  lover,  he

got  the  information  he  needed,  then  tortured  and  butchered  her,  crucifying  her with ash wood so she couldn’t move while he did it. He left the pieces of her for

Amarantha  to  find.  They  say  Amarantha’s  wrath  could  have  brought  down  the

skies themselves, had her king not ordered her to stand down. But she and Jurian

had their final confrontation later—and since then, Amarantha has hated humans

with a rage you cannot imagine.” 

Alis found what looked to be a jar of preserves and added it to the satchel. 

“After the two sides made the Treaty,” Alis said, now going through the drawers, 

“she butchered her own slaves, rather than free them.” I blanched. 

“But  centuries  later,  the  High  Lords  believed  her  when  she  told  them  that  the death  of  her  sister  had  changed  her—especially  when  she  opened  trade  lines

between  our  two  territories.  The  High  Lords  never  knew  that  those  same  ships that brought over Hybernian goods also brought over her own

personal  forces.  The  King  of  Hybern  didn’t  know,  either.  But  we  all  soon

learned  that,  in  those  fifty  years  she  was  here,  she  had  decided  she  wanted Prythian for her own, to begin amassing power and use our lands as a launching

point to one day destroy your world once and for all, with or without her king’s

blessing. So forty-nine years ago, she struck. 

“She  knew—knew  that  even  with  her  personal  army,  she  could  never  conquer

the seven High Lords by numbers or power alone. But she was also cunning and

cruel,  and  she  waited  until  they  absolutely  trusted  her,  until  they  gathered  at  a ball  in  her  honor,  and  that  night  she  slipped  a  potion  stolen  from  the  King  of Hybern’s  unholy  spell  book  into  their  wine.  Once  they  drank,  the  High  Lords

were prone, their magic laid bare—and she stole their powers from where they

originated inside their bodies—plucked them out as if she were taking an apple

from its branch, leaving them with only the basest elements of their magic. Your

Tamlin—what  you  saw  of  him  here  was  a  shade  of  what  he  used  to  be,  the

power  that  he  used  to  command.  And  with  the  High  Lords’  power  so  greatly

decreased, Amarantha wrested control of Prythian from them in a matter of days. 

For forty-nine years, we have been her slaves. For forty-nine years, she has been

biding her time, waiting for the right moment to break the Treaty and take your

lands—and all human territories beyond it.” 

I wished there were a stool, a bench, a chair for me to slump into. Alis slammed

shut the final drawer and limped for the pantry. 

“Now  they  call  her  the  Deceiver—she  who  trapped  the  seven  High  Lords  and

built her palace beneath the sacred Mountain in the heart of our land.” 

Alis  paused  before  the  pantry  door  and  covered  her  face  again,  taking  a  few steadying breaths. 

The sacred mountain—that bald, monstrous peak I’d spotted in the mural in the

library all those months ago. “But … the sickness in the lands …

Tamlin said that the blight took their power—” 

“She  is  the  sickness  in  these  lands,”  Alis  snapped,  lowering  her  hands  and entering  the  pantry.  “There  is  no  blight  but  her.  The  borders  were  collapsing because  she  laid  them  to  rubble.  She  found  it  amusing  to  send  her  creatures  to attack our lands, to test whatever strength Tamlin had left.” 

If the blight was Amarantha, then the threat to the human realm …  She was the

threat to the human realm. 

Alis emerged from the pantry, her arms full of various root vegetables. 

“You could have been the one to stop her.” Her eyes were hard upon me, and she

bared  her  teeth.  They  were  alarmingly  sharp.  She  shoved  the  turnips  and  beets into the bag. “You could have been the one to free him and his power, had you

not been so blind to your own heart. Humans,” she spat. 

“I—I …” I lifted my hands, exposing my palms to her. “I didn’t know.” 

“You  couldn’t  know,”  Alis  said  bitterly,  her  laugh  harsh  as  she  entered  the

pantry again. “It was part of Tamlin’s curse.” 

My  head  swam,  and  I  pressed  myself  further  against  the  wall.  “What  was?”  I

fought  the  rising  hitch  in  my  voice.  “What  was  his  curse?  What  did  she  do  to him?” 

Alis  yanked  remaining  spice  jars  off  the  pantry  shelf.  “Tamlin  and  Amarantha

knew  each  other  before—his  family  had  long  been  tied  to  Hybern.  During  the

War, the Spring Court allied with Hybern to keep the humans enslaved. So his

father—his father, who was a fickle and vicious Lord—was very close with the

King  of  Hybern,  to  Amarantha.  Tamlin  as  a  child  often  accompanied  him  on

trips to Hybern. And he met Amarantha in the process.” 

Tamlin had once said to me that he would fight to  protect someone’s freedom—

that he would never allow slavery. Had it been solely because of shame for his

own  legacy,  or  because  he  …  he’d  come  to  somehow  know  what  it  was  to  be

enslaved? 

“Amarantha  eventually  grew  to  desire  Tamlin—to  lust  for  him  with  her  entire

wicked  heart.  But  he’d  heard  the  stories  from  others  about  the  War,  and  knew

what  Amarantha  and  his  father  and  the  Hybern  king  had  done  to  faeries  and humans  alike.  What  she  did  to  Jurian  as  punishment  for  her  sister’s  death.  He was wary of her when she came here, despite her attempts to lure him into her

bed—and kept his distance, right up until she stole his powers. Lucien … Lucien

was sent to her as Tamlin’s emissary, to try to treat for peace between them.” 

Bile rose in my throat. 

“She  refused,  and  …  Lucien  told  her  to  go  back  to  the  shit-hole  she’d  crawled out  of.  She  took  his  eye  as  punishment.  Carved  it  out  with  her  own  fingernail, then scarred his face. She sent him back so bloody that Tamlin

… The High Lord vomited when he saw his friend.” 

I couldn’t let myself imagine what state Lucien had been in, then, if it had made

Tamlin sick. 

Alis  tapped  on  her  mask,  the  metal  pinging  beneath  her  nails.  “After  that,  she hosted  a  masquerade  Under  the  Mountain  for  herself.  All  the  courts  were

present. A party, she said—to make amends for what she’d done to Lucien, and

a masquerade so he didn’t have to reveal the horrible scarring on his face. The

entire  Spring  Court  was  to  attend,  even  the  servants,  and  to  wear  masks—to

honor Tamlin’s shape-shifting powers, she said. He was willing to try to end the

conflict without slaughter, and he agreed to go—to bring all of us.” 

I  pressed  my  hands  against  the  stone  wall  behind  me,  savoring  its  coolness,  its steadiness. 

Pausing in the center of the kitchen, Alis set down her satchel, now full of food

and supplies. “When all were assembled, she claimed that peace could be had—

if Tamlin joined her as her lover and consort. But when she tried to touch him, 

he refused to let her near. Not after what she’d done to Lucien. He said—in front

of  everyone  that  night—that  he  would  sooner  take  a  human  to  his  bed,  sooner marry  a  human,  than  ever  touch  her.  She  might  have  let  it  go,  had  he  not  then said that her own sister had preferred a human’s company to hers, that her own

sister had chosen Jurian over her.” 

I winced, already knowing what Alis would say as she braced her hands on her

hips and went on. “You can guess how well that went over with Amarantha. But

she  told  Tamlin  that  she  was  in  a  generous  mood—told  him  she’d  give  him  a

chance to break the spell she’d put upon him to steal his power. 

“He spat in her face, and she laughed. She said he had seven times seven years

before  she  claimed  him,  before  he   had  to  join  her  Under  the  Mountain.  If  he wanted to break her curse, he need only find a human girl willing to marry him. 

But  not  any  girl—a  human  with  ice  in  her  heart,  with  hatred  for  our  kind.  A human  girl  willing  to  kill  a  faerie.”  The  ground  rocked  beneath  me,  and  I  was grateful for the wall I leaned against. “Worse, the faerie she killed had to be one

of   his  men,  sent  across  the  wall  by  him  like  lambs  to  slaughter.  The  girl  could only be brought here to be courted if she killed one of his men in an unprovoked

attack—killed him for hatred alone, just as Jurian had done to Clythia … So he

could understand her sister’s pain.” 

“The Treaty—” 

“That was all a lie. There was no provision for that in the Treaty. You can kill as

many innocent faeries as you want and never suffer the consequences. You just

killed  Andras,  sent  out  by  Tamlin  as  that  day’s  sacrifice.”  Andras  was  looking for  a  cure,  Tamlin  had  said.  Not  for  some  magical  blight—but  a  cure  to  save Prythian from Amarantha, a cure for this curse. 

The wolf—Andras had just … stared at me before I killed him.  Let me kill him. 

So  it  could  begin  this  chain  of  events,  so  that  Tamlin  might  stand  a  chance  of breaking the spell. And if Tamlin had sent Andras across the wall, knowing he

might very well die …  Oh, Tamlin. 

Alis  stooped  to  gather  up  a  butter  knife,  twisted  and  bent,  and  carefully

straightened  out  the  blade.  “It  was  all  a  cruel  joke,  a  clever  punishment,  to Amarantha. You humans loathe and fear faeries so much it would be impossible

—impossible for the same girl who slaughtered a faerie in cold blood to then fall

in  love  with  one.  But  the  spell  on  Tamlin  could  only  be  broken  if  she  did  just that  before  the  forty-nine  years  were  over—if  that  girl  said  to  his  face  that  she loved him, and meant it with her entire heart. 

Amarantha  knows  humans  are  preoccupied  with  beauty,  and  thus  bound  the

masks  to  all  our  faces,  to  his  face,  so  it  would  be  more  difficult  to  find  a  girl willing  to  look  beyond  the  mask,  beyond  his  faerie  nature,  and  to  the  soul

beneath.  Then  she  bound  us  so  we  couldn’t  say  a  word  about  the  curse.  Not  a single word. We could hardly tell you a thing about our world, about our fate. He

couldn’t tell you—none of us properly could. The lies about the blight—that was the  best  he  could  do,  the  best  we  could  all  do.  That  I  can  tell  you  now  …  it means the game is over, to her.” She pocketed the knife. 

“When  she  first  cursed  him,  Tamlin  sent  one  of  his  men  across  the  wall  every day. To the woods, to farms, all disguised as wolves to make it more likely for

one of your kind to want to kill them. If they came back, it was with stories of

human  girls  who  ran  and  screamed  and  begged,  who  didn’t  even  lift  a  hand. 

When  they  didn’t  come  back—Tamlin’s  bond  with  them  as  their  Lord  and

master  told  him  they’d  been  killed  by  others.  Human  hunters,  older  women, 

perhaps.  For  two  years  he  sent  them  out,  day  after  day,  having  to  pick  who crossed the wall. When all but a dozen of them were left, it broke him so badly

he stopped. Called it all off. And since then, Tamlin has been here, defending his

borders  as  chaos  and  disorder  ruled  in  the  other  courts  under  Amarantha’s

thumb. The other High Lords fought

back, too. Forty years ago, she executed three of them and most of their families

for banding together against her.” 

“Open rebellion? What courts?” I straightened, taking a step away from the wall. 

Perhaps I might find allies among them to help me save Tamlin. 

“The Day Court, Summer Court, and Winter Court. And no—it didn’t even get

far enough to be considered an open rebellion. She used the High Lords’ powers

to bind us to the land. So the rebel lords tried calling for aid from the other Fae

territories  using  as  messengers  whatever  humans  were  foolish  enough  to  enter

our  lands—most  of  them  young  women  who  worshipped  us  like  gods.”  The

Children of the Blessed. They had indeed made it over the wall—but not to be

brides. I was too battered by what I’d heard to grieve for them, rage for them. 

“But Amarantha caught them all before they left these shores, and …

you  can  imagine  how  it  ended  for  those  girls.  Afterward,  once  Amarantha  also butchered the rebellious High Lords, their successors were too terrified to tempt

her wrath again.” 

“And where are they now? Are they allowed to live on their lands, like Tamlin

was?” 

“No. She keeps them and their entire courts Under the Mountain, where she can

torment  them  as  she  pleases.  Others—others,  if  they  swear  allegiance,  if  they grovel and serve her, she allows them a bit more freedom to come and go Under

the  Mountain  as  they  will.  Our  court  was  only  allowed  to  remain  here  until

Tamlin’s curse ran out, but …” Alis shivered. 

“That’s why you keep your nephews in hiding—to keep them away from this,” I

said, glancing at the full satchel at her feet. 

Alis nodded, and as she went to right the overturned worktable, I moved to help

her,  both  of  us  grunting  at  the  weight.  “My  sister  and  I  served  in  the  Summer Court—and  she  and  her  mate  were  among  those  put  down  for  spite  when

Amarantha  first  invaded.  I  took  the  boys  and  ran  before  Amarantha  had

everyone  dragged  Under  the  Mountain.  I  came  here  because  it  was  the  only

place to go, and asked Tamlin to hide my boys. He did—and when I begged him

to let me help, in whatever small way, he gave me a position here, days before

the masque that put this wretched thing on my face. So I’ve been here for nearly

fifty years, watching as Amarantha’s noose grew tighter around his neck.” 

We set the table upright again, and both of us panted a bit as we slumped against

it. 

“He  tried,”  Alis  said.  “Even  with  her  spies,  he  tried  finding  ways  to  break  the curse, to do anything against it, against having to send his men out again to be

slaughtered  by  humans.  He  thought  that  if  the  human  girl  loved  true,  then

bringing her here to free him was another form of slavery. 

And he thought that if he did indeed fall in love with her, Amarantha would do

everything she could to destroy her, as her sister had been destroyed. So he spent

decades refusing to do it, to even risk it. But this winter, with months to go, he

just  …  snapped.  He  sent  the  last  of  his  men  out,  one  by  one.  And  they  were willing—they had begged him to go, all these years. 

Tamlin was desperate to save his people, desperate enough to risk the lives of his

men, risk that human girl’s life to save us. Three days in, Andras finally ran into

a human girl in a clearing—and you killed him with hate in your heart.” 

But I had failed them. And in so doing, I’d damned them all. 

I had damned each and every person on this estate, damned Prythian itself. 

I was glad I was leaning against the table’s edge—or else I might have slid to the floor. 

“You could have broken it,” Alis snarled, those sharp teeth mere inches from my

face.  “All  you  had  to  do  was  say  that  you  loved  him—say  that  you  loved  him and  mean  it  with  your  whole  useless  human  heart,  and  his  power  would  have

been freed. You stupid,  stupid girl.” 

No wonder Lucien had resented me and yet still tolerated my presence—

no  wonder  he’d  been  so  bitterly  disappointed  when  I  left,  had  argued  with

Tamlin to let me stay longer. “I’m sorry,” I said, my eyes burning. 

Alis snorted. “Tell that to Tamlin. He had only three days after you left before

the  forty-nine  years  were  over.  Three  days,  and  he  let  you  go.  She  came  here with her cronies at the exact moment the seven times seven years were over and

seized him, along with most of the court, and brought them Under the Mountain

to  be  her  subjects.  Creatures  like  me  are  too   lowly  for  her—though  she’s  not above murdering us for sport.” 

I tried not to visualize it. “But what of the King of Hybern—if she’s conquered

Prythian for herself and stolen his spells, then does he see her as insubordinate or

as an ally?” 

“If  they  are  on  bad  terms,  he  has  made  no  move  to  punish  her.  For  forty-nine years now, she’s held these lands in her grip. Worse, after the High Lords fell, 

all the wicked ones in our lands—the ones too awful even for the Night Court—

flocked to her. They still do. She’s offered them sanctuary. 

But  we  know—we  know  she’s  building  her  army,  biding  her  time  before

launching  an  attack  on  your  world,  armed  with  the  most  lethal  and  vicious

faeries in Prythian and Hybern.” 

“Like the Attor,” I said, horror and dread twisting in my gut, and Alis nodded. 

“In the human territory,” I said, “rumor claims more and more faeries have been

sneaking  over  the  wall  to  attack  humans.  And  if  no  faeries  can  cross  the  wall without  her  permission,  then  that  has  to  mean  she’s  been  sanctioning  those

attacks.” 

And if I was right about what had happened to Clare Beddor and her family, then

Amarantha had given the order for that, too. 

Alis swiped some dirt I couldn’t see from the table we leaned against. “I would

not be surprised if she has sent her minions into the human realm to investigate

your  strengths  and  weaknesses  in  anticipation  of  the  destruction  she  one  day

hopes to cause.” 

This  was  worse—so  much  worse  than  I  had  thought  when  I  warned  Nesta  and

my family to stay on alert and leave at the slightest sign of trouble. I felt sick to

think of what kind of company Tamlin was keeping—

sick at the thought of him being so desperate, so stricken by guilt and grief over

having to sacrifice his sentries and never being able to tell me … And he’d let

me go. Let all their sacrifices, let Andras’s sacrifice, be in vain. 

He’d known that if I remained, I would be at risk of Amarantha’s wrath, even if I

freed him. 

 “I can’t even protect myself against them, against what’s happening in  Prythian

 … Even if we stood against the blight, they would hunt you down

 —she would find a way to kill you.” 

I remembered that pathetic effort to flatter me upon my arrival—and then he’d

given  up  on  it,  on  any  attempt  to  win  me  when  I’d  seemed  so  desperate  to  get away,  to  never  talk  to  him.  But  he’d  fallen  in  love  with  me  despite  all  that—

known I’d loved him, and let me go with days to spare. He had put me before his

entire court, before all of Prythian. 

“If Tamlin were freed—if he had his full powers,” I said, staring at a blackened

bit of wall, “would he be able to destroy Amarantha?” 

“I don’t know. She tricked the High Lords through cunning, not force. 

Magic’s  a  specific  kind  of  thing—it  likes  rules,  and  she  manipulated  them  too well. She keeps their powers locked up inside herself, as if she can’t use them, or

can access very little of them, at least. She has her own deadly powers, yes, so if

it came down to a fight—” 

“But is he stronger?” I started wringing my hands. 

“He’s  a  High  Lord,”  Alis  replied,  as  if  that  were  answer  enough.  “But  none  of that matters now. He’s to be her slave, and we’re all to wear these masks until he

agrees to become her lover—even then, he’ll never regain his full powers. And

she’ll never let those Under the Mountain go.” 

I  pushed  off  the  table  and  squared  my  shoulders.  “How  do  I  get  Under  the

Mountain?” 

She clicked her tongue. “You can’t go Under the Mountain. No human who goes

in ever comes out.” 

I squeezed my fists so hard that my nails bit into my flesh. “How. Do. I. 

Get. There.” 

“It’s suicide—she’ll kill you, even if you get close enough to see her.” 

Amarantha had tricked him—she had hurt him so badly. Hurt them all so badly. 

“You’re a human,” Alis went on, standing as well. “Your flesh is paper-thin.” 

Amarantha must also have taken Lucien—she had carved out Lucien’s eye and

scarred him like that. Did his mother grieve for him? 

“You  were  too  blind  to  see  Tamlin’s  curse,”  Alis  continued.  “How  do  you

expect to face Amarantha? You’ll make things worse.” 

Amarantha  had  taken  everything  I  wanted,  everything  I  finally  dared  desire. 

“Show me the way,” I said, my voice trembling, but not with tears. 

“No.” Alis slung her satchel over a shoulder. “Go home. I’ll take you as far as

the wall. There’s naught to be done now. Tamlin will remain her slave forever, 

and Prythian will stay under her rule. That’s what Fate dealt, that was what the

Eddies of the Cauldron decided.” 

“I don’t believe in Fate. Nor do I believe in some ridiculous  Cauldron.” 

She  shook  her  head  again,  her  wild  brown  hair  like  glistening  mud  in  the  dim light. 

“Take me to her,” I insisted. 

If Amarantha ripped out my throat, at least I would die doing something for him

—at least I would die trying to fix the destruction I hadn’t prevented, trying to

save  the  people  I’d  doomed.  At  least  Tamlin  would  know  it  was  for  him,  and that I loved him. 

Alis studied me for a moment before her eyes softened. “As you wish.” 

Chapter 33

I might have been going to my death, but I wouldn’t arrive unarmed. 

I  tightened  the  strap  of  the  quiver  across  my  chest  and  then  grazed  my  fingers over the arrow feathers peeking over my shoulder. Of course, there were no ash

arrows.  But  I  would  make  do  with  what  I’d  found  scattered  throughout  the

manor. I could have taken more, but weapons would only weigh me down, and I

didn’t  know  how  to  use  most  of  them  anyway.  So  I  wore  a  full  quiver,  two

daggers at my waist, and a bow slung over a shoulder. Better than nothing, even

if I was up against faeries who’d been born knowing how to kill. 

Alis  led  me  through  the  silent  woods  and  foothills,  pausing  every  so  often  to listen, to alter our course. I didn’t want to know what she heard or smelled out

there, not when such stillness blanketed the lands.  Stay with the   High Lord, the Suriel had said. Stay with him, fall in love with him, and all would be righted. If

I  had  stayed,  if  I  had  admitted  what  I’d  felt  …  None  of  this  would  have

happened. 

The world steadily filled with night, and my legs ached from the steep slopes of

the hills, but Alis pressed on—never once looking back to see that I followed. 

I  was  beginning  to  wonder  whether  I  should  have  brought  more  than  a  day’s

worth  of  food  when  she  stopped  in  the  hollow  between  two  hills.  The  air  was cold—far colder than the air at the top of the hill, and I shivered as my eyes fell

upon a slender cave mouth. There was no way this was the entrance—not when

that mural had painted Under the Mountain to be in the center of Prythian. It was

weeks of travel away. 

“All  dark  and  miserable  roads  lead  Under  the  Mountain,”  Alis  said  so  quietly that  her  voice  was  nothing  more  than  the  rustling  of  leaves.  She  pointed  to  the

cave. “It’s an ancient shortcut—once considered sacred, but no more.” 

 This  was  the  cave  Lucien  had  ordered  the  Attor  not  to  use  that  day.  I  tried  to master my trembling. I loved Tamlin, and I would go to the ends of

the  earth  to  make  it  right,  to  save  him,  but  if  Amarantha  was  worse  than  the Attor … if the Attor wasn’t the wickedest of her cronies … if even Tamlin had

been scared of her …

“I reckon you’re regretting your hotheadedness right now.” 

I straightened. “I  will free him.” 

“You’ll be lucky if she gives you a clean death. You’ll be lucky if you even get

brought  before  her.”  I  must  have  turned  pale,  because  she  pursed  her  lips  and patted  me  on  the  shoulder.  “A  few  rules  to  remember,  girl,”  she  said,  and  we both stared at the cave mouth. The darkness reeked from its maw to poison the

fresh night air. “Don’t drink the wine—it’s not like what we had at the Solstice, 

and will do more harm than good. Don’t make deals with anyone unless your life

depends  on  it—and  even  then,  consider  whether  it’s  worth  it.  And  most  of  all: don’t trust a soul in there—not even your Tamlin. Your senses are your greatest

enemies; they will be waiting to betray you.” 

I fought the urge to touch one of my daggers and nodded my thanks instead. 

“Do you have a plan?” 

“No,” I admitted. 

“Don’t  expect  that  steel  to  do  you  any  good,”  she  said  with  a  glance  at  my weapons. 

“I don’t.” I faced her, biting the inside of my lip. 

“There  was  one  part  of  the  curse.  One  part  we  can’t  tell  you.  Even  now,  my bones are crying out just for mentioning it. One part you have to figure out … on

your own, one part she … she …” She swallowed loudly. “That she still doesn’t

want you to know, if I can’t say it,” she gasped out. “But keep—keep your ears

open, girl.  Listen to what you hear.” 
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I  touched  her  arm.  “I  will.  Thank  you  for  bringing  me.”  For  wasting  precious hours, when that satchel of supplies—for herself, for her boys—

said enough about where she was going. 

“It’s  a  rare  day  indeed  when  someone  thanks  you  for  bringing  them  to  their

death.” If I thought about the danger too long, I might lose my nerve, Tamlin or

no. She wasn’t helping. “I’ll wish you luck nonetheless,” Alis added. 

“Once  you  retrieve  them,  if  you  and  your  nephews  need  somewhere  to  flee,”  I said, “cross the wall. Go to my family’s house.” I told her the

location.  “Ask  for  Nesta—my  eldest  sister.  She  knows  who  you  are,  knows

everything. She will shelter you in any way she can.” 

Nesta would do it, too, I knew now, even if Alis and her boys terrified her. She

would keep them safe. Alis patted my hand. “Stay alive,” she said. 

I looked at her one last time, then at the night sky that was unfurling above us, 

and at the deep green of the hills. The color of Tamlin’s eyes. 

I walked into the cave. 

The  only  sounds  were  my  shallow  breathing  and  the  crunch  of  my  boots  on

stone.  Stumbling  through  the  frigid  dark,  I  inched  onward.  I  kept  close  to  the wall, and my hand soon turned numb as the cold, wet stone bit into my skin. I

took small steps, fearful of some invisible pit that might send me tumbling to my

doom. 

After what felt like an eternity, a crack of orange light cleaved through the dark. 

And then came the voices. 

Hissing  and  braying,  eloquent  and  guttural—a  cacophony  bursting  the  silence

like a firecracker. I pressed myself against the cave wall, but the sounds passed

and faded. 

I crept toward the light, blinking back my blindness when I found the source: a

slight  fissure  in  the  rock.  It  opened  onto  a  crudely  carved,  fire-lit  subterranean

passageway. I lingered in the shadows, my heart wild in my chest. The crack in the  cave  wall  was  large  enough  for  one  person  to  squeeze  through—so  jagged

and rough that it was obviously not often used. 

A  glance  at  the  dirt  revealed  no  tracks,  no  sign  of  anyone  else  using  this entrance. The hallway beyond was clear, but it veered off, obscuring my view. 

The passage was deathly quiet, but I remembered Alis’s warning and didn’t trust

my ears, not when faeries could be silent as cats. 

Still, I had to leave this cave. Tamlin had been here for weeks already. I had to

find  where  Amarantha  kept  him.  And  hopefully  not  run  into  anyone  in  the

process. Killing animals and the naga had been one thing, but killing any others

…

I took several deep breaths, bracing myself. It was the same as hunting. 

Only this time the animals were faeries. Faeries who could torture me

endlessly—torture  me  until  I  begged  for  death.  Torture  me  the  way  they

tormented that Summer Court faerie whose wings had been ripped off. 

I didn’t let myself think about those bleeding stumps as I eased toward the tiny

opening,  sucking  in  my  stomach  to  squeeze  through.  My  weapons  scraped

against the stone, and I winced at the hiss of falling pebbles.  Keep  moving, keep moving.  Hurrying  across  the  open  hallway,  I  pressed  into  an  alcove  in  the opposite wall. It didn’t provide much cover. 

I slunk along the wall, pausing at the bend in the hall. This was a mistake

—only  an  idiot  would  come  here.  I  could  be  anywhere  in  Amarantha’s  court. 

Alis should have given me more information. I should have been smart enough

to ask. Or smart enough to think of another way—  any way but this. 

I risked a glance around the corner and almost sobbed in frustration. 

Another hallway carved out of the mountain’s pale stone, lined on either side by

torches. No  shadowy spots  for concealment,  and at  its other  end, my  view  was

yet again obscured by a sharp turn. It was wide open. I was as good as a starving

doe, ripping bark off a tree in a clearing. 

But the halls were silent—the voices I’d heard earlier were gone. And if I heard anyone, I could sprint back to that cave mouth. I could do reconnaissance for a

time, gather information, find out where Tamlin was—

 No.  A  second  opportunity  might  not  arise  for  a  while.  I  had  to  act   now.  If  I stopped  for  too  long,  I’d  never  work  up  the  nerve  again.  I  made  to  slip  around the corner. 

Long, bony fingers wrapped around my arm, and I went rigid. 

A pointed, leathery gray face came into view, and its silver fangs glistened as it

smiled at me. “Hello,” it hissed. “What’s something like you doing here?” 

I knew that voice. It still haunted my nightmares. 

So it was all I could do to keep from screaming as its bat-like ears cocked, and I

realized that I stood before the Attor. 

Chapter 34

The Attor kept its icy grip on my upper arm as it half dragged me to the throne

room.  It  didn’t  bother  to  strip  me  of  my  weapons.  We  both  knew  they  were  of little use. 

 Tamlin.  Alis  and  her  boys.  My  sisters.  Lucien.  I  silently  chanted  their  names again and again as the Attor loomed above me, a demon of malice. 

Its  leathery  wings  rustled  occasionally—and  had  I  been  able  to  speak  without

screaming,  I  might  have  asked  why  it  hadn’t  killed  me  outright.  The  Attor  just tugged  me  onward  with  that  slithering  gait,  its  clawed  feet  making  leisurely

scratches on the cave floor. It looked unnervingly identical to how I had painted

it. 

Leering  faces—cruel  and  harsh—watched  me  go  by,  none  of  them  looking

remotely concerned or disturbed that I was in the claws of the Attor. Faeries—

lots of them—but few High Fae to be seen. 

We  strode  through  two  ancient,  enormous  stone  doors—taller  than  Tamlin’s

manor—and  into  a  vast  chamber  carved  from  pale  rock,  upheld  by  countless

carved  pillars.  That  small  part  of  me  that  had  again  become  trivial  and  useless

noted that the carvings weren’t just ornate designs, but actually depicted faeries and  High  Fae  and  animals  in  various  environments  and  states  of  movement. 

Countless stories of Prythian were etched on them. 

Chandeliers  of  jewels  hung  between  the  pillars,  staining  the  red  marble  floor with color. Here—here were the High Fae. 

An  assembled  crowd  took  up  most  of  the  space,  some  of  them  dancing  to

strange, off-kilter music, some milling about chatting—a party of sorts. I thought

I spied some glittering masks among the attendees, but everything was a blur of

sharp teeth and fine clothing. The Attor hurled me forward, and the world spun. 

The cold marble floor was unyielding as I slammed into it, my bones groaning

and barking. I pushed myself up, sparks dancing in my eyes, but stayed on the

ground,  kept  low,  as  I  beheld  the  dais  before  me.  A  few  steps  led  onto  the platform. I lifted my head higher. 

There, lounging on a black throne, was Amarantha. 

Though lovely, she wasn’t as devastatingly beautiful as I had imagined, wasn’t

some goddess of darkness and spite. It made her all the more petrifying. Her red-

gold  hair  was  neatly  braided  and  woven  through  her  golden  crown,  the  deep

color  enriching  her  snow-white  skin,  which,  in  turn,  set  off  her  ruby  lips.  But while her ebony eyes shone, there was …

 something  that  sucked  at  her  beauty,  some  kind  of  permanent  sneer  to  her features that made her allure seem contrived and cold. To paint her would have

driven me to madness. 

The highest commander of the King of Hybern. She’d slaughtered human armies

centuries ago, had murdered her slaves rather than free them. 

And she’d captured all of Prythian in a matter of days. 

Then I looked to the black rock throne beside her, and my arms buckled beneath

me. 

He  was  still  wearing  that  golden  mask,  still  wearing  his  warrior’s  clothes,  that baldric—even  though  there  were  no  knives  sheathed  along  it,  not  a  single

weapon anywhere on him. His eyes didn’t widen; his mouth didn’t tighten. No

claws, no fangs. He just stared at me, unfeeling—

unmoved. Unimpressed. 

“What’s  this?”  Amarantha  said,  her  voice  lilting  despite  the  adder’s  smile  she gave me. From her slender, creamy neck hung a long, thin chain

—and from it dangled a single, age-worn bone the size of a finger. I didn’t want

to  consider  whom  it  might  have  belonged  to  as  I  remained  on  the  floor.  If  I shifted my arm, I could draw my dagger—

“Just a human thing I found downstairs,” the Attor hissed, and a forked tongue

darted out between its razor-sharp teeth. It flapped its wings once, blasting foul-

smelling air at me, and then neatly tucked them behind its skeletal body. 

“Obviously,”  Amarantha  purred.  I  avoided  meeting  her  eyes,  focusing  on

Tamlin’s  brown  boots.  He  was  ten  feet  from  me—ten  feet,  and  not  saying  a

word, not even looking horrified or angry. “But why should I bother with her?” 

The Attor chuckled, the sound like sizzling water on a griddle, and a taloned foot

jabbed  my  side.  “Tell  Her  Majesty  why  you  were  sneaking  around  the

catacombs—why you came out of the old cave that leads to the Spring Court.” 

Would it be better to kill the Attor, or to try to make it to Amarantha? 

The Attor kicked me again, and I winced as its claws bit into my ribs. “Tell Her

Majesty, you human filth.” 

I  needed  time—I  needed  to  figure  out  my  surroundings.  If  Tamlin  was  under

some  kind  of  spell,  then  I  would  have  to  worry  about  grabbing  him.  I  eased  to my  feet,  keeping  my  hands  within  casual  reach  of  my  daggers.  I  stared  at

Amarantha’s glittering golden gown rather than meet her eyes. 

“I came to claim the one I love,” I said quietly. Perhaps the curse could still be

broken. Again I looked at him, and the sight of those emerald eyes was a balm. 

“Oh?” Amarantha said, leaning forward. 

“I’ve come to claim Tamlin, High Lord of the Spring Court.” 

A  gasp  rippled  through  the  assembled  court.  But  Amarantha  tipped  back  her head and laughed—a raven’s caw. 

The  High  Queen  turned  to  Tamlin,  and  her  lips  pulled  back  in  a  wicked  smile. 

“You  certainly  were  busy  all  those  years.  Developed  a  taste  for  human  beasts, did you?” 

He said nothing, his face impassive. What had she done? He didn’t move

—her curse had worked, then. I was too late. I’d failed him, damned him. 

“But,”  Amarantha  said  slowly.  I  could  sense  the  Attor  and  the  entire  court

looming  behind  me.  “It  makes  me  wonder—if  only   one  human  girl  could  be taken once she killed your sentinel …” Her eyes sparked. “Oh, you are  delicious. 

You let me torture that innocent girl to keep  this one safe? 

You lovely thing! You actually made a human worm love you. Marvelous.” 

She  clapped  her  hands,  and  Tamlin  merely  looked  away  from  her,  the  only

reaction I’d seen from him. 

Tortured. She’d tortured—

“Let him go,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. 

Amarantha  laughed  again.  “Give  me  one  reason  why  I  shouldn’t  destroy  you

where you stand, human.” Her teeth were so straight and white—

almost glowing. 

My blood pounded in my veins, but I kept my chin high as I said, “You tricked

him—he is bound unfairly.” Tamlin had gone very, very still. 

Amarantha clicked her tongue and looked at one of her slender white hands—at

the ring on her index finger. A ring, I noticed as she lowered her hand again, set

with what looked like … like a human eye encased in

crystal.  I  could  have  sworn  it  swiveled  inside.  “You  human  beasts  are  so

uncreative. We spent years teaching you poetry and fine speech, and  that is all

you can come up with? I should rip out your tongue for letting it go to waste.” 

I clamped my teeth together. 

“But  I’m  curious:  What  eloquence  will  pour  from  your  lips  when  you  behold

what you should have been?” My brows narrowed as Amarantha pointed behind

me, that hideous eye ring indeed looking with her, and I turned. 

There, nailed high on the wall of the enormous cavern, was the mangled corpse

of a young woman. Her skin was burned in places, her fingers were bent at odd

angles,  and  garish  red  lines  crisscrossed  her  naked  body.  I  could  hardly  hear Amarantha over the roar in my ears. 

“Perhaps I should have listened when she said she’d never seen Tamlin before,” 

Amarantha  mused.  “Or  when  she  insisted  she’d  never  killed  a  faerie,  never

hunted a day in her life. Though her screaming was delightful. 

I haven’t heard such lovely music in ages.” Her next words were directed at me. 

“I should thank you for giving Rhysand her name instead of yours.” 

 Clare Beddor. 

This was where they’d taken her, what they’d done to her after they burned her

family  alive  in  their  house.  This  was  what   I’d  done  to  her,  by  giving  Rhysand her name to protect my family. 

My insides twisted; it was a concentrated effort not to empty my stomach onto

the stones. 

The  Attor’s  talons  dug  into  my  shoulders  as  it  shoved  me  around  to  face

Amarantha, who was still giving me that snake’s smile. I had as good as killed

Clare.  I’d  saved  my  own  life  and  damned  her.  That  rotting  body  on  the  wall should be mine. Mine. 

 Mine. 

“Come now, precious,” Amarantha said. “What have you to say to that?” 

I  wanted  to  spit  that  she  deserved  to  burn  in  Hell  for  eternity,  but  I  could  only see Clare’s body nailed there, even as I stared blankly at Tamlin. He’d  let them kill Clare like that—to keep them from knowing that I was alive. 

My eyes stung as bile burned my throat. 

“Do you still wish to claim someone who would do that to an innocent?” 

Amarantha said softly—consolingly. 

I snapped my gaze to her. I wouldn’t let Clare’s death be in vain. I wasn’t going

down without a fight. “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I do.” 

Her lip curled back, revealing too-sharp canines. And as I stared into her black

eyes, I realized I was going to die. 

But Amarantha leaned back in her throne and crossed her legs. “Well, Tamlin,” 

she  said,  putting  a  proprietary  hand  on  his  arm,  “I  don’t  suppose  you  ever

expected  this to occur.” She waved a hand in my general direction. 

A murmur of laughter from those assembled echoed around me, hitting me like

stones. “What do  you have to say, High Lord?” 

I looked at the face I loved so dearly, and his next words almost sent me to my

knees. “I’ve never seen her before. Someone must have glamoured her as a joke. 

Probably Rhysand.” Still trying to protect me, even now, even here. 

“Oh, that’s not even a halfway decent lie.” Amarantha angled her head. 

“Could it be—could it be that  you, despite your words so many years ago, return

the human’s feelings? A girl with hate in her heart for our kind has managed to

fall in love with a faerie. And a faerie whose father once slaughtered the human

masses  by  my  side  has  actually  fallen  in  love  with  her,  too?”  She  let  out  that crow’s  laugh  again.  “Oh,  this  is  too  good—this  is  too  fun.”  She  fingered  the bone hanging from her necklace and looked at the encased eye upon her hand. “I

suppose if anyone can appreciate the moment,” she said to the ring, “it would be

you,  Jurian.”  She  smiled  prettily.  “A  pity  your  human  whore  on  the  side  never bothered to save you, though.” 

Jurian—that was  his eye, his finger bone. Horror coiled in my gut. 

Through  whatever  evil,  whatever  power,  she  somehow  held  his  soul,  his

consciousness, to the ring, the bone. 

Tamlin  still  looked  at  me  without  recognition,  without  a  flicker  of  feeling. 

Perhaps she had used that same power to glamour him; perhaps she’d taken all

his memories. 

The  queen  picked  at  her  nails.  “Things  have  been  awfully  boring  since  Clare

decided to die on me. Killing you outright, human, would be dull.” 

She flicked her gaze to me, then back to her nails—to the ring on her finger. 

“But  Fate  stirs  the  Cauldron  in  strange  ways.  Perhaps  my  darling  Clare  had  to die in order for me to have some true amusement with you.” 

My bowels turned watery—I couldn’t help it. 

“You  came  to  claim  Tamlin?”  Amarantha  said—it  wasn’t  a  question,  but  a

challenge.  “Well,  as  it  happens,  I’m  bored  to  tears  of  his  sullen  silence.  I  was worried when he didn’t flinch while I played with darling Clare, when he didn’t

even show those lovely claws …

“But I’ll make a bargain with you, human,” she said, and warning bells pealed in

my  mind.  Unless  your  life  depends  on  it,  Alis  had  said.  “You  complete  three tasks  of  my  choosing—three  tasks  to  prove  how  deep  that  human  sense  of

loyalty  and  love  runs,  and  Tamlin  is  yours.  Just  three  little  challenges  to  prove your dedication, to prove to me, to darling Jurian, that your kind can indeed love

true,  and  you  can  have  your  High  Lord.”  She  turned  to  Tamlin.  “Consider  it  a favor,  High  Lord—these  human  dogs  can  make  our  kind  so  lust-blind  that  we

lose all common sense. Better for you to see her true nature now.” 

“I want his curse broken, too,” I blurted. She raised a brow, her smile growing, 

revealing far too many of those white teeth. “I complete all three of your tasks, 

and his curse is broken, and we—and all his court—can leave here. And remain

free forever,” I added. Magic was specific, Alis had said

—that  was  how  Amarantha  had  tricked  them.  I  wouldn’t  let  loopholes  be  my

downfall. 

“Of  course,”  Amarantha  purred.  “I’ll  throw  in  another  element,  if  you  don’t

mind—just to see if you’re worthy of one of our kind, if you’re smart enough to

deserve him.” Jurian’s eye swiveled wildly, and she clicked her tongue at it. The

eye  stopped  moving.  “I’ll  give  you  a  way  out,  girl,”  she  went  on.  “You’ll

complete all the tasks—  or, when you can’t stand it anymore, all you have to do is answer one question.” I could barely hear her above the blood pounding in my

ears.  “A  riddle.  You  solve  the  riddle,  and  his  curse  will  be  broken. 

 Instantaneously.  I  won’t  even  need  to  lift  my  finger  and  he’ll  be  free.  Say  the right answer, and he’s yours. You can answer it at any time—but if you answer

incorrectly  …”  She  pointed,  and  I  didn’t  need  to  turn  to  know  she  gestured  to Clare. 

I turned her words over, looking for traps and loopholes within her phrasing. But

it all sounded right. “And what if I fail your tasks?” 

Her smile became almost grotesque, and she rubbed a thumb across the dome of

her ring.  “If you  fail a  task, there  won’t be  anything left  of you  for me  to  play with.” 

A  chill  slithered  down  my  spine.  Alis  had  warned  me—warned  me  against

bargains. But Amarantha would kill me in an instant if I said no. 

“What is the nature of my tasks?” 

“Oh, revealing that would take all the fun out of it. But I’ll tell you that you’ll

have one task every month—at the full moon.” 

“And  in  the  meantime?”  I  dared  a  glance  at  Tamlin.  The  gold  in  his  eyes  was brighter than I remembered. 

“In  the  meantime,”  Amarantha  said  a  bit  sharply,  “you  shall  either  remain  in your cell or do whatever additional work I require.” 

“If  you  run  me  ragged,  won’t  that  put  me  at  a  disadvantage?”  I  knew  she  was losing interest—that she hadn’t expected me to question her so much. 

But I had to try to gain some kind of edge. 

“Nothing  beyond  basic  housework.  It’s  only  fair  for  you  to  earn  your  keep.”  I could have strangled her for that, but I nodded. “Then we are agreed.” 

I knew she waited for me to echo her response, but I had to make sure. 

“If I complete your three tasks or solve your riddle, you’ll do as I request?” 

“Of course,” Amarantha said. “Is it agreed?” 

His  face  ghastly  white,  Tamlin’s  eyes  met  with  mine,  and  they  almost

imperceptibly widened.  No. 

But  it  was  either  this  or  death—death  like  Clare’s,  slow  and  brutal.  The  Attor hissed behind me, a warning to reply. I didn’t believe in Fate or the Cauldron—

and I had no other choice. 

Because when I looked into Tamlin’s eyes, even now, seated beside Amarantha

as  her  slave  or  worse,  I  loved  him  with  a  fierceness  that  swept  up  my  whole heart. Because when he had widened his eyes, I’d known he still loved me. 

I had nothing left but that, but the shred of fool’s hope that I might win—

that I might outwit and defeat a Faerie Queen as ancient as the stone beneath me. 

“Well?”  Amarantha  demanded.  Behind  me,  I  sensed  the  Attor  preparing  to

pounce,  to  beat  the  answer  from  me,  if  need  be.  She’d  tricked  them  all,  but  I hadn’t survived poverty and years in the woods for naught. My best chance lay

in  revealing  nothing  about  myself,  or  what  I  knew.  What  was  her  court  but

another forest, another hunting ground? 

I glanced at Tamlin one last time before I said “Agreed.” 

Amarantha gave me a small, horrible smile, and magic sizzled in the air between

us as she snapped her fingers. She nestled back in her throne. 

“Give her a greeting worthy of my hall,” she said to someone behind me. 

The Attor’s hiss was my only warning as something rock-hard collided with my

jaw. 

I  was  thrown  sideways,  stunned  from  the  pain,  but  another  brutal  blow  to  my face awaited. Bones crunched—  my bones. My legs twisted beneath me, and the

Attor’s  leathery  skin  grated  against  my  cheek  as  it  punched  me  again.  I

ricocheted away, but met with the fist of another—a twisted, lesser faerie whose

face I didn’t glimpse. It was like being slugged with a brick. 

 Crunch, crack. I think there were three of them, and I became their punching bag

—passed  off  from  blow  to  blow,  my  bones  screaming  in  agony.  Maybe  I  was screaming in agony, too. 

Blood sprayed from my mouth, and its metallic tang coated my tongue before I

knew no more. 

Chapter 35

My senses slowly returned to me, each one more painful than the last. The sound

of  dripping  water  first,  then  the  fading  echo  of  heavy  footsteps.  A  lingering coppery taste coated my mouth—blood. Above the wheezing of what had to be

my clogged nostrils, the tang of mold and the reek of mildew scented the damp, 

cold air. Sharp bits of hay jabbed my cheek. My tongue probed the makings of a

split lip, and the movement set my face on fire. Wincing, I opened my eyes, but

could only manage to widen them a little—swelling. What I beheld through my

undoubtedly black eyes didn’t do much for my spirits. 

I was in a prison cell. My weapons were gone, and my only sources of light were

the torches beyond the door. Amarantha had said a cell was to be where I would

spend  my  time,  but  even  as  I  sat  up—my  head  so  dizzy  I  almost  blacked  out again—my heartbeat quickened. A dungeon. I examined the slants of light that

crept in through the cracks between the door and the wall, then gingerly touched

my face. 

It ached—ached worse than anything I’d ever endured. I bit down on a cry as my

fingers  grazed  my  nose,  flakes  of  blood  crumbling  from  my  nostrils.  It  was

broken.  Broken.  I  would  have  clenched  my  teeth  had  my  jaw  not  been  a

throbbing mess of agony, too. 

I  couldn’t  panic.  No,  I  had  to  keep  my  tears  in  check,  had  to  keep  my  wits together. I had to survey the damage as best I could, then figure out what to do. 

Maybe my shirt could be used for bandages—maybe they would give me water

at some point to wash out the injuries. Taking a breath that was all too shallow, I

explored the rest of my face. My jaw wasn’t broken, and though my eyes were

swollen and my lip was split, the worst damage was to my nose. 

I curled my knees to my chest, grasping them tightly as I reined in my breathing. 

I’d violated one of Alis’s rules. I’d had no choice, though. Seeing Tamlin seated

beside Amarantha …

My jaw protested, but I ground my teeth anyway. The full moon—it had been a half  moon  when  I  left  my  father’s  home.  How  long  had  I  been  unconscious

down  here?  I  wasn’t  foolish  enough  to  believe  that  any  amount  of  time  would prepare me for Amarantha’s first task. 

I didn’t allow myself to imagine what she had in mind for me. It was enough to

know that she expected me to die—that there wouldn’t be enough  left of me for

her to torture. 

I gripped my legs harder to keep my hands from shaking. Somewhere—

not  too  far  off—screaming  began.  A  high-pitched,  pleading  bleat,  accentuated

with  crescendos  of  shrieking  that  made  bile  sting  in  my  throat.  I  might  sound like that when faced with Amarantha’s first task. 

A whip cracked, and the screaming built, hardly pausing for a breath. 

Clare had probably cried similarly. I had as good as tortured her myself. 

What  had  she  made  of  all  this—all  these  faeries  lusting  after  her  blood  and misery? I deserved this—deserved whatever pain and suffering was in store

—if only for what she had endured. But … but I would make it right. 

Somehow. 

I must have drifted off at some point, because I awoke to the scrape of my cell

door against stone. Forgetting the cascading pain in my face, I scrambled to duck

into the shadows of the nearest corner. Someone slipped into my cell and swiftly

shut the door—leaving it just a bit ajar. 

“Feyre?” 

I tried to stand, but my legs shook so badly that I couldn’t move. 

“Lucien?” I breathed, and the hay crunched as he dropped to the ground before

me. 

“By the Cauldron, are you all right?” 

“My face—” 

A small light flared by his head, and as his eyes swam into view, the metal one

narrowed. He hissed. “Have you lost your mind? What are you doing here?” 

I  fought  the  tears—they  were  pointless,  anyway.  “I  went  back  to  the  manor  …

Alis told me … told me about the curse, and I couldn’t let Amarantha—” 

“You  shouldn’t  have  come,  Feyre,”  he  said  sharply.  “You  weren’t  meant  to  be

here. Don’t you understand what he sacrificed in getting you out? 

How could you be so foolish?” 

“Well,  I’m  here  now!”  I  said,  louder  than  was  wise.  “I’m  here,  and  there’s

nothing  that  can  be  done  about  it,  so  don’t  bother  telling  me  about  my  weak human flesh and my stupidity! I know all that, and I …” I wanted to cover my

face in my hands, but it hurt too much. “I just … I had to tell him that I love him. 

To see if it wasn’t too late.” 

Lucien sat back on his heels. “So you know everything, then.” I managed to nod

without  blacking  out  from  the  pain.  My  agony  must  have  shown,  because  he

winced. “Well, at least we don’t have to lie to you anymore. Let’s clean you up a

bit.” 

“I think my nose is broken. But nothing else.” As I said it, I looked around him

for any signs of water or bandages—and found none. It would be magic, then. 

Lucien glanced over his shoulder, checking the door. “The guards are drunk, but

their  replacements  will  be  here  soon,”  he  said,  and  then  studied  my  nose.  I braced  myself  as  I  allowed  him  to  gently  touch  it.  Even  the  graze  of  his

fingertips sent flashes of burning pain through me. “I’m going to have to set it

before I can heal it.” 

I clamped down on my blind panic. “Do it. Right now.” Before I could wallow

in my cowardice and tell him to forget about it. He hesitated. 

“Now,” I panted. 

Too  swift  for  me  to  follow,  his  fingers  latched  onto  my  nose.  Pain  lanced

through me, and a  crack burst through my ears, my head, before I fainted. 
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When I came to, I could open both eyes fully, and my nose—my nose was clear, 

and didn’t throb or send agony splintering through my face. 

Lucien was crouched over me, frowning. “I couldn’t heal you completely—

they  would  know  someone  helped  you.  The  bruises  are  there,  along  with  a

hideous black eye, but … all the swelling’s gone.” 

“And my nose?” I said, feeling it before he answered. 

“Fixed—as  pert  and  pretty  as  before.”  He  smirked  at  me.  The  familiar  gesture made my chest tighten to the point of pain. 

“I  thought  she’d  taken  most  of  your  power,”  I  managed  to  say.  I’d  barely  seen him handle magic at all while at the estate. 

He  nodded  to  the  little  light  bobbing  over  his  shoulder.  “She  gave  me  back  a fraction—to  entice  Tamlin  to  accept  her  offer.  But  he  still  refuses  her.”  He jerked  his  chin  to  my  healed  face.  “I  knew  some  good  would  come  of  being

down here.” 

“So you’re trapped Under the Mountain, too?” 

A grim nod. “She’s summoned all the High Lords to her now—and even those

who  swore  obedience  are  now  forbidden  to  leave  until  …  until  your  trials  are over.” 

 Until I was dead was probably what he truly meant. “That ring,” I said. 

“Is it—is it actually Jurian’s eye?” 

Lucien cringed. “Indeed. So you really know everything, then?” 

“Alis didn’t say what happened after Jurian and Amarantha faced each other.” 

“They  wrecked  an  entire  battlefield,  using  their  soldiers  as  shields,  until  their forces were nearly all dead. Jurian had been gifted some protection against her, 

but once they entered into single combat … It didn’t take her long to render him

prone.  Then  she  dragged  him  back  to  her  camp  and  took  weeks—   weeks—to

torture and kill him. She refused orders to march to the King of Hybern’s aid—

cost  him  armies  and  the  War;  she  refused  to  do  anything  until  she’d  finished Jurian’s  demise.  All  that  she  kept  was  his  finger  bone  and  his  eye.  Clythia promised him that he would never die—

and  so  long  as  Amarantha  keeps  that  eye  of  his  preserved  through  her  magic, keeps  his  soul  and  consciousness  bound  to  it,  he’ll  remain  trapped,  watching

through  it.  A  fitting  punishment  for  what  he  did,  but”—Lucien  tapped  his  own missing  eye—“I’m  glad  she  didn’t  do  the  same  to  me.  She  seems  to  have  an

obsession with that sort of thing.” 

I  shuddered.  A  huntress—she  was  little  more  than  an  immortal,  cruel  huntress, collecting  trophies  from  her  kills  and  conquests  to  gloat  over  through  the  ages. 

The  rage  and  despair  and  horror  Jurian  must  endure  every  day,  for  eternity  …

Deserved, perhaps, but worse than anything I could imagine. I shook the thought

from me. “Is Tamlin—” 

“He’s—”  But  Lucien  shot  to  his  feet  at  a  sound  my  human  ears  couldn’t  hear. 

“The guards are about to change rotations and are headed this way. 

Try not to die, will you? I already have a long list of faeries to kill—I don’t need

to add more to it, if only for Tamlin’s sake.” 

Which was no doubt why he’d even come down here. 

Lucien vanished—just  vanished into the dim light. A moment later, a yellowish

eye  tinged  with  red  appeared  at  the  peephole  in  the  door,  glared  at  me,  and continued onward. 

I dozed on and off for what could have been hours or days. They gave me three

miserable  meals  of  stale  bread  and  water  at  no  regular  interval  that  I  could detect. All I knew when the door to my cell swung open was that my relentless

hunger  no  longer  mattered,  and  it  would  be  wise  not  to  struggle  when  the  two squat, red-skinned faeries half dragged me to the throne room. I marked the path, 

picking  out  details  in  the  hall—interesting  cracks  in  the  walls,  features  in  the tapestries, an odd bend—anything to remind me of the way out of the dungeons. 

I observed more of Amarantha’s throne room this time, too, noting the exits. No

windows, as we were underground. And the mountain I’d seen depicted on that

map at the manor was in the heart of the land—far from the Spring Court, even

farther from the wall. If I were to escape with Tamlin, my best chance would be to run for that cave in the belly of the mountain. 

A crowd of faeries stood along a far wall. Over their heads, I could make out the

arch  of  a  doorway.  I  tried  not  to  look  up  at  Clare’s  rotting  body  as  we  passed, and instead focused on the assembled court. Everyone was clad in rich, colorful

clothing—all  of  them  seeming  clean  and  fed.  Dispersed  among  them  were

faeries  with  masks.  The  Spring  Court.  If  I  had  any  chance  of  finding  allies,  it would be with them. 

I  scanned  the  crowd  for  Lucien  but  didn’t  find  him  before  I  was  thrown  at  the foot of the dais. Amarantha wore a gown of rubies, drawing attention to her red-gold hair and to her lips, which spread in a serpentine smile as I looked up at her. 

The Faerie Queen clicked her tongue. “You look positively dreadful.” 

She turned to Tamlin, still at her side. His expression remained distant. 

“Wouldn’t you say she’s taken a turn for the worse?” 

He didn’t reply; he didn’t even meet my gaze. 

“You  know,”  Amarantha  mused,  leaning  against  an  arm  of  her  throne,  “I

couldn’t sleep last night, and I realized why this morning.” She ran an eye over

me. “I don’t know your name. If you and I are going to be such close friends for

the next three months, I should know your name, shouldn’t I?” 

I  prevented  myself  from  nodding.  There  was  something  charming  and  inviting

about  her—a  part  of  me  began  to  understand  why  the  High  Lords  had  fallen

under her thrall, believed in her lies. I hated her for it. 

When I didn’t reply, Amarantha frowned. “Come, now, pet. You know my name

—isn’t it fair that I know yours?” There was movement to my

right,  and  I  tensed  as  the  Attor  appeared  through  the  parted  crowd,  grinning  at me with row after row of teeth. “After all”—Amarantha waved an elegant hand

to the space behind me, the crystal casing around Jurian’s eye catching the light

—“you’ve  already  learned  the  consequences  of  giving  false  names.”  A  black

cloud wrapped around me as I sensed Clare’s nailed form on the wall behind me. 

Still, I kept my mouth shut. 

“Rhysand,” Amarantha said—not needing to raise her voice to summon him. My heart  became  a  leaden  weight  as  those  casual,  strolling  steps  sounded  from

behind. They stopped when they were beside me—far too close for my liking. 

From  the  corner  of  my  eye,  I  studied  the  High  Lord  of  the  Night  Court  as  he bowed at the waist. Night still seemed to ripple off him, like some near-invisible

cloak. 

Amarantha lifted her brows. “Is this the girl you saw at Tamlin’s estate?” 

He  brushed  some  invisible  fleck  of  dust  off  his  black  tunic  before  he  surveyed me. His violet eyes held boredom—and disdain. “I suppose.” 

“But  did  you  or  did  you   not  tell  me   that  girl,”  Amarantha  said,  her  tone sharpening as she pointed to Clare, “was the one you saw?” 

He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Humans all look alike to me.” 

Amarantha gave him a saccharine smile. “And what about faeries?” 

Rhysand  bowed  again—so  smooth  it  looked  like  a  dance.  “Among  a  sea  of

mundane faces, yours is a work of art.” 

Had I not been straddling the line between life and death, I might have snorted. 

 Humans  all  look  alike  …  I  didn’t  believe  him  for  a  second.  Rhysand  knew exactly  how  I  looked—he’d  recognized  me  that  day  at  the  manor.  I  willed  my

features into neutrality as Amarantha’s attention again returned to me. 

“What’s her name?” she demanded of Rhysand. 

“How would I know? She lied to me.” Either toying with Amarantha was a joke

to him—as much of a joke as impaling a head in Tamlin’s garden—or … it was

just more court scheming. 

I braced myself for the scrape of those talons against my mind, braced myself for

the order I was sure she was to give next. 

Still, I kept my lips sealed. I prayed Nesta had hired those scouts and guards—

prayed she’d persuaded my father to take the precautions. 

“If  you’re  inclined  to  play  games,  girl,  then  I  suppose  we  can  do  this  the  fun way,”  Amarantha  said.  She  snapped  her  fingers  at  the  Attor,  who  reached  into the crowd and grabbed someone. Red hair glinted, and I jolted a step as the Attor

yanked Lucien forward by the collar of his green tunic. 

No.  No. 

Lucien thrashed against the Attor but could do nothing against those needlelike

nails as it forced him to his knees. The Attor smiled, releasing his tunic, but kept

close. 

Amarantha flicked a finger in Rhysand’s direction. The High Lord of the Night

Court lifted a groomed brow. “Hold his mind,” she commanded. 

My heart dropped to the floor. Lucien went utterly still, sweat gleaming on his

neck as Rhysand bowed his head to the queen and faced him. 

Behind them, pressing to the front of the crowd, came four tall, red-haired High

Fae. Toned and muscled, some of them looking like warriors about to set foot on

a battlefield, some like pretty courtiers, they all stared at Lucien—and grinned. 

The four remaining sons of the High Lord of the Autumn Court. 

“Her name, Emissary?” Amarantha asked of Lucien. But Lucien only glanced at

Tamlin before closing his eyes and squaring his shoulders. 

Rhysand  began  smiling  faintly,  and  I  shuddered  at  the  memory  of  what  those

invisible claws had felt like as they gripped my mind. How easy it would have

been for him to crush it. 

Lucien’s brothers lurked on the edges of the crowd—no remorse, no fear on their

handsome faces. 

Amarantha  sighed.  “I  thought  you  would  have  learned  your  lesson,  Lucien. 

Though this time your silence will damn you as much as your tongue.” Lucien

kept his eyes shut. Ready—he was ready for Rhysand to wipe out everything he

was, to turn his mind, his self, into dust. 

“Her  name?”  she  asked  Tamlin,  who  didn’t  reply.  His  eyes  were  fixed  on

Lucien’s brothers, as if marking who was smiling the broadest. 

Amarantha  ran  a  nail  down  the  arm  of  her  throne.  “I  don’t  suppose  your handsome brothers know, Lucien,” she purred. 

“If we did, Lady, we would be the first to tell you,” said the tallest. He was lean, 

well  dressed,  every  inch  of  him  a  court-trained  bastard.  Probably  the  eldest, given  the  way  even  the  ones  who  looked  like  born  warriors  stared  at  him  with deference and calculation—and fear. 

Amarantha  gave  him  a  considering  smile  and  lifted  her  hand.  Rhysand  cocked

his head, his eyes narrowing slightly on Lucien. 

Lucien stiffened. A groan slipped out of him, and—

“Feyre!” I shouted. “My name is Feyre.” 

It was all I could do to keep from sinking to my knees as Amarantha nodded and

Rhysand stepped back. He hadn’t even removed his hands from his pockets. 

She  must  have  allowed  him  more  power  than  the  others,  then,  if  he  could  still inflict such harm while leashed  to her. Or else his  power before she’d stolen  it

had been … extraordinary, for  this to be considered the basest remnants. 

Lucien sagged on the ground, trembling. His brothers frowned—the eldest going

so far as to bare his teeth at me in a silent snarl. I ignored him. 

“Feyre,” Amarantha said, testing my name, the taste of the two syllables on her

tongue. “An old name—from our earlier dialects. Well,  Feyre,” she said. I could

have wept with relief when she didn’t ask for my family name. 

“I promised you a riddle.” 

Everything became thick and murky. Why did Tamlin do nothing, say nothing? 

What had Lucien been about to say before he’d fled my cell? 

“Solve  this,  Feyre,  and  you  and  your  High  Lord,  and  all  his  court,  may

immediately leave with my blessing. Let’s see if you are indeed clever enough to

deserve one of our kind.” Her dark eyes shone, and I cleared my mind as best I

could as she spoke. 

 There are those who seek me a lifetime but never we meet,  And those I kiss but
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 who trample me beneath ungrateful feet. 

 At  times  I  seem  to  favor  the  clever  and  the  fair,  But  I  bless  all  those  who  are brave enough to dare. 

 By large, my ministrations are soft-handed and sweet,  But scorned, I become a difficult beast to defeat. 

 For though each of my strikes lands a powerful blow,  When I kill, I do it slow …

I blinked, and she repeated herself, smiling when she finished, smug as a cat. My

mind  was  void,  a  blank  mass  of  uselessness.  Could  it  be  some  sort  of  disease? 

My mother had died of typhus, and her cousin had died of malaria after going to

Bharat  …  But  none  of  those  symptoms  seemed  to  match  the  riddle.  Maybe  it

was a person? 

A ripple of laughter spread across those assembled behind us, the loudest from

Lucien’s  brothers.  Rhysand  was  watching  me,  wreathed  in  night  and  smiling

faintly. 

The answer was so close—one little answer and we could all be free. 

Immediately, she’d said—as opposed to … wait, had the conditions of my trials

been  different  from  those  of  the  riddle?  She’d  emphasized   immediately  only when talking about solving the riddle. No, I couldn’t think about that right now. 

I had to solve this riddle. We could all be free.  Free. 

But I couldn’t do it—I couldn’t even come up with a possibility. I’d be better off

slitting my own throat and ending my suffering there, before she could rip me to

shreds. I was a fool—a common human idiot. I looked to Tamlin. The gold in his

eyes flickered, but his face betrayed nothing. 

“Think on it,” Amarantha said consolingly, and flicked a grin down at her ring—

at the eye swiveling within. “When it comes to you, I’ll be waiting.” 

I gazed at Tamlin even as I was pulled away to the dungeons, my vacant mind

reeling. 

As they locked me in my cell once more, I knew I was going to lose. 

I spent two days in that cell, or at least I figured it was two days, based on the

meal pattern I’d begun to work out. I ate the decent parts of the half-moldy food, 

and  though  I  hoped  for  it,  Lucien  never  came  to  see  me.  I  knew  better  than  to wish for Tamlin. 

I had little to do other than ponder Amarantha’s riddle. The more I thought about

it,  the  less  sense  it  made.  I  dwelled  on  various  kinds  of  poisons  and  venomous animals—and that yielded nothing beyond my growing sense of stupidity. Not to

mention the nagging feeling that she might have wound up tricking me with this

bargain  when  she’d  emphasized   immediately  regarding  the  riddle.  Maybe  she meant  she  would   not  free  us  immediately  after  I  finished  her  trials.  That  she could take however long she

wanted. No—no, I was just being paranoid. I was overthinking it. But the riddle

could free us all—instantaneously. I had to solve it. 

While I’d sworn not to think too long on what tasks awaited me, I didn’t doubt

Amarantha’s  imagination,  and  I  often  awoke  sweating  and  panting  from  my

restless  dreams—dreams  in  which   I  was  trapped  within  a  crystal  ring,  forever silent  and  forced  to  witness  their  bloodthirsty,  cruel  world,  cleaved  from

everything I’d ever loved. Amarantha had claimed there wouldn’t be enough left

of me to play with if I failed a trial—and I prayed that she hadn’t lied. Better to

be obliterated than to endure Jurian’s fate. 

Still, fear like nothing I had ever known swallowed me whole when my cell door

opened and the red-skinned guards told me that the full moon had arisen. 

Chapter 36

The sounds of a teeming crowd reverberated against the passageway. My armed

escort didn’t bother with drawn weapons as they tugged me forward. 

I wasn’t even shackled. Someone or something would catch me before I moved

three feet and gut me where I stood. 

The  cacophony  of  laughter,  shouting,  and  unearthly  howls  worsened  when  the

hall opened into what had to be a massive arena. There had been no attempts to

decorate  the  torch-lit  cavern—and  I  couldn’t  tell  if  it  had  been  hewn  from  the

rock  or  if  it  was  formed  by  nature.  The  floor  was  slick  and  muddy,  and  I struggled to keep my footing as we walked. 

But  it  was  the  enormous,  riotous  crowd  that  turned  my  insides  cold  as  they

stared  at  me.  I  couldn’t  decipher  what  they  were  shouting,  but  I  had  a  good-enough  idea.  Their  cruel,  ethereal  faces  and  wide  grins  told  me  everything  I needed  to  know.  Not  just  lesser  faeries  but  High  Fae,  too,  their  excitement

making their faces almost as feral as their more unearthly brethren. 

I  was  hauled  toward  a  wooden  platform  erected  above  the  crowd.  Atop  it  sat

Amarantha and Tamlin, and before it …

I did my best to keep my chin high as I beheld the exposed labyrinth of tunnels

and trenches running along the floor. The crowd stood along the banks, blocking

my  view  of  what  lay  within  as  I  was  thrown  to  my  knees  before  Amarantha’s

platform. The half-frozen mud seeped into my pants. 

I  rose  on  trembling  legs.  Around  the  platform  stood  a  group  of  six  males, 

secluded from the main crowd. From their cold, beautiful faces, from that echo

of power still about them, I knew they were the other High Lords of Prythian. I

ignored  Rhysand  as  soon  as  I  noticed  his  feline  smile,  the  corona  of  darkness around him. 

Amarantha had only to raise a hand and the roaring crowd silenced. 

It became so quiet that I could almost hear my heart beating. “Well, Feyre,” the

Faerie Queen said. I tried not to look at the hand she rested on

Tamlin’s knee, that ring as vulgar as the gesture itself. “Your first task is here. 

Let us see how deep that human affection of yours runs.” 

I  ground  my  teeth  and  almost  exposed  them  to  her.  Tamlin’s  face  remained

blank. 

“I took the liberty of learning a few things about you,” Amarantha drawled. “It

was only fair, you know.” 

Every instinct, every bit of me that was intrinsically human, screamed to run, but

I kept my feet planted, locking my knees to avoid them giving out. 

“I think you’ll like this task,” she said. She waved a hand, and the Attor stepped forward to part the crowd, clearing the way to the lip of a trench. 

“Go ahead. Look.” 

I obeyed. The trenches, probably twenty feet deep, were slick with mud

—in fact, they seemed to have been dug from mud. I fought to keep my footing

as  I  peered  in  farther.  The  trenches  ran  in  a  maze  along  the  entire  floor  of  the chamber,  and  their  path  made  little  sense.  It  was  full  of  pits  and  holes,  which undoubtedly led to underground tunnels, and—

Hands slammed into my back, and I cried out as I had the sickening feeling of

falling before being suddenly jerked up by a bone-hard grip—up, up into the air. 

Laughter  echoed  through  the  chamber  as  I  dangled  from  the  Attor’s  claws,  its powerful wing-beats booming across the arena. It swooped down into the trench

and dropped me on my feet. 

Mud squelched, and I swung my arms as I teetered and slipped. More laughter, 

even as I remained upright. 

The  mud  smelled  atrocious,  but  I  swallowed  my  gag.  I  turned  to  find

Amarantha’s platform now floating to the lip of the trench. She looked down at

me, smiling that serpent’s grin. 

“Rhysand tells me you’re a huntress,” she said, and my heartbeat faltered. 

He  must  have  read  my  thoughts  again,  or  …  or  maybe  he’d  found  my  family, 

and—

Amarantha flicked her fingers in my direction. “Hunt this.” 

The  faeries  cheered,  and  I  saw  gold  flash  between  spindly,  multi-hued  palms. 

Betting on my life—on how long I would last once this started. 

I raised my eyes to Tamlin. His emerald gaze was frozen, and I memorized the

lines of his face, the shape of his mask, the shade of his hair, one last time. 

“Release it,” Amarantha called. I trembled to the marrow of my bones as a grate

groaned, and then a slithering, swift-moving noise filled the chamber. 

My  shoulders  rose  toward  my  ears.  The  crowd  quieted  to  a  murmur,  silent enough  to  hear  a  guttural  kind  of  grumble,  so  I  could  feel  the  vibrations  in  the ground as whatever it was rushed at me. 

Amarantha clicked her tongue, and I whipped my head to her. Her brows rose. 

“Run,” she whispered. 

Then it appeared. 

I ran. 

It was a giant worm, or what might have once been a worm had its front end not

become  an  enormous  mouth  filled  with  ring  after  ring  of  razor-sharp  teeth.  It barreled  toward  me,  its  pinkish  brown  body  surging  and  twisting  with  horrific ease. These trenches were its lair. 

And I was dinner. 

Sliding and slipping on the reeking mud, I hurtled down the length of the trench, 

wishing I’d memorized more of the layout in the few moments I’d had, knowing

full well that my path could lead to a dead end, where I would surely—

The crowd roared, drowning out the slurping and gnashing noises of the worm, 

but  I  didn’t  dare  a  glance  over  my  shoulder.  The  ever-nearing  stench  of  it  told me enough about how close it was. I didn’t have the breath for a sob of relief as I

found a fork in the pathway and veered sharply left. 

I had to get as much distance between us as possible; I had to find a spot where I

could make a plan, a spot where I could find an advantage. 

Another  fork—I  veered  left  again.  Perhaps  if  I  took  as  many  lefts  as  I  could,  I could make a circle, and somehow come up behind the creature, and—

No, that was absurd. I’d have to be thrice as fast as the worm, and right now, I

could  barely  keep  ahead  of  it.  I  slid  into  a  wall  as  I  made  another  left  and slammed  into  the  slick  muck.  Cold,  reeking,  smothering.  I  wiped  it  from  my

eyes to find the leering faces of faeries floating above me, laughing. I ran for my

life. 

I reached a straight, flat stretch of trench and threw my strength to my legs as I

bolted down its course. I finally dared a look over my shoulder, 

and my fear became wild and thrashing as the worm surged into the path, hot on

my trail. 

I almost missed a slender opening in the side of the trench thanks to that look, 

and I gave up valuable steps as I skidded to a halt to squeeze myself through the

gap.  It  was  too  small  for  the  worm,  but  the  creature  could  probably  shatter through the mud. If not, its teeth could do the trick. But it was worth the risk. 

As I made to pull myself through, a force grabbed me back. No—not a force, but

the walls. The crack was too small, and I’d so frantically thrown myself through

it that I’d become wedged between it. My back to the worm, and too far between

the walls to be able to turn, I couldn’t see as it approached. The smell, though—

the smell was growing worse. 

I pushed and pulled, but the mud was too slick, and held fast. 

The trenches reverberated with the thunderous movements of the worm. 

I  could  almost  feel  its  reeking  breath  upon  my  half-exposed  body,  could  hear those teeth  slashing  through  the air,  closer  and  closer. Not  like  this.  It  couldn’t end like this. 

I clawed at the mud, twisting, tearing at anything to pull me through. The worm

neared with each of my heartbeats, the smell nearly overpowering my senses. 

I ripped away mud, wriggling, kicking, and pushing, sobbing through my gritted

teeth.  Not like this. 

The ground shook. A stench wrapped right around me, and hot air slammed into

my body. Its teeth clicked together. 

Grabbing onto the wall, I pulled and pulled. There was a squelch, and a sudden

release of pressure around my middle, and I fell through the crack, sprawling in

the mud. 

The  crowd  sighed.  I  didn’t  have  time  for  tears  of  relief  as  I  found  myself  in another  passageway,  and  I  launched  farther  into  the  labyrinth.  From  the

continuing quieted roars, I knew the worm had overshot me. 

But  that  made  no  sense—the  passage  offered  no  place  to  hide.  It  would  have seen me stuck there. Unless it couldn’t break through and was now taking some

alternate route, and would spring upon me. 

I didn’t check my speed, though I knew I wasted momentum by smashing into

wall after wall as I made each sharp turn. The worm also had

to lose its speed making these bends—a creature that big couldn’t take the turns

without slowing, no matter how dexterous it might be. 

I  risked  a  look  at  the  crowd.  Their  faces  were  tight  with  disappointment,  and turned away entirely from me, toward the other end of the chamber. 

That was where the worm had to be—that was where that passage had ended. It

hadn’t seen where I went. It hadn’t seen me. 

It was blind. 

I was so surprised that I didn’t notice the enormous pit that opened before me, 

hidden by a slight rise, and it was all I could do to not scream as I tumbled in. 

Air, empty air, and—

I slammed into ankle-deep mud, and the crowd cried out. The mud softened the

landing, but my teeth still sang with the impact. But nothing was broken, nothing

hurt. 

A few faeries peered in, leering from high above the gaping mouth of the pit. I

whirled  around,  scanning  my  surroundings,  trying  to  find  the  fastest  way  out. 

The pit itself opened into a small, dark tunnel, but there was no way to climb up

—the wall was too steep. 

I was trapped. Gasping for breath, I fumbled a few steps into the blackness of the

tunnel. I bit down on my shriek as something beneath my foot crunched hard. I

staggered back, and my tailbone wailed in pain. I kept scrambling away, but my

hand connected with something smooth and hard, and I lifted it to see a gleam of

white. 

Through my muddy fingers, I knew that texture all too well. Bone. 

Twisting onto my hands and knees, I patted the ground, moving farther into the

darkness.  Bones,  bones,  bones,  of  every  shape  and  size,  and  I  swallowed  my scream as I realized what this place was. It was only when my hand landed on

the smooth dome of a skull that I jumped to my feet. 

I had to get out.  Now. 

“Feyre,” I heard Amarantha’s distant call. “You’re ruining everyone’s fun!” She

said it as if I were a lousy shuttlecock partner. “Come out!” 

I certainly would not, but she told me what I needed to know. The worm didn’t

know where I was; it couldn’t smell me. I had precious seconds to get out. 

As my sight adjusted to the darkness of the worm’s den, mounds and mounds of

bones gleamed, piles rolling away into the gloom. The chalkiness of the mud had

to be from endless layers of them decomposing. I

had  to  get  out   now,  had  to  find  a  place  to  hide  that  wasn’t  a  death  trap.  I stumbled out of the den, bones clattering away. 

Once more in the open air of the pit, I groped one of its steep walls. 

Several green-faced faeries barked curses at me, but I ignored them as I tried to

scale the wall, made it an inch, and slid to the floor. I couldn’t get out without a

rope  or  a  ladder,  and  plunging  farther  into  the  worm’s  lair  to  see  if  there  was another  way  out  wasn’t  an  option.  Of  course,  there  was  a  back  door.  Every

animal’s den had two exits, but I wasn’t about to risk the darkness—effectively

blinding myself—and completely eliminate my small edge. 

I  needed  a  way   up.  I  tried  scaling  the  wall  again.  The  faeries  were  still murmuring  their  discontent;  as  long  as  they  remained  that  way,  I  was  fine.  I again  latched  onto  the  muddy  wall,  digging  into  the  pliable  dirt.  All  I  got  was freezing mud digging beneath my nails as I slid to the ground yet again. 

The stench of the place invaded every part of me. I bit down on my nausea as I

tried again and again. The faeries were laughing now. “A mouse in a trap,” one

of them said. “Need a stepping stool?” another crowed. 

A stepping stool. 

I whirled toward the piles of bones, then pushed my hand hard against the wall. 

It felt firm. The entire place was made of packed mud, and if this creature was anything like its smaller, harmless brethren, I could assume that the stench—and

therefore  the  mud  itself—was  the  remnant  of  whatever  had  passed  through  its

system after it sucked the bones clean. 

Disregarding that wretched fact, I seized the spark of hope and grabbed the two

biggest, strongest bones I could quickly find. Both were longer than my leg and

heavy—so  heavy  as  I  jammed  them  into  the  wall.  I  didn’t  know  what  the

creature usually ate, but it must have been at least cattle-sized. 

“What’s it doing? What’s it planning?” one of the faeries hissed. 

I grabbed a third bone and impaled it deep into the wall, as high as I could reach. 

I  grabbed  a  fourth,  slightly  smaller  bone  and  set  it  into  my  belt,  strapping  it across my back. Testing the three bones with a few sharp tugs, I sucked in my

breath,  ignored  the  twittering  faeries,  and  began  climbing  my  ladder.  My

stepping stool. 

The  first  bone  held  firm,  and  I  grunted  as  I  grabbed  the  second  bone-step  and pulled myself up. I was putting my foot on the step when another idea flashed, 

and I paused. 

The faeries—not too far off—began to shout again. 

But  it  could  work.  It  could  work,  if  I  played  it  right.  It  could  work,  because  it had to work. I dropped back to the mud, and the faeries watching me murmured

their confusion. I drew the bone from my belt, and with a sharp intake of breath, 

I snapped it across my knee. 

My own bones burned with pain, but the shaft broke, leaving me with two sharp-

ended spikes. It was going to work. 

If Amarantha wanted me to hunt, I would hunt. 

I  walked  to  the  middle  of  the  pit  opening,  calculated  the  distance,  and  plunged the two bones into the ground. I returned back to the mound of bones and made

quick work of whatever I could find that was sturdy and sharp. When my knee

became too tender to use as a breaking point, I snapped the bones with my foot. 

One by one, I stuck them into the muddy floor beneath the pit opening until the

whole area, save for one small spot, was filled with white lances. 
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I  didn’t  double-check  my  work—it  would  succeed,  or  I  would  wind  up  among

those  bones  on  the  floor.  Just  one  chance.  That  was  all  I  had.  Better  than  no chances at all. 

I dashed to my bone ladder and ignored the sting of the splinters in my fingers as

I climbed to the third rung, where I balanced before embedding a fourth bone in

the wall. 

And just like that, I heaved myself out of the pit mouth, and almost wept to be

exposed to the open air once more. 

I  secured  the  three  bones  I’d  taken  in  my  belt,  their  weight  a  comforting

presence, and rushed to the nearest wall. I grabbed a fistful of the reeking mud

and  smeared  it  across  my  face.  The  faeries  hissed  as  I  grabbed  more,  this  time coating my hair, then my neck. Already accustomed to the staggering reek, my

eyes watered only a little as I made swift work of painting myself. I even paused

to roll on the ground. Every inch of me had to be covered. Every damn inch. 

If  the  creature  was  blind,  then  it  relied  on  smell—and  my  smell  would  be  my greatest weakness. 

I rubbed mud on me until I was certain I was nothing more than a pair of blue-

gray  eyes.  I  doused  myself  a  final  time,  my  hands  so  slick  that  I  could  barely maintain a grasp on one of the sharp-ended bones as I drew it from my belt. 

“What’s it doing?” the green-faced faerie whined again. 

A deep, elegant voice replied this time. “She’s building a trap.” Rhysand. 

“But the Middengard—” 

“Relies on its scent to see,” Rhysand answered, and I gave a special glower for

him  as  I  glanced  at  the  rim  of  the  trench  and  found  him  smiling  at  me.  “And Feyre just became invisible.” 

His  violet  eyes  twinkled.  I  made  an  obscene  gesture  before  I  broke  into  a  run, heading straight for the worm. 

I  placed  the  remaining  bones  at  especially  tight  corners,  knowing  well  enough that I couldn’t turn at the speed I hoped I would be running. It didn’t take much

to find the worm, as a crowd of faeries had gathered to taunt it, but I had to get

to the right spot—I had to pick my battleground. 

I slowed to a stalking pace and flattened my back against a wall as I heard the

slithering and grunting of the worm. The crunching. 

The faeries watching the worm—ten of them, with frosty blue skin and almond-

shaped black eyes—giggled. I could only assume they’d grown bored of me and

decided to watch something else die. 

Which was wonderful, but only if the worm was still hungry—only if it would

respond to the lure I offered. The crowd murmured and grumbled. 

I  eased  around  a  bend,  craning  my  neck.  Too  covered  in  its  scent  to  smell  me, the  worm  continued  feasting,  stretching  its  bulbous  form  upward  as  one  of  the faeries  dangled  what  looked  like  a  hairy  arm.  The  worm  gnashed  its  teeth,  and the blue faeries cackled as they dropped the arm into its waiting mouth. 

I  recoiled  around  the  bend  and  raised  the  bone-sword  I’d  made.  I  reminded

myself of the path I’d taken, of the turns I’d counted. 

Still, my heart lodged in my throat as I drew the jagged edge of the bone across

my palm, splitting open my flesh. Blood welled, bright and shining as rubies. I

let it build before clenching my hand into a fist. The worm would smell that soon

enough. 

It was only then that I realized the crowd had gone silent. 

Almost dropping the bone, I leaned around the bend again to see the worm. 

It was gone. 

The blue faeries grinned at me. 

Then, shattering the silence like a shooting star, a voice—  Lucien’s—

bellowed across the chamber. “TO YOUR LEFT! ” 

I bolted, getting a few feet before the wall behind me exploded, mud spraying as the worm burst through, a mass of shredding teeth just inches away. 

I was already running, so fast that the trenches were a blur of reddish brown. I

needed a bit of distance or else it’d fall right on top of me. But I also needed it

close, so it couldn’t check itself, so it was in a frenzy of hunger. 

I  took  the  first  sharp  turn,  and  grabbed  onto  the  bone-rail  I’d  embedded  in  the corner  wall.  I  used  it  to  swing  around,  not  breaking  my  speed,  propelling  me faster, giving me a few more seconds on the worm. 

Then a left. My breath was a flame ravaging my throat. The second hairpin turn

came upon me, and I again used the bit of bone to hurtle around the bend. 

My knees and ankles groaned as I fought to keep from slipping in the mud. Only

one more turn, then a straight run …

I flipped around the final turn, and the roar of the faeries became different than it

had  been  earlier.  The  worm  was  a  raging,  crashing  force  behind  me,  but  my

steps were steady as I flew down the last passage. 

The mouth of the pit loomed, and with a final prayer, I leaped. 

There was only open black air, reaching up to swallow me. 

I swung my arms as I careened down, aiming for the spot I’d planned. 

Pain  barked  through  my  bones,  my  head,  as  I  collided  with  the  muddy  ground

and rolled. I flipped over myself and screamed as something hit my arm, biting

through flesh. 

But I didn’t have time to think, to even look at it, as I scrambled out of the way, 

as far into the darkness of the worm’s den as I could get. I grabbed another bone

and whirled when the worm plummeted into the pit. 

It hit the earth and lashed its massive body to the side, anticipating the strike to

kill me, but a wet, crunching noise filled the air instead. 

And the worm didn’t move. 

I  squatted  there,  gulping  down  burning  air,  staring  into  the  abyss  of  its  flesh-shredding mouth, still open wide to devour me. It took me a few

heartbeats  to  realize  the  worm  wasn’t  going  to  swallow  me  whole,  and  a  few

more  heartbeats  to  understand  that  it  was  truly  impaled  on  the  bone  spikes. 

Dead. 

I didn’t entirely hear the gasps, then the cheering—didn’t quite think or feel very

much of anything as I edged around the worm and slowly climbed out of the pit, 

still holding the bone-sword in my hand. 

Silently, still beyond words, I stumbled back through the labyrinth, my left arm

throbbing, but my body tingled so much I didn’t notice. 

But the moment I beheld Amarantha on her platform at the edge of the trench, I

clenched  my  free  hand.  Prove  my  love.  Pain  shot  through  my  arm,  but  I embraced it. I had won. 

I  looked  up  at  her  from  beneath  lowered  brows  and  didn’t  check  myself  as  I exposed my teeth. Her lips were thin, and she no longer grasped Tamlin’s knee. 

Tamlin.  My Tamlin. 

I tightened my grip on the long bone in my hand. I was shaking—

shaking all over. But not with fear. Oh, no. It wasn’t fear at all. I’d proved my

love—and then some. 

“Well,” Amarantha said with a little smirk. “I suppose anyone could have done

that.” 

I  took  a  few  running  steps  and  hurled  the  bone  at  her  with  all  my  remaining strength. 

It embedded itself in the mud at her feet, splattering filth onto her white gown, 

and remained there, quivering. 

The  faeries  gasped  again,  and  Amarantha  stared  at  the  wobbling  bone  before

touching the mud on her bodice. She smiled slowly. “Naughty,” she tsked. 

Had  there  not  been  an  insurmountable  trench  between  us,  I  would  have  ripped her throat out. Someday—if I lived through this—I would skin her alive. 

“I suppose you’ll be happy to learn most of my court lost a good deal of money

tonight,”  she  said,  picking  up  a  piece  of  parchment.  I  looked  at  Tamlin  as  she scanned the paper. His green eyes were bright, and though his face was deathly

pale, I could have sworn there was a ghost of triumph on his face. “Let’s see,” 

Amarantha went on, reading the paper as she toyed with Jurian’s finger bone at

the end of her necklace. “Yes, I’d say almost

my  entire  court  bet  on  you  dying  within  the  first  minute;  some  said  you’d  last five,  and”—she  turned  over  the  paper—“and  just  one  person  said  you  would

win.” 

Insulting,  but  not  surprising.  I  didn’t  fight  as  the  Attor  hauled  me  out  of  the trenches,  dumping  me  at  the  foot  of  the  platform  before  flying  off.  My  arm

burned at the impact. 

Amarantha frowned at her list, and she waved a hand. “Take her away. I tire of

her  mundane  face.”  She  clenched  the  arms  of  her  throne  hard  enough  that  the whites of her knuckles showed. “Rhysand, come here.” 

I  didn’t  stay  long  enough  to  see  the  High  Lord  prowl  forward.  Red  hands

grabbed  me,  holding  tightly  to  keep  from  sliding  off.  I’d  forgotten  the  mud

caked on me like a second skin. As they yanked me away, a shooting pain shot

along my arm, and agony blanketed my senses. 

I looked at my left forearm then, and my stomach rose at the trickling blood and

ripped tendons, at the lips of my skin pulled back to accommodate the shaft of a

bone shard protruding clean through it. 

I  couldn’t  even  glance  back  at  Tamlin,  couldn’t  find  Lucien  to  say  thank  you before pain consumed me whole, and I could barely manage to walk back to my

cell. 

Chapter 37

No one, not even Lucien, came to fix my arm in the days following my victory. 

The  pain  overwhelmed  me  to  the  point  of  screaming  whenever  I  prodded  the

embedded  bit  of  bone,  and  I  had  no  other  option  but  to  sit  there,  letting  the

wound  gnaw  on  my  strength,  trying  my  best  not  to  think  about  the  constant throbbing that shot sparks of poisoned lightning through me. 

But  worse  than  that  was  the  growing  panic—panic  that  the  wound  hadn’t

stopped bleeding. I knew what it meant when blood continued to flow. I kept one

eye on the wound, either out of hope that I’d find the blood clotting, or the terror

that I’d spy the first signs of infection. 

I couldn’t eat the rotten food they gave me. The sight of it aroused such nausea

that  a  corner  of  my  cell  now  reeked  of  vomit.  It  didn’t  help  that  I  was  still covered in mud, and the dungeon was perpetually freezing. 

I  was  sitting  against  the  far  wall  of  my  cell,  savoring  the  coolness  of  the  stone beneath my back. I’d awoken from a fitful sleep and found myself burning hot. 

A  kind  of  fire  that  made  everything  a  bit  muddled.  My  injured  arm  dangled  at my side as I gazed dully at the cell door. It seemed to sway, its lines rippling. 

This heat in my face was some kind of small cold—not a fever from infection. I

put a hand on my chest, and dried mud crumbled into my lap. 

Each of my breaths was like swallowing broken glass. Not a fever. Not a fever. 

Not a fever. 

My eyelids were heavy, stinging. I couldn’t go to sleep. I had to make sure the

wound wasn’t infected, I had to … to …

The  door  actually  did  move  then—no,  not  the  door,  but  rather  the  darkness

around  it,  which  seemed  to  ripple.  Real  fear  coiled  in  my  stomach  as  a  male figure formed out of that darkness, as if he’d slipped in from the cracks between

the door and the wall, hardly more than a shadow. 

Rhysand  was  fully  corporeal  now,  and  his  violet  eyes  glowed  in  the  dim  light. 

He  slowly  smiled  from  where  he  stood  by  the  door.  “What  a  sorry  state  for

Tamlin’s champion.” 

“Go to Hell,” I snapped, but the words were little more than a wheeze. 

My head was light and heavy all at once. If I tried to stand, I would topple over. 

He stalked closer with that feline grace and dropped into an easy crouch before

me. He sniffed, grimacing at the corner splattered with my vomit. I tried to bring my feet into a position more inclined for scrambling away or kicking him in the

face, but they were full of lead. 

Rhysand cocked his head. His pale skin seemed to radiate alabaster light. 

I blinked away the haze, but couldn’t even turn aside my face as his cold fingers

grazed  my  brow.  “What  would  Tamlin  say,”  he  murmured,  “if  he  knew  his

beloved  was  rotting  away  down  here,  burning  up  with  fever?  Not  that  he  can

even come here, not when his every move is watched.” 

I kept my arm hidden in the shadows. The last thing I needed them to know was

how weak I was. “Get away,” I said, and my eyes stung as the words burned my

throat. I had difficulty swallowing. 

He raised an eyebrow. “I come here to offer you help, and you have the nerve to

tell me to leave?” 

“Get away,” I repeated. My eyes were so sore that it hurt to keep them open. 

“You made me a lot of money, you know. I figured I would repay the favor.” 

I leaned my head against the wall. Everything was spinning—spinning like a top, 

spinning like … I kept my nausea down. 

“Let me see your arm,” he said too quietly. 

I kept my arm in the shadows—if only because it was too heavy to lift. 

“Let me see it.” A growl rippled from him. Without waiting for my reaction, he

grabbed my elbow and forced my arm into the dim light of the cell. 

I bit my lip to keep from crying out—bit it hard enough to draw blood as rivers

of fire exploded inside me, as my head swam, and all my senses narrowed down

to  the  piece  of  bone  sticking  through  my  arm.  They  couldn’t  know—couldn’t

know how bad it was, because then they would use it against me. 

Rhysand examined the wound, a smile appearing on his sensuous lips. 

“Oh,  that’s  wonderfully  gruesome.”  I  swore  at  him,  and  he  chuckled.  “Such

words from a lady.” 

“Get out,” I wheezed. My frail voice was as terrifying as the wound. 

“Don’t you want me to heal your arm?” His fingers tightened around my elbow. 

“At  what  cost?”  I  shot  back,  but  kept  my  head  against  the  stone,  needing  its damp strength. 

“Ah,  that. Living among faeries has taught you some of our ways.” 

I focused on the feeling of my good hand on my knee—focused on the dry mud

beneath my fingernails. 

“I’ll make a trade with you,” he said casually, and gently set my arm down. As it

met  with  the  floor,  I  had  to  close  my  eyes  to  brace  against  the  flow  of  that poisoned lightning. “I’ll heal your arm in exchange for  you. For two weeks every month,  two  weeks  of  my  choosing,  you’ll  live  with  me  at  the  Night  Court. 

Starting after this messy three-trials business.” 

My eyes flew open. “No.” I’d already made one fool’s bargain. 

“No?” He braced his hands on his knees and leaned closer. “Really?” 

Everything was starting to dance. “Get out,” I breathed. 

“You’d turn down my offer—and for what?” I didn’t reply, so he went on. “You

must be holding out for one of your friends—for Lucien, correct? 

After all, he healed you before, didn’t he? Oh, don’t look so innocent. The Attor

and his cronies broke your nose. So unless you have some kind of magic you’re

not  telling  us  about,  I  don’t  think  human  bones  heal  that  quickly.”  His  eyes sparkled, and he stood, pacing a bit. “The way I see things, Feyre, you have two

options. The first, and the smartest, would be to accept my offer.” 

I spat at his feet, but he kept pacing, only giving me a disapproving look. 

“The second option—and the one only a fool would take—would be for you to

refuse my offer and place your life, and thus Tamlin’s, in the hands of chance.” 

He stopped pacing and stared hard at me. Though the world spun and danced in my vision, something primal inside me went still and cold beneath that gaze. 

“Let’s say I walk out of here. Perhaps Lucien will come to your aid within five

minutes of my leaving. Perhaps he’ll come in five days. Perhaps he won’t come

at  all.  Between  you  and  me,  he’s  been  keeping  a  low  profile  after  his  rather embarrassing  outburst  at  your  trial.  Amarantha’s  not  exactly  pleased  with  him. 

Tamlin even broke his delightful brooding to beg for him

to be spared—such a noble warrior, your High Lord. She listened, of course

—but only after she made Tamlin bestow Lucien’s punishment. Twenty lashes.” 

I started shaking, sick all over again to think about what it had to have been like

for my High Lord to be the one to punish his friend. 

Rhysand  shrugged,  a  beautiful,  easy  gesture.  “So,  it’s  really  a  question  of  how much you’re willing to trust Lucien—and how much you’re willing to risk for it. 

Already  you’re  wondering  if  that  fever  of  yours  is  the  first  sign  of  infection. 

Perhaps they’re unconnected, perhaps not. Maybe it’s fine. 

Maybe that worm’s mud isn’t full of festering filth. And maybe Amarantha will

send a healer, and by that time, you’ll either be dead, or they’ll find your arm so

infected that you’ll be lucky to keep anything above the elbow.” 

My stomach tightened into a painful ball. 

“I don’t need to invade your thoughts to know these things. I already know what

you’ve  slowly  been  realizing.”  He  again  crouched  in  front  of  me.  “You’re

dying.” 

My eyes stung, and I sucked my lips into my mouth. 

“How  much  are  you  willing  to  risk  on  the  hope  that  another  form  of  help  will come?” 

I stared at him, sending as much hate as I could into my gaze. He’d been the one

who’d caused all this. He’d told Amarantha about Clare; he’d made Tamlin beg. 

“Well?” 

I bared my teeth. “Go. To. Hell.” 

Swift  as  lightning,  he  lashed  out,  grabbing  the  shard  of  bone  in  my  arm  and twisting.  A  scream  shattered  out  of  me,  ravaging  my  aching  throat.  The  world flashed  black  and  white  and  red.  I  thrashed  and  writhed,  but  he  kept  his  grip, twisting the bone a final time before releasing my arm. 

Panting,  half  sobbing  as  the  pain  reverberated  through  my  body,  I  found  him

smirking at me again. I spat in his face. 

He only laughed as he stood, wiping his cheek with the dark sleeve of his tunic. 

“This  is  the  last  time  I’ll  extend  my  assistance,”  he  said,  pausing  by  the  cell door. “Once I leave this cell, my offer is dead.” I spat again, and he

shook  his  head.  “I  bet  you’ll  be  spitting  on  Death’s  face  when  she  comes  to claim you, too.” 

He began to ripple with darkness, his edges blurring into endless night. 

He could be bluffing, trying to trick me into accepting his offer. Or he might be

right—I might be dying. My life depended on it.  More than my life depended on

my choice. And if Lucien was indeed unable to come …

or if he came too late …

I   was  dying.  I’d  known  it  for  some  time  now.  And  Lucien  had  underestimated my  abilities  in  the  past—had  never  quite  grasped  my  limitations  as  a  human. 

He’d  sent  me  to  hunt  the  Suriel  with  a  few  knives  and  a  bow.  He’d  even

admitted to hesitating that day, when I had screamed for help. And he might not

even know how bad off I was. Might not understand the gravity of an infection

like this. He might come a day, an hour, a minute too late. 

Rhysand’s moon-white skin began to darken into nothing but shadow. 

“Wait.” 

The darkness consuming him paused. For Tamlin … for Tamlin, I would sell my

soul; I would give up everything I had for him to be free. 

“Wait,” I repeated. 

The darkness vanished, leaving Rhysand in his solid form as he grinned. 

“Yes?” 

I raised my chin as high as I could manage. “Just two weeks?” 

“Just two weeks,” he purred, and knelt before me. “Two teensy, tiny weeks with

me every month is all I ask.” 

“Why? And what are to … to be the terms?” I said, fighting past the dizziness. 

“Ah,”  he  said,  adjusting  the  lapel  of  his  obsidian  tunic.  “If  I  told  you  those things, there’d be no fun in it, would there?” 

I  looked  at  my  ruined  arm.  Lucien  might  never  come,  might  decide  I  wasn’t

worth risking his life any further, not now that he’d been punished for it. And if

Amarantha’s healers cut off my arm …

Nesta  would  have  done  the  same  for  me,  for  Elain.  And  Tamlin  had  done  so

much for me, for my family; even if he had lied about the Treaty, about sparing

me from its terms, he’d still saved my life that day against the naga, and saved it

again by sending me away from the manor. 

I couldn’t think entirely of the enormity of what I was about to give—or else I

might refuse again. I met Rhysand’s gaze. “Five days.” 

“You’re going to bargain?” Rhysand laughed under his breath. “Ten days.” 

I held his stare with all my strength. “A week.” 

Rhysand  was  silent  for  a  long  moment,  his  eyes  traveling  across  my  body  and my face before he murmured: “A week it is.” 

“Then  it’s  a  deal,”  I  said.  A  metallic  taste  filled  my  mouth  as  magic  stirred between us. 

His  smile  became  a  bit  wild,  and  before  I  could  brace  myself,  he  grabbed  my arm.  There  was  a  blinding,  quick  pain,  and  my  scream  sounded  in  my  ears  as

bone and flesh were shattered, blood rushed out of me, and then—

Rhysand was still grinning when I opened my eyes. I hadn’t any idea how long

I’d been unconscious, but my fever was gone, and my head was clear as I sat up. 

In fact, the mud was gone, too; I felt as if I’d just bathed. 

But then I lifted my left arm. 

“What have you done to me?” 

Rhysand stood, running a hand through his short, dark hair. “It’s custom in my

court for bargains to be permanently marked upon flesh.” 

I  rubbed  my  left  forearm  and  hand,  the  entirety  of  which  was  now  covered  in swirls and whorls of black ink. Even my fingers weren’t spared, and a large eye

was tattooed in the center of my palm. It was feline, and its slitted pupil stared

right back at me. 

“Make it go away,” I said, and he laughed. 

“You humans are truly grateful creatures, aren’t you?” 

From  a  distance,  the  tattoo  looked  like  an  elbow-length  lace  glove,  but  when  I held  it  close  to  my  face,  I  could  detect  the  intricate  depictions  of  flowers  and curves that flowed throughout to make up a larger pattern. 

Permanent. Forever. 

“You didn’t tell me this would happen.” 

“You  didn’t  ask.  So  how  am  I  to  blame?”  He  walked  to  the  door  but  lingered, even  as  pure  night  wafted  off  his  shoulders.  “Unless  this  lack  of  gratitude  and appreciation is because you fear a certain High Lord’s reaction.” 

 Tamlin.  I  could  already  see  his  face  going  pale,  his  lips  becoming  thin  as  the claws came out. I could almost hear the growl he’d emit when he asked

me what I had been thinking. 

“I think I’ll wait to tell him until the moment’s right, though,” Rhysand said. The

gleam in his eyes told me enough. Rhysand hadn’t done any of this to save me, but rather to hurt Tamlin. And I’d fallen into his trap—

fallen into it worse than the worm had fallen into mine. 

“Rest up, Feyre,” Rhysand said. He turned into nothing more than living shadow

and vanished through a crack in the door. 

Chapter 38

I tried not to look at my left arm as I scrubbed at the floors of the hallway. 

The ink—which, in the light, was actually a blue so dark it appeared black

—was  a  cloud  upon  my  thoughts,  and  those  were  bleak  enough  even  without

knowing  I’d  sold  myself  to  Rhysand.  I  couldn’t  look  at  the  eye  on  my  palm.  I had an absurd, creeping feeling that it watched me. 

I dunked the large brush into the bucket the red-skinned guards had thrown into

my  arms.  I  could  barely  comprehend  them  through  their  mouths  full  of  long

yellow teeth, but when they gave me the brush and bucket and shoved me into a

long hallway of white marble, I understood. 

“If  it’s  not  washed  and  shining  by  supper,”  one  of  them  had  said,  its  teeth clicking as it grinned, “we’re to tie you to the spit and give you a few good turns

over the fire.” 

With  that,  they  left.  I  had  no  idea  when  supper  was,  and  so  I  frantically  began washing.  My  back  already  ached  like  fire,  and  I  hadn’t  been  scrubbing  the

marble  hall  for  more  than  thirty  minutes.  But  the  water  they’d  given  me  was filthy, and the more I scrubbed the floor, the dirtier it became. 

When  I  went  to  the  door  to  ask  for  a  bucket  of  clean  water,  I  found  it  locked. 

There would be no help. 

An  impossible  task—a  task  to  torment  me.  The  spit—perhaps  that  was  the

source of the constant screaming in the dungeons. Would a few turns on the spit

melt all the flesh from me, or just burn me badly enough to force me into another

bargain  with  Rhysand?  I  cursed  as  I  scrubbed  harder,  the  coarse  bristles  of  the brush crinkling and whispering against the tiles. A rainbow of brown was left in
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their  wake,  and  I  growled  as  I  dunked  the  brush  again.  Filthy  water  came  out with it, dripping all over the floor. 

A  trail  of  brown  muck  grew  with  each  sweep.  Breathing  quickly,  I  hurled  the brush to the ground and covered my face with my wet hands. I lowered my left

hand when I realized the eye was pressed against my cheek. 

I gulped down steadying gasps of air. There had to be a rational way to do this; 

there had to be some old wives’ trick. The spit—tied to a spit like a

roast pig. 

I grabbed the brush from where it had bounced away and scrubbed at the floor

until  my  hands  throbbed.  It  looked  like  someone  had  spilled  mud  all  over  the place.  The  dirt  was   actually  turning  into  mud  the  harder  I  scrubbed  it.  I’d probably wail and beg for mercy when they rotated me on that spit. 

There  had  been  red  lines  covering  Clare’s  naked  body—what  instrument  of

torture had they come from? My hands trembled, and I set down the brush. 

I could take down a giant worm, but washing a floor—  that was the impossible

task. 

A door clicked open somewhere down the hall, and I shot to my feet. An auburn

head peered at me. I sagged with relief. Lucien—

Not Lucien. The face that turned toward me was female—and unmasked. 

She  looked  perhaps  a  bit  older  than  Amarantha,  but  her  porcelain  skin  was

exquisitely colored, graced with the faintest blush of rose along her cheeks. Had

the red hair not been indication enough, when her russet eyes met mine, I knew

who she was. 

I  bowed  my  head  to  the  Lady  of  the  Autumn  Court,  and  she  inclined  her  chin slightly. I supposed that was honor enough. “For giving her your name in place

of my son’s life,” she said, her voice as sweet as sun-warmed apples. She must

have been in the crowd that day. She pointed at the bucket with a long, slender

hand. “My debt is paid.” She disappeared through the door she’d opened, and I
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could have sworn I smelled roasting chestnuts and crackling fires in her wake. 

It was only after the door shut that I realized I should have thanked her, and only

after I looked in my bucket that I realized I’d been hiding my left arm behind my

back. 

I  knelt  beside  the  bucket  and  dipped  my  fingers  into  the  water.  They  came  out clean. 

I  shuddered,  allowing  myself  a  moment  to  slump  over  my  knees  before  I

dumped some of the water onto the floor and watched it wash away the muck. 

To the chagrin of the guards, I had completed their impossible task. But the next

day, they smiled at me as they shoved me into a massive, dark bedroom, lit only

by a few candles, and pointed to the looming fireplace. 

“Servant  spilled  lentils  in  the  ash,”  one  of  the  guards  grunted,  tossing  me  a wooden bucket. “Clean it up before the occupant returns, or he’ll peel off your

skin in strips.” 

A slammed door, the click of a lock, and I was alone. 

Sorting lentils from ash and embers—ridiculous, wasteful, and—

I approached the darkened fireplace and cringed. 

Impossible. 

I  cast  a  glance  about  the  bedroom.  No  windows,  no  exits  save  the  one  I’d  just been chucked through. The bed was enormous and neatly made, its black sheets

of—of silk. There was nothing else in the room beyond basic furniture; not even

discarded  clothes  or  books  or  weapons.  As  if  its  occupant  never  slept  here.  I knelt before the fireplace and calmed my breathing. 

I had keen eyes, I reminded myself. I could spot rabbits hiding in the underbrush

and track most things that wanted to remain unseen. Spotting the lentils couldn’t

be  that hard. Sighing, I crawled farther into the fireplace and began. 

I was wrong. 

Two hours later, my eyes were burning and aching, and even though I combed

through  every  inch  of  that  fireplace,  there  were  always  more  lentils,  more  and more that I’d somehow not spotted. The guards had never said  when the owner of this room would return, and so every tick of the clock on the mantel became a

death  knell,  every  footstep  outside  the  door  causing  me  to  reach  for  the  iron poker leaning against the hearth wall. Amarantha had never said anything about

not  fighting  back—never  specified  that  I  wasn’t  allowed  to  defend  myself.  At

least I’d go down swinging. 

I  picked  through  the  ashes  again  and  again.  My  hands  were  now  black  and

stained, my clothes covered in soot. Surely there couldn’t be any more; surely—

The lock clicked, and I lunged for the poker as I shot to my feet, my back to the

hearth and the iron rod hidden behind me. 

Darkness  entered  the  room,  guttering  the  candles  with  a  snow-kissed  breeze.  I gripped the poker harder, pressing against the stone of the fireplace, even as that

darkness settled on the bed and took a familiar form. 

“As wonderful as it is to see you, Feyre, darling,” Rhysand said, sprawled on the

bed,  his  head  propped  up  by  a  hand,  “do  I  want  to  know  why  you’re  digging through my fireplace?” 

I bent my knees slightly, preparing to run, to duck, to do anything to get to the

door that felt far, far away. “They said I had to clean out lentils from the ashes, 

or you’d rip off my skin.” 

“Did they now.” A feline smile. 

“Do I have you to thank for this idea?” I hissed. He wasn’t allowed to kill me, 

not with my bargain with Amarantha, but … there were other ways to hurt me. 

“Oh,  no,”  he  drawled.  “No  one’s  learned  of   our  little  bargain  yet—and  you’ve managed to keep it quiet. Shame riding you a bit hard?” 

I clenched my jaw and pointed to the fireplace with one hand, still keeping the

poker tucked behind me. “Is this clean enough for you?” 

“Why were there lentils in my fireplace to begin with?” 

I gave him a flat look. “One of your mistress’s  household chores, I suppose.” 

“Hm,” he said, examining his nails. “Apparently she or her cronies think I’ll find

some sport with you.” 

My mouth dried up. “Or it’s a test for you,” I managed to get out. “You said you

bet on me during my first task. She didn’t seem pleased about it.” 

“And what could Amarantha possibly have to test me about?” 

I didn’t balk from that violet stare.  Amarantha’s whore, Lucien had once called

him. “You lied to her. About Clare. You knew very well what I looked like.” 

Rhysand sat up in a fluid movement and braced his forearms on his thighs. Such

grace  contained  in  such  a  powerful  form.  I  was  slaughtering   on  the  battlefield before  you  were  even  born,  he’d  once  said  to  Lucien.  I  didn’t  doubt  it. 

“Amarantha  plays  her  games,”  he  said  simply,  “and  I  play  mine.  It  gets  rather boring down here, day after day.” 

“She let you out for Fire Night. And you somehow got out to put that head in the

garden.” 

“She asked me to put that head in the garden. And as for Fire Night …” 

He  looked  me  up  and  down.  “I  had  my  reasons  to  be  out  then.  Do  not  think, Feyre, that it did not cost me.” He smiled again, and it didn’t meet his eyes. 

“Are  you  going  to  put  down  that  poker,  or  can  I  expect  you  to  start  swinging soon?” 

I swallowed my curse and brought it out—but didn’t put it down. 

“A valiant effort, but useless,” he said. True—so true, when he didn’t even need

to take his hands out of his pockets to grip Lucien’s mind. 

“How  is  it  that  you  have  such  power  still  and  the  others  don’t?  I  thought  she robbed all of you of your abilities.” 

He lifted a groomed, dark brow. “Oh, she took my powers. This …” A caress of talons  against  my  mind.  I  jerked  back  a  step,  slamming  into  the  fireplace.  The pressure on my mind vanished. “This is just the remnant. The scraps I get to play

with.  Your  Tamlin  has  brute  strength  and  shape-shifting;  my  arsenal  is  a  far deadlier assortment.” 

I knew he wasn’t bluffing—not when I’d felt those talons in my mind. 

“So you can’t shape-shift? It’s not some High Lord specialty?” 

“Oh,  all  the  High  Lords  can.  Each  of  us  has  a  beast  roaming  beneath  our  skin, roaring to get out. While your Tamlin prefers fur, I find wings and talons to be

more entertaining.” 

A lick of cold kissed down my spine. “Can you shift now, or did she take that, 

too?” 

“So many questions from a little human.” 

But the darkness that hovered around him began to writhe and twist and flare as

he rose to his feet. I blinked, and it was done. 

I lifted the iron poker, just a little bit. 

“Not  a  full  shift,  you  see,”  Rhysand  said,  clicking  the  black  razor-sharp  talons that  had  replaced  his  fingers.  Below  the  knee,  darkness  stained  his  skin—but

talons also gleamed in lieu of toes. “I don’t particularly like yielding wholly to

my baser side.” 

Indeed,  it  was  still  Rhysand’s  face,  his  powerful  male  body,  but  flaring  out behind  him  were  massive  black  membranous  wings—like  a  bat’s,  like  the

Attor’s. He tucked them in neatly behind him, but the single claw at the apex of

each peeked over his broad shoulders. Horrific, stunning—the face of a thousand

nightmares  and  dreams.  That  again-useless  part  of  me  stirred  at  the  sight,  the way the candlelight shone through the wings, illuminating the veins, the way it

bounced off his talons. 

Rhysand rolled his neck, and it all vanished in a flash—the wings, the talons, the

feet, leaving only the male behind, well-dressed and unruffled. 

“No attempts at flattery?” 

I had made a very, very big mistake in offering my life to him. 

But  I  said,  “You  have  a  high-enough  opinion  of  yourself  already.  I  doubt  the flattery of a little human matters much to you.” 

He  let  out  a  low  laugh  that  slid  along  my  bones,  warming  my  blood.  “I  can’t decide whether I should consider you admirable or very stupid for being so bold

with a High Lord.” 

Only around him did I have trouble keeping my mouth shut, it seemed. 

So I dared to ask, “Do you know the answer to the riddle?” 

He crossed his arms. “Cheating, are you?” 

“She never said I couldn’t ask for help.” 

“Ah,  but  after  she  had  you  beaten  to  hell,  she  ordered  us  not  to  help  you.”  I waited. But he shook his head. “Even if I felt like helping you, I couldn’t. She

gives  the  order,  and  we  all  bow  to  it.”  He  picked  a  fleck  of  dust  off  his  black jacket. “It’s a good thing she likes me, isn’t it?” 

I opened my mouth to press him—to beg him. If it meant instantaneous freedom

—

“Don’t  waste  your  breath,”  he  said.  “I  can’t  tell  you—no  one  here  can.  If  she ordered us all to stop breathing, we would have to obey that, too.” He frowned at

me  and  snapped  his  fingers.  The  soot,  the  dirt,  the  ash  vanished  off  my  skin, leaving me as clean as if I’d bathed. “There. A gift—for having the balls to even

ask.” 

I gave him a flat stare, but he motioned to the hearth. 

It was spotless—and my bucket was filled with lentils. The door swung open of

its own accord, revealing the guards who’d dragged me here. 

Rhysand  waved  a  lazy  hand  at  them.  “She  accomplished  her  task.  Take  her

back.” 

They  grabbed  for  me,  but  he  bared  his  teeth  in  a  smile  that  was  anything  but friendly—and they halted. “No more household chores, no more tasks,” 

he said, his voice an erotic caress. Their yellow eyes went glazed and dull, their

sharp teeth gleaming as their mouths slackened. “Tell the others, too. 

Stay  out  of  her  cell,  and  don’t  touch  her.  If  you  do,  you’re  to  take  your  own daggers and gut yourselves. Understood?” 

Dazed,  numb  nods,  then  they  blinked  and  straightened.  I  hid  my  trembling. 

Glamour, mind control—whatever it was he had done, it worked. 

They beckoned—but didn’t dare touch me. 

Rhysand smiled at me. “You’re welcome,” he purred as I walked out. 

Chapter 39

From that point on, each morning and evening, a fresh, hot meal appeared in my

cell. I gobbled it down but cursed Rhysand’s name anyway. Stuck in the cell, I

had nothing to do but ponder Amarantha’s riddle—usually only to wind up with

a pounding headache. I recited it again and again and again, but to no avail. 

Days  passed,  and  I  didn’t  see  Lucien  or  Tamlin,  and  Rhysand  never  came  to

taunt me. I was alone—utterly alone, locked in silence—though the screaming in

the  dungeons  still  continued  day  and  night.  When  that  screaming  became  too

unbearable  and  I  couldn’t  shut  it  out,  I  would  look  at  the  eye  tattooed  on  my palm. I wondered if he’d done it to quietly remind me of Jurian—a cruel, petty

slap  to  the  face  indicating  that  perhaps  I  was  well  on  my  way  to  belonging  to him just as the ancient warrior now belonged to Amarantha. 

Every once in a while, I’d say a few words to the tattoo—then curse myself for a

fool. Or curse Rhysand. But I could have sworn that as I dozed off one night, it

blinked. 

If I was counting the  schedule of my meals correctly,  about four days after  I’d

seen Rhysand in his room, two High Fae females arrived in my cell. 

They appeared through the cracks from slivers of darkness, just as Rhysand had. 

But  while  he’d  solidified  into  a  tangible  form,  these  faeries  remained  mostly

made of shadow, their features barely discernable, save for their loose, flowing cobweb  gowns.  They  remained  silent  when  they  reached  for  me.  I  didn’t  fight

them—there was nothing to fight them with, and nowhere to run. The hands they

clasped  around  my  forearms  were  cool  but  solid—as  if  the  shadows  were  a

coating, a second skin. 

They  had  to  have  been  sent  by  Rhysand—some  servants  of  his  from  the  Night

Court. They could have been mutes for all they said to me as they pressed close

to my body and we stepped—physically stepped—  through the closed door, as if

it wasn’t even there. As if I had become a shadow, too. 

My  knees  buckled  at  the  sensation,  like  spiders  crawling  down  my  spine,  my

arms,  as  we  walked  through  the  dark,  shrieking  dungeons.  None  of  the  guards

stopped  us—they  didn’t  even  look  in  our  direction.  We  were  glamoured,  then; 

no more than flickering darkness to the passing eye. 

The  faeries  brought  me  up  through  dusty  stairwells  and  down  forgotten  halls

until we reached a nondescript room where they stripped me naked, bathed me

roughly, and then—to my horror—began to paint my body. 

Their  brushes  were  unbearably  cold  and  ticklish,  and  their  shadowy  grips  were firm  when  I  wriggled.  Things  only  worsened  when  they  painted  more  intimate

parts of me, and it was an effort to keep from kicking one of them in the face. 

They  offered  no  explanation  for  why—no  hint  of  whether  this  was  another

torment sent by Amarantha. Even if I fled, there was nowhere to escape to—not

without  damning  Tamlin  further.  So  I  stopped  demanding  answers,  stopped

fighting back, and let them finish. 

From the neck up, I was regal: my face was adorned with cosmetics—

rouge on my lips, a smearing of gold dust on my eyelids, kohl lining my eyes—

and  my  hair  was  coiled  around  a  small  golden  diadem  imbedded  with  lapis

lazuli. But from the neck down, I was a heathen god’s plaything. 

They had continued the pattern of the tattoo on my arm, and once the blue-black

paint had dried, they placed on me a gauzy white dress. 

If you could call it a dress. It was little more than two long shafts of gossamer, 

just  wide  enough  to  cover  my  breasts,  pinned  at  each  shoulder  with  gold

brooches. The sections flowed down to a jeweled belt slung low across my hips, 
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where they joined into a single piece of fabric that hung between my legs and to

the  floor.  It  barely  covered  me,  and  from  the  cold  air  on  my  skin,  I  knew  that most of my backside was left exposed. 

The cold breeze caressing my bare skin was enough to kindle my rage. 

The  two  High  Fae  ignored  my  demands  to  be  clothed  in  something  else,  their

impossibly shadowed faces veiled from me, but held my arms firm when I tried

to rip the shift off. 

“I wouldn’t do that,” a deep, lilting voice said from the doorway. 

Rhysand was leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. 

I  should  have  known  it  was  his  doing,  should  have  known  from  the  matching

designs  all  over  my  body.  “Our  bargain  hasn’t  started  yet,”  I  snapped.  The

instincts that had once told me to be quiet around Tam and Lucien utterly failed

me when Rhysand was near. 

“Ah, but I need an escort for the party.” His violet eyes glittered with stars. “And

when I thought of you squatting in that cell all night, alone …” 

He waved a hand, and the faerie servants vanished through the door behind him. 

I flinched as they walked through the wood—no doubt an ability everyone in the

Night Court possessed—and Rhysand chuckled. “You look just as I hoped you

would.” 

From  the  cobwebs  of  my  memory,  I  recalled  similar  words  Tamlin  had  once

whispered  into  my  ear.  “Is  this  necessary?”  I  said,  gesturing  to  the  paint  and clothing. 

“Of course,” he said coolly. “How else would I know if anyone touches you?” 

He  approached,  and  I  braced  myself  as  he  ran  a  finger  along  my  shoulder, 

smearing  the  paint.  As  soon  as  his  finger  left  my  skin,  the  paint  fixed  itself, returning  the  design  to  its  original  form.  “The  dress  itself  won’t  mar  it,  and neither will your movements,” he said, his face close to mine. 

His teeth were far too near to my throat. “And I’ll remember precisely where  my hands have been. But if anyone else touches you—let’s say a certain High Lord

who enjoys springtime—I’ll know.” He flicked my nose. 

“And,  Feyre,”  he  added,  his  voice  a  caressing  murmur,  “I  don’t  like  my

belongings tampered with.” 

Ice wrapped around my stomach. He owned me for a week every month. 

Apparently, he thought that extended to the rest of my life, too. 

“Come,” Rhysand said, beckoning with a hand. “We’re already late.” 

We walked through the halls. The sounds of merriment rose ahead of us, and my

face burned as I silently bemoaned the too-sheer fabric of my dress. 

Beneath  it,  my  breasts  were  visible  to  everyone,  the  paint  hardly  leaving

anything  to  the  imagination,  and  the  cold  cave  air  raised  goose  bumps  on  my skin. With my legs, sides, and most of my stomach exposed save for the slender

shafts of fabric, I had to clench my teeth to keep them from chattering. My bare

feet  were  half-frozen,  and  I  hoped  that  wherever  we  were  going  would  have  a giant fire. 

Queer,  off-kilter  music  brayed  through  two  stone  doors  that  I  immediately

recognized. The throne room.  No. No, anyplace but here. 

Faeries and High Fae gawked as we passed through the entrance. Some bowed to

Rhysand, while others gaped. I spied several of Lucien’s older brothers gathered

just inside the doors. The smiles they gave me were nothing short of vulpine. 

Rhysand didn’t touch me, but he walked close enough for it to be obvious that I

was  with  him—that  I   belonged  to  him.  I  wouldn’t  have  been  surprised  if  he’d attached a collar and leash around my neck. Maybe he would at some point, now

that I was bound to him, the bargain marked on my flesh. 

Whispers snaked under the shouts of celebrating, and even the music quieted as

the crowd parted and made a path for us to Amarantha’s dais. I lifted my chin, 

the weight of the crown digging into my skull. 

I’d  beaten  her  first  task.  I’d  beaten  her  menial  chores.  I  could  keep  my  head
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high. 

Tamlin  was  seated  beside  her  on  that  same  throne,  in  his  usual  clothing,  no weapons sheathed anywhere on him. Rhysand had said that he wanted to tell him

at the right moment, that he’d wanted to  hurt Tamlin by revealing the bargain I’d made. Prick. Scheming, wretched prick. 

“Merry  Midsummer,”  Rhysand  said,  bowing  to  Amarantha.  She  wore  a  rich

gown of lavender and orchid-purple—surprisingly modest. I was a savage before

her cultivated beauty. 

“What have you done with my captive?” she said, but her smile didn’t reach her

eyes. 

Tamlin’s  face  was  like  stone—like  stone,  save  for  the  white-knuckled  grip  on

the arms of his throne. No claws. He was able to keep that sign of his temper at

bay, at least. 

I’d  done  such  a  foolish  thing  in  binding  myself  to  Rhysand.  Rhysand,  with  the wings and talons lurking beneath that beautiful, flawless surface; Rhysand, who

could shatter minds.  I did it for you, I wanted to shout. 

“We made a bargain,” Rhysand said. I flinched as he brushed a stray lock of my

hair  from  my  face.  He  ran  his  fingers  down  my  cheek—a  gentle  caress.  The

throne room was all too quiet as he spoke his next words to Tamlin. “One week

with  me  at  the  Night  Court  every  month  in  exchange  for  my  healing  services

after her first task.” He raised my left arm to reveal the tattoo, whose ink didn’t

shine  as  much  as  the  paint  on  my  body.  “For  the  rest  of  her  life,”  he  added casually, but his eyes were now upon Amarantha. 

The  Faerie  Queen  straightened  a  little  bit—even  Jurian’s  eye  seemed  fixed  on

me,  on  Rhysand.  For  the  rest  of  my  life—he  said  it  as  if  it  were  going  to  be  a long, long while. 

He thought I was going to beat her tasks. 

I stared at his profile, at the elegant nose and sensuous lips. Games—

Rhysand  liked  to  play  games,  and  it  seemed  I  was  now  to  be  a  key  player  in whatever this one was. 

“Enjoy my party” was Amarantha’s only reply as she toyed with the bone at the

end  of  her  necklace.  Dismissed,  Rhysand  put  a  hand  on  my  back  to  steer  us

away, to turn me from Tamlin, who still gripped the throne. 

The crowd kept a good distance, and I couldn’t acknowledge any of them, out of

fear I might have to look at Tamlin again, or might spy Lucien

—glimpse the expression on his face when he beheld me. 

I kept my chin up. I wouldn’t let the others notice that weakness—

wouldn’t let them know how much it killed me to be so exposed to them, to have

Rhysand’s  symbols  painted  over  nearly  every  inch  of  my  skin,  to  have  Tamlin

see me so debased. 

Rhysand stopped before a table laden with exquisite foods. The High Fae around

it  quickly  cleared  away.  If  there  were  any  other  members  of  the  Night  Court present, they didn’t ripple with darkness the way Rhysand and his servants did; 

didn’t  dare  approach  him.  The  music  grew  loud  enough  to  suggest  there  was

probably  dancing  somewhere  in  the  room.  “Wine?”  he  said,  offering  me  a

goblet. 

Alis’s first rule. I shook my head. 

He smiled, and extended the goblet again. “Drink. You’ll need it.” 

 Drink, my mind echoed, and my fingers stirred, moving toward the goblet. No. 

No,  Alis  said  not  to  drink  the  wine  here—wine  that  was  different  from  that

joyous, freeing solstice wine. “No,” I said, and some faeries who were watching

us from a safe distance chuckled. 

“Drink,” he said, and my traitorous fingers latched onto the goblet. 

I awoke in my cell, still clad in that handkerchief he called a dress. 

Everything  was  spinning  so  badly  that  I  barely  made  it  to  the  corner  before  I vomited.  Again.  And  again.  When  I’d  emptied  my  stomach,  I  crawled  to  the

opposite corner of the cell and collapsed. 

Sleep  came  fitfully  as  the  world  continued  to  twirl  violently  around  me.  I  was tied to a spinning wheel, going around and around and around—

Needless to say, I was sick a fair amount that day. 

I’d  just  finished  picking  at  the  hot  dinner  that  had  appeared  moments  before when the door creaked and a golden fox-face appeared—along with a narrowed

metal eye. “Shit,” said Lucien. “It’s freezing in here.” 

It was, but I was too nauseated to notice. Keeping my head up was an effort, let

alone  keeping  the  food  down.  He  unclasped  his  cloak  and  set  it  around  my

shoulders. Its heavy warmth leaked into me. “Look at all this,” 

he said, staring at the paint on me. Thankfully, it was all intact, save for a few

places on my waist. “Bastard.” 

“What  happened?”  I  got  out,  even  though  I  wasn’t  sure  I  truly  wanted  the

answer. My memory was a dark blur of wild music. 

Lucien drew back. “I don’t think you want to know.” I studied the few smudges

on my waist, marks that looked like hands had held me. 

“Who  did  that  to  me?”  I  asked  quietly,  my  eyes  tracing  the  arc  of  the  spoiled paint. 

“Who do you think?” 

My heart clenched and I looked at the floor. “Did—did Tamlin see it?” 

Lucien nodded. “Rhys was only doing it to get a rise out of him.” 

“Did  it  work?”  I  still  couldn’t  look  Lucien  in  the  face.  I  knew,  at  least,  that  I hadn’t been violated beyond touching my sides. The paint told me that much. 

“No,” Lucien said, and I smiled grimly. 

“What—what was I doing the whole time?” So much for Alis’s warning. 

Lucien let out a sharp breath, running a hand through his red hair. “He had you

dance for him for most of the night. And when you weren’t dancing, you were sitting in his lap.” 

“What  kind of dancing?” I pushed. 

“Not  the  kind  you  were  doing  with  Tamlin  on  Solstice,”  Lucien  said,  and  my

face  heated.  From  the  murkiness  of  my  memories  of  last  night,  I  recalled  the closeness  of  a  certain  pair  of  violet  eyes—eyes  that  sparkled  with  mischief  as they beheld me. 

“In front of everyone?” 

“Yes,”  Lucien  replied—more  gently  than  I’d  heard  him  speak  to  me  before.  I

stiffened. I didn’t want his pity. He sighed and grabbed my left

arm, examining the tattoo. “What were you thinking? Didn’t you know I’d come

as soon as I could?” 

I  yanked  my  arm  from  him.  “I  was   dying!  I  had  a  fever—I  was  barely  able  to keep  conscious!  How  was  I  supposed  to  know  you’d  come?  That  you  even

understood how quickly humans can die of that sort of thing? You told me you

 hesitated that time with the naga.” 

“I swore an oath to Tamlin—” 

“I  had  no  other  choice!  You  think  I’m  going  to  trust  you  after  everything  you said to me at the manor?” 

“I risked my neck for you during your task. Was that not enough?” His metal eye

whirred softly. “You offered up your name for me—after all that I said to you, 

all  I  did,  you  still  offered  up  your  name.  Didn’t  you  realize  I  would  help  you after that? Oath or no oath?” 

I hadn’t realized it would mean anything to him at all. “I had no other choice,” I

said again, breathing hard. 

“Don’t you understand what Rhys  is?” 

“I  do!”  I  barked,  then  sighed.  “I  do,”  I  repeated,  and  glared  at  the  eye  in  my palm.  “It’s  done  with.  So  you  needn’t  hold  to  whatever  oath  you  swore  to
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Tamlin  to  protect  me—or  feel  like  you  owe  me  anything  for  saving  you  from

Amarantha. I would have done it just to wipe the smirk off your brothers’ faces.” 

Lucien clicked his tongue, but his remaining russet eye shone. “I’m glad to see

you didn’t sell your lively human spirit or stubbornness to Rhys.” 

“Just a week of my life every month.” 

“Yes, well—we’ll see about  that when the time comes,” he growled, that metal

eye flicking to the door. He stood. “I should go. The rotation’s about to shift.” 

He  made  it  a  step  before  I  said,  “I’m  sorry—that  she  still  punished  you  for helping  me  during  my  task.  I  heard—”  My  throat  tightened.  “I  heard  what  she made Tamlin do to you.” He shrugged, but I added, “Thank you. 

For helping me, I mean.” 

He walked to the door, and for the first time I noticed how stiffly he moved. “It’s

why I couldn’t come sooner,” he said, his throat bobbing. “She used her—used

 our  powers  to  keep  my  back  from  healing.  I  haven’t  been  able  to  move  until today.” 

Breathing  became  a  little  difficult.  “Here,”  I  said,  removing  his  cloak  and

standing to hand it to him. The sudden cold sent gooseflesh rippling over me. 

“Keep it. I swiped it off a dozing guard on my way in here.” In the dim light, the

embroidered symbol of a sleeping dragon glimmered. 

Amarantha’s coat of arms. I grimaced, but shrugged it on. 

“Besides,”  Lucien  added  with  a  smirk,  “I’ve  seen  enough  of  you  through  that

gown to last a lifetime.” I flushed as he opened the door. 

“Wait,” I said. “Is—is Tamlin all right? I mean … I mean that spell Amarantha

has him under to make him so silent …” 

“There’s no spell. Hasn’t it occurred to you that Tamlin is keeping quiet to avoid

telling Amarantha which form of your torment affects him most?” 
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No, it hadn’t. 

“He’s  playing  a  dangerous  game,  though,”  Lucien  said,  slipping  out  the  door. 

“We all are.” 

The  next  night,  I  was  again  washed,  painted,  and  brought  to  that  miserable

throne  room.  Not  a  ball  this  time—just  some  evening  entertainment.  Which,  it

turned out, was me. After I drank the wine, though, I was mercifully unaware of

what was happening. 

Night  after  night,  I  was  dressed  in  the  same  way  and  made  to  accompany

Rhysand to the throne room. Thus I became Rhysand’s plaything, the harlot of

Amarantha’s  whore.  I  woke  with  vague  shards  of  memories—of  dancing

between  Rhysand’s  legs  as  he  sat  in  a  chair  and  laughed;  of  his  hands,  stained blue  from  the  places  they  touched  on  my  waist,  my  arms,  but  somehow,  never

more than that. He had me dance until I was sick, and once I was done retching, 

told me to begin dancing again. 

I  awoke  ill  and  exhausted  each  morning,  and  though  Rhysand’s  order  to  the

guards had indeed held, the nightly activities left me thoroughly drained. I spent

my days sleeping off the faerie wine, dozing to escape the humiliation I endured. 

When I could, I contemplated Amarantha’s riddle, turning over every word—to

no avail. 

And  when  I  again  entered  that  throne  room,  I  was  allowed  only  a  glimpse  of Tamlin before the drug of the wine took hold. But every time, 

every night, just for that one glance, I didn’t hide the love and pain that welled in

my eyes when they met his. 

I had finished being painted and dressed—my gossamer gown a shade of blood

orange  that  night—when  Rhysand  entered  the  room.  The  shadow  maids,  as

usual,  walked  through  the  walls  and  vanished.  But  rather  than  beckon  me  to

come with him, Rhysand closed the door. 

“Your  second  trial  is  tomorrow  night,”  he  said  neutrally.  The  gold-and-silver

thread in his black tunic shone in the candlelight. He never wore another color. 

It was like a stone to the head. I’d lost count of the days. “So?” 

“It could be your last,” he said, and leaned against the door frame, crossing his

arms. 

“If you’re taunting me into playing another game of yours, you’re wasting your

breath.” 

“Aren’t you going to beg me to give you a night with your beloved?” 

“I’ll have that night, and all the ones after, when I beat her final task.” 

Rhysand  shrugged,  then  flashed  a  grin  as  he  pushed  off  the  door  and  stepped toward me. “I wonder if you were this prickly with Tamlin when you were his

captive.” 

“He never treated me like a captive—or a slave.” 

“No—and how could he? Not with the shame of his father and brothers’

brutality  always  weighing  on  him,  the  poor,  noble  beast.  But  perhaps  if  he’d bothered to learn a thing or two about cruelty, about what it means to be a true

High Lord, it would have kept the Spring Court from falling.” 

“Your court fell, too.” 

Sadness flickered in those violet eyes. I wouldn’t have noticed it had I not …  felt

it—deep inside me. My gaze drifted to the eye etched in my palm. What manner

of tattoo, exactly, had he given me? But instead I asked, 

“When  you  were  roaming  freely  on  Fire  Night—at  the  Rite—you  said  it  cost

you.  Were  you  one  of  the  High  Lords  that  sold  allegiance  to  Amarantha  in

exchange for not being forced to live down here?” 

Whatever  sadness  had  been  in  his  eyes  vanished—only  cold,  glittering  calm

remained. I could have sworn a shadow of mighty wings stained the

wall  behind  him.  “What  I  do  or  have  done  for  my  Court  is  none  of  your

concern.” 

“And what has she been doing for the past forty-nine years? Holding court and torturing  everyone  as  she  pleases?  To  what  end?”  Tell  me  about   the  threat  she poses to the human world, I wanted to beg—  tell me what all  of this means, why so many awful things had to happen. 

“The Lady of the Mountain needs no excuses for her actions.” 

“But—” 

“The festivities await.” He gestured to the door behind him. 

I  knew  I  was  on  dangerous  ground,  but  I  didn’t  care.  “What  do  you  want  with me? Beyond taunting Tamlin.” 

“Taunting him is my greatest pleasure,” he said with a mock bow. “And as for

your  question,  why  does  any  male  need  a  reason  to  enjoy  the  presence  of  a

female?” 

“You saved my life.” 

“And through  your life, I saved Tamlin’s.” 

“Why?” 

He  winked,  smoothing  his  blue-black  hair.  “That,  Feyre,  is  the  real  question, isn’t it?” 

With that, he led me from the room. 

We reached  the  throne  room,  and  I braced  myself  to  be  drugged  and  disgraced

again.  But  it  was  Rhysand  the  crowd  looked  at—Rhysand  whom  Lucien’s

brothers  monitored.  Amarantha’s  clear  voice  rang  out  over  the  music, 

summoning him. 

He  paused,  glancing  at  Lucien’s  brothers  stalking  toward  us,  their  attention

pinned on me. Eager, hungry—wicked. I opened my mouth, not too proud to ask

Rhysand not to leave me alone with them while he dealt with Amarantha, but he

put a hand on my back and nudged me along. 

“Just  stay  close,  and  keep  your  mouth  shut,”  he  murmured  in  my  ear  as  he  led

me  by  the  arm.  The  crowd  parted  as  if  we  were  on  fire,  revealing  all  too  soon what was before us. 

Not us, I amended, but Rhysand. 

A  brown-skinned  High  Fae  male  was  sobbing  on  the  floor  before  the  dais. 

Amarantha  was  smiling  at  him  like  a  snake—so  intently  that  she  didn’t  even

spare  me  a  glance.  Beside  her,  Tamlin  remained  utterly  impassive.  A  beast

without claws. 

Rhysand  flicked  his  eyes  to  me—a  silent  command  to  stay  at  the  edge  of  the crowd.  I  obeyed,  and  when  I  lifted  my  attention  to  Tamlin,  waiting  for  him  to look—just  look at me—he did not, his focus wholly on the queen, on the male

before her. Point taken. 

Amarantha  caressed  her  ring,  watching  every  movement  that  Rhysand  made  as

he  approached.  “The  summer  lordling,”  she  said  of  the  male  cowering  at  her

feet, “tried to escape through the exit to the Spring Court lands. I want to know

why.” 

There was a tall, handsome High Fae male standing at the crowd’s edge

—his  hair  near-white,  eyes  of  crushing,  crystal  blue,  his  skin  of  richest

mahogany. But his mouth was drawn as his attention darted between Amarantha

and  Rhysand.  I’d  seen  him  before,  during  that  first  task—the  High  Lord  of  the Summer Court. Before, he’d been shining—almost leaking golden light; now he

was  muted,  drab.  As  if  Amarantha  had  leeched  every  last  drop  of  power  from

him while she interrogated his subject. 

Rhysand slid his hands into his pockets and sauntered closer to the male on the

ground. 

The Summer faerie cringed, his face shining with tears. My own bowels turned

watery  with  fear  and  shame  as  he  wet  himself  at  the  sight  of  Rhysand.  “P-p-please,” he gasped out. 

The crowd was breathless, too silent. 

His back to me, Rhysand’s shoulders were loose, not a stitch of clothing out of

place. But I knew his talons had latched onto the faerie’s mind the moment the

male stopped shaking on the ground. 

The  High  Lord  of  Summer  had  gone  still,  too—and  it  was  pain,  real  pain,  and fear that shone in those stunning blue eyes. Summer was one of the courts that

had rebelled, I remembered. So this was a new, untested High Lord, who had not

yet had to make choices that cost him lives. 

After  a  moment  of  silence,  Rhysand  looked  at  Amarantha.  “He  wanted  to

escape.  To  get  to  the  Spring  Court,  cross  the  wall,  and  flee  south  into  human territory.  He  had  no  accomplices,  no  motive  beyond  his  own  pathetic

cowardice.” He jerked his chin toward the puddle of piss beneath the male. 

But out of the corner of my eye I saw the Summer High Lord sag a bit—

enough  to  make  me  wonder  …  wonder  what  sort  of  choice  Rhys  had  made  in

that moment he’d taken to search the male’s mind. 

But  Amarantha  rolled  her  eyes  and  slouched  in  her  throne.  “Shatter  him, 

Rhysand.” She flicked a hand at the High Lord of the Summer Court. “You may

do what you want with the body afterward.” 

The High Lord of the Summer Court bowed—as if he’d been given a gift

—and looked to his subject, who had gone still and calm on the floor, hugging

his knees. The male faerie was ready—relieved. 

Rhys  slipped  a  hand  out  of  his  pocket,  and  it  dangled  at  his  side.  I  could  have sworn phantom talons flickered there as his fingers curled slightly. 

“I’m growing bored, Rhysand,” Amarantha said with a sigh, again fiddling with

that bone. She hadn’t looked at me once, too focused on her current prey. 

Rhysand’s fingers curled into a fist. 

The faerie male’s eyes went wide—then glazed as he slumped to the side in the

puddle of his own waste. Blood leaked from his nose, from his ears, pooling on

the floor. 

That fast—that easily, that irrevocably … he was dead. 

“I said shatter his mind, not his brain,” Amarantha snapped. 

The  crowd  murmured  around  me,  stirring.  I  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  fade

back into it—to crawl back into my cell and burn this from my mind. 

Tamlin  hadn’t  flinched—not  a  muscle.  What  horrors  had  he  witnessed  in  his

long life if this hadn’t broken that distant expression, that control? 

Rhysand  shrugged,  his  hand  sliding  back  into  his  pocket.  “Apologies,  my

queen.”  He  turned  away  without  being  dismissed,  and  didn’t  look  at  me  as  he strode for the back of the throne room. I fell into step beside him, reining in my

trembling, trying not to think about the body sprawled behind us, or about Clare

—still nailed to the wall. 

The crowd stayed far, far back as we walked through it. “Whore,” some of them

softly hissed at him, out of her earshot; “Amarantha’s whore.” But many offered

tentative, appreciative smiles and words—“Good that you killed him; good that

you killed the traitor.” 

Rhysand didn’t deign to acknowledge any of them, his shoulders still loose, his

footsteps unhurried. I wondered whether anyone but he and the High Lord of the

Summer Court knew that the killing had been a mercy. I was willing to bet that

there  had been others involved in that escape plan, perhaps even the High Lord

of the Summer Court himself. 

But maybe keeping those secrets had only been done in aid of whatever games

Rhysand  liked  to  play.  Maybe  sparing  that  faerie  male  by  killing  him  swiftly, rather  than  shattering  his  mind  and  leaving  him  a  drooling  husk,  had  been

another calculated move, too. 

He  didn’t  pause  once  on  that  long  trek  across  the  throne  room,  but  when  we reached the food and wine at the back of the room, he handed me a goblet and

downed one alongside me. He didn’t say anything before the wine swept me into

oblivion. 

Chapter 40

My second task arrived. 

Its teeth gleaming, the Attor grinned at me as I stood before Amarantha. 

Another cavern—smaller than the throne room, but large enough to perhaps be some  sort  of  old  entertaining  space.  It  had  no  decorations,  save  for  its  gilded walls,  and  no  furniture;  the  queen  herself  only  sat  on  a  carved  wooden  chair, Tamlin standing behind her. I didn’t gaze too long at the Attor, who lingered on

the other side of the queen’s chair, its long, slender tail slashing across the floor. 

It only smiled to unnerve me. 

It was working. Not even gazing at Tamlin could calm me. I clenched my hands

at my sides as Amarantha smiled. 

“Well,  Feyre,  your  second  trial  has  come.”  She  sounded  so  smug—so  certain

that my death hovered nearby. I’d been a fool to refuse death in the teeth of the

worm. She crossed her arms and propped her chin on a hand. 

Within the ring, Jurian’s eye turned—  turned to face me, its pupil dilating in the dim light. “Have you solved my riddle yet?” 

I didn’t deign to make a response. 

“Too bad,” she said with a moue. “But I’m feeling generous tonight.” 

The  Attor  chuckled,  and  several  faeries  behind  me  gave  hissing  laughs  that

snaked  their  way  up  my  spine.  “How  about  a  little  practice?”  Amarantha  said, and I forced my face into neutrality. If Tamlin was playing indifferent to keep us

both safe, so would I. 

But I dared a glance at my High Lord, and found his eyes hard upon me. 

If I could just hold him, feel his skin for just a moment—smell him, hear him say

my name …

A slight hiss echoed across the room, dragging my gaze away. 

Amarantha was frowning up at Tamlin from her seat. I hadn’t realized we’d been

staring at each other, the cavern wholly silent. 

“Begin,” Amarantha snapped. 

Before I could brace myself, the floor shuddered. 

My knees wobbled, and I swung my arms to keep upright as the stones beneath me  began  sinking,  lowering  me  into  a  large,  rectangular  pit.  Some  faeries

cackled, but I found Tamlin’s stare again and held it until I was lowered so far

down that his face disappeared beyond the edge. 

I scanned the four walls around me, looking for a door, for any sign of what was

to come. Three of the walls were made of a single sheet of smooth, shining stone

—too polished and flat to climb. The other wall wasn’t a wall at all, but an iron

grate splitting the chamber in two, and through it—

My breath caught in my throat. “Lucien.” 

Lucien lay chained to the center of the floor on the other side of the chamber, his

remaining russet eye so wide that it was surrounded with white. The metal one

spun as if set wild; his brutal scar was stark against his pale skin. Again he was

to be Amarantha’s toy to torment. 

There were no doors, no way for me to get to his side except to climb over the

gate between us. It had such thick, wide holes that I could probably climb it to

jump onto his side. I didn’t dare. 

The faeries began murmuring, and gold clinked. Had Rhysand bet on me again? 

In  the  crowd,  red  hair  gleamed—four  heads  of  red  hair—and  I  stiffened  my

spine. I knew his brothers would be smiling at Lucien’s predicament—but where

was his mother? His father? Surely the High Lord of the Autumn Court would be

present. I scanned the crowd. No sign of them. Only Amarantha, standing with

Tamlin at the edge of the pit, peering in. She bowed her head to me and gestured

with an elegant hand to the wall beneath her feet. 

“Here,  Feyre  darling,  you  shall  find  your  task.  Simply  answer  the  question  by selecting the correct lever, and you’ll win. Select the wrong one to your doom. 

As  there  are  only  three  options,  I  think  I  gave  you  an  unfair  advantage.”  She snapped her fingers, and something metallic groaned. 

“That is,” she added, “if you can solve the puzzle in time.” 

Not  too  high  above,  the  two  giant,  spike-encrusted  grates  I’d  dismissed  as

chandeliers began lowering, slowly descending toward the chamber—

I  whirled  to  Lucien.  That  was  the  reason  for  the  gate  cleaving  the  chamber  in

two—so  I  would  have  to  watch  as  he  splattered  beneath,  just  as  I  myself  was squashed. The spikes, which had been supporting candles and

torches, glowed red—and even from a distance, I could see the heat rippling off

them. 

Lucien wrenched at his chains. This would not be a clean death. 

And then I turned to the wall that Amarantha had gestured to. 

A  lengthy  inscription  was  carved  into  its  smooth  surface,  and  beneath  it  were three stone levers with the numbers  I, II, and  III engraved above them. 

I began to shake. I recognized only basic words—useless ones like   the and  but and  went. Everything else was a blur of letters I didn’t know, letters I’d have to slowly sound out or research to understand. 

The  spiked  grate  was  still  descending,  now  level  with  Amarantha’s  head,  and

would soon shut off any chance I stood of getting out of this pit. The heat from

the  glowing  iron  already  smothered  me,  sweat  starting  to  bead  at  my  temples. 

Who had told her I couldn’t read? 

“Something  wrong?”  She  raised  an  eyebrow.  I  snapped  my  attention  to  the

inscription,  keeping  my  breathing  as  steady  as  I  could.  She  hadn’t  mentioned

reading as an issue—she would have mocked me more if she’d known about my

illiteracy. Fate—a cruel, vicious twist of fate. 

The chains rattled and strained, and Lucien cursed as he beheld what was before

me. I turned to him, but when I saw his face, I knew he was too far to be able to

read  it  aloud  to  me,  even  with  his  enhanced  metal  eye.  If  I  could  hear  the question,  I  might  stand  a  chance  at  solving  it—but  riddles  weren’t  my  strong point. 

I  was  going  to  be  skewered  by  burning-hot  spikes  and  then  crushed  on  the

ground like a grape. 

The  grate  now  passed  over  the  lip  of  the  pit,  filling  it  entirely—no  corner  was safe. If I didn’t answer the question before the grate passed the levers—

My throat closed up, and I read and read and read, but no words came. 

The  air  became  thick  and  stank  of  metal—not  magic  but  burning,  unforgiving steel creeping toward me, inch by inch. 

“Answer it!” Lucien shouted, his voice hitched. My eyes stung. The world was

just a blur of letters, mocking me with their turns and shapes. 

The metal groaned as it scraped against the smooth stone of the chamber, and the

faeries’ whispers grew more frenzied. Through the holes in the grate, I thought I

saw Lucien’s eldest brother chuckle. Hot—so unbearably hot. 

It would hurt—those spikes were large and blunt. It wouldn’t be quick. It would

take some force to pierce through my body. Sweat slid down my neck, my back

as  I  stared  at  the  letters,  at  the   I,  II,  and   III  that  had  somehow  become  my lifeline. Two choices would doom me—one choice would stop the grate. 

I found numbers in the inscription—it must be a riddle, a logic problem, a maze

of words worse than any worm’s labyrinth. 

“Feyre! ” Lucien cried, panting as he stared at the ever-lowering spikes. 

The  gleeful  faces  of  the  High  Fae  and  lesser  faeries  sneered  at  me  above  the grate. 

 Three … grass … grasshope … grasshoppers …

The  gate  wouldn’t  stop,  and  there  wasn’t  a  full  body  length  between  my  head and the first of those spikes. I could have sworn the heat devoured the air in the

pit. 

 … were … boo … bow … boon … king … sing … bouncing …

I  should  say  my  good-byes  to  Tamlin.  Right  now.  This  was  what  my  life

amounted to—these were my last moments, this was it, the final breaths of my

body, the last beatings of my heart. 

“Just pick one! ” Lucien shouted, and some of those in the crowd laughed

—his brothers no doubt the loudest. 

I  reached  a  hand  toward  the  levers  and  stared  at  the  three  numbers  beyond  my

trembling, tattooed fingers. 

I, II, III. 

They meant nothing to me beyond life and death. Chance might save me, but—

Two. Two was a lucky number, because that was like Tamlin and me—

just  two  people.  One  had  to  be  bad,  because  one  was  like  Amarantha,  or  the Attor—solitary beings. One was a nasty number, and three was too much—

it  was  three  sisters  crammed  into  a  tiny  cottage,  hating  each  other  until  they choked on it, until it poisoned them. 

Two. It was two. I could gladly, willingly, fanatically believe in a Cauldron and

Fate if they would take care of me. I believed in two. Two. 

I reached for the second lever, but a blinding pain racked my hand before I could

touch the stone. I hissed, withdrawing. I opened my palm to reveal the slitted eye

tattooed there. It narrowed. I had to be hallucinating. 

The  grate  was  about  to  cover  the  inscription,  barely  six  feet  above  my  head.  I couldn’t  breathe,  couldn’t  think.  The  heat  was  too  much,  and  metal  sizzled,  so close to my ears. 

I again reached for the middle lever, but the pain paralyzed my fingers. 

The eye had returned to its usual state. I extended my hand toward the first lever. 

Again, pain. 

I reached for the third lever. No pain. My fingers met with stone, and I looked up

to find the grate not four feet from my head. Through it, I found a star-flecked

violet gaze. 

I reached for the first lever. Pain. But when I reached for the third lever

…

Rhysand’s  face  remained  a  mask  of  boredom.  Sweat  slipped  down  my  brow, 

stinging  my  eyes.  I  could  only  trust  him;  I  could  only  give  myself  up  again, 

[image: Image 104]

forced to concede by my helplessness. 

The spikes were so enormous up close. All I had to do was lift my arm above my

head and I’d burn the flesh off my hands. 

“Feyre, please! ” Lucien moaned. 

I shook so badly I could scarcely stand. The heat of the spikes bore down on me. 

The stone lever was cool in my hand. 

I shut my eyes, unable to look at Tamlin, bracing myself for the impact and the

agony, and pulled the third lever. 

Silence. 

The pulsing heat didn’t grow closer. Then—a sigh.  Lucien. 

I opened my eyes to find my tattooed fingers white-knuckled beneath the ink as

they gripped the lever. The spikes hovered not inches from my head. 

Unmoving—stopped. 

I had won—I had …

The grate groaned as it lifted toward the ceiling, cool air flooding the chamber. I

gulped it down in uneven breaths. 

Lucien was offering up some kind of prayer, kissing the ground again and again. 

The floor beneath me rose, and I was forced to release the lever that had saved

me as I was brought to the surface again. My knees wobbled. 

I couldn’t read, and it had almost killed me. I hadn’t even won properly. 

I  sank  to  my  knees,  letting  the  platform  carry  me,  and  covered  my  face  in  my shaking hands. 

Tears burned just before pain seared through my left arm. I would never beat the

third task. I would never free Tamlin, or his people. The pain shot through my

bones again, and through my increasing hysteria, I heard words inside my head that stopped me short. 

 Don’t let her see you cry. 

 Put your hands at your sides and stand up. 

I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. 

 Stand. Don’t give her the satisfaction of seeing you break. 

My knees and spine, not entirely of my own will, forced me upright, and when

the ground at last stopped moving, I looked at Amarantha with tearless eyes. 

 Good,  Rhysand  told  me.  Stare  her  down.  No  tears—wait  until  you’re   back  in your  cell.  Amarantha’s  face  was  drawn  and  white,  her  black  eyes  like  onyx  as she beheld me. I had won, but I should be dead. I should be squashed, my blood

oozing everywhere. 

 Count to ten. Don’t look at Tamlin. Just stare at her. 

I obeyed. It was the only thing that kept me from giving in to the sobs trapped

within my chest, thundering to get out. 

I  willed  myself  to  meet  Amarantha’s  gaze.  It  was  cold  and  vast  and  full  of ancient malice, but I held it. I counted to ten. 

 Good  girl.  Now  walk  away.  Turn  on  your  heel—good.  Walk  toward  the   door. 

 Keep your chin high. Let the crowd part. One step after another. 

I listened to him, let him keep me tethered to sanity as I was escorted back to my

cell  by  the  guards—who  still  kept  their  distance.  Rhysand’s  words  echoed

through my mind, holding me together. 

But  when  my  cell  door  closed,  he  went  silent,  and  I  dropped  to  the  floor  and wept. 

I wept for hours. For myself, for Tamlin, for the fact that I should be dead and

had  somehow  survived.  I  cried  for  everything  I’d  lost,  every  injury  I’d  ever received, every wound—physical or otherwise. I cried for that trivial part of me, 

once so full of color and light—now hollow and dark and empty. 

I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t beat her. She won today, and she

hadn’t known it. 

She’d  won;  it  was  only  by  cheating  that  I’d  survived.  Tamlin  would  never  be free, and I would perish in the most awful of ways. I couldn’t read

—I was an ignorant, human fool. My shortcomings had caught up with me, and

this place would become my tomb. I would never paint again; never see the sun

again. 

The walls closed in—the ceiling dropped. I wanted to be crushed; I wanted to be

snuffed out. Everything converged, squeezing inward, sucking out air. I couldn’t

keep myself in my body—the walls were forcing me out of it. I was grasping for

my body, but it hurt too much each time I tried to maintain the connection. All I

had wanted—all I had dared want, was a life that was quiet, easy. Nothing more

than that. Nothing extraordinary. But now … now …

I felt the ripple in the darkness without having to look up, and didn’t flinch at the

soft  footsteps  that  approached  me.  I  didn’t  bother  hoping  that  it  would  be

Tamlin. “Still weeping?” 

Rhysand. 

I  didn’t  lower  my  hands  from  my  face.  The  floor  rose  toward  the  lowering

ceiling—I would soon be flattened. There was no color, no light here. 

“You’ve just beaten her second task. Tears are unnecessary.” 

I  wept  harder,  and  he  laughed.  The  stones  reverberated  as  he  knelt  before  me, and  though  I  tried  to  fight  him,  his  grip  was  firm  as  he  grasped  my  wrists  and pried my hands from my face. 

The  walls  weren’t  moving,  and  the  room  was  open—gaping.  No  colors,  but

shades of darkness, of night. Only those star-flecked violet eyes were bright, full

of color and light. He gave me a lazy smile before he leaned forward. 

I pulled away, but his hands were like shackles. I could do nothing as his mouth

met  with  my  cheek,  and  he  licked  away  a  tear.  His  tongue  was  hot  against  my

skin,  so  startling  that  I  couldn’t  move  as  he  licked  away  another  path  of  salt water, and then another. My body went taut and loose all at once and I burned, 

even  as  chills  shuddered  along  my  limbs.  It  was  only  when  his  tongue  danced along the damp edges of my lashes that I jerked back. 

He chuckled as I scrambled for the corner of the cell. I wiped my face as I glared

at him. 

He  smirked,  sitting  down  against  a  wall.  “I  figured  that  would  get  you  to  stop crying.” 

“It was disgusting.” I wiped my face again. 

“Was it?” He quirked an eyebrow and pointed to his palm—to the place where

my  tattoo  would  be.  “Beneath  all  your  pride  and  stubbornness,  I  could  have

sworn I detected something that felt differently. Interesting.” 

“Get out.” 

“As usual, your gratitude is overwhelming.” 

“Do you want me to kiss your feet for what you did at the trial? Do you want me

to offer another week of my life?” 

“Not unless you feel compelled to do so,” he said, his eyes like stars. 

It was bad enough that my life was forfeited to this Fae lord—but to have a bond

where he could now freely read my thoughts and feelings and communicate …

“Who would have thought that the self-righteous human girl couldn’t read?” 

“Keep your damned mouth shut about it.” 

“Me? I wouldn’t dream of telling anyone. Why waste that kind of knowledge on

petty gossip?” 

If I’d had the strength, I would have leaped on him and ripped him apart. 

“You’re a disgusting bastard.” 

“I’ll have to ask Tamlin if this kind of flattery won his heart.” He groaned as he
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stood,  a  soft,  deep-throated  noise  that  traveled  along  my  bones.  His  eyes  met with mine, and he smiled slowly. I exposed my teeth, almost hissing. 

“I’ll spare you the escort duties tomorrow,” he said, shrugging as he walked to

the  cell  door.  “But  the  night  after,  I  expect  you  to  be  looking  your  finest.”  He gave me a grin that suggested my finest wasn’t very much at all. 

He paused by the door, but didn’t dissolve into darkness. “I’ve been thinking of

ways to torment you when you come to my court. I’m wondering: Will assigning

you to learn to read be as painful as it looked today?” 

He vanished into shadow before I could launch myself at him. 

I  paced  through  my  cell,  scowling  at  the  eye  in  my  hand.  I  spat  every  curse  I could at it, but there was no response. 

It took me a long while to realize that Rhysand, whether he knew it or not, had

effectively kept me from shattering completely. 

Chapter 41

What followed the second trial was a series of days that I don’t care to recall. A

permanent darkness settled over me, and I began to look forward to the moment

when Rhysand gave me that goblet of faerie wine and I could lose myself for a

few  hours.  I  stopped  contemplating  Amarantha’s  riddle—it  was  impossible. 

Especially for an illiterate, ignorant human. 

Thinking  of  Tamlin  made  everything  worse.  I’d  beaten  two  of  Amarantha’s

tasks, but I knew—knew it deep in my bones—that the third would be the one to

kill me. After what had happened to her sister, what Jurian had done, she would

never  let  me  leave  here  alive.  I  couldn’t  entirely  blame  her;  I  doubted  I  would ever forget or forgive something like that being done to Nesta or Elain, no matter

how many centuries had passed. 

But I still wasn’t going to leave here alive. 

The  future  I’d  dreamed  of  was  just  that:  a  dream.  I’d  grow  old  and  withered, while he would remain young for centuries, perhaps millennia. At best, I’d have

decades with him before I died. 

 Decades. That was what I was fighting for. A flash in time for them—a drop in

the pool of their eons. 

So I greedily drank the wine, and I stopped caring about who I was and what had


once mattered to me. I stopped thinking about color, about light, about the green

of  Tamlin’s  eyes—about  all  those  things  I  had  still  wanted  to  paint  and  now would never get to. 

I wasn’t going to leave this mountain alive. 

I  was  walking  to  the  dressing  chamber  with  Rhysand’s  two  shadow-servants, 

staring at nothing and thinking of even less, when a hissing noise and the flap of

wings sounded from around an upcoming corner. The Attor. 

The faeries beside me tensed, but their chins rose slightly. 

I’d  never  become  accustomed  to  the  Attor,  but  I  had  come  to  accept  its

malignant presence. Seeing my escorts stiffen awakened a dormant dread, 

and  my  mouth  turned  dry  as  we  neared  the  bend.  Even  though  we  were  veiled

and hidden by shadow, each step brought me closer to that winged demon. My

feet turned leaden. 

Then a lower, guttural voice grunted in response to the hissing of the Attor. Nails

clicked on stone, and my escorts swapped glances before they swung me into an

alcove,  a  tapestry  that  hadn’t  been  there  a  moment  before  falling  over  us,  the shadows deepening, solidifying. I had a feeling that if someone pulled back that

tapestry, they would see only darkness and stone. 

One of them covered my mouth with a hand, holding me tightly to her, shadows

slithering down her arm and onto mine. She smelled of jasmine—

I’d  never  noticed  that  before.  After  all  these  nights,  I  didn’t  even  know  their names. 

The Attor and its companion rounded the bend, still talking—their voices low. It

was only when I could understand their words that I realized we weren’t merely

hiding. 

[image: Image 106]

“Yes,” the Attor was saying, “good. She’ll be most pleased to hear that they’re

ready at last.” 

“But  will  the  High  Lords  contribute  their  forces?”  the  guttural  voice  replied.  I could have sworn it snorted like a pig. 

They came closer and closer, unaware of us. My escorts pressed in tighter to me, 

so tense that I realized they were holding their breath. 

Handmaidens—and spies. 

“The  High  Lords  will  do  as  she  tells  them,”  the  Attor  gloated,  and  its  tail slithered and slashed across the floor. 

“I heard talk from soldiers in Hybern that the High King is not pleased regarding

this  situation  with  the  girl.  Amarantha  made  a  fool’s  bargain.  She  cost  him  the War the last time because of her madness with Jurian; if she turns her back on

him again, he will not be so willing to forgive her. 

Stealing his spells and taking a territory for her own is one thing. Failure to aid

in his cause a second time is another.” 

There  was  a  loud  hiss,  and  I  trembled  as  the  Attor  snapped  its  jaws  at  its companion. “Milady makes no bargains that are not advantageous to her. 

She  lets  them  claw  at  hope—but  once  it  is  shattered,  they  are  her  beautifully broken minions.” 

They had to be passing right before the tapestry. 

“You  had  better  hope  so,”  the  guttural  voice  replied.  What  manner  of  creature was  this  thing  to  be  so  unmoved  by  the  Attor?  My  escort’s  shadowy  hand

clamped tighter around my mouth, and the Attor passed on. 

 Don’t  trust  your  senses,  Alis’s  voice  echoed  through  my  mind.  The  Attor  had caught me once before when I thought I was safe …

“And you had better hold your tongue,” the Attor warned. “Or Milady will do so

for you—and her pincers are not kind.” 

The other creature snorted that pig noise. “I am here on a condition of immunity

from  the  king.  If  your   lady  thinks  she’s  above  the  king  because  she  rules  this wretched  land,  she’ll  soon  remember  who  can  strip  her  powers  away—without

spells and potions.” 

The  Attor  didn’t  reply—and  a  part  of  me  wished  for  it  to  retort,  to  snap  back. 

But it was silenced, and fear hit my stomach like a stone dropped into a pool. 

Whatever plans the King of Hybern had been working on for these long years—

his campaign to take back the mortal world—it seemed he was no longer content

to wait. Perhaps Amarantha would soon receive what she wanted: destruction of

my entire realm. 

My  blood  went  cold.  Nesta—I  trusted  Nesta  to  get  my  family  away,  to  protect them. 

Their voices faded, and it wasn’t until a  good extra minute had passed that  the

two females relaxed. The tapestry vanished, and we slipped back into the hall. 

“What  was that?” I said, looking from one to the other as the shadows around us

lightened—but not by much. “Who was that?” I clarified. 

“Trouble,” they answered in unison. 

“Does Rhysand know?” 

“He  will  soon,”  one  of  them  said.  We  resumed  our  silent  walk  to  the  dressing room. 

There  was  nothing  I  could  do  about  the  King  of  Hybern,  anyway—not  while

trapped Under the Mountain, not when I hadn’t even been able to free Tamlin, 

much less myself. And with Nesta prepared to flee with my family, there was no

one else to warn. So day after day passed, bringing my third trial ever closer. 

I  suppose  I  sank  so  far  into  myself  that  it  took  something  extraordinary  to  pull me  out  again.  I  was  watching  the  light  dance  along  the  damp  stones  of  the

ceiling  of  my  cell—like  moonlight  on  water—when  a  noise  traveled  to  me, 

down through the stones, rippling across the floor. 

I was so used to the strange fiddles and drums of the faeries that when I heard the lilting melody, I thought it was another hallucination. Sometimes, if I stared

at  the  ceiling  long  enough,  it  became  the  vast  expanse  of  the  starry  night  sky, and I became a small, unimportant thing that blew away in the wind. 

I  looked  toward  the  small  vent  in  the  corner  of  the  ceiling  through  which  the music  entered  my  cell.  The  source  must  have  been  far  away,  for  it  was  just  a faint stirring of notes, but when I closed my eyes, I could hear it more clearly. I

could … see it. As if it were a grand painting, a living mural. 

There  was  beauty  in  this  music—beauty  and  goodness.  The  music  folded  over

itself  like  batter  being  poured  from  a  bowl,  one  note  atop  another,  melting

together to form a whole, rising, filling me. It wasn’t wild music, but there was a

violence of passion in it, a swelling kind of joy and sorrow. 

I  pulled  my  knees  to  my  chest,  needing  to  feel  the  sturdiness  of  my  skin,  even with the slime of the oily paint upon it. 

The music built a path, an ascent founded upon archways of color. I followed it, 

walking out of that cell, through layers of earth, up and up—

into fields of cornflowers, past a canopy of trees, and into the open expanse of

sky.  The  pulse  of  the  music  was  like  hands  that  gently  pushed  me  onward, 

pulling  me  higher,  guiding  me  through  the  clouds.  I’d  never  seen  clouds  like these—in their puffy sides, I could discern faces fair and sorrowful. They faded

before I could view them too clearly, and I looked into the distance to where the

music summoned me. 

It  was  either  a  sunset  or  sunrise.  The  sun  filled  the  clouds  with  magenta  and purple,  and  its  orange-gold  rays  blended  with  my  path  to  form  a  band  of

shimmering metal. 

I wanted to fade into it, wanted the light of that sun to burn me away, to fill me

with such joy that I would become a ray of sunshine myself. This wasn’t music

to  dance  to—it  was  music  to  worship,  music  to  fill  in  the  gaps  of  my  soul,  to bring me to a place where there was no pain. 

I didn’t realize I was weeping until the wet warmth of a tear splashed upon my

arm. But even then I clung to the music, gripping it like a ledge

that  kept  me  from  falling.  I  hadn’t  realized  how  badly  I  didn’t  want  to  tumble into  that  deep  dark—how  much  I  wanted  to  stay  here  among  the  clouds  and

color and light. 

I let the sounds ravage me, let them lay me flat and run over my body with their

drums.  Up  and  up,  building  to  a  palace  in  the  sky,  a  hall  of  alabaster  and moonstone, where all that was lovely and kind and fantastic dwelled in peace. I

wept—wept  to  be  so  close  to  that  palace,  wept  from  the  need  to  be  there. 

Everything I wanted was there—the one I loved was there

—

The music was Tamlin’s fingers strumming my body; it was the gold in his eyes

and the twist of his smile. It was that breathy chuckle, and the way he said those

three words. It was  this I was fighting for,  this I had sworn to save. 

The music rose—louder, grander, faster, from wherever it was played—a wave

that peaked, shattering the gloom of my cell. A shuddering sob broke from me as

the  sound  faded  into  silence.  I  sat  there,  trembling  and  weeping,  too  raw  and exposed, left naked by the music and the color in my mind. 

When the tears had stopped but the music still echoed in my every breath, I lay

on my pallet of hay, listening to my breathing. 

The music flittered through my memories, binding them together, making them

into a quilt that wrapped around me, that warmed my bones. I looked at the eye

in the center of my palm, but it only stared right back at me—unmoving. 

Two more days until my final trial. Just two more days, and then I would learn

what the Eddies of the Cauldron had planned for me. 

Chapter 42

It was a party like any other—even if it would likely be my last. Faeries drank

and  lounged  and  danced,  laughing  and  singing  bawdy  and  ethereal  songs.  No

glimmer  of  anticipation  for  what  might  occur  tomorrow—what  I  stood  to  alter

for them, for their world. Perhaps they knew I would die, too. 

I lurked by a wall, forgotten by the crowd, waiting for Rhysand to beckon me to

drink the wine and dance or do whatever it was he wished of me. I was clothed

in  my  typical  attire,  tattooed  from  the  neck  down  with  that  blue-black  paint. 

Tonight my gossamer gown was a shade of sunset pink, the color too bright and

feminine  against  the  whorls  of  paint  on  my  skin.  Too  cheery  for  what  awaited me tomorrow. 

Rhysand was taking longer than usual to summon me—though it was probably

because of the supple-bodied faerie perched in his lap, caressing his hair with her

long greenish fingers. He’d tire of her soon. 

I  didn’t  bother  to  look  at  Amarantha.  I  was  better  off  pretending  she  wasn’t there. Lucien never spoke to me in public, and Tamlin … It had become difficult

to look at him in recent days. 

I just wanted it done. I wanted that wine to carry me through this last night and

bring me to my fate. I was so intent on anticipating Rhysand’s order to serve him

that  I  didn’t  notice  that  someone  stood  beside  me  until  the  heat  from  his  body leaked onto mine. 

I went rigid when I smelled that rain and earthen scent, and didn’t dare to turn to

Tamlin. We stood side by side, staring out at the crowd, as still and unnoticeable

as statues. 

His  fingers  brushed  mine,  and  a  line  of  fire  went  through  me,  burning  me  so badly that my eyes pricked with tears. I wished—wished he wasn’t touching my

marred hand, that his fingers didn’t have to caress the contours of that wretched

tattoo. 

But  I  lived  in  that  moment—my  life  became  beautiful  again  for  those  few

seconds when our hands grazed. 

I kept my face set in a mask of cold. He dropped his hand, and, as quickly as he

had  come,  he  sauntered  off,  weaving  through  the  crowd.  It  was  only  when  he

glanced  over  his  shoulder  and  inclined  his  head  ever  so  slightly  that  I

understood. 

My heart beat faster than it ever had during my trials, and I made myself look as

bored as possible before I pushed off the wall and casually strolled after him. I

took a different route, but headed toward the small door half hidden by a tapestry

near  which  he  lingered.  I  had  only  moments  before  Rhysand  would  begin

looking for me, but a moment alone with Tamlin would be enough. 

I  could  scarcely  breathe  as  I  moved  nearer  and  nearer  to  the  door,  past Amarantha’s  dais,  past  a  group  of  giggling  faeries  …  Tamlin  disappeared

through the door as quick as lightning, and I slowed my steps to a meandering

pace.  These  days  no  one  really  paid  attention  to  me  until  I  became  Rhys’s

drugged plaything. All too quickly, the door was before me, and it swung open

noiselessly to let me in. 

Darkness  encompassed  me.  I  saw  only  a  flash  of  green  and  gold  before  the

warmth of Tamlin’s body slammed into me and our lips met. 

I  couldn’t  kiss  him  deeply  enough,  couldn’t  hold  him  tightly  enough,  couldn’t touch enough of him. Words weren’t necessary. 

I  tore  at  his  shirt,  needing  to  feel  the  skin  beneath  one  last  time,  and  I  had  to stifle the moan that rose up in me as he grasped my breast. I didn’t want him to

be  gentle—because  what  I  felt  for  him  wasn’t  at  all  like  that.  What  I  felt  was wild and hard and burning, and so he was with me. 

He tore his lips from mine and bit my neck—bit it as he had on Fire Night. I had

to grind my teeth to keep myself from moaning and giving us away. This might

be  the  last  time  I  touched  him,  the  last  time  we  could  be  together.  I  wouldn’t waste it. 

My fingers grappled with his belt buckle, and his mouth found mine again. Our

tongues danced—not a waltz or a minuet, but a war dance, a death dance of bone

drums and screaming fiddles. 

I wanted him—here. 

I hooked a leg around his middle, needing to be closer, and he ground his hips

harder  against  me,  crushing  me  into  the  icy  wall.  I  pried  the  belt  buckle  loose, whipping the leather free, and Tamlin growled his desire in my ear—

a low, probing sort of sound that made me see red and white and lightning. 

We both knew what tomorrow would bring. 

I tossed away his belt and started fumbling for his pants. Someone coughed. 

“Shameful,” Rhysand purred, and we whirled to find him faintly illuminated by

the light that broke in through the doorway. But he stood behind us—farther into the passage, rather than toward the door. He hadn’t come in through the throne

room. With that ability of his, he had probably walked through the walls. “Just

shameful.”  He  stalked  toward  us.  Tamlin  remained  holding  me.  “Look  at  what

you’ve done to my pet.” 

Panting, neither of us said anything. But the air became a cold kiss upon my skin

—upon my exposed breasts. 

“Amarantha  would  be  greatly  aggrieved  if  she  knew  her  little  warrior  was

dallying with the human help,” Rhysand went on, crossing his arms. “I wonder

how she’d punish you. Or perhaps she’d stay true to habit and punish Lucien. He

still has one eye to lose, after all. Maybe she’ll put it in a ring, too.” 

Ever so slowly, Tamlin removed my hands from his body and stepped out of my

embrace. 

“I’m  glad  to  see  you’re  being  reasonable,”  Rhysand  said,  and  Tamlin  bristled. 

“Now,  be  a  clever  High  Lord  and  buckle  your  belt  and  fix  your  clothes  before you go out there.” 

Tamlin  looked  at  me,  and,  to  my  horror,  did  as  Rhysand  instructed.  My  High

Lord never took his eyes off my face as he straightened his tunic and hair, then

retrieved and fastened his belt again. The paint on his hands and clothes—paint

from  me—vanished. 

“Enjoy the party,” Rhysand crooned, pointing to the door. 

Tamlin’s  green  eyes  flickered  as  they  continued  to  stare  into  mine.  He  softly said, “I love you.” Without another glance at Rhysand, he left. 

I was temporarily blinded by the brightness that poured in when he opened the

door  and  slipped  out.  He  did  not  look  back  at  me  before  the  door  snicked  shut and darkness returned to the dim hall. 

Rhysand chuckled. “If you’re that desperate for release, you should have asked

me.” 

“Pig,” I snapped, covering my breasts with the folds of my gown. 

With a few easy steps, he crossed the distance between us and pinned my arms to the wall. My bones groaned. I could have sworn shadow-talons dug into the

stones beside my head. “Do you actually intend to put yourself at my mercy, or

are you truly that stupid?” His voice was composed of sensuous, bone-breaking

ire. 

“I’m not your slave.” 

“You’re  a  fool,  Feyre.  Do  you  have  any  idea  what  could  have  happened  had

Amarantha found you two in here? Tamlin might refuse to be her lover, but she

keeps him at her side out of the hope that she’ll break him—

dominate  him,  as  she  loves  to  do  with  our  kind.”  I  kept  silent.  “You’re  both fools,”  he  murmured,  his  breathing  uneven.  “How  did  you  not  think  that

someone would notice you were gone? You should thank the Cauldron Lucien’s

delightful brothers weren’t watching you.” 

“What do you care?” I barked, and his grip tightened enough on my wrists that I

knew my bones would snap with a little more pressure. 

“What do I care?” he breathed, wrath twisting his features. Wings—

those  membranous,  glorious  wings—flared  from  his  back,  crafted  from  the

shadows behind him. “What do  I care?” 

But before he could go on, his head snapped to the door, then back to my face. 

The  wings  vanished  as  quickly  as  they  had  appeared,  and  then  his  lips  were

crushing  into  mine.  His  tongue  pried  my  mouth  open,  forcing  himself  into  me, into the space where I could still taste Tamlin. I pushed and thrashed, but he held

firm, his tongue sweeping over the roof of my mouth, against my teeth, claiming

my mouth, claiming me—

The door was flung wide, and Amarantha’s curved figure filled its space. 

Tamlin—Tamlin  was  beside  her,  his  eyes  slightly  wide,  shoulders  tight  as

Rhys’s lips still crushed mine. 

Amarantha laughed, and a mask of stone slammed down on Tamlin’s face, void

of  feeling,  void  of  anything  vaguely  like  the  Tamlin  I’d  been  tangled  up  with moments before. 
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Rhys  casually  released  me  with  a  flick  of  his  tongue  over  my  bottom  lip  as  a crowd of High Fae appeared behind Amarantha and chimed in with her laughter. 

Rhysand  gave  them  a  lazy,  self-indulgent  grin  and  bowed.  But  something

sparked in the queen’s eyes as she looked at Rhysand. 

Amarantha’s whore, they’d called him. 

“I knew it was a matter of time,” she said, putting a hand on Tamlin’s arm. The

other she lifted—lifted so Jurian’s eye might see as she said, “You humans are

all the same, aren’t you.” 

I kept my mouth shut, even as I could have died for shame, even as I ached to

explain. Tamlin  had to realize the truth. 

But  I  wasn’t  given  the  luxury  of  learning  whether  Tamlin  understood  as

Amarantha  clicked  her  tongue  and  turned  away,  taking  her  entourage  with  her. 

“Typical  human  trash  with  their  inconstant,  dull  hearts,”  she  said  to  herself—

nothing more than a satisfied cat. 

Following them, Rhys grabbed my arm to drag me back into the throne room. It

was only when the light hit me that I saw the smudges and smears on my paint—

smudges  along  my  breasts  and  stomach,  and  the  paint  that  had  mysteriously

appeared on Rhysand’s hands. 

“I’m  tired  of  you  for  tonight,”  Rhys  said,  giving  me  a  light  shove  toward  the main exit. “Go back to your cell.” Behind him, Amarantha and her court smiled

with glee, their grins widening when they beheld the marred paint. I looked for

Tamlin, but he was stalking for his usual throne on the dais, keeping his back to

me. As if he couldn’t stand to look. 

I don’t know what time it was, but hours later, footsteps sounded inside my cell. 

I jolted into a sitting position, and Rhys stepped out of a shadow. 

I could still feel the heat of his lips against mine, the smooth glide of his tongue

inside  my  mouth,  even  though  I’d  washed  my  mouth  out  three  times  with  the

bucket of water in my cell. 

His  tunic  was  unbuttoned  at  the  top,  and  he  ran  a  hand  through  his  blue-black

hair  before  he  wordlessly  slumped  against  the  wall  across  from  me  and  slid  to the floor. 

“What do you want?” I demanded. 

“A moment of peace and quiet,” he snapped, rubbing his temples. 

I paused. “From what?” 

He massaged his pale skin, making the corners of his eyes go up and down, out

and in. He sighed. “From this mess.” 

I sat up farther on my pallet of hay. I’d never seen him so candid. 

“That damned bitch is running me ragged,” he went on, and dropped his hands

from his temples to lean his head against the wall. “You hate me. 

Imagine how you’d feel if I made you serve in my bedroom. I’m High Lord of

the Night Court—not her harlot.” 

So the slurs were true. And I could imagine very easily how much I would hate

him—what  it  would  do  to  me—to  be  enslaved  to  someone  like  that.  “Why  are

you telling me this?” 

The swagger and nastiness were gone. “Because I’m tired and lonely, and you’re

the  only  person  I  can  talk  to  without  putting  myself  at  risk.”  He  let  out  a  low laugh. “How absurd: a High Lord of Prythian and a—” 

“You can leave if you’re just going to insult me.” 

“But  I’m  so  good  at  it.”  He  flashed  one  of  his  grins.  I  glared  at  him,  but  he sighed. “One wrong move tomorrow, Feyre, and we’re all doomed.” 

The thought struck a chord of such horror that I could hardly breathe. 

“And if you fail,” he went on, more to himself than to me, “then Amarantha will

rule forever.” 

“If  she  captured  Tamlin’s  power  once,  who’s  to  say  she  can’t  do  it  again?”  It was the question I hadn’t yet dared voice. 

“He won’t be tricked again so easily,” he said, staring up at the ceiling. 

“Her  biggest  weapon  is  that  she  keeps  our  powers  contained.  But  she  can’t

access them, not wholly—though she can control us through them. It’s why I’ve

never been able to shatter her mind—why she’s not dead already. The moment

you  break  Amarantha’s  curse,  Tamlin’s  wrath  will  be  so  great  that  no  force  in the world will keep him from splattering her on the walls.” 

A chill went through me. 

“Why do you think I’m doing this?” He waved a hand to me. 

“Because you’re a monster.” 

He laughed. “True, but I’m also a pragmatist. Working Tamlin into a senseless

fury  is  the  best  weapon  we  have  against  her.  Seeing  you  enter  into  a  fool’s bargain with Amarantha was one thing, but when Tamlin saw my tattoo on your

arm … Oh, you should have been born with my abilities, if only to have felt the

rage that seeped from him.” 

I didn’t want to think much about his abilities. “Who’s to say he won’t splatter

you as well?” 

“Perhaps he’ll try—but I have a feeling he’ll kill Amarantha first. That’s what it

all boils down to, anyway: even your servitude to me can be blamed

on her. So he’ll kill her tomorrow, and I’ll be free before he can start a fight with

me that will reduce our once-sacred mountain to rubble.” He picked at his nails. 

“And I have a few other cards to play.” 

I lifted my brows in silent question. 

“Feyre, for Cauldron’s sake. I drug you, but you don’t wonder why I never touch

you beyond your waist or arms?” 

Until tonight—until that damned kiss. I gritted my teeth, but even as my anger

rose, a picture cleared. 

“It’s the only claim I have to innocence,” he said, “the only thing that will make

Tamlin  think  twice  before  entering  into  a  battle  with  me  that  would  cause  a

catastrophic loss of innocent life. It’s the only way I can convince him I was on your side. Believe me, I would have liked nothing more than to enjoy you—but

there are bigger things at stake than taking a human woman to my bed.” 

I knew, but I still asked, “Like what?” 

“Like  my  territory,”  he  said,  and  his  eyes  held  a  far-off  look  that  I  hadn’t  yet seen. “Like my remaining people, enslaved to a tyrant queen who can end their

lives with a single word. Surely Tamlin expressed similar sentiments to you.” He

hadn’t—not entirely. He hadn’t been able to, thanks to the curse. 

“Why did Amarantha target you?” I dared ask. “Why make you her whore?” 

“Beyond the obvious?” He gestured to his perfect face. When I didn’t smile, he

loosed a breath. “My father killed Tamlin’s father—and his brothers.” 

I started. Tamlin had never said—never told me the Night Court was responsible

for that. 

“It’s a long story, and I don’t feel like getting into it, but let’s just say that when

she  stole  our  lands  out  from  under  us,  Amarantha  decided  that  she  especially wanted  to  punish  the  son  of  her  friend’s  murderer—decided  that  she  hated  me

enough for my father’s deeds that I was to suffer.” 

I might have reached a hand toward him, might have offered my apologies—but

every thought had dried up in my head. What Amarantha had done to him …

“So,” he said wearily, “here we are, with the fate of our immortal world in the

hands of an illiterate human.” His laugh was unpleasant as he hung

his head, cupping his forehead in a hand, and closed his eyes. “What a mess.” 

Part  of  me  searched  for  the  words  to  wound  him  in  his  vulnerability,  but  the other  half  recalled  all  that  he  had  said,  all  that  he  had  done,  how  his  head  had snapped to the door before he’d kissed me. He’d known Amarantha was coming. 

Maybe he’d done it to make her jealous, but maybe …

If he hadn’t been kissing me, if he hadn’t shown up and interrupted us, I would

have gone out into that throne room covered in smudged paint. And everyone—

especially Amarantha—would have known what I’d been up to. 

It  wouldn’t  have  taken  much  to  figure  out  whom  I’d  been  with,  especially  not once  they  saw  the  paint  on  Tamlin.  I  didn’t  want  to  consider  what  the

punishment might have been. 

Regardless of his motives or his methods, Rhysand was keeping me alive. And

had done so even before I set foot Under the Mountain. 

“I’ve told you too much,” he said as he got to his feet. “Perhaps I should have

drugged  you  first.  If  you  were  clever,  you’d  find  a  way  to  use  this  against  me. 

And if you had any stomach for cruelty, you’d go to Amarantha and tell her the

truth about her whore. Perhaps she’d give you Tamlin for it.” He slid his hands

into the pockets of his black pants, but even as he faded into shadow, there was

something in the curve of his shoulders that made me speak. 

“When you healed my arm … You didn’t need to bargain with me. You could

have  demanded  every  single  week  of  the  year.”  My  brows  knit  together  as  he

turned,  already  half-consumed  by  the  dark.  “Every  single  week,  and  I  would

have said yes.” It wasn’t entirely a question, but I needed the answer. 

A half smile appeared on his sensuous lips. “I know,” he said, and vanished. 

Chapter 43

For  my  final  task,  I  was  given  my  old  tunic  and  pants—stained  and  torn  and reeking—but  despite  my  stench,  I  kept  my  chin  high  as  I  was  escorted  to  the throne room. 

The doors were flung open, and the silence of the room assaulted me. I waited

for  the  jeers  and  shouts,  waited  to  see  gold  flash  as  the  onlookers  placed  their bets,  but  this  time  the  faeries  just  stared  at  me,  the  masked  ones  especially intently. 

Their  world  rested  on  my  shoulders,  Rhys  had  said.  But  I  didn’t  think  it  was worry alone that was spread across their features. I had to swallow hard as a few

of  them  touched  their  fingers  to  their  lips,  then  extended  their  hands  to  me—a gesture  for  the  fallen,  a  farewell  to  the  honored  dead.  There  was  nothing

malicious  about  it.  Most  of  these  faeries  belonged  to  the  courts  of  the  High Lords—had belonged to those courts long before Amarantha seized their lands, 

their lives. And if Tamlin and Rhysand were playing games to keep us alive …

I  strode  up  the  path  they’d  cleared—straight  for  Amarantha.  The  queen  smiled when I stopped in front of her throne. Tamlin was in his usual place beside her, 

but I wouldn’t look at him—not yet. 

“Two  trials  lie  behind  you,”  Amarantha  said,  picking  at  a  fleck  of  dust  on  her blood-red  gown.  Her  black  hair  shone,  a  gleaming  darkness  that  threatened  to

swallow up her golden crown. “And only one more awaits. I wonder if it will be

worse  to  fail  now—when  you  are  so  close.”  She  gave  me  a  pout,  and  we  both awaited the laughter of the faeries. 

But  only  a  few  laughs  hissed  from  the  red-skinned  guards.  Everyone  else

remained silent. Even Lucien’s miserable brothers. Even Rhysand, wherever he

was in the crowd. 

I  blinked  to  clear  my  burning  eyes.  Perhaps,  like  Rhysand’s,  their  oaths  of

allegiance  and  betting  on  my  life  and  nastiness  had  been  a  show.  And  perhaps now—now that the end was imminent—they, too, would face my potential death

with whatever dignity they had left. 

Amarantha glared at them, but when her gaze fell upon me, she smiled broadly, 

sweetly. “Any words to say before you die?” 

I  came  up  with  a  plethora  of  curses,  but  I  instead  looked  at  Tamlin.  He  didn’t react—his  features  were  like  stone.  I  wished  that  I  could  glimpse  his  face—if only for a moment. But all I needed to see were those green eyes. 

“I love you,” I said. “No matter what she says about it, no matter if it’s only with

my insignificant human heart. Even when they burn my body, I’ll love you.” My

lips  trembled,  and  my  vision  clouded  before  several  warm  tears  slipped  down

my chilled face. I didn’t wipe them away. 

He didn’t react—he didn’t even grip the arms of his throne. I supposed that was

his  way  of  enduring  it,  even  if  it  made  my  chest  cave  in.  Even  if  his  silence killed me. 

Amarantha said sweetly, “You’ll be lucky, my darling, if we even have enough

left of you to burn.” 

I stared at her long and hard. But her words were not met with jeers or smiles or

applause from the crowd. Only silence. 

It was a gift that gave me courage, that made me bunch my fists, that made me embrace  the  tattoo  on  my  arm.  I  had  beaten  her  until  now,  fairly  or  not,  and  I would not feel  alone when  I died. I  would not  die alone. It  was all  I could  ask

for. 

Amarantha  propped  her  chin  on  a  hand.  “You  never  figured  out  my  riddle,  did you?” I didn’t respond, and she smiled. “Pity. The answer is so lovely.” 

“Get it over with,” I growled. 

Amarantha  looked  at  Tamlin.  “No  final  words  to  her?”  she  said,  quirking  an

eyebrow. When he didn’t respond, she grinned at me. “Very well, then.” 

She clapped her hands twice. 

A door swung open, and three figures—two male and one female—with brown

sacks tied over their heads were dragged in by the guards. Their concealed faces

turned this way and that as they tried to discern the whispers that rippled across

the throne room. My knees bent slightly as they approached. 

With sharp jabs and blunt shoves, the red-skinned guards forced the three faeries

to  their  knees  at  the  foot  of  the  dais,  but  facing  me.  Their  bodies  and  clothes revealed nothing of who they were. 

Amarantha clapped her hands again, and three servants clad in black appeared at

the  side  of  each  of  the  kneeling  faeries.  In  their  long,  pale  hands,  they  each carried  a  dark  velvet  pillow.  And  on  each  pillow  lay  a  single  polished  wooden dagger. Not metal for a blade, but ash. Ash, because

—

“Your final task, Feyre,” Amarantha drawled, gesturing to the kneeling faeries. 

“Stab each of these unfortunate souls in the heart.” 

I stared at her, my mouth opening and closing. 

“They’re innocent—not that it should matter to you,” she went on, 

“since  it  wasn’t  a  concern  the  day  you  killed  Tamlin’s  poor  sentinel.  And  it wasn’t  a  concern  for  dear  Jurian  when  he  butchered  my  sister.  But  if  it’s  a

problem  …  well,  you  can  always  refuse.  Of  course,  I’ll  take  your  life  in exchange, but a bargain’s a bargain, is it not? If you ask me, though, given your

history with murdering our kind, I do believe I’m offering you a gift.” 

Refuse  and  die.  Kill  three  innocents  and  live.  Three  innocents,  for  my  own

future. For my own happiness. For Tamlin and his court and the freedom of an

entire land. 

The  wood  of  the  razor-sharp  daggers  had  been  polished  so  expertly  that  it

gleamed beneath the colored glass chandeliers. 

“Well?”  she  asked.  She  lifted  her  hand,  letting  Jurian’s  eye  get  a  good  look  at me, at the ash daggers, and purred to it, “I wouldn’t want you to miss this, old

friend.” 

I  couldn’t.  I  couldn’t  do  it.  It  wasn’t  like  hunting;  it  wasn’t  for  survival  or defense. It was cold-blooded murder—the murder of them, of my very soul. But

for Prythian—for Tamlin, for all of them here, for Alis and her boys … I wished

I  knew  the  name  of  one  of  our  forgotten  gods  so  that  I  might  beg  them  to intercede, wished I knew any prayers at all to plead for guidance, for absolution. 

But I did not know those prayers, or the names of our forgotten gods—

only  the  names  of  those  who  would  remain  enslaved  if  I  did  not  act.  I  silently recited  those  names,  even  as  the  horror  of  what  knelt  before  me  began  to

swallow  me  whole.  For  Prythian,  for  Tamlin,  for  their  world  and  my  own  …

These deaths would not be wasted—even if it would damn me forever. 

I  stepped  up  to  the  first  kneeling  figure—the  longest  and  most  brutal  step  I’d ever taken. Three lives in exchange for Prythian’s liberation—three lives

that would not be spent in vain. I could do this. I could do this, even with Tamlin

watching. I could make this sacrifice—sacrifice them … I could do this. 

My fingers trembled, but the first dagger wound up in my hand, its hilt cool and

smooth,  the  wood  of  the  blade  heavier  than  I’d  expected.  There  were  three

daggers,  because  she  wanted  me  to  feel  the  agony  of  reaching  for  that  knife again and again. Wanted me to  mean it. 

“Not  so  fast.”  Amarantha  chuckled,  and  the  guards  who  held  the  first  kneeling

figure snatched the hood off its face. 

It was a handsome High Fae youth. I didn’t know him, I’d never seen him, but

his  blue  eyes  were  pleading.  “That’s  better,”  Amarantha  said,  waving  her  hand again. “Proceed, Feyre, dear. Enjoy it.” 

His  eyes  were  the  color  of  a  sky  I’d  never  see  again  if  I  refused  to  kill  him,  a color  I’d  never  get  out  of  my  mind,  never  forget  no  matter  how  many  times  I painted it. He shook his head, those eyes growing so large that white showed all

around. He would never see that sky, either. And neither would these people, if I

failed. 

“Please,”  he  whispered,  his  focus  darting  between  the  ash  dagger  and  my  face. 

“Please.” 

The dagger shook between my fingers, and I clenched it tighter. Three faeries—

that’s all that stood between me and freedom, before Tamlin would be unleashed

upon  Amarantha.  If  he  could  destroy  her  …   Not  in  vain,  I  told  myself.  Not  in vain. 

“Don’t,” the faerie youth begged when I lifted the dagger.  “Don’t!” 

I took a gasping breath, my lips shaking as I quailed. Saying “I’m sorry” 

wasn’t enough. I’d never been able to say it to Andras—and now … now …

“Please! ” he said, and his eyes lined with silver. 

Someone  in  the  crowd  began  weeping.  I  was  taking  him  away  from  someone

who possibly loved him as much as I loved Tamlin. 

I  couldn’t  think  about  it,  couldn’t  think  about  who  he  was,  or  the  color  of  his eyes, or any of it. Amarantha was grinning with wild, triumphant glee. 

Kill a faerie, fall in love with a faerie, then be forced to kill a faerie to keep that

love. It was brilliant and cruel, and she knew it. 

Darkness rippled near the throne, and then Rhysand was there, arms crossed—as

if  he’d  moved  to  better  see.  His  face  was  a  mask  of  disinterest,  but  my  hand tingled.  Do it, the tingling said. 

“Don’t,” the young faerie moaned. I began shaking my head. I couldn’t listen to him. I had to do it now, before he convinced me otherwise. 

 “Please!”  His voice rose to a shriek. 

The sound jarred me so much that I lunged. 

With a ragged sob, I plunged the dagger into his heart. 

He  screamed,  thrashing  in  the  guards’  grip  as  the  blade  cleaved  through  flesh and bone, smooth as if it were real metal and not ash, and blood—hot and slick

—showered my hand. I wept, yanking out the dagger, the reverberations of his

bones against the blade stinging my hand. 

His eyes, full of shock and hate, remained on me as he sagged, damning me, and

that person in the crowd let out a keening wail. 

My bloody dagger clacked on the marble floor as I stumbled back several steps. 

“Very good,” Amarantha said. 

I wanted to get out of my body; I had to escape the stain of what I’d done; I had

to get out—I couldn’t endure the blood on my hands, the sticky warmth between

my fingers. 

“Now the next. Oh, don’t look so miserable, Feyre. Aren’t you having fun?” 

I  faced  the  second  figure,  still  hooded.  A  female  this  time.  The  faerie  in  black extended  the  pillow  with  the  clean  dagger,  and  the  guards  holding  her  tore  off her hood. 

Her face was simple, and her hair was gold-brown, like mine. Tears were already

rolling down her round cheeks, and her bronze eyes tracked my bloody hand as I

reached  for  the  second  knife.  The  cleanness  of  the  wooden  blade  mocked  the

blood on my fingers. 

I  wanted  to  fall  to  my  knees  to  beg  her  forgiveness,  to  tell  her  that  her  death wouldn’t be for naught. Wanted to, but there was such a rift running through me

now that I could hardly feel my hands, my shredded heart. 

What I’d done—

“Cauldron save me,” she began whispering, her voice lovely and even—

like music. “Mother hold me,” she went on, reciting a prayer similar to one I’d

heard  once  before,  when  Tamlin  eased  the  passing  of  that  lesser  faerie  who’d died  in  the  foyer.  Another  of  Amarantha’s  victims.  “Guide  me  to  you.”  I  was unable to raise my dagger, unable to take the step that would

close the distance between us. “Let me pass through the gates; let me smell that

immortal land of milk and honey.” 

Silent tears slid down my face and neck, where they dampened the filthy collar

of my tunic. As she spoke, I knew I would be forever barred from that immortal

land.  I  knew  that  whatever  Mother  she  meant  would  never  embrace  me.  In

saving Tamlin, I was to damn myself. 

I couldn’t do this—couldn’t lift that dagger again. 

“Let  me  fear  no  evil,”  she  breathed,  staring  at  me—into  me,  into  the  soul  that was cleaving itself apart. “Let me feel no pain.” 

A sob broke from my lips. “I’m sorry,” I moaned. 

“Let me enter eternity,” she breathed. 

I  wept  as  I  understood.  Kill  me  now,  she  was  saying.  Do  it  fast.  Don’t   make  it hurt. Kill me now. Her bronze eyes were steady, if not sorrowful. 

Infinitely, infinitely worse than the pleading of the dead faerie beside her. 

I couldn’t do it. 

But she held my gaze—held my gaze and nodded. 

As  I  lifted  the  ash  dagger,  something  inside  me  fractured  so  completely  that there would be no hope of ever repairing it. No matter how many years passed, 

no matter how many times I might try to paint her face. 

More faeries wailed now—her kinsmen and friends. The dagger was a weight in

my hand—my hand, shining and coated with the blood of that first faerie. 

It would be more honorable to refuse—to die, rather than murder innocents. But

… but …

“Let  me  enter  eternity,”  she  repeated,  lifting  her  chin.  “Fear  no  evil,”  she whispered—just for me. “Feel no pain.” 

I gripped her delicate, bony shoulder and drove the dagger into her heart. 

She gasped, and blood spilled onto the ground like a splattering of rain. 

Her eyes were closed when I looked at her face again. She slumped to the floor

and didn’t move. 

I went somewhere far, far away from myself. 

The faeries were stirring now—shifting, many whispering and weeping. 

I dropped the dagger, and the knock of ash on marble roared in my ears. 

Why was Amarantha still smiling, with only one person left between myself and

freedom? I glanced at Rhysand, but his attention was fixed upon Amarantha. 

One faerie—and then we were free. Just one more swing of my arm. 

And maybe one more after that—maybe one more swing, up and inward and into

my own heart. 

It would be a relief—a relief to end it by my own hand, a relief to die rather than

face this, what I’d done. 

The faerie servant offered the last dagger, and I was about to reach for it when

the guard removed the hood from the male kneeling before me. 

My hands slackened at my sides. Amber-flecked green eyes stared up at me. 

Everything  came  crashing  down,  layer  upon  layer,  shattering  and  breaking  and

crumbling, as I gazed at Tamlin. 

I whipped my head to the throne beside Amarantha’s, still occupied by my High

Lord,  and  she  laughed  as  she  snapped  her  fingers.  The  Tamlin  beside  her transformed into the Attor, smiling wickedly at me. 

Tricked—deceived  by  my  own  senses  again.  Slowly,  my  soul  ripping  further

from me, I turned back to Tamlin. There was only guilt and sorrow in his eyes, 

and I stumbled away, almost falling as I tripped over my feet. 

“Something wrong?” Amarantha asked, cocking her head. 

“Not … Not fair,” I got out. 

Rhysand’s face had gone pale—so, so pale. 

“Fair?” Amarantha mused, playing with Jurian’s bone on her necklace. 

“I  wasn’t  aware  you  humans  knew  of  the  concept.  You  kill  Tamlin,  and  he’s

free.”  Her  smile  was  the  most  hideous  thing  I’d  ever  seen.  “And  then  you  can have him all to yourself.” 

My mouth stopped working. 

“Unless,” Amarantha went on, “you think it would be more appropriate to forfeit

your life. After all: What’s the point? To survive only to lose him?” Her words

were like poison. “Imagine all those years you were going to spend together …

suddenly  alone.  Tragic,  really.  Though  a  few  months  ago,  you  hated  our  kind

enough  to  butcher  us—surely  you’ll  move  on  easily  enough.”  She  patted  her

ring. “Jurian’s human lover did.” 

Still on his knees, Tamlin’s eyes turned so bright—defiant. 

“So,” Amarantha said, but I didn’t look at her. “What will it be, Feyre?” 

Kill  him  and  save  his  court  and  my  life,  or  kill  myself  and  let  them  all  live  as Amarantha’s slaves, let her and the King of Hybern wage their final

war against the human realm. There was no bargain to get out of this—no part of

me to sell to avoid this choice. 

I stared at the ash dagger on that pillow. Alis had been right all those weeks ago:

no human who came here ever walked out again. I was no exception. If I were

smart,  I  would  indeed  stab  my  own  heart  before  they  could  grab  me.  At  least then I would die quickly—I wouldn’t endure the torture that surely awaited me, 

possibly a fate like Jurian’s. Alis had been right. But—

Alis—Alis  had  said  something  …  something  to   help  me.  A  final  part  of  the curse,  a  part  they  couldn’t  tell  me,  a  part  that  would  aid  me  …  And  all  she’d been  able  to  do  was  tell  me  to   listen.  To   listen  to  what  I’d  heard—as  if  I’d already learned everything I needed. 

I slowly faced Tamlin again. Memories flashed, one after another, blurs of color

and words. Tamlin was High Lord of the Spring Court—what did that do to help

me? The Great Rite was performed—no. 

He  lied  to  me  about  everything—about  why  I’d  been  brought  to  the  manor, 

about  what  was  happening  on  his  lands.  The  curse—he  hadn’t  been  allowed  to

tell me the truth, but he hadn’t exactly pretended that everything was fine. No—

he’d lied and explained as best he could and made it painfully obvious to me at

every turn that something was very, very wrong. 

The  Attor  in  the  garden—as  hidden  from  me  as  I  was  from  it.  But  Tamlin  had hidden me—he’d told me to stay put and then  led the Attor right toward me,  let me overhear them. 

He’d  left  the  dining  room  doors  open  when  he’d  spoken  with  Lucien  about—

about  the  curse,  even  if  I  hadn’t  realized  it  at  the  time.  He’d  spoken  in  public places. He’d  wanted me to eavesdrop. 

Because  he  wanted  me  to  know,  to   listen—because  this  knowledge  …  I

ransacked each conversation, turning over words like stones. A part of the curse

I hadn’t grasped, that they couldn’t explicitly tell me, but Tamlin had needed me

to know …

 Milady makes no bargains that are not advantageous to her. 

She  would  never  kill  what  she  desired  most—not  when  she  wanted  Tamlin  as

much as I did. But if I killed him … she either knew I couldn’t do it, or she was

playing a very, very dangerous game. 

Conversation  after  conversation  echoed  in  my  memory,  until  I  heard  Lucien’s

words, and everything froze. And that was when I knew. 

I  couldn’t  breathe,  not  as  I  replayed  the  memory,  not  as  I  recalled  the conversation I’d overheard one day. Lucien and Tamlin in the dining room, the

door wide open for all to hear—for  me to hear. 

 “For someone with a heart of stone, yours is certainly soft these days.” 

I looked at Tamlin, my eyes flicking to his chest as another memory flashed. The

Attor in the garden, laughing. 

 “Though you have a heart of stone, Tamlin,” the Attor said, “you  certainly keep a host of fear inside it.” 

Amarantha  would  never  risk  me  killing  him—because  she  knew  I   couldn’t  kill him. 

Not if his heart couldn’t be pierced by a blade. Not if his heart had been turned

to stone. 

I scanned his face, searching for any glimmer of truth. There was only that bold

rebellion within his gaze. 

Perhaps I was wrong—perhaps it was just a faerie turn of phrase. But all those

times I’d held Tamlin … I’d never felt his heartbeat. I’d been blind to everything

until it came back to smack me in the face, but not this time. 

That was how she controlled him and his magic. How she controlled all the High

Lords,  dominating  and  leashing  them  just  as  she  kept  Jurian’s  soul  tethered  to that eye and bone. 

Trust  no  one,  Alis  had  told  me.  But  I  trusted  Tamlin—and  more  than  that,  I trusted  myself.  I  trusted  that  I  had  heard  correctly—I  trusted  that  Tamlin  had been smarter than Amarantha, I trusted that all I had sacrificed was not in vain. 

The  entire  room  was  silent,  but  my  attention  was  upon  only  Tamlin.  The

revelation  must  have  been  clear  on  my  face,  for  his  breathing  became  a  bit

quicker, and he lifted his chin. 

I took a step toward him, then another. I was right. I had to be. 

I sucked in a breath as I grabbed the dagger off the outstretched pillow. I could

be wrong—I could be painfully, tragically wrong. 

But there was a faint smile on Tamlin’s lips as I stood over him, ash dagger in

hand. 

There  was  such  a  thing  as  Fate—because  Fate  had  made  sure  I  was  there  to

eavesdrop when they’d spoken in private, because Fate had whispered to Tamlin

that the cold, contrary girl he’d dragged to his home would be the

one  to  break  his  spell,  because  Fate  had  kept  me  alive  just  to  get  to  this  point, just to see if I had been listening. 

And there he was—my High Lord, my beloved, kneeling before me. 

“I love you,” I said, and stabbed him. 

Chapter 44

Tamlin cried out as my blade pierced his flesh, breaking bone. For a sickening

moment, when his blood rushed onto my hand, I thought the ash dagger would

go clean through him. 

But then there was a faint thud—and a stinging reverberation in my hand as the

dagger struck something hard and unyielding. Tamlin lurched forward, his face

going pale, and I yanked the dagger from his chest. As the blood drained away

from the polished wood, I lifted the blade. 

Its tip had been nicked, turned inward on itself. 

Tamlin clutched his chest as he panted, the wound already healing. 

Rhysand, at the foot of the dais, grinned from ear to ear. Amarantha climbed to

her feet. 

The faeries murmured to one another. I dropped the blade, sending it clattering

across the red marble. 

 Kill  her  now,  I  wanted  to  bark  at  Tamlin,  but  he  didn’t  move  as  he  pushed  his hand  against  his  wound,  blood  dribbling  out.  Too  slowly—he  was  healing  too

slowly. The mask didn’t fall off.  Kill her now. 

“She won,” someone in the crowd said. “Free them,” another echoed. 

But  Amarantha’s  face  blanched,  her  features  contorting  until  she  looked  truly

serpentine. “I’ll free them whenever I see fit. Feyre didn’t specify  when I had to free  them—just  that  I  had  to.  At  some  point.  Perhaps  when  you’re  dead,”  she finished  with  a  hateful  smile.  “You  assumed  that  when  I  said  instantaneous

freedom  regarding  the  riddle,  it  applied  to  the  trials,  too,  didn’t  you?  Foolish, stupid human.” 

I  stepped  back  as  she  descended  the  steps  of  the  dais.  Her  fingers  curled  into claws—Jurian’s  eye  was  going  wild  within  the  ring,  his  pupil  dilating  and

shrinking. “And you,” she hissed at me.  “You.”  Her teeth gleamed—

turning sharp.  “I’m going to kill you.” 

Someone cried out, but I couldn’t move, couldn’t even try to get out of the way

as  something  far  more  violent  than  lightning  struck  me,  and  I  crashed  to  the floor. 

“I’m  going  to  make  you  pay  for  your  insolence,”  Amarantha  snarled,  and  a scream ravaged my throat as pain like nothing I had known erupted through me. 

My very bones were shattering as my body rose and then slammed onto the hard

floor, and I was crushed beneath another wave of torturous agony. 

“Admit you don’t really love him, and I’ll spare you,” Amarantha breathed, and

through my fractured vision, I saw her prowl toward me. 

“Admit what a cowardly, lying, inconstant bit of human garbage you are.” 

I wouldn’t—I wouldn’t say that even if she splattered me across the ground. 

But I was being ripped apart from the inside out, and I thrashed, unable to out-

scream the pain. 

“Feyre! ” someone roared. No, not someone—Rhysand. 

But  Amarantha  still  neared.  “You  think  you’re  worthy  of  him?  A   High   Lord? 

You  think  you  deserve  anything  at  all,  human?”  My  back  arched,  and  my  ribs

cracked, one by one. 

Rhysand yelled my name again—yelled it as though he cared. I blacked out, but she  brought  me  back,  ensuring  that  I  felt  everything,  ensuring  that  I  screamed every time a bone broke. 

“What are you but mud and bones and worm meat?” Amarantha raged. 

“What are you, compared to our kind, that you think you’re worthy of us?” 

Faeries  began  calling  foul  play,  demanding  Tamlin  be  released  from  the  curse, calling  her  a  cheating  liar.  Through  the  haze,  I  saw  Rhysand  crouching  by

Tamlin. Not to help him, but to grab the—

“You are all pigs—all scheming, filthy  pigs.” 

I sobbed between screams as her foot connected with my broken ribs. 

Again. And again. “Your mortal heart is  nothing to us.” 

Then  Rhysand  was  on  his  feet,  my  bloody  knife  in  his  hands.  He  launched

himself at Amarantha, swift as a shadow, the ash dagger aimed at her throat. 

She  lifted  a  hand—not  even  bothering  to  look—and  he  was  blasted  back  by  a

wall of white light. 

But the pain paused for a second, long enough for me to see him hit the ground

and  rise  again  and  lunge  for  her—with  hands  that  now  ended  in  talons.  He

slammed  into  the  invisible  wall  Amarantha  had  raised  around  herself,  and  my

pain flickered as she turned to him. 

“You  traitorous  piece  of  filth,”  she  seethed  at  Rhysand.  “You’re  just  as  bad  as these human beasts.” One by one, as if a hand were shoving them in, his talons

pushed  back  into  his  skin,  leaving  blood  in  their  wake.  He  swore,  low  and

vicious. “You were planning this all along.” 

Her magic sent him sprawling, and it then hurled into Rhysand again—

so hard that his head cracked against the stones and the knife dropped from his

splayed fingers. No one made a move to help him, and she struck him once more

with her power. The red marble splintered where he hit it, spiderwebbing toward

me. With wave after wave she hit him. Rhys groaned. 

“Stop,” I breathed, blood filling my mouth as I strained a hand to reach her feet. 

“Please.” 

Rhys’s  arms  buckled  as  he  fought  to  rise,  and  blood  dripped  from  his  nose, 

splattering on the marble. His eyes met mine. 

The  bond  between  us  went  taut.  I  flashed  between  my  body  and  his,  seeing

myself through his eyes, bleeding and broken and sobbing. 

I snapped back into my own mind as Amarantha turned to me again. 

“Stop?  Stop?  Don’t  pretend  you  care,  human,”  she  crooned,  and  curled  her finger.  I  arched  my  back,  my  spine  straining  to  the  point  of  cracking,  and

Rhysand bellowed my name as I lost my grip on the room. 

Then  the  memories  began—a  compilation  of  the  worst  moments  of  my  life,  a

storybook of despair and darkness. The final page came, and I wept, not entirely

feeling  the  agony  of  my  body  as  I  saw  that  young  rabbit,  bleeding  out  in  that forest clearing, my knife through her throat. My first kill—the first life I’d taken. 

I’d  been  starving,  desperate.  Yet  afterward,  once  my  family  had  devoured  it,  I had  crept  back  into  the  woods  and  wept  for  hours,  knowing  a  line  had  been

crossed, my soul stained. 

“Say that you don’t love him! ” Amarantha shrieked, and the blood on my hands

became the blood of that rabbit—became the blood of what I had lost. 

But I wouldn’t say it. Because loving Tamlin was the only thing I had left, the

only thing I couldn’t sacrifice. 

A path cleared through my red-and-black vision. I found Tamlin’s eyes

—wide  as  he  crawled  toward  Amarantha,  watching  me  die,  and  unable  to  save

me while his wound slowly healed, while she still gripped his power. 

Amarantha had never intended for me to live, never intended to let him go. 

“Amarantha,  stop  this,”  Tamlin  begged  at  her  feet  as  he  clutched  the  gaping

wound in his chest. “Stop. I’m sorry—I’m sorry for what I said about Clythia all

those years ago. Please.” 

Amarantha ignored him, but I couldn’t look away. Tamlin’s eyes were so green

—green like the meadows of his estate. A shade that washed away the memories

flooding through me, that pushed aside the evil breaking me apart bone by bone. 

I screamed again as my kneecaps strained, threatening to crack in two, but I saw

that enchanted forest, saw that afternoon we’d lain in the grass, saw that morning

we’d  watched  the  sunrise,  when  for  a  moment—just  one  moment—I’d  known

true happiness. 

“Say  that  you  don’t  truly  love  him,”  Amarantha  spat,  and  my  body  twisted, breaking bit by bit.  “Admit to your inconstant heart.” 

“Amarantha,  please,” Tamlin moaned, his blood spilling onto the floor. 

“I’ll do anything.” 

“I’ll deal with you later,” she snarled at him, and sent me falling into a fiery pit

of pain. 

I would never say it—never let her hear that, even if she killed me. And if it was

to be my downfall, so be it. If it would be the weakness that would break me, I

would embrace it with all my heart. If this was—

 For though each of my strikes lands a powerful blow,  When I kill, I do it slow …

That’s what these three months had been—a slow, horrible death. What I felt for

Tamlin  was  the  cause  of  this.  There  was  no  cure—not  pain,  or  absence,  or

happiness. 

 But scorned, I become a difficult beast to defeat. 

She could torture me all she liked, but it would never destroy what I felt for him. 

It would never make Tamlin want her—never ease the sting of his rejection. 

The world became dark at the borders of my vision, taking the edge off the pain. 

 But I bless all those who are brave enough to dare. 

For so long, I had run from it. But opening myself to him, to my sisters

—that had been a test of bravery as harrowing as any of my trials. 

“Say it, you vile beast,” Amarantha hissed. She might have lied her way out of our bargain, but she’d sworn differently with the riddle—

instantaneous freedom, regardless of her will. 

Blood  filled  my  mouth,  warm  as  it  dribbled  out  between  my  lips.  I  gazed  at Tamlin’s masked face one last time. 

“Love,” I breathed, the world crumbling into a blackness with no end. A pause in

Amarantha’s  magic.  “The  answer  to  the  riddle  …,”  I  got  out,  choking  on  my

own blood, “is … love.” 

Tamlin’s eyes went wide before something forever cracked in my spine. 
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I  was  far  away  but  still  seeing—seeing  through  eyes  that  weren’t  mine,  eyes

attached  to  a  person  who  slowly  rose  from  his  position  on  a  cracked,  bloodied floor. 

Amarantha’s  face  slackened.  There  my  body  was,  prostrate  on  the  ground,  my

head  snapped  to  one  side  at  a  horribly  wrong  angle.  A  flash  of  red  hair  in  the crowd. Lucien. 

Tears shone in Lucien’s remaining eye as he raised his hands and removed the

fox mask. 

The  brutally  scarred  face  beneath  was  still  handsome—his  features  sharp  and

elegant.  But  my  host  was  looking  at  Tamlin  now,  who  slowly  faced  my  dead

body. 

Tamlin’s  still-masked  face  twisted  into  something  truly  lupine  as  he  raised  his eyes to the queen and snarled. Fangs lengthened. 

Amarantha backed away—away from my corpse. She only whispered

“Please” before golden light exploded. 

The  queen  was  blasted  back,  thrown  against  the  far  wall,  and  Tamlin  let  out  a roar that shook the mountain as he launched himself at her. He shifted into his

beast  form  faster  than  I  could  see—fur  and  claws  and  pound  upon  pound  of lethal muscle. 

She had no sooner hit the wall than he gripped her by the neck, and the stones

cracked as he shoved her against it with a clawed paw. 

She thrashed but could do nothing against the brutal onslaught of Tamlin’s beast. 

Blood ran down his furred arm from where she scratched. 

The Attor and the guards rushed for the queen, but several faeries and High Fae, 

their  masks  clattering  to  the  ground,  jumped  into  their  path,  tackling  them. 

Amarantha screeched, kicking at Tamlin, lashing at him with her dark magic, but

a wall of gold encompassed his fur like a second skin. 

She couldn’t touch him. 

“Tam!” Lucien cried over the chaos. 

A sword hurtled through the air, a shooting star of steel. 

Tamlin  caught  it  in  a  massive  paw.  Amarantha’s  scream  was  cut  short  as  he

drove the sword through her head and into the stone beneath. 

And then closed his powerful jaws around her throat—and ripped it out. 

Silence fell. 

It wasn’t until I was again staring down at my own broken body that I realized

whose eyes I’d been seeing through. But Rhysand didn’t come any closer to my

corpse, not as rushing paws—then a flash of light, then footsteps—filled the air. 

The beast was already gone. 

Amarantha’s blood had vanished from his face, his tunic, as Tamlin slammed to

his knees. 

He  scooped  up  my  limp,  broken  body,  cradling  me  to  his  chest.  He  hadn’t

removed his mask, but I saw the tears that fell onto my filthy tunic, and I heard

the shuddering sobs that broke from him as he rocked me, stroking my hair. 

“No,” someone breathed—Lucien, his sword dangling from his hand. 

Indeed, there were many High Fae and faeries who watched with damp eyes as Tamlin held me. 

I wanted to get to Tamlin. I wanted to touch him, to beg for his forgiveness for

what I’d done, for the other bodies on the floor, but I was so far away. 

Someone  appeared  beside  Lucien—a  tall,  handsome  brown-haired  man  with  a

face similar to his own. Lucien didn’t look at his father, though he stiffened as

the High Lord of the Autumn Court approached Tamlin and extended a clenched

hand to him. 

Tamlin glanced up only when the High Lord opened his fingers and tipped over

his hand. A glittering spark fell upon me. It flared and vanished as it touched my

chest. 

Two  more  figures  approached—both  handsome  and  young.  Through  my  host’s

eyes, I knew them instantly. The brown-skinned one on the left wore a tunic of

blue and green, and atop his white-blond head was a garland of roses—the High

Lord of the Summer Court. His pale-skinned companion, clad in colors of white

and  gray,  possessed  a  crown  of  shimmering  ice.  The  High  Lord  of  the  Winter

Court. 

Chins  raised,  shoulders  back,  they,  too,  dropped  those  glittering  kernels  upon me, and Tamlin bowed his head in gratitude. 

Another High Lord approached, also bestowing upon me a drop of light. 

He  glowed  brightest  of  them  all,  and  from  his  gold-and-ruby  raiment,  I  knew

him to be High Lord of the Dawn Court. Then the High Lord of the Day Court, 

clad in white and gold, his dark skin gleaming with an inner light, presented his

similar gift, and smiled sadly at Tamlin before he walked away. 

Rhysand  stepped  forward,  bringing  my  shred  of  soul  with  him,  and  I  found

Tamlin  staring  at  me—at  us.  “For  what  she  gave,”  Rhysand  said,  extending  a

hand,  “we’ll  bestow  what  our  predecessors  have  granted  to  few  before.”  He

paused. “This makes us even,” he added, and I felt the twinkle of his humor as

he opened his hand and let the seed of light fall on me. 

Tamlin  tenderly  brushed  aside  my  matted  hair.  His  hand  glowed  bright  as  the

rising sun, and in the center of his palm, that strange, shining bud formed. 

“I love you,” he whispered, and kissed me as he laid his hand on my heart. 

Chapter 46

Everything was black, and warm—and thick. Inky, but bordered with gold. 

I was swimming, kicking for the surface, where Tamlin was waiting, where  life

was waiting. Up and up, frantic for air. The golden light grew, and the darkness

became like sparkling wine, easier to swim through, the bubbles fizzing around

me, and—

I gasped, air flooding my throat. 

I was lying on the cold floor. No pain—no blood, no broken bones. I blinked. A

chandelier dangled above me—I’d never noticed how intricate the crystals were, 

how  the  hushed  gasp  of  the  crowd  echoed  off  them.  A  crowd—meaning  I  was

still in that throne room, meaning I … I truly wasn’t dead. Meaning I had … I

had killed those … I had … The room spun. 

I groaned as I braced my hands against the floor, readying myself to stand, but—

the  sight  of  my  skin  stopped  me  cold.  It  gleamed  with  a  strange  light,  and  my fingers seemed  longer where I’d laid them flat on the marble. 

I pushed to my feet. I felt—felt  strong, and fast and sleek. And—

And I’d become High Fae. 

I went rigid as I sensed Tamlin standing behind me, smelled that rain and spring

meadow scent of him, richer than I’d ever noticed. I couldn’t turn around to look

at him—I couldn’t … couldn’t move. A High Fae—

immortal. What had they done? 

I could hear Tamlin holding his breath—hear as he loosed it. Hear the breathing, 

the  whispering  and  weeping  and  quiet  celebrating  of  everyone  in  that  hall,  still watching  us—watching   me—some  chanting  praise  for  the  glorious  power  of

their High Lords. 

“It was the only way we could save you,” Tamlin said softly. But then I looked

to  the  wall,  and  my  hand  rose  to  my  throat.  I  forgot  about  the  stunned  crowd
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entirely. 

There, beneath Clare’s decayed body, was Amarantha, her mouth gaping as the

sword  protruded  from  her  brow.  Her  throat  gone—and  blood  now  soaked  the

front of her gown. 

Amarantha was dead. They were free. I was free. Tamlin was—

Amarantha was dead. And I had killed those two High Fae; I had—

I shook my head slowly. “Are you—” My voice sounded too loud in my ears as I

pushed back against that wall of black that threatened to swallow me. Amarantha

was dead. 

“See for yourself,” he said. I kept my eyes on the ground as I turned. 

There,  on  the  red  marble,  lay  a  golden  mask,  staring  at  me  with  its  hollow eyeholes. 

“Feyre,” Tamlin said, and he cupped my chin between his fingers, gently lifting

my face. I saw that familiar chin first, then the mouth, and then—

He was exactly how I dreamed he would be. 

He smiled at me, his entire face alight with that quiet joy I had come to love so

dearly, and he brushed my hair aside. I savored the feel of his fingers on my skin

and  raised  my  own  to  touch  his  face,  to  trace  the  contours  of  those  high

cheekbones  and  that  lovely,  straight  nose—the  clear,  broad  brow,  the  slightly

arching eyebrows that framed his green eyes. 

What I had done to get to this moment, to be standing here … I shoved against

the  thought  again.  In  a  minute,  in  an  hour,  in  a  day,  I  would  think  about  that, force myself to face it. 

I put a hand on Tamlin’s heart, and a steady beat echoed into my bones. 

I  sat  on  the  edge  of  a  bed,  and  while  I’d  thought  being  an  immortal  meant  a higher  pain  threshold  and  faster  healing,  I  winced  a  good  deal  as  Tamlin

inspected  my  few  remaining  wounds,  then  healed  them.  We’d  scarcely  had  a moment alone together in the hours that followed Amarantha’s death—

that followed what I had done to those two faeries. 

But now, in this quiet room … I couldn’t look away from the truth that sounded

in my head with each breath. 

I’d  killed  them.  Slaughtered  them.  I  hadn’t  even  seen  their  bodies  being  taken away. 

For it had been chaos in the throne room in the moments after I’d awakened. The

Attor  and  the  nastier  faeries  had  disappeared  instantly,  along  with  Lucien’s

brothers, which was a clever move, as Lucien wasn’t the only faerie with a score

to settle. No sign of Rhysand, either. Some faeries had

fled, while others had burst into celebration, and others just stood or paced

—eyes distant, faces pale. As if they, too, didn’t quite feel like this was real. 

One  by  one,  crowding  him,  weeping  and  laughing  with  joy,  the  High  Fae  and

faeries of the Spring Court knelt or embraced or kissed Tamlin, thanking him—

thanking   me.  I  kept  far  enough  back  that  I  would  only  nod,  because  I  had  no words to offer them in exchange for their gratitude, the gratitude for the faeries

I’d butchered to save them. 

Then  there  had  been  meetings  in  the  frenzied  throne  room—quick,  tense

meetings with the High Lords Tamlin was allied with to sort out next steps; then

with  Lucien  and  some  Spring  Court  High  Fae  who  introduced  themselves  as

Tamlin’s  sentries.  But  every  word,  every  breath  was  too  loud,  every  smell  too strong,  the  light  too  bright.  Keeping  still  throughout  it  all  was  easier  than moving, than adjusting to the strange, strong body that was now mine. I couldn’t

even touch my hair without the slight difference in my fingers jarring me. 

On and on, until every newly heightened sense was chafing and raw, and Tamlin

at  last  noticed  my  dull  eyes,  my  silence,  and  took  my  arm.  He  escorted  me

through the labyrinth of tunnels and hallways until we found a quiet bedroom in

a distant wing of the court. 

“Feyre,” Tamlin said now, looking up from inspecting my bare leg. I had been

so  accustomed  to  his  mask  that  the  handsome  face  surprised  me  each  time  I beheld it. 

This—this was what I had murdered those faeries for. Their deaths had not been

in  vain,  and  yet  …  The  blood  on  me  had  been  gone  when  I’d  awoken—as  if

becoming  an  immortal,  as  if  surviving,  somehow  earned  me  the  right  to  wash

their blood off me. 

“What  is  it?”  I  said.  My  voice  was—quiet.  Hollow.  I  should  try—try  to  sound more cheerful, for him, for what had just happened, but …

He gave me that half smile. Had he been human, he might have been in his late

twenties. But he wasn’t human—and neither was I. 

I wasn’t certain whether that was a happy thought or not. 

It  was  one  of  my  smallest  concerns.  I  should  be  begging  for  his  forgiveness, begging  the  families  and  friends  of  those  faeries  for  their  forgiveness.  I  should be on my knees, weeping with shame for all that I had done—

“Feyre,” he said again, lowering my leg to stand between my knees. He caressed

my cheek with a knuckle. “How can I ever repay you for what you did?” 

“You don’t need to,” I said. Let that be that—let that dark, dank cell fade away, 

and  Amarantha’s  face  forever  disappear  from  my  memory.  Even  if  those  two

dead faeries—even if  their faces would never fade for me. If I could ever bring

myself to paint again, I would never be able to stop seeing those faces instead of

the colors and light. 

Tamlin  held  my  face  in  his  hands,  leaning  close,  but  then  released  me  and

grasped  my  left  arm—my  tattooed  arm.  His  brows  narrowed  as  he  studied  the

markings. “Feyre—” 

“I  don’t  want  to  talk  about  it,”  I  mumbled.  The  bargain  I  had  with  Rhysand—

another small concern compared to the stain on my soul, the pit inside it. But I

didn’t doubt I’d see Rhys again soon. 

Tamlin’s fingers traced the marks of my tattoo. “We’ll find a way out of this,” 

he  murmured,  and  his  hand  traveled  up  my  arm  to  rest  on  my  shoulder.  He

opened his mouth, and I knew what he would say—the subject he would try to
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broach. 

I couldn’t talk about it, about them—not yet. So I breathed “Later” and hooked

my  feet  around  his  legs,  drawing  him  closer.  I  placed  my  hands  on  his  chest, feeling the heart beating beneath. This—I needed  this right now. 

It wouldn’t wash away what I’d done, but … I needed him near, needed to smell

and taste him, remind myself that he was real—  this was real. 

“Later,” he echoed, and leaned down to kiss me. 

It was soft, tentative—nothing like the wild, hard kisses we’d shared in the hall

of throne room. He brushed his lips against mine again. I didn’t want apologies, 

didn’t want sympathy or coddling. I gripped the front of his tunic, tugging him

closer as I opened my mouth to him. 

He let out a low growl, and the sound of it sent a wildfire blazing through me, 

pooling and burning in my core. I let it burn through that hole in my chest, my

soul. Let it raze through the wave of black that was starting to press around me, 

let it consume the phantom blood I could still feel on my hands. I gave myself to

that fire, to him, as his hands roved across me, unbuttoning as he went. 

I  pulled  back,  breaking  the  kiss  to  look  into  his  face.  His  eyes  were  bright—

hungry—but his hands had stopped their exploring and rested

firmly on my hips. With a predator’s stillness, he waited and watched as I traced

the contours of his face, as I kissed every place I touched. 

His  ragged  breathing  was  the  only  sound—and  his  hands  soon  began  roaming

across my back and sides, caressing and teasing and baring me to him. When my

traveling  fingers  reached  his  mouth,  he  bit  down  on  one,  sucking  it  into  his mouth. It didn’t hurt, but the bite was hard enough for me to meet his eyes again. 

To realize that he was done waiting—and so was I. 

He eased me onto the bed, murmuring my name against my neck, the shell of my

ear, the tips of my fingers. I urged him—faster, harder. His mouth explored the

curve of my breast, the inside of my thigh. 

A kiss for each day we’d spent apart, a kiss for every wound and terror, a kiss for the ink etched into my flesh, and for all the days we would be together after

this.  Days,  perhaps,  that  I  no  longer  deserved.  But  I  gave  myself  again  to  that fire, threw myself into it, into him, and let myself burn. 

I  was  pulled  from  sleep  by  something  tugging  at  my  middle,  a  thread  deep

inside. 

I left Tamlin sleeping in the bed, his body heavy with exhaustion. In a few hours, 

we would be leaving Under the Mountain and returning home, and I didn’t want

to  wake  him  sooner  than  I  had  to.  I  prayed  I  would  ever  get  to  sleep  that peacefully again. 

I knew who summoned me long before I opened the door to the hall and padded

down  it,  stumbling  and  teetering  every  now  and  then  as  I  adjusted  to  my  new body, its new balance and rhythms. I carefully, slowly took a narrow set of stairs

upward,  up  and  up,  until,  to  my  shock,  a  trickle  of  sunlight  poured  into  the stairwell  and  I  found  myself  on  a  small  balcony  jutting  out  of  the  side  of  the mountain. 

I hissed against the brightness, shielding my eyes. I’d thought it was the middle

of  the  night—I’d  completely  lost  all  sense  of  time  in  the  darkness  of  the

mountain. 

Rhysand  chuckled  softly  from  where  I  could  vaguely  make  him  out  standing

along the stone rail. “I forgot that it’s been a while for you.” 

My eyes stung from the light, and I remained silent until I could look at the view

without a shooting pain going through my head. A land of violet

snowcapped mountains greeted me, but the rock of this mountain was brown and

bare—not even a blade of grass or a crystal of ice gleamed on it. 

I looked at him finally. His membranous wings were out—tucked behind him—

but his hands and feet were normal, no talons in sight. “What do you want?” It

didn’t  come  out  with  the  snap  I’d  intended.  Not  as  I  remembered  how  he’d

fought, again and again, to attack Amarantha, to save me. 

“Just  to  say  good-bye.”  A  warm  breeze  ruffled  his  hair,  brushing  tendrils  of darkness off his shoulders. “Before your beloved whisks you away forever.” 
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“Not  forever,”  I  said,  wiggling  my  tattooed  fingers  for  him  to  see.  “Don’t  you get a week every month?” Those words, thankfully, came out frosty. 

Rhys smiled slightly, his wings rustling and then settling. “How could I forget?” 

I stared at the nose I’d seen bleeding only hours before, the violet eyes that had

been so filled with pain. “Why?” I asked. 

He knew what I meant, and shrugged. “Because when the legends get written, I

didn’t  want  to  be  remembered  for  standing  on  the  sidelines.  I  want  my  future offspring to know that  I was there, and that I fought against her at the end, even if I couldn’t do anything useful.” 

I blinked, this time not at the brightness of the sun. 

“Because,”  he  went  on,  his  eyes  locked  with  mine,  “I  didn’t  want  you  to  fight alone. Or die alone.” 

And for a moment, I remembered that faerie who had died in our foyer, and how

I’d told Tamlin the same thing. “Thank you,” I said, my throat tight. 

Rhys flashed a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I doubt you’ll be saying that

when I take you to the Night Court.” 

I didn’t bother to reply as I turned toward the view. The mountains went on and

on, gleaming and shadowed and vast under the open, clear sky. 

But nothing in me stirred—nothing cataloged the light and colors. 

“Are you going to fly home?” I said. 

A soft laugh. “Unfortunately, it would take longer than I can afford. 

Another day, I’ll taste the skies again.” 

I glanced at the wings tucked into his powerful body, and my voice was hoarse

as I spoke. “You never told me you loved the wings—or the flying.” 

No, he’d made his shape-shifting seem … base, useless, boring. 

He shrugged. “Everything I love has always had a tendency to be taken from me. 

I tell very few about the wings. Or the flying.” 

Some  color  had  already  come  into  that  moon-white  face—and  I  wondered

whether  he  might  once  have  been  tan  before  Amarantha  had  kept  him

belowground  for  so  long.  A  High  Lord  who  loved  to  fly—trapped  under  a

mountain.  Shadows  not  of  his  own  making  still  haunted  those  violet  eyes.  I

wondered if they would ever fade. 

“How does it feel to be a High Fae?” he asked—a quiet, curious question. 

I looked out toward the mountains again, considering. And maybe it was because

there  was  no  one  else  to  hear,  maybe  it  was  because  the  shadows  in  his  eyes would  also  forever  be  in  mine,  but  I  said,  “I’m  an  immortal—who  has  been

mortal.  This  body  …”  I  looked  down  at  my  hand,  so  clean  and  shining—a

mockery of what I’d done. “This body is different, but this”—I put my hand on

my chest, my heart—“this is still human. Maybe it always will be. But it would

have been easier to live with it …” My throat welled. 

“Easier to live with what I did if my heart had changed, too. Maybe I wouldn’t

care  so  much;  maybe  I  could  convince  myself  their  deaths  weren’t  in  vain. 

Maybe immortality will take that away. I can’t tell whether I want it to.” 

Rhysand stared at me for long enough that I faced him. “Be glad of your human

heart, Feyre. Pity those who don’t feel anything at all.” 

I couldn’t explain about the hole that had already formed in my soul—

didn’t want to, so I just nodded. 

“Well, good-bye for now,” he said, rolling his neck as if we hadn’t been talking

about  anything  important  at  all.  He  bowed  at  the  waist,  those  wings  vanishing entirely, and had begun to fade into the nearest shadow when he went rigid. 

His eyes locked on mine, wide and wild, and his nostrils flared. Shock—

pure  shock  flashed  across  his  features  at  whatever  he  saw  on  my  face,  and  he stumbled back a step. Actually  stumbled. 

“What is—” I began. 

He disappeared—simply disappeared, not a shadow in sight—into the crisp air. 

Tamlin and I left the way I’d come in—through that narrow cave in the belly of

the  mountain.  Before  departing,  the  High  Fae  of  several  courts  destroyed  and

then  sealed  Amarantha’s  court  Under  the  Mountain.  We  were  the  last  to  leave, and with a wave of Tamlin’s arm, the entrance to the court crumbled behind us. 

I  still  didn’t  have  the  words  to  ask  what  they’d  done  with  those  two  faeries. 

Maybe someday, maybe soon, I would ask who they were, what their names had

been.  Amarantha’s  body,  I’d  heard,  had  been  hauled  off  to  be  burned—though

Jurian’s bone and eye were somehow missing. As much as I wanted to hate her, 

as much as I wished I could have spat on her burning body … I understood what

had driven her—a very small part of her, but I understood it. 

Tamlin  gripped  my  hand  as  we  strode  through  the  darkness.  Neither  of  us  said anything  when  a  glimmer  of  sunlight  appeared,  staining  the  damp  cave  walls

with a  silvery sheen,  but our  steps quickened  as the  sunlight grew  brighter  and

the cave  warmer,  and  then both  of  us  emerged onto  the  spring-green  grass  that

covered the bumps and hollows of his lands. Our lands. 

The breeze, the scent of wildflowers hit me, and despite the hole in my chest, the

stain on my soul, I couldn’t stop the smile that spread as we mounted a steep hill. 

My faerie legs were far stronger than my human ones, and when we reached the

top  of  the  knoll,  I  wasn’t  nearly  as  winded  as  I  might  once  have  been.  But  the breath was knocked from my chest when I beheld the rose-covered manor. 

Home. 

In  all  my  imaginings  in  Amarantha’s  dungeons,  I’d  never  allowed  myself  to

think of this moment—never allowed myself to dream that outrageously. 

But I’d made it—I’d brought us both home. 

I squeezed his hand as we gazed down at the manor, with its stables and gardens, 

two  sets  of  childish  laughter—true,  free  laughter—coming  from  somewhere

inside  its  grounds.  A  moment  later,  two  small,  shining  figures  darted  into  the field  beyond  the  garden,  shrieking  as  they  were  chased  by  a  taller,  chuckling figure—Alis and her boys. Safe and out of hiding at last. 

Tamlin  slipped  an  arm  around  my  shoulders,  tucking  me  close  to  him  as  he

rested his cheek on my head. My lips trembled, and I wrapped my arm around his waist. 

We stood atop the hill in silence, until the setting sun gilded the house and the

hills and the world and Lucien called us to dinner. 

I stepped out of Tamlin’s arms and kissed him softly. Tomorrow—there would

be tomorrow, and an eternity, to face what I had done, to face what I shredded

into pieces inside myself while Under the Mountain. But for now

… for today …

“Let’s go home,” I said, and took his hand. 
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 For Josh and Annie—
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[image: Image 113]

CONTENTS

PART ONE THE HOUSE OF BEASTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

PART TWO THE HOUSE OF WIND

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

PART THREE THE HOUSE OF MIST

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

[image: Image 114]

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Acknowledgments

Also by Sarah J. Maas

Maybe I’d always been broken and dark inside. 

Maybe someone who’d been born whole and good would have put down the ash

dagger and embraced death rather than what lay before me. 

There was blood everywhere. 

It was an effort to keep a grip on the dagger as my blood-soaked hand trembled. 

As I fractured bit by bit while the sprawled corpse of the High Fae youth cooled

on the marble floor. 

I couldn’t let go of the blade, couldn’t move from my place before him. 

“Good,” Amarantha purred from her throne. “Again.” 

There was another ash dagger waiting, and another Fae kneeling. Female. 

I knew the words she’d say. The prayer she’d recite. 

I knew I’d slaughter her, as I’d slaughtered the youth before me. 

To free them all, to free Tamlin, I would do it. 

I was the butcher of innocents, and the savior of a land. 

“Whenever  you’re  ready,  lovely  Feyre,”  Amarantha  drawled,  her  deep  red  hair

as bright as the blood on my hands. On the marble. 

Murderer. Butcher. Monster. Liar. Deceiver. 

I didn’t know who I meant. The lines between me and the queen had long since

blurred. 

My fingers loosened on the dagger, and it clattered to the ground, splattering the

spreading  pool  of  blood.  Flecks  splashed  onto  my  worn  boots—remnants  of  a

mortal life so far behind me it might as well have been one of my fever-dreams

these few last months. 

I faced the female waiting for death, that hood sagging over her head, her lithe

body  steady.  Braced  for  the  end  I  was  to  give  her,  the  sacrifice  she  was  to become. 

I reached for the second ash dagger atop a black velvet pillow, its hilt icy in my

warm, damp hand. The guards yanked off her hood. 

I knew the face that stared up at me. 

Knew  the  blue-gray  eyes,  the  brown-gold  hair,  the  full  mouth  and  sharp

cheekbones.  Knew  the  ears  that  had  now  become  delicately  arched,  the  limbs

that  had  been  streamlined,  limned  with  power,  any  human  imperfections

smoothed into a subtle immortal glow. 

Knew the hollowness, the despair, the corruption that leaked from that face. 

My hands didn’t tremble as I angled the dagger. 

As I gripped the fine-boned shoulder, and gazed into that hated face—  my face. 

And plunged the ash dagger into my awaiting heart. 

PART ONE

THE HOUSE OF BEASTS

CHAPTER

1

I vomited into the toilet, hugging the cool sides, trying to contain the sounds of

my retching. 

Moonlight  leaked  into  the  massive  marble  bathing  room,  providing  the  only

illumination as I was quietly, thoroughly sick. 

Tamlin hadn’t stirred as I’d jolted awake. And when I hadn’t been able to tell the

darkness of my chamber from the endless night of Amarantha’s dungeons, when

the cold sweat coating me felt like the blood of those faeries, I’d hurtled for the

bathing room. 

I’d been here for fifteen minutes now, waiting for the retching to subside, for the

lingering tremors to spread apart and fade, like ripples in a pool. 

Panting, I braced myself over the bowl, counting each breath. 

Only a nightmare. One of many, asleep and waking, that haunted me these days. 

It had been three months since Under the Mountain. Three months of adjusting to  my  immortal  body,  to  a  world  struggling  to  piece  itself  together  after

Amarantha had fractured it apart. 

I focused on my breathing—in through my nose, out through my mouth. 

Over and over. 

When it seemed like I was done heaving, I eased from the toilet—but didn’t go

far.  Just  to  the  adjacent  wall,  near  the  cracked  window,  where  I  could  see  the night  sky,  where  the  breeze  could  caress  my  sticky  face.  I  leaned  my  head

against the wall, flattening my hands against the chill marble floor. Real. 

This was real. I had survived; I’d made it out. 

Unless  it  was  a  dream—just  a  fever-dream  in  Amarantha’s  dungeons,  and  I’d

awaken back in that cell, and—

I curled my knees to my chest. Real.  Real. 

I mouthed the words. 

I kept mouthing them until I could loosen my grip on my legs and lift my head. 

Pain splintered through my hands—

I’d somehow curled them into fists so tight my nails were close to puncturing my

skin. 

Immortal strength—more a curse than a gift. I’d dented and folded every piece

of  silverware  I’d  touched  for  three  days  upon  returning  here,  had  tripped  over my longer, faster legs so often that Alis had removed any irreplaceable valuables

from my rooms (she’d been particularly grumpy about me knocking over a table

with  an  eight-hundred-year-old  vase),  and  had  shattered  not  one,  not  two,  but five glass doors merely by accidentally closing them too hard. 

Sighing through my nose, I unfolded my fingers. 

My right hand was plain, smooth. Perfectly Fae. 

I tilted my left hand over, the whorls of dark ink coating my fingers, my wrist, 

my forearm all the way to the elbow, soaking up the darkness of the room. The eye etched into the center of my palm seemed to watch me, calm and cunning as

a cat, its slitted pupil wider than it’d been earlier that day. 

As if it adjusted to the light, as any ordinary eye would. 

I scowled at it. 

At whoever might be watching through that tattoo. 

I  hadn’t  heard  from  Rhys  in  the  three  months  I’d  been  here.  Not  a  whisper.  I hadn’t dared ask Tamlin, or Lucien, or anyone—lest it’d somehow summon the

High  Lord  of  the  Night  Court,  somehow  remind  him  of  the  fool’s  bargain  I’d

struck Under the Mountain: one week with him every month in exchange for his

saving me from the brink of death. 

But even if Rhys had miraculously forgotten, I never could. Nor could Tamlin, 

Lucien, or anyone else. Not with the tattoo. 

Even if Rhys, at the end … even if he hadn’t been exactly an enemy. 

To  Tamlin,  yes.  To  every  other  court  out  there,  yes.  So  few  went  over  the

borders of the Night Court and lived to tell. No one really knew what  existed in the northernmost part of Prythian. 

Mountains and darkness and stars and death. 

But  I  hadn’t  felt  like  Rhysand’s  enemy  the  last  time  I’d  spoken  to  him,  in  the hours  after  Amarantha’s  defeat.  I’d  told  no  one  about  that  meeting,  what  he’d said to me, what I’d confessed to him. 

 Be glad of your human heart, Feyre. Pity those who don’t feel anything at  all. 

I squeezed my fingers into a fist, blocking out that eye, the tattoo. I uncoiled to

my feet, and flushed the toilet before padding to the sink to rinse out my mouth, 

then wash my face. 

I wished I felt nothing. 

I  wished  my  human  heart  had  been  changed  with  the  rest  of  me,  made  into

immortal  marble.  Instead  of  the  shredded  bit  of  blackness  that  it  now  was, leaking its ichor into me. 

Tamlin  remained  asleep  as  I  crept  back  into  my  darkened  bedroom,  his  naked

body  sprawled  across  the  mattress.  For  a  moment,  I  just  admired  the  powerful muscles  of  his  back,  so  lovingly  traced  by  the  moonlight,  his  golden  hair, 

mussed with sleep and the fingers I’d run through it while we made love earlier. 

For him, I had done this—for him, I’d gladly wrecked myself and my immortal

soul. 

And now I had eternity to live with it. 

I continued to the bed, each step heavier, harder. The sheets were now cool and

dry, and I slipped in, curling my back to him, wrapping my arms around myself. 

His breathing was deep—even. But with my Fae ears …

sometimes  I  wondered  if  I  heard  his  breath  catch,  only  for  a  heartbeat.  I  never had the nerve to ask if he was awake. 

He never woke when the nightmares dragged me from sleep; never woke when I

vomited my guts up night after night. If he knew or heard, he said nothing about

it. 

I knew similar dreams chased him from his slumber as often as I fled from mine. 

The  first  time  it  had  happened,  I’d  awoken—tried  to  speak  to  him.  But  he’d

shaken off my touch, his skin clammy, and had shifted into that beast of fur and

claws and horns and fangs. He’d spent the rest of the night sprawled across the

foot of the bed, monitoring the door, the wall of windows. 

He’d since spent many nights like that. 

Curled  in  the  bed,  I  pulled  the  blanket  higher,  craving  its  warmth  against  the chill  night.  It  had  become  our  unspoken  agreement—not  to  let  Amarantha  win

by acknowledging that she still tormented us in our dreams and waking hours. 

It was easier to not have to explain, anyway. To not have to tell him that though

I’d freed him, saved his people and all of Prythian from Amarantha

… I’d broken myself apart. 

And I didn’t think even eternity would be long enough to fix me. 

CHAPTER

2

“I want to go.” 

“No.” 

I crossed my arms, tucking my tattooed hand under my right bicep, and spread

my  feet  slightly  further  apart  on  the  dirt  floor  of  the  stables.  “It’s  been  three months. Nothing’s happened, and the village isn’t even five miles—” 

“No.”  The  midmorning  sun  streaming  through  the  stable  doors  burnished

Tamlin’s golden hair as he finished buckling the bandolier of daggers across his

chest. His face—ruggedly handsome, exactly as I’d dreamed it during those long

months he’d worn a mask—was set, his lips a thin line. 

Behind him, already atop his dapple-gray horse, along with three other Fae lord-

sentries,  Lucien  silently  shook  his  head  in  warning,  his  metal  eye  narrowing. 

 Don’t push him, he seemed to say. 

But as Tamlin strode toward where his black stallion had already been saddled, I

gritted  my  teeth  and  stormed  after  him.  “The  village  needs  all  the  help  it  can get.” 

“And we’re still hunting down Amarantha’s beasts,” he said, mounting his horse

in one fluid motion. Sometimes, I wondered if the horses were just to maintain

an  appearance  of  civility—of  normalcy.  To  pretend  that  he  couldn’t  run  faster than them, didn’t live with one foot in the forest. His green eyes were like chips

of  ice  as  the  stallion  started  into  a  walk.  “I  don’t  have  the  sentries  to  spare  to escort you.” 

I lunged for the bridle. “I don’t need an escort.” My grip tightened on the leather

as I tugged the horse to a stop, and the golden ring on my finger—

along with the square-cut emerald glittering atop it—flashed in the sun. 

It  had  been  two  months  since  Tamlin  had  proposed—two  months  of  enduring

presentations about flowers and clothes and seating arrangements and food. I’d had a small reprieve a week ago, thanks to the Winter Solstice, though I’d traded

contemplating lace and silk for selecting evergreen wreaths and garlands. But at

least it had been a break. 

Three days of feasting and drinking and exchanging small presents, culminating

in a long, rather odious ceremony atop the foothills on the longest night to escort

us  from  one  year  to  another  as  the  sun  died  and  was  born  anew.  Or  something like  that.  Celebrating  a  winter  holiday  in  a  place  that  was  permanently

entrenched  in  spring  hadn’t  done  much  to  improve  my  general  lack  of  festive

cheer. 

I  hadn’t  particularly  listened  to  the  explanations  of  its  origins—and  the  Fae themselves debated whether it had emerged from the Winter Court or Day Court. 

Both now claimed it as their holiest holiday. All I really knew was that I’d had to

endure two ceremonies: one at sunset to begin that endless night of presents and

dancing  and  drinking  in  honor  of  the  old  sun’s  death;  and  one  at  the  following dawn, bleary-eyed and feet aching, to welcome the sun’s rebirth. 

It  was  bad  enough  that  I’d  been  required  to  stand  before  the  gathered  courtiers and lesser faeries while Tamlin made his many toasts and salutes. 

Mentioning that my birthday had also fallen on that longest night of the year was

a  fact  I’d  conveniently  forgotten  to  tell  anyone.  I’d  received  enough  presents, anyway—and would no doubt receive many, many more on my wedding day. I

had little use for so many  things. 

Now, only two weeks stood between me and the ceremony. If I didn’t get out of

the  manor,  if  I  didn’t  have  a  day  to  do   something  other  than  spend  Tamlin’s money and be groveled to—

“Please. The recovery efforts are so slow. I could hunt for the villagers, get them

food—” 

“It’s not safe,” Tamlin said, again nudging his stallion into a walk. The horse’s

coat shone like a dark mirror, even in the shade of the stables. 

“Especially not for you.” 

He’d said that every time we had this argument; every time I begged him to let

me  go  to  the  nearby  village  of  High  Fae  to  help  rebuild  what  Amarantha  had burned years ago. 

I  followed  him  into  the  bright,  cloudless  day  beyond  the  stables,  the  grasses coating the nearby foothills undulating in the soft breeze. “People want to come

back, they want a place to  live—” 

“Those  same  people  see  you  as  a  blessing—a  marker  of  stability.  If  something happened to you … ” He cut himself off as he halted his horse at the edge of the

dirt  path  that  would  take  him  toward  the  eastern  woods,  Lucien  now  waiting  a few  yards  down  it.  “There’s  no  point  in  rebuilding  anything  if  Amarantha’s

creatures tear through the lands and destroy it again.” 

“The wards are up—” 

“Some slipped in before the wards were repaired. Lucien hunted down five naga

yesterday.” 

I whipped my head toward Lucien, who winced. He hadn’t told me that at dinner

last  night.  He’d   lied  when  I’d  asked  him  why  he  was  limping.  My  stomach turned over—not just at the lie, but … naga. Sometimes I dreamed of their blood

showering me as I killed them, of their leering serpentine faces while they tried

to fillet me in the woods. 

Tamlin  said  softly,  “I  can’t  do  what  I  need  to  if  I’m  worrying  about  whether you’re safe.” 

“Of course I’ll be safe.” As a High Fae, with my strength and speed, I’d stand a

good chance of getting away if something happened. 

“Please—please  just  do  this  for  me,”  Tamlin  said,  stroking  his  stallion’s  thick neck as the beast nickered with impatience. The others had already moved their

horses into easy canters, the first of them nearly within the shade of the woods. 

Tamlin jerked his chin toward the alabaster estate looming behind me. “I’m sure

there are things to help with around the house. Or you could paint. Try out that

new set I gave for you for Winter Solstice.” 

There was nothing but wedding planning waiting for me in the house, since Alis

refused  to  let  me  lift  a  finger  to  do  anything.  Not  because  of  who  I  was  to Tamlin, what I was about to become to Tamlin, but … because of what I’d done

for  her,  for  her  boys,  for  Prythian.  All  the  servants  were  the  same;  some  still cried with gratitude when they passed me in the halls. And as for painting …

“Fine,” I breathed. I made myself look him in the eye, made myself smile. “Be

careful,” I said, and meant it. The thought of him going out

there, hunting the monsters that had once served Amarantha …

“I love you,” Tamlin said quietly. 

I  nodded,  murmuring  it  back  as  he  trotted  to  where  Lucien  still  waited,  the emissary now frowning slightly. I didn’t watch them go. 

I  took  my  time  retreating  through  the  hedges  of  the  gardens,  the  spring  birds chirping merrily, gravel crunching under my flimsy shoes. 

I hated the bright dresses that had become my daily uniform, but didn’t have the

heart  to  tell  Tamlin—not  when  he’d  bought  so  many,  not  when  he  looked  so

happy to see me wear them. Not when his words weren’t far from the truth. The

day I put on my pants and tunics, the day I strapped weapons to myself like fine

jewelry,  it  would  send  a  message  far  and  clear  across  the  lands.  So  I  wore  the gowns,  and  let  Alis  arrange  my  hair—if  only  so  it  would  buy  these  people  a measure of peace and comfort. 

At  least  Tamlin  didn’t  object  to  the  dagger  I  kept  at  my  side,  hanging  from  a jeweled belt. Lucien had gifted both to me—the dagger during the months before

Amarantha, the belt in the weeks after her downfall, when I’d carried the dagger, 

along  with  many  others,  everywhere  I  went.  You   might  as  well  look  good  if you’re going to arm yourself to the teeth, he’d said. 

But even if stability reigned for a hundred years, I doubted I’d ever awaken one

morning and not put on the knife. 

A hundred years. 

I had that—I had centuries ahead of me. Centuries with Tamlin, centuries in this

beautiful,  quiet  place.  Perhaps  I’d  sort  myself  out  sometime  along  the  way. 

Perhaps not. 

I  paused  before  the  stairs  leading  up  into  the  rose-and-ivy-covered  house,  and
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peeked  toward  the  right—toward  the  formal  rose  garden  and  the  windows  just

beyond it. 

I’d  only  set  foot  in  that  room—my  old  painting  studio—once,  when  I’d  first

returned. 

And all those paintings, all the supplies, all that blank canvas waiting for me to

pour out stories and feelings and dreams … I’d hated it. 

I’d walked out moments later and hadn’t returned since. 

I’d stopped cataloging color and feeling and texture, stopped noticing it. I could

barely look at the paintings hanging inside the manor. 

A sweet, female voice trilled my name from inside the open doors of the manor, 

and the tightness in my shoulders eased a bit. 

Ianthe. The High Priestess, as well as a High Fae noble and childhood friend of

Tamlin’s, who had taken it upon herself to help plan the wedding festivities. 

And  who  had  taken  it  upon  herself  to  worship  me  and  Tamlin  as  if  we  were

newly minted gods, blessed and chosen by the Cauldron itself. 

But I didn’t complain—not when Ianthe knew everyone in the court and outside

of  it.  She’d  linger  by  my  side  at  events  and  dinners,  feeding  me  details  about those  in  attendance,  and  was  the  main  reason  why  I’d  survived  the  merry

whirlwind  of  Winter  Solstice.  She’d  been  the  one  presiding  over  the  various

ceremonies,  after  all—and  I’d  been  more  than  happy  to  let  her  choose  what

manner  of  wreaths  and  garlands  should  adorn  the  manor  and  grounds,  what

silverware complemented each meal. 

Beyond that … while Tamlin was the one who paid for my everyday clothes, it

was Ianthe’s eye that selected them. She was the heart of her people, ordained by

the Hand of the Goddess to lead them from despair and darkness. 

I was in no position to doubt. She hadn’t led me astray yet—and I’d learned to

dread the days when she was busy at her own temple on the grounds, overseeing

pilgrims  and  her  acolytes.  Today,  though—yes,  spending  time  with  Ianthe  was

better than the alternative. 

I  bunched  the  gauzy  skirts  of  my  dawn-pink  gown  in  a  hand  and  ascended  the marble steps into the house. 

Next time, I promised myself. Next time, I’d convince Tamlin to let me go to the

village. 

“Oh, we can’t let   her sit next to him. They’d rip each other to shreds, and then we’d  have  blood  ruining  the  table  linens.”  Beneath  her  pale,  blue-gray  hood, 

Ianthe furrowed her brow, crinkling the tattoo of the various stages of a moon’s

cycle stamped across it. She scribbled out the name she’d dashed onto one of the

seating charts moments before. 

The day had turned warm, the room a bit stuffy even with the breeze through the

open windows. And yet the heavy hooded robe remained on. 

All the High Priestesses wore the billowing, artfully twisted and layered robes—

though they certainly were far from matronly. Ianthe’s slim waist was on display

with  a  fine  belt  of  sky-blue,  limpid  stones,  each  perfectly  oval  and  held  in shining  silver.  And  atop  her  hood  sat  a  matching  circlet—a  delicate  band  of

silver,  with  a  large  stone  at  its  center.  A  panel  of  cloth  had  been  folded  up beneath the circlet, a  built-in swath meant  to be pulled over  the brow and eyes

when she needed to pray, beseech the Cauldron and Mother, or just think. 

Ianthe had shown me once what the panel looked like when down: only her nose

and  full,  sensuous  mouth  visible.  The  Voice  of  the  Cauldron.  I’d  found  the

image unsettling—that merely covering the upper part of her face had somehow

turned  the  bright,  cunning  female  into  an  effigy,  into  something  Other. 

Mercifully, she kept it folded back most of the time. 

Occasionally, she even took the hood off entirely to let the sun play in her long, 

gently curling golden hair. 

Ianthe’s  silver  rings  gleamed  atop  her  manicured  fingers  as  she  wrote  another name  down.  “It’s  like  a  game,”  she  said,  sighing  through  her  pert  nose.  “All these pieces, vying for power or dominance, willing to shed blood, if need be. It

must be a strange adjustment for you.” 

Such  elegance  and  wealth—yet  the  savagery  remained.  The  High  Fae  weren’t

the tittering nobility of the mortal world. No, if they feuded, it  would end with someone being ripped to bloody ribbons. Literally. 

Once, I’d trembled to share breathing space with them. 

I flexed my fingers, stretching and contorting the tattoos etched into my skin. 

Now I could fight alongside them, against them. Not that I’d tried. 

I was too watched—too monitored and judged. Why should the bride of the High

Lord learn to fight if peace had returned? That had been Ianthe’s reasoning when

I’d made the mistake of mentioning it at dinner. Tamlin, to his credit, had seen

both sides: I’d learn to protect myself … but the rumors would spread. 

“Humans  aren’t  much  better,”  I  told  her  at  last.  And  because  Ianthe  was  about the  only  one  of  my  new  companions  who  didn’t  look  particularly  stunned  or

frightened by me, I tried to make conversation and said, “My sister Nesta would

likely fit right in.” 

Ianthe  cocked  her  head,  the  sunlight  setting  the  blue  stone  atop  her  hood

glimmering. “Will your mortal kin be joining us?” 

“No.”  I  hadn’t  thought  to  invite  them—hadn’t  wanted  to  expose  them  to

Prythian. Or to what I’d become. 

She tapped a long, slender finger on the table. “But they live so close to the wall, 

don’t  they?  If  it  was  important  for  you  to  have  them  here,  Tamlin  and  I  could ensure  their  safe  journey.”  In  the  hours  we’d  spent  together,  I’d  told  her  about the village, and the house my sisters now lived in, about Isaac Hale and Tomas

Mandray. I hadn’t been able to mention Clare Beddor

—or what had happened to her family. 

“For all that she’d hold her own,” I said, fighting past the memory of that human

girl, and what had been done to her, “my sister Nesta detests your kind.” 

“Our kind,” Ianthe corrected quietly. “We’ve discussed this.” 

I just nodded. 

But she went on, “We are old, and cunning, and enjoy using words like blades and claws. Every word from your mouth, every turn of phrase, will be judged—

and possibly used against you.” As if to soften the warning, she added, “Be on

your guard, Lady.” 

Lady. A nonsense name. No one knew what to call me. I wasn’t born High Fae. 

I’d been Made—resurrected and given this new body by the seven High Lords of

Prythian.  I  wasn’t  Tamlin’s  mate,  as  far  as  I  knew.  There  was  no  mating  bond between us—yet. 

Honestly … Honestly, Ianthe, with her bright gold hair, those teal eyes, elegant

features, and supple body, looked more like Tamlin’s mate. His equal. A union

with Tamlin—a High Lord and a High Priestess—would send a clear message of

strength to any possible threats to our lands. And secure the power Ianthe was no

doubt keen on building for herself. 

Among  the  High  Fae,  the  priestesses  oversaw  their  ceremonies  and  rituals, 

recorded their histories and legends, and advised their lords and ladies in matters

great  and  trivial.  I  hadn’t  witnessed  any  magic  from  her,  but  when  I’d  asked Lucien,  he’d  frowned  and  said  their  magic  was  drawn  from  their  ceremonies, 

and could be utterly lethal should they choose it. I’d watched her on the Winter

Solstice for any signs of it, marking the way she’d positioned herself so that the

rising sun filled her uplifted arms, but

there had been no ripple or thrum of power. From her, or the earth beneath us. 

I  didn’t  know  what  I’d  really  expected  from  Ianthe—one  of  the  twelve  High

Priestesses who together governed their sisters across every territory in Prythian. 

Ancient,  celibate,  and  quiet  had  been  the  extent  of  my  expectations,  thanks  to those whispered mortal legends, when Tamlin had announced that an old friend

was  soon  to  occupy  and  renovate  the  crumbling  temple  complex  on  our  lands. 

But Ianthe had breezed into our house the next morning and those expectations

had immediately been trampled. Especially the celibate part. 

Priestesses  could  marry,  bear  children,  and  dally  as  they  would.  It  would

dishonor  the  Cauldron’s  gift  of  fertility  to  lock  up  their  instincts,  their  inherent female magic in bearing life, Ianthe had once told me. 

So  while  the  seven  High  Lords  ruled  Prythian  from  thrones,  the  twelve  High

Priestesses  reigned  from  the  altars,  their  children  as  powerful  and  respected  as any lord’s offspring. And Ianthe, the youngest High Priestess in three centuries, 

remained unmarried, childless, and keen to  enjoy the  finest males the land has to offer. 

I often wondered what it was like to be that free and so settled within yourself. 

When  I  didn’t  respond  to  her  gentle  reprimand,  she  said,  “Have  you  given  any thought to what color roses? White? Pink? Yellow? Red—” 

“Not red.” 

I  hated  that  color.  More  than  anything.  Amarantha’s  hair,  all  that  blood,  the welts on Clare Beddor’s broken body, spiked to the walls of Under the Mountain

—

“Russet  could  be  pretty,  with  all  the  green  …  But  maybe  that’s  too  Autumn

Court.” Again, that finger tapped on the table. 

“Whatever  color  you  want.”  If  I  were  being  blunt  with  myself,  I’d  admit  that Ianthe  had  become  a  crutch.  But  she  seemed  willing  to  do  it—caring  when  I

couldn’t bring myself to. 

Yet Ianthe’s brows lifted slightly. 

Despite  being  a  High  Priestess,  she  and  her  family  had  escaped  the  horrors  of Under  the  Mountain  by  running.  Her  father,  one  of  Tamlin’s  strongest  allies

amongst the Spring Court and a captain in his forces, had sensed trouble coming

and packed off Ianthe, her mother, and two younger

sisters to Vallahan, one of the countless faerie territories across the ocean. 

For  fifty  years,  they’d  lived  in  the  foreign  court,  biding  their  time  while  their people were butchered and enslaved. 

She hadn’t once mentioned it. I knew better than to ask. 

“Every  element  of  this  wedding  sends  a  message  to  not  only  Prythian,  but  the world beyond,” she said. I stifled a sigh. I knew—she’d told me this before. “I

know you are not fond of the dress—” 

Understatement. I hated the monstrosity of tulle she’d selected. Tamlin had, too

—though he’d laughed himself hoarse when I showed him in the privacy of my

room.  But  he’d  promised  me  that  though  the  dress  was  absurd,  the  priestess

knew what she was doing. I’d wanted to push back about it, hating that though

he agreed with me, he had sided with her, but …

it took more energy than it was worth. 

Ianthe  went  on,  “But  it  makes  the  right  statement.  I’ve  spent  time  amongst

enough courts to know how they operate. Trust me in this.” 

“I do trust you,” I said, and waved a hand toward the papers before us. 

“You know how to do these things. I don’t.” 

Silver tinkled at Ianthe’s wrists, so like the bracelets the Children of the Blessed

wore  on  the  other  side  of  the  wall.  I  sometimes  wondered  if  those  foolish

humans had stolen the idea from the High Priestesses of Prythian—

if  it  had  been  a  priestess  like  Ianthe  who  had  spread  such  nonsense  among

humans. 

“It’s  an  important  moment  for  me  as  well,”  Ianthe  said  carefully,  adjusting  the circlet  atop  her  hood.  Teal  eyes  met  mine.  “You  and  I  are  so  alike—young, 

untested amongst these … wolves. I am grateful to you, and to Tamlin, to allow

me to preside over the ceremony, to be invited to work with this court, be a part

of this court. The other High Priestesses do not particularly care for me, nor I for

them, but … ” She shook her head, the hood swaying with her. “Together,” she

murmured, “the three of us make a formidable unit. Four, if you count Lucien.” 

She snorted. “Not that he particularly wants anything to do with me.” 

A leading statement. 

She  often  found  ways  to  bring  him  up,  to  corner  him  at  events,  to  touch  his elbow or shoulder. He ignored it all. Last week, I’d finally asked him if she’d set

her  sights  on  him,  and  Lucien  had  merely  given  me  a  look,  snarling  softly, 

before stalking off. I took that as a yes. 

But a match with Lucien would be nearly as beneficial as one with Tamlin: the

right hand of a High Lord  and another High Lord’s son … Any offspring would

be powerful, coveted. 

“You know it’s … hard for him, where females are involved,” I said neutrally. 

“He has been with  many females since the death of his lover.” 

“Perhaps  it’s  different  with  you—perhaps  it’d  mean  something  he’s  not  ready

for.” I shrugged, searching for the right words. “Perhaps he stays away because

of it.” 

She  considered,  and  I  prayed  she  bought  my  half  lie.  Ianthe  was  ambitious, 

clever,  beautiful,  and  bold—but  I  did  not  think  Lucien  forgave  her,  or  would ever forgive her, for fleeing during Amarantha’s reign. 

Sometimes I honestly wondered if my friend might rip her throat out for it. 

Ianthe nodded at last. “Are you at least excited for the wedding?” 

I fiddled with my emerald ring. “It’ll be the happiest day of my life.” 

The day Tamlin had asked me to marry him, I’d certainly felt that way. 

I’d wept with joy as I told him yes, yes, a thousand times yes, and made love to

him in the field of wildflowers where he’d brought me for the occasion. 

Ianthe  nodded.  “The  union  is  Cauldron-blessed.  Your  survival  of  the  horrors

Under the Mountain only proves it.” 

I caught her glance then—toward my left hand, the tattoos. 

It was an effort not to tuck my hand beneath the table. 

The  tattoo  on  her  brow  was  of  midnight-blue  ink—but  somehow  still  fit,  still accented  the  feminine  dresses,  the  bright  silver  jewelry.  Unlike  the  elegant

brutality of mine. 

“We could get you gloves,” she offered casually. 

And  that  would  send  another  message—perhaps  to  the  person  I  so  desperately

hoped had forgotten I existed. 
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“I’ll consider it,” I said with a bland smile. 

It  was  all  I  could  do  to  keep  from  bolting  before  the  hour  was  up  and  Ianthe floated to her own personal prayer room—a gift from Tamlin upon her return—

to offer midday thanks to the Cauldron for our land’s liberation, my triumph, and

Tamlin’s ensured dominance over this land. 

I sometimes debated asking her to pray for me as well. 

To pray that I’d one day learn to love the dresses, and the parties, and my role as

a blushing, pretty bride. 

I  was  already  in  bed  when  Tamlin  entered  my  room,  silent  as  a  stag  through  a wood. I lifted my head, going for the dagger I kept on the nightstand, but relaxed

at the broad shoulders, at the hallway candlelight gilding his tan skin and veiling

his face in shadow. 

“You’re awake?” he murmured. I could hear the frown in his voice. He’d been in

his study since dinner, sorting through the pile of paperwork Lucien had dumped

on his desk. 

“I couldn’t sleep,” I said, watching his muscles shift as he moved to the bathing

room  to  wash  up.  I’d  been  trying  to  sleep  for  an  hour  now—but  each  time  I closed my eyes, my body locked up, the walls of the room pushed in. I’d gone so

far as to throw open the windows, but … It was going to be a long night. 

I  lay  back  on  the  pillows,  listening  to  the  steady,  efficient  sounds  of  him preparing for bed. He kept his own quarters, deeming it vital for me to have my

own space. 

But he slept in here every night. I’d yet to visit his bed, though I wondered if our

wedding  night  would  change  that.  I  prayed  I  wouldn’t  thrash  awake  and  vomit

on  the  sheets  when  I  didn’t  recognize  where  I  was,  when  I  didn’t  know  if  the darkness was permanent. 

Maybe that was why he hadn’t pushed the issue yet. 

He  emerged  from  the  bathing  room,  slinging  off  his  tunic  and  shirt,  and  I

propped myself on my elbows to watch as he paused at the edge of the bed. 

My attention went right to the strong, clever fingers that unfastened his pants. 

Tamlin let out a low snarl of approval, and I bit my bottom lip as he removed his

pants,  along  with  his  undergarments,  revealing  the  proud,  thick  length  of  him. 

My mouth went dry, and I dragged my gaze up his muscled torso, over the panes

of his chest, and then—

“Come here,” he growled, so roughly the words were barely discernable. 

I pushed back the blankets, revealing my already naked body, and he hissed. 

His features turned ravenous while I crawled across the bed and rose up on my

knees.  I  took  his  face  in  my  hands,  the  golden  skin  framed  on  either  side  by fingers of ivory and of swirling black, and kissed him. 

He held my gaze through the kiss, even as I pushed myself closer, biting back a

small noise when he brushed against my stomach. 

His callused hands grazed my hips, my waist, then held me there as he lowered

his head, seizing the kiss. A brush of his tongue against the seam of my lips had

me opening fully for him, and he swept in, claiming me, branding me. 

I  moaned  then,  tilting  my  head  back  to  give  him  better  access.  His  hands

clamped on my waist, then moved—one going to cup my rear, the other sliding

between us. 

This—this moment, when it was him and me and nothing between our bodies …

His tongue scraped the roof of my mouth as he dragged a finger down the center

of me, and I gasped, my back arching. “Feyre,” he said against my lips, my name

like a prayer more devout than any Ianthe had offered up to the Cauldron on that

dark solstice morning. 

His tongue swept my mouth again, in time to the finger that he slipped inside of

me.  My  hips  undulated,  demanding  more,  craving  the  fullness  of  him,  and  his

growl reverberated in my chest as he added another finger. 

I moved on him. Lightning lashed through my veins, and my focus narrowed to

his fingers, his mouth, his body on mine. His palm pushed against the bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs, and I groaned his name as I shattered. 

My  head  thrown  back,  I  gulped  down  night-cool  air,  and  then  I  was  being

lowered to the bed, gently, delicately, lovingly. 

He stretched out above me, his head lowering to my breast, and all it took was

one press of his teeth against my nipple before I was clawing at his back, before

I hooked my legs around him and he settled between them. 

This—I needed  this. 

He paused, arms trembling as he held himself over me. 

“Please,” I gasped out. 

He just brushed his lips against my jaw, my neck, my mouth. 

“Tamlin,” I begged. He palmed my breast, his thumb flicking over my nipple. I

cried out, and he buried himself in me with a mighty stroke. 

For a moment, I was nothing, no one. 

Then we were fused, two hearts beating as one, and I promised myself it always

would be that way as he pulled out a few inches, the muscles of his back flexing

beneath my hands, and then slammed back into me. Again and again. 

I broke and broke against him as he moved, as he murmured my name and told

me he loved me. And when that lightning once more filled my veins, my head, 

when I gasped out his name, his own release found him. I gripped him through

each  shuddering  wave,  savoring  the  weight  of  him,  the  feel  of  his  skin,  his strength. 

For a while, only the rasp of our breathing filled the room. 

I frowned as he withdrew at last—but he didn’t go far. He stretched out on his

side,  head  propped  on  a  fist,  and  traced  idle  circles  on  my  stomach,  along  my breasts. 

“I’m sorry about earlier,” he murmured. 

“It’s fine,” I breathed. “I understand.” 

Not a lie, but not quite true. 

His fingers grazed lower, circling my belly button. “You are—you’re everything

to me,” he said thickly. “I need … I need you to be all right. To know they can’t

get to you—can’t hurt you anymore.” 

“I know.” Those fingers drifted lower. I swallowed hard and said again, 

“I know.” I brushed his hair back from his face. “But what about you? Who gets

to keep you safe?” 

His mouth tightened. With his powers returned, he didn’t need anyone to protect

him, shield him. I could almost see invisible hackles raising—not at me, but at

the thought of what he’d been mere months ago: prone to Amarantha’s whims, 

his  power  barely  a  trickle  compared  to  the  cascade  now  coursing  through  him. 

He  took  a  steadying  breath,  and  leaned  to  kiss  my  heart,  right  between  my

breasts. It was answer enough. 

“Soon,”  he  murmured,  and  those  fingers  traveled  back  to  my  waist.  I  almost

groaned. “Soon you’ll be my wife, and it’ll be fine. We’ll leave all this behind

us.” 

I arched my back, urging his hand lower, and he chuckled roughly. I didn’t quite

hear  myself  speak  as  I  focused  on  the  fingers  that  obeyed  my  silent  command. 

“What  will  everyone  call  me,  then?”  He  grazed  my  belly  button  as  he  leaned

down, sucking the tip of my breast into his mouth. 

“Hmm?” he said, and the rumble against my nipple made me writhe. 

“Is everyone just going to call me ‘Tamlin’s wife’? Do I get a … title?” 

He lifted his head long enough to look at me. “Do you want a title?” 

Before I could answer, he nipped at my breast, then licked over the small hurt—

licked  as  his  fingers  at  last  dipped  between  my  legs.  He  stroked  lazy,  taunting circles. “No,” I gasped out. “But I don’t want people … ” Cauldron boil me, his

damned  fingers—“I don’t know if I can handle them calling me High Lady.” 

His  fingers  slid  into  me  again,  and  he  growled  in  approval  at  the  wetness between  my  thighs,  both  from  me  and  him.  “They  won’t,”  he  said  against  my

skin,  positioning  himself  over  me  again  and  sliding  down  my  body,  trailing

kisses as he went. “There is no such thing as a High Lady.” 

He gripped my thighs to spread my legs wide, lowering his mouth, and—

“What do you mean, there’s no such thing as a High Lady?” 

The heat, his touch—all of it stopped. 

He looked up from between my legs, and I almost climaxed at the sight of it. But

what  he  said,  what  he’d  implied  …  He  kissed  the  inside  of  my  thigh.  “High

Lords only take wives. Consorts. There has never been a High Lady.” 

“But Lucien’s mother—” 

“She’s Lady of the Autumn Court. Not High Lady. Just as you will be Lady of

the  Spring  Court.  They  will  address  you  as  they  address  her.  They  will  respect you  as  they  respect  her.”  He  lowered  his  gaze  back  to  what  was  inches  away from his mouth. 

“So Lucien’s—” 

“I don’t want to hear another male’s name on your lips right now,” he growled, 

and lowered his mouth to me. 

At the first stroke of his tongue, I stopped arguing. 
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Tamlin’s  guilt  must  have  hit  him  hard,  because  although  he  was  gone  the  next day,  Lucien  was  waiting  with  an  offer  to  inspect  the  progress  on  the  nearby village. 

I hadn’t visited in well over a month—I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even

left the grounds. A few of the villagers had been invited to our Winter Solstice

celebrations,  but  I’d  barely  managed  to  do  more  than  greet  them,  thanks  to  the

size of the crowd. 

The  horses  were  already  saddled  outside  the  front  doors  of  the  stables,  and  I counted the sentries by the distant gates (four), on either side of the house (two

at  each  corner),  and  the  ones  now  by  the  garden  through  which  I’d  just  exited (two). Though none spoke, their eyes pressed on me. 

Lucien made to mount his dapple-gray mare but I cut off his path. “A tumble off

your damned horse?” I hissed, shoving his shoulder. 

Lucien actually staggered back, the mare nickering in alarm, and I blinked at my

outstretched  hand.  I  didn’t  let  myself  contemplate  what  the  guards  made  of  it. 

Before he could say anything, I demanded, “Why did you lie about the naga?” 

Lucien crossed his arms, his metal eye narrowing, and shook the red hair from

his face. 

I had to look away for a moment. 

Amarantha’s hair had been darker—and her face a creamy white, not at all like

the sun-kissed gold of Lucien’s skin. 

I  studied  the  stables  behind  him  instead.  At  least  it  was  big,  open,  the  stable hands now off in another wing. I usually had little issue with being inside, which

was mostly whenever I was bored enough to visit the horses

housed within. Plenty of space to move, to escape. The walls didn’t feel too

… permanent. 

Not like the kitchens, which were too low, the walls too thick, the windows not

big enough to climb through. Not like the study, with not enough natural light or

easy  exits.  I  had  a  long  list  in  my  head  of  what  places  I  could  and  couldn’t endure at the manor, ranked by precisely how much they made my body lock up

and sweat. 

“I didn’t  lie,” Lucien said tightly. “I technically  did fall off my horse.” He patted his mount’s flank. “After one of them tackled me off her.” 

Such a faerie way of thinking, of lying. “Why?” 

Lucien clamped his mouth shut. 

“Why?” 

He just twisted back to the patient mare. But I caught the expression on his face

—the …  pity in his eye. 

I blurted, “Can we walk instead?” 

He slowly turned. “It’s three miles.” 

“And you could run that in a few minutes. I’d like to see if I can keep up.” 

His metal eye whirred, and I knew what he’d say before he opened his mouth. 

“Never mind,” I said, heading for my white mare, a sweet-tempered beast, if not

a bit lazy and spoiled. Lucien didn’t try to convince me otherwise, and kept quiet

as we rode from the estate and onto the forest road. Spring, as always, was in full

bloom, the breeze laden with lilac, the brush flanking the path rustling with life. 

No  hint  of  the  Bogge,  of  the  naga,  of  any  of  the  creatures  who  had  once  cast such stillness over the wood. 

I said to him at last, “I don’t want your damn pity.” 

“It’s not pity. Tamlin said I shouldn’t tell you—” He winced a bit. 

“I’m not made of glass. If the naga attacked you, I  deserve to know—” 

“Tamlin is my High Lord. He gives an order, I follow it.” 

“You didn’t have that mentality when you worked around his commands to send

me to see the Suriel.” And I’d nearly died. 

“I was desperate then. We all were. But now—now we need order, Feyre. 

We  need  rules,  and  rankings,  and   order,  if  we’re  going  to  stand  a  chance  of rebuilding. So what he says goes. I am the  first one the others look to—I set

the example. Don’t ask me to risk the stability of this court by pushing back. Not

right now. He’s giving you as much free rein as he can.” 

I  forced  a  steady  breath  to  fill  my  too-tight  lungs.  “For  all  that  you  refuse  to interact with Ianthe, you certainly sound a great deal like her.” 

He hissed, “You have  no idea how hard it is for him to even let you off the estate grounds. He’s under more pressure than you realize.” 

“I know exactly how much pressure he endures. And I didn’t realize I’d become

a prisoner.” 

“You’re not—” He clenched his jaw. “That’s not how it is and you know it.” 

“He didn’t have any trouble letting me hunt and wander on my own when I was

a mere human. When the borders were far less safe.” 

“He didn’t care for you the way he does now. And after what happened Under

the Mountain … ” The words clanged in my head, along my too-tense muscles. 

“He’s terrified.  Terrified of seeing you in his enemies’ hands. 

And they know it, too—they know all they have to do to own him would be to

get ahold of you.” 

“You think I don’t know that? But does he honestly expect me to spend the rest

of my life in that manor, overseeing servants and wearing pretty clothes?” 

Lucien  watched  the  ever-young  forest.  “Isn’t  that  what  all  human  women  wish

for? A handsome faerie lord to wed and shower them with riches for the rest of

their lives?” 

I gripped the reins of my horse hard enough that she tossed her head. 

“Good to know you’re still a prick, Lucien.” 

His metal eye narrowed. “Tamlin is a High Lord. You will be his wife. 

There are traditions and expectations you must uphold.  We must uphold, in order

to present a solid front that is healed from Amarantha and willing to destroy any

foes who try to take what is ours again.” Ianthe had given me almost the same

speech  yesterday.  “The  Tithe  is  happening  soon,”  he  continued,  shaking  his

head,  “the  first  he’s  called  in  since  …  her  curse.”  His  cringe  was  barely

perceptible. “He gave our people three months to get their affairs in order, and

he wanted to wait until the new year had started, but next month, he will demand the Tithe. Ianthe told him it’s time—that the people are ready.” 

He waited, and I wanted to spit at him, because he knew—he  knew that I didn’t

know what it was, and wanted me to admit to it. “Tell me,” I said flatly. 

“Twice a year, usually around the Summer and Winter Solstices, each member

of the Spring Court, whether they’re High Fae or lesser faerie, must pay a Tithe, 

dependent on their income and status. It’s how we keep the estate running, how

we  pay  for  things  like  sentries  and  food  and  servants.  In  exchange,  Tamlin

protects them, rules them, helps them when he can. It’s a give or take. This year, 

he pushed the Tithe back by a month—

just  to  grant  them  that  extra  time  to  gather  funds,  to  celebrate.  But  soon, emissaries from every group, village, or clan will be arriving to pay their Tithes. 

As Tamlin’s wife, you will be expected to sit with him. And if they can’t pay …

You will be expected to sit there while he metes out judgment. 

It  can  get  ugly.  I’ll  be  keeping  track  of  who  does  and  doesn’t  show  up,  who doesn’t pay. And afterward, if they fail to pay their Tithe within the three days’

grace  he  will  officially  offer  them,  he’ll  be  expected  to  hunt  them  down.  The High Priestesses themselves—Ianthe—grant him sacred hunting rights for this.” 

Horrible—brutal. I wanted to say it, but the look Lucien was giving me

… I’d had enough of people judging me. 

“So give him time, Feyre,” Lucien said. “Let’s get through the wedding, then the

Tithe next month, and then … then we can see about the rest.” 

“I’ve given him time,” I said. “I can’t stay cooped up in the house forever.” 

“He knows that—he doesn’t say it, but he knows it. Trust me. You will forgive

him if his family’s own slaughter keeps him from being so …

liberal  with  your  safety.  He’s  lost  those  he  cares  for  too  many  times.  We  all have.” 

Every word was like fuel added to the simmering pit in my gut. “I don’t want to

marry a High Lord. I just want to marry  him.” 

“One  doesn’t  exist  without  the  other.  He  is  what  he  is.  He  will  always,  always seek to protect you, whether you like it or not. Talk to him about it

—really  talk  to  him,  Feyre.  You’ll  figure  it  out.”  Our  gazes  met.  A  muscle

feathered in Lucien’s jaw. “Don’t ask me to pick.” 

“But you’re deliberately  not telling me things.” 

“He  is  my  High  Lord.  His  word  is   law.  We  have  this  one  chance,  Feyre,  to rebuild and make the world as it should be. I will not begin that new world by

breaking his trust. Even if you …” 

“Even if I what?” 

His face paled, and he stroked a hand down the mare’s cobweb-colored mane. “I

was  forced  to  watch  as  my  father  butchered  the  female  I  loved.  My  brothers

 forced me to watch.” 

My heart tightened for him—for the pain that haunted him. 

“There was no magic spell, no miracle to bring her back. There were no gathered

High Lords to resurrect her. I watched, and she died, and I will  never forget that moment when I  heard her heart stop beating.” 

My eyes burned. 

“Tamlin  got  what  I  didn’t,”  Lucien  said  softly,  his  breathing  ragged.  “We  all heard your neck break. But you got to come back. And I doubt that he will ever

forget that sound, either. And he will do everything in his power to protect you

from  that  danger  again,  even  if  it  means  keeping  secrets,  even  if  it  means

sticking to rules you don’t like. In this, he will not bend. So don’t ask him to—

not yet.” 

I had no words in my head, my heart. Giving Tamlin time, letting him adjust …

It was the least I could do. 

The clamor of construction overtook the chittering of forest birds long before we

set  foot  in  the  village:  hammers  on  nails,  people  barking  orders,  livestock

braying. 

We cleared the woods to find a village halfway toward being built: pretty little buildings of stone and wood, makeshift structures over the supplies and livestock

…  The  only  things  that  seemed  absolutely  finished  were  the  large  well  in  the center of the town and what looked to be a tavern. 

Sometimes,  the  normalcy  of  Prythian,  the  utter  similarities  between  it  and  the mortal  lands,  still  surprised  me.  I  might  as  well  have  been  in  my  own  village back home. A much nicer, newer village, but the layout, the focal points … All

the same. 

And I felt like just as much an outsider when Lucien and I rode into the heart of

the chaos and everyone paused their laboring or selling or milling about to look

at us. 

At me. 

Like a ripple of silence, the sounds of activity died in even the farthest reaches of

the village. 

“Feyre Cursebreaker,” someone whispered. 

Well, that was a new name. 

I was grateful for the long sleeves of my riding habit, and the matching gloves

I’d tugged on before we’d entered the village border. 

Lucien pulled up his mare to a High Fae male who looked like he was in charge

of building a house bordering the well fountain. “We came to see if any help was

needed,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Our services are yours for

the day.” 

The male blanched. “Gratitude, my lord, but none is needed.” His eyes gobbled

me up, widening. “The debt is paid.” 

The  sweat  on  my  palms  felt  thicker,  warmer.  My  mare  stomped  a  hoof  on  the

ruddy dirt street. 

“Please,” Lucien said, bowing his head gracefully. “The effort to rebuild is our

burden to share. It would be our honor.” 

The male shook his head. “The debt is paid.” 

And  so  it  went  at  every  place  we  stopped  in  the  village:  Lucien  dismounting, asking to help, and polite, reverent rejections. 

Within twenty minutes, we were already riding back into the shadows and rustle

of the woods. 

“Did he let you take me today,” I said hoarsely, “so that I’d stop asking to help

rebuild?” 

“No.  I  decided  to  take  you  myself.  For  that  exact  reason.  They  don’t  want  or need your help. Your presence is a distraction and a reminder of what they went

through.” 

I  flinched.  “They  weren’t  Under  the  Mountain,  though.  I  recognized  none  of

them.” 

Lucien  shuddered.  “No.  Amarantha  had  …  camps  for  them.  The  nobles  and

favored faeries were allowed to dwell Under the Mountain. But if the people of a

court weren’t working to bring in goods and food, they were locked in camps in

a  network  of  tunnels  beneath  the  Mountain.  Thousands  of  them,  crammed  into

chambers and tunnels with no light, no air. For fifty years.” 

“No one ever said—” 

“It was forbidden to speak of it. Some of them went mad, started preying on the

others when Amarantha forgot to order her guards to feed them. 

Some  formed  bands  that  prowled  the  camps  and  did—”  He  rubbed  his  brows

with  a  thumb  and  forefinger.  “They  did  horrible  things.  Right  now,  they’re

trying to remember what it is to be normal—how to  live.” 

Bile burned my throat. But this wedding … yes, perhaps it would be the start of

that healing. 

Still, a blanket seemed to smother my senses, drowning out sound, taste, feeling. 

“I know you wanted to help,” Lucien offered. “I’m sorry.” 

So was I. 

The vastness of my now-unending existence yawned open before me. 

I let it swallow me whole. 
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A  few  days  before  the  wedding  ceremony,  guests  began  arriving,  and  I  was

grateful  that  I’d  never  be  High  Lady,  never  be  Tamlin’s  equal  in  responsibility and power. 

A small, forgotten part of me roared and screamed at that, but …

Dinner after dinner, luncheons and picnics and hunts. 

I  was  introduced  and  passed  around,  and  my  face  hurt  from  the  smile  I  kept plastered  there  day  and  night.  I  began  looking  forward  to  the  wedding  just

knowing that once it was over, I wouldn’t have to be pleasant or talk to anyone

or  do anything for a week. A month. A year. 

Tamlin  endured  it  all—in  that  quiet,  near-feral  way  of  his—and  told  me  again and  again  that  the  parties  were  a  way  to  introduce  me  to  his  court,  to  give  his people  something  to  celebrate.  He  assured  me  that  he  hated  the  gatherings  as much as I did, and that Lucien was the only one who really enjoyed himself, but

…  I  caught  Tamlin  grinning  sometimes.  And  truthfully,  he  deserved  it,  had

earned it. And these people deserved it, too. 

So I weathered it, clinging to Ianthe when Tamlin wasn’t at my side, or, if they

were together, letting the two of them lead conversations while I counted down

the hours until everyone would leave. 

“You  should  head  to  bed,”  Ianthe  said,  both  of  us  watching  the  assembled

revelers packing the great hall. I’d spotted her by the open doors thirty minutes

ago, and was grateful for the excuse to leave the gaggle of Tamlin’s friends I’d

been stuck talking to. Or  not talking to. Either they outright stared at me, or they tried so damn hard to come up with common topics. 

Hunting, mostly. Conversation usually stalled after three minutes. 

“I’ve  another  hour  before  I  need  to  sleep,”  I  said.  Ianthe  was  in  her  usual  pale robe, hood up and that circlet of silver with its blue stone atop it. 

High Fae males eyed her as they meandered past where we stood by the wood-

paneled wall near the main doors, either from awe or lust or perhaps both, their

gazes occasionally snagging on me. I knew the wide eyes had nothing to do with

my bright green gown or pretty face (fairly bland compared to Ianthe’s). I tried

to ignore them. 

“Are you ready for tomorrow? Is there anything I can do for you?” Ianthe sipped

from her glass of sparkling wine. The gown I wore tonight was a gift from her, 

actually—Spring  Court  green,  she’d  called  it.  Alis  had  merely  lingered  while  I dressed, unnervingly silent, letting Ianthe claim her usual duties. 

“I’m fine.” I’d already contemplated how pathetic it would be if I asked her to

permanently stay after the wedding. If I revealed that I dreaded her leaving me to

this  court,  these  people,  until  Nynsar—a  minor  spring  holiday  to  celebrate  the end of seeding the fields and to pass out the first flower clippings of the season. 

Months and months from now. Even having her live at her own temple felt too

removed. 

Two males that had circled past twice already finally worked up the courage to

approach us—her. 

I leaned against the wall, the wood digging into my back, as they flanked Ianthe. 

Handsome, in the way that most of them were handsome, armed with weapons

that marked them as two of the High Fae who guarded Tamlin’s lands. Perhaps

they even worked under Ianthe’s father. “Priestess,” 

one said, bowing deep. 

By  now,  I’d  become  accustomed  to  people  kissing  her  silver  rings  and

beseeching her for prayers for themselves, their families, or their lovers. 

Ianthe received it all without that beautiful face shifting in the slightest. 

“Bron,”  she  said  to  the  one  on  her  left,  brown-haired  and  tall.  “And  Hart,”  she said to the one on her right, black-haired and built a bit more powerfully than his

friend. She gave a coy, pretty tilt of her lips that I’d learned meant she was now on the hunt for nighttime companionship. “I haven’t seen you two troublemakers

in a while.” 

They parried with flirtatious comments, until the two males began glancing my

way. 

“Oh,”  Ianthe  said,  hood  shifting  as  she  turned.  “Allow  me  to  introduce  Lady

Feyre.”  She  lowered  her  eyes,  angling  her  head  in  a  deep  nod.  “Savior  of

Prythian.” 

“We  know,”  Hart  said  quietly,  bowing  with  his  friend  at  the  waist.  “We  were Under the Mountain with you.” 

I  managed  to  incline  my  head  a  bit  as  they  straightened.  “Congratulations  on tomorrow,” Bron said, grinning. “A fitting end, eh?” 

A fitting end would have been me in a grave, burning in hell. 

“The Cauldron,” Ianthe said, “has blessed all of us with such a union.” 

The males murmured their agreement, bowing their heads again. I ignored it. 

“I have to say,” Bron went on, “that trial—with the Middengard Wyrm? 

Brilliant. One of the most brilliant things I ever saw.” 

It was an effort not to push myself wholly flat against the wall, not to think about

the reek of that mud, the gnashing of those flesh-shredding teeth bearing down

upon me. “Thank you.” 

“Oh,  it  sounded  terrible,”  Ianthe  said,  stepping  closer  as  she  noted  I  was  no longer  wearing  that  bland  smile.  She  put  a  hand  on  my  arm.  “Such  bravery  is awe-inspiring.” 

I was grateful, so pathetically grateful, for the steadying touch. For the squeeze. I

knew then that she’d inspire hordes of young Fae females to join her order—not

for worshipping their Mother and Cauldron, but to learn how she  lived, how she

could shine so brightly and love herself, move from male to male as if they were

dishes at a banquet. 
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“We  missed  the  hunt  the  other  day,”  Hart  said  casually,  “so  we  haven’t  had  a chance to see your talents up close, but I think the High Lord will be stationing

us near the estate next month—it’d be an honor to ride with you.” 

Tamlin  wouldn’t  allow  me  out  with  them  in  a  thousand  years.  And  I  had  no

desire to tell them that I had no interest in ever using a bow and arrow again, or

hunting anything at all. The hunt I’d been dragged on two days ago had almost

been too much. Even with everyone watching me, I hadn’t drawn an arrow. 

They were still waiting for a reply, so I said, “The honor would be mine.” 

“Does my father have you two on duty tomorrow, or will you be attending the

ceremony?” Ianthe said, putting a distracting hand on Bron’s arm. Precisely why

I sought her out at events. 

Bron answered her, but Hart’s eyes lingered on me—on my crossed arms. 

On my tattooed fingers. He said, “Have you heard from the High Lord at all?” 

Ianthe stiffened, and Bron immediately cut his gaze toward my inked flesh. 

“No,” I said, holding Hart’s gaze. 

“He’s probably running scared now that Tamlin’s got his powers back.” 

“Then you don’t know Rhysand very well at all.” 

Hart  blinked,  and  even  Ianthe  kept  silent.  It  was  probably  the  most  assertive thing I’d said to anyone during these parties. 

“Well,  we’ll  take  care  of  him  if  need  be,”  Hart  said,  shifting  on  his  feet  as  I continued to hold his gaze, not bothering to soften my expression. 

Ianthe  said  to  him,  to  me,  “The  High  Priestesses  are  taking  care  of  it.  We  will not allow our savior to be treated so ill.” 

I schooled my face into neutrality. Was  that why Tamlin had initially sought out Ianthe?  To  make  an  alliance?  My  chest  tightened  a  bit.  I  turned  to  her.  “I’m going up. Tell Tamlin I’ll see him tomorrow.” 
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Tomorrow,  because  tonight,  Ianthe  had  told  me,  we’d  spend  apart.  As  dictated

by their long-held traditions. 

Ianthe  kissed  my  cheek,  her  hood  shielding  me  from  the  room  for  a  heartbeat. 

“I’m at your disposal, Lady. Send word if you need anything.” 

I wouldn’t, but I nodded. 

As  I  slipped  from  the  room,  I  peered  toward  the  front—where  Tamlin  and

Lucien were surrounded by a circle of High Fae males and females. Perhaps not

as  refined  as  some  of  the  others,  but  …  They  had  the  look  of  people  who  had been  together  a  long  time,  fought  at  each  other’s  sides.  Tamlin’s  friends.  He’d introduced me to them, and I’d immediately forgotten their names. I hadn’t tried

to learn them again. 

Tamlin tipped his head back and laughed, the others howling with him. 

I left before he could spot me, easing through the crowded halls until I was in the

dim, empty upstairs of the residential wing. 

Alone  in  my  bedroom,  I  realized  I  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  I’d  truly laughed. 

The  ceiling  pushed  down,  the  large,  blunt  spikes  so  hot  I  could  see  the  heat rippling off them even from where I was chained to the floor. Chained, because I

was  illiterate  and  couldn’t  read  the  riddle  written  on  the  wall,  and  Amarantha was glad to let me be impaled. 

Closer and closer. There was no one coming to save me from this horrible death. 

It’d  hurt.  It’d  hurt  and  be  slow,  and  I’d  cry—I  might  even  cry  for  my  mother, who had never cared for me, anyway. I might beg her to save me—

My limbs flailed as I shot upright in bed, yanking against invisible chains. 

I would have lurched for the bathing room had my legs and arms not shook so

badly, had I been able to breathe, breathe,  breathe—

I scanned the bedroom, shuddering. Real—this was real. The horrors, those were nightmares. I was out; I was alive; I was safe. 

A  night  breeze  floated  through  the  open  windows,  ruffling  my  hair,  drying  the cold  sweat  on  me.  The  dark  sky  beckoned,  the  stars  so  dim  and  small,  like

speckles of frost. 

Bron had sounded as if watching my encounter with the Middengard Wyrm was

a  sporting  match.  As  if  I  hadn’t  been  one  mistake  away  from  being  devoured

whole and my bones spat out. 

Savior and jester, apparently. 

I  stumbled  to  the  open  window,  and  pushed  it  wider,  clearing  my  view  of  the star-flecked darkness. 

I rested my head against the wall, savoring the cool stones. 

In a few hours, I’d be married. I’d have my happy ending, whether I deserved it

or  not.  But  this  land,  these  people—   they  would  have  their  happy  ending,  too. 

The  first  few  steps  toward  healing.  Toward  peace.  And  then  things  would  be

fine. 

Then I’d be fine. 

I really, truly hated my wedding gown. 

It  was  a  monstrosity  of  tulle  and  chiffon  and  gossamer,  so  unlike  the  loose gowns I usually wore: the bodice fitted, the neckline curved to plump

my breasts, and the skirts … The skirts were a sparkling tent, practically floating

in the balmy spring air. 

No wonder Tamlin had laughed. Even Alis, as she’d dressed me, had hummed to

herself, but said nothing. Most likely because Ianthe had personally selected the

gown  to  complement  whatever  tale  she’d  weave  today—the  legend  she’d

proclaim to the world. 

I might have dealt with it all if it weren’t for the puffy capped sleeves, so big I

could  almost  see  them  glinting  from  the  periphery  of  my  vision.  My  hair  had

been  curled,  half  up,  half  down,  entwined  with  pearls  and  jewels  and  the Cauldron knew what, and it had taken all my self-control to keep from cringing

at the mirror before descending the sweeping stairs into the main hall. My dress

hissed and swished with each step. 

Beyond  the  shut  patio  doors  where  I  paused,  the  garden  had  been  bedecked  in ribbons and lanterns in shades of cream, blush, and sky blue. 

Three  hundred  chairs  were  assembled  in  the  largest  courtyard,  each  seat

occupied  by  Tamlin’s  court.  I’d  make  my  way  down  the  main  aisle,  enduring

their stares, before I reached the dais at the other end—where Tamlin would be

waiting. 

Then  Ianthe  would  sanction  and  bless  our  union  right  before  sundown,  as  a

representative of  all twelve High Priestesses. She’d hinted that they’d pushed to be  present—but  through  whatever  cunning,  she’d  managed  to  keep  the  other

eleven away. Either to claim the attention for herself, or to spare me from being

hounded by the pack of them. I couldn’t tell. Perhaps both. 

My mouth went paper-dry as Alis fluffed out the sparkling train of my gown in

the  shadow  of  the  garden  doors.  Silk  and  gossamer  rustled  and  sighed,  and  I gripped the pale bouquet in my gloved hands, nearly snapping the stems. 

Elbow-length  silk  gloves—to  hide  the  markings.  Ianthe  had  delivered  them

herself this morning in a velvet-lined box. 

“Don’t  be  nervous,”  Alis  clucked,  her  tree-bark  skin  rich  and  flushed  in  the honey-gold evening light. 

“I’m not,” I rasped. 

“You’re  fidgeting  like  my  youngest  nephew  during  a  haircut.”  She  finished

fussing  over  my  dress,  shooing  away  some  servants  who’d  come  to  spy  on  me

before the ceremony. I pretended I didn’t see them, or the

glittering,  sunset-gilded  crowd  seated  in  the  courtyard  ahead,  and  toyed  with

some invisible fleck of dust on my skirts. 

“You look beautiful,” Alis said quietly. I was fairly certain her thoughts on the

dress were the same as my own, but I believed her. 

“Thank you.” 

“And you sound like you’re going to your funeral.” 

I plastered a grin on my face. Alis rolled her eyes. But she nudged me toward the

doors  as  they  opened  on  some  immortal  wind,  lilting  music  streaming  in.  “It’ll be over faster than you can blink,” she promised, and gently pushed me into the

last of the sunlight. 

Three hundred people rose to their feet and pivoted toward me. 

Not  since  my  last  trial  had  so  many  gathered  to  watch  me,  judge  me.  All  in finery so similar to what they’d worn Under the Mountain. Their faces blurred, 

melded. 

Alis coughed from the shadows of the house, and I remembered to start walking, 

to look toward the dais—

At Tamlin. 

The breath knocked from me, and it was an effort to keep going down the stairs, 

to  keep  my  knees  from  buckling.  He  was  resplendent  in  a  tunic  of  green  and gold, a crown of burnished laurel leaves gleaming on his head. 

He’d  loosened  the  grip  on  his  glamour,  letting  that  immortal  light  and  beauty shine through—for me. 

My  vision  narrowed  on  him,  on  my  High  Lord,  his  wide  eyes  glistening  as  I

stepped onto the soft grass, white rose petals scattered down it—

And red ones. 

Like  drops  of  blood  amongst  the  white,  red  petals  had  been  sprayed  across  the path ahead. 

I forced my gaze up, to Tamlin, his shoulders back, head high. 

So unaware of the true extent of how broken and dark I was inside. How unfit I

was to be clothed in white when my hands were so filthy. 

Everyone else was thinking it. They had to be. 

Every step was too fast, propelling me toward the dais and Tamlin. And toward

Ianthe, clothed in dark blue robes tonight, beaming beneath that hood and silver

crown. 

As if I were good—as if I hadn’t murdered two of their kind. 

I was a murderer and a liar. 

A  cluster  of  red  petals  loomed  ahead—just  like  that  Fae  youth’s  blood  had

pooled at my feet. 

Ten steps from the dais, at the edge of that splatter of red, I slowed. 

Then stopped. 

Everyone was watching, exactly as they had when I’d nearly died, spectators to

my torment. 

Tamlin extended a broad hand, brows narrowing slightly. My heart beat so fast, 

too fast. 

I was going to vomit. 

Right  over  those  rose  petals;  right  over  the  grass  and  ribbons  trailing  into  the aisle from the chairs flanking it. 

And between my skin and bones, something thrummed and pounded, rising and

pushing, lashing through my blood—

So  many  eyes,  too  many  eyes,  pressed  on  me,  witnesses  to  every  crime  I’d

committed, every humiliation—

I don’t know why I’d even bothered to wear gloves, why I’d let Ianthe convince

me. 

The fading sun was too hot, the garden too hedged in. As inescapable as the vow

I was about to make, binding me to him forever, shackling him to my broken and

weary  soul.  The  thing  inside  me  was  roiling  now,  my  body  shaking  with  the

building force of it as it hunted for a way out—

Forever—I  would  never  get  better,  never  get  free  of  myself,  of  that  dungeon

where I’d spent three months—

“Feyre,” Tamlin said, his hand steady as he continued to reach for mine. 

The  sun  sank  past  the  lip  of  the  western  garden  wall;  shadows  pooled,  chilling the air. 

If  I  turned  away,  they’d  start  talking,  but  I  couldn’t  make  the  last  few  steps, couldn’t, couldn’t, couldn’t—

I  was  going  to  fall  apart,  right  there,  right  then—and  they’d  see  precisely  how ruined I was. 

 Help me, help me, help me, I begged someone, anyone. Begged Lucien, standing

in  the  front  row,  his  metal  eye  fixed  on  me.  Begged  Ianthe,  face  serene  and patient and lovely within that hood.  Save me—please, save me. 

 Get me out.  End this. 

Tamlin took a step toward me—concern shading those eyes. 

I retreated a step.  No. 

Tamlin’s  mouth  tightened.  The  crowd  murmured.  Silk  streamers  laden  with

globes of gold faelight twinkled into life above and around us. 

Ianthe said smoothly, “Come, Bride, and be joined with your true love. 

Come, Bride, and let good triumph at last.” 

Good. I was not good. I was  nothing, and my soul, my eternal soul, was damned

—

I tried to get my traitorous lungs to draw air so I could voice the word. 

 No—no. 

But I didn’t have to say it. 

Thunder  cracked  behind  me,  as  if  two  boulders  had  been  hurled  against  each other. 

People screamed, falling back, a few vanishing outright as darkness erupted. 

I  whirled,  and  through  the  night  drifting  away  like  smoke  on  a  wind,  I  found Rhysand straightening the lapels of his black jacket. 

“Hello, Feyre darling,” he purred. 
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I shouldn’t have been surprised. Not when Rhysand liked to make a spectacle of

everything. And found pissing off Tamlin to be an art form. 

But there he was. 

Rhysand, High Lord of the Night Court, now stood beside me, darkness leaking

from him like ink in water. 

He angled his head, his blue-black hair shifting with the movement. 

Those violet eyes sparkled in the golden faelight as they fixed on Tamlin, as he

held up a hand to where Tamlin and Lucien and their sentries had their swords

half-drawn, sizing up how to get me out of the way, how to bring him down—

But at the lift of that hand, they froze. 

Ianthe, however, was backing away slowly, face drained of color. 

“What a pretty little wedding,” Rhysand said, stuffing his hands into his pockets

as  those  many  swords  remained  in  their  sheaths.  The  remaining  crowd  was

pressing back, some climbing over seats to get away. 

Rhys looked me over slowly, and clicked his tongue at my silk gloves. 

Whatever had been building beneath my skin went still and cold. 

“Get  the  hell  out,”  growled  Tamlin,  stalking  toward  us.  Claws  ripped  from  his

knuckles. 

Rhys clicked his tongue again. “Oh, I don’t think so. Not when I need to call in

my bargain with Feyre darling.” 

My stomach hollowed out. No—no, not now. 

“You try to break the bargain, and you know what will happen,” Rhys went on, 

chuckling a bit at the crowd still falling over themselves to get

away  from  him.  He  jerked  his  chin  toward  me.  “I  gave  you  three  months  of

freedom. You could at least look happy to see me.” 

I was shaking too badly to say anything. Rhys’s eyes flickered with distaste. 

The expression was gone when he faced Tamlin again. “I’ll be taking her now.” 

“Don’t you dare,” Tamlin snarled. Behind him, the dais was empty; Ianthe had

vanished entirely. Along with most of those in attendance. 

“Was I interrupting? I thought it was over.” Rhys gave me a smile dripping with

venom. He knew—through that bond, through whatever magic was between us, 

he’d known I was about to say no. “At least, Feyre seemed to think so.” 

Tamlin snarled, “Let us finish the ceremony—” 

“Your High Priestess,” Rhys said, “seems to think it’s over, too.” 

Tamlin stiffened as he looked over a shoulder to find the altar empty. 

When he faced us again, the claws had eased halfway back into his hands. 

“Rhysand—” 

“I’m  in  no  mood  to  bargain,”  Rhys  said,  “even  though  I  could  work  it  to  my advantage, I’m sure.” I jolted at the caress of his hand on my elbow. 

“Let’s go.” 

I didn’t move. 
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“Tamlin,” I breathed. 

Tamlin  took  a  single  step  toward  me,  his  golden  face  turning  sallow,  but

remained focused on Rhys. “Name your price.” 

“Don’t  bother,”  Rhys  crooned,  linking  elbows  with  me.  Every  spot  of  contact

was abhorrent, unbearable. 

He’d  take  me  back  to  the  Night  Court,  the  place  Amarantha  had  supposedly

modeled Under the Mountain after, full of depravity and torture and death—

“Tamlin, please.” 

“Such dramatics,” Rhysand said, tugging me closer. 

But Tamlin didn’t move—and those claws were wholly replaced by smooth skin. 

He fixed his gaze on Rhys, his lips pulling back in a snarl. “If you hurt her—” 

“I know, I know,” Rhysand drawled. “I’ll return her in a week.” 

No—no, Tamlin couldn’t be making those kinds of threats, not when they meant

he  was  letting  me  go.  Even  Lucien  was  gaping  at  Tamlin,  his  face  white  with fury and shock. 

Rhys released my elbow only to slip a hand around my waist, pressing me into

his side as he whispered in my ear, “Hold on.” 

Then  darkness  roared,  a  wind  tearing  me  this  way  and  that,  the  ground  falling away beneath me, the world gone around me. Only Rhys remained, and I hated

him as I clung to him, I hated him with my entire heart—

Then the darkness vanished. 

I smelled jasmine first—then saw stars. A sea of stars flickering beyond glowing

pillars  of  moonstone  that  framed  the  sweeping  view  of  endless  snowcapped

mountains. 

“Welcome to the Night Court,” was all Rhys said. 

It was the most beautiful place I’d ever seen. 

Whatever  building  we  were  in  had  been  perched  atop  one  of  the  gray-stoned

mountains.  The  hall  around  us  was  open  to  the  elements,  no  windows  to  be

found,  just  towering  pillars  and  gossamer  curtains,  swaying  in  that  jasmine-

scented breeze. 

It  must  be  some  magic,  to  keep  the  air  warm  in  the  dead  of  winter.  Not  to mention the altitude, or the snow coating the mountains, mighty winds sending

veils of it drifting off the peaks like wandering mist. 

Little  seating,  dining,  and  work  areas  dotted  the  hall,  sectioned  off  with  those curtains  or  lush  plants  or  thick  rugs  scattered  over  the  moonstone  floor.  A  few balls  of  light  bobbed  on  the  breeze,  along  with  colored-glass  lanterns  dangling from the arches of the ceiling. 

Not a scream, not a shout, not a plea to be heard. 

Behind me, a wall of white marble arose, broken occasionally by open doorways

leading into dim stairwells. The rest of the Night Court had to be through there. 

No wonder I couldn’t hear anyone screaming, if they were all inside. 

“This is my private residence,” Rhys said casually. His skin was darker than I’d

remembered—golden now, rather than pale. 

Pale,  from  being  locked  Under  the  Mountain  for  fifty  years.  I  scanned  him, 

searching  for  any  sign  of  the  massive,  membranous  wings—the  ones  he’d

admitted he loved flying with. But there was none. Just the male, smirking at me. 

And that too-familiar expression— “How  dare you—” 

Rhys snorted. “I certainly missed  that look on your face.” He stalked closer, his movements feline, those violet eyes turning subdued—lethal. 

“You’re welcome, you know.” 

“For  what?” 

Rhys paused less than a foot away, sliding his hands into his pockets. The night

didn’t  seem  to  ripple  from  him  here—and  he  appeared,  despite  his  perfection, 

almost normal. “For saving you when asked.” 

I stiffened. “I didn’t ask for anything.” 


His stare dipped to my left hand. 

Rhys  gave  no  warning  as  he  gripped  my  arm,  snarling  softly,  and  tore  off  the glove.  His  touch  was  like  a  brand,  and  I  flinched,  yielding  a  step,  but  he  held firm until he’d gotten both gloves off. “I heard you begging someone,  anyone, to rescue you, to get you out. I heard you say  no.” 

“I didn’t say anything.” 

He turned my bare hand over, his hold tightening as he examined the eye he’d

tattooed. He tapped the pupil. Once. Twice. “I heard it loud and clear.” 

I  wrenched  my  hand  away.  “Take  me  back.  Now.  I  didn’t  want  to  be  stolen away.” 

He  shrugged.  “What  better  time  to  take  you  here?  Maybe  Tamlin  didn’t  notice

you  were  about  to  reject  him  in  front  of  his  entire  court—maybe  you  can  now simply blame it on me.” 

“You’re a bastard. You made it clear enough that I had … reservations.” 

“Such gratitude, as always.” 

I struggled to get down a single, deep breath. “What do you want from me?” 

“Want? I want you to say thank you, first of all. Then I want you to take off that hideous dress. You look … ” His mouth cut a cruel line. “You look exactly like

the doe-eyed damsel he and that simpering priestess want you to be.” 

“You don’t know anything about me. Or us.” 

Rhys gave me a knowing smile. “Does Tamlin? Does he ever ask you why you

hurl  your  guts  up  every  night,  or  why  you  can’t  go  into  certain  rooms  or  see certain colors?” 

I froze. He might as well have stripped me naked. “Get the hell out of my head.” 

Tamlin had horrors of his own to endure, to face down. 

“Likewise.”  He  stalked  a  few  steps  away.  “You  think  I  enjoy  being  awoken

every  night  by  visions  of  you  puking?  You  send  everything  right  down  that

bond, and I don’t appreciate having a front-row seat when I’m trying to sleep.” 

“Prick.” 

Another  chuckle.  But  I  wouldn’t  ask  about  what  he  meant—about  the  bond

between us. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of looking curious. 

“As for what else I want from you … ” He gestured to the house behind us. 

“I’ll tell you tomorrow at breakfast. For now, clean yourself up. Rest.” That rage

flickered in his eyes again at the dress, the hair. “Take the stairs on the right, one

level down. Your room is the first door.” 

“Not a dungeon cell?” Perhaps it was foolish to reveal that fear, to suggest it to

him. 

But Rhys half turned, brows lifting. “You are not a prisoner, Feyre. You made a

bargain, and I am calling it in. You will be my guest here, with the privileges of

a  member  of  my  household.  None  of  my  subjects  are  going  to  touch  you,  hurt you, or so much as think ill of you here.” 

My tongue was dry and heavy as I said, “And where might those subjects be?” 

“Some dwell here—in the mountain beneath us.” He angled his head. 

“They’re  forbidden  to  set  foot  in  this  residence.  They  know  they’d  be  signing their death warrant.” His eyes met mine, stark and clear, as if he could sense the

panic, the shadows creeping in. “Amarantha wasn’t very creative,” he said with

quiet  wrath.  “My  court  beneath  this  mountain  has  long  been  feared,  and  she

chose  to  replicate  it  by  violating  the  space  of  Prythian’s  sacred  mountain.  So, yes: there’s a court beneath this mountain

—the court your Tamlin now expects me to be subjecting you to. I preside over

it every now and then, but it mostly rules itself.” 

“When—when are you taking me there?” If I had to go underground, had to see

those kinds of horrors again … I’d beg him—  beg him not to take me. 

I  didn’t  care  how  pathetic  it  made  me.  I’d  lost  any  sort  of  qualms  about  what lines I’d cross to survive. 

“I’m not.” He rolled his shoulders. “This is my home, and the court beneath it is

my … occupation, as you mortals call it. I do not like for the two to overlap very

often.” 

My brows rose slightly. “ ‘You mortals’?” 

Starlight danced along the planes of his face. “Should I consider you something

different?” 

A challenge. I shoved away my irritation at the amusement again tugging at the

corners of his lips, and instead said, “And the other denizens of your court?” The

Night Court territory was enormous—bigger than any other in Prythian. And all

around us were those empty, snow-blasted mountains. No sign of towns, cities, 

or anything. 

“Scattered throughout, dwelling as they wish. Just as  you are now free to roam

where you wish.” 

“I wish to roam home.” 

Rhys laughed, finally sauntering toward the other end of the hall, which ended in

a veranda open to the stars. “I’m willing to accept your thanks at any time, you

know,” he called to me without looking back. 

Red  exploded  in  my  vision,  and  I  couldn’t  breathe  fast  enough,  couldn’t   think above  the  roar  in  my  head.  One  heartbeat,  I  was  staring  after  him—the  next,  I had my shoe in a hand. 

I hurled it at him with all my strength. 

All my considerable, immortal strength. 

I barely saw my silk slipper as it flew through the air, fast as a shooting star, so

fast that even a High Lord couldn’t detect it as it neared—
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And slammed into his head. 

Rhys whirled, a hand rising to the back of his head, his eyes wide. 

I already had the other shoe in my hand. 

Rhys’s  lip  pulled  back  from  his  teeth.  “I  dare  you.”  Temper—he  had  to  be  in some mood today to let his temper show this much. 

Good. That made two of us. 

I flung my other shoe right at his head, as swift and hard as the first one. 

His hand snatched up, grabbing the shoe mere inches from his face. 

Rhys hissed and lowered the shoe, his eyes meeting mine as the silk dissolved to

glittering black dust in his fist. His fingers unfurled, the last of

the sparkling ashes blowing into oblivion, and he surveyed my hand, my body, 

my face. 

“Interesting,” he murmured, and continued on his way. 

I  debated  tackling  him  and  pummeling  that  face  with  my  fists,  but  I  wasn’t

stupid.  I  was  in  his  home,  on  top  of  a  mountain  in  the  middle  of  absolutely nowhere,  it  seemed.  No  one  would  be  coming  to  rescue  me—no  one  was  even

here to witness my screaming. 

So  I  turned  toward  the  doorway  he’d  indicated,  heading  for  the  dim  stairwell beyond. 

I’d  nearly  reached  it,  not  daring  to  breathe  too  loudly,  when  a  bright,  amused female voice said behind me—far away, from wherever Rhys had gone to at the

opposite end of the hall, “So,  that went well.” 

Rhys’s answering snarl sent my footsteps hurrying. 

My room was … a dream. 

After  scouring  it  for  any  sign  of  danger,  after  learning  every  exit  and  entrance and  hiding  place,  I  paused  in  the  center  to  contemplate  where,  exactly,  I’d  be staying for the next week. 

Like the upstairs living area, its windows were open to the brutal world beyond

—no glass, no shutters—and sheer amethyst curtains fluttered in that unnatural, 

soft  breeze.  The  large  bed  was  a  creamy  white-and-ivory  concoction,  with

pillows and blankets and throws for days, made more inviting by the twin golden

lamps beside it. An armoire and dressing table occupied a wall, framed by those

glass-less windows. Across the room, a chamber with a porcelain sink and toilet

lay behind an arched wooden door, but the bath …

The bath. 

Occupying  the  other  half  of  the  bedroom,  my  bathtub  was  actually  a  pool, 

hanging right off the mountain itself. A pool for soaking or enjoying myself. Its

far edge seemed to disappear into nothing, the water flowing silently off the side

and into the night beyond. A narrow ledge on the adjacent wall was lined with

fat,  guttering  candles  whose  glow  gilded  the  dark,  glassy  surface  and  wafting tendrils of steam. 

Open, airy, plush, and … calm. 

This  room  was  fit  for  an  empress.  With  the  marble  floors,  silks,  velvets,  and elegant details, only an empress could have afforded it. I tried not to think what

Rhys’s chamber was like, if this was how he treated his guests. 

Guest—not prisoner. 

Well … the room proved it. 

I didn’t bother barricading the door. Rhys could likely fly in if he felt like it. And

I’d seen him shatter a faerie’s mind without so much as blinking. I doubted a bit

of wood would keep out that horrible power. 

I  again  surveyed  the  room,  my  wedding  gown  hissing  on  the  warm  marble

floors. 

I peered down at myself. 
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 You look ridiculous. 

Heat itched along my cheeks and neck. 

It  didn’t  excuse  what  he’d  done.  Even  if  he’d  …  saved  me—I  choked  on  the

word—from having to refuse Tamlin. Having to explain. 

Slowly, I tugged the pins and baubles from my curled hair, piling them onto the

dressing table. The sight was enough for me to grit my teeth, and I swept them

into  an  empty  drawer  instead,  slamming  it  shut  so  hard  the  mirror  above  the table  rattled.  I  rubbed  at  my  scalp,  aching  from  the  weight  of  the  curls  and prodding pins. This afternoon, I’d imagined Tamlin pulling them each from my

hair, a kiss for every pin, but now—

I swallowed against the burning in my throat. 

Rhys  was  the  least  of  my  concerns.  Tamlin  had  seen  the  hesitation,  but  had  he understood that I was about to say no? Had Ianthe? I had to tell him. 

Had to explain that there couldn’t be a wedding, not for a while yet. Maybe I’d

wait until the mating bond snapped into place, until I knew for sure it couldn’t be

some mistake, that … that I was worthy of him. 

Maybe  wait  until  he,  too,  had  faced  the  nightmares  stalking  him.  Relaxed  his grip on things a bit. On me. Even if I understood his need to protect, that fear of

losing me … Perhaps I should explain everything when I returned. 

But—so many people had seen it, seen  me hesitate—

My lower lip trembled, and I began unbuttoning my gown, then tugged it off my

shoulders. 

I  let  it  slide  to  the  ground  in  a  sigh  of  silk  and  tulle  and  beading,  a  deflated soufflé on the marble floor, and took a large step out of it. Even my

undergarments were ridiculous: frothy scraps of lace, intended solely for Tamlin

to admire—and then tear into ribbons. 

I snatched up the gown, storming to the armoire and shoving it inside. 

Then I stripped off the undergarments and chucked them in as well. 

My tattoo was stark against the pile of white silk and lace. My breath came faster

and  faster.  I  didn’t  realize  I  was  weeping  until  I  grabbed  the  first  bit  of  fabric within the armoire I could find—a set of turquoise nightclothes—and shoved my

feet into the ankle-length pants, then pulled the short-sleeved matching shirt over

my  head,  the  hem  grazing  the  top  of  my  navel.  I  didn’t  care  that  it  had  to  be some Night Court fashion, didn’t care that they were soft and warm. 

I climbed into that big, fluffy bed, the sheets smooth and welcoming, and could

barely draw a breath steady enough to blow out the lamps on either side. 

But as soon as darkness enveloped the room, my sobs hit in full—great, gasping

pants  that  shuddered  through  me,  flowing  out  the  open  windows,  and  into  the

starry, snow-kissed night. 

Rhys hadn’t been lying when he said I was to join him for breakfast. 

My  old  handmaidens  from  Under  the  Mountain  appeared  at  my  door  just  past

dawn, and I might not have recognized the pretty, dark-haired twins had they not

acted like they knew me. I had never seen them as anything but shadows, their

faces always concealed in impenetrable night. But here

—or perhaps without Amarantha—they were fully corporeal. 

Nuala and Cerridwen were their names, and I wondered if they’d ever told me. If

I had been too far gone Under the Mountain to even care. 

Their gentle knock hurled me awake—not that I’d slept much during the night. 

For  a  heartbeat,  I  wondered  why  my  bed  felt  so  much  softer,  why  mountains

flowed into the distance and not spring grasses and hills … and then it all poured

back in. Along with a throbbing, relentless headache. 

After the second, patient knock, followed by a muffled explanation through the

door of who they were, I scrambled out of bed to let them in. 

And after a miserably awkward greeting, they informed me that breakfast would

be served in thirty minutes, and I was to bathe and dress. 

I  didn’t  bother  to  ask  if  Rhys  was  behind  that  last  order,  or  if  it  was  their

recommendation based on how  grim I no  doubt looked, but  they laid out  some clothes on the bed before leaving me to wash in private. 

I  was  tempted  to  linger  in  the  luxurious  heat  of  the  bathtub  for  the  rest  of  the day, but a faint, endlessly amused  tug cleaved through my headache. I knew that

tug—had  been  called  by  it  once  before,  in  those  hours  after  Amarantha’s

downfall. 

I ducked to my neck in the water, scanning the clear winter sky, the fierce wind

whipping  the  snow  off  those  nearby  peaks  …  No  sign  of  him,  no  pound  of

beating  wings.  But  the  tug  yanked  again  in  my  mind,  my  gut—a  summoning. 

Like some servant’s bell. 

Cursing him soundly, I scrubbed myself down and dressed in the clothes they’d

left. 

And now, striding across the sunny upper level as I blindly followed the source

of  that  insufferable  tug,  my  magenta  silk  shoes  near-silent  on  the  moonstone

floors,  I  wanted  to  shred  the  clothes  off  me,  if  only  for  the  fact  that  they belonged to this place, to  him. 

My  high-waisted  peach  pants  were  loose  and  billowing,  gathered  at  the  ankles

with velvet cuffs of bright gold. The long sleeves of the matching top were made

of gossamer, also gathered at the wrists, and the top itself hung just to my navel, 

revealing a sliver of skin as I walked. 

Comfortable,  easy  to  move  in—to  run.  Feminine.  Exotic.  Thin  enough  that, 

unless Rhysand planned to torment me by casting me into the winter wasteland

around  us,  I  could  assume  I  wasn’t  leaving  the  borders  of  whatever  warming

magic kept the palace so balmy. 

At  least  the  tattoo,  visible  through  the  sheer  sleeve,  wouldn’t  be  out  of  place here. But—the clothes were still a part of this court. 

And no doubt part of some game he intended to play with me. 

At the very end of the upper level, a small glass table gleamed like quicksilver in

the  heart  of  a  stone  veranda,  set  with  three  chairs  and  laden  with  fruits,  juices, pastries, and breakfast meats. And in one of those chairs

…  Though  Rhys  stared  out  at  the  sweeping  view,  the  snowy  mountains  near-blinding  in  the  sunlight,  I  knew  he’d  sensed  my  arrival  from  the  moment  I

cleared the stairwell at the other side of the hall. Maybe since I’d awoken, if that

tug was any indication. 

I  paused  between  the  last  two  pillars,  studying  the  High  Lord  lounging  at  the breakfast table and the view he surveyed. 

“I’m not a dog to be summoned,” I said by way of greeting. 

Slowly,  Rhys  looked  over  his  shoulder.  Those  violet  eyes  were  vibrant  in  the light, and I curled my fingers into fists as they swept from my head to my toes

and back up again. He frowned at whatever he found lacking. “I didn’t want you

to get lost,” he said blandly. 

My  head  throbbed,  and  I  eyed  the  silver  teapot  steaming  in  the  center  of  the table. A cup of tea … “I thought it’d always be dark here,” I said, if only to not

look quite as desperate for that life-giving tea so early in the morning. 

“We’re  one  of  the  three  Solar  Courts,”  he  said,  motioning  for  me  to  sit  with  a graceful  twist  of  his  wrist.  “Our  nights  are  far  more  beautiful,  and  our  sunsets and dawns are exquisite, but we do adhere to the laws of nature.” 

I slid into the upholstered chair across from him. His tunic was unbuttoned at the

neck,  revealing  a  hint  of  the  tanned  chest  beneath.  “And  do  the  other  courts choose not to?” 

“The  nature  of  the  Seasonal  Courts,”  he  said,  “is  linked  to  their  High  Lords, whose magic and will keeps them in eternal spring, or winter, or fall, or summer. 

It has always been like that—some sort of strange stagnation. 

But  the  Solar  Courts—Day,  Dawn,  and  Night—are  of  a  more  …  symbolic

nature.  We  might  be  powerful,  but  even  we  cannot  alter  the  sun’s  path  or

strength. Tea?” 

The sunlight danced along the curve of the silver teapot. I kept my eager nod to a

restrained dip of my chin. “But you will find,” Rhysand went on, pouring a cup

for  me,  “that  our  nights  are  more  spectacular—so  spectacular  that  some  in  my territory  even  awaken  at  sunset  and  go  to  bed  at  dawn,  just  to  live  under  the starlight.” 

I splashed some milk in the tea, watching the light and dark eddy together. “Why is it so warm in here, when winter is in full blast out there?” 

“Magic.” 

“Obviously.”  I  set  down  my  teaspoon  and  sipped,  nearly  sighing  at  the  rush  of heat and smoky, rich flavor. “But  why?” 

Rhys  scanned  the  wind  tearing  through  the  peaks.  “You  heat  a  house  in  the

winter—why shouldn’t I heat this place as well? I’ll admit I don’t know

 why my predecessors built a palace fit for the Summer Court in the middle of a

mountain range that’s mildly warm at best, but who am I to question?” 

I took a few more sips, that headache already lessening, and dared to scoop some

fruit onto my plate from a glass bowl nearby. 

He watched every movement. Then he said quietly, “You’ve lost weight.” 

“You’re  prone  to  digging  through  my  head  whenever  you  please,”  I  said, 

stabbing a piece of melon with my fork. “I don’t see why you’re surprised by it.” 

His  gaze  didn’t  lighten,  though  that  smile  again  played  about  his  sensuous

mouth, no doubt his favorite mask. “Only occasionally will I do that. And I can’t

help it if  you send things down the bond.” 

I contemplated refusing to ask as I had done last night, but … “How does it work

—this  bond that allows you to see into my head?” 

He sipped from his own tea. “Think of the bargain’s bond as a bridge between us

—and at either end is a door to our respective minds. A shield. 

My innate talents allow me to slip through the mental shields of anyone I wish, 

with  or  without  that  bridge—unless  they’re  very,  very  strong,  or  have  trained extensively to keep those shields tight. As a human, the gates to your mind were

flung open for me to stroll through. As Fae … ” A little shrug. “Sometimes, you

unwittingly  have  a  shield  up—sometimes,  when  emotion  seems  to  be  running

strong,  that  shield  vanishes.  And  sometimes,  when  those  shields  are  open,  you might  as  well  be  standing  at  the  gates  to  your  mind,  shouting  your  thoughts across the bridge to me. Sometimes I hear them; sometimes I don’t.” 

I scowled, clenching my fork harder. “And how often do you just rifle through my mind when my shields are down?” 

All  amusement  faded  from  his  face.  “When  I  can’t  tell  if  your  nightmares  are real threats or imagined. When you’re about to be married and you silently beg

anyone to help you. Only when you drop your mental shields and unknowingly

blast those things down the bridge. And to answer your question before you ask, 

yes. Even with your shields up, I could get through them if I wished. You could

train, though—learn how to shield against someone like me, even with the bond

bridging our minds and my own abilities.” 

I  ignored  the  offer.  Agreeing  to  do  anything  with  him  felt  too  permanent,  too accepting of the bargain between us. “What do you want with me? You

said you’d tell me here. So tell me.” 

Rhys leaned back in his chair, folding powerful arms that even the fine clothes

couldn’t hide. “For this week? I want you to learn how to read.” 

CHAPTER

6

Rhysand had mocked me about it once—had asked me while we were Under the

Mountain  if  forcing  me  to  learn  how  to  read  would  be  my  personal  idea  of

torture. 

“No, thank you,” I said, gripping my fork to keep from chucking it at his head. 

“You’re  going  to  be  a  High  Lord’s  wife,”  Rhys  said.  “You’ll  be  expected  to

maintain your own correspondences, perhaps even give a speech or two. 

And the Cauldron knows what else he and Ianthe will deem appropriate for you. 

Make  menus  for  dinner  parties,  write  thank-you  letters  for  all  those  wedding

gifts, embroider sweet phrases on pillows … It’s a necessary skill. 

And, you know what? Why don’t we throw in shielding while we’re at it. 

Reading and shielding—fortunately, you can practice them together.” 

“They are  both necessary skills,” I said through my teeth, “but  you are not going to teach me.” 

“What  else  are  you  going  to  do  with  yourself?  Paint?  How’s  that  going  these days, Feyre?” 

“What the hell does it even matter to you?” 

“It serves various purposes of mine, of course.” 

“What. Purposes.” 

“You’ll have to agree to work with me to find out, I’m afraid.” 

Something sharp poked into my hand. 

I’d folded the fork into a tangle of metal. 

When I set it down on the table, Rhys chuckled. “Interesting.” 

“You said that last night.” 

“Am I not allowed to say it twice?” 

“That’s not what I was implying and you know it.” 

His  gaze  raked  over  me  again,  as  if  he  could  see  beneath  the  peach  fabric, through  the  skin,  to  the  shredded  soul  beneath.  Then  it  drifted  to  the  mangled fork. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re rather strong for a High Fae?” 

“Am I?” 

“I’ll take that as a no.” He popped a piece of melon into his mouth. 

“Have you tested yourself against anyone?” 

“Why would I?” I was enough of a wreck as it was. 

“Because you were resurrected and reborn by the combined powers of the seven

High Lords. If I were you, I’d be curious to see if anything else transferred to me

during that process.” 

My blood chilled. “Nothing else  transferred to me.” 

“It’d just be rather … interesting,” he smirked at the word, “if it did.” 

“It didn’t, and I’m not going to learn to read or shield with you.” 

“Why? From spite? I thought you and I got past that Under the Mountain.” 

“Don’t get me started on what you did to me Under the Mountain.” 

Rhys went still. 

As still as I’d ever seen him, as still as the death now beckoning in those eyes. 

Then his chest began to move, faster and faster. 

Across the pillars towering behind him, I could have sworn the shadow of great

wings spread. 

He opened his mouth, leaning forward, and then stopped. Instantly, the shadows, 

the ragged breathing, the intensity were gone, the lazy grin returning. “We have

company. We’ll discuss this later.” 

“No, we won’t.” But quick, light footsteps sounded down the hall, and then she

appeared. 

If  Rhysand  was  the  most  beautiful  male  I’d  ever  seen,  she  was  his  female

equivalent. 

Her bright, golden hair was tied back in a casual braid, and the turquoise of her

clothes—fashioned  like  my  own—offset  her  sun-kissed  skin,  making  her

practically glow in the morning light. 

“Hello,  hello,”  she  chirped,  her  full  lips  parting  in  a  dazzling  smile  as  her  rich brown eyes fixed on me. 

“Feyre,” Rhys said smoothly, “meet my cousin, Morrigan. Mor, meet the lovely, 

charming, and open-minded Feyre.” 

I debated splashing my tea in his face, but Mor strode toward me. Each step was

assured and steady, graceful, and … grounded. Merry but alert. 

Someone  who  didn’t  need  weapons—or  at  least  bother  to  sheath  them  at  her side. “I’ve heard so much about you,” she said, and I got to my feet, awkwardly

jutting out my hand. 

She ignored it and grabbed me into a bone-crushing hug. She smelled like citrus

and cinnamon. I tried to relax my taut muscles as she pulled away and grinned

rather fiendishly. “You look like you were getting under Rhys’s skin,” she said, 

strutting  to  her  seat  between  us.  “Good  thing  I  came  along.  Though  I’d  enjoy seeing Rhys’s balls nailed to the wall.” 

Rhys slid incredulous eyes at her, his brows lifting. 

I hid the smile that tugged on my lips. “It’s—nice to meet you.” 

“Liar,”  Mor  said,  pouring  herself  some  tea  and  loading  her  plate.  “You  want

nothing to do with us, do you? And wicked Rhys is making you sit here.” 

“You’re … perky today, Mor,” Rhys said. 

Mor’s  stunning  eyes  lifted  to  her  cousin’s  face.  “Forgive  me  for  being  excited about having company  for once.” 

“You  could  be  attending  your  own  duties,”  he  said  testily.  I  clamped  my  lips tighter together. I’d never seen Rhys … irked. 

“I needed a break, and you told me to come here whenever I liked, so what better

time than now, when you brought my new friend to finally meet me?” 

I  blinked,  realizing  two  things  at  once:  one,  she  actually  meant  what  she  said; two, hers was the female voice I’d heard speak last night, mocking Rhys for our

squabble.  So,  that  went well, she’d teased. As if there were any other alternative, any chance of pleasantness, where he and I were concerned. 

A  new  fork  had  appeared  beside  my  plate,  and  I  picked  it  up,  only  to  spear  a piece of melon. “You two look nothing alike,” I said at last. 

“Mor  is  my  cousin  in  the   loosest  definition,”  he  said.  She  grinned  at  him, devouring slices of tomato and pale cheese. “But we were raised together. 

She’s my only surviving family.” 
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I didn’t have the nerve to ask what happened to everyone else. Or remind myself

whose father was responsible for the lack of family at my own court. 

“And  as  my  only  remaining  relative,”  Rhys  went  on,  “Mor  believes  she  is

entitled to breeze in and out of my life as she sees fit.” 

“So grumpy this morning,” Mor said, plopping two muffins onto her plate. 

“I didn’t see you Under the Mountain,” I found myself saying, hating those last

three words more than anything. 

“Oh, I wasn’t there,” she said. “I was in—” 

“Enough, Mor,” he said, his voice laced with quiet thunder. 

It  was  a  trial  in  itself  not  to  sit  up  at  the  interruption,  not  to  study  them  too closely. 

Rhysand set his napkin on the table and rose. “Mor will be here for the rest of

the  week,  but  by  all  means,  do  not  feel  that  you  have  to  oblige  her  with  your presence.” Mor stuck out her tongue at him. He rolled his eyes, the most human

gesture I’d ever seen him make. He examined my plate. 

“Did  you  eat  enough?”  I  nodded.  “Good.  Then  let’s  go.”  He  inclined  his  head toward the pillars and swaying curtains behind him. “Your first lesson awaits.” 

Mor sliced one of the muffins in two in a steady sweep of her knife. The angle of

her fingers, her wrist, indeed confirmed my suspicions that weapons weren’t at

all foreign to her. “If he pisses you off, Feyre, feel free to shove him over the rail

of the nearest balcony.” 

Rhys gave her a smooth, filthy gesture as he strode down the hall. 

I eased to my feet when he was a good distance ahead. “Enjoy your breakfast.” 

“Whenever you want company,” she said as I edged around the table, 

“give a shout.” She probably meant that literally. 

I merely nodded and trailed after the High Lord. 

I agreed to sit at the long, wooden table in a curtained-off alcove only because he

had  a  point.  Not  being  able  to  read  had  almost  cost  me  my  life  Under  the

Mountain.  I’d  be  damned  if  I  let  it  become  a  weakness  again,  his  personal

agenda or no. And as for shielding … I’d be a damned fool not to

take  up  the  offer  to  learn  from  him.  The  thought  of  anyone,  especially  Rhys, sifting through the mess in my mind, taking information about the Spring Court, 

about the people I loved … I’d never allow it. Not willingly. 

But  it  didn’t  make  it  any  easier  to  endure  Rhysand’s  presence  at  the  wooden table. Or the stack of books piled atop it. 

“I know my alphabet,” I said sharply as he laid a piece of paper in front of me. 

“I’m  not  that  stupid.”  I  twisted  my  fingers  in  my  lap,  then  pinned  my  restless hands under my thighs. 

“I didn’t say you were stupid,” he said. “I’m just trying to determine where we

should begin.” I leaned back in the cushioned seat. “Since you’ve refused to tell

me a thing about how much you know.” 

My face warmed. “Can’t you hire a tutor?” 

He lifted a brow. “Is it that hard for you to even try in front of me?” 

“You’re a High Lord—don’t you have better things to do?” 

“Of course. But none as enjoyable as seeing you squirm.” 

“You’re a real bastard, you know that?” 

Rhys huffed a laugh. “I’ve been called worse. In fact, I think you’ve called me

worse.” He tapped the paper in front of him. “Read that.” 

A blur of letters. My throat tightened. “I can’t.” 

“Try.” 

The sentence had been written in elegant, concise print. His writing, no doubt. I

tried to open my mouth, but my spine locked up. “What,  exactly, is your stake in all this? You said you’d tell me if I worked with you.” 

“I didn’t specify  when I’d tell you.” I peeled back from him as my lip curled. He shrugged.  “Maybe  I  resent  the  idea  of  you  letting  those  sycophants  and  warmongering fools in the Spring Court make you feel inadequate. Maybe I indeed

enjoy seeing you squirm. Or maybe—” 

“I get it.” 

Rhys snorted. “Try to read it, Feyre.” 

Prick. I snatched the paper to me, nearly ripping it in half in the process. I looked

at the first word, sounding it out in my head. “Y-you … ” The next I figured out

with a combination of my silent pronunciation and logic. “Look

… ” 

“Good,” he murmured. 

“I didn’t ask for your approval.” 

Rhys chuckled. 

“Ab … Absolutely.” It took me longer than I wanted to admit to figure that out. 

The next word was even worse. “De … Del … ” 

I deigned to glance at him, brows raised. 

“Delicious,” he purred. 

My brows now knotted. I read the next two words, then whipped my face toward

him. “You look absolutely delicious today, Feyre?! That’s what you wrote?” 

He leaned back in his seat. As our eyes met, sharp claws caressed my mind and

his voice whispered inside my head:  It’s true, isn’t it? 

I jolted back, my chair groaning. “Stop that!” 

But those claws now dug in—and my entire body, my heart, my lungs, my  blood

yielded to his grip, utterly at his command as he said,  The fashion   of the Night

 Court suits you. 

I couldn’t move in my seat, couldn’t even blink. 

 This is  what  happens  when  you  leave  your  mental  shields  down.  Someone   with my sort of powers could slip inside, see what they want, and take your   mind for themselves. Or they could shatter it. I’m currently standing on the   threshold of your mind … but if I were to go deeper, all it would take would  be half a thought from me and who you are, your very self, would be wiped  away. 

Distantly, sweat slid down my temple. 

 You should be afraid. You should be afraid of this, and you should be  thanking the gods-damned Cauldron that in the past three months, no one  with my sorts of gifts has run into you. Now shove me out. 

I  couldn’t.  Those  claws  were  everywhere—digging  into  every  thought,  every

piece of self. He pushed a little harder. 

 Shove. Me. Out. 

I  didn’t  know  where  to  begin.  I  blindly  pushed  and  slammed  myself  into  him, into  those  claws  that  were  everywhere,  as  if  I  were  a  top  loosed  in  a  circle  of mirrors. 

His laughter, low and soft, filled my mind, my ears.  That way, Feyre. 

In answer, a little open path gleamed inside my mind. The road out. 

It’d take me forever to unhook each claw and shove the mass of his presence out

that narrow opening. If I could wash it away—

A wave. A wave of self, of  me, to sweep all of him out—

I  didn’t  let  him  see  the  plan  take  form  as  I  rallied  myself  into  a  cresting  wave and struck. 

The  claws  loosened—reluctantly.  As  if  letting  me  win  this  round.  He  merely

said, “Good.” 

My bones, my breath and blood, they were mine again. I slumped in my seat. 

“Not yet,” he said. “Shield. Block me out so I can’t get back in.” 

I already wanted to go somewhere quiet and sleep for a while—

Claws at that outer layer of my mind, stroking—

I  imagined  a  wall  of  adamant  snapping  down,  black  as  night  and  a  foot  thick. 

The claws retracted a breath before the wall sliced them in two. 

Rhys was grinning. “Very nice. Blunt, but nice.” 

I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed the piece of paper and shredded it in two, then

four. “You’re a pig.” 

“Oh, most definitely. But look at you—you read that whole sentence, kicked me

out of your mind,  and shielded. Excellent work.” 

“Don’t condescend to me.” 

“I’m not. You’re reading at a level far higher than I anticipated.” 

That burning returned to my cheeks. “But mostly illiterate.” 

“At  this  point,  it’s  about  practice,  spelling,  and  more  practice.  You  could  be reading  novels  by  Nynsar.  And  if  you  keep  adding  to  those  shields,  you  might very well keep me out entirely by then, too.” 

Nynsar.  It’d  be  the  first  Tamlin  and  his  court  would  celebrate  in  nearly  fifty years.  Amarantha  had  banned  it  on  a  whim,  along  with  a  few  other  small,  but beloved Fae holidays that she had deemed  unnecessary. But Nynsar was months

from now. “Is it even possible—to truly keep you out?” 

“Not  likely,  but  who  knows  how  deep  that  power  goes?  Keep  practicing  and

we’ll see what happens.” 

“And will I still be bound by this bargain at Nynsar, too?” 

Silence. 

I pushed, “After—after what happened—” I couldn’t mention specifics on what had occurred Under the Mountain, what he’d done for me during that fight with

Amarantha,  what  he’d  done  after—  “I  think  we  can  agree  that  I  owe  you

nothing, and you owe  me nothing.” 

His gaze was unflinching. 

I blazed on, “Isn’t it enough that we’re all free?” I splayed my tattooed hand on

the  table.  “By  the  end,  I  thought  you  were  different,  thought  that  it  was  all  a mask, but taking me away,  keeping me here … ” I shook my head, unable to find

the words vicious enough, clever enough to convince him to end this bargain. 

His eyes darkened. “I’m not your enemy, Feyre.” 

“Tamlin says you are.” I curled the fingers of my tattooed hand into a fist. 

“Everyone else says you are.” 

“And  what  do  you  think?”  He  leaned  back  in  his  chair  again,  but  his  face  was grave. 

“You’re doing a damned good job of making me agree with them.” 

“Liar,” he purred. “Did you even tell your friends about  what I did to you Under the Mountain?” 

So  that  comment  at  breakfast   had  gotten  under  his  skin.  “I  don’t  want  to  talk about anything related to that. With you or them.” 

“No,  because  it’s  so  much  easier  to  pretend  it  never  happened  and  let  them

coddle you.” 

“I don’t  let them coddle me—” 

“They had you wrapped up like a present yesterday. Like you were  his reward.” 

“So?” 

“So?” A flicker of rage, then it was gone. 

“I’m ready to be taken home,” I merely said. 
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“Where  you’ll  be  cloistered  for  the  rest  of  your  life,  especially  once  you  start punching out heirs. I can’t wait to see what Ianthe does when she gets her hands

on  them.” 

“You don’t seem to have a particularly high opinion of her.” 

Something cold and predatory crept into his eyes. “No, I can’t say that I do.” He

pointed to a blank piece of paper. “Start copying the alphabet. Until your letters

are perfect. And every time you get through a round, lower and raise your shield. 

Until  that is second nature. I’ll be back in an hour.” 

“What?” 

“Copy. The. Alphabet. Until—” 

“I heard what you said.” Prick. Prick, prick,  prick. 

“Then get to work.” Rhys uncoiled to his feet. “And at least have the decency to

only call me a prick when your shields are back up.” 

He  vanished  into  a  ripple  of  darkness  before  I  realized  that  I’d  let  the  wall  of adamant fade again. 

By the time Rhys returned, my mind felt like a mud puddle. 

I  spent  the  entire  hour  doing  as  I’d  been  ordered,  though  I’d  flinched  at  every sound  from  the  nearby  stairwell:  quiet  steps  of  servants,  the  flapping  of  sheets being changed, someone humming a beautiful and winding melody. And beyond

that, the chatter of birds that dwelled in the unnatural warmth of the mountain or

in the many potted citrus trees. No sign of my impending torment. No sentries, 

even, to monitor me. I might as well have had the entire place to myself. 

Which  was  good,  as  my  attempts  to  lower  and  raise  that  mental  shield  often

resulted in my face being twisted or strained or pinched. 

“Not bad,” Rhys said, peering over my shoulder. 

He’d appeared moments before, a healthy distance away, and if I hadn’t known

better,  I  might  have  thought  it  was  because  he  didn’t  want  to  startle  me.  As  if
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he’d known about the time Tamlin had crept up behind me, and panic had hit me

so hard I’d knocked him on his ass with a punch to his stomach. I’d blocked it

out—the shock on Tam’s face, how  easy it had been to take him off his feet, the

humiliation of having my stupid terror so out in the open …

Rhys  scanned  the  pages  I’d  scribbled  on,  sorting  through  them,  tracking  my

progress. 

Then,  a  scrape  of  claws  inside  my  mind—that  only  sliced  against  black, 

glittering adamant. 

I  threw  my  lingering  will  into  that  wall  as  the  claws  pushed,  testing  for  weak spots …

“Well, well,” Rhysand purred, those mental claws withdrawing. 

“Hopefully I’ll be getting a good night’s rest at last, if you can manage to keep

the wall up while you sleep.” 

I dropped the shield, sent a word blasting down that mental bridge between us, 

and hauled the walls back up. Behind it, my mind wobbled like jelly. I needed a

nap. Desperately. 

“Prick I might be, but look at you. Maybe we’ll get to have some fun with our

lessons after all.” 

I was still scowling at Rhys’s muscled back as I kept a healthy ten steps behind

him  while  he  led  me  through  the  halls  of  the  main  building,  the  sweeping

mountains and blisteringly blue sky the only witnesses to our silent trek. 

I  was  too  drained  to  demand  where  we  were  now  going,  and  he  didn’t  bother

explaining as he led me up, up—until we entered a round chamber at the top of a

tower. 

A  circular  table  of  black  stone  occupied  the  center,  while  the  largest  stretch  of uninterrupted gray stone wall was covered in a massive map of our world. It had

been  marked  and  flagged  and  pinned,  for  whatever  reasons  I  couldn’t  tell,  but my gaze drifted to the windows throughout the room—so many that it felt utterly

exposed, breathable. The perfect home, I supposed, for a High Lord blessed with wings. 

Rhys stalked to the table, where there was another map spread, figurines dotting

its surface. A map of Prythian—and Hybern. 

Every  court  in  our  land  had  been  marked,  along  with  villages  and  cities  and rivers and mountain passes. Every court … but the Night Court. 

The  vast,  northern  territory  was  utterly  blank.  Not  even  a  mountain  range  had been etched in. Strange, likely part of some strategy I didn’t understand. 

I  found  Rhysand  watching  me—his  raised  brows  enough  to  make  me  shut  my

mouth against the forming question. 

“Nothing to ask?” 

“No.” 

A feline smirk danced on his lips, but Rhys jerked his chin toward the map on

the wall. “What do you see?” 

“Is  this  some  sort  of  way  of  convincing  me  to  embrace  my  reading  lessons?” 

Indeed, I couldn’t decipher any of the writing, only the shapes of things. Like the

wall, its massive line bisecting our world. 

“Tell me what you see.” 

“A world divided in two.” 

“And do you think it should remain that way?” 

I  whipped  my  head  toward  him.  “My  family—”  I  halted  on  the  word.  I  should

have known better than to admit to having a family, that I cared for them—

“Your  human  family,”  Rhys  finished,  “would  be  deeply  impacted  if  the  wall

came down, wouldn’t they? So close to its border … If they’re lucky, they’ll flee

across the ocean before it happens.” 

“Will it happen?” 

Rhysand didn’t break my stare. “Maybe.” 

“Why?” 

“Because war is coming, Feyre.” 

CHAPTER

7

 War. 

The word clanged through me, freezing my veins. 

“Don’t  invade,”  I  breathed.  I’d  get  on  my  knees  for  this.  I’d  crawl  if  I  had  to. 

“Don’t invade—please.” 

Rhys  cocked  his  head,  his  mouth  tightening.  “You  truly  think  I’m  a  monster, 

even after everything.” 

“Please,” I gasped out. “They’re defenseless, they won’t stand a chance

—” 

“I’m not going to invade the mortal lands,” he said too quietly. 

I  waited  for  him  to  go  on,  glad  for  the  spacious  room,  the  bright  air,  as  the ground started to slide out from beneath me. 

“Put your damn shield up,” he growled. 

I  looked  inward,  finding  that  invisible  wall  had  dropped  again.  But  I  was  so tired, and if war was coming, if my family—

“Shield.  Now.” 

The raw command in his voice—the voice of the High Lord of the Night Court

—had  me  acting  on  instinct,  my  exhausted  mind  building  the  wall  brick  by

brick.  Only  when  it’d  ensconced  my  mind  once  more  did  he  speak,  his  eyes

softening almost imperceptibly. “Did you think it would end with Amarantha?” 

“Tamlin  hasn’t  said  …  ”  And  why  would  he  tell  me?  But  there  were  so  many patrols, so many meetings I wasn’t allowed to attend, such … tension. 

He had to know. I needed to ask him—demand why he hadn’t told me—

“The King of Hybern has been planning his campaign to reclaim the world south

of the wall for over a hundred years,” Rhys said. “Amarantha

was  an  experiment—a  forty-nine-year  test,  to  see  how  easily  and  how  long  a

territory might fall and be controlled by one of his commanders.” 

For an immortal, forty-nine years was nothing. I wouldn’t have been surprised to

hear  he’d  been  planning  this  for  far  longer  than  a  century.  “Will  he  attack Prythian first?” 

“Prythian,” Rhys said, pointing to the map of our massive island on the table, “is

all  that  stands  between  the  King  of  Hybern  and  the  continent.  He  wants  to

reclaim the human lands there—perhaps seize the faerie lands, too. 

If  anyone  is  to  intercept  his  conquering  fleet  before  it  reaches  the  continent,  it would be us.” 

I  slid  into  one  of  the  chairs,  my  knees  wobbling  so  badly  I  could  hardly  keep upright. 

“He will seek to remove Prythian from his way swiftly and thoroughly,” 

Rhys  continued.  “And  shatter  the  wall  at  some  point  in  the  process.  There  are already holes in it, though mercifully small enough to make it difficult to swiftly

pass his armies through. He’ll want to bring the whole thing down—and likely

use the ensuing panic to his advantage.” 

Each  breath  was  like  swallowing  glass.  “When—when  is  he  going  to  attack?” 

The wall had held steady for five centuries, and even then, those damned holes

had  allowed  the  foulest,  hungriest  Fae  beasts  to  sneak  through  and  prey  on

humans.  Without  that  wall,  if  Hybern  was  indeed  to  launch  an  assult  on  the

human world … I wished I hadn’t eaten such a large breakfast. 

“That is the question,” he said. “And why I brought you here.” 

I lifted my head to meet his stare. His face was drawn, but calm. 

“I don’t know when or where he plans to attack Prythian,” Rhys went on. 

“I don’t know who his allies here might be.” 

“He’d have allies here?” 

A slow nod. “Cowards who would bow and join him, rather than fight his armies

again.” 

I  could  have  sworn  a  whisper  of  darkness  spread  along  the  floor  behind  him. 

“Did … did you fight in the War?” 

For  a  moment,  I  thought  he  wouldn’t  answer.  But  then  Rhys  nodded.  “I  was

young—by our standards, at least. But my father had sent aid to the mortal-faerie

alliance  on  the  continent,  and  I  convinced  him  to  let  me  take  a  legion  of  our soldiers.” He sat in the chair beside mine, gazing vacantly at

the map. “I was stationed in the south, right where the fighting was thickest. 

The slaughter was … ” He chewed on the inside of his cheek. “I have no interest

in ever seeing full-scale slaughter like that again.” 

He blinked, as if clearing the horrors from his mind. “But I don’t think the King

of  Hybern  will  strike  that  way—not  at  first.  He’s  too  smart  to  waste  his  forces here, to give the continent time to rally while we fight him. 

If  he  makes  his  move  to  destroy  Prythian  and  the  wall,  it’ll  be  through  stealth and trickery. To weaken us. Amarantha was the first part of that plan. 

We now have several untested High Lords, broken courts with High Priestesses

angling for control like wolves around a carcass, and a people who have realized

how powerless they might truly be.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” I said, my voice thin, scratchy. It made no sense

—none—that he would reveal his suspicions, his fears. 

And Ianthe—she might be ambitious, but she was Tamlin’s friend.  My friend, of

sorts. Perhaps the only ally we’d have against the other High Priestesses, Rhys’s

personal dislike for her or no …

“I  am  telling  you  for  two  reasons,”  he  said,  his  face  so  cold,  so  calm,  that  it unnerved me as much as the news he was delivering. “One, you’re …

close to Tamlin. He has men—but he also has long-existing ties to Hybern

—” 

“He’d  never help the king—” 

Rhys held up a hand. “I want to know if Tamlin is willing to fight with us. If he

can use those connections to our advantage. As he and I have strained relations, 

you have the pleasure of being the go-between.” 

“He doesn’t inform me of those things.” 

“Perhaps it’s time he did. Perhaps it’s time you insisted.” He examined the map, 

and I followed where his gaze landed. On the wall within Prythian

—on the small, vulnerable mortal territory. My mouth went dry. 

“What is your other reason?” 

Rhys looked me up and down, assessing, weighing. “You have a skill set that I

need. Rumor has it you caught a Suriel.” 

“It wasn’t that hard.” 

“I’ve tried and failed. Twice. But that’s a discussion for another day. I saw you

trap the Middengard Wyrm like a rabbit.” His eyes twinkled. “I need you to help

me. To use those skills of yours to track down what I need.” 

“What   do  you  need?  Whatever  was  tied  to  my  reading  and  shielding,  I’m guessing?” 

“You’ll learn of that later.” 

I didn’t know why I’d even bothered to ask. “There have to be at least a dozen

other hunters more experienced and skilled—” 

“Maybe there are. But you’re the only one I trust.” 

I blinked. “I could betray you whenever I feel like it.” 

“You could. But you won’t.” I gritted my teeth, and was about to say something

vicious when he added, “And then there’s the matter of your powers.” 

“I  don’t  have  any  powers.”  It  came  out  so  fast  that  there  was  no  chance  of  it sounding like anything but denial. 

Rhys crossed his legs. “Don’t you? The strength, the speed … If I didn’t know

better, I’d say you and Tamlin were doing a very good job of pretending you’re

normal.  That  the  powers  you’re  displaying  aren’t  usually  the  first  indications among our kind that a High Lord’s son might become his Heir.” 

“I’m not a High Lord.” 

“No, but you were given life by all seven of us. Your very essence is tied to us, 

born  of  us.  What  if  we  gave  you  more  than  we  expected?”  Again,  that  gaze

raked  over  me.  “What  if  you  could  stand  against  us—hold  your  own,  a  High

Lady?” 

“There are no High Ladies.” 

His brows furrowed, but he shook his head. “We’ll talk about  that later, too. But yes, Feyre—there  can be High Ladies. And perhaps you aren’t one of them, but

…  what  if  you  were  something  similar?  What  if  you  were  able  to  wield  the

power of seven High Lords at once? What if you could blend into darkness, or

shape-shift, or freeze over an entire room—an entire army?” 

The winter wind on the nearby peaks seemed to howl in answer. That thing I’d

felt under my skin …

“Do  you  understand  what  that  might  mean  in  an  oncoming  war?  Do  you

understand how it might destroy you if you don’t learn to control it?” 

“One,  stop  asking  so  many  rhetorical  questions.  Two,  we  don’t  know  if  I   do have these powers—” 

“You do. But you need to start mastering them. To learn what you inherited from

us.” 

“And  I  suppose  you’re  the  one  to  teach  me,  too?  Reading  and  shielding  aren’t enough?” 

“While you hunt with me for what I need, yes.” 

I began shaking my head. “Tamlin won’t allow it.” 

“Tamlin isn’t your keeper, and you know it.” 

“I’m his subject, and he is my High Lord—” 

“You are  no one’s subject.” 

I went rigid at the flash of teeth, the smoke-like wings that flared out. 

“I  will  say  this  once—and  only  once,”  Rhysand  purred,  stalking  to  the  map  on the wall. “You can be a pawn, be someone’s reward, and spend the rest of your

immortal  life  bowing  and  scraping  and  pretending  you’re  less  than  him,  than

Ianthe, than any of us. If you want to pick that road, then fine. A shame, but it’s

your choice.” The shadow of wings rippled again. 

“But  I  know  you—more  than  you  realize,  I  think—and  I  don’t  believe  for  one

damn  minute  that  you’re  remotely  fine  with  being  a  pretty  trophy  for  someone who  sat  on  his  ass  for  nearly  fifty  years,  then  sat  on  his  ass  while  you  were shredded apart—” 

“Stop it—” 

“Or,”  he  plowed  ahead,  “you’ve  got  another  choice.  You  can  master  whatever

powers  we  gave  to  you,  and  make  it  count.  You  can  play  a  role  in  this  war. 

Because war is coming one way or another, and do not try to delude yourself that

any of the Fae will give a shit about your family across the wall when our whole

territory is likely to become a charnel house.” 

I stared at the map—at Prythian, and that sliver of land at its southern base. 

“You  want  to  save  the  mortal  realm?”  he  asked.  “Then  become  someone

Prythian  listens  to.  Become  vital.  Become  a  weapon.  Because  there  might  be  a
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day, Feyre, when only you stand between the King of Hybern and your human

family. And you do not want to be unprepared.” 

I lifted my gaze to him, my breath tight, aching. 

As  if  he  hadn’t  just  knocked  the  world  from  beneath  my  feet,  Rhysand  said, 

“Think  it  over.  Take  the  week.  Ask  Tamlin,  if  it’ll  make  you  sleep  better.  See what charming Ianthe says about it. But it’s your choice to make

—no one else’s.” 

I didn’t see Rhysand for the rest of the week. Or Mor. 

The  only  people  I  encountered  were  Nuala  and  Cerridwen,  who  delivered  my

meals, made my bed, and occasionally asked how I was faring. 

The  only  evidence  I  had  at  all  that  Rhys  remained  on  the  premises  were  the blank  copies  of  the  alphabet,  along  with  several  sentences  I  was  to  write  every day, swapping out words, each one more obnoxious than the last:  Rhysand is the

 most handsome High Lord. 

 Rhysand is the most delightful High Lord. 

 Rhysand is the most cunning High Lord. 

Every  day,  one  miserable  sentence—with  one  changing  word  of  varying

arrogance  and  vanity.  And  every  day,  another  simple  set  of  instructions:  shield up, shield down; shield up, shield down. Over and over and over. 

How  he  knew  if  I  obeyed  or  not,  I  didn’t  care—but  I  threw  myself  into  my

lessons, I raised and lowered and thickened those mental shields. If only because

it was all I had to do. 

My nightmares left me groggy, sweaty—but the room was so open, the starlight

so bright that when I’d jerk awake, I didn’t rush to the toilet. No walls pushing in

around me, no inky darkness. I knew where I was. Even if I resented being there. 

The day before our week finally finished, I was trudging to my usual little table, 

already  grimacing  at  what  delightful  sentences  I’d  find  waiting  and  all  the

mental acrobatics ahead, when Rhys’s and Mor’s voices floated toward me. 

It was a public space, so I didn’t bother masking my footsteps as I neared where

they spoke in one of the sitting areas, Rhys pacing before the open plunge off the

mountain, Mor lounging in a cream-colored armchair. 

“Azriel would want to know that,” Mor was saying. 

“Azriel can go to hell,” Rhys sniped back. “He likely already knows, anyway.” 

“We  played  games  the  last  time,”  Mor  said  with  a  seriousness  that  made  me

pause a healthy distance away, “and we lost. Badly. We’re not going to do that

again.” 

“You should be working,” was Rhysand’s only response. “I gave you control for

a reason, you know.” 

Mor’s  jaw  tightened,  and  she  at  last  faced  me.  She  gave  me  a  smile  that  was more of a cringe. 

Rhys turned, frowning at me. “Say what it is you came here to say, Mor,” 

he said tightly, resuming his pacing. 

Mor  rolled  her  eyes  for  my  benefit,  but  her  face  turned  solemn  as  she  said, 

“There was another attack—at a temple in Cesere. Almost every priestess slain, 

the trove looted.” 

Rhys  halted.  And  I  didn’t  know  what  to  process:  her  news,  or  the  utter  rage conveyed in one word as Rhys said, “Who.” 

“We don’t know,” Mor said. “Same tracks as last time: small group, bodies that

showed  signs  of  wounds  from  large  blades,  and  no  trace  of  where  they  came

from  and  how  they  disappeared.  No  survivors.  The  bodies  weren’t  even  found

until a day later, when a group of pilgrims came by.” 

By  the  Cauldron.  I  must  have  made  some  tiny  noise,  because  Mor  gave  me  a

strained, but sympathetic look. 

Rhys, though … First the shadows started—plumes of them from his back. 

And then, as if his rage had loosened his grip on that beast he’d once told me he hated to yield to, those wings became flesh. 

Great, beautiful, brutal wings, membranous and clawed like a bat’s, dark as night

and  strong  as  hell.  Even  the  way  he  stood  seemed  altered—steadier,  grounded. 

Like  some  final  piece  of  him  had  clicked  into  place.  But  Rhysand’s  voice  was still midnight-soft and he said, “What did Azriel have to say about it?” 

Again, that glance from Mor, as if unsure I should be present for whatever this

conversation was. “He’s pissed. Cassian even more so—he’s convinced it must

be one of the rogue Illyrian war-bands, intent on winning new territory.” 

“It’s something to consider,” Rhys mused. “Some of the Illyrian clans gleefully

bowed to Amarantha during those years. Trying to expand their borders could be

their way of seeing how far they can push me and get away with it.” I hated the

sound of her name, focused on it more than the information he was allowing me

to glean. 

“Cassian and Az are waiting—” She cut herself off and gave me an apologetic

wince. “They’re waiting in the usual spot for your orders.” 

Fine—that was fine. I’d seen that blank map on the wall. I was an enemy’s bride. 

Even mentioning where his forces were stationed, what they were up to, might

be dangerous. I had no idea where Cesere even  was—

what it was, actually. 

Rhys  studied  the  open  air  again,  the  howling  wind  that  shoved  dark,  roiling

clouds over the distant peaks. Good weather, I realized, for flying. 

“Winnowing in would be easier,” Mor said, following the High Lord’s gaze. 

“Tell the pricks I’ll be there in a few hours,” he merely said. 

Mor gave me a wary grin, and vanished. 

I studied the empty space where she’d been, not a trace of her left behind. 

“How does that … vanishing work?” I said softly. I’d seen only a few High Fae

do it—and no one had ever explained. 

Rhys didn’t look at me, but he said, “Winnowing? Think of it as … two different points on a piece of cloth. One point is your current place in the world. The other

one across the cloth is where you want to go. Winnowing

… it’s like folding that cloth so the two spots align. The magic does the folding

—and all we do is take a step to get from one place to another. 

Sometimes it’s a long step, and you can feel the dark fabric of the world as you

pass through it. A shorter step, let’s say from one end of the room to the other, 

would  barely  register.  It’s  a  rare  gift,  and  a  helpful  one.  Though  only  the stronger  Fae  can  do  it.  The  more  powerful  you  are,  the  farther  you  can  jump between places in one go.” 

I knew the explanation was as much for my benefit as it was to distract himself. 

But I found myself saying, “I’m sorry about the temple—and the priestesses.” 

The wrath still glimmered in those eyes as he at last turned to me. “Plenty more

people are going to die soon enough, anyway.” 

Maybe that was why he’d allowed me to get close, to overhear this conversation. 

To remind me of what might very well happen with Hybern. 

“What are … ,” I tried. “What are Illyrian war-bands?” 

“Arrogant bastards, that’s what,” he muttered. 

I crossed my arms, waiting. 

Rhys stretched his wings, the sunlight setting the leathery texture glowing with

subtle color. “They’re a warrior-race within my lands. And general pains in my

ass.” 

“Some of them supported Amarantha?” 

Darkness danced in the hall as that distant storm grew close enough to smother

the  sun.  “Some.  But  me  and  mine  have  enjoyed  ourselves  hunting  them  down

these past few months. And ending them.” 

 Slowly was the word he didn’t need to add. 

“That’s why you stayed away—you were busy with that?” 

“I was busy with many things.” 

Not an answer. But it seemed he was done talking to me, and whoever Cassian

and Azriel were, meeting with them was far more important. 

So Rhys didn’t as much as say good-bye before he simply walked off the edge of

the veranda—into thin air. 

My  heart  stopped  dead,  but  before  I  could  cry  out,  he  swept  past,  swift  as  the wicked wind between the peaks. A few booming wing beats had him vanishing

into the storm clouds. 

“Good-bye to you, too,” I grumbled, giving him a vulgar gesture, and started my

work  for  the  day,  with  only  the  storm  raging  beyond  the  house’s  shield  for

company. 

Even  as  snow  lashed  the  protective  magic  of  the  hall,  even  as  I  toiled  over  the sentences—  Rhysand is interesting; Rhysand is gorgeous; Rhysand  is flawless—

and raised and lowered my mental shield until my mind was limping, I thought

of what I’d heard, what they’d said. 

I wondered what Ianthe would know about the murders, if she knew any of the

victims.  Knew  what  Cesere  was.  If  temples  were  being  targeted,  she  should

know. Tamlin should know. 

That  final  night,  I  could  barely  sleep—half  from  relief,  half  from  terror  that perhaps Rhysand really did have some final, nasty surprise in store. But the night

and  the  storm  passed,  and  when  dawn  broke,  I  was  dressed  before  the  sun  had fully risen. 

I’d  taken  to  eating  in  my  rooms,  but  I  swept  up  the  stairs,  heading  across  that massive open area, to the table at the far veranda. 

Sprawled in his usual chair, Rhys was in the same clothes as yesterday, the collar

of his black jacket unbuttoned, the shirt as rumpled as his hair. No

wings, fortunately. I wondered if he’d just returned from wherever he’d met Mor

and the others. Wondered what he’d learned. 

“It’s been a week,” I said by way of greeting. “Take me home.” 

Rhys took a long sip of whatever was in his cup. It didn’t look like tea. 

“Good morning, Feyre.” 

“Take me home.” 

He  studied  my  teal  and  gold  clothes,  a  variation  of  my  daily  attire.  If  I  had  to admit, I didn’t mind them. “That color suits you.” 

“Do you want me to say please? Is that it?” 

“I want you to talk to me like a person. Start with ‘good morning’ and let’s see

where it gets us.” 

“Good morning.” 

A  faint  smile.  Bastard.  “Are  you  ready  to  face  the  consequences  of  your

departure?” 

I straightened. I hadn’t thought about the wedding. All week, yes, but today …

today  I’d  only  thought  of  Tamlin,  of  wanting  to  see  him,  hold  him,  ask  him about everything Rhys had claimed. During the past several days, I hadn’t shown

any  signs  of  the  power  Rhysand  believed  I  had,  hadn’t   felt  anything  stirring beneath my skin—and thank the Cauldron. 

“It’s none of your business.” 

“Right.  You’ll  probably  ignore  it,  anyway.  Sweep  it  under  the  rug,  like

everything else.” 

“No one asked for your opinion, Rhysand.” 

“Rhysand?”  He  chuckled,  low  and  soft.  “I  give  you  a  week  of  luxury  and  you call me Rhysand?” 

“I didn’t ask to be here, or be given that week.” 

“And  yet  look  at  you.  Your  face  has  some  color—and  those  marks  under  your

eyes are almost gone. Your mental shield is stellar, by the way.” 
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“Please take me home.” 

He shrugged and rose. “I’ll tell Mor you said good-bye.” 

“I  barely  saw  her  all  week.”  Just  that  first  meeting—then  that  conversation

yesterday. When we hadn’t exchanged two words. 

“She  was  waiting  for  an  invitation—she  didn’t  want  to  pester  you.  I  wish  she extended me the same courtesy.” 

“No  one  told  me.”  I  didn’t  particularly  care.  No  doubt  she  had  better  things  to do, anyway. 

“You  didn’t  ask.  And  why  bother?  Better  to  be  miserable  and  alone.”  He

approached,  each  step  smooth,  graceful.  His  hair  was  definitely  ruffled,  as  if he’d  been  dragging  his  hands  through  it.  Or  just  flying  for  hours  to  whatever secret spot. “Have you thought about my offer?” 

“I’ll let you know next month.” 

He stopped a hand’s breadth away, his golden face tight. “I told you once, and

I’ll tell you again,” he said. “I am not your enemy.” 

“And  I  told  you  once,  so  I’ll  tell  you  again.  You’re   Tamlin’  s  enemy.  So  I suppose that makes you mine.” 

“Does it?” 

“Free me from my bargain and let’s find out.” 

“I can’t do that.” 

“Can’t, or won’t?” 

He just extended his hand. “Shall we go?” 

I nearly lunged for it. His fingers were cool, sturdy—callused from weapons I’d

never seen on him. 

Darkness  gobbled  us  up,  and  it  was  instinct  to  grab  him  as  the  world  vanished from beneath my feet. Winnowing indeed. Wind tore at me, and his arm was a

warm,  heavy  weight  across  my  back  while  we  tumbled  through  realms,  Rhys

snickering at my terror. 

But  then  solid  ground—flagstones—were  under  me,  then  blinding  sunshine

above, greenery, little birds chirping—

I shoved away from him, blinking at the brightness, at the massive oak hunched

over us. An oak at the edge of the formal gardens—of  home. 

I made to bolt for the manor house, but Rhys gripped my wrist. His eyes flashed

between me and the manor. “Good luck,” he crooned. 

“Get your hand off me.” 

He chuckled, letting go. 

“I’ll see you next month,” he said, and before I could spit on him, he vanished. 

I found Tamlin in his study, Lucien and two other sentries standing around the

map-covered worktable. 

Lucien was the first to turn to where I lurked in the doorway, falling silent mid-

sentence.  But  then  Tamlin’s  head  snapped  up,  and  he  was  racing  across  the

room,  so  fast  that  I  hardly  had  time  to  draw  breath  before  he  was  crushing  me against him. 

I murmured his name as my throat burned, and then—

Then he was holding me at arm’s length, scanning me from head to toe. 

“Are you all right? Are you hurt?” 

“I’m fine,” I said, noticing the exact moment when he realized the Night Court

clothes I was wearing, the strip of bare skin exposed at my midriff. 

“No one touched me.” 

But he kept scouring my face, my neck. And then he rotated me, examining my

back, as if he could discern through the clothes. I tore out of his grip. “I said no one touched me.” 

He was breathing hard, his eyes wild. “You’re all right,” he said. And then said

it again. And again. 

My heart cracked, and I reached to cup his cheek. “Tamlin,” I murmured. 

Lucien and the other sentries, wisely, made their exit. My friend caught my gaze

as he left, giving me a relieved smile. 

“He can harm you in other ways,” Tamlin croaked, closing his eyes against my

touch. 

“I  know—but  I’m  all  right.  I  truly  am,”  I  said  as  gently  as  I  could.  And  then noticed the study walls—the claw marks raked down them. All over them. And

the table they’d been using … that was new. “You trashed the study.” 

“I  trashed  half  the  house,”  he  said,  leaning  forward  to  press  his  brow  to  mine. 

“He took you away, he stole you—” 

“And left me alone.” 

Tamlin pulled back, growling. “Probably to get you to drop your guard. 

You have no idea what games he plays, what he’s capable of doing—” 

“I know,” I said, even as it tasted like ash on my tongue. “And the next time, I’ll

be careful—” 

“There won’t be a next time.” 

I blinked. “You found a way out?” Or perhaps Ianthe had. 

“I’m not letting you go.” 

“He said there were consequences for breaking a magical bargain.” 

“Damn the consequences.” But I heard it for the empty threat it was—

and how much it destroyed him. That was who he was, what he was: protector, 

defender. I couldn’t ask him to stop being that way—to stop worrying about me. 

I rose onto my toes and kissed him. There was so much I wanted to ask him, but

—later. “Let’s go upstairs,” I said onto his lips, and he slid his arms around me. 

“I missed you,” he said between kisses. “I went out of my mind.” 

That was all I needed to hear. Until—

“I need to ask you some questions.” 

I let out a low sound of affirmation, but angled my head further. “Later.” 

His body was so warm, so hard against mine, his scent so familiar—

Tamlin  gripped  my  waist,  pressing  his  brow  to  my  own.  “No—now,”  he  said, 

but groaned softly as I slid my tongue against his teeth. “While … ” 

He  pulled  back,  ripping  his  mouth  from  mine.  “While  it’s  all  fresh  in  your

mind.” 

I  froze,  one  hand  tangled  in  his  hair,  the  other  gripping  the  back  of  his  tunic. 

“What?” 

Tamlin stepped back, shaking his head as if to clear the desire addling his senses. 

We hadn’t been apart for so long since Amarantha, and he wanted to press  me

for information about the Night Court? “Tamlin.” 

But he held up a hand, his eyes locked on mine as he called for Lucien. 

In the moments that it took for his emissary to appear, I straightened my clothes

—the top that had ridden up my torso—and finger-combed my hair. 

Tamlin just strode to his desk and plopped down, motioning for me to take a seat

in front of it. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, as Lucien’s strolling footsteps neared

again. “This is for our own good. Our safety.” 

I took in the shredded walls, the scuffed and chipped furniture. What nightmares

had he suffered, waking and asleep, while I was away? What had it been like, to

imagine me in his enemy’s hands, after seeing what Amarantha had done to me? 

“I know,” I murmured at last. “I know, Tamlin.” Or I was trying to know. 

I’d just slid into the low-backed chair when Lucien strode in, shutting the door

behind  him.  “Glad  to  see  you  in  one  piece,  Feyre,”  he  said,  claiming  the  seat beside me. “I could do without the Night Court attire, though.” 

Tamlin gave a low growl of agreement. I said nothing. Yet I understood

—I really did—why it’d be an affront to them. 

Tamlin and Lucien exchanged glances, speaking without uttering a word in that

way only people who had been partners for centuries could do. 

Lucien gave a slight nod and leaned back in his chair—to listen, to observe. 

“We  need  you  to  tell  us  everything,”  Tamlin  said.  “The  layout  of  the  Night

Court, who you saw, what weapons and powers they bore, what Rhys did, who

he spoke to, any and every detail you can recall.” 

“I didn’t realize I was a spy.” 

Lucien  shifted  in  his  seat,  but  Tamlin  said,  “As  much  as  I  hate  your  bargain, you’ve been granted access into the Night Court. Outsiders rarely get to go in—

and if they do, they rarely come out in one piece. And if they can function, their

memories  are  usually  …  scrambled.  Whatever  Rhysand  is  hiding  in  there,  he

doesn’t want us knowing about it.” 

A  chill  slithered  down  my  spine.  “Why  do  you  want  to  know?  What  are  you

going to do?” 

“Knowing my  enemy’s plans,  his  lifestyle, is  vital. As  for  what we’re  going  to

do … That’s neither here nor there.” His green eyes pinned me. 

“Start with the layout of the court. Is it true it’s under a mountain?” 

“This feels an awful lot like an interrogation.” 

Lucien sucked in a breath, but remained silent. 

Tamlin spread his hands on the desk. “We need to know these things, Feyre. Or

—or can you not remember?” Claws glinted at his knuckles. 

“I can remember everything,” I said. “He didn’t damage my mind.” And before

he could question me further, I began to speak of all that I had seen. 

 Because  I  trust  you,  Rhysand  had  said.  And  maybe—maybe  he  had  scrambled my mind, even with the lessons in shielding, because describing the layout of his

home, his court, the mountains around them, felt like bathing in oil and mud. He

 was my enemy, he was holding me to a bargain I’d made from pure desperation

—

I kept talking, describing that tower room. Tamlin grilled me on the figures on

the  maps,  making  me  turn  over  every  word  Rhysand  had  uttered,  until  I

mentioned  what  had  weighed  on  me  the  most  this  past  week:  the  powers  Rhys

believed  I  now  possessed  …  and  Hybern’s  plans.  I  told  him  about  that

conversation  with  Mor—about  that  temple  being  sacked  (Cesere,  Tamlin

explained, was a northern outpost in the Night Court, and one of the

few  known  towns),  and  Rhysand  mentioning  two  people  named  Cassian  and

Azriel. Both of their faces had tightened at that, but they didn’t mention if they

knew  them,  or  of  them.  So  I  told  him  about  whatever  the  Illyrians  were—and

how  Rhys  had  hunted  down  and  killed  the  traitors  amongst  them.  When  I

finished, Tamlin was silent, Lucien practically buzzing with whatever repressed

words he was dying to spew. 

“Do  you  think  I  might  have  those  abilities?”  I  said,  willing  myself  to  hold  his gaze. 

“It’s possible,” Tamlin said with equal quiet. “And if it’s true … ” 

Lucien  said  at  last,  “It’s  a  power  other  High  Lords  might  kill  for.”  It  was  an effort not to fidget while his metal eye whirred, as if detecting whatever power

ran through my blood. “My father, for one, would not be pleased to learn a drop

of his power is missing—or that Tamlin’s bride now has it. 

He’d do anything to make sure you  don’t possess it—including kill you. 

There are other High Lords who would agree.” 

That  thing beneath my skin began roiling. “I’d never use it against anyone—” 

“It’s  not  about  using  it  against  them;  it’s  about  having  an  edge  when  you shouldn’t,” Tamlin said. “And the moment word gets out about it, you will have

a target on your back.” 

“Did  you  know?”  I  demanded.  Lucien  wouldn’t  meet  my  eyes.  “Did  you

suspect?” 

“I’d hoped it wasn’t true,” Tamlin said carefully. “And now that Rhys suspects, 

there’s no telling what he’ll do with the information—” 

“He  wants  me  to  train.”  I  wasn’t  stupid  enough  to  mention  the  mental  shield training—not right now. 

“Training  would  draw  too  much  attention,”  Tamlin  said.  “You  don’t   need  to train. I can guard you from whatever comes our way.” 

For there had been a time when he could not. When he had been vulnerable, and

when  he  had  watched  me  be  tortured  to  death.  And  could  do  nothing  to  stop

Amarantha from—

I would not allow another Amarantha. I would not allow the King of Hybern to

bring  his  beasts  and  minions  here  to  hurt  more  people.  To  hurt  me  and  mine. 

And  bring  down  that  wall  to  hurt  countless  others  across  it.  “I  could  use  my powers against Hybern.” 

“That’s  out  of  the  question,”  Tamlin  said,  “especially  as  there  will  be  no  war against Hybern.” 

“Rhys says war is inevitable, and we’ll be hit hard.” 

Lucien said drily, “And Rhys knows everything?” 

“No—but  …  He  was  concerned.  He  thinks  I  can  make  a  difference  in  any

upcoming conflict.” 

Tamlin  flexed  his  fingers—keeping  those  claws  contained.  “You  have  no

training in battle or weaponry. And even if I started training you today, it’d be

years  before  you  could  hold  your  own  on  an  immortal  battlefield.”  He  took  a tight breath. “So despite what he thinks you might be able to do, Feyre, I’m not

going to have you anywhere  near a battlefield. Especially if it means revealing

whatever  powers  you  have  to  our  enemies.  You’d  be  fighting  Hybern  at  your front, and have foes with friendly faces at your back.” 

“I don’t care—” 

“I  care,”  Tamlin  snarled.  Lucien  whooshed  out  a  breath.  “I  care  if  you  die,  if you’re hurt, if you will be in danger every moment for the rest of our lives. So

there will be no training, and we’re going to keep this between us.” 

“But Hybern—” 

Lucien intervened calmly, “I already have my sources looking into it.” 

I gave him a beseeching look. 

Lucien sighed a bit and said to Tamlin, “If we perhaps trained her in secret—” 

“Too many risks, too many variables,” Tamlin countered. “And there will be no

conflict with Hybern, no war.” 

I snapped, “That’s wishful thinking.” 

Lucien muttered something that sounded like a plea to the Cauldron. 

Tamlin stiffened. “Describe his map room for me again,” was his only response. 

End of discussion. No room for debate. 

We stared each other down for a moment, and my stomach twisted further. 

He was the High Lord—  my High Lord. He was the shield and defender of his

people. Of me. And if keeping me safe meant that his people could

continue to hope, to build a new life, that he could do the same … I could bow to

him on this one thing. 

I could do it. 

 You are no one’s subject. 

Maybe Rhysand  had altered my mind, shields or no. 

The  thought  alone  was  enough  for  me  to  begin  feeding  Tamlin  details  once more. 

CHAPTER
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A week later, the Tithe arrived. 

I’d  had  all  of  one  day  with  Tamlin—one  day  spent  wandering  the  grounds, 

making  love  in  the  high  grasses  of  a  sunny  field,  and  a  quiet,  private  dinner—

before he was called to the border. He didn’t tell me why or where. Only that I

was to keep to the grounds, and that I’d have sentries guarding me at all times. 

So I spent the week alone, waking in the middle of the night to hurl up my guts, 

to sob through the nightmares. Ianthe, if she’d learned of her sisters’ massacre in

the north, said nothing about it the few times I saw her. 

And  given  how  little   I  liked  to  be  pushed  into  talking  about  the  things  that plagued me, I opted not to bring it up during the hours she spent visiting, helping

select my clothes, my hair, my jewelry, for the Tithe. 

When  I’d  asked  her  to  explain  what  to  anticipate,  she  merely  said  that  Tamlin would take care of everything. I should watch from his side, and observe. 

Easy enough—and perhaps a relief, to not be expected to speak or act. 

But  it  had  been  an  effort  not  to  look  at  the  eye  tattooed  into  my  palm—to remember what Rhys had snarled at me. 

Tamlin had only returned the night before to oversee today’s Tithe. I tried not to

take  it  personally,  not  when  he  had  so  much  on  his  shoulders.  Even  if  he

wouldn’t tell me much about it beyond what Ianthe had mentioned. 

Seated beside Tamlin atop a dais in the manor’s great hall of marble and gold, I

endured the endless stream of eyes, of tears, of gratitude and blessings for what

I’d done. 

In her usual pale blue hooded robe, Ianthe was stationed near the doors, offering

benedictions  to  those  that  departed,  comforting  words  to  those  who  fell  apart

entirely in my presence, promises that the world was better now, that good had won out over evil. 

After  twenty  minutes,  I  was  near  fidgeting.  After  four  hours,  I  stopped  hearing entirely. 

They  kept  coming,  the  emissaries  representing  every  town  and  people  in  the

Spring Court, bearing their payments in the form of gold or jewels or chickens or

crops or clothes. It didn’t matter what it was, so long as it equated to what they

owed. Lucien stood at the foot of the dais, tallying every amount, armed to the

teeth  like  the  ten  other  sentries  stationed  through  the  hall.  The  receiving  room, Lucien  had  called  it,  but  it  felt  a  hell  of  a  lot  like  a  throne  room  to  me.  I wondered if he’d called it that because the other words …

I’d spent too much time in another throne room. So had Tamlin. 

And I hadn’t been seated on a dais like him, but kneeling before it. 

Approaching  it  like  the  slender,  gray-skinned  faerie  slinking  from  the  front  of the endless line full of lesser and High Fae. 

She wore no clothes. Her long, dark hair hung limp over her high, firm breasts—

and her massive eyes were wholly black. Like a stagnant pond. 

And as she moved, the afternoon light shimmered on her iridescent skin. 

Lucien’s face tightened with disapproval, but he made no comment as the lesser

faerie  lowered  her  delicate,  pointed  face,  and  clasped  her  spindly,  webbed

fingers over her breasts. 

“On  behalf  of  the  water-wraiths,  I  greet  thee,  High  Lord,”  she  said,  her  voice strange and hissing, her full, sensuous lips revealing teeth as sharp and jagged as

a pike’s. The sharp angles of her face accentuated those coal-black eyes. 

I’d seen her kind before. In the pond just past the edge of the manor. 

There  were  five  of  them  who  lived  amongst  the  reeds  and  lilypads.  I’d  rarely glimpsed more than their shining heads peeking through the glassy surface—had

never  known  how  horrific  they  were  up  close.  Thank  the  Cauldron  I’d  never

gone swimming in that pond. I had a feeling she’d grab me with those webbed

fingers—those  jagged  nails  digging  in  deep—and  drag  me  beneath  the  surface before I could scream. 

“Welcome,” Tamlin said. Five hours in, and he looked as fresh as he’d been that

morning. 

I supposed that with his powers returned, few things tired him now. 

The water-wraith stepped closer, her webbed, clawed foot a mottled gray. 

Lucien took a casual step between us. 

That was why he’d been stationed on my side of the dais. 

I gritted my teeth. Who did they think would attack us in our own home, on our

own  land,  if  they  weren’t  convinced  Hybern  might  be  launching  an  assault? 

Even Ianthe had paused her quiet murmurings in the back of the hall to monitor

the encounter. 

Apparently, this conversation was not the same as all the others. 

“Please,  High  Lord,”  the  faerie  was  saying,  bowing  so  low  that  her  inky  hair grazed the marble. “There are no fish left in the lake.” 

Tamlin’s face was like granite. “Regardless, you are expected to pay.” 

The crown atop his head gleamed in the afternoon light. Crafted with emeralds, 

sapphires, and amethyst, the gold had been molded into a wreath of spring’s first

flowers. One of five crowns belonging to his bloodline. 

The  faerie  exposed  her  palms,  but  Tamlin  interrupted  her.  “There  are  no

exceptions. You have three days to present what is owed—or offer double next

Tithe.” 

It  was  an  effort  to  keep  from  gaping  at  the  immovable  face,  and  the  pitiless words. In the back, Ianthe gave a nod of confirmation to no one in particular. 

The water-wraith had nothing to eat—how could he expect her to give  him food? 

“Please,”  she  whispered  through  her  pointed  teeth,  her  silvery,  mottled  skin

glistening as she began trembling. “There is nothing left in the lake.” 

Tamlin’s face didn’t change. “You have three days—” 

“But we have no gold!” 

“Do  not interrupt me,” he said. I looked away, unable to stomach that merciless

face. 

She ducked her head even lower. “Apologies, my lord.” 

“You have three days to pay, or bring double next month,” he repeated. 

“If  you  fail  to  do  so,  you  know  the  consequences.”  Tamlin  waved  a  hand  in

dismissal. Conversation over. 

After a final, hopeless look at Tamlin, she walked from the chamber. As the next

faerie—a goat-legged fawn bearing what looked to be a basket of mushrooms—

patiently waited to be invited to approach the dais, I twisted to Tamlin. 

“We don’t need a basket of fish,” I murmured. “Why make her suffer like that?” 

He flicked his eyes to where Ianthe had stepped aside to let the creature pass, a

hand on the jewels of her belt. As if the female would snatch them right off her

to use as payment. Tamlin frowned. “I cannot make exceptions. 

Once you do, everyone will demand the same treatment.” 

I  clutched  the  arms  of  my  chair,  a  small  seat  of  oak  beside  his  giant  throne  of carved roses. “But we don’t  need these things. Why do we need a golden fleece, 

or a jar of jam? If she has no fish left, three days won’t make a difference. Why

make her starve? Why not help her replenish the pond?” 

I’d spent enough years with an aching belly to not be able to drop it, to want to

scream at the unfairness of it. 

His  emerald  eyes  softened  as  if  he  read  each  thought  on  my  face,  but  he  said:

“Because that’s the way it is. That’s the way my father did it, and his father, and

the  way  my  son  shall  do  it.”  He  offered  a  smile,  and  reached  for  my  hand. 

“Someday.” 

Someday. If we ever got married. If I ever became less of a burden, and we both escaped the shadows haunting us. We hadn’t broached the subject at all. Ianthe, 

mercifully,  had  not  said  anything,  either.  “We  could  still  help  her—find  some way to keep that pond stocked.” 

“We  have  enough  to  deal  with  as  it  is.  Giving  handouts  won’t  help  her  in  the long run.” 

I opened my mouth, but shut it. Now wasn’t the time for debate. 

So I pulled my hand from his as he motioned the goat-legged fawn to approach

at  last.  “I  need  some  fresh  air,”  I  said,  and  slid  from  my  chair.  I  didn’t  give Tamlin a chance to object before I stalked off the dais. I tried not to notice the

three  sentries  Tamlin  sent  after  me,  or  the  line  of  emissaries  who  gaped  and whispered as I crossed the hall. 

Ianthe tried to catch me as I stormed by, but I ignored her. 

I  cleared  the  front  doors  and  walked  as  fast  as  I  dared  past  the  gathered  line snaking  down  the  steps  and  onto  the  gravel  of  the  main  drive.  Through  the

latticework of various bodies, High Fae and lesser faeries alike, I

spotted the retreating form of the wraith heading around the corner of our house

—toward the pond beyond the grounds. She trudged along, wiping at her eyes. 

“Excuse  me,”  I  called,  catching  up  to  her,  the  sentries  on  my  trail  keeping  a respectful distance behind. 

She  paused  at  the  edge  of  the  house,  whirling  with  preternatural  smoothness.  I avoided  the  urge  to  take  a  step  back  as  those  unearthly  features  devoured  me. 

Keeping  only  a  few  paces  away,  the  guards  monitored  us  with  hands  on  their

blades. 

Her nose was little more than two slits, and delicate gills flared beneath her ears. 

She  inclined  her  head  slightly.  Not  a  full  bow—because  I  was  no  one,  but

recognition that I was the High Lord’s plaything. 

“Yes?” she hissed, her pike’s teeth gleaming. 
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“How much is your Tithe?” 

My heart beat faster as I beheld the webbed fingers and razor-sharp teeth. 

Tamlin had once told me that the water-wraiths ate anything. And if there were

no fish left … “How much gold does he want—what is your fish worth in gold?” 

“Far more than you have in your pocket.” 

“Then here,” I said, unfastening a ruby-studded gold bracelet from my wrist, one

Ianthe  had  told  me  better  suited  my  coloring  than  the  silver  I’d  almost  worn.  I offered  it  to  her.  “Take  this.”  Before  she  could  grasp  it,  I  ripped  the  gold necklace from my throat, and the diamond teardrops from my ears. “And these.” 

I extended my hands, glittering with gold and jewels. 

“Give him what  you owe, then  buy yourself  some food,” I  said, swallowing  as

her  eyes  widened.  The  nearby  village  had  a  small  market  every  week—a

fledgling gathering of vendors for now, and one I’d hoped to help thrive. 

Somehow. 

“And what payment do you require?” 

“Nothing.  It’s—it’s  not  a  bargain.  Just  take  it.”  I  extended  my  hands  further. 

“Please.” 

She  frowned  at  the  jewels  draping  from  my  hands.  “You  desire  nothing  in

return?” 

“Nothing.”  The  faeries  in  the  line  were  now  staring  unabashedly.  “Please,  just take them.” 

With a final assessing look, her cold, clammy fingers brushed mine, gathering up

the jewelry. It glimmered like light on water in her webbed hands. 

“Thank  you,”  she  said,  and  bowed  deeply  this  time.  “I  will  not  forget  this

kindness.” Her voice slithered over the words, and I shivered again as her black

eyes threatened to swallow me whole. “Nor will any of my sisters.” 

She  stalked  back  toward  the  manor,  the  faces  of  my  three  sentries  tight  with reproach. 

I  sat  at  the  dinner  table  with  Lucien  and  Tamlin.  Neither  of  them  spoke,  but Lucien’s gaze kept bouncing from me, to Tamlin, then to his plate. 

After ten minutes of silence, I set down my fork and said to Tamlin, 

“What is it?” 

Tamlin didn’t hesitate. “You know what it is.” 

I didn’t reply. 

“You gave that water-wraith your jewelry. Jewelry  I gave you.” 

“We have a damned house full of gold and jewels.” 

Lucien took a deep breath that sounded a lot like: “Here we go.” 

“Why  shouldn’t  I  give  them  to  her?”  I  demanded.  “Those  things  don’t  mean

anything to me. I’ve never worn the same piece of jewelry twice! 

Who cares about any of it?” 

Tamlin’s lips thinned. “Because you  undermine the laws of this court when you

behave like that. Because this is how things are   done here, and when you hand

that  gluttonous  faerie  the  money  she  needs,  it  makes  me—it  makes  this  entire court—look  weak.” 

“Don’t you talk to me like that,” I said, baring my teeth. He slammed his hand

on  the  table,  claws  poking  through  his  flesh,  but  I  leaned  forward,  bracing  my own hands on the wood. “You still have no idea what it was like for me—to be

on the verge of starvation for months at a time. And you can call her a glutton all

you like, but I have sisters, too, and I remember what it felt like to return home

without  any  food.”  I  calmed  my  heaving  chest,  and  that  force  beneath  my  skin stirred,  undulating  along  my  bones.  “So  maybe  she’ll  spend  all  that  money  on stupid things—maybe she and her sisters

have no self-control. But I’m not going to take that chance and let them starve, 

because of some  ridiculous rule that your ancestors invented.” 

Lucien cleared his throat. “She meant no harm, Tam.” 

“I know she meant no harm,” he snapped. 

Lucien  held  his  gaze.  “Worse  things  have  happened,  worse  things  can  happen. 

Just relax.” 

Tamlin’s  emerald  eyes  were  feral  as  he  snarled  at  Lucien,  “Did  I  ask  for  your opinion?” 

Those words,  the   look he  gave  Lucien  and the  way  Lucien  lowered his  head—

my temper was a burning river in my veins.  Look up, I silently beseeched him. 

 Push  back.  He’s  wrong,  and  we’re  right.  Lucien’s  jaw  tightened.  That  force thrummed in me again, seeping out, spearing for Lucien.  Do not  back down—

Then I was gone. 

Still  there,  still  seeing  through  my  eyes,  but  also  half  looking  through  another angle in the room, another person’s vantage point—

Thoughts  slammed  into  me,  images  and  memories,  a  pattern  of  thinking  and

feeling  that  was  old,  and  clever,  and  sad,  so  endlessly  sad  and  guilt-ridden, hopeless—

Then  I  was  back,  blinking,  no  more  than  a  heartbeat  passing  as  I  gaped  at

Lucien. 

His head. I had been  inside his head, had slid through his mental walls—

I  stood,  chucking  my  napkin  on  the  table  with  hands  that  were  unnervingly

steady. 

I knew who  that gift had come from. My dinner rose in my throat, but I willed it down. 

“We’re not finished with this meal,” Tamlin growled. 

“Oh, get over yourself,” I barked, and left. 
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I  could  have  sworn  I  beheld  two  burned  handprints  on  the  wood,  peeking  out

from beneath my napkin. I prayed neither of them noticed. 

And that Lucien remained ignorant to the violation I’d just committed. 
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I paced my room for a good while. Maybe I’d been mistaken when I’d spotted

those  burns—maybe  they’d  been  there  before.  Maybe  I  hadn’t  somehow

summoned heat and branded the wood. Maybe I hadn’t slid into Lucien’s mind

as if I were moving from one room to another. 

Just as she always did, Alis appeared to help me change for bed. As I sat before

the  vanity,  letting  her  comb  my  hair,  I  cringed  at  my  reflection.  The  purple beneath my eyes seemed permanent now—my face wan. Even my lips were a bit

pale, and I sighed as I closed my eyes. 

“You gave your jewels to a water-wraith,” Alis mused, and I found her reflection

in  the  mirror.  Her  brown  skin  looked  like  crushed  leather,  and  her  dark  eyes gleamed for a moment before she focused on my hair. “They’re a slippery sort.” 

“She said they were starving—that they had no food,” I murmured. 

Alis  gently  coaxed  out  a  tangle.  “Not  one  faerie  in  that  line  today  would  have given  her  the  money.  Not  one  would  have  dared.  Too  many  have  gone  to  a

watery grave because of their hunger. Insatiable appetite—it is their curse. Your

jewels won’t last her a week.” 

I tapped a foot on the floor. 

“But,” Alis went on, setting down the brush to braid my hair into a single plait. 

Her  long,  spindly  fingers  scratched  against  my  scalp.  “She  will  never  forget  it. 

So long as she lives, no matter what you said, she is in your debt.” 

Alis  finished  the  braid  and  patted  my  shoulder.  “Too  many  faeries  have  tasted hunger these past fifty years. Don’t think word of this won’t spread.” 

I was afraid of that perhaps more than anything. 

It  was  after  midnight  when  I  gave  up  waiting,  walked  down  the  dark,  silent

corridors, and found him in his study, alone for once. 

A wooden box wrapped with a fat pink bow sat on the small table between the

twin armchairs. “I was just about to come up,” he said, lifting his head to do a

quick scan over my body to make sure all was right, all was fine. “You should be

asleep.” 

I  shut  the  door  behind  me.  I  knew  I  wouldn’t  be  able  to  sleep—not  with  the words  we’d  shouted  ringing  in  my  ears.  “So  should  you,”  I  said,  my  voice  as tenuous  as  the  peace  between  us.  “You  work  too  hard.”  I  crossed  the  room  to lean against the armchair, eyeing the present as Tamlin had eyed me. 

“Why do you think I had such little interest in being High Lord?” he said, rising

from  his  seat  to  round  the  desk.  He  kissed  my  brow,  the  tip  of  my  nose,  my mouth.  “So  much  paperwork,”  he  grumbled  onto  my  lips.  I  chuckled,  but  he

pressed his mouth to the bare spot between my neck and shoulder. “I’m sorry,” 

he murmured, and my spine tingled. He kissed my neck again. “I’m sorry.” 

I ran a hand down his arm. “Tamlin,” I started. 

“I  shouldn’t  have  said  those  things,”  he  breathed  onto  my  skin.  “To  you  or

Lucien. I didn’t mean any of them.” 

“I  know,”  I  said,  and  his  body  relaxed  against  mine.  “I’m  sorry  I  snapped  at you.” 

“You had every right,” he said, though I technically didn’t. “I was wrong.” 

What  he  said  had  been  true—if  he  made  exceptions,  then  other  faeries  would

demand  the  same  treatment.  And  what  I  had  done   could  be  construed  as undermining. “Maybe I was—” 

“No. You were right. I don’t understand what it’s like to be starving—or any of

it.” 

I  pulled  back  a  bit  to  incline  my  head  toward  the  present  waiting  there,  more than willing to let this be the last of it. I gave a small, wry smile. “For you?” 

He nipped at my ear in answer. “For you. From me.” An apology. 

Feeling lighter than I had in days, I tugged the ribbon loose, and examined the

pale wood box beneath. It was perhaps two feet high and

three feet wide, a solid iron handle anchored in the top—no crest or lettering to

indicate what might be within. Certainly not a dress, but …

 Please not a crown. 

Though surely, a crown or diadem would be in something less …

rudimentary. 

I unlatched the small brass lock and flipped open the broad lid. 

It was worse than a crown, actually. 

Built into the box were compartments and sleeves and holders, all full of brushes

and paints and charcoal and sheets of paper. A traveling painting kit. 

Red—the red paint inside the glass vial was so bright, the blue as stunning as the

eyes of that faerie woman I’d slaughtered—

“I thought you might want it to take around the grounds with you. Rather than

lug all those bags like you always do.” 

The brushes were fresh, gleaming—the bristles soft and clean. 

Looking  at  that  box,  at  what  was  inside,  felt  like  examining  a  crow-picked

corpse. 

I tried to smile. Tried to will some brightness to my eyes. 

He said, “You don’t like it.” 

“No,” I managed to say. “No—it’s wonderful.” And it was. It really was. 

“I thought if you started painting again … ” I waited for him to finish. 

He didn’t. 

My face heated. 

“And what about you?” I asked quietly. “Will the paperwork help with anything

at all?” 

I  dared  meet  his  eyes.  Temper  flared  in  them.  But  he  said,  “We’re  not  talking about me. We’re talking—about you.” 

I studied the box and its contents again. “Will I even be allowed to roam where I

wish to paint? Or will there be an escort, too?” 

Silence. 

A no—and a yes, then. 

I began shaking, but for me, for  us, I made myself say, “Tamlin—Tamlin, I can’t

… I can’t live my life with guards around me day and night. I can’t live with that

… suffocation. Just let me help you—let me work with you.” 

“You’ve given enough, Feyre.” 

“I know. But … ” I faced him. Met his stare—the full power of the High Lord of

the Spring Court. “I’m harder to kill now. I’m faster, stronger—” 

“My  family  was  faster  and  stronger  than  you.  And  they  were  murdered  quite

easily.” 

“Then marry someone who can put up with this.” 

He  blinked.  Slowly.  Then  he  said  with  terrible  softness,  “Do  you  not  want  to marry me, then?” 

I tried not to look at the ring on my finger, at that emerald. “Of course I do.  Of

 course I do.” My voice broke. “But you … Tamlin … ” The walls pushed in on

me.  The  quiet,  the  guards,  the  stares.  What  I’d  seen  at  the  Tithe  today.  “I’m drowning,”  I  managed  to  say.  “I  am   drowning.  And  the  more  you  do  this,  the more guards … You might as well be shoving my head under the water.” 

Nothing in those eyes, that face. 

But then—

I cried out, instinct taking over as his power blasted through the room. 

The windows shattered. 

The furniture splintered. 

And that box of paints and brushes and paper …

It exploded into dust and glass and wood. 

CHAPTER
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One breath, the study was intact. 

The next, it was shards of nothing, a shell of a room. 

None of it had touched me from where I had dropped to the floor, my hands over

my head. 

Tamlin was panting, the ragged breaths almost like sobs. 

I  was  shaking—shaking  so  hard  I  thought  my  bones  would  splinter  as  the

furniture had—but I made myself lower my arms and look at him. 

There was devastation on that face. And pain. And fear. And grief. 

Around me, no debris had fallen—as if he had shielded me. 

Tamlin took a step toward me, over that invisible demarcation. 

He recoiled as if he’d hit something solid. 

“Feyre,” he rasped. 

He stepped again—and that line held. 

“Feyre, please,” he breathed. 
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And I realized that the line, that bubble of protection …

It was from me. 

A shield. Not just a mental one—but a physical one, too. 

I didn’t know what High Lord it had come from, who controlled air or wind or

any of that. Perhaps one of the Solar Courts. I didn’t care. 

“Feyre,”  Tamlin  groaned  a  third  time,  pushing  a  hand  against  what  indeed

looked like an invisible, curved wall of hardened air. “Please. 

 Please.” 

Those words cracked something in me. Cracked me open. 

Perhaps they cracked that shield of solid wind as well, for his hand shot through

it. 

Then he stepped over that line between chaos and order, danger and safety. 

He dropped to his knees, taking my face in his hands. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” 

I couldn’t stop trembling. 

“I’ll  try,”  he  breathed.  “I’ll  try  to  be  better.  I  don’t  …  I  can’t  control  it sometimes. The rage. Today was just … today was bad. With the Tithe, with all

of it. Today—let’s forget it, let’s just move past it. Please.” 

I didn’t fight as he slid his arms around me, tucking me in tightly enough that his

warmth  soaked  through  me.  He  buried  his  face  in  my  neck  and  said  onto  my

nape, as if the words would be absorbed by my body, as if he could only say it

the way we’d always been good at communicating—skin to skin, 

“I  couldn’t  save  you  before.  I  couldn’t  protect  you  from  them.  And  when  you said that, about … about me drowning you … Am I any better than they were?” 

I should have told him it wasn’t true, but … I had spoken with my heart. 
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Or what was left of it. 

“I’ll try to be better,” he said again. “Please—give me more time. Let me

… let me get through this. Please.” 

 Get  through  what?  I  wanted  to  ask.  But  words  had  abandoned  me.  I  realized  I hadn’t spoken yet. 

Realized he was waiting for an answer—and that I didn’t have one. 

So I put my arms around him, because body to body was the only way I could

speak, too. 

It was  answer enough.  “I’m  sorry,” he  said again.  He  didn’t stop  murmuring  it

for minutes. 

 You’ve given enough, Feyre. 

Perhaps he was right. And perhaps I didn’t have anything left to give, anyway. 

I looked over his shoulder as I held him. 

The  red  paint  had  splattered  on  the  wall  behind  us.  And  as  I  watched  it  slide down the cracked wood paneling, I thought it looked like blood. 

Tamlin  didn’t  stop  apologizing  for  days.  He  made  love  to  me,  morning  and

night. He worshipped my body with his hands, his tongue, his teeth. But that had

never been the hard part. We just got tripped up with the rest. 

But he was good for his word. 

There  were  fewer  guards  as  I  walked  the  grounds.  Some  remained,  but  no  one

haunted my steps. I even went on a ride through the wood without an escort. 

Though  I  knew  the  stable  hands  had  reported  to  Tamlin  the  moment  I’d  left—

and returned. 

Tamlin never mentioned that shield of solid wind I’d used against him. 

And things were good enough that I didn’t dare bring it up, either. 

The days passed in a blur. Tamlin was away more often than not, and whenever

he returned, he didn’t tell me anything. I’d long since stopped pestering him for

answers.  A  protector—that’s  who  he  was,  and  would  always  be.  What   I  had wanted when I was cold and hard and joyless; what  I had needed to melt the ice

of bitter years on the cusp of starvation. 

I  didn’t  have  the  nerve  to  wonder  what  I  wanted  or  needed  now.  Who  I  had

become. 

So with idleness my only option, I spent my days in the library. 

Practicing my reading and writing. Adding to that mental shield, brick by brick, 

layer by layer. Sometimes seeing if I could summon that physical wall of solid

air, too. Savoring the silence, even as it crept into my veins, my head. 

Some days, I didn’t speak to anyone at all. Even Alis. 

I awoke each night, shaking and panting. And became glad when Tamlin wasn’t

there  to  witness  it.  When  I,  too,  didn’t  witness  him  being  yanked  from  his

dreams,  cold  sweat  coating  his  body.  Or  shifting  into  that  beast  and  staying awake  until  dawn,  monitoring  the  estate  for  threats.  What  could  I  say  to  calm those fears, when I was the source of so many of them? 

But he returned for an extended stay about two weeks after the Tithe—

and  I’d  decided  to  try  to  talk,  to  interact.  I  owed  it  to  him  to  try.  Owed  it  to myself. 

He  seemed  to  have  the  same  idea.  And  the  first  time  in  a  while  …  things  felt normal. Or as normal as they could be. 

I awoke one morning to the sound of low, deep voices in the hallway outside my

bedroom.  Closing  my  eyes,  I  nestled  into  the  pillow  and  pulled  the  blankets

higher. Despite our morning roll in the sheets, I’d been rising later every day—

sometimes not bothering to get out of bed until lunch. 

A growl cut through the walls, and I opened my eyes again. 

“Get out,” Tamlin warned. 

There  was  a  quiet  response—too  soft  for  me  to  make  out  beyond  basic

mumbling. 

“I’ll say it one last time—” 

He  was  interrupted  by  that  voice,  and  the  hair  on  my  arms  rose.  I  studied  the tattoo  on  my  forearm  as  I  did  a  tally.  No—no,  today  couldn’t  have  come  so

quickly. 

Kicking back the covers, I rushed to the door, realizing halfway there that I was

naked.  Thanks  to  Tamlin,  my  clothes  had  been  shredded  and  flung  across  the

other  side  of  the  room,  and  I  had  no  robe  in  sight.  I  grabbed  a  blanket  from  a nearby chair and wrapped it around me before opening the door a crack. 

Sure enough, Tamlin and Rhysand stood in the hallway. Upon hearing the door

open, Rhys turned toward me. The grin that had been on his face faltered. 

“Feyre.” Rhys’s eyes lingered, taking in every detail. “Are you running low on

food here?” 

“What?” Tamlin demanded. 

Those violet eyes had gone cold. Rhys extended a hand toward me. 

“Let’s go.” 

Tamlin  was  in  Rhysand’s  face  in  an  instant,  and  I  flinched.  “Get  out.”  He pointed toward the staircase. “She’ll come to you when she’s ready.” 

Rhysand just brushed an invisible fleck of dust off Tamlin’s sleeve. Part of me

admired the sheer nerve it must have taken. Had Tamlin’s teeth been inches from

my throat, I would have bleated in panic. 

Rhys cut a glance at me. “No, you wouldn’t have. As far as your memory serves

me, the last time Tamlin’s teeth were near your throat, you slapped him across

the face.” I snapped up my forgotten shields, scowling. 

“Shut your mouth,” Tamlin said, stepping further between us. “And get  out.” 

The  High  Lord  conceded  a  step  toward  the  stairs  and  slid  his  hands  into  his pockets.  “You  really  should  have  your  wards  inspected.  Cauldron  knows  what

other sort of riffraff might stroll in here as easily as I did.” Again, Rhys assessed

me, his gaze hard. “Put some clothes on.” 

I bared my teeth at him as I stepped back into my room. Tamlin followed after

me,  slamming  the  door  hard  enough  that  the  chandeliers  shuddered,  sending

shards of light shivering over the walls. 

I  dropped  the  blanket  and  strode  for  the  armoire  across  the  room,  the  mattress groaning  behind  me  as  Tamlin  sank  onto  the  bed.  “How  did  he  get  in  here?”  I asked, throwing open the doors and rifling through the clothes until I found the

turquoise Night Court attire I’d asked Alis to keep. I knew she’d wanted to burn

them, but I told her I’d wind up coming home with another set anyway. 

“I don’t know,” Tamlin said. I slipped on my pants, twisting to find him running

a hand through his hair. I felt the lie beneath his words. “He just—

it’s just part of whatever game he’s playing.” 

I tugged the short shirt over my head. “If war is coming, maybe we’d be better

served  trying  to  mend  things.”  We  hadn’t  spoken  of  that  subject  since  my  first day back. I dug through the bottom of the armoire for the matching silk shoes, 

and turned to him as I slid them on. 

“I’ll start mending things the day he releases you from your bargain.” 

“Maybe he’s keeping the bargain so that you’ll attempt to listen to him.” I strode

to  where  he  sat  on  the  bed,  my  pants  a  bit  looser  around  the  waist  than  last month. 

“Feyre,” he said, reaching for me, but I stepped out of range. “Why do you need

to know these things? Is it not enough for you to recover in peace? 

You  earned  that  for  yourself.  You   earned  it.  I  relaxed  the  number  of  sentries here; I’ve been trying … trying to be better about it. So leave the rest of it

—” He took a steadying breath. “This isn’t the time for this conversation.” 

It was never the time for  this conversation, or  that conversation. But I didn’t say

it. I didn’t have the energy to say it, and all the words dried up and blew away. 

So I memorized the lines of Tamlin’s face, and didn’t fight him as he pulled me

to his chest and held me tightly. 

Someone coughed from the hall, and Tamlin’s body seized up around me. 

But  I’d  had  enough  fighting,  and  snarling,  and  going  back  to  that  open,  serene place atop that mountain … It seemed better than hiding in the library. 

I pulled away, and Tamlin lingered as I walked back into the hall. 

Rhys  frowned  at  me.  I  debated  barking  something  nasty  at  him,  but  it  would

have  required  more  fire  than  I  had—and  would  have  required  caring  what  he

thought. 

Rhys’s face became unreadable as he extended a hand. 

Only for Tamlin to appear behind me, and shove that hand down. “You end her

bargain right here, right now, and I’ll give you anything you want. 

Anything.” 

My heart stopped dead. “Are you out of your mind?” 

Tamlin didn’t so much as blink in my direction. 

Rhysand merely raised a brow. “I already have everything I want.” He stepped

around Tamlin as if he were a piece of furniture and took my hand. 

Before I could say good-bye, a black wind gathered us up, and we were gone. 
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“What the hell happened to you?” Rhysand said before the Night Court had fully

appeared around us. 

“Why don’t you just look inside my head?” Even as I said it, the words had no

bite. I didn’t bother to shove him as I stepped out of his hold. 

He gave me a wink. “Where’s the fun in that?” 

I didn’t smile. 

“No  shoe  throwing  this  time?”  I  could  almost  see  the  other  words  in  his  eyes. 

 Come on. Play with me. 

I headed for the stairs that would take me to my room. 

“Eat breakfast with me,” he said. 

There  was  a  note  in  those  words  that  made  me  pause.  A  note  of  what  I  could have sworn was desperation. Worry. 

I twisted, my loose clothes sliding over my shoulders, my waist. I hadn’t realized

how much weight I’d lost. Despite things creeping back to normal. 

I said, “Don’t you have other things to deal with?” 

“Of  course  I  do,”  he  said,  shrugging.  “I  have  so  many  things  to  deal  with  that I’m  sometimes  tempted  to  unleash  my  power  across  the  world  and  wipe  the

board  clean.  Just  to  buy  me  some  damned  peace.”  He  grinned,  bowing  at  the

waist. Even that casual mention of his power failed to chill me, awe me. “But I’ll

always make time for you.” 

I was hungry—I hadn’t yet eaten. And that was indeed worry glimmering behind

the cocky, insufferable grin. 

So I motioned him to lead the way to that familiar glass table at the end of the

hall. 

We walked a casual distance apart. Tired. I was so—tired. 

When we were almost to the table, Rhys said, “I felt a spike of fear this month

through  our  lovely  bond.  Anything  exciting  happen  at  the  wondrous  Spring

Court?” 

“It was nothing,” I said. Because it was. And it was none of his business. 

I glanced sidelong at him—and rage, not worry—flickered in those eyes. 

I could have sworn the mountain beneath us trembled in response. 

“If you know,” I said coldly, “why even ask about it?” I dropped into my chair

as he slid into his. 

He  said  quietly,  “Because  these  days,  all  I  hear  through  that  bond  is  nothing. 

Silence. Even with your shields up rather impressively most of the time, I should

be able to  feel you. And yet I don’t. Sometimes I’ll tug on the bond only to make sure you’re still alive.” Darkness guttered. “And then one day, I’m in the middle

of  an  important  meeting  when  terror  blasts  through  the  bond.  All  I  get  are

glimpses of you and him—and then nothing. 

Back to silence. I’d like to know what caused such a disruption.” 

I served myself from the platters of food, barely caring what had been laid on the

table. “It was an argument, and the rest is none of your concern.” 

“Is it why you look like your grief and guilt and rage are eating you alive, bit by

bit?” 

I didn’t want to talk about it. “Get out of my head.” 

“Make me.  Push me out. You dropped your shield this morning—anyone could

have walked right in.” 

I held his stare. Another challenge. And I just … I didn’t care. I didn’t care about

whatever  smoldered  in  my  body,  about  how  I’d  slipped  into  Lucien’s  head  as

easily as Rhys could slip into mine, shield or no shield. 

“Where’s Mor?” I asked instead. 

He tensed, and I braced myself for him to push, to provoke, but he said, 

“Away.  She  has  duties  to  attend  to.”  Shadows  swirled  around  him  again  and  I dug into my food. “Is the wedding on hold, then?” 

I paused eating barely long enough to mumble, “Yes.” 

“I expected an answer more along the lines of, ‘  Don’t ask stupid  questions you already know the answer to,’ or my timeless favorite, ‘  Go to  hell.’ ” 
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I only reached for a platter of tartlets. His hands were flat on the table—

and a whisper of black smoke curled over his fingers. Like talons. 

He said, “Did you give my offer any thought?” 

I didn’t answer until my plate was empty and I was heaping more food onto it. 

“I’m not going to work with you.” 

I  almost  felt  the  dark  calm  that  settled  over  him.  “And  why,  Feyre,  are  you refusing me?” 

I pushed around the fruit on my plate. “I’m not going to be a part of this war you

think is coming. You say I should be a weapon, not a pawn—they seem like the

same to me. The only difference is who’s wielding it.” 

“I want your help, not to manipulate you,” he snapped. 

His  flare  of  temper  made  me  at  last  lift  my  head.  “You  want  my  help  because it’ll piss off Tamlin.” 

Shadows danced around his shoulders—as if the wings were trying to take form. 

“Fine,” he breathed. “I dug that grave myself, with all I did Under the Mountain. 

But I need your help.” 

Again, I could feel the other unspoken words:  Ask me why; push me  about it. 

And again, I didn’t want to. Didn’t have the energy to. 

Rhys  said  quietly,  “I  was  a  prisoner  in  her  court  for  nearly  fifty  years.  I  was tortured and beaten and fucked until only telling myself who I was, what I had to

protect, kept me from trying to find a way to end it. Please—

help me keep that from happening again. To Prythian.” 

Some  distant  part  of  my  heart  ached  and  bled  at  the  words,  at  what  he’d  laid bare. 
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But Tamlin had made exceptions—he’d lightened the guards’ presence, allowed

me  to  roam  a  bit  more  freely.  He  was  trying.  We  were  trying.  I  wouldn’t

jeopardize that. 

So I went back to eating. 

Rhys didn’t say another word. 

I didn’t join him for dinner. 

I didn’t rise in time for breakfast, either. 

But  when  I  emerged  at  noon,  he  was  waiting  upstairs,  that  faint,  amused  smile on his face. He nudged me toward the table he’d arranged with books and paper

and ink. 

“Copy these sentences,” he drawled from across the table, handing me a piece of

paper. 

I looked at them and read perfectly:

“Rhysand is a spectacular person. Rhysand is the center of my world. 

 Rhysand  is  the  best  lover  a  female  can  ever  dream  of.”  I  set  down  the  paper, wrote out the three sentences, and handed it to him. 

The claws slammed into my mind a moment later. 

And bounced harmlessly off a black, glimmering shield of adamant. 

He blinked. “You practiced.” 

I rose from the table and walked away. “I had nothing better to do.” 

That night, he left a pile of books by my door with a note. 

 I have business elsewhere. The house is yours. Send word if you need me. 

Days passed—and I didn’t. 

Rhys returned at the end of the week. I’d taken to situating myself in one of the

little lounges overlooking the mountains, and had almost read an entire book in

the deep-cushioned armchair, going slowly as I learned new words. 

But  it  had  filled  my  time—given  me  quiet,  steadfast  company  with  those

characters, who did not exist and never would, but somehow made me feel less

… alone. 

The  woman  who’d  hurled  a  bone-spear  at  Amarantha  …  I  didn’t  know  where

she  was  anymore.  Perhaps  she’d  vanished  that  day  her  neck  had  snapped  and

faerie immortality had filled her veins. 

I  was  just  finishing  up  a  particularly  good  chapter—the  second-to-last  in  the book—a  shaft  of  buttery  afternoon  sunlight  warming  my  feet,  when  Rhysand

slid  between  two  of  the  oversized  armchairs,  twin  plates  of  food  in  his  hands, and set them on the low-lying table before me. “Since you seem hell-bent on a

sedentary  lifestyle,”  he  said,  “I  thought  I’d  go  one  step  further  and  bring  your food to you.” 

My stomach was already twisting with hunger, and I lowered the book into my

lap. “Thank you.” 

A short laugh. “Thank you? Not ‘   High lord and servant?’ Or: ‘   Whatever   it is you want, you can go shove it up your ass, Rhysand.’?” He clicked his tongue. 

“How disappointing.” 

I set down the book and extended a hand for the plate. He could listen to himself

talk all day if he wished, but I wanted to eat. Now. 

My fingers had almost grazed the rim of the plate when it just  slid away. 

I reached again. Once more, a tendril of his power yanked the plate further back. 

“Tell me what to do,” he said. “Tell me what to do to help you.” 

Rhys kept the plate beyond reach. He spoke again, and as if the words tumbling

out loosened his grip on his power, talons of smoke curled over his fingers and

great  wings  of  shadow  spread  from  his  back.  “Months  and  months,  and  you’re
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still a ghost. Does no one there ask what the hell is happening? Does your High

Lord simply not care?” 

He did care. Tamlin  did care. Perhaps too much. “He’s giving me space to sort it out,” I said, with enough of a bite that I barely recognized my voice. 

“Let  me  help  you,”  Rhys  said.  “We  went  through  enough  Under  the  Mountain

—” 

I flinched. 

“She wins,” Rhys breathed. “That bitch wins if you let yourself fall apart.” 

I wondered if he’d been telling himself that for months now, wondered if he, too, 

had  moments  when  his  own  memories  sometimes  suffocated  him  deep  in  the

night. 

But  I  lifted  the  book,  firing  two  words  down  the  bond  between  us  before  I

blasted my shields up again. 

 Conversation over. 

“Like hell it is,” he snarled. A thrum of power caressed my fingers, and then the

book sealed shut between my hands. My nails dug into the leather and paper—to

no avail. 

Bastard. Arrogant, presuming  bastard. 

Slowly, I lifted my eyes to him. And I felt … not hot temper—but icy, glittering

rage. 

I could almost  feel that ice at my fingertips, kissing my palms. And I swore there was frost coating the book before I hurled it at his head. 

He  shielded  fast  enough  that  it  bounced  away  and  slid  across  the  marble  floor behind us. 

“Good,” he said, his breathing a bit uneven. “What else do you have, Feyre?” 

Ice melted to flame, and my fingers curled into fists. 

And the High Lord of the Night Court honestly looked relieved at the sight of it

—of that wrath that made me want to rage and burn. 

A feeling, for once. Not like that hollow cold and silence. 

And the thought of returning to that manor with the sentries and the patrols and

the secrets … I sank back into my chair. Frozen once more. 

“Any time you need someone to play with,” Rhys said, pushing the plate toward

me on a star-flecked wind, “whether it’s during our marvelous week together or

otherwise, you let me know.” 

I couldn’t muster up a response, exhausted from the bit of temper I’d shown. 

And I realized I was in a free fall with no end. I had been for a while. 

From the moment I’d stabbed that Fae youth in the heart. 

I didn’t look up at him again as I devoured the food. 

The next morning, Tamlin was waiting in the shade of the gnarled, mighty oak

tree in the garden. 

A murderous expression twisted his face, directed solely at Rhys. Yet there was

nothing amused in Rhys’s smile as he stepped back from me—

only a cold, cunning predator gazing out. 

Tamlin growled at me, “Get inside.” 

I looked between the two High Lords. And seeing that fury in Tamlin’s face … I

knew there would be no more solitary rides or walks through the grounds. 

Rhys just said to me, “Fight it.” 

And then he was gone. 

“I’m fine,” I said to Tamlin, as his shoulders slumped, his head bowing. 

“I will find a way to end this,” he swore. 

I wanted to believe him. I knew he’d do anything to achieve it. 

He  made  me  again  walk  through  every  detail  I  had  learned  at  Rhys’s  home. 

Every conversation, however brief. I told him everything, each word quieter than

the last. 

 Protect, protect, protect—I could see the word in his eyes, feel it in every thrust he  made  into  my  body  that  night.  I  had  been  taken  from  him  once  in  the  most permanent of ways, but never again. 

The sentries returned in full force the next morning. 

CHAPTER

12

During that first week back, I wasn’t allowed out of sight of the house. 

Some  nameless  threat  had  broken  onto  the  lands,  and  Tamlin  and  Lucien  were

called  away  to  deal  with  it.  I  asked  my  friend  to  tell  me  what  it  was,  yet  …

Lucien had that look he always did when he wanted to, but his loyalty to Tamlin

got in the way. So I didn’t ask again. 

While  they  were  gone,  Ianthe  returned—to  keep  me  company,  protect  me,  I

don’t know. 

She  was  the  only  one  allowed  in.  The  semi-permanent  gaggle  of  Spring  Court

lords  and  ladies  at  the  manor  had  been  dismissed,  along  with  their  personal

servants. I was grateful for it, that I no longer would run into them while walking

the halls of the manor, or the gardens, and have to dredge up a memory of their

names,  personal  histories,  no  longer  have  to  endure  them  trying  not  to  stare  at the tattoo, but … I knew Tamlin had liked having them around. Knew some of

them were indeed old friends, knew he liked the manor being full of sound and

laughter  and  chatter.  Yet  I’d  found  they  all  talked  to  each  other  like  they  were sparring partners. Pretty words masking sharp-edged insults. 

I was glad for the silence—even as it became a weight on me, even as it filled

my head until there was nothing inside of it beyond … emptiness. 

Eternity. Was this to be my eternity? 

I  was  burning  through  books  every  day—stories  about  people  and  places  I’d

never  heard  of.  They  were  perhaps  the  only  thing  that  kept  me  from  teetering into utter despair. 

Tamlin returned eight days later, brushing a kiss over my brow and looking me

over, and then headed into the study. Where Ianthe had news for

him. 

That I was also not to hear. 

Alone  in  the  hall,  watching  as  the  hooded  priestess  led  him  toward  the  double doors at its other end, a glimmer of red—

My body tensed, instinct roaring through me as I whirled—

Not Amarantha. 

Lucien. 

The red hair was his, not hers. I was here, not in that dungeon—

My friend’s eyes—both metal and flesh—were fixed on my hands. 

Where  my  nails  were  growing,  curving.  Not  into  talons  of  shadow,  but  claws

that had shredded through my undergarments time and again—

 Stop stop stop stop stop—

It did. 

Like blowing out a candle, the claws vanished into a wisp of shadow. 

Lucien’s  gaze  slid  to  Tamlin  and  Ianthe,  unaware  of  what  had  happened,  and

then he silently inclined his head, motioning for me to follow. 

We took the sweeping stairs to the second level, the halls deserted. I didn’t look

at the paintings flanking either side. Didn’t look beyond the towering windows

to the bright gardens. 

We passed my bedroom door, passed his own—until we entered a small study on the second level, mostly left unused. 

He shut the door after I’d entered the room, and leaned against the wood panel. 

“How long have the claws been appearing?” he said softly. 

“That was the first time.” My voice rang hollow and dull in my ears. 

Lucien  surveyed  me—the  vibrant  fuchsia  gown  Ianthe  had  selected  that

morning, the face I didn’t bother to set into a pleasant expression …

“There’s  only  so  much  I  can  do,”  he  said  hoarsely.  “But  I’ll  ask  him  tonight. 

About  the  training.  The  powers  will  manifest  whether  we  train  you  or  not,  no matter who is around. I’ll ask him tonight,” he repeated. 

I already knew what the answer would be, though. 

Lucien  didn’t  stop  me  as  I  opened  the  door  he’d  been  leaning  against  and  left without another word. I slept until dinner, roused myself enough to eat

—and when I went downstairs, the raised voices of Tamlin, Lucien, and Ianthe

sent me right back to the steps. 

 They will hunt her, and kill her, Ianthe had hissed at Lucien. 

Lucien had growled back,  They’ll do it anyway, so what’s the difference? 

 The  difference,  Ianthe  had  seethed,  lies  in  us  having  the  advantage  of  this knowledge—it  won’t  be  Feyre  alone  who  is  targeted  for  the  gifts  stolen  from those  High  Lords.  Your  children,  she  then  said  to  Tamlin   ,  will  also  have   such power. Other High Lords will know that. And if they do not kill Feyre   outright, then they might realize what they  stand to gain if gifted with  offspring from her, too. 

My stomach had turned over at the implication. That I might be stolen—

and kept—for … breeding. Surely … surely no High Lord would go so far. 

 If  they  were  to  do  that,  Lucien  had  countered   ,  none  of  the  other  High   Lords
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 would stand with them. They would face the wrath of six courts  bearing down on them. No one is that stupid. 

 Rhysand  is  that  stupid,  Ianthe  had  spat.  And  with  that  power  of  his,  he   could potentially withstand it. Imagine, she said, voice softening as she had no doubt turned to Tamlin  , a day might come when he does not return her. 

 You hear the poisoned lies he whispers in her ear. There are other ways  around it, she had added with such quiet venom.  We might not be able to  deal with him, but there are some friends that I made across the sea …

 We are not assassins, Lucien had cut in.  Rhys is what he is, but who  would take his place—

My blood went cold, and I could have sworn ice frosted my fingertips. 

Lucien  had  gone  on,  his  tone  pleading,  Tamlin.  Tam.  Just  let  her  train,  let   her master this—if the other High Lords do  come for her, let her stand a  chance …

Silence fell as they let Tamlin consider. 

My  feet  began  moving  the  moment  I  heard  the  first  word  out  of  his  mouth, 

barely more than a growl.  No. 

With each step up the stairs, I heard the rest. 

 We give them no reason to suspect she might have any abilities, which   training will surely do. Don’t give me that look, Lucien. 

Silence again. 

Then a vicious snarl, and a shudder of magic rocked the house. 

Tamlin’s voice had been low, deadly.  Do not push me on this. 

I  didn’t  want  to  know  what  was  happening  in  that  room,  what  he’d  done  to

Lucien, what Lucien had even looked like to cause that pulse of power. 

I locked the door to my bedroom and did not bother to eat dinner at all. 

Tamlin didn’t seek me out that night. I wondered if he, Ianthe, and Lucien were still debating my future and the threats against me. 

There were sentries outside of my bedroom the following afternoon—

when I finally dragged myself from bed. 

According  to  them,  Tamlin  and  Lucien  were  already  holed  up  in  his  study. 

Without  Tamlin’s  courtiers  poking  around,  the  manor  was  again  silent  as  I, 

without  anything  else  to  do,  headed  to  walk  the  garden  paths  I’d  followed  so many  times  I  was  surprised  the  pale  dirt  wasn’t  permanently  etched  with  my

footprints. 

Only my steps sounded in the shining halls as I passed guard after guard, armed

to the teeth and trying their best not to gawk at me. Not one spoke to me. Even

the servants had taken to keeping to their quarters unless absolutely necessary. 

Maybe I’d become too slothful; maybe my lazing about made me more prone to

these outbursts.  Anyone might have seen me yesterday. 

And though we’d never spoken of it … Ianthe knew. About the powers. 

How long had she been aware? The thought of Tamlin telling her …

My silk slippers scuffed on the marble stairs, the chiffon trail of my green gown

slithering behind me. 

Such silence. Too much silence. 

I needed to get out of this house. Needed to  do something. If the villagers didn’t want my help, then fine. I could do other things. Whatever they were. 

I was about to turn down the hall that led to the study, determined to ask Tamlin

if  there  was   any  task  that  I  might  perform,  ready  to  beg  him,  when  the  study doors flung open and Tamlin and Lucien emerged, both heavily armed. No sign

of Ianthe. 

“You’re going so soon?” I said, waiting for them to reach the foyer. 

Tamlin’s  face  was  a  grim  mask  as  they  approached.  “There’s  activity  on  the

western sea border. I have to go.” The one closest to Hybern. 

“Can I come with you?” I’d never asked it outright, but—

Tamlin  paused.  Lucien  continued  past,  through  the  open  front  doors  of  the

house, barely able to hide his wince. “I’m sorry,” Tamlin said, reaching for me. I

stepped out of his grip. “It’s too dangerous.” 

“I know how to remain hidden. Just—take me with you.” 

“I won’t risk our enemies getting their hands on you.”  What enemies? 

 Tell me—tell me something. 

I  stared  over  his  shoulder,  toward  where  Lucien  lingered  in  the  gravel  beyond the  house  entrance.  No  horses.  I  supposed  they  weren’t  necessary  this  time, 

when they were faster without them. But maybe I could keep up. 

Maybe I’d wait until they left and—

“Don’t even think about it,” Tamlin warned. 

My attention snapped to his face. 

He growled, “Don’t even try to come after us.” 

“I can fight,” I tried again. A half-truth. A knack for survival wasn’t the same as

trained skill. “Please.” 

I’d never hated a word more. 

He shook his head, crossing the foyer to the front doors. 

I followed him, blurting, “There will  always be some threat. There will always

be some conflict or enemy or  something that keeps me in here.” 

He slowed to a stop just inside the towering oak doors, so lovingly restored after

Amarantha’s  cronies  had  trashed  them.  “You  can  barely  sleep  through  the

night,” he said carefully. 

I retorted, “Neither can you.” 

But he just plowed ahead, “You can barely handle being around other people—” 

“You  promised.” My voice cracked. And I didn’t care that I was begging. 

“I need to get out of this house.” 

“Have Bron take you and Ianthe on a ride—” 

“I don’t want to go for a ride!” I splayed my arms. “I don’t want to go for a ride, 

or a picnic, or pick wildflowers. I want to  do something. So take me with you.” 

That girl who had needed to be protected, who had craved stability and comfort

… she had died Under the Mountain.  I had died, and there had been no one to

protect me from those horrors before my neck snapped. So I had done it myself. 

And  I  would  not,  could  not,  yield  that  part  of  me  that  had  awoken  and transformed  Under  the  Mountain.  Tamlin  had  gotten  his  powers  back,  had

become whole again—become that protector and provider he wished to be. 

I  was  not  the  human  girl  who  needed  coddling  and  pampering,  who  wanted

luxury and easiness. I didn’t know how to go back to craving those

things. To being docile. 

Tamlin’s claws punched out. “Even if I risked it, your untrained abilities render

your presence more of a liability than anything.” 

It was like being hit with stones—so hard I could feel myself cracking. 

But  I  lifted  my  chin  and  said,  “I’m  coming  along  whether  you  want  me  to  or not.” 

“No, you aren’t.” He strode right through the door, his claws slashing the air at

his sides, and was halfway down the steps before I reached the threshold. 

Where I slammed into an invisible wall. 

I staggered back, trying to reorder my mind around the impossibility of it. It was

identical  to  the  one  I’d  built  that  day  in  the  study,  and  I  searched  inside  the shards of my soul, my heart, for a tether to that shield, wondering if I’d blocked

 myself, but—there was no power emanating from me. 

I reached a hand to the open air of the doorway. And met solid resistance. 

“Tamlin,” I rasped. 

But he was already down the front drive, walking toward the looming iron gates. 

Lucien remained at the foot of the stairs, his face so, so pale. 

“Tamlin,” I said again, pushing against the wall. 

He didn’t turn. 

I  slammed  my  hand  into  the  invisible  barrier.  No  movement—nothing  but

hardened air. And I had not learned about my own powers enough to try to push

through, to shatter it … I had  let him convince me not to learn those things for his sake—

“Don’t  bother  trying,”  Lucien  said  softly,  as  Tamlin  cleared  the  gates  and

vanished—winnowed. “He shielded the entire house around you. Others can go

in and out, but you can’t. Not until he lifts the shield.” 

He’d locked me in here. 

I hit the shield again. Again. 

Nothing. 

“Just—be  patient,  Feyre,”  Lucien  tried,  wincing  as  he  followed  after  Tamlin. 

“Please. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll try again.” 

I barely heard him over the roar in my ears. Didn’t wait to see him pass the gates

and winnow, too. 

He’d locked me in. He’d sealed me inside this house. 

I hurtled for the nearest window in the foyer and shoved it open. A cool spring

breeze  rushed  in—and  I  shoved  my  hand  through  it—only  for  my  fingers  to

bounce off an invisible wall. Smooth, hard air pushed against my skin. 

Breathing became difficult. 

I was trapped. 

I was trapped inside this house. I might as well have been Under the Mountain; I might as well have been inside that cell again—

I backed away, my steps too light, too fast, and slammed into the oak table in the

center of the foyer. None of the nearby sentries came to investigate. 

He’d trapped me in here; he’d  locked me up. 

I stopped seeing the marble floor, or the paintings on the walls, or the sweeping

staircase looming behind me. I stopped hearing the chirping of the spring birds, 

or the sighing of the breeze through the curtains. 

And  then  crushing  black  pounded  down  and  rose  up  from  beneath,  devouring

and roaring and shredding. 

It  was  all  I  could  do  to  keep  from  screaming,  to  keep  from  shattering  into  ten thousand  pieces  as  I  sank  onto  the  marble  floor,  bowing  over  my  knees,  and

wrapped my arms around myself. 

He’d trapped me; he’d trapped me; he’d trapped me—

I had to get  out, because I’d barely escaped from another prison once before, and this time, this time—

Winnowing.  I  could  vanish  into  nothing  but  air  and  appear  somewhere  else, 

somewhere open and free. I fumbled for my power, for anything,  something that

might show me the way to do it, the way out. Nothing. There was nothing and I

had become  nothing, and I couldn’t ever get out—

Someone was shouting my name from far away. 

Alis—Alis. 

But I was ensconced in a cocoon of darkness and fire and ice and wind, a cocoon

that  melted  the  ring  off  my  finger  until  the  golden  ore  dripped  away  into  the void, the emerald tumbling after it. I wrapped that raging force around myself as

if it could keep the walls from crushing me entirely, and maybe, maybe buy me

the tiniest sip of air—

I couldn’t get out; I couldn’t get out; I couldn’t get out—

[image: Image 137]

Slender, strong hands gripped me under the shoulders. 

I didn’t have the strength to fight them off. 

One  of  those  hands  moved  to  my  knees,  the  other  to  my  back,  and  then  I  was being lifted, held against what was unmistakably a female body. 

I couldn’t see her, didn’t want to see her. 

Amarantha. 

Come to take me away again; come to kill me at last. 

There were words being spoken around me. Two women. 

Neither of them … neither of them was Amarantha. 

“Please—please take care of her.” Alis. 

From right by my ear, the other replied, “Consider yourselves very, very lucky

that your High Lord was not here when we arrived. Your guards will have one

hell of a headache when they wake up, but they’re alive. Be grateful.” Mor. 

Mor held me—carried me. 

The darkness guttered long enough that I could draw breath, that I could see the

garden door she walked toward. I opened my mouth, but she peered down at me

and said, “Did you think his shield would keep us from you? 

Rhys shattered it with half a thought.” 

But I didn’t spy Rhys anywhere—not as the darkness swirled back in. I clung to

her, trying to breathe, to think. 

“You’re free,” Mor said tightly. “You’re free.” 

Not safe. Not protected. 

Free. 

She carried me beyond the garden, into the fields, up a hill, down it, and into—

into a cave—

I must have started bucking and thrashing in her arms, because she said, 

“You’re out; you’re  free,” again and again and again as true darkness swallowed

us. 

Half a heartbeat later, she emerged into sunlight—bright, strawberry-and-grass-

scented sunlight. I had a thought that this might be Summer, then—

Then a low, vicious growl split the air before us, cleaving even my darkness. 

“I did everything by the book,” Mor said to the owner of that growl. 

I was passed from her arms to someone else’s, and I struggled to breathe, fought

for  any  trickle  of  air  down  my  lungs.  Until  Rhysand  said,  “Then  we’re  done

here.” 

Wind tore at me, along with ancient darkness. 

But a sweeter, softer shade of night caressed me, stroking my nerves, my lungs, 

until I could at last get air inside, until it seduced me into sleep. 

CHAPTER

13

I  woke  to  sunlight,  and  open  space—nothing  but  clear  sky  and  snowcapped

mountains around me. 

And  Rhysand  lounging  in  an  armchair  across  from  the  couch  where  I  was

sprawled, gazing at the mountains, his face uncharacteristically solemn. 

I swallowed, and his head whipped toward me. 

No kindness in his eyes. Nothing but unending, icy rage. 

But he blinked, and it was gone. Replaced by perhaps relief. Exhaustion. 

And  the  pale  sunlight  warming  the  moonstone  floors  …  dawn.  It  was  dawn.  I

didn’t want to think about how long I’d been unconscious. 

“What happened?” I said. My voice was hoarse. As if I’d been screaming. 

“You  were screaming,” he said. I didn’t care if my mental shield was up or down

or completely shattered. “You also managed to scare the shit out of every servant

and sentry in Tamlin’s manor when you wrapped yourself in darkness and they

couldn’t see you.” 

My stomach hollowed out. “Did I hurt any—” 

“No. Whatever you did, it was contained to you.” 

“You weren’t—” 

“By law and protocol,” he said, stretching out his long legs, “things would have

become very complicated and very messy if I had been the one to walk into that

house and take you. Smashing that shield was fine, but Mor had to go in on her

own two feet, render the sentries unconscious through her own power, and carry

you  over  the  border  to  another  court  before  I  could  bring  you  here.  Or  else Tamlin would have free rein to march

his forces into my lands to reclaim you. And as I have no interest in an internal

war, we had to do everything by the book.” 

That’s what Mor had said—that she did everything by the book. 

But— “When I go back …” 

“As your presence here isn’t part of our monthly requirement, you are under no

obligation to go back.” He rubbed at his temple. “Unless you wish to.” 

The question settled in me like a stone sinking to the bottom of a pool. 

There was such quiet in me, such … nothingness. 

“He locked me in that house,” I managed to say. 

A shadow of mighty wings spread behind Rhys’s chair. But his face was calm as

he said, “I know. I felt you. Even with your shields up—for once.” 

I made myself meet his stare. “I have nowhere else to go.” 

It was both a question and a plea. 

He waved a hand, the wings fading. “Stay here for however long you want. Stay

here forever, if you feel like it.” 

“I—I need to go back at some point.” 

“Say the word, and it’s done.” He meant it, too. Even if I could tell from the ire

in  his  eyes  that  he  didn’t  like  it.  He’d  bring  me  back  to  the  Spring  Court  the moment I asked. 

Bring  me  back  to  silence,  and  those  sentries,  and  a  life  of  doing  nothing  but dressing and dining and planning parties. 

He  crossed  his  ankle  over  a  knee.  “I  made  you  an  offer  when  you  first  came here: help me, and food, shelter, clothing … All of it is yours.” 

I’d been a beggar in the past. The thought of doing it now …

“Work for me,” Rhysand said. “I owe you, anyway. And we’ll figure out the rest

day by day, if need be.” 

I looked toward the mountains, as if I could see all the way to the Spring Court

in the south. Tamlin would be furious. He’d shred the manor apart. 

But he’d … he’d locked me up. Either he so deeply misunderstood me or he’d

been so broken by what went on Under the Mountain, but … he’d locked me up. 

“I’m not going back.” The words rang in me like a death knell. “Not—

not until I figure things out.” I shoved against the wall of anger and sorrow and

outright  despair  as  my  thumb  brushed  over  the  vacant  band  of  skin  where  that ring had once sat. 

One  day  at  a  time.  Maybe—maybe  Tamlin  would  come  around.  Heal  himself, 

that jagged wound of festering fear. Maybe I’d sort myself out. I didn’t know. 

But I did know that if I stayed in that manor, if I was locked up one more time

… It might finish the breaking that Amarantha had started. 

Rhysand summoned a mug of hot tea from nowhere and handed it to me. 

“Drink it.” 

I  took  the  mug,  letting  its  warmth  soak  into  my  stiff  fingers.  He  watched  me until  I  took  a  sip,  and  then  went  back  to  monitoring  the  mountains.  I  took another sip—peppermint and … licorice and another herb or spice. 

I  wasn’t  going  back.  Maybe  I’d  never  even  …  gotten  to  come  back.  Not  from

Under the Mountain. 

When the mug was half-finished, I fished for something, anything, to say to keep

the crushing silence at bay. “The darkness—is that … part of the power  you gave

me?” 

“One would assume so.” 

I drained the rest of the mug. “No wings?” 

“If you inherited some of Tamlin’s shape-shifting, perhaps you can make wings

of your own.” 

A  shiver  went  down  my  spine  at  the  thought,  at  the  claws  I’d  grown  that  day with Lucien. “And the other High Lords? Ice—that’s Winter. That shield I once

made of hardened wind—who did that come from? What might the others have

given me? Is—is winnowing tied to any one of you in particular?” 

He  considered.  “Wind?  The  Day  Court,  likely.  And  winnowing—it’s  not

confined to any court. It’s wholly dependent on your own reserve of power

—and  training.”  I  didn’t  feel  like  mentioning  how  spectacularly  I’d  failed  to even move an inch. “And as for the gifts you got from everyone else …

That’s for you to find out, I suppose.” 

“I should have known your goodwill would wear off after a minute.” 

Rhys let out a low chuckle and got to his feet, stretching his muscled arms over
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his head and rolling his neck. As if he’d been sitting there for a long, long while. 

For the entirety of the night. “Rest a day or two, Feyre,” 

he said. “Then take on the task of figuring out everything else. I have business in

another part of my lands; I’ll be back by the end of the week.” 

Despite how long I’d slept, I was so tired—tired in my bones, in my crumpled

heart. When I didn’t reply, Rhys strode off between the moonstone pillars. 

And I saw how I would spend the next few days: in solitude, with nothing to do

and  only  my  own,  horrible  thoughts  for  company.  I  began  speaking  before  I

could reconsider. “Take me with you.” 

Rhys halted as he pushed through two purple gossamer curtains. And slowly, he

turned back. “You should rest.” 

“I’ve rested enough,” I said, setting down the empty mug and standing. 

My  head  spun  slightly.  When  had  I  last  eaten?  “Wherever  you’re  going, 

whatever you’re doing—take me along. I’ll stay out of trouble. Just …

Please.”  I  hated  the  last  word;  choked  on  it.  It  hadn’t  done  anything  to  sway Tamlin. 

For  a  long  moment,  Rhys  said  nothing.  Then  he  prowled  toward  me,  his  long

stride eating up the distance and his face set like stone. “If you come with me, 

there  is  no  going  back.  You  will  not  be  allowed  to  speak  of  what  you  see  to anyone outside of my court. Because if you do, people will die—

 my people will die. So if you come, you will have to lie about it forever; if you return to the Spring Court, you  cannot tell anyone there what you see, and who

you meet, and what you will witness. If you would rather not have that between

you and—your friends, then stay here.” 

Stay  here,  stay  locked  up  in  the  Spring  Court  …  My  chest  was  a  gaping,  open wound. I wondered if I’d bleed out from it—if a spirit could bleed out and die. 

Maybe that had already happened. “Take me with you,” I breathed. 

“I won’t tell anyone what I see. Even—them.” I couldn’t bear to say his name. 

Rhys studied me for a few heartbeats. And finally he gave me a half smile. “We leave in ten minutes. If you want to freshen up, go ahead.” 

An unusually polite reminder that I probably looked like the dead. I felt like it. 

But I said, “Where are we going?” 

Rhys’s smile widened into a grin. “To Velaris—the City of Starlight.” 

The moment I entered my room, the hollow quiet returned, washing away with it

any questions I might have had about—about a city. 

Everything had been destroyed by Amarantha. If there were a city in Prythian, I

would no doubt be visiting a ruin. 

I  jumped  into  the  bath,  scrubbing  down  as  swiftly  as  I  could,  then  hurried  into the  Night  Court  clothes  that  had  been  left  for  me.  My  motions  were  mindless, each one some feeble attempt to keep from thinking about what had happened, 

what—what Tamlin had tried to do and had done, what  I had done—

By the time I returned to the main atrium, Rhys was leaning against a moonstone

pillar,  picking  at  his  nails.  He  merely  said,  “That  was  fifteen  minutes,”  before extending his hand. 

I  had  no  glimmering  ember  to  even  try  to  look  like  I  cared  about  his  taunting before we were swallowed by the roaring darkness. 

Wind and night and stars wheeled by as he winnowed us through the world, and

the calluses of his hand scratched against my own fading ones before—

Before  sunlight,  not  starlight,  greeted  me.  Squinting  at  the  brightness,  I  found myself standing in what was unmistakably a foyer of someone’s house. 

The  ornate  red  carpet  cushioned  the  one  step  I  staggered  away  from  him  as  I surveyed  the  warm,  wood-paneled  walls,  the  artwork,  the  straight,  wide  oak

staircase ahead. 

Flanking  us  were  two  rooms:  on  my  left,  a  sitting  room  with  a  black  marble fireplace, lots of comfortable, elegant, but worn furniture, and bookshelves built

into every wall. On my right: a dining room with a long, cherrywood table big

enough for ten people—small, compared to the dining room at the manor. Down the slender hallway ahead were a few more doors, ending in one that I assumed

would lead to a kitchen. A town house. 

I’d visited one once, when I was a child and my father had brought me along to

the  largest  town  in  our  territory:  it’d  belonged  to  a  fantastically  wealthy  client, and had smelled like coffee and mothballs. A pretty place, but stuffy—formal. 

This  house  …  this  house  was  a   home  that  had  been  lived  in  and  enjoyed  and cherished. 

And it was in a city. 

PART TWO
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“Welcome to my home,” Rhysand said. 

A city—a world lay out there. 

Morning  sunlight  streamed  through  the  windows  lining  the  front  of  the  town

house.  The  ornately  carved  wood  door  before  me  was  inset  with  fogged  glass

that  peeked  into  a  small  antechamber  and  the  actual  front  door  beyond  it,  shut and solid against whatever city lurked beyond. 

And  the  thought  of  setting  foot  out  into  it,  into  the  leering  crowds,  seeing  the destruction  Amarantha  had  likely  wreaked  upon  them  …  A  heavy  weight

pressed into my chest. 

I hadn’t dredged up the focus to ask until now, hadn’t given an ounce of room to

consider that this might be a mistake, but … “What is this place?” 

Rhys leaned a broad shoulder against the carved oak threshold that led into the

sitting room and crossed his arms. “This is my house. Well, I have two homes in

the  city.  One  is  for  more  …  official  business,  but  this  is  only  for  me  and  my

family.” 

I listened for any servants but heard none. Good—maybe that was good, rather

than have people weeping and gawking. 

“Nuala  and  Cerridwen  are  here,”  he  said,  reading  my  glance  down  the  hall

behind us. “But other than that, it’ll just be the two of us.” 

I tensed. It wasn’t that things had been any different at the Night Court itself, but

—this  house  was  much,  much  smaller.  There  would  be  no  escaping  him.  Save

for the city outside. 

There were no cities left in our mortal territory. Though some had sprung up on

the main continent, full of art and learning and trade. Elain had once wanted to

go with me. I didn’t suppose I’d ever get that chance now. 

Rhysand opened his mouth, but then the silhouettes of two tall, powerful bodies

appeared on the other side of the front door’s fogged glass. One of them banged

on it with a fist. 

“Hurry  up,  you  lazy  ass,”  a  deep  male  voice  drawled  from  the  antechamber

beyond.  Exhaustion  drugged  me  so  heavily  that  I  didn’t  particularly  care  that there were wings peeking over their two shadowy forms. 

Rhys didn’t so much as blink toward the door. “Two things, Feyre darling.” 

The  pounding  continued,  followed  by  the  second  male  murmuring  to  his

companion, “If you’re going to pick a fight with him, do it after breakfast.” 

That voice—like shadows given form, dark and smooth and … cold. 

“I wasn’t the one who hauled me out of bed just now to fly down here,” 

the first one said. Then added, “Busybody.” 

I could have sworn a smile tugged on Rhys’s lips as he went on, “One, no one—

 no one—but Mor and I are able to winnow directly inside this house. 

It is warded, shielded, and then warded some more. Only those I wish—and  you

wish—may  enter.  You  are  safe  here;  and  safe  anywhere  in  this  city,  for  that

matter.  Velaris’s  walls  are  well  protected  and  have  not  been  breached  in  five thousand years. No one with ill intent enters this city unless I allow it. 

So go where you wish, do what you wish, and see who you wish. Those two in

the antechamber,” he added, eyes sparkling, “might not be on that list of people

you should bother knowing, if they keep banging on the door like children.” 

Another pound, emphasized by the first male voice saying, “You know we can

hear you, prick.” 

“Secondly,” Rhys went on, “in regard to the two bastards at my door, it’s up to

you  whether  you  want  to  meet  them  now,  or  head  upstairs  like  a  wise  person, take  a  nap  since  you’re  still  looking  a  little  peaky,  and  then  change  into  city-appropriate  clothing  while  I  beat  the  hell  out  of  one  of  them  for  talking  to  his High Lord like that.” 

There was such light in his eyes. It made him look … younger, somehow. 

More mortal. So at odds with the icy rage I’d seen earlier when I’d awoken

…

Awoken on that couch, and then decided I wasn’t returning home. 

Decided that, perhaps, the Spring Court might not be my home. 

I was drowning in that old heaviness, clawing my way up to a surface that might

not ever exist. I’d slept for the Mother knew how long, and yet

… “Just come get me when they’re gone.” 

That  joy  dimmed,  and  Rhys  looked  like  he  might  say  something  else,  but  a

female  voice—crisp  and  edged—now  sounded  behind  the  two  males  in  the

antechamber.  “You  Illyrians  are  worse  than  cats  yowling  to  be  let  in  the  back door.” The knob jangled. She sighed sharply. “Really, Rhysand? You locked us

out?” 

Fighting to keep that immense heaviness at bay a bit longer, I made for the stairs

—at the top of which now stood Nuala and Cerridwen, wincing at the front door. 

I could have sworn Cerridwen subtly gestured me to hurry up. And I might have

kissed both twins for that bit of normalcy. 

I  might  have  kissed  Rhys,  too,  for  waiting  to  open  the  front  door  until  I  was halfway down the cerulean-blue hallway on the second level. 

All I heard was that first male voice declare, “Welcome home, bastard,” 

followed by the shadowy male voice saying, “I sensed you were back. Mor filled

me in, but I—” 

That strange female voice cut him off. “Send your dogs out in the yard to play, 

Rhysand. You and I have matters to discuss.” 

That midnight voice said with quiet cold that licked down my spine, “As do I.” 

Then  the  cocky  one  drawled  to  her,  “We  were  here  first.  Wait  your  turn,  Tiny Ancient One.” 

On  either  side  of  me,  Nuala  and  Cerridwen  flinched,  either  from  holding  in

laughter or some vestige of fear, or perhaps both. Definitely both as a feminine

snarl sliced through the house—albeit a bit halfheartedly. 

The  upstairs  hall  was  punctuated  with  chandeliers  of  swirled,  colored  glass, 

illuminating  the  few  polished  doors  on  either  side.  I  wondered  which  belonged to  Rhysand—and  then  wondered  which  one  belonged  to  Mor  as  I  heard  her

yawn amid the fray below:

“Why  is  everyone  here  so   early?  I  thought  we  were  meeting  tonight  at  the House.” 

Below, Rhysand grumbled—  grumbled—“Trust me, there’s no party. 

Only a massacre, if Cassian doesn’t shut his mouth.” 

“We’re hungry,” that first male—Cassian—complained. “Feed us. 

 Someone told me there’d be breakfast.” 

“Pathetic,” that strange female voice quipped. “You idiots are pathetic.” 

Mor said, “We know that’s true. But  is there food?” 

I  heard  the  words—heard  and  processed  them.  And  then  they  floated  into  the blackness of my mind. 

Nuala  and  Cerridwen  opened  a  door,  leading  to  a  fire-warmed,  sunlit  room.  It faced  a  walled,  winter-kissed  garden  in  the  back  of  the  town  house,  the  large windows  peering  over  the  sleeping  stone  fountain  in  its  center,  drained  for  the season. Everything in the bedroom itself was of rich wood and soft white, with

touches of subtle sage. It felt, strangely enough, almost human. 

And the bed—massive, plush, adorned in quilts and duvets of cream and ivory to

keep out the winter chill—that looked the most welcoming of all. 

But  I  wasn’t  so  far  gone  that  I  couldn’t  ask  a  few  basic  questions—to  at  least give myself the illusion of caring a bit about my own welfare. 

“Who was that?” I managed to say as they shut the door behind us. 

Nuala  headed  for  the  small  attached  bathing  room—white  marble,  a  claw-foot

tub, more sunny windows that overlooked the garden wall and the thick line of

cypress  trees  that  stood  watch  behind  it.  Cerridwen,  already  stalking  for  the armoire,  cringed  a  bit  and  said  over  a  shoulder,  “They’re  Rhysand’s  Inner

Circle.” 

The ones I’d heard mentioned that day at the Night Court—who Rhys kept going

to meet. “I wasn’t aware that High Lords kept things so casual,” 

I admitted. 

“They don’t,” Nuala said, returning from the bathing room with a brush. 

“But Rhysand does.” 

Apparently, my hair was a mess, because Nuala brushed it as Cerridwen pulled

out some ivory sleeping clothes—a warm and soft lace-trimmed top and pants. 

I took in the clothes, then the room, then the winter garden and the slumbering

fountain beyond, and Rhysand’s earlier words clicked into place. 

 The walls of this city have not been breached for five thousand years. 

Meaning Amarantha …

“How  is  this  city  here?”  I  met  Nuala’s  gaze  in  the  mirror.  “How—how  did  it survive?” 

Nuala’s  face  tightened,  and  her  dark  eyes  flicked  to  her  twin,  who  slowly  rose from a dresser drawer, fleece-lined slippers for me in hand. 

Cerridwen’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. 

“The  High  Lord  is  very  powerful,”  Cerridwen  said—carefully.  “And  was

devoted to his people long before his father’s mantle passed to him.” 

“How  did  it  survive?”  I  pushed.  A  city—a  lovely  one,  if  the  sounds  from  my window, the garden beyond it, were any indication—lay all around me. 

Untouched, whole. Safe. While the rest of the world had been left to ruin. 

The  twins  exchanged  looks  again,  some  silent  language  they’d  learned  in  the

womb passing between them. Nuala set down the brush on the vanity. 

“It is not for us to tell.” 

“He  asked you not to—” 

“No,”  Cerridwen  interrupted,  folding  back  the  covers  of  the  bed.  “The  High

Lord made no such demand. But what he did to shield this city is his story to tell, 

not  ours.  We  would  be  more  comfortable  if  he  told  you,  lest  we  get  any  of  it wrong.” 

I glared between them. Fine. Fair enough. 

Cerridwen moved to shut the curtains, sealing the room in darkness. 

My heart stumbled, taking my anger with it, and I blurted, “Leave them open.” 

I couldn’t be sealed up and shut in darkness—not yet. 

Cerridwen nodded and left the curtains open, both of the twins telling me to send

word if I needed anything before they departed. 

Alone,  I  slid  into  the  bed,  hardly  feeling  the  softness,  the  smoothness  of  the sheets. 

I  listened  to  the  crackling  fire,  the  chirp  of  birds  in  the  garden’s  potted evergreens—so different from the spring-sweet melodies I was used to. 

That I might never hear or be able to endure again. 

Maybe Amarantha had won after all. 

And  some  strange,  new  part  of  me  wondered  if  my  never  returning  might  be  a fitting punishment for him. For what  he had done to me. 

Sleep claimed me, swift and brutal and deep. 
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I awoke four hours later. 

It took me minutes to remember where I was, what had happened. And each tick

of the little clock on the rosewood writing desk was a shove back-back-back into

that heavy dark. But at least I wasn’t tired. Weary, but no longer on the cusp of

feeling like sleeping forever. 

I’d think about what happened at the Spring Court later. Tomorrow. 

Never. 

Mercifully, Rhysand’s Inner Circle left before I’d finished dressing. 

Rhys  was  waiting  at  the  front  door—which  was  open  to  the  small  wood-and-

marble antechamber, which in turn was open to the street beyond. He ran an eye

over  me,  from  the  suede  navy  shoes—practical  and  comfortably  made—to  the

knee-length  sky-blue  overcoat,  to  the  braid  that  began  on  one  side  of  my  head and  curved  around  the  back.  Beneath  the  coat,  my  usual  flimsy  attire  had  been replaced by thicker, warmer brown pants, and a pretty cream sweater that was so

soft I could have slept in it. Knitted gloves that matched my shoes had already

been stuffed into the coat’s deep pockets. 

“Those two certainly like to fuss,” Rhysand said, though something about it was strained as we headed out the front door. 

Each step toward that bright threshold was both an eternity and an invitation. 

For  a  moment,  the  weight  in  me  vanished  as  I  gobbled  down  the  details  of  the emerging city:

Buttery  sunlight  that  softened  the  already  mild  winter  day,  a  small,  manicured front lawn—its dried grass near-white—bordered with a waist-high wrought iron

fence and empty flower beds, all leading toward a clean

street  of  pale  cobblestones.  High  Fae  in  various  forms  of  dress  meandered  by: some  in  coats  like  mine  to  ward  against  the  crisp  air,  some  wearing  mortal

fashions  with  layers  and  poofy  skirts  and  lace,  some  in  riding  leathers—all

unhurried as they breathed in the salt-and-lemon-verbena breeze that even winter

couldn’t chase away. Not one of them looked toward the house. As if they either

didn’t know or weren’t worried that their own High Lord dwelled in one of the

many  marble  town  houses  lining  either  side  of  the  street,  each  capped  with  a green copper roof and pale chimneys that puffed tendrils of smoke into the brisk

sky. 

In the distance, children shrieked with laughter. 

I  staggered  to  the  front  gate,  unlatching  it  with  fumbling  fingers  that  hardly registered the  ice-cold metal,  and took  all  of three  steps into  the street  before  I halted at the sight at the other end. 

The  street  sloped  down,  revealing  more  pretty  town  houses  and  puffing

chimneys, more well-fed, unconcerned people. And at the very bottom of the hill

curved a broad, winding river, sparkling like deepest sapphire, snaking toward a

vast expanse of water beyond. 

The sea. 

The city had been built like a crust atop the rolling, steep hills that flanked the

river,  the  buildings  crafted  from  white  marble  or  warm  sandstone.  Ships  with

sails  of  varying  shapes  loitered  in  the  river,  the  white  wings  of  birds  shining brightly above them in the midday sun. 

No monsters. No darkness. Not a hint of fear, of despair. 

Untouched. 

 The city has not been breached in five thousand years. 

Even  during  the  height  of  her  dominance  over  Prythian,  whatever  Rhys  had

done,  whatever  he’d  sold  or  bartered  …  Amarantha  truly  had  not  touched  this

place. 

The rest of Prythian had been shredded, then left to bleed out over the course of

fifty years, yet Velaris … My fingers curled into fists. 

I sensed something looming and gazed down the other end of the street. 

There, like eternal guardians of the city, towered a wall of flat-topped mountains

of red stone—the same stone that had been used to build some of the structures. 

They curved around the northern edge of Velaris, to where the river bent toward

them and flowed into their shadow. To the north, different mountains surrounded

the city across the river—a range of sharp

peaks like fish’s teeth cleaved the city’s merry hills from the sea beyond. 

But these mountains behind me … They were sleeping giants. Somehow alive, 

awake. 

As if in answer, that undulating, slithering power slid along my bones, like a cat

brushing against my legs for attention. I ignored it. 

“The middle peak,” Rhys said from behind me, and I whirled, remembering he

was  there.  He  just  pointed  toward  the  largest  of  the  plateaus.  Holes  and—

 windows  seemed  to  have  been  built  into  the  uppermost  part  of  it.  And  flying toward it, borne on large, dark wings, were two figures. “That’s my other home

in this city. The House of Wind.” 

Sure  enough,  the  flying  figures  swerved  on  what  looked  to  be  a  wicked,  fast current. 

“We’ll  be  dining  there  tonight,”  he  added,  and  I  couldn’t  tell  if  he  sounded irritated or resigned about it. 
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And I didn’t quite care. I turned toward the city again and said, “How?” 

He understood what I meant. “Luck.” 

“Luck? Yes, how lucky for you,” I said quietly, but not weakly, “that the rest of

Prythian was ravaged while your people, your city, remained safe.” 

The wind ruffled Rhys’s dark hair, his face unreadable. 

“Did you even think for one moment,” I said, my voice like gravel, “to extend

that  luck to anywhere else? Anyone else?” 

“Other  cities,”  he  said  calmly,  “are  known  to  the  world.  Velaris  has  remained secret beyond the borders of these lands for millennia. Amarantha did not touch

it, because she did not know it existed. None of her beasts did. 

No one in the other courts knows of its existence, either.” 

“How?” 

“Spells  and  wards  and  my  ruthless,  ruthless  ancestors,  who  were  willing  to  do anything to preserve a piece of goodness in our wretched world.” 

“And when Amarantha came,” I said, nearly spitting her name, “you didn’t  think

to open this place as a refuge?” 

“When Amarantha came,” he said, his temper slipping the leash a bit as his eyes

flashed, “I had to make some very hard choices, very quickly.” 

I  rolled  my  eyes,  twisting  away  to  scan  the  rolling,  steep  hills,  the  sea  far beyond. “I’m assuming you  won’t tell me about it.” But I had to know—

how he’d managed to save this slice of peace and beauty. 

“Now’s not the time for that conversation.” 

Fine.  I’d  heard  that  sort  of  thing  a  thousand  times  before  at  the  Spring  Court, anyway. It wasn’t worth dredging up the effort to push about it. 

But  I  wouldn’t  sit  in  my  room,  couldn’t  allow  myself  to  mourn  and  mope  and weep and sleep. So I would venture out, even if it was an agony, even if the size

of  this  place  …  Cauldron,  it  was  enormous.  I  jerked  my  chin  toward  the  city sloping  down  toward  the  river.  “So  what  is  there  that  was  worth  saving  at  the cost of everyone else?” 

When I faced him, his blue eyes were as ruthless as the churning winter sea in

the distance. “Everything,” he said. 

Rhysand wasn’t exaggerating. 

There was everything to see in Velaris: tea shops with delicate tables and chairs

scattered  outside  their  cheery  fronts,  surely  heated  by  some  warming  spell,  all full of chattering, laughing High Fae—and a few strange, beautiful faeries. There


were four main market squares; Palaces, they were called: two on this side—the

southern side—of the Sidra River, two on the northern. 

In the hours that we wandered, I only made it to two of them: great, white-stoned

squares  flanked  by  the  pillars  supporting  the  carved  and  painted  buildings  that watched over them and provided a covered walkway beneath for the shops built

into the street level. 

The  first  market  we  entered,  the  Palace  of  Thread  and  Jewels,  sold  clothes, 

shoes,  supplies  for  making  both,  and  jewelry—endless,  sparkling  jeweler’s

shops.  Yet  nothing  inside  me  stirred  at  the  glimmer  of  sunlight  on  the

undoubtedly  rare  fabrics  swaying  in  the  chill  river  breeze,  at  the  clothes

displayed in the broad glass windows, or the luster of gold and ruby and emerald

and pearl nestled on velvet beds. I didn’t dare glance at the now-empty finger on

my left hand. 

Rhys  entered  a  few  of  the  jewelry  shops,  looking  for  a  present  for  a  friend,  he said. I chose to wait outside each time, hiding in the shadows beneath the Palace

buildings. Walking around today was enough. 

Introducing myself, enduring the gawking and tears and judgment … If I had to

deal with that, I might very well climb into bed and never get out. 

But no one on the streets looked twice at me, even at Rhysand’s side. 

Perhaps they had no idea who I was—perhaps city-dwellers didn’t care who was

in their midst. 

The second market, the Palace of Bone and Salt, was one of the Twin Squares:

one on this side of the river, the other one—the Palace of Hoof and Leaf—across

it, both crammed with vendors selling meat, produce, prepared foods, livestock, 

confections, spices … So many spices, scents familiar and forgotten from those

precious  years  when  I  had  known  the  comfort  of  an  invincible  father  and

bottomless wealth. 

Rhysand  kept  a  few  steps  away,  hands  in  his  pockets  as  he  offered  bits  of

information every now and then. Yes, he told me, many stores and homes used

magic to warm them, especially popular outdoor spaces. I didn’t inquire further

about it. 

No  one  avoided  him—no  one  whispered  about  him  or  spat  on  him  or  stroked

him as they had Under the Mountain. 

Rather,  the  people  that  spotted  him  offered  warm,  broad  smiles.  Some

approached, gripping his hand to welcome him back. He knew each of them by

name—and they addressed him by his. 

But Rhys grew ever quieter as the afternoon pressed on. We paused at the edge

of  a  brightly  painted  pocket  of  the  city,  built  atop  one  of  the  hills  that  flowed right  to  the  river’s  edge.  I  took  one  look  at  the  first  storefront  and  my  bones turned brittle. 

The cheery door was cracked open to reveal art and paints and brushes and little

sculptures. 

Rhys said, “This is what Velaris is known for: the artists’ quarter. You’ll find a

hundred  galleries,  supply  stores,  potters’  compounds,  sculpture  gardens,  and

anything in between. They call it the Rainbow of Velaris. The performing artists

—the  musicians,  the  dancers,  the  actors—dwell  on  that  hill  right  across  the

Sidra. You see the bit of gold glinting near the top? 

That’s one of the main theaters. There are five notable ones in the city, but that’s

the most famous. And then there are the smaller theaters, and the amphitheater

on  the  sea  cliffs  …  ”  He  trailed  off  as  he  noticed  my  gaze  drifting  back  to  the assortment of bright buildings ahead. 

High  Fae  and  various  lesser  faeries  I’d  never  encountered  and  didn’t  know  the names  of  wandered  the  streets.  It  was  the  latter  that  I  noticed  more  than  the others: some long-limbed, hairless, and glowing as if an inner

moon dwelled beneath their night-dark skin, some covered in opalescent scales

that  shifted  color  with  each  graceful  step  of  their  clawed,  webbed  feet,  some elegant, wild puzzles of horns and hooves and striped fur. Some were bundled in

heavy overcoats, scarves, and mittens—others strode about in nothing but their

scales  and  fur  and  talons  and  didn’t  seem  to  think  twice  about  it.  Neither  did anyone else. All of them, however, were preoccupied with taking in the sights, 

some shopping, some splattered with clay and dust and—and paint. 

Artists. I’d never called myself an artist, never thought that far or that grandly, 

but …

Where  all  that  color  and  light  and  texture  had  once  dwelled,  there  was  only  a filthy prison cell. “I’m tired,” I managed to say. 

I could feel Rhys’s gaze, didn’t care if my shield was up or down to ward against

him reading my thoughts. But he only said, “We can come back another day. It’s

almost time for dinner, anyway.” 

Indeed, the sun was sinking toward where the river met the sea beyond the hills, 

staining the city pink and gold. 

I  didn’t  feel  like  painting  that,  either.  Even  as  people  stopped  to  admire  the approaching sunset—as if the residents of this place, this court, had the freedom, 

the  safety  of  enjoying  the  sights  whenever  they  wished.  And  had  never  known

otherwise. 

I wanted to scream at them, wanted to pick up a loose piece of cobblestone and

shatter the nearest window, wanted to unleash that power again boiling beneath

my skin and tell them,  show them, what had been done to me, to the rest of the

world, while they admired sunsets and painted and drank tea by the river. 

“Easy,” Rhys murmured. 

I whipped my head to him, my breathing a bit jagged. 

His face had again become unreadable. “My people are blameless.” 

That  easily,  my  rage  vanished,  as  if  it  had  slipped  a  rung  of  the  ladder  it  had been steadily climbing inside me and splattered on the pale stone street. 

Yes—yes, of course they were blameless. But I didn’t feel like thinking more on

it. On anything. I said again, “I’m tired.” 

His throat bobbed, but he nodded, turning from the Rainbow. “Tomorrow night, 

we’ll  go  for  a  walk.  Velaris  is  lovely  in  the  day,  but  it  was  built  to  be  viewed after dark.” 

I’d expect nothing less from the City of Starlight, but words had again become

difficult. 

But—dinner. With him. At that House of Wind. I mustered enough focus to say, 

“Who, exactly, is going to be at this dinner?” 

Rhys  led  us  up  a  steep  street,  my  thighs  burning  with  the  movement.  Had  I

become so out of shape, so weakened? “My Inner Circle,” he said. “I want you

to meet them before you decide if this is a place you’d like to stay. If you’d like

to work with me, and thus work with them. Mor, you’ve met, but the three others

—” 

“The ones who came this afternoon.” 

A nod. “Cassian, Azriel, and Amren.” 

“Who  are  they?”  He’d  said  something  about  Illyrians,  but  Amren—the  female

voice I’d heard—hadn’t possessed wings. At least ones I’d glimpsed through the

fogged glass. 

“There  are  tiers,”  he  said  neutrally,  “within  our  circle.  Amren  is  my  Second  in command.” 

A female? The surprise must have been written on my face because Rhys said, 

“Yes. And Mor is my Third. Only a fool would think my Illyrian warriors were

the apex predators in our circle.” Irreverent, cheerful Mor—

was Third to the High Lord of the Night Court. Rhys went on, “You’ll see what I

mean  when  you  meet  Amren.  She  looks  High  Fae,  but  something  different

prowls  beneath  her  skin.”  Rhys  nodded  to  a  passing  couple,  who  bowed  their

heads in merry greeting. “She might be older than this city, but she’s vain, and likes to hoard her baubles and belongings like a firedrake in a cave. So … be on

your  guard.  You  both  have  tempers  when  provoked,  and  I  don’t  want  you  to

have any surprises tonight.” 

Some part of me didn’t want to know what manner of creature, exactly, she was. 

“So if we get into a brawl and I rip off her necklace, she’ll roast and eat me?” 

He  chuckled.  “No—Amren  would  do  far,  far  worse  things  than  that.  The  last

time  Amren  and  Mor  got  into  it,  they  left  my  favorite  mountain  retreat  in

cinders.”  He  lifted  a  brow.  “For  what  it’s  worth,  I’m  the  most  powerful  High Lord in Prythian’s history, and merely interrupting Amren is something  I’ve only done once in the past century.” 

The most powerful High Lord in history. 

In the countless millennia they had existed here in Prythian, Rhys—   Rhys with

his smirking and sarcasm and bedroom eyes …

And Amren was worse. And older than  five thousand years. 

I waited for the fear to hit; waited for my body to shriek to find a way to get out

of this dinner, but … nothing. Maybe it’d be a mercy to be ended—

A broad hand gripped my  face—gently enough not to  hurt, but hard enough to

make  me  look  at  him.  “Don’t  you   ever  think  that,”  Rhysand  hissed,  his  eyes livid. “Not for one damned moment.” 

That bond between us went taut, and my lingering mental shields collapsed. And

for a heartbeat, just as it had happened Under the Mountain, I flashed from my

body to his—from my eyes to his own. 

I had not realized … how I looked …

My face was gaunt, my cheekbones sharp, my blue-gray eyes dull and smudged

with  purple  beneath.  The  full  lips—my  father’s  mouth—were  wan,  and  my

collarbones jutted above the thick wool neckline of my sweater. I looked as if …

as if rage and grief and despair had eaten me alive, as if I was again starved. Not

for food, but … but for joy and life—

Then I was back in my body, seething at him. “Was that a trick?” 

His voice was hoarse as he lowered his hand from my face. “No.” He angled his

head to the side. “How did you get through it? My shield.” 

I didn’t know what he was talking about. I hadn’t  done anything. Just …

slipped. And I didn’t want to talk about it, not here, not with him. I stormed into

a walk, my legs—so damn thin, so  useless—burning with every step up the steep

hill. 

He gripped my elbow, again with that considerate gentleness, but strong enough

to make me pause. “How many other minds have you accidentally slipped into?” 

Lucien—

“Lucien?” A short laugh. “What a miserable place to be.” 

A low snarl rippled from me. “Do not go into my head.” 

“Your  shield  is  down.”  I  hauled  it  back  up.  “You  might  as  well  have  been

shouting his name at me.” Again, that contemplative angling of his head. 

“Perhaps you having my power … ” He chewed on his bottom lip, then snorted. 

“It’d  make  sense,  of  course,  if  the  power  came  from   me—if  my  own  shield sometimes mistook  you for me and let you slip past. 

Fascinating.” 

I debated spitting on his boots. “Take your power back. I don’t want it.” 

A sly smile. “It doesn’t work that way. The power is bound to your life. 

The only way to get it back would be to kill you. And since I like your company, 

I’ll pass on the offer.” We walked a few steps before he said, 

“You  need  to  be  vigilant  about  keeping  your  mental  wards  up.  Especially  now

that you’ve seen Velaris. If you ever go somewhere else, beyond these lands, and

someone slipped into your mind and saw this place …” A muscle quivered in his

jaw.  “We’re  called  daemati—those  of  us  who  can  walk  into  another  person’s
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mind  as  if  we  were  going  from  one  room  to  another.  We’re  rare,  and  the  trait appears  as  the  Mother  wills  it,  but  there  are  enough  of  us  scattered  throughout the  world  that  many—mostly  those  in  positions  of  influence—extensively  train

against  our  skill  set.  If  you  were  to  ever  encounter  a  daemati  without  those shields up, Feyre, they’d take whatever they wanted. A more powerful one could

make  you  their  unwitting  slave,  make  you  do  whatever  they  wanted  and  you’d

never  know  it.  My  lands  remain  mystery  enough  to  outsiders  that  some  would

find you, among other things, a highly valuable source of information.” 

Daemati—was  I  now  one  if  I,  too,  could  do  such  things?  Yet  another  damned

title  for  people  to  whisper  as  I  passed.  “I  take  it  that  in  a  potential  war  with Hybern, the king’s armies wouldn’t even know to strike here?” I waved a hand

to the city around us. “So, what—your pampered people …

those who can’t shield their minds—they get your protection  and don’t have to

fight while the rest of us will bleed?” 

I didn’t let him answer, and just increased my pace. A cheap shot, and childish, 

but  …  Inside,  inside  I  had  become  like  that  distant  sea,  relentlessly  churning, tossed about by squalls that tore away any sense of where the surface might be. 

Rhys kept a step behind for the rest of the walk to the town house. 

Some  small  part  of  me  whispered  that  I  could  survive  Amarantha;  I  could

survive leaving Tamlin; I could survive transitioning into this new, strange body

… But that empty, cold hole in my chest … I wasn’t sure I could survive that. 

Even in the years I’d been one bad week away from starvation, that part of me

had been full of color, of light. Maybe becoming a faerie had broken it. Maybe

Amarantha had broken it. 

Or  maybe  I  had  broken  it,  when  I  shoved  that  dagger  into  the  hearts  of  two innocent faeries and their blood had warmed my hands. 

“Absolutely not,” I said atop the town house’s small rooftop garden, my hands

shoved deep into the pockets of my overcoat to warm them against the bite in the

night air. There was room enough for a few boxed shrubs and a round iron table

with two chairs—and me and Rhysand. 

Around  us,  the  city  twinkled,  the  stars  themselves  seeming  to  hang  lower, pulsing with ruby and amethyst and pearl. Above, the full moon set the marble

of  the  buildings  and  bridges  glowing  as  if  they  were  all  lit  from  within.  Music played,  strings  and  gentle  drums,  and  on  either  side  of  the  Sidra,  golden  lights bobbed  over  riverside  walkways  dotted  with  cafés  and  shops,  all  open  for  the night, already packed. 

Life—so full of life. I could nearly taste it crackling on my tongue. 

Clothed in black accented with silver thread, Rhysand crossed his arms. 

And rustled his massive wings as I said, “No.” 

“The House of Wind is warded against people winnowing inside—

exactly like this house. Even against High Lords. Don’t ask me why, or who did

it. But the option is either walk up the ten thousand steps, which I  really do not feel like doing, Feyre, or fly in.” Moonlight glazed the talon at the apex of each

wing. He gave me a slow grin that I hadn’t seen all afternoon. 

“I promise I won’t drop you.” 

I  frowned  at  the  midnight-blue  dress  I’d  selected—even  with  the  long  sleeves

and heavy, luxurious fabric, the plunging vee of the neckline did nothing against

the  cold.  I’d  debated  wearing  the  sweater  and  thicker  pants,  but  had  opted  for finery  over  comfort.  I  already  regretted  it,  even  with  the  coat.  But  if  his  Inner Circle was anything like Tamlin’s court … better to wear the more formal attire. 

I  winced  at  the  swath  of  night  between  the  roof  and  the  mountain-residence. 

“The wind will rip the gown right off.” 

His grin became feline. 

“I’ll  take  the  stairs,”  I  seethed,  the  anger  welcome  from  the  past  few  hours  of numbness as I headed for the door at the end of the roof. 

Rhys snapped out a wing, blocking my path. 

Smooth membrane—flecked with a hint of iridescence. I peeled back. 

“Nuala spent an hour on my hair.” 

An exaggeration, but she had fussed while I’d sat there in hollow silence, letting her tease the ends into soft curls and pin a section along the top of my head with

pretty  gold  barrettes.  But  maybe  staying  inside  tonight,  alone  and  quiet  …

maybe it’d be better than facing these people. Than interacting. 

Rhys’s wing curved around me, herding me closer to where I could nearly feel

the heat of his powerful body. “I promise I won’t let the wind destroy your hair.” 

He lifted a hand as if he might tug on one of those loose curls, then lowered it. 

“If  I’m  to  decide  whether  I  want  to  work  against  Hybern  with  you—with  your

Inner Circle, can’t we just … meet here?” 

“They’re all up there already. And besides, the House of Wind has enough space

that I won’t feel like chucking them all off the mountain.” 

I swallowed. Sure enough, curving along the top of the center mountain behind

us,  floors  of  lights  glinted,  as  if  the  mountain  had  been  crowned  in  gold.  And between  me  and  that  crown  of  light  was  a  long,  long  stretch  of  open  air.  “You mean,” I said, because it might have been the only weapon in my arsenal, “that

this  town  house  is  too  small,  and  their  personalities  are  too  big,  and  you’re worried I might lose it again.” 

His wing pushed me closer, a whisper of warmth on my shoulder. “So what if I

am?” 

“I’m not some broken doll.” Even if this afternoon, that conversation we’d had, 

what I’d glimpsed through his eyes, said otherwise. But I yielded another step. 

“I know you’re not. But that doesn’t mean I’ll throw you to the wolves. If you

meant what you said about wanting to work with me to keep Hybern from these

lands, keep the wall intact, I want you to meet my friends first. 

Decide on your own if it’s something you can handle. And I want this meeting to

be on  my terms, not whenever they decide to ambush this house again.” 

“I  didn’t  know  you  even  had  friends.”  Yes—anger,  sharpness  …  It  felt  good. 

Better than feeling nothing. 

A cold smile. “You didn’t ask.” 

Rhysand was close enough now that he slid a hand around my waist, both of his wings encircling me. My spine locked up. A cage—

The wings swept back. 

But he tightened his arm. Bracing me for takeoff. Mother save me. “You say the

word  tonight,  and  we  come  back  here,  no  questions  asked.  And  if  you  can’t

stomach  working  with  me,  with  them,  then  no  questions  asked  on  that,  either. 

We can find some other way for you to live here, be fulfilled, regardless of what

I need. It’s your choice, Feyre.” 

I debated pushing him on it—on insisting I stay. But stay for what? To sleep? To

avoid a meeting I should most certainly have before deciding  what I wanted to

do with myself? And to fly …

I studied the wings, the arm around my waist. “Please don’t drop me. 

And please don’t—” 

We shot into the sky, fast as a shooting star. 

Before my yelp finished echoing, the city had yawned wide beneath us. 

Rhys’s hand slid under my knees while the other wrapped around my back and

ribs, and we flapped up, up, up into the star-freckled night, into the liquid dark

and singing wind. 

The city lights dropped away until Velaris was a rippling velvet blanket littered

with jewels, until the music no longer reached even our pointed ears. The air was

chill,  but  no  wind  other  than  a  gentle  breeze  brushed  my  face—even  as  we

soared with magnificent precision for the House of Wind. 

Rhys’s body was hard and warm against mine, a solid force of nature crafted and

honed for this. Even the smell of him reminded me of the wind

—rain and salt and something citrus-y I couldn’t name. 

We swerved into an updraft, rising so fast it was instinct to clutch his black tunic

as  my  stomach  clenched.  I  scowled  at  the  soft  laugh  that  tickled  my  ear.  “I expected more screaming from you. I must not be trying hard enough.” 

“Do not,” I hissed, focusing on the approaching tiara of lights in the eternal wall of the mountain. 

With the sky wheeling overhead and the lights shooting past below, up and down

became mirrors—until we were sailing through a sea of stars. 

Something tight in my chest eased a fraction of its grip. 

“When I was a boy,” Rhys said in my ear, “I’d sneak out of the House of Wind

by  leaping  out  my  window—and  I’d  fly  and  fly  all  night,  just  making  loops

around the city, the river, the sea. Sometimes I still do.” 

“Your parents must have been thrilled.” 

“My father never knew—and my mother …” A pause. “She was Illyrian. 

Some nights, when she caught me right as I leaped out the window, she’d scold

me … and then jump out herself to fly with me until dawn.” 

“She sounds lovely,” I admitted. 

“She  was,”  he  said.  And  those  two  words  told  me  enough  about  his  past  that  I didn’t pry. 

A  maneuver  had  us  rising  higher,  until  we  were  in  direct  line  with  a  broad balcony, gilded by the light of golden lanterns. At the far end, built into the red

mountain  itself,  two  glass  doors  were  already  open,  revealing  a  large,  but

surprisingly  casual  dining  room  carved  from  the  stone,  and  accented  with  rich wood. Each chair fashioned, I noted, to accomodate wings. 

Rhys’s landing was as smooth as his takeoff, though he kept an arm beneath my

shoulders  as  my  knees  buckled  at  the  adjustment.  I  shook  off  his  touch,  and faced the city behind us. 

I’d spent so much time squatting in trees that heights had lost their primal terror

long ago. But the sprawl of the city … worse, the vast expanse of dark beyond—

the  sea  …  Maybe  I  remained  a  human  fool  to  feel  that  way,  but  I  had  not

realized  the  size  of  the  world.  The  size  of  Prythian,  if  a  city  this  large  could remain hidden from Amarantha, from the other courts. 

Rhysand was silent beside me. Yet after a moment, he said, “Out with it.” 

I lifted a brow. 

“You say what’s on your mind—one thing. And I’ll say one, too.” 

I shook my head and turned back to the city. 

But Rhys said, “I’m thinking that I spent fifty years locked Under the Mountain, 

and I’d sometimes let myself dream of this place, but I never expected to see it

again.  I’m  thinking  that  I  wish  I  had  been  the  one  who  slaughtered  her.  I’m thinking  that  if  war  comes,  it  might  be  a  long  while  yet  before  I  get  to  have  a night like this.” 

He slid his eyes to me, expectant. 

I didn’t bother asking again how he’d kept this place from her, not when he was

likely to refuse to answer. So I said, “Do you think war will be here that soon?” 

“This  was  a  no-questions-asked  invitation.  I  told  you  …  three  things.  Tell  me one.” 

I stared toward the open world, the city and the restless sea and the dry winter

night. 

Maybe  it  was  some  shred  of  courage,  or  recklessness,  or  I  was  so  high  above everything that no one save Rhys and the wind could hear, but I said, 

“I’m thinking that I must have been a fool in love to allow myself to be shown

so little of the Spring Court. I’m thinking there’s a great deal of that territory I

was  never  allowed  to  see  or  hear  about  and  maybe  I  would  have  lived  in

ignorance forever like some pet. I’m thinking … ” The words became choked. I

shook  my  head  as  if  I  could  clear  the  remaining  ones  away.  But  I  still  spoke them. “I’m thinking that I was a lonely, hopeless person, and I might have fallen

in  love  with  the  first  thing  that  showed  me  a  hint  of  kindness  and  safety.  And I’m thinking maybe he knew that—maybe not actively, but maybe  he wanted to

be  that  person  for  someone.  And  maybe  that  worked  for  who  I  was  before. 

Maybe it doesn’t work for who—

what I am now.” 

There. 

The words, hateful and selfish and ungrateful. For all Tamlin had done—

The  thought  of  his  name  clanged  through  me.  Only  yesterday  afternoon,  I  had

been there. No—no, I wouldn’t think about it. Not yet. 

Rhysand said, “That was five. Looks like I owe you two thoughts.” He glanced

behind us. “Later.” 

Because the two winged males from earlier were standing in the doorway. 

Grinning. 
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Rhys sauntered toward the two males standing by the dining room doors, giving

me the option to stay or join. 

One word, he’d promised, and we could go. 

Both of them were tall, their wings tucked in tight to powerful, muscled bodies

covered  in  plated,  dark  leather  that  reminded  me  of  the  worn  scales  of  some serpentine beast. Identical long swords were each strapped down the column of

their  spines—the  blades  beautiful  in  their  simplicity.  Perhaps  I  needn’t  have

bothered with the fine clothes after all. 

The  slightly  larger  of  the  two,  his  face  masked  in  shadow,  chuckled  and  said, 

“Come on, Feyre. We don’t bite. Unless you ask us to.” 

Surprise sparked through me, setting my feet moving. 

Rhys slid his hands into his pockets. “The last I heard, Cassian, no one has ever

taken you up on that offer.” 

The second one snorted, the faces of both males at last illuminated as they turned

toward the golden light of the dining room, and I honestly wondered why no one

hadn’t: if Rhysand’s mother had also been Illyrian, then its people were blessed

with unnatural good looks. 

Like their High Lord, the males—warriors—were dark-haired, tan-skinned. But

unlike Rhys, their eyes were hazel and fixed on me as I at last stepped close—to

the waiting House of Wind behind them. 

That was where any similarities between the three of them halted. 

Cassian surveyed Rhys from head to foot, his shoulder-length black hair shifting

with the movement. “So fancy tonight, brother. And you made poor Feyre dress

up, too.” He winked at me. There was something rough-hewn

about  his  features—like  he’d  been  made  of  wind  and  earth  and  flame  and  all

these civilized trappings were little more than an inconvenience. 

But the second male, the more classically beautiful of the two … Even the light

shied from the elegant planes of his face. With good reason. 

Beautiful, but near-unreadable. He’d be the one to look out for—the knife in the

dark. Indeed, an obsidian-hilted hunting knife was sheathed at his thigh, its dark

scabbard embossed with a line of silver runes I’d never seen before. 

Rhys said, “This is Azriel—my spymaster.” Not surprising. Some buried instinct

had me checking that my mental shields were intact. Just in case. 

“Welcome,”  was  all  Azriel  said,  his  voice  low,  almost  flat,  as  he  extended  a brutally scarred hand to me. The shape of it was normal—but the skin …

It  looked  like  it  had  been  swirled  and  smudged  and  rippled.  Burns.  They  must have been horrific if even their immortal blood had not been able to heal them. 

The  leather  plates  of  his  light  armor  flowed  over  most  of  it,  held  by  a  loop around his middle finger. Not to conceal, I realized as his hand breached the chill

night air between us. No, it was to hold in place the large, depthless cobalt stone

that graced the back of the gauntlet. A matching one lay atop his left hand; and

twin red stones adorned Cassian’s gauntlets, their color like the slumbering heart

of a flame. 

I took Azriel’s hand, and his rough fingers squeezed mine. His skin was as cold

as his face. 

But the word Cassian had used a moment ago snagged my attention as I released his hand and tried not to look too eager to step back to Rhys’s side. 

“You’re brothers?” The Illyrians looked similar, but only in the way that people

who had come from the same place did. 

Rhysand clarified, “Brothers in the sense that all bastards are brothers of a sort.” 

I’d never thought of it that way. “And—you?” I asked Cassian. 

Cassian shrugged, wings tucking in tighter. “I command Rhys’s armies.” 

As if such a position were something that one shrugged off. And—

armies. Rhys had armies. I shifted on my feet. Cassian’s hazel eyes tracked the

movement, his mouth twitching to the side, and I honestly thought he was about

to give me his professional opinion on how doing so would make me unsteady

against an opponent when Azriel clarified, “Cassian also

excels at pissing everyone off. Especially amongst our friends. So, as a friend of

Rhysand … good luck.” 

A friend of Rhysand—not savior of their land, not murderer, not human-faerie-

 thing. Maybe they didn’t know—

But  Cassian  nudged  his  bastard-brother-whatever  out  of  the  way,  Azriel’s

mighty  wings  flaring  slightly  as  he  balanced  himself.  “How  the  hell  did  you

make that bone ladder in the Middengard Wyrm’s lair when you look like your

own bones can snap at any moment?” 

Well,  that  settled  that.  And  the  question  of  whether  he’d  been  Under  the

Mountain. But where he’d been instead … Another mystery. Perhaps here

—with these people. Safe and coddled. 

I  met  Cassian’s  gaze,  if  only  because  having  Rhysand  defend  me  might  very

well make me crumble a bit more. And maybe it made me as mean as an adder, 

maybe I relished being one, but I said, “How the hell did  you manage to survive

this long without anyone killing you?” 

Cassian tipped back his head and laughed, a full, rich sound that bounced off the ruddy  stones  of  the  House.  Azriel’s  brows  flicked  up  with  approval  as  the

shadows  seemed  to  wrap  tighter  around  him.  As  if  he  were  the  dark  hive  from which they flew and returned. 

I  tried  not  to  shudder  and  faced  Rhys,  hoping  for  an  explanation  about  his

spymaster’s dark gifts. 

Rhys’s  face  was  blank,  but  his  eyes  were  wary.  Assessing.  I  almost  demanded

what  the  hell  he  was  looking  at,  until  Mor  breezed  onto  the  balcony  with,  “If Cassian’s howling, I hope it means Feyre told him to shut his fat mouth.” 

Both  Illyrians  turned  toward  her,  Cassian  bracing  his  feet  slightly  farther  apart on the floor in a fighting stance I knew all too well. 

It  was  almost  enough  to  distract  me  from  noticing  Azriel  as  those  shadows

lightened,  and  his  gaze  slid  over  Mor’s  body:  a  red,  flowing  gown  of  chiffon accented with gold cuffs, and combs fashioned like gilded leaves swept back the

waves of her unbound hair. 

A  wisp  of  shadow  curled  around  Azriel’s  ear,  and  his  eyes  snapped  to  mine.  I schooled my face into bland innocence. 

“I don’t know why I ever forget you two are related,” Cassian told Mor, jerking

his chin at Rhys, who rolled his eyes. “You two and your clothes.” 

Mor  sketched  a  bow  to  Cassian.  Indeed,  I  tried  not  to  slump  with  relief  at  the sight of the fine clothes. At least I wouldn’t look overdressed now. “I wanted to

impress Feyre. You could have at least bothered to comb your hair.” 

“Unlike  some  people,”  Cassian  said,  proving  my  suspicions  correct  about  that

fighting stance, “I have better things to do with my time than sit in front of the

mirror for hours.” 

“Yes,”  Mor  said,  tossing  her  long  hair  over  a  shoulder,  “since  swaggering

around Velaris—” 

“We have company,” was Azriel’s soft warning, wings again spreading a bit as

he herded them through the open balcony doors to the dining room. I could have

sworn tendrils of darkness swirled in their wake. 

Mor patted Azriel on the shoulder as she dodged his outstretched wing. 

“Relax, Az—no fighting tonight. We promised Rhys.” 

The lurking shadows vanished entirely as Azriel’s head dipped a bit—his night-

dark hair sliding over his handsome face as if to shield him from that mercilessly

beautiful grin. 

Mor  gave  no  indication  that  she  noticed  and  curved  her  fingers  toward  me. 

“Come sit with me while they drink.” I had enough dignity remaining not to look

to Rhys for confirmation it was safe. So I obeyed, falling into step beside her as

the  two  Illyrians  drifted  back  to  walk  the  few  steps  with  their  High  Lord. 

“Unless  you’d  rather  drink,”  Mor  offered  as  we  entered  the  warmth  and  red

stone of the dining room. “But I want you to myself before Amren hogs you—” 

The  interior  dining  room  doors  opened  on  a  whispering  wind,  revealing  the

shadowed, crimson halls of the mountain beyond. 

And maybe part of me remained mortal, because even though the short, delicate

woman   looked  like  High  Fae  …  as  Rhys  had  warned  me,  every  instinct  was roaring to run. To hide. 

She  was  several  inches  shorter  than  me,  her  chin-length  black  hair  glossy  and straight, her skin tan and smooth, and her face—pretty, bordering on plain—was

bored, if not mildly irritated. But Amren’s eyes …

Her  silver  eyes  were  unlike  anything  I’d  ever  seen;  a  glimpse  into  the  creature that I knew in my bones wasn’t High Fae. Or hadn’t been born that way. 

The silver in Amren’s eyes seemed to swirl like smoke under glass. 

She wore pants and a top like those I’d worn at the other mountain-palace, both

in  shades  of  pewter  and  storm  cloud,  and  pearls—white  and  gray  and  black—

adorned her ears, fingers, and wrists. Even the High Lord at my side felt like a

wisp of shadow compared to the power thrumming from her. 

Mor groaned, slumping into a chair near the end of the table, and poured herself

a glass of wine. Cassian took a seat across from her, wiggling his fingers for the

wine  bottle.  But  Rhysand  and  Azriel  just  stood  there,  watching—maybe

monitoring—as the female approached me, then halted three feet away. 

“Your taste remains excellent, High Lord. Thank you.” Her voice was soft—but honed sharper than any blade I’d encountered. Her slim, small fingers grazed a

delicate silver-and-pearl brooch pinned above her right breast. 

So that’s who he’d bought the jewelry for. The jewelry I was to never, under any

circumstances, try to steal. 

I  studied  Rhys  and  Amren,  as  if  I  might  be  able  to  read  what  further  bond  lay between  them,  but  Rhysand  waved  a  hand  and  bowed  his  head.  “It  suits  you, 

Amren.” 

“Everything  suits  me,”  she  said,  and  those  horrible,  enchanting  eyes  again  met my own. Like leashed lightning. 

She took a step closer, sniffing delicately, and though I stood half a foot taller, 

I’d never felt meeker. But I held my chin up. I didn’t know why, but I did. 

Amren said, “So there are two of us now.” 

My brows nudged toward each other. 

Amren’s lips were a slash of red. “We who were born something else—

and found ourselves trapped in new, strange bodies.” 

I decided I  really didn’t want to know what she’d been before. 

Amren  jerked  her  chin  at  me  to  sit  in  the  empty  chair  beside  Mor,  her  hair shifting  like  molten  night.  She  claimed  the  seat  across  from  me,  Azriel  on  her other side as Rhys took the one across from him—on my right. 

No one at the head of the table. 

“Though there   is a third,”  Amren said,  now looking  at Rhysand.  “I don’t  think you’ve heard from Miryam in … centuries. Interesting.” 

Cassian rolled his eyes. “Please just get to the point, Amren. I’m hungry.” 

Mor  choked  on  her  wine.  Amren  slid  her  attention  to  the  warrior  to  her  right. 

Azriel,  on  her  other  side,  monitored  the  two  of  them  very,  very  carefully.  “No

one warming your bed right now, Cassian? It must be  so hard to be an Illyrian and have no thoughts in your head save for those about your favorite part.” 

“You know I’m always happy to tangle in the sheets with you, Amren,” 

Cassian  said,  utterly  unfazed  by  the  silver  eyes,  the  power  radiating  from  her every pore. “I know how much you enjoy Illyrian—” 

“Miryam,” Rhysand said, as Amren’s smile became serpentine, “and Drakon are

doing well, as far as I’ve heard. And what, exactly, is interesting?” 

Amren’s  head  tilted  to  the  side  as  she  studied  me.  I  tried  not  to  shrink  from  it. 

“Only  once  before  was  a  human  Made  into  an  immortal.  Interesting  that  it

should happen again right as all the ancient players have returned. 

But Miryam was gifted long life—not a new body. And you, girl …” She sniffed

again, and I’d never felt so laid bare. Surprise lit Amren’s eyes. 

Rhys  just  nodded.  Whatever  that  meant.  I  was  tired  already.  Tired  of  being

assessed and evaluated. “Your very blood, your veins, your bones were Made. A

mortal soul in an immortal body.” 

“I’m  hungry,”  Mor  said  nudging  me  with  a  thigh.  She  snapped  a  finger,  and

plates piled high with roast chicken, greens, and bread appeared. 

Simple, but … elegant. Not formal at all. Perhaps the sweater and pants wouldn’t

have been out of place for such a meal. “Amren and Rhys can talk all night and

bore us to tears, so don’t bother waiting for them to dig in.” 

She picked up her fork, clicking her tongue. “I asked Rhys if  I could take you to dinner,  just  the  two  of  us,  and  he  said  you  wouldn’t  want  to.  But  honestly—

would you rather spend time with those two ancient bores, or me?” 

“For someone who is the same age as me,” Rhys drawled, “you seem to forget

—” 

“Everyone wants to talk-talk-talk,” Mor said, giving a warning glare at Cassian, 

who had indeed opened his mouth. “Can’t we eat-eat-eat, and  then talk?” 

An  interesting  balance  between  Rhys’s  terrifying  Second  and  his  disarmingly

chipper  Third.  If  Mor’s  rank  was  higher  than  that  of  the  two  warriors  at  this table, then there had to be some other reason beyond that irreverent charm. Some

power to allow her to get into the fight with Amren that Rhys had mentioned—

and walk away from it. 

Azriel  chuckled  softly  at  Mor,  but  picked  up  his  fork.  I  followed  suit,  waiting until he’d taken a bite before doing so. Just in case—

Good. So good. And the wine—

I  hadn’t  even  realized  Mor  had  poured  me  a  glass  until  I  finished  my  first  sip, and she clinked her own against mine. “Don’t let these old busybodies boss you

around.” 

Cassian said, “Pot. Kettle. Black.” Then he frowned at Amren, who had hardly

touched  her  plate.  “I  always  forget  how  bizarre  that  is.”  He  unceremoniously

took her plate, dumping half the contents on his own before passing the rest to

Azriel. 

Azriel said to Amren as he slid the food onto his plate, “I keep telling him to ask

before he does that.” 

Amren  flicked  her  fingers  and  the  empty  plate  vanished  from  Azriel’s  scarred

hands.  “If  you  haven’t  been  able  to  train  him  after  all  these  centuries,  boy,  I don’t  think  you’ll  make  any  progress  now.”  She  straightened  the  silverware  on the vacant place setting before her. 

“You don’t—eat?” I said to her. The first words I’d spoken since sitting. 

Amren’s teeth were unnervingly white. “Not this sort of food.” 

“Cauldron boil me,” Mor said, gulping from her wine. “Can we  not?” 

I decided I didn’t want to know what Amren ate, either. 

Rhys  chuckled  from  my  other  side.  “Remind  me  to  have  family  dinners  more

often.” 

Family dinners—not official court gatherings. And tonight … either they didn’t

know that I was here to decide if I truly wished to work with Rhys, or they didn’t

feel  like  pretending  to  be  anything  but  what  they  were.  They’d  no  doubt  worn whatever  they  felt  like—I  had  the  rising  feeling  that  I  could  have  shown  up  in my  nightgown  and  they  wouldn’t  have  cared.  A  unique  group  indeed.  And

against  Hybern  …  who  would  they  be,  what  could  they  do,  as  allies  or

opponents? 

Across from me, a cocoon of silence seemed to pulse around Azriel, even as the

others dug into their food. I again peered at that oval of blue stone on

his gauntlet as he sipped from his glass of wine. Azriel noted the look, swift as it

had  been—as  I  had  a  feeling  he’d  been  noticing  and  cataloging  all  of  my

movements, words, and breaths. He held up his hands, the backs to me so both

jewels  were  on  full  display.  “They’re  called  Siphons.  They  concentrate  and

focus our power in battle.” 

Only he and Cassian wore them. 

Rhys  set  down  his  fork,  and  clarified  for  me,  “The  power  of  stronger  Illyrians tends toward ‘incinerate now, ask questions later.’ They have little magical gifts

beyond that—the killing power.” 

“The  gift  of  a  violent,  warmongering  people,”  Amren  added.  Azriel  nodded, 

shadows  wreathing  his  neck,  his  wrists.  Cassian  gave  him  a  sharp  look,  face

tightening, but Azriel ignored him. 

Rhys  went  on,  though  I  knew  he  was  aware  of  every  glance  between  the

spymaster  and  army  commander,  “The  Illyrians  bred  the  power  to  give  them

advantage  in  battle,  yes.  The  Siphons  filter  that  raw  power  and  allow  Cassian and Azriel to transform it into something more subtle and varied—

into  shields  and  weapons,  arrows  and  spears.  Imagine  the  difference  between

hurling a bucket of paint against the wall and using a brush. The Siphons allow

for  the  magic  to  be  nimble,  precise  on  the  battlefield—when  its  natural  state lends  itself  toward  something  far  messier  and  unrefined,  and  potentially

dangerous when you’re fighting in tight quarters.” 

I  wondered  how  much  of  that  any  of  them  had  needed  to  do.  If  those  scars  on Azriel’s hands had come from it. 

Cassian  flexed  his  fingers,  admiring  the  clear  red  stones  adorning  the  backs  of

his own broad hands. “Doesn’t hurt that they also look damn good.” 

Amren muttered, “Illyrians.” 

Cassian bared his teeth in feral amusement, and took a drink of his wine. 

Get to know them, try to envision how I might work with them, rely on them, if

this conflict with Hybern exploded … I scrambled for something to ask and said

to  Azriel,  those  shadows  gone  again,  “How  did  you—I  mean,  how  do  you  and

Lord Cassian—” 

Cassian  spewed  his  wine  across  the  table,  causing  Mor  to  leap  up,  swearing  at him as she used a napkin to mop her dress. 

But Cassian was howling, and Azriel had a faint, wary smile on his face as Mor

waved a hand at her dress and the spots of wine appeared on

Cassian’s  fighting—or  perhaps  flying,  I  realized—leathers.  My  cheeks  heated. 

Some court protocol that I’d unknowingly broken and—

“Cassian,”  Rhys  drawled,  “is  not  a  lord.  Though  I’m  sure  he  appreciates  you

thinking  he  is.”  He  surveyed  his  Inner  Circle.  “While  we’re  on  the  subject, 

neither  is  Azriel.  Nor  Amren.  Mor,  believe  it  or  not,  is  the  only  pure-blooded, titled person in this room.” Not him? Rhys must have seen the question on my

face  because  he  said,  “I’m  half-Illyrian.  As  good  as  a  bastard  where  the

thoroughbred High Fae are concerned.” 

“So you—you three aren’t High Fae?” I said to him and the two males. 

Cassian finished his laughing. “Illyrians are certainly not High Fae. And glad of

it.”  He  hooked  his  black  hair  behind  an  ear—rounded;  as  mine  had  once  been. 

“And we’re not lesser faeries, though some try to call us that. 

We’re just—Illyrians. Considered expendible aerial cavalry for the Night Court

at the best of times, mindless soldier grunts at the worst.” 

“Which is most of the time,” Azriel clarified. I didn’t dare ask if those shadows

were a part of being Illyrian, too. 

“I didn’t see you Under the Mountain,” I said instead. I had to know without a

doubt—if  they  were  there,  if  they’d  seen  me,  if  it’d  impact  how  I  interacted while working with—

Silence fell. None of them, even Amren, looked at Rhysand. 

It was Mor who said, “Because none of us were.” 

Rhys’s face was a mask of cold. “Amarantha didn’t know they existed. 

And when someone tried to tell her, they usually found themselves without the

mind to do so.” 

A shudder went down my spine. Not at the cold killer, but—but … “You truly

kept this city, and all these people, hidden from her for fifty years?” 

Cassian was staring hard at his plate, as if he might burst out of his skin. 

Amren  said,  “We  will  continue  to  keep  this  city  and  these  people  hidden  from our enemies for a great many more.” 

Not an answer. 

Rhys  hadn’t  expected  to  see  them  again  when  he’d  been  dragged  Under  the

Mountain. Yet he had kept them safe, somehow. 

And it killed them—the four people at this table. It killed them all that he’d done

it, however he’d done it. Even Amren. 

Perhaps not only for the fact that Rhys had endured Amarantha while they had

been here. Perhaps it was also for those left outside of the city, too. 

Perhaps picking one city, one place, to shield was better than nothing. 

Perhaps  …  perhaps  it  was  a  comforting  thing,  to  have  a  spot  in  Prythian  that remained untouched. Unsullied. 

Mor’s voice was a bit raw as she explained to me, her golden combs glinting in

the light, “There is not one person in this city who is unaware of what went on

outside these borders. Or of the cost.” 

I  didn’t  want  to  ask  what  price  had  been  demanded.  The  pain  that  laced  the

heavy silence told me enough. 

Yet  if  they  might  all  live  through  their  pain,  might  still  laugh  …  I  cleared  my throat, straightening, and said to Azriel, who, shadows or no, seemed the safest

and  therefore  was  probably  the  least  so,  “How  did  you  meet?”  A  harmless

question to feel them out, learn who they were. Wasn’t it? 

Azriel merely turned to Cassian, who was staring at Rhys with guilt and love on

his face, so deep and agonized that some now-splintered instinct had me almost

reaching across the table to grip his hand. 

But Cassian seemed to process what I’d asked and his friend’s silent request that

he tell the story instead, and a grin ghosted across his face. “We all hated each

other at first.” 

Beside  me,  the  light  had  winked  out  of  Rhys’s  eyes.  What  I’d  asked  about

Amarantha, what horrors I’d made him remember …

A confession for a confession—I thought he’d done it for my sake. 

Maybe  he  had  things  he  needed  to  voice,  couldn’t  voice  to  these  people,  not without causing them more pain and guilt. 

Cassian  went  on,  drawing  my  attention  from  the  silent  High  Lord  at  my  right, 

“We  are bastards, you know. Az and I. The Illyrians … We love our people, and

our  traditions,  but  they  dwell  in  clans  and  camps  deep  in  the  mountains  of  the North, and do not like outsiders. Especially High Fae who try to tell them what

to do. But they’re just as obsessed with lineage, and have their own princes and

lords among them. Az,” he said, pointing a thumb in his direction, his red Siphon

catching the light, “was the bastard of one of the local lords. And if you think the

bastard son of a lord is hated, then you can’t imagine how hated the bastard is of

a  war-camp  laundress  and  a  warrior  she  couldn’t  or  wouldn’t  remember.”  His

casual  shrug  didn’t  match  the  vicious  glint  in  his  hazel  eyes.  “Az’s  father  sent him  to  our  camp  for  training  once  he  and  his  charming  wife  realized  he  was  a shadowsinger.” 

Shadowsinger. Yes—the title, whatever it meant, seemed to fit. 

“Like  the  daemati,”  Rhys  said  to  me,  “shadowsingers  are  rare—coveted  by

courts and territories across the world for their stealth and predisposition to hear

and feel things others can’t.” 

Perhaps those shadows were indeed whispering to him, then. Azriel’s cold face

yielded nothing. 

Cassian said, “The camp lord practically shit himself with excitement the day Az

was dumped in our camp. But me … once my mother weaned me and I was able

to walk, they flew me to a distant camp, and chucked me into the mud to see if I

would live or die.” 

“They would have been smarter throwing you off a cliff,” Mor said, snorting. 

“Oh,  definitely,”  Cassian  said,  that  grin  going  razor-sharp.  “Especially  because when  I  was  old  and  strong  enough  to  go  back  to  the  camp  I’d  been  born  in,  I learned those pricks worked my mother until she died.” 

Again that silence fell—different this time. The tension and simmering anger of

a unit who had endured so much, survived so much … and felt each other’s pain

keenly. 

“The  Illyrians,”  Rhys  smoothly  cut  in,  that  light  finally  returning  to  his  gaze, 

“are unparalleled warriors, and are rich with stories and traditions. 

But  they  are  also  brutal  and  backward,  particularly  in  regard  to  how  they  treat their females.” 

Azriel’s  eyes  had  gone  near-vacant  as  he  stared  at  the  wall  of  windows  behind me. 

“They’re barbarians,” Amren said, and neither Illyrian male objected. 

Mor nodded emphatically, even as she noted Azriel’s posture and bit her lip. 

“They  cripple  their  females  so  they  can  keep  them  for  breeding  more  flawless warriors.” 

Rhys  cringed.  “My  mother  was  low-born,”  he  told  me,  “and  worked  as  a

seamstress  in  one  of  their  many  mountain  war-camps.  When  females  come  of

age in the camps—when they have their first bleeding—their wings are

… clipped. Just an incision in the right place, left to improperly heal, can cripple you forever. And my mother—she was gentle and wild and loved to fly. So she

did everything in her power to keep herself from maturing. She starved herself, 

gathered  illegal  herbs—anything  to  halt  the  natural  course  of  her  body.  She

turned eighteen and hadn’t yet bled, to the mortification of her parents. But her

bleeding finally arrived, and all it took was for her to be

in the wrong place, at the wrong time, before a male scented it on her and told

the  camp’s  lord.  She  tried  to  flee—took  right  to  the  skies.  But  she  was  young, and the warriors were faster, and they dragged her back. They were about to tie

her to the posts in the center of camp when my father winnowed in for a meeting

with the camp’s lord about readying for the War. He saw my mother thrashing

and fighting like a wildcat, and …” He swallowed. 

“The  mating  bond  between  them  clicked  into  place.  One  look  at  her,  and  he

knew what she was. He misted the guards holding her.” 

My brows narrowed. “Misted?” 

Cassian let out a wicked chuckle as Rhys floated a lemon wedge that had been

garnishing his chicken into the air above the table. With a flick of his finger, it

turned to citrus-scented mist. 

“Through the blood-rain,” Rhys went on as I shut out the image of what it’d do

to a body, what  he could do, “my mother looked at him. And the bond fell into

place for her. My father took her back to the Night Court that evening and made

her his bride. She loved her people, and missed them, but never forgot what they

had tried to do to her—what they did to the females among them. She tried for

decades to get my father to ban it, but the War was coming, and he wouldn’t risk

isolating  the  Illyrians  when  he  needed  them  to  lead  his  armies.  And  to  die  for him.” 

“A real prize, your father,” Mor grumbled. 

“At  least  he  liked  you,”  Rhys  countered,  then  clarified  for  me,  “my  father  and mother, despite being mates, were wrong for each other. My father was cold and

calculating,  and  could  be  vicious,  as  he  had  been  trained  to  be  since  birth.  My mother was soft and fiery and beloved by everyone she met. 

She hated him after a time—but never stopped being grateful that he had saved

her  wings,  that  he  allowed  her  to  fly  whenever  and  wherever  she  wished.  And when  I  was  born,  and  could  summon  the  Illyrian  wings  as  I  pleased  …  She

wanted me to know her people’s culture.” 

“She  wanted  to  keep  you  out  of  your  father’s  claws,”  Mor  said,  swirling  her wine, her shoulders loosening as Azriel at last blinked, and seemed to shake off

whatever memory had frozen him. 

“That, too,” Rhys added drily. “When I turned eight, my mother brought me to

one of the Illyrian war-camps. To be trained, as all Illyrian males were trained. 

And like all Illyrian mothers, she shoved me toward the sparring ring on the first

day, and walked away without looking back.” 

“She abandoned you?” I found myself saying. 

“No—never,” Rhys said with a ferocity I’d heard only a few times, one of them

being this afternoon. “She was staying at the camp as well. But it is considered

an embarrassment for a mother to coddle her son when he goes to train.” 

My brows lifted and Cassian laughed. “Backward, like he said,” the warrior told

me. 

“I  was  scared  out  of  my  mind,”  Rhys  admitted,  not  a  shade  of  shame  to  be

found.  “I’d  been  learning  to  wield  my  powers,  but  Illyrian  magic  was  a  mere fraction of it. And it’s rare amongst them—usually possessed only by the most

powerful,  pure-bred  warriors.”  Again,  I  looked  at  the  slumbering  Siphons  atop

the  warriors’  hands.  “I  tried  to  use  a  Siphon  during  those  years,”  Rhys  said. 

“And shattered about a dozen before I realized it wasn’t compatible—the stones

couldn’t hold it. My power flows and is honed in other ways.” 

“So difficult, being such a powerful High Lord,” Mor teased. 

Rhys rolled his eyes. “The camp-lord banned me from using my magic. 

For all our sakes. But I had no idea how to fight when I set foot into that training

ring that day. The other boys in my age group knew it, too. 

Especially one in particular, who took a look at me, and beat me into a bloody

mess.” 

“You were so  clean,” Cassian said, shaking his head. “The pretty half-breed son of the High Lord—how fancy you were in your new training clothes.” 

“Cassian,” Azriel told me with that voice like darkness given sound, 

“resorted  to  getting  new  clothes  over  the  years  by  challenging  other  boys  to fights, with the prize being the clothes off their backs.” There was no pride in the

words—not for his people’s brutality. I didn’t blame the shadowsinger, though. 

To treat  anyone that way …

Cassian,  however,  chuckled.  But  I  was  now  taking  in  the  broad,  strong

shoulders, the light in his eyes. 

I’d never met anyone else in Prythian who had ever been hungry, desperate—not

like I’d been. 

Cassian blinked, and the way he looked at me shifted—more assessing, more …

sincere. I could have sworn I saw the words in his eyes:  You know  what it is like. 

 You know the mark it leaves. 

“I’d  beaten  every  boy  in  our  age  group  twice  over  already,”  Cassian  went  on. 

“But then Rhys arrived, in his clean clothes, and he smelled …

different. Like a true opponent. So I attacked. We both got three lashings apiece

for the fight.” 

I flinched. Hitting children—

“They  do  worse,  girl,”  Amren  cut  in,  “in  those  camps.  Three  lashings  is

practically an encouragement to fight again. When they do something truly bad, 

bones are broken. Repeatedly. Over weeks.” 

I said to Rhys, “Your mother willingly sent you into that?” Soft fire indeed. 

“My  mother  didn’t  want  me  to  rely  on  my  power,”  Rhysand  said.  “She  knew

from the moment she conceived me that I’d be hunted my entire life. 

Where one strength failed, she wanted others to save me. 

“My education was another weapon—which was why she went with me: to tutor

me after lessons were done for the day. And when she took me home that first night  to  our  new  house  at  the  edge  of  the  camp,  she  made  me  read  by  the

window. It was there that I saw Cassian trudging through the mud—toward the

few ramshackle tents outside of the camp. I asked her where he was going, and

she  told  me  that  bastards  are  given  nothing:  they  find  their  own  shelter,  own food.  If  they  survive  and  get  picked  to  be  in  a  war-band,  they’ll  be  bottom-ranking  forever,  but  receive  their  own  tents  and  supplies.  But  until  then,  he’d stay in the cold.” 

“Those  mountains,”  Azriel  added,  his  face  hard  as  ice,  “offer  some  of  the

harshest conditions you can imagine.” 

I’d spent enough time in frozen woods to get it. 

“After my lessons,” Rhys went on, “my mother cleaned my lashings, and as she

did, I realized for the first time what it was to be warm, and safe, and cared for. 

And it didn’t sit well.” 

“Apparently  not,”  Cassian  said.  “Because  in  the  dead  of  night,  that  little  prick woke me up in my piss-poor tent and told me to keep my mouth shut and come

with him. And maybe the cold made me stupid, but I did. His mother was  livid. 

But  I’ll  never  forget  the  look  on  her  beautiful  face  when  she  saw  me  and  said, 

‘There is a bathtub with hot running water. Get in it or you can go back into the

cold.’  Being  a  smart  lad,  I  obeyed.  When  I  got  out,  she  had  clean  nightclothes and ordered me into bed. I’d spent my life sleeping on the ground—and when I

balked, she said she understood

because  she  had  felt  the  same  once,  and  that  it  would  feel  as  if  I  was  being swallowed up, but the bed was mine for as long as I wanted it.” 

“And you were friends after that?” 

“No—Cauldron  no,”  Rhysand  said.  “We  hated  each  other,  and  only  behaved

because if one of us got into trouble or provoked the other, then neither of us ate

that night. My mother started tutoring Cassian, but it wasn’t until Azriel arrived

a year later that we decided to be allies.” 

Cassian’s  grin  grew  as  he  reached  around  Amren  to  clap  his  friend  on  the

shoulder.  Azriel  sighed—the  sound  of  the  long-suffering.  The  warmest

expression  I’d  seen  him  make.  “A  new  bastard  in  the  camp—and  an  untrained

shadowsinger to boot. Not to mention he couldn’t even  fly thanks to—” 

Mor cut in lazily, “Stay on track, Cassian.” 

Indeed,  any  warmth  had  vanished  from  Azriel’s  face.  But  I  quieted  my  own

curiosity  as  Cassian  again  shrugged,  not  even  bothering  to  take  note  of  the

silence that seemed to leak from the shadowsinger. Mor saw, though—

even  if  Azriel  didn’t  bother  to  acknowledge  her  concerned  stare,  the  hand  that she kept looking at as if she’d touch, but thought better of it. 

Cassian  went  on,  “Rhys  and  I  made  his  life  a  living  hell,  shadowsinger  or  no. 

But Rhys’s mother had known Az’s mother, and took him in. As we grew older, 

and  the  other  males  around  us  did,  too,  we  realized  everyone  else  hated  us

enough that we had better odds of survival sticking together.” 

“Do you have any gifts?” I asked him. “Like—them?” I jerked my chin to Azriel

and Rhys. 

“A volatile temper doesn’t count,” Mor said as Cassian opened his mouth. 

He gave her that grin I realized likely meant trouble was coming, but said to me, 

“No. I don’t—not beyond a heaping pile of the killing power. 

Bastard-born nobody, through and through.” Rhys sat forward like he’d object, 

but  Cassian  forged  ahead,  “Even  so,  the  other  males  knew  that  we  were

different.  And  not  because  we  were  two  bastards  and  a  half-breed.  We  were

stronger,  faster—like  the  Cauldron  knew  we’d  been  set  apart  and  wanted  us  to find each other. Rhys’s mother saw it, too. Especially as we reached the age of

maturity, and all we wanted to do was fuck and fight.” 

“Males are horrible creatures, aren’t they?” Amren said. 

“Repulsive,” Mor said, clicking her tongue. 

Some surviving, small part of my heart wanted to … laugh at that. 

Cassian  shrugged.  “Rhys’s  power  grew  every  day—and  everyone,  even  the

camp-lords, knew he could mist  everyone if he felt like it. And the two of us …

we weren’t far behind.” He tapped his crimson Siphon with a finger. “A bastard

Illyrian  had  never  received  one  of  these.  Ever.  For  Az  and  me  to  both  be appointed  them,  albeit  begrudgingly,  had  every  warrior  in  every  camp  across

those  mountains  sizing  us  up.  Only  pure-blood  pricks  get  Siphons—born  and

bred  for  the  killing  power.  It  still  keeps  them  up  at  night,  puzzling  over  where the hell we got it from.” 

“Then the War came,” Azriel took over. Just the way he said the words made me

sit up. Listen. “And Rhys’s father visited our camp to see how his son had fared

after twenty years.” 

“My father,” Rhys said, swirling his wine once—twice, “saw that his son had not

only started to rival him for power, but had allied himself with perhaps the two

deadliest  Illyrians  in  history.  He  got  it  into  his  head  that  if  we  were  given  a legion in the War, we might very well turn it against him when we returned.” 

Cassian  snickered.  “So  the  prick  separated  us.  He  gave  Rhys  command  of  a

legion  of  Illyrians  who  hated  him  for  being  a  half-breed,  and  threw  me  into  a different  legion  to  be  a  common  foot  soldier,  even  when  my  power  outranked

any of the war-leaders. Az, he kept for himself as his personal shadowsinger—

mostly for spying and his dirty work. We only saw each other on battlefields for

the  seven  years  the  War  raged.  They’d  send  around  casualty  lists  amongst  the Illyrians,  and  I  read  each  one,  wondering  if  I’d  see  their  names  on  it.  But  then Rhys was captured—” 

“That is a story for another time,” Rhys said, sharply enough that Cassian lifted his  brows,  but  nodded.  Rhys’s  violet  eyes  met  mine,  and  I  wondered  if  it  was true  starlight  that  flickered  so  intensely  in  them  as  he  spoke.  “Once  I  became High  Lord,  I  appointed  these  four  to  my  Inner  Circle,  and  told  the  rest  of  my father’s old court that if they had a problem with my friends, they could leave. 

They all did. Turns out, having a half-breed High Lord was made worse by his

appointment of two females and two Illyrian bastards.” 

As bad as humans, in some ways. “What—what happened to them, then?” 

Rhys shrugged, those great wings shifting with the movement. “The nobility of

the Night Court fall into one of three categories: those who hated

me enough that when Amarantha took over, they joined her court and later found

themselves dead; those who hated me enough to try to overthrow me and faced

the consequences; and those who hated me, but not enough to be stupid and have

since  tolerated  a  half-breed’s  rule,  especially  when  it  so  rarely  interferes  with their miserable lives.” 

“Are they—are they the ones who live beneath the mountain?” 

A nod. “In the Hewn City, yes. I gave it to them, for not being fools. 

They’re  happy  to  stay  there,  rarely  leaving,  ruling  themselves  and  being  as

wicked as they please, for all eternity.” 

That was the court he must have shown Amarantha when she first arrived

—and  its  wickedness  must  have  pleased  her  enough  that  she  modeled  her  own

after it. 

“The Court of Nightmares,” Mor said, sucking on a tooth. 

“And  what  is  this  court?”  I  asked,  gesturing  to  them.  The  most  important

question. 

It  was  Cassian,  eyes  clear  and  bright  as  his  Siphon,  who  said,  “The  Court  of Dreams.” 

The  Court  of  Dreams—the  dreams  of  a  half-breed  High  Lord,  two  bastard

warriors, and … the two females. “And you?” I said to Mor and Amren. 

Amren  merely  said,  “Rhys  offered  to  make  me  his  Second.  No  one  had  ever

asked me before, so I said yes, to see what it might be like. I found I enjoyed it.” 

Mor  leaned  back  in  her  seat,  Azriel  now  watching  every  movement  she  made

with subtle, relentless focus. 

“I  was  a  dreamer  born  into  the  Court  of  Nightmares,”  Mor  said.  She  twirled  a curl  around  a  finger,  and  I  wondered  if  her  story  might  be  the  worst  of  all  of them as she said simply, “So I got out.” 

“What’s your story, then?” Cassian said to me with a jerk of his chin. 

I’d assumed Rhysand had told them everything. Rhys merely shrugged at me. 

So  I  straightened.  “I  was  born  to  a  wealthy  merchant  family,  with  two  older

sisters  and  parents  who  only  cared  about  their  money  and  social  standing.  My mother  died  when  I  was  eight;  my  father  lost  his  fortune  three  years  later.  He sold everything to pay off his debts, moved us into a hovel, and didn’t bother to

find work while he let us slowly starve for years. I was

fourteen when the last of the money ran out, along with the food. He wouldn’t

work—couldn’t,  because  the  debtors  came  and  shattered  his  leg  in  front  of  us. 

So I went into the forest and taught myself to hunt. And I kept us all alive, if not

near starvation at times, for five years. Until …

everything happened.” 

They  fell  quiet  again,  Azriel’s  gaze  now  considering.  He  hadn’t  told  his  story. 

Did it ever come up? Or did they never discuss those burns on his hands? And

what did the shadows whisper to him—did they speak in a language at all? 

But  Cassian  said,  “You  taught  yourself  to  hunt.  What  about  to  fight?”  I  shook my  head.  Cassian  braced  his  arms  on  the  table.  “Lucky  for  you,  you’ve  just

found yourself a teacher.” 

I  opened  my  mouth,  protesting,  but—  Rhysand’s  mother  had  given  him  an

arsenal of weapons to use if the other failed. What did I have in my own beyond

a good shot with a bow and brute stubbornness? And if I had this new power—

these  other powers …

I  would  not  be  weak  again.  I  would  not  be  dependent  on  anyone  else.  I  would never have to endure the touch of the Attor as it dragged me because I was too

helpless to know where and how to hit. Never again. 

But what Ianthe and Tamlin had said … “You don’t think it sends a bad message

if people see me learning to fight—using weapons?” 

The moment the words were out, I realized the stupidity of them. The stupidity

of—of what had been shoved down my throat these past few months. 

Silence.  Then  Mor  said  with  a  soft  venom  that  made  me  understand  the  High

Lord’s Third had received training of her own in that Court of Nightmares, “Let

me tell you two things. As someone who has perhaps been in your shoes before.” 

Again,  that  shared  bond  of  anger,  of  pain  throbbed  between  them  all,  save  for Amren, who was giving me a look dripping with distaste. “One,” Mor said, “you

have left the Spring Court.” I tried not to let the full weight of those words sink in. “If that does not send a message, for good or bad, then your training will not, 

either. Two,” she continued, laying her palm flat on the table, “I once lived in a

place  where  the  opinion  of  others  mattered.  It  suffocated  me,  nearly  broke  me. 

So  you’ll  understand  me,  Feyre,  when  I  say  that  I  know  what  you  feel,  and  I know what they tried to do to you, and that with enough courage, you can say to

hell  with  a  reputation.”  Her  voice  gentled,  and  the  tension  between  them  all faded with it. “You do what you love, what  you need.” 

Mor would not tell me what to wear or not wear. She would not allow me to step

aside while she spoke for me. She would not … would not do any of the things

that I had so willingly, desperately, allowed Ianthe to do. 

I had never had a female friend before. Ianthe … she had not been one. 

Not  in  the  way  that  mattered,  I  realized.  And  Nesta  and  Elain,  in  those  few weeks I’d been at home before Amarantha, had started to fill that role, but

… but looking at Mor, I couldn’t explain it, couldn’t understand it, but … I felt

it. Like I could indeed go to dinner with her. Talk to her. 

Not that I had much of anything to offer her in return. 

But what she’d said … what they’d all said … Yes, Rhys had been wise to bring

me here. To let me decide if I could handle them—the teasing and intensity and

power.  If  I   wanted  to  be  a  part  of  a  group  who  would  likely  push  me,  and overwhelm  me,  and  maybe  frighten  me,  but  …  If  they  were  willing  to  stand

against Hybern, after already fighting them five hundred years ago …

I met Cassian’s gaze. And though his eyes danced, there was nothing amused in

them. “I’ll think about it.” 

Through  the  bond  in  my  hand,  I  could  have  sworn  I  felt  a  glimmer  of  pleased surprise.  I  checked  my  mental  shields—but  they  were  intact.  And  Rhysand’s

calm face revealed no hint of its origin. 

So I said clearly, steadily to him, “I accept your offer—to work with you. 

To earn my keep. And help with Hybern in whatever way I can.” 

“Good,” Rhys merely replied. Even as the others raised their brows. Yes, they’d obviously   not  been  told  this  was  an  interview  of  sorts.  “Because  we  start tomorrow.” 

“Where? And what?” I sputtered. 

Rhys interlaced his fingers and rested them on the table, and I realized there was

another  point  to  this  dinner  beyond  my  decision  as  he  announced  to  all  of  us, 

“Because the King of Hybern is indeed about to launch a war, and he wants to

resurrect Jurian to do it.” 

Jurian—the  ancient  warrior  whose  soul  Amarantha  had  imprisoned  within  that

hideous ring as punishment for killing her sister. The ring that contained his eye

…

“Bullshit,” Cassian spat. “There’s no way to do that.” 

Amren had gone still, and it was she whom Azriel was observing, marking. 

 Amarantha was just the beginning, Rhys had once told me. Had he known this

even  then?  Had  those  months  Under  the  Mountain  merely  been  a  prelude  to

whatever  hell  was  about  to  be  unleashed?  Resurrecting  the  dead.  What  sort  of unholy power—

Mor groaned, “Why would the king want to resurrect  Jurian? He was so odious. 

All he liked to do was talk about himself.” 

The  age  of  these  people  hit  me  like  a  brick,  despite  all  they’d  told  me  minutes earlier.  The  War—they  had  all  …  they  had  all  fought   in  the  War  five  hundred years ago. 

“That’s what I want to find out,” Rhysand said. “And how the king plans to do

it.” 

Amren at last said, “Word will have reached him about Feyre’s Making. 

He knows it’s possible for the dead to be remade.” 

I shifted in my seat. I’d expected brute armies, pure bloodshed. But this

—

“All seven High Lords would have to agree to that,” Mor countered. 

“There’s not a chance it happens. He’ll take another route.” Her eyes narrowed

to slits as she faced Rhys. “All the slaughtering—the massacres at temples. You

think it’s tied to this?” 

“I know it’s tied to this. I didn’t want to tell you until I knew for certain. 

But  Azriel  confirmed  that  they’d  raided  the  memorial  in  Sangravah  three  days

ago.  They’re  looking  for  something—or  found  it.”  Azriel  nodded  in

confirmation, even as Mor cast a surprised look in his direction. Azriel gave her

an apologetic shrug back. 

I  breathed,  “That—that’s  why  the  ring  and  the  finger  bone  vanished  after

Amarantha died. For this. But who …” My mouth went dry. “They never caught

the Attor, did they?” 

Rhys  said  too  quietly,  “No.  No,  they  didn’t.”  The  food  in  my  stomach  turned leaden.  He  said  to  Amren,  “How  does  one  take  an  eye  and  a  finger  bone  and make it into a man again? And how do we stop it?” 

Amren  frowned  at  her  untouched  wine.  “You  already  know  how  to  find  the

answer. Go to the Prison. Talk to the Bone Carver.” 

“Shit,” Mor and Cassian both said. 

Rhys said calmly, “Perhaps you would be more effective, Amren.” 

I was grateful for the table separating us as Amren hissed, “I will not set foot in

the Prison, Rhysand, and you know it. So go yourself, or send one of these dogs

to do it for you.” 

Cassian grinned, showing his white, straight teeth—perfect for biting. 

Amren snapped hers once in return. 

Azriel just shook his head. “I’ll go. The Prison sentries know me—what I am.” 

I  wondered  if  the  shadowsinger  was  usually  the  first  to  throw  himself  into danger. Mor’s fingers stilled on the stem of her wineglass, her eyes narrowing on

Amren. The jewels, the red gown—all perhaps a way to downplay whatever dark

power roiled in her veins—

“If anyone’s going to the Prison,” Rhys said before Mor opened her mouth, “it’s

me. And Feyre.” 

“What?” Mor demanded, palms now flat on the table. 

“He won’t talk to Rhys,” Amren said to the others, “or to Azriel. Or to any of us. 

We’ve  got  nothing  to  offer  him.  But  an  immortal  with  a  mortal  soul  …”  She

stared  at  my  chest  as  if  she  could  see  the  heart  pounding  beneath  …  And  I contemplated yet again what she ate. “The Bone Carver might be willing indeed

to talk to her.” 

They stared at me. As if waiting for me to beg not to go, to curl up and cower. 

Their quick, brutal interview to see if they wanted to work with  me, I supposed. 

But the Bone Carver, the naga, the Attor, the Suriel, the Bogge, the Middengard

Wyrm … Maybe they’d broken whatever part of me truly feared. Or maybe fear

was only something I now felt in my dreams. 

“Your choice, Feyre,” Rhys said casually. 

To shirk and mourn or face some unknown horror—the choice was easy. 

“How bad can it be?” was my response. 

“Bad,” Cassian said. None of them bothered to contradict him. 

CHAPTER
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Jurian. 

The name clanged through me, even after we finished dinner, even after Mor and

Cassian  and  Azriel  and  Amren  had  stopped  debating  and  snarling  about  who

would do what and be where while Rhys and I went to the Prison

—whatever that was—tomorrow. 

Rhys flew me back over the city, plunging into the lights and darkness. I quickly

found  I  much  preferred  ascending,  and  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  watch  for  too long  without  feeling  my  dinner  rise  up.  Not  fear—just  some  reaction  of  my

body. 

We flew in silence, the whistling winter wind the only sound, despite his cocoon

of  warmth  blocking  it  from  freezing  me  entirely.  Only  when  the  music  of  the streets  welcomed  us  did  I  peer  into  his  face,  his  features  unreadable  as  he focused on flying. “Tonight—I felt you again. Through the bond. Did I get past

your shields?” 

“No,” he said, scanning the cobblestone streets below. “This bond is … a living

thing. An open channel between us, shaped by my powers, shaped …

by what you needed when we made the bargain.” 

“I needed not to be dead when I agreed.” 

“You needed not to be alone.” 

Our  eyes  met.  It  was  too  dark  to  read  whatever  was  in  his  gaze.  I  was  the  one who looked away first. 

“I’m still learning how and why we can sometimes feel things the other doesn’t

want  known,”  he  admitted.  “So  I  don’t  have  an  explanation  for  what  you  felt tonight.” 

 You needed not to be alone… . 

But what about him? Fifty years he’d been separated from his friends, his family

…

I said, “You let Amarantha and the entire world think you rule and delight in a

Court of Nightmares. It’s all a front—to keep what matters most safe.” 

The city lights gilded his face. “I love my people, and my family. Do not think I

wouldn’t become a monster to keep them protected.” 
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“You already did that Under the Mountain.” The words were out before I could

stop them. 

The wind rustled his hair. “And I suspect I’ll have to do it again soon enough.” 

“What was the cost?” I dared ask. “Of keeping this place secret and free?” 

He shot straight down, wings beating to keep us smooth as we landed on the roof

of the town house. I made to step away, but he gripped my chin. 

“You know the cost already.” 

Amarantha’s whore. 

He nodded, and I think I might have said the two vile words aloud. 

“When  she  tricked  me  out  of  my  powers  and  left  the  scraps,  it  was  still  more than the others. And I decided to use it to tap into the mind of every Night Court

citizen  she  captured,  and  anyone  who  might  know  the  truth.  I  made  a  web

between all of them, actively controlling their minds every second of every day, 

every  decade,  to  forget  about  Velaris,  to  forget  about  Mor,  and  Amren,  and

Cassian, and Azriel. Amarantha wanted to know who was close to me—who to

kill and torture. But my true court was here, ruling this city and the others. And I

used the remainder of my power to shield them all from sight and sound. I had

only enough for one city—one place. I chose the one that had been hidden from

history  already.  I  chose,  and  now  must  live  with  the  consequences  of  knowing there were more left outside who suffered. But for those here … anyone flying

or traveling near Velaris would see nothing but barren rock, and if they tried to

walk through it, they’d find themselves suddenly deciding otherwise. Sea travel

and  merchant  trading  were  halted—sailors  became  farmers,  working  the  earth

around Velaris instead. And because my powers were focused on shielding them

all, Feyre, I had very little to use against Amarantha. So I decided that

to keep her from asking questions about the people who mattered, I would be her

whore.” 

He’d done all of that, had done such horrible things … done   everything for his

people, his friends. And the only piece of himself that he’d hidden and managed

to  keep  her  from  tainting,  destroying,  even  if  it  meant  fifty  years  trapped  in  a cage of rock …

Those  wings  now  flared  wide.  How  many  knew  about  those  wings  outside  of

Velaris  or  the  Illyrian  war-camps?  Or  had  he  wiped  all  memory  of  them  from

Prythian long before Amarantha? 

Rhys released my chin. But as he lowered his hand, I gripped his wrist, feeling

the  solid  strength.  “It’s  a  shame,”  I  said,  the  words  nearly  gobbled  up  by  the sound of the city music. “That others in Prythian don’t know. A shame that you

let them think the worst.” 

He took a step back, his wings beating the air like mighty drums. “As long as the

people  who  matter  most  know  the  truth,  I  don’t  care  about  the  rest.  Get  some sleep.” 

Then he shot into the sky, and was swallowed by the darkness between the stars. 

I  tumbled  into  a  sleep  so  heavy  my  dreams  were  an  undertow  that  dragged  me down, down, down until I couldn’t escape them. 

I  lay  naked  and  prone  on  a  familiar  red  marble  floor  while  Amarantha  slid  a knife along my bare ribs, the steel scraping softly against my skin. 

“Lying, traitorous human,” she purred, “with your filthy, lying heart.” 

The knife scratched, a cool caress. I struggled to get up, but my body wouldn’t

work. 

She  pressed  a  kiss  to  the  hollow  of  my  throat.  “You’re  as  much  a  monster  as me.” She curved the knife over my breast, angling it toward my peaked nipple, 

as if she could see the heart beating beneath. I started sobbing. 

“Don’t waste your tears.” 

Someone far away was roaring my name; begging for me. 

“I’m going to make eternity a hell for you,” she promised, the tip of the dagger

piercing the sensitive flesh beneath my breast, her lips hovering a breath above

mine as she pushed—
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Hands—there  were  hands  on  my  shoulders,  shaking  me,  squeezing  me.  I

thrashed against them, screaming, screaming—

“FEYRE.” 

The  voice  was  at  once  the  night  and  the  dawn  and  the  stars  and  the  earth,  and every inch of my body calmed at the primal dominance in it. 

“Open your eyes,” the voice ordered. 

I did. 

My  throat  was  raw,  my  mouth  full  of  ash,  my  face  soaked  and  sticky,  and

Rhysand—Rhysand was hovering above me, his eyes wide. 

“It was a dream,” he said, his breathing as hard as mine. 

The  moonlight  trickling  through  the  windows  illuminated  the  dark  lines  of

swirling tattoos down his arm, his shoulders, across his sculpted chest. 

Like the ones I bore on my arm. He scanned my face. “A dream,” he said again. 

Velaris. I was in Velaris, at his house. And I had—my dream—

The sheets, the blankets were ripped. Shredded. But not with a knife. 

And that ashy, smoky taste coating my mouth …

My  hand  was  unnervingly  steady  as  I  lifted  it  to  find  my  fingers  ending  in simmering embers. Living claws of flame that had sliced through my bed linens

like they were cauterizing wounds—

I  shoved  him  off  with  a  hard  shoulder,  falling  out  of  bed  and  slamming  into  a small  chest  before  I  hurtled  into  the  bathing  room,  fell  to  my  knees  before  the toilet, and was sick to my stomach. Again. Again. My fingertips hissed against

the cool porcelain. 

Large, warm hands pulled my hair back a moment later. 
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“Breathe,” Rhys said. “Imagine them winking out like candles, one by one.” 

I heaved into the toilet again, shuddering as light and heat crested and rushed out

of me, and savored the empty, cool dark that pooled in their wake. 

“Well, that’s one way to do it,” he said. 

When  I  dared  to  look  at  my  hands,  braced  on  the  bowl,  the  embers  had  been extinguished.  Even  that  power  in  my  veins,  along  my  bones,  slumbered  once

more. 

“I have this dream,” Rhys said as I retched again, holding my hair. 

“Where  it’s  not  me  stuck  under  her,  but  Cassian  or  Azriel.  And  she’s  pinned their wings to the bed with spikes, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. 

She’s  commanded  me  to  watch,  and  I  have  no  choice  but  to  see  how  I  failed them.” 

I clung to the toilet, spitting once, and reached up to flush. I watched the water

swirl away entirely before I twisted my head to look at him. 

His fingers were gentle, but firm where he’d fisted them in my hair. “You never

failed them,” I rasped. 

“I  did  …  horrible  things  to  ensure  that.”  Those  violet  eyes  near-glowed  in  the dim light. 

“So did I.” My sweat clung like blood—the blood of those two faeries—

I  pivoted,  barely  turning  in  time.  His  other  hand  stroked  long,  soothing  lines down the curve of my back, as over and over I yielded my dinner. 

When the latest wave had ebbed, I breathed, “The flames?” 

“Autumn Court.” 

I couldn’t muster a response. At some point, I leaned against the coolness of the

nearby bathtub and closed my eyes. 

When I awoke, sun streamed through the windows, and I was in my bed

—tucked in tightly to the fresh, clean sheets. 

I stared up at the sharp grassy slope of the small mountain, shivering at the veils

of  mist  that  wafted  past.  Behind  us,  the  land  swept  away  to  brutal  cliffs  and  a violent  pewter  sea.  Ahead,  nothing  but  a  wide,  flat-topped  mountain  of  gray

stone and moss. 

Rhys  stood  at  my  side,  a  double-edged  sword  sheathed  down  his  spine,  knives

strapped to his legs, clothed in what I could only assume were Illyrian fighting

leathers, based on what Cassian and Azriel had worn the night before. The dark

pants were tight, the scale-like plates of leather worn and scarred, and sculpted

to legs I hadn’t noticed were quite that muscled. 

His close-fitting jacket had been built around the wings that were now fully out, 

bits of dark, scratched armor added at the shoulders and forearms. 

If his attire hadn’t told me enough about what we might be facing today

—if my  own, similar attire hadn’t told me enough—all I needed was to take

one  look  at  the  rock  before  us  and  know  it  wouldn’t  be  pleasant.  I’d  been  so distracted in the study an hour ago by what Rhys had been writing as he drafted

a careful request to visit the Summer Court that I hadn’t thought to ask what to

expect  here. Not that Rhys had really bothered explaining why he wanted to visit the Summer Court beyond “improving diplomatic relations.” 

“Where  are  we?”  I  said,  our  first  words  since  winnowing  in  a  moment  ago. 

Velaris  had  been  brisk,  sunny.  This  place,  wherever  it  was,  was  freezing, 

deserted, barren. Only rock and grass and mist and sea. 

“On an island in the heart of the Western Isles,” Rhysand said, staring up at the

mammoth mountain. “And that,” he said, pointing to it, “is the Prison.” 

There was nothing—no one around. 

“I don’t see anything.” 

“The rock is the Prison. And inside it are the foulest, most dangerous creatures
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and criminals you can imagine.” 

Go inside—inside the stone, under another mountain—

“This  place,”  he  said,  “was  made  before  High  Lords  existed.  Before  Prythian

was Prythian. Some of the inmates remember those days. 

Remember a time when it was Mor’s family, not mine, that ruled the North.” 

“Why won’t Amren go in here?” 

“Because she was once a prisoner.” 

“Not in that body, I take it.” 

A cruel smile. “No. Not at all.” 

I shivered. 

“The  hike  will  get  your  blood  warming,”  Rhys  said.  “Since  we  can’t  winnow

inside or fly to the entrance—the wards demand that visitors walk in. The long

way.” 

I didn’t move. “I—” The word lodged in my throat. Go under another mountain

—

“It helps the panic,” he said quietly, “to remind myself that I got out. That we all

got out.” 

“Barely.” I tried to breathe. I couldn’t, I couldn’t—

“We got out. And it might happen again if we don’t go inside.” 

The chill mist bit at my face. And I tried—I did—to take a step toward it. 

My body refused to obey. 

I tried to take a step again; I tried for Elain and Nesta and the human world that

might be wrecked, but … I couldn’t. 
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“Please,”  I  whispered.  I  didn’t  care  if  it  meant  that  I’d  failed  my  first  day  of work. 

Rhysand,  as  promised,  didn’t  ask  any  questions  as  he  gripped  my  hand  and

brought us back to the winter sun and rich colors of Velaris. 

I didn’t get out of bed for the rest of the day. 

CHAPTER

18

Amren was standing at the foot of my bed. 

I jolted back, slamming into the headboard, blinded by the morning light blazing

in, fumbling for a weapon, anything to use—

“No wonder you’re so thin if you vomit up your guts every night.” She sniffed, 

her lip curling. “You reek of it.” 

The  bedroom  door  was  shut.  Rhys  had  said  no  one  entered  without  his

permission, but—

She  chucked  something  onto  the  bed.  A  little  gold  amulet  of  pearl  and  cloudy blue stone. “This got me out of the Prison. Wear it in, and they can never keep

you.” 

I didn’t touch the amulet. 

“Allow  me  to  make  one  thing  clear,”  Amren  said,  bracing  both  hands  on  the

carved  wooden  footboard.  “I  do  not  give  that  amulet  lightly.  But  you  may

borrow it, while you do what needs to be done, and return it to me when you are

finished. If you keep it, I will find you, and the results won’t be pleasant. But it

is yours to use in the Prison.” 

By the time my fingers brushed the cool metal and stone, she’d walked out the

door. 

Rhys hadn’t been wrong about the firedrake comparison. 

Rhys kept frowning at the amulet as we hiked the slope of the Prison, so steep that  at  times  we  had  to  crawl  on  our  hands  and  knees.  Higher  and  higher  we climbed,  and  I  drank  from  the  countless  little  streams  that  gurgled  through  the bumps and hollows in the moss-and-grass slopes. All

around  the  mist  drifted  by,  whipped  by  the  wind,  whose  hollow  moaning

drowned out our crunching footsteps. 

When I caught Rhys looking at the necklace for the tenth time, I said, 

“What?” 

“She gave you that.” 

Not a question. 

“It must be serious, then,” I said. “The risk with—” 

“Don’t  say  anything  you  don’t  want  others  hearing.”  He  pointed  to  the  stone

beneath  us.  “The  inmates  have  nothing  better  to  do  than  to  listen  through  the earth  and  rock  for  gossip.  They’ll  sell  any  bit  of  information  for  food,  sex, maybe a breath of air.” 

I could do this; I could master this fear. 

Amren had gotten out. And stayed out. And the amulet—it’d keep me free, too. 

“I’m  sorry,”  I  said.  “About  yesterday.”  I’d  stayed  in  bed  for  hours,  unable  to move or think. 

Rhys held out a hand to help me climb a particularly steep rock, easily hauling

me up to where he perched at its top. It had been so long—too long

—since  I’d  been  outdoors,  using  my  body,  relying  on  it.  My  breathing  was

ragged, even with my new immortality. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,” he

said. “You’re here now.” But enough of a coward that I never would have gone

without that amulet. He added with a wink, “I won’t dock your pay.” 

I  was  too  winded  to  even  scowl.  We  climbed  until  the  upper  face  of  the

mountain became a wall before us, nothing but grassy slopes sweeping behind, 

far  below,  to  where  they  flowed  to  the  restless  gray  sea.  Rhys  drew  the  sword from his back in a swift movement. 

“Don’t look so surprised,” he said. 

“I’ve—never seen you with a weapon.” Aside from the dagger he’d grabbed to

slit Amarantha’s throat at the end—to spare me from agony. 

“Cassian would laugh himself hoarse hearing that. And then make me go into the

sparring ring with him.” 

“Can he beat you?” 

“Hand-to-hand combat?  Yes.  He’d  have  to  earn  it  for  a  change,  but  he’d  win.” 

No  arrogance,  no  pride.  “Cassian  is  the  best  warrior  I’ve  encountered  in  any court, any land. He leads my armies because of it.” 

I didn’t doubt his claim. And the other Illyrian … “Azriel—his hands. 

The scars, I mean,” I said. “Where did they come from?” 

Rhys  was  quiet  a  moment.  Then  he  said  too  softly,  “His  father  had  two

legitimate  sons,  both  older  than  Azriel.  Both  cruel  and  spoiled.  They  learned  it from  their  mother,  the  lord’s  wife.  For  the  eleven  years  that  Azriel  lived  in  his father’s keep, she saw to it he was kept in a cell with no window, no light. They

let  him  out  for  an  hour  every  day—let  him  see  his  mother  for  an  hour  once  a week.  He  wasn’t  permitted  to  train,  or  fly,  or  any  of  the  things  his  Illyrian instincts roared at him to do. When he was eight, his brothers decided it’d be fun

to see what happened when you mixed an Illyrian’s quick healing gifts with oil

—and fire. The warriors heard Azriel’s screaming. But not quick enough to save

his hands.” 

Nausea  swamped  me.  But  that  still  left  him  with  three  more  years  living  with them.  What  other  horrors  had  he  endured  before  he  was  sent  to  that  mountain-camp? “Were—were his brothers punished?” 

Rhys’s face was as unfeeling as the rock and wind and sea around us as he said

with lethal quiet, “Eventually.” 

There was enough rawness in the words that I instead asked, “And Mor
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—what does she do for you?” 

“Mor  is  who  I’ll  call  in  when  the  armies  fail  and  Cassian  and  Azriel  are  both dead.” 

My blood chilled. “So she’s supposed to wait until then?” 

“No.  As  my  Third,  Mor  is  my  …  court  overseer.  She  looks  after  the  dynamics between  the  Court  of  Nightmares  and  the  Court  of  Dreams,  and  runs  both

Velaris  and  the  Hewn  City.  I  suppose  in  the  mortal  realm,  she  might  be

considered a queen.” 

“And Amren?” 

“Her  duties  as  my  Second  make  her  my  political  adviser,  walking  library,  and doer of my dirty work. I appointed her upon gaining my throne. But she was my

ally, maybe my friend, long before that.” 

“I  mean—in  that  war  where  your  armies  fail  and  Cassian  and  Azriel  are  dead, and even Mor is gone.” Each word was like ice on my tongue. 

Rhys paused his reach for the bald rock face before us. “If that day comes, I’ll

find a way to break the spell on Amren and unleash her on the world. And ask

her to end me first.” 

By the Mother. “What  is she?” After our chat this morning, perhaps it was stupid to ask. 

“Something else. Something worse than us. And if she ever finds a way to shed

her prison of flesh and bone … Cauldron save us all.” 

I shivered again and stared up at the sheer stone wall. “I can’t climb bare rock

like that.” 

“You don’t need to,” Rhys said, laying a hand flat on the stone. Like a mirage, it

vanished in a ripple of light. 

Pale, carved gates stood in its place, so high their tops were lost to the mist. 

Gates of bone. 

The  bone-gates  swung  open  silently,  revealing  a  cavern  of  black  so  inky  I  had never seen its like, even Under the Mountain. 

I  gripped  the  amulet  at  my  throat,  the  metal  warm  under  my  palm.  Amren  got out. I would walk out, too. 

Rhys  put  a  warm  hand  on  my  back  and  guided  me  inside,  three  balls  of

moonlight bobbing before us. 

No—no, no, no, no—

“Breathe,” he said in my ear. “One breath.” 

“Where are the guards?” I managed to get out past the tightness in my lungs. 

“They  dwell  within  the  rock  of  the  mountain,”  he  murmured,  his  hand  finding

mine  and  wrapping  around  it  as  he  tugged  me  into  the  immortal  gloom.  “They

only emerge at feeding time, or to deal with restless prisoners. They are nothing

but shadows of thought and an ancient spell.” 

With the small lights floating ahead, I tried not to look too long at the gray walls. 

Especially when they were so rough-hewn that the jagged bits could have been a

nose, or a craggy brow, or a set of sneering lips. 

The dry ground was clear of anything but pebbles. And there was silence. 

Utter silence as we rounded a bend, and the last of the light from the misty world

faded into inky black. 

I  focused  on  my  breathing.  I  couldn’t  be  trapped  here;  I  couldn’t  be  locked  in this horrible, dead place. 

The  path  plunged  deep  into  the  belly  of  the  mountain,  and  I  clutched  Rhys’s fingers  to  keep  from  losing  my  footing.  He  still  had  his  sword  gripped  in  his other hand. 

“Do  all  the  High  Lords  have  access?”  My  words  were  so  soft  they  were

devoured  by  the  dark.  Even  that  thrumming  power  in  my  veins  had  vanished, 

burrowing somewhere in my bones. 

“No. The Prison is law unto itself; the island may be even an eighth court. But it

falls under my jurisdiction, and my blood is keyed to the gates.” 

“Could you free the inmates?” 

“No. Once the sentence is given and a prisoner passes those gates …

They  belong  to  the  Prison.  It  will  never  let  them  out.  I  take  sentencing  people here very, very seriously.” 

“Have you ever—” 

“Yes.  And  now  is  not  the  time  to  speak  of  it.”  He  squeezed  my  hand  in

emphasis. 

We wound down through the gloom. 

There were no doors. No lights. 

No sounds. Not even a trickle of water. 

But I could feel them. 

I could feel them sleeping, pacing, running hands and claws over the other side

of the walls. 

They  were  ancient,  and  cruel  in  a  way  I  had  never  known,  not  even  with

Amarantha.  They  were  infinite,  and  patient,  and  had  learned  the  language  of

darkness, of stone. 

“How  long,”  I  breathed.  “How  long  was  she  in  here?”  I  didn’t  dare  say  her

name. 

“Azriel  looked  once.  Into  archives  in  our  oldest  temples  and  libraries.  All  he found  was  a  vague  mention  that  she  went  in  before  Prythian  was  split  into  the courts—and  emerged  once  they  had  been  established.  Her  imprisonment

predates  our  written  word.  I  don’t  know  how  long  she  was  in  here—a  few

millennia seems like a fair guess.” 

Horror roiled in my gut. “You never asked?” 

“Why bother? She’ll tell me when it’s necessary.” 

“Where did she come from?” The brooch he’d given her—such a small gift, for

a monster who had once dwelled here. 

“I  don’t  know.  Though  there  are  legends  that  claim  when  the  world  was  born, there  were  …  rips  in  the  fabric  of  the  realms.  That  in  the  chaos  of  Forming, creatures  from  other  worlds  could  walk  through  one  of  those  rips  and  enter

another  world.  But  the  rips  closed  at  will,  and  the  creatures  could  become

trapped, with no way home.” 

It  was  more  horrifying  than  I  could  fathom—both  that  monsters  had  walked

between worlds, and the terror of being trapped in another realm. 

“You think she was one of them?” 

“I think that she is the only one of her kind, and there is no record of others ever

having existed. Even the Suriel have numbers, however small. 

But she—and some of those in the Prison … I think they came from somewhere

else. And they have been looking for a way home for a long, long time.” 

I was shivering beneath the fur-lined leather, my breath clouding in front of me. 

Down  and  down  we  went,  and  time  lost  its  grip.  It  could  have  been  hours  or days, and we paused only when my useless, wasted body demanded water. Even

while I drank, he didn’t let go of my hand. As if the rock would swallow me up

forever. I made sure those breaks were swift and rare. 

And  still  we  went  onward,  deeper.  Only  the  lights  and  his  hand  kept  me  from feeling as if I were about to free-fall into darkness. For a heartbeat, the reek of

my  own  dungeon  cell  cloyed  in  my  nose,  and  the  crunch  of  moldy  hay  tickled my cheek—

Rhys’s hand tightened on my own. “Just a bit farther.” 

“We must be near the bottom by now.” 

“Past it. The Bone Carver is caged beneath the roots of the mountain.” 

“Who is he? What is he?” I’d only been briefed in what I was to say—

nothing of what to expect. No doubt to keep me from panicking too thoroughly. 

“No one knows. He’ll appear as he wants to appear.” 

“Shape-shifter?” 

“Yes  and  no.  He’ll  appear  to  you  as  one  thing,  and  I  might  be  standing  right beside you and see another.” 

I tried not to start bleating like cattle. “And the bone carving?” 

“You’ll  see.”  Rhys  stopped  before  a  smooth  slab  of  stone.  The  hall  continued down—down into the ageless dark. The air here was tight, 

compact. Even my puffs of breath on the chill air seemed short-lived. 

Rhysand at last released my hand, only to lay his once more on the bare stone. It

rippled beneath his palm, forming—a door. 

Like  the  gates  above,  it  was  of  ivory—bone.  And  in  its  surface  were  etched

countless images: flora and fauna, seas and clouds, stars and moons, infants and

skeletons, creatures fair and foul—

It swung away. The cell was pitch-black, hardly distinguishable from the hall—

“I  have  carved  the  doors  for  every  prisoner  in  this  place,”  said  a  small  voice within, “but my own remains my favorite.” 

“I’d have to agree,” Rhysand said. He stepped inside, the light bobbing ahead to

illuminate  a  dark-haired  boy  sitting  against  the  far  wall,  eyes  of  crushing  blue taking in Rhysand, then sliding to where I lurked in the doorway. 

Rhys  reached  into  a  bag  I  hadn’t  realized  he’d  been  carrying—no,  one  he’d

summoned from whatever pocket between realms he used for storage. 

He chucked an object toward the boy, who looked no more than eight. 

White  gleamed  as  it  clacked  on  the  rough  stone  floor.  Another  bone,  long  and sturdy—and jagged on one end. 

“The calf-bone that made the final kill when Feyre slew the Middengard Wyrm,” 

Rhys said. 

My  very  blood  stilled.  There  had  been  many  bones  that  I’d  laid  in  my  trap—I hadn’t noticed which had ended the Wyrm. Or thought anyone would. 

“Come  inside,”  was  all  the  Bone  Carver  said,  and  there  was  no  innocence,  no kindness in that child’s voice. 

I took one step in and no more. 

“It  has  been  an  age,”  the  boy  said,  gobbling  down  the  sight  of  me,  “since

something new came into this world.” 

“Hello,” I breathed. 

The boy’s smile was a mockery of innocence. “Are you frightened?” 

“Yes,” I said.  Never lie—that had been Rhys’s first command. 

The  boy  stood,  but  kept  to  the  other  side  of  the  cell.  “Feyre,”  he  murmured, cocking his head. The orb of faelight glazed the inky hair in silver. “Fay-ruh,” he

said again, drawing out the syllables as if he could

taste  them.  At  last,  he  straightened  his  head.  “Where  did  you  go  when  you

died?” 

“A question for a question,” I replied, as I’d been instructed over breakfast. 

The Bone Carver inclined his head to Rhysand. “You were always smarter than

your forefathers.” But those eyes alighted on me. “Tell me where you went, what

you saw—and I will answer your question.” 

Rhys gave me a subtle nod, but his eyes were wary. Because what the boy had

asked …

I had to calm my breathing to think—to remember. 

But there was blood and death and pain and screaming—and she was breaking me, killing me so slowly, and Rhys was there, roaring in fury as I died, Tamlin

begging  for  my  life  on  his  knees  before  her  throne  …  But  there  was  so  much agony, and I wanted it to be over, wanted it all to stop—

Rhys had gone rigid while he monitored the Bone Carver, as if those memories

were  freely  flowing  past  the  mental  shields  I’d  made  sure  were  intact  this

morning. And I wondered if he thought I’d give up then and there. 

I bunched my hands into fists. 

I had lived; I had gotten out. I would get out today. 

“I heard the crack,” I said. Rhys’s head whipped toward me. “I heard the crack

when she broke my neck. It was in my ears, but also inside my skull. I was gone

before I felt anything more than the first lash of pain.” 

The Bone Carver’s violet eyes seemed to glow brighter. 

“And then it was dark. A different sort of dark than this place. But there was a

… thread,” I said. “A tether. And I yanked on it—and suddenly I could see. Not

through  my  eyes,  but—but  his,”  I  said,  inclining  my  head  toward  Rhys.  I

uncurled the fingers of my tattooed hand. “And I knew I was dead, and this tiny

scrap of spirit was all that was left of me, clinging to the thread of our bargain.” 

“But was there anyone there—were you seeing anything beyond?” 

“There was only that bond in the darkness.” 

Rhysand’s  face  had  gone  pale,  his  mouth  a  tight  line.  “And  when  I  was  Made anew,” I said, “I followed that bond back—to me. I knew that home was on the

other end of it. There was light then. Like swimming up through sparkling wine

—” 

“Were you afraid?” 

“All  I  wanted  was  to  return  to—to  the  people  around  me.  I  wanted  it  badly

enough I didn’t have room for fear. The worst had happened, and the darkness

was calm and quiet. It did not seem like a bad thing to fade into. 

But I wanted to go home. So I followed the bond home.” 

“There was no other world,” the Bone Carver pushed. 

“If there was or is, I did not see it.” 

“No light, no portal?” 

 Where is it that you want to go? The question almost leaped off my tongue. “It

was only peace and darkness.” 

“Did you have a body?” 

“No.” 

“Did—” 

“That’s enough from you,” Rhysand purred—the sound like velvet over sharpest

steel. “You said a question for a question. Now you’ve asked … ” 

He did a tally on his fingers. “Six.” 

The Bone Carver leaned back against the wall and slid to a sitting position. “It is

a rare day when I meet someone who comes back from true death. Forgive me

for  wanting  to  peer  behind  the  curtain.”  He  waved  a  delicate  hand  in  my

direction. “Ask it, girl.” 

“If there was no body—nothing but perhaps a bit of bone,” I said as solidly as I

could,  “would  there  be  a  way  to  resurrect  that  person?  To  grow  them  a  new

body, put their soul into it.” 

Those eyes flashed. “Was the soul somehow preserved? Contained?” 

I  tried  not  to  think  about  the  eye  ring  Amarantha  had  worn,  the  soul  she’d trapped inside to witness her every horror and depravity. “Yes.” 

“There is no way.” 

I almost sighed in relief. 

“Unless  …  ”  The  boy  bounced  each  finger  off  his  thumb,  his  hand  like  some

pale,  twitchy  insect.  “Long  ago,  before  the  High  Fae,  before  man,  there  was  a Cauldron … They say all the magic was contained inside it, that the world was

born  in  it.  But  it  fell  into  the  wrong  hands.  And  great  and  horrible  things  were done with it. Things were  forged with it. Such wicked things that the Cauldron

was  eventually  stolen  back  at  great  cost.  It  could  not  be  destroyed,  for  it  had Made all things, and if it were broken, then life

would  cease  to  be.  So  it  was  hidden.  And  forgotten.  Only  with  that  Cauldron could something that is dead be reforged like that.” 

Rhysand’s face was again a mask of calm. “Where did they hide it?” 

“Tell me a secret no one knows, Lord of Night, and I’ll tell you mine.” 

I braced myself for whatever horrible truth was about to come my way. 

But Rhysand said, “My right knee gets a twinge of pain when it rains. I wrecked

it during the War, and it’s hurt ever since.” 

The  Bone  Carver  bit  out  a  harsh  laugh,  even  as  I  gaped  at  Rhys.  “You  always were my favorite,” he said, giving a smile I would never for a moment think was

childlike. “Very well. The Cauldron was hidden at the bottom of a frozen lake in

Lapplund—” Rhys began to turn for me, as if he’d head there right now, but the

Bone Carver added, “And vanished a long, long time ago.” Rhys halted. “I don’t

know where it went to—or where it is now. Millennia before you were born, the

three  feet  on  which  it  stands  were  successfully  cleaved  from  its  base  in  an attempt to fracture  some of its power. It worked—barely. Removing the feet was

like cutting off the first knuckle of a finger. Irksome, but you could still use the

rest with some difficulty. The feet were hidden at three different temples—

Cesere, Sangravah, and Itica. If  they have gone missing, it is likely the Cauldron is active once more—and that the wielder wants it at full power and not a wisp

of it missing.” 

That  was  why  the  temples  had  been  ransacked.  To  get  the  feet  on  which  the

Cauldron  stood  and  restore  it  to  its  full  power.  Rhys  merely  said,  “I  don’t suppose you know  who now has the Cauldron.” 

The Bone Carver pointed a small finger at me. “Promise that you’ll give me her

bones  when  she  dies  and  I’ll  think  about  it.”  I  stiffened,  but  the  boy  laughed. 

“No—I don’t think even you would promise that, Rhysand.” 

I  might  have  called  the  look  on  Rhys’s  face  a  warning.  “Thank  you  for  your help,” he said, placing a hand on my back to guide me out. 

But if he knew … I turned again to the boy-creature. “There was a choice

—in Death,” I said. 

Those eyes guttered with cobalt fire. 

Rhys’s  hand  contracted  on  my  back,  but  remained.  Warm,  steady.  And  I

wondered if the touch was more to reassure him that I was there, still breathing. 

“I knew,” I went on, “that I could drift away into the dark. And I chose to fight

—to  hold  on  for  a  bit  longer.  Yet  I  knew  if  I  wanted,  I  could  have  faded.  And maybe it would be a new world, a realm of rest and peace. But I wasn’t ready for

it—not to go there alone. I knew there was something else waiting beyond that

dark. Something good.” 

For  a  moment,  those  blue  eyes  flared  brighter.  Then  the  boy  said,  “You  know who has the Cauldron, Rhysand. Who has been pillaging the temples. 

You only came here to confirm what you have long guessed.” 

“The King of Hybern.” 

Dread  sluiced  through  my  veins  and  pooled  in  my  stomach.  I  shouldn’t  have

been surprised, should have known, but …

The carver said nothing more. Waiting for another truth. 

So I offered up another shattered piece of me. “When Amarantha made me kill

those two faeries, if the third hadn’t been Tamlin, I would have put the dagger in

my own heart at the end.” 

Rhys went still. 

“I knew there was no coming back from what I’d done,” I said, wondering if the

blue flame in the carver’s eyes might burn my ruined soul to ash. “And once I

broke their curse, once I knew I’d saved them, I just wanted enough time to turn that dagger on myself. I only decided I wanted to live when she killed me, and I

knew I had not finished whatever …

whatever it was I’d been born to do.” 

I  dared  a  glance  at  Rhys,  and  there  was  something  like  devastation  on  his

beautiful face. It was gone in a blink. 

Even  the  Bone  Carver  said  gently,  “With  the  Cauldron,  you  could  do  other

things than raise the dead. You could shatter the wall.” 

The  only  thing  keeping  human  lands—my  family—safe  from  not  just  Hybern, 

but any other faeries. 

“It  is  likely  that  Hybern  has  been  quiet  for  so  many  years  because  he  was

hunting  the  Cauldron,  learning  its  secrets.  Resurrection  of  a  specific  individual might very well have been his first test once the feet were reunited—and now he

finds that the Cauldron is pure energy, pure power. 

And like any magic, it can be depleted. So he will let it rest, let it gather strength

—learn its secrets to feed it more energy, more power.” 

“Is there a way to stop it,” I breathed. 

Silence. Expectant, waiting silence. 

Rhys’s voice was hoarse as he said, “Don’t offer him one more—” 

“When the Cauldron was made,” the carver interrupted, “its dark maker used the

last  of  the  molten  ore  to  forge  a  book.  The  Book  of  Breathings.  In  it,  written between  the  carved  words,  are  the  spells  to  negate  the  Cauldron’s  power—or

control it wholly. But after the War, it was split into two pieces. 

One  went  to  the  Fae,  one  to  the  six  human  queens.  It  was  part  of  the  Treaty, purely  symbolic,  as  the  Cauldron  had  been  lost  for  millennia  and  considered

mere myth. The Book was believed harmless, because like calls to like—

and only that which was Made can speak those spells and summon its power. No

creature born of the earth may wield it, so the High Lords and humans dismissed

it as little more than a historical heirloom, but if the Book were in the hands of something reforged … You would have to test such a theory, of course—but …

it might be possible.” His eyes narrowed to amused slits as I realized … realized

…

“So now the High Lord of Summer possesses our piece, and the reigning mortal

queens have the other entombed in their shining palace by the sea. 

Prythian’s half is guarded, protected with blood-spells keyed to Summer himself. 

The one belonging to the mortal queens … They were crafty, when they received

their gift. They used our own kind to spell the Book, to bind it

—so  that  if  it  were  ever  stolen,  if,  let’s  say,  a  High  Lord  were  to  winnow  into their  castle  to  steal  it  …  the  Book  would  melt  into  ore  and  be  lost.  It  must  be freely  given  by  a  mortal  queen,  with  no  trickery,  no  magic  involved.”  A  little laugh. “Such clever, lovely creatures, humans.” 

The carver seemed lost in ancient memory—then shook his head. 

“Reunite both halves of the Book of Breathings and you will be able to nullify

the  powers  of  the  Cauldron.  Hopefully  before  it  returns  to  full  strength  and shatters that wall.” 

I didn’t bother saying thank you. Not with the information he’d told us. 

Not  when  I’d  been  forced  to  say  those  things—and  could  still  feel  Rhys’s

lingering attention. As if he’d suspected, but never believed just how badly I’d

broken in that moment with Amarantha. 

We turned away, his hand sliding from my back to grip my hand. 

The  touch  was  light—gentle.  And  I  suddenly  had  no  strength  to  even  grip  it

back. 

The carver picked up the bone Rhysand had brought him and weighed it in those

child’s hands. “I shall carve your death in here, Feyre.” 

Up  and  up  into  the  darkness  we  walked,  through  the  sleeping  stone  and  the

monsters who dwelled within it. At last I said to Rhys, “What did you see?” 

“You first.” 

“A boy—around eight; dark-haired and blue-eyed.” 

Rhys shuddered—the most human gesture I’d seen him make. 

“What did you see?” I pushed. 

“Jurian,”  Rhys  said.  “He  appeared  exactly  as  Jurian  looked  the  last  time  I  saw him: facing Amarantha when they fought to the death.” 

I didn’t want to learn how the Bone Carver knew who we’d come to ask about. 
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“Amren’s right,” Rhys drawled, leaning against the threshold of the town house

sitting room. “You  are like dogs, waiting for me to come home. 

Maybe I should buy treats.” 

Cassian gave him a vulgar gesture from where he lounged on the couch before

the hearth, an arm slung over the back behind Mor. Though everything about his

powerful, muscled body suggested someone at ease, there was a tightness in his

jaw, a coiled-up energy that told me they’d been waiting here for a while. 

Azriel lingered by the window, comfortably ensconced in shadows, a light flurry

of snow dusting the lawn and street behind him. And Amren …

Nowhere to be seen. I couldn’t tell if I was relieved or not. I’d have to hunt her

down  to  give  her  back  the  necklace  soon—if  Rhys’s  warnings  and  her  own

words were to be believed. 

Damp and cold from the mist and wind that chased us down from the Prison, I

strode  for  the  armchair  across  from  the  couch,  which  had  been  shaped,  like  so much of the furniture here, to accommodate Illyrian wings. I stretched my stiff

limbs toward the fire, and stifled a groan at the delicious heat. 

“How’d it go?” Mor said, straightening beside Cassian. No gown today

—just practical black pants and a thick blue sweater. 

“The Bone Carver,” Rhys said, “is a busybody gossip who likes to pry into other

people’s business far too much.” 

“But?” Cassian demanded, bracing his arms on his knees, wings tucked in tight. 

“But,”  Rhys  said,  “he  can  also  be  helpful,  when  he  chooses.  And  it  seems  we need to start doing what we do best.” 

I  flexed  my  numbed  fingers,  content  to  let  them  discuss,  needing  a  moment  to reel myself back in, to shut out what I’d revealed to the Bone Carver. 

And what the Bone Carver suggested I might actually be asked to do with that

book. The abilities I might have. 

So Rhys told them of the Cauldron, and the reason behind the temple pillagings, 

to  no  shortage  of  swearing  and  questions—and  revealed  nothing  of  what  I  had

admitted  in  exchange  for  the  information.  Azriel  emerged  from  his  wreathing

shadows  to  ask  the  most  questions;  his  face  and  voice  remained  unreadable. 

Cassian,  surprisingly,  kept  quiet—as  if  the  general  understood  that  the

shadowsinger  would  know  what  information  was  necessary,  and  was  busy

assessing it for his own forces. 

When  Rhys  was  done,  his  spymaster  said,  “I’ll  contact  my  sources  in  the

Summer Court about where the half of the Book of Breathings is hidden. I can

fly into the human world myself to figure out where they’re keeping their part of

the Book before we ask them for it.” 

“No  need,”  Rhys  said.  “And  I  don’t  trust  this  information,  even  with  your

sources, with anyone outside of this room. Save for Amren.” 

“They can be trusted,” Azriel said with quiet steel, his scarred hands clenching at

his leather-clad sides. 

“We’re  not  taking  risks  where  this  is  concerned,”  Rhys  merely  said.  He  held

Azriel’s  stare,  and  I  could  almost  hear  the  silent  words  Rhys  added,  It   is  no judgment or reflection on you, Az.  Not at all. 

But Azriel yielded no tinge of emotion as he nodded, his hands unfurling. 

“So what  do you have planned?” Mor cut in—perhaps for Az’s sake. 

Rhys picked an invisible piece of dirt off his fighting leathers. When he lifted his

head,  those  violet  eyes  were  glacial.  “The  King  of  Hybern  sacked  one  of  our temples to get a missing piece of the Cauldron. As far as I’m concerned, it’s an

act of war—an indication that His Majesty has no interest in wooing me.” 

“He likely remembers our allegiance to the humans in the War, anyway,” 

Cassian said. “He wouldn’t jeopardize revealing his plans while trying to sway

you, and I bet some of Amarantha’s cronies reported to him about

Under the Mountain. About how it all ended, I mean.” Cassian’s throat bobbed. 

When Rhys had tried to kill her. I lowered my hands from the fire. 

Rhys  said,  “Indeed.  But  this  means  Hybern’s  forces  have  already  successfully

infiltrated our lands—without detection. I plan to return the favor.” 

Mother above. Cassian and Mor just grinned with feral delight. “How?” 

Mor asked. 

Rhys crossed his arms. “It will require careful planning. But if the Cauldron is in

Hybern, then to Hybern we must go. Either to take it back …

or use the Book to nullify it.” 

Some cowardly, pathetic part of me was already trembling. 

“Hybern likely has as many wards and shields around it as we have here,” Azriel

countered. “We’d need to find a way to get through them undetected first.” 

A slight nod. “Which is why we start now. While we hunt for the Book. 

So when we get both halves, we can move swiftly—before word can spread that

we even possess it.” 

Cassian nodded, but asked, “How are you going to retrieve the Book, then?” 

I braced myself as Rhys said, “Since these objects are spelled to the individual

High  Lords,  and  can  only  be  found  by  them—through  their  power  …  Then,  in addition  to  her  uses  regarding  the  handling  of  the  Book  of  Breathings  itself,  it seems we possibly have our own detector.” 

Now they all looked at me. 

I cringed. “Perhaps was what the Bone Carver said in regard to me being able to

track things. You don’t know … ” My words faded as Rhys smirked. 

“You  have  a  kernel  of  all  our  power—like  having  seven  thumbprints.  If  we’ve

hidden  something,  if  we’ve  made  or  protected  it  with  our  power,  no  matter

where  it  has  been  concealed,  you  will  be  able  to  track  it  through  that  very magic.” 

“You can’t know that for sure,” I tried again. 

“No—but there is a way to test it.” Rhys was still smiling. 

“Here  we  go,”  Cassian  grumbled.  Mor  gave  Azriel  a  warning  glare  to  tell  him not  to  volunteer  this  time.  The  spymaster  just  gave  her  an  incredulous  look  in return. 

I might have lounged in my chair to watch their battle of wills had Rhys not said, 

“With your abilities, Feyre, you might be able to find the half of the Book at the

Summer  Court—and  break  the  wards  around  it.  But  I’m  not  going  to  take  the

carver’s  word  for  it,  or  bring  you  there  without  testing  you  first.  To  make  sure that when it counts, when we need to get that book, you

—  we do not fail. So we’re going on another little trip. To see if you can find a valuable object of mine that I’ve been missing for a considerably long time.” 

“Shit,” Mor said, plunging her hands into the thick folds of her sweater. 

“Where?” I managed to say. 

It was Azriel who answered. “To the Weaver.” 

Rhys held up a hand as Cassian opened his mouth. “The test,” he said, 

“will  be  to  see  if  Feyre  can  identify  the  object  of  mine  in  the  Weaver’s  trove. 

When  we  get  to  the  Summer  Court,  Tarquin  might  have  spelled  his  half  of  the Book to look different, feel different.” 

“By the Cauldron, Rhys,” Mor snapped, setting both feet on the carpet. 

“Are you out of your—” 

“Who is the Weaver?” I pushed. 

“An ancient, wicked creature,” Azriel said, and I surveyed the faint scars on his

wings,  his  neck,  and  wondered  how  many  such  things  he’d  encountered  in  his

immortal life. If they were any worse than the people who shared blood ties with

him.  “Who  should  remain  unbothered,”  he  added  in  Rhys’s  direction.  “Find

another way to test her abilities.” 

Rhys  merely  shrugged  and  looked  to  me.  To  let  me  choose.  Always—it  was

always  my  choice  with  him  these  days.  Yet  he  hadn’t  let  me  go  back  to  the Spring Court during those two visits—because he knew how badly I needed to

get away from it? 

I gnawed on my lower lip, weighing the risks, waiting to feel any kernel of fear, 

of  emotion.  But  this  afternoon  had  drained  any  reserve  of  such  things.  “The

Bone  Carver,  the  Weaver  …  Can’t  you  ever  just  call  someone  by  a  given

name?” 

Cassian chuckled, and Mor settled back in the sofa cushions. 

Only  Rhys,  it  seemed,  understood  that  it  hadn’t  entirely  been  a  joke.  His  face was  tight.  Like  he  knew  precisely  how  tired  I  was—how  I  knew  I  should  be

quaking  at  the  thought  of  this  Weaver,  but  after  the  Bone  Carver,  what  I’d

revealed to it … I could feel nothing at all. 

Rhys said to me, “What about adding one more name to that list?” 

I didn’t particularly like the sound of that. Mor said as much. 

“Emissary,” Rhysand said, ignoring his cousin. “Emissary to the Night Court—

for the human realm.” 

Azriel said, “There hasn’t been one for five hundred years, Rhys.” 

“There also hasn’t been a human-turned-immortal since then, either.” 

Rhys met my gaze. “The human world must be as prepared as we are—

especially if the King of Hybern plans to shatter the wall and unleash his forces

upon them. We need the other half of the Book from those mortal queens—and

if we can’t use magic to influence them, then they’re going to have to bring it to

us.” 

More silence. On the street beyond the bay of windows, wisps of snow brushed

past, dusting the cobblestones. 

Rhys jerked his chin at me. “You are an immortal faerie—with a human heart. 

Even as such, you might very well set foot on the continent and be …

hunted for it. So we set up a base in neutral territory. In a place where humans

trust  us—trust   you,  Feyre.  And  where  other  humans  might  risk  going  to  meet with you. To hear the voice of Prythian after five centuries.” 

“My family’s estate,” I said. 

“Mother’s tits, Rhys,” Cassian cut in, wings flaring wide enough to nearly knock

over the ceramic vase on the side table next to him. “You think we can just take

over her family’s house, demand that of them?” 

Nesta  hadn’t  wanted  any  dealings  with  the  Fae,  and  Elain  was  so  gentle,  so

sweet … how could I bring them into this? 

“The land,” Mor said, reaching over to return the vase to its place, “will run red

with blood, Cassian, regardless of what we do with her family. It is now a matter

of  where  that  blood  will$flow—and  how  much  will  spill.  How  much  human

blood we can save.” 

And maybe it made me a cowardly fool, but I said, “The Spring Court borders

the wall—” 

“The wall stretches across the sea. We’ll fly in offshore,” Rhys said without so

much  as  a  blink.  “I  won’t  risk  discovery  from  any  court,  though  word  might

spread quickly enough once we’re there. I know it won’t be easy, Feyre, but if

there’s any way you could convince those queens—” 
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“I’ll do it.” I said. Clare Beddor’s broken and nailed body flashed in my vision. 

Amarantha had been one of his commanders. Just one—of many. 

The King of Hybern had to be horrible beyond reckoning to be her master. 

If these people got their hands on my sisters … “They might not be happy about

it, but I’ll make Elain and Nesta do it.” 

I didn’t have the nerve to ask Rhys if he could simply force my family to agree

to help us if they refused. I wondered if his powers would work on Nesta when

even Tamlin’s glamour had failed against her steel mind. 

“Then it’s settled,” Rhys said. None of them looked particularly happy. 

“Once Feyre darling returns from the Weaver, we’ll bring Hybern to its knees.” 

Rhys and the others were gone that night—where, no one told me. But after the

events  of  the  day,  I  barely  finished  devouring  the  food  Nuala  and  Cerridwen

brought to my room before I tumbled into sleep. 

I  dreamed  of  a  long,  white  bone,  carved  with  horrifying  accuracy:  my  face, 

twisted in agony and despair; the ash knife in my hand; a pool of blood leaking

away from two corpses—

But I awoke to the watery light of winter dawn—my stomach full from the night

before. 

A mere minute after I’d risen to consciousness, Rhys knocked on my door. I’d

barely granted him permission to enter before he stalked inside like a midnight

wind, and chucked a belt hung with knives onto the foot of the bed. 

“Hurry,”  he  said,  flinging  open  the  doors  of  the  armoire  and  yanking  out  my fighting leathers. He tossed them onto the bed, too. “I want to be gone before the

sun is fully up.” 

“Why?” I said, pushing back the covers. No wings today. 

“Because  time  is  of  the  essence.”  He  dug  out  my  socks  and  boots.  “Once  the King of Hybern realizes that someone is searching for the Book of Breathings to

nullify  the  powers  of  the  Cauldron,  then  his  agents  will  begin  hunting  for  it, too.” 

“You  suspected  this  for  a  while,  though.”  I  hadn’t  had  the  chance  to  discuss  it with  him  last  night.  “The  Cauldron,  the  king,  the  Book  …  You  wanted  it

confirmed, but you were waiting for me.” 

“Had you agreed to work with me two months ago, I would have taken you right

to the Bone Carver to see if he confirmed my suspicions about your talents. But

things didn’t go as planned.” 

No, they most certainly hadn’t. 

“The  reading,”  I  said,  sliding  my  feet  into  fleece-lined,  thick-soled  slippers. 

“That’s  why  you  insisted  on  the  lessons.  So  if  your  suspicions  were  true  and  I could  harness  the  Book  …  I  could  actually  read  it—or  any  translation  of

whatever  is  inside.”  A  book  that  old  might  very  well  be  written  in  an  entirely different language. A different alphabet. 

“Again,” he said, now striding for the dresser, “had you started to work with me, 

I would have told you why. I couldn’t risk discovery otherwise.” 

He paused with a hand on the knob. “You should have learned to read no matter

what.  But  yes,  when  I  told  you  it  served  my  own  purposes—it  was  because  of this. Do you blame me for it?” 

“No,” I said, and meant it. “But I’d prefer to be notified of any future schemes.” 

“Duly noted.” Rhys yanked open the drawers and pulled out my undergarments. 

He  dangled  the  bits  of  midnight  lace  and  chuckled.  “I’m  surprised  you  didn’t demand Nuala and Cerridwen buy you something else.” 

I  stalked  to  him,  snatching  the  lace  away.  “You’re  drooling  on  the  carpet.”  I slammed the bathing room door before he could respond. 

He was waiting as I emerged, already warm within the fur-lined leather. 

He held up the belt of knives, and I studied the loops and straps. “No swords, no

bow  or  arrows,”  he  said.  He’d  worn  his  own  Illyrian  fighting  leathers—that

simple, brutal sword strapped down his spine. 

“But knives are fine?” 

Rhys  knelt  and  spread  wide  the  web  of  leather  and  steel,  beckoning  for  me  to stick a leg through one loop. 

I  did  as  instructed,  ignoring  the  brush  of  his  steady  hands  on  my  thighs  as  I stepped  through  the  other  loop,  and  he  began  tightening  and  buckling  things. 

“She will not notice a knife, as she has knives in her cottage for eating and her

work.  But  things  that  are  out  of  place—objects  that  have  not  been  there  …  A sword, a bow and arrow … She might sense those things.” 

“What about me?” 

He  tightened  a  strap.  Strong,  capable  hands—so  at  odds  with  the  finery  he

usually wore to dazzle the rest of the world into thinking he was something else

entirely.  “Do  not  make  a  sound,  do  not  touch   anything  but  the  object  she  took from me.” 

Rhys looked up, hands braced on my thighs. 

 Bow, he’d once ordered Tamlin. And now here he was, on his knees before me. 

His eyes glinted as if he remembered it, too. Had that been a part of his game—

that façade? Or had it been vengeance for the horrible blood feud between them? 

“If we’re correct about your powers,” he said, “if the Bone Carver wasn’t lying

to  us,  then  you  and  the  object  will  have  the  same  …  imprint,  thanks  to  the preserving spells I placed on it long ago. You are one and the same. She will not

notice your presence so long as you touch  only it. You will be invisible to her.” 

“She’s blind?” 

A nod. “But her other senses are lethal. So be quick, and quiet. Find the object

and run out, Feyre.” His hands lingered on my legs, wrapping around the back of

them. 

“And if she notices me?” 

His hands tightened slightly. “Then we’ll learn precisely how skilled you are.” 

Cruel, conniving bastard. I glared at him. 

Rhys  shrugged.  “Would  you  rather  I  locked  you  in  the  House  of  Wind  and stuffed you with food and made you wear fine clothes and plan my parties?” 

“Go to hell. Why not get this object yourself, if it’s so important?” 

“Because  the  Weaver  knows  me—and  if  I  am  caught,  there  would  be  a  steep

price.  High  Lords  are  not  to  interfere  with  her,  no  matter  the  direness  of  the situation.  There  are  many  treasures  in  her  hoard,  some  she  has  kept  for

millennia. Most will never be retrieved—because the High Lords do not dare be

caught, thanks to the laws that protect her, thanks to her wrath. Any thieves on

their  behalf  …  Either  they  do  not  return,  or  they  are  never  sent,  for  fear  of  it leading back to their High Lord. But you … She does not know you. You belong

to every court.” 

“So I’m your huntress and thief?” 

His hands slid down to cup the backs of my knees as he said with a roguish grin, 

“You are my salvation, Feyre.” 

CHAPTER

20

Rhysand winnowed us into a wood that was older, more aware, than any place

I’d been. 

The  gnarled  beech  trees  were  tightly  woven  together,  splattered  and  draped  so thoroughly  with  moss  and  lichen  that  it  was  nearly  impossible  to  see  the  bark beneath. 

“Where are we?” I breathed, hardly daring to whisper. 

Rhys  kept  his  hands  within  casual  reach  of  his  weapons.  “In  the  heart  of

Prythian, there is a large, empty territory that divides the North and South. 

At the center of it is our sacred mountain.” 

My heart stumbled, and I focused on my steps through the ferns and moss and

roots.  “This  forest,”  Rhys  went  on,  “is  on  the  eastern  edge  of  that  neutral territory. Here, there is no High Lord. Here, the law is made by who is strongest, 

meanest, most cunning. And the Weaver of the Wood is at the top of their food chain.” 

The  trees  groaned—though  there  was  no  breeze  to  shift  them.  No,  the  air  here was tight and stale. “Amarantha didn’t wipe them out?” 

“Amarantha  was  no  fool,”  Rhys  said,  his  face  dark.  “She  did  not  touch  these creatures or disturb the wood. For years, I tried to find ways to manipulate her to

make that foolish mistake, but she never bought it.” 

“And now we’re disturbing her—for a mere test.” 

He  chuckled,  the  sound  bouncing  off  the  gray  stones  strewn  across  the  forest floor like scattered marbles. “Cassian tried to convince me last night not to take

you. I thought he might even punch me.” 

“Why?” I barely knew him. 

“Who knows? With Cassian, he’s probably more interested in fucking you than

protecting you.” 

“You’re a pig.” 

“You  could,  you  know,”  Rhys  said,  holding  up  the  branch  of  a  scrawny  beech

for  me  to  slip  under.  “If  you  needed  to  move  on  in  a  physical  sense,  I’m  sure Cassian would be more than happy to oblige.” 

It felt like a test in itself. And it pissed me off enough that I crooned, 

“Then tell him to come to my room tonight.” 

“If you survive this test.” 

I paused atop  a little lichen-crusted  rock. “You seem  pleased by the  idea that I

won’t.” 

“Quite  the  opposite,  Feyre.”  He  prowled  to  where  I  stood  on  the  stone.  I  was almost  eye  level  with  him.  The  forest  went  even  quieter—the  trees  seeming  to lean closer, as if to catch every word. “I’ll let Cassian know you’re … open to

his advances.” 

“Good,”  I  said.  A  bit  of  hollowed-out  air  pushed  against  me,  like  a  flicker  of night. That power along my bones and blood stirred in answer. 

I made to jump off the stone, but he gripped my chin, the movement too fast to

detect. His words were a lethal caress as he said, “Did you enjoy the sight of me

kneeling before you?” 

I knew he could hear my heart as it ratcheted into a thunderous beat. I gave him

a hateful little smirk, anyway, yanking my chin out of his touch and leaping off

the stone. I might have aimed for his feet. And he might have shifted out of the

way just enough to avoid it. “Isn’t that all you males are good for, anyway?” But

the words were tight, near-breathless. 

His  answering  smile  evoked  silken  sheets  and  jasmine-scented  breezes  at

midnight. 

A dangerous line—one Rhys was forcing me to walk to keep me from thinking

about what I was about to face, about what a wreck I was inside. 

Anger, this … flirtation, annoyance … He knew those were my crutches. 

What I was about to encounter, then, must be truly harrowing if he wanted me

going  in  there  mad—thinking  about  sex,  about  anything  but  the  Weaver  of  the

Wood. 

“Nice  try,”  I  said  hoarsely.  Rhysand  just  shrugged  and  swaggered  off  into  the trees ahead. 

Bastard. Yes, it had been to distract me, but—

I stormed after him as silently as I could, intent on tackling him and slamming

my fist into his spine, but he held up a hand as he stopped before a clearing. 

A small, whitewashed cottage with a thatched roof and half-crumbling chimney

sat  in  the  center.  Ordinary—almost  mortal.  There  was  even  a  well,  its  bucket perched on the stone lip, and a wood pile beneath one of the round windows of

the cottage. No sound or light within—not even smoke puffed from the chimney. 

The few birds in the forest fell quiet. Not entirely, but to keep their chatter to a

minimum. And—there. 

Faint, coming from inside the cottage, was a pretty, steady humming. 

It  might  have  been  the  sort  of  place  I  would  have  stopped  if  I  were  thirsty,  or hungry, or in need of shelter for the night. 

Maybe that was the trap. 

The  trees  around  the  clearing,  so  close  that  their  branches  nearly  clawed  at  the thatched roof, might very well have been the bars of a cage. 

Rhys inclined his head toward the cottage, bowing with dramatic grace. 

In,  out—don’t  make  a  sound.  Find  whatever  object  it  was  and  snatch  it  from

beneath a blind person’s nose. 

And then run like hell. 

Mossy earth paved the way to the front door, already cracked slightly. A bit of

cheese. And I was the foolish mouse about to fall for it. 

Eyes twinkling, Rhys mouthed,  Good luck. 

I gave him a vulgar gesture and slowly, silently made my way toward the front

door. 

The woods seemed to monitor each of my steps. When I glanced behind, Rhys

was gone. 

He hadn’t said if he’d interfere if I were in mortal peril. I probably should have

asked. 

I  avoided  any  leaves  and  stones,  falling  into  a  pattern  of  movement  that  some part of my body—some part that was not born of the High Lords—

remembered. 

Like waking up. That’s what it felt like. 

I passed the well. Not a speck of dirt, not a stone out of place. A perfect, pretty

trap, that mortal part of me warned. A trap designed from a time when humans

were prey; now laid for a smarter, immortal sort of game. 

I was not prey any longer, I decided as I eased up to that door. 

And I was not a mouse. 

I was a wolf. 

I  listened  on  the  threshold,  the  rock  worn  as  if  many,  many  boots  had  passed through—and  perhaps  never  passed  back  over  again.  The  words  of  her  song

became clear now, her voice sweet and beautiful, like sunlight on a stream:

 “There were two sisters, they went playing, 

 To see their father’s ships come sailing …

 And when they came unto the sea-brim

 The elder did push the younger in.” 

A honeyed voice, for an ancient, horrible song. I’d heard it before—

slightly  different,  but  sung  by  humans  who  had  no  idea  that  it  had  come  from faerie throats. 

I listened for another moment, trying to hear anyone else. But there was only a

clatter and thrum of some sort of device, and the Weaver’s song. 

 “Sometimes she sank, and sometimes she swam, 

 ’Til her corpse came to the miller’s dam.” 

My  breath  was  tight  in  my  chest,  but  I  kept  it  even—directing  it  through  my mouth in silent breaths. I eased open the front door, just an inch. 

No  squeak—no  whine  of  rusty  hinges.  Another  piece  of  the  pretty  trap:

practically  inviting  thieves  in.  I  peered  inside  when  the  door  had  opened  wide enough. 

A large main room, with a small, shut door in the back. Floor-to-ceiling shelves

lined  the  walls,  crammed  with  bric-a-brac:  books,  shells,  dolls,  herbs,  pottery, shoes,  crystals,  more  books,  jewels  …  From  the  ceiling  and  wood  rafters  hung all manner of chains, dead birds, dresses, ribbons, gnarled bits of wood, strands

of pearls …

A junk shop—of some immortal hoarder. 

And that hoarder …

In the gloom of the cottage, there sat a large spinning wheel, cracked and dulled

with age. 

And before that ancient spinning wheel, her back to me, sat the Weaver. 

Her  thick  hair  was  of  richest  onyx,  tumbling  down  to  her  slender  waist  as  she worked  the  wheel,  snow-white  hands  feeding  and  pulling  the  thread  around  a

thorn-sharp spindle. 

She  looked  young—her  gray  gown  simple  but  elegant,  sparkling  faintly  in  the

dim forest light through the windows as she sang in a voice of glittering gold:

 “But what did he do with her breastbone? 

 He made him a viol to play on. 

 What’d he do with her fingers so small? 

 He made pegs to his viol withall.” 

The fiber she fed into the wheel was white—soft. Like wool, but … I knew, in

that lingering human part of me, it was not wool. I knew that I did not want to

learn what creature it had come from,  who she was spinning into thread. 

Because on the shelf directly beyond her were cones upon cones of threads—of

every color and texture. And on the shelf adjacent to her were swaths and yards

of that woven thread—woven, I realized, on the massive loom nearly hidden in

the darkness near the hearth. The Weaver’s loom. 

I  had  come  on  spinning  day—would  she  have  been  singing  if  I  had  come  on

weaving  day  instead?  From  the  strange,  fear-drenched  scent  that  came  from

those bolts of fabric, I already knew the answer. 

A wolf. I was a wolf. 

I stepped into the cottage, careful of the scattered debris on the earthen floor. She kept working, the wheel clattering so merrily, so at odds with her horrible song:

 “And what did he do with her nose-ridge? 

 Unto his viol he made a bridge. 

 What did he do with her veins so blue? 

 He made strings to his viol thereto.” 

I scanned the room, trying not to listen to the lyrics. 

Nothing.  I  felt  …  nothing  that  might  pull  me  toward  one  object  in  particular. 

Perhaps it would be a blessing if I were indeed  not the one to track the Book—if today was not the start of what was sure to be a slew of miseries. 

The Weaver perched there, working. 

I scanned the shelves, the ceiling. Borrowed time. I was on borrowed time, and I

was almost out of it. 

Had Rhys sent me on a fool’s errand? Maybe there was nothing here. 

Maybe this  object had been taken. It would be just like him to do that. To tease me in the woods, to see what sort of things might make my body react. 

And maybe I resented Tamlin enough in that moment to enjoy that deadly bit of

flirtation. Maybe I was as much a monster as the female spinning before me. 

But if I was a monster, then I supposed Rhys was as well. 

Rhys and I were one in the same—beyond the power that he’d given me. 

It’d be fitting if Tamlin hated me, too, once he realized I’d truly left. 

I felt it, then—like a tap on my shoulder. 

I pivoted, keeping one eye on the Weaver and the other on the room as I wove

through the maze of tables and junk. Like a beacon, a bit of light laced with his

half smile, it tugged me. 

 Hello,  it seemed to say.  Have you come to claim me at last? 

Yes—yes, I wanted to say. Even as part of me wished it were otherwise. 

The Weaver sang behind me, 

 “What did he do with her eyes so bright? 

 On his viol he set at first light. 

 What did he do with her tongue so rough? 

 ’Twas the new till and it spoke enough.” 

I followed that pulse—toward the shelf lining the wall beside the hearth. 

Nothing. And nothing on the second. But the third, right above my eyeline

… There. 

I could almost smell his salt-and-citrus scent. The Bone Carver had been correct. 

I rose on my toes to examine the shelf. An old letter knife, books in leather that I

did  not  want  to  touch  or  smell;  a  handful  of  acorns,  a  tarnished  crown  of  ruby and jasper, and—

A ring. 

A  ring  of  twisted  strands  of  gold  and  silver,  flecked  with  pearl,  and  set  with  a stone  of  deepest,  solid  blue.  Sapphire—but  different.  I’d  never  seen  a  sapphire like that, even at my father’s offices. This one … I could have sworn that in the

pale  light,  the  lines  of  a  six-pointed  star  radiated  across  the  round,  opaque surface. 

Rhys—this had Rhys written all over it. 

He’d sent me here for a  ring? 

The Weaver sang, 

 “Then bespake the treble string, 

 ‘O yonder is my father the king.’” 

I watched her for another heartbeat, gauging the distance between the shelf and

the open door. Grab the ring, and I could be gone in a heartbeat. 

Quick, quiet, calm. 

 “Then bespake the second string, 

 ‘O yonder sits my mother the queen.’ ” 

I  dropped  a  hand  toward  one  of  the  knives  strapped  to  my  thighs.  When  I  got back to Rhys, maybe I’d stab him in the gut. 

That fast, the memory of phantom blood covered my hands. I knew how it’d feel

to  slide  my  dagger  through  his  skin  and  bones  and  flesh.  Knew  how  the  blood would dribble out, how he’d groan in pain—

I shut out the thought, even as I could feel the blood of those faeries soaking that

human part of me that hadn’t died and belonged to no one but my miserable self. 

 “Then bespake the strings all three, 

 ‘Yonder is my sister that drowned me.’ ” 

My hand was quiet as a final, dying breath as I plucked the ring from the shelf. 

The Weaver stopped singing. 
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I froze, the ring now in the pocket of my jacket. She’d finished the last song

—maybe she’d start another. 

Maybe. 

The spinning wheel slowed. 

I backed a step toward the door. Then another. 

Slower and slower, each rotation of the ancient wheel longer than the last. 

Only ten steps to the door. 

Five. 

The wheel went round, one last time, so slow I could see each of the spokes. 

Two. 

I turned for the door as she lashed out with a white hand, gripping the wheel and

stopping it wholly. 

The door before me snicked shut. 

I lunged for the handle, but there was none. 

Window. Get to the window—

“Who is in my house?” she said softly. 

Fear—undiluted,  unbroken  fear—slammed  into  me,  and  I  remembered.  I

remembered what it was to be human and helpless and weak. I remembered what

it was to want to  fight to live, to be willing to do anything to stay breathing—

I reached the window beside the door. Sealed. No latch, no opening. Just glass

that was not glass. Solid and impenetrable. 

The Weaver turned her face toward me. 

Wolf  or  mouse,  it  made  no  difference,  because  I  became  no  more  than  an

animal, sizing up my chance of survival. 

Above  her  young,  supple  body,  beneath  her  black,  beautiful  hair,  her  skin  was gray—wrinkled  and  sagging  and  dry.  And  where  eyes  should  have  gleamed

instead  lay  rotting  black  pits.  Her  lips  had  withered  to  nothing  but  deep,  dark lines around a hole full of jagged stumps of teeth—like she had gnawed on too

many bones. 

And I knew she would be gnawing on my bones soon if I did not get out. 

Her  nose—perhaps  once  pert  and  pretty,  now  half-caved  in—flared  as  she

sniffed in my direction. 

“What are you?” she said in a voice that was so young and lovely. 

Out—out, I had to get  out—

There was another way. 

One suicidal, reckless way. 

I did not want to die. 

I did not want to be eaten. 

I did not want to go into that sweet darkness. 

The Weaver rose from her little stool. 

And I knew my borrowed time had run out. 

“What  is  like  all,”  she  mused,  taking  one  graceful  step  toward  me,  “but  unlike all?” 

I  was a wolf. 

And I bit when cornered. 

I lunged for the sole candle burning on the table in the center of the room. And

hurled  it  against  the  wall  of  woven  thread—against  all  those  miserable,  dark

bolts of fabric. Woven bodies, skins, lives. Let them be free. 

Fire erupted, and the Weaver’s shriek was so piercing I thought my head might

shatter; thought my blood might boil in its veins. 

She  dashed  for  the  flames,  as  if  she’d  put  them  out  with  those  flawless  white hands, her mouth of rotted teeth open and screaming like there was nothing but

black hell inside her. 

I hurtled for the darkened hearth. For the fireplace and chimney above. 

A tight squeeze, but wide—wide enough for me. 

I  didn’t  hesitate  as  I  grabbed  onto  the  ledge  and  hauled  myself  up,  arms

buckling. Immortal strength—it got me only so far, and I’d become so weak, so

malnourished. 

I had  let them make me weak. Bent to it like some wild horse broken to the bit. 

The soot-stained bricks were loose, uneven. Perfect for climbing. 

Faster—I had to go faster. 

But  my  shoulders  scraped  against  the  brick,  and  it   reeked  in  here,  like  carrion and burned hair, and there was an oily sheen on the stone, like cooked fat—

The  Weaver’s  screaming  was  cut  short  as  I  was  halfway  up  her  chimney, 

sunlight and trees almost visible, every breath a near-sob. 

I  reached  for  the  next  brick,  fingernails  breaking  as  I  hauled  myself  up  so violently  that  my  arms  barked  in  protest  against  the  squeezing  of  the  stone

around me, and—

And I was stuck. 

Stuck,  as  the  Weaver  hissed  from  within  her  house,  “What  little  mouse  is

climbing about in my chimney?” 

I  had  just  enough  room  to  look  down  as  the  Weaver’s  rotted  face  appeared

below. 

She put that milk-white hand on the ledge, and I realized how little room there

was between us. 

My head emptied out. 

I pushed against the grip of the chimney, but couldn’t budge. 

I was going to die here. I was going to be dragged down by those beautiful hands

and ripped apart and eaten. Maybe while I was still alive, she’d set that hideous

mouth on my flesh and gnaw and tear and bite and—

Black panic crushed in, and I was again trapped under a nearby mountain, in a

muddy  trench,  the  Middengard  Wyrm  barreling  for  me.  I’d  barely  escaped, 

barely—

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe—

The Weaver’s nails scratched against the brick as she took a step up. 

No, no, no, no, no—

I kicked and kicked against the bricks. 

“Did you think you could steal and flee, thief?” 

I  would  have  preferred  the  Middengard  Wyrm.  Would  have  preferred  those

massive, sharp teeth to her jagged stumps—

 Stop. 

The word came out of the darkness of my mind. 

And the voice was my own. 

 Stop, it said—  I said. 

 Breathe. 

 Think. 

The Weaver came closer, brick crumbling under her hands. She’d climb up like

a spider—like I was a fly in her web—

 Stop. 

And that word quieted everything. 

I mouthed it. 

 Stop, stop, stop. 

 Think. 

I  had  survived  the  Wyrm—survived  Amarantha.  And  I  had  been  granted  gifts. 

Considerable gifts. 

Like strength. 

I  was strong. 

I slammed a hand against the chimney wall, as low as I could get. The Weaver

hissed  at  the  debris  that  rained  down.  I  smashed  my  fist  again,  rallying  that strength. 

I was not a pet, not a doll, not an animal. 

I was a survivor, and I was strong. 

I would not be weak, or helpless again. I would not,  could not be broken. 

Tamed. 

I pounded my fist into the bricks over and over, and the Weaver paused. 

Paused  long  enough  for  the  brick  I’d  loosened  to  slide  free  into  my  waiting palm. 

And for me to hurl it at her hideous, horrible face as hard as I could. 

Bone  crunched  and  she  roared,  black  blood  spraying.  But  I  rammed  my

shoulders into the sides of the chimney, skin tearing beneath my leather. I kept

going,  going,  going,  until  I  was  stone  breaking  stone,  until  nothing  and  no  one held me back and I was scaling the chimney. 

I didn’t dare stop, not as I reached the lip and hauled myself out, tumbling onto

the thatched roof. Which was not thatched with hay at all. 

But hair. 

And with all that fat lining the chimney—all that fat now gleaming on my skin

… the hair clung to me. In clumps and strands and tufts. Bile rose, but the front

door banged open—a shriek following it. 

No—not that way. Not to the ground. 

Up, up, up. 

A tree branch hung low and close by, and I scrambled across that heinous roof, 

trying not to think about who and what I was stepping on, what clung to my skin, 

my  clothes.  A  heartbeat  later,  I’d  jumped  onto  the  waiting  branch,  scrambling into the leaves and moss as the Weaver screamed, 

“WHERE ARE YOU?” 

But I was running through the tree—running toward another one nearby. 

I  leaped  from  branch  to  branch,  bare  hands  tearing  on  the  wood.  Where  was

Rhysand? 

Farther  and  farther  I  fled,  her  screams  chasing  me,  though  they  grew  ever-

distant. 

 Where are you, where are you, where are you—

And  then,  lounging  on  a  branch  in  a  tree  before  me,  one  arm  draped  over  the edge, Rhysand drawled, “What the hell did you  do?” 

I  skidded  to  a  stop,  breathing  raw.  I  thought  my  lungs  might  actually  be

bleeding. 

“You,” I hissed. 

But he raised a finger to his lips and winnowed to me—grabbing my waist with

one hand and cupping the back of my neck with his other as he spirited us away

—

To Velaris. To just above the House of Wind. 

We free-fell, and I didn’t have breath to scream as his wings appeared, spreading

wide, and he curved us into a steady glide … right through the open windows of

what  had  to  be  a  war  room.  Cassian  was  there—in  the  middle  of  arguing  with Amren about something. 

Both froze as we landed on the red floor. 

There was a mirror on the wall behind them, and I glimpsed myself long enough

to know why they were gaping. 

My face was scratched and bloody, and I was covered in dirt and grease

—  boiled fat—and mortar dust, the hair stuck to me, and I smelled—

“You smell like barbecue,” Amren said, cringing a bit. 

Cassian loosened the hand he’d wrapped around the fighting knife at his thigh. 

I  was  still  panting,  still  trying  to  gobble  down  breath.  The  hair  clinging  to  me scratched and tickled, and—

“You kill her?” Cassian said. 

“No,” Rhys answered for me, loosely folding his wings. “But given how much

the Weaver was screaming, I’m dying to know what Feyre darling did.” 

Grease—I had the grease and hair of  people on me—

I vomited all over the floor. 

Cassian swore, but Amren waved a hand and it was instantly gone—

along with the mess on me. But I could feel the ghost of it there, the remnants of

people, the mortar of those bricks …

“She  …  detected  me  somehow,”  I  managed  to  say,  slumping  against  the  large

black table and wiping my mouth against the shoulder of my leathers. 

“And locked the doors and windows. So I had to climb out through the chimney. 

I got stuck,” I added as Cassian’s brows rose, “and when she tried to climb up, I

threw a brick at her face.” 

Silence. 

Amren looked to Rhysand. “And where were you?” 

“Waiting, far enough away that she couldn’t detect me.” 

I snarled at him, “I could have used some help.” 

“You  survived,”  he  said.  “And  found  a  way  to  help  yourself.”  From  the  hard

glimmer in his eye, I knew he was aware of the panic that had almost gotten me

killed, either through mental shields I’d forgotten to raise or whatever anomaly

in our bond. He’d been aware of it—and let me endure it. 

Because it  had almost gotten me killed, and I’d be no use to him if it happened

when it mattered—with the Book. Exactly like he’d said. 

“That’s what this was also about,” I spat. “Not just this   stupid ring,” I reached into my pocket, slamming the ring down on the table, “or my   abilities, but if I can master my panic.” 

Cassian swore again, his eyes on that ring. 

Amren shook her head, sheet of dark hair swaying. “Brutal, but effective.” 

Rhys  only  said,  “Now  you  know.  That  you  can  use  your  abilities  to  hunt  our objects, and thus track the Book at the Summer Court,  and master yourself.” 

“You’re a prick, Rhysand,” Cassian said quietly. 

Rhys merely tucked his wings in with a graceful snap. “You’d do the same.” 

Cassian shrugged, as if to say fine, he would. 

I  looked  at  my  hands,  my  nails  bloody  and  cracked.  And  I  said  to  Cassian,  “I want  you  to  teach  me—how  to  fight.  To  get  strong.  If  the  offer  to  train  still stands.” 

Cassian’s brows rose, and he didn’t bother looking to Rhys for approval. 

“You’ll  be  calling   me  a  prick  pretty  damn  fast  if  we  train.  And  I  don’t  know anything  about  training  humans—how  breakable  your  bodies  are.  Were,  I

mean,” he added with a wince. “We’ll figure it out.” 

“I don’t want my only option to be running,” I said. 

“Running,” Amren cut in, “kept you alive today.” 

I ignored her. “I want to know how to fight my way out. I don’t want to have to

wait on anyone to rescue me.” I faced Rhys, crossing my arms. 

“Well? Have I proved myself?” 

But  he  merely  picked  up  the  ring  and  gave  me  a  nod  of  thanks.  “It  was  my mother’s ring.” As if that were all the explanation and answers owed. 

“How’d you lose it?” I demanded. 

“I  didn’t.  My  mother  gave  it  to  me  as  a  keepsake,  then  took  it  back  when  I reached maturity—and gave it to the Weaver for safekeeping.” 

“Why?” 

“So I wouldn’t waste it.” 

Nonsense and idiocy and—I wanted a bath. I wanted  quiet and a bath. 

The need for those things hit me strong enough that my knees buckled. 

I’d barely looked at Rhys before he grabbed my hand, flared his wings, and had

us  soaring  back  through  the  windows.  We  free-fell  for  five  thunderous,  wild

heartbeats  before  he  winnowed  to  my  bedroom  in  the  town  house.  A  hot  bath

was  already  running.  I  staggered  to  it,  exhaustion  hitting  me  like  a  physical blow, when Rhys said, “And what about training your other … gifts?” 

Through  the  rising  steam  from  the  tub,  I  said,  “I  think  you  and  I  would  shred each other to bits.” 

“Oh,  we  most  definitely  will.”  He  leaned  against  the  bathing  room  threshold. 

“But  it  wouldn’t  be  fun  otherwise.  Consider   our  training  now  officially  part  of your work requirements with me.” A jerk of the chin. “Go ahead—try to get past

my shields.” 

I knew which ones he was talking about. “I’m tired. The bath will go cold.” 

“I promise it’ll be just as hot in a few moments. Or, if you mastered your gifts, 

you might be able to take care of that yourself.” 

I frowned. But took a step toward him, then another—making him yield a step, 

two, into the bedroom. The phantom grease and hair clung to me, reminded me

what he’d done—

I held his stare, those violet eyes twinkling. 

“You  feel  it,  don’t  you,”  he  said  over  the  burbling  and  chittering  garden  birds. 

“Your power, stalking under your skin, purring in your ear.” 

“So what if I do?” 

A shrug. “I’m surprised Ianthe didn’t carve you up on an altar to see what that

power looks like inside you.” 

“What, precisely, is your issue with her?” 

“I find the High Priestesses to be a perversion of what they once were—

once promised to be. Ianthe among the worst of them.” 

A knot twisted in my stomach. “Why do you say that?” 

“Get past my shields and I’ll  show you.” 

So that explained the turn in conversation. A taunt. Bait. 

Holding his stare … I let myself fall for it. I let myself imagine that line between

us—a bit of braided light … And there was his mental shield at the other end of

the bond. Black and solid and impenetrable. No way in. 

However I’d slipped through before … I had no idea. “I’ve had enough tests for

the day.” 

Rhys crossed the two feet between us. “The High Priestesses have burrowed into

a few of the courts—Dawn, Day, and Winter, mostly. 

They’ve  entrenched  themselves  so  thoroughly  that  their  spies  are  everywhere, 

their followers near-fanatic with devotion. And yet, during those fifty years, they

escaped.  They  remained  hidden.  I  would  not  be  surprised  if  Ianthe  sought  to

establish a foothold in the Spring Court.” 

“You mean to tell me they’re all black-hearted villains?” 

“No.  Some,  yes.  Some  are  compassionate  and  selfless  and  wise.  But  there  are

some  who  are  merely  self-righteous  …  Though  those  are  the  ones  that  always

seem the most dangerous to me.” 

“And Ianthe?” 

A knowing sparkle in his eyes. 

He really wouldn’t tell me. He’d dangle it before me like a piece of meat

—

I lunged. Blindly, wildly, but I sent my power lashing down that line between us. 

And yelped as it slammed against his inner shields, the reverberations echoing in

me as surely as if I’d hit something with my body. 

Rhys chuckled, and I saw fire. “Admirable—sloppy, but an admirable effort.” 

Panting a bit, I seethed. 

But he said, “Just for trying … ,” and took my hand in his. The bond went taut, 

that thing under my skin pulsing, and—

There  was  dark,  and  the  colossal  sense  of   him  on  the  other  side  of  his  mental barricade  of  black  adamant.  That  shield  went  on  forever,  the  product  of  half  a millennia of being hunted, attacked, hated. I brushed a mental hand against that

wall. 

Like a mountain cat arching into a touch, it seemed to purr—and then relaxed its

guard. 

His mind opened for me. An antechamber, at least. A single space he’d carved

out, to allow me to see—

 A bedroom carved from obsidian; a mammoth bed of ebony sheets, large  enough

 to accommodate wings. 

 And on it, sprawled in nothing but her skin, lay Ianthe. 

I reeled back, realizing it was a memory, and Ianthe was in  his bed, in  his court beneath that mountain, her full breasts peaked against the chill—

“There is more,” Rhys’s voice said from far away as I struggled to pull out. But

my mind slammed into the shield—the other side of it. He’d trapped me in here

—

“You kept me waiting,”  Ianthe sulked. 

 The sensation of hard, carved wood digging into my back—Rhysand’s  back—as

 he leaned against the bedroom door. “Get out.” 

 Ianthe  gave  a  little  pout,  bending  her  knee  and  shifting  her  legs  wider,    baring herself to him. “I see the way you look at me, High Lord.” 

 “You  see  what  you  want  to  see,”  he—we—said.  The  door  opened  beside   him. 

 “Get out.” 

 A coy tilt of her lips. “I heard you like to play games.” Her slender hand  drifted low, trailing past her belly button. “I think you’ll find me a diverting

 playmate.” 

 Icy wrath crept through me—him—as he debated the merits of splattering  her on the  walls,  and  how  much  of  an  inconvenience  it’d  cause.  She’d   hounded  him relentlessly—stalked the other males, too. Azriel had left last  night because of it. 

 And Mor was about one more comment away from  snapping her neck. 

 “I thought your allegiance lay with other courts.” His voice was so cold. 

 The voice of the High Lord. 

 “My  allegiance  lies  with  the  future  of  Prythian,  with  the  true  power  in   this land.”  Her  fingers  slid  between  her  legs—and  halted.  Her  gasp  cleaved   the room as he sent a tendril of power blasting for her, pinning that arm to   the bed

 —away  from  herself.  “Do  you  know  what  a  union  between  us  could   do  for Prythian, for the world?” she said, eyes devouring him still. 

 “You mean yourself.” 

 “Our offspring could rule Prythian.” 

 Cruel amusement danced through him. “So you want my crown—and for   me to

 play stud?” 

 She  tried  to  writhe  her  body,  but  his  power  held  her.  “I  don’t  see  anyone   else worthy of the position.” 

 She’d  be  a  problem—now,  and  later.  He  knew  it.  Kill  her  now,  end  the   threat before it began, face the wrath of the other High Priestesses, or …

 see what happened. “Get out of my bed. Get out of my room. And get out of  my court.” 

 He released his power’s grip to allow her to do so. 

 Ianthe’s  eyes  darkened,  and  she  slithered  to  her  feet,  not  bothering  with   her clothes, draped over his favorite chair. Each step toward him had her  generous breasts bobbing. She stopped barely a foot away. “You have no  idea what I can make you feel, High Lord.” 

 She reached a hand for him, right between his legs. 

 His power lashed around her fingers before she could grab him. 

 He crunched the power down, twisting. 

 Ianthe screamed. She tried backing away, but his power froze her in   place—so much power, so easily controlled, roiling around her,   contemplating ending her existence like an asp surveying a mouse. 

 Rhys  leaned  close  to  breathe  into  her  ear,  “Don’t  ever  touch  me.  Don’t   ever touch another male in my court.” His power snapped bones and

 tendons, and she screamed again. “Your hand will heal,” he said, stepping  back. 

 “The next time you touch me or anyone in my lands, you will find that  the rest of you will not fare so well.” 

 Tears of agony ran down her face—the effect wasted by the hatred   lighting her eyes. “You will regret this,” she hissed. 

 He laughed softly, a lover’s laugh, and a flicker of power had her thrown  onto her  ass  in  the  hallway.  Her  clothes  followed  a  heartbeat  later.  Then  the   door slammed. 

Like a pair of scissors through a taut ribbon, the memory was severed, the shield

behind me fell, and I stumbled back, blinking. 

“Rule one,” Rhys told me, his eyes glazed with the rage of that memory, 

“don’t go into someone’s mind unless you hold the way open. A daemati might

leave their minds spread wide for you—and then shut you inside, turn you into

their willing slave.” 

A chill went down my spine at the thought. But what he’d shown me …

“Rule two,” he said, his face hard as stone, “when—” 

“When  was  that,”  I  blurted.  I  knew  him  well  enough  not  to  doubt  its  truth. 

“When did that happen between you?” 

The ice remained in his eyes. “A hundred years ago. At the Court of Nightmares. 

I allowed her to visit after she’d begged for years, insisting she wanted to build

ties  between  the  Night  Court  and  the  priestesses.  I’d  heard  rumors  about  her nature,  but  she  was  young  and  untried,  and  I  hoped  that  perhaps  a  new  High Priestess might indeed be the change her order needed. 

It  turned  out  that  she  was  already  well  trained  by  some  of  her  less-benevolent sisters.” 

I swallowed hard, my heart thundering. “She—she didn’t act that way at

…” 

Lucien. 

Lucien  had  hated  her.  Had  made  vague,  vicious  allusions  to  not  liking  her,  to being approached by her—

I was going to throw up. Had she … had she pursued him like that? Had he …

had he been forced to say yes because of her position? 

And if I went back to the Spring Court one day … How would I ever convince

Tamlin to dismiss her? What if, now that I was gone, she was—

“Rule  two,”  Rhys  finally  went  on,  “be  prepared  to  see  things  you  might  not

like.” 

Only  fifty  years  later,  Amarantha  had  come.  And  done  exactly  to  Rhys  what

he’d wanted to kill Ianthe for. He’d let it happen to him. To keep them safe. To

keep Azriel and Cassian from the nightmares that would haunt him forever, from

enduring any more pain than what they’d suffered as children

…

I lifted my head to ask him more. But Rhys had vanished. 

Alone, I peeled off my clothes, struggling with the buckles and straps he’d put

on me—when had it been? An hour or two ago? 

It  felt  as  if  a  lifetime  had  passed.  And  I  was  now  a  certified  Book-tracker,  it seemed. 

Better than a party-planning wife for breeding little High Lords. What Ianthe had

wanted to make me—to serve whatever agenda she had. 

The bath was indeed hot, as he’d promised. And I mulled over what he’d shown

me, seeing that hand again and again reach between his legs, the ownership and

arrogance in that gesture—

I shut out the memory, the bath water suddenly cold. 

CHAPTER

22

Word  still  hadn’t  come  from  the  Summer  Court  the  following  morning,  so

Rhysand made good on his decision to bring us to the mortal realm. 

“What  does  one  wear,  exactly,  in  the  human  lands?”  Mor  said  from  where  she sprawled across the foot of my bed. For someone who claimed to have been out

drinking and dancing until the Mother knew when, she appeared unfairly perky. 

Cassian  and  Azriel,  grumbling  and  wincing  over  breakfast,  had  looked  like

they’d been run over by wagons. Repeatedly. 

Some small part of me wondered what it would be like to go out with them

—to see what Velaris might offer at night. 

I rifled through the clothes in my armoire. “Layers,” I said. “They …

cover  everything  up.  The  décolletage  might  be  a  little  daring  depending  on  the event,  but  …  everything  else  gets  hidden  beneath  skirts  and  petticoats  and

nonsense.” 

“Sounds  like  the  women  are  used  to  not  having  to  run—or  fight.  I  don’t

remember it being that way five hundred years ago.” 

I  paused  on  an  ensemble  of  turquoise  with  accents  of  gold—rich,  bright,  regal. 

“Even with the wall, the threat of faeries remained, so … surely practical clothes

would have been necessary to run, to fight any that crept through. I wonder what

changed.” I pulled out the top and pants for her approval. 

Mor  merely  nodded—no  commentary  like  Ianthe  might  have  provided,  no

beatific  intervention. 

I shoved away the thought, and the memory of what she’d tried to do to Rhys, 

and  went  on,  “Nowadays,  most  women  wed,  bear  children,  and  then  plan  their

children’s marriages. Some of the poor might work in the fields, 

and  a  rare  few  are  mercenaries  or  hired  soldiers,  but  …  the  wealthier  they  are, the  more  restricted  their  freedoms  and  roles  become.  You’d  think  that  money

would buy you the ability to do whatever you pleased.” 

“Some  of  the  High  Fae,”  Mor  said,  pulling  at  an  embroidered  thread  in  my

blanket, “are the same.” 

I slipped behind the dressing screen to untie the robe I’d donned moments before

she’d entered to keep me company while I prepared for our journey today. 

“In the Court of Nightmares,” she went on, that voice falling soft and a bit cold once more, “females are … prized. Our virginity is guarded, then sold off to the

highest bidder—whatever male will be of the most advantage to our families.” 

I kept dressing, if only to give myself something to do while the horror of what I

began to suspect slithered through my bones and blood. 

“I was born stronger than anyone in my family. Even the males. And I couldn’t

hide it, because they could smell it—the same way you can smell a High Lord’s

Heir before he comes to power. The power leaves a mark, an

… echo. When I was twelve, before I bled, I prayed it meant no male would take

me as a wife, that I would escape what my elder cousins had endured: loveless, 

sometimes brutal, marriages.” 

I  tugged  my  blouse  over  my  head,  and  buttoned  the  velvet  cuffs  at  my  wrists before adjusting the sheer, turquoise sleeves into place. 

“But then I began bleeding a few days after I turned seventeen. And the moment

my first blood came, my power awoke in full force, and even that gods-damned

mountain trembled around us. But instead of being horrified, every single ruling


family in the Hewn City saw me as a prize mare. Saw that power and wanted it

bred into their bloodline, over and over again.” 

“What  about  your  parents?”  I  managed  to  say,  slipping  my  feet  into  the

midnight-blue shoes. It’d be the end of winter in the mortal lands—most shoes

would be useless. Actually, my current ensemble would be useless, but only for

the moments I’d be outside—bundled up. 

“My family was beside themselves with glee. They could have their pick of an

alliance with any of the other ruling families. My pleas for choice in the matter

went unheard.” 

She  got  out,  I  reminded  myself.  Mor  got  out,  and  now  lived  with  people  who cared for her, who loved her. 

“The rest of the story,” Mor said as I emerged, “is long, and awful, and I’ll tell

you some other time. I came in here to say I’m not going with you—

to the mortal realm.” 

“Because of how they treat women?” 

Her  rich  brown  eyes  were  bright,  but  calm.  “When  the  queens  come,  I  will  be there. I wish to see if I recognize any of my long-dead friends in their faces. But

… I don’t think I would be able to … behave with any others.” 

“Did Rhys tell you not to go?” I said tightly. 

“No,” she said, snorting. “He tried to convince me to come, actually. He said I

was being ridiculous. But Cassian … he gets it. The two of us wore him down

last night.” 

My brows rose a bit. Why they’d gone out and gotten drunk, no doubt. 

To ply their High Lord with alcohol. 

Mor shrugged at the unasked question in my eyes. “Cassian helped Rhys get me

out.  Before  either  had  the  real  rank  to  do  so.  For  Rhys,  getting  caught  would have been a mild punishment, perhaps a bit of social shunning. But Cassian …

he risked everything to make sure I stayed out of that court. And he laughs about

it, but he believes he’s a low-born bastard, not worthy of his rank or life here. He

has  no  idea  that  he’s  worth  more  than  any  other  male  I  met  in  that  court—and outside of it. Him and Azriel, that is.” 

Yes—Azriel, who kept a step away, whose shadows trailed him and seemed to

fade in her presence. I opened my mouth to ask about her history with him, but

the clock chimed ten. Time to go. 

My hair had been arranged before breakfast in a braided coronet atop my head, a

small diadem of gold—flecked with lapis lazuli—set before it. 

Matching  earrings  dangled  low  enough  to  brush  the  sides  of  my  neck,  and  I

picked up the twisting gold bracelets that had been left out on the dresser, sliding

one onto either wrist. 

Mor  made  no  comment—and  I  knew  that  if  had  worn  nothing  but  my

undergarments, she would have told me to own every inch of it. I turned to her. 

“I’d like my sisters to meet you. Maybe not today. But if you ever feel like it …” 

She cocked her head. 
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I rubbed the back of my bare neck. “I want them to hear your story. And know

that  there  is  a  special  strength  …  ”  As  I  spoke  I  realized  I  needed  to  hear  it, know  it,  too.  “A  special  strength  in  enduring  such  dark  trials  and  hardships  …

And still remaining warm, and kind. Still willing to trust—and reach out.” 

Mor’s mouth tightened and she blinked a few times. 

I went for the door, but paused with my hand on the knob. “I’m sorry if I was not

as welcoming to you as you were to me when I arrived at the Night Court. I was

… I’m trying to learn how to adjust.” 

A pathetic, inarticulate way of explaining how ruined I’d become. 

But Mor hopped off the bed, opened the door for me, and said, “There are good

days and hard days for me—even now. Don’t let the hard days win.” 

Today, it seemed, would indeed be yet another hard day. 

With  Rhys,  Cassian,  and  Azriel  ready  to  go—Amren  and  Mor  remaining  in

Velaris  to  run  the  city  and  plan  our  inevitable  trip  to  Hybern—I  was  left  with only one choice: who to fly with. 

Rhys  would  winnow  us  off  the  coast,  right  to  the  invisible  line  where  the  wall bisected  our  world.  There  was  a  tear  in  its  magic  about  half  a  mile  offshore—

which we’d fly through. 

But  standing  in  that  hallway,  all  of  them  in  their  fighting  leathers  and  me bundled in a heavy, fur-lined cloak, I took one look at Rhys and felt those hands

on my thighs again. Felt how it’d been to look inside his mind, felt his cold rage, 

felt him … defend himself, his people, his friends, using the power and masks in

his arsenal. He’d seen and endured such … such unspeakable things, and yet …

his hands on my thighs had been gentle, the touch like—

I didn’t let myself finish the thought as I said, “I’ll fly with Azriel.” 

Rhys and Cassian looked as if I’d declared I wanted to parade through Velaris in

nothing but my skin, but the shadowsinger merely bowed his head and said, “Of

course.” And that, thankfully, was that. 

Rhys winnowed in Cassian first, returning a heartbeat later for me and Azriel. 

The spymaster had waited in silence. I tried not to look too uncomfortable as he

scooped  me  into  his  arms,  those  shadows  that  whispered  to  him  stroking  my

neck, my cheek. Rhys was frowning a bit, and I just gave him a sharp look and

said, “Don’t let the wind ruin my hair.” 

He snorted, gripped Azriel’s arm, and we all vanished into a dark wind. 

Stars  and  blackness,  Azriel’s  scarred  hands  clenching  tightly  around  me,  my

arms entwined around his neck, bracing, waiting, counting—

Then blinding sunlight, roaring wind, a plunge down, down—

Then  we  tilted,  shooting  straight.  Azriel’s  body  was  warm  and  hard,  though

those  brutalized  hands  were  considerate  as  he  gripped  me.  No  shadows  trailed

us, as if he’d left them in Velaris. 

Below,  ahead,  behind,  the  vast,  blue  sea  stretched.  Above,  fortresses  of  clouds plodded along, and to my left … A dark smudge on the horizon. 

Land. 

Spring Court land. 

I  wondered  if  Tamlin  was  on  the  western  sea  border.  He’d  once  hinted  about

trouble there. Could he sense me, sense us, now? 

I didn’t let myself think about it. Not as I  felt the wall. 

As a human, it had been nothing but an invisible shield. 

As a faerie … I couldn’t see it, but I could hear it crackling with power—

the tang of it coating my tongue. 

“It’s abhorrent,  isn’t  it,”  Azriel  said,  his  low  voice  nearly  swallowed  up  by  the wind. 

“I can see why you—  we were deterred for all these centuries,” I admitted. Every heartbeat had us racing closer to that gargantuan, nauseating sense of power. 

“You’ll  get  used  to  it—the  wording,”  he  said.  Clinging  to  him  so  tightly,  I couldn’t see his face. I watched the light shift inside the sapphire Siphon instead, 

as  if  it  were  the  great  eye  of  some  half-slumbering  beast  from  a  frozen

wasteland. 

“I don’t really know where I fit in anymore,” I admitted, perhaps only because

the  wind  was  screeching  around  us  and  Rhys  had  already  winnowed  ahead  to

where Cassian’s dark form flew—beyond the wall. 

“I’ve  been  alive  almost  five  and  a  half  centuries,  and  I’m  not  sure  of  that, either,” Azriel said. 

I  tried  to  pull  back  to  read  the  beautiful,  icy  face,  but  he  tightened  his  grip,  a silent warning to brace myself. 

How  Azriel  knew  where  the  cleft  was,  I  had  no  idea.  It  all  looked  the  same  to me: invisible, open sky. 

But I felt the wall as we swept through. Felt it lunge for me, as if enraged we’d

slipped past, felt the power flare and try to close that gap but failing—

Then we were out. 

The  wind  was  biting,  the  temperature  so  cold  it  snatched  the  breath  from  me. 

That bitter wind seemed somehow less alive than the spring air we’d left behind. 

Azriel banked, veering toward the coastline, where Rhys and Cassian were now

sweeping  over  the  land.  I  shivered  in  my  fur-lined  cloak,  clinging  to  Azriel’s warmth. 

We cleared a sandy beach at the base of white cliffs, and flat, snowy land dotted

with winter-ravaged forests spread beyond them. 

The human lands. 

My home. 

CHAPTER
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It had been a year since I had stalked through that labyrinth of snow and ice and killed a faerie with hate in my heart. 

My  family’s  emerald-roofed  estate  was  as  lovely  at  the  end  of  winter  as  it  had been in the summer. A different sort of beauty, though—the pale marble seemed

warm against the stark snow piled high across the land, and bits of evergreen and

holly adorned the windows, the archways, and the lampposts. 

The  only  bit  of  decoration,  of  celebration,  humans  bothered  with.  Not  when

they’d  banned  and  condemned  every  holiday  after  the  War,  all  a  reminder  of

their immortal overseers. 

Three  months  with  Amarantha  had  destroyed  me.  I  couldn’t  begin  to  imagine

what  millennia  with  High  Fae  like  her  might  do—the  scars  it’d  leave  on  a

culture, a people. 

My people—or so they had once been. 

Hood  up,  fingers  tucked  into  the  fur-lined  pockets  of  my  cloak,  I  stood  before the double doors of the house, listening to the clear ringing of the bell I’d pulled

a heartbeat before. 

Behind me, hidden by Rhys’s glamours, my three companions waited, unseen. 

I’d told them it would be best if I spoke to my family first. Alone. 

I shivered, craving the moderate winter of Velaris, wondering how it could be so

temperate  in  the  far  north,  but  …  everything  in  Prythian  was  strange.  Perhaps when the wall hadn’t existed, when magic had flowed freely between realms, the

seasonal differences hadn’t been so vast. 

The  door  opened,  and  a  merry-faced,  round  housekeeper—Mrs.  Laurent,  I

recalled—squinted at me. “May I help … ” The words trailed off as she

noticed my face. 

With  the  hood  on,  my  ears  and  crown  were  hidden,  but  that  glow,  that

preternatural stillness … She didn’t open the door wider. 

“I’m here to see my family,” I choked out. 

“Your—your father is away on business, but your sisters … ” She didn’t move. 

She knew. She could tell there was something different, something  off—

Her eyes darted around me. No carriage, no horse. 

No footprints through the snow. 

Her face blanched, and I cursed myself for not thinking of it—

“Mrs. Laurent?” 

Something in my chest broke at Elain’s voice from the hall behind her. 

At  the  sweetness  and  youth  and  kindness,  untouched  by  Prythian,  unaware  of

what I’d done, become—

I backed away a step. I couldn’t do this. Couldn’t bring this upon them. 

Then Elain’s face appeared over Mrs. Laurent’s round shoulder. 

Beautiful—she’d  always  been  the  most  beautiful  of  us.  Soft  and  lovely,  like  a summer dawn. 

Elain  was  exactly  as  I’d  remembered  her,  the  way  I’d  made  myself  remember

her in those dungeons, when I told myself that if I failed, if Amarantha crossed

the wall, she’d be next. The way she’d be next if the King of Hybern shattered

the wall, if I didn’t get the Book of Breathings. 

Elain’s  golden-brown  hair  was  half  up,  her  pale  skin  creamy  and  flushed  with color, and her eyes, like molten chocolate, were wide as they took me in. 

They filled with tears and silently overran, spilling down those lovely cheeks. 

Mrs. Laurent didn’t yield an inch. She’d shut this door in my face the moment I

so much as breathed wrong. 

Elain lifted a slender hand to her mouth as her body shook with a sob. 

“Elain,” I said hoarsely. 
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Footsteps on the sweeping stairs behind them, then—

“Mrs. Laurent, draw up some tea and bring it to the drawing room.” 

The housekeeper looked to the stairs, then to Elain, then to me. 

A phantom in the snow. 

The woman merely gave me a look that promised death if I harmed my sisters as

she turned into the house, leaving me before Elain, still quietly crying. 

But I took a step over the threshold and looked up the staircase. 

To where Nesta stood, a hand braced on the rail, staring as if I were a ghost. 

The house was beautiful, but there was something untouched about it. 

Something new, compared to the age and worn love of Rhys’s homes in Velaris. 

And  seated  before  the  carved  marble  sitting  room  hearth,  my  hood  on,  hands

outstretched toward the roaring fire, I felt … felt like they had let in a wolf. 

A wraith. 

I had become too big for these rooms, for this fragile mortal life, too stained and

wild and … powerful. And I was about to bring that permanently into their lives

as well. 

Where  Rhys,  Cassian,  and  Azriel  were,  I  didn’t  know.  Perhaps  they  stood  as

shadows in the corner, watching. Perhaps they’d remained outside in the snow. I

wouldn’t put it past Cassian and Azriel to be now flying the grounds, inspecting

the  layout,  making  wider  circles  until  they  reached  the  village,  my  ramshackle old cottage, or maybe even the forest itself. 

Nesta  looked  the  same.  But  older.  Not  in  her  face,  which  was  as  grave  and

stunning as before, but … in her eyes, in the way she carried herself. 

Seated across from me on a small sofa, my sisters stared—and waited. 

I said, “Where is Father?” It felt like the only safe thing to say. 

“In Neva,” Nesta said, naming one of the largest cities on the continent. 

“Trading with some merchants from the other half of the world. And attending a

summit about the threat above the wall. A threat I wonder if you’ve come back

to warn us about.” 

No words of relief, of love—never from her. 

Elain  lifted  her  teacup.  “Whatever  the  reason,  Feyre,  we  are  happy  to  see  you. 

Alive. We thought you were—” 

I pulled my hood back before she could go on. 

Elain’s  teacup  rattled  in  its  saucer  as  she  noticed  my  ears.  My  longer,  slender hands—the face that was undeniably Fae. 

“I  was dead,” I said roughly. “I was dead, and then I was reborn—

remade.” 

Elain set her shivering teacup onto the low-lying table between us. 

Amber liquid splashed over the side, pooling in the saucer. 

And  as  she  moved,  Nesta  angled  herself—ever  so  slightly.  Between  me  and

Elain. 

It was Nesta’s gaze I held as I said, “I need you to listen.” 

They were both wide-eyed. 

But they did. 

I told them my story. In as much detail as I could endure, I told them of Under

the Mountain. Of my trials. And Amarantha. I told them about death. 

And rebirth. 

Explaining the last few months, however, was harder. 

So I kept it brief. 

But  I  explained  what  needed  to  happen  here—the  threat  Hybern  posed.  I

explained  what  this  house  needed  to  be,  what  we  needed  to  be,  and  what  I

needed from them. 

And when I finished, they remained wide-eyed. Silent. 

It was Elain who at last said, “You—you want other High Fae to come …

 here. And … and the Queens of the Realm.” 

I nodded slowly. 

“Find somewhere else,” Nesta said. 

I turned to her, already pleading, bracing for a fight. 

“Find somewhere else,” Nesta said again, straight-backed. “I don’t want them in

my house. Or near Elain.” 

“Nesta,  please,”  I  breathed.  “There  is  nowhere  else;  nowhere  I  can  go  without someone hunting me, crucifying me—” 

“And what of us? When the people around here learn we’re Fae sympathizers? 

Are we any better than the Children of the Blessed, then? 

Any standing, any influence we have—gone. And Elain’s wedding—” 

“Wedding,” I blurted. 

I  hadn’t  noticed  the  pearl-and-diamond  ring  on  her  finger,  the  dark  metal  band glinting in the firelight. 

Elain’s face was pale, though, as she looked at it. 

“In  five  months,”  Nesta  said.  “She’s  marrying  a  lord’s  son.  And  his  father  has devoted his life to hunting down  your kind when they cross the wall.” 

 Your kind. 

“So there will be no meeting here,” Nesta said, shoulders stiff. “There will be no Fae in this house.” 

“Do you include me in that declaration?” I said quietly. 

Nesta’s silence was answer enough. 

But Elain said, “Nesta.” 

Slowly, my eldest sister looked at her. 

“Nesta,”  Elain  said  again,  twisting  her  hands.  “If  …  if  we  do  not  help  Feyre, there  won’t   be  a  wedding.  Even  Lord  Nolan’s  battlements  and  all  his  men, couldn’t save me from … from them.” Nesta didn’t so much as flinch. 

Elain  pushed,  “We  keep  it  secret—we  send  the  servants  away.  With  the  spring

approaching, they’ll be glad to go home. And if Feyre needs to be in and out for

meetings, she’ll send word ahead, and we’ll clear them out. 

Make  up  excuses  to  send  them  on  holidays.  Father  won’t  be  back  until  the

summer,  anyway.  No  one  will  know.”  She  put  a  hand  on  Nesta’s  knee,  the

purple  of  my  sister’s  gown  nearly  swallowing  up  the  ivory  hand.  “Feyre  gave

and gave—for years. Let us now help her. Help … others.” 

My throat was tight, and my eyes burned. 

Nesta studied the dark ring on Elain’s finger, the way she still seemed to cradle

it. A lady—that’s what Elain would become. What she was risking for this. 

I met Nesta’s gaze. “There is no other way.” 

Her chin lifted slightly. “We’ll send the servants away tomorrow.” 

“Today,” I pushed. “We don’t have any time to lose. Order them to leave now.” 

“I’ll do it,” Elain said, taking a deep breath and squaring her shoulders. 

She didn’t wait for either of us before she strode out, graceful as a doe. 

Alone with Nesta, I said, “Is he good—the lord’s son she’s to marry?” 

“She thinks he is. She loves him like he is.” 

“And what do you think?” 

Nesta’s eyes—my eyes, our mother’s eyes—met mine. “His father built a wall of

stone  around  their  estate  so  high  even  the  trees  can’t  reach  over  it.  I  think  it looks like a prison.” 

“Have you said anything to her?” 

“No. The son, Graysen, is kind enough. As smitten with Elain as she is with him. 

It’s the father I don’t like. He sees the money she has to offer their estate—and

his crusade against the Fae. But the man is old. He’ll die soon enough.” 

“Hopefully.” 

A shrug. Then Nesta asked, “Your High Lord … You went through all that”—

she waved a hand at me, my ears, my body—“and it still did not end well?” 

I was heavy in my veins again. “That lord built a wall to keep the Fae out. My

High Lord wanted to keep me caged in.” 

“Why? He let you come back here all those months ago.” 

“To save me—protect me. And I think … I think what happened to him, to us, 

Under the Mountain broke him.” Perhaps more than it had broken me. 

“The drive to protect at all costs, even my own well-being … I think he wanted

to stifle it, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t let go of it.” There was …

there was much I still had to do, I realized. To settle things. Settle myself. 

“And now you are at a new court.” 

Not quite a question, but I said, “Would you like to meet them?” 

CHAPTER
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It took hours for Elain to work her charm on the staff to swiftly pack their bags
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and leave, each with a purse of money to hasten the process. Mrs. 

Laurent, though the last to depart, promised to keep what she’d seen to herself. 

I didn’t know where Rhys, Cassian, and Azriel had been waiting, but when Mrs. 

Laurent had hauled herself into the carriage crammed with the last of the staff, 

heading  down  to  the  village  to  catch  transportation  to  wherever  they  all  had family, there was a knock on the door. 

The  light  was  already  fading,  and  the  world  outside  was  thick  with  shades  of blue  and  white  and  gray,  stained  golden  as  I  opened  the  front  door  and  found them waiting. 

Nesta  and  Elain  were  in  the  large  dining  room—the  most  open  space  in  the

house. 

Looking  at  Rhys,  Cassian,  and  Azriel,  I  knew  I’d  been  right  to  select  it  as  the meeting spot. 

They were enormous—wild and rough and ancient. 

Rhys’s  brows  lifted.  “You’d  think  they’d  been  told  plague  had  befallen  the

house.” 

I  pulled  the  door  open  wide  enough  to  let  them  in,  then  quickly  shut  it  against the bitter cold. “My sister Elain can convince anyone to do anything with a few

smiles.” 

Cassian  let  out  a  low  whistle  as  he  turned  in  place,  surveying  the  grand  entry hall, the ornate furniture, the paintings. All of it paid for by Tamlin—

initially. He’d taken such care of my family, yet his own … I didn’t want to

think about his family, murdered by a rival court for whatever reason no one had

ever explained to me. Not now that I was living amongst them—

He’d been good—there was a part of Tamlin that was good—

Yes. He’d given me everything I needed to become myself, to feel safe. 

And when he got what he wanted … He’d stopped. Had tried, but not really. 

He’d let himself remain blind to what I needed after Amarantha. 

“Your father must be a fine merchant,” Cassian said. “I’ve seen castles with less

wealth.” 

I found Rhys studying me, a silent question written across his face. I answered, 

“My  father  is  away  on  business—and  attending  a  meeting  in  Neva  about  the

threat of Prythian.” 

“Prythian?” Cassian said, twisting toward us. “Not Hybern?” 

“It’s possible my sisters were mistaken—your lands are foreign to them. 

They merely said ‘above the wall.’ I assumed they thought it was Prythian.” 

Azriel  came  forward  on  feet  as  silent  as  a  cat’s.  “If  humans  are  aware  of  the threat, rallying against it, then that might give us an advantage when contacting

the queens.” 

Rhys was still watching me, as if he could see the weight that had pressed into

me since arriving here. The last time I’d been in this house, I’d been a woman in

love—such frantic, desperate love that I went back into Prythian, I went Under

the Mountain, as a mere human. As fragile as my sisters now seemed to me. 

“Come,” Rhys said, offering me a subtle, understanding nod before motioning to

lead the way. “Let’s make this introduction.” 

My sisters were standing by the window, the light of the chandeliers coaxing the

gold in their hair to glisten. So beautiful, and young, and alive

—but  when  would  that  change?  How  would  it  be  to  speak  to  them  when  I

remained  this  way  while  their  skin  had  grown  paper-thin  and  wrinkled,  their

backs curved with the weight of years, their white hands speckled? 

I would be barely into my immortal existence when theirs was wiped out like a

candle before a cold breath. 

But I could give them a few good years—safe years—until then. 

I crossed the room, the three males a step behind, the wooden floors as shining and  polished  as  a  mirror  beneath  us.  I  had  removed  my  cloak  now  that  the

servants  were  gone,  and  it  was  to  me—not  the  Illyrians—that  my  sisters  first looked. At the Fae clothes, the crown, the jewelry. 

A stranger—this part of me was now a stranger to them. 

Then  they  took  in  the  winged  males—or  two  of  them.  Rhys’s  wings  had

vanished, his leathers replaced with his fine black jacket and pants. 

My sisters both stiffened at Cassian and Azriel, at those mighty wings tucked in

tight to powerful bodies, at the weapons, and then at the devastatingly beautiful

faces of all three males. 

Elain, to her credit, did not faint. 

And  Nesta,  to  hers,  did  not  hiss  at  them.  She  just  took  a  not-so-subtle  step  in front  of  Elain,  and  ducked  her  fisted  hand  behind  her  simple,  elegant  amethyst gown. The movement did not go unnoticed by my companions. 

I halted a good four feet away, giving my sisters breathing space in a room that

had suddenly been deprived of all air. I said to the males, “My sisters, Nesta and

Elain Archeron.” 

I had not thought of my family name, had not used it, for years and years. 

Because even when I had sacrificed and hunted for them, I had not wanted my

father’s name—not when he sat before that little fire and let us starve. 

Let  me  walk  into  the  woods  alone.  I’d  stopped  using  it  the  day  I’d  killed  that rabbit, and felt its blood stain my hands, the same way the blood of those faeries

had marred it years later like an invisible tattoo. 

My  sisters  did  not  curtsy.  Their  hearts  wildly  pounded,  even  Nesta’s,  and  the tang of their terror coated my tongue—

“Cassian,”  I  said,  inclining  my  head  to  the  left.  Then  I  shifted  to  the  right, grateful  those  shadows  were  nowhere  to  be  found  as  I  said,  “Azriel.”  I  half turned. “And Rhysand, High Lord of the Night Court.” 

Rhys had dimmed it, too, I realized. The night rippling off him, the otherworldly grace and thrum of power. But looking in those star-flecked violet eyes, no one

would ever mistake him for anything but extraordinary. 

He  bowed  to  my  sisters.  “Thank  you  for  your  hospitality—and  generosity,”  he

said with a warm smile. But there was something strained in it. 

Elain tried to return the smile but failed. 

And Nesta just looked at the three of them, then at me, and said, “The cook left

dinner on the table. We should eat before it goes cold.” She didn’t wait for my

agreement before striding off—right to the head of the polished cherry table. 

Elain rasped, “Nice to meet you,” before hustling after her, the silk skirts of her

cobalt dress whispering over the parquet floor. 

Cassian was grimacing as we trailed them, Rhys’s brows were raised, and Azriel

looked  more  inclined  to  blend  into  the  nearest  shadow  and  avoid  this

conversation all together. 

Nesta was waiting at the head of the table, a queen ready to hold court. 

Elain trembled in the upholstered, carved wood chair to her left. 

I did them all a favor and took the one to Nesta’s right. Cassian claimed the spot

beside  Elain,  who  clenched  her  fork  as  if  she  might  wield  it  against  him,  and Rhys slid into the seat beside me, Azriel on his other side. A faint smile bloomed

upon  Azriel’s  mouth  as  he  noticed  Elain’s  fingers  white-knuckled  on  that  fork, but  he  kept  silent,  focusing  instead,  as  Cassian  was  subtly  trying  to  do,  on adjusting  his  wings  around  a  human  chair.  Cauldron  damn  me.  I  should  have

remembered.  Though  I  doubted  either  would  appreciate  it  if  I  now  brought  in

two stools. 

I  sighed  through  my  nose  and  yanked  the  lids  off  the  various  dishes  and

casseroles.  Poached  salmon  with  dill  and  lemon  from  the  hothouse,  whipped

potatoes,  roast  chicken  with  beets  and  turnips  from  the  root  cellar,  and  some casserole of egg, game meat, and leeks. Seasonal food—whatever they had left

at the end of the winter. 

I  scooped  food  onto  my  plate,  the  sounds  of  my  sisters  and  companions  doing

the same filling the silence. I took a bite and fought my cringe. 

Once, this food would have been rich and flavorful. 

Now it was ash in my mouth. 

Rhys was digging into his chicken without hesitation. Cassian and Azriel ate as

if  they  hadn’t  had  a  meal  in  months.  Perhaps  being  warriors,  fighting  in  wars, had given them the ability to see food as strength—and put taste aside. 

I found Nesta watching me. “Is there something wrong with our food?” 

she said flatly. 

I made myself take another bite, each movement of my jaw an effort. 

“No.” I swallowed and gulped down a healthy drink of water. 

“So you can’t eat normal food anymore—or are you too good for it?” A question

and a challenge. 

Rhys’s fork clanked on his plate. Elain made a small, distressed noise. 

And though Nesta had let me use this house, though she’d tried to cross the wall

for  me  and  we’d  worked  out  a  tentative  truce,  the   tone,  the  disgust  and disapproval …

I laid my hand flat on the table. “I can eat, drink, fuck, and fight just as well as I

did before. Better, even.” 

Cassian  choked  on  his  water.  Azriel  shifted  on  his  seat,  angling  to  spring

between us if need be. 

Nesta let out a low laugh. 

But I could taste fire in my mouth, hear it roaring in my veins, and—

A blind, solid  tug on the bond, cooling darkness sweeping into me, my temper, 

my senses, calming that fire—

I scrambled to throw my mental shields up. But they were intact. 

Rhys didn’t so much as blink at me before he said evenly to Nesta, “If you ever come to Prythian, you will discover why your food tastes so different.” 

Nesta looked down her nose at him. “I have little interest in ever setting foot in

your land, so I’ll have to take your word on it.” 

“Nesta, please,” Elain murmured. 

Cassian was sizing up Nesta, a gleam in his eyes that I could only interpret as a

warrior finding himself faced with a new, interesting opponent. 

Then, Mother above, Nesta shifted her attention to Cassian, noticing that gleam

—what it meant. She snarled softly, “What are you looking at?” 

Cassian’s brows rose—little amusement to be found now. “Someone who let her

youngest  sister  risk  her  life  every  day  in  the  woods  while  she  did  nothing. 

Someone who let a fourteen-year-old child go out into that forest, so close to the

wall.”  My  face  began  heating,  and  I  opened  my  mouth.  To  say  what,  I  didn’t know. “Your sister died—  died to save my people. She is willing to do so again

to  protect  you  from  war.  So  don’t  expect  me  to  sit  here  with  my  mouth  shut while  you  sneer  at  her  for  a  choice  she  did  not  get  to  make—and  insult   my people in the process.” 

Nesta  didn’t  bat  an  eyelash  as  she  studied  the  handsome  features,  the  muscled torso. Then turned to me. Dismissing him entirely. 

Cassian’s face went almost feral. A wolf who had been circling a doe …

only to find a mountain cat wearing its hide instead. 

Elain’s voice wobbled as she noted the same thing and quickly said to him, “It

… it is very hard, you understand, to … accept it.” I realized the dark metal of

her  ring  …  it  was  iron.  Even  though  I  had  told  them  about  iron  being  useless, there  it  was.  The  gift  from  her  Fae-hating  soon-to-be-husband’s  family.  Elain

cast  pleading  eyes  on  Rhys,  then  Azriel,  such  mortal  fear  coating  her  features, her  scent.  “We  are  raised  this  way.  We  hear  stories  of  your  kind  crossing  the wall  to  hurt  us.  Our  own  neighbor,  Clare  Beddor,  was  taken,  her  family

murdered …” 

A naked body spiked to a wall. Broken. Dead. Nailed there for months. 

Rhys was staring at his plate. Unmoving. Unblinking. 

He  had  given  Amarantha  Clare’s  name—given  it,  despite  knowing  I’d  lied  to

him about it. 

Elain said, “It’s all very disorienting.” 

“I can imagine,” Azriel said. Cassian flashed him a glare. But Azriel’s attention

was on my sister, a polite, bland smile on his face. Her shoulders loosened a bit. 

I  wondered  if  Rhys’s  spymaster  often  got  his  information  through  stone-cold

manners as much as stealth and shadows. 

Elain  sat  a  little  higher  as  she  said  to  Cassian,  “And  as  for  Feyre’s  hunting during those years, it was not Nesta’s neglect alone that is to blame. 

We  were  scared,  and  had  received  no  training,  and  everything  had  been  taken, and we failed her. Both of us.” 

Nesta said nothing, her back rigid. 

Rhys  gave  me  a  warning  look.  I  gripped  Nesta’s  arm,  drawing  her  attention  to me. “Can we just … start over?” 

I could almost taste her pride roiling in her veins, barking to not back down. 

Cassian, damn him, gave her a taunting grin. 

But Nesta merely hissed, “Fine.” And went back to eating. 

Cassian watched every bite she took, every bob of her throat as she swallowed. 

I forced myself to clean my plate, aware of Nesta’s own attention on  my eating. 

Elain  said  to  Azriel,  perhaps  the  only  two  civilized  ones  here,  “Can  you  truly fly?” 

He set down his fork, blinking. I might have even called him self-conscious. He

said, “Yes. Cassian and I hail from a race of faeries called Illyrians. We’re born

hearing the song of the wind.” 

“That’s  very  beautiful,”  she  said.  “Is  it  not—frightening,  though?  To  fly  so

high?” 

“It  is  sometimes,”  Azriel  said.  Cassian  tore  his  relentless  attention  from  Nesta long enough to nod his agreement. “If you are caught in a storm, if the current

drops away. But we are trained so thoroughly that the fear is gone before we’re

out of swaddling.” And yet, Azriel had not been trained until long after that.  You

 get used to the wording, he’d told me earlier. How often did he have to remind

himself to use such words? Did “we” and “our” 

and “us” taste as foreign on his tongue as they did on mine? 

“You look like High Fae,” Nesta cut in, her voice like a honed blade. 

“But you are not?” 

“Only the High Fae who look like  them,” Cassian drawled, waving a hand to me

and  Rhys,  “are  High  Fae.  Everyone  else,  any  other  differences,  mark  you  as

what they like to call ‘lesser’ faeries.” 

Rhysand at last said, “It’s become a term used for ease, but masks a long, bloody

history of injustices. Many lesser faeries resent the term—and wish for us all to

be called one thing.” 

“Rightly so,” Cassian said, drinking from his water. 

Nesta surveyed me. “But you were not High Fae—not to begin. So what do they

call you?” I couldn’t tell if it was a jab or not. 

Rhys said, “Feyre is whoever she chooses to be.” 

Nesta now examined us all, raising her eyes to that crown. But she said, 

“Write  your  letter  to  the  queens  tonight.  Tomorrow,  Elain  and  I  will  go  to  the village  to  dispatch  it.  If  the  queens  do  come  here,”  she  added,  casting  a  frozen glare  at  Cassian,  “I’d  suggest  bracing  yourselves  for  prejudices  far  deeper  than ours.  And  contemplating  how  you  plan  to  get  us   all  out  of  this  mess  should things go sour.” 

“We’ll take that into account,” Rhys said smoothly. 
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Nesta went on, utterly unimpressed by any of us, “I assume you’ll want to stay

the night.” 

Rhys glanced at me in silent question. We could easily leave, the males finding

the way home in the dark, but … Too soon, perhaps, the world

would go to hell. I said, “If it’s not too much trouble, then yes. We’ll leave after

breakfast tomorrow.” 

Nesta didn’t smile, but Elain beamed. “Good. I think there are a few bedrooms

ready—” 

“We’ll need two,” Rhys interrupted quietly. “Next to each other, with two beds

each.” 

I narrowed my brows at him. 

Rhys  explained  to  me,  “Magic  is  different  across  the  wall.  So  our  shields,  our senses, might not work right. I’m taking no chances. Especially in a house with a

woman betrothed to a man who gave her an iron engagement ring.” 

Elain flushed a bit. “The—the bedrooms that have two beds aren’t next to each

other,” she murmured. 

I sighed. “We’ll move things around. It’s fine. This one,” I added with a glare in

Rhys’s direction, “is only cranky because he’s old and it’s past his bedtime.” 

Rhys  chuckled,  Cassian’s  wrath  slipping  enough  that  he  grinned,  and  Elain, 

noticing  Azriel’s  ease  as  proof  that  things  weren’t  indeed  about  to  go  badly, offered one of her own as well. 

Nesta just rose to her feet, a slim pillar of steel, and said to no one in particular, 

“If we’re done eating, then this meal is over.” 

And that was that. 

Rhys  wrote  the  letter  for  me,  Cassian  and  Azriel  chiming  in  with  corrections, and  it  took  us  until  midnight  before  we  had  a  draft  we  all  thought  sounded impressive, welcoming, and threatening enough. 

My sisters cleaned the dishes while we worked, and had excused themselves to bed hours before, mentioning where to find our rooms. 

Cassian and Azriel were to share one, Rhys and I the other. 

I frowned at the large guest bedroom as Rhys shut the door behind us. 

The bed was large enough for two, but I wasn’t sharing it. I whirled to him, 

“I’m not—” 

Wood thumped on carpet, and a small bed appeared by the door. Rhys plopped

onto it, tugging off his boots. “Nesta is a delight, by the way.” 

“She’s … her own creature,” I said. It was perhaps the kindest thing I could say

about her. 

“It’s  been  a  few  centuries  since  someone  got  under  Cassian’s  skin  that  easily. 

Too bad they’re both inclined to kill the other.” 

Part of me shuddered at the havoc the two would wreak if they decided to stop

fighting. 

“And  Elain,”  Rhys  said,  sighing  as  he  removed  his  other  boot,  “should  not  be marrying that lord’s son, not for about a dozen reasons, the least of which being

the fact that you won’t be invited to the wedding. Though maybe that’s a good

thing.” 

I hissed. “That’s not funny.” 

“At least you won’t have to send a gift, either. I doubt her father-in-law would

deign to accept it.” 

“You  have  a  lot  of  nerve  mocking  my  sisters  when  your  own  friends  have

equally as much melodrama.” His brows lifted in silent question. I snorted. 

“Oh,  so  you  haven’t  noticed  the  way  Azriel  looks  at  Mor?  Or  how  she

sometimes watches  him, defends him? And how both of them do  such a good job letting Cassian be a buffer between them most of the time?” 

Rhys leveled a look at me. “I’d suggest keeping those observations to yourself.” 

“You  think  I’m  some  busybody  gossip?  My  life  is  miserable  enough  as  it  is—

why would I want to spread that misery to those around me as well?” 

“Is it miserable? Your life, I mean.” A careful question. 

“I  don’t  know.  Everything  is  happening  so  quickly  that  I  don’t  know  what  to feel.” It was more honest than I’d been in a while. 

“Hmmm. Perhaps once we return home, I should give you the day off.” 

“How considerate of you,  my lord.” 

He snorted, unbuttoning his jacket. I realized I stood in all my finery—

with nothing to wear to sleep. 

A snap of Rhys’s fingers, and my nightclothes—and some flimsy underthings—

appeared  on  the  bed.  “I  couldn’t  decide  which  scrap  of  lace  I  wanted  you  to wear, so I brought you a few to choose from.” 

“Pig,” I barked, snatching the clothes and heading to the adjoining bathing room. 

The  room  was  toasty  when  I  emerged,  Rhys  in  the  bed  he’d  summoned  from

wherever, all light gone save for the murmuring embers in the hearth. 

Even the sheets were warm as I slid between them. 

“Thank you for warming the bed,” I said into the dimness. 

His back was to me, but I heard him clearly as he said, “Amarantha never once

thanked me for that.” 

Any warmth leeched away. “She didn’t suffer enough.” 

Not  even  close,  for  what  she  had  done.  To  me,  to  him,  to  Clare,  to  so  many others. 

Rhys  didn’t  answer.  Instead  he  said,  “I  didn’t  think  I  could  get  through  that dinner.” 

“What do you mean?” He’d been rather … calm. Contained. 

“Your  sisters  mean  well,  or  one  of  them  does.  But  seeing  them,  sitting  at  that table  …  I  hadn’t  realized  it  would  hit  me  as  strongly.  How  young  you  were. 

How they didn’t protect you.” 

“I managed just fine.” 

“We owe them our gratitude for letting us use this house,” he said quietly, 

“but it will be a long while yet before I can look at your sisters without wanting

to roar at them.” 

“A part of me feels the same way,” I admitted, nestling down into the blankets. 

“But if I hadn’t gone into those woods, if they hadn’t let me go out there alone

… You would still be enslaved. And perhaps Amarantha would now be readying

her forces to wipe out these lands.” 

Silence. Then, “I am paying you a wage, you know. For all of this.” 

“You don’t need to.” Even if … even if I had no money of my own. 

“Every  member  of  my  court  receives  one.  There’s  already  a  bank  account  in

Velaris  for  you,  where  your  wages  will  be  deposited.  And  you  have  lines  of

credit at most stores. So if you don’t have enough on you when you’re shopping, 

you can have the bill sent to the House.” 

“I—you didn’t have to do that.” I swallowed hard. “And how much, exactly, am

I getting paid each month?” 

“The  same  amount  the  others  receive.”  No  doubt  a  generous—likely   too

generous—salary. But he suddenly asked, “When is your birthday?” 

“Do I even need to count them anymore?” He merely waited. I sighed. 

“It’s the Winter Solstice.” 

He paused. “That was months ago.” 

“Mmmhmm.” 

“You didn’t … I don’t remember seeing you celebrate it.” 

Through the bond, through my unshielded, mess of a mind. “I didn’t tell anyone. 

I  didn’t  want  a  party  when  there  was  already  all  that  celebrating  going  on. 

Birthdays seem meaningless now, anyway.” 

He was quiet for a long minute. “You were truly born on the Winter Solstice?” 

“Is that so hard to believe? My mother claimed I was so withdrawn and strange

because I was born on the longest night of the year. She tried one year to have

my birthday on another day, but forgot to do it the next time—

there was probably a more advantageous party she had to plan.” 

“Now I know where Nesta gets it. Honestly, it’s a shame we can’t stay longer—

if only to see who’ll be left standing: her or Cassian.” 

“My money’s on Nesta.” 

A  soft  chuckle  that  snaked  along  my  bones—a  reminder  that  he’d  once  bet  on

me.  Had  been  the  only  one  Under  the  Mountain  who  had  put  money  on  me

defeating the Middengard Wyrm. He said, “So’s mine.” 

CHAPTER

25

Standing beneath the latticework of snow-heavy trees, I took in the slumbering

forest and wondered if the birds had gone quiet because of my presence. Or that

of the High Lord beside me. 

“Freezing my ass off first thing in the morning isn’t how I intended to spend our

day off,” Rhysand said, frowning at the wood. “I should take you to the Illyrian

Steppes when we return—the forest there is far more interesting. And warmer.” 

“I  have  no  idea  where  those  are.”  Snow  crunched  under  the  boots  Rhys  had

summoned when I declared I wanted to train with him. And not physically, but

—with  the  powers  I  had.  Whatever  they  were.  “You  showed  me  a  blank  map

that one time, remember?” 

“Precautions.” 

“Am  I  ever  going  to  see  a  proper  one,  or  will  I  be  left  to  guess  about  where everything is?” 

“You’re in a lovely mood today,” Rhys said, and lifted a hand in the air between

us. A folded map appeared, which he took his sweet time opening. 

“Lest you think I don’t trust you, Feyre darling … ” He pointed to just south of

the Northern Isles. “These are the Steppes. Four days that way on foot,” 

he  dragged  a  finger  upward  and  into  the  mountains  along  the  isles,  “will  take you into Illyrian territory.” 

I took in the map, noted the peninsula jutting out about halfway up the western

coast of the Night Court and the name marked there.  Velaris. He’d once shown

me a blank one—when I had belonged to Tamlin and been little more than a spy

and  prisoner.  Because  he’d  known  I’d  tell  Tamlin  about  the  cities,  their

locations. 

That Ianthe might learn about it, too. 

I pushed back against that weight in my chest, my gut. 

“Here,”  Rhys  said,  pocketing  the  map  and  gesturing  to  the  forest  around  us. 

“We’ll train here. We’re far enough now.” 

Far enough from the house, from anyone else, to avoid detection. Or casualties. 

Rhys held out a hand, and a thick, stumpy candle appeared in his palm. 

He set it on the snowy ground. “Light it, douse it with water, and dry the wick.” 

I knew he meant without my hands. 

“I  can’t  do  a  single  one  of  those  things,”  I  said.  “What  about  physical

shielding?” At least I’d been able to do  some of that. 

“That’s  for  another  time.  Today,  I  suggest  you  start  trying  some  other  facet  of your power. What about shape-shifting?” 
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I glared at him. “Fire, water, and air it is.” Bastard—insufferable bastard. 

He  didn’t  push  the  matter,  thankfully—didn’t  ask   why  shape-shifting  might  be the  one  power  I’d  never  bother  to  pull  apart  and  master.  Perhaps  for  the  same reason I didn’t particularly want to ask about one key piece of his history, didn’t

want to know if Azriel and Cassian had helped when the Spring Court’s ruling

family had been killed. 

I looked Rhys over from head to toe: the Illyrian warrior garb, the sword over his

shoulder, the wings, and that general sense of overwhelming power that always

radiated from him. “Maybe you should … go.” 

“Why? You seemed so insistent that  I train you.” 

“I can’t concentrate with you around,” I admitted. “And go … far. I can feel you

from a room away.” 

A suggestive curve shaped his lips. 

I rolled my eyes. “Why don’t you just hide in one of those pocket-realms for a

bit?” 

“It  doesn’t  work  like  that.  There’s  no  air  there.”  I  gave  him  a  look  to  say  he should  definitely  do  it  then,  and  he  laughed.  “Fine.  Practice  all  you  want  in privacy.”  He  jerked  his  chin  at  my  tattoo.  “Give  a  shout  down  the  bond  if  you get anything accomplished before breakfast.” 

I frowned at the eye in my palm. “What—literally shout at the tattoo?” 

“You could try rubbing it on certain body parts and I might come faster.” 

He vanished into nothing before I could hurl the candle at him. 

Alone in the frost-gilded forest, I replayed his words and a quiet chuckle rasped

out of me. 

I wondered if I should have tested out the bow and arrows I’d been given before

asking him to leave. I hadn’t yet tried out the Illyrian bow—hadn’t shot anything

in months, actually. 

I stared at the candle. Nothing happened. 

An hour passed. 

I thought of everything that enraged me, sickened me; thought of Ianthe and her

entitlement, her demands. Not even a wisp of smoke emerged. 

When my eyes were on the verge of bleeding, I took a break to scrounge through

the pack I’d brought. I found fresh bread, a magically warmed canister of stew, 

and a note from Rhysand that said:

 I’m bored.  Any sparks yet? 

Not surprisingly, a pen clattered in the bottom of the bag. 

I  grabbed  the  pen  and  scribbled  my  response  atop  the  canister  before  watching the letter vanish right out of my palm:  No, you snoop. Don’t you  have important things to do? 

The letter flitted back a moment later. 

 I’m watching Cassian and Nesta get into it again over their tea. 

 Something   you   subjected  me  to  when  you  kicked  me  off  training.  I  thought   this was our day off. 

I snorted and wrote back,  Poor baby High Lord. Life is so hard. 

Paper vanished, then reappeared, his scribble now near the top of the paper, the

only bit of clear space left.  Life is better when you’re around. And   look at how lovely your handwriting is. 

I could almost feel him waiting on the other side, in the sunny breakfast room, 

half  paying  attention  to  my  eldest  sister  and  the  Illyrian  warrior’s  sparring.  A faint smile curved my lips.  You’re a shameless flirt,  I wrote back. 

The page vanished. I watched my open palm, waiting for it to return. 

And I was so focused on it that I didn’t notice anyone was behind me until the

hand covered my mouth and yanked me clean off my feet. 

I thrashed, biting and clawing, shrieking as whoever it was hauled me up. 

I tried to shove away, snow churning around us like dust on a road, but the arms

that gripped me were immovable, like bands of iron and—

A rasping voice sounded in my ear, “Stop, or I snap your neck.” 

I knew that voice. It prowled through my nightmares. 

The Attor. 
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The Attor had vanished in the moments after Amarantha died, suspected to have

fled for the King of Hybern. And if it was here, in the mortal lands—

I went pliant in its arms, buying a wisp of time to scan for something, anything

to use against it. 

“Good,” it hissed in my ear. “Now tell me—” 

Night exploded around us. 

The  Attor  screamed—   screamed—as  that  darkness  swallowed  us,  and  I  was

wrenched from its spindly, hard arms, its nails slicing into my leather. I collided

face-first with packed, icy snow. 

I rolled, flipping back, whirling to get my feet under me—

The light returned as I rose into a crouch, knife angled. 

And there was Rhysand, binding the Attor to a snow-shrouded oak with nothing

but  twisting  bands  of  night.  Like  the  ones  that  had  crushed  Ianthe’s  hand. 

Rhysand’s own hands were in his pockets, his face cold and beautiful as death. 

“I’d been wondering where you slithered off to.” 

The Attor panted as it struggled against the bonds. 

Rhysand  merely  sent  two  spears  of  night  shooting  into  its  wings.  The  Attor

shrieked as those spears met flesh—and sank deep into the bark behind it. 

“Answer my questions, and you can crawl back to your master,” Rhys said, as if

he were inquiring about the weather. 

“Whore,” the Attor spat. Silvery blood leaked from its wings, hissing as it hit the

snow. 

Rhys smiled. “You forget that I rather enjoy these things.” He lifted a finger. 

The Attor screamed, “No! ” Rhys’s finger paused. “I was sent,” it panted, 

“to get her.” 

“Why?” Rhys asked with that casual, terrifying calm. 

“That was my order. I am not to question. The king wants her.” 

My blood went as cold as the woods around us. 

“Why?”  Rhys  said  again.  The  Attor  began  screaming—this  time  beneath  the

force of a power I could not see. I flinched. 

“Don’t know, don’t know, don’t know.” I believed it. 

“Where is the king currently?” 

“Hybern.” 

“Army?” 

“Coming soon.” 

“How large?” 

“Endless. We have allies in every territory, all waiting.” 

Rhys cocked his head as if contemplating what to ask next. But he straightened, 

and  Azriel  slammed  into  the  snow,  sending  it  flying  like  water  from  a  puddle. 

He’d  flown  in  so  silently,  I  hadn’t  even  heard  the  beat  of  his  wings.  Cassian must have stayed at the house to defend my sisters. 

There  was  no  kindness  on  Azriel’s  face  as  the  snow  settled—the  immovable mask of the High Lord’s shadowsinger. 

The Attor began trembling, and I almost felt bad for it as Azriel stalked for him. 

Almost—but didn’t. Not when these woods were so close to the chateau. To my

sisters. 

Rhys came to my side as Azriel reached the Attor. “The next time you try to take

her,” Rhys said to the Attor, “I kill first; ask questions later.” 

Azriel  caught  his  eye.  Rhys  nodded.  The  Siphons  atop  his  scarred  hands

flickered  like  rippling  blue  fire  as  he  reached  for  the  Attor.  Before  the  Attor could scream, it and the spymaster vanished. 

I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  where  they’d  go,  what  Azriel  would  do.  I  hadn’t even  known  Azriel  possessed  the  ability  to  winnow,  or  whatever  power  he’d

channeled through his Siphons. He’d let Rhys winnow us both in the other day—

unless the power was too draining to be used so lightly. 

“Will he kill him?” I said, my puffs of breath uneven. 

“No.” I shivered at the raw power glazing his taut body. “We’ll use him to send

a message to Hybern that if they want to hunt the members of my court, they’ll

have to do better than that.” 

I started—at the claim he’d made of me, and at the words. “You knew—

you knew he was hunting me?” 

“I was curious who wanted to snatch you the first moment you were alone.” 

I  didn’t  know  where  to  start.  So  Tamlin  was  right—about  my  safety.  To  some

degree. It didn’t excuse anything. “So you never planned to stay with me while I

trained. You used me as  bait—” 

“Yes, and I’d do it again. You were safe the entire time.” 

“You should have told me! ” 

“Maybe next time.” 

“There will be no next time! ” I slammed a hand into his chest, and he staggered back a step from the strength of the blow. I blinked. I’d forgotten

—forgotten  that  strength  in  my  panic.  Just  like  with  the  Weaver.  I’d  forgotten how strong I was. 

“Yes, you did,” Rhysand snarled, reading the surprise on my face, that icy calm

shattering.  “You  forgot  that  strength,  and  that  you  can  burn  and  become

darkness, and grow claws. You  forgot.  You stopped fighting.” 

He didn’t just mean the Attor. Or the Weaver. 

And the rage rose up in me in such a mighty wave that I had no thought in my

head but wrath: at myself, what I’d been forced to do, what had been done to me, 

to him. 

“So what if I did?” I hissed, and shoved him again. “So  what if I did?” 

I went to shove him again, but Rhys winnowed away a few feet. 

I stormed  for  him,  snow crunching  underfoot.  “It’s  not easy.”  The  rage  ran  me

over, obliterated me. I lifted my arms to slam my palms into his chest—

And he vanished again. 

He appeared behind me, so close that his breath tickled my ear as he said, 

“You have no idea how  not easy it is.” 

I whirled, grappling for him. He vanished before I could strike him, pound him. 

Rhys appeared across the clearing, chuckling. “Try harder.” 

I couldn’t fold myself into darkness and pockets. And if I could—if I could turn

myself into smoke, into air and night and stars, I’d use it to appear right in front

of him and smack that smile off his face. 

I moved, even if it was futile, even as he rippled into darkness, and I hated him

for it—for the wings and ability to move like mist on the wind. 

He appeared a step away, and I pounced, hands out—  talons out—

And slammed into a tree. 

He  laughed  as  I  bounced  back,  teeth  singing,  talons  barking  as  they  shredded through  wood.  But  I  was  already  lunging  as  he  vanished,  lunging  like  I  could disappear into the folds of the world as well, track him across eternity—

And so I did. 

Time slowed and curled, and I could see the darkness of him turn to smoke and

veer, as if it were running for another spot in the clearing. I hurtled for that spot, 

even as I felt my own lightness, folding my very self into wind and shadow and

dust, the looseness of it radiating out of me, all while I aimed for where he was

headed—

Rhysand appeared, a solid figure in my world of smoke and stars. 

And  his  eyes  were  wide,  his  mouth  split  in  a  grin  of  wicked  delight,  as  I winnowed in front of him and tackled him into the snow. 
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I panted, sprawled on top of Rhys in the snow while he laughed hoarsely. 

“Don’t,” I snarled into his face, “ever,” I pushed his rock-hard shoulders, talons curving at my fingertips, “use me as bait again.” 

He stopped laughing. 

I pushed harder, those nails digging in through his leather. “You said I could be

a weapon—teach me to become one.  Don’t use me like a pawn. 

And if being one is part of my  work for you, then I’m done.  Done.” 

Despite the snow, his body was warm beneath me, and I wasn’t sure I’d realized

just  how  much  bigger  he  was  until  our  bodies  were  flush—too  close.  Much, 

much too close. 

Rhys cocked his head, loosening a chunk of snow clinging to his hair. 

“Fair enough.” 

I shoved off him, snow crunching as I backed away. My talons were gone. 

He hoisted himself up onto his elbows. “Do it again. Show me how you did it.” 

“No.” The candle he’d brought now lay in pieces, half-buried under the snow. “I

want to go back to the chateau.” I was cold, and tired, and he’d …

His face turned grave. “I’m sorry.” 

I wondered how often he said those two words. I didn’t care. 

I waited while he uncoiled to his feet, brushing the snow off him, and held out a

hand. 

It wasn’t just an offer. 

 You forgot,  he’d said. I had. 

“Why  does  the  King  of  Hybern  want  me?  Because  he  knows  I  can  nullify  the

Cauldron’s power with the Book?” 

Darkness flickered, the only sign of the temper Rhysand had once again leashed. 

“That’s what I’m going to find out.” 

 You stopped fighting. 

“I’m  sorry,”  he  repeated,  hand  still  outstretched.  “Let’s  eat  breakfast,  then  go home.” 

“Velaris isn’t my home.” 

I  could  have  sworn  hurt  flashed  in  his  eyes  before  he  spirited  us  back  to  my family’s house. 
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My sisters ate breakfast with Rhys and me, Azriel gone to wherever he’d taken

the Attor. Cassian had flown off to join him the moment we returned. 

He’d given Nesta a mocking bow, and she’d given him a vulgar gesture I hadn’t

realized she knew how to make. 

Cassian had merely laughed, his eyes snaking over Nesta’s ice-blue gown with a

predatory  intent  that,  given  her  hiss  of  rage,  he  knew  would  set  her  spitting. 

Then he was gone, leaving my sister on the broad doorstep, her brown-gold hair

ruffled by the chill wind stirred by his mighty wings. 

We  brought  my  sisters  to  the  village  to  mail  our  letter,  Rhys  glamouring  us  so we were invisible while they went into the little shop to post them. 

After  we  returned  home,  our  good-byes  were  quick.  I  knew  Rhys  wanted  to

return to Velaris—if only to learn what the Attor was up to. 

I’d said as much to Rhys while he flew us through the wall, into the warmth of

Prythian, then winnowed us to Velaris. 

Morning mist still twined through the city and the mountains around it. 

The chill also remained—but not nearly as unforgiving as the cold of the mortal

world. Rhys left me in the foyer, huffing hot air into my frozen palms, without

so much as a good-bye. 

Hungry  again,  I  found  Nuala  and  Cerridwen,  and  I  gobbled  down  cheese-and-

chive scones while thinking through what I’d seen, what I’d done. 

Not  an  hour  later,  Rhys  found  me  in  the  living  room,  my  feet  propped  on  the couch  before  the  fire,  a  book  in  my  lap,  a  cup  of  rose  tea  steaming  on  the  low table  before  me.  I  stood  as  he  entered,  scanning  him  for  any  sign  of  injury. 

Something tight in my chest eased when I found nothing amiss. 

“It’s  done,”  he  said,  dragging  a  hand  through  his  blue-black  hair.  “We  learned what we needed to.” I braced myself to be shut out, to be told it’d be taken care

of, but Rhys added, “It’s up to you, Feyre, to decide how much of our methods

you want to know about. What you can handle. What we did to the Attor wasn’t

pretty.” 

“I want to know everything,” I said. “Take me there.” 

“The Attor isn’t in Velaris. He was in the Hewn City, in the Court of Nightmares

—where it took Azriel less than an hour to break him.” I waited for more, and as

if deciding I wasn’t about to crumple, Rhys stalked closer, until less than a foot

of the ornate red carpet lay between us. His boots, usually impeccably polished

… that was silver blood speckled on them. 

Only when I met his gaze did he say, “I’ll show you.” 

I knew what he meant, and steadied myself, blocking out the murmuring fire and

the boots and the lingering cold around my heart. 

Immediately, I was in that antechamber of his mind—a pocket of memory he’d

carved for me. 

Darkness  flowed  through  me,  soft  and  seductive,  echoing  up  from  an  abyss  of

power so great it had no end and no beginning. 

“Tell  me  how  you  tracked  her,”  Azriel  said  in  the  quiet  voice  that  had   broken countless enemies. 

 I—Rhys—leaned against the far wall of the holding cell, arms crossed. 

 Azriel crouched before where the Attor was chained to a chair in the center  of the room. A few levels above, the Court of Nightmares reveled on,   unaware their High Lord had come. 

 I’d have to pay them a visit soon. Remind them who held their leash. 

 Soon. But not today. Not when Feyre had winnowed. 

 And she was still pissed as hell at me. 

 Rightly so, if I was being honest. But Azriel had learned that a small  enemy force had  infiltrated  the  North  two  days  ago,  and  my  suspicions  were   confirmed. 

 Either  to  get  at  Tamlin  or  at  me,  they  wanted  her.  Maybe  for   their  own experimenting. 

 The Attor let out a low laugh. “I received word from the king that’s where  you were.  I  don’t  know  how  he  knew.  I  got  the  order,  flew  to  the  wall  as  fast   as  I could.” 

 Azriel’s  knife  was  out,  balanced  on  a  knee.  Truth-Teller—the  name   stamped  in silver Illyrian runes on the scabbard. He’d already learned that

 the  Attor  and  a  few  others  had  been  stationed  on  the  outskirts  of  the  Illyrian territory. I was half tempted to dump the Attor in one of the war-camps and  see what the Illyrians did to it. 

 The  Attor’s  eyes  shifted  toward  me,  glowing  with  a  hatred  I’d  become   well accustomed to. “Good luck trying to keep her, High Lord.” 

 Azriel said, “Why?” 

 People often made the mistake of assuming Cassian was the wilder one;   the one who  couldn’t  be  tamed.  But  Cassian  was  all  hot  temper—temper   that  could  be used to forge and weld. There was an icy rage in Azriel I had  never been able to thaw. In the centuries I’d known him, he’d said little  about his life, those years in his father’s keep, locked in darkness. Perhaps  the shadowsinger gift had come to him  then,  perhaps  he’d  taught  himself   the  language  of  shadow  and  wind  and stone. His half-brothers hadn’t been  forthcoming, either. I knew because I’d met them,  asked  them,  and  had   shattered  their  legs  when  they’d  spat  on  Azriel instead. 

 They’d walked again—eventually. 

 The  Attor  said,  “Do  you  think  it  is  not  common  knowledge  that  you  took   her from Tamlin?” 

 I  knew  that  already.  That  had  been  Azriel’s  task  these  days:  monitor  the situation with the Spring Court, and prepare for our own attack on Hybern. 

 But  Tamlin  had  shut  down  his  borders—sealed  them  so  tightly  that  even   flying overhead  at  night  was  impossible.  And  any  ears  and  eyes  Azriel  had   once possessed in the court had gone deaf and blind. 

 “The  king  could  help  you  keep  her—consider  sparing  you,  if  you  worked   with him …” 

 As  the  Attor  spoke,  I  rummaged  through  its  mind,  each  thought  more  vile   and hideous than the next. It didn’t even know I’d slipped inside, but—
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 there:  images  of  the  army  that  had  been  built,  the  twin  to  the  one  I’d  fought against  five  centuries  ago;  of  Hybern’s  shores  full  of  ships,  readying  for  an assault;  of  the  king,  lounging  on  his  throne  in  his  crumbling  castle.  No  sign  of Jurian sulking about or the Cauldron. Not a whisper of the Book being  on their minds. Everything the Attor had confessed was true. And it had no  more value. 

 Az looked over his shoulder. The Attor had given him everything. Now it  was just babbling to buy time. 

 I pushed off the wall. “Break its legs, shred its wings, and dump it off the  coast of Hybern. See if it survives.” The Attor began thrashing, begging. I   paused by the door and said to it, “I remember every moment of it. Be  grateful I’m letting you live. For now.” 

 I  hadn’t  let  myself  see  the  memories  from  Under  the  Mountain:  of  me,  of   the others … of what it had done to that human girl I’d given Amarantha in  Feyre’s place. I didn’t let myself see what it had been like to beat Feyre—to  torment and torture her. 

 I  might  have  splattered  him  on  the  walls.  And  I  needed  him  to  send  a   message more than I needed my own vengeance. 

 The Attor was already screaming beneath Truth-Teller’s honed edge  when I left the cell. 

Then it was done. I staggered back, spooling myself into my body. 

Tamlin had closed his borders. “What  situation with the Spring Court?” 

“None. As of right now. But you know how far Tamlin can be driven to

… protect what he thinks is his.” 

The image of paint sliding down the ruined study wall flashed in my mind. 

“I should have sent Mor that day,” Rhys said with quiet menace. 

I  snapped  up  my  mental  shields.  I  didn’t  want  to  talk  about  it.  “Thank  you  for telling me,” I said, and took my book and tea up to my room. 
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“Feyre,” he said. I didn’t stop. “I am sorry—about deceiving you earlier.” 

And this, letting me into his mind … a peace offering. “I need to write a letter.” 

The letter was quick, simple. But each word was a battle. 

Not because of my former illiteracy. No, I could now read and write just fine. 

It was because of the message that Rhys, standing in the foyer, now read:  I left of

 my own free will. 

 I  am  cared  for  and  safe.  I  am  grateful  for  all  that  you  did  for  me,  all  that   you gave. 

 Please don’t come looking for me. I’m not coming back. 

He swiftly folded it in two and it vanished. “Are you sure?” 

Perhaps it would help with whatever  situation was going on at the Spring Court. 

I glanced to the windows beyond him. The mist wreathing the city had wandered

off, revealing a bright, cloudless sky. And somehow, my head felt clearer than it

had in days—months. 

A city lay out there, that I had barely observed or cared about. 

I wanted it—life, people. I wanted to see it, feel its rush through my blood. No

boundaries, no limits to what I might encounter or do. 

“I am no one’s pet,” I said. Rhys’s face was contemplative, and I wondered if he

remembered  that  he’d  told  me  the  same  thing  once,  when  I  was  too  lost  in  my own guilt and despair to understand. “What next?” 

“For what it’s worth, I did actually want to give you a day to rest—” 

“Don’t coddle me.” 

“I’m  not.  And  I’d  hardly  call  our  encounter  this  morning   rest.  But  you  will forgive me if I make assessments based on your current physical condition.” 

“I’ll be the person who decides that. What about the Book of Breathings?” 

“Once Azriel returns from dealing with the Attor, he’s to put his other skill set to

use  and  infiltrate  the  mortal  queens’  courts  to  learn  where  they’re  keeping  it—

and what their plans might be. And as for the half in Prythian

…  We’ll  go  to  the  Summer  Court  within  a  few  days,  if  my  request  to  visit  is approved.  High  Lords  visiting  other  courts  makes  everyone  jumpy.  We’ll  deal

with the Book then.” 

He  shut  his  mouth,  no  doubt  waiting  for  me  to  trudge  upstairs,  to  brood  and sleep. 

Enough—I’d had enough of sleeping. 

I said, “You told me that this city was better seen at night. Are you all talk, or

will you ever bother to show me?” 

A low laugh as he looked me over. I didn’t recoil from his gaze. 

When his eyes found mine again, his mouth twisted in a smile so few saw. Real

amusement—perhaps a bit of happiness edged with relief. The male behind the

High  Lord’s  mask.  “Dinner,”  he  said.  “Tonight.  Let’s  find  out  if   you,  Feyre darling,  are  all  talk—or  if  you’ll  allow  a  Lord  of  Night  to  take  you  out  on  the town.” 

Amren  came  to  my  room  before  dinner.  Apparently,  we  were   all  going  out tonight. 

Downstairs, Cassian and Mor were sniping at each other about whether Cassian

could  fly  faster  short-distance  than  Mor  could  winnow  to  the  same  spot.  I

assumed Azriel was nearby, seeking sanctuary in the shadows. 

Hopefully, he’d gotten some rest after dealing with the Attor—and would rest a

bit more before heading into the mortal realm to spy on those queens. 

Amren,  at  least,  knocked  this  time  before  entering.  Nuala  and  Cerridwen,  who

had finished setting combs of mother-of-pearl into my hair, took one look at the

delicate female and vanished into puffs of smoke. 

“Skittish things,” Amren said, her red lips cutting a cruel line. “Wraiths always are.” 

“Wraiths?”  I  twisted  in  the  seat  before  the  vanity.  “I  thought  they  were  High Fae.” 

“Half,” Amren said, surveying my turquoise, cobalt, and white clothes. 

“Wraiths are nothing but shadow and mist, able to walk through walls, stone—

you  name  it.  I  don’t  even  want  to  know  how  those  two  were  conceived.  High

Fae will stick their cocks anywhere.” 

I choked on what could have been a laugh or a cough. “They make good spies.” 

“Why do you think they’re now whispering in Azriel’s ear that I’m in here?” 

“I thought they answered to Rhys.” 

“They answer to both, but they were trained by Azriel first.” 

“Are they spying on me?” 

“No.”  She  frowned  at  a  loose  thread  in  her  rain  cloud–colored  shirt.  Her  chin-length  dark  hair  swayed  as  she  lifted  her  head.  “Rhys  has  told  them  time  and again not to, but I don’t think Azriel will ever trust me fully. So they’re reporting

on my movements. And with good reason.” 

“Why?” 

“Why not? I’d be disappointed if Rhysand’s spymaster didn’t keep tabs on me. 

Even go against orders to do so.” 

“Rhys doesn’t punish him for disobeying?” 

Those silver eyes glowed. “The Court of Dreams is founded on three things: to

defend,  to  honor,  and  to  cherish.  Were  you  expecting  brute  strength  and

obedience? Many of Rhysand’s top officials have little to no

power.  He  values  loyalty,  cunning,  compassion.  And  Azriel,  despite  his

disobedience, is acting to defend his court, his people. So, no. Rhysand does not

punish that. There are rules, but they are flexible.” 

“What about the Tithe?” 

“What Tithe?” 

I stood from the little bench. “The Tithe—taxes, whatever. Twice a year.” 

“There are taxes on city dwellers, but there is no Tithe.” She clicked her tongue. 

“But the High Lord of Spring enacts one.” 

I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  it  entirely,  not  yet—not  with  that  letter  now  on  its way to him, if not already delivered. So I reached for the small box on the vanity

and  pulled  out  her  amulet.  “Here.”  I  handed  over  the  gold-and-jewel-encrusted

thing. “Thank you.” 

Amren’s brows rose as I dropped it into her waiting palm. “You gave it back.” 

“I didn’t realize it was a test.” 

She set it back into the case. “Keep it. There’s no magic to it.” 

I blinked. “You lied—” 

She shrugged, heading for the door. “I found it at the bottom of my jewelry box. 

You needed something to believe you could get out of the Prison again.” 

“But Rhys kept looking at it—” 

“Because  he gave it to me two hundred years ago. He was probably surprised to

see it again, and wondered why I’d given it to you. Likely  worried why I might

have given it to you.” 

I  clenched  my  teeth,  but  Amren  was  already  breezing  through  the  door  with  a cheerful, “You’re welcome.” 

CHAPTER
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Despite the chill night, every shop was open as we walked through the city. 

Musicians played in the little squares, and the Palace of Thread and Jewels was packed with shoppers and performers, High Fae and lesser faeries alike. But we

continued  past,  down  to  the  river  itself,  the  water  so  smooth  that  the  stars  and lights blended on its dark surface like a living ribbon of eternity. 

The  five  of  them  were  unhurried  as  we  strolled  across  one  of  the  wide  marble bridges spanning the Sidra, often moving forward or dropping back to chat with

one another. From the ornate lanterns that lined either side of the bridge, faelight

cast  golden  shadows  on  the  wings  of  the  three  males,  gilding  the  talons  at  the apex of each. 

The  conversation  ranged  from  the  people  they  knew,  matches  and  teams  for

sports I’d never heard of (apparently, Amren was a vicious, obsessive supporter

of one), new shops, music they’d heard, clubs they favored …

Not a mention of Hybern or the threats we faced—no doubt from secrecy, but I

had a feeling it was also because tonight, this time together … they did not want

that terrible, hideous presence intruding. As if they were all just ordinary citizens

—even Rhys. As if they weren’t the most powerful people in this court, maybe

in all of Prythian. And no one, absolutely no one, on the street balked or paled or

ran. 

Awed, perhaps a little intimidated, but … no fear. It was so unusual that I kept

silent, merely observing them—their world. The normalcy that they each fought

so hard to preserve. That I had once raged against, resented. 

But  there  was  no  place  like  this  in  the  world.  Not  so  serene.  So  loved  by  its people and its rulers. 

The other side of the city was even more crowded, with patrons in finery out to

attend the many theaters we passed. I’d never seen a theater before—

never seen a play, or a concert, or a symphony. In our ramshackle village, we’d

gotten mummers and minstrels at best—herds of beggars yowling on makeshift

instruments at worst. 

We  strolled  along  the  riverside  walkway,  past  shops  and  cafés,  music  spilling from  them.  And  I  thought—even  as  I  hung  back  from  the  others,  my  gloved

hands stuffed into the pockets of my heavy blue overcoat—that the sounds of it

all might have been the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard: the people, and the

river, and the music; the clank of silverware on plates; the scrape of chairs being pulled  out  and  pushed  in;  the  shouts  of  vendors  selling  their  wares  as  they ambled past. 

How much had I missed in these months of despair and numbness? 

But  no  longer.  The  lifeblood  of  Velaris  thrummed  through  me,  and  in  rare

moments of quiet, I could have sworn I heard the clash of the sea, clawing at the

distant cliffs. 

Eventually,  we  entered  a  small  restaurant  beside  the  river,  built  into  the  lower level of a two-story building, the whole space bedecked in greens and golds and

barely big enough to fit all of us. And three sets of Illyrian wings. 

But  the  owner  knew  them,  and  kissed  them  each  on  the  cheek,  even  Rhysand. 

Well, except for Amren, whom the owner bowed to before she hustled back into

her kitchen and bade us sit at the large table that was half in, half out of the open

storefront. The starry night was crisp, the wind rustling the potted palms placed

with  loving  care  along  the  riverside  walkway  railing.  No  doubt  spelled  to  keep from dying in the winter—just as the warmth of the restaurant kept the chill from

disturbing us or any of those dining in the open air at the river’s edge. 

Then  the  food  platters  began  pouring  out,  along  with  the  wine  and  the

conversation, and we dined under the stars beside the river. I’d never had such

food—warm and rich and savory and spicy. Like it filled not only my stomach, 

but that lingering hole in my chest, too. 

The owner—a slim, dark-skinned female with lovely brown eyes—was standing

behind my chair, chatting with Rhys about the latest shipment of spices that had

come to the Palaces. “The traders were saying the prices might rise, High Lord, 

especially if rumors about Hybern awakening are correct.” 

Down the table, I felt the others’ attention slide to us, even as they kept talking. 

Rhys leaned back in his seat, swirling his goblet of wine. “We’ll find a way to

keep the prices from skyrocketing.” 

“Don’t  trouble  yourself,  of  course,”  the  owner  said,  wringing  her  fingers  a  bit. 

“It’s just … so lovely to have such spices available again—now that

… that things are better.” 

Rhys gave her a gentle smile, the one that made him seem younger. “I wouldn’t

be troubling myself—not when I like your cooking so much.” 

The owner beamed, flushing, and looked to where I’d half twisted in my seat to

watch her. “Is it to your liking?” 

The  happiness  on  her  face,  the  satisfaction  that  only  a  day  of  hard  work  doing something you love could bring, hit me like a stone. 

I—I  remembered  feeling  that  way.  After  painting  from  morning  until  night. 

Once, that was all I had wanted for myself. I looked to the dishes, then back at

her, and said, “I’ve lived in the mortal realm, and lived in other courts, but I’ve

never had food like this. Food that makes me … feel awake.” 

It sounded about as stupid as it felt coming out, but I couldn’t think of another

way  to  say  it.  But  the  owner  nodded  like  she  understood  and  squeezed  my

shoulder.  “Then  I’ll  bring  you  a  special  dessert,”  she  said,  and  strode  into  her kitchen. 

I turned back to my plate, but found Rhysand’s eyes on me. His face was softer, 

more contemplative than I’d ever seen it, his mouth slightly open. 

I lifted my brows.  What? 

He gave me a cocky grin and leaned in to hear the story Mor was telling about—

I  forgot  what  she  was  talking  about  as  the  owner  emerged  with  a  metal  goblet full of dark liquid and placed it before Amren. 

Rhys’s  Second  hadn’t  touched  her  plate,  but  pushed  the  food  around  like  she

might  actually  be  trying  to  be  polite.  When  she  saw  the  goblet  laid  before  her, she flicked her brows up. “You didn’t have to do that.” 

The owner shrugged her slim shoulders. “It’s fresh and hot, and we needed the

beast for tomorrow’s roast, anyway.” 

I had a horrible feeling I knew what was inside. 

Amren  swirled  the  goblet,  the  dark  liquid  lapping  at  the  sides  like  wine,  then sipped from it. “You spiced it nicely.” Blood gleamed on her teeth. 

The  owner  bowed.  “No  one  leaves  my  place  hungry,”  she  said  before  walking

away. 

Indeed, I almost asked Mor to roll me out of the restaurant by the time we were

done and Rhys had paid the tab, despite the owner’s protests. My muscles were

barking  thanks  to  my  earlier   training  in  the  mortal  forest,  and  at  some  point during the meal, every part of me I’d used while tackling Rhys into the snow had

started to ache. 

Mor rubbed her stomach in lazy circles as we paused beside the river. “I want to

go dancing. I won’t be able to fall asleep when I’m this full. Rita’s is right up the

street.” 

Dancing.  My  body  groaned  in  protest  and  I  glanced  about  for  an  ally  to  shoot down this ridiculous idea. 

But Azriel—  Azriel said, his eyes wholly on Mor, “I’m in.” 

“Of course you are,” Cassian grumbled, frowning at him. “Don’t you have to be

off at dawn?” 

Mor’s frown now mirrored Cassian’s—as if she realized where and what he’d be

doing tomorrow. She said to Azriel, “We don’t have to—” 

“I  want  to,”  Azriel  said,  holding  her  gaze  long  enough  that  Mor  dropped  it, twisted  toward  Cassian,  and  said,  “Will  you  deign  to  join  us,  or  do  you  have plans to ogle your muscles in the mirror?” 

Cassian  snorted,  looping  his  elbow  through  hers  and  leading  her  up  the  street. 

“I’ll go—for the drinks, you ass. No dancing.” 

“Thank the Mother. You nearly shattered my foot the last time you tried.” 

It was an effort not to stare at Azriel as he watched them head up the steep street, 

arm  in  arm  and  bickering  with  every  step.  The  shadows  gathered  around  his

shoulders, like they were indeed whispering to him, shielding him, perhaps. His

broad  chest  expanded  with  a  deep  breath  that  sent  them  skittering,  and  then  he

set into an easy, graceful stroll after them. 

If Azriel was going with them, then any excuse I might make  not to—

I turned pleading eyes to Amren, but she’d vanished. 

“She’s getting more blood in the back to take home with her,” Rhys said in my

ear, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. His chuckle was warm against my neck. 

“And then she’ll be going right to her apartment to gorge herself.” 

I tried not to shudder as I faced him. “Why blood?” 

“It doesn’t seem polite to ask.” 

I frowned up at him. “Are  you going dancing?” 

He  peered  over  my  shoulder  at  his  friends,  who  had  almost  scaled  the  steep

street, some people pausing to greet them. “I’d rather walk home,” 

Rhys said at last. “It’s been a long day.” 

Mor turned back at the top of the hill, her purple clothes floating around her in

the  winter  wind,  and  raised  a  dark  gold  brow.  Rhys  shook  his  head,  and  she waved, followed by short waves from Azriel and Cassian, who’d dropped back

to talk with his brother-in-arms. 

Rhys gestured forward. “Shall we? Or are you too cold?” 

Consuming  blood  with  Amren  in  the  back  of  the  restaurant  sounded  more

appealing, but I shook my head and fell into step beside him as we walked along

the river toward the bridge. 

I drank in the city as greedily as Amren had gobbled down the spiced blood, and

I almost stumbled as I spied the glimmer of color across the water. 

The Rainbow of Velaris glowed like a fistful of jewels, as if the paint they used

on their houses came alive in the moonlight. 

“This  is  my  favorite  view  in  the  city,”  Rhys  said,  stopping  at  the  metal  railing along  the  river  walkway  and  gazing  toward  the  artists’  quarter.  “It  was  my

sister’s favorite, too. My father used to have to drag her kicking and screaming out of Velaris, she loved it so much.” 

I  fumbled  for  the  right  response  to  the  quiet  sorrow  in  those  words.  But  like  a useless fool, I merely asked, “Then why are both your houses on the other side

of  the  river?”  I  leaned  against  the  railing,  watching  the  reflections  of  the Rainbow wobble on the river surface like bright fishes struggling in the current. 

“Because I wanted a quiet street—so I could visit this clamor whenever I wished

and then have a home to retreat to.” 

“You could have just reordered the city.” 

“Why the hell would I change one thing about this place?” 

“Isn’t that what High Lords do?” My breath clouded in front of me in the brisk

night. “Whatever they please?” 

He studied my face. “There are a great many things that I wish to do, and don’t

get to.” 

I  hadn’t  realized  how  close  we  were  standing.  “So  when  you  buy  jewelry  for

Amren, is it to keep yourself in her good graces or because you’re—

together?” 

Rhys  barked  a  laugh.  “When  I  was  young  and  stupid,  I  once  invited  her  to  my bed. She laughed herself hoarse. The jewelry is just because I enjoy buying it for

a friend who works hard for me, and has my back when I need it. Staying in her

good graces is an added bonus.” 

None of it surprised me. “And you didn’t marry anyone.” 

“So  many  questions  tonight.”  I  stared  at  him  until  he  sighed.  “I’ve  had  lovers, but I never felt tempted to invite one of them to share a life with me. 

And I honestly think that if I’d asked, they all would have said no.” 

“I would have thought they’d be fighting each other to win your hand.” 

Like Ianthe. 

“Marrying  me  means  a  life  with  a  target  on  your  back—and  if  there  were

offspring, then  a  life of  knowing  they’d be  hunted  from the  moment  they were

conceived. Everyone knows what happened to my family—and my people know

that beyond our borders, we are hated.” 

I still didn’t know the full story, but I asked, “Why? Why are you hated? 

Why keep the truth of this place secret? It’s a shame no one knows about it

—what good you do here.” 

“There  was  a  time  when  the  Night  Court   was  a  Court  of  Nightmares  and  was ruled from the Hewn City. Long ago. But an ancient High Lord had a different

vision, and rather than allowing the world to see his territory vulnerable at a time

of change, he sealed the borders and staged a coup, eliminating the worst of the

courtiers and predators, building Velaris for the dreamers, establishing trade and

peace.” 

His eyes blazed, as if he could peer all the way back in time to see it. 

With those remarkable gifts of his, it wouldn’t surprise me. 

“To preserve it,” Rhys continued, “he kept it a secret, and so did his offspring, 

and their offspring. There are many spells on the city itself—laid by him, and his

Heirs, that make those who trade here unable to spill our secrets, and grant them

adept skills at lying in order to keep the origin of their goods, their ships, hidden

from  the  rest  of  the  world.  Rumor  has  it  that  ancient  High  Lord  cast  his  very life’s blood upon the stones and river to keep that spell eternal. 

“But along the way, despite his best intentions, darkness grew again—not as bad

as  it  had  once  been  …  But  bad  enough  that  there  is  a  permanent  divide  within my  court.  We  allow  the  world  to  see  the  other  half,  to  fear  them—so  that  they might never guess this place thrives here. And we allow the Court of Nightmares

to  continue,  blind  to  Velaris’s  existence,  because  we  know  that  without  them, there are some courts and kingdoms that might strike us. And invade our borders

to  discover  the  many,  many  secrets  we’ve  kept  from  the  other  High  Lords  and courts these millennia.” 
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“So truly none of the others know? In the other courts?” 

“Not  a  soul.  You  will  not  find  it  on  a  single  map,  or  mentioned  in  any  book beyond those written here. Perhaps it is our loss to be so contained and isolated, 

but  …  ”  He  gestured  to  the  city  around  us.  “My  people  do  not  seem  to  be

suffering much for it.” 

Indeed,  they  did  not.  Thanks  to  Rhys—and  his  Inner  Circle.  “Are  you  worried

about Az going to the mortal lands tomorrow?” 

He  tapped  a  finger  against  the  rail.  “Of  course  I  am.  But  Azriel  has  infiltrated places  far  more  harrowing  than  a  few  mortal  courts.  He’d  find  my  worrying

insulting.” 

“Does he mind what he does? Not the spying, I mean. What he did to the Attor

today.” 

Rhys loosed a breath. “It’s hard to tell with him—and he’d never tell me. 

I’ve  witnessed  Cassian  rip  apart  opponents  and  then  puke  his  guts  up  once  the carnage stopped, sometimes even mourn them. But Azriel … Cassian tries, I try

—but I think the only person who ever gets him to admit to any sort of feeling is

Mor.  And  that’s  only  when  she’s  pestered  him  to  the  point  where  even  his

infinite patience has run out.” 

I smiled a bit. “But he and Mor—they never … ?” 

“That’s between them—and Cassian. I’m not stupid or arrogant enough to get in

the  middle  of  it.”  Which  I  would  certainly  be  if  I  shoved  my  nose  in  their business. 

We walked in silence across the packed bridge to the other side of the river. My

muscles quivered at the steep hills between us and the town house. 

I  was  about  to  beg  Rhys  to  fly  me  home  when  I  caught  the  strands  of  music pouring from a group of performers outside a restaurant. 

My hands slackened at my sides. A reduced version of the symphony I’d heard

in  a  chill  dungeon,  when  I  had  been  so  lost  to  terror  and  despair  that  I  had

hallucinated—hallucinated  as  this  music  poured  into  my  cell  …  and  kept  me from shattering. 

And  once  more,  the  beauty  of  it  hit  me,  the  layering  and  swaying,  the  joy  and peace. 

They  had  never  played  a  piece  like  it  Under  the  Mountain—never  this  sort  of music. And I’d never heard music in my cell save for that one time. 

“You,”  I  breathed,  not  taking  my  eyes  from  the  musicians  playing  so  skillfully that even the diners had set down their forks in the cafés nearby. 

“You sent that music into my cell. Why?” 

Rhysand’s voice was hoarse. “Because you were breaking. And I couldn’t find

another way to save you.” 

The music swelled and built. I’d seen a palace in the sky when I’d hallucinated

—a place between sunset and dawn … a house of moonstone pillars. “I saw the

Night Court.” 

He glanced sidelong at me. “I didn’t send those images to you.” 

I didn’t care. “Thank you. For everything—for what you did. Then …

and now.” 

“Even after the Weaver? After this morning with my trap for the Attor?” 

My nostrils flared. “You ruin everything.” 

Rhys grinned, and I didn’t notice if people were staring as he slid an arm under

my legs, and shot us both into the sky. 

I could learn to love it, I realized. The flying. 

I was reading in bed, listening to the merry chatter of the toasty birch fire across

the room, when I turned the page of my book and a piece of paper fell out. 

I took one look at the cream stationery and the handwriting and sat up straight. 

On it, Rhysand had written, 

 I might be a shameless flirt, but at least I don’t have a horrible temper. 

 You should come tend to my wounds from our squabble in the snow. I’m  bruised all over thanks to you. 

Something  clicked  against  the  nightstand,  and  a  pen  rolled  across  the  polished mahogany.  Hissing,  I  snatched  it  up  and  scribbled:   Go  lick  your  wounds  and leave me be. 

The paper vanished. 

It  was  gone  for  a  while—far  longer  than  it  should  have  taken  to  write  the  few words that appeared on the paper when it returned. 

 I’d much rather you licked my wounds for me. 

My heart pounded, faster and faster, and a strange sort of rush went through my

veins as I read the sentence again and again. A challenge. 

I clamped my lips shut to keep from smiling as I wrote,  Lick you where, exactly? 

The paper vanished before I’d even completed the final mark. 

His reply was a long time coming. Then, 

 Wherever you want to lick me, Feyre. 

 I’d like to start with “Everywhere,” but I can choose, if necessary. 

I wrote back, 

 Let’s hope my licking is better than yours. I remember how horrible you  were at it Under the Mountain. 

Lie. He’d licked away my tears when I’d been a moment away from shattering. 

He’d  done  it  to  keep  me  distracted—keep  me  angry.  Because  anger  was  better

than feeling nothing; because anger and hatred were the long-lasting fuel in the

endless  dark  of  my  despair.  The  same  way  that  music  had  kept  me  from
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breaking. 

Lucien had come to patch me up a few times, but no one risked quite so much in

keeping  me  not  only  alive,  but  as  mentally  intact  as  I  could  be  considering  the circumstances.  Just  as  he’d  been  doing  these  past  few  weeks—taunting  and

teasing me to keep the hollowness at bay. Just as he was doing now. 

 I was under duress,  his next note read.  If you want,  I’d be more than   happy to prove you wrong. I’ve been told I’m very, very good at licking. 

I clenched my knees together and wrote back,  Good night. 

A  heartbeat  later,  his  note  said,  Try  not  to  moan  too  loudly  when  you   dream about me. I need my beauty rest. 

I got up, chucked the letter in the burbling fire, and gave it a vulgar gesture. 

I could have sworn laughter rumbled down the hall. 

I didn’t dream about Rhys. 

I  dreamed  about  the  Attor,  its  claws  on  me,  gripping  me  as  I  was  punched.  I dreamed about its hissing laughter and foul stench. 

But I slept through the night. And did not wake once. 
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Cassian might have been cocky grins and vulgarity most of the time, but in the

sparring  ring  in  a  rock-carved  courtyard  atop  the  House  of  Wind  the  next

afternoon, he was a stone-cold killer. 

And when those lethal instincts were turned on me …

Beneath the fighting leathers, even with the brisk temperature, my skin was slick

with sweat. Each breath ravaged my throat, and my arms trembled so badly that

any  time  I  so  much  as  tried  to  use  my  fingers,  my  pinkie  would  start  shaking

uncontrollably. 

I  was  watching  it  wobble  of  its  own  accord  when  Cassian  closed  the  gap

between  us,  gripped  my  hand,  and  said,  “This  is  because  you’re  hitting  on  the wrong knuckles. Top two—pointer and middle finger—that’s where the punches

should connect. Hitting here,” he said, tapping a callused finger on the already-

bruised bit of skin in the vee between my pinkie and ring finger, 

“will  do  more  damage  to  you  than  to  your  opponent.  You’re  lucky  the  Attor

didn’t want to get into a fistfight.” 

We’d been going at it for an hour now, walking through the basic steps of hand-

to-hand  combat.  And  it  turned  out  that  I  might  have  been  good  at  hunting,  at archery,  but  using  my  left  side?  Pathetic.  I  was  as  uncoordinated  as  a  newborn fawn attempting to walk. Punching  and stepping with the left side of my body at

once had been nearly impossible, and I’d stumbled into Cassian more often than

I’d hit him. The right punches—those were easy. 

“Get a drink,” he said. “Then we’re working on your core. No point in learning

to punch if you can’t even hold your stance.” 

I frowned toward the sound of clashing blades in the open sparring ring across

from us. 

Azriel,  surprisingly,  had  returned  from  the  mortal  realm  by  lunch.  Mor  had

intercepted  him  first,  but  I’d  gotten  a  secondhand  report  from  Rhys  that  he’d found some sort of barrier around the queens’ palace, and had needed to return

to assess what might be done about it. 

Assess—and brood, it seemed, since Azriel had barely managed a polite hello to

me before launching into sparring with Rhysand, his face grim and tight. They’d

been at it now for an hour straight, their slender blades like flashes of quicksilver

as they moved around and around. I wondered if it was as much for practice as it

was for Rhys to help his spymaster work off his frustration. 

At  some  point  since  I’d  last  looked,  despite  the  sunny  winter  day,  they’d

removed their leather jackets and shirts. 

Their  tan,  muscled  arms  were  both  covered  in  the  same  manner  of  tattoos  that adorned  my  own  hand  and  forearm,  the  ink  flowing  across  their  shoulders  and

over  their  sculpted  pectoral  muscles.  Between  their  wings,  a  line  of  them  ran down the column of their spine, right beneath where they typically strapped their

blades. 

“We get the tattoos when we’re initiated as Illyrian warriors—for luck and glory

on  the  battlefield,”  Cassian  said,  following  my  stare.  I  doubted  Cassian  was

drinking  in  the  rest  of  the  image,  though:  the  stomach  muscles  gleaming  with sweat  in  the  bright  sun,  the  bunching  of  their  powerful  thighs,  the  rippling strength in their backs, surrounding those mighty, beautiful wings. 

 Death on swift wings. 

The title came out of nowhere, and for a moment, I saw the painting I’d create:

the darkness of those wings, faintly illuminated with lines of red and gold by the

radiant winter sun, the glare off their blades, the harshness of the tattoos against

the beauty of their faces—

I blinked, and the image was gone, like a cloud of hot breath on a cold night. 

Cassian  jerked  his  chin  toward  his  brothers.  “Rhys  is  out  of  shape  and  won’t admit it, but Azriel is too polite to beat him into the dirt.” 

Rhys looked anything but out of shape. Cauldron boil me, what the hell did they

 eat to look like that? 

My  knees  wobbled  a  bit  as  I  strode  to  the  stool  where  Cassian  had  brought  a pitcher of water and two glasses. I poured one for myself, my

pinkie trembling uncontrollably again. 

My  tattoo,  I  realized,  had  been  made  with  Illyrian  markings.  Perhaps  Rhys’s

own way of wishing me luck and glory while facing Amarantha. 

Luck and glory. I wouldn’t mind a little of either of those things these days. 

Cassian filled a glass for himself and clinked it against mine, so at odds from the

brutal  taskmaster  who,  moments  ago,  had  me  walking  through  punches,  hitting

his sparring pads, and trying not to crumple on the ground to beg for death. So at

odds from the male who had gone head to head with my sister, unable to resist

matching himself against Nesta’s spirit of steel and flame. 

“So,” Cassian said, gulping down the water. Behind us, Rhys and Azriel clashed, separated, and clashed again. “When are you going to talk about how you wrote

a letter to Tamlin, telling him you’ve left for good?” 

The question hit me so viciously that I sniped, “How about when you talk about

how you tease and taunt Mor to hide whatever it is you feel for her?” 

Because I had no doubt that he was well aware of the role he played in their little

tangled web. 

The beat of crunching steps and clashing blades behind us stumbled—

then resumed. 

Cassian let out a startled, rough laugh. “Old news.” 

“I have a feeling that’s what she probably says about you.” 

“Get  back  in  the  ring,”  Cassian  said,  setting  down  his  empty  glass.  “No  core exercises. Just fists. You want to mouth off, then back it up.” 

But the question he’d asked swarmed in my skull.  You’ve left for good;    you’ve left for good; you’ve left for good. 

I had—I’d meant it. But without knowing what he thought, if he’d even care that

much … No, I knew he’d care. He’d probably trashed the manor in his rage. 

If my mere mention of him suffocating me had caused him to destroy his study, 

then this … I had been frightened by those fits of pure rage, cowed by them. And

it had been love—I had loved him so deeply, so greatly, but

…

“Rhys told you?” I said. 

Cassian had the wisdom to look a bit nervous at the expression on my face. “He

informed Azriel, who is … monitoring things and needs to know. 

Az told me.” 

“I assume it was while you were out drinking and dancing.” I drained the last of

my water and walked back into the ring. 

“Hey,”  Cassian  said,  catching  my  arm.  His  hazel  eyes  were  more  green  than

brown today. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit a nerve. Az only told me because I

told him  I needed to know for my own forces; to know what to expect. None of

us  …  we  don’t  think  it’s  a  joke.  What  you  did  was  a  hard  call.  A  really  damn hard call. It was just my shitty way of trying to see if you needed to talk about it. 

I’m sorry,” he repeated, letting go. 

The stumbling words, the earnestness in his eyes … I nodded as I resumed my

place. “All right.” 

Though Rhysand kept at it with Azriel, I could have sworn his eyes were on me

—had been on me from the moment Cassian had asked me that question. 

Cassian shoved his hands into the sparring pads and held them up. 

“Thirty one-two punches; then forty; then fifty.” I winced at him over his gloves

as  I  wrapped  my  hands.  “You  didn’t  answer  my  question,”  he  said  with  a

tentative smile—one I doubted his soldiers or Illyrian brethren ever saw. 

It had been love, and I’d meant it—the happiness, the lust, the peace …

I’d felt all of those things. Once. 

I positioned my legs at twelve and five and lifted my hands up toward my face. 

But maybe those things had blinded me, too. 

Maybe  they’d  been  a  blanket  over  my  eyes  about  the  temper.  The  need  for

control, the need to protect that ran so deep he’d locked me up. Like a prisoner. 

“I’m  fine,”  I  said,  stepping  and  jabbing  with  my  left  side.  Fluid—smooth  like silk, as if my immortal body at last aligned. 

My fist slammed into Cassian’s sparring pad, snatching back as fast as a snake’s

bite as I struck with my right, shoulder and foot twisting. 

“One,” Cassian counted. Again, I struck, one-two. “Two. And fine is good—fine

is great.” 

Again, again, again. 

We both knew “fine” was a lie. 

I had done everything—  everything for that love. I had ripped myself to shreds, I had  killed  innocents  and  debased  myself,  and  he  had   sat  beside  Amarantha  on that throne. And he couldn’t do anything, hadn’t risked it—

hadn’t risked being caught until there was one night left, and all he’d wanted to

do wasn’t free me, but fuck me, and—

Again, again, again. One-two; one-two; one-two—

And  when  Amarantha  had  broken  me,  when  she  had  snapped  my  bones  and

made my blood boil in its veins, he’d just knelt and begged her. He hadn’t tried

to  kill  her,  hadn’t  crawled  for  me.  Yes,  he’d  fought  for  me—but  I’d  fought

harder for him. 

Again, again, again, each pound of my fists on the sparring pads a question and

an answer. 

And he had the nerve once his powers were back to shove me into a cage. 

The   nerve to say I was no longer useful; I was to be cloistered for  his peace of mind.  He’d  given  me  everything  I  needed  to  become  myself,  to  feel  safe,  and when he got what he wanted—when he got his power back, his lands back … he

stopped trying. He was still good, still Tamlin, but he was just

… wrong. 

And then I was sobbing through my clenched teeth, the tears washing away that

infected wound, and I didn’t care that Cassian was there, or Rhys or Azriel. 

The clashing steel stopped. 

And then my fists connected with bare skin, and I realized I’d punched through

the sparring pads—no,  burned through them, and—

And I stopped, too. 

The wrappings around my hands were now mere smudges of soot. 

Cassian’s  upraised  palms  remained  before  me—ready  to  take  the  blow,  if  I

needed to make it. “I’m all right,” he said quietly. Gently. 

And maybe I was exhausted and broken, but I breathed, “I killed them.” 

I hadn’t said the words aloud since it had happened. 

Cassian’s  lips  tightened.  “I  know.”  Not  condemnation,  not  praise.  But  grim

understanding. 

My hands slackened as another shuddering sob worked its way through me. “It

should have been me.” 

And there it was. 

Standing  there  under  the  cloudless  sky,  the  winter  sun  beating  on  my  head, 

nothing around me save for rock, no shadows in which to hide, nothing to cling

to … There it was. 

Then  darkness  swept  in,  soothing,  gentle  darkness—no,  shade—and  a  sweat-

slick male body halted before me. Gentle fingers lifted my chin until I looked up

… at Rhysand’s face. 

His  wings  had  wrapped  around  us,  cocooned  us,  the  sunlight  casting  the

membrane  in  gold  and  red.  Beyond  us,  outside,  in  another  world,  maybe,  the

sounds of steel on steel—Cassian and Azriel sparring—began. 

“You will feel that way every day for the rest of your life,” Rhysand said. 

This  close,  I  could  smell  the  sweat  on  him,  the  sea-and-citrus  scent  beneath  it. 

His eyes were soft. I tried to look away, but he held my chin firm. “And I know

this  because  I  have  felt  that  way  every  day  since  my  mother  and  sister  were slaughtered and I had to bury them myself, and even retribution didn’t fix it.” He

wiped  away  the  tears  on  one  cheek,  then  another.  “You  can  either  let  it  wreck you, let it get you killed like it nearly did with the Weaver, or you can learn to

live with it.” 

For a long moment, I just stared at the open, calm face—maybe his true face, the

one  beneath  all  the  masks  he  wore  to  keep  his  people  safe.  “I’m  sorry—about your family,” I rasped. 

“I’m  sorry  I  didn’t  find  a  way  to  spare  you  from  what  happened  Under  the

Mountain,”  Rhys  said  with  equal  quiet.  “From  dying.  From   wanting  to  die.”  I began to shake my head, but he said, “I have two kinds of nightmares: the ones

where I’m again Amarantha’s whore or my friends are

… And the ones where I hear your neck snap and see the light leave your eyes.” 

I had no answer to that—to the tenor in his rich, deep voice. So I examined the

tattoos on his chest and arms, the glow of his tan skin, so golden now that he was

no longer caged inside that mountain. 

I stopped my perusal when I got to the vee of muscles that flowed beneath the

waist  of  his  leather  pants.  Instead,  I  flexed  my  hand  in  front  of  me,  my  skin warm from the heat that had burned through those pads. 

“Ah,”  he  said,  wings  sweeping  back  as  he  folded  them  gracefully  behind  him. 

“That.” 

I squinted at the flood of sunlight. “Autumn Court, right?” 

He took my hand, examining it, the skin already bruised from sparring. 

“Right. A gift from its High Lord, Beron.” 

Lucien’s father. Lucien—I wondered what he made of all this. If he missed me. 

If Ianthe continued to … prey on him. 

Still  sparring,  Cassian  and  Azriel  were  trying  their  best  not  to  look  like  they were eavesdropping. 

“I’m not well versed in the complexities of the other High Lords’

elemental gifts,” Rhys said, “but we can figure it out—day by day, if need be.” 

“If you’re the most powerful High Lord in history … does that mean the drop I

got from you holds more sway over the others?” Why I’d been able to break into

his head that one time? 

“Give it a try.” He jerked his chin toward me. “See if you can summon darkness. 

I won’t ask you to try to winnow,” he added with a grin. 

“I don’t know how I did it to begin with.” 

“Will it into being.” 

I gave him a flat stare. 

He shrugged. “Try thinking of me—how good-looking I am. How talented—” 

“How arrogant.” 

“That, too.” He crossed his arms over his bare chest, the movement making the

muscles in his stomach flicker. 

“Put a shirt on while you’re at it,” I quipped. 

A feline smile. “Does it make you uncomfortable?” 

“I’m  surprised  there  aren’t  more  mirrors  in  this  house,  since  you  seem  to  love looking at yourself so much.” 

Azriel  launched  into  a  coughing  fit.  Cassian  just  turned  away,  a  hand  clamped over his mouth. 

Rhys’s lips twitched. “There’s the Feyre I adore.” 

I scowled, but closed my eyes and tried to look inward—toward any dark corner

of myself I could find. There were too many. 

Far too many. 

And right now—right now they each contained that letter I’d written yesterday. 

A good-bye. 

For my own sanity, my  own safety …

“There are different kinds of darkness,” Rhys said. I kept my eyes shut. 

“There is the darkness that frightens, the darkness that soothes, the darkness that is restful.” I pictured each. “There is the darkness of lovers, and the darkness of

assassins.  It  becomes  what  the  bearer  wishes  it  to  be,  needs  it  to  be.  It  is  not wholly bad or good.” 

I only saw the darkness of that dungeon cell; the darkness of the Bone Carver’s

lair. 

Cassian  swore,  but  Azriel  murmured  a  soft  challenge  that  had  their  blades

striking again. 

“Open your eyes.” I did. 

And  found  darkness  all  around  me.  Not  from  me—but  from  Rhys.  As  if  the

sparring ring had been wiped away, as if the world had yet to begin. 

Quiet. 

Soft. 

Peaceful. 

Lights  began  twinkling—little  stars,  blooming  irises  of  blue  and  purple  and

white.  I  reached  out  a  hand  toward  one,  and  starlight  danced  on  my  fingertips. 

Far away, in another world perhaps, Azriel and Cassian sparred in the dark, no

doubt using it as a training exercise. 

I shifted the star between my fingers like a coin on the hand of a magician. Here

in the soothing, sparkling dark, a steady breath filled my lungs. 

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done such a thing. Breathed easily. 

Then the darkness splintered and vanished, swifter than smoke on a wind. 

I found myself blinking back the blinding sun, arm still out, Rhysand still before

me. 

Still without a shirt. 

He said, “We can work on it later. For now.” He sniffed. “Go take a bath.” 

I  gave  him  a  particularly  vulgar  gesture—and  asked  Cassian  to  fly  me  home instead. 
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“Don’t dance so much on your toes,” Cassian said to me four days later, as we

spent the unusually warm afternoon in the sparring ring. “Feet planted, daggers

up. Eyes on mine. If you were on a battlefield, you would have been dead with

that maneuver.” 

Amren  snorted,  picking  at  her  nails  while  she  lounged  in  a  chaise.  “She  heard you the first ten times you said it, Cassian.” 

“Keep talking, Amren, and I’ll drag you into the ring and see how much practice

you’ve actually been doing.” 

Amren just continued cleaning her nails—with a tiny bone, I realized. 

“Touch me, Cassian, and I’ll remove your favorite part. Small as it might be.” 

He  let  out  a  low  chuckle.  Standing  between  them  in  the  sparring  ring  atop  the House of Wind, a dagger in each hand, sweat sliding down my body, I wondered

if I should find a way to slip out. Perhaps winnow—though I hadn’t been able to

do it again since that morning in the mortal realm, despite my quiet efforts in the

privacy of my own bedroom. 

Four days of this—training with him, working with Rhys afterward on trying to

summon  flame  or  darkness.  Unsurprisingly,  I  made  more  progress  with  the

former. 

Word  had  not  yet  arrived  from  the  Summer  Court.  Or  from  the  Spring  Court, 

regarding my letter. I hadn’t decided if that was a good thing. Azriel continued

his  attempt  to  infiltrate  the  human  queens’  courts,  his  network  of  spies  now seeking a foothold to get inside. That he hadn’t managed to do so yet had made

him quieter than usual—colder. 

Amren’s silver eyes flicked up from her nails. “Good. You can play with her.” 

“Play with who?” said Mor, stepping from the stairwell shadows. 

Cassian’s  nostrils  flared.  “Where’d  you  go  the  other  night?”  he  asked  Mor

without so much as a nod of greeting. “I didn’t see you leave Rita’s.” 

Their usual dance hall for drinking and revelry. 

They’d dragged me out two nights ago—and I’d spent most of the time sitting in

their  booth,  nursing  my  wine,  talking  over  the  music  with  Azriel,  who  had

arrived  content  to  brood,  but  reluctantly  joined  me  in  observing  Rhys  holding court at the bar. Females and males watched Rhysand throughout the hall—and

the shadowsinger and I made a game of betting on who, exactly, would work up

the nerve to invite the High Lord home. 

Unsurprisingly, Az won every round. But at least he was smiling by the end of

the  night—to  Mor’s  delight  when  she’d  stumbled  back  to  our  table  to  chug

another drink before prancing onto the dance floor again. 

Rhys  didn’t  accept  any  offers  that  came  his  way,  no  matter  how  beautiful  they were,  no  matter  how  they  smiled  and  laughed.  And  his  refusals  were  polite—

firm, but polite. 

Had he been with anyone since Amarantha? Did he   want another person in his

bed  after  Amarantha?  Even  the  wine  hadn’t  given  me  the  nerve  to  ask  Azriel

about it. 

Mor,  it  seemed,  went  to  Rita’s  more  than  anyone  else—practically  lived  there, actually.  She  shrugged  at  Cassian’s  demand  and  another  chaise  like  Amren’s

appeared. “I just went … out,” she said, plopping down. 

“With whom?” Cassian pushed. 

“Last  I  was  aware,”  Mor  said,  leaning  back  in  the  chair,  “I  didn’t  take  orders from  you,  Cassian.  Or  report  to  you.  So  where  I  was,  and  who  I  was  with,  is none of your damn concern.” 

“You didn’t tell Azriel, either.” 

I paused, weighing those words, Cassian’s stiff shoulders. Yes, there was some

tension between him and Mor that resulted in that bickering, but …

perhaps …  perhaps  Cassian  accepted  the  role  of  buffer  not  to  keep  them  apart, but to keep the shadowsinger from hurt. From being  old news, as I’d called him. 

Cassian finally remembered I’d been standing in front of him, noted the look of

understanding on my face, and gave me a warning one in return. 

Fair enough. 

I shrugged and took a moment to set down the daggers and catch my breath. For

a heartbeat, I wished Nesta were there, if only to see  them go head to head. We

hadn’t heard from my sisters—or the mortal queens. I wondered when we’d send

another letter or try another route. 

“Why,  exactly,”  Cassian  said  to  Amren  and  Mor,  not  even  bothering  to  try  to sound pleasant, “are you two  ladies here?” 

Mor closed her eyes as she tipped back her head, sunning her golden face with

the same irreverence that Cassian perhaps sought to shield Azriel from

—and Mor herself perhaps tried to shield Azriel from as well. “Rhys is coming

in a few moments to give us some news, apparently. Didn’t Amren tell you?” 

“I  forgot,”  Amren  said,  still  picking  at  her  nails.  “I  was  having  too  much  fun watching  Feyre  evade  Cassian’s  tried-and-true  techniques  to  get  people  to  do

what he wants.” 

Cassian’s brows rose. “You’ve been here for an  hour.” 

“Oops,” Amren said. 

Cassian threw up his hands. “Get off your ass and give me twenty lunges

—” 

A vicious, unearthly snarl cut him off. 

But  Rhys  strolled  out  of  the  stairwell,  and  I  couldn’t  decide  if  I  should  be relieved or disappointed that Cassian versus Amren was put to a sudden stop. 

He  was  in  his  fine  clothes,  not  fighting  leathers,  his  wings  nowhere  in  sight. 

Rhys looked at them, at me, the daggers I’d left in the dirt, and then said, “Sorry to interrupt while things were getting interesting.” 

“Fortunately for Cassian’s balls,” Amren said, nestling back in her chaise, “you

arrived at the right time.” 

Cassian snarled halfheartedly at her. 

Rhys  laughed,  and  said  to  none  of  us  in  particular,  “Ready  to  go  on  a  summer holiday?” 

Mor said, “The Summer Court invited you?” 

“Of course they did. Feyre, Amren, and I are going tomorrow.” 

Only  the  three  of  us?  Cassian  seemed  to  have  the  same  thought,  his  wings

rustling as he crossed his arms and faced Rhys. “The Summer Court

is full of hotheaded fools and arrogant pricks,” he warned. “I should join you.” 

“You’d fit right in,” Amren crooned. “Too bad you still aren’t going.” 

Cassian pointed a finger at her. “Watch it, Amren.” 

She bared her teeth in a wicked smile. “Believe me, I’d prefer not to go, either.” 

I clamped my lips shut to keep from smiling or grimacing, I didn’t know. 

Rhys  rubbed  his  temples.  “Cassian,  considering  the  fact  that  the  last  time  you visited, it didn’t end well—” 

“I wrecked  one building—” 

“And,” Rhys cut him off. “Considering the fact that they are utterly terrified of sweet Amren,  she is the wiser choice.” 

I didn’t know if there was anyone alive who  wasn’t utterly terrified of her. 

“It could easily be a trap,” Cassian pushed. “Who’s to say the delay in replying

wasn’t because they’re contacting our enemies to ambush you?” 

“That is  also why Amren is coming,” Rhys said simply. 

Amren was frowning—bored and annoyed. 

Rhys said too casually, “There is also a great deal of treasure to be found in the

Summer  Court.  If  the  Book  is  hidden,  Amren,  you  might  find  other  objects  to your liking.” 

“Shit,”  Cassian  said,  throwing  up  his  hands  again.  “Really,  Rhys?  It’s  bad

enough we’re stealing from them, but robbing them blind—” 

“Rhysand   does  have  a  point,”  Amren  said.  “Their  High  Lord  is  young  and untested. I doubt he’s had much time to catalog his inherited hoard since he was

appointed  Under  the  Mountain.  I  doubt  he’ll  know  anything  is  missing.  Very

well, Rhysand—I’m in.” 

No better than a firedrake guarding its trove indeed. Mor gave me a secret, subtle

look that conveyed the same thing, and I swallowed a chuckle. 

Cassian started to object again, but Rhys said quietly, “I will need you—

not  Amren—in  the  human  realm.  The  Summer  Court  has  banned  you  for

eternity, and though your presence would be a good distraction while Feyre does

what she has to, it could lead to more trouble than it’s worth.” 

I stiffened. What I had to do—meaning track down that Book of Breathings and

steal it. Feyre Cursebreaker … and thief. 

“Just cool your heels, Cassian,” Amren said, eyes a bit glazed—as she no doubt

imagined  the  treasure  she  might  steal  from  the  Summer  Court.  “We’ll  be  fine

without your swaggering and growling at everyone. Their High Lord owes Rhys

a favor for saving his life Under the Mountain—and keeping his secrets.” 

Cassian’s wings twitched, but Mor chimed in, “And the High Lord also probably

wants to figure out where we stand in regard to any upcoming conflict.” 

Cassian’s wings settled again. He jerked his chin at me. “Feyre, though. 

It’s  one  thing  to  have  her  here—even  when  everyone  knows  it.  It’s  another  to bring her to a different court, and introduce her as a member of our own.” 

The message it’d send to Tamlin. If my letter wasn’t enough. 

But  Rhys  was  done.  He  inclined  his  head  to  Amren  and  strolled  for  the  open archway.  Cassian  lurched  a  step,  but  Mor  lifted  a  hand.  “Leave  it,”  she

murmured. Cassian glared, but obeyed. 

I took that as a chance to follow after Rhys, the warm darkness inside the House

of  Wind  blinding  me.  My  Fae  eyes  adjusted  swiftly,  but  for  the  first  few  steps down the narrow hallway, I trailed after Rhys on memory alone. 

“Any  more  traps  I  should  know  about  before  we  go  tomorrow?”  I  said  to  his

back. 

Rhys  looked  over  a  shoulder,  pausing  atop  the  stair  landing.  “Here  I  was, 

thinking your notes the other night indicated you’d forgiven me.” 

I took in that half grin, the chest I might have suggested I’d lick and had avoided

looking  at  for  the  past  four  days,  and  halted  a  healthy  distance  away.  “One would  think  a  High  Lord  would  have  more  important  things  to  do  than  pass

notes back and forth at night.” 

“I do have more important things to do,” he purred. “But I find myself unable to

resist  the  temptation.  The  same  way  you  can’t  resist  watching  me  whenever

we’re out. So territorial.” 

My  mouth  went  a  bit  dry.  But—flirting  with  him,  fighting  with  him  …  It  was easy. Fun. 

Maybe I deserved both of those things. 

So I closed the distance between us, smoothly stepped past him, and said, 

“You haven’t been able to keep away from me since Calanmai, it seems.” 

Something  rippled  in  his  eyes  that  I  couldn’t  place,  but  he  flicked  my  nose—

hard enough that I hissed and batted his hand away. 

“I  can’t  wait  to  see  what  that  sharp  tongue  of  yours  can  do  at  the  Summer Court,” he said, gaze fixed on my mouth, and vanished into shadow. 
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In  the  end,  only  Amren  and  I  joined  Rhys,  Cassian  having  failed  to  sway  his High Lord, Azriel still off overseeing his network of spies and investigating the

human  realm,  and  Mor  tasked  with  guarding  Velaris.  Rhys  would  winnow  us

directly into Adriata, the castle-city of the Summer Court—and there we would

stay,  for  however  long  it  took  me  to  detect  and  then  steal  the  first  half  of  the Book. 

As Rhys’s newest pet, I would be granted tours of the city and the High Lord’s

personal  residence.  If  we  were  lucky,  none  of  them  would  realize  that  Rhys’s lapdog was actually a bloodhound. 

And it was a very, very good disguise. 

Rhys  and  Amren  stood  in  the  town  house  foyer  the  next  day,  the  rich  morning sunlight  streaming  through  the  windows  and  pooling  on  the  ornate  carpet. 

Amren  wore  her  usual  shades  of  gray—her  loose  pants  cut  to  just  beneath  her navel,  the  billowing  top  cropped  to  show  the  barest  slice  of  skin  along  her midriff. Alluring as a calm sea under a cloudy sky. 

Rhys was in head-to-toe black accented with silver thread—no wings. 

The cool, cultured male I’d first met. His favorite mask. 

For my own, I’d selected a flowing lilac dress, its skirts floating on a phantom

wind beneath the silver-and-pearl-crusted belt at my waist. 

Matching night-blooming silver flowers had been embroidered to climb from the

hem to brush my thighs, and a few more twined down the folds at my shoulders. 

The perfect gown to combat the warmth of the Summer Court. 

It swished and sighed as I descended the last two stairs into the foyer. 

Rhys surveyed me with a long, unreadable sweep from my silver-slippered

feet to my half-up hair. Nuala had curled the strands that had been left down

—soft, supple curls that brought out the gold in my hair. 

Rhys simply said, “Good. Let’s go.” 

My mouth popped open, but Amren explained with a broad, feline smile, 

“He’s pissy this morning.” 

“Why?” I asked, watching Amren take Rhys’s hand, her delicate fingers dwarfed

by his. He held out the other to me. 

“Because,”  Rhys  answered  for  her,  “I  stayed  out  late  with  Cassian  and  Azriel, and they took me for all I was worth in cards.” 

“Sore loser?” I gripped his hand. His calluses scraped against my own—

the only reminder of the trained warrior beneath the clothes and veneer. 

“I  am  when  my  brothers  tag-team  me,”  he  grumbled.  He  offered  no  warning

before we vanished on a midnight wind, and then—

Then I was squinting at the glaring sun off a turquoise sea, just as I was trying to

reorder my body around the dry, suffocating heat, even with the cooling breeze

off the water. 

I blinked a few times—and that was as much reaction as I let myself show as I

yanked my hand from Rhys’s grip. 

We  seemed  to  be  standing  on  a  landing  platform  at  the  base  of  a  tan  stone palace, the building itself perched atop a mountain-island in the heart of a half-moon bay. The city spread around and below us, toward that sparkling sea—the

buildings all from that stone, or glimmering white material that might have been

coral  or  pearl.  Gulls  flapped  over  the  many  turrets  and  spires,  no  clouds  above them,  nothing  on  the  breeze  with  them  but  salty  air  and  the  clatter  of  the  city below. 

Various bridges connected the bustling island to the larger landmass that circled

it  on  three  sides,  one  of  them  currently  raising  itself  so  a  many-masted  ship could  cruise  through.  Indeed,  there  were  more  ships  than  I  could  count—some

merchant vessels, some fishing ones, and some, it seemed, ferrying people from

the island-city to the mainland, whose sloping shores were crammed full of more buildings, more people. 

More  people  like  the  half  dozen  before  us,  framed  by  a  pair  of  sea  glass  doors that  opened  into  the  palace  itself.  On  our  little  balcony,  there  was  no  option  to escape—no path out but winnowing away … or going through those doors. Or, I

supposed,  the  plunge  awaiting  us  to  the  red  roofs  of  the  fine  houses  a  hundred feet below. 

“Welcome to Adriata,” said the tall male in the center of the group. 

And I knew him—remembered him. 

Not  from  memory.  I’d  already  remembered  that  the  handsome  High  Lord  of

Summer  had  rich  brown  skin,  white  hair,  and  eyes  of  crushing,  turquoise  blue. 

I’d  already  remembered  he’d  been  forced  to  watch  as  his  courtier’s  mind  was

invaded and then his life snuffed out by Rhysand. As Rhysand lied to Amarantha

about  what  he’d  learned,  and  spared  the  male  from  a  fate  perhaps  worth  than death. 

No—I  now  remembered  the  High  Lord  of  Summer  in  a  way  I  couldn’t  quite

explain, like some fragment of me knew it had come from him, from here. Like

some  piece  of  me  said,  I  remember,  I  remember,  I  remember.  We   are  one  and the same, you and I. 

Rhys merely drawled, “Good to see you again, Tarquin.” 

The  five  other  people  behind  the  High  Lord  of  Summer  swapped  frowns  of

varying severity. Like their lord, their skin was dark, their hair in shades of white

or silver, as if they had lived under the bright sun their entire lives. 

Their eyes, however, were of every color. And they now shifted between me and

Amren. 

Rhys slid one hand into a pocket and gestured with the other to Amren. 

“Amren, I think you know. Though you haven’t met her since your …

promotion.” Cool, calculating grace, edged with steel. 

Tarquin gave Amren the briefest of nods. “Welcome back to the city, lady.” 

Amren didn’t nod, or bow, or so much as curtsy. She looked over Tarquin, tall

and muscled, his clothes of sea-green and blue and gold, and said, “At least you

are far more handsome than your cousin. He was an eyesore.” A female behind

Tarquin  outright  glared.  Amren’s  red  lips  stretched  wide.  “Condolences,  of

course,” she added with as much sincerity as a snake. 

Wicked, cruel—that’s what Amren and Rhys were … what  I was to be to these

people. 

Rhys  gestured  to  me.  “I  don’t  believe  you  two  were  ever  formally  introduced

Under the Mountain. Tarquin, Feyre. Feyre, Tarquin.” No titles here—either to

unnerve them or because Rhys found them a waste of breath. 

Tarquin’s eyes—such stunning, crystal blue—fixed on me. 

 I remember you, I remember you, I remember you. 

The High Lord did not smile. 

I kept my face neutral, vaguely bored. 

His gaze drifted to my chest, the bare skin revealed by the sweeping vee of my

gown, as if he could see where that spark of life, his power, had gone. 

Rhys followed that gaze. “Her breasts  are rather spectacular, aren’t they? 

Delicious as ripe apples.” 

I fought the urge to scowl, and instead slid my attention to him, as indolently as

he’d looked at me, at the others. “Here I was, thinking you had a fascination with

my mouth.” 

Delighted surprise lit Rhys’s eyes, there and gone in a heartbeat. 

We both looked back to our hosts, still stone-faced and stiff-backed. 

Tarquin  seemed  to  weigh  the  air  between  my  companions  and  me,  then  said

carefully, “You have a tale to tell, it seems.” 

“We have many tales to tell,” Rhys said, jerking his chin toward the glass doors behind them. “So why not get comfortable?” 

The  female  a  half-step  behind  Tarquin  inched  closer.  “We  have  refreshments

prepared.” 

Tarquin seemed to remember her and put a hand on her slim shoulder. 

“Cresseida—Princess of Adriata.” 

The  ruler  of  his  capital—or  wife?  There  was  no  ring  on  either  of  their  fingers, and I didn’t recognize her from Under the Mountain. Her long, silver hair blew

across  her  pretty  face  in  the  briny  breeze,  and  I  didn’t  mistake  the  light  in  her brown eyes for anything but razor-sharp cunning. 

“A pleasure,” she murmured huskily to me. “And an honor.” 

My breakfast turned to lead in my gut, but I didn’t let her see what the groveling

did to me; let her realize it was ammunition. Instead I gave her my best imitation

of Rhysand’s shrug. “The honor’s mine, princess.” 

The  others  were  hastily  introduced:  three  advisers  who  oversaw  the  city,  the

court,  and  the  trade.  And  then  a  broad-shouldered,  handsome  male  named

Varian,  Cresseida’s  younger  brother,  captain  of  Tarquin’s  guard,  and  Prince  of Adriata.  His  attention  was  fixed  wholly  on  Amren—as  if  he  knew  where  the

biggest threat lay. And would be happy to kill her, if given the chance. 

In the brief time I’d known her, Amren had never looked more delighted. 

We were led into a palace crafted of shell-flecked walkways and walls, countless

windows looking out to the bay and mainland or the open sea beyond. Sea glass

chandeliers swayed on the warm breeze over gurgling streams and fountains of

fresh water. High fae—servants and courtiers—

hurried  across  and  around  them,  most  brown-skinned  and  clad  in  loose,  light

clothing, all far too preoccupied with their own matters to take note or interest in

our presence. No lesser faeries crossed our path—not one. 

I kept a step behind Rhysand as he walked at Tarquin’s side, that mighty power

of  his  leashed  and  dimmed,  the  others  flowing  behind  us.  Amren  remained

within reach, and I wondered if she was also to be my bodyguard. 

Tarquin and Rhys had been talking lightly, both already sounding bored, of the

approaching  Nynsar—of  the  native  flowers  that  both  courts  would  display  for

the minor, brief holiday. 

Calanmai wouldn’t be too long after that. 

My  stomach  twisted.  If  Tamlin  was  intent  on  upholding  tradition,  if  I  was  no longer with him … I didn’t let myself get that far down the road. It wouldn’t be

fair. To me—to him. 

“We have four main cities in my territory,” Tarquin said to me, looking over his

muscled shoulder. “We spend the last month of winter and first spring months in

Adriata—it’s finest at this time of year.” 

Indeed,  I  supposed  that  with  endless  summer,  there  was  no  limit  to  how  one

might enjoy one’s time. In the country, by the sea, in a city under the stars … I

nodded. “It’s very beautiful.” 

Tarquin stared at me long enough that Rhys said, “The repairs have been going

well, I take it.” 

That hauled Tarquin’s attention back. “Mostly. There remains much to be done. 

The back half of the castle is a wreck. But, as you can see, we’ve finished most

of the inside. We focused on the city first—and those repairs are ongoing.” 

Amarantha had sacked the city? Rhys said, “I hope no valuables were lost during

its occupation.” 

“Not the most important things, thank the Mother,” Tarquin said. 

Behind  me,  Cresseida  tensed.  The  three  advisers  peeled  off  to  attend  to  other duties, murmuring farewell—with wary looks in Tarquin’s direction. 

As  if  this  might  very  well  be  the  first  time  he’d  needed  to  play  host  and   they were watching their High Lord’s every move. 

He gave them a smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and said nothing more as he led

us into a vaulted room of white oak and green glass—overlooking the mouth of

the bay and the sea that stretched on forever. 

I  had  never  seen  water  so  vibrant.  Green  and  cobalt  and  midnight.  And  for  a heartbeat, a palette of paint flashed in my mind, along with the blue and yellow

and white and black I might need to paint it …

“This  is  my  favorite  view,”  Tarquin  said  beside  me,  and  I  realized  I’d  gone  to the wide windows while the others had seated themselves around the mother-of-pearl table. A handful of servants were heaping fruits, leafy greens, and steamed

shellfish onto their plates. 

“You must be very proud,” I said, “to have such stunning lands.” 

Tarquin’s eyes—so like the sea beyond us—slid to me. “How do they compare

to the ones you have seen?” Such a carefully crafted question. 

I  said  dully,  “Everything  in  Prythian  is  lovely,  when  compared  to  the  mortal realm.” 

“And is being immortal lovelier than being human?” 

I  could  feel  everyone’s  attention  on  us,  even  as  Rhys  engaged  Cresseida  and

Varian in bland, edged discussion about the status of their fish markets. 

So  I  looked  the  High  Lord  of  Summer  up  and  down,  as  he  had  examined  me, 

brazenly and without a shred of politeness, and then said, “You tell me.” 

Tarquin’s eyes crinkled. “You are a pearl. Though I knew that the day you threw

that bone at Amarantha and splattered mud on her favorite dress.” 

I shut out the memories, the blind terror of that first trial. 

What did he make of that tug between us—did he realize it was his own power, 

or think it was a bond of its own, some sort of strange allure? 

And  if  I  had  to  steal  from  him  …  perhaps  that  meant  getting  closer.  “I  do  not remember you being quite so handsome Under the Mountain. The sunlight and

sea suit you.” 

A  lesser  male  might  have  preened.  But  Tarquin  knew  better—knew  that  I  had

been  with  Tamlin,  and  was  now  with  Rhys,  and  had  now  been  brought  here. 

Perhaps  he  thought  me  no  better  than  Ianthe.  “How,  exactly,  do  you  fit  within Rhysand’s court?” 

A  direct  question,  after  such  roundabout  ones—to  no  doubt  get  me  on  uneven

footing. 

It  almost  worked—I  nearly  admitted,  “I  don’t  know,”  but  Rhys  said  from  the table, as if he’d heard every word, “Feyre is a member of my Inner Circle. And

is my Emissary to the Mortal Lands.” 

Cresseida, seated beside him, said, “Do you have much contact with the mortal

realm?” 

I  took  that  as  an  invitation  to  sit—and  get  away  from  the  too-heavy  stare  of Tarquin. A seat had been left open for me at Amren’s side, across from Rhys. 

The High Lord of the Night Court sniffed at his wine—white, sparkling

—and I wondered if he was trying to piss them off by implying they’d poisoned

it as he said, “I prefer to be prepared for every potential situation. 

And, given that Hybern seems set on making themselves a nuisance, striking up

a conversation with the humans might be in our best interest.” 

Varian  drew  his  focus  away  from  Amren  long  enough  to  say  roughly,  “So  it’s

been confirmed, then? Hybern is readying for war.” 

“They’re done readying,” Rhys drawled, at last sipping from his wine. 

Amren  didn’t  touch  her  plate,  though  she  pushed  things  around  as  she  always

did.  I  wondered  what—who—she’d  eat  while  here.  Varian  seemed  like  a  good

guess. “War is imminent.” 

“Yes,  you  mentioned  that  in  your  letter,”  Tarquin  said,  claiming  the  seat  at  the head  of  the  table  between  Rhys  and  Amren.  A  bold  move,  to  situate  himself

between  two  such  powerful  beings.  Arrogance—or  an  attempt  at  friendship? 

Tarquin’s gaze again drifted to me before focusing on Rhys. 

“And you know that against Hybern, we will fight. We lost enough good people

Under the Mountain. I have no interest in being slaves again. But if you are here to ask me to fight in another war, Rhysand—” 

“That is not a possibility,” Rhys smoothly cut in, “and had not even entered my

mind.” 

My glimmer of confusion must have shown, because Cresseida crooned to me, 

“High Lords have gone to war for less, you know. Doing it over such an  unusual

female would be nothing unexpected.” 

Which was likely why they had accepted this invitation, favor or no. To feel us

out. 

If—if Tamlin went to war to get me back. No. No, that wouldn’t be an option. 

I’d written to him, told him to stay away. And he wasn’t foolish enough to start a

war  he  could  not  win.  Not  when  he  wouldn’t  be  fighting  other  High  Fae,  but Illyrian warriors, led by Cassian and Azriel. It would be slaughter. 

So I said, bored and flat and dull, “Try not to look too excited, princess. 

The High Lord of Spring has no plans to go to war with the Night Court.” 

“And are you in contact with Tamlin, then?” A saccharine smile. 

My  next  words  were  quiet,  slow,  and  I  decided  I  did  not  mind  stealing  from them,  not  one  bit.  “There  are  things  that  are  public  knowledge,  and  things  that are not. My relationship with him is well known. Its current standing, however, 

is  none  of  your  concern.  Or  anyone  else’s.  But  I  do  know  Tamlin,  and  I  know that there will be no internal war between courts

—at least not over me, or  my decisions.” 

“What  a  relief,  then,”  Cresseida  said,  sipping  from  her  white  wine  before

cracking  a  large  crab  claw,  pink  and  white  and  orange.  “To  know  we  are  not harboring  a  stolen  bride—and  that  we  need  not  bother  returning  her  to  her

master, as the law demands. And as any wise person might do, to keep trouble

from their doorstep.” 

Amren had gone utterly still. 

“I left of my own free will,” I said. “And no one is my master.” 

Cresseida shrugged. “Think that all you want, lady, but the law is the law. 

You are—were his bride. Swearing fealty to another High Lord does not change

that. So it is a very good thing that he respects your decisions. 

Otherwise, all it would take would be one letter from him to Tarquin, requesting

your return, and we would have to obey. Or risk war ourselves.” 

Rhysand sighed. “You are always a joy, Cresseida.” 

Varian said, “Careful, High Lord. My sister speaks the truth.” 

Tarquin laid  a  hand  on the  pale  table.  “Rhysand is  our  guest—his  courtiers  are our guests. And we will treat them as such. We will treat them, Cresseida, as we

treat  people  who  saved  our  necks  when  all  it  would  have  taken  was  one  word from them for us to be very, very dead.” 

Tarquin studied me and Rhysand—whose face was gloriously disinterested. The

High Lord of Summer shook his head and said to Rhys, 

“We have more to discuss later, you and I. Tonight, I’m throwing a party for you

all on my pleasure barge in the bay. After that, you’re free to roam in this city

wherever you wish. You will forgive its princess if she is protective

of her people. Rebuilding these months has been long and hard. We do not wish

to do it again any time soon.” 

Cresseida’s eyes grew dark, haunted. 

“Cresseida  made  many  sacrifices  on  behalf  of  her  people,”  Tarquin  offered

gently—to me. “Do not take her caution personally.” 

“We  all  made  sacrifices,”  Rhysand  said,  the  icy  boredom  now  shifting  into

something razor-sharp. “And you now sit at this table with your family because

of the ones Feyre made. So you will forgive  me, Tarquin, if I tell your princess that if she sends word to Tamlin, or if any of your people try to bring her to him, 

their lives will be forfeit.” 

Even the sea breeze died. 

“Do  not  threaten  me  in  my  own  home,  Rhysand,”  Tarquin  said.  “My  gratitude

goes only so far.” 

“It’s  not  a  threat,”  Rhys  countered,  the  crab  claws  on  his  plate  cracking  open beneath invisible hands. “It’s a promise.” 

They all looked at me, waiting for any response. 

So  I  lifted  my  glass  of  wine,  looked  them  each  in  the  eye,  holding  Tarquin’s gaze the longest, and said, “No wonder immortality never gets dull.” 

Tarquin  chuckled—and  I  wondered  if  his  loosed  breath  was  one  of  profound

relief. 

And through that bond between us, I felt Rhysand’s flicker of approval. 
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We  were  given  a  suite  of  connecting  rooms,  all  centered  on  a  large,  lavish

lounge that was open to the sea and city below. My bedroom was appointed in

seafoam and softest blue with pops of gold—like the gilded clamshell atop my

pale wood dresser. I had just set it down when the white door behind me clicked

open and Rhys slid in. 

He leaned against the door once he shut it, the top of his black tunic unbuttoned

to reveal the upper whorls of the tattoo spanning his chest. 

“The  problem,  I’ve  realized,  will  be  that  I  like  Tarquin,”  he  said  by  way  of greeting.  “I  even  like  Cresseida.  Varian,  I  could  live  without,  but  I  bet  a  few weeks with Cassian and Azriel, and he’d be thick as thieves with them and I’d

have  to  learn  to  like  him.  Or  he’d  be  wrapped  around  Amren’s  finger,  and  I’d have to leave him alone entirely or risk her wrath.” 

“And?” I took up a spot against the dresser, where clothes that I had not packed

but were clearly of Night Court origin had been already waiting for me. 

The  space  of  the  room—the  large  bed,  the  windows,  the  sunlight—filled  the silence between us. 

“And,” Rhys said, “I want you to find a way to do what you have to do without

making enemies of them.” 

“So you’re telling me don’t get caught.” 

A nod. Then, “Do you like that Tarquin can’t stop looking at you? I can’t tell if

it’s because he wants you, or because he knows you have his power and wants to

see how much.” 

“Can’t it be both?” 

“Of course. But having a High Lord lusting after you is a dangerous game.” 

“First  you  taunt  me  with  Cassian,  now  Tarquin?  Can’t  you  find  other  ways  to annoy me?” 

Rhys prowled closer, and I steadied myself for his scent, his warmth, the impact

of  his  power.  He  braced  a  hand  on  either  side  of  me,  gripping  the  dresser.  I refused  to  shrink  away.  “You  have  one  task  here,  Feyre.  One  task  that  no  one can know about. So do anything you have to in order to accomplish it. But get

that book. And do not get caught.” 

I  wasn’t  some  simpering  fool.  I  knew  the  risks.  And  that   tone,  that   look  he always gave me … “Anything?” His brows rose. I breathed, “If I fucked him for

it, what would you do?” 

His pupils flared, and his gaze dropped to my mouth. The wood dresser groaned

beneath  his  hands.  “You  say  such  atrocious  things.”  I  waited,  my  heart  an

uneven beat. He at last met my eyes again. “You are always free to do what you

want, with whomever you want. So if you want to ride him, go ahead.” 

“Maybe I will.” Though a part of me wanted to retort,  Liar. 

“Fine.” His breath caressed my mouth. 

“Fine,” I said, aware of every inch between us, the distance smaller and smaller, 

the challenge heightening with each second neither of us moved. 

“Do not,” he said softly, his eyes like stars, “jeopardize this mission.” 

“I know the cost.” The sheer power of him enveloped me, shaking me awake. 

The salt and the sea and the breeze tugged on me, sang to me. 

And as if Rhys heard them, too, he inclined his head toward the unlit candle on

the dresser. “Light it.” 

I debated arguing, but looked at the candle, summoning fire, summoning that hot

anger he managed to rile—

The  candle  was  knocked  off  the  dresser  by  a  violent  splash  of  water,  as  if someone had chucked a bucketful. 

I  gaped  at  the  water  drenching  the  dresser,  its  dripping  on  the  marble  floor  the only sound. 

Rhys, hands  still  braced on  either  side of  me,  laughed quietly.  “Can’t  you ever

follow orders?” 

But whatever it was—being here, close to Tarquin and his power … I could feel

that  water  answering  me.  Feel  it  coating  the  floor,  feel  the  sea  churning  and idling in the bay, taste the salt on the breeze. I held Rhys’s gaze. 

No one was my master—but I might be master of everything, if I wished. 

If I dared. 

Like  a  strange  rain,  the  water  rose  from  the  floor  as  I  willed  it  to  become  like those stars Rhys had summoned in his blanket of darkness. I willed the droplets

to  separate  until  they  hung  around  us,  catching  the  light  and  sparkling  like crystals on a chandelier. 

Rhys  broke  my  stare  to  study  them.  “I  suggest,”  he  murmured,  “you  not  show

Tarquin that little trick in the bedroom.” 

I sent each and every one of those droplets shooting for the High Lord’s face. 

Too  fast,  too  swiftly  for  him  to  shield.  Some  of  them  sprayed  me  as  they
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ricocheted off him. 

Both of us now soaking, Rhys gaped a bit—then smiled. “Good work,” 

he said, at last pushing off the dresser. He didn’t bother to wipe away the water

gleaming on his skin. “Keep practicing.” 

But I said, “Will he go to war? Over me?” 

He  knew  who  I  meant.  The  hot  temper  that  had  been  on  Rhys’s  face  moments

before turned to lethal calm. “I don’t know.” 

“I—I would go back. If it came to that, Rhysand. I’d go back, rather than make

you fight.” 

He slid a still-wet hand into his pocket. “Would you  want to go back? 

Would going to war on your behalf make you love him again? Would that be a

grand gesture to win you?” 

I swallowed hard. “I’m tired of death. I wouldn’t want to see anyone else die—

least of all for me.” 

“That doesn’t answer my question.” 

“No.  I  wouldn’t  want  to  go  back.  But  I  would.  Pain  and  killing  wouldn’t  win me.” 

Rhys stared at me for a moment longer, his face unreadable, before he strode to

the  door.  He  stopped  with  his  fingers  on  the  sea  urchin–shaped  handle.  “He

locked you up because he knew—the bastard knew what a

treasure you are. That you are worth more than land or gold or jewels. He knew, 

and wanted to keep you all to himself.” 

The words hit me, even as they soothed some jagged piece in my soul. 

“He did—does love me, Rhysand.” 

“The issue isn’t whether he loved you, it’s how much. Too much. Love can be a poison.” 

And then he was gone. 

The bay was calm enough—perhaps willed to flatness by its lord and master—

that the pleasure barge hardly rocked throughout the hours we dined and drank

aboard it. 

Crafted  of  richest  wood  and  gold,  the  enormous  boat  was  amply  sized  for  the hundred or so High Fae trying their best not to observe every movement Rhys, 

Amren, and I made. 

The main deck was full of low tables and couches for eating and relaxing, and on

the upper level, beneath a canopy of tiles set with mother-of-pearl, our long table

had  been  set.  Tarquin  was  summer  incarnate  in  turquoise  and  gold,  bits  of

emerald shining at his buttons and fingers. A crown of sapphire and white gold

fashioned  like  cresting  waves  sat  atop  his  seafoam-colored  hair—so  exquisite

that I often caught myself staring at it. 

As I was now, when he turned to where I sat on his right and noticed my stare. 

“You’d  think  with  our  skilled  jewelers,  they  could  make  a  crown  a  bit  more

comfortable. This one digs in horribly.” 

A pleasant enough attempt at conversation, when I’d stayed quiet throughout the

first  hour,  instead  watching  the  island-city,  the  water,  the  mainland—casting  a net  of  awareness,  of  blind  power,  toward  it,  to  see  if  anything  answered.  If  the Book slumbered somewhere out there. 

Nothing had answered my silent call. So I figured it was as good a time as any as

I said, “How did you keep it out of her hands?” 

Saying  Amarantha’s  name  here,  amongst  such  happy,  celebrating  people,  felt

like inviting in a rain cloud. 

Seated at his left, deep in conversation with Cresseida, Rhys didn’t so much as

look over at me. Indeed, he’d barely spoken to me earlier, not even

noting my clothes. 

Unusual,  given  that  even  I  had  been  pleased  with  how  I  looked,  and  had  again selected it for myself: my hair unbound and swept off my face with a headband

of braided rose gold, my sleeveless, dusk-pink chiffon gown—

tight  in  the  chest  and  waist—the  near-twin  to  the  purple  one  I’d  worn  that

morning.  Feminine,  soft,  pretty.  I  hadn’t  felt  like  those  things  in  a  long,  long while. Hadn’t wanted to. 

But here, being those things wouldn’t earn me a ticket to a life of party planning. 

Here,  I  could  be  soft  and  lovely  at  sunset,  and  awaken  in  the  morning  to  slide into Illyrian fighting leathers. 

Tarquin  said,  “We  managed  to  smuggle  out  most  of  our  treasure  when  the

territory  fell.  Nostrus—my  predecessor—was  my  cousin.  I  served  as  prince  of

another city. So I got the order to hide the trove in the dead of night, fast as we

could.” 

Amarantha  had  killed  Nostrus  when  he’d  rebelled—and  executed  his  entire

family for spite. Tarquin must have been one of the few surviving members, if

the power had passed to him. 

“I didn’t know the Summer Court valued treasure so much,” I said. 

Tarquin  huffed  a  laugh.  “The  earliest  High  Lords  did.  We  do  now  out  of

tradition, mostly.” 

I said carefully, casually, “So is it gold and jewels you value, then?” 

“Among other things.” 

I sipped my wine to buy time to think of a way to ask without raising suspicions. 

But maybe being direct about it would be better. “Are outsiders allowed to see

the collection? My father was a merchant—I spent most of my childhood in his

office,  helping  him  with  his  goods.  It  would  be  interesting  to  compare  mortal riches to those made by Fae hands.” 

Rhys kept talking to Cresseida, not even a hint of approval or amusement going

through our bond. 

Tarquin cocked his head, the jewels in his crown glinting. “Of course. 

Tomorrow—after lunch, perhaps?” 

He  wasn’t  stupid,  and  he  might  have  been  aware  of  the  game,  but  …  the  offer was genuine. I smiled a bit, nodding. I looked toward the crowd milling about on

the deck below, the lantern-lit water beyond, even as I felt Tarquin’s gaze linger. 

He said, “What was it like? The mortal world?” 

I picked at the strawberry salad on my plate. “I only saw a very small slice of it. 

My father was called the Prince of Merchants—but I was too young to be taken

on his voyages to other parts of the mortal world. When I was eleven, he lost our

fortune on a shipment to Bharat. We spent the next eight years in poverty, in a

backwater  village  near  the  wall.  So  I  can’t  speak  for  the  entirety  of  the  mortal world when I say that what I saw there was …

hard. Brutal. Here, class lines are far more blurred, it seems. There, it’s defined

by money. Either you have it and you don’t share it, or you are left to starve and

fight  for  your  survival.  My  father  …  He  regained  his  wealth  once  I  went  to Prythian.”  My  heart  tightened,  then  dropped  into  my  stomach.  “And  the  very

people  who  had  been  content  to  let  us  starve  were  once  again  our  friends.  I would rather face every creature in Prythian than the monsters on the other side

of  the  wall.  Without  magic,  without  power,  money  has  become  the  only  thing

that matters.” 

Tarquin’s  lips  were  pursed,  but  his  eyes  were  considering.  “Would  you  spare

them if war came?” 

Such a dangerous, loaded question. I wouldn’t tell him what we were doing over

the wall—not until Rhys had indicated we should. 

“My sisters dwell with my father on his estate. For them, I would fight. 

But  for  those  sycophants  and  peacocks  …  I  would  not  mind  to  see  their  order disrupted.” Like the hate-mongering family of Elain’s betrothed. 

Tarquin  said  very  quietly,  “There  are  some  in  Prythian  who  would  think  the

same of the courts.” 

“What—get rid of the High Lords?” 

“Perhaps.  But  mostly  eliminate  the  inherent  privileges  of  High  Fae  over  the lesser faeries. Even the terms imply a level of unfairness. Maybe it is more like

the human realm than you realize, not as blurred as it might seem. 

In  some  courts,  the  lowest  of  High  Fae  servants  has  more  rights  than  the

wealthiest of lesser faeries.” 

I became aware that we were not the only people on the barge, at this table. And

that we were surrounded by High Fae with animal-keen hearing. 

“Do you agree with them? That it should change?” 

“I  am  a  young  High  Lord,”  he  said.  “Barely  eighty  years  old.”  So  he’d  been thirty when Amarantha took over. “Perhaps others might call me inexperienced

or foolish, but I have seen those cruelties firsthand, and known many good lesser

faeries who suffered for merely being born on the

wrong side of power. Even within my own residences, the confines of tradition

pressure me to enforce the rules of my predecessors: the lesser faeries are neither

to  be  seen  nor  heard  as  they  work.  I  would  like  to  one  day  see  a  Prythian  in which they have a voice, both in my home and in the world beyond it.” 

I scanned him for any deceit, manipulation. I found none. 

Steal from him—I  would steal from him. But what if I asked instead? 

Would he give it to me, or would the traditions of his ancestors run too deep? 

“Tell me what that look means,” Tarquin said, bracing his muscled arms on the

gold tablecloth. 

I said baldly, “I’m thinking it would be very easy to love you. And easier to call

you my friend.” 

He smiled at me—broad and without restraint. “I would not object to either.” 

Easy—very easy to fall in love with a kind, considerate male. 

But I glanced over at Cresseida, who was now almost in Rhysand’s lap. 

And Rhysand was smiling like a cat, one finger tracing circles on the back of her hand while she bit her lip and beamed. I faced Tarquin, my brows high in silent

question. 

He made a face and shook his head. 

I hoped they went to her room. 

Because  if  I  had  to  listen  to  Rhys  bed  her  …  I  didn’t  let  myself  finish  the thought. 

Tarquin mused, “It has been many years since I saw her look like that.” 

My cheeks heated—shame. Shame for what? Wanting to throttle her for no good

reason?  Rhysand  teased  and  taunted  me—he  never  …  seduced  me,  with  those

long, intent stares, the half smiles that were pure Illyrian arrogance. 

I supposed I’d been granted that gift once—and had used it up and fought for it

and broken it. And I supposed that Rhysand, for all he had sacrificed and done

… He deserved it as much as Cresseida. 

Even if … even if for a moment, I wanted it. 

I wanted to feel like that again. 

And … I was lonely. 

I had been lonely, I realized, for a very, very long time. 

Rhys  leaned  in  to  hear  something  Cresseida  was  saying,  her  lips  brushing  his ear, her hand now entwining with his. 

And it wasn’t sorrow, or despair, or terror that hit me, but …

unhappiness. Such bleak, sharp unhappiness that I got to my feet. 

Rhys’s  eyes  shifted  toward  me,  at  last  remembering  I  existed,  and  there  was

nothing on his face—no hint that he felt any of what I did through our bond. I

didn’t care if I had no shield, if my thoughts were wide open and he read them

like  a  book.  He  didn’t  seem  to  care,  either.  He  went  back  to  chuckling  at

whatever Cresseida was telling him, sliding closer. 

Tarquin had risen to his feet, scanning me and Rhys. 

I was unhappy—not just broken. But unhappy. 

An emotion, I realized. It was an emotion, rather than the unending emptiness or

survival-driven terror. 

“I need some fresh air,” I said, even though we were in the open. But with the

golden lights, the people up and down the table … I needed to find a spot on this

barge where I could be alone, just for a moment, mission or no. 

“Would you like me to join you?” 

I looked at the High Lord of Summer. I hadn’t lied. It would be easy to fall in

love with a male like him. But I wasn’t entirely sure that even with the hardships

he’d  encountered  Under  the  Mountain,  Tarquin  could  understand  the  darkness

that  might  always  be  in  me.  Not  only  from  Amarantha,  but  from  years  spent

being hungry, and desperate. 

That I might always be a little bit vicious or restless. That I might crave peace, 

but never a cage of comfort. 

“I’m  fine,  thank  you,”  I  said,  and  headed  for  the  sweeping  staircase  that  led down onto the stern of the ship—brightly lit, but quieter than the main areas at

the prow. Rhys didn’t so much as look in my direction as I walked away. Good

riddance. 

I was halfway down the wood steps when I spotted Amren and Varian—

both  leaning  against  adjacent  pillars,  both  drinking  wine,  both  ignoring  each

other. Even as they spoke to no one else. 

Perhaps  that  was  another  reason  why  she’d  come:  to  distract  Tarquin’s

watchdog. 

I reached the main deck, found a spot by the wooden railing that was a bit more

shadowed than the rest, and leaned against it. Magic propelled the
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boat—no oars, no sails. So we moved through the bay, silent and smooth, hardly

a ripple in our wake. 

I didn’t realize I’d been waiting for him until the barge docked at the base of the

island-city, and I’d somehow spent the entire final hour alone. 

When I filed onto land with the rest of the crowd, Amren, Varian, and Tarquin

were waiting for me at the docks, all a bit stiff-backed. 

Rhysand and Cresseida were nowhere to be seen. 

CHAPTER

34

Mercifully, there was no sound from his closed bedroom. And no sounds came

out of it during that night, when I jolted awake from a nightmare of being turned

over a spit, and couldn’t remember where I was. 

Moonlight danced on the sea beyond my open windows, and there was silence—

such silence. 

A weapon. I was a weapon to find that book, to stop the king from breaking the

wall, to stop whatever he had planned for Jurian and the war that might destroy

my world. That might destroy this place—and a High Lord who might very well

overturn the order of things. 

For  a  heartbeat,  I  missed  Velaris,  missed  the  lights  and  the  music  and  the

Rainbow. I missed the cozy warmth of the town house to welcome me in from

the crisp winter, missed … what it had been like to be a part of their little unit. 

Maybe wrapping his wings around me, writing me notes, had been Rhys’s way

of ensuring his weapon didn’t break beyond repair. 

That was fine—fair enough. We owed each other nothing beyond our promises

to work and fight together. 

He  could  still  be  my  friend.  Companion—whatever  this  thing  was  between  us. 

His taking someone to his bed didn’t change those things. 

It’d just been a relief to think that for a moment, he might have been as lonely as me. 

I didn’t have the nerve to come out of my room for breakfast, to see if Rhys had

returned. 

To see whom he came to breakfast with. 

I had nothing else  to do, I  told myself as I  lay in bed,  until my lunchtime  visit

with  Tarquin.  So  I  stayed  there  until  the  servants  came  in,  apologized  for

disturbing me, and started to leave. I stopped them, saying I’d bathe while they

cleaned the room. They were polite—if nervous—and merely nodded as I did as

I’d claimed. 

I  took  my  time  in  the  bath.  And  behind  the  locked  door,  I  let  that  kernel  of Tarquin’s power come out, first making the water rise from the tub, then shaping

little animals and creatures out of it. 

It was about as close to transformation as I’d let myself go. 

Contemplating  how  I  might  give  myself  animalistic  features  only  made  me

shaky, sick. I could ignore it, ignore that occasional scrape of claws in my blood

for a while yet. 

I was on to water-butterflies flitting through the room when I realized I’d been in

the tub long enough that the bath had gone cold. 

Like  the  night  before,  Nuala  walked  through  the  walls  from  wherever   she  was staying  in  the  palace,  and  dressed  me,  somehow  attuned  to  when  I’d  be  ready. 

Cerridwen,  she  told  me,  had  drawn  the  short  stick  and  was  seeing  to  Amren.  I didn’t have the nerve to ask about Rhys, either. 

Nuala selected seafoam green accented with rose gold, curling and then braiding

back my hair in a thick, loose plait glimmering with bits of pearl. 

Whether Nuala knew why I was there, what I’d be doing, she didn’t say. 

But  she  took  extra  care  of  my  face,  brightening  my  lips  with  raspberry  pink, dusting  my  cheeks  with  the  faintest  blush.  I  might  have  looked  innocent, 

charming—were it not for my gray-blue eyes. More hollow than they’d been last

night, when I’d admired myself in the mirror. 

I’d  seen  enough  of  the  palace  to  navigate  to  where  Tarquin  had  said  to  meet before we bid good night. The main hall was situated on a level about halfway

up—the  perfect  meeting  place  for  those  who  dwelled  in  the  spires  above  and

those who worked unseen and unheard below. 

This  level  held  all  the  various  council  rooms,  ballrooms,  dining  rooms,  and

whatever other rooms might be needed for visitors, events, gatherings. 

Access  to  the  residential  levels  from  which  I’d  come  was  guarded  by  four

soldiers at each stairwell—all of whom watched me carefully as I waited against

a seashell pillar for their High Lord. I wondered if he could sense

that  I’d  been  playing  with  his  power  in  the  bathtub,  that  the  piece  of  him  he’d yielded was now here and answering to me. 

Tarquin emerged from one of the adjacent rooms as the clock struck two

—followed by my own companions. 

Rhysand’s gaze swept over me, noting the clothes that were obviously in honor

of  my  host  and  his  people.  Noting  the  way  I  did  not  meet  his  eyes,  or

Cresseida’s, as I looked solely at Tarquin and Amren beside him—Varian now

striding  off  to  the  soldiers  at  the  stairs—and  gave  them  both  a  bland,  close-lipped smile. 

“You’re looking well today,” Tarquin said, inclining his head. 

Nuala,  it  seemed,  was  a  spectacularly  good  spy.  Tarquin’s  pewter  tunic  was

accented with the same shade of seafoam green as my clothes. We might as well

have been a matching set. I supposed with my brown-gold hair and pale skin, I

was his mirror opposite. 

I could feel Rhys still assessing me. 

I  shut  him  out.  Maybe  I’d  send  a  water-dog  barking  after  him  later—let  it  bite him in the ass. 

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” I said to Amren. 
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Amren  shrugged  her  slim  shoulders,  clad  in  flagstone  gray  today.  “We  were

finishing up a rather lively debate about armadas and who might be in charge of

a  unified  front.  Did  you  know,”  she  said,  “that  before  they  became  so  big  and powerful, Tarquin and Varian led Nostrus’s fleet?” 

Varian, several feet away, stiffened, but did not turn. 

I met Tarquin’s eye. “You didn’t mention you were a sailor.” It was an effort to

sound intrigued, like I had nothing at all bothering me. 

Tarquin rubbed his neck. “I had planned to tell you during our tour.” He held out

an arm. “Shall we?” 

Not  one  word—I  had  not  uttered  one  word  to  Rhysand.  And  I  wasn’t  about  to

start  as  I  looped  my  arm  through  Tarquin’s,  and  said  to  none  of  them  in

particular, “See you later.” 

Something brushed against my mental shield, a rumble of something dark

—powerful. 

Perhaps a warning to be careful. 

Though it felt an awful lot like the dark, flickering emotion that had haunted me

—so much like it that I stepped a bit closer to Tarquin. And then

I gave the High Lord of Summer a pretty, mindless smile that I had not given to

 anyone in a long, long time. 

That brush of emotion went silent on the other side of my shields. 

Good. 

Tarquin brought me to a hall of jewels and treasure so vast that I gawked for a

good minute. A minute that I used to scan the shelves for any twinkle of feeling

—anything that  felt like the male at my side, like the power I’d summoned in the bathtub. 

“And  this  is—this  is  just   one  of  the  troves?”  The  room  had  been  carved  deep

beneath the castle, behind a heavy lead door that had only opened when Tarquin placed his hand on it. I didn’t dare get close enough to the lock to see if it might

work under my touch—  his feigned signature. 

A fox in the chicken coop. That’s what I was. 

Tarquin loosed a chuckle. “My ancestors were greedy bastards.” 

I shook my head, striding to the shelves built into the wall. Solid stone—

no way to break in, unless I tunneled through the mountain itself. Or if someone

winnowed  me.  Though  there  were  likely  wards  similar  to  those  on  the  town

house and the House of Wind. 

Boxes overflowed with jewels and pearls and uncut gems, gold heaped in trunks

so  high  it  spilled  onto  the  cobblestone  floor.  Suits  of  ornate  armor  stood  guard against one wall; dresses woven of cobwebs and starlight leaned against another. 

There were swords and daggers of every sort. But no books. Not one. 

“Do you know the history behind each piece?” 

“Some,” he said. “I haven’t had much time to learn about it all.” 

Good—maybe he wouldn’t know about the Book, wouldn’t miss it. 

I turned in a circle. “What’s the most valuable thing in here?” 

“Thinking of stealing?” 

I choked on a laugh. “Wouldn’t asking that question make me a lousy thief?” 

Lying, two-faced wretch—that’s what asking  that question made me. 

Tarquin studied me. “I’d say I’m looking at the most valuable thing in here.” 

I didn’t fake the blush. “You’re—very kind.” 

His smile was soft. As if his position had not yet broken the compassion in him. 

I  hoped  it  never  did.  “Honestly,  I  don’t  know  what’s  the  most  valuable  thing. 

These are all priceless heirlooms of my house.” 

I walked up to a shelf, scanning. A necklace of rubies was splayed on a velvet pillow—each of them the size of a robin’s egg. It’d take a tremendous female to

wear that necklace, to dominate the gems and not the other way around. 

On another shelf, a necklace of pearls. Then sapphires. 

And on another … a necklace of black diamonds. 

Each  of  the  dark  stones  was  a  mystery—and  an  answer.  Each  of  them

slumbered. 

Tarquin came up behind me, peering over my shoulder at what had snagged my

interest. His gaze drifted to my face. “Take it.” 

“What?” I whirled to him. 

He rubbed the back of his neck. “As a thank-you. For Under the Mountain.” 

 Ask it now—ask him for the Book instead. 

But that would require trust, and … kind as he was, he was a High Lord. 

He pulled the box from its resting spot and shut the lid before handing it to me. 

“You  were  the  first  person  who  didn’t  laugh  at  my  idea  to  break  down  class barriers.  Even  Cresseida  snickered  when  I  told  her.  If  you  won’t  accept  the

necklace for saving us, then take it for that.” 

“It  is  a  good  idea,  Tarquin.  Appreciating  it  doesn’t  mean  you  have  to  reward me.” 

He shook his head. “Just take it.” 

It would insult him if I refused—so I closed my hands around the box. 

Tarquin said, “It will suit you in the Night Court.” 

“Perhaps I’ll stay here and help you revolutionize the world.” 

His mouth twisted to the side. “I could use an ally in the North.” 

Was that why he had brought me? Why he’d given me the gift? I hadn’t realized

how alone we were down here, that I was beneath ground, in a place that could be easily sealed—

“You  have  nothing  to  fear  from  me,”  he  said,  and  I  wondered  if  my  scent  was that  readable.  “But  I  meant  it—you  have  …  sway  with  Rhysand.  And  he  is

notoriously difficult to deal with. He gets what he wants, has plans he

does  not  tell  anyone  about  until  after  he’s  completed  them,  and  does  not

apologize for any of it. Be his emissary to the human realm—but also be ours. 

You’ve  seen  my  city.  I  have  three  others  like  it.  Amarantha  wrecked  them

almost immediately after she took over. All my people want now is peace, and

safety, and to never have to look over their shoulders again. 

Other High Lords have told me about Rhys—and warned me about him. 

But  he  spared  me  Under  the  Mountain.  Brutius  was  my  cousin,  and  we  had

forces  gathering  in  all  of  our  cities  to  storm  Under  the  Mountain.  They  caught him  sneaking  out  through  the  tunnels  to  meet  with  them.  Rhys  saw  that  in

Brutius’s mind—I know he did. And yet he lied to her face, and defied her when

she  gave  the  order  to  turn  him  into  a  living  ghost.  Maybe  it  was  for  his  own schemes,  but  I  know  it  was  a  mercy.  He  knows  that  I  am  young—and

inexperienced,  and  he  spared  me.”  Tarquin  shook  his  head,  mostly  at  himself. 

“Sometimes, I think Rhysand … I think he might have been her whore to spare

us all from her full attention.” 

I  would  betray  nothing  of  what  I  knew.  But  I  suspected  he  could  see  it  in  my eyes—the sorrow at the thought. 

“I know I’m supposed to look at you,” Tarquin said, “and see that he’s made you

into a pet, into a monster. But I see the kindness in you. And I think that reflects

more  on  him  than  anything.  I  think  it  shows  that  you  and  he  might  have  many secrets—” 

“Stop,” I blurted. “Just—stop. You know I can’t tell you anything. And I can’t

promise you anything. Rhysand is High Lord. I only serve in his court.” 

Tarquin  glanced  at  the  ground.  “Forgive  me  if  I’ve  been  forward.  I’m  still

learning how to play the games of these courts—to my advisers’ chagrin.” 

“I hope you never learn how to play the games of these courts.” 
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Tarquin held my gaze, face wary, but a bit bleak. “Then allow me to ask you a

blunt question. Is it true you left Tamlin because he locked you up in his house?” 

I tried to block out the memory, the terror and agony of my heart breaking apart. 

But I nodded. 

“And is it true that you were saved from confinement by the Night Court?” 


I nodded again. 

Tarquin  said,  “The  Spring  Court  is  my  southern  neighbor.  I  have  tenuous  ties with them. But unless asked, I will not mention that you were here.” 

Thief, liar, manipulator. I didn’t deserve his alliance. 

But I bowed my head in thanks. “Any other treasure troves to show me?” 

“Are gold and jewels not impressive enough? What of your merchant’s eye?” 

I tapped the box. “Oh, I got what I wanted. Now I’m curious to see how much

your alliance is worth.” 

Tarquin laughed, the sound bouncing off the stone and wealth around us. 

“I didn’t feel like going to my meetings this afternoon, anyway.” 

“What a reckless, wild young High Lord.” 

Tarquin  linked  elbows  with  me  again,  patting  my  arm  as  he  led  me  from  the

chamber.  “You  know,  I  think  it  might  be  very  easy  to  love  you,  too,  Feyre. 

Easier to be your friend.” 

I made myself look away shyly as he sealed the door shut behind us, placing a

palm  flat  on  the  space  above  the  handle.  I  listened  to  the  click  of  locks  sliding into place. 

He  took  me  to  other  rooms  beneath  his  palace,  some  full  of  jewels,  others

weapons,  others  clothes  from  eras  long  since  past.  He  showed  me  one  full  of books, and my heart leaped—but there was nothing in there. Nothing but leather

and dust and quiet. No trickle of power that felt like the male beside me—no hint of the book I needed. 

Tarquin brought me to one last room, full of crates and stacks covered in sheets. 

And  as  I  beheld  all  the  artwork  looming  beyond  the  open  door  I  said,  “I  think I’ve seen enough for today.” 

He asked no questions as he resealed the chamber and escorted me back to the

busy, sunny upper levels. 

There had to be other places where it might be stored. Unless it was in another

city. 

I had to find it. Soon. There was only so long Rhys and Amren could draw out

their  political  debates  before  we  had  to  go  home.  I  just  prayed  I’d  find  it  fast enough—and not hate myself any more than I currently did. 

Rhysand was lounging on my bed as if he owned it. 

I took one look at the hands crossed behind his head, the long legs draped over

the edge of the mattress, and ground my teeth. “What do you want?” I shut the

door loud enough to emphasize the bite in my words. 

“Flirting and giggling with Tarquin did you no good, I take it?” 

I chucked the box onto the bed beside him. “You tell me.” 

The smile faltered as he sat up, flipping open the lid. “This isn’t the Book.” 

“No, but it’s a beautiful gift.” 

“You want me to buy you jewelry, Feyre, then say the word. Though given your

wardrobe, I thought you were aware that it was  all bought for you.” 

I hadn’t realized, but I said, “Tarquin is a good male—a good High Lord. 

You should just  ask him for the damned Book.” 

Rhys snapped shut the lid. “So he plies you with jewels and pours honey in your

ear, and now you feel bad?” 

“He wants your alliance—desperately. He wants to trust you, rely on you.” 

“Well, Cresseida is under the impression that her cousin is rather ambitious, so

I’d be careful to read between his words.” 

“Oh? Did she tell you that before, during, or after you took her to bed?” 

Rhys stood in a graceful, slow movement. “Is that why you wouldn’t look at me? 

Because you think I fucked her for information?” 

“Information or your own pleasure, I don’t care.” 

He came around the bed, and I stood my ground, even as he stopped with hardly

a hand’s breadth between us. “Jealous, Feyre?” 

“If I’m jealous, then you’re jealous about Tarquin and his honey pouring.” 

Rhysand’s teeth flashed. “Do you think I particularly like having to flirt with a

lonely female to get information about her court, her High Lord? Do you think I

feel  good  about  myself,  doing  that?  Do  you  think  I  enjoy  doing  it  just  so  you have the space to ply Tarquin with your smiles and pretty eyes, so we can get the

Book and go home?” 

“You seemed to enjoy yourself plenty last night.” 

His snarl was soft—vicious. “I didn’t take her to bed. She wanted to, but I didn’t

so much as kiss her. I took her out for a drink in the city, let her talk about her

life, her pressures, and brought her back to her room, and went no

farther than the door. I waited for you at breakfast, but you slept in. Or avoided

me,  apparently.  And  I  tried  to  catch  your  eye  this  afternoon,  but  you  were   so good at shutting me out completely.” 

“Is that what got under your skin? That I shut you out, or that it was so easy for

Tarquin to get in?” 

“What  got  under  my  skin,”  Rhys  said,  his  breathing  a  bit  uneven,  “is  that  you smiled at him.” 

The rest of the world faded to mist as the words sank in. “You are jealous.” 

He shook his head, stalking to the little table against the far wall and knocking back  a  glass  of  amber  liquid.  He  braced  his  hands  on  the  table,  the  powerful muscles  of  his  back  quivering  beneath  his  shirt  as  the  shadow  of  those  wings struggled to take form. 

“I heard what you told him,” he said. “That you thought it would be easy to fall

in love with him. You meant it, too.” 

“So?” It was the only thing I could think of to say. 

“I was jealous—of that. That I’m not … that sort of person. For anyone. 

The Summer Court has always been neutral; they only showed backbone during

those years Under the Mountain. I spared Tarquin’s life because I’d heard how

he wanted to even out the playing field between High Fae and lesser faeries. I’ve

been  trying  to  do  that  for  years.  Unsuccessfully,  but  …  I  spared  him  for  that alone. And Tarquin, with his neutral court … he will never have to worry about

someone  walking  away  because  the  threat  against  their  life,  their  children’s

lives, will always be there. So, yes, I was jealous of him—because it will always

be easy for him. And he will never know what it is to look up at the night sky

and wish.” 

The Court of Dreams. 

The  people  who  knew  that  there  was  a  price,  and  one  worth  paying,  for  that dream. The bastard-born warriors, the Illyrian half-breed, the monster trapped in

a beautiful body, the dreamer born into a court of nightmares …

And the huntress with an artist’s soul. 

And perhaps because it was the most vulnerable thing he’d said to me, perhaps it

was the burning in my eyes, but I walked to where he stood over the little bar. I

didn’t  look  at  him  as  I  took  the  decanter  of  amber  liquid  and  poured  myself  a knuckle’s length, then refilled his. 

But I met his stare as I clinked my glass against his, the crystal ringing clear and

bright over the crashing sea far below, and said, “To the people who look at the

stars and wish, Rhys.” 

He picked up his glass, his gaze so piercing that I wondered why I had bothered

blushing at all for Tarquin. 

Rhys  clinked  his  glass  against  mine.  “To  the  stars  who  listen—and  the  dreams that are answered.” 

CHAPTER

35

Two days passed. Every moment of it was a balancing act of truth and lies. 

Rhys  saw  to  it  that  I  was  not  invited  to  the  meetings  he  and  Amren  held  to distract  my  kind  host,  granting  me  time  to  scour  the  city  for  any  hint  of  the Book. 

But not too eagerly; not too intently. I could not look too intrigued as I wandered

the streets and docks, could not ask too many leading questions of the people I

encountered about the treasures and legends of Adriata. 

Even when I awoke at dawn, I made myself wait until a reasonable hour before

setting out into the city, made myself take an extended bath to secretly practice

that  water-magic.  And  while  crafting  water-animals  grew  tedious  after  an  hour

…  it  came  to  me  easily.  Perhaps  because  of  my  proximity  to  Tarquin,  perhaps because  of  whatever  affinity  for  water  was  already  in  my  blood,  my  soul—

though I certainly was in no position to ask. 

Once breakfast had finally been served and consumed, I made sure to look a bit

bored  and  aimless  when  I  finally  strode  through  the  shining  halls  of  the  palace on my way out into the awakening city. 

Hardly  anyone  recognized  me  as  I  casually  examined  shops  and  houses  and

bridges for any glimmer of a spell that  felt like Tarquin, though I doubted they had reason to. It had been the High Fae—the nobility—that had been kept Under

the Mountain. These people had been left here … to be tormented. 

Scars  littered  the  buildings,  the  streets,  from  what  had  been  done  in  retaliation for  their  rebellion:  burn  marks,  gouged  bits  of  stone,  entire  buildings  turned  to rubble. The back of the castle, as Tarquin had claimed, was indeed in the middle

of being repaired. Three turrets were half

shattered, the tan stone charred and crumbling. No sign of the Book. 

Workers toiled there—and throughout the city—to fix those broken areas. 

Just  as  the  people  I  saw—High  Fae  and  faeries  with  scales  and  gills  and  long, spindly webbed fingers—all seemed to be slowly healing. There were scars and

missing limbs on more than I could count. But in their eyes … in their eyes, light

gleamed. 

I had saved them, too. 

Freed them from whatever horrors had occurred during those five decades. 

I had done a terrible thing to save them … but I had saved them. 

And  it  would  never  be  enough  to  atone,  but  …  I  did  not  feel  quite  so  heavy, despite  not  finding  a  glimmer  of  the  Book’s  presence,  when  I  returned  to  the palace  atop  the  hill  on  the  third  night  to  await  Rhysand’s  report  on  the  day’s meetings—and learn if he’d managed to discover anything, too. 

As  I  strode  up  the  steps  of  the  palace,  cursing  myself  for  remaining  so  out  of shape  even  with  Cassian’s  lessons,  I  spied  Amren  perched  on  the  ledge  of  a

turret balcony, cleaning her nails. 

Varian  leaned  against  the  threshold  of  another  tower  balcony  within  jumping

range—and  I  wondered  if  he  was  debating  if  he  could  clear  the  distance  fast enough to push her off. 

A  cat  playing  with  a  dog—that’s  what  it  was.  Amren  was  practically  washing

herself, silently daring him to get close enough to sniff. I doubted Varian would

like her claws. 

Unless that was why he hounded her day and night. 

I shook my head, continuing up the steps—watching as the tide swept out. 

The sunset-stained sky caught on the water and tidal muck. A little night breeze

whispered past, and I leaned into it, letting it cool the sweat on me. 

There had once been a time when I’d dreaded the end of summer, had prayed it
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would hold out for as long as possible. Now the thought of endless warmth and

sun made me … bored. Restless. 

I was about to turn back to the stairs when I beheld the bit of land that had been

revealed near the tidal causeway. The small building. 

No wonder I hadn’t seen it, as I’d never been up this high in the day when the

tide was out … And during the rest of the day, from the muck and

seaweed now gleaming on it, it would have been utterly covered. 

Even now, it was half submerged. But I couldn’t tear my eyes from it. 

Like  it  was  a  little  piece  of  home,  wet  and  miserable-looking  as  it  was,  and  I need only hurry along the muddy causeway between the quieter part of the city

and the mainland—fast, fast, fast, so I might catch it before it vanished beneath

the waves again. 

But the site was too visible, and from the distance, I couldn’t definitively tell if it

 was the Book contained within. 

We’d  have  to  be  absolutely  certain  before  we  went  in—to  warrant  the  risks  in searching. Absolutely certain. 

I wished I didn’t, but I realized I already had a plan for that, too. 

We dined with Tarquin, Cresseida, and Varian in their family dining room—

a sure sign that the High Lord did indeed want that alliance, ambition or no. 

Varian was studying Amren as if he was trying to solve a riddle she’d posed to

him, and she paid him no heed whatsoever as she debated with Cresseida about

the various translations of some ancient text. I’d been leading up to my question, 

telling  Tarquin  of  the  things  I’d  seen  in  his  city  that  day—the  fresh  fish  I’d bought for myself on the docks. 

“You ate it right there,” Tarquin said, lifting his brows. 

Rhys  had  propped  his  head  on  a  fist  as  I  said,  “They  fried  it  with  the  other

fishermen’s lunches. Didn’t charge me extra for it.” 

Tarquin let out an impressed laugh. “I can’t say I’ve ever done that—

sailor or no.” 

“You should,” I said, meaning every word. “It was delicious.” 

I’d  worn  the  necklace  he’d  given  me,  and  Nuala  and  I  planned  my  clothes

around it. We’d decided on gray—a soft, dove shade—to show off the glittering

black. I had worn nothing else—no earrings, no bracelets, no rings. Tarquin had

seemed pleased by it, even though Varian had choked when he beheld me in an

heirloom of his household. Cresseida, surprisingly, had told me it suited me and

it didn’t fit in here, anyway. A backhanded compliment—but praise enough. 

“Well, maybe I’ll go tomorrow. If you’ll join me.” 

I  grinned  at  Tarquin—aware  of  every  one  I  offered  him,  now  that  Rhys  had

mentioned  it.  Beyond  his  giving  me  brief,  nightly  updates  on  their  lack  of

progress  with  discovering  anything  about  the  Book,  we  hadn’t  really  spoken

since  that  evening  I’d  filled  his  glass—though  it  had  been  because  of  our  own full days, not awkwardness. 

“I’d like that,” I said. “Perhaps we could go for a walk in the morning down the

causeway  when  the  tide  is  out.  There’s  that  little  building  along  the  way—it looks fascinating.” 

Cresseida stopped speaking, but I went on, sipping from my wine. “I figure since

I’ve  seen  most  of  the  city  now,  I  could  see  it  on  my  way  to  visit  some  of  the mainland, too.” 

Tarquin’s glance at Cresseida was all the confirmation I needed. 

That stone building indeed guarded what we sought. 

“It’s a temple ruin,” Tarquin said blandly—the lie smooth as silk. “Just mud and

seaweed at this point. We’ve been meaning to repair it for years.” 

“Maybe we’ll take the bridge then. I’ve had enough of mud for a while.” 
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 Remember  that  I  saved  you,  that  I  fought  the  Middengard  Wyrm—forget   the threat …

Tarquin’s eyes held mine—for a moment too long. 

In  the  span  of  a  blink,  I  hurled  my  silent,  hidden  power  toward  him,  a  spear aimed toward his mind, those wary eyes. 

There was a shield in place—a shield of sea glass and coral and the undulating

sea. 

I  became  that  sea,  became  the  whisper  of  waves  against  stone,  the  glimmer  of sunlight on a gull’s white wings. I became  him—became that mental shield. 

And then I was through it, a clear, dark tether showing me the way back should I

need it. I let instinct, no doubt granted from Rhys, guide me forward. To what I

needed to see. 

Tarquin’s thoughts hit me like pebbles.  Why does she ask about the  temple? Of all  the  things  to  bring  up  …   Around  me,  they  continued  eating.  I  continued eating.  I  willed  my  own  face,  in  a  different  body,  a  different  world,  to  smile pleasantly. 

 Why did they want to come here so badly? Why ask about my trove? 

Like lapping waves, I sent my thoughts washing over his. 

 She is harmless. She is kind, and sad, and broken. You saw her with your  people

 —you saw how she treated them. How she treats you. Amarantha did   not break

 that kindness. 

I poured my thoughts into him, tinting them with brine and the cries of terns—

wrapping them in the essence that was Tarquin, the essence he’d given to me. 

 Take  her  to  the  mainland  tomorrow.  That’ll  keep  her  from  asking  about   the temple. She saved Prythian. She is your friend. 

My thoughts settled in him like a stone dropped into a pool. And as the wariness

faded in his eyes, I knew my work was done. 

I  hauled  myself  back,  back,  back,  slipping  through  that  ocean-and-pearl  wall, reeling inward until my body was a cage around me. 

Tarquin smiled. “We’ll meet after breakfast. Unless Rhysand wants me for more

meetings.” Neither Cresseida nor Varian so much as glanced at him. Had Rhys

taken care of their own suspicions? 

Lightning shot  through my  blood, even  as my  blood chilled  to realize  what  I’d

done—

Rhys waved a lazy hand. “By all means, Tarquin, spend the day with my lady.” 

 My lady. I ignored the two words. But I shut out my own marveling at what I’d

accomplished, the slow-building horror at the invisible violation Tarquin would

never know about. 

I  leaned  forward,  bracing  my  bare  forearms  on  the  cool  wood  table.  “Tell  me what  there  is  to  see  on  the  mainland,”  I  asked  Tarquin,  and  steered  him  away from the temple on the tidal causeway. 

Rhys  and  Amren  waited  until  the  household  lights  dimmed  before  coming  into

my room. 

I’d been sitting in bed, counting down the minutes, forming my plan. 

None of the guest rooms looked out on the causeway—as if they wanted no one

to notice it. 

Rhys arrived first, leaning against the closed door. “What a fast learner you are. 

It takes most daemati years to master that sort of infiltration.” 

My  nails  bit  into  my  palms.  “You  knew—that  I  did  it?”  Speaking  the  words

aloud felt too much, too … real. 

A shallow nod. “And what expert work you did, using the essence of  him to trick

his shields, to get past them … Clever lady.” 

“He’ll never forgive me,” I breathed. 

“He’ll never know.” Rhys angled his head, silky dark hair sliding over his brow. 

“You  get  used  to  it.  The  sense  that  you’re  crossing  a  boundary,  that  you’re violating them. For what it’s worth, I didn’t particularly enjoy convincing Varian

and Cresseida to find other matters more interesting.” 

I dropped my gaze to the pale marble floor. 

“If you hadn’t taken care of Tarquin,” he went on, “the odds are we’d be knee-

deep in shit right now.” 

“It was my fault, anyway—I was the one who asked about the temple. I was only

cleaning up my own mess.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t feel right.” 

“It never does. Or it shouldn’t. Far too many daemati lose that sense. But here—

tonight … the benefits outweighed the costs.” 

“Is that also what you told yourself when you went into my mind? What was the

benefit then?” 

Rhys pushed off the door, crossing to where I sat on the bed. “There are parts of

your mind I left undisturbed, things that belong solely to you, and always will. 

And as for the rest … ” His jaw clenched. “You scared the shit out of me for a

long  while,  Feyre.  Checking  in  that  way  …  I  couldn’t  very  well  stroll  into  the Spring Court and ask how you were doing, could I?” 

Light  footsteps  sounded  in  the  hall—Amren.  Rhys  held  my  gaze  though  as  he

said, “I’ll explain the rest some other time.” 

The door opened. “It seems like a stupid place to hide a book,” Amren said by

way of greeting as she entered, plopping onto the bed. 

“And the last place one would look,” Rhys said, prowling away from me to take

a seat on the vanity stool before the window. “They could spell it easily enough

against  wet  and  decay.  A  place  only  visible  for  brief  moments  throughout  the day—when the land around it is exposed for all to see? You could not ask for a

better place. We have the eyes of thousands watching us.” 

“So how do we get in?” I said. 

“It’s likely warded against winnowing,” Rhys said, bracing his forearms on his

thighs. “I won’t risk tripping any alarms by trying. So we go in at night, the old-

fashioned way. I can carry you both, then keep watch,” he added when I  lifted my brows. 

“Such  gallantry,”  Amren  said,  “to  do  the  easy  part,  then  leave  us  helpless

females to dig through mud and seaweed.” 

“Someone needs to be circling high enough to see anyone approaching—

or sounding the alarm. And masking you from sight.” 

I frowned. “The locks respond to his touch; let’s hope they respond to mine.” 

Amren said, “When do we move?” 

“Tomorrow night,” I said. “We note the guard’s rotations tonight at low tide—

figure  out  where  the  watchers  are.  Who  we  might  need  to  take  out  before  we make our move.” 

“You think like an Illyrian,” Rhys murmured. 

“I believe that’s supposed to be a compliment,” Amren confided. 

Rhys snorted, and shadows gathered around him as he loosened his grip on his

power. “Nuala and Cerridwen are already on the move inside the castle. I’ll take

to the skies. The two of you should go for a midnight walk

—considering how hot it is.” Then he was gone with a rustle of invisible wings

and a warm, dark breeze. 

Amren’s lips were bloodred in the moonlight. I knew who would have the task

of taking out any spying eyes—and wind up with a meal. My mouth dried out a

bit. “Care for a stroll?” 

CHAPTER

36

The following day was torture. Slow, unending, hot-as-hell torture. 

Feigning  interest  in  the  mainland  as  I  walked  with  Tarquin,  met  his  people, 

smiled  at  them,  grew  harder  as  the  sun  meandered  across  the  sky,  then  finally
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began  inching  toward  the  sea.  Liar,  thief,  deceiver—that’s  what  they’d  call  me soon. 

I  hoped  they’d  know—that  Tarquin  would  know—that  we’d  done  it  for  their

sake. 

Supreme  arrogance,  perhaps,  to  think  that  way,  but  …  it  was  true.  Given  how quickly Tarquin and Cresseida had glanced at each other, guided me away from

that  temple  …  I’d  bet  that  they  wouldn’t  have  handed  over  that  book.  For

whatever reasons of their own, they wanted it. 

Maybe  this  new  world  of  Tarquin’s  could  only  be  built  on  trust  …  But  he

wouldn’t  get  a  chance  to  build  it  if  it  was  all  wiped  away  beneath  the  King  of Hybern’s armies. 

That’s what I told myself over and over as we walked through his city—

as  I  endured  the  greetings  of  his  people.  Perhaps  not  as  joyous  as  those  in Velaris, but … a tentative hard-won warmth. People who had endured the worst

and tried now to move beyond it. 

As I should be moving beyond my own darkness. 

When the sun was at last sliding into the horizon, I confessed to Tarquin that I

was  tired  and  hungry—and,  being  kind  and  accommodating,  he  took  me  back, 

buying me a baked fish pie on the way home. He’d even eaten a fried fish at the

docks that afternoon. 

Dinner was worse. 

We’d  be  gone  before  breakfast—but  they  didn’t  know  that.  Rhys  mentioned

returning to the Night Court tomorrow afternoon, so perhaps an early departure

wouldn’t  be  so  suspicious.  He’d  leave  a  note  about  urgent  business,  thanking

Tarquin for his hospitality, and then we’d vanish home—

to Velaris. If it went according to plan. 

We’d learned where the guards were stationed, how their rotations operated, and

where their posts were on the mainland, too. 

And when Tarquin kissed my cheek good night, saying he wished that it was not my last evening and perhaps he would see about visiting the Night Court soon …

I almost fell to my knees to beg his forgiveness. 

Rhysand’s hand on my back was a solid warning to keep it together—

even as his face held nothing but that cool amusement. 

I went to my room. And found Illyrian fighting leathers waiting for me. 

Along with that belt of Illyrian knives. 

So I dressed for battle once again. 

Rhys  flew  us  in  close  to  low  tide,  dropping  us  off  before  taking  to  the  skies, where he’d circle, monitoring the guards on the island and mainland, while we

hunted. 

The muck reeked, squelching and squeezing us with every step from the narrow

causeway road to the little temple ruin. Barnacles, seaweed, and limpets clung to

the  dark  gray  stones—and  every  step  into  the  sole  interior  chamber  had  that

 thing in my chest saying  where are you, where are you,   where are you? 

Rhys and Amren had checked for wards around the site—but found none. 

Odd, but fortunate. Thanks to the open doorway, we didn’t dare risk a light, but

with  the  cracks  in  the  stone  overhead,  the  moonlight  provided  enough

illumination. 

Knee-deep  in  muck,  the  tidal  water  slinking  out  over  the  stones,  Amren  and  I surveyed the chamber, barely more than forty feet wide. 

“I can feel it,” I breathed. “Like a clawed hand running down my spine.” 

Indeed, my skin tingled, hair standing on end beneath my warm leathers. 

“It’s—sleeping.” 

“No  wonder  they  hid  it  beneath  stone  and  mud  and  sea,”  Amren  muttered,  the

muck squelching as she turned in place. 

I  shivered,  the  Illyrian  knives  on  me  now  feeling  as  useful  as  toothpicks,  and again turned in place. “I don’t feel anything in the walls. But it’s here.” 

Indeed, we both looked down at the same moment and cringed. 

“We should have brought a shovel,” she said. 

“No time to get one.” The tide was fully out now. Every minute counted. 

Not just for the returning water—but the sunrise that was not too far off. 

Every step an effort through the firm grip of the mud, I honed in on that feeling, 

that  call.  I  stopped  in  the  center  of  the  room—dead  center.  Here,    here,  here,  it whispered. 

I  leaned  down,  shuddering  at  the  icy  muck,  at  the  bits  of  shell  and  debris  that scraped my bare hands as I began hauling it away. “Hurry.” 

Amren hissed, but stooped to claw at the heavy, dense mud. Crabs and skittering

things tickled my fingers. I refused to think about them. 

So  we  dug,  and  dug,  until  we  were  covered  in  salty  mud  that  burned  our

countless little cuts as we panted at a stone floor. And a lead door. 

Amren swore. “Lead to keep its full force in, to preserve it. They used to line the

sarcophagi  of  the  great  rulers  with  it—because  they  thought  they’d  one  day

awaken.” 

“If  the  King  of  Hybern  goes  unchecked  with  that  Cauldron,  they  might  very

well.” 

Amren shuddered, and pointed. “The door is sealed.” 

I wiped my hand on the only clean part of me—my neck—and used the other to

scrape  away  the  last  bit  of  mud  from  the  round  door.  Every  brush  against  the lead sent pangs of cold through me. But there—a carved whorl in the center of

the door. “This has been here for a very long time,” I murmured. 

Amren  nodded.  “I  would  not  be  surprised  if,  despite  the  imprint  of  the  High Lord’s power, Tarquin and his predecessors had never set foot here—

if  the  blood-spell  to  ward  this  place  instantly  transferred  to  them  once  they assumed power.” 

“Why covet the Book, then?” 

“Wouldn’t you want to lock away an object of terrible power? So no one could

use it for evil—or their own gain? Or perhaps they locked it away for

their own bargaining chip if it ever became necessary. I had no idea why they, of

all courts, was granted the half of the Book in the first place.” 

I shook my head and laid my hand flat on the whorl in the lead. 

A jolt went through me like lightning, and I grunted, bearing down on the door. 

My  fingers  froze  to  it,  as  if  the  power  were  leeching  my  essence,  drinking  as Amren drank, and I felt it hesitate, question—

 I am Tarquin. I am summer; I am warmth; I am sea and sky and planted  field. 

I became every smile he’d given me, became the crystalline blue of his eyes, the

brown  of  his  skin.  I  felt  my  own  skin  shift,  felt  my  bones  stretch  and  change. 

Until  I   was  him,  and  it  was  a  set  of  male  hands  I  now  possessed,  now  pushed against the door. Until the essence of me became what I had tasted in that inner, 

mental shield of his—sea and sun and brine. 

I did not give myself a moment to think of what power I might have just used. 

Did not allow any part of me that  wasn’t Tarquin to shine through. 

 I am your master, and you will let me pass. 

The lock pulled harder and harder, and I could barely breathe—

Then a click and groan. 

I shifted back into my own skin, and scrambled into the piled mud right as the

door sank and swung away, tucking beneath the stones to reveal a spiral staircase

drifting  into  a  primordial  gloom.  And  on  a  wet,  salty  breeze  from  below  came the tendrils of power. 

Across  the  open  stair,  Amren’s  face  had  gone  paler  than  usual,  her  silver  eyes glowing  bright.  “I  never  saw  the  Cauldron,”  she  said,  “but  it  must  be  terrible indeed if even a grain of its power feels … like this.” 

Indeed, that power was filling the chamber, my head, my lungs—

smothering and drowning and seducing—

“Quickly,” I said, and a small ball of faelight shot down the curve of the stairs, 

illuminating gray, worn steps slick with slime. 

I drew my hunting knife and descended, one hand braced on the freezing stone

wall to keep from slipping. 

I  made  it  one  rotation  down,  Amren  close  behind,  before  faelight  danced  on

waist-deep, putrid water. I scanned the passage at the foot of the stairs. 

“There’s a hall, and a chamber beyond that. All clear.” 

“Then hurry the hell up,” Amren said. 

Bracing myself, I stepped into the dark water, biting down my yelp at the near-

freezing temperature, the oiliness of it. Amren gagged, the water nearly up to her

chest. 

“This place no doubt fills up swiftly once the tide comes back in,” she observed

as  we  sloshed  through  the  water,  frowning  at  the  many  drainage  holes  in  the walls. 

We went only slow enough for her to detect any sort of ward or trap, but

—there was none. Nothing at all. Though who would ever come down here, to

such a place? 

Fools—desperate fools, that’s who. 

The  long  stone  hall  ended  in  a  second  lead  door.  Behind  it,  that  power  coiled, overlaying Tarquin’s imprint. “It’s in there.” 

“Obviously.” 

I  scowled  at  her,  both  of  us  shivering.  The  cold  was  deep  enough  that  I wondered if I might have already been dead in my human body. Or well on my

way to it. 

I laid my palm flat on the door. The sucking and questioning and draining were

worse this time. So much worse, and I had to brace my tattooed hand on the door

to keep from falling to my knees and crying out as it ransacked me. 

 I am summer, I am summer, I am summer. 

I didn’t shift into Tarquin this time—didn’t need to. A click and groan, and the

lead door  rolled  into  the wall,  water  merging  and splashing  as  I  stumbled  back into Amren’s waiting arms. “Nasty, nasty lock,” she hissed, shuddering not just

from the water. 

My head was spinning. Another lock and I might very well pass out. 

But the faelight bobbed into the chamber beyond us, and we both halted. 

The  water  had  not  merged  with  another  source—but  rather  halted  against  an

invisible  threshold.  The  dry  chamber  beyond  was  empty  save  for  a  round  dais

and pedestal. 

And a small, lead box atop it. 

Amren waved a tentative hand over the air where the water just—

stopped.  Then,  satisfied  there  were  no  waiting  wards  or  tricks,  she  stepped

beyond, dripping onto the gray stones as she stood in the chamber, wincing a bit, 

and beckoned. 

Wading as fast as I could, I followed her, half falling onto the floor as my body

adjusted to sudden air. I turned—and sure enough, the water was a black wall, as

if there were a pane of glass keeping it in place. 

“Let’s be quick about it,” she said, and I didn’t disagree. 

We  both  carefully  surveyed  the  chamber:  floors,  walls,  ceilings.  No  signs  of

hidden mechanisms or triggers. 

Though no larger than an ordinary book, the lead box seemed to gobble up the faelight—and  inside  it,  whispering  …  The  seal  of  Tarquin’s  power,  and  the

Book. 

And now I heard, clear as if Amren herself whispered it:  Who are you—what are

 you? Come closer—let me smell you, let me see  you …

We paused on opposite sides of the pedestal, the faelight hovering over the lid. 

“No wards,” Amren said, her voice barely more than the scrape of her boots on

the stone. “No spells. You have to remove it—carry it out.” 

The thought of touching that box, getting close to that thing inside it—

“The tide is coming back in,” Amren added, surveying the ceiling. 

“That soon?” 

“Perhaps the sea knows. Perhaps the sea is the High Lord’s servant.” 

And if we were caught down here when the water came in—

I did not think my little water-animals would help. Panic writhed in my gut, but I

pushed it away and steeled myself, lifting my chin. 

The box would be heavy—and cold. 

 Who are you, who are you, who are you—

I flexed my fingers and cracked my neck.  I am summer; I am sea and sun   and

 green things. 

“Come on, come on,” Amren murmured. Above, water trickled over the stones. 

 Who are you, who are you, who are you—

 I am Tarquin; I am High Lord; I am your master. 

The box quieted. As if that were answer enough. 

I snatched the box off the pedestal, the metal biting into my hands, the power an

oily smear through my blood. 

An ancient, cruel voice hissed:

 Liar. 

And the door slammed shut. 
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“NO! ” Amren screamed, at the door in an instant, her fist a radiant forge as she slammed it into the lead—once, twice. 

And  above—the  rush  and  gargle  of  water  tumbling  downstairs,  filling  the

chamber—

No, no, no—

I  reached  the  door,  sliding  the  box  into  the  wide  inside  pocket  of  my  leather jacket  while  Amren’s  blazing  palm  flattened  against  the  door,  burning,  heating the metal, swirls and whorls radiating out through it as if they were a language

all her own, and then—

The door burst open. 

Only for a flood to come crashing in. 

I  grappled  for  the  threshold,  but  missed  as  the  water  slammed  me  back, 

sweeping  me  under  the  dark,  icy  surface.  The  cold  stole  the  breath  from  my

lungs. Find the floor, find the floor—

My feet connected and I pushed up, gulping down air, scanning the dim chamber

for Amren. She was clutching the threshold, eyes on me, hand out

—glowing bright. 

The  water  already  flowed  up  to  my  breasts,  and  I  rushed  to  her,  fighting  the onslaught  flooding  the  chamber,  willing  that  new  strength  into  my  body,  my

arms—

The water became easier, as if that kernel of power soothed its current, its wrath, 

but Amren was now climbing up the threshold. “You have it?” she shouted over the roaring water. 

I nodded, and I realized her outstretched hand wasn’t for me—but for the door

she’d forced back into the wall. Holding it away until I could get out. 

I shoved through the archway, Amren slipping around the threshold—just as the

door  rolled  shut  again,  so  violently  that  I  wondered  at  the  power  she’d  used  to push it back. 

The only downside was that the water in the hall now had much less space to fill. 

“Go,” she said, but I didn’t wait for her approval before I grabbed her, hooking

her feet around my stomach as I hoisted her onto my back. 

“Just—do what you have to,” I gritted out, neck craned above the rising water. 

Not too much farther to the stairs—the stairs that were now a cascade. Where the

hell was Rhysand? 

But Amren held out a palm in front of us, and the water buckled and trembled. 

Not  a  clear  path,  but  a  break  in  the  current.  I  directed  that  kernel  of  Tarquin’s power—  my power now—toward it. The water calmed further, straining to obey

my command. 

I  ran,  gripping  her  thighs  probably  hard  enough  to  bruise.  Step  by  step,  water now raging down, now at my jaw, now at my mouth—

But I hit the stairs, almost slipping on the slick step, and Amren’s gasp stopped

me cold. 

Not a gasp of shock, but a gasp for air as a wall of water poured down the stairs. 

As if a mighty wave had swept over the entire site. Even my own mastery over

the element could do nothing against it. 

I had enough time to gulp down air, to grab Amren’s legs and brace myself—

And watch as that door atop the stairs slid shut, sealing us in a watery tomb. 

I was dead. I knew I was dead, and there was no way out of it. 
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I had consumed my last breath, and I would be aware for every second until my

lungs gave out and my body betrayed me and I swallowed that fatal mouthful of

water. 

Amren beat at my hands until I let go, until I swam after her, trying to calm my

panicking heart, my lungs, trying to convince them to make each second count

as Amren reached the door and slammed her palm into it. 

Symbols flared—again and again. But the door held. 

I reached her, shoving my body into the door, over and over, and the lead dented

beneath my shoulders. Then I had talons, talons not claws, and I was slicing and

punching at the metal—

My lungs were on fire. My lungs were seizing—

Amren pounded on the door, that bit of faelight guttering, as if it were counting

down her heartbeats—

I had to take a breath, had to open my mouth and take a breath, had to ease the

burning—

Then the door was ripped away. 

And  the  faelight  remained  bright  enough  for  me  to  see  the  three  beautiful, 

ethereal  faces  hissing  through  fish’s  teeth  as  their  spindly  webbed  fingers

snatched us out of the stairs, and into their frogskin arms. 

Water-wraiths. 

But I couldn’t stand it. 

And as those spiny hands grabbed my arm, I opened my mouth, water shoving

in,  cutting  off  thought  and  sound  and  breath.  My  body  seized,  those  talons

vanishing—

Debris and seaweed and water shot past me, and I had the vague sense of being

hurtled through the water, so fast the water burned beneath my eyelids. 

And then hot air—air, air, air, but my lungs were full of water as—

A fist slammed into my stomach and I vomited water across the waves. I gulped

down air, blinking at the bruised purple and blushing pink of the morning sky. 

A sputter and gasp not too far from me, and I treaded water as I turned in the bay

to see Amren vomiting as well—but alive. 

And  in  the  waves  between  us,  onyx  hair  plastered  to  their  strange  heads  like helmets, the water-wraiths floated, staring with dark, large eyes. 

The sun was rising beyond them—the city encircling us stirring. 

The one in the center said, “Our sister’s debt is paid.” 

And then they were gone. 

Amren was already swimming for the distant mainland shore. 

Praying they didn’t come back and make a meal of us, I hurried after her, trying

to keep my movements small to avoid detection. 

We both reached a quiet, sandy cove and collapsed. 

A shadow blocked out the sun, and a boot toed my calf. “What,” said Rhysand, 

still in battle-black, “are you two doing?” 

I opened my eyes to find Amren hoisting herself up on her elbows. 

“Where the  hell were you?” she demanded. 

“You  two  set  off  every  damned  trigger  in  the  place.  I  was  hunting  down  each guard who went to sound the alarm.” My throat was ravaged—and sand tickled

my cheeks, my bare hands. “I thought you had it covered,” he said to her. 

Amren  hissed,  “That   place,  or  that  damned  book,  nearly  nullified  my  powers. 

We almost drowned.” 

His gaze shot to me. “I didn’t feel it through the bond—” 

“It probably nullified that, too, you stupid bastard,” Amren snapped. 

His  eyes  flickered.  “Did  you  get  it?”  Not  at  all  concerned  that  we  were  half-drowned and had very nearly been dead. 

I touched my jacket—the heavy metal lump within. 

“Good,” Rhys said, and I looked behind him at the sudden urgency in his tone. 

Sure enough, in the castle across the bay, people were darting about. 

“I missed some guards,” he gritted out, grabbed both our arms, and we vanished. 

The dark wind was cold and roaring, and I had barely enough strength to cling to

him. 

It gave out entirely, along with Amren’s, as we landed in the town house foyer—

and we both collapsed to the wood floor, spraying sand and water on the carpet. 

Cassian shouted from the dining room behind us, “What the hell?” 

I glared up at Rhysand, who merely stepped toward the breakfast table. 

“I’m  waiting  for  an  explanation,  too,”  he  merely  said  to  wide-eyed  Cassian, 

Azriel, and Mor. 

But I turned to Amren, who was still hissing on the floor. Her red-rimmed eyes

narrowed. “How?” 

“During the Tithe, the water-wraith emissary said they had no gold, no food to

pay. They were starving.” Every word ached, and I thought I might vomit again. 

He’d deserve it, if I puked all over the carpet. Though he’d probably take it from

my wages. “So I gave her some of my jewelry to pay

her dues. She swore that she and her sisters would never forget the kindness.” 

“Can someone explain, please?” Mor called from the room beyond. 

We  remained  on  the  floor  as  Amren  began  quietly  laughing,  her  small  body

shaking. 

“What?” I demanded. 

“Only  an  immortal  with  a  mortal  heart  would  have  given  one  of  those  horrible beasts the money. It’s so … ” Amren laughed again, her dark hair plastered with

sand and seaweed. For a moment, she even looked human. 

“Whatever luck you live by, girl … thank the Cauldron for it.” 

The others were all watching, but I felt a chuckle whisper out of me. 

Followed by a laugh, as rasping and raw as my lungs. But a real laugh, perhaps

edged by hysteria—and profound relief. 

We looked at each other, and laughed again. 

“Ladies,” Rhysand purred—a silent order. 

I  groaned  as  I  got  to  my  feet,  sand  falling  everywhere,  and  offered  a  hand  to Amren  to  rise.  Her  grip  was  firm,  but  her  quicksilver  eyes  were  surprisingly tender as she squeezed it before snapping her fingers. 

We  were  both  instantly  clean  and  warm,  our  clothes  dry.  Save  for  a  wet  patch around my breast—where that box waited. 

My  companions  were  solemn-faced  as  I  approached  and  reached  inside  that

pocket. The metal bit into my fingers, so cold it burned. 

I dropped it onto the table. 

It thudded, and they all recoiled, swearing. 

Rhys crooked a finger at me. “One last task, Feyre. Unlock it, please.” 

My knees were buckling—my head spinning and mouth bone-dry and full of salt

and grit, but … I wanted to be rid of it. 

So I slid into a chair, tugging that hateful box to me, and placed a hand on top. 

 Hello, liar, it purred. 

“Hello,” I said softly. 

 Will you read me? 

“No.” 

The  others  didn’t  say  a  word—though  I  felt  their  confusion  shimmering  in  the room. Only Rhys and Amren watched me closely. 

 Open, I said silently. 

 Say please. 

“Please,” I said. 

The box—the Book—was silent. Then it said,  Like calls to like. 

“Open,” I gritted out. 

 Unmade and Made; Made and Unmade—that is the cycle. Like calls to  like. 

I pushed my hand harder, so tired I didn’t care about the thoughts tumbling out, 

the bits and pieces that were a part of and not part of me: heat and water and ice

and light and shadow. 

 Cursebreaker, it called to me, and the box clicked open. 

I sagged back in my chair, grateful for the roaring fire in the nearby fireplace. 

Cassian’s hazel eyes were dark. “I never want to hear that voice again.” 

“Well, you will,” Rhysand said blandly, lifting the lid. “Because you’re coming

with us to see those mortal queens as soon as they deign to visit.” 

I was too tired to think about that—about what we had left to do. I peered into

the box. 

It was not a book—not with paper and leather. 

It had been formed of dark metal plates bound on three rings of gold, silver, and

bronze, each word carved with painstaking precision, in an alphabet I could not

recognize. Yes, it indeed turned out my reading lessons were unnecessary. 

Rhys left it inside the box as we all peered in—then recoiled. 

Only Amren remained staring at it. The blood drained from her face entirely. 

“What language is that?” Mor asked. 

I thought Amren’s hands might have been shaking, but she shoved them into her

pockets. “It is no language of this world.” 

Only Rhys was unfazed by the shock on her face. As if he’d suspected what the

language might be. Why he had picked her to be a part of this hunt. 

“What is it, then?” Azriel asked. 

She stared and stared at the Book—as if it were a ghost, as if it were a miracle—

and said, “It is the Leshon Hakodesh. The Holy Tongue.” Those quicksilver eyes

shifted to Rhysand, and I realized she’d understood, too, why she’d gone. 

Rhysand said, “I heard a legend that it was written in a tongue of mighty beings

who feared the Cauldron’s power and made the Book to combat it. 

Mighty beings who were here … and then vanished. You are the only one who

can uncode it.” 

It was Mor who warned, “Don’t play those sorts of games, Rhysand.” 

But he shook his head. “Not a game. It was a gamble that Amren would be able

to read it—and a lucky one.” 

Amren’s  nostrils  flared  delicately,  and  for  a  moment,  I  wondered  if  she  might throttle  him  for  not  telling  her  his  suspicions,  that  the  Book  might  indeed  be more than the key to our own salvation. 

Rhys smiled at her in a way that said he’d be willing to let her try. 

Even Cassian slid a hand toward his fighting knife. 

But  then  Rhysand  said,  “I  thought,  too,  that  the  Book  might  also  contain  the spell to free you—and send you home. If they were the ones who wrote it in the

first place.” 

Amren’s throat bobbed—slightly. 

Cassian said, “Shit.” 

Rhys went  on,  “I did  not  tell you  my  suspicions, because  I  did not  want  to  get your  hopes  up.  But  if  the  legends  about  the  language  were  indeed  right  …

Perhaps you might find what you’ve been looking for, Amren.” 

“I need the other piece before I can begin decoding it.” Her voice was raw. 

“Hopefully  our  request  to  the  mortal  queens  will  be  answered  soon,”  he  said, frowning  at  the  sand  and  water  staining  the  foyer.  “And  hopefully  the  next

encounter will go better than this one.” 

Her mouth tightened, yet her eyes were blazing bright. “Thank you.” 

Ten thousand years in exile—alone. 

Mor sighed—a loud, dramatic sound no doubt meant to break the heavy silence

—and complained about wanting the full story of what happened. 

But Azriel said, “Even if the book can nullify the Cauldron … there’s Jurian to

contend with.” 

We all looked at him. “That’s the piece that doesn’t fit,” Azriel clarified, tapping

a scarred finger on the table. “Why resurrect him in the first place? 

And how does the king keep him bound? What does the king have over Jurian to

keep him loyal?” 

“I’d considered that,” Rhys said, taking a seat across from me at the table, right

between  his  two  brothers.  Of  course  he  had  considered  it.  Rhys  shrugged. 

“Jurian was … obsessive in his pursuits of things. He died with many of those

goals left unfinished.” 

Mor’s face paled a bit. “If he suspects Miryam is alive—” 

“Odds are, Jurian believes Miryam is gone,” Rhys said. “And who better to raise

his former lover than a king with a Cauldron able to resurrect the dead?” 

“Would  Jurian  ally  with  Hybern  just  because  he  thinks  Miryam  is  dead  and

wants her back?” Cassian said, bracing his arms on the table. 

“He’d do it to get revenge on Drakon for winning her heart,” Rhys said. 

He shook his head. “We’ll discuss this later.” And I made a note to ask him who

these  people  were,  what  their  history  was—to  ask  Rhys  why  he’d  never  hinted

Under the Mountain that he  knew the man behind the eye on Amarantha’s ring. 

After I’d had a bath. And water. And a nap. 

But they all looked to me and Amren again—still waiting for the story. 

Brushing  a  few  grains  of  sand  off,  I  let  Amren  launch  into  the  tale,  each  word more unbelievable than the last. 

Across  the  table,  I  lifted  my  gaze  from  my  clothes  and  found  Rhys’s  eyes

already on me. 

I  inclined  my  head  slightly,  and  lowered  my  shield  only  long  enough  to  say

down the bond:  To the dreams that are answered. 

A  heartbeat  later,  a  sensual  caress  trailed  along  my  mental  shields—a  polite

request. I let it drop, let him in, and his voice filled my head.  To the   huntresses who  remember  to  reach  back  for  those  less  fortunate—and   water-wraiths  who swim very, very fast. 

CHAPTER

38

Amren took the Book to wherever it was she lived in Velaris, leaving the five of

us to eat. While Rhys told them of our visit to the Summer Court, I managed to

scarf  down  breakfast  before  the  exhaustion  of  staying  up  all  night,  unlocking those doors, and very nearly dying hit me. When I awoke, the house was empty, 

the  afternoon  sunlight  warm  and  golden,  and  the  day  so  unusually  warm  and

lovely that I brought a book down to the small garden in the back. 

The  sun  eventually  shifted,  shading  the  garden  to  the  point  of  frigidness  again. 

Not quite willing to give up the sun yet, I trudged the three levels to the rooftop

patio to watch it set. 

Of  course—   of  course—Rhysand  was  already  lounging  in  one  of  the  whitepainted iron chairs, an arm slung over the back while his other hand idly gripped

a glass of some sort of liquor, a crystal decanter full of it set on the table before him. 

His  wings  were  draped  behind  him  on  the  tile  floor,  and  I  wondered  if  he  was also  taking  advantage  of  the  unusually  mild  day  to  sun  them  as  I  cleared  my throat. 

“I know you’re there,” he said without turning from the view of the Sidra and the

red-gold sea beyond. 

I scowled. “If you want to be alone, I can go.” 

He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  empty  seat  at  the  iron  table.  Not  a  glowing

invitation, but … I sat down. 

There  was  a  wood  box  beside  the  decanter—and  I  might  have  thought  it  was

something for whatever he was drinking had I not noticed the dagger fashioned

of mother-of-pearl in the lid. 

Had I not sworn I could smell the sea and heat and soil that was Tarquin. 

“What is that?” 

Rhys  drained  his  glass,  held  up  a  hand—the  decanter  floating  to  him  on  a

phantom wind—and poured himself another knuckle’s length before he spoke. 

“I debated it for a good while, you know,” he said, staring out at his city. 

“Whether  I  should  just  ask  Tarquin  for  the  Book.  But  I  thought  that  he  might very  well  say  no,  then  sell  the  information  to  the  highest  bidder.  I  thought  he might  say  yes,  and  it’d  still  wind  up  with  too  many  people  knowing  our  plans and  the  potential  for  that  information  to  get  out.  And  at  the  end  of  the  day,  I needed  the   why  of  our  mission  to  remain  secret  for  as  long  as  possible.”  He drank  again,  and  dragged  a  hand  through  his  blue-black  hair.  “I  didn’t  like

stealing from him. I didn’t like hurting his guards. I didn’t like vanishing without

a  word,  when,  ambition  or  no,  he  did  truly  want  an  alliance.  Maybe  even

friendship.  No  other  High  Lords  have  ever  bothered—or  dared.  But  I  think

Tarquin wanted to be my friend.” 

I glanced between him and the box and repeated, “What is that?” 

“Open it.” 

I gingerly flipped back the lid. 

Inside, nestled on a bed of white velvet, three rubies glimmered, each the size of

a chicken egg. Each so pure and richly colored that they seemed crafted of—

“Blood rubies,” he said. 

I pulled back the fingers that had been inching toward the stones. 

“In  the  Summer  Court,  when  a  grave  insult  has  been  committed,  they  send  a

blood ruby to  the offender.  An official  declaration that there  is a  price on  their head—that they are now hunted, and will soon be dead. The box arrived at the

Court of Nightmares an hour ago.” 

Mother  above.  “I  take  it  one  of  these  has  my  name  on  it.  And  yours.  And

Amren’s.” 

The lid flipped shut on a dark wind. “I made a mistake,” he said. I opened my

mouth,  but  he  went  on,  “I  should  have  wiped  the  minds  of  the  guards  and  let them continue on. Instead, I knocked them out. It’s been a while since I had to

do  any  sort  of  physical  …  defending  like  that,  and  I  was  so  focused  on  my Illyrian  training  that  I  forgot  the  other  arsenal  at  my  disposal.  They  probably awoke and went right to him.” 

“He would have noticed the Book was missing soon enough.” 

“We could have denied that we stole it and chalked it up to coincidence.” 

He drained his glass. “I made a mistake.” 

“It’s not the end of the world if you do that every now and then.” 

“You’ve been told you are now public enemy number one of the Summer Court

and you’re fine with it?” 

“No. But I don’t blame you.” 

He loosed a breath, staring out at his city as the warmth of the day succumbed to

winter’s bite once more. It didn’t matter to him. 

“Perhaps you could return the Book once we’ve neutralized the Cauldron

—apologize.” 

Rhys snorted. “No. Amren will get that book for as long as she needs it.” 

“Then  make  it  up  to  him  in  some  way.  Clearly,  you  wanted  to  be  his  friend  as much as he wanted to be yours. You wouldn’t be so upset otherwise.” 

“I’m not upset. I’m pissed off.” 

“Semantics.” 

He gave me a half smile. “Feuds like the one we just started can last centuries—

millennia. If that’s the cost of stopping this war, helping Amren

… I’ll pay it.” 

He’d  pay  with  everything  he  had,  I  realized.  Any  hopes  for  himself,  his  own happiness. 

“Do the others know—about the blood rubies?” 

“Azriel was the one who brought them to me. I’m debating how I’ll tell Amren.” 

“Why?” 

Darkness  filled  those  remarkable  eyes.  “Because  her  answer  would  be  to  go  to Adriata and wipe the city off the map.” 

I shuddered. 

“Exactly,” he said. 

I stared out at Velaris with him, listening to the sounds of the day wrapping up—

and the night unfolding. Adriata felt rudimentary by comparison. 

“I understand,” I said, rubbing some warmth into my now-chilled hands, 

“why  you  did  what  you  had  to  in  order  to  protect  this  city.”  Imagining  the destruction that had been wreaked upon Adriata here in Velaris made my

blood  run  cold.  His  eyes  slid  to  me,  wary  and  dull.  I  swallowed.  “And  I

understand why you will do anything to keep it safe during the times ahead.” 

“And your point is?” 

A bad day—this was a bad day, I realized, for him. I didn’t scowl at the bite in

his  words.  “Get  through  this  war,  Rhysand,  and  then  worry  about  Tarquin  and

the blood rubies. Nullify the Cauldron, stop the king from shattering the wall and

enslaving the human realm again, and then we’ll figure out the rest after.” 

“You sound as if you plan to stay here for a while.” A bland, but edged question. 

“I  can  find  my  own  lodging,  if  that’s  what  you’re  referring  to.  Maybe  I’ll  use that generous paycheck to get myself something lavish.” 

 Come on. Wink at me. Play with me. Just—stop looking like that. 

He only said, “Spare your paycheck. Your name has already been added to the

list of those approved to use my household credit. Buy whatever you wish. Buy

yourself a whole damn house if you want.” 

I ground my teeth, and maybe it was panic or desperation, but I said sweetly, “I

saw a pretty shop across the Sidra the other day. It sold what looked to be lots of

lacy little things. Am I allowed to buy that on your credit, too, or does that come

out of my personal funds?” 

Those violet eyes again drifted to me. “I’m not in the mood.” 

There was no humor, no mischief. I could go warm myself by a fire inside, but

…

He had stayed. And fought for me. 

Week after week, he’d fought for me, even when I had no reaction, even when I

had barely been able to speak or bring myself to care if I lived or died or ate or

starved.  I  couldn’t  leave  him  to  his  own  dark  thoughts,  his  own  guilt.  He’d shouldered them alone long enough. 

So I held his gaze. “I never knew Illyrians were such morose drunks.” 

“I’m not drunk—I’m drinking,” he said, his teeth flashing a bit. 

“Again,  semantics.”  I  leaned  back  in  my  seat,  wishing  I’d  brought  my  coat. 

“Maybe  you  should  have  slept  with  Cresseida  after  all—so  you  could  both  be

sad and lonely together.” 

“So you’re entitled to have as many bad days as you want, but I can’t get a few

hours?” 

“Oh,  take  however  long  you  want  to  mope.  I  was  going  to  invite  you  to  come shopping with me for said lacy little unmentionables, but … sit up here forever, 

if you have to.” 

He didn’t respond. 

I  went  on,  “Maybe  I’ll  send  a  few  to  Tarquin—with  an  offer  to  wear  them  for him if he forgives us. Maybe he’ll take those blood rubies right back.” 

His mouth barely, barely tugged up at the corners. “He’d see that as a taunt.” 

“I gave him a few smiles and he handed over a family heirloom. I bet he’d give

me the keys to his territory if I showed up wearing those undergarments.” 

“Someone thinks mighty highly of herself.” 

“Why shouldn’t I? You seem to have difficulty  not staring at me day and night.” 

There it was—a kernel of truth and a question. 

“Am I supposed to deny,” he drawled, but something sparked in those eyes, “that

I find you attractive?” 

“You’ve never said it.” 

“I’ve told you many times, and quite frequently, how attractive I find you.” 

I  shrugged,  even  as  I  thought  of  all  those  times—when  I’d  dismissed  them  as teasing compliments, nothing more. “Well, maybe you should do a better job of

it.” 

The gleam in his eyes turned into something predatory. A thrill went through me as  he  braced  his  powerful  arms  on  the  table  and  purred,  “Is  that  a  challenge, Feyre?” 

I held that predator’s gaze—the gaze of the most powerful male in Prythian. “Is

it?” 

His pupils flared. Gone was the quiet sadness, the isolated guilt. Only that lethal

focus—on  me.  On  my  mouth.  On  the  bob  of  my  throat  as  I  tried  to  keep  my

breathing  even.  He  said,  slow  and  soft,  “Why  don’t  we  go  down  to  that  store right  now,  Feyre,  so  you  can  try  on  those  lacy  little  things—so  I  can  help  you pick which one to send to Tarquin.” 

My toes curled inside my fleece-lined slippers. Such a dangerous line we walked

together. The ice-kissed night wind rustled our hair. 

But Rhys’s gaze cut skyward—and a heartbeat later, Azriel shot from the clouds

like a spear of darkness. 

I wasn’t sure whether I should be relieved or not, but I left before Azriel could

land, giving the High Lord and his spymaster some privacy. 

As  soon  as  I  entered  the  dimness  of  the  stairwell,  the  heat  rushed  from  me, leaving a sick, cold feeling in my stomach. 

There was flirting, and then there was … this. 

I had loved Tamlin. Loved him so much I had not minded destroying myself for

it—for him. And then everything had happened, and now I was here, and … and

I might have very well gone to that pretty shop with Rhysand. 

I could almost see what would have happened:

The shop ladies would have been polite—a bit nervous—and given us privacy as

Rhys sat on the settee in the back of the shop while I went behind the curtained-

off chamber to try on the red lace set I’d eyed thrice now. And when I emerged, 

mustering  up  more  bravado  than  I  felt,  Rhys  would  have  looked  me  up  and

down. Twice. 

And  he  would  have  kept  staring  at  me  as  he  informed  the  shop  ladies  that  the
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store  was  closed  and  they  should  all  come  back  tomorrow,  and  we’d  leave  the tab on the counter. 

I would have stood there, naked save for scraps of red lace, while we listened to

the quick, discreet sounds of them closing up and leaving. 

And he would have looked at me the entire time—at my breasts, visible through

the lace; at the plane of my stomach, now finally looking less starved and taut. 

At  the  sweep  of  my  hips  and  thighs—between  them.  Then  he  would  have  met

my gaze again, and crooked a finger with a single murmured, “Come here.” 

And  I  would  have  walked  to  him,  aware  of  every  step,  as  I  at  last  stopped  in front of where he sat. Between his legs. 

His hands would have slid to my waist, the calluses scraping my skin. 

Then  he’d  have  tugged  me  a  bit  closer  before  leaning  in  to  brush  a  kiss  to  my navel, his tongue—

I swore as I slammed into the post of the stairwell landing. 

And I blinked—blinked as the world returned and I realized …

I glared at the eye tattooed in my hand and hissed both with my tongue and that

silent voice within the bond itself, “Prick.” 

In the back of my mind, a sensual male voice chuckled with midnight laughter. 

My face burning, cursing him for the vision he’d slipped past my mental shields, 

I reinforced them as I entered my room. And took a very, very cold bath. 

I ate with Mor that night beside the crackling fire in the town house dining room, 

Rhys  and  the  others  off  somewhere,  and  when  she  finally  asked  why  I  kept

scowling every time Rhysand’s name was mentioned, I told her about the vision

he’d  sent  into  my  mind.  She’d  laughed  until  wine  came  out  of  her  nose,  and when I scowled at  her, she told me I should be proud: when Rhys was prepared

to brood, it took nothing short of a miracle to get him out of it. 

I tried to ignore the slight sense of triumph—even as I climbed into bed. 

I  was  just  starting  to  drift  off,  well  past  two  in  the  morning  thanks  to  chatting with Mor on the couch in the living room for hours and hours about all the great

and terrible places she’d seen, when the house let out a groan. 

Like the wood itself was being warped, the house began to moan and shudder—

the colored glass lights in my room tinkling. 

I jolted upright, twisting to the open window. Clear skies, nothing—

Nothing but the darkness leaking into my room from the hall door. 

I knew that darkness. A kernel of it lived in me. 

It rushed in from the cracks of the door like a flood. The house shuddered again. 

I  vaulted  from  bed,  yanked  the  door  open,  and  darkness  swept  past  me  on  a

phantom wind, full of stars and flapping wings and—pain. 

So much pain, and despair, and guilt and fear. 

I  hurtled  into  the  hall,  utterly  blind  in  the  impenetrable  dark.  But  there  was  a thread between us, and I followed it—to where I knew his room was. 

I fumbled for the handle, then—

More night and stars and wind poured out, my hair whipping around me, and I

lifted an arm to shield my face as I edged into the room. “Rhysand.” 

No response. But I could feel him there—feel that lifeline between us. 

I followed it until my shins banged into what had to be his bed. 

“Rhysand,”  I  said  over  the  wind  and  dark.  The  house  shook,  the  floorboards clattering under my feet. I patted the bed, feeling sheets and blankets and down, 

and then—

Then a hard, taut male body. But the bed was enormous, and I couldn’t get a grip

on him. “Rhysand! ” 

Around and around the darkness swirled, the beginning and end of the world. 

I  scrambled  onto  the  bed,  lunging  for  him,  feeling  what  was  his  arm,  then  his stomach, then his shoulders. His skin was freezing as I gripped his shoulders and

shouted his name. 

No response, and I slid a hand up his neck, to his mouth—to make sure he was

still breathing, that this wasn’t his power floating away from him—

Icy  breath  hit  my  palm.  And,  bracing  myself,  I  rose  up  on  my  knees,  aiming blindly, and slapped him. 

My  palm  stung—but  he  didn’t  move.  I  hit  him  again,  pulling  on  that  bond between us, shouting his name down it like it was a tunnel, banging on that wall

of ebony adamant within his mind, roaring at it. 

A crack in the dark. 

And then his hands were on me, flipping me, pinning me with expert skill to the

mattress, a taloned hand at my throat. 

I went still. “Rhysand.” I breathed.  Rhys, I said through the bond, putting a hand against that inner shield. 

The dark shuddered. 

I  threw  my  own  power  out—black  to  black,  soothing  his  darkness,  the  rough

edges, willing it to calm, to soften. My darkness sang his own a lullaby, a song

my wet nurse had hummed when my mother had shoved me into her arms to go

back to attending parties. 

“It was a dream,” I said. His hand was so cold. “It was a dream.” 

Again,  the  dark  paused.  I  sent  my  own  veils  of  night  brushing  up  against  it, running star-flecked hands down it. 

And for a heartbeat, the inky blackness cleared enough that I saw his face above

me: drawn, lips pale, violet eyes wide—scanning. 

“Feyre,”  I  said.  “I’m  Feyre.”  His  breathing  was  jagged,  uneven.  I  gripped  the wrist that held my throat—held, but didn’t hurt. “You were dreaming.” 

I willed that darkness inside myself to echo it, to sing those raging fears to sleep, to brush up against that ebony wall within his mind, gentle and soft

…

Then, like snow shaken from a tree, his darkness fell away, taking mine with it. 

Moonlight poured in—and the sounds of the city. 

His  room  was  similar  to  mine,  the  bed  so  big  it  must  have  been  built  to

accommodate  wings,  but  all  tastefully,  comfortably  appointed.  And  he  was

naked above me—utterly naked. I didn’t dare look lower than the tattooed panes

of his chest. 

“Feyre,” he said, his voice hoarse. As if he’d been screaming. 

“Yes,” I said. He studied my face—the taloned hand at my throat. And released

me immediately. 

I lay there, staring up at where he now knelt on the bed, rubbing his hands over

his face. My traitorous eyes indeed dared to look lower than his chest—but my

attention snagged on the twin tattoos on each of his knees: a towering mountain

crowned by three stars. Beautiful—but brutal, somehow. 

“You were having a nightmare,” I said, easing into a sitting position. Like some

dam  had  been  cracked  open  inside  me,  I  glanced  at  my  hand—and  willed  it  to vanish into shadow. It did. 

Half a thought scattered the darkness again. 

His hands, however, still ended in long, black talons—and his feet …

they ended in claws, too. The wings were out, slumped down behind him. 

And I wondered how close he’d been to fully shifting into that beast he’d once

told me he hated. 

He lowered his hands, talons fading into fingers. “I’m sorry.” 

“That’s  why  you’re  staying  here,  not  at  the  House.  You  don’t  want  the  others

seeing this.” 

“I normally keep it contained to my room. I’m sorry it woke you.” 

I  fisted  my  hands  in  my  lap  to  keep  from  touching  him.  “How  often  does  it happen?” 

Rhys’s violet eyes met mine, and I knew the answer before he said, “As often as

you.” 

I swallowed hard. “What did you dream of tonight?” 

He shook his head, looking toward the window—to where snow had dusted the

nearby rooftops. “There are memories from Under the Mountain, 

Feyre, that are best left unshared. Even with you.” 

He’d shared enough horrific things with me that they had to be …

beyond nightmares, then. But I put a hand on his elbow, naked body and all. 

“When you want to talk, let me know. I won’t tell the others.” 

I made to slither off the bed, but he grabbed my hand, keeping it against his arm. 

“Thank you.” 

I studied the hand, the ravaged face. Such pain lingered there—and exhaustion. 

The face he never let anyone see. 

I pushed up onto my knees and kissed his cheek, his skin warm and soft beneath

my mouth. It was over before it started, but—but how many nights had I wanted

someone to do the same for me? 

His eyes were a bit wide as I pulled away, and he didn’t stop me as I eased off

the bed. I was almost out the door when I turned back to him. 

Rhys still knelt, wings drooping across the white sheets, head bowed, his tattoos

stark against his golden skin. A dark, fallen prince. 

The painting flashed into my mind. 

Flashed—and stayed there, glimmering, before it faded. 

But it remained, shining faintly, in that hole inside my chest. 

The hole that was slowly starting to heal over. 

CHAPTER

39

“Do you think you can decode it once we get the other half?” I said to Amren, 

lingering by the front door of her apartment the next afternoon. 

She owned  the top  floor of  a three-story  building, the  sloped ceiling  ending  on

either  side  in  a  massive  window.  One  looked  out  on  the  Sidra;  the  other  on  a tree-lined  city  square.  The  entire  apartment  consisted  of  one  giant  room:  the faded  oak  floors  were  covered  in  equally  worn  carpets,  furniture  was  scattered about as if she constantly moved it for whatever purpose. 

Only her bed, a large, four-poster monstrosity canopied in gossamer, seemed set

in a permanent place against the wall. There was no kitchen—

only  a  long  table  and  a  hearth  burning  hot  enough  to  make  the  room  near-

stifling.  The  dusting  of  snow  from  the  night  before  had  vanished  in  the  dry winter sun by midmorning, the temperature crisp but mild enough that the walk

here had been invigorating. 

Seated on the floor before a low-lying table scattered with papers, Amren looked

up from the gleaming metal of the book. Her face was paler than usual, her lips

wan. “It’s been a long while since I used this language—I want to master it again

before  tackling  the  Book.  Hopefully  by  then,  those  haughty  queens  will  have

given us their share.” 

“And how long will relearning the language take?” 

“Didn’t His Darkness fill you in?” She went back to the Book. 

I  strode  for  the  long  wooden  table  and  set  the  package  I’d  brought  on  the

scratched  surface.  A  few  pints  of  hot  blood—straight  from  the  butcher.  I’d

nearly  run  here  to  keep  them  from  going  cold.  “No,”  I  said,  taking  out  the

containers. “He didn’t.” Rhys had already been gone by breakfast, though one of his notes had been on a bedside table. 

 Thank you—for last night, was all it had said. No pen to write a response. 

But  I’d  hunted  down  one  anyway,  and  had  written  back,  What  do  the   tattooed stars and mountain on your knees mean? 

The  paper  had  vanished  a  heartbeat  later.  When  it  hadn’t  returned,  I’d  dressed and gone to breakfast. I was halfway through my eggs and toast when the paper

appeared beside my plate, neatly folded. 

 That I will bow before no one and nothing but my crown. 

This  time,  a  pen  had  appeared.  I’d  merely  written  back,  So  dramatic.  And through our bond, on the other side of my mental shields, I could have sworn I

heard his laugh. 

Smiling  at  the  memory,  I  unscrewed  the  lid  on  the  first  jar,  the  tang  of  blood filling  my  nostrils.  Amren  sniffed,  then  whipped  her  head  to  the  glass  pints. 

“You—oh, I like you.” 

“It’s lamb, if that makes a difference. Do you want me to heat it up?” 

She  rushed  from  the  Book,  and  I  just  watched  as  she  clutched  the  jar  in  both hands and gulped it down like water. 

Well, at least I wouldn’t have to bother finding a pot in this place. 

Amren drank half in one go. A trickle of blood ran down her chin, and she let it

drip onto her gray shirt—rumpled in a way I’d never seen. 

Smacking her lips, she set the jar on the table with a great sigh. Blood gleamed

on her teeth. “Thank you.” 

“Do you have a favorite?” 

She  jerked  her  bloody  chin,  then  wiped  it  with  a  napkin  as  she  realized  she’d made a mess. “Lamb has always been my favorite. Horrible as it is.” 

[image: Image 166]

“Not—human?” 

She  made  a  face.  “Watery,  and  often  tastes  like  what  they  last  ate.  And  since most humans have piss-poor palates, it’s too much of a gamble. But lamb … I’ll

take goat, too. The blood’s purer. Richer. Reminds me of—

another time. And place.” 

“Interesting,” I said, and meant it. I wondered what world, exactly, she meant. 

She  drained  the  rest,  color  already  blooming  on  her  face,  and  placed  the  jar  in the small sink along the wall. 

“I thought you’d live somewhere more … ornate,” I admitted. 

Indeed,  all  her  fine  clothes  were  hanging  on  racks  near  the  bed,  her  jewelry scattered on a few armoires and tables. There was enough of the

latter to provide an emperor’s ransom. 

She shrugged, plopping down beside the Book once more. “I tried that once. It

bored me. And I didn’t like having servants. Too nosy. I’ve lived in palaces and

cottages  and  in  the  mountains  and  on  the  beach,  but  I  somehow  like  this

apartment  by  the  river  the  best.”  She  frowned  at  the  skylights  that  dotted  the ceiling.  “It  also  means  I  never  have  to  host  parties  or  guests.  Both  of  which  I abhor.” 

I chuckled. “Then I’ll keep my visit short.” 

She let out an amused huff, crossing her legs beneath her. “Why  are you here?” 

“Cassian said you’d been holed up in here night and day since we got back, and I

thought you might be hungry. And—I had nothing else to do.” 

“Cassian is a busybody.” 

“He cares about you. All of you. You’re the only family he has.” They were  all

the only family they each had. 

“Ach,”  she  said,  studying  a  piece  of  paper.  But  it  seemed  to  please  her nonetheless. A gleam of color caught my attention on the floor near her. 

She was using her blood ruby as a paperweight. 

“Rhys convinced you not to destroy Adriata for the blood ruby?” 

Amren’s eyes flicked up, full of storms and violent seas. “He did no such thing. 

 That convinced me not to destroy Adriata.” She pointed to her dresser. 

Sprawled  across  the  top  like  a  snake  lay  a  familiar  necklace  of  diamonds  and rubies. I’d seen it before—in Tarquin’s trove. “How … what?” 

Amren smiled to herself. “Varian sent it to me. To soften Tarquin’s declaration

of our blood feud.” 

I’d  thought  the  rubies  would  need  to  be  worn  by  a  mighty  female—and  could

think of no mightier female than the one before me. “Did you and Varian … ?” 

“Tempting, but no. The prick can’t decide if he hates or wants me.” 

“Why can’t it be both?” 

A low chuckle. “Indeed.” 

Thus began weeks of waiting. Waiting for Amren to relearn a language spoken

by no other in our world. Waiting for the mortal queens to answer our request to

meet. 

Azriel  continued  his  attempt  to  infiltrate  their  courts—still  to  no  avail.  I  heard about it mostly from Mor, who always knew when he’d return to the House of

Wind, and always made a point to be there the moment he touched down. 

She  told  me  little  of  the  specifics—even  less  about  how  the  frustration  of   not being  able  to  get  his  spies   or  himself  into  those  courts  took  a  toll  on  him.  The standards to which he held himself, she confided in me, bordered on sadistic. 

Getting Azriel to take  any time for himself that didn’t involve work or training was nearly impossible. And when I pointed out that he  did go to Rita’s with her

whenever  she  asked,  Mor  simply  informed  me  that  it  had  taken  her   four

 centuries  to  get  him  to  do  that.  I  sometimes  wondered  what  went  on  up  at  the House of Wind while Rhys and I stayed at the town house. 

I  only  really  visited  in  the  mornings,  when  I  filled  the  first  half  of  my  day training  with  Cassian—who,  along  with  Mor,  had  decided  to  point  out  what

foods I should be eating to gain back the weight I’d lost, to become strong and

swift again. And as the days passed, I went from physical defense to learning to

wield an Illyrian blade, the weapon so fine, I’d nearly taken Cassian’s arm off. 

But I was learning to use it—slowly. Painfully. I’d had one break from Cassian’s

brutal training—just one morning, when he’d flown to the human realm to see if

my sisters had heard from the queens and deliver  another letter from Rhys to be

sent to them. 

I assumed seeing Nesta went about as poorly as could be imagined, because my

lesson  the  following  morning  was  longer  and  harder  than  it’d  been  in  previous days.  I’d  asked  what,  exactly,  Nesta  had  said  to  him  to  get  under  his  skin  so easily. But Cassian had only snarled and told me to mind my own business, and

that my family was full of bossy, know-it-all females. 

Part of me had wondered if Cassian and Varian might need to compare notes. 

Most afternoons … if Rhys was around, I’d train with him. Mind to mind, power

to power. We slowly worked through the gifts I’d been given

—flame and water, ice and darkness. There were others, we knew, that had gone

undiscovered,  undelved.  Winnowing  still  remained  impossible.  I  hadn’t  been

able to do it since that snowy morning with the Attor. 

It’d take time, Rhys told me each day, when I’d inevitably snap at him—

time, to learn and master each one. 

He infused each lesson with information about the High Lords whose power I’d

stolen:  about  Beron,  the  cruel  and  vain  High  Lord  of  the  Autumn  Court;  about Kallias, the quiet and cunning High Lord of Winter; about Helion Spell-Cleaver, 

the High Lord of Day, whose one thousand libraries had been personally looted

by Amarantha, and whose clever people excelled at spell work and archived the

knowledge of Prythian. 

Knowing   who  my  power  had  come  from,  Rhys  said,  was  as  important  as learning the nature of the power itself. We never spoke of shape-shifting—

of  the  talons  I  could  sometimes  summon.  The  threads  that  went  along  with  us looking  at  that  gift  were  too  tangled,  the  unspoken  history  too  violent  and

bloody. 

So  I  learned  the  other  courts’  politics  and  histories,  and  learned  their  masters’

powers, until my waking and sleeping hours were spent with flame singeing my

mouth  and  hoarfrost  cracking  between  my  fingers.  And  each  night,  exhausted

from a day of training my body and powers, I tumbled into a heavy sleep, laced

with jasmine-scented darkness. 

Even my nightmares were too tired to hound me. 

On the days when Rhys was called elsewhere, to deal with the inner workings of

his own court, to remind them who ruled them or mete out judgment, to prepare

for  our  inevitable  visit  to  Hybern,  I  would  read,  or  sit  with  Amren  while  she worked on the Book, or stroll through Velaris with Mor. The latter was perhaps

my favorite, and the female certainly excelled at finding ways to spend money. 

I’d  peeked  only  once  at  the  account  Rhys  had  set  up  for  me—just  once,  and

realized he was grossly,  grossly overpaying me. 

I tried not to be disappointed on those afternoons that he was gone, tried not to

admit  that  I’d  begun  looking  forward  to  it—mastering  my  powers,  and  …

bantering  with  him.  But  even  when  he  was  gone,  he  would  talk  to  me,  in  the notes that had become our own strange secret. 

One day, he’d written to me from Cesere, a small city in the northeast where he

was meeting with the few surviving priestesses to discuss

rebuilding after their temple had been wrecked by Hybern’s forces. None of the

priestesses were like Ianthe, he’d promised. 

 Tell me about the painting. 

I’d written back from my seat in the garden, the fountain finally revived with the

return of milder weather,  There’s not much to say. 

 Tell me about it anyway. 

It had taken me a while to craft the response, to think through that little hole in me and what it had once meant and felt like. But then I said,  There  was a time when  all  I  wanted  was  enough  money  to  keep  me  and  my  family   fed  so  that  I could spend my days painting. That was all I wanted. Ever. 

A pause. Then he’d written,  And now? 

 Now,  I’d replied,  I don’t know what I want. I can’t paint anymore. 

 Why? 

 Because  that  part  of  me  is  empty.  Though  maybe  that  night  I’d  seen  him kneeling in the bed … maybe that had changed a bit. I had contemplated the next

sentence, then written,  Did you always want to be High Lord? 

A lengthy pause again.  Yes. And no. I saw how my father ruled and knew  from a young age that I did not want to be like him. So I decided to be a  different sort of High  Lord;  I  wanted  to  protect  my  people,  change  the   perceptions  of  the Illyrians, and eliminate the corruption that plagued the  land. 

For a moment, I hadn’t been able to stop myself from comparing: Tamlin hadn’t

wanted to be High Lord. He resented being High Lord—and maybe

… maybe that was part of why the court had become what it was. But Rhysand, 

with a vision, with the will and desire and passion to do it …

He’d built something. 

And then gone to the mat to defend it. 

It  was  what  he’d  seen  in  Tarquin,  why  those  blood  rubies  had  hit  him  so  hard. 

Another High Lord with vision—a radical vision for the future of Prythian. 

So I wrote back,  At least you make up for your shameless flirting by  being one hell of a High Lord. 

He’d returned that evening, smirking like a cat, and had merely said

“One hell of a High Lord?” by way of greeting. 
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I’d sent a bucket’s worth of water splashing into his face. 

Rhys hadn’t bothered to shield against it. And instead shook his wet hair like a

dog, spraying me until I yelped and darted away. His laughter had chased me up

the stairs. 

Winter  was  slowly  loosening  its  grip  when  I  awoke  one  morning  and  found

another letter from Rhys beside my bed. No pen. 

 No  training  with  your  second-favorite  Illyrian  this  morning.  The  queens   finally deigned to write back. They’re coming to your family’s estate  tomorrow. 

I  didn’t  have  time  for  nerves.  We  left  after  dinner,  soaring  into  the  thawing human lands under cover of darkness, the brisk wind screaming as Rhys held me

tightly. 

My sisters were ready the following morning, both dressed in finery fit for any

queen, Fae or mortal. 

I supposed I was, too. 

I  wore  a  white  gown  of  chiffon  and  silk,  cut  in  typical  Night  Court  fashion  to reveal my skin, the gold accents on the dress glittering in the midmorning light

streaming  through  the  sitting  room  windows.  My  father,  thankfully,  would

remain  on  the  continent  for  another  two  months—due  to  whatever  vital  trade

he’d been seeking across the kingdoms. 

Near  the  fireplace,  I  stood  beside  Rhys,  who  was  clad  in  his  usual  black,  his wings gone, his face a calm mask. Only the dark crown atop his head—

the  metal  shaped  like  raven’s  feathers—was  different.  The  crown  that  was  the

sibling to my gold diadem. 

Cassian and Azriel monitored everything from the far wall, no weapons in sight. 

But  their  Siphons  gleamed,  and  I  wondered  what  manner  of  weapon,  exactly, 

they  could  craft  with  it,  if  the  need  demanded  it.  For  that  had  been  one  of  the demands the queens had issued for this meeting: no weapons. No matter that the

Illyrian warriors themselves were weapons enough. 

Mor, in a red gown similar to mine, frowned at the clock atop the white mantel, her foot tapping on the ornate carpet. Despite my wishes for her to get to know

my sisters, Nesta and Elain had been so tense and pale when

we’d  arrived  that  I’d  immediately  decided  now  was  not  the  time  for  such  an

encounter. 

One day—one day, I’d bring them all together. If we didn’t die in this war first. 

If these queens chose to help us. 

Eleven o’clock struck. 

There had been two other demands. 

The meeting was to begin at eleven. No earlier. No later. 

And  they  had  wanted  the  exact  geographical  location  of  the  house.  The  layout and size of each room. Where the furniture was. Where the windows and doors

were. What room, likely, we would greet them in. 

Azriel had provided it all, with my sisters’ help. 

The chiming of the clock atop the mantel was the only sound. 

And I realized, as it finished its last strike, that the third demand wasn’t just for

security. 

No, as a wind brushed through the room, and five figures appeared, flanked by

two guards apiece, I realized it was because the queens could winnow. 
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The  mortal  queens  were  a  mixture  of  age,  coloring,  height,  and  temperament. 

The  eldest  of  them,  clad  in  an  embroidered  wool  dress  of  deepest  blue,  was

brown-skinned, her eyes sharp and cold, and unbent despite the heavy wrinkles

carved into her face. 

The  two  who  appeared  middle-aged  were  opposites:  one  dark,  one  light;  one

sweet-faced, one hewn from granite; one smiling and one frowning. 

They  even  wore  gowns  of  black  and  white—and  seemed  to  move  in  question

and  answer  to  each  other.  I  wondered  what  their  kingdoms  were  like,  what

relations  they  had.  If  the  matching  silver  rings  they  each  wore  bound  them  in other ways. 

And  the  youngest  two  queens  …  One  was  perhaps  a  few  years  older  than  me, 

black-haired  and  black-eyed,  careful  cunning  oozing  from  every  pore  as  she

surveyed us. 

And the final queen, the one who spoke first, was the most beautiful—the only

beautiful one of them. These were women who, despite their finery, did not care

if they were young or old, fat or thin, short or tall. Those things were secondary; 

those things were a sleight of hand. 

But this one, this beautiful queen, perhaps no older than thirty …

Her riotously curly hair was as golden as Mor’s, her eyes of purest amber. Even

her brown, freckled skin seemed dusted with gold. Her body was supple where

she’d probably learned men found it distracting, lithe where it showed grace. A

lion in human flesh. 

“Well  met,”  Rhysand  said,  remaining  still  as  their  stone-faced  guards  scanned

us, the room. As the queens now took our measure. 

The sitting room was enormous enough that one nod from the golden queen had

the guards peeling off to hold positions by the walls, the doors. 

My sisters, silent before the bay window, shuffled aside to make room. 

Rhys  stepped  forward.  The  queens  all  sucked  in  a  little  breath,  as  if  bracing themselves. Their guards casually, perhaps foolishly, rested a hand on the hilt of

their broadswords—so large and clunky compared to Illyrian blades. As if they

stood  a  chance—against  any  of  us.  Myself  included,  I  realized  with  a  bit  of  a start. 

But it was Cassian and Azriel who would play the role of mere guards today—

distractions. 

But  Rhys  bowed  his  head  slightly  and  said  to  the  assembled  queens,  “We  are grateful you accepted our invitation.” He lifted a brow. “Where is the sixth?” 

The ancient queen, her blue gown heavy and rich, merely said, “She is unwell, 

and could not make the journey.” She surveyed me. “You are the emissary.” 

My  back  stiffened.  Beneath  her  gaze,  my  crown  felt  like  a  joke,  like  a  bauble, but—“Yes,” I said. “I am Feyre.” 

A  cutting  glance  toward  Rhysand.  “And  you  are  the  High  Lord  who  wrote  us

such an interesting letter after your first few were dispatched.” 

I didn’t dare look at him. He’d sent many letters through my sisters by now. 

 You  didn’t  ask  what  was  inside  them,  he  said  mind  to  mind  with  me,  laughter dancing  along  the  bond.  I’d  left  my  mental  shields  down—just  in  case  we

needed to silently communicate. 

“I am,” Rhysand said with a hint of a nod. “And this is my cousin, Morrigan.” 

Mor stalked toward us, her crimson gown floating on a phantom wind. 

The golden queen sized her up with each step, each breath. A threat—for beauty

and power and dominance. Mor bowed at my side. “It has been a long time since

I met with a mortal queen.” 

The black-clad queen placed a moon-white hand on her lower bodice. 

“Morrigan—  the Morrigan from the War.” 

They all paused as if in surprise. And a bit of awe and fear. 

Mor  bowed  again.  “Please—sit.”  She  gestured  to  the  chairs  we’d  laid  out  a

comfortable distance from each other, all far enough apart that the guards

could flank their queens as they saw fit. 

Almost  as  one,  the  queens  sat.  Their  guards,  however,  remained  at  their  posts around the room. 

The  golden-haired  queen  smoothed  her  voluminous  skirts  and  said,  “I  assume

those are our hosts.” A cutting look at my sisters. 

Nesta had gone straight-backed, but Elain bobbed a curtsy, flushing rose pink. 

“My sisters,” I clarified. 

Amber  eyes  slid  to  me.  To  my  crown.  Then  Rhys’s.  “An  emissary  wears  a

golden crown. Is that a tradition in Prythian?” 

“No,” Rhysand said smoothly, “but she certainly looks good enough in one that I

can’t resist.” 

The golden queen didn’t smile as she mused, “A human turned into a High Fae

…  and  who  is  now  standing  beside  a  High  Lord  at  the  place  of  honor. 

Interesting.” 

I kept my shoulders back, chin high. Cassian had been teaching me these weeks

about  how  to  feel  out  an  opponent—what  were  her  words  but  the  opening

movements in another sort of battle? 

The eldest declared to Rhys, “You have an hour of our time. Make it count.” 

“How is it that you can winnow?” Mor asked from her seat beside me. 

The golden queen now gave a smile—a small, mocking one—and replied, “It is

our secret, and our gift from your kind.” 

Fine. Rhys looked to me, and I swallowed as I inched forward on my seat. “War

is coming. We called you here to warn you—and to beg a boon.” 

There  would  be  no  tricks,  no  stealing,  no  seduction.  Rhys  could  not  even  risk looking  inside  their  heads  for  fear  of  triggering  the  inherent  wards  around  the Book and destroying it. 

“We know war is coming,” the oldest said, her voice like crackling leaves. “We

have been preparing for it for many years.” 

It seemed the three others were positioned as observers while the eldest and the

golden-haired one led the charge. 

I  said  as  calmly  and  clearly  as  I  could,  “The  humans  in  this  territory  seem unaware of the larger threat. We’ve seen no signs of preparation.” Indeed, Azriel

had gleaned as much these weeks, to my dismay. 

“This territory,” the golden one explained coolly, “is a slip of land compared to

the vastness of the continent. It is not in our interests to defend it. It would be a

waste of resources.” 

No.  No, that—

Rhys drawled, “Surely the loss of even one innocent life would be abhorrent.” 

The eldest queen folded her withered hands in her lap. “Yes. To lose one life is

always  a  horror.  But  war  is  war.  If  we  must  sacrifice  this  tiny  territory  to  save the majority, then we shall do it.” 

I  didn’t  dare  look  at  my  sisters.  Look  at  this  house,  that  might  very  well  be turned to rubble. I rasped, “There are good people here.” 

The  golden  queen  sweetly  parried  with,  “Then  let  the  High  Fae  of  Prythian

defend them.” 

Silence. 

And it was Nesta who hissed from behind us, “We have servants here. 

With families. There are  children in these lands. And you mean to leave us all in the hands of the Fae?” 

The eldest one’s face softened. “It is no easy choice, girl—” 

“It is the choice of  cowards,” Nesta snapped. 

I  interrupted  before  Nesta  could  dig  us  a  deeper  grave,  “For  all  that  your  kind hate ours … You’d leave the Fae to defend your people?” 

“Shouldn’t  they?”  the  golden  one  asked,  sending  that  cascade  of  curls  sliding over  a  shoulder  as  she  angled  her  head  to  the  side.  “Shouldn’t  they  defend

against a threat of their own making?” A snort. “Should Fae blood not be spilled

for their crimes over the years?” 

“Neither side is innocent,” Rhys countered calmly. “But we might protect those who are. Together.” 

“Oh?” said the eldest, her wrinkles seeming to harden, deepen. “The High Lord

of the Night Court asks us to join with him, save lives with him. 

To  fight  for  peace.  And  what  of  the  lives  you  have  taken  during  your  long, hideous existence? What of the High Lord who walks with darkness in his wake, 

and shatters minds as he sees fit?” A crow’s laugh. “We have heard of you, even

on the continent, Rhysand. We have heard what the Night Court does, what you

do to your enemies.  Peace?  For a male who melts minds and tortures for sport, I did not think you knew the word.” 

Wrath began simmering in my blood; embers crackled in my ears. But I cooled

that fire I’d slowly been stoking these past weeks and tried, “If you will not send

forces here to defend your people, then the artifact we requested—” 

“Our half of the Book, child,” the crone cut me off, “does not leave our sacred

palace. It has not left those white walls since the day it was gifted as part of the

Treaty. It will never leave those walls, not while we stand against the terrors in

the North.” 

“Please,” was all I said. 

Silence again. 

“Please,” I repeated. Emissary—I was their emissary, and Rhys had chosen me

for this. To be the voice of both worlds. “I was turned into  this—

into a faerie—because one of the commanders from Hybern  killed me.” 

Through our bond, I could have sworn I felt Rhys flinch. 

“For fifty years,” I pushed on, “she terrorized Prythian, and when I defeated her, 

when  I  freed  its  people,  she   killed  me.  And  before  she  did,  I  witnessed  the horrors that she unleashed on human and faerie alike. One of them—just  one of

them was able to cause such destruction and suffering. 

Imagine  what  an  army  like  her  might  do.  And  now  their  king  plans  to  use  a weapon  to  shatter  the  wall,  to  destroy   all  of  you.  The  war  will  be  swift,  and

brutal. And you will not win.  We will not win. Survivors will be slaves, and their children’s children will be slaves. Please … Please, give us the other half of the

Book.” 

The  eldest  queen  swapped  a  glance  with  the  golden  one  before  saying  gently, 

placatingly,  “You  are  young,  child.  You  have  much  to  learn  about  the  ways  of the world—” 

“Do not,” Rhys said with deadly quiet, “condescend to her.” The eldest queen—

who was but a child to  him, to his centuries of existence  — had the good sense to look nervous at that tone. Rhys’s eyes were glazed, his face as unforgiving as his

voice  as  he  went  on,  “Do  not  insult  Feyre  for  speaking  with  her  heart,  with compassion for those who cannot defend themselves, when you speak from only

selfishness and cowardice.” 

The eldest stiffened. “For the greater good—” 

“Many  atrocities,”  Rhys  purred,  “have  been  done  in  the  name  of  the  greater

good.” 

No small part of me was impressed that she held his gaze. She said simply, “The

Book will remain with us. We will weather this storm—” 

“That’s enough,” Mor interrupted. 

She got to her feet. 

And Mor looked each and every one of those queens in the eye as she said, “I am

the Morrigan. You know me. What I am. You know that my gift is truth. So you

will hear my words now, and know them as truth—as your ancestors once did.” 

Not a word. 

Mor gestured behind her—to me. “Do you think it is any simple coincidence that

a  human  has  been  made  immortal  again,  at  the  very  moment  when  our  old

enemy resurfaces? I fought side by side with Miryam in the War, fought beside

her  as  Jurian’s  ambition  and  bloodlust  drove  him  mad,  and  drove  them  apart. 

Drove him to torture Clythia to death, then battle Amarantha until his own.” She

took  a  sharp  breath,  and  I  could  have  sworn  Azriel  inched  closer  at  the  sound. 

But  Mor  blazed  on,  “I  marched  back  into  the  Black  Land  with  Miryam  to  free

the  slaves  left  in  that  burning  sand,  the  slavery  she  had  herself  escaped.  The slaves  Miryam  had  promised  to  return  to  free.  I  marched  with  her—my  friend. 

Along  with  Prince  Drakon’s  legion.  Miryam  was  my   friend,  as  Feyre  is  now. 

And  your  ancestors,  those  queens  who  signed  that  Treaty  …  They  were  my

friends, too. And when I look at you … ” She bared her teeth. “I see  nothing of

those women in you. When I look at you, I know that your ancestors would be

 ashamed. 

“You  laugh  at  the  idea  of  peace?  That  we  can  have  it  between  our  peoples?” 

Mor’s  voice  cracked,  and  again  Azriel  subtly  shifted  nearer  to  her,  though  his face revealed nothing. “There is an island in a forgotten, stormy part of the sea. 

A  vast,  lush  island,  shielded  from  time  and  spying  eyes.  And  on  that  island, Miryam and Drakon still live. With their children. 

With  both of their peoples. Fae and human and those in between. Side by side. 

For  five  hundred  years,  they  have  prospered  on  that  island,  letting  the  world believe them dead—” 

“Mor,” Rhys said—a quiet reprimand. 

A secret, I realized, that perhaps had remained hidden for five centuries. 

A secret that had fueled the dreams of Rhysand, of his court. 

A land where two dreamers had found peace between their peoples. 

Where there was no wall. No iron wards. No ash arrows. 

The golden queen and ancient queen looked to each other again. 

The  ancient  one’s  eyes  were  bright  as  she  declared,  “Give  us  proof.  If  you  are not the High Lord that rumor claims, give us one shred of proof that you are as

you say—a male of peace.” 

There was one way. Only one way to show them, prove it to them. 

Velaris. 

My very bones cried out at the thought of revealing that gem to these …

spiders. 

Rhys  rose  in  a  fluid  motion.  The  queens  did  the  same.  His  voice  was  like  a moonless night as he said, “You desire proof?” I held my breath, praying

…  praying  he  wouldn’t  tell  them.  He  shrugged,  the  silver  thread  in  his  jacket catching the sunlight. “I shall get it for you. Await my word, and return when we

summon you.” 

“We are summoned by no one, human or faerie,” the golden queen simpered. 

Perhaps that was why they’d taken so long to reply. To play some power game. 

“Then come at your leisure,” Rhys said, with enough of a bite that the queens’

guards  stepped  forward.  Cassian  only  grinned  at  them—and  the  wisest  among

them instantly paled. 

Rhys  barely  inclined  his  head  as  he  added,  “Perhaps  then  you’ll  comprehend

how vital the Book is to  both our efforts.” 

“We will consider it once we have your  proof.” The ancient one nearly spat the

word.  Some  part  of  me  reminded  myself  that  she  was  old,  and  royal,  and

smacking that sneer off her face would  not be in our best interests. “That book

has been ours to protect for five hundred years. We will not hand it over without

due consideration.” 

The guards flanked them—as if the words had been some predetermined signal. 

The golden queen smirked at me, and said, “Good luck.” 

Then they were gone. The sitting room was suddenly too big, too quiet. 

And it was Elain—  Elain—who sighed and murmured, “I hope they all burn in

hell.” 
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We  were  mostly  silent  during  the  flight  and  winnowing  to  Velaris.  Amren  was

already waiting in the town house, her clothes rumpled, face unnervingly pale. I

made a note to get her more blood immediately. 

But rather than gather in the dining or sitting room, Rhys strolled down the hall, 

hands  in  his  pockets,  past  the  kitchen,  and  out  into  the  courtyard  garden  in  the back. 

The rest of us lingered in the foyer, staring after him—the silence radiating from

him. Like the calm before a storm. 

“It went well, I take it,” Amren said. Cassian gave her a look, and trailed after

his friend. 

The  sun  and  arid  day  had  warmed  the  garden,  bits  of  green  now  poking  their heads out here and there in the countless beds and pots. Rhys sat on the rim of

the fountain, forearms braced on his knees, staring at the moss-flecked flagstone

between his feet. 

We  all  found  our  seats  in  the  white-painted  iron  chairs  throughout.  If  only

humans  could  see  them:  faeries,  sitting  on  iron.  They’d  throw  away  those

ridiculous  baubles  and  jewelry.  Perhaps  even  Elain  would  receive  an

engagement ring that hadn’t been forged with hate and fear. 

“If you’re out here to brood, Rhys,” Amren said from her perch on a little bench, 

“then just say so and let me go back to my work.” 

Violet eyes lifted to hers. Cold, humorless. “The humans wish for proof of our

good intentions. That we can be trusted.” 

Amren’s attention cut to me. “Feyre was not enough?” 

I  tried  not  to  let  the  words  sting.  No,  I  had  not  been  enough;  perhaps  I’d  even failed in my role as emissary—

“She is more than enough,” Rhys said with that deadly calm, and I wondered if

I’d sent my own pathetic thoughts down the bond. I snapped my shield up once

more. “They’re fools. Worse—frightened fools.” He studied the ground again, as

if the dried moss and stone made up some pattern no one but him could see. 

Cassian  said,  “We  could  …  depose  them.  Get  newer,  smarter  queens  on  their

thrones. Who might be willing to bargain.” 

Rhys shook his head. “One, it’d take too long. We don’t have that time.” 

I  thought  of  the  past  few  wasted  weeks,  how  hard  Azriel  had  tried  to  get  into those  courts.  If  even  his  shadows  and  spies  could  not  breach  their  inner

workings,  then  I  doubted  an  assassin  would.  The  confirming  shake  of  the  head Azriel gave Cassian said as much. “Two,” Rhys continued, “who knows if that

would  somehow  impact  the  magic  of  their  half  of  the  Book.  It  must  be  given freely. It’s possible the magic is strong enough to see our scheming.” He sucked

on his teeth. “We are stuck with them.” 

“We could try again,” Mor said. “Let me speak to them, let me go to their palace

—” 

“No,”  Azriel  said.  Mor  raised  her  brows,  and  a  faint  color  stained  Azriel’s  tan face. But his features were set, his hazel eyes solid. “You’re not setting foot in

that human realm.” 

“I fought in the War, you will do well to remember—” 

“No,”  Azriel  said  again,  refusing  to  break  her  stare.  His  shifting  wings  rasped against the back of his chair. “They would string you up and make an example of

you.” 

“They’d have to catch me first.” 

“That  palace  is  a  death  trap  for  our  kind,”  Azriel  countered,  his  voice  low  and rough. “Built by Fae hands to protect the humans from us. You set foot inside it, 

Mor, and you won’t walk out again. Why do you think we’ve had such trouble

getting a foothold in there?” 

“If  going  into  their  territory  isn’t  an  option,”  I  cut  in  before  Mor  could  say whatever  the  temper  limning  her  features  hissed  at  her  to  retort  and  surely

wound  the  shadowsinger  more  than  she  intended,  “and  deceit  or  any  mental

manipulation  might  make  the  magic  wreck  the  Book  …  What  proof  can  be

offered?” Rhys lifted his head. “Who is—who is this Miryam? Who was she to

Jurian, and who was that prince you spoke of—Drakon? Perhaps we … perhaps

they could be used as proof. If only to vouch for you.” 

The  heat  died  from  Mor’s  eyes  as  she  shifted  a  foot  against  the  moss  and

flagstone. 

But Rhys interlocked his fingers in the space between his knees before he said, 

“Five  hundred  years  ago,  in  the  years  leading  up  to  the  War,  there  was  a  Fae kingdom in the southern part of the continent. It was a realm of sand surrounding

a  lush  river  delta.  The  Black  Land.  There  was  no  crueler  place  to  be  born  a human—for no humans were born free. They were all of them slaves, forced to

build  great  temples  and  palaces  for  the  High  Fae  who  ruled.  There  was  no

escape; no chance of having their freedom purchased. 

And the queen of the Black Land … ” Memory stirred in his face. 

“She made Amarantha seem as sweet as Elain,” Mor explained with soft venom. 

“Miryam,”  Rhys  continued,  “was  a  half-Fae  female  born  of  a  human  mother. 

And  as  her  mother  was  a  slave,  as  the  conception  was  …  against  her  mother’s will,  so,  too,  was  Miryam  born  in  shackles,  and  deemed  human—denied  any

rights to her Fae heritage.” 

“Tell the full story another time,” Amren cut in. “The gist of it, girl,” she said to

me, “is that Miryam was given as a wedding gift by the queen to her betrothed, a

foreign  Fae  prince  named  Drakon.  He  was  horrified,  and  let  Miryam  escape. 

Fearing the queen’s wrath, she fled through the desert, across the sea, into more

desert … and was found by Jurian. She fell in with his rebel armies, became his

lover, and was a healer amongst the warriors. 

Until a devastating battle found her tending to Jurian’s new Fae allies—

including Prince Drakon. Turns out, Miryam had opened his eyes to the monster

he  planned  to  wed.  He’d  broken  the  engagement,  allied  his  armies  with  the

humans, and had been looking for the beautiful slave-girl for three years. Jurian

had no idea that his new ally coveted his lover. He was too focused on winning

the War, on destroying Amarantha in the North. As his obsession took over, he

was blind to witnessing Miryam and Drakon falling in love behind his back.” 

“It wasn’t behind his back,” Mor snapped. “Miryam ended it with Jurian before

she ever laid a finger on Drakon.” 

Amren  shrugged.  “Long  story  short,  girl,  when  Jurian  was  slaughtered  by

Amarantha, and during the long centuries after, she told him what had happened

to his lover. That she’d betrayed him for a Fae male. Everyone
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believed  Miryam  and  Drakon  perished  while  liberating  her  people  from  the

Black Land at the end of the War—even Amarantha.” 

“And  they  didn’t,”  I  said.  Rhys  and  Mor  nodded.  “It  was  all  a  way  to  escape, wasn’t it? To start over somewhere else, with both their peoples?” 

Another set of nods. “So why not show the queens that? You started to tell them

—” 

“Because,” Rhys cut in, “in addition to it not proving a thing about  my character, which  seemed  to  be  their  biggest  gripe,  it  would  be  a  grave  betrayal  of  our friends.  Their  only  wish  was  to  remain  hidden—to  live  in  peace  with  their

peoples. They fought and bled and suffered enough for it. I will not bring them

into this conflict.” 

“Drakon’s aerial army,” Cassian mused, “was as good as ours. We might need to

call upon him by the end.” 

Rhys  merely  shook  his  head.  Conversation  over.  And  perhaps  he  was  right:

revealing Drakon and Miryam’s peaceful existence explained nothing about his

own intentions. About his own merits and character. 

“So, what do we offer them instead?” I asked. “What do we show them?” 

Rhys’s face was bleak. “We show them Velaris.” 

“What?” Mor barked. But Amren shushed her. 

“You can’t mean to bring them here,” I said. 

“Of course not. The risks are too great, entertaining them for even a night would

likely result in bloodshed.” Rhys said. “So I plan to merely show them.” 

“They’ll dismiss it as mind tricks,” Azriel countered. 

“No,”  Rhys  said,  getting  to  his  feet.  “I  mean  to   show  them—playing  by  their own rules.” 

Amren clicked her nails against each other. “What do you mean, High Lord?” 

But Rhys only said to Mor, “Send word to your father. We’re going to pay him and my other court a visit.” 

My blood iced over. The Court of Nightmares. 

There was an orb, it turned out, that had belonged to Mor’s family for millennia:

the Veritas. It was rife with the truth-magic she’d claimed to

possess—that many in her bloodline also bore. And the Veritas was one of their

most valued and guarded talismans. 

Rhys wasted no time planning. We’d go to the Court of Nightmares within the

Hewn  City  tomorrow  afternoon,  winnowing  near  the  massive  mountain  it  was

built within, and then flying the rest of the way. 

Mor,  Cassian,  and  I  were  mere  distractions  to  make  Rhys’s  sudden  visit  less

suspicious—while Azriel stole the orb from Mor’s father’s chambers. 

The orb was known amongst the humans, had been wielded by them in the War, 

Rhys  told  me  over  a  quiet  dinner  that  night.  The  queens  would  know  it.  And would  know  it  was  absolute  truth,  not  illusion  or  a  trick,  when  we  used  it  to show  them—like  peering  into  a  living  painting—that  this  city  and  its  good

people existed. 

The  others  had  suggested  other  places  within  his  territory  to  prove  he  wasn’t some  warmongering  sadist,  but  none  had  the  same  impact  as  Velaris,  Rhys

claimed. For his people, for the  world, he’d offer the queens this slice of truth. 

After dinner, I wandered into the streets, and found myself eventually standing at

the edge of the Rainbow, the night in full swing, patrons and artists and everyday

citizens bustling from shop to shop, peering in the galleries, buying supplies. 

Compared to the sparkling lights and bright colors of the little hill sloping down

to the river ahead, the streets behind me were shadowed, sleeping. 

I’d  been  here  nearly  two  months  and  hadn’t  worked  up  the  courage  to  walk

through the artists’ quarter. 

But this place … Rhys would risk this beautiful city, these lovely people, all for

a shot at peace. Perhaps the guilt of leaving it protected while the rest of Prythian

had  suffered  drove  him;  perhaps  offering  up  Velaris  on  a  silver  platter  was  his own attempt to ease the weight. I rubbed at my chest, an ache building in there. 

I took a step toward the quarter—and halted. 

Maybe I should have asked Mor to come. But she’d left after dinner, pale-faced

and jumpy, ignoring Cassian’s attempt to speak with her. Azriel had taken to the

clouds  to  contact  his  spies.  He’d  quietly  promised  the  pacing  Cassian  to  find Mor when he was done. 

And Rhys … He had enough going on. And he hadn’t objected when I stated I

was going for a walk. He hadn’t even warned me to be careful. If it was trust, or

absolute faith in the safety of his city, or just that he knew how badly I’d react if

he tried to tell me not to go or warn me, I didn’t know. 

I shook my head, clearing my thoughts as I again stared down the main street of

the Rainbow. 

I’d felt flickers these past few weeks in that hole inside my chest—

flickers of images, but nothing solid. Nothing roaring with life and demand. 

Not in the way it had that night, seeing him kneel on that bed, naked and tattooed

and winged. 

It’d  be  stupid  to  venture  into  the  quarter,  anyway,  when  it  might  very  well  be ruined  in  any  upcoming  conflict.  It’d  be  stupid  to  fall  in  love  with  it,  when  it might be torn from me. 

So, like a coward, I turned and went home. 

Rhys was waiting in the foyer, leaning against the post of the stair banister. His

face was grim. 

I halted in the middle of the entry carpet. “What’s wrong?” 

His wings were nowhere to be seen, not even the shadow of them. “I’m debating

asking you to stay tomorrow.” 

I  crossed  my  arms.  “I  thought  I  was  going.”  Don’t  lock  me  up  in  this   house, 

 don’t shove me aside—

He  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “What  I  have  to  be  tomorrow,  who  I  have  to become, is not … it’s not something I want you to see. How I will treat you, treat

others …” 

“The mask of the High Lord,” I said quietly. 

“Yes.” He took a seat on the bottom step of the stairs. 

I remained in the center of the foyer as I asked carefully, “Why don’t you want

me to see that?” 

“Because you’ve only started to look at me like I’m not a monster, and I can’t

stomach  the  idea  of  anything  you  see  tomorrow,  being  beneath  that  mountain, 

putting you back into that place where I found you.” 

Beneath that mountain—underground. Yes, I’d forgotten that. Forgotten I’d see

the court that Amarantha had modeled her own after, that I’d be trapped beneath

the earth …

But with Cassian, and Azriel, and Mor. With … him. 

I waited for the panic, the cold sweat. Neither came. “Let me help. In whatever

way I can.” 

Bleakness shaded the starlight in those eyes. “The role you will have to play is

not a pleasant one.” 

“I  trust  you.”  I  sat  beside  him  on  the  stairs,  close  enough  that  the  heat  of  his body warmed the chill night air clinging to my overcoat. “Why did Mor look so

disturbed when she left?” 

His throat bobbed. I could tell it was rage, and pain, that kept him from telling

me  outright—not  mistrust.  After  a  moment,  he  said,  “I  was  there,  in  the  Hewn City,  the  day  her  father  declared  she  was  to  be  sold  in  marriage  to  Eris,  eldest son of the High Lord of the Autumn Court.” Lucien’s brother. 

“Eris  had  a  reputation  for  cruelty,  and  Mor  …  begged  me  not  to  let  it  happen. 

For all her power, all her wildness, she had no voice, no rights with those people. 

And  my  father  didn’t  particularly  care  if  his  cousins  used  their  offspring  as breeding stock.” 

“What happened?” I breathed. 

“I  brought  Mor  to  the  Illyrian  camp  for  a  few  days.  And  she  saw  Cassian,  and decided she’d do the one thing that would ruin her value to these people. I didn’t

know until after, and … it was a mess. With Cassian, with her, with our families. 

And it’s another long story, but the short of it is that Eris refused to marry her. 

Said she’d been sullied by a bastard-born lesser faerie, and he’d now sooner fuck

a sow. Her family … they … ” I’d never seen him at such a loss for words. Rhys

cleared  his  throat.  “When  they  were  done,  they  dumped  her  on  the  Autumn

Court border, with a note nailed to her body that said she was Eris’s problem.” 

Nailed—  nailed to her. 

Rhys said with soft wrath, “Eris left her for dead in the middle of their woods. 

Azriel  found  her  a  day  later.  It  was  all  I  could  do  to  keep  him  from  going  to either court and slaughtering them all.” 

I  thought  of  that  merry  face,  the  flippant  laughter,  the  female  that  did  not  care who  approved.  Perhaps  because  she  had  seen  the  ugliest  her  kind  had  to  offer. 

And had survived. 

And  I  understood—why  Rhys  could  not  endure  Nesta  for  more  than  a  few

moments,  why  he  could  not  let  go  of  that  anger  where  her  failings  were

concerned, even if I had. 

Beron’s fire began crackling in my veins.  My fire, not his. Not his son’s, either. 

I took Rhys’s hand, and his thumb brushed against the back of my palm. I tried

not to think about the ease of that stroke as I said in a hard, calm voice I barely

recognized, “Tell me what I need to do tomorrow.” 
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I was not frightened. 

Not of the role that Rhys had asked me to play today. Not of the roaring wind as we winnowed into a familiar, snow-capped mountain range refusing to yield to

spring’s awakening kiss. Not of the punishing drop as Rhys flew us between the

peaks  and  valleys,  swift  and  sleek.  Cassian  and  Azriel  flanked  us;  Mor  would meet us at the gates to the mountain base. 

Rhys’s  face  was  drawn,  his  shoulders  tense  as  I  gripped  them.  I  knew  what  to expect, but … even after he’d told me what he needed me to do, even after I had

agreed, he’d been … aloof. Haunted. 

Worried for me, I realized. 

And  just  because  of  that  worry,  just  to  get  that  tightness  off  his  face,  even  for these  few  minutes  before  we  faced  his  unholy  realm  beneath  that  mountain,  I

said over the wind, “Amren and Mor told me that the span of an Illyrian male’s

wings says a lot about the size of … other parts.” 

His eyes shot to mine, then to pine-tree-coated slopes below. “Did they now.” 

I  shrugged  in  his  arms,  trying  not  to  think  about  the  naked  body  that  night  all those  weeks  ago—though  I  hadn’t  glimpsed  much.  “They  also  said  Azriel’s

wings are the biggest.” 

Mischief danced in those violet eyes, washing away the cold distance, the strain. 

The  spymaster  was  a  black  blur  against  the  pale  blue  sky.  “When  we  return

home, let’s get out the measuring stick, shall we?” 

I  pinched  the  rock-hard  muscle  of  his  forearm.  Rhys  flashed  me  a  wicked  grin before he tilted down—

Mountains and snow and trees and sun and utter free fall through wisps of cloud

—

A  breathless  scream  came  out  of  me  as  we  plummeted.  Throwing  my  arms

around his neck was instinct. His low laugh tickled my nape. “You’re willing to

brave  my  brand  of  darkness  and  put  up  one  of  your  own,  willing  to  go  to  a watery grave and take on the Weaver, but a little free fall makes you scream?” 

“I’ll leave you to rot the next time you have a nightmare,” I hissed, my eyes still

shut and body locked as he snapped out his wings to ease us into a steady glide. 

“No, you won’t,” he crooned. “You liked seeing me naked too much.” 

“Prick.” 

His laugh rumbled against me. Eyes closed, the wind roaring like a wild animal, 

I  adjusted  my  position,  gripping  him  tighter.  My  knuckles  brushed  one  of  his wings—smooth and cool like silk, but hard as stone with it stretched taut. 

Fascinating. I blindly reached again … and dared to run a fingertip along some

inner edge. 

Rhysand shuddered, a soft groan slipping past my ear. “That,” he said tightly, “is

very sensitive.” 

I  snatched  my  finger  back,  pulling  away  far  enough  to  see  his  face.  With  the wind, I had to squint, and my braided hair ripped this way and that, but

—he was entirely focused on the mountains around us. “Does it tickle?” 

He flicked his gaze to me, then to the snow and pine that went on forever. 

“It feels like this,” he said, and leaned in so close that his lips brushed the shell

of my ear as he sent a gentle breath into it. My back arched on instinct, my chin

tipping up at the caress of that breath. 

“Oh,” I managed to say. I felt him smile against my ear and pull away. 

“If you want an Illyrian male’s attention, you’d be better off grabbing him by the

balls. We’re trained to protect our wings at all costs. Some males attack first, ask

questions later, if their wings are touched without invitation.” 

“And during sex?” The question blurted out. 

Rhys’s  face  was  nothing  but  feline  amusement  as  he  monitored  the  mountains. 

“During sex, an Illyrian male can find completion just by having someone touch

his wings in the right spot.” 

My  blood  thrummed.  Dangerous  territory;  more  lethal  than  the  drop  below. 

“Have  you found that to be true?” 

His eyes stripped me bare. “I’ve never allowed anyone to see or touch my wings during sex. It makes you vulnerable in a way that I’m not …

comfortable with.” 

“Too bad,” I said, staring out too casually toward the mighty mountain that now

appeared  on  the  horizon,  towering  over  the  others.  And  capped,  I  noted,  with that glimmering palace of moonstone. 

“Why?” he asked warily. 

I shrugged, fighting the upward tugging of my lips. “Because I bet you could get

into some interesting positions with those wings.” 

Rhys  loosed  a  barking  laugh,  and  his  nose  grazed  my  ear.  I  felt  him  open  his mouth to whisper something, but—

Something dark and fast and sleek shot for us, and he plunged down and away, 

swearing. 

But another one, and another, kept coming. 

Not just ordinary arrows, I realized as Rhys veered, snatching one out of the air. 

Others bounced harmlessly off a shield he blasted up. 

He studied the wood in his palm and dropped it with a hiss. Ash arrows. 

To kill faeries. 

And now that I was one …

Faster  than  the  wind,  faster  than  death,  Rhys  shot  for  the  ground.  Flew,  not winnowed, because he wanted to know where our enemies were, didn’t want to

lose them. The wind bit my face, screeched in my ears, ripped at my hair with

brutal claws. 

Azriel and Cassian were already hurtling for us. Shields of translucent blue and

red encircled them—sending those arrows bouncing off. Their Siphons at work. 

The arrows shot from the pine forest coating the mountains, then vanished. 
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Rhys slammed into the ground, snow flying in his wake, and fury like I hadn’t

seen  since  that  day  in  Amarantha’s  court  twisted  his  features.  I  could  feel  it thrumming against me, roiling through the clearing we now stood in. 

Azriel and Cassian were there in an instant, their colored shields shrinking back

into their Siphons. The three of them forces of nature in the

pine forest, Rhysand didn’t even look at me as he ordered Cassian, “Take her to

the palace, and stay there until I’m back. Az, you’re with me.” 

Cassian reached for me, but I stepped away. “No.” 

“What?” Rhys snarled, the word near-guttural. 

“Take me with you,” I said. I didn’t want to go to that moonstone palace to pace

and wait and wring my fingers. 

Cassian and Azriel, wisely, kept their mouths shut. And Rhys, Mother bless him, 

only tucked in his wings and crossed his arms—waiting to hear my reasons. 

“I’ve seen ash arrows,” I said a bit breathlessly. “I might recognize where they

were  made.  And  if  they  came  from  the  hand  of  another  High  Lord  …  I  can

detect that, too.” If they’d come from Tarquin … “And I can track just as well on

the ground as any of you.” Except for Azriel, maybe. “So you and Cassian take

the skies,” I said, still waiting for the rejection, the order to lock me up. “And I’ll

hunt on the ground with Azriel.” 

The  wrath  radiating  through  the  snowy  clearing  ebbed  into  frozen,  too-calm

rage. But Rhys said, “Cassian—I want aerial patrols on the sea borders, stationed

in  two-mile  rings,  all  the  way  out  toward  Hybern.  I  want  foot  soldiers  in  the mountain  passes  along  the  southern  border;  make  sure  those  warning  fires  are

ready  on  every  peak.  We’re  not  going  to  rely  on  magic.”  He  turned  to  Azriel. 

“When  you’re  done,  warn  your  spies  that  they  might  be  compromised,  and

prepare to get them out. And put fresh ones in. 

We keep this contained. We don’t tell anyone inside that court what happened. If

anyone mentions it, say it was a training exercise.” 

Because  we  couldn’t  afford  to  let  that  weakness  show,  even  amongst  his subjects. 

His  eyes  at  last  found  mine.  “We’ve  got  an  hour  until  we’re  expected  at  court. 

Make it count.” 

We searched, but the missed arrows had been snatched up by our attackers

—and even the shadows and wind told Azriel nothing, as if our enemy had been

hidden from them as well. 

But that was twice now that they’d known where Rhys and I would be. 

Mor found  Azriel  and  me after  twenty  minutes,  wanting to  know  what  the  hell

had  happened.  We’d  explained—and  she’d  winnowed  away,  to  spin  whatever

excuse would keep her horrible family from suspecting anything was amiss. 

But at the end of the hour, we hadn’t found a single track. And we could delay

our meeting no longer. 

The  Court  of  Nightmares  lay  behind  a  mammoth  set  of  doors  carved  into  the

mountain itself. And from the base, the mountain rose so high I couldn’t see the

palace  I  had  once  stayed  in  atop  it.  Only  snow,  and  rock,  and  birds  circling above. There was no one outside—no village, no signs of life. 

Nothing to indicate a whole city of people dwelled within. 

But  I  did  not  let  my  curiosity  or  any  lingering  trepidation  show  as  Mor  and  I entered. Rhys, Cassian, and Azriel would arrive minutes later. 

There  were  sentries  at  the  stone  gates,  clothed  not  in  black,  as  I  might  have suspected, but in gray and white—armor meant to blend into the mountain face. 

Mor didn’t so much as look at them as she led me silently inside the mountain-

city. 

My  body  clenched  as  soon  as  the  darkness,  the  scent  of  rock  and  fire  and

roasting meat, hit me. I had been here before, suffered here—

Not Under the Mountain. This was not Under the Mountain. 

Indeed, Amarantha’s court had been the work of a child. 

The Court of Nightmares was the work of a god. 

While Under the Mountain had been a series of halls and rooms and levels, this

… this was truly a city. 

The  walkway  that  Mor  led  us  down  was  an  avenue,  and  around  us,  rising  high into gloom, were buildings and spires, homes and bridges. A metropolis carved

from the dark stone of the mountain itself, no inch of it left unmarked or without

some lovely, hideous artwork etched into it. 

Figures danced and fornicated; begged and reveled. Pillars were carved to look

like  curving  vines  of  night-blooming  flowers.  Water  ran  throughout  in  little

streams and rivers tapped from the heart of the mountain itself. 

The Hewn City. A place of such terrible beauty that it was an effort to keep the

wonder and dread off my face. Music was already playing somewhere, and our

hosts still did not come out to greet us. The people we passed—only High Fae—

were clothed in finery, their faces deathly pale and cold. Not one stopped us, not

one smiled or bowed. 

Mor ignored them all. Neither of us had said one word. Rhys had told me not to

—that the walls had ears here. 

Mor led me down the avenue toward another set of stone gates, thrown open at

the base of what looked to be a castle   within the mountain. The official seat of the High Lord of the Night Court. 

Great, scaled black beasts were carved into those gates, all coiled together in a

nest of claws and fangs, sleeping and fighting, some locked in an endless cycle

of  devouring  each  other.  Between  them  flowed  vines  of  jasmine  and

moonflowers. I could have sworn the beasts seemed to writhe in the silvery glow

of the bobbing faelights throughout the mountain-city. 

The  Gates  of  Eternity—that’s  what  I’d  call  the  painting  that  flickered  in  my mind. 

Mor continued through them, a flash of color and life in this strange, cold place. 

She wore deepest red, the gossamer and gauze of her sleeveless gown clinging to her breasts and hips, while carefully placed shafts left much of her stomach and

back  exposed.  Her  hair  was  down  in  rippling  waves,  and  cuffs  of  solid  gold

glinted around her wrists. A queen—a queen who bowed to no one, a queen who

had faced them all down and triumphed. A queen who owned her body, her life, 

her destiny, and never apologized for it. 

My  clothes,  which  she  had  taken  a  moment  in  the  pine  wood  to  shift  me  into, were of a similar ilk, nearly identical to those I had been forced to wear Under

the  Mountain.  Two  shafts  of  fabric  that  hardly  covered  my  breasts  flowed  to

below my navel, where a belt across my hips joined them into one long shaft that

draped between my legs and barely covered my backside. 

But unlike the chiffon and bright colors I had worn then, this one was fashioned

of black, glittering fabric that sparkled with every swish of my hips. 

Mor had fashioned my hair onto a crown atop my head—right behind the black

diadem that had been set before it, accented with flecks of diamond that made it

glisten  like  the  night  sky.  She’d  darkened  and  lengthened  my  eyelashes, 

sweeping out an elegant, vicious line of kohl at the outer corner of each. My lips

she’d painted bloodred. 

Into  the  castle  beneath  the  mountain  we  strode.  There  were  more  people  here, milling about the endless halls, watching our every breath. Some

looked  like  Mor,  with  their  gold  hair  and  beautiful  faces.  They  even  hissed  at her. 

Mor smirked at them. Part of me wished she’d rip their throats out instead. 

We at last came to a throne room of polished ebony. More of the serpents from

the  front  gates  were  carved  here—this  time,  wrapped  around  the  countless

columns supporting the onyx ceiling. It was so high up that gloom hid its finer

details, but I knew more had been carved there, too. Great beasts to monitor the

manipulations  and  scheming  within  this  room.  The  throne  itself  had  been

fashioned out of a few of them, a head snaking around either side of the back—

as if they watched over the High Lord’s shoulder. 

A  crowd  had  gathered—and  for  a  moment,  I  was  again  in  Amarantha’s  throne

room, so similar was the atmosphere, the malice. So similar was the dais at the

other end. 

A golden-haired, beautiful man stepped into our path toward that ebony throne, 

and Mor smoothly halted. I knew he was her father without him saying a word. 

He was clothed in black, a silver circlet atop his head. His brown eyes were like

old soil as he said to her, “Where is he?” 

No greeting, no formality. He ignored me wholly. 

Mor shrugged. “He arrives when he wishes to.” She continued on. 

Her father looked at me then. And I willed my face into a mask like hers. 

Disinterested. Aloof. 

Her father surveyed my face, my body—and where I thought he’d sneer and ogle

… there was nothing. No emotion. Just heartless cold. 

I followed Mor before disgust wrecked my own icy mask. 

Banquet  tables  against  the  black  walls  were  covered  with  fat,  succulent  fruits and wreaths of golden bread, interrupted with roast meats, kegs of cider and ale, 

and pies and tarts and little cakes of every size and variety. 

It  might  have  made  my  mouth  water  …  Were  it  not  for  the  High  Fae  in  their finery.  Were  it  not  for  the  fact  that  no  one  touched  the  food—the  power  and wealth lying in letting it go to waste. 

Mor went right up to the obsidian dais, and I halted at the foot of the steps as she

took up a place beside the throne and said to the crowd in a voice that was clear

and cruel and cunning, “Your High Lord approaches. 

He is in a foul mood, so I suggest being on your best behavior—unless you wish

to be the evening entertainment.” 

And before the crowd could begin murmuring, I felt it. Felt—him. 

The very rock beneath my feet seemed to tremble—a pulsing, steady beat. 

His footsteps. As if the mountain shuddered at each touch. 

Everyone in that room went still as death. As if petrified that their very breathing would draw the attention of the predator now strolling toward us. 

Mor’s  shoulders  were  back,  her  chin  high—feral,  wanton  pride  at  her  master’s

arrival. 

Remembering  my  role,  I  kept  my  own  chin  lowered,  watching  beneath  my

brows. 

First Cassian and Azriel appeared in the doorway. The High Lord’s general and

shadowsinger—and the most powerful Illyrians in history. 

They were not the males I had come to know. 

Clad in battle-black that hugged their muscled forms, their armor was intricate, 

scaled—their  shoulders  impossibly  broader,  their  faces  a  portrait  of  unfeeling

brutality.  They  reminded  me,  somehow,  of  the  ebony  beasts  carved  into  the

pillars they passed. 

More  Siphons,  I  realized,  glimmered  in  addition  to  the  ones  atop  each  of  their hands. A Siphon in the center of their chest. One on either shoulder. 

One on either knee. 

For  a  moment,  my  knees  quaked,  and  I  understood  what  the  camp-lords  had

feared  in  them.  If  one  Siphon  was  what  most  Illyrians  needed  to  handle  their killing power … Cassian and Azriel had seven each.  Seven. 

The  courtiers  had  the  good  sense  to  back  away  a  step  as  Cassian  and  Azriel strolled through the crowd, toward the dais. Their wings gleamed, the talons at

the apex sharp enough to pierce air—like they’d honed them. 

Cassian’s focus had gone right to Mor, Azriel indulging in all of a glance before

scanning  the  people  around  them.  Most  shirked  from  the  spymaster’s  eyes—

though  they  trembled  as  they  beheld  Truth-Teller  at  his  side,  the  Illyrian  blade peeking above his left shoulder. 

Azriel,  his  face  a  mask  of  beautiful  death,  silently  promised  them  all  endless, unyielding  torment,  even  the  shadows  shuddering  in  his  wake.  I  knew  why; 

knew for whom he’d gladly do it. 

They had tried to sell a seventeen-year-old girl into marriage with a sadist

—and then brutalized her in ways I couldn’t, wouldn’t, let myself consider. 

And these people now lived in utter terror of the three companions who stood at

the dais. 

Good. They should be afraid of them. 

Afraid of me. 

And then Rhysand appeared. 

He had released the damper on his power, on who he was. His power filled the

throne  room,  the  castle,  the  mountain.  The  world.  It  had  no  end  and  no

beginning. 

No  wings.  No  weapons.  No  sign  of  the  warrior.  Nothing  but  the  elegant,  cruel High Lord the world believed him to be. His hands were in his pockets, his black

tunic seeming to gobble up the light. And on his head sat a crown of stars. 

No  sign  of  the  male  who  had  been  drinking  on  the  roof;  no  sign  of  the  fallen prince kneeling on his bed. The full impact of him threatened to sweep me away. 

Here—here was the most powerful High Lord ever born. 

The face of dreams and nightmares. 

Rhys’s  eyes  met  mine  briefly  from  across  the  room  as  he  strolled  between  the pillars.  To  the  throne  that  was  his  by  blood  and  sacrifice  and  might.  My  own blood sang at the power that thrummed from him, at the sheer beauty of him. 

Mor  stepped  off  the  dais,  dropping  to  one  knee  in  a  smooth  bow.  Cassian  and Azriel followed suit. 

So did everyone in that room. 

Including me. 

The  ebony  floor  was  so  polished  I  could  see  my  red-painted  lips  in  it;  see  my own  expressionless  face.  The  room  was  so  silent  I  could  hear  each  of  Rhys’s

footsteps toward us. 

“Well, well,” he said to no one in particular. “Looks like you’re all on time for

once.” 

Raising his head as he continued kneeling, Cassian gave Rhys a half grin

—the High Lord’s commander incarnate, eager to do his bloodletting. 

Rhys’s boots stopped in my line of sight. 

His fingers were icy on my chin as he lifted my face. 

The entire room, still on the floor, watched. But this was the role he needed me

to play. To be a distraction and novelty. Rhys’s lips curved upward. “Welcome

to my home, Feyre Cursebreaker.” 

I  lowered  my  eyes,  my  kohl-thick  lashes  tickling  my  cheek.  He  clicked  his

tongue, his grip on my chin tightening. Everyone noticed the push of his fingers, 

the predatory angle of his head as he said, “Come with me.” 

A tug on my chin, and I rose to my feet. Rhys dragged his eyes over me and I

wondered if it wasn’t entirely for show as they glazed a bit. 

He led me the few steps onto the dais—to the throne. He sat, smiling faintly at

his monstrous court. He owned every inch of the throne. These people. 

And with a tug on my waist, he perched me on his lap. 

The High Lord’s whore. Who I’d become Under the Mountain—who the world

expected me to be. The dangerous new pet that Mor’s father would now seek to

feel out. 

Rhys’s hand slid along my bare waist, the other running down my exposed thigh. 

Cold—his hands were so cold I almost yelped. 

He must have felt the silent flinch. A heartbeat later, his hands had warmed. His

thumb, curving around the inside of my thigh, gave a slow, long stroke as if to

say  Sorry. 

Rhys  indeed  leaned  in  to  bring  his  mouth  near  my  ear,  well  aware  his  subjects had not yet risen from the floor. As if they had once done so before they were

bidden, long ago, and had learned the consequences. Rhysand whispered to me, 

his  other  hand  now  stroking  the  bare  skin  of  my  ribs  in  lazy,  indolent  circles, 

“Try not to let it go to your head.” 

I knew they could all hear it. So did he. 

I  stared  at  their  bowed  heads,  my  heart  hammering,  but  said  with  midnight

smoothness, “What?” 

Rhys’s  breath  caressed  my  ear,  the  twin  to  the  breath  he’d  brushed  against  it merely an hour ago in the skies. “That every male in here is contemplating what

they’d  be  willing  to  give  up  in  order  to  get  that  pretty,  red  mouth  of  yours  on them.” 

I waited for the blush, the shyness, to creep in. 

But I  was beautiful. I was strong. 

I  had  survived—triumphed.  As  Mor  had  survived  in  this  horrible,  poisoned

house …

So I smiled a bit, the first smile of my new mask. Let them see that pretty, red

mouth, and my white, straight teeth. 

His hand slid higher up my thigh, the proprietary touch of a male who knew he

owned someone body and soul. He’d apologized in advance for it

—for this game, these roles we’d have to play. 

But I leaned into that touch, leaned back into his hard, warm body. I was pressed

so closely against him that I could feel the deep rumble of his voice as he at last

said to his court, “Rise.” 

As  one,  they  did.  I  smirked  at  some  of  them,  gloriously  bored  and  infinitely amused. 

Rhys  brushed  a  knuckle  along  the  inside  of  my  knee,  and  every  nerve  in  my

body narrowed to that touch. 

“Go play,” he said to them all. 

They obeyed, the crowd dispersing, music striking up from a distant corner. 

“Keir,” Rhys said, his voice cutting through the room like lightning on a stormy

night. 

It was all he needed to summon Mor’s father to the foot of the dais. Keir bowed

again, his face lined with icy resentment as he took in Rhys, then me

—glancing once at Mor and the Illyrians. Cassian gave Keir a slow nod that told

him  he  remembered—and  would  never  forget—what  the  Steward  of  the  Hewn

City had done to his own daughter. 

But it was from Azriel that Keir cringed. From the sight of Truth-Teller. 

One  day,  I  realized,  Azriel  would  use  that  blade  on  Mor’s  father.  And  take  a long, long while to carve him up. 

“Report,” Rhys said, stroking a knuckle down my ribs. He gave a dismissive nod

to  Cassian,  Mor,  and  Azriel,  and  the  trio  faded  away  into  the  crowd.  Within  a heartbeat, Azriel had vanished into shadows and was gone. 

Keir didn’t even turn. 

Before Rhys, Keir was nothing more than a sullen child. Yet I knew Mor’s father

was older. Far older. The Steward clung to power, it seemed. 

Rhys  was power. 

“Greetings, milord,” Keir said, his deep voice polished smooth. “And greetings

to your … guest.” 

Rhys’s hand flattened on my thigh as he angled his head to look at me. 

“She is lovely, isn’t she?” 

“Indeed,” Keir said, lowering his eyes. “There is little to report, milord. 

All has been quiet since your last visit.” 

“No one for me to punish?” A cat playing with his food. 

“Unless you’d like for me to select someone here, no, milord.” 

Rhys  clicked  his  tongue.  “Pity.”  He  again  surveyed  me,  then  leaned  to  tug  my earlobe with his teeth. 

And damn me to hell, but I leaned farther back as his teeth pressed down at the

same  moment  his  thumb  drifted  high  on  the  side  of  my  thigh,  sweeping  across sensitive skin in a long, luxurious touch. My body went loose and tight, and my

breathing … Cauldron damn me again, the scent of him, the citrus and the sea, 

the power roiling off him … my breathing hitched a bit. 

I knew he noticed; knew he felt that shift in me. 

His fingers stilled on my leg. 

Keir  began  mentioning  people  I  didn’t  know  in  the  court,  bland  reports  on

marriages and alliances, blood-feuds, and Rhys let him talk. 

His thumb stroked again—this time joined with his pointer finger. 

A dull roaring was filling my ears, drowning out everything but that touch on the

inside  of  my  leg.  The  music  was  throbbing,  ancient,  wild,  and  people  ground

against each other to it. 

His eyes on the Steward, Rhys made vague nods every now and then. 

While  his  fingers  continued  their  slow,  steady  stroking  on  my  thighs,  rising

higher with every pass. 

People were watching. Even as they drank and ate, even as some danced in small

circles,  people  were  watching.  I  was  sitting  in  his  lap,  his  own  personal

plaything, his every touch visible to them … and yet it might as well have been

only the two of us. 

Keir listed  the expenses  and costs  of running  the court,  and Rhys  gave  another

vague nod. This time, his nose brushed the spot between my neck and shoulder, 

followed by a passing graze of his mouth. 

My  breasts  tightened,  becoming  full  and  heavy,  aching—aching  like  what  was now pooling in my core. Heat filled my face, my blood. 

But Keir said at last, as if his own self-control slipped the leash, “I had heard the

rumors, and I didn’t quite believe them.” His gaze settled on me, on my breasts, 

peaked through the folds of my dress, of my legs, spread

wider than they’d been minutes before, and Rhys’s hand in dangerous territory. 

“But it seems true: Tamlin’s pet is now owned by another master.” 

“You should see how I make her beg,” Rhys murmured, nudging my neck with

his nose. 

Keir  clasped  his  hands  behind  his  back.  “I  assume  you  brought  her  to  make  a statement.” 

“You know everything I do is a statement.” 

“Of course. This one, it seems, you enjoy putting in cobwebs and crowns.” 

Rhys’s  hand  paused,  and  I  sat  straighter  at  the  tone,  the  disgust.  And  I  said  to Keir  in  a  voice  that  belonged  to  another  woman,  “Perhaps  I’ll  put  a  leash  on you.” 

Rhys’s  approval  tapped  against  my  mental  shield,  the  hand  at  my  ribs  now

making lazy circles. “She does enjoy playing,” he mused onto my shoulder. He

jerked his chin toward the Steward. “Get her some wine.” 

Pure command. No politeness. 

Keir stiffened, but strode off. 

Rhys didn’t dare break from his mask, but the light kiss he pressed beneath my

ear told me enough. Apology and gratitude—and more apologies. He didn’t like

this any more than I did. And yet to get what we needed, to buy Azriel time …

He’d do it. And so would I. 

I wondered, then, with his hands beneath my breasts and between my legs, what

Rhys   wouldn’t  give  of  himself.  Wondered  if  …  if  perhaps  the  arrogance  and swagger  …  if  they  masked  a  male  who  perhaps  thought  he  wasn’t  worth  very

much at all. 

A  new  song  began,  like  dripping  honey—and  edged  into  a  swift-moving  wind, 

punctuated with driving, relentless drums. 

I twisted, studying his face. There was nothing warm in his eyes, nothing of the

friend  I’d  made.  I  opened  my  shield  enough  to  let  him  in.  What?  His  voice floated into my mind. 

I  reached  down  the  bond  between  us,  caressing  that  wall  of  ebony  adamant.  A small  sliver  cracked—just  for  me.  And  I  said  into  it,  You  are   good,  Rhys.  You are kind. This mask does not scare me. I see you beneath it. 

His hands tightened on me, and his eyes held mine as he leaned forward to brush

his mouth against my cheek. It was answer enough—and … an unleashing. 

I  leaned  a  bit  more  against  him,  my  legs  widening  ever  so  slightly.  Why’d   you stop?  I said into his mind, into him. 

A near-silent growl reverberated against me. He stroked my ribs again, in time to

the beat of the music, his thumb rising nearly high enough to graze the underside

of my breasts. 

I let my head drop back against his shoulder. 

I let go of the part of me that heard their words—  whore, whore, whore—

Let go of the part that said those words alongside them—  traitor, liar,   whore—

And I just  became. 

I became the music, and the drums, and the wild, dark thing in the High Lord’s

arms. 

His  eyes  were  wholly  glazed—and  not  with  power  or  rage.  Something  red-hot

and edged with glittering darkness exploded in my mind. 

I  dragged  a  hand  down  his  thigh,  feeling  the  hidden  warrior’s  strength  there. 

Dragged it back up again in a long, idle stroke, needing to touch him, feel him. 

I was going to catch fire and burn. I was going to start burning right here

—

 Easy,  he  said  with  wicked  amusement  through  the  open  sliver  in  my  shield.  If you become a living candle, poor Keir will throw a hissy fit. And  then you’d ruin the party for everyone. 

Because  the  fire  would  let  them  all  know  I  wasn’t  normal—and  no  doubt  Keir

would  inform  his  almost-allies  in  the  Autumn  Court.  Or  one  of  these  other

monsters would. 

Rhys shifted his hips, rubbing against me with enough pressure that for a second, 

I  didn’t  care  about  Keir,  or  the  Autumn  Court,  or  what  Azriel  might  be  doing right now to steal the orb. 

I had been so cold, so lonely, for so long, and my body cried out at the contact, 

at the joy of being touched and held and  alive. 

The hand that had been on my waist slid across my abdomen, hooking into the

low-slung belt there. I rested my head between his shoulder and neck, staring at

the crowd as they stared at me, savoring every place where Rhys and I connected

and wanting  more more more. 

At last, when my blood had begun to boil, when Rhys skimmed the underside of

my breast with his knuckle, I looked to where I knew Keir was

standing, watching us, my wine forgotten in his hand. 

We both did. 

The Steward was staring unabashedly as he leaned against the wall. 

Unsure whether to interrupt. Half terrified to.  We were his distraction.  We were the sleight of hand while Az stole the orb. 

I  knew  Rhys  was  still  holding  Keir’s  gaze  as  the  tip  of  his  tongue  slid  up  my neck. 

I  arched  my  back,  eyes  heavy-lidded,  breathing  uneven.  I’d  burn  and  burn  and

burn—

 I think he’s so disgusted that he might have given me the orb just to get   out of here,  Rhys  said  in  my  mind,  that  other  hand  drifting  dangerously  south.  But there  was  such  a  growing  ache  there,  and  I  wore  nothing  beneath  that  would

conceal the damning evidence if he slid his hand a fraction higher. 

 You and I put on a good show, I said back. The person who said that, husky and

sultry—I’d never heard that voice come out of me before. Even in my mind. 

His hand slid to my upper thigh, fingers curving in. 

I ground against him, trying to shift those hands away from what he’d learn—

To find him hard against my backside. 

Every  thought  eddied  from  my  head.  Only  a  thrill  of  power  remained  as  I

writhed along that impressive length. Rhys let out a low, rough laugh. 

Keir just watched and watched and watched. Rigid. Horrified. Stuck here, until

Rhys released him—and not thinking twice about why. Or where the spymaster

had gone. 

So I turned around again, meeting Rhysand’s now-blazing eyes, and then licked

up the column of his throat. Wind and sea and citrus and sweat. It almost undid

me. 

I faced forward, and Rhys dragged his mouth along the back of my neck, right

over  my  spine,  just  as  I  shifted  against  the  hardness  pushing  into  me,  insistent and dominating. Precisely as his hand slid a bit too high on my inner thigh. 

I  felt  the  predatory  focus  go  right  to  the  slickness  he’d  felt  there.  Proof  of  my traitorous body. His arms tightened around me, and my face burned—

perhaps a bit from shame, but—

Rhys  sensed  my  focus,  my  fire  slip.  It’s  fine,  he  said,  but  that  mental  voice sounded breathless.  It means nothing. It’s just your body reacting—

 Because you’re so irresistible?  My attempt to deflect sounded strained, even in

my mind. 

But he laughed, probably for my benefit. 

We’d danced around and teased and taunted each other for months. And maybe

it was my body’s reaction, maybe it was  his body’s reaction, but the taste of him threatened to destroy me, consume me, and—

Another  male.  I’d  had  another  male’s  hands  all  over  me,  when  Tamlin  and  I

were barely—

Fighting my nausea, I pasted a sleepy, lust-fogged smile on my face. 

Right as Azriel returned and gave Rhys a subtle nod. He’d gotten the orb. 

Mor slid up to the spymaster, running a proprietary hand over his shoulders, his

chest,  as  she  circled  to  look  into  his  face.  Az’s  scar-mottled  hand  wrapped

around her bare waist—squeezing once. The confirmation she also needed. 

She offered  him  a little  grin  that would  no  doubt spread  rumors,  and sauntered

into the crowd again. Dazzling, distracting, leaving them thinking Az had been

here the whole time, leaving them pondering if she’d extend Azriel an invitation

to her bed. 

Azriel just stared after Mor, distant and bored. I wondered if he was as much of a

mess inside as I was. 

Rhys  crooked  a  finger  to  Keir,  who,  scowling  a  bit  in  his  daughter’s  direction, stumbled  forward  with  my  wine.  He’d  barely  reached  the  dais  before  Rhys’s

power took it from him, floating the goblet to us. 

Rhys set it on the ground beside the throne, a stupid task he’d thought up for the

Steward to remind him of his powerlessness, that this throne was not his. 

“Should  I  test  it  for  poison?”  Rhys  drawled  even  as  he  said  into  my  mind, 

 Cassian’s waiting.  Go. 

Rhys had the same, sex-addled expression on his perfect face—but his eyes … I

couldn’t read the shadows in his eyes. 

Maybe—maybe  for  all  our  teasing,  after  Amarantha,  he  didn’t   want  to  be touched by a woman like that. Didn’t even enjoy being wanted like that. 

I had been tortured and tormented, but his horrors had gone to another level. 

“No,  milord,”  Keir  groveled.  “I  would  never  dare  harm  you.”  Another

distraction, this conversation. I took that as my cue to stride to Cassian, who was

snarling by a pillar at anyone who came too close. 

I felt the eyes of the court slide to me, felt them all sniff delicately at what was

so clearly written over my body. But as I passed Keir, even with the High Lord

at my back, he hissed almost too quietly to hear, “You’ll get what’s coming to

you, whore.” 

Night exploded into the room. 

People cried out. And when the darkness cleared, Keir was on his knees. 

Rhys still lounged on the throne. His face a mask of frozen rage. 

The  music  stopped.  Mor  appeared  at  the  edge  of  the  crowd—her  own  features

set in smug satisfaction. Even as Azriel approached her side, standing too close

to be casual. 

“Apologize,”  Rhys  said.  My  heart  thundered  at  the  pure  command,  the  utter

wrath. 

Keir’s neck muscles strained, and sweat broke out on his lip. 

“I said,” Rhys intoned with such horrible calm, “apologize.” 

The Steward groaned. And when another heartbeat passed—

Bone cracked. Keir screamed. 

And I watched—I watched as his arm fractured into not two, not three, but  four

different pieces, the skin going taut and loose in all the wrong spots

—

Another crack. His elbow disintegrated. My stomach churned. 

Keir began sobbing, the tears half from rage, judging by the hatred in his eyes as he looked at me, then Rhys. But his lips formed the words,  I’m  sorry. 

The bones of his other arm splintered, and it was an effort not to cringe. 

Rhys smiled as Keir screamed again and said to the room, “Should I kill him for

it?” 

No one answered. 

Rhys chuckled. He said to his Steward, “When you wake up, you’re not to see a

healer.  If  I  hear  that  you  do  …  ”  Another  crack—Keir’s  pinkie  finger  went

saggy. The male shrieked. The heat that had boiled my blood turned to ice. “If I

hear  that  you  do,  I’ll  carve  you  into  pieces  and  bury  them  where  no  one  can stand a chance of putting you together again.” 

Keir’s eyes widened in true terror now. Then, as if an invisible hand had struck

the consciousness from him, he collapsed to the floor. 

Rhys said to no one in particular, “Dump him in his room.” 

Two  males  who  looked  like  they  could  be  Mor’s  cousins  or  brothers  rushed

forward, gathering up the Steward. Mor watched them, sneering faintly—though

her skin was pale. 

He’d wake up. That’s what Rhys had said. 

I  made  myself  keep  walking  as  Rhys  summoned  another  courtier  to  give  him

reports on whatever trivial matters. 

But  my  attention  remained  on  the  throne  behind  me,  even  as  I  slipped  beside Cassian, daring the court to approach, to play with me. None did. 

And  for  the  long  hour  afterward,  my  focus  half  remained  on  the  High  Lord

whose hands and mouth and body had suddenly made me feel awake

—burning.  It  didn’t  make  me  forget,  didn’t  make  me  obliterate  hurts  or

grievances,  it  just  made  me  …  alive.  Made  me  feel  as  if  I’d  been  asleep  for  a year,  slumbering  inside  a  glass  coffin,  and  he  had  just  shattered  through  it  and shaken me to consciousness. 

The High Lord whose power had not scared me. Whose wrath did not wreck me. 

And now—now I didn’t know where that put me. 

Knee-deep in trouble seemed like a good place to start. 

CHAPTER

43

The wind roared around Rhys and me as he winnowed from the skies above his

court. But Velaris didn’t greet us. 

Rather, we were standing by a moonlit mountain lake ringed in pine trees, high

above  the  world.  We’d  left  the  court  as  we’d  come  in—with  swagger  and

menace. Where Cassian, Azriel, and Mor had gone with the orb, I had no idea. 

Alone at the edge of the lake, Rhys said hoarsely, “I’m sorry.” 

I blinked. “What do you possibly have to be sorry for?” 

His  hands  were  shaking—as  if  in  the  aftermath  of  that  fury  at  what  Keir  had called  me,  what  he’d  threatened.  Perhaps  he’d  brought  us  here  before  heading

home  in  order  to  have  some  privacy  before  his  friends  could  interrupt.  “I

shouldn’t have let you go. Let you see that part of us. Of me.” 

I’d never seen him so raw, so … stumbling. 

“I’m fine.” I didn’t know what to make of what had been done. Both between us

and to Keir. But it had been my choice. To play that role, to wear these clothes. 

To  let  him  touch  me.  But  …  I  said  slowly,  “We  knew  what  tonight  would

require  of  us.  Please—please  don’t  start  …  protecting  me.  Not  like  that.”  He knew  what  I  meant.  He’d  protected  me  Under  the  Mountain,  but  that  primal, 

male rage he’d just shown Keir … A shattered study splattered in paint flashed

through my memory. 

Rhys rasped, “I will never—  never lock you up, force you to stay behind. 

But  when  he  threatened  you  tonight,  when  he  called  you  …  ”  Whore.  That’s

what  they’d  called   him.  For  fifty  years,  they’d  hissed  it.  I’d  listened  to  Lucien

spit the words in his face. Rhys released a jagged breath. “It’s hard to shut down my instincts.” 

Instincts. Just like … like someone  else had instincts to protect, to hide me away. 

“Then you should have prepared yourself better,” I snapped. “You seemed to be

going along  just fine with it, until Keir said—” 

“I will  kill anyone who harms you,” Rhys snarled. “I will  kill them, and take a damn long time doing it.” He panted. “Go ahead. Hate me—despise me for it.” 

“You are my  friend,” I said, and my voice broke on the word. I hated the tears

that slipped down my face. I didn’t even know why I was crying. 

Perhaps  for  the  fact  that  it  had  felt  real  on  that  throne  with  him,  even  for  a moment, and … and it likely hadn’t been. Not for him. “You’re my friend—

and I understand that you’re High Lord. I understand that you will defend your

true court, and punish threats against it. But I can’t … I don’t want you to stop

telling me things, inviting me to do things, because of the threats against me.” 

Darkness rippled, and wings tore from his back. “I am not him,” Rhys breathed. 

“I will  never be him, act like him. He locked you up and let you wither, and die.” 

“He tried—” 

“Stop comparing.  Stop comparing me to him.” 

The words cut me short. I blinked. 

“You  think  I  don’t  know  how  stories  get  written—how   this  story  will  be written?” Rhys put his hands on his chest, his face more open, more anguished

than I’d seen it. “I am the dark lord, who stole away the bride of spring. I am a

demon, and a nightmare, and I will meet a bad end. He is the golden prince—the

hero  who  will  get  to  keep  you  as  his  reward  for  not  dying  of  stupidity  and arrogance.” 

 The things I love have a tendency to be taken from me. He’d admitted that to me

Under the Mountain. 

But his words were kindling to my temper, to whatever pit of fear was yawning
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open  inside  of  me.  “And  what  about  my  story?”  I  hissed.  “What  about   my

reward? What about what  I want?” 

“What is it that you want, Feyre?” 

I had no answer. I didn’t know. Not anymore. 

“What is it that you  want, Feyre?” 

I stayed silent. 

His laugh was bitter, soft. “I thought so. Perhaps you should take some time to

figure that out one of these days.” 

“Perhaps I don’t know what I want, but at least I don’t hide what I am behind a

mask,” I seethed. “At least I let them see who I am, broken bits and all. Yes—

it’s  to  save  your  people.  But  what  about  the  other  masks,  Rhys?  What  about

letting  your  friends  see  your  real  face?  But  maybe  it’s  easier  not  to.  Because what  if  you  did  let  someone  in?  And  what  if  they  saw   everything,  and  still walked away? Who could blame them—who would want to bother with that sort

of mess?” 

He flinched. 

The most powerful High Lord in history flinched. And I knew I’d hit hard—and

deep. 

Too hard. Too deep. 

“Rhys,” I said. 

“Let’s go home.” 

The  word  hung  between  us,  and  I  wondered  if  he’d  take  it  back—even  as  I

waited  for  my  own  mouth  to  bark  that  it  wasn’t  home.  But  the  thought  of  the clear, crisp blue skies of Velaris at sunset, the sparkle of the city lights

…

Before  I  could  say  yes,  he  grabbed  my  hand,  not  meeting  my  stare,  and winnowed us away. 

The wind was hollow as it roared around us, the darkness cold and foreign. 

Cassian,  Azriel,  and  Mor  were  indeed  waiting  at  the  town  house.  I  bid  them

good night while they ambushed Rhysand for answers about what Keir had said

to provoke him. 

I  was  still  in  my  dress—which  felt  vulgar  in  the  light  of  Velaris—but  found myself heading into the garden, as if the moonlight and chill might cleanse my

mind. 

Though, if I was being honest … I was waiting for him. What I’d said …

 I had been awful. He’d told me those secrets, those vulnerabilities in confidence. 

And I’d thrown them in his face. 

Because I knew it’d hurt him. And I knew I hadn’t been talking about him, not

really. 

Minutes  passed,  the  night  still  cool  enough  to  remind  me  that  spring  had  not fully dawned, and I shivered, rubbing my arms as the moon drifted. I listened to

the fountain, and the city music … he didn’t come. I wasn’t sure what I’d even

tell him. 

I  knew  he  and  Tamlin  were  different.  Knew  that  Rhysand’s  protective  anger

tonight had been justified, that I would have had a similar reaction. 

I’d  been  bloodthirsty  at  the  barest  details  of  Mor’s  suffering,  had  wanted  to punish them for it. 

I had known the risks. I had known I’d be sitting in his lap, touching him, using

him. I’d been using him for a while now. And maybe I should tell him I didn’t

… I didn’t want or expect anything from him. 

Maybe Rhysand needed to flirt with me, taunt me, as much for a distraction and

sense of normalcy as I did. 

And  maybe  I’d  said  what  I  had  to  him  because  …  because  I’d  realized  that  I
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might  very  well  be  the  person  who  wouldn’t  let  anyone  in.  And  tonight,  when he’d recoiled after he’d seen how he affected me … It had crumpled something

in my chest. 

I  had  been  jealous—of  Cresseida.  I  had  been  so  profoundly  unhappy  on  that

barge because I’d wanted to be the one he smiled at like that. 

And I knew it was wrong, but … I did not think Rhys would call me a whore if I

wanted it—wanted …  him. No matter how soon it was after Tamlin. 

Neither would his friends. Not when they had been called the same and worse. 

And learned to live—and love—beyond it. Despite it. 

So maybe it was time to tell Rhys that. To explain that I didn’t want to pretend. I

didn’t want to write it off as a joke, or a plan, or a distraction. 

And it’d be hard, and I was scared and might be difficult to deal with, but

… I was willing to try—with him. To try to … be something. Together. 

Whether  it  was  purely  sex,  or  more,  or  something  between  or  beyond  them,  I

didn’t know. We’d find out. 

I was healed—or healing—enough to want to try. 

If he was willing to try, too. 

If he didn’t walk away when I voiced what I wanted: him. 

Not the High Lord, not the most powerful male in Prythian’s history. 

Just  …  him.  The  person  who  had  sent  music  into  that  cell;  who  had  picked  up that knife in Amarantha’s throne room to fight for me when no one else dared, 

and  who  had  kept  fighting  for  me  every  day  since,  refusing  to  let  me  crumble and disappear into nothing. 

So I waited for him in the chilled, moonlit garden. 

But he didn’t come. 

Rhys wasn’t at breakfast. Or lunch. He wasn’t in the town house at all. 

I’d even written him a note on the last piece of paper we’d used. 

 I want to talk to you. 

I’d waited thirty minutes for the paper to vanish. 

But it’d stayed in my palm—until I threw it in the fire. 

I was pissed enough that I stalked into the streets, barely remarking that the day

was  balmy,  sunny,  that  the  very  air  now  seemed  laced  with  citrus  and

wildflowers and new grass. Now that we had the orb, he’d no doubt be in touch

with  the  queens.  Who  would  no  doubt  waste  our  time,  just  to  remind  us  they were important; that they, too, had power. 

Part of me wished Rhys could crush their bones the way he’d done with Keir’s

the night before. 

I  headed  for  Amren’s  apartment  across  the  river,  needing  the  walk  to  clear  my head. 

Winter  had  indeed  yielded  to  spring.  By  the  time  I  was  halfway  there,  my

overcoat was slung over my arm, and my body was slick with sweat beneath my

heavy cream sweater. 

I found Amren the same way I’d seen her the last time: hunched over the Book, 

papers strewn around her. I set the blood on the counter. 

She  said  without  looking  up,  “Ah.  The  reason  why  Rhys  bit  my  head  off  this morning.” 

I leaned against the counter, frowning. “Where’s he gone off to?” 

“To hunt whoever attacked you yesterday.” 

If they had ash arrows in their arsenal … I tried to soothe the worry that bit deep. 

“Do you think it was the Summer Court?” The blood ruby still sat on the floor, 

still used as a paperweight against the river breeze blowing in

from  the  open  windows.  Varian’s  necklace  was  now  beside  her  bed.  As  if  she

fell asleep looking at it. 

“Maybe,” Amren said, dragging a finger along a line of text. She must be truly

absorbed to not even bother with the blood. I debated leaving her to it. 

But she went on, “Regardless, it seems that our enemies have a track on Rhys’s

magic. Which means they’re able to find him when he winnows anywhere or if

he uses his powers.” She at last looked up. “You lot are leaving Velaris in two

days. Rhys wants you stationed at one of the Illyrian war-camps—where you’ll

fly down to the human lands once the queens send word.” 

“Why not today?” 

Amren  said,  “Because  Starfall  is  tomorrow  night—the  first  we’ve  had  together

in fifty years. Rhys is expected to be here, amongst his people.” 

“What’s Starfall?” 

Amren’s  eyes  twinkled.  “Outside  of  these  borders,  the  rest  of  the  world

celebrates  tomorrow  as  Nynsar—the  Day  of  Seeds  and  Flowers.”  I  almost

flinched at that. I hadn’t realized just how much time had passed since I’d come

here. “But Starfall,” Amren said, “only at the Night Court can you witness it—

only within this territory is Starfall celebrated in lieu of the Nynsar revelry. The

rest, and the why of it, you’ll find out. It’s better left as a surprise.” 

Well,  that  explained  why  people  had  seemed  to  already  be  preparing  for  a

celebration of sorts: High Fae and faeries hustling home with arms full of vibrant

wildflower bouquets and streamers and food. The streets were being swept and

washed, storefronts patched up with quick, skilled hands. 

I asked, “Will we come back here once we leave?” 

She returned to the Book. “Not for a while.” 

Something in my chest started sinking. To an immortal, a while must be

… a long, long time. 
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I took that as an invitation to leave, and headed for the door in the back of the

loft. But Amren said, “When Rhys came back, after Amarantha, he was a ghost. 

He pretended he wasn’t, but he was. You made him come alive again.” 

Words stalled, and I didn’t want to think about it, not when whatever good I’d

done—whatever good we’d done for  each other—might have been wiped away

by what I’d said to him. 

So I said, “He is lucky to have all of you.” 

“No,”  she  said  softly—more  gently  than  I’d  ever  heard.  “We  are  lucky  to  have him, Feyre.” I turned from the door. “I have known many High Lords,” Amren

continued, studying her paper. “Cruel ones, cunning ones, weak ones, powerful

ones. But never one that dreamed. Not as he does.” 

“Dreams of what?” I breathed. 

“Of peace. Of freedom. Of a world united, a world thriving. Of something better

—for all of us.” 


“He thinks he’ll be remembered as the villain in the story.” 

She snorted. 

“But  I  forgot  to  tell  him,”  I  said  quietly,  opening  the  door,  “that  the  villain  is usually the person who locks up the maiden and throws away the key.” 

“Oh?” 

I shrugged. “He was the one who let me out.” 

 If you’ve moved elsewhere,  I wrote after getting home from Amren’s apartment, 

 you could have at least given me the keys to this house. I keep   leaving the door unlocked  when  I  go  out.  It’s  getting  to  be  too  tempting  for   the  neighborhood burglars. 

No response. The letter didn’t even vanish. 

I tried after breakfast the next day—the morning of Starfall.  Cassian says  you’re

 sulking in the House of Wind. What un-High-Lord-like behavior. 

 What of my training? 

Again, no reply. 

My  guilt  and—and  whatever  else  it  was—started  to  shift.  I  could  barely  keep

from shredding the paper as I wrote my third one after lunch. 

 Is this punishment? Or do people in your Inner Circle not get second  chances if they piss you off? You’re a hateful coward. 

I was climbing out of the bath, the city abuzz with preparations for the festivities

at sundown, when I looked at the desk where I’d left the letter. 

And watched it vanish. 

Nuala and Cerridwen arrived to help me dress, and I tried not to stare at the desk

as I waited—waited and waited for the response. 

It didn’t come. 

CHAPTER

44

But  despite  the  letter,  despite  the  mess  between  us,  as  I  gaped  at  the  mirror  an hour later, I couldn’t quite believe what stared back. 

I  had  been  so  relieved  these  past  few  weeks  to  be  sleeping  at  all  that  I’d forgotten to be grateful that I was keeping down my food. 

The  fullness  had  come  back  to  my  face,  my  body.  What  should  have  taken

weeks longer as a human had been hurried along by the miracle of my immortal

blood. And the dress …

I’d never worn anything like it, and doubted I’d ever wear anything like it again. 

Crafted of tiny blue gems so pale they were almost white, it clung to every curve

and hollow before draping to the floor and pooling like liquid starlight. The long

sleeves were tight, capped at the wrists with cuffs of pure diamond. The neckline

grazed my collarbones, the modesty of it undone by how the gown hugged areas I  supposed  a  female  might  enjoy  showing  off.  My  hair  had  been  swept  off  my face  with  two  combs  of  silver  and  diamond,  then  left  to  drape  down  my  back. 

And I thought, as I stood alone in my bedroom, that I might have looked like a

fallen star. 

Rhysand  was  nowhere  to  be  found  when  I  worked  up  the  courage  to  go  to  the rooftop garden. The beading on the dress clinked and hissed against the floors as

I walked through the nearly dark house, all the lights softened or extinguished. 

In fact, the whole city had blown out its lights. 

A winged, muscled figure stood atop the roof, and my heart stumbled. 

But then he turned, just as the scent hit me. And something in my chest sank a

bit as Cassian let out a low whistle. “I should have let Nuala and

Cerridwen dress me.” 

I didn’t know whether to smile or wince. “You look rather good despite it.” He

did. He was out of his fighting clothes and armor, sporting a black tunic cut to

show  off  that  warrior’s  body.  His  black  hair  had  been  brushed  and  smoothed, 

and even his wings looked cleaner. 

Cassian  held  his  arms  out.  His  Siphons  remained—a  metal,  fingerless  gauntlet

that stretched beneath the tailored sleeves of his jacket. “Ready?” 

He’d kept me company the past two days, training me each morning. 

While he’d shown me more particulars on how to use an Illyrian blade—

mostly how to disembowel someone with it—we’d chatted about everything: our

equally miserable lives as children, hunting, food …

Everything, that is, except for the subject of Rhysand. 

Cassian had mentioned only once that Rhys was up at the House, and I supposed

my expression had told him enough about not wanting to hear anything else. He

grinned at me now. “With all those gems and beads, you might be too heavy to

carry. I hope you’ve been practicing your winnowing in case I drop you.” 

“Funny.” I allowed him to scoop me into his arms before we shot into the sky. 

Winnowing might still evade me, but I wished I had wings, I realized. 

Great, powerful wings so I might fly as they did; so I might see the world and all

it had to offer. 

Below us, every lingering light winked out. There was no moon; no music flitted

through the streets. Silence—as if waiting for something. 

Cassian  soared  through  the  quiet  dark  to  where  the  House  of  Wind  loomed.  I

could make out crowds gathered on the many balconies and patios only from the

faint  gleam  of  starlight  on  their  hair,  then  the  clink  of  their  glasses  and  low chatter as we neared. 

Cassian  set  me  down  on  the  crowded  patio  off  the  dining  room,  only  a  few

revelers  bothering  to  look  at  us.  Dim  bowls  of  faelight  inside  the  House

illuminated spreads of food and endless rows of green bottles of sparkling wine

atop the tables. Cassian was gone and returned before I missed him, pressing a

glass of the latter into my hand. No sign of Rhysand. 

Maybe he’d avoid me the entire party. 

Someone called Cassian’s name from down the patio, and he clapped me on the

shoulder  before  striding  off.  A  tall  male,  his  face  in  shadow,  clasped  forearms with Cassian, his white teeth gleaming in the darkness. Azriel

stood with the stranger already, his wings tucked in tight to keep revelers from

knocking into them. He, Cassian, and Mor had all been quiet today—

understandably so. I scanned for signs of my other—

Friends. 

The word sounded in my head. Was that what they were? 

Amren  was  nowhere  in  sight,  but  I  spotted  a  golden  head  at  the  same  moment she spied me, and Mor breezed to my side. She wore a gown of pure white, little

more  than  a  slip  of  silk  that  showed  off  her  generous  curves.  Indeed,  a  glance over her shoulder revealed Azriel staring blatantly at the back view of it, Cassian

and the stranger already too deep in conversation to notice what had drawn the

spymaster’s attention. For a moment, the ravenous hunger on Azriel’s face made my stomach tighten. 

I’d remembered feeling like that. Remembered how it felt to yield to it. 

How I’d come close to doing that the other night. 

Mor said, “It won’t be long now.” 

“Until  what?” No one had told me what to expect, as they hadn’t wanted to ruin

the  surprise of Starfall. 

“Until the fun.” 

I surveyed the party around us—“This isn’t the fun?” 

Mor  lifted  an  eyebrow.  “None  of  us  really  care  about  this  part.  Once  it  starts, you’ll see.” She took a sip of her sparkling wine. “That’s some dress. 

You’re lucky Amren is hiding  in her little attic, or  she’d probably steal it  right

off you. The vain drake.” 

“She won’t take time off from decoding?” 

“Yes,  and  no.  Something  about  Starfall  disturbs  her,  she  claims.  Who  knows? 

She probably does it to be contrary.” 

Even  as  she  spoke,  her  words  were  distant—her  face  a  bit  tight.  I  said  quietly, 

“Are you … ready for tomorrow?” Tomorrow, when we’d leave Velaris to keep

anyone  from  noticing  our  movements  in  this  area.  Mor,  Azriel  had  told  me

tightly over breakfast that morning, would return to the Court of Nightmares. To

check in on her father’s … recovery. 

Probably not the best place to discuss our plans, but Mor shrugged. “I don’t have

any  choice  but  to  be  ready.  I’ll  come  with  you  to  the  camp,  then  go  my  way afterward.” 

“Cassian will be happy about that,” I said. Even if Azriel was the one trying his

best  not to stare at her. 

Mor snorted. “Maybe.” 

I lifted a brow. “So you two … ?” 

Another  shrug.  “Once.  Well,  not  even.  I  was  seventeen,  he  wasn’t  even  a  year older.” 

When everything had happened. 

But there was no darkness on her face as she sighed. “Cauldron, that was a long

time  ago.  I  visited  Rhys  for  two  weeks  when  he  was  training  in  the  war-camp, and Cassian, Azriel, and I became friends. One night, Rhys and his mother had

to go back to the Night Court, and Azriel went with them, so Cassian and I were

left alone. And that night, one thing led to another, and

… I wanted Cassian to be the one who did it. I wanted to choose.” A third shrug. 

I  wondered  if  Azriel  had  wished  to  be  the  one  she  chose  instead.  If  he’d  ever admitted  to  it  to  Mor—or  Rhys.  If  he  resented  that  he’d  been  away  that  night, that Mor hadn’t considered him. 

“Rhys came back the next morning, and when he learned what had happened …

” She laughed under her breath. “We try not to talk about the Incident. He and

Cassian … I’ve never seen them fight like that. Hopefully I never will again. I

know Rhys wasn’t pissed about my virginity, but rather the danger that losing it

had put me in.  Azriel was even angrier about it—

though he let Rhys do the walloping. They knew what my family would do for

 debasing myself with a bastard-born lesser faerie.” She brushed a hand over her

abdomen, as if she could feel that nail they’d spiked through it. 

“They were right.” 

“So you and Cassian,” I said, wanting to move on from it, that darkness, 

“you were never together again after that?” 

“No,” Mor said, laughing quietly. “I was desperate, reckless that night. 

I’d picked him not just for his kindness, but also because I wanted my first time

to be with one of the legendary Illyrian warriors. I wanted to lie with the greatest

of  Illyrian  warriors,  actually.  And  I’d  taken  one  look  at  Cassian  and  known. 

After I got what I wanted, after … everything, I didn’t like that it caused a rift

with him and Rhys, or even him and Az, so … never again.” 

“And  you  were  never  with  anyone  after  it?”  Not  the  cold,  beautiful

shadowsinger who tried so hard not to watch her with longing on his face? 

“I’ve had lovers,” Mor clarified, “but … I get bored. And Cassian has had them, 

too, so don’t get that unrequited-love, moony-woo-woo look. He

just wants what  he can’t  have, and  it’s irritated him  for centuries  that I  walked

away and never looked back.” 

“Oh,  it  drives  him  insane,”  Rhys  said  from  behind  me,  and  I  jumped.  But  the High Lord was circling me. I crossed my arms as he paused and smirked. “You

look like a woman again.” 

“You  really  know  how  to  compliment  females,  cousin,”  Mor  said,  and  patted

him on the shoulder as she spotted an acquaintance and went to say hello. 

I tried not to look at Rhys, who was in a black jacket, casually unbuttoned at the

top  so  that  the  white  shirt  beneath—also  unbuttoned  at  the  neck—showed  the

tattoos on his chest peeking through. Tried not to look—

and failed. 

“Do you plan to ignore me some more?” I said coolly. 

“I’m here now, aren’t I? I wouldn’t want you to call me a hateful coward again.” 

I opened my mouth, but felt all the wrong words start to come out. So I shut it

and looked for Azriel or Cassian or anyone who might talk to me. 

Going  up  to  a  stranger  was  starting  to  sound  appealing  when  Rhys  said  a  bit hoarsely, “I wasn’t punishing you. I just … I needed time.” 

I didn’t want to have this conversation here—with so many people listening. So I

gestured to the party and said, “Will you please tell me what this … gathering is

about?” 
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Rhysand stepped up behind me, snorting as he said into my ear, “Look up.” 

Indeed, as I did so, the crowd hushed. 

“No  speech  for  your  guests?”  I  murmured.  Easy—I  just  wanted  it  to  be  easy

between us again. 

“Tonight’s not about me, though my presence is appreciated and noted,” 

he said. “Tonight’s about that.” 

As he pointed …

A star vaulted across the sky, brighter and closer than any I’d seen before. The

crowd and city below cheered, raising their glasses as it passed right overhead, 

and  only  when  it  had  disappeared  over  the  curve  of  the  horizon  did  they  drink deeply. 

I leaned back a step into Rhys—and quickly stepped away, out of his heat and

power and scent. We’d done enough damage in a similar position at the

Court of Nightmares. 

Another  star  crossed  the  sky,  twirling  and  twisting  over  itself,  as  if  it  were reveling in its own sparkling beauty. It was chased by another, and another, until

a brigade of them were unleashed from the edge of the horizon, like a thousand

archers had loosed them from mighty bows. 

The stars cascaded over us, filling the world with white and blue light. 

They were like living fireworks, and my breath lodged in my throat as the stars

kept on falling and falling. 

I’d never seen anything so beautiful. 

And  when  the  sky  was  full  with  them,  when  the  stars  raced  and  danced  and

flowed across the world, the music began. 

Wherever  they  were,  people  began  dancing,  swaying  and  twirling,  some

grabbing  hands  and  spinning,  spinning,  spinning  to  the  drums,  the  strings,  the glittering harps. Not like the grinding and thrusting of the Court of Nightmares, 

but—joyous, peaceful dancing. For the love of sound and movement and life. 

I  lingered  with  Rhysand  at  the  edge  of  it,  caught  between  watching  the  people dancing  on  the  patio,  hands  upraised,  and  the  stars  streaming  past,  closer  and closer until I swore I could have touched them if I’d leaned out. 

And  there  were  Mor  and  Azriel—and  Cassian.  The  three  of  them  dancing

together, Mor’s head tipped back to the sky, arms up, the starlight gleaming on

the  pure  white  of  her  gown.  Dancing  as  if  it  might  be  her  last  time,  flowing between Azriel and Cassian like the three of them were one unit, one being. 

I looked behind me to find Rhys watching them, his face soft. Sad. 

Separated for fifty years, and reunited—only to be cleaved apart so soon to fight

again for their freedom. 

Rhys caught my gaze and said, “Come. There’s a better view. Quieter,” 

He held a hand out to me. 

That sorrow, that weight, lingered in his eyes. And I couldn’t bear to see it—just

as  I  couldn’t  bear  to  see  my  three  friends  dancing  together  as  if  it  was  the  last time they’d ever do it. 

Rhys led me to a small private balcony jutting from the upper level of the House

of Wind. On the patios below, the music still played, the people still danced, the

stars wheeling by, close and swift. 

He let go as I took a seat on the balcony rail. I immediately decided against it as

I beheld the drop, and backed away a healthy step. 

Rhys chuckled. “If you fell, you know I’d bother to save you before you hit the

ground.” 

“But not until I was close to death?” 

“Maybe.” 

I  leaned  a  hand  against  the  rail,  peering  at  the  stars  whizzing  past.  “As punishment for what I said to you?” 

“I said some horrible things, too,” he murmured. 

“I didn’t mean it,” I blurted. “I meant it more about myself than you. And I’m

sorry.” 

He watched the stars for a moment before he replied. “You were right, though. I

stayed  away  because  you  were  right.  Though  I’m  glad  to  hear  my  absence  felt like a punishment.” 

I snorted, but was grateful for the humor—for the way he’d always been able to

amuse me. “Any news with the orb or the queens?” 

“Nothing yet. We’re waiting for them to deign to reply.” 

We were silent again, and I studied the stars. “They’re not—they’re not stars at

all.” 

“No.” Rhys came up beside me at the rail. “Our ancestors thought they were, but

… They’re just spirits, on a yearly migration to somewhere. Why they pick this

day to appear here, no one knows.” 

I  felt  his  eyes  upon  me,  and  tore  my  gaze  from  the  shooting  stars.  Light  and shadow  passed  over  his  face.  The  cheers  and  music  of  the  city  far,  far  below were barely audible over the crowd gathered at the House. 

“There must be hundreds of them,” I managed to say, dragging my stare back to

the stars whizzing past. 

“Thousands,”  he  said.  “They’ll  keep  coming  until  dawn.  Or,  I  hope  they  will. 

There were less and less of them the last time I witnessed Starfall.” 

Before Amarantha had locked him away. 

“What’s happening to them?” I looked in time to see him shrug. 

Something twanged in my chest. 

“I wish I knew. But they keep coming back despite it.” 

“Why?” 

“Why  does  anything  cling  to  something?  Maybe  they  love  wherever  they’re

going so much that it’s worth it. Maybe they’ll keep coming back, until there’s

only one star left. Maybe that one star will make the trip forever, out of the hope

that  someday—if  it  keeps  coming  back  often  enough—another  star  will  find  it

again.” 

I frowned at the wine in my hand. “That’s … a very sad thought.” 

“Indeed.”  Rhys  rested  his  forearms  on  the  balcony  edge,  close  enough  for  my

fingers to touch if I dared. 

A calm, full silence enveloped us. Too many words—I still had too many words

in me. 

I  don’t  know  how  much  time  passed,  but  it  must  have  been  a  while,  because

when  he  spoke  again,  I  jolted.  “Every  year  that  I  was  Under  the  Mountain  and Starfall came around, Amarantha made sure that I …

serviced her. The entire night. Starfall is no secret, even to outsiders—even the

Court of Nightmares crawls out of the Hewn City to look up at the sky. 

So she knew … She knew what it meant to me.” 

I stopped hearing the celebrations around us. “I’m sorry.” It was all I could offer. 

“I got through it by reminding myself that my friends were safe; that Velaris was

safe.  Nothing  else  mattered,  so  long  as  I  had  that.  She  could  use  my  body

however she wanted. I didn’t care.” 

“So why aren’t you down there with them?” I asked, even as I tucked the horror

of what had been done to him into my heart. 

“They don’t know—what she did to me on Starfall. I don’t want it to ruin their

night.” 

“I don’t think it would. They’d be happy if you let them shoulder the burden.” 

“The same way you rely on others to help with your own troubles?” 

We stared at each other, close enough to share breath. 

And maybe all those words bottled up in me … Maybe I didn’t need them right

now. 

My fingers grazed his. Warm and sturdy—patient, as if waiting to see what else I

might do. Maybe it was the wine, but I stroked a finger down his. 

And as I turned to him more fully, something blinding and tinkling slammed into

my face. 

I reeled back, crying out as I bent over, shielding my face against the light that I

could still see against my shut eyes. 

Rhys let out a startled laugh. 

A  laugh. 

And  when  I  realized  that  my  eyes  hadn’t  been  singed  out  of  their  sockets,  I whirled on him. “I could have been blinded!” I hissed, shoving him. He took a

look at my face and burst out laughing again. Real laughter, open and delighted

and lovely. 

I wiped at my face, and when I pulled my hands down, I gaped. Pale green light

—like drops of paint—glowed in flecks on my hand. 

Splattered  star-spirit.  I  didn’t  know  if  I  should  be  horrified  or  amused.  Or disgusted. 

When  I  went  to  rub  it  off,  Rhys  caught  my  hands.  “Don’t,”  he  said,  still

laughing. “It looks like your freckles are glowing.” 

My nostrils flared, and I went to shove him again, not caring if my new strength

knocked him off the balcony. He could summon wings; he could deal with it. 

He sidestepped me, veering toward the balcony rail, but not fast enough to avoid

the careening star that collided with the side of his face. 

He  leaped  back  with  a  curse.  I  laughed,  the  sound  rasping  out  of  me.  Not  a chuckle or snort, but a cackling laugh. 

And I laughed again, and again, as he lowered his hands from his eyes. 

The entire left side of his face had been hit. 

Like  heavenly  war  paint,  that’s  what  it  looked  like.  I  could  see  why  he  didn’t want me to wipe mine away. 

Rhys was examining his  hands, covered in  the dust, and  I stepped toward  him, 

peering at the way it glowed and glittered. 

He  went  still  as  death  as  I  took  one  of  his  hands  in  my  own  and  traced  a  star shape  on  the  top  of  his  palm,  playing  with  the  glimmer  and  shadows,  until  it looked like one of the stars that had hit us. 

His fingers tightened on mine, and I looked up. He was smiling at me. 

And looked so un-High-Lord-like with the glowing dust on the side of his face

that I grinned back. 

I  hadn’t  even  realized  what  I’d  done  until  his  own  smile  faded,  and  his  mouth parted slightly. 

“Smile again,” he whispered. 

I  hadn’t  smiled  for  him.  Ever.  Or  laughed.  Under  the  Mountain,  I  had  never

grinned, never chuckled. And afterward …

And this male before me … my friend …

For all that he had done, I had never given him either. Even when I had just … I

had just painted something. On him. For him. 

I’d—painted again. 

So I smiled at him, broad and without restraint. 

“You’re exquisite,” he breathed. 

The air was too tight, too close between our bodies, between our joined hands. 

But I said, “You owe me two thoughts—back from when I first came here. Tell

me what you’re thinking.” 

Rhys rubbed his neck. “You want to know why I didn’t speak or see you? 

Because  I  was  so  convinced  you’d  throw  me  out  on  my  ass.  I  just  …  ”  He

dragged  a  hand  through  his  hair,  and  huffed  a  laugh.  “I  figured  hiding  was  a better alternative.” 

“Who would have thought the High Lord of the Night Court could be afraid of

an illiterate human?” I purred. He grinned, nudging me with an elbow. “That’s

one,” I pushed. “Tell me another thought.” 

His eyes fell on my mouth. “I’m wishing I could take back that kiss Under the

Mountain.” 

I  sometimes  forgot  that  kiss,  when  he’d  done  it  to  keep  Amarantha  from

knowing  that  Tamlin  and  I  had  been  in  the  forgotten  hall,  tangled  up  together. 

Rhysand’s kiss had been brutal, demanding, and yet … “Why?” 

His  gaze  settled  on  the  hand  I’d  painted  instead,  as  if  it  were  easier  to  face. 

“Because I didn’t make it pleasant for you, and I was jealous and pissed off, and

I knew you hated me.” 

Dangerous territory, I warned myself. 

No.  Honesty,  that’s  what  it  was.  Honesty,  and  trust.  I’d  never  had  that  with anyone. 

Rhys  looked  up,  meeting  my  gaze.  And  whatever  was  on  my  face—I  think  it

might have been mirrored on his: the hunger and longing and surprise. 

I swallowed hard, traced another line of stardust along the inside of his powerful

wrist.  I  didn’t  think  he  was  breathing.  “Do  you—do  you  want  to  dance  with

me?” I whispered. 

He was silent for long enough that I lifted my head to scan his face. But his eyes

were  bright—silver-lined.  “You  want  to  dance?”  he  rasped,  his  fingers  curling

around mine. 

I pointed with my chin toward the celebration below. “Down there—with them.” 

Where  the  music  beckoned,  where   life  beckoned.  Where  he  should  spend  the night with his friends, and where I wanted to spend it with them, too. Even with

the strangers in attendance. 

I  did  not  mind  stepping  out  of  the  shadows,  did  not  mind  even   being  in  the shadows to begin with, so long as he was with me. My friend through so many

dangers—who had fought for me when no one else would, even myself. 

“Of course I’ll dance with you,” Rhys said, his voice still raw. “All night, if you

wish.” 

“Even if I step on your toes?” 

“Even then.” 

He leaned in, brushing his mouth against my heated cheek. I closed my eyes at

the  whisper  of  a  kiss,  at  the  hunger  that  ravaged  me  in  its  wake,  that  might ravage  Prythian.  And  all  around  us,  as  if  the  world  itself  were  indeed  falling apart, stars rained down. 

Bits  of  stardust  glowed  on  his  lips  as  he  pulled  away,  as  I  stared  up  at  him, breathless,  while  he  smiled.  The  smile  the  world  would  likely  never  see,  the smile he’d given up for the sake of his people, his lands. He said softly, “I am …

very glad I met you, Feyre.” 

I blinked away the burning in my eyes. “Come on,” I said, tugging on his hand. 

“Let’s go join the dance.” 

CHAPTER

45

The Illyrian war-camp deep in the northern mountains was freezing. 

Apparently, spring was still little more than a whisper in the region. 

Mor winnowed us all in, Rhysand and Cassian flanking us. 

We  had  danced.  All  of  us  together.  And  I  had  never  seen  Rhys  so  happy, 

laughing  with  Azriel,  drinking  with  Mor,  bickering  with  Cassian.  I’d  danced with each of them, and when the night had shifted toward dawn and the music

became soft and honeyed, I had let Rhys take me in his arms and dance with me, 

slowly,  until  the  other  guests  had  left,  until  Mor  was  asleep  on  a  settee  in  the dining room, until the gold disc of the sun gilded Velaris. 

He’d flown me back to the town house through the pink and purple and gray of

the dawn, both of us silent, and had kissed my brow once before walking down

the hall to his own room. 

I  didn’t  lie  to  myself  about  why  I  waited  for  thirty  minutes  to  see  if  my  door would open. Or to at least hear a knock. But nothing. 

We were bleary-eyed but polite at the lunch table hours later, Mor and Cassian

unusually  quiet,  talking  mostly  to  Amren  and  Azriel,  who  had  come  to  bid  us farewell.  Amren  would  continue  working  on  the  Book  until  we  received  the

second  half—if  we  received  it;  the  shadowsinger  was  heading  out  to  gather

information and manage his spies stationed at the other courts and attempting to

break into the human one. I managed to speak to them, but most of my energy

went  into   not  looking  at  Rhysand,  or  thinking  about  the  feeling  of  his  body pressed to mine as we’d danced for hours, that brush of his mouth on my skin. 

I’d barely been able to fall asleep because of it. 

Traitor. Even if I’d left Tamlin, I was a traitor. I’d been gone for two months—

just two. In faerie terms, it was probably considered less than a day. 

Tamlin had given me so much, done so many kind things for me and my family. 

And  here  I  was,  wanting  another  male,  even  as  I  hated  Tamlin  for  what  he’d done, how he’d failed me.  Traitor. 

The  word  continued  echoing  in  my  head  as  I  stood  at  Mor’s  side,  Rhys  and

Cassian a few steps ahead, and peered out at the wind-blown camp. 

Mor  had  barely  given  Azriel  more  than  a  brief  embrace  before  bidding  him

good-bye. And for all the world, the spymaster looked like he didn’t care—

until he gave me a swift, warning look. I was still torn between amusement and

outrage at the assumption I’d stick my nose into  his business. Indeed. 

Built near the top of a forested mountain, the Illyrian camp was all bare rock and mud,  interrupted  only  by  crude,  easy-to-pack  tents  centered  around  large  fire

pits. Near the tree line, a dozen permanent buildings had been erected of the gray

mountain  stone.  Smoke  puffed  from  their  chimneys  against  the  brisk  cloudy

morning, occasionally swirled by the passing wings overhead. 

So many winged males soaring past on their way to other camps or in training. 

Indeed,  on  the  opposite  end  of  the  camp,  in  a  rocky  area  that  ended  in  a  sheer plunge off the mountain, were the sparring and training rings. Racks of weapons

were  left  out  to  the  elements;  in  the  chalk-painted  rings  males  of  all  ages  now trained  with  sticks  and  swords  and  shields  and  spears.  Fast,  lethal,  brutal.  No complaints, no shouts of pain. 

There was no warmth here, no joy. Even the houses at the other end of the camp

had no personal touches, as if they were used only for shelter or storage. 

And  this  was  where  Rhys,  Azriel,  and  Cassian  had  grown  up—where  Cassian

had been cast out to survive on his own. It was so cold that even bundled in my

fur-lined  leather,  I  was  shivering.  I  couldn’t  imagine  a  child  going  without

adequate clothing—or shelter—for a night, much less eight years. 

Mor’s face was pale, tight. “I hate this place,” she said under her breath, the heat

of it clouding the air in front of us. “It should be burned to the ground.” 

Cassian and Rhys were silent as a tall, broad-shouldered older male approached, 

flanked by five other Illyrian warriors, wings all tucked in, hands within casual

reach of their weapons. 

No matter that Rhys could rip their minds apart without lifting a finger. 

They each wore Siphons of varying colors on the backs of their hands, the stones

smaller than Azriel and Cassian’s. And only one. Not like the seven apiece that

my two friends wore to manage their tremendous power. 

The male in front said, “Another camp inspection? Your dog,” he jerked his chin

at Cassian, “was here just the other week. The girls are training.” 

Cassian crossed his arms. “I don’t see them in the ring.” 
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“They do chores first,” the male said, shoulders pushing back and wings flaring

slightly, “then when they’ve finished, they get to train.” 

A  low  snarl  slipped  past  Mor’s  mouth,  and  the  male  turned  our  way.  He

stiffened. Mor flashed him a wicked smile. “Hello, Lord Devlon.” 

The leader of the camp, then. 

He gave her a dismissive once-over and looked back to Rhys. Cassian’s warning

growl rumbled in my stomach. 

Rhys  said  at  last,  “Pleasant  as  it  always  is  to  see  you,  Devlon,  there  are  two matters at hand: First, the girls, as you were clearly told by Cassian, are to train

 before  chores,  not  after.  Get  them  out  on  the  pitch.  Now.”  I  shuddered  at  the pure command in that tone. He continued, “Second, we’ll be staying here for the

time being. Clear out my mother’s old house. No need for a housekeeper. We’ll

look after ourselves.” 

“The house is occupied by my top warriors.” 

“Then un-occupy it,” Rhysand said simply. “And have them clean it before they

do.” 

The  voice  of  the  High  Lord  of  the  Night  Court—who  delighted  in  pain,  and

made his enemies tremble. 

Devlon  sniffed  at  me.  I  poured  every  bit  of  cranky  exhaustion  into  holding  his narrowed gaze. “Another like that … creature you bring here? I thought she was

the only one of her ilk.” 

“Amren,” Rhys drawled, “sends her regards. And as for  this one … ” I tried not

to  flinch  away  from  meeting  his  stare.  “She’s  mine,”  he  said  quietly,  but

viciously enough that Devlon and his warriors nearby heard. 

“And if any of you lay a hand on her, you lose that hand. And then you lose your

head.” I tried not to shiver, as Cassian and Mor showed no reaction at

all.  “And  once  Feyre  is  done  killing  you,”  Rhys  smirked,  “then  I’ll  grind  your bones to dust.” 

I  almost  laughed.  But  the  warriors  were  now  assessing  the  threat  Rhys  had established  me  as—and  coming  up  short  with  answers.  I  gave  them  all  a  small smile,  anyway,  one  I’d  seen  Amren  make  a  hundred  times.  Let  them  wonder

what I could do if provoked. 

“We’re  heading  out,”  Rhys  said  to  Cassian  and  Mor,  not  even  bothering  to

dismiss Devlon before walking toward the tree line. “We’ll be back at nightfall.” 

He gave his cousin a look. “Try to stay out of trouble, please. 

Devlon  hates  us  the  least  of  the  war-lords  and  I  don’t  feel  like  finding  another camp.” 

Mother  above,  the  others  must  be  …  unpleasant,  if  Devlon  was  the  mildest  of them. 

Mor winked at us both. “I’ll try.” 

Rhys just shook his head and said to Cassian, “Check on the forces, then make

sure those girls are practicing like they should be. If Devlon or the others object, 

do what you have to.” 

Cassian  grinned  in  a  way  that  showed  he’d  be  more  than  happy  to  do  exactly that.  He  was  the  High  Lord’s  general  …  and  yet  Devlon  called  him  a  dog.  I didn’t  want  to  imagine  what  it  had  been  like  for  Cassian  without  that  title growing up. 

Then finally Rhys looked at me again, his eyes shuttered. “Let’s go.” 

“You heard from my sisters?” 

A shake of the head. “No. Azriel is checking today if they received a response. 

You and I … ” The wind rustled his hair as he smirked. “We’re going to train.” 

“Where?” 

He  gestured  to  the  sweeping  land  beyond—to  the  forested  steppes  he’d  once

mentioned.  “Away  from  any  potential  casualties.”  He  offered  his  hand  as  his

wings flared, his body preparing for flight. 

But all I heard were those two words he’d said, echoing against the steady beat of  traitor, traitor:

 She’s mine. 

Being in Rhys’s arms again, against his body, was a test of stubbornness. 

For both of us. To see who’d speak about it first. 

We’d been flying over the most beautiful mountains I’d ever seen—

snowy  and  flecked  with  pines—heading  toward  rolling  steppes  beyond  them

when I said, “You’re training female Illyrian warriors?” 

“Trying to.” Rhys gazed across the brutal landscape. “I banned wing-clipping a

long,  long  time  ago,  but  …  at  the  more  zealous  camps,  deep  within  the

mountains,  they  do  it.  And  when  Amarantha  took  over,  even  the  milder  camps

started  doing  it  again.  To  keep  their  women  safe,  they  claimed.  For  the  past hundred years, Cassian has been trying to build an aerial fighting unit amongst

the females, trying to prove that they have a place on the battlefield. So far, he’s

managed to train a few dedicated warriors, but the males make life so miserable

that many of them left. And for the girls in training … ” A hiss of breath. “It’s a

long road. But Devlon is one of the few who even lets the girls train without a

tantrum.” 

“I’d hardly call disobeying orders ‘without a tantrum.’ ” 

“Some camps issued decrees that if a female was caught training, she was to be

deemed  unmarriageable.  I  can’t  fight  against  things  like  that,  not  without

slaughtering the leaders of each camp and personally raising each and every one

of their offspring.” 

“And yet your mother loved them—and you three wear their tattoos.” 

“I got the tattoos in part for my mother, in part to honor my brothers, who fought

every day of their lives for the right to wear them.” 

“Why do you let Devlon speak to Cassian like that?” 

“Because  I  know  when  to  pick  my  fights  with  Devlon,  and  I  know  Cassian

would  be  pissed  if  I  stepped  in  to  crush  Devlon’s  mind  like  a  grape  when  he could handle it himself.” 

A whisper of cold went through me. “Have you thought about doing it?” 

“I did just now. But most camp-lords never would have given the three of us a

shot at the Blood Rite. Devlon let a half-breed and two bastards take it

—and did not deny us our victory.” 

Pines dusted with fresh snow blurred beneath us. 

“What’s the Blood Rite?” 

“So many questions today.” I squeezed his shoulder hard enough to hurt, and he

chuckled.  “You  go  unarmed  into  the  mountains,  magic  banned,  no  Siphons, 

wings bound, with no supplies or clothes beyond what you have

on you. You, and every other Illyrian male who wants to move from novice to

true warrior. A few hundred head into the mountains at the start of the week—

not all come out at the end.” 

The  frost-kissed  landscape  rolled  on  forever,  unyielding  as  the  warriors  who

ruled over it. “Do you—kill each other?” 

“Most  try  to.  For  food  and  clothes,  for  vengeance,  for  glory  between  feuding clans. Devlon allowed us to take the Rite—but also made sure Cassian, Azriel, 

and I were dumped in different locations.” 

“What happened?” 

“We found each other. Killed our way across the mountains to get to each other. 

Turns out, a good number of Illyrian males wanted to prove they were stronger, 

smarter than us. Turns out they were wrong.” 

I dared a look at his face. For a heartbeat, I could see it: blood-splattered, savage, 

fighting and slaughtering to get to his friends, to protect and save them. 

Rhys set us down in a clearing, the pine trees towering so high they seemed to

caress the underside of the heavy, gray clouds passing on the swift wind. 

“So, you’re not using magic—but I am?” I said, taking a few steps from him. 

“Our enemy is keyed in on my powers. You, however, remain invisible.” 

He waved his hand. “Let’s see what all your practicing has amounted to.” 

I didn’t feel like it. I just said, “When—when did you meet Tamlin?” 

I  knew  what  Rhysand’s  father  had  done.  I  hadn’t  let  myself  think  too  much

about it. 

About how he’d killed Tamlin’s father and brothers. And mother. 

But now, after last night, after the Court of Nightmares … I had to know. 

Rhys’s  face  was  a  mask  of  patience.  “Show  me  something  impressive,  and  I’ll

tell you. Magic—for answers.” 

“I  know  what  sort  of  game  you’re  playing—”  I  cut  myself  off  at  the  hint  of  a smirk. “Very well.” 

I  held  out  my  hand  before  me,  palm  cupped,  and  willed  silence  into  my  veins, my mind. 

Silence and calm and weight, like being underwater. 

In my hand, a butterfly of water flapped and danced. 

Rhys smiled a bit, but the amusement died as he said, “Tamlin was younger than

me—born when the War started. But after the War, when he’d matured, we got

to know each other at various court functions. He … ” 

Rhys  clenched  his  jaw.  “He  seemed  decent  for  a  High  Lord’s  son.  Better  than Beron’s  brood  at  the  Autumn  Court.  Tamlin’s  brothers  were  equally  as  bad, 

though. Worse. And they knew Tamlin would take the title one day. 

And to a half-breed Illyrian who’d had to prove himself, defend his power, I saw

what Tamlin went through … I befriended him. Sought him out whenever I was

able to get away from the war-camps or court. Maybe it was pity, but … I taught

him some Illyrian techniques.” 

“Did anyone know?” 

He raised his brows—giving a pointed look to my hand. 

I scowled at him and summoned songbirds of water, letting them flap around the

clearing as they’d flown around my bathing room at the Summer Court. 

“Cassian  and  Azriel  knew,”  Rhys  went  on.  “My  family  knew.  And

disapproved.”  His  eyes  were  chips  of  ice.  “But  Tamlin’s  father  was  threatened by it. By me. And because he was weaker than both me and Tamlin, he wanted

to prove to the world that he wasn’t. My mother and sister were to travel to the

Illyrian  war-camp  to  see  me.  I  was  supposed  to  meet  them  halfway,  but  I  was busy training a new unit and decided to stay.” 

My stomach turned over and over and over, and I wished I had something to lean

against as Rhys said, “Tamlin’s father, brothers, and Tamlin himself set out into

the Illyrian wilderness, having heard from Tamlin—  from me—

where  my  mother  and  sister  would  be,  that  I  had  plans  to  see  them.  I  was

supposed  to  be  there.  I  wasn’t.  And  they  slaughtered  my  mother  and  sister

anyway.” 

I began shaking my head, eyes burning. I didn’t know what I was trying to deny, 

or erase, or condemn. 

“It should have been me,” he said, and I understood—understood what he’d said

that  day  I’d  wept  before  Cassian  in  the  training  pit.  “They  put  their  heads  in boxes and sent them down the river—to the nearest camp. 

Tamlin’s father kept their wings as trophies. I’m surprised you didn’t see them

pinned in the study.” 

I was going to vomit; I was going to fall to my knees and weep. 

But Rhys looked at the menagerie of water-animals I’d crafted and said, 

“What else?” 

Perhaps  it  was  the  cold,  perhaps  it  was  his  story,  but  hoarfrost  cracked  in  my veins, and the wild song of a winter wind howled in my heart. I felt it then—how

easy it would be to jump between them,  join them together, my powers. 

Each one of my animals halted mid-air … and froze into perfectly carved bits of

ice. 

One by one, they dropped to the earth. And shattered. 

They were one. They had come from the same, dark origin, the same eternal well

of  power.  Once,  long  ago—before  language  was  invented  and  the  world  was

new. 

Rhys  merely  continued,  “When  I  heard,  when  my  father  heard  …  I  wasn’t

wholly truthful to you when I told you Under the Mountain that my father killed

Tamlin’s father and brothers. I went with him. Helped him. We winnowed to the

edge of the Spring Court that night, then went the rest of the way on foot—to the

manor. I slew Tamlin’s brothers on sight. I held their minds, and rendered them

helpless while I cut them into pieces, then melted their brains inside their skulls. 

And  when  I  got  to  the  High  Lord’s  bedroom—he  was  dead.  And  my  father  …

my father had killed Tamlin’s mother as well.” 

I couldn’t stop shaking my head. 

“My  father  had  promised  not  to  touch  her.  That  we  weren’t  the  kind  of  males who would do that. But he lied to me, and he did it, anyway. And then he went

for Tamlin’s room.” 

I couldn’t breathe—couldn’t breathe as Rhys said, “I tried to stop him. 

He didn’t listen. He was going to kill him, too. And I couldn’t … After all the

death, I was done. I didn’t care that Tamlin had been there, had allowed them to

kill  my  mother  and  sister,  that  he’d  come  to  kill  me  because  he  didn’t  want  to risk standing against them. I was done with death. So I stopped my father before

the door. He tried to go through me. Tamlin opened the door, saw us—smelled

the blood already leaking into the hallway. And I didn’t even get to say a word

before Tamlin killed my father in one blow. 

“I felt the power shift to me, even as I saw it shift to him. And we just looked at

each other, as we were both suddenly crowned High Lord—and

then I ran.” 

He’d murdered Rhysand’s family. The High Lord I’d loved—he’d murdered his friend’s family, and when I’d asked how  his family died, he’d merely told me a

rival court had done it.  Rhysand had done it, and—

“He didn’t tell you any of that.” 

“I—I’m sorry,” I breathed, my voice hoarse. 

“What do you possibly have to be sorry for?” 

“I didn’t know. I didn’t know that he’d done that—” 

And Rhys thought I’d been comparing him—comparing  him against Tamlin, as

if I held him to be some paragon …

“Why  did  you  stop?”  he  said,  motioning  to  the  ice  shards  on  the  pine-needle carpet. 

The people he’d loved most—gone. Slaughtered in cold blood. 

Slaughtered by  Tamlin. 

The clearing exploded in flame. 

The pine needles vanished, the trees groaned, and even Rhys swore as fire swept

through the clearing, my heart, and devoured everything in its path. 

No wonder he’d made Tamlin beg that day I’d been formally introduced to him. 

No wonder he’d relished every chance to taunt Tamlin. Maybe my presence here

was just to—

No. I knew that wasn’t true. I knew my being here had nothing to do with what

was  between  him  and  Tamlin,  though  he  no  doubt  enjoyed  interrupting  our

wedding day. Saved me from that wedding day, actually. 

“Feyre,” Rhys said as the fire died. 

But there it was—crackling inside my veins. Crackling beside veins of ice, and

water. 

And darkness. 

Embers flared around us, floating in the air, and I sent out a breath of soothing dark, a breath of ice and water, as if it were a wind—a wind at dawn, sweeping

clean the world. 

The power did not belong to the High Lords. Not any longer. 

It belonged to me—as I belonged  only to me, as my future was  mine to decide, to forge. 

Once  I  discovered  and  mastered  what  the  others  had  given  me,  I  could  weave

them together—into something new, something of every court and

none of them. 

Flame hissed as it was extinguished so thoroughly that no smoke remained. 

But  I  met  Rhys’s  stare,  his  eyes  a  bit  wide  as  he  watched  me  work.  I  rasped, 

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 

The  sight  of  him  in  his  Illyrian  fighting  gear,  wings  spread  across  the  entire width of the clearing, his blade peeking over his shoulder …

There,  in  that  hole  in  my  chest—I  saw  the  image  there.  At  first  interpretation, he’d look terrifying, vengeance and wrath incarnate. But if you came closer …

the painting would show the beauty on his face, the wings flared not to hurt, but

to carry me from danger, to shield me. 

“I didn’t want you to think I was trying to turn you against him,” he said. 

The painting—I could see it;  feel it. I wanted to paint it. 

I wanted to paint. 

I didn’t wait for him to stretch out his hand before I went to him. And looking up

into his face I said, “I want to paint you.” 

He gently lifted me into his arms. “Nude would be best,” he said in my ear. 

CHAPTER

46

I  was  so  cold  I  might  never  be  warm  again.  Even  during  winter  in  the  mortal realm,  I’d  managed  to  find  some  kernel  of  heat,  but  after  nearly  emptying  my cache  of  magic  that  afternoon,  even  the  roaring  hearth  fire  couldn’t  thaw  the chill around my bones. Did spring  ever come to this blasted place? 

“They pick these locations,” Cassian said across from me as we dined on mutton

stew around the table tucked into the corner of the front of the stone house. “Just

to ensure the strongest among us survive.” 

“Horrible people,” Mor grumbled into her earthenware bowl. “I don’t blame Az

for never wanting to come here.” 

“I take it training the girls went well,” Rhys drawled from beside me, his thigh

so close its warmth brushed my own. 

Cassian  drained  his  mug  of  ale.  “I  got  one  of  them  to  confess  they  hadn’t

received a lesson in ten days. They’d all been too busy with ‘chores,’

apparently.” 

“No born fighters in this lot?” 

“Three, actually,” Mor said. “Three out of ten isn’t bad at all. The others, I’d be

happy if they just learned to defend themselves. But those three …

They’ve  got  the  instinct—the  claws.  It’s  their  stupid  families  that  want  them clipped and breeding.” 

I rose from the table, taking my bowl to the sink tucked into the wall. The house

was  simple,  but  still  bigger  and  in  better  condition  than  our  old  cottage.  The front room  served as  kitchen,  living area,  and dining  room,  with three  doors  in

the back: one for the cramped bathing room, one for the

storage room, and one being a back door, because no true Illyrian, according to

Rhys, ever made a home with only one exit. 

“When do you head for the Hewn City tomorrow?” Cassian said to her—

quietly enough that I knew it was probably time to head upstairs. 

Mor scraped the bottom of her bowl. Apparently, Cassian had made the stew—it hadn’t been half-bad. “After breakfast. Before. I don’t know. 

Maybe in the afternoon, when they’re all just waking up.” 

Rhys was a step behind me, bowl in hand, and motioned to leave my dirty dish

in the sink. He inclined his head toward the steep, narrow stairs at the back of the

house.  They  were  wide  enough  to  fit  only  one  Illyrian  warrior—another  safety

measure—and I glanced at the table one last time before disappearing upstairs. 

Mor  and  Cassian  both  stared  at  their  empty  bowls  of  food,  softly  talking  for once. 

Every step upward, I could feel Rhys at my back, the heat of him, the ebb and

flow  of  his  power.  And  in  this  small  space,  the  scent  of  him  washed  over  me, beckoned to me. 

Upstairs  was  dark,  illuminated  by  the  small  window  at  the  end  of  the  hall,  and the moonlight streaming in through a thin gap in the pines around us. 

There were only two doors up here, and Rhys pointed to one of them. “You and

Mor  can  share  tonight—just  tell  her  to  shut  up  if  she  babbles  too  much.”  I wouldn’t, though. If she needed to talk, to distract herself and be ready for what

was to come tomorrow, I’d listen until dawn. 

He put a hand on his own doorknob, but I leaned against the wood of my door. 

It’d be so easy to take the three steps to cross the hall. 

To run my hands over that chest, trace those beautiful lips with my own. 

I swallowed as he turned to me. 

I didn’t want to think what it meant, what I was doing. What this was—

whatever it was—between us. 

Because  things  between  us  had  never  been  normal,  not  from  the  very  first

moment we’d met on Calanmai. I’d been unable to easily walk away from him

then, when I’d thought he was deadly, dangerous. But now …
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 Traitor, traitor, traitor—

He  opened  his  mouth,  but  I  had  already  slipped  inside  my  room  and  shut  the door. 

Freezing rain trickled through the pine boughs as I stalked through the mists in

my  Illyrian  fighting  leathers,  armed  with  a  bow,  quiver,  and  knives,  shivering like a wet dog. 

Rhys was a few hundred feet behind, carrying our packs. We’d flown deep into

the  forest  steppes,  far  enough  that  we’d  have  to  spend  the  night  out  here.  Far enough that no one and nothing might see another “glorious explosion of flame

and temper,” as Rhys had put it. Azriel hadn’t brought word from my sisters of

the queens’ status, so we had time to spare. Though Rhys certainly hadn’t looked

like  it  when  he  informed  me  that  morning.  But  at  least  we  wouldn’t  have  to camp out here. Rhys had promised there was some sort of wayfarer’s inn nearby. 

I turned toward where Rhys trailed behind me, spotting his massive wings first. 

Mor had set off before I’d even been awake, and Cassian had been pissy and on

edge during breakfast … So much so that I’d been glad to leave as soon as I’d

finished my porridge. And felt slightly bad for the Illyrians who had to deal with

him that day. 

Rhys paused once he caught up, and even with the trees and rain between us, I

could see his brows lift in silent question of why I’d paused. We hadn’t spoken

of Starfall or the Court of Nightmares—and last night, as I twisted and turned in

the  tiny  bed,  I’d  decided:  fun  and  distraction.  It  didn’t  need  to  be  complicated. 

Keeping things purely physical … well, it didn’t feel like as much of a betrayal. 

I  lifted  a  hand,  signaling  Rhys  to  stay  where  he  was.  After  yesterday,  I  didn’t want him too close, lest I burn him. Or worse. He sketched a dramatic bow, and I

rolled  my  eyes  as  I  stalked  to  the  stream  ahead,  contemplating  where  I  might indeed try to play with Beron’s fire.  My fire. 

Every  step  away,  I  could  feel  Rhys’s  stare  devouring  me.  Or  maybe  that  was

through  the  bond,  brushing  against  my  mental  shields—flashes  of  hunger  so

insatiable that it was an effort to focus on the task ahead and not on the feeling

of what his hands had been like, stroking my thighs, pushing me against him. 

I could have sworn I felt a trickle of amusement on the other side of my mental shield,  too.  I  hissed  and  made  a  vulgar  gesture  over  my  shoulder,  even  as  I  let my shield drop, just a bit. 

That  amusement  turned  into  full  delight—and  then  a  lick  of  pleasure  that  went straight down my spine. Lower. 

My face heated, and a twig cracked under my boot, as loud as lightning. I gritted

my teeth. The ground sloped toward a gray, gushing stream, fast enough that it

had to be fed by the towering snow-blasted mountains in the distance. 

Good—this  spot  was  good.  An  extra  supply  of  water  to  drown  any  flames  that

might escape, plenty of open space. The wind blew away from me, tugging my

scent southward, deeper into the forest as I opened my mouth to tell Rhys to stay

back. 

With that wind, and the roaring stream, it was no surprise that I didn’t hear them

until they had surrounded me. 

“Feyre.” 

I whirled, arrow nocked and aimed at the source of the voice—

Four Spring Court sentinels stalked from the trees behind me like wraiths, armed

to the teeth and wide-eyed. Two, I knew: Bron and Hart. 

And between them stood Lucien. 
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If I wanted to escape, I could either face the stream or face them. But Lucien …

His red hair was tied back, and there wasn’t a hint of finery on him: just armored

leather, swords, knives … His metal eye roamed over me, his golden skin pale. 

“We’ve been hunting for you for over two months,” he breathed, now scanning

the woods, the stream, the sky. 

Rhys. Cauldron save me. Rhys was too far back, and—

“How did you find me?” My steady, cold voice wasn’t one I recognized. 

But—  hunting for me. As if I were indeed prey. 

If Tamlin was here … My blood went icier than the freezing rain now sluicing

down my face, into my clothes. 

“Someone tipped us off you’d been out here, but it was luck that we caught your

scent on the wind, and—” Lucien took a step toward me. 

I stepped back. Only three feet between me and the stream. 

Lucien’s eye widened slightly. “We need to get out of here. Tamlin’s been

—he hasn’t been himself. I’ll take you right to—” 

“No,” I breathed. 

The word rasped through the rain, the stream, the pine forest. 

The four sentinels glanced between each other, then to the arrow I kept aimed. 

Lucien took me in again. 

And I could see what he was now gleaning: the Illyrian fighting leathers. 

The color and fullness that had returned to my face, my body. 

And the silent steel of my eyes. 

“Feyre,” he said, holding out a hand. “Let’s go home.” 

I  didn’t  move.  “That  stopped  being  my  home  the  day  you  let  him  lock  me  up inside of it.” 

Lucien’s mouth tightened. “It was a mistake. We  all made mistakes. He’s sorry

—more sorry than you realize. So am I.” He stepped toward me, and I backed up

another few inches. 

Not much space remained between me and the gushing waters below. 

Cassian’s training crashed into me, as if all the lessons he’d been drilling into me each morning were a net that caught me as I free-fell into my rising panic. Once

Lucien touched me, he’d winnow us out. Not far—he wasn’t that powerful—but

he was fast. He’d jump miles away, then farther, and farther, until Rhys couldn’t

reach me. He  knew Rhys was here. 

“Feyre,” Lucien pleaded, and dared another step, his hand outraised. 

My arrow angled toward him, my bowstring groaning. 

I’d  never  realized  that  while  Lucien  had  been  trained  as  a  warrior,  Cassian, Azriel, Mor, and Rhys were Warriors. Cassian could wipe Lucien off the face of

the earth in a single blow. 

“Put the arrow down,” Lucien murmured, like he was soothing a wild animal. 

Behind him, the four sentinels closed in. Herding me. 

The High Lord’s pet and possession. 

“Don’t,” I breathed. “Touch. Me.” 

“You don’t understand the mess we’re in, Feyre. We—  I need you home. 

Now.” 

I didn’t want to hear it. Peering at the stream below, I calculated my odds. 

The look cost me. Lucien lunged, hand out. One touch, that was all it’d take—

I was not the High Lord’s pet any longer. 

And maybe the world should learn that I did indeed have fangs. 

Lucien’s finger grazed the sleeve of my leather jacket. 

And I became smoke and ash and night. 

The  world  stilled  and  bent,  and  there  was  Lucien,  lunging  so  slowly  for  what was now blank space as I stepped around him, as I hurtled for the trees behind

the sentinels. 

I stopped, and time resumed its natural flow. Lucien staggered, catching himself before he went over the cliff—and whirled, eye wide to discover

me now standing behind his sentinels. Bron and Hart flinched and backed away. 

From me. 

And from Rhysand at my side. 

Lucien  froze.  I  made  my  face  a  mirror  of  ice;  the  unfeeling  twin  to  the  cruel amusement  on  Rhysand’s  features  as  he  picked  at  a  fleck  of  lint  on  his  dark tunic. 

Dark, elegant clothes—no wings, no fighting leathers. 

The  unruffled,  fine  clothes  …  Another  weapon.  To  hide  just  how  skilled  and

powerful  he  was;  to  hide  where  he  came  from  and  what  he  loved.  A  weapon

worth the cost of the magic he’d used to hide it—even if it put us at risk of being

tracked. 

“Little  Lucien,”  Rhys  purred.  “Didn’t  the  Lady  of  the  Autumn  Court  ever  tell you that when a woman says no, she means it?” 

“Prick,” Lucien snarled, storming past his sentinels, but not daring to touch his

weapons. “You filthy, whoring prick.” 

I loosed a growl. 

Lucien’s eyes sliced to me and he said with quiet horror, “What have you done, 

Feyre?” 

“Don’t come looking for me again,” I said with equal softness. 

“He’ll never stop looking for you; never stop waiting for you to come home.” 

The words hit me in the gut—like they were meant to. It must have shown in my

face  because  Lucien  pressed,  “What  did  he  do  to  you?  Did  he  take  your  mind and—” 

“Enough,” Rhys said, angling his head with that casual grace. “Feyre and I are

busy.  Go  back  to  your  lands  before  I  send  your  heads  as  a  reminder  to  my  old

friend about what happens when Spring Court flunkies set foot in my territory.” 

The freezing rain slid down the neck of my clothes, down my back. 

Lucien’s  face  was  deathly  pale.  “You  made  your  point,  Feyre—now  come

home.” 

“I’m not a child playing games,” I said through my teeth. That’s how they’d seen

me: in need of coddling, explaining, defending …

“Careful,  Lucien,”  Rhysand  drawled.  “Or  Feyre  darling  will  send  you  back  in

pieces, too.” 

“We are not your enemies, Feyre,” Lucien pleaded. “Things got bad, Ianthe got

out of hand, but it doesn’t mean you give up—” 

“You gave up,” I breathed. 

I felt even Rhys go still. 

“You gave up on me,” I said a bit more loudly. “You were my friend. And you

picked  him—picked  obeying  him,  even  when  you  saw  what  his  orders  and  his rules did to me. Even when you saw me wasting away  day by day.” 

“You have  no idea how volatile those first few months were,” Lucien snapped. 

“We   needed  to  present  a  unified,  obedient  front,  and  I  was  supposed  to  be  the example to which all others in our court were held.” 

“You  saw what was happening to me. But you were too afraid of him to truly do

anything about it.” 

It was fear. Lucien had pushed Tamlin, but to a point. He’d always yielded at the

end. 

“I begged you,” I said, the words sharp and breathless. “I begged you so many

times to help me, to get me out of the house, even for an hour. And you left me

alone, or shoved me into a room with Ianthe, or told me to stick it out.” 

Lucien said too quietly, “And I suppose the Night Court is so much better?” 

I remembered—remembered what I was supposed to know, to have experienced. 

What Lucien and the others could never know, not even if it meant forfeiting my

own life. 

And  I  would.  To  keep  Velaris  safe,  to  keep  Mor  and  Amren  and  Cassian  and

Azriel and …  Rhys safe. 

I said to Lucien, low and quiet and as vicious as the talons that formed at the tips

of my fingers, as vicious as the wondrous weight between my shoulder blades, 

“When you spend so long trapped in darkness, Lucien, you find that the darkness

begins to stare back.” 

A  pulse  of  surprise,  of  wicked  delight  against  my  mental  shields,  at  the  dark, membranous wings I knew were now poking over my shoulders. 

Every  icy  kiss  of  rain  sent  jolts  of  cold  through  me.  Sensitive—so  sensitive, these Illryian wings. 

Lucien backed up a step. “What did you do to yourself?” 

I gave him a little smile. “The human girl you knew died Under the Mountain. I

have no interest in spending immortality as a High Lord’s pet.” 

Lucien started shaking his head. “Feyre—” 

“Tell Tamlin,” I said, choking on his name, on the thought of what he’d done to

Rhys,  to  his  family,  “if  he  sends  anyone  else  into  these  lands,  I  will  hunt  each and  every  one  of  you  down.  And  I  will  demonstrate  exactly  what  the  darkness taught me.” 

There was something like genuine pain on his face. 

I  didn’t  care.  I  just  watched  him,  unyielding  and  cold  and  dark.  The  creature  I might one day have become if I had stayed at the Spring Court, if I had remained

broken for decades, centuries … until I learned to quietly direct those shards of

pain outward, learned to savor the pain of others. 

Lucien nodded to his sentinels. Bron and Hart, wide-eyed and shaking, vanished

with the other two. 

Lucien  lingered  for  a  moment,  nothing  but  air  and  rain  between  us.  He  said softly to Rhysand, “You’re dead. You, and your entire cursed court.” 

Then he was gone. I stared at the empty space where he’d been, waiting, waiting, 

not letting that expression off my face until a warm, strong finger traced a line

down the edge of my right wing. 

It felt like—like having my ear breathed into. 

I shuddered, arching as a gasp came out of me. 

And  then  Rhys  was  in  front  of  me,  scanning  my  face,  the  wings  behind  me. 

“How?” 

“Shape-shifting,” I managed to say, watching the rain slide down his golden-tan

face.  And  it  was  distracting  enough  that  the  talons,  the  wings,  the  rippling darkness faded, and I was left light and cold in my own skin. 

Shape-shifting … at the sight of part of the history, the male I had not really let

myself remember. Shape-shifting—a gift from Tamlin that I had not wanted, or

needed … until now. 

Rhys’s eyes softened. “That was a very convincing performance.” 

“I gave him what he wanted to see,” I murmured. “We should find another spot.” 

He nodded, and his tunic and pants vanished, replaced by those familiar fighting

leathers, the wings, the sword. My warrior—

Not  my anything. 

“Are you all right?” he said as he scooped me into his arms to fly us to another

location. 

I nestled into his warmth, savoring it. “The fact that it was so easy, that I felt so

little, upsets me more than the encounter itself.” 

Perhaps that had been my problem all along. Why I hadn’t dared take that final

step  at  Starfall.  I  was  guilty  that  I   didn’t  feel  awful,  not  truly.  Not  for  wanting him. 

A few mighty flaps had us soaring up through the trees and sailing low over the forest, rain slicing into my face. 

“I knew things were bad,” Rhysand said with quiet rage, barely audible over the

freezing  bite  of  the  wind  and  rain,  “but  I  thought  Lucien,  at  least,  would  have stepped in.” 

“I thought so, too,” I said, my voice smaller than I intended. 

He squeezed me gently, and I blinked at him through the rain. For once, his eyes

were on me, not the landscape below. “You look good with wings,” 

he said, and kissed my brow. 

Even the rain stopped feeling so cold. 
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Apparently,  the  nearby  “inn”  was  little  more  than  a  raucous  tavern  with  a  few rooms  for  rent—usually  by  the  hour.  And,  as  it  was,  there  were  no  vacancies. 

Save for a tiny,  tiny room in what had once been part of the attic. 

Rhys  didn’t  want  anyone  knowing  who,  exactly,  was  amongst  the  High  Fae, 

faeries, Illyrians, and whoever else was packed in the inn below. Even I barely

recognized  him  as  he—without  magic,  without  anything  but  adjusting  his

posture—muted  that  sense  of  otherworldly  power  until  he  was  nothing  but  a

common, very good-looking Illyrian warrior, pissy about having to take the last

available room, so high up that there was only a narrow staircase leading to it: no

hall, no other rooms. If I needed to use the bathing room, I’d have to venture to

the level below, which … given the smells and sounds of the half dozen rooms

on that level, I made a point to use quickly on our way up and then vow not to

visit again until morning. 

A  day  of  playing  with  water  and  fire  and  ice  and  darkness  in  the  freezing  rain had  wrecked  me  so  thoroughly  that  no  one  looked  my  way,  not  even  the

drunkest  and  loneliest  of  patrons  in  the  town’s  tavern.  The  small  town  was

barely that: a collection of an inn, an outfitter’s store, supply store, and a brothel. 

All  geared  toward  the  hunters,  warriors,  and  travelers  passing  through  this  part

of the forest either on their way to the Illyrian lands or out of them. Or just for the faeries who dwelled here, solitary and glad to be that way. Too small and too

remote for Amarantha or her cronies to have ever bothered with. 

Honestly, I didn’t care where we were, so long as it was dry and warm. 

Rhys opened the door to our attic room and stood aside to let me pass. 

Well, at least it was one of those things. 

The  ceiling  was  so  slanted  that  to  get  to  the  other  side  of  the  bed,  I’d  have  to crawl across the mattress; the room so cramped it was nearly impossible to walk

around the bed to the tiny armoire shoved against the other wall. I could sit on

the bed and open the armoire easily. 

 The bed. 

“I asked for two,” Rhys said, hands already up. 

His breath clouded in front of him. Not even a fireplace. And not enough space

to  even  demand  he  sleep  on  the  floor.  I  didn’t  trust  my  mastery  over  flame  to attempt warming the room. I’d likely burn this whole filthy place to the ground. 

“If you can’t risk using magic, then we’ll have to warm each other,” I said, and

instantly regretted it. “Body heat,” I clarified. And, just to wipe that look off his

face I added, “My sisters and I had to share a bed—I’m used to it.” 

“I’ll try to keep my hands to myself.” 

My mouth went a bit dry. “I’m hungry.” 

He stopped smiling at that. “I’ll go down and get us food while you change.” I

lifted a brow. He said, “Remarkable as my own abilities are to blend in, my face

is recognizable. I’d rather not be down there long enough to be noticed.” Indeed, 

he fished a cloak from his pack and slid it on, the panels fitting over his wings—

which he wouldn’t risk vanishing again. 

He’d used power earlier in the day—small enough, he said, that it might not be

noticed, but we wouldn’t be returning to that part of the forest anytime soon. 

He tugged on the hood, and I savored the shadows and menace and wings. 

 Death on swift wings. That’s what I’d call the painting. 

He said softly, “I love it when you look at me like that.” 

The purr in his voice heated my blood. “Like what?” 

“Like my power isn’t something to run from. Like you see me.” 

And to a male who had grown up knowing he was the most powerful High Lord

in Prythian’s history, that he could shred minds if he wasn’t careful, that he was

alone—alone in his power, in his burden, but that fear was his mightiest weapon

against  the  threats  to  his  people  …  I’d  hit  home  when  we’d  fought  after  the Court of Nightmares. 

“I was afraid of you at first.” 

His white teeth flashed in the shadows of his hood. “No, you weren’t. 

Nervous, maybe, but never afraid. I’ve felt the genuine terror of enough people

to know the difference. Maybe that’s why I couldn’t keep away.” 

When? Before I could ask, he walked downstairs, shutting the door behind him. 

My  half-frozen  clothes  were  a  misery  to  peel  off  as  they  clung  to  my  rain-

swollen skin, and I knocked into the slanted ceiling, nearby walls, and slammed

my knee into the brass bedpost as I changed. The room was so cold I had to get

undressed in segments: replacing a freezing shirt for a dry one, pants for fleece-

lined  leggings,  sodden  socks  for  thick,  hand-knit  lovelies  that  went  up  to  my calves. When I’d tucked myself into an oversized sweater that smelled faintly of

Rhys, I sat cross-legged on the bed and waited. 

The  bed  wasn’t  small,  but  certainly  not  large  enough  for  me  to  pretend  I

wouldn’t be sleeping next to him. Especially with the wings. 

The rain tinkled on the roof mere inches away, a steady beat to the thoughts that

now pulsed in my head. 

The  Cauldron  knew  what  Lucien  was  reporting  to  Tamlin,  likely  at  this  very

moment, if not hours ago. 

I’d sent that note to Tamlin … and he’d chosen to ignore it. Just as he’d ignored

or rejected nearly all of my requests, acted out of his deluded sense of what  he

believed was right for my well-being and safety. And Lucien had been prepared

to take me against my will. 

Fae males were territorial, dominant, arrogant—but the ones in the Spring Court

… something had festered in their training. Because I knew—

deep in my bones—that Cassian might push and test my limits, but the moment I

said no, he’d back off. And I knew that if … that if I had been wasting away and

Rhys had done nothing to stop it, Cassian or Azriel would have pulled me out. 

They would have taken me somewhere—

wherever I needed to be—and dealt with Rhys later. 

But Rhys … Rhys would never have  not seen what was happening to me; would

never have been so misguided and arrogant and self-absorbed. He’d known what

Ianthe was from the moment he met her. And he’d understood what it was like to

be a prisoner, and helpless, and to struggle—every day—

with the horrors of both. 

I  had  loved  the  High  Lord  who  had  shown  me  the  comforts  and  wonders  of

Prythian;  I  had  loved  the  High  Lord  who  let  me  have  the  time  and  food  and safety  to  paint.  Maybe  a  small  part  of  me  might  always  care  for  him,  but  …

Amarantha  had  broken  us  both.  Or  broken  me  so  that  who  he  was  and  what  I

now was no longer fit. 

And I could let that go. I could accept that. Maybe it would be hard for a while, 

but … maybe it’d get better. 

Rhys’s feet were near-silent, given away only by the slight groan of the stairs. I

rose to open the door before he could knock, and found him standing there, tray

in his hands. Two stacks of covered dishes sat on it, along with two glasses and a

bottle of wine, and—

“Tell me that’s stew I smell.” I breathed in, stepping aside and shutting the door

while he set the tray on the bed. Right—not even room for a table up here. 

“Rabbit stew, if the cook’s to be believed.” 

“I could have lived without hearing that,” I said, and Rhys grinned. That smile

tugged on something low in my gut, and I looked away, sitting down beside the

food, careful not to jostle the tray. I opened the lid of the top dishes: two bowls

of stew. “What’s the other one beneath?” 

“Meat pie. I didn’t dare ask what kind of meat.” I shot him a glare, but he was

already edging around the bed to the armoire, his pack in hand. “Go ahead and

eat,” he said, “I’m changing first.” 

Indeed, he was soaked—and had to be freezing and sore. 

“You should have changed before going downstairs.” I picked up the spoon and

swirled  the  stew,  sighing  at  the  warm  tendrils  of  steam  that  rose  to  kiss  my chilled face. 

The rasp and slurp of wet clothes being shucked off filled the room. I tried not to

think about that bare, golden chest, the tattoos. The hard muscles. “You were the

one training all day. Getting you a hot meal was the least I could do.” 

I  took  a  sip.  Bland,  but  edible  and,  most  importantly,  hot.  I  ate  in  silence, listening to the rustle of his clothes being donned, trying to think of ice baths, of

infected  wounds,  of  toe  fungus—anything  but  his  naked  body,  so  close  …  and

the bed I was sitting on. I poured myself a glass of wine—then filled his. 

At last, Rhys squeezed between the bed and jutting corner of the wall, his wings

tucked in close. He wore loose, thin pants, and a tight-fitting shirt of what looked

to be softest cotton. “How do you get it over the wings?” I asked while he dug

into his own stew. 

“The  back  is  made  of  slats  that  close  with  hidden  buttons  …  But  in  normal

circumstances, I just use magic to seal it shut.” 

“It seems like you have a great deal of magic constantly in use at once.” 

A shrug. “It helps me work off the strain of my power. The magic needs release

—draining—or  else  it’ll  build  up  and  drive  me  insane.  That’s  why  we  call  the Illyrian  stones  Siphons—they  help  them  channel  the  power,  empty  it  when

necessary.” 

“Actually insane?” I set aside the empty stew bowl and removed the lid from the meat pie. 

“Actually insane. Or so I was warned. I can feel it, though—the pull of it, if I go

too long without releasing it.” 

“That’s horrible.” 

Another  shrug.  “Everything  has  its  cost,  Feyre.  If  the  price  of  being  strong enough to shield my people is that I have to struggle with that same power, then

I don’t mind. Amren taught me enough about controlling it. 

Enough  that  I  owe  a  great  deal  to  her.  Including  the  current  shield  around  my city while we’re here.” 

Everyone around him had some use, some mighty skill. And yet there I was …

nothing more than a strange hybrid. More trouble than I was worth. 

“You’re not,” he said. 

“Don’t read my thoughts.” 

“I can’t help what you sometimes shout down the bond. And besides, everything

is usually written on your face, if you know where to look. 

Which made your performance today so much more impressive.” 

He set aside his stew just as I finished devouring my meat pie, and I slid back on

the  bed  to  the  pillows,  cupping  my  glass  of  wine  between  my  chilled  hands.  I watched him eat while I drank. “Did you think I would go with him?” 

He paused mid-bite, then lowered his fork. “I heard every word between you. I

knew  you  could  take  care  of  yourself,  and  yet  …  ”  He  went  back  to  his  pie, swallowing a bite before continuing. “And yet I found myself

deciding that if you took his hand, I would find a way to live with it. It would be

your choice.” 

I sipped from my wine. “And if he had grabbed me?” 

There  was  nothing  but  uncompromising  will  in  his  eyes.  “Then  I  would  have torn apart the world to get you back.” 

A  shiver  went  down  my  spine,  and  I  couldn’t  look  away  from  him.  “I  would

have fired at him,” I breathed, “if he had tried to hurt you.” 

I hadn’t even admitted that to myself. 

His eyes flickered. “I know.” 

He finished eating, placed the empty tray in the corner, and faced me on the bed, 

refilling my glass before tending to his. He was so tall he had to stoop to keep

from hitting his head on the slanted ceiling. 

“One thought in exchange for another,” I said. “No training involved, please.” 

A chuckle rasped out of him, and he drained his glass, setting it on the tray. 

He watched me take a long drink from mine. “I’m thinking,” he said, following

the flick of my tongue over my bottom lip, “that I look at you and feel like I’m

dying.  Like  I  can’t  breathe.  I’m  thinking  that  I  want  you  so  badly  I  can’t concentrate half the time I’m around you, and this room is too small for me to

properly bed you. Especially with the wings.” 

My heart stumbled a beat. I didn’t know what to do with my arms, my legs, my

face. I gulped down the rest of my wine and discarded the glass beside the bed, 

steeling  my  spine  as  I  said,  “I’m  thinking  that  I  can’t  stop  thinking  about  you. 

And that it’s been that way for a long while. Even before I left the Spring Court. 

And maybe that makes me a traitorous, lying piece of trash, but—” 

“It doesn’t,” he said, his face solemn. 

But it did. I’d wanted to see Rhysand during those weeks between visits. 

And hadn’t cared when Tamlin stopped visiting my bedroom. Tamlin had given

up on me, but I’d also given up on him. And I was a lying piece of trash for it. 

I murmured, “We should go to sleep.” 

The patter of the rain was the only sound for a long moment before he said, “All

right.” 

I crawled over the bed to the side tucked almost against the slanted ceiling and

shimmied  beneath  the  quilt.  Cool,  crisp  sheets  wrapped  around  me  like  an  icy hand. But my shiver was from something else entirely as the mattress shifted, the

blanket moved, and then the two candles beside the bed went out. 

Darkness  hit  me  at  the  same  moment  the  warmth  from  his  body  did.  It  was  an effort not to nudge toward it. Neither one of us moved, though. 

I stared into the dark, listening to that icy rain, trying to steal the warmth from

him. 

“You’re shivering so hard the bed is shaking,” he said. 

“My hair is wet,” I said. It wasn’t a lie. 

Rhys  was  silent,  then  the  mattress  groaned,  sinking  directly  behind  me  as  his warmth poured over me. “No expectations,” he said. “Just body heat.” I scowled

at the laughter in his voice. 

But his broad hands slid under and over me: one flattening against my stomach

and tugging me against the hard warmth of him, the other sliding under my ribs

and arms to band around my chest, pressing his front into me. 

He tangled his legs with mine, and then a heavier, warmer darkness settled over

us, smelling of citrus and the sea. 

I lifted a hand toward that darkness, and met with a soft, silky material—

his  wing,  cocooning  and  warming  me.  I  traced  my  finger  along  it,  and  he

shuddered, his arms tightening around me. 

“Your finger … is very cold,” he gritted out, the words hot on my neck. 

I tried not to smile, even as I tilted my neck a bit more, hoping the heat of his

breath  might  caress  it  again.  I  dragged  my  finger  along  his  wing,  the  nail

scraping  gently  against  the  smooth  surface.  Rhys  tensed,  his  hand  splaying

across my stomach. 

“You cruel, wicked thing,” he purred, his nose grazing the exposed bit of neck I’d arched beneath him. “Didn’t anyone ever teach you manners?” 

“I never knew Illyrians were such sensitive babies,” I said, sliding another finger

down the inside of his wing. 

Something hard pushed against my behind. Heat flooded me, and I went taut and

loose  all  at  once.  I  stroked  his  wing  again,  two  fingers  now,  and  he  twitched against my backside in time with the caress. 

The fingers he’d spread over my stomach began to make idle, lazy strokes. He

swirled one around my navel, and I inched imperceptibly closer, 

grinding up against him, arching a bit more to give that other hand access to my

breasts. 

“Greedy,” he murmured, his lips hovering over my neck. “First you terrorize me

with your cold hands, now you want … what is it you want, Feyre?” 

 More, more, more, I almost begged him as his fingers traveled down the slope of

my breasts, while his other hand continued its idle stroking along my stomach, 

my abdomen, slowly—so slowly—heading toward the low band of my pants and

the building ache beneath it. 

Rhysand’s teeth scraped against my neck in a lazy caress. “What is it you want, 

Feyre?” He nipped at my earlobe. 

I cried out just a little, arching fully against him, as if I could get that hand to slip exactly to where I wanted it. I knew what he wanted me to say. 

I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of it. Not yet. 

So I said, “I want a distraction.” It was breathless. “I want—fun.” 

His body again tensed behind mine. 

And I wondered if he somehow didn’t see it for the lie it was; if he thought … if

he thought that was all I indeed wanted. 

But his hands resumed their roaming. “Then allow me the pleasure of distracting

you.” 

He  slipped  a  hand  beneath  the  top  of  my  sweater,  diving  clean  under  my  shirt. 

Skin to skin, the calluses of his hands made me groan as they scraped the top of

my breast and circled around my peaked nipple. “I love these,” he breathed onto

my  neck,  his  hand  sliding  to  my  other  breast.  “You  have  no  idea  how  much  I love these.” 

I  groaned  as  he  caressed  a  knuckle  against  my  nipple,  and  I  bowed  into  the touch,  silently  begging  him.  He  was  hard  as  granite  behind  me,  and  I  ground against him, eliciting a soft, wicked hiss from him. “Stop that,” he snarled onto

my skin. “You’ll ruin  my fun.” 

I would do no such thing. I began twisting, reaching for him, needing to just  feel

him, but he clicked his tongue and pushed himself harder against me, until there

was no room for my hand to even slide in. 

“I want to touch you first,” he said, his voice so guttural I barely recognized it. 

“Just—let me touch you.” He palmed my breast for emphasis. 

It  was  enough  of  a  broken  plea  that  I  paused,  yielding  as  his  other  hand  again trailed lazy lines on my stomach. 

 I can’t breathe when I look at you. 

 Let me touch you. 

 Because I was jealous, and pissed off …

 She’s mine. 

I shut out the thoughts, the bits and pieces he’d given me. 

Rhys  slid  his  finger  along  the  band  of  my  pants  again,  a  cat  playing  with  its dinner. 

Again. 

Again. 

“Please,” I managed to say. 

He smiled against my neck. “There are those missing manners.” His hand at last

trailed  beneath  my  pants.  The  first  brush  of  him  against  me  dragged  a  groan from deep in my throat. 

He snarled in satisfaction at the wetness he found waiting for him, and his thumb

circled  that  spot  at  the  apex  of  my  thighs,  teasing,  brushing  up  against  it,  but never quite—

His other hand gently squeezed my breast at the same moment his thumb pushed

down exactly where I wanted. I bucked my hips, my head fully back against his

shoulder now, panting as his thumb flicked—

I cried out, and he laughed, low and soft. “Like that?” 

A moan was my only reply.  More more more. 

His  fingers  slid  down,  slow  and  brazen,  straight  through  the  core  of  me,  and every point in my body, my mind, my soul, narrowed to the feeling of his fingers

poised there like he had all the time in the world. 

Bastard. “Please,” I said again, and ground my ass against him for emphasis. 

He hissed at the contact and slid a finger inside me. He swore. “Feyre—” 

But I’d already started to move on him, and he swore again in a long exhale. His

lips pressed into my neck, kissing up, up toward my ear. 

I  let  out  a  moan  so  loud  it  drowned  out  the  rain  as  he  slid  in  a  second  finger, filling me so much I couldn’t think around it, couldn’t breathe. 

“That’s it,” he murmured, his lips tracing my ear. 

I  was  sick  of  my  neck  and  ear  getting  such  attention.  I  twisted  as  much  as  I could,  and  found  him  staring  at  me,  at  the  hand  down  the  front  of  my  pants, watching me move on him. 

He was still staring at me when I captured his mouth with my own, biting on his

lower lip. 

Rhys groaned, plunging his fingers in deeper. Harder. 

I didn’t care—I didn’t care one bit about what I was and who I was and where

I’d  been  as  I  yielded  fully  to  him,  opening  my  mouth.  His  tongue  swept  in, moving in a way that I knew exactly what he’d do if he got between my legs. 

His fingers plunged in and out, slow and hard, and my very existence narrowed

to the feel of them, to the tightness in me ratcheting up with every deep stroke, 

every echoing thrust of his tongue in my mouth. 

“You have no idea how much I—” He cut himself off, and groaned again. 

“Feyre.” 

The sound of my name on his lips was my undoing. Release barreled down my

spine, and I cried out, only to have his lips cover mine, as if he could devour the

sound. His tongue flicked the roof of my mouth while I shuddered around him, 

clenching tight. He swore again, breathing hard, fingers stroking me through the

last throes of it, until I was limp and trembling in his arms. 

I  couldn’t  breathe  hard  enough,  fast  enough,  as  Rhys  withdrew  his  fingers, 

pulling back so I could meet his stare. He said, “I wanted to do that when I felt

how drenched you were at the Court of Nightmares. I wanted to have you right

there in the middle of everyone. But mostly I just wanted to do this.” His eyes

held mine as he brought those fingers to his mouth and sucked on them. 

On the taste of me. 

I was going to eat him alive. I slid a hand up to his chest to pin him down, but he

gripped my wrist. “When you lick me,” he said roughly, “I want to be alone—far

away  from  everyone.  Because  when  you  lick  me,  Feyre,”  he  said,  pressing

nipping kisses to my jaw, my neck, “I’m going to let myself roar loud enough to

bring down a mountain.” 

I was instantly liquid again, and he laughed under his breath. “And when I lick

 you,” he said, sliding his arms around me and tucking me in tight to him, “I want you splayed out on a table like my own personal feast.” 

I whimpered. 

“I’ve had a long, long time to think about how and where I want you,” 

Rhys said onto the skin of my neck, his fingers sliding under the band of

my  pants,  but  stopping  just  beneath.  Their  home  for  the  evening.  “I  have  no intention of doing it all in one night. Or in a room where I can’t even fuck you

against the wall.” 

I shuddered. He remained long and hard against me. I had to feel him, had to get

that considerable length inside of me—

“Sleep,” he said. He might as well have commanded me to breathe underwater. 

But he began stroking my body again—not to arouse, but to soothe—

long, luxurious strokes down my stomach, my sides. 

Sleep found me faster than I’d thought. 

And  maybe  it  was  the  wine,  or  the  aftermath  of  the  pleasure  he’d  wrung  from me, but I didn’t have a single nightmare. 
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I awoke, warm and rested and calm. 

Safe. 

Sunlight streamed through the filthy window, illuminating the reds and golds in

the wall of wing before me—where it had been all night, shielding me from the

cold. 

Rhysand’s arms were banded around me, his breathing deep and even. 

And I knew it was just as rare for him to sleep that soundly, peacefully. 

What we’d done last night …

Carefully,  I  twisted  to  face  him,  his  arms  tightening  slightly,  as  if  to  keep  me
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from vanishing with the morning mist. 

His eyes were open when I nestled my head against his arm. Within the shelter

of his wing, we watched each other. 

And I realized I might very well be content to do exactly that forever. 

I said quietly, “Why did you make that bargain with me? Why demand a week

from me every month?” 

His violet eyes shuttered. 

And  I  didn’t  dare  admit  what  I  expected,  but  it  was  not,  “Because  I  wanted  to make  a  statement  to  Amarantha;  because  I  wanted  to  piss  off  Tamlin,  and  I

needed to keep you alive in a way that wouldn’t be seen as merciful.” 

“Oh.” 

His mouth tightened. “You know—you know there is nothing I wouldn’t do for

my people, for my family.” 

And I’d been a pawn in that game. 

His  wing  folded  back,  and  I  blinked  at  the  watery  light.  “Bath  or  no  bath?”  he said. 

I cringed at the memory of the grimy, reeking bathing room a level below. Using

it to see to my needs would be bad enough. “I’d rather bathe in a stream,” I said, 

pushing past the sinking in my gut. 

Rhys let out a low laugh and rolled out of bed. “Then let’s get out of here.” 

For a heartbeat, I wondered if I’d dreamed up everything that had happened the

night  before.  From  the  slight,  pleasant  soreness  between  my  legs,  I  knew  I

hadn’t, but …

Maybe it’d be easier to pretend that nothing had happened. 

The alternative might be more than I could endure. 

We flew for most of the day, far and wide, close to where the forested steppes rose up to meet the Illyrian Mountains. We didn’t speak of the night before—we

barely spoke at all. 

Another  clearing.  Another  day  of  playing  with  my  power.  Summoning  wings, 

winnowing,  fire  and  ice  and  water  and—now  wind.  The  wind  and  breezes  that

rippled  across  the  sweeping  valleys  and  wheat  fields  of  the  Day  Court,  then

whipped up the snow capping their highest peaks. 

I could feel the words rising in him as the hours passed. I’d catch him watching

me whenever I paused for a break—catch him opening up his mouth … and then

shutting it. 

It  rained  at  one  point,  and  then  turned  colder  and  colder  with  the  cloud  cover. 

We had yet to stay in the woods past dark, and I wondered what sort of creatures

might prowl through them. 

The sun was indeed sinking by the time Rhys gathered me in his arms and took

to the skies. 

There was only the wind, and his warmth, and the boom of his powerful wings. 

I ventured, “What is it?” 

His  attention  remained  on  the  dark  pines  sweeping  past.  “There  is  one  more

story I need to tell you.” 

I waited. He didn’t continue. 

I put my hand against his cheek, the first intimate touch we’d had all day. 

His skin was chilled, his eyes bleak as they slid to me. “I don’t walk away

—not from you,” I swore quietly. 

His gaze softened. “Feyre—” 

Rhys roared in pain, arching against me. 

I  felt  the  impact—felt  blinding  pain  through  the  bond  that  ripped  through  my

own mental shields, felt the shudder of the dozen places the arrows struck him as they shot from bows hidden beneath the forest canopy. 

And then we were falling. 

Rhys  gripped  me,  and  his  magic  twisted  around  us  in  a  dark  wind,  readying  to winnow us out—and failed. 

Failed, because those were ash arrows through him. Through his wings. 

They’d  tracked  us—yesterday,  the  little  magic  he’d  used  with  Lucien,  they’d

somehow  tracked it and found us even so far away—

More arrows—

Rhys flung out his power. Too late. 

Arrows shredded his wings. Struck his legs. 

And I think I was screaming. Not for fear as we plummeted, but for him

—for the blood and the greenish sheen on those arrows. Not just ash, but poison

—

A  dark  wind—his  power—slammed  into  me,  and  then  I  was  being  thrown  far

and wide as he sent me tumbling beyond the arrows’ range, tumbling through the

air—

Rhys’s  roar  of  wrath  shook  the  forest,  the  mountains  beyond.  Birds  rose  up  in waves, taking to the skies, fleeing that bellow. 

I  slammed  into  the  dense  canopy,  my  body  barking  in  agony  as  I  shattered

through wood and pine and leaf. Down and down—

 Focus focus focus

I  flung  out  a  wave  of  that  hard  air  that  had  once  shielded  me  from  Tamlin’s temper. Threw it out beneath me like a net. 

I collided with an invisible wall so solid I thought my right arm might snap. 

But—I stopped falling through the branches. 

Thirty  feet  below,  the  ground  was  nearly  impossible  to  see  in  the  growing

darkness. 

I did not trust that shield to hold my weight for long. 

I scrambled across it, trying not to look down, and leaped the last few feet onto a

wide  pine  bough.  Hurtling  over  the  wood,  I  reached  the  trunk  and  clung  to  it, panting, reordering my mind around the pain, the steadiness of being on ground. 

I listened—for Rhys, for his wings, for his next roar. Nothing. 

No sign of the archers who he’d been falling to meet. Who he’d thrown me far, 

far away from.Trembling, I dug my nails into the bark as I listened for him. 

Ash arrows. Poisoned ash arrows. 

The  forest  grew  ever  darker,  the  trees  seeming  to  wither  into  skeletal  husks. 

Even the birds hushed themselves. 

I stared at my palm—at the eye inked there—and sent a blind thought through it, 

down that bond.  Where are you? Tell me and I’ll come to you. 

 I’ll find you. 

There  was  no  wall  of  onyx  adamant  at  the  end  of  the  bond.  Only  endless

shadow. 

Things—great, enormous things—were rustling in the forest. 

 Rhysand. No response. 

The last of the light slipped away. 

 Rhysand, please. 

No sound. And the bond between us … silent. I’d always felt it protecting me, 

seducing me, laughing at me on the other side of my shields. 

And now … it had vanished. 

A guttural howl rippled from the distance, like rocks scraping against each other. 

Every hair on my body rose. We never stayed out here past sunset. 

I took steadying breaths, nocking one of my few remaining arrows into my bow. 

On  the  ground,  something  sleek  and  dark  slithered  past,  the  leaves  crunching

under what looked to be enormous paws tipped in needle-like claws. 

Something began screaming. High, panicked screeches. As if it were being torn

apart. Not Rhys—something else. 

I began shaking again, the tip of my arrow gleaming as it shuddered with me. 

 Where are you where are you where are you

 Let me find you let me find you let me find you I unstrung my bow. Any bit of

light might give me away. 

Darkness was my ally; darkness might shield me. 

It  had  been  anger  the  first  time  I’d  winnowed—and  anger  the  second  time  I’d done it. 

Rhys was hurt. They had  hurt him. Targeted him. And now … Now …

It was not hot anger that poured through me. 

But  something  ancient,  and  frozen,  and  so  vicious  that  it  honed  my  focus  into razor-sharpness. 

And if I wanted to track him, if I wanted to get to the spot I’d last seen him …

I’d become a figment of darkness, too. 

I  was  running  down  the  branch  just  as  something  crashed  through  the  brush

nearby,  snarling  and  hissing.  But  I  folded  myself  into  smoke  and  starlight,  and winnowed  from  the  edge  of  my  branch  and  into  the  tree  across  from  me.  The

creature below loosed a cry, but I paid it no heed. 

I was night; I was wind. 

Tree  to  tree,  I  winnowed,  so  fast  the  beasts  roaming  the  forest  floor  barely registered my presence. And if I could grow claws and wings … I could change

my eyes, too. 

I’d  hunted  at  dusk  often  enough  to  see  how  animal  eyes  worked,  how  they

glowed. 

Cool command had my own eyes widening, shifting—a temporary blindness as I

winnowed  between  trees  again,  running  down  a  wide  branch  and  winnowing

through the air for the next—

I  landed,  and  the  night  forest  became  bright.  And  the  things  prowling  on  the forest floor below … I didn’t look at them. 

No,  I  kept  my  attention  on  winnowing  through  the  trees  until  I  was  on  the

outskirts  of  the  spot  where  we’d  been  attacked,  all  the  while  tugging  on  that bond, searching for that familiar wall on the other side of it. Then—

An arrow was stuck in the branches high above me. I winnowed onto the broad

bough. 

And when I yanked out that length of ash wood, when I felt my immortal body

quail in its presence, a low snarl slipped out of me. 

I hadn’t been able to count how many arrows Rhys had taken. How many he’d

shielded me from, using his own body. 

I  shoved  the  arrow  into  my  quiver,  and  continued  on,  circling  the  area  until  I spotted another—down by the pine-needle carpet. 

I thought frost might have gleamed in my wake as I winnowed in the direction

the arrow would have been shot, finding another, and another. I kept them all. 

Until I discovered the place where the pine branches were broken and shattered. 

Finally  I  smelled  Rhys,  and  the  trees  around  me  glimmered  with  ice  as  I  spied his blood splattered on the branches, the ground. 

And ash arrows all around the site. 

As if an ambush had been waiting, and unleashed a hail of hundreds, too fast for

him to detect or avoid. Especially if he’d been distracted with me. 

Distracted all day. 

I winnowed in bursts through the site, careful not to stay on the ground too long

lest the creatures roaming nearby scent me. 

He’d fallen hard, the tracks told me. And they’d had to drag him away. 

Quickly. 

They’d tried to hide the blood trail, but even without his mind speaking to me, I

could find that scent anywhere. I  would find that scent anywhere. 

They might have been good at concealing their tracks, but I was better. 

I continued my hunt, an ash arrow now nocked into my bow as I read the signs. 

Two  dozen  at  least  had  taken  him  away,  though  more  had  been  there  for  the

initial  assault.  The  others  had  winnowed  out,  leaving  limited  numbers  to  haul him toward the mountains—toward whoever might be waiting. 

They  were  moving  swiftly.  Deeper  and  deeper  into  the  woods,  toward  the

slumbering giants of the Illyrian Mountains. His blood had flowed all the way. 

Alive, it told me. He was alive—though if the wounds weren’t clotting …

The ash arrows were doing their work. 

I’d brought down one of Tamlin’s sentinels with a single well-placed ash arrow. 

I  tried  not  to  think  about  what  a  barrage  of  them  could  do.  His  roar  of  pain echoed in my ears. 

And through that merciless, unyielding rage, I decided that if Rhys was not alive, 

if he was harmed beyond repair … I didn’t care who they were and why they had

done it. 

They were all dead. 

Tracks veered from the main group—scouts probably sent to find a spot for the

night. I slowed my winnowing, carefully tracing their steps now. 

Two groups had split, as if trying to hide where they’d gone. Rhys’s scent clung to both. 

They’d  taken  his  clothes,  then.  Because  they’d  known  I’d  track  them,  seen  me with him. They’d known I’d come for him. A trap—it was likely a trap. 

I  paused  at  the  top  branches  of  a  tree  overlooking  where  the  two  groups  had cleaved, scanning the ground. One headed deeper into the mountains. 

One headed along them. 

Mountains  were  Illyrian  territory—mountains  would  run  the  risk  of  being

discovered by a patrol. They’d assume that’s where  I would doubt they would be

stupid  enough  to  go.  They’d  assume  I’d  think  they’d  keep  to  the  unguarded, 

unpatrolled forest. 

I weighed my options, smelling the two paths. 

They hadn’t counted on the small, second scent that clung there, entwined with

his. 

And I didn’t let myself think about it as I winnowed toward the mountain tracks, 

outracing the wind. I didn’t let myself think about the fact that  my scent was on Rhys, clinging to him after last night. He’d changed his clothes that morning—

but the smell on his body … Without taking a bath, I was all over him. 

So I winnowed toward him, toward  me. And when the narrow cave appeared at

the foot of a mountain, the faintest glimmer of light escaping from its mouth … I

halted. 

A whip cracked. 

And every word, every thought and feeling, went out of me. Another whip—and

another. 

I  slung  my  bow  over  my  shoulder  and  pulled  out  a  second  ash  arrow.  It  was quick work to bind the two arrows together, so that a tip gleamed on either end

—and to do the same for two more. And when I was done, when I looked at the

twin  makeshift  daggers  in  either  hand,  when  that  whip  sounded  again  …  I

winnowed into the cave. 

They’d  picked  one  with  a  narrow  entrance  that  opened  into  a  wide,  curving tunnel, setting up their little camp around the bend to avoid detection. 

The scouts at the front—two High Fae males with unmarked armor who I didn’t

recognize—didn’t notice as I went past. 

Two  other  scouts  patrolled  just  inside  the  cave  mouth,  watching  those  at  the front. I was there and vanished before they could spot me. I rounded the corner, 

time slipping and bending, and my night-dark eyes burned at the light. I changed

them, winnowing between one blink and the next, past the other two guards. 

And when I beheld the four others in that cave, beheld the tiny fire they’d built

and what they’d already done to him … I pushed against the bond between us—

almost  sobbing  as  I  felt  that  adamant  wall  …  But  there  was  nothing  behind  it. 

Only silence. 

They’d found strange chains of bluish stone to spread his arms, suspending him

from either wall of the cave. His body sagged from them, his back a ravaged slab

of meat. And his wings …

They’d left the ash arrows through his wings. Seven of them. 

His back to me, only the sight of the blood running down his skin told me he was

alive. 

And it was enough—it was enough that I detonated. 

I winnowed to the two guards holding twin whips. 

The others around them shouted as I dragged my ash arrows across their throats, 

deep and vicious, just like I’d done countless times while hunting. 

One,  two—then  they  were  on  the  ground,  whips  limp.  Before  the  guards  could

attack, I winnowed again to the ones nearest. 

Blood sprayed. 

Winnow, strike; winnow, strike. 

Those wings—those beautiful, powerful wings—

The guards at the mouth of the cave had come rushing in. 

They were the last to die. 

And the blood on my hands felt different from what it had been like Under the

Mountain. This blood … I savored. Blood for blood. Blood for every drop they’d

spilled of his. 

Silence fell in the cave as their final shouts finished echoing, and I winnowed in

front of Rhys, shoving the bloody ash daggers into my belt. I gripped his face. 

Pale—too pale. 

But his eyes opened to slits and he groaned. 

I didn’t say anything as I lunged for the chains holding him, trying not to notice

the bloody handprints I’d left on him. The chains were like ice—

worse than ice. They felt  wrong. I pushed past the pain and strangeness of them, and the weakness that barreled down my spine, and unlatched him. 

His knees slammed into the rock so hard I winced, but I rushed to the other arm, 

still  upraised.  Blood  flowed  down  his  back,  his  front,  pooling  in  the  dips

between his muscles. 

“Rhys,” I breathed. I almost dropped to my own knees as I felt a flicker of  him

behind  his  mental  shields,  as  if  the  pain  and  exhaustion  had  reduced  it  to

window-thinness. His wings, peppered with those arrows, remained spread—so

painfully taut that I winced. “Rhys—we need to winnow home.” 

His eyes opened again, and he gasped, “Can’t.” 

Whatever poison was on those arrows, then his magic, his strength …

But  we  couldn’t  stay  here,  not  when  the  other  group  was  nearby.  So  I  said, 

“Hold on,” and gripped his hand before I threw us into night and smoke. 

Winnowing was so heavy, as if all the weight of him, all that power, dragged me

back.  It  was  like  wading  through  mud,  but  I  focused  on  the  forest,  on  a  moss-shrouded cave  I’d  seen  earlier  that  day  while  slaking  my  thirst,  tucked  into  the side of the riverbank. I’d peeked into it, and nothing but leaves had been within. 

At least it was safe, if not a bit damp. Better than being in the open—and it was our only option. 

Every mile was an effort. But I kept my grip on his hand, terrified that if I let go, 

I’d leave him somewhere I might never be able to find, and—

And then we were there, in that cave, and he grunted in agony as we slammed

into the wet, cold stone floor. 

“Rhys,”  I  pleaded,  stumbling  in  the  dark—such  impenetrable  dark,  and  with

those creatures around us, I didn’t risk a fire—

But he was so cold, and still bleeding. 

I willed my eyes to shift again, and my throat tightened at the damage. 

The  lashings  across  his  back  kept  dribbling  blood,  but  the  wings  …  “I  have  to get these arrows out.” 

He  grunted  again,  hands  braced  on  the  floor.  And  the  sight  of  him  like  that, unable to even make a sly comment or half smile …

I went up to his wing. “This is going to hurt.” I clenched my jaw as I studied the

way they’d pierced the beautiful membrane. I’d have to snap the arrows in two

and slide each end out. 

No—not snapping. I’d have to cut it—slowly, carefully, smoothly, to keep any

shards  and  rough  bits  from  causing  further  damage.  Who  knew  what  an  ash

splinter might do if it got stuck in there? 

“Do it,” he panted, his voice hoarse. 

There were seven arrows in total: three in this wing, four in the other. 

They’d  removed  the  ones  from  his  legs,  for  whatever  reason—the  wounds

already half-clotted. 

Blood dripped on the floor. 

I  took  the  knife  from  where  it  was  strapped  to  my  thigh,  studied  the  entry

wound, and gently gripped the shaft. He hissed. I paused. 

“Do it,” Rhys repeated, his knuckles white as he fisted his hands on the ground. 

I set the small bit of serrated edge against the arrow and began sawing as gently

as  I  could.  The  blood-soaked  muscles  of  his  back  shifted  and  tensed,  and  his breathing turned sharp, uneven. Too slow—I was going too slowly. 

But any faster and it might hurt him more, might damage the sensitive wing. 

“Did you know,” I said over the sound of my sawing, “that one summer, when I

was seventeen, Elain bought me some paint? We’d had just enough to spend on

extra things, and she bought me and Nesta presents. She didn’t have enough for

a full set, but bought me red and blue and yellow. I used them to the last drop, 

stretching them as much as I could, and painted little decorations in our cottage.” 

His breath heaved out of him, and I finally sawed through the shaft. I didn’t let

him know what I was doing before I yanked out the arrowhead in a smooth pull. 

He swore, body locking up, and blood gushed out—then stopped. 

I almost loosed a sigh of relief. I set to work on the next arrow. 

“I  painted  the  table,  the  cabinets,  the  doorway  …  And  we  had  this  old,  black dresser in our room—one drawer for each of us. We didn’t have much clothing

to  put  in  there,  anyway.”  I  got  through  the  second  arrow  faster,  and  he  braced himself  as  I  tugged  it  out.  Blood  flowed,  then  clotted.  I  started  on  the  third.  “I painted flowers for Elain on her drawer,” I said, sawing and

sawing.  “Little  roses  and  begonias  and  irises.  And  for  Nesta  …  ”  The  arrow

clattered to the ground and I ripped out the other end. 

I watched the blood flow and stop—watched him slowly lower the wing to the

ground, his body trembling. 

“Nesta,”  I  said,  starting  on  the  other  wing,  “I  painted  flames  for  her.  She  was always  angry,  always  burning.  I  think  she  and  Amren  would  be  fast  friends.  I think she would like Velaris, despite herself. And I think Elain—

Elain  would  like  it,  too.  Though  she’d  probably  cling  to  Azriel,  just  to  have

some peace and quiet.” 

I smiled at the thought—at how handsome they would be together. If the warrior

ever stopped quietly loving Mor. I doubted it. Azriel would likely love Mor until

he was a whisper of darkness between the stars. 

I finished the fourth arrow and started on the fifth. 

Rhys’s voice was raw as he said to the floor, “What did you paint for yourself?” 

I drew out the fifth, moving to the sixth before saying, “I painted the night sky.” 

He stilled. I went on, “I painted stars and the moon and clouds and just endless, 

dark  sky.”  I  finished  the  sixth,  and  was  well  on  my  way  sawing  through  the seventh  before  I  said,  “I  never  knew  why.  I  rarely  went  outside  at  night—

usually, I was so tired from hunting that I just wanted to sleep. 

But  I  wonder  …  ”  I  pulled  out  the  seventh  and  final  arrow.  “I  wonder  if  some part of me knew what was waiting for me. That I would never be a gentle grower

of  things,  or  someone  who  burned  like  fire—but  that  I  would  be  quiet  and

enduring  and  as  faceted  as  the  night.  That  I  would  have  beauty,  for  those  who knew  where  to  look,  and  if  people  didn’t  bother  to  look,  but  to  only  fear  it  …

Then I didn’t particularly care for them, anyway. I wonder if, even in my despair

and  hopelessness,  I  was  never  truly  alone.  I  wonder  if  I  was  looking  for  this place—looking for you all.” 

The blood stopped flowing, and his other wing lowered to the ground. 

Slowly, the lashes on his back began to clot. I walked around to where he was

bowed over the floor, hands braced on the rock, and knelt. 

His head lifted. Pain-filled eyes, bloodless lips. “You saved me,” he rasped. 

“You can explain who they were later.” 

“Ambush,”  Rhys  said  anyway,  his  eyes  scanning  my  face  for  signs  of  hurt. 

“Hybern soldiers with ancient chains from the king himself, to nullify my power. 

They must have traced the magic I used yesterday … I’m sorry.” 

The  words  tumbled  out  of  him.  I  brushed  back  his  dark  hair.  That  was  why  I

hadn’t been able to use the bond, to speak mind to mind. 

“Rest,” I said, and moved to retrieve the blanket from my pack. It’d have to do. 

He gripped my wrist before I could rise. His eyelids lowered. 

Consciousness ripped from him—too fast. Much too fast and too heavy. 

“I was looking for you, too,” Rhys murmured. 

And passed out. 

CHAPTER

50

I slept beside him, offering what warmth I could, monitoring the cave entrance

the  entirety  of  the  night.  The  beasts  in  the  forest  prowled  past  in  an  endless parade, and only in the gray light before dawn did their snarls and hissing fade. 

Rhys  was  unconscious  as  watery  sunlight  painted  the  stone  walls,  his  skin

clammy.  I  checked  his  wounds  and  found  them  barely  healed,  an  oily  sheen

oozing from them. 

And when I put a hand on his brow, I swore at the heat. 

Poison had coated those arrows. And that poison remained in his body. 

The  Illyrian  camp  was  so  distant  that  my  own  powers,  feeble  from  the  night

before, wouldn’t get us far. 

But  if  they  had  those  horrible  chains  to  nullify  his  powers,  had  ash  arrows  to bring him down, then that poison …

An hour passed. He didn’t get better. No, his golden skin was pale—

paling. His breaths were shallow. “Rhys,” I said softly. 

He  didn’t  move.  I  tried  shaking  him.  If  he  could  tell  me  what  the  poison  was, maybe I could try to find something to help him … He did not awaken. 

Around midday, panic gripped me in a tight fist. 
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I  didn’t  know  anything  about  poisons  or  remedies.  And  out  here,  so  far  from anyone … Would Cassian track us down in time? Would Mor winnow in? I tried

to rouse Rhys over and over. 

The  poison  had  dragged  him  down  deep.  I  would  not  risk  waiting  for  help  to arrive. 

I would not risk him. 

So I bundled him in as many layers as I could spare, yet took my cloak, kissed

his brow, and left. 

We  were  only  a  few  hundred  yards  from  where  I’d  been  hunting  the  night

before,  and  as  I  emerged  from  the  cave,  I  tried  not  to  look  at  the  tracks  of  the beasts who had passed through, right above us. Enormous, horrible tracks. 

What I was to hunt would be worse. 

We were already near running water—so I made my trap close by, building my

snare with hands that I refused to let shake. 

I placed the cloak—mostly new, rich, lovely—in the center of my snare. 

And I waited. 

An hour. Two. 

I  was  about  to  start  bargaining  with  the  Cauldron,  with  the  Mother,  when  a

creeping, familiar silence fell over the wood. 

Rippling toward me, the birds stopped chirping, the wind stopped sighing in the

pines. 

And  when  a  crack  sounded  through  the  forest,  followed  by  a  screech  that

hollowed  out  my  ears,  I  nocked  an  arrow  into  my  bow  and  set  off  to  see  the Suriel. 

It was as horrific as I remembered:

Tattered robes barely concealing a body made of not skin, but what looked to be solid,  worn  bone.  Its  lipless  mouth  held  too-large  teeth,  and  its  fingers—long, spindly—clicked  against  each  other  while  it  weighed  the  fine  cloak  I’d  laid  in the center of my snare, as if the cloth had been blown in on a wind. 

“Feyre  Cursebreaker,”  it  said,  turning  toward  me,  in  a  voice  that  was  both  one and many. 

I lowered my bow. “I have need of you.” 

Time—I  was  running  out  of  time.  I  could  feel  it,  that  urgency  begging  me  to hurry through the bond. 

“What fascinating changes a year has wrought on you—on the world,” it said. 

A year. Yes, it had been over a year now since I’d first crossed the wall. 

“I have questions,” I said. 

It  smiled,  each  of  those  stained,  too-large  brown  teeth  visible.  “You  have  two questions.” 

An answer and an order. 

I didn’t waste time; not with Rhys, not when this wood might be full of enemies

hunting for us. 

“What poison was used on those arrows?” 

“Bloodbane,” it said. 

I didn’t know that poison—had never heard of it. 

“Where do I find the cure?” 

The Suriel clicked its bone fingers against each other, as if the answer lay inside

the sound. “In the forest.” 

I  hissed,  my  brows  flattening.  “Please—please  don’t  be  cryptic.  What  is  the cure?” 

The Suriel cocked its head, the bone gleaming in the light. “Your blood. 

Give  him  your  blood,  Cursebreaker.  It  is  rich  with  the  healing  gift  of  the  High Lord of the Dawn. It shall spare him from the bloodbane’s wrath.” 

“That’s it?” I pushed. “How much blood?” 

“A few mouthfuls will do.” A hollow, dry wind—not at all like the misty, cold

veils that usually drifted past—brushed my face. “I helped you before. 

I  have  helped  you  now.  And  you  will  free  me  before  I  lose  my  patience, 

Cursebreaker.” 

Some primal, lingering human part of me trembled as I took in the snare around

its  legs,  pinning  it  to  the  ground.  Perhaps  this  time,  the  Suriel  had  let  itself  be caught.  And  knew  how  to  free  itself—had  learned  it  the  moment  I’d  spared  it from the naga. 

A test—of honor. And a favor. For the arrow I’d shot to save it last year. 

But I nocked an ash arrow into my bow, cringing at the sheen of poison coating

it. “Thank you for your help,” I said, bracing myself for flight should it charge at

me. 

The Suriel’s stained teeth clacked against each other. “If you wish to speed your

mate’s  healing,  in  addition  to  your  blood,  a  pink-flowered  weed  sprouts  by  the river. Make him chew it.” 

I fired my arrow at the snare before I finished hearing its words. 

The trap sprang free. And the word clicked through me. 

 Mate. 

“What did you say?” 

The  Suriel  rose  to  its  full  height,  towering  over  me  even  from  across  the

clearing. I had not realized that despite the bone, it was muscled—

powerful. 

“If you wish to … ” The Suriel paused, and grinned, showing nearly all of those brown, thick teeth. “You did not know, then.” 

“Say it,” I gritted out. 

“The High Lord of the Night Court is your mate.” 

I wasn’t entirely sure I was breathing. 

“Interesting,” the Suriel said. 

Mate. 

Mate. 

Mate. 

Rhysand was my mate. 

Not lover, not husband, but more than that. A bond so deep, so permanent that it

was honored over all others. Rare, cherished. 

Not Tamlin’s mate. 

Rhysand’s. 

 I was jealous, and pissed off …

 You’re mine. 

The words slipped out of me, low and twisted, “Does he know?” 

The Suriel clenched the robes of its new cloak in its bone-fingers. “Yes.” 

“For a long while?” 

“Yes. Since—” 

“No. He can tell me—I want to hear it from his lips.” 

The Suriel cocked its head. “You are—you are feeling too much, too fast. 
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I cannot read it.” 

“How  can  I  possibly  be  his  mate?”  Mates  were  equals—matched,  at  least  in

some ways. 

“He is the most powerful High Lord to ever walk this earth. You are …

new. You are made of all seven High Lords. Unlike anything. Are you two not

similar in that? Are you not matched?” 

Mate. And he knew—he’d  known. 

I  glanced  toward  the  river,  as  if  I  could  see  all  the  way  to  the  cave,  to  where Rhysand slept. 

When I looked back at the Suriel, it was gone. 

I  found  the  pink  weed,  and  ripped  it  out  of  the  ground  as  I  stalked  back  to  the cave. 

Mercifully,  Rhys  was  half-awake,  the  layers  I’d  thrown  on  him  now  scattered

across the blanket, and he gave me a strained smile as I entered. 

I chucked the weed at him, showering his bare chest with soil. “Chew on that.” 

He blinked blearily at me. 

 Mate. 

But  he  obeyed,  frowning  at  the  plant  before  he  plucked  off  a  few  leaves  and started chewing. He grimaced as he swallowed. I tore off my jacket, shoved up

my sleeve, and strode to him. He’d known, and kept it from me. 

Had the others known? Had they guessed? 

He’d—he’d promised not to lie, not to keep things from me. 

And this—this  most important thing in my immortal existence …

I  drew  a  dagger  across  my  forearm,  the  cut  long  and  deep,  and  dropped  to  my knees before him. I didn’t feel the pain. “Drink this.  Now.” 

Rhys  blinked  again,  brows  raising,  but  I  didn’t  give  him  the  chance  to  object before  I  gripped  the  back  of  his  head,  lifted  my  arm  to  his  mouth,  and  shoved him against my skin. 

He  paused  as  my  blood  touched  his  lips.  Then  his  mouth  opened  wider,  his

tongue brushing my arm as he sucked in my blood. One mouthful. Two. 

Three. 

I yanked back my arm, the wound already healing, and shoved down my sleeve. 

“You don’t get to ask questions,” I said, and he looked up at me, exhaustion and

pain lining his face, my blood shining on his lips. Part of me hated the words, for

acting like this while he was wounded, but I didn’t care. “You only get to answer

them. And nothing more.” 

Wariness  flooded  his  eyes,  but  he  nodded,  biting  off  another  mouthful  of  the weed and chewing. 

I stared down at him, the half-Illyrian warrior who was my soul-bonded partner. 

“How long have you known that I’m your mate?” 

Rhys stilled. The entire world stilled. 

He swallowed. “Feyre.” 

“How long have you known that I’m your mate?” 

“You … You ensnared the Suriel?” How he’d pieced it together, I didn’t give a

shit. 

“I said you don’t get to ask questions.” 

I thought something like panic might have flashed over his features. He chewed

again on the plant—as if it instantly helped, as if he knew that he wanted to be at

his full strength to face this, face me. Color was already blooming on his cheeks, 

perhaps from whatever healing was in my blood. 

“I suspected for a while,” Rhys said, swallowing once more. “I knew for certain

when Amarantha was killing you. And when we stood on the balcony Under the

Mountain—right after we were freed, I  felt it snap into place between us. I think when you were Made, it … it heightened the smell of the bond. I looked at you

then and the strength of it hit me like a blow.” 

He’d  gone  wide-eyed,  had  stumbled  back  as  if  shocked—terrified.  And  had

vanished. 

That had been over half a year ago. 

My blood pounded in my ears. “When were you going to tell me?” 

“Feyre.” 

“When were you going to tell me? ” 

“I don’t know. I wanted to yesterday. Or whenever you’d noticed that it wasn’t

just a bargain between us. I hoped you might realize when I took you to bed, and

—” 

“Do the others know?” 

“Amren and Mor do. Azriel and Cassian suspect.” 

My face burned. They knew—they— “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“You were in love with him; you were going to marry him. And then you

… you were enduring everything and it didn’t feel right to tell you.” 

“I deserved to know.” 

“The other night you told me you wanted a distraction, you wanted  fun. 

Not a mating bond. And not to someone like me—a mess.” So the words I’d spat

after the Court of Nightmares had haunted him. 

“You promised—you promised no secrets, no games. You  promised.” 

Something in my chest was caving in on itself. Some part of me I’d thought long gone. 

“I  know  I  did,”  Rhys  said,  the  glow  returning  to  his  face.  “You  think  I  didn’t want to tell you? You think I liked hearing you wanted me only for amusement

and  release?  You  think  it  didn’t  drive  me  out  of  my  mind  so  completely  that those  bastards  shot  me  out  of  the  sky  because  I  was  too  busy  wondering  if  I should just tell you, or wait—or maybe take whatever pieces that you offered me

and  be  happy  with  it?  Or  that  maybe  I  should  let  you  go  so  you  don’t  have  a lifetime of assassins and High Lords hunting you down for being with me?” 

“I  don’t  want  to  hear  this.  I  don’t  want  to  hear  you  explain  how  you  assumed that you knew best, that I couldn’t handle it—” 

“I didn’t do that—” 

“I don’t want to hear you tell me that you decided I was to be kept in the dark

while your friends knew, while  you all decided what was right for me

—” 

“Feyre—” 

“Take me back to the Illyrian camp. Now.” 

He was panting in great, rattling gulps. “Please.” 

But I stormed to him and grabbed his hand. “Take me back now.” 

And  I  saw  the  pain  and  sorrow  in  his  eyes.  Saw  it  and  didn’t  care,  not  as  that thing  in  my  chest  was  twisting  and  breaking.  Not  as  my  heart—my   heart—

ached, so viciously that I realized it’d somehow been repaired in these past few

months. Repaired by him. 

And now it hurt. 

Rhys saw all that and more on my face, and I saw nothing but agony in his as he

rallied his strength and, grunting in pain, winnowed us into the Illyrian camp. 
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We slammed into freezing mud right outside the little stone house. 

I think he’d meant to winnow us into it, but his powers had given out. 

Across the yard, I spied Cassian—and Mor—at the window of the house, eating

breakfast. Their eyes went wide, and then they were rushing for the door. 

“Feyre,” Rhys groaned, bare arms buckling as he tried to rise. 

I left him lying in the mud and stormed toward the house. 

The door flung open, and Cassian and Mor were sprinting for us, scanning every

inch of our bodies. Cassian realized I was in one piece and hurtled for Rhys, who

was struggling to rise, mud covering his bare skin, but Mor—Mor saw my face. 

I went up to her, cold and hollow. “I want you to take me somewhere far away,” 

I said. “Right now.” I needed to get away—needed to think, to have space and

quiet and calm. 

Mor looked between us, biting her lip. 

“Please,” I said, and my voice broke on the word. 

Behind me, Rhys moaned my name again. 

Mor scanned my face once more, and gripped my hand. 

We vanished into wind and night. 

Brightness  assaulted  me,  and  I  gobbled  up  my  surroundings:  mountains  and

snow all around, fresh and gleaming in the midday light, so clean against the dirt

on me. 

We  were  high  up  on  the  peaks,  and  about  a  hundred  yards  away,  a  log  cabin stood tucked between two upper fangs of the mountains, shielding it

from the wind. The house was dark—there was nothing around it for as far as I

could see. 

“The  house  is  warded,  so  no  one  can  winnow  in.  No  one  can  get  beyond  this point,  actually,  without  our  family’s  permission.”  Mor  stepped  ahead,  snow

crunching  under  her  boots.  Without  the  wind,  the  day  was  mild  enough  to

remind  me  that  spring  had  dawned  in  the  world,  though  I’d  bet  it  would  be

freezing once the sun vanished. I trailed after her, something zinging against my

skin. “You’re—allowed in,” Mor said. 

“Because I’m his mate?” 

She  kept  wading  through  the  knee-high  snow.  “Did  you  guess,  or  did  he  tell

you?” 

“The Suriel told me. After I went to hunt it for information on how to heal him.” 

She swore. “Is he—is he all right?” 

“He’ll  live,”  I  said.  She  didn’t  ask  any  other  questions.  And  I  wasn’t  feeling generous  enough  to  supply  further  information.  We  reached  the  door  to  the

cabin, which she unlocked with a wave of her hand. 

A  main,  wood-paneled  room  consisting  of  a  kitchen  to  the  right,  a  living  area with a leather sofa covered in furs to the left; a small hall in the back that led to

two bedrooms and a shared bathing room, and nothing else. 

“We got sent up here for ‘reflection’ when we were younger,” Mor said. 

“Rhys used to smuggle in books and booze for me.” 

I  cringed  at  the  sound  of  his  name.  “It’s  perfect,”  I  said  tightly.  Mor  waved  a hand, and a fire sprang to life in the hearth, heat flooding the room. 

Food landed on the counters of the kitchen, and something in the pipes groaned. 

“No need for firewood,” she said. “It’ll burn until you leave.” She lifted a brow

as if to ask when that would be. 

I looked away. “Please don’t tell him where I am.” 

“He’ll try to find you.” 

“Tell him I don’t want to be found. Not for a while.” 

Mor bit her lip. “It’s not my business—” 

“Then don’t say anything.” 

She did, anyway. “He wanted to tell you. And it killed him not to. But …

I’ve never seen him so happy as he is when he’s with you. And I don’t think that

has anything to do with you being his mate.” 

“I  don’t  care.”  She  fell  silent,  and  I  could  feel  the  words  she  wanted  to  say building up. So I said, “Thank you for bringing me here.” A polite dismissal. 

Mor  bowed  her  head.  “I’ll  check  back  in  three  days.  There  are  clothes  in  the bedrooms,  and  all  the  hot  water  you  want.  The  house  is  spelled  to  take  care  of you—merely wish or speak for things, and it’ll be done.” 

I  only  wanted  solitude  and  quiet,  but  …  a  hot  bath  sounded  like  a  nice  way  to start. 

She left the cottage before I could say anything else. 

Alone, no one around for miles, I stood in the silent cabin and stared at nothing. 

PART THREE

THE HOUSE OF MIST
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There was a deep, sunken tub in the floor of the mountain cabin—large enough

to  accommodate  Illyrian  wings.  I  filled  it  with  water  near-scalding,  not  caring how the magic of this house operated, only that it worked. 

Hissing and wincing, I climbed in. 

Three days without a bath and I could have wept at the warmth and cleanliness

of it. 

No matter that I’d once gone weeks without one—not when drawing hot water

for it in my family’s cottage had been more trouble than it was worth. 

Not when we didn’t even have a bathtub and it required buckets and buckets to

get clean. 

I washed with dark soap that smelled of smoke and pine, and when I was done, I

sat there, watching the steam slither amongst the few candles. 

 Mate. 

The word chased me from the bath sooner than I wanted, and hounded me as I

pulled  on  the  clothes  I’d  found  in  a  drawer  of  the  bedroom:  dark  leggings,  a large,  cream-colored  sweater  that  hung  to  mid-thigh,  and  thick  socks.  My

stomach grumbled, and I realized I hadn’t eaten since the day before, because—

Because  he’d  been  injured,  and  I’d  gone  out  of  my  mind—absolutely  insane—

when he’d been taken from me, shot out of the sky like a bird. 

I’d acted on instinct, on a drive to protect him that had come from so deep in me

…

So deep in me—

I found a container of soup on the wood counter that Mor must have brought in, 

and scrounged up a cast iron pot to heat it. Fresh, crusty bread

sat near the stove, and I ate half of it while waiting for the soup to warm. 

He’d suspected it before I’d even freed us from Amarantha. 

My wedding day … Had he interrupted to spare me from a horrible mistake or

for  his  own  ends?  Because  I  was  his  mate,  and  letting  me  bind  myself  to

someone else was unacceptable? 

I ate my dinner in silence, with only the murmuring fire for company. 

And beneath the barrage of my thoughts, a throb of relief. 

My relationship with Tamlin had been doomed from the start. I had left—

only to find my mate. To go to my mate. 

If I were looking to spare us both from embarrassment, from rumor, only that—

only that I had found my true mate—would do the trick. 

I was not a lying piece of traitorous filth. Not even close. Even if Rhys …

Rhys had known I was his mate. 

While I’d shared a bed with Tamlin. For months and months. He’d known I was

sharing a bed with him, and hadn’t let it show. Or maybe he didn’t care. 

Maybe he didn’t want the bond. Had hoped it’d vanish. 

I’d owed nothing to Rhys then—had nothing to apologize for. 

But he’d known I’d react badly. That it’d hurt me more than help me. 

And what if I had known? 

What if I  had known that Rhys was my mate while I’d loved Tamlin? 

It  didn’t  excuse  his  not  telling  me.  Didn’t  excuse  the  recent  weeks,  when  I’d hated myself so much for wanting him so badly—when he should have told me. 

But … I understood. 

I  washed  the  dishes,  swept  the  crumbs  off  the  small  dining  table  between  the kitchen and living area, and climbed into one of the beds. 

Just last night, I’d been curled beside him, counting his breaths to make sure he

didn’t  stop  making  them.  The  night  before,  I’d  been  in  his  arms,  his  fingers between  my  legs,  his  tongue  in  my  mouth.  And  now  …  though  the  cabin  was

warm, the sheets were cold. The bed was large—empty. 

Through the small glass window, the snow-blasted land around me glowed blue

in the moonlight. The wind was a hollow moan, brushing great, sparkling drifts

of snow past the cabin. 

I wondered if Mor had told him where I was. 

Wondered if he’d indeed come looking for me. 

Mate. 
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My mate. 

Sunlight on snow awoke me, and I squinted at the brightness, cursing myself for

not closing the curtains. It took me a moment to remember where I was; why I

was  in  this  isolated  cabin,  deep  in  the  mountains  of—I  did’t  know  what

mountains these were. 

Rhys had once mentioned a favorite retreat that Mor and Amren had burned to

cinders in a fight. I wondered if this was it; if it had been rebuilt. 

Everything was comfortable, worn, but in relatively good shape. 

Mor and Amren had known. 

I couldn’t decide if I hated them for it. 

No doubt, Rhys had ordered them to keep quiet, and they’d respected his wishes, 

but …

I made the bed, fixed breakfast, washed the dishes, and then stood in the center

of the main living space. 

I’d run away. 

Precisely how Rhys expected me to run—how I’d told him anyone in their right

mind  would run from him. Like a coward, like a fool, I’d left him injured in the freezing mud. 

I’d  walked  away  from  him—a  day  after  I’d  told  him  he  was  the  only  thing  I’d never walk away from. 

I’d demanded honesty, and at the first true test, I hadn’t even let him give it to

me. I hadn’t granted him the consideration of hearing him out. 

 You see me. 

Well, I’d refused to see him. Maybe I’d refused to see what was right in front of
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me. 

I’d walked away. 

And maybe … maybe I shouldn’t have. 

Boredom hit me halfway through the day. 

Supreme,  unrelenting  boredom,  thanks  to  being  trapped  inside  while  the  snow

slowly melted under the mild spring day, listening to it drip-drip-dripping off the

roof. 

It made me nosy—and once I’d finished going through the drawers and closets

of  both  bedrooms  (clothes,  old  bits  of  ribbon,  knives  and  weapons  tucked

between as if one of them had chucked them in and just forgotten), the kitchen

cabinets  (food,  preserved  goods,  pots  and  pans,  a  stained  cookbook),  and  the

living area (blankets, some books, more weapons hidden  everywhere), I ventured

into the supply closet. 

For a High Lord’s retreat, the cabin was … not common, because everything had

been made and appointed with care, but … casual. As if this were the sole place

where  they  might  all  come,  and  pile  into  beds  and  on  the  couch,  and  not  be anyone but themselves, taking turns with who cooked that night and who hunted

and who cleaned and—

A family. 

It  felt  like  a  family—the  one  I’d  never  quite  had,  had  never  dared  really  hope for.  Had  stopped  expecting  when  I’d  grown  used  to  the  space  and  formality  of living  in  a  manor.  To  being  a  symbol  for  a  broken  people,  a  High  Priestess’s golden idol and puppet. 

I opened the storeroom door, a blast of cold greeting me, but candles sputtered to

life,  thanks  to  the  magic  that  kept  the  place  hospitable.  Shelves  free  of  dust (another  magical  perk,  no  doubt)  gleamed  with  more  food  stores.  Books, 

sporting  equipment,  packs  and  ropes  and,  big  surprise,  more  weapons.  I  sorted through  it  all,  these  remnants  of  adventures  past  and  future,  and  almost  missed them as I walked past. 

Half a dozen cans of paint. 

Paper, and a few canvases. Brushes, old and flecked with paint from lazy hands. 

There  were  other  art  supplies—pastels  and  watercolors,  what  looked  to  be

charcoal for sketching, but … I stared at the paint, the brushes. 

Which of them had tried to paint while stuck here—or enjoying a holiday with

them all? 

I told myself my hands were trembling with the cold as I reached for the paint

and pried open the lid. 

Still fresh. Probably from the magic preserving this place. 

I peered into the dark, gleaming interior of the can I’d opened: blue. 

And then I started gathering supplies. 

I painted all day. 

And when the sun vanished, I painted all through the night. 

The  moon  had  set  by  the  time  I  washed  my  hands  and  face  and  neck  and

stumbled into bed, not even bothering to undress before unconsciousness swept

me away. 

I was up, brush in hand, before the spring sun could resume its work thawing the

mountains around me. 

I paused only long enough to eat. The sun was setting again, exhausted from the

dent it’d made in the layer of snow outside, when a knock sounded on the front

door. 

Splattered in paint—the cream-colored sweater utterly wrecked—I froze. 

Another knock, light, but insistent. Then—“Please don’t be dead.” 

I didn’t know whether it was relief or disappointment that sank in my chest as I

opened the door and found Mor huffing hot air into her cupped hands. 

She looked at the paint on my skin, in my hair. At the brush in my hand. 

And then at what I had done. 

Mor stepped in from the brisk spring night and let out a low whistle as she shut

the door. “Well, you’ve certainly been busy.” 

Indeed. 

I’d painted nearly every surface in the main room. 

And  not  with  just  broad  swaths  of  color,  but  with  decorations—little  images. 

Some  were  basic:  clusters  of  icicles  drooping  down  the  sides  of  the  threshold. 

They  melted  into  the  first  shoots  of  spring,  then  burst  into  full  blooms  of summer, before brightening and deepening into fall leaves. I’d painted a ring of

flowers round the card table by the window; leaves and crackling flames around

the dining table. 

But  in  between  the  intricate  decorations,  I’d  painted  them.  Bits  and  pieces  of Mor, and Cassian, and Azriel, and Amren … and Rhys. 

Mor  went  up  to  the  large  hearth,  where  I’d  painted  the  mantel  in  black

shimmering  with  veins  of  gold  and  red.  Up  close,  it  was  a  solid,  pretty  bit  of paint. But from the couch … “Illyrian wings,” she said. “Ugh, they’ll never stop

gloating about it.” 

But she went to the window, which I’d framed in tumbling strands of gold and

brass and bronze. Mor fingered her hair, cocking her head. “Nice,” 

she said, surveying the room again. 

Her eyes fell on the open threshold to the bedroom hallway, and she grimaced. 

“Why,” she said, “are Amren’s eyes there?” 

Indeed, right above the door, in the center of the archway, I’d painted a pair of

glowing silver eyes. “Because she’s always watching.” 

Mor snorted. “That simply won’t do. Paint my eyes next to hers. So the males of

this family will know we’re  both watching them the next time they come up here

to get drunk for a week straight.” 

“They do that?” 

“They  used  to.”  Before  Amarantha.  “Every  autumn,  the  three  of  them  would lock  themselves  in  this  house  for  five  days  and  drink  and  drink  and  hunt  and hunt, and they’d come back to Velaris looking halfway to death but grinning like

fools. It warms my heart to know that from now on, they’ll have to do it with me

and Amren staring at them.” 

A smile tugged on my lips. “Who does this paint belong to?” 

“Amren,”  Mor  said,  rolling  her  eyes.  “We  were  all  here  one  summer,  and  she

wanted  to  teach  herself  to  paint.  She  did  it  for  about  two  days  before  she  got bored and decided to start hunting poor creatures instead.” 

A  quiet  chuckle  rasped  out  of  me.  I  strode  to  the  table,  which  I’d  used  as  my main surface for blending and organizing paints. And maybe I was a coward, but

I kept my back to her as I said, “Any news from my sisters?” 

Mor started rifling through the cabinets, either to look for food or assess what I

needed. She said over a shoulder, “No. Not yet.” 

“Is he … hurt?” I’d left him in the freezing mud, injured and working the poison

out of his system. I’d tried not to dwell on it while I’d painted. 

“Still recovering, but fine. Pissed at me, of course, but he can shove it.” 

I combined Mor’s yellow gold with the red I’d used for the Illyrian wings, and

blended  until  vibrant  orange  emerged.  “Thank  you—for  not  telling  him  I  was

here.” 

A shrug. Food began popping onto the counter: fresh bread, fruit, containers of

something that I could smell from across the kitchen and made me nearly groan

with hunger. “You should talk to him, though. Make him stew over it, of course, 

but … hear him out.” She didn’t look at me as she spoke. “Rhys always has his

reasons,  and  he  might  be  arrogant  as  all  hell,  but  he’s  usually  right  about  his instincts. He makes mistakes, but …

You should hear him out.” 

I’d already decided that I would, but I said, “How was your visit to the Court of

Nightmares?” 

She paused, her face going uncharacteristically pale. “Fine. It’s always a delight

to see my parents. As you might guess.” 

“Is your father healing?” I added the cobalt of Azriel’s Siphons to the orange and

mixed until a rich brown appeared. 

A  small,  grim  smile.  “Slowly.  I  might  have  snapped  some  more  bones  when  I

visited.  My  mother  has  since  banished  me  from  their  private  quarters.  Such  a shame.” 

Some feral part of me beamed in savage delight at that. “A pity indeed,” I said. I

added a bit of frost white to lighten the brown, checked it against the gaze she

slid  to  me,  and  grabbed  a  stool  to  stand  on  as  I  began  painting  the  threshold. 

“Rhys really makes you do this often? Endure visiting them?” 

Mor  leaned  against  the  counter.  “Rhys  gave  me  permission  the  day  he  became

High Lord to kill them all whenever I pleased. I attend these meetings, go to the

Court  of  Nightmares,  to  …  remind  them  of  that  sometimes.  And  to  keep

communication between our two courts flowing, however strained it might be. If

I were to march in there tomorrow and slaughter my parents, he wouldn’t blink. 

Perhaps be inconvenienced by it, but … he would be pleased.” 

I focused on the speck of caramel brown I painted beside Amren’s eyes. 

“I’m sorry—for all that you endured.” 

“Thank you,” she said, coming over to watch me. “Visiting them always leaves

me raw.” 

“Cassian seemed concerned.” Another prying question. 

She shrugged. “Cassian, I think, would also savor the opportunity to shred that

entire court to pieces. Starting with my parents. Maybe I’ll let him do it one year

as a present. Him and Azriel both. It’d make a perfect solstice gift.” 

I asked perhaps a bit too casually. “You told me about the time with Cassian, but

did you and Azriel ever … ?” 

A  sharp  laugh.  “No.  Azriel?  After  that  time  with  Cassian,  I  swore  off  any  of Rhys’s friends. Azriel’s got no shortage of lovers, though, don’t worry. 

He’s better at keeping them secret than we are, but … he has them.” 

“So if he were ever interested would you … ?” 

“The  issue,  actually,  wouldn’t  be  me.  It’d  be  him.  I  could  peel  off  my  clothes right in front of him and he wouldn’t move an inch. He might have defied and

proved  those  Illyrian  pricks  wrong  at  every  turn,  but  it  won’t  matter  if  Rhys makes  him  Prince  of  Velaris—he’ll  see  himself  as  a  bastard-born  nobody,  and

not good enough for anyone. Especially me.” 

“But …  are you interested?” 

“Why  are  you  asking  such  things?”  Her  voice  became  tight,  sharp.  More  wary

than I’d ever heard. 

“I’m still trying to figure out how you all work together.” 

A  snort,  that  wariness  gone.  I  tried  not  to  look  too  relieved.  “We  have  five centuries of tangled history for you to sort through. Good luck.” 

Indeed. I finished her eyes—honey brown to Amren’s quicksilver. But almost in

answer,  Mor  declared,  “Paint  Azriel’s.  Next  to  mine.  And  Cassian’s  next  to

Amren’s.” 

I lifted my brows. 

Mor gave me an innocent smile. “So we can all watch over you.” 

I just shook my head and hopped off the stool to start figuring out how to paint

hazel eyes. 

Mor  said  quietly,  “Is  it  so  bad—to  be  his  mate?  To  be  a  part  of  our  court,  our family, tangled history and all?” 

I  blended  the  paint  in  the  small  dish,  the  colors  swirling  together  like  so  many entwined lives. “No,” I breathed. “No, it’s not.” 
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And I had my answer. 
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Mor  stayed  overnight,  even  going  so  far  as  to  paint  some  rudimentary  stick

figures on the wall beside the storeroom door. Three females with absurdly long, 

flowing hair that all resembled hers; and three winged males, who she somehow

managed  to  make  look  puffed  up  on  their  own  sense  of  importance.  I  laughed

every time I saw it. 

She  left  after  breakfast,  having  to  walk  out  to  where  the  no-winnowing  shield ended,  and  I  waved  to  her  distant,  shivering  figure  before  she  vanished  into nothing. 

I  stared  across  the  glittering  white  expanse,  thawed  enough  that  bald  patches peppered  it—revealing  bits  of  winter-white  grass  reaching  toward  the  blue  sky

and  mountains.  I  knew  summer  had  to  eventually  reach  even  this  melting

dreamland,  for  I’d  found  fishing  poles  and  sporting  equipment  that  suggested

warm-weather  usage,  but  it  was  hard  to  imagine  snow  and  ice  becoming  soft

grass and wildflowers. 

Brief as a glimmering spindrift, I saw myself there: running through the meadow

that  slumbered  beneath  the  thin  crust  of  snow,  splashing  through  the  little

streams already littering the floor, feasting on fat summer berries as the sun set

over the mountains …

And  then  I  would  go  home  to  Velaris,  where  I  would  finally  walk  through  the artists’  quarter,  and  enter  those  shops  and  galleries  and  learn  what  they  knew, and maybe—maybe one day—I would open my own shop. Not to sell my work, 

but to teach others. 

Maybe teach the others who were like me: broken in places and trying to fight it

—trying to learn who they were around the dark and pain. And I would go home

at the end of every day exhausted but content—fulfilled. 

Happy. 

I’d go home every day to the town house, to my friends, chock full of stories of their own days, and we’d sit around that table and eat together. 

And Rhysand …

Rhysand …

He would be there. He’d give me the money to open my own shop; and because

I wouldn’t charge anyone, I’d sell my paintings to pay him back. 

Because I would pay him back, mate or no. 

And  he’d  be  here  during  the  summer,  flying  over  the  meadow,  chasing  me

across  the  little  streams  and  up  the  sloped,  grassy  mountainside.  He  would  sit with me under the stars, feeding me fat summer berries. And he would be at that

table in the town house, roaring with laughter—never again cold and cruel and

solemn. Never again anyone’s slave or whore. 

And at night … At night we’d go upstairs together, and he would whisper stories

of his adventures, and I’d whisper about my day, and …

And there it was. 

A future. 

The future I saw for myself, bright as the sunrise over the Sidra. 

A  direction,  and  a  goal,  and  an  invitation  to  see  what  else  immortality  might offer me. It did not seem so listless, so empty, anymore. 

And I would fight until my last breath to attain it—to defend it. 

So I knew what I had to do. 

Five days passed, and I painted every room in the cottage. Mor had winnowed in

extra paint before she’d left, along with more food than I could possibly eat. 

But  after  five  days,  I  was  sick  of  my  own  thoughts  for  company—sick  of

waiting, sick of the thawing, dripping snow. 

Thankfully,  Mor  returned  that  night,  banging  on  the  door,  thunderous  and

impatient. 

I’d  taken  a  bath  an  hour  before,  scrubbing  off  paint  in  places  I  hadn’t  even known it was possible to smear it, and my hair was still drying as I flung open

the door to the blast of cool air. 

But Mor wasn’t leaning against the threshold. 
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I stared at Rhys. 

He stared at me. 

His  cheeks  were  tinged  pink  with  cold,  his  dark  hair  ruffled,  and  he  honestly looked  freezing as he stood there, wings tucked in tight. 

And I knew that one word from me, and he’d go flying off into the crisp night. 

That if I shut the door, he’d go and not push it. 

His  nostrils  flared,  scenting  the  paint  behind  me,  but  he  didn’t  break  his  stare. 

Waiting. 

Mate. 

My—mate. 

This beautiful, strong, selfless male … Who had sacrificed and wrecked himself

for his family, his people, and didn’t feel it was enough, that  he wasn’t enough for  anyone  …  Azriel  thought  he  didn’t  deserve  someone  like  Mor.  And  I

wondered  if  Rhys  …  if  he  somehow  felt  the  same  about  me.  I  stepped  aside, 

holding the door open for him. 

I could have sworn I felt a pulse of knee-wobbling relief through the bond. 

But Rhys took in the painting I’d done, gobbling down the bright colors that now

made the cottage come alive, and said, “You painted us.” 

“I hope you don’t mind.” 

He  studied  the  threshold  to  the  bedroom  hallway.  “Azriel,  Mor,  Amren,  and Cassian,” he said, marking the eyes I’d painted. “You do know that one of them

is  going  to  paint  a  moustache  under  the  eyes  of  whoever  pisses  them  off  that day.” 

I clamped my lips to keep the smile in. “Oh, Mor already promised to do that.” 

“And what about my eyes?” 

I swallowed. All right, then. No dancing around it. 

My heart was pounding so wildly I knew he could hear it. “I was afraid to paint

them.” 

Rhys faced me fully. “Why?” 

No more games, no more banter. “At first, because I was so mad at you for not

telling me. Then because I was worried I’d like them too much and find that you

…  didn’t  feel  the  same.  Then  because  I  was  scared  that  if  I  painted  them,  I’d start  wishing  you  were  here  so  much  that  I’d  just  stare  at  them  all  day.  And  it seemed like a pathetic way to spend my time.” 

A twitch of his lips. “Indeed.” 

I glanced at the shut door. “You flew here.” 

He  nodded.  “Mor  wouldn’t  tell  me  where  you’d  gone,  and  there  are  only  so

many  places  that  are  as  secure  as  this  one.  Since  I  didn’t  want  our  Hybern friends  tracking  me  to  you,  I  had  to  do  it  the  old-fashioned  way.  It  took  …  a while.” 

“You’re—better?” 

“Healed completely. Quickly, considering the bloodbane. Thanks to you.” 

I  avoided  his  stare,  turning  for  the  kitchen.  “You  must  be  hungry.  I’ll  heat something up.” 

Rhys straightened. “You’d—make me food?” 

“Heat,” I said. “I can’t cook.” 

It didn’t seem to make a difference. But whatever it was, the act of offering him

food … I dumped some cold soup into a pan and lit the burner. 

“I don’t know the rules,” I said, my back to him. “So you need to explain them

to me.” 

He  lingered  in  the  center  of  the  cabin,  watching  my  every  move.  He  said

hoarsely, “It’s an … important moment when a female offers her mate food. 

It  goes  back  to  whatever  beasts  we  were  a  long,  long  time  ago.  But  it  still matters. The first time matters. Some mated pairs will make an occasion of it—

throwing a party just so the female can formally offer her mate food …

That’s usually done amongst the wealthy. But it means that the female …

accepts the bond.” 

I stared into the soup. “Tell me the story—tell me everything.” 

He  understood  my  offer:  tell  me  while  I  cooked,  and  I’d  decide  at  the  end

whether or not to offer him that food. 

A chair scraped against the wood floor as he sat at the table. For a moment, there

was only silence, interrupted by the clack of my spoon against the pot. 

Then Rhys said, “I was captured during the War. By Amarantha’s army.” 

I paused my stirring, my gut twisting. 

“Cassian and Azriel were in different legions, so they had no idea that my forces

and I had been taken prisoner. And that Amarantha’s captains held us for weeks, 

torturing  and  slaughtering  my  warriors.  They  put  ash  bolts  through  my  wings, 

and  they  had  those  same  chains  from  the  other  night  to  keep  me  down.  Those chains are one of Hybern’s greatest assets—stone delved from deep in their land, 

capable of nullifying a High Fae’s powers. 

Even mine. So they chained me up between two trees, beating me when they felt

like it, trying to get me to tell them where the Night Court forces were, using my

warriors—their deaths and pain—to break me. 

“Only I didn’t break,” he said roughly, “and they were too dumb to know that I

was an Illyrian, and all they had to do to get me to yield would have been to try

to cut off my wings. And maybe it was luck, but they never did. 

And  Amarantha  …  She  didn’t  care  that  I  was  there.  I  was  yet  another  High

Lord’s  son,  and  Jurian  had  just  slaughtered  her  sister.  All  she  cared  about  was getting to him—  killing him. She had no idea that every second, every breath, I

plotted her death. I was willing to make it my last stand: to kill her at any cost, 

even if it meant shredding my wings to break free. I’d watched the guards  and

learned her schedule,  so I  knew where  she’d be.  I set  a day,  and a  time. And I

was  ready—I  was  so  damned  ready  to  make  an  end  of  it,  and  wait  for  Cassian and Azriel and Mor on the other side. There was nothing but my rage, and my

relief that my friends weren’t there. But the day before I was to kill Amarantha, 

to make my final stand and meet my end, she and Jurian faced each other on the

battlefield.” 

He paused, swallowing. 

“I was chained in the mud, forced to watch as they battled. To watch as Jurian

took my killing blow. Only—she slaughtered him. I watched her rip out his eye, 

then rip off his finger, and when he was prone, I watched her drag him back to

the camp. Then I listened to her slowly, over days and days, tear him apart. His

screaming was endless. She was so focused on

torturing  him  that  she  didn’t  detect  my  father’s  arrival.  In  the  panic,  she  killed Jurian  rather  than  see  him  liberated,  and  fled.  So  my  father  rescued  me—and

told his men, told Azriel, to leave the ash spikes in my wings as punishment for

getting  caught.  I  was  so  injured  that  the  healers  informed  me  if  I  tried  to  fight before my wings healed, I’d never fly again. So I was forced to return home to

recover—while the final battles were waged. 

“They made the Treaty, and the wall was built. We’d long ago freed our slaves

in  the  Night  Court.  We  didn’t  trust  the  humans  to  keep  our  secrets,  not  when they  bred  so  quickly  and  frequently  that  my  forefathers  couldn’t  hold  all  their minds at once. But our world was changed nonetheless. We were all changed by

the  War.  Cassian  and  Azriel  came  back  different;  I  came  back  different.  We

came here—to this cabin. I was still so injured that they carried me here between

them.  We  were  here  when  the  messages  arrived  about  the  final  terms  of  the Treaty. 

“They stayed with me when I roared at the stars that Amarantha, for all she had

done,  for  every  crime  committed,  would  go  unpunished.  That  the  King  of

Hybern would go unpunished. Too much killing had occurred on either side for

everyone to be brought to justice, they said. Even my father gave me an order to

let  it  go—to  build  toward  a  future  of  co-existence.  But  I  never  forgave  what Amarantha  had  done  to  my  warriors.  And  I  never  forgot  it,  either.  Tamlin’s

father—he was her friend. And when my father slaughtered him, I was so damn

smug that perhaps she’d feel an inkling of what I’d felt when she murdered my

soldiers.” 

My hands were shaking as I stirred the soup. I’d never known … never thought

…

“When Amarantha returned to these shores centuries later, I still wanted to kill

her. The worst part was, she didn’t even know who I was. Didn’t even remember

that I was the High Lord’s son that she’d held captive. To her, I was merely the

son of the man who had killed her friend—I was just the High Lord of the Night

Court. The other High Lords were convinced she wanted peace and trade. Only

Tamlin mistrusted her. I hated him, but he’d known Amarantha personally—and

if he didn’t trust her … I knew she hadn’t changed. 

“So I planned to kill her. I told no one. Not even Amren. I’d let Amarantha think

I was interested in trade, in alliance. I decided I’d go to the party thrown Under

the Mountain for all the courts to celebrate our trade

agreement  with  Hybern  …  And  when  she  was  drunk,  I’d  slip  into  her  mind, 

make her reveal every lie and crime she’d committed, and then I’d turn her brain

to liquid before anyone could react. I was prepared to go to war for it.” 

I  turned,  leaning  against  the  counter.  Rhys  was  looking  at  his  hands,  as  if  the story were a book he could read between them. 

“But she thought faster—acted faster. She had been trained against my particular

skill  set,  and  had  extensive  mental  shields.  I  was  so  busy  working  to  tunnel through  them  that  I  didn’t  think  about  the  drink  in  my  hand.  I  hadn’t  wanted Cassian or Azriel or anyone else there that night to witness what I was to do—so

no one bothered to sniff my drink. 

“And as I felt my powers being ripped away by that spell she’d put on it at the toast,  I  flung  them  out  one  last  time,  wiping  Velaris,  the  wards,  all  that  was good, from the minds of the Court of Nightmares—the only ones I’d allowed to

come with me. I threw the shield around Velaris, binding it to my friends so that

they had to remain or risk that protection collapsing, and used the last dregs to

tell  them  mind  to  mind  what  was  happening,  and  to  stay  away.  Within  a  few

seconds, my power belonged wholly to Amarantha.” 

His eyes lifted to mine. Haunted, bleak. 

“She slaughtered half the Court of Nightmares right then and there. To prove to

me that she could. As vengeance for Tamlin’s father. And I knew

…  I  knew  in  that  moment  there  was  nothing  I  wouldn’t  do  to  keep  her  from

looking at my court again. From looking too long at who I was and what I loved. 

So I told myself that it was a new war, a different sort of battle. And that night, 

when  she  kept  turning  her  attention  to  me,  I  knew  what  she  wanted.  I  knew  it wasn’t about fucking me so much as it was about getting revenge at my father’s

ghost. But if that was what she wanted, then that was what she would get. I made

her  beg,  and  scream,  and  used  my  lingering  powers  to  make  it  so  good  for  her that she wanted more. Craved more.” 

I gripped the counter to keep from sliding to the ground. 

“Then she cursed Tamlin. And my other great enemy became the one loophole

that might free us all. Every night that I spent with Amarantha, I knew that she

was half wondering if I’d try to kill her. I couldn’t use my powers to harm her, 

and she had shielded herself against physical attacks. 

But for fifty years—whenever I was inside her, I’d think about killing her. 

She  had  no  idea.  None.  Because  I  was  so  good  at  my  job  that  she  thought  I enjoyed it, too. So she began to trust me—more than the others. Especially when

I proved what I could do to her enemies. But I was glad to do it. I hated myself, 

but I was glad to do it. After a decade, I stopped expecting to see my friends or

my people again. I forgot what their faces looked like. 

And I stopped hoping.” 

Silver  gleamed  in  his  eyes,  and  he  blinked  it  away.  “Three  years  ago,”  he  said

quietly,  “I  began  to  have  these  …  dreams.  At  first,  they  were  glimpses,  as  if  I were staring through someone else’s eyes. A crackling hearth in a dark home. A

bale of hay in a barn. A warren of rabbits. The images were foggy, like looking

through  cloudy  glass.  They  were  brief—a  flash  here  and  there,  every  few

months. I thought nothing of them, until one of the images was of a hand … This

beautiful, human hand. Holding a brush. Painting—

flowers on a table.” 

My heart stopped beating. 

“And  that  time,  I  pushed  a  thought  back.  Of  the  night  sky—of  the  image  that brought  me  joy  when  I  needed  it  most.  Open  night  sky,  stars,  and  the  moon.  I didn’t know if it was received, but I tried, anyway.” 

I wasn’t sure I was breathing. 

“Those  dreams—the  flashes  of  that  person,  that  woman  …  I  treasured  them. 

They  were  a  reminder  that  there  was  some  peace  out  there  in  the  world,  some light.  That  there  was  a  place,  and  a  person,  who  had  enough  safety  to  paint flowers on a table. They went on for years, until … a year ago. I was sleeping

next to Amarantha, and I jolted awake from this dream

… this dream that was clearer and brighter, like that fog had been wiped away. 

She—you were dreaming. I was in your dream, watching as you had a nightmare

about some woman slitting your throat, while you were chased by the Bogge …

I couldn’t reach you, speak to you. But you were seeing our kind. And I realized

that  the  fog  had  probably  been  the  wall,  and  that  you  …  you  were  now  in

Prythian. 

“I  saw  you  through  your  dreams—and  I  hoarded  the  images,  sorting  through

them  over  and  over  again,  trying  to  place  where  you  were,  who  you  were.  But you  had  such  horrible  nightmares,  and  the  creatures  belonged  to  all  courts.  I’d wake up with your scent in my nose, and it would haunt me all day, every step. 

But  then  one  night,  you  dreamed  of  standing  amongst  green  hills,  seeing  unlit bonfires for Calanmai.” 

There was such silence in my head. 

“I knew there was only one celebration that large; I knew those hills—

and I knew you’d probably be there. So I told Amarantha … ” Rhys swallowed. 

“I told her that I wanted to go to the Spring Court for the celebration, to spy on

Tamlin and see if anyone showed up wishing to conspire with him. We were so

close to the deadline for the curse that she was paranoid—restless. She told me

to bring back traitors. I promised her I would.” 

His eyes lifted to mine again. 

“I got there, and I could smell you. So I tracked that scent, and … And there you

were.  Human—utterly  human,  and  being  dragged  away  by  those  piece-of-shit

picts, who wanted to … ” He shook his head. “I debated slaughtering them then

and there, but then they shoved you, and I just …

moved.  I  started  speaking  without  knowing  what  I  was  saying,  only  that  you

were there, and I was touching you, and … ” He loosed a shuddering breath. 

 There you are. I’ve been looking for you. 

His first words to me—not a lie at all, not a threat to keep those faeries away. 

 Thank you for finding her for me. 

I  had  the  vague  feeling  of  the  world  slipping  out  from  under  my  feet  like  sand washing away from the shore. 

“You looked at me,” Rhys said, “and I knew you had no idea who I was. 

That  I  might  have  seen  your  dreams,  but  you  hadn’t  seen  mine.  And  you  were just  …  human.  You  were  so  young,  and  breakable,  and  had  no  interest  in  me

whatsoever, and I knew that if I stayed too long, someone would see and report

back, and she’d find you. So I started walking away, thinking you’d be glad to

get rid of me. But then you called after me, like you couldn’t let go of me just

yet, whether you knew it or not. And I knew … I knew we were on dangerous

ground, somehow. I knew that I could never speak to you, or see you, or think of

you again. 

“I  didn’t  want  to  know  why  you  were  in  Prythian;  I  didn’t  even  want  to  know your name. Because seeing you in my dreams had been one thing, but in person

… Right then, deep down, I think I knew what you were. And I didn’t let myself

admit it, because if there was the slightest chance that you

were my mate … They would have done such unspeakable things to you, Feyre. 

“So I let you walk away. I told myself after you were gone that maybe …

maybe the Cauldron had been kind, and not cruel, for letting me see you. 

Just  once.  A  gift  for  what  I  was  enduring.  And  when  you  were  gone,  I  found those  three  picts.  I  broke  into  their  minds,  reshaping  their  lives,  their  histories, and dragged them before Amarantha. I made them confess to conspiring to find

other rebels that night. I made them lie and claim that they hated her. I watched

her  carve  them  up  while  they  were  still  alive,  protesting  their  innocence.  I enjoyed it—because I knew what they had wanted to do to you. And knew that it

would  have  paled  in  comparison  to  what  Amarantha  would  have  done  if  she’d

found you.” 

I wrapped a hand around my throat.  I had my reasons to be out then, he’d once

said to me Under the Mountain.  Do not think, Feyre, that it did not  cost me. 


Rhys  kept  staring  at  the  table  as  he  said,  “I  didn’t  know.  That  you  were  with Tamlin. That you were staying at the Spring Court. Amarantha sent me that day

after  the  Summer  Solstice  because  I’d  been  so  successful  on  Calanmai.  I  was

prepared to mock him, maybe pick a fight. But then I got into that room, and the

scent was familiar, but hidden … And then I saw the plate, and felt the glamour, 

and … There you were. Living in my second-most enemy’s house. Dining with

him. Reeking of his scent. Looking at him like … Like you loved him.” 

The whites of his knuckles showed. 

“And  I  decided  that  I  had  to  scare  Tamlin.  I  had  to  scare  you,  and  Lucien,  but mostly Tamlin. Because I saw how he looked at you, too. So what I did that day

…  ”  His  lips  were  pale,  tight.  “I  broke  into  your  mind  and  held  it  enough  that you felt it, that it terrified you, hurt you. I made Tamlin beg—

as  Amarantha  had  made  me  beg,  to  show  him  how  powerless  he  was  to  save

you.  And  I  prayed  my  performance  was  enough  to  get  him  to  send  you  away. 

Back to the human realm, away from Amarantha. Because she was going to find

you. If you broke that curse, she was going to find you and kill you. 

“But  I  was  so  selfish—I  was  so  stupidly  selfish  that  I  couldn’t  walk  away

without knowing your name. And you were looking at me like I was a monster, 

so I told myself it didn’t matter, anyway. But you lied when I

asked. I knew you did. I had your mind in my hands, and you had the defiance

and foresight to lie to my face. So I walked away from you again. I vomited my

guts up as soon as I left.” 

My lips wobbled, and I pressed them together. 

“I checked back once. To ensure you were gone. I went with them the day they

sacked  the  manor—to  make  my  performance  complete.  I  told  Amarantha  the

name of that girl, thinking you’d invented it. I had no idea

… I had no idea she’d send her cronies to retrieve Clare. But if I admitted my lie

…  ”  He  swallowed  hard.  “I  broke  into  Clare’s  head  when  they  brought  her

Under the Mountain. I took away her pain, and told her to scream when expected

to.  So  they  …  they  did  those  things  to  her,  and  I  tried  to  make  it  right,  but  …

After a week, I couldn’t let them do it. Hurt her like that anymore. So while they

tortured her, I slipped into her mind again and ended it. She didn’t feel any pain. 

She felt none of what they did to her, even at the end. But … But I still see her. 

And my men. And the others that I killed for Amarantha.” 

Two tears slid down his cheeks, swift and cold. 

He didn’t wipe them away as he said, “I thought it was done after that. 

With Clare’s death, Amarantha believed you were dead. So you were safe, and

far away, and my people were safe, and Tamlin had lost, so … it was done. We

were done. But then … I was in the back of the throne room that day the Attor

brought  you  in.  And  I  have  never  known  such  horror,  Feyre,  as  I  did  when  I watched  you  make  that  bargain.  Irrational,  stupid  terror—I  didn’t  know  you.  I didn’t even know your name. But I thought of those painter’s hands, the flowers

I’d seen you create. And how she’d delight in breaking your fingers apart. I had

to  stand  and  watch  as  the  Attor  and  its  cronies  beat  you.  I  had  to  watch  the disgust  and  hatred  on  your  face  as  you  looked  at  me,  watched  me  threaten  to shatter Lucien’s mind. And then—

then  I  learned  your  name.  Hearing  you  say  it  …  it  was  like  an  answer  to  a question I’d been asking for five hundred years. 

“I decided, then and there, that I was going to fight. And I would fight dirty, and

kill and torture and manipulate, but I was going to fight. If there was a shot of freeing us from Amarantha, you were it. I thought … I thought the Cauldron had

been sending me these dreams to tell me that you would be the one to save us. 

Save my people. 

“So  I  watched  your  first  trial.  Pretending—always  pretending  to  be  that  person you hated. When you were hurt so badly against the Wyrm … I found my way in

with  you.  A  way  to  defy  Amarantha,  to  spread  the  seeds  of  hope  to  those  who knew how to read the message, and a way to keep you alive without seeming too

suspicious. And a way to get back at Tamlin …

To  use  him  against  Amarantha,  yes,  but  …  To  get  back  at  him  for  my  mother and  sister,  and  for  …  having  you.  When  we  made  that  bargain,  you  were  so

hateful that I knew I’d done my job well. 

“So  we  endured  it.  I  made  you  dress  like  that  so  Amarantha  wouldn’t  suspect, and made you drink the wine so you would not remember the nightly horrors in

that  mountain.  And  that  last  night,  when  I  found  you  two  in  the  hall  …  I  was jealous. I was jealous of him, and pissed off that he’d used that one shot of being

unnoticed  not  to  get  you  out,  but  to  be  with  you,  and  …  Amarantha  saw  that jealousy. She saw me kissing you to hide the evidence, but she saw why. For the

first  time,  she  saw  why.  So  that  night,  after  I  left  you,  I  had  to  …  service  her. 

She  kept  me  there  longer  than  usual,  trying  to  squeeze  the  answers  out  of  me. 

But  I  gave  her  what  she  wanted  to  hear:  that  you  were  nothing,  that  you  were human garbage, that I’d use and discard you. Afterward … I wanted to see you. 

One  last  time.  Alone.  I  thought  about  telling  you  everything—but  who  I’d

become, who you thought I was … I didn’t dare shatter that deception. 

“But  your  final  trial  came,  and  …  When  she  started  torturing  you,  something

snapped  in  a  way  I  couldn’t  explain,  only  that  seeing  you  bleeding  and

screaming undid me. It broke me at last. And I knew as I picked up that knife to

kill her … I knew right then what you were. I knew that you were my mate, and

you were in love with another male, and had destroyed yourself to save him, and

that … that I didn’t care. If you were going to die, I was going to die with you. I

couldn’t stop thinking it over and over as you screamed, as I tried to kill her: you

were my mate, my mate, my mate. 

“But then she snapped your neck.” 

Tears rolled down his face. 

“And I felt you die,” he whispered. 

Tears were sliding down my own cheeks. 

“And  this  beautiful,  wonderful  thing  that  had  come  into  my  life,  this  gift  from the Cauldron … It was gone. In my desperation, I clung to that bond. 

Not the bargain—the bargain was nothing, the bargain was like a cobweb. 

But I grabbed that bond between us and I  tugged, I willed you to hold on, to stay with me, because if we could get free … If we could get free, then all seven of us

were there. We could bring you back. And I didn’t care if I had to slice into all

of  their  minds  to  do  it.  I’d   make  them  save  you.”  His  hands  were  shaking. 

“You’d  freed  us  with  your  last  breath,  and  my  power—I  wrapped  my  power

around  the  bond.  The  mating  bond.  I  could  feel  you  flickering  there,  holding on.” 

Home. Home had been at the end of the bond, I’d told the Bone Carver. 

Not Tamlin, not the Spring Court, but … Rhysand. 

“So  Amarantha  died,  and  I  spoke  to  the  High  Lords  mind  to  mind,  convincing

them to come forward, to offer that  spark of power. None of them disagreed.  I

think they were too stunned to think of saying no. And …

I  again  had  to  watch  as  Tamlin  held  you.  Kissed  you.  I  wanted  to  go  home,  to Velaris, but I had to stay, to make sure things were set in motion, that you were

all right. So I waited as long as I could, then I sent a tug through the bond. Then

you came to find me. 

“I almost told you then, but … You were so sad. And tired. And for once, you

looked at me like … like I was worth something. So I promised myself that the

next time I saw you, I’d free you of the bargain. Because I was selfish, and knew

that  if  I  let  go  right  then,  he’d  lock  you  up  and  I’d  never  get  to  see  you  again. 

When I went to leave you … I think transforming you into Fae made the bond

lock into place permanently. I’d known it existed, but it  hit me then—hit me so

strong  that  I  panicked.  I  knew  if  I  stayed  a  second  longer,  I’d  damn  the

consequences and take you with me. And you’d hate me forever. 

“I  landed  at  the  Night  Court,  right  as  Mor  was  waiting  for  me,  and  I  was  so frantic, so … unhinged, that I told her everything. I hadn’t seen her in fifty years, 

and  my  first  words  to  her  were,  ‘She’s  my  mate.’  And  for  three  months  …  for three  months  I  tried  to  convince  myself  that  you  were  better  off  without  me.  I tried to convince myself that everything I’d done had made you hate me. But I

felt you through the bond, through your open mental shields. I felt your pain, and

sadness,  and  loneliness.  I  felt  you  struggling  to  escape  the  darkness  of

Amarantha the same way I was. I heard you were going to marry him, and I told

myself you were happy. I should

let you be happy, even if it killed me. Even if you were my mate, you’d earned

that happiness. 

“The  day  of  your  wedding,  I’d  planned  to  get  rip-roaring  drunk  with  Cassian, who  had  no  idea  why,  but  …  But  then  I  felt  you  again.  I  felt  your  panic,  and despair,  and  heard  you  beg  someone—anyone—to  save  you.  I  lost  it.  I

winnowed  to  the  wedding,  and  barely  remembered  who  I  was  supposed  to  be, 

the part I was supposed to play. All I could see was you, in your stupid wedding

dress—so thin. So, so thin, and pale. And I wanted to kill him for it, but I had to

get you out. Had to call in that bargain, just once, to get you away, to see if you

were all right.” 

Rhys looked up at me, eyes desolate. “It killed me, Feyre, to send you back. To

see you waste away, month by month. It killed me to know he was sharing your

bed. Not just because you were my mate, but because I … ” 

He glanced down, then up at me again. “I knew … I knew I was in love with you

that moment I picked up the knife to kill Amarantha. 

“When you finally came here … I decided I wouldn’t tell you. Any of it. 

I wouldn’t let you out of the bargain, because your hatred was better than facing

the two alternatives: that you felt nothing for me, or that you … you might feel

something  similar,  and  if  I  let  myself  love  you,  you  would  be  taken  from  me. 

The  way  my  family  was—the  way  my  friends  were.  So  I  didn’t  tell  you.  I

watched as you faded away. Until that day … that day he locked you up. 

“I  would  have  killed  him  if  he’d  been  there.  But  I  broke  some  very,  very

fundamental rules in taking you away. Amren said if I got you to admit that we

were mates, it would keep any trouble from our door, but … I couldn’t force the

bond on you. I couldn’t try to seduce you into accepting the bond, either. Even if it  gave  Tamlin  license  to  wage  war  on  me.  You  had  been  through  so  much

already. I didn’t want you to think that everything I did was to win you, just to

keep  my  lands  safe.  But  I  couldn’t  …  I  couldn’t  stop  being  around  you,  and loving you, and wanting you. I still can’t stay away.” 

He leaned back, loosing a long breath. 

Slowly, I turned around, to where the soup was now boiling, and ladled it into a

bowl. 

He watched every step I took to the table, the steaming bowl in my hands. 

I stopped before him, staring down. 

And I said, “You love me?” 

Rhys nodded. 

And I wondered if love was too weak a word for what he felt, what he’d done for

me. For what I felt for him. 

I set the bowl down before him. “Then eat.” 
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I watched him consume every spoonful, his eyes darting between where I stood

and the soup. 

When he was done, he set down his spoon. 

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” he said at last. 

“I  was  going  to  tell  you  what  I’d  decided  the  moment  I  saw  you  on  the

threshold.” 

Rhys twisted in his seat toward me. “And now?” 

Aware of every breath, every movement, I sat in his lap. His hands gently braced

my  hips  as  I  studied  his  face.  “And  now  I  want  you  to  know,  Rhysand,  that  I love you. I want you to know … ” His lips trembled, and I brushed away the tear

that  escaped  down  his  cheek.  “I  want  you  to  know,”  I  whispered,  “that  I  am broken  and  healing,  but  every  piece  of  my  heart  belongs  to  you.  And  I  am

honored—  honored to be your mate.” 

His  arms  wrapped  around  me  and  he  pressed  his  forehead  to  my  shoulder,  his

body shaking. I stroked a hand through his silken hair. 

“I  love  you,”  I  said  again.  I  hadn’t  dared  say  the  words  in  my  head.  “And  I’d endure  every  second  of  it  over  again  so  I  could  find  you.  And  if  war  comes, we’ll face it. Together. I won’t let them take me from you. And I won’t let them

take you from me, either.” 

Rhys looked up, his face gleaming with tears. He went still as I leaned in, kissing

away one tear. Then the other. As he had once kissed away mine. 

When my lips were wet and salty with them, I pulled back far enough to see his

eyes. “You’re mine,” I breathed. 

His  body  shuddered  with  what  might  have  been  a  sob,  but  his  lips  found  my

own. 

It was gentle—soft. The kiss he might have given me if we’d been granted time

and peace to meet across our two separate worlds. To court each other. I slid my

arms around his shoulders, opening my mouth to him, and his tongue slipped in, 

caressing my own. Mate—my mate. 

He hardened against me, and I groaned into his mouth. 

The  sound  snapped  whatever  leash  he’d  had  on  himself,  and  Rhysand  scooped

me up in a smooth movement before laying me flat on the table—

amongst and on top of all the paints. 

He  deepened  the  kiss,  and  I  wrapped  my  legs  around  his  back,  hooking  him

closer. He tore his lips from my mouth to my neck, where he dragged his teeth

and tongue down my skin as his hands slid under my sweater and went up, up, to

cup  my  breasts.  I  arched  into  the  touch,  and  lifted  my  arms  as  he  peeled  away my sweater in one easy motion. 

Rhys pulled back to survey me, my body naked from the waist up. Paint soaked into my hair, my arms. But all I could think of was his mouth as it lowered to my

breast and sucked, his tongue flicking against my nipple. 

I plunged my fingers into his hair, and he braced a hand beside my head

—smack  atop  a  palette  of  paint.  He  let  out  a  low  laugh,  and  I  watched, 

breathless, as he took that hand and traced a circle around my breast, then lower, 

until he painted a downward arrow beneath my belly button. 

“Lest you forget where this is going to end,” he said. 

I snarled at him, a silent order, and he laughed again, his mouth finding my other

breast. He ground his hips against me, teasing—teasing me so horribly that I had

to touch him, had to just feel  more of him. There was paint all over my hands, 

my arms, but I didn’t care as I grabbed at his clothes. He shifted enough to let

me  remove  them,  weapons  and  leather  thudding  to  the  ground,  revealing  that

beautiful  tattooed  body,  the  powerful  muscles  and  wings  now  peeking  above

them. 

My mate—my mate. 

His  mouth  crashed  into  mine,  his  bare  skin  so  warm  against  my  own,  and  I

gripped  his  face,  smearing  paint  there,  too.  Smearing  it  in  his  hair,  until  great streaks of blue and red and green ran through it. His hands found my waist, and I

bucked my hips off the table to help him remove my socks, my leggings. 

Rhys  pulled  back  again,  and  I  let  out  a  bark  of  protest—that  choked  off  into  a gasp as he gripped my thighs and yanked me to the edge of the table, 

through paints and brushes and cups of water, hooked my legs over his shoulders

to rest on either side of those beautiful wings, and knelt before me. 

Knelt on those stars and mountains inked on his knees. He would bow for no one

and nothing—

But his mate. His equal. 

The first lick of Rhysand’s tongue set me on fire. 

 I want you splayed out on the table like my own personal feast. 

He  growled  his  approval  at  my  moan,  my  taste,  and  unleashed  himself  on  me

entirely. 

A  hand  pinning  my  hips  to  the  table,  he  worked  me  in  great  sweeping  strokes. 

And when his tongue slid inside me, I reached up to grip the edge of the table, to

grip the edge of the world that I was very near to falling off. 

He  licked  and  kissed  his  way  to  the  apex  of  my  thighs,  just  as  his  fingers replaced where his mouth had been, pumping inside me as he sucked, his teeth

scraping ever so slightly—

I  bowed  off  the  table  as  my  climax  shattered  through  me,  splintering  my

consciousness  into  a  million  pieces.  He  kept  licking  me,  fingers  still  moving. 

“Rhys,” I rasped. 

Now. I wanted him now. 

But he remained kneeling, feasting on me, that hand pinning me to the table. 

I went over the edge again. And only when I was trembling, half sobbing, limp

with pleasure, did Rhys rise from the floor. 

He  looked  me  over,  naked,  covered  in  paint,  his  own  face  and  body  smeared

with it, and give me a slow, satisfied male smile. “You’re  mine,” he snarled, and hefted me up into his arms. 

I wanted the wall—I wanted him to just take me against the wall, but he carried

me into the room I’d been using and set me down on the bed with heartbreaking

gentleness. 

Wholly naked, I watched as he unbuttoned his pants, and the considerable length

of him sprang free. My mouth went dry at the sight of it. I wanted him, wanted

every  glorious  inch  of  him  in  me,  wanted  to  claw  at  him  until  our  souls  were forged together. 

He  didn’t  say  anything  as  he  came  over  me,  wings  tucked  in  tight.  He’d  never gone to bed with a female while his wings were out. But I was his

mate. He would yield only for me. 

And I wanted to touch him. 

I leaned up, reaching over his shoulder to caress the powerful curve of his wing. 

Rhys shuddered, and I watched his cock twitch. 

“Play later,” he ground out. 

Indeed. 

His mouth found mine, the kiss open and deep, a clash of tongues and teeth. He

lay me down on the pillows, and I locked my legs around his back, careful of the

wings. 

Though I stopped caring as he nudged at my entrance. And paused. 

“Play later,” I snarled into his mouth. 

Rhys laughed in a way that skittered along my bones, and slid in. And in. 

And in. 

I  could  hardly  breathe,  hardly  think  beyond  where  our  bodies  were  joined.  He stilled  inside  me,  letting  me  adjust,  and  I  opened  my  eyes  to  find  him  staring down at me. “Say it again,” he murmured. 

I knew what he meant. 

“You’re mine,” I breathed. 

Rhys pulled out slightly and thrust back in slow. So torturously slow. 

“You’re mine,” I gasped out. 

Again, he pulled out, then thrust in. 

“You’re mine.” 

Again—faster, deeper this time. 
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I  felt  it  then,  the  bond  between  us,  like  an  unbreakable  chain,  like  an

undimmable ray of light. 

With each pounding stroke, the bond glowed clearer and brighter and stronger. 

“You’re mine,” I whispered, dragging my hands through his hair, down his back, 

across his wings. 

My friend through many dangers. 

My lover who had healed my broken and weary soul. 

My mate who had waited for me against all hope, despite all odds. 

I moved my hips in time with his. He kissed me over and over, and both of our

faces  turned  damp.  Every  inch  of  me  burned  and  tightened,  and  my  control

slipped entirely as he whispered, “I love you.” 

Release tore through my body, and he pounded into me, hard and fast, drawing

out my pleasure until I felt and saw and smelled that bond between us, until our

scents  merged, and I was his and he was mine, and we were the beginning and

middle and end. We were a song that had been sung from the very first ember of

light in the world. 

Rhys  roared  as  he  came,  slamming  in  to  the  hilt.  Outside,  the  mountains

trembled, the remaining snow rushing from them in a cascade of glittering white, 

only to be swallowed up by the waiting night below. 

Silence fell, interrupted only by our panting breaths. 

I  took  his  paint-smeared  face  between  my  own  colorful  hands  and  made  him

look at me. 

His eyes were radiant like the stars I’d painted once, long ago. 

And I smiled at Rhys as I let that mating bond shine clear and luminous between

us. 

I don’t know how long we lay there, lazily touching each other, as if we might

indeed have all the time in the world. 

“I  think  I  fell  in  love  with  you,”  Rhys  murmured,  stroking  a  finger  down  my arm,  “the  moment  I  realized  you  were  cleaving  those  bones  to  make  a  trap  for the Middengard Wyrm. Or maybe the moment you flipped me off for mocking

you. It reminded me so much of Cassian. For the first time in decades, I wanted

to  laugh.” 

“You  fell  in  love  with  me,”  I  said  flatly,  “because  I  reminded  you  of  your friend?” 

He flicked my nose. “I fell in love with you, smartass, because you were one of

us—because you weren’t afraid of me, and you decided to end your spectacular

victory  by  throwing  that  piece  of  bone  at  Amarantha  like  a  javelin.  I  felt

Cassian’s  spirit  beside  me  in  that  moment,  and  could  have  sworn  I  heard  him say, ‘  If you don’t marry her, you stupid prick, I will.’ ” 

I huffed a laugh, sliding my paint-covered hand over his tattooed chest. 

Paint—right. 

We were both covered in it. So was the bed. 

Rhys followed my eyes and gave me a grin that was positively wicked. 

“How convenient that the bathtub is large enough for two.” 

My blood heated, and I rose from the bed only to have him move faster—

scooping me up in his arms. He was splattered with paint, his hair crusted with

it, and his poor, beautiful wings … Those were my handprints on them. Naked, 

he carried me into the bath, where the water was already running, the magic of

this cabin acting on our behalf. 

He  strode  down  the  steps  into  the  water,  his  hiss  of  pleasure  a  brush  of  air against my ear. And I might have moaned a little myself when the hot water hit

me as he sat us both down in the tub. 

A basket of soaps and oils appeared along the stone rim, and I pushed off him to

sink further beneath the surface. The steam wafted between us, and Rhys picked

up  a  bar  of  that  pine  tar–smelling  soap  and  handed  it  to  me,  then  passed  a washrag. “Someone, it seems, got my wings dirty.” 

My  face  heated,  but  my  gut  tightened.  Illyrian  males  and  their  wings—so sensitive. 

I  twirled  my  finger  to  motion  him  to  turn  around.  He  obeyed,  spreading  those magnificent wings enough for me to find the paint stains. Carefully, so carefully, 

I soaped up the washcloth and began wiping the red and blue and purple away. 

The candlelight danced over his countless, faint scars—nearly invisible save for

harder bits of membrane. He shuddered with each pass, hands braced on the lip

of the tub. I peeked over his shoulder to see the evidence of that sensitivity, and

said, “At least the rumors about wingspan correlating with the size of other parts

were right.” 

His  back  muscles  tensed  as  he  choked  out  a  laugh.  “Such  a  dirty,  wicked

mouth.” 

I thought of all the places I wanted to put that mouth and blushed a bit. 

“I  think  I  was  falling  in  love  with  you  for  a  while,”  I  said,  the  words  barely audible over the trickle of water as I washed his beautiful wings. 

“But I knew on Starfall. Or came close to knowing and was so scared of it that I

didn’t want to look closer. I was a coward.” 

“You had perfectly good reasons to avoid it.” 

“No, I didn’t. Maybe—thanks to Tamlin, yes. But it had nothing to do with you, 

Rhys.  Nothing to do with you. I was never afraid of the consequences of being

with you. Even if every assassin in the world hunts us … It’s worth it.  You are

worth it.” 

His head dipped a bit. And he said hoarsely, “Thank you.” 

My  heart  broke  for  him  then—for  the  years  he’d  spent  thinking  the  opposite.  I kissed his bare neck, and he reached back to drag a finger down my cheek. 

I finished the wings and gripped his shoulder to turn him to face me. 

“What  now?”  Wordlessly,  he  took  the  soap  from  my  hands  and  turned  me, 

rubbing down my back, scrubbing lightly with the cloth. 

“It’s  up  to  you,”  Rhys  said.  “We  can  go  back  to  Velaris  and  have  the  bond verified by a priestess—no one like Ianthe, I promise—and be declared officially

Mated. We could have a small party to celebrate—dinner with our

… cohorts. Unless you’d rather have a large party, though I think you and I are

in  agreement  about  our  aversion  for  them.”  His  strong  hands  kneaded  muscles

that were tight and aching in my back, and I groaned. “We could also go before a

priestess and be declared husband and wife as well as mates, if you want a more

human thing to call me.” 

“What will  you call me?” 

“Mate,”  he  said.  “Though  also  calling  you  my  wife  sounds  mighty  appealing, 

too.” His thumbs massaged the column of my spine. “Or if you want to wait, we

can do none of those things. We’re mated, whether it’s shouted across the world

or not. There’s no rush to decide.” 

I turned. “I was asking about Jurian, the king, the queens, and the Cauldron, but

I’m glad to know I have so many options where our relationship stands. And that

you’ll  do  whatever  I  want.  I  must  have  you  wrapped  completely  around  my

finger.” 

His eyes danced with feline amusement. “Cruel, beautiful thing.” 

I snorted. The idea that he found me beautiful at all—

“You  are,”  he  said.  “You’re  the  most  beautiful  thing  I’ve  ever  seen.  I  thought that from the first moment I saw you on Calanmai.” 

And  it  was  stupid,  stupid  for  beauty  to  mean  anything  at  all,  but  …  My  eyes burned. 

“Which is good,” he added, “because you thought  I was the most beautiful male

you’d ever seen. So it makes us even.” 

I scowled, and he laughed, hands sliding to grip my waist and tug me to him. He

sat down on the built-in bench of the tub, and I straddled him, idly stroking his

muscled arms. 

“Tomorrow,” Rhys said, features becoming grave. “We’re leaving tomorrow for

your family’s estate. The queens sent word. They return in

three days.” 

I started. “You’re telling me this  now?” 

“I got sidetracked,” he said, his eyes twinkling. 

And the light in those eyes, the quiet joy … They knocked the breath from me. A

future—we would have a future together.  I would have a future. 

A  life. 

His smile faded into something awed, something … reverent, and I reached out

to cup his face in my hands—

To find my skin glowing. 

Faintly, as if some inner light shone beneath my skin, leaking out into the world. 

Warm  and  white  light,  like  the  sun—like  a  star.  Those  wonder-filled  eyes  met mine, and Rhys ran a finger down my arm. “Well, at least now I can gloat that I

literally make my mate glow with happiness.” 

I laughed, and the glow flared a little brighter. He leaned in, kissing me softly, 

and  I  melted  for  him,  wrapping  my  arms  around  his  neck.  He  was  rock-hard

against me, pushing against where I sat poised right above him. 

All it would take would be one smooth motion and he’d be inside me—

But Rhys stood from the water, both of us dripping wet, and I hooked my legs

around  him  as  he  walked  us  back  into  the  bedroom.  The  sheets  had  been

changed  by  the  domestic  magic  of  the  house,  and  they  were  warm  and  smooth

against my naked body as he set me down and stared at me. Shining

—I was shining bright and pure as a star. “Day Court?” I asked. 

“I don’t care,” he said roughly, and removed the glamour from himself. 

It  was  a  small  magic,  he’d  once  told  me,  to  keep  the  damper  on  who  he  was, what his power looked like. 

As the full majesty of him was unleashed, he filled the room, the world, my soul, with glittering ebony power. Stars and wind and shadows; peace and dreams and

the honed edge of nightmares. Darkness rippled from him like tendrils of steam

as he reached out a hand and laid it flat against the glowing skin of my stomach. 

That hand of night splayed, the light leaking through the wafting shadows, and I

hoisted myself up on my elbows to kiss him. 

Smoke and mist and dew. 

I moaned at the taste of him, and he opened his mouth for me, letting me brush

my  tongue  against  his,  scrape  it  against  his  teeth.  Everything  he  was  had  been laid before me—one final question. 

I wanted it all. 

I gripped his shoulders, guiding him onto the bed. And when he lay flat on his

back, I saw the flash of protest at the pinned wings. But I crooned, 

“Illyrian  baby,”  and  ran  my  hands  down  his  muscled  abdomen—farther.  He

stopped objecting. 

He  was  enormous  in  my  hand—so  hard,  yet  so  silken  that  I  just  ran  a  finger down him in wonder. He hissed, cock twitching as I brushed my thumb over the

tip. I smirked as I did it again. 

He reached for me, but I froze him with a look. “My turn,” I told him. 

Rhys gave me a lazy, male smile before he settled back, tucking a hand behind

his head. Waiting. 

Cocky bastard. 

So I leaned down and put my mouth on him. 

He jerked at the contact with a barked, “Shit,” and I laughed around him, even as I took him deeper into my mouth. 

His hands were now fisted in the sheets, white-knuckled as I slid my tongue over

him, grazing slightly with my teeth. His groan was fire to my blood. 

Honestly, I was surprised he waited the full minute before interrupting me. 

 Pouncing was a better word for what Rhys did. 

One  second,  he  was  in  my  mouth,  my  tongue  flicking  over  the  broad  head  of

him; the next, his hands were on my waist and I was being flipped onto my front. 

He  nudged  my  legs  apart  with  his  knees,  spreading  me  as  he  gripped  my  hips, tugging them up, up before he sheathed himself deep in me with a single stroke. 

I moaned into the pillow at every glorious inch of him, rising onto my forearms

as my fingers grappled into the sheets. 

Rhys  pulled  out  and  plunged  back  in,  eternity  exploding  around  me  in  that

instant, and I thought I might break apart from not being able to get enough of

him. 

“Look  at  you,”  he  murmured  as  he  moved  in  me,  and  kissed  the  length  of  my spine. 

I  managed  to  rise  up  enough  to  see  where  we  were  joined—to  see  the  sunlight shimmer off me against the rippling night of him, merging and

blending,  enriching.  And  the  sight  of  it  wrecked  me  so  thoroughly  that  I

climaxed with his name on my lips. 

Rhys hauled me up against him, one hand cupping my breast as the other rolled

and stroked that bundle of nerves between my legs, and I couldn’t tell where one

climax ended and the second began as he thrust in again, and again, his lips on

my neck, on my ear. 

I could die from this, I decided. From wanting him, from the pleasure of being

with him. 

He twisted us, pulling out only long enough to lie on his back and haul me over

him. 

There was a glimmer in the darkness—a flash of lingering pain, a scar. 

And I understood why he wanted me like this, wanted to end it like this, with me

astride him. 
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It broke my heart. I leaned forward to kiss him, softly, tenderly. 

As our mouths met, I slid onto him, the fit so much deeper, and he murmured my

name into my mouth. I kissed him again and again, and rode him gently. Later—

there would be other times to go hard and fast. But right now … I wouldn’t think

of why this position was one he wanted to end in, to have me banish the stained

dark with the light. 

But I would glow—for him, I’d glow. For my own future, I’d glow. 

So  I  sat  up,  hands  braced  on  his  broad  chest,  and  unleashed  that  light  in  me, letting  it  drive  out  the  darkness  of  what  had  been  done  to  him,  my  mate,  my friend. 

Rhys barked my name, thrusting his hips up. Stars wheeled as he slammed deep. 

I think the light pouring out of me might have been starlight, or maybe my own

vision  fractured  as  release  barreled  into  me  again  and  Rhys  found  his,  gasping my name over and over as he spilled himself in me. 

When we were done, I remained atop him, fingertips digging into his chest, and

marveled at him. At us. 

He  tugged  on  my  wet  hair.  “We’ll  have  to  find  a  way  to  put  a  damper  on  that light.” 

“I can keep the shadows hidden easily enough.” 

“Ah,  but  you  only  lose  control  of  those  when  you’re  pissed.  And  since  I  have every intention of making you as happy as a person can be … I have a feeling

we’ll need to learn to control that wondrous glow.” 

“Always thinking; always calculating.” 

Rhys kissed the corner of my mouth. “You have no idea how many things I’ve

thought up when it comes to you.” 

“I remember mention of a wall.” 

His  laugh  was  a  sensual  promise.  “Next  time,  Feyre,  I’ll  fuck  you  against  the wall.” 

“Hard enough to make the pictures fall off.” 

Rhys  barked  a  laugh.  “Show  me  again  what  you  can  do  with  that  wicked

mouth.” 

I obliged him. 

It was wrong to compare, because I knew probably every High Lord could keep

a woman from sleeping all night, but Rhysand was … ravenous. I got perhaps an

hour  total  of  sleep  that  night,  though  I  supposed  I  was  to  equally  share  the blame. 

I couldn’t stop, couldn’t get enough of the taste of him in my mouth, the feel of

him  inside  of  me.  More,  more,  more—until  I  thought  I  might  burst  out  of  my skin from pleasure. 

“It’s  normal,”  Rhys  said  around  a  mouthful  of  bread  as  we  sat  at  the  table  for breakfast. We’d barely made it into the kitchen. He’d taken one step out of bed, 

giving  me  a  full  view  of  his  glorious  wings,  muscled  back,  and  that  beautiful backside,  and  I’d  leaped  on  him.  We’d  tumbled  to  the  floor  and  he’d  shredded the pretty little area rug beneath his talons as I rode him. 

“What’s normal?” I said. I could barely look at him without wanting to combust. 

“The  …  frenzy,”  he  said  carefully,  as  if  fearful  the  wrong  word  might  send  us both  hurtling  for  each  other  before  we  could  get  sustenance  into  our  bodies. 

“When a couple accepts the mating bond, it’s … overwhelming. 

Again,  harkening  back  to  the  beasts  we  once  were.  Probably  something  about

ensuring the female was impregnated.” My heart paused at that. 

“Some couples don’t leave the house for a week. Males get so volatile that it can

be  dangerous  for  them  to  be  in  public,  anyway.  I’ve  seen  males  of  reason  and education  shatter  a  room  because  another  male  looked  too  long  in  their  mate’s direction, too soon after they’d been mated.” 

I hissed out a breath. Another shattered room flashed in my memory. 

Rhys  said  softly,  knowing  what  haunted  me,  “I’d  like  to  believe  I  have  more restraint than the average male, but … Be patient with me, Feyre, if I’m a little

on edge.” 

That he’d admit that much … “You don’t want to leave this house.” 

“I want to stay in that bedroom and fuck you until we’re both hoarse.” 

That fast, I was ready for him, aching for him, but—but we had to go. 

Queens. Cauldron. Jurian. War. “About—pregnancy,” I said. 

And might as well have thrown a bucket of ice over both of us. 

“We didn’t—I’m not taking a tonic. I haven’t been, I mean.” 

He set down his bread. “Do you want to start taking it again?” 

If I did, if I started today, it’d negate what we’d done last night, but … “If I am a

High  Lord’s  mate,  I’m  expected  to  bear  you  offspring,  aren’t  I?  So  perhaps  I shouldn’t.” 

“You are not expected to bear me  anything,” he snarled. “Children are rare, yes. 

So rare, and so precious. But I don’t want you to have them unless you want to

—unless we  both want to. And right now, with this war coming, with Hybern …

I’ll  admit  that  I’m  terrified  at  the  thought  of  my  mate  being  pregnant  with  so many enemies around us. I’m terrified of what  I might do if you’re pregnant and

threatened. Or harmed.” 

Something  tight  in  my  chest  eased,  even  as  a  chill  went  down  my  back  as  I considered that power, that rage I’d seen at the Night Court, unleashed upon the

earth. “Then I’ll start taking it today, once we get back.” 

I rose from the table on shaky knees and headed for the bedroom. I had to bathe

—I was covered in him, my mouth tasted of him, despite breakfast. 

Rhys said softly from behind me, “I would be happy beyond reason, though, if

you one day did honor me with children. To share that with you.” 

I turned back to him. “I want to live first,” I said. “With you. I want to see things

and have adventures. I want to learn what it is to be immortal, to be your mate, to be part of your family. I want to be … ready for them. And I selfishly want to

have you all to myself for a while.” 

His smile was gentle, sweet. “You take all the time you need. And if I get you all

to myself for the rest of eternity, then I won’t mind that at all.” 

I  made  it  to  the  edge  of  the  bath  before  Rhys  caught  me,  carried  me  into  the water, and made love to me, slow and deep, amid the billowing steam. 

CHAPTER

56

Rhys winnowed us to the Illyrian camp. We wouldn’t be staying long enough to

be at risk—and with ten thousand Illyrian warriors surrounding us on the various

peaks, Rhys doubted anyone would be stupid enough to attack. 

We’d  just  appeared  in  the  mud  outside  the  little  house  when  Cassian  drawled

from behind us, “Well, it’s about time.” 

The savage, wild snarl that ripped out of Rhys was like nothing I’d heard, and I

gripped his arm as he whirled on Cassian. 

Cassian looked at him and laughed. 

But  the  Illyrian  warriors  in  the  camp  began  shooting  into  the  sky,  hauling

women and children with them. 

“Hard ride?” Cassian tied back his dark hair with a worn strap of leather. 

Preternatural quiet now leaked from Rhys where the snarl had erupted a moment

before. And rather than see him turn the camp to rubble I said, 

“When he bashes your teeth in, Cassian, don’t come crying to me.” 

Cassian crossed his arms. “Mating bond chafing a bit, Rhys?” 

Rhys said nothing. 

Cassian  snickered.  “Feyre  doesn’t  look  too  tired.  Maybe  she  could  give  me  a
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ride—” 

Rhys exploded. 

Wings and muscles and snapping teeth, and they were rolling through the mud, 

fists flying, and—

And Cassian had known exactly what he was saying and doing, I realized as he

kicked Rhys off him, as Rhys didn’t touch that power that could have flattened

these mountains. 

He’d seen the edge in Rhys’s eyes and known he had to dull it before we could

go any further. 

Rhys  had  known,  too.  Which  was  why  we’d  winnowed  here  first—and  not

Velaris. 

They were a sight to behold, two Illyrian males fighting in the mud and stones, 

panting and spitting blood. None of the other Illyrians dared land. 

Nor  would  they,  I  realized,  until  Rhys  had  worked  off  his  temper—or  left  the camp  entirely.  If  the  average  male  needed  a  week  to  adjust  …  What  was

required of Rhysand? A month? Two? A year? 

Cassian laughed as Rhys slammed a fist into his face, blood spraying. 

Cassian slung one right back at him, and I cringed as Rhys’s head knocked to the

side. I’d seen Rhys fight before, controlled and elegant, and I’d seen him mad, 

but never so … feral. 

“They’ll  be  at  it  for  a  while,”  Mor  said,  leaning  against  the  threshold  of  the house. She held open the door. “Welcome to the family, Feyre.” 

And I thought those might have been the most beautiful words I’d ever heard. 

Rhys  and  Cassian  spent  an  hour  pummeling  each  other  into  exhaustion,  and

when they trudged back into the house, bloody and filthy, one look at my mate

was all it took for me to crave the smell and feel of him. 

Cassian and Mor instantly found somewhere else to be, and Rhys didn’t bother

taking my clothes all the way off before he bent me over the kitchen table and

made me moan his name loud enough for the Illyrians still circling high above to

hear. 

But when we finished, the tightness in his shoulders and the tension coiled in his

eyes had vanished … And a knock on the door from Cassian had Rhys handing

me  a  damp  washcloth  to  clean  myself.  A  moment  later,  the  four  of  us  had

winnowed to the music and light of Velaris. 

To home. 

The sun had barely set as Rhys and I walked hand in hand into the dining room

of the House of Wind, and found Mor, Azriel, Amren, and Cassian

already seated. Waiting for us. 

As one, they stood. 

As one, they looked at me. 

And as one, they bowed. 

It was Amren who said, “We will serve and protect.” 

They each placed a hand over their heart. 

Waiting—for my reply. 

Rhys  hadn’t  warned  me,  and  I  wondered  if  the  words  were  supposed  to  come

from my heart, spoken without agenda or guile. So I voiced them. 

“Thank you,” I said, willing my voice to be steady. “But I’d rather you were my

friends before the serving and protecting.” 

Mor said with a wink, “We are. But we will serve and protect.” 

My face warmed, and I smiled at them. My—family. 

“Now  that  we’ve  settled  that,”  Rhys  drawled  from  behind  me,  “can  we  please eat?  I’m  famished.”  Amren  opened  her  mouth  with  a  wry  smile,  but  he  added, 

“Do   not  say  what  you  were  going  to  say,  Amren.”  Rhys  gave  Cassian  a  sharp look. Both of them were still bruised—but healing fast. 

“Unless you want to have it out on the roof.” 

Amren clicked her tongue and instead jerked her chin at me. “I heard you grew

fangs in the forest and killed some Hybern beasts. Good for you, girl.” 

“She  saved  his  sorry  ass  is  more  like  it,”  Mor  said,  filling  her  glass  of  wine. 

“Poor little Rhys got himself in a bind.” 

I  held  out  my  own  glass  for  Mor  to  fill.  “He  does  need  unusual  amounts  of coddling.” 

Azriel choked on his wine, and I met his gaze—warm for once. Soft, even. I felt

Rhys tense beside me and quickly looked away from the spymaster. 

A glance at the guilt in Rhys’s eyes told me he was sorry. And fighting it. 

So strange, the High Fae with their mating and primal instincts. So at odds with

their ancient traditions and learning. 

We  left  for  the  mortal  lands  soon  after  dinner.  Mor  carried  the  orb;  Cassian carried  her,  Azriel  flying  close,  and  Rhys  …  Rhys  held  me  tightly,  his  arms strong  and  unyielding  around  me.  We  were  silent  as  we  soared  over  the  dark

water. 

As  we  went  to  show  the  queens  the  secret  they’d  all  suffered  so  much,  for  so long, to keep. 

CHAPTER

57

Spring  had  at  last  dawned  on  the  human  world,  crocuses  and  daffodils  poking

their heads out of the thawed earth. 

Only the eldest and the golden-haired queens came this time. 

They were escorted by just as many guards, however. 

I  once  again  wore  my  flowing,  ivory  gown  and  crown  of  gold  feathers,  once

again beside Rhysand as the queens and their sentries winnowed into the sitting

room. 

But  now  Rhys  and  I  stood  hand  in  hand—unflinching,  a  song  without  end  or

beginning. 

The  eldest  queen  slid  her  cunning  eyes  over  us,  our  hands,  our  crowns,  and

merely sat without our bidding, adjusting the skirts of her emerald gown around

her.  The  golden  queen  remained  standing  for  a  moment  longer,  her  shining, 

curly head angling slightly. Her red lips twitched upward as she claimed the seat

beside her companion. 

Rhys did not so much as lower his head to them as he said, “We appreciate you

taking the time to see us again.” 

The younger queen merely gave a little nod, her amber gaze leaping over to our

friends behind us: Cassian and Azriel on either side of the bay of windows where

Elain  and  Nesta  stood  in  their  finery,  Elain’s  garden  in  bloom  behind  them. 

Nesta’s shoulders were already locked. Elain bit her lip. 

Mor stood on Rhys’s other side, this time in blue-green that reminded me of the

Sidra’s calm waters, the onyx box containing the Veritas in her tan hands. 

The ancient queen, surveying us all with narrowed eyes, let out a huff. 

“After being so gravely insulted the last time … ” A simmering glare thrown at

Nesta. My sister leveled a look of pure, unyielding flame right back at her. The

old woman clicked her tongue. “We debated for many days whether we should

return. As you can see, three of us found the insult to be unforgivable.” 

Liar. To blame it on Nesta, to try to sow discord between us for what Nesta had

tried to defend … I said with surprising calm, “If that is the worst insult any of

you have ever received in your lives, I’d say you’re all in for quite a shock when

war comes.” 

The younger one’s lips twitched again, amber eyes alight—a lion incarnate. She

purred to me, “So he won your heart after all, Cursebreaker.” 

I held her stare as Rhys and I both sat in our chairs, Mor sliding into one beside him. “I do not think,” I said, “that it was mere coincidence that the Cauldron let

us find each other on the eve of war returning between our two peoples.” 

“The  Cauldron?  And  two  peoples?”  The  golden  one  toyed  with  a  ruby  ring  on

her finger. “Our people do not invoke a Cauldron;  our people do not have magic. 

The way I see it, there is  your people—and ours.  You are little better than those Children of the Blessed.” She lifted a groomed brow. 

“What   does happen to them when they cross the wall?” She angled her head at

Rhys,  at  Cassian  and  Azriel.  “Are  they  prey?  Or  are  they  used  and  discarded, and left to grow old and infirm while you remain young forever? 

Such a pity … so unfair that you, Cursebreaker, received what all those fools no

doubt begged for. Immortality, eternal youth … What would Lord Rhysand have

done if you had aged while he did not?” 

Rhys said evenly, “Is there a point to your questions, other than to hear yourself

talk?” 

A  low  chuckle,  and  she  turned  to  the  ancient  queen,  her  yellow  dress  rustling with the movement. The old woman simply extended a wrinkled hand to the box

in Mor’s slender fingers. “Is that the proof we asked for?” 

 Don’t do it, my heart began bleating.  Don’t show them. 

Before  Mor  could  so  much  as  nod,  I  said,  “Is  my  love  for  the  High  Lord  not proof enough of our good intentions? Does my sisters’ presence here not speak

to you? There is an iron engagement ring upon my sister’s finger

—and yet she stands with us.” 

Elain  seemed  to  be  fighting  the  urge  to  tuck  her  hand  behind  the  skirts  of  her pale pink and blue dress, but stayed tall while the queens surveyed her. 

“I  would  say  that  it  is  proof  of  her  idiocy,”  the  golden  one  sneered,  “to  be engaged to a Fae-hating man … and to risk the match by associating with you.” 

“Do not,” Nesta hissed with quiet venom, “judge what you know  nothing about.” 

The golden one folded her hands in her lap. “The viper speaks again.” 

She raised her brows at me. “Surely the wise move would have been to have her

sit this meeting out.” 

“She  offers  up  her  house  and  risks  her  social  standing  for  us  to  have  these meetings,” I said. “She has the right to hear what is spoken in them. To stand as

a representative of the people of these lands. They both do.” 

The crone interrupted the younger before she could reply, and again waved that

wrinkled hand at Mor. “Show us, then. Prove us wrong.” 

Rhys gave Mor a subtle nod. No—no, it wasn’t right. Not to show them, not to

reveal the treasure that was Velaris, that was my home …

 War  is  sacrifice,  Rhys  said  into  my  mind,  through  the  small  sliver  I  now  kept open for him.  If we do not gamble Velaris, we risk losing Prythian—

 and more. 

Mor opened the lid of the black box. 

The  silver  orb  inside  glimmered  like  a  star  under  glass.  “This  is  the  Veritas,” 

Mor said in a voice that was young and old. “The gift of my first ancestor to our

bloodline. Only a few times in the history of Prythian have we used it—have we

unleashed its truth upon the world.” 

She lifted the orb from its velvet nest. It was no larger than a ripe apple, and fit

within her cupped palms as if her entire body, her entire being, had been molded

for it. 

“Truth is deadly. Truth is freedom. Truth can break and mend and bind. 

The Veritas holds in it the truth of the world. I am the Morrigan,” she said, her

eyes  not  wholly  of  this  earth.  The  hair  on  my  arms  rose.  “You  know  I  speak truth.” 

She set the Veritas onto the carpet between us. Both queens leaned in. 

But it was Rhys who said, “You desire proof of our goodness, our intentions, so

that you may trust the Book in our hands?” The Veritas began pulsing, a web of light spreading with each throb. “There is a place within

my  lands.  A  city  of  peace.  And  art.  And  prosperity.  As  I  doubt  you  or  your guards will dare pass through the wall, then I will show it to you—show you the

truth of these words, show you this place within the orb itself.” 

Mor stretched out a hand, and a pale cloud swirled from the orb, merging with

its light as it drifted past our ankles. 

The  queens  flinched,  the  guards  edging  forward  with  hands  on  their  weapons. 

But  the  clouds  continued  roiling  as  the  truth  of  it,  of  Velaris,  leaked  from  the orb, from whatever it dragged up from Mor, from Rhys. 

From the truth of the world. 

And in the gray gloom, a picture appeared. 

It was Velaris, as seen from above—as seen by Rhys, flying in. A speck in the

coast, but as he dropped down, the city and the river became clearer, vibrant. 

Then the image banked and swerved, as if Rhys had flown through his city just

this morning. It shot past boats and piers, past the homes and streets and theaters. 

Past  the  Rainbow  of  Velaris,  so  colorful  and  lovely  in  the  new  spring  sun. 

People, happy and thoughtful, kind and welcoming, waved to him. Moment after

moment, images of the Palaces, of the restaurants, of the House of Wind. All of

it—all of that secret, wondrous city. My home. 

And  I  could  have  sworn  that  there  was  love  in  that  image.  I  could  not  explain how the Veritas conveyed it, but the colors … I understood the colors, and the

light, what they conveyed, what the orb somehow picked up from whatever link

it had to Rhys’s memories. 

The illusion faded, color and light and cloud sucked back into the orb. 

“That is Velaris,” Rhys said. “For five thousand years, we have kept it a secret

from outsiders. And now you know. That is what I protect with the rumors, the

whispers, the fear. Why I fought for your people in the War—

only to begin my own supposed reign of terror once I ascended my throne, and

ensured everyone heard the legends about it. But if the cost of protecting my city and people is the contempt of the world, then so be it.” 

The two queens were gaping at the carpet as if they could still see the city there. 

Mor  cleared  her  throat.  The  golden  one,  as  if  Mor  had  barked,  started  and

dropped  an  ornate  lace  handkerchief  on  the  ground.  She  leaned  to  pick  it  up, cheeks a bit red. 

But the crone raised her eyes to us. “Your trust is … appreciated.” 

We waited. 

Both of their faces turned grave, unmoved. And I was glad I was sitting as the

eldest added at last, “We will consider.” 

“There  is  no  time  to  consider,”  Mor  countered.  “Every  day  lost  is  another  day that Hybern gets closer to shattering the wall.” 

“We will discuss amongst our companions, and inform you at our leisure.” 

“Do  you  not  understand  the  risks  you  take  in  doing  so?”  Rhys  said,  no  hint  of condescension.  Only—only  perhaps  shock.  “You  need  this  alliance  as  much  as

we do.” 

The  ancient  queen  shrugged  her  frail  shoulders.  “Did  you  think  we  would  be

moved by your letter, your plea?” She jerked her chin to the guard closest, and

he  reached  into  his  armor  to  pull  out  a  folded  letter.  The  old  woman  read,  “I write to you not as a High Lord, but as a male in love with   a woman who was once human. I write to you to beg you to act quickly. To  save her people—to help save my own. I write to you so one day we might  know true peace. So I might one day  be  able  to  live  in  a  world  where  the   woman  I  love  may  visit  her  family without fear of hatred and reprisal. A  better world.” She set down the letter. 

Rhys had written that letter weeks ago … before we’d mated. Not a demand for

the queens to meet—but a love letter. I reached across the space between us and

took his hand, squeezing gently. Rhys’s fingers tightened around my own. 

But  then  the  ancient  one  said,  “Who  is  to  say  that  this  is  not  all  some  grand manipulation?” 

“What?” Mor blurted. 

The golden queen nodded her agreement and dared say to Mor, “A great many

things  have  changed  since  the  War.  Since  your  so-called  friendships  with  our

ancestors. Perhaps you are not who you say you are. Perhaps the High Lord has

crept into our minds to make us believe you are the Morrigan.” 

Rhys  was  silent—we  all  were.  Until  Nesta  said  too  softly,  ‘This  is  the  talk  of madwomen. Of arrogant, stupid  fools.” 

Elain grabbed for Nesta’s hand to silence her. But Nesta stalked forward a step, 

face white with rage. “Give them the Book.” 

The queens blinked, stiffening. 

My sister snapped, “Give them the Book.” 

And the eldest queen hissed, “No.” 

The word clanged through me. 

But  Nesta  went  on,  flinging  out  an  arm  to  encompass  us,  the  room,  the  world, 

“There are innocent people here. In these lands. If you will not risk your necks

against  the  forces  that  threaten  us,  then  grant  those  people  a  fighting  chance. 

Give my sister the Book.” 

The crone sighed sharply through her nose. “An evacuation may be possible—” 

“You would need ten thousand ships,” Nesta said, her voice breaking. 

“You  would  need  an  armada.  I  have  calculated  the  numbers.  And  if  you  are

readying for war, you will not send your ships to us. We are stranded here.” 

The  crone  gripped  the  polished  arms  of  her  chair  as  she  leaned  forward  a  bit. 

“Then  I  suggest  asking  one  of  your  winged  males  to  carry  you  across  the  sea, girl.” 

Nesta’s throat bobbed. “Please.” I didn’t think I’d ever heard that word from her

mouth. “Please—do not leave us to face this alone.” 

The eldest queen remained unmoved. I had no words in my head. 

We  had  shown  them  …  we  had  …  we  had  done  everything.  Even  Rhys  was

silent, his face unreadable. 

But  then  Cassian  crossed  to  Nesta,  the  guards  stiffening  as  the  Illyrian  moved through them as if they were stalks of wheat in a field. 

He studied Nesta for a long moment. She was still glaring at the queens, her eyes

lined  with  tears—   tears  of  rage  and  despair,  from  that  fire  that  burned  her  so violently from within. When she finally noticed Cassian, she looked up at him. 

His voice was rough as he said, “Five hundred years ago, I fought on battlefields

not  far  from  this  house.  I  fought  beside  human  and  faerie  alike,  bled  beside them. I will stand on that battlefield again, Nesta Archeron, to protect this house

—your people. I can think of no better way to end my existence than to defend

those who need it most.” 

I watched a tear slide down Nesta’s cheek. And I watched as Cassian reached up

a hand to wipe it away. 

She did not flinch from his touch. 

I didn’t know why, but I looked at Mor. 

Her  eyes  were  wide.  Not  with  jealousy,  or  irritation,  but  …  something  perhaps like awe. 

Nesta swallowed and at last turned away from Cassian. He stared at my sister a

moment longer before facing the queens. 

Without signal, the two women rose. 

Mor demanded, on her feet as well, “Is it a sum you’re after? Name your price, 

then.” 

The  golden  queen  snorted  as  their  guards  closed  in  around  them.  “We  have  all the  riches  we  need.  We  will  now  return  to  our  palace  to  deliberate  with  our sisters.” 

“You’re already going to say no,” Mor pushed. 

The golden queen smirked. “Perhaps.” She took the crone’s withered hand. 

The ancient queen lifted her chin. “We appreciate the gesture of your trust.” 

Then they were gone. 

Mor swore. And I looked at Rhys, my own heart breaking, about to demand why

he hadn’t pushed, why he hadn’t said more—

But his eyes were on the chair where the golden queen had been seated. 

Beneath  it,  somehow  hidden  by  her  voluminous  skirts  while  she’d  sat,  was  a

box. 

A  box  …  that  she  must  have  removed  from  wherever  she  was  hiding  it  when

she’d leaned down to pick up her handkerchief. 

Rhys had known it. Had stopped speaking to get them out as fast as possible. 

How and where she’d smuggled in that lead box was the least of my concerns. 

Not as the voice of the second and final piece of the Book filled the room, sang

to me. 

 Life and death and rebirth

 Sun and moon and dark

 Rot and bloom and bones

 Hello,  sweet  thing.  Hello,  lady  of  night,  princess  of  decay.  Hello,  fanged   beast and trembling fawn. Love me, touch me, sing me. 

Madness. Where the first half had been cold cunning, this box … this was chaos, 

and disorder, and lawlessness, joy and despair. 

Rhys  smoothly  picked  it  up  and  set  it  on  the  golden  queen’s  chair.  He  did  not need my power to open it—because no High Lord’s spells had been keyed to it. 

Rhys flipped back the lid. A note lay atop the golden metal of the book. 

 I  read  your  letter.  About  the  woman  you  love.  I  believe  you.  And  I  believe   in peace. 

 I believe in a better world. 

 If anyone asks, you stole this during the meeting. 

 Do not trust the others. The sixth queen was not ill. 

That was it. 

Rhys picked up the Book of Breathings. 

 Light and dark and gray and light and dark and gray—

He  said  to  my  two  sisters,  Cassian  sticking  close  to  Nesta,  “It  is  your  choice, ladies,  whether  you  wish  to  remain  here,  or  come  with  us.  You  have  heard  the situation at hand. You have done the math about an evacuation.” 

A  nod  of  approval  as  he  met  Nesta’s  gray-blue  stare.  “Should  you  choose  to

remain,  a  unit  of  my  soldiers  will  be  here  within  the  hour  to  guard  this  place. 

Should  you  wish  to  come  live  with  us  in  that  city  we  just  showed  them,  I’d suggest packing now.” 

Nesta looked to Elain, still silent and wide-eyed. The tea she’d prepared

—the finest, most exotic tea money could buy—sat undisturbed on the table. 

Elain thumbed the iron ring on her finger. 

“It is your choice,” Nesta said with unusual gentleness. For her, Nesta would go

to Prythian. 

Elain swallowed, a doe caught in a snare. “I—I can’t. I …” 

But  my  mate  nodded—kindly.  With  understanding.  “The  sentries  will  be  here, 

and  remain  unseen  and  unfelt.  They  will  look  after  themselves.  Should  you

change  your  minds,  one  will  be  waiting  in  this  room  every  day  at  noon  and  at midnight for you to speak. My home is your home. Its doors are always open to
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you.” 

Nesta looked between Rhys and Cassian, then to me. Despair still paled her face, 

but … she bowed her head. And said to me, “That was why you painted stars on

your drawer.” 
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We immediately returned to Velaris, not trusting the queens to go long without

noticing the Book’s absence, especially if the vague mention of the sixth alluded

to further foul play amongst them. 

Amren had the second half within minutes, not even bothering to ask about the

meeting before she vanished into the dining room of the town house and shut the

doors behind her. So we waited. 

And waited. 

Two days passed. 

Amren still hadn’t cracked the code. 

Rhys and Mor left in the early afternoon to visit the Court of Nightmares

—to return the Veritas to Keir without his knowing, and ensure that the Steward

was indeed readying his forces. Cassian had reports that the Illyrian legions were

now camped across the mountains, waiting for the order to fly out to wherever

our first battle might be. 

There  would  be  one,  I  realized.  Even  if  we  nullified  the  Cauldron  using  the Book,  even  if   I  was  able  to  stop  that  Cauldron  and  the  king  from  using  it  to shatter  the  wall  and  the  world,  he  had  armies  gathered.  Perhaps  we’d  take  the fight to him once the Cauldron was disabled. 

There was no word from my sisters, no report from Azriel’s soldiers that they’d

changed their minds. My father, I remembered, was still trading in the continent

for the Mother knew what goods. Another variable in this. 

And there was no word from the queens. It was of them that I most frequently thought. Of the two-faced, golden-eyed queen with not just a

lion’s coloring … but a lion’s heart, too. 

I hoped I saw her again. 

With Rhys and Mor gone, Cassian and Azriel came to stay at the town house as

they  continued  to  plan  our  inevitable  visit  to  Hybern.  After  that  first  dinner, when Cassian had broken out one of Rhys’s  very old bottles of wine so we could

celebrate  my  mating  in  style,  I’d  realized  they’d  come  to  stay  for  company,  to dine with me, and … the Illyrians had taken it upon themselves to look after me. 

Rhys said as much that night when I’d written him a letter and watched it vanish. 

Apparently,  he  didn’t  mind  his  enemies  knowing  he  was  at  the  Court  of

Nightmares. If Hybern’s forces tracked him there … good luck to them. 

I’d written to Rhys,  How do I tell Cassian and Azriel I don’t need them   here to protect me? Company is fine, but I don’t need sentries. 

He’d written back,  You don’t   tell them. You set boundaries if they cross a   line, but you are their friend—and my mate. They will protect you on  instinct. If you kick their asses out of the house, they’ll just sit on the roof. 

I scribbled,  You Illyrian males are insufferable. 

Rhys had just said,  Good thing we make up for it with impressive  wingspans. 

Even with him across the territory, my blood had heated, my toes curling. 

I’d  barely  been  able  to  hold  the  pen  long  enough  to  write,  I’m  missing  that impressive wingspan in my bed. Inside me. 

He’d replied,  Of course you are. 

I’d hissed, jotting down,  Prick. 

I’d almost felt his laughter down the bond—our mating bond. Rhys wrote back, 

 When I return, we’re going to that shop across the Sidra and you’re  going to try on all those lacy little underthings for me. 

I  fell  asleep  thinking  about  it,  wishing  my  hand  was  his,  praying  he’d  finish  at the  Court  of  Nightmares  and  return  to  me  soon.  Spring  was  bursting  all  across the  hills  and  peaks  around  Velaris.  I  wanted  to  sail  over  the  yellow  and  purple blooms with him. 

The  next  afternoon,  Rhys  was  still  gone,  Amren  was  still  buried  in  the  book, Azriel off on a patrol of the city and nearby shoreline, and Cassian and I were—

of all things—just finishing up an early afternoon performance of some ancient, 

revered Fae symphony. The amphi-theater was on the

other  side  of  the  Sidra,  and  though  he’d  offered  to  fly  me,  I’d  wanted  to  walk. 

Even if my muscles were barking in protest after his brutal lesson that morning. 

The music had been lovely—strange, but lovely, written at a time, Cassian had

told  me,  when  humans  had  not  even  walked  the  earth.  He  found  the  music

puzzling, off-kilter, but … I’d been entranced. 

Walking back across one of the main bridges spanning the river, we remained in

companionable  silence.  We’d  dropped  off  more  blood  for  Amren—who  said

thank  you  and  get  the  hell  out—and  were  now  headed  toward  the  Palace  of

Thread and Jewels, where I wanted to buy both of my sisters presents for helping

us. Cassian had promised to send them down with the next scout dispatched to

retrieve the latest report. I wondered if he’d send anything to Nesta while he was

at it. 

I paused at the center of the marble bridge, Cassian halting beside me as I peered

down at the blue-green water idling past. I could feel the threads of the current

far below, the strains of salt and fresh water twining together, the swaying weeds

coating the  mussel-flecked  floor,  the  tickling of  small,  skittering  creatures  over rock and mud. Could Tarquin sense such things? 

Did  he  sleep  in  his  island-palace  on  the  sea  and  swim  through  the  dreams  of fishes? 

Cassian  braced  his  forearms  on  the  broad  stone  railing,  his  red  Siphons  like living pools of flame. 

I  said,  perhaps  because  I  was  a  busybody  who  liked  to  stick  my  nose  in  other people’s affairs, “It meant a great deal to me—what you promised my sister the

other day.” 

Cassian shrugged, his wings rustling. “I’d do it for anyone.” 

“It meant a lot to her, too.” Hazel eyes narrowed slightly. But I casually watched

the river. “Nesta is different from most people,” I explained. “She comes across

as rigid and vicious, but I think it’s a wall. A shield—like the ones Rhys has in

his mind.” 

“Against what?” 

“Feeling.  I  think  Nesta  feels  everything—sees  too  much;  sees  and  feels  it  all. 

And  she  burns  with  it.  Keeping  that  wall  up  helps  from  being  overwhelmed, 

from caring too greatly.” 

“She barely seems to care about anyone other than Elain.” 

I met his stare, scanning that handsome, tan face. “She will never be like Mor,” I

said.  “She  will  never  love  freely  and  gift  it  to  everyone  who  crosses  her  path. 

But the few she does care for … I think Nesta would shred the world apart for

them. Shred herself apart for them. She and I have our …

issues.  But  Elain  …  ”  My  mouth  quirked  to  the  side.  “She  will  never  forget, Cassian,  that  you  offered  to  defend  Elain.  Defend  her  people.  As  long  as  she lives, she will remember that kindness.” 

He straightened, rapping his knuckles against the smooth marble. “Why are you

telling me this?” 

“I  just—thought  you  should  know.  For  whenever  you  see  her  again  and  she

pisses you off. Which I’m certain will happen. But know that deep down, she is

grateful, and perhaps does not possess the ability to say so. Yet the feeling—the

heart—is there.” 

I paused, debating pushing him, but the river flowing beneath us shifted. 

Not  a  physical  shifting.  But  …  a  tremor  in  the  current,  in  the  bedrock,  in  the skittering things crawling on it. Like ink dropped in water. 

Cassian instantly went on alert as I scanned the river, the banks on either side. 

“What the hell is that?” he murmured. He tapped the Siphon on each hand with a

finger. 

I gaped  as scaled  black armor  began unfolding  and slithering  up his  wrists,  his

arms, replacing the tunic that had been there. Layer after layer, coating him like

a second skin, flowing up to his shoulders. The additional Siphons appeared, and

more  armor  spread  across  his  neck,  his  shoulders,  down  his  chest  and  waist.  I blinked, and it had covered his legs—then his feet. 

The sky was cloudless, the streets full of chatter and life. 

Cassian kept scanning, a slow rotation over Velaris. 

The river beneath me remained steady, but I could feel it roiling, as if trying to

flee from— “From the sea,” I breathed. Cassian’s gaze shot straight ahead, to the

river  before  us,  to  the  towering  cliffs  in  the  distance  that  marked  the  raging waves where it met the ocean. 

And there, on the horizon, a smear of black. Swift-moving—spreading wider as

it grew closer. 

“Tell me those are birds,” I said. My power flooded my veins, and I curled my

fingers into fists, willing it to calm, to steady—

“There’s no Illyrian patrol that’s supposed to know about this place … ,” 

he  said,  as  if  it  were  an  answer.  His  gaze  cut  to  me.  “We’re  going  back  to  the town house right now.” 

The  smear  of  black  separated,  fracturing  into  countless  figures.  Too  big  for

birds. Far too big. I said, “You have to sound the alarm—” 

But people were. Some were pointing, some were shouting. 

Cassian  reached  for  me,  but  I  jumped  back.  Ice  danced  at  my  fingertips,  wind howled in my blood. I’d pick them off one by one— “Get Azriel and Amren—” 

They’d  reached  the  sea  cliffs.  Countless,  long-limbed  flying  creatures,  some

bearing soldiers in their arms … An invading host. “Cassian.” 

But an Illyrian blade had appeared in Cassian’s hand, twin to the one across his

back.  A  fighting  knife  now  shone  in  the  other.  He  held  them  both  out  to  me. 

“Get back to the town house—right now.” 

I most certainly would not go. If they were flying, I could use my power to my

advantage:  freeze  their  wings,  burn  them,  break  them.  Even  if  there  were  so

many, even if—

So fast, as if they were carried on a fell wind, the force reached the outer edges

of the city. And unleashed arrows upon the shrieking people rushing for cover in

the  streets.  I  grabbed  his  outstretched  weapons,  the  cool  metal  hilts  hissing beneath my forge-hot palms. 

Cassian lifted his hand into the air. Red light exploded from his Siphon, blasting

up and away—forming a hard wall in the sky above the city, directly in the path

of that oncoming force. 

He ground his teeth, grunting as the winged legion slammed into his shield. As if

he felt every impact. 

The translucent red shield shoved out farther, knocking them back—

We both watched in mute horror as the creatures lunged for the shield, arms out

—

They were not just any manner of faerie. Any rising magic in me sputtered and

went out at the sight of them. 

They were all like the Attor. 

All long-limbed, gray-skinned, with serpentine snouts and razor-sharp teeth. And

as the legion of its ilk punched through Cassian’s shield as if it were a cobweb, I

beheld on their spindly gray arms gauntlets of that bluish stone I’d seen on Rhys, 

glimmering in the sun. 

Stone that broke and repelled magic. Straight from the unholy trove of the King

of Hybern. 

One after one after one, they punched through his shield. 

Cassian sent another wall barreling for them. Some of the creatures peeled away

and launched themselves upon the outskirts of the city, vulnerable outside of his shield. The heat that had been building in my palms faded to clammy sweat. 

People were shrieking, fleeing. And I knew his shields would not hold—

“GO! ”  Cassian  roared.  I  lurched  into  motion,  knowing  he  likely  lingered because I stayed, that he needed Azriel and Amren and—

High above us, three of them slammed into the dome of the red shield. 

Clawing at it, ripping through layer after layer with those stone gauntlets. 

That’s what had delayed the king these months: gathering his arsenal. 

Weapons to fight magic, to fight High Fae who would rely on it—

A hole ripped open, and Cassian threw me to the ground, shoving me against the

marble railing, his wings spreading wide over me, his legs as solid as the bands

of carved rock at my back—

Screams on the bridge, hissing laughter, and then—

A wet, crunching thud. 

“Shit,” Cassian said. “Shit—” 

He moved a step, and I lunged from under him to see what it was, who it was—

Blood shone on the white marble bridge, sparkling like rubies in the sun. 

There, on one of those towering, elegant lampposts flanking the bridge

…

Her body was bent, her back arched on the impact, as if she were in the throes of

passion. 

Her golden hair had been shorn to the skull. Her golden eyes had been plucked

out. 

She  was  twitching  where  she  had  been  impaled  on  the  post,  the  metal  pole

straight through her slim torso, gore clinging to the metal above her. 

Someone on the bridge vomited, then kept running. 

But I could not break my stare from the golden queen. Or from the Attor, who

swept through the hole it had made and alighted atop the blood-soaked lamppost. 

“Regards,” it hissed, “of the mortal queens. And Jurian.” Then the Attor leaped

into flight, fast and sleek—heading right for the theater district we’d left. 

Cassian  had  pressed  me  back  down  against  the  bridge—and  he  surged  toward

the Attor. He halted, remembering me, but I rasped, “Go.” 

“Run home.  Now.” 

That  was  the  final  order—and  his  good-bye  as  he  shot  into  the  sky  after  the Attor, who had already disappeared into the screaming streets. 

Around  me,  hole  after  hole  was  punched  through  that  red  shield,  those  winged creatures  pouring  in,  dumping  the  Hybern  soldiers  they  had  carried  across  the sea. 

Soldiers of every shape and size—lesser faeries. 

The golden queen’s gaping mouth was opening and closing like a fish on land. 

Save her, help her—

My blood. I could—

I took a step. Her body slumped. 

And from wherever in me that power originated, I felt her death whisper past. 

The  screams,  the  beating  wings,  the  whoosh  and  thud  of  arrows  erupted  in  the sudden silence. 

I ran. I ran for my side of the Sidra, for the town house. I didn’t trust myself to

winnow—could  barely  think  around  the  panic  barking  through  my  head.  I  had

minutes,  perhaps,  before  they  hit  my  street.  Minutes  to  get  there  and  bring  as many inside with me as I could. The house was warded. 

No one would get in, not even these things. 

Faeries were rushing past, racing for shelter, for friends and family. I hit the end

of the bridge, the steep hills rising up—

Hybern  soldiers  were  already  atop  the  hill,  at  the  two  Palaces,  laughing  at  the screams, the pleading as they broke into buildings, dragging people out. 

Blood dribbled down the cobblestones in little rivers. 

They  had  done  this.  Those  queens  had  …  had  given  this  city  of  art  and  music and  food  over  to  these  …  monsters.  The  king  must  have  used  the  Cauldron  to break its wards. 

A  thunderous   boom  rocked  the  other  side  of  the  city,  and  I  went  down  at  the impact, blades flying, hands ripping open on the cobblestones. I whirled toward

the river, scrambling up, lunging for my weapons. 

Cassian  and  Azriel  were  both  in  the  skies  now.  And  where  they  flew,  those

winged  creatures  died.  Arrows  of  red  and  blue  light  shot  from  them,  and  those shields—

Twin shields of red and blue merged, sizzling, and slammed into the rest of the

aerial forces. Flesh and wings tore, bone melted—

Until hands encased in stone tumbled from the sky. Only hands. 

Clattering on rooftops, splashing into the river. All that was left of them—

what two Illyrian warriors had worked their way around. 

But there were countless more who had already landed. Too many. Roofs were

wrenched apart, doors shattered, screaming rising and then silenced—

This was not an attack to sack the city. It was an extermination. 

And rising up before me, merely a few blocks down, the Rainbow of Velaris was

bathed in blood. 

The Attor and his ilk had converged there. 

As  if  the  queens  had  told  him  where  to  strike;  where  in  Velaris  would  be  the most defenseless. The beating heart of the city. 

Fire was rippling, black smoke staining the sky—

Where was Rhys, where was my mate—

Across the river, thunder boomed again. 

And it was not Cassian, or Azriel, who held the other side of the river. 

But Amren. 

Her  slim  hands  had  only  to  point,  and  soldiers  would  fall—fall  as  if  their  own wings  failed  them.  They  slammed  into  the  streets,  thrashing,  choking,  clawing, shrieking, just as the people of Velaris had shrieked. 

I whipped my head to the Rainbow a few blocks away—left unprotected. 

Defenseless. 

The street before me was clear, the lone safe passage through hell. 

A female screamed inside the artists’ quarter. And I knew my path. 

I  flipped  my  Illyrian  blade  in  my  hand  and  winnowed  into  the  burning  and

bloody Rainbow. 

This was my home. These were my people. 

If  I  died  defending  them,  defending  that  small  place  in  the  world  where  art thrived …

Then so be it. 

And I became darkness, and shadow, and wind. 

I  winnowed  into  the  edge  of  the  Rainbow  as  the  first  of  the  Hybern  soldiers rounded  its  farthest  corner,  spilling  onto  the  river  avenue,  shredding  the  cafés where I had lounged and laughed. They did not see me until I was upon them. 

Until my Illyrian blade cleaved through their heads, one after another. 

Six went down in my wake, and as I halted at the foot of the Rainbow, staring up

into the fire and blood and death … Too many. Too many soldiers. 

I’d never make it, never kill them all—

But there was a young female, green-skinned and lithe, an ancient, rusted bit of

pipe raised above her shoulder. Standing her ground in front of her storefront—a

gallery. People crouched inside the shop were sobbing. 

Before  them,  laughing  at  the  faerie,  at  her  raised  scrap  of  metal,  circled  five winged soldiers. Playing with her, taunting her. 

Still she held the line. Still her face did not crumple. Paintings and pottery were

shattered around her. And more soldiers were landing, spilling down, butchering

—

Across the river, thunder boomed—Amren or Cassian or Azriel, I didn’t know. 

The river. 

Three soldiers spotted me from up the hill. Raced for me. 

But I ran faster, back for the river at the foot of the hill, for the singing Sidra. 

I hit the edge of the quay, the water already stained with blood, and slammed my

foot down in a mighty stomp. 

And as if in answer, the Sidra rose. 

I yielded to that thrumming power inside my bones and blood and breath. 

I became the Sidra, ancient and deep. And I bent it to my will. 

I lifted my blades, willing the river higher, shaping it, forging it. 

Those Hybern soldiers stopped dead in their tracks as I turned toward them. 

And wolves of water broke from behind me. 

The soldiers whirled, fleeing. 

But  my  wolves  were  faster.  I  was  faster  as  I  ran  with  them,  in  the  heart  of  the pack. 

Wolf after wolf roared out of the Sidra, as colossal as the one I had once killed, 

pouring into the streets, racing upward. 

I  made  it  five  steps  before  the  pack  was  upon  the  soldiers  taunting  the  shop owner. 

I made it seven steps before the wolves brought them down, water shoving down

their throats, drowning them—

I reached the soldiers, and my blade sang as I severed their choking heads from

their bodies. 

The  shopkeeper  was  sobbing  as  she  recognized  me,  her  rusted  bar  still  raised. 

But she nodded—only once. 

I ran again, losing myself amongst my water-wolves. Some of the soldiers were

taking to the sky, flapping upward, backtracking. 

So  my  wolves  grew  wings,  and  talons,  and  became  falcons  and  hawks  and

eagles. 

They  slammed  into  their  bodies,  their  armor,  drenching  them.  The  airborne

soldiers,  realizing  they  hadn’t  been  drowned,  halted  their  flight  and  laughed—

sneering. 

I lifted a hand skyward, and clenched my fingers into a fist. 

The water soaking them, their wings, their armor, their faces … It turned to ice. 

Ice that was so cold it had existed before light, before the sun had warmed the

earth. Ice of a land cloaked in winter, ice from the parts of me that felt no mercy, 

no sympathy for what these creatures had done and were doing to my people. 

Frozen  solid,  dozens  of  the  winged  soldiers  fell  to  the  earth  as  one.  And

shattered upon the cobblestones. 

My wolves raged around me, tearing and drowning and hunting. And those that fled  them,  those  that  took  to  the  skies—they  froze  and  shattered;  froze  and

shattered. Until the streets were laden with ice and gore and broken bits of wing

and stone. 

Until  the  screaming  of  my  people  stopped,  and  the  screams  of  the  soldiers

became  a  song  in  my  blood.  One  of  the  soldiers  rose  up  above  the  brightly

painted buildings … I knew him. 

The Attor was flapping, frantic, blood of the innocent coating his gray skin, his

stone  gauntlets.  I  sent  an  eagle  of  water  shooting  for  him,  but  he  was  quicker, nimble. 

He  evaded  my  eagle,  and  my  hawk,  and  my  falcon,  soaring  high,  clawing  his

way  through  the  air.  Away  from  me,  my  power—from  Cassian  and  Azriel, 

holding the river and the majority of the city, away from Amren, using whatever

dark  power  she  possessed  to  send  so  many  droves  of  them  crashing  down

without visible injury. 

None of my friends saw the Attor sailing up, sailing free. 

It  would  fly  back  to  Hybern—to  the  king.  It  had  chosen  to  come  here,  to  lead them. For spite. And I had no doubt that the golden, lioness-queen had suffered

at its hands. As Clare had. 

 Where are you? 

Rhys’s voice sounded distantly in my head, through the sliver in my shield. 

 WHERE ARE YOU? 

The Attor was getting away. With each heartbeat, it flew higher and higher—

 WHERE—

I sheathed the Illyrian blade and fighting knife through my belt and scrambled to

pick up the arrows that had fallen on the street. Shot at my people. Ash arrows, 

coated in familiar greenish poison. Bloodbane. 

 I’m exactly where I need to be, I said to Rhys. 

And then I winnowed into the sky. 

CHAPTER
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I winnowed to a nearby rooftop, an ash arrow clenched in either hand, scanning

where the Attor was high above, flapping—

 FEYRE. 

I slammed a mental shield of adamant up against that voice; against him. 

Not now. Not this moment. 

I could vaguely feel him pounding against that shield. Roaring at it. But even he

could not get in. 

The Attor was  mine. 

In the distance, rushing toward me, toward Velaris, a mighty darkness devoured

the world. Soldiers in its path did not emerge again. 

My mate. Death incarnate. Night triumphant. 

I  spotted  the  Attor  again,  veering  toward  the  sea,  toward  Hybern,  still  over  the city. 

I winnowed, throwing my awareness toward it like a net, spearing mind to mind, 

using the tether like a rope, leading me through time and distance and wind—

I latched onto the oily smear of its malice, pinpointing my being, my focus onto

the core of it. A beacon of corruption and filth. 

When I emerged from wind and shadow, I was right atop the Attor. 

It shrieked, wings curving as I slammed into it. As I plunged those poisoned ash

arrows through each wing. Right through the main muscle. 

The Attor arched in pain, its forked tongue cleaving the air between us. 

The city was a blur below, the Sidra a mere stream from the height. 

In the span of a heartbeat, I wrapped myself around the Attor. I became a living

flame that burned everywhere I touched, became unbreakable as the

adamant wall inside my mind. 

Shrieking, the Attor thrashed against me—but its wings, with those arrows, with

my grip …

Free fall. 

Down into the world. Into blood and pain. The wind tore at us. 

The  Attor  could  not  break  free  of  my  flaming  grasp.  Or  from  my  poisoned

arrows skewering its wings. Laming him. Its burning skin stung my nose. 

As we fell, my dagger found its way into my hand. 

The darkness consuming the horizon shot closer—as if spotting me. 

Not yet. 

Not yet. 

I angled my dagger over the Attor’s bony, elongated rib cage. “This is for Rhys,” 

I hissed in its pointed ear. 

The reverberation of steel on bone barked into my hand. 

Silvery blood warmed my fingers. The Attor screamed. 

I yanked out my dagger, blood flying up, splattering my face. 

“This is for Clare.” 

I plunged my blade in again, twisting. 

Buildings took form. The Sidra ran red, but the sky was empty—free of soldiers. 

So were the streets. 
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The Attor was screaming and hissing, cursing and begging, as I ripped free the

blade. 

I could make out people; make out their shapes. The ground swelled up to meet

us.  The  Attor  was  bucking  so  violently  it  was  all  I  could  do  to  keep  it  in  my forge-hot grip. Burning skin ripped away, carried above us. 

“And this,” I breathed, leaning close to say the words into its ear, into its rotted

soul. I slid my dagger in a third time, relishing the splintering of bones and flesh. 

“This is for  me.” 

I could count the cobblestones. See Death beckoning with open arms. 

I  kept  my  mouth  beside  its  ear,  close  as  a  lover,  as  our  reflection  in  a  pool  of blood became clear. “I’ll see you in hell,” I whispered, and left my blade in its

side. 

Wind rippled the blood upon the cobblestones mere inches away. 

And I winnowed out, leaving the Attor behind. 

I  heard  the  crack  and  splatter,  even  as  I  sifted  through  the  world,  propelled  by my own power and the velocity of my plummet. I emerged a few feet away—my

body taking longer than my mind to catch up. 

My  feet  and  legs  gave  out,  and  I  rocked  back  into  the  wall  of  a  pink-painted building behind me. So hard the plaster dented and cracked against my spine, my

shoulders. 

I panted, trembling. And on the street ahead—what lay broken and oozing on the

cobblestones … The Attor’s wings were a twisted ruin. 

Beyond  that,  scraps  of  armor,  splintered  bone,  and  burned  flesh  were  all  that remained. 

That wave of darkness, Rhysand’s power, at last hit my side of the river. 

No one cried out at the star-flecked cascade of night that cut off all light. 

I  thought  I  heard  vague  grunting  and  scraping—as  if  it  had  sought  out  hidden soldiers lingering in the Rainbow, but then …

The wave vanished. Sunlight. 

A crunch of boots before me, the beat and whisper of mighty wings. 

A hand on my face, tilting up my chin as I stared and stared at the splattered ruin

of the Attor. Violet eyes met mine. 

Rhys. Rhys was here. 

And … and I had …

He  leaned  forward,  his  brow  sweat-coated,  his  breathing  uneven.  He  gently

pressed a kiss to my mouth. 

To remind us both. Who we were, what we were. My icy heart thawed, the fire

in  my  gut  was  soothed  by  a  tendril  of  dark,  and  the  water  trickled  out  of  my veins and back into the Sidra. 

Rhys pulled back, his thumb stroking my cheek. People were weeping. 

Keening. 

But no more screams of terror. No more bloodshed and destruction. 

My mate murmured, “Feyre Cursebreaker, the Defender of the Rainbow.” 

I slid my arms around his waist and sobbed. 

And  even  as  his  city  wailed,  the  High  Lord  of  the  Night  Court  held  me  until  I could at last face this blood-drenched new world. 

CHAPTER

60

“Velaris  is  secure,”  Rhys  said  in  the  black  hours  of  the  night.  “The  wards  the Cauldron took out have been remade.” 
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We  had  not  stopped  to  rest  until  now.  For  hours  we’d  worked,  along  with  the rest  of  the  city,  to  heal,  to  patch  up,  to  hunt  down  answers  any  way  we  could. 

And now we were all again gathered, the clock chiming three in the morning. 

I  didn’t  know  how  Rhys  was  standing  as  he  leaned  against  the  mantel  in  the sitting room. I was near-limp on the couch beside Mor, both of us coated in dirt

and blood. Like the rest of them. 

Sprawled in an armchair built for Illyrian wings, Cassian’s face was battered and

healing  slowly  enough  that  I  knew  he’d  drained  his  power  during  those  long

minutes when he’d defended the city alone. But his hazel eyes still glowed with

the embers of rage. 

Amren  was  hardly  better  off.  The  tiny  female’s  gray  clothes  hung  mostly  in

strips, her skin beneath pale as snow. Half-asleep on the couch across from mine, 

she leaned against Azriel, who kept casting alarmed glances at her, even as his

own  wounds  leaked  a  bit.  Atop  his  scarred  hands,  Azriel’s  blue  Siphons  were

dull, muted. Utterly empty. 

As I had helped the survivors in the Rainbow tend to their wounded, count their

dead,  and  begin  repairs,  Rhys  had  checked  in  every  now  and  then  while  he’d

rebuilt the wards with whatever power lingered in his arsenal. During one of our

brief breaks, he’d told me what Amren had done on her side of the river. 

With her dark power, she had spun illusions straight into the soldiers’

minds. They believed they had fallen into the Sidra and were drowning; 

they  believed  they  were  flying  a  thousand  feet  above  and  had  dived,  fast  and swift, for the city—only to find the street mere feet away, and the crunch of their

skulls.  The  crueler  ones,  the  wickedest  ones,  she  had  unleashed  their  own

nightmares upon them—until they died from terror, their hearts giving out. 

Some  had  fallen  into  the  river,  drinking  their  own  spreading  blood  as  they

drowned. Some had disappeared wholly. 

“Velaris  might  be  secure,”  Cassian  replied,  not  even  bothering  to  lift  his  head from where it rested against the back of the chair, “but for how long? 
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Hybern  knows  about  this  place,  thanks  to  those  wyrm-queens.  Who  else  will

they sell the information to? How long until the other courts come sniffing? Or

Hybern uses that Cauldron again to take down our defenses?” 

Rhys closed his eyes, his shoulders tight. I could already see the weight pushing

down on that dark head. 

I hated to add to that burden, but I said, “If we all go to Hybern to destroy the

Cauldron … who will defend the city?” 

Silence. Rhys’s throat bobbed. 

Amren  said,  “I’ll  stay.”  Cassian  opened  his  mouth  to  object,  but  Rhys  slowly looked  at  his  Second.  Amren  held  his  gaze  as  she  added,  “If  Rhys  must  go  to Hybern, then I am the only one of you who might hold the city until help arrives. 

Today was a surprise. A bad one. When you leave, we will be better prepared. 

The new wards we built today will not fall so easily.” 

Mor loosed a sigh. “So what do we do now?” 

Amren simply said, “We sleep. We eat.” 

And  it  was  Azriel  who  added,  his  voice  raw  with  the  aftermath  of  battle-rage, 

“And then we retaliate.” 

Rhys did not come to bed. 

And  when  I  emerged  from  the  bath,  the  water  clouded  with  dirt  and  blood,  he was nowhere to be found. 

But I felt for the bond between us and trudged upstairs, my stiff legs barking in

pain.  He  was  sitting  on  the  roof—in  the  dark.  His  great  wings  were  spread

behind him, draped over the tiles. 

I slid into his lap, looping my arms around his neck. 

He stared at the city around us. “So few lights. So few lights left tonight.” 

I did not look. I only traced the lines of his face, then brushed my thumb over his

mouth. “It is not your fault,” I said quietly. 

His eyes shifted to mine, barely visible in the dark. “Isn’t it? I handed this city

over to them. I said I would be willing to risk it, but … I don’t know who I hate

more: the king, those queens, or myself.” 

I brushed the hair out of his face. He gripped my hand, halting my fingers. “You

shut me out,” he breathed. “You—shielded against me. 

Completely. I couldn’t find a way in.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Rhys let out a bitter laugh. “Sorry? Be impressed. That shield … What you did

to the Attor … ” He shook his head. “You could have been killed.” 

“Are you going to scold me for it?” 

His brows furrowed. Then he buried his face in my shoulder. “How could I scold

you for defending my people? I want to throttle you, yes, for not going back to

the town house, but … You chose to fight for them. For Velaris.” He kissed my

neck. “I don’t deserve you.” 

My heart strained. He meant it—truly felt that way. I stroked his hair again. And

I said to him, the words the only sounds in the silent, dark city, 

“We deserve each other. And we deserve to be happy.” 

Rhys  shuddered  against  me.  And  when  his  lips  found  mine,  I  let  him  lay  me

down upon the roof tiles and make love to me under the stars. 

Amren cracked the code the next afternoon. The news was not good. 

“To nullify the Cauldron’s power,” she said by way of greeting as we crowded

around  the  dining  table  in  the  town  house,  having  rushed  in  from  the  repairs we’d  all  been  making  on  very  little  sleep,  “you  must  touch  the  Cauldron—and

speak these words.” She had written them all down for me on a piece of paper. 

“You know this for certain?” Rhys said. He was still bleak-eyed from the attack, 

from healing and helping his people all day. 

Amren hissed. “I’m trying not to be insulted, Rhysand.” 

Mor elbowed her way between them, staring at the two assembled pieces of the

Book of Breathings. “What happens if we put both halves together?” 

“Don’t put them together,” Amren simply said. 

With  either  piece  laid  out,  their  voices  blended  and  sang  and  hissed—evil  and good and madness; dark and light and chaos. 

“You  put  the  pieces  together,”  she  clarified  when  Rhys  gave  her  a  questioning look, “and the blast of power will be felt in every corner and hole in the earth. 

You  won’t  just  attract  the  King  of  Hybern.  You’ll  draw  enemies  far  older  and more wretched. Things that have long been asleep—

and should remain so.” 

I cringed a bit. Rhys put a hand on my back. 

“Then we move in now,” Cassian said. His face had healed, but he limped a bit

from an injury I couldn’t see beneath his fighting leathers. He jerked his chin to

Rhys. “Since you can’t winnow without being tracked, Mor and Az will winnow

us  all  in,  Feyre  breaks  the  Cauldron,  and  we  get  out.  We’ll  be  there  and  gone before  anyone  notices  and  the  King  of  Hybern  will  have  a  new  piece  of

cookware.” 

I swallowed. “It could be anywhere in his castle.” 

“We know where it is,” Cassian countered. 

I  blinked.  Azriel  said  to  me,  “We’ve  been  able  to  narrow  it  down  to  the  lower levels.” Through his spying, their planning for this  trip all these months. “Every inch of the castle and surrounding lands is heavily guarded, but not impossible to

get through. We’ve worked out the timing of it—for a small group of us to get in

and out, quick and silent, and be gone before they know what’s happening.” 

Mor  said  to  him,  “But  the  King  of  Hybern  could  notice  Rhys’s  presence  the moment  he  arrives.  And  if  Feyre  needs  time  to  nullify  the  Cauldron,  and  we

don’t know  how much time, that’s a risky variable.” 
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Cassian  said,  “We’ve  considered  that.  So  you  and  Rhys  will  winnow  us  in  off the coast; we fly in while he stays.” They’d have to winnow me, I realized, since

I still had not yet mastered doing it over long distances. At least, not with many

stops in between. “As for the spell,” Cassian continued, “it’s a risk we’ll have to

take.” 

Silence  fell  as  they  waited  for  Rhys’s  answer.  My  mate  scanned  my  face,  eyes wide. 

Azriel pushed,  “It’s a  solid  plan. The  king doesn’t  know  our scents.  We  wreck

the  Cauldron  and  vanish  before  he  notices  …  It’ll  be  a  graver  insult  than  the bloodier, direct route we’d been considering, Rhys. We beat them yesterday, so

when  we  go  into  that  castle  …  ”  Vengeance  indeed  danced  in  that  normally

placid face. “We’ll leave a few reminders that we won the last damn war for a

reason.” 

Cassian nodded grimly. Even Mor smiled a bit. 

“Are  you  asking  me,”  Rhys  finally  said,  far  too  calmly,  “to   stay  outside  while my mate goes into his stronghold?” 

“Yes,”  Azriel  said  with  equal  calm,  Cassian  shifting  himself  slightly  between

them.  “If  Feyre  can’t  nullify  the  Cauldron  easily  or  quickly,  we  steal  it—send the  pieces  back  to  the  bastard  when  we’re  done  breaking  it  apart.  Either  way, Feyre  calls  you  through  the  bond  when  we’re  done—you  and  Mor  winnow  us

out.  They  won’t  be  able  to  track  you  fast  enough  if  you  only  come  to  retrieve us.” 

Rhysand  dropped  onto  the  couch  beside  me  at  last,  loosing  a  breath.  His  eyes slid to me. “If you want to go, then you go, Feyre.” 

If I hadn’t been already in love with him, I might have loved him for that

—for not insisting I stay, even if it drove his instincts mad, for not locking me

away in the aftermath of what had happened yesterday. 

And  I  realized—I  realized  how  badly  I’d  been  treated  before,  if  my  standards had become so low. If the freedom I’d been granted felt like a privilege and not

an inherent right. 

Rhys’s  eyes  darkened,  and  I  knew  he  read  what  I  thought,  felt.  “You  might  be my  mate,”  he  said,  “but  you  remain  your  own  person.  You  decide  your  fate—

your choices. Not me. You chose yesterday. You choose every day. Forever.” 

And maybe he only understood because he, too, had been helpless and without

choices, had been forced to do such horrible things, and locked up. 

I  threaded  my  fingers  through  his  and  squeezed.  Together—together  we’d  find

our peace, our future. Together we’d fight for it. 

“Let’s go to Hybern,” I said. 

I was halfway up the stairs an hour later when I realized that I still had no idea

what room to go to. I’d gone to my bedroom since we’d returned from the cabin, 

but … what of his? 

With Tamlin, he’d kept his own rooms and slept in mine. And I supposed

—I supposed it’d be the same. 

I was almost to my bedroom door when Rhysand drawled from behind me, “We

can use your room if you like, but … ” He was leaning against his open bedroom

door. “Either your room or mine—but we’re sharing one from now on. Just tell

me whether I should move my clothes or yours. If that’s all right with you.” 

“Don’t you—you don’t want your own space?” 

“No,”  he  said  baldly.  “Unless  you  do.  I  need  you  protecting  me  from  our

enemies with your water-wolves.” 

I snorted. He’d made me tell him that part of my tale over and over. I jerked my

chin toward his bedroom. “Your bed is bigger.” 

And that was that. 

I walked in to find my clothes already there, a second armoire now beside his. I

stared at the massive bed, then at all the open space around us. 

Rhys shut the door and went to a small box on the desk—then silently handed it to me. 

My  heart  thundered  as  I  opened  the  lid.  The  star  sapphire  gleamed  in  the

candlelight,  as  if  it  were  one  of  the  Starfall  spirits  trapped  in  stone.  “Your mother’s ring?” 

“My  mother  gave  me  that  ring  to  remind  me  she  was  always  with  me,  even

during  the  worst  of  my  training.  And  when  I  reached  my  majority,  she  took  it away. It was an heirloom of her family—had been handed down from female to

female over many, many years. My sister wasn’t yet born, so she wouldn’t have

known to give it to her, but … My mother gave it to the Weaver. And then she

told me that if I were to marry or mate, then the female would either have to be

smart  or  strong  enough  to  get  it  back.  And  if  the  female  wasn’t  either  of  those things, then she wouldn’t survive the marriage. I promised my mother that any

potential bride or mate would have the test … And so it sat there for centuries.” 

My face heated. “You said this was something of value—” 

“It is. To me, and my family.” 

“So my trip to the Weaver—” 

“It was vital that we learn if you could detect those objects. But … I picked the

object out of pure selfishness.” 

“So I won my wedding ring without even being asked if I wanted to marry you.” 

“Perhaps.” 

I cocked my head. “Do—do you want me to wear it?” 

“Only if you want to.” 

“When we go to Hybern … Let’s say things go badly. Will anyone be able to tell

that we’re mated? Could they use that against you?” 

Rage flickered in his eyes. “If they see us together and can scent us both, they’ll

know.” 

“And if I show up alone, wearing a Night Court wedding ring—” 

He snarled softly. 

I closed the box, leaving the ring inside. “After we nullify the Cauldron, I want

to do it all. Get the bond declared, get married, throw a stupid party and invite

everyone in Velaris—all of it.” 

Rhys  took  the  box  from  my  hands  and  set  it  down  on  the  nightstand  before

herding me toward the bed. “And if I wanted to go one step beyond that?” 

“I’m listening,” I purred as he laid me on the sheets. 
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I’d never worn so much steel. Blades had been strapped all over me, hidden in

my  boots,  my  inside  pockets.  And  then  there  was  the  Illyrian  blade  down  my

back. 

Just a few hours ago, I’d known such overwhelming happiness after such horror

and sorrow. Just a few hours ago, I’d been in his arms while he made love to me. 

And now Rhysand, my mate and High Lord and partner, stood beside me in the

foyer, Mor and Azriel and Cassian armed and ready in their scale-like armor, all

of us too quiet. 

Amren said, “The King of Hybern is old, Rhys—very old. Do not linger.” 

A voice near my chest whispered,  Hello lovely, wicked liar. 

The  two  halves  of  the  Book  of  Breathings,  each  part  tucked  into  a  different pocket.  In  one  of  them,  the  spell  I  was  to  say  had  been  written  out  clearly.  I hadn’t dared speak it, though I had read it a dozen times. 

“We’ll be in and out before you miss us,” Rhysand said. “Guard Velaris well.” 

Amren  studied  my  gloved  hands  and  weapons.  “That  Cauldron,”  she  said, 

“makes the Book seem harmless. If the spell fails, or if you cannot move it, then
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 leave.” I nodded. She surveyed us all again. “Fly well.” I supposed that was as

much concern as she’d show. 

We  turned  to  Mor—whose  arms  were  out,  waiting  for  me.  Cassian  and  Rhys

would  winnow  with  Azriel,  my  mate  dropped  off  a  few  miles  from  the  coast

before the Illyrians found Mor and me seconds later. 

I moved toward her, but Rhys stepped in front of me, his face tense. I rose up on

my toes and kissed him. “I’ll be fine—we’ll all be fine.” His

eyes held mine through the kiss, and when I broke away, his gaze went right to

Cassian. 

Cassain bowed. “With my life, High Lord. I’ll protect her with my life.” 

Rhys looked to Azriel. He nodded, bowing, and said, “With both of our lives.” 

It was satisfactory enough to my mate—who at last looked at Mor. 

She nodded once, but said, “I know my orders.” 

I wondered what those might be—why I hadn’t been told—but she gripped my

hand. 

Before I could say good-bye to Amren, we were gone. 

Gone—and plunging through open air, toward a night-dark sea—

A warm body slammed into mine, catching me before I could panic and perhaps

winnow myself somewhere. “Easy,” Cassian said, banking right. I looked below

to see Mor still plummeting, then winnow again into nothing. 

No  sign  or  glimmer  of  Rhys’s  presence  near  or  behind  us.  A  few  yards  ahead, Azriel was a swift shadow over the black water. Toward the landmass we were

now approaching. 

Hybern. 

No  lights  burned  on  it.  But  it  felt  …  old.  As  if  it  were  a  spider  that  had  been
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waiting in its web for a long, long time. 

“I’ve  been  here  twice,”  Cassian  murmured.  “Both  times,  I  was  counting  down

the minutes until I could leave.” 

I  could  see  why.  A  wall  of  bone-white  cliffs  arose,  their  tops  flat  and  grassy, leading away to a terrain of sloping, barren hills. And an overwhelming sense of

nothingness. 

Amarantha had slaughtered all her slaves rather than free them. She had been a

commander  here—one  of  many.  If  that  force  that  had  attacked  Velaris  was  a

vanguard … I swallowed, flexing my hands beneath my gloves. 

“That’s his castle ahead,” Cassian said through clenched teeth, swerving. 

Around a bend in the coast, built into the cliffs and perched above the sea, was a

lean, crumbling castle of white stone. 

Not  imperious  marble,  not  elegant  limestone,  but  …  off-white.  Bone-colored. 

Perhaps  a  dozen  spires  clawed  at  the  night  sky.  A  few  lights  flickered  in  the windows and balconies. No one outside—no patrol. “Where is everyone?” 

“Guard  shift.”  They’d  planned  this  around  it.  “There’s  a  small  sea  door  at  the bottom. Mor will be waiting for us there—it’s the closest entrance to the lower

levels.” 

“I’m assuming she can’t winnow us in.” 

“Too many wards to risk the time it’d cost for her to break through them. 

Rhys might be able to. But we’ll meet him at the door on the way out.” 

My mouth went a bit dry. Over my heart, the Book said,  Home—take me  home. 

And indeed I could feel it. With every foot we flew in, faster and faster, dipping

down so the spray from the ocean chilled me to my bones, I could feel it. 

Ancient—cruel. Without allegiance to anyone but itself. 

The Cauldron. They needn’t have bothered learning where it was held inside this castle. I had no doubt I’d be drawn right to it. I shuddered. 

“Easy,” Cassian said again. We swept in toward the base of the cliffs to the sea

door before a platform. Mor was waiting, sword out, the door open. 

Cassian loosed a breath, but Azriel reached her first, landing swiftly and silently, 

and immediately prowled into the castle to scout the hall ahead. 

Mor  waited  for  us—her  eyes  on  Cassian  as  we  landed.  They  didn’t  speak,  but

their  glance  was  too  long  to  be  anything  but  casual.  I  wondered  what  their

training, their honed senses, detected. 

The passage ahead was dark, silent. Azriel appeared a heartbeat later. 

“Guards are down.” There was blood on his knife—an ash knife. Az’s cold eyes

met mine. “Hurry.” 

I didn’t need to focus to track the Cauldron to its hiding place. It tugged on my

every breath, hauling me to its dark embrace. 

Any time we reached a crossroads, Cassian and Azriel would branch out, usually

returning with bloodied blades, faces grim, silently warning me to hurry. 

They’d been working these weeks, through whatever sources Azriel had, to get

this  encounter  down  to  an  exact  schedule.  If  I  needed  more  time  than  they’d allotted,  if  the  Cauldron  couldn’t  be  moved  …  it  might  all  be  for  nothing.  But not these deaths. No, those I did not mind at all. 

These  people—these  people  had  hurt  Rhys.  They’d  brought   tools  with  them  to incapacitate him. They had sent that legion to wreck and butcher my city. 

I descended through an ancient dungeon, the stones dark and stained. 

Mor kept at my side, constantly monitoring. The last line of defense. 

If  Cassian  and  Azriel  were  hurt,  I  realized,  she  was  to  make  sure  I  got  out  by whatever means. Then return. 

But there was no one in the dungeon—not that I encountered, once the Illyrians

were  done  with  them.  They  had  executed  this  masterfully.  We  found  another stairwell, leading down, down, down—

I pointed, nausea roiling. “There. It’s down there.” 

Cassian took the stairs, Illyrian blade stained with dark blood. 

Neither  Mor  nor  Azriel  seemed  to  breathe  until  Cassian’s  low  whistle  bounced

off the stairwell stones from below. 

Mor put a hand on my back, and we descended into the dark. 

 Home,  the Book of Breathings sighed.  Home. 

Cassian was standing in a round chamber beneath the castle—a ball of faelight

floating above his shoulder. 

And in the center of the room, atop a small dais, sat the Cauldron. 
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The Cauldron was absence and presence. Darkness and … whatever the darkness

had come from. 

But not life. Not joy or light or hope. 

It was perhaps the size of a bathtub, forged of dark iron, its three legs—

those  three  legs  the  king  had  ransacked  those  temples  to  find—crafted  like

creeping branches covered in thorns. 

I had never seen something so hideous—and alluring. 

Mor’s  face  had  drained  of  color.  “Hurry,”  she  said  to  me.  “We’ve  got  a  few minutes.” 

Azriel  scanned  the  room,  the  stairs  we’d  strode  down,  the  Cauldron,  its  legs.  I made to approach the dais, but he extended an arm into my path. 

“Listen.” 

So we did. 

Not words. But a throbbing. 

Like blood pulsed through the room. Like the Cauldron had a heartbeat. 

 Like calls to like. I moved toward it. Mor was at my back, but didn’t stop me as I stepped up onto the dais. 

Inside the Cauldron was nothing but inky, swirling black. 

Perhaps the entire universe had come from it. 

Azriel and Cassian tensed as I laid a hand on the lip. Pain—pain and ecstasy and

power  and  weakness  flowed  into  me.  Everything  that  was  and  wasn’t,  fire  and

ice, light and dark, deluge and drought. 

The map for creation. 

Reeling back into myself, I readied to read that spell. 

The  paper  trembled  as  I  pulled  it  from  my  pocket.  As  my  fingers  brushed  the half of the Book inside. 

 Sweet-tongued liar, lady of many faces—

One hand on half of the Book of Breathings, the other on the Cauldron, I took a

step outside myself, a jolt passing through my blood as if I were no more than a

lightning rod. 

 Yes, you see now, princess of carrion—you see what you must do …

“Feyre,” Mor murmured in warning. 

But  my  mouth  was  foreign,  my  lips  might  as  well  have  been  as  far  away  as

Velaris while the Cauldron and the Book flowed through me, communing. 

 The other one, the Book hissed.  Bring the other one … let us be joined,   let us be free. 

I slid the Book from my pocket, tucking it into the crook of my arm as I tugged the second half free.  Lovely girl, beautiful bird—so sweet, so  generous …

 Together together together

“Feyre.” Mor’s voice cut through the song of both halves. 

Amren had been wrong. Separate, their power was cleaved—not enough to take

on  the  abyss  of  the  Cauldron’s  might.  But  together  …  Yes,  together,  the  spell would work when I spoke it. 

Whole,  I  would  become  not  a  conduit  between  them,  but  rather  their  master. 

There was no moving the Cauldron—it had to be now. 

Realizing what I was about to do, Mor lunged for me with a curse. 

Too slow. 

I laid the second half of the Book atop the other. 

A silent ripple of power hollowed out my ears, buckled my bones. 

Then nothing. 

From far away, Mor said, “We can’t risk—” 

“Give her a minute,” Cassian cut her off. 

I was the Book and the Cauldron and sound and silence. 

I  was  a  living  river  through  which  one  flowed  into  the  other,  eddying  and

ebbing, over and over, a tide with no end or beginning. 

The spell—the words—

I looked to the paper in my hand, but my eyes did not see, my lips did not move. 

I was not a tool, not a pawn. I would not be a conduit, not be the lackey of these

 things—

I’d memorized the spell. I would say it, breathe it, think it—

From the pit of my memory the first word formed. I slogged toward it, reaching for  that  one  word,  that  one  word  that  would  be  a  tether  back  into  myself,  into who I was—

Strong hands tugged me back, wrenching me away. 

Murky  light  and  moldy  stone  poured  into  me,  the  room  spinning  as  I  gasped

down  breath,  finding  Azriel  shaking  me,  eyes  so  wide  I  could  see  the  white

around them. What had happened, what—

Steps  sounded  above.  Azriel  instantly  shoved  me  behind  him,  bloodied  blade

lifting. 

The movement cleared my head enough to feel something wet and warm trickle

down my lip and chin. Blood—my nose had been bleeding. 

But  those  steps  grew  louder,  and  my  friends  had  their  weapons  angled  as  a

handsome brown-haired male swaggered down the steps. Human—his ears were

round. But his eyes …

I  knew  the  color  of  those  eyes.  I’d  stared  at  one,  encased  in  crystal,  for  three months. 

“Stupid fool,” he said to me. 

“Jurian,” I breathed. 
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I gauged the distance between my friends and Jurian, weighed my sword against

the twin ones crossed over his back. Cassian took a step toward the descending

warrior and snarled, “You.” 

Jurian snickered. “Worked your way up the ranks, did you? 

Congratulations.” 

I felt him sweep toward us. Like a ripple of night and wrath, Rhys appeared at

my side. The Book was instantly gone, his movement so slick as he took it from me and tucked it into his own jacket that I barely registered it had happened. 

But the moment that metal left my hands … Mother above, what had happened? 

I’d failed, failed so completely, been so pathetically overwhelmed by it—

“You  look  good,  Jurian,”  Rhys  said,  strolling  to  Cassian’s  side—casually

positioning himself between me and the ancient warrior. “For a corpse.” 

“Last time I saw you,” Jurian sneered, “you were warming Amarantha’s sheets.” 

“So you remember,” Rhysand mused, even as my rage flared. 

“Interesting.” 

Jurian’s eyes sliced to Mor. “Where is Miryam?” 

“She’s dead,” Mor said flatly. The lie that had been told for five hundred years. 

“She  and  Drakon  drowned  in  the  Erythrian  Sea.”  The  impassive  face  of  the

princess of nightmares. 

“Liar,” Jurian crooned. “You were always such a liar, Morrigan.” 

Azriel growled, the sound unlike any I’d heard from him before. 

Jurian ignored him, chest starting to heave. “Where did you take  Miryam?” 

“Away from you,” Mor breathed. “I took her to Prince Drakon. They were mated

and  married  that  night  you  slaughtered  Clythia.  And  she  never  thought  of  you again.” 

Wrath twisted his tan face. Jurian—hero of the human legions … who along the

way had turned himself into a monster as awful as those he’d fought. 

Rhys reached back to grab my hand. We’d seen enough. I gripped the rim of the

Cauldron  again,  willing  it  to  obey,  to  come  with  us.  I  braced  for  the  wind  and darkness. 

Only they didn’t come. 

Mor gripped Cassian and Azriel’s hands—and stayed still. 
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Jurian smiled. 

Rhysand drawled, hand tightening in mine, “New trick?” 

Jurian shrugged. “I was sent to distract you—while he worked his spell.” 

His smile turned lupine. “You won’t leave this castle unless he allows you to. Or

in pieces.” 

My blood ran cold. Cassian and Azriel crouched into fighting stances, but Rhys

cocked his head. I felt his dark power rise and rise, as if he’d splatter Jurian then

and there. 

But nothing happened. Not even a brush of night-flecked wind. 

“Then  there’s  that,”  Jurian  said.  “Didn’t  you  remember?  Perhaps  you  forgot.  It was a good thing I was there, awake for every moment, Rhysand. 

She stole  his book of spells—to take your powers.” 

Inside me, like a key clicking in a lock, that molten core of power just …

halted.  Whatever  tether  to  it  between  my  mind  and  soul  was  snipped—no, 

squeezed so tight by some invisible hand that nothing could flow. 

I reached for Rhys’s mind, for the bond—

I slammed into a hard wall. Not of adamant, but of foreign, unfeeling stone. 

“He  made  sure,”  Jurian  went  on  as  I  banged  against  that  internal  wall,  tried  to summon my own gifts to no avail, “that particular book was returned to him. She

didn’t know how to use half of the nastier spells. Do you know what it is like to

be unable to sleep, to drink or eat or breathe or

 feel  for  five  hundred  years?  Do  you  understand  what  it  is  like  to  be  constantly awake, forced to watch everything she did?” 

It had made him insane—tortured his soul until he went insane. That’s what the

sharp gleam was in his eyes. 

“It  couldn’t  have  been  so  bad,”  Rhys  said,  even  as  I  knew  he  was  unleashing every  ounce  of  will  on  that  spell  that  contained  us,  bound  us,  “if  you’re  now working for her master.” 

A flash of too-white teeth. “Your suffering will be long, and thorough.” 

“Sounds delightful,” Rhys said, now turning us from the room. A silent shout to

 run. 

But someone appeared atop the stairs. 

I  knew  him—in  my  bones.  The  shoulder-length  black  hair,  the  ruddy  skin,  the

clothes  that  edged  more  toward  practicality  than  finery.  He  was  of  surprisingly average height, but muscled like a young man. 

But his face—which looked perhaps like a human man in his forties …

Blandly handsome. To hide the depthless, hateful black eyes that burned there. 

The King of Hybern said, “The trap was so easy, I’m honestly a bit disappointed

you didn’t see it coming.” 

Faster than any of us could see, Jurian fired a hidden ash bolt through Azriel’s

chest. 

Mor screamed. 

We had no choice but to go with the king. 

The  ash  bolt  was  coated  in  bloodbane  that  the  King  of  Hybern  claimed  flowed where he willed it. If we fought, if we did not come with him upstairs, the poison

would shoot to his heart. And with our magic locked down, without the ability to

winnow …

If I could somehow get to Azriel, give him a mouthful of my blood …

But it’d take too long, require too many moving parts. 

Cassian and Rhys hauled Azriel between them, his blood splattering on the floor

behind us as we went up the twisting stairways of the king’s castle. 

I tried not to step in it as Mor and I followed behind, Jurian at our backs. 

Mor was shaking—trying hard not to, but shaking as she stared at the

protruding end of that arrow, visible between the gap in Azriel’s wings. 

None of us dared strike the King of Hybern where he stalked ahead, leading the

way. He’d taken the Cauldron with him, vanishing it with a snap of his fingers

and a wry look at me. 

We knew the king wasn’t bluffing. It’d take one move on their part for Azriel to

die. 

The guards were out now. And courtiers. High Fae and creatures—I didn’t know

where they fit in—who smiled like we were their next meal. 

Their eyes were all dead. Empty. 

No furniture, no art. As if this castle were the skeleton of some mighty creature. 

The  throne  room  doors  were  open,  and  I  balked.  A  throne  room—   the  throne room  that  had  honed  Amarantha’s  penchant  for  public  displays  of  cruelty. 

Faelights  slithered  along  the  bone-white  walls,  the  windows  looking  out  to  the crashing sea far below. 

The  king  mounted  a  dais  carved  of  a  single  block  of  dark  emerald—his  throne assembled from the bones of … I felt the blood drain from my face. 

Human bones. Brown and smooth with age. 

We stopped before it, Jurian leering at our backs. The throne room doors shut. 

The  king  said  to  no  one  in  particular,  “Now  that  I’ve  upheld  my  end  of  the bargain, I expect you to uphold yours.” From the shadows near a side door, two

figures emerged. 

I began shaking my head as if I could unsee it as Lucien and Tamlin stepped into

the light. 
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Rhysand  went  still  as  death.  Cassian  snarled.  Hanging  between  them,  Azriel

tried and failed to lift his head. 

But I was staring at Tamlin—at that face I had loved and hated so deeply

—as he halted a good twenty feet away from us. 

He wore his bandolier of knives—Illyrian hunting-blades, I realized. 

His golden hair was cut shorter, his face more gaunt than I’d last seen it. 

And his green eyes … Wide as they scanned me from head to toe. Wide as they

took  in  my  fighting  leathers,  the  Illyrian  sword  and  knives,  the  way  I  stood within my group of friends—my family. 

He’d been working with the King of Hybern. “No,” I breathed. 

But Tamlin dared one more step closer, staring at me as if I were a ghost. 

Lucien, metal eye whirring, stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 

“No,” I said again, this time louder. 

“What was the cost,” Rhysand said softly from my side. I clawed and tore at the

wall separating our minds; heaved and pulled against that fist stifling my magic. 

Tamlin ignored him, looking at the king at last. “You have my word.” 

The king smiled. 

I took a step toward Tamlin. “What have you done?” 

The King of Hybern said from his throne, “We made a bargain. I give you over, 

and he agrees to let my forces enter Prythian through his territory. 

And then use it as a base as we remove that ridiculous wall.” 

I shook my head. Lucien refused to meet the pleading stare I threw his way. 

“You’re insane,” Cassian hissed. 

Tamlin  held  out  a  hand.  “Feyre.”  An  order—like  I  was  no  better  than  a

summoned dog. 

I made no movement. I had to get free; had to get that damn power free

—

“You,” the king said, pointing a thick finger at me, “are a very difficult female to

get ahold of. Of course, we’ve also agreed that you’ll work for me once you’ve

been returned home to your husband, but … Is it husband-to-be, or husband? I

can’t remember.” 

Lucien glanced between us all, face paling. “Tamlin,” he murmured. 

But Tamlin didn’t lower the hand stretched toward me. “I’m taking you home.” 

I backed up a step—toward where Rhysand still held Azriel with Cassian. 

“There’s that other bit, too. The other thing I wanted,” the king went on. 

“Well, Jurian wanted. Two birds with one stone, really. The High Lord of Night

dead—and  to  learn  who  his  friends  were.  It  drove  Jurian  quite  mad,  honestly, that  you  never  revealed  it  during  those  fifty  years.  So  now  you  know,  Jurian. 

And now you can do what you please with them.” 

Around  me,  my  friends  were  tense—taut.  Even  Azriel  was  subtly  moving  a

bloody,  scarred  hand  closer  to  his  blades.  His  blood  pooled  at  the  edge  of  my boots. 

I said steadily, clearly, to Tamlin, “I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

“You’ll say differently, my dear,” the king countered, “when I complete the final

part of my bargain.” 

Horror coiled in my gut. 

The king jerked his chin at my left arm. “Break that bond between you two.” 

“Please,” I whispered. 

“How else is Tamlin to have his bride? He can’t very well have a wife who runs off to another male once a month.” 

Rhys remained silent, though his grip tightened on Azriel. Observing—

weighing,  sorting  through  the  lock  on  his  power.  The  thought  of  that  silence between our souls being permanent …

My voice cracked as I said to Tamlin, still at the opposite end of the crude half

circle we’d formed before the dais, “Don’t. Don’t let him. I told you—I  told you

that I was fine. That I left—” 

“You  weren’t  well,”  Tamlin  snarled.  “He   used  that  bond  to  manipulate  you. 

Why do you think I was gone so often? I was looking for a way to get you  free. 

And you  left.” 

“I left because I was going to  die in that house!” 

The King of Hybern clicked his tongue. “Not what you expected, is it?” 

Tamlin  growled  at  him,  but  again  held  out  his  hand  toward  me.  “Come  home

with me. Now.” 

“No.” 

“Feyre.” An unflinching command. 

Rhys was barely breathing—barely moving. 

And I realized … realized it was to keep his scent from becoming apparent. Our

scent. Our mating bond. 

Jurian’s sword was already out—and he was looking at Mor as if he was going

to kill her first. Azriel’s blood-drained face twisted with rage as he noticed that

stare.  Cassian,  still  holding  him  upright,  took  them  all  in,  assessing,  readying himself to fight, to defend. 

I stopped beating at the fist on my power. Stroked it gently—lovingly. 

 I am Fae and not-Fae, all and none, I told the spell that gripped me.  You  do not

 hold  me.  I  am  as  you  are—real  and  not,  little  more  than  gathered   wisps  of power. You do not hold me. 

“I’ll come with you,” I said softly to Tamlin, to Lucien, shifting on his feet, “if

you leave them alone. Let them go.” 

 You do not hold me. 

Tamlin’s  face  contorted  with  wrath.  “They’re  monsters.  They’re—”  He  didn’t

finish as he stalked across the floor to grab me. To drag me out of here, then no

doubt winnow away. 

 You do not hold me. 

The fist gripping my power relaxed. Vanished. 

Tamlin lunged for me over the few feet that remained. So fast—too fast

—

I became mist and shadow. 

I winnowed beyond his reach. The king let out a low laugh as Tamlin stumbled. 

And went sprawling as Rhysand’s fist connected with his face. 

Panting, I retreated right into Rhysand’s arms as one looped around my waist, as

Azriel’s blood on him soaked into my back. Behind us, Mor

leaped  in  to  fill  the  space  Rhys  had  vacated,  slinging  Azriel’s  arm  over  her shoulders. 

But  that  wall  of  hideous  stone  remained  in  my  mind,  and  still  blocked  Rhys’s own power. 

Tamlin rose, wiping the blood now trickling from his nose as he backed to where

Lucien held his position with a hand on his sword. 

But just as Tamlin neared his Emissary, he staggered a step. His face went white

with rage. 

And  I  knew  Tamlin  understood  a  moment  before  the  king  laughed.  “I  don’t believe it. Your bride left you only to find her mate. The Mother has a warped

sense of humor, it seems. And what a talent—tell me, girl: how did you unravel

that spell?” 

I ignored him. But the hatred in Tamlin’s eyes made my knees buckle. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it. 

Tamlin’s eyes were on Rhysand, his face near-feral. “You,” he snarled, the sound

more animal than Fae. “What did you do to her? ” 

Behind us, the doors opened and soldiers poured in. Some looked like the Attor. 

Some  looked  worse.  More  and  more,  filling  up  the  room,  the  exits,  armor  and weapons clanking. 

Mor and Cassian, Azriel sagging and heavy-lidded between them, scanned each

soldier and weapon, sizing up our best odds of escape. I left them to it as Rhys

and I faced Tamlin. 

“I’m not going with you,” I spat at Tamlin. “And even if I did … You spineless, 

 stupid fool for selling us out to  him! Do you know what he wants to do with that Cauldron?” 

“Oh, I’m going to do many, many things with it,” the king said. 

And the Cauldron appeared again between us. 

“Starting now.” 

 Kill him kill him kill him

I could not tell if the voice was mine or the Cauldron’s. I didn’t care. I unleashed

myself. 

Talons and wings and shadows were instantly around me, surrounded by water

and fire—

Then  they  vanished,  stifled  as  that  invisible  hand  gripped  my  power  again,  so hard I gasped. 

“Ah,” the king said to me, clicking his tongue, “that. Look at you. A child of all seven courts—like and unlike all. How the Cauldron purrs in your presence. Did

you  plan  to  use  it?  Destroy  it?  With  that  book,  you  could  do  anything  you

wished.” 

I didn’t say anything. The king shrugged. “You’ll tell me soon enough.” 

“I made no bargain with you.” 

“No, but your master did, so you will obey.” 

Molten rage poured into me. I hissed at Tamlin, “If you bring me from here, if

you  take  me  from  my  mate,  I  will   destroy  you.  I  will  destroy  your  court,  and everything you hold dear.” 

Tamlin’s lips thinned. But he said simply, “You don’t know what you’re talking

about.” 

Lucien cringed. 

The  king  jerked  his  chin  to  the  guards  by  the  side  door  through  which  Tamlin and  Lucien  had  appeared.  “No—she  doesn’t.”  The  doors  opened  again.  “There

will be no destroying,” the king went on as people—as  women walked through

those doors. 

Four women. Four humans. The four remaining queens. 

“Because,”  the  king  said,  the  queens’  guards  falling  into  rank  behind  them, 

hauling something in the core of their formation, “you will find, Feyre Archeron, 

that it is in your best interest to behave.” 

The four queens sneered at us with hate in their eyes. Hate. 

And parted to let their personal guards through. 

Fear  like  I  had  never  known  entered  my  heart  as  the  men  dragged  my  sisters, gagged and bound, before the King of Hybern. 
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This was some new hell. Some new level of nightmare. I even went so far as to

try to wake myself up. 

But there they were—in their nightgowns, the silk and lace dirty, torn. 

Elain was quietly sobbing, the gag soaked with her tears. Nesta, hair disheveled

as if she’d fought like a wildcat, was panting as she took us in. 

Took in the Cauldron. 

“You  made  a  very  big  mistake,”  the  king  said  to  Rhysand,  my  mate’s  arms

banded around me, “the day you went after the Book. I had no need of it. I was

content  to  let  it  lie  hidden.  But  the  moment  your  forces  started  sniffing  around

… I decided who better than to be my liaison to the human realm than my newly

reborn friend, Jurian? He’d just finished all those months of recovering from the

process, and longed to see what his former home had become, so he was more

than happy to visit the continent for an extended visit.” 

Indeed the queens smiled at him—bowed their heads. Rhys’s arms tightened in

silent warning. 

“The brave, cunning Jurian, who suffered so badly at the end of the War

—now my ally. Here to help me convince these queens to aid in my cause. 

For a price of his own, of course, but it has no bearing here. And wiser to work

with  me,  my  men,  than  to  allow  you  monsters  in  the  Night  Court  to  rule  and attack. Jurian was right to warn their Majesties that you’d try to take the Book—

that you would feed them lies of love and goodness, when  he had seen what the

High  Lord  of  the  Night  Court  was  capable  of.  The  hero  of  the  human  forces, reborn as a gesture to the human world of my good faith. I do not wish to invade

the continent—but to work with them. 

My  powers  ensconced  their  court  from   prying  eyes,  just  to  show  them  the benefits.” A smirk at Azriel, who could hardly lift his head to snarl back. 

“Such impressive attempts to infiltrate their sacred palace, Shadowsinger—

and utter proof to their Majesties, of course, that your court is not as benevolent as you seem.” 

“Liar,” I hissed, and whirled on the queens, daring only a step away from Rhys. 

“They are  liars, and if you do not let my sisters go, I will  slaughter

—” 

“Do  you  hear  the  threats,  the  language  they  use  in  the  Night  Court?”  the  king said to the mortal queens, their guards now around us in a half circle. 

“Slaughter, ultimatums … They wish to end life. I desire to give it.” 

The eldest queen said to him, refusing to acknowledge me, my words, 

“Then show us—prove this gift you mentioned.” 

Rhysand tugged me back against him. He said quietly to the queen, 

“You’re a fool.” 

The king cut in, “Is she? Why submit to old age and ailments when what I offer

is so much better?” He waved a hand toward me. “Eternal youth. Do you deny

the benefits? A mortal queen becomes one who might reign forever. Of course, 

there are risks—the transition can be … difficult. But a strong-willed individual

could survive.” 

The youngest queen, the dark-haired one, smiled slightly. Arrogant youth

—and bitter old age. Only the two others, the ones who wore white and black, 

seemed to hesitate, stepping closer to each other—and their towering guards. 

The ancient queen lifted her chin, “Show us. Demonstrate it can be done, that it

is safe.” She had spoken of eternal youth that day, had spat in my face about it. 

Two-faced  bitch. 

The king nodded. “Why did you think I asked my dear friend Ianthe to see who

Feyre Archeron would appreciate having with her for eternity?” 

Even  as  horror  filled  my  ears  with  roaring  silence,  I  glanced  at  the  queens,  the

question  no  doubt  written  on  my  face.  The  king  explained,  “Oh,  I  asked  them first.  They  deemed  it  too  …  uncouth  to  betray  two  young,  misguided  women. 

Ianthe  had  no  such  qualms.  Consider  it  my  wedding  present  for  you  both,”  he added to Tamlin. 

But Tamlin’s face tightened. “What?” 

The king cocked his head, savoring every word. “I think the High Priestess was

waiting until your return to tell you, but didn’t you ever ask  why she believed I might be able to break the bargain? Why she had so many musings on the idea? 

So many millennia have the High Priestesses been forced to their knees for the

High Lords. And during those years she dwelled in that foreign court … such an

open mind, she has. Once we met, once I painted for her a portrait of a Prythian

free  of  High  Lords,  where  the  High  Priestesses  might  rule  with  grace  and

wisdom … She didn’t take much convincing.” 

I was going to vomit. Tamlin, to his credit, looked like he might, too. 

Lucien’s face had slackened. “She sold out—she sold out Feyre’s family. 

To you.” 

I  had  told  Ianthe  everything  about  my  sisters.  She  had  asked.  Asked  who  they were,  where  they  lived.  And  I  had  been  so  stupid,  so  broken  …  I  had  fed  her every detail. 

“Sold  out?”  The  king  snorted.  “Or  saved  from  the  shackles  of  mortal  death? 

Ianthe suggested they were both strong-willed women, like their sister. No doubt

they’ll survive. And prove to our queens it  can be done. If one has the strength.” 

My heart stopped. “Don’t you—

The king cut me off, “I would suggest bracing yourselves.” 

And then hell exploded in the hall. 

Power, white and unending and hideous, barreled into us. 

All  I  knew  was  Rhysand’s  body  covering  mine  as  we  were  all  thrown  to  the

floor, the shout of pain as he took the brunt of the king’s power. 

Cassian twisted, wings flaring wide as he shielded Azriel. 

His wings—his wings—

Cassian’s scream as his wings shredded under talons of pure magic was the most

horrific sound I’d ever heard. Mor surged for him, but too late. 

Rhys  was  moving  in  an  instant,  as  if  he’d  lunge  for  the  king,  but  power  hit  us again, and again. Rhys slammed to his knees. 

My  sisters  were  shrieking  over  their  gags.  But  Elain’s  cry—a  warning.  A

warning to—

To my right, now exposed, Tamlin ran for me. To grab me at last. 

I hurled a knife at him—as hard as I could. 

He  had  to  dive  to  miss  it.  And  he  backed  away  at  the  second  one  I  had  ready, gaping at me, at Rhys, as if he could indeed see the mating bond between us. 

But I whirled as soldiers pressed in, cutting us off. Whirled, and saw Cassian and

Azriel on the ground, Jurian laughing softly at the blood gushing from Cassian’s

ravaged wings—

Shreds of them remained. 

I scrambled for him. My blood. It might be enough, be—

Mor, on her knees beside Cassian, hurtled for the king with a cry of pure wrath. 

He sent a punch of power to her. She dodged, a knife angled in her hand, and—

Azriel cried out in pain. 

She froze. Stopped a foot from the throne. Her knife clattered to the floor. 

The king rose. “What a mighty queen you are,” he breathed. 

And Mor backed away. Step by step. 

“What a prize,” the king said, that black gaze devouring her. 

Azriel’s head lifted from where he was sprawled in his own blood, eyes full of rage and pain as he snarled at the king, “Don’t you touch her.” 

Mor looked at Azriel—and there was real fear there. Fear—and something else. 

She didn’t stop moving until she again kneeled beside him and pressed a hand to

his wound. Azriel hissed—but covered her bloody fingers with his own. 

Rhys  positioned  himself  between  me  and  the  king  as  I  dropped  to  my  knees

before Cassian. I ripped at the leather covering my forearm—

“Put the prettier one in first,” the king said, Mor already forgotten. 

I  twisted—only  to  have  the  king’s  guards  grab  me  from  behind.  Rhys  was

instantly there, but Azriel shouted, back arching as the king’s poison worked its

way in. 

“Please refrain,” the king said, “from getting any stupid ideas, Rhysand.” 

He smiled at me. “If any of you interfere, the shadowsinger dies. Pity about the

other brute’s wings.” He gave my sisters a mockery of a bow. “Ladies, eternity

awaits.  Prove  to  their  Majesties  the  Cauldron  is  safe  for  …  strong-willed

individuals.” 

I shook my head, unable to breathe, to think a way out of it—

Elain was shaking, sobbing, as she was hauled forward. Toward the Cauldron. 

Nesta began thrashing against the men that held her. 

Tamlin said, “Stop.” 

The king did no such thing. 

Lucien, beside Tamlin, again put a hand on his sword. “Stop this.” 

Nesta  was  bellowing  at  the  guards,  at  the  king,  as  Elain  yielded  step  after  step toward  that  Cauldron.  As  the  king  waved  his  hand,  and  liquid  filled  it  to  the brim.  No, no—

The  queens  only  watched,  stone-faced.  And  Rhys  and  Mor,  separated  from  me

by those guards, did not dare to even shift a muscle. 

Tamlin spat at the king, “This is not part of our deal.  Stop this now.” 

“I don’t care,” the king said simply. 

Tamlin launched himself at the throne, as if he’d rip him to shreds. 

That white-hot magic slammed into him, shoving him to the ground. 

Leashing him. 

Tamlin strained against the collar of light on his neck, around his wrists. 

His  golden  power  flared—to  no  avail.  I  tore  at  the  fist  still  gripping  my  own, sliced at it, over and over—

Lucien  staggered  a  step  forward  as  Elain  was  gripped  between  two  guards  and

hoisted  up.  She  began  kicking  then,  weeping  while  her  feet  slammed  into  the

sides of the Cauldron as if she’d push off it, as if she’d knock it down—

“That is enough.” Lucien surged for Elain, for the Cauldron. 

And the king’s power leashed him, too. On the ground beside Tamlin, his single

eye  wide,  Lucien  had  the  good  sense  to  look  horrified  as  he  glanced  between Elain and the High Lord. 

“Please,”  I  begged  the  king,  who  motioned  Elain  to  be  shoved  into  the  water. 

“Please, I will do anything, I will give you anything.” I shot to my feet, stepping

away from where Cassian lay prostrate, and looked to the queens. “Please—you

do not need proof, I am proof that it works. Jurian is proof it is safe.” 

The  ancient  queen  said,  “You  are  a  thief,  and  a  liar.  You  conspired  with  our sister. Your punishment should be the same as hers. Consider this a gift instead.” 

Elain’s foot hit the water, and she screamed—screamed in terror that hit me so

deep I began sobbing. “Please,” I said to none of them. 

Nesta was still fighting, still roaring through her gag. 

Elain, who Nesta would have killed and whored and stolen for. Elain, who had

been gentle and sweet. Elain, who was to marry a lord’s son who hated faeries

…

The guards shoved my sister into the Cauldron in a single movement. 

My cry hadn’t finished sounding before Elain’s head went under. 

She did not come up. 

Nesta’s screaming was the only sound. Cassian blindly lurched toward it

—toward her, moaning in pain. 

The King of Hybern bowed slightly to the queens. “Behold.” 

Rhys, a wall of guards still cleaving us, curled his fingers into a fist. But he did

not move, as Mor and I did not dare move, not with Azriel’s life dangling in the

king’s grasp. 

And as if it had been tipped by invisible hands, the Cauldron turned on its side. 

More water than seemed possible dumped out in a cascade. Black, smoke-coated

water. 

And Elain, as if she’d been thrown by a wave, washed onto the stones facedown. 

Her  legs  were  so  pale—so  delicate.  I  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  I’d  seen them bare. 

The  queens  pushed  forward.  Alive,  she  had  to  be   alive,  had  to  have  wanted  to live—

Elain  sucked  in  a  breath,  her  fine-boned  back  rising,  her  wet  nightgown  nearly sheer. 

And  as  she  rose  from  the  ground  onto  her  elbows,  the  gag  in  place,  as  she twisted to look at me—

Nesta began roaring again. 

Pale skin started to glow. Her face had somehow become more beautiful

—infinitely beautiful, and her ears … Elain’s ears were now pointed beneath her sodden hair. 

The queens gasped. And for a moment, all I could think of was my father. 

What he would do, what he would say, when his most beloved daughter looked

at him with a Fae face. 

“So we can survive,” the dark-haired youngest breathed, eyes bright. 

I fell to my knees, the guards not bothering to grab me as I sobbed. What he’d

done, what he’d done—

“The hellcat now, if you’ll be so kind,” the King of Hybern said. 

I whipped my head to Nesta as she went silent. The Cauldron righted itself. 

Cassian again stirred, slumping on the floor—but his hand twitched. 

Toward Nesta. 

Elain  was  still  shivering  on  the  wet  stones,  her  nightgown  shoved  up  to  her thighs,  her  small  breasts  fully  visible  beneath  the  soaked  fabric.  Guards

snickered. 

Lucien  snarled  at  the  king  over  the  bite  of  the  magic  at  his  throat,  “Don’t   just leave her on the damned floor—” 

There  was  a  flare  of  light,  and  a  scrape,  and  then  Lucien  was  stalking  toward Elain,  freed  of  his  restraints.  Tamlin  remained  leashed  on  the  ground,  a  gag  of white, iridescent magic in his mouth now. But his eyes were on Lucien as—

As Lucien took off his jacket, kneeling before Elain. She cringed away from the

coat, from him—

The guards hauled Nesta toward the Cauldron. 

There were different kinds of torture, I realized. 

There was the torture that I had endured, that Rhys had endured. 

And then there was this. 

The  torture  that  Rhys  had  worked  so  hard  those  fifty  years  to  avoid;  the

nightmares that haunted him. To be unable to move, to fight … while our loved

ones  were  broken.  My  eyes  met  with  those  of  my  mate.  Agony  rippled  in  that violet stare—rage and guilt and utter agony. The mirror to my own. 

Nesta fought every step of the way. 

She did not make it easy for them. She clawed and kicked and bucked. 

And it was not enough. 

And we were not enough to save her. 

I  watched  as  she  was  hoisted  up.  Elain  remained  shuddering  on  the  ground, 

Lucien’s  coat  draped  around  her.  She  did  not  look  at  the  Cauldron  behind  her, not as Nesta’s thrashing feet slammed into the water. 

Cassian  stirred  again,  his  shredded  wings  twitching  and  spraying  blood,  his

muscles quivering. At Nesta’s shouts, her raging, his eyes fluttered open, glazed

and unseeing, an answer to some call in his blood, a promise he’d made her. But

pain knocked him under again. 

Nesta  was  shoved  into  the  water  up  to  her  shoulders.  She  bucked  even  as  the water sprayed. She clawed and screamed her rage, her defiance. 

“Put her under,” the king hissed. 

The guards, straining, shoved her slender shoulders. Her brown-gold head. 

And as they pushed her head down, she thrashed one last time, freeing her long, 

pale arm. 

Teeth bared, Nesta pointed one finger at the King of Hybern. 

One finger, a curse and a damning. 

A promise. 

And  as  Nesta’s  head  was  forced  under  the  water,  as  that  hand  was  violently

shoved  down,  the  King  of  Hybern  had  the  good  sense  to  look  somewhat unnerved. 

Dark water lapped for a moment. The surface went flat. 

I vomited on the floor. 

The guards at last let Rhysand kneel beside me in the growing pool of Cassian’s

blood—let him tuck me into him as the Cauldron again tilted. 

Water poured forth, Lucien hoisting Elain in his arms and out of the way. 

The bonds on Tamlin vanished, along with the gag. He was instantly on his feet, 

snarling at the king. Even the fist on my mind lightened to a mere caress. As if

he knew he’d won. 

I didn’t care. Not as Nesta was sprawled upon the stones. 

I knew that she was different. 

From however Elain had been Made … Nesta was different. 

Even before she took her first breath, I felt it. 

As  if  the  Cauldron  in  making  her  …  had  been  forced  to  give  more  than  it

wanted. As if Nesta had fought even after she went under, and had decided that

if she was to be dragged into hell, she was taking that Cauldron with her. 

As if that finger she’d pointed was now a death-promise to the King of Hybern. 

Nesta took a breath. And when I beheld my sister, with her somehow magnified

beauty, her ears … When Nesta looked to me …

Rage. Power. Cunning. 

Then  it  was  gone,  horror  and  shock  crumpling  her  face,  but  she  didn’t  pause, didn’t halt. She was free—she was loose. 

She was on her feet, tripping over her slightly longer, leaner limbs, ripping the

gag from her mouth—

Nesta slammed into Lucien, grabbing Elain from his arms, and screamed at him as he fell back, “Get off her! ” 

Elain’s feet slipped against the floor, but Nesta gripped her upright, running her

hands  over  Elain’s  face,  her  shoulders,  her  hair—  “Elain,  Elain,    Elain,”  she sobbed. 

Cassian  again  stirred—trying  to  rise,  to  answer  Nesta’s  voice  as  she  held  my sister and cried her name again and again. 

But Elain was staring over Nesta’s shoulder. 

At Lucien—whose face she had finally taken in. 

Dark brown eyes met one eye of russet and one of metal. 

Nesta was still weeping, still raging, still inspecting Elain—

Lucien’s hands slackened at his sides. 

His voice broke as he whispered to Elain, “You’re my mate.” 
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I didn’t let Lucien’s declaration sink in. 

Nesta,  however,  whirled  on  him.  “She  is   no  such  thing,”  she  said,  and  shoved him again. 

Lucien didn’t move an inch. His face was pale as death as he stared at Elain. My

sister said nothing, the iron ring glinting dully on her finger. 

The King of Hybern murmured, “Interesting. So very interesting.” He turned to

the queens. “See? I showed you not once, but twice that it is safe. 

Who  should  like  to  be  Made  first?  Perhaps  you’ll  get  a  handsome  Fae  lord  as your mate, too.” 

The  youngest  queen  stepped  forward,  her  eyes  indeed  darting  between  all  the

Fae men assembled. As if they were hers for the picking. 

The king chuckled. “Very well, then.” 

Hate flooded me, so violent I had no control over it, no song in my heart but its

war-cry. I was going to kill them. I was going to kill  all of them—

“If you’re so willing to hand out bargains,” Rhys suddenly said, rising to his feet

and tugging me with him, “perhaps I’ll make one with you.” 

“Oh?” 

Rhys shrugged. 

No. No more bargains—no more sacrifices. No more giving himself away piece

by piece. 

 No more. 

And if the king refused, if there was nothing to do but watch my friends die …

I could not accept it. I could not endure it—not that. 

And for Rhys, for the family I’d found … They had not needed me—not really. 

Only to nullify the Cauldron. 

I had failed them. Just as I had failed my sisters, whose lives I’d now shattered

…

I  thought  of  that  ring  waiting  for  me  at  home.  I  thought  of  the  ring  on  Elain’s finger, from a man who would now likely hunt her down and kill her. If Lucien

let her leave at all. 

I thought of all the things I wanted to paint—and never would. 

But for them—for my family both of blood and my own choosing, for my mate

… The idea that hit me did not seem so frightening. 

And so I was not afraid. 

I dropped to my knees in a spasm, gripping my head as I gnashed my teeth and

sobbed, sobbed and panted, pulling at my hair—

The fist of that spell didn’t have time to seize me again as I exploded past it. 

Rhys reached for me, but I unleashed my power, a flash of that white, pure light, 

all that could escape with the damper from the king’s spell. A flash of the light

that was only for Rhys, only because of Rhys. I hoped he understood. 

It erupted through the room, the gathered force hissing and dropping back. 

Even  Rhys  had  frozen—the  king  and  queens  openmouthed.  My  sisters  and

Lucien had whirled, too. 

But  there,  deep  within  Day’s  light  …  I  gleaned  it.  A  purifying,  clear  power. 

Cursebreaker—spellbreaker.  The  light  wiped  through  every  physical  trapping, 

showing me the snarls of spells and glamours, showing me the way through … I

burned brighter, looking, looking—

Buried inside the bone-walls of the castle, the wards were woven strong. 

I sent that blinding light flaring once more—a distraction and sleight of hand as I

severed the wards at their ancient arteries. 

Now I only had to play my part. 

The light faded, and I was curled on the floor, head in my hands. 

Silence. Silence as they all gawked at me. 

Even Jurian had stopped gloating from where he now leaned against the wall. 

But my eyes were only on Tamlin as I lowered my hands, gulping down air, and

blinked. I looked at the host and the blood and the Night Court, and then finally

back at him as I breathed, “Tamlin?” 

He didn’t move an inch. Beyond him, the king gaped at me. Whether he knew

I’d ripped his wards wide open, whether he knew it was intentional, was not my

concern—not yet. 

I  blinked  again,  as  if  clearing  my  head.  “Tamlin?”  I  peered  at  my  hands,  the

blood,  and  when  I  beheld  Rhys,  when  I  saw  my  grim-faced  friends,  and  my drenched, immortal sisters—

There was nothing but shock and confusion on Rhys’s face as I scrambled back

from him. 

Away from them. Toward Tamlin. “Tamlin,” I managed to say again. 

Lucien’s  eye  widened  as  he  stepped  between  me  and  Elain.  I  whirled  on  the

King of Hybern. “Where—” I again faced Rhysand. “What did you do to me,” I

breathed, low and guttural. Backing toward Tamlin. “What did you  do? ” 

 Get them out. Get my sisters out. 

 Play—please play along. Please—

There  was  no  sound,  no  shield,  no  glimmer  of  feeling  in  our  bond.  The  king’s power had blocked it out too thoroughly. There was nothing I could do against it, 

Cursebreaker or no. 

But Rhys slid his hands into his pockets as he purred, “How did you get free?” 

“What?” Jurian seethed, pushing off the wall and storming toward us. 

But I turned toward Tamlin and ignored the features and smell and clothes that

were all wrong. He watched me warily. “Don’t let him take me again, don’t let

him—don’t—”  I  couldn’t  keep  the  sobs  from  shuddering  out,  not  as  the  full

force of what I was doing hit me. 

“Feyre,” Tamlin said softly. And I knew I had won. 

I sobbed harder. 

 Get  my  sisters  out,  I  begged  Rhys  through  the  silent  bond.  I  ripped  the   wards open for you—all of you. Get them out. 

“Don’t let him take me,” I sobbed again. “I don’t want to go back.” 

And when I looked at Mor, at the tears streaming down her face as she helped

Cassian get upright, I knew she realized what I meant. But the tears

vanished—became sorrow for Cassian as she turned a hateful, horrified face to Rhysand and spat, “What did you do to that girl?” 

Rhys cocked his head. “How did you do it, Feyre?” There was so much blood on

him. One last game—this was one last game we were to play together. 

I  shook  my  head.  The  queens  had  fallen  back,  their  guards  forming  a  wall

between us. 

Tamlin watched me carefully. So did Lucien. 

So I turned to the king. He was smiling. Like he knew. 

But I said, “Break the bond.” 

Rhysand went still as death. 

I stormed to the king, knees barking as I dropped to the floor before his throne. 

“Break  the  bond.  The  bargain,  the—the  mating  bond.  He—he  made  me  do  it, 

made me swear it—” 

“No,” Rhysand said. 

I ignored him, even as my heart broke, even as I knew that he hadn’t meant to

say it— “Do it,” I begged the king, even as I silently prayed he wouldn’t notice

his ruined wards, the door I’d left wide open. “I know you can. Just—free me. 

Free me from it.” 

“No,” Rhysand said. 

But  Tamlin  was  staring  between  us.  And  I  looked  at  him,  the  High  Lord  I  had once  loved,  and  I  breathed,  “No  more.  No  more  death—no  more  killing.”  I

sobbed  through  my  clenched  teeth.  Made  myself  look  at  my  sisters.  “No  more. 

Take me  home and let them go. Tell him it’s part of the bargain and let them go. 

But no more—please.” 

Cassian slowly, every movement pained, stirred enough to look over a shredded

wing at me. And in his pain-glazed eyes, I saw it—the understanding. 

The Court of Dreams. I had belonged to a court of dreams. And dreamers. 

And for their dreams … for what they had worked for, sacrificed for … I could do it. 

 Get  my  sisters  out,  I  said  to  Rhys  one  last  time,  sending  it  into  that  stone  wall between us. 

I looked to Tamlin. “No more.” Those green eyes met mine—and the sorrow and

tenderness in them was the most hideous thing I’d ever seen. 

“Take me home.” 

Tamlin said flatly to the king, “Let them go, break her bond, and let’s be done

with it. Her sisters come with us. You’ve already crossed too many lines.” 

Jurian began objecting, but the king said, “Very well.” 

“No,” was all Rhys said again. 

Tamlin snarled at him, “I don’t give a  shit if she’s your mate. I don’t give a shit if  you  think  you’re  entitled  to  her.  She  is   mine—and  one  day,  I  am  going  to repay every bit of pain she felt, every bit of suffering and despair. 

One day, perhaps when she decides she wants to end you, I’ll be happy to oblige

her.” 

 Walk away—just go. Take my sisters with you. 

Rhys was  only staring at me. “Don’t.” 

But I backed away—until I hit Tamlin’s chest, until his hands, warm and heavy, 

landed on my shoulders. “Do it,” he said to the king. 

“No,” Rhys said again, his voice breaking. 

But the king pointed at me. And I screamed. 

Tamlin  gripped  my  arms  as  I  screamed  and  screamed  at  the  pain  that  tore

through my chest, my left arm. 

Rhysand was on the ground, roaring, and I thought he might have said my name, 

might  have  bellowed  it  as  I  thrashed  and  sobbed.  I  was  being  shredded,  I  was

dying, I was dying—

No. No, I didn’t want it, I didn’t want to—

A crack sounded in my ears. 

And the world cleaved in two as the bond snapped. 
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I fainted. 

When I opened my eyes, mere seconds had passed. Mor was now hauling away

Rhys,  who  was  panting  on  the  floor,  eyes  wild,  fingers  clenching  and

unclenching—

Tamlin yanked off the glove on my left hand. 

Pure, bare skin greeted him. No tattoo. 

I was sobbing and sobbing, and his arms came around me. Every inch of them

felt wrong. I nearly gagged on his scent. 

Mor  let  go  of  Rhysand’s  jacket  collar,  and  he  crawled—   crawled  back  toward Azriel and Cassian, their blood splashing on his hands, on his neck, as he hauled

himself through it. His rasping breaths sliced into me, my soul

—

The king merely waved a hand at him. “You are free to go, Rhysand. 

Your friend’s poison is gone. The wings on the other, I’m afraid, are a bit of a

mess.” 

 Don’t  fight  it—don’t  say  anything,  I  begged  him  as  Rhys  reached  his  brothers. 

 Take my sisters. The wards are down. 

Silence. 

So I looked—just once—at Rhysand, and Cassian, and Mor, and Azriel. 

They were already looking at me. Faces bloody and cold and enraged. 

But beneath them … I knew it was love beneath them. They understood the tears

that rolled down my face as I silently said good-bye. 

Then Mor, swift as an adder, winnowed to Lucien. To my sisters. To show Rhys, 

I realized, what I’d done, the hole I’d blasted for them to escape

—

She slammed Lucien away with a palm to the chest, and his roar shook the halls

as Mor grabbed my sisters by the arm and vanished. 

Lucien’s bellow was still sounding as Rhys lunged, gripping Azriel and Cassian, 

and did not even turn toward me as they winnowed out. 

The  king  shot  to  his  feet,  spewing  his  wrath  at  his  guards,  at  Jurian,  for  not grabbing my sisters. Demanding to know what had happened to the castle wards

—

I barely heard him. There was only silence in my head. Such silence where there

had once been dark laughter and wicked amusement. A wind-blasted wasteland. 

Lucien was shaking his head, panting, and whirled to us. “Get her back,” 

he snarled at Tamlin over the ranting of the king. A mate—a mate already going

wild to defend what was his. 

Tamlin ignored him. So I did, too. I could barely stand, but I faced the king as he

slumped into his throne, gripping the arms so tightly the whites of his knuckles

showed.  “Thank  you,”  I  breathed,  a  hand  on  my  chest—the  skin  so  pale,  so

white. “Thank you.” 

He merely said to the gathered queens, now a healthy distance away, 

“Begin.” 

The  queens  looked  at  each  other,  then  their  wide-eyed  guards,  and  snaked

toward  the  Cauldron,  their  smiles  growing.  Wolves  circling  prey.  One  of  them sniped  at  another  for  pushing  her—the  king  murmured  something  to  them  all

that I didn’t bother to hear. 

Jurian  stalked  over  to  Lucien  amid  the  rising  squabble,  laughing  under  his

breath.  “Do  you  know  what  Illyrian  bastards  do  to  pretty  females?  You  won’t

have a mate left—at least not one that’s useful to you in any way.” 

Lucien’s answering growl was nothing short of feral. 

I spat at Jurian’s feet. “You can go to hell, you hideous prick.” 

Tamlin’s  hands  tightened  on  my  shoulders.  Lucien  spun  toward  me,  and  that

metal  eye  whirred  and  narrowed.  Centuries  of  cultivated  reason  clicked  into

place. 

I was not panicking at my sisters being taken. 

I said quietly, “We will get her back.” 

But Lucien was watching me warily. Too warily. 

I said to Tamlin, “Take me home.” 

But the king cut in over the bickering of the queens, “Where is it.” 

I preferred the amused, arrogant voice to the flat, brutal one that sliced through

the hall. 

“You—  you were to wield the Book of Breathings,” the king said. “I could feel it in here, with …” 

The entire castle shuddered as he realized I had not been holding it in my jacket. 

I just said to him, “Your mistake.” 

His nostrils flared. Even the sea far below seemed to recoil in terror at the wrath

that whitened his ruddy face. But he blinked and it was gone. He said tightly to

Tamlin, “When the Book is retrieved, I expect your presence here.” 

Power, smelling of lilac and cedar and the first bits of green, swirled around me. 

Readying  us  to  winnow  away—through  the  wards  they  had  no  inkling  I’d smashed apart. 

So I said to the king, and Jurian, and the queens assembled, already at the lip of

the  Cauldron  and  hissing  over  who  would  go  in  first,  “I  will  light  your  pyres myself for what you did to my sisters.” 

Then we were gone. 
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 Rhysand

I  slammed  into  the  floor  of  the  town  house,  and  Amren  was  instantly  there, 

hands on Cassian’s wings, swearing at the damage. Then at the hole in Azriel’s

chest. 

Even her healing couldn’t fix both. No, we’d need a real healer for each of them, 

and fast, because if Cassian lost those wings … I knew he’d prefer death. Any

Illyrian would. 

“Where is she?” Amren demanded. 


 Where is she where is she where is she

“Get the Book out of here,” I said, dumping the pieces onto the ground. I hated

the touch of them, their madness and despair and joy. Amren ignored the order. 

Mor  hadn’t  appeared—dropping  off  or  hiding  Nesta  and  Elain  wherever  she

deemed safest. 

“Where is she?” Amren said again, pressing a hand to Cassian’s ravaged back. I

knew she didn’t mean Mor. 

As  if  my  thoughts  had  summoned  her,  my  cousin  appeared—panting,  haggard. 

She  dropped  to  the  floor  before  Azriel,  her  blood-caked  hands  shaking  as  she ripped  the  arrow  free  of  his  chest,  blood  showering  the  carpet.  She  shoved  her fingers over the wound, light flaring as her power knit bone and flesh and vein

together. 

“Where is she?” Amren snapped one more time. 

I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. 

So  Mor  said  them  for  me  as  she  knelt  over  Azriel,  both  of  my  brothers

mercifully  unconscious.  “Tamlin  offered  passage  through  his  lands  and  our

heads on platters to the king in exchange for trapping Feyre, breaking her

bond,  and  getting  to  bring  her  back  to  the  Spring  Court.  But  Ianthe  betrayed Tamlin—told  the  king  where  to  find  Feyre’s  sisters.  So  the  king  had  Feyre’s

sisters brought with the queens—to prove he could make them immortal. 

He put them in the Cauldron. We could do nothing as they were turned. He had

us by the balls.” 

Those quicksilver eyes shot to me. “Rhysand.” 

I managed to say, “We were out of options, and Feyre knew it. So she pretended

to free herself from the control Tamlin thought I’d kept on her mind. Pretended

that  she  …  hated  us.  And  told  him  she’d  go  home—but  only  if  the  killing

stopped. If we went free.” 

“And  the  bond,”  Amren  breathed,  Cassian’s  blood  shining  on  her  hands  as  she

slowed its dribbling. 

Mor said, “She asked the king to break the bond. He obliged.” 

I thought I might be dying—thought my chest might actually be cleaved in two. 

“That’s impossible,” Amren said. “That sort of bond cannot be broken.” 

“The king said he could do it.” 

“The king is a fool,” Amren barked. “That sort of bond  cannot be broken.” 

“No, it can’t,” I said. 

They both looked at me. 

I  cleared  my  head,  my  shattering  heart—breaking  for  what  my  mate  had  done, sacrificed for me and my family. For her sisters. Because she hadn’t thought …

hadn’t thought she was essential. Even after all she had done. 

“The king broke the bargain between us. Hard to do, but he couldn’t tell that it

wasn’t the mating bond.” 

Mor started. “Does—does Feyre know—” 

“Yes,” I breathed. “And now my mate is in our enemy’s hands.” 

“Go get her,” Amren hissed. “Right now.” 

“No,” I said, and hated the word. 

They gaped at me, and I wanted to roar at the sight of the blood coating them, at

my unconscious and suffering brothers on the carpet before them. 

But I managed to say to my cousin, “Weren’t you listening to what Feyre said to

him? She promised to destroy him—from within.” 

Mor’s  face  paled,  her  magic  flaring  on  Azriel’s  chest.  “She’s  going  into  that house to take him down. To take them all down.” 

I nodded. “She is now a spy—with a direct line to me. What the King of Hybern

does, where he goes, what his plans are, she will know. And report back.” 

For between us, faint and soft, hidden so none might find it … between us lay a

whisper of color, and joy, of light and shadow—a whisper of  her. 

Our bond. 

“She’s your mate,” Amren bit at me. “Not your spy.  Go get her.” 

“She is my mate. And my spy,” I said too quietly. “And she is the High Lady of

the Night Court.” 

“What?” Mor whispered. 

I caressed a mental finger down that bond now hidden deep, deep within us, and

said, “If they had removed her other glove, they would have seen a second tattoo

on  her  right  arm.  The  twin  to  the  other.  Inked  last  night,  when  we  crept  out, found a priestess, and I swore her in as my High Lady.” 

“Not—not  consort,”  Amren  blurted,  blinking.  I  hadn’t  seen  her  surprised  in  …

centuries. 

“Not  consort,  not  wife.  Feyre  is  High  Lady  of  the  Night  Court.”  My  equal  in every way; she would wear my crown, sit on a throne beside mine. 

Never sidelined, never designated to breeding and parties and child-rearing. 

My queen. 

As if in answer, a glimmer of love shuddered down the bond. I clamped down on

the relief that threatened to shatter any calm I feigned having. 

“You mean to tell me,” Mor breathed, “that my High Lady is now surrounded by

enemies?” A lethal sort of calm crept over her tear-stained face. 

“I  mean  to  tell  you,”  I  said,  watching  the  blood  clot  on  Cassian’s  wings  with Amren’s  tending.  Beneath  Mor’s  own  hands,  Azriel’s  bleeding  at  last  eased. 

Enough to keep them alive until the healer got here. “I mean to tell you,” I said

again,  my  power  building  and  rubbing  itself  against  my  skin,  my  bones, 

desperate to be unleashed upon the world, “that your High Lady made a sacrifice

for her court—and we will move when the time is right.” 

Perhaps Lucien being Elain’s mate would help—somehow. I’d find a way. 

And  then  I’d  assist  my  mate  in  ripping  the  Spring  Court,  Ianthe,  those  mortal queens, and the King of Hybern to shreds. Slowly. 

“Until then?” Amren demanded. “What of the Cauldron—of the Book?” 

“Until then,” I said, staring toward the door as if I might see her walk through it, 

laughing and vibrant and beautiful, “we go to war.” 
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 Feyre

Tamlin landed us in the gravel of the front drive. 

I had forgotten how quiet it was here. 

How small. Empty. 

Spring bloomed—the air gentle and scented with roses. 

Still lovely. But there were the front doors he’d sealed me behind. There was the

window I’d banged on, trying to get out. A pretty, rose-covered prison. 

But I smiled, head throbbing, and said through my tears, “I thought I’d never see

it again.” 

Tamlin was just staring at me, as if not quite believing it. “I thought you would

never, either.” 

 And  you  sold  us  out—sold  out  every  innocent  in  this  land  for  that.  All  so   you could have me back. 

Love—love was a balm as much as it was a poison. 

But it was love that burned in my chest. Right alongside the bond that the King

of Hybern hadn’t so much as touched, because he hadn’t known how deep and

far he’d have to delve to cleave it. To cleave me and Rhysand apart. 

It had hurt—hurt like hell to have the bargain between us ended—and Rhys had

done  his  job  perfectly,  his  horror  flawless.  We  had  always  been  so  good  at

playing together. 

I had not doubted him, had not said anything but  Yes when he’d taken me down

to the temple the night before, and I’d sworn my vows. To him, to Velaris, to the

Night Court. 

And  now  …  a  gentle,  loving  stroke  down  that  bond,  concealed  beneath  that

wasteland where the bargain had been. I sent a glimmer of feeling back down the

line, wishing I could touch him, hold him, laugh with him. 

But I kept those thoughts clear from my face. Kept anything but quiet relief from it as I leaned into Tamlin, sighing. “It feels—feels as if some of it was a dream, 

or a nightmare. But … But I remembered you. And when I saw you there today, 

I started clawing at it, fighting, because I knew it might be my only chance, and

—” 

“How did you break free of his control,” Lucien said flatly from behind us. 

Tamlin gave him a warning growl. 

I’d forgotten he was there. My sister’s mate. The Mother, I decided, did have a

sense of humor. “I wanted it—I don’t know how. I just wanted to break free of

him, so I did.” 

We stared each other down, but Tamlin brushed a thumb over my shoulder. “Are

—are you hurt?” 

I tried not to bristle. I knew what he meant. That he thought Rhysand would do

anything  like  that  to  anyone—  “I—I  don’t  know,”  I  stammered.  “I  don’t  …  I

don’t remember those things.” 

Lucien’s metal eye narrowed, as if he could sense the lie. 

But  I  looked  up  at  Tamlin,  and  brushed  my  hand  over  his  mouth.  My  bare, 

empty skin. “You’re real,” I said. “You freed me.” 

It was an effort not to turn my hands into claws and rip out his eyes. 

Traitor—liar. Murderer. 

“You freed yourself,” Tamlin breathed. He gestured to the house. “Rest—

and then we’ll talk. I … need to find Ianthe. And make some things very, very

clear.” 

“I—I want to be a part of it this time,” I said, halting when he tried to herd me

back into that beautiful prison. “No more … No more shutting me out. No more

guards. Please. I have so much to tell you about them—bit and pieces, but … I

can help. We can get my sisters back. Let me help.” 

 Help  lead  you  in  the  wrong  direction.  Help  bring  you  and  your  court  to   your knees, and take down Jurian and those conniving, traitorous queens. 

 And then tear Ianthe into tiny, tiny pieces and bury them in a pit no one can  find. 

Tamlin  scanned  my  face,  and  finally  nodded.  “We’ll  start  over.  Do  things

differently. When you were gone, I realized … I’d been wrong. So wrong, Feyre. 

And I’m sorry.” 

Too  late.  Too  damned  late.  But  I  rested  my  head  on  his  arm  as  he  slipped  it around me and led me toward the house. “It doesn’t matter. I’m home now.” 

“Forever,” he promised. 

“Forever,”  I  parroted,  glancing  behind—to  where  Lucien  stood  in  the  gravel

drive. 

His gaze on me. Face hard. As if he’d seen through every lie. 

As  if  he  knew  of  the  second  tattoo  beneath  my  glove,  and  the  glamour  I  now kept on it. 

As  if  he  knew  that  they  had  let  a  fox  into  a  chicken  coop—and  he  could  do nothing. 

Not unless he never wanted to see his mate—Elain—again. 

I gave Lucien a sweet, sleepy smile. So our game began. 

We hit the sweeping marble stairs to the front doors of the manor. 

And so Tamlin unwittingly led the High Lady of the Night Court into the heart

of his territory. 
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 Rhysand

 Two Years Before the Wall

The  buzzing  flies  and  screaming  survivors  had  long  since  replaced  the  beating war-drums. 

The  killing  field  was  now  a  tangled  sprawl  of  corpses,  human  and  faerie  alike, interrupted  only  by  broken  wings  jutting  toward  the  gray  sky  or  the  occasional bulk of a felled horse. 

With  the  heat,  despite  the  heavy  cloud  cover,  the  smell  would  soon  be

unbearable. Flies already crawled along eyes gazing unblinkingly upward. 

They didn’t differentiate between mortal and immortal flesh. 

I picked my way across the once-grassy plain, marking the banners half-buried

in mud and gore. It took most of my lingering strength to keep my wings from

dragging over corpse and armor. My own power had been depleted well before

the carnage had stopped. 

I’d spent the final hours fighting as the mortals beside me had: with sword and

fist and brute, unrelenting focus. We’d held the lines against Ravennia’s legions

—hour after hour, we’d held the lines, as I had been ordered to do by my father, 

as  I  knew  I  must  do.  To  falter  here  would  have  been  the  killing  blow  to  our already-sundering resistance. 

The  keep  looming  at  my  back  was  too  valuable  to  be  yielded  to  the  Loyalists. 

Not  just  for  its  location  in  the  heart  of  the  continent,  but  for  the  supplies  it guarded. For the forges that smoldered day and night on its western side, toiling

to stock our forces. 

The  smoke  of  those  forges  now  blended  with  the  pyres  already  being  kindled

behind  me  as  I  kept  walking,  scanning  the  faces  of  the  dead.  I  made  a  note  to dispatch any soldiers who could stomach it to claim weapons from either army. 

We needed them too desperately to bother with honor. 

Especially since the other side did not bother with it at all. 

So still—the battlefield was so still, compared with the slaughter and chaos that

had  finally  halted  hours  ago.  The  Loyalist  army  had  retreated  rather  than

surrender, leaving their dead for the crows. 

I  edged  around  a  fallen  bay  gelding,  the  beautiful  beast’s  eyes  still  wide  with terror,  flies  crusting  his  bloodied  flank.  The  rider  was  twisted  beneath  it,  the man’s  head  partially  severed.  Not  from  a  sword  blow.  No,  those  brutal  gashes were claws. 

They  wouldn’t  yield  easily.  The  kingdoms  and  territories  that  wanted  their

human slaves would not lose this war unless they had no other choice. 

And  even  then  …  We’d  learned  the  hard  way,  very  early  on,  that  they  had  no regard  for  the  ancient  rules  and  rites  of  battle.  And  for  the  Fae  territories  that fought beside mortal warriors … We were to be stomped out like vermin. 

I waved away a fly that buzzed in my ear, my hand caked with blood both my

own and foreign. 

I’d always thought death would be some sort of peaceful homecoming—

a sweet, sad lullaby to usher me into whatever waited afterward. 

I  crunched  down  with  an  armored  boot  on  the  flagpole  of  a  Loyalist  standard-bearer,  smearing  red  mud  across  the  tusked  boar  embroidered  on  its  emerald

flag. 

I now wondered if the lullaby of death was not a lovely song, but the droning of

flies. If flies and maggots were all Death’s handmaidens. 

The battlefield stretched toward the horizon in every direction save the keep at

my back. 

Three days, we had held them off; three days, we had fought and died here. 

But  we’d  held  the  lines.  Again  and  again,  I’d  rallied  human  and  faerie,  had refused to let the Loyalists break through, even when they’d hammered

our vulnerable right flank with fresh troops on the second day. 

I’d used my power until it was nothing but smoke in my veins, and then I’d used

my  Illyrian  training  until  swinging  my  shield  and  sword  was  all  I  knew,  all  I could manage against the hordes. 

A half-shredded Illyrian wing jutted from a cluster of High Fae corpses, as if it

had taken all six of them to bring the warrior down. As if he’d taken them all out

with him. 

My  heartbeat  pounded  through  my  battered  body  as  I  hauled  away  the  piled

corpses. 

Reinforcements had arrived at dawn on the third and final day, sent by my father

after  my  plea  for  aid.  I  had  been  too  lost  in  battle-rage  to  note  who  they  were beyond an Illyrian unit, especially when so many had been wielding Siphons. 

But in the hours since they’d saved our asses and turned the tide of the battle, I

had  not  spotted  either  of  my  brothers  amongst  the  living.  Did  not  know  if

Cassian or Azriel had even fought on the plain. 

The latter was unlikely, as my father kept him close for spying, but Cassian …

Cassian  could  have  been  reassigned.  I  wouldn’t  have  put  it  past  my  father  to

shift Cassian to a unit most likely to be slaughtered. As this one had been, barely half limping off the battlefield earlier. 

My aching, bloodied fingers dug into dented armor and clammy, stiff flesh as I

heaved  away  the  last  of  the  High  Fae  corpses  piled  atop  the  fallen  Illyrian soldier. 

The dark hair, the golden-brown skin … The same as Cassian’s. 

But it was not Cassian’s death-gray face that gaped at the sky. 

My breath whooshed from me, my lungs still raw from roaring, my lips dry and

chapped. 

I needed water—badly. But nearby, another set of Illyrian wings poked up from

the piled dead. 

I stumbled and lurched toward it, letting my mind drift someplace dark and quiet

while I righted the twisted neck to peer at the face beneath the simple helm. 

Not him. 

I picked my way through the corpses to another Illyrian. 

Then another. And another. 

Some  I  knew.  Some  I  didn’t.  Still  the  killing  field  stretched  onward  under  the sky. 

Mile after mile. A kingdom of the rotting dead. 

And still I looked. 

PART ONE

PRINCESS OF CARRION

CHAPTER

1

 Feyre

The painting was a lie. 

A bright, pretty lie, bursting with pale pink blooms and fat beams of sunshine. 

I’d begun it yesterday, an idle study of the rose garden lurking beyond the open

windows  of  the  studio.  Through  the  tangle  of  thorns  and  satiny  leaves,  the

brighter green of the hills rolled away into the distance. 

Incessant, unrelenting spring. 

If I’d painted this glimpse into the court the way my gut had urged me, it would

have  been  flesh-shredding  thorns,  flowers  that  choked  off  the  sunlight  for  any plants smaller than them, and rolling hills stained red. 

But each brushstroke on the wide canvas was calculated; each dab and swirl of

blending colors meant to portray not just idyllic spring, but a sunny disposition

as  well.  Not  too  happy,  but  gladly,  finally  healing  from  horrors  I  carefully divulged. 

I  supposed  that  in  the  past  weeks,  I  had  crafted  my  demeanor  as  intricately  as one of these paintings. I supposed that if I had also chosen to show myself as I

truly wished, I would have been adorned with flesh-shredding talons, and hands

that  choked  the  life  out  of  those  now  in  my  company.  I  would  have  left  the gilded halls stained red. 

But not yet. 

Not yet, I told myself with every brushstroke, with every move I’d made these

weeks. Swift revenge helped no one and nothing but my own, roiling rage. 

Even  if  every  time  I  spoke  to  them,  I  heard  Elain’s  sobbing  as  she  was  forced into  the  Cauldron.  Even  if  every  time  I  looked  at  them,  I  saw  Nesta  fling  that finger  at  the  King  of  Hybern  in  a  death-promise.  Even  if  every  time  I  scented them, my nostrils were again full of the tang of Cassian’s blood as it pooled on

the dark stones of that bone-castle. 

The paintbrush snapped between my fingers. 

I’d cleaved it in two, the pale handle damaged beyond repair. 

Cursing  under  my  breath,  I  glanced  to  the  windows,  the  doors.  This  place  was too full of watching eyes to risk throwing it in the rubbish bin. 

I  cast  my  mind  around  me  like  a  net,  trawling  for  any  others  near  enough  to witness, to be spying. I found none. 

I held my hands before me, one half of the brush in each palm. 

For a moment, I let myself see past the glamour that concealed the tattoo on my

right hand and forearm. The markings of my true heart. My true title. 

High Lady of the Night Court. 

Half a thought had the broken paintbrush going up in flames. 

The fire did not burn me, even as it devoured wood and brush and paint. 

When  it  was  nothing  but  smoke  and  ash,  I  invited  in  a  wind  that  swept  them from my palms and out the open windows. 

For  good  measure,  I  summoned  a  breeze  from  the  garden  to  snake  through  the

room,  wiping  away  any  lingering  tendril  of  smoke,  filling  it  with  the  musty, suffocating smell of roses. 

Perhaps  when  my  task  here  was  done,  I’d  burn  this  manor  to  the  ground,  too. 

Starting with those roses. 

Two approaching presences tapped against the back of my mind, and I snatched

up  another  brush,  dipping  it  in  the  closest  swirl  of  paint,  and  lowered  the invisible, dark snares I’d erected around this room to alert me of any visitors. 

I  was  working  on  the  way  the  sunlight  illuminated  the  delicate  veins  in  a  rose petal, trying not to think of how I’d once seen it do the same to Illyrian

wings, when the doors opened. 

I made a good show of appearing lost in my work, hunching my shoulders a bit, 

angling  my  head.  And  made  an  even  better  show  of  slowly  looking  over  my

shoulder, as if the struggle to part myself from the painting was a true effort. 

But the battle was the smile I forced to my mouth. To my eyes—the real tell of a

smile’s genuine nature. I’d practiced in the mirror. Over and over. 

So my eyes easily crinkled as I gave a subdued yet happy smile to Tamlin. 

To Lucien. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” Tamlin said, scanning my face for any sign of the shadows I

remembered to occasionally fall prey to, the ones I wielded to keep him at bay

when the sun sank beyond those foothills. “But I thought you might want to get

ready for the meeting.” 

I made myself swallow. Lower the paintbrush. No more than the nervous, unsure

girl I’d been long ago. “Is—you talked it over with Ianthe? 

She’s truly coming?” 

I hadn’t seen her yet. The High Priestess who had betrayed my sisters to Hybern, 

betrayed  us to Hybern. 

And  even  if  Rhysand’s  murky,  swift  reports  through  the  mating  bond  had

soothed  some  of  my  dread  and  terror  …  She  was  responsible  for  it.  What  had happened weeks ago. 

It was Lucien who answered, studying my painting as if it held the proof I knew

he  was  searching  for.  “Yes.  She  …  had  her  reasons.  She  is  willing  to  explain them to you.” 

Perhaps  along  with  her  reasons  for  laying  her  hands  on  whatever  males  she

pleased, whether they wished her to or not. For doing it to Rhys, and Lucien. 

I wondered what Lucien truly made of it. And the fact that the collateral in her

friendship with Hybern had wound up being  his mate. Elain. 

We had not spoken of Elain save for once, the day after I’d returned. 

 Despite  what  Jurian  implied  regarding  how  my  sisters  will  be  treated  by

 Rhysand, I had told him,  despite what the Night Court is like,  they won’t

 hurt Elain or Nesta like that—not yet. Rhysand has more creative ways to  harm them. 

Lucien still seemed to doubt it. 

But then again, I had also implied, in my own “gaps” of memory, that perhaps I

had not received the same creativity or courtesy. 

That  they  believed  it  so  easily,  that  they  thought  Rhysand  would  ever  force

someone … I added the insult to the long, long list of things to repay them for. 

I set down the brush and pulled off the paint-flecked smock, carefully laying it

on the stool I’d been perched on for two hours now. 

“I’ll go change,” I murmured, flicking my loose braid over a shoulder. 

Tamlin nodded, monitoring my every movement as I neared them. “The painting

looks beautiful.” 

“It’s nowhere near done,” I said, dredging up that girl who had shunned praise

and compliments, who had wanted to go unnoticed. “It’s still a mess.” 

Frankly, it was some of my best work, even if its soullessness was only apparent

to me. 

“I think we all are,” Tamlin offered with a tentative smile. 

I  reined  in  the  urge  to  roll  my  eyes,  and  returned  his  smile,  brushing  my  hand over his shoulder as I passed. 

Lucien was waiting outside my new bedroom when I emerged ten minutes later. 

It had taken me two days to stop going to the old one—to turn right at the top of

the stairs and not left. But there was nothing in that old bedroom. 

I’d looked into it once, the day after I returned. 

Shattered  furniture;  shredded  bedding;  clothes  strewn  about  as  if  he’d  gone

looking  for  me  inside  the  armoire.  No  one,  it  seemed,  had  been  allowed  in  to clean. 

But it was the vines—the thorns—that had made it unlivable. My old bedroom had  been  overrun  with  them.  They’d  curved  and  slithered  over  the  walls, 

entwined themselves amongst the debris. As if they’d crawled off the

trellises beneath my windows, as if a hundred years had passed and not months. 

That bedroom was now a tomb. 

I gathered the soft pink skirts of my gauzy dress in a hand and shut the bedroom

door behind me. Lucien remained leaning against the door across from mine. 

His room. 

I didn’t doubt he’d ensured I now stayed across from him. Didn’t doubt that the

metal eye he possessed was always turned toward my own chambers, even while

he slept. 

“I’m surprised you’re so calm, given your promises in Hybern,” Lucien said by

way of greeting. 

The promise I’d made to kill the human queens, the King of Hybern, Jurian, and

Ianthe for what they’d done to my sisters. To my friends. 

“You yourself said Ianthe had her reasons. Furious as I might be, I can hear her

out.” 

I  had  not  told  Lucien  of  what  I  knew  regarding  her  true  nature.  It  would  mean explaining that Rhys had thrown her out of his own home, that Rhys had done it

to  defend  himself  and  the  members  of  his  court,  and  it  would  raise  too  many questions,  undermine  too  many  carefully  crafted  lies  that  had  kept  him  and  his court—  my court—safe. 

Though I wondered if, after Velaris, it was even necessary. Our enemies knew of

the city, knew it was a place of good and peace. And had tried to destroy it at the

first opportunity. 

The  guilt  for  the  attack  on  Velaris  after  Rhys  had  revealed  it  to  those  human queens would haunt my mate for the rest of our immortal lives. 

“She’s going to spin a story that you’ll want to hear,” Lucien warned. 
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I  shrugged,  heading  down  the  carpeted,  empty  hall.  “I  can  decide  for  myself. 

Though it sounds like you’ve already chosen not to believe her.” 

He fell into step beside me. “She dragged two innocent women into this.” 

“She was working to ensure Hybern’s alliance held strong.” 

Lucien halted me with a hand around my elbow. 

I allowed it because   not allowing it, winnowing the way I’d done in the woods

those months ago, or using an Illyrian defensive maneuver to knock him on his

ass, would ruin my ruse. “You’re smarter than that.” 

I studied the broad, tan hand wrapped around my elbow. Then I met one eye of

russet and one of whirring gold. 

Lucien breathed, “Where is he keeping her?” 

I knew who he meant. 

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Rhysand has a hundred places where they could

be,  but  I  doubt  he’d  use  any  of  them  to  hide  Elain,  knowing  that  I’m  aware  of them.” 

“Tell me anyway. List all of them.” 

“You’ll die the moment you set foot in his territory.” 

“I survived well enough when I found you.” 

“You couldn’t see that he had me in thrall. You let him take me back.” 

Lie, lie, lie. 

But the hurt and guilt I expected weren’t there. Lucien slowly released his grip. 

“I need to find her.” 

“You  don’t  even  know  Elain.  The  mating  bond  is  just  a  physical  reaction

overriding your good sense.” 

“Is that what it did to you and Rhys?” 

A quiet, dangerous question. But I made fear enter my eyes, let myself drag up

memories  of  the  Weaver,  the  Carver,  the  Middengard  Wyrm  so  that  old  terror

drenched my scent. “I don’t want to talk about that,” I said, my voice a rasping

wobble. 

A clock chimed on the main level. I sent a silent prayer of thanks to the Mother

and launched into a quick walk. “We’ll be late.” 

Lucien only nodded. But I felt his gaze on my back, fixed right on my spine, as I

headed downstairs. To see Ianthe. 

And at last decide how I was going to shred her into pieces. 

The  High  Priestess  looked  exactly  as  I  remembered,  both  in  those  memories

Rhys  had  shown  me  and  in  my  own  daydreamings  of  using  the  talons  hidden

beneath my nails to carve out her eyes, then her tongue, then open up her throat. 

My  rage  had  become  a  living  thing  inside  my  chest,  an  echoing  heartbeat  that soothed  me  to  sleep  and  stirred  me  to  waking.  I  quieted  it  as  I  stared  at  Ianthe across the formal dining table, Tamlin and Lucien flanking me. 

She still wore the pale hood and silver circlet set with its limpid blue stone. 

Like  a  Siphon—the  jewel  in  its  center  reminded  me  of  Azriel’s  and  Cassian’s

Siphons.  And  I  wondered  if,  like  the  Illyrian  warriors’,  the  jewel  somehow

helped  shape  an  unwieldy  gift  of  magic  into  something  more  refined,  deadlier. 

She had never removed it—but then again, I had never seen Ianthe summon any

greater power than igniting a ball of faelight in a room. 

The  High  Priestess  lowered  her  teal  eyes  to  the  dark  wood  table,  the  hood

casting shadows on her perfect face. “I wish to begin by saying how truly sorry I

am. I acted out of a desire to … to grant what I believed you perhaps yearned for

but did not dare voice, while also keeping our allies in Hybern satisfied with our

allegiance.” 

Pretty,  poisoned  lies.  But  finding  her  true  motive  …  I’d  been  waiting  these

weeks  for  this  meeting.  Had  spent  these  weeks  pretending  to  convalesce, pretending to  heal from the horrors I’d survived at Rhysand’s hands. 

“Why  would  I  ever  wish  for  my  sisters  to  endure  that?”  My  voice  came  out

trembling, cold. 

Ianthe lifted her head, scanning my unsure, if not a bit aloof, face. “So you could

be  with  them  forever.  And  if  Lucien  had  discovered  that  Elain  was  his  mate

beforehand,  it  would  have  been  …  devastating  to  realize  he’d  only  have  a  few decades.” 

The sound of Elain’s name on her lips sent a snarl rumbling up my throat. But I

leashed it, falling into that mask of pained quiet, the newest in my arsenal. 

Lucien  answered,  “If  you  expect  our  gratitude,  you’ll  be  waiting  a  while, 

Ianthe.” 

Tamlin shot him a warning look—both at the words and the tone. 

Perhaps  Lucien  would  kill  Ianthe  before  I  had  the  chance,  just  for  the  horror she’d put his mate through that day. 

“No,” Ianthe breathed, eyes wide, the perfect picture of remorse and guilt. “No, I

don’t expect gratitude in the least. Or forgiveness. But understanding … This is

my  home,  too.”  She  lifted  a  slender  hand  clad  in  silver  rings  and  bracelets  to encompass the room, the manor. “We have all had to make alliances we didn’t

believe we’d ever forge—perhaps unsavory ones, yes, but … Hybern’s force is

too great to stop. It now can only be weathered like any other storm.” A glance

toward  Tamlin.  “We  have  worked  so  hard  to  prepare  ourselves  for  Hybern’s

inevitable arrival—all these months. I made a grave mistake, and I will always

regret any pain I caused, but let us continue this good work together. Let us find

a way to ensure our lands and people survive.” 

“At the cost of how many others?” Lucien demanded. 

Again, that warning look from Tamlin. But Lucien ignored him. 

“What I saw in Hybern,” Lucien said, gripping the arms of his chair hard enough

that  the  carved  wood  groaned.  “Any  promises  he  made  of  peace  and  immunity

…” He halted,  as if remembering  that Ianthe might  very well feed  this back to

the  king.  He  loosened  his  grip  on  the  chair,  his  long  fingers  flexing  before settling on the arms again. “We have to be careful.” 

“We will be,” Tamlin promised. “But we’ve already agreed to certain conditions. 

Sacrifices.  If  we  break  apart  now  …  even  with  Hybern  as  our  ally,  we  have  to present a solid front. Together.” 

He still trusted her. Still thought that Ianthe had merely made a bad call. 

Had  no  idea  what  lurked  beneath  the  beauty,  the  clothes,  and  the  pious

incantations. 

But  then  again,  that  same  blindness  kept  him  from  realizing  what  prowled

beneath  my  skin  as  well.  Ianthe  bowed  her  head  again.  “I  will  endeavor  to  be worthy of my friends.” 

Lucien seemed to be trying very, very hard not to roll his eyes. 

But Tamlin said, “We’ll all try.” 

That was his new favorite word:  try. 

I only swallowed, making sure he heard it, and nodded slowly, keeping my eyes

on Ianthe. “Don’t ever do anything like that again.” 

A  fool’s  command—one  she’d  expected  me  to  make,  from  the  quickness  with

which she nodded. Lucien leaned back in his seat, refusing to say anything else. 

“Lucien is right, though,” I blurted, the portrait of concern. “What of the people

in this court during this conflict?” I frowned at Tamlin. “They were brutalized by

Amarantha—I’m not sure how well they will endure living beside Hybern. They

have suffered enough.” 

Tamlin’s  jaw  tightened.  “Hybern  has  promised  that  our  people  shall  remain

untouched  and  undisturbed.”  Our  people.  I  nearly  scowled—even  as  I  nodded again in understanding. “It was a part of our … bargain.” When he’d sold out all

of Prythian, sold out everything decent and good in himself, to  retrieve me. “Our people will be safe when Hybern arrives. 

Though I’ve sent out word that families should … relocate to the eastern part of

the territory. For the time being.” 

Good. At least he’d considered those potential casualties—at least he cared that

much  about  his  people,  understood  what  sorts  of  sick  games  Hybern  liked  to

play  and  that  he  might  swear  one  thing  but  mean  another.  If  he  was  already moving those most at risk during this conflict out of the way

… It made my work here all the easier. And east—a bit of information I tucked

away. If east was safe, then the west … Hybern would indeed be coming from

that direction. Arriving there. 

Tamlin  blew  out  a  breath.  “That  brings  me  to  the  other  reason  behind  this

meeting.” 

I braced myself, schooling my face into bland curiosity, as he declared, 

“The  first  delegation  from  Hybern  arrives  tomorrow.”  Lucien’s  golden  skin

paled. Tamlin added, “Jurian will be here by noon.” 

CHAPTER

2

I’d  barely  heard  a  whisper  of  Jurian  these  past  weeks—hadn’t  seen  the

resurrected human commander since that night in Hybern. 

Jurian had been reborn through the Cauldron using the hideous remnants of him

that Amarantha had hoarded as trophies for five hundred years, his soul trapped

and aware within his own magically preserved eye. He was mad—had gone mad

long  before  the  King  of  Hybern  had  resurrected  him  to  lead  the  human  queens down a path of ignorant submission. 

Tamlin and Lucien had to know. Had to have seen that gleam in Jurian’s eyes. 

But  …  they  also  did  not  seem  to  entirely  mind  that  the  King  of  Hybern

possessed the Cauldron—that it was capable of cleaving this world apart. 

Starting with the wall. The only thing standing between the gathering, lethal Fae

armies and the vulnerable human lands below. 

No, that threat certainly didn’t seem to keep Lucien or Tamlin awake at night. Or from inviting these monsters into their home. 

Tamlin had promised upon my return that I was to be included in the planning, 

in  every  meeting.  And  he  was  true  to  his  word  when  he  explained  that  Jurian would arrive with two other commanders from Hybern, and I would be present

for it. They indeed wished to survey the wall, to test for the perfect spot to rend

it once the Cauldron had recovered its strength. 

Turning my sisters into Fae, apparently, had drained it. 

My smugness at the fact was short-lived. 

My  first  task:  learn  where  they  planned  to  strike,  and  how  long  the  Cauldron required  to  return  to  its  full  capacity.  And  then  smuggle  that  information  to Rhysand and the others. 

I took extra care dressing the next day, after sleeping fitfully thanks to a dinner

with  a  guilt-ridden  Ianthe,  who  went  to  excessive  lengths  to  kiss  my  ass  and Lucien’s. The priestess apparently wished to wait until the Hybern commanders

were settled before making her appearance. She’d cooed about wanting to ensure

they  had  the  chance  to  get  to  know  us  before  she  intruded,  but  one  look  at Lucien told me that he and I, for once, agreed: she had likely planned some sort

of grand entrance. 

It made little difference to me—to my plans. 

Plans  that  I  sent  down  the  mating  bond  the  next  morning,  words  and  images

tumbling along a night-filled corridor. 

I did not dare risk using the bond too often. I had communicated with Rhysand

only once since I’d arrived. Just once, in the hours after I’d walked into my old

bedroom and spied the thorns that had conquered it. 

It had been like shouting across a great distance, like speaking underwater.  I am

 safe and well, I’d fired down the bond.  I’ll tell you what I  know soon. I’d waited, letting the words travel into the dark. Then I’d asked,  Are they alive? Hurt? 

I  didn’t  remember  the  bond  between  us  being  so  hard  to  hear,  even  when  I’d dwelled on this estate and he’d used it to see if I was still breathing, to make sure

my despair hadn’t swallowed me whole. 

But  Rhysand’s  response  had  come  a  minute  later.  I  love  you.  They  are   alive. 

 They are healing. 

That was it. As if it was all that he could manage. 

I  had  drifted  back  to  my  new  chambers,  locked  the  door,  and  enveloped  the

entire place in a wall of hard air to keep any scent from my silent tears escaping

as I curled up in a corner of the bathing room. 

I had once sat in such a position, watching the stars during the long, bleak hours

of  the  night.  Now  I  took  in  the  cloudless  blue  sky  beyond  the  open  window, listened to the birds singing to one another, and wanted to roar. 

I had not dared to ask for more details about Cassian and Azriel—or my sisters. 

In terror of knowing just how bad it had been—and what I’d do if their healing

turned grim. What I’d bring down upon these people. 

Healing. Alive and healing. I reminded myself of that every day. 

Even when I still heard their screams, smelled their blood. 

But I did not ask for more. Did not risk touching the bond beyond that first time. 

I  didn’t  know  if  someone  could  monitor  such  things—the  silent  messages

between mates. Not when the mating bond could be scented, and I was playing

such a dangerous game with it. 

Everyone believed it had been severed, that Rhys’s lingering scent was because

he’d forced me, had planted that scent in me. 

They  believed  that  with  time,  with  distance,  his  scent  would  fade.  Weeks  or

months, likely. 

And  when  it  didn’t  fade,  when  it  remained  …  That’s  when  I’d  have  to  strike, with or without the information I needed. 

But  out  of  the  possibility  that  communicating  down  the  bond  kept  its  scent

strong … I had to minimize how much I used it. Even if not talking to Rhys, not

hearing  that  amusement  and  cunning  …  I  would  hear  those  things  again,  I promised myself over and over. See that wry smile. 

And I was again thinking of how pained that face had been the last time I’d seen

it, thinking of Rhys, covered in Azriel’s and Cassian’s blood, as Jurian and the

two  Hybern  commanders  winnowed  into  the  gravel  of  the  front  drive  the  next

day. 

Jurian  was  in  the  same  light  leather  armor,  his  brown  hair  whipping  across  his face  in  the  blustery  spring  breeze.  He  spied  us  standing  on  the  white  marble steps into the house and his mouth curled in that crooked, smug smile. 

I willed ice into my veins, the coldness from a court I had never set foot in. But I

wielded  its  master’s  gift  on  myself,  turning  burning  rage  into  frozen  calm  as Jurian swaggered toward us, a hand on the hilt of his sword. 

But it was the two commanders—one male, one female—that had a sliver of true

fear sliding into my heart. 

High Fae in appearance, their skin the same ruddy hue and hair the identical inky

black as their king. But it was their vacant, unfeeling faces that snagged the eye. 

A lack of emotion honed from millennia of cruelty. 

Tamlin  and  Lucien  had  gone  rigid  by  the  time  Jurian  halted  at  the  foot  of  the sweeping  front  stairs.  The  human  commander  smirked.  “You’re  looking  better

than the last time I saw you.” 

I dragged my eyes to his. And said nothing. 

Jurian snorted and gestured the two commanders forward. “May I present Their

Highnesses,  Prince  Dagdan  and  Princess  Brannagh,  nephew  and  niece  to  the

King of Hybern.” 

Twins—perhaps linked in power and mental bonds as well. 

Tamlin  seemed  to  remember  that  these  were  now  his  allies  and  marched  down

the stairs. Lucien followed. 

He’d sold us out. Sold out Prythian—for me. To get me back. 

Smoke curled in my mouth. I willed frost to fill it again. 

Tamlin inclined his head to the prince and princess. “Welcome to my home. We

have rooms prepared for all of you.” 

“My brother and I shall reside in one together,” the princess said. Her voice was

deceptively  light—almost  girlish.  The  utter  lack  of  feeling,  the  utter  authority was anything but. 

I  could  practically  feel  the  snide  remark  simmering  in  Lucien.  But  I  stepped down  the  stairs  and  said,  ever  the  lady  of  the  house  that  these  people,  that Tamlin,  had  once  expected  me  to  gladly  embrace,  “We  can  easily  make

adjustments.” 

Lucien’s metal eye whirred and narrowed on me, but I kept my face impassive

as  I  curtsied  to  them.  To  my  enemy.  Which  of  my  friends  would  face  them  on the battlefield? 

Would  Cassian  and  Azriel  have  even  healed  enough  to  fight,  let  alone  lift  a sword? I did not allow myself to dwell on it—on how Cassian had screamed as

his wings had been shredded. 

Princess  Brannagh  surveyed  me:  the  rose-colored  dress,  the  hair  that  Alis  had curled and braided over the top of my head in a coronet, the pale pink pearls at

my ears. 

A  harmless,  lovely  package,  perfect  for  a  High  Lord  to  mount  whenever  he

wished. 

Brannagh’s lip curled as she glanced at her brother. The prince deemed the same

thing, judging by his answering sneer. 

Tamlin snarled softly in warning. “If you’re done staring at her, perhaps we can

move on to the business between us.” 

Jurian let out a low chuckle and strode up the stairs without being given leave to

do  so.  “They’re  curious.”  Lucien  stiffened  at  the  impudence  of  the  gesture,  the words. “It’s not every century that the contested possession of a female launches

a war. Especially a female with such … talents.” 
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I  only  turned  on  a  heel  and  stalked  up  the  steps  after  him.  “Perhaps  if  you’d bothered  going  to  war  over  Miryam,  she  wouldn’t  have  left  you  for  Prince

Drakon.” 

A  ripple  seemed  to  go  through  Jurian.  Tamlin  and  Lucien  tensed  at  my  back, 

torn between monitoring our exchange and escorting the two Hybern royals into

the house. Upon my own explanation that Azriel and his network of spies were

well  trained,  we’d  cleared  any  unnecessary  servants,  wary  of  spying  ears  and

eyes. Only the most trusted among them remained. 

Of course, I’d forgotten to mention that I knew Azriel had pulled his spies weeks

ago, the information not worth the cost of their lives. Or that it served   my own purposes to have fewer people watching me. 

Jurian halted at the top of the stairs, his face a mask of cruel death as I took the

last steps to him. “Careful what you say, girl.” 

I smiled, breezing past. “Or what? You’ll throw me in the Cauldron?” 

I strode between the front doors, edging around the table in the heart of the entry

hall, its towering vase of flowers arching to meet the crystal chandelier. 

Right  there—just  a  few  feet  away,  I  had  crumpled  into  a  ball  of  terror  and despair  all  those  months  ago.  Right  there  in  the  center  of  the  foyer,  Mor  had picked me up and carried me out of this house and into freedom. 

“Here’s the first rule of this visit,” I said to Jurian over my shoulder as I headed

for the dining room, where lunch awaited. “Don’t threaten me in my own home.” 

The posturing, I knew a moment later, had worked. 

Not on Jurian, who glowered as he claimed a seat at the table. 

But on Tamlin, who brushed a knuckle over my cheek as he passed by, unaware

of how carefully I had chosen the words, how I had baited Jurian to serve up the

opportunity on a platter. 

That was my first step: make Tamlin believe, truly believe, that I loved him and this place, and everyone in it. 

So that he would not suspect when I turned them on each other. 

Prince  Dagdan  yielded  to  his  twin’s  every  wish  and  order.  As  if  he  were  the blade she wielded to slice through the world. 

He  poured  her  drinks,  sniffing  them  first.  He  selected  the  finest  cuts  of  meat from  the  platters  and  neatly  arranged  them  on  her  plate.  He  always  let  her

answer, and never so much as looked at her with doubt in his eyes. 

One  soul  in  two  bodies.  And  from  the  way  they  glanced  to  each  other  in

wordless exchanges, I wondered if they were perhaps … perhaps like me. 

 Daemati. 

My  mental  shields  had  been  a  wall  of  black  adamant  since  arriving.  But  as  we dined,  beats  of  silence  going  on  longer  than  conversation,  I  found  myself

checking them over and over. 

“We will set out for the wall tomorrow,” Brannagh was saying to Tamlin. 

More of an order than a request. “Jurian will accompany us. We require the use

of sentries who know where the holes in it are located.” 

The  thought  of  them  so  close  to  the  human  lands  …  But  my  sisters  were  not there.  No,  my  sisters  were  somewhere  in  the  vast  territory  of  my  own  court, protected by my friends. Even if my father would return home from his business

dealings on the continent in a matter of a month or two. I still had not figured out

how I’d tell him. 

“Lucien and I can escort you,” I offered. 

Tamlin whipped his head to me. I waited for the refusal, the shutdown. 

But it seemed the High Lord had indeed learned his lesson, was indeed willing to

 try,  as  he  merely  gestured  to  Lucien.  “My  emissary  knows  the  wall  as  well  as any sentry.” 

 You are letting them do this; you are rationally allowing them to bring  down that wall and prey upon the humans on the other side. The words tangled and hissed

in my mouth. 

But I made myself give Tamlin a slow, if not slightly displeased, nod. He knew

I’d never be happy about it—the girl he believed had been returned to him would

always  seek  to  protect  her  mortal  homeland.  Yet  he  thought  I’d  stomach  it  for him,  for  us.  That  Hybern  wouldn’t  feast  on  the  humans  once  that  wall  came

down. That we’d merely absorb them into our territory. 

“We’ll leave after breakfast,” I told the princess. And I added to Tamlin, 

“With a few sentries as well.” 

His  shoulders  loosened  at  that.  I  wondered  if  he’d  heard  how  I’d  defended

Velaris.  That  I  had  protected  the  Rainbow  against  a  legion  of  beasts  like  the Attor. That I had slaughtered the Attor, brutally, cruelly, for what it had done to

me and mine. 

Jurian  surveyed  Lucien  with  a  warrior’s  frankness.  “I  always  wondered  who

made that eye after she carved it out.” 

We  did  not  speak  of  Amarantha  here.  We  had  never  allowed  her  presence  into

this house. And it had stifled me for those months I’d lived here after Under the

Mountain, killed me day by day to shove those fears and pain down deep. 

For a heartbeat, I weighed who I had been with who I was now supposed to be. 

Slowly  healing—emerging  back  into  the  girl  Tamlin  had  fed  and  sheltered  and

loved before Amarantha had snapped my neck after three months of torture. 

So I shifted in my seat. Studied the table. 

Lucien  merely  leveled  a  hard  look  at  Jurian  as  the  two  Hybern  royals  watched with impassive faces. “I have an old friend at the Dawn Court. 

She’s  skilled  at  tinkering—blending  magic  and  machinery.  Tamlin  got  her  to

craft it for me at great risk.” 

A hateful smile from Jurian. “Does your little mate have a rival?” 

“My mate is none of your concern.” 

Jurian  shrugged.  “She  shouldn’t  be  any  of  yours,  either,  considering  she’s

probably been fucked by half the Illyrian army by now.” 

I was fairly certain that only centuries of training kept Lucien from leaping over

the table to rip out Jurian’s throat. 

But it was Tamlin’s snarl that rattled the glasses. “You will behave as a proper

guest, Jurian, or you will sleep in the stables like the other beasts.” 

Jurian merely sipped from his wine. “Why should I be punished for stating the

truth?  Neither  of  you  were  in  the  War,  when  my  forces  allied  with  the  Illyrian brutes.” A sidelong glance at the two Hybern royals. “I suppose you two had the

delight of fighting against them.” 

“We kept the wings of their generals and lords as trophies,” Dagdan said with a

small smile. 

It  took  every  bit  of  concentration  not  to  glance  at  Tamlin.  Not  to  demand  the whereabouts  of  the  two  sets  of  wings  his  father  had  kept  as  trophies  after  he’d butchered Rhysand’s mother and sister. 

Pinned in the study, Rhys had said. 

But  I  hadn’t  spotted  any  trace  when  I’d  gone  hunting  for  them  upon  returning here, feigning exploration out of sheer boredom on a rainy day. 

The  cellars  had  yielded  nothing,  either.  No  trunks  or  crates  or  locked  rooms containing those wings. 

The two bites of roasted lamb I’d forced down now rebelled against me. 

But at least any hint of disgust was a fair reaction to what the Hybern prince had

claimed. 

Jurian  indeed  smiled  at  me  as  he  sliced  his  lamb  into  little  pieces.  “You  know that  we  fought  together,  don’t  you?  Me  and  your  High  Lord.  Held  the  lines

against the Loyalists, battled side by side until gore was up to our shins.” 

“He is not her High Lord,” Tamlin said with unnerving softness. 

Jurian  only  purred  at  me,  “He  must  have  told  you  where  he  hid  Miryam  and

Drakon.” 

“They’re dead,” I said flatly. 

“The Cauldron says otherwise.” 

Cold  fear  settled  into  my  gut.  He’d  tried  it  already—to  resurrect  Miryam  for himself. And had found that she was not amongst the deceased. 

“I was told they were dead,” I said again, trying to sound bored, impatient. I took

a  bite  of  my  lamb,  so  bland  compared  to  the  wealth  of  spices  in  Velaris.  “I’d think you’d have better things to do, Jurian, than obsess over the lover who jilted

you.” 

His  eyes  gleamed,  bright  with  five  centuries  of  madness,  as  he  skewered  a

morsel of meat with his fork. “They say you were fucking Rhysand before you

ever jilted your own lover.” 

“That is  enough,” Tamlin growled. 

But I felt it then. The tap against my mind. Saw their plan, clear and simple: rile

us, distract us, while the two quiet royals slid into our minds. 

Mine was shielded. But Lucien’s—Tamlin’s—

I reached out with my night-kissed power, casting it like a net. And found two

oily  tendrils  spearing  for  Lucien’s  and  Tamlin’s  minds,  as  if  they  were  indeed javelins thrown across the table. 

I  struck.  Dagdan  and  Brannagh  jolted  back  in  their  seats  as  if  I’d  landed  a physical  blow,  while  their  powers  slammed  into  a  barrier  of  black  adamant

around Lucien’s and Tamlin’s minds. 

They shot their dark eyes toward me. I held each of their gazes. 

“What’s wrong?” Tamlin asked, and I realized how quiet it had become. 

I made a good show of furrowing my brow in confusion. “Nothing.” I offered a sweet smile to the two royals. “Their Highnesses must be tired after such a long

journey.” 

And  for  good  measure,  I  lunged  for  their  own  minds,  finding  a  wall  of  white bone. 

They flinched as I dragged black talons down their mental shields, gouging deep. 

The warning blow cost me, a low, pulsing headache forming around my temples. 

But I merely dug back into my food, ignoring Jurian’s wink. 

No one spoke for the rest of the meal. 

CHAPTER

3

The  spring  woods  fell  silent  as  we  rode  between  the  budding  trees,  birds  and small furred beasts having darted for cover long before we passed. 

Not  from  me,  or  Lucien,  or  the  three  sentries  trailing  a  respectful  distance behind. But from Jurian and the two Hybern commanders who rode in the center

of our party. As if they were as awful as the Bogge, as the naga. 

We reached the wall without incident or Jurian trying to bait us into distraction. 

I’d  been  awake  most  of  the  night,  casting  my  awareness  through  the  manor, 

hunting  for  any  sign  that  Dagdan  and  Brannagh  were  working  their  daemati

influence  on  anyone  else.  Mercifully,  the  curse-breaking  ability  I’d  inherited

from Helion Spell-Cleaver, High Lord of the Day Court, had detected no tangles, 

no  spells,  save  for  the  wards  around  the  house  itself,  preventing  anyone  from winnowing in or out. 

Tamlin had been tense at breakfast, but had not asked me to remain behind. I’d

even gone so far as to test him by asking what was wrong—to which he’d only

replied that he had a headache. Lucien had just patted him on the shoulder and

promised to look after me. I’d nearly laughed at the words. 

But laughter was now far from my lips as the wall pulsed and throbbed, a heavy, 

hideous presence that loomed from half a mile away. Up close, though … Even

our horses were skittish, tossing their heads and stomping

their hooves on the mossy earth as we tied them to the low-hanging branches of

blooming dogwoods. 

“The  gap  in  the  wall  is  right  up  here,”  Lucien  was  saying,  sounding  about  as thrilled as me to be in such company. Stomping over the fallen pink blossoms, 

Dagdan  and  Brannagh  slid  into  step  beside  him,  Jurian  slithering  off  to  survey the terrain, the sentries remaining with our mounts. 

I followed Lucien and the royals, keeping a casual distance behind. I knew my

elegant, fine clothes weren’t fooling the prince and princess into forgetting that a

fellow  daemati  now  walked  at  their  backs.  But  I’d  still  carefully  selected  the embroidered sapphire jacket and brown pants—

adorned only with the jeweled knife and belt that Lucien had once gifted me. A

lifetime ago. 

“Who cleaved the wall here?” Brannagh asked, surveying the hole that we could

not see—no, the wall itself was utterly invisible—but rather felt, as if the air had

been sucked from one spot. 

“We  don’t  know,”  Lucien  replied,  the  dappled  sunlight  glinting  along  the  gold thread  adorning  his  fawn-brown  jacket  as  he  crossed  his  arms.  “Some  of  the

holes  just  appeared  over  the  centuries.  This  one  is  barely  wide  enough  for  one person to get through.” 

An  exchanged  glance  between  the  twins.  I  came  up  behind  them,  studying  the

gap, the wall around it that made every instinct recoil at its …

 wrongness. “This is where I came through—that first time.” 

Lucien nodded, and the other two lifted their brows. But I took a step closer to

Lucien, my arm nearly brushing his, letting him be a barrier between us. They’d

been  more  careful  at  breakfast  this  morning  about  pushing  against  my  mental

shields.  Yet  now,  letting  them  think  I  was  physically  cowed  by  them  …

Brannagh studied how closely I stood to Lucien; how he shifted slightly to shield

me, too. 

A little, cold smile curled her lips. “How many holes are in the wall?” 

“We’ve counted three along our entire border,” Lucien said tightly. “Plus one off the coast—about a mile away.” 

I didn’t let my cool mask falter as he offered up the information. 

But  Brannagh  shook  her  head,  dark  hair  devouring  the  sunlight.  “The  sea

entrances are of no use. We need to break it on the land.” 

“The continent surely has spots, too.” 

“Their queens have an even weaker grasp on their people than you do,” 

Dagdan said. I plucked up that gem of information, studied it. 

“We’ll leave you to explore it, then,” I said, waving toward the hole. 

“When you’re done, we’ll ride to the next.” 

“It’s two days from here,” Lucien countered. 

“Then  we’ll  plan  a  trip  for  that  excursion,”  I  said  simply.  Before  Lucien  could object, I asked, “And the third hole?” 

Lucien tapped a foot against the mossy ground, but said, “Two days past that.” 

I turned to the royals, arching a brow. “Can both of you winnow?” 

Brannagh  flushed,  straightening.  But  it  was  Dagdan  who  admitted,  “I  can.”  He

must have carried both Brannagh and Jurian when they arrived. 

He added, “Only a few miles if I bear others.” 

I  merely  nodded  and  headed  toward  a  tangle  of  stooping  dogwoods,  Lucien

following close behind. When there was nothing but ruffling pink blossoms and

trickling  sunlight  through  the  thatch  of  branches,  when  the  royals  had  busied themselves with the wall, out of sight and sound, I took up a perch on a smooth, 

bald rock. 

Lucien sat against a nearby tree, folding one booted ankle over another. 

“Whatever you’re planning, it’ll land us knee-deep in shit.” 

“I’m  not  planning  anything.”  I  plucked  up  a  fallen  pink  blossom  and  twirled  it between my thumb and forefinger. 

That golden eye narrowed, clicking softly. 

“What do you even see with that thing?” 

He didn’t answer. 

I chucked the blossom onto the soft moss between us. “Don’t trust me? 

After all we’ve been through?” 

He frowned at the discarded blossom, but still said nothing. 

I busied myself by sorting through my pack until I found the canteen of water. 

“If you’d been alive for the War,” I asked him, taking a swig, “would

you have fought on their side? Or fought for the humans?” 

“I would have been a part of the human-Fae alliance.” 

“Even if your father wasn’t?” 

“Especially if my father wasn’t.” 

But Beron had been part of that alliance, if I correctly recalled my lessons with

Rhys all those months ago. 

“And yet here you are, ready to march with Hybern.” 

“I did it for you, too, you know.” Cold, hard words. “I went with him to get you

back.” 

“I never realized what a powerful motivator guilt can be.” 

“That day you—went away,” he said, struggling to avoid that other word

—  left. “I beat Tamlin back to the manor—received the message when we were

out on the border and raced here. But the only trace of you was that ring, melted

between  the  stones  of  the  parlor.  I  got  rid  of  it  a  moment  before  Tam  arrived

[image: Image 205]

home to see it.” 

A probing, careful statement. Of the facts that pointed not toward abduction. 

“They melted it off my finger,” I lied. 

His  throat  bobbed,  but  he  just  shook  his  head,  the  sunlight  leaking  through  the forest canopy setting the ember-red of his hair flickering. 

We sat in silence for minutes. From the rustling and murmuring, the royals were

finishing  up,  and  I  braced  myself,  calculating  the  words  I’d  need  to  wield

without seeming suspicious. 

I said quietly, “Thank you. For coming to Hybern to get me.” 

He pulled at the moss beside him, jaw tight. “It was a trap. What I thought we

were to do there … it did not turn out that way.” 

It was an effort not to bare my teeth. But I walked to him, taking up a place at

his side against the wide trunk of the tree. “This situation is terrible,” I said, and

it was the truth. 

A low snort. 

I knocked my knee against his. “Don’t let Jurian bait you. He’s doing it to feel

out any weaknesses between us.” 

“I know.” 

I turned my face to him, resting my knee against his in silent demand. 

“Why?” I asked. “Why does Hybern want to do this beyond some horrible desire

for conquest? What drives him—his people? Hatred? Arrogance?” 

Lucien  finally  looked  at  me,  the  intricate  pieces  and  carvings  on  the  metal  eye much more dazzling up close. “Do you—” 

Brannagh  and  Dagdan  shoved  through  the  bushes,  frowning  to  find  us  sitting

there. 

But  it  was  Jurian—right  on  their  heels,  as  if  he’d  been  divulging  the  details  of his  surveying—who  smiled  at  the  sight  of  us,  knee  to  knee  and  nearly  nose  to nose. 

“Careful,  Lucien,”  the  warrior  sneered.  “You  see  what  happens  to  males  who

touch the High Lord’s belongings.” 

Lucien snarled, but I shot him a warning glare. 

 Point proven, I said silently. 

And  despite  Jurian,  despite  the  sneering  royals,  a  corner  of  Lucien’s  mouth

tugged upward. 

Ianthe was waiting at the stables when we returned. 

She’d made her grand arrival at the end of breakfast hours before, breezing into

the  dining  room  when  the  sun  was  shining  in  shafts  of  pure  gold  through  the windows. 

I had no doubt she’d planned the timing, just as she had planned the stop in the

middle of one of those sunbeams, angled so her hair glowed and the jewel atop

her head burned with blue fire. I would have titled the painting  Model Piety. 

After she’d been briefly introduced by Tamlin, she’d mostly cooed over Jurian—

who had only scowled at her like some insect buzzing in his ear. 

Dagdan and Brannagh had listened to her fawning with enough boredom that I

was starting to wonder if the two of them perhaps preferred no one’s company

but each other’s. In whatever unholy capacity. Not a blink of interest toward the

beauty who often made males and females stop to gape. 

Perhaps any sort of physical passion had long ago been drained away, alongside

their souls. 

So the Hybern royals and Jurian had tolerated Ianthe for about a minute before

they’d  found  their  food  more  interesting.  A  slight  that  no  doubt  explained  why she had decided to meet us here, awaiting our return as we rode in. 

It  was  my  first  time  on  a  horse  in  months,  and  I  was  stiff  enough  that  I  could barely move as the party dismounted. I gave Lucien a subtle, pleading look, and

he barely hid his smirk as he sauntered over to me. 

Our  dispersing  party  watched  as  he  braced  my  waist  in  his  broad  hands  and

easily hefted me off the horse, none more closely than Ianthe. 

I only patted Lucien on the shoulder in thanks. Ever the courtier, he bowed back. 

It was hard, sometimes, to remember to hate him. To remember the game I was

already playing. 

Ianthe trilled, “A successful journey, I hope?” 

I jerked my chin toward the royals. “They seemed pleased.” 

Indeed, whatever they’d been looking for, they’d found agreeable. I hadn’t dared

ask too many prying questions. Not yet. 

Ianthe bowed her head. “Thank the Cauldron for that.” 

“What do you want,” Lucien said a shade too flatly. 

She frowned but lifted her chin, folding her hands before her as she said, 

“We’re to have a party in honor of our guests—and to coincide with the Summer

Solstice in a few days. I wished to speak to Feyre about it.” A two-faced smile. 

“Unless you have an objection to that.” 

“He doesn’t,” I answered before Lucien could say something he’d regret. 

“Give me an hour to eat and change, and I’ll meet you in the study.” 

Perhaps a tinge more assertive than I’d once been, but she nodded all the same. I

linked  my  elbow  with  Lucien’s  and  steered  him  away.  “See  you  soon,”  I  told

her, and felt her gaze on us as we walked from the dim stables and into the bright

midday light. 

His body was taut, near-trembling. 
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“What happened between you?” I hissed when we were lost among the hedges

and gravel paths of the garden. 

“It’s not worth repeating.” 

“When I—was taken,” I ventured, almost stumbling on the word, almost saying

 left. “Did she and Tamlin …” 

I was not faking the twisting low in my gut. 

“No,”  he  said  hoarsely.  “No.  When  Calanmai  came  along,  he  refused.  He  flat-

out refused to participate. I replaced him in the Rite, but …” 

I’d forgotten. Forgotten about Calanmai and the Rite. I did a mental tally of the

days. 

No  wonder  I’d  forgotten.  I’d  been  in  that  cabin  in  the  mountains.  With  Rhys buried in me. Perhaps we’d generated our own magic that night. 

But Lucien … “You took Ianthe into that cave on Calanmai?” 

He  wouldn’t  meet  my  gaze.  “She  insisted.  Tamlin  was  …  Things  were  bad, 

Feyre. I went in his stead, and I did my duty to the court. I went of my own free

will. And we completed the Rite.” 

No wonder she’d backed off him. She’d gotten what she wanted. 

“Please don’t tell Elain,” he said. “When we—when we find her again,” 

he amended. 

He might have completed the Great Rite with Ianthe of his own free will, but he

certainly hadn’t enjoyed it. Some line had been blurred—badly. 

And my heart shifted a bit in my chest as I said to him with no guile whatsoever, 

“I  won’t  tell  anyone  unless  you  say  so.”  The  weight  of  that  jeweled  knife  and belt seemed to grow. “I wish I had been there to stop it. I should have been there

to stop it.” I meant every word. 

Lucien  squeezed  our  linked  arms  as  we  rounded  a  hedge,  the  house  rising  up before us. “You are a better friend to me, Feyre,” he said quietly, 

“than I ever was to you.” 

Alis frowned at the two dresses hanging from the armoire door, her long brown

fingers smoothing over the chiffon and silk. 

“I  don’t  know  if  the  waist  can  be  taken  out,”  she  said  without  peering  back  at where  I  sat  on  the  edge  of  the  bed.  “We  took  so  much  of  it  in  that  there’s  not much fabric left to play with … You might very well need to order new ones.” 

She faced me then, running an eye over my robed body. 

I  knew  what  she  saw—what  lies  and  poisoned  smiles  couldn’t  hide:  I  had

become wraith-thin while living here after Amarantha. Yet for all Rhys had done

to harm me, I’d gained back the weight I’d lost, put on muscle, and discarded the

sickly pallor in favor of sun-kissed skin. 

For  a  woman  who  had  been  tortured  and  tormented  for  months,  I  looked

remarkably well. 

Our eyes held across the room, the silence hewn only by the humming of the few

remaining  servants  in  the  hallway,  busy  with  preparations  for  the  solstice

tomorrow morning. 

I’d spent the past two days playing the pretty pet, allowed into meetings with the

Hybern  royals  mostly  because  I  remained  quiet.  They  were  as  cautious  as  we

were,  hedging  Tamlin  and  Lucien’s  questions  about  the  movements  of  their

armies, their foreign allies—and other allies within Prythian. The meetings went

nowhere, as all  they wanted to know was information about our own forces. 

And about the Night Court. 

I  fed  Dagdan  and  Brannagh  details  both  true  and  false,  mixing  them  together

seamlessly.  I  laid  out  the  Illyrian  host  amongst  the  mountains  and  steppes,  but selected the strongest clan as their weakest; I mentioned the efficiency of those

blue  stones  from  Hybern  against  Cassian’s  and  Azriel’s  power  but  failed  to

mention how easily they’d worked around them. Any questions I couldn’t evade, 

I feigned memory loss or trauma too great to bear recalling. 

But  for  all  my  lying  and  maneuvering,  the  royals  were  too  guarded  to  reveal much of their own information. And for all my careful expressions, Alis seemed

the only one who noted the tiny tells that even I couldn’t control. 

“Do you think there are any gowns that will fit for solstice?” I said casually as

her  silence  continued.  “The  pink  and  green  ones  fit,  but  I’ve  worn  them  thrice already.” 

“You never cared for such things,” Alis said, clicking her tongue. 

“Am I not allowed to change my mind?” 

Those dark eyes narrowed slightly. But Alis yanked open the armoire doors, the

dresses  swaying  with  it,  and  riffled  through  its  dark  interior.  “You  could  wear this.” She held up an outfit. 

A  set  of  turquoise  Night  Court  clothes,  cut  so  similarly  to  Amren’s  preferred fashion, dangled from her spindly fingers. My heart lurched. 

“That—why—”  Words  stumbled  out  of  me,  bulky  and  slippery,  and  I  silenced

myself with a sharp yank on my inner leash. I straightened. “I have never known

you to be cruel, Alis.” 

A  snort.  She  chucked  the  clothes  back  into  the  armoire.  “Tamlin  shredded  the two other sets—missed this one because it was in the wrong drawer.” 

I wove a mental thread into the hallway to ensure no one was listening. 

“He was upset. I wish he’d destroyed that pair, too.” 

“I was there that day, you know,” Alis said, folding her spindly arms across her

chest. “I saw the Morrigan arrive. Saw her reach into that cocoon of power and

pick you up like a child. I begged her to take you out.” 

My swallow wasn’t feigned. 

“I  never  told  him  that.  Never  told  any  of  them.  I  let  them  think  you’d  been abducted.  But  you  clung  to  her,  and  she  was  willing  to  slaughter  all  of  us  for what had happened.” 

“I  don’t  know  why  you’d  assume  that.”  I  tugged  the  edges  of  my  silk  robe tighter around me. 

“Servants talk. And Under the Mountain, I never heard of or saw Rhysand laying

a hand on a servant. Guards, Amarantha’s cronies, the people he was ordered to

kill, yes. But never the meek. Never those unable to defend themselves.” 

“He’s a monster.” 

“They say you came back different. Came back wrong.” A crow’s laugh. 

“I  never  bother  to  tell  them  I  think  you  came  back  right.  Came  back  right  at last.” 

A  precipice  yawned  open  before  me.  Lines—there  were  lines  here,  and  my

survival  and  that  of  Prythian  depended  upon  navigating  them.  I  rose  from  the bed, hands shaking slightly. 

But then Alis said, “My cousin works in the palace at Adriata.” 

Summer  Court.  Alis  had  originally  been  from  the  Summer  Court,  and  had  fled

here  with  her  two  nephews  after  her  sister  had  been  brutally  murdered  during Amarantha’s reign. 

“Servants in that palace are not meant to be seen or heard, but they see and hear

plenty when no one believes they’re present.” 

She was my friend. She had helped me at great risk Under the Mountain. 

Had stood by me in the months after. But if she jeopardized everything—

“She said you visited. And that you were healthy, and laughing, and happy.” 

“It  was  a  lie.  He  made  me  act  that  way.”  The  wobble  in  my  voice  didn’t  take much to summon. 

A knowing, crooked smile. “If you say so.” 

“I  do say so.” 

Alis pulled out a dress of creamy white. “You never got to wear this one. 

I had it ordered for after your wedding day.” 

It  wasn’t  exactly  bride-like,  but  rather  pure.  Clean.  The  kind  of  gown  I’d  have resented  when  I  returned  from  Under  the  Mountain,  desperate  to  avoid  any

comparison  to  my  ruined  soul.  But  now  …  I  held  Alis’s  stare,  and  wondered

which of my plans she’d deciphered. 

Alis whispered, “I will only say this once. Whatever you plan to do, I beg you

leave my boys out of it. Take whatever retribution you desire, but please spare

them.” 

 I would never—I almost began. But I only shook my head, knotting my brows, 

utterly  confused  and  distressed.  “All  I  want  is  to  settle  back  into  life  here.  To heal.” 

Heal the land of the corruption and darkness spreading across it. 

Alis seemed to understand it, too. She set the dress on the armoire door, airing

out the loose, shining skirts. 

“Wear this on solstice,” she said quietly. 

So I did. 

CHAPTER

4

Summer  Solstice  was  exactly  as  I  had  remembered:  streamers  and  ribbons  and

garlands of flowers everywhere, casks of ale and wine hauled out to the foothills

surrounding  the  estate,  High  Fae  and  lesser  faeries  alike  flocking  to  the

celebrations. 

But what had not existed here a year ago was Ianthe. 

The celebrating would be sacrilege, she intoned, if we did not give thanks first. 

So  we  all  were  up  two  hours  before  the  dawn,  bleary-eyed  and  none  of  us  too keen to endure her ceremony as the sun crested the horizon on the longest day of

the year. I wondered if Tarquin had to weather such tedious rituals in his shining

palace  by  the  sea.  Wondered  what  sort  of  celebrations  would  occur  in  Adriata today,  with  the  High  Lord  of  Summer  who  had  come  so  very  close  to  being  a friend. 

As  far  as  I  knew,  despite  the  murmurings  between  servants,  Tarquin  still  had never sent word to Tamlin about the visit Rhys, Amren, and I had made. What

did the Summer lord now think of my changed circumstances? 

I  had  little  doubt  Tarquin  had  heard.  And  I  prayed  he  stayed  out  of  it  until  my work here was finished. 

Alis had found me a luxurious white velvet cloak for the brisk ride into the hills, 

and  Tamlin  had  lifted  me  onto  a  moon-pale  mare  with  wildflowers  woven  into

her silver mane. If I had wanted to paint a picture of serene purity, it would have

been the image I cast that morning, my hair braided

above my head, a crown of white hawthorn blossoms upon it. I’d dabbed rouge

onto  my  cheeks  and  lips—a  slight  hint  of  color.  Like  the  first  blush  of  spring across a winter landscape. 

As our procession arrived at the hill, a gathered crowd of hundreds already atop

it, all eyes turned to me. But I kept my gaze ahead, to where Ianthe stood before

a  rudimentary  stone  altar  bedecked  in  flowers  and  the  first  fruits  and  grains  of summer.  The  hood  was  off  her  pale  blue  robe  for  once,  the  silver  circlet  now resting directly atop her golden head. 

I smiled at her, my mare obediently pausing at the northern arc of the half circle

that  the  crowd  had  formed  around  the  hill’s  edge  and  Ianthe’s  altar,  and

wondered if Ianthe could spy the wolf grinning beneath. 

Tamlin helped me off the horse, the gray light of predawn shimmering along the

golden threads in his green jacket. I forced myself to meet his eyes as he set me

on the soft grass, aware of every other stare upon us. 

The memory gleamed in his gaze—in the way his gaze dipped to my mouth. 

A year ago, he had kissed me on this day. A year ago, I’d danced amongst these

people, carefree and joyous for the first time in my life, and had believed it was

the happiest I’d ever been and ever would be. 

I gave him a little, shy smile and took the arm he extended. Together, we crossed the  grass  toward  Ianthe’s  stone  altar,  the  Hybern  royals,  Jurian,  and  Lucien

trailing behind. 

I wondered if Tamlin was also remembering another day all those months ago, 

when I’d worn a different white gown, when there had also been flowers strewn

about. 

When  my  mate  had  rescued  me  after  I’d  decided  not  to  go  through  with  the

wedding, some fundamental part of me knowing it wasn’t right. I had believed I

didn’t deserve it, hadn’t wanted to burden Tamlin for an eternity with someone

as broken as I’d been at the time. And Rhys … Rhys would have let me marry

him, believing me to be happy, wanting me to be happy even if it killed him. But

the moment I had said no … He had saved me. 

Helped me save myself. 

I glanced sidelong at Tamlin. 

But he was studying my hand, braced on his arm. The empty finger where that

ring had once perched. 

What  did  he  make  of  it—where  did  he  think  that  ring  had  gone,  if  Lucien  had hidden the evidence? For a heartbeat, I pitied him. 

Pitied that not only Lucien had lied to him, but Alis as well. How many others

had seen the truth of my suffering—and tried to spare  him from it? 

Seen my suffering and done nothing to help  me. 

Tamlin and I paused before the altar, Ianthe offering us a serene, regal nod. 

The  Hybern  royals  shifted  on  their  feet,  not  bothering  to  hide  their  impatience. 

Brannagh  had  made  barely  veiled  complaints  about  the  solstice  at  dinner  last

night, declaring that in Hybern they did not bother with such odious things and

got on with the revelry. And implying, in her way, that soon, neither would we. 

I ignored the royals as Ianthe lifted her hands and called to the crowd behind us, 

“A blessed solstice to us all.” 

Then began an endless string of prayers and rituals, her prettiest young acolytes assisting with the pouring of sacred wine, with the blessing of the harvest goods

on the altar, with beseeching the sun to rise. 

A lovely, rehearsed little number. Lucien was half-asleep behind me. 

But I’d gone over the ceremony with Ianthe, and knew what was coming when

she  lifted  the  sacred  wine  and  intoned,  “As  the  light  is  strongest  today,  let  it drive out unwanted darkness. Let it banish the black stain of evil.” 

Jab after jab at my mate, my home. But I nodded along with her. 

“Would Princess Brannagh and Prince Dagdan do us the honor of imbibing this

blessed wine?” 

The crowd shifted. The Hybern royals blinked, frowning to each other. 

But I stepped aside, smiling prettily at them and gesturing to the altar. 

They opened their mouths, no doubt to refuse, but Ianthe would not be denied. 

“Drink, and let our new allies become new friends,” she declared. 

“Drink, and wash away the endless night of the year.” 

The two daemati were likely testing that cup for poison through whatever magic

and training they possessed, but I kept the bland smile on my face as they finally

approached the altar and Brannagh accepted the outstretched silver cup. 

They each barely had a sip before they made to step back. But Ianthe cooed at

them, insisting they come behind the altar to witness our ceremony at her side. 

I  had  made  sure  she  knew  precisely  how  disgusted  they  were  with  her  rituals. 

How  they  would  do  their  best  to  stomp  out  her  usefulness  as  a  leader  of  her people once they arrived. She now seemed inclined to convert them. 

More  prayers  and  rituals,  until  Tamlin  was  summoned  to  the  other  side  of  the altar to light a candle for the souls extinguished in the past year—to now bring

them back into the light’s embrace when the sun rose. 

Pink began to stain the clouds behind them. 

Jurian was also called forward to recite one final prayer I’d requested Ianthe add, in honor of the warriors who fought for our safety each day. 

And  then  Lucien  and  I  were  standing  alone  in  the  circle  of  grass,  the  altar  and horizon before us, the crowd at our backs and sides. 

From the rigidity of his posture, the dart of his gaze over the site, I knew he was

now  running  through  the  prayers  and  how  I  had  worked  with  Ianthe  on  the

ceremony. How he and I remained on this side of the line right as the sun was

about to break over the world, and the others had been maneuvered away. 

Ianthe stepped toward the hill’s edge, her golden hair tumbling freely down her

back as she lifted her arms to the sky. The location was intentional, as was the

positioning of her arms. 

She’d  made  the  same  gesture  on  Winter  Solstice,  standing  in  the  precise  spot where the sun would rise between her upraised arms, filling them with light. Her

acolytes had discreetly marked the place in the grass with a carved stone. 

Slowly, the golden disc of the sun broke over the hazy greens and blues of the

horizon. 

Light filled the world, clear and strong, spearing right for us. 

Ianthe’s back arched, her body a mere vessel for the solstice’s light to fill, and

what I could see of her face was already limned in pious ecstasy. 

The sun rose, a held, gilded note echoing through the land. 

The crowd began to murmur. 

Then cry out. 

Not at Ianthe. 

But at me. 

At me, resplendent and pure in white, beginning to glow with the light of day as

the sun’s path flowed directly over me instead. 
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No  one  had  bothered  to  confirm  or  even  notice  that  Ianthe’s  marker  stone  had moved five feet to the right, too busy with my parading arrival to spy a phantom

wind slide it through the grass. 

It took Ianthe longer than anyone else to look. 

To turn to see that the sun’s power was not filling her, blessing her. 

I  released  the  damper  on  the  power  that  I  had  unleashed  in  Hybern,  my  body turning incandescent as light shone through. Pure as day, pure as starlight. 

“Cursebreaker,” some murmured. “Blessed,” others whispered. 

I  made  a  show  of  looking  surprised—surprised  and  yet  accepting  of  the

Cauldron’s choice. Tamlin’s face was taut with shock, the Hybern royals’

nothing short of baffled. 

But  I  turned  to  Lucien,  my  light  radiating  so  brightly  that  it  bounced  off  his metal eye. A friend beseeching another for help. I reached a hand toward him. 

Beyond us, I could feel Ianthe scrambling to regain control, to find some way to

spin it. 

Perhaps Lucien could, too. For he took my hand, and then knelt upon one knee

in the grass, pressing my fingers to his brow. 

Like stalks of wheat in a wind, the others fell to their knees as well. 

For in all of her preening ceremonies and rituals, never had Ianthe revealed any

sign  of  power  or  blessing.  But  Feyre  Cursebreaker,  who  had  led  Prythian  from tyranny and darkness …

Blessed. Holy. Undimming before evil. 

I let my glow spread, until it, too, rippled from Lucien’s bowed form. 

A knight before his queen. 

When I looked to Ianthe and smiled again, I let a little bit of the wolf show. 

The festivities, at least, remained the same. 

Once the uproar and awe had ebbed, once my own glow had vanished when the

sun crested higher than my head, we made our way to the nearby hills and fields, 

where  those  who  had  not  attended  the  ceremony  had  already  heard  about  my

small miracle. 

I kept close to Lucien, who was inclined to indulge me, as everyone seemed to

be torn between joy and awe, question and concern. 

Ianthe  spent  the  next  six  hours  trying  to  explain  what  had  happened.  The

Cauldron had blessed her chosen friend, she told whoever would listen. The sun

had altered its very path to show how glad it was for my return. 

Only  her  acolytes  really  paid  attention,  and  half  of  them  appeared  only  mildly interested. 

Tamlin, however, seemed the wariest—as if the blessing had somehow upset me, 

as if he remembered that same light in Hybern and could not figure out why it

disturbed him so. 

But  duty  had  him  fielding  thanks  and  good  wishes  from  his  subjects,  warriors, and  the  lesser  lords,  leaving  me  free  to  wander.  I  was  stopped  every  now  and then by fervent, adoring faeries who wished to touch my hand, to weep a bit over

me. 

Once, I would have cringed and winced. Now I received their thanks and prayers

beatifically, thanking them, smiling at them. 

Some of it was genuine. I had no quarrel with the people of these lands, who had

suffered alongside the rest. None. But the courtiers and sentries who sought me

out  …  I  put  on  a  better  show  for  them.  Cauldron-blessed,  they  called  me.  An honor, I merely replied. 

On and on I repeated those words, through breakfast and lunch, until I returned

to the house to freshen up and take a moment for myself. 

In the privacy of my room, I set my crown of flowers on the dressing table and

smiled slightly at the eye tattooed into my right palm. 

 The longest day of the year, I said into the bond, sending along flickers of all that had occurred atop that hill.  I wish I could spend it with you. 

He  would  have  enjoyed  my  performance—would  have  laughed  himself  hoarse

afterward at the expression on Ianthe’s face. 

I  finished  washing  up  and  was  about  to  head  out  into  the  hills  again  when

Rhysand’s voice filled my mind. 

 It’d be an honor, he said, laughter in every word,  to spend even a  moment in the company of Feyre Cauldron-blessed. 

I  chuckled.  The  words  were  distant,  strained.  Keep  it  quick—I  had  to  keep  it quick, or risk exposure. And more than anything, I needed to ask, to know—

 Is everyone all right? 

I  waited,  counting  the  minutes.  Yes.  As  well  as  we  can  be.  When  do  you   come home to me? 

Each word was quieter than the last. 

 Soon, I promised him.  Hybern is here. I’ll be done soon. 

He  didn’t  reply—and  I  waited  another  few  minutes  before  I  again  donned  my

flower crown and strode down the stairs. 

As I emerged into the bedecked garden, though, Rhysand’s faint voice filled my

head once more.  I wish I could spend today with you, too. 

The words wrapped a fist around my heart, and I forced them from my mind as I

returned  to  the  party  in  the  hills,  my  steps  heavier  than  they’d  been  when  I floated into the house. 

But lunch had been cleared away, and dancing had begun. 

I saw him waiting on the outskirts of one of the circles, observing every move I

took. 

I glanced between the grass and the crowd and the cluster of musicians coaxing such  lively  music  from  drums  and  fiddles  and  pipes  as  I  approached,  no  more than a shy, hesitant doe. 

Once, those same sounds had shaken me awake, had made me dance and dance. 

I  supposed  they  were  now  little  more  than  weapons  in  my  arsenal  as  I  stopped before Tamlin, lowered my lashes, and asked softly, “Will you dance with me?” 

Relief,  happiness,  and  a  slight  edge  of  concern.  “Yes,”  he  breathed.  “Yes,  of course.” 

So  I  let  him  lead  me  into  the  swift  dance,  spinning  and  tilting  me,  people gathering  to  cheer  and  clap.  Dance  after  dance  after  dance,  until  sweat  was

running down my back as I worked to keep up, keep that smile on my face, to

remember to laugh when my hands were within strangling distance of his throat. 

The  music  eventually  shifted  into  something  slower,  and  Tamlin  eased  us  into

the  melody.  When  others  had  found  their  own  partners  more  interesting  to

watch, he murmured, “This morning … Are you all right?” 

My head snapped up. “Yes. I—I don’t know what that was, but yes. Is Ianthe …

mad?” 

“I  don’t  know.  She  didn’t  see  it  coming—I  don’t  think  she  handles  surprises

very well.” 

“I should apologize.” 

His eyes flashed. “What for? Perhaps it was a blessing. Magic still surprises  me. 

If she’s angry, it’s her problem.” 

I made a show of considering, then nodded. Pressed closer, loathing every place

where  our  bodies  touched.  I  didn’t  know  how  Rhys  had  endured  it—endured

Amarantha. For five decades. 

“You look beautiful today,” Tamlin said. 

“Thank you.” I made myself peer up into his face. “Lucien—Lucien told me that

you didn’t complete the Rite at Calanmai. That you refused.” 

 And you let Ianthe take him into that cave instead. 

His throat bobbed. “I couldn’t stomach it.” 

 And yet you could stomach making a deal with Hybern, as if I were a  stolen item to be returned. “Maybe this morning was not just a blessing for me,” I offered. 

A stroke of his hand down my back was his only reply. 

That was all we said for the next three dances, until hunger dragged me toward

the tables  where  dinner  had now  been  laid  out. I  let  him  fill a  plate  for  me,  let him serve me himself as we found a spot under a twisted old oak and watched

the dancing and the music. 

I nearly asked if it was worth it—if giving up this sort of peace was worth it, in

order to have me back. For Hybern would come here, use these lands. And there

would be no more singing and dancing. Not once they arrived. 

But I kept quiet as the sunlight faded and night finally fell. 

The stars winked into existence, dim and small above the blazing fires. 

I watched them through the long hours of celebrating, and could have sworn that

they kept me company, my silent and stalwart friends. 

CHAPTER

5

I crawled back to the manor two hours after midnight, too exhausted to last until

dawn. 

Especially when I noted the way Tamlin looked at me, remembering that dawn

last year when he’d led me away and kissed me as the sun rose. 

I asked Lucien to escort me, and he’d been more than happy to do so, given that

his  own  status  as  a  mated  male  made  him  uninterested  in  any  sort  of  female company these days. And given that Ianthe had been trying to corner him all day

to ask about what had happened at the ceremony. 

I  changed  into  my  nightgown,  a  small,  lacy  thing  I’d  once  worn  for  Tamlin’s enjoyment  and  now  was  glad  to  don  thanks  to  the  day’s  sweat  still  clinging  to my skin, and flopped into bed. 

For nearly half an hour, I kicked at the sheets, tossing and turning, thrashing. 

The Attor. The Weaver. My sisters being thrown into the Cauldron. All of them

twined and eddied around me. I let them. 

Most  of  the  others  were  still  celebrating  when  I  yelped,  a  sharp,  short  cry  that had me bouncing from the bed. 

My  heart  thundered  along  my  veins,  my  bones,  as  I  cracked  open  the  door, 

sweating and haggard, and padded across the hall. 

Lucien answered on the second knock. 

“I heard you—what’s wrong.” He scanned me, russet eye wide as he noted my

disheveled hair, my sweaty nightgown. 

I  swallowed,  a  silent  question  on  my  face,  and  he  nodded,  retreating  into  the room to let me inside. Bare from the waist up, he’d managed to haul on a pair of

pants before opening the door, and hastily buttoned them as I strode past. 

His  room  had  been  bedecked  in  Autumn  Court  colors—the  only  tribute  to  his

home  he’d  ever  let  show—and  I  surveyed  the  night-dark  space,  the  rumpled

bedsheets.  He  perched  on  the  rolled  arm  of  a  large  chair  before  the  blackened fire, watching me wring my hands in the center of the crimson carpet. 

“I dream about it,” I rasped. “Under the Mountain. And when I wake up, I can’t

remember  where  I  am.”  I  lifted  my  now-unmarred  left  arm  before  me.  “I  can’t remember  when I am.” 

Truth—and  half  a  lie.  I  still  dreamed  of  those  horrible  days,  but  no  longer  did they consume me. No longer did I run to the bathroom in the middle of the night

to hurl my guts up. 

“What did you dream of tonight?” he asked quietly. 

I  dragged  my  eyes  to  his,  haunted  and  bleak.  “She  had  me  spiked  to  the  wall. 

Like Clare Beddor. And the Attor was—” 

I shuddered, running my hands over my face. 

Lucien  rose,  stalking  to  me.  The  ripple  of  fear  and  pain  at  my  own  words

masked my scent enough, masked my own power as my dark snares picked up a

slight vibration in the house. 

Lucien paused half a foot from me. He didn’t so much as object as I threw my

arms  around  his  neck,  burying  my  face  against  his  warm,  bare  chest.  It  was

seawater from Tarquin’s own gift that slipped from my eyes, down my face, and

onto his golden skin. 

Lucien loosed a heavy sigh and slid an arm around my waist, the other threading

through my hair to cradle my head. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. 

“I’m sorry.” 

He held me, stroking soothing lines down my back, and I calmed my weeping, 

those seawater tears drying up like wet sand in the sun. 

I lifted my head from his sculpted chest at last, my fingers digging into the hard

muscles of his shoulders as I peered into his concerned face. I took

deep, heaving breaths, my brows knotting and mouth parting as I—

“What’s going on.” 

Lucien whipped his head toward the door. 

Tamlin stood there, face a mask of cold calm. The beginnings of claws glinted at

his knuckles. 

We  pushed  away,  too  swiftly  to  be  casual.  “I  had  a  nightmare,”  I  explained, straightening my nightgown. “I—I didn’t want to wake the house.” 

Tamlin was just staring at Lucien, whose mouth had tightened into a thin line as

he marked those claws, still half-drawn. 

“I had a nightmare,” I repeated a bit sharply, gripping Tamlin’s arm and leading

him from the room before Lucien could so much as open his mouth. 

I closed the door, but could still feel Tamlin’s attention fixed on the male behind

it. He didn’t sheath his claws. Didn’t summon them any further, either. 

I strode the few feet to my room, watching Tamlin assess the hall. The distance

between  my  door  and  Lucien’s.  “Good  night,”  I  said,  and  shut  the  door  in

Tamlin’s face. 

I  waited  the  five  minutes  it  took  Tamlin  to  decide  not  to  kill  Lucien,  and  then smiled. 

I  wondered  if  Lucien  had  pieced  it  together.  That  I  had  known  Tamlin  would

come  to  my  room  tonight,  after  I  had  given  him  so  many  shy  touches  and

glances today. That I had changed into my most indecent nightgown not for the

heat, but so that when my invisible snares in the house informed me that Tamlin

had finally worked up the nerve to come to my bedroom, I’d look the part. 

A feigned nightmare, the evidence set into place with my thrashed sheets. I’d left

Lucien’s door open, with him too distracted and unsuspecting of why I’d really

be there to bother to shut it, or notice the shield of hard air I’d placed around the

room so that he wouldn’t hear or scent Tamlin as he arrived. 

Until Tamlin saw us there, limbs entwined, my nightgown askew, staring at each

other so intently, so full of  emotion that we’d either just been

starting or finishing up. That we didn’t even notice until Tamlin was right there

—and that invisible shield vanished before he could sense it. 

A nightmare, I’d told Tamlin. 

 I was the nightmare. 

Preying on what Tamlin had feared from my very first days here. 

I  had  not  forgotten  that  long-ago  fight  he’d  picked  with  Lucien.  The  warning he’d given him to stop flirting with me. To stay away. The fear that I’d preferred

the red-haired lord over him and that it would threaten every plan he had.  Back

 off, he’d told Lucien. 

I  had  no  doubt  Tamlin  was  now  running  through  every  look  and  conversation since  then.  Every  time  Lucien  had  intervened  on  my  behalf,  both  Under  the

Mountain and afterward. Weighing how much that new mating bond with Elain

held sway over his friend. 

Considering how this very morning, Lucien had knelt before me, swearing fealty

to a newborn god, as if we had both been Cauldron-blessed. 

I let myself smile for a moment longer, then dressed. 

There was more work to do. 

CHAPTER
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A set of keys to the estate gates had gone missing. 

But after last night’s incident, Tamlin didn’t appear to care. 

Breakfast  was  silent,  the  Hybern  royals  sullen  at  being  kept  waiting  so  long  to see the second cleft in the wall, and Jurian, for once, too tired to do anything but

shovel meat and eggs into his hateful mouth. 

Tamlin and Lucien, it seemed, had spoken before the meal, but the latter made a

point to keep a healthy distance from me. To not look at or speak to me, as if still

needing to convince Tamlin of our innocence. 

I debated asking Jurian outright if he’d stolen the keys from whatever guard had

lost them, but the silence was a welcome reprieve. 

Until Ianthe breezed in, carefully avoiding acknowledging me, as if I was indeed

the blinding sun that had been stolen from her. 

“I am sorry to interrupt your meal, but there is a matter to discuss, High Lord,” 

Ianthe said, pale robes swirling at her feet as she halted halfway to the table. 

All of us perked up at that. 

Tamlin, brooding and snarly, demanded, “What is it.” 

She made a show of realizing the Hybern royals were present. Listening. 

I  tried  not  to  snort  at  the  oh-so-nervous  glance  she  threw  their  way,  then  to Tamlin. The next words were no surprise whatsoever. “Perhaps we should wait

until after the meal. When you are alone.” 

No doubt a power play, to remind them that she did, in fact, have sway here—

with  Tamlin.  That  Hybern,  too,  might  want  to  remain  on  her  good  side, 

considering the  information she bore. But I was cruel enough to say sweetly, “If we can trust our allies in Hybern to go to war with us, then we can trust them to

use discretion. Go ahead, Ianthe.” 

She  didn’t  so  much  as  look  in  my  direction.  But  now  caught  between  outright insult  and  politeness  …  Tamlin  weighed  our  company  against  Ianthe’s  posture

and said, “Let’s hear it.” 

Her  white  throat  bobbed.  “There  is  …  My  acolytes  discovered  that  the  land

around my temple is … dying.” 

Jurian rolled his eyes and went back to his bacon. 

“Then tell the gardeners,” Brannagh said, returning to her own food. 

Dagdan snickered into his cup of tea. 

“It  is  not  a  matter  of  gardening.”  Ianthe  straightened.  “It  is  a  blight  upon  the land. Grass, root, bud—all of it, shriveled up and sickly. It reeks of the naga.” 

It was an effort not to glance to Lucien—to see if he also noticed the too-eager

gleam in her eye. Even Tamlin loosed a sigh, as if he saw it for what it was: an

attempt  to  regain  some  ground,  perhaps  a  scheme  to  poison  the  earth  and  then miraculously heal it. 

“There are other spots in the woods where things have died and are not coming

back,” Ianthe went on, pressing a silver-adorned hand to her chest. 

“I fear it’s a warning that the naga are gathering—and plan to attack.” 

Oh,  I’d  gotten  under  her  skin.  I’d  been  wondering  what  she’d  do  after

yesterday’s solstice, after I’d robbed her of her moment and power. But this

… Clever. 

I hid my smirk down deep and said gently, “Ianthe, perhaps it  is a case for the

groundskeepers.” 

She  stiffened,  at  last  facing  me.  You  think  you’re  playing  the  game,  I  itched  to tell  her,  but  you  have  no  idea  that  every  choice  you  made  last  night   and  this morning were only steps I nudged you toward. 

I  jerked  my  chin  toward  the  royals,  then  Lucien.  “We’re  heading  out  this

afternoon to survey the wall, but if the problem remains when we return in a

few days, I’ll help you look into it.” 

Those silver-ringed fingers curled into loose fists at her sides. But like the true

viper she was, Ianthe said to Tamlin, “Will you be joining them, High Lord?” 

She looked to me and Lucien—the assessment too lingering to be casual. 

A faint, low headache was already forming, made worse with every word out of

her mouth. I’d been up too late, and had gotten too little sleep

—and I needed my strength for the days ahead. “He will not,” I said, cutting off

Tamlin before he could reply. 

He set down his utensils. “I think I will.” 

“I  don’t  need  an  escort.”  Let  him  unravel  the  layers  of  defensiveness  in  that statement. 

Jurian snorted. “Starting to doubt our good intentions, High Lord?” 

Tamlin snarled at him. “Careful.” 

I placed a hand flat on the table. “I’ll be fine with Lucien and the sentries.” 

Lucien seemed inclined to sink into his seat and disappear forever. 

I  surveyed  Dagdan  and  Brannagh  and  smiled  a  bit.  “I  can  defend  myself,  if  it comes to that,” I said to Tamlin. 
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The  daemati  smiled  back  at  me.  I  hadn’t  felt  another  touch  on  my  mental

barriers,  or  the  ones  I’d  been  working  to  keep  around  as  many  people  here  as possible. The constant use of my power was wearing on me, however—

being away from this place for four or five days would be a welcome relief. 

Especially as Ianthe murmured to Tamlin, “Perhaps you  should go, my friend.” I

waited—waited  for  whatever  nonsense  was  about  to  come  out  of  that  pouty

mouth—  “You  never  know  when  the  Night  Court  will  attempt  to  snatch  her

away.” 

I  had  a  blink  to  debate  my  reaction.  To  opt  for  leaning  back  in  my  chair, shoulders curling inward, hauling up those images of Clare, of Rhys with those

ash  arrows  through  his  wings—any  sort  of  way  to  dredge  my  scent  in  fear. 

“Have you news?” I whispered. 

Brannagh and Dagdan looked  very interested at that. 

The  priestess  opened  her  mouth,  but  Jurian  cut  her  off,  drawling,  “There  is  no news.  Their  borders  are  secure.  Rhysand  would  be  a  fool  to  push  his  luck  by coming here.” 

I stared at my plate, the portrait of bowed terror. 

“A fool, yes,” Ianthe countered, “but one with a vendetta.” She faced Tamlin, the

morning sun catching in the jewel atop her head. “Perhaps if you returned to him

his family’s wings, he might … settle.” 

For a heartbeat, silence rippled through me. 

Followed  by  a  wave  of  roaring  that  drowned  out  nearly  every  thought,  every

self-preserving instinct. I could barely hear over that bellowing in my blood, my

bones. 

But  the  words,  the  offer  …  A  cheap  attempt  at  snaring  me.  I  pretended  not  to hear, not to care. Even as I waited and waited for Tamlin’s reply. 

When Tamlin answered, his voice was low. “I burned them a long time ago.” 

I could have sworn there was something like remorse—remorse and shame—in

his words. 

Ianthe only tsked. “Too bad. He might have paid handsomely for them.” 

My limbs ached with the effort of not leaping over the table to smash her head

into the marble floor. 

But I said to Tamlin, soothing and gentle, “I’ll be fine out there.” I touched his

hand,  brushing  my  thumb  over  the  back  of  his  palm.  Held  his  stare.  “Let’s  not start down this road again.” 

As I pulled away, Tamlin merely fixed Lucien with a look, any trace of that guilt

gone. His claws slid free, embedding in the scar-flecked wood of his chair’s arm. 

“Be careful.” 

None of us pretended it was anything but a threat. 

It  was  a  two-day  ride,  but  took  us  only  a  day  to  get  there  with  winnowing-walking-winnowing. We could manage a few miles at a time, but Dagdan

was slower than I’d anticipated, given that he had to carry his sister and Jurian. 

I  didn’t  fault  him  for  it.  With  each  of  us  bearing  another,  the  drain  was

considerable. Lucien and I both bore a sentry, minor lords’ sons who had been

trained to be polite and watchful. Supplies, as a result, were limited. 

Including tents. 

By the time we made it to the cleft in the wall, darkness was falling. 

The few supplies we’d hauled also had encumbered our winnowing through the

world, and I let the sentries erect the tents for us, ever the lady keen to be waited

on.  Our  dinner  around  the  small  fire  was  near-silent,  none  of  us  bothering  to speak, save for Jurian, who questioned the sentries endlessly about their training. 

The twins retreated to their own tent after they’d picked at the meat sandwiches

we’d  packed,  frowning  at  them  as  if  they  were  full  of  maggots  instead,  and

Jurian wandered off into the woods soon after, claiming he wanted a walk before

he retired. 

I  hauled  myself  into  the  canvas  tent  when  the  fire  was  dying  out,  the  space barely big enough for Lucien and me to sleep shoulder to shoulder. 

His red hair gleamed in the faint firelight a moment later as he shoved through

the flaps and swore. “Maybe I should sleep out there.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Please.” 

A  wary,  considering  glance  as  he  knelt  and  removed  his  boots.  “You  know

Tamlin can be … sensitive about things.” 

“He can also be a pain in my ass,” I snapped, and slithered under the blankets. 

“If you yield to him on every bit of paranoia and territorialism, you’ll just make

it worse.” 

Lucien  unbuttoned  his  jacket  but  remained  mostly  dressed  as  he  slid  onto  his sleeping roll. “I think it’s made worse because you two haven’t … I mean, you

haven’t, right?” 

I stiffened, tugging  the blanket  higher onto  my shoulders.  “No. I  don’t want to

be touched like that—not for a while.” 

His silence was heavy—sad. I hated the lie, hated it for how filthy it felt to wield

it.  “I’m  sorry,”  he  said.  And  I  wondered  what  else  he  was  apologizing  for  as  I faced him in the darkness of our tent. 

“Isn’t  there  some  way  to  get  out  of  this  deal  with  Hybern?”  My  words  were

barely louder than the murmuring embers outside. “I’m back, I’m safe. We could

find some way around it—” 

“No.  The  King  of  Hybern  crafted  his  bargain  with  Tamlin  too  cleverly,  too

clearly. Magic bound them—magic will strike him if he does not allow Hybern

into these lands.” 

“In what way? Kill him?” 

Lucien’s  sigh  ruffled  my  hair.  “It  will  claim  his  own  powers,  maybe  kill  him. 

Magic is all about balance. It’s why he couldn’t interfere with your bargain with
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Rhysand. Even the person who tries to sever the bargain faces consequences. If

he’d kept you here, the magic that bound you to Rhys might have come to claim

 his life as payment for yours. Or the life of someone else he cared about. It’s old magic—old and strange. It’s why we avoid bargains unless it’s necessary: even

the scholars at the Day Court don’t know how it works. Believe me, I’ve asked.” 

“For me—you asked them for me.” 

“Yes. I went last winter to inquire about breaking your bargain with Rhys.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I—we didn’t want to give you false hope. And we didn’t dare let Rhysand get

wind of what we were doing, in case he found a way to interfere. To stop it.” 

“So Ianthe pushed Tamlin to Hybern instead.” 

“He was frantic. The scholars at the Day Court worked too slowly. I begged him

for  more  time,  but  you’d  already  been  gone  for  months.  He  wanted  to  act,  not wait—despite  that  letter  you  sent.  Because  of  that  letter  you  sent.  I  finally  told him to go ahead with it after—after that day in the forest.” 

I turned onto my back, staring at the sloped ceiling of the tent. 

“How bad was it?” I asked quietly. 

“You  saw  your  room.  He  trashed  it,  the  study,  his  bedroom.  He—he  killed  the sentries who’d been on guard. After he got the last bit of

information from them. He executed them in front of everyone in the manor.” 

My blood chilled. “You didn’t stop him.” 

“I tried. I begged him for mercy. He didn’t listen. He  couldn’t listen.” 

“The sentries didn’t try to stop him, either?” 

“They didn’t dare. Feyre, he’s a High Lord. He’s a different  breed.” 

I wondered if he’d say the same thing if he knew what I was. 

“We  were  backed  into  a  corner  with  no  options.  None.  It  was  either  go  to  war with  the  Night  Court   and  Hybern,  or  ally  with  Hybern,  let  them  try  to  stir  up trouble, and then use that alliance to our own advantage further down the road.” 

“What do you mean,” I breathed. 

But  Lucien  realized  what  he’d  said,  and  hedged,  “We  have  enemies  in  every

court. Having Hybern’s alliance will make them think twice.” 

Liar. Trained, clever liar. 

I loosed a heaving, sleepy breath. “Even if they’re now our allies,” I mumbled, 

“I still hate them.” 

A snort. “Me too.” 

“Get up.” 

Blinding sunlight cut into the tent, and I hissed. 

The  order  was  drowned  out  by  Lucien’s  snarl  as  he  sat  up.  “Out,”  he  ordered Jurian, who looked us over once, sneered, and stalked away. 

I’d rolled onto Lucien’s bedroll at some point, any schemes indeed second to my

most pressing demand—warmth. But I had no doubt Jurian would tuck away the

information to throw in Tamlin’s face when we returned: we’d shared a tent, and

had been  very cozy upon awakening. 

I  washed  in  the  nearby  stream,  my  body  stiff  and  aching  from  a  night  on  the ground, with or without the help of a bedroll. 

Brannagh  was  prowling  for  the  stream  by  the  time  I’d  finished.  The  princess

gave me a cold, thin smile. “I’d pick Beron’s son, too.” 

I stared at the princess beneath lowered brows. 

She shrugged, her smile growing. “Autumn Court males have fire in their blood

—and they fuck like it, too.” 

“I suppose you know from experience?” 

A chuckle. “Why do you think I had so much fun in the War?” 

I didn’t bother to hide my disgust. 

Lucien caught me cringing at him when her words replayed for the tenth time an

hour later, while we hiked the half mile toward the crack in the wall. “What?” he

demanded. 

I shook my head, trying not to imagine Elain subject to that … fire. 

“Nothing,” I said, just as Jurian swore ahead. 

We  were  both  moving  at  his  barked  curse—and  then  broke  into  a  run  at  the

sound of a sword whining free of its sheath. Leaves and branches whipped at me, 

but  then  we  were  at  the  wall,  that  invisible,  horrible  marker  humming  and

throbbing in my head. 

And staring right at us through the hole were three Children of the Blessed. 

CHAPTER

7

Brannagh and Dagdan looked like they’d just found second breakfast waiting for

them. 

Jurian  had  his  sword  out,  the  two  young  women  and  one  young  man  gaping

between him and the others. Then at us, their eyes widening further as they noted

Lucien’s cruel beauty. 

They dropped to their knees. “Masters and Mistresses,” they beseeched us, their

silver jewelry glinting in the dappled sunlight through the leaves. 

“You have found us on our journey.” 

The two royals smiled so broadly I could see all of their too-white teeth. 

Jurian, for once, seemed torn before he snapped, “What are you doing here?” 

The dark-haired girl at the front was lovely, her honey-gold skin flushed as she lifted her head. “We have come to dwell in the immortal lands; we have come as

tribute.” 

Jurian cut cold, hard eyes to Lucien. “Is this true?” 

Lucien stared him down. “We accept no tribute from the human lands. 

Least of all children.” 

Never  mind  that  the  three  of  them  appeared  only  a  few  years  younger  than

myself. 

“Why  don’t  you  come  through,”  Brannagh  cooed,  “and  we  can  …  enjoy

ourselves.” She was indeed sizing up the brown-haired young man and the other

girl, her hair a ruddy brown, face sharp but interesting. From the way

Dagdan was leering at the beautiful girl in front, I knew he’d silently made his

claim already. 

I shoved in front of them and said to the three mortals, “Get out. Go back to your

villages, back to your families. You cross this wall, and you will die.” 

They balked, rising to their feet, faces taut with fear—and awe. “We have come

to live in peace.” 

“There is no such thing here. There is only death for your kind.” 

Their  eyes  slid  to  the  immortals  behind  me.  The  dark-haired  girl  blushed  at

Dagdan’s intent stare, seeing the High Fae beauty and none of the predator. 

So I struck. 

The wall was a screeching, terrible vise, crushing my magic, battering my head. 

But I speared my power through that gap, and slammed into their minds. 

Too hard. The young man flinched a bit. 

So soft—defenseless. Their minds yielded like butter melting on my tongue. 

I beheld pieces of their lives like shards in a broken mirror, flashing every which way: the dark-haired girl was rich, educated, headstrong—had wanted to escape

an  arranged  marriage  and  believed  Prythian  was  a  better  option.  The  ruddy-

haired  girl  had  known  nothing  but  poverty  and  her  father’s  fists,  which  had

turned  more  violent  after  they’d  ended  her  mother’s  life.  The  young  man  had

sold himself on the streets of a large village until the Children had come one day

and offered him something better. 

I worked quickly. Neatly. 

I  was  finished  before  three  heartbeats  had  passed,  before  Brannagh  had  even

drawn breath to say, “There is no death here. Only pleasure, if you are willing.” 

Even if they weren’t willing, I wanted to add. 

But the three of them now blinked—balking. 

Beholding  us  for  what  we  were:  deadly,  merciless.  The  truth  behind  the  spun

stories. 

“We—perhaps have … made a mistake,” their leader said, retreating a step. 

“Or perhaps this was fate,” Brannagh countered with a snake’s smile. 

They kept backing away. Kept seeing the histories I’d planted into their minds—

that  we  were  here  to  hurt  and  kill  them,  that  we  had  done  so  with  all  their friends, that we’d use and discard them. I showed them the naga, the Bogge, the

Middengard Wyrm; I showed them Clare and the golden-haired queen, skewered

on that lamppost. The memories I gave them became stories they had ignored—

but now understood with us before them. 

“Come here,” Dagdan ordered. 

The  words  were  kindling  to  their  fear.  The  three  of  them  turned,  heavy  pale robes twisting with them, and bolted for the trees. 

Brannagh  tensed,  as  if  she’d  charge  through  the  wall  after  them,  but  I  gripped her arm and hissed, “If you pursue them, then you and I will have a problem.” 

In emphasis, I dragged mental talons down her own shield. 
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The princess snarled at me. 

But the humans were already gone. 

I prayed they’d listen to the other command I’d woven into their minds: to get on

a  boat,  get  as  many  friends  as  they  could,  and  flee  for  the  continent.  To  return here only when the war was over, and to warn as many humans as possible to get

out before it was too late. 

The Hybern royals growled their displeasure, but I ignored it as I took up a spot

against a tree and settled in to wait, not trusting them to stay on this side of the

border. 

The royals resumed their work, stalking up and down the wall. 

A moment later, a male body came up beside mine. 

Not Lucien, I realized with a jolt, but did not so much as flinch. 

Jurian’s eyes were on the place where the humans had been. 

“Thank you,” he said, his voice rough. 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  I  replied,  well  aware  that  Lucien

carefully watched from the shade of a nearby oak. 

Jurian gave me a knowing smirk and sauntered after Dagdan. 

They took all day. 

Whatever it was they were inspecting, whatever they were hunting for, the royals

didn’t inform us. 

And after the confrontation that morning, I knew pushing them into revealing it

wouldn’t happen. I’d used up my allotted tolerance for the day. 

So  we  spent  another  night  in  the  woods,  which  was  precisely  how  I  wound  up sitting across the fire from Jurian after the twins had crawled into their tent and

the sentries had taken up their watch positions. Lucien had gone to the stream to get more water, and I watched the flame dance amongst the logs, feeling it echo

inside myself. 

Spearing  my  power  through  the  wall  had  left  me  with  a  lingering,  pounding

headache  all  day,  more  than  a  bit  dizzy.  I  had  no  doubt  sleep  would  claim  me fast  and  hard,  but  the  fire  was  too  warm  and  the  spring  night  too  brisk  to willingly breach that long gap of darkness between the flame and my tent. 

“What happens to the ones who do make it through the wall?” Jurian asked, the

hard panes of his face cast in flickering relief by the fire. 

I  ground  the  heel  of  my  boot  into  the  grass.  “I  don’t  know.  They  never  came back once they went over. But while Amarantha ruled, creatures prowled these

woods,  so  …  I  don’t  think  it  ended  well.  I’ve  never  encountered  a  mention  of them being at any court.” 

“Five hundred years ago, they’d have been flogged for that nonsense,” 

Jurian said. “We were their slaves and whores and laborers for millennia—

men and women fought and died so we’d never have to serve them again. 

Yet there they are, in those costumes, unaware of the danger, the history.” 

“Careful, or you might not sound like Hybern’s faithful pet.” 

A low, hateful laugh. “That’s what you think I am, isn’t it. His dog.” 

“What’s the end goal, then?” 

“I have unfinished business.” 

“Miryam is dead.” 

That madness danced again, replacing the rare lucidity. “Everything I did during

the  War,  it  was  for  Miryam  and  me.  For  our  people  to  survive  and  one  day  be free.  And  she   left  me  for  that  pretty-faced  prince  the  moment  I  put  my  people before her.” 
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“I  heard  she  left  you  because  you  became  so  focused  on  wringing  information

from Clythia that you lost sight of the real conflict.” 

“Miryam told me to go ahead and fuck her for information. Told me to seduce

Clythia until she’d sold out all of Hybern and the Loyalists. She had no qualms

with that. None.” 

“So all of this is to get Miryam back?” 

He stretched his long legs before him, crossing one ankle over the other. 

“It’s to draw her out of her little nest with that winged prick and make her regret

it.” 

“You get a second shot at life and that’s what you wish to do? Revenge?” 

Jurian smiled slowly. “Isn’t that what you’re doing?” 

Months  of  working  with  Rhys  had  me  remembering  to  furrow  my  brow  in

confusion. “Against Rhys, I would one day like it.” 

“That’s what they all say, when they pretend he’s a sadistic murderer. 

You  forget  I  knew  him  in  the  War.  You  forget  he  risked  his  legion  to  save Miryam from our enemy’s fort. That’s how Amarantha captured him, you know. 

Rhys knew it was a trap—for Prince Drakon. So Rhys went against orders, and

marched  in  his  whole  legion  to  get  Miryam  out.  For  his  friend,  for   my  lover—

and for that bastard Drakon’s sake. Rhys sacrificed his legion in the process, got

all  of  them  captured  and  tortured  afterward.  Yet  everyone  insists  Rhysand  is

soulless,  wicked.  But  the  male  I  knew  was  the  most  decent  of  them  all.  Better than  that  prick-prince.  You  don’t  lose  that  quality,  no  matter  the  centuries,  and Rhys was too smart to do anything but have the vilification of his character be a

calculated move. And yet here you are—his mate. The most powerful High Lord

in the world lost his mate, and has not yet come to claim her, even when she is

defenseless in the woods.” Jurian

chuckled.  “Perhaps  that’s  because  Rhysand  has  not  lost  you  at  all.  But  rather

unleashed you upon us.” 

I  had  never  heard  that  story,  but  it  seemed  so  like  my  mate  that  I  knew  the flames  between  us  now  smoldered  in  my  eyes  as  I  said,  “You  love  to  hear

yourself talk, don’t you.” 

“Hybern will kill all of you,” was all Jurian replied. 

Jurian wasn’t wrong. 

Lucien  woke  me  the  next  morning  with  a  hand  over  my  mouth,  warning

gleaming  in  his  russet  eye.  I  smelled  it  a  moment  later:  the  coppery  tang  of blood. 

We  shoved  into  our  clothes  and  boots,  and  I  did  a  quick  inventory  of  the

weapons  we’d  squeezed  into  the  tent  with  us.  I  had  three  daggers.  Lucien  had two, as well as an elegant short sword. Better than nothing, but not much. 

A  glance  from  him  communicated  our  plan  well  enough:  play  casual  until  we

assessed the situation. 

I  had  a  heartbeat  to  realize  that  this  was  perhaps  the  first  time  he  and  I  had worked  in  tandem.  Hunting  had  never  been  a  joint  effort,  and  Under  the

Mountain had been one of us looking out for the other—never a team. A unit. 

Lucien slid from the tent, limbs loose and ready to shift into a defensive position. 

He’d been trained, he once told me—at the Autumn Court and at this one. Like

Rhys, he usually opted for words to win his battles, but I’d seen him and Tamlin

in the practice ring. He knew how to handle a weapon. 

How to kill, if need be. 

I  pushed  past  him,  devouring  the  details  of  my  surroundings  as  if  I  were  a starving man at a feast. 

The forest was the same. Jurian was crouched before the fire, stirring the embers

back to alertness, his face a hard, brooding mask. But the sentries—

they  were  pale  as  Lucien  stalked  to  them.  I  followed  their  shifting  attention  to the trees behind Jurian. 

No sign of the royals. 

The blood—

A coppery tang, yes. But laced with earth and marrow and—rot. 

Mortality. 

I stormed for the trees and dense brush. 

“You’re too late,” Jurian said as I passed him, still poking the embers. 

“They finished two hours ago.” 

Lucien  was  on  my  heels  as  I  shoved  into  the  brambles,  thorns  tearing  at  my hands. 

The Hybern royals hadn’t bothered to clean up their mess. 

From  what  was  left  of  the  three  bodies,  their  shredded  pale  robes  like  fallen ashes through the small clearing, Dagdan and Brannagh must have shut out their

screams with some sort of shield. 

Lucien swore. “They went through the wall last night. To hunt them down.” 

Even with hours separating them, the royals were Fae—swift, immortal. 

The  three  Children  of  the  Blessed  would  have  tired  after  running,  would  have camped somewhere. 

Blood was already drying on the grass, on the trunks of the surrounding trees. 

Hybern’s  brand  of  torture  wasn’t  very  creative:  Clare,  the  golden  queen,  and

these three … A similar mutilating and torment. 

I  unfastened  my  cloak  and  carefully  laid  it  over  the  biggest  remains  of  them  I could find: the torso of the young man, clawed up and bloodless. His face was

still etched in pain. 

Flame  heated  at  my  fingertips,  begging  me  to  burn  them,  to  give  them  at  least that  sort  of  burial.  But—  “Do  you  think  it  was  for  sport,  or  to  send  us  a

message?” 

Lucien laid his own cloak across the remains of the two young women. 

His  face  was  as  serious  as  I’d  ever  seen  it.  “I  think  they  aren’t  accustomed  to being denied. I’d call this an immortal temper tantrum.” 

I closed my eyes, trying to calm my roiling stomach. 

“You aren’t to blame,” he added. “They could have killed them out in the mortal

lands, but they brought them here. To make a statement about their power.” 

He was right. The Children of the Blessed would have been dead even if I hadn’t

interfered.  “They’re  threatened,”  I  mused.  “And  proud  to  a  fault.”  I  toed  the blood-soaked grass. “Do we bury them?” 

Lucien  considered.  “It  sends  a  message—that  we’re  willing  to  clean  up  their

messes.” 

I  surveyed  the  clearing  again.  Considered  everything  at  stake.  “Then  we  send

another sort of message.” 

CHAPTER

8

Tamlin paced in front of the hearth in his study, every turn as sharp as a blade. 

“They  are  our   allies,”  he  growled  at  me,  at  Lucien,  both  of  us  seated  in armchairs flanking the mantel. 

“They’re monsters,” I countered. “They butchered three innocents.” 

“And you should have left it alone for me to deal with.” Tamlin heaved a jagged

breath. “Not  retaliated like children.” He threw a glare in Lucien’s direction. “I expected better from you.” 

“But not from me?” I asked quietly. 

Tamlin’s green eyes were like frozen jade. “You have a personal connection to

those people.  He does not.” 

“That’s the sort of thinking,” I snapped, clutching the armrests, “that has allowed for a  wall to be the only solution between our two peoples; for the Fae to look at these  sorts  of   murders  and  not  care.”  I  knew  the  guards  outside  could  hear. 

Knew  anyone  walking  by  could  hear.  “The  loss  of   any  life  on  either  side  is  a personal connection. Or is it only High Fae lives that matter to you?” 

Tamlin stopped short. And snarled at Lucien, “Get out. I’ll deal with you later.” 

“Don’t you talk to him like that,” I hissed, shooting to my feet. 

“You have jeopardized this alliance with that stunt you two pulled—” 

“Good. They can burn in  hell for all I care!” I shouted. Lucien flinched. 

“You sent the Bogge after them! ” Tamlin roared. 

I didn’t so much as blink. And I knew the sentries had heard indeed by the cough

of one outside—a sound of muffled shock. 

And I made sure those sentries could still hear as I said, “They terrorized those

humans—made  them  suffer.  I  figured  the  Bogge  was  one  of  the  few  creatures

that could return the favor.” 

Lucien  had  tracked  it  down—and  we’d  lured  it,  carefully,  over  hours,  back  to that  camp.  Right  to  where  Dagdan  and  Brannagh  had  been  gloating  over  their

kill. They’d managed to get away—but only after what had sounded like a good

bit  of  screaming  and  fighting.  Their  faces  remained  bloodless  even  hours  later, their eyes still brimming with hate whenever they deigned to look at us. 

Lucien cleared his throat. Stood as well. “Tam—those humans were barely more

than children. Feyre gave the royals an order to stand down. 

They  ignored  it.  If  we  let  Hybern  walk  all  over  us,  we  stand  to  lose  more  than their alliance. The Bogge reminded them that we aren’t without our claws, too.” 

Tamlin didn’t take his eyes off me as he said to Lucien, “Get. Out. ” 

There was enough violence in the words that neither Lucien nor I objected this

time  as  he  slipped  from  the  room  and  shut  the  double  doors  behind  him.  I

speared  my  power  into  the  hall,  sensing  him  sitting  on  the  foot  of  the  stairs. 

Listening. As the six sentries in the hall were listening. 

I  said  to  Tamlin,  my  back  ramrod  straight,  “You  don’t  get  to  speak  to  me  like that. You  promised you wouldn’t act this way.” 

“You have no idea what’s at risk—” 

“Don’t you talk down to me. Not after what  I went through to get back here, to

you. To our  people. You think any of us are happy to be working with Hybern? 

You think I don’t see it in their faces? The question of whether  I am worth the

dishonor of it?” 

His breathing turned ragged again. Good, I wanted to urge him.  Good. 

“You sold us out to get me back,” I said, low and cold. “You whored us out to

Hybern. Forgive me if  I am now trying to regain some of what we lost.” 

Claws slid free. A feral growl rippled out of him. 

“They hunted down and butchered those humans for sport,” I went on. 

“You might be willing to get on your knees for Hybern, but I certainly am not.” 

He exploded. 

Furniture splintered and went flying, windows cracked and shattered. 

And this time, I did not shield myself. 

The worktable slammed into me, throwing me against the bookshelf, and every

place where flesh and bone met wood barked and ached. 

My knees slammed into the carpeted floor, and Tamlin was instantly in front of

me, hands shaking—

The doors burst open. 

“What  have  you  done,”  Lucien  breathed,  and  Tamlin’s  face  was  the  picture  of

devastation as Lucien shoved him aside. He  let Lucien shove him aside and help

me stand. 
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Something wet and warm slid down my cheek—blood, from the scent of it. 

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” Lucien said, an arm around my shoulders as he eased

me  from  the  room.  I  barely  heard  him  over  the  ringing  in  my  ears,  the  slight spinning to the world. 

The  sentries—Bron  and  Hart,  two  of  Tamlin’s  favorite  lord-warriors  among

them—were gaping, attention torn between the wrecked study and my face. 

With good reason. As Lucien led me past a gilded hall mirror, I beheld what had

drawn  such  horror.  My  eyes  were  glassy,  my  face  pallid—save  for  the  scratch

just beneath my cheekbone, perhaps two inches long and leaking blood. 

Little  scratches  peppered  my  neck,  my  hands.  But  I  willed  that  cleansing, 

healing power—that of the High Lord of Dawn—to keep from seeking them out. 

From smoothing them away. 

“Feyre,” Tamlin breathed from behind us. 

I halted, aware of every eye that watched. “I’m fine,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.” I

wiped at the blood dribbling down my cheek. “I’m fine,” I told him

again. 

No one, not even Tamlin, looked convinced. 

And  if  I  could  have  painted  that  moment,  I  would  have  named  it   A   Portrait  in Snares and Baiting. 

Rhysand sent word down the bond the second I was soaking in the bathtub. 

 Are you hurt? 

The question was faint, the bond quieter and tenser than it had been days ago. 

 Sore, but fine. Nothing I can’t handle.  Though my injuries still lingered. 

And showed no signs of a speedy healing. Perhaps I’d been too good at keeping

those healing powers at bay. 

The reply was a long time coming. Then it came all at once, as if he wanted to

cram every word in before the difficulty of the distance silenced us. 

 I  know  better  than  to  tell  you  to  be  careful,  or  to  come  home.  But  I  want   you home. Soon. And I want him dead for putting a hand on you. 

Even with the entirety of the land between us, his rage rippled down the bond. 

I  answered,  my  tone  soothing,  dry,  Technically,  his  magic   touched  me,    not  his hand. 

The bathwater was cold by the time his reply came through.  I’m glad you  have a sense of humor about this. I certainly don’t. 

I sent back an image of me sticking out my tongue at him. 

My clothes were back on when his answer arrived. 

Like mine, it was wordless, a mere image. Like mine, Rhysand’s tongue was out. 

But it was occupied with doing something else. 

I made a point to take a ride the next day. Made sure it was when Bron and Hart

were on duty, and asked them to escort me. 

They didn’t say much, but I felt their assessing glances at my every wince as we

rode  the  worn  paths  through  the  spring  wood.  Felt  them  study  the  cut  on  my face,  the  bruises  beneath  my  clothes  that  had  me  hissing  every  now  and  then. 

Still  not  fully  healed  to  my  surprise—though  I  supposed  it  worked  to  my

advantage. 

Tamlin had begged my forgiveness at dinner yesterday—and I’d given it to him. 

But Lucien hadn’t spoken to him all evening. 

Jurian  and  the  Hybern  royals  had  sulked  at  the  delay  after  I’d  quietly  admitted

my bruises made it too difficult to accompany them to the wall. 

Tamlin hadn’t possessed the nerve to suggest they go without me, to rob me of

that duty. Not when he saw the purplish markings and knew that if they were on

a human, I might have been dead. 

And  the  royals,  after  Lucien  and  I  had  sent  the  Bogge’s  invisible  malice  after them,  had  backed  off.  For  now.  I  kept  my  shields  up—around  myself  and  the

others,  the  strain  now  a  constant  headache  that  had  any  extra  sort  of  magic feeling feeble and thin. The reprieve on the border hadn’t done much

—no, it’d made the strain worse after I’d sent my power through the wall. 

I’d  invited  Ianthe  to  the  house,  subtly  requesting  her  comforting  presence.  She arrived  knowing  the  full  details  of  what  had  transpired  in  that  study—letting  it conveniently  slip  that  Tamlin  had  confessed  it  to  her,  pleading  for  absolution from  the  Mother  and  Cauldron  and  whoever  else.  I  prattled  about  my  own

forgiveness  to  her  that  evening,  and  made  a  show  of  taking  her  good  counsel, telling  the  courtiers  and  others  at  our  crowded  table  that  night  how  lucky  we were to have Tamlin  and Ianthe guarding our lands. 

Honestly, I don’t know how none of them connected it. 

How  none  of  them  saw  my  words  as  not  a  strange  coincidence  but  a  dare.  A

threat. 

That last little nudge. 

Especially when seven naga broke into the estate grounds just past midnight. 

They  were  dispatched  before  they  reached  the  house—an  attack  halted  by  a

Cauldron-sent warning vision from none other than Ianthe herself. 

The  chaos  and  screaming  woke  the  estate.  I  remained  in  my  room,  guards

beneath my windows and outside my door. Tamlin himself, blood-drenched and

panting,  came  to  inform  me  that  the  grounds  were  again  secure.  That  the  naga had  been  found  with  the  keys  to  the  gate,  and  the  sentry  who  had  lost  them would  be  dealt  with  in  the  morning.  A  freak  accident,  a  final  show  of  power from a tribe that had not gone gently after Amarantha’s reign. 

All of us saved from further harm by Ianthe. 

We all gathered outside the barracks the next morning, Lucien’s face pallid and

drawn, purple smudges beneath his glazed eyes. He hadn’t returned to his room

last night. 

Beside me, the Hybern royals and Jurian were silent and grim as Tamlin paced

before the sentry strung up between two posts. 

“You were entrusted with guarding this estate and its people,” Tamlin said to the

shuddering male, already stripped down to his pants. “You were found not only

asleep  at  the  gate  last  night,  but  it  was   your  set  of  keys  that  originally  went missing.” Tamlin snarled softly. “Do you deny this?” 

“I—I never fall asleep. It’s never happened until now. I must have just nodded

off  for  a  minute  or  two,”  the  sentry  stammered,  the  ropes  restraining  him

groaning as he strained against them. 

“You jeopardized the lives of everyone in this manor.” 

And  it  could  not  go  unpunished.  Not  with  the  Hybern  royals  here,  seeking  any sign of weakness. 

Tamlin held out a hand. Bron, stone-faced, approached to give him a whip. 

All the sentries, his most trusted warriors, shifted about. Some outright glaring at

Tamlin, some trying not to watch what was about to unfold. 

I grabbed Lucien’s hand. It wasn’t entirely for show. 

Ianthe stepped forward, hands folded over her stomach. “Twenty lashes. 

And one more, for the Cauldron’s forgiveness.” 

The guards turned baleful eyes toward her now. 

Tamlin unfurled the whip onto the dirt. 

I  made  my  move.  Slid  my  power  into  the  bound  sentry’s  mind  and  freed  the

memory I’d coiled up tightly in his head—freed his tongue, too. 

“It was her,” he panted, jerking his chin to Ianthe. “She took the keys.” 

Tamlin blinked—and everyone in that courtyard looked right to Ianthe. 

Her  face  didn’t  so  much  as  flinch  at  the  accusation—the  truth  he’d  flung  her way. 

I’d been waiting to see how she’d counter my showing of power at the solstice, 

tracking  her  movements  that  entire  day  and  night.  Within  moments  of  my

leaving the party she’d gone to the barracks, used some glimmer of power to lull

him  to  sleep,  and  taken  his  keys.  Then  planted  her  warnings  about  the  naga’s impending attacks … after she gave the creatures the keys to the gates. 

So she could sound the alarm last night. So  she could save us from a real threat. 

Clever idea—had it not played right into everything I’d laid out. 

Ianthe said smoothly, “Why should I take the keys? I warned you of the attack.” 

“You  were  at  the  barracks—I   saw  you  that  night,”  the  sentry  insisted,  then turned  pleading  eyes  to  Tamlin.  It  wasn’t  fear  of  pain  that  propelled  him,  I realized. No, the lashings would have been deserved and earned and borne well. 

It was the fear of honor lost. 

“I  would  have  thought  one  of  your  sentries,  Tamlin,  would  have  more  dignity

than to spread lies to spare himself from some fleeting pain.” 

Ianthe’s face remained serene as always. 

Tamlin, to his credit, studied the sentry for a long moment. 

I stepped forward. “I will hear his story.” 

Some of the guards loosed sighs. Some looked at me with pity and affection. 

Ianthe lifted her chin. “With  all due respect, milady, it  is not your judgment  to

make.” 

And there it was. The attempt to knock me down a few pegs. 

Just because it would make her see red, I ignored her completely and said to the

sentry, “I will hear your story.” 

I  kept  my  focus  on  him,  even  as  I  counted  my  breaths,  even  as  I  prayed  that Ianthe would take the bait—

“You’ll take the word of a sentry over that of a High Priestess?” 

My disgust at her blurted words wasn’t entirely feigned—even though hiding my

faint smile was an effort. The guards shifted on their feet at the insult, the tone. 

Even  if  they  had  not  already  trusted  their  fellow  sentry,  from  her  words  alone, they realized her guilt. 

I looked to Tamlin then—saw his eyes sharpen as well. With understanding. Too

many protests from Ianthe. 

Oh,  he  was  well  aware  that  Ianthe  had  perhaps  planned  that  naga  attack  to

reclaim some shred of power and influence—as a savior of these people. 

Tamlin’s mouth tightened in disapproval. 

I’d given them both a length of rope. I supposed now would be the moment to

see whether they’d hang themselves with it. 

I dared one more step forward, upturning my palms to Tamlin. “Perhaps it was a

mistake. Don’t take it from his hide—or his honor. Let’s hear him out.” 

Tamlin’s eyes softened a fraction. He remained silent—considering. 

But behind me, Brannagh snorted. 

“Pathetic,” she murmured, though everyone could hear it. 

Weak.  Vulnerable.  Ripe  for  conquest.  I  saw  the  words  slam  through  Tamlin’s

face, as if they were shutting doors in their wake. 

There was no other interpretation—not for Tamlin. 

But  Ianthe  assessed  me,  standing  before  the  crowd,  the  influence  I’d  made  so very clear I was capable of stealing. If she admitted guilt …

whatever she had left would come crumbling down. 

Tamlin opened his mouth, but Ianthe cut him off. “There are laws to be obeyed,” 

she  told  me,  gently  enough  that  I  wanted  to  drag  my  nails  down  her  face. 

“Traditions.  He  has  broken  our  trust,  has  let  our  blood  be  spilled  for  his

carelessness. Now he seeks to accuse a High Priestess of  his failings. 

It  cannot  go  unpunished.”  She  nodded  to  Tamlin.  “Twenty-one  lashes,  High

Lord.” 

I glanced between them, my mouth going dry. “Please. Just listen to him.” 

The guard hanging between the posts had such hope and gratitude in his eyes. 

In  this  …  in  this,  my  revenge  edged  toward  something  oily,  something  foreign and queasy. He would heal from the pain, but the blow to his honor

… It’d take a little piece out of mine as well. 

Tamlin stared at me, then Ianthe. Then glanced to the smirking Hybern royals—

to Jurian, who crossed his arms, his face unreadable. 

And like I’d gambled, Tamlin’s need for control, for strength, won out. 

Ianthe was too important an ally to risk isolating. The word of a low sentry …

no, it did not matter as much as hers. 

Tamlin turned to the sentry tied to the posts. “Put the bit in,” he quietly ordered

Bron. 

There was a heartbeat of hesitation from Bron—as if the shock of Tamlin’s order

had rippled through him. Through all the guards. Siding with Ianthe—over them. 

His sentries. 

Who had gone over the wall, again and again, to try to break that curse for him. 

Who had gladly done it, gladly  died, hunted down as those wolves, for him. And

the wolf I’d felled, Andras … He’d gone willingly, too. 

Tamlin  had  sent  them  all  over,  and  not  all  of  them  had  come  back.  They  had gone willingly, yet this … this was his thanks. His gratitude. His trust. 

But  Bron  did  as  commanded,  sliding  the  small  piece  of  wood  into  the  now-

trembling sentry’s mouth. 

Judging by the barely concealed disdain in the guards’ faces, at least they were

aware  of  what  had  occurred—or  what  they  believed  had  occurred:  the  High

Priestess had orchestrated this entire attack to cast herself as a savior, offering up

the reputation of one of their own as the asking price. They had no idea—none—

that I’d goaded her into it, pushed and pushed her to reveal just what a snake she

was. How little anyone without a title meant to her. 

How Tamlin listened to her without question—to a fault. 

It wasn’t much of an act when I put a hand to my throat, backing up a step, then

another, until Lucien’s warmth was against me, and I leaned fully into him. 

The  sentries  were  sizing  up  Ianthe,  the  royals.  Tamlin  had  always  been  one  of them—fought for them. 

Until now. Until Hybern. Until he put these foreign monsters before them. 

Until he put a scheming High Priestess before them. 

Tamlin’s eyes were on us, on the hand Lucien put on my arm to steady me, as he

drew back the whip. 

The  thunderous  crack  as  it  cleaved  the  air  snapped  through  the  barracks,  the estate. 

Through the very foundations of the court. 
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Ianthe wasn’t done. 

I  knew  it—braced  myself  for  it.  She  didn’t  flit  back  to  her  temple  a  few  miles away. 

Rather, she remained at the house, seizing her chance to worm her way closer to

Tamlin.  She  believed  she’d  gained  a  foothold,  that  her  declaration  of  justice

served at the bloody end of the whipping hadn’t been anything but a final slap in the face to the guards who watched. 

And  when  that  sentry  had  sagged  from  his  bindings,  when  the  others  came  to

gently  untie  him,  Ianthe  merely  ushered  the  Hybern  party  and  Tamlin  into  the manor  for  lunch.  But  I’d  remained  at  the  barracks,  tending  to  the  groaning

sentry, drawing away bloodied bowls of water while the healer quietly patched

him up. 

Bron  and  Hart  personally  escorted  me  back  to  the  estate  hours  later.  I  thanked them  each  by  name.  Then  apologized  that  I  hadn’t  been  able  to  prevent  it—

Ianthe’s scheming or the unjust punishment of their friend. I meant every word, 

the crack of the whip still echoing in my ears. 

Then  they  spoke  the  words  I’d  been  waiting  for.  They  were  sorry  they  hadn’t stopped  any of it, either. 

Not just today. But the bruises now fading—at last. The other incidents. 

If  I  had  asked  them,  they  would  have  handed  me  their  own  knives  to  slit  their throats. 

The  next  evening,  I  was  hurrying  back  to  my  room  to  change  for  dinner  when Ianthe made her next move. 

She was to come with us to the wall tomorrow morning. 

Her, and Tamlin, too. 

If we were all to be a united front, she’d declared over dinner, then she wished to

see the wall herself. 

The  Hybern  royals  didn’t  care.  But  Jurian  winked  at  me,  as  if  he,  too,  saw  the game in motion. 

I packed my own bags that night. 

Alis entered right before bed, a third pack in her hands. “Since it’s a longer trip, 

I brought you supplies.” 
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Even  with  Tamlin  joining  us,  it  was  too  many  people  for  him  to  winnow  us

directly. 

So we’d go, as we’d done before, in segments. A few miles at a time. 

Alis  laid  the  pack  she’d  prepared  beside  my  own.  Picked  up  the  brush  on  the vanity and beckoned me to sit on the cushioned bench before it. 

I obeyed. For a few minutes, she brushed my hair in silence. 

Then she said, “When you leave tomorrow, I leave, too.” 

I lifted my eyes to hers in the mirror. 

“My  nephews  are  packed,  the  ponies  ready  to  take  us  back  to  Summer  Court

territory at last. It has been too long since I saw my home,” she said, though her

eyes shone. 

“I know the feeling,” was all I said. 

“I wish you well, lady,” Alis said, setting down the brush and beginning to braid

back my hair. “For the rest of your days, however long they may be, I wish you

well.” 

I  let  her  finish  the  plait,  then  pivoted  on  the  bench  to  grip  her  thin  fingers  in mine. “Don’t ever tell Tarquin you know me well.” 

Her brows rose. 

“There is a blood ruby with my name on it,” I clarified. 

Even her tree-bark skin seemed to blanch. She understood it well enough: I was

a  hunted  enemy  of  the  Summer  Court.  Only  my  death  would  be  accepted  as

payment for my crimes. 

Alis squeezed my hand. “Blood rubies or no, you will always have one friend in

the Summer Court.” 
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My throat bobbed. “And you will always have one in mine,” I promised her. 

She knew which court I meant. And did not look afraid. 

The  sentries  did  not  glance  at  Tamlin,  or  so  much  as  speak  to  him  unless

absolutely  necessary.  Bron,  Hart,  and  three  others  were  to  join  us.  They  had spotted me checking on their friend before dawn—a courtesy I knew none of the

others had extended. 

Winnowing felt like wading through mud. In fact, my powers had become more

of a burden than a help. I had a throbbing headache by noon, and spent the last

leg of the journey dizzy and disoriented as we winnowed again and again. 

We arrived and set up camp in near-silence. I quietly, shyly asked to share a tent

with Ianthe instead of Tamlin, appearing eager to mend the rift the whipping had

torn  between  us.  But  I  did  it  more  to  spare  Lucien  from  her  attention  than  to keep  Tamlin  at  bay.  Dinner  was  made  and  eaten,  bedrolls  laid  out,  and  Tamlin ordered Bron and Hart on the first watch. 

Lying  beside  Ianthe  without  slitting  her  throat  was  an  exercise  in  patience  and control. 

But  whenever  the  knife  beneath  my  pillow  seemed  to  whisper  her  name,  I’d

remind myself of my friends. The family that was alive—healing in the North. 

I repeated their names silently, over and over into the darkness. Rhysand. 

Mor. Cassian. Amren. Azriel. Elain. Nesta. 

I  thought  of  how  I  had  last  seen  them,  so  bloodied  and  hurting.  Thought  of Cassian’s scream as his wings were shredded; of Azriel’s threat to the king as he

advanced on Mor. Nesta, fighting every step toward the Cauldron. 

My goal was bigger than revenge. My purpose greater than personal retribution. 

Dawn broke, and I found my palm curled around the hilt of my knife anyway. I

drew it out as I sat up, staring down at the sleeping priestess. 

The  smooth  column  of  her  neck  seemed  to  glow  in  the  early-morning  sun leaking through the tent flaps. 

I weighed the knife in my hand. 

I wasn’t sure I’d been born with the ability to forgive. Not for terrors inflicted on

those I loved. For myself, I didn’t care—not nearly as much. 

But  there  was  some  fundamental  pillar  of  steel  in  me  that  could  not  bend  or break in this. Could not stomach the idea of letting these people get away with

what they’d done. 

Ianthe’s eyes opened, the teal as limpid as her discarded circlet. They went right

to the knife in my hand. Then to my face. 

“You can’t be too careful while sharing a camp with enemies,” I said. 

I  could  have  sworn  something  like  fear  shone  in  her  eyes.  “Hybern  is  not  our enemy,” she said a tad breathlessly. 

From her paleness as I left the tent, I knew my answering smile had done its job

well. 

Lucien and Tamlin showed the twins where the crack in the wall lay. 

And  as  they  had  done  with  the  first  two,  they  spent  hours  surveying  it,  the surrounding land. 

I  kept  close  this  time,  watching  them,  my  presence  now  deemed  relatively

unthreatening if not a nuisance. We’d played our little power games, established

I could bite if I wished, but we’d tolerate each other. 

“Here,” Brannagh murmured to Dagdan, jerking her chin to the invisible divider. 

The  only  markings  were  the  different  trees:  on  our  side,  they  were  the  bright, fresh green of spring. On the other, they were dark, broad, curling slightly with

heat—the height of summer. 

“The first one was better,” Dagdan countered. 

I sat atop a small boulder, peeling an apple with a paring knife. 

“Closer to the western coast, too,” he added to his twin. 

“This is closer to the continent—to the strait.” 

I sliced deep into the flesh of the apple, carving out a hunk of white meat. 

“Yes, but we’d have more access to the High Lord’s supplies.” 

Said High Lord was currently off with Jurian, hunting for food more filling than

the sandwiches we’d packed. Ianthe had gone to a nearby spring to pray, and I

had no idea whatsoever where Lucien or the sentries were. 

Good. Easier for me as I shoved the apple slice into my mouth and said around

it, “I say go for this one.” 

They twisted toward me, Brannagh sneering and Dagdan’s brows high. 

“What do you know of any of it?” Brannagh demanded. 

I  shrugged,  cutting  another  piece  of  apple.  “You  two  talk  louder  than  you

realize.” 

Shared  accusatory  glares  between  them.  Proud,  arrogant,  cruel.  I’d  been  taking their  measure  this  fortnight.  “Unless  you  want  to  risk  the  other  courts  having time to rally and intercepting you before you can cross to the strait, I’d pick this

one.” 

Brannagh rolled her eyes. 

I went on, rambling and bored, “But what do I know? You two have squatted on

a little island for five hundred years. Clearly you know more about Prythian and

moving armies than me.” 

Brannagh hissed, “This is not about armies, so I will trust you to keep that mouth

 shut until we have use for you.” 

I snorted. “You mean to tell me all of this nonsense hasn’t been to find a place to

break through the wall and use the Cauldron to  also transport the mass of your

armies here?” 
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She laughed, swinging her dark curtain of hair over a shoulder. “The Cauldron is

not  for  transporting  grunt  armies.  It  is  for  remaking  worlds.  It  is  for  bringing down this hideous wall and reclaiming what we were.” 

I  merely  crossed  my  legs.  “I’d  think  that  with  an  army  of  ten  thousand  you wouldn’t need any magical objects to do your dirty work.” 

“Our army is ten times that, girl,” Brannagh sneered. “And twice  that number if

you count our allies in Vallahan, Montesere, and Rask.” 

Two hundred thousand. Mother save us. 

“You’ve  certainly  been  busy  all  these  years.”  I  surveyed  them,  utterly

nonplussed. “Why not strike when Amarantha had the island?” 

“The king had not yet found the Cauldron, despite years of searching. It served

his purposes to let her be an experiment for how we might break these people. 

And  served  as  good  motivation  for  our  allies  on  the  continent  to  join  us, 

knowing what would await them.” 

I finished off my apple and chucked the core into the woods. They watched it fly

like two hounds tracking a pheasant. 

“So they’re all going to converge here? I’m supposed to play hostess to so many

soldiers?” 

“Our own force will take care of Prythian before uniting with the others. 

Our commanders are preparing for it as we speak.” 

“You  must  think  you  stand  a  shot  at  losing  if  you’re  bothering  to  use  the

Cauldron to help you win.” 

“The Cauldron  is victory. It will wipe this world clean again.” 

I  lifted  my  brows  in  irreverent  cynicism.  “And  you  need  this  exact  spot  to

unleash it?” 

“This exact spot,” Dagdan said, a hand on the hilt of his sword, “exists because a person or object of mighty power passed through it. The Cauldron will study the

work they’ve already done—and magnify it until the wall collapses entirely. It is

a careful, complex process, and one I doubt your mortal mind can grasp.” 

“Probably. Though this mortal mind did manage to solve Amarantha’s riddle—

and destroy her.” 

Brannagh merely turned back to the wall. “Why do you think Hybern let her live

for so long in these lands? Better to have someone else do his dirty work.” 

I had what I needed. 

Tamlin  and  Jurian  were  still  off  hunting,  the  royals  were  preoccupied,  and  I’d sent the sentries to fetch me more water, claiming that some of my bruises still

ached and I wanted to make a poultice for them. 

They’d  looked  positively  murderous  at  that.  Not  at  me—but  at  who  had  given

me  those  bruises.  Who  had  picked  Ianthe  over  them—and  Hybern  over  their

honor and people. 

I’d  brought  three  packs,  but  I’d  only  need  one.  The  one  I’d  carefully  repacked with Alis’s new supplies, now tucked beside everything I’d anticipated needing

to get clear of them and go. The one I’d brought with me on every trip out to the

wall, just in case. And now …

I  had  numbers,  I  had  a  purpose,  I  had  a  specific  location,  and  the  names  of foreign territories. 


But  more  than  that,  I  had  a  people  who  had  lost  faith  in  their  High  Priestess.  I had  sentries  who  were  beginning  to  rebel  against  their  High  Lord.  And  as  a

result  of  those  things,  I  had  Hybern  royals  doubting  the  strength  of  their  allies here. I’d primed this court to fall. Not from outside forces—but its own internal

warring. 

And I had to be clear of it before it happened. Before the last sliver of my plan

fell into place. 

The  party  would  return  without  me.  And  to  maintain  that  illusion  of  strength, Tamlin and Ianthe would lie about it—where I’d gone. 

And perhaps a day or two after that, one of these sentries would reveal the news, a carefully sprung trap that I’d coiled into his mind like one of my snares. 

I’d fled for my life—after being nearly killed by the Hybern prince and princess. 

I’d  planted  images  in  his  head  of  my  brutalized  body,  the  markings  consistent with  what  Dagdan  and  Brannagh  had  already  revealed  to  be  their  style.  He’d

describe them in detail—describe how he helped me get away before it was too

late. How I ran for my life when Tamlin and Ianthe refused to intervene, to risk

their alliance with Hybern. 

And when the sentry revealed the truth, no longer able to stomach keeping quiet

when he saw how my sorry fate was concealed by Tamlin and

Ianthe, just as Tamlin had sided with Ianthe the day he’d flogged that sentry

…

When he described what Hybern had done to me, their Cursebreaker, their newly

anointed Cauldron-blessed, before I’d fled for my life …

There would be no further alliance. For there would be no sentry or denizen of

this court who would stand with Tamlin or Ianthe after this. 

After  me. 

I ducked into my tent to grab my pack, my steps light and swift. 

Listening, barely breathing, I scanned the camp, the woods. 

A few seconds extra had me snatching Tamlin’s bandolier of knives from where

he’d  left  them  inside  his  tent.  They’d  get  in  the  way  while  using  a  bow  and arrow, he’d explained that morning. 

Their  weight  was  considerable  as  I  slung  it  across  my  chest.  Illyrian  fighting knives. 

Home. I was going  home. 

I didn’t bother to look back at that camp as I slipped into the northern tree line. If

I winnowed without stopping between leaps, I’d be at the foothills in an hour—

and would vanish through one of the caves not long after that. 

I made it about a hundred yards into the cover of the trees before I halted. 

I heard Lucien first. 

“Back off.” 

A low female laugh. 

Everything in me went still and cold at that sound. I’d heard it once before—in

Rhysand’s memory. 

Keep going. They were distracted, horrible as it was. 

Keep going, keep going, keep going. 

“I  thought  you’d  seek  me  out  after  the  Rite,”  Ianthe  purred.  They  couldn’t  be more  than  thirty  feet  through  the  trees.  Far  enough  away  not  to  hear  my

presence, if I was quiet enough. 

“I  was  obligated  to  perform  the  Rite,”  Lucien  snapped.  “That  night  wasn’t  the product of desire, believe me.” 

“We had fun, you and I.” 

“I’m a mated male now.” 

Every  second  was  the  ringing  of  my  death  knell.  I’d  primed  everything  to  fall; I’d long since stopped feeling any sort of guilt or doubt about my plan. Not with

Alis now safely away. 

And yet—and yet—

“You don’t act that way with Feyre.” A silk-wrapped threat. 

“You’re mistaken.” 

“Am I?” Twigs and leaves crunched, as if she was circling him. “You put your

hands all over her.” 

I had done my job too well, provoked her jealousy too much with every instance I’d found ways to get Lucien to touch me in her presence, in Tamlin’s presence. 

“Do  not touch me,” he growled. 

And then I was moving. 

I  masked  the  sound  of  my  footfalls,  silent  as  a  panther  as  I  stalked  to  the  little clearing where they stood. 

Where  Lucien  stood,  back  against  a  tree—twin  bands  of  blue  stone  shackled

around his wrists. 

I’d  seen  them  before.  On  Rhys,  to  immobilize  his  power.  Stone  hewn  from

Hybern’s rotted land, capable of nullifying magic. And in this case …

holding  Lucien  against  that  tree  as  Ianthe  surveyed  him  like  a  snake  before  a meal. 

She slid a hand over the broad panes of his chest, his stomach. 

And  Lucien’s  eyes  shot  to  me  as  I  stepped  between  the  trees,  fear  and

humiliation reddening his golden skin. 

“That’s enough,” I said. 

Ianthe  whipped  her  head  to  me.  Her  smile  was  innocent,  simpering.  But  I  saw her note the pack, Tamlin’s bandolier. Dismiss them. “We were in the middle of

a game. Weren’t we, Lucien?” 

He didn’t answer. 

And the sight of those shackles on him, however she’d trapped him, the sight of

her  hand still on his stomach—

“We’ll return to the camp when we’re done,” she said, turning to him again. Her

hand slid lower, not for his own pleasure, but simply to throw it in my face that

she  could—

I struck. 

Not with my knives or magic, but my mind. 

I ripped down the shield I’d kept up around her to avoid the twins’

control—and slammed myself into her consciousness. 

A mask over a face of decay. That’s what it was like to go inside that beautiful

head  and  find  such  hideous  thoughts  inside  it.  A  trail  of  males  she’d  used  her power  on  or  outright  forced  to  bed,  convinced  of  her  entitlement  to  them.  I pulled  back  against  the  tug  of  those  memories,  mastering  myself.  “Take  your

hands off him.” 

She did. 

“Unshackle him.” 

Lucien’s  skin  drained  of  color  as  Ianthe  obeyed  me,  her  face  queerly  vacant, pliant. The blue stone shackles thumped to the mossy ground. 

Lucien’s shirt was askew, the top button on his pants already undone. 

The roaring that filled my mind was so loud I could barely hear myself as I said, 

“Pick up that rock.” 

Lucien remained pressed against that tree. And he watched in silence as Ianthe

stooped to pick up a gray, rough rock about the size of an apple. 

“Put your right hand on that boulder.” 

She obeyed, though a tremor went down her spine. 

Her mind thrashed and struggled against me, like a fish snared on a line. 

I dug my mental talons in deeper, and some inner voice of hers began screaming. 

“Smash your hand with the rock as hard as you can until I tell you to stop.” 

The hand she’d put on him, on so many others. 

Ianthe brought the stone up. The first impact was a muffled, wet thud. 

The second was an actual crack. 

The third drew blood. 

Her arm rose and fell, her body shuddering with the agony. 

And I said to her very clearly, “You will never touch another person against their

will. You will never convince yourself that they truly want your advances; that

they’re playing games. You will never know another’s touch unless they initiate, 

unless it’s desired by  both sides.” 

 Thwack; crack; thud. 

“You  will  not  remember  what  happened  here.  You  will  tell  the  others  that  you fell.” 

Her ring finger had shifted in the wrong direction. 

“You are allowed to see a healer to set the bones. But not to erase the scarring. 

And every time you look at that hand, you are going to remember that touching

people  against  their  will  has  consequences,  and  if  you  do  it  again,  everything you  are  will  cease  to  exist.  You  will  live  with  that  terror  every  day,  and  never know where it originates. Only the fear of something chasing you, hunting you, 

waiting for you the instant you let your guard down.” 

Silent tears of pain flowed down her face. 

“You can stop now.” 

The bloodied rock tumbled onto the grass. Her hand was little more than cracked

bones wrapped in shredded skin. 

“Kneel here until someone finds you.” 

Ianthe fell to her knees, her ruined hand leaking blood onto her pale robes. 

“I debated slitting your throat this morning,” I told her. “I debated it all last night

while you slept beside me. I’ve debated it every single day since I learned you

sold  out  my  sisters  to  Hybern.”  I  smiled  a  bit.  “But  I  think  this  is  a  better punishment.  And  I  hope  you  live  a  long,  long  life,  Ianthe,  and  never  know  a

moment’s peace.” 

I  stared  down  at  her  for  a  moment  longer,  tying  off  the  tapestry  of  words  and commands I’d woven into her mind, and turned to Lucien. He’d fixed his pants, 

his shirt. 

His wide eyes slid from her to me, then to the bloodied stone. 

“The  word  you’re  looking  for,  Lucien,”  crooned  a  deceptively  light  female

voice, “is  daemati.” 

We  whirled  toward  Brannagh  and  Dagdan  as  they  stepped  into  the  clearing, 

grinning like wolves. 

CHAPTER

10

Brannagh ran her fingers through Ianthe’s golden hair, clicking her tongue at the

bloodied pulp cradled in her lap. “Going somewhere, Feyre?” 

I let my mask drop. 

“I have places to be,” I told the Hybern royals, noting the flanking positions they

were too casually establishing around me. 

“What  could  be  more  important  than  assisting  us?  You  are,  after  all,  sworn  to assist our king.” 

Time—biding their time until Tamlin returned from hunting with Jurian. 

Lucien  shoved  off  the  tree,  but  didn’t  come  to  my  side.  Something  like  agony flickered across his face as he finally noted the stolen bandolier, the pack on my

shoulders. 

“I  have  no  allegiance  to  you,”  I  told  Brannagh,  even  as  Dagdan  began  to  edge past my line of sight. “I am a free person, allowed to go where and when I will

it.” 

“Are  you?”  Brannagh  mused,  sliding  a  hand  to  her  sword  at  her  hip.  I  pivoted

slightly to keep Dagdan from slipping into my blind spot. “Such careful plotting these weeks, such skilled maneuvering. You didn’t seem to worry that we’d be

doing the same.” 

They  weren’t  letting  Lucien  leave  this  clearing  alive.  Or  at  least  with  his  mind intact. 

He seemed to realize it at the same moment I did, understanding that there was

no way they’d reveal this without knowing they’d get away with

it. 

“Take  the  Spring  Court,”  I  said,  and  meant  it.  “It’s  going  to  fall  one  way  or another.” 

Lucien snarled. I ignored him. 

“Oh, we intend to,” Brannagh said, sword inching free of its dark sheath. 

“But then there’s the matter of you.” 

I thumbed free two of the Illyrian fighting knives. 

“Haven’t you wondered at the headaches? How things seem a little muffled on

certain mental bonds?” 

My powers had tired so swiftly, had become weaker and weaker these weeks—

Dagdan snorted and finally observed to his sister, “I’d give her about ten minutes

before the apple sets in.” 

Brannagh  chuckled,  toeing  the  blue  stone  shackle.  “We  gave  the  priestess  the

powder at first. Crushed faebane stone, ground so fine you couldn’t see or scent

or taste it in your food. She’d add a little at a time, nothing suspicious—not too

much, lest it stifle all your powers at once.” 

Unease began to clench my gut. 

“We’ve  been  daemati  for  a  thousand  years,  girl,”  Dagdan  sneered.  “But  we

didn’t even need to slip into her mind to get her to do our bidding. But you …

what a valiant effort you put up, trying to shield them all from us.” 

Dagdan’s  mind  speared  for  Lucien’s,  a  dark  arrow  shot  between  them.  I

slammed up a shield between them. And my head—my very bones  ached—

“What  apple,” I bit out. 

“The one you shoved down your throat an hour ago,” Brannagh said. 

“Grown  and  tended  in  the  king’s  personal  garden,  fed  a  steady  diet  of  water laced with faebane. Enough to knock out your powers for a few days straight, no

shackles required. And here you are, thinking no one had noticed you planned to

vanish  today.”  She  clicked  her  tongue  again.  “Our  uncle  would  be  most

displeased if we allowed that to happen.” 

I  was  running  out  of  borrowed  time.  I  could  winnow,  but  then  I’d  abandon

Lucien  to  them  if  he  somehow  couldn’t  manage  to  himself  with  the  faebane  in his system from the food at the camp—

Leave him. I should and  could leave him. 

But to a fate perhaps worse than death—

His russet eye gleamed. “Go.” 

I made my choice. 

I exploded into night and smoke and shadow. 

And even a thousand years wasn’t enough for Dagdan to adequately prepare as I

winnowed in front of him and struck. 

I  sliced  through  the  front  of  his  leather  armor,  not  deep  enough  to  kill,  and  as steel snagged on its plates, he twisted expertly, forcing me to either expose my

right side or lose the knife—

I winnowed again. This time, Dagdan went with me. 

I was not fighting Hybern cronies unaware in the woods. I was not fighting the

Attor  and  its  ilk  in  the  streets  of  Velaris.  Dagdan  was  a  Hybern  prince—a

commander. 

He fought like one. 

Winnow. Strike. Winnow. Strike. 

We  were  a  black  whirlwind  of  steel  and  shadow  through  the  clearing,  and

months  of  Cassian’s  brutal  training  clicked  into  place  as  I  kept  my  feet  under me. 

I had the vague sense of Lucien gaping, even Brannagh taken aback by my show

of skill against her brother. 

But  Dagdan’s  blows  weren’t  hard—no,  they  were  precise  and  swift,  but  he

didn’t throw himself into it wholly. 

Buying time. Wearing me down until my body fully absorbed that apple and its

power rendered me nearly mortal. 

So I hit him where he was weakest. 

Brannagh screamed as a wall of flame slammed into her. 

Dagdan  lost  his  focus  for  all  of  a  heartbeat.  His  roar  as  I  sliced  deep  into  his abdomen shook the birds from the trees. 

“You little bitch,” he spat, dancing back from my next blow as the fire cleared

and Brannagh was revealed on her knees. Her physical shield had been sloppy—

she’d expected me to attack her mind. 

She was shuddering, gasping with agony. The reek of charred skin now drifted

to us, directly from her right arm, her ribs, her thigh. 

Dagdan  lunged  for  me  again,  and  I  brought  up  both  of  my  knives  to  meet  his blade. 

He didn’t pull the blow this time. 

I felt its reverberation in every inch of my body. 

Felt the rising, stifling silence, too. I’d felt it once before—that day in Hybern. 
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Brannagh surged to her feet with a sharp cry. 

But Lucien was there. 

Her  focus  wholly  on  me,  on  taking  from  me  the  beauty  I’d  burned  from  her, 

Brannagh did not see him winnow until it was too late. 

Until Lucien’s sword refracted the light of the sun leaking through the canopy. 

And then met flesh and bone. 

A  tremor  shuddered  through  the  clearing—like  some  thread  between  the  twins

had been snipped as Brannagh’s dark head thudded onto the grass. 

Dagdan  screamed,  launching  himself  at  Lucien,  winnowing  across  the  fifteen

feet between us. 

Lucien  had  barely  heaved  his  blade  out  of  Brannagh’s  severed  neck  when

Dagdan was before him, sword shoving forward to ram through his throat. 

Lucien only had enough time to stumble back from Dagdan’s killing blow. 

I had enough time to stop it. 

I parried Dagdan’s blade aside with one knife, the male’s eyes going wide as I

winnowed between them—and punched the other into his eye. 

Right into the skull behind it. 

Bone and blood and soft tissue scraped and slid along the blade, Dagdan’s mouth

still open with surprise as I yanked out the knife. 

I let him fall atop his sister, the thud of flesh on flesh the only sound. 

I  merely  looked  at  Ianthe,  my  power  guttering,  a  hideous  ache  building  in  my gut,  and  made  my  last  command,  amending  my  earlier  ones.  “You  tell  them  I

killed them. In self-defense. After they hurt me so badly while you

and Tamlin did  nothing. Even when they torture you for the truth, you say that I

fled after I killed them—to save this court from their horrors.” 

Blank, vacant eyes were my only answer. 

“Feyre.” 

Lucien’s voice was a hoarse rasp. 

I  merely  wiped  my  two  knives  on  Dagdan’s  back  before  going  to  reclaim  my

fallen pack. 

“You’re going back. To the Night Court.” 

I shouldered my heavy pack and finally looked at him. “Yes.” 

His tan face had paled. But he surveyed Ianthe, the two dead royals. “I’m going

with you.” 

“No,” was all I said, heading for the trees. 

A cramp formed deep in my belly. I had to get away—had to use the last of my

power to winnow to the hills. 

“You won’t make it without magic,” he warned me. 

I  just  gritted  my  teeth  against  the  sharp  pain  in  my  abdomen  as  I  rallied  my strength to winnow to those distant foothills. But Lucien gripped my arm, halting

me. 

“I’m going with you,” he said again, face splattered with blood as bright as his

hair. “I’m getting my mate back.” 

There was no time for this argument. For the truth and debate and the answers I

saw he desperately wanted. 

Tamlin and the others would have heard the shouting by now. 

“Don’t make me regret this,” I told him. 

Blood coated the inside of my mouth by the time we reached the foothills hours

later. 

I was panting, my head throbbing, my stomach a twisting knot of aching. 

Lucien  was  barely  better  off,  his  winnowing  as  shaky  as  my  own  before  we

halted amongst the rolling green and he doubled over, hands braced on

his knees. “It’s—gone,” he said, gasping for breath. “My magic—not an ember. 

They must have dosed all of us today.” 

And given me a poisoned apple just to make sure it kept me down. 

My power pulled away from me like a wave reeling back from the shore. 

Only  there  was  no  return.  It  just  went  farther  and  farther  out  into  a  sea  of nothing. 

I peered at the sun, now a hand’s width above the horizon, shadows already thick

and heavy between the hills. I took my bearings, sorting through the knowledge

I’d compiled these weeks. 

I stepped northward, swaying. Lucien gripped my arm. “You’re taking a door?” 

I  slid  aching  eyes  toward  him.  “Yes.”  The  caves—doors,  they  called  them—in

those hollows led to other pockets of Prythian. I’d taken one straight Under the

Mountain. I would now take one to get me home. Or as close to it as I could get. 

No door to the Night Court existed, here or anywhere. 

And I would not risk my friends by bringing them here to retrieve me. 

No matter that the bond between Rhys and me … I couldn’t so much as feel it. 

A numbness had spread through me. I needed to get out—now. 

“The Autumn Court portal is that way.” Warning and reproach. 

“I can’t go into Summer. They’ll kill me on sight.” 

Silence. He released my arm. I swallowed, my throat so dry I could barely do so. 

“The only other door here leads Under the Mountain. We sealed off all the other

entrances. If we go there, we could wind up trapped

—or have to return.” 

“Then  we  go  to  Autumn.  And  from  there  …”  I  trailed  off  before  I  finished. 

 Home. But Lucien gleaned it anyway. And seemed to realize then

—that’s what the Night Court was.  Home. 

I could almost see the word in his russet eye as he shook his head.  Later. 

I  gave  him  a  silent  nod.  Yes—later,  we’d  have  it  all  out.  “The  Autumn  Court will be as dangerous as Summer,” he warned. 

“I just need somewhere to hide—to lie low until … until we can winnow again.” 

A faint buzzing and ringing filled my ears. And I felt my magic vanish entirely. 

“I know a place,” Lucien said, walking toward the cave that would take us to his

home. 

To  the  lands  of  the  family  who’d  betrayed  him  as  badly  as  this  court  had

betrayed mine. 

We hurried through the hills, swift and silent as shadows. 

The  cave  to  the  Autumn  Court  had  been  left  unguarded.  Lucien  looked  at  me

over his shoulder as if to ask if I, too, had been responsible for the lack of guards

who were always stationed here. 

I gave him another nod. I’d slid into their minds before we’d left, making sure

this  door  would  be  left  open.  Cassian  had  taught  me  to  always  have  a  second escape route. Always. 

Lucien paused before the swirling gloom of the cave mouth, the blackness like a

wyrm poised to devour us both. A muscle feathered in his jaw. 

I said, “Stay, if you want. What’s done is done.” 

For  Hybern  was  coming—already  here.  I  had  debated  it  for  weeks:  whether  it

was better to claim the Spring Court for ourselves, or to let it fall to our enemies. 

But  it  could  not  remain  neutral—a  barrier  between  our  forces  in  the  North  and the humans in the South. It would have been easy to call in Rhys and Cassian, to

have  the  latter  bring  in  an  Illyrian  legion  to  claim  the  territory  when  it  was weakest after my own maneuverings. Depending on how much mobility Cassian

had retained—if he was still healing. 

Yet then we’d hold one territory—with five other courts between us. 

Sympathy  might  have  swayed  for  the  Spring  Court;  others  might  have  joined

Hybern against us, considering our conquest here proof of our wickedness. But if

Spring  fell  to  Hybern  …  We  could  rally  the  other  courts  to  us.  Charge  as  one from the North, drawing Hybern in close. 

“You  were  right,”  Lucien  declared  at  last.  “That  girl  I  knew  did  die  Under  the Mountain.” 

I  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  an  insult.  But  I  nodded  all  the  same.  “At  least  we  can agree on that.” I stepped into the awaiting cold and dark. 

Lucien  fell  into  step  beside  me  as  we  strode  beneath  the  archway  of  carved, crude  stone,  our  blades  out  as  we  left  behind  the  warmth  and  green  of  eternal spring. 

And  in  the  distance,  so  faint  I  thought  I  might  have  imagined  it,  a  beast’s  roar cleaved the land. 

PART TWO

CURSEBREAKER

CHAPTER

11

The cold was what hit me first. 

Brisk, crisp cold, laced with loam and rotting things. 

In the twilight, the world beyond the narrow cave mouth was a latticework of red

and gold and brown and green, the trees thick and old, the mossy ground strewn

with rocks and boulders that cast long shadows. 

We emerged, blades out, barely breathing beyond a trickle of air. 

But there were no Autumn Court sentries guarding the entrance to Beron’s realm

—none that we could see or scent. 

Without  my  magic,  I  was  blind  again,  unable  to  sweep  a  net  of  awareness

through the ancient, vibrant trees to catch any traces of nearby Fae minds. 

Utterly helpless. That’s how I’d been before. How I’d survived so long without

it … I didn’t want to consider. 

We crept on cat-soft feet into the moss and stone and wood, our breath curling in

front of us. 

Keep  moving,  keep  striding  north.  Rhys  would  have  realized  by  now  that  our

bond had gone dark—was likely trying to glean whether I had planned for that. 

Whether it was worth the risk of revealing our scheming to find me. 

But until he did … until he could hear me, find me … I had to keep moving. 

So I let Lucien lead the way, wishing I’d at least been able to shift my eyes to

something  that  could  pierce  the  darkening  wood.  But  my  magic  was  still  and

frozen. A crutch I’d become too reliant upon. 

We picked our way through the forest, the chill deepening with each vanishing

shaft of sunlight. 

We  hadn’t  spoken  since  we’d  entered  that  cave  between  courts.  From  the

stiffness of his shoulders, the hard angle of his jaw as he moved on silent, steady

feet, I knew only our need for stealth kept his simmering questions at bay. 

Night  was  fully  overhead,  the  moon  not  yet  risen,  when  he  led  us  into  another cave. 

I balked at the entrance. 

Lucien merely said, voice flat and as icy as the air, “It doesn’t lead anywhere. It

curves away in the back—it’ll keep us out of sight.” 

I let him go inside first nonetheless. 

Every  limb  and  movement  turned  sluggish,  aching.  But  I  trailed  him  into  the cave, and around the bend he’d indicated. 

Flint struck, and I found myself gazing at a makeshift camp of sorts. 

The  candle  Lucien  had  ignited  sat  on  a  natural  stone  ledge,  and  on  the  floor nearby lay three bedrolls and old blankets, crusted with leaves and cobwebs. A

little fire pit lay in the sloped center of the space, the ceiling above it charred. 

No one had been here in months. Years. 

“I used to stay here while hunting. Before—I left,” he said, examining a dusty, 

leather-bound  book  left  on  the  stone  ledge  beside  the  candle.  He  set  the  tome down  with  a  thump.  “It’s  just  for  the  night.  We’ll  find  something  to  eat  in  the morning.” 

I only lifted the closest bedroll and smacked it a few times, leaves and clouds of

dust flying off before I laid it upon the ground. 

“You truly planned this,” he said at last. 

I sat on the bedroll and began sorting through my pack, hauling out the warmer

clothes, food, and supplies Alis herself had placed within. “Yes.” 

“That’s all you have to say?” 

I  sniffed  at  the  food,  wondering  what  was  laced  with  faebane.  It  could  be  in everything. “It’s too risky to eat,” I admitted, evading his question. 

Lucien was having none of it. “I knew. I knew you were lying the moment you

unleashed that light in Hybern. My friend at the Dawn Court has the same power

—her light is identical. And it does not do whatever horseshit you lied about it

doing.” 

I shoved my pack off my bedroll. “Then why not tell him? You were his faithful

dog in every other sense.” 

His  eye  seemed  to  simmer.  As  if  being  in  his  own  lands  set  that  molten  ore inside him rising to the surface, even with the damper on his power. 
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“Glad to see the mask is off, at least.” 

Indeed,  I  let  him  see  it  all—didn’t  alter  or  shape  my  face  into  anything  but coldness. 

Lucien snorted. “I didn’t tell him for two reasons. One, it felt like kicking a male

already  down.  I  couldn’t  take  that  hope  away  from  him.”  I  rolled  my  eyes. 

“Two,” he snapped, “I knew if I was correct and called you on it, you’d find a

way to make sure I never saw her.” 

My nails dug into my palms hard enough to hurt, but I remained seated on the

bedroll as I bared my teeth at him. “And that’s why you’re here. Not because it’s

right and he’s always been wrong, but just so you can get what  you think you’re

owed.” 

“She is my  mate and in my enemy’s hands—” 

“I’ve made no secret from the start that Elain is safe and cared for.” 

“And I’m supposed to believe you.” 

“Yes,” I hissed. “You are. Because if I believed for one moment that my sisters

were  in  danger,  no  High  Lord  or  king  would  have  kept  me  from  going  to  save them.” 

He just shook his head, the candlelight dancing over his hair. “You have the gall

to  question  my  priorities  regarding  Elain—yet  what  was   your  motive  where  I was concerned? Did you plan to spare me from your path of destruction because

of any genuine friendship, or simply for fear of what it might do to her?” 

I didn’t answer. 

“Well? What  was your grand plan for me before Ianthe interfered?” 

I pulled at a stray thread in the bedroll. “You would have been fine,” was all I

said. 

“And what about Tamlin? Did you plan to disembowel him before you left and
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simply not get the chance?” 

I ripped the loose thread right out of the bedroll. “I debated it.” 

“But?” 

“But I think letting his court collapse around him is a better punishment. 

Certainly  longer  than  an  easy  death.”  I  slung  off  Tamlin’s  bandolier  of  knives, leather scraping against the rough stone floor. “You’re his emissary

—surely you realize that slitting his throat, however satisfying, wouldn’t win us

many allies in this war.” No, it’d give Hybern too many openings to undermine

us. 

He crossed his arms. Digging in for a good, long fight. Before he could do just

that,  I  cut  in,  “I’m  tired.  And  our  voices  echo.  Let’s  have  it  out  when  it’s  not likely to get us caught and killed.” 

His gaze was a brand. 

But I ignored it as I nestled down on the bedroll, the material reeking of dust and

rot. I pulled my cloak over me, but didn’t close my eyes. 

I didn’t dare sleep—not when he might very well change his mind. Yet just lying

down, not moving, not thinking … Some of the tightness in my body eased. 

Lucien blew out the candle and I listened to the sounds of him settling down as

well. 

“My father will hunt you for taking his power if he finds out,” he said into the

frigid dark. “And kill you for learning how to wield it.” 

“He can get in line,” was all I said. 

My exhaustion was a blanket over my senses as gray light stained the cave walls. 

I’d  spent  most  of  the  night  shivering,  jolting  at  every  snap  and  sound  in  the

forest outside, keenly aware of Lucien’s movements on his bedroll. 

From his own haggard face as he sat up, I knew he hadn’t slept, either, perhaps

wondering if I’d abandon him. Or if his family would find us first. 

Or mine. 

We took each other’s measure. 

“What now,” he rasped, scrubbing a broad hand over his face. 

Rhys had not come—I had not heard a whisper of him down the bond. 

I felt for my magic, but only ashes greeted me. “We head north,” I said. 

“Until the faebane is out of our systems and we can winnow.” Or I could contact

Rhys and the others. 

“My  father’s  court  lies  due  northward.  We’ll  have  to  go  to  the  east  or  west  to avoid it.” 

“No. East takes us too close to the Summer Court border. And I won’t lose time

by going too far west. We go straight north.” 

“My father’s sentries will easily spot us.” 

“Then we’ll have to remain unseen,” I said, rising. 

I  dumped  the  last  of  the  contaminated  food  from  my  pack.  Let  the  scavengers have it. 

Walking through the woods of the Autumn Court felt like striding inside a jewel

box. 

Even with all that potentially hunted us now, the colors were so vivid it was an

effort not to gawk and gape. 

By midmorning, the rime had melted away under the buttery sun to reveal what

was suitable for eating. My stomach growled with every step, and Lucien’s red

hair  gleamed  like  the  leaves  above  us  as  he  scanned  the  woods  for  anything  to fill our bellies. 
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His woods, by blood and law. He was a son of this forest, and here … He looked

crafted from it. For it. Even that gold eye. 

Lucien  eventually  stopped  at  a  jade  stream  wending  through  a  granite-flanked

gully, a spot he claimed had once been rich with trout. 

I was in the process of constructing a rudimentary fishing pole when he waded

into the stream, boots off and pants rolled to his knees, and caught one with his

bare hands.  He’d tied  his hair  up, a  few strands  of it  falling into  his face  as  he swooped  down  again  and  threw  a  second  trout  onto  the  sandy  bank  where  I’d

been trying to find a substitute for fishing twine. 

We remained silent as the fish eventually stopped flapping, their sides catching

and gleaming with all the colors so bright above us. 

Lucien picked them up by their tails, as if he’d done it a thousand times. 

He  might  very  well  have,  right  here  in  this  stream.  “I’ll  clean  them  while  you start  the  fire.”  In  the  daylight,  the  glow  of  the  flames  wouldn’t  be  noticed. 

Though the smoke … a necessary risk. 

We worked and ate in silence, the crackling fire offering the only conversation. 

We hiked north for five days, hardly exchanging a word. 

Beron’s seat was so vast it took us three days to enter, pass through, and clear it. 

Lucien led us through the outskirts, tense at every call and rustle. 

The Forest House was a sprawling complex, Lucien informed me during the few

times  we  risked  or  bothered  to  speak  to  each  other.  It  had  been  built  in  and around the trees and rocks, and only its uppermost levels were visible above the

ground. Below, it tunneled a few levels into the stone. But its sprawl generated

its  size.  You  might  walk  from  one  end  of  the  House  to  the  other  and  it  would take you half the morning. There were layers and circles of sentries ringing it: in

the trees, on the ground, atop the moss-coated shingles and stones of the House

itself. 

No enemies approached Beron’s home without his knowledge. None left without his permission. 

I  knew  we’d  passed  beyond  Lucien’s  known  map  of  their  patrol  routes  and

stations when his shoulders sagged. 

Mine were slumped already. 

I had barely slept, only letting myself do so when Lucien’s breathing slid into a

different, deeper rhythm. I knew I couldn’t keep it up for long, but without the

ability to shield, to sense any danger …

I wondered if Rhys was looking for me. If he’d felt the silence. 

I should have gotten a message out. Told him I was going and how to find me. 

The faebane—that was why the bond had sounded so muffled. Perhaps I should

have killed Ianthe outright. 

But what was done was done. 

I  was  rubbing  at  my  aching  eyes,  taking  a  moment’s  rest  beneath  our  new

bounty: an apple tree, laden with fat, succulent fruit. 

I’d filled my bag  with what I  could fit inside. Two  cores already lay  discarded

beside me, the sweet rotting scent as lulling as the droning of the bees gorging

themselves  on  fallen  apples.  A  third  apple  was  already  primed  and  poised  for eating atop my outstretched legs. 

After what the Hybern royals had done, I should have sworn off apples forever, 

but hunger had always blurred lines for me. 

Lucien, sitting a few feet away, chucked his fourth apple into the bushes as I bit

into mine. “The farmlands and fields are near,” he announced. 

“We’ll  have  to  stay  out  of  sight.  My  father  doesn’t  pay  well  for  his  crops,  and the land-workers will earn any extra coin they can.” 

“Even selling out the location of one of the High Lord’s sons?” 
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“Especially that way.” 

“They didn’t like you?” 

His jaw tightened. “As the youngest of seven sons, I wasn’t particularly needed

or wanted. Perhaps it was a good thing. I was able to study for longer than my

father allowed my brothers before shoving them out the door to rule over some

territory  within  our  lands,  and  I  could  train  for  as  long  as  I  liked,  since  no  one believed I’d be dumb enough to kill my way up the long list of heirs. And when I

grew bored with studying and fighting …

I  learned  what  I  could  of  the  land  from  its  people.  Learned  about  the  people, too.” 

He  eased  to  his  feet  with  a  groan,  his  unbound  hair  glimmering  as  the  midday sun overhead set the blood and wine hues aglow. 

“I’d say that sounds more High-Lord-like than the life of an idle, unwanted son.” 

A  long,  steely  look.  “Did  you  think  it  was  mere  hatred  that  prompted  my

brothers to do their best to break and kill me?” 

Despite  myself,  a  shudder  rippled  down  my  spine.  I  finished  off  the  apple  and uncoiled to my feet, plucking another off a low-hanging branch. 

“Would you want it—your father’s crown?” 

“No one’s ever asked me that,” Lucien mused as we moved on, dodging fallen, 

rotting apples. The air was sticky-sweet. “The bloodshed that would be required

to  earn  that  crown  wouldn’t  be  worth  it.  Neither  would  its  festering  court.  I’d gain a crown—only to rule over a crafty, two-faced people.” 

“Lord  of  Foxes,”  I  said,  snorting  as  I  remembered  that  mask  he’d  once  worn. 

“But  you  never  answered  my  question—about  why  the  people  here  would  sell

you out.” 

The air ahead lightened, and a golden field of barley undulated toward a distant
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tree line. 

“After Jesminda, they would.” 

Jesminda. He’d never spoken her name. 

Lucien  slid  between  the  swaying,  bobbing  stalks.  “She  was  one  of  them.”  The

words  were  barely  audible  over  the  sighing  barley.  “And  when  I  didn’t  protect her  …  It  was  a  betrayal  of  their  trust,  too.  I  ran  to  some  of  their  houses  while fleeing my brothers. They turned me out for what I let happen to her.” 

Waves of gold and ivory rolled around us, the sky a crisp, unmarred blue. 

“I can’t blame them for it,” he said. 

We cleared the fertile valley by the late afternoon. When Lucien offered to stop

for the night, I insisted we keep going—right into the steep foothills that leaped

into gray, snowcapped mountains that marked the start of the shared range with

the  Winter  Court.  If  we  could  get  over  the  border  in  a  day  or  two,  perhaps  my powers would have returned enough to contact Rhys—

or winnow the rest of the way home. 

The hike wasn’t an easy one. 

Great,  craggy  boulders  made  up  the  ascent,  flecked  with  moss  and  long,  white grasses  that  hissed  like  adders.  The  wind  ripped  at  our  hair,  the  temperature dropping the higher we climbed. 

Tonight … We might have to risk a fire tonight. Just to stay alive. 

Lucien  was  panting  as  we  scaled  a  hulking  boulder,  the  valley  sprawling  away behind, the wood a tangled river of color beyond it. There had to be a pass  into

the range at some point—out of sight. 

“How are you not winded,” he panted, hauling himself onto the flat top. 

I  shoved  back  the  hair  that  had  torn  free  of  my  braid  to  whip  my  face.  “I
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trained.” 

“I gathered that much after you took on Dagdan and walked away from it.” 

“I had the element of surprise on my side.” 

“No,” Lucien said quietly as I reached for a foothold in the next boulder. 

“That  was  all  you.”  My  nails  barked  as  I  dug  my  fingers  into  the  rock  and heaved  myself  up.  Lucien  added,  “You  had  my  back—with  them,  with  Ianthe. 

Thank you.” 

The  words  hit  something  low  in  my  gut,  and  I  was  glad  for  the  wind  that  kept roaring around us, if only to hide the burning in my eyes. 

I slept—finally. 

With  the  crackling  fire  in  our  latest  cave,  the  heat  and  the  relative  remoteness were enough to finally drag me under. 

And  in  my  dreams,  I  think  I  swam  through  Lucien’s  mind,  as  if  some  small

ember of my power was at last returning. 

I  dreamed  of  our  cozy  fire,  and  the  craggy  walls,  the  entire  space  barely  big enough to fit us and the fire. I dreamed of the howling, dark night beyond, of all

the sounds that Lucien so carefully sorted through while he kept watch. 

His attention slid to me at one point and lingered. 

I had never known how young, how human I looked when I slept. My braid was

a rope over my shoulder, my mouth slightly parted, my face haggard with days

of little rest and food. 

I dreamed that he removed his cloak and added it over my blanket. 

Then  I  ebbed  away,  flowing  out  of  his  head  as  my  dreams  shifted  and  sailed elsewhere. I let a sea of stars rock me into sleep. 

A hand gripped my face so hard the groaning of my bones jolted me awake. 

“Look who we found,” a cold male voice drawled. 

I  knew  that  face—the  red  hair,  the  pale  skin,  the  smirk.  Knew  the  faces  of  the other two males in the cave, a snarling Lucien pinned beneath them. 

His brothers. 

CHAPTER

12

“Father,” the one now holding a knife to my throat said to Lucien, “is rather put

out that you didn’t stop by to say hello.” 

“We’re  on  an  errand  and  can’t  be  delayed,”  Lucien  answered  smoothly, 

mastering himself. 

That knife pressed a fraction harder into my skin as he let out a humorless laugh. 

“Right.  Rumor  has  it  you  two  have  run  off  together,  cuckolding  Tamlin.”  His

grin widened. “I didn’t think you had it in you, little brother.” 

“He had it  in her, it seems,” one of the others sniggered. 

I slid my gaze to the male above me. “You will release us.” 

“Our esteemed father wishes to see you,” he said with a snake’s smile. 

The knife didn’t waver. “So you will come with us to his home.” 

“Eris,” Lucien warned. 

The  name  clanged  through  me.  Above  me,  mere  inches  away  …  Mor’s  former

betrothed. The male who had abandoned her when he found her brutalized body

on the border. The High Lord’s heir. 

I could have sworn phantom talons bit into my palms. 

A day or two more, and I might have been able to slash them across his throat. 

But I didn’t have that time. I only had now. I had to make it count. 

Eris merely said to me, cold and bored, “Get up.” 

I felt it then—stirring awake as if some stick had poked it. As if being here, in

this territory, amongst its blooded royals, had somehow sparked it to life, boiling

past that poison. Turning that poison to steam. 

With  his  knife  still  angled  against  my  neck,  I  let  Eris  haul  me  to  my  feet,  the other two dragging Lucien before he could stand on his own. 

Make it count. Use my surroundings. 

I caught Lucien’s eye. 

And he saw the sweat beading on my temple, my upper lip, as my blood heated. 

A slight bob of his chin was his only sign of understanding. 

Eris would bring us to Beron, and the High Lord would either kill us for sport, 

sell  us  to  the  highest  bidder,  or  hold  us  indefinitely.  And  after  what  they  had done to Lucien’s lover, what they’d done to Mor …

“After you,” Eris said smoothly, lowering that knife at last. He shoved me a step. 

I’d been waiting. Balance, Cassian had taught me, was crucial to winning a fight. 

And as Eris’s shove caused him to get on uneven footing, I turned my propelled

step on him. 

Twisting, so fast he didn’t see me get into his open guard, I drove my elbow into

his nose. 

Eris stumbled back. 

Flame  slammed  into  the  other  two,  and  Lucien  hurtled  out  of  the  way  as  they shouted and fell deeper into the cave. 

I  unleashed  every  drop  of  the  flame  in  me,  a  wall  of  it  between  us  and  them. 

Sealing his brothers inside the cave. 
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“Run,” I gasped out, but Lucien was already at my side, a steadying hand under

my arm as I burned that flame hotter and hotter. It wouldn’t keep them contained

for long, and I could indeed feel someone’s power rising to challenge mine. 

But there was another force to wield. 

Lucien understood the same moment I did. 

Sweat  simmered  on  Lucien’s  brow  as  a  pulse  of  flame-licked  power  slammed

into the stones just above us. Dust and debris rained down. 

I threw any trickle of magic into Lucien’s next blow. 

His next. 

As  Eris’s  livid  face  emerged  from  my  net  of  flame,  glowing  like  a  new-forged god of wrath, Lucien and I brought down the cave ceiling. 

Fire burst through the small cracks like a thousand flaming serpents’

tongues—but the cave-in did not so much as tremble. 

“Hurry,” Lucien panted, and I didn’t waste breath agreeing as we staggered into

the night. 

Our packs, our weapons, our food … all inside that cave. 

I had two daggers on me, Lucien one. I’d been wearing my cloak, but …

he’d  indeed  given  me  his.  He  shivered  against  the  cold  as  we  dragged  and

clawed our way up the mountain slope, and did not dare stop. 

Had I still remained human, I would have been dead. 

The cold was bone-deep, the screaming wind lashing us like burning whips. My

teeth clacked against each other, my fingers so stiff I could scarcely grapple onto

the icy granite with each mile we staggered through the mountains. Perhaps both

of us were spared from an icy death by the kernel of flame that had just barely
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kindled inside our veins. 

We didn’t pause once, an unspoken fear that if we did, the cold would leech any

lingering warmth and we’d never again move. Or Lucien’s brothers would gain

ground. 

I  tried,  over  and  over,  to  shout  down  the  bond  to  Rhys.  To  winnow.  To  grow wings  and  attempt  to  fly  us  out  of  the  mountain  pass  we  trudged  through,  the snow  waist-deep  and  so  densely  packed  in  places  we  had  to  crawl  over  it,  our skin scraped raw from the ice. 

But the faebane’s stifling grip still held the majority of my power in check. 

We  had  to  be  close  to  the  Winter  Court  border,  I  told  myself  as  we  squinted against  a  blast  of  icy  wind  through  the  other  end  of  the  narrow  mountain  pass. 

Close—and once we were over it, Eris and the others wouldn’t dare set foot into

another court’s territory. 

My muscles screamed with every step, my boots soaked through with snow, my

feet perilously numb. I’d spent enough human winters in the forest to know the

dangers of exposure—the threat of cold and wet. 

Lucien,  a  step  behind  me,  panted  hard  as  the  walls  of  rock  and  snow  parted  to reveal  a  bitter,  star-flecked  night—and  more  mountains  beyond.  I  almost

whimpered. 

“We’ve got to keep going,” he said, snow crusting the stray strands of his hair, 

and I wondered if the sound had indeed left me. 

Ice  tickled  my  frozen  nostrils.  “We  can’t  last  long—we  need  to  get  warm  and rest.” 

“My brothers—” 

“We will die if we continue.” Or lose fingers and toes at the best. I pointed to the

mountain  slope  ahead,  a  hazardous  plunge  down.  “We  can’t  risk  that  at  night. 

We need to find a cave and try to make a fire.” 

“With  what?” he snapped. “Do you see any wood?” 

I only continued on. Arguing just wasted energy—and time. 

And I didn’t have an answer, anyway. 

I wondered if we’d make it through the night. 

We found a cave. Deep and shielded from wind or sight. Lucien and I carefully

covered our tracks, making sure the wind blew in our favor, veiling our scents. 

That was where our luck ran out. No wood to be found; no fire in either of our

veins. 

So  we  used  our  only  option:  body  heat.  Huddled  in  the  farthest  reaches  of  the cave,  we  sat  thigh  to  thigh  and  arm  to  arm  beneath  my  cloak,  shuddering  with cold and dripping wet. 

I  could  scarcely  hear  the  hollow  scream  of  the  wind  over  my  chattering  teeth. 

And his. 

 Find me, find me, find me, I tried shouting down that bond. But my mate’s wry

voice didn’t answer. 

There was only the roaring void. 

“Tell  me  about  her—about  Elain,”  Lucien  said  quietly.  As  if  the  death  that

squatted in the dark beside us had drawn his thoughts to his own mate as well. 

I debated not saying anything, shaking too hard to dredge up speech, but

…  “She  loves  her  garden.  Always  loved  growing  things.  Even  when  we  were

destitute, she managed to tend a little garden in the warmer months. 

And  when—when  our  fortune  returned,  she  took  to  tending  and  planting  the

most beautiful gardens you’ve ever seen. Even in Prythian. It drove the servants

mad, because they were supposed to do the work and ladies were only meant to

clip a rose here and there, but Elain would put on a hat and gloves and kneel in

the dirt, weeding. She acted like a purebred lady in every regard but that.” 

Lucien  was  silent  for  a  long  moment.  “Acted,”  he  murmured.  “You  talk  about her as if she’s dead.” 

“I  don’t  know  what  changes  the  Cauldron  wrought  on  her.  I  don’t  think  going home is an option. No matter how she might yearn to.” 

“Surely Prythian is a better alternative, war or no.” 

I steeled myself before saying, “She is engaged, Lucien.” 

I felt every inch of him go stiff beside me. “To whom.” 

Flat, cold words. With the threat of violence simmering beneath. 

“To  a  human  lord’s  son.  The  lord  hates  faeries—has  dedicated  his  life  and

wealth  to  hunting  them.  Us.  I  was  told  that  though  it’s  a  love  match,  her

betrothed’s father was keen to have access to her considerable dowry to continue

his crusade against faerie-kind.” 

“Elain loves this lord’s son.” Not quite a question. 

“She  says  she  does.  Nesta—Nesta  thought  the  father  and  his  obsession  with

killing  faeries  was  bad  enough  to  raise  some  alarms.  She  never  voiced  the

concern to Elain. Neither did I.” 

“My mate is engaged to a human male.” He spoke more to himself than to me. 

“I’m sorry if—” 

“I want to see her. Just once. Just—to know.” 

“To know what?” 

He hitched my damp cloak higher around us. “If she is worth fighting for.” 

I couldn’t bring myself to say she was, to give him that sort of hope when Elain

might very well do everything in her power to hold to her engagement. Even if

immortality had already rendered it impossible. 

Lucien leaned his head back against the rock wall behind us. “And then I’ll ask

your  mate  how  he  survived  it—knowing  you  were  engaged  to  someone  else. 
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Sharing another male’s bed.” 

I tucked my freezing hands under my arms, gazing toward the gloom ahead. 

“Tell me when you knew,” he demanded, his knee pressing into mine. 

“That  Rhysand  was  your  mate.  Tell  me  when  you  stopped  loving  Tamlin  and

started loving  him instead.” 

I chose not to answer. 

“Was it going on before you even left?” 

I  whipped  my  head  to  him,  even  if  I  could  barely  make  out  his  features  in  the dark. “I never touched Rhysand like that until months later.” 

“You kissed Under the Mountain.” 

“I had as little choice in that as I did in the dancing.” 

“And yet this is the male you now love.” 

He didn’t know—he had no inkling of the personal history, the secrets, that had

opened my heart to the High Lord of the Night Court. They were not my stories

to tell. 

“One would think, Lucien, that you’d be glad I fell in love with my mate, given

that you’re in the same situation Rhys was in six months ago.” 

“You  left us.” 

Us. Not Tamlin.  Us. The words echoed into the dark, toward the howling wind

and lashing snow beyond the bend. 

“I  told  you  that  day  in  the  woods:  you  abandoned  me  long  before  I  ever

physically  left.”  I  shivered  again,  hating  every  point  of  contact,  that  I  so desperately needed his warmth. “You fit into the Spring Court as little as I did, 

Lucien. You enjoyed its pleasures and diversions. But don’t pretend you weren’t

made for something  more than that.” 

His metal eye whirred. “And where, exactly, do you believe I will fit in? 

The Night Court?” 

I didn’t answer. I didn’t have one, honestly. As High Lady, I could likely offer

him a position, if we survived long enough to make it home. I’d do it mostly to

keep  Elain  from  ever  going  to  the  Spring  Court,  but  I  had  little  doubt  Lucien would be able to hold his own against my friends. And some small, horrible part

of  me  enjoyed  the  thought  of  taking  one  more  thing  away  from  Tamlin, 

something vital, something essential. 

“We should leave at dawn,” was my only reply. 

We lasted the night. 

Every part of me was stiff and aching when we began our careful trek down the

mountain. Not a whisper or trace of Lucien’s brothers—or any sort of life. 

I didn’t care, not when we at last passed over the border and into Winter Court

lands. 

Beyond the mountain, a great ice-plain sparkled into the distance. It would take

days to cross, but it didn’t matter: I’d awoken with enough power in my veins to

warm us with a small fire. Slowly—so slowly, the effects of the faebane ebbed. 

I was willing to wager that we’d be halfway across the ice by the time we could

winnow out of here. If our luck held and no one else found us. 

I  ran  through  every  lesson  Rhys  had  taught  me  about  the  Winter  Court  and  its High Lord, Kallias. 

Towering, exquisite palaces, full of roaring hearths and bedecked in evergreens. 

Carved sleighs were the court’s preferred method of

transportation,  hauled  by  velvet-antlered  reindeer  whose  splayed  hooves  were

ideal for the ice and snow. Their forces were well trained, but they often relied

on the great, white bears that stalked the realm for any unwanted visitors. 

I  prayed  none  of  them  waited  on  the  ice,  their  coats  perfectly  blended  into  the terrain. 

The Night Court’s relationship with Winter was fine enough, still tenuous, as all

our  bonds  were,  after  Amarantha.  After  she’d  butchered  so  many  of  them—

including, I remembered with no small surge of nausea, dozens of Winter Court

children. 

I couldn’t imagine it—the loss, the rage and grief. I’d never had the nerve to ask

Rhys, in those  months of training,  who the  children had belonged  to. What the

consequences had been. If it was considered the worst of Amarantha’s crimes, or

just one of countless others. 

But despite any tentative bonds, Winter was one of the Seasonal Courts. 

It  might  side  with  Tamlin,  with  Tarquin.  Our  best  allies  remained  the  Solar

Courts:  Dawn  and  Day.  But  they  lay  far  to  the  north—above  the  demarcation

line between the Solar and Seasonal Courts. That slice of sacred, unclaimed land

that held Under the Mountain. And the Weaver’s cottage. 

We’d be gone before we ever had to set foot in that lethal, ancient forest. 

It  was  another  day  and  night  before  we  cleared  the  mountains  entirely  and  set foot on the thick ice. Nothing grew, and I could only tell when we were on solid

land by the dense snow packed beneath. Otherwise, too frequently, the ice was

clear as glass—revealing dark, depthless lakes beneath. 

At least we didn’t encounter any of the white bears. But the real threat, we both

quickly realized, was the utter lack of shelter: out on the ice, there was none to

be found against the wind and cold. And if we lit a fire with our feeble magic, 

anyone nearby would spot it. No matter the practicality of lighting a fire atop a

frozen lake. 

The  sun  was  just  slipping  above  the  horizon,  staining  the  plain  with  gold,  the shadows still a bruised blue, when Lucien said, “Tonight, we’ll melt

some of the ice pack enough to soften it—and build a shelter.” 

I considered. We were barely a hundred feet onto what seemed to be an endless

lake. It was impossible to tell where it ended. “You think we’ll be out on the ice

for that long?” 

Lucien frowned toward the dawn-stained horizon. “Likely, but who knows how

far it extends?” Indeed, the snowdrifts hid much of the ice beneath. 

“Perhaps there’s some other way around …,” I mused, glancing back toward our

abandoned little camp. 

We looked at the same time. And both beheld the three figures now standing at

the lake edge. Smiling. 

Eris lifted a hand wreathed in flame. 

Flame—to melt the ice on which we stood. 

CHAPTER

13

“Run,” Lucien breathed. 

I didn’t dare take my eyes off his brothers. Not as Eris lowered that hand to the

frozen edge of the lake. “Run where, exactly?” 

Flesh met ice and steam rippled. The ice went opaque, thawing in a line that shot

for us—

We ran. The slick ice made for a treacherous sprint, my ankles roaring with the

effort of keeping me upright. 

Ahead, the lake stretched on forever. And with the sun barely awake, the dangers

would be even harder to spot—

“Faster,” Lucien ordered. “Don’t look!” he barked as I began to turn my head to

see  if  they’d  followed.  He  lashed  out  a  hand  to  grip  my  elbow,  steadying  me before I could even register that I’d stumbled. 

 Where  would  we  go  where  would  we  go  where  would  we  go  Water  splashed beneath my boots—thawed ice. Eris had to either be expending all his power to

get through millennia of ice, or was just doing it slowly to torture us—

“Zag,” Lucien panted. “We need to—” 

He shoved me aside, and I staggered, arms wheeling. 

Just as an arrow ricocheted off the ice where I’d been standing. 

“Faster,” Lucien snapped, and I didn’t hesitate. 

I hurtled into a flat-out sprint, Lucien and I weaving in and out of each other’s

paths as those arrows continued firing. Ice sprayed where they

landed, and no matter how fast we ran, the ground beneath us melted and melted

—

Ice. I had ice in my veins, and now that we were over the border of the Winter

Court—

I  didn’t  care  if  they  saw  it—my  power.  Kallias’s  power.  Not  when  the

alternatives were far worse. 

I threw out a hand before us as a melting splotch began to spread, ice groaning. 

A spray of ice shot from my palm, freezing the lake once more. 

With each pump of my arms as I ran, I fired that ice from my palms, solidifying

what  Eris  sought  to  melt  ahead  of  us.  Maybe—just  maybe  we  could  clear  the

lake, and if they were stupid enough to be atop it when we did … If I could form

ice, I could certainly un-form it. 

I crossed paths with Lucien again, meeting his wide eyes as we did, and opened

my mouth to tell him my plan, when Eris appeared. 

Not behind. Ahead. 

But it was the other brother at his side, arrow aimed and already flying for me, 

who drew the shout from my throat. 

I lunged to the side, rolling. 

Not fast enough. 

The arrow’s edge sliced the shell of my ear, my cheek, leaving a stinging wake. 

Lucien shouted, but another arrow was flying. 

It went clean through my right forearm this time. 

Ice sliced into my face, my hands, as I went down, knees barking, arm shrieking

in agony at the impact—

Behind, steps thudded on ice as the third brother closed in. 

I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood as I ripped away the cloth of my jacket

and shirt from my forearm, snapped the arrow in two, and tore the pieces from

my flesh. My roar shattered and bounced across the ice. 

Eris had taken one step toward me, smiling like a wolf, when I was up again, my

last two Illyrian knives in my palms, my right arm screaming at the movement—

Around me, the ice began to melt. 

“This  can  end  with  you  going  under,  begging  me  to  get  you  out  once  that  ice instantly  refreezes,”  Eris  drawled.  Behind  him,  cut  off  by  his  brothers,  Lucien had drawn his own knife and now sized up the other two. “Or this can end with

you agreeing to take my hand. But either way, you will be coming with me.” 

Already,  the  flesh  in  my  arm  was  knitting  together.  Healing—from  Dawn’s

powers reawakening in my veins—

And if that was working—

I didn’t give Eris time to read my move. 

I sucked in a sharp breath. 

White, blinding light erupted from me. Eris swore, and I ran. 

Not toward him, not when I was still too injured to wield my knives. But away—

toward that distant shore. Half-blinded myself, I stumbled and staggered until I

was clear of the treacherous, melting splotches, then sprinted. 

I made it all of twenty feet before Eris winnowed in front of me and struck. 

A backhanded blow to the face, so hard my teeth went through my lip. 

He  struck  again  before  I  could  even  fall,  a  punch  to  my  gut  that  ripped  the  air from  my  lungs.  Beyond  me,  Lucien  had  unleashed  himself  upon  his  two

brothers. Metal and fire blasted and collided, ice spraying. 

I’d no sooner hit the ice than Eris grabbed me by the hair, right at the roots, the

grip  so  brutal  tears  stung  my  eyes.  But  he  dragged  me  back  toward  that  shore, back across the ice—

I fought against the blow to my gut, fought to get a wisp of air down my throat, 

into my lungs. My boots scraped against the ice as I feebly kicked, yet Eris held

firm—

I think Lucien shouted my name. 

I opened my mouth, but a gag of fire shoved its way between my lips. It didn’t

burn,  but  was  hot  enough  to  tell  me  it  would  if  Eris  willed  it.  Equal  bands  of flame wrapped around my wrists, my ankles. My throat. 

I couldn’t remember—couldn’t remember what to do, how to move, how to  stop

this—

Closer and closer to the shore, to the awaiting party of sentries that winnowed in

out of nowhere.  No, no, no—

A  shadow  slammed  into  the  earth  before  us,  cracking  the  ice  toward  every

horizon. 

Not a shadow. 

An Illyrian warrior. 

Seven red Siphons glinted over his scaled black armor as Cassian tucked in his

wings and snarled at Eris with five centuries’ worth of rage. 

Not dead. Not hurt. Whole. 

His wings repaired and strong. 

I  loosed  a  shuddering  sob  over  the  burning  gag.  Cassian’s  Siphons  flickered  in response, as if the sight of me, at Eris’s hand—

Another impact struck the ice behind us. Shadows skittered in its wake. 

Azriel. 

I  began  crying  in  earnest,  some  leash  I’d  kept  on  myself  snapping  free  as  my friends landed. As I saw that Azriel, too, was alive, was healed. As Cassian drew

twin  Illyrian  blades,  the  sight  of  them  like  home,  and  said  to  Eris  with  lethal calm, “I suggest you drop my lady.” 

Eris’s grip on my hair only tightened, wringing a whimper from me. 

The wrath that twisted Cassian’s face was world-ending. 

But his hazel eyes slid to mine. A silent command. 

He had spent months training me. Not just to attack, but to defend. Had taught

me, over and over, how to get free of a captor’s grasp. How to manage not only

my body, but my mind. 

As if he’d known that it was a very real possibility that this scenario would one

day happen. 

Eris  had  bound  my  limbs,  but—I  could  still  move  them.  Still  use  parts  of  my magic. 

And getting him off balance long enough to let go, to let Cassian jump between

us and take on the High Lord’s son …

Towering over me, Eris didn’t so much as glance down as I twisted, spinning on

the ice, and slammed my bound legs up between his. 

He lurched, bending over with a grunt. 

Right into the fisted, bound hands I drove into his nose. Bone crunched, and his

hand sprang free of my hair. 

I rolled, scrambling away. Cassian was already there. 

Eris hardly had time to draw his sword as Cassian brought his own down upon him. 

Steel against steel rang out across the ice. Sentries on the shore unleashed arrows

of wood and magic—only to bounce against a shield of blue. 

Azriel. Across the ice, he and Lucien were engaging the other two brothers. That

any  of  Lucien’s  siblings  held  out  against  the  Illyrians  was  a  testament  to  their own training, but—

I  focused  the  ice  in  my  veins  on  the  gag  in  my  mouth,  the  binds  around  my wrists and ankles. Ice to smother fire, to sing it to sleep …

Cassian and Eris clashed, danced back, clashed again. 

Ropes of fire snapped free, dissolving with a hiss of steam. 

I was on my feet again, reaching for a weapon I did not have. My daggers had

been lost forty feet away. 

Cassian  got  past  Eris’s  guard  with  brutal  efficiency.  And  Eris  screamed  as  the Illyrian blade punched through his gut. 

Blood, red as rubies, stained the ice and snow. 

For a heartbeat, I saw how it would play out: three of Beron’s sons dead at our

hands. A temporary satisfaction for me, five centuries of satisfaction for Cassian, 

Azriel, and Mor, but if Beron still debated what side to support in this war …

I had other weapons to use. 

“Stop,” I said. 

The word was a soft, cold command. 

And Azriel and Cassian obeyed. 

Lucien’s other two brothers were back-to-back, bloody and gaping. 

Lucien himself was panting, sword still raised, as Azriel flicked the blood off his

own blade and stalked toward me. 

I met the hazel eyes of the shadowsinger. The cool face that hid such pain—and kindness. He had come. Cassian had come. 

The  Illyrians  fell  into  place  beside  me.  Eris,  a  hand  pressed  to  his  gut,  was breathing wetly, glaring at us. 

Glaring—then considering. Watching the three of us as I said to Eris, to his other

two brothers, to the sentries on the shore, “You all deserve to die for this. And

for much, much more. But I am going to spare your miserable lives.” 

Even with a wound through his gut, Eris’s lip curled. 

Cassian snarled his warning. 

I only removed the glamour I’d kept on myself these weeks. With the sleeve of

my jacket and shirt gone, there was nothing but smooth skin where that wound

had been. Smooth skin that now became adorned with swirls and whorls of ink. 

The markings of my new title—and my mating bond. 

Lucien’s  face  drained  of  color  as  he  strode  for  us,  stopping  a  healthy  distance from Azriel’s side. 

“I am High Lady of the Night Court,” I said quietly to them all. 

Even  Eris  stopped  sneering.  His  amber  eyes  widened,  something  like  fear  now

creeping into them. 

“There’s no such thing as a High Lady,” one of Lucien’s brothers spat. 

A faint smile played on my mouth. “There is now.” 

And it was time for the world to know it. 

I caught Cassian’s gaze, finding pride glimmering there—and relief. 

“Take me home,” I ordered him, my chin high and unwavering. Then to Azriel, 

“Take us both home.” I said to the Autumn Court’s scions, “We’ll see you on the

battlefield.” 

Let them decide whether it was better to be fighting beside us or against us. 
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I  turned  to  Cassian,  who  opened  his  arms  and  tucked  me  in  tight  before

launching  us  skyward  in  a  blast  of  wings  and  power.  Beside  us,  Azriel  and

Lucien did the same. 

When  Eris  and  the  others  were  nothing  but  specks  of  black  on  white  below, 

when we were sailing high and fast, Cassian observed, “I don’t know who looks

more uncomfortable: Az or Lucien Vanserra.” 

I  chuckled,  glancing  over  my  shoulder  to  where  the  shadowsinger  carried  my

friend, both of them making a point not to speak, look, or talk. 

“Vanserra?” 

“You never knew his family name?” 

I met those laughing, fierce hazel eyes. 

Cassian’s smile softened. “Hello, Feyre.” 

My throat tightened to the point of pain, and I threw my arms around his neck, 

embracing him tightly. 

“I missed you, too,” Cassian murmured, squeezing me. 

We  flew  until  we  reached  the  border  of  the  sacred,  eighth  territory.  And  when Cassian set us down in a snowy field before the ancient wood, I took one look at

the  blond  female  in  Illyrian  leathers  pacing  between  the  gnarled  trees  and

launched into a sprint. 

Mor held me as tightly as I gripped her. 

“Where is he?” I asked, refusing to let go, to lift my head from her shoulder. 

“He—it’s a long story. Far away, but racing home. Right now.” Mor pulled back

enough  to  scan  my  face.  Her  mouth  tightened  at  the  lingering  injuries,  and  she gently scraped away flecks of dried blood caked on my ear. 

“He picked up on you—the bond—minutes ago. The three of us were closest. I

winnowed in Cassian, but with Eris and the others there …” Guilt dimmed her eyes.  “Relations  with  the  Winter  Court  are  strained—we  thought  if  I  was  out

here  on  the  border,  it  might  keep  Kallias’s  forces  from  looking  south.  At  least long  enough  to  get  you.”  And  to  avoid  an  interaction  with  Eris  that  Mor  was perhaps not ready for. 

I shook my head at the shame still shadowing her usually bright features. 

“I understand.” I embraced her again. “I understand.” 

Mor’s answering squeeze was rib-crushing. 

Azriel and Lucien landed, plumes of snow spraying in the former’s wake. Mor

and I released each other at last, my friend’s face going grave as

she sized up Lucien. Snow and blood and dirt coated him—coated us both. 

Cassian explained to Mor, “He fought against Eris and the other two.” 

Mor’s throat bobbed, noting the blood staining Cassian’s hands—

realizing it wasn’t his own. Scenting it, no doubt, as she blurted, “Eris. Did you

—” 

“He remains alive,” Azriel answered, shadows curling around the clawed tips of

his wings, so stark against the snow beneath our boots. “So do the others.” 

Lucien  was  glancing  between  all  of  them,  wary  and  quiet.  What  he  knew  of

Mor’s history with his eldest brother … I’d never asked. Never wanted to. 

Mor tossed her mass of golden waves over a shoulder. “Then let’s go home.” 

“Which one?” I asked carefully. 

Mor  swept  her  attention  over  Lucien  once  more.  I  almost  pitied  Lucien  for  the weight in her gaze, the utter judgment. The stare of the Morrigan—

whose gift was pure truth. 

Whatever  she  beheld  in  Lucien  was  enough  for  her  to  say,  “The  town  house. 

You have someone waiting there for you.” 
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I had not let myself imagine it: the moment I’d again stand in the wood-paneled

foyer of the town house. When I’d hear the song of the gulls soaring high above

Velaris, smell the brine of the Sidra River that wended through the heart of the

city,  feel  the  warmth  of  the  sunshine  streaming  through  the  windows  upon  my

back. 

Mor  had  winnowed  us  all,  and  now  stood  behind  me,  panting  softly,  as  we

watched Lucien survey our surroundings. 

His  metal  eye  whirred,  while  the  other  warily  scanned  the  rooms  flanking  the foyer:  the  dining  room  and  sitting  room  overlooking  the  little  front  yard  and street; then the stairs to the second level; then the hallway beside it that led to the

kitchen and courtyard garden. 

Then finally to the shut front door. To the city waiting beyond. 

Cassian took up a place against the banister, crossing his arms with an arrogance

I  knew  meant  trouble.  Azriel  remained  beside  me,  shadows  wreathing  his

knuckles. As if battling High Lords’ sons was how they usually spent their days. 

I wondered if Lucien knew that his first words here would either damn or save

him. I wondered what my role in it would be. 

No—it was my call. 

High  Lady.  I—outranked  them,  my  friends.  It  was  my  call  to  make  whether

Lucien was allowed to keep his freedom. 

But their watchful silence was indication enough: let him decide his own fate. 

At last, Lucien looked at me. At us. 

He said, “There are children laughing in the streets.” 

I blinked. He said it with such … quiet surprise. As if he hadn’t heard the sound

in a long, long time. 

I opened my mouth to reply, but someone else spoke for me. 

“That they do so at all after Hybern’s attack is testament to how hard the people

of Velaris have worked to rebuild.” 

I whirled, finding Amren emerging from wherever she’d been sitting in the other

room, the plush furniture hiding her small body. 

She appeared exactly as she had the last time I’d seen her: standing in this very

foyer,  warning  us  to  be  careful  in  Hybern.  Her  chin-length,  jet-black  hair

gleamed in the sunlight, her silver, unearthly eyes unusually bright as they met

mine. 

The  delicate  female  bowed  her  head.  As  much  of  a  gesture  of  obedience  as  a fifteen-thousand-year-old  creature  would  make  to  a  newly  minted  High  Lady. 

And  friend.  “I  see  you  brought  home  a  new  pet,”  she  said,  nose  crinkling  with distaste. 

Something like fear had entered Lucien’s eye, as if he, too, beheld the monster

that lurked beneath that beautiful face. 

Indeed,  it  seemed  he  had  heard  of  her  already.  Before  I  could  introduce  him, Lucien bowed at the waist. Deeply. Cassian let out an amused grunt, and I shot

him a warning glare. 

Amren smiled slightly. “Already trained, I see.” 

Lucien slowly straightened, as if he were standing before the open maw of some

great plains-cat he did not wish to startle with sudden movements. 

“Amren, this is Lucien … Vanserra.” 

Lucien  stiffened.  “I  don’t  use  my  family’s  name.”  He  clarified  to  Amren  with another incline of his head, “Lucien will do.” 

I  suspected  he’d  ceased  using  that  name  the  moment  his  lover’s  heart  had

stopped beating. 

Amren was studying that metal eye. “Clever work,” she said, then surveyed me. 

“Looks like someone clawed you up, girl.” 

The wound in my arm, at least, had healed, though a nasty red mark remained. I assumed my face wasn’t much better. Before I could answer her, Lucien asked, 

“What is this place?” 

We all looked at him. “Home,” I said. “This is—my home.” 

I  could  see  the  details  now  sinking  in.  The  lack  of  darkness.  The  lack  of

screaming. The scent of the sea and citrus, not blood and decay. The laughter of

children that indeed continued. 

The greatest secret in Prythian’s history. 

“This is Velaris,” I explained. “The City of Starlight.” 

His throat bobbed. “And you are High Lady of the Night Court.” 

“Indeed she is.” 

My blood stopped at the voice that drawled from behind me. 

At the scent that hit me, awoke me. My friends began smiling. 

I turned. 

Rhysand leaned against the archway into the sitting room, arms crossed, wings

nowhere to be seen, dressed in his usual immaculate black jacket and pants. 

And as those violet eyes met mine, as that familiar half smile faded …

My face crumpled. A small, broken noise cracked from me. 

Rhys was instantly moving, but my legs had already given out. The foyer carpet

cushioned the impact as I sank to my knees. 

I covered my face with my hands while the past month crashed into me. 

Rhys knelt before me, knee to knee. 

Gently, he pulled my hands away from my face. Gently, he took my cheeks in

his hands and brushed away my tears. 

I didn’t care that we had an audience as I lifted my head and beheld the joy and concern and love shining in those remarkable eyes. 

Neither did Rhys as he murmured, “My love,” and kissed me. 

I’d no sooner slid my hands into his hair than he scooped me into his arms and

stood in one smooth movement. I pulled my mouth from his, glancing toward a

pallid Lucien, but Rhysand said to our companions

without so much as looking at them, “Go find somewhere else to be for a while.” 

He didn’t wait to see if they obeyed. 

Rhys winnowed us up the stairs and launched into a steady, swift walk down the

hallway. I peered down at the foyer in time to spy Mor grabbing Lucien’s  arm

and nodding to the others before they all vanished. 

“Do  you  want  to  go  over  what  happened  at  the  Spring  Court?”  I  asked,  voice raw, as I studied my mate’s face. 

No amusement, nothing but that predatory intensity, focused on my every breath. 

“There are other things I’d rather do first.” 

He carried me into our bedroom—once  his room, now full of our belongings. It

was exactly as I’d last seen it: the enormous bed that he now strode for, the two

armoires,  the  desk  by  the  window  that  overlooked  the  courtyard  garden  now

bursting with purple and pink and blue amid the lush greens. 

I braced myself to be sprawled on the bed, but Rhys paused halfway across the

room, the door snicking shut on a star-kissed wind. 

Slowly, he set me on the plush carpet, blatantly sliding me down his body as he

did so. As if he was as powerless to resist touching me, as reluctant to let go as I

was with him. 

And every place where our bodies met, all of him so warm and solid and  real …

I  savored  it,  my  throat  tight  as  I  placed  a  hand  on  his  sculpted  chest,  the thunderous heartbeat beneath his black jacket echoing into my palm. 

The only sign of whatever torrent coursed through him as he skimmed his hands

up my arms in a lingering caress and gripped my shoulders. 

His  thumbs  stroked  a  gentle  rhythm  over  my  filthy  clothes  as  he  scanned  my

face. 

Beautiful.  He  was  even  more  beautiful  than  I  had  remembered,  dreamed  of

during those weeks at the Spring Court. 

For a long moment, we only breathed in each other’s air. For a long moment, all

I could do was take the scent of him deep into my lungs, letting it settle inside

me. My fingers tightened on his jacket. 

Mate. My mate. 

As  if  he’d  heard  it  down  the  bond,  Rhys  finally  murmured,  “When  the  bond

went  dark,  I  thought  …”  Fear—genuine  terror  shadowed  his  eyes,  even  as  his

thumbs continued stroking my shoulders, gentle and steady. “By the time I got to

the Spring Court, you’d vanished. Tamlin was raging through that forest, hunting

for you. But you hid your scent. And even I couldn’t—couldn’t find you—” 

The  snag  in  his  words  was  a  knife  to  my  gut.  “We  went  to  the  Autumn  Court through one of the doors,” I said, setting my other hand on his arm. 

The corded muscles beneath shifted at my touch. “You couldn’t find me because

two Hybern commanders drugged my food and drink with faebane

—enough to extinguish my powers. I—I still don’t have full use.” 

Cold  rage  now  flickered  across  that  beautiful  face  as  his  thumbs  halted  on  my shoulders. “You killed them.” 

Not entirely a question, but I nodded. 

“Good.” 

I swallowed. “Has Hybern sacked the Spring Court?” 

“Not  yet.  Whatever  you  did  …  it  worked.  Tamlin’s  sentries  abandoned  him. 

Over half his people refused to appear for the Tithe two days ago. 

Some  are  leaving  for  other  courts.  Some  are  murmuring  of  rebellion.  It  seems you  made  yourself  quite  beloved.  Holy,  even.”  Amusement  at  last  warmed  his

features.  “They  were  rather  upset  when  they  believed  he’d  allowed  Hybern  to

terrorize you into fleeing.” 

I  traced  the  faint  silver  whorl  of  embroidery  on  the  breast  of  his  jacket,  and  I could have sworn he shuddered beneath the touch. “I suppose they’ll learn soon

enough  I’m  well  cared  for.”  Rhys’s  hands  tightened  on  my  shoulders  in

agreement, as if he were about to show me just how well cared for I was, but I

angled my head. “What about Ianthe—and Jurian?” 

Rhysand’s  powerful  chest  heaved  beneath  my  hand  as  he  blew  out  a  breath. 

“Reports are murky on both. Jurian, it seems, has returned to the hand that feeds

him.  Ianthe  …”  Rhys  lifted  his  brows.  “I  assume   her  hand  is  courtesy  of  you, and not the commanders.” 

“She fell,” I said sweetly. 

“Must have been some fall,” he mused, a dark smile dancing on those lips as he

drifted  even  closer,  the  heat  of  his  body  seeping  into  me  while  his  hands

migrated  from  my  shoulders  to  brush  lazy  lines  down  my  back.  I  bit  my  lip, focusing on his words and not the urge to arch into the touch, to bury my face in

his chest and do some exploring of my own. “She’s currently convalescing after

her ordeal, apparently. Won’t leave her temple.” 

It was my turn to murmur, “Good.” Perhaps one of those pretty acolytes of hers

would get sick of her sanctimonious bullshit and smother Ianthe in her sleep. 

I braced my hands on his hips, fully ready to slide beneath his jacket,  needing to touch bare skin, but Rhys straightened, pulling back. Still close enough that one

of his hands remained on my waist, but the other—

He  reached  for  my  arm,  gently  examining  the  angry  welt  where  my  skin  had

been torn by an arrow. Darkness rumbled in the corner of the room. 

“Cassian let me into his mind just now—to show me what happened on the ice.” 

He  stroked  a  thumb  over  the  hurt,  the  touch  featherlight.  “Eris  was  always  a male  of  limited  days.  Now  Lucien  might  find  himself  closer  to  inheriting  his father’s throne than he ever expected to be.” 

My spine locked. “Eris is precisely as horrible as you painted him to be.” 

Rhys’s thumb glided over my forearm again, leaving gooseflesh in its wake. A

promise—not of the retribution he was contemplating, but of what awaited us in

this room. The bed a few feet away. Until he murmured, “You declared yourself

High Lady.” 

“Was I not supposed to?” 

He released my arm to brush his knuckles across my cheek. “I’ve wanted to roar

it from the rooftops of Velaris from the moment the priestess anointed you. How

typical of you to upend my grand plans.” 

A  smile  tugged  on  my  lips.  “It  happened  less  than  an  hour  ago.  I’m  sure  you could go crow from the chimney right now and everyone would give you credit

for breaking the news.” 

His  fingers  threaded  through  my  hair,  tilting  my  face  up.  That  wicked  smile

grew, and my toes curled in their boots. “There’s my darling Feyre.” 

His head dipped, his gaze fixated on my mouth, hunger lighting those violet eyes

—

“Where  are  my  sisters?”  The  thought  clanged  through  me,  jarring  as  a  pealing bell. 

Rhys  paused,  hand  slipping  from  my  hair  as  his  smile  faded.  “At  the  House  of Wind.”  He  straightened,  swallowing—as  if  it  somehow  checked  him.  “I  can—

take you to them.” Every word seemed to be an effort. 

But he would, I realized. He’d shove down his need for me and take me to them, 

if that was what I wanted. My choice. It had always been my choice with him. 

I shook my head. I wouldn’t see them—not yet. Not until  I was steady enough to

face them. “They’re well, though?” 

His hesitation told me enough. “They’re safe.” 

Not really an answer, but I wasn’t going to fool myself into thinking my sisters

would be thriving. I leaned my brow against his chest. “Cassian and Azriel are

healed,”  I  murmured  against  his  jacket,  breathing  in  the  scent  of  him  over  and over as a tremor shuddered through me. “You told me that—

and yet I didn’t … it didn’t sink in. Until now.” 

Rhys ran a hand down my back, the other sliding to grip my hip. “Azriel healed

within  a  few  days.  Cassian’s  wings  …  it  was  complex.  But  he’s  been  training every day to regain his strength. The healer had to rebuild most of his wings—

but he’ll be fine.” 

I  swallowed  down  the  tightness  in  my  throat  and  wrapped  my  arms  around  his

waist, pressing my face wholly against his chest. His hand tightened on my hip

in answer, the other resting at my nape, holding me to him as I breathed, “Mor

said you were far away—that was why you weren’t there.” 

“I’m sorry I wasn’t.” 

“No,” I said, lifting my head to scan his eyes, the guilt dampening them. 

“I didn’t mean it like that. I just …” I savored the feel of him beneath my palms. 

“Where were you?” 

Rhys  stilled,  and  I  braced  myself  as  he  said  casually,  “I  couldn’t  very  well  let you do  all the work to undermine our enemies, could I?” 

I didn’t smile. “Where. Were. You.” 

“With Az only recently back on his feet, I took it upon myself to do some of his

work.” 

I clenched my jaw. “Such as?” 

He  leaned  down,  nuzzling  my  throat.  “Don’t  you  want  to  comfort  your  mate, 

who has missed you terribly these weeks?” 

I planted a hand on his face and pushed him back, scowling. “I want my mate to

tell me where the hell he was.  Then he can get his  comfort.” 

Rhys nipped at my fingers, teeth snapping playfully. “Cruel, beautiful female.” 

I watched him beneath lowered brows. 

Rhys  rolled  his  eyes,  sighing.  “I  was  on  the  continent.  At  the  human  queens’

palace.” 

I choked. “You were  where?” 

“Technically, I was flying above it, but—” 

“You went  alone?” 

He gaped at me. “Despite what our mistakes in Hybern might have suggested, I

 am capable of—” 

“You went to the human world, to our enemies’ compound,  alone?” 

“I’d rather it be me than any of the others.” 

That had been his problem from the start. Always him, always sacrificing—

“Why,” I demanded. “Why risk it? Is something happening?” 

Rhys  peered  toward  the  window,  as  if  he  could  see  all  the  way  to  the  mortal lands.  His  mouth  tightened.  “It’s  the  quiet  on  their  side  of  the  sea  that  bothers me.  No  whisper  of  armies  gathered,  no  other  human  allies  summoned.  Since

Hybern,  we’ve  heard  nothing.  So  I  thought  to  see  for  myself  why  that  is.”  He flicked  my  nose,  tugging  me  closer  again.  “I’d  just  neared  the  edge  of  their territory when I felt the bond awaken again. I knew the others were closer, so I

sent them.” 

“You don’t need to explain.” 

Rhys rested his chin atop my head. “I wanted to be there—to get you. 

Find you. Bring you home.” 

“You do certainly enjoy a dramatic entrance.” 

He  chuckled,  his  breath  warming  my  hair  as  I  listened  to  the  sound  rumble

through his body. 

Of course he would have been working against Hybern while I was away. Had I expected them all to be sitting on their asses for over a month? 

And Rhys, constantly plotting, always a step ahead … He would have used this

time to his advantage. I debated asking about it, but right now, breathing him in, 

feeling his warmth … Let it wait. 

Rhys pressed a kiss to my hair. “You’re home.” 

A shuddering, small sound came out of me as I nodded, squeezing him tighter. 

Home. Not just Velaris, but wherever he was, our family was. 

Ebony claws stroked along the barrier in my mind—in affection and request. 

I lowered my shields for him, just as his own dropped. His mind curled around

mine, as surely as his body now held me. 

“I missed you every moment,” Rhys said, leaning down to kiss the corner of my

mouth.  “Your  smile.”  His  lips  grazed  over  the  shell  of  my  ear  and  my  back

arched  slightly.  “Your  laugh.”  He  pressed  a  kiss  to  my  neck,  right  beneath  my ear, and I tilted my head to give him access, biting down the urge to beg him to

take more, to take faster as he murmured, “Your scent.” 

My eyes fluttered closed, and his hands coasted around my hips to cup my rear, 

squeezing  as  he  bent  to  kiss  the  center  of  my  throat.  “The  sounds  you  make when I’m inside you.” 

His  tongue  flicked  over  the  spot  where  he’d  kissed,  and  one  of  those  sounds indeed escaped me. Rhys kissed the hollow of my collarbone, and my core went

utterly molten. “My brave, bold, brilliant mate.” 

He lifted his head, and it was an effort to open my eyes. To meet his stare as his

hands  roved  in  lazy  lines  down  my  back,  over  my  rear,  then  up  again.  “I  love you,” he said. And if I hadn’t already believed him, felt it in my very bones, the

light in his face as he said the words …

Tears burned my eyes again, slipping free before I could control myself. 

Rhys leaned in to lick them away. One after another. As he’d once done Under

the Mountain. 

“You have a choice,” he murmured against my cheekbone. “Either I lick every inch of you clean …” His hand grazed the tip of my breast, circling lazily. As if

we  had  days  and  days  to  do  this.  “Or  you  can  get  into  the  bath  that  should  be ready by now.” 

I pulled away, lifting a brow. “Are you suggesting that I smell?” 

Rhys smirked, and I could have sworn my core pounded in answer. 

“Never. But …” His eyes darkened, the desire and amusement fading as he took

in  my  clothes.  “There  is  blood  on  you.  Yours,  and  others’.  I  thought  I’d  be  a good mate and offer you a bath before I ravish you wholly.” 

I  huffed  a  laugh  and  brushed  back  his  hair,  savoring  the  silken,  sable  strands between  my  fingers.  “So  considerate.  Though  I  can’t  believe  you  kicked

everyone out of the house so you could take me to bed.” 

“One of the many benefits to being High Lord.” 

“What a terrible abuse of power.” 

That half smile danced on his mouth. “Well?” 

“As much as I’d like to see you attempt to lick off a week’s worth of dirt, sweat, 

and  blood  …”  His  eyes  gleamed  with  the  challenge,  and  I  laughed  again. 

“Normal bath, please.” 

He  had  the  nerve  to  look  vaguely  disappointed.  I  poked  him  in  the  chest  as  I pushed  away,  aiming  for  the  large  bathing  room  attached  to  the  bedroom.  The

massive porcelain tub was already filled with steaming water, and—

“Bubbles?” 

“Do you have a moral objection to them?” 

I  grinned,  unbuttoning  my  jacket.  My  fingers  were  near-black  with  dirt  and

caked blood. I cringed. “I might need more than one bath to get clean.” 

He snapped his fingers, and my skin was instantly pristine again. I blinked. “If

you  can  do  that,  then  what’s  the  point  of  the  bath?”  He’d  done  it  Under  the

Mountain for me a few times—that magical cleaning. I’d somehow never asked. 

He leaned against the doorway, watching me peel off my torn and stained jacket. 

As if it were the most important task he’d ever been given. 

“The  essence  of  the  dirt  remains.”  His  voice  roughened  as  he  tracked  each

movement of my fingers while I unlaced my boots. “Like a layer of oil.” 

Indeed, my skin, while it looked clean, felt … unwashed. I kicked off the boots, 

letting them land on my filthy jacket. “So it’s more for aesthetic purposes.” 

“You’re taking too long,” he said, jerking his chin toward the bath. 

My breasts tightened at the slight growl lacing his words. He watched that, too. 

And I smiled to myself, arching my back a bit more than necessary as I removed

my shirt and tossed it to the marble floor. Sunlight streamed in through the steam

rising from the tub, casting the space between us in gold and white. Rhys made a

low noise that sounded vaguely like a whimper as he took in my bare torso. As

he  took  in  my  breasts,  now  heavy  and  aching,  badly  enough  that  I  had  to

swallow my plea to forget this bath entirely. 

But  I  pretended  not  to  notice  as  I  unbuttoned  my  pants  and  let  them  fall  to  the floor. Along with my undergarments. 

Rhys’s eyes simmered. 

I smirked, daring a look at his own pants. At the evidence of what, exactly, this

was doing to him, pressing against the black material with impressive demand. I

simply crooned, “Too bad there isn’t room in the tub for two.” 

“A design flaw, and one I shall remedy tomorrow.” His voice was rough, quiet—

and it slid invisible hands down my breasts, between my legs. 

Mother save me. I somehow managed to walk, to climb into the tub. 

Somehow managed to remember how to bathe myself. 

Rhys  remained  leaning  against  the  doorway  the  entire  time,  silently  watching

with that unrelenting focus. 

I might have taken longer washing certain areas. And might have made sure he saw it. 

He  only  gripped  the  threshold  hard  enough  that  the  wood  groaned  beneath  his

hand. 

But Rhys made no move to pounce, even when I toweled off and brushed out my

tangled hair. As if the restraint … it was part of the game, too. 

My  bare  toes  curled  on  the  marble  floor  as  I  set  down  my  brush  on  the  sink vanity, every inch of my body aware of where he stood in the doorway, aware of

his eyes upon me in the mirror’s reflection. 

“All clean,” I declared, my voice hoarse as I met his stare in the mirror. I could

have sworn only darkness and stars swirled beyond his shoulders. A blink, and

they were gone. But the predatory hunger on his face …

I turned, my fingers trembling slightly as I clutched my towel around me. 

Rhys  only  extended  a  hand,  his  own  fingers  shaking.  Even  the  towel  was

abrasive  against  my  too-sensitive  skin  as  I  laid  my  hand  on  his,  his  calluses scraping as they closed over my fingers. I wanted them scraping all over me. 

But he simply led me into the bedroom, step after step, the muscles of his broad

back shifting beneath his jacket. And lower, the sleek, powerful cut of thighs, his

ass—

I was going to devour him. From head to toe. I was going to  devour him

—

But  Rhys  paused  before  the  bed,  releasing  my  hand  and  facing  me  from  the

safety of a step away. And it was the expression on his face as he traced a still-

tender  spot  on  my  cheekbone  that  checked  the  heat  threatening  to  raze  my

senses. 

I swallowed, my hair dripping on the carpet. “Is the bruise bad?” 

“It’s nearly gone.” Darkness flickered in the room once more. 

I scanned that perfect face. Every line and angle. The fear and rage and love—

the wisdom and cunning and strength. 

I let my towel drop to the carpet. 

Let him look me over as I put a hand on his chest, his heart raging beneath my

palm. 

“Ready for ravishing.” My words didn’t come out with the swagger I’d intended. 

Not when Rhys’s answering smile was a dark, cruel thing. “I hardly know where

to begin. So many possibilities.” 

He lifted a finger, and my breath came hard and fast as he idly circled one of my

breasts,  then  the  other.  In  ever-tightening  rings.  “I  could  start  here,”  he

murmured. 

I clenched my thighs together. He noted the movement, that dark smile growing. 

And just before his finger reached the tip of my breast, just before he gave me

what I was about to beg for, his finger slid upward—to my chest, my neck, my

chin. Right to my mouth. 

He  traced  the  shape  of  my  lips,  a  whisper  of  touch.  “Or  I  could  start  here,”  he breathed, slipping the tip of his finger into my mouth. 

I  couldn’t  help  myself  from  closing  my  lips  around  him,  from  flicking  my

tongue against the pad of his finger. 

But Rhys withdrew his finger with a soft groan, making a downward path. Along

my  neck.  Chest.  Straight  over  a  nipple.  He  paused  there,  flicking  it  once,  then smoothed his thumb over the small hurt. 

I was shaking now, barely able to keep standing as his finger continued past my

breast. 

He drew patterns on my stomach, scanning my face as he purred, “Or

…” 

I couldn’t think beyond that single finger, that one point of contact as it drifted

lower and lower, to where I wanted him. “Or?” I managed to breathe. 

His head dipped, hair sliding over his brow as he watched—we both watched—

his  broad  finger  venture  down.  “Or  I  could  start  here,”  he  said,  the  words

guttural and raw. 

I  didn’t  care—not  as  he  dragged  that  finger  down  the  center  of  me.  Not  as  he circled  that  spot,  light  and  taunting.  “Here  would  be  nice,”  he  observed,  his breathing  uneven.  “Or  maybe  even  here,”  he  finished,  and  plunged  that  finger

inside me. 

I groaned, gripping his arm, nails digging into the muscles beneath—

muscles  that  shifted  as  he  pumped  his  finger  once,  twice.  Then  slid  it  out  and drawled, brows rising. “Well? Where shall I begin, Feyre darling?” 

I could barely form words, thoughts. But—I’d had enough of playing. 

So  I  took  that  infernal  hand  of  his,  guiding  it  to  my  heart,  and  placed  it  there, half over the curve of my breast. I met his hooded gaze as I spoke the words that

I knew would be his undoing in this little game, the words that were rising up in

me with every breath. “You’re mine.” 

It snapped the tether he’d kept on himself. 

His clothes vanished—all of them—and his mouth angled over my own. 

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. Wasn’t soft or searching. 

It was a claiming, wild and unchecked—it was an unleashing. And the taste of

him … the heat of him, the demanding stroke of his tongue against my own …

Home. I was  home. 

My hands shot into his hair, pulling him closer as I answered each of his searing

kisses  with  my  own,  unable  to  get  enough,  unable  to  touch  and  feel  enough  of him. 

Skin to skin, Rhys nudged me toward the bed, his hands kneading my rear as I

ran  my  own  over  the  velvet  softness  of  him,  over  every  hard  plane  and  ripple. 

His  beautiful,  mighty  wings  tore  from  his  back,  splaying  wide  before  neatly

tucking in. 

My thighs hit the bed behind us, and Rhys paused, trembling. Giving me time to

reconsider, even now. My heart strained, but I pulled my mouth from his. Held

his gaze as I lowered myself onto the white sheets and inched back. 

Further and further onto the bed, until I was bare before him. Until I took in the

considerable, proud length of him and my core tightened in answer. 

“Rhys,” I breathed, his name a plea on my tongue. 

His  wings  flared,  chest  heaving  as  stars  sparked  in  his  eyes.  And  it  was  the longing there—beneath the desire, beneath the need—it was the longing in those

beautiful eyes that made me glance to the mountains tattooed on his knees. 

The  insignia  of  this  court—our  court.  The  promise  that  he  would  kneel  for  no one and nothing but his crown. 

And me. 

Mine—he was  mine. I sent the thought down the bond. 

No playing, no delaying—I wanted him on me, in me. I  needed to feel him, hold

him, share breath with him. He heard the edge of desperation, felt it through the

mating bond flowing between us. 

His eyes did not leave mine as he prowled over me, every movement graceful as

a stalking plains-cat. Interlacing our fingers, his breathing uneven, Rhys used a

knee to nudge my legs apart and settle between them. 

Carefully,  lovingly,  he  laid  our  joined  hands  beside  my  head  as  he  guided

himself into me and whispered in my ear, “You’re mine, too.” 

At the first nudge of him, I surged forward to claim his mouth. 

I dragged my tongue over his teeth, swallowing his groan of pleasure as his hips

rolled in gentle thrusts and he pushed in, and in, and in. 

Home. This was  home. 

And  when  Rhys  was  seated  to  the  hilt,  when  he  paused  to  let  me  adjust  to  the fullness  of  him,  I  thought  I  might  explode  into  moonlight  and  flame,  thought  I might die from the sheer force of what swept through me. 

My  pants  were  edged  with  sobs  as  I  dug  my  fingers  into  his  back,  and  Rhys withdrew slightly to study my face. To read what was there. “Never again,” he

promised  as  he  pulled  out,  then  thrust  back  in  with  excruciating  slowness.  He kissed my brow, my temple. “My darling Feyre.” 

Beyond words, I moved my hips, urging him deeper, harder. Rhys obliged me. 

With  every  movement,  every  shared  breath,  every  whispered  endearment  and

moan, that mating bond I’d hidden so far inside myself grew brighter. 

Clearer. 

And when it again shone as brilliantly as adamant, my release cascaded through

me, leaving my skin glowing like a newborn star in its wake. 

At  the  sight  of  it,  right  as  I  dragged  a  finger  down  the  sensitive  inside  of  his wing, Rhys shouted my name and found his pleasure. 

I held him through every heaving breath, held him as he at last stilled, lingering

inside me, and relished the feel of his skin on mine. 

For long minutes, we remained there, tangled together, listening to our breathing

even out, the sound of it finer than any music. 

After  a  while,  Rhys  lifted  his  chest  enough  to  take  my  right  hand.  To  examine the tattoos inked there. He kissed one of the whorls of near-black blue ink. 

His throat bobbed. “I missed you. Every second, every breath. Not just this,” he

said, shifting his hips for emphasis and dragging a groan from deep in my throat, 

“but … talking to you. Laughing with you. I missed having you in my bed, but

missed having you as my friend even more.” 

My eyes burned. “I know,” I managed to say, stroking a hand down his wings, 

his  back.  “I  know.”  I  kissed  his  bare  shoulder,  right  over  a  whorl  of  Illyrian tattoo.  “Never  again,”  I  promised  him,  and  whispered  it  over  and  over  as  the sunlight drifted across the floor. 

CHAPTER

15

My sisters had been living in the House of Wind since they’d arrived in Velaris. 

They did not leave the palace built into the upper parts of a flat-topped mountain

overlooking the city. They did not ask for anything, or anyone. 

So I would go to them. 

Lucien was waiting in the sitting room when Rhys and I came downstairs at last, 

my mate having given the silent order for them to return. 

Unsurprisingly,  Cassian  and  Azriel  were   casually  seated  in  the  dining  room across  the  hall,  eating  lunch  and  marking  every  single  breath  Lucien  emitted. 

Cassian smirked at me, brows flicking up. 

I  shot  him  a  warning  glare  that  dared  him  to  comment.  Azriel,  thankfully,  just kicked Cassian under the table. 

Cassian gawked at Azriel as if to declare  I wasn’t going to say  anything while I approached the open archway into the sitting room, Lucien rising to his feet. 

I  fought  my  cringe  as  I  halted  in  the  threshold.  Lucien  was  still  in  his  travel-worn,  filthy  clothes.  His  face  and  hands,  at  least,  were  clean,  but  …  I  should have gotten him something else. Remembered to offer him—

The thought rippled away into nothing as Rhys appeared at my side. 

Lucien did not bother to hide the slight curling of his lip. 

As if he could see the mating bond glowing between Rhys and me. 

His eyes—both russet and golden—slid down my body. To my hand. 

To the ring now on my finger, at the star sapphire sky-bright against the silver. A

simple silver band sat on Rhysand’s matching finger. 

We’d slid them onto each other’s hands before coming downstairs—

more intimate and searing than any publicly made vows. 

I’d told Rhys before we did so that I had half a mind to deposit his ring at the

Weaver’s cottage and make him retrieve it. 

He’d  laughed  and  said  that  if  I  truly  felt  it  was  necessary  to  settle  the  score between us, perhaps I could find some other creature for him to battle

—one that wouldn’t delight in removing  my favorite part from his body. I’d only

kissed him, murmuring about someone thinking rather highly of themselves, and

had  placed  the  ring  he’d  selected  for  himself,  bought  here  in  Velaris  while  I’d been away, onto his finger. 

Any joy, any lingering laughter from that moment, those silent vows …

It  curled  up  like  leaves  in  a  fire  as  Lucien  sneered  at  our  rings.  How  close  we stood. I swallowed. 

Rhys noted it, too. It was impossible to miss. 

My  mate  leaned  against  the  carved  archway  and  drawled  to  Lucien,  “I  assume

Cassian  or  Azriel  has  explained  that  if  you  threaten  anyone  in  this  house,  this territory, we’ll show you ways to die you’ve never even imagined.” 

Indeed,  the  Illyrians  smirked  from  where  they  lingered  in  the  dining  room

threshold. Azriel was by far the more terrifying of the pair. 

Something twisted in my gut at the threat—the smooth, sleek aggression. 

Lucien was—had been—my friend. He wasn’t my enemy, not entirely—

“But,” Rhys continued, sliding his hands into his pockets, “I can understand how

difficult  this  past  month  has  been  for  you.  I  know  Feyre  explained  we  aren’t exactly as rumor suggests …” I’d let him into my mind before we’d come down

—shown  him  all  that  had  occurred  at  the  Spring  Court.  “But  hearing  it  and

seeing  it  are  two  different  things.”  He  shrugged  with  one  shoulder.  “Elain  has been cared for. Her participation in life here has been entirely her choice. No one

but us and a few trusted servants have entered the House of Wind.” 

Lucien remained silent. 

“I was in love with Feyre,” Rhys said quietly, “long before she ever returned the feeling.” 

Lucien  crossed  his  arms.  “How  fortunate  that  you  got  what  you  wanted  in  the end.” 

I closed my eyes for a heartbeat. 

Cassian and Azriel stilled, waiting for the order. 

“I will only say this once,” warned the High Lord of the Night Court. 

Even Lucien flinched. “I suspected Feyre was my mate before I ever knew she

was involved with Tamlin. And when I learned of it … If it made her happy, I

was willing to step back.” 

“You came to our house and stole her away on her wedding day.” 

“I was going to call the wedding off,” I cut in, taking a step toward Lucien. “You

knew it.” 

Rhysand  went  on  before  Lucien  could  snap  a  reply,  “I  was  willing  to  lose  my mate to another male. I was willing to let them marry, if it brought her joy. But

what  I  was  not  willing  to  do  was  let  her  suffer.  To  let  her  fade  away  into  a shadow. And the moment that piece of shit blew apart his study, the moment he

 locked her in that house …” His wings ripped from him, and Lucien started. 

Rhys bared his teeth. My limbs turned light, trembling at the dark power curling

in  the  corners  of  the  room.  Not  fear—never  fear  of  him.  But  at  the  shattered control  as  Rhys  snarled  at  Lucien,  “My  mate  may  one  day  find  it  in  herself  to forgive him. Forgive you. But I will never forget how it felt to sense her  terror in those  moments.”  My  cheeks  heated,  especially  as  Cassian  and  Azriel  stalked

closer, those hazel eyes now filled with a mix of sympathy and wrath. 

I  had  never  talked  about  it  to  them—what  had  gone  on  that  day  Tamlin  had

destroyed his study, or the day he’d sealed me inside the manor. I’d never asked

Rhys if he’d informed them. From the fury rippling from Cassian, the cold rage

seeping from Azriel … I didn’t think so. 

Lucien, to his credit, didn’t back away a step. From Rhys, or me, or the Illyrians. 

 The Clever Fox Stares Down Winged Death. The painting flashed into my mind. 

“So, again, I will say this only once,” Rhys went on, his expression smoothing

into lethal calm, dragging me from the colors and light and shadows gathering in

my mind. “Feyre did not dishonor or betray Tamlin. I revealed the mating bond

months  later—and  she  gave  me  hell  for  it,  don’t  worry.  But  now  that  you’ve

found your mate in a similar situation, perhaps you will try to understand how it

felt. And if you can’t be bothered, then I hope you’re wise enough to keep your

mouth  shut,  because  the  next  time  you  look  at  my  mate  with  that  disdain  and disgust, I won’t bother to explain it again, and I will rip out your fucking throat.” 

Rhys  said  it  so  mildly  that  the  threat  took  a  second  to  register.  To  settle  in  me like a stone plunked into a pool. 

Lucien  only  shifted  on  his  feet.  Wary.  Considering.  I  counted  the  heartbeats, debating  how  much  I’d  interfere  if  he  said  something  truly  stupid,  when  he  at last murmured, “There is a longer story to be told, it seems.” 

Smart  answer.  The  rage  ebbed  from  Rhys’s  face—and  Cassian’s  and  Azriel’s

shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. 

 Just once, Lucien had said to me, during those days on the run. That was all he

wanted—to see Elain only once. 

And then … I’d have to figure out what to do with him. Unless my mate already

had some plan in motion. 

One look at Rhys, who lifted his brows as if to say  He’s all yours, told me it was my call. But until then … I cleared my throat. 

“I’m  going  to  see  my  sisters  up  at  the  House,”  I  said  to  Lucien,  whose  eyes snapped to mine, the metal one tightening and whirring. I forced a grim smile to

my face. “Would you like to come?” 

Lucien  weighed  my  offer—and  the  three  males  monitoring  his  every  blink  and

breath. 

He only nodded. Another wise decision. 

We were gone within minutes, the quick walk up to the roof of the town house
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serving as Lucien’s tour of my home. I didn’t bother to point out the

bedrooms. Lucien certainly didn’t ask. 

Azriel  left  us  as  we  took  to  the  skies,  murmuring  that  he  had  some  pressing business  to  attend  to.  From  the  glare  Cassian  gave  him,  I  wondered  if  the

shadowsinger had invented it to avoid carrying Lucien to the House of Wind, but

Rhys’s subtle nod to Azriel told me enough. 

There were indeed matters afoot. Plans in motion, as they always were. 

And once I finished visiting my sisters … I’d get answers of my own. 

So Cassian bore a stone-faced Lucien into the skies, and Rhys swept me into his

arms, shooting us gracefully into the cloudless blue. 

With  every  wing  beat,  with  every  deep  inhale  of  the  citrus-and-salt  breeze  …

some tightness in my body uncoiled. 

Even if every wing beat brought us closer to the House looming above Velaris. 

To my sisters. 

The House of Wind had been carved into the red, sun-warmed stone of the flat-

topped mountains that lurked over one edge of the city, with countless balconies

and  patios  jutting  to  overhang  the  thousand-foot  drop  to  the  valley  floor. 

Velaris’s  winding  streets  flowed  right  to  the  sheer  wall  of  the  mountain  itself, and  snaking  through  it  wove  the  Sidra,  a  glittering,  bright  band  in  the  midday sun. 

As  we  landed  on  the  veranda  that  edged  our  usual  dining  room,  Cassian  and

Lucien alighting behind us, I let it sink in: the city and the river and the distant

sea, the jagged mountains on the other side of Velaris and the blazing blue of the

sky above. And the House of Wind, my other home. The grand, formal sister to

the town house—our  public home, I supposed. 

Where we would hold meetings and receive guests who weren’t family. 

A far more pleasant alternative to my other residence. The Court of Nightmares. 

At least there, I could stay in the moonstone palace high atop the mountain under

which the Hewn City had been built. Though the people I’d rule over … I shut

them from my thoughts as I adjusted my braid, 

tucking  in  strands  that  had  been  whipped  free  by  the  gentle  wind  Rhys  had

allowed through his shield while flying. 

Lucien just walked to the balcony rail and stared out. I didn’t quite blame him. 

I  glanced  over  a  shoulder  to  where  Rhys  and  Cassian  now  stood.  Rhys  lifted  a brow. 

 Wait inside. 

Rhys’s  smile  was  sharp.  So  you  won’t  have  any  witnesses  when  you  push   him over the railing? 

I gave him an incredulous look and strode for Lucien, Rhys’s murmur to Cassian

about  getting  a  drink  in  the  dining  room  the  only  indication  of  their  departure. 

That, and the near-silent opening and closing of the glass doors that led into the

dining room beyond. The same room where I’d first met most of them—my new

family. 

I came up beside Lucien, the wind ripping strands of his red hair free from where

he’d tied it at his nape. 

“This isn’t what I expected,” he said, taking in the sprawl of Velaris. 

“The city is still rebuilding after the Hybern attack.” 

His eyes dropped to the carved balcony rail. “Even though we had no part in that

…  I’m  sorry.  But—that’s  not  what  I  meant.”  He  glanced  behind  us,  to  where

Rhys and Cassian waited inside the dining room, drinks now in hand, leaning all

too casually against the giant oak table in its center. 

They became immensely interested in some spot or stain on the surface between

them. 

I  scowled  at  them,  but  swallowed.  And  even  though  my  sisters  waited  inside, 

even though the urge to see them was so tangible I wouldn’t have been surprised to find a rope tugging me into the House, I said to Lucien, 

“Rhys saved my life on Calanmai.” 

So I told him. All of it—the story that perhaps would help him understand. And

realize how truly safe Elain was—  he now was. I eventually summoned Rhys to

explain  his  own  history—and  he  gave  Lucien  the  barest  details.  None  of  the

vulnerable, sorrowful bits that had

reduced me to tears in that mountain cabin. But it painted a clear enough picture. 

Lucien  said  nothing  while  Rhys  spoke.  Or  when  I  continued  with  my  tale, 

Cassian often chiming in with his own account of how it’d been to live with two

mated-yet-un-mated people, to pretend Rhys wasn’t courting me, to welcome me

into their little circle. 

I didn’t know how long had passed when we finished, though Rhys and Cassian

used  the  time  to  unabashedly  sun  their  wings  by  the  open  balcony  ledge.  I  left off our story at Hybern—at the day I’d gone back to the Spring Court. 

Silence  fell,  and  Rhys  and  Cassian  again  walked  away,  understanding  the

emotion  swimming  in  Lucien’s  eye—the  meaning  of  the  long  breath  he  blew

out. 

When  we  were  alone,  Lucien  rubbed  his  eyes.  “I’ve  seen  Rhysand  do  such  …

horrible things, seen him play the dark prince over and over. And yet you tell me

it was all a lie. A mask. All to protect this place, these people. And I would have

laughed at you for believing it, and yet … this city exists. Untouched—or until

recently, I suppose. Even the Dawn Court’s cities are nothing so lovely as this.” 

“Lucien—” 

“And  you  love  him.  And  he—he  truly  does  love  you.”  Lucien  dragged  a  hand

through  his  red  hair.  “And  all  these  people  I  have  spent  my  centuries  hating, even fearing … They are your family.” 

“I think Amren would probably deny that she feels any affection for us

—” 
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“Amren is a bedtime story they told us as younglings to make us behave. 

Amren was who would drink my blood and carry me to hell if I acted out of line. 

And yet there she was, acting more like a cranky old aunt than anything.” 

“We don’t—we don’t enforce protocol and rank here.” 

“Obviously. Rhys lives in a  town house, by the Cauldron.” He waved an arm to

encompass the city. 

I didn’t know what to say, so I kept silent. 

“I hadn’t realized I was a villain in your narrative,” Lucien breathed. 

“You weren’t.” Not entirely. 

The sun danced on the distant sea, turning the horizon into a glittering sprawl of

light. 

“She doesn’t know anything about you. Only the basics that Rhys gave her: you

are  a  High  Lord’s  son,  serving  in  the  Spring  Court.  And  you  helped  me  Under the Mountain. Nothing else.” 

I didn’t add that Rhys had told me my sister hadn’t asked about him at all. 

I straightened. “I would like to see them first. I know you’re anxious—” 

“Just do it,” Lucien said, bracing his  forearms on the stone rail of the  veranda. 

“Come get me when she’s ready.” 

I almost patted his shoulder—almost said something reassuring. 

But words failed me again as I headed for the dim interior of the House. 

Rhys  had  given  Nesta  and  Elain  a  suite  of  connecting  rooms,  all  with  views

overlooking the city and river and distant mountains beyond. 

But it was in the family library that Rhys tracked down Nesta. 

There was a coiled, razor-sharp tension in Cassian as the three of us strode down the stairways of the House, the red stone halls dim and echoing with the rustle of

Cassian’s wings and the faint howl of wind rattling at every window. A tension

that  grew  more  taut  with  every  step  toward  the  double  doors  of  the  library.  I hadn’t asked if they had seen each other, or spoken, since that day in Hybern. 

Cassian volunteered no information. 

And  I  might  have  asked  Rhys  down  the  bond  had  he  not  opened  one  of  the

doors. 

Had I not immediately spied Nesta curled in an armchair, a book on her knees, 

looking—for once—very  un-Nesta-like. Casual. Perhaps relaxed. 

Perfectly content to be alone. 

The moment my shoes scuffed against the stone floor, she shot straight up, back

going stiff, closing her book with a muffled thud. Yet her gray-blue eyes didn’t

so much as widen as they beheld me. 

As I took her in. 

Nesta had been beautiful as a human woman. 

As High Fae, she was devastating. 

From  the  utter  stillness  with  which  Cassian  stood  beside  me,  I  wondered  if  he thought the same thing. 

She was in a pewter-colored gown, its make simple, yet the material fine. 

Her  hair  was  braided  over  the  crown  of  her  head,  accentuating  her  long,  pale neck—a neck Cassian’s eyes darted to, then quickly away from, as she sized us

up and said to me, “You’re back.” 

With  her  hair  styled  like  that,  it  hid  the  pointed  ears.  But  there  was  nothing  to hide  the  ethereal  grace  as  she  took  one  step.  As  her  focus  again  returned  to Cassian and she added, “What do you want?” 

I felt the blow like a punch to my gut. “At least immortality hasn’t changed some

things about you.” 

Nesta’s look was nothing short of icy. “Is there a purpose to this visit, or may I

return to my book?” 

Rhys’s hand brushed mine in silent comfort. But his face … hard as stone. And

even less amused. 

But Cassian sauntered over to Nesta, a half smile spreading across his face. She

stood  stiffly  while  he  picked  up  the  book,  read  the  title,  and  chuckled.  “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a romance reader.” 

She gave him a withering glare. 

Cassian leafed through the pages and drawled to me, “You haven’t missed much

while you were off destroying our enemies, Feyre. It’s mostly been this.” 

Nesta whirled to me. “You—accomplished it?” 

I clenched my jaw. “We’ll see how it plays out. I made sure Ianthe suffered.” At

the hint of rage and  fear that crept into Nesta’s  eyes, I amended, “Not  enough, 

though.” 

I glanced at her hand—the one she’d pointed with at the King of Hybern. 

Rhys had mentioned no signs of special powers from either of my sisters. 

Yet that day in Hybern, when Nesta had opened her eyes … I had seen it. 

Seen something great and terrible within them. 

“And,  again,  why  are  you  here?”  She  snatched  her  book  from  Cassian,  who

allowed her to do so, but remained standing beside her. Watching every breath, 

every blink. 

“I wanted to see you,” I said quietly. “See how you were doing.” 

“See  if  I’ve  accepted  my  lot  and  found  myself  grateful  for  becoming  one  of

 them?” 

I steeled my spine. “You’re my sister. I watched them hurt you. I wanted to see

if you were all right.” 

A low, bitter laugh. But she turned to Cassian, looked him over as if she were a

queen  on  a  throne,  and  then  declared  to  all  of  us,  “What  do  I  care?  I  get  to  be young  and  beautiful  forever,  and  I  never  have  to  go  back  to  those  sycophantic fools over the wall. I get to do as I wish, since apparently no one here has any

regard  for  rules  or  manners  or  our  traditions.  Perhaps  I   should  thank  you  for dragging me into this.” 

Rhys  put  a  hand  on  the  small  of  my  back  before  the  words  even  struck  their target. 

Nesta snorted. “But it’s not me you should be checking on. I had as little at stake

on  the  other  side  of  the  wall  as  I  do  here.”  Hate  rippled  over  her  features—

enough hate that I felt sick. Nesta hissed. “She will not leave her room. She will

not stop crying. She will not eat, or sleep, or drink.” 

Rhys’s jaw clenched. “I have asked you over and over if you needed—” 

“Why  should  I  allow  any  of   you”—the  last  word  was  shot  at  Cassian  with  as much  venom  as  a  pit  viper—“to  get  near  her?  It  is  no  one’s  business  but  our own.” 

“Elain’s mate is here,” I said. 

And it was the wrong thing to utter in Nesta’s presence. 

She went white with rage. 

“He is no such thing to her,” she snarled, advancing on me enough that Rhys slid

a shield into place between us. 

As  if  he,  too,  had  glimpsed  that  mighty  power  in  her  eyes  that  day  in  Hybern. 

And did not know how it would manifest. 

“If you bring that  male anywhere near her, I’ll—” 

“You’ll  what?”  Cassian  crooned,  trailing  her  at  a  casual  pace  as  she  stopped perhaps five feet from me. He lifted a brow as she whirled on him. 

“You  won’t  join  me  for  practice,  so  you  sure  as  hell  aren’t  going  to  hold  your own in a fight. You won’t talk about your powers, so you certainly aren’t going

to be able to wield them. And you—” 

“Shut your mouth,” she snapped, every inch the conquering empress. “I told you

to stay the hell away from me, and if you—” 

“You come between a male and his mate, Nesta Archeron, and you’re going to

learn about the consequences the hard way.” 

Nesta’s nostrils flared. Cassian only gave her a crooked grin. 

I  cut  in,  “If  Elain  is  not  up  for  it,  then  she  won’t  see  him.  I  won’t  force  the meeting on her. But he does wish to see her, Nesta. I’ll ask on his behalf, but the

decision will be hers.” 

“The male who sold us out to Hybern.” 

“It’s more complicated than that.” 

“Well,  it  will  certainly  be  more  complicated  when  Father  returns  and  finds  us gone. What do you plan to tell  him about all this?” 

“Seeing  as  he  hasn’t  sent  word  from  the  continent  in  months,  I’ll  worry  about that later,” I sniped back. And thank the Cauldron for it—that he was off trading

in some lucrative territory. 

Nesta only shook her head, turning toward the chair and her book. “I don’t care. 

Do what you want.” 

A stinging dismissal, if not admission that she still trusted me enough to consider

Elain’s needs first. Rhys jerked his chin at Cassian in a silent order to leave, and

as I followed them, I said softly, “I’m sorry, Nesta.” 

She  didn’t  answer  as  she  sat  stiffly  in  her  chair,  picked  up  her  book,  and dutifully ignored us. A blow to the face would have been better. 

When I looked ahead, I found Cassian staring back at Nesta as well. 

I wondered why no one had yet mentioned what now shone in Cassian’s eyes as
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he gazed at my sister. 

The sorrow. And the longing. 

The suite was filled with sunlight. 

Every curtain shoved back as far as it could go, to let in as much sun as possible. 

As if any bit of darkness was abhorrent. As if to chase it away. 

And seated in a small chair before the sunniest of the windows, her back to us, 

was Elain. 

Where Nesta had been in contented silence before we found her, Elain’s silence

was … hollow. 

Empty. 

Her  hair  was  down—not  even  braided.  I  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  I’d

seen it unbound. She wore a moon-white silk dressing robe. 

She did not look, or speak, or even flinch as we entered. 

Her too-thin arms rested on her chair. That iron engagement ring still encircled

her finger. 

Her skin was so pale it looked like fresh snow in the harsh light. 

I realized then that the color of death, of sorrow, was white. 

The lack of color. Of vibrancy. 

I left Cassian and Rhys by the door. 

Nesta’s rage was better than this … shell. 

This void. 

My breath caught as I edged around her chair. Beheld the city view she stared so blankly at. 

Then beheld the hollowed-out cheeks, the bloodless lips, the brown eyes that had

once been rich and warm, and now seemed utterly dull. Like grave dirt. 

She didn’t so much as look at me as I said softly, “Elain?” 

I didn’t dare reach for her hand. 

I didn’t dare get too close. 

I had done this. I had brought this upon them—

“I’m back,” I added a bit limply. Uselessly. 

All she said was, “I want to go home.” 

I closed my eyes, my chest unbearably tight. “I know.” 

“He’ll be looking for me,” she whispered. 

“I know,” I said again. Not Lucien—she wasn’t talking about him at all. 

“We were supposed to be married next week.” 

I put a hand on my chest, as if it’d stop the cracking in there. “I’m sorry.” 

Nothing. Not even a flicker of emotion. “Everyone keeps saying that.” 

Her thumb brushed the ring on her finger. “But it doesn’t fix anything, does it?” 

I  couldn’t  get  enough  air  in.  I  couldn’t—I  couldn’t   breathe,  looking  at  this broken, carved-out thing my sister had become. What I’d robbed her of, what I’d

taken from her—

Rhys  was  there,  an  arm  sliding  around  my  waist.  “Can  we  get  you  anything, 

Elain?” He spoke with such gentleness I could barely stand it. 

“I want to go home,” she repeated. 

I couldn’t ask her—about Lucien. Not now. Not yet. 

I turned away, fully prepared to bolt and completely fall apart in another room, 

another section of the House. But Lucien was standing in the doorway. 

And from the devastation on his face, I knew he’d heard every word. 

Seen and heard and felt the hollowness and despair radiating from her. 

Elain had always been gentle and sweet—and I had considered it a different sort

of strength. A better strength. To look at the hardness of the world and choose, 

over and over, to love, to be kind. She had been always so full of light. 

Perhaps  that  was  why  she  now  kept  all  the  curtains  open.  To  fill  the  void  that existed where all of that light had once been. 

And now nothing remained. 

CHAPTER

16

Rhysand silently led Lucien to the suite he’d be occupying at the opposite end of

the House of Wind. Cassian and I trailed behind, none of us speaking until my

mate  opened  a  set  of  onyx  doors  to  reveal  a  sunny  sitting  room  carved  from more red stone. Beyond the wall of windows, the city flowed far below, the view

stretching to the distant jagged mountains and glittering sea. 

Rhys paused in the center of a midnight-blue handwoven rug and gestured to the

sealed  doors  on  his  left.  “Bedroom.”  He  waved  a  lazy  hand  toward  the  single door on the opposite wall. “Bathing room.” 

Lucien surveyed it all with cool indifference. What he felt about Elain, what he

planned to do … I didn’t want to ask. 

“I  assume  you’ll  need  clothes,”  Rhys  went  on,  nodding  toward  Lucien’s  filthy

jacket  and  pants—which  he’d  worn  for  the  past  week  while  we  scrambled

through  territories.  Indeed,  that  was  …  blood  splattered  in  several  spots.  “Any preferences for attire?” 

That drew Lucien’s attention, the male shifting enough to take in Rhys—

to note Cassian and me lurking in the doorway. “Is there a cost?” 

“If  you’re  trying  to  say  that  you  have  no  money,  don’t  worry—the  clothes  are complimentary.”  Rhys  gave  him  a  half  smile.  “If  you’re  trying  to  ask  if  this  is some sort of bribe …” A shrug. “You are a High Lord’s son. 

It would be bad manners not to house and clothe you in your time of need.” 

Lucien bristled. 

 Stop baiting him, I shot down the bond. 

 But it’s so fun, came the purred reply. 

Something  had  rattled  him.  Rattled  Rhys  enough  that  taunting  Lucien  was  an

easy way to take the edge off. I stepped closer, Cassian remaining behind me as I

told  Lucien,  “We’ll  be  back  for  dinner  in  a  few  hours.  Rest  a  while—bathe.  If you need anything, pull that rope by the door.” 

Lucien stiffened—not at what I’d said, I realized, but at the tone. A hostess. But

he asked, “What of—Elain?” 

 Your call, Rhys offered. 

“I need to think about it,” I answered plainly. “Until I figure out what to do with

her, with Nesta, stay out of their way.” I added perhaps too tightly, 

“This house is warded against winnowing, both from outside and within. 

There’s one way out—the stairs to the city. It, too, is warded—and guarded. 

Please don’t do anything stupid.” 

“So am I a prisoner?” 

I could feel the response simmering in Rhys, but I shook my head. “No. 

But understand while you may be her mate, Elain is  my sister. I’ll do what I must to protect her from further harm.” 
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“I would never hurt her.” 

A bleak sort of honesty in his words. 

I simply nodded, loosening a breath, and met Rhysand’s stare in silent urging. 

My  mate  gave  no  indication  of  my  wordless  plea  as  he  said,  “You  are  free  to wander where you wish, into the city itself if you feel like braving the stairs, but

there are two conditions: you are not to take either sister, and you are not to enter

their  floor.  If  you  require  a  book  from  the  library,  you  will  ask  the  servants.  If you wish to speak to Elain or Nesta, you will also ask the servants, who will ask

us. If you disregard those rules, I’ll lock you in a room with Amren.” 

Then Rhys turned away, hands sliding into his pockets as he offered his hooked

elbow to me. I looped my arm through his, but said to Lucien, 

“We’ll see you in a few hours.” 

We were almost to the door, Cassian already in the hall, when Lucien said to me, 

“Thank you.” 

I didn’t dare ask him for what. 

We flew right to Amren’s loft, more than a few people waving as we soared over

the rooftops of Velaris. My smile wasn’t faked when I waved back to them—my

people. Rhys only held me a bit tighter while I did so, his own smile as bright as

the sun on the Sidra. 

Mor  and  Azriel  were  already  waiting  inside  Amren’s  apartment,  seated  like

scolded children on the threadbare divan against the wall while the dark-haired

female flipped through the pages of books sprawled around her on the floor. 

Mor gave me a grateful, relieved look as we entered, Azriel’s own face revealing

nothing while he stood, keeping a careful, too-casual distance from her side. But

it was Amren who said from the floor, “You should kill Beron and his sons and

set up the handsome one as High Lord of Autumn, self-imposed exile or no. It

will make life easier.” 

“I’ll  take  that  into  consideration,”  Rhys  said,  striding  toward  her  while  I remained with the others. If they were hanging back … Amren had to be in some

mood. 

I  blew  out  a  breath.  “Who  else  thinks  it’s  a  terrible  idea  to  leave  the  three  of them up at the House of Wind?” 

Cassian  raised  his  hand  as  Rhys  and  Mor  chuckled.  The  High  Lord’s  general

said, “I give him an hour before he tries to see her.” 

“Thirty  minutes,”  Mor  countered,  sitting  back  down  on  the  divan  and  crossing

her legs. 

I cringed. “I guarantee Nesta is now guarding Elain. I think she might honestly

kill him if he so much as tries to touch her.” 

“Not without training she won’t,” Cassian grumbled, tucking in his wings as he

claimed the seat beside Mor that Azriel had vacated. The

shadowsinger  didn’t  so  much  as  look  at  it.  No,  Azriel  just  walked  to  the  wall beside Cassian and leaned against the wood paneling. 

But Rhys and the others remained quiet enough that I knew to proceed carefully

as I asked Cassian, “Nesta spoke as if you’ve been up at the House

… often. You’ve offered to train her?” 

Cassian’s  hazel  eyes  shuttered  as  he  crossed  a  booted  ankle  over  another, 

stretching his muscled legs before him. “I go up there every other day. It’s good

exercise for my wings.” Those wings shifted in emphasis. Not a scratch marred

them. 

“And?” 

“And what you saw in the library is a pleasanter version of the conversation we

always have.” 

Mor’s  lips  pressed  into  a  thin  line,  as  if  she  was  trying  her  best   not  to  say anything.  Azriel  was  trying   his  best  to  shoot  a  warning  stare  at  Mor  to  remind her  to  indeed  keep  her  mouth  shut.  As  if  they’d  already  discussed  this.  Many

times. 

“I don’t blame her,” Cassian said, shrugging despite his words. “She was

—violated. Her body stopped belonging wholly to her.” His jaw clenched. 

Even  Amren  didn’t  dare  say  anything.  “And  I  am  going  to  peel  the  King  of

Hybern’s skin off his bones the next time I see him.” 

His Siphons flickered in answer. 

Rhys said casually, “I’m sure the king will thoroughly enjoy the experience.” 

Cassian glowered. “I mean it.” 

“Oh,  I  have  no  doubt  that  you  do.”  Rhys’s  violet  eyes  were  dazzling  in  the dimness  of  the  loft.  “But  before  you  lose  yourself  in  plans  for  revenge,  do remember that we have a war to plan first.” 

“Asshole.” 

A  corner  of  my  mate’s  mouth  tugged  upward.  And—Rhys  was  goading  him, 

working Cassian into a temper to keep that brittle edge of guilt from consuming

him. The others letting him take on the task, likely having done it several times

themselves these weeks. “I am most definitely that,” Rhys

said, “but the fact still remains that revenge is secondary to winning this war.” 

Cassian opened his mouth as if he’d keep arguing, but Rhys peered at the books

scattered on the lush carpet. “Nothing?” he asked Amren. 

“I  don’t  know  why  you  sent  those  two  buffoons”—a  narrowed  glance  toward

Mor and Azriel—“to monitor me.” So this was where Azriel had gone—right to

the loft. To no doubt spare Mor from enduring Amren Duty alone. But Amren’s

tone … cranky, yes, but perhaps a bit of a front, too. To banish that too-fragile

gleam in Cassian’s eyes. 

“We’re not monitoring you,” Mor said, tapping her foot on the carpet. 

“We’re monitoring the Book.” 

And as she said it … I felt it. Heard it. 

Amren had placed the Book of Breathings on her nightstand. 

A glass of old blood atop it. 

I  didn’t  know  whether  to  laugh  or  cringe.  The  latter  won  out  as  the  Book

murmured,  Hello, sweet-faced liar. Hello, princess with—

“Oh, be quiet,” Amren hissed toward the Book, who—shut up. “Odious thing,” 

she muttered, and went back to the tome before her. 

Rhys gave me a wry smile. “Since the two halves of the Book were joined back

together, it has been … known to speak every now and then.” 

“What does it say?” 

“Utter nonsense,” Amren spat, scowling at the Book. “It just likes to hear itself

talk. Like most of the people cramping up my apartment.” 

Cassian smirked. “Did someone forget to feed Amren again?” 

She pointed a warning finger at him without so much as looking up. “Is there a

reason, Rhysand, why you dragged your yapping pack into my home?” 

Her  home  was  little  more  than  a  giant,  converted  attic,  but  none  of  us  dared argue  as  Mor,  Cassian,  and  Azriel  finally  came  closer,  forming  a  small  circle around Amren’s sprawl in the center of the room. 

Rhys said to me, “The information you got from Dagdan and Brannagh confirms

what we’ve been gathering ourselves while you were gone. 

Especially Hybern’s potential allies in other territories—on the continent.” 

“Vultures,” Mor muttered, and Cassian looked inclined to agree. 

But Rhys—Rhys had indeed been spying, while Azriel had been—

Rhys snorted. “I  can stay hidden, mate.” 

I  glared  at  him,  but  Azriel  cut  in.  “Having  Hybern’s  movements  confirmed  by

you, Feyre, is what we needed.” 

“Why?” 

Cassian  crossed  his  arms.  “We  barely  stand  a  chance  of  surviving  Hybern’s

armies on our own. If armies from Vallahan, Montesere, and Rask join them …” 

He drew a line across his tan throat. 

Mor elbowed him in the ribs. Cassian nudged her right back as Azriel shook his

head at both of them, shadows coiling around the tips of his wings. 

“Are those three territories … that powerful?” Perhaps it was a foolish question, 

showing how little I knew of the faerie lands on the continent—

“Yes,”  Azriel  said,  no  judgment  in  his  hazel  eyes.  “Vallahan  has  the  numbers, Montesere has the money, and Rask … it is large enough to have both.” 

“And we have no potential allies amongst the other overseas territories?” 

Rhys  pulled  at  a  stray  thread  on  the  cuff  of  his  black  jacket.  “Not  ones  that would sail here to help.” 

My  stomach  turned.  “What  of  Miryam  and  Drakon?”  He’d  once  refused  to

consider,  but—  “You  fought  for  Miryam  and  Drakon  centuries  ago,”  I  said  to

Rhys.  He’d  done  a  great  deal  more  than  that,  if  Jurian  was  to  be  believed. 

“Perhaps it’s time to call in that debt.” 

But  Rhys  shook  his  head.  “We  tried.  Azriel  went  to  Cretea.”  The  island  where Miryam, Drakon, and their unified human and Fae peoples had secretly lived for

the past five centuries. 

“It  was  abandoned,”  Azriel  said.  “In  ruin.  With  no  trace  of  what  happened  or where they went.” 

“You think Hybern—” 

“There was no sign of Hybern, or of any harm,” Mor cut in, her face taut. They

had been her friends, too—during the War. Miryam, and Drakon, 

and the human queens who had gotten the Treaty signed. And it was worry

—true, deep worry—that guttered in her brown eyes. In all their eyes. 

“Then  do  you  think  they  heard  about  Hybern  and  ran?”  I  asked.  Drakon  had  a winged legion, Rhys had once told me. If there was any chance of finding them

—

“The Drakon and Miryam I knew wouldn’t have run—not from this,” 

Rhys said. 

Mor  leaned  forward,  her  golden  hair  spilling  over  her  shoulders.  “But  with

Jurian now a player in this conflict … Miryam and Drakon, whether they like it

or not, have always been tied to him. I don’t blame them for running, if he truly

hunts them.” 

Rhys’s face slackened for a heartbeat. “That is what the King of Hybern has on

Jurian,” he murmured. “Why Jurian works for him.” 

My brow furrowed. 

“Miryam died—a spear through her chest during that last battle at the sea,” Rhys

explained. “She bled out while she was carried to safety. But Drakon knew of a

sacred,  hidden  island  where  an  object  of  great  and  terrible  power  had  been

concealed.  An  object  made  by  the  Cauldron  itself,  legend  claimed.  He  brought

her there, to Cretea—used the item to resurrect her, make her immortal. As you

were Made, Feyre.” 

Amren had said it—months ago. That Miryam had been  Made as I was. 

Amren seemed to remember it, too, as she said, “The King of Hybern must have

promised  Jurian  to  use  the  Cauldron  to  track  the  item.  To  where  Miryam  and

Drakon now live. Perhaps they figured that out—and left as fast as they could.” 

And for  revenge,  for that  insane  rage that  hounded  Jurian …  he’d  do whatever

the King of Hybern asked. So he could kill Miryam himself. 

“But where did they go?” I looked to Azriel, the shadowsinger still standing with

preternatural stillness against the wall. “You found no trace at all of where they

might have vanished to?” 

“None,”  Rhys  answered  for  him.  “We’ve  sent  messengers  back  since—to  no avail.” 

I  rubbed  at  my  face,  sealing  off  that  path  of  hope.  “Then  if  they  are  not  a possible  ally  …  How  do  we  keep  those  other  territories  on  the  continent  from joining with Hybern—from sending their armies here?” I winced. 

“That’s our plan—isn’t it?” 

Rhys smiled grimly. “It is. One we’ve been working on while you were away.” I

waited,  trying  not  to  pace  as  Amren’s  silver  eyes  seemed  to  glow  with

amusement. “I looked at Hybern first. At its people. As best I could.” 

He’d  gone to Hybern—

Rhys  smirked  at  the  concern  flaring  across  my  face.  “I’d  hoped  that  Hybern

might  have  some  internal  conflict  to  exploit—to  get  them  to  collapse  from

within.  That  its  people  might  not  want  this  war,  might  see  it  as  costly  and dangerous  and  unnecessary.  But  five  hundred  years  on  that  island,  with  little trade, little opportunity … Hybern’s people are hungry for change. Or rather …

a  change  back  to  the  old  days,  when  they  had  human  slaves  to  do  their  work, when there were no barriers keeping them from what they now perceive as their

right.” 

Amren  slammed  shut  the  book  she’d  been  perusing.  “Fools.”  She  shook  her

head,  inky  hair  swaying,  as  she  scowled  up  at  me.  “Hybern’s  wealth  has  been dwindling for centuries. Most of their trade routes before the War dealt with the

South—with the Black Land. But once it went to the humans …

We don’t know if Hybern’s king deliberately failed to establish new trade routes

and  opportunities  for  his  people  in  order  to  one  day  fuel  this  war,  or  if  he  was just  that  shortsighted  and  let  everything  fall  apart.  But  for  centuries  now, 

Hybern’s  people  have  been  festering.  Hybern   let  their  resentment  of  their growing stagnation and poverty fester.” 

“There are many High Fae,” Mor said carefully, “who believed before the War, 

and  still  believe  now,  that  humans  …  that  they  are  property.  There  were  many High Fae who knew nothing but privilege thanks to those slaves. And when that

privilege  was  ripped  away  from  them,  when  they  were  forced  to  leave  their

homelands or forced to make room for other High Fae and re-form territories—

create  new  ones—above  that  wall  …  They  have  not  forgotten  that  anger,  even centuries  later.  Especially  not  in  places  like  Hybern,  where  their  territory  and population remained mostly

untouched by change. They were one of the few who did not have to yield any

land  to  the  wall—and  did  not  yield  any  land  to  the  Fae  territories  now  looking for  a  new  home.  Isolated,  growing  poorer,  with  no  slaves  to  do  their  labor  …

Hybern has long viewed the days before the War as a golden era. 

And these centuries since as a dark age.” 

I rubbed at my chest. “They’re all insane, to think that.” 

Rhys  nodded.  “Yes—they  certainly  are.  But  don’t  forget  that  their  king  has

encouraged these limited world views. He did not expand their trade routes, did

not  allow  other  territories  to  take  any  of  his  land  and  bring  their  cultures.  He considered  where  things  went  wrong  for  the  Loyalists  in  the  War.  How  they

ultimately yielded not from being overwhelmed but because they began arguing

amongst  themselves.  Hybern  has  had  a  long,  long  while  to  think  on  those

mistakes.  And  how  to  avoid  them  at  any  cost.  So  he  made  sure  his  people  are completely  for  this  war,  completely  for  the  idea  of  the  wall  coming  down, 

because they think it will somehow restore this …

gilded vision of the past. Hybern’s people see their king and their armies not as

conquerors, but as liberators of High Fae and those who stand with them.” 

Nausea churned in my gut. “How can anyone  believe that?” 

Azriel  ran  a  scarred  hand  through  his  hair.  “That’s  what  we’ve  been  learning. 

Listening in Hybern. And in territories like Rask and Montesere and Vallahan.” 

“We’re to be made an example of, girl,” Amren explained. “Prythian. We were

among  the  fiercest  defenders  and  negotiators  of  the  Treaty.  Hybern  wants  to

claim  Prythian  not  only  to  clear  the  path  to  the  continent,  but  to  make  an example of what happens to High Fae territories that defend the Treaty.” 

“But surely other territories would protect it,” I said, scanning their faces. 

“Not as many as we’d hoped,” Rhys admitted, wincing. “There are many

—too many—who have also felt squashed and suffocated during these centuries. 

They want their old lands back beneath the wall, and the power

and prosperity that came with it. Their vision of the past has been colored by five

hundred years of struggling to adjust and thrive.” 

“Perhaps we did them a disservice,” Mor mused, “in not sharing enough of our

wealth,  our  territory.  Perhaps  we  are  to  blame  for  allowing  some  of  this  to  rot and fester.” 

“That remains to be discussed,” Amren said, waving a delicate hand. 

“The point is that we are not facing an army hell-bent on destruction. They are

hell-bent on what they believe is  liberation.  Of High Fae stifled by the wall, and what they believe still belongs to them.” 

I  swallowed.  “So  how  do  the  other  territories  play  into  it—the  three  Hybern

claims will ally with them?” I looked between Rhys and Azriel. 

“You said you were … over there?” 

Rhys shrugged. “Over there, in Hybern, in the other territories …” He winked at

my gaping mouth. “I had to keep myself busy to avoid missing you.” 

Mor rolled her eyes. But it was Cassian who said, “We can’t afford to let those

three territories join with Hybern. If they send armies to Prythian, we’re done.” 

“So what do we do?” 

Rhys leaned against the carved post of Amren’s bed. “We’ve been keeping them

busy.” He jerked his chin to Azriel. “We planted information

—truth and lies and a blend of both—for them to find. And also scattered some

of it among our old allies, who are now balking at supporting us.” 

Azriel’s  smile  was  a  slash  of  white.  Lies  and  truth—the  shadowsinger  and  his spies had sowed them in foreign courts. 

My  brow  narrowed.  “You’ve  been  playing  the  territories  on  the  continent  off

each other?” 

“We’ve been making sure that they’re kept busy with each other,” 

Cassian  said,  a  hint  of  wicked  humor  glinting  in  his  hazel  eyes.  “Making  sure that longtime enemies and rival-nations of Rask, Vallahan, and Montesere have

suddenly received information that has them worried about being attacked. And

raising their own defenses. Which in turn has made

Rask,  Vallahan,  and  Montesere  start  looking  toward  their  own  borders  and  not

our own.” 

“If  our  allies  from  the  War  are  too  scared  to  come  here  to  fight,”  Mor  said, folding  her  arms  over  her  chest,  “then  as  long  as  they’re  keeping  the  others occupied—keeping them from sailing  here—we don’t care.” 

I blinked at them. At Rhys. 

Brilliant. Utterly brilliant, to keep them so focused and fearful of each other that

they stayed away. “So … they won’t be coming?” 

“We can only pray,” Amren said. “And pray we deal with this fast enough that

they don’t figure out we’ve played them all.” 

“What of the human queens, though?” I chewed on the tip of my thumb. 

“They have to be aware that no bargain with Hybern would ultimately work to

their advantage.” 

Mor  braced  her  forearms  on  her  thighs.  “Who  knows  what  Hybern  promised

them—lied about? He already granted them immortality through the Cauldron in

exchange for their cooperation. If they were foolish enough to agree to it, then I

don’t doubt they’ve already thrown open the gates to him.” 

“But  we  don’t  know  that  for  certain,”  Amren  countered.  “And  none  of  it

explains why they’ve been so quiet—locked up in that palace.” 

Rhys and Azriel shook their heads in silent confirmation. 

I surveyed them, their fading amusement. “It drives you mad, doesn’t it, that no

one has been able to get inside that palace.” 

A low growl from both of them before Azriel muttered, “You have no idea.” 

Amren just clicked her tongue, her upswept eyes settling on me. “Those Hybern

commanders  were  fools  to  reveal  their  plans  in  regard  to  breaking  the  wall.  Or perhaps they knew the information would return to us, and their master wants us

to stew.” 

I  angled  my  head.  “You  mean  shattering  the  wall  through  the  holes  already  in it?” 

A bob of her sharp chin as she gestured to the books around her. “It’s complex

spell work—a loophole through the magic that binds the wall.” 

“And  it  implies,”  Mor  said,  frowning  deeply,  “that  something  might  be  amiss

with the Cauldron.” 

I raised my brows, considering. “Because the Cauldron should be able to bring

that wall down on its own, right?” 

“Right,”  Rhysand  said,  striding  to  the  Book  on  the  nightstand.  He  didn’t  dare touch  it.  “Why  bother  seeking  out  those  holes  to  help  the  Cauldron  when  he

could unleash its power and be done with it?” 

“Maybe  he  used  too  much  of  its  power  transforming  my  sisters  and  those

queens.” 

“It’s  likely,”  Rhys  said,  stalking  back  to  my  side.  “But  if  he’s  going  to  exploit those tears in the wall, we need to find a way to  fix them before he can act.” 

I asked Amren, “Are there spells to patch it up?” 

“I’m looking,” she said through her teeth. “It’d help if  someone dragged their ass to a library to do more research.” 

“We are at your disposal,” Cassian offered with a mock bow. 

“I wasn’t aware you could read,” Amren said sweetly. 

“It could be a fool’s errand,” Azriel cut in before Cassian could voice the retort

dancing in his eyes. “To get us to focus on the wall as a decoy—while he strikes

from another direction.” 

I grimaced at the Book. “Why not just try to nullify the Cauldron again?” 

“Because it nearly killed you the last time,” Rhys said in a sort of calm, steady

voice that told me enough: there was no way in hell he’d risk me attempting it

again. 

I straightened. “I wasn’t prepared in Hybern. None of us were. If I tried again—” 

Mor cut in. “If you tried again, it might very well kill you. Not to mention, we’d

have to actually  get to the Cauldron, which isn’t an option.” 

“The king,” Azriel clarified at my furrowed brow, “won’t allow the Cauldron out

of his sight. And he’s rigged it with more spells and traps than the last time.” I

opened my mouth to object, but the shadowsinger added, 

“We looked into it. It’s not a viable path.” 

I believed him—the stark honesty in those hazel eyes was confirmation enough

that  they’d  weighed  it  thoroughly.  “Well,  if  it’s  too  risky  to  nullify  the

Cauldron,” I mused, “then can  I somehow fix the wall? If the wall was made  by faeries coming together, and my very magic is a blend of so many

…” 

Amren  considered  in  the  silence  that  fell.  “Perhaps.  The  relationship  would  be tenuous, but … yes, perhaps you could patch it up. Though your sisters, directly

forged by the Cauldron itself, might bear the sort of magic we—” 

“My sisters play no part in this.” 

Another beat of silence, interrupted only by the rustle of Azriel’s wings. 

“I asked them to help once—and look what happened. I won’t risk them again.” 

Amren snorted. “You sound exactly like Tamlin.” 

I felt the words like a blow. 

Rhys  slid  a  hand  against  my  back,  having  appeared  so  fast  I  didn’t  see  him

move. But before he could reply, Mor said quietly, “Don’t you ever say that sort of bullshit again, Amren.” 

There was nothing on Mor’s face beyond cold calm—fury. 

I’d  never  seen  her  look  so  …  terrifying.  She  had  been  furious  with  the  mortal queens, but this … This was the face of the High Lord’s third in command. 

“If  you’re  cranky  because  you’re  hungry,  then  tell  us,”  Mor  went  on  with  that frozen  quiet.  “But  if  you  say  anything  like  that  again,  I  will  throw  you  in  the gods-damned Sidra.” 

“I’d like to see you try.” 

A little smile was Mor’s only answer. 

Amren  slid  her  attention  to  me.  “We  need  your  sisters—if  not  for  this,  then  to convince others to join us, of the risk. Since any would-be ally might have some

… difficulty believing us after so many years of lies.” 

“Apologize,” said Mor. 

“Mor,” I murmured. 

“Apologize,” she hissed at Amren. 

Amren said nothing. 

Mor took a step toward her, and I said, “She’s right.” 

They both looked to me, brows raised. 

I  swallowed.  “Amren  is  right.”  I  walked  out  of  Rhys’s  touch—realizing  he’d

kept silent to let me sort it out. Let me figure out how to deal with both of them, 

as family, but mostly as their High Lady. 

Mor’s face tightened, but I shook my head. “I can—ask my sisters. See if they

have any sort of power. See if they’d be willing to … talk to others about what

they endured. But I won’t force them to help, if they do not wish to participate. 

The  choice  will  be  theirs.”  I  glanced  at  my  mate—the  male  who  had  always

presented me with a choice not as a gift, but as my own gods-given  right. Rhys’s violet  eyes  flickered  in  acknowledgment.  “But  I’ll  make  our  …  desperation

clear.” 

Amren huffed, hardly more than a bird of prey puffing its feathers. 

“Compromise, Amren,” Rhys purred. “It’s called compromise.” 

She ignored him. “If you want to start convincing your sisters, get them out of

the House. Being cooped up never helped anyone.” 

Rhys  said  smoothly,  “I’m  not  entirely  sure  Velaris  is  prepared  for  Nesta

Archeron.” 

“My sister’s not some feral animal,” I snapped. 

Rhys recoiled a bit, the others suddenly finding the carpet, the divan, the books

incredibly fascinating. “I didn’t mean that.” 

I didn’t answer. 

Mor frowned in disapproval at Rhys, who I felt watching me carefully, but asked

me, “What of Elain?” 

I shifted slightly, pushing past the words still hanging between me and Rhys. “I

can ask, but … she might not be ready to be around so many people.” I clarified, 

“She was supposed to be married next week.” 

“So she keeps saying, over and over,” Amren grumbled. 

I shot her a glare. “Careful.” Amren blinked up at me in surprise. But I went on, 

“So, we need to find a way to patch up the wall before Hybern uses the Cauldron

to break it. And fight this war before any other territories

join Hybern’s assault. And eventually get the Cauldron itself. Anything else?” 

Rhys said behind me, his own voice carefully casual, “That covers it. As soon as

a force can be assembled, we take on Hybern.” 

“The Illyrian legions are nearly ready,” Cassian said. 

“No,” Rhys said. “I mean a bigger force. A force not just from the Night Court, but from all of Prythian. Our only decent shot at finding allies in this war.” 

None  of  us  spoke,  none  of  us  moved  as  Rhys  said  simply,  “Tomorrow, 

invitations go out to every High Lord in Prythian. For a meeting in two weeks. 

It’s  time  we  see  who  stands  with  us.  And  make  sure  they  understand  the

consequences if they don’t.” 
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I let Cassian carry me to the House two hours later, just because he admitted he

was still working to strengthen his wings and needed to push himself. 

Heat rippled off the tiled roofs and red stone as we soared high over them, the

sea breeze a cool kiss against my face. 

We’d  barely  finished  debating  thirty  minutes  ago,  only  stopping  when  Mor’s

stomach had grumbled as loudly as a breaking thunderhead. We’d spent our time

weighing the merits of where to meet, who to bring along to the meeting with the

High Lords. 

Invitations would go out tomorrow—but not specify the meeting place. 

There was no point in selecting one, Rhys said, when the High Lords would no

doubt refuse our initial selection and counter with their own choice of where to

gather. All we had chosen was the day and the time—the two weeks a cushion

against the bickering that was sure to ensue. The rest …

We’d just have to prepare for every possibility. 

We’d  quickly  returned  to  the  town  house  to  change  before  heading  back  up  to the House—and I’d found Nuala and Cerridwen waiting in my room, smiles on

their shadowy faces. 

I’d embraced them both, even if Rhys’s hello had been less …

enthusiastic. Not for dislike of the half-wraiths, but …

I’d snapped at him. In Amren’s apartment. He hadn’t seemed angry, and yet …

I’d felt him carefully watching me these past few hours. It’d made it

… strange to look at him. Strange enough that the appetite I’d been steadily

building  had  gone  a  bit  queasy.  I’d  challenged  him  before,  but  …  not  as  High Lady. Not with the … tone. 

So I didn’t get to ask him about it as Nuala and Cerridwen helped me dress and

he headed into the bathing room to wash up. 

Not that there was much finery to bother with. I’d opted for my Illyrian leather

pants  and  a  loose,  white  shirt—and  a  pair  of  embroidered  slippers  that  Cassian kept snorting at as we flew. 

When  he  did  so  for  the  third  time  in  two  minutes,  I  pinched  his  arm  and  said, 

“It’s hot. Those boots are stuffy.” 

His brows rose, the portrait of innocence. “I didn’t say anything.” 

“You grunted.  Again.” 

“I’ve been living with Mor for five hundred years. I’ve learned the hard way not

to question shoe choices.” He smirked. “However stupid they may be.” 

“It’s dinner. Unless there’s some battle planned afterward?” 

“Your sister will be there—I’d say that’s battle aplenty.” 

I  casually  studied  his  face,  noting  how  hard  he  worked  to  keep  his  features neutral, to keep his gaze fixed anywhere but on my own. Rhys flew nearby, far

enough to remain out of earshot as I said, “Would you use her to see if she can

somehow fix the wall?” 

Hazel eyes shot to me, fierce and clear. “Yes. Not only for our sakes, but

… she needs to get out of the House. She needs to …” Cassian’s wings kept up a

steady booming beat, the new sections only detectable by their lack of scarring. 

“She’ll destroy herself if she stays cooped up in there.” 
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My  chest  tightened.  “Do  …”  I  thought  through  my  words.  “The  day  she  was

changed, she … I felt something different with her.” I fought against the tensing

in my muscles as I recalled those moments. The screaming and the blood and the

nausea as I watched my sisters taken against their will, as I could do nothing, as

we—

I  swallowed  down  the  fear,  the  guilt.  “It  was  like  …  everything  she  was,  that steel and fire … It became magnified. Cataclysmic. Like … looking at a house

cat and suddenly finding a panther standing there instead.” I shook

my  head,  as  if  it  would  clear  away  the  memory  of  the  predator,  the  rage

simmering in those blue-gray eyes. 

“I  will  never  forget  those  moments,”  Cassian  said  quietly,  scenting  or  sensing the memories wreaking havoc on me. “As long as I live.” 

“Have you seen any glimpse of it since?” 

“Nothing.”  The  House  loomed,  golden  lights  at  the  walls  of  windows  and

doorways  beckoning  us  closer.  “But  I  can  feel  it—sometimes.”  He  added  a  bit

ruefully, “Usually when she’s pissed at me. Which is … most of the time.” 

“Why?” They’d always been at each other’s throats, but this … yes, the dynamic

between them had been different earlier. Sharper. 

Cassian shook his dark hair out of his eyes, slightly longer than the last time I’d

seen it. “I don’t think Nesta will ever forgive me for what happened in Hybern. 

To her—but mostly to Elain.” 

“Your wings were shredded. You were barely alive.” For that was guilt—

ravaging and poisonous—in each of Cassian’s words. What the others had been

fighting against in the loft. “You were in no position to save anyone.” 

“I  made  her  a  promise.”  The  wind  ruffled  Cassian’s  hair  as  he  squinted  at  the sky. “And when it mattered, I didn’t keep it.” 

I  still  dreamed  of  him  trying  to  crawl  toward  her,  reaching  for  her  even  in  the semi-unconscious state the pain and blood loss had thrown him into. 

As Rhysand had once done for me during those last moments with Amarantha. 

Perhaps only a few wing beats separated us from the broad landing veranda, but

I asked, “Why do you bother, Cassian?” 

His  hazel  eyes  shuttered  as  we  smoothly  landed.  And  I  thought  he  wouldn’t

answer, especially not as we heard the others already in the dining room beyond

the veranda, especially not when Rhys gracefully landed beside us and strode in

ahead with a wink. 

But Cassian said quietly as we headed for the dining room, “Because I can’t stay

away.” 

Elain, not surprisingly, didn’t leave her room. 

Nesta, surprisingly, did. 

It  wasn’t  a  formal  dinner  by  any  means—though  Lucien,  standing  near  the

windows and watching the sun set over Velaris, was wearing a fine green jacket

embroidered with gold, his cream-colored pants showing off muscled thighs, and

his  knee-high  black  boots  polished  enough  that  the  chandeliers  of  faelight

reflected off them. 

He’d  always  had  a  casual  grace  about  him,  but  here,  tonight,  with  his  hair  tied back and jacket buttoned to his neck, he truly looked the part of a High Lord’s

son. Handsome, powerful, a bit rakish—but well-mannered and elegant. 

I  aimed  for  him  as  the  others  helped  themselves  to  the  wine  breathing  in

decanters on the ancient wood table, keenly aware that while my friends chatted, 

they kept one eye on us. Lucien ran  his one eye over me—my casual attire, then

the  Illyrians  in  their  leathers,  and  Amren  in  her  usual  gray,  and  Mor  in  her flowing red gown, and said, “What  is the dress code?” 

I shrugged, passing him the glass of wine I’d brought over. “It’s …

whatever we feel like.” 

That gold eye clicked and narrowed, then returned to the city ahead. 

“What did you do with yourself this afternoon?” 

“Slept,” he said. “Washed. Sat on my ass.” 

“I could give you a tour of the city tomorrow morning,” I offered. “If you like.” 

Never mind that we had a meeting to plan for. A wall to heal. A war to fight. I

could set aside half a day. Show him  why this place had become my home, why I

had fallen in love with its ruler. 

As  if  sensing  my  thoughts,  Lucien  said,  “You  don’t  need  to  waste  your  time

convincing  me.  I  get  it.  I  get  …  I  get  that  we  were  not  what  you  wanted.  Or needed. How small and isolated our home must have been for you, once you saw

this.”  He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  city,  where  lights  were  now  sparking  into view amid the falling twilight. “Who could compare?” 

I almost said  Don’t you mean what  could compare?  but held my tongue. 

His focus shifted behind me before he replied—and Lucien shut his mouth. His

metal eye whirred softly. 

I followed his glance, and tried not to tense as Nesta stepped into the room. 

Yes,  devastating  was  a  good  word  for  how  lovely  she’d  become  as  High  Fae. 

And  in  a  long-sleeved,  dark  blue  gown  that  clung  to  her  curves  before  falling gracefully to the ground in a spill of fabric …

Cassian looked like someone had punched him in the gut. 

But Nesta stared right at me, the faelight shimmering along the silver combs in

her upswept hair. The others, she dutifully ignored, chin lifting as she strode for

us. I prayed that Mor and Amren, their brows high, wouldn’t say any—

“Where  did  that  dress  come  from?”  Mor  said,  red  gown  flowing  behind  her  as she breezed toward Nesta. My sister drew up short, shoulders tensing, readying

to—

But  Mor  was  already  there,  fingering  the  heavy  blue  fabric,  surveying  every

stitch.  “I  want  one,”  she  pouted.  Her  attempt,  no  doubt,  to  segue  into  an invitation to shop for a larger wardrobe with me. As High Lady, I’d need clothes

—fancier ones. Especially for this meeting. My sisters, too. 

Mor’s brown eyes flicked to mine, and I had to fight the crushing gratitude that

threatened to make my own burn as I approached them. “I assume my mate dug

it up somewhere,” I said, throwing a glance over my shoulder at Rhys, who was


perched  on  the  edge  of  the  dining  table,  flanked  by  Az  and  Cassian,  all  three Illyrians pretending that they weren’t listening to every word as they poured the

wine amongst themselves. 

Busybodies. I sent the thought down the bond, and Rhys’s dark laughter echoed

in return. 

“He  gets  all  the  credit  for  clothes,”  Mor  said,  examining  the  fabric  of  Nesta’s skirt  while  my  sister  monitored  like  a  hawk,  “and  he  never  tells  me  where  he finds them. He still won’t tell me where he found Feyre’s dress for Starfall.” She

threw a glare over her shoulder. “Bastard.” 

Rhys  chuckled.  Cassian,  however,  didn’t  smile,  every  pore  of  him  seemingly

fixed on Nesta and Mor. 

On what my sister would do. 

Mor only examined the silver combs in Nesta’s hair. “It’s a good thing we’re not

the same size—or else I might be tempted to steal that dress.” 

“Likely right off her,” Cassian muttered. 

Mor’s answering smirk wasn’t reassuring. 

But Nesta’s face remained blank. Cold. She looked Mor up and down—

noting  the  dress  that  exposed  much  of  her  midriff,  back,  and  chest,  then  the flowing skirts with sheer panels that revealed glimpses of her legs. 

Scandalous, by human fashions. “Fortunately for you,” Nesta said flatly, “I don’t

return the sentiment.” 

Azriel coughed into his wine. 

But Nesta only walked to the table and claimed a seat. 

Mor blinked, but confided to me with a wince, “I think we’re going to need a lot

more wine.” 

Nesta’s spine stiffened. But she said nothing. 

“I’ll  raid  the  collection,”  Cassian  offered,  disappearing  through  the  inner  hall doors too quickly to be casual. 

Nesta stiffened a bit more. 

Teasing  my  sister,  poking  fun  at  her  …  I  snatched  a  seat  at  Nesta’s  side  and murmured, “They mean well.” 

Nesta just ran a finger over her ivory-and-obsidian place setting, examining the

silverware  with  vines  of  night-blooming  jasmine  engraved  around  the  hilts.  “I

don’t care.” 

Amren  slid  into  the  seat  across  from  me,  right  as  Cassian  returned,  a  bottle  in each hand, and cringed. Amren said to my sister, “You’re a real piece of work.” 

Nesta’s eyes flicked up. Amren idly swirled a goblet of blood, watching her like

a cat with a new, interesting toy. 

Nesta only said, “Why do your eyes glow?” 

Little curiosity—just a blunt need for explanation. 

And no fear. None. 

Amren angled her head. “You know, none of these busybodies have ever asked

me that.” 

Those busybodies were trying not to look too concerned. As was I. 

Nesta only waited. 

Amren sighed, her dark bob swaying. “They glow because it was the one part of

me  the  containment  spell  could  not  quite  get  right.  The  one  glimpse  into  what lurks beneath.” 

“And what is beneath?” 

None  of  the  others  spoke.  Or  even  moved.  Lucien,  still  by  the  window,  had

turned the color of fresh paper. 

Amren traced a finger along the rim of her goblet, her red-tinted nail gleaming as

bright as the blood inside. “They never dared ask me that, either.” 

“Why.” 

“Because it is not polite to ask—and they are afraid.” 

Amren held Nesta’s stare, and my sister did not balk. Did not flinch. 

“We are the same, you and I,” Amren said. 

I wasn’t sure I was breathing. Through the bond, I wasn’t sure Rhys was, either. 

“Not in flesh, not in the thing that prowls beneath our skin and bones …” 

Amren’s  remarkable  eyes  narrowed.  “But  …  I  see  the  kernel,  girl.”  Amren

nodded,  more  to  herself  than  anyone.  “You  did  not  fit—the  mold  that  they

shoved  you  into.  The  path  you  were  born  upon  and  forced  to  walk.  You  tried, and yet you did not,  could not, fit. And then the path changed.” A little nod. “I know—what it is to be that way. I remember it, long ago as it was.” 

Nesta had mastered the Fae’s preternatural stillness far more quickly than I had. 

And  she  sat  there  for  a  few  heartbeats,  simply  staring  at  the  strange,  delicate female across from her, weighing the words, the power that radiated from Amren

… And then Nesta merely said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Amren’s red lips parted in a wide, serpentine smile. “When you erupt, girl, make

sure it is felt across worlds.” 

A shiver slithered down my skin. 

But  Rhys  drawled,  “Amren,  it  seems,  has  been  taking  drama  lessons  at  the

theater down the street from her house.” 

She shot him a glare. “I mean it, Rhysand—” 

“I’m sure you do,” he said, claiming the seat to my right. “But I’d prefer to eat something before you make us lose our appetites.” 

His broad hand warmed my knee as he clasped it beneath the table, giving me a

reassuring squeeze. 

Cassian took the seat on Amren’s left, Azriel beside him, Mor grabbing the seat

opposite him, leaving Lucien …

Lucien frowned at the remaining place setting at the head of the table, then at the

blank, barren spot across from Nesta. “I—shouldn’t you sit at the head?” 

Rhys  raised  an  eyebrow.  “I  don’t  care  where  you  sit.  I  only  care  about  eating something right”—he snapped his fingers—“now.” 

The food, prepared by cooks I made a point to go meet in the belly of the House, 

appeared across the table in platters and spreads and bowls. Roast meats, various

sauces  and  gravies,  rice  and  bread,  steamed  vegetables  fresh  from  the

surrounding farms … I nearly sighed at the smells curling around me. 

Lucien  slid  into  his  seat,  looking  for  all  the  world  like  he  was  perching  atop  a pincushion. 

I leaned past Nesta to explain to Lucien, “You get used to it—the informality.” 

“You say that, Feyre darling, like it’s a bad thing,” Rhys said, helping himself to

a platter of pan-fried trout before passing it to me. 

I  rolled  my  eyes,  sliding  a  few  crispy  pieces  onto  my  plate.  “It  took  me  by surprise that first dinner we all had, just so you know.” 

“Oh, I know.” Rhys grinned. 

Cassian sniggered. 

“Honestly,”  I  said  to  Lucien,  who  wordlessly  stacked  a  pile  of  buttery  green beans onto his plate but didn’t touch it, perhaps marveling at the simple fare, so

at odds with the overwrought dishes of Spring, “Azriel is the only polite one.” A

few cries of outrage from Mor and Cassian, but a ghost

of a smile danced on the shadowsinger’s mouth as he dipped his head and hauled a platter of roast beets sprinkled with goat cheese toward himself. 

“Don’t even try to pretend that it’s not true.” 

“Of course it’s true,” Mor said with a loud sigh, “but you needn’t make us sound

like  heathens.” 

“I would have thought you’d find that term to be a compliment, Mor,” 

Rhys said mildly. 

Nesta  was  watching  the  volley  of  words  as  if  it  were  a  sporting  match,  eyes darting  between  us.  She  didn’t  reach  for  any  food,  so  I  took  the  liberty  of dumping spoonfuls of various things onto her plate. 

She watched that, too. 

And when I paused, moving on to further fill my own plate, Nesta said, 

“I understand—what you meant about the food.” 

It took me a moment to recall—to remember that particular conversation back at

our  father’s  estate,  when  she  and  I  had  been  at  each  other’s  throats  over  the differences between human and Fae food. It was the same in terms of  what was

served, but it just …  tasted better above the wall. 

“Is that a compliment?” 

Nesta  didn’t  return  my  smile  as  she  speared  some  asparagus  with  her  fork  and dug in. 

And I figured it was as good a time as any as I said to Cassian, “What time are

we back in the training ring tomorrow?” 

To his credit, Cassian didn’t so much as glance at Nesta as he replied with a lazy

smile, “I’d say dawn, but since I’m feeling rather grateful that you’re back in one

piece, I’ll let you sleep in. Let’s meet at seven.” 

“I’d hardly call that sleeping in,” I said. 

“For an Illyrian, it is,” Mor muttered. 

Cassian’s wings rustled. “Daylight is a precious resource.” 

“We live in the  Night Court,” Mor countered. 

Cassian  only  grimaced  at  Rhys  and  Azriel.  “I  told  you  that  the  moment  we

started letting females into our group, they’d be nothing but trouble.” 

“As  far  as  I  can  recall,  Cassian,”  Rhys  countered  drily,  “you  actually  said  you needed a reprieve from staring at our ugly faces, and that some  ladies

would add some much-needed prettiness for you to look at all day.” 

“Pig,” Amren said. 

Cassian gave her a vulgar gesture that made Lucien choke on his green beans. “I

was  a  young  Illyrian  and  didn’t  know  better,”  he  said,  then  pointed  his  fork  at Azriel. “Don’t try to blend into the shadows. You said the same thing.” 

“He  did  not,”  Mor  said,  and  the  shadows  that  Azriel  had  indeed  been  subtly

weaving  around  himself  vanished.  “Azriel  has  never  once  said  anything  that

awful. Only you, Cassian. Only you.” 

The  general  of  the  High  Lord’s  armies  stuck  out  his  tongue.  Mor  returned  the gesture. 

Amren scowled at Rhys. “You’d be wise to leave  both of them at home for the

meeting with the others, Rhysand. They’ll cause nothing but trouble.” 

I dared a peek at Lucien—just to gauge his reaction. 

His face was indeed controlled, but—a hint of surprise twinkled there. 

Wariness,  too,  but  …  surprise.  I  risked  another  glance  at  Nesta,  but  she  was watching her plate, dutifully ignoring the others. 

Rhys said, “It remains to be seen if they’ll be joining us.” Lucien looked at him

then,  the  curiosity  in  that  one  eye  unmistakable.  Rhys  noted  it  and  shrugged. 

“You’ll  find  out  soon  enough,  I  suppose.  Invitations  are  going  out  tomorrow, 

calling all the High Lords to gather to discuss this war.” 

Lucien’s hand tightened on his fork. “All?” 

I wasn’t sure if he meant Tamlin or his father, but Rhys nodded nonetheless. 

Lucien considered. “Can I offer my unsolicited advice?” 

Rhys  smirked.  “I  think  that’s  the  first  time  anyone  at  this  table  has  ever  asked such a thing.” 

Mor and Cassian now stuck out their tongues at him. 

But Rhys waved a lazy hand at Lucien. “By all means, advise away.” 

Lucien studied my mate, then me. “I assume Feyre is going.” 

“I am.” 

Amren  sipped  from  her  glass  of  blood—the  only  sound  in  the  room  as  Lucien

considered again. “Are you planning to hide her powers?” 

Silence. 

Rhys at last said, “That was something I’d planned to discuss with my mate. Are

you leaning one way or another, Lucien?” 

There was still something sharp in his tone, something just a little vicious. 

Lucien studied me again, and it was an effort not to squirm. “My father would

likely join with Hybern if he thought he stood a chance of getting his power back

that way—by killing you.” 

A snarl from Rhys. 

“Your  brothers  saw  me,  though,”  I  said,  setting  down  my  fork.  “Perhaps  they

could mistake the flame as yours, but the ice …” 

Lucien  jerked  his  chin  to  Azriel.  “That’s  the  information  you  need  to  gather. 

What my father knows—if my brothers realized what she was doing. 

You need to start from there, and build your plan for this meeting accordingly.” 

Mor said, “Eris might keep that information to himself and convince the others

to as well, if he thinks it’ll be more useful that way.” I wondered if Mor looked

at  that  red  hair,  the  golden-brown  skin  that  was  a  few  shades  darker  than  his brothers’, and still saw Eris. 

Lucien said evenly, “Perhaps. But we need to find that out. If Beron or Eris has

that information, they’ll use it to their advantage in that meeting—

to  control  it.  Or  control  you.  Or  they  might  not  show  up  at  all,  and  instead  go right to Hybern.” 

Cassian swore softly, and I was inclined to echo the sentiment. 

Rhys  swirled  his  wine  once,  set  it  down,  and  said  to  Lucien,  “You  and  Azriel should talk. Tomorrow.” 

Lucien glanced toward the shadowsinger—who only nodded at him. 

“I’m at your disposal.” 

None of us were dumb enough to ask if he’d be willing to reveal details on the

Spring  Court.  If  he  thought  that  Tamlin  would  arrive.  That  was  perhaps  a

conversation best left for another time. With just him and me. 

Rhys  leaned  back  in  his  seat.  Contemplating—something.  His  jaw  tightened, 

then he let out a near-silent huff of air. Steeling himself. 

For  whatever  he  was  about  to  reveal,  whatever  plans  he  had  decided  not  to

reveal  until  now.  And  even  as  my  stomach  tightened,  some  sort  of  thrill  went through me at it—at that clever mind at work. 

Until Rhys said, “There is another meeting that needs to be had—and soon.” 
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“Please don’t say we need to go to the Court of Nightmares,” Cassian grumbled

around a mouthful of food. 

Rhys lifted a brow. “Not in the mood to terrorize our friends there?” 

Mor’s golden face paled. “You mean to ask my father to fight in this war,” she

said to Rhys. 

I reined in my sharp intake of breath. 

“What is the Court of Nightmares?” Nesta demanded. 

Lucien  answered  for  us.  “The  place  where  the  rest  of  the  world  believes  the majority of the Night Court to be.” He jerked his chin at Rhys. “The seat of his

power. Or it was.” 

“Oh,  it  still  is,”  Rhys  said.  “To  everyone  outside  Velaris.”  He  leveled  a  steady look at Mor. “And yes. Keir’s Darkbringer legion is considerable enough that a

meeting is warranted.” 

The last meeting had resulted in Keir’s arm being shattered in so many places it

had gone saggy. I doubted the male would be inclined to help us anytime soon—

perhaps why Rhys wanted this meeting. 

Nesta’s brows narrowed. “Why not just order them? Don’t they answer to you?” 

Cassian set down his fork, food forgotten. “Unfortunately, there are protocols in

place between our two subcourts regarding this sort of thing. 

They mostly govern themselves—with Mor’s father their steward.” 

Mor’s throat bobbed. Azriel watched her carefully, his mouth a tight line. 

“The  steward  of  the  Hewn  City  is  legally  entitled  to  refuse  to  aid  my  armies,” 

Rhys explained to Nesta, to me. “It was part of the agreement my ancestor made

with  the  Court  of  Nightmares  all  those  thousands  of  years  ago.  They  would

remain  within  that  mountain,  would  not  challenge  or  disturb  us  beyond  its

borders … and would retain the right to decide  not to assist in war.” 

“And have they—refused?” I asked. 

Mor  nodded  gravely.  “Twice.  Not  my  father.”  She  nearly  choked  on  the  word. 

“But … there were two wars. Long, long ago. They chose not to fight. We won, 

but … barely. At great cost.” 

And with this war upon us … we would need every ally we could muster. Every

army. 

“We leave in two days,” Rhys said. 

“He’ll say no,” Mor countered. “Don’t waste your time.” 

“Then I shall have to find a way to convince him otherwise.” 

Mor’s eyes flashed. “What?” 

Azriel and Cassian shifted in their seats, and Amren clicked her tongue at Rhys. 

Disapproval. 

“He  fought  in  the  War,”  Rhys  said  calmly.  “Perhaps  we’ll  be  lucky  this  time, too.” 

“I’ll  remind  you  that  the  Darkbringer  legion  was  nearly  as  bad  as  the  enemy when it came to their behavior,” Mor said, pushing her plate away. 

“There will be new rules.” 

“You will not be in a position to make rules, and you know it,” Mor snapped. 

Rhys only swirled his wine again. “We’ll see.” 

I glanced to Cassian. The general shook his head subtly.  Stay out of this  one.  For now. 

I swallowed, nodding back with equal faintness. 

Mor whipped her head toward Azriel. “What do  you think?” 

The shadowsinger held her stare, his face unreadable. Considering. I tried not to

hold my breath. Defending the female he loved or siding with his High Lord …

“It’s not my call to make.” 

“That’s a bullshit answer,” Mor challenged. 

I could have sworn hurt flickered in Azriel’s eyes, but he only shrugged, his face

again a mask of cold indifference. Mor’s lips pursed. 

“You don’t need to come, Mor,” Rhys said with that calm, even voice. 

“Of  course  I’m  coming.  It’ll  make  it  worse  if  I’m  not  there.”  She  drained  her wine in one swift tilt of her head. “I suppose I have two days now to find a dress

suitable to horrify my father.” 

Amren, at least, chuckled at that, Cassian rumbling a laugh as well. 

But Rhys watched Mor for a long minute, some of the stars in his eyes winking

out.  I  debated  asking  if  there  was  some  other  way,  some  path  to  avoid   this awfulness  between  us,  but  …  Earlier,  I  had  snapped  at  him.  And  with  Lucien

and my sister here … I kept my mouth shut. 

Well,  about  that  matter.  In  the  silence  that  fell,  I  scrambled  for  any  scrap  of normalcy and turned again to Cassian. “Let’s train at   eight tomorrow. I’ll meet you in the ring.” 

“Seven  thirty,”  he  said  with  a  disarming  grin—one  that  most  of  his  enemies

would likely run from. Lucien went back to picking at his food. 

Mor  refilled  her  wineglass,  Azriel  monitoring  every  move  she  made,  his  fork

clenched in his scarred hand. 

“Eight,”  I  countered  with  a  flat  look.  I  turned  to  Nesta,  silent  and  watchful through all of this. “Care to join?” 

“No.” 

The  beat  of  silence  was  too  pointed  to  be  dismissed.  But  I  gave  my  sister  a casual shrug, reaching for the wine jug. Then I said to none of them in particular, 

“I want to learn how to fly.” 

Mor  spewed  her  wine  across  the  table,  splattering  it  right  across  Azriel’s  chest and neck. The shadowsinger was too busy gawking at me to even notice. 

Cassian looked torn between howling at Azriel and gaping. 

My magic was still too weak to grow those Illyrian wings, but I gestured to the

Illyrians and said, “I want you to teach me.” 

Mor  blurted,  “Really?”  while  Lucien—   Lucien—said,  “Well,  that  explains  the wings.” 

Nesta leaned forward to appraise me. “What wings?” 

“I can—shape-shift,” I admitted. “And with the oncoming conflict,” I declared to

all of them, “knowing how to fly might be … useful.” I jerked my chin toward

Cassian, who now studied me with unnerving intensity—

sizing  me  up.  “I  assume  the  battles  against  Hybern  will  include  Illyrians.”  A shallow nod from the general. “Then I plan to fight with you. In the skies.” 

I waited for the objections, for Rhys to shut it down. 

There was only the howling wind outside the dining room windows. 

Cassian whooshed out a breath. “I don’t know if it’s technically even possible—

time-wise. You’d have to learn not only how to fly, but how to bear the weight

of your shield and weapons—and how to work within an Illyrian unit. It takes us

decades to master that last part alone. We have months at best—weeks at worst.” 

My chest sank a bit. 

“Then we’ll teach her what we know until then,” Rhys said. But the stars in his

eyes turned stone-cold as he added, “I’ll give her any shot at an advantage—at

getting  away  if  things  go  to  shit.  Even  a  day  of  training  might  make  a

difference.” 

Azriel  tucked  in  his  wings,  his  beautiful  features  uncharacteristically  soft. 

Contemplative. “I’ll teach you.” 

“Are you … certain?” I asked. 

The  unreadable  mask  slipped  back  over  Azriel’s  face.  “Rhys  and  Cass  were

taught how to fly so young that they barely remember it.” 

But  Azriel,  locked  in  his  hateful  father’s  dungeons  like  some  criminal  until  he was eleven, denied the ability to fly, to fight, to do anything his Illyrian instincts

screamed at him to do …

Darkness  rumbled  down  the  bond.  Not  anger  at  me,  but  …  as  Rhys,  too, 

remembered  what  had  been  done  to  his  friend.  He’d  never  forgotten.  None  of

them had. It was an effort not to look at the brutal scars coating Azriel’s hands. I

prayed Nesta wouldn’t inquire about it. 

“We’ve taught plenty of younglings the basics,” Cassian countered. 

Azriel  shook  his  head,  shadows  twining  around  his  wrists.  “It’s  not  the  same. 

When you’re older, the fears, the mental blocks … it’s different.” 

None of them, not even Amren, said anything. 

Azriel only said to me, “I’ll teach you. Train with Cass for a few hours, and I’ll

meet  you  when  you’re  through.”  He  added  to  Lucien,  who  did  not  balk  from

those writhing shadows, “After lunch, we’ll meet.” 

I swallowed, but nodded. “Thank you.” And perhaps Azriel’s kindness snapped

some sort of tether in me, but I turned to Nesta. “The King of Hybern is trying to

bring  down  the  wall  by  using  the  Cauldron  to  expand  the  holes  already  in  it.” 

Her blue-gray eyes revealed nothing—only simmering rage at the king’s name. 

“I might be able to patch up those holes, but you … being made of the Cauldron

itself … if the Cauldron can widen those holes, perhaps you can close them, too. 

With training—in whatever time we have.” 

“I can show you,” Amren clarified to my sister. “Or, in theory I can. If we start

soon—tomorrow morning.” She considered, then declared to Rhys, 

“When you go to the Court of Nightmares, we will go with you.” 

I whipped my head to Amren. “What?” The thought of Nesta in that place—

“The Hewn City is a trove of objects of power,” Amren explained. 

“There  may  be  opportunities  to  practice.  Let  the  girl  get  a  feel  for  what

something like the wall or the Cauldron might be like.” She added when Azriel

seem poised to object, “Covertly.” 

Nesta said nothing. 

I waited for her outright refusal, the cold shutdown of all hope. 

But Nesta only asked, “Why not just kill the King of Hybern before he can act?” 

Utter silence. 

Amren said a bit softly, “If you want his killing blow, girl, it’s yours.” 

Nesta’s gaze drifted toward the open interior doors of the dining room. 

As if she could see all the way to Elain. “What happened to the human queens?” 

I blinked. “What do you mean?” 

“Were they made immortal?” This question went to Azriel. 

Azriel’s Siphons smoldered. “Reports have been murky and inconsistent. 

Some say yes, others say no.” 

Nesta examined her wineglass. 

Cassian braced his forearms on the table. “Why?” 

Nesta’s eyes shot right to his face. She spoke quietly to me, to all of us, even as

she held Cassian’s gaze as if he were the only one in the room. “By the end of

this war, I want them dead. The king, the queens—all of them. 

Promise  me  you’ll  kill  them  all,  and  I’ll  help  you  patch  up  the  wall.  I’ll  train with her”—a jerk of her chin to Amren—“I’ll go to the Hewn City or whatever it

is … I’ll do it. But only if you promise me that.” 

“Fine,” I said. “And we might need your assistance during the meeting with the

High  Lords—to  provide  testimony  to  other  courts  and  allies  of  what  Hybern  is capable of. What was done to you.” 

“No.” 

“You  don’t  mind  fixing  the  wall  or  going  to  the  Court  of  Nightmares,  but
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speaking to people is where you draw your line?” 

Nesta’s mouth tightened. “No.” 

High  Lady  or  sister;  sister  or  High  Lady  …  “People’s  lives  might  depend  on

your  account  of  it.  The  success  of  this  meeting  with  the  High  Lords  might

depend upon it.” 

She gripped the arms of her chair, as if restraining herself. “Don’t talk down to

me. My answer is no.” 

I angled my head. “I understand that what happened to you was horrible

—” 

“You have  no idea what it was or was not. None. And I am not going to grovel

like  one  of  those  Children  of  the  Blessed,  begging  High  Fae  who  would  have

gladly killed me as a mortal to help us. I’m not going to tell them  that story—

 my story.” 

“The  High  Lords  might  not  believe  our  account,  which  makes  you  a  valuable

witness—” 

Nesta  shoved  her  chair  back,  chucking  her  napkin  on  her  plate,  gravy  soaking through the fine linen. “Then it is not my problem if you’re unreliable. I’ll help

you with the wall, but I am not going to whore my story

around  to  everyone  on  your  behalf.”  She  shot  to  her  feet,  color  rising  to  her ordinarily pale face, and hissed, “And if you even  dare suggest to Elain that she do such a thing, I will rip out your  throat.” 

Her eyes lifted from mine to sweep over everyone—extending the threat. 

None of us spoke as she left the dining room and slammed the door shut behind

her. 

I slumped in my chair, resting my head against the back. 

Something  thumped  in  front  of  me.  A  bottle  of  wine.  “It’s  fine  if  you  drink directly from it,” was all Mor said. 

“I’d say Nesta rivals Amren for sheer bloodthirstiness,” Rhys mused hours later

as he and I walked alone through the streets of Velaris. “The only difference is

that Amren actually drinks it.” 

I  snorted,  shaking  my  head  as  we  turned  onto  the  broad  street  beside  the  Sidra and meandered along the star-flecked river. 

So many scars still marred the lovely buildings of Velaris, streets gouged from

fallen debris and claws. Most of it had been repaired, but some storefronts had

been  left  boarded  up,  some  homes  along  the  river  no  more  than  mounds  of

rubble.  We’d  flown  down  from  the  House  as  soon  as  we’d  finished  dinner—

well,  the  wine,  I  supposed.  Mor  had  taken  another  bottle  with  her  when  she’d disappeared into the House, Azriel frowning after her. 

Rhys and I hadn’t invited anyone else with us. He’d only asked me through the

bond,  Walk with me?  And I’d merely given him a subtle nod. 

And here we were. We’d walked for over an hour now, mostly quiet, mostly …

thinking. Of the words and information and threats shared today. 

Neither  of  us  slowed  our  steps  until  we  reached  that  little  restaurant  where  we had all dined under the stars one night. 

Something tight in my chest eased as I beheld the untouched building, the potted

citrus plants sighing in the river breeze. And on that breeze …

those delectable, rich spices, garlicky meat, simmering tomatoes … I leaned

my  back  against  the  rail  along  the  river  walkway,  watching  the  restaurant

workers serve the packed tables. 

“Who knows,” I murmured, answering him at last. “Perhaps Nesta will take up

the blood-drinking habit, too. I certainly believe her threat to rip out my throat. 

Maybe she’ll enjoy the taste.” 

Rhys  chuckled,  the  sound  rumbling  into  my  bones  as  he  took  up  a  spot  beside me,  his  elbows  braced  on  the  rail,  wings  tucked  in  tight.  I  breathed  in  deeply, 

taking  the  citrus-and-sea  scent  of  him  into  my  lungs,  my  blood.  His  mouth grazed my neck. “Will you hate me if I say that Nesta is …

difficult?” 

I laughed softly. “I’d say this went fairly well, all things considered. She agreed

to one thing, at least.” I chewed on my lower lip. “I shouldn’t have asked her in

public. I made a mistake.” 

He remained silent, listening. 

“With the others,” I asked, “how do you find that balance—between High Lord

and family?” 

Rhys considered. “It isn’t easy. I’ve made plenty of bad calls over the centuries. 

So I hate to tell you that tonight might only be the start of it.” 

I  loosed  a  long  sigh.  “I  should  have  considered  that  telling  strangers  what

happened  to  her  in  Hybern  might  …  might  not  be  something  she  was

comfortable  with.  My  sister  has  been  a  private  person  her  entire  life,  even

amongst us.” 

Rhys  leaned  in  to  kiss  my  neck  again.  “Earlier  today—at  the  loft,”  he  said, pulling back to meet my eyes. Unflinching. Open. “I didn’t mean to insult her.” 

“I’m sorry I snapped at you.” 

He  lifted  a  dark  brow.  “Why  in  hell  would  you  be?  I  insulted  your  sister;  you defended her. You had every right to kick my ass for it.” 

“I didn’t mean to … undermine you.” 

Shadows flickered in his eyes. “Ah.” He twisted toward the Sidra, and I followed

suit.  The  water  meandered  past,  its  dark  surface  rippling  with  golden  faelights from the streetlamps and the bright jewels of the Rainbow. 

“That  was  why  it  was  …  strange  between  us  this  afternoon.”  He  cringed  and

faced me fully. “Mother above, Feyre.” 

My  cheeks  heated  and  I  interrupted  before  he  could  continue.  “I  get  why, 

though.  A  solid,  unified  front  is  important.”  I  scratched  at  the  smooth  wood  of the rail with a finger. “Especially for us.” 

“Not amongst our family.” 

Warmth spread through me at the words—  our family. 

He  took  my  hand,  interlacing  our  fingers.  “We  can  make  whatever  rules  we

want.  You  have  every  right  to  question  me,  push  me—both  in  private  and  in

public.” A snort. “Of course, if you decide to truly kick my ass, I might request

that it’s done behind closed doors so I don’t have to suffer centuries of teasing, 

but—” 

“I won’t undermine you in public. And you won’t undermine me.” 

He remained quiet, letting me think, speak. 

“We can question each other through the bond if we’re around people other than

our  friends,”  I  said.  “But  for  now,  for  these  initial  years,  I’d  like  to  show  the world a unified front … That is, if we survive.” 

“We’ll  survive.”  Uncompromising  will  in  those  words,  that  face.  “But  I  want

you to feel comfortable pushing me, calling me out—” 

“When have I ever  not done that?” He smiled. But I added, “I want you to do the

same—for me.” 

“Deal. But amongst our family … call me on my bullshit all you want. I insist, 

actually.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s fun.” 

I nudged him with an elbow. 

“Because  you’re  my  equal,”  he  said.  “And  as  much  as  that  means  having  each

other’s backs in public, it also means that we grant each other the gift of honesty. 

Of truth.” 

I surveyed the bustling city around us. “Can I give you a bit of truth, then?” 

He stilled, but said, “Always.” 

I blew out a breath. “I think you should be careful—working with Keir. 

Not for how despicable he is, but because … I think you could truly wound Mor

if you don’t play it right.” 

Rhys dragged a hand through his hair. “I know. I know.” 

“Is it worth it—whatever troops he can offer? If it means hurting her?” 

“We’ve been working with Keir for centuries. She should be used to it by now. 

And  yes—his  troops  are  worth  it.  The  Darkbringers  are  well  trained,  powerful, and have been idle too long.” 

I considered. “The last time we went to the Court of Nightmares, I played your

whore.” 

He winced at the word. 

“But I am now your High Lady,” I went on, stroking a finger over the back of

his  hand.  He  tracked  the  movement.  My  voice  dropped  lower.  “To  get  Keir  to

agree to aid us … Any tips on what mask I should wear to the Hewn City?” 

“It’s for you to decide,” he said, still watching my finger trace idle circles on his

skin. “You’ve seen how I am there—how we are. It is for you to decide how to

play into that.” 

“I  suppose  I’d  better  decide  soon—not  just  for  this,  but  the  meeting  with  the other High Lords in two weeks.” 

Rhys slid a sidelong glance to me. “Every court is invited.” 

“I doubt he’ll come, given that he is Hybern’s ally and knows we’d kill him.” 

The  river  breeze  stirred  his  blue-black  hair.  “The  meeting  will  occur  with  a binding  spell  that  forces  us  all  into  cease-fire.  If  someone  breaks  it  while  the meeting occurs, the magic will demand a steep cost. Probably their life. 

Tamlin wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack—nor us him.” 

“Why invite him at all?” 

“Excluding him will only give him more ammunition against us. Believe me, I

have  little  desire  to  see  him.  Or  Beron.  Who  perhaps  is  higher  on  my  kill  list than Tamlin right now.” 

“Tarquin will be there. And  we are pretty high on his kill list.” 

“Even with the blood rubies, he wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack during the

meeting.” Rhys sighed through his nose. 

“How many allies can we count on? Beyond Keir and the Hewn City, I mean.” I

glanced  down  the  river  walkway.  The  diners  and  revelers  were  too  busy

enjoying  themselves  to  even  note  our  presence,  even  with  Rhys’s  recognizable

wings. Still—perhaps not the best place for this conversation. 

“I’m not sure,” Rhys admitted. “Helion and his Day Court, probably. 

Kallias … maybe. Things have been strained with the Winter Court since Under

the Mountain.” 

“I assume Azriel is going to be finding out more.” 

“He’s already on the hunt.” 

I nodded. “Amren claimed she and Nesta needed help researching ways to repair

the  wall.”  I  gestured  to  the  city.  “Point  me  toward  the  best  library  to  find  that sort of thing.” 

Rhys’s brows lifted. “Right now? Your work ethic puts mine to shame.” 

I hissed, “Tomorrow, smartass.” 

He  chuckled,  wings  flaring  and  tucking  in  tight.  Wings  …  wings  he’d  allowed

Lucien to see. 

“You trust Lucien.” 

Rhys  angled  his  head  at  the  not-quite  question.  “I  trust  in  the  fact  that  we

currently have possession of the one thing he wants above all else. And as long as that remains, he’ll try to stay on our good side. But if that changes

… His talent was wasted in the Spring Court. There was a reason he had that fox

mask, you know.” His mouth tugged to the side. “If he got Elain away, back to

Spring or wherever … do you believe, deep down, that he wouldn’t sell what he

knows? Either for gain, or to ensure she stays safe?” 

“You let him hear everything tonight, though.” 

“None  of  it  is  information  that  would  let  Hybern  wreck  us.  The  king  likely

already knows that we’ll go for Keir’s alliance—that we’ll try to find a way to

stop  him  from  bringing  down  the  wall.  He  wasn’t  subtle  with  Dagdan  and

Brannagh’s  searching.  And  he’ll  expect  us  to  try  to  band  the  High  Lords

together. Which is why the meeting location will not be decided until later. Will

I tell Lucien then? Bring him along?” 

I considered his question: Did  I trust Lucien? “I don’t know, either,” I admitted, and sighed. “I don’t like that Elain is a pawn in this.” 

“I know. It’s never easy.” 

He’d dealt with such things for centuries. “I want to wait—see what Lucien does

over the next two weeks. How he acts, with us and Elain. What Azriel thinks of

him.” I frowned. “He’s not a bad person—he’s not evil.” 

“He certainly isn’t.” 

“I  just  …”  I  met  his  calm,  steady  stare.  “There  is  risk  in  trusting  him  without question.” 

“Did he discuss what he feels regarding Tamlin?” 

“No. I didn’t want to push on that. He was … remorseful about what happened

with me, and Hybern, and Elain. Would  he have felt that way without Elain  in

the mix? I don’t know—maybe. I don’t think he would have left, though.” 

Rhys  brushed  the  hair  from  my  face.  “It’s  all  part  of  the  game,  Feyre  darling. 

Who to trust, when to trust them—what information to barter.” 

“Do you enjoy it?” 

“Sometimes. Right now, I don’t. Not when the risks are this high.” His fingers

grazed my brow. “When I have so much to lose.” 

I laid my palm on his chest, right over those Illyrian tattoos beneath his clothes, 

right over his heart. Felt the sturdy beat echoing into my skin and bones. 

I forgot the city around us as he met my eyes, lips hovering over my skin, and

murmured,  “We  will  keep  planning  for  the  future,  war  or  no  war.  I  will  keep planning for our future.” 

My throat burned, and I nodded. 

“We deserve to be happy,” he said, his eyes sparkling enough to tell me that he

recalled the words I’d given him on the town house roof after the attack. “And I

will fight with everything I have to ensure it.” 

“We will fight,” I said hoarsely. “Not just you—not anymore.” 

Too much. He had given too much already, and still seemed to think it was not

enough. 

But Rhys only peered over his broad shoulder, to the cheerful restaurant behind

us.  “That  first  night  we  all  came  here,”  he  said,  and  I  followed  his  gaze, watching  the  workers  set  the  tables  with  loving  precision.  “When  you  told

Sevenda  that  you  felt  awake  while  eating  her  food  …”  He  shook  his  head.  “It was  the  first  time  you  had  looked  …  peaceful.  Like  you  were  indeed  awake, 

 alive again. I was so relieved I thought I’d puke right onto the table.” 

I recalled the long, strange look he’d given me when I’d finally spoken. 

Then the long walk we’d taken home, when we’d heard that music he’d sent to

my cell Under the Mountain. 

I pushed off the rail and tugged him toward the bridge that spanned the Sidra—

the bridge to take us home. Let the debate over who’d give the most in this war

rest  for  now.  “Walk  with  me—through  the  Rainbow.”  The  glittering,  colorful

jewel of the city, the beating heart that housed the artists’

quarter. Vibrant and thrumming at this hour of the night. 

I linked arms with him before saying, “You and this city helped wake me up—

helped bring me back to life.” His eyes flickered as I smiled up at him. 

“I will fight with everything I have, too, Rhys. Everything.” 

He  only  kissed  the  top  of  my  head,  tugging  me  closer  as  we  crossed  the  Sidra under the starry sky. 
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It  was  a  good  thing  I’d  insisted  on  meeting  Cassian  at  eight,  because  even

though I awoke at dawn, one look at Rhysand’s sleeping face had me deciding to

spend the morning slowly, sweetly waking him up. 

I  was  still  flushed  by  the  time  Rhys  dropped  me  at  the  sparring  ring  atop  the House of Wind, the space surrounded by a wall of red rock, the top open to the

elements.  He  promised  to  meet  me  after  lunch  to  show  me  the  library  for  my researching, then gave me a roguish wink and kiss on the cheek before he shot

back into the sky with a powerful flap of his wings. 

Leaning  against  the  wall  beside  the  weapons  rack,  Cassian  only  said,  “I  hope you didn’t exert yourself too much already, because this is  really going to hurt.” 

I rolled my eyes, even as I tried to shut out the image of Rhysand laying me on

my stomach, then kissing his way down my spine. Lower. Tried to shut out the

feeling of his strong hands gripping my hips and lifting them up, up, until he lay

beneath  them  and  feasted  on  me,  until  I  was  quietly  begging  him  and  he  rose behind  me  and  I  had  to  bite  my  pillow  to  keep  from  waking  the  whole  house with my moaning. 

Rhysand in the morning was … I didn’t have words for what it was when he was

unhurried and lazy and wicked, when his hair was still mussed with sleep and his

eyes  got  that  glazed,  purely  male  gleam  in  them.  They’d  still  had  that  lazy, satisfied  glint  a  moment  ago,  and  his  mockingly  chaste  kiss  on  my  cheek  had sent a red-hot line through me. 

Later. I’d torture him later. 

For  now  …  I  strode  to  where  Cassian  stood,  rotating  my  shoulders.  “Two

Illyrian males making me sweat in one morning. What’s a female to do?” 

Cassian barked a laugh. “At least you showed up with some spirit.” 

I grinned, bracing my hands on my hips as I surveyed the weapons rack. 

“Which one?” 

“None.” He jerked his chin toward the ring etched in white chalk behind us. “It’s

been a while since we trained. We’re spending today going over the basics.” 

The  words  were  laced  with  enough  tightness  that  I  said,  “It  hasn’t  been  that long.” 

“It’s been a month and a half.” 

I studied him, the wings tucked in tight, the shoulder-length dark hair. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” He stalked past me to the ring. 

“Is it Nesta?” 

“Not everything in my life is about your sister, you know.” 

I  kept  my  mouth  shut  on  that  front.  “Is  it  something  with  the  Court  of

Nightmares visit tomorrow?” 

Cassian  shucked  off  his  shirt,  revealing  rippling  muscles  covered  in  beautiful, intricate  tattoos.  Illyrian  markings  for  luck  and  glory.  “It’s  nothing.  Get  into position.” 

I obeyed, even as I eyed him carefully. “You’re … angry.” 

He refused to speak until I started my circuit of warm-ups: various lunges, kicks, 

and  stretches  designed  to  loosen  my  muscles.  And  only  when  we’d  begun

sparring, his hands wrapped against my onslaught of punching, did he say, “You

and Rhys hid the truth from us. And we went into Hybern blind about it.” 

“About what?” 

“That you’re High Lady.” 

I jabbed at his raised hands in a one-two combination, breathing hard. 

“What difference would it have made?” 

“It would have changed  everything. None of it would have gone down like that.” 

“Perhaps that’s why Rhys decided to keep it a secret.” 

“Hybern was a  disaster.” 

I halted my punching. “You knew I was his mate when we went. I don’t see how

being High Lady alters anything.” 

“It does.” 

I put my hands on my hips, ignoring his motion to continue. “Why?” 

Cassian dragged a hand through his hair. “Because … because as his mate, you

were still … his to protect. Oh, don’t get that look. He’s yours to protect, too. I

would have laid my life down for you as his mate—and as your friend. But you

were still … his.” 

“And as High Lady?” 

Cassian loosed a rough breath. “As High Lady, you are  mine. And Azriel’s, and

Mor’s and Amren’s. You belong to all of us, and we belong to  you. We would

not have … put you in so much danger.” 

“Maybe that’s why Rhys wanted to keep it a secret. It would have changed your

focus.” 

“This  is  between  you  and  me.  And  trust  me,  Rhys  and  I  had  …   words  about this.” 

I lifted a brow. “You’re mad at me?” 

He shook his head, eyes shuttering. 

“Cassian.” 

He just held up his hands in a silent order to continue. 

I sighed and began again. It was only after I’d gotten through fifteen repetitions

and was panting heavily that Cassian said, “You didn’t think you were essential. 

You saved our asses, yes, but … you didn’t think you were essential here.” 

One-two,  one-two,  one-two.  “I’m  not.”  He  opened  his  mouth,  but  I  charged

ahead, speaking around my gasps for breath. “You all have a …

duty—you’re all vital. Yes, I have my own abilities, but … You and Azriel were

hurt, my sisters were … you know what happened to them. I did what

I could to get us out. I’d rather it was me than any of you. I couldn’t have lived

with the alternative.” 

His upraised hands were unfaltering as I pummeled them. “Anything could have

happened to you at the Spring Court.” 

I stopped again. “If Rhys isn’t grilling me with the overprotective bullshit, then I

don’t see why  you—” 

“Don’t  for  one  moment  think  that  Rhys  wasn’t  beside  himself  with  worry.  Oh, 

he seems collected enough, Feyre, but I know him. And every moment you were

gone, he was in a  panic. Yes, he knew—we knew—you could handle yourself. 

But it doesn’t stop us from worrying.” 

I  shook  out  my  sore  hands,  then  rubbed  my  already-aching  arms.  “You  were

mad at him, too.” 

“If I hadn’t been healing, I would have kicked his ass from one end of Velaris to

the other.” 

I didn’t reply. 

“We were all terrified for you.” 

“I managed just fine.” 

“Of  course  you  did.  We  knew  you  would.  But  …”  Cassian  crossed  his  arms. 

“Rhys pulled the same shit fifty years ago. When he went to that damned party

Amarantha threw.” 

Oh.  Oh. 

“I’ll  never  forget  it,  you  know,”  he  said,  blowing  out  a  breath.  “The  moment when he spoke to us all, mind to mind. When I realized what was happening, and

that … he’d saved us. Trapped us here and tied our hands, but …” He scratched

at  his  temple.  “It  went  quiet—in  my  head.  In  a  way  it  hadn’t  been  before.  Not since …” Cassian squinted at the cloudless sky. 

“Even with utter hell unleashing here, across our territory, I just went …

quiet.” He tapped the side of his head with a finger, and frowned. “After Hybern, 

the  healer  kept  me  asleep  while  she  worked  on  my  wings.  So  when  I  woke  up two weeks later … that’s when I heard. And when Mor told me what happened

to you … It went quiet again.” 

I swallowed against the constriction of my throat. “You found me when I needed

you most, Cassian.” 

“Pleased to be of service.” He gave me a grim smile. “You can rely on us, you

know. Both of you. He’s inclined to do everything himself—to   give everything

of himself. He can’t stand to let anyone else offer up anything.” 

That smile faded. “Neither can you.” 

“And you can?” 

“It’s not easy, but yes. I’m general of his armies. Part of that includes knowing

how  to  delegate.  I’ve  been  with  Rhys  for  over  five  hundred  years  and  he  still tries to do everything himself. Still thinks it’s not enough.” 

I knew that—too well. And the thought of Rhys, in this war, trying to take on all

that faced us … Nausea churned in my gut. “He gives orders all the time.” 

“Yes. And he’s good at knowing what we excel at. But when it comes down to it

…”  Cassian  adjusted  the  wrappings  on  his  hands.  “If  the  High  Lords  and  Keir don’t  step  up,  he’ll  still  face  Hybern.  And  will  take  the  brunt  of  it  so  we  don’t have to.” 

An unshakable, queasy sort of tightness pushed in on me. Rhys would survive—

he wouldn’t dare sacrifice everything to make sure we—

Rhys would. He had with Amarantha, and he’d do it again without hesitation. 

I shut it out. Shoved it down. Focused on my breathing. 

Something drew Cassian’s attention behind me. And even as his body remained

casual, a predatory gleam flickered in his eyes. 

I didn’t need to turn to know who was standing there. 

“Care to join?” Cassian purred. 

Nesta  said,  “It  doesn’t  look  like  you’re  exercising  anything  other  than  your

mouths.” 

I looked over my shoulder. My sister was in a dress of pale blue that turned her

skin  golden,  her  hair  swept  up,  her  back  a  stiff  column.  I  scrambled  to  say something,  to  apologize,  but  …  not  in  front  of  him.  She  wouldn’t  want  this

conversation in front of Cassian. 

Cassian  extended  a  wrapped  hand,  his  fingers  curling  in  a  come-hither  motion. 

“Scared?” 

I  wisely  kept  my  mouth  shut  as  Nesta  stepped  from  the  open  doorway  into  the blinding light of the courtyard. “Why should I be scared of an oversized bat who

likes to throw temper tantrums?” 

I choked, and Cassian shot me a warning glare, daring me to laugh. But I felt for

that  bond  in  my  mind,  lowering  my  mental  shields  enough  to  say  to  Rhysand, 

wherever  he  was  in  the  city,  Please  come  spare  me  from  Cassian   and  Nesta’s bickering. 

A heartbeat later, Rhys crooned,  Regretting becoming High Lady? 
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I savored that voice—that humor. But I shoved that simmering panic down again

as I countered,  Is this part of my duties? 

A sensual, dark laugh.  Why do you think I was so desperate for a   partner? I’ve had  almost  five  centuries  to  deal  with  this  alone.  It’s  only  fair   you  have  to endure it now. 

Cassian was saying to Nesta, “Seems like you’re a little on edge, Nesta. 

And you left so abruptly last night … Any way I can help ease that tension?” 

 Please, I begged Rhys. 

 What will you give me? 

I wasn’t sure if I could  hiss down the bond between us, but from the chuckle that echoed  into  my  mind  a  heartbeat  later,  I  knew  the  feeling  had  been  conveyed. 

 I’m in a meeting with the governors of the Palaces. They  might be a little pissy if I vanish.  I tried not to sigh. 

Nesta picked at her nails. “Amren is coming to instruct me in a few—” 

Shadow rippled across the courtyard, cutting her off. And it wasn’t Rhysand who

landed between us, but—

 I sent another pretty face for you to admire, Rhys said.  Not as beautiful  as mine, of course, but a close second. 

As the shadows wreathing him cleared, Azriel sized up Nesta and Cassian, then

threw  a  vaguely  sympathetic  look  in  my  direction.  “I  need  to  start  our  lesson early.” 

A piss-poor lie, but I said, “Right. No problem at all.” 

Cassian  glowered  at  me,  then  Azriel.  We  both  ignored  him  as  I  strode  to  the shadowsinger, unwrapping my hands as I went. 

 Thank you, I said down the bond. 

 You can make it up to me tonight. 

I tried not to blush at the image Rhys sent into my head detailing precisely how

I’d repay him, and slammed down my mental shields. On the other side of them, 

I  could  have  sworn  talon-tipped  fingers  trailed  down  the  black  adamant  in  a

sensual, silent promise. I swallowed hard. 

Azriel’s wings spread, dark reds and golds shining through in the bright sun, and

he opened his arms to me. “The pine forest will be good—the one by the lake.” 

“Why?” 

“Because water is better to fall into than hard rock,” Cassian replied, crossing his

arms. 

My  stomach  clenched.  But  I  let  Azriel  scoop  me  up,  his  scent  of  night-chilled mist  and  cedar  wrapping  around  me  as  he  flapped  his  wings  once,  stirring  the dirt of the courtyard. 

I caught Cassian’s narrowed gaze and grinned widely. “Good luck,” I said, and

Azriel, Cauldron bless him, shot into the cloudless sky. 

Neither  of  us  missed  Cassian’s  barked,  filthy  curse,  though  we  didn’t  deign  to comment. 

Cassian was a general—  the general of the Night Court. 

Surely Nesta wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle. 

“I dropped Amren off at the House on my way in,” Azriel told me as we landed

at the shore of a turquoise mountain lake flanked by pines and granite. “I told her

to get to the training ring immediately.” A half smile. 

“After a few minutes, that is.” 

I snorted and stretched my arms. “Poor Cassian.” 

Azriel gave a huff of amusement. “Indeed.” 

I  shifted  on  my  feet,  small  gray  rocks  along  the  shore  skittering  beneath  my

boots. “So …” 

Azriel’s black hair seemed to gobble up the blinding sunlight. “In order to fly,” 

he said drily, “you’ll need wings.” 

Right. 

My  face  heated.  I  rolled  and  cracked  my  wrists.  “It’s  been  a  while  since  I summoned them.” 

His  piercing  stare  didn’t  stray  from  my  face,  my  posture.  As  immovable  and

steady as the granite this lake had been carved into. I might as well have been a

flitting butterfly by comparison. “Do you need me to turn around?” He lifted a

dark brow in emphasis. 

I cringed. “No. But … it might take me a few tries.” 

“We started our lesson early—we’ve got plenty of time.” 

“I  appreciate  you  making  the  effort  to  pretend  that  it  wasn’t  because  I  was desperate to avoid Cassian and Nesta’s early-morning bickering.” 

“I’d  never  let  my  High  Lady  suffer  through  that.”  He  said  it  completely  stone-faced. 

I  chuckled,  rubbing  at  a  sore  spot  on  my  shoulder.  “Are  you  …  ready  to  meet with Lucien this afternoon?” 

Azriel angled his head. “Should I be preparing for it?” 

“No.  I  just  …”  I  shrugged.  “When  do  you  leave  to  gather  information  on  the High Lords?” 

“After I talk to him.” His eyes were shining—lit with amusement. As if he knew

I was buying time. 

I blew out a breath. “Right. Here we go.” 

Touching that part of me, the part Tamlin had given me … Some vital piece of

my  heart  recoiled.  Even  as  something  sharp  and  vicious  in  my  gut  preened  at

what I’d taken. All that I’d taken. 

I shoved out the thoughts, focusing on those Illyrian wings. I’d summoned them

that day in the Steppes from pure memory and fear. 

Creating them now … I let my mind slip into my recollections of Rhys’s wings, 

how they felt and moved and weighed …

“The frame needs to be a bit thicker,” Azriel offered as a weight began to drag at

my back. “Strengthen the muscles leading to it.” 

I obeyed, my magic listening in turn. He provided more feedback, where to add

and where to ease up, where to smooth and where to toughen. 

I  was  rasping  for  breath,  sweat  sliding  down  my  spine,  by  the  time  he  said, 

“Good.” He cleared his throat. “I know you’re not Illyrian, but …

amongst their kind, it is considered … inappropriate to touch someone’s wings

without permission. Especially females.” 

 Their kind. Not his. 

It took me a moment to realize what he was asking. “Oh—oh. Go ahead.” 

“I need to ascertain if they  feel right.” 

“Right.”  I  put  my  back  to  him,  my  muscles  groaning  as  they  worked  to  spread the wings. Everything—from my neck to my shoulders to my ribs to my spine to

my ass—seemed to now control them, and was barking in protest at the weight

and movement. 

I’d  only  had  them  for  a  few  seconds  with  Lucien  in  the  Steppes—I  hadn’t

realized how heavy they were, how complex the muscles. 

Azriel’s hands, for all their scarring, were featherlight as he grasped and touched

certain areas, patting and tapping others. I gritted my teeth, the sensation like …

like having the arch of my foot tickled and poked. But he made quick work of it, 

and  I  rolled  my  shoulders  again  as  he  stepped  around  me  to  murmur,  “It’s—

amazing. They’re the same as mine.” 

“I think the magic did most of the work.” 

A shake of the head. “You’re an artist—it was your attention to detail.” 

I blushed a bit at the compliment, and braced my hands on my hips. 

“Well? Do we jump into the skies?” 

“First lesson: don’t let them drag on the ground.” 

I blinked. My wings were indeed resting on the rocks. “Why?” 

“Illyrians think it’s lazy—a sign of weakness. And from a practical standpoint, 

the ground is full of things that could hurt your wings. Splinters, shards of rock

… They can not only get stuck and lead to infection, but also impact the way the

wing catches the wind. So keep them off the ground.” 

Knife-sharp pain rippled down my back as I tried to lift them. I managed getting

the left upright. The right just drooped like a loose sail. 

“You  need  to  strengthen  your  back  muscles—and  your  thighs.  And  your  arms. 

And core.” 

“So everything, then.” 

Again, that dry, quiet smile. “Why do you think Illyrians are so fit?” 

“Why did no one warn me about this cocky side of yours?” 

Azriel’s mouth twitched upward. “Both wings up.” 

A quiet but unyielding demand. 

I winced, contorting my body this way and that as I fought to get the right one to

rise. No luck. 

“Try spreading them, then tucking in, if you can’t lift it up like that.” 

I obeyed, and hissed at the sharp pain along every muscle in my back as I flared

the wings. Even the slightest breeze off the lake tickled and tugged, and I braced

my feet apart on the rocky shore, seeking some semblance of balance—

“Now fold inward.” 

I did, snapping them shut—the movement so fast that I toppled forward. 

Azriel caught me before I could eat stone, gripping me tightly under the shoulder

and  hauling  me  up.  “Building  your  core  muscles  will  also  help  with  the

balance.” 

“So, back to Cassian, then.” 

A nod. “Tomorrow. Today, focus on lifting and folding, spreading and lifting.” 

Azriel’s wings gleamed with red and gold as the sun gilded them. 

“Like  this.”  He  demonstrated,  flaring  his  wings  wide,  tucking  them  in,  flaring, angling, tucking them in. Over and over. 

Sighing, I followed his movements, my back throbbing and aching. 

Perhaps flying lessons were a waste of time. 
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“I’ve never been to a library before,” I admitted to Rhys after lunch, as we strode

down  level  after  level  beneath  the  House  of  Wind,  my  words  echoing  off  the

carved red stone. I winced with every step, rubbing at my back. 

Azriel had given me a tonic that would help with the soreness, but I knew that by

tonight,  I’d  be  whimpering.  If  hours  of  researching  any  way  to  patch  up  those holes in the wall didn’t make me start first. 

“I  mean,”  I  clarified,  “not  counting  the  private  libraries  here  and  at  the  Spring Court, and my family had one as well, but not … Not a real one.” 

Rhys glanced sidelong at me. “I’ve heard that the humans have free libraries on

the continent—open to anyone.” 

I wasn’t sure if it was a question or not, but I nodded. “In one of the territories, 

they  allow  anyone  in,  regardless  of  their  station  or  bloodline.”  I  considered  his

words. “Did … were there libraries before the War?” 

Of course there had been, but what I meant—

“Yes.  Great  libraries,  full  of  cranky  scholars  who  could  find  you  tomes  dating back thousands of years. But humans were not allowed inside—

unless you were someone’s slave on an errand, and even then you were closely

watched.” 

“Why?” 

“Because the books were full of magic, and things they wanted to keep humans

from knowing.” Rhys slid his hands into his pockets, leading me down a corridor

lit only by bowls of faelight upraised in the hands of

beautiful female statues, their forms High Fae and faerie alike. “The scholars and

librarians  refused  to  keep  slaves  of  their  own—some  for  personal  reasons,  but mainly because they didn’t want them accessing the books and archives.” 

Rhys  gestured  down  another  curving  stairwell.  We  must  have  been  far  beneath

the mountain, the air dry and cool—and heavy. As if it had been trapped inside

for ages. “What happened to the libraries once the wall was built?” 

Rhys  tucked  in  his  wings  as  the  stairs  became  tighter,  the  ceiling  dropping. 

“Most  scholars  had  enough  time  to  evacuate—and  were  able  to  winnow  the

books out. But if they didn’t have the time or the brute power

…”  A  muscle  ticked  in  his  jaw.  “They  burned  the  libraries.  Rather  than  let  the humans access their precious information.” 

A  chill  snaked  down  my  spine.  “They’d  rather  have  lost  that  information

forever?” 

He nodded, the dim light gilding his blue-black hair. “Prejudices aside, the fear

was that the humans would find dangerous spells—and use them on us.” 

“But we—I mean,  they don’t have magic. Humans don’t have magic.” 

“Some  do.  Usually  the  ones  who  can  claim  distant  Fae  ancestry.  But  some  of

those spells don’t require magic from the wielder—only the right words, or use of ingredients.” 

His words snagged on something in my mind. “Could—I mean, obviously they

did, but … Humans and Fae once interbred. What happened to the offspring? If

you were half Fae, half human, where did you go once the wall went up?” 

Rhys stepped into a hall at the foot of the stairs, revealing a wide passageway of

carved  red  stone  and  a  sealed  set  of  obsidian  doors,  veins  of  silver  running throughout. Beautiful—terrifying. Like some great beast was kept behind them. 

“It  did  not  go  well  for  the  half-breeds,”  he  said  after  a  moment.  “Many  were offspring  of  unwanted  unions.  Most  usually  chose  to  stay  with  their  human

mothers—their human families. But once the wall went up, amongst

humans, they were a … reminder of what had been done, of the enemies lurking

above  the  wall.  At  best,  they  were  outcasts  and  pariahs,  their  children—if  they bore the physical traits—as well. At worst … Humans were angry in those initial

years,  and  that  first  generation  afterward.  They  wanted  someone  to  pay  for  the slavery,  for  the  crimes  against  them.  Even  if  the  half-breed  had  done  nothing wrong … It did not end well.” 

He approached the doors, which opened on a phantom wind, as if the mountain

itself lived to serve him. 

“And the ones above the wall?” 

“They  were  deemed  even  lower  than  lesser  faeries.  Either  they  were  unwanted

everywhere they went, or … many found work on the streets. 

Selling themselves.” 

“Here in Velaris?” My words were a bare brush of air. 

“My father was still High Lord then,” Rhys said, his back stiffening. 

“We  had  not  allowed  any  humans,  slave  or  free,  into  our  territory  in  centuries. 

He did not allow them in—either to whore or to find sanctuary.” 

“And once you were High Lord?” 

Rhys halted before the gloom that spread beyond us. “By then, it was too late for most  of  them.  It  is  hard  to  …  offer  refuge  to  someone  without  being  able  to explain  where we were offering them a safe place. To get the word out about it

while maintaining our illusion of ruthless cruelty.” The starlight guttered in his

eyes.  “Over  the  years,  we  encountered  a  few.  Some  were  able  to  make  it  here. 

Some were … beyond our help.” 

Something moved in the darkness beyond the doors, but I kept my focus on his

face,  on  his  tensed  shoulders.  “If  the  wall  comes  down,  will  …?”  I  couldn’t finish the words. 

Rhys  slid  his  fingers  through  mine,  interlacing  our  hands.  “Yes.  If  there  are those, human or faerie, who need a safe place … this city will be open to them. 

Velaris has been closed off for so long—too long, perhaps. Adding new people, 

from  different  places,  different  histories  and  cultures  …  I  do  not  see  how  that could be a bad thing. The transition might be more complex than we anticipate, 

but … yes. The gates to this city will be open for those who need its protection. 

To any who can make it here.” 

I squeezed his hand, savoring the hard-earned calluses on it. No, I would not let

him bear the burden of this war, its cost, alone. 

Rhys  glanced  to  the  open  doors—to  the  hooded  and  cloaked  figure  patiently

waiting in the shadows beyond them. Every aching sinew and bone locked up as

I  took  in  the  pale  robes,  the  hood  crowned  with  a  limpid  blue  stone,  the  panel that could be lowered over the eyes—

Priestess. 

“This  is  Clotho,”  Rhys  said  calmly,  releasing  my  hand  to  guide  me  toward  the awaiting  female.  The  weight  of  his  hand  on  my  lower  back  told  me  enough

about how much he realized the sight of her would jar me. 

“She’s one of the dozens of priestesses who work here.” 

Clotho lowered her head in a bow, but said nothing. 

“I—I didn’t know that the priestesses left their temples.” 

“A library is a temple of sorts,” Rhys said with a wry smile. “But the priestesses

here  …”  As  we  entered  the  library  proper,  golden  lights  flickered  to  life.  As  if Clotho had been in utter darkness until we’d entered. 

“They are special. Unique.” 

She angled her head in what might have been amusement. Her face remained in

shadow, her slim body concealed in those pale, heavy robes. 

Silence—and yet life danced around her. 

Rhys smiled warmly at the priestess. “Did you find the texts?” 

And  it  was  only  when  she  bobbed  her  head  in  a  sort  of  “so-so”  motion  that  I realized  either  she  could  not  or  would  not  speak.  Clotho  gestured  to  her  left—

into the library itself. 

And I dragged my eyes away from the mute priestess long enough to take in the

library. 

Not a cavernous room in a manor. Not even close. 

This was …

It  was  as  if  the  base  of  the  mountain  had  been  hollowed  out  by  some  massive digging beast, leaving a pit descending into the dark heart of the world. Around

that  gaping  hole,  carved  into  the  mountain  itself,  spiraled  level  after  level  of shelves  and  books  and  reading  areas,  leading  into  the  inky  black.  From  what  I could see of the various levels as I drifted toward

the  carved  stone  railing  overlooking  the  drop,  the  stacks  shot  far  into  the

mountain itself, like the spokes of a mighty wheel. 

And  through  it  all,  fluttering  like  moth’s  wings,  the  rustle  of  paper  and

parchment. 

Silent, and yet alive. Awake and humming and restless, some many-limbed beast

at constant work. I peered upward, finding more levels rising toward the House

above. And lurking far below … Darkness. 

“What’s  at  the  bottom  of  the  pit?”  I  asked  as  Rhys  came  up  beside  me,  his

shoulder brushing mine. 

“I  once  dared  Cassian  to  fly  down  and  see.”  Rhys  braced  his  hands  on  the

railing, gazing down into the gloom. 

“And?” 

“And he came back up, faster than I’ve ever seen him fly, white as death. 

He never told me what he saw. The first few weeks, I thought it was a joke

—just  to  pique  my  curiosity.  But  when  I  finally  decided  to  see  for  myself  a month later, he threatened to tie me to a chair. He said some things were better

left unseen and undisturbed. It’s been two hundred years, and he still won’t tell

me what he saw. If you even mention it, he goes pale and shaky and won’t talk

for a few hours.” 

My blood chilled. “Is it … some sort of monster?” 

“I  have  no  idea.”  Rhys  jerked  his  chin  toward  Clotho,  the  priestess  patiently waiting  a  few  steps  behind  us,  her  face  still  in  shadow.  “They  don’t  speak  or write of it, so if they know … They certainly won’t tell me. 

So if it doesn’t bother us, then I won’t bother it. That is, if it’s even an  it. 

Cassian never said if he saw anything living down there. Perhaps it’s something

else entirely.” 

Considering  the  things  I’d  already  witnessed  …  I  didn’t  want  to  think  about

what lay at the bottom of the library. Or what could make Cassian, who had seen

more  dreadful  and  deadly  parts  of  the  world  than  I  could  ever  imagine,  so

terrified. 

Robes  rustling,  Clotho  aimed  for  the  sloping  walkway  into  the  library,  and  we fell into step behind her. The floors were red stone, like the rest of

the place, but smooth and polished. I wondered if any of the priestesses had ever

gone sledding down the spiraling path. 

 Not that I know of, Rhys said into my mind.  But Mor and I once tried  when we

 were children. My mother caught us on our third level down, and  we were sent to bed without supper. 

I clamped down on my smile.  Was it such a crime? 

 It was when we’d oiled up the floor, and the scholars were falling on  their faces. 

I coughed to cover my laugh, lowering my head, even with Clotho a few steps

ahead. 

We passed stacks of books and parchment, the shelves either built into the stone

itself  or  made  of  dark,  solid  wood.  Hallways  lined  with  both  vanished  into  the mountain  itself,  and  every  few  minutes,  a  little  reading  area  popped  up,  full  of tidy  tables,  low-burning  glass  lamps,  and  deep-cushioned  chairs  and  couches. 

Ancient  woven  rugs  adorned  the  floors  beneath  them,  usually  set  before

fireplaces  that  had  been  carved  into  the  rock  and  kept  well  away  from  any

shelves, their grates fine-meshed enough to retain any wandering embers. 

Cozy,  despite  the  size  of  the  space;  warm,  despite  the  unknown  terror  lurking below. 

 If the others piss me off too much, I like to come down here for some  peace and quiet. 

I smiled slightly at Rhys, who kept looking ahead as we spoke mind to mind. 

 Don’t they know by now that they can find you down here? 

 Of  course.  But  I  never  go  to  the  same  spot  twice  in  a  row,  so  it  usually   takes them so long to find me that they don’t bother. Plus, they know that if   I’m here, it’s because I want to be alone. 

 Poor baby High Lord, I crooned.  Having to run away to find solitude  perfect for brooding. 

Rhys pinched my behind, and I clamped down on my lip to keep from yelping. 

I could have sworn Clotho’s shoulders shook with laughter. 

But  before  I  could  bite  off  Rhys’s  head  for  the  rippling  pain  my  aching  back

muscles felt in the wake of the sudden movement, Clotho led us into a reading area  about  three  levels  down,  the  massive  worktable  laden  with  fat,  ancient

books bound in various dark leathers. 

A neat stack of paper was set to one side, along with an assortment of pens, and

the reading lamps were at full glow, merry and sparkling in the gloom. A silver

tea service gleamed on a low-lying table between the two leather couches before

the  grumbling  fireplace,  steam  curling  from  the  arched  spout  of  the  kettle. 

Biscuits and little sandwiches filled the platter beside it, along with a fat pile of

napkins that subtly hinted we use them before touching the books. 

“Thank you,” Rhys told the priestess, who only pulled a book off the pile she’d

undoubtedly gathered and opened it to a marked page. The ancient velvet ribbon

was  the  color  of  old  blood—but  it  was  her  hand  that  struck  me  as  it  met  the golden light of the lamps. 

Her fingers were crooked. Bent and twisted at such angles I would have thought

her born with them were it not for the scarring. 

For  a  heartbeat,  I  was  in  a  spring  wood.  For  a  heartbeat,  I  heard  the  crunch  of stone  on  flesh  and  bone  as  I  made  another  priestess  smash  her  hand.  Over  and over. 

Rhys put a hand on my lower back. The effort it must have taken Clotho to move

everything into place with those gnarled hands …

But she looked toward another book—or at least her head turned that way—and

it slid over to her. 

Magic. Right. 

She gestured with a finger that was bent in two different directions to the page

she’d selected, then to the book. 

“I’ll  look,”  Rhys  said,  then  inclined  his  head.  “We’ll  give  a  shout  if  we  need anything.” 

Clotho bowed her head again and began striding away, careful and silent. 

“Thank you,” I said to her. 

The priestess paused, looking back, and bowed her head, hood swaying. 

Within seconds, she was gone. 

I stared after her, even as Rhys slid into one of the two chairs before the piles of

books. 

“A long time ago, Clotho was hurt very badly by a group of males,” 

Rhys said quietly. 

I  didn’t  need  details  to  know  what  that  had  entailed.  The  edge  in  Rhys’s  voice implied enough. 

“They cut out her tongue so she couldn’t tell anyone who had hurt her. 

And smashed her hands so she couldn’t write it.” Every word was more clipped

than the last, and darkness snarled through the small space. 

My stomach turned. “Why not kill her?” 

“Because  it  was  more  entertaining  for  them  that  way.  That  is,  until  Mor  found her. And brought her to me.” 

When he’d undoubtedly looked into her mind and seen their faces. 

“I let Mor hunt them.” His wings tucked in tightly. “And when she finished, she

stayed down here for a month. Helping Clotho heal as best as could be expected, 

but also … wiping away the stain of them.” Mor’s trauma had been different, but

…  I  understood  why  she’d  done  it,  wanted  to  be  here.  I  wondered  if  it  had granted her any measure of closure. 

“Cassian  and  Azriel  were  healed  completely  after  Hybern.  Nothing  could  be

done for Clotho?” 

“The males were … healing her as they hurt her. Making the injuries permanent. 

When Mor found her, the damage had been set. They hadn’t finished her hands, 

so we were able to salvage them, give her some use, but

… To heal her, the wounds would have needed to be ripped open again. I offered

to take the pain away while it was done, but … She could not endure it—what having the wounds open again would trigger in her mind. 

Her heart. She has lived down here since then—with others like her. Her magic

helps with her mobility.” 

I knew we should begin working, but I asked, “Are … all the priestesses in this

library like her?” 

“Yes.” 

The word held centuries of rage and pain. 

“I made this library into a refuge for them. Some come to heal, work as acolytes, 

and  then  leave;  some  take  the  oaths  to  the  Cauldron  and  Mother  to  become

priestesses and remain here forever. But it belongs to them whether they stay a

week or a lifetime. Outsiders are allowed to use the library for research, but only

if  the  priestesses  approve.  And  only  if  they  take  binding  oaths  to  do  no  harm while they visit. This library belongs to them.” 

“Who was here before them?” 

“A  few  cranky  old  scholars,  who  cursed  me  soundly  when  I  relocated  them  to

other  libraries  in  the  city.  They  still  get  access,  but  when  and  where  is  always approved by the priestesses.” 

Choice.  It  had  always  been  about  my  choice  with  him.  And  for  others  as  well. 

Long  before  he’d  ever  learned  the  hard  way  about  it.  The  question  must  have been in my eyes because Rhys added, “I came here a great deal in those weeks

after Under the Mountain.” 

My throat tightened as I leaned in to brush a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you for

sharing this place with me.” 

“It belongs to you, too, now.” And I knew he meant not just in terms of us being

mates, but … in the ways it belonged to the other females here. 

Who had endured and survived. 

I  gave  him  a  half  smile.  “I  suppose  it’s  a  miracle  that  I  can  even  stand  to  be

underground.” 

But his features remained solemn, contemplative. “It is.” He added softly, “I’m

very proud of you.” 

My eyes burned, and I blinked as I faced the books. “And I suppose,” I said with

an effort at lightness, “that it’s a miracle I can actually  read these things.” 

Rhys’s  answering  smile  was  lovely—and  just  a  bit  wicked.  “I  believe  my  little lessons helped.” 

“Yes, ‘  Rhys is the greatest lover a female can hope for’ is undoubtedly how I

learned to read.” 

“I was only trying to tell you what you now know.” 

My blood heated a bit. “Hmmm,” was all I said, pulling a book toward me. 

“I’ll take that  hmmm as a challenge.” His hand slid down my thigh, then cupped

my knee, his thumb brushing along its side. Even through my leathers, the heat

of  him  seeped  to  my  very  bones.  “Maybe  I’ll  haul  you  between  the  stacks  and see how quiet you can be.” 

“Hmmm.” I flipped through the pages, not seeing any of the text. 

His  hand  began  a  lethal,  taunting  exploration  up  my  thigh,  his  fingers  grazing along  the  sensitive  inside.  Higher,  higher.  He  leaned  in  to  drag  a  book  toward himself, but whispered in my ear, “Or maybe I’ll spread you out on this desk and

lick you until you scream loud enough to wake whatever is at the bottom of the

library.” 

I whipped my head toward him. His eyes were glazed—almost sleepy. 

“I was fully committed to that plan,” I said, even as his hand stopped very,  very

close to the apex of my thighs, “until you brought in that  thing down below.” 

A feline smile. He held my stare as his tongue brushed his bottom lip. 

My breasts tightened beneath my shirt, and his gaze dropped—watching. 
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“I would have thought,” he mused, “that our bout this morning would be enough

to tide you over until tonight.” His hand slid between my legs, brazenly cupping

me, his thumb pushing down on an aching spot. A low groan slipped from me, 

and  my  cheeks  heated  in  its  wake.  “Apparently,  I  didn’t  do  a  good  enough  job sating you, if you’re so easily riled after a few hours.” 

“Prick,”  I  breathed,  but  the  word  was  ragged.  His  thumb  pressed  down  harder, circling roughly. 

Rhys leaned in again, kissing my neck—that place right under my ear—

and said against my skin, “Let’s see what names you call me when my head is

between your legs, Feyre darling.” 

And then he was gone. 

He’d winnowed away, half the books with him. I started, my body foreign and

cold, dizzy and disoriented. 

 Where  the  hell  are  you?  I  scanned  around  me,  and  found  nothing  but  shadow and merry flame and books. 

 Two levels below. 

 And  why   are  you  two  levels  below?  I  shoved  out  of  my  chair,  back  aching  in protest as I stormed for the walkway and rail beyond, then peered down into the

gloom. 

Sure  enough,  in  a  reading  area  two  levels  below,  I  could  spy  his  dark  hair  and wings—could  spy  him  leaning  back  in  his  chair  before  an  identical  desk,  an

ankle  crossed  over  a  knee.  Smirking  up  at  me.  Because  I  can’t   work  with  you distracting me. 

I scowled at him. I’m  distracting you  ? 

 If you’re sitting next to me, the last thing on my mind is reading dusty old  books. 

 Especially when you’re in all that tight leather. 

 Pig. 

His  chuckle  echoed  up  through  the  library  amid  the  fluttering  papers  and

scratching pens of the priestesses working throughout. 

 How can you winnow inside the House? I thought there were wards  against it. 

 The library makes its own rules, apparently. 

I snorted. 

 Two  hours  of  work,  he  promised  me,  turning  back  to  the  table  and  flaring  his wings—a veritable screen to block my view of him. And his view of me.  Then

 we can play. 

I gave him a vulgar gesture. 

 I saw that. 

I did it again, and his laugh floated to me as I faced the books stacked before me

and began to read. 

We  found  a  myriad  of  information  about  the  wall  and  its  forming.  When  we

compared  our  notes  two  hours  later,  many  of  the  texts  were  conflicting,  all  of them  claiming  absolute  authority  on  the  subject.  But  there  were  a  few  similar details that Rhys had not known. 

He had been healing at the cabin in the mountains when they’d formed the wall, 

when they’d signed that Treaty. The details that emerged had been

murky at best, but the various texts Clotho had dug up on the wall’s formation

and rules agreed on one thing: it had never been made to last. 

No,  initially,  the  wall  had  been  a  temporary  solution—to  cleave  human  and

faerie  until  peace  settled  long  enough  for  them  to  later  reconvene.  And  decide how they were to live together—as one people. 

But the wall had remained. Humans had grown old and died, and their children

had  forgotten  the  promises  of  their  parents,  their  grandparents,  their  ancestors. 

And  the  High  Fae  who  survived  …  it  was  a  new  world,  without  slaves.  Lesser

faeries stepped in to replace the missing free labor; territory boundaries had been redrawn to accommodate those displaced. 

Such  a  great  shift  in  the  world  in  those  initial  centuries,  so  many  working  to move  past  war,  to  heal,  that  the  wall  …  the  wall  became  permanent.  The  wall became legend. 

“Even if all seven courts ally,” I said as we plucked grapes from a silver bowl in

a quiet sitting room in the House of Wind, having left the dim library for some

much-needed  sunshine,  “even  if  Keir  and  the  Court  of  Nightmares  join,  too  …

Will we stand a chance in this war?” 

Rhys  leaned  back  in  the  embroidered  chair  before  the  floor-to-ceiling  window. 

Velaris was a glittering sprawl below and beyond—serene and lovely, even with

the  scars  of  battle  now  peppering  it.  “Army  against  army,  the  possibility  of victory is slim.” Blunt, honest words. 

I  shifted  in  my  own  identical  chair  on  the  other  side  of  the  low-lying  table between us. “Could you … If you and the King of Hybern went head to head …” 

“Would I win?” Rhys lifted a brow, and studied the city. “I don’t know. 

He’s  been  smart  about  keeping  the  extent  of  his  power  hidden.  But  he  had  to resort to trickery and threats to beat us that day in Hybern. He has thousands of

years of knowledge and training. If he and I fought … I doubt he will let it come

to  that.  He  stands  a  better  chance  at  sure  victory  by  overwhelming  us  with

numbers, in stretching us thin. If we fought one-on-one, if he’d even accept an

open  challenge  from  me  …  the  damage  would  be  catastrophic.  And  that’s

without him wielding the Cauldron.” 

My heart stumbled. Rhys went on, “I’m willing to take the brunt of it, if it means

the others will at least  stand with us against him.” 

I clenched the tufted arms of the chair. 

“You shouldn’t have to.” 

“It might be the only choice.” 

“I don’t accept that as an option.” 

He  blinked  at  me.  “Prythian  might  need  me  as  an  option.”  Because  with  that power of his … He’d take on the king and his entire army. Burn himself out until

he was—

“I need you. As an option. In  my future.” 

Silence. And even with the sun warming my feet, a terrible cold spread through

me. 

His throat bobbed. “If it means giving you a future, then I’m willing to do—” 

“You will do no such  thing.” I panted through my bared teeth, leaning forward in my chair. 

Rhys  only  watched  me,  eyes  shadowed.  “How  can  you  ask  me  not  to  give

everything I have to ensure that you, that my family and people, survive?” 

“You’ve given  enough.” 

“Not enough. Not yet.” 

It  was  hard  to  breathe,  to  see  past  the  burning  in  my  eyes.  “Why?  Where  does this  come from, Rhys?” 

For once, he didn’t answer. 

And  there  was  something  brittle  enough  in  his  expression,  some  long  unhealed

wound that glimmered there, that I sighed, rubbed my face, and then said, “Just

—work with me. With all of us.  Together. This isn’t your burden alone.” 

He plucked another grape from its stem, chewed. His lips tilted in a faint smile. 

“So what do you propose, then?” 

I could still see that vulnerability in his eyes, still feel it in that bond between us, but I angled my head. I sorted through all I knew, all that had

happened.  Considered  the  books  I’d  read  in  the  library  below.  A  library  that housed—

“Amren warned us to never put the two halves of the Book together,” I mused. 

“But  we—   I  did.  She  said  that  older  things  might  be  …  awoken  by  it.  Might come sniffing.” 

Rhys crossed an ankle over a knee. 

“Hybern  might  have  the  numbers,”  I  said,  “but  what  if  we  had  the  monsters? 

You said Hybern will see an alliance with all the courts coming

—but perhaps not one with things wholly unconnected.” I leaned forward. 

“And I’m not talking about the monsters roaming across the world. I am talking

about one in particular—who has nothing to lose and everything to gain.” 

One that I would do everything in my power to use, rather than let Rhys face the

brunt of this alone. 

His brows rose. “Oh?” 

“The  Bone  Carver,”  I  clarified.  “He  and  Amren  have  both  been  looking  for  a

way  back  to  their  own  worlds.”  The  Carver  had  been  insistent,  relentless,  in asking  me  that  day  in  the  Prison  about  where  I  had  gone  during  death.  I  could have sworn Rhys’s golden-brown skin paled, but I added, “I wonder if it’s time

to ask him what he’d give to go back home.” 
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The  aching  muscles  along  my  back,  core,  and  thighs  had  gone  into  complete

revolt by the time Rhys and I parted ways, my mate heading off to track down

Cassian—who would be my escort tomorrow morning to the Prison. If both of us

had gone, it would perhaps look too … desperate, too vital. But if the High Lady

and her general went to visit the Carver to pose some hypothetical questions …

It  would  still  show  our  hand,  but  perhaps  not  quite  how  badly  we  needed  any extra bit of assistance. And Cassian, unsurprisingly, knew more about the Carver

than anyone thanks to some morbid fascination with all of the Prison’s inmates. 

Especially since he was responsible for jailing some of them. 

But while Rhys sought out Cassian, I had a task of my own. 

I was wincing and hissing as I strode through the murky red halls of the House to find  my  sister  and  Amren.  To  see  which  of  them  was  still  standing  after  their first lesson. Among other things. 

I found them in a quiet, forgotten workroom, coldly watching the other. 

Books  lay  scattered  on  the  table  between  them.  A  ticking  clock  by  the  dusty cabinets was the only sound. 

“Sorry to interrupt your staring contest,” I said, lingering in the doorway. 

I  rubbed  at  a  spot  low  in  my  back.  “I  wanted  to  see  how  the  first  lesson  was going.” 

“Fine.” Amren didn’t take her eyes off my sister, a faint smile playing about her

red mouth. 

I studied Nesta, who gazed at Amren, utterly stone-faced. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Waiting,” Amren said. 

“For what?” 

“For busybodies to leave us alone.” 

I straightened, clearing my throat. “Is this part of her training?” 

Amren turned her head to me with exaggerated slowness, her chin-length, razor-

straight hair shifting with the movement. “Rhys has his own method of training

you. I have mine.” Her white teeth flashed with every word. “We visit the Court

of Nightmares tomorrow night—she needs  some basic training before we do.” 

“Like what?” 

Amren  sighed  at  the  ceiling.  “Shielding  herself.  From  prying  minds  and

powers.” 

I blinked. I should have thought of that. That if Nesta were to join us, be at the

Hewn City … she would need some defenses beyond what we could offer her. 

Nesta at last looked to me, her face as cold as ever. 

“Are you all right?” I asked her. 

Amren clicked her tongue. “She’s fine. Stubborn as an ass, but as you’re related, 

I’m not surprised.” 

I scowled. “How am I supposed to know what your methods are? For all I know, 

you picked up some terrible techniques in that Prison.” 

Careful. So, so careful. 

Amren hissed, “That place taught me plenty of things, but certainly not this.” 

I  angled  my  head,  the  portrait  of  curiosity.  “Did  you  ever  interact  with  the others?” 

The fewer people who knew about my trip tomorrow to see the Carver, the safer

it  was—the  less  chance  of  Hybern  catching  wind  of  it.  Not  for  any  fear  of

betrayal, but … there was always risk. 

Azriel,  now  off  hunting  for  information  on  the  Autumn  Court,  would  be  told

when he returned tonight. Mor … I’d tell her eventually. But Amren …

Rhys  and  I  had  decided  to  wait  to  tell  Amren.  The  last  time  we’d  gone  to  the Prison, she’d been … testy. Telling her we planned to unleash one of her fellow

inmates? Perhaps not the best thing to mention while we waited for her to find a

way to heal that wall—and train my sister. 

Impatience rippled across Amren’s face, those silver eyes flaring. “I only spoke

to them in whispers and echoes through rock, girl. And I was glad of it.” 

“What’s the Prison?” Nesta asked at last. 

“A hell entombed in stone,” Amren said. “Full of creatures you should thank the

Mother no longer walk the earth freely.” 

Nesta frowned deeply, but shut her mouth. 

“Like who?” I asked. Any extra information she might have—
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Amren bared her teeth. “I am giving a magic lesson, not a history one.” 

She waved a dismissive hand. “If you want someone to gossip with, go find one

of the dogs. I’m sure Cassian’s still sniffing around upstairs.” 

Nesta’s lips twitched upward. 

Amren  pointed  at  her  with  a  slender  finger  ending  in  a  sharp,  manicured  nail. 

“Concentrate. Vital organs  must be shielded at all times.” 

I  tapped  a  hand  against  the  open  doorway.  “I’ll  keep  looking  for  more

information for you in the library, Amren.” No response. “Good luck,” I added. 

“She doesn’t need luck,” Amren said. Nesta huffed a laugh. 

I  took  that  as  the  only  farewell  I’d  get.  Perhaps  letting  Amren  and  Nesta  train together was … a bad choice. Even if the prospect of unleashing them upon the

Court of Nightmares … I smiled a bit at the thought. 

By the time Mor, Rhys, Cassian, and I gathered for dinner at the town house—

Azriel still off spying—my muscles were so sore I could barely walk up the front

stairs. Sore enough that any plans I had to visit Lucien up at the House after the

meal vanished. Mor was testy and quiet throughout, no doubt in anticipation of

the visit tomorrow night. 

She’d had to work with Keir plenty throughout the centuries, and yet tomorrow

…  She’d  only  warned  Rhys  once  while  we  ate  that  he  should  thoroughly

consider  any  offer  Keir  might  give  him  in  exchange  for  his  army.  Rhys  had

shrugged,  saying  he’d  think  about  it  when  the  time  came.  A  non-answer—and

one that made Mor grit her teeth. 

I didn’t blame her. Long before the War, her family had brutalized her in ways I

didn’t let myself consider. Not a day before I was to meet with them again—ask

 them for help. Work with them. 

Rhys, Mother bless him, had a bath waiting for me after the meal. 
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I’d  need  all  my  strength  for  tomorrow.  For  the  monsters  I  was  to  face  beneath two very different mountains. 

I had not visited this place for months. But the carved stone walls were just as

I’d last seen them, the darkness still interrupted by bracketed torches. 

Not the Prison. Under the Mountain. 

But instead of Clare’s mutilated body spiked high to the wall above me

…

Her blue-gray eyes were still wide with terror. Gone was the haughty iciness, the

queenly jut to her chin. 

Nesta.  They’d  done  precisely  to  her,  wound  for  wound,  what  they’d  done  to

Clare. 

And behind me, screaming and pleading—

I turned, finding Elain, naked and weeping, tied to that enormous spit. 

What I had once been threatened to endure. Gnarled, masked faeries rotated the

iron handles, turning her over—

I tried to move. Tried to lunge. 

But I was frozen—utterly bound by invisible chains to the floor. 

Feminine laughter flitted from the other end of that throne room. From the dais. 

Now empty. 

Empty,  because  that  was  Amarantha,  strutting  into  the  gloom,  down  some  hall

that hadn’t been there before but now stretched away into

nothing. 

Rhysand followed a step behind her. Going with her. To that bedroom. 

He looked over his shoulder at me, only once. 

Over his wings. His wings, which were out, which she’d see and destroy, right

after she—

I was screaming for him to stop. Thrashing at those bonds. Elain’s pleading rose, 

higher and higher. Rhys kept walking with Amarantha. Let her take his hand and

tug him along. 

I couldn’t move, couldn’t stop it, any of it—

I was hauled out of the dream like a thrashing fish from a net cast deep into the

sea. 

And when I surfaced … I remained half there. Half in my body, half Under the

Mountain, watching as—

“Breathe.” 

The word was an order. Laced with that primal command he so rarely wielded. 

But  my  eyes  focused.  My  chest  expanded.  I  slipped  a  bit  further  back  into  my body. 

“Again.” 

I did so. His face came into view, faelights murmuring to life inside their lamps

and  bowls  in  our  bedroom.  His  wings  were  tucked  in  tight,  framing  his

disheveled hair, his drawn face. 

Rhys. 

“Again,” he only said. I obeyed. 

My  bones  had  turned  brittle,  my  stomach  a  roiling  mess.  I  closed  my  eyes, 

fighting the nausea. Rippling terror kept its talons buried deep. I could still see it:

the way she’d led him down that hall. To—

I surged, rolling to the edge of the mattress and clamping down hard as my body

tried to heave up its contents onto the carpet. His hand was

instantly  on  my  back,  rubbing  soothing  circles.  Utterly  willing  to  let  me  vomit right over the side of the bed. But I focused on my breathing. 

On closing down those memories, one by one. Memories repainted. 

I  lay  half  sprawled  over  the  edge  for  uncounted  minutes.  He  rubbed  my  back

throughout. 

When  I  could  finally  move,  when  the  nausea  had  subsided  …  I  twisted  back

over.  And  the  sight  of  that  face  …  I  slid  my  arms  around  his  waist,  gripping tightly as he pressed a silent kiss to my hair, reminding myself over and over that

we were out. We had survived. Never again—never again would I let someone

hurt him like that. Hurt my sisters like that. 

Never again. 
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I felt Rhys’s attention on me while we dressed the next morning, and throughout

our  hearty  breakfast.  Yet  he  didn’t  push,  didn’t  demand  to  know  what  had

dragged me into that screaming hell. 

It  had  been  a  long  while  since  those  nightmares  had  hauled  either  of  us  from sleep. Blurred the lines. 

It was only when we stood in the foyer, waiting for Cassian before we winnowed

to  the  Prison,  that  Rhys  asked  from  where  he  leaned  against  the  stair  banister, 

“Do you need to talk about it?” 

My Illyrian leathers groaned as I turned toward him. 

Rhys clarified, “With me—or anyone.” 

I  answered  him  truthfully,  tugging  at  the  end  of  my  braid.  “With  everything

bearing down on us, everything at stake …” I let my braid drop. 

“I  don’t  know.  I  think  it’s  torn  open  some  …  part  of  me  that  was  slowly

repairing.” Repairing thanks to both of us. 

He nodded, no fear or reproach in his eyes. 

So I told him. All of it. Stumbling over the parts that still made me ill. 

He only listened. 

And  when  I  was  done,  that  shakiness  remained,  but  …  Speaking  it,  voicing  it aloud to him …

The savage grip of those terrors lightened. Cleared away like dew in the sun. I

freed a long breath, as if blowing those fears from me, letting my body loosen in

its wake. 

Rhys silently pushed off the banister and kissed me. Once. Twice. 

Cassian stalked through the front door a heartbeat later and groaned that it was

too early to stomach the sight of us kissing. My mate only snarled at him before

he took us both by the hand and winnowed us to the Prison. 

Rhys gripped my fingers tighter than usual as the wind ripped around us, Cassian

now wisely keeping silent. And as we emerged from that black, tumbling wind, 

Rhys  leaned  over  to  kiss  me  a  third  time,  sweet  and  soft,  before  the  gray  light and roaring wind greeted us. 

Apparently, the Prison was cold and misty no matter the time of year. 

Standing at the base of the mossy, rocky mountain under which the Prison was

built, Cassian and I frowned up the slope. 

Despite  the  Illyrian  leathers,  the  chill  seeped  into  my  bones.  I  rubbed  at  my arms, lifting my brows at Rhys, who had remained in his usual attire, so out of

place in this damp, windy speck of green in the middle of a gray sea. 

The wind ruffled his black hair as he surveyed us, Cassian already sizing up the

mountain  like  some  opponent.  Twin  Illyrian  blades  were  crossed  over  the

general’s  muscled  back.  “When  you’re  in  there,”  Rhys  said,  the  words  barely

audible over the wind and silver streams running down the mountainside, “you

won’t be able to reach me.” 

“Why?” I rubbed my already-freezing hands together before puffing a hot breath

into the cradle of my palms. 

“Wards and spells far older than Prythian,” was all Rhys said. He jerked his chin

to Cassian. “Don’t let each other out of your sight.” 

It was the dead seriousness with which Rhys spoke that kept me from retorting. 

Indeed,  my  mate’s  eyes  were  hard—unflinching.  While  we  were  here,  he  and

Azriel were to discuss what he’d found out about Autumn’s leanings in this war. 

And then adjust their strategy for the meeting with the High Lords. 

But I could sense it, the urge to request he join us. Watch over us. 

“Shout down the bond  when you’re out  again,” Rhys said  with a mildness  that

didn’t reach his gaze. 

Cassian  looked  back  over  a  shoulder.  “Get  back  to  Velaris,  you  mother  hen. 

We’ll be fine.” 

Rhys  leveled  another  uncharacteristically  hard  stare  at  him.  “Remember  who

you put in here, Cassian.” 

Cassian just tucked in his wings, as if every muscle shifted toward battle. 

Steady and solid as the mountain we were about to climb. 

With a wink at me, Rhys vanished. 

Cassian  checked  the  buckles  on  his  swords  and  motioned  me  to  start  the  long trek up the hill. My gut tightened at the climb ahead. The shrieking hollowness

of this place. 

“Who did you put in here?” The mossy earth cushioned my steps. 

Cassian put a scar-flecked finger to his lips. “Best left for another time.” 

Right. I fell into step beside him, my thighs burning with the steep hike. 

Mist chilled my face. Conserving his strength—Cassian wasn’t wasting a drop of

energy on shielding us from the elements. 
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“You really think unleashing the Carver will do the trick against Hybern?” 

“You’re the general,” I panted, “you tell me.” 

He  considered,  the  wind  tossing  his  dark  hair  over  his  tan  face.  “Even  if  you promise to find a way to send him back to his own world with the Book, or give

him whatever unholy thing he wants,” Cassian mused, “I think you’d better find

a way to control him in  this world, or else we’ll be fighting enemies on all fronts. 

And I know which one will hand our asses to us.” 

“The Carver’s that bad.” 

“You’re asking this right before we’re to meet with him?” 

I hissed, “I assumed Rhys would have put his foot down if it was  that risky.” 

“Rhys has been known to hatch plans that make my heart stop dead,” 

Cassian grumbled. “So, I wouldn’t count on him to be the voice of reason.” 

I scowled at Cassian, earning a wolfish grin in return. 

But Cassian scanned the heavy gray sky, as if hunting for spying eyes. 

Then  the  moss  and  grass  and  rocks  beneath  our  boots  for  listening  ears  below. 

“There was life here,” he said, answering my question at last, 

“before the High Lords took Prythian. Old gods, we call them. They ruled

the forests and the rivers and the mountains—some  were those things. Then the

magic shifted to the High Fae, who brought the Cauldron and Mother along with

them,  and  though  the  old  gods  were  still  worshipped  by  a  select  few,  most

people forgot them.” 

I grappled onto a large gray rock as I climbed over it. “The Bone Carver was an

old god?” 

He  dragged  a  hand  through  his  hair,  the  Siphon  gleaming  in  the  watery  light. 
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“That’s what legend says. Along with whispers of being able to fell hundreds of

soldiers with one breath.” 

A chill rippled down my skin that had nothing to do with the brisk wind. 

“Useful on a battlefield.” 

Cassian’s  golden-brown  skin  paled  while  his  eyes  churned  with  the  thought. 

“Not  without  the  proper  precautions.  Not  without  him  being  bound  to  obey  us

within an inch of his life.” Which I’d have to figure out as well, I supposed. 

“How did he wind up here—in the Prison?” 

“I  don’t  know.  No  one  does.”  Cassian  helped  me  over  a  boulder,  his  hand

gripping mine tightly. “But  how do you plan on freeing him from the Prison?” 

I winced. “I suppose our friend would know, since she got out.” Careful

—we had to be careful when mentioning Amren’s name here. 

Cassian’s face  grew  solemn. “She  doesn’t  talk about  how  she did  it,  Feyre. I’d

be careful how you push her.” Since we still had not told Amren where we were

today. What we were doing. 

I thought about saying more, but ahead, far up the slope, the massive bone gates

opened. 

I’d forgotten it—the weight of the air inside the Prison. Like wading through the

unstirred air of a tomb. Like stealing a breath from the open mouth of a skull. 

We both bore an Illyrian blade in one hand, the faelight bobbing ahead to show

the way, occasionally dancing and sliding along the shining metal. 

Our  other  hands  …  Cassian  clenched  my  fingers  as  tightly  as  I  clutched  his

while we descended into the eternal blackness of the Prison, our steps crunching

on the dry ground. There were no doors—none that we could see. 

But  behind  that  solid,  black  rock,  I  could  still  feel  them.  Could  have  sworn  a

faint scratching sound filled the passage. From the other side of that rock. 

As if someone were running their nails down it. Something huge—and old. And

quiet as the wind through a field of wheat. 

Cassian kept utterly silent, tracking something—counting something. 

“This could be … a very bad idea,” I admitted, my grip tightening on his hand. 

“Oh, it most certainly is,” Cassian said with a faint smile as we continued down

and down into the heavy black and thrumming silence. 

“But this is war. We don’t have the luxury of good ideas—only picking between

the bad ones.” 

The Bone Carver’s cell door swung open the moment I laid my palm to it. 

“Worth  the  misery  of  being  Rhys’s  mate,”  Cassian  quipped  as  the  white  bone

swung away into darkness. 

A light chuckle within. 

The amusement faded from Cassian’s face at the sound—as we walked into the

cell, still hand in hand. 

The orb of faelight bobbed ahead, illuminating the stone-hewn cell. 

Cassian growled at what it revealed. Who it revealed. 

Wholly different, no doubt, from the same young boy who now smiled at me. 

Dark-haired, with eyes of crushing blue. 

I  started  at  the  child’s  face—what  I  had  not  noticed  that  first  time.  What  I  had not understood. 

It was Rhysand’s face. The coloring, the eyes … it was my mate’s face. 

But the Carver’s full, wide mouth, curled into that hideous smile … That was my

mouth. My father’s mouth. 

The hair on my arms rose. The Carver inclined his head in greeting—in greeting and in confirmation, as if he knew precisely what I realized. Who I had seen and

was still seeing. 

The High Lord’s son. My son.  Our son. Should we survive long enough to bear

him. 

Should I not fail in my task to recruit the Carver. Should we not fail to unify the

High Lords and the Court of Nightmares. And keep that wall intact. 

It was an effort to keep my knees from buckling. Cassian’s face was pale enough

that I knew whatever he was seeing … it wasn’t a beautiful young boy. 

“I  was  wondering  when  you’d  return,”  the  Carver  said,  that  boy’s  voice  sweet and yet dreadful—from the ancient creature that lurked beneath it. 

“High  Lady,”  he  added  to  me.  “Please  accept  my  congratulations  on  your

union.” A glance at Cassian. “I can smell the wind on you.” Another little smile. 

“Have you brought me a gift?” 

I  reached  into  the  pocket  of  my  jacket  and  chucked  a  small  shard  of  bone,  no bigger than my hand, at the Carver’s feet. 

“This is all that’s left of the Attor after I splattered him on the streets of Velaris.” 

Those blue eyes flared with unholy delight. I hadn’t even known we’d kept this

fragment. It had been stored until now—precisely for this sort of thing. 

“So bloodthirsty, my new High Lady,” the Carver purred, picking up the cracked

bone and turning it over in those small, delicate hands. And then the Carver said, 

“I smell my sister on you, Cursebreaker.” 

My mouth went dry. His sister—

“Did you steal from her? Did she weave a thread of your life into her loom?” 

The  Weaver  of  the  Wood.  My  heart  thundered.  No  breathing  could  steady  it. 

Cassian’s hand tightened around mine. 

The Carver purred to Cassian, “If I tell you a secret, warrior-heart, what will you

give me?” 

Neither of us spoke. Carefully—we’d have to phrase and do this so carefully. 

The Carver stroked the shard of bone in his palm, attention fixed upon a stone-

faced  Cassian.  “What  if  I  tell  you  what  the  rock  and  darkness  and  sea  beyond whispered to me, Lord of Bloodshed? How they shuddered in fear, on that island

across  the  sea.  How  they  trembled  when   she  emerged.  She  took  something—

something precious. She ripped it out with her teeth.” 

Cassian’s golden-brown face had drained of color, his wings tucking in tight. 

“What did you wake that day in Hybern, Prince of Bastards?” 

My blood went cold. 

“What came out was not what went in.” A rasping laugh as the Carver laid the

shard of bone on the ground beside him. “How lovely she is—new as a fawn and

yet  ancient  as  the  sea.  How  she  calls  to  you.  A  queen,  as  my  sister  once  was. 

Terrible and proud; beautiful as a winter sunrise.” 

Rhys had warned me of the inmates’ capacity to lie, to sell anything, to get free. 

“Nesta,” the Bone Carver murmured. “Nes-ta.” 

I squeezed Cassian’s hand. Enough. It was  enough of this teasing and taunting. 

But he didn’t look at me. 

“How the wind moans her name. Can you hear it, too? Nesta.  Nesta. 

 Nesta. ” 

I wasn’t sure Cassian was breathing. 

“What did she do, drowning in the ageless dark? What did she  take?” 

It was the bite in the last word that snapped my tether of restraint. “If you wish

to find out, perhaps you should stop talking long enough for us to explain.” 

My voice seemed to shake Cassian free of whatever trance he’d been in. 

His breathing surged, tight and fast, and he scanned my face—apology in his eyes. 

The Carver chuckled. “I so rarely get company. Forgive me for wanting to make

idle  talk.”  He  crossed  an  ankle  over  a  foot.  “And  why  have  you  sought  my

services?” 

“We attained the Book of Breathings,” I said casually. “There are …

interesting  spells  inside.  Codes  within  codes  within  codes.  Someone  we  know

cracked most of them. She is still looking for others. Spells that could

… send someone like her home. Others like her, too.” 

The Carver’s violet eyes flared bright as flame. “I’m listening.” 
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“War is upon us,” I said to the Carver. “Rumor suggests you have … gifts that

may be useful upon the battlefield.” 

A smile at Cassian, as if understanding why he’d joined me. “In exchange for a

price,” the Carver mused. 

“Within reason,” Cassian countered. 

The Carver surveyed his cell. “And you think that I wish to go … back.” 

“Don’t you?” 

The Carver folded his legs beneath his small frame. “Where we came from … I

do not believe it is now anything more than dust drifting across a plain. There is

no home to return to. Not one that I desire.” 

For  if  he’d  been  here  before  even  Amren  had  arrived  …  Tens  of  thousands  of years—longer, perhaps. I shoved against the sinking sensation in my gut. “Then

perhaps  improving  your  …  living  conditions  might  entice  you,  if  this  world  is where you wish to be.” 

“This  cell,  Cursebreaker,  is  where  I  wish  to  be.”  The  Carver  patted  the  dirt beside him. “Do you think I let them trap me without good reason?” 

Cassian’s entire body seemed to shift—seemed to go aware and focused. 

Ready to haul us out of there. 

The  Carver  traced  three  overlapping,  interlocked  circles  in  the  dirt.  “You  have met my sister—my twin. The Weaver, as you now call her. I knew her as Stryga. 

She, and our older brother, Koschei. How they delighted in this world when we

fell into it. How those ancient Fae feared and worshipped

them. Had I been braver, I might have bided my time—waited for their power to

fade,  for  that  long-ago  Fae  warrior  to  trick  Stryga  into  diminishing  her  power and becoming confined to the Middle. Koschei, too—confined and bound by his

little  lake  on  the  continent.  All  before  Prythian,  before  the  land  was  carved  up and any High Lord was crowned.” 

Cassian and I waited, not daring to interrupt. 

“Clever, that Fae warrior. Her bloodline is long gone now—though a trace still

runs through some human line.” He smiled, perhaps a bit sadly. 

“No one remembers her name. But I do. She would have been my salvation, had

I not made my choice long before she walked this earth.” 

I waited and waited and waited, picking apart the story he laid out like crumbs of

bread. 

“She could not kill them in the end—they were too strong. They could only be

contained.”  The  Carver  wiped  a  hand  through  the  circles  he’d  drawn,  erasing

them wholly. “I knew that long before she ever trapped them

—took it upon myself to find my way here.” 

“To spare the world from yourself?” Cassian asked, brows narrowing. 

The Carver’s eyes burned like the hottest flame. “To  hide from my siblings.” 

I blinked. “Why?” 

“They  are  death-gods,  girl,”  the  Carver  hissed.  “You  are  immortal—or  long-lived enough to seem that way. But my siblings and I … We are different. And

the two of them … Stronger. So much stronger than I ever was. My sister … she

found a way to  eat life itself. To stay young and beautiful forever thanks to the lives she steals.” 

The weaving—the threads inside that house, the roof made of hair … I made a

note to throw Rhys in the Sidra for sending me into that cottage. 

But the Carver himself … “If they are death-gods,” I said, “then what are you?” 

Death. He had asked me, over and over, about death. About what waited beyond

it, what it felt like. Where I had gone. I’d thought it mere curiosity, but …

That  boy’s  face  crinkled  with  amusement.  My  son’s  face.  The  vision  of  the

future  that  had  once  been  shown  to  me  all  those  months  ago,  as  some  sort  of taunt or embodiment of what I hadn’t dared yet admit to myself. 

What I was most uncertain of. And now … now that young boy … A different

sort of taunt, for the future I now stood to lose. 

“I  am  forgotten,  that’s  what  I  am.  And  that’s  how  I  prefer  to  be.”  The  Carver rested his head against the wall of rock behind him. “So you will find that I do

not wish to leave. That I have no desire to remind my sister and brother that I am

alive  and  in  the  world.  Contained  and  diminished  as  they  are,  their  influence remains … considerable.” 

“If  Hybern  wins  this  war,”  Cassian  said  roughly,  “you  might  find  the  gates  of this  place  blown  wide  open.  And  your  sister  and  brother  unleashed  from  their own territories—and interested in paying a visit.” 

“Even  Hybern  is  not  that  foolish.”  A  satisfied  huff  of  air.  “I’m  sure  there  are other inmates here who will find your offer … tempting.” 

My blood roared. “You will not even consider assisting us.” I waved a hand to

the cell. “This is what you would prefer—for eternity?” 

“If  you  knew  my  brother  and  sister,  Cursebreaker,  you  would  find  this  a  much wiser and more comfortable alternative.” 
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I opened my mouth, but Cassian squeezed my hand in warning. Enough. 

We’d  said  enough,  revealed  enough.  Looking  so  desperate  …  It  would  help

nothing. 

“We should go,” Cassian said to me, the very picture of unruffled calm. 

“The delights of the Hewn City await.” 

We’d indeed be late if we didn’t leave now. I threw a glare at the Carver by way

of farewell, letting Cassian lead me toward the open cell door. 

“You are going to the Hewn City,” the Carver said—not entirely a question. 

“I don’t see how that is any business of yours,” I said over my shoulder. 

The Carver’s beat of silence echoed around us. Made us pause on the threshold. 

“One last attempt,” the Carver mused, eyes skating over us, “to rally the entirety

of the Night Court, I suppose.” 

“Again, it is none of your concern,” I said coolly. 

The Carver smiled. “You will be bargaining with him.” A glance at the tattoo on

my  right  hand.  “I  wonder  what  Keir’s  asking  price  will  be.”  A  low  laugh. 

“Interesting.” 

Cassian let out a long-suffering sigh. “Out with it.” 

The  Bone  Carver  again  fell  silent,  toying  with  the  shard  of  the  Attor’s  bone  in the  dirt  beside  him.  “The  eddies  of  the  Cauldron  swirl  in  strange  ways,”  he murmured, more to himself than us. 

“We’re going,” I said, making to turn again, hauling Cassian with me. 

“My sister had a collection of mirrors in her black castle,” the Carver said. 

We halted once more. 

“She admired herself day and night in those mirrors, gloating over her youth and beauty.  There  was  one  mirror—the  Ouroboros,  she  called  it.  It  was  old  even

when  we  were  young.  A  window  to  the  world.  All  could  be  seen,  all  could  be told  through  its  dark  surface.  Keir  possesses  it—an  heirloom  of  his  household. 

Bring it to me. That is my price. The Ouroboros, and I am yours to wield. If you

can find a way to free me.” A hateful smile. 

I exchanged a glance with Cassian, and we both shrugged at the Carver. 

“We’ll see,” was all I said before we walked out. 

Cassian and I sat on a boulder overlooking a silver stream, breathing in the chill

mists.  The  Prison  loomed  at  our  backs,  a  dreadful  weight  blocking  out  the

horizon. 

“You said that you knew the Carver was an old god,” I mused softly. 

“Did you know he was a death-god?” 

Cassian’s face was taut. “I guessed.” When I lifted a brow, he clarified, 

“He carves deaths into bones. Sees them. Enjoys them. It wasn’t hard to figure

out.” 

I considered. “Was it you or Rhys who suggested you come here with me?” 

“I wanted to come. But Rhys … he guessed it, too.” 

Because what we’d seen in Nesta’s eyes that day …

“Like calls to like,” I murmured. 

Cassian nodded tightly. “I don’t think even the Carver knows what Nesta is. But

I wanted to see—just in case.” 

“Why?” 

“I want to help.” 

It was answer enough. 

We fell into silence, the stream gurgling as it rushed by. 

“Would  you  be  frightened  of  her,  if  Nesta   was—Death?  Or  if  her  power  came from it?” 

Cassian was quiet for a long moment. 

He said at last, “I’m a warrior. I’ve walked beside Death my entire life. I would

be more afraid  for her, to have that power. But not afraid  of her.” He considered, and added after a heartbeat, “Nothing about Nesta could frighten me.” 

I swallowed, and squeezed his hand. “Thank you.” 

I wasn’t sure why I even said it, but he nodded all the same. 

I felt him before he appeared, a spark of star-kissed joy flaring through me right

as Rhys stepped out of the air itself. “Well?” 

Cassian hopped off the boulder, extending a hand to help me down. 

“You’re not going to like his asking price.” 

Rhys held out both hands to winnow us back to Velaris. “If he wants the fancy

dinner plates, he can have them.” 

Neither  Cassian  nor  I  could  muster  a  laugh  as  we  both  reached  for  Rhys’s

outstretched  hands.  “You  better  bring  your  bargaining  skills  tonight,”  was  all Cassian muttered to my mate before we vanished into shadow. 
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When  we  returned  to  the  town  house  in  the  height  of  summer  afternoon  heat, 

Cassian and Azriel drew sticks for who would remain in Velaris that night. 

Both wanted to join us at the Hewn City, but someone had to guard the city—

part  of  their  long-held  protocol.  And  someone  had  to  guard  Elain,  though  I

certainly  wasn’t  about  to  tell  Lucien  that.  Cassian,  swearing  and  pissy,  got  the short stick, and Azriel only clapped him on the shoulder before heading up to the

House to prepare. 

I followed after him a few minutes later, leaving Cassian to tell Rhys the rest of

what the Carver had said. What he wanted. 

There were two people I needed to see up at the House before we left. I should

have checked in on Elain earlier, should have remembered that her would-have-

been wedding was in a few days, but … I cursed myself for forgetting it. And as

for Lucien … It wouldn’t hurt, I told myself, to keep tabs on where he was. How

that conversation with Azriel had gone yesterday. Make sure he remembered the

rules we’d set. 

But fifteen minutes later, I was trying not to wince as I walked down the halls of

the House of Wind, grateful Azriel had gone ahead. I’d winnowed into the sky

above the highest balcony—and since I figured now was as good a time as any

to practice flying, I’d summoned wings. 

And fallen twenty feet onto hard stone. 

A rallied wind kept the fall from cracking any bones, but both my knees and my

pride were significantly bruised by my graceless tumble through the air. 

At least no one had witnessed it. 

My  stiff,  limping  steps,  at  least,  had  eased  into  a  smoother  gait  by  the  time  I found Elain in the family library. 

Still staring at the window, but she was out of her room. 

Nesta  was  reading  in  her  usual  chair,  one  eye  on  Elain,  the  other  on  the  book spread  in  her  lap.  Only  Nesta  glanced  my  way  as  I  slipped  through  the  carved wooden doors. 

I murmured, “Hello,” and shut the doors behind me. 

Elain  didn’t  turn.  She  was  wearing  a  pale  pink  gown  that  did  little  to

complement  her  sallow  skin,  her  brown-gold  hair  hanging  in  loose,  heavy

ringlets down her thin back. 

“It’s a fine day,” I said to them. 

Nesta arched an elegant eyebrow. “Where’s your menagerie of friends?” 

I leveled a steely look back at her. “Those friends have offered you shelter and

comfort.”  And  training—or  whatever  Amren  was  doing.  “Are  you  ready  for

tonight?” 

“Yes.” Nesta merely resumed reading the book in her lap. Pure dismissal. 

I let out a little snort that I knew would make her see red, and strode for Elain. 

Nesta monitored my every step, a panther readying to strike at the merest hint of

danger. 

“What are you looking at?” I asked Elain, keeping my voice soft. Casual. 

Her face was wan, her lips bloodless. But they moved—barely—as she said, “I

can see so very far now. All the way to the sea.” 

Indeed,  the  sea  beyond  the  Sidra  was  a  distant  sparkle.  “It  takes  some  getting used to.” 

“I can hear your heartbeat—if I listen carefully. I can hear her heartbeat, too.” 

“You can learn to drown out the sounds that bother you.” I had—entirely on my

own. I wondered if Nesta had as well, or if they both suffered, 

hearing each other’s heartbeats day and night. I didn’t look to my other sister to

confirm it. 

Elain’s eyes at last slid to mine. The first time she’d done so. 

Even wasted away by grief and despair, Elain’s beauty was remarkable. 

Hers was a face that could bring kings to their knees. And yet there was no joy in

it. No light. No life. 

She  said,  “I  can  hear  the  sea.  Even  at  night.  Even  in  my  dreams.  The  crashing sea—and the screams of a bird made of fire.” 

It was an effort not to glance to Nesta. Even the town house was too far to hear

anything from the nearby coast. And as for some fire-bird …

“There is a garden—at my other house,” I said. “I’d like for you to come tend it, if you’re willing.” 

Elain only turned toward the sunny windows again, the light dancing in her hair. 

“Will  I  hear  the  earthworms  writhing  through  the  soil?  Or  the  stretching  of

roots? Will the bird of fire come to sit in the trees and watch me?” 

I wasn’t sure if I should answer. It was an effort to keep from shaking. 

But I caught Nesta’s eye, noting the glimmer of pain on my eldest sister’s face

before it was hidden beneath that cool mask. “There’s a book I need you to help

me find, Nesta,” I said, giving a pointed stare to the stacks to my left. 

Far  enough  away  for  privacy,  but  close  enough  to  remain  nearby  should  Elain

need anything. Do anything. 

Something in my chest cracked as Nesta’s eyes also went to the windows before

Elain. 

To check, as I did, for whether they could be easily opened. 

Mercifully, they were permanently sealed, likely to protect against some careless

fool forgetting to close them and ruining the books. Likely Cassian. 

Nesta wordlessly set down her book and followed me into the small labyrinth of

stacks, both of us keeping an ear on the main sitting area. 

When  we  were  far  enough  away,  I  threw  up  a  shield  of  hard  wind  around  us. 

Keeping any sound inside. “How did you get her to leave her room?” 

“I didn’t,” Nesta said, leaning against a shelf and crossing her slim arms. 

“I found her in here. She wasn’t in bed when I awoke.” 

Nesta  must  have  panicked  upon  finding  her  room  empty—“Did  she  eat

anything?” 

“No. I managed to get her to drink some broth last night. She refused anything

else. She’s been talking in those half riddles all day.” 

I dragged a hand through my hair, freeing strands from my braid. “Did anything happen to trigger—” 

“I don’t know. I check on her every few hours.” Nesta clenched her jaw. 

“I was gone for longer yesterday, though.” While she trained with Amren. 

Rhys  had  informed  me  that  by  the  end  of  it,  Nesta’s  rudimentary  shields  were solid enough that Amren deemed my sister ready for tonight. 

But there, beneath that cool demeanor—guilt. Panic. 

“I  doubt  anything  happened,”  I  said  quickly.  “Maybe  it’s  just  …  part  of  the recovery process. Her adjustment to being Fae.” 

Nesta didn’t look convinced. “Does she have powers? Like mine.” 

 And  what,  exactly,  are  those  powers,  Nesta? “I—don’t  know.  I  don’t  think  so. 

Unless  this  is  the  first  sign  of  something  manifesting.”  It  was  an  effort  not  to add,  If  you’d  talk  about  what  went  on  in  the  Cauldron,  perhaps   we’d  have  a better  understanding  of  it.  “Let’s  give  her  a  day  or  two—see  what  happens.  If she improves.” 

“Why not see now?” 

“Because  we’re  going  to  the  Hewn  City  in  a  few  hours.  And  you  don’t  seem

inclined to want us shoving into your business,” I told her as evenly as I could. 

“I doubt Elain does, too.” 

Nesta stared me down, not a flicker of emotion on her face, and gave a curt nod. 

“Well, at least she left the room.” 

“And the chair.” 

We exchanged a rare, calm glance. 

But then I said, “Why won’t you train with Cassian?” 

Nesta’s spine locked up. “Why is it only Cassian that I may train with? 

Why not the other one?” 

“Azriel?” 

“Him, or the blond one who won’t shut up.” 

“If you’re referring to Mor—” 

“And why must I train at all? I am no warrior, nor do I desire to be.” 

“It could make you strong—” 

“There  are  many  types  of  strength  beyond  the  ability  to  wield  a  blade  and  end lives. Amren told me that yesterday.” 

“You said you wanted our enemies dead. Why not kill them yourself?” 

She inspected her nails. “Why bother when someone else can do it for me?” 

I avoided the urge to rub my temples. “We’re—” 

But the doors to the library opened, and I snapped my barrier of hard air down

entirely at the thud of stalking footsteps, then their sudden halting. 

I gripped Nesta’s arm to keep her still just as Lucien’s voice blurted, 

“You—you left your room.” 

Nesta bristled, teeth flashing. I gripped her harder, and threw a new wall of air

around us—holding her there. 

Weeks of cloistering Elain had done nothing to improve her state. 

Perhaps  the  half  riddles  were  proof  of  that.  And  even  if  Lucien  was  currently breaking the rules we had set—

More steps—no doubt closer to where Elain stood at the window. 

“Is … is there anything I can get for you?” 

I’d never heard my friend’s voice so soft. So tentative and concerned. 

Perhaps it made me the lowest sort of wretch, but I cast my mind toward them. 

Toward him. 

And then I was in his body, his head. 

 Too thin. 

 She must not be eating at all. 

 How can she even stand? 

 The  thoughts  flowed  through  his  head,  one  after  another.  His  heart  was  a raging, thunderous beat, and he didn’t dare move from his position a mere  five feet away. She hadn’t yet turned toward him, but the ravages of her  fasting were evident enough. 

 Touch her, smell her, taste her—

 The instincts were a running river. He fisted his hands at his sides. 

 He  hadn’t  expected  her  to  be  here.  The  other  sister—the  viper—was  a

 possibility,  but  one  he  was  willing  to  risk.  Aside  from  talking  to  the

 shadowsinger  yesterday—which  had  been  just  about  as  unnerving  as  he’d

 expected, though Azriel seemed like a decent enough male—he’d been  cooped up in  this  wind-blasted  House  for  two  days.  The  thought  of  another   one  had  been enough to make him risk Rhysand’s wrath. 

 He just wanted a walk—and a few books. It had been an age since he’d  even had free time to read, let alone do so for pleasure. 

 But there she was. 

 His mate. 

 She was nothing like Jesminda. 

 Jesminda had been all laughter and mischief, too wild and free to be  contained by the country life that she’d been born into. She had teased him,   taunted him—

 seduced him  so  thoroughly  that  he  hadn’t  wanted  anything  but   her. She’d  seen him  not  as  a  High  Lord’s  seventh  son,  but  as  a  male.  Had   loved  him  without question, without hesitation. She had chosen him. 

 Elain had been … thrown at him. 

 He glanced toward the tea service spread on a low-lying table nearby. 

“I’m  going  to  assume  that  one  of  those  cups  belongs  to  your  sister.”  Indeed, there  was  a  discarded  book  in  the  viper’s  usual  chair.  Cauldron  help  the   male who wound up shackled to her. 

“Do you mind if I help myself to the other?” 

 He  tried  to  sound  casual—comfortable.  Even  as  his  heart  raced  and   raced,  so swift  he  thought  he  might  vomit  on  the  very  expensive,  very  old   carpet.  From Sangravah, if the patterns and rich dyes were any indication. 

 Rhysand was many things, but he certainly had good taste. 

 This  entire  place  had  been  decorated  with  thought  and  elegance,  with  a

 penchant for comfort over stuffiness. 

 He didn’t want to admit he liked it. Didn’t want to admit that he found  the city beautiful. 

 That  the  circle  of  people  who  now  claimed  to  be  Feyre’s  new  family  …  It   was what, long ago, he’d once thought life at Tamlin’s court would be. 

 An  ache  like  a  blow  to  the  chest  went  through  him,  but  he  crossed  the   rug. 

 Forced his hands to be steady while he poured himself a cup of tea and  sat in the chair opposite Nesta’s vacated one. 

“There’s a plate of biscuits. Would you like one?” 

 He  didn’t  expect  her  to  answer,  and  he  gave  himself  all  of  one  more   minute before he’d rise from this chair and leave, hopefully avoiding  Nesta’s return. 

 But sunlight on gold caught his eye—and Elain slowly turned from her   vigil at the window. 

 He had not seen her entire face since that day in Hybern. 

 Then,  it  had  been  drawn  and  terrified,  then  utterly  blank  and  numb,  her   hair

 plastered to her head, her lips blue with cold and shock. 

 Looking at her now …

 She was pale, yes. The vacancy still glazing her features. 

 But he couldn’t breathe  as she faced him fully. 

 She was the most beautiful female he’d ever seen. 

 Betrayal,  queasy  and  oily,  slid  through  his  veins.  He’d  said  the  same  to Jesminda once. 

 But  even  as  shame  washed  through  him,  the  words,  the  sense  chanted,   Mine. 

You are mine, and I am yours. Mate. 

 Her eyes were the brown of a fawn’s coat. And he could have sworn  something

 sparked in them as she met his gaze. 

 “Who are you?” 

 He knew without demanding clarification that she was aware of what  he  was to her. 

 “I am Lucien. Seventh son of the High Lord of the Autumn Court.” 

 And  a  whole  lot  of  nothing.  He’d  told  the  shadowsinger  all  he  knew—of   his surviving brothers, of his father. His mother … he’d kept some details,   irrelevant and utterly personal, to himself. Everything else—his father’s   closest allies, the most  conniving  courtiers  and  lords  …  He’d  handed  it   over.  Granted,  it  was dated by a few centuries, but in his time as emissary,    from the information he’d gathered,  not  much  had  changed.  They’d  all   acted  the  same  Under  the Mountain, anyway. And after what had happened

 with  his  brothers  a  few  days  ago  …  There  was  no  tinge  of  guilt  when  he  told Azriel what he knew. None of what he felt when he looked toward the south

 —toward both of the courts he’d called home. 

 For a long moment, Elain’s face did not shift, but those eyes seemed to  focus a

 bit  more.  “Lucien,”  she  said  at  last,  and  he  clenched  his  teacup  to   keep  from shuddering  at  the  sound  of  his  name  on  her  mouth.  “From  my   sister’s  stories. 

 Her friend.” 

 “Yes.” 

 But Elain blinked slowly. “You were in Hybern.” 

 “Yes.” It was all he could say. 

 “You betrayed us.” 

 He wished she’d shoved him out the window behind her. “It—it was a  mistake.” 

 Her eyes went frank and cold. “I was to be married in a few days.” 

 He fought against the bristling rage, the irrational urge to find the male  who’d claimed her and shred him apart. The words were a rasp as he   instead said, “I know. I’m sorry.” 

 She did not love him, want him, need him. Another male’s bride. 

 A mortal man’s wife. Or she would have been. 

 She  looked  away—toward  the  windows.  “I  can  hear  your  heart,”  she   said quietly. 

 He wasn’t sure how to respond, so he said nothing, and drained his tea,   even as it burned his mouth. 

 “When  I  sleep,”  she  murmured,  “I  can  hear  your  heart  beating  through   the stone.”  She  angled  her  head,  as  if  the  city  view  held  some  answer.  “Can   you hear mine?” 

 He wasn’t sure if she truly meant to address him, but he said, “No, lady. 

 I cannot.” 

 Her too-thin shoulders seemed to curve inward. “No one ever does. No  one ever looked—not really.” A bramble of words. Her voice strained to a  whisper. “He did. He saw me. He will not now.” 
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 Her thumb brushed the iron ring on her finger. 

 Another male’s ring, another marker that she was claimed—

It  was  enough.  I  had  listened  enough,  learned  enough.  I  pulled  out  of  Lucien’s mind. 

Nesta  was  gaping  at  me,  even  as  her  face  had  leeched  of  color  at  every  word uttered between them. “Have you ever gone into  my—” 

“No,” I rasped. 

How she knew what I had done, I didn’t want to ask. Not as I dropped the shield

around us and headed for the sitting area. 

Lucien, no doubt having heard our steps, was flushed as he glanced between me

and Nesta. No inkling whatsoever that I’d slid into his mind. 

Rifled through it like a bandit in the night. I shoved down the mild nausea. 

My eldest sister merely said to him, “Get out.” 

I flashed Nesta a glare, but Lucien rose. “I came for a book.” 

“Well, find one and leave.” 

Elain only stared out the window, unaware—or uncaring. 

Lucien  didn’t  head  for  the  stacks.  He  just  went  to  the  open  doors.  He  paused right between them and said to me, to Nesta, “She needs fresh air.” 

“We’ll judge what she needs.” 

I could have sworn his ruby hair gleamed like molten metal as his temper rose. 

But it faded, his russet eye fixing on me. “Take her to the sea. 

Take her to some garden. But get her out of this house for an hour or two.” 

Then he walked away. 

I looked at my two sisters. Cloistered up here, high above the world. 

“You’re moving into the town house right now,” I said to them. To Lucien, who

paused in the dim hallway outside. 

Nesta, to my shock, did not object. 

Neither did Rhys when I sent my order down the bond, asking him, Cassian, and

Azriel to help move them. No, my mate just promised to assign two bedrooms to

my sisters down the hall, on the other side of the stairs. And a third for Lucien—

on our side of the hall. Well away from Elain’s. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  Azriel  carried  Elain  down,  my  sister  silent  and

unresponsive in his arms. 

Nesta had looked ready to walk off the balcony rather than let Cassian, already

dressed  and  armed  for  guarding  the  town  house  tonight,  hold  her,  so  I  nudged her toward Rhys, pushed Lucien toward Cassian, and flew myself back. 

Or  tried  to—again.  I  soared  for  about  half  a  minute,  savoring  the  cleansing

scream  of  the  wind,  before  my  wings  wobbled,  my  back  strained,  and  the  fall became  unbearably  deadly.  I  winnowed  the  rest  of  the  way  to  the  town  house, and adjusted vases and figurines in the sitting room while waiting for them. 

Azriel arrived first, no shadows to be seen, my sister a pale, golden mass in his

arms.  He,  too,  wore  his  Illyrian  armor,  Elain’s  golden-brown  hair  snagging  in some of the black scales across his chest and shoulders. 

He  set  her  down  gently  on  the  foyer  carpet,  having  carried  her  in  through  the front door. 

Elain peered up at his patient, solemn face. 

Azriel smiled faintly. “Would you like me to show you the garden?” 

She seemed so small before him, so fragile compared to the scales of his fighting

leathers, the breadth of his shoulders. The wings peeking over them. 

But Elain did not balk from him, did not shy away as she nodded—just once. 

Azriel,  graceful  as  any  courtier,  offered  her  an  arm.  I  couldn’t  tell  if  she  was looking  at  his  blue  Siphon  or  at  his  scarred  skin  beneath  as  she  breathed, 

“Beautiful.” 

Color bloomed high on Azriel’s golden-brown cheeks, but he inclined his head

in  thanks  and  led  my  sister  toward  the  back  doors  into  the  garden,  sunlight bathing them. 

A  moment  later,  Nesta  was  stomping  through  the  front  door,  her  face  a

remarkable shade of green. “I need—a toilet.” 

I met Rhys’s stare as he prowled in behind her, hands in his pockets. 

 What did you do? 

His  brows  shot  up.  But  I  wordlessly  pointed  Nesta  toward  the  powder  room

beneath the stairs, and she vanished, slamming the door behind her. 

 Me?  Rhys leaned against the bottom post of the banister.  She complained  that I was flying deliberately slow. So I went fast. 

Cassian and Lucien appeared, neither looking at the other. But Lucien’s attention

went  right  to  the  hallway  toward  the  back,  his  nostrils  flaring  as  he  scented Elain’s direction. And who she’d gone with. 

A low snarl slipped out of him—

“Relax,” Rhys said. “Azriel isn’t the ravishing type.” 

Lucien cut him a glare. 

Mercifully, or perhaps not, Nesta’s retching filled the silence. Cassian gaped at

Rhys. “What did you  do?” 

“I asked him the same thing,” I said, crossing my arms. “He said he

‘  went fast.’ ” 

Nesta vomited again—then silence. 

Cassian sighed at the ceiling. “She’ll never fly again.” 

The doorknob twisted, and we tried—or at least Cassian and I did—not to seem

like we’d been listening to her. Nesta’s face was still greenish-pale, but … Her

eyes burned. 

There was no way of describing that burning—and even painting it might have

failed. 

Her eyes remained the same blue-gray as my own. And yet … Molten ore was

all I could think of. Quicksilver set aflame. 

She advanced a step toward us. All her attention fixed on Rhys. 

Cassian casually stepped in her path, wings folded in tight. Feet braced apart on

the carpet. A fighting stance—casual, but … his Siphons glimmered. 

“Do you know,” Cassian drawled to her, “that the last time I got into a brawl in

this house, I was kicked out for a month?” 

Nesta’s burning gaze slid to him, still outraged—but hinted with incredulity. 

He just went on, “It was Amren’s fault, of course, but no one believed me. And

no one dared banish  her.” 

She blinked slowly. 

But the burning, molten gaze became mortal. Or as mortal as one of us could be. 

Until Lucien breathed, “What  are you?” 

Cassian didn’t seem to dare take his focus off Nesta. But my sister slowly looked

at Lucien. 

“I  made  it  give  something  back,”  she  said  with  terrifying  quiet.  The  Cauldron. 

The hairs along my arms rose. Nesta’s gaze flicked to the carpet, then to a spot

on the wall. “I wish to go to my room.” 

It  took  a  moment  to  realize  she’d  spoken  to  me.  I  cleared  my  throat.  “Up  the stairs, on your right. Second door. Or the third—whichever suits you. 
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The  other  is  for  Elain.  We  need  to  leave  in  …”  I  squinted  at  the  clock  in  the sitting room. “Two hours.” 

A shallow nod was her only acknowledgment and thanks. 

We watched as she headed up the steps, her lavender gown trailing after her, one

slender hand braced on the rail. 

“I’m sorry,” Rhys called up after her. 

Her  hand  tightened  on  the  rail,  the  whites  of  her  knuckles  poking  through  her pale skin, but she didn’t say anything as she continued on. 

“Is  that  sort  of  thing  even  possible?”  Cassian  murmured  when  the  door  to  her room had shut. “For someone to  take from the Cauldron’s essence?” 

“It  would  seem  so,”  Rhys  mused,  then  said  to  Lucien,  “The  flame  in  her  eyes was not of your usual sort, I take it.” 

Lucien shook his head. “No. It spoke to nothing in my own arsenal. That was …

Ice so cold it burned. Ice and yet … fluid like flame. Or flame made of ice.” 

“I think it’s death,” I said quietly. 

I held Rhys’s gaze, as if it were again the tether that had kept me in this world. “I

think  the  power  is  death—death  made  flesh.  Or  whatever  power  the  Cauldron

holds over such things. That’s why the Carver heard it—heard about her.” 

“Mother above,” Lucien said, dragging a hand through his hair. 

Cassian gave him a solemn nod. 

But Rhys rubbed his jaw, weighing, thinking. Then he said simply, 

“Only Nesta would not just conquer Death—but pillage it.” 

No  wonder  she  didn’t  wish  to  speak  to  anyone  about  it—didn’t  wish  to  bear

witness on our behalf. It had been mere seconds for us while she’d gone under. 

I had never asked either of my sisters how long it had been for  them inside that Cauldron. 

“Azriel knows you’re watching,” Rhys drawled from where he stood before the

mirror in our bedroom, adjusting the lapels of his black jacket. 

The town house was a quiet flurry of activity as we prepared to leave. 

Mor and Amren had arrived half an hour ago, the former heading for the sitting

room, the latter bearing a dress for my sister. I didn’t dare ask Amren to see what

she’d selected for Nesta. 

 Training, Amren had said days ago. There were magical objects in the Court of

Nightmares  that  my  sister  could  study  tonight,  while  we  were  occupied  with

Keir.  I  wondered  if  the  Ouroboros  was  one  of  them—and  made  a  note  to  ask

Amren  what  she  knew  of  the  mirror  the  Carver  so  badly  desired.  Which  I’d

somehow have to convince Keir to part with tonight. 

Lucien  had  offered  to  make  himself  useful  while  we  were  gone  by  reading

through  some  of  the  texts  now  piled  on  the  tables  throughout  the  sitting  room. 

Amren had only grunted at the offer, which I told Lucien amounted to a yes. 

Cassian was already on the roof, casually sharpening his blades. I’d asked him if

 nine swords were really necessary, and he merely told me that it didn’t hurt to be prepared,  and  that  if  I  had  enough  time  to  question  him,  then  I  should  have enough  time  to  do  another  workout.  I’d  quickly  left,  throwing  a  vulgar  gesture his way. 

My hair still damp from the bath I’d just taken, I slid my heavy earrings through

my lobes and peered out our bedroom window, monitoring the garden below. 

Elain sat silently at one of the wrought-iron tables, a cup of tea before her. Azriel

was sprawled on the chaise longue across the gray stones, sunning his wings and

reading what looked to be a stack of reports—likely information on the Autumn

Court that he planned to present to Rhys once he’d sorted through it all. Already

dressed for the Hewn City—the brutal, beautiful armor so at odds with the lovely

garden. And my sister sitting within it. 

“Why not make  them mates?” I mused. “Why Lucien?” 

“I’d keep that question from Lucien.” 

“I’m serious.” I turned toward him and crossed my arms. “What decides it?  Who

decides it?” 

Rhys straightened his lapels before plucking an invisible piece of lint from them. 

“Fate, the Mother, the Cauldron’s swirling eddies …” 

“Rhys.” 

He watched me in the reflection of the mirror as I strode for my armoire, flinging

open the doors to yank out the dress I’d selected. Scraps of shimmering black—a

slightly  more  modest  version  of  what  I’d  worn  to  the  Court  of  Nightmares

months  ago.  “You  said  your  mother  and  father  were  wrong  for  each  other; 

 Tamlin  said  his  own  parents  were  wrong  for  each  other.”  I  peeled  off  my dressing robe. “So it can’t be a perfect system of matching. What if”—I jerked

my  chin  toward  the  window,  to  my  sister  and  the  shadowsinger  in  the  garden

—“that is what she needs? Is there no free will? What if Lucien wishes the union

but she doesn’t?” 

“A mating bond can be rejected,” Rhys said mildly, eyes flickering in the mirror

as  he  drank  in  every  inch  of  bare  skin  I  had  on  display.  “There  is  choice.  And sometimes,  yes—the  bond  picks  poorly.  Sometimes,  the  bond  is  nothing  more

than some … preordained guesswork at who will provide the strongest offspring. 

At  its  basest  level,  it’s  perhaps  only  that.  Some  natural  function,  not  an

indication  of  true,  paired  souls.”  A  smile  at  me—at  the  rareness,  perhaps,  of what we had. “Even so,” Rhys went on, “there will always be a … tug. For the

females, it is usually easier to ignore, but the males … It can drive them mad. It

is their burden to fight through, but some believe they are entitled to the female. 

Even after the bond is rejected, they

see her  as  belonging  to  them.  Sometimes  they  return  to  challenge  the  male  she chooses for herself. Sometimes it ends in death. It is savage, and it is ugly, and it

mercifully  does  not  happen  often,  but  …  Many  mated  pairs  will  try  to  make  it work,  believing  the  Cauldron  selected  them  for  a  reason.  Only  years  later  will they realize that perhaps the pairing was not ideal in spirit.” 

I scrounged up the jeweled, dark belt  from an armoire drawer and slung it  low

over my hips. “So you’re saying she could walk away—and Lucien would have

free rein to kill whoever she wishes to be with.” 

Rhys turned from the mirror at last, his dark clothes pristine—cut perfectly to his body. No wings tonight. “Not free rein—not in my lands. It has been illegal in

our territory for a long, long time for males to do that. 

Even before I was born. Other courts, no. On the continent, there are territories

that believe the females literally  belong to their mate. But not here. Elain would have  our  full  protection  if  she  rejects  the  bond.  But  it  will  still  be  a  bond, however weakened, that will trail her for the rest of her existence.” 

“Do  you  think  she  and  Lucien  match  well?”  I  pulled  out  a  pair  of  sandals  that laced up my bare thighs and jammed my feet into them before beginning work

on the bindings. 

“You know them better than I do. But I will say that Lucien is loyal—

fiercely so.” 

“So is Azriel.” 

“Azriel,”  Rhys  said,  “has  been  preoccupied  with  the  same  female  for  the  past five hundred years.” 

“Wouldn’t the mating bond have snapped into place for them if it exists?” 

Rhys’s eyes shuttered. “I think that is a question Azriel has been asking himself

every day since he met Mor.” He sighed as I finished one foot and started on the

other. “Am I allowed to request that you  not play matchmaker? Let them sort it

out.” 

I rose, bracing my hands on my hips. “I would never meddle in someone else’s

affairs!” 

He only raised a brow in silent challenge. And I knew precisely what he referred

to. 

My gut tightened as I took a seat at the vanity and began braiding my hair into a

coronet atop my head. Perhaps I was a coward, for not being able to ask it aloud, 

but I said down the bond,  Was it a violation—going into  Lucien’s mind like that? 

 I can’t answer that for you.  Rhys came over and handed me a hairpin. 

I slid it into a section of braid.  I needed to be sure—that he wasn’t about  to try to grab her, to sell us out. 

He handed me another.  And did you get an answer to that? 

We worked in unison, pinning my hair into place.  I think so. It wasn’t  just about what he thought—it was the … feeling. I sensed no ill will, no  conniving. Only concern for her. And … sorrow. Longing.  I shook my head. 

 Do I tell him? What I did? 

Rhys pinned a hard-to-reach section of my hair.  You have to deem  whether the cost is worth assuaging your guilt. 

The cost being Lucien’s tentative trust in me, this place.  I crossed a line. 

 But you did it to ensure the safety of people you love. 

 I didn’t realize … I trailed off, shaking my head again. 

He squeezed my shoulder.  Didn’t realize what? 

I  shrugged,  slouching  on  the  cushioned  stool.  That  it’d  be  so   complicated.  My face warmed.  I know that sounds terribly naïve—

 It’s always complicated, and it never gets easier, no matter how many  centuries I’ve been doing it. 

I pushed around the extra hairpins on the vanity.  It’s the second time I’ve  gone into his mind. 

 Then say it’s the last, and be done with it. 

I  blinked,  lifting  my  head.  I’d  painted  my  lips  in  a  shade  of  red  so  dark  it  was nearly black, and they now pressed into a thin line. 

He clarified,  What’s done is done. Agonizing over it won’t change  anything. You realized  it  was  a  line  you  didn’t  like  crossing,  and  so  you   won’t  make  that mistake again. 

I shifted in my seat.  Would you have done it? 

Rhys considered.  Yes. And I would have felt just as guilty afterward. 

Hearing that settled something, deep down. I nodded once—twice. 

 If you want to make yourself feel a little better, he added,  Lucien did  technically violate  the  rules  we  set.  So  you  were  entitled  to  look  into  his   mind,  if  only  to ensure the safety of your sister. He crossed the line first. 

That thing deep in me eased a bit more.  You’re right. 

And it was done. 

I watched Rhys in the mirror as a dark crown appeared in his hands. The one of

ravens’ feathers that I’d seen him wear—or its feminine twin. A tiara

—which he gently, reverently, set before the braid we’d pinned into place atop

my head. The original crown … it appeared atop Rhys’s head a moment later. 

Together, we stared at our reflection. Lord and Lady Night. 

“Ready to be wicked?” he purred in my ear. 

My toes curled at the caress in that voice—at the memory of the last time we’d

gone to the Court of Nightmares. How I’d sat in his lap—where his fingers had

drifted. 

I rose from the bench, facing him fully. His hands skimmed the bare skin along

my  ribs.  Between  my  breasts.  Down  the  outside  of  my  thighs.  Oh,  he

remembered, too. 

“This  time,”  I  breathed,  kissing  the  tendril  of  tattoo  that  peeked  just  above  the collar of Rhys’s black jacket, “I get to make Keir beg.” 

CHAPTER

25

Amren hadn’t dressed Nesta in cobwebs and stardust, as Mor and I were clothed. 

And  she  hadn’t  dressed  Nesta  in  her  own  style  of  loose  pants  and  a  cropped blouse. 

She had kept it simple. Brutal. 

A  dress  of  impenetrable  black  flowed  to  the  dark  marble  floors  of  the  throne room  of  the  Hewn  City,  tight  through  the  bodice  and  sleeves,  its  neckline

skimming the base of her pale throat. Nesta’s hair had been swept into a simple

style to reveal the panes of her face, the savage clarity of her eyes as she took in

the  assembled  crowd,  the  towering  carved  pillars  and  the  scaled  beasts  twined around them, the mighty dais and the throne atop it …

and did not balk. 

Indeed, Nesta’s chin only lifted with each step we took toward that dais. 

One throne, I realized—that mighty throne of those twined, scaly beasts. 

Rhys realized it, too. Planned for it. 

My  sister  and  the  others  peeled  away  at  the  foot  of  the  dais,  taking  flanking positions at its base. No fear, no joy, no light in their faces. Azriel, at Mor’s side, 

looked  murderously  calm  as  he  surveyed  those  gathered.  As  he  beheld  Keir, 

waiting beside a golden-haired woman who had to be Mor’s mother, sneering at

us.  Promise them nothing, Mor had warned me. 

Rhys held out a hand for me to ascend the dais steps. I kept my head high, back

straight, as I gripped his fingers and strode up the few stairs. 

Toward that solitary throne. 

Rhys  only  winked  as  he  gracefully  escorted  me  right  into  that  throne,  the

movement as easy and smooth as a dance. 

The  crowd  murmured  as  I  sat,  the  black  stone  bitingly  cold  against  my  bare

thighs. 

They outright gasped as Rhys simply perched on the arm of the throne, smirked

at me, and said to the Court of Nightmares, “Bow.” 

For they had not. And with me seated on that throne …

Their faces were still a mixture of shock and disdain as they all dropped to their

knees. 

I avoided looking at Nesta while she had no choice but to follow suit. 

But I made myself look at Keir, at the female beside him, at anyone who dared

meet my gaze. Made myself remember what they had done to Mor, now bowing

with a grin on her face, when she was barely more than a child. 

Some of the court averted their eyes. 

“I will interpret the lack of two thrones to be due to the fact that this visit came

upon  you  quickly,”  Rhys  said  with  lethal  calm.  “And  I  will  let  you  all  escape without having your skin flayed from your bones as  my mating gift to  you. Our loyal subjects,” he added, smiling faintly. 

I traced a finger over the scaly coil of one of the beasts that made up the arms of

the throne. Our court. Part of it. 

And we needed them to fight with us. To agree to it—tonight. 

The mouth I’d painted that dark, dark red parted into a lazy smile. 

Tendrils of power snaked toward the dais, but didn’t dare venture past the first

step.  Testing  me—what  power  I  might  have.  But  not  getting  close  enough  to

offend Rhysand. 

I  let  them  creep  closer,  sniffing  around,  as  I  said  to  Rhys,  to  the  throne  room, 

“Surely, my love, they would like to stand now.” 

Rhys smiled down at me, then at the crowd. “Rise.” 

They did. And some of those tendrils of power dared climb up the first step. 

I pounced. 

Three  gasps  choked  through  the  murmuring  room  as  I  slammed  talon-sharp

magic down upon those too-curious powers. Dug in deep and hard. A

cat with a bird under its paw. Several of them. 

“Do you wish to have this back?” I asked quietly to no one in particular. 

Near  the  foot  of  the  dais,  Keir  was  scowling  over  a  shoulder,  his  silver  circlet glinting atop his golden hair. Someone whimpered in the back of the room. 

“Don’t you know,” Rhys purred to the crowd, “that it’s not polite to touch a lady

without her permission?” 

In  answer,  I  sank  those  dark  talons  in  further,  the  magic  of  whoever  had  dared try to test me thrashing and buckling. “Play nice,” I crooned to the crowd. 

And let go. 

Three  separate  flurries  of  motion  warred  for  my  attention.  Someone  had

winnowed  outright,  fleeing.  Another  had  fainted.  And  a  third  was  clinging  to

whoever stood beside them, trembling. I marked all their faces. 

Amren  and  Nesta  approached  the  foot  of  the  dais.  My  sister  was  staring  as  if she’d never seen me before. I didn’t dare break my mask of bemused coolness. 

Didn’t dare ask if Nesta’s shields were holding up—if someone had just tried to

test her as well. Nesta’s own imperious face yielded nothing. 

Amren bowed her head to Rhys, to me. “By your leave, High Lord.” 

Rhys  waved  an  idle  hand.  “Go.  Enjoy  yourselves.”  He  jerked  his  chin  to  the

watching crowd. “Food and music. Now.” 

He was obeyed. Instantly. 

My  sister  and  Amren  vanished  before  the  crowd  could  begin  milling  about, 

striding right through those towering doors and into the gloom. To go play with

some of the magical trove kept here—to give Nesta some practice for whenever

Amren figured out how to fix the wall. 

A  few  heads  turned  in  their  direction—then  quickly  looked  away  as  Amren

noticed them. 

Let some of the monster inside show. 

We still had not told her of the Bone Carver—of the Prison visit. 

Something a bit like guilt coiled in my stomach. Though I supposed I had to
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get used to it as Rhys curled a finger toward Keir and said, “The council room. 

Ten minutes.” 

Keir’s eyes narrowed at the order, the female beside him keeping her head down

—the portrait of subservience. What Mor was supposed to have been. 

My friend was indeed watching her parents, cold indifference on her face. Azriel

kept a step away, monitoring everything. 

I didn’t let myself look too interested—too worried—as Rhys offered me a hand

and we rose from the throne. And went to talk of war. 

The council chamber of the Hewn City was nearly as large as the throne room. It

was  carved  from  the  same  dark  rock,  its  pillars  fashioned  after  those  entangled beasts. 

Far  below  the  high,  domed  ceiling,  a  mammoth  table  of  black  glass  split  the room in two like a lightning strike, its corners left long and jagged. 

Sharp as a razor. 

Rhys claimed a seat at the head of the table. I took the one at the opposite end. 

Azriel  and  Mor  found  seats  on  one  side,  and  Keir  settled  into  the  seat  on  the other. 

A chair beside him sat empty. 

Rhys leaned back in his dark chair, swirling the wine that had been poured by a

stone-faced servant a moment before. It had been an effort not to thank the male

who’d filled my goblet. 

But here, I did not thank anyone. 

Here, I took what was mine, and offered no gratitude or apologies for it. 

“I know why you’re here,” Keir said without any sort of preamble. 

“Oh?” Rhys’s eyebrow arched beautifully. 

Keir surveyed us, distaste lingering on his handsome face. “Hybern is swarming. 

Your legions”—a sneer at Azriel, at the Illyrians he represented

—“are  gathering.”  Keir  interlaced  his  long  fingers  and  set  them  upon  the  dark glass. “You mean to ask for my Darkbringers to join your army.” 

Rhys  sipped  from  his  wine.  “Well,  at  least  you’ve  spared  me  the  effort  of

dancing around the subject.” 

Keir held his gaze without blinking. “I will confess that I find myself …

sympathetic to Hybern’s cause.” 

Mor  shifted  slightly  in  her  seat.  Azriel  just  pinned  that  icy,  all-seeing  stare  on Keir. 

“You would not be the only one,” Rhys countered coolly. 

Keir  frowned  up  at  the  obsidian  chandelier,  fashioned  after  a  wreath  of  night-blooming flowers—the center of each a twinkling silver faelight. 

“There are many similarities between Hybern’s people and my own. Both of us

trapped—stagnant.” 

“Last  I  checked,”  Mor  cut  in,  “you  have  been  free  to  do  as  you  wish  for

centuries. Longer.” 

Keir didn’t so much as look at her, earning a flicker of rage from Azriel at the

dismissal.  “Ah,  but   are  we  free  here?  Not  even  the  entirety  of  this  mountain belongs to us—not with your palace atop it.” 

“All of this belongs to me, I’ll remind you,” Rhys said wryly. 

“It’s that mentality that allows me to find Hybern’s stifled people to be

… kindred spirits.” 

“You  want  the  palace  upstairs,  Keir,  then  it’s  yours.”  Rhys  crossed  his  legs.  “I didn’t know you were lusting after it for so long.” 

Keir’s  answering  smile  was  near-serpentine.  “You  must  need  my  army  rather

desperately, Rhysand.” Again, that hateful glance at Azriel. “Are the overgrown bats not up to snuff anymore?” 

“Come train with them,” Azriel said softly, “and you’ll learn for yourself.” 

In  his  centuries  of  miserable  existence,  Keir  had  certainly  mastered  the  art  of sneering. 

And the way he sneered at Azriel … Mor’s teeth flashed in the dim light. 

It was an effort to keep myself from doing the same. 

“I  have  no  doubt,”  Rhys  said,  the  portrait  of  glorious  boredom,  “that  you’ve already decided upon your asking price.” 

Keir peered down the table—to me. Looked his fill as I held his stare. “I did.” 

My stomach turned at that gaze, the words. 

Dark power rumbled through the chamber, setting the onyx chandelier tinkling. 

“Tread carefully, Keir.” 

Keir only smiled at me, then at Rhys. Mor had gone utterly still. 

“What would you give me for a shot at this war, Rhysand? You whored yourself

to Amarantha—but what about your mate?” 

He had not forgotten how we’d treated him. How we’d humiliated him months

ago. 

And  Rhys  …  there  was  only  eternal,  unforgiving  death  in  his  face,  in  the

darkness  gathering  behind  his  chair.  “The  bargain  our  ancestors  struck  grants

you the right to choose how and when your army assists my own. 

But it does not grant you the right to keep your life, Keir, when I grow tired of

your existence.” 

As  if  in  answer,  invisible  claws  gouged  deep  marks  in  the  table,  the  glass

shrieking. I flinched. Keir blanched at the lines now inches from him. 

“But I thought you might be … hesitant to assist me,” Rhys went on. I’d never

seen him so calm. Not calm—but filled with icy rage. 

The sort I sometimes glimpsed in Azriel’s eyes. 

Rhys snapped his fingers and said to no one in particular, “Bring him in.” 

The doors opened on a phantom wind. 

I didn’t know where to look as a servant escorted in the tall male figure. 

At  Mor,  whose  face  went  white  with  dread.  At  Azriel,  who  reached  for  his

dagger—Truth-Teller—his every breath alert, focused, but unsurprised. 

Not a hint of shock. 

Or at Eris, heir to the Autumn Court, as he strolled into the room. 
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That’s who the final, empty seat was for. 

And Rhys …

He  remained  sprawled  in  his  chair,  sipping  from  his  wine.  “Welcome  back, 

Eris,”  he  drawled.  “It’s  been  what—five  centuries  since  you  last  set  foot  in here?” 

Mor slid her eyes toward Rhys. Betrayal and—hurt. That was hurt flashing there. 

For not warning us. For this … surprise. 

I  wondered  if  I  schooled  my  features  with  any  more  success  than  my  friend  as Eris  claimed  the  vacant  seat  at  the  table,  not  bothering  to  so  much  as  nod  to  a wary-eyed Keir. “It has indeed been a while.” 

He’d healed since that day on the ice—not a sign of the gut-wound Cassian had

given him. His red hair was unbound, a silken drape over his well-tailored cobalt

jacket. 

 What  is  he  doing  here,  I  speared  down  the  bond,  not  bothering  to  hide  any  of what coursed through me. 

 Making sure Keir agrees to help, was all Rhys said, the words tight and clipped. 

Restrained. 

As if he were still holding the full might of his rage in check. 

Shadows  curled  around  Azriel’s  shoulders,  whispering  in  his  ear  as  he  stared

down Eris. 

“You  once  wanted  to  build  ties  to  Autumn,  Keir,”  said  Rhys,  setting  down  his goblet of wine. “Well, here’s your chance. Eris is willing to offer you a formal

alliance—in exchange for your services in this war.” 

 How the hell did you get him to agree to that? 

Rhys didn’t answer. 

 Rhysand. 

Keir leaned back in his chair. “It is not enough.” 

Eris snorted, pouring himself a goblet of wine from the decanter in the center of

the  table.  “I’d  forgotten  why  I  was  so  relieved  when  our  bargain  fell  apart  the last time.” 

Rhys shot him a warning look. Eris just drank deeply. 

“What is it that you want, then, Keir?” Rhys purred. 

I had the feeling if Keir suggested me again, he’d wind up splattered on the wall. 

But Keir must have known, too. And said simply to Rhysand, “I want out. I want

space. I want my people to be free of this mountain.” 

“You have every comfort,” I finally said. “And yet it is not enough?” 

Keir ignored me as well. As I’m sure he ignored most women in his life. 

“You  have  been  keeping  secrets,  High  Lord,”  Keir  said  with  a  hateful  smile, 

interlacing  his  hands  and  resting  them  on  the  mauled  table.  Right  atop  the nearest  deep  gouge.  “I  always  wondered—where  all  of  you   went  when  you weren’t here. Hybern answered the question at last—thanks to that attack on …

what is its name? Velaris. Yes. On Velaris. The City of Starlight.” 

Mor went utterly still. 

“I want access to the city,” Keir said. “For me, and my court.” 

“No,” Mor said. The word echoed off the pillars, the glass, the rock. 

I was inclined to agree. The thought of these people, of Keir, in Velaris

…  Tainting  it  with  their  presence,  their  hatred  and  small-mindedness,  their

disdain and cruelty …

Rhys did not refuse. Did not shoot down the suggestion. 

 You can’t be serious. 

Rhys only watched Keir as he answered down the bond,  I anticipated  this—and I took precautions. 

I  contemplated  it.  The  meeting  with  the  Palace  governors  …  That  was   tied  to this? 

 Yes. 

Rhysand said to Keir, “There would be conditions.” 

Mor opened her mouth, but Azriel laid a scarred hand atop hers. 

She snatched her hand back as if she’d been burned—burned as he had been. 

Azriel’s  mask  of  cold  didn’t  so  much  as  waver  at  the  rejection.  Though  Eris chuckled  softly.  Enough  to  make  Azriel’s  hazel  eyes  glaze  with  rage  as  he

settled  them  upon  the  High  Lord’s  son.  Eris  only  inclined  his  head  to  the

shadowsinger. 

“I want unrestricted access,” Keir said to Rhys. 

“You  will  not  get  it,”  Rhys  said.  “There  will  be  limited  stays,  limited  numbers allowed in. To be decided later.” 

Mor turned pleading eyes to Rhys. Her city—the place that she loved so much—

I  could  almost  hear  it.  The  crack  I  knew  was  about  to  sound  amongst  our  own circle. 

Keir looked to Mor at last—noted the despair and anger. And smiled. 

He had no real desire to get out of here. 

Only  a  desire  to  take  something  he’d  undoubtedly  gleaned  that  his  daughter

cherished. 

I could have gladly shredded through his throat as Keir said, “Done.” 

Rhys  didn’t  so  much  as  smile.  Mor  was  only  staring  and  staring  at  him,  that beseeching expression crumpling her face. 

“There is one more thing,” I added, squaring my shoulders. “One more request.” 

Keir deigned to acknowledge me. “Oh?” 

“I have need of the Ouroboros mirror,” I said, willing ice into my veins. 

“Immediately.” 

Interest and surprise flared in Keir’s brown eyes. Mor’s eyes. 

“Who told you that I have it?” he asked quietly. 

“Does it matter? I want it.” 


“Do you even know what the Ouroboros  is?” 

“Consider your tone, Keir,” Rhys warned. 

Keir leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the table. “The mirror …” 

He  laughed  under  his  breath.  “Consider  it  my  mating  present.”  He  added  with

sweet venom, “If you can take it.” 

Not a threat to face him, but— “What do you mean?” 

Keir rose to his feet, smirking like a cat with a canary in its mouth. “To take the

Ouroboros, to claim it, you must first look into it.” He headed for the doors, not

waiting  to  be  dismissed.  “And  everyone  who  has  attempted  to  do  so  has  either gone mad or been broken beyond repair. Even a High Lord or two, if legend is

true.” A shrug. “So it is yours, if you dare to face it.” 

Keir paused at the threshold as the doors opened on a phantom wind. He said to

Rhys,  perhaps  the  closest  he’d  come  to  asking  for  permission  to  leave,  “Lord Thanatos  is  having  …  difficulties  with  his  daughter  again.  He  requires  my

assistance.” Rhys only waved a hand, as if he hadn’t just yielded our city to the

male. Keir jerked his chin at Eris. “I will wish to speak with you—soon.” 

Once he was done gloating over his victory tonight. What we’d given. 

And lost. 

If the Ouroboros could not be retrieved, at least without such terrible risk

… I shut out the thought, sealing it away for later, as Keir left. Leaving us alone

with Eris. 

The heir of Autumn just sipped his wine. 

And I had the terrible sense that Mor had gone somewhere far, far away as Eris

set down his goblet and said, “You look well, Mor.” 

“You don’t speak to her,” Azriel said softly. 

Eris gave a bitter smile. “I see you’re still holding a grudge.” 

“This arrangement, Eris,” Rhys said, “relies solely upon you keeping your mouth

shut.” 

Eris huffed a laugh. “And haven’t I done an excellent job? Not even my father

suspected when I left tonight.” 

I glanced between my mate and Eris. “How did this come about?” 

Eris looked me over. The crown and dress. “You didn’t think that I knew your

shadowsinger would come sniffing around to see if I’d told my father about your

… powers? Especially after my brothers so mysteriously  forgot about them, too. 

I  knew  it  was  a  matter  of  time  before  one  of  you  arrived  to  take  care  of  my memory as well.” Eris tapped the side of his head with a long finger. “Too bad

for you, I learned a thing or two about daemati. Too bad for my brothers that I

never bothered to teach them.” 

My chest tightened.  Rhys. 

To  keep  me  safe  from  Beron’s  wrath,  to  keep  this  potential  alliance  with  the High Lords from falling apart before it began …  Rhys. 

It was an effort to keep my eyes from burning. 

A gentle caress down the bond was his only answer. 

“Of course I didn’t tell my father,” Eris went on, drinking from his wine again. 

“Why waste that sort of information on the bastard? His answer would be to hunt

you down and kill you—not realizing how much shit we’re in with Hybern and

that you might be the key to stopping it.” 

“So he plans to join us, then,” Rhys said. 

“Not if he learns about your little secret.” Eris smirked. 

Mor blinked—as if realizing that Rhys’s contact with Eris, his invitation here …

The glance she gave me, clear and settled, told me enough. Hurt and anger still

swirled, but understanding, too. 

“So what’s the asking price, Eris?” Mor demanded, leaning her bare arms on the

dark glass. “Another little bride for you to torture?” 

Something  flickered  in  Eris’s  eyes.  “I  don’t  know  who  fed  you  those  lies  to begin  with,  Morrigan,”  he  said  with  vicious  calm.  “Likely  the  bastards  you

surround yourself with.” A sneer at Azriel. 

Mor snarled, rattling the glasses. “You never gave any evidence to the contrary. 

Certainly not when you left me in those woods.” 

“There  were  forces  at  work  that  you  have  never  considered,”  Eris  said  coldly. 

“And I am not going to waste my breath explaining them to you. 

Believe what you want about me.” 

“You hunted me down like an animal,” I cut in. “I think we’ll choose to believe

the worst.” 

Eris’s pale face flushed. “I was given an order. And sent to do it with two of my

… brothers.” 

“And what of the brother you hunted down alongside me? The one whose lover

you helped to execute before his eyes?” 

Eris laid a hand flat on the table. “You know  nothing about what happened that

day.  Nothing.” 

Silence. 

“Indulge me,” was all I said. 

Eris stared me down. I stared right back. 

“How do you think he made it to the Spring border,” he said quietly. “I wasn’t

there—when they did it. Ask him. I refused. It was the first and only time I have

denied my father anything. He punished me. And by the time I got free … They

were going to kill him, too. I made sure they didn’t. Made sure Tamlin got word

—anonymously—to get the hell over to his own border.” 

Where two of Eris’s brothers had been killed. By Lucien and Tamlin. 

Eris  picked  at  a  stray  thread  on  his  jacket.  “Not  all  of  us  were  so  lucky  in  our friends and family as you, Rhysand.” 

Rhys’s face was a mask of boredom. “It would seem so.” 

And  none  of  this  entirely  erased  what  he’d  done,  but  …  “What  is  the  asking price,” I repeated. 

“The  same  thing  I  told  Azriel  when  I  found  him  snooping  through  my  father’s woods yesterday.” 

Hurt flared in Mor’s eyes as she whipped her head toward the shadowsinger. But

Azriel  didn’t  so  much  as  acknowledge  her  as  he  announced,  “When  the  time

comes … we are to support Eris’s bid to take the throne.” 

Even as Azriel spoke, that frozen rage dulled his face. And Eris was wise enough

to finally pale at the sight. Perhaps that was why Eris had kept knowledge of my

powers to himself. Not just for this sort of bargaining, but to avoid the wrath of

the shadowsinger. The blade at his side. 

“The request still stands, Rhysand,” Eris said, mastering himself, “to just kill my

father and be done with it. I can pledge troops right now.” 

Mother above. He didn’t even try to hide it—to look at all remorseful. It was an

effort to keep my jaw from dropping to the table at his intent, the casualness with

which he spoke it. 

“Tempting,  but  too  messy,”  Rhys  replied.  “Beron  sided  with  us  in  the  War. 

Hopefully he’ll sway that way again.” A pointed stare at Eris. 

“He  will,”  Eris  promised,  running  a  finger  over  one  of  the  claw  marks  gouged into the table. “And will remain blissfully unaware of Feyre’s …

gifts.” 

A throne—in exchange for his silence. And sway. 

“Promise Keir nothing you care about,” Rhys said, waving a hand in dismissal. 

Eris just rose to his feet. “We’ll see.” A frown at Mor as he drained his wine and

set down the goblet. “I’m surprised you still can’t control yourself around him. 

You had every emotion written right on that pretty face of yours.” 

“Watch it,” Azriel warned. 

Eris  looked  between  them,  smiling  faintly.  Secretly.  As  if  he  knew  something

that Azriel didn’t. “I wouldn’t have touched you,” he said to Mor, who blanched

again. “But when you fucked that other bastard—” A snarl ripped from Rhys’s

throat at that. And my own. “I knew why you did it.” Again that secret smile that had Mor shrinking.  Shrinking. “So I gave you your freedom, ending the betrothal

in no uncertain terms.” 

“And what happened next,” Azriel growled. 

A  shadow  crossed  Eris’s  face.  “There  are  few  things  I  regret.  That  is  one  of them. But … perhaps one day, now that we are allies, I shall tell you why. What

it cost me.” 

“I don’t give a shit,” Mor said quietly. She pointed to the door. “Get out.” 

Eris gave a mocking bow to her. To all of us. “See you at the meeting in twelve

days.” 
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We  found  Nesta  and  Amren  waiting  outside  the  throne  room,  both  of  them

looking pissy and tired. 

Well, that made six of us. 

I didn’t doubt Keir’s claim about the mirror—and risking gazing into it

… None of us could afford it. To be broken. Driven mad. None of us—not right

now. Perhaps the Bone Carver had known that. Had sent me on a fool’s errand to

amuse himself. 

We  did  not  bother  with  good-byes  to  the  whispering  court  as  we  winnowed  to

the town house. To Velaris—the peace and beauty that now felt infinitely more

fragile. 

Cassian had come off the roof at some point to join Lucien in the sitting room, 

the books from the wall spread on the low-lying table between them. 

Both got to their feet at the expressions on our faces. 

Cassian was halfway to Mor when she whirled on Rhys and said, 

“Why? ” 

Her voice broke. 

And  something  in  my  chest  cracked,  too,  at  the  tears  that  began  running  down her face. 

Rhys just stood there, staring down at her. His face unreadable. 

Watching as she slammed her hands into his chest and shouted, “Why? ” 

He yielded a step. “Eris found Azriel—our hands were tied. I made the best of

it.” His throat bobbed. “I’m sorry.” 

Cassian  was  sizing  them  up,  frozen  halfway  across  the  room.  And  I  assumed

Rhys was telling him mind to mind, assumed he was telling Amren and perhaps

even Lucien and Nesta, from their surprised blinks. 

Mor whirled on Azriel. “Why didn’t you say anything? ” 

Azriel held her gaze unflinchingly. Didn’t so much as rustle his wings. 

“Because  you  would  have  tried  to  stop  it.  And  we  can’t  afford  to  lose  Keir’s alliance—and face the threat of Eris.” 

“You’re  working  with  that  prick,”  Cassian  cut  in,  whatever  catching-up  now

over,  apparently.  He  moved  to  Mor’s  side,  a  hand  on  her  back.  He  shook  his head at Azriel and Rhys, disgust curling his lip. “You should have spiked Eris’s

fucking head to the front gates.” 

Azriel  only  watched  them  with  that  icy  indifference.  But  Lucien  crossed  his

arms, leaning against the back of the couch. “I have to agree with Cassian. Eris

is a snake.” 

Perhaps  Rhys  had  not  filled  him  in  on  everything,  then.  On  what  Eris  had

claimed about saving his youngest brother in whatever way he could. 

Of his defiance. 

“Your  whole  family  is  despicable,”  Amren  said  to  Lucien  from  where  she  and

Nesta lingered in the archway. “But Eris may prove a better alternative. If he can find a way to kill Beron off and make sure the power shifts to himself.” 

“I’m sure he will,” Lucien said. 

But Mor was still staring at Rhys, those silent tears streaming down her flushed

cheeks.  “It’s  not  about  Eris,”  she  said,  voice  wobbling.  “It’s  about   here.”  She waved a hand to the town house, the city. “This is my  home, and you are going

to let Keir  destroy it.” 

“I  took  precautions,”  Rhys  said—an  edge  to  his  voice  I  had  not  heard  in  some time.  “Many  of  them.  Starting  with  meeting  with  the  governors  of  the  Palaces and  getting  them  to  agree  never  to  serve,  shelter,  or  entertain  Keir  or  anyone from the Court of Nightmares.” 

Mor blinked. Cassian’s hand moved to her shoulder and squeezed. 

“They  have  been  sending  out  the  word  to  every  business  owner  in  the  city,” 

Rhys went on, “every restaurant and shop and venue. So Keir and his

ilk may come here … But they will not find it a welcoming place. Or one where

they can even procure lodgings.” 

Mor shook her head as she whispered, “He’ll still destroy it.” 

Cassian slid his arm around her shoulders, his face harder than I’d ever seen it as

he studied Rhys. Then Azriel. “You should have warned us.” 

“I  should  have,”  Rhys  said—though  he  didn’t  sound  sorry  for  it.  Azriel  just

remained a foot away, wings tucked in tight and Siphons glimmering. 

I stepped in at last. “We’ll set limitations—on when and how often they come.” 

Mor shook her head, still not looking anywhere but at Rhys. “If Amarantha were

alive  …”  The  word  slithered  through  the  room,  darkening  the  corners.  “If  she were  alive  and  I  offered  to   work  with  her—even  if  it  was  to  save  us  all—how would you feel?” 

Never—they had never come this close to discussing what had happened to him. 

I  approached  Rhys’s  side,  brushing  my  fingers  against  his.  His  own  curled around mine. 

“If  Amarantha  offered  us  a  slim  shot  at  survival,”  Rhys  said,  his  gaze

unflinching, “then I would not give a  shit that she made me fuck her for all those years.” 

Cassian flinched. The entire  room flinched. 

“If Amarantha showed up at that door right now,” Rhys snarled, pointing toward

the  foyer  entry,  “and  said  she  could  buy  us  a  chance  at  defeating  Hybern,  at keeping all of  you alive,  I would thank the fucking Cauldron.” 

Mor shook her head, tears slipping free again. “You don’t mean that.” 

“I do.” 

 Rhys. 

But  the  bond,  the  bridge  between  us  …  it  was  a  howling  void.  A  raging,  dark tempest. 

Too far—this was pushing them both too far. I tried to catch Cassian’s gaze, but

he  was  monitoring  them  closely,  his  golden-brown  skin  unnaturally  pale. 

Azriel’s shadows gathered close, half veiling him from view. And Amren—

Amren stepped between Rhys and Mor. They both towered over her. 

“I  kept  this  unit  from  breaking  for  forty-nine  years,”  Amren  said,  eyes  flaring bright as lightning. “I am not going to let you rip it to shreds now.” 

She  faced  Mor.  “Working  with  Keir  and  Eris  is  not  forgiving  them.  And  when

this war is over, I will hunt them down and butcher them with you, if that is what

you wish.” Mor said nothing—though she at last looked away from Rhys. 

“My father will poison this city.” 

“I will not allow him to,” Amren said. 

I believed her. 

And I think Mor did, too, for the tears that continued sliding free … they seemed to shift, somehow. 

Amren turned to Rhys, whose face had now edged toward—devastation. 

I  slid  my  hand  through  his.  I  see  you,  I  said,  giving  him  the  words  I’d  once whispered all those months ago.  And it does not frighten me. 

Amren said to him, “You’re a sneaky bastard. You always have been, and likely

always  will  be.  But  it  doesn’t  excuse  you,  boy,  from  not  warning  us.  Warning her, not where those two monsters are involved. Yes, you made the right call—

played it well. But you also played it badly.” 

Something like shame dimmed his eyes. “I’m sorry.” 

The words—to Mor, to Amren. 

Amren’s dark hair swayed as she assessed them. Mor just shook her head at last

—more acceptance than denial. 

I  swallowed,  my  voice  rough  as  I  said,  “This  is  war.  Our  allies  are  few  and already don’t trust us.” I met each of them in the eye—my sister, Lucien, Mor, 

and Azriel and Cassian. Then Amren. Then my mate. I squeezed his hand at the

guilt now sinking its claws deep into him. “You all have been to war and back—

when I’ve never even set foot on a battlefield. 

But … I have to imagine that we will not last long if … we cleave apart. 

From within.” 

Stumbling, near-incoherent words, but Azriel said at last, “She’s right.” 

Mor  didn’t  so  much  as  look  in  his  direction.  I  could  have  sworn  guilt  clouded Azriel’s eyes, there and gone in a blink. 

Amren stepped back to Nesta’s side as Cassian asked me, “What happened with

the mirror?” 

I shook my head. “Keir says it’s mine, if I dare to take it. Apparently, what you

see inside will break you—or drive you insane. No one’s ever walked away from

it.” 

Cassian swore. 

“Exactly,” I said. It was a risk perhaps none of us were entirely prepared to face. 

Not when we were all needed—each one of us. 

Mor  added  a  bit  hoarsely,  straightening  the  ebony  pleats  and  panels  of  her

gossamer gown, “My father spoke true about that. I was raised with legends of

the mirror. None were pleasant. Or successful.” 

Cassian frowned at me, at Rhys. “So what—” 

“You are talking about the Ouroboros,” Amren said. 

I blinked. Shit.  Shit—

“Why do you want that mirror?” Her voice had slipped to a low timbre. 

Rhys slid his free hand into his pocket. “If honesty is the theme of the night …

Because the Bone Carver requested it.” 

Amren’s nostrils flared. “You went to the Prison.” 

“Your  old  friends  say  hello,”  Cassian  drawled,  leaning  a  shoulder  against  the sitting room archway. 

Amren’s face tightened, Nesta glancing between them—carefully. 

Reading us. Especially as Amren’s quicksilver eyes swirled. “Why did you go.” 

I opened my mouth, but the gold of Lucien’s eye caught my attention. 

Snared it. 

My hesitation must have been indication enough of my wariness. 

Jaw tight with a hint of frustration, Lucien excused himself to his room. 

Frustration—and  perhaps  disappointment.  I  blocked  it  out—what  it  did  to  my

stomach. 

“We had some questions for the Carver.” Cassian gave Amren a slash of a smile when Lucien was gone. “And we have some for you.” 

Amren’s smoke-filled eyes flared. “You are going to unleash the Carver.” 

I said simply, “Yes.” A one-monster army. 

“That is impossible.” 

“I’ll  remind  you  that   you,  sweet  Amren,  escaped,”  Rhys  countered  smoothly. 

“And have stayed free. So it can be done. Perhaps you could tell us how you did

it.” 

Cassian had stationed himself by the doorway, I realized, to be closer to Nesta. 

To  grab  her  if  Amren  decided  she  didn’t  particularly  care  for  where  this

conversation was headed. Or for any of the furniture in this room. 

Precisely  why  Rhys  now  placed  himself  on  Amren’s  other  side—to  draw  her

attention away from me, and Mor behind us, every muscle in her lithe body on

alert. 

Cassian was staring at Nesta—hard enough that my sister at last twisted toward

him. Met his gaze. His head tilted—slightly. A silent order. 

Nesta, to my shock, obeyed. Drifted over to Cassian’s side as Amren replied to

Rhys, “No.” 

“It wasn’t a request,” Rhys said. 

He’d  once  admitted  that  merely  questioning  Amren  had  been  something  she’d

allowed him to do only in recent years. But giving her an order, pushing her like

this …

“Feyre  and  Cassian  spoke  to  the  Bone  Carver.  He  wants  the  Ouroboros  in

exchange  for  serving  us—fighting  Hybern  for  us.  But  we  need  you  to  explain

how to get him out.” The bargain Rhys or I would strike with him would suffice

to hold him to our will. 

“Anything else?” Her voice was too calm, too sweet. 

“When we’re done with all of this,” Rhys said, “then my promise from months ago still holds: use the Book to send yourself home, if you want.” 

Amren stared up at him. It was so quiet that the clock on the sitting room mantel

could be heard. And beyond that—the fountain in the garden—

“Call off your dog,” Amren said with that lethal tone. 

Because  the  shadow  in  the  corner  behind  Amren  …  that  was  Azriel.  The

obsidian  hilt  of  Truth-Teller  in  his  scarred  hand.  He’d  moved  without  my

realizing it—though I had no doubt the others had likely been aware. 

Amren bared her teeth at him. Azriel’s beautiful face didn’t so much as shift. 

Rhys remained where he was as he asked Amren, “Why won’t you tell us?” 

Cassian casually slid Nesta behind him, his fingers snagging in the skirts of her

black  gown.  As  if  to  reassure  himself  that  she  wasn’t  in  Amren’s  direct  path. 

Nesta only rose onto her toes to peer over his shoulder. 

“Because  the  stone  beneath  this  house  has  ears,  the  wind  has  ears—all  of  it listening,” Amren said. “And if it reports back … They will remember, Rhysand, 

that  they  have  not  caught  me.  And  I  will  not  let  them  put  me  in  that  black  pit again.” 

My ears hollowed out as a shield clicked into place. “No one will hear beyond

this room.” 

Amren surveyed the books lying forgotten on the low table in the sitting room. 

Her brows narrowed. “I had to give something up. I had to give  me up. 

To  walk  out,  I  had  to  become  something  else  entirely,  something  the  Prison

would not recognize. So I—I bound myself into this body.” 

I’d never heard her stumble over a word before. 

“You said someone else bound you,” Rhys questioned carefully. 

“I  lied—to  cover  what  I’d  done.  So  none  could  know.  To  escape  the  Prison,  I

made myself mortal. Immortal as you are, but … mortal compared to—to what I was. And what I was … I did not feel, the way you do. The way I do now. Some

things—loyalty and wrath and curiosity—but not the full spectrum.” Again, that

faraway look. “I was perfect, according to some. 

I did not regret, did not mourn—and pain … I did not experience it. And yet

…  yet  I  wound  up   here,  because  I  was  not  quite  like  the  others.  Even  as—as what  I  was,  I  was  different.  Too  curious.  Too  questioning.  The  day  the  rip

appeared  in  the  sky  …  it  was  curiosity  that  drove  me.  My  brothers  and  sisters fled.  Upon  the  orders  of  our  ruler,  we  had  just  laid  waste  to  twin  cities,  smote them wholly into rubble on the plain, and yet they  fled from that rip in the world. 

But I wanted to look. I  wanted. I was not built or bred to feel such selfish things as  want. I’d seen what happened to those of my kind who strayed, who learned

to place their needs first. Who developed …

feeling. But I went through the tear in the sky. And here I am.” 

“And you gave all that up to get out of the Prison?” Mor asked softly. 

“I yielded my grace—my perfect immortality. I knew that once I did … I would

feel  pain.  And  regret.  I  would  want,  and  I  would  burn  with  it.  I  would  …  fall. 

But I was—the time locked away down there … I didn’t care. 

I  had  not  felt  the  wind  on  my  face,  had  not  smelled  the  rain  …  I  did  not  even remember what they felt like. I did not remember sunlight.” 

It was to Azriel that her attention drifted—the shadowsinger’s darkness pulling

away to reveal eyes full of understanding.  Locked away. 

“So  I  bound  myself  into  this  body.  I  shoved  my  burning  grace  deep  into  me.  I gave up everything I was. The cell door just … unlocked. And so I walked out.” 

A burning grace … That still smoldered far within her, visible only through the

smoke in her gray eyes. 

“That will be the cost of freeing the Carver,” Amren said. “You will have to bind

him into a body. Make him … Fae. And I doubt he will agree to it. 

Especially without the Ouroboros.” 

We were silent. 

“You should have asked me before you went,” she said, that sharpness returning

to her tone. “I would have spared you the visit.” 

Rhysand swallowed. “Can you be—unbound?” 

“Not by me.” 

“What would happen if you were?” 

Amren stared at him for a long while. Then me. Cassian. Azriel. Mor. 

Nesta.  Finally  back  to  my  mate.  “I  would  not  remember  you.  I  would  not  care for any of you. I would either smite you or abandon you. What I feel now … it

would be foreign to me—it would hold no sway. Everything I am, this body … it

would cease to be.” 

“What  were you,” Nesta breathed, coming around Cassian to stand at his side. 

Amren toyed with one of her black pearl earrings. “A messenger—and soldier-

assassin. For a wrathful god who ruled a young world.” 

I could feel the questions of the others brewing. Rhys’s eyes were near-glowing

with them. 

“Was Amren your name?” Nesta asked. 

“No.” The smoke swirled in her eyes. “I do not remember the name I was given. 

I used Amren because—it’s a long story.” 

I almost begged her to tell it, but soft footsteps thudded, and then—

“Oh.” 

Elain  started—enough  so  that  I  realized  she  couldn’t  hear  us.  Had  no  idea  we were here, thanks to the shield that kept sound from escaping. 

It  instantly  dropped.  But  my  sister  remained  near  the  stairs.  She’d  covered  her nightgown with a silk shawl of palest blue, her fingers grappling into the fabric

as she held herself. 
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I went to her immediately. “Do you need anything?” 

“No.  I  …  I  was  sleeping,  but  I  heard  …”  She  shook  her  head.  Blinked  at  our formal attire, the dark crown atop my head—and Rhysand’s. “I didn’t hear you.” 

Azriel stepped forward. “But you heard something else.” 

Elain seemed about to nod, but only backed away. “I think I was dreaming,” she

murmured. “I think I’m always dreaming these days.” 

“Let me get you some hot milk,” I said, putting a hand on her elbow to guide her

into the sitting room. 

But Elain shook me off, heading back to the stairs. She said as she climbed the

first steps, “I can hear her—crying.” 

I gripped the bottom post of the banister. “Who?” 

“Everyone thinks she’s dead.” Elain kept walking. “But she’s not. Only

—different. Changed. As I was.” 

“Who,” I pushed. 

But Elain continued up the stairs, that shawl drooping down her back. 

Nesta  stalked  from  Cassian’s  side  to  approach  my  own.  We  both  sucked  in  a

breath, to say what, I didn’t know but—

“What did you see,” Azriel said, and I tried not to flinch as I found him at my

other side, not having seen him move. Again. 

Elain  paused  halfway  up  the  stairs.  Slowly,  she  turned  to  look  back  at  him.  “I saw young hands wither with age. I saw a box of black stone. I saw a feather of

fire land on snow and melt it.” 

My stomach dropped to the floor. One glance at Nesta confirmed that she felt it, 

too. Saw it. 

Mad. Elain might very well have gone mad—

“It was angry,” Elain said quietly. “It was so, so angry that something was taken. 

So it took something from them as punishment.” 

We said nothing. I didn’t know  what to say—what to even ask or demand. If the

Cauldron had done something to  her as well …

I faced Azriel, exposing my palms to him. “What does that  mean?” 

Azriel’s hazel eyes churned as he studied my sister, her too-thin body. 

And  without  a  word,  he  winnowed  away.  Mor  watched  the  space  where  he’d

been standing long after he was gone. 

I waited until the others had left—Cassian and Rhys slipping away to ponder the

possibilities or lack thereof of our would-be allies, Amren storming off to be rid

of  us  entirely,  and  Mor  striding  out  to  enjoy  what  she  deemed  as  her  last  few days of peace in this city, a brittleness still in her voice—before I cornered Nesta

in the sitting room. 

“What happened at the Hewn City—with you and Amren? You didn’t mention

it.” 

“It was fine.” 

I clenched my jaw. “What happened?” 

“She brought me to a room full of treasure. Strange objects. And it …” 

She tugged at the tight sleeve of her gown. “Some of it wanted to  hurt us. 

As if it were alive—aware. Like … like in all those stories and lies we were fed

over the wall.” 

“Are  you  all  right?”  I  couldn’t  find  any  signs  of  harm  on  either  of  them,  and neither had said anything to suggest—

“It  was  a  training  exercise.  With  a  form  of  magic  designed  to  repel  intruders.” 

The words were recited. “As the wall will likely be. She wanted me to breach the

defenses—find weaknesses.” 

“And repair them?” 

“Just  find  the  weaknesses.  Repairing  is  another  thing,”  Nesta  said,  her  eyes

going distant as she frowned at the still-open books on the low table before the

fireplace. 

I sighed. “So … that went right, at least.” 

Those  eyes  went  razor-sharp  again.  “I  failed.  Every  time.  So,  no.  It  did  not  go right.” 

I didn’t know what to say. Sympathy would likely earn me a tongue-lashing. So

I opted for another route. “We need to do something about Elain.” 

Nesta stiffened. “And what solution do you propose, exactly? Letting your mate

into her mind to scramble things around?” 

“I’d never do that. I don’t think Rhys can even … fix things like that.” 

Nesta paced in front of the darkened fireplace. “Everything has a cost. 

Maybe the cost of her youth and immortality was losing part of her sanity.” 

My  knees  wobbled  enough  that  I  took  a  seat  on  the  deep-cushioned  couch. 

“What was your cost?” 

Nesta  stopped  moving.  “Perhaps  it  was  to  see  Elain  suffer—while  I  got  away

unscathed.” 

I shot to my feet. “Nesta—” 

“Don’t  bother.”  But  I  trailed  her  as  she  strode  for  the  stairs.  To  where  Lucien was now descending the steps—and winced at the sight of her approach. 

He gave her a wide berth as she stormed past him. One look at his taut face had

me bracing myself—and returning to the sitting room. 

I  slumped  into  the  nearest  armchair,  surprised  to  find  myself  still  in  my  black dress as the fabric scraped against my bare skin. How long had I been back from
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the  Hewn  City?  Thirty  minutes?  Less?  And  had  the  Prison  only  been  that

morning? 

It felt like days ago. I rested my head against the embroidered back of the chair

and  watched  Lucien  take  a  seat  on  the  rolled  arm  of  the  nearest  couch.  “Long day?” 

I grunted my response. 

That metal eye tightened. “I thought the Prison was another myth.” 

“Well, it’s not.” 

He weighed my tone, and crossed his arms. “Let me do something. 

About  Elain.  I  heard—from  my  room.  Everything  that  happened  just  now.  It

wouldn’t hurt to have a healer look her over. Externally and internally.” 

I was tired enough that I could barely summon the breath to ask, “Do you think

the Cauldron made her insane?” 

“I think she went through something terrible,” Lucien countered carefully. “And

it wouldn’t hurt to have your best healer do a thorough examination.” 

I  rubbed  my  hand  over  my  face.  “All  right.”  My  breath  snagged  on  the  words. 

“Tomorrow  morning.”  I  managed  a  shallow  nod,  rallying  my  strength  to  rise

from the chair. Heavy—there was an old heaviness in me. 

Like I could sleep for a hundred years and it wouldn’t be enough. 

“Please tell me,” Lucien said when I crossed the threshold into the foyer. 

“What the healer says. And if—if you need me for anything.” 

I gave him one final nod, speech suddenly beyond me. 

I  knew  Nesta  still  wasn’t  asleep  as  I  walked  past  her  room.  Knew  she’d  heard every word of our conversation thanks to that Fae hearing. And I knew she heard

as  I  listened  at  Elain’s  door,  knocked  once,  and  poked  my  head  in  to  find  her asleep—breathing. 

I  sent  a  request  to  Madja,  Rhysand’s  preferred  healer,  to  come  the  next  day  at eleven.  I  did  not  explain  why  or  who  or  what.  Then  went  into  my  bedroom, 

crawled onto the mattress, and cried. 

I didn’t really know why. 

Strong,  broad  hands  rubbed  down  my  spine,  and  I  opened  my  eyes  to  find  the room wholly black, Rhysand perched on the mattress beside me. “Do you want

anything to eat?” His voice was soft—tentative. 

I didn’t raise my head from the pillow. “I feel … heavy again,” I breathed, voice

breaking. 

Rhys said nothing as he gathered me up into his arms. He was still in his jacket, 

as if he’d just come in from wherever he’d been talking with Cassian. 

In the dark, I breathed in his scent, savored his warmth. “Are you all right?” 

Rhys was quiet for a long minute. “No.” 

I slid my arms around him, holding him tightly. 

“I should have found another way,” he said. 

I stroked my fingers through his silken hair. 

Rhys murmured, “If she …” His swallow was audible. “If she showed up at this

house  …”  I  knew  who  he  meant.  “I  would  kill  her.  Without  even  letting  her

speak. I would kill her.” 

“I know.” I would, too. 

“You asked me at the library,” he whispered. “Why I … Why I’d rather take all

of this upon myself. Tonight is why. Seeing Mor  cry is why. I made a bad call. 

Tried  to  find  some  other  way  around  this  shithole  we’re  in.”  And  had  lost

something—  Mor had lost something—in the process. 

We  held  each  other  in  silence  for  minutes.  Hours.  Two  souls,  twining  in  the dark. I lowered my shields, let him in fully. His mind curled around mine. 

“Would you risk looking into it—the Ouroboros?” I asked. 

“Not yet,” was all Rhys said, holding me tighter. “Not yet.” 

CHAPTER

28

I dragged myself out of bed by sheer will the next morning. 

Amren had said the Carver wouldn’t bind himself into a Fae body—had  claimed

that. 

But  it  wouldn’t  hurt  to  try.  If  it  gave  us  the  slightest  chance  of  holding  out,  of keeping Rhys from giving everything …

He was already gone by the time I awoke. I gritted my teeth as I dressed in my

leathers and winnowed to the House of Wind. 

I  had  my  wings  ready  as  I  hit  the  wards  protecting  it,  and  managed  a  decent-enough glide into the open-air training ring on its flat top. 

Cassian was already waiting, hands on his hips. Watching as I eased down, down

…

Too fast. My feet skipped over the dirt, bouncing me up, up—

“Backflap—” 

His warning was too late. 

I slammed into a wall of crimson before I could get a face full of the ruddy rock, 

but—I swore, pride skinned as much as my palms as I staggered back, my wings

unwieldy  behind  me.  Cassian’s  shoulders  shook  as  he  reined  in  a  laugh,  and  I gave him a vulgar gesture in return. 

“If you go in for a landing that way, make sure you have room.” 
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I scowled. “Lesson learned.” 

“Or space to bank and circle until you slow—” 

“I get it.” 

Cassian held up his hands, but the amusement faded as he watched me dismiss

the wings and stalk toward him. “You want to go hard today, or take it easy?” 

I  didn’t  think  the  others  gave  him  enough  credit—for  noticing  the  shift  in

someone’s emotional current. To command legions, I supposed, he needed to be

able to read that sort of thing, judge when his soldiers or enemies were strong or

breaking or broken. 

I peered inside, to that place where I now felt like quicksand, and said, 

“Hard. I want to limp out of here.” I peeled off the leather jacket and rolled up

the sleeves of my white shirt. 

Cassian swept an assessing stare over me. He murmured, “It helps me, too—the

physical activity, the training.” He rolled his shoulders as I began to stretch. “It’s

always helped me focus and center myself. And after last night …” He tied back

his dark hair. “I definitely need it—this.” 

I held my leg folded behind me, my muscles protesting at the stretch. “I suppose

there are worse methods of coping.” 

A lopsided grin. “Indeed there are.” 

Azriel’s  lesson  afterward  consisted  of  standing  in  a  breeze  and  trying  to

memorize  his  instructions  on  currents  and  downdrafts,  on  how  heat  and  cold

could shape wind and speed. Throughout it, he was quiet—removed. 

Even by his standards. 

I made the mistake of asking if he’d spoken to Mor since he’d left last night. 

No, he had not. And that was that. 

Even if he kept flexing his scarred hand at his side. As if recalling the sensation of the hand she’d whipped free of his touch during that meeting. 

Over and over. I didn’t dare tell him that he’d made the right call—that perhaps

he should talk to Mor, rather than let the guilt eat at him. The two of them had

enough between them without me shoving myself into it. 

I  was  indeed  limping  by  the  time  I  returned  to  the  town  house  hours  later, finding Mor at the dining table, munching on a giant pastry she’d grabbed from a

bakery on her way in. 

“You look like a team of horses trampled you,” she said around her food. 

“Good,”  I  said,  taking  the  pastry  out  of  her  hand  and  finishing  it  off.  She squawked in outrage, but snapped her fingers, and a plate of carved melon from

the kitchen down the hall appeared on the polished table before her. 

Right atop the pile of what looked to be letters on various pieces of stationery. 

“What’s that?” I said, wiping the crumbs from my mouth. 

“The first of the High Lords’ responses,” she said sweetly, plucking up a slice of

the green fruit and biting off a chunk. No hint of last night’s rage and fear. 

“That pleasant, hmm?” 

“Helion’s came first this morning. Between all the innuendo, I think he said he’d

be willing to … join us.” 

I lifted my brows. “That’s good—isn’t it?” 

A shrug. “Helion, we weren’t worried about. The other two …” She finished off

the melon, chewing wetly. “Thesan says he’ll come, but won’t do it unless it’s in

a  truly  neutral  and  safe  location.  Kallias  …  he  doesn’t  trust  any  of  us  after  …

Under the Mountain. He wants to bring armed guards.” 

Day, Dawn, and Winter. Our closest allies. “No word from anyone else?” 

My gut tightened. 

“No. Spring, Autumn, and Summer haven’t sent a reply.” 

“We don’t have much time until the meeting. What if they refuse to reply at all?” 

I didn’t have the nerve to wonder aloud if Eris would be good to his word and

make sure his father attended—and joined our cause. Not with the light back in

her face. 

Mor picked up another slice of melon. “Then we’ll have to decide if Rhys and I

will  go  drag  them  by  their  necks  to  this  meeting,  or  if  we’ll  have  it  without them.” 

“I’d suggest the second option.” Mor furrowed her brows. “The first,” I clarified, 

“doesn’t sound conducive to actually forming an alliance.” 

Though I was surprised that Tarquin hadn’t responded. Even with his blood feud

with us … The male I’d met, whom I still admired so much …

Surely he’d want to ally against Hybern. Unless he now wanted to ally  with them

to ensure Rhys and I were wiped off the map forever. 

“We’ll see,” was all Mor said. 

I blew out a breath through my nose. “About last night—” 

“It’s fine. It’s nothing.” The swiftness with which she spoke suggested anything

but. 

“It’s not nothing. You’re  allowed to feel that way.” 

Mor fluffed her hair. “Well, it won’t help us win this war.” 

“No. But … I’m not sure what to say.” 

Mor stared toward the window for a long moment. “I understand why Rhys did

it. The position we were in. Eris is … You know what he is like. 

And if he was indeed threatening to sell information about your gifts to his father

… Mother above,  I would have made the same bargain with Eris to keep Beron

from hunting you.” Something in my chest eased at that. “It’s just … My father

knew—the second he heard of this place, he probably knew what it meant to me. 

There  would  have  been  no  other  asking  price  for  my  father’s  help  in  this  war. 

None. Rhys knew that as well. Tried to bring Eris into it to sweeten the deal for
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my father—to possibly avoid this outcome with Velaris altogether.” 

I raised my brows in silent question. 

“We talked—Rhys and I. This morning. While Cassian was kicking your ass.” 

I snorted. “What about Azriel?” So much for my decision to stay out of it. 

Mor resumed picking at the melon. “Az … He had a tough call to make, when

Eris  found  him.  He  …”  She  chewed  on  her  lip.  “I  don’t  know  why  I  expected him to side with me, why it caught me so off guard.” I refrained from suggesting

she tell him that. Mor shrugged. “It just … it all took me by surprise. And I will

never be happy about any of these terms, but … My father wins, Eris wins, all

the males like them  win if I let it get to me. If I let

it  impact  my  joy,  my  life.  My  relationships  with  all  of  you.”  She  sighed  at  the ceiling. “I hate war.” 

“Likewise.” 

“Not  just  for  the  death  and  awfulness,”  Mor  went  on.  “But  because  of  what  it does to us. These decisions.” 

I nodded, even if I was only starting to understand. The choices and the costs. 

I  opened  my  mouth,  but  a  knock  on  the  front  door  sounded.  I  glanced  to  the clock in the sitting room across the foyer. Right. The healer. 

I’d mentioned to Elain this morning that Madja was coming to see her at eleven, 

and I’d gotten a noncommittal response. Better than outright refusal, I supposed. 

“Are you going to answer the door, or should I?” 

I  made  a  vulgar  gesture  at  the  sheer  sass  in  Mor’s  question,  but  my  friend gripped my hand as I rose from my chair. 

“If you need anything … I’ll be right here.” 

I gave Mor a small, grateful smile. “As will I.” 

She was still smiling at me as I took a deep breath before heading for the entry. 

The healer found nothing. 

I  believed  her—if  only  because  Madja  was  one  of  the  few  High  Fae  I’d  seen

whose dark skin was etched with wrinkles, her hair spindrift fine with age. Her

brown  eyes  were  still  clear  and  kindled  with  an  inner  warmth,  and  her  knobby hands remained steady as she passed them over Elain’s body while my sister lay

patiently, silently, on the bed. 

Magic,  sweet  and  cooling,  had  thrummed  from  the  female,  filling  Elain’s

bedroom. And when she had gently laid her hands on either side of Elain’s head

and I’d started, Madja had only smiled wryly over her thin shoulder and told me

to relax. 

Nesta, sharp-eyed in the corner, had kept quiet. 

After a long minute, Madja asked us to join her in fetching Elain a cup of tea—

with a pointed glance to the door. We both took the invitation and left our sister

in her sunlit room. 

“What do you mean,  nothing is wrong with her?” Nesta hissed under her breath

as  the  ancient  female  braced  a  hand  on  the  stair  railing  to  help  herself  down.  I kept beside the healer, a hand in easy reach of her elbow, should she need it. 

Madja,  I  reminded  myself,  had  healed  Cassian  and  Azriel—and  countless

injuries beyond that. She’d healed Rhys’s wings during the War. 

She looked ancient, but I had no doubt of her stamina—or sheer will to help her

patients. 

Madja  didn’t  deign  to  answer  Nesta  until  we  were  at  the  bottom  of  the  steps. 

Lucien was already waiting in the sitting room, Mor still lingering in the dining

room.  Both  of  them  rose  to  their  feet,  but  remained  in  their  respective  rooms, flanking the foyer. 

“What I mean,” Madja said at last, sizing up Nesta, then me, “is that I can find

nothing wrong with her. Her body is fine—too thin and in need of more food and

fresh air, but nothing amiss. And as for her mind … I cannot enter it.” 

I blinked. “She has a shield?” 

“She is Cauldron-Made,” the healer said, again looking over Nesta. “You are not

like  the  rest  of  us.  I  cannot  pierce  the  places  it  left  its  mark  most  deeply.”  The mind.  The  soul.  She  shot  me  a  warning  glance.  “And  I  would  not  try  if  I  were you, Lady.” 

“But do you think there’s something wrong, even if there are no signs?” 

Nesta pushed. 

“I have seen the victims of trauma before. Her symptoms match well with many

of  those  invisible  wounds.  But  …  she  was  also  Made  by  something  I  do  not

understand. Is there something wrong with her?” Madja chewed over the words. 

“I do not like that word—  wrong. Different, perhaps. Changed.” 

“Does she need further help?” Nesta said through her teeth. 

The ancient healer jerked her chin toward Lucien. “See what he can do. 

If anyone can sense if something is amiss, it’s a mate.” 

“How.” The word was barely more than a barked command. 

I braced myself to warn Nesta to be polite, but Madja said to my sister, as if she

were a small child, “The mating bond. It is a bridge between souls.” 

The healer’s tone made my sister stiffen, but Madja was already hobbling for the

front door. She pointed at Lucien as she saw herself out. 

“Try sitting down with her. Just talking—sensing. See what you pick up. 

But don’t push.” Then she was gone. 

I whirled on Nesta. “A little  respect, Nesta—” 

“Call another healer.” 

“Not if you’re going to bark them out of the house.” 

“Call another healer.” 

Mor strode for us with deceptive calm, and Nesta gave her a withering glare. 

I caught Lucien’s eye. “Would you try it?” 

Nesta snarled, “Don’t you even  attempt—” 

“Be quiet,” I snapped. 

Nesta blinked. 

I bared my teeth at her. “He will  try. And if he doesn’t find anything amiss, we’ll consider bringing another healer.” 

“You’re just going to drag her down here?” 

“I’m going to invite her.” 

Nesta  faced  Mor,  still  watching  from  the  archway.  “And  what  will   you  be doing?” 

Mor gave my sister a half smile. “I’ll be sitting with Feyre. Keeping an eye on

things.” 

Lucien  muttered  something  about  not  needing  to  be  monitored,  and  we  all

looked at him with raised brows. 

He just lifted his hands, claimed he wanted to freshen up, and headed down the

hall. 

CHAPTER

29

It was the most uncomfortable thirty minutes I could recall. 

Mor  and  I  sipped  chilled  mint  tea  by  the  bay  window,  the  replies  of  the  three High  Lords  piled  on  the  little  table  between  our  twin  chairs,  pretending  to  be watching the summer-kissed street beyond us, the children, High Fae and faerie, 

darting about with kites and streamers and all manner of toys. 

Pretending, while Lucien and Elain sat in stilted silence by the dim fireplace, an untouched tea service between them. I didn’t dare ask if he was trying to get into

her  head,  or  if  he  was  feeling  a  bond  similar  to  that  black  adamant  bridge between  Rhys’s  mind  and  my  own.  If  a  normal  mating  bond  felt  wholly

different. 

A teacup rattled and rasped against a saucer, and Mor and I glanced over. 

Elain  had  picked  up  the  teacup,  and  now  sipped  from  it  without  so  much  as

looking toward him. 

In the dining room across the hall, I knew Nesta was craning her neck to look. 

Knew, because Amren snapped at my sister to pay attention. 

They  were  building  walls—in  their  minds,  Amren  had  told  me  as  she  ordered

Nesta to sit at the dining room table, directly across from her. 

Walls  that  Amren  was  teaching  her  to  sense—to  find  the  holes  she’d  laid

throughout. And repair them. If the fell objects at the Court of Nightmares had

not allowed my sister to grasp what must be done, then this was their

next attempt—a different, invisible route. Not all magic was flash and glittering, 

Amren had declared, and then shooed me out. 

But any sign of that power within my sister … I did not hear it or see it or feel it. 

And  neither  offered  any  explanation  for  what  it  was,  exactly,  that  they  were trying to coax from within her. 

Outside  the  house,  movement  again  caught  our  eye,  and  we  found  Rhys  and

Cassian strolling in through the low front gate, returning from their first meeting

with Keir’s Darkbringer army commanders—already rallying and preparing. At

least that much had gone right yesterday. 

Both of them spotted us in the window within a heartbeat. Stopped cold. 

 Don’t come in, I warned him through the bond.  Lucien is trying to sense  what’s wrong with Elain. Through the bond. 

Rhys murmured what I’d said to Cassian, who now angled his head, much in the

way I had no doubt Nesta had done, to peer beyond us. 

Rhys said wryly,  Does Elain know this? 

 She was invited down for tea. So we’re having it. 

Rhys muttered again to Cassian, who choked on a laugh and turned right around, 

heading  into  the  street.  Rhys  lingered,  sliding  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  He’s getting a drink. I’m inclined to join him. When can I return   without fearing for my life? 

I  gave  him  a  vulgar  gesture  through  the  window.  Such  a  big,  strong   Illyrian warrior. 

 Illyrian  warriors  know  when  to  pick  their  battles.  And  with  Nesta   watching everything  like  a  hawk  and  you  two  circling  like  vultures  …  I   know  who  will walk away from that fight. 

I  made  the  gesture  again,  and  Mor  figured  out  enough  of  what  was  being  said that she echoed the movement. Rhys laughed quietly and sketched a bow. 

 The High Lords sent replies, I said as he strolled away.  Day, Dawn, and  Winter will come. 

 I  know,  he  said.  And  I  just  received  word  from  Cresseida  that  Tarquin  is contemplating it. 

Better than nothing. I said as much. 

Rhys  smiled  at  me  over  his  shoulder.  Enjoy  your  tea,  you  overbearing

 chaperone. 

 I could have used a chaperone around you, you realize. 

 You had four  of them in this house. 

I  smiled  as  he  finally  reached  the  low  front  gate  where  Cassian  waited, 

apparently using the momentary delay to stretch out his wings, to the delight of

the half-dozen children now gawking at them. 

Amren hissed from the other room, “Focus.” The dining table rattled. 

The sound seemed to startle Elain, who swiftly set down her teacup. She rose to

her feet, and Lucien shot to his. 

“I’m sorry,” he blurted. 

“What—what was that?” 

Mor put a hand on my knee to keep me from rising, too. 

“It—it was a tug. On the bond.” 

Amren snapped, “Don’t you— wicked girl.” 

Then Nesta was standing in the threshold. “What did you do.” The words were

as sharp as a blade. 

Lucien looked to her, then over to me. A muscle feathered in his jaw. 

“Nothing,” he said, and again faced his mate. “I’m sorry—if that unsettled you.” 

Elain sidled toward Nesta, who seemed to be at a near-simmer. “It felt …

strange,” Elain breathed. “Like you pulled on a thread tied to a rib.” 

Lucien exposed his palms to her. “I’m sorry.” 

Elain only stared at him for a long moment. And any lucidity faded away as she

shook her head, blinking twice, and said to Nesta, “Twin ravens are coming, one

white and one black.” 

Nesta hid the devastation well. The frustration. “What can I get you, Elain?” 

Only with Elain did she use that voice. 

But Elain shook her head once more. “Sunshine.” 

Nesta  cut  me  a  furious  stare  before  guiding  our  sister  down  the  hall—to  the sunny garden in the back. 

[image: Image 248]

Lucien waited until the glass door had opened and closed before he loosed a long

breath. 

“There’s a bond—it’s a real thread,” he said, more to himself than us. 

“And?” Mor asked. 

Lucien  ran  both  hands  through  his  long  red  hair.  His  skin  was  darker—a  deep golden-brown, compared to the paleness of Eris’s coloring. “And I got to Elain’s

end of it when she ran off.” 

“Did you sense anything?” 

“No—I didn’t have time. I  felt her, but …” A blush stained his cheek. 

Whatever he’d felt, it wasn’t what we were looking for. Even if we had no idea

what, precisely, that was. 

“We can try again—another day,” I offered. 

Lucien nodded, but looked unconvinced. 

Amren snapped from the dining room, “Someone go retrieve your sister. 

Her lesson isn’t over.” 

I sighed. “Yes, Amren.” 

Lucien’s  attention  slid  behind  me,  to  the  various  letters  on  different  styles  and makes of paper. That golden eye narrowed. As Tamlin’s emissary, he no doubt

recognized them. “Let me guess: they said yes, but picking the location is now

going to be the headache.” 

Mor frowned. “Any suggestions?” 

Lucien tied back his hair with a strap of brown leather. “Do you have a map?” 

I supposed that left me to retrieve Nesta. 

“That pine tree wasn’t there a moment ago.” 

Azriel  let  out  a  quiet  laugh  from  where  he  sat  atop  a  boulder  two  days  later, watching me pluck pine needles out of my hair and jacket. “Judging by its size, 

I’d say it’s been there for … two hundred years at least.” 

I scowled, brushing off the shards of bark and my bruised pride. 

That coldness, that aloofness that had been there in the wake of Mor’s anger and

rejection … It’d warmed. Either from Mor choosing to sit next to him at dinner

last night—a silent offer of forgiveness—or simply needing time to recover from

it.  Even  if  I  could  have  sworn  some  kernel  of  guilt  had  flickered  every  time Azriel  had  looked  at  Mor.  What  Cassian  had  thought  of  it,  of  his  own  anger toward Azriel … he’d been all smiles and lewd comments. Glad all was back to

normal—for now at least. 

My cheeks burned as I scaled the boulder he perched on, the drop at least fifteen

feet  to  the  forest  floor  below,  the  lake  a  sparkling  sprawl  peeking  through  the pine trees. Including the tree I’d collided with face-first on my latest attempt to

leap off the boulder and simply  sail to the lake. 

I braced my hands on my hips, examining the drop, the trees, the lake beyond. 

“What did I do wrong?” 

Azriel,  who  had  been  sharpening  Truth-Teller  in  his  lap,  flicked  his  hazel  eyes up to me. “Aside from the tree?” 

The shadowsinger had a sense of humor. Dry and quiet, but … alone together, it

came out far more often than it did amongst our group. 

I’d spent these past two days either poring over ancient volumes for any hint on

repairing the wall to hand over to Amren and Nesta, who continued to silently, 

invisibly build and mend walls within their minds, or debating with Rhys and the

others about how to reply to the volley of letters now being exchanged with the

other  High  Lords  regarding  where  the  meeting  would  take  place.  Lucien  had

indeed  given  us  an  initial  location,  and  several  more  when  those  were  struck down.  But  that  was  to  be  expected,  Lucien  had  said,  as  if  he’d  arranged  such things countless times. Rhys had only nodded in agreement—and approval. 

And when I wasn’t doing that … I was combing through  more books, any and all

Clotho could find me, all regarding the Ouroboros. How to master it. 

The mirror was notorious. Every known philosopher had ruminated on it. 

Some  had  dared  face  it—and  gone  mad.  Some  had  approached—and  run  away

in terror. 

I  could  not  find  an  account  of  anyone  who  had  mastered  it.  Faced  what  lurked within and walked away with the mirror in their possession. 

Save  for  the  Weaver  in  the  Wood—who  certainly  seemed  insane  enough, 

perhaps  thanks  to  the  mirror  she’d  so  dearly  loved.  Or  perhaps  whatever  evil lurked in her had tainted the mirror, too. Some of the philosophers had suggested

as much, though they hadn’t known her name—only that a dark queen had once

possessed it, cherished it. Spied on the world with it—and used it to hunt down

beautiful young maidens to keep her eternally young. 

I  supposed  Keir’s  family  owning  the  Ouroboros  for  millennia  suggested  the

success rate of walking away was low. It was not heartening. Not when all the

texts agreed on one thing: there was no way around it. No loophole. 

Facing the terror within … that was the only route to claim it. 

Which  meant  I  perhaps  had  to  consider  alternatives—other  ways  to  entice  the

Bone Carver to join us. When I found a moment. 

Azriel sheathed his legendary fighting knife and examined the wings I’d spread

wide.  “You’re  trying  to  steer  with  your  arms.  The  muscles  are  in  the  wings

themselves—and  in  your  back.  Your  arms  are  unnecessary—they’re  more  for

balancing than anything. And even that’s mostly a mental comfort.” 

It was more words than I’d ever heard from him. 

He  lifted  a  brow  at  my  gaping,  and  I  shut  my  mouth.  I  frowned  at  the  drop ahead. “Again?” I grumbled. 

A soft laugh. “We can find a lower ledge to jump from, if you want.” 

I cringed. “You said  this was low.” 

Azriel leaned back on his hands and waited. Patient, cool. 

But I felt the bark tear into my palms, the thud of my knees into its rough side—

“You  are  immortal,”  he  said  quietly.  “You  are  very  hard  to  break.”  A  pause. 

“That’s what I told myself.” 

“Hard to break,” I said glumly, “but it still  hurts.” 

“Tell that to the tree.” 

I huffed a laugh. “I know the drop isn’t far, and I know it won’t kill me. 

Can’t you just …  push me?” 

For it was that initial leap of utter faith, that initial lurch into motion that had my

limbs locking up. 

“No.” A simple answer. 

I still hesitated. 

Useless—this  fear.  I  had  faced  down  the  Attor,  falling  through  the  sky  for  a thousand feet. 

And  the  rage  at  its  memory,  at  what  it  had  done  with  its  miserable  life,  what more  like  it  might  do  again,  had  me  gritting  my  teeth  and  sprinting  off  the boulder. 

I snapped my wings out wide, my back protesting as they caught the wind, but

my lower half began to drop, my legs a dead weight as my core yielded—

The infernal tree rose up before me, and I swerved hard to the right. 

Right into another tree. 

Wings first. 

The sound of bone and sinew on wood, then earth, hit me before the pain did. So

did Azriel’s soft curse. 

A small noise came out of me. The stinging of my palms registered first

—then in my knees. 

Then my back—

“Shit,” was all I could say as Azriel knelt before me. 

“You’re all right. Just stunned.” 

The world was still reordering itself. 

“You banked well,” he offered. 

“Into another tree.” 

“Being aware of your surroundings is half of flying.” 

“You said that already,” I snapped. He had. A dozen times just this morning. 

Azriel  only  sat  on  his  heels  and  offered  me  a  hand  up.  My  flesh  burned  as  I gripped his fingers, a mortifying number of pine needles and splinters tumbling

off  me.  My  back  throbbed  enough  that  I  lowered  my  wings,  not  caring  if  they dragged in the dirt as Azriel led me toward the lake edge. 

In the blinding sun off the turquoise water, his shadows were gone, his face stark

and clear. More … human than I had ever seen him. 

“There’s  no  chance  that  I’ll  be  able  to  fly  in  the  legions,  is  there?”  I  asked, kneeling  beside  him  as  he  tended  to  my  skinned  palms  with  expert  care  and

gentleness. The sun was brutal against his scars, hiding not one twisted, rippling

splotch. 

“Likely  not,”  he  said.  My  chest  hollowed  out  at  that.  “But  it  doesn’t  hurt  to practice  until  the  last  possible  moment.  You  never  know  when  any  measure  of

training may be useful.” 

I winced as he fished out a large splinter from my palm, then washed it clean. 

“It  was  very  hard  for  me  to  learn  how  to  fly,”  he  said.  I  didn’t  dare  respond. 

“Most  Illyrians  learn  as  toddlers.  But  …  I  assume  Rhysand  told  you  the

particulars of my early childhood.” 

I nodded. He finished the one hand and started on the other. “Because I was so

old, I had a fear of flying—and did not trust my instincts. It was an

… embarrassment to be taught so late. Not just to me, but to all in the war-camp

once  I  arrived.  But  I  learned,  often  going  off  by  myself.  Cassian,  of  course, found me first. Mocked me, beat me to hell, then offered to train me. Rhys was

there the next day. They taught me to fly.” 

He finished my other hand, and sat on the shore, the stones murmuring as they

shifted  beneath  him.  I  sat  beside  him,  bracing  my  sore  palms  faceup  on  my

knees, letting my wings sag behind me. 

“Because it was such an effort … A few years after the War, Rhys brought me

back a story. It was a gift—the story. For me. He—he went to see Miryam and

Drakon  in  their  new  home,  the  visit  so  secret  even  we  hadn’t  known  it  was

happening until he returned. We knew their people hadn’t drowned in the sea, as

everyone  believed,  as  they  wanted  people  to  believe.  You  see,  when  Miryam

freed her people from the queen of the Black Land, she led all of them—nearly

fifty  thousand  of  them—across  the  desert,  all  the  way  to  the  shores  of  the

Erythrian  Sea,  Drakon’s  aerial  legion  providing  cover.  But  they  got  to  the  sea and found the ships they’d arranged to transport them over the narrow channel to

the next kingdom had been

destroyed. Destroyed by the queen herself, who sent her lingering armies to drag

her former slaves back. 

“Drakon’s  people—the  Seraphim—are  winged.  Like  us,  but  their  wings  are

feathered. And unlike us, their army and society allow women to lead, to fight, 

to rule. All of them are gifted with mighty magic of wind and air. 

And when they beheld that army charging after them, they knew their own force

was too small to face them. So they cleaved the sea itself—made a path through

the water, all the way through the channel, and ordered the humans to run. 

“They did, but Miryam insisted on remaining behind until every last one of her

people had crossed. Not one human would she leave behind. Not one. 

They were about halfway through the crossing when the army reached them. The

Seraphim  were  spent—their  magic  could  barely  hold  the  sea  passage.  And Drakon knew that if they held it any longer … that army would make it across

and butcher the humans on the other side. The Seraphim fought off the vanguard

on the floor of the sea, and it was bloody and brutal and chaotic … And during

the melee, they didn’t see Miryam skewered by the queen herself. Drakon didn’t

see.  He  thought  she  made  it  out,  carried  by  one  of  his  soldiers.  He  ordered  the parted sea to come down to drown the enemy force. 

“But  a  young  Seraphim  cartographer  named  Nephelle  saw  Miryam  go  down. 

Nephelle’s  lover  was  one  of  Drakon’s  generals,  and  it  was  she  who  realized

Miryam  and  Nephelle  were  missing.  Drakon  was  frantic,  but  their  magic  was

spent and no force in the world could hold back the sea as it barreled down, and

no one could reach his mate in time. But Nephelle did. 

“Nephelle,  you  see,  was  a  cartographer  because  she’d  been  rejected  from  the

legion’s  fighting  ranks.  Her  wings  were  too  small,  the  right  one  somewhat

malformed. And she was slight—short enough that she’d be a dangerous gap in

the front lines when they fought shield to shield. Drakon had let her try out for

the legion as a courtesy to her lover, but Nephelle failed. She could barely carry

the  Seraphim  shield,  and  her  smaller  wings  hadn’t  been  strong  enough  to  keep up with the others. So she had made herself invaluable as a cartographer during

the War, helping Drakon and her

lover  find  the  geographical  advantages  in  their  battles.  And  she  became

Miryam’s dearest friend during those long months as well. 

“And that day on the seafloor, Nephelle remembered that her friend had been in

the back of the line. She returned for her, even as all others fled for the distant

shore. She found Miryam skewered on the queen’s spear, bleeding out. The sea

wall started to come down—on the opposite shore. 

Killing the approaching army first—racing toward them. 

“Miryam  told  Nephelle  to  save  herself.  But  Nephelle  would  not  abandon  her

friend. She picked her up and flew.” 

Azriel’s voice was soft with awe. 

“When Rhys spoke to Drakon about it years later, he still didn’t have words to

describe what happened. It defied all logic, all training. Nephelle, who had never
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been  strong  enough  to  hold  a  Seraphim  shield,  carried  Miryam—triple  the

weight. And more than that … She  flew. The sea was crashing down upon them, 

but  Nephelle  flew  like  the  best  of  Seraphim  warriors.  The  seafloor  was  a

labyrinth  of  jagged  rocks,  too  narrow  for  the  Seraphim  to  fly  through.  They’d tried during their escape and crashed into them. But Nephelle, with her smaller

wings … Had they been  one inch wider, she would not have fit. And more than

that  …  Nephelle  soared  through  them,  Miryam  dying  in  her  arms,  as  fast  and

skilled  as  the  greatest  of  Seraphim.  Nephelle,  who  had  been  passed  over,  who had been forgotten

… She outraced death itself. There was not a foot of room between her and the

water on either side of her when she shot up from the seafloor; not half of that

rising  up  at  her  feet.  And  yet  her  too-small  wingspan,  that  deformed  wing  …

they did not fail her. Not once. Not for one wing beat.” 

My eyes burned. 

“She  made  it.  Suffice  to  say  her  lover  made  Nephelle  her  wife  that  night,  and Miryam … well, she is alive today because of Nephelle.” Azriel picked up a flat, 

white  stone  and  turned  it  over  in  his  hands.  “Rhys  told  me  the  story  when  he returned.  And  since  then  we  have  privately  adapted  the  Nephelle  Philosophy

with our own armies.” 

I  raised  a  brow.  Azriel  shrugged.  “We—Rhys,  Cass,  and  I—will  occasionally

remind each other that what we think to be our greatest

weakness  can  sometimes  be  our  biggest  strength.  And  that  the  most  unlikely

person can alter the course of history.” 

“The Nephelle Philosophy.” 

He  nodded.  “Apparently,  every  year  in  their  kingdom,  they  have  the  Nephelle

Run to honor her flight. On dry land, but … She and her wife crown a new victor

every year in commemoration of what happened that day.” He chucked the stone

back amongst its brethren on the shore, the sound clattering over the water. “So

we’ll train, Feyre, until the last possible day. Because we never know if just one

extra hour will make the difference.” 

I  weighed  his  words,  Nephelle’s  story.  I  rose  to  my  feet  and  spread  my  wings. 

“Then let’s try again.” 

I groaned as I limped into our bedroom that night to find Rhys sitting at the desk, 

poring over more books. 

“I warned you that Azriel’s a hard bastard,” he said without looking at me. He

lifted a hand, and water gurgled in the adjacent bathing room. 

I  grumbled  a  thank-you  and  trudged  toward  it,  gritting  my  teeth  against  the

agony in my back, my thighs, my bones. Every part  hurt, and since the muscles

needed  to  re-form  around  the  wings,  I  had  to  carry   them,  too.  Their  scraping along  the  wood  and  carpet,  then  wood  again,  was  the  only  sound  beyond  my

weary feet. I beheld the steaming bath that would require some balancing to get

into and whimpered. 

Even removing my clothes would entail using muscles that had nearly given out. 

A chair scraped in the bedroom, followed by cat-soft feet, then—

“I’m  sure  you  already  know  this,  but  you  need  to  actually  climb  into  a  bath  to get clean—not stare at it.” 

I  didn’t  have  the  strength  to  even  glare  at  him,  and  I  managed  all  of  one stumbling, stiff step toward the water when he caught me. 

My clothes vanished, presumably to the laundry downstairs, and Rhys swept me

into  his  arms,  lowering  my  naked  body  into  the  water.  With  the  wings,  the  fit was tight, and—

I  groaned  from  deep  in  my  throat  at  the  glorious  heat  and  didn’t  bother  to  do anything other than lean my head against the back of the tub. 

“I’ll be right back,” he said, and left the bathroom, then the bedroom itself. 

By the time he returned, I only knew I’d fallen asleep thanks to the hand he put

on my shoulder. “Out,” he said, but lifted me himself, toweled me off, and led

me to the bed. 

He  lay  me  down  belly-first,  and  I  noted  the  oils  and  balms  he’d  set  there,  the

faint  odor  of  rosemary  and—something  I  was  too  tired  to  notice  but  smelled lovely floating to me. His hands gleamed as he applied generous amounts to his

palms, and then his hands were on me. 

My  groan  was  about  as  undignified  as  they  came  as  he  kneaded  the  aching

muscles  of  my  back.  The  sorer  areas  drew  out  rather  pathetic-sounding

whimpers,  but  he  rubbed  them  gently,  until  the  tension  was  a  dull  ache  rather than sharp, blinding pain. 

And then he started on my wings. 

Relief  and  ecstasy,  as  muscles  eased  and  those  sensitive  areas  were  lovingly, tauntingly grazed over. 

My  toes  curled,  and  just  as  he  reached  the  sensitive  spot  that  had  my  stomach clenching, his hands slid to my calves. He began a slow progression, higher and

higher, up my thighs, teasing strokes between them that left me panting through

my  nose.  Rising  up  until  he  got  to  my  backside,  where  his  massaging  was

equally professional and sinful. And then up—up my lower back, to my wings. 

His  touch  turned  different.  Exploring.  Broad  strokes  and  featherlight  ones, 

arches and swirls and direct, searing lines. 

My core heated, turning molten, and I bit down on my lip as he lightly scraped a

fingernail so, so close to that inner, sensitive spot. “Too bad you’re so sore from

training,” Rhys mused, making idle, lazy circles. 

I could only manage a garbled strand of words that were both plea and insult. 

He leaned in, his breath warming the space of skin between my wings. 

“Did I ever tell you that you have the dirtiest mouth I’ve ever heard?” 

I muttered words that only offered more proof of that claim. 

He chuckled and skimmed the edge of that sensitive spot, right as his other hand

slid between my legs. 

Brazenly, I lifted my hips in silent demand. But he just circled with a finger, as

lazy as the strokes along my wing. He kissed my spine. “How shall I make love

to you tonight, Feyre darling?” 

I writhed, rubbing against the folds of the blankets beneath me, desperate for any

sort of friction as he dangled me over that edge. 

“So  impatient,”  he  purred,  and  that  finger  glided  into  me.  I  moaned,  the

sensation too much, too consuming, with his hand between my legs and the other

stroking closer and closer to that spot on my wing, a predator circling prey. 

“Will it ever stop?” he mused, more to himself than me as another finger joined

the one sliding in and out of me with taunting, indolent strokes. 

“Wanting  you—every  hour,  every  breath.  I  don’t  think  I  can  stand  a  thousand

years of this.” My hips moved with him, driving him deeper. 

“Think of how my productivity will plummet.” 

I growled something at him that was likely  not very romantic, and he chuckled, 

slipping out both fingers. I made a little whining noise of protest. 

Until his mouth replaced where his fingers had been, his hands gripping my hips

to  raise  me  up,  to  lend  him  better  access  as  he  feasted  on  me.  I  groaned,  the sound  muffled  by  the  pillow,  and  he  only  delved  deeper,  taunting  and  teasing with every stroke. 

A  low  moan  broke  from  me,  my  hips  rolling.  Rhys’s  grip  on  them  tightened, 

holding me still for his ministrations. “I never got to take you in the library,” he

said, dragging his tongue right up my center. “We’ll have to remedy that.” 

“Rhys.” His name was a plea on my lips. 

“Hmmm,” was all he said, a rumble of the sound against me … I panted, hands

fisting in the sheets. 

His hands drifted from my hips at last, and I again breathed his name, in thanks

and relief and anticipation of him at last giving me what I wanted—

But his mouth closed around the bundle of nerves at the apex of my thighs while

his hand … He went right to that damned spot at the inner edge of my left wing

and stroked lightly. 

My  climax  tore  through  me  with  a  hoarse  cry,  sending  me  soaring  out  of  my body. And when the shuddering ripples and starlight faded …

A  bone-weary  exhaustion  settled  over  me,  permanent  and  unending  as  the

mating bond between us. Rhys curled into bed behind me, tucking my wings in

so he could fold me against him. “That was a fun experiment,” he murmured into

my ear. 

I could feel him against my backside, hard and ready, but when I made to reach

for him, Rhys’s arms only tightened around me. “Sleep, Feyre,” he told me. 

So  I  laid  a  hand  on  his  forearm,  savoring  the  corded  strength  beneath,  and

nestled my head back against his chest. “I wish I had days to spend with you—

like this,” I managed to say as my eyelids drooped. “Just me and you.” 

“We will.” He kissed my hair. “We will.” 
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I was still sore enough the next day that I had to send word to Cassian I wasn’t

training with him. Or Azriel. 

A mistake, perhaps, given that both of them showed up at the door to the town

house within minutes, the former demanding what the hell was wrong with me, 

the latter bearing a tin of salve to help with the aches in my back. 

I thanked Azriel for the salve and told Cassian to mind his own business. 

And  then  asked  him  to  fly  Nesta  up  to  the  House  of  Wind  for  me,  since  I

certainly couldn’t fly her in—even for a few feet after winnowing. 

My sister, it seemed, had found nothing in her books about repairing the wall—

and since no one had yet shown her the library … I’d volunteered. 

Especially since Lucien had left before breakfast for a library across the city to

look up anything in regard to fixing the wall, a task I’d been more than willing to

hand over. I might have felt guilty for never giving him a proper tour of Velaris, 

but … he seemed eager. More than eager—he seemed to be itching to head into

the city on his own. 

The two Illyrians paused their inspection of me long enough to note my sisters

finishing up breakfast, Nesta in a pale gray gown that brought out the steel in her

eyes, Elain in dusty pink. 

Both  males  went  a  bit  still.  But  Azriel  sketched  a  bow—while  Cassian  stalked for the dining table, reached right over Nesta’s shoulder, and grabbed a muffin

from  its  little  basket.  “Morning,  Nesta,”  he  said  around  a  mouth  of  blueberry-lemon. “Elain.” 

Nesta’s nostrils flared, but Elain peered up at Cassian, blinking twice. 

“He snapped your wings, broke your bones.” 

I  tried  to  shut  out  the  sound  of  Cassian’s  scream—the  memory  of  the  spraying blood. 

Nesta stared at her plate. Elain, at least, was out of her room, but …

“It’ll take more than that to kill me,” Cassian said with a smirk that didn’t meet

his eyes. 

Elain only said to Cassian, “No, it will not.” 

Cassian’s dark brows narrowed. I dragged a hand over my face before going to

Elain and touching her too-bony shoulder. “Can I set you up in the garden? The

herbs you planted are coming in nicely.” 

“I can help her,” said Azriel, stepping to the table as Elain silently rose. 

No shadows at his ear, no darkness ringing his fingers as he extended a hand. 

Nesta monitored him like a hawk, but kept silent as Elain took his hand, and out

they went. 

Cassian  finished  the  muffin,  licking  his  fingers.  I  could  have  sworn  Nesta

watched the entire thing with a sidelong glance. He grinned at her as if he knew

it, too. “Ready for some flying, Nes?” 

“Don’t call me that.” 

The wrong thing to say, from the way Cassian’s eyes lit up. 

I chose that moment to winnow to the skies above the House, chuckling as wind

carried me through the world. Some sisterly payback, I supposed. 

For Nesta’s general attitude. 

Mercifully, no one saw my slightly better crash landing on the veranda, and by

the time Cassian’s dark figure appeared in the sky, Nesta’s hair bright as bronze

in the morning sun, I’d brushed off the dirt and dust from my leathers. 

My  sister’s  face  was  wind-flushed  as  Cassian  gently  set  her  down.  Then  she

strode for the glass doors without a single look back. 

“You’re  welcome,”  Cassian  called  after  her,  more  than  a  bite  to  his  voice.  His hands clenched and slackened at his sides—as if he were trying to loosen the feel

of her from his palms. 

“Thank  you,”  I  said  to  him,  but  Cassian  didn’t  bother  saying  farewell  as  he launched skyward and vanished into the clouds. 

The  library  beneath  the  House  was  shadowed,  quiet.  The  doors  opened  for  us, 

the same way they’d opened when Rhys and I had first visited. 

Nesta  said  nothing,  only  surveying  every  stack  and  alcove  and  dangling

chandelier as I led her down to the level where Clotho had found those books. I

showed her the small reading area where I’d been stationed, and gestured to the

desk.  “I  know  Cassian  gets  under  your  skin,  but  I’m  curious,  too.  How  do  you know what to look for in regard to the wall?” 

Nesta ran a finger over the ancient wood desk. “Because I just do.” 

“How.” 

“I don’t know how. Amren told me to just … see if the information clicks.” And

perhaps that frightened her. Intrigued her, but frightened her. 

And  she  hadn’t  told  Cassian  not  out  of  spite,  but  because  she  didn’t  wish  to

reveal that vulnerability. That lack of control. 

I didn’t  push.  Even  as  I stared  at  her  for  a long  moment.  I  didn’t  know  how—

how to broach that subject, how to ask if she was all right, if I could help her. I

had  never  been  affectionate  with  her—I’d  never  held  her.  Kissed  her  cheek.  I didn’t know where to begin. 

So I just said, “Rhys gave me a layout of the stacks. I think there might be more

on the Cauldron and wall a few levels down. You can wait here, or

—” 

“I’ll help you look.” 

We  followed  the  sloping  path  in  silence,  the  rustle  of  paper  and  occasional

whisper  of  a  priestess’s  robes  along  the  stone  floors  the  only  sounds.  I  quietly explained to her who the priestesses were—why they were here. I explained that

Rhys  and  I  planned  to  offer  sanctuary  to  any  humans  who  could  make  it  to

Velaris. 

She said nothing, quieter and quieter as we descended, that black pit on my right

seeming to grow thicker the deeper we went. 

But  we  reached  a  path  of  stacks  that  veered  into  the  mountain  in  a  long  hall, faelights  flickering  into  life  within  glass  globes  along  the  wall  as  we  passed. 

Nesta scanned the shelves while we walked, and I read the titles—a

bit  more  slowly,  still  needing  a  little  time  to  process  what  was  instinct  for  my sister. 

“I  didn’t  know  you  couldn’t  really  read,”  Nesta  said  as  she  paused  before  a nondescript section, noticing the way I silently sounded out the words of a title. 

“I didn’t know where you were in your lessons—when it all happened. 

I assumed you could read as easily as us.” 

“Well, I couldn’t.” 

“Why didn’t you ask us to teach you?” 

I  trailed  a  finger  over  the  neat  row  of  spines.  “Because  I  doubted  you  would agree to help.” 

Nesta  stiffened  like  I’d  hit  her,  coldness  blooming  in  those  eyes.  She  tugged  a book from a shelf. “Amren said Rhysand taught you to read.” 

My  cheeks  heated.  “He  did.”  And  there,  deep  beneath  the  world,  with  only

darkness  for  company,  I  asked,  “Why  do  you  push  everyone  away  but  Elain?” 

 Why have you always pushed me  away? 

Some emotion guttered in her eyes. Her throat bobbed. Nesta shut her eyes for a

moment, breathing in sharply. “Because—” 

The words stopped. 

I felt it at the same moment she did. 

The ripple and tremor. Like … like some piece of the world shifted, like some

off-kilter chord had been plucked. 

We  turned  toward  the  illuminated  path  that  we’d  just  taken  through  the  stacks, then to the dark far, far beyond. 

The faelights along the ceiling began to sputter and die. One by one. 

Closer and closer to us. 

I only had an Illyrian knife at my side. 

“What is that,” Nesta breathed. 

“Run,” was all I said. 

I didn’t give her the chance to object as I grabbed her by the elbow and sprinted

into the stacks ahead. Faelights flickered to life as we passed—

only to be devoured by the dark surging for us. 

Slow—my  sister  was  so  damned  slow  with  her  dress,  her  general  lack  of

exercising—

 Rhys. 

Nothing. 

If the wards around the Prison were thick enough to keep out communication …

Perhaps the same applied here. 

A  wall  approached—with  a  hall  before  it.  A  second  slope:  left  rising,  right

plunging down—

Darkness slithered down from above. But the inky gloom leading deeper

… fresh and open. 

I  went  right.  “Faster,”  I  said  to  her.  If  we  could  lead  whoever  it  was  deep, perhaps we could cut back, right to the pit. I could winnow—

Winnow. I could winnow  now—

I grabbed for Nesta’s arm. 

Right as the darkness behind us paused, and two High Fae stepped out of it. Both

male. 

One  dark-haired,  one  light.  Both  in  gray  jackets  embroidered  with  bone-white

thread. 

I knew their coat of arms on the upper right shoulder. Knew their dead eyes. 

Hybern. Hybern was  here—

I didn’t move fast enough as one of them blew out a breath toward us. 

As that blue faebane dust sprayed into my eyes, my mouth, and my magic died

out. 

Nesta’s gasp told me she felt something similar. 

But it was on my sister that the two focused as I staggered back, tears streaming

the  dust  from  my  eyes,  spitting  out  the  faebane.  I  gripped  her  arm,  trying  to winnow. Nothing. 

Behind them, a hooded priestess slumped to the ground. 

“So easy to get into their minds once our master let us through the wards,” said

one  of  them—the  dark-haired  male.  “To  make  them  think  we  were  scholars. 

We’d planned to come for you … But it seems you found us first.” 

All spoken to my sister. Nesta’s face was near-white, though her eyes showed no

fear. “Who are you.” 

The  white-haired  one  smiled  broadly  as  they  approached.  “We’re  the  king’s

Ravens. His far-flying eyes and talons. And we’ve come to take you back.” 

The king—their master. He’d … Mother above. 

Was the king here—in Velaris? 

 Rhys. I slammed a mental hand into the bond. Over and over.  Rhys. 

Nothing. 

Nesta’s breath began to come quickly. Swords hung at their sides—two apiece. 

Their  shoulders  were  broad,  arms  wide  enough  to  indicate  muscle  filled  those

fine clothes. 

“You’re not taking her anywhere,” I said, palming my knife. How had the king

done it—arrived here unnoted, and fractured our wards? And if he was in Velaris

… I shoved down my terror at the thought. At what he might be doing beyond

this library, unseen and hidden—

“You’re  an  unexpected  prize,  too,”  the  black-haired  one  said  to  me.  “But  your sister …” A smile that showed all of his too-white teeth. “You took something

from that Cauldron, girl. The king wants it back.” 

That was why the Cauldron couldn’t shatter the wall. Not because its power was

spent. 

But because Nesta had stolen too much of it. 
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I laid my options before me. 

I doubted the king’s Ravens were stupid enough to be kept talking long enough

for  my  powers  to  return.  And  if  the  king  was  indeed  here  …  I  had  to  warn everyone.  Immediately. 

It left me with three choices. 

Take  them  on  in  hand-to-hand  combat  with  only  a  knife,  when  they  were  each

armed with twin blades and were muscled enough to know how to use them. 

Make a run for it, and try to get out of the library—and risk the lives and further

trauma of the priestesses in the levels above. 

Or …

Nesta was saying to them, “If he wants what I took, he can come get it himself.” 

“He’s too busy to bother,” the white-haired male purred, advancing another step. 

“Apparently you’re not.” 

I gripped Nesta’s fingers in my free hand. She glanced at me. 

 I need you to trust me, I tried to convey to her. 

Nesta read the emotion in my eyes—and gave the barest dip of her chin. 

I said to them, “You made a grave mistake coming here. To  my house.” 

They sniggered. 

I  gave  them  a  returning  smirk  as  I  said,  “And  I  hope  it  rips  you  into  bloody ribbons.” 

Then I ran, hauling Nesta with me. Not toward the upper levels. 

But down. 

Down into the eternal blackness of the pit at the heart of the library. 

And into the arms of whatever lurked inside it. 

Around and down, around and down—

Shelves  and  paper  and  furniture  and  darkness,  the  smell  turning  musty  and

damp, the air thickening, the darkness like dew on my skin—

Nesta’s breath was ragged, her skirts rustling with each sprinting step we took. 

Time—only a matter of time before one of those priestesses contacted Rhys. 

But even a minute might be too late. 

There was no choice. None. 

Faelights stopped appearing ahead. 

Low, hideous laughter trickled behind us. “Not so easy, is it—to find your way

in the dark.” 

“Don’t stop,” I panted to Nesta, flinging us farther into the dark. 

A  high-pitched  scratching  sounded.  Like  talons  on  stone.  One  of  the  Ravens

crooned, “Do you know what happened to them—the queens?” 

“Keep going,” I breathed, gripping a hand against the wall to remain rooted. 

Soon—we’d  reach  the  bottom  soon,  and  then  …  And  then  face  some  horror

awful enough that Cassian wouldn’t speak of it. 

The lesser of two evils—or the worse of them. 

“The  youngest  one—that  pinched-faced  bitch—went  into  the  Cauldron  first. 

Practically trampled the others to get in after it saw what it did to you and your

sister.” 

“Don’t stop,” I repeated as Nesta stumbled. “If I go down, you  run.” 

That was a choice that I did not need to debate. That did not frighten me. 

Not for a heartbeat. 

Stone  screamed  beneath  twin  sets  of  talons.  “But  the  Cauldron  …  Oh,  it   knew that  something  had  been  taken  from  it.  Not  sentient,  but  …  it  knew.  It  was furious. And when that young queen went in …” 

The Ravens laughed. Laughed as the slope leveled out and we found ourselves at

the bottom of the library. 

“Oh,  it  gave  her  immortality.  It  made  her  Fae.  But  since  something  had  been taken from it … the Cauldron took what she valued most. Her youth.” 

They sniggered again. “A young woman went in … but a withered crone came

out.” 

And  from  the  catacombs  of  my  memory,  Elain’s  voice  sounded:   I  saw   young hands wither with age. 

“The other queens won’t go into the Cauldron for terror of the same happening

now.  And  the  youngest  one  …  Oh,  you  should  hear  how  she  talks,  Nesta

Archeron. The things  she wants to do to you when Hybern is done …” 

 Twin ravens are coming. 

Elain had known.  Sensed it. Had tried to warn us. 

There were ancient stacks down here. Or, at least I felt them as we bumped into

countless hard edges in our blind sprint. Where was it, where  was it—

Deeper into the dark, we ran. 

“We’re growing bored of this pursuit,” one of them said. “Our master is waiting

for us to retrieve you.” 

I snorted loudly enough for them to hear. “I’m shocked he could even muster the

strength to break the wards—he seems to need a trove of magical objects to do

his work for him.” 

The other one hissed, talons scratching louder, “Whose spell book do you think Amarantha stole many decades ago? Who suggested the amusement of sticking

the  masks  to  Spring’s  faces  as  punishment?  Another  little  spell,  the  one  he

burned through today—to crack through your wards here. Only once could it be

wielded—such a pity.” 

I studied the faint trickle of light I could make out—far away and high up. “Run

toward the light,” I breathed to Nesta. “I’ll hold them off.” 

“No.” 

“Don’t  try  to  be  noble,  if  that’s  what  you’re  whispering  about,”  one  of  the Ravens cawed from behind. “We’ll catch you both anyway.” 

We  didn’t  have  time—for  whatever  was  down  here  to  find  us.  We  didn’t  have

time—

“Run,” I breathed. “Please.” 

She hesitated. 

“Please,” I begged her, my voice breaking. 

Nesta squeezed my hand once. 

And between one breath and the next, she bolted to the side—toward the center

of the pit. The light high above. 

“What—” one of them snapped, but I struck. 

Every bone in my body barked in pain as I slammed into one of the stacks. Then

again. Again. 

Until it teetered and fell, collapsing onto the one beside it. And the next. 

And the next. 

Blocking the way Nesta had gone. 

And any chance of my exit, too. Wood groaned and snapped, books thudded on

stone. 

But ahead …

I clawed and patted the wall as I plunged farther into the pit floor. My magic was

a husk in my veins. 

“We’ll still catch her, don’t worry,” one of them crooned. “Wouldn’t want dear

sisters to be separated.” 

 Where are you where are you where are you

I didn’t see the wall in front of me. 

My  teeth  sang  as  I  collided  face-first.  I  patted  blindly,  feeling  for  a  break,  a corner—

The wall continued on. Dead end. If it was a dead end—

“Nowhere to go down here, Lady,” one of them said. 

I kept moving, gritting my teeth, gauging the power still frozen inside me. Not

even an ember to summon to light the way, to show where I was—

To show any holes ahead—

The terror of it had my bones locking up. No. No, keep moving, keep going—

I reached out, desperate for a bookshelf to grab. Surely they wouldn’t put a shelf

near a gaping hole in the earth—

Empty blackness met my fingers, slipped between them. Again and again. 

I stumbled a step. 

Leather  met  my  fingers—solid  leather.  I  fumbled,  the  hard  spines  of  books

meeting my palms, and bit down my sob of relief. A lifeline in a violent sea; I

felt my way down the stack, running now. It ended too soon. I took another blind

step  forward,  touched  my  way  around  a  corner  of  another  stack.  Just  as  the

Ravens hissed with displeasure. 

The sound said enough. 

They’d lost me—for a moment. 

I inched along, keeping my back to a shelf, calming my heaving lungs until my

breaths became near-silent. 

“Please,”  I  breathed  into  the  dark,  barely  more  than  a  whisper.  “Please,  help me.” 

In the distance, a  boom shuddered through the ancient floor. 

“High  Lady  of  the  Night  Court,”  one  of  the  Ravens  sang.  “What  sort  of  cage shall our king build for you?” 

Fear would get me killed, fear would—

A soft voice whispered in my ear,  You are the High Lady? 

The voice was both young and old, hideous and beautiful. “Y-yes,” I whispered. 

I  could  sense  no  body  heat,  detect  no  physical  presence,  but  …  I  felt  it  behind me.  Even  with  my  back  to  the  shelf,  I  felt  the  mass  of  it  lurking  behind  me. 

Around me. Like a shroud. 

“We can smell you,” the other Raven said. “How your mate shall rage when he’s

found we’ve taken you.” 

“Please,” I breathed to the thing crouched behind me, over me. 

 What shall you give me? 

Such  a  dangerous  question.  Never  make  a  bargain,  Alis  had  once  warned  me

before  Under  the  Mountain.  Even  if  the  bargains  I’d  made  …  they’d  saved  us. 

And brought me to Rhys. 

“What do you want?” 

One of the Ravens snapped, “Who is she talking to?” 

 The stone and wind hear all, speak all. They whispered to me of your  desire to wield the Carver. To trade. 

My breath came hard and fast. “What of it?” 

 I knew him once—long ago. Before so many things crawled the earth. 

The  Ravens  were  close—far  too  close  when  one  of  them  hissed,  “What  is  she

mumbling?” 

“Does she know a spell, as the master did?” 

I whispered to the lurking dark behind me, “What is your price?” 

The  Ravens’  footsteps  sounded  so  nearby  they  couldn’t  have  been  more  than

twenty feet away. “Who are you talking to?” one of them demanded. 

 Company.  Send me company. 

I opened my mouth, but then said, “To—eat?” 

A laugh that made my skin crawl.  To tell me of life  . 

The air ahead shifted—as the Hybern Ravens closed in. “There you are,” 

one seethed. 

“It’s  a  bargain,”  I  breathed.  The  skin  along  my  left  forearm  tingled.  The  thing behind me … I could have sworn I felt it smile. 

 Shall I kill them? 

“P-please do.” 

Light sputtered before me, and I blinked at the blinding ball of faelight. 

I saw the twin Ravens first, that faelight at their shoulder—to illuminate me for

their taking. 

Their attention went to me. Then rose over my shoulder. My head. 

Absolute, unfiltered terror filled their faces. At what stood behind me. 

 Close your eyes, the thing purred in my ear. 

I obeyed, trembling. 

Then all I heard was screaming. 

High-pitched  shrieking  and  pleading.  Bones  snapping,  blood  splattering  like

rain, cloth ripping, and screaming, screaming,  screaming—

I  squeezed  my  eyes  shut  so  hard  it  hurt.  Squeezed  them  shut  so  hard  I  was shaking. 

Then  there  were  warm,  rough  hands  on  me,  dragging  me  away,  and  Cassian’s

voice at my ear, saying, “Don’t look.  Don’t look.” 

I didn’t. I let him lead me away. Just as I felt Rhys arrive. Felt him land on the

floor of the pit so hard the entire mountain shuddered. 

I  opened  my  eyes  then.  Found  him  storming  toward  us,  night  rippling  off  him, such fury on his face—

“Get them out.” 

The order was given to Cassian. 

The screaming was still erupting behind us. 

I lurched toward Rhys, but he was already gone, a plume of darkness spreading

from him. 

To shield the view of what he walked into. 

Knowing I would look. 

The screaming stopped. 

In the terrible silence, Cassian hauled me out—toward the dim center of the pit. 

Nesta was standing there, arms around herself, eyes wide. 

Cassian only stretched out an arm for her. As if in a trance, she walked right to

his  side.  His  arms  tightened  around  both  of  us,  Siphons  flaring,  gilding  the darkness with bloodred light. 

Then we launched skyward. 

Just as the screaming began anew. 
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Cassian gave us both a glass of brandy. A tall glass. 

Seated in an armchair in the family library high above, Nesta drank hers in one

gulp. 

I claimed the chair across from her, took a sip, shuddered at the taste, and made

to set it down on the low-lying table between us. 

“Keep drinking,” Cassian ordered. The wrath wasn’t toward me. 

No—it was toward whatever was below. What had happened. 

“Are you hurt?” Cassian asked me. Each word was clipped—brutal. 

I shook my head. 

That  he  didn’t  ask  Nesta  …  he  must  have  found  her  first.  Ascertained  for

himself. 

I started, “Is the king—the city—” 

“No sign of him.” A muscle twitched in his jaw. 

We sat in silence. Until Rhys appeared between the open doors, shadows trailing

in his wake. 

Blood coated his hands—but nothing else. 

So much blood, ruby-bright in the midmorning sun. 

Like he’d clawed through them with his bare hands. 

His eyes were wholly frozen with rage. 

But they dipped to my left arm, the sleeve filthy but still rolled up—

Like a slim band of black iron around my forearm, a tattoo now lay there. 

 It’s custom in my court for bargains to be permanently marked upon  flesh,  Rhys had told me Under the Mountain. 

“What did you give it.” I hadn’t heard that voice since that visit to the Court of

Nightmares. 

“It—it said it wanted company. Someone to tell it about life. I said yes.” 

“Did you volunteer  yourself.” 

“No.”  I  drained  the  rest  of  the  brandy  at  the  tone,  his  frozen  face.  “It  just  said someone.  And  it  didn’t  specify   when.”  I  grimaced  at  the  solid  black  band,  no thicker  than  the  width  of  my  finger,  interrupted  only  by  two  slender  gaps  near the side of my forearm. I tried to stand, to go to him, to take those bloody hands. 

But my knees still wobbled enough that I couldn’t move. “Are the king’s Ravens

dead?” 

“They nearly were when I arrived. It left enough of their minds functioning for

me to have a look. And finish them when I was done.” 

Cassian  was  stone-faced,  glancing  between  Rhys’s  bloody  hands  and  his  ice-

cold eyes. 

But it was to my sister that my mate turned. “Hybern hunts you because of what

you  took  from  the  Cauldron.  The  queens  want  you  dead  for  vengeance—for

robbing them of immortality.” 

“I know.” Nesta’s voice was hoarse. 

“What did you take.” 

“I don’t know.” The words were barely more than a whisper. “Even Amren can’t

figure it out.” 

Rhys  stared  her  down.  But  Nesta  looked  to  me—and  I  could  have  sworn  fear

shone there, and guilt and … some other feeling. “You told me to run.” 

“You’re my sister,” was all I said. She’d once tried to cross the wall to save me. 

But she started. “Elain—” 

“Elain is fine,” Rhys said. “Azriel was at the town house. Lucien is headed back, 

and Mor is nearly there. They know of the threat.” 

Nesta leaned her head back against the armchair’s cushion, going a bit boneless. 

I said to Rhys, “Hybern infiltrated our city. Again.” 

“The prick held on to that fleeting spell until he really needed it.” 

“Fleeting spell?” 

“A spell of mighty power, able to be wielded only once—to great effect. 

One capable of cleaving wards … He must have been biding his time.” 

“Are the wards here—” 

“Amren  is  currently  adapting  them  against  such  things.  And  will  then  begin

combing  through  this  city  to  find  if  the  king  also  deposited  any  other  cronies before he vanished.” 

Beneath the cold rage, there was a sharpness—honed enough that I said,  What’s

 wrong? 

“What’s  wrong?”  he  replied—verbally,  as  if  he  could  no  longer  distinguish

between  the  two.  “What’s  wrong  is  that  those  pieces  of   shit  got  into  my  house and  attacked  my   mate.  What’s  wrong  is  that  my  own  damn  wards  worked

against me, and you had to make a bargain with that  thing to keep yourself from

being taken. What’s wrong—” 

“Calm down,” I said quietly, but not weakly. 

His  eyes  glowed,  like  lightning  had  struck  an  ocean.  But  he  inhaled  deeply, 

blowing out the breath through his nose, and his shoulders loosened

—barely. 

“Did you see what it was—that thing down there?” 

“I guessed enough about it to close my eyes,” he said. “I only opened them when

it had stepped away from their bodies.” 

Cassian’s  skin  had  turned  ashen.  He’d  seen  it.  He’d  seen  it  again.  But  he  said nothing. 

“Yes, the king got past our defenses,” I said to Rhys. “Yes, things went badly. 

But we weren’t hurt. And the Ravens revealed some key pieces of information.” 

Sloppy,  I  realized.  Rhys  had  been  sloppy  in  killing  them.  Normally,  he  would have  kept  them  alive  for  Azriel  to  question.  But  he’d  taken  what  he  needed, quickly and brutally, and ended it. He’d shown more restraint about the Attor—

“We know why the Cauldron doesn’t work at its full strength now,” I went on. 

“We know that Nesta is more of a priority for the king than I am.” 

Rhys mulled it over. “Hybern showed part of his hand, in bringing them here. He

has to have a sliver of doubt of his conquest if he’d risk it.” 

Nesta looked like she was going to be sick. Cassian wordlessly refilled her glass. 

But I asked, “How—how did you know that we were in trouble?” 

“Clotho,” Rhys said. “There’s a spelled bell inside the library. She rang it, and it

went out to all of us. Cassian got there first.” 

I  wondered  what  had  happened  in  those  initial  moments,  when  he’d  found  my

sister. 

As  if  he’d  read  my  thoughts,  Rhys  sent  the  image  to  me,  no  doubt  courtesy  of Cassian. 

 Panic—and rage. That was all he knew as he shot down into the heart of  the pit, spearing for that ancient darkness that had once shaken him to his  very marrow. 

 Nesta was there—and Feyre. 

 It was the former he saw first, stumbling out of the dark, wide-eyed, her  fear a tang that whetted his rage into something so sharp he could barely  think, barely
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 breathe—

 She let out a small, animal sound—like some wounded stag—as she saw  him. As

 he landed so hard his knees popped. 

 He  said  nothing  as  Nesta  launched  herself  toward  him,  her  dress  filthy   and disheveled,  her  arms  stretching  for  him.  He  opened  his  own  for  her,    unable  to stop his approach, his reaching—

 She gripped his leathers instead. “ Feyre  ,” she rasped, pointing behind  her with a  free  hand,  shaking  him  solidly  with  the  other.  Strength—such   untapped strength in that slim, beautiful body. “Hybern.” 

 That was all he needed to hear. He drew his sword—then Rhys was  arrowing for them, his power like a gods-damned volcanic eruption. 

 Cassian charged ahead into the gloom, following the screaming—

I  pulled  away,  not  wanting  to  see  any  further.  See  what  Cassian  had  witnessed down there. 

Rhys strode to me, and lifted a hand to brush my hair—but stopped upon seeing

the blood crusting his fingers. He instead studied the tattoo now

marring my left arm. “As long as we don’t have to invite it to solstice dinner, I

can live with it.” 

“You can live with it?” I lifted my brows. 

A ghost of a smile, even with all that had happened, that now lay before us. “At

least now if one of you misbehaves, I know the perfect punishment. 

Going down there to  talk to that thing for an hour.” 

Nesta scowled with distaste, but Cassian let out a dark laugh. “I’ll take scrubbing

toilets, thank you.” 

“Your second encounter seemed less harrowing than the first.” 

“It wasn’t trying to  eat me this time.” But shadows still darkened his eyes. 

Rhys  saw  them,  too.  Saw  them  and  said  quietly,  again  with  that  High  Lord’s

voice, “Warn whoever needs to know to stay indoors tonight. 

Children  off  the  streets  at  sundown,  none  of  the  Palaces  will  remain  open  past moonrise. Anyone on the streets faces the consequences.” 

“Of what?” I asked, the liquor in my stomach now burning. 

Rhys’s  jaw  tightened,  and  he  surveyed  the  sparkling  city  beyond  the  windows. 

“Of Amren on the hunt.” 

Elain  was  nestled  beside  a  too-casual  Mor  on  the  sitting  room  couch  when  we arrived at the town house. Nesta strode past me, right to Elain, and took up a seat

on her other side, before turning her attention to where we remained in the foyer. 

Waiting—somehow sensing the meeting that was about to unfold. 

Lucien, stationed by the front window, turned from watching the street. 

Monitoring  it.  A  sword  and  dagger  hung  from  his  belt.  No  humor,  no  warmth

graced his face—only fierce, grim determination. 

“Azriel’s  coming  down  from  the  roof,”  Rhys  said  to  none  of  us  in  particular, leaning against the archway into the sitting room and crossing his arms. 

And as if he’d summoned him, Azriel stepped out of a pocket of shadow by the

stairs and scanned us from head to toe. His eyes lingered on the blood crusting

Rhys’s hands. 

I took up a spot at the opposite doorway post while Cassian and Azriel remained

between us. 

Rhys  was  quiet  for  a  moment  before  he  said,  “The  priestesses  will  keep  silent about what happened today. And the people of this city won’t learn  why Amren

is  now  preparing  to  hunt.  We  can’t  afford  to  let  the  other  High  Lords  know.  It would  unnerve  them—and  destabilize  the  image  we  have  worked  so  hard  to

create.” 

“The attack on Velaris,” Mor countered from her place on the couch, 

“already showed we’re vulnerable.” 

“That  was  a  surprise  attack,  which  we  handled  quickly,”  Cassian  said,  Siphons flickering.  “Az  made  sure  the  information  came  out  portraying   us  as  victors—

able to defeat any challenge Hybern throws our way.” 

“We did that today,” I said. 

“It’s different,” Rhys said. “The first time, we had the element of their surprise

to excuse us. This second time … it makes us look unprepared. 

Vulnerable. We can’t risk that getting out before the meeting in ten days. So for

all appearances, we will remain unruffled as we prepare for war.” 

Mor sagged against the couch cushions. “A war where we have no allies beyond

Keir, either in Prythian or beyond it.” 

Rhys gave her a sharp look. But Elain said quietly, “The queen might come.” 

Silence. 

Elain was staring at the unlit fireplace, eyes lost to that vague murkiness. 

“What queen,” Nesta said, more tightly than she usually spoke to our sister. 

“The one who was cursed.” 

“Cursed by the Cauldron,” I clarified to Nesta, pushing off the archway. 

“When it threw its tantrum after you … left.” 

“No.” Elain studied me, then her. “Not that one. The other.” 

Nesta took a steadying breath, opening her mouth to either whisk Elain upstairs

or move on. 

But  Azriel  asked  softly,  taking  a  single  step  over  the  threshold  and  into  the sitting room, “What other?” 

Elain’s  brows  twitched  toward  each  other.  “The  queen—with  the  feathers  of

flame.” 

The shadowsinger angled his head. 

Lucien  murmured  to  me,  eye  still  fixed  on  Elain,  “Should  we—does  she  need

…?” 

“She  doesn’t  need  anything,”  Azriel  answered  without  so  much  as  looking  at

Lucien. 

Elain was staring at the spymaster now—unblinkingly. 

“We’re  the  ones  who  need  …”  Azriel  trailed  off.  “A  seer,”  he  said,  more  to himself than us. “The Cauldron made you a seer.” 
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 Seer. 

The word clanged through me. 

She’d  known.  She’d   warned  Nesta  about  the  Ravens.  And  in  the  chaos  of  the attack, that little realization had slipped from me. Slipped from me as reality and

dream slipped and entwined for Elain.  Seer. 

Elain turned to Mor, who was now gaping at my sister from her spot beside her

on the couch. “Is that what this is?” 

And  the  words,  the  tone  …  they  were  so   normal-sounding  that  my  chest tightened. 

Mor’s gaze darted across my sister’s face, as if weighing the words, the question, 

the truth or lie within. 

Mor  at  last  blinked,  mouth  parting.  Like  that  magic  of  hers  had  at  last  solved some  puzzle.  Slowly,  clearly,  she  nodded.  Lucien  silently  slid  into  one  of  the chairs, before the window, that metal eye whirring as it roved over my sister. 

It made sense, I supposed, that Azriel  alone had listened to her. The male  who

heard  things  others  could  not  …  Perhaps  he,  too,  had  suffered  as  Elain  had

before he understood what gift he possessed. He asked Elain, “There is another queen?” 

Elain squinted, as if the question required some inner clarification, some

… path into looking the right way at whatever had addled and plagued her. 

“Yes.” 

“The sixth queen,” Mor breathed. “The queen who the golden one said wasn’t ill

…” 

“She said not to trust the other queens because of it,” I added. 

And  as  soon  as  the  words  left  my  mouth  …  It  was  like  stepping  back  from  a painting  to  see  the  entire  picture.  Up  close,  the  words  had  been  muddled  and messy. But from a distance …

“You  stole  from  the  Cauldron,”  I  said  to  Nesta,  who  seemed  ready  to  jump

between  all  of  us  and  Elain.  “But  what  if  the  Cauldron   gave  something  to Elain?” 

Nesta’s face drained of color. “What?” 

Equally ashen, Lucien seemed inclined to echo Nesta’s hoarse question. 

But  Azriel  nodded.  “You  knew,”  he  said  to  Elain.  “About  the  young  queen

turning into a crone.” 

Elain  blinked  and  blinked,  eyes  clearing  again.  As  if  the  understanding,  our understanding … it freed her from whatever murky realm she’d been in. 

“The sixth queen is alive?” Azriel asked, calm and steady, the voice of the High

Lord’s spymaster, who had broken enemies and charmed allies. 

Elain cocked her head, as if listening to some inner voice. “Yes.” 

Lucien just stared and stared at my sister, as if he’d never seen her before. 

I whipped my face to Rhys.  A potential ally? 

 I don’t know, he answered.  If the others cursed her …

“What sort of curse?” my mate asked before he’d even finished speaking to me. 

Elain shifted her face toward him. Another blink. “They sold her—to …

to some darkness, to some … sorcerer-lord …” She shook her head. “I can never

see  him.  What  he  is.  There  is  an  onyx  box  that  he  possesses,  more  vital  than anything … save for them. The girls. He keeps other girls—others so like her—

but she … By day, she is one form, by night, human again.” 

“A bird of burning feathers,” I said. 

“Firebird  by  day,”  Rhys  mused,  “woman  by  night  …  So  she’s  held  captive  by

this sorcerer-lord?” 

Elain  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  know.  I  hear  her—her  screaming.  With  rage. 

Utter rage …” She shuddered. 

Mor leaned forward. “Do you know why the other queens cursed her—

sold her to him?” 

Elain studied the table. “No. No—that is all mist and shadow.” 

Rhys blew out a breath. “Can you sense where she is?” 

“There  is  …  a  lake.  Deep  in—in  the  continent,  I  think.  Hidden  amongst

mountains and ancient forests.” Elain’s throat bobbed. “He keeps them all at the

lake.” 

“Other women like her?” 

“Yes—and no. Their feathers are white as snow. They glide across the water—

while she rages through the skies above it.” 

Mor said to Rhys, “What information do we have on this sixth queen?” 

“Little,”  Azriel  answered  for  him.  “We  know  little.  Young—somewhere  in  her

mid-twenties.  Scythia  lies  along  the  wall,  to  the  east.  It’s  smallest  amongst  the human  queens’  realms,  but  rich  in  trade  and  arms.  She  goes  by  Vassa,  but  I

never got a report with her full name.” 

Rhys  considered.  “She  must  have  posed  a  considerable  threat  to  the  queens  if they turned on her. And considering their agenda …” 

“If  we  can  find  Vassa,”  I  cut  in,  “she  could  be  vital  in  convincing  the  human forces to fight. And giving us an ally on the continent.” 

“If we can find her,” Cassian countered, stepping up to Azriel’s side, his wings

flaring  slightly.  “It  could  take  months.  Not  to  mention,  facing  the  male  who holds  her  captive  could  be  harder  than  expected.  We  can’t  afford  all  those

potential risks. Or the time it’d take. We should focus on this meeting with the

other High Lords first.” 

“But we could stand to gain much,” Mor said. “Perhaps she has an army

—” 

“Perhaps she does,” Cassian cut her off. “But if she’s cursed, who will lead it? 

And  if  her  kingdom  is  so  far  away  …  they  have  to  travel  the  mortal  way,  too. 

You remember how slowly they moved, how quickly they died—” 

“It’s worth a try,” Mor sniped. 

“You’re needed here,” Cassian said. Azriel looked inclined to agree, even as he

kept quiet. “I need you on a battlefield—not traipsing through the continent. The

 human half of it. If those queens have rallied armies to offer Hybern, they’re no doubt standing between you and Queen Vassa.” 

“You don’t give me orders—” 

“No,  but  I  do,”  Rhys  said.  “Don’t  give  me  that  look.  He’s  right—we  need  you here, Mor.” 

“Scythia,” Mor said, shaking her head. “I remember them. They’re horse people. 

A mounted cavalry could travel far faster—” 

“No.” Sheer will blazed in Rhys’s eyes. The order was final. 

But Mor tried again. “There is a reason why Elain is seeing these things. 

She was right about the other queen turning old, about the Ravens’ attack—

 why is she being sent this image?  Why is she hearing this queen? It must be vital. 

If we ignore it, perhaps we’ll deserve to fail.” 

Silence. I surveyed them all. Vital. Each of them was vital  here. But me

…

I sucked in a breath. 

“I’ll go.” 

Lucien was staring at Elain as he spoke. 

We all looked at him. 

Lucien shifted his focus to Rhys, to me. “I’ll go,” he repeated, rising to his feet. 

“To find this sixth queen.” 

Mor opened and shut her mouth. 

“What makes you think you could find her?” Rhys asked. Not rudely, but

—from  a  commander’s  perspective.  Sizing  up  the  skills  Lucien  offered  against

the risks, the potential benefits. 

“This  eye  …”  Lucien  gestured  to  the  metal  contraption.  “It  can  see  things  that others … can’t. Spells, glamours … Perhaps it can help me find her. And break

her  curse.”  He  glanced  at  Elain,  who  was  again  studying  her  lap.  “I’m  not

needed here. I’ll fight if you need me to, but …” He offered me a grim smile. “I

do  not  belong  in  the  Autumn  Court.  And  I’m  willing  to  bet  I’m  no  longer

welcome at  h—the  Spring Court.”  Home, he  had  almost said.  “But  I cannot  sit here and do  nothing. Those queens with their armies

—there is a threat in that regard, too. So use me. Send me. I will find Vassa, see

if she can … bring help.” 

“You  will  be  going  into  the  human  territory,”  Rhys  warned.  “I  can’t  spare  a force to guard you—” 

“I  don’t  need  one.  I  travel  faster  on  my  own.”  His  chin  lifted.  “I  will  find  her. 

And if there’s an army to bring back, or at least some way for her own story to

sway the human forces … I’ll find a way to do that, too.” 

My friends glanced to each other. Mor said, “It will be—very dangerous.” 

A half smile curved Lucien’s mouth. “Good. It’d be boring otherwise.” 

Only Cassian returned the grin. “I’ll load you up with some Illyrian steel.” 

Elain now watched Lucien warily. Blinking every now and then. She revealed no

hint of whatever she might be seeing—sensing. None. 

Rhys pushed off the archway. “I’ll winnow you as close as we can get—

to  wherever  you  need  to  be  to  begin  your  hunt.”  Lucien  had  indeed  been

studying all those maps lately. Perhaps at the quiet behest of whatever force had

guided us all. My mate added, “Thank you.” 

Lucien shrugged. And it was that gesture alone that made me say at last, 

“Are you sure?” 

He only glanced at Elain, whose face was again a calm void while she traced a

finger  over  the  embroidery  on  the  couch  cushions.  “Yes.  Let  me  help  in

whatever way I can.” 

Even Nesta seemed relatively concerned. Not for him, no doubt, but the fact that

if  he  were  hurt,  or  killed  …  What  would  it  do  to  Elain?  The  severing  of  the mating bond … I shut out the thought of what it’d do to me. 

I asked Lucien, “When do you want to leave?” 

“Tomorrow.” I hadn’t heard him sound so assertive in … a long time. 

“I’ll prepare for the rest of today, and leave after breakfast tomorrow morning.” 

He added to Rhys, “If that works for you.” 

My mate waved an idle hand. “For what you’re about to do, Lucien, we’ll make

it work.” 

Silence  fell  once  more.  If  he  could  find  that  missing  queen  and  perhaps  bring back some sort of human army, or at least sway the mortal forces from Hybern’s

thrall  …  If  I  could  find  a  way  to  get  the  Carver  to  fight  for  us  that  did  not involve using that terrible mirror … Would it be enough? 

The meeting with the High Lords, it seemed, would decide that. 

Rhys  jerked  his  chin  at  Azriel,  who  took  it  as  an  order  to  vanish—to  no  doubt check in on Amren. 

“Find out if Keir and his Darkbringers had any attacks,” my mate ordered Mor

and  Cassian,  who  nodded  and  left  as  well.  Alone  with  my  sisters  and  Lucien, Rhys and I caught Nesta’s eye. 

And for once, my sister rose to her feet and came toward us, the three of us not

so subtly heading upstairs. Leaving Lucien and Elain alone. 

It was an effort not to linger atop the landing, to listen to what was said. 

If anything was said at all. 

But  I  made  myself  take  Rhys’s  hand,  flinching  at  the  blood  still  caked  on  his skin, and led him to our bathing room. Nesta’s bedroom door clicked shut down

the hall. 

Rhys  wordlessly  watched  me  as  I  turned  on  the  bathtub  faucet  and  grabbed  a

washcloth from the chest against the wall. I took up a seat at the edge of the tub, 

testing  the  water  temperature  against  my  wrist,  and  patted  the  porcelain  rim

beside me. “Sit.” 

He obeyed, his head drooping as he sat. 

I  took  one  of  his  hands,  guided  it  to  the  gurgling  stream  of  water,  and  held  it beneath. 

Red flowed off his skin, eddying in the water beneath. I plucked up the cloth and

scrubbed  gently,  more  blood  flaking  off,  water  splashing  onto  the  still-

immaculate sleeves of his jacket. “Why not shield your hands?” 

“I wanted to feel it—their lives ending beneath my fingers.” 

Cold, flat words. 

I scrubbed at his nails, the blood wedged into the cracks where it met his skin. 

The  arcs  beneath.  “Why  is  it  different  this  time?”  Different  from  the  Attor’s ambush, Hybern’s attack in the woods, the attack on Velaris … all of it. I’d seen

him in a rage before, but never … never so detached. As if

morality  and  kindness  were  things  that  lurked  on  a  surface  far,  far  above  the frozen depths he’d plunged into. 

I turned his palm into the spray, getting at the space between his fingers. 

“What  is  the  point  of  it,”  he  said,  “of  all  this  power  …  if  I  can’t  protect  those who are most vulnerable in my city? If it can’t detect an incoming attack?” 

“Even Azriel didn’t learn of it—” 

“The king used an archaic spell and walked in the  front door. If I can’t

…” Rhys shook his head, and I lowered his now-clean hand and reached for the

other. More blood stained the water. “If I can’t protect them here …

How  can  …”  His  throat  bobbed.  I  lifted  his  chin  with  a  hand.  Icy  rage  had slipped  into  something  a  bit  shattered  and  aching.  “Those  priestesses  have

endured enough. I failed them today. That library … it will no longer feel safe

for them. The one place they’ve had to themselves, where they knew they were

protected … Hybern took that away today.” 

And from him. He had gone to that library for his own need for healing

—for safety. 

He  said,  “Perhaps  it’s  punishment  for  taking  away  Velaris  from  Mor—in

granting Keir access here.” 

“You  can’t  think  like  that—it  won’t  end  well.”  I  finished  washing  his  other

hand,  rinsed  the  cloth,  then  began  swiping  it  along  his  neck,  his  temples  …

Soothing, warm presses, not to clean but to relax. 

“I’m not angry about the bargain,” he said, closing his eyes as I swiped the cloth

over his brow. “In case you were … worried.” 

“I wasn’t.” 

Rhys opened his eyes, as if he could hear the smile in my voice, and studied me

while I chucked the cloth into the tub with a wet slap and turned off the faucet. 

He  was  still  studying  me  when  I  took  his  face  in  my  damp  hands.  “What

happened  today  was  not  your  fault,”  I  said,  the  words  filling  the  sun-drenched bathing  room.  “None  of  it.  It  all  lies  on  Hybern—and  when  we  face  the  king again,  we  will  remember  these  attacks,  these  injuries  to  our  people.  We  forgot Amarantha’s spell book—to our own loss. But we have a

Book of our own—hopefully with the spell we need. And for now … for now, 

we will prepare, and we will face the consequences. For now, we move ahead.” 

He turned his head to kiss my palm. “Remind me to give you a salary raise.” 

I choked on a cough. “For what?” 

“For the sage counsel—and the other vital services you provide me.” He winked. 

I laughed in earnest, and squeezed his face as I pressed a swift kiss to his mouth. 

“Shameless flirt.” 

The warmth returned to his eyes at last. 

So I reached for an ivory towel and bundled his hands, now clean and warm, into

the folds of soft fabric. 

CHAPTER

34

Amren found no other Hybern assassins or spies during her long night of hunting

through Velaris. How she sought them, how she distinguished friend from foe …

Some people, Mor told me the next morning—after we  all had a sleepless night

—painted  their  thresholds  in  lamb’s  blood.  A  sort  of  offering  to  her.  And

payment to stay away. Some left cups of it on their doorsteps. 

As if  everyone  in  the city  knew  that  the High  Lord’s  Second,  that  small-boned female … she was the monster that defended them from the other horrors of the

world. 

Rhys had spent much of the previous day and night reassuring the priestesses of

their  safety,  walking  them  through  the  new  wards.  The  priestess  who  had  let

them in … for whatever reason, Hybern had left her alive. She allowed Rhys into

her mind to see what had happened: once the king had sundered the wards with

that  fleeting  spell,  his  Ravens  had  appeared  as  two  old  scholars  to  get  the priestess  to  open  the  door,  then  forced  their  way  into  her  mind  so  that  she’d welcome them in without being vetted. The violation of that alone … Rhys had

spent hours with those priestesses yesterday. Mor, too. 

Talking,  listening  to  the  ones  who   could  speak,  holding  the  hands  of  the  ones who couldn’t. 

And  when  they  at  last  left  …  There  was  a  peace  between  my  mate  and  his

cousin. Some lingering jagged edge that had somehow been soothed. 

We  didn’t  have  long.  I  knew  that.  Felt  it  with  every  breath.  Hybern  wasn’t

coming; Hybern was  here. 

Our  meeting  with  the  High  Lords  was  now  over  a  week  away—and  still  Nesta

refused to join us. 

But it was fine. We’d manage. I’d manage. 

We didn’t have another choice. 

Which was why I found myself standing in the foyer the next morning, watching

Lucien shoulder his heavy pack. He wore Illyrian leathers under a heavier jacket, 

along  with  layers  of  clothes  beneath  to  help  him  survive  in  varying  climates. 

He’d braided back his red hair, the length of it snaking across his back—right in

front of the Illyrian sword strapped down his spine. 

Cassian had given him free rein yesterday afternoon to loot his personal cache of

weapons,  though  my  friend  had  been  economical  about  which  ones  he’d

selected. The blade, plus a short sword, plus an assortment of daggers. 

A quiver of arrows and an unstrung bow were tied to his pack. 
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“You know precisely where you want Rhys to take you?” I asked at last. 

Lucien nodded, glancing to where my mate now waited by the front door. He’d

bring  Lucien  to  the  edge  of  the  human  continent—to  wherever  Lucien  had

decided  would  be  the  best  landing  spot.  No  farther,  Azriel  had  insisted.  His reports  indicated  it  was  too  watched,  too  dangerous.  Even  for  one  of  our  own. 

Even for the most powerful High Lord in history. 

I  stepped  forward,  and  didn’t  give  Lucien  time  to  step  back  as  I  hugged  him tightly.  “Thank  you,”  I  said,  trying  not  to  think  about  all  the  steel  on  him—if he’d need to use it. 

“It  was  time,”  Lucien  said  quietly,  giving  me  a  squeeze.  “For  me  to  do

something.” 

I pulled away, surveying his scarred face. “Thank you,” I said again. It was all I

could think of to say. 

Rhys extended a hand to Lucien. 

Lucien studied it—then my mate’s face. I could nearly see all the hateful words

they’d  spoken.  Dangling  between  them,  between  that  outstretched  hand  and

Lucien’s own. 

But Lucien took Rhys’s hand. That silent offer of not only transportation. 

Before that dark wind swept in, Lucien looked back. 

Not to me, I realized—to someone behind me. 

Pale and thin, Elain stood atop the stairs. 

Their gazes locked and held. 

But Elain said nothing. Did not so much as take one step downward. 

Lucien inclined his head in a bow, the movement hiding the gleam in his eye—

the longing and sadness. 

And  when  Lucien  turned  to  signal  to  Rhys  to  go  …  He  did  not  glance  back  at Elain. 

Did  not  see  the  half  step  she  took  toward  the  stairs—as  if  she’d  speak  to  him. 

Stop him. 

Then Rhys was gone, and Lucien with him. 

When I turned to offer Elain breakfast, she’d already walked away. 

I waited in the foyer for Rhys to return. 

In  the  dining  room  to  my  left,  Nesta  silently  practiced  building  those  invisible walls in her mind—no sign of Amren since her hunt last night. 

When I asked if she was making any progress, my sister had only said, 

“Amren thinks I’m getting close enough to begin trying on something tangible.” 

And that was that. I left her to it, not bothering to ask if Amren had  also come close to figuring out some sort of spell in the Book to repair that wall. 

In silence, I counted the minutes, one by one. 

Then  a  familiar  dark  wind  swirled  through  the  foyer,  and  I  loosed  a  too-tight breath  as  Rhys  appeared  in  the  middle  of  the  hall  carpet.  No  indication  of  any sort  of  trouble,  no  sign  of  hurt  or  harm,  but  I  slid  my  arms  around  his  waist, needing to feel him, smell him. “Did everything go well?” 

Rhys brushed a kiss to the top of my head. “As well as can be expected. 

He’s now on the continent, heading eastward.” 

He marked Nesta studying at the dining table. “How’s our new seer holding up?” 

I pulled back to explain that I’d left Elain to her own thoughts, but Nesta said, 

“Don’t call her that.” 

Rhys gave me an incredulous look, but Nesta just went back to flipping through

a book, her face going vacant—while she practiced with whatever wall-building

exercises Amren had ordered. I poked him in the ribs.  Don’t  provoke her. 

A  corner  of  his  mouth  lifted—the  expression  full  of  wicked  delight.  Can   I provoke you instead? 

I clamped my lips to keep from smiling—

The front door blew open and Amren stormed in. 

Rhys was instantly facing her. “What.” 

Gone was the slick amusement, the relaxed posture. 

Amren’s pale face remained calm, but her eyes … They swirled with rage. 

“Hybern  has  attacked  the  Summer  Court.  They  lay  siege  to  Adriata  as  we

speak.” 

CHAPTER

35

Hybern had made its grand move at last. And we had not anticipated it. 

I knew Azriel would take the blame upon himself. One look at the shadowsinger

as he prowled through the front door of the town house minutes later, Cassian on

his heels, told me that he already did. 

We stood in the foyer, Nesta lingering at the dining table behind me. 

“Has Tarquin called for aid?” Cassian asked Amren. 

None of us dared question how she knew. 

Amren’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know. I got the message, and—nothing else.” 

Cassian nodded once and turned to Rhys. “Did the Summer Court have a mobile

fighting force readied when you were there?” 

“No,” Rhys said. “His armada was scattered along the coast.” A glance at Azriel. 

“Half is in Adriata—the other dispersed,” the shadowsinger supplied. 
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“His terrestrial army was moved to the Spring Court border … after Feyre. 

The closest legion is perhaps three days’ march away. Very few can winnow.” 

“How many ships?” Rhys asked. 

“Twenty in Adriata, fully armed.” 

A calculating look at Amren. “Numbers on Hybern?” 

“I don’t know. Many. It—I think they are overwhelmed.” 

“What was the exact message?” Pure, unrelenting command laced every word. 

Amren’s eyes glittered like fresh silver. “It was a warning. From Varian. 

To prepare our own defenses.” 

Utter silence. 

“Prince Varian sent you a warning?” Cassian asked a bit quietly. 

Amren glared at him. “It is a thing that friends do.” 

More silence. 

I met Rhys’s stare, sensed the weight and dread and anger simmering behind the

cool  features.  “We  cannot  leave  Tarquin  to  face  them  alone,”  I  said.  Perhaps Hybern  had  sent  the  Ravens  yesterday  to  distract  us  from  looking  beyond  our

own borders. To have our focus on Hybern, not our own shores. 

Rhys’s  attention  cut  to  Cassian.  “Keir  and  his  Darkbringer  army  are  nowhere

near ready to march. How soon can the Illyrian legions fly?” 

Rhys  immediately  winnowed  Cassian  into  the  war-camps  to  give  the  orders

himself. Azriel had vanished with them, going ahead to scout Adriata, taking his

most trusted spies with him. 

Nausea  had  churned  in  my  gut  as  Cassian  and  Azriel  tapped  the  Siphons  atop their hands and that scaled armor unfurled across their body. As seven Siphons

appeared on each. As the shadowsinger’s scarred hands checked the buckles on

his  knife  belts  and  his  quiver,  while  Rhys  summoned  extra  Illyrian  blades  for Cassian—two at his back, one at each side. 

Then they were gone—stone-faced and steady. Ready for bloodshed. 

Mor arrived moments later, heavily armed, her hair braided back and every inch

of her thrumming with impatience. 

But Mor and I waited—for the order to go. To join them. Cassian had positioned

the  Illyrian  legions  closer  to  the  southern  border  the  weeks  I’d  been  away,  but even so, they wouldn’t be able to fly without a few hours of

preparation.  And  it  would  require  Rhys  to  winnow  them  in.  All  of  them.  To Adriata. 

“Will you fight?” 

Nesta was now standing a few steps up the staircase of the town house, watching

as Mor and I readied. Soon—Azriel or Rhys would contact us soon with the all-

clear to winnow to Adriata. 

“We’ll fight if it’s required,” I said, checking once more that the belt of knives

was secure at my hips. 

Mor wore Illyrian leathers as well, but the blades on her were different. 

Slimmer,  lighter,  some  of  their  tips  slightly  curved.  Like  lightning  given  flesh. 

Seraphim blades, she told me. Gifted to her by Prince Drakon himself during the

War. 

“What do you know of battle?” 

I couldn’t tell if my sister’s tone was insulting or merely inquisitive. 

“We know plenty,” Mor said tightly, arranging her long braid between the blades

crossed over her back. Elain and Nesta would remain here, with Amren watching

over  them.  And  watching  over  Velaris,  along  with  a  small  legion  of  Illyrians

Cassian  had  ordered  to  camp  in  the  mountains  above  the  city.  Mor  had  passed Amren on her way in, the small female apparently heading to the butcher to fill

up on provisions before she’d return to stay here—for however long we’d be in

Adriata. If we returned at all. 

I  met  Nesta’s  gaze  again.  Only  wary  distance  greeted  me.  “We’ll  send  word

when we can.” 

A  rumble  of  midnight  thunder  brushed  against  the  walls  of  my  mind.  A  silent signal,  speared  over  land  and  mountains.  As  if  Rhys’s  concentration  was  now

wholly focused elsewhere—and he did not dare break it. 

My heart stumbled a beat. I gripped Mor’s arm, the leather scales cutting into my

palm. “They’ve arrived. Let’s go.” 

Mor turned to my sister, and I had never seen her seem so … warriorlike. 

I’d known it lurked beneath the surface, but here was the Morrigan. The female

who had  fought in the War. Who knew how to end lives with blade and magic. 

“It’s nothing we can’t handle,” Mor said to Nesta with a cocky smile, and then

we were gone. 

Black  wind  roared  and  tore  at  me,  and  I  clung  to  Mor  as  she  winnowed  us

through the courts, her breath a ragged beat in my ear—

Then  blinding  light  and  suffocating  heat  and  screams  and  thunderous  booming

and metal on metal—

I swayed, bracing my feet apart as I blinked. As I took in my surroundings. 

Rhys and the Illyrians had already joined the fray. 

Mor  had  winnowed  us  to  the  barren  top  of  one  of  the  hills  flanking  the  half-moon  bay  of  Adriata,  offering  perfect  views  of  the  island-city  in  its  center  and the city on the mainland below. 

The waters of the bay were red. 

Smoke rose in gnarled black columns from buildings and foundering ships. 

People screamed, soldiers shouted—

So many. 

I had not anticipated the scope of how many soldiers there would be. On either

side. 

I’d  thought  it  would  be  neat  lines.  Not  chaos  everywhere.  Not  Illyrians  in  the skies  above  the  city  and  the  harbor,  blasting  their  power  and  arrows  into  the Hybern army that rained hell upon the city. Ship after ship squatted toward the

horizon, hemming either entrance to the bay. And in the bay …

“Those are Tarquin’s ships,” Mor said, her face taut as she pointed to the white

sails colliding with terrible force against the gray sails of Hybern’s fleet. Utterly

outnumbered, and yet plumes of magic—water and wind and whips of vines—

kept  attacking  any  boat  that  neared.  And  those  that  broke  through  the  magic

faced soldiers armed with spears and bows and swords. 

And ahead of them, pushing against the fleet … the Illyrian lines. 

So many. Rhys had winnowed them in—all of them. The drain on his power …

Mor’s throat bobbed. “No one else has come,” she murmured. “No other courts.” 

No sign of Tamlin and the Spring Court on Hybern’s side, either. 

A thunderous boom of dark power blasted into Hybern’s fleet, scattering ships—

but  not  many.  As  if  …  “Rhys’s  power  is  either  already  nearly  spent  or  …

they’ve got something working against it,” I said. “More of that faebane?” 

“Hybern  would  be  stupid  not  to  use  it.”  Her  fingers  curled  and  uncurled  at  her sides. Sweat beaded on her temple. 

“Mor?” 

“I  knew  it  was  coming,”  she  murmured.  “Another  war,  at  some  point.  I  knew

battles would come for  this war. But … I forgot how terrible it is. The sounds. 

The smells.” 

Indeed, even from the rocky outcropping so high above, it was …
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overwhelming.  The  tang  of  blood,  the  pleading  and  screaming  …  Getting  into

the midst of it …

Alis. Alis had left the Spring Court, fearing the hell I’d unleash there—

only to come here. To   this. I prayed she was not in the city proper, prayed she and her nephews were keeping safe. 

“We’re  to  go  to  the  palace,”  Mor  said,  squaring  her  shoulders.  I  hadn’t  dared break  Rhysand’s  concentration  by  opening  up  a  channel  in  the  bond,  but  it

seemed he was still capable of giving orders. “Soldiers have reached its northern

side, and their defenses are surrounded.” 

I nodded once, and Mor drew her slender, curving blade. It gleamed as brightly

as Amren’s eyes, that Seraphim steel. 

I unsheathed my Illyrian blade from across my back, the metal dark and ancient

by comparison to the living silver flame in her hand. 

“We stick close—you don’t get out of sight,” Mor said, smoothly and precisely. 

“We don’t go down a hall or stairwell without assessing first.” 

I nodded again, at a loss for words. My heart beat at a gallop, my palms turning

sweaty. Water—I wished I’d had some water. My mouth had gone bone-dry. 

“If  you  can’t  bring  yourself  to  make  the  kill,”  she  added  without  a  hint  of judgment, “then shield me from behind.” 

“I can do it—the … killing,” I rasped. I’d done plenty of it that day in Velaris. 

Mor assessed the grip I maintained on my blade, the set of my shoulders. 

“Don’t stop, and don’t linger. We press forward until I say we retreat. Leave the

wounded to the healers.” 

None  of  them  enjoyed  this,  I  realized.  My  friends—they  had  gone  to  war  and

back and had not found it worthy of glorification, had not let its memory become

rose-tinted in the centuries following. But they were willing to dive into its hell

once again for the sake of Prythian. 

“Let’s go,” I said. Every moment we wasted here could spell someone’s doom in

that gleaming palace in the bay. 

Mor swallowed once and winnowed us into the palace. 

She  must  have  visited  a  few  times  throughout  the  centuries,  because  she  knew where to arrive. 

The  middle  levels  of  Tarquin’s  palace  had  been  communal  space  between  the

lower floors that the servants and lesser faeries were shoved into and the shining

residential  quarters  for  the  High  Fae  above.  When  I  had  last  seen  the  vast

greeting  hall,  the  light  had  been  clear  and  white,  flitting  off  the  seashell-encrusted  walls,  dancing  along  the  running  rivers  built  into  the  floor.  The  sea beyond the towering windows had been turquoise mottled with vibrant sapphire. 

Now  that  sea  was  choked  with  mighty  ships  and  blood,  the  clear  skies  full  of Illyrian  warriors  swooping  down  upon  them  in  determined,  unflinching  lines. 

Thick  metal  shields  glinted  as  the  Illyrians  dove  and  rose,  emerging  each  time covered in blood. If they returned to the skies at all. 

But my task was here. This building. 

We scanned the floor, listening. 

Frantic  murmurs  echoed  from  the  stairwells  leading  upward,  along  with  heavy

thudding. 

“They’re  barricading  themselves  into  the  upper  levels,”  Mor  observed  as  my

brows narrowed. 

Leaving the lesser fae trapped below. With no aid. 

“Bastards,” I breathed. 

The  lesser  fae  did  not  have  as  much  magic  between  them—not  in  the  way  the

High Fae did. 

“This way,” Mor said, jerking her chin toward the descending stairs. 

“They’re three levels down, and climbing. Fifty of them.” 

A ship’s worth. 

CHAPTER

36

The  first  and  second  kills  were  the  hardest.  I  didn’t  waste  physical  strength  on the cluster of five Hybern soldiers—High Fae, not Attor-like underlings

—forcing their way into a barricaded room full of terrified servants. 

No, even as my body hesitated at the kills, my magic did not. 

The  two  soldiers  nearest  me  had  feeble  shields.  I  tore  through  them  with  a

sizzling wall of fire. Fire that then found its way down their throats and burned

every inch of the way. 

And then sizzled through skin and tendon and bone and severed the heads from

their bodies. 

Mor just killed the soldier nearest her with good old-fashioned beheading. 

She whirled, the soldier’s head still falling, and sliced off the head of the one just

nearing us. 

The fifth and final soldier stopped his assault on the battered door. 

Looked between us with flat, hate-bright eyes. 

“Do it, then,” he said, his accent so like that of the Ravens. 

His thick sword rose, blood sliding down the groove of the fuller. 

Someone was sobbing in terror on the other side of that door. 

The soldier lunged for us, and Mor’s blade flashed. 

But I struck first, an asp of pure water striking his face—stunning him. 

Then shoving down his open mouth, his throat, up his nose. Sealing off any air. 

He slumped to the ground, clawing at his neck as if he’d free a passage for the

water now drowning him. 

We  left  him  without  looking  back,  the  grunting  of  his  choking  soon  turning  to silence. 

Mor slid me a sidelong glance. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.” 

I appreciated the attempt at humor, but … laughter was foreign. There was only

the  breath  in  my  heaving  lungs  and  the  roiling  of  magic  through  my  veins  and the clear, unyielding crispness of my vision, assessing all. 

We found eight more in the midst of killing and hurting, a dormitory turned into

Hybern’s own sick pleasure hall. I did not care to linger on what they did, and

only marked it so that I knew how fast and easily to kill. 

The ones merely slaughtering died fast. 

The others … Mor and I lingered. Not much, but those deaths were slower. 

We  left  two  of  them  alive—hurt  and  disarmed  but  alive—for  the  surviving

faeries to kill. 

I gave them two Illyrian knives to do it. 

The Hybern soldiers began screaming before we cleared the level. 

The hallway on the floor below was splattered in blood. The din was deafening. 

A dozen soldiers in the silver-and-blue armor of Tarquin’s court battled against

the bulk of the Hybern force, holding the corridor. 

They  were  nearly  pushed  back  to  the  stairs  we’d  just  exited,  steadily

overwhelmed  by  the  solid  numbers  against  them,  the  Hybern  soldiers  stepping

over—stepping  on—the bodies of the fallen Summer Court warriors. 

Tarquin’s soldiers were flagging, even as they kept swinging, kept fighting. The

closest one beheld us—opened his mouth to order us to run. 
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But then he noted the armor, the blood on us and our blades. 

“Don’t be afraid,” Mor said—as I stretched out a hand and darkness fell. 

Soldiers on both sides shouted, scrambling back, armor clanging. 

But  I  shifted  my  eyes,  made  them  night-seeing.  As  I  had  done  in  that  Illyrian forest, when I had first drawn Hybern blood. 

Mor, I think, was born able to see in the darkness. 

We winnowed through the ebon-veiled corridor in short bursts. 

I could see their terror as I killed them. But they could not see me. 

Every time we appeared in front of Hybern soldiers, frantic in the impenetrable

dark, their heads fell. One after another. Winnow; slash. 

Winnow; thump. 

Until there were none left, only the mounds of their bodies, the puddles of their

blood. 

I  banished  the  darkness  from  the  corridor,  finding  the  Summer  Court  soldiers

panting and gaping. At us. At what we had done in a matter of a minute. 

I didn’t look too long at the carnage. Mor didn’t, either. 

“Where else?” was all I asked. 

We cleared the palace to its lowest levels. Then we took to the city streets, the

steep hill leading down to the water rampant with Hybern soldiers. 

The  morning  sun  rose  higher,  beating  down  on  us,  making  our  skin  slick  and

swollen  with  sweat  beneath  our  leathers.  I  stopped  discerning  the  sweat  on  my palms from the blood coating it. 

I  stopped  being  able  to  feel  a  great  many  things  as  we  killed  and  killed, 

sometimes  engaging  in  outright  combat,  sometimes  with  magic,  sometimes earning our own bruises and small wounds. 

But the sun continued its arc across the sky, and the battle continued in the bay, 

the Illyrian lines battering the Hybern fleet from above while Tarquin’s armada

pushed from behind. 

Slowly, we purged the streets of Hybern soldiers. All I knew was the sun baking

the blood coating my skin, the coppery tang of it clinging to my nostrils. 

We  had  just  cleared  a  narrow  street,  Mor  striding  through  the  felled  Hybern

soldiers  to  make  sure  any  survivors  …  stopped  surviving.  I  leaned  against  a

blood-bathed stone wall just outside the shattered front window of

a  clothier,  watching  Mor’s  quicksilver  blade  rise  and  fall  in  lightning-bright flashes. 

Beyond  us,  all  around  us,  the  screams  of  the  dying  were  like  the  never-ending pealing of the city’s warning bells. 

Water—I needed water. If only to wash the blood from my mouth. 

Not  my  own  blood,  but  that  of  the  soldiers  we’d  cut  down.  Blood  that  had

sprayed into my mouth, up my nose, into my eyes, when we’d ended them. 

Mor reached the last of the dead, and terrified High Fae and faeries finally poked

their  heads  out  of  the  doorways  and  windows  flanking  the  cobblestoned  street. 

No  sign  of  Alis,  her  nephews,  or  cousin—or  anyone  who  looked  like  them, 

amongst the living or the fallen. A small blessing. 

We had to keep moving. There were more—so many more. 

As  Mor  began  striding  back  to  me,  boots  sloshing  through  puddles  of  blood,  I reached  a  mental  hand  toward  the  bond.  Toward  Rhys—toward  anything  that

was solid and familiar. 

Wind and darkness answered me. 

I  became  only  half-aware  of  the  narrow  street  and  the  blood  and  the  sun  as  I peered down the bridge between us.  Rhys. 

Nothing. 

I speared myself along it, stumbling blindly through that raging tempest of night

and  shadow.  If  the  bond  sometimes  felt  like  a  living  band  of  light,  it  now  had turned into a bridge of ice-kissed obsidian. 

And rising up on its other end … his mind. The walls—his shields …

They had turned into a fortress. 

I  laid  a  mental  hand  to  the  black  adamant,  my  heart  thundering.  What  was  he facing—what was he  seeing to have made his shields so impenetrable? 

I couldn’t feel him on the other side. 

There was only the stone and the dark and the wind. 

 Rhys. 

Mor had nearly reached me when his answer came. 

A crack in the shield—so swift that I did not have time to do anything more than

lunge for it before it had closed behind me. Sealing me inside with him. 

The streets, the sun, the city vanished. 

There was only here—only him. And the battle. 

Looking through Rhysand’s eyes as I once had that day Under the Mountain … I

felt  the  heat  of  the  sun,  the  sweat  and  blood  sliding  down  his  face,  slipping beneath  the  neck  of  his  black  Illyrian  armor—smelled  the  brine  of  the  sea  and the  tang  of  blood  all  around  me.  Felt  the  exhaustion  ripping  at  him,  in  his muscles and in his magic. 

Felt the Hybern warship shudder beneath him as he landed on its main deck, an

Illyrian blade in each hand. 

Six  soldiers  died  instantly,  their  armor  and  bodies  turning  into  red-and-silver mist. 

The  others  halted,  realizing  who’d  landed  amongst  them,  in  the  heart  of  their

fleet. 

Slowly,  Rhys  surveyed  the  helmeted  heads  before  him,  counted  the  weapons. 

Not  that  it  mattered.  All  of  them  would  soon  be  crimson  mist  or  food  for  the beasts circling the waters around the clashing armada. And then this ship would

be splinters on the waves. 

Once he was done. It was not the common foot soldiers he’d sought out. 

Because where power should have been thrumming from him, obliterating them

… It was a muffled rumble. Stifled. 

He’d tracked it here—that strange damper on his power, on the Siphons’

power. As if some sort of spell had turned his power oily in his grip. Harder to

wield. 

It was why the battle had gone on so long. The clean, precise blow he’d intended

to land upon arriving—the single shot that would have saved so many lives … It

had slipped from his grasp. 

So  he’d  hunted  it  down,  that  damper.  Battled  his  way  across  Adriata  to  get  to this  ship.  And  now,  exhaustion  starting  to  rip  at  him  …  The  armed  soldiers

around Rhysand parted—and he appeared. 

Trapped  within  Rhysand’s  mind,  his  powers  stifled  and  body  weary,  there  was

nothing  I  could  do  but  watch  as  the  King  of  Hybern  stepped  from  belowdecks

and smiled at my mate. 
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Blood slid from the tips of Rhys’s twin blades onto the deck. One drop—

two. Three. 

Mother above. The king—

The  King  of  Hybern  wore  his  own  colors:  slate  gray,  embroidered  with  bone-

colored thread. Not a weapon on him. Not a speckle of blood. 

Within Rhys’s mind, there was no jagged breath for me to take, no heartbeat to

thunder in my chest. There was nothing I could do but watch—

watch and keep quiet, so I didn’t distract him, didn’t risk taking his focus away

for one blink …

Rhys met the king’s dark eyes, bright beneath heavy brows, and smiled. 

“Glad to see you’re still not fighting your own battles.” 

The king’s answering smile was a brutal slash of white. “I was waiting for more

interesting quarry to find me.” His voice was colder than the highest peak of the

Illyrian mountains. 

Rhys  didn’t  dare  look  away  from  him.  Not  as  his  magic  unfurled,  sniffing  out every angle to kill the king. A trap—it had been a trap to discover which High

Lord hunted down the source of that damper first. 

Rhys had known one of them—the king, his cronies—would be waiting here. 

He’d known, and come. Known and not asked us to  help him—

 If I was smart,  Rhys said to me, his voice calm and steady,  I’d find some  way to take him alive, make Azriel break him—get him to yield the

 Cauldron.  And  make  an  example  of  him  to  the  other  bastards  thinking  of

 bringing down that wall. 

 Don’t, I begged him.  Just kill him—kill him and be done with it, Rhys. 

 End this war before it can truly begin. 

A  pause  of  consideration.  But  a  death  here,  quick  and  brutal  …  His   followers would turn it against me, no doubt. 

If  he  could  manage  it.  The  king  had  not  been  fighting.  Had  not  depleted  his reserves of power. But Rhys …

I felt Rhys size up the odds alongside me.  Let one of us come to you. 

 Don’t face him alone—

Because trying to take the king alive without full access to his power …

Information  rippled  into  me,  brimming  with  all  Rhys  had  seen  and  learned. 

Taking the king alive depended on whether Azriel was in good enough shape to

help.  He  and  Cassian  had  taken  a  few  blows  themselves,  but—nothing  they

couldn’t  handle.  Nothing  to  spook  the  Illyrians  still  fighting  under  their

command. Yet. 

“Seems  like  the  tide  is  turning,”  Rhys  observed  as  the  armada  around  them

indeed pushed Hybern’s forces out to sea. He had not seen Tarquin. Or Varian

and  Cresseida.  But  the  Summer  Court  still  fought.  Still  pushed  Hybern  back, 

back, back from the harbor. 

Time. Rhys needed  time—

Rhys  lunged  toward  the  king’s  mind—and  met   nothing.  Not  a  trace,  not  a whisper. As if he were nothing but wicked thought and ancient malice—

The king clicked his tongue. “I’d heard that you were a charmer, Rhysand. Yet

here you are, groping and pawing at me like a green youth.” 

A corner of Rhys’s mouth twitched up. “Always a delight to disappoint Hybern.” 

“Oh, on the contrary,” the king said, crossing his arms—muscle shifting beneath. 

“You’ve always been such a source of entertainment. Especially for my darling

Amarantha.” 

I felt it—the thought that escaped Rhys. 

He  wanted  to  wipe  that  name  from  living  memory.  Perhaps  one  day  he  would. 

One day he’d erase it from every mind in this world, one by one, 

until she was no one and nothing. 

But the king knew that. From that smile, he knew. 

And everything he had done … All of it …

 Kill him, Rhys. Kill him and be done with it. 

 It’s not that easy, was his even reply  . Not without searching this ship,   searching him for that source of the spell on our power, and breaking it. 

But  if  he  lingered  much  longer  …  I  had  no  doubt  the  king  had  some  nasty

surprise  waiting.  Designed  to  spring  shut  at  any  moment.  I  knew  Rhys  was

aware of it, too. 

Knew, because he rallied his magic, assessing and weighing, an asp readying to

strike. 

“The last report I received from Amarantha,” the king went on, sliding his hands

into his pockets, “she was still enjoying you.” The soldiers laughed. 

My mate was used to it—that laughter. Even if it made me want to roar at them, 

rend them to pieces. But Rhys didn’t so much as grit his teeth, though the king

gave him a smile that told me he was well aware of what sort of scars lingered. 

What my mate had done to keep Amarantha distracted. Why he’d done it. 

Rhys smirked. “Too bad it didn’t end so pleasantly for her.” His magic slithered

through the ship, hunting down that tether for the power holding back our forces

…

 Kill him—kill him now.  The word was a chant in my blood, my mind. 

In his, too. I could hear it, clear as my own thoughts. 

“Such a remarkable girl—your mate,” the king mused. No emotion, not so much

as  a  bit  of  anger  beyond  that  cold  amusement.  “First  Amarantha,  then  my  pet, the Attor … And then she broke past all the wards around my palace to aid your

escape.  Not  to  mention  …”  A  low  laugh.  “My  niece  and  nephew.”  Rage—that

was rage starting to blacken in his eyes. “She savaged Dagdan and Brannagh—

and for what reason?” 

“Perhaps  you  should  ask  Tamlin.”  Rhys  raised  a  brow.  “Where  is  he,  by  the

way?” 

“Tamlin.” Hybern savored the name, the sound of it. “He has plans for you, after

what you and your mate did to him. His court. What a mess for him to clean up

—though she certainly made it easier for me to plant more of my troops in his lands.” 

Mother above—Mother above, I’d  done that—

“She’ll be happy to hear that.” 

Too long. Rhys had lingered too long, and facing him now … Fight or run. Run

or fight. 

“Where did her gifts come from, I wonder? Or who?” 

The king knew. What I was. What I possessed. 

“I’m a lucky male to have her as my mate.” 

The king smiled again. “For the little time you have remaining.” 

I could have sworn Rhys blocked out the words. 

The king went on casually, “It will take everything, you know. To try to stop me. 

Everything  you  have.  And  it  still  won’t  be  enough.  And  when  you  have  given

everything and you are dead, Rhysand, when your mate is mourning over your

corpse, I am going to take her.” 

Rhys  didn’t  let  a  flicker  of  emotion  show,  sliding  on  that  cool,  amused  mask over the roaring rage that surrounded me at the thought, the threat. 

That  settled  before  me  like  a  beast  ready  to  lunge,  to  defend.  “She  defeated Amarantha and the Attor,” Rhys countered. “I doubt you’ll be much of an effort, 

either.” 

“We’ll see. Perhaps I’ll give her to Tamlin when I’m done.” 

Fury heated Rhys’s blood. And my own. 

 Strike or flee, Rhys, I begged again.  But do it now  . 

Rhys rallied his power, and I felt it rise within him, felt him grappling to sustain

his grip on it. 

“The  spell  will  wear  off,”  the  king  said,  waving  a  hand.  “Another  little  trick  I picked up while rotting away in Hybern.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rhys said mildly. 

They only smiled at each other. 

And then Rhys asked, “Why?” 

The king knew what he meant. 

“There was room at the table for everyone, you and your ilk claimed.” 

The king snorted. “For humans, lesser faeries, for half-breeds. In this new world

of yours, there was room at the table for everyone—so long as they thought like

you. But the Loyalists … How you delighted in shutting us out. 

Looking  down  your  noses  at  us.”  He  gestured  to  the  soldiers  monitoring  them, the battle in the bay. “You want to know why? Because we suffered—

when you stifled us, when you shut us out.” Some of his soldiers grunted their

agreement.  “I  have  no  interest  in  spending  another  five  centuries  seeing  my

people bow before human pigs—seeing them claw out a living while you shield

and  coddle  those  mortals,  granting  them  our  resources  and  wealth  in  exchange

for  nothing.” He inclined his head. “So we shall reclaim what is ours. What was

always ours, and will always be ours.” 

Rhys offered him a sly grin. “You can certainly try.” 

My  mate  didn’t  bother  saying  more  as  he  hurled  a  slender  javelin  of  power  at him, the shot as precise as an arrow. 

And when it reached the king—

It went right through him. 

He rippled—then steadied. 

An illusion. A shade. 

The king rumbled a laugh. “Did you think I’d appear at this battle myself?” He

waved a  hand  toward  the  soldiers  still watching.  “A  taste—this  battle  is  only  a taste for you. To whet your appetite.” 

Then he was gone. 

The magic leaking from the boat, the oily sheen it’d laid over Rhys’s power … it

vanished, too. 

Rhys allowed the Hybern soldiers aboard the ship, aboard the ones around him, 

the honor of at least lifting their blades. 

Then  he  turned  them  all  into  nothing  but  red  mist  and  splinters  floating  on  the waves. 
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Mor was shaking me. I only knew it because Rhys threw me out of his mind the

moment he unleashed himself upon those soldiers. 

 You  were  here  too  long,  was  all  he  said,  caressing  a  dark  talon  down  my  face. 

Then I was out, stumbling down the bond, his shield slamming shut behind me. 

“Feyre,”  Mor  was  saying,  fingers  digging  into  my  shoulders  through  my

leathers. “Feyre.” 

I blinked, the sun and blood and narrow street coming into focus. 

Blinked—and then vomited all over the cobblestones between us. 

People, shaken and petrified, only stared. 

“This way,” Mor said, and looped her arm around my waist as she led me into a

dusty, empty alley. Far from watching eyes. I barely took in the city and bay and

sea beyond—barely noticed that a mighty maelstrom of darkness and water and

wind was now shoving Hybern’s fleet back over the horizon. As if Tarquin’s and

Rhys’s powers had been unleashed by the king’s vanishing. 

I  made  it  to  a  pile  of  fallen  stones  from  the  half-wrecked  building  beside  us

when I vomited again. And again. 

Mor  put  a  hand  on  my  back,  rubbing  soothing  circles  as  I  retched.  “I  did  the same after my first battle. We all did.” 

It wasn’t even a battle—not in the way I’d pictured: army against army on some

unremarkable battlefield, chaotic and muddy. Even the real battle

today had been out on the sea—where the Illyrians were now sailing inland. 

I couldn’t bear to start counting how many made the return trip. 

I didn’t know how Mor or Rhys or Cassian or Azriel could bear it. 

And what I’d just seen … “The king was here,” I breathed. 

Mor’s hand stilled on my back. “What?” 


I  leaned  my  brow  against  the  sun-warmed  brick  of  the  building  before  me  and told her—what I’d seen in Rhys’s mind. 

The king—he had been here and yet not here. Another trick—another spell. No

wonder Rhys hadn’t been able to attack his mind: the king hadn’t been present to

do so. 

I closed my eyes as I finished, pressing my brow harder into the brick. 

Blood and sweat still coated me. I tried to remember the usual fit of my soul in

my body, the priority of things, my way of looking at the world. 

What to do with my limbs in the stillness. How did I usually position my hands

without a blade between them? How did I  stop moving? 

Mor  squeezed  my  shoulder,  as  if  she  understood  the  racing  thoughts,  the

foreignness  of  my  body.  The  War  had  raged  for  seven  years.  Years.  How  long would this one last? 

“We  should  find  the  others,”  she  said,  and  helped  me  straighten  before

winnowing us back to the palace towering high above. 

I couldn’t bring myself to send another thought down the bond. See where Rhys
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was. I didn’t want him to see me—  feel me—in such a state. 

Even if I knew he wouldn’t judge. 

He,  too,  had  spilled  blood  on  the  battlefield  today.  And  many  others  before  it. 

All of my friends had. 

And I could understand—just for a heartbeat, as the wind tore around us

—why  some  rulers,  human  and  Fae,  had  bowed  before  Hybern.  Bowed,  rather

than face this. 

It wasn’t only the cost of life that ripped and devastated and sundered. It was the

altering of a soul with it—the realization that I could perhaps go back home to

Velaris, perhaps see peace achieved and cities rebuilt … but this battle, this war

…  I would be the thing forever changed. 

War would linger with me long after it had ended, some invisible scar that would

perhaps fade, but never wholly vanish. 

But for my home, for Prythian and the human territory and so many others …

I would clean my blades, and wash the blood from my skin. 

And I would do it again and again and again. 

The middle level of the palace was a flurry of motion: blood-drenched Summer

Court  soldiers  limped  around  healers  and  servants  rushing  to  the  injured  being laid on the floor. 

The stream through the center of the hall ran red. 

More and more winnowed in, borne by wide-eyed High Fae. 

A  few  Illyrians—just  as  bloody  but  eyes  clear—hauled  in  their  own  wounded

through the open windows and balcony doors. 

Mor  and  I  scanned  the  space,  the  throngs  of  people,  the  reek  of  death  and

screams of the injured. 

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was too dry. “Where are—” 

I recognized the warrior the same moment he spied me. 

Varian,  kneeling  over  an  injured  soldier  with  his  thigh  in  ribbons,  went  utterly still  as  our  eyes  met.  His  brown  skin  was  splattered  in  blood  as  bright  as  the rubies  they’d  sent  to  us,  his  white  hair  plastered  to  his  head,  as  if  he’d  just chucked off his helmet. 

He  whistled  through  his  teeth,  and  a  soldier  appeared  at  his  side,  taking  up  his position of tying a tourniquet around the hurt male’s thigh. The Prince of Adriata

rose to his feet. 

I did not have any magic left in me to shield. After seeing Rhys with the king, 

there was only an empty pit where my fear had been a wild sea within me. But I

felt Mor’s power slide into place between us. 

There was a death-promise on my head. From them. 

Varian  approached—slowly.  Stiffly.  As  if  his  entire  body  ached.  Though  his

handsome face revealed nothing. Only bone-weary exhaustion. 

His mouth opened—then shut. I didn’t have words, either. 

So Varian rasped, his voice hoarse enough that I knew he’d been screaming for a

long, long time, “He’s in the oak dining room.” 

The one where I had first dined with them. 

I  just  nodded  at  the  prince  and  began  easing  my  way  through  the  crowd,  Mor keeping close to my side. 

I’d thought Varian meant Rhysand. 

But  it  was  Tarquin  who  stood  in  gore-flecked  silver  armor  at  the  dining  table, maps and charts before him, Summer Court Fae either blood-soaked or pristine

filling the sunny chamber. 

The High Lord of the Summer Court looked up from the table as we paused on the threshold. Took in me, then Mor. 

The kindness, the consideration that I had last seen on the High Lord’s face was

gone. Replaced by a grim, cold thing that made my stomach turn. 

Blood  had  clotted  from  a  thick  slice  down  his  neck,  the  caked  bits  crumbling away as Tarquin glanced to the people in the room and said, 

“Leave us.” 

No one even dared glance twice at him as they filed out. 

I had done a horrible thing the last time we were here. I had lied, and stolen. I

had torn into his mind and tricked him into believing me innocent. 

Harmless. I did not blame him for the blood ruby he had sent. But if he sought to

exact his vengeance now …

“I heard you two cleared the palace. And helped clear the island.” 

His words were low—lifeless. 

Mor inclined her head. “Your soldiers fought bravely beside us.” 

Tarquin ignored her, his crushing turquoise eyes upon me. Taking in the blood, 

the wounds, the leathers. Then the mating band on my finger, the star sapphire

dull, blood crusted between the delicate folds and arcs of metal. 

“I thought you came to finish the job,” Tarquin said to me. 

I didn’t dare move. 

“I  heard  Tamlin  took  you.  Then  I  heard  the  Spring  Court  fell.  Collapsed  from within. Its people in revolt. And you had vanished. And when I saw

the Illyrian legion sweeping in … I thought you had come for me, too. To help

Hybern finish us off.” 

Varian  had  not  told  him—of  the  message  he’d  snuck  to  Amren.  Not  a  call  for aid, but a frantic warning for Amren to save herself. Tarquin hadn’t known that

we’d be coming. 

“We would never ally with Hybern,” Mor said. 

“I am talking to Feyre Archeron.” 

I’d never heard Tarquin use that tone. Mor bristled, but said nothing. 

“Why?”  Tarquin  demanded,  sunlight  glinting  on  his  armor—whose  delicate, 

overlapping scales were fashioned after a fish’s. 

I didn’t know what he meant. Why had we deceived and stolen from him? Why

had we come to help? Why to both? 

“Our dreams are the same,” was all I could think to say. 

A  united  realm,  in  which  lesser  faeries  were  no  longer  shoved  down.  A  better world. 

The opposite of what Hybern fought for. What his allies fought for. 

“Is that how you justified stealing from me?” 

My heart stumbled a beat. 

Rhysand  said  from  behind  me,  no  doubt  having  winnowed  in,  “My  mate  and  I

had our reasons, Tarquin.” 

My knees nearly buckled at the evenness in his voice, at the blood-speckled face

that still revealed no sign of great injury, at the dark armor—

the  twin  to  Azriel’s  and  Cassian’s—that  had  held  intact  despite  a  few  deep

scratches I could barely stand to note.  Cassian and Azriel? 

 Fine. Overseeing the Illyrian injured and setting up camp in the hills. 

Tarquin glanced between us. “Mate.” 

“Wasn’t it obvious?” Rhysand asked with a wink. But there was an edge in his

eyes—sharp and haunted. 

My chest tightened.  Did the king leave some sort of trap to—

He slid a hand against my back.  No. No—I’m all right. Pissed I didn’t  see that he was an illusion, but … Fine. 

Tarquin’s  face  didn’t  so  much  as  shift  from  that  cold  wrath.  “When  you  went into the Spring Court and deceived Tamlin as well about your true

nature, when you destroyed his territory … You left the door open for Hybern. 

They docked in his harbors.” No doubt to wait for the wall to collapse and then

sail south. Tarquin snarled, “It was an easy trip to my doorstep. You did this.” 

I  could  have  sworn  I  felt  Rhys  flinch  through  the  bond.  But  my  mate  said

calmly, “We did nothing. Hybern chooses its actions, not us.” He jerked his chin

toward Tarquin. “My force shall remain camped in the hills until you’ve deemed

the city secure. Then we will go.” 

“And do you plan to steal anything else before you do?” 

Rhys went utterly still. Debating, I realized, whether to apologize. 

Explain. 

I spared him from the choice. “Tend to your wounded, Tarquin.” 

“Don’t give me orders.” 

The face of the former Summer Court admiral—the prince who had commanded

the fleet in the harbor until the title was thrust upon him. I took in the weariness

fogging his eyes, the anger and grief. 

People  had  died.  Many  people.  The  city  he  had  fought  so  hard  to  rebuild,  the people who had tried to fight past the scars of Amarantha …

“We are at your disposal,” I said to him, and walked out. 

Mor kept close, and we emerged into the hall to find a cluster of his advisers and

soldiers watching us carefully. Behind us, Rhys said to Tarquin, “I didn’t have a

choice.  I  did  it  to  try  to   avoid  this,  Tarquin.  To  stop  Hybern  before  he  got  this far.” His voice was strained. 

Tarquin only said, “Get out. And take your army with you. We can hold the bay now that they don’t have surprise on their side.” 

Silence.  Mor  and  I  lingered  just  outside  the  open  doors,  not  turning  back,  but both of us listening. Listening as Rhysand said, “I saw enough of Hybern in the

War to tell you this attack is just a fraction of what the king plans to unleash.” A

pause. “Come to the meeting, Tarquin. We need you—

Prythian needs you.” 

Another beat of quiet. Then Tarquin said, “Get out.” 

“Feyre’s offer holds: we are at your disposal.” 

“Take your mate and leave. And I’d suggest warning her not to give High Lords

orders.” 

I  stiffened,  about  to  whirl  around,  when  Rhys  said,  “She  is  High  Lady  of  the Night Court. She may do as she wishes.” 

The  wall  of  Fae  standing  before  us  withdrew  slightly.  Now  studying  me,  some

gaping.  A  murmur  rippled  through  them.  Tarquin  let  out  a  low,  bitter  laugh. 

“You do love to spit on tradition.” 

Rhys  didn’t  say  anything  more,  his  strolling  footsteps  sounding  over  the  tiled floor until his hand warmed my shoulder. I looked up at him, aware of all who

gawked at us. At me. 

Rhys pressed a kiss to my sweaty, blood-crusted temple and we vanished. 
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The Illyrian camp remained in the hills above Adriata. 

Mostly  because  there  were  so  many  injured  that  we  couldn’t  move  them  until

they’d healed enough to survive it. 

Wings shredded, guts dangling out, faces mauled …

I don’t know how my friends were still standing as they tended to the wounded as much as they could. I barely saw Azriel, who had set up a tent to organize the

information pouring in from his scouts: the Hybern fleet had retreated. Not to the

Spring  Court,  but  across  the  sea.  No  sign  of  any  other  forces  waiting  to  strike. 

No whisper of Tamlin or Jurian. 

Cassian,  though  …  He  limped  through  the  injured  laid  out  on  the  rocky,  dry

ground,  offering  kernels  of  praise  or  comfort  to  the  soldiers  who  had  not  yet been  tended.  With  the  Siphons,  he  could  do  quick  battlefield  patching,  but  …

nothing extensive. Nothing intricate. 

His  face,  whenever  we  crossed  paths  as  I  fetched  supplies  for  the  healers

working  without  rest,  was  grave.  Gaunt.  He  still  wore  his  armor,  and  though

he’d rinsed the blood from his skin, it clung near the neck of his breastplate. 

The dullness in his hazel eyes was the same as that glazing my own. And Mor’s. 

But  Rhys  …  His  eyes  were  clear.  Alert.  His  expression  grim,  but  …  It  was  to him  the  soldiers  looked.  And  he  was  everything  he  should  be:  a  High  Lord

confident in his victory, whose forces had smashed through the Hybern fleet and

saved a city of innocents. The toll it had taken on his own

soldiers was difficult, but a worthy cost for victory. He strolled through the camp

—overseeing the wounded, the information Azriel handed him, checking in with

his  commanders—still  in  his  Illyrian  armor.  But  wings  gone.  They’d  vanished

before he’d appeared in Tarquin’s chamber. 

The  sun  set,  leaving  a  blanket  of  darkness  over  the  city  lying  below.  So  much darker  than  I’d  last  beheld  it,  alive  and  glittering  with  light.  But  this  new darkness … We had seen it in Velaris after the attack—we now knew it too well. 

Faelights bobbed over our camp, gilding the talons of all those Illyrian wings as

they worked or lay injured. I knew many looked to me—their High Lady. 

But I could not muster Rhys’s ease. His quiet triumph. 

So  I  kept  fetching  bowls  of  fresh  water,  kept  hauling  away  the  bloodied  ones. 

Helped  pin  down  screaming  soldiers  until  my  teeth  clacked  against  each  other

with the force of their thrashing. 

I  sat  down  only  when  my  legs  could  no  longer  keep  me  upright,  upon  an overturned bucket outside the healers’ tent. Just a few minutes—I’d sit for just a

few minutes. 

I awoke inside another tent, laid upon a pile of furs, the faelight dim and soft. 

Rhys  sat  beside  me,  legs  crossed,  his  hair  in  unusual  disarray.  Streaked  with blood—as if it had coated his hands when he dragged them through it. 

“How long was I out?” My words were a rasp. 

He  lifted  his  head  from  where  he’d  been  studying  some  array  of  papers  spread on the fur before him. “Three hours. Dawn is still far off—you should sleep.” 

But I propped myself on my elbows. “You’re not.” 

He shrugged, sipping from the water goblet set beside him. “I’m not the one who

fell face-first off a bucket into the mud.” His wry smile faded. 

“How are you feeling?” 

I almost said  Fine, but … “I’m still figuring out what to feel.” 

A careful nod. “Open war is like that … It takes a while to decide how to deal

with everything that it brings. The costs.” 

I sat up fully, scanning the papers he’d laid out. Casualty lists. Only a hundred or

so names on them, but … “Did you know them—the ones who died?” 

His violet eyes shuttered. “A few. Tarquin lost many more than we did.” 

“Who tells their families?” 

“Cassian. He’ll send out lists once dawn arrives—when we see who survives the

night. He’ll visit their families if he knew them.” 

I  remembered  that  Rhys  had  once  told  me  he’d  scanned  casualty  lists  for  his friends  in  the  War—the  dread  they’d  all  felt,  waiting  to  see  if  a  familiar  name was on them. 

So many shadows clouded those violet eyes. I laid a hand on his own. He studied

my fingers on his, the arcs of dirt beneath my fingernails. 

“The king only came today,” he said at last, “to taunt me. The library attack, this

battle … It was a way to toy with me. Us.” 

I  touched  his  jaw.  Cold—his  skin  was  cold,  despite  the  warm  summer  night

pressing on us. “You are not going to die in this war, Rhysand.” 

His attention snapped to me. 

I cupped his face in both hands now. “Don’t you listen to a word he says. 

He knows—” 

“He knows about us. Our histories.” 

And that scared Rhys to death. 

“He  knew  the  library  …  He  picked  it  for  what  it  meant  to   me,  not  just  to  take Nesta.” 

“So we learn where to hit him, and strike hard. Better yet, we kill him before he

can do any further harm.” 

Rhys shook his head slightly, removing his face from my hands. “If it was only

the king to contend with … But with the Cauldron in his arsenal

…” 

And it was the way his shoulders began to curve in, the way his chin dipped ever

so  slightly  …  I  grabbed  his  hand  again.  “We  need  allies,”  I  said,  my  eyes

burning. “We can’t face the brunt of this war alone.” 

“I know.” The words were heavy—weary. 

“Move the meeting with the High Lords sooner. Three days from now.” 

“I will.” I’d never heard that tone—that quiet. 

And it was precisely because of it that I said, “I love you.” 

His  head  lifted,  eyes  churning.  “There  was  a  time  when  I  dreamed  of  hearing that,” he murmured. “When I never thought I’d hear it from you.” 

He gestured to the tent—to Adriata beyond it. “Our trip here was the first time I

let myself … hope.” 

 To the stars who listen—and the dreams that are answered. 

And yet today, with Tarquin …

“The  world  should  know,”  I  said.  “The  world  should  know  how  good  you  are, 

Rhysand—how wonderful all of you are.” 

“I can’t tell if I should be worried that you’re saying such nice things about me. 

Maybe the king’s taunting  did get to you.” 

I pinched his arm, and he let out a low laugh before raising my face to study my

eyes. He angled his head. “Should I be worried?” 

I  put  a  hand  to  his  cheek  once  more,  the  silken  skin  now  warm.  “You  are

selfless, and brave, and kind. You are more than I ever dreamed for myself, more

than I …” The words choked off, and I swallowed, taking a deep breath. I wasn’t

sure if he needed to hear it after what the king had said, but  I needed to say it. 

Starlight now danced in his eyes. But I went on, “At this meeting with the other

High Lords, what role will you play?” 

“The usual one.” 

I  nodded,  having  anticipated  his  answer.  “And  the  others  will  play  their  usual roles, too.” 

“And?” 

I slid my hand from his face and put it over his heart. “I think the time has come

for us to remove the masks. To stop playing the part.” 

He waited, hearing me out. 

“Velaris  is  secret  no  longer.  The  king  knows  too  much  about  us—who  we  are. 

What we are. And if we’re to ally with the other High Lords … I think they need

the truth. They will need the truth in order to trust us. The truth about who you really are—who Mor and Cassian and Azriel really are. 

Look at how poorly things went with Tarquin today. We can’t—we can’t let

it  continue  like  this.  So  no  more  masks,  no  more  roles  to  play.  We  go  as

ourselves. As a family.” 

If anything, the king’s taunting had told me that. Games were over. 

There would be no more disguises, no more lies. Perhaps he thought it’d drive us

toward continuing to do such things. But to stand a chance …

perhaps victory lay in the other direction. In honesty. With us standing together

—as precisely who we were. 

I  waited  for  Rhys  to  tell  me  that  I  was  young  and  inexperienced,  that  I  knew nothing of politics and war. 

Yet Rhys only brushed his thumb over my cheek. “They may be angry at the lies

we’ve fed them over the centuries.” 

“Then we will make it clear that we understand their feelings—and make it clear

that we had no alternative way to protect our people.” 

“We’ll show them the Court of Dreams,” he said quietly. 

I nodded. We’d show them—and also show Keir, and Eris, and Beron. 

Show who we were to our allies—and our enemies. 

Stars  glimmered  and  burned  out  in  those  beautiful  eyes.  “And  what  of  your

powers?” The king had known of them, too—or guessed at it. 

I  knew  from  his  cautious  tone  that  he’d  already  formed  an  opinion.  But  the

choice was mine—he’d face it at my side no matter what I decided. 

And as I thought it through … “I think they’ll see the revealing of our good sides

as manipulative if it also comes out that your mate has stolen power from them

all. If the king plans to use that information against us—

we’ll deal with that later.” 

“Technically,  that  power  was   gifted,  but  …  you’re  right.  We’ll  have  to  walk  a fine enough line regarding how we show ourselves—spin it the right way so they

don’t think it’s a trap or scheme. But when it comes to you …” 

Darkness blotted out the stars in his eyes. The darkness of assassins and thieves, 

the  darkness  of  uncompromising  death.  “You  could  tip  the  scale  in  Hybern’s

favor  if  any  of  them  are  considering  an  alliance.  Beron  alone  might  try  to  kill you, with or without this war. I doubt even Eris could keep him from it.” 

I could have sworn the war-camp shuddered at the power that rumbled awake—

the wrath. Voices outside the tent dropped to whispers. Or outright silence. 

But  I  leaned  over  and  kissed  him  lightly.  “We’ll  deal  with  it,”  I  said  onto  his mouth. 

He  pulled  his  mouth  from  mine,  his  face  grave.  “We  keep  all  your  powers  but the ones I gave you hidden. As my High Lady, you will have been expected to

have received some.” 

I swallowed hard, nodding, and took a long drink from his goblet of water. No

more lies, no more deceptions—beyond my magic. Let Tarquin be the first and

last casualty of our deceit. 

I  chewed  on  my  lip.  “What  about  Miryam  and  Drakon?  Have  you  learned

anything  about  where  they  might  have  gone?”  Along  with  that   legion  of  aerial warriors? 

The  question  seemed  to  drag  him  up  from  wherever  he’d  gone  while

contemplating what now lay before us. 

Rhys sighed, scanning those casualty lists again. The dark ink seemed to absorb

the  dim  faelight.  “No.  Az’s  spies  have  found  no  trace  of  them  in  any  of  the surrounding  territories.”  He  rubbed  his  temple.  “How  do  you  vanish  an  entire

people?” 

I  frowned.  “I  suppose  Jurian’s  tactic  to  draw  them  out  worked  against  him.” 

Jurian—there hadn’t been a whisper of him at the battle today. 

“It  would  seem  so.”  He  shook  his  head,  the  light  dancing  in  the  raven-black locks of his hair. “I should have established protocols with them—

centuries ago. Ways to contact them, for them to contact us, if we ever needed

help.” 

“Why didn’t you?” 

“They  wanted  to  be  forgotten  by  the  world.  And  when  I  saw  how  peaceful

Cretea became … I did not want the world to intrude on them, either.” A muscle

flickered in his jaw. 

“If we did somehow find them … would that be enough, though? If we can stop

the wall from sundering first, I mean. Our forces and Drakon’s, 

perhaps even Queen Vassa if Lucien can find her, against all of Hybern?” 

Against whatever gambits or spells the king still planned to unleash. 

Rhys was quiet for a moment. “It might have to be.” 

It was the way his voice went hoarse, the way his eyes guttered, that made me

press a kiss to his mouth as I laid a hand upon his chest and pushed him down

upon the furs. 

His brows rose, but a half smile appeared on his lips. “There’s little privacy in a

war-camp,” he warned, some of the light coming back to his eyes. 

I only straddled him, unfastening the button at the top of his dark jacket. 

The one below it. “Then I suppose you’ll have to be quiet,” I said, working my

way down the front of the jacket until it gaped open to reveal the shirt beneath. I

traced a finger of the whorl of tattoo peeking out near his neck. 

“When I saw you facing the king today …” 

He brushed his fingers against my thighs. “I know. I felt you.” 

I tugged on the hem of his shirt, and he rose onto his elbows, helping me remove

his jacket, then the shirt beneath. A bruise marred his ribs, an angry splotch—
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“It’s fine,” he said before I could speak. “A lucky shot.” 

“With  what?” 

Again, that half smile. “A spear?” 

My heart stopped. “A …” I delicately brushed the bruise, swallowing hard. 

“Tipped in faebane. My shield blocked most of it—but not enough to avoid the

impact.” 

Dread  curled  in  my  stomach.  But  I  leaned  down  and  brushed  a  kiss  over  the

bruise. 

Rhys loosed a long breath, his body seeming to settle. Calm. 

So I kissed the bruise again. Moved lower. He drew idle circles on my shoulder, 

my back. 

I felt his shield settle around our tent as I unbuttoned his pants. As I kissed my

way across the muscled pane of his stomach. 

Lower. Rhys’s hands slid into my hair as the rest of his clothes vanished. 

I  stroked  my  hand  over  him  once,  twice—luxuriating  in  the  feel  of  him,  in

knowing he was here, we were  both here. Safe. 

Then I echoed the movement with my mouth. 

His  growls  of  pleasure  filled  the  tent,  drowning  out  the  distant  cries  of  the injured and dying. Life and death—hovering so close, whispering in our ears. 

But I tasted Rhys, worshipped him with my hands and mouth and then my body

—and hoped that this shard of life we offered up, this undimming light between

us, would drive death a bit further away. At least for another day. 

Only  a  few  more  Illyrians  died  during  the  night.  But  high  up  in  the  hills,  the screams and wails of Tarquin’s people rose to us on plumes of smoke from the

still-burning  fires  Hybern  had  set.  They  continued  burning  when  we  left  in  the early hours after dawn, winnowing back to Velaris. 

Cassian  and  Azriel  remained  to  lead  the  Illyrian  legions  to  their  new  camp  on our southern borders—and the former left from there to fly into the Steppes. To

offer his condolences to a few of those families. 

Nesta  was  waiting  for  us  in  the  foyer  of  the  town  house,  Amren  seething  in  a chair before the unlit fireplace of the sitting room. 

No sign of Elain, but before I could ask, Nesta demanded, “What happened?” 

Rhys  glanced  to  me,  then  to  Amren,  who  had  shot  to  her  feet  and  was  now

watching  us  with  the  same  expression  as  Nesta’s.  My  mate  said  to  my  sister, 

“There was a battle. We won.” 

“We know that,” Amren said, her small feet near-silent on the rugs as she strode

for us. “What happened with Tarquin?” 

Mor took a breath to say something about Varian that would likely not end well

for  any  of  us,  so  I  cut  in,  “Well,  he  didn’t  try  to  slaughter  us  on  sight,  so  …

things went decently?” 

Rhys  gave  me  a  bemused  look.  “The  royal  family  remains  alive  and  well. 

Tarquin’s armada suffered losses, but Cresseida and Varian were unscathed.” 

Something  tight  in  Amren’s  face  seemed  to  relax  at  the  words—his  careful, 

diplomatic words. 

But  Nesta  was  glancing  between  us  all,  her  back  still  stiff,  mouth  a  thin  line. 

“Where is he?” 

“Who?” Rhys crooned. 

“Cassian.” 

I  didn’t  think  I’d  ever  heard  his  name  from  her  lips.  Cassian  had  always  been him or  that one. And Nesta had been … pacing in the foyer. 

As if she was worried. 

I opened my mouth, but Mor beat me to it. “He’s busy.” 

I’d never heard her voice so … sharp. Icy. 

Nesta held Mor’s stare. Her jaw tightened, then relaxed, then tightened—

as if fighting some battle to keep questions in. Mor didn’t drop her gaze. 

Mor had never seemed ruffled by mention of Cassian’s past lovers. 

Perhaps because they’d never meant much—not in the ways that counted. 

But  if  the  Illyrian  warrior  no  longer  stood  as  a  physical  and  emotional  buffer between  her  and  Azriel  …  And  worse,  if  the  person  who  caused  that  vacancy

was Nesta …

Mor  said  flatly,  “When  he  gets  back,  keep  your  forked  tongue  behind  your

teeth.” 

My heart leaped into a furious beat, my arms slack at my sides at the insult, the

threat. 

But Rhys said, “Mor.” 

She slowly—so slowly—looked at him. 

There was nothing but uncompromising will in Rhys’s face. “We now leave for

the meeting in three days. Send out dispatches to the other High Lords to inform

them. And I’m done debating where to meet. Pick a place and be done with it.” 

She stared him down for a heartbeat, then dragged her gaze back to my sister. 

Nesta’s face had not altered, the coldness limning it unbending. She was so still

she  seemed  to  barely  be  breathing.  But  she  did  not  balk.  She  did  not  avert  her eyes from the Morrigan. 

Mor vanished with hardly a blink. 

Nesta  only  turned  and  headed  for  the  sitting  room,  where  I  noticed  books  had been laid on the low-lying table before the hearth. 

Amren flowed in behind her, tossing a backward look over a shoulder at Rhys. 

The  motion  shifted  her  gray  blouse  enough  that  I  caught  the  sparkle  of  red

peeking beneath the fabric. 

The  necklace  of  rubies  that  she  wore,  hidden,  beneath  her  shirt.  Gifted  from Varian. 

But Rhys nodded to Amren, and the female asked my sister, “Where were we?” 

Nesta  sat  in  the  armchair,  holding  herself  tightly  enough  that  the  whites  of  her knuckles  arced  through  her  skin.  “You  were  explaining  how  the  territory  lines were formed between courts.” 

The words were distant—brittle. And—  They’ve also taken up history  lessons? 

 I’m as shocked as you are that the house is still standing. 

I  swallowed  my  laugh,  linking  my  arm  through  his  and  tugging  him  down  the

hall. It had been a while since I’d seen him so … dirty. We both needed a bath, 

but there was something I had to do first. Needed to do. 

Behind  us,  Amren  murmured  to  Nesta,  “Cassian  has  gone  to  war  many  times, 

girl.  He  isn’t  general  of  Rhys’s  forces  for  nothing.  This  battle  was  a  skirmish compared to what lies ahead. He’s likely visiting the families of the fallen as we

speak. He’ll be back before the meeting.” 

Nesta said, “I don’t care.” 

At least she was talking again. 

I halted Rhys halfway down the hall. 

With so many listening ears in the house, I said down the bond,  Take me  to the Prison. Right now. 

Rhys asked no questions. 

CHAPTER

40

I had no bone to bring with me. And though every step up that hillside and then down into the dark ripped and weighed on me, I kept moving. Kept planting one

foot in front of the other. 

I had the feeling Rhys did the same. 

Standing  before  the  Bone  Carver  two  hours  later,  the  ancient  death-god  still

wearing my would-be son’s skin, I said, “Find another object that you desire.” 

The Carver’s violet eyes flared. “Why does the High Lord linger in the hall?” 

“He has little interest in seeing you.” 

Partially  true.  Rhys  had  wondered  if  the  blow  to  his  pride  would  work  in  our favor. 

“You reek of blood—and death.” The Carver breathed in a great lungful of air. 

Of my scent. 

“Pick another object than the Ouroboros,” was all I said. 

Hybern knew about our histories, our would-be allies. There remained a shred of

hope that he would not see the Carver coming. 

“I desire nothing else than my window to the world.” 

I avoided the urge to clench my hands into fists. 

“I could offer you so many other things.” My voice turned low, honeyed. 

“You are afraid to claim the mirror.” The Bone Carver angled his head. 

“Why?” 

“You are not afraid of it?” 

“No.”  A  little  smile.  He  leaned  to  the  side.  “Are  you  frightened  of  it,  too, Rhysand?” 

My  mate  didn’t  bother  to  answer  from  the  hall,  though  he  did  come  to  lean

against the threshold, crossing his arms. The Carver sighed at the sight of him—

the  dirt  and  blood  and  wrinkled  clothes,  and  said,  “Oh,  I  much  prefer  you bloodied up.” 

“Pick something else,” I replied.  And not a fool’s errand this time. 

“What would you give me? Riches do me no good down here. Power holds no

sway over the stone.” He chuckled. “What about your firstborn?” 

A secret smile as he gestured with that small boy’s hand to himself. 

Rhys’s  attention  slid  to  me,  surprise—surprise  and  something  deeper,  more

tender—flickering on his face.  Not just any boy, then. 

My cheeks heated.  No. Not just any boy. 

“It is rude, Majesties, to speak when no one can hear you.” 

I  sliced  a  glare  toward  the  Carver.  “There  is  nothing  else,  then.”  Nothing   else that won’t break me if I so much as look upon it? 

“Bring me the Ouroboros and I am yours. You have my word.” 

I weighed the beatific expression on the Carver’s face before I strode out. 

“Where is my bone?” The demand cracked through the gloom. 

I kept walking. But Rhys chucked something at him. “From lunch.” 

The Carver’s hiss of outrage as a chicken bone skittered over the floor followed

us out. 

In silence, we began the trek up through the Prison. The mirror—I’d have to find

some way to get it. After the meeting. Just in case it did indeed

… destroy me. 

 What does he look like? 

The question was soft—tentative. I knew who he meant. 

I  interlaced  my  fingers  through  Rhysand’s  and  squeezed  tightly.  Let  me   show
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 you. 

And as we walked through the darkness, toward that distant, still-hidden light, I

did. 

We were starving by the time we returned to the town house. And since neither

of  us  felt  like  waiting  for  food  to  be  prepared,  Rhys  and  I  headed  right  for  the kitchen, passing by Amren and Nesta with little more than a wave. 

My mouth was already watering as Rhys shouldered open the swinging door into

the kitchen. 

But we beheld what was within and halted. 

Elain  stood  between  Nuala  and  Cerridwen  at  the  long  worktable.  All  three  of

them covered in flour. Some sort of doughy mess on the surface before them. 

The two handmaiden-spies instantly bowed to Rhys, and Elain—

There was a slight sparkle in her brown eyes. 

As if she’d been enjoying herself with them. 

Nuala swallowed hard. “The lady said she was hungry, so we went to make her

something.  But—she  said  she  wanted  to  learn  how,  so  …”  Hands  wreathed  in

shadows  lifted  in  a  helpless  gesture,  flour  drifting  off  them  like  veils  of  snow. 

“We’re making bread.” 

Elain was glancing between all of us, and as her eyes began to shutter, I gave her

a broad smile and said, “I hope it’ll be done soon—I’m starved.” 

Elain offered a faint smile in return and nodded. 

She was hungry. She was … doing something.  Learning something. 

“We’re going to bathe,” I announced, even as my stomach grumbled. 

“We’ll leave you to your baking.” 
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I tugged Rhys into the hall before they’d finished saying good-bye, the kitchen

door swinging shut behind us. 

I  put  a  hand  on  my  chest,  leaning  against  the  wood  panels  of  the  stair  wall. 

Rhys’s hand covered my own a heartbeat later. 

“That was what I felt,” he said, “when I saw you smile that night we dined along

the Sidra.” 

I leaned forward, resting my brow against his chest, right over his heart. 

“She still has a long way to go.” 

“We all do.” 

He  stroked  a  hand  over  my  back.  I  leaned  into  the  touch,  savoring  his  warmth and strength. 

For long minutes, we stood there. Until I said, “Let’s go find somewhere to eat

—outside.” 

“Hmmm.” He showed no sign of letting go. 

I  looked  up  at  last.  Found  his  eyes  shining  with  that  familiar,  wicked  light.  “I think I’m hungry for something else,” he purred. 

My toes curled in my boots, but I lifted my brows and said coolly, “Oh?” 

Rhys nipped at my earlobe, then whispered in my ear as he winnowed us up to

our bedroom, where two plates of food now waited on the desk. “I owe you for

last night, mate.” 

He gave me the courtesy, at least, of letting me pick what he consumed first: me

or the food. 

I picked wisely. 

Nesta was waiting at the breakfast table the next morning. 

Not for me, I realized as her gaze slipped over me as if I were no more than a servant. But for someone else. 

I kept my mouth shut, not bothering to tell her Cassian was still up at the war-

camps. If she wouldn’t ask … I wasn’t getting in the middle of it. 

Not  when  Amren  claimed  that  my  sister  was  close—so  close—to  grasping

whatever  skill  was  involved  in  potentially  patching  up  the  wall.  If  she  would only   unleash  herself,  Amren  said.  I  didn’t  dare  suggest  that  perhaps  the  world wasn’t quite ready for that. 

I ate my breakfast in silence, my fork scraping across the plate. Amren said she

was close to finding what we needed in the Book, too—whatever spell my sister

would wield. How Amren knew, I had no idea. It didn’t seem wise to ask. 

Nesta only spoke when I rose to my feet. “You’re going to that meeting in two

days.” 

“Yes.” 

I braced myself for whatever she intended to say. 

Nesta glanced toward the front windows, as if still waiting, still watching. 

“You went off into battle. Without a second thought. Why?” 

“Because I had to. Because people needed help.” 

Her  blue-gray  eyes  were  near-silver  in  the  trickle  of  morning  light.  But  Nesta said nothing else, and after waiting for another moment, I left, winnowing up to

the House for my flying lesson with Azriel. 
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The next two days were so busy that the lesson with Azriel was the only time I

trained  with  him.  The  spymaster  had  returned  from  dispatching  the  messages

Mor had written about the meeting moving up. They had agreed on the date, at

least.  But  Mor’s  declaration  of  the  spot,  despite  her  unyielding  language,  had

been  universally  rejected.  Thus  continued  the  endless  back-and-forth  between courts. 

Under the Mountain had once been their neutral meeting place. 

Even if it hadn’t been sealed, no one was inclined to meet there now. 

So the debate raged about who would host the gathering of all the High Lords. 

Well,  six  of  them.  Beron,  at  last,  had  deigned  to  join.  But  no  word  had  come from the Spring Court, though we knew the messages had been received. 

All of us would go—save Amren and Nesta, who the former insisted needed to

practice  more.  Especially  when  Amren  had  found  a  passage  in  the  Book  last

night that  might be what we needed to fix the wall. 

With  only  hours  to  spare  the  evening  before,  it  was  finally  agreed  that  the meeting would take place in the Dawn Court. It was close enough to the middle

of the land, and since Kallias, High Lord of Winter, would not allow anyone into

his territory after the horrors Amarantha had wrought upon its people, it was the

only other area flanking that neutral middle land. 

Rhys and Thesan, High Lord of the Dawn Court, were on decent terms. 

Dawn  was  mostly  neutral  in  any  conflict,  but  as  one  of  the  three  Solar  Courts, their allegiance always leaned toward each other. Not as strong an ally as Helion

Spell-Cleaver in the Day Court, but strong enough. 

It  didn’t  stop  Rhys,  Mor,  and  Azriel  from  gathering  around  the  dining  table  at the  town  house  the  night  before  to  go  over  every  kernel  of  information  they’d ever  learned  about  Thesan’s  palace—about  possible  pitfalls  and  traps.  And

escape routes. 

It  was  an  effort  not  to  pace,  not  to  ask  if  perhaps  the  risks  outweighed  the benefits.  So  much  had  gone  wrong  in  Hybern.  So  much  was  going  wrong

throughout  the  world.  Every  time  Azriel  spoke,  I  heard  his  roar  of  pain  as  that bolt  went  through  his  chest.  Every  time  Mor  countered  an  argument,  I  saw  her pale-faced  and  backing  away  from  the  king.  Every  time  Rhys  asked  for  my

opinion, I saw him kneeling in his friends’ blood, begging the king not to sever

our bond. 

Nesta  and  Amren  paused  their  practicing  in  the  sitting  room  every  so  often  so that the latter could chime in with some bit of advice or warning regarding the

meeting.  Or  so  that  Amren  could  snap  at  Nesta  to  concentrate,  to  push  harder. 

While she herself combed through the Book. 

A few more days, Amren declared when Nesta at last went upstairs, complaining

of  a  headache.  A  few  more  days,  and  my  sister,  through  whatever  mysterious

power, might be able to  do something. That is, Amren added, if  she could crack that promising section of the Book in time. And with that, the dark-haired female

bid us good night—to go read until her eyes were bleeding, she claimed. 

Considering how awful the Book was, I wasn’t entirely sure if she was joking. 

The others weren’t, either. 

I barely touched my dinner. And I barely slept that night, twisting in the sheets

until  Rhys  woke  and  patiently  listened  to  me  murmur  my  fears  until  they  were nothing but shadows. 

Dawn broke, and as I dressed, the morning unfurled into a sunny, dry day. 

Though  we  would  be  going  to  the  meeting  as  we  truly  were,  our  usual  attire remained  the  same:  Rhys  in  his  preferred  black  jacket  and  pants,  Azriel  and

Cassian  in  their  Illyrian  armor,  all  seven  Siphons  polished  and  gleaming.  Mor had  forgone  her  usual  red  gown  for  one  of  midnight  blue.  It  was  cut  with  the same  revealing  panels  and  flowing,  gauzy  skirts,  but  there  was  something  …

restrained in it. Regal. A princess of the realm. 

The usual attire—except my own. 

I had not found a new gown. For there was no other gown that could top the one

I  now  wore  as  I  stood  in  the  foyer  while  the  clock  on  the  sitting  room  mantel struck eleven. 

Rhys hadn’t yet come downstairs, and there was no sign of Amren or Nesta to

see us off. We’d gathered a few minutes earlier, but … I looked down at myself

again.  Even  in  the  warm  faelight  of  the  foyer,  the  gown  glittered  and  gleamed like a fresh-cut jewel. 

We had taken my gown from Starfall and refashioned it, adding sheer silk panels

to  the  back  shoulders,  the  glittering  material  like  woven  starlight  as  it  flowed behind me in lieu of a veil or cape. If Rhysand was Night Triumphant, I was the

star  that  only  glowed  thanks  to  his  darkness,  the  light  only  visible  because  of him. 

I scowled up the stairs. That is, if he bothered to show up on time. 

My  hair,  Nuala  had  swept  into  an  ornate,  elegant  arc  across  my  head,  and  in front of it …

I  caught  Cassian  glancing  at  me  for  the  third  time  in  less  than  a  minute  and demanded, “What?” 

His lips twitched at the corners. “You just look so …” 

“Here  we  go,”  Mor  muttered  from  where  she  picked  at  her  red-tinted  nails

against the stair banister. Rings glinted at every knuckle, on every finger; stacks

of bracelets tinkled against each other on either wrist. 

“Official,”  Cassian  said  with  an  incredulous  look  in  her  direction.  He  waved  a Siphon-topped hand to me. “Fancy.” 

“Over  five  hundred  years  old,”  Mor  said,  shaking  her  head  sadly,  “a  skilled

warrior and general, famous throughout territories, and

complimenting ladies is still something he finds next to impossible. Remind me

why we bring you on diplomatic meetings?” 

Azriel,  wreathed  in  shadows  by  the  front  door,  chuckled  quietly.  Cassian  shot him a glare. “I don’t see  you spouting poetry, brother.” 

Azriel crossed his arms, still smiling faintly. “I don’t need to resort to it.” 

Mor  let  out  a  crow  of  laughter,  and  I  snorted,  earning  a  jab  in  the  ribs  from Cassian.  I  batted  his  hand  away,  but  refrained  from  the  shove  I  wanted  to  give him, only because it was the first I’d seen of him since Adriata and shadows still

dimmed his eyes—and because of the precarious-feeling thing atop my head. 

The crown. 

Rhys  had  crowned  me  at  each  and  every  meeting  and  function  we’d  had,  long before  I  was  his  mate,  long  before  I  was  his  High  Lady.  Even  Under  the

Mountain. 

I’d never questioned the tiaras and diadems and crowns that Nuala or Cerridwen

wove into my hair. Never objected to them—even before things between us had

been  this  way.  But  this  one  …  I  peered  up  the  stairs  as  Rhys’s  strolling, 

unhurried footsteps thudded on the carpet. 

This crown was heavier. Not unwelcome, but … strange. And as Rhys appeared

at  the  top  of  the  stairs,  resplendent  in  that  black  jacket,  his  wings  out  and gleaming as if he’d polished them, I was again in that room he’d brought me to

late last night, after I’d awoken him with my thrashing and twisting in bed. 

It was contained a level above the library in the House of Wind, and warded with

so many spells that it had taken him a few moments to work through them. Only

he  and  I—and  any  future  offspring,  he  added  with  a  soft  smile—were  able  to

enter. Unless we brought guests. 

 The chamber was a cool, chill black—as if we’d stepped inside the mind  of some sleeping beast. And within its round space gleamed glittering  islands of light. Of jewels. 

 Ten thousand years’ worth of treasure. 

 It was neatly organized, in podiums and open drawers and busts and  racks. 

 “The  family  jewels,”  Rhys  said  with  a  devious  grin.  “Some  of  the  pieces   we don’t like are kept at the Court of Nightmares, just so they don’t get pissy   and because we sometimes loan them to Mor’s family, but these … these are  for the family.” 

 He led me past displays that sparkled like small constellations, the worth  of each

 … Even as a merchant’s daughter, I could not calculate the worth of  any of it. 

 And toward the back of the chamber, shrouded in a heavier darkness …

 I’d  heard  of  catacombs  on  the  continent,  where  skulls  of  beloved  or   infamous people were kept in little alcoves—dozens or hundreds of them to  a wall. 

 The  concept  here  was  the  same:  carved  into  the  rock  was  an  entire  wall   of crowns.  They  each  had  their  own  resting  place,  lined  with  black  velvet,    each illuminated by—

 “Glowworms,”  Rhys  told  me  as  the  tiny,  bluish  globs  crusted  in  the   arches  of each nook seemed to glitter like the entire night sky. In fact …

 What  I’d  taken  for  small  faelights  in  the  ceiling  high  above  …  It  was  all glowworms.  Pale  blue  and  turquoise,  their  light  as  silken  as  moonlight, 

 illumining the jewels with their ancient, silent fire. 

 “Pick one,” Rhys whispered in my ear. 

 “A glowworm?” 

 He  nipped  at  my  earlobe.  “Smartass.”  He  steered  me  back  toward  the   wall  of crowns,  each  wholly  different—as  individual  as  skulls.  “Pick   whichever  crown you like.” 

 “I can’t just—take one.” 

 “You most certainly can. They belong to you.” 

 I lifted a brow. “They don’t—not really.” 

 “By law and tradition, this is all yours. Sell it, melt it, wear them—do  whatever you want.” 

 “You  don’t  care  about  it?”  I  gestured  to  the  trove  worth  more  than  most kingdoms. 

 “Oh, I have favorite pieces that I might convince you to spare, but …

 This is yours. Every last piece of it.” 

 Our eyes met, and I knew he, too, recalled the words that I’d whispered  to him months ago. That every piece of my still-healing heart belonged to  him. I smiled, and brushed a hand down his arm before approaching the  wall of crowns. 

 I  had  been  terrified  once,  in  Tamlin’s  court,  of  being  given  a  crown.  Had

 dreaded it. And I supposed that I indeed had never fretted over it when it   came to Rhys. As if some small part of me had always known that this was  where I was meant to be: at his side, as his equal. His queen. 

 Rhys inclined his head as if to say yes—he saw and understood and had   always known. 

Now  striding  down  the  town  house  stairs,  Rhys’s  attention  went  right  to  that crown atop my head. And the emotion that rippled across his face was enough to

make even Mor and Cassian look away. 

I’d  let  the  crown  call  to  me.  I  hadn’t  picked  it  for  style  or  comfort,  but  for  the draw I felt to it, as if it were that ring in the Weaver’s cottage. 

My  crown  was  crafted  of  silver  and  diamond,  all  fashioned  into  swirls  of  stars and various phases of the moon. Its arching apex held aloft a crescent moon of

solid  diamond,  flanked  by  two  exploding  stars.  And  with  the  glittering  dress

from Starfall …

Rhys stepped off the stairs and took my hand. 

Night Triumphant—and the Stars Eternal. 

If  he  was  the  sweet,  terrifying  darkness,  I  was  the  glittering  light  that  only  his shadows could make clear. 

“I thought you were leaving,” Nesta’s voice cut in from atop the stairs. 

I braced myself, dragging my attention away from Rhys. 

Nesta  was  in  a  gown  of  darkest  blue,  no  jewelry  to  be  seen,  her  hair  swept  up and unadorned as well. I supposed that with her stunning beauty, she needed no

ornamentation. It would have been like putting jewelry on a lion. But for her to

be dressed like that …

She strode down the stairs, and when the others were silent, I realized …

I tried not to look too obvious as I glanced at Cassian. 

They had not seen each other since Adriata. 

But  the  warrior  only  gave  her  a  cursory  once-over  and  turned  toward  Azriel  to say something. Mor was watching both carefully—the warning she’d given my

sister ringing silently between them. And Nesta, Mother damn it all, seemed to

remember. Seemed  to  rein  in whatever  words  she’d  been about  to  spit  and  just

approached me. 

And  nearly  made  my  heart  stop  dead  with  shock  as  she  said,  “You  look

beautiful.” 

I blinked at her. 

Mor said, “That, Cassian, was what you were attempting to say.” 

He grumbled something we chose not to hear. I said to Nesta, “Thank you. You

do as well.” 

Nesta only shrugged. 

I  pushed,  “Why   are  you  dressed  so  nicely?  Shouldn’t  you  be  practicing  with Amren?” 

I felt Cassian’s attention slide to us, felt them all look as Nesta said, “I’m going

with you.” 
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No one said anything. 

Nesta only lifted her chin. “I …” I’d never seen her stumble for words. 

“I do not want to be remembered as a coward.” 

“No one would say that,” I offered quietly. 

“I  would.”  Nesta  surveyed  us  all,  her  gaze  jumping  past  Cassian.  Not  to  slight him, but … avoid answering the look he was giving her. Approval—

more. “It was some distant thing,” she said. “War. Battle. It … it’s not anymore. 

I will help, if I can. If it means … telling them what happened.” 

“You’ve  given  enough,”  I  said,  my  dress  rustling  as  I  braved  a  solitary  step toward  her.  “Amren  claimed  you  were  close  to  mastering  whatever  skill  you

need. You should stay—focus on that.” 

“No.” The word was steady, clear. “A day or two delay with my training won’t

make any difference. Perhaps by the time we return, Amren will have decoded

that  spell  in  the  Book.”  She  shrugged  with  a  shoulder.  “You  went  off  to  battle for a court you barely know—who barely see you as friends. 

Amren  showed  me  the  blood  ruby.  And  when  I  asked  you  why  …  you  said

because it was the right thing. People needed help.” Her throat bobbed. “No one

is going to fight to save the humans beneath the wall. No one cares. But I do.” 

She toyed with a fold in her dress. “I do.” 

Rhys stepped up to my side. “As High Lady, Feyre is no longer my emissary to

the human world.” He gave Nesta a tentative smile. “Want the job?” 

Nesta’s face yielded nothing, but I could have sworn some spark flared. 

“Consider this meeting a trial basis. And I’ll make you pay through the teeth for

my services.” 

Rhys  sketched  a  bow.  “I  would  expect  nothing  less  of  an  Archeron  sister.”  I poked him in the ribs, and he huffed a laugh. “Welcome to the court,” he said to

her. “You’re about to have one hell of a first day.” 

And to my eternal shock, a smile tugged at Nesta’s mouth. 

“No going back now,” Cassian said to Rhys, gesturing to his wings. 

Rhys  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  “I  figure  it’s  time  for  the  world  to  know who really has the largest wingspan.” 

Cassian laughed, and even Azriel smiled. Mor gave me a look that had me biting

my lip to keep from howling. 

“Twenty gold marks says there’s a fight in the first hour,” Cassian said, still not

really looking at Nesta. 

“Thirty, and I say within forty-five minutes,” Mor said, crossing her arms. 
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“You do remember there are vows and wards of neutrality,” Rhys said mildly. 

“You lot don’t need fists or magic to fight,” Mor chirped. 

Azriel  said  from  the  door,  “Fifty,  and  I  say  within  thirty  minutes.  Started  by Autumn.” 

Rhys rolled his eyes. “Try  not to look like you’re all gambling on them. 

And no cheating by provoking fights.” Their answering grins were anything but

reassuring. Rhys sighed. “A hundred marks on a fight within fifteen minutes.” 

Nesta let out a soft snort. But they all looked to me, waiting. 

I  shrugged.  “Rhys  and  I  are  a  team.  He  can  gamble  away  our  money  on  this

bullshit.” 

They all looked deeply offended. 

Rhys looped his elbow through mine. “A queen in appearance—” 

“Don’t even finish that,” I said. 

He laughed. “Shall we?” 

He’d winnow me in, Mor would now take Cassian  and Nesta, and Azriel would

carry  himself.  Rhys  glanced  toward  the  sitting  room  clock  and  gave  the

shadowsinger a nod. 

Azriel instantly vanished. First to arrive—first to see if any trap awaited. 

In silence, we waited. One minute. Two. 

Then Rhys blew out a breath and said, “Clear.” He threaded his fingers through

mine, gripping tightly. 

Mor  sagged  a  bit,  jewelry  glinting  with  the  movement,  and  went  to  take

Cassian’s arm. 

But  he’d  at  last  approached  Nesta.  And  as  the  world  began  to  turn  to  shadows and  wind,  I  saw  Cassian  tower  over  my  sister,  saw  her  chin  lift  defiantly,  and heard him growl, “Hello, Nesta.” 

Rhys seemed to halt his winnowing as my sister said, “So you’re alive.” 

Cassian bared his teeth in a feral grin, wings flaring slightly. “Were you hoping

otherwise?” 

Mor was watching—watching so closely, every muscle tense. She again reached

for  his  arm,  but  Cassian  angled  out  of  reach,  not  tearing  his  eyes  from  Nesta’s blazing gaze. 

Nesta blurted, “You didn’t come to—” She stopped herself. 

The world seemed to go utterly still at that interrupted sentence, nothing and no

one  more  so  than  Cassian.  He  scanned  her  face  as  if  furiously  reading  some

battle report. 

Mor just watched as Cassian took Nesta’s slim hand in his own, interlacing their

fingers.  As  he  folded  in  his  wings  and  blindly  reached  his  other  hand  back

toward Mor in a silent order to transport them. 

Cassian’s  eyes  did  not  leave  Nesta’s;  nor  did  hers  leave  his.  There  was  no

warmth,  no  tenderness  on  either  of  their  faces.  Only  that  raging  intensity,  that blend of contempt and understanding and fire. 

Rhys  began  to  winnow  us  again,  and  just  as  the  dark  wind  swept  in,  I  heard Cassian  say  to  Nesta,  his  voice  low  and  rough,  “The  next  time,  Emissary,  I’ll come say hello.” 

I’d learned enough from Rhys about what to expect of the Dawn Court, but even

the vistas he’d painted for me didn’t do the sight justice. 

It was the clouds I saw first. 

Enormous  clouds  drifting  in  the  cobalt  sky,  soft  and  magnanimous,  still  tinged by the rose remnants of sunrise, their round edges gilded with the golden light. 

The dewy freshness of morning lingered in the balmy air as we peered up at the

mountain-palace spiraling into the heavens above. 

If the palace above the Court of Nightmares had been crafted of moonstone, this was made from … sunstone. I didn’t have a word for the near-opalescent golden

stone that seemed to hold the gleaming of a thousand sunrises within it. 

Steps  and  balconies  and  archways  and  verandas  and  bridges  linked  the  towers

and gilded domes of the palace, periwinkle morning glories climbing the pillars

and neatly cut blocks of stone to drink in the gilded mists wafting by. 

Wafting  by,  because  the  mountain  on  which  the  palace  stood  …  There  was  a

reason I beheld the clouds first. 

The veranda that we’d appeared on was empty, save for Azriel and a slim-hipped

attendant in the gold-and-ruby livery of Dawn. Light, loose robes—layered and

yet flattering. 

The  male  bowed,  his  brown  skin  smooth  with  youth  and  beauty.  “This  way, 

High Lord.” 

Even his voice was as lovely as the first glimmer of gold on the horizon. 

Rhys returned his bow with a shallow nod, and offered his arm to me. 

Mor  muttered  behind  us,  falling  into  rank  with  Nesta  at  her  side,  “If  you  ever feel like building a new house, Rhys, let’s use this one for inspiration.” 

Rhys threw her an incredulous look over a shoulder. Cassian and Azriel snorted

softly. 

I glanced to Nesta as the attendant led us not to the archway beyond the veranda, 

but the spiral stairs climbing upward—along the bare face of a tower. 

Nesta seemed as out of place as all of us—save Mor—but …

That was awe on my sister’s face. 

Utter awe at the castle in the clouds, at the verdant countryside rippling away far

below,  speckled  with  red-roofed  little  villages  and  broad,  sparkling  rivers.  A lush, eternal countryside, rich with the weight of summer upon it. 

And I wondered if my face had appeared like that—the day I’d first seen Velaris. 

The  mix  of  awe  and  anger  and  the  realization  that  the  world  was  large,  and beautiful, and sometimes so overwhelming in its wonder that it was impossible

to drink it down all at once. 

There  were  other  palaces  within  Dawn’s  territory—set  in  small  cities  that

specialized in tinkering and clockwork and clever things. Here … beyond those

little villages nestled in the country hills, there was no industry. 

Nothing beyond the palace and the sky and the clouds. 

We  ascended  the  spiral  stairs,  the  drop  off  the  too-near  edge  falling  away  into warm-colored  rock  peppered  with  clusters  of  pale  roses  and  fluffy,  magenta

peonies. A beautiful, colorful death. 

Every step had me bracing myself as we wound up and up the tower, Rhys’s grip

on my hand unwavering. 

The wings remained out. He did not falter a single step. 

His eyes slid to mine, amused and questioning. He said down the bond,  And do

you  think I need to redecorate our home? 

We passed open-air chambers full of fat, silk pillows and plush carpets, passed

windows  whose  panes  were  arranged  in  colorful  medleys,  passed  urns

overflowing with lavender and fountains gurgling clearest water under the mild

rays of the sun. 

 It’s not a competition, I trilled to him. 

His hand tightened on mine.  Well, even if Thesan has a prettier palace,   I’m the only one blessed with a High Lady at my side. 

I couldn’t help my blush. 

Especially as Rhys added,  Tonight, I want you to wear that crown to bed. 

 Only the crown. 

 Scoundrel. 

 Always. 

I smiled, and he leaned in smoothly to brush a kiss to my cheek. 

Mor muttered a plea for mercy from mates. 

Muted voices reached us from the open-air chamber atop the sunstone tower—

some deep, some sharp, some lilting—before we finished the last rotation around

it, the arched, glassless windows offering no barrier to the conversation within. 

 Three others are here already, Rhys warned me, and I had the feeling that was

what  Azriel  was  now  murmuring  to  Mor  and  Cassian.  Helion,    Kallias,  and Thesan. 

The High Lords of Day, Winter, and our host, Dawn. 

Meaning  Autumn  and  Summer—Beron  and  Tarquin—had  not  arrived  yet.  Or

Spring. 

I still doubted Tamlin would come at all, but Beron and Tarquin …

Perhaps the battle had changed Tarquin’s mind. And Beron was awful enough to

perhaps have sided with Hybern already, regardless of Eris’s manipulating. 

I  caught  the  bob  of  Rhys’s  throat  as  we  cleared  the  final  steps  to  the  open doorway.  A  long  bridge  connected  the  other  half  of  the  tower  to  the  palace

interior, its rails drooping with dawn-pale wisteria. I wondered if the others had

been led up these stairs, or if it was somehow meant to be an insult. 

 Shields  up?  Rhys  asked,  but  I  knew  he  was  aware  mine  had  been  raised  since Velaris. 

Just as I was aware that he’d put a shield, mental and physical, around all of us, 

terms of peace or no. 

And though his face was calm, his shoulders thrown back, I said,  I see  all of you, Rhys. And there is not one part that I do not love with everything  that I am. 

His hand squeezed mine in answer before he laid my fingers on his arm, raising

it  enough  that  we  must  have  painted  a  rather  courtly  portrait  as  we  entered  the

chamber. 

 You bow to no one, was all he replied. 
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The chamber was and was not what I expected. Deep-cushioned oak chairs had

been  arranged  in  a  massive  circle  in  the  heart  of  the  room—enough  for  all  the High  Lords  and  their  delegates.  Some,  I  realized,  had  been  shaped  to

accommodate wings. 

It seemed it was not unusual. For clustered around a beautiful, slender male who

I  immediately  remembered  from  Under  the  Mountain  were  winged  Fae.  If  the

Illyrians had batlike wings, these … they were like birds. 

 The  Peregryns  are  distantly  related  to  Drakon’s  Seraphim  people  and   provide Thesan  with  a  small  aerial  legion,  Rhys  said  to  me  of  the  muscular,  golden-armored  males  and  females  gathered.  The  male  on  his  left  is  his   captain  and lover.  Indeed, the handsome male stood just a tad closer to his High Lord, one

hand on the fine sword at his side.  No mating bond yet, Rhys went on,  but I think Thesan  didn’t  dare  acknowledge  it  while   Amarantha  reigned.  She  delighted  in ripping out their feathers—one by one. 

 She made a dress out of them once. 

I  tried  not  to  wince  as  we  stepped  onto  the  polished  marble  floor,  the  stone warmed  with  the  sun  streaming  through  the  open  archways.  The  others  had

looked  toward  us,  some  murmuring  at  the  sight  of  Rhys’s  wings,  but  my

attention went to the true gem of the chamber: the reflection pool. 

Rather than a table occupying the space between that circle of chairs, a shallow, 

circular reflection pool was carved into the floor itself. Its dark

water  was  laden  with  pink  and  gold  water  lilies,  the  pads  broad  and  flat  as  a male’s hand, and beneath them pumpkin-and-ivory fish lazily swam about. 

 This, I admitted to Rhys,  I might need to have. 

A wry pulse of humor down the bond.  I’ll make a note of it for your  birthday. 

More  wisteria  twined  about  the  pillars  flanking  the  space,  and  along  the  tables set against the few walls, bunches of wine-colored peonies unfurled their silken

layers.  Between  the  vases,  platters  and  baskets  of  food  had  been  laid—small

pastries,  cured  meats,  and  garlands  of  fruit  beckoned  before  sweating  pewter

ewers of some refreshment. 

Then there were the three High Lords themselves. 

We were not the only ones to have dressed well. 

Rhys and I halted halfway through the space. 

I  knew  them  all—remembered  them  from  those  months  Under  the  Mountain. 

Rhys had taught me their histories while we’d trained. I wondered if they sensed

their power within me as their attention slid between us. 

Thesan glided forward, his embroidered, exquisite shoes silent on the floor. His

tunic was tight-fitting through his slender chest, but flowing pants

—much  like  those  Amren  favored—whispered  with  movement  as  he

approached. His brown skin and hair were kissed with gold, as if the sunrise had

permanently gilded them, but his upswept eyes, the rich brown of freshly tilled

fields, were his loveliest feature. He paused a few feet away, taking in Rhys and

me, our entourage. The wings that Rhys kept folded behind him. 

“Welcome,”  Thesan  said,  his  voice  as  deep  and  rich  as  those  eyes.  His  lover monitored our every breath from a few feet behind, no doubt realizing our own

companions were doing the same behind us. “Or,” Thesan mused, 

“since you’ve called this meeting, perhaps you should be doing the welcoming?” 

A faint smile ghosted Rhys’s perfect face, shadows twining between the strands

of his hair. He’d loosened the damper on his power—just a bit. They

all  had.  “I  may  have  requested  the  meeting,  Thesan,  but  you  were  the  one

gracious enough to offer up your beautiful residence.” 

Thesan  gave  a  nod  of  thanks,  perhaps  deeming  it  impolite  to  inquire  about

Rhysand’s newly revealed wings, then turned to me. 

We  stared  at  each  other  while  my  companions  bowed  behind  me.  As  a  High

Lord’s wife should have done with them. 

Yet I simply stood. And stared. 

Rhys did not interfere—not at this first test. 

Dawn—the gift of healing. It was his gift that had allowed me to save Rhysand’s

life. That had sent me to the Suriel, that day I had learned the truth that would

alter my eternity. 

I offered Thesan a restrained smile. “Your home is lovely.” 

But Thesan’s attention had gone to the tattoo. I knew he realized it the moment

he noticed the ink covered the wrong hand. Then the crown atop my head. His

brows flicked up. 

Rhys only shrugged. 

The other two High Lords had approached now. 

“Kallias,”  Rhys  said  to  the  white-haired  one,  whose  skin  was  so  pale  it  looked frozen. Even his crushing blue eyes seemed like chips hewn from a glacier as he

studied Rhys’s wings and seemed to instantly dismiss them. 

He  wore  a  jacket  of  royal  blue  embroidered  with  silver  thread,  its  collar  and sleeves  dusted  with  white  rabbit  fur.  I  would  have  thought  it  too  warm  for  the mild  day,  especially  the  fur-lined,  knee-high  brown  boots,  but  given  the  utter iciness  of  his  expression,  perhaps  his  blood  ran  frozen.  A  trio  of  similarly colored High Fae remained in their seats, one of them a stunning young female

who looked right at Mor—and grinned. 

Mor returned the beam, hopping from one foot to another as Kallias opened his

mouth—

And then my friend squealed. 

 Squealed. 

Both females hurtled for each other, and Mor’s squeal had turned to a quiet sob as  she  flung  her  arms  around  the  slender  stranger  and  hugged  her  tight.  The female’s own arms were shaking as she gripped Mor. 

Then they were laughing and crying and dancing around each other, pausing to

study each other’s faces, to wipe away tears, and then embracing again. 

“You look the same,” the stranger was saying, beaming from ear to ear. 

“I think that’s the same dress I saw you in—” 

“You look the same! Wearing fur in the middle of summer—how utterly typical

—” 

“You brought the usual suspects, it seems—” 

“Thankfully, the company has been improved by some new arrivals—” 

Mor waved me over. It had been ages since I’d seen her shining so brightly. 

“Viviane, meet Feyre. Feyre, meet Viviane—Kallias’s wife.” 

I  glanced  at  Thesan  and  Kallias,  the  latter  of  whom  watched  his  wife  and  Mor with raised brows. “I tried to suggest she stay at home,” Kallias said drily, “but

she threatened to freeze my balls off.” 

Rhys let out a dark chuckle. “Sounds familiar.” 

I threw him a glare over a sparkling shoulder—just in time to see the smirk fade

from  Kallias’s  face  as  he  truly  took  in  Rhys.  Not  just  the  wings  this  time.  My mate’s own amusement dimmed, some thread of tension going taut between him

and Kallias—

But  I’d  reached  Mor  and  Viviane,  and  wiped  the  curiosity  from  my  face  as  I shook the female’s hand, surprised to find it warm. 

Her silver hair glittered in the sun like fresh snow. “Wife,” Viviane said, clicking

her tongue. “You know, it still sounds strange to me. Every time someone says

it, I keep looking over my shoulder as if it’ll be someone else.” 

Kallias  said  to  none  of  us  in  particular,  from  where  he  remained  facing  Rhys, stiff-backed,  “I  have  yet  to  decide  if  I  find  it  insulting.  Since  she  says  it  every day.” 

Viviane stuck out her tongue at him. 

But Mor gripped her shoulder and squeezed. “It’s about time.” 

A blush stained Viviane’s pale face. “Yes, well—everything was different after

Under  the  Mountain.”  Her  sapphire  eyes  slid  to  mine  and  she  bowed  her  head. 

“Thank you—for returning my mate to me.” 

“Mates?” Mor fizzed, glancing between them. “Married  and mates?” 

“You two do realize that this is a serious meeting,” Rhys said. 

“And that the fish in the pool are very sensitive to high-pitched sounds,” 

Kallias added. 

Viviane gave them both a vulgar gesture that made me instantly like her. 

Rhys  looked  to  Kallias  with  what  I  assumed  was  some  sort  of  long-suffering

male expression. But the High Lord did not return it. 

He only stared at Rhys, amusement again gone—that coldness settling in across

his face. 

There  had  been  …  tension  with  the  Winter  Court,  Mor  had  explained  when

they’d rescued Lucien and me on the ice. A lingering anger over something that

had occurred Under the Mountain—

But the third High Lord had at last approached from across the pool. 

My father had once bought and traded a gold and lapis lazuli pendant that hailed

from the ruins of an arid southeastern kingdom, where the Fae had ruled as gods

amid  swaying  date  palms  and  sand-swept  palaces.  I’d  been  mesmerized  by  the

colors,  the  artistry,  but  more  interested  in  the  shipment  of  myrrh  and  figs  that had come with it—a few of the latter my father had snuck to me while I loitered

in  his  office.  Even  now,  I  could  still  taste  their  sweetness  on  my  tongue,  still

smell that earthy scent, and I couldn’t quite explain why, but … I remembered that ancient necklace and those exquisite delicacies as he prowled toward us. 

His clothes had been formed from a single bolt of white fabric—not a robe, not a

dress,  but  rather  something  in  between,  pleated  and  draped  over  his  muscular

body.  A  golden  cuff  of  an  upright  serpent  encircled  one  powerful  bicep, 

offsetting his near-glowing dark skin, and a radiant crown of golden spikes—the

rays of the sun, I realized—glistened atop his onyx hair. 

The sun personified. Powerful, lazy with grace, capable of kindness and wrath. 

Nearly as beautiful as Rhysand. And somehow—somehow colder than Kallias. 

His  High  Fae  entourage  was  almost  as  large  as  ours,  clad  in  similar  robes  of varying rich dyes—cobalt and crimson and amethyst—some with

expertly kohl-lined eyes, all of them fit and gleaming with health. 

But perhaps the physical power of them—of  him was the sleight of hand. 

For  Helion’s  other  title  was  Spell-Cleaver,  and  his  one  thousand  libraries  were rumored to contain the knowledge of the world. Perhaps all that knowledge had

made him too aware, too cold behind those bright eyes. 

Or perhaps that had come after Amarantha had looted some of those libraries for

herself. I wondered if he’d reclaimed what she’d taken—or if he mourned what

she’d burned. 

Even  Mor  and  Viviane  halted  their  reunion  as  Helion  stopped  a  wise  distance

away. 

It was his power that had gotten my friends out of Hybern. His power that made

me  glow  whenever  Rhys  and  I  were  tangled  in  each  other  and  every  heartbeat

ached with mirth. 

Helion  jerked  his  square  chin  to  Rhys,  the  only  one  of  them,  it  seemed,  not surprised by my mate’s wings. But his eyes—a striking amber—fell on me. 

“Does Tamlin know what she is?” 

His  voice  was  indeed  colder  than  Kallias’s.  And  the  question—so  carefully

worded. 

Rhys drawled, “If you mean beautiful and clever, then yes—I think he does.” 

Helion  leveled  a  flat  look  at  him.  “Does  he  know  she  is  your  mate—and  High Lady?” 

“High  Lady? ”  Viviane  squeaked,  but  Mor  shushed  her,  drawing  her  away  to whisper. 

Thesan and Kallias took me in. Slowly. 

Cassian and Azriel casually slid closer, no more than a night breeze. 

“If he arrives,” Rhys said smoothly, “I suppose we’ll find out.” 

Helion  let  out  a  dark  laugh.  Dangerous—he  was  utterly  lethal,  this  High  Lord kissed by the sun. “I always liked you, Rhysand.” 

Thesan  stepped  forward,  ever  the  good  host.  For  that  laugh  indeed  promised

violence. His lover and the other Peregryns seemed to shift into

defensive positions—either to guard their High Lord or simply to remind us that

we were guests in their home. 

But Helion’s attention snagged on Nesta. 

Lingered. 

She only stared right back at him. Unruffled, unimpressed. 

“Who is your guest?” the High Lord of Day asked a bit too quietly for my liking. 

Cassian revealed nothing—not even a glimmer that he  knew Nesta. But he didn’t

move an inch from his casual defensive position. Neither did Azriel. 

“She  is  my  sister,  and  our  emissary  to  the  human  lands,”  I  said  at  last  to  him, stepping to her side. “And she will tell her story when the others are here.” 

“She is Fae.” 
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“No  shit,”  Viviane  muttered  under  her  breath,  and  Mor’s  snort  was  cut  off  as Kallias raised his brows at them. Helion ignored them. 

“Who Made her?” Thesan asked politely, angling his head. 

Nesta surveyed Thesan. Then Helion. Then Kallias. 

“Hybern did,” she said simply. Not a flicker of fear in her eyes, in her upraised

chin. 

Stunned silence. 

But I’d had enough of my sister being ogled. I linked elbows with her, heading

toward the low-backed chairs that I assumed were for us. “They threw her in the

Cauldron,”  I  said.  “Along  with  my  other  sister,  Elain.”  I  sat,  placing  Nesta beside  me,  and  gazed  at  the  three  assembled  High  Lords  without  an  inch  of

manners or niceness or flattery. “After the High Priestess Ianthe and Tamlin sold

out Prythian and my family to them.” 

Nesta nodded her silent confirmation. 

Helion’s eyes blazed like a forge. “That is a heavy accusation to make—

especially of your former lover.” 

“It  is  no  accusation,”  I  said,  folding  my  hands  in  my  lap.  “We  were  all  there. 

And now we’re going to do something about it.” 

Pride flickered down the bond. 

And then Viviane muttered to Kallias, jabbing him in the ribs, “Why can’t  I be

High Lady as well?” 

The others arrived late. 

We  took  our  seats  around  the  reflection  pool,  Thesan’s  impeccably  mannered

attendants bringing us plates of food and goblets of exotic juices from the tables

against the wall. Conversation halted and flowed, Mor and Viviane sitting next

to each other to catch up on what seemed like fifty years’ worth of gossip. 

Viviane had not been Under the Mountain. As her childhood friend, Kallias had

been  protective  of  her  to  a  fault  over  the  years—had  placed  the  sharp-minded female on border duty for decades to avoid the scheming of his court. He didn’t

let her near Amarantha, either. Didn’t let anyone get a whiff of what he felt for

his white-haired friend, who had no clue—not one

—that  he  had  loved  her  his  entire  life.  And  in  those  last  moments,  when  his power  had  been  ripped  from  him  by  that  spell  …  Kallias  had  flung  out  the

remnants to warn her. To tell Viviane he loved her. And then he begged her to

protect their people. 

So she had. 

As  Mor  and  my  friends  had  protected  Velaris,  Viviane  had  veiled  and  guarded

the small city under her watch, offering safe harbor to those who made it. 

Never  forgetting  the  High  Lord  and  friend  trapped  Under  the  Mountain,  never

ceasing  her  hunt  for  finding  a  way  to  free  him.  Especially  while  Amarantha

unleashed  her  horrors  upon  his  court  to  break  them,  punish  them.  Yet  Viviane held them together. And through that reign of terror—

during  all  those  years—she  realized  what  Kallias  was  to  her,  what  she  felt  for him in return. 

The day he’d returned home, he’d winnowed right to her. 

She’d kissed him before he could speak a word. He’d then knelt down and asked

her to be his wife. 

They went an hour later to a temple and swore their vows. And that night

—   during  the  you-know,  Viviane  grinned  at  Mor   —  the  mating  bond  at  last snapped into place. 

The story occupied our time while we waited, since Mor wanted details. 

Lots  of  them.  Ones  that  pushed  the  boundaries  of  propriety  and  left  Thesan

choking on his elderberry wine. But Kallias smiled at his wife and mate, warm

and  bright  enough  that  despite  his  icy  coloring,  he  should  have  been  the  High Lord of Day. 

Not  the  sharp-tongued,  brutal  Helion,  who  watched  my  sister  and  me  like  an

eagle. A great, golden eagle—with very sharp talons. 

I wondered what his beast form was; if he grew wings like Rhysand. 

And claws. 

If Thesan did, too—white wings like the watchful Peregryns who kept silent, his

own fierce-eyed lover not uttering a word to anyone. Perhaps the High Lords of

the Solar Courts all possessed wings beneath their skin, a gift from the skies that

their courts claimed ownership of. 

It was an hour before Thesan announced, “Tarquin is here.” 

My mouth went dry. An uncomfortable silence spread. 

“Heard about the blood rubies.” Helion smirked at Rhys, toying with the golden

cuff on his bicep. “That is a story I want you to tell.” 

Rhys waved an idle hand. “All in good time.”  Prick, he said to me with a wink. 

But  then  Tarquin  cleared  the  top  step  into  the  chamber,  Varian  and  Cresseida flanking him. 

Varian glanced among us for someone who was not there—and glowered when

he beheld Cassian, seated to Nesta’s left. Cassian just gave him a cocky grin. 

 I  wrecked  one  building,  Cassian  had  said  once  of  his  last  visit  to  the  Summer Court.  Where  he  was  now   banned.  Apparently,  even  assisting  them  in  battle hadn’t lifted it. 

Tarquin ignored Rhysand and me—ignored all of us, Rhys’s wings included—as

he made vague apologies for the tardiness, blaming it on the

attack.  Possibly  true.  Or  he’d  been  deciding  until  the  last  minute  whether  to come, despite his acceptance of the invitation. 

He  and  Helion  were  nearly  as  tense,  and  only  Thesan  seemed  to  be  on  decent terms with him. Neutral indeed. Kallias had become even colder—

distant. 

But the introductions were done, and then …

An attendant whispered to Thesan that Beron and  all of his sons had arrived. The smile instantly vanished from Mor’s mouth, her eyes. 

From my own as well. 

The violence simmering off my friends was enough to boil the pool at our toes

as the High Lord of Autumn filed through the archway, his sons in rank behind

him, his wife—Lucien’s mother—at his side. Her russet eyes scanned the room, 

as if looking for that missing son. They settled instead on Helion, who gave her a

mocking incline of his dark head. She quickly averted her gaze. 

She had saved my life once—Under the Mountain. In exchange for my sparing

Lucien’s. 

Did  she  wonder  where  her  lost  son  was  now?  Had  she  heard  the  rumors  I’d

crafted,  the  lies  I’d  spun?  I  couldn’t  tell  her  that  Lucien  currently  hunted  the continent, dodging armies, for an enchanted queen. To find a scrap of salvation. 

Beron—slender-faced and brown-haired—didn’t bother to look anywhere but at

the High Lords assembled. But his remaining sons sneered at us. Sneered enough

that  the  Peregryns  ruffled  their  feathers.  Even  Varian  flashed  his  teeth  in

warning at the leer Cresseida earned from one of them. 

Their father didn’t bother to check them. 

But Eris did. 

A  step  behind  his  father,  Eris  murmured,  “Enough,”  and  his  younger  brothers

fell into line. All three of them. 

Whether  Beron  noticed  or  cared,  he  did  not  let  on.  No,  he  merely  stopped

halfway across the room, hands folded before him, and scowled—

as if we were a pack of mongrels. 

Beron, the oldest among us. The most awful. 

Rhys smoothly greeted him, though his power was a dark mountain shuddering

beneath us, “It’s no surprise that you’re tardy, given that your own sons were too

slow to catch my mate. I suppose it runs in the family.” 

Beron’s  lips  curled  slightly  as  he  looked  to  me,  my  crown.  “Mate—and  High

Lady.” 

I leveled a flat, bored stare at him. Turned it on his hateful sons. On—

Eris. 

Eris  only  smiled  at  me,  amused  and  aloof.  Would  he  wear  that  mask  when  he

ended his father’s life and stole his throne? 

Cassian  was  watching  the  would-be  High  Lord  like  a  hawk  studying  his  next

meal.  Eris  deigned  a  glance  at  the  Illyrian  general  and  inclined  his  head  in invitation, subtly patting his stomach. Ready for round two. 

Then Eris’s attention shifted to Mor, sweeping over her with a disdain that made

me see red. Mor only stared blankly at him. Bored. 

Even Viviane was biting her lip. So she knew of what had been done to Mor—

what Eris’s presence would trigger. 

Unaware  of  the  meeting  that  had  already  occurred,  the  unholy  alliance  struck. 

Azriel was so still I wasn’t sure he was breathing. Whether Mor noticed, whether

she knew that though she’d tried to move past the bargain we’d made, the guilt

of it still haunted Azriel, she didn’t let on. 

They sat—filling in the final seats. 

Not one empty chair left. 

It said enough about Tamlin’s plans. 

I tried not to sag in my chair as the attendants took care of the Autumn Court, as

we all settled. 

Thesan,  as  host,  began.  “Rhysand,  you  have  called  this  meeting.  Pushed  us  to gather  sooner  than  we  intended.  Now  would  be  the  time  to  explain  what  is  so urgent.” 

Rhys  blinked—slowly.  “Surely  the  invading  armies  landing  on  our  shores

explain enough.” 

“So  you  have  called  us  to  do  what,  exactly?”  Helion  challenged,  bracing  his

forearms on his muscled, gleaming thighs. “Raise a unified army?” 

“Among other things,” Rhys said mildly. “We—” 

It was almost the same—the entrance. 

Almost  the  same  as  that  night  in  my  family’s  old  cottage,  when  the  door  had shattered and a beast had charged in with the freezing cold and roared at us. 

He  did  not  bother  with  the  landing  balcony,  or  the  escorts.  He  did  not  have  an entourage. 

Like  a  crack  of  lightning,  vicious  as  a  spring  storm,  he  winnowed  into  the

chamber itself. 

And  my  blood  went  colder  than  Kallias’s  ice  as  Tamlin  appeared,  and  smiled

like a wolf. 
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Absolute silence. Absolute stillness. 

I  felt  the  tremor  of  magic  slide  through  the  room  as  shield  after  shield  locked into place around each High Lord and his retinue. The one Rhysand had already

snapped around us, now reinforcing … Rage laced its essence. 

Wrath and rage. Even if my mate’s face was bored—lazy. 

I  tried  to  school  mine  into  the  cold  caution  with  which  Nesta  regarded  him,  or

the vague distaste on Mor’s. I tried—and failed utterly. 

I knew his moods, his temper. 

Here was the High Lord who had shredded those naga into bloody ribbons; here

was the High Lord who had impaled Amarantha on Lucien’s sword and ripped

out her throat with his teeth. 

All of it, gleaming in those green eyes as they fixed on me, on Rhys. 

Tamlin’s teeth were white as crow-picked bones as he smiled broadly. 

Thesan rose, his captain remaining seated beside him—albeit with a hand on his

sword.  “We  were  not  expecting  you,  Tamlin.”  Thesan  gestured  with  a  slender

hand toward his cringing attendants. “Fetch the High Lord a chair.” 

Tamlin did not tear his gaze from me. From us. 

His smile turned subdued—yet somehow more unnerving. More vicious. 

He  wore  his  usual  green  tunic—no  crown,  no  adornments.  No  sign  of  another

bandolier to replace the one I’d stolen. 

Beron  drawled,  “I  will  admit,  Tamlin,  that  I  am  surprised  to  see  you  here.” 

Tamlin didn’t alter his focus from me. From every breath I took. 

“Rumor claims your allegiance now lies elsewhere.” 

Tamlin’s  gaze  shifted—but  down.  To  the  ring  on  my  finger.  To  the  tattoo

adorning  my  right  hand,  flowing  beneath  the  glittering,  pale  blue  sleeve  of  my gown. Then it rose—right to that crown I’d picked for myself. 

I didn’t know what to say. What to do with my body, my breathing. 

No more masks, no more lies and deceptions. The truth, now sprawled bare and

open before him. What I’d done in my rage, the lies I’d fed him. 

The people and land I’d laid vulnerable to Hybern. And now that I’d returned to

my family, my mate …

My molten wrath had cooled into something sharp-edged and brittle. 

The attendants hauled over a chair—setting it between one of Beron’s sons and Helion’s entourage. Neither looked thrilled about it, though they weren’t stupid

enough to physically recoil as Tamlin sat. 

He said nothing. Not a word. 

Helion waved a scar-flecked hand. “Let’s get on with it, then.” 

Thesan cleared his throat. No one looked toward him. 

Not as Tamlin surveyed the hand Rhys had resting on my sparkling knee. 

The loathing in Tamlin’s eyes practically simmered. 

No one, not even Amarantha, had ever looked at me with such hatred. 

No,  Amarantha  hadn’t  really  known  me—her  loathing  had  been  superficial, 

driven from a personal history that poisoned everything. Tamlin

… Tamlin knew me. And now hated every inch of what I was. 

He opened his mouth, and I braced myself. 

“It would seem congratulations are in order.” 

The  words  were  flat—flat  and  yet  sharp  as  his  claws,  currently  hidden  beneath his golden skin. 

I said nothing. 

Rhys  only  held  Tamlin’s  stare.  Held  it  with  a  face  like  ice,  and  yet  utter  rage roiled  beneath  it.  Cataclysmic  rage,  surging  and  writhing  down  the  bond

between us. 

But my mate addressed Thesan, who had reclaimed his seat, yet seemed far from

any sort of ease, “We can discuss the matter at hand later.” 

Tamlin said calmly, “Don’t stop on my account.” 

The light in Rhysand’s eyes guttered, as if a hand of darkness wiped away those

stars. But he reclined in his chair, withdrawing his hand from my knee to trace

idle circles on his seat’s wooden arm. “I’m not in the business of discussing our plans with enemies.” 

Helion, across the reflection pool, grinned like a lion. 

“No,” Tamlin said with equal ease, “you’re just in the business of fucking them.” 

Every thought and sound eddied out of my head. 

Cassian,  Azriel,  and  Mor  were  still  as  death—their  fury  rippling  off  them  in silent  waves.  But  whether  Tamlin  noticed  or  cared  that  three  of  the  deadliest people in this room were currently contemplating his demise, he didn’t let on. 

Rhys shrugged, smiling faintly. “Seems a far less destructive alternative to war.” 

“And yet here you are, having started it in the first place.” 

Rhysand’s blink was the only sign of his confusion. 

A claw slid out of Tamlin’s knuckle. 

Kallias  tensed,  a  hand  drifting  to  the  arm  of  Viviane’s  chair—as  if  he’d  throw himself in front of it. But Tamlin only dragged that claw lightly down the carved

arm of his own chair—as he’d once dragged them down my skin. He smiled as if

he knew precisely what memory it triggered, but said to my mate, “If you hadn’t

stolen  my  bride  away  in  the  night,  Rhysand,  I  would  not  have  been  forced  to take such drastic measures to get her back.” 

I said quietly, “The sun was shining when I left you.” 

Those  green  eyes  slid  to  me,  glazed  and  foreign.  He  let  out  a  low  snort,  then looked away again. 

Dismissal. 

Kallias asked, “Why are you here, Tamlin?” 

Tamlin’s  claw  dug  into  the  wood,  puncturing  deep  even  as  his  voice  remained

mild. I had no doubt that gesture was meant for me, too. “I

bartered  access  to  my  lands  to  get  back  the  woman  I  love  from  a  sadist  who

plays  with  minds  as  if  they  are  toys.  I  meant  to  fight  Hybern—to  find  a  way around the bargain I made with the king once she was back. Only Rhysand and

his cabal had turned her into one of them. And she delighted in ripping open my

territory for Hybern to invade. All for a petty grudge—either her own or her …

master’s.” 

“You don’t get to rewrite the narrative,” I breathed. “You don’t get to spin this

to your advantage.” 

Tamlin  only  angled  his  head  at  Rhys.  “When  you  fuck  her,  have  you  ever

noticed that little noise she makes right before she climaxes?” 

Heat  stained  my  cheeks.  This  wasn’t  outright  battle,  but  a  steady,  careful

shredding  of  my  dignity,  my  credibility.  Beron  beamed,  delighted—while  Eris

carefully monitored. 

Rhys turned his head, looking me over from head to toe. Then back to Tamlin. A

storm about to be unleashed. 

But it was Azriel who said, his voice like cold death, “Be careful how you speak

about my High Lady.” 

Surprise flashed in Tamlin’s eyes—then vanished. Vanished, swallowed by pure

fury as he realized what that tattoo coating my hand was for. “It was not enough

to sit at my side, was it?” A hateful smile curled his lips. 

“You once asked me if you’d be my High Lady, and when I said no …” A low

laugh. “Perhaps I underestimated you. Why serve in my court, when you could

rule in his?” 

Tamlin at last faced the other gathered High Lords and their retinues. 

“They  peddle  tales  of  defending  our  land  and  peace.  And  yet   she  came  to  my lands and laid them bare for Hybern.  She took my High Priestess and warped her

mind—after  she  shattered  her  bones  for  spite.  And  if  you  are  asking  yourself what happened to that human girl who went Under the Mountain to save us …

Look to the male sitting beside her. Ask what he stands to gain—what  they stand

to  gain  from  this  war,  or  lack  of  it.  Would  we  fight  Hybern,  only  to  find ourselves with a Queen and King of Prythian? 

She’s proved her ambition—and you saw how he was more than happy to serve Amarantha to remain unscathed.” 

It was an effort not to snarl, not to grip the arms of my chair and roar at him. 

Rhys let out a dark laugh. “Well played, Tamlin. You’re learning.” 

Ire contorted Tamlin’s face at the condescension. But he faced Kallias. 

“You asked why I’m here? I might ask the same of you.” He jerked his chin at

the  High  Lord  of  Winter,  at  Viviane—the  few  other  members  of  their  retinue

who had remained silent. “You mean to tell me that after Under the Mountain, 

you can stomach working with him?” A finger flung in Rhysand’s direction. 

I wanted to rip that finger right off Tamlin’s hand. And feed it to the Middengard

Wyrm. 

The silvery glow about Kallias dulled. 

Even Viviane seemed to dim. “We came here to decide that for ourselves.” 

Mor was staring at her friend in quiet question. Viviane, for the first time since

we’d arrived, did not look toward her. Only at her mate. 

Rhys said softly to them, to everyone, “I had no involvement in that. 

None.” 

Kallias’s  eyes  flared  like  blue  flame.  “You  stood  beside  her  throne  while  the order was given.” 

I watched, stomach twisting, as Rhys’s golden skin paled. “I tried to stop it.” 

“Tell that to the parents of the two dozen younglings she butchered,” 

Kallias said. “That you  tried.” 

I  had  forgotten.  Forgotten  that  bit  of  Amarantha’s  despicable  history.  It  had happened while I was still at the Spring Court—a report one of Lucien’s contacts

at  the  Winter  Court  managed  to  smuggle  out.  Of  two  dozen  children  killed  by the “blight.” By Amarantha. 

Rhys’s  mouth  tightened.  “There  is  not  one  day  that  passes  when  I  don’t remember  it,”  he  said  to  Kallias,  to  Viviane.  To  their  companions.  “Not  one

day.” 

I hadn’t known. 

He had told me once, all those months ago, that there were memories he could

not bring himself to share—even with me. I had assumed it was only in regard to

what  Amarantha  had  done  to  him.  Not  …  what  he  might  have  been  forced  to

witness, too. Forced to endure, bound and trapped. 

And standing by, leashed to Amarantha, while she ordered the murder of those

children—

“Remembering,” Kallias said, “doesn’t bring them back, does it?” 

“No,” Rhys said plainly. “No, it doesn’t. And I am now fighting to make sure it

never happens again.” 

Viviane  glanced  between  her  husband  and  Rhys.  “I  was  not  present  Under  the

Mountain.  But  I  would  hear,  High  Lord,  how  you  tried  to—stop  her.”  Pain

tightened her face. She, too, had been unable to prevent it while she guarded her

small slice of the territory. 

Rhys said nothing. 

Beron snorted. “Finally speechless, Rhysand?” 

I put a hand on Rhys’s arm. I had no doubt Tamlin marked it. And I didn’t care. 

I said to my mate, not bothering to keep my voice down, “I believe you.” 

“Says the woman,” Beron countered, “who gave an innocent girl’s name in her

stead—for Amarantha to butcher as well.” 

I blocked out the words, the memory of Clare. 

Rhys swallowed. I tightened my grip on his arm. 

His voice was rough as he said to Kallias, “When your people rebelled

…”  They  had,  I  recalled.  Winter  had  rebelled  against  Amarantha.  And  the children  …  that  had  been  Amarantha’s  answer.  Her  punishment  for  the

disobedience. “She was furious. She wanted you dead, Kallias.” 

Viviane’s face drained of color. 

Rhys went on, “I … convinced her that it would serve little purpose.” 

“Who knew,” Beron mused, “that a cock could be so persuasive?” 

“Father.” Eris’s voice was low with warning. 

For Cassian, Azriel, Mor, and I had fixed our gazes upon Beron. And none of us

were smiling. 

Perhaps Eris would be High Lord sooner than he planned. 

But Rhys went on to Kallias, “She backed off the idea of killing you. 

Your rebels were dead—I convinced her it was enough. I thought it was the end

of it.” His breathing hitched slightly. “I only found out when you did. I think she

viewed my defense of you as a warning sign—she didn’t tell me any of it. And

she kept me … confined. I tried to break into the minds of the soldiers she sent, 

but her damper on my power was too strong to hold them

—and  it  was  already  done.  She  …  she  sent  a  daemati  with  them.  To  …”  He

faltered. The children’s minds—they’d been shattered. Rhys swallowed. “I think

she wanted you to suspect me. To keep us from ever allying against her.” 

What he must have witnessed within those soldiers’ minds …

“Where  did  she  confine  you?”  The  question  came  from  Viviane,  her  arms

wrapped around her middle. 

I wasn’t entirely ready for it when Rhys said, “Her bedroom.” 

My friends did not hide their rage, their grief at the details he’d kept even from

them. 

“Stories and words,” Tamlin said, lounging in his chair. “Is there any proof?” 

“Proof—” Cassian snarled, half rising in his seat, wings starting to flare. 

“No,” Rhys cut in as Mor blocked Cassian with an arm, forcing him to sit. Rhys

added to Kallias, “But I swear it—upon my mate’s life.” His hand at last rested

atop mine. 

For the first time since I’d known him, Rhys’s skin was clammy. 

I reached down the bond, even as Rhys held Kallias’s stare. I did not have any

words. Only myself—only my soul, as I curled up against his towering shields of

black adamant. 

He’d known what coming here, presented just as we were, would cost him. What

he might have to reveal beyond the wings he loved so dearly. 

Tamlin rolled his eyes. It took every scrap of restraint to keep me from lunging

for him—from ripping out those eyes. 

But whatever Kallias read in Rhys’s face, his words … He pinned Tamlin with a

hard stare as he asked again, “Why are you  here, Tamlin?” 

A  muscle  flickered  in  Tamlin’s  jaw.  “I  am  here  to  help  you  fight  against

Hybern.” 

“Bullshit,” Cassian muttered. 

Tamlin glowered at him. Cassian, folding his wings in neatly as he leaned back

in his chair once more, just offered a crooked grin in return. 

“You will forgive us,” Thesan interrupted gracefully, “if we are doubtful. 

And hesitant to share any plans.” 

“Even when I have information on Hybern’s movements?” 

Silence. Tarquin, across the pool, watched and listened—either because he was

the youngest of them, or perhaps he knew some advantage lay in letting us battle

it out ourselves. 

Tamlin smiled at me. “Why do you think I invited them to the house? 

Into my lands?” He let out a low snarl, and I felt Rhys tensing as Tamlin said to me, “I once told you I would fight against tyranny, against that sort of evil. Did

you think  you were enough to turn me from that?” His teeth shone white as bone. 

“It was so  easy for you to call me a monster, despite all I did for you, for your family.”  A  sneer  toward  Nesta,  who  was  frowning  with  distaste.  “Yet  you

witnessed all that  he did Under the Mountain, and still spread your legs for him. 

Fitting, I suppose. He whored for Amarantha for decades. Why shouldn’t you be

his whore in return?” 

“Watch your mouth,” Mor snapped. I was having difficulty swallowing

—breathing. 

Tamlin ignored her wholly and waved a hand toward Rhysand’s wings. 

“I  sometimes  forget—what  you  are.  Have  the  masks  come  off  now,  or  is  this

another ploy?” 

“You’re beginning to become tedious, Tamlin,” Helion said, propping his head

on a hand. “Take your lovers’ spat elsewhere and let the rest of us discuss this

war.” 

“You’d be all too happy for war, considering how well you made out in the last

one.” 

“No one says war can’t be lucrative,” Helion countered. Tamlin’s lip curled in a

silent  snarl  that  made  me  wonder  if  he’d  gone  to  Helion  to  break  my  bargain with Rhys—if Helion had refused. 

“Enough,” Kallias said. “We have our opinions on how the conflict with Hybern

should be dealt with.” Those glacial eyes hardened as he again took in Tamlin. 

“Are you here as an ally of Hybern or Prythian?” 

The mocking, hateful gleam faded into granite resolve. “I stand against Hybern.” 

“Prove it,” Helion goaded. 

Tamlin lifted his hand, and a stack of papers appeared on the little table beside

his chair. “Charts of armies, ammunition, caches of faebane …

Everything carefully gleaned these months.” 

All  of  this  directed  at  me,  as  I  refused  to  so  much  as  lower  my  chin.  My  back ached  from  keeping  it  so  straight,  a  twinge  of  pain  flanking  either  side  of  my spine. 

“Noble as it sounds,” Helion went on, “who is to say that information is correct

—or that you aren’t Hybern’s agent, trying to mislead us?” 

“Who is to say that Rhysand and his cronies are not agents of Hybern, all of this

a ruse to get you to yield without realizing it?” 

Nesta murmured, “You can’t be serious.” Mor gave my sister a look as if to say

that he certainly was. 

“If we need to ally against Hybern,” Thesan said, “you are doing a good job of

convincing us not to band together, Tamlin.” 

“I  am  simply  warning  you  that  they  might  present  the  guise  of  honesty  and

friendship, but the fact remains that  he warmed Amarantha’s bed for fifty years, and only worked against her when it seemed the tide was turning. I’m warning

you  that  while  he  claims  his  own  city  was  attacked  by  Hybern,  they  made  off remarkably well—as if they’d been anticipating it. 

Don’t think he wouldn’t sacrifice a few buildings and lesser faeries to lure you

into an alliance, into thinking you had a common enemy. Why is it that only the

Night  Court  got  word  about  the  attack  on  Adriata—and  were  the  only  ones  to

arrive in time to play savior?” 

“They received word,” Varian cut in coolly, “because  I warned them of it.” 

Tarquin whipped his head to his cousin, brows high with surprise. 

“Perhaps you’re working with them, too,” Tamlin said to the Prince of Adriata. 

“You’re next in line, after all.” 

“You’re  insane,”  I  breathed  to  Tamlin  as  Varian  bared  his  teeth.  “Do  you  hear what you’re  saying?” I pointed toward Nesta. “Hybern turned my sisters into Fae

—after  your bitch of a priestess sold them out!” 

“Perhaps Ianthe’s mind was already in Rhysand’s thrall. And what a tragedy to remain young and beautiful. You’re a good actress—I’m sure the trait runs in the

family.” 

Nesta let out a low laugh. “If you want someone to blame for all of this,” 

she said to Tamlin, “perhaps you should first look in the mirror.” 

Tamlin snarled at her. 

Cassian snarled right back, “Watch it.” 

Tamlin looked between my sister and Cassian—his gaze lingering on Cassian’s

wings, tucked in behind him. Snorted. “Seems like other preferences run in the

Archeron family, too.” 

My power began to rumble—a behemoth rising up, yawning awake. 

“What do you want?” I hissed. “An apology? For me to crawl back into your bed

and play nice, little wife?” 

“Why should I want spoiled goods returned to me?” 

My cheeks heated. 

Tamlin growled, “The moment you let him fuck you like an—” 

One heartbeat, the poisoned words were spewing from his mouth—

where fangs lengthened. 

Then they stopped. 

Tamlin’s mouth simply stopped emitting  sounds. He shut his mouth, opened it—

tried again. 

No sound, not even a snarl, came out. 

There was no smile on Rhysand’s face, not a glint of that irreverent amusement

as  he  rested  his  head  against  the  back  of  his  chair.  “The  gasping-fish  look  is  a good one for you, Tamlin.” 

The others, who had been watching with disdain and amusement and boredom, now  turned  to  my  mate.  Now  possessed  a  shadow  of  fear  in  their  eyes  as  they realized who and what, exactly, sat amongst them. 

Brethren, and yet not. Tamlin was a High Lord, as powerful as any of them. 

Except for the one at my side. Rhys was as different from them as humans were

to Fae. 

They forgot it, sometimes—how deep that well of power went. What manner of

power Rhys bore. 

But as Rhysand ripped away Tamlin’s ability to speak, they remembered. 
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Only my friends didn’t seem surprised. 

Tamlin’s eyes were green flame, golden light flickering around him as his magic

sought to wrest free from Rhysand’s control. As he tried and tried to speak. 

“If  you  want  proof  that  we  are  not  scheming  with  Hybern,”  Rhysand  said

blandly to them all, “consider the fact that it would be far less time-consuming to

slice into your minds and make you do my bidding.” 

Only  Beron  was  stupid  enough  to  scoff.  Eris  was  just  angling  his  body  in  his chair—blocking the path to his mother. 

“Yet  here  I  am,”  Rhysand  went  on,  not  deigning  to  give  Beron  a  glance  of

acknowledgment. “Here we all are.” 

Absolute silence. 

Then Tarquin, silent and watchful, cleared his throat. 

I waited for it—for the blow that would surely doom us. We were thieves who

had deceived him, we had come to his house in peace and stolen from him, had

ripped into their minds to ensure our success. 

But  Tarquin  said  to  me,  to  Rhysand,  “Despite  Varian’s  unsanctioned  warning

…” A glare at his cousin, who didn’t so much as look sorry about it, “You were

the only ones who came to help. The only ones. And yet you asked for nothing

in return. Why?” 

Rhys’s voice was a bit hoarse as he asked, “Isn’t that what friends do?” 

A subtle, quiet offer. 

Tarquin took him in. Then me. And the others. “I rescind the blood rubies. Let

there be no debts between us.” 

“Don’t expect Amren to return hers,” Cassian muttered. “She’s grown attached

to it.” 

I could have sworn a smile tugged on Varian’s mouth. 

But  Rhys  faced  Tamlin,  whose  own  mouth  remained  shut.  His  eyes  still  livid. 

And my mate said to him, “I believe you. That you will fight for Prythian.” 

Kallias didn’t appear so convinced. Neither did Helion. 

Rhys  loosened  his  grasp  on  Tamlin’s  voice.  I  only  knew  because  a  low  snarl

slipped from him. But Tamlin made no move to attack, to even speak. 

“War  is  upon  us,”  Rhysand  declared.  “I  have  no  interest  in  wasting  energy

arguing amongst ourselves.” 

The  better  man—male.  His  restraint,  his  choice  of  words  …  All  of  it  a  careful portrayal of reason and power. But Rhysand … I knew he meant what he said. 

Even if Tamlin had been a part of killing his own family, even if he had played

his  part  in  Hybern  …  For  our  home,  for  Prythian,  he’d  set  it  aside.  A  sacrifice that would harm no one but his own soul. 

But Beron said, “You may be inclined to believe him, Rhysand, but as someone

who  shares  a  border  with  his  court,  I  am  not  so  easily  swayed.”  A  wry  look. 

“Perhaps my errant son can clarify. Pray, where is he?” 

Even Tamlin looked toward us—toward me. 

“Helping to guard our city,” was all I said. Not a lie, not entirely. 

Eris snorted and surveyed Nesta, who stared back at him with steel in her face. 

“Pity you didn’t bring the other sister. I hear our little brother’s mate is quite the

beauty.” 

If they knew Elain was Lucien’s mate … It was now another avenue, I realized

with  no  small  amount  of  horror.  Another  way  to  strike  at  the  youngest  brother they hated so fiercely, so unreasonably. Eris’s bargain with us had not included

protection of Lucien. My mouth went dry. 

But  Mor  replied  smoothly,  “You  still  certainly  like  to  hear  yourself  talk,  Eris. 

Good to know some things don’t change over the centuries.” 

Eris’s mouth curled into a smile at the words, the careful game of pretending that

they  had  not  seen  each  other  in  years.  “Good  to  know  that  after  five  hundred years, you still dress like a slut.” 

One moment, Azriel was seated. 

The next, he’d blasted through Eris’s shield with a flare of blue light and tackled

him backward, wood shattering beneath them. 

“Shit,” Cassian spat, and was instantly there—

And met a wall of blue. 

Azriel  had  sealed  them  in,  and  as  his  scarred  hands  wrapped  around  Eris’s

throat, Rhys said, “Enough.” 

Azriel squeezed, Eris thrashing beneath him. No physical brawling—

there  had  been  a  rule  against  that,  but  Azriel,  with  whatever  power  those

shadows gave him …

“Enough,  Azriel,”  Rhys  ordered.  Perhaps  those  shadows  that  now  slid  and eddied  around  the  shadowsinger   hid  him  from  the  wrath  of  the  binding  magic. 

The others made no move to interfere, as if wondering the same. 

Azriel dug his knee—and all his weight—into Eris’s gut. He was silent, utterly

silent  as  he  ripped  the  air  from  Eris’s  body.  Beron’s  flames  struck  the  blue shield, over and over, but the fire skittered off and fizzled out on the water. Any

that escaped were torn to shreds by shadows. 

“Call off your overgrown bat,” Beron ordered Rhys. 

Rhys was enjoying it, bargain with Eris or no—could have ended it seconds ago. 

He gave me a glance as if to say so. And an invitation. 

I rose on surprisingly steady knees. 

Felt  all  of  them  tense,  Tamlin’s  gaze  like  a  brand  as  I  walked  toward  the

shadowsinger, my sparkling gown hissing along the floor behind me. As I put a

tattooed hand on the hard, near-invisible curve of the shield and said, 

“Come, Azriel.” 

Azriel stopped. 

Eris  gasped  for  air  as  those  scarred  hands  loosened.  As  Azriel  turned  his  face toward me—

The frozen rage there rooted me to the spot. 

But beneath it, I could almost see the images that haunted him: the hand Mor had

yanked away, her weeping, distraught face as she had screamed at Rhys. 

And now, behind us, Mor was shaking in her chair. Pale and shaking. 

I only offered my hand to Azriel. “Come sit beside me.” 

Nesta had already moved her seat, and an extra chair appeared beside mine. 

I didn’t let my hand tremble as I kept it extended. And waited. 

Azriel’s  eyes  slid  to  Eris,  the  High  Lord’s  son  panting  beneath  him.  And  the shadowsinger  leaned  down  to  whisper  something  in  his  ear  that  made  Eris

blanch further. 

But the shield dropped. The shadows lightened into sunshine. 

Beron struck—only for his fire to bounce off a hard barrier of my own. I lifted my gaze to the High Lord of Autumn. “That’s twice now we’ve handed you your

asses. I’d think you’d be sick of the humiliation.” 

Helion  laughed.  But  my  attention  returned  to  Azriel,  who  took  my  still-offered hand  and  rose.  The  scars  were  rough  against  my  fingers,  but  his  skin  was  like ice. Pure ice. 

Mor opened her mouth to say something to Azriel, but Cassian put a hand on her

bare knee and shook his head. I led the shadowsinger to the empty chair beside

mine—then walked to the table myself to pour him a glass of wine. 

No one spoke until I offered it to him and sat down. 

“They  are  my  family,”  I  said  at  the  raised  brows  I  received  for  my  waiting  on him. Tamlin just shook his head in disgust and finally slid that claw back into his

hand. But I met Eris’s fuming gaze, my voice as cold as Azriel’s face as I said, 

“I don’t care if we are allies in this war. If you insult my friend again, I won’t

stop him the next time.” 

Only  Eris  knew  how  far  that  alliance  went—information  that  could  damn  this

meeting  if  either  side  revealed  it.  Information  that  could  get  him  wiped  off  the earth by his father. 

Mor was staring and staring at Azriel, who refused to look at her, who refused to

do anything but give Eris that death-gaze. 

Eris, wisely, averted his eyes. And said, “Apologies, Morrigan.” 

His father actually gawked at the words. But something like approval shone on

the Lady of Autumn’s face as her eldest son settled himself once more. 

Thesan rubbed his temples. “This does not bode well.” 

But  Helion  smirked  at  his  retinue,  crossing  an  ankle  over  a  knee  and  flashing those powerful, sleek thighs. “Looks like you owe me ten gold marks.” 

It seemed like we weren’t the only ones who’d placed bets. Even if not one of

Helion’s entourage answered his mocking smile with one of their own. 

Helion waved a hand, and the stacks of papers Tamlin had compiled drifted over to  him  on  a  phantom  wind.  With  a  snap  of  his  fingers—scar-flecked  from

swordplay—other stacks appeared before every chair in the room. Including my

own. “Replicas,” he said without looking up as he leafed through the documents. 

A handy trick—for a male whose trove was not in gold, but in knowledge. 

No one made any move to touch the papers before us. 

Helion clicked his tongue. “If all of this is true,” he announced, Tamlin snarling

at  the  haughty  tone,  “then  I’d  suggest  two  things:  first,  destroying  Hybern’s caches  of  faebane.  We  won’t  last  long  if  they’ve  made  them  into  so  many

versatile weapons. It’s worth the risk to destroy them.” 

Kallias arched a brow. “How would you suggest we do that?” 

“We’ll handle it,” Tarquin offered. Varian nodded. “We owe them for Adriata.” 

Thesan said, “There is no need.” 

We  all  blinked  at  him.  Even  Tamlin.  The  High  Lord  of  Dawn  just  folded  his

hands in his lap. “A master tinkerer of mine has been waiting for the past several

hours. I would like for her to now join us.” 

Before anyone could reply, a High Fae female appeared at the edge of the circle. 

She bowed so quickly that I barely glimpsed more than her light brown skin and

long, silken black hair. She wore clothes similar to

Thesan’s,  and  yet—her  sleeves  had  been  rolled  up  to  the  forearms,  the  tunic

unbuttoned to her chest. And her hand—

I guessed who she was before she rose. Her right hand was solid gold—

mechanical. The way Lucien’s was. It clicked and whirred quietly, drawing the

eye of every immortal in the room as she faced her High Lord. Thesan smiled in

warm welcome. 

But  her  face  …  I  wondered  if  Amren  had  modeled  her  own  features  after  a

similar  bloodline  when  she’d  bound  herself  into  her  Fae  body:  the  sharp  chin, round cheeks, and stunning uptilted eyes. But where Amren’s were that unholy

silver, this female’s were dark as onyx. And aware—utterly aware of us gawking at her hand, her arrival—as she said to Thesan, “My Lord.” 

Thesan gestured to the female standing tall before the assembled group. 

“Nuan is one of my most skilled craftspeople.” 

Rhys  leaned  back  in  his  seat,  brows  rising  with  recognition  at  the  name,  and jerked his chin to Beron, to Eris. “You might know her as the person responsible

for granting your … errant son, as you called him, the ability to use his left eye

after Amarantha removed it.” 

Nuan nodded once in confirmation, her lips pressing into a thin line as she took

in  Lucien’s  family.  She  didn’t  so  much  as  turn  in  Tamlin’s  direction—and  he

certainly didn’t bother to acknowledge her, regardless of the past binding them, 

their mutual friend. 

“And  what  has  this  to  do  with  the  faebane?”  Helion  demanded.  Thesan’s  lover

seethed  at  the  High  Lord  of  Day’s  tone,  but  one  glance  from  Thesan  had  the male relaxing. 

Nuan turned, her dark hair slipping over a shoulder as she studied Helion. And

did not seem impressed. “Because I found a solution for it.” 

Thesan  waved  a  hand.  “We  heard  rumors  of  faebane  being  used  in  this  war—

used  in  the  attack  on  your  city,  Rhysand.  We  thought  to  look  into  the  issue before it became a deadly weakness for all of us.” He nodded to Nuan. 

“Beyond her unparalleled tinkering, she is a skilled alchemist.” 

Nuan crossed her arms, the sun glinting off her metal hand. “Thanks to samples

attained after the attack in Velaris, I was able to create an …

antidote, of sorts.” 

“How did you get those samples?” Cassian demanded. 

A  flush  crept  over  Nuan’s  cheeks.  “I—heard  the  rumors  and  assumed  Lucien

Vanserra would be residing there after … what happened.” She still didn’t look

at Tamlin, who remained silent and brooding. “I managed to contact him a few

days ago—asked him to send samples. He did—and did not tell you,” she added quickly to Rhysand, “because he did not want to raise your hopes. Not until I’d

found a solution.” 

No wonder he’d been so eager to head alone into Velaris that day he’d gone to

help us research. I shot a look at Rhys.  Seems like Lucien can still  play the fox. 

Rhys didn’t look at me, though his lips twitched as he replied,  Indeed. 

Nuan  went  on,  “The  Mother  has  provided  us  with  everything  we  need  on  this

earth. So it has been a matter of finding what, exactly, she gave us in Prythian to

combat a material from Hybern capable of wiping out our powers.” 

Helion  shifted  with  impatience,  that  glistening,  white  fabric  slipping  over  his muscled chest. 

Thesan read that impatience, too, and said, “Nuan has been able to quickly create

a powder for us to ingest in drink, food, however you please. 

It grants immunity from the faebane. I already have workers in three of my cities

manufacturing as much of it as possible to hand out to our unified armies.” 

Even  Rhys  seemed  impressed  at  the  stealth,  the  unveiling.  I’m  surprised   you didn’t have a grand reveal of your own today, I quipped down the bond. 

 Cruel, beautiful High Lady, he purred, eyes twinkling. 

Tarquin  asked,  “But  what  of  physical  objects  made  from  faebane?  They

possessed gauntlets at the battle to smash through shields.” He jerked his chin to

Rhys. “And when they attacked your own city.” 

“Against that,” Nuan said, “you only have your wits to protect you.” She did not

break Tarquin’s stare, and he straightened, as if surprised she did so. 

“The  compound  I’ve  made  will  only  protect  you—your  powers—from  being

rendered void by the faebane. Perhaps if you are pierced with a

weapon  tipped  in  faebane,  having  the  compound  in  your  system  will  negate  its impact.” 

Quiet fell. 

Beron said, “And we are supposed to trust you”—a look at Thesan, then at Nuan

—“with this … substance we’re to blindly ingest.” 

“Would you rather face Hybern without any power?” Thesan demanded. 

“My master alchemists and tinkerers are no fools.” 

“No,” Beron said, frowning, “but where did she come from?  Who are you?” The

last bit directed at Nuan. 

“I  am  the  daughter  of  two  High  Fae  from  Xian,  who  moved  here  to  give  their children a better life, if that is what you are demanding to know,” 

Nuan answered tightly. 

Helion demanded of Beron, “What does this have to do with anything?” 

Beron  shrugged.  “If  her  family  is  from  Xian—which  I’ll  have  you  remember

fought for the Loyalists—then whose interests does she serve?” 

Helion’s amber eyes flashed. 

Thesan cut  in  sharply,  “I  will  have   you remember,  Beron,  that  my  own  mother hailed from Xian. And a large majority of my court did as well. Be careful what

you say.” 

Before  Beron  could  hiss  a  retort,  Nuan  said  to  the  Lord  of  Autumn,  her  chin high, “I am a child of Prythian. I was born here, on this land, as your sons were.” 

Beron’s face darkened. “Watch your tone, girl.” 

“She doesn’t have to watch anything,” I cut in. “Not when you fling that sort of

horseshit at her.” I looked to the alchemist. “I will take your antidote.” 

Beron rolled his eyes. 

But Eris said, “Father.” 

Beron lifted a brow. “You have something to add?” 

Eris  didn’t  flinch,  but  he  seemed  to  choose  his  words  very,  very  carefully.  “I have  seen  the  effects  of  faebane.”  He  nodded  toward  me.  “It  truly  renders  us unable to tap our power. If it’s wielded against us in war or beyond it—” 

“If  it  is,  we  shall  face  it.  I  will  not  risk  my  people  or  family  in  testing  out  a theory.” 

“It  is  no  theory,”  Nuan  said,  that  mechanical  hand  clicking  and  whirring  as  it curled  into  a  fist.  “I  would  not  stand  here  unless  it  had  been  proved  without  a doubt.” 

A female of pride and hard work. 

Eris said, “I will take it.” 

It was the most … decent I’d ever heard him sound. Even Mor blinked at it. 

Beron  studied  his  son  with  a  scrutiny  that  made  some  small,  small  part  of  me wonder if Eris might have grown to be a good male if he’d had a different father. 

If one still lurked there, beneath centuries of poison. 

Because Eris … What had it been like for him, Under the Mountain? 

What games had he played—what had he endured? Trapped for forty-nine years. 

I  doubted  he  would  risk  such  a  thing  happening  again.  Even  if  it  set  him  in opposition to his father—or perhaps because of that. 

Beron only said, “No, you will not. Though I’m sure your brothers will be sorry

to hear it.” 

Indeed,  the  others  seemed  rather  put-out  that  their  first  barrier  to  the  throne wasn’t about to risk his life in testing Nuan’s solution. 

Rhys  said  simply,  “Then  don’t  take  it.  I  will.  My  entire  court  will,  as  will  my armies.” He gave a thankful nod to Nuan. 

Thesan did the same—in thanks and dismissal—and the master tinkerer  bowed

once more and left. 

“At least you have armies to give it to,” Tamlin said mildly, breaking his roiling

silence. A smile at me. “Though perhaps that was part of the plan. 

Disable  my  force  while  your  own  swept  in.  Or  was  it  just  to  see  my  people suffer?” 

A headache was beginning to pound at my right temple. 

Those claws poked through his knuckles again. “Surely you knew that when you

turned my forces on me, it would leave my people defenseless against Hybern.” 

I said nothing. Even as I blocked the images from my mind. 

“You  primed  my  court  to  fall,”  Tamlin  said  with  venomous  quiet.  “And  it  did. 

Those villages you wanted so badly to help rebuild? They’re nothing more than

cinders now.” 

I  shut  out  that,  too.  He’d  said  they’d  remain  untouched,  that  Hybern  had

 promised—

“And while you’ve been making antidotes and casting yourselves as saviors, I’ve

been piecing together my forces—regaining their trust, their numbers. Trying to

gather my people in the East—where Hybern has not yet marched.” 

Nesta said drily, “So you won’t be taking the antidote, then.” 

Tamlin  ignored  her,  even  as  his  claws  sank  into  the  arm  of  his  chair.  But  I believed him—that he’d moved as many of his people as he could to the eastern

edge of the territory. He’d said as much long before I’d returned home. 

Thesan cleared his throat and said to Helion, “You said you had two suggestions

based on the information you analyzed.” 

Helion  shrugged,  the  sun  catching  in  the  embroidered  gold  thread  of  his  tunic. 

“Indeed, though it seems Tamlin is already ahead of me. The Spring Court must

be evacuated.” His amber eyes darted between Tarquin and Beron. “Surely your

northern neighbors will welcome them.” 

Beron’s lip curled. “We do not have the resources for such a thing.” 

“Right,”  Viviane  said,  “because  everyone’s  too  busy  polishing  every  jewel  in

that trove of yours.” 

Beron  threw  her  a  glare  that  had  Kallias  tensing.  “Wives  were  invited  as  a

courtesy, not as consultants.” 

Viviane’s sapphire eyes flared as if struck by lightning. “If this war goes poorly, 

we’ll be bleeding out right alongside you, so I think we damn well get a say in

things.” 

“Hybern will do far worse things than kill you,” Beron counted coolly. 

“A young, pretty thing like you especially.” 

Kallias’s  snarl  rippled  the  water  in  the  reflection  pool,  echoed  by  Mor’s  own growl. 

Beron  smiled  a  bit.  “Only  three  of  us  were  present  for  the  last  war.”  A  nod  to Rhys and Helion, whose face darkened. “One does not easily forget what Hybern

and the Loyalists did to captured females in their war-camps. 

What  they  reserved  for  High  Fae  females  who  either  fought  for  the  humans  or had families who did.” He put a heavy hand on his wife’s too-thin arm. 

“Her  two  sisters  bought  her  time  to  run  when  Hybern’s  forces  ambushed  their

lands. The two ladies did not walk out of that war-camp again.” 

Helion was watching Beron closely, his stare simmering with reproach. 

The Lady of the Autumn Court kept her focus on the reflection pool. 

Any trace of color drained from her face. Dagdan and Brannagh flashed through

my  mind—along  with  the  corpses  of  those  humans.  What  they’d  done  to  them

before and after they’d died. 

“We will take your people,” Tarquin cut in quietly to Tamlin. 

“Regardless of your involvement with Hybern … your people are innocent. 

There is plenty of room in my territory. We will take all of them, if need be.” 

A curt nod was Tamlin’s only acknowledgment and gratitude. 

Beron  said,  “So  the  Seasonal  Courts  are  to  become  the  charnel  houses  and hostels, while the Solar Courts remain pristine here in the North?” 

“Hybern has focused its efforts on the southern half,” Rhys said. “To be close to

the wall—and human lands.” 

At this, Nesta and I exchanged looks. 

Rhys  went  on,  “Why  bother  to  go  through  the  northern  climes—through  faerie

territories  on  the  continent,  when  you  could  claim  the  South  and  use  it  to  go directly to the human lands of the continent?” 

Thesan asked, “And you believe the human armies there will bow to Hybern?” 

“Its queens sold us out,” Nesta said. She lifted her chin, poised as any emissary. 

“For  the  gift  of  immortality,  the  human  queens  will  allow  Hybern  in  to  sweep away any resistance. They might very well hand over control of their armies to

him.” Nesta looked to me, to Rhys. “Where do the humans on our island go? We

cannot evacuate them to the continent, and with the

wall intact … Many might rather risk waiting than cross over the wall anyway.” 

“The fate of the humans below the wall,” Beron cut in, “is none of our concern. 

Especially in a spit of land with no queen, no army.” 

“It is my concern,” I said, and the voice that came out of me was not Feyre the

huntress or Feyre the Cursebreaker, but Feyre the High Lady. 

“Humans are nearly defenseless against our kind.” 

“So  go  waste  your  own  soldiers  defending  them,”  Beron  said.  “I  will  not  send my own forces to protect chattel.” 

My blood heated, and I took a breath to cool it, to cool the magic crackling at the

insult. It did nothing. If it was this impossible to get all of them to ally against

Hybern …

“You’re a coward,” I breathed to the High Lord of Autumn. Even Rhys tensed. 

Beron just said, “The same could be claimed of you.” 

My stomach churned. “I don’t need to explain myself to you.” 

“No, but perhaps to that girl’s family—but they’re dead, too, aren’t they? 

Butchered  and  burned  to  death  in  their  own  beds.  Funny,  that  you  should  now seek  to  defend  humans  when  you  were  all  too  happy  to  offer  them  up  to  save yourself.” 

My  palms  heated,  as  if  twin  suns  built  and  swirled  beneath  them.  Easy,  Rhys purred.  He’s a cranky old bastard. 

But I could barely hear the words behind the tangle of images: Clare’s mutilated

body nailed to the wall; the cinders of the Beddors’ house staining the snow like

wisps of shadow; the smile of the Attor as it hauled me through those stone halls

Under the Mountain—

“As my lady said,” Rhys drawled, “she does not need to explain herself to you.” 

Beron  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  “Then  I  suppose  I  don’t  need  to  explain  my motivations, either.” 

Rhys  lifted  a  brow.  “Your  staggering  generosity  aside,  will  you  be  joining  our forces?” 

“I have not yet decided.” 

Eris went so far as to give his father a look bordering on reproach. From genuine

alarm or for what that refusal might mean for our  own covert alliance, I couldn’t tell. 

“Armies take time to raise,” Cassian said. “You don’t have the luxury of sitting

on your ass. You need to rally your soldiers now.” 

Beron only sneered. “I don’t take orders from the bastards of lesser fae whores.” 

My  heartbeat  was  so  wild  I  could  hear  it  in  every  corner  of  my  body,  feel  it pounding  in  my  arms,  my  gut.  But  it  was  nothing  compared  to  the  wrath  on

Cassian’s  face—or  the  icy  rage  on  Azriel’s  and  Rhys’s.  And  the  disgust  on

Mor’s. 

“That  bastard,”  Nesta  said  with  utter  coolness,  though  her  eyes  began  to  burn, 

“may wind up being the only person standing in the way of Hybern’s forces and

your people.” 

She didn’t so much as look at Cassian as she said it. But he stared at her

—as if he’d never seen her before. 

This argument was pointless. And I didn’t care who they were or who I was as I

said to Beron, “Get out if you’re not going to be helpful.” 

At  his  side,  Eris  had  the  wits  to  actually  look  worried.  But  Beron  continued  to ignore his son’s pointed stare and hissed at me, “Did you know that while your

 mate  was  warming  Amarantha’s  bed,  most  of  our  people  were  locked  beneath that mountain?” 

I didn’t deign responding. 

“Did  you  know  that  while  he  had  his  head  between  her  legs,  most  of  us  were fighting to keep our families from becoming the nightly entertainment?” 

I  tried  to  shut  out  the  images.  The  blinding  fury  at  what  had  been  done,  what he’d done to keep Amarantha distracted—the secrets he still kept from shame or

disinterest in sharing, I didn’t know. Cassian was now trembling two seats down

—with restraint. And Rhys said nothing. 

Tarquin murmured, “That’s enough, Beron.” 

Tarquin, who had guessed at Rhysand’s sacrifice, his motives. 

Beron ignored him. “And now Rhysand wants to play hero. Amarantha’s Whore

becomes Hybern’s Destroyer. But if it goes badly …” A cruel, cold smile. “Will

he get on his knees for Hybern? Or just spread his—” 

I stopped hearing the words. Stopped hearing anything other than my heart, my

breathing. 

Fire exploded out of me. 

Raging, white-hot flame that blasted into Beron like a lance. 
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Beron shielded barely fast enough to block me, but the wake singed Eris’s arm—

right through the cloth. And the pale, lovely arm of Lucien’s mother. 

The  others  shouted,  shooting  to  their  feet,  but  I  couldn’t  think,  couldn’t  hear anything  but  Eris’s  words,  see  those  moments  Under  the  Mountain,  see  that nightmare of Amarantha leading Rhys down the hall, what Rhys had endured—

 Feyre. 

I  ignored  it  as  I  stood.  And  sent  a  wave  of  water  from  the  reflection  pond  to encircle Beron and his chair. A bubble without air. 

Flame pounded against it, turning water to steam, but I pushed harder. 

I’d kill him. Kill him and gladly be done with it. 

 Feyre. 

I couldn’t tell if Rhysand was yelling it, if he was murmuring it down the bond. 

Maybe both. 

Beron’s flame barrier slammed into my water, hard enough that ripples began to

form, steam hissing amongst them. 

So I bared my teeth and sent a fist of white light punching into that fiery shield

—the white light of Day. Spell-breaker. Ward-cleaver. 

Beron’s eyes widened as his shields began to fray. As that water pushed in. 

Then  hands  were  on  my  face.  And  violet  eyes  were  before  mine,  calm  and  yet insistent. “You’ve proved your point, my love,” Rhys said. “Kill

him, and horrible Eris will take his place.” 

 Then I’ll kill all of them. 

“As  interesting  an  experiment  as  that  might  be,”  Rhys  crooned,  “it  would  only

complicate the matters at hand.” 

Into my mind he whispered,  I love you. The words of that hateful bastard  don’t mean anything. He has nothing of joy in his life. Nothing good. We do. 

I began to hear things—the trickling water of the pool, the crackle of flames, the

quick  breathing  of  those  around  us,  the  cursing  of  Beron  trapped  in  that

tightening cocoon of light and water. 

 I love you, Rhys said again. 

And I let go of my magic. 

Beron’s flames exploded like an unfurling flower—and bounced harmlessly off

the shield Rhys had thrown around us. 

Not to shield against Beron. 

But the other High Lords were now on their feet. 

“That was how you got through my wards,” Tarquin murmured. 

Beron was panting so hard he looked like he might spew fire. 

But Helion rubbed his jaw as he sat down once more. “I wondered where it went

—that  little  bit.  So  small—like  a  fish  missing  a  single  scale.  But  I  still  felt whenever  something  brushed  against  that  empty  spot.”  A  smirk  at  Rhys.  “No

wonder you made her High Lady.” 

“I made her High Lady,” Rhys said simply, lowering his hands from my face but

not  leaving  my  side,  “because  I  love  her.  Her  power  was  the  last  thing  I

considered.” 

I was beyond words, beyond basic feelings. Helion asked Tamlin, “You knew of

her powers?” 

Tamlin  was  only  watching  me  and  Rhys,  my  mate’s  declaration  hanging

between us. “It was none of your business,” was all Tamlin said to Helion. 

To all of them. 

“The power belongs to  us. I think it is,” Beron seethed. 

Mor leveled a look at Beron that would have sent lesser males running. 

The  Lady  of  Autumn  was  clutching  her  arm,  angry  red  splattered  along  the

moon-white skin. No glimmer of pain on that face, though. I said to her

as I reclaimed my seat, “I’m sorry.” 

Her eyes lifted toward mine, round as saucers. 

Beron spat, “Don’t talk to her, you human filth.” 

Rhys shattered through Beron’s shield, his fire, his defenses. 

Shattered through them like a stone hurled into a window, and slammed his dark

power into Beron so hard he rocked back in his seat. Then that seat disintegrated

into black, sparkling dust beneath him. 

Leaving Beron to fall on his ass. 

Glittering ebony dust drifted away on a phantom wind, staining Beron’s crimson

jacket, clinging like clumps of ash to his brown hair. 

“Don’t ever,” Rhys said, hands sliding into his pockets, “speak to my mate like

that again.” 

Beron shot to his feet, not bothering to brush off the dust, and declared to no one

in particular, “This meeting is over. I hope Hybern butchers you all.” 

But Nesta rose from her chair. “This meeting is  not over.” 

Even Beron paused at her tone. Eris sized up the space between my sister and his

father. 

She stood tall, a pillar of steel. “You are all there is,” she said to Beron, to all of

us. “You are all that there is between Hybern and the end of everything that is

good and decent.” She settled her stare on Beron, unflinching and fierce. “You

fought against Hybern in the last war. Why do you refuse to do so now?” 

Beron  did  not  deign  to  answer.  But  he  did  not  leave.  Eris  subtly  motioned  his

brothers to sit. 

Nesta  marked  the  gesture—hesitated.  As  if  realizing  she  indeed  held  their

complete attention. That every word mattered. “You may hate us. I don’t care if

you do. But I do care if you let innocents suffer and die. At least stand for them. 

Your people. For Hybern will make an example of them. Of all of us.” 

“And you know this how?” Beron sneered. 

“I  went  into  the  Cauldron,”  Nesta  said  flatly.  “It  showed  me  his  heart.  He  will bring down the wall, and butcher those on either side of it.” 

Truth  or  lie,  I  could  not  tell.  Nesta’s  face  revealed  nothing.  And  no  one  dared contradict her. 

She looked to Kallias and Viviane. “I am sorry for the loss of those children. The

loss of one is abhorrent.” She shook her head. “But beneath the wall, I witnessed

children—entire families—starve to death.” She jerked her chin at me. “Were it

not for my sister … I would be among them.” 

My eyes burned, but I blinked it away. 

“Too  long,”  Nesta  said.  “For  too  long  have  humans  beneath  the  wall  suffered

and  died  while  you  in  Prythian  thrived.  Not  during  that—queen’s  reign.”  She

recoiled, as if hating to even speak Amarantha’s name. “But long before. If you

fight  for  anything—fight  now,  to  protect  those  you  forgot.  Let  them  know

they’re not forgotten. Just this once.” 

Thesan cleared his throat. “While a noble sentiment, the details of the Treaty did

not demand we provide for our human neighbors. They were to be left alone. So

we obeyed.” 

Nesta  remained  standing.  “The  past  is  the  past.  What  I  care  about  is  the  road ahead. What I care about is making sure no children—Fae or human—

are harmed. You have been entrusted with protecting this land.” She scanned the

faces around her. “How can you not fight for it?” 

She  looked  to  Beron  and  his  family  as  she  finished.  Only  the  Lady  and  Eris seemed  to  be  considering—impressed,  even,  by  the  strange,  simmering  woman

before them. 

I didn’t have the words in me—to convey what was in my heart. Cassian seemed

the same. 

Beron only said, “I shall consider it.” A look at his family, and they vanished. 

Eris  was  the  last  to  winnow,  something  conflicted  dancing  over  his  face,  as  if this was not the outcome he’d planned for. Expected. 

But  then  he,  too,  was  gone,  the  space  where  they’d  been  empty  save  for  that black, glittering dust. 

Slowly, Nesta sat, her face again cold—as if it were a mask to conceal whatever

raged in her at Beron’s disappearance. 

Kallias asked me quietly, “Did you master the ice?” 

I gave a shallow nod. “All of it.” 

Kallias scrubbed at his face as Viviane set a hand on his arm. “Does it make a

difference, Kal?” 

“I don’t know,” he admitted. 

That fast, this alliance unraveled. That fast—because of my lack of control, my

—

 It either would have been this or something else, Rhys said from where he stood

beside  my  chair,  one  hand  toying  with  the  glittering  panels  on  the  back  of  my gown.  Better  now  than  later.  Kallias  won’t  break—he  just  needs   to  sort  it through on his own. 

But Tarquin said, “You saved us Under the Mountain. Losing a kernel of power

seems a worthy payment.” 

“It  seems  she  took  far  more  than  that,”  Helion  argued,  “if  she  could  be  within seconds of drowning Beron despite the wards.” Perhaps I’d gotten around them

simply by being Made—outside anything the wards knew to recognize. 

Helion’s power, warm and clear, brushed against the shield, trawling through the air  between  us.  As  if  testing  for  a  tether.  As  if  I  were  some  parasite,  leeching power from him. And he’d gladly sever it. 

Thesan  declared,  “What’s  done  is  done.  Short  of  killing  her”—  Rhys’s  power

roiled through the room at the words—“there is nothing we can do.” 

It wasn’t entirely placating, his tone. Words of peace, yet the tone was terse. As

if, were it not for Rhys and his power, he’d consider tying me down on an altar

and cutting me open to see where his power was—and how to take it back. 

I stood, looking Thesan in the eye. Then Helion. Tarquin. Kallias. 

Exactly as Nesta had done. “I did not take your power. You gave it to me, along

with the gift of my immortal life. I am grateful for both. But they are mine now. 

And I will do with them what I will.” 

My friends had risen to their feet, now in rank behind me, Nesta at my left. Rhys

stepped  up  to  my  right,  but  did  not  touch  me.  Let  me  stand  on  my  own,  stare them all down. 

I said quietly, but not weakly, “I will use these powers—  my powers—to smash

Hybern  to  bits.  I  will  burn  them,  and  drown  them,  and  freeze  them.  I  will  use these powers to heal the injured. To shatter through Hybern’s wards. I have done

so  already,  and  I  will  do  so  again.  And  if  you  think  that  my  possession  of  a kernel  of  your  magic  is  your  biggest  problem,  then  your  priorities  are  severely out of order.” 

Pride flickered down the bond. The High Lords and their retinues said nothing. 

But Viviane nodded, chin high, and rose. “I will fight with you.” 

Cresseida stood a heartbeat later. “As will I.” 

Both of them looked to the males in their court. 

Tarquin and Kallias rose. 

Then Helion, smirking at me and Rhys. 

And finally Thesan—Thesan and Tamlin, who did not so much as breathe in my direction, had barely moved or spoken these past few minutes. It was the least of

my concerns, so long as they all were standing. 

 Six out of seven. Rhys chuckled down the bond.  Not bad, Cursebreaker. 

 Not bad at all. 

CHAPTER

47

Our alliance did not begin well. 

Even  though  we  talked  for  a  good  two  hours  afterward  …  the  bickering,  the

back-and-forth, continued. With Tamlin there, none would declare what numbers

they had, what weapons, what weaknesses. 

As the afternoon slipped into evening, Thesan pushed back his chair. 

“You are all welcome to stay the night and resume this discussion in the morning

—unless you wish to return to your own homes for the evening.” 

 We’re staying, Rhysand said.  I need to talk to some of the others alone. 

Indeed, the others seemed to have similar thoughts, for all decided to stay. 

Even Tamlin. 

We were shown toward the suites appointed for us—the sunstone turning a deep

gold  in  the  late-afternoon  sun.  Tamlin  was  escorted  away  first,  by  Thesan

himself  and  a  trembling  attendant.  He  had  wisely  chosen  not  to  attack  Rhys  or me  during  the  debating,  though  his  refusal  to  even  acknowledge  us  did  not  go unnoticed.  And  as  he  left,  back  stiff  and  steps  clipped,  he  did  not  say  a  word. 

Good. 

Then Tarquin was led out, then Helion. Until only Kallias’s party and our own

waited. 

Rhys rose from his seat and dragged a hand through his hair. “That went well. It
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would seem  none of us won our bet about who’d fight first.” 

Azriel  stared  at  the  floor,  stone-faced.  “Sorry.”  The  word  was  emotionless—

distant. 

He had not spoken, had barely moved, since his savage attack. It had taken Mor

thirty minutes after it to stop shaking. 

“He had it coming,” Viviane said. “Eris is a piece of shit.” 

Kallias turned to his mate with high brows. 

“What?” She put a hand on her chest. “He is.” 

“Be that as it may,” Kallias said with cool humor, “the question remains about

whether Beron will fight with us.” 

“If all the others are allying,” Mor said hoarsely, her first words in hours, 

“Beron will join. He’s too smart to risk siding with Hybern and losing. And I’m

sure if things go badly, he’ll easily switch over.” 

Rhys nodded, but faced Kallias. “How many troops do you have?” 

“Not enough. Amarantha did her job well.” Again, that ripple of guilt that pulsed

down the bond. “We’ve got the army that Viv commanded and hid, but not much

else. You?” 

Rhys didn’t reveal a whisper of the tension that tightened in me, as if it were my

own.  “We  have  sizable  forces.  Mostly  Illyrian  legions.  And  a  few  thousand

Darkbringers. But we’ll need every soldier who can march.” 

Viviane walked to where Mor remained seated, still pale, and braced her hands

on  my  friend’s  shoulders.  “I  always  knew  we’d  fight  alongside  each  other  one day.” 

Mor dragged her brown eyes up. But she glanced toward Kallias, who seemed to

be trying his best not to appear worried. Mor gave the High Lord a look as if to

say   I’ll  take  care  of  her  before  she  smiled  at  Viviane.  “It’s  almost  enough  to make me feel bad for Hybern.” 

“Almost.” Viviane grinned wickedly. “But not quite.” 

We were led to a suite built around a lavish sitting area and private dining room. 

All  of  it  carved  from  that  sunstone,  bedecked  in  jewel-toned  fabrics,  broad

cushions clumped along the thick carpets, and overlooked by ornate

golden  cages  filled  with  birds  of  all  shapes  and  sizes.  I’d  spied  peacocks

parading  about  the  countless  courtyards  and  gardens  as  we’d  walked  through

Thesan’s home, some preening in the shade beneath potted fig trees. 

“How did Thesan keep Amarantha from trashing this place?” I asked Rhys as we

surveyed the sitting room that opened to the hazy sprawl of countryside far, far

below. 

“It’s his private residence.” Rhys dismissed his wings and slumped onto a pile of

emerald  cushions  near  the  darkened  fireplace.  “He  likely  shielded  it  the  same way Kallias and I did.” 

A decision that would weigh heavily on them for many centuries, I had no doubt. 

But  I  looked  to  Azriel,  currently  leaning  against  the  wall  beside  the  floor-to-ceiling  window,  shadows  fluttering  around  him.  Even  the  birds  in  their  cages

nearby remained silent. 

I said down the bond,  Is he all right? 

Rhys tucked his hands behind his head, though his mouth tightened. 

 Likely not, but if we try to talk to him about it, it’ll only make it worse. 

Mor  was  indeed  sprawled  on  a  couch—one  wary  eye  on  Azriel.  Cassian  sat

beside her, holding her feet in his lap. He’d taken the spot closer to Azriel—right

between them. As if he’d leap into their path if need be. 

 You handled it beautifully,  Rhys added.  All of it. 

 Despite my explosion? 

Because  of your explosion. 

I met his stare, sensing the emotions swirling beneath as I claimed a seat in an

overstuffed chair near my mate’s pillow-mound.  I knew that you were  powerful. 

 But I didn’t realize that you had such an advantage on the others. 

Rhys’s eyes shuttered, even as he gave me a half smile.  I’m not sure  even  Beron knew  until  today.  Suspected,  maybe,  but  …  He’ll  now  be  wishing   he’d  found  a way to kill me in the cradle. 

A shiver skittered down my spine.  He knows about Elain being Lucien’s   mate. 

 He makes a move to harm or take her, and he’s dead. 

Uncompromising will swept over the stars in his  eyes.  I’ll kill him myself   if he does. Or hold him long enough for you to do the job. I think I’d enjoy  watching you. 

 I’ll keep it in mind for your next birthday.  I drummed my fingers on the polished arm  of  the  chair,  the  wood  as  smooth  as  glass.  Do  you  really   believe  Tamlin’s claim that he’s been working for our side? 

 Yes.  A beat of silence down the bond.  And perhaps we did him a   disservice by not  even  considering  the  possibility.  Perhaps  even  I  started  to   think  him  some warrior brute. 

I felt tired—in my bones, my breath.  Does it change anything, though? 

 In some ways, yes. In others … Rhys surveyed me  . No. No, it does not. 

I  blinked,  realizing  I’d  been  lost  in  the  bond,  but  found  Azriel  still  by  the window,  Cassian  now  rubbing  Mor’s  feet.  Nesta  had  retired  to  her  own  room

without a word—and remained there. I wondered if Beron’s leaving despite her

words … Perhaps it had thrown her. 

I got to my feet, straightening the folds of my shimmering gown.  I  should check on Nesta. Talk to her. 

Rhys  nestled  deeper  into  his  spread  of  pillows,  tucking  his  hands  behind  his head.  She did well today. 

Pride fluttered at the praise as I crossed the room. But I got as far as the foyer archway when a knock thudded on the door that opened into the sunny hallway. 

I halted, the sheer panels of my dress swaying, sparkling like pale blue fire in the

golden light. 

“Don’t open it,” Mor warned from her spot on the couch. “Even with the shield, 

don’t open it.” 

Rhys  uncoiled  to  his  feet.  “Wise,”  he  said,  prowling  past  me  to  the  front  door, 

“but unnecessary.” He opened the door, revealing Helion—alone. 

Helion  braced  a  hand  on  the  door  frame  and  grinned.  “How’d  you  convince

Thesan to give you the better view?” 

“He finds my males to be prettier than yours, I think.” 

“I think it’s a wing fetish.” 

Rhys  laughed  and  opened  the  door  wider,  beckoning  him  in.  “You’ve  really

mastered the swaggering prick performance, by the way. Expertly

done.” 

Helion’s robe swayed with his graceful steps, brushing his powerful thighs. He

spied  me  standing  by  the  round  table  in  the  center  of  the  foyer  and  bowed. 

Deeply. 

“Apologies for the bastard act,” he said to me. “Old habits and all.” 

Here it was—the amusement and joy in his amber eyes. The lightness that led to

my own glow when lost to pure bliss. Helion frowned at Rhys. 

“You  were  on  unnaturally  nice  behavior  today.  I  was  betting  Beron  would  be dead by the end of it—you can’t imagine my shock that he walked out alive.” 

“My mate suggested it would be in our favor to appear as we truly are.” 

“Well,  now  I  look  as  bad  as  Beron.”  He  strode  straight  past  me  with  a  wink, stalking into the sitting room. He grinned at Azriel. “You handing Eris’s ass to

him will be my new fantasy at night, by the way.” 

Azriel didn’t so much as bother to look over his shoulder at the High Lord. But Cassian snorted. “I was wondering when the come-ons would begin.” 

Helion threw himself onto the couch across from Cassian and Mor. He’d ditched

that radiant crown somewhere, but kept that gold armband of the upright serpent. 

“It’s  been  what—four  centuries  now,  and  you  three  still  haven’t  accepted  my

offer.” 

Mor lolled her head to the side. “I don’t like to share, unfortunately.” 

“You never know until you try,” Helion purred. 

The  three  of  them  in  bed  …  with  him?  I  must  have  been  blinking  like  a  fool because Rhys said to me,  Helion favors both males and females. 

 Usually together in his bed. And has been hounding after that trio for  centuries. 

I considered—Helion’s beauty and the others …  Why the hell haven’t  they said yes? 

Rhys barked a laugh that had all of them looking at him with raised brows. 

My mate just came up behind me and slid his arms around my waist, pressing a

kiss to my neck.  Would you like someone to join us in bed, Feyre

 darling? 

My  skin  stretched  tight  over  my  bones  at  the  tone,  the  suggestion.  You’re incorrigible. 

 I think you’d like two males worshipping you. 

My toes curled. 

Mor cleared her throat. “Whatever you’re saying mind to mind, either share it or

go to another room so we don’t have to sit here, stewing in your scents.” 

I stuck out my tongue. Rhys laughed again, kissing my neck once more before

saying, “Apologies for offending your delicate sensibilities, cousin.” 

I  pushed  out  of  his  embrace,  out  of  the  touch  that  still  made  me  dizzy  enough

that  basic  thought  became  difficult,  and  claimed  a  chair  adjacent  to  Mor  and Cassian’s couch. 

Cassian said to Helion, “Are your forces ready?” 

Helion’s amusement faded—reshaping into that hard, calculating exterior. “Yes. 

They’ll rendezvous with yours in the Myrmidons.” 

The  mountain  range  we  shared  at  our  border.  He’d  refused  to  divulge  such

information earlier. 

“Good,” Cassian said, rubbing at the arch of Mor’s foot. “We’ll push south from

there.” 

“With  the  final  encampment  being  where?”  Mor  asked,  withdrawing  her  foot

from Cassian’s hands and tucking both feet beneath her. Helion traced the curve

of her bare leg, his amber eyes a bit glazed as he met hers. 

Mor didn’t balk from the heated look. And a keen sort of awareness seemed to

overtake  her—like  every  nerve  in  her  body  shook  awake.  I  didn’t  dare  look

toward Azriel. 

There must have been multiple shields around the room, around every crack and

opening  where  spying  eyes  and  ears  might  be  waiting,  because  Cassian  said, 

“We  join  Thesan’s  forces,  then  eventually  make  camp  along  Kallias’s

southwestern border—near the Summer Court.” 

Helion  drew  his  gaze  from  Mor  long  enough  to  ask  Rhys,  “You  and  pretty

Tarquin had a moment today. Do you truly think he’ll join us?” 

“If  you  mean  in  bed,  definitely  not,”  Rhys  said  with  a  wry  smile  as  he  again sprawled on his spread of cushions. “But if you mean in this war …

Yes. I believe he means to fight. Beron, on the other hand …” 

“Hybern  is  focusing  on  the  South,”  Helion  said.  “And  regardless  of  what   you think  Tamlin’s  up  to,  the  Spring  Court  is  now  mostly  occupied.  Beron  has  to realize his court will be a battleground if he doesn’t join us to push southward—

especially if Summer has joined us.” 

Meaning the Spring Court and human lands would see the brunt of the battles. 

“Will Beron choose to listen to reason, though?” Mor mused. 

Helion tapped a finger against the carved arm of his couch. “He played games in

the War and it cost him—dearly. His people still remember those choices—those

losses. His own damn wife remembers.” 

Helion had looked at the Lady of Autumn repeatedly during the meeting. 

I asked, carefully and casually, “What do you mean?” 

Mor shook her head—not at what I’d said, but at whatever had occurred. 

Helion  fixed  his  full  attention  upon  me.  It  was  an  effort  not  to  flinch  at  the weight  of  that  focus,  the  simmering  intensity.  The  muscled  body  was  only  a

mask—to  hide  that  cunning  mind  beneath.  I  wondered  if  Rhys  had  picked  that

up from him. 

Helion folded an ankle over a knee. “The Lady of the Autumn Court’s two older

sisters were indeed …” He searched for a word. “Butchered. 

Tormented, and then butchered, during the War.” 

I shut out Nesta’s screaming, shut out Elain’s sobbing as she was hauled toward

that Cauldron. 

Lucien’s aunts. Dead before he’d ever existed. Had his mother ever told him this

story? 

Rhys explained to me, “Hybern’s forces had swarmed our lands by that point.” 

Helion’s jaw clenched. “The Lady of the Autumn Court was sent to stay with her

sisters,  her  younger  children  packed  off  to  other  relatives.  To  spread  out  the bloodline.” He dragged a hand through his sable hair. 

“Hybern attacked their estate. Her sisters bought her time to run. Not

because she was married to Beron, but because they loved each other. 

Fiercely. She tried to stay, but they convinced her to go. So she did—she ran and

ran,  but  Hybern’s  beasts  were  still  faster.  Stronger.  They  cornered  her  at  a ravine, where she became trapped atop a ledge, the beasts snapping at her feet.” 

He didn’t speak for a long moment. 

Too many details. He knew so many details. 

I said quietly, “You saved her. You found her, didn’t you?” 

A coronet of light seemed to flicker over that thick black hair. “I did.” 

There was enough weight, anger, and something else in those two words that I

studied the High Lord of Day. 

“What happened?” 

Helion didn’t break my stare. “I tore the beasts apart with my bare hands.” 

A chill slid down my spine. “Why?” 

He could have ended it a thousand other ways. Easier ways. Cleaner ways. 

Rhys’s bloody hands after the Ravens’ attack flashed through my mind. 

Helion didn’t so much as shift in his chair. “She was still young—though she’d

been married to that delightful male for nearly two decades. Married too young, 

the marriage arranged when she was twenty.” 

The  words  were  clipped.  And  twenty—so  young.  Nearly  as  young  as  Mor  had

been when her own family tried to marry her to Eris. 

“So?” A dangerous, taunting question. 

And how his eyes burned at that, flaring bright as suns. 

But it was Mor who said coolly, “I heard a rumor once, Helion, that she waited

before  agreeing  to  that  marriage.  For  a  certain  someone  who  had  met  her  by

chance at an equinox ball the year before.” 

I tried not to blink, not to let any of my rising interest surface. 

The  fire  banked  to  embers  and  Helion  threw  a  half  smile  in  Mor’s  direction. 

“Interesting.  I  heard  her  family  wanted  internal  ties  to  power,  and  that  they didn’t give her a choice before they sold her to Beron.” 

Sold  her.  Mor’s  nostrils  flared.  Cassian  ran  a  hand  down  the  back  of  her  hair. 

Azriel didn’t so much as turn from his vigil at the window, though I could have

sworn his wings tucked in a bit tighter. 

“Too  bad  they’re  just  rumors,”  Rhys  cut  in  smoothly,  “and  can’t  be  confirmed by anyone.” 

Helion merely toyed with the gold cuff on his sculpted arm, twisting the serpent

to  the  center  of  his  bicep.  But  I  furrowed  my  brows.  “Does  Beron  know  you

saved his wife in the War?” He hadn’t mentioned anything during the meeting. 

Helion  let  out  a  dark  laugh.  “Cauldron,  no.”  There  was  enough  wry,  knowing

humor that I straightened. 

“You had—an affair after you rescued her?” 

The amusement only grew, and Helion pushed a finger against his lips in mock

warning. “Careful, High Lady. Even the birds report to Thesan here.” 

I  frowned  at  the  birds  in  cages  throughout  the  room,  still  silent  in  Azriel’s shadowy presence. 

 I threw shields around them, Rhys said down the bond. 

“How  long  did  the  affair  last?”  I  asked.  That  withdrawn  female  …  I  couldn’t imagine it. 

Helion snorted. “Is that a polite question for a High Lady to be asking?” 

But the way he spoke, that smile …

I only waited, using silence to push him instead. 

Helion shrugged. “On and off for decades. Until Beron found out. They say the

lady was all brightness and smiles before that. And after Beron was through with

her … You saw what she is.” 

“What did he do to her?” 

“The  same  things  he  does  now.”  Helion  waved  a  hand.  “Belittle  her,  leave

bruises where no one but him will see them.” 

I clenched my teeth. “If you were her lover, why didn’t you stop it?” 

The  wrong  thing  to  say.  Utterly  wrong,  by  the  dark  fury  that  rippled  across Helion’s face. “Beron is a High Lord, and she is his wife, mother of his brood. 

She chose to stay.  Chose. And with the protocols and rules,  Lady, 

you  will  find  that  most  situations  like  the  one  you  were  in  do   not  end  well  for those who interfere.” 

I didn’t back down, didn’t apologize. “You barely even looked at her today.” 

“We have more important matters at hand.” 

“Beron never called you out for it?” 

“To publicly do so would be to admit that his  possession made a fool of him. So

we  continue  our  little  dance,  these  centuries  later.”  I  somehow  doubted  that

beneath that roguish charm and irreverence, Helion felt it was a dance at all. 

But if it had ended centuries ago, and she’d never seen him again, had let Beron

treat her so abominably …

 Whatever  you’ve  just  figured  out,  Rhys  said,  you’d  better  stop  looking  so shocked by it. 

I  forced  a  smile  to  my  face.  “You  High  Lords  really  do  love  your  melodrama, don’t you?” 

Helion’s  own  smile  didn’t  reach  his  eyes.  But  Rhys  asked,  “In  your  libraries, have you ever encountered a mention of how the wall might be repaired?” 

Helion began asking why we wanted to know, what Hybern was doing with the

Cauldron … and Rhys fed him answers, easily and smoothly. 

While we spoke, I said down the bond,  Helion is Lucien’s father. 

Rhys was silent. Then—

 Holy burning hell. 

His shock was a shooting star between us. 

I let my gaze dart through the room, half paying attention to Helion’s musing on

the  wall  and  how  to  repair  it,  then  dared  study  the  High  Lord  for  a  heartbeat. 

 Look  at  him.  The  nose  is  the  same,  the  smile.  The  voice.  Even   Lucien’s  skin  is darker than his brothers’.  A golden brown compared to their pale coloring. 

 It would explain why his father and brothers detest him so much—why  they have tormented him his entire life. 

My  heart  squeezed  at  that.  And  why  Eris  didn’t  want  him  dead.  He  wasn’t   a threat to Eris’s power—his throne.  I swallowed.  Helion has no idea, does  he? 

 It would seem not. 

The Lady of Autumn’s favorite son—not only from Lucien’s goodness. 

But  because  he  was  the  child  she’d  dreamed  of  having  …  with  the  male  she

undoubtedly loved. 

 Beron must have discovered the affair when she was pregnant with  Lucien. 

 He likely suspected, but there was no way to prove it—not if she was  sharing his bed, too.  Rhys’s disgust was a tang in my mouth.  I have no  doubt Beron debated killing her for the betrayal, and even afterward. When  Lucien could be passable as his own offspring—just enough to make him  doubt who had sired his last son. 

I wrapped my head around it. Lucien not Beron’s son, but Helion’s.  His  power is flame, though. They’ve mused Beron’s title could go to him. 

 His  mother’s  family  is  strong—that  was  why  Beron  wanted  a  bride  from   their line. The gift could be hers. 

 You never suspected? 

 Not once. I’m mortified I didn’t even consider it. 

 What does this mean, though? 

 Nothing—ultimately nothing. Other than the fact that Lucien might be  Helion’s sole heir. 

And  that  …  it  changed  nothing  in  this  war.  Especially  not  with  Lucien  on  the continent, hunting that enchanted queen. A bird of flame … and a lord of fire. I

wondered if they’d found each other yet. 

A  door  opened  and  shut  in  the  foyer  beyond,  and  I  braced  myself  as  Nesta

appeared. Helion paused his debating the wall to survey her carefully, as he had

done earlier. 

Spell-Cleaver. That was his title. 

She surveyed  him with her usual disdain. 

But  Helion  gave  her  the  same  bow  he’d  offered  me—though  his  smile  was

edged with enough sensuality that even my heart raced a bit. No

wonder  the  Lady  of  Autumn  hadn’t  stood  a  chance.  “I  don’t  think  we  were

introduced properly earlier,” he crooned to Nesta. “I’m—” 

“I don’t care,” Nesta said with a snap of her wrist, striding right past him and up

to my side. “I’d like a word,” she said. “Now.” 

Cassian was biting his knuckle to keep from laughing—at the utter surprise and

shock  on  Helion’s  face.  It  wasn’t  every  day,  I  supposed,  that  anyone  of  either sex  dismissed  him  so  thoroughly.  I  threw  the  High  Lord  a  semi-apologetic

glance and led my sister out of the room. 

“What  is  it?”  I  asked  when  Nesta  and  I  had  entered  her  bedroom,  the  space

bedecked in pink silk and gold, accents of ivory scattered throughout. 

The lavishness of it indeed put our various homes to shame. 

“We need to leave,” Nesta said. “Right now.” 

Every sense went on alert. “Why?” 

“It feels wrong. Something feels wrong.” 

I studied her, the clear sky beyond the towering, drape-framed windows. 

“Rhys  and  the  others  would  sense  it.  You’re  likely  just  picking  up  on  all  the power gathered here.” 

“Something is  wrong,” Nesta insisted. 

“I’m not doubting you feel that way but … If none of the others are picking it up

—” 

“I am not  like the others.” Her throat bobbed. “We need to leave.” 

“I can send you back to Velaris, but we have things to discuss here—” 

“I don’t care about me, I—” 

The door opened, and Cassian stalked in, face grave. The sight of the wings, the

Illyrian  armor  in  this  opulent,  pink-filled  room  planted  itself  in  my  mind,  the painting already taking form, as he said, “What’s wrong.” 

He  studied  every  inch  of  her.  As  if  there  were  nothing  and  no  one  else  here, anywhere. 

But I said, “She senses something is off—says we need to leave right away.” 

I  waited  for  the  dismissal,  but  Cassian  angled  his  head.  “What,  precisely,  feels wrong?” 

Nesta stiffened, mouth pursing as she weighed his tone. “It feels like there’s this

… dread. This sense that … that I forgot something but can’t remember what.” 

Cassian stared at her for a moment longer. “I’ll tell Rhys.” 

And he did. 

Within  moments,  Rhys,  Cassian,  and  Azriel  had  vanished,  leaving  Mor  and

Helion in alert silence. I waited with Nesta. Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. 

Thirty minutes later, they returned, shaking their heads. Nothing. 

Not in the palace, not in the lands around it, not in the skies above or the earth below.  Not  for  miles  and  miles.  Nothing.  Rhys  even  checked  with  Amren,  and

found nothing amiss in Velaris—Elain, mercifully, safe and sound. 

None  of  them,  however,  were  stupid  enough  to  suggest  that  Nesta  had  made  it up. Not with that otherworldly power in her veins. Or that perhaps the dread was

a  lingering  effect  of  her  time  in  Hybern.  Like  the  crushing  panic  that  I’d

struggled to face down, that still stalked me some nights. 

So we stayed. We ate in our private dining room, Helion joining us, no sign of

Tarquin or Thesan—certainly not Tamlin. 

Kallias and Viviane appeared midway through the meal, and Mor kicked Cassian

out  of  his  seat  to  make  space  for  her  friend.  They  chatted  and  gossiped—even though Mor kept glancing at Helion. 

And the High Lord of Day kept glancing at her. 

Azriel  barely  spoke,  those  shadows  still  perched  on  his  shoulders.  Mor  barely looked at him. 

But we dined and drank for hours, until night was overhead. And though Rhys

and  Kallias  were  tense,  careful  around  each  other  …  By  the  end  of  the  meal, they were at least talking. 

Nesta  was  the  first  to  leave  the  table,  still  wary  and  on  edge.  The  others  made one  final  check  of  the  grounds  before  we  tumbled  into  the  silk  sheets  of  our cloud-soft beds. 

Rhys  and  I  left  Mor  and  Helion  talking  knee  to  knee  on  the  sitting  room

cushions,  Viviane  and  Kallias  long  returned  to  their  suite.  I  had  no  idea  where Azriel went off to—or Cassian, for that matter. 

And when I emerged from washing up in the ivory-and-gold bathing room and

Helion’s deep murmur and Mor’s sultry laugh flitted in from the hall—when it

moved past our door and then  her door creaked open and closed …

Rhysand’s  wings  were  folded  in  tightly  as  he  surveyed  the  stars  beyond  the

bedroom windows. Quieter and smaller here, somehow. 

“Why?” 

He knew what I meant. 

“Mor gets spooked. And what Az did today scared the shit out of her.” 

“The violence?” 

“The violence as a result of what he feels, lingering guilt over the deal with Eris

—and what neither of them will face.” 

“Don’t you think it’s been long enough? And that taking Helion to bed is likely

the  worst possible thing to do?” 

But I had no doubt Helion needed a distraction as much as Mor did. 

From thinking too long about the people they loved—who they could not have. 

“Mor and Azriel have both taken lovers throughout the centuries,” he said, wings

shifting slightly. “The only difference here is the close proximity.” 

“You sound remarkably fine with this.” 

Rhys  glanced  over  a  shoulder  to  where  I  lingered  by  the  foot  of  the  massive ivory  bed,  its  carved  headboard  fashioned  after  overlapping  waterlilies.  “It’s

their  life—their  relationship.  They  have  both  had  plenty  of  opportunities  to

confess what they feel. Yet they have not. Mor especially. 

For  private  reasons  of  her  own,  I’m  sure.  My  meddling  isn’t  going  to  make  it any better.” 

“But—but he  loves her. How can he sit idly by?” 

“He thinks she’s happier without him.” His eyes shone with the memory

—of his own choice to sit back. “He thinks he’s unworthy of her.” 

“It seems like an Illyrian trait.” 

Rhys snorted, returning to the stars. I came up to his side and slid my arm around

his waist. He opened his arm to me, cupping my shoulder as I


rested my head against that soft spot where his own shoulder met his chest. 

A  heartbeat  later,  his  wing  curved  around  me,  too,  enveloping  me  in  his

shadowed  warmth.  “There  will  come  a  day  when  Azriel  has  to  decide  if  he  is going  to  fight  for  her  or  let  her  go.  And  it  won’t  be  because  some  other  male insults her or beds her.” 

“And what about Cassian? He’s entangled—and enabling this nonsense.” 

A  wry  smile.  “Cassian  is  going  to  have  to  decide  some  things,  too.  In  the  near future, I think.” 

“Are he and Nesta …?” 

“I don’t know. Until the bond snaps into place, it can be hard to detect.” 

Rhys  swallowed  once,  gaze  fixed  on  the  stars.  I  simply  waited.  “Tamlin  still loves you, you know.” 

“I know.” 

“That was an ugly encounter.” 

“All  of  it  was  ugly,”  I  said.  What  Beron  and  Tamlin  had  brought  up  with

Amarantha, what Rhys had been forced to reveal … “Are you all right?” I could

still feel the clamminess of his hand upon mine as he spoke of what Amarantha

had done. 

He  brushed  a  thumb  down  my  shoulder.  “It  wasn’t  …  easy.”  He  amended,  “I

thought I’d vomit all over the floor.” 

I squeezed him a little tighter. “I’m sorry you had to share those things—

sorry you … sorry for all of it, Rhys.” I breathed in his scent, taking it deep into

my lungs. Out—we had made it out. “And I know it likely means nothing, but …

I’m proud of you. That you were brave enough to tell them.” 

“It  doesn’t  mean  nothing,”  he  said  softly.  “That  you  feel  that  way  about  me—

about  today.”  He  kissed  my  temple,  and  warmth  flickered  along  the  bond.  “It

means …” His wing curved closer around me. “I don’t have the words to tell you

what it means.” But as that love, that joy and light shimmered through the bond

… I understood. 

He peered down at me. “And are you … all right?” 

I  nestled  my  head  further  into  his  chest.  “I  just  feel  …  tired.  Sad.  Sad  that  it turned so awful—and yet … yet  furious about everything that

happened to me, to my sisters. I …” I blew out a long breath. When I was back

at the Spring Court …” I swallowed. “I looked—for their wings.” 

Rhys went utterly still, and I took his hand, squeezing hard as he only said, “Did

you find them?” The words were barely a brush of air. 

I shook my head, but said before the grief on his face could grow, “I learned that

he burned them—long ago.” 

Rhys  said  nothing  for  a  lingering  moment,  his  attention  returning  to  the  stars. 

“Thank you for even thinking—for risking to look for them.” The only trace—

the horrific remnants—of his mother and sister. “I didn’t … I’m glad he burned

them,” Rhys admitted. “I could happily kill him, for so many things, and yet …” 

He rubbed his chest. “I’m glad he offered them that peace, at least.” 

I  nodded.  “I  know.”  I  ran  my  thumb  over  the  back  of  his  hand.  And  perhaps because of the raw, stark quiet, I confessed, “It feels strange, to share a room, a

bed, with you under the same roof as him.” 

“I can imagine.” 

For somewhere in this palace, Tamlin  was lying in bed—well aware that I was

about  to  enter  this  one  with  Rhysand.  The  past  tangled  and  snarled,  and  I

whispered, “I don’t think—I don’t think I can have sex here. With him so close.” 

Rhys remained quiet. “I’m sorry if—” 

“You don’t need to apologize. Ever.” 

I looked up, finding his gaze on me—not angry or frustrated, but … sad. 

Knowing. “I want to share this bed with you, though,” I breathed. “I want you to

hold me.” 

Stars flickered to life in his eyes. “Always,” he promised, kissing my brow, his wings now enveloping me completely. “Always.” 
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Helion  slipped  from  Mor’s  room  before  we  were  awake—though  I  certainly

heard  them  throughout  the  night.  Enough  so  that  Rhys  put  a  shield  around  our room. Azriel and Cassian didn’t return at all. 

Mor  didn’t  look  like  a  female  who  had  been  tumbling  with  a  gorgeous  High

Lord,  however,  as  she  picked  at  her  breakfast.  There  was  something  vacant  in her brown eyes, a paleness to her ordinarily golden skin. 

Cassian  strutted  in  at  last,  greeting  Mor  with  a  chipper,  “You  look  terrible—

Helion keep you up all night?” 

She threw her spoon at him. Then her porridge. 

Cassian caught the first and shielded against the other, his Siphon blazing like an

awakening ember. Porridge slid to the floor. 

“Helion wanted you to join,” she mildly replied, refilling her tea. “Quite badly.” 

“Maybe next time,” Cassian said, dropping into the seat beside me. 

“How’s your sister?” 

“She seemed fine—still worried.” I didn’t ask where he and Azriel had been all

night. If only because I wasn’t sure Mor wanted to hear the answer. 

Cassian  served  himself  from  the  platters  of  fruits  and  pastries,  frowning  at  the lack of meat. “Ready for another day full of arguing and plotting?” 

Mor and I grumbled. Rhys strode in, hair still damp from his bath, and grinned. 

“That’s the spirit.” 

Despite the fraught day ahead, I smiled at my mate. 

He’d  held  me  all  night,  tucked  against  his  chest,  his  wing  draped  over  me.  A

different  sort  of  intimacy  than  the  sex—deeper.  Our  souls  entwined,  holding tight. 

I’d awoken to his wing still over me, his breath tickling my ear. My throat had

closed  up  as  I’d  studied  his  sleeping  face,  my  chest  tightening  to  the  point  of pain. I was well aware how wildly I loved him, but looking at him then … I felt

it in every pore of my body, felt it as if it might crush me, consume me. And the

next time someone insulted him …

The  thought  was  still  prowling  through  my  mind  as  we  finished  breakfast, 

dressed,  and  returned  to  that  chamber  atop  the  palace.  To  begin  forming  the

backbone of this alliance. 

I  kept  the  crown  from  yesterday,  but  swapped  my  Starfall  gown  for  one  of

glittering black, the dress made up of solid ebony silk overlaid with shimmering

obsidian  gossamer.  Its  skirts  flowed  behind  me,  the  tight  sleeves  tapered  to

points that brushed the center of my hand, looped into place around my middle

finger with an attached onyx ring. If I was a fallen star yesterday, today Rhys’s

mysterious clothier had made me into the Queen of the Night. 

The rest of my companions had dressed accordingly. 

Yesterday,  we  had  been  ourselves—open  and  friendly  and  caring.  Today  we

showed  the  other  courts  what  we’d  unleash  upon  our  enemies.  What  we  were

capable of if provoked. 

Helion was back to his edged, swaggering aloofness, lounging in his chair as we

entered  that  lovely  chamber  atop  one  of  the  palace’s  many  gilded  towers.  He

gave  Mor  an  extra  glance,  lips  curving  in  sensual  amusement.  He  was

resplendent today in robes of cobalt edged in gold that offset his gleaming brown

skin,  golden  sandals  upon  his  feet.  Azriel,  shadows  wafting  from  his  shoulders and  trailing  at  his  feet,  ignored  him  as  he  passed.  The  shadowsinger  hadn’t

shown a flicker of emotion, however, to Mor when he’d met us in the foyer. 

She  hadn’t  asked  where  he’d  been  all  night  and  morning,  and  Azriel  had

volunteered nothing. But he didn’t seem inclined to ignore her, at least. No, he’d

just settled back into his usual watchful quiet, and Mor had been

content to let him, slumping a bit in relief as soon as he’d turned to lead us to the

meeting, likely having already scouted the walk minutes ago. 

Thesan was the only person who bothered to greet us when we passed through that  wisteria-draped  archway,  but  he  took  one  look  at  our  attire,  our  faces,  and muttered  a  prayer  to  the  Cauldron.  His  lover,  clad  in  his  captain’s  armor  once more,  sized  us  up,  his  wings  flaring  slightly,  but  kept  seated  with  the  other Peregryns. 

Tamlin  arrived  last,  raking  his  gaze  over  all  of  us  as  he  sat.  I  didn’t  bother  to acknowledge him. 

And  Helion  didn’t  wait  for  Thesan  to  beckon  to  begin.  He  merely  crossed  an

ankle over a knee and said, “I thoroughly reviewed the charts and figures you’ve

compiled, Tamlin.” 

“And?” Tamlin bit out. Today would go  incredibly well, then. 

“And,”  Helion  said  simply,  no  trace  of  the  laughing,  easy  male  of  the  night before, “if you can rally your forces quickly, you and Tarquin might be able to

hold  the  front  line  long  enough  for  those  of  us  above  the  Middle  to  bring  the larger hosts.” 

“It’s not that easy,” Tamlin said through his teeth. “I have a third of them left.” 

A seething look toward me. “After Feyre destroyed their faith in me.” 

I had done that—in my rage, my need for vengeance … I had not thought long-

term. Had not considered that perhaps we would  need that army. But—

Nesta let out a breathy, sharp noise and surged from her chair. 

I  lunged  for  her,  nearly  tripping  over  the  skirts  of  my  dress  as  she  staggered back, a hand clutching at her chest. 

Another  step  would  have  taken  her  stumbling  into  the  reflection  pool,  but  Mor sprang  forward,  gripping  her.  “What’s  wrong?”  Mor  demanded,  holding  my

sister upright as her face contorted in what looked to be—pain. 

Confusion and pain. 

Sweat beaded on Nesta’s brow, though her face went deathly pale. 

“Something  …”  The  word  was  cut  off  by  a  low  groan.  She  sagged,  and  Mor

caught her fully, scanning Nesta’s face. Cassian was instantly there, his hand at her back, teeth bared at the invisible threat. 

“Nesta,” I said, reaching for her. 

Nesta seized—then twisted past Cassian to empty her stomach into the reflection

pool. 

“Poison?”  Kallias  asked,  pushing  Viviane  behind  him.  She  merely  stepped

around his arm. Tamlin remained seated, his jaw a hard line, monitoring us all. 

But  Helion  and  Thesan  strode  forward,  grim  and  focused.  Helion’s  power

flickered around him like blindingly bright fireflies, darting to my sister, landing

on her gently. 

Thesan, glowing gold and rosy, laid a hand on Nesta’s arm. Healing. 

“Nothing,” they said together. 

Nesta rested her head against Mor’s shoulder, her breathing ragged. 

“Something is wrong,” she managed to say. “Not with me. Not me.” 

But with the Cauldron. 

Rhys  was  having  some  sort  of  silent  conversation  with  Azriel  and  Cassian,  the latter  monitoring  every  breath  my  sister  took.  But  the  two  Illyrians  nodded  to Rhys, and began stalking for the open windows—to fly out. 

Nesta moaned, body tensing as if she’d vomit again. But then we felt it. 

A  shuddering  through  the  earth.  Through  air  and  stone  and  green,  growing

things. 

As if some great god blew a breath across the land. 

Then the impact came. 

Rhys  threw  himself  over  me  so  fast  I  didn’t  register  wholly  that  the  mountain itself   shook, that the building  swayed. We hit the stones as debris rained, and I felt him readying to winnow—

Then it stopped. 

Screaming  rose  up  from  the  valley  below.  But  silence  reigned  in  the  palace. 

Amongst us. 

Nesta vomited again, and Mor let her sag to the floor this time. 

“What in  hell—” Helion began. 

But Rhys hauled his body off mine, his tan face draining of color. His lips going

bloodless as he stared southward. Far, far southward. 

I felt his magic spear from him, a shooting star across the land. 

And  when  he  looked  back  at  us,  his  eyes  went  right  to  me.  It  was  the  fear  in them—the sorrow and fear—that made my mouth go wholly dry. That made my

blood run cold. 

Rhys swallowed. Once. Twice. Then he declared hoarsely, “The King of Hybern

just used the Cauldron to attack the wall.” 

Murmuring—some gasps. 

Rhys  swallowed  a  third  time,  and  the  ground  slid  out  from  under  me  as  he

clarified,  “The  wall  is  gone.  Shattered.  Across  Prythian,  and  on  the  continent.” 

He  said  again,  as  if  convincing  himself,  “We  were  too  late—too  slow.  Hybern

just destroyed the wall.” 
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Nesta’s  connection  to  the  Cauldron,  Rhys  mused  as  we  gathered  around  the

dining table in the town house, had allowed her to sense that the King of Hybern

was rallying its power. 

The same way I was able to wield the connection to the High Lords to track their

traces of power, and to find the Book and Cauldron, Nesta’s own power—own

immortality—was  so  closely  bound  to  the  Cauldron  that  its  dreadful  presence, 

when awoken, brushed through her, too. 

That was why he hunted her. Not just for the power she’d taken … but for the fact that Nesta was a warning bell. 

We’d  all  departed  the  Dawn  Court  within  minutes,  Thesan  promising  large

shipments of faebane antidote to every High Lord and army within two days, and

that  his  Peregryns  would  begin  readying  themselves  under  his  captain’s

command—to join the Illyrians in the skies. 

Kallias  and  Helion  swore  their  own  terrestrial  armies  would  march  as  soon  as possible.  Only  Tamlin,  whose  southern  border  covered  the  entire  wall,  was

unaccounted for—his armies in shambles. Helion just said to Tamlin before the

latter left, “Get your people out. Bring whatever host you can muster.” Whatever

remained after me. 

Tarquin echoed the sentiment, along with his promise to offer safe harbor for the

Spring  Court.  Tamlin  didn’t  reply  to  either  of  them.  Didn’t  confirm  that  he

would be bringing forces before he winnowed—without a

glance at me. A small relief, since I hadn’t decided whether to demand his sworn

help or spit on him. 

Good-byes  were  brief.  Viviane  had  embraced  Mor  tightly—then  me,  to  my

surprise.  Kallias  only  clasped  Rhys’s  hand,  a  taut,  tentative  gesture,  and

vanished with his mate. Then Helion, with a wink at all of us. Tarquin was the

last  to  go,  Varian  and  Cresseida  flanking  him.  His  armada,  they’d  decided, 

would be left to guard his own cities while the bulk of his soldiers would march

on land. 

Tarquin’s crushing blue eyes flared as his power rallied to winnow them. 

But  Varian  said—to  me,  to  Rhys—“Tell  her  thank  you.”  He  put  a  hand  on  his

chest,  the  fine  gold-and-silver  thread  of  his  teal  jacket  glinting  in  the  morning sun. “Tell her …” The Prince of Adriata shook his head. “I’ll tell her myself the

next  time  I  see  her.”  It  seemed  like  more  of  a  promise—that  Varian   would  see Amren again, war or no. Then they were gone. 

No  word  arrived  from  Beron  before  we  uttered  our  farewells  and  gratitude  to

Thesan.  Not  a  whisper  that  Beron  might  have  changed  his  mind.  Or  that  Eris

might have persuaded him. 

But that was not my concern. Or Nesta’s. 

If the wall had come down … Too late. We’d been too late. All of that research

…  I  should  have  insisted  that  if  Amren  deemed  Nesta  nearly  ready,  then  we

should  have  gone  directly  to  the  wall.  Seen  what  she  could  do,  spell  from  the Book or no. 

Perhaps it was my fault, for wanting to shelter her, build her strength, for letting

her remain withdrawn. But if I had pushed and pushed …

Even  now,  seated  around  the  town  house  dining  table  in  Velaris,  I  hadn’t

decided whether the potential of breaking my sister permanently was worth the

cost  of  saving  lives.  I  didn’t  know  how  Rhys  and  the  others  had  made  such

decisions—for years. Especially during Amarantha’s reign. 

“We should have evacuated months ago,” Nesta said, her plate of roast chicken

and vegetables untouched. It was the first words any of us had spoken in minutes

while we’d all picked at our food. 

Elain had been told—by Amren. She now sat at the table, more straight-backed

and clear-eyed than I’d seen her. Had she beheld this, in whatever

wanderings that new, inner sight granted her? Had the Cauldron whispered of it

while we’d been away? I hadn’t the heart to ask her. 

Rhys  was  saying  to  Nesta,  “We  can  go  to  your  estate  tonight—evacuate  your

household and bring them back here.” 

“They will not come.” 

“Then they will likely die.” 

Nesta  straightened  her  fork  and  knife  beside  her  plate.  “Can’t  you  spirit  them away somewhere south—far from here?” 

“That  many  people?  Not  without  first  finding  a  safe  place,  which  would  take

time we don’t have.” Rhys considered. “If we get a ship, they can sail

—” 

“They will demand their families and friends come.” 

A beat of silence. Not an option. Then Elain said quietly, “We could move them

to Graysen’s estate.” 

We all faced her at the evenness of her voice. 

She  swallowed,  her  slender  throat  so  pale,  and  explained,  “His  father  has  high walls—made of thick stone. With space for plenty of people and supplies.” All

of  us  made  a  point   not  to  look  at  that  ring  she  still  wore.  Elain  went  on,  “His father  has  been  planning  for  something  like  this  for  …  a  long  time.  They  have defenses, stores …” A shallow breath. “And a grove of ash trees, with a cache of

weapons made from them.” 

A snarl from Cassian. Despite their power, their might … However those trees

had been created, something in the ash wood cut right through Fae defenses. I’d

seen  it  firsthand—killed  one  of  Tamlin’s  sentinels  with  an  arrow  through  the

throat. 

“If the faeries who attack possess magic,” Cassian said, and Elain recoiled at the

harsh tone, “then thick stone won’t do much.” 

“There are escape tunnels,” Elain whispered. “Perhaps it is better than nothing.” 

A glance between the Illyrians. “We can set up a guard—” Cassian began. 

“No,” Elain interrupted, her voice louder than I’d heard in months. 

“They … Graysen and his father …” 

Cassian’s jaw tightened. “Then we cloak—” 

“They have hounds. Bred and trained to hunt you. Detect you.” 

A stiff silence as my friends contemplated how, exactly, those hounds had been

trained. 

“You  can’t  mean  to  leave  their  castle  undefended,”  Cassian  tried  a  shade  more gently.  “Even  with  the  ash,  it  won’t  be  enough.  We’d  need  to  set  wards  at  the very minimum.” 

Elain considered. “I can speak to him.” 

“No,” I said—at the same moment Nesta did. 

But  Elain  cut  us  off.  “If—if  you  and  …  they”—a  glance  at  Rhys,  my  friends

—“come with me, your Fae scents might distract the dogs.” 

“You’re Fae, too,” Nesta reminded her. 

“Glamour me,” Elain said—to Rhys. “Make me look human. Just long enough to

convince him to open his gates to those seeking sanctuary. 

Perhaps even let you set those wards around the estate.” 

And  with  our  scents  to  confuse  the  hounds  …  “This  could  end  very  badly, 

Elain.” 

She brushed her thumb over the iron-and-diamond engagement ring. 

“It’s  already  ended  badly.  Now  it’s  just  a  matter  of  deciding  how  we  meet  the consequences.” 

“Wisely said,” Mor offered, smiling softly at Elain. She looked to Cassian. “You

need to move the Illyrian legions today.” 

Cassian nodded, but said to Rhys, “With the wall down, we need you to make a

few things clear to the Illyrians. I need you at the camp with me—to give one of

your pretty speeches before we go.” 

Rhys’s mouth twitched toward a smile. “We can all go—then head to the human

lands.” He surveyed us, the town house. “We have an hour to prepare. Meet back

here—then we leave.” 

Mor  and  Azriel  instantly  winnowed  out,  Cassian  striding  for  Rhys  to  ask  him

about the Court of Nightmares soldiers and their preparation. 

Nesta  and  I  aimed  for  Elain,  both  of  us  speaking  at  once.  “Are  you  sure?”  I demanded at the same time Nesta said, “I can go—let me talk to him.” 

Elain  only  rose  to  her  feet.  “He  doesn’t  know  you,”  she  said  to  me.  Then  she

faced Nesta with a frank, bemused look. “And he hates you.” 

Some  rotten  part  of  me  wondered  if  their  broken  engagement  was  for  the  best, then.  Or  if  Elain  had  somehow  suggested  this  visit,  right  after  Lucien  had  left Prythian, for some chance to … I didn’t let myself finish the thought. 

I said, watching the space where my friends had vanished from the town house, 

“I  need  you  to  understand,  Elain,  that  if  this  goes  badly  …  if  he  tries  to  harm you, or any of us …” 

“I know. You will defend your own.” 

“I will defend  you.” 

The  vacancy  fogged  over  her  eyes.  But  Elain  lifted  her  chin.  “No  matter  what, don’t kill him. Please.” 

“We’ll try—” 

“Swear it.” I’d never heard that tone from her. Ever. 

“I can’t make that promise.” I wouldn’t back down, not on this. “But I will do

everything in my power to avoid it.” 

Elain  seemed  to  realize  it,  too.  She  peered  down  at  herself,  at  the  simple  blue gown she wore. “I need to dress.” 

“I’ll help you,” Nesta offered. 

But Elain shook her head. “Nuala and Cerridwen will help me.” 

Then she was gone—shoulders a little squarer. 

Nesta’s  throat  bobbed.  I  murmured,  “It  wasn’t  your  fault—that  the  wall  came

down before we could stop it.” 

Steel-filled eyes cut to me. “If I had stayed to practice—” 

“Then you just would have been here while you waited for us to return from the

meeting.” 

Nesta smoothed a hand down her dark dress. “What do I do now?” 

A purpose, I realized. Assigning her the task of finding a way to repair the holes

in  the  wall  …  it  had  given  my  sister  what  perhaps  our  human  lives  had  never granted her: a bearing. 

“You come with us—to Graysen’s estate, and then travel with the army. 

If you’re connected with the Cauldron, then we’ll need you close. Need you

to tell us if it’s being wielded again.” 

Not quite a mission, but Nesta nodded all the same. 

Right as Cassian clapped Rhys on the shoulder and prowled toward us. 

He paused a foot away, and frowned. “Dresses aren’t good for flying, ladies.” 

Nesta didn’t reply. 

He lifted a brow. “No barking and biting today?” 

But Nesta didn’t rise to meet him, her face still drained and sallow. “I’ve never

worn pants,” was all she said. 

I could have sworn concern flashed across Cassian’s features. But he brushed it

aside and drawled, “I have no doubt you’d start a riot if you did.” 

No reaction. Had the Cauldron—

Cassian  stepped  in  Nesta’s  path  when  she  tried  to  walk  past  him.  Put  a  tan, callused hand on her forehead. She shook off the touch, but he gripped her wrist, 

forcing her to meet his stare. “Any one of those human pricks makes a move to

hurt you,” he breathed, “and you kill them.” 

He  wouldn’t  be  coming—no,  he’d  be  mustering  the  full  might  of  the  Illyrian

legions. Azriel would be joining us, though. 

Cassian pressed one of his knives into Nesta’s hand. “Ash can kill you now,” he

said with lethal quiet as she stared down at the blade. “A scratch can make you

queasy enough to be vulnerable. Remember where the exits are in every room, 
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every  fence  and  courtyard—mark  them  when  you  go  in,  and  mark  how  many

men  are  around  you.  Mark  where  Rhys  and  the  others  are.  Don’t  forget  that

you’re stronger and faster. Aim for the soft parts,” he added, folding her fingers

around the hilt. “And if someone gets you into a hold …” My sister said nothing

as Cassian showed her the sensitive areas on a man. Not just the groin, but the

inside of the foot, pinching the thigh, using her elbow like a weapon. When he

finished, he stepped back, his hazel eyes churning with some emotion I couldn’t

place. 

Nesta surveyed the fine dagger in her hand. Then lifted her head to look at him. 

“I told you to come to training,” Cassian said with a cocky grin, and strode off. 

I studied Nesta, the dagger, her quiet, still face. 

“Don’t even start,” she warned me, and headed for the stairs. 

I found Amren in her apartment, cursing at the Book. 

“We’re  leaving  within  the  hour,”  I  said.  “Do  you  have  everything  you  need

here?” 

“Yes.” Amren lifted her head, those uptilted silver eyes swirling with ire. 

Not at me, I realized with no small relief. At the fact that Hybern had beaten us

to the wall. Beaten  her. 

That wasn’t my problem. 

Not as the words of that meeting with the High Lords eddied. Not as I again saw

Beron walk out, no soldiers or help promised. Not as I heard Rhys and Cassian

discussing how few soldiers the others possessed compared to Hybern’s forces. 

The king’s taunt to Rhys had been roiling through my mind for days now. 

Hybern expected him to give everything—  everything—to stop them. 

Had claimed only that would give us a fighting shot. And I knew my mate. 

Perhaps  better  than  I  knew  myself.  I  knew  Rhys  would  spend  all  of  himself, destroy himself, if it meant a chance at winning. At survival. 

The other High Lords … I couldn’t afford to risk counting on them. 

Helion, strong as he was, wouldn’t even step in to save his own lover. 

Tarquin, perhaps. But the others … I didn’t know them. Didn’t have time to. 

And I would not gamble their tentative allegiance. I would not gamble Rhys. 

“What do you want?” Amren snapped when I remained staring at her. 

“There is a creature beneath the library. Do you know it?” 

Amren shut the Book. “Its name is Bryaxis.” 

“What is it.” 

“You do not want to know, girl.” 

I shoved back the arm of my ebony dress, the finery so at odds with the loft, its

messiness. “I made a bargain with it.” I showed her the band of tattoo around my

forearm. “So I suppose I do.” 

Amren stood, brushing dust off her gray pants. “I heard about that. 

Foolish girl.” 

“I had no choice. And now we are bound to each other.” 

“And what of it?” 

“I want to ask it for another bargain. I need you to examine the wards holding it

down  there—and  to  explain  things.”  I  didn’t  bother  to  look  pleasant.  Or

desperate. Or grateful. I didn’t bother to wipe the cold, hard mask from my face

as I added, “You’re coming with me. Right now.” 

CHAPTER
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There  was  no  priestess  waiting  to  lead  us  into  the  black  pit  at  the  heart  of  the library. And Amren, for once, kept quiet. 

We reached that bottom level, that impenetrable dark, our steps the only sound. 

“I want to talk to you,” I said into the blackness beckoning beyond the end of the

light leaking down from high above. 

 One does not summon me. 

“I summon you. I’m here to offer you company. As part of our bargain.” 

Silence. 

Then I felt it, snaking and curling around us, gobbling up the light. 

Amren swore softly. 

 You brought—what is it you brought? 

“Someone like you. Or you could be like them.” 

 You speak in riddles. 

A cool, insubstantial hand brushed against my nape and I tried not to inch back

toward  the  light.  “Bryaxis.  Your  name  is  Bryaxis.  And  someone  locked  you

down here a long time ago.” 

The darkness paused. 

“I’m here to offer you another bargain.” 

Amren  remained  still  and  silent,  as  I’d  told  her  to,  offering  me  a  single  nod  of confirmation.  She  could  indeed  sever  the  wards  holding  Bryaxis  down  here—

when the time was right. 

“There is a war,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “A terrible war about

to break across the land. If I can free you, will you fight for me? For me and my

High Lord?” 

The thing—Bryaxis—did not reply. 

I nudged Amren with my elbow. 

She  said,  her  voice  as  young  and  old  as  the  creature’s,  “We  will  offer  you freedom from this place in exchange for it.” 

A bargain. A simple, powerful magic. As great as any the Book could muster. 

 This is my home. 

I considered. “Then what is it you want in exchange?” 

Silence. 

 Sunlight. And moonlight. The stars. 

I opened my mouth to say I wasn’t entirely sure that even as High Lady of the

Night  Court  I  could  promise  such  things,  but  Amren  stepped  on  my  foot  and

murmured, “A window. High above.” 

Not a mirror, as the Carver wanted. But a window in the mountain. We’d have to

carve far, far up, but—

“That’s it?” 

Amren stomped on my foot this time. 

Bryaxis  whispered  in  my  ear,  Will  I  be  able  to  hunt  without  restraint  on   the battlefields? Drink in their fear and dread until I am sated? 

I felt slightly bad for Hybern as I said, “Yes—only Hybern. And only until the

war is over.” One way or another. 

A beat of silence.  What would you have me do, then? 

I gestured to Amren. “She will explain. She will disable the wards—

when we need you.” 

 Then I will wait. 

“Then it’s a bargain. You will obey our orders in this war, fight for us until we
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no  longer  need  you,  and  in  exchange  …  we  shall  bring  the  sun  and  moon  and stars  to  you.  In  your  home.”  Another  prisoner  who  had  come  to  love  its  cell. 

Perhaps Bryaxis and the Carver should meet. An ancient death-

god  and  the  face  of  nightmares.  The  painting,  dreadful  yet  alluring,  began  to creep roots deep within my mind. 

I  kept  my  shoulders  loose,  posture  as  casual  as  I  could  summon  while  the

darkness  slid  around  me,  winding  between  me  and  Amren,  and  whispered  into

my ear,  It is a bargain. 

I made the hour count. When we all gathered in the town house foyer once more

to winnow to the Illyrian camp, I’d changed into my fighting leathers, my new

tattoo concealed beneath. 

No one asked where I’d gone. Though Mor looked me over and said, 

“Where’s Amren?” 

“Still  poring  over  the  Book,”  I  answered  just  as  Rhys  winnowed  into  the  town house. Not a lie. Amren would stay here—until we needed her at the battlefields. 

Rhys angled his head. “Looking for what? The wall is gone.” 

“For  anything,”  I  said.  “For  another  way  to  nullify  the  Cauldron  that  doesn’t involve the insides of my head leaking out through my nose.” 

Rhys cringed and opened his mouth to object, but I cut him off. “There must be

another way—Amren thinks there   must be another way. It doesn’t hurt to look. 

And have her hunt for any other spell that might stop the king.” 

And when Amren was not doing that … she’d bring down those complex wards

containing  Bryaxis  beneath  the  library—to  be  severed  only  when  I  called  for

Bryaxis.  Only  when  the  might  of  Hybern’s  army  was  fully  upon  us.  If  I  could not get the Ouroboros for the Carver … then Bryaxis was better than nothing. 

I wasn’t entirely certain why I didn’t mention it to the others. 

Rhys’s  eyes  flickered,  no  doubt  warring  with  the  idea  of  what  role  any  other route would require of me in regard to the Cauldron, but he nodded. 

I interlaced my fingers with his, and he squeezed once. 

Behind me, Mor took Nesta and Cassian by the hand, readying to winnow them

to the camp, while shadows gathered around Azriel, Elain at his side, wide-eyed

at the spymaster’s display. 

But we hesitated—all of us. And I allowed myself one last time to drink it in, the

furniture and the wood and the sunlight. To listen to the sounds of Velaris, the

laughing of children in the streets, the song of the gulls. 

In the silence, I knew my friends were, too. 

Rhys  cleared  his  throat,  and  nodded  to  Mor.  Then  she  was  gone,  Cassian  and

Nesta with her. Then Azriel, gently taking Elain’s hand in his own, as if afraid

his scars would hurt her. 

Alone with Rhys, I savored the buttery sunshine leaking in from the windows of

the  front  door.  Breathed  in  the  smell  of  the  bread  Nuala  and  Cerridwen  had

baked that morning with Elain. 

“The creature in the library,” I murmured. “Its name is Bryaxis.” 

Rhys lifted a brow. “Oh?” 

“I offered it a bargain. To fight for us.” 

Stars danced in those violet eyes. “And what did Bryaxis say?” 

“Only that it wants a window—to see the stars and moon and sun.” 

“You did explain that we need it to slaughter our enemies, didn’t you?” 

I  nudged  him  with  a  hip.  “The  library  is  its  home.  It  only  wanted  some

adjustments made to it.” 

A  crooked  smile  tugged  on  Rhys’s  mouth.  “Well,  I  suppose  if  I  now  have  to

redecorate my own lodgings to match Thesan’s splendor, I might as well add a

window for the poor thing.” 

I  elbowed  him  in  the  ribs  that  time.  He  still  wore  his  finery  from  the  meeting. 

Rhys  chuckled.  “So  our  army  grows  by  one.  Poor  Cassian  will  never  recover

when he sees his newest recruit.” 

“With any luck, Hybern won’t, either.” 

“And the Carver?” 

“He can rot down there. I don’t have time for his games. Bryaxis will have to be

enough.” 

Rhys glanced at my arm, as if he could see the new, second band beside the first

one. He lifted our joined hands and pressed a kiss to the back of my

palm. 

Again, we silently looked around the town house, taking in every last detail, the

quiet that now lay like a layer of dust upon it. 

Rhys said softly, “I wonder if we’ll see it again.” 

I  knew  he  wasn’t  just  talking  about  the  house.  But  I  rose  up  on  my  toes  and kissed his cheek. “We will,” I promised as a dark wind gathered to sweep us to

the Illyrian war-camp. I held tightly to him as I added, “We’ll see it all again.” 

And when that night-kissed wind winnowed us away, away into war, away into

untold danger … I prayed that my promise held true. 

PART THREE

HIGH LADY
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Even at the height of summer, the Illyrian mountain-camp was damp. Brisk. 

There  were  some  truly  lovely  days,  Rhys  assured  me  when  I  scowled  as  we

winnowed  in,  but  cooler  weather  was  better  anyway,  when  an  army  was involved.  Heat  made  tempers  rise.  Especially  when  it  was  too  hot  to  sleep

comfortably. And considering the Illyrians were a testy lot to begin with …

It was a blessing that the sky was cloudy and the wind mist-kissed. 

But even the weather wasn’t enough to make the greeting party look pleasant. 

I only recognized one of the muscle-bound Illyrians in full armor waiting for us. 

Lord  Devlon.  The  sneer  was  still  on  his  face—though  milder  compared  to  the

outright contempt contorting the features of a few. Like Azriel and Cassian, they

possessed dark hair and eyes of assorted hazel and brown. And like my friends, 

their skin was rich shades of golden brown, some flecked with bone-white scars

of varying severity. 

But unlike my friends, one or two Siphons adorned their hands. The seven Azriel

and Cassian wore seemed almost vulgar by comparison. 

But the gathered males only looked at Rhys, as if the two Illyrians flanking him

were little more than trees. Mor and I remained on either side of Nesta, who had

changed into a dark blue, practical dress and now surveyed the camp, the winged

warriors, the sheer  size of the host assembled in the camp around us …

We  kept  Elain  half-hidden  behind  the  wall  of  our  bodies.  Considering  the

backward view of the Illyrians toward females, I’d suggested we remain a step

away  on  this  meeting—literally.  There  were  only  a  few  female  fighters  in  the legion … Now was not the time to test the tolerance of the Illyrians. 

Later—later, if we won this war. If we survived. 

Devlon was speaking, “It’s true, then. The wall came down.” 

“A  temporary  failure,”  Rhys  crooned.  He  was  still  wearing  his  fine  jacket  and pants  from  the  meeting  with  the  High  Lords.  For  whatever  reason,  he  hadn’t

chosen to wear the Illyrian leathers. Or the wings. 

 It’s because they already know I trained with them, am one of them. They  need to remember that I’m also their High Lord. And I have no intention of  loosening the leash. 

The words were a silk-covered scrape of nails down my mind. 

Rhys  began  giving  unwavering,  cold  instructions  about  the  impending  push

southward. The voice of the High Lord—the voice of a warrior who had fought

in the War and had no intention of losing this one. Cassian frequently added his

own orders and clarifications. 

Azriel—Azriel  just  stared  them  all  down.  He  had  not  wanted  to  come  to  the

camp months ago. Disliked being back here. Hated these people, his heritage. 

The other lords kept glancing to the shadowsinger in dread and rage and disgust. 

He only leveled that lethal gaze back at them. 

On and on they went, until Devlon looked over Rhys’s shoulder—to where we

stood. 

A scowl at Mor. A frown at me—wisely subdued. Then he noticed Nesta. 

“What is  that,” Devlon asked. 

Nesta  merely  stared  at  him,  one  hand  clamping  the  edges  of  her  gray  cloak

together at her chest. One of the other camp-lords made some sign against evil. 

“That,” Cassian said too quietly, “is none of your concern.” 

“Is she a witch.” 

I opened my mouth, but Nesta said flatly, “Yes.” 

And I watched as nine full-grown, weathered Illyrian warlords flinched. 

“She may act like one sometimes,” Cassian clarified, “but no—she is High Fae.” 

“She is no more High Fae than we are,” Devlon countered. 

A  pause  that  went  on  for  too  long.  Even  Rhys  seemed  at  a  loss  for  words. 

Devlon had complained when we’d first met that Amren and I were  Other. As if

he possessed some sense for such things. Devlon muttered, 

“Keep her away from the females and children.” 

I clutched Nesta’s free hand in silent warning to remain quiet. 

Mor  let  out  a  snort  that  made  the  Illyrians  stiffen.  But  she  shifted,  revealing Elain behind her. Elain was just blinking, wide-eyed, at the camp. 

The army. 

Devlon let out a grunt at the sight of her. But Elain wrapped her own blue cloak

around  herself,  averting  her  eyes  from  all  of  those  towering,  muscled  warriors, the army camp bustling toward the horizon … She was a rose bloom in a mud

field. Filled with galloping horses. 

“Don’t be afraid of them,” Nesta said beneath lowered brows. 

If  Elain  was  a  blooming  flower  in  this  army  camp,  then  Nesta  …  she  was  a

freshly forged sword, waiting to draw blood. 

 Take  them  into  our  war  tent,  Rhys  said  silently  to  me.  Devlon  honestly   might throw a hissy fit if he has to face Nesta for another minute. 

 I’d pay good money to see that. 

 So would I. 

I  hid  my  smile.  “Let’s  find  something  warm  to  drink,”  I  said  to  my  sisters, beckoning Mor to join. We aimed for the largest of the tents in the camp, a black

banner  sewn  with  a  mountain  and  three  silver  stars  flapping  from  its  apex. 

Warriors  and  females  laboring  around  the  fires  silently  monitored  us.  Nesta

stared them all down. Elain kept her focus on the dry, rocky ground. 

The  tent’s  interior  was  simple  yet  luxurious:  thick  carpets  covered  the  low

wooden  platform  on  which  the  tent  had  been  erected  to  keep  out  the  damp; 

braziers of faelights flickered throughout, chairs and a few chaise longues were

scattered around, covered in thick furs. A massive desk with

several chairs occupied one half of the main space. And behind a curtain in the

back … I assumed our bed waited. 

Mor  flung  herself  onto  the  nearest  chaise.  “Welcome  to  an  Illyrian  war-camp, 

ladies. Try to keep your awe contained.” 
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Nesta drifted toward the desk, the maps atop it. “What is the difference,” 

she asked none of us in particular, “between a faerie and a witch?” 

“Witches amass power beyond their natural reserve,” Mor answered with sudden

seriousness.  “They  use  spells  and  archaic  tools  to  harness  more  power  to  them than the Cauldron allotted—and use it for whatever they desire, good or ill.” 

Elain  silently  surveyed  the  tent,  head  tipping  back.  Her  mass  of  heavy  brown-gold  hair  shifted  with  the  movement,  the  faelight  dancing  among  the  silken

strands.  She’d  left  it  half-up,  the  style  arranged  to  hide  her  ears  should  the glamours  fail  at  Graysen’s  estate.  Tamlin’s  hadn’t  worked  on  Nesta—perhaps

Graysen and his father would have a similar immunity to such things. 

Elain at last slid into the chair near Mor’s, her dawn-pink dress—finer than the

ones  she  usually  wore—crinkling  beneath  her.  “Will—will  many  of  these

soldiers die?” 

I  cringed,  but  Nesta  said,  “Yes.”  I  could  almost  see  the  unspoken  words  Nesta reined in.  Your mate might die sooner than them, though. 

Mor said, “Whenever you’re ready, Elain, I’ll glamour you.” 

“Will it hurt?” Elain asked. 

“It didn’t when Tamlin glamoured your memories,” Nesta said, leaning against

the desk. 

Mor still said, “No. It might … tingle. Just act as you would as a human.” 

“It’s the same as how I act now.” Elain began wringing her slender fingers. 

“Yes,”  I  said,  “but  …  try  to  keep  the  vision-talk  …  to  yourself.  While  we’re there.” I added quickly, “Unless it’s something that you can’t—” 

“I can,” Elain said, squaring her slim shoulders. “I will.” 

Mor smiled tightly. “Deep breath.” 

Elain obeyed. I blinked, and it was done. 

Gone  was  the  faint  glow  of  immortal  health;  the  face  that  had  become  a  bit sharper. Gone were the pointed ears, the grace. Muted. Drab—or in the way that

someone as beautiful as Elain could be drab. Even her hair seemed to have lost

its luster, the gold now brassy, the brown mousy. 

Elain studied her hands, turning them over. “I hadn’t realized … how ordinary it

looked.” 

“You’re still lovely,” Mor said a bit gently. 

Elain  offered  a  half  smile.  “I  suppose  that  war  makes  wanting  things  like  that unimportant.” 

Mor was quiet for a heartbeat. “Perhaps. But you should not let war steal it from

you regardless.” 

Elain’s palm was clammy in mine as Rhys winnowed us into the human lands, 

Mor  taking  Azriel  and  Nesta.  And  though  her  face  was  calm  when  we  found

ourselves blinking at the heat and sunshine of a full mortal summer, her grip on

my hand was as strong as the iron ring around her finger. 

The heat lay heavy over the estate we now faced—the stone guardhouse the only

opening I could see in either direction. 

The only opening in the towering stone wall rising up before us, solid as some

mammoth  beast,  so  high  I  had  to  crane  my  neck  back  to  spy  the  spikes  jutting from its top. 

The guards at the thick iron gates …

Rhys slid his hands into his pockets, a shield already around us. Mor and Azriel

took up defensive positions at our sides. 

Twelve  guards  at  this  gate.  All  armed,  faces  hidden  beneath  thick  helmets, 

despite the heat. Their bodies were equally covered in plated armor, right down

to their boots. 

Any  of  us  could  end  their  lives  without  lifting  a  hand.  And  the  wall  they
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guarded, the gates they held … I did not think they would last long, either. 

But … if we could place wards here, perhaps set up a bastion of Fae warriors …

Through those open gates, I glimpsed sprawling lands—fields and pastures and

groves  and  a  lake  …  And  beyond  it  …  a  solid,  bulky  fortress  of  dark  brown stone. 

Nesta  had  been  right.  It  was  like  a  prison,  this  place.  Its  lord  had  prepared  to weather the storm from inside, a king over these resources. But there was room. 

Plenty of room for people. 

And the would-be mistress of this prison … Head high, Elain said to the guards, 

to  the  dozen  arrows  now  pointed  at  her  slender  throat,  “Tell  Graysen  that  his betrothed  has  come  for  him.  Tell  him  …  tell  him  that  Elain  Archeron  begs  for sanctuary.” 

CHAPTER
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We waited outside the gates while a guard mounted a horse and galloped down

the  long,  dusty  road  to  the  fortress  itself.  A  second  curtain  wall  lay  around  the bulky  building.  With  our  Fae  sight,  we  could  see  as   those  gates  opened,  then another pair. 

“How did you even  meet him,” I murmured to Elain as we lingered beneath the

shade of the looming oaks outside the gate, “if he’s locked up in here?” 

Elain stared and stared at the distant fortress. “At a ball—his father’s ball.” 

“I’ve been to funerals that were merrier,” Nesta muttered. 

Elain cut her a look. “This house has needed a woman’s touch for years.” 

Neither of us said that it didn’t seem likely she would be the one. 

Azriel  kept  a  few  steps  away,  little  more  than  the  shade  of  one  of  the  oaks behind us. But Mor and Rhys … they monitored everything. The guards whose

fear … the salty, sweaty tang of it grated on every nerve. 

But they held firm. Held those ash-tipped arrows at us. 

Long minutes passed. Then finally a yellow flag was raised at the distant fortress

gates. We braced ourselves. 

But one of the guards before us grunted, “He’ll come out to see you.” 

We  were  not  to  be  allowed  within  the  keep.  To  see  their  defenses,  their

resources. 

The guardhouse was as far as they’d allow us. 

They led us inside, and though we tried to keep our otherness to a minimum …

The hounds leashed to the walls within snarled. Viciously enough that the guards

led them out. 

The main room of the guardhouse was stuffy and cramped, more so with all of

us in there, and though I offered Elain a seat by the sealed window, she remained

standing—at the front of our company. Staring at the shut iron door. 

I knew Rhys was listening to every word the guards uttered outside, his tendrils

of  power  waiting  to  sense  any  turn  in  their  intentions.  I  doubted  the  stone  and iron of the building could hold any of us, certainly not together, but … Letting

them shut us in here to wait … It rubbed against some nerve. 

Made my body restless, a cold sweat breaking out. Too small, not enough air—

 It’s all right, Rhys soothed.  This place cannot hold you. 

I nodded, though he hadn’t spoken, trying to swallow the feeling of the walls and

ceiling pushing on me. 

Nesta  was  watching  me  carefully.  I  admitted  to  her,  “Sometimes  …  I  have

problems with small spaces.” 

Nesta studied me for a long moment. And then she said with equal quiet, though

we could all hear, “I can’t get into a bathtub anymore. I have to use buckets.” 

I hadn’t known—hadn’t even thought that bathing, submerging in water

…

I  knew  better  than  to  touch  her  hand.  But  I  said,  “When  we  get  home,  we’ll install something else for you.” 

I  could  have  sworn  there  was  gratitude  in  her  eyes—that  she  might  have  said something else when horses approached. 

“Two  dozen  guards,”  Azriel  murmured  to  Rhys.  A  glance  at  Elain.  “And  Lord

Graysen and his father, Lord Nolan.” 

Elain went still as a doe as footsteps crunched outside. I caught Nesta’s eye, read

the understanding there, and nodded. 

Any  attempt  to  hurt  Elain  …  I  did  not  care  what  I  had  promised  my  sister.  I’d leave  Nesta  to  shred  him.  Indeed,  my  eldest  sister’s  fingers  had  curled—as  if invisible talons crowned them. 

But the door banged open, and—

The panting young man was so … human-looking. 

Handsome,  brown-haired,  blue-eyed,  but  …  human.  Solidly  built  beneath  his

light  armor,  tall—perhaps  a  mortal  ideal  of  a  knight  who  would  swoop  a

beautiful maiden onto his horse and ride off into the sunset. 

So at odds from the savage strength of the Illyrians, the cultivated lethalness of

Mor and Amren. From my own clawing and shredding—and Nesta’s. 

But  a  small  sound  came  out  of  Elain  as  she  beheld  Graysen.  As  he  gasped  for breath, scanning her from head to toe. He staggered toward her a step—

A broad, scar-flecked hand gripped the back of Graysen’s armor, hauling him to

a stop. 

The man who held the young lord fully entered the cramped room. 

Tall and thin, hawk-nosed and gray-eyed … “What is the meaning of this.” 

We all stared at him beneath lowered brows. 

Elain was shaking. “Sir—Lord Nolan …” Words failed her as she again looked

at  her  betrothed,  who  had  not  taken  his  earnest  blue  eyes  from  her,  not  for  a heartbeat. 

“The wall has come down,” Nesta said, stepping to Elain’s side. 

Graysen  looked  to  Nesta  at  that.  Shock  flared  at  what  he  beheld:  the  ears,  the beauty,  the  …  otherworldly  power  that  thrummed  around  her.  “How,”  he  said, 

his voice low and raspy. 

“I was kidnapped,” Nesta answered coolly, not one flicker of fear in her eyes. “I

was taken by the army invading these lands and turned against my will.” 

“How,” Nolan echoed. 

“There is a Cauldron—a weapon. It grants its owner power to … do such things. 

I was a test.” Nesta then launched into a sharp, short explanation of the queens, 

of Hybern, of why the wall had fallen. 

When  she  finished  Lord  Nolan  only  demanded,  “And  who  are  your

companions?” 

It was a gamble—we knew it was. To say who we were, when we knew full well

the terror of  any Fae, let alone High Lords …

But  I  stepped  forward.  “My  name  is  Feyre  Archeron.  I  am  High  Lady  of  the

Night  Court.  This  is  Rhysand,  my—husband.”  I  doubted   mate  would  go  over well as a term. 

Rhys  came  to  my  side.  Some  of  the  guards  shifted  and  murmured  with  terror. 

Some  flinched  at  the  hand  Rhys  lifted—to  gesture  behind  him.  “Our  third  in

command, Morrigan. And our spymaster, Azriel.” 

Lord  Nolan,  to  his  credit,  did  not  blanch.  Graysen  did,  but  remained  steady. 

“Elain,” Graysen breathed. “Elain—why are you  with them?” 

“Because  she  is  our  sister,”  Nesta  answered,  her  fingers  still  curled  with  those invisible  talons.  “And  there  is  no  safer  place  for  her  during  this  war  than  with

us.” 

Elain  whispered,  “Graysen—we’ve  come  to  beg  you  …”  A  pleading  glance  at

his father. “Both of you … Open your gates to any humans who can get here. To

families. With the wall down … We—they believe …

There is not enough time for an evacuation. The queens will not send aid from

the continent. But here—they might stand a chance.” 

Neither man responded, though Graysen now looked at Elain’s engagement ring. 

His  blue  eyes  rippled  with  pain.  “I  would  be  inclined  to  believe  you,”  he  said quietly, “if you were not lying to me with your every breath.” 

Elain blinked. “I—I am not, I—” 

“Did you think,” Lord Nolan said, and Nesta and I closed ranks around Elain as

he took a step toward us, “that you could come to  my house and deceive me with

your faerie magic?” 

Rhys said, “We don’t care what you believe. We only come to ask you to help

those who cannot defend themselves.” 

“At what gain? What risk of your own?” 

“You  have  an  arsenal  of  ash  weapons,”  I  said.  “I’d  think  the  risk  to  us  is apparent.” 

“And to your sister as well,” Nolan spat toward Elain. “Don’t forget to include

her.” 

“Any weapon can hurt a mortal,” Mor said blandly. 

“But she isn’t a mortal, is she?” Nolan sneered. “No, I have it on good authority

that it was Elain Archeron who was turned Fae first. And who now has a High

Lord’s son as a  mate.” 

“And who, exactly, told you this?” Rhys said with a lift of the brow, not showing

one ounce of ire, of surprise. 

Steps sounded. 

But we all went for our weapons as Jurian strolled into the guardhouse and said, 

“I did.” 
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Jurian held up his tanned hands, new calluses dotting his palms and fingers. 

New—for the remade body he’d had to train to handle weapons these months. 

“I came alone,” Jurian said. “You can stop snarling.” 

Elain  began  shaking—either  at  the  truth  revealed,  or  the  memories  that  pelted her,  pelted  Nesta,  at  the  sight  of  him.  Jurian  inclined  his  head  to  my  sisters. 

“Ladies.” 

“They are no ladies,” Lord Nolan sneered. 

“Father,” Graysen warned. 

Nolan  ignored  him.  “Upon  his  arrival,  Jurian  explained  what  had  been  done  to you—  both of you. What the queens on the continent desire.” 

“And what is that?” Rhys asked, his voice a deceptive croon. 

“Power. Youth,” Jurian said with a shrug. “The usual things.” 

“Why are you  here,” I demanded. Kill him—we should kill him   now before he could  hurt  us  any  further,  kill  him  for  that  bolt  he’d  put  through  Azriel’s  chest and the threat he’d made to Miryam and Drakon, perhaps causing them to vanish

and leave us to fight this war on our own—

“The queens are snakes,” Jurian said, leaning against the edge of a table shoved

by the wall. “They deserve to be butchered for their treachery. It took no effort

on my part when Hybern sent me to woo them to our cause. 

Only one of them was noble enough to play the game—to know we’d been dealt

a shitty hand and to play it the best she could. But when she helped

you,  the  others  found  out.  And  they  gave  her  to  the  Attor.”  Jurian’s  eyes

gleamed bright—not with madness, I realized. 

But clarity. 

And I had the sense of the world sliding out from beneath my feet as Jurian said, 

“He resurrected me to turn them to his cause, believing I had gone mad during

the  five  hundred  years  Amarantha  trapped  me.  So  I  was  reborn,  and  found

myself surrounded by my old enemies—faces I had once marked to kill. I found

myself  on  the  wrong  side  of  a  wall,  with  the  human  realm  poised  to  shatter beneath it.” 

Jurian looked right to Mor, whose mouth was a tight line. “You were my friend,” 

he said, voice straining. “We fought back-to-back during some battles. And yet

you believed me at first sight—believed that I’d ever let them  turn me.” 

“You went mad with—with Clythia. It was  madness. It destroyed you.” 

“And I was glad to do it,” Jurian snarled. “I was  glad to do it, if it bought us an edge in that war. I didn’t  care what it did to me, what it broke in me. 

If it meant we could be  free. And I have had five hundred years to think about it. 

While being held prisoner by my enemy. Five hundred years, Mor.” The way he

said her name, so familiar and knowing—

“You played the villain convincingly enough, Jurian,” Rhys purred. 

Jurian snapped his face toward Rhys. “You should have looked. I expected you

to  look into my mind, to see the truth. Why didn’t you?” 

Rhys was quiet for a long moment. Then he said softly, “Because I didn’t want

to see her.” 

See any trace of Amarantha. 

“You mean to imply,” Mor pushed, “that you’ve been working to help  us during

this?” 

“Where  better  to  plot  your  enemy’s  demise,  to  learn  their  weaknesses,  than  at their side?” 

We were silent, Lord Graysen and his father watching—or the latter did. 

Graysen and Elain were just staring at each other. 

“Why this obsession to find Miryam and Drakon?” Mor asked. 

“It’s what the world expects of me. What Hybern expects. And if he grants my

asking price to find them … Drakon has a legion capable of turning the tide in

battle.  It  was  why  I  allied  with  him  during  the  War.  I  don’t  doubt  Drakon  still has it trained and ready. Word will have reached him by now. Especially that I

am looking for them.” 

A warning. The only way Jurian could send one—by making himself the hunter. 

I said to Jurian, “You don’t want to kill Miryam and Drakon.” 

There was stark honesty in Jurian’s eyes as he shook his head once. 

“No,” he said roughly. “I want to beg their forgiveness.” 

I looked to Mor. But tears lined her eyes, and she blinked them furiously away. 

“Miryam and Drakon have vanished,” Rhys said. “Their people with them.” 

“Then  find  them,”  Jurian  said.  He  jerked  his  chin  to  Azriel.  “Send  the

shadowsinger, send whomever you trust, but  find them.” 

Silence. 

“Look into my head,” Jurian said to Rhys. “Look, and see for yourself.” 

“Why now,” Rhys said. “Why here.” 

Jurian held his stare. “Because the wall came down, and now I can move freely

—to warn the humans here. Because …” He loosed a long breath. 

“Because  Tamlin  ran  right  back  to  Hybern  after  your  meeting  ended  this

morning.  Right  to  their  camp  in  the  Spring  Court,  where  Hybern  now  plans  to launch a land assault on Summer tomorrow.” 

CHAPTER

54

Jurian was not my enemy. 

I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. Even as Rhys and I  both looked. 

I didn’t linger for long. 

The pain and guilt and rage, what he had seen and endured …

But Jurian spoke true. Laid himself bare to us. 

He knew the spot they planned to attack. Where and when and how many. 

Azriel  vanished  without  a  glance  at  any  of  us—to  warn  Cassian  and  move  the

legion. 

Jurian  was  saying  to  Mor,  “They  didn’t  kill  the  sixth  queen.  Vassa.  She  saw through me—or thought she did—from the start. Warned them against this. Told

them that if I was reborn, it was a bad sign, and to rally their armies to face the

threat before it grew too large. But Vassa is too brash, too young. She didn’t play

the game the way the golden one, Demetra, did. 

Didn’t see the lust in their eyes when I told them of the Cauldron’s powers. 

Didn’t know that from the moment I began to spin Hybern’s lies … they became

her enemies. They couldn’t kill Vassa—the next in line to her throne is far more

willful.  So  they  found  an  old  death-lord  above  the  wall,  with  a  penchant  for enslaving young women. He cursed her, and stole her away … The entire world

believes she’s been sick these past months.” 

“We know,” Mor said, and none of us dared glance at Elain. “We learned about

it.” 

And even with the truth laid bare … none of us told him that Lucien had gone

after her. 

Elain  seemed  to  remember,  though.  Who  was  hunting  for  that  missing  queen. 

And she said to Graysen, stone-faced and sorrowful through all of this, “I did not

mean to deceive you.” 

His father answered, “I find I have trouble believing that.” 

Graysen swallowed. “Did you think you could come back here—live with me as

this … lie?” 

“No. Yes. I—I don’t know what I wanted—” 

“And you are bound to some … Fae male. A High Lord’s son.” 

 A different High Lord’s heir, likely, I wanted to say. 

“His name is Lucien.” I wasn’t certain if I’d ever heard his name from her lips. 

“I don’t care what his name is.” The first sharp words from Graysen. 

“You are his  mate. Do you even know what that means?” 

“It  means   nothing,”  Elain  said,  her  voice  breaking.  “It  means   nothing.  I  don’t care who decided it or why they did—” 

“You belong to  him.” 

“I belong to  no one. But my heart belongs to  you.” 

Graysen’s face hardened. “I don’t want it.” 

He would have been better off hitting her, that’s how deep the hurt in her eyes

went. And seeing her face crumple …

I stepped close, pushing her behind me. “Here is what is going to happen. You

are going to take in any people who can make it here. We will supply these walls

with wards.” 

“We don’t need them,” sneered Nolan. 

“Shall I demonstrate for you,” I said, “how wrong you are? Or shall you take my

word for it that I could reduce this wall to rubble with half a thought? And that is

to  say  nothing  of  my  friends.  You  will  find,  Lord  Nolan,  that  you   want  our wards,  and  our  help.  All  in  exchange  for  taking  in  whatever  humans  need  the safety.” 

“I don’t want riffraff wandering through here.” 

“So only the rich and chosen will walk through the gates?” Rhys asked, arching

a brow. “I can’t imagine the aristocracy being content to work your land and fish

in your lake or butcher your meat.” 

“We have plenty of workers here to do that.” 

It was happening again. Another fight with narrow-minded, hateful people …

But  Jurian  said  to  the  lords,  “I  fought  beside  your  ancestor.  And  he  would  be ashamed if you locked out those who needed it. You would spit on his grave to

do so. I hold a position of trust with Hybern. One word from me, and I will make

sure his legion takes a visit here. To you.” 

“You’ll threaten to bring the very enemy you seek to protect us from?” 

Jurian  shrugged.  “I  can  also  convince  Hybern  to  steer  clear.  He  trusts  me  that much. You let in those people … I will do my best to keep his armies far away.” 

He gave Rhys a look, daring him to doubt it. 

We were still too stunned to even try to look neutral. 

But then Nolan said, “I do not pretend to have a large army. Only a considerable

unit of soldiers. If what you say is true …” A glance at Graysen. “We will take

them. Whoever can make it.” 

I  wondered  if  the  elder  lord  might  be  the  one  who  could  actually  be  reasoned with. Especially as Graysen said to Elain, “Take that ring off.” 

Elain’s fingers curved into a fist. “No.” 

Ugly. This was about to get ugly in the worst way—

“Take. It. Off.” 

It was Nolan’s turn to murmur a warning to his son. Graysen ignored him. Elain

did not move. 

“Take it off! ” The roared words barked over the stones. 

“That’s enough,” Rhys said, his voice lethally calm. “The lady keeps the ring, if she wants it. Though none of us will be particularly sad to see it go. 

Females tend to prefer gold or silver to iron.” 

Graysen  leveled  a  seething  look  at  Rhysand.  “Is  this  the  start  of  it?  You  Fae males will come to take our women? Are your own not fuckable enough?” 

“Watch  your  tongue,  boy,”  his  father  said.  Elain  turned  white  at  the  coarse

language. 

Graysen only said to her, “I am not marrying you. Our engagement is over. I will

take whatever people occupy your lands. But not you. Never  you.” 

Tears began sliding down Elain’s face, their scent filling the room with salt. 

Nesta stepped forward. Then another step. And another. 

Until she was in front of Graysen, faster than anyone could see. 

Until Nesta smacked him hard enough that his head snapped to the side. 

“You  never  deserved  her,”  Nesta  snarled  into  the  stunned  silence  as  Graysen

cupped his face and swore, bending over. Nesta only looked back at me. Rage, 

unfiltered  and  burning,  roiled  in  her  eyes.  But  her  voice  was  stone-cold  as  she said to me, “I assume we’re done here.” 

I gave her a wordless nod. And proud as any queen, Nesta took Elain’s arm and

led  her  from  the  guardhouse.  Mor  trailed  behind,  guarding  their  backs  as  they entered the veritable field of weapons and snarling hounds waiting outside. 

The two lords saw themselves out without so much as a good-bye. 

Alone,  Jurian  said,  “Tell  the  shadowsinger  I’m  sorry  about  the  arrow  to  the

chest.” 

Rhys shook his head. “What’s the next move, then? I assume you’re doing more

than warning humans to flee or hide.” 

Jurian pushed off the table. “The next move, Rhysand, is me going back to that

Hybern  war-camp  and  throwing  a  fit  that  my  search  for  Miryam  and  Drakon’s whereabouts  wasn’t  fruitful.  My  step  after  that  is  to  take  another  trip  to  the continent and sow the seeds of discord amongst the queens’

courts. To let some  vital things slip about their agenda. Who they really support. 

What  they  really  want.  It  will  keep  them  busy—too  worried  about  their  own

internal conflict to consider sailing here. And once that’s done …

who knows? Perhaps I’ll join you on the battlefield.” 

Rhys rubbed his brows with a thumb and forefinger, the locks of his hair sliding

forward as he dipped his head. “I wouldn’t believe a word, except I

looked into that head of yours.” 

Jurian tapped a hand on the door frame. “Tell Cassian to hammer the left flank

hard tomorrow. Hybern is putting his untrained nobles there for some seasoning

—they’re spoiled and untested. Buckle the ranks there, and it’ll spook the grunts. 

Hit them with everything you’ve got, and fast—don’t give them time to rally or

find their courage.” Jurian gave me a grim smile. “I never congratulated you for

slaughtering Dagdan and Brannagh. Good riddance.” 

“I did it for those Children of the Blessed,” I said. “Not for glory.” 

“I  know,”  Jurian  said,  flicking  up  his  brows.  “Why  do  you  think  I  decided  to trust you?” 
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“I’m too old for these sorts of surprises,” Mor groused as the war-tent groaned in

the  howling  mountain  wind  at  the  northern  border  of  the  Winter  Court,  the

Illyrian  army  settling  down  for  the  night.  To  wait  for  the  attack  tomorrow. 

They’d flown all day, the location remote enough to keep even an army of our

size hidden. Until tomorrow, at least. 

We’d warned Tarquin—and dispatched messages to Helion and Kallias to join if

they could make it in time. But come the hour before dawn, the Illyrian legion

would  take  to  the  skies  and  fly  hard  for  that  southern  battlefield.  They  would

land, hopefully, before it began. Right as Keir and his commanders winnowed in the Darkbringer legion from the Night Court. 

And then the slaughter would begin. On either side. 

If  what  Jurian  claimed  was  true.  Cassian  had  choked  when  we’d  told  him

Jurian’s battle advice. A milder reaction, Azriel said, than his initial response. 

I asked Mor from where I sat at the foot of the fur-covered chaise we currently

shared, “You never suspected Jurian might be … good?” 

She  swigged  from  her  wine  and  leaned  back  against  the  cushions  piled  before

the rolled headrest. My sisters were in another tent, not quite as big but equally

luxurious,  their  lodgings  flanked  by  Cassian’s  and  Azriel’s  tents,  and  Mor’s

before it. No one would get to them without my friends knowing. Even if Mor

was currently here with me. 

“I don’t know,” she said, hauling a heavy wool throw blanket over her legs. “I

was never as close to Jurian as I was to some of the others, but …

we did fight together. Saved each other. I just assumed Amarantha broke him.” 

“Parts of him are broken,” I said, shuddering to recall those memories I’d seen, 

the feelings. I pulled some of her blanket over my lap. 

“We’re all broken,” Mor said. “In our own ways—in places no one might see.” 

I angled my head to inquire, but she asked, “Is Elain … all right?” 

“No,” was all I said. Elain was not all right. 

She  had  quietly  cried  while  we  winnowed  here.  And  in  the  hours  afterward, 

while the army arrived and the camp was rebuilt. She did not take off her ring. 

She  only  lay  on  the  cot  in  her  tent,  nestled  among  the  furs  and  blankets,  and stared at nothing. 

Any bit of good, any advancement … gone. I debated returning to smash every

bone  in  Graysen’s  body,  but  resisted—if  only  because  it  would  give  Nesta

license to unleash herself upon him. And death at Nesta’s hands … I wondered if

they’d have to invent a new word for  killing when she was done with Graysen. 
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So Elain silently cried, the tears so unending that I wondered if it was some sign

of  her  heart  bleeding  out.  Some  sliver  of  hope  that  had  shattered  today.  That Graysen would still love her, still marry her—and that love would trump even a

mating bond. 

A final tether had been snapped—to her life in the human lands. 

Only our father, wherever he was, remained as any sort of connection. 

Mor  read  whatever  was  on  my  face  and  set  down  the  wine  on  the  small  wood

table beside the chaise. “We should sleep. I don’t even know why I’m drinking.” 

“Today was … unexpected.” 

“It’s so much harder,” she said, groaning as she chucked the rest of the blanket

into my lap and rose to her feet. “When enemies turn into friends. 

And the opposite, I suppose. What didn’t I see? What did I overlook or dismiss? 

It always makes me reassess  myself more than them.” 

“Another joy of war?” 

She snorted, heading for the tent flaps. “No—of life.” 

I barely slept that night. 

Rhys didn’t come to the tent—not once. 

I  slipped  from  our  bed  when  the  darkness  was  just  starting  to  yield  to  gray, following the tug of the mating bond as I had done that day Under the Mountain. 

He stood atop a rocky outcropping crusted with patches of ice, watching the stars

fade away one by one over the still-slumbering camp. 

I wordlessly slid my arm around his waist, and he shifted his wings to fold me

into his side. 

“A lot of soldiers are going to die today,” he said quietly. 

“I know.” 

“It never gets easier,” he whispered. 

The strong panes of his face were taut, and silver lined his eyes as he studied the

stars.  Only  here,  only  now,  would  he  show  that  grief—that  worry  and  pain. 

Never before his armies; never before his enemies. 

He  loosed  a  long  breath.  “Are  you  ready?”  I  would  stay  near  the  back  of  the lines with Mor to get a feel for battle. The flow and terror and structure. 

My  sisters  would  remain  here  until  it  was  safe  to  winnow  them  afterward.  If things didn’t go to hell first. 

“No,” I admitted. “But I have no other choice than to be ready.” 

Rhys kissed the top of my head, and we stared at the dying stars in silence. 

“I’m  grateful,”  he  said  after  a  while,  as  the  camp  beneath  us  stirred  in  the building light. “To have you at my side. I don’t know if I ever told you that

—how grateful I am to have you stand with me.” 

I blinked back the burning in my eyes and took his hand. I laid it over my heart, 

letting him feel its beating while I kissed him one final time, the last of the stars

vanishing as the army below us awoke to do battle. 
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Jurian was right. 

We’d seen inside his head, yet we’d still doubted. Still wondered if we’d arrive

to find Hybern had changed their position, or attacked elsewhere. 

But Hybern’s horde was precisely where Jurian claimed they’d be. 

And  as  the  Illyrian  army  swept  for  them  while  they  marched  over  the  Spring

border and into Summer … Hybern’s forces certainly seemed shocked. 

Rhys had cloaked our forces—all of them. Sweat had slid down his temple at the strain,  at  keeping  the  mass  of  us  hidden  from  sight  and  sound  and  scent  as  we flew  mile  after  mile.  My  wings  weren’t  strong  enough—so  Mor  winnowed  us

through the sky, keeping pace with them. 

But  we  arrived  together.  And  as  Rhys  ripped  the  sight  shield  away,  revealing battle-hungry  Illyrians  spearing  from  the  skies  in  neat,  precise  lines  …  As  he revealed the legion of Keir’s Darkbringers charging on foot, swathed in wisps of

night and armed with star-bright steel … It was hard not to be smug at the panic

that rippled over the marching mass of Hybern. 

But  Hybern’s  army  …  It  stretched  far—deep  and  long.  Meant  to  sweep  away

everything in its path. 

“SHIELDS, ” Cassian bellowed at the front line. 

One by one by one, shields of red and blue and green flickered into life around

the Illyrians and their weapons, overlapping like the scales of a fish. 

Overlapping  like  the  solid  metal  shields  they  each  bore  on  their  left  arms, 

locking into place from ankle to shoulder. 

Below,  Keir’s  troops  rippled  with  shadowy  shields  flaring  into  place  before

them. 

Mor winnowed us to the tree-covered hill that overlooked the field Cassian had

deemed  would  be  the  best  place  to  hit  them  based  on  Azriel’s  scouting.  There was a slope to the grass—in our advantage. We held the high ground; a narrow, 

shallow  river  lay  not  too  far  back  from  Hybern’s  army.  Success  in  battle, 

Cassian had told me that morning over a swift breakfast, was often decided not

by numbers, but by picking where to fight. 

The Hybern army seemed to realize their disadvantage within moments. 

But  the  Illyrians  had  landed  beside  Keir’s  soldiers.  Cassian,  Azriel,  and  Rhys spread out amongst the front line, all clad in that black Illyrian armor, all armed

as the other winged soldiers were: shield gripped in the left hand, Illyrian blade

in the right, an assortment of daggers on them, and helmets. 

The helmets were the only markers of who they were. Unlike the smooth domes

of the others, Rhys, Azriel, and Cassian wore black helmets whose cheek-guards had been fashioned and swept upward like ravens’ wings. 

Albeit razor-sharp ravens’ wings that jutted up on either side of the helmet, right

above the ear, but … The effect, I admitted, was terrifying. Especially with the

two  other  swords  strapped  across  their  backs,  the  gauntlets  that  covered  every inch  of  their  hands,  and  the  Siphons  gleaming  amongst  Cassian’s  and  Azriel’s

ebony armor. 

Rhys’s own power roiled around him, readying to hammer the right flank while

Cassian  aimed  for  the  left.  Rhys  was  to  conserve  his  power—in  case  the  king arrived. Or worse—the Cauldron. 

This army, however huge … It did not seem that the king was even there to lead

it. Or Tamlin. Or Jurian. Merely an invading harbinger of the force to come, but

sizable enough that the damage … We could easily spy the damage behind the

army, the plumes of smoke staining the cloudless summer sky. 

Mor and I said little in the hours that followed. 

I did not have it in me for words, for any sort of coherent speech as we watched. 

Either through our surprise or pure luck, there was no sign of that faebane. I was

inclined to thank the Mother for that. 

Even if every soldier in our camp this morning had mixed Nuan’s antidote into

their gruel, it would do nothing against  blocking weapons tipped in faebane from shattering  shields.  Only  stop  against  the  stifling  of  magic,  should  it  come  into contact either through that damned powder … or by being impaled by a weapon

tipped in it. Lucky—so lucky it was not in use today. 

Because  seeing  the  carnage,  the  fine  line  of  control  …  There  was  no  place  for me on those front lines, where the Illyrians fought by the strength of their sword, 

their  power,  and  their  trust  in  the  male  on  either  side  of  them.  Even  Keir’s soldiers fought as one—obedient and unfaltering, lashing out with shadows and

steel. I would have been a fissure in that impenetrable armor—and what Cassian

and the Illyrians unleashed upon Hybern …

Cassian  slammed  into  that  left  flank.  Siphons  unleashed  bursts  of  power  that

sometimes bounced off shields, sometimes found their mark and shredded flesh

and bone. 

But  where  Hybern’s  magic  shields  held  out  …  Rhys,  Azriel,  and  Cassian  sent out blasts of their own power to shatter them. Leaving them vulnerable to those

Siphons—or pure Illyrian steel. And if that did not fell them …

Keir and his Darkbringers cleaned up the rest. Precisely. Coolly. 

The field became a blood-drenched mud pit. Bodies gleamed in the morning sun, 

light bouncing off their armor. Hybern panicked at the unbreakable Illyrian lines

that pushed and pushed them back. That battered them. 

And as that left flank broke apart, as its nobles fell or turned and fled …

The other Hybern soldiers began descending into panic, too. 

There was one mounted commander who did not go easily. Who didn’t turn his

horse toward that river behind them to flee. 

Cassian selected him as his opponent. 

Mor  gripped  my  hand  tight  enough  to  hurt  as  Cassian  stepped  out  of  that

impenetrable front line of shields and swords, the soldiers around him

immediately  closing  the  gap.  Mud  and  blood  splattered  Cassian’s  dark  helmet, 

his armor. 

He ditched his tall shield for a round one strapped across his back, crafted from

the same ebony metal. 

And then he launched into a run. 

I could have sworn even Rhys paused on the other end of the battlefield to watch

as  Cassian  cut  his  way  through  those  enemy  soldiers,  aiming  for  the  mounted

Hybern  commander.  Who  realized  what  and  who  was  coming  for  him  and

started to search for a better weapon. 

Cassian  had  been  born  for  this—these  fields,  this  chaos  and  brutality  and

calculation. 

He  didn’t  stop  moving,  seemed  to  know  where  every  opponent  fought  both

ahead  and  behind,  seemed  to  breathe  in  the  flow  of  the  battle  around  him.  He

even let his Siphons’ shield drop—to get close, to  feel the impact of the arrows that  he  took  in  that  ebony  shield.  If  he  slammed  that  shield  into  a  soldier,  his other arm was already swinging his sword at the next opponent. 

I’d never seen anything like it—the skill and precision. It was like a dance. 

I must have said it aloud because Mor replied, “For him, that’s what battle is. A

symphony.” 

Her eyes did not stray from Cassian’s death-dance. 

Three  soldiers  were  brave  or  stupid  enough  to  try  to  charge  him.  Cassian  had them down and dying with four maneuvers. 

“Holy Mother,” I breathed. 

That was who had been training me. Why Fae trembled at his name. 

Why the high-born Illyrian warriors had been jealous enough to want him dead. 

But there Cassian was, no one between him and the commander. 

The commander had found a discarded spear. He threw it. 

Fast and sure, I skipped a heartbeat as it spiraled for Cassian. 

His knees bent, wings tucked in tight, shield twisting—

He took the spear in the shield with an impact I could have sworn I heard, then

sliced off the shaft and kept running. 

Within a heartbeat, Cassian had sheathed both shield and sword across his back. 

And I would have asked why but he’d already picked up another fallen spear. 

Already hurled it, his entire body going into the throw, the movement so perfect

that I knew I’d one day paint it. 

Both armies seemed to stop at the throw. 

Even with the distance, Cassian’s spear hit home. 
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It went right through the commander’s chest, so hard it knocked the male clean

off his horse. 

By the time he was done falling, Cassian was there. 

His sword caught the sunlight as it lifted and plunged down. 

Cassian had picked his mark well. Hybern fled now. Outright turned and fled for

the river. 

But  Hybern  found  Tarquin’s  army  waiting  on  its  opposite  bank,  exactly  where

Cassian had ordered it to appear. 

Trapped with the Illyrians and Keir’s Darkbringers at their backs and Tarquin’s

two thousand soldiers on the other side of the narrow river …

It was harder to watch—that slaughter. 

Mor said to me, “It’s over.” 

The sun was high in the sky, heat rising with every minute. 

“You don’t need to see this,” she added. 

Because some of the Hybern soldiers were surrendering. On their knees. 

As  it  was  Tarquin’s  territory,  Rhys  yielded  the  decision  about  what  to  do  with prisoners. 

From  the  distance,  I  picked  out  Tarquin  from  his  armor—more  ornate  than

Rhysand’s, but still brutal. Fish fins and scales seemed to be the motif, and his

azure cloak flowed through the mud behind him as he stepped over fallen bodies

to get to the few hundred surviving enemy. 

Tarquin stared at where the enemy had knelt, his helmet masking his features. 

Nearby, Rhys, Cassian, and Azriel monitored, speaking to Keir and the Illyrian

captains. I did not see many wings amongst the fallen on the field. 

A mercy. 

The only mercy, it seemed, as Tarquin made a motion with his hand. 

Some of the Hybern soldiers began screaming for clemency, their offers to sell

information ringing out, even to us. 

Tarquin pointed at a few of them, and they were hauled away by his soldiers. To

be questioned. And I doubted it would be pleasant. 

But the others …

Tarquin stretched out his hand toward them. 

It  took  me  a  heartbeat  to  realize  why  the  Hybern  soldiers  were  thrashing  and clawing  at  themselves,  some  trying  to  crawl  away.  But  then  one  of  them

collapsed, and sunlight caught on his face. And even with the distance, I could

tell—could tell it was water now bubbling out of his lips. 

Out the lips of all the Hybern soldiers as Tarquin drowned them on dry land. 

I  didn’t  see  Rhys  or  the  others  for  hours—not  when  he  gave  the  order  that  the Illyrian  war-camp  was  to  be  moved  from  the  border  of  the  Winter  Court  and

rebuilt  at  the  edge  of  the  battlefield.  So  Mor  and  I  winnowed  to  and  from  the camps  as  the  exodus  began.  We  brought  my  sisters  last,  waiting  until  many  of the  bodies  had  been  turned  to  black  dust  by  Rhysand.  The  blood  and  mud

remained, but the camp maintained too good a position to yield—or waste time

finding another one. 

Elain didn’t seem to care. Didn’t seem to even notice that we winnowed her. She

just went from her tent to Mor’s arms, then into the same tent rebuilt in the new

camp. 

Nesta, however … I told her upon arriving that everyone was fine. But when we

winnowed  to  the  battlefield  …  She  stared  at  that  bloody,  muddy  plain.  At  the weapons soldiers of both courts were plundering from the fallen enemy. 

Nesta  listened  to  the  low-level  Illyrian  soldiers  whispering  about  how  Cassian had thrown that spear, how he’d cut down soldiers like stalks of wheat, how he’d

fought like Enalius—their most ancient warrior-god and the first of the Illyrians. 

It had been a while, it seemed, since they had seen Cassian in open battle. Since they’d realized that he’d been young in the War, and now …

the  looks  they  gave  Cassian  as  he  passed  …  they  were  the  same  as  those  the High Lords had given Rhys upon seeing his power. Like them, and yet Other. 

Nesta watched, and listened to it all, while the camp was built around us. 

She  did  not  ask  where  the  bodies  had  gone  before  her  arrival.  She  wholly

ignored  the  camp  Keir  and  his  Darkbringers  built  beside  ours—the  ebony-

armored soldiers who sneered at her, at me, at the Illyrians. No, Nesta only made

sure that Elain was dozing in her tent, and then offered to help cut up linen for

bandages. 

We  were  doing  just  that  around  the  early-evening  fire  when  Rhys  and  Cassian

approached, still in their armor, Azriel nowhere to be found. 

Rhys took a seat on the log I was perched atop of, armor thudding, and silently

pressed a kiss to my temple. He reeked of metal and blood and sweat. 

His helmet clunked on the ground at our feet. I silently handed him a pitcher of

water, and made to grab a glass when Rhys just lifted the pewter container and

drank  right  from  it.  It  sloshed  over  the  sides,  water  pinging  against  the  black metal coating his thighs, and when he at last set it down, he looked … tired. In

his eyes, Rhys seemed weary. 

But Nesta had jolted to her feet, staring at Cassian, at the helmet he had tucked

into the crook of his arm, the weapons still poking above his shoulder, in need of

cleaning. His dark hair hung limp with sweat, his face was mud-splattered where

even the helmet had not kept it out. 

But  she  surveyed  his  seven  Siphons,  the  dim  red  stones.  And  then  she  said, 

“You’re hurt.” 

Rhys snapped to attention at that. 

Cassian’s face was grim—his eyes glassy. “It’s fine.” Even the words were laced

with exhaustion. 

But she reached for his arm—his shield arm. 
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Cassian  seemed  to  hesitate,  but  offered  it  to  her,  tapping  the  Siphon  atop  his palm. The armor slid back a fraction over his forearm, revealing—

“You know better than to walk around with an injury,” Rhys said a bit tensely. 

“I  was  busy,”  Cassian  said,  not  taking  his  focus  off  Nesta  as  she  studied  the swollen wrist. How she’d detected it through the armor … She must have read it

in his eyes, his stance. 

I hadn’t realized she’d been observing the Illyrian general enough to notice his

tells. 

“And it’ll be fixed by morning,” Cassian added, daring Rhys to say otherwise. 

But  Nesta’s  pale  fingers  gently  probed  his  golden-brown  skin,  and  he  hissed

through his teeth. 

“How  do  I  fix  it?”  she  asked.  Her  hair  had  been  tied  in  a  loose  knot  atop  her head earlier in the day, and in the hours that we’d worked to ready and distribute

supplies  to  the  healers,  through  the  heat  and  humidity,  stray  tendrils  had  come free to curl about her temple, her nape. Faint color had stained her cheeks from

the sun, and her forearms, bare beneath the sleeves she’d rolled up, were flecked

with mud. 

Cassian  slowly  sat  on  the  log  where  she’d  been  perched  a  moment  before, 

groaning softly—as if even that movement taxed him. “Icing it usually helps, but

wrapping it will just lock it in place long enough for the sprain to repair itself—” 

She reached for the basket of bandages she’d been preparing, then for the pitcher

at her feet. 

I was too tired to do anything other than watch as she washed his wrist, his hand, 

her  own  fingers  gentle.  Too  tired  to  ask  if  she  possessed  the  magic  to  heal  it herself. Cassian seemed too weary to speak as well while she wrapped bandages

around his wrist, only grunting to confirm if it was too

tight or too loose, if it helped at all. But he watched her—didn’t take his eyes off

her face, the brows bunched and lips pursed in concentration. 

And when she’d tied it neatly, his wrist wrapped in white, when Nesta made to

pull  back,  Cassian  gripped  her  fingers  in  his  good  hand.  She  lifted  her  gaze  to his. “Thank you,” he said hoarsely. 

Nesta did not yank her hand away. 

Did not open her mouth for some barbed retort. 

She  only  stared  and  stared  at  him,  at  the  breadth  of  his  shoulders,  even  more powerful  in  that  beautiful  black  armor,  at  the  strong  column  of  his  tan  neck above it, his wings. And then at his hazel eyes, still riveted to her face. 

Cassian brushed a thumb down the back of her hand. 

Nesta opened her mouth at last, and I braced myself—

“You’re hurt?” 

At the sound of Mor’s voice, Cassian snatched his hand back and pivoted toward

Mor with a lazy smile. “Nothing for you to cry over, don’t worry.” 

Nesta  dragged  her  stare  from  his  face—down  to  her  now-empty  hand,  her

fingers  still  curled  as  if  his  palm  lay  there.  Cassian  didn’t  look  at  Nesta  as  she rose, snatching up the pitcher, and muttered something about getting more water

from inside the tent. 

Cassian  and  Mor  fell  into  their  banter,  laughing  and  taunting  each  other  about the battle and the ones ahead. 

Nesta didn’t come back out again for some time. 

I helped with the wounded long into the night, Mor and Nesta working alongside

me. 

A long day for all of us, yes, but the others … They had fought for hours. From

the tight angle of Mor’s jaw as she tended to injured Darkbringers and Illyrians

alike, I knew the various recountings of the battle wore on her—not for the tales

of glory and gore, but for the sole fact that she had not been there to fight beside

them. 

But between the Darkbringer forces and the Illyrians … I wondered where she’d

fight. Whom she’d command or answer to. Definitely not Keir, but … I was still

chewing it over when I at last slipped between the warm sheets of my bed and

curled my body into Rhys’s. 

His  arm  instantly  slid  over  my  waist,  tugging  me  in  closer.  “You  smell  like blood,” he murmured into the dimness. 

“Sorry,” I said. I’d washed my hands and forearms before sliding into bed, but a

full bath … I had barely managed the walk through the camp moments ago. 

He stroked a hand over my waist, down to my hip. “You must be exhausted.” 

“And  you  should  be  sleeping,”  I  chided,  shifting  closer,  letting  his  warmth  and scent wrap around me. 

“Can’t,” he admitted, his lips brushing over my temple. 

“Why?” 

His hand drifted to my back, and I arched into the long, trailing strokes along my

spine.  “It  takes  a  while—to  settle  myself  after  battle.”  It  had  been  hours  and hours since the fighting had ceased. Rhys’s lips began a journey from my temple

down my jaw. 

And  even  with  the  weight  of  exhaustion  pressing  on  me,  as  his  mouth  grazed

over my chin, as he nipped at my bottom lip … I knew what he was asking. 

Rhys  sucked  in  a  breath  as  I  traced  the  contours  of  his  muscled  stomach,  as  I marveled at the softness of his skin, the strength of the body beneath it. 

He pressed a featherlight kiss to my lips. “If you’re too tired,” he began, even as

he went wholly still while my fingers continued their journey, past the sculpted

muscles of his abdomen. 

I answered him with a kiss of my own. Another. Until his tongue slid over the

seam of my lips and I opened for him. 

Our  joining  was  fast,  and  hard,  and  I  was  clawing  at  his  back  before  the  end shattered through both of us, dragging my hands over his wings. 

For  long  minutes  afterward,  we  remained  there,  my  legs  thrown  over  his

shoulders, the rise and fall of his chest pushing into mine in a lingering echo

of our bodies’ movements. 

Then  he  withdrew,  gently  lowering  my  legs  from  his  shoulders.  He  kissed  the

inside of each of my knees as he did so, setting them on either side of him as he

rose up to kneel before me. 

The tattoos on his knees were nearly obscured by the rumpled sheets, the design

stretched  with  the  position.  But  I  traced  my  fingers  over  the  tops  of  those mountains, the three stars inked atop them, as he remained kneeling between my

legs, gazing down at me. 

“I thought about you every moment I was on that battlefield,” he said softly. “It

focused me, centered me—let me get through it.” 

I stroked those tattoos on his knees again. “I’m glad. I think … I think some part

of me was down there on that battlefield with you, too.” I glanced to his suit of

armor,  cleaned  and  displayed  on  a  dummy  near  the  small  dressing  area.  His

winged helmet shone like a dark star in the dimness. 

“Seeing that battle today … It felt different from the one in Adriata.” Rhys only

listened, those star-flecked eyes patient. “In Adriata, I didn’t …” I struggled for

the words. “The chaos of the battle in Adriata was easier, somehow. Not  easy, I

mean—” 

“I know what you meant.” 

I  sighed,  sitting  up  so  that  we  were  knee-to-knee  and  face-to-face.  “What  I’m trying and failing miserably to explain is that attacks like the one in Adriata, in

Velaris … I can fight in those. There are people to defend, and the disorder of it

…  I  can—I’ll  gladly  fight  in  those  battles.  But  what  I  saw  today,  that  sort  of warfare  …”  I  swallowed.  “Will  you  be  ashamed  of  me  if  I  admit  that  I’m  not sure  if  I’m  ready  for  that  sort  of  battling?”  Line  against  line,  swinging  and stabbing until I didn’t know up from down, until mud and gore blurred the line

between  enemy  and  foe,  relying  as  much  upon  the  warriors  beside  me  as  my
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own  skill  set.  And  the  closeness  of  it,  the  sounds  and  sheer  scale  of  the

bloodbath …

He took my face in his hands, kissing me once. “Never. I can never be ashamed

of you. Certainly not over this.” He kept his mouth close to mine, sharing breath. 

“Today’s battle  was different from Adriata, and Velaris. If we had more time to

train you with a unit, you could easily fight amongst

the  lines  and  hold  your  own.  But  only  if  you  wanted  to.  And  for  now,  these initial  battles  …  Being  down  in  that  slaughterhouse  is  not  something  I’d  wish upon you.” He kissed me again. “We are a pair,” he said against my lips. “If you

ever wish to fight by my side, it will be my honor.” 

I pulled my head back, frowning at him. “I feel like a coward now.” 

He stroked a thumb over my cheek. “No one would ever think that of you—not

with  all  you  have  done,  Feyre.”  A  pause.  “War  is  ugly,  and  messy,  and

unforgiving. The soldiers doing the fighting are only a fraction of it. 

Don’t  underestimate  how  far  it  goes  for  them  to  see  you  here—to  see  you

tending to the wounded and participating in these meetings and councils.” 

I considered, letting my fingers drift across the Illyrian tattoos over his chest and

shoulders. 

And perhaps it was the afterglow of our joining, perhaps it was the battle today, 

but … I believed him. 

Tarquin’s army didn’t blend into ours as Keir’s did, but rather camped beside it. 

Azriel  led  team  after  team  of  scouts  to  find  the  rest  of  Hybern’s  host,  discover their next movement … But nothing. 

I  wondered  if  Tamlin  was  with  them—if  he’d  whispered  to  Hybern  everything

that had been discussed in that meeting. The weaknesses between courts. I didn’t

dare ask anyone. 

But  I  did  dare  to  question  Nesta  about  whether  she  felt  the  Cauldron’s  power

stirring. Mercifully, she reported feeling nothing amiss. Even so … I knew Rhys was  frequently  checking  with  Amren  in  Velaris—asking  if  she  had  made  any

discoveries with the Book. 

And even if she found some alternative way to stop that Cauldron … We needed

to  know  where  the  king  was  hiding  the  rest  of  his  army  first.  And  not  so  we could face it—not alone. No, so we could bring others to finish the job. 

But only once we knew where the rest of Hybern’s army was—where I was to

unleash Bryaxis. It would do no good to have Hybern learn of

Bryaxis’s existence and adjust its plans. No, only when that full army was upon

us … Only then would I set it upon them. 

The first three days after the battle, the armies healed their wounded and rested. 

By  the  fourth,  Cassian  ordered  them  to  do  menial  tasks  to  stave  off  any

restlessness  and  chances  for  dangerous  grumbling.  His  first  order:  dig  a  trench around the entire camp. 

But the fifth day, the trench halfway finished … Azriel appeared, panting, in the

middle of our war-tent. 

Hybern had somehow skirted us entirely, and sent a force marching up the seam

between the Autumn and Summer Courts. Heading for the Winter Court border. 

We couldn’t glean a reason why. Azriel hadn’t discovered one, either. 

They were half a day’s flight from us. He’d already sent warnings to Kallias and

Viviane. 

Rhys,  Tarquin,  and  the  others  debated  for  hours,  weighing  the  possibilities. 

Abandon this spot by the border, and we could be playing into Hybern’s plans. 

But leave that northward army unattended and it could keep going north as far as

it  pleased.  We  could  not  afford  to  split  our  own  army  in  two—there  weren’t

enough soldiers to spare. 

Until Varian came up with an idea. 

He  dismissed  all  the  captains  and  generals,  Keir  and  Devlon  looking  none  too pleased  at  the  order  as  they  stormed  out,  dismissed  everyone  but  his  sister, 
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Tarquin, and my own family. 

“We march north—  and we stay.” 

Rhys lifted a brow. Cassian frowned. 

But Varian jabbed a finger on the map spread on the table we’d gathered around. 

“Spin a glamour—a good one. So that if anyone walks by here, they see and hear

and  smell  an  army.  Put  whatever  spells  in  place  to  repel  them  from  actually coming  up  to  it.  But  let  Hybern’s  eyes  report  that  we  are  still  here.  That  we choose to stay here.” 

“While  we  march  north  under  a  sight  shield,”  Cassian  murmured,  rubbing  his

jaw. “It could work.” He added with a grin to Varian, “You ever get sick of all

that sunshine, you can come play with us in Velaris.” 

Though Varian frowned, something glinted in his eye. 

But Tarquin said to Rhys, “You could make such a deception?” 

Rhys nodded and winked at me. “With assistance from my mate.” 

I prayed that I’d rested enough as they all looked to me. 

I was nearly drained by the time Rhys and I were finished that night. I followed

his  instructions,  marking  faces  and  details,  willing  that  shape-shifting  magic  to craft them out of thin air, to give them life of their own. 

It was like … applying a thin film over all those living in the camp, that would

then  separate  when  we  moved  out—separate  and  grow  into  its  own  entity  that

walked  and  talked  and  did  all  manner  of  things  here.  While  we  marched  to

intercept Hybern’s army, hidden from sight by Rhys. 

But  it  worked.  Cresseida,  skilled  with  glamours  herself,  worked  personally  on

the Summer Court soldiers. She and I were both panting and sweaty hours later, 

and  I  nodded  my  thanks  as  she  handed  me  a  skein  of  water.  She  was  not  a

trained  warrior  like  her  brother,  but  she  was  a  solid,  needed  presence  amongst

the army—the soldiers looked to her for guidance and stability. 

We moved out again, a far larger beast than the one that had flown down here. 

The  Summer  Court  soldiers  and  Keir’s  legion  could  not  fly,  but  Tarquin  dug

deep into his reservoirs and winnowed them along with us. 

He’d be wholly empty by the time we reached the enemy, but he insisted he was

better at fighting with steel anyway. 

We  found  the  Hybern  army  at  the  northern  edge  of  the  mighty  forest  that

stretched along the Summer Court’s eastern border. 

Azriel had scouted the land ahead for Cassian, laid it out in precise detail. It was

late  enough  in  the  afternoon  that  Hybern  was  readying  to  settle  down  for  the night. 

Cassian had let our army rest all day, anticipating that. Knowing that at the end

of a long day of marching, Hybern’s forces would be exhausted, 

muddled.  Another  rule  of  war,  he  told  me.  Knowing  when  to  pick  your  battles could be equally as important as where you fought them. 

With rain-heavy clouds sweeping in from the east and the sun sinking toward the

trees  behind  us—sycamores  and  oaks  that  towered  high—we  landed.  Rhys

ripped off the glamour surrounding us. 

He  wanted  word  to  get  out—wanted  word  to  spread  amongst  Hybern’s  forces

 who was meeting them at every turn. Slaughtering them. 

But they already knew. 

Again, I watched from the camp itself, atop a broad rim leading into the grassy

little  valley  where  Hybern  had  planned  to  rest.  Elain  ducked  into  her  tent  the moment the Illyrian warriors built it for her. Only Nesta strode toward the edge

of the tents to watch the battle on the valley floor below. 

Mor joined her, then me. 

Nesta  did  not  flinch  at  the  clash  and  din  of  battle.  She  only  stared  toward  one black-armored  figure,  leading  the  lines,  his  occasional  order  to  push   or  to  hold

 that flank  barking across the battle. 

Because this battle … Hybern had been ready. And the appearance they’d given, 

of a tired army ready to rest for the night … It had been a ruse, as our own had

been. 

Keir’s soldiers started going down first, shadows sputtering out. Their front lines

buckling. 

Mor  watched  it,  stone-faced.  I  had  no  doubt  she  was  half  hoping  her  father

joined the dead now piling up. Even as Keir managed to rally the Darkbringers, 

reassembled that front line—only after Cassian had roared at him to fix it. And

on the other side of the field …

Rhys and Tarquin were drained enough that they were actually battling sword to

sword against soldiers. And again, no sign of the king or Jurian or Tamlin. 

Mor was hopping from one foot to another, glancing at me every now and then. 

The bloodshed, the brutality—it sang to some part of her. Being up here with me

… It was not where she wished to be. 

But this … this running after armies, scrambling to stay ahead …

It would not provide a solution. Not for long. 

The skies opened up, and the battle turned into outright muddy slaughter. 

Siphons  flared,  soldiers  died.  Hybern  wielded  its  own  magic  upon  our  forces, 

arrows tipped in faebane finally making an appearance, along with clouds of it, 

that mercifully didn’t last long in the rain. And did not impact us—not one bit—

with  Nuan’s  antidote  in  our  systems.  Only  those  arrows,  which  were  skillfully avoided  with  shields  or  outright  destruction  to  their  shafts,  leaving  the  stone  to fall harmlessly from the sky. 

Still  Cassian,  Azriel,  and  Rhys  kept  fighting,  kept  killing.  Tarquin  and  Varian held their own—spreading out their soldiers to aid Keir’s once-again foundering

line. 

Too late. 

From  the  distance,  through  the  rain,  we  could  see  perfectly  as  the  dark  line  of Keir’s soldiers caved to an onslaught of Hybern cavalry. 

“Shit,”  Mor  breathed,  gripping  my  arm  tight  enough  to  bruise,  warm  summer

rain soaking our clothes, our hair. “Shit.” 

Like  a  burst  dam,  Hybern’s  soldiers  poured  through,  cleaving  Keir’s  force  in

half.  Cassian’s  bellowing  was  audible  even  from  the  hilltop—then  he  was

soaring, dodging arrows and spears, his Siphons so dim they barely guarded him

against it. I could have sworn Rhys roared some order to him

—that  Cassian  disregarded  as  he  landed  in  the  middle,  the   middle  of  those enemy forces sundering our lines, and unleashed himself. 

Nesta inhaled in a sharp, high gasp. 

More  and  more—Hybern  spread  us  farther  and  farther  apart.  Rhys’s  power

slammed into the flank of them, trying to shove them back. But his power was

drained, exhausted from last night. Dozens fell to those snapping shadows, rather

than hundreds. 

“Re-form  the  lines,”  Mor  was  muttering,  releasing  me  to  pace,  rain  sluicing

down her face. “Re-form the damned lines!” 

Cassian was trying. Azriel had lunged into the fray, nothing more than shadows

edged  in  blue  light,  battling  his  way  toward  where  Cassian  fought,  utterly

surrounded. 

“Mother  above,”  Nesta  said  softly.  Not  in  awe.  No—no,  that  was  dread  in  her voice. 

And within my own as I said, “They can fix this.” Or I prayed they could. 

Even if this battle … this was not all that Hybern had to offer against us. 

This  was  not  all  they  had  to  offer,  and  yet  we  were  being  pushed  back,  back, back—

Red flared in the heart of that battle like an exploding ember. A circle of soldiers

died. 

But more of Hybern’s soldiers pushed in around Cassian. Even Azriel could not get to his side. My stomach turned, over and over. 

Hybern  had  hidden  the  majority  of  its  force  somewhere.  Our  scouts  could  not

find it.  Azriel  could not find it. And Elain … She could not see that mighty army, she’d said. In her dreams awake and asleep. 

I knew little of war, of battle. But this … it felt like patching up holes in a boat

while it sank. 

As  the  rain  drenched  us,  as  Mor  paced  and  swore  at  the  slaughter,  the  bodies starting to pile up on our side, the foundering lines … I realized what I had to do, 

if I could not be down there, fighting. 

Who I had to hunt down—and ask about the location of Hybern’s true army. 

The Suriel. 
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“Absolutely  not,”  Mor  said  when  I  pulled  her  a  few  feet  away  from  Nesta,  the din of battle and rain drowning out our voices. “  Absolutely not.” 

I jerked my head toward the valley below. “Go join them. You’re wasted here. 

They  need  you.”  It  was  true.  “Cassian  and  Az   need   you  to  push  back  the  front lines.” For Cassian’s Siphons were beginning to sputter. 

“Rhys will  kill  me if I leave you here.” 

“Rhys will do no such thing, and you know it. He’s got wards around this camp, 

and I’m not entirely defenseless, you know.” 

I wasn’t  lying, exactly, but … The Suriel might very well not appear if Mor was

there. And if I told her where I was going … I had no doubt she   would insist on coming with me. 

We didn’t have the luxury of waiting for Jurian to give us information. 
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About many things. I needed to leave—now. 

“Go fight. Make those Hybern pricks scream a bit.” 

Nesta drew her attention away from the slaughter enough to add, “Help them.” 

For  that  was  Cassian,  making  another  charge  toward  a  Hybern  commander. 

Hoping to spook the soldiers again. 

Mor frowned deeply, bounced once on her toes. “Just—be on your guard. Both

of you.” 

I gave her a wry look—right before she rushed for her tent. I waited until she’d

emerged again, buckling on weapons, and saluted me before she

winnowed away. To the battlefield. 

Right to Azriel’s side—just as a soldier nearly landed a blow to his back. 

Mor  punched  her  sword  through  the  soldier’s  throat  before  he  could  land  that strike. 

And then Mor began cutting a path toward Cassian, toward the broken front line

beyond  him,  her  damp  golden  hair  a  ray  of  sunshine  amid  the  mud  and  dark

armor. 

Soldiers  began  screaming.  Screamed  some  more  when  Azriel,  blue  Siphons

flaring,  fell  into  place  beside  her.  Together,  they  plowed  a  path  to  Cassian—or tried to. 

They made it perhaps ten feet before they were swarmed again. Before the press

of bodies made even Mor’s hair vanish in mud and rain. 

Nesta  laid  a  hand  against  her  bare,  rain-slick  throat.  Cassian  began  another

assault on a Hybern captain—slower this time than he’d been. 

Now. I had to go now—quickly. I took a step away from the outlook. 

My sister narrowed her brows at me. “You’re leaving?” 

“I’ll be back soon,” was all I said. I didn’t dare wonder how much of our army

would be left when I did. 

By  the  time  I  strode  away,  Nesta  had  already  faced  the  battle  once  more,  rain plastering  her  hair  to  her  head.  Resuming  her  unending  vigil  of  the  general

battling on the valley floor below. 

I had to track the Suriel. 

And even though Elain could not see the Hybern host … It was worth a try. 

Her tent was dim, and quiet—the sounds of slaughter far away, dreamlike. 

She was awake, staring blankly at the canvas ceiling. 

“I  need  you  to  find  something  for  me,”  I  said,  dripping  water  everywhere  as  I laid a map across her thighs. Perhaps not as gentle as I should have been, but she

at least sat up at my tone. Blinked at the map of Prythian. 

“It’s called the Suriel—it’s one of many who bear that name. But … but it looks

like this,” I said, and reached for her hand to show her. I hesitated. 

“May I show it to you?” 

My sister’s brown eyes were glazed. 

“Plant the image in your mind,” I clarified. “So you know where to look.” 

“I don’t know how to look,” Elain mumbled. 

“You can try.” I should have asked Amren to train her, too. 

But Elain studied me, the map, then nodded. 

She  had  no  mental  shields,  no  barriers.  The  gates  to  her  mind  …  Solid  iron, covered  in  vines  of  flowers—or  it  would  have  been.  The  blossoms  were  all

sealed, sleeping buds tucked into tangles of leaves and thorns. 

I took a step beyond them, just into the antechamber of her mind, and planted the
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image of the Suriel there, trying to infuse it with safety—the truth that it looked

terrifying, but had not harmed me. 

Still, Elain shuddered when I pulled out. “Why?” 

“It  has  answers  I  need.  Immediately.”  Or  else  we  might  not  have  much  of  an army   left to fight that entire Hybern host once I located it. 

Elain again glanced at the map. At me. Then closed her eyes. 

Her eyes shifted beneath her lids, the skin so delicate and colorless that the blue

veins beneath were like small streams. “It moves …,” she whispered. “It moves

through the world like … like the breath of the western wind.” 

“Where is it headed?” 

Her finger lifted, hovering over the map, the courts. 

Slowly, she set it down. 

“There,” she breathed. “It is going there. Now.” 

I looked at where she had laid her finger and felt the blood rush from my face. 

The Middle. 

The Suriel was headed to that ancient forest in the Middle. Just south—

miles, perhaps …

From the Weaver of the Wood. 

I  winnowed  in  five  leaps.  I  was  breathless,  my  power  nearly  drained  thanks  to the glamouring I’d done yesterday, the summoned flame I’d used to dry myself

off, and the winnowing that had taken me from the battle and right into the heart

of that ancient wood. 

The heavy, ripe air was as awful as I remembered, the forest thick with moss that

choked the gnarled beeches and the gray stones scattered throughout. Then there was the silence. 

I wondered if I should have indeed brought Mor with me as I listened. 

As I felt with my lingering magic for any sign of it. 

The moss cushioned my steps as I eased into a walk. Scanning, listening. 

How far away, how small, that battle to the south felt. 

My swallow was loud in my ears. 

Things other than the Weaver prowled these woods. And the Weaver herself …

Stryga,  the  Bone  Carver  had  called  her.  His  sister.  Both  siblings  to  an  awful, male creature lurking in another part of the world. 

I drew my Illyrian blade, the metal singing in the thick air. 

But an ancient, rasping voice asked behind me, “Have you come to kill me, or to

beg for my help once again, Feyre Archeron?” 
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I turned, but did not sheath my blade across my back. 

The  Suriel  was  standing  a  few  feet  away,  clad  not  in  the  cloak  I  had  given  it months ago, but a different one—heavier and darker, the fabric already torn and

shredded.  As  if  the  wind  it  traveled  on  had  ripped  through  it  with  invisible talons. 

Only a few months since I had last seen it—when it had told me that Rhys was

my mate. It might as well have been a lifetime ago. 

Its over-large teeth clacked faintly. “Thrice now, we have met. Thrice now, you

have hunted for me. This time, you sent the trembling fawn to find me. I did not

expect to see those doe-eyes peering at me from across the world.” 

“I’m sorry if it was a violation,” I said as steadily as I could. “But it’s an urgent

matter.” 

“You wish to know where Hybern is hiding its army.” 

“Yes. And other things. But let’s start with that.” 

A hideous, horrific smile. “Even I cannot see it.” 

My stomach tightened. “You can see everything but that?” 

The Suriel angled its head in a way that reminded me it was indeed a predator. 

And there was no snare this time to hold it back. 

“He uses magic to cloak it—magic far older than I.” 

“The Cauldron.” 

Another awful smile. “Yes. That mighty, wicked thing. That bowl of death and

life.”  It  shivered  with  what  I  could  have  sworn  was  delight.  “You  have  one

already who can find Hybern.” 

“Elain says she cannot see it—see past his magic.” 

“Then use the other to track it.” 

“Nesta. Use  Nesta  to track the Cauldron?” 

“Like calls to like. The King of Hybern does not travel without the Cauldron. So

where it is, he and his army shall be. Tell the beautiful thief to find it.” 

The hair on my arms rose. “How?” 

It angled its head, as if listening. “If she is unskilled … bones will do the talking

for her.” 

“Scrying—you mean scrying with bones?” 

“Yes.” Those tattered robes flitted in a phantom wind. “Bones and stones.” 

I swallowed again. “Why did the Cauldron not react when I joined the Book and

spoke the spell to nullify its power?” 

“Because you did not hold on for long enough.” 

“It was killing me.” 

“Did you think you could leash its power without a cost?” 

My heart stuttered. “I need to—to die for it to be stopped?” 

“So dramatic, human-heart. But yes—yes, that spell would have drained the life

from you.” 

“Is there—is there another spell to use instead? To nullify its powers.” 

“If  there  were  such  a  thing,  you  would  still  have  to  get  close  enough  to  the Cauldron to do it. Hybern will not make that mistake twice.” 

I  swallowed.  “Even  if  we  nullify  the  Cauldron  …  will  it  be  enough  to  stop

Hybern?” 

“It depends on your allies. If they survive long enough to battle afterward.” 

“Would the Bone Carver make a difference?”  And Bryaxis. 

The Suriel had no eyelids. But its milky eyes flared with surprise. “I cannot see

—not him. He is not … born of this earth. His thread has not

been  woven  in.”  Its  twisted  mouth  tightened.  “You  wish  to  save  Prythian  so

much that you would risk unleashing him.” 

“Yes.” The moment I located that army, I’d unleash Bryaxis upon it. But as for

the Carver … “He wanted a—gift. In exchange. The Ouroboros.” 

The Suriel let out a sound that might have been a gasp—delight or horror, I did

not know. “The Mirror of Beginnings and Endings.” 

“Yes—but … I cannot retrieve it.” 

“You are afraid to look. To see what is within.” 

“Will it drive me—mad? Break me?” 

It was an effort not to flinch at that monstrous face, at the milky eyes and lipless mouth.  All  focused  upon  me.  “Only  you  can  decide  what  breaks  you, 

Cursebreaker.  Only  you.”  Not  an  answer—not  really.  Certainly  not  enough  to

risk retrieving the mirror. The Suriel again listened to that phantom wind. 

“Tell  the  silver-eyed  messenger  that  the  answer  lies  on  the  second  and

penultimate pages of the Book. Together they hold the key.” 

“The key to  what?” 

The  Suriel  clicked  its  bony  fingers  together,  like  the  many-jointed  limbs  of  a crustacean, tip-tapping against each other. “The answer to what you need to stop

Hy—” 

It took me a heartbeat to register what happened. 

To  identify  the  wooden  thing  that  burst  through  the  Suriel’s  throat  as  an  ash arrow. To realize that what sprayed in my face, landing on my tongue and tasting

like soil, was black blood. 

To realize that the thudding before the Suriel could even scream … more arrows. 

The Suriel stumbled to its knees, a choking sound coming out of that mouth. 

It  had  been  afraid  of  the  naga  that  day  in  the  woods.  Had  known  it  could  be killed. 

I surged toward it, palming a knife with my left hand, sword angling up. 

Another arrow fired, and I ducked behind a gnarled tree. 

The Suriel let out a scream at the impact. Birds scattered into flight, and my ears

rang—

And then its labored, wet breathing filled the wood. Until a lilting female voice

crooned, “Why does it talk to you, Feyre, when it would not even deign to speak

with me?” 

I knew that voice. That laughter beneath the words. 
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Ianthe. 

Ianthe was here. With two Hybern soldiers behind her. 
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Concealed behind the tree, I took in my surroundings. I was exhausted, but

… I could winnow. I could winnow and be gone. The ash arrows they’d put into

the Suriel, however …

I met its eyes as it lay there, bleeding out on the moss. 

The  same  ash  arrows  that  had  brought  down  Rhys.  But  my  mate’s  had  been

carefully placed to disable him. 

These had been aimed to kill. 

That mouth of too-big teeth formed a silent word.  Run. 

“It took the King of Hybern  days  to unravel what you did to me,” Ianthe purred, her voice drawing closer. “I still can’t use most of my hand.” 

I didn’t reply. Winnow—I should winnow. 

Black blood dribbled out of the Suriel’s neck, that arrow tip vulgar as it jutted up

from its thick skin. I couldn’t heal it—not with those ash arrows still in its flesh. 

Not until they were out. 

“I’d  heard  from  Tamlin  how  you  captured  this  one,”  Ianthe  went  on,  coming

closer  and  closer.  “So  I  adapted  your  methods.  And  it  would  not  tell  me

 anything. But since you have made contact so many times, the robe  I  gave it …” 

I could hear the smile in her voice. “A simple tracking spell, a gift from the king. 

To be triggered in your presence. If you should come calling again.” 

 Run, the Suriel mouthed once more, blood dribbling past its withered lips. 

That was pain in its eyes. Real pain, as mortal as any creature. And if Ianthe took it alive to Hybern … The Suriel knew it was a possibility. It had begged me for

freedom once … yet it was willing to be taken. For me to run. 

Its milky eyes narrowed—in pain and understanding.  Yes , it seemed to say.  Go. 

“The  king  built  shields  in  my  mind,”  Ianthe  prattled  on,  “to  keep  you  from

harming me again when I found you.” 

I peered around the tree to spy her standing at the edge of the clearing, frowning

at the Suriel. She wore her pale robes, that blue stone crowning her hood. Only

two guards with her. Even after all this time … She still underestimated me. 

I ducked back around before she could spot me. Met the Suriel’s stare one more

time. 

And  I  let  it  read  every  one  of  the  emotions  that  solidified  in  me  with  absolute clarity. 

The Suriel began to shake its head. Or tried to. 

But I gave it a smile of farewell. And stepped into the clearing. 

“I should have slit your throat that night in the tent,” I said to the priestess. 

One of the guards shot an arrow at me. 

I blocked it with a wall of hard air that instantly buckled. Drained—

mostly drained. And if it took another hit from an ash arrow …

Ianthe’s  face  tightened.  “You’ll  find  you  want  to  reconsider  how  you  speak  to me. I’ll be your best advocate in Hybern.” 

“I suppose you’ll have to catch me first,” I said coolly—and ran. 

I could have sworn that ancient forest moved to make room for me. 

Could  have  sworn  it,  too,  read  my  final  thoughts  to  the  Suriel,  and  cleared  the way. 

But not for them. 

I hurled every scrap of strength into my legs, into keeping upright, as I sprinted

through  the  trees,  leaping  over  rocks  and  streams,  dodging  moss-coated

boulders. 

Yet those guards, yet   Ianthe, managed to keep close behind, even as they swore

at  the  snapping  trunks  that  seemed  to  shift  into  their  way,  the  rocks  that  went loose beneath their feet. I only had to outrun them for so long. 

Only for a few miles. Draw them away from the Suriel, buy it time to flee. 

And make sure they   paid for what they had done. All of it. 

I opened my senses, letting them lead the way. The forest did the rest. 

Perhaps  she  was  waiting  for  me.  Perhaps  she  had  ordered  the  woods  to  open  a path. 

The Hybern guards gained on me. My feet flew beneath me, swift as a deer. 

I began to recognize the trees, the rocks. There, I had stood with Rhys—

there, I had flirted with him. There, he had lounged atop a branch while waiting

for me. 

The air behind me parted—an arrow. 

I veered left, nearly slamming into a tree. The arrow went wide. 

The light shifted ahead—brighter. The clearing. 

I let out a whimper of relief that I made sure they heard. 

I  broke  from  the  tree  line  in  a  leap,  knees  popping  as  I  flew  over  the  stones leading to that hair-thatched cottage. 

“Help me ,” I breathed, making sure they heard that, too. 

The  wooden  door  was  already  half-open.  The  world  slowed  and  cleared  with

each step, each heartbeat, as I hurtled over the threshold. 
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And into the Weaver’s cottage. 
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I  gripped  the  door  handle  as  I  passed  the  threshold,  digging  in  my  heels  and throwing every scrap of strength into my arms to keep that door from shutting. 

From locking me in. 

Invisible hands shoved against it, but I gritted my teeth and braced a foot against

the wall, iron biting into my hands. 

The room behind me was dark. “Thief,” intoned a lovely voice in the blackness. 

“You do know,” Ianthe tittered from outside the cottage, her steps slowing into a

walk,  “that  we’ll  have  to  kill  whoever  is  inside  there  with  you.  Selfish  of  you, Feyre.” 

I panted, holding the door open, making sure they couldn’t see me on the other

side. 

“You have seen my twin,” the Weaver hissed softly—with a hint of wonder. “I

smell him on you.” 

Outside, Ianthe and the guard grew closer. Closer and closer. 

Somewhere  deep  in  the  room,  I   felt   her  move.  Felt  her  stand.  And  take  a  step toward me. 

“What are you,” the Weaver breathed. 

“Feyre,  you  can  be  quite  tedious,”  Ianthe  said.  Right  outside.  I  could  barely make out her pale robes through the crack between the door and threshold. “Do

you think you can ambush us in there? I saw your shield. 

You’re drained. And I do not think your   glowing trick will help.” 

The  Weaver’s  dress  rustled  as  she  crept  closer  in  the  gloom.  “Who  did  you bring, little wolf? Who did you bring to me?” 

Ianthe and her two guards stepped over the threshold. Then another step. 

Past the open door. They didn’t see me in the shadows behind it. 

“Dinner,”  I  said  to  the  Weaver,  whirling  around  the  door—to  its  outside  face. 

And let go of the handle. 

Just as the door slammed shut hard enough to rattle the cottage, I saw the ball of

faelight that Ianthe lifted to illuminate the room. 

Saw the horrible face of the Weaver, that mouth of stumped teeth opening wide

with  delight  and  unholy  hunger.  A  death-god  of  old—starved  for  life.  With  a

beautiful priestess before her. 

I was already hurtling for the trees when the guards and Ianthe began screaming. 

Their unending screams followed me for half a mile. By the time I reached the

spot where I’d seen the Suriel fall, they’d faded. 

Sprawled  out,  the  Suriel’s  bony  chest  heaved  unevenly,  its  breaths  few  and  far between. 

Dying. 

I slid to my knees before it, sinking into the bloody moss. “Let me help you. I

can heal you.” 

I’d do it the same way I’d helped Rhysand. Remove those arrows—and offer it

my blood. 

I reached for the first one, but a dry, bony hand settled on my wrist. 

“Your magic …,” it rasped, “is spent. Do not … waste it.” 

“I can save you.” 

It only gripped my wrist. “I am already gone.” 

“What—what can I do?” The words turned thin—brittle. 

“Stay …,” it breathed. “Stay … until the end.” 

I took its hand in mine. “I’m sorry.” It was all I could think to say. I had done

this—I had brought it here. 

“I knew,” it gasped, sensing my shift in thoughts. “The tracking … I knew of it.” 

“Then why come at all?” 

“You … were kind. You … fought your fear. You were … kind,” it said again. 

I began crying. 

“And you were kind to me,” I said, not brushing away the tears that fell onto its

bloodied, tattered robe. “Thank you—for helping me. When no one else would.” 

A small smile on that lipless mouth. “Feyre Archeron.” A labored breath. 

“I told you—to stay with the High Lord. And you did.” 

Its  warning  to  me  that  first  time  we’d  met.  “You—you  meant  Rhys.”  All  this

time. All this time—

“Stay with him … and live to see everything righted.” 

“Yes. I did—and it was.” 

“No—not yet.  Stay with him.” 

“I will.” I always would. 

Its chest rose—then fell. 

“I don’t even know your name,” I whispered. The Suriel—it was a title, a name

for its kind. 

That small smile again. “Does it matter, Cursebreaker?” 

“Yes.” 

Its eyes dimmed, but it did not tell me. It only said, “You should go now. 

Worse things—worse things are coming. The blood … draws them.” 

I squeezed its bony hand, the leathery skin growing colder. “I can stay a while

longer.” 

I had killed enough animals to know when a body neared death. Soon, now—it

would be a matter of breaths. 

“Feyre  Archeron,”  the  Suriel  said  again,  gazing  at  the  leafy  canopy,  the  sky peeking through it. A painful inhale. “A request.” 

I leaned close. “Anything.” 

Another rattling breath. “Leave this world … a better place than how you found

it.” 

And  as  its  chest  rose  and  stopped  altogether,  as  its  breath  escaped  in  one  last sigh, I understood why the Suriel had come to help me, again and again. 

Not just for kindness … but because it was a dreamer. 

And it was the heart of a dreamer that had ceased beating inside that monstrous

chest. 

Its sudden silence echoed into my own. 

I laid my head on its chest, on that now-silent vault of bone, and wept. 

I wept and wept, until there was a strong hand at my shoulder. 

I didn’t know the scent, the feel of that hand. But I knew the voice as Helion said

softly to me, “Come, Feyre. It is not safe here. Come.” 

I lifted my head. Helion was there, features grim, his brown skin ashen. 

“I can’t leave it here like this,” I said, refusing to let go of its hand. I didn’t care how Helion had found me. Why he’d found me. 

He looked to the fallen creature, mouth tightening. “I’ll take care of it.” 
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Burn it—with the power of the sun. 

I let him help me to my feet. Let him extend a hand toward that body—

“Wait.” 

Helion obeyed. 

“Give me your cloak. Please.” 

Brows  narrowing,  Helion  unfastened  the  rich  crimson  cloak  pinned  at  each

shoulder. 

I didn’t bother to explain as I covered the Suriel’s body with the fine fabric. Far

finer  than  the  hateful  rags  Ianthe  had  given  it.  I  tucked  the  High  Lord’s  cloak gently around its broad shoulders, its bony arms. 

“Thank you,” I said one last time to the Suriel, and stepped away. 

Helion’s flame was a pure, blinding white. 

It burned the Suriel into ashes within a heartbeat. 

“Come,” Helion said again, extending a hand. “Let’s get you to the camp.” 

It was the kindness in his voice that cracked my chest. But I took Helion’s hand. 

As warm light whisked us away, I could have sworn that the pile of ashes was

stirred by a phantom wind. 
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Helion winnowed me into the camp. Right into Rhys’s war-tent. 

My mate was pale. Blood-splattered and filthy, from his skin to his armor to his

hair. 

I opened my mouth—to ask how the battle had gone, to say what had happened, I don’t know. 

But Rhys just reached for me, folding me into his chest. 

And at the smell and warmth and solidity of him … I began weeping again. 

I didn’t know who was in the tent. Who had survived the battle. But they all left. 

Left, while my mate held me, rocking me gently, as I cried and cried. 

He  only  told  me  what  had  happened  when  my  tears  had  quieted.  When  he’d

washed the Suriel’s black blood from my hands, my face. 

I  was  out  of  the  tent  a  heartbeat  later,  charging  through  the  mud,  dodging

exhausted and weary soldiers. Rhys was a step behind me, but said nothing as I

shoved through flaps of another tent and took stock of what and who was before

me. 

Mor and Azriel were standing before the cot, monitoring every move the healer

sitting beside it made. 

As she held her glowing hands over Cassian. 

I understood then—the quiet Cassian had once mentioned to me. 

It was now in my head as I looked at his muddy, pained face—pained, even in

unconsciousness. As I heard his labored, wet breathing. 

As I beheld the slice curving up from his navel to the bottom of his sternum. The

split flesh. The blood—mostly just a trickle. 

I swayed—only for Rhys to grip me beneath the elbows. 

The healer didn’t turn to look at me as her brow bunched in concentration, hands

flaring  with  white  light.  Beneath  them—slowly,  the  lips  of  the  wound  reached

toward each other. 

If it was this bad now—

“How,”  I  rasped.  Rhys  had  told  me  three  things  a  moment  ago:  We’d  won—

barely.  Tarquin  had  again  decided  what  to  do  with  any  survivors.  And  Cassian had been gravely injured. 

“Where were you,” was all Mor said to me. She was soaked, bloody, and coated

in mud. Azriel was, too. No sign of injuries beyond minor cuts, mercifully. 

I  shook  my  head.  I’d  let  Rhys  into  my  mind  while  he  held  me.  Showed  him

everything—explained  Ianthe  and  the  Suriel  and  the  Weaver.  What  it  had  told

me. Rhys’s eyes had gone distant for a moment, and I knew Amren was on her

way,  the  Book  in  tow.  To  help  Nesta  track  that  Cauldron—or  try  to.  He  could explain to Mor. 

He’d only known I was gone after the battle stopped—when he realized Mor had

been fighting. And that I was not at the camp anymore. He’d just reached Elain’s

tent  when  Helion  sent  word  he’d  found  me.  Using  whatever  gift  he  possessed

that allowed him to sense such things. And was bringing me back. Vague, brief

details. 

“Is  he—is  he  going  to—”  I  couldn’t  finish  the  rest.  Words  had  become  as

foreign and hard to reach as the stars. 

“No,”  the  healer  said  without  looking  at  me.  “He’ll  be  sore  for  a  few  days, though.” 

Indeed,  she’d  gotten  either  side  of  the  wound  to  touch—to  now  start  weaving

together. 

Bile surged up my throat at the sight of that raw flesh—

“How,” I asked again. 

“He wouldn’t wait for us,” Mor said flatly. “He kept charging—trying to re-form

the line. One of their commanders engaged him. He wouldn’t turn away. By the

time Az got there, he was down.” 

Azriel’s  face  was  stone-cold,  even  as  his  hazel  eyes  fixed  unrelentingly  upon that knitting wound. 

Mor said again, “Where did you  go?” 

“If  you’re  about  to  fight,”  the  healer  said  sharply,  “take  it  outside.  My  patient doesn’t need to hear this.” 

None of us moved. 

Rhys  brushed  a  hand  down  my  arm.  “You  are,  as  always,  free  to  go  wherever

and whenever you wish. But what I think Mor is saying is … try to leave a note

the next time.” 

The words were casual, but that was panic in his eyes. Not—not the controlling

fear Tamlin had once succumbed to, but … genuine terror of not knowing where

I was, if I needed help. Just as I would want to know where he was, if he needed

help, if he vanished when our enemies surrounded us. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. To him, to the others. 

Mor didn’t so much as look at me. 

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Rhys replied, hand sliding to cup my cheek. 

“You  decided  to  take  things  into  your  own  hands,  and  got  us  valuable

information in the process. But …” His thumb stroked over my cheekbone. “We

have been lucky,” he breathed. “Keeping a step ahead—

keeping  out  of  Hybern’s  claws.  Even  if  today  …  today  wasn’t  so  fortunate  on the battlefield. But the cynic in me wonders if our luck is about to expire. And I

would rather it not end with you.” 

They all had to think me young and reckless. 

 No, Rhys said through the bond, and I realized I’d left my shields open. 

 Believe me, if you knew half of the shit Cassian and Mor have pulled, you’d   get why we don’t. I just … Leave a note. Or tell me the next time. 

 Would you have let me go if I had? 

 I do not let  you do anything.  He tilted my face up, Mor and Azriel looking away. 

 You are your own person, you make your own choices. But

 we are mates—I am yours, and you are mine. We do not let each other do   things, 

 as if we dictate the movements of each other. But … I might have   insisted I go with you. More for my own mental well-being, just to know you   were safe . 

 You were occupied. 

A slash of a smile.  If you were hell-bent on going into the Middle, I   would have unoccupied myself from battle. 

I waited for him to chide me about not waiting until they were done, about all of

it,  but  …  he  angled  his  head.  “I  wonder  if  the  Weaver  forgives  you  now,”  he mused aloud. 

Even the healer seemed to start at the name—the words. 

A shiver ran down my spine. “I don’t want to know.” 

Rhys let out a low laugh. “Then let’s never find out.” 

But  the  amusement  faded  as  he  again  surveyed  Cassian.  The  wound  that  was

now sealed over. 

 The Suriel wasn’t your fault. 

I loosed a breath as Cassian’s eyelids began to shift and flutter.  I know. 

I’d  already  added  its  death  to  my  ever-growing  list  of  things  I’d  soon  make Hybern pay for. 

Long  minutes  passed,  and  we  stood  in  silence.  I  did  not  ask  where  Nesta  was. 

Mor barely acknowledged me. And Rhys …

He  perched  on  the  foot  of  the  cot  as  Cassian’s  eyes  at  last  opened,  and  the general let out a groan of pain. 

“That’s what you get,” the healer chided, gathering her supplies, “for stepping in

front  of  a  sword.”  She  frowned  at  him.  “Rest  tonight  and  tomorrow.  I  know

better than to insist on a third day after that, but try  not  to leap in front of blades anytime soon.” 

Cassian just blinked rather dazedly at her before she bowed to Rhys and me and

left. 

“How bad,” he asked, his voice hoarse. 

“How  bad  was  your  injury,”  Rhys  said  mildly,  “or  how  badly  did  we  have  our asses kicked?” 

Cassian blinked again. Slowly. As if whatever sedative he’d been given still held

sway. 

“To answer the second question,” Rhys went on, Mor and Azriel backing away a

step or two as something sharpened in my mate’s voice, “we managed. Keir took

heavy hits, but … we won. Barely. To answer the first

…” Rhys bared his teeth. “Don’t you  ever  pull that kind of shit again.” 

The glaze wore off Cassian’s eyes as he heard the challenge, the anger, and tried

to sit up. He hissed, scowling down at the red, angry slice down his chest. 

“Your guts were hanging out, you stupid prick,” Rhys snapped. “Az held them in

for you.” 

Indeed,  the  shadowsinger’s  hands  were  caked  in  blood—Cassian’s  blood.  And

his face … cold with—anger. 

“I’m a soldier,” Cassian said flatly. “It’s part of the job.” 

“I gave you an order to  wait,” Rhys growled. “You ignored it.” 

I  glanced  to  Mor,  to  Azriel—a  silent  question  of  whether  we  should  remain. 

They were too busy watching Rhys and Cassian to notice. 

“The line was breaking,” Cassian retorted. “Your order was bullshit.” 

Rhys braced his hands on either side of Cassian’s legs and snarled in his face, “I

am your  High Lord . You don’t get to disregard orders you don’t like.” 

Cassian sat up this time, swearing at the pain lingering in his body. 

“Don’t you pull rank because you’re pissed off—” 

“You and your damned theatrics on the battlefield nearly got you   killed.” 

And even as Rhys spat the words—that was panic, again, in his eyes. His voice. 

“I’m not pissed. I’m   furious.” 

“So you’re allowed to be mad about our choices to protect   you—and we’re not

allowed to be furious with you for  your  self-sacrificing bullshit?” 

Rhys just stared at him. Cassian stared right back. 

“You could have died,” was all Rhys said, his voice raw. 

“So could you.” 

Another beat of silence—and in its wake, the anger shifted. 

Rhys said quietly, “Even after Hybern … I can’t stomach it.” 

Seeing him hurt. Any of us hurt. 

And  the  way  Rhys  spoke,  the  way  Cassian  leaned  forward,  wincing  again,  and

gripped Rhys’s shoulder …

I strode out of the tent. Left them to talk. Azriel and Mor followed behind me. 

I  squinted  at  the  watery  light—the  very  last  before  true  dark.  When  my  vision adjusted … Nesta stood by the nearest tent, an empty water bucket between her

feet. Her hair a damp mess atop her mud-flecked head. 

Watching us emerge, grim-faced—

“He’s fine. Healed and awake,” I said quickly. 

Nesta’s shoulders sagged a bit. 

She’d  saved  me  the  trouble  of  hunting  her  down  to  ask  her  about  tracking  the Cauldron.  Better  to  do  it  now,  with  some  privacy.  Especially  before  Amren

arrived. 

But Mor said coldly, “Shouldn’t you be refilling that bucket?” 

Nesta went stiff. Sized up Mor. But Mor didn’t flinch from that look. 

After  a  moment,  Nesta  picked  up  her  bucket,  mud  caked  up  to  her  shins,  and continued on, steps squelching. 

I turned, finding Azriel striding for the commanders’ tent, but Mor—

Livid. She was absolutely  livid  as she faced me. “She didn’t bother to tell anyone that you left.” 

Hence the anger. “Nesta is many things, but she’s certainly loyal.” 

Mor didn’t smile. Not as she said, “You lied.” 

She stormed for her own tent, and with   that comment … I had no choice but to

follow her in. 

The  space  was  mostly  occupied  with  her  bed  and  a  small  desk  littered  with

weapons and maps. “I didn’t  lie,” I said, wincing. “I just … didn’t tell you what I planned to do.” 

She gaped at me. “You nudged me to   leave you, insisting you would be safe  at the camp.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

“Sorry?  Sorry? ” She splayed her arms. Bits of mud flew off. 

I didn’t know what to do with my own—how to even look her in the eye. 

I’d  seen  her  mad  before,  but  never  …  never  at  me.  I’d  never  had  a  friend  to quarrel with—who cared enough. 

“I know everything you’re about to say, every excuse for why I couldn’t go with

you,”  Mor  snapped.  “But  none  of  it  excuses  you  for   lying  to  me.  If  you’d explained, I would have let you go—if you’d  trusted  me, I would have let you

go. Or maybe talked you out of an idiotic idea that nearly got you  killed . They are  hunting for you. They want to get their hands on you and  use you.  Hurt you. 

You’ve  only  seen  a   taste   of  what  Hybern  can  do,  what  they  delight  in.  And  to break you to his will, the king will do  anything.” 

I didn’t know what to say other than, “We needed this information.” 

“Of course we did. But do you know what it felt like to look Rhys in the eye and

tell him I had  no idea where you were? To realize—for myself—

that  you  had   vanished,  and  likely  duped  me  into  enabling  it?”  She  scrubbed  at her filthy face, smearing the mud and gore further. “I thought you were smarter

than that.  Better than that sort of thing.” 

The words sent a line of fire searing across my vision, burning down my spine. 

“I’m not going to listen to this.” 

I turned to leave, but Mor was already there, gripping my arm. “Oh, yes, you are. 

Rhys might be all smiles and forgiveness, but you still have  us  to answer to. You are my  High Lady . Do you understand what it means when you imply you don’t

trust us to help you? To respect your wishes if you want to do something alone? 

When you   lie to us?” 

“You want to talk about lying?” I didn’t even know what came out of my mouth. 

I wished I’d killed Ianthe myself, if only to get rid of the rage that writhed along

my bones. “How about the fact that you lie to yourself and all of us  every single

 day?” 

She  went  still,  but  didn’t  loosen  her  hold  on  my  arm.  “You  don’t  know  what you’re talking about.” 

“Why  haven’t  you  ever  made  a  move  for  Azriel,  Mor?  Why  did  you  invite

Helion to your bed? You clearly found no pleasure in it—I saw the

way  you  looked  the  next  day.  So  before  you  accuse  me  of  being  a  liar,  I’d suggest you look long and hard at   yourself—” 

“That’s enough.” 

“Is it? Don’t like someone pushing you about it? About  your  choices? 

Well, neither do I.” 

Mor dropped my arm. “Get out.” 

“Fine.” 

I  didn’t  glance  back  as  I  left.  I  wondered  if  she  could  hear  my  thunderous heartbeat with every storming step I took through the muddy camp. 

Amren found me within twenty steps, a wrapped bundle in her arms. 

“Every time you lot leave me at home,  someone manages to get gutted.” 
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I couldn’t bring myself to smile at Amren. I could barely keep my chin high. 

She  peered  behind  me,  as  if  she  could  see  the  path  I’d  taken  from  Mor’s  tent, smell the fight on me. “Be careful,” Amren warned as I fell into step beside her, 

heading  for  our  tent  again,  “of  how  you  push  her.  There  are  some  truths  that even Morrigan has not herself faced.” 

The hot anger was swiftly slipping into something cold and queasy and heavy. 

“We  all  fight  from  time  to  time,  girl,”  Amren  said.  “Both  of  you  should  cool your heels. Talk tomorrow.” 

“Fine.” 

Amren  shot  me  a  sharp  look,  her  hair  swinging  with  the  motion,  but  we’d

reached my tent. 

Rhys and Azriel were holding Cassian between them as they gently set him into

a  chair  at  the  paper-strewn  desk.  The  general’s  face  was  still  grayish,  but

someone had found a shirt for him—and washed off the blood. 

From  the  way  Cassian  sagged  in  that  seat  …  He  must  have  insisted  he  come. 

And from the way Rhys lightly mussed his hair as he strode to the other side of

the desk … That wound, too, had been patched up. 

Rhys lifted a brow as I entered, still stomping a bit. I shook my head.  I’ll   tell you later. 

A caress of claws down my innermost barrier—a comforting touch. 

Amren laid the Book onto the desk with a thud that echoed in the earth beneath

our feet. 

“The second and penultimate pages,” I said, trying not to flinch at the power of

the  Book  slithering  through  the  tent.  “The  Suriel  claimed  the  key  you  were

looking for is there. To nullify the Cauldron’s power.” 

I assumed Rhys had told Amren what had occurred—and assumed that he’d told

someone  to  fetch  Nesta,  since  she  pushed  through  the  heavy  flaps  a  moment

later. 

“Did  you  bring  them?”  Rhys  asked  Amren  as  Nesta  silently  approached  the

table. 

Still coated in mud up to her shins, my sister paused on the other side—

away from where Cassian now sat. Looked him over. Her face revealed nothing, 

yet  her  hands  …  I  could  have  sworn  a  faint  tremor  rippled  through  her  fingers before  she  balled  them  into  fists  and  faced  Amren.  Cassian  watched  her  for  a moment  longer  before  turning  his  head  toward  Amren  as  well.  How  long  had

Nesta stood atop that hill, watching the battle? Had she seen him fall? 

Amren reached into the pocket of her pewter cloak and chucked a black velvet

bag onto the desk. It clacked and thunked as it hit the wood. “Bones and stones.” 

Nesta only angled her head at the sight of the bag. 

 Your  sister  came  immediately  when  I  explained  what  we  needed ,  Rhys  said.  I think seeing Cassian hurt convinced her not to pick a fight today. 

Or convinced my sister to pick a fight with someone else entirely. 

Nesta lifted the bag. “So, I scatter these like some backstreet charlatan and it’ll

find the Cauldron?” 

Amren let out a low laugh. “Something like that.” 

Arcs of mud lay beneath Nesta’s nails. She didn’t seem to notice as she untied

the small pouch and dumped out its contents. Three stones, four bones. The latter were  brown  and  gleamed  with  age;  the  former  were  white  as  the  moon  and

smooth as glass, each marked with a thin, reedy letter I did not recognize. 

“Three  stones  for  the  faces  of  the  Mother,”  Amren  said  upon  seeing  Nesta’s

raised brows. “Four bones … for whatever reason the   charlatans came up with

that I can’t be bothered to remember.” 

Nesta  snorted.  Rhys  echoed  the  sentiment.  My  sister  said,  “So  what—I  just

shake  them  around  in  my  hands  and  chuck  them?  How  am  I  to  make  sense  of

any of it?” 

“We can figure it out,” Cassian said, his voice rough and weary. “But start with

holding them in your hands and thinking—about the Cauldron.” 

“Don’t just   think about it,” Amren corrected. “You must cast your mind  toward it. Find the bond that links you.” 

Even I paused at that. And Nesta, stones and bones now in hand … She made no

move to close her eyes. “I—am I to … touch it?” 

“No,” Amren warned. “Just come close. Find it, but do not interact.” 

Nesta still didn’t move. She could not use the bathtub, she’d told me. 

Because the memories it dragged up—

Cassian  said  to  her,  “Nothing  can  harm  you  here.”  He  sucked  in  a  breath, 

groaning  softly,  and  rose  to  his  feet.  Azriel  tried  to  stop  him,  but  Cassian brushed  him  off  and  strode  for  my  sister’s  side.  He  braced  a  hand  on  the  desk when he at last stopped. “Nothing can harm you,” he repeated. 

Nesta was still looking at him when she finally shut her eyes. I shifted, and the

angle allowed me to see what I hadn’t detected before. 

Nesta stood before the map, a fist of bones and stones clenched over it. 

Cassian remained at her side—his other hand on her lower back. 

And  I  marveled  at  the  touch  she  allowed—marveled  at  it  as  much  as  I  did  the

mud-splattered hand she held out. The concentration that settled over her face. 

Her  eyes  shifted  beneath  their  lids,  as  if  scanning  the  world.  “I  don’t  see anything.” 

“Go deeper,” Amren urged. “Find that tether between you.” 

She stiffened, but Cassian stepped closer, and she settled again. 

A minute went by. Then another. 

A muscle twitched on Nesta’s brow. Her hand bobbed. 

Her breath then came fast and hard, her lips curling back as she panted through

her teeth. 

“Nesta,” Cassian warned. 

“Quiet,” Amren snapped. 

A small noise came out of her—one of terror. 

“Where is it, girl,” Amren coaxed. “Open your hand. Let us see.” 

Nesta’s fingers only clutched tighter, the whites of her knuckles as stark as the

stones held within them. 

Too deep—whatever she had done—

I lunged for her. Not physically, but with my mind. 

If  Elain’s  mental  gates  were  those  of  a  sleeping  garden,  Nesta’s  …  They

belonged to an ancient fortress, sharp and brutal. The sort I imagined they once

impaled people upon. 

But they were open wide. And inside …

Dark. 

Dark like I had never known, even with Rhysand. 

 Nesta . 

I took a step into her mind. 

The images slammed into me. 

One after one after one, I saw them. 

The army that stretched into the horizon. The weapons, the hate, the sheer size. 

I saw the king standing over a map in a war-tent, flanked by Jurian and several

commanders, the Cauldron squatting in the center of the room behind them. 

And there was Nesta. 

Standing in that tent, watching the king, the Cauldron. 

Frozen in place. 

With undiluted fear. 

“Nesta.” 

She did not seem to hear me as she stared at them. 

I reached for her hand. “You found it. I see—I see where it is.” 

Nesta’s face was bloodless. But she at last dragged her attention to me. 

“Feyre.” 

Surprise lit her terror-wide eyes. 

“Let’s go back,” I said. 

She nodded, and we turned. But we felt it—we both did. 

Not the king or the commanders plotting with him. Not Jurian as he played his

deadly  game  of  deception.  But  the  Cauldron.  As  if  some  great  sleeping  beast

opened an eye. 
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The Cauldron seemed to sense us watching. Sense us  there. 

I felt it stir—like it would lunge for Nesta. I grabbed my sister and ran. 

“Open  your  fist,”  I  ordered  her  as  we  sprinted  for  the  iron  gates  to  her  mind. 

“Open it  now .” 

She  only  panted,  and  that  monstrous  force  swelled  behind  us,  a  black  wave

rising up. 

“Open it  now , or it will get in here. Open it  now, Nesta!” 

I  heard  the  words  as  I  threw  myself  out  of  her  mind—heard  them  because  I’d been shouting in that tent. 

With a gasp, Nesta’s fingers splayed wide, scattering stones and bones over the

map. 

Cassian  caught  her  with  an  arm  around  the  waist  as  she  swayed.  He  hissed  in pain at the movement. “What the  hell—” 

“Look,” Amren breathed. 

There was no throw that could have done it—save for one blessed by magic. 

The stones and bones formed a perfect, tight circle around a spot on the map. 

Nesta and I went pale. I had seen the size of that army—we both had. 

While Hybern had been driving us northward, letting us chase them in these two

battles …

The king had amassed his host along the western edge of the human territory. 

Perhaps no more than a hundred miles from our family’s estate. 

Rhys called in Tarquin and Helion to show them what we’d discovered. 

Too few. We had too few soldiers, even with three armies here, to take on that host. I’d shown Rhysand what I’d seen—and he’d shown it to the others. 

“Kallias will arrive soon,” Helion said, dragging his hands through his onyx hair. 

“He’d have to bring forty thousand soldiers,” Cassian said. “I doubt he has half

that.” 

Rhys  was  staring  and  staring  at  that  cluster  of  stones  and  bones  on  the  map.  I could  feel  the  wrath  rippling  off  him—not  just  at  Hybern,  but  himself  for  not thinking Hybern might be deliberately toying with us. 

Positioning us here. 

We’d won the high ground these two battles—Hybern had won the high ground

in this war. 

He knew what waited in the Middle. 

And Hybern had now forced us to gather here—in this spot—so that he and his

behemoth  army  could  drive  us  northward.  A  clean  sweep  from  the  south, 

eventually  pushing  us  into  the  Middle  or  forcing  us  to  break  apart  to  avoid  the lethal tangle of trees and denizens. 

And if we took the battle to them … We might court death. 

None  of  us  were  foolish  enough  to  risk  building  any  plans  around  Jurian, 

regardless of where his true allegiance lay. Our best chance was in buying time

for other allies to arrive. Kallias. Thesan. 

Tamlin had chosen who to back in this war. And even if he’d picked Prythian, he

would  have  been  left  with  the  problem  of  mustering  a  Spring  Court  force  after I’d destroyed their faith in him. 

And Miryam and Drakon …  Not enough time , Rhys said to me.  To hunt  for them

 —find  them,  and  bring  back  their  army.  We  could  return  to  find   Hybern  has wiped our own off the map. 

But there was the Carver—if I dared risk retrieving his prize. I didn’t mention it, 

didn’t offer it. Not until I could know for certain—once I wasn’t

about to faint from exhaustion. 

“We’ll rest on it,” Tarquin said, blowing out a breath. “Meet at dawn tomorrow. 

Making a decision after a long day never helped anyone.” 

Helion agreed, and saw himself out. It was hard not to stare, not to compare his

features to Lucien’s. Their nose was the same—eerily identical. How had no one

ever called him out for it? 

I supposed it was the least of my worries. Tarquin frowned at the map one last

time and declared, “We’ll find a way to face this.” 

Rhys nodded, while Cassian’s mouth quirked to the side. He’d slid back into his

chair for the discussion, and now nursed a cup of some healing brew Azriel had

fetched for him. 

Tarquin  turned  from  the  table,  just  as  the  tent  flaps  parted  for  a  pair  of  broad shoulders—

Varian.  He  didn’t  so  much  as  look  at  his  High  Lord,  his  focus  going  right  to where Amren sat at the head of the table. As if he’d sensed she was here

—or someone had reported. And he’d come running. 

Amren’s eyes flicked up from the Book as Varian halted. A coy smile curved her

red lips. 

There  was  still  blood  and  dirt  splattered  on  Varian’s  brown  skin,  coating  his silver armor and close-cropped white hair. He didn’t seem to notice or care as he

strode for Amren. 

And none of us dared to speak as Varian dropped to his knees before Amren’s

chair, took her shocked face in his broad hands, and kissed her soundly. 
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None of us lasted long after dinner. 

Amren and Varian didn’t even bother to join us. 

No, she’d just wrapped her legs around his waist, right there in front of us, and

he’d stood, lifting her in one swift movement. I wasn’t entirely sure how Varian

managed  to  walk  them  out  of  the  tent  while  still  kissing  her,  Amren’s  hands dragging  through  his  hair,  letting  out  noises  that  were  unnervingly  like  purring as they vanished into the camp. 

Rhys had let out a low laugh as we all gawked in their wake. “I suppose that’s

how Varian decided he’d tell Amren he was feeling rather grateful she ordered

us to go to Adriata.” 

Tarquin cringed. “We’ll alternate who has to deal with them on holidays.” 

Cassian  chuckled  hoarsely,  and  looked  to  Nesta,  who  remained  pale  and  quiet. 

What she’d seen, what   I’d seen in her mind …

The size of that army …

“Eat or bed?” Cassian had asked Nesta, and I honestly couldn’t tell if he’d meant

it as some invitation. I debated telling him he was in no shape. 

Nesta  only  said,  “Bed.”  And  there  was  certainly   no  invitation  in  the  exhausted reply. 

Rhys and I managed to eat, quietly discussing what we’d seen. 

Exhaustion weighted my every breath, and I’d barely finished my plate of

roast mutton before I crawled into bed and passed out atop the blankets. 

Rhys woke me only to tug off my boots and jacket. 

Tomorrow  morning.  We’d  figure  out  how  to  deal  with  everything  tomorrow

morning. I’d talk to Amren about finally mustering Bryaxis to help us wipe out

that army. 

Maybe  there  was  something  else  we  weren’t  seeing.  Some  additional  shot  at

salvation beyond that nullifying spell. 

My dreams were a tangled garden, thorns snagging on me as I stumbled through them. 

I  dreamed  of  the  Suriel,  bleeding  out  and  smiling.  I  dreamed  of  the  Weaver’s open  mouth  ripping  into  Ianthe  while  she  still  screamed.  I  dreamed  of  Lord

Graysen—so mortal and young—standing at the edge of the camp, beckoning to

Elain. Telling her he’d come for her. To come home with him. That he’d found a

way to undo what had been done to her—to make her human again. 

I  dreamed  of  that  Cauldron  in  the  King  of  Hybern’s  war-tent,  so  dark  and

slumbering … Awakening as Nesta and I stood there, invisible and unseen. 

How it had watched back.  Known  us. 

I could feel it watching me, even then. In my dreams. Feel it extend an ancient, 

black tendril toward me—

I jolted awake. 

Rhys’s  naked  body  was  wrapped  around  mine,  his  face  softened  with  sleep.  In

the blackness of the tent, I listened. 

Crackling fires outside. The drowsy murmurs of the soldiers on watch. 

The wind sighing along the canvas tents, snapping at the banners crowning them. 

I scanned the dark, listening. 

The skin on my arms pebbled. 

“Rhys.” 

He was instantly awake—sitting upright. “What is it?” 

“Something …” I listened so hard my ears strained. “Something is here. 

Something is wrong.” 

He  moved,  hauling  on  his  pants  and  knife-belt.  I  followed  suit,  still  trying  to listen, fingers stumbling over the buckles. “I dreamed,” I whispered. “I dreamed

about the Cauldron … that it was  watching again.” 

“Shit.” The word was a hiss of breath. 

“I think we opened a door,” I breathed, shoving my feet into my boots. “I think

… I think …” I couldn’t finish the sentence as I hurried for the tent flaps, Rhys

at my heels. Nesta. I had to find Nesta—

Gold-brown hair flashed in the firelight, and she was already there, hurrying for

me, still in her nightgown. “You hear it, too,” she panted. 

Hear—I couldn’t hear, but just  feel—

Amren’s small figure darted around a tent, wearing what looked to be Varian’s

shirt.  It  came  down  to  her  knees,  and  its  owner  was  indeed  behind  her,  bare-chested as Rhys was, and wide-eyed. 

Amren’s bare feet were splattered in mud and grass. “It came here—its power. I

can feel it—slithering around.  Looking.” 

“The Cauldron,” Varian said, brows narrowing. “But—it’s  aware?” 

“We pried too deep,” Amren said. “Battle aside, it knows where we are as much

as we now know its location.” 

Nesta raised a hand. “  Listen.” 

And I heard it then. 

It was a song and invitation, a cluster of notes sung by a voice that was male and

female, young and old, haunting and alluring and—

“I can’t hear anything,” Rhys said. 

“You were not Made,” Amren snapped. But we were. The three of us …

Again, the Cauldron sang its siren song. 

My very bones recoiled. “What does it  want?” 

I felt it pulling away—felt it sliding off into the night. 

Azriel stepped out of a shadow. “What   is that,” he hissed. 

My brows rose. “You hear it?” 

A shake of the head. “No—but the shadows, the wind … They recoil.” 

The Cauldron sang again. 

Distant—withdrawing. 

“I think it’s leaving,” I whispered. 

Cassian  stumbled  and  staggered  for  us  a  moment  later,  a  hand  braced  on  his

chest, Mor on his heels. She did not so much as look at me, nor I her, as Rhys

told them. Standing together in the dead of night—

The Cauldron sang one final note—then went silent. 

The presence, the weight … vanished. 

Amren loosed a sigh. “Hybern knows where we are by now. The Cauldron likely

wanted to have a look for itself. After we taunted it.” 

I rubbed at my face. “Let’s pray that’s the last we see of it.” 

Varian angled his head. “So you three … because you were  Made , you can hear

it? Sense it?” 

“It would appear so,” Amren said, looking inclined to tug him back to wherever

they’d been, to finish what they’d no doubt still been in the middle of doing. 

But Azriel asked softly, “What about Elain?” 

Something cold went through me. Nesta was just staring at Azriel. 

Staring and staring—

Then she broke into a run. 

Her bare feet slid through the mud, splattering me as we charged for our sister’s

tent. 

“Elain—” Nesta shoved open the tent. 

She stopped short so fast I slammed into her. The tent—the tent was empty. 

Nesta flung herself inside, tossing away blankets, as if Elain had somehow sunk

into the ground.  “Elain!” 

I whirled into the camp, scanning the tents nearby. One look at Rhys conveyed

what  we’d  found  inside.  An  Illyrian  blade  appeared  in  his  hand  just  before  he winnowed. 

Azriel stalked to my side, right into the tent where Nesta had now come to her

feet.  He  tucked  his  wings  in  tightly  as  he  squeezed  through  the  narrow  space, ignoring Nesta’s snarl of warning, and knelt at the cot. 

He ran a scarred hand over the rumpled blankets. “They’re still warm.” 


Outside, Cassian was barking orders, the camp rousing. 

“The Cauldron,” I breathed. “The Cauldron was fading away—going somewhere

—” 

Nesta was already moving, sprinting for where we’d heard that voice. 

 Luring Elain out. 

I knew how it had done it. 

I’d dreamed of it. 

Graysen  standing  on  the  edge  of  camp,  calling  to  her,  promising  her  love  and healing. 

We reached the copse of trees at the edge of the camp, just as Rhys appeared out

of the night, his blade now sheathed across his back. There was something in his

hands. No emotion on his carefully neutral face. 

Nesta let out a sound that might have been a sob as I realized what he’d found at

the edge of the forest. What the Cauldron had left behind in its haste to return to

Hybern’s war-camp. Or as a mocking gift. 

Elain’s dark blue cloak, still warm from her body. 
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Nesta sat with her head in her hands inside my tent. She did not speak, did not

move. Coiled in on herself, clinging to stay whole—that’s how she looked. How

I felt. 

Elain—taken to Hybern’s army. 

Nesta  had  stolen  something  vital  from  the  Cauldron.  And  in  those  moments

Nesta had hunted it down for us … The Cauldron had learned what was vital to

 her . 

So the Cauldron had stolen something in return. 

“We’ll get her back,” Cassian rasped from where he perched on the rolled arm of

the  chaise  longue  across  the  small  sitting  area,  watching  her  carefully.  Rhys, Amren, and Mor were meeting with the other High Lords, informing them what

had been done. Seeing if they knew anything. Had any way of helping. 

Nesta lowered her hands, lifting her head. Her eyes were red-rimmed, lips thin. 

“No,  you  will  not.”  She  pointed  to  the  map  on  the  table.  “I  saw  that  army.  Its size, who is in it. I  saw it, and there is no chance of   any of you getting into its heart. Even you,” she added when Cassian opened his mouth again. “  Especially

not when you’re injured.” 

And what Hybern would do to Elain, might already be doing—

From  the  shadows  near  the  entrance  to  the  tent,  Azriel  said,  as  if  in  answer  to some unspoken debate, “I’m getting her back.” 

Nesta  slid  her  gaze  to  the  shadowsinger.  Azriel’s  hazel  eyes  glowed  golden  in the shadows. 

Nesta said, “Then you will die.” 

Azriel only repeated, rage glazing that stare, “I’m getting her back.” 

With the shadows, he might stand a chance of slipping in. But there were wards to consider, and ancient magic, and the king with those spells and the Cauldron

…

For a moment, I saw that set of paints Elain had once bought me with the extra

money  she’d  saved.  The  red,  yellow,  and  blue  I’d  savored,  used  to  paint  that dresser  in  our  cottage.  I  had  not  painted  in  years  at  that  point,  had  not  dared spend the money on myself … But Elain had. 

I stood. Met Azriel’s wrathful stare. 

“I’m going with you,” I said. 

Azriel only nodded. 

“You’ll never get far enough into the camp,” Cassian warned. 

“I’m going to walk right in.” 

And  as  they  narrowed  their  brows,  I  shifted  myself.  Not  a  glamour,  but  a  true changing of features. 

“Shit,” Cassian breathed when I was done. 

Nesta rose to her feet. “They might already know she’s dead.” 

For  it  was  Ianthe’s  face,  her  hair,  that  I  now  possessed.  It  nearly  drained  what was left of my depleted magic. Anything more … I might not have enough left

to keep her features in place. But there were other ways. 

Routes. For the rest of what I needed. 

“I need one of your Siphons,” I said to Azriel. The blue was slightly deeper, but

at night … they might not notice the difference. 

He held out his palm, a round, flat blue stone appearing in it, and chucked it to

me.  I  wrapped  my  fingers  around  the  warm  stone,  its  power  throbbing  in  my

veins like an unearthly heartbeat as I looked to Cassian. 

“Where is the blacksmith.” 

The  camp  blacksmith  did  not  ask  any  questions  when  I  handed  over  the  silver candlesticks  from  my  tent  and  Azriel’s  Siphon.  When  I  asked  him  to  craft  that circlet. Immediately. 

A mortal blacksmith might have taken a while—days. But a Fae one …

By  the  time  he  finished,  Azriel  had  gone  to  the  camp  priestess  and  retrieved  a spare  set  of  her  robes.  Perhaps  not  identical  to  Ianthe’s,  but  close  enough.  As High Priestess, none would dare look too closely at her. Ask questions. 

I had just set the circlet atop my hood when Rhys prowled into our tent. 

Azriel  was  honing  Truth-Teller  with  relentless  focus,  Cassian  sharpening  the

weapons I was to fasten beneath the robe—atop the Illyrian leathers. 

“He’ll sense your power,” I said to Rhys before he could speak. 

“I know,” Rhys said hoarsely. And I realized—realized the other High Lords had

come up empty. 

My hands began shaking. I knew the odds. Knew what I’d face in there. 

I’d seen it in Nesta’s mind hours ago. 

Rhys closed the distance between us, clutching my hands. Gazing at   me, and not

Ianthe’s  face,  as  if  he  could  see  the  soul  beneath.  “There  are  wards  around  the camp.  You  can’t  winnow.  You  have  to  walk  in—and  out.  Then  you  can  make

the jump back here.” 

I nodded. 

He brushed a kiss to my brow. “Ianthe sold out your sisters,” he said, his voice

turning sharp and hard. “It’s only fitting that you use her to get Elain back.” 

He gripped the sides of my face, bringing us nose to nose. 

“Do  not  get  distracted.  Do  not  linger.  You  are  a  warrior,  and  warriors  know when to pick their fights.” 

I nodded, our breath mingling. 

Rhys growled. “They took what is ours. And we do not allow those crimes to go unpunished.” 

His power rippled and swirled around me. 

“You do not fear,” Rhys breathed. “You do not falter. You do not yield. 

You go in, you get her, and you come out again.” 

I nodded again, holding his stare. 

“Remember that you are a wolf. And you cannot be caged.” 

He  kissed  my  brow  one  more  time,  my  blood  thrumming  and  boiling  in  me, 

howling to draw blood. 

I began to buckle on the weapons Cassian had lined up in neat rows on the table, 

Rhys  helping  me  with  the  straps  and  loops,  positioning  them  so  that  they

wouldn’t be visible beneath my robe. The only one I couldn’t fit was the Illyrian

blade—no way to hide it and be able to easily draw it. 

Cassian gave me an extra dagger to make up for its absence. 

“You get them in and out again, shadowsinger,” Rhys said to Azriel as I walked

to the spymaster’s side, getting a feel for the weight of the weapons and the flow

of the heavy robe. “I don’t care how many of them you have to kill to do it. They

both come out.” 

Azriel gave a grave, steady nod. “I swear it, High Lord.” 

Formal words, formal titles. 

I gripped Azriel’s scarred hand, the weight of his Siphon pressing on my brow

through the hood. We looked to Rhys, to Cassian and Nesta, to Mor—

right  as  she  appeared,  breathless,  between  the  tent  flaps.  Her  eyes  went  to  me, then the shadowsinger, and flared with shock and fear—

But we were gone. 

Azriel’s dark breeze was different from Rhys’s. Colder. Sharper. It cut through

the world like a blade, spearing us toward that army camp. 

Night was still overhead, dawn perhaps two hours away, when he landed us in a

thick forest on a hilltop that overlooked the outskirts of the mighty camp. 

The king had used the same spells that Rhys had put around Velaris and our own

forces. Spells to hide it from sight, and dispel people who got too close. 

We’d landed inside of them, thanks to Nesta’s specifics. With a perfect view of

the city of soldiers that sprawled away into the night. 

Campfires  burned,  as  numerous  as  the  stars.  Beasts  snapped  and  snarled, 

yanking  on  leashes  and  chains.  On  and  on  and  on  that  army  went,  a  squatting terror drinking the life from the earth. 

Azriel silently faded into blackness—until he was my own shadow and nothing

more. 

I  fluffed  out  the  priestess’s  pale  robe,  adjusted  the  circlet  atop  my  head,  and began to pick my way down the hill. 

Into the heart of Hybern’s army. 
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The first test would be the most dangerous—and informative. 

Passing  through  the  guards  stationed  at  the  edge  of  the  camp—and  learning  if they’d  heard  of  Ianthe’s  demise.  Learning  what  sort  of  power  Ianthe  truly

wielded here. 

I  kept  my  features  in  that  beatific,  pretty  mask  she’d  always  plastered  on  her face, head held just so, my mating ring turned facedown and put onto my other

hand,  a  few  silver  bracelets  Azriel  had  borrowed  from  the  camp  priestess

dangling at my wrists. I let them jangle loudly, as she had, like a cat with a bell

on its collar. 

A pet—I supposed Ianthe was no more than a pet of the king. 

I  couldn’t  see  Azriel,  but  I  could  feel  him,  as  if  the  Siphon  parading  itself  as Ianthe’s jewel was a tether. He dwelled in every pocket of shadow, darting ahead

and behind. 

The six guards flanking the camp entrance monitored Ianthe, strutting out of the

dark, with unmasked distaste. I steadied my heart,  became her, preening and coy, vain and predatory, holy and sensual. 

They  did  not  stop  me  as  I  walked  past  them  and  onto  the  long  avenue  that  cut through the endless camp. Did not look confused or expectant. 

I didn’t dare let my shoulders slump, or even heave a sigh of utter relief. 

Not as I headed down the broad artery lined by tents and forges, fires and—

and things I did not look at, did not even turn toward as the sounds coming out

of them charged at me. 

This place made the Court of Nightmares seem like a human sitting room filled

with chaste maidens embroidering pillows. 

And somewhere in this hell-pit … Elain. Had the Cauldron presented her to the

king?  Or  was  she  in  some  in-between,  trapped  in  whatever  dark  world  the

Cauldron occupied? 

I’d seen the king’s tent in Nesta’s scrying. It had not seemed as far away as it did

now, rising like a gargantuan, spiny beast from the center of the camp. Entrance

to it would present another set of obstacles. 

If we made it that far without being noticed. 

The time of night worked to our advantage. The soldiers who were awake were

either engaged in activities of varying awfulness, or were on guard and wishing

they could be. The rest were asleep. 

It was strange, I realized with each bouncing step and jangle of jewelry toward

the heart of camp, to consider that Hybern actually needed rest. 

I’d somehow assumed they were beyond it—mythic, unending in their strength

and rage. 

But they, too, tired. And ate. And slept. 

Perhaps not as easily or as much as humans, but, with two hours until dawn, we

were lucky. Once the sun chased away the shadows, though …

Once it made some gaps in my costume all too clear …

It was hard to scan the tents we passed, hard to focus on the sounds of the camp

while pretending to be someone wholly used to it. I didn’t even know if Ianthe

 had a tent here—if she was allowed near the king whenever she wished. 

I doubted it—doubted we’d be able to stroll right into his personal tent and find

wherever the hell Elain was. 

A massive bonfire smoldered and crackled near the center of camp, the sounds

of revelry reaching us long before we got a good visual. 

I knew within a few heartbeats that most of the soldiers were  not  sleeping. 

They were here. 

Celebrating. 

Some danced in wicked circles around the fire, their contorted shapes little more

than twisted shadows flinging through the night. Some drank from enormous oak

barrels  of  beer  I  recognized—right  from  Tamlin’s  stores.  Some  writhed  with

each other—some merely watched. 

But through the laughter and singing and music, over the roar of the fire

… Screaming. 

A shadow gripped my shoulder, reminding me not to run. 

Ianthe would not run—would not show alarm. 

My mouth went dry as that scream sounded again. 

I couldn’t bear it—to let it go on, to see what was being done—

Azriel’s shadow-hand grasped my own, tugging me closer. His rage rippled off

his invisible form. 

We made a lazy circuit of the revelry, other parts of it becoming clear. 

The screaming—

It was not Elain. 

It was not Elain who hung from a rack near a makeshift dais of granite. 

It was one of the Children of the Blessed, young and slender—

My stomach twisted, threatening to surge up my throat. Two others were chained

up beside her. From the way they sagged, the injuries on their naked bodies—

Clare. It was like Clare, what had been done to them. And like Clare, they had

been left there to rot, left for the crows surely to arrive at dawn. 

This one had held out for longer. 

I couldn’t. I couldn’t—couldn’t  leave her there—

But if I lingered too long, they’d see. And drawing attention to myself …

Could I live with it? I’d once killed two innocents to save Tamlin and his people. 

I’d be as good as killing her if I left her there in favor of saving my sister …

Stranger. She was a  stranger —

“He’s been looking for you,” drawled a hard male voice. 

I pivoted to find Jurian striding from between two tents, buckling his sword-belt. 

I glanced at the dais. And as if an invisible hand wiped away the smoke …

There sat the King of Hybern. He lounged in his chair, head propped on a fist, 

face  a  mask  of  vague  amusement  as  he  surveyed  the  revelry,  the  torture  and

torment. The adulation of the crowd that occasionally turned to toast or bow to

him. 

I willed my voice to soften, adapted that lilt. “I have been busy with my sisters.” 

Jurian stared at me for a long moment, eyes sliding to the Siphon atop my head. 

I knew the moment he realized who I was. Those brown eyes flared—

barely. 

“Where is she,” was all I breathed. 

Jurian gave a cocky grin. Not directed at me, but anyone watching us. 

“You’ve been lusting after me for weeks now,” he purred. “Act like it.” 

My throat constricted. But I laid a hand on his forearm, batting my eyelashes at

him as I stepped closer. 

A bemused snort. “I have trouble believing that’s how you won his heart.” 

I tried not to scowl. “Where is she.” 

“Safe. Untouched.” 

My chest caved in at the word. 

“Not for long,” Jurian said. “It gave him a shock when she appeared before the

Cauldron. He had her contained. Came here to brood over what to do with her. 

And how to make you pay for it.” 

I ran a hand up his arm, then rested it over his heart. “Where. Is. She.” 

Jurian leaned in as if he’d kiss me, and brought his mouth to my ear. 

“Were you smart enough to kill her before you took her skin?” 

My hands tightened on his jacket. “She got what she deserved.” 

I could feel Jurian’s smile against my ear. “She’s in his tent. Chained with steel

and a little spell from his favorite book.” 

Shit.  Shit. Perhaps I should have gotten Helion, who could break almost any—

Jurian caught my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “Come to my tent with

me, Ianthe. Let me see what that pretty mouth can do.” 

It was an effort not to recoil, but I let Jurian put a hand on my lower back. He

chuckled. “Seems like you’ve already got some steel in you. No need for mine.” 

I gave him a pretty, sunshine smile. “What of the girl on the rack?” 

Darkness flickered in those eyes. “There have been many before her, and many

will come after.” 

“I can’t leave her here,” I said through my teeth. 

Jurian led me into the labyrinth of tents, heading for that inner circle. 

“Your sister or her—you won’t be able to take two out.” 

“Get her to me, and I’ll make it happen.” 

Jurian  muttered,  “Say  you  would  like  to  pray  before  the  Cauldron  before  we

retire.” 

I  blinked,  and  realized  there  were  guards—guards  and  that  giant,  bone-colored

tent ahead of us. I clasped my hands before me and said to Jurian, 

“Before  we  …  retire,  I  should  like  to  pray  before  the  great  Cauldron.  To  give thanks for today’s bounty.” 

Jurian  glowered—a  man  ready  for  rutting  who  had  been  delayed.  “Make  it

quick,” he said, jerking his chin to the guards on either side of the tent flaps. I

caught  the  look  he  gave  them—male  to  male.  They  didn’t  bother  to  hide  their leering as I passed. 

And  since  I  was  Ianthe  …  I  gave  them  each  a  sultry  smile,  sizing  them  up  for conquest of a different kind than the one they’d come to Prythian to do. 

The one on the right’s answering grin told me he was mine for the taking. 

 Later, I willed my eyes to say.  When I’m done with the human. 

He adjusted his belt a bit as I slipped into the tent. 

Dim—cold. Like the sky before dawn, that’s how the tent felt. 

No crackling braziers, no faelights. And in the center of the massive tent

… a darkness that devoured the light. The Cauldron. 

The hair on my arms rose. 

Jurian whispered in my ear, “You have five minutes to get her out. Take her to

the western edge—there’s a cliff overlooking the river. I’ll meet you

there.” 

I blinked at him. 

Jurian’s  grin  was  a  slash  of  white  in  the  gloom.  “If  you  hear  screaming,  don’t panic.”  His  diversion.  He  smirked  toward  the  shadows.  “I  hope  you  can  carry

three, shadowsinger.” 

Azriel did not confirm that he was there, that he’d heard. 

Jurian studied me for a heartbeat longer. “Save a dagger for your own heart. If

they catch you alive, the king will—” He shook his head. “Don’t let them catch

you alive.” 

Then he was gone. 

Azriel emerged from the deep shadows in the corner of the tent a heartbeat later. 

He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  curtains  in  the  back.  I  began  intoning  one  of Ianthe’s many prayers, a pretty speech I’d heard her say a thousand times at the

Spring Court. 

We rushed across the rugs, dodging tables and furniture. I chanted her prayers all

the while. 

Azriel slid back the curtain—

Elain was in her nightgown. Gagged, wrists wrapped in steel that glowed violet. 

Her eyes went wide as she saw us—Azriel and  me—

I  shifted  my  face  back  into  my  own,  raising  a  hand  to  my  lips  as  Azriel  knelt

before her. I kept up my litany of praying, beseeching the Cauldron to make my womb fruitful, on and on—

Azriel gently removed the gag from her mouth. “Are you hurt?” 

She shook her head, devouring the sight of him as if not quite believing it. “You

came for me.” The shadowsinger only inclined his head. 

“Hurry,” I whispered, then resumed my prayer. We had until it ran out. 

Azriel’s Siphons flared, the one atop my head warming. 

The magic did nothing when it came into contact with those bonds. 

Nothing. 

Only a few more verses of my prayer left to chant. 

Her wrists and ankles were bound. She couldn’t run out of here with them on. 

I  reached  a  hand  toward  her,  scrambling  for  a  thread  of  Helion’s  power  to

unravel  the  king’s  spell  on  the  chains.  But  my  magic  was  still  depleted,  in shambles—

“We don’t have time,” Azriel murmured. “He’s coming.” 

The screaming and shouting began. 

Azriel scooped up Elain, looping her bound arms around his neck. “Hold tight,” 

he ordered her, “and don’t make a sound.” 

Barking  and  baying  rent  the  night.  I  drew  off  the  robe,  and  pocketed  Azriel’s Siphon before palming two knives. “Out the back?” 

A nod. “Get ready to run.” 

My  heart  thundered.  Elain  glanced  between  us,  but  did  not  tremble.  Did  not

cringe. 

“Run, and don’t stop,” he told me. “We sprint for the western edge—the cliff.” 

“If Jurian’s not there with the girl in time—” 

“Then you will go. I’ll get her.” 

I blew out a breath, steadying myself. 

The barking and growling grew louder—closer. 

“Now,” Azriel hissed, and we ran. 

His Siphons blazed, and the canvas of the back of the tent melted into nothing. 

We bolted through it before the guards nearby noticed. 

They didn’t react to us. Only peered at the hole. 

Azriel had made us invisible—shadow-bound. 

We sprinted between tents, feet flying over the grass and dirt. “Hurry,” 

he whispered. “The shadows won’t last long.” 

For in the east, behind us … the sun was beginning to rise. 

A  piercing  howl  split  the  dying  night.  And  I  knew  they’d  realized  what  we’d done.  That  we  were   here .  And  even  if  they  couldn’t  see  us  …  the  King  of Hybern’s hounds could scent us. 

“Faster,” Azriel snarled. 

The earth shuddered behind us. I didn’t dare look behind. 

We  neared  a  rack  of  weapons.  I  sheathed  my  knives,  freeing  my  hands  as  we

hurtled past and I snatched a bow and quiver of arrows from their stand. 

 Ash arrows. 

The arrows clacked as I slung the quiver over a shoulder. As I nocked an arrow

into place. 

Azriel cut right, swerving around a tent. 

And with the angle … I turned and fired. 

The  nearest  hound—it  was  not  a  hound,  I  realized  as  the  arrow  spiraled  for  its head. 

But  some  cousin  of  the  naga—some  monstrous,  scaled  thing  that  thundered  on

all fours, serpentine face snarling and full of bone-shredding white teeth—

My arrow went right through its throat. 

It  went  down,  and  we  rounded  the  tent,  hurtling  for  that  still-dim  western

horizon. 

I nocked another arrow. 

Three others. Three more behind us, gaining with every clawed step—

I  could  feel  them  around  us—Hybern  commanders,  racing  along  with  the

hounds,  tracking  the  beasts  because  they  still  could  not  see  us.  That  arrow  I’d fired  had  told  them  enough  about  the  distance.  But  the  moment  the  hounds

caught up … those commanders would appear. Kill us or drag us away. 

Row  after  row  of  tents,  slowly  awakening  at  the  ruckus  in  the  center  of  the camp. 

The  air  rippled,  and  I  looked  up  to  see  the  rain  of  ash  arrows  unleashed  from behind, so many they were a blind attempt to hit  any target—

Azriel’s blue shield shuddered at the impact, but held. Yet our shadows shivered

and faded. 

The hounds closed in, two breaking away—to cut to the side. To herd us. 

For that was a  cliff at the other edge of the camp. A cliff with a very,  very  long drop, and unforgiving river below. 

And standing at its end, huddled in a dark cloak …

That was the girl. 

Jurian had left her there—for us. Where he’d gone … I saw no sign of him. 

But behind us, filling the air as if he’d used magic to do so … The king spoke. 

“What intrepid thieves,” he drawled, the words everywhere and nowhere. “How

shall I punish you?” 

I had no doubt the wards ended just beyond the cliff’s edge. It was confirmed by

the  snarls  of  the  hounds,  who  seemed  to  know  that  their  prey  would  escape  in less than a hundred yards. If we could jump far enough to be clear of them. 

“Get her out, Azriel,” I begged him, panting. “I’ll get the other.” 

“We’re  all —” 

“That’s an order.” 

A  clean  shot,  an  unimpeded  path  right  to  that  cliff’s  edge,  and  to  freedom

beyond—

“You need to—” My words were cut off. 

I felt the impact before the pain. The searing,  burning pain that erupted through my shoulder. An ash arrow—

My feet snagged beneath me, blood spraying, and I hit the rocky ground so hard

my bones groaned. Azriel swore, but with Elain in his arms, fighting—

The hounds were there in a second. 

I fired an arrow at one, my shoulder screaming with the movement. The hound

fell, clearing the view behind. 

Revealing the king striding down the line of tents, unhurried and assured of our

capture,  a  bow  dangling  from  his  hand.  The  bow  that  had  delivered  the  arrow now piercing through my body. 

“Torturing you would be so dull,” the king mused, voice still magnified. 

“At least, the traditional sort of torture.” Every step was slow, intentional. 

“How  Rhysand  shall  rage.  How  he  shall  panic.  His  mate,  at  last  come  to  see me.” 

Before I could warn Azriel to hurry, the other two hounds were on me. 

One leaped right for me. I lifted my bow to intercept its jaws. 

The hound snapped it in two, hurling the wood away. I grabbed for a knife, just

as the second one leaped—

A roar deafened me, made my head ring. Just as one of the hounds was thrown

off me. 

I knew that roar, knew—

A golden-furred beast with curling horns tore into the hounds. 

“Tamlin,” I got out, but his green eyes narrowed.  Run, he seemed to say. 

That was who had been running alongside us. Trying to find us. 

He  ripped  and  shredded,  the  hounds  launching  themselves  wholly  on  him.  The

king  paused,  and  though  he  remained  far  off,  I  could  clearly  make  out  the

surprise slackening his face. 

Now. I had to go  now—

I scrambled to my feet, whipping the arrow out with a swallowed scream. Azriel

was already there, no more than a few heartbeats having passed—

Azriel  gripped  me  by  the  collar,  and  a  web  of  blue  light  fastened  itself  at  my shoulder. Holding the blood in, a bandage until a healer—

“You need to fly,” he panted. 

Six more hounds closed in. Tamlin still fought the others, gaining ground

—holding the line. 

“We need to get airborne,” Azriel said, one eye now on the king as he resumed

his mockingly slow approach. “Can you make it?” 

The young woman was still standing at the edge of the cliff. Watching us with

wide eyes, black hair whipping over her face. 

I’d  never  made  a  running  takeoff  before.  I’d  barely  been  able  to  keep  in  the skies. 

Even if Azriel took the girl in his free arm …

I  didn’t  let  myself  consider  the  alternative.  I   would  get  airborne.  Only  long enough  to  sail  over  that  cliff,  and  winnow  out  when  we’d  passed  the  wards’

edge. 

Tamlin  let  out  a  yelp  of  what  sounded  like  pain,  followed  by  another  earth-

shuddering roar. The rest of the hounds had reached him. He did not falter, did

not yield an inch to them—

I summoned the wings. The drag and weight of them … Even with the Siphon-

bandage, pain razed my senses at the tug on my muscles. 

I  panted  through  my  gritted  teeth  as  Azriel  plunged  ahead,  wings  beginning  to flap.  Not  enough  space  on  the  jutting  ledge  for  us  to  do  this  side  by  side.  I gobbled down details of his takeoff, the beating of his wings, the shifting angle

of his body. 

 “Grab onto him!”  Elain ordered the wide-eyed human girl as Azriel thundered

toward her. The girl looked like a doe about to be run down by a wolf. 

The girl did not open her arms as they neared. 

Elain screamed at her,  “If you want to live, do it now!” 

The girl dropped her cloak, opened her arms wide. 

Her  black  hair  streamed  behind  Azriel,  catching  amongst  his  wings  as  he

practically tackled her into the sky. But I saw, even as I ran, Elain’s pale hands

lurch—gripping the girl by her neck, holding her as tightly as she could. 

And just in time. 

One  of  the  hounds  broke  free  from  Tamlin  in  a  mighty  leap.  I  ducked,  bracing for impact. 

But  it  was  not  aiming  for  me.  Two  bounding  strides  down  the  stone  ledge  and

another leap—

Azriel’s  roar  echoed  off  the  rocks  as  the  hound  slammed  into  him,  dragging

those shredding talons down his spine, his wings—

The  girl  screamed,  but  Elain  moved.  As  Azriel  battled  to  keep  them  airborne, keep his grip on them, my sister sent a fierce kick into the beast’s face. Its eye. 

Another. Another. 

It bellowed, and Elain slammed her bare, muddy foot into its face again. 

The blow struck home. 

With a yelp of pain, it released its claws—and plunged into the ravine. 

So fast. It happened so fast. And blood—blood sprayed from his back, his wings

—

But Azriel remained in the air. Blue light splayed over the wounds. 

Staunching the blood, stabilizing his wings. I was still running for the cliff as he

whirled, revealing a pain-bleached face, while he gripped the two women tightly. 

But  he  beheld  what  charged  after  me.  The  sprint  ahead.  And  for  the  first  time since I had known him, there was terror in Azriel’s eyes as he watched me make

that run. 

I  flapped  my  wings,  an  updraft  hauling  my  feet  up,  then  crashing  them  down

onto the rock. I stumbled, but kept running, kept flapping, back screaming—

Another one of the hounds broke past Tamlin’s guard. Came barreling down that

narrow stretch of rock, claws gouging the stone beneath. I could have sworn the

king laughed from behind. 

 “Faster!”  Azriel roared, blood oozing with each wing beat. I could see the dawn through the shreds in the membrane.  “Push up!” 

The stone echoed with the thunderous steps of the hound at my heels. 

The end of the rock loomed. Freefall lay beyond. And I knew the hound would

leap with me. The king would have it retrieve me by any means necessary, even if  my  body  was  broken  on  the  river  far,  far  below.  This  high,  I  would  splatter like an egg dropped from a tower. 

And  he’d  keep  whatever  was  left  of  me,  as  Jurian  had  been  kept,  alive  and

aware. 

 “Hold them high!” 

I stretched my wings as far as they would go. Thirty steps between me and the

edge. 

 “Legs up!” 

Twenty  steps.  The  sun  broke  over  the  eastern  horizon,  gilding  Azriel’s  bloody armor with gold. 

The king fired another arrow—two. One for me, one soaring for Elain’s exposed

back.  Azriel  slammed  both  away  with  a  blue  shield.  I  didn’t  look  to  see  if  that shield extended to Tamlin. 

Ten  steps.  I  beat  my  wings,  muscles  screaming,  blood  sliding  past  even  that

Siphon’s bandage. Beat them as I sent a wave of wind rising up beneath me, air

filling the flexible membrane, even as the bone and sinews strained to snapping. 

My feet lifted from the ground. Then hit again. I pushed with the wind, flapping

like hell. The hound gained on me. 

Five steps. I knew—I knew that whatever force had compelled me to learn to fly

… Somehow, it had known. That this moment was coming. All of it—all of it, 

for this moment. 

And with barely three steps to the edge of that cliff … A warm wind, kissed with

lilac and new grass, blasted up from beneath me. A wind of—

spring. Lifting me, filling my wings. 

My feet rose. And rose. And rose. 

The hound leaped after me. 
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 “Bank!” 

I threw my body sideways, wings swinging me wide. The rising dawn and drop

and sky tilted and spun before I evened out. 

I looked behind to see that naga-hound snap at where my heels had been. 

And then plunge down, down, down into the ravine and river below. 

The king fired again, the arrow tipped with glimmering amethyst power. 

Azriel’s shield held—barely. Whatever magic the king had wrapped around it—

Azriel grunted in pain. 

But  he  snarled,  “Fly ,”  and  I  veered  toward  the  way  I’d  come,  back  trembling with the effort to keep my body upright. Azriel turned, the girl moaning in terror

as he lost a few feet to the sky—before he leveled out and soared beside me. 

The king barked a command, and a barrage of arrows arced up from the camp—

rained down upon us. 

Azriel’s shield buckled, but held solid. I flapped my wings, back shrieking. 

I pressed a hand to my wound, just as the wards pushed against me. 

Pushed  as  if  they  tried  and  tried  to  contain  me,  to  hold  Azriel  where  he  now flapped  like  hell  against  them,  blood  spraying  from  those  wounded  wings, 

sliding down his shredded back—

I unleashed a flare of Helion’s white light. Burning, singeing, melting. 

A hole ripped through the wards. Barely wide enough. 

We  didn’t  hesitate  as  we  sailed  through,  as  I  gasped  for  breath.  But  I  looked back. Just once. 

Tamlin was surrounded by the hounds. Bleeding, panting, still in that beast form. 

The king was perhaps thirty feet away, livid—utterly livid as he beheld the hole I’d again ripped through his wards. Tamlin made the most of his distraction. 

He did not glance toward us as he made a break for the cliff edge. 

He  leaped  far—far  and  wide.  Farther  than  any  beast  or  Fae  should  be  able  to. 

That wind he’d sent my way now bolstering him, guiding him toward that hole

we’d swept through. 

Tamlin  cleared  it  and  winnowed  away,  still  not  looking  at  me  as  I  gripped

Azriel’s hand and we vanished as well. 

Azriel’s power gave out on the outskirts of our camp. 

The  girl,  despite  the  burns  and  lashings  on  her  moon-white  skin,  was  able  to walk. 

The gray light of morning had broken over the world, mist clinging to our ankles

as we headed into that camp, Azriel still cradling Elain to his chest. He dripped

blood behind him the entire time—a trickle compared to the torrent that should

be leaking out. Contained only by the patches of power he’d slapped on it. Help

—he needed a healer immediately. 

We  both  did.  I  pressed  a  hand  against  the  wound  in  my  shoulder  to  keep  the bleeding  minimal.  The  girl  went  so  far  as  to  even  offer  to  use  her  lingering scraps of clothing to bind it. 

I didn’t have the breath to explain that I was Fae, and there had been ash in my

skin. I needed to see a healer before it set and sealed in any splinters. 

So I just asked for her name. 

Briar, she said, her voice raw from screaming. Her name was Briar. 

She did not seem to mind the mud that squelched under her feet and splattered

her bare shins. She only gazed at the tents, the soldiers who stumbled out. One

saw Azriel and shouted for a healer to hurry for the spymaster’s tent. 

Rhys winnowed into our path before we’d made it past the first line of tents. His

eyes went right to Azriel’s wings, then the wound in my shoulder, the paleness

of my face. To Elain, then Briar. 

“I couldn’t leave her,” I said, surprised to find my own voice raw. 

Running steps approached, and then Nesta rounded a tent, skidding to a halt in

the mud. 

She  let  out  a  sob  at  the  sight  of  Elain,  still  in  Azriel’s  arms.  I’d  never  heard  a sound like that from her. Not once. 

 She isn’t hurt, I said to her, into that chamber in her mind. Because words … I

couldn’t form them. 

Nesta broke into another sprint. I reached for Rhysand, his face taut as he stalked

for us—

But Nesta got there first. 

I  swallowed  my  shout  of  pain  as  Nesta’s  arms  went  around  my  neck  and  she

embraced me so hard it snatched my breath away. 

Her body shook—shook as she sobbed and said over and over and over, 

“Thank you.” 

Rhys  lunged  for  Azriel,  taking  Elain  from  him  and  gently  setting  my  sister

down. Azriel rasped, swaying on his feet, “We need Helion to get these chains

off her.” 

Yet Elain didn’t seem to notice them as she rose up on her toes and kissed the

shadowsinger’s cheek. And then walked to me and Nesta, who pulled back long

enough to survey Elain’s clean face, her clear eyes. 

“We need to get you to Thesan,” Rhys said to Azriel. “Right now.” 

Before I could turn back, Elain threw her arms around me. I did not remember

when I began to cry as I felt those slender arms hold me, tight as steel. 

I did not remember the healer who patched me up, or how Rhys bathed me. How

I told him what happened with Jurian, and Tamlin, Nesta hovering around Elain

as Helion came to remove her chains, cursing the king’s handiwork, even as he admired its quality. 

But I did remember lying down on the bearskin rug once it was done. 

How I felt Elain’s slim body settle next to mine and curl into my side, 

careful not to touch the bandaged wound in my shoulder. I had not realized how

cold I was until her warmth seeped into me. 

A  moment  later,  another  warm  body  nestled  on  my  left.  Nesta’s  scent  drifted

over me, fire and steel and unbending will. 

Distantly, I heard Rhys usher everyone out—to join him in checking on Azriel, 

now under Thesan’s care. 

I didn’t know how long my sisters and I lay there together, just like we had once

shared  that  carved  bed  in  that  dilapidated  cottage.  Then—back  then,  we  had

kicked and twisted and fought for any bit of space, any breathing room. 

But that morning, as the sun rose over the world, we held tight. And did not let

go. 
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Kallias and his army arrived by noon. 

It was only the sound of it that woke me from where my sisters and I dozed on

the floor. That, and a thought that clanged through me. 

Tamlin. 

His  actions  would  cover  Jurian’s  betrayal.  I  had  no  doubt  Tamlin  hadn’t  gone back to Hybern’s army after the meeting to betray us—but to play spy. 

Though after last night … it was unlikely he’d get close to Hybern again. 

Not when the king himself had witnessed everything. 

I didn’t know what to make of it. 

That  he’d  saved  me—that  he’d  given  up  his  deception  to  do  so.  Where  had  he gone to when he’d winnowed? We hadn’t heard anything about the Spring Court

forces. 

And that wind he’d sent … I’d never seen him use such a power. 

The  Nephelle  Philosophy  indeed.  The  weakness  that  had  transformed  into  a

strength hadn’t been my wings, my flying. But Tamlin. If he hadn’t interfered …

I didn’t let myself consider. 

Elain and Nesta were still dozing on the bearskin rug when I eased out from their

tangle of limbs. Washed my face in the copper basin set near my bed. A glimpse

in the mirror above it revealed I’d seen better days. Weeks. 

Months. 

I peeled back the neck of my white shirt to frown at the wound bandaged at my

shoulder. I winced, rotating the joint—marveling at how much it had

already healed. My back, however …

Aching  pain  jolted  and  rippled  all  along  it.  In  my  abdomen,  too.  Muscles  I’d pushed  to  the  breaking  point  to  get  airborne.  Frowning  at  the  mirror,  I  braided my  hair  and  shrugged  on  my  jacket,  hissing  at  the  movement  in  my  shoulder. 

Another  day  or  two,  and  the  pain  might  be  minimal  enough  to  wield  a  sword. 

Maybe. 

I  prayed  Azriel  would  be  in  better  shape.  If  Thesan  himself  had  been  healing him, perhaps he was. If we were lucky. 

I  didn’t  know  how  Azriel  had  managed  to  stay  aloft—stay  conscious  during

those minutes in the sky. I didn’t let myself think about how and when and why

he’d learned to manage pain like that. 

I quietly asked the nearest camp-mother to dig up some platters of food for my

sisters. Elain was likely starving, and I doubted Nesta had eaten anything during

the hours we’d been gone. 

The winged matron only asked if   I  needed anything, and when I told her I was fine, she just clicked her tongue and said she’d make sure food found its way to

me, too. 

I  didn’t  have  the  nerve  to  request  she  find  some  of  Amren’s  preferred  food  as well. Even if I had no doubt Amren would need it—after her …

activities with Varian last night. Unless he’d—

I didn’t let myself think about that as I aimed for her tent. We’d found Hybern’s

army.  And  having  seen  it  last  night  …  I’d  offer  Amren  any  help  I  could  in decoding  that  spell  the  Suriel  had  pointed  her  toward.  Anything,  if  it  meant stopping the Cauldron. And when we’d picked our final battlefield

… then, only then, would I unleash Bryaxis upon Hybern. 

I was nearly to her tent, offering grim smiles in exchange for the nods and wary

glances the Illyrian warriors gave me, when I spied the commotion just near the

edge  of  camp.  A  few  extra  steps  had  me  staring  out  across  a  thin  demarcation line of grass and mud—to the Winter Court camp now nearly constructed in its

full splendor. 

Kallias’s  army  was  still  winnowing  in  supplies  and  units  of  warriors,  his  court made  up  of  High  Fae  with  either  his  snow-white  hair  or  hair  of  blackest  night, skin ranging from moon pale to rich brown. The lesser fae

… he’d brought more lesser faeries than any of us, if you excluded the Illyrians. 

It was an effort not to gawk as I lingered at the edge of where their camp began. 

Long-limbed creatures like shards of ice given form stalked past, tall enough to

plant  the  cobalt-and-silver  banners  atop  various  tents;  wagons  were  hauled  by

sure-footed reindeer and lumbering white bears in ornate armor, some so keenly

aware  when  they  ambled  by  that  I  wouldn’t  have  been  surprised  if  they  could talk. White foxes scuttled about underfoot, bearing what looked to be messages

strapped to their little embroidered vests. 

Our Illyrian army was brutal, basic—few frills and sheer rank reigned. 

Kallias’s  army—or,  I  suppose,  the  army  that  Viviane  had  held  together  during

Amarantha’s reign—was a complex, beautiful, teeming thing. 

Orderly, and yet thrumming with life. Everyone had a purpose, everyone seemed keen on doing it efficiently and proudly. 

I  spotted  Mor  walking  with  Viviane  and  a  stunningly  beautiful  young  woman

who  looked  like  either  Viviane’s  twin  or  sister.  Viviane  was  beaming,  Mor

perhaps more subdued for once, and as she twisted—

My  brows  rose.  The  human  girl—Briar—was  with  them.  Now  tucked  beneath

Viviane’s arm, face still bruised and swollen in spots, but …

smiling timidly at the Winter Court ladies. 

Viviane  began  to  lead  Briar  away,  chattering  merrily,  and  Mor  and  Viviane’s

possible-sister  lingered  to  watch  them.  Mor  said  something  to  the  stranger  that made her smile—well, slightly. 

It was a restrained smile, and it faded quickly. Especially as a High Fae soldier

strode past, grinned at her with some teasing remark, and then continued on. Mor

watched  the  female’s  face  carefully—and  swiftly  looked  away  as  she  turned

back to her, clapped Mor on the shoulder, and strode off after her possible-sister

and Briar. 

I remembered our argument the moment Mor turned toward me. 

Remembered  the  words  we’d  left  unsaid,  the  ones  I  probably  shouldn’t  have

spoken. Mor flipped her hair over a shoulder and headed right for me. 

I spoke before she could get the first word out, “You gave Briar over to them?” 

We fell into step back toward our own camp. “Az explained the state you found

her  in.  I  didn’t  think  being  exposed  to  battle-ready  Illyrians  would  do  much  to soothe her.” 

“And the Winter Court army is much better?” 

“They’ve got fuzzy animals.” 

I snorted, shaking my head. Those enormous bears were indeed fuzzy—

if you ignored the claws and teeth. 

Mor glanced sidelong at me. “You did a very brave thing in saving Briar.” 

“Anyone would have done it.” 

“No,” she said, adjusting her tight Illyrian jacket. “I’m not sure … I’m not sure

even  I  would have tried to get her. If I would have deemed the risk worth it. I’ve made enough calls like that where it went badly that I …” She shook her head. 

I swallowed. “How’s Azriel?” 

“Alive.  His  back  is  fine.  But  Thesan  hasn’t  healed  many  Illyrian  wings,  so  the healing  is  …  slow.  Different  from  repairing  Peregryn  wings,  apparently.  Rhys

sent  for  Madja.”  The  healer  in  Velaris.  “She’ll  be  here  either  later  today  or tomorrow to work on him.” 

“Will he—fly again?” 

“Considering Cassian’s wings were in worse shape, I’d say yes. But …

perhaps not in battle. Not anytime soon.” 

My stomach tightened. “He won’t be happy about that.” 

“None of us are.” 

To lose Azriel on the field …

Mor seemed to read what I was thinking and said, “Better than being dead.” She

dragged a hand through her golden hair. “It would have been so easy—for things

to  have  gone  wrong  last  night.  And  when  I  saw  you  two  vanish  …  I  had  this thought, this terror, that I might not get to see you again. To make things right.” 

“I said things I didn’t really mean to—” 

“We both did.” She led me up to the tree line at the border of both our camps, 

and  I  knew  from  that  alone  …  I  knew  she  was  about  to  tell  me  something  she didn’t  wish  anyone  overhearing.  Something  worth  delaying  my  meeting  with

Amren for a little while. 

She leaned against a towering oak, foot tap-tapping on the ground. “No more lies

between us.” 

Guilt tugged on my gut. “Yes,” I said. “I—I’m sorry about deceiving you. I just

… I made a mistake. And I’m sorry.” 

Mor rubbed her face. “You were right about me, though. You were …” 

Her hand shook as she lowered it. She gnawed on her lip, throat bobbing. 

Her eyes at last met mine—bright and fearful and anguished. Her voice broke as

she said, “I don’t love Azriel.” 

I remained perfectly still. Listening. 

“No,  that’s  not  true,  either.  I—I  do  love  him.  As  my  family.  And  sometimes  I wonder if it can be … more, but … I do not love him. Not the way he—he feels

for me.” The last words were a trembling whisper. 

“Have you ever loved him? That way?” 

“No.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “No. I don’t … You see …” 

I’d never seen her at such a loss for words. She closed her eyes, fingers digging

into her skin. “I  can’t love him like that.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I prefer females.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  only  silence  rippled  through  me.  “But—you  sleep  with  males. 

You slept with Helion …” And had looked terrible the next day. 

Tortured and not at all sated. 

Not just because of Azriel, but … because it wasn’t what she wanted. 

“I do find pleasure in them. In both.” Her hands were shaking so fiercely that she

gripped  herself  even  tighter.  “But  I’ve  known,  since  I  was  little  more  than  a child, that I prefer females. That I’m … attracted to them more over males. That

I connect with them, care for them more on that soul-deep level. But at the Hewn

City  …  All  they  care  about  is  breeding  their  bloodlines,  making  alliances

through  marriage.  Someone  like  me  …  If  I  were  to  marry  where  my  heart desired, there would be no offspring. My

father’s  bloodline  would  have   ended   with  me.  I  knew  it—knew  that  I  could never  tell  them.  Ever.  People  like  me  …  we’re  reviled  by  them.  Considered

selfish, for not being able to pass on the bloodline. So I never breathed a word of

it. And  then  …  then  my  father  betrothed  me  to  Eris,  and  …  And  it  wasn’t  just the prospect of marriage to   him that scared me. No, I knew I could survive his

brutality, his cruelty and coldness. I was—I   am stronger than him. It was … It

was the idea of being bred like a prize mare, of being forced to give up that one

part of me …” Her mouth wobbled, and I reached for her hand, prying it off her

arm. I squeezed gently as tears began sliding down her flushed face. 

“I slept with Cassian because I knew it would mean little to him, too. 

Because  I  knew  doing  it  would  buy  me  a  shot  at  freedom.  If  I  had  told  my parents that I preferred females … You’ve met my father. He and Beron would

have tied me to that marriage bed for Eris. Literally. But sullied … I knew my

shot at freedom lay there. And I saw how Azriel looked at me …

knew how he felt. And if I’d chosen him …” She shook her head. “It wouldn’t

have been fair to him. So I slept with Cassian, and Azriel thought I deemed him

unsuitable,  and  then  everything  happened  and  …”  Her  fingers  tightened  on

mine.  “After  Azriel  found  me  with  that  note  nailed  to  my  womb  …  I  tried  to explain. But he started to confess what he felt, and I panicked, and … and to get

him to   stop, to keep him from saying he loved me, I just turned and left, and …

and I couldn’t face explaining it after that. 

To Az, to the others.” 

She  loosed  a  shuddering  breath.  “I  sleep  with  males  in  part  because  I  enjoy  it, but … also to keep people from looking too closely.” 

“Rhys wouldn’t care—I don’t think anyone in Velaris would.” 

A nod. “Velaris is … a haven for people like me. Rita’s … the owner is like me. 

A lot of us go there—without anyone really ever picking up on it.” 

No wonder she practically lived at the pleasure hall. 

“But  this  part  of  me  …”  Mor  wiped  at  her  tears  with  her  free  hand.  “It  didn’t matter  as  much,  when  my  family  disowned  me.  When  they  called  me  a  whore

and a piece of trash. When they hurt me. Because those things …

they weren’t part of me. Weren’t true, and weren’t … intrinsic. They

couldn’t break me because … because they never touched that innermost part of

me. They never even guessed. But I hid it … I’ve hidden it because

…”  She  tilted  back  her  head,  looking  skyward.  “Because  I  live  in  terror  of  my family  finding  out—and  shaming  me,  hurting  me  about  this  one  thing  that  has remained wholly mine. This one part of me. I won’t let them …

won’t let them destroy it. Or try to. So I’ve rarely … During the War, I finally

took my first—female lover.” 

She was quiet for a long moment, blinking away tears. “It was Nephelle and her

lover—now  her  wife,  I  suppose—who  made  me  dare  to  try.  They  made  me  so

jealous. Not of them personally, but just … of what they had. 

Their openness. That they lived in a place, with a people who thought nothing of

it. But with the War, with the traveling across the world … No one from home

was with me for months at a time. It was safe, for once. And one of the human

queens …” 

The friends she had so passionately mentioned, had known so intimately. 

“Her name was Andromache. And she was … so beautiful. And kind. 

And I loved her … so much.” 

Human. Andromache had been human. My eyes burned. 

“But  she  was  human.  And  a  queen—who  needed  to  continue  her  royal  line, 

especially  during  such  a  tumultuous  time.  So  I  left—went  home  after  the  last battle. And when I realized what a mistake it was, that I didn’t care if I only had

sixty more years with her … The wall went up that day.” A small sob came out

of her. 

“And I could not … I was not allowed or able to cross it. I tried. For three years, 

I tried over and over. And by the time I managed to find a hole to cross … She had  married.  A  man.  And  had  an  infant  daughter—with  another  on  the  way.  I

didn’t set foot inside her castle. Didn’t even try to see her. I just turned around

and went home.” 

“I’m so sorry,” I breathed, my voice breaking. 

“She bore five children. And died an old woman, safe in her bed. And I saw her

spirit again—in that golden queen. Her descendant.” 

Mor  closed  her  eyes,  breath  rippling  past  her  shaking  lips.  “For  a  while,  I mourned her. Both while she lived and after she died. For a few decades, 

there were no lovers—of any kind. But then … one day I woke up, and I wanted

… I don’t know what I wanted. The opposite of her. I found them—

female, male. A few lovers over these past centuries, the females always secret

—and  I  think  that’s  why  it  wore  on  them,  why  they  always  ended  it.  I  could never be … open about it. Never be seen with them. And as for the males … it

never went as deep. The bond, I mean. Even if I did still crave—

you  know,  every  now  and  then.”  A  huff  of  a  laugh  that  I  echoed.  “But  all  of them … It wasn’t the same as Andromache. It doesn’t feel the same—in here,” 

she breathed, putting a hand over her heart. 

“And the male lovers I took … it became a way to keep Azriel from wondering

why—why I wouldn’t notice him. Make that move. You see—

you  see  how  marvelous  he  is.  How  special.  But  if  I  slept  with  him,  even  once, just  to   try  it,  to  make  sure  …  I  think  after  all  this  time,  he’d  think  it  was  a culmination—a happy ending. And … I think it might shatter him if I revealed

afterward that … I’m not sure I can give my entire heart to him that way. And …

and I love him enough to want him to find someone who can truly love him like

he  deserves.  And  I  love  myself  …  I  love  myself  enough  to  not  want  to  settle until I find that person, too.” A shrug. “If I can even work up the courage to tell

the  world  first.  My  gift  is  truth—and  yet  I  have  been  living  a  lie  my  entire existence.” 

I squeezed her hand once more. “You’ll tell them when you’re ready. 

And I’ll stand by you no matter what. Until then … Your secret is safe. I won’t tell anyone—even Rhys.” 

“Thank you,” she breathed. 

I shook my head. “No—thank you for telling me. I’m honored.” 

“I wanted to tell you; I realized I wanted to tell you the moment you and Azriel

winnowed to Hybern’s camp. And the thought of not being able to tell you …” 

Her  fingers  tightened  around  mine.  “I  promised  the  Mother  that  if  you  made  it back safely, I would tell you.” 

“It seemed she was happy to take the bargain,” I said with a smile. 

Mor  wiped  at  her  face  and  grinned.  It  faded  almost  instantly.  “You  must  think I’m horrible for stringing along Azriel—and Cassian.” 

I  considered.  “No.  No,  I  don’t.”  So  many  things—so  many  things  now  made

sense.  How  Mor  had  looked  away  from  the  heat  in  Azriel’s  eyes.  How  she’d

avoided  that  sort  of  romantic  intimacy,  but  had  been  fine  to  defend  him  if  she felt his physical or emotional well-being was at stake. 

Azriel loved her, of that I had no doubt. But Mor … I’d been blind not to see. 

Not  to  realize  that  there  was  a  damn  good  reason  why  five  hundred  years  had passed and Mor had not accepted what Azriel so clearly offered to her. 

“Do you think Azriel suspects?” I asked. 

Mor  drew  her  hand  from  mine  and  paced  a  few  steps.  “Maybe.  I  don’t  know. 

He’s too observant not to, but … I think it confuses him whenever I take a male

home.” 

“So the thing with Helion … Why?” 

“He wanted a distraction from his own problems, and I …” She sighed. 

“Whenever Azriel makes his feelings clear, like he did with Eris … It’s stupid, I

know.  It’s  so   stupid and  cruel  that  I  do  this,  but  …  I  slept  with  Helion  just  to remind Azriel … Gods, I can’t even say it. It sounds even worse saying it.” 
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“To remind him that you’re not interested.” 

“I should tell him. I  need  to tell him. Mother above, after last night, I should. But

…”  She  twisted  her  mass  of  golden  hair  over  a  shoulder.  “It’s  gone  on  for  so long.  So  long.  I’m  petrified  to  face  him—to  tell  him  he’s  spent  five  hundred years  pining  for  someone  and  something  that  won’t  ever  exist.  The  potential

fallout … I like things the way they are. Even if I can’t

… can’t really be  me , I … things are good enough.” 

“I  don’t  think  you  should  settle  for  ‘good  enough,’  ”  I  said  quietly.  “But  I understand.  And,  again  …  when  you  decide  the  time  is  right,  whether  it’s

tomorrow or in another five hundred years … I’ll have your back.” 

She  blinked  away  tears  again.  I  turned  toward  the  camp,  and  a  faint  smile

bloomed on my mouth. 

“What?” she asked, coming to my side. 

“I was just thinking,” I said, smile growing, “that whenever you’re ready

… I was thinking about how much fun I’m going to have playing

matchmaker for you.” 

Mor’s answering grin was brighter than the entirety of the Day Court. 

Amren  had  secluded  herself  in  a  tent,  and  would  not  let  anyone  in.  Not  me,  or Varian, or Rhysand. 

I certainly tried, hissing as I pushed against her wards, but even Helion’s magic

could not break them. And no matter how I demanded and coaxed and pleaded, 

she did not answer. Whatever the Suriel had told me to suggest to her about the

Book … she’d deemed it more vital, it seemed, than even why I’d come to speak

to  her:  to  join  me  in  retrieving  Bryaxis.  I  could  likely  do  it  without  her  since she’d  already  disabled  the  wards  to  contain  Bryaxis,  but  …  Amren’s  presence

would be … welcome. On my end, at least. 

Perhaps  it  made  me  a  coward,  but  facing  Bryaxis  on  my  own,  to  bind  it  into  a slightly  more  tangible  body  and  summon  it  here  at  last  to  smash  through

Hybern’s army … Amren would be better—at the talking, the ordering. 

But  since  I  wasn’t  about  to  start  shouting  about  my  plans  in  the  middle  of  that camp … I cursed Amren soundly and stormed back to my war-tent. 

Only  to  find  that  my  plans  were  to  be  upended  anyway.  For  even  if  I  brought Bryaxis to Hybern’s army … That army was no longer where it was supposed to

be. 

Standing beside the enormous worktable in the war-tent, every side flanked with

High  Lords  and  their  commanders,  I  crossed  my  arms  as  Helion  slid  an

unnerving  number  of  figures  across  the  lower  half  of  Prythian’s  map.  “My

scouts say Hybern is on the move as of this afternoon.” 

Azriel,  perched  on  a  stool,  his  wings  and  back  heavily  bandaged  and  face  still grayish with blood loss, nodded once. “My spies say the same.” His voice was

still hoarse from screaming. 

Helion’s blazing amber eyes narrowed. “He shifted directions, though. 

He’d  planned  to  move  that  army  north—drive  us  back  that  way.  Now  he

marches due east.” 

Rhys braced his hands on the table, his sable hair sliding forward as he studied

the  map.  “So  he’s  now  heading  straight  across  the  island—to  what  end?  He

would  have  been  better  off  sailing  around.  And  I  doubt  he’s  changed  his  mind about  meeting  us  in  battle.  Even  with  Tamlin  now  revealed  as  an  enemy.” 

They’d all been quietly shocked, some relieved, to hear it. Though we’d had no

whisper of  whether Tamlin  would  be now  marching his  small  force to  us.  And

nothing from Beron, either. 

Tarquin  frowned.  “Losing  Tamlin  won’t  cost  him  many  troops,  but  Hybern

could be going to meet another ally on the eastern coast—to rendezvous with the

army of those human queens from the continent.” 

Azriel  shook  his  head,  wincing  at  the  movement  and  what  it  surely  did  to  his back.  “He  sent  the  queens  back  to  their  homes—and  there  they  remain,  their

armies  not  even  raised.  He’ll  wait  to  wield  that  host  until  he  arrives  on  the

continent.” 

Once he was done annihilating us. And if we failed tomorrow … would there be

anyone  at  all  to  challenge  Hybern  on  the  continent?  Especially  once  those

queens rallied their human armies to his banner—

“Perhaps he’s leading us on another chase,” Kallias mused with a frown, Viviane

peering at the map beside him. 

“Not Hybern’s style,” Mor said. “He doesn’t establish patterns—he knows we’re

onto his first method of stretching us thin. Now he’ll try another way.” 

As she spoke, Keir—standing with two silent Darkbringer captains—

studied  her  closely.  I  braced  myself  for  any  sort  of  sneer,  but  the  male  merely resumed  examining  the  map.  These  meetings  had  been  the  only  place  where

she’d bothered to acknowledge her father’s role in this war—

and even then, even now, she barely glanced his way. 

But  it  was  better  than  outright  hostility,  though  I  had  no  doubt  Mor  was  wise enough not to lay into Keir when we still needed his Darkbringers. 

Especially after Keir’s legion had suffered so many losses at that second

battle. Whether Keir was furious about those casualties, he had not let on—

neither had any of his soldiers, who did not speak with anyone outside their own

ranks beyond what was necessary. Silence, I supposed, was far preferable. And

Keir’s sense of self-preservation no doubt kept his mouth shut in these meetings

—and bade him take whatever orders were sent his way. 

“Hybern is delaying the conflict,” Helion murmured. “Why?” 

I  glanced  over  at  Nesta,  sitting  with  Elain  by  the  faelight  braziers.  “He  still doesn’t have the missing piece. Of the Cauldron’s power.” 

Rhys angled his head, studying the map, then my sisters. “Cassian.” He pointed

to the massive river snaking inland through the Spring Court. “If we were to cut

south from where we are now—to head right down to the human lands … would

you cross that river, or go west far enough to avoid it?” 

Cassian lifted a brow. Gone was yesterday’s pallid face and pain. A small mercy. 

On  the  opposite  side  of  the  table,  Lord  Devlon  seemed  inclined  to  open  his

mouth  to  give  his  opinion.  Unlike  Keir,  the  Illyrian  commander  had  no  such

qualms about making his disdain for us known. Especially in regard to Cassian’s

command. 

But before Devlon could shove his way in, Cassian said, “A river crossing like

that  would  be  time-consuming  and  dangerous.  The  river’s  too  wide.  Even  with

winnowing, we’d have to construct boats or bridges to get across. And an army

this size … We’d have to go west, then cut south—” 

As the words faded, Cassian’s face paled. And I looked at where Hybern’s army

was now marching eastward, below that mighty river. From where we were now

—

“He wanted us exhausting ourselves on winnowing armies around,” 

Helion  said,  picking  up  the  thread  of  Cassian’s  thought.  “On  fighting  those

battles. So that when it counted, we would not have the strength to winnow past

that river. We’d have to go on foot—and take the long way around to avoid the

crossing.” 

Tarquin swore now. “So he could march south, knowing we’re days behind. And

enter the human lands with no resistance.” 

“He could have done that from the start,” Kallias countered. My knees began to

shake. “Why now?” 

It was Nesta who said from her seat across the room beside the faelight brazier, 

“Because we insulted him. Me—and my sisters.” 

All eyes went to us. 

Elain put a hand on her throat. She breathed, “He’s going to march on the human

lands—butcher them. To spite us?” 

“I  killed  his  priestess,”  I  murmured.  “You  took  from  his  Cauldron,”  I  said  to

Nesta. “And you …” I examined Elain. “Stealing you back was the final insult.” 

Kallias  said,  “Only  a  madman  would  wield  the  might  of  his  army  just  to  get revenge on three women.” 

Helion  snorted.  “You  forget  that  some  of  us  fought  in  the  War.  We  know

firsthand how unhinged he can be. And that something like this would be exactly

his style.” 

I caught Rhys’s eye.  What do we do? 

Rhys’s thumb brushed down the back of my hand. “He knows we’ll come.” 

“I’d say he’s assuming quite a lot about how much we care for humans,” 

Helion said. Keir looked inclined to agree, but wisely remained silent. 

Rhys shrugged. “He’ll have seen our prioritizing of Elain’s safety as proof that

the  Archeron  sisters  hold  sway  here.  He  thinks  they’ll  convince  us  to  haul  our asses  down  there,  likely  to  a  battlefield  with  few  advantages,  and  be

annihilated.” 

“So we’re not going to?” Tarquin frowned. 

“Of course we’re going to,” Rhys said, straightening to his full height and lifting

his chin. “We will be outnumbered, and exhausted, and it will not end well. But

this has nothing to do with my mate, or her sisters. The wall is down. It is gone. 

It is a new world, and we must decide how we are to end this old one and begin

it anew. We must decide if we will begin it by allowing those who cannot defend

themselves to be slaughtered. If that is

the sort of people we are. Not individual courts. We, as a Fae   people. Do we let the humans stand alone?” 

“We’ll all die together, then,” Helion said. 

“Good,” Cassian said, glancing at Nesta. “If I end my life defending those who

need it most, then I will consider it a death well spent.” Lord Devlon, for once, 

nodded  his  approval.  I  wondered  if  Cassian  noticed  it—if  he  cared.  His  face

revealed nothing, not as his focus remained wholly on my sister. 

“So will I,” Tarquin said. 

Kallias  looked  to  Viviane,  who  was  smiling  sadly  up  at  him.  I  could  see  the regret there—for the time they had lost. But Kallias said, “We’ll need to leave by

tomorrow if we are to stand a chance at staunching the slaughter.” 

“Sooner  than  that,”  Helion  said,  flashing  a  dazzling  smile.  “A  few  hours.”  He jerked his chin at Rhys. “You realize humans will be slaughtered before we can

get there.” 

“Not  if  we  can  act  faster,”  I  said,  rotating  my  shoulder.  Still  stiff  and  sore,  but healing fast. 

They all raised their brows. 

“Tonight,” I said. “We winnow—those of us who can. To human homes

—towns. And we winnow out as many of them as we can before dawn.” 

“And where will we put them?” Helion demanded. 

“Velaris.” 

“Too  far,”  Rhys  murmured,  scanning  the  map  before  us.  “To  do  all  that

winnowing.” 

Tarquin  tapped  a  finger  on  the  map—on  his  territory.  “Then  bring  them  to

Adriata. I will send Cresseida back—let her oversee them.” 

“We’ll  need  all  the  strength  we  have  to  fight  Hybern,”  Kallias  said  carefully. 

“Wasting it on winnowing humans—” 

“It is no waste,” I said. “One life may change the world. Where would you all be

if someone had deemed saving my life to be a waste of time?” I pointed to Rhys. 

“If   he had deemed saving my life Under the Mountain a waste of time? Even if

it’s only twenty families, or ten … They are not a waste. Not to me—or to you.” 

Viviane was giving her mate a sharp, reproachful glare, and Kallias had the good

sense to mumble an apology. 

Then Amren said from behind us, striding through the tent flaps, “I hope you all voted to face Hybern in battle.” 

Rhys arched a brow. “We did. Why?” 

Amren set the Book upon the table with a thump. “Because we will need it as a

distraction.” She smiled grimly at me. “We need to get to the Cauldron, girl.  All

of us.” 

And I knew she didn’t mean the High Lords. 

But rather the four of us—who had been Made. Me, Amren … and my sisters. 

“You found another way to stop it?” Tarquin asked. 

Amren’s  sharp  chin  bobbed  in  a  nod.  “Even  better.  I  found  a  way  to  stop  his entire army.” 
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We’d need access to the Cauldron—be able to touch it. Together. 

Alone, it had nearly killed me. But split amongst others who were Made

… We could withstand its lethal power. 

If  we  got  it  under  our  control,  in  one  fell  swoop  we  could  harness  its  might  to bind the king and his army. And wipe them off the earth. 

Amren had found the spell to do it. Right where the Suriel had claimed it’d be

encoded in the Book. Rather than nullify the Cauldron’s powers …

we would nullify the person controlling it.  And  his entire host. 

But we had to attain the Cauldron first. And with the two armies poised to fight

…

We would move only when the carnage was at its peak. When Hybern might be

distracted in the chaos. Unless he planned to wield that Cauldron on the killing

field. 

Which was a high possibility. 

There was no chance we’d infiltrate that army camp again—not after we’d stolen

Elain.  So  we  would  have  to  wait  until  we  walked  into  the  trap  he’d  set  for  us. 

Wait until we took up disadvantageous positions on that battlefield he’d selected, 

and  arrive  exhausted  from  the  battles  before  it,  the  trek  there.  Exhausted  from winnowing those human families out of his path. 

Which we did. That night, any of us who could winnow …

I went to my old village with Rhysand. 

I went to the houses where I had once left gold as a mortal woman. 

At first, they did not recognize me. 

Then they realized what I was. 

Rhys held their minds gently, soothing them, as I explained. What had happened

to me, what was coming. What we needed to do. 

They  did  not  have  time  to  pack  more  than  a  few  things.  And  they  were  all

trembling as we swept them across the world, to the warmth of a lush forest just

outside  Adriata,  Cresseida  already  waiting  with  food  and  a  small  army  of

servants to help and organize. 

The second family did not believe us. Thought it was some faerie trick. 

Rhys  tried  to  hold  their  minds,  but  their  panic  was  too  deep,  their  hatred  too tangible. 

They wanted to stay. 

Rhys didn’t give them a choice after that. He winnowed their entire family, all of

them screaming. They were still shrieking when we left them in that forest, more

humans around them, our companions winnowing in new arrivals for Cresseida

to document and soothe. 

So we continued. House to house. Family to family. Anyone in Hybern’s path. 

All night. Every High Lord in our army, any commander or noble with the gift

and strength. 

Until we were panting. Until there was a small city of humans huddled together

in  that  summer-ripe  forest.  Until  even  Rhys’s  strength  flagged  and  he  could

barely winnow back to our tent. 

He  passed  out  before  his  head  had  hit  the  pillow,  his  wings  splayed  across  the bed. 

Too much strain, too much relying on his power. 

I watched him sleep, counting his breaths. 

We  knew—all  of  us  did.  We  knew  that  we  wouldn’t  walk  away  from  that

battlefield. 

Maybe it would inspire others to fight, but … We knew. My mate, my family …

they would fight, buy us time with their lives while Amren and my sisters and I

tried to stop that Cauldron. Some would go down before we could reach it. 

And they were willing to do it. If they were afraid, none of them let on. 

I brushed Rhys’s sweat-damp hair back from his brow. 

I knew he’d give everything before any of us could offer it. Knew he’d try. 

It was as much a part of him as his limbs, this need to sacrifice, to protect. But I

wouldn’t let him do it—not without trying myself. 

Amren  had  not  mentioned  Bryaxis  in  our  talks  earlier.  Had  seemed  to  have

forgotten  it.  But  we  still  had  a  battle  to  wage  tomorrow.  And  if  Bryaxis  could buy  my  friends,  could  buy  Rhys,  any  extra  time  while  I  hunted  down  that

Cauldron … If it could buy them the slimmest shot of survival … Then the Bone

Carver could as well. 

I  didn’t  care  about  the  cost.  Or  the  risk.  Not  as  I  looked  at  my  sleeping  mate, exhaustion lining his face. 

He had given enough. And if this broke me, drove me mad, ripped me apart …

All Amren would need was my presence, my body, tomorrow with the Cauldron. 

Anything  else  …  if  it  was  what  I  had  to  give,  my  own  cost  to  buy  them  any sliver of survival … I would gladly pay it. Face it. 

So I rallied the dregs of my power and winnowed away—winnowed north. 

To the Court of Nightmares. 

There was a winding stair, deep within the mountain. It led to only one place: a

chamber near the uppermost peak. I had learned as much from my research. 

I stood at the base of that stairwell, peering up into the impenetrable gloom, my

breath clouding in front of me. 

A  thousand  stairs.  That  was  how  many  steps  stood  between  me  and  the

Ouroboros. The Mirror of Beginnings and Endings. 

 Only you can decide what breaks you, Cursebreaker. Only you. 

I kindled a ball of faelight over my head and began my ascent. 
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I did not expect the snow. 

Or the moonlight. 

The  chamber  must  have  lain  beneath  the  palace  of  moonstone—shafts  in  the

rough rock leading outside, welcoming in snowdrifts and moonlight. 

I  gritted  my  teeth  against  the  bitter  cold,  the  wind  howling  through  the  cracks like wolves raging along the mountainside beyond. 

The  snow  glittered  over  the  walls  and  floor,  slithering  over  my  boots  with  the wind  gusts.  Moonlight  peered  in,  bright  enough  that  I  vanished  my  ball  of

faelight, bathing the entire chamber in blues and silvers. 

And  there,  against  the  far  wall  of  the  chamber,  snow  crusting  its  surface,  its

bronze casing …

The Ouroboros. 

It  was  a  massive,  round  disc—as  tall  as  I  was.  Taller.  And  the  metal  around  it had been fashioned after a massive serpent, the mirror held within its coils as it

devoured its own tail. 

Ending and beginning. 

From across the room, with the snow … I could not see it. What lay within. 

I forced myself to take a step forward. Another. 

The mirror itself was black as night—yet … wholly clear. 

I  watched  myself  approach.  Watched  the  arm  I  had  upraised  against  the  wind

and snow, the pinched expression on my face. The exhaustion. 

I stopped three feet away. I did not dare touch it. 

It only showed me myself. 

Nothing. 

I  scanned  the  mirror  for  any  signs  of  …   something  to  push  or  touch  with  my magic. But there was only the devouring head of the serpent, its maw open wide, 

frost sparkling on its fangs. 

I shuddered against the cold, rubbing my arms. My reflection did the same. 

“Hello?” I whispered. 

There was nothing. 

My hands burned with cold. 

Up close, the surface of the Ouroboros was like a gray, calm sea. 

Undisturbed. Sleeping. 
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But in its upper corner—movement. 

No—not movement in the mirror. 

Behind me. 

I was not alone. 

Crawling  down  the  snow-kissed  wall,  a  massive  beast  of  claws  and  scales  and

fur and shredding teeth inched toward the floor. Toward me. 

I kept my breathing steady. Did not let it scent a tendril of my fear—

whatever it was. Some guardian of this place, some creature that had crawled in

through the cracks—

Its enormous paws were near-silent on the floor, the fur on them a blend of black

and gold. Not a beast designed to hunt in these mountains. 

Certainly not with the ridge of dark scales down its back. And the large, shining

eyes—

I didn’t have time to remark on those blue-gray eyes as the beast pounced. 

I whirled, Illyrian dagger in my freezing hand, ducking low and aiming up—for

the heart. 

But no impact came. Only snow, and cold, and wind. 

There was nothing before me. Behind me. 

No paw prints in the snow. 

I whirled to the mirror. 

Where  I  had  been  standing  …  that  beast  now  sat,  scaled  tail  idly  swishing

through the snow. 

Watching me. 

No—not watching. 

Gazing back at me. My reflection. 

Of what lurked beneath my skin. 

My knife clattered to the stones and snow. And I looked into the mirror. 

The Bone Carver was sitting against the wall as I entered his cell. 

“No escort this time?” 

I only stared at him—that boy. My son. 

And for once, the Carver seemed to go very still and quiet. 

He whispered, “You retrieved it.” 

I looked toward a corner of his cell. The Ouroboros appeared, snow and ice still

crusting it. Mine to summon, wherever and whenever I wished. 

“How.” 

Words were still foreign, strange things. 

This body that I had returned to … it was strange, too. 

My tongue was dry as paper as I said, “I looked.” 

“What did you see?” The Carver got to his feet. 

I sank a little further back into my body. Just enough to smile slightly. 

“That  is  none  of  your  concern.”  For  the  mirror  …  it  had  shown  me.  So  many things. 

I  did  not  know  how  long  had  passed.  Time—it  had  been  different  inside  the

mirror. 

But even a few hours might have been too many—

I pointed to the door. “You have your mirror. Now uphold your end. 

Battle awaits.” 

The Bone Carver glanced between me and the mirror. And he smiled. “It would

be my pleasure.” 

And the way he said it … I was wrung dry, my soul new and trembling, and yet I

asked, “What do you mean?” 

The Carver simply straightened his clothes. “I have little need for that thing,” he

said, gesturing to the mirror. “But you did.” 

I blinked slowly. 

“I  wanted  to  see  if  you  were  worth  helping,”  the  Carver  went  on.  “It’s  a  rare person  to  face  who  they  truly  are  and  not  run  from  it—not  be  broken  by  it. 

That’s  what  the  Ouroboros  shows  all  who  look  into  it:  who  they  are,  every

despicable  and  unholy  inch.  Some  gaze  upon  it  and  don’t  even  realize  that  the horror  they’re  seeing  is   them—even  as  the  terror  of  it  drives  them  mad.  Some swagger in and are shattered by the small, sorry creature they find instead. But

you … Yes, rare indeed. I could risk leaving here for nothing less.” 

Rage—blistering  rage  started  to  fill  in  the  holes  left  by  what  I’d  beheld  in  that mirror. “You wanted to see if I was   worthy?” That innocent people were  worthy of being helped. 

A nod. “I did. And you are. And now I shall help you.” 

I debated slamming that cell door in his face. 

But I only said quietly, “Good.” I walked over to him. And I was not afraid as I

grabbed the Bone Carver’s cold hand. “Then let’s begin.” 
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Dawn  broke,  gilding  the  low-lying  mists  snaking  over  the  plains  of  the  mortal land. 

Hybern  had  razed  everything  from  the  Spring  Court  down  to  the  few  miles

before the sea. 

Including my village. 

There was nothing left but smoking cinders and crumbled stone as we marched

past. 

And  my  father’s  estate  …  One-third  of  the  house  remained  standing,  the  rest

wrecked. Windows shattered, walls cracked down to the foundation. 

Elain’s garden was trampled, little more than a mud pit. That proud oak near the

edge of the property—where Nesta had liked to stand in the shade and overlook

our lands … It had been burned into a skeletal husk. 

It  was  a  personal  attack.  I  knew  it.  We  all  did.  The  king  had  ordered  our livestock killed. I’d gotten the dogs and horses out the night before—along with

the servants and their families. But the riches, the personal touches …

Looted or destroyed. 

That Hybern  had  not  lingered  to  decimate what  was  left  standing  of  the  house, Cassian  told  me,  suggested  he  did  not  want  us  gaining  too  much  on  him.  He’d establish his advantage—pick the right battlefield. We had no doubt that finding

the empty villages along the way whetted the king’s rage. 

And there were enough towns and villages that we had not reached in time that

we hurried. 

An easier feat in theory than in practice, with an army of our size and made up of

so  many  differently  trained  soldiers,  with  so  many  leaders  giving  orders  about what to do. 

The Illyrians were testy—yanking at the leash, even under Lord Devlon’s strict

command. Annoyed that we had to wait for the others, that we couldn’t just fly

ahead and intercept Hybern, stop them before they could select the battlefield. 

I watched Cassian lay into two different captains within the span of three hours

—watched  him  reassign  the  grumbling  soldiers  to  hauling  carts  and  wagons  of

supplies, pulling some off the honor of being on the front lines. 

As  soon  as  the  others  saw  that  he  meant  every  word,  every  threat  …  the

complaining ceased. 

Keir and his Darkbringers watched Cassian, too—and were wise enough to keep

any discontent off their tongues, their faces. To keep marching, their dark armor

growing muddier with every passing mile. 

During  the  brief  midday  break  in  a  large  meadow,  Nesta  and  I  climbed  inside one  of  the  supply  caravan’s  covered  wagons  to  change  into  Illyrian  fighting

leathers. When we emerged, Nesta even buckled a knife at her side. 

Cassian had insisted, yet he’d admitted that since she was untrained, she was just

as likely to hurt herself as she was to hurt someone else. 

Elain … She’d taken one look at us in the swaying grasses outside that wagon, 

the legs and assets on display, and turned crimson. Viviane stepped in, offering a

Winter Court fashion that was far less scandalous: leather pants, but paired with

a  thigh-length  blue  surcoat,  white  fur  trimming  the  collar.  In  the  heat,  it’d  be miserable,  but  Elain  was  thankful  enough  that  she  didn’t  complain  when  we

again emerged from the covered wagon and found our companions waiting. She

refused the knife Cassian handed her, though. 

Went white as death at the sight of it. 

Azriel, still limping, merely nudged aside Cassian and extended another option. 

“This is Truth-Teller,” he told her softly. “I won’t be using it today—so I want

you to.” 

His wings had healed—though long, thin scars now raked down them. 

Still not strong enough, Madja had warned him, to fly today. 

The argument with Rhys this morning had been swift and brutal: Azriel insisted

he   could  fly—fight  with  the  legions,  as  they’d  planned.  Rhys  refused.  Cassian refused.  Azriel  threatened  to  slip  into  shadow  and  fight  anyway.  Rhys  merely

said that if he so much as tried, he’d chain Azriel to a tree. 

And  Azriel  …  It  was  only  when  Mor  had  entered  the  tent  and  begged  him—

 begged  him with tears in her eyes—that he relented. Agreed to be eyes and ears

and nothing else. 

And now, standing amongst the sighing meadow grasses in his Illyrian armor, all

seven Siphons gleaming …

Elain’s  eyes  widened  at  the  obsidian-hilted  blade  in  Azriel’s  scarred  hand.  The runes on the dark scabbard. 

“It has never failed me once,” the shadowsinger said, the midday sun devoured

by the dark blade. “Some people say it is magic and will always strike true.” He

gently took her hand and pressed the hilt of the legendary blade into it. “It will

serve you well.” 

“I—I don’t know how to use it—” 

“I’ll make sure you don’t have to,” I said, grass crunching as I stepped closer. 

Elain weighed my words … and slowly closed her fingers around the blade. 

Cassian  gawked  at  Azriel,  and  I  wondered  how  often  Azriel  had  lent  out  that blade—

 Never , Rhys said from where he finished buckling on his own weapons against

the  side  of  the  wagon.  I  have  never  once  seen  Azriel  let  another   person  touch that knife. 

Elain looked up at Azriel, their eyes meeting, his hand still lingering on the hilt

of the blade. 

I saw the painting in my mind: the lovely fawn, blooming spring vibrant behind

her. Standing before Death, shadows and terrors lurking over his

shoulder. Light and dark, the space between their bodies a blend of the two. 

The only bridge of connection … that knife. 

 Paint that when we get home. 

 Busybody. 

I  peered  over  my  shoulder  to  Rhys,  who  stepped  up  to  our  little  circle  in  the grass. His face remained more haggard than usual, lines of strain bracketing his

mouth. And I realized … I would not get that last night with him. Last night—

 that had been the final night. We’d spent it winnowing—

 Don’t think like that. Don’t go into this battle thinking you won’t walk off   again. 

His gaze was sharp. Unyielding. 

Breathing became difficult.  This break is the last time we’ll all be here—

 talking. 

For this final leg of the march we were about to embark on … It would take us

right to the battlefield. 

Rhys  lifted  a  brow.  Would  you  like  to  go  into  that  wagon  for  a  few   minutes, then? It’s a little cramped between the weapons and supplies, but I  can make it work. 

The  humor—as  much  for  me  as  it  was  for  him.  I  took  his  hand,  realizing  the others  were  talking  quietly,  Mor  having  sauntered  over  in  full,  dark  armor, 

Amren  …  Amren  was  in  Illyrian  leathers,  too.  So  small—they  must  have  been

built for a child. 

 Don’t tell her, but they were. 

My lips tugged toward a smile. But Rhys stared at all of us, somehow assembled

here in the sun-drenched open grasses without being given the order. Our family

—our court. The Court of Dreams. 

They all quieted. 

Rhys looked them each in the eye, even my sisters, his hand brushing the back of

my own. 

“Do you want the inspiring talk or the bleak one?” he asked. 

“We want the real one,” Amren said. 

Rhys pushed his shoulders back, elegantly folding his wings behind him. 

“I believe everything happens for a reason. Whether it is decided by the Mother, 

or the Cauldron, or some sort of tapestry of Fate, I don’t know. I

don’t really care. But I am grateful for it, whatever it is. Grateful that it brought

you all into my life. If it hadn’t … I might have become as awful as that prick

we’re  going  to  face  today.  If  I  had  not  met  an  Illyrian  warrior-in-training,”  he said  to  Cassian,  “I  would  not  have  known  the  true  depths  of  strength,  of

resilience, of honor and loyalty.” Cassian’s eyes gleamed bright. 

Rhys said to Azriel, “If I had not met a shadowsinger, I would not have known

that  it  is  the  family  you  make,  not  the  one  you  are  born  into,  that  matters.  I would not have known what it is to truly hope, even when the world tells you to

despair.” Azriel bowed his head in thanks. 

Mor was already crying when Rhys spoke to her. “If I had not met my cousin, I

would  never  have  learned  that  light  can  be  found  in  even  the  darkest  of  hells. 

That kindness can thrive even amongst cruelty.” She wiped away her tears as she

nodded. 

I waited for Amren to offer a retort. But she was only waiting. 

Rhys bowed his head to her. “If I had not met a tiny monster who hoards jewels

more  fiercely  than  a  firedrake  …”  A  quiet  laugh  from  all  of  us  at  that.  Rhys smiled softly. “My own power would have consumed me long ago.” 

Rhys  squeezed  my  hand  as  he  looked  to  me  at  last.  “And  if  I  had  not  met  my mate …” His words failed him as silver lined his eyes. 

He said down the bond,  I would have waited five hundred more years for   you. A thousand years. And if this was all the time we were allowed to have

 … The wait was worth it. 

He  wiped  away  the  tears  sliding  down  my  face.  “I  believe  that  everything

happened, exactly the way it had to … so I could find you.” He kissed another

tear away. 
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And then he said to my sisters, “We have not known each other for long. 

But I have to believe that you were brought here, into our family, for a reason, 

too. And maybe today we’ll find out why.” 

He surveyed them all again—and held out his hand to Cassian. Cassian took it, 

and held out his other for Mor. Then Mor extended her other to Azriel. Azriel to

Amren. Amren to Nesta. Nesta to Elain. And Elain to me. 

Until we were all linked, all bound together. 

Rhys said, “We will walk onto that field and only accept Death when it comes to

haul  us  away  to  the  Otherworld.  We  will  fight  for  life,  for  survival,  for  our futures. But if it is decided by that tapestry of Fate or the Cauldron or the Mother

that we do not walk off that field today …” His chin lifted. “The great joy and

honor  of  my  life  has  been  to  know  you.  To  call  you  my  family.  And  I  am

grateful—more than I can possibly say—that I was given this time with you all.” 

“We are grateful, Rhysand,” Amren said quietly. “More than you know.” 

Rhys gave her a small smile as the others murmured their agreement. 

He  squeezed  my  hand  again  as  he  said,  “Then  let’s  go  make  Hybern  very   un grateful to have known us, too.” 

I could smell the sea long before we beheld the battlefield. Hybern had chosen

well. 

A  vast,  grassy  plain  stretched  to  the  shore.  A  mile  inland,  he  had  planted  his army. 

It  rippled  away,  a  dark  mass  spreading  to  the  eastern  horizon.  Rocky  foothills arose at his back—some of his army also stationed atop them. 

Indeed, even the plain seemed to slope upward to the east. 

I lingered at Rhysand’s side atop a broad knoll overlooking the plain, my sisters, 

Azriel,  and  Amren  close  behind.  At  the  distant  front  lines  far  ahead,  Helion, 

resplendent  in  golden  armor  and  a  rippling  red  cape,  gave  the  order  to  halt. 

Armies obeyed, shifting into the positions they’d sorted out. 

The host we faced, though … they were waiting. Poised. 

So many. I knew without counting that we were vastly outnumbered. 

Cassian landed from the skies, stone-faced, all of his Siphons smoldering as he

crossed the flat-topped knoll in a few steps. “The prick took every inch of high

ground and advantage he could find. If we want to rout them, we’ll have to chase

them up into those hills. Which I have no doubt he’s already calculated. Likely

set  with  all  kinds  of  surprises.”  In  the  distance,  those  naga-hounds  began

snarling and howling. With hunger. 

Rhys only asked, “How long do you think we have?” 

Cassian  clenched  his  jaw,  glancing  at  my  sisters.  Nesta  was  watching  him

keenly;  Elain  monitored  the  army  from  our  minor  elevation,  face  white  with

dread.  “We  have  five  High  Lords,  and  there’s  only  one  of  him.  You  all  could shield us for a while. But it might not be in our interest to drain every one of you

like that. He’ll have shields, too—and the Cauldron. He’s been careful not to let

us see the full extent of his power. I have no doubt we’re about to, though.” 

“He’ll likely be using spells,” I said, remembering that he’d trained Amarantha. 

“Make sure Helion is on alert,” Azriel offered, limping to Rhys’s side. 

“And Thesan.” 

“You didn’t answer my question,” Rhys said to Cassian. 

Cassian  sized  up  Hybern’s  unending  army,  then  our  own.  “Let’s  say  it  goes

badly. Shields shattered, disarray, he uses the Cauldron … A few hours.” 

I closed my eyes. During that time, I’d have to get across the battlefield before

us, find wherever he kept the Cauldron, and stop it. 

“My shadows are hunting for it,” Azriel said to me, reading my face as I opened

my  eyes.  His  jaw  clenched  at  the  words.  He  was  supposed  to  have  been

searching for it himself. He flared and settled his wings, as if testing them. “But

the  wards  are  strong—no  doubt  reinforced  by  the  king  after  you  shredded through his at the camp. You might have to go on foot. Wait until the slaughter

starts getting sloppy.” 

Cassian dipped his head and said to Amren, “You’ll know when.” 

She  nodded  sharply,  crossing  her  arms.  I  wondered  if  she’d  said  good-bye  to

Varian. 

Cassian clapped Rhys on the shoulder. “On your command, I’ll get the Illyrians

into the skies. We advance on your signal after that.” 

Rhys nodded distantly, attention still fixed on that overwhelming army. 

Cassian  took  a  step  away,  but  looked  back  at  Nesta.  Her  face  was  hard  as

granite.  He  opened  his  mouth,  but  seemed  to  decide  against  whatever  he  was

about to say. My sister said nothing as Cassian shot into the sky with a

powerful thrust of his wings. Yet she tracked his flight until he was hardly more

than a dark speck. 

“I can fight on foot,” Azriel said to Rhys. 

“No.” There was no arguing with that tone. 

Azriel seemed like he was debating it, but Amren shook her head in warning and

he backed down, shadows coiling at his fingers. 

In  silence,  we  watched  our  army  settle  into  neat,  solid  lines.  Watched  the

Illyrians  lift  into  the  skies  at  whatever  silent  command  Rhys  sent  to  Cassian, forming mirror lines above. Siphons glinted with color, and shields locked into

place,  both  magical  and  metal.  The  ground  itself  shook  with  each  step  toward that demarcation line. 

Rhys  said  into  my  mind,  If  Hybern  has  a  lock  on  my  power,  he  will  sense    me sneaking across the battlefield. 

I  knew  what  he  was  implying.  You’re  needed  here.  If  we  both  disappear,   he’ll know. 

A pause.  Are you afraid? 

 Are you? 

His violet eyes caught mine. So few stars now shone within them. “Yes,” 

he breathed.  Not for myself. For all of you. 

Tarquin  barked  an  order  far  ahead,  and  our  unified  army  came  to  a  halt,  like some mighty beast pausing. Summer, Winter, Day, Dawn, and Night—

each court’s forces clearly marked by the alterations in color and armor. In the

faeries  who  fought  alongside  the  High  Fae,  ethereal  and  deadly.  A  legion  of

Thesan’s  Peregryns  flapped  into  rank  beside  the  Illyrians,  their  golden  armor

gleaming against the solid black of our own. 

No sign of Beron or Eris—not a whisper of Autumn coming to assist us. 

Or Tamlin. 

But Hybern’s army did not advance. They might as well have been statues. The

stillness, I knew, was more to unnerve us. 

“Magic  first,”  Amren  was  explaining  to  Nesta.  “Both  sides  will  try  to  bring

down the shields around the armies.” 

As  if  in  answer,  they  did.  My  magic  writhed  in  response  to  the  High  Lords

unleashing their might—all but Rhysand. 

He was saving his power for once the shields came down. I had no doubt Hybern

himself was doing the same across the plain. 

Shields faltered on either side. Some died. Not many, but a few. Magic against

magic, the earth shuddering, the grass between the armies withering and turning

to ash. 

“I forgot how boring this part is,” Amren muttered. 

Rhys shot her a dry look. But he prowled to the edge of our little outlook, as if

sensing  the  stalemate  was  soon  to  break.  He’d  deliver  a  mighty,  devastating

blow  to  the  army  the  moment  their  shield  buckled.  A  veritable  tidal  wave  of night-kissed power. His fingers curled at his sides. 

To  my  left,  Azriel’s  Siphons  glowed—readying  to  unleash  blasts  to  echo

Rhysand’s.  He  might  not  be  able  to  fight,  but  he  would  wield  his  power  from here. 

I came to Rhys’s side. Ahead, both shields were wobbling at last. 

“I never got you a mating present,” I said. 

Rhys  monitored  the  battle  ahead.  His  power  rumbled  beneath  us,  surging  from

the shadowy heart of the world. 

Soon. A matter of moments. My heart thundered, sweat beading my brow—not

just from the summer heat now thick across the field. 

“I’ve been thinking and thinking,” I went on, “about what to get you.” 

Slowly, so slowly, Rhys’s eyes slid to mine. Only a chasm of power lay within

them—blotting out those stars. 

I smiled at him, bathing in that power, and sent an image into his mind. 

Of  the  column  of  my  spine,  now  inked  from  my  base  to  my  nape  with  four

phases of the moon. And a small star in the middle of them. 

“But, I’ll admit,” I said as his eyes flared, “this mating gift is probably for  both of us.” 

Hybern’s  shield  came  crashing  down.  My  magic  snapped  from  me,  cleaving

through the world. Revealing the glamour I’d had in place for hours. 

Before our front line … A cloud of darkness appeared, writhing and whirling on

itself. 

“Mother  above,”  Azriel  breathed.  Right  as  a  male  figure  appeared  beside  that

swirling ebony smoke. 

Both armies seemed to pause with surprise. 

“You retrieved the Ouroboros,” Rhys whispered. 

For standing before Hybern were the Bone Carver and the living nest of shadows

that  was  Bryaxis,  the  former  contained  and  freed  in  a  Fae  body  by  myself  last night.  Both  bound  to  obey  by  the  simple  bargain  now  inked  onto  my  spine.  “I did.” 

He  scanned  me  from  head  to  toe,  the  wind  stirring  his  blue-black  hair  as  he asked softly, “What did you see?” 

Hybern was stirring, frantically assessing what and who now stood before them. 

The  Carver  had  chosen  the  form  of  an  Illyrian  soldier  in  his  prime.  Bryaxis remained within the darkness roiling around it, the living tapestry it would use to

reveal the nightmares of its victims. 

“Myself,” I said at last. “I saw myself.” 

It  was,  perhaps,  the  one  thing  I  would  never  show  him.  Anyone.  How  I  had

cowered and raged and wept. How I had vomited, and screamed, and clawed at

the  mirror.  Slammed  my  fists  into  it.  And  then  curled  up,  trembling  at  every horrific  and  cruel  and  selfish  thing  I’d  beheld  within  that  monster—within  me. 

But I had kept watching. I did not turn from it. 

And when my shaking stopped, I studied it. All of those wretched things. 

The pride and the hypocrisy and the shame. The rage and the cowardice and the

hurt. 

Then I began to see other things. More important things—more vital. 

“And what I saw,” I said quietly to him as the Carver raised a hand. “I think—I

think I loved it. Forgave it—me. All of it.” It was only in that moment when I

knew—I’d understood what the Suriel had meant. Only I could allow the bad to

break  me.  Only  I  could  own  it,  embrace  it.  And  when  I’d  learned  that  …  the Ouroboros had yielded to me. 

Rhys arched a brow, even as awe crept across his face. “You loved all of it—the

good and the bad?” 

I smiled a bit. “Especially the bad.” The two figures seemed to take a breath—a

mighty inhale that had Bryaxis’s dark cloud contracting. 

Readying  to  spring.  I  inclined  my  head  to  my  mate.  “Here’s  to  a  long,  happy mating, Rhys.” 

“Seems like you beat me to it.” 

“To what?” 

With  a  wink,  Rhys  pointed  toward  Bryaxis  and  the  Carver.  Another  figure

appeared. 

The Carver stumbled back a step. And I knew—from the slim, female figure, the

dark, flowing hair, the once-again beautiful face … I knew who she was. 

Stryga—the Weaver. 

And atop the Weaver’s dark hair … A pale blue jewel glittered. 

 Ianthe’s   jewel.  A  blood  trophy  as  the  Weaver  smiled  at  her  twin,  gave  him  a mocking  bow,  and  faced  the  host  before  them.  The  Carver  halted  his  slow

retreat, stared at his sister for a long moment, then turned to the army once more. 

“You’re not the only one who can offer bargains, you know,” Rhys drawled with

a wicked smile. 

The Weaver. Rhys had gotten the  Weaver to join us— “How?” 

He  angled  his  neck,  revealing  a  small,  curling  tattoo  behind  his  ear.  “I  sent Helion to bargain on my behalf—that was why he was in the Middle that day he

found  you.  To  offer  to  break  the  containment  spell  on  the  Weaver  …  in

exchange for her services today.” 

I blinked at my mate. Then grinned, not bothering to hide the savagery within it. 

“Hybern  has  no  idea  about  the  hell  that’s  about  to  rain  down  upon  them,  do they.” 

“Here’s to family reunions,” was all Rhys said. 

Then the Weaver, the Carver, and Bryaxis unleashed themselves upon Hybern. 
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“You actually did it,” Amren murmured, gaping as the three immortals slammed

into Hybern’s lines, and the screaming began. 

Bodies  fell  before  them;  bodies  were  left  in  their  wake—some  mere  husks

encased in armor. Drained by the Carver and Stryga. Some fled from what they

beheld in Bryaxis—the face of their deepest fears. 

Rhys was still smiling at me as he extended a hand toward Hybern’s army, now

trying to adjust to the rampant havoc. 

His fingers pointed. 

Obsidian power erupted from him. 

A massive chunk of Hybern’s army just …

Misted. 

Red mist, and metal shavings lay where they had been. 

Rhys panted, his eyes a bit wild. The hit had been well placed. Splitting the army

in two. 

Azriel  unleashed  a  second  blast—blue  light  slamming  into  the  now-exposed

flank. Driving them farther apart. 

The Illyrians moved. That had been Rhys’s signal. 

They shot down from the skies—just as a legion rose up from Hybern teeming

with things like the Attor. Hidden amongst Hybern’s ranks. 

Siphons flared, locking shields into place—and the Illyrians rained arrows with

deadly accuracy. 

But the Attor legion was well prepared. And when they answered with a volley

of  their  own  …  Ash  shafts,  but  arrowheads  made  from  faebane.  Even  with

Nuan’s antidote in our soldiers’ veins, it did not extend to their magic

—and it was no defense against the stone itself. Faebane arrows pierced Siphon-shields as easily as butter. The king had adapted—improved—his arsenal. 

Some Illyrians went down quickly. The others realized the threat and used their

metal shields, unhooking them from across their backs. 

On land, Tarquin’s, Helion’s, and Kallias’s soldiers began to charge. 

Hybern unleashed its hounds—and other beasts. 

And  as  those  two  sides  barreled  for  each  other  …  Rhys  sent  another  blast, 

followed by a wave of power from Tarquin. Splitting and shoving Hybern’s lines

into uneven groups. 

And through it all, Bryaxis … All I could make of it was a blur of ever-changing

claws  and  fangs  and  wings  and  muscle,  shifting  and  whirling  within  that  dark cloud  that  struck  and  smothered.  Blood  sprayed  wherever  it  plunged  into

screaming soldiers. Some seemed to die of pure terror. 

The Bone Carver fought near Bryaxis. No weapons to be seen beyond a scimitar

of  ivory—of  bone—in  that  male’s  hands.  He  swept  it  before  himself,  as  if  he were threshing wheat. 

Soldiers dropped dead before it—with barely a blow laid upon them. 

Even that Fae body of his could not contain that lethal power—stifle it. 

Hybern fled before him. Before the Weaver. For on the other side of the Carver, 

leaving  husks  of  corpses  in  her  wake  …  Stryga  shredded  through  Hybern  in  a

tangle of black hair and white limbs. 

Our own soldiers, mercifully, did not balk as they ran for the enemy lines. And I

sent  a  roaring  order  down  that  two-pronged  bond  that  now  linked  me  to  the

Carver and Bryaxis, reminding them, my teeth gritted, that our soldiers were  not

fair game. Only Hybern and its allies. 

Both raged against the order, yanking at the leash. 

I rallied every scrap of night and starlight and snarled at them to   obey . 

I could have sworn an otherworldly, ungodly sense of   self  grumbled about it in response. 

But  they  listened.  And  did  not  turn  on  our  soldiers  who  at  last  intercepted Hybern’s lines. 

The sound as both armies collided … I didn’t have words for it. Elain covered

her ears, cringing. 

My friends were down there. Mor fought with Viviane, keeping an eye on her as

she’d promised Kallias, while he released his power in sprays of skin-shredding

ice. Cassian—I couldn’t even spot him beyond the blazing flare of his Siphons

near  the  front  lines,  crimson  glowing  amid  the  vicious  shadows  of  Keir’s

Darkbringers  as  they  wielded  them  to  their  advantage:  blinding  swaths  of

Hybern  soldiers  in  sudden  darkness  …  then  blinding  them  doubly  when  they

ripped  those  shadows  away  and  left  nothing  but  glaring  sunlight.  Left  nothing but their awaiting blades. 

“It’s already getting messy,” Amren said, even though our lines—

especially the Illyrians and Thesan’s Peregryns—held. 

“Not yet,” Rhys said. “Much of the army isn’t yet engaged past the front lines. 

We need Hybern’s focus elsewhere.” 

Starting with Rhys setting foot on that battlefield. 

My guts twisted up. Hybern’s army began to move, pressing ahead. The Weaver, 

Carver, and Bryaxis plunged deep into the ranks, but Hybern’s soldiers quickly

stepped up to staunch the holes in the lines. 

Helion bellowed at our front lines to hold steady. Arrows rose and fell on either

side. The ones tipped in faebane found their mark. Over and over again. As if the

king had spelled them to hunt their targets. 

“This will be over before we can even walk down this hill,” Amren snapped. 

Rhys growled at her. “Not yet —” 

A horn sounded—to the north. 

Both armies seemed to pause to look. 

And Rhys only breathed to me, “Now. You have to go  now.” 

Because the army that broke over the northern horizon …

Three armies. One bearing the burnt-orange flag of Beron. 

The other the grass-green flag of the Spring Court. 

And  one  …  one  of  mortal  men  in  iron  armor.  Bearing  a  cobalt  flag  with  a

striking badger. Graysen’s crest. 

Out of a rip in the world, Eris appeared atop our knoll, clad head to toe in silver

armor,  a  red  cape  spilling  from  his  shoulders.  Rhys  snarled  a  warning,  too  far gone in his power to bother controlling himself. 

Eris just rested a hand on the pommel of his fine sword and said, “We thought

you might need some help.” 

Because  Tamlin’s  small  army,  and  Beron’s,  and  Graysen’s  …  Now  they  were

running  and  winnowing  and  blasting  for  Hybern’s  ranks.  And  leading  that

human army …

Jurian. 

But Beron.  Beron had come. 

Eris registered our shock at that, too, and said, “Tamlin made him. 

Dragged my father out by his neck.” A half smile. “It was delightful.” 

They  had  come—and  Tamlin  had  managed  to  rally  that  force  I’d  so  gleefully

destroyed—

“Tamlin wants orders,” Eris said. “Jurian does, too.” 

Rhys’s voice was rough—low. “And what of your father?” 

“We’re  taking  care  of  a  problem,”  was  all  Eris  said,  and  pointed  toward  his father’s army. 

For  those  were  his  brothers  approaching  the  front  line,  winnowing  in  bursts through  the  host.  Right  past  the  front  lines  and  to  the  enemy  wagons  scattered throughout Hybern’s ranks. 

Wagons full of faebane, I realized as they crackled with blue fire and then turned

to  ash  without  even  a  trace  of  smoke.  His  brothers  winnowed  to  every  cache, every arsenal. Flames exploded in their path. 

Destroying that supply of deadly faebane. Burning it into nothing. As if someone

—Jurian or Tamlin—had told them precisely where each would be. 

Rhys  blinked,  his  only  sign  of  surprise.  He  looked  to  me,  then  Amren,  and

nodded.  Go. Now. 

While  Hybern  was  focused  on  the  approaching  army—trying  to  calculate  the

risks, to staunch the chaos Beron and his sons unleashed with their

targeted  attacks.  Trying  to  figure  out  what  the  hell  Jurian  was  doing  there,  and how many weaknesses Jurian had learned. And would now exploit. 

Amren ushered my sisters forward, even as Elain let out a low sob at the sight of

the Graysen coat of arms. “Now. Quick and quiet as shadows.” 

We  were  going  down—into   that.  Bryaxis  and  the  Carver  were  still  shredding, still slaughtering in their little pockets past the enemy lines. And the Weaver …

Where was the Weaver—

There.  Slowly  plowing  a  slim  path  of  carnage.  As  Rhys  had  instructed  her

moments before. 

“This way,” I said to them, keeping an eye on Stryga’s path of horror. 

Elain was shaking, still gazing toward that human army and her betrothed in it. 

Nesta  monitored  the  Illyrian  legions  soaring  past  overhead,  their  lines

unfaltering. 

“I assume we’ll be following the path of bodies,” Amren muttered to me. 

“How does the Weaver know how to find the Cauldron?” 

Rhys seemed to be listening, even as we turned away, his fingers brushing mine in silent farewell. I just said, “Because she appears to have an unnaturally good

sense of smell.” 

Amren snorted, and we fell into flanking positions around my sisters. A glamour

of  invisibility  would  hopefully  allow  us  to  skirt  the  southern  edge  of  the

battlefield—along with Azriel’s shadows as he monitored from behind. But once

we got behind enemy lines …

I looked back as we neared the edge of the knoll. Just once. At Rhys, where he

now  stood  talking  to  Azriel  and  Eris,  explaining  the  plan  to  relay  to  Tamlin, Beron, and Jurian. Eris’s brothers made it back behind their father’s lines—fires

now burning throughout Hybern’s army. Not enough to stop them, but … at least

the faebane had been dealt with. For now. 

Rhys’s attention slid to me. And even with the battle around us, hell unleashing

everywhere … For a heartbeat, we were the only two people on this plain. 

I  opened  up  my  mental  barriers  to  speak  to  him.  Just  one  more  farewell,  one more—

Nesta  inhaled  a  shuddering  gasp.  Stumbled,  and  took  down  Amren  with  her

when she tried to keep her upright. 

Rhys was instantly there, before the understanding dawned upon me. 

The Cauldron. 

Hybern was rousing the Cauldron. 

Amren squirmed out from beneath Nesta, whirling toward the battlefield. 

“Shields —” 

Eris winnowed away—to warn his father, no doubt. 

Nesta  pushed  herself  onto  her  elbows,  hair  shaking  free  of  her  braid,  lips

bloodless. She heaved into the grass. 

Rhys’s magic shot out of him, arcing around our entire army, his breathing a wet

rasp—

Nesta’s  hands  grappled  into  the  grass  as  she  lifted  her  head,  scanning  the

horizon. 

Like she could see right to where the Cauldron was now about to be unleashed. 

Rhys’s  power  flowed  and  flowed  out  of  him,  bracing  for  impact.  Azriel’s

Siphons  flashed,  a  sprawling  shield  of  cobalt  locking  over  Rhysand’s,  his

breathing just as heavy as my mate’s—

And then Nesta began screaming. Not in pain. But a name. Over and over. 

“CASSIAN .” 

Amren reached for her, but Nesta roared, “CASSIAN! ” 

She scrambled to her feet, as if she’d leap into the skies. 

Her body lurched, and she went down, heaving again. 

A figure shot from the Illyrian ranks, spearing for us, flapping hard, red Siphons

blazing—

Nesta moaned, writhing on the ground. 

The earth seemed to shudder in response. 

No—not  in  response  to  her.  In  terror  of  the  thing  that  erupted  from  Hybern’s army. 

I  understood  why  the  king  had  claimed  those  rocky  foothills.  Not  to  make  us charge uphill if we should push them so far. But to position the

Cauldron. 

For it was from the rocky outcropping that a battering ram of death-white light

hurled for our army. Just about level with the Illyrian legion in the sky—as the

Attor’s legion dropped to the earth, and ducked for cover. 

Leaving the Illyrians exposed. 

Cassian was halfway to us when the Cauldron’s blast hit the Illyrian forces. 

I saw him scream—but heard nothing. The force of that power …

It  shredded  Azriel’s  shield.  Then  Rhysand’s.  And  then  shredded  any  Siphon-

made ones. 

It hollowed out my ears and seared my face. 

And where a thousand soldiers had been a heartbeat before …

Ashes rained down upon our foot soldiers. 

Nesta  had  known.  She  gaped  up  at  me,  terror  and  agony  on  her  face,  then

scanned the sky for Cassian, who flapped in place, as if torn between coming for

us and charging back to the scattering Illyrian and Peregryn ranks. She’d known

where that blast was about to hit. 

Cassian had been right in the center of it. 

Or would have been, if she hadn’t called him away. 

Rhys was looking at her like he knew, too. Like he didn’t know whether to scold

her for the guilt Cassian would no doubt feel, or thank her for saving him. 

Nesta’s body went stiff again, a low moan breaking from her. 

I felt Rhys cast out his power—a silent warning signal. 

The other High Lords raised shields this time, backing the one he rallied. 

But  the  Cauldron  did  not  hit  the  same  spot  twice.  And  Hybern  was  willing  to incinerate part of his own army if it meant wiping out a strength of ours. 

Cassian was again hurtling for us, for Nesta sprawled on the ground, as the light

and unholy heat of the Cauldron were unleashed again. 

Right  into  its  own  lines.  Where  the  Bone  Carver  was  gleefully  shredding  apart soldiers, draining the life from them in sweeps and gusts of that deadly wind. 

An  unearthly,  female  shriek  broke  from  deep  in  the  Hybern  forces.  A  sister’s

warning—and pain. Just as that white light slammed into the Bone Carver. 

But  the  Carver  …  I  could  have  sworn  he  looked  toward  me  as  the  Cauldron’s

power crashed into him. Could have sworn he smiled—and it was not a hideous

thing at all. 

There—and gone. 

The Cauldron wiped him away without any sign of effort. 
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I could barely hear, barely think in the wake of the Cauldron’s power. 

In the wake of the empty, blasted bit of plain where the Carver had been. 

The  sudden  cold  that  shuddered  down  my  spine—as  if  erasing  the  tattoo  inked

upon it. 

And  then  the  silence—silence  in  some  pocket  of  my  mind  as  a  section  of  that two-pronged leash of control faded into darkness without end. Leaving nothing

behind. 

I wondered who would carve his death in the Prison. 

If he had perhaps already carved it for himself on the walls of that cell. If he had

wanted  to  make  sure  I  was  worthy  not  to  taunt  me,  but  because  he  wanted  his end … he wanted his end to be worth carving. 

And as I gazed at that decimated part of the plain, the ashes of the Illyrians still

raining down … I wondered if the Carver had made it. To wherever he had been

so curious about going. 

I  sent  up  a  quiet  prayer  for  him—for  all  the  soldiers  who  had  been  there  and were  now  ash  on  the  wind  …  sent  up  a  prayer  that  they  found  it  everything they’d hoped it would be. 

It was the Illyrians who drew me out of the quiet, the ringing in my ears. 

Even  as  our  army  began  to  panic  in  the  wake  of  the  Cauldron’s  might,  the remaining  bulk  of  the  Illyrian  legions  re-formed  their  lines  and  charged  ahead, Thesan’s Peregryns wholly interspersed with them now. 

Jurian’s human army, made up of Graysen’s men and others … To their credit, 

they did not falter. Did not break, even as they went down one by one. 

If the Cauldron dealt another blow …

Nesta had her brow in the grass as Cassian landed so hard the ground shuddered. 

He was reaching for her as he panted, “What is it, what—” 

“It’s  gone  quiet  again,”  Nesta  breathed,  letting  Cassian  haul  her  into  a  sitting position as he scanned her face. Devastation and rage lay in his own. 

Did he know? That she had screamed for him, knowing he’d come … That she’d

done it to save him? 

Rhys only ordered him, “Get back in line. The soldiers need you there.” 

Cassian bared his teeth. “What the  hell can we do against that?” 

“I’m going in,” Azriel said. 

“No,”  Rhys  snapped.  But  Azriel  was  spreading  his  wings,  the  sunlight  so  stark on the new, slashing scars down the membrane. 

“Chain me to a tree, Rhys,” Azriel said softly. “Go ahead.” He began checking

the buckles on his weapons. “I’ll rip it out of the ground and fly with it on my

damned back.” 

Rhys just stared at him—the wings. Then the decimated Illyrian forces. 

Any chance we had of victory …

Nesta wasn’t going anywhere. She could barely stay sitting. And Elain

… Amren was holding Elain upright as she vomited in the grass. Not from the

Cauldron. But pure terror. 

But  if  we  did  not  stop  the  Cauldron  before  it  refilled  again  …  We’d  be  gone

within a few more strikes. I met Amren’s gaze.  Can it be done—with   just me? 

Her  eyes  narrowed.  Maybe.  A  pause.  Maybe .  It  never  specified  how   many. 

 Between the two of us … it could be enough. 

I eased to my feet. The view of the battle was so much worse standing. 

Helion,  Tarquin,  and  Kallias  struggled  to  hold  our  lines.  Jurian,  Tamlin,  and Beron  still  battered  the  northern  flank,  while  the  Illyrians  and  Peregryns

slammed back the aerial legion; Keir’s Darkbringers now little more than wisps

of shadow amid the chaos, but …

But it was not enough. And Hybern’s sheer size … It was beginning to push us

back. 

Beginning to overwhelm us. 

Even by the time Amren and I crossed the miles of battlefield … What would be

left? 

 Who  would be left? 

There was another horn, then. 

I knew it did not belong to any ally. 

Just  as  I  knew  Hybern  had  not  only  picked  this  battlefield  for  its  physical advantages … but geographical ones. 

Because toward the sea, sailing out of the west, out of Hybern …

An armada appeared. 

So many ships. All teeming with soldiers. 

I  caught  the  look  between  Cassian,  Azriel,  and  Rhys  as  they  beheld  the  other army sailing in—at our backs. 

Not another army. The   rest of Hybern’s army. 

We were trapped between them. 

Amren swore. “We might need to run, Rhysand. Before they make landfall.” 

We could not fight both armies. Couldn’t even fight one. 

Rhys turned to me.  If you can get across that battlefield in time, then do  it. Try to stop the army. The king. But if you can’t, when it all goes to hell …

 When there are none of us left …

 Don’t , I begged him.  Don’t say it. 

 I want you to run. I don’t care what it costs. You run. Get far away, and   live to fight another day. You don’t look back. 

I began to shake my head.  You said no good-byes . 

“Azriel,” Rhys said quietly. Hoarsely. “You lead the remaining Illyrians on the

northern flank.” Guilt—guilt and fear rippled in my mate’s eyes at the command. 

Knowing that Azriel was not fully healed—

Azriel didn’t give Rhys a chance to reconsider. Didn’t say good-bye to any of us. 

He shot into the sky, those still-healing wings beating hard as they carried him

toward the scrambling northern flank. 

That  armada  sailed  nearer.  Hybern,  sensing  their  reinforcements  were  soon  to

make  landfall,  cheered  and  pushed.  Hard.  So  hard  the  Illyrian  lines  buckled. 

Azriel sailed closer and closer to them, Siphons trailing tendrils of blue flame in

his wake. 

Rhys watched him for a moment, throat bobbing, before he said, 

“Cassian, you take the southern flank.” 

This was it. The last moments … the last time I would see them all. 

I wouldn’t run. If it all went to hell, I would make it count and use my own last

breath to get that army and king wiped off the earth. But right now

…

Hybern’s  armada  sailed  directly  for  the  distant  beach.  If  I  didn’t  go  now,  I’d

have  to  charge  right  through  them.  The  Weaver  was  already  slowing  on  the eastern front, her death-dance hindered by too many enemies. Bryaxis continued

to  shred  through  the  lines,  swaths  of  the  dead  in  its  wake.  But  it  was  still  not enough. All that planning … it was still not enough. 

Cassian said to Rhys, to me, to Nesta, “I’ll see you on the other side.” 

I knew he didn’t mean the battlefield. 

His wings shifted, readying to lift him. 

A horn blast cleaved the world. 

A dozen horns, lifted in perfect, mighty harmony. 

Rhys went still. 

Utterly still at the sound of those horns from the distance. From the east

—from the sea. 

He  whipped  his  head  to  me,  grabbed  me  by  the  waist,  and  hauled  me  into  the sky.  A  heartbeat  later,  Cassian  was  beside  us,  Nesta  in  his  arms—as  if  she’d demanded to see. 

And there … sailing over the eastern horizon …

I did not know where to look. 

At  the  winged  soldiers—thousands  upon  thousands  of  them—flying  straight

toward us, high above the ocean. Or the armada of ships stretching away beneath

them. More than Hybern’s armada. Far, far more. 

I  knew  who  they  were  the  moment  the  aerial  host’s  white,  feathered  wings

became clear. 

The Seraphim. 

Drakon’s legion. 

And  in  those  ships  below  …  So  many  different  ships.  A  thousand  ships  from

countless nations, it seemed. Miryam’s people. But the other ships …

Out  of  the  clouds,  a  tan-skinned,  dark-haired  Seraphim  warrior  soared  for  us. 

And Rhys’s choked laugh was enough to tell me who it was. Who now flapped

before us, grinning broadly. 

“You could have asked for aid, you know,” drawled the male—   Drakon. 

“Instead of letting us hear of all this through the rumor mill. Seems we arrived

just in time.” 

“We  came  looking  for  you—and  found  you  gone,”  Rhys  said—but  those  were

tears in his eyes. “Makes it hard to ask someone for aid.” 

Drakon snorted. “Yes, we realized that. Miryam figured it out—why we hadn’t

heard from you yet.” His white wings were almost blindingly bright in the sun. 

“Three centuries ago, we had some trouble on our borders and set up a glamour

to keep the island shielded. Tied to—you know. So that anyone who approached

would  only  see  a  ruin  and  be  inclined  to  turn  around.”  He  winked  at  Rhys. 

“Miryam’s  idea—she  got  it  from  you  and  your  city.”  Drakon  winced  a  bit. 

“Turns out, it worked   too well, if it kept out both enemies   and friends.” 

“You mean to tell me,” Rhys said softly, “that you’ve been on Cretea this entire

time.” 

Drakon grimaced. “Yes. Until … we heard about Hybern. About Miryam being

…  hunted  again.”  By  Jurian.  The  prince’s  face  tightened  with  rage,  but  he

surveyed me, then Nesta and Cassian, with a sharp-eyed scrutiny. 

“Shall we assist you, or just flap here, talking?” 

Rhys inclined his head. “At your leisure, Prince.” He glanced to the armada now

aiming for Hybern’s forces. “Friends of yours?” 

Drakon’s  mouth  quirked  to  the  side.  “Friends  of  yours,  I  think.”  My  heart

stopped. “Some of  Miryam’s boats  are down  there, she  with them,  but most of

that came for you.” 

“What,” Nesta said sharply, not quite a question. 

Drakon pointed to the ships. “We met up with them on the flight here. 

Saw them crossing the channel and decided to join ranks. It’s why we’re a little

late—though  we  gave  them  a  bit  of  a  push  across.”  Indeed,  wind  was  now

whipping at their white sails, propelling those boats faster and faster toward that

Hybern armada. 

Drakon rubbed his jaw. “I can’t even begin to explain the convoluted story they

told me, but …” He shook his head. “They’re led by a queen named Vassa.” 

I began crying. 

“Who apparently was found by—” 

“Lucien,” I breathed. 

“Who?” Drakon’s brows narrowed. “Oh, the male with the eye. No. He met up

with them later on—told them where to go. To come   now, actually. 

So pushy, you Prythian males. Good thing we, at least, were already on our way

to see if you needed help.” 

“Who  found  Vassa,”  Nesta  said  with  that  same  flat  tone.  As  if  she  somehow

already knew. 

Closer,  those  human  ships  sailed.  So  many—so,  so  many,  bearing  a  variety  of

different flags that I could just start to make out, thanks to my Fae sight. 

“He  calls  himself  the  Prince  of  Merchants,”  Drakon  said.  “Apparently,  he

discovered the human queens were traitors months ago, and has been gathering

an  independent  human  army  to  face  Hybern  ever  since.  He  managed  to  find

Queen Vassa—and together they rallied this army.” Drakon shrugged. “He told

me that he’s got three daughters who live here. And that he failed them for many

years. But he would not fail them this time.” 

The  ships  at  the  front  of  the  human  armada  became  clear,  along  with  the  gold lettering on their sides. 

“He named his three personal ships after them,” Drakon said with a smile. 

And there, sailing at the front … I beheld the names of those ships. 

The   Feyre. 

The   Elain. 

And  leading  the  charge  against  Hybern,  flying  over  the  waves,  unyielding  and

without an ounce of fear …

The   Nesta. 

With my father … our father at the helm. 
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The wind whipped away the tears rolling down Nesta’s face at the sight of our

father’s ships. 

At the sight of the ship he’d chosen to sail into battle, for the daughter who had

hated him for not fighting for us, who had hated him for our mother dying, for

the poverty and the despair and years lost. 

Drakon said drily, “I take it you’re acquainted?” 

Our father—gone for months and months with no word. 

He  had  left,  my  sisters  had  once  said,  to  attend  a  meeting  regarding  the  threat above the wall. At that meeting, had it become clear that we had been betrayed

by  our  own  kind?  And  had  he  then  departed,  under  such  secrecy  he  would  not risk the messages to us falling into the wrong hands, to find help? 

For us. For me, and my sisters. 

Rhys said to Drakon, “Meet Nesta. And my mate, Feyre.” 

Neither of us looked to the prince. Only at our father’s fleet—at the ships he’d

named in honor of us. 

“Speaking of Vassa,” Rhys said to Drakon, “was her curse—ended?” 
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The human armada and the Hybern host neared, and I knew the impact would be

lethal.  Saw  Hybern’s  magic  shields  go  up.  Saw  the  Seraphim  raise  their  own. 

“See for yourself,” Drakon said. 

I blinked at what began to shoot between the human boats. What soared over the

water, fast as a shooting star. Spearing for Hybern. Red and gold

and white—vibrant as molten metal. 

I could have sworn Hybern’s fleet began to panic as it broke from the lines of the

human armada and closed the gap between them. 

As it spread its wings wide, trailing sparks and embers across the waves, and I

realized what—  who —now flew at that enemy host. 

A firebird. Burning as hot and furious as the heart of a forge. 

Vassa—the lost queen. 

Rhys  kissed  away  the  tears  sliding  down  my  own  face  as  that  firebird  queen

slammed into Hybern’s fleet. Burning husks of ships were left in her wake. 

Our father and the human army spread wide. To pick off the others. 

Rhys said to Drakon, “Get your legion on land.” 

A  slim  chance—a  fool’s  chance  of  winning  this  thing.  Or  staunching  the

slaughter. 

Drakon’s  eyes  went  glazed  in  a  way  that  told  me  he  was  conveying  orders  to someone far away. I wondered if Nephelle and her wife were in that legion—if

the last time they had drawn swords was that long-ago battle at the bottom of the

sea. 

Rhys seemed to be thinking of the past, too. Because he muttered to Drakon over

the din exploding off the sea and the battle below, “Jurian is here.” 

The casual, cocky grace of the prince vanished. Cold rage hardened his features

into something terrifying. And his brown eyes … they went wholly black. 

“He fights for us.” 

Drakon didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. He jerked his chin to Cassian. “I

assume  you’re  Cassian.”  The  general’s  chin  dipped.  I  could  already  see  the

shadows  in  his  eyes—at  the  loss  of  those  soldiers.  “My  legion  is  yours. 

Command them as you like.” 

Cassian  scanned  our  foundering  host,  the  northern  flank  that  Azriel  was

reassembling, and gave Drakon a few terse orders. Drakon flapped those

white wings, so stark against his honey-brown skin, and said to Rhys, 

“Miryam’s  furious  with  you,  by  the  way.  Three  hundred  fifty-one  years  since

you last visited. If we survive, expect to do some groveling.” 

Rhys rasped a laugh. “Tell that witch it goes both ways.” 

Drakon grinned, and with a powerful sweep of his wings, he was gone. 

Rhys and Cassian looked after him, then at the armadas now engaged in outright

bloodshed. Our father was down there—our father, who I had never seen wield a

weapon in his   life—

The  firebird  rained  hell  upon  the  ships.  Literally.  Burning,  molten  hell  as  she slammed into them and sent their panicking soldiers to the bottom of the sea. 

“Now,” I said to Rhys. “Amren and I need to go  now.” 

The chaos was complete. With a battle raging in every direction …

Amren and I could make it. Perhaps the king would be preoccupied. 

Rhys made to shoot me back down to the ground, where Amren and Elain were

still waiting. Nesta said, “Wait.” 

Rhys obeyed. 

Nesta  stared  toward  that  armada,  toward  our  father  fighting  in  it.  “Use  me.  As bait.” 

I blinked at the same moment Cassian said, “No.” 

Nesta ignored him. “The king is probably waiting beside that Cauldron. 

Even if you get there, you’ll have him to contend with. Draw him out. Draw him

far away. To me.” 

“How,” Rhys said softly. 

“It  goes  both  ways,”  Nesta  murmured,  as  if  my  mate’s  words  moments  before

had triggered the idea. “He doesn’t know how much I took. And if

… if I make it seem like I’m about to use his power … He’ll come running. 

Just to kill me.” 

“He   will kill you,” Cassian snarled. 

Her hand clenched on his arm. “That’s—that’s where you come in.” 

To guard her. Protect her. To lay a trap for the king. 

“No,” Rhys said. 

Nesta snorted. “You’re not my High Lord. I may do as I wish. And since he’ll

sense that you’re with me … You need to go far away, too.” 

Rhys said to Cassian, “I’m not letting you throw your life away for this.” 

I was inclined to agree. 

Cassian surveyed the depleted Illyrian lines, now holding strong as Azriel rallied

them. “Az has control of the lines.” 

“I said  no,” Rhys snapped. I’d never heard him use that tone with Cassian, with

any of them. 

Cassian  said  steadily,  “It’s  the  only  shot  we  have  of  a  diversion.  Luring  him away from that Cauldron.” His hands tightened on Nesta. “You gave everything, 

Rhys. You went through that  hell for us, for  fifty years.” He’d never addressed it

—not fully. “You think I don’t know what happened? I know, Rhys. We all do. 

And  we  know  you  did  it  to  save  us,  spare  us.”  He  shook  his  head,  sunlight glinting off that dark, winged helmet. “Let us return the favor. Let us repay the

debt.” 

“There  is  no  debt  to  repay.”  Rhys’s  voice  broke.  The  sound  of  it  cracked  my heart. 

Cassian’s own voice broke as he said, “I never got to repay your mother

—for her kindness. Let me do it this way. Let me buy you time.” 

“I can’t.” 

I  wasn’t  sure  if  in  the  entire  history  of  Illyria,  there  had  ever  been  such  a discussion. 

“You can,” Cassian said gently. “You can, Rhys.” He gave a lazy grin. 

“Save some of the glory for the rest of us.” 

“Cassian—” 

But Cassian asked Nesta, “Do you have what you need?” 

Nesta  nodded.  “Amren  showed  me  enough.  What  to  do  to  rally  the  power  to

me.” 

And if Amren and I could control the Cauldron between us … That distraction

they’d offer …

Nesta looked down to Elain—our sister monitoring the bloodbath ahead. 

Then to me. She said quietly, “Tell Father—thank you.” 

She wrapped her arms tightly around Cassian, those gray-blue eyes bright, then

they were gone. 

Rhys’s body strained with the effort of not going after them as they soared for a

copse of trees far behind the battlefield. “He might survive,” I said softly. 

“No,” Rhys said, flying us down to Amren and Elain. “He won’t.” 

I  had  Rhys  move  Elain  to  the  farthest  reaches  of  our  camp.  And  when  he returned, my mate only pressed a kiss to my mouth before he took to the skies, 

spearing for the heart of the battle—the heaviest fighting. I could barely stand to

look—to see where he landed. 

Alone with Amren, she said to me, “Shield us from sight, and run as fast as you

can. Don’t stop; try not to kill. It’ll leave a trail.” 

I  nodded,  checking  my  weapons.  The  Seraphim  were  soaring  overhead  now, 

wings  bright  as  the  sun  on  snow.  I  settled  a  glamour  around  us,  veiling  us  and muffling our sounds. 

“Quickly,” Amren repeated, silver eyes churning like thunderclouds. 

“Don’t look back.” 

So I didn’t. 
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The Cauldron had been nestled in a craggy overlook. 

The Weaver had done her job well. Key guards and posts were little more than

wet, red piles of bone and sinew. And I knew that when I saw her again … she

would be even more blindingly beautiful. 

Amren’s power flared again and again, breaking through wards in our path until

we reached Stryga’s wake. Whatever spells the king had laid …

Amren  was  prepared  for  them.  Hungry  for  them.  She  shattered  them  all  with  a savage smile. 

But  the  gray  hill  was  crawling  with  Hybern  commanders,  content  to  let  their

underlings  fight.  Waiting  until  the  killing  field  had  sorted  the  grunts  from  the true  warriors.  I  could  hear  them  hissing  about  who  on  our  side  they  wanted  to personally take on. 

Helion and Tarquin were two of the most frequent wishes. 

Tamlin  was  the  other.  Tamlin,  for  his  two-faced  lying.  And  Jurian.  How  they would suffer. 

Varian.  Azriel.  Cassian.  Kallias  and  Viviane.  Mor.  They  said  the  names  of  my friends like they were horses at a race. Who would last long enough for them to

face off. Who would haul the pretty mate of the Lord of Winter back here. Who

would break the Morrigan at last. Who would bring home Illyrian wings to pin

on the wall. My blood was boiling, even as my bones quaked. I hoped Bryaxis

devoured them all—and made them wet themselves in terror before it did. 

But I dared look behind us once. 

Mor  and  Viviane  weren’t  coming  to  this  camp  anytime  soon.  They  held  off  an

entire cluster of Hybern soldiers, flanked by that white-haired female I’d seen in

the  Winter  camp  and  a  unit  of  those  mighty  bears  that  shredded  apart  soldiers with swipes of their enormous paws. 

Amren hissed in warning, and I faced forward as we began to scale the quiet side

of the gray hill. No sign of Stryga, though she had stopped here, at the base of

the  hill  atop  which  the  Cauldron  squatted.  I  could  already  feel  its  terrible presence—the beckoning. 

Amren and I climbed slowly. Listening after every step. 

The battle raged behind us. In the skies and on the earth and in the sea. 

I  did  not  think  …  even  with  Drakon  and  the  human  army  …  I  did  not  think  it was going well. 

My hands bit into the sharp gray rock of the hill’s cliff face, body straining as I

hauled  myself  up,  Amren  climbing  with  ease.  Nesta  had  to  lure  the  king  away soon, or we’d be face-to-face with him. 

Movement at the base of the rock caught my attention. 

I went still as death. 

A  beautiful,  dark-haired  young  woman  stood  there.  Staring  up  at  us,  squinting and sniffing. 

A  smile  bloomed  on  her  red—her   bloody   mouth.  She  smiled  in  my  general direction. Revealing blood-coated teeth. 

Stryga. The Weaver had waited. Hiding here. Until we arrived. 

She brushed a snow-white hand over the tattoo of a crescent moon now on her

forearm. Rhys’s bargain-mark. A reminder—and warning. 

To go. To hurry. 

She  faced  the  rocky  path  half-visible  to  our  left,  Ianthe’s  jewel  splattered  with blood where it sat atop her head. Strode right to the guards stationed there, who

we’d been climbing the cliff face to avoid. Some of them jolted. 

Stryga smiled once—a hateful, awful smile—and leaped upon them. 

A diversion. 

Amren  shuddered,  but  we  launched  into  motion  once  more.  The  guards  were

focused on her slaughtering, sprinting from their posts up the hill to

meet her. 

Faster—we didn’t have much time. I could feel the Cauldron rallying—

No. Not the Cauldron. 

That power … it came from  behind. 

Nesta. 

“Good  girl,”  Amren  muttered  under  her  breath.  Just  before  she  grabbed  me  by

the back of my jacket and slammed me face-first into the stone, ducking low. 

Right as a pair of boots strolled down the narrow path. I knew the sound of his

footsteps. They haunted my dreams. 

The King of Hybern walked right past us. Focused on Stryga, on Nesta’s distant

rumble of power. 

The Weaver paused as she beheld who approached. Smiled, blood dripping off

her chin. 

“How beautiful you are,” he murmured, his voice a seductive croon. 

“How magnificent, ancient one.” 

She brushed her dark hair over a slim shoulder. “You may bow, king. As it was

once done.” 

The King of Hybern walked right up to her. Smiled down at Stryga’s exquisite

face. 

Then  he  took  that  face  in  his  broad  hands,  faster  than  she  could  move,  and snapped her neck. 

It  might  not  have  killed  her.  The  Weaver  was  a  death-god—her  very  existence

defied our own. So it might not have killed her, that cracking of her spine. Had

the king not tossed her body down to the two naga-hounds snarling at the foot of

the hill. 

They ripped into the Weaver’s limp body without hesitation. 

Even Amren let out a sound of dismay. 

But the king was staring northward. Toward Nesta. 

That  power—  her   power—surged  again.  Beckoning,  as  the  Cauldron  atop  this rock now called to me. 

He gazed toward the sea—the battle raging there. 

I could have sworn he was smiling as he winnowed away. 

“Now,” Amren breathed. 

I  couldn’t  move.  Cassian  and  Nesta—even  Rhys  thought  there  was  no  shot  of

survival. 

“You  make  it  count,”  Amren  snapped,  and  that  was  true  grief  shining  in  her

eyes. She knew what was about to happen. The window that we’d been bought. 

I swallowed my despair, my terror, and charged up the hill—to the crag. 

To where the Cauldron sat. Unguarded. Waiting for us. 

The Book appeared in Amren’s small hands. The Cauldron was nearly as tall as

she was. A looming black pit of hate and power. 

I could stop this. Right now. Stop this army—and the king before he killed Nesta

and Cassian. Amren opened the Book. Looked at me expectantly. 

“Put your hand on the Cauldron,” she said quietly. I obeyed. 

The  Cauldron’s  endless  power  slammed  into  me,  a  wave  threatening  to  sweep

me under, a storm with no end. 

I could barely keep one foot in this world, barely remember my name. I clung to

what I had seen in the Ouroboros—clung to every reflection and memory I had

faced and owned, the good and wicked and the gray. Who I was, who I was, who

I was—

Amren watched me for a long moment. And did not read from the Book. 

Did  not  put  it  in  my  hands.  She  shut  the  gold  pages  and  shoved  it  behind  her with a kick. 

Amren had lied. She did not plan to leash the king or his army with the Cauldron

and the Book. 

And whatever trap she had set … I had fallen right into it. 
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I gripped my sense of self in the face of the black maw of the Cauldron. 

Gripped it with everything I had. 

Amren only said, “I’m sorry I lied to you.” 

I  could  not  remove  my  hand.  Could  not  pry  my  fingers  away.  I  was  being

shredded apart, slowly, thoroughly. 

I flung my magic out, desperate for any chain to this world to save me, keep me

from being devoured by the eternal, awful  thing that now tried to drag me into its embrace. 

Fire and water and light and wind and ice and night. All rallied. All failed me. 

Some  tether  slipped,  and  my  mind  slid  closer  to  the  Cauldron’s  outstretched

arms. 

I felt it  touch me. 

And then I was half gone. 

Half there, standing silently next to the Cauldron, hand glued to the black rim. 

Half … elsewhere. 

Flying  through  the  world.  Searching.  The  Cauldron  now  hunted  for  that  power

that had come so close … And now taunted it. 

Nesta. 

The Cauldron searched for her, searched for her as the king now sought her. 

It skimmed across the battlefield like an insect over the surface of a pond. 

We were losing. Badly. Seraphim and Illyrians were bloodied and being hauled

out of the sky. Azriel had been forced to the ground, his wings dragging in the

bloody mud as he fought sword to sword against the endless onslaught. Our foot

soldiers had broken the lines in places, Keir screaming at his Darkbringers to get

back into position, plumes of shadows flaring from him. 

I  saw  Rhysand.  In  the  thick  of  those  breaking  lines.  Blood-splattered,  fighting beautifully. 

I saw him assess the field ahead—and transform. 

The  talons  came  first.  Replacing  fingers  and  feet.  Then  dark  scales  or  perhaps feathers, I couldn’t get a look at them, covered his legs, his arms, his chest. His
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body contorted, bones and muscles growing and shifting. 

The beast form Rhys had kept hidden. Never liked to unleash. 

Unless it was dire enough to do so. 

Before  the  Cauldron  swept  me  away,  I  beheld  what  happened  to  his  head,  his

face. 

It was a thing of nightmares. Nothing human or Fae in it. It was a creature that

lived in black pits and only emerged at night to hunt and feast. 

The face … it was those creatures that had been carved into the rock of the Court

of Nightmares. That made up his throne. The throne not only a representation of

his power … but of what lurked within. And with the wings …

Hybern soldiers began fleeing. 

Helion beheld what happened and ran, too—but toward Rhys. 

Shifting as well. 

If  Rhys  was  a  flying  terror  crafted  from  shadows  and  cold  moonlight,  Helion

was his daytime equivalent. 

Gold feathers and shredding claws and feathered wings—

Together,  my  mate  and  the  High  Lord  of  Day  unleashed  themselves  upon

Hybern. 

Until they paused. Until a slim, short male walked out of the ranks toward them

—one of Hybern’s commanders, no doubt. Rhys’s snarl shook the earth. But it

was  Helion,  glowing  with  white  light,  who  stepped  forward  to  face  the  male, 

claws sinking deep into the mud. 

The commander didn’t so much as wear a sword. Only fine gray clothes and a

vaguely  amused  expression  on  his  face.  Amethyst  light  swirled  around  him. 

Helion growled at Rhys—an order. 

And my mate nodded, gore dripping from his maw, before he lunged back into the fray. 

Leaving the commander and Helion Spell-Cleaver to go head-to-head. 

Spell to spell. 

Soldiers on either side began fleeing. 

But the Cauldron whipped me away as Helion unleashed a blast of light toward

the commander, its quarry not to be found on that battlefield. 

 Come , Nesta’s power seemed to sing.  Come . 

The Cauldron caught her scent and hurtled us onward. 

We arrived before the king did. 

The  Cauldron  seemed  to  skid  to  a  halt  at  the  clearing.  Seemed  to  coil  and  reel back, a snake poised to strike. 

Nesta  and  Cassian  stood  there,  his  sword  out,  Nesta’s  eyes  blazing  with  that inner, unholy fire. “Get ready,” she breathed. “He’s coming.” 

The power Nesta was holding back …

She’d kill the King of Hybern. 

Cassian was the distraction—while her blow found its mark. 

Time seemed to slow and warp. The dark power of the king speared toward us. 

Toward  that  clearing  where  I  was  neither  seen  nor  heard,  where  I  was  nothing but a scrap of soul carried on a black wind. 

The King of Hybern winnowed right in front of them. 

Nesta’s power rallied—then vanished. 

Cassian did not move. Did not dare. 

For the King of Hybern held my father before him, a sword to his throat. 

That  was  why  he  had  looked  to  the  sea.  He’d  known  Nesta  would  land  that killing blow the moment he appeared, and the only way to stop it …

A human shield. One she’d think twice about allowing to die. 

Our father was blood-splattered, leaner than the last time I’d seen him. 

“Nesta,” he breathed, noting the ears, the Fae grace. The power sputtering out in

her eyes. 

The  king  smiled.  “What  a  loving  father—to  bring  an  entire   army  to  save  his daughters.” 

Nesta  did  not  say  anything.  Cassian’s  attention  darted  through  the  clearing, 

sizing up every advantage, every angle. 

 Save him, I begged the Cauldron of my father.  Help him. 

The Cauldron did not answer. It had no voice, no consciousness save some base

need to take back that which had been stolen. 

The King of Hybern tilted his head to peer at my father’s bearded and weather-

tanned  face.  “So  many  things  have  changed  since  you  were  last  home.  Three

daughters, now Fae. One of them married   quite well.” 

My father only gazed at my sister. Ignored the monster behind him and said to

her, “I loved you from the first moment I held you in my arms. And I am … I am

so sorry, Nesta—my Nesta. I am so sorry, for all of it.” 

“Please,” Nesta said to the king. Her only word, guttural and hoarse. 

“Please.” 

“What will you give me, Nesta Archeron?” 

Nesta stared and stared at my father, who was shaking his head. 

Cassian’s hand twitched, the blade rising. Trying to get a good shot. 

“Will you give back what you took?” 

“Yes.” 

“Even if I have to carve it out of you?” 

Our father snarled, “Don’t you lay your filthy hands on my daughter—” 

I heard the crack before I realized what happened. 

Before I saw the way my father’s head twisted. Saw the light freeze in his eyes. 

Nesta  made  no  sound.  Showed  no  reaction  as  the  King  of  Hybern  snapped  our

father’s neck. 

I began screaming. Screaming and thrashing inside the Cauldron’s grip. 

Begging it to stop it—to bring him back, to end it—

Nesta looked down at my father’s body as it crumpled to the forest floor. 

And as the king had predicted … Nesta’s power flickered out. 

But Cassian’s had not. 

Arrows  of  blinding  red  shot  for  the  King  of  Hybern,  a  shield  locking  around Nesta as Cassian launched himself forward. 

And as Cassian took on the king, who laughed and seemed willing to engage in a

bit of swordplay … I stared at my father on that ground. At his open, unseeing

eyes. 

Cassian  pushed  the  king  away  from  my  father’s  body,  swords  and  magics

clashing. Not for long. Only long enough to hold him off—for Nesta to perhaps

run. 

For me to finish what I had let my family give their lives for. But the Cauldron

still held me there. 

Even as I tried to come back to that hill where Amren had betrayed me, had used

me for whatever purpose of her own—

Nesta knelt before our father, her face a void. She gazed into his still-open eyes. 

Closed them gently. Hands steady as stone. 

Cassian had shoved the king deeper into the trees. His shouts rang out. 

Nesta leaned forward to press a kiss to our father’s blood-splattered brow. 

And when she lifted her head …

The Cauldron thrashed and roiled. 

For in Nesta’s eyes, limning her skin … Uncut power. 

She gazed toward the king and Cassian. Just as Cassian’s bark of pain cut toward

us. 

The power around her shuddered. Nesta got to her feet. 

Then Cassian screamed. I looked toward him. Away from my father. 

Not  twenty  feet  away,  Cassian  was  on  the  ground.  Wings—snapped  in  spots. 

Blood leaking from them. 

Bone jutted from his thigh. His Siphons were dull. Empty. 

He’d already drained them before coming here. Was exhausted. 

But he had come—for her. For us. 

He was panting, blood dribbling from his nose. Arms buckling as he tried to rise. 

The King of Hybern stood over him, and extended a hand. 

Cassian arched off the ground, bellowing in pain. A bone cracked somewhere in

his body. 

“Stop.” 

The king looked over a shoulder as Nesta stepped forward. Cassian mouthed at

her to run, blood escaping from his lips and onto the moss beneath him. 

Nesta took in his broken body, the pain in Cassian’s eyes, and angled her head. 

The movement was not human. Not Fae. 

Purely animal. 

Purely predator. 

And when her eyes lifted to the king again … “I am going to kill you,” 

she said quietly. 

“Really?”  the  king  asked,  lifting  a  brow.  “Because  I  can  think  of   far  more interesting things to do with you.” 

Not again. I could not watch this play out again. Standing by, idle, while those I

loved suffered. 

The Cauldron crept along with Nesta, a hound at her side. 

Nesta’s fingers curled. 

The king snorted. And brought his foot down upon Cassian’s nearest wing. 

Bone snapped. And his scream—

I thrashed against the Cauldron’s grip. Thrashed and clawed. 

Nesta exploded. 

All of that power, all at once—

The king winnowed out of the way. 

Her power blasted the trees behind him to cinders. Blasted across the battlefield

in a low arc, then landed right in the Hybern ranks. Taking out

hundreds before they knew what happened. 

The  king  appeared  perhaps  thirty  feet  away  and  laughed  at  the  smoking  ruins

behind him. “Magnificent,” he said. “Barely trained, brash, but magnificent.” 

Nesta’s fingers curled again, as if rallying that power. 

But she’d spent it all in one blow. Her eyes were blue-gray once more. 

“Go,” Cassian managed to breathe. “  Go.” 

“This  seems  familiar,”  the  king  mused.  “Was  it  him  or  the  other  bastard  who crawled toward you that day?” 

Cassian  was  indeed  now  crawling  toward  her,  broken  wings  and  leg  dragging, 

leaving a trail of blood over the grass and roots. 

Nesta rushed to him, kneeling. 

Not to comfort. 

But to pick up his Illyrian blade. 

Cassian tried to stop her as she stood. As Nesta lifted that sword before the King

of Hybern. 

She said nothing. Only held her ground. 

The  king  chuckled  and  angled  his  own  blade.  “Shall  I  see  what  the  Illyrians taught you?” 

He was upon her before she could lift the sword higher. 

Nesta jumped back, clipping his sword with her own, eyes flaring wide. 

The king lunged again, and Nesta again dodged and retreated through the trees. 

Leading him away—away from Cassian. 

She managed to draw him another few feet before the king grew bored. 

In  two  movements,  he  had  her  disarmed.  In  another,  he  struck  her  across  the face, so hard she went down. 

Cassian cried out her name, trying again to crawl to her. 

The  king  only  sheathed  his  sword,  towering  over  her  as  she  pushed  off  the

ground. “Well? What else do you have?” 

Nesta turned over, and threw out a hand. 

White, burning power shot out of her palm and slammed into his chest. 

A ploy. To get him close. To lower his guard. 

Her  power  sent  him  flying  back,  trees  snapping  under  him.  One  after  another

after another. 

The Cauldron seemed to settle. All that was left—that was it. All that was left of

her power. 

Nesta surged to her feet, staggering across the clearing, blood at her mouth from

where he’d hit her, and threw herself to her knees before Cassian. “Get up,” she

sobbed, hauling at his shoulder. “  Get up.” 

He tried—and failed. 

“You’re too heavy,” she pleaded, but still tried to raise him, fingers scrabbling in

his black, bloodied armor. “I can’t—he’s coming—” 

“Go,” Cassian groaned. 

Her power had stopped hurling the king across the forest. He now stalked toward

them, brushing off splinters and leaves from his jacket—

taking his time. Knowing she would not leave. Savoring the awaiting slaughter. 

Nesta gritted her teeth, trying to haul Cassian up once more. A broken sound of

pain ripped from him. “Go! ” he barked at her. 

“I can’t,” she breathed, voice breaking. “I  can’t.” 

The same words Rhys had given him. 

Cassian grunted in pain, but lifted his bloodied hands—to cup her face. 

“I have no regrets in my life, but this.” His voice shook with every word. 

“That we did not have time. That I did not have time with   you, Nesta.” 

She  didn’t  stop  him  as  he  leaned  up  and  kissed  her—lightly.  As  much  as  he could manage. 

Cassian said softly, brushing away the tear that streaked down her face, 

“I  will  find  you  again  in  the  next  world—the  next  life.  And  we  will  have  that time. I promise.” 

The  King  of  Hybern  stepped  into  that  clearing,  dark  power  wafting  from  his

fingertips. 

And even the Cauldron seemed to pause in surprise—surprise or some

…   feeling as Nesta looked at the king with death twining around his hands, then down at Cassian. 

And covered Cassian’s body with her own. 

Cassian went still—then his hand slid over her back. 

Together. They’d go together. 

 I will offer you a bargain, I said to the Cauldron.  I will offer you my soul. 

 Save them. 

“Romantic,” the king said, “but ill-advised.” 

Nesta did not move from where she shielded Cassian’s body. 

The king raised his hand, power whirling like a dark galaxy in his palm. 

I knew they’d both die the moment that power hit them. 

 Anything, I begged the Cauldron.  Anything—

The king’s hand began to drop. 

And then halted. A choking noise came out of him. 

For a moment, I thought the Cauldron had answered my pleas. 

But as a black blade broke through the king’s throat, spraying blood, I realized someone else had. 

Elain stepped out of a shadow behind him, and rammed Truth-Teller to the hilt

through the back of the king’s neck as she snarled in his ear, “  Don’t   you touch my sister.” 
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The Cauldron purred in Elain’s presence as the King of Hybern slumped to his

knees, clawing at the knife jutting through his throat. Elain backed away a step. 

Choking,  blood  dribbling  from  his  lips,  the  king  gaped  at  Nesta.  My  sister

lunged to her feet. 

Not to go to Elain. But to the king. 

Nesta wrapped her hand around Truth-Teller’s obsidian hilt. 

And slowly, as if savoring every bit of effort it took … Nesta began to twist the

blade. Not a rotation of the blade itself—but a rotation  into his neck. 

Elain  rushed  to  Cassian,  but  the  warrior  was  panting—smiling  grimly  and

panting—as Nesta twisted and twisted the blade into the king’s neck. 

Severing flesh and bone and tendon. 

Nesta  looked  down  at  the  king  before  she  made  the  final  pass,  his  hands  still trying to rise, to claw the blade free. 

And in Nesta’s eyes … it was the same look, the same gleam that she’d had that

day  in  Hybern.  When  she  pointed  her  finger  at  him  in  a  death-promise.  She

smiled a little—as if she remembered, too. 

And  then  she  pushed  the  blade,  like  a  worker  heaving  the  spoke  of  a  mighty, grinding wheel. 

The king’s eyes flared—then his head tumbled off his shoulders. 

“Nesta,” Cassian groaned, trying to reach for her. 

The king’s blood sprayed her leathers, her face. 


Nesta didn’t seem to care as she bent over. As she took up his fallen head and

lifted it. Lifted it in the air and stared at it—into Hybern’s dead eyes, his gaping

mouth. 

She did not smile. She only stared and stared and stared. 

Savage. Unyielding. Brutal. 

“Nesta,” Elain whispered. 

Nesta blinked, and seemed to realize it, then—whose head she was holding. 

What she and Elain had done. 

The king’s head rolled from her bloodied hands. 

The Cauldron seemed to realize what she’d done, too, as his head thumped onto

the mossy ground. That Elain … Elain had defended this thief. Elain, who it had

gifted with such powers, found her so lovely it had wanted to give her   something

… It would not harm Elain, even in its hunt to reclaim what had been taken. 

It retreated the moment Elain’s eyes fell on our dead father lying in the adjacent

clearing. 

The moment the scream came out of her. 

 No. I lunged for them, but the Cauldron was too fast. Too strong. 

It whipped me back, back, back—across the battlefield. 

No one seemed to know the king was dead. And our armies …

Rhys and the other High Lords had given themselves wholly to the monsters that

lurked under their skins, swaths of enemy soldiers dying in their wake, shredded

or gutted or rent in two. And Helion—

The High Lord of Day was bloodied, his golden fur singed and torn, but he still

battled against the Hybern commander. The commander remained unmarred. His face  unruffled.  As  if  he  knew—he  might  very  well  win  against  Helion  Spell-Cleaver today. 

We arced away, across the field. To Bryaxis—still fighting. Holding the line for

Graysen’s men. A black cloud that cut a path for them, shielded them. Bryaxis, 

Fear itself, guarding the mortals. 

We  passed  Drakon  and  a  black-haired  woman  with  skin  like  dark  honey,  both

squaring off against—

Jurian. They were fighting Jurian. Drakon had an ancient score to settle

—and so did Miryam. 

We whisked by so quickly I couldn’t hear what was said, couldn’t see if Jurian

was  indeed  fighting  back  or  trying  to  fend  them  off  while  he  explained.  Mor joined the fray, bloodied and limping, shouting at them—it was the least of our

problems. 

Because our armies …

Hybern  was  overwhelming  us.  Without  the  king,  without  the  Cauldron,  they’d

still do it. The fervor the king had roused in them, their belief that they had been

wronged and forgotten … They’d keep fighting. No solution would ever appease

them  beyond  the  complete  reclaiming  of  what  they  still  believed  they  were

entitled to—   deserved. 

There were too many. So many. And we were all drained. 

The Cauldron hurtled away, withdrawing toward itself. 

There was a roar of pain—a roar I recognized, even with the different, harrowing

form. 

Rhys.  Rhys—

He was faltering, he needed   help—

The Cauldron sucked back into itself, and I was again atop that rock. 

Again staring at Amren, who was slapping my face, shouting my name. 

“Stupid girl,” she barked. “  Fight it! ” 

Rhys was hurt. Rhys was being overwhelmed—

I  snapped  back  into  my  body.  My  hand  remained  atop  the  Cauldron.  A  living

bond. But with the Cauldron settled into itself … I blinked. I  could blink. 

Amren blew out a breath. “What in   hell—” 

“The king is dead,” I said, my voice cold and foreign. “And you’re going to be

soon, too.” 

I’d kill her for this, for betraying us for whatever reason—

“I know,” Amren said quietly. “And I need you to help me do it.” 

I almost let go of the Cauldron at the words, but she shook her head. 

“Don’t break it—the contact. I need you to be … a conduit.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“The Suriel—it gave you a message. For me. Only me.” 

My brows narrowed. 

Amren said, “The answer in the Book was no spell of control. I lied about that. It

was … an unbinding spell. For me.” 

“What?” 

Amren looked to the carnage, the screams of the dying ringing us. “I thought I’d

need  your  sisters  to  help  you  control  the  Cauldron,  but  after  you  faced  the Ouroboros … I knew you could do it. Just you. And just me. 

Because when you unbind me with the Cauldron’s power, in my real form

… I will wipe that army away. Every last one of them.” 
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“Amren—” 

But a male voice pleaded from behind, “Don’t .” 

Varian appeared from the rocky path, gasping for breath, splattered with blood. 

Amren smirked. “Like a hound on a scent.” 

“Don’t,” was all Varian said. 

“Unleash me,” Amren said, ignoring him. “Let me end this.” 

I  began  shaking  my  head.  “You—you  will  be   gone.  You  said  you  won’t

remember us, won’t be  you anymore if you’re freed.” 

Amren  smiled  slightly—at  me,  at  Varian.  “I  watched  them  for  so  many  eons. 

Humans—in my world, there were humans, too. And I watched them love, and

hate—wage  senseless  war  and  find  precious  peace.  Watched  them  build  lives, 

build   worlds. I was … I was never allowed such things. I had not been designed

that way, had not been ordered to do so. So I watched. 

And that day I came here … it was the first selfish thing I had done. For a long, 

long  while  I  thought  it  was  punishment  for  disobeying  my  Father’s  orders,  for wanting.  I  thought  this  world  was  some  hell  he’d  locked  me  into  for

disobedience.” 

Amren swallowed. 

“But I think … I wonder if my Father knew. If he saw how I watched them love

and hate and build, and opened that rip in the world not as

punishment … but as a gift.” Her eyes gleamed. “For it has been a gift. This time

—with you. With all of you. It has been a gift.” 

“Amren,” Varian said, and sank onto his knees. “I am   begging you—” 

“Tell the High Lord,” she said softly, “to leave out a cup for me.” 

I  did  not  think  I  had  it  in  my  heart  for  another  ounce  of  sorrow.  I  gripped  the Cauldron a little harder my throat thick. “I will.” 

She looked to Varian, a wry smile on her red mouth. “I watched them most—the

humans who loved. I never understood it—  how  it happened. 

 Why  it happened.” She paused a step away from the Cauldron. “I think I might

have learned with you, though. Perhaps that was a last gift, too.” 

Varian’s face twisted with anguish. But he made no further move to stop her. 

She turned to me. And spoke the words into my head—the spell I must think and

feel and  do. I nodded. 

“When I am free,” Amren said to us, “do not run. It will attract my attention.” 

She lifted a steady hand toward my arm. 

“I am glad we met, Feyre.” 

I smiled at her, bowing my head. “Me too, Amren. Me too.” 

Amren grabbed my wrist. And swung herself into the Cauldron. 

I  fought.  I  fought  with  every  breath  to  get  through  the  spell,  my  arm  half-submerged in the Cauldron as Amren went under the dark water that had filled

it.  I  said  the  words  with  my  tongue,  said  them  with  my  heart  and  blood  and bones. Screamed them. 

Her hand vanished from my arm, melting away like dew under the morning sun. 

The spell ended, shuddering out of me, and I snapped back, losing my hold on

the Cauldron. Varian caught me before I fell, and gripped me hard as we gazed

at the black mass of the Cauldron, the still surface. 

He breathed, “Is she—” 

It started far, far beneath us. As if she had gone to the earth’s core. 

I  let  Varian  haul  me  a  few  steps  away  as  the  ripple  thundered  up  through  the ground, spearing for us, the Cauldron. 

We had only enough time to throw ourselves behind the nearest rock when it hit us. 

The Cauldron shattered into three pieces, peeling apart like a blossoming flower

—and then she came. 

She exploded from that mortal shell, light blinding us. Light and fire. 

She was roaring—in victory and rage and pain. 

And  I  could  have  sworn  I  saw  great,  burning  wings,  each  feather  a  simmering ember, spread wide. Could have sworn a crown of incandescent light floated just

above her flaming hair. 

She paused. The thing that was inside Amren paused. 

Looked at us—at the battlefield and all of our friends, our family still fighting on

it. 

As if to say,  I remember you . 

And then she was gone. 

She spread those wings, flame and light rippling to encompass her, no more than

a burning behemoth that swept down upon Hybern’s armies. 

They began running. 

Amren came down on them like a hammer, raining fire and brimstone. 

She swept through them, burning them, drinking in their death. Some died at the

mere whisper of her passing. 

I heard Rhys bellowing—and the sound was the same as hers. Victory and rage

and pain. And warning. A warning not to run from her. 

Bit by bit, she destroyed that endless Hybern army. Bit by bit, she wiped away

their taint, their threat. The suffering they had brought. 

She  shattered  through  that  Hybern  commander,  poised  to  strike  Helion  a

deathblow. Shattered through that commander as if he were made of glass. 

She left only ashes behind. 

But that power—it was fading. Vanishing ember by ember. 

Yet Amren went to the sea, where my father and Vassa’s army battled alongside

Miryam’s people. Entire boats full of Hybern soldiers fell still

after she passed. 

As  if  she  had  inhaled  the  life  right  out  of  them.  Even  while  her  own  life sputtered out. 

Amren  reached  the  final  boat—the  very  last  ship  of  our  enemy—and  was  no

more than a flame on the breeze. 

And when that ship, too, fell silent …

There was only light. Bright, clean light, dancing on the waves. 
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Tears slid down Varian’s blood-flecked skin as we watched that spot on the sea

where Amren had vanished. 

Below, beyond, our forces were beginning to cry out with victory—with joy. 

Up on the rock … utter quiet. 

I looked at last toward the broken thirds of the Cauldron. 

Perhaps I had done it. In unbinding her, I had unbound the Cauldron. Or perhaps

Amren in her unleashed power … even that had been too great for the Cauldron. 

“We should go,” I said to Varian. The others would be looking for us. 

I had to get my father. Had to bury him. Help Cassian. 

Had to see who else was among the dead—or living. 

Hollow—I was so tired and hollow. 

I managed to stand. To take one step before I felt it. 

The …  thing in the Cauldron. Or lack of it. 

It was lack and substance, absence and presence. And … it was leaking into the

world. 

I dared a step toward it. And what I beheld in those ruins of the Cauldron

…

It was a void. But also  not  a void—a growth. 

It did not belong here. Belong anywhere. 

There were hands at my face, turning me, touching me. “Are you hurt, are you

—” 

Rhys’s  face  was  battered—bloody.  His  hands  were  still  tipped  in  talons,  his

canines still elongated. Barely out of that beast form. “You—you freed her—” 

He was stammering. Shaking. I wasn’t entirely sure how he was even standing. 

I didn’t know where to begin. How to explain. 

I let him into my mind, his presence gentle—and as exhausted as I was, I let him

see my father. Nesta and Cassian. The king. And Amren. 

All of it. 

Including that   thing behind us. That hole. 

Rhys folded me into his arms—just for a moment. 

“We have a problem,” Varian murmured, pointing behind us. 

We followed the line of his finger. To where that fissure in the world within the

shards of the Cauldron … It was growing. 
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The Cauldron could never be destroyed, we had been warned. Because our very

 world  was bound to it. 

If the Cauldron were destroyed … we would be, too. 

“What have I done,” I breathed. I had saved our friends—only to damn us all. 

Made. Made and un-Made. 

I had broken it. I could remake it again. 

I ran for the Book, flinging open the pages. 

But the gold was engraved with symbols only one being on this earth knew how

to  read,  and  she  was  gone.  I  hurled  the  damn  thing  into  the  void  inside  the Cauldron. 

It vanished and did not appear again. 

“Well, that’s one way to try,” Rhys said. 

I whirled at the humor, but his face was hard. Grim. 

“I don’t know what to do,” I whispered. 

Rhys studied the ruins. “Amren said you were a conduit.” I nodded. “So be one

again.” 

“What?” 

He  looked  at  me  like  I   was  the  insane  one  as  he  said,  “Remake  the  Cauldron. 

Forge it anew.” 

“With  what power?” 

“My own.” 

“You’re—you’re drained, Rhys. So am I. We all are.” 

“Try. Humor me.” 

I blinked, that edge of panic dulling a bit. Yes—yes, with him, with my mate …

I thought through the spell Amren had shown me. If I changed one small thing

… It was a gamble. But it might work. 

“Better than nothing,” I said, blowing out a breath. 

“That’s the spirit.” Humor danced in his eyes. 

The dead lay around us for miles, cries of the wounded and grieving starting to

rise up, but … We had stopped Hybern. Stopped the king. 

Perhaps in this … in this we would be lucky, too. 

I reached for him—with my hand, my mind. 

His  shields  were  up—solid  walls  he’d  erected  during  battle.  I  brushed  a  hand along one, but it remained. Rhys smiled down at me, kissed me once. 

“Remind me to never get on Nesta’s bad side.” 

That he could even   joke—no, it was a form of enduring. For both of us. 

Because  the  alternative  to  laughter  …  Varian’s  devastated  face,  watching  us

silently, was the alternative. And with this thing before us, this final task …

So I managed a laugh. 

And  I  was  still  smiling,  just  a  bit,  when  I  again  laid  my  hand  on  the  broken shards of the Cauldron. 

It was a hole. Airless. No life could exist here. No light. 

It  was  …  it  was  what  had  existed  at  the  beginning.  Before  all  things  had

exploded from it. 

It did not belong here. Maybe one day, when the earth had grown old and died, 

when the stars had vanished, too … maybe then, we would return to this place. 

Not today. Not now. 

I was both form and nothing. 

And behind me … Rhys’s power was a tether. An unending lightning strike that

surged from me into this … place. To be shaped as I willed it. 

Made and un-Made. 

From a distant corner of my memory, my human mind … I remembered a mural

I  had  seen  at  the  Spring  Court.  Tucked  away  in  a  dusty,  unused  library.  It  told the story of Prythian. 

It told the story of a Cauldron.  This Cauldron. 

And when it was held by female hands … All life flowed from it. 

I reached mine out, Rhys’s power rippling through me. 

United. Joined as one. Ask and answer. 

I was not afraid. Not with him there. 

I cupped my hands as if the cracked thirds of the Cauldron could fit into them. 

The entire universe into the palm of my hand. 

I began to speak that last spell Amren had found us. Speak and think and feel it. 

Word and breath and blood. 

Rhys’s power flowed through me, out of me. The Cauldron appeared. 

Light  danced  along  the  fissures  where  the  broken  thirds  had  come  together. 

There—there I would need to forge. To weld. To   bind. 

I put a hand against the side of the Cauldron. Raw, brutal power cascaded out of

me. 

I leaned back into him, unafraid of that power, of the male who held me. 

It flowed and flowed, a burst dam of night. 

The cracks fizzled and blurred. 

That void began to slither back in. 

More. We needed more. 

He gave it to me. Rhys handed over everything. 

I was a bearer, a vessel, a link. 

 I love you, he whispered into my mind. 

I only leaned back into him, savoring his warmth, even in this non-place. 

Power shuddered through him. Wrapped around the Cauldron. I recited the spell

over and over and over. 

The first crack healed. 

Then the second. 

I felt him tremble behind me, heard his wet rasp of breath. I tried to turn

—

 I love you, he said again. 

The third and final crack began to heal over. 

His power began to sputter. But it kept flowing out. 

I  threw  mine  into  it,  sparks  and  snow  and  light  and  water.  Together,  we  threw everything in. We gave every last drop. 

Until  that  Cauldron  was  whole.  Until  the  thing  it  contained  …  it  was  in  there. 

Locked away. 

Until  I  could  feel  the  sun  again  warming  my  face.  And  saw  that  Cauldron

squatting before me—beneath my hand. 

I eased my fingers from the icy iron rim. Gazed down into the inky depths. 

No cracks. Whole. 

I loosed a shuddering breath. We had done it. We had done—

I turned. 

It took me a moment to grasp it. What I saw. 

Rhys was sprawled on the rocky ground, wings draped behind him. 

He looked like he was sleeping. 

But as I breathed in—

It wasn’t there. 

That thing that rose and fell with each breath. That echoed each heartbeat. 

The mating bond. 

It wasn’t there. It was gone. 

Because his own chest … it was not moving. 

And Rhys was dead. 
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I had only silence in my head. Only silence, as I began screaming. 

Screaming and screaming and screaming. 

The emptiness in my chest, my  soul  at the lack of that bond, that  life —

I was shaking him, screaming his name and shaking him, and my body stopped

being my body and just became this   thing that held me and this  lack of him, and I could not stop screaming and screaming—

Then  Mor  was  there.  And  Azriel,  swaying  on  his  feet,  an  arm  hooked  around

Cassian—just as bloody and barely standing thanks to the blue, webbed Siphon-patches all over him. Over them both. 

They were saying things, but all I could hear was that last   I love you, which had not been a declaration but a good-bye. 

And  he  had  known.  He  had   known  he  had  nothing  left,  and  stopping  it  would take  everything.  It  would   cost  him  everything.  He’d  kept  his  shields  up  so  I wouldn’t  see,  because  I  wouldn’t  have  said  yes,  I  would  have  rather  the  world ended  than this, this  thing he had done and this  emptiness where he was, where we were—

Someone was trying to haul me away from him, and I let out a sound that might

have been a snarl or another scream, and they let go. 

I couldn’t live with this, couldn’t endure this, couldn’t  breathe—

There were hands—unknown hands on his throat. Touching him—

I lunged for them, but someone held me back. “He’s seeing if there’s anything to

be done,” Mor said, voice raw. 

He—him.  Thesan.  High  Lord  of  the  Dawn.  And  of  healing.  I  lunged  again,  to

beg him, to plead—

But he shook his head. At Mor. At the others. 

Tarquin  was  there.  Helion.  Panting  and  battered.  “He  …,”  Helion  rasped,  then

shook  his  head,  closing  his  eyes.  “Of  course  he  did,”  he  said,  more  to  himself than anyone. 

“Please,”  I  said,  and  wasn’t  sure  who  I  was  speaking  to.  My  fingers  scraped against Rhys’s armor, trying to get to the heart beneath. 

The Cauldron—maybe the Cauldron—

I did not know those spells. How to put him in and make sure   he came back out

—

Hands  wrapped  around  my  own.  They  were  blood-splattered  and  cut  up,  but

gentle.  I  tried  to  pull  away,  but  they  held  firm  as  Tarquin  knelt  beside  me  and said, “I’m sorry.” 

It was those two words that shattered me. Shattered me in a way I didn’t know I

could still be broken, a rending of every tether and leash. 

 Stay  with  the  High  Lord.  The  Suriel’s  last  warning.  Stay   …  and  live  to   see everything righted. 

A lie. A  lie, as Rhys had lied to me.  Stay with the High Lord. 

Stay. 

For  there  …  the  torn  scraps  of  the  mating  bond.  Floating  on  a  phantom  wind inside me. I grasped at them—tugged at them, as if he’d answer. 

 Stay.  Stay, stay, stay. 

I clung to those scraps and remnants, clawing at the void that lurked beyond. 

 Stay. 

I looked up at Tarquin, lip curling back from my teeth. Looked at Helion. 

And Thesan. And Beron and Kallias, Viviane weeping at his side. And I snarled, 

“Bring him back.” 

Blank faces. 

I screamed at them, “BRING HIM BACK .” 

Nothing. 

“You did it for me,” I said, breathing hard. “  Now do it for him.” 

“You were a human,” Helion said carefully. “It is not the same—” 

“I  don’t  care.  Do  it.”  When  they  didn’t  move,  I  rallied  the  dregs  of  my  power, readying to rip into their minds and force them, not caring what rules or laws it

broke. I wouldn’t care, only if—

Tarquin stepped forward. He slowly extended his hand toward me. 

“For what he gave,” Tarquin said quietly. “Today and for many years before.” 

And as that seed of light appeared in his palm … I began crying again. 

Watched  it  drop  onto  Rhys’s  bare  throat  and  vanish  into  the  skin  beneath,  an echo of light flaring once. 

Helion stepped forward. That kernel of light in his hand flickered as it fell onto

Rhys’s skin. 

Then Kallias. And Thesan. 

Until only Beron stood there. 

Mor  drew  her  sword  and  laid  it  on  his  throat.  He  jerked,  having  not  even  seen her move. “I do not mind making one more kill today,” she said. 

Beron gave her a withering glare, but shoved off the sword and strode forward. 

He  practically  chucked  that  fleck  of  light  onto  Rhys.  I  didn’t  care  about  that, either. 

I didn’t know the spell, the power it came from. But I was High Lady. 

I held out my palm. Willing that spark of life to appear. Nothing happened. 

I  took  a  steadying  breath,  remembering  how  it  had  looked.  “Tell  me  how,”  I

growled to no one. 

Thesan coughed and stepped forward. Explaining the core of power and on and

on and I didn’t care, but I listened, until—

There. Small as a sunflower seed, it appeared in my palm. A bit of me—

my life. 

I laid it gently on Rhys’s blood-crusted throat. 

And I realized, just as he appeared, what was missing. 
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Tamlin stood there, summoned by either the death of a fellow High Lord or one

of the others around me. He was splattered in mud and gore, his new bandolier

of knives mostly empty. 

He studied Rhys, lifeless before me. Studied all of us—the palms still out. 

There was no kindness on his face. No mercy. 

“Please,” was all I said to him. 

Then Tamlin glanced between us—me and my mate. His face did not change. 

“Please,” I wept. “I will—I will give you  anything —” 

Something shifted in his eyes at that. But not kindness. No emotion at all. 

I  laid  my  head  on  Rhysand’s  chest,  listening  for  any  kind  of  heartbeat  through that armor. 

“Anything,” I breathed to no one in particular. “Anything.” 

Steps  scuffed  on  the  rocky  ground.  I  braced  myself  for  another  set  of  hands trying to pull me away, and dug my fingers in harder. 

The steps remained behind me for long enough that I looked. 

Tamlin stood there. Staring down at me. Those green eyes swimming with some

emotion I couldn’t place. 

“Be happy, Feyre,” he said quietly. 

And dropped that final kernel of light onto Rhysand. 

I had not witnessed it—when it had been done to me. 

So all I did was hold on to him. To his body, to the tatters of that bond. 

 Stay, I begged.  Stay . 

Light glowed beyond my shut eyelids. 

 Stay. 

And in the silence … I began to tell him. 

About that first night I’d seen him. When I’d heard that voice beckoning me to

the hills. When I couldn’t resist its summons, and now … now I wondered if I

had heard him calling for me on Calanmai. If it had been his voice that brought

me there that night. 

I told him how I had fallen in love with him—every glance and passed note and

croak  of  laughter  he  coaxed  from  me.  I  told  him  of  everything  we’d  done,  and what  it  had  meant  to  me,  and  all  that  I  still  wanted  to  do.  All  the  life   still  left before us. 

And in return … a thud sounded. 

I opened my eyes. Another thud. 

And then his chest rose, lifting my head with it. 

I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe—

A hand brushed my back. 

Then  Rhys  groaned,  “If  we’re  all  here,  either  things  went  very,  very  wrong  or very right.” 

Cassian’s broken laugh cracked out of him. 

I  couldn’t  lift  my  head,  couldn’t  do  anything  but  hold  him,  savoring  every

heartbeat and breath and the rumble of his voice as Rhys rasped, 

“You  lot  will  be  pleased  to  know  …  My  power  remains  my  own.  No  thieving

here.” 

“You  do  know  how  to  make  an  entrance,”  Helion  drawled.  “Or  should  I  say

exit?” 

“You’re horrible,” Viviane snapped. “That’s not even remotely funny—” 

I  didn’t  hear  what  else  they  said.  Rhys  sat  up,  lifting  me  off  him.  He  brushed away the hair clinging to my damp cheeks. 

“Stay with the High Lord,” he murmured. 

I hadn’t believed it—until I looked into that face. Those star-flecked eyes. 

Hadn’t let myself believe it wasn’t anything but some delusion—

“It’s real,” he said, kissing my brow. “And—there’s another surprise.” 

He  pointed  with  a  healed  hand  toward  the  Cauldron.  “Someone  fish  out  dear

Amren before she catches a cold.” 

Varian whirled toward us. But Mor was sprinting for the Cauldron, and her cry

as she reached in—

“How?” I breathed. 

Azriel and Varian were there, helping Mor heave a waterlogged form out of the

dark water. 

Her chest rose and fell, her features the same, but …

“She was there,” Rhys said. “When the Cauldron was sealing. Going …

wherever we go.” 

Amren sputtered water, vomiting onto the rocky ground. Mor thumped her back, 

coaxing her through it. 

“So I reached out a hand,” Rhys went on quietly. “To see if she might want to

come back.” 

And as Amren opened her eyes, as Varian let out a choked sound of relief and

joy—

I knew—what she had given up to come back. High Fae—and just that. 

For her silver eyes were solid. Unmoving. No smoke, no burning mist in them. 

A normal life, no trace of her powers to be seen. 

And as Amren smiled at me … I wondered if that had been her last gift. 

If it all … if it all had been a gift. 
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Amongst  the  sprawling  field  of  corpses  and  wounded,  there  was  one  body  I

wanted to bury. 

Only Nesta, Elain, and I returned to that clearing, once Azriel had given the all-

clear that the battle was well and truly over. 

Letting  Rhys  out  of  my  sight  to  wrangle  our  scattered  armies,  sort  through  the living  and  dead,  and  figure  out  some  semblance  of  order  was  an  effort  in  self-control. 

I  nearly  begged  Rhys  to  come  with  us,  so  I  didn’t  have  to  let  go  of  his  hand, which I had not stopped clutching since those moments I’d heard his beautiful, 

solid heartbeat echoing into his body once more. 

But this task, this farewell … I knew, deep down, that it was only for my sisters

and me. 

So I released Rhys’s hand, kissing him once, twice, and left him in the war-camp

to help Mor haul a barely standing Cassian to the nearest healer. 

Nesta  was  watching  them  when  I  reached  her  and  Elain  at  the  tree-lined

outskirts.  Had  she  done  some  healing,  somehow,  in  those  moments  after  she’d

severed the king’s head? Or had it been Cassian’s immortal blood and Azriel’s

battlefield patching that had already healed him enough to manage to stand, even

with the wing and leg? I didn’t ask my sister, and she supplied no answer as she

took  the  water  bucket  dangling  from  Elain’s  still-bloody  hands,  and  I  followed them both through the trees. 

The King of Hybern’s corpse lay in the clearing, crows already picking at it. 

Nesta spat on it before we approached our father. The crows barely scattered in time. 

The screams and moaning of the wounded was a distant wall of sound—

another world away from the sun-dappled clearing. From the blood still fresh on

the  moss  and  grass.  I  blocked  out  the  coppery  tang  of  it—Cassian’s  blood,  the king’s blood, Nesta’s blood. 

Only our father had not bled. He hadn’t been given the chance to. And through

whatever small mercy of the Mother, the crows hadn’t started on him. 

Elain quietly washed his face. Combed out his hair and beard. 

Straightened his clothes. 

She found flowers—somewhere. She laid them at his head, on his chest. 

We stared down at him in silence. 

“I love you,” Elain whispered, voice breaking. 

Nesta said nothing, face unreadable. There were such shadows in her eyes. I had

not told her what I’d seen—had let them tell me what they wanted. 

Elain breathed, “Should we—say a prayer?” 

We did not have such things in the human world, I remembered. My sisters had

no prayers to offer him. But in Prythian …

“Mother  hold  you,”  I  whispered,  reciting  words  I  had  not  heard  since  that  day Under  the  Mountain.  “May  you  pass  through  the  gates;  may  you  smell  that

immortal  land  of  milk  and  honey.”  Flame  ignited  at  my  fingertips.  All  I  could muster. All that was left. “Fear no evil. Feel no pain.” 

My mouth trembled as I breathed, “May you enter eternity.” 

Tears  slid  down  Elain’s  pallid  cheeks  as  she  adjusted  an  errant  flower  on  our father’s chest, white-petaled and delicate, and then backed away to my side with

a nod. 

Nesta’s face did not shift as I sent that fire to ignite our father’s body. 

He was ash on the wind in a matter of moments. 

We stared at the burned slab of earth for long minutes, the sun shifting overhead. 

Steps crunched on the grass behind us. 

Nesta whirled, but—

Lucien. It was Lucien. 

Lucien, haggard and bloody, panting for breath. As if he’d run from the shore. 

His  gaze  settled  on  Elain,  and  he  sagged  a  little.  But  Elain  only  wrapped  her arms around herself and remained at my side. 

“Are you hurt?” he asked, coming toward us. Spying the blood speckling Elain’s

hands. 

He halted short as he noticed the King of Hybern’s decapitated head on the other

side of the clearing. Nesta was still showered with his blood. 

“I’m fine,” Elain said quietly. And then asked, noticing the gore on him, the torn

clothes and still-bloody weapons, “Are you—” 

“Well, I never want to fight in another battle as long as I live, but … yes, I’m in

one piece.” 

A faint smile bloomed on Elain’s lips. But Lucien noticed that scorched patch of

grass behind us and said, “I heard—what happened. I’m sorry for your loss. All

of you.” 

I  just  strode  to  him  and  threw  my  arms  around  his  neck,  even  if  it  wasn’t  the embrace he was hoping for. “Thank you—for coming. With the battle, I mean.” 

“I’ve got one hell of a story to tell you,” he said, squeezing me tightly. 

“And don’t be surprised if Vassa corners you as soon as the ships are sorted. 

And the sun sets.” 

“Is she really—” 

“Yes.  But  your  father,  ever  the  negotiator  …”  A  sad,  small  smile  toward  that burnt  grass.  “He  managed  to  cut  a  deal  with  Vassa’s   keeper  to  come  here. 

Temporarily,  but  …  better  than  nothing.  But  yes—queen  by  night,  firebird  by

day.” He blew out a breath. “Nasty curse.” 

“The human queens are still out there,” I said. Maybe I’d hunt them down. 

“Not for long—not if Vassa has anything to do with it.” 

“You sound like an acolyte.” 

Lucien blushed, glancing at Elain. “She’s got a foul temper and a fouler mouth.” 

He cut me a wry look. “You’ll get along just fine.” 

I nudged him in the ribs. 

But  Lucien  again  looked  at  that  singed  grass,  and  his  blood-splattered  face

turned solemn. “He was a good man,” he said. “He loved you all very much.” 

I nodded, unable to form the words. The thoughts. Nesta didn’t so much as blink

to indicate she’d heard. Elain just wrapped her arms tighter around herself, a few

more tears streaking free. 

I spared Lucien the torment of debating whether to touch her, and linked my arm

through  his  as  I  began  to  walk  away,  letting  my  sisters  decide  to  follow  or remain—if they wanted a moment alone with that burnt grass. 

Elain came. 

Nesta stayed. 

Elain  fell  into  step  beside  me,  peering  at  Lucien.  He  noticed  it.  “I  heard  you made the killing blow,” he said. 

Elain studied the trees ahead. “Nesta did. I just stabbed him.” 

Lucien seemed to fumble for a response, but I said to him, “So where now? Off

with Vassa?” I wondered if he’d heard of Tamlin’s role—the help he’d given us. 

A  look  at  my  friend  showed  me  he  had.  Someone,  perhaps  my  mate,  had informed him. 

Lucien  shrugged.  “First—here.  To  help.  Then  …”  Another  glance  at  Elain. 

“Who knows?” 

I nudged Elain, who blinked at me, then blurted, “You could come to Velaris.” 

He saw all of it, but nodded graciously. “It would be my pleasure.” 

As  we  strode  back  to  the  camp,  Lucien  told  us  of  his  time  away—how  he’d

hunted for Vassa, how he’d found her already with my father, an army marching

westward.  How  Miryam  and  Drakon  had  found  them  on  their  own  journey  to

help us. 

I was still mulling over all he said when I slipped into my tent to finally change

out of my leathers, leaving him and Elain to go find a place to wash up. And talk

—perhaps. 

But as I strode through the flaps, sound greeted me within—talking. 

Many voices, one of them belonging to my mate. 

I got one step inside and knew I wouldn’t be changing my clothes anytime soon. 

For seated in a chair before the brazier was Prince Drakon, Rhys sprawled and

still bloody on the cushions across from him. And on the pillows beside Rhys sat

a lovely female, her dark hair tumbling down her back in luscious curls, already

smiling at me. 

Miryam. 

CHAPTER

79

Miryam’s  smiling  face  was  more  human  than  High  Fae.  But  Miryam,  I

remembered as she and Drakon rose to their feet to greet me, was only half Fae. 

She  bore  the  delicately  pointed  ears,  but  …  there  was  something  still  human

about her. In that broad smile that lit up her brown eyes. 

I instantly liked her. Mud splattered her own leathers—a different make than the Illyrians’, but obviously designed by another aerial people to keep warm in the

skies—and a few speckles of blood coated the honey-brown skin along her neck

and hands, but she didn’t seem to notice. Or care. She held out her hands to me. 

“High Lady,” Miryam said, her accent the same as Drakon’s. Rolling and rich. 

I took her hands, surprised to find them dry and warm. She squeezed my fingers

tightly while I managed to say, “I’ve heard so much about you—

thank you for coming.” I cast a look at where Rhys still remained sprawled on

the cushions, watching us with raised brows. “For someone who was just dead,” 

I said tightly, “you seem remarkably relaxed.” 

Rhys  smirked.  “I’m  glad  you’re  bouncing  back  to  your  usual  spirits,  Feyre

darling.” 

Drakon snorted, and took my hands, squeezing them as tightly as his mate had. 

“What  he  doesn’t  want  to  tell  you,  my  lady,  is  that  he’s  so  damn  old  he   can’t stand up right now.” 

I whirled to Rhys. “Are you—” 

“Fine, fine,” Rhys said, waving a hand, even as he groaned a bit. 

“Though perhaps now you see why I didn’t bother visiting these two for so long. 

They’re terribly cruel to me.” 

Miryam laughed, plopping down on the cushions again. “Your mate was in the

middle of telling us  your  story, as it seems you’ve already heard ours.” 

I had, but even as Prince Drakon gracefully returned to his seat and I slid into the

chair  beside  his,  just  watching  the  two  of  them  …  I  wanted  to  know  the  entire thing. One day—not tomorrow or the day after, but … one day, I wanted to hear

their tale in full. But for now …

“I—saw  you  two.  Battling  Jurian.”  Drakon  instantly  stiffened,  Miryam’s  eyes

going shuttered as I asked, “Is he … Is he dead?” 

“No,” was all Drakon said. 

“Mor,” Miryam cut in, frowning, “wound up convincing us not to …

settle things.” 

They would have. From the expression on Drakon’s face, the prince still didn’t

seem convinced. And from the haunted gleam in Miryam’s eyes, it seemed as if

far more had occurred during that fight than they let on. But I still asked, “Where

is he?” 

Drakon  shrugged.  “After  we  didn’t  kill  him,  I  have  no  idea  where  he  slithered off to.” 

Rhys  gave  me  a  half  smile.  “He’s  with  Lord  Graysen’s  men—seeing  to  the

wounded.” 

Miryam asked carefully, “Are you—friends with Jurian?” 

“No,” I said. “I mean—I don’t think so. But … every word he said was true. And

he did help me. A great deal.” 

Neither of them so much as nodded as they exchanged a long glance, unspoken

words passing between them. 

Rhys asked, “I thought I saw Nephelle during the battle—any chance I’ll get to

say hello, or is she too important now to bother with me?” Laughter

—beautiful laughter—danced in his eyes. 

I straightened, smiling. “She’s here?” 

Drakon lifted a dark brow. “You know Nephelle?” 

“Know  of  her,” I said, and glanced toward the tent flaps as if she’d come striding right in. “I—it’s a long story.” 

“We  have  time  to  hear  it,”  Miryam  said,  then  added,  “Or  …  a  bit  of  time,  I suppose.” 

For there were indeed many, many things to sort out. Including—

I shook my head. “Later,” I said to Miryam, to her mate. The proof that a world
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could exist without a wall, without a Treaty. “There’s something …” 

I relayed my thought down the bond to Rhys, earning a nod of approval before I

said, “Is your island still secret?” 

Miryam  and  Drakon  exchanged  a  guilty  look.  “We  do  apologize  for  that,” 

Miryam  offered.  “It  seems  that  the  glamour  worked   too  well,  if  it  kept  well-meaning  messengers  away.”  She  shook  her  head,  those  beautiful  curls  moving

with her. “We would have come sooner—we left the moment we realized what

trouble you all were in.” 

“No,”  I  said,  shaking  my  own  head,  scrambling  for  the  words.  “No—I  don’t

blame you. Mother above, we owe you …” I blew out a breath. “We are in your

debt.” Drakon and Miryam objected to that, but I went on, 

“What I mean is … If there was an object of terrible power that now needed to

be hidden … Would Cretea remain a good place to conceal it?” 

Again that look between them, a look between mates. “Yes,” Drakon said. 

Miryam breathed, “You mean the Cauldron.” 

I nodded. It had been hauled into our camp, guarded by whatever Illyrians could

still  stand.  None  of  the  other  High  Lords  had  asked—for  now.  But  I  could  see the debate that would rage, the war we might start internally over who, exactly, 

got to keep the Cauldron. “It needs to disappear,” I said softly. “Permanently.” I

added, “Before anyone remembers to lay claim to it.” 

Drakon  and  Miryam  considered,  some  unspoken  conversation  passing  between

them, perhaps down their own mating bond. “When we leave,” 

Drakon  said  at  last,  “one  of  our  ships  might  find  itself  a  little  heavier  in  the water.” 

I smiled. “Thank you.” 

“When are you, exactly, planning to leave?” Rhys asked, lifting a brow. 

“Kicking us out already?” Drakon said with a half smile. 

“A few days,” Miryam cut in wryly. “As soon as the injured are ready.” 

“Good,” I said. 

They all looked to me. I swallowed. “I mean … Not that I’m glad for you to go

…”  The  amusement  in  Miryam’s  eyes  spread,  twinkling.  I  smiled  myself.  “I

want you here. Because I’d like to call a meeting.” 

A  day  later  …  I  didn’t  know  how  it’d  come  together  so  quickly.  I’d  merely

explained what I wanted, what we  needed  to do, and … Rhys and Drakon made

it happen. 

There  was  no  proper  space  to  do  it—not  with  the  camps  in  disarray.  But  there was one place—a few miles off. 

And  as  the  sun  set  and  my  family’s  half-ruined  estate  became  filled  with  High Lords  and  princes,  generals  and  commanders,  humans  and  Fae  …  I  still  didn’t

have the words to really express it. How we could all gather in the giant sitting

room, the only usable space in my family’s old estate, and actually have … this

meeting. 

I’d slept through the night, deep and undisturbed, Rhys in bed beside me. 

I hadn’t let go of him until dawn had leaked into our tent. And then … the war-

camps  were  too  full  of  blood  and  injured  and  the  dead.  And  there  was  this

meeting to arrange between various armies and camps and peoples. 

It took all day, but by the end of it, I found myself in the wrecked foyer, Rhys

and the others beside me, the chandelier a broken mass behind us on the cracked

marble floor. 

The High Lords arrived first. Starting with Beron. 

Beron, who did not so much as glance at his son-who-was-not-his-son. 

Lucien, standing on my other side, didn’t acknowledge Beron’s existence, either. 

Or Eris’s, as he strode a step behind his father. 

Eris  was  bruised  and  cut  up  enough  to  indicate  he  must  have  been  in  terrible shape after the fighting ceased yesterday, sporting a brutal slice

down  his  cheek  and  neck—barely  healed.  Mor  let  out  a  satisfied  grunt  at  the sight of it—or perhaps a sound of disappointment that the wound had not been

fatal. 

Eris continued by as if he hadn’t heard it, but didn’t sneer at least. Rather

—he just nodded at Rhys. 

It was silent promise enough: soon. Soon, perhaps, Eris would finally take what

he desired—and call in our debt. 

We did not bother to nod back. None of us. 

Especially not Lucien, who continued dutifully ignoring his eldest brother. 

But as Eris strode by … I could have sworn there was something like sadness—

like regret, as he glanced to Lucien. 

Tamlin crossed the threshold moments later. 

He  had  a  bandage  over  his  neck,  and  one  over  his  arm.  He  came,  as  he  had  to that first meeting, with no one in tow. 

I  wondered  if  he  knew  that  this  wrecked  house  had  been  purchased  with  the

money he’d given my father. With the kindness he’d shown them. 

But Tamlin’s attention didn’t go to me. 

It went to the person just to my left. To Lucien. 

Lucien  stepped  forward,  head  high,  even  as  that  metal  eye  whirred.  My  sisters were  already  within  the  sitting  room,  ready  to  guide  our  guests  to  their

predetermined spots. We’d planned those carefully, too. 

Tamlin paused a few feet away. None of us said a word. Not as Lucien opened

his mouth. 

“Tamlin—” 

But  Tamlin’s  attention  had  gone  to  the  clothes  Lucien  now  wore.  The  Illyrian leathers. 

He might as well have been wearing Night Court black. 

It  was  an  effort  to  keep  my  mouth  shut,  to  not  explain  that  Lucien  didn’t  have any other clothes with him, and that they weren’t a sign of his allegiance—

Tamlin  just  shook  his  head,  loathing  simmering  in  his  green  eyes,  and  walked past. Not a word. 

I looked at Lucien in time to see the guilt, the devastation, flicker in that russet

eye.  Rhys  had  indeed  told  Lucien  everything  about  Tamlin’s  covert  assistance. 

His help in dragging Beron here. Saving me at the camp. But Lucien remained

standing with us as Tamlin found his place in the sitting room to our right. Did

not glance at his friend even once. 

Lucien wasn’t foolish enough to beg for forgiveness. 

That  conversation,  that  confrontation—it  would  take  place  at  another  time. 

Another day, or week, or month. 

I lost track of who filed in afterward. Drakon and Miryam, along with a host of

their people. Including—

I  started  at  the  slight,  dark-haired  female  who  entered  on  Miryam’s  right,  her wings much smaller than the other Seraphim. 

I  glanced  to  where  Azriel  stood  on  Rhys’s  other  side,  bandaged  all  over  and wings  in  splints  after  he’d  worked  them  too  hard  yesterday.  The  shadowsinger

nodded in confirmation. Nephelle. 

I smiled at the legendary warrior-scribe when she noticed my stare as she passed

by. She grinned right back at me. 

Kallias and Viviane flowed in, along with that female who was indeed her sister. 

Then  Tarquin  and  Varian.  Thesan  and  his  battered  Peregryn  captain—whose

hand he tightly held. 

Helion  was  the  last  of  the  High  Lords  to  arrive.  I  didn’t  dare  look  through  the

ruined doorway to where Lucien now stood in the sitting room, close to Elain’s side  as  she  and  my  sister  silently  kept  against  the  wall  by  the  intact  bay  of windows. 

Beron, wisely, didn’t approach—and Eris only looked over every now and then. 

To watch. 

Helion  was  limping,  flanked  by  a  few  of  his  captains  and  generals,  but  still managed a grim smile. “Better enjoy this while it lasts,” he said to me and Rhys. 

“I doubt we’ll be so unified when we walk out of here.” 

“Thank  you  for  the  words  of  encouragement,”  I  said  tightly,  and  Helion

chuckled as he eased inside. 

More  and  more  people  filled  that  room,  the  tense  conversation  broken  up  by

bursts of laughter or greeting. Rhys at last told our family to head into

the room—while he and I waited. 

Waited and waited, long minutes. 

It’d take them longer to arrive, I realized. Since they could not winnow or move

as quickly through the world. 

I was about to turn into the room to begin without them when two male figures

filled the night-darkened doorway. 

Jurian. And Graysen. 

And behind them … a small contingent of other humans. 

I swallowed hard. Now the difficult part would begin. 

Graysen looked inclined to turn around, the fresh cut down his cheek crinkling

as he scowled, but Jurian nudged him in. A black eye bloomed on the left side of

Jurian’s face. I wondered if Miryam or Drakon had given it to him. My money

was on the former. 

Graysen only gave us a tight nod. Jurian smirked at me. 

“I put you on opposite ends of the room,” I said. 

From both Miryam and Drakon. And from Elain. 

Neither  man  responded,  and  only  strode,  proud  and  tall,  into  that  room  full  of Fae. 

Rhys kissed my cheek and strode in behind them. Which left—

As Lucien had promised, with darkness now overhead, Vassa found me. 

The last to arrive—the last piece of this meeting. She stormed over the threshold, 

breathless and unfaltering, and paused only a foot away. 

Her  unbound  hair  was  a  reddish  gold,  thick  dark  lashes  and  brows  framing  the most  stunningly  blue  eyes  I’d  ever  seen.  Beautiful,  her  freckled  skin  golden-brown and gleaming. Only a few years older than me, but …

young-feeling. Coltish. Fierce and untamed, despite her curse. 

Vassa said in a lilting accent, “Are you Feyre Cursebreaker?” 

“Yes,” I said, sensing Rhys listening wryly from the other room, where the rest

were now beginning to quiet themselves. To wait for me. 

Vassa’s  full  mouth  tightened.  “I  am  sorry—about  your  father.  He  was  a  great

man.” 

Nesta, striding out of the sitting room, halted at the words. Looked Vassa up and

down. 

Vassa returned the favor. “You are Nesta,” Vassa declared, and I wondered how

my  father  had  described  her  so  that  Vassa  would  know.  “I  am  sorry  for  your loss, too.” 

Nesta simply regarded her with that cool indifference. 

“I heard you slew the King of Hybern,” Vassa said, those dark brows narrowing

as she again surveyed Nesta, searching for any sign of a warrior beneath the blue

dress she wore. Vassa only shrugged to herself when Nesta didn’t reply and said

to me, “He was a better father to me than my own. I owe much to him, and will honor his memory as long as I live.” 

The look Nesta was giving the queen was enough to wither the grass beyond the

shattered  front  door.  It  didn’t  get  any  better  as  Vassa  said,  “Can  you  break  the curse on me, Feyre Archeron?” 

“Is that why you agreed to come so quickly?” 

A half smile. “Partly. Lucien suggested you had gifts. And other High Lords do

as well.” 

Like his father—his true one. Helion. 

She went on before I could answer. “I do not have much time left—

before I must return to the lake. To him.” 

To the death-lord who held her leash. “Who is he?” I breathed. 

Vassa only shook her head, waving a hand as her eyes darkened, and repeated, 

“Can you break my curse?” 

“I—I don’t know how to break those kinds of spells,” I admitted. Her face fell. I

added, “But … we can try.” 

She  considered.  “With  the  healing  of  our  armies,  I  won’t  be  able  to  leave  for some time. Perhaps it will give me a … loophole, as Lucien called it, to remain

longer.” Another shake of the head. “We shall discuss this later,” she declared. 

“Along with the threat my fellow queens pose.” 

My heart stumbled a beat. 

A  cruel  smile  curved  Vassa’s  mouth.  “They  will  try  to  intervene,”  she  said. 

“With  any  sort  of  peace  talks.  Hybern  sent  them  back  before  this  battle,  but  I have  no  doubt  they  were  smart  enough  to  encourage  that.  Not  to  waste  their

armies here.” 

“But they will elsewhere?” Nesta demanded. 

Vassa tossed her smooth sheet of hair over a shoulder. “We shall see. 

And you will think of ways to help me.” 

I waited until she headed for the sitting room before I flicked my brows up at the

order. Either she didn’t know or didn’t care that I was  also  a queen in my right. 

Nesta smirked. “Good luck with  that.” 

I  scowled,  shoving  down  the  worry  already  blooming  in  my  gut,  and  said, 

“Where are you going? The meeting is starting.” 

“Why should I be in there?” 

“You’re the guest of honor. You killed the king.” 

Shadows flickered in her face. “So what.” 

I blinked. “You’re our emissary as well. You should be here for this.” 

Nesta looked toward the stairs, and I noticed the object she clutched in her fist. 

The small, wooden carving. I couldn’t make out what manner of animal it was, 

but I knew the wood. Knew the work. 

One of the little carvings our father had crafted during those years he—

he  hadn’t  done  much  of  anything  at  all.  I  looked  at  her  face  before  she  could notice my attention. 

Nesta said, “Do you think it will work—this meeting?” 

With so many Fae ears in the room beyond, I didn’t dare give any answer but the

truth. “I don’t know. But I’m willing to try.” I offered my hand to my sister. “I

want you here for this. With me.” 

Nesta  considered  that  outstretched  hand.  For  a  moment,  I  thought  she’d  walk

away. 

But she slid her hand into mine, and together we walked into that room crammed

with humans and Fae. Both parts of this world.  All parts of this world. 

High Fae from every court. Miryam and Drakon and their retinue. 

Humans from many territories. 

All watching me and Nesta as we entered, as we strode to where Rhys and the

others  waited,  facing  the  gathered  room.  I  tried  not  to  cringe  at  the  shattered furniture that had been sorted through for any possible seats. At

the ripped wallpaper, the half-dangling curtains. But it was better than nothing. 

I supposed the same could be said of our world. 

Silence settled. Rhys nudged me forward, a hand brushing the small of my back

as  I  took  a  step  past  him.  I  lifted  my  chin,  scanning  the  room.  And  I  smiled  at them, the humans and Fae assembled here—in peace. 

My voice was clear and unwavering. “My name is Feyre Archeron. I was once

human—and  now  I  am  Fae.  I  call  both  worlds  my  home.  And  I  would  like  to

discuss renegotiating the Treaty.” 
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A world divided was not a world that could thrive. 

That  first  meeting  went  on  for  hours,  many  of  us  short-tempered  with

exhaustion, but … channels were made. Stories were exchanged. Tales narrated

of either side of the wall. 

I told them my story. 

All of it. 

I told it to the strangers who did not know me, I told it to my friends, and I told it

to  Tamlin,  hard-faced  by  the  distant  wall.  I  explained  the  years  of  poverty,  the trials  Under  the  Mountain,  the  love  I  had  found  and  let  go,  the  love  that  had healed and saved me. My voice did not quaver. My voice did not break. Nearly

everything I had seen in the Ouroboros—I let them see it, too. Told them. 

And  when  I  was  done,  Miryam  and  Drakon  stepped  forward  to  tell  their  own story. 

Another glimmer of proof—that humans and Fae could not only work together, 

live together, but become so much more. I listened to every word of it—and did

not bother to brush away my tears at times. I only clutched Rhys’s hand, and did

not let go. 

There were several others with tales. Some that went counter to our own. 

Relations that had not gone so well. Crimes committed. Hurts that could not be

forgiven. 

But it was a start. 

There was still much work to be done, trust to build, but the matter of crafting a

new wall …

It remained to be seen whether we could agree on that. Many of us were against

it.  Many  of  the  humans,  rightfully  so,  were  wary.  There  were  still  other  Fae territories to contend with—those who had found Hybern’s promises appealing. 

Seductive. 

The High Lords quarreled the most about the possibility of a new wall. 

And with every word of it, just as Helion said, that temporary allegiance frayed

and snapped. Court lines were redrawn. 

But at least they stayed until the end—until the early hours of the morning when

we  finally  decided  that  the  rest  would  be  discussed  on  another  day.  At  another place. 

It would take time. Time, and healing, and trust. 

And  I  wondered  if  the  road  ahead—the  road  to  true  peace—would  perhaps  be

the hardest and longest one yet. 

The  others  left,  winnowing  or  flying  or  striding  off  into  the  darkness,  already peeling  back  into  their  groups  and  courts  and  war-bands.  I  watched  them  go

from  the  open  doorway  of  the  estate  until  they  were  only  shadows  against  the
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night. 

I’d seen Elain staring out the window earlier—watching Graysen leave with his

men without so much as a look back at her. He had meant every word that day at

his keep. Whether he noticed that Elain still wore his engagement ring, that Elain

stared  and  stared  at  him  as  he  walked  off  into  the  night  …  I  didn’t  know.  Let Lucien deal with that—for now. 

I  sighed,  leaning  my  head  against  the  cracked  stone  door  frame.  The  grand

wooden  door  had  been  shattered  completely,  the  splinters  still  scattered  on  the marble entry behind me. 

I recognized his scent before I heard his easy steps approach. 

“Where  do  you  go  now?”  I  asked  without  looking  over  my  shoulder  as  Jurian

paused  beside  me  and  stared  into  the  darkness.  Miryam  and  Drakon  had  left

quickly,  needing  to  tend  to  their  wounded—and  to  spirit  away  the  Cauldron  to one  of  their  ships  before  the  other  High  Lords  had  a  moment  to  consider  its whereabouts. 

Jurian leaned against the opposite door frame. “Queen Vassa offered me a place

within  her  court.”  Indeed,  Vassa  still  remained  inside,  chatting  with  Lucien

animatedly. I supposed that if she only had until dawn before turning back into

that firebird, she wanted to make every minute count. 

Lucien,  surprisingly,  was  chuckling,  his  shoulders  loose  and  his  head  angled

while he listened. 

“Are you going to accept?” 

Jurian’s face was solemn—tired. “What sort of court can a cursed queen have? 

She’s bound to that death-lord—she has to go back to his lake on the continent at

some  point.”  He  shook  his  head.  “Too  bad  the  king  was  so  spectacularly

beheaded by your sister. I bet he could have found a way to break that curse of

hers.” 

“Too bad indeed,” I muttered. 

Jurian grunted his amusement. 

“Do you think we stand a chance?” I asked, motioning to the human figures still

walking, far away, back toward the camp. “Of peace between all of us?” 

Jurian was silent for a long moment. “Yes,” he said softly. “I do.” 

And I didn’t know why, but it gave me comfort. 

I  was  still  mulling  over  Jurian’s  words  days  later,  when  that  war-camp  was  at last dismantled. When we said our final good-byes, and made promises—

some more sincere than others—to see each other again. 

When my court, my family, winnowed back to Velaris. 

Sunlight  still  leaked  in  through  the  windows  of  the  town  house.  The  scent  of citrus and the sea and baked bread still filled every room. 

And distantly … Children were still laughing in the streets. 

Home. Home was the same—home was untouched. 

I squeezed Rhys’s hand so tightly I thought he’d complain, but he only squeezed

right back. 

And even though we had all bathed, as we stood there … there was a grime to

us. Like the blood hadn’t entirely washed off. 

And I realized that home was indeed the same, but we … perhaps we were not. 

Amren muttered, “I suppose I shall have to eat real food now.” 

“A monumental sacrifice,” Cassian quipped. 

She  gave  him  a  vulgar  gesture,  but  her  eyes  narrowed  at  the  sight  of  his  still-bandaged  wings.  Her  eyes—normal  silver  eyes—slid  to  Nesta,  holding  herself

by the stair rail, as if she’d retreat to her room. 

My  sister  had  barely  spoken,  barely  eaten  these  past  few  days.  Had  not  visited Cassian in his healing bed. Still had not talked to me about what had happened. 

Amren said to her, “I’m surprised you didn’t take the king’s head back to have stuffed and hung on your wall.” 

Nesta’s eyes shot to her. 

Mor  clicked  her  tongue.  “Some  would  consider  that  joke  to  be  in  bad  taste, 

Amren.” 

“I saved your asses. I’m entitled to say what I want.” 

And with that Amren stalked out of the house and into the city streets. 

“The new Amren is even crankier than the old one,” Elain said softly. 

I burst out laughing. The others joined me, and even Elain smiled—

broadly. 

All but Nesta, who stared at nothing. 

When the Cauldron had broken … I didn’t know if it had broken that power in

her, too. Severed its bond. Or if it still lived, somewhere within her. 

“Come  on,”  Mor  said,  slinging  her  arm  around  Azriel’s  shoulders,  then  one

carefully around Cassian’s and leading them toward the sitting room. 

“We need a drink.” 

“We’re opening the fancy bottles,” Cassian called over his shoulder to Rhys, still

limping on that barely healed leg. 

My mate sketched a subservient bow. “Save a bit for me, at least.” 

Rhys  glanced  at  my  sisters,  then  winked  at  me.  The  shadows  of  battle  still

lingered, but that wink … I was still shaky with terror that it wasn’t real. That it

was all some fever dream inside the Cauldron. 

 It is real , he purred into my mind.  I’ll prove it to you later. For hours. 

I  snorted,  and  watched  as  he  made  an  excuse  to  no  one  in  particular  about

finding food and sauntered down the hall, hands in his pockets. 

Alone in the foyer with my sisters, Elain still smiling a bit, Nesta stone-faced, I took a breath. 

Lucien  had  remained  behind  to  help  with  any  of  the  human  wounded  still

needing  Fae  healing,  but  had  promised  to  come  here  when  he  finished.  And  as for Tamlin …

I had not spoken to him. Had barely seen him after he’d told me to be happy, and

given me back my mate. He’d left the meeting before I could say anything. 

So I gave Lucien a note to hand to him if he saw him. Which I knew—I knew he

would. There was a stop that Lucien had to make before he came here, he’d said. 

I knew where he meant. 

My note to Tamlin was short. It conveyed everything I needed to say. 

 Thank you. 

 I hope you find happiness ,  too. 

And I did. Not just for what he’d done for Rhys, but … Even for an immortal, 

there was not enough   time in life to waste it on hatred. On feeling it and putting it into the world. 

So I wished him well—I truly did, and hoped that one day … One day, perhaps

he  would  face  those  insidious  fears,  that  destructive  rage  rotting  away  inside him. 

“So,” I said to my sisters. “What now?” 

Nesta  just  turned  and  went  up  the  stairs,  each  step  slow  and  stiff.  She  shut  her door with a decisive click once she got to her bedroom. 

“With Father,” Elain whispered, still staring up those steps, “I don’t think Nesta

—” 

“I know,” I murmured. “I think Nesta needs to sort through … a lot of it.” 

Too much of it. 

Elain faced me. “Do we help her?” 

I fiddled with the end of my braid. “Yes—but not today. Not tomorrow.” 

I loosed a breath. “When—when she’s ready.” When  we were ready, too. 

Elain nodded, smiling up at me, and it was tentative joy—and  life  that shone in her eyes. A promise of the future, gleaming and sweet. 

I  led  her  into  the  sitting  room,  where  Cassian  had  a  bottle  of  amber-colored liquor  in  each  hand,  Azriel  was  already  rubbing  his  temples,  and  Mor  was

grabbing fine-cut crystal glasses off a shelf. 

“What now?” Elain mused, at last answering my question from moments ago as

her  attention  drifted  to  the  windows  facing  the  sunny  street.  That  smile  grew, bright enough that it lit up even Azriel’s shadows across the room. “I would like

to  build  a  garden,”  she  declared.  “After  all  of  this  …  I  think  the  world  needs more gardens.” 

My throat was too tight to immediately reply, so I just kissed my sister’s cheek

before I said, “Yes—I think it does.” 
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 Rhysand

Even from the kitchen, I could hear all of them. The lapping of what was surely

the oldest bottle of liquor I owned, then the clink of those equally ancient crystal

glasses against each other. 

Then  the  laughter.  The  deep  rumble—that  was  Azriel.  Laughing  at  whatever

Mor  had  said  that  prompted  her  into  a  fit  of  it  as  well,  the  sound  cackling  and merry. 

And  then  another  laugh—silvery  and  bright.  More  beautiful  than  any  music

played at one of Velaris’s countless halls and theaters. 

I stood at the kitchen window, staring at the garden in full summer splendor, not

quite seeing the blooms Elain Archeron had tended these weeks. Just staring—

and listening to that beautiful laugh. My mate’s laugh. 

I rubbed a hand over my chest at that sound—the joy in it. 

Their conversation flitted past, falling back into old rhythms and yet …

Close. We had all come so close to not seeing it again. This place. Each other. 

And I knew that the laughter … it was in part because of that, too. In defiance

and gratitude. 

“You  coming  to  drink,  or  are  you  just  going  to  stare  at  the  flowers  all  day?” 

Cassian’s voice cut through the melody of sounds. 

I  turned,  finding  him  and  Azriel  in  the  kitchen  doorway,  each  with  a  drink  in hand. A second lay in Azriel’s other scarred hand—he floated it

over to me on a blue-tinged breeze. 

I clasped the cool, heavy crystal tumbler. “Sneaking up on your High Lord is ill-

advised,”  I  told  them,  drinking  deeply.  The  liquor  burned  its  way  down  my

throat, warming my stomach. 

“It’s good to keep you on edge in your old age,” Cassian said, drinking himself. 

He leaned against the doorway. “Why are you hiding in here?” 

Azriel  shot  him  a  look,  but  I  snorted,  taking  another  sip.  “You  really  did  open the fancy bottles.” 

They waited. But Feyre’s laugh sounded again, followed by Elain’s and Mor’s. 

And when I dragged my gaze back to my brothers, I saw the understanding on

their faces. 

“It’s real,” Azriel said softly. 

Neither laughed or commented on the burning in my eyes. I took another drink

to wash away the tightness in my throat, and approached them. “Let’s not do this

again for another five hundred years,” I said a bit hoarsely, and clinked my glass

against theirs. 

Azriel cracked a smile as Cassian lifted a brow. “And what are we going to do until then?” 

Beyond brokering peace, beyond those queens who were sure to be a problem, 

beyond healing our fractured world …

Mor  called  for  us,  demanding  we  bring  them  a  spread  of  food.  An  impressive one, she added.  With extra bread. 

I  smiled.  Smiled  wider  as  Feyre’s  laugh  sounded  again—as  I   felt   it  down  the bond, sparkling brighter than the entirety of Starfall. 

“Until then,” I said to my brothers, slinging my arms around their shoulders and

leading  them  back  to  the  sitting  room.  I  looked  ahead,  toward  that  laugh,  that light—and  that  vision  of  the  future  Feyre  had  shown  me,  more  beautiful  than

anything  I  could  have  ever  wished  for—anything  I   had  wished  for,  on  those long-ago,  solitary  nights  with  only  the  stars  for  company.  A  dream  still

unanswered—but not forever. “Until then, we enjoy every heartbeat of it.” 

CHAPTER

82

 Feyre

Rhysand was on the roof, the stars bright and low, the tiles beneath my bare feet

still warm from the day’s sun. 

He sat in one of those small iron chairs, no light, no bottle of liquor—

just him, and the stars, and the city. 

I slid into his lap and let him wrap his arms around me. 

We  sat  in  silence  for  a  long  time.  We’d  barely  had  a  moment  alone  in  the

aftermath  of  the  battle,  and  had  been  too  tired  to  do  anything  but  sleep.  But tonight … His hand ran down my thigh, bared with the way my nightgown had

hitched. 

He  startled  when  he  actually  looked  at  me,  then  huffed  a  laugh  against  my

shoulder. 

“I should have known.” 

“The shop ladies gave it to me for free. As thanks for saving them from Hybern. 

Maybe I should do it more often, if it gets me free lingerie.” 

For  I  indeed  wore  that  pair  of  red,  lacy  underthings—beneath  a  matching  red

nightgown that was so scandalously sheer it showed them off. 

“Hasn’t anyone told you? You’re disgustingly rich.” 

“Just because I have money doesn’t mean I need to spend it.” 

He squeezed my knee. “Good. We need someone with a head for money around

here. I’ve been bleeding out gold left and right thanks to our Court

of Dreams taking advantage of my ridiculous generosity.” 

A  laugh  rumbled  deep  in  my  throat  as  I  leaned  my  head  back  against  his

shoulder. “Is Amren still your Second?” 

“Our Second.” 

“Semantics.” 

Rhys traced idle circles on my bare skin, along my knee and lower thigh. 

“If she wants it, it’s hers.” 

“Even if she doesn’t have her powers anymore?” 

“She’s now High Fae. I’m sure she’ll discover some hidden talent to terrorize us

with.” 

I laughed again, savoring the feel of his hand on my skin, the warmth of his body

around me. 

“I heard you,” he said softly. “When I was—gone.” 

I began to tense at the lingering terror that had driven me from sleep these past

few nights—the terror I doubted I’d soon recover from. “Those minutes,” I said once he began making long, soothing strokes down my thigh. “Rhys … I never

want to feel that again.” 

“Now you know how I felt Under the Mountain.” 

I craned my neck to look up at him. “Never  lie to me again. Not about that.” 

“But about other things?” 

I pinched his arm hard enough that he laughed and batted away my hand. 

“I  couldn’t  let  all  you  ladies   take  the  credit  for  saving  us.  Some  male  had  to claim  a  bit  of  glory  so  you  don’t  trample  us  until  the  end  of  time  with  your bragging.” 

I punched his arm this time. 

But he wrapped his arm around my waist and squeezed, breathing me in. 

“I  heard  you,  even  in  death.  It  made  me  look  back.  Made  me  stay—a  little

longer.” 

Before going to that place I had once tried to describe to the Carver. 

“When it’s time to go there,” I said quietly, “we go together.” 

“It’s a bargain,” he said, and kissed me gently. 

I murmured back onto his lips, “Yes, it is.” 

The skin on my left arm tingled. A lick of warmth snaked down it. 

I  looked  down  to  find  another  tattoo  there—the  twin  to  the  one  that  had  once graced  it,  save  for  that  black  band  of  the  bargain  I’d  made  with  Bryaxis.  He’d modified  this  one  to  fit  around  it,  to  be  seamlessly  integrated  amid  the  whorls and swirls. 

“I missed the old one,” he said innocently. 

On his own left arm, the same tattoo flowed. Not to his fingers the way mine did, 

but rather from his wrist to his elbow. 

“Copycat,” I said tartly. “It looks better on me.” 

“Hmmm.”  He  traced  a  line  down  my  spine,  then  poked  two  spots  along  it. 

“Sweet Bryaxis has vanished. Do you know what that means?” 

“That I have to go hunt it down and put it back in the library?” 

“Oh, you most certainly do.” 

I  twisted  in  his  lap,  looping  my  arms  around  his  neck  as  I  said,  “And  will  you come with me? On this adventure—and all the rest?” 

Rhys leaned forward and kissed me. “Always.” 

The stars seemed to burn brighter in response, creeping closer to watch. 

His wings rustled as he shifted us in the chair and deepened the kiss until I was

breathless. 

And then I was flying. 

Rhys gathered me up in his arms, shooting us high into the starry night, the city a

glimmering reflection beneath. 

Music flitted out from the riverfront cafés. People laughed as they walked arm in

arm down the streets and across the bridges spanning the Sidra. Dark spots still

stained some of the glimmering expanse—piles of rubble and ruined buildings—

but  even  some  of  those  had  been  lit  up  with  small  lights.  Candles.  Defiant  and lovely against the blackness. 

We would need more of that in the days to come—on the long road ahead. To a

new world. One I would leave a better place than how I’d found it. 

But  for  now  …  this  moment,  with  the  city  below  us,  the  world  around  us, 

savoring that hard-won peace … I savored it, too. Every heartbeat. 

Every sound and smell and image that planted itself in my mind, so many that it

would take me a lifetime—several of them—to paint. 
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Rhys  leveled  out,  sent  a  thought  into  my  mind,  and  grinned  broadly  as  I

summoned wings. 

He let go of me and I swept smoothly out of his arms, basking in the warm wind

caressing every inch of me, drinking in the air laced with salt and citrus. It took

me a few flaps to get it right—the feel and rhythm. But then I was steady, even. 

Then I was flying. Soaring. 

Rhys  fell  into  flight  beside  me,  and  when  he  smiled  at  me  again  as  we  sailed through the  stars and  the  lights and  the sea-kissed  breeze,  when he  showed  me

all the wonders of Velaris, the glittering Rainbow a living river of color beneath

us … When he brushed his wing against mine, just because he could, because he

wanted  to  and  we’d  have  an  eternity  of  nights  to  do  this,  to  see  everything together …

A gift. 

All of it. 

There are more tales to be told in the

land of Prythian …
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CHAPTER

1

 Feyre

The first snow of winter had begun whipping through Velaris an hour earlier. 

The  ground  had  finally  frozen  solid  last  week,  and  by  the  time  I’d  finished devouring  my  breakfast  of  toast  and  bacon,  washed  down  with  a  heady  cup  of

tea, the pale cobblestones were dusted with fine, white powder. 

I  had  no  idea  where  Rhys  was.  He  hadn’t  been  in  bed  when  I’d  awoken,  the

mattress on his side already cold. Nothing unusual, as we were both busy to the

point of exhaustion these days. 

Seated at the long cherrywood dining table at the town house, I frowned at the

whirling snow beyond the leaded glass windows. 

Once, I had dreaded that first snow, had lived in terror of long, brutal winters. 

But it had been a long, brutal winter that had brought me so deep into the woods

that day nearly two years ago. A long, brutal winter that had made me desperate

enough  to  kill  a  wolf,  that  had  eventually  led  me  here—to  this  life,  this  …

happiness. 

The snow fell, thick clumps plopping onto the dried grass of the tiny front lawn, 

crusting the spikes and arches of the decorative fence beyond it. 

Deep inside me, rising with every swirling flake, a sparkling, crisp power stirred. 

I was High Lady of the Night Court, yes, but also one blessed with the gifts of

all the courts. It seemed Winter now wanted to play. 

Finally  awake  enough  to  be  coherent,  I  lowered  the  shield  of  black  adamant

guarding  my  mind  and  cast  a  thought  down  the  soul-bridge  between  me  and

Rhys.  Where’d you fly off to so early? 

My  question  faded  into  blackness.  A  sure  sign  that  Rhys  was  nowhere  near

Velaris. Likely not even within the borders of the Night Court. Also not unusual

—he’d  been  visiting  our  war  allies  these  months  to  solidify  our  relationships, build  trade,  and  keep  tabs  on  their  post-wall  intentions.  When  my  own  work

allowed it, I often joined him. 

I  scooped  up  my  plate,  draining  my  tea  to  the  dregs,  and  padded  toward  the kitchen. Playing with ice and snow could wait. 

Nuala  was  already  preparing  for  lunch  at  the  worktable,  no  sign  of  her  twin, Cerridwen,  but  I  waved  her  off  as  she  made  to  take  my  dishes.  “I  can  wash them,” I said by way of greeting. 

Up  to  the  elbows  in  making  some  sort  of  meat  pie,  the  half-wraith  gave  me  a grateful  smile  and  let  me  do  it.  A  female  of  few  words,  though  neither  twin could  be  considered  shy.  Certainly  not  when  they  worked—spied—for  both

Rhys and Azriel. 

“It’s  still  snowing,”  I  observed  rather  pointlessly,  peering  out  the  kitchen

window at the garden beyond as I rinsed off the plate, fork, and cup. Elain had

already readied the garden for winter, veiling the more delicate bushes and beds

with burlap. “I wonder if it’ll let up at all.” 

Nuala  laid  the  ornate  lattice  crust  atop  the  pie  and  began  pinching  the  edges together,  her  shadowy  fingers  making  quick,  deft  work  of  it.  “It’ll  be  nice  to have  a  white  Solstice,”  she  said,  voice  lilting  and  yet  hushed.  Full  of  whispers and shadows. “Some years, it can be fairly mild.” 

Right.  The  Winter  Solstice.  In  a  week.  I  was  still  new  enough  to  being  High Lady  that  I  had  no  idea  what  my  formal  role  was  to  be.  If  we’d  have  a  High Priestess do some odious ceremony, as Ianthe had done the year before—

A year. Gods, nearly a year since Rhys had called in his bargain, desperate to get

me away from the poison of the Spring Court, to save me from my despair. Had

he  been  only  a  minute  later,  the  Mother  knew  what  would  have  happened. 

Where I’d now be. 

Snow  swirled  and  eddied  in  the  garden,  catching  in  the  brown  fibers  of  the

burlap covering the shrubs. 

My  mate—who  had  worked  so  hard  and  so  selflessly,  all  without  hope  that  I

would ever be with him. 

We had both fought for that love, bled for it. Rhys had died for it. 

I  still  saw  that  moment,  in  my  sleeping  and  waking  dreams.  How  his  face  had

looked, how his chest had not risen, how the bond between us had

shredded into ribbons. I still felt it, that hollowness in my chest where the bond

had been, where   he had been. Even now, with that bond again flowing between

us like a river of star-flecked night, the echo of its vanishing lingered. Drew me

from sleep; drew me from a conversation, a painting, a meal. 

Rhys  knew  exactly  why  there  were  nights  when  I  would  cling  tighter  to  him, 

why there were moments in the bright, clear sunshine that I would grip his hand. 

He  knew,  because   I  knew  why  his  eyes  sometimes  turned  distant,  why  he occasionally  just  blinked  at  all  of  us  as  if  not  quite  believing  it  and  rubbed  his chest as if to ease an ache. 

Working had helped. Both of us. Keeping busy, keeping focused—I sometimes

dreaded  the  quiet,  idle  days  when  all  those  thoughts  snared  me  at  last.  When there was nothing but me and my mind, and that memory of Rhys lying dead on

the  rocky  ground,  the  King  of  Hybern  snapping  my  father’s  neck,  all  those

Illyrians blasted out of the sky and falling to earth as ashes. 

Perhaps one day, even the work wouldn’t be a battlement to keep the memories

out. 

Mercifully, plenty of work remained for the foreseeable future. 

Rebuilding  Velaris  after  the  attacks  from  Hybern  being  only  one  of  many

monumental  tasks.  For  other  tasks  required  doing  as  well—both  in  Velaris  and

beyond  it:  in  the  Illyrian  Mountains,  in  the  Hewn  City,  in  the  vastness  of  the entire Night Court. And then there were the other courts of Prythian. 

And the new, emerging world beyond. 

But for now: Solstice. The longest night of the year. I turned from the window to

Nuala,  who  was  still  fussing  over  the  edges  of  her  pie.  “It’s  a  special  holiday here as well, right?” I asked casually. “Not just in Winter and Day.” And Spring. 

“Oh, yes,” Nuala said, stooping over the worktable to examine her pie. 

Skilled  spy—trained  by  Azriel  himself—and  master  cook.  “We  love  it  dearly. 

It’s  intimate,  warm,  lovely.  Presents  and  music  and  food,  sometimes  feasting

under the starlight …” The opposite of the enormous, wild, days-long party I’d

been subjected to last year. But—presents. 

I had to buy presents for all of them. Not had to, but  wanted  to. 

Because all my friends, now my family, had fought and bled and nearly died as

well. 

I shut out the image that tore through my mind: Nesta, leaning over a wounded

Cassian,  the  two  of  them  prepared  to  die  together  against  the  King  of  Hybern. 

My father’s corpse behind them. 

I rolled my neck. We could use something to celebrate. It had become so rare for

all of us to be gathered for more than an hour or two. 

Nuala went on, “It’s a time of rest, too. And a time to reflect on the darkness—

how it lets the light shine.” 

“Is there a ceremony?” 

The half-wraith shrugged. “Yes, but none of us go. It’s more for those who wish

to  honor  the  light’s  rebirth,  usually  by  spending  the  entire  night  sitting  in absolute  darkness.”  A  ghost  of  a  smirk.  “It’s  not  quite  such  a  novelty  for  my sister and me. Or for the High Lord.” 

I tried not to look too relieved that I wouldn’t be dragged to a temple for hours

as I nodded. 

Setting my clean dishes to dry on the little wooden rack beside the sink, I wished

Nuala  luck  on  lunch,  and  headed  upstairs  to  dress.  Cerridwen  had  already  laid out  clothes,  but  there  was  still  no  sign  of  Nuala’s  twin  as  I  donned  the  heavy charcoal sweater, the tight black leggings, and fleece-lined boots before loosely

braiding back my hair. 

A year ago, I’d been stuffed into fine gowns and jewels, made to parade in front

of a preening court who’d gawked at me like a prized breeding mare. 

Here  …  I  smiled  at  the  silver-and-sapphire  band  on  my  left  hand.  The  ring  I’d won for myself from the Weaver in the Wood. 

My smile faded a bit. 

I could see her, too. See Stryga standing before the King of Hybern, covered in the  blood  of  her  prey,  as  he  took  her  head  in  his  hands  and  snapped  her  neck. 

Then threw her to his beasts. 

I clenched my fingers into a fist, breathing in through my nose, out through my

mouth, until the lightness in my limbs faded, until the walls of the room stopped

pressing on me. 

Until I could survey the blend of personal objects in Rhys’s room—our room. It

was by no means a small bedroom, but it had lately started to feel

… tight. The rosewood desk against one wall was covered in papers and books

from  both  of  our  own  dealings;  my  jewelry  and  clothes  now  had  to  be  divided between here and my old bedroom. And then there were the weapons. 

Daggers  and  blades,  quivers  and  bows.  I  scratched  my  head  at  the  heavy, 

wicked-looking  mace that Rhys had somehow dumped beside the desk without

my noticing. 

I  didn’t  even  want  to  know.  Though  I  had  no  doubt  Cassian  was  somehow

behind it. 

We could, of course, store everything in the pocket between realms, but

…  I  frowned  at  my  own  set  of  Illyrian  blades,  leaning  against  the  towering

armoire. 

If we got snowed in, perhaps I’d use the day to organize things. Find room for

everything. Especially that mace. 

It  would  be  a  challenge,  since  Elain  still  occupied  a  bedroom  down  the  hall. 

Nesta  had  chosen  her  own  home  across  the  city,  one  that  I  opted  to  not  think about  for  too  long.  Lucien,  at  least,  had  taken  up  residence  in  an  elegant

apartment  down  by  the  river  the  day  after  he’d  returned  from  the  battlefields. 

And the Spring Court. 

I hadn’t asked Lucien any questions about that visit—to Tamlin. 

Lucien hadn’t explained the black eye and cut lip, either. He’d only asked Rhys

and  me  if  we  knew  of  a  place  to  stay  in  Velaris,  since  he  did  not  wish  to

inconvenience  us  further  by  staying  at  the  town  house,  and  did  not  wish  to  be isolated at the House of Wind. 

He hadn’t mentioned Elain, or his proximity to her. Elain had not asked him to

stay, or to go. And whether she cared about the bruises on his face, she certainly

hadn’t let on. 

But Lucien had remained, and found ways to keep busy, often gone for days or

weeks at a time. 

Yet even with Lucien and Nesta staying in their own apartments, the town house

was  a  bit  small  these  days.  Even  more  so  if  Mor,  Cassian,  and  Azriel  stayed over.  And  the  House  of  Wind  was  too  big,  too  formal,  too  far  from  the  city proper. Nice for a night or two, but … I loved this house. 

It was my home. The first I’d really had in the ways that counted. 

And  it’d  be  nice  to  celebrate  the  Solstice  here.  With  all  of  them,  crowded  as  it might be. 

I  scowled  at  the  pile  of  papers  I  had  to  sort  through:  letters  from  other  courts, priestesses  angling  for  positions,  and  kingdoms  both  human  and  faerie.  I’d  put them off for weeks now, and had finally set aside this morning to wade through

them. 

High Lady of the Night Court, Defender of the Rainbow and the …

Desk. 

I snorted, flicking my braid over a shoulder. Perhaps my Solstice gift to myself

would be to hire a personal secretary. Someone to read and answer those things, 

to sort out what was vital and what could be put aside. 

Because a little extra time to myself, for   Rhys …

I’d look through the court budget that Rhys never really cared to follow and see

what could be moved around for the possibility of such a thing. For him and for

me. 

I  knew  our  coffers  ran  deep,  knew  we  could  easily  afford  it  and  not  make  so

much  as  a  dent  in  our  fortune,  but  I  didn’t  mind  the  work.  I  loved  the  work, actually.  This  territory,  its  people—they  were  as  much  my  heart  as  my  mate. 

Until yesterday, nearly every waking hour had been packed with helping them. 

Until I’d been politely, graciously, told to   go home and enjoy   the holiday

. 

In  the  wake  of  the  war,  the  people  of  Velaris  had  risen  to  the  challenge  of rebuilding and helping their own. Before I’d even come up with an idea of   how

to  help  them,  multiple  societies  had  been  created  to  assist  the  city.  So  I’d volunteered  with  a  handful  of  them  for  tasks  ranging  from  finding  homes  for

those displaced by the destruction to visiting families affected during the war to

helping those without shelter or belongings ready for winter with new coats and

supplies. 

All  of  it  was  vital;  all  of  it  was  good,  satisfying  work.  And  yet  …  there  was more. There was  more that I could do to help. Personally. I just hadn’t figured it out yet. 

It seemed I wasn’t the only one eager to assist those who’d lost so much. 

With  the  holiday,  a  surge  of  fresh  volunteers  had  arrived,  cramming  the  public hall near the Palace of Thread and Jewels, where so many of the societies were

headquartered.  Your help has been crucial, Lady, one charity matron had said to

me yesterday.  You have been here nearly every day—you   have worked yourself

 to the bone. Take the week off. You’ve earned it. 

 Celebrate with your mate. 

I’d  tried  to  object,  insisting  that  there  were  still  more  coats  to  hand  out,  more firewood to be distributed, but the faerie had just motioned to the crowded public

hall  around  us,  filled  to  the  brim  with  volunteers.  We   have    more  help  than  we know what to do with. 

When I’d tried objecting again, she’d shooed me out the front door. And shut it

behind me. 

Point taken. The story had been the same at every other organization I’d stopped

by yesterday afternoon.  Go home and enjoy the holiday. 

So I had. At least, the first part. The  enjoying bit, however …

Rhys’s  answer  to  my  earlier  inquiry  about  his  whereabouts  finally  flickered down  the  bond,  carried  on  a  rumble  of  dark,  glittering  power.  I’m    at  Devlon’s camp. 

 It took you this long to respond?  It was a long distance to the Illyrian Mountains, yes, but it shouldn’t have taken minutes to hear back. 

A sensual huff of laughter.  Cassian was ranting. He didn’t take a breath. 

 My poor Illyrian baby. We certainly do torment you, don’t we? 

Rhys’s  amusement  rippled  toward  me,  caressing  my  innermost  self  with  night-

veiled hands. But it halted, vanishing as quickly as it had come. 

 Cassian’s  getting  into  it  with  Devlon.  I’ll  check  in  later.  With  a  loving  brush against my senses, he was gone. 

I’d get a full report about it soon, but for now …

I smiled at the snow waltzing outside the windows. 

CHAPTER

2

 Rhysand

It was barely nine in the morning, and Cassian was already pissed. 

The watery winter sun tried and failed to bleed through the clouds looming over

the Illyrian Mountains, the wind a boom across the gray peaks. Snow already lay

inches deep over the bustling camp, a vision of what would soon befall Velaris. 

It had been snowing when I departed at dawn—perhaps there would be a good

coating  already  on  the  ground  by  the  time  I  returned.  I  hadn’t  had  a  chance  to ask Feyre about it during our brief conversation down the bond minutes ago, but

perhaps she would go for a walk with me through it. Let me show her how the

City of Starlight glistened under fresh snow. 

Indeed, my mate and city seemed a world away from the hive of activity in the

Windhaven camp, nestled in a wide, high mountain pass. Even the bracing wind that  swept  between  the  peaks,  belying  the  camp’s  very  name  by  whipping  up

dervishes of snow, didn’t deter the Illyrians from going about their daily chores. 

For  the  warriors:  training  in  the  various  rings  that  opened  onto  a  sheer  drop  to the small valley floor below, those not present out on patrol. For the males who

hadn’t made the cut: tending to various trades, whether merchants or blacksmiths

or cobblers. And for the females: drudgery. 

They didn’t see it as such. None of them did. But their required tasks, whether

old  or  young,  remained  the  same:  cooking,  cleaning,  child-rearing,  clothes-

making, laundry … There was honor in such tasks—pride and good work to be

found in them. But not when every single one of the females here was  expected

to  do  it.  And  if  they  shirked  those  duties,  either  one  of  the  half-dozen  camp-mothers or whatever males controlled their lives would punish them. 

So it had been, as long as I’d known this place, for my mother’s people. 

The  world  had  been  reborn  during  the  war  months  before,  the  wall  blasted  to nothingness,  and  yet  some  things  did  not  alter.  Especially  here,  where  change was  slower  than  the  melting  glaciers  scattered  amongst  these  mountains. 

Traditions going back thousands of years, left mostly unchallenged. 

Until us. Until now. 

Drawing  my  attention  away  from  the  bustling  camp  beyond  the  edge  of  the

chalk-lined training rings where we stood, I schooled my face into neutrality as

Cassian squared off against Devlon. 

“The  girls  are  busy  with  preparations  for  the  Solstice,”  the  camp-lord  was

saying, his arms crossed over his barrel chest. “The wives need all the help they

can get, if all’s to be ready in time. They can practice next week.” 

I’d lost count of how many variations of this conversation we’d had during the

decades Cassian had been pushing Devlon on this. 

The wind whipped Cassian’s dark hair, but his face remained hard as granite as

he said to the warrior who had begrudgingly trained us, “The girls can help their

mothers  after  training is done for the day. We’ll cut practice down to two hours. 

The rest of the day will be enough to assist in the preparations.” 

Devlon slid his hazel eyes to where I lingered a few feet away. “Is it an order?” 

I held that gaze. And despite my crown, my power, I tried not to fall back into

the trembling child I’d been five centuries ago, that first day Devlon had towered

over me and then hurled me into the sparring ring. “If Cassian says it’s an order, 

then it is.” 

It had occurred to me, during the years we’d been waging this same battle with

Devlon  and  the  Illyrians,  that  I  could  simply  rip  into  his  mind,  all  their  minds, and  make  them  agree.  Yet  there  were  some  lines  I  could  not,  would  not  cross. 

And Cassian would never forgive me. 

Devlon grunted, his breath a curl of steam. “An hour.” 

“Two  hours,”  Cassian  countered,  wings  flaring  slightly  as  he  held  a  hard  line that I’d been called in this morning to help him maintain. 

It  had  to  be  bad,  then,  if  my  brother  had  asked  me  to  come.  Really  damn  bad. 

Perhaps  we  needed  a  permanent  presence  out  here,  until  the  Illyrians

remembered things like consequences. 

But  the  war  had  impacted  us  all,  and  with  the  rebuilding,  with  the  human

territories  crawling  out  to  meet  us,  with  other  Fae  kingdoms  looking  toward  a wall-less world and wondering what shit they could get away with … We didn’t

have the resources to station someone out here. Not yet. Perhaps next summer, if

the climate elsewhere was calm enough. 

Devlon’s cronies loitered in the nearest sparring ring, sizing up Cassian and me, 

the same way they had our entire lives. We’d slaughtered enough of them in the

Blood Rite all those centuries ago that they still kept back, but

…  It  had  been  the  Illyrians  who  had  bled  and  fought  this  summer.  Who  had

suffered the most losses as they took on the brunt of Hybern and the Cauldron. 

That  any  of  the  warriors  survived  was  a  testament  to  their  skill  and  Cassian’s leadership, but with the Illyrians isolated and idle up here, that loss was starting

to shape itself into something ugly. Dangerous. 

None of us had forgotten that during Amarantha’s reign, a few of the war-bands

had gleefully bowed to her. And I knew none of the Illyrians had forgotten that

we’d spent those first few months after her downfall hunting down those rogue groups. And ending them. 

Yes, a presence here was needed. But later. 

Devlon pushed, crossing his muscled arms. “The boys need a nice Solstice after

all they endured. Let the girls give one to them.” 

The bastard certainly knew what weapons to wield, both physical and verbal. 

“Two  hours  in  the  ring  each  morning,”  Cassian  said  with  that  same  hard  tone that  even  I  knew  not  to  push  unless  I  wanted  a  flat-out  brawl.  He  didn’t  break Devlon’s gaze. “The  boys  can help decorate, clean, and cook. 

They’ve got two hands.” 

“Some do,” Devlon said. “Some came home without one.” 

I felt, more than saw, the wound strike deep in Cassian. 

It was the cost of leading my armies: each injury, death, scar—he took them all

as  his  own  personal  failings.  And  being  around  these  warriors,  seeing  those

missing limbs and brutal injuries still healing or that would never heal …

“They practice for ninety minutes,” I said, soothing the dark power that began to

roil in my veins, seeking a path into the world, and slid my chilled hands into my

pockets. Cassian, wisely, pretended to look outraged, his wings spreading wide. 

Devlon opened his mouth, but I cut him off before he

could  shout  something  truly  stupid.  “An  hour  and  a  half  every  morning,  then

they  do  the  housework,  the  males  pitching  in  whenever  they  can.”  I  glanced

toward the permanent tents and small stone and wood houses scattered along the

wide pass and up into the tree-crusted peaks behind us. 

“Do not forget that a great number of the females, Devlon, also suffered losses. 

Perhaps not a hand, but their husbands and sons and brothers were out on those

battlefields. Everyone helps prepare for the holiday, and everyone gets to train.” 

I jerked my chin at Cassian, indicating for him to follow me to the house across

the  camp  that  we  now  kept  as  our  semi-permanent  base  of  operations.  There

wasn’t a surface inside where I hadn’t taken Feyre—the kitchen table being my particular favorite, thanks to those raw initial days after we’d first mated, when I

could barely stand to be near her and not be buried inside her. 

How long ago, how distant, those days seemed. Another lifetime ago. 

I needed a holiday. 

Snow  and  ice  crunched  under  our  boots  as  we  aimed  for  the  narrow,  two-level stone house by the tree line. 

Not a holiday to rest, not to visit anywhere, but just to spend more than a handful

of hours in the same bed as my mate. 

To get more than a few hours to sleep  and bury myself in her. It seemed to be

one or the other these days. Which was utterly unacceptable. And had turned me

about twenty kinds of foolish. 

Last week had been so stupidly busy and I’d been so desperate for the feel and

taste of her that I’d taken her during the flight down from the House of Wind to

the town house. High above Velaris—for all to see, if it weren’t for the cloaking

I had thrown into place. It’d required some careful maneuvering, and I’d planned

for months now on actually making a moment of it, but with her against me like

that,  alone  in  the  skies,  all  it  had  taken  was  one  look  into  those  blue-gray  eyes and I was unfastening her pants. 

A  moment  later,  I’d  been  inside  her,  and  had  nearly  sent  us  crashing  into  the rooftops like an Illyrian whelp. Feyre had just laughed. 

I’d climaxed at the husky sound of it. 

It  had  not  been  my  finest  moment,  and  I  had  no  doubt  I’d  sink  to  lower  levels before the Winter Solstice bought us a day’s reprieve. 

I choked my rising desire until it was nothing but a vague roaring in the back of

my mind, and didn’t speak until Cassian and I were nearly through the wooden

front door. 

“Anything else I should know about while I’m here?” I knocked the snow from

my boots against the door frame and stepped into the house. 

That  kitchen  table  lay  smack  in  the  middle  of  the  front  room.  I  banished  the image of Feyre bent over it. 

Cassian  blew  out  a  breath  and  shut  the  door  behind  him  before  tucking  in  his wings  and  leaning  against  it.  “Dissension’s  brewing.  With  so  many  clans

gathering for the Solstice, it’ll be a chance for them to spread it even more.” 

A  flicker  of  my  power  had  a  fire  roaring  in  the  hearth,  the  small  downstairs warming  swiftly.  It  was  barely  a  whisper  of  magic,  yet  its  release  eased  that near-constant strain of keeping all that I was, all that dark power, in check. I took

up a spot against that damned table and crossed my arms. “We’ve dealt with this

shit before. We’ll deal with it again.” 

Cassian shook his head, the shoulder-length dark hair shining in the watery light

leaking through the front windows. “It’s not like it was before. 

Before, you, me, and Az—we were resented for what we are, who we are. 

But this time …   we sent them to battle.  I  sent them, Rhys. And now it’s not only the  warrior-pricks  who  are  grumbling,  but  also  the  females.  They  believe  you

and  I  marched  them  south  as  revenge  for  our  own  treatment  as  children;  they think we specifically stationed some of the males on the front lines as payback.” 

Not  good.  Not  good  at  all.  “We  have  to  handle  this  carefully,  then.  Find  out where this poison comes from and put an end to it—peacefully,” I clarified when

he lifted his brows. “We can’t kill our way out of this one.” 

Cassian scratched at his jaw. “No, we can’t.” It wouldn’t be like hunting down

those rogue war-bands who’d terrorized any in their path. Not at all. 

He surveyed the dim house, the fire crackling in the hearth, where we’d seen my

mother cook so many meals during our training. An old, familiar ache filled my

chest. This entire house, every inch of it, was full of the past. 

“A lot of them are coming in for the Solstice,” he went on. “I can stay here, keep

an  eye  on  things.  Maybe  hand  out  presents  to  the  children,  some  of  the  wives. 

Things that they really need but are too proud to ask for.” 

It was a solid idea. But—“It can wait. I want you home for Solstice.” 

“I don’t mind—” 

“I want you home. In Velaris,” I added when he opened his mouth to spew some

Illyrian loyalist bullshit that he still believed, even after they had treated him like

less than nothing his entire life. “We’re spending Solstice together. All of us.” 

Even if I had to give them a direct order as High Lord to do it. 

Cassian angled his head. “What’s eating at you?” 

“Nothing.” 

As far as things went, I had little to complain about. Taking my mate to bed on a

regular basis wasn’t exactly a pressing issue. Or anyone’s concern but our own. 

“Wound a little tight, Rhys?” 

Of course he’d seen right through it. 

I  sighed,  frowning  at  the  ancient,  soot-speckled  ceiling.  We’d  celebrated  the

Solstice in this house, too. My mother always had gifts for Azriel and Cassian. 

For  the  latter,  the  initial  Solstice  we’d  shared  here  had  been  the  first  time  he’d received   any sort  of  gift,  Solstice  or  not.  I  could  still  see  the  tears  Cassian  had tried  to  hide  as  he’d  opened  his  presents,  and  the  tears  in  my  mother’s  eyes  as she watched him. “I want to jump ahead to next week.” 

“Sure that power of yours can’t do it for you?” 

I leveled a dry look at him. Cassian just gave me a cocky grin back. 

I never stopped being grateful for them—my friends, my family, who looked at

that  power  of  mine  and  did  not  balk,  did  not  become  scented  with  fear.  Yes,  I could  scare  the  shit  out  of  them  sometimes,  but  we   all  did  that  to  each  other. 

Cassian had terrified me more times than I wanted to admit, one of them being

mere months ago. 

Twice. Twice, in the span of a matter of weeks, it had happened. 

I still saw him being hauled by Azriel off that battlefield, blood spilling down his

legs,  into  the  mud,  his  wound  a  gaping  maw  that  sliced  down  the  center  of  his

body. 

And I still saw him as Feyre had seen him—after she’d let me into her mind to

reveal what, exactly, had occurred between her sisters and the King of Hybern. 

Still saw Cassian, broken and bleeding on the ground, begging Nesta to run. 

Cassian  had  not  yet  spoken  of  it.  About  what  had  occurred  in  those  moments. 

About Nesta. 

Cassian and my mate’s sister did not speak to each other at all. 

Nesta  had  successfully  cloistered  herself  in  some  slummy  apartment  across  the

Sidra,  refusing  to  interact  with  any  of  us  save  for  a  few  brief  visits  with  Feyre every month. 

I’d have to find a way to fix that, too. 

I saw how it ate away at Feyre. I still soothed her after she awoke, frantic, from

nightmares  about  that  day  in  Hybern  when  her  sisters  had  been  Made  against

their will. Nightmares about the moment when Cassian was near death and Nesta

was sprawled over him, shielding him from that killing blow, and Elain—   Elain

—had taken up Azriel’s dagger and killed the King of Hybern instead. 

I rubbed my brows between my thumb and forefinger. “It’s rough now. 

We’re  all  busy,  all  trying  to  hold  everything  together.”  Az,  Cassian,  and  I  had yet again postponed our annual five days of hunting up at the cabin this fall. Put

off  for  next  year—again.  “Come  home  for  Solstice,  and  we  can  sit  down  and

figure out a plan for the spring.” 

“Sounds like a festive event.” 

With my Court of Dreams, it always was. 

But I made myself ask, “Is Devlon one of the would-be rebels?” 

I prayed it wasn’t true. I resented the male and his backwardness, but he’d been

fair with Cassian, Azriel, and me under his watch. Treated us to the same rights

as full-blooded Illyrian warriors. Still did that for all the bastard-born under his

command. It  was  his  absurd  ideas  about  females  that  made  me  want  to  throttle

him. Mist him. But if he had to be replaced, the Mother knew who would take his position. 

Cassian shook his head. “I don’t think so. Devlon shuts down any talk like that. 

But it only makes them more secretive, which makes it harder to find out who’s

spreading this bullshit around.” 

I nodded, standing. I had a meeting in Cesere with the two priestesses who had

survived  Hybern’s  massacre  a  year  ago  regarding  how  to  handle  pilgrims  who

wanted to come from outside our territory. Being late wouldn’t lend any favors

to my arguments to delay such a thing until the spring. “Keep an eye on it for the

next  few  days,  then  come  home.  I  want  you  there  two  nights  before  Solstice. 

And for the day after.” 

A  hint  of  a  wicked  grin.  “I  assume  our  Solstice-day  tradition  will  still  be  on, then. Despite you now being such a grown-up, mated male.” 

I winked at him. “I’d hate for you Illyrian babies to miss me.” 

Cassian  chuckled.  There  were  indeed  some  Solstice  traditions  that  never  grew

tiresome,  even  after  the  centuries.  I  was  almost  at  the  door  when  Cassian  said, 

“Is …” He swallowed. 

I spared him the discomfort of trying to mask his interest. “Both sisters will be at

the house. Whether they want to or not.” 

“Nesta will make things unpleasant if she decides she doesn’t want to be there.” 

“She’ll  be  there,”  I  said,  grinding  my  teeth,  “and  she’ll  be  pleasant.  She  owes Feyre that much.” 

Cassian’s eyes flickered. “How is she?” 

I didn’t bother to put any sort of spin on it. “Nesta is Nesta. She does what she

wants,  even  if  it  kills  her  sister.  I’ve  offered  her  job  after  job,  and  she  refuses them all.” I sucked on my teeth. “Perhaps you can talk some sense into her over

Solstice.” 

Cassian’s Siphons gleamed atop his hands. “It’d likely end in violence.” 

It  indeed  would.  “Then  don’t  say  a  word  to  her.  I  don’t  care—just  keep  Feyre out of it. It’s her day, too.” 

Because this Solstice … it was her birthday. Twenty-one years old. 

It hit me for a moment, how small that number was. 

My beautiful, strong, fierce mate, shackled to me—

“I  know  what  that  look  means,  you  bastard,”  Cassian  said  roughly,  “and  it’s

bullshit. She loves you—in a way I’ve never seen anybody love anyone.” 

“It’s hard  sometimes,” I  admitted, staring  toward  the snow-coated  field  outside

the  house,  the  training  rings  and  dwellings  beyond  it,  “to  remember  that  she picked it. Picked me. That it’s not like my parents, shoved together.” 

Cassian’s  face  turned  uncharacteristically  solemn,  and  he  remained  quiet  for  a moment  before  he  said,  “I  get  jealous  sometimes.  I’d  never  begrudge  you  for

your happiness, but what you two have, Rhys …” He dragged a hand through his

hair, his crimson Siphon glinting in the light streaming through the window. “It’s

the  legends,  the  lies,  they  spin  us  when  we’re  children.  About  the  glory  and wonder  of  the  mating  bond.  I  thought  it  was  all  bullshit.  Then  you  two  came along.” 

“She’s turning twenty-one.  Twenty-one, Cassian.” 

“So? Your mother was eighteen to your father’s nine hundred.” 

“And she was miserable.” 

“Feyre  is  not  your  mother.  And  you  are  not  your  father.”  He  looked  me  over. 

“Where is this coming from, anyway? Are things … not good?” 

The  opposite,  actually.  “I  get  this  feeling,”  I  said,  pacing  a  step,  the  ancient wood floorboards creaking beneath my boots, my power a writhing, living thing

prowling through my veins, “that it’s all some sort of joke. 

Some sort of cosmic trick, and that no one—   no one—can be this happy and not

pay for it.” 

“You’ve already paid for it, Rhys. Both of you. And then some.” 

I waved a hand. “I just …” I trailed off, unable to finish the words. 

Cassian stared at me for a long moment. 

Then he crossed the distance between us, gathering me in an embrace so tight I

could barely breathe. “You made it.  We made it. You both endured enough that

no  one  would  blame  you  if  you  danced  off  into  the  sunset  like  Miryam  and

Drakon  and  never  bothered  with  anything  else  again.  But  you  are  bothering—

you’re both still working to make this peace last.  Peace, Rhys. We have  peace, and  the  true  kind.  Enjoy  it—enjoy  each  other.  You  paid  the  debt  before  it  was ever a debt.” 

My throat tightened, and I gripped him hard around his wings, the scales of his

leathers digging into my fingers. “What about you?” I asked, pulling away after

a moment. “Are you … happy?” 

Shadows darkened his hazel eyes. “I’m getting there.” 

A halfhearted answer. 

I’d  have  to  work  on  that,  too.  Perhaps  there  were  threads  to  be  pulled,  woven together. 

Cassian jerked his chin toward the door. “Get going, you bastard. I’ll see you in

three days.” 

I  nodded,  opening  the  door  at  last.  But  paused  on  the  threshold.  “Thanks, 

brother.” 

Cassian’s  crooked  grin  was  bright,  even  if  those  shadows  still  guttered  in  his eyes. “It’s an honor, my lord.” 

CHAPTER

3

 Cassian

Cassian wasn’t entirely certain that he could deal with Devlon and his warriors without throttling them. At least, not for the next good hour or so. 

And  since  that  would  do  little  to  help  quell  the  murmurings  of  discontent, 

Cassian  waited  until  Rhys  had  winnowed  out  into  the  snow  and  wind  before

vanishing himself. 

Not  winnowing,  though  that  would  have  been  one  hell  of  a  weapon  against

enemies in battle. He’d seen Rhys do it with devastating results. Az, too—in the

strange  way  that  Az  could  move  through  the  world   without  technically

winnowing. 

He’d never asked. Azriel certainly had never explained. 

But  Cassian  didn’t  mind  his  own  method  of  moving:  flying.  It  certainly  had

served him well enough in battle. 

Stepping out the front door of the ancient wooden house so that Devlon and the

other pricks in the sparring rings would see him, Cassian made a good show of

stretching.  First  his  arms,  honed  and  still  aching  to  pummel  in  a  few  Illyrian faces.  Then  his  wings,  wider  and  broader  than  theirs.  They’d  always  resented

that, perhaps more than anything else. He flared them until the strain along the

powerful  muscles  and  sinews  was  a  pleasurable  burn,  his  wings  casting  long

shadows across the snow. 

And with a mighty flap, he shot into the gray skies. 

The  wind  was  a  roar  around  him,  the  temperature  cold  enough  that  his  eyes

watered.  Bracing—freeing.  He  flapped  higher,  then  banked  left,  aiming  for  the

peaks  behind  the  camp  pass.  No  need  to  do  a  warning  sweep  over  Devlon  and

the sparring rings. 

Ignoring  them,  projecting  the  message  that  they  weren’t  important  enough  to

even be considered threats were far better ways of pissing them

off. Rhys had taught him that. Long ago. 

Catching  an  updraft  that  sent  him  soaring  over  the  nearest  peaks  and  then  into the  endless,  snow-coated  labyrinth  of  mountains  that  made  up  their  homeland, 

Cassian breathed in deep. His flying leathers and gloves kept him warm enough, 

but his wings, exposed to the chill wind … The cold was sharp as a knife. 

He could shield himself with his Siphons, had done it in the past. But today, this

morning, he wanted that biting cold. 

Especially with what he was about to do. Where he was going. 

He  would  have  known  the  path  blindfolded,  simply  by  listening  to  the  wind

through  the  mountains,  inhaling  the  smell  of  the  pine-crusted  peaks  below,  the barren rock fields. 

It was rare for him to make the trek. He usually only did it when his temper was

likely to get the better of him, and he had enough lingering control to know he

needed to head out for a few hours. Today was no exception. 

In the distance, small, dark shapes shot through the sky. Warriors on patrol. Or

perhaps armed escorts leading families to their Solstice reunions. 

Most  High  Fae  believed  the  Illyrians  were  the  greatest  menace  in  these

mountains. 

They didn’t realize that far worse things prowled between the peaks. 

Some of them hunting on the winds, some crawling out from deep caverns in the

rock itself. 

Feyre had braved facing some of those things in the pine forests of the Steppes. 

To save Rhys. Cassian wondered if his brother had ever told her what dwelled in

these  mountains.  Most  had  been  slain  by  the  Illyrians,  or  sent  fleeing  to  those Steppes. But the most cunning of them, the most ancient … they had found ways

to hide. To emerge on moonless nights to feed. 

Even  five  centuries  of  training  couldn’t  stop  the  chill  that  skittered  down  his spine as Cassian surveyed the empty, quiet mountains below and wondered what

slept beneath the snow. 

He cut northward, casting the thought from his mind. On the horizon, a familiar

shape took form, growing larger with each flap of his wings. 

Ramiel. The sacred mountain. 

The heart of not only Illyria, but the entirety of the Night Court. 

None were permitted on its barren, rocky slopes—save for the Illyrians, and only

once a year at that. During the Blood Rite. 

Cassian soared toward it, unable to resist Ramiel’s ancient summons. 

Different—the  mountain  was  so  different  from  the  barren,  terrible  presence  of

the lone peak in the center of Prythian. Ramiel had always felt alive, somehow. 

Awake and watchful. 

He’d  only  set  foot  on  it  once,  on  that  final  day  of  the  Rite.  When  he  and  his brothers, bloodied and battered, had scaled its side to reach the onyx monolith at

its summit. He could still feel the crumbling rock beneath his boots, hear the rasp

of  his  breathing  as  he  half  hauled  Rhys  up  the  slopes,  Azriel  providing  cover behind.  As  one,  the  three  of  them  had  touched  the  stone—the  first  to  reach  its peak at the end of that brutal week. The uncontested winners. 

The  Rite  hadn’t  changed  in  the  centuries  since.  Early  each  spring,  it  still  went on,  hundreds  of  warrior-novices  deposited  across  the  mountains  and  forests

surrounding  the  peak,  the  territory  off-limits  during  the  rest  of  the  year  to prevent any of the novices from scouting ahead for the best routes and traps to

lay.  There  were  varying  qualifiers  throughout  the  year  to  prove  a  novice’s

readiness, each slightly different depending on the camp. But the rules remained

the same. 

All  novices  competed  with  wings  bound,  no  Siphons—a  spell  restraining  all

magic—and no supplies beyond the clothes on your back. The goal: make it to

the  summit  of  that  mountain  by  the  end  of  that  week  and  touch  the  stone.  The obstacles:  the  distance,  the  natural  traps,  and  each  other.  Old  feuds  played  out; new ones were born. Scores were settled. 

 A week of pointless bloodshed, Az insisted. 

Rhys often agreed, though he often  also  agreed with Cassian’s point: the Blood

Rite  offered  an  escape  valve  for  dangerous  tensions  within  the  Illyrian

community. Better to settle it during the Rite than risk civil war. 

Illyrians were strong, proud, fearless. But peacemakers, they were not. 

Perhaps  he’d  get  lucky.  Perhaps  the  Rite  this  spring  would  ease  some  of  the malcontent.  Hell,  he’d  offer  to  participate   himself ,  if  it  meant  quieting  the grumbling. 

They’d  barely  survived  this  war.  They  didn’t  need  another  one.  Not  with  so

many unknowns gathering outside their borders. 

Ramiel  rose  higher  still,  a  shard  of  stone  piercing  the  gray  sky.  Beautiful  and lonely. Eternal and ageless. 

No wonder that first ruler of the Night Court had made this his insignia. 

Along  with  the  three  stars  that  only  appeared  for  a  brief  window  each  year, framing the uppermost peak of Ramiel like a crown. It was during that window

when the Rite occurred. Which had come first: the insignia or the Rite, Cassian

didn’t know. Had never really cared to find out. 

The  conifer  forests  and  ravines  that  dotted  the  landscape  flowing  to  Ramiel’s foot gleamed under fresh snow. Empty and clean. No sign of the bloodshed that

would occur come the start of spring. 

The  mountain  neared,  mighty  and  endless,  so  wide  that  he  might  as  well  have been a mayfly in the wind. Cassian soared toward Ramiel’s southern face, rising

high enough to catch a glimpse of the shining black stone jutting from its top. 

Who had put that stone atop the peak, he didn’t know, either. Legend said it had

existed  before  the  Night  Court  formed,  before  the  Illyrians  migrated  from  the Myrmidons, before humans had even walked the earth. 

Even with the fresh snow crusting Ramiel, none had touched the pillar of stone. 

A thrill, icy and yet not unwelcome, flooded his veins. 

It was rare for anyone in the Blood Rite to make it to the monolith. Since he and

his brothers had done it five centuries ago, Cassian could recall only a dozen or

so  who’d  not  only  reached  the  mountain,  but  also  survived  the  climb.  After  a week of fighting, of running, of having to find and make your own weapons and

food,  that  climb  was  worse  than  every  horror  before  it.  It  was  the  true  test  of will, of courage. To climb when you had nothing left; to climb when your body

begged you to stop … It was when the breaking usually occurred. 

But when he’d touched the onyx monolith, when he’d felt that ancient force sing into  his  blood  in  the  heartbeat  before  it  had  whisked  him  back  to  the  safety  of Devlon’s camp … It had been worth it. To feel that. 

With  a  solemn  bow  of  his  head  toward  Ramiel  and  the  living  stone  atop  it, 

Cassian caught another swift wind and soared southward. 

An hour’s flight had him approaching yet another familiar peak. 

One  that  no  one  but  him  and  his  brothers  bothered  to  come  to.  What  he’d  so badly needed to see, to feel, today. 

Once, it had been as busy a camp as Devlon’s. 

Once. Before a bastard had been born in a freezing, lone tent on the outskirts of

the village. Before they’d thrown a young, unwed mother out

into the snow only days after giving birth, her babe in her arms. And then taken

that babe mere years later, tossing him into the mud at Devlon’s camp. 

Cassian landed on the flat stretch of mountain pass, the snowdrifts higher than at

Windhaven. Hiding any trace of the village that had stood here. 

Only cinders and debris remained anyway. 

He’d made sure of it. 

When  those  who  had  been  responsible  for  her  suffering  and  torment  had  been

dealt  with,  no  one  had  wanted  to  remain  here  a  moment  longer.  Not  with  the shattered bone and blood coating every surface, staining every field and training

ring.  So  they’d  migrated,  some  blending  into  other  camps,  others  making  their own lives elsewhere. None had ever come back. 

Centuries later, he didn’t regret it. 

Standing in the snow and wind, surveying the emptiness where he’d been born, 

Cassian didn’t regret it for a heartbeat. 

His mother had suffered every moment of her too-short life. It only grew worse

after she’d given birth to him. Especially in the years after he’d been taken away. 

And  when  he’d  been  strong  and  old  enough  to  come  back  to  look  for  her,  she was gone. 

They’d refused to tell him where she was buried. If they’d given her that honor, 

or if they’d thrown her body into an icy chasm to rot. 

He  still  didn’t  know.  Even  with  their  final,  rasping  breaths,  those  who’d  made sure she never knew happiness had refused to tell him. Had spat in his face and

told him every awful thing they’d done to her. 

He’d wanted to bury her in Velaris. Somewhere full of light and warmth, full of

kind people. Far away from these mountains. 

Cassian  scanned  the  snow-covered  pass.  His  memories  here  were  murky:  mud

and cold and too-small fires. But he could recall a lilting, soft voice, and gentle, 

slender hands. 

It was all he had of her. 

Cassian dragged his hands through his hair, fingers catching on the wind-tangled

snarls. 

He  knew  why  he’d  come  here,  why  he  always  came  here.  For  all  that  Amren

taunted him about being an Illyrian brute, he knew his own mind, his own heart. 

Devlon  was  a  fairer  camp-lord  than  most.  But  for  the  females  who  were  less

fortunate, who were preyed upon or cast out, there was little mercy. 

So  training  these  women,  giving  them  the  resources  and  confidence  to  fight

back,  to  look  beyond  their  campfires  …  it  was  for  her.  For  the  mother  buried here,  perhaps  buried  nowhere.  So  it  might  never  happen  again.  So  his  people, whom he still loved despite their faults, might one day become something  more . 

Something better. 

The unmarked, unknown grave in this pass was his reminder. 

Cassian stood in silence for long minutes before turning his gaze westward. As if

he might see all the way to Velaris. 

Rhys wanted him home for the Solstice, and he’d obey. 

Even if Nesta—

Nesta. 

Even in his thoughts, her name clanged through him, hollow and cold. 

Now wasn’t the time to think of her. Not here. 

He  very  rarely  allowed  himself  to  think  of  her,  anyway.  It  usually  didn’t  end well for whoever was in the sparring ring with him. 

Spreading  his  wings  wide,  Cassian  took  a  final  glance  around  the  camp  he’d

razed  to  the  ground.  Another  reminder,  too:  of  what  he  was  capable  of  when

pushed too far. 

To be careful, even when Devlon and the others made him want to bellow. He

and Az were the most powerful Illyrians in their long, bloody history. They wore

an  unprecedented  seven  Siphons  each,  just  to  handle  the  tidal  wave  of  brute

killing  power  they  possessed.  It  was  a  gift  and  a  burden  that  he’d  never  taken lightly. 

Three days. He had three days until he was to go to Velaris. 

He’d try to make them count. 

CHAPTER

4

 Feyre

The Rainbow was a hum of activity, even with the drifting veils of snow. 

High  Fae  and  faeries  alike  poured  in  and  out  of  the  various  shops  and  studios, some  perched  on  ladders  to  string  up  drooping  garlands  of  pine  and  holly

between  the  lampposts,  some  sweeping  gathered  clusters  of  snow  from  their

doorsteps,  some—no  doubt  artists—merely  standing  on  the  pale  cobblestones

and  turning  in  place,  faces  uplifted  to  the  gray  sky,  hair  and  skin  and  clothes dusted with fine powder. 

Dodging  one  such  person  in  the  middle  of  the  street—a  faerie  with  skin  like glittering onyx and eyes like swirling clusters of stars—I aimed for the front of a

small, pretty gallery, its glass window revealing an assortment of paintings and

pottery. The perfect place to do some Solstice shopping. A wreath of evergreen

hung on the freshly painted blue door, brass bells dangling from its center. 

The door: new. The display window: new. 

Both  had  been  shattered  and  stained  with  blood  months  ago.  This  entire  street had. 

It  was  an  effort  not  to  glance  at  the  white-dusted  stones  of  the  street,  sloping steeply  down  to  the  meandering  Sidra  at  its  base.  To  the  walkway  along  the

river,  full  of  patrons  and  artists,  where  I  had  stood  months  ago  and  summoned wolves  from  those  slumbering  waters.  Blood  had  been  streaming  down  these

cobblestones then, and there hadn’t been singing and laughter in the streets, but

screaming and pleading. 

I  took  a  sharp  inhale  through  my  nose,  the  chilled  air  tickling  my  nostrils. 

Slowly, I released it in a long breath, watching it cloud in front of me. Watching

myself in the reflection of the store window: barely

recognizable in my heavy gray coat, a red-and-gray scarf that I’d pilfered from

Mor’s closet, my eyes wide and distant. 

I realized a heartbeat later that I was not the only one staring at myself. 

Inside the gallery, no fewer than five people were doing their best not to gawk at

me as they browsed the collection of paintings and pottery. 

My  cheeks  warmed,  heart  a  staccato  beat,  and  I  offered  a  tight  smile  before continuing on. 

No matter that I’d spotted a piece that caught my eye. No matter that I  wanted  to go in. 

I kept my gloved hands bundled in the pockets of my coat as I strode down the

steep  street,  mindful  of  my  steps  on  the  slick  cobblestones.  While  Velaris  had plenty of spells upon it to keep the palaces and cafés and squares warm during

the winter, it seemed that for this first snow, many of them had been lifted, as if

everyone wanted to feel its chill kiss. 

I’d indeed braved the walk from the town house, wanting to not only breathe in

the  crisp,  snowy  air,  but  to  also  just  absorb  the  crackling  excitement  of  those readying for Solstice, rather than merely winnowing or flying over them. 

Though Rhys and Azriel still instructed me whenever they could, though I truly

loved to fly, the thought of exposing sensitive wings to the cold made me shiver. 

Few people recognized me while I strode by, my power firmly restrained within

me,  and  most  too  concerned  with  decorating  or  enjoying  the  first  snow  to  note those around them, anyway. 

A small mercy, though I certainly didn’t mind being approached. As High Lady, 

I hosted weekly open audiences with Rhys at the House of Wind. The requests

ranged from the small—a faelight lamppost was broken

—to the complicated—could we please stop importing goods from other courts

because it impacted local artisans. 

Some were issues Rhys had dealt with for centuries now, but he never acted like

he had. 

No, he listened to each petitioner, asked thorough questions, and then sent them

on their way with a promise to send an answer to them soon. It had taken me a

few sessions to get the hang of it—the questions he used, the  way  he listened. He hadn’t pushed me to step in unless necessary, had granted me the space to figure

out  the  rhythm  and  style  of  these  audiences  and  begin  asking  questions  of  my own. And then begin writing replies to

the petitioners, too. Rhys personally answered each and every one of them. 

And I now did, too. 

Hence  the  ever-growing  stacks  of  paperwork  in  so  many  rooms  of  the  town

house. 

How  he’d  lasted  so  long  without  a  team  of  secretaries  assisting  him,  I  had  no idea. 

But as I eased down the steep slope of the street, the bright-colored buildings of the Rainbow glowing around me like a shimmering memory of summer, I again

mulled it over. 

Velaris  was  by  no  means  poor,  its  people  mostly  cared  for,  the  buildings  and streets  well  kept.  My  sister,  it  seemed,  had  managed  to  find  the  only  thing relatively  close  to  a  slum.  And  insisted  on  living  there,  in  a  building  that  was older than Rhys and in dire need of repairs. 

There were only a few blocks in the city like that. When I’d asked Rhys about

them, about why they had not been improved, he merely said that he had tried. 

But displacing people while their homes were torn down and rebuilt … Tricky. 

I hadn’t been surprised two days ago when Rhys had handed me a piece of paper

and asked if there was anything else I would like to add to it. On the paper had

been a list of charities that he donated to around Solstice-time, everything from

aiding the poor, sick, and elderly to grants for young mothers to start their own

businesses.  I’d  added  only  two  items,  both  to  societies  that  I’d  heard  about through  my  own  volunteering:  donations  to  the  humans  displaced  by  the  war

with Hybern, as well as to Illyrian war widows and their families. The sums we

allocated were sizable, more money than I’d ever dreamed of possessing. 

Once, all I had wanted was enough food, money, and time to paint. 

Nothing  more.  I  would  have  been  content  to  let  my  sisters  wed,  to  remain  and care for my father. 

But beyond my mate, my family, beyond being High Lady—the mere fact that I

now  lived   here,  that  I  could  walk  through  an  entire  artists’  quarter  whenever  I wished …

Another avenue bisected the street midway down its slope, and I turned onto it, 

the  neat  rows  of  houses  and  galleries  and  studios  curving  away  into  the  snow. 

But even amongst the bright colors, there were patches of gray, of emptiness. 

I  approached  one  such  hollow  place,  a  half-crumbled  building.  Its  mint-green

paint  had  turned  grayish,  as  if  the  very  light  had  bled  from  the  color  as  the building  shattered.  Indeed,  the  few  buildings  around  it  were  also  muted  and

cracked, a gallery across the street boarded up. 

A few months ago, I’d begun donating a portion of my monthly salary—

the  idea  of  receiving  such  a  thing  was  still  utterly  ludicrous—to  rebuilding  the Rainbow and helping its artists, but the scars remained, on both these buildings

and their residents. 

And  the  mound  of  snow-dusted  rubble  before  me:  who  had  dwelled  there, 

worked there? Did they live, or had they been slaughtered in the attack? 

There  were  many  such  places  in  Velaris.  I’d  seen  them  in  my  work,  while

handing out winter coats and meeting with families in their homes. 

I  blew  out  another  breath.  I  knew  I  lingered  too  often,  too  long  at  such  sites.  I knew I should continue on, smiling as if nothing bothered me, as if all were well. 

And yet …

“They got out in time,” a female voice said behind me. 

I turned, boots slipping on the slick cobblestones. Throwing out a hand to steady

me, I gripped the first thing I came into contact with: a fallen chunk of rock from

the wrecked house. 

But it was the sight of who, exactly, stood behind me, gazing at the rubble, that

made me abandon any mortification. 

I had not forgotten her in the months since the attack. 

I had not forgotten the sight of her standing outside that shop door, a rusted pipe

raised  over  one  shoulder,  squaring  off  against  the  gathered  Hybern  soldiers, 

ready to go down swinging for the terrified people huddled inside. 

A faint rose blush glowed prettily on her pale green skin, her sable hair flowing

past  her  chest.  She  was  bundled  against  the  cold  in  a  brown  coat,  a  pink  scarf wrapped  around  her  neck  and  lower  half  of  her  face,  but  her  long,  delicate

fingers were gloveless as she crossed her arms. 

Faerie—and not a kind I saw too frequently. Her face and body reminded me of

the  High  Fae,  though  her  ears  were  slenderer,  longer  than  mine.  Her  form

slimmer, sleeker, even with the heavy coat. 

I  met  her  eyes,  a  vibrant  ochre  that  made  me  wonder  what  paints  I’d  have  to blend and wield to capture their likeness, and offered a small smile. 

“I’m glad to hear it.” 

Silence fell, interrupted by the merry singing of a few people down the street and

the wind gusting off the Sidra. 

The faerie only inclined her head. “Lady.” 

I fumbled for words, for something High Lady–ish and yet accessible, and came

up empty. Came up so empty that I blurted, “It’s snowing.” 

As if the drifting veils of white could be anything else. 

The faerie inclined her head again. “It is.” She smiled at the sky, snow catching

in her inky hair. “A fine first snow at that.” 

I surveyed the ruin behind me. “You—you know the people who lived here?” 

“I  did.  They’re  living  at  a  relative’s  farm  in  the  lowlands  now.”  She  waved  a hand toward the distant sea, to the flat expanse of land between Velaris and the

shore. 

“Ah,” I managed to say, then jerked my chin at the boarded-up shop across the

street. “What about that one?” 

The  faerie  surveyed  where  I’d  indicated.  Her  mouth—painted  a  berry  pink—

tightened. “Not so happy an ending, I’m afraid.” 

My palms turned sweaty within my wool gloves. “I see.” 

She faced me again, silken hair flowing around her. “Her name was Polina. That

was her gallery. For centuries.” 

Now it was a dark, quiet husk. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, uncertain what else to offer. 

The faerie’s slim, dark brows narrowed. “Why should you be?” She added, “My

lady.” 

I gnawed on my lip. Discussing such things with strangers … Perhaps not a good idea. So I ignored her question and asked, “Does she have any family?” I hoped

they’d made it, at least. 

“They live out in the lowlands, too. Her sister and nieces and nephews.” 

The faerie again studied the boarded-up front. “It’s for sale now.” 

I blinked, grasping the implied offer. “Oh—oh, I wasn’t asking after it for   that

reason.” It hadn’t even entered my mind. 

“Why not?” 

A  frank,  easy  question.  Perhaps  more  direct  than  most  people,  certainly

strangers, dared to be with me. “I—what use would I have for it?” 

She gestured to me with a hand, the motion effortlessly graceful. “Rumor has it

that you’re a fine artist. I can think of many uses for the space.” 

I glanced away, hating myself a bit for it. “I’m not in the market, I’m afraid.” 

The  faerie  shrugged  with  one  shoulder.  “Well,  whether  you  are  or  aren’t,  you needn’t go skulking around here. Every door is open to you, you know.” 

“As High Lady?” I dared ask. 

“As one of us,” she said simply. 

The words settled in, strange and yet like a piece I had not known was missing. 

An offered hand I had not realized how badly I wanted to grasp. 

“I’m Feyre,” I said, removing my glove and extending my arm. 

The  faerie  clasped  my  fingers,  her  grip  steel-strong  despite  her  slender  build. 

“Ressina.”  Not  someone  prone  to  excessive  smiling,  but  still  full  of  a  practical sort of warmth. 

Noon bells chimed in a tower at the edge of the Rainbow, the sound soon echoed

across the city in the other sister-towers. 

“I  should  be  going,”  I  said,  releasing  Ressina’s  hand  and  retreating  a  step.  “It
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was nice to meet you.” I tugged my glove back on, my fingers already stinging

with  cold.  Perhaps  I’d  take  some  time  this  winter  to  master  my  fire  gifts  more precisely. Learning how to warm clothes and skin without burning myself would

be mighty helpful. 

Ressina pointed to a building down the street—across the intersection I had just

passed  through.  The  same  building  she’d  defended,  its  walls  painted  raspberry

pink, and doors and windows a bright turquoise, like the water around Adriata. 

“I’m one of the artists who uses that studio space over there. If you ever want a

guide, or even some company, I’m there most days. I live above the studio.” An

elegant wave toward the tiny round windows on the second level. 

I put a hand on my chest. “Thank you.” 

Again  that  silence,  and  I  took  in  that  shop,  the  doorway  Ressina  had  stood

before, guarding her home and others. 

“We remember it, you know,” Ressina said quietly, drawing my stare away. But

her  attention  had  landed  on  the  rubble  behind  us,  on  the  boarded-up  studio,  on the  street,  as  if  she,  too,  could  see  through  the  snow  to  the  blood  that  had  run between the cobblestones. “That you came for us that day.” 

I didn’t know what to do with my body, my hands, so I opted for stillness. 

Ressina  met  my  stare  at  last,  her  ochre  eyes  bright.  “We  keep  away  to  let  you have your privacy, but don’t think for one moment that there isn’t a single one of

us who doesn’t know and remember, who isn’t grateful that you came here and

fought for us.” 

It hadn’t been enough, even so. The ruined building behind me was proof of that. 

People had still died. 

Ressina took a few unhurried steps toward her studio, then stopped. 

“There’s a group of us who paint together at my studio. One night a week. 

We’re meeting in two days’ time. It would be an honor if you joined us.” 

“What  sort  of  things  do  you  paint?”  My  question  was  soft  as  the  snow  falling past us. 

Ressina smiled slightly. “The things that need telling.” 

Even  with  the  icy  evening  soon  descending  upon  Velaris,  people  packed  the

streets,  laden  with  bags  and  boxes,  some  lugging  enormous  fruit  baskets  from

one of the many stands now occupying either Palace. 

My fur-lined hood shielding me against the cold, I browsed through the vendor

carts  and  storefronts  in  the  Palace  of  Thread  and  Jewels,  surveying  the  latter, mostly. 

Some of the public areas remained heated, but enough of Velaris had now been

temporarily left exposed to the bitter wind that I wished I’d opted for a heavier

sweater  that  morning.  Learning  how  to  warm  myself  without  summoning  a

flame would be handy indeed. If I ever had the time to do it. 

I was circling back to a display in one of the shops built beneath the overhanging

buildings when an arm looped through mine and Mor drawled, 

“Amren would love you forever if you bought her a sapphire that big.” 

I  laughed,  tugging  back  my  hood  enough  to  see  her  fully.  Mor’s  cheeks  were

flushed against the cold, her braided golden hair spilling into the white fur lining

her cloak. “Unfortunately, I don’t think our coffers would return the feeling.” 

Mor  smirked.  “You   do  know  that  we’re  well-off,  don’t  you?  You  could  fill  a bathtub with those things”—she jerked her chin toward the egg-sized sapphire in

the window of the jewelry shop—“and barely make a dent in our accounts.” 

I  knew.  I’d  seen  the  lists  of  assets.  I  still  couldn’t  wrap  my  mind  around  the enormity of Rhys’s wealth.  My  wealth. It didn’t feel real, those numbers

and figures. Like it was children’s play money. I only bought what I needed. 

But now … “I’m looking for something to get her for Solstice.” 

Mor surveyed the lineup of jewels, both uncut and set, in the window. 

Some  gleamed  like  fallen  stars.  Others  smoldered,  as  if  they  had  been  carved from  the  burning  heart  of  the  earth.  “Amren  does  deserve  a  decent  present  this year, doesn’t she?” 

After what Amren had done during that final battle to destroy Hybern’s armies, 

the choice she’d made to remain here … “We all do.” 

Mor  nudged  me  with  an  elbow,  though  her  brown  eyes  gleamed.  “And  will

Varian be joining us, do you think?” 

I snorted. “When I asked her yesterday, she hedged.” 

“I think that means yes. Or he’ll at least be visiting  her .” 

I  smiled  at  the  thought,  and  pulled  Mor  along  to  the  next  display  window, 

pressing  against  her  side  for  warmth.  Amren  and  the  Prince  of  Adriata  hadn’t officially  declared  anything,  but  I  sometimes  dreamed  of  it,  too—that  moment

when she had shed her immortal skin and Varian had fallen to his knees. 

A  creature  of  flame  and  brimstone,  built  in  another  world  to  mete  out  a  cruel god’s  judgment,  to  be  his  executioner  upon  the  masses  of  helpless  mortals. 

Fifteen thousand years, she had been stuck in this world. 

And  had  not  loved,  not  in  the  way  that  could  alter  history,  alter  fate,  until  that silver-haired  Prince  of  Adriata.  Or  at  least  loved  in  the  way  that  Amren  was capable of loving anything. 

So, yes: nothing was declared between them. But I knew he visited her, secretly, 

in  this  city.  Mostly  because  some  mornings,  Amren  would  strut  into  the  town

house smirking like a cat. 

But for what she’d been willing to walk away from, so that we could be saved …

Mor and I spied the piece in the window at the same moment. “That one,” she

declared. 

I was already moving for the glass front door, a silver bell ringing merrily as we

entered. 

The  shopkeeper  was  wide-eyed  but  beaming  as  we  pointed  to  the  piece,  and

swiftly laid it out on a black velvet pad. She made a sweet-tempered excuse to retrieve something from the back, granting us privacy to examine it as we stood

before the polished wood counter. 

“It’s  perfect,”  Mor  breathed,  the  stones  fracturing  the  light  and  burning  with their own inner fire. 

I ran a finger over the cool silver settings. “What do  you want as a present?” 

Mor shrugged, her heavy brown coat bringing out the rich soil of her eyes. “I’ve

got everything I need.” 

“Try  telling  Rhys  that.  He  says  Solstice  isn’t  about  getting  gifts  you  need ,  but rather ones you’d never buy for yourself.” Mor rolled her eyes. 

Even though I was inclined to do the same, I pushed, “So what   do you want?” 

She ran a finger along a cut stone. “Nothing. I—there’s nothing I want.” 

Beyond things she perhaps was not ready to ask for, search for. 

I  again  examined  the  piece  and  casually  asked,  “You’ve  been  at  Rita’s  a  great deal lately. Is there anyone you might want to bring to Solstice dinner?” 

Mor’s eyes sliced to mine. “No.” 

It  was  her  business,  when  and  how  to  inform  the  others  what  she’d  told  me

during the war. When and how to tell Azriel especially. 

My only role in it was to stand by her—to have her back when she needed it. 

So I went on, “What are  you getting the others?” 

She  scowled.  “After  centuries  of  gifts,  it’s  a  pain  in  my  ass  to  find  something new for all of them. I’m fairly certain Azriel has a drawer full of all the daggers

I’ve bought him throughout the centuries that he’s too polite to throw away, but

won’t ever use.” 

“You honestly think he’d ever give up Truth-Teller?” 

“He gave it to Elain,” Mor said, admiring a moonstone necklace in the counter’s

glass case. 

“She gave it back,” I amended, failing to block out the image of the black blade

piercing through the King of Hybern’s throat. But Elain  had given it back—had

pressed it into Azriel’s hands after the battle, just as he had pressed it into hers

before. And then walked away without looking back. 

Mor hummed to herself. The jeweler returned a moment later, and I signed the

purchase to my personal credit account, trying not to cringe at the enormous sum

of money that just disappeared with a stroke of a golden pen. 

“Speaking  of  Illyrian  warriors,”  I  said  as  we  strode  into  the  crammed  Palace square  and  edged  around  a  red-painted  cart  selling  cups  of  piping  hot  molten chocolate, “what the hell  do I get either of them?” 

I didn’t have the nerve to ask what I should get for Rhys, since, even though I

adored  Mor,  it  felt   wrong  to  ask  another  person  for  advice  on  what  to  buy  my mate. 

“You  could honestly get Cassian a new knife and he’d kiss you for it. 

But Az would probably prefer no presents at all, just to avoid the attention while

opening it.” 

I laughed. “True.” 

Arm in arm, we continued on, the aromas of roasting hazelnuts, pine cones, and

chocolate  replacing  the  usual  salt-and-lemon-verbena  scent  that  filled  the  city. 

“Do you plan to visit Viviane during Solstice?” 

In  the  months  since  the  war  had  ended,  Mor  had  remained  in  contact  with  the Lady  of  the  Winter  Court,  perhaps  soon  to  be   High  Lady,  if  Viviane  had anything  to  do  about  it.  They’d  been  friends  for  centuries,  until  Amarantha’s reign had severed contact, and though the war with Hybern had been brutal, one

of the good things to come of it had been the rekindling of their friendship. Rhys

and Kallias had a still-lukewarm alliance, but it seemed Mor’s relationship with

the High Lord of Winter’s mate would be the bridge between our two courts. 

My friend smiled warmly. “Perhaps a day or two after. Their celebrating lasts for

a whole week.” 

“Have you been before?” 

A shake of her head, golden hair catching in the faelight lamps. “No. 

They usually keep their borders closed, even to friends. But with Kallias now in

power, and especially with Viviane at his side, they’re starting to open up once

more.” 

“I can only imagine their celebrations.” 

Her  eyes  glowed.  “Viviane  told  me  about  them  once.  They  make  ours  look

positively  dull.  Dancing  and  drinking,  feasting  and  gifting.  Roaring  fires  made from  entire  tree  trunks  and  cauldrons  full  of  mulled  wine,  the  singing  of  a thousand  minstrels  flowing  throughout  their  palace,  answered  by  the  bells

ringing on the large sleighs pulled by those beautiful white bears.” She sighed. I

echoed it, the image she’d crafted hovering in the frosty air between us. 

Here  in  Velaris,  we  would  celebrate  the  longest  night  of  the  year.  In  Kallias’s territory, it seemed, they would celebrate the winter itself. 

Mor’s smile faded. “I did find you for a reason, you know.” 

“Not just to shop?” 

She nudged me with an elbow. “We’re to head to the Hewn City tonight.” 

I cringed. “We  as in all of us?” 

“You, me, and Rhys, at least.” 

I bit back a groan. “Why?” 

Mor paused at a vendor, examining the neatly folded scarves displayed. 

“Tradition. Around Solstice, we make a little visit to the Court of Nightmares to

wish them well.” 

“Really?” 

Mor grimaced, nodding to the vendor and continuing on. “As I said, tradition. To

foster goodwill. Or as much of it as we have. And after the battles this summer, 

it wouldn’t hurt.” 

Keir and his Darkbringer army had fought, after all. 

We  eased  through  the  densely  packed  heart  of  the  Palace,  passing  beneath  a

latticework of faelights just beginning to twinkle awake overhead. 

From a slumbering, quiet place inside me, the painting name flitted by. 

 Frost and Starlight. 

“So you and Rhys decided to tell me mere hours before we go?” 

“Rhys has been away all day.  I decided that we’re to go tonight. Since we don’t

want to ruin the actual Solstice by visiting, now is best.” 

There  were  plenty  of  days  between  now  and  Solstice  Eve  to  do  it.  But  Mor’s face remained carefully casual. 

I  still  pushed,  “You  preside  over  the  Hewn  City,  and  deal  with  them  all  the time.”  She  as  good  as  ruled  over  it  when  Rhys  wasn’t  there.  And  handled  her awful father plenty. 

Mor sensed the question within my statement. “Eris will be there tonight. 

I heard it from Az this morning.” 

I remained quiet, waiting. 

Mor’s brown eyes darkened. “I want to see for myself just how cozy he and my

father have become.” 

It was good enough reason for me. 

CHAPTER

5

 Feyre

I  was  curled  up  on  the  bed,  toasty  and  drowsy  atop  the  layers  of  blankets  and

down quilts, when Rhys finally returned home as dusk fell. 

I  felt  his  power  beckoning  to  me  long  before  he  got  near  the  house,  a  dark melody through the world. 

Mor had announced we wouldn’t be going to the Hewn City for another hour or

so,  long  enough  that  I’d  forgone  touching  that  paperwork  on  the  rosewood

writing desk across the room and had instead picked up a book. 

I’d barely managed ten pages before Rhys opened the bedroom door. 

His Illyrian leathers gleamed with melted snow, and more of it shone on his dark

hair and wings as he quietly shut the door. “Right where I left you.” 

I smiled, setting down the book beside me. It was nearly swallowed by the ivory

down duvet. “Isn’t this all I’m good for?” 

A  rogue  smile  tugging  up  one  corner  of  his  mouth,  Rhys  began  removing  his

weapons,  then  the  clothes.  But  despite  the  humor  lighting  his  eyes,  each

movement was heavy and slow—as if he fought exhaustion with every breath. 

“Maybe we should tell Mor to delay the meeting at the Court of Nightmares.” I

frowned. 

He  shucked  off  his  jacket,  the  leathers  thumping  as  they  landed  on  the  desk chair.  “Why?  If  Eris  will  indeed  be  there,  I’d  like  to  surprise  him  with  a  little visit of my own.” 

“You look exhausted, that’s why.” 

He put a dramatic hand over his heart. “Your concern warms me more than any

winter fire, my love.” 

I rolled my eyes and sat up. “Did you at least eat?” 

He shrugged, his dark shirt straining across his broad shoulders. “I’m fine.” His

gaze slid over my bare legs as I pushed back the covers. 

Heat bloomed in me, but I shoved my feet into slippers. “I’ll get you food.” 

“I don’t want—” 

“When did you last eat?” 

A sullen silence. 

“I thought so.” I hauled a fleece-lined robe around my shoulders. “Wash up and

change. We’re leaving in forty minutes. I’ll be back soon.” 

He tucked in his wings, the faelight gilding the talon atop each one. “You don’t

need to—” 

“I want to, and I’m going to.” With that, I was out the door and padding down

the cerulean-blue hallway. 

Five  minutes  later,  Rhys  held  the  door  open  for  me  wearing  nothing  but  his

undershorts as I strode in, tray in my hands. 

“Considering  that  you  brought  the  entire  damn  kitchen,”  he  mused  as  I  headed for  the  desk,  still  not  anywhere  near  dressed  for  our  visit,  “I  should  have  just gone downstairs.” 

I stuck out my tongue, but scowled as I scanned the cluttered desk for any spare

space. None. Even the small table by the window was covered with things. All

important, vital things. I made do with the bed. 

Rhys sat, folding his wings behind him before reaching to pull me into his lap, 

but I dodged his hands and kept a healthy distance away. “Eat the food first.” 

“Then I’ll eat you after,” he countered, grinning wickedly, but tore into the food. 

The rate and intensity of that eating was enough to bank any rising heat in me at

his words. “Did you eat  at all  today?” 

A  flash  of  violet  eyes  as  he  finished  off  his  bread  and  began  on  the  cold  roast beef. “I had an apple this morning.” 

“Rhys.” 

“I was busy.” 

“Rhys.” 

He set down his fork, his mouth twitching toward a smile. “Feyre.” 

I crossed my arms. “No one is too busy to eat.” 

“You’re fussing.” 

“It’s my job to fuss. And besides,  you fuss plenty. Over far more trivial things.” 

“Your cycle  isn’t  trivial.” 

“I was in a  little  bit of pain—” 

“You were thrashing on the bed as if someone had gutted you.” 

“And  you were acting like an overbearing mother hen.” 

“I didn’t see you screaming at Cassian, Mor, or Az when  they  expressed concern

for you.” 

“They didn’t try to spoon-feed me like an invalid!” 

Rhys chuckled, finishing off his food. “I’ll eat regular meals if you allow me to

turn into an overbearing mother hen twice a year.” 

Right—because my cycle was so different in this body. Gone were the monthly

discomforts. I’d thought it a gift. 

Until two months ago. When the first one had happened. 

In place of those monthly, human discomforts was a biannual week of stomach-

shredding  agony. Even Madja, Rhys’s favored healer, could do little for the pain short  of  rendering  me  unconscious.  There  had  been  a  point  during  that  week

when  I’d  debated  it,  the  pain  slicing  from  my  back  and  stomach  down  to  my

thighs,  up  to  my  arms,  like  living  bands  of  lightning  flashing  through  me.  My cycle had never been pleasant as a human, and there had indeed been days when

I couldn’t get out of bed. It seemed that in being Made, the amplification of my

attributes hadn’t stopped at strength and Fae features. Not at all. 

Mor had little to offer me beyond commiseration and ginger tea. At least it was

only  twice  a  year,  she’d  consoled  me.  That  was  two  times  too  many,  I’d managed to groan to her. 

Rhys had stayed with me the entire time, stroking my hair, replacing the heated

blankets that I soaked with sweat, even helping me clean myself off. 

Blood  was  blood,  was  all  he  said  when  I’d  objected  to  him  seeing  me  peel  off the  soiled  undergarments.  I’d  been  barely  able  to  move  at  that  point  without whimpering, so the words hadn’t entirely sunken in. 

Along with the implication of that blood. At least the contraceptive brew he took

was working. But conceiving amongst the Fae was rare and difficult enough that

I  sometimes  wondered  if  waiting  until  I  was  ready  for  children  might  wind  up biting me in the ass. 

I  hadn’t  forgotten  the  Bone  Carver’s  vision,  how  he’d  appeared  to  me.  I  knew Rhys hadn’t, either. 

But he hadn’t pushed, or asked. I’d once told him that I wanted to live with him, 

experience  life  with him, before we had children. I still held to that. There was so much  to  do,  our  days  too  busy  to  even  think  about  bringing  a  child  into  the world,  my  life  full  enough  that  even  though  it  would  be  a  blessing  beyond

measure, I would endure the twice-a-year agony for the time being. And help my

sisters with them, too. 

Fae  fertility  cycles  had  never  been  something  I’d  considered,  and  explaining

them to Nesta and Elain had been uncomfortable, to say the least. 

Nesta  had  only  stared  at  me  in  that  unblinking,  cold  way.  Elain  had  blushed, muttering about the impropriety of such things. But they had been Made nearly

six  months  ago.  It  was  coming.  Soon.  If  being  Made  somehow  didn’t  interfere

with it. 

I’d  have  to  find  some  way  to  convince  Nesta  to  send  word  when  hers  started. 

Like  hell  would  I  allow  her  to  endure  that  pain  alone.  I  wasn’t  sure  she   could endure that pain alone. 

Elain, at least, would be too polite to send Lucien away when he wanted to help. 

She was too polite to send him away on a normal day. She just ignored him or

barely  spoke  to  him  until  he  got  the  hint  and  left.  As  far  as  I  knew,  he  hadn’t

come  within  touching  distance  since  the  aftermath  of  that  final  battle.  No,  she tended  to  her  gardens  here,  silently  mourning  her  lost  human  life.  Mourning

Graysen. 

How  Lucien  withstood  it,  I  didn’t  know.  Not  that  he’d  shown  any  interest  in bridging that gap between them. 

“Where did you go?” Rhys asked, draining his wine and setting aside the tray. 

If I wanted to talk, he’d listen. If I didn’t want to, he would let it go. It had been

our unspoken bargain from the start—to listen when the other needed, and give

space when it was required. He was still slowly working his way through telling

me all that had been done to him, all he’d witnessed Under the Mountain. There

were still nights when I’d kiss away his tears, one by one. 

This  subject,  however,  was  not  so  difficult  to  discuss.  “I  was  thinking  about Elain,” I said, leaning against the edge of the desk. “And Lucien.” 

Rhys arched a brow, and I told him. 

When I finished, his face was contemplative. “Will Lucien be joining us for the

Solstice?” 

“Is it bad if he does?” 

Rhys let out a hum, his wings tucking in further. I had no idea how he withstood


the  cold  while  flying,  even  with  a  shield.  Whenever  I’d  tried  these  past  few weeks,  I’d  barely  lasted  more  than  a  few  minutes.  The  only  time  I’d  managed had  been  last  week,  when  our  flight  from  the  House  of  Wind  had  turned  far

warmer. 

Rhys said at last, “I can stomach being around him.” 

“I’m sure he’d love to hear that thrilling endorsement.” 

A half smile that had me walking toward him, stopping between his legs. 

He  braced  his  hands  idly  on  my  hips.  “I  can  let  go  of  the  taunts,”  he  said, scanning  my  face.  “And  the  fact  that  he  still  harbors  some  hope  of  one  day reuniting with Tamlin. But I cannot let go of how he treated you after Under the

Mountain.” 

“I can. I’ve forgiven him for that.” 

“Well,  you’ll  forgive   me  if  I  can’t.”  Icy  rage  darkened  the  stars  in  those  violet eyes. 

“You still can barely talk to Nesta,” I said. “Yet Elain you can talk to nicely.” 

“Elain is Elain.” 

“If you blame one, you have to blame the other.” 

“No, I don’t. Elain is Elain,” he repeated. “Nesta is … she’s Illyrian. I mean that

as  a  compliment,  but  she’s  an  Illyrian  at  heart.  So  there  is  no  excuse  for  her behavior.” 

“She more than made up for it this summer, Rhys.” 

“I cannot forgive anyone who made you suffer.” 

Cold, brutal words, spoken with such casual grace. 

But he still didn’t care about those who’d made  him suffer. I ran a hand over the swirls and whorls of tattoos across his muscled chest, tracing the intricate lines. 

He shuddered under my fingers, wings twitching. “They’re my family. You have

to forgive Nesta at some point.” 

He rested his brow against my chest, right between my breasts, and wrapped his

arms around my waist. For a long minute, he only breathed in the scent of me, as

if  taking  it  deep  into  his  lungs.  “Should  that  be  my  Solstice  gift  to  you?”  he murmured. “Forgiving Nesta for letting her fourteen-year-old sister go into those

woods?” 

I  hooked  a  finger  under  his  chin  and  tugged  his  head  up.  “You  won’t  get  any Solstice gift at all from  me if you keep up this nonsense.” 

A wicked grin. 

“Prick,” I hissed, making to step back, but his arms tightened around me. 

We  fell  silent,  just  staring  at  each  other.  Then  Rhys  said  down  the  bond,  A thought for a thought, Feyre darling? 

I  smiled  at  the  request,  the  old  game  between  us.  But  it  faded  as  I  answered,  I went into the Rainbow today. 

 Oh?  He nuzzled the plane of my stomach. 

I dragged my hands through his dark hair, savoring the silken strands against my

calluses.  There’s  an  artist,  Ressina.  She  invited  me  to  come  paint   with  her  and some others in two nights. 

Rhys pulled back to scan my face, then arched a brow. “Why do you not sound

excited about it?” 

I gestured to our room, the town house, and blew out a breath. “I haven’t painted

anything in a while.” 

Not  since  we’d  returned  from  battle.  Rhys  remained  quiet,  letting  me  sort

through the jumble of words inside me. 

“It feels selfish,” I admitted. “To take the time, when there is so much to do and

—” 

“It  is  not  selfish.”  His  hands  tightened  on  my  hips.  “If  you  want  to  paint,  then paint, Feyre.” 

“People in this city still don’t have homes.” 

“You taking a few hours every day to paint won’t change that.” 

“It’s not just that.” I leaned down until my brow rested on his, the citrus-and-sea

scent of him filling my lungs, my heart. “There are too many of them—things I

want  to  paint.  Need  to.  Picking  one  …”  I  took  an  unsteady  breath  and  pulled back. “I’m not quite certain I’m ready to see what emerges when I paint some of

them.” 

“Ah.” He traced soothing, loving lines down my back. “Whether you join them

this  week,  or  two  months  from  now,  I  think  you  should  go.  Try  it  out.”  He surveyed  the  room,  the  thick  rug,  as  if  he  could  see  the  entire  town  house

beneath. “We can turn your old bedroom into a studio, if you want—” 

“It’s fine,” I cut him off. “It—the light isn’t ideal in there.” At his raised brows, I

admitted,  “I  checked.  The  only  room  that’s  good  for  it  is  the  sitting  room,  and I’d rather not fill up the house with the reek of paint.” 

“I don’t think anyone would mind.” 

“I’d mind. And I like privacy, anyway. The last thing I want is Amren standing

behind me, critiquing my work as I go.” 

Rhys chuckled. “Amren can be dealt with.” 

“I’m not sure you and I are talking about the same Amren, then.” 

He grinned, tugging me close again, and murmured against my stomach, 

“It’s your birthday on Solstice.” 

“So?” I’d been trying to forget that fact. And let the others forget it, too. 

Rhys’s smile became subdued—feline. “So, that means you get  two presents.” 

I groaned. “I never should have told you.” 

“You  were  born  on  the  longest  night  of  the  year.”  His  fingers  again  stroked down  my  back.  Lower.  “You  were  meant  to  be  at  my  side  from  the  very

beginning.” 

He  traced  the  seam  of  my  backside  with  a  long,  lazy  stroke.  With  me  standing before  him  like  this,  he  could  instantly  smell  the  shift  in  my  scent  as  my  core heated. 

I managed to say down the bond before words failed me,  Your turn. A   thought for a thought. 

He  pressed  a  kiss  to  my  stomach,  right  over  my  navel.  “Have  I  told  you  about that first time you winnowed and tackled me into the snow?” 

I smacked his shoulder, the muscle beneath hard as stone. “That’s your thought

for a thought?” 

He smiled against my stomach, his fingers still exploring, coaxing. “You tackled me  like  an  Illyrian.  Perfect  form,  a  direct  hit.  But  then  you  lay  on  top  of  me, panting. All I wanted to do was get us both naked.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” Yet I threaded my fingers through his hair. 

The fabric of my dressing gown was barely more than cobwebs between us as he

huffed  a  laugh  onto  my  belly.  I  hadn’t  bothered  putting  on  anything  beneath. 

“You drove me out of my mind. All those months. I still don’t quite believe I get

to have this. Have you.” 

My throat tightened. That was the thought he wanted to trade, needed to share. “I

wanted  you,  even  Under  the  Mountain,”  I  said  softly.  “I  chalked  it  up  to  those horrible circumstances, but after we killed her, when I couldn’t tell anyone how I

felt—about how truly bad things were, I still told you. 

I’ve always been able to talk to you. I think my heart knew you were mine long

before I ever realized it.” 

His  eyes  gleamed,  and  he  buried  his  face  between  my  breasts  again,  hands

caressing  my  back.  “I  love  you,”  he  breathed.  “More  than  life,  more  than  my territory, more than my crown.” 

I knew. He’d given up that life to reforge the Cauldron, the fabric of the world

itself,  so  I  might  survive.  I  hadn’t  had  it  in  me  to  be  furious  with  him  about  it afterward, or in the months since. He’d lived—it was a gift I would never stop

being grateful for. And in the end, though, we’d saved each other. All of us had. 

I kissed the top of his head. “I love you,” I whispered onto his blue-black hair. 

Rhys’s  hands  clamped  on  the  back  of  my  thighs,  the  only  warning  before  he

smoothly twisted us, pinning me to the bed as he nuzzled my neck. “A week,” he

said  onto  my  skin,  gracefully  folding  his  wings  behind  him.  “A  week  to  have you in this bed. That’s all I want for Solstice.” 

I  laughed  breathlessly,  but  he  flexed  his  hips,  driving  against  me,  the  barriers between us little more than scraps of cloth. He brushed a kiss against my mouth, 

his wings a dark wall behind his shoulders. “You think I’m joking.” 

“We’re  strong  for  High  Fae,”  I  mused,  fighting  to  concentrate  as  he  tugged  on

my earlobe with his teeth, “but a week straight of sex? I don’t think I’d be able to walk. Or you’d be able to function, at least with your favorite part.” 

He  nipped  the  delicate  arch  of  my  ear,  and  my  toes  curled.  “Then  you’ll  just have to kiss my favorite part and make it better.” 

I slid a hand to that favorite part—   my favorite part—and gripped him through

his  undershorts.  He  groaned,  pressing  himself  into  my  touch,  and  the  garment

disappeared, leaving only my palm against the velvet hardness of him. 

“We need to get dressed,” I managed to say, even as my hand stroked over him. 

“Later,” he ground out, sucking on my lower lip. 

Indeed. Rhys pulled back, tattooed arms braced on either side of my head. One

was covered with his Illyrian markings, the other with the twin tattoo to the one

on  my  arms:  the  last  bargain  we’d  made.  To  remain  together  through  all  that waited ahead. 

My core pounded, sister to my thunderous heartbeat, the need to have him buried

inside me, to have him—

As if in mockery of those twin beats within me, a knocking rattled the bedroom

door. “Just so you’re aware,” Mor chirped from the other side, 

“we   do have to go soon.” 

Rhys let out a low growl that skittered over my skin, his hair slipping over his

brow as he turned his head toward the door. Nothing but predatory intent in his

glazed eyes. “We have thirty minutes,” he said with remarkable smoothness. 

“And it takes you two hours to get dressed,” Mor quipped through the door. A

sly pause. “And I’m not talking about Feyre.” 

Rhys  grumbled  a  laugh  and  lowered  his  brow  against  mine.  I  closed  my  eyes, 

breathing him in, even while my fingers unfurled from around him. 

“This  isn’t  finished,”  he  promised  me,  his  voice  rough,  before  he  kissed  the hollow of my throat and pulled away. “Go terrorize someone else,” he called to

Mor, rolling his neck as his wings vanished and he stalked for the bathing room. 

“I need to primp.” 

Mor chuckled, her light footsteps soon fading away. 

I slumped against the pillows and breathed deep, cooling the need that coursed

through me. Water gurgled in the bathing room, followed by a soft yelp. 

I wasn’t the only one in need of cooling, it seemed. 

Indeed, when I strode into the bathing room a few minutes later, Rhys was still

cringing as he washed himself in the tub. 

A  dip  of  my  fingers  into  the  soapy  water  confirmed  my  suspicions:  it  was  ice-cold. 

CHAPTER

6

 Morrigan

There was no light in this place. 

There never had been. 

Even  the  evergreen  garlands,  holly  wreaths,  and  crackling  birchwood  fires  in

honor  of  the  Solstice  couldn’t  pierce  the  eternal  darkness  that  dwelled  in  the Hewn City. 

It was not the sort of darkness that Mor had come to love in Velaris, the sort of

darkness that was as much a part of Rhys as his blood. 

It  was  the  darkness  of  rotting  things,  of  decay.  The  smothering  darkness  that withered all life. 

And the golden-haired male standing before her in the throne room, amongst the

towering pillars carved with those scaled, slithering beasts—he had been created

from it. Thrived in it. 

“I apologize if we interrupted your festivities,” Rhysand purred to him. 

To Keir. And to the male beside him. 

Eris. 

The  throne  room  was  empty  now.  A  word  from  Feyre,  and  the  usual  ilk  who

dined and danced and schemed here were gone, leaving only Keir and the High

Lord of Autumn’s eldest son. 

The former spoke first, adjusting the lapels on his black jacket. “To what do we

owe this pleasure?” 

The  sneering  tone.  She  could  still  hear  the  hissed  insults  beneath  it,  whispered long ago in her family’s private suite, whispered at every meeting and gathering

when  her  cousin  was  not  present.  Half-breed   monstrosity.  A  disgrace  to  the bloodline. 

“High Lord.” 

The words came out of her without thought. And her voice, the voice she used

here  …  Not  her  own.  Never  her  own,  never  down  here  with  them  in  the

darkness. Mor kept her voice just as cold and unforgiving as she corrected, “To

what do we owe this pleasure,  High Lord.” 

She didn’t bother to keep her teeth from flashing. 

Keir ignored her. 

His preferred method of insult: to act as if a person weren’t worth the breath it’d

take to speak with them. 

 Try something new, you miserable bastard. 

Rhys cut in before Mor could contemplate saying just that, his dark power filling

the room, the mountain, “We came, of course, to wish you and yours well for the

Solstice. But it seems you already had a guest to entertain.” 

Az’s  information  had  been  flawless,  as  it  always  was.  When  he’d  found  her

reading  up  on  Winter  Court  customs  in  the  House  of  Wind’s  library  this

morning, she hadn’t asked   how he’d learned that Eris was to come tonight. 

She’d long since learned that Az was just as likely not to tell her. 

But  the  Autumn  Court  male  standing  beside  Keir  …  Mor  made  herself  look  at

Eris. Into his amber eyes. 

Colder  than  any  hall  of  Kallias’s  court.  They  had  been  that  way  from  the

moment she’d met him, five centuries ago. 

Eris  laid  a  pale  hand  on  the  breast  of  his  pewter-colored  jacket,  the  portrait  of Autumn  Court  gallantry.  “I  thought  I’d  extend  some  Solstice  greetings  of  my

own.” 

That voice. That silky, arrogant voice. It had not altered, not in tone or timbre, in

the passing centuries, either. Had not changed since that day. 

 Warm, buttery sunlight through the leaves, setting them glowing like   rubies and citrines. The damp, earthen scent of rotting things beneath the   leaves and roots she lay upon. Had been thrown and left upon. 

 Everything hurt. Everything. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything   but watch the sun drift through the rich canopy far overhead, listen to the   wind between the silvery trunks. 

 And the center of that pain, radiating outward like living fire with each   uneven, rasping breath …

 Light, steady steps crunched on the leaves. Six sets. A border guard, a   patrol. 

 Help. Someone to help   —

 A male voice, foreign and deep, swore. Then went silent. 

 Went  silent  as  a  single  pair  of  steps  approached.  She  couldn’t  turn  her   head, couldn’t  bear  the  agony.  Could  do  nothing  but  inhale  each  wet,    shuddering breath. 

 “Don’t touch her.” 

 Those steps stopped. 

 It was not a warning to protect her. Defend her. 

 She knew the voice that spoke. Had dreaded hearing it. 

 She felt him approach now. Felt each reverberation in the leaves, the   moss, the roots. As if the very land shuddered before him . 

 “No  one  touches  her,”  he  said.  Eris.  “The  moment  we  do,  she’s  our

 responsibility.” 

 Cold, unfeeling words. 

 “But—but they nailed  a—” 

 “No one touches her.” 

 Nailed. 

 They had spiked nails into her. 

 Had pinned her down as she screamed, pinned her down as she roared at   them, then begged them. And then they had taken out those long, brutal iron   nails. And the hammer. 

 Three of them. 

 Three strikes of the hammer, drowned out by her screaming, by the pain. 

 She  began  shaking,  hating  it  as  much  as  she’d  hated  the  begging.  Her   body bellowed in agony, those nails in her abdomen relentless. 

 A  pale,  beautiful  face  appeared  above  her,  blocking  out  the  jewel-like   leaves above. Unmoved. Impassive. “I take it you do not wish to live   here,   Morrigan.” 

 She  would  rather  die  here,  bleed  out  here.  She  would  rather  die  and   return—

 return as something wicked and cruel, and shred them all apart. 

 He must have read it in her eyes. A small smile curved his lips. “I   thought so.” 

 Eris straightened, turning. Her fingers curled in the leaves and loamy  soil. 

 She wished she could grow claws—grow claws as Rhys could—and rip   out that pale  throat.  But  that  was  not  her  gift.  Her  gift  …  her  gift  had  left   her  here. 

 Broken and bleeding. 

 Eris took a step away. 

 Someone behind him blurted, “We can’t just leave her to—” 

 “We can, and we will,” Eris said simply, his pace unfaltering as he   strode away. 

 “She  chose  to  sully  herself;  her  family  chose  to  deal  with  her   like  garbage.  I have already told them my decision in this matter.” A long   pause, crueler than the rest. “And I am not in the habit of fucking Illyrian  leftovers.” 

 She couldn’t stop it, then. The tears that slid out, hot and burning. 

 Alone. They would leave her alone here. Her friends did not know where   she had gone. She barely knew where she was. 

 “But—” That dissenting voice cut in again. 

 “Move out.” 

 There was no dissension after that. 

 And when their steps faded away, then vanished, the silence returned. 

 The sun and the wind and the leaves. 

 The blood and the iron and the soil beneath her nails. 

 The pain. 

A  subtle  nudge  of  Feyre’s  hand  against  her  own  drew  her  out,  away  from  that bloody clearing just over the border of the Autumn Court. 

Mor  threw  her  High  Lady  a  grateful  glance,  which  Feyre  smartly  ignored, 

already returning her attention to the conversation. Never having taken her focus

off it in the first place. 

Feyre had fallen into the role of mistress of this horrible city with far more ease

than she had. Clad in a sparkling onyx gown, the crescent-moon diadem atop her

head,  her  friend  looked  every  part  the  imperious  ruler.  As  much  a  part  of  this place  as  the  twining,  serpentine  beasts  carved  and  etched  everywhere.  What

Keir, perhaps, had one day pictured for Mor herself. 

Not the red gown Mor wore, bright and bold, or the gold jewelry at her wrists, 

her ears, shimmering like sunlight down here in the gloom. 

“If you wanted this little liaison to remain private,” Rhys was saying with lethal

calm, “perhaps a public gathering was not the wisest place to meet.” 

Indeed. 

The Steward of the Hewn City waved a hand. “Why should we have anything to

hide? After the war, we’re all such good friends.” 

She often dreamed of gutting him. Sometimes with a knife; sometimes with her

own bare hands. 

“And  how  does  your  father’s  court  fare,  Eris?”  A  mild,  bored  question  from

Feyre. 

His amber eyes held nothing but distaste. 

A  roaring  filled  Mor’s  head  at  that  look.  She  could  barely  hear  his  drawled answer. Or Rhys’s reply. 

It had once been her delight to taunt Keir and this court, to keep them on their

toes. Hell, she’d even snapped a few of the Steward’s bones this spring

—after  Rhys  had  shattered  his  arms  into  uselessness.  Had  been  glad  to  do  it, after  what  Keir  had  said  to  Feyre,  and  then  delighted  when  her  mother  had

banished  her  from  their  private  quarters.  An  order  that  still  held.  But  from  the moment Eris had walked into that council chamber all those months ago

…

 You are over five hundred years old, she often reminded herself. She could face

it, handle it better than this. 

 I am not in the habit of fucking Illyrian leftovers. 

Even  now,  even  after  Azriel  had  found  her  in  those  woods,  after  Madja  had healed  her  until  no  trace  of  those  nails  marred  her  stomach  …  She  should  not have come here tonight. 

Her skin became tight, her stomach roiling.  Coward. 

She had faced down enemies, fought in many wars, and yet this, these two males

together—

Mor felt more than saw Feyre stiffen beside her at something Eris had said. 

Her High Lady answered Eris, “Your father is forbidden to cross into the human

lands.” No room for compromise with that tone, with the steel in Feyre’s eyes. 

Eris only shrugged. “I don’t think it’s your call.” 

Rhys  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets,  the  portrait  of  casual  grace.  Yet  the shadows  and  star-flecked  darkness  that  wafted  from  him,  that  set  the  mountain shuddering  beneath  his  every  step—that  was  the  true  face  of  the  High  Lord  of the  Night  Court.  The  most  powerful  High  Lord  in  history.  “I  would  suggest

reminding Beron that territory expansion is not on the table. 

For any court.” 

Eris wasn’t fazed. Nothing had ever disturbed him, ruffled him. Mor had hated it

from  the  moment  she’d  met  him—that  distance,  that  coldness.  That  lack  of

interest or feeling for the world. “Then I would suggest to you, High Lord, that

you speak to your dear friend Tamlin about it.” 

“Why.” Feyre’s question was sharp as a blade. 

Eris’s mouth curved in an adder’s smile. “Because Tamlin’s territory is the only

one that borders the human lands. I’d think that anyone looking to expand would

have to go through the Spring Court first. Or at least obtain his permission.” 

Another person she’d one day kill. If Feyre and Rhys didn’t do it first. 

It didn’t matter what Tamlin had done in the war, if he’d brought Beron and the

human forces with him. If he’d played Hybern. 

It  was  another  day,  another  female  lying  on  the  ground,  that  Mor  would  not forget, could not forgive. 

Rhys’s  cold  face  turned  contemplative,  though.  She  could  easily  read  the

reluctance in his eyes, the annoyance at having Eris tip him off, but information

was information. 

Mor glanced toward Keir and found him watching her. 

Save for her initial order to the Steward, she had not spoken a word. 

Contributed to this meeting. Stepped up. 

She could see that in Keir’s eyes. The satisfaction. 

 Say something. Think of something to say. To strip him down to nothing. 

But Rhys deemed they were done, linking his arm through Feyre’s and guiding

them away, the mountain indeed trembling beneath their steps. 

What he’d said to Eris, Mor had no idea. 

 Pathetic. Cowardly and pathetic. 

 Truth is your gift. Truth is your curse. 

 Say something. 

But the words to strike down her father did not come. 

Her red gown flowing behind her, Mor turned her back on him, on the smirking

heir to Autumn, and followed her High Lord and Lady through the darkness and

back into the light. 

CHAPTER

7

 Rhysand

“You really do know how to give Solstice presents, Az.” 

I  turned  from  the  wall  of  windows  in  my  private  study  at  the  House  of  Wind, Velaris awash in the hues of early morning. 

My spymaster and brother remained on the other side of the sprawling oak desk, 

the  maps  and  documents  he’d  presented  littering  the  surface.  His  expression

might  as  well  have  been  stone.  Had  been  that  way  from  the  moment  he’d

knocked on the double doors to the study just after dawn. As if he’d known that

sleep  had  been  futile  for  me  last  night  after  Eris’s  not-so-subtle  warning  about Tamlin and his borders. 

Feyre  hadn’t  mentioned  it  when  we’d  returned  home.  Hadn’t  seemed  ready  to

discuss it: how to deal with the High Lord of Spring. She’d quickly fallen asleep, 

leaving me to brood before the fire in the sitting room. 

It was little wonder I’d flown up here before sunrise, eager for the biting cold to

chase the weight of the sleepless night away from me. My wings were still numb

in spots from the flight. 

“You wanted information,” Az said mildly. At his side, Truth-Teller’s obsidian

hilt seemed to absorb the first rays of the sun. 

I rolled my eyes, leaning against the desk and gesturing to what he’d compiled. 

“You couldn’t have waited until after Solstice for this particular gem?” 

One  glance  at  Azriel’s  unreadable  face  and  I  added,  “Don’t  bother  to  answer

that.” 

A  corner  of  Azriel’s  mouth  curled  up,  the  shadows  about  him  sliding  over  his neck like living tattoos, twins to the Illyrian ones marked beneath his leathers. 

Shadows  different  from  anything  my  powers  summoned,  spoke  to.  Born  in  a

lightless, airless prison meant to break him. 

Instead, he had learned its language. 

Though the cobalt Siphons were proof that his Illyrian heritage ran true, even the

rich lore of that warrior-people,  my  warrior-people, did not have an explanation for  where  the  shadowsinger  gifts  came  from.  They  certainly  weren’t  connected

to the Siphons, to the raw killing power most Illyrians possessed and channeled

through  the  stones  to  keep  from  destroying  everything  in  its  path.  The  bearer

included. 

Drawing  my  eyes  from  the  stones  atop  his  hands,  I  frowned  at  the  stack  of

papers Az had presented moments ago. “Have you told Cassian?” 

“I came right here,” Azriel said. “He’ll arrive soon enough, anyway.” 

I chewed on my lip as I studied the territory map of Illyria. “It’s more clans than

I expected,” I admitted and sent a flock of shadows skittering across the room to

soothe the power now stirring, restless, in my veins. 

“Even in my worst-case calculations.” 

“It’s not every member of these clans,” Az said, his grim face undermining his

attempt  to  soften  the  blow.  “This  overall  number  just  reflects  the  places  where discontent is spreading, not where the majorities lie.” He pointed with a scarred

finger  to  one  of  the  camps.  “There  are  only  two  females  here  who  seem  to  be spewing poison about the war. One a widow, and one a mother to a soldier.” 

“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” I countered. 

Azriel studied the map for a long minute. I gave him the silence, knowing that

he’d  speak  only  when  he  was  damn  well  ready.  As  boys,  Cassian  and  I  had

devoted  hours  to  pummeling  Az,  trying  to  get  him  to  speak.  He’d  never  once

yielded. 

“The Illyrians are pieces of shit,” he said too quietly. 

I opened my mouth and shut it. 

Shadows gathered around his wings, trailing off him and onto the thick red rug. 

“They  train  and  train  as  warriors,  and  yet  when  they  don’t  come  home,  their families make   us  into villains for sending them to war?” 

“Their families have lost something irreplaceable,” I said carefully. 

Azriel  waved  a  scarred  hand,  his  cobalt  Siphon  glinting  with  the  movement  as his fingers cut through the air. “They’re hypocrites.” 

“And what would you have me do, then? Disband the largest army in Prythian?” 

Az didn’t answer. 

I  held  his  gaze,  though.  Held  that  ice-cold  stare  that  still  sometimes  scared  the shit  out  of  me.  I’d  seen  what  he’d  done  to  his  half  brothers  centuries  ago.  Still dreamed  of  it.  The  act  itself  wasn’t  what  lingered.  Every  bit  of  it  had  been deserved. Every damn bit. 

But it was the frozen precipice that Az had plummeted into that sometimes rose

from the pit of my memory. 

The  beginnings  of  that  frost  cracked  over  his  eyes  now.  So  I  said  calmly,  yet with little room for argument, “I am not going to disband the Illyrians. 

There  is  nowhere  for  them  to  go,  anyway.  And  if  we  try  to  drag  them  out  of those mountains, they might launch the very assault we’re trying to defuse.” 

Az said nothing. 

“But  perhaps  more  pressing,”  I  went  on,  jabbing  a  finger  on  the  sprawling

continent,  “is  the  fact  that  the  human  queens  have  not  returned  to  their  own territories.  They  linger  in  that  joint  palace  of  theirs.  Beyond  that,  Hybern’s general populace is not too thrilled to have lost this war. And with the wall gone, 

who knows what other Fae territories might make a grab for human lands?” My

jaw tightened at that last one. “This peace is tenuous.” 

“I know that,” Az said at last. 

“So  we  might  need  the  Illyrians  again  before  it  is  over.  Need  them  willing  to shed blood.” 

Feyre knew. I’d been filling her in on every report and meeting. But this latest

one  …  “We  will  keep  an  eye  on  the  dissenters,”  I  finished,  letting  Az  sense  a rumble  of  the  power  that  prowled  inside  me,  let  him   feel  that  I  meant  every word.  “Cassian  knows  it’s  growing  amongst  the  camps  and  is  willing  to  do

whatever it takes to fix it.” 

“He doesn’t know just how many there are.” 

“And perhaps we should wait to tell him. Until after the holiday.” Az blinked. I

explained  quietly,  “He’s  going  to  have  enough  to  deal  with.  Let  him  enjoy  the

holiday while he can.” 

Az  and  I  made  a  point  not  to  mention  Nesta.  Not  amongst  each  other,  and

certainly  not  in  front  of  Cassian.  I  didn’t  let  myself  contemplate  it,  either. 

Neither  did  Mor,  given  her  unusual  silence  on  the  matter  since  the  war  had

ended. 

“He’ll be pissed at us for keeping it from him.” 

“He already suspects much of it, so it’s only confirmation at this point.” 

Az  ran  a  thumb  down  Truth-Teller’s  black  hilt,  the  silver  runes  on  the  dark scabbard shimmering in the light. “What about the human queens?” 

“We continue to watch.  You  continue to watch.” 

“Vassa and Jurian are still with Graysen. Do we loop them in?” 

A strange gathering, down in the human lands. With no queen ever having been

appointed  to  the  slice  of  territory  at  the  base  of  Prythian,  only  a  council  of wealthy  lords  and  merchants,  Jurian  had  somehow  stepped  in  to  lead.  Using

Graysen’s family estate as his seat of command. 

And  Vassa  …  She  had  stayed.  Her   keeper  had  granted  her  a  reprieve  from  her curse—the enchantment that turned her into a firebird by day, woman again by

night. And bound her to his lake deep in the continent. 

I’d never seen such spell work. I’d sent my power over her, Helion too, hunting

for  any  possible  threads  to  unbind  it.  I  found  none.  It  was  as  if  the  curse  was woven into her very blood. 

But Vassa’s freedom would end. Lucien had said as much months ago, and still

visited  her  often  enough  that  I  knew  nothing  in  that  regard  had  improved.  She would have to return to the lake, to the sorcerer-lord who kept her prisoner, sold

to him by the very queens who had again gathered in their joint castle. Formerly

Vassa’s castle, too. 

“Vassa knows that the Queens of the Realm will be a threat until they are dealt

with,” I said at last. Another tidbit that Lucien had told us. Well, Az and me at

least. “But unless the queens step out of line, it’s not for us to face. If we sweep

in, even to stop them from triggering another war, we’ll be seen as conquerors, not  heroes.  We  need  the  humans  in  other  territories  to  trust  us,  if  we  can  ever hope to achieve lasting peace.” 

“Then perhaps  Jurian  and  Vassa should  deal  with  them. While  Vassa  is  free  to

do so.” 

I’d contemplated it. Feyre and I had discussed it long into the night. 

Several times. “The humans must be given a chance to rule themselves. 

Decide for themselves. Even our allies.” 

“Send Lucien, then. As our human emissary.” 

I  studied  the  tenseness  in  Azriel’s  shoulders,  the  shadows  veiling  half  of  him from the sunlight. “Lucien is away right now.” 

Az’s brows rose. “Where?” 

I winked at him. “You’re my spymaster. Shouldn’t you know?” 

Az crossed his arms, face as elegant and cold as the legendary dagger at his side. 

“I don’t make a point of looking after his movements.” 

“Why?” 

Not a flicker of emotion. “He is Elain’s mate.” 

I waited. 

“It would be an invasion of her privacy to track him.” 

To know when and if Lucien sought her out. What they did together. 

“You sure about that?” I asked quietly. 

Azriel’s  Siphons  guttered,  the  stones  turning  as  dark  and  foreboding  as  the

deepest sea. “Where did Lucien go.” 

I  straightened  at  the  pure  order  in  the  words.  But  I  said,  voice  slipping  into  a

drawl, “He went to the Spring Court. He’ll be there for Solstice.” 

“Tamlin kicked him out the last time.” 

“He  did.  But  he  invited  him  for  the  holiday.”  Likely  because  Tamlin  realized he’d be spending it alone in that manor. Or whatever was left of it. 

I had no pity where that was concerned. 

Not  when  I  could  still  feel  Feyre’s  undiluted  terror  as  Tamlin  tore  through  the study. As he locked her in that house. 

Lucien had let him do it, too. But I’d made my peace with him. Or tried to. 

With  Tamlin,  it  was  more  complicated  than  that.  More  complicated  than  I  let

myself usually dwell on. 

He was still in love with Feyre. I couldn’t blame him for it. Even if it made me

want to rip out his throat. 

I shoved the thought away. “I’ll discuss Vassa and Jurian with Lucien when he

returns. See if he’s up for another visit.” I angled my head. “Do you think he can

handle being around Graysen?” 

Az’s expressionless face was precisely the reason he’d never lost to us at cards. 

“Why should I be the judge of that?” 

“You mean to tell me that you   weren’t bluffing when you said you didn’t track

Lucien’s every movement?” 

Nothing. Absolutely nothing on that face, on his scent. The shadows, whatever

the hell they were, hid too well. Too much. Azriel only said coldly, “If Lucien

kills Graysen, then good riddance.” 

I was inclined to agree. So was Feyre—and Nesta. 

“I’m half tempted to give Nesta hunting rights for Solstice.” 

“You’re getting her a gift?” 

No. Sort of. “I’d think bankrolling her apartment and drinking was gift enough.” 

Az  ran  a  hand  through  his  dark  hair.  “Are  we  …”  Unusual  for  him  to  stumble with words. “Are we supposed to get the sisters presents?” 

“No,” I said, and meant it. Az seemed to loose a sigh of relief. Seemed to, since

all but a breath of air passed from his lips. “I don’t think Nesta gives a shit, and I

don’t  think  Elain  expects  to  receive  anything  from  us.  I’d  leave  the  sisters  to exchange presents amongst themselves.” 

Az nodded distantly. 

I drummed my fingers on the map, right over the Spring Court. “I can tell Lucien

myself in a day or two. About going to Graysen’s manor.” 

Azriel arched a brow. “You mean to visit the Spring Court?” 

I wished I could say otherwise. But I instead told him what Eris had implied: that

Tamlin  either  might  not  care  to  enforce  his  borders  with  the  human  realm  or might be open to letting anyone through them. I doubted I’d get a decent night’s

rest until I found out for myself. 

When I finished, Az picked at an invisible speck of dust on the leather scales of

his gauntlet. The only sign of his annoyance. “I can go with you.” 

I shook my head. “It’s better to do this on my own.” 

“Are you talking about seeing Lucien or Tamlin?” 

“Both.” 

Lucien,  I  could  stomach.  Tamlin  …  Perhaps  I  didn’t  want  any  witnesses  for

what might be said. Or done. 

“Will you ask Feyre to join you?” One look in Azriel’s hazel eyes and I knew he

was well aware of my reasons for going alone. 

“I’ll ask her in a few hours,” I said, “but I doubt she will want to come. 

And I doubt I will try my best to convince her to change her mind.” 

Peace. We had peace within our grasp. And yet there were debts left unpaid that

I was not above righting. 

Az nodded knowingly. He’d always understood me best—more than the others. 

Save my mate. Whether it was his gifts that allowed him to do so, or merely the

fact that he and I were more similar than most realized, I’d never learned. 

But  Azriel  knew  a  thing  or  two  about  old  scores  to  settle.  Imbalances  to  be righted. 

So did most of my inner circle, I supposed. 

“No word on Bryaxis, I take it.” I peered toward the marble beneath my boots, as

if I could see all the way to the library beneath this mountain and the now-empty

lower levels that had once been occupied. 

Az studied the floor as well. “Not a whisper. Or a scream, for that matter.” 

I  chuckled.  My  brother  had  a  sly,  wicked  sense  of  humor.  I’d  planned  to  hunt Bryaxis down for months now—to take Feyre and let her track down the entity

that,  for  lack  of  a  better  explanation,  seemed  to  be  fear  itself.  But,  as  with  so many  of  my  plans  for  my  mate,  running  this  court  and  figuring  out  the  world beyond it had gotten in the way. 

“Do you want me to hunt it down?” An easy, unruffled question. 

I  waved  a  hand,  my  mating  band  catching  in  the  morning  light.  That  I  hadn’t heard from Feyre yet told me enough: still asleep. And as tempting as it was to

wake her just to hear the sound of her voice, I had little desire to have my balls

nailed  to  the  wall  for  disrupting  her  sleep.  “Let  Bryaxis  enjoy  the  Solstice  as well,” I said. 

A rare smile curled Az’s mouth. “Generous of you.” 

I inclined my head dramatically, the portrait of regal magnanimity, and dropped

into my chair before propping my feet on the desk. “When do you head out for

Rosehall?” 

“The morning after Solstice,” he supplied, turning toward the glittering sprawl of

Velaris. He winced—slightly. “I still need to do some shopping before I go.” 

I  offered  my  brother  a  crooked  smile.  “Buy  her  something  from  me,  will  you? 

And put it on my account this time.” 

I knew Az wouldn’t, but he nodded all the same. 

CHAPTER

8

 Cassian

A storm was coming. 

Right  in  time  for  Solstice.  It  wouldn’t  hit  for  another  day  or  two,  but  Cassian could smell it on the wind. The others in the Windhaven camp could as well, the

usual flurry of activity now a swift, efficient thrum. 

Houses and tents checked, stews and roasts being prepared, people departing or

arriving earlier than expected to outrace it. 

Cassian had given the girls the day off because of it. Had ordered all training and

exercises, males included, to be postponed until after the storm. 

Limited  patrols  would  still  go  out,  only  by  those  skilled  and  eager  to  test themselves against the sure-to-be-brutal winds and frigid temperatures. 

Even in a storm, enemies could strike. 

If  the  storm  was  as  great  as  he  sensed  it  would  be,  this  camp  would  be  buried under snow for a good few days. 

Which is why he wound up standing in the small craftsman center of the camp, 

beyond  the  tents  and  handful  of  permanent  houses.  Only  a  few  shops  occupied

either  side  of  the  unpaved  road,  usually  just  a  dirt  track  in  warmer  months.  A general goods store, which had already posted a sold-out sign, two blacksmiths, 

a cobbler, a wood-carver, and a clothier. 

The  wooden  building  of  the  clothier  was  relatively  new.  At  least  by  Illyrian standards—perhaps ten years old. Above the first-floor store seemed to be living

quarters, lamps burning brightly within. And in the glass display window of the

store: exactly what he’d come seeking. 

A bell above the leaded-glass door tinkled as Cassian entered, tucking his wings

in  tight  even  with  the  broader-than-usual  doorway.  Warmth  hit  him,  welcome

and delicious, and he quickly shut the door behind him. 

The  slender  young  female  behind  the  pine  counter  was  already  standing  still. 

Watching him. 

Cassian noticed the scars on her wings first. The careful, brutal scars down the

center tendons. 

Nausea  roiled  in  his  gut,  even  as  he  offered  a  smile  and  strode  toward  the polished counter. Clipped. She’d been clipped. 

“I’m looking for Proteus,” he said, meeting the female’s brown eyes. 

Sharp and shrewd. Taken aback by his presence, but unafraid. Her dark hair was

braided  simply,  offering  a  clear  view  of  her  tan  skin  and  narrow,  angular  face. 

Not a face of beauty, but striking. Interesting. 

Her  eyes  did  not  lower,  not  in  the  way  Illyrian  females  had  been  ordered  and trained to do. No, even with the clipping scars that proved traditional ways ran

brutally deep in her family, she held his stare. 

It reminded him of Nesta, that stare. Frank and unsettling. 

“Proteus  was  my  father,”  she  said,  untying  her  white  apron  to  reveal  a  simple brown dress before she emerged from behind the counter.  Was. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

“He didn’t come home from the war.” 

Cassian kept his chin from lowering. “I am even sorrier, then.” 

“Why  should  you  be?”  An  unmoved,  uninterested  question.  She  extended  a

slender hand. “I’m Emerie. This is my shop now.” 

A line in the sand. And an unusual one. Cassian shook her hand, unsurprised to

find her grip strong and unfaltering. 

He’d  known  Proteus.  Had  been  surprised  when  the  male  had  joined  the  ranks

during the war. Cassian knew he’d had one daughter and no sons. No close male

relatives, either. With his death, the store would have gone to one of them. But

for his daughter to step up, to insist this store was  hers , and to keep running it …

He surveyed the small, tidy space. 

Glanced through the front window to the shop across the street, the sold-out sign

there. 

Stock filled Emerie’s store. As if she’d just gotten a fresh shipment. Or no one

had bothered to come in. Ever. 

For  Proteus  to  have  owned  and  built  this  place,  in  a  camp  where  the  idea  of shops was one that had only started in the past fifty or so years, meant he’d had a

good deal of money. Enough perhaps for Emerie to coast on. But not forever. 

“It certainly seems like it’s your shop,” he said at last, turning his attention back

to her. Emerie had drifted a few feet away, her back straight, chin upraised. 

He’d  seen  Nesta  in  that  particular  pose,  too.  He  called  it  her   I  Will  Slay  My Enemies  pose. 

Cassian had named about two dozen poses for Nesta at this point. 

Ranging  from  I  Will  Eat  Your  Eyes  for  Breakfast  to  I  Don’t  Want  Cassian  to Know I’m Reading Smut . The latter was his particular favorite. 

Suppressing  his  smile,  Cassian  gestured  to  the  pretty  piles  of  shearling-lined gloves and thick scarves that bedecked the window display. “I’ll take every bit

of winter gear you have.” 

Her dark brows rose toward her hairline. “Really?” 

He fished a hand into the pocket of his leathers to pull out his money pouch and

extended it to her. “That should cover it.” 

Emerie weighed the small leather pouch in her palm. “I don’t need charity.” 

“Then take whatever the cost is for your gloves and boots and scarves and coats out of it and give the rest back to me.” 

She  made  no  answer  before  chucking  the  pouch  on  the  counter  and  bustling  to the  window  display.  Everything  he  asked  for  she  gathered  onto  the  counter  in neat  piles  and  stacks,  even  going  into  the  back  room  behind  the  counter  and emerging  with  more.  Until  there  wasn’t  an  empty  bit  of  space  on  the  polished counter, and only the sound of clinking coins filled the shop. 

She wordlessly handed him back his pouch. He refrained from mentioning that

she was one of the few Illyrians who’d ever accepted his money. Most had spat

on it, or thrown it on the ground. Even after Rhys had become High Lord. 

Emerie surveyed the piles of winter goods on the counter. “Do you want me to

find some bags and boxes?” 

He shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.” 

Again, her dark brows rose. 

Cassian  reached  into  his  money  pouch  and  set  three  heavy  coins  onto  the  only sliver of empty space he could find on the counter. “For the delivery charges.” 

“To whom?” Emerie blurted. 

“You live above the shop, don’t you?” A terse nod. “Then I assume you know

enough  about  this  camp  and  who  has  plenty,  and  who  has  nothing.  A  storm  is going  to  hit  in  a  few  days.  I’d  like  you  to  distribute  this  amongst  those  who might feel its impact the hardest.” 

She  blinked,  and  he  saw  her  reassessment.  Emerie  studied  the  piled  goods. 

“They—a lot of them don’t like me,” she said, more softly than he’d heard. 

“They don’t like me, either. You’re in good company.” 

A reluctant curl of her lips at that. Not quite a smile. Certainly not with a male

she didn’t know. 

“Consider it good advertising for this shop,” he went on. “Tell them it was a gift

from their High Lord.” 

“Why not you?” 

He didn’t want to answer that. Not today. “Better to leave me out of it.” 

Emerie  took  his  measure  for  a  moment,  then  nodded.  “I’ll  make  sure  this  has been delivered to those who need it most by sundown.” 

Cassian bowed his head in thanks and headed for the glass door. The door and

windows  on  this  building  alone  had  likely  cost  more  than  most  Illyrians  could afford in years. 

Proteus  had  been  a  wealthy  man—a  good  businessman.  And  a  decent  warrior. 

To  have  risked  this  by  going  to  war,  he  had  to  have  possessed  some  shred  of pride. 

But the scars on Emerie’s wings, proof that she’d never taste the wind again …

Half of him wished that Proteus were still alive. If only so he could kill the male

himself. 

Cassian reached for the brass handle, the metal cold against his palm. 

“Lord Cassian.” 

He  peered  over  a  shoulder  to  where  Emerie  still  stood  behind  the  counter.  He didn’t bother to correct her, to say that he did not and would never accept using

 lord before his name. “Happy Solstice,” she said tersely. 

Cassian flashed her a smile. “You, too. Send word if you have any trouble with

the deliveries.” 

Her narrow chin rose. “I’m sure I won’t need to.” 

Fire  in  those  words.  Emerie  would  make  the  families  take  them,  whether  they

wanted to or not. 

He’d seen that fire before—and the steel. He half wondered what might happen

if the two of them ever met. What might come of it. 

Cassian  shouldered  his  way  out  of  the  shop  and  into  the  freezing  day,  the  bell

tinkling in his wake. A herald of the storm to come. 

Not just the storm that was barreling toward these mountains. 

But perhaps one that had been brewing here for a long, long time. 

CHAPTER

9

 Feyre

I shouldn’t have eaten dinner. 

It  was  the  thought  tumbling  through  my  head  as  I  neared  the  studio  Ressina

occupied,  darkness  full  overhead.  As  I  saw  the  lights  spilling  into  the  frosted street, mixing with the glow from the lamps. 

At this hour, three days before Solstice, it was packed with shoppers—

not  just  residents  of  the  quarter,  but  those  from  across  the  city  and  its

countryside. So many High Fae and faeries, many of the latter kinds that I had

never seen before. But all smiling, all seeming to shimmer with merriment and

goodwill. It was impossible not to feel the thrum of that energy under my skin, 

even as nerves threatened to send me flying home, frigid wind or no. 

I’d  hauled  a  pack  full  of  supplies  down  here,  a  canvas  tucked  under  my  arm, unsure  whether  they  would  be  provided  or  if  it  would  look  rude  to  show  up  at Ressina’s studio and appear to have  expected to be given them. 

I’d  walked  from  the  town  house,  not  wanting  to  winnow  with  so  many  things, 

and not wanting to risk losing the canvas to the tug of the bitter wind if I flew. 

Staying warm aside, shielding against the wind while still   flying on the wind was something  I’d  yet  to  master,  despite  my  now-occasional  lessons  with  Rhys  or

Azriel, and with additional weight in my arms, plus the cold

…  I  didn’t  know  how  the  Illyrians  did  it,  up  in  their  mountains,  where  it  was cold all year. 

Perhaps  I’d  find  out  soon,  if  the  grumblings  and  malcontent  spread  across  the war-camps. 

Not the time to think about it. My stomach was already uneasy enough. 

I  paused  a  house  away  from  Ressina’s  studio,  my  palms  sweating  within  my

gloves. 

I’d never painted with a group before. I rarely liked to share my paintings with

anyone. 

And this first time back in front of a canvas, unsure of what might come spilling

out of me …

A tug on the bond. 

 Everything all right? 

A casual, soft question, the cadence of Rhys’s voice soothing the tremors along

my nerves. 

He’d  told  me  where  he  planned  to  go  tomorrow.  What  he  planned  to  inquire

about. 

He’d asked me if I’d like to go with him. 

I’d said no. 

I might owe Tamlin my mate’s life, I might have told Tamlin that I wished him

peace and happiness, but I did not wish to see him. Speak with him. Deal with

him. Not for a good long while. Perhaps forever. 

Maybe  it  was  because  of  that,  because  I’d  felt  worse  after  declining  Rhys’s

invitation  than  I  had  when  he’d  asked,  that  I’d  ventured  out  into  the  Rainbow tonight. 

But  now,  faced  with  Ressina’s  communal  studio,  already  hearing  the  laughter

flitting out from where she and others had gathered for their weekly paint-in, my

resolve sputtered out. 

[image: Image 298]

 I don’t know if I can do this. 

Rhys was quiet for a moment.  Do you want me to come with you? 

 To paint? 

 I’d be an excellent nude model. 

I  smiled,  not  caring  that  I  was  by  myself  in  the  street  with  countless  people streaming past me. My hood concealed most of my face, anyway. 

 You’ll  forgive  me  if  I  don’t  feel  like  sharing  the  glory  that  is  you  with  anyone else. 

 Perhaps I’ll model for you later, then. A sensuous brush down the bond that had

my blood heating.  It’s been a while since we had paint involved. 

That cabin and kitchen table flashed into my mind, and my mouth went a bit dry. 

 Rogue. 

A  chuckle.  If  you  want  to  go  in,  then  go  in.  If  you  don’t,  then  don’t.  It’s  your call. 

I frowned down at the canvas tucked under one arm, the box of paints cradled in

the  other.  Frowned  toward  the  studio  thirty  feet  away,  the  shadows  thick

between me and that golden spill of light. 

 I know what I want to do. 

No one noticed me winnow inside the boarded-up gallery and studio space down

the street. 

And with the boards over the windows, no one noticed the balls of faelight that I

kindled and set to floating in the air on a gentle wind. 

Of  course,  with  the  boards  over  empty  windows,  and  no  occupant  for  months, 

the  main  room  was  freezing.  Cold  enough  that  I  set  down  my  supplies  and

bounced on my toes as I surveyed the space. 

It  had  probably  been  lovely  before  the  attack:  a  massive  window  faced southward, letting in endless sunshine, and skylights—also boarded up—

dotted the vaulted ceiling. The gallery in the front was perhaps thirty feet wide, 

fifty feet deep, with a counter against one wall halfway back, and a door to what

had to be the studio space or storage in the rear. A quick examination told me I

was  half  right:  storage  was  in  the  back,  but  no  natural  light  for  painting.  Only narrow windows above a row of cracked sinks, a few metal counters still stained

with paint, and old cleaning supplies. 

And paint. Not paint itself, but the  smell of it. 

I breathed in deep, feeling it settle into my bones, letting the quiet of the space

settle, too. 

The gallery up front had been her studio as well. Polina must have painted while

she chatted with customers surveying the hung art whose outlines I could barely

make out against the white walls. 

The floors beneath them were gray stone, kernels of shattered glass still shining

between the cracks. 

I didn’t want to do this first painting in front of others. 

I could barely do it in front of myself. It was enough to drive away any guilt in

regard to ignoring Ressina’s offer to join her. I’d made her no promises. 

So  I  summoned  my  flame  to  begin  warming  the  space,  setting  little  balls  of  it burning  midair  throughout  the  gallery.  Lighting  it  further.  Warming  it  back  to life. 

Then I went in search of a stool. 

CHAPTER

10

 Feyre

I painted and painted and painted. 

My heart thundered the entire time, steady as a war-drum. 

I painted until my back cramped and my stomach gurgled with demands for hot

cocoa and dessert. 

I’d known what needed to come out of me the moment I perched on the rickety

stool I’d dusted off from the back. 

I’d barely been able to hold the paintbrush steady enough to make the first few

strokes. From fear, yes. I was honest enough with myself to admit that. 

But also from the sheer unleashing of it, as if I were a racehorse freed from my

pen, the image in my mind a dashing vision that I sprinted to keep up with. 

But it began to emerge. Began to take form. 

And in its wake, a sort of quiet followed, as if it were a layer of snow blanketing

the earth. Clearing away what was beneath. 

More  cleansing,  more  soothing  than  any  of  the  hours  I’d  spent  rebuilding  this city. Equally as fulfilling, yes, but the painting, the unleashing and facing it, was

a release. A first stitch to close a wound. 

The tower bells of Velaris sang twelve before I stopped. 

Before I lowered my brush and stared at what I’d created. 

Stared at what gazed back. 

Me. 

Or  how  I’d  been  in  the  Ouroboros,  that  beast  of  scale  and  claw  and  darkness; rage and joy and cold. All of me. What lurked beneath my skin. 

I had not run from it. And I did not run from it now. 

Yes—the first stitch to close a wound. That’s how it felt. 

With  my  brush  dangling  between  my  knees,  with  that  beast  forever  on  canvas, 

my body went a bit limp. Boneless. 

I  scanned  the  gallery,  the  street  behind  the  boarded-up  windows.  No  one  had come to inquire about the lights in the hours I’d been here. 

I stood at last, groaning as I stretched. I couldn’t take it with me. Not when the

painting had to dry, and the damp night air off the river and distant sea would be

terrible for it. 

I certainly wasn’t going to bring it back to the town house for someone to find. 

Even Rhys. 

But here … No one would know, should someone come in, who had painted it. I

hadn’t signed my name. Didn’t want to. 

If I left it here to dry overnight, if I came back tomorrow, there would certainly

be some closet in the House of Wind where I might hide it afterward. 

Tomorrow, then. I’d come back tomorrow to claim it. 

CHAPTER

11

 Rhysand

It was Spring, and yet it wasn’t. 

It was not the land I had once roamed in centuries past, or even visited almost a

year ago. 

The  sun  was  mild,  the  day  clear,  distant  dogwoods  and  lilacs  still  in  eternal bloom. 

Distant—because on the estate, nothing bloomed at all. 

The pink roses that had once climbed the pale stone walls of the sweeping manor

house were nothing but tangled webs of thorns. The fountains had gone dry, the

hedges untrimmed and shapeless. 

The house itself had looked better the day after Amarantha’s cronies had trashed

it. 
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Not  for  any  visible  signs  of  destruction,  but  for  the  general  quiet.  The  lack  of life. 

Though  the  great  oak  doors  were  undeniably  worse  for  wear.  Deep,  long  claw

marks had been slashed down them. 

Standing  on  the  top  step  of  the  marble  staircase  that  led  to  those  front  doors,  I surveyed  the  brutal  gashes.  My  money  was  on  Tamlin  having  inflicted  them

after Feyre had duped him and his court. 

But  Tamlin’s  temper  had  always  been  his  downfall.  Any  bad  day  could  have

produced the gouge marks. 

Perhaps today would produce more of them. 

The smirk was easy to summon. So was the casual stance, a hand in the pocket

of  my  black  jacket,  no  wings  or  Illyrian  leathers  in  sight,  as  I  knocked  on  the ruined doors. 

Silence. 

Then—

Tamlin answered the door himself. 

I wasn’t sure what to remark on: the haggard male before me, or the dark house

behind him. 

An easy mark. Too easy of a mark, to mock the once-fine clothes desperate for a

wash,  the  shaggy  hair  that  needed  a  trim.  The  empty  manor,  not  a  servant  in sight, no Solstice decorations to be found. 

The  green  eyes  that  met  mine  weren’t  the  ones  I  was  accustomed  to,  either. 

Haunted and bleak. Not a spark. 

It would be a matter of minutes to fillet him, body and soul. To finish what had

undoubtedly started that day Feyre had called out silently at their wedding, and I

had come. 

But—peace. We had peace within our sights. 

I could rip him apart after we attained it. 

“Lucien claimed you would come,” Tamlin said by way of greeting, voice as flat

and lifeless as his eyes, a hand still braced on the door. 

“Funny, I thought his mate was the seer.” 

Tamlin  only  stared  at  me,  either  ignoring  or  missing  the  humor.  “What  do  you want.” 

No whisper of sound behind him. On any acre of this estate. Not even a note of

birdsong.  “I  came  to  have  a  little  chat.”  I  offered  him  a  half  grin  that  I  knew made him see red. “Can I trouble you for a cup of tea?” 

The halls were dim, the embroidered curtains drawn. 

A tomb. 

This place was a tomb. 

With  each  step  toward  what  had  once  been  the  library,  the  dust  and  silence

pressed in. 

Tamlin didn’t speak, didn’t offer any explanations for the vacant house. 

For the rooms we passed, some of the carved doors cracked open enough for me

to behold the destruction inside. 

Shattered furniture, shredded paintings, cracked walls. 

Lucien had not come here to make amends during Solstice, I realized as Tamlin

opened the door to the dark library. 

Lucien had come here out of pity. Mercy. 

My  sight  adjusted  to  the  darkness  before  Tamlin  waved  a  hand,  igniting  the

faelights in their glass bowls. 

He  hadn’t  destroyed  this  room  yet.  Had  likely  taken  me  to  the  one  chamber  in

this house that had usable furniture. 

I  kept  my  mouth  shut  as  we  strode  for  a  large  desk  in  the  center  of  the  space, Tamlin claiming an ornate cushioned chair on one side of it. The only thing he

had that was close to a throne these days. 

I slid into the matching seat across from him, the pale wood groaning in protest. 

The set had likely been meant to accommodate tittering courtiers, not two full-

grown warriors. 

Quiet fell, as thick as the emptiness in this house. 

“If you’ve come to gloat, you can spare yourself the effort.” 

I put a hand on my chest. “Why should I bother?” 

No humor. “What did you want to talk about?” 

I made a good show of surveying the books, the vaulted, painted ceiling. 

“Where’s my dear friend Lucien?” 

“Hunting for our dinner.” 

“No taste for such things these days?” 

Tamlin’s eyes remained dull. “He left before I was awake.” 

Hunting for dinner—because there were no servants here to make food. 

Or buy it. 

I couldn’t say I felt bad for him. 

Only for Lucien, once again stuck with being his crony. 

I crossed an ankle over a knee and leaned back in my chair. “What’s this I hear

about you not enforcing your borders?” 

A beat of quiet. Then Tamlin gestured toward the door. “Do you see any sentries

around to do it?” 

Even  they  had  abandoned  him.  Interesting.  “Feyre  did  her  work  thoroughly, didn’t she.” 

A  flash  of  white  teeth,  a  glimmer  of  light  in  his  eyes.  “With  your  coaching,  I have no doubt.” 

I smiled. “Oh, no. That was all her. Clever, isn’t she.” 

Tamlin  gripped  the  curved  arm  of  his  chair.  “I  thought  the  High  Lord  of  the Night Court couldn’t be bothered to brag.” 

I  didn’t  smile  as  I  countered  with,  “I  suppose  you  think  I  should  be  thanking you, for stepping up to assist in reviving me.” 

“I have no illusions that the day you thank me for anything, Rhysand, is the day

the burning fires of hell go cold.” 

“Poetic.” 

A low snarl. 

Too  easy.  It  was  far  too  easy  to  bait  him,  rile  him.  And  though  I  reminded myself of the wall, of the peace we needed, I said, “You saved my mate’s life on

several occasions. I will always be thankful for that.” 

I knew the words found their mark.  My mate. 

Low. It was a low blow. I had everything—  everything  I’d wished for, dreamed

of, begged the stars to grant me. 

He had nothing. Had been given everything and squandered it. He didn’t deserve

my pity, my sympathy. 

No, Tamlin deserved what he’d brought upon himself, this husk of a life. 

He deserved every empty room, every snarl of thorns, every meal he had to hunt

for himself. 

“Does she know you’re here?” 

“Oh,  she  certainly  does.”  One  look  at  Feyre’s  face  yesterday  when  I’d  invited

her along had given me her answer before she’d voiced it: she had no interest in ever seeing the male across from me again. 

“And,” I went on, “she was as disturbed as I was to learn that your borders are

not as enforced as we’d hoped.” 

“With the wall gone, I’d need an army to watch them.” 

“That can be arranged.” 

A soft snarl rumbled from Tamlin, and a hint of claws gleamed at his knuckles. 

“I’m not letting your ilk onto my lands.” 

“My  ilk, as you call them, fought most of the war that   you helped bring about. If you need patrols, I will supply the warriors.” 

“To protect humans from us?” A sneer. 

My  hands  ached  to  wrap  around  his  throat.  Indeed,  shadows  curled  at  my

fingertips, heralds of the talons lurking just beneath. 

This house—I hated this house. Had hated it from the moment I’d set foot in it

that night, when Spring Court blood had flowed, payment for a debt that could

never be repaid. Payment for two sets of wings, pinned in the study. 

Tamlin  had  burned  them  long  ago,  Feyre  had  told  me.  It  made  no  difference. 

He’d been there that day. 

Had given his father and brothers the information on where my sister and mother

would be waiting for me to meet them. And done nothing to help them as they

were butchered. 

I still saw their heads in those baskets, their faces still etched with fear and pain. 

And saw them again as I beheld the High Lord of Spring, both of us crowned in

the same blood-soaked night. 

“To protect humans from us, yes,” I said, my voice going dangerously quiet. “To

maintain the peace.” 

“What  peace?”  The  claws  slid  back  under  his  skin  as  he  crossed  his  arms,  less

muscled  than  I’d  last  seen  them  on  the  battlefields.  “Nothing  is  different.  The wall is gone, that’s all.” 

“We can make it different. Better. But only if we start off the right way.” 

“I’m not allowing one Night Court brute onto my lands.” 

His people despised him enough, it seemed. 

And at that word—   brute—I had enough. Dangerous territory. For me, at least. 

To let my own temper get the better of me. At least around him. 

I rose from the chair, Tamlin not bothering to stand. “You brought every bit of

this upon yourself,” I said, my voice still soft. I didn’t need to yell to convey my

rage. I never had. 

“You won,” he spat, sitting forward. “You got your   mate. Is that not enough?” 

“No.” 

The word echoed through the library. 

“You nearly destroyed her. In every way possible.” 

Tamlin bared his teeth. I bared mine back, temper be damned. Let some of my

power rumble through the room, the house, the grounds. 

“She survived it, though. Survived   you. And you still felt the need to humiliate her, belittle her. If you meant to win her back, old friend, that wasn’t the wisest

route.” 

“Get out.” 

I wasn’t finished. Not even close. “You deserve everything that has befallen you. 

You deserve this pathetic, empty house, your ravaged lands. I don’t care if you

offered  that  kernel  of  life  to  save  me,  I  don’t  care  if  you  still  love  my  mate.  I don’t care that you saved her from Hybern, or a thousand enemies before that.” 

The  words  poured  out,  cold  and  steady.  “I  hope  you  live  the  rest  of  your

miserable life alone here. It’s a far more satisfying end than slaughtering you.” 

Feyre had once arrived at the same decision. I’d agreed with her then, still did, 
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but now I truly understood. 

Tamlin’s green eyes went feral. 

I  braced  for  it,  readied  for  it—  wanted   it.  For  him  to  explode  out  of  that  chair and launch himself at me, for his claws to start slashing. 

My blood hammered in my veins, my power coiling inside me. 

We  could  wreck  this  house  in  our  fight.  Bring  it  down  to  rubble.  And  then  I’d turn the stones and wood into nothing but black dust. 

But Tamlin only stared. And after a heartbeat, his eyes lowered to the desk. “Get

out.” 

I blinked, the only sign of my surprise. “Not in the mood for a brawl, Tamlin?” 

He didn’t bother to look at me again. “Get out” was all he said. 

A broken male. 

Broken, from his own actions, his own choices. 

It was not my concern. He did not deserve my pity. 

But  as  I  winnowed  away,  the  dark  wind  ripping  around  me,  a  strange  sort  of hollowness took root in my stomach. 

Tamlin  didn’t  have  shields  around  the  house.  None  to  prevent  anyone  from

winnowing  in,  to  guard  against  enemies  appearing  in  his  bedroom  and  slitting

his throat. 

It was almost as if he was waiting for someone to do it. 

I found Feyre walking home from presumably doing some shopping, a few bags

dangling from her gloved hands. 

Her smile when I landed beside her, snow whipping around us, was like a fist to
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my heart. 

It faded immediately, however, when she read my face. 

Even in the middle of the busy city street, she put a hand to my cheek. 

“That bad?” 

I nodded, leaning into her touch. The most I could manage. 

She pressed a kiss to my mouth, her lips warm enough that I realized I’d gone

cold. 

“Walk  home  with  me,”  she  said,  looping  her  arm  through  mine  and  pressing

close. 

I  obeyed,  taking  the  bags  from  her  other  hand.  As  the  blocks  passed  and  we crossed over the icy Sidra, then up the steep hills, I told her. Everything I’d said

to Tamlin. 

“Having heard you rip into Cassian, I’d say you were fairly mild,” she observed

when I’d finished. 

I snorted. “Profanity wasn’t necessary here.” 

She contemplated my words. “Did you go because you were concerned about the

wall, or just because you wanted to say those things to him?” 

“Both.”  I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  lie  to  her  about  it.  “And  perhaps  slaughter him.” 

Alarm flared in her eyes. “Where is this coming from?” 

I didn’t know. “I just …” Words failed me. 

Her  arm  tightened  around  mine,  and  I  turned  to  study  her  face.  Open, 

understanding. “The things you said … they weren’t wrong,” she offered. 

No judgment, no anger. 

Something  still  a  bit  hollow  inside  me  filled  slightly.  “I  should  have  been  the bigger male.” 

“You’re  the  bigger  male  most  days.  You’re  entitled  to  a  slipup.”  She  smiled

broadly. Bright as the full moon, lovelier than any star. 

I still had not gotten her a Solstice gift. And birthday present. 

She  angled  her  head  at  my  frown,  her  braid  slipping  over  a  shoulder.  I  ran  my hand along it, savoring the silken strands against my frozen fingers. 

“I’ll meet you at home,” I said, handing her the bags once more. 

It was her turn to frown. “Where are you going?” 

I  kissed  her  cheek,  breathing  in  her  lilac-and-pear  scent.  “I  have  some  errands that need tending to.” And looking at her, walking beside her, did little to cool

the rage that still roiled in me. Not when that beautiful smile made me want to

winnow back to the Spring Court and punch my Illyrian blade through Tamlin’s

gut. 

Bigger male indeed. 

“Go paint my nude portrait,” I told her, winking, and shot into the bitterly cold

sky. 

The  sound  of  her  laughter  danced  with  me  all  the  way  to  the  Palace  of  Thread and Jewels. 

I surveyed the spread my preferred jeweler had laid out on black velvet atop the

glass counter. In the lights of her cozy shop bordering the Palace, they flickered

with an inner fire, beckoning. 

Sapphires, emeralds, rubies … Feyre had them all. Well, in moderate amounts. 

Save for those cuffs of solid diamond I’d given her for Starfall. 

She’d worn them only twice:

That night I had danced with her until dawn, barely daring to hope that she might be starting to return a fraction of what I felt for her. 

And the night we’d returned to Velaris, after that final battle with Hybern. When

she had worn  only  those cuffs. 

I shook my head, and said to the slim, ethereal faerie behind the counter, 

“Beautiful as they are, Neve, I don’t think milady wants jewels for Solstice.” 

A  shrug  that  wasn’t  at  all  disappointed.  I  was  a  frequent  enough  customer  that Neve knew she’d make a sale at some point. 

She  slid  the  tray  beneath  the  counter  and  pulled  out  another,  her  night-veiled hands moving smoothly. 

Not a wraith, but something similar, her tall, lean frame wrapped in permanent

shadows, only her eyes—like glowing coals—visible. The rest tended to come in

and  out  of  view,  as  if  the  shadows  parted  to  reveal  a  dark  hand,  a  shoulder,  a foot. Her people all master jewel smiths, dwelling in the deepest mountain mines

in our court. Most of the heirlooms of our house had been Tartera-made, Feyre’s

cuffs and crowns included. 

Neve waved a shadowed hand over the tray she’d laid out. “I had selected these

earlier, if it’s not too presumptuous, to consider for Lady Amren.” 

Indeed, these all   sang Amren’s name. Large stones, delicate settings. 

Mighty jewelry, for my mighty friend. Who had done so much for me, my mate

—our people. The world. 

I surveyed the three pieces. Sighed. “I’ll take all of them.” 

Neve’s eyes glowed like a living forge. 

CHAPTER

12

 Feyre
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“What the hell is that?” 

Cassian  was  grinning  the  next  evening  as  he  waved  a  hand  toward  the  pile  of pine boughs dumped on the ornate red rug in the center of the foyer. 

“Solstice decorations. Straight from the market.” 

Snow  clung  to  his  broad  shoulders  and  dark  hair,  and  his  tan  cheeks  were

flushed with cold. “You call that a decoration?” 

He smirked. “A heap of pine in the middle of the floor is Night Court tradition.” 

I crossed my arms. “Funny.” 

“I’m  serious.”  I  glared,  and  he  laughed.  “It’s  for  the  mantels,  the  banister,  and whatever  else,  smartass.  Want  to  help?”  He  shrugged  off  his  heavy  coat, 

revealing  a  black  jacket  and  shirt  beneath,  and  hung  it  in  the  hall  closet.  I remained where I was and tapped my foot. 

“What?”  he  said,  brows  rising.  It  was  rare  to  see  Cassian  in  anything  but  his Illyrian  leathers,  but  the  clothes,  while  not  as  fine  as  anything  Rhys  or  Mor usually favored, suited him. 

“Dumping a bunch of trees at my feet is really how you say hello these days? A

little time in that Illyrian camp and you forget all your manners.” 

Cassian  was  on  me  in  a  second,  hoisting  me  off  the  ground  to  twirl  me  until  I was going to be sick. I beat at his chest, cursing at him. 

Cassian set me down at last. “What’d you get me for Solstice?” 

I smacked his arm. “A heaping pile of shut the hell up.” He laughed again, and I

winked at him. “Hot cocoa or wine?” 

Cassian curved a wing around me, turning us toward the cellar door. 

“How many good bottles does little Rhysie have left?” 

We  drank  two  of  them  before  Azriel  arrived,  took  one  look  at  our  drunken attempts  at  decorating,  and  set  about  fixing  it  before  anyone  else  could  see  the mess we’d made. 

Lounging  on  a  couch  before  the  birch  fire  in  the  living  room,  we  grinned  like devils as the shadowsinger straightened the wreaths and garlands we’d chucked

over things, swept up pine needles we’d scattered over the carpets, and generally

shook his head at everything. 

“Az,  relax  for  a  minute,”  Cassian  drawled,  waving  a  hand.  “Have  some  wine. 

Cookies.” 

“Take off your coat,” I added, pointing the bottle toward the shadowsinger, who

hadn’t even bothered to do so before fixing our mess. 

Azriel straightened a sagging section of garland over the windowsill. 

“It’s almost like you two  tried  to make it as ugly as possible.” 

Cassian clutched at his heart. “We take offense to that.” 

Azriel sighed at the ceiling. 

“Poor  Az,”  I  said,  pouring  myself  another  glass.  “Wine  will  make  you  feel

better.” 

He glared at me, then the bottle, then Cassian … and finally stormed across the

room, took the bottle from my hand, and chugged the rest. 

Cassian grinned with delight. 

Mostly  because  Rhys  drawled  from  the  doorway,  “Well,  at  least  now  I  know

who’s drinking all my good wine. Want another one, Az?” 

Azriel nearly spewed the wine into the fire, but made himself swallow and turn, 

red-faced, to Rhys. “I would like to explain—” 

Rhys laughed, the rich sound bouncing off the carved oak moldings of the room. 

“Five  centuries,  and  you  think  I  don’t  know  that  if  my  wine’s  gone,  Cassian’s usually behind it?” 

Cassian raised his glass in a salute. 

Rhys  surveyed  the  room  and  chuckled.  “I  can  tell  exactly  which  ones  you  two did, and which ones Azriel tried to fix before I got here.” Azriel was indeed now

rubbing his temple. Rhys lifted a brow at me. “I expected better from an artist.” 

I stuck out my tongue at him. 

A heartbeat later, he said in my mind,  Save that tongue for later. I have   ideas for it. 

My toes curled in their thick, high socks. 

“It’s cold as hell!” Mor called from the front hall, startling me from the warmth

pooling in my core. “And who the hell let Cassian and Feyre decorate?” 

Azriel choked on what I could have sworn was a laugh, his normally shadowed

face lighting up as Mor bustled in, pink with cold and puffing air into her hands. 

She, however, scowled. “You two couldn’t wait until I got here to break into the

good wine?” 

I grinned as Cassian said, “We were just getting started on Rhys’s collection.” 

Rhys  scratched  his  head.  “It  is   there  for  anyone  to  drink,  you  know.  Help yourself to whatever you want.” 

“Dangerous words, Rhysand,” Amren warned, strutting through the door, nearly

swallowed  up  by  the  enormous  white  fur  coat  she  wore.  Only  her  chin-length

dark hair and solid silver eyes were visible above the collar. She looked—

“You look like an angry snowball,” Cassian said. 

I  clamped  my  lips  together  to  keep  the  laugh  in.  Laughing  at  Amren  wasn’t  a wise move. Even now, with her powers mostly gone and permanently in a High

Fae body. 

The angry snowball narrowed her eyes at him. “Careful, boy. Wouldn’t want to

start a war you can’t win.” She unbuttoned the collar so we all heard her clearly

as  she  purred,  “Especially  with  Nesta  Archeron  coming  for  Solstice  in  two

days.” 
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I felt the ripple that went through them—between Cassian, and Mor, and Azriel. 

Felt  the  pure  temper  that  rumbled  from  Cassian,  all  half-drunk  merriness

suddenly gone. He said in a low voice, “Shut it, Amren.” 

Mor was watching closely enough that it was hard not to stare. I glanced at Rhys

instead, but a contemplative look had overtaken his face. 

Amren  merely  grinned,  those  red  lips  spreading  wide  enough  to  show  most  of

her  white  teeth  as  she  stalked  toward  the  front  hall  closet  and  said  over  a shoulder, “I’m going to enjoy seeing her shred into you. That’s if she shows up

sober.” 

And  that  was  enough.  Rhys  seemed  to  arrive  at  the  same  idea,  but  before  he could say something, I cut in, “Leave Nesta out of it, Amren.” 

Amren gave me what might have been considered an apologetic glance. 

But she merely declared, shoving her enormous coat into the closet, 

“Varian’s coming, so deal with it.” 

Elain was in the kitchen, helping Nuala and Cerridwen prepare the evening meal. 

Even  with  Solstice  two  nights  away,  everyone  had  descended  upon  the  town

house. 

Except one. 

“Any word from Nesta?” I said to my sister by way of greeting. 

Elain  straightened  from  the  piping-hot  loaves  of  bread  she’d  hauled  from  the

oven, her hair half up, the apron over her rose-pink gown dusted with flour. She

blinked, her large brown eyes clear. “No. I told her to join us tonight, and to let

me know when she’d decided. I didn’t hear back.” 

She waved a dishcloth over the bread to cool it slightly, then lifted a loaf to tap

the bottom. A hollow sound thumped back, answer enough for her. 

“Do you think it’s worth fetching her?” 

Elain  slung  the  dishcloth  over  her  slim  shoulder,  rolling  her  sleeves  up  to  the elbow. Her skin had gained color these months—at least, before the cold weather

had set in. Her face had filled in, too. “Are you asking me that as her sister, or as

a seer?” 

I kept my face calm, pleasant, and leaned against the worktable. 

Elain  had  not  mentioned  any  further  visions.  And  we  had  not  asked  her  to  use her gifts. Whether they still existed, with the Cauldron’s destruction and then re-forming, I didn’t know. Didn’t want to ask. 

“You know Nesta best,” I answered carefully. “I thought you’d like to weigh in.” 

“If Nesta doesn’t want to be here tonight, then it’s more trouble than it’s worth

to bring her in.” 

Elain’s voice was colder than usual. I glanced at Nuala and Cerridwen, the latter

giving me a shake of her head as if to say,  Not a good day for her. 

Like the rest of us, Elain’s recovery was ongoing. She’d wept for hours the day

I’d taken her to a wildflower-covered hill on the outskirts of the city

—to the marble headstone I’d had erected there in honor of our father. 

I’d turned his body to ashes after the King of Hybern had killed him, but he still

deserved a resting place. For all he’d done in the end, he deserved the beautiful

stone I’d had carved with his name. And Elain had deserved a place to visit with

him, talk with him. 

She went at least once a month. 

Nesta had never been at all. Had ignored my invitation to come with us that first

day. And every time afterward. 

I took up a spot beside Elain, grabbing a knife from the other side of the table to

begin cutting the bread. Down the hall, the sounds of my family echoed toward

us, Mor’s bright laughter ringing out above Cassian’s rumble. 

I waited until I had a stack of steaming slices before I said, “Nesta is still a part

of this family.” 

“Is she?” Elain sawed deep into the next loaf. “She certainly doesn’t act like it.” 

I hid my frown. “Did something happen when you saw her today?” 

Elain didn’t answer. She just kept slicing the bread. 

So  I  continued  as  well.  I  didn’t  appreciate  when  other  people  pushed  me  to

speak. I’d grant her that same courtesy, too. 

In silence, we worked, then set about filling the platters with the food Nuala and

Cerridwen signaled was ready, their shadows veiling them more than usual. To

grant us some sense of privacy. I threw them a look of gratitude, but they both

shook their heads. No thanks necessary. They’d spent more time with Elain than

even I had. They understood her moods, what she sometimes needed. 

It was only when Elain and I were hauling the first of the serving dishes down

the  hall  toward  the  dining  room  that  she  spoke.  “Nesta  said  she  didn’t  want  to come to Solstice.” 

“That’s fine.” Even though something in my chest twisted a bit. 

“She said she didn’t want to come to  anything. Ever.” 

I paused, scanning the pain and fear now shining in Elain’s eyes. “Did she say

why?” 

“No.”  Anger—there  was  anger  in  Elain’s  face,  too.  “She  just  said  …  She  said that we have our lives, and she has hers.” 

To say that to me, fine. But to  Elain ? 

I blew out a breath, my stomach gurgling at the platter of slow-roasted chicken I

held between my hands, the scent of sage and lemon filling my nose. “I’ll talk to

her.” 

“Don’t,” Elain said flatly, starting once more into a walk, veils of steam drifting

past  her  shoulders  from  the  roasted  rosemary  potatoes  in  her  hands,  as  if  they were Azriel’s shadows. “She won’t listen.” 

Like hell she wouldn’t. 

“And you?” I made myself say. “Are you—all right?” 

Elain looked over a shoulder at me as we entered the foyer, then turned left—to

the dining room. In the sitting room across the way, all conversation halted at the

smell of food. “Why wouldn’t I be all right?” she asked, a smile lighting up her

face. 

I’d seen those smiles before. On my own damn face. 

But  the  others  came  barreling  in  from  the  sitting  room,  Cassian  kissing  Elain’s cheek in greeting before he nearly lifted her out of the way to get to the dining

table. Amren came next, giving my sister a nod, her ruby necklace sparkling in

the  faelights  speckled  throughout  the  garlands  in  the  hall.  Then  Mor,  with  a smacking  kiss  for  either  cheek.  Then  Rhys,  shaking  his  head  at  Cassian,  who

began  helping  himself  to  the  platters  Nuala  and  Cerridwen  winnowed  in.  As

Elain lived here, my mate gave her only a smile of greeting before taking up his

seat at Cassian’s right. 

Azriel emerged from the sitting room, a glass of wine in hand and wings tucked

back to reveal his fine, yet simple black jacket and pants. 

I felt, more than saw, my sister go still as he approached. Her throat bobbed. 

“Are you just going to hold that chicken all night?” Cassian asked me from the

table. 

Scowling, I stomped toward him, plunking the platter onto the wooden surface. 

“I spat in it,” I said sweetly. 

“Makes it all the more delicious,” Cassian crooned, smiling right back. 

Rhys snickered, drinking deeply from his wine. 

But I strode to my seat—nestled between Amren and Mor—in time to see Elain

say to Azriel, “Hello.” 

Az said nothing. 

No, he just moved toward her. 

Mor tensed beside me. 

But  Azriel  only  took  Elain’s  heavy  dish  of  potatoes  from  her  hands,  his  voice soft as night as he said, “Sit. I’ll take care of it.” 

Elain’s hands remained in midair, as if the ghost of the dish remained between

them. With a blink, she lowered them, and noticed her apron. “I—

I’ll  be  right  back,”  she  murmured,  and  hurried  down  the  hall  before  I  could explain  that  no  one  cared  if  she  showed  up  to  dinner  covered  in  flour  and  that she should just  sit. 

Azriel set the potatoes in the center of the table, Cassian diving right in. 

Or he tried to. 

One moment, his hand was spearing toward the serving spoon. The next, it was

stopped, Azriel’s scarred fingers wrapped around his wrist. “Wait,” 

Azriel said, nothing but command in his voice. 

Mor  gaped  wide  enough  that  I  was  certain  the  half-chewed  green  beans  in  her mouth were going to tumble onto her plate. Amren just smirked over the rim of

her wineglass. 

Cassian gawked at him. “Wait for   what? Gravy?” 

Azriel didn’t let go. “Wait until everyone is seated before eating.” 

“Pig,” Mor supplied. 

Cassian gave a pointed look to the plate of green beans, chicken, bread,  and ham already  half  eaten  on  Mor’s  plate.  But  he  relaxed  his  hand,  leaning  back  in  his chair. “I never knew you were a stickler for manners, Az.” 

Azriel only released Cassian’s hand, and stared at his wineglass. 

Elain  swept  in,  apron  gone  and  hair  rebraided.  “Please  don’t  wait  on  my

account,” she said, taking the seat at the head of the table. 

Cassian glared at Azriel. Az pointedly ignored him. 

But Cassian waited until Elain had filled her plate before he took another scoop of anything. As did the others. 

I met Rhys’s stare across the table.  What was that about? 

Rhys sliced into his glazed ham in smooth, skilled strokes.  It had nothing   to do with Cassian. 

 Oh? 

Rhys  took  a  bite,  gesturing  with  his  knife  for  me  to  eat.  Let’s  just  say  it  hit  a little  close  to  home.  At  my  beat  of  confusion,  he  added,  There  are   some  scars when it comes to how his mother was treated. Many scars. 

His mother, who had been a servant—near-slave—when he was born. 

And afterward.  None of us bother to wait for everyone to sit, least of all  Cassian. 

 It can strike at odd times. 

I did my best not to look toward the shadowsinger.  I see. 

Turning to Amren, I studied her plate. Small portions of everything. 

“Still getting used to it?” 

Amren  grunted,  rolling  around  her  roasted,  honeyed  carrots.  “Blood  tastes

better.” 

Mor and Cassian choked. 

“And  it  didn’t  take  so  much   time  to  consume,”  Amren  groused,  lifting  the teensiest scrap of roast chicken to her red-painted lips. 

Small, slow meals for Amren. The first normal meal she’d eaten after returning

—a  bowl  of  lentil  soup—had  made  her  vomit  for  an  hour.  So  it  had  been  a

gradual  adjustment.  She  still  couldn’t  dive  into  a  meal  the  way  the  rest  of  us were prone to. Whether it was wholly physical or perhaps some sort of personal

adjustment period, none of us knew. 

“And  then  there  are  the  other  unpleasant  results  of  eating,”  Amren  went  on, 

slicing her carrots into tiny slivers. 

Azriel and Cassian swapped a glance, then both seemed to find their plates   very

interesting. Even as smiles tugged on their faces. 

Elain asked, “What sort of results?” 

“Don’t answer that,” Rhys said smoothly, pointing to Amren with his fork. 

Amren hissed at him, her dark hair swaying like a curtain of liquid night, 

“Do  you  know  what  an  inconvenience  it  is  to  need  to  find  a  place  to  relieve myself  everywhere I go?” 

A  fizzing  noise  came  from  Cassian’s  side  of  the  table,  but  I  clamped  my  lips together.  Mor  gripped  my  knee  beneath  the  table,  her  body  shaking  with  the

effort of keeping her laugh reined in. 

Rhys  drawled  to  Amren,  “Shall  we  start  building  public  toilets  for  you

throughout Velaris, Amren?” 

“I  mean  it,  Rhysand,”  Amren  snapped.  I  didn’t  dare  meet  Mor’s  stare.  Or

Cassian’s. One look and I’d completely dissolve. Amren waved a hand down at

herself. “I should have selected a male form. At least  you can whip it out and go wherever you like without having to worry about spilling on

—” 

Cassian lost it. Then Mor. Then me. And even Az, chuckling faintly. 

“You really don’t know how to pee?” Mor roared. “After all this time?” 

Amren seethed. “I’ve seen animals—” 

“Tell  me  you  know  how  a  toilet  works,”  Cassian  burst  out,  slapping  a  broad

hand on the table. “Tell me you know that much.” 

I clapped a hand over my mouth, as if it would push the laugh back in. 

Across the table, Rhys’s eyes were brighter than stars, his mouth a quivering line

as he tried and failed to remain serious. 

“I know how to sit on a toilet,” Amren growled. 

Mor opened her mouth, laughter dancing on her face, but Elain asked, 

“Could you have done it? Decided to take a male form?” 

The question cut through the laughter, an arrow fired between us. 

Amren studied my sister, Elain’s cheeks red from our unfiltered talk at the table. 

“Yes,” she said simply. “Before, in my other form, I was neither. I simply   was.” 

“Then why did you pick this body?” Elain asked, the faelight of the chandelier

catching in the ripples of her golden-brown braid. 

“I was more drawn to the female form,” Amren answered simply. “I thought it

was more symmetrical. It pleased me.” 

Mor frowned down at her own form, ogling her considerable assets. 

“True.” 

Cassian snickered. 

Elain asked, “And once you were in this body, you couldn’t change?” 

Amren’s eyes narrowed slightly. I straightened, glancing between them. 

Unusual, yes, for Elain to be so vocal, but she’d been improving. Most days, she

was lucid—perhaps quiet and prone to melancholy, but aware. 

Elain, to my surprise, held Amren’s gaze. 

Amren  said  after  a  moment,  “Are  you  asking  out  of  curiosity  for  my  past,  or your own future?” 

The question left me too stunned to even reprimand Amren. The others, too. 

Elain’s brow furrowed before I could leap in. “What do you mean?” 

“There’s no going back to being human, girl,” Amren said, perhaps a tad gently. 
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“Amren,” I warned. 

Elain’s face reddened further, her back straightening. But she didn’t bolt. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I’d never heard Elain’s voice so cold. 

I  glanced  at  the  others.  Rhys  was  frowning,  Cassian  and  Mor  were  both

grimacing, and Azriel … It was pity on his beautiful face. Pity and sorrow as he

watched my sister. 

Elain hadn’t mentioned being Made, or the Cauldron, or Graysen in months. I’d

assumed  that  perhaps  she  was  becoming  accustomed  to  being  High  Fae,  that

she’d perhaps begun to let go of that mortal life. 

“Amren, you have a spectacular gift for ruining dinner conversation,” 

Rhys said, swirling his wine. “I wonder if you could make a career out of

it.” 

His Second glared at him. But Rhys held her stare, silent warning in his face. 

 Thank you, I said down the bond. A warm caress echoed in answer. 

“Pick  on  someone  your  own  size,”  Cassian  said  to  Amren,  shoveling  roast

chicken into his mouth. 

“I’d feel bad for the mice,” Azriel muttered. 

Mor and Cassian howled, earning a blush from Azriel and a grateful smile from

Elain—and no shortage of scowling from Amren. 

But something in me eased at that laughter, at the light that returned to Elain’s

eyes. 

A light I wouldn’t see dimmed further. 

 I need to go out after dinner , I said to Rhys as I dug into my meal again. 

 Care for a flight across the city? 

Nesta didn’t open her door. 

I knocked for perhaps a good two minutes, scowling at the dim wooden hallway

of  the  ramshackle  building  that  she’d  chosen  to  live  in,  then  sent  a  tether  of magic through the apartment beyond. 

Rhys had erected wards around the entire thing, and with our magic, our souls’

bond,  there  was  no  resistance  to  the  thread  of  power  I  unspooled  through  the door and into the apartment itself. 

Nothing. No sign of life or—or worse beyond. 

She wasn’t at home. 

I had a good idea of where she’d be. 

Winnowing into the freezing street, I pinwheeled my arms to keep upright as my

boots slid on the ice coating the stones. 

Leaning  against  a  lamppost,  faelight  gilding  the  talons  atop  his  wings,  Rhys

chuckled. And didn’t move an inch. 

“Asshole,”  I  muttered.  “Most  males  would   help  their  mates  if  they’re  about  to break their heads on the ice.” 

He  pushed  off  the  lamppost  and  prowled  toward  me,  every  movement  smooth

and unhurried. Even now, I’d gladly spend hours just watching him. 

“I have a feeling that if I   had stepped in, you would have bitten my head off for being an overbearing mother hen, as you called me.” 

I grumbled an answer he chose not to hear. 

“Not at home, then?” 

I grumbled again. 

“Well, that leaves precisely ten other places where she could be.” 

I grimaced. 

Rhys asked, “Do you want me to look?” 

Not  physically,  but  use  his  power  to  find  Nesta.  I  hadn’t  wanted  him  to  do  it earlier, since it felt like some sort of violation of privacy, but given how damned

 cold it was … “Fine.” 

Rhys wrapped his arms, then his wings around me, tucking me into his heat as

he murmured onto my hair, “Hold on.” 

Darkness  and  wind  tumbled  around  us,  and  I  buried  my  face  in  his  chest, 

breathing in the scent of him. 

Then laughter and singing, music blaring, the tangy smell of stale ale, the bite of

cold—

I groaned as I beheld where he’d winnowed us, where he’d detected my sister. 

“There  are  wine  rooms  in  this  city,”  Rhys  said,  cringing.  “There  are  concert halls. Fine restaurants. Pleasure clubs. And yet your sister …” 

And  yet  my  sister  managed  to  find  the  seediest,  most  miserable  taverns  in

Velaris. There weren’t many. But she patronized all of them. And this one

—the Wolf’s Den—was by far the worst. 

“Wait here,” I said over the fiddles and drums spilling from the tavern as I pulled

out  of  his  embrace.  Down  the  street,  a  few  drunk  revelers  spotted  us  and  fell silent. Felt Rhys’s power, perhaps my own as well, and found somewhere else to

be for a while. 

I  had  no  doubt  the  same  would  happen  in  the  tavern,  and  had  no  doubt  Nesta would  resent  us  for  ruining  her  night.  At  least  I  could  slip  inside  mostly

unnoticed. If both of us went in there, I knew my sister would see it as an attack. 

So it would be me. Alone. 

Rhys kissed my brow. “If someone propositions you, tell them we’ll both be free

in an hour.” 

“Och.” I waved him off, banking my powers to a near-whisper within me. 

He blew me a kiss. 

I waved that away, too, and slipped through the tavern door. 

CHAPTER

13

 Feyre

My  sister  didn’t  have  drinking  companions.  As  far  as  I  knew,  she  went  out

alone, and made them as the night progressed. And every now and then, one of

them went home with her. 

I hadn’t asked. Wasn’t even sure when the first time had been. 

I also didn’t dare ask Cassian if he knew. They had barely exchanged more than

a few words since the war. 

And as I entered the light and rolling music of the Wolf’s Den and immediately

spotted my sister seated with three males at a round table in the shadowed back, 

I could almost see the specter of that day against Hybern looming behind her. 

Every ounce of weight that Elain had gained it seemed Nesta had lost. 

Her  already  proud,  angular  face  had  turned  more  so,  her  cheekbones  sharp

enough to slice. Her hair remained up in her usual braided coronet, she wore her

preferred gray gown, and she was, as ever, immaculately clean despite the hovel

she chose to occupy. Despite the reeking, hot tavern that had seen better years. 

Centuries. 

 A queen without a throne. That was what I’d call the painting that swept into my mind. 

Nesta’s  eyes,  the  same  blue-gray  as  my  own,  lifted  the  moment  I  shut  the

wooden  door  behind  me.  Nothing  flickered  across  her  face  beyond  vague

disdain.  The  three  High  Fae  males  at  her  table  were  all  fairly  well  dressed considering the place they patronized. 

 Likely wealthy young bucks out for the night. 

I reined in my scowl as Rhys’s voice filled my head.  Mind your own  business. 

 Your sister is handily beating them at cards, by the way. 

 Snoop. 

 You love it. 

I  pressed  my  lips  together,  sending  a  vulgar  gesture  down  the  bond  as  I

approached  my  sister’s  table.  Rhys’s  laughter  rumbled  against  my  shields  in

answer, like star-flecked thunder. 

Nesta  simply  went  back  to  staring  at  the  fan  of  cards  she  held,  her  posture  the epitome  of  glorious  boredom.  But  her  companions  peered  up  at  me  when  I

stopped at the edge of their stained and scarred wooden table. 

Half-consumed  glasses  of  amber  liquid  sweated  with  moisture,  kept  chilled

through some magic of the tavern’s. 

The male across the table—a handsome, rakish-looking High Fae, with hair like

spun gold—met my eyes. 

His  hand  of  cards  slumped  to  the  table  as  he  bowed  his  head.  The  others

followed suit. 

Only my sister, still studying her cards, remained uninterested. 

“My  lady,”  said  a  thin,  dark-haired  male,  throwing  a  wary  glance  toward  my

sister. “How may we be of assistance?” 

Nesta didn’t so much as look up as she adjusted one of her cards. 

Fine. 

I  smiled  sweetly  at  her  companions.  “I  hate  to  interrupt  your  night  out, 

gentlemen.” Gentle  males , I supposed. A holdover from my human life—

one  that  the  third  male  noted  with  a  hint  of  a  raised,  thick  brow.  “But  I  would like a word with my sister.” 

The dismissal was clear enough. 

As  one,  they  rose,  cards  abandoned,  and  swiped  up  their  drinks.  “We’ll  get  a refill,” the golden-haired one declared. 

I  waited  until  they  were  at  the  bar,  pointedly  not  gazing  over  their  shoulders, before I slid into the rickety seat the dark-haired one had vacated. 

Slowly, Nesta’s eyes lifted toward mine. 

I leaned back in the chair, wood groaning. “So which one was going home with

you tonight?” 

Nesta  snapped  her  cards  together,  setting  the  stack  facedown  on  the  table.  “I hadn’t decided.” 

Icy, flat words. The perfect accompaniment to the expression on her face. 

I simply waited. 

Nesta waited, too. 

Still as an animal. Still as death. 

I’d once wondered if that was her power. Her curse, granted by the Cauldron. 

Nothing I’d seen of it, glimpsed in those moments against Hybern, had seemed

 like death. Just brute power. But the Bone Carver had whispered of it. And I’d

seen it, shining cold and bright in her eyes. 

But not for months now. 

Not that I’d seen much of her. 

A minute passed. Then another. 

Utter  silence,  save  for  the  merry  music  from  the  four-piece  band  on  the  other side of the room. 

I could wait. I’d wait here all damn night. 

Nesta settled back in her chair, inclined to do the same. 

 My money’s on your sister. 

 Quiet. 

 I’m getting cold out here. 

 Illyrian baby. 

A dark chuckle, then the bond went silent again. 

“Is that mate of yours going to stand in the cold all night?” 

I blinked, wondering if she’d somehow sensed the thoughts between us. 

“Who says he’s here?” 

Nesta snorted. “Where one goes, the other follows.” 

I refrained from voicing all of the potential retorts that leaped onto my tongue. 

Instead, I asked, “Elain invited you to dinner tonight. Why didn’t you come?” 

Nesta’s smile was slow, sharp as a blade. “I wanted to hear the musicians play.” 

I cast a pointed look to the band. More skilled than the usual tavern set, but not a

real excuse. “She wanted you there.”  I wanted you there. 

Nesta shrugged. “She could have eaten with me here.” 

“You know Elain wouldn’t feel comfortable in a place like this.” 

She arched a well-groomed brow. “A place like this? What sort of place is that?” 

Indeed,  some  people  were  turning  our  way.  High  Lady—I  was  High  Lady. 

Insulting this place and the people in it wouldn’t win me any supporters. “Elain

is overwhelmed by crowds.” 

“She didn’t used to be that way.” Nesta swirled her glass of amber liquid. 

“She loved balls and parties.” 

The words hung unspoken.  But you and your court dragged us into this   world. 

 Took that joy away from her. 

“If you bothered to come by the house, you’d see that she’s readjusting. 

But balls and parties are one thing. Elain never patronized taverns before this.” 

Nesta opened her mouth, no doubt to lead me down a path away from the reason

I’d come here. So I cut in before she could. “That’s beside the point.” 

Steel-cold  eyes  held  mine.  “Can  you  get  to  it,  then?  I’d  like  to  return  to  my game.” 

I  debated  scattering  the  cards  to  the  ale-slick  ground.  “Solstice  is  the  day  after tomorrow.” 

Nothing. Not a blink. 

I interlaced my fingers and set them on the table between us. “What will it take

to get you to come?” 

“For Elain’s sake or yours?” 

“Both.” 

Another  snort.  Nesta  surveyed  the  room,  everyone  carefully   not  watching  us now. I knew without asking that Rhys had slid a sound barrier around us. 

Finally, my sister looked back at me. “So you’re bribing me, then?” 

I didn’t flinch. “I’m seeing if you’re willing to be reasoned with. If there’s a way

to make it worth your while.” 

Nesta  planted  the  tip  of  her  pointer  finger  atop  her  stack  of  cards  and  fanned them out across the table. “It’s not even our holiday. We don’t  have  holidays.” 

“Perhaps you should try it. You might enjoy yourself.” 

“As I told Elain: you have your lives, and I have mine.” 

Again,  I  cast  a  pointed  glance  to  the  tavern.  “Why?  Why  this  insistence  on distancing yourself?” 

She settled back in her seat, crossing her arms. “Why do I have to be a part of

your merry little band?” 

“You’re my sister.” 

Again, that empty, cold look. 

I waited. 

“I’m not going to your party,” she said. 

If Elain hadn’t been able to convince her, I certainly wouldn’t succeed. I didn’t

know why I hadn’t realized it before. Before wasting my time. But I tried—one

last time. For Elain’s sake. “Father would want you to—” 

 “Don’t you finish that sentence.” 

Despite the sound shield around us, there was nothing to block the view of my

sister baring her teeth. The view of her fingers curling into invisible claws. 

Nesta’s nose crinkled with undiluted rage as she snarled, “  Leave .” 

A scene. This was about to become a scene in the worst way. 

So I rose, hiding my trembling hands by balling them into tight fists at my sides. 

“Please  come,”  was  all  I  said  before  turning  back  toward  the  door,  the  walk between her table and the exit feeling so much longer. All the staring faces I’d

have to pass looming. 

“My rent,” Nesta said when I’d walked two steps. 

I paused. “What about your rent?” 

She swigged from her glass. “It’s due next week. In case you forgot.” 

She was completely serious. 

I said flatly, “Come to Solstice and I’ll make sure it’s delivered.” 

Nesta opened her mouth, but I turned again, staring down every gaping face that peered up at me as I passed. 

I felt my sister’s gaze piercing the space between my shoulder blades the entire

walk to that front door. And the entire flight home. 

CHAPTER

14

 Rhysand

Even  with  workers  seldom  halting  their  repairs,  the  rebuilding  was  still  years from being finished. Especially along the Sidra, where Hybern had hit hardest. 

Little more than rubble remained of the once-great estates and homes along the

southeastern  bend  of  the  river,  their  gardens  overgrown  and  private  boathouses half sunken in the gentle flow of the turquoise waters. 

I’d  grown  up  in  these  houses,  attending  the  parties  and  feasts  that  lasted  long into  the  night,  spending  bright  summer  days  lazing  on  the  sloping  lawns, 

cheering the summer boat races on the Sidra. Their facades had been as familiar

as any friend’s face. They’d been built long before I was born. 

I’d expected them to last long after I was gone. 

“You  haven’t  heard  from  the  families  about  when  they’ll  be  returning,  have

you?” 

Mor’s question floated to me above the crunch of pale stone beneath our feet as

we ambled along the snow-dusted grounds of one such estate. 

She’d  found  me  after  lunch—a  rare,  solitary  meal  these  days.  With  Feyre  and

Elain out shopping in the city, when my cousin had appeared in the foyer of the

town house, I hadn’t hesitated to invite her for a walk. 

It had been a long while since Mor and I had walked together. 

I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that though the war had ended, all wounds had

been healed. Especially between Mor and me. 

And I wasn’t stupid enough to delude myself into thinking that I hadn’t put off this walk for a while now—and so had she. 

I’d seen her eyes go distant the other night at the Hewn City. Her silence after

her  initial  snarled  warning  at  her  father  had  told  me  enough  about  where  her mind had drifted. 

Another casualty of this war: working with Keir and Eris had dimmed something

in my cousin. 

Oh, she hid it well. Save for when she was face-to-face with the two males who

had—

I didn’t let myself finish the thought, summon the memory. Even five centuries

later, the rage threatened to swallow me until I’d left the Hewn City and Autumn

Court in ruins. 

But  those  were  her  deaths  to  claim.  They  always  had  been.  I  had  never  asked why she’d waited so long. 

We’d  quietly  meandered  through  the  city  for  half  an  hour  now,  going  mostly

unnoticed.  A  small  blessing  of  Solstice:  everyone  was  too  busy  with  their  own preparations to mark who strolled through the packed streets. 

How  we’d  wound  up  here,  I  had  no  idea.  But  here  we  were,  nothing  but  the

fallen and cracked blocks of stone, winter-dry weeds, and gray sky for company. 

“The families,” I said at last, “are at their other estates.” I knew them all, wealthy

merchants and nobles who had defected from the Hewn City long before the two

halves of my realm had been officially severed. “With no plans to return anytime

soon.”  Perhaps  forever.  I’d  heard  from  one  of  them,  a  matriarch  of  a  merchant empire, that they were likely going to sell rather than face the ordeal of building

from scratch. 

Mor nodded absently, the chill wind whipping strands of her hair over her face

as she paused in the middle of what had once been a formal garden sloping from

the house to the icy river itself. “Keir is coming here soon, isn’t he.” 

So rarely would she ever refer to him as her father. I didn’t blame her. 

That  male  hadn’t  been  her  father  for  centuries.  Long  before  that  unforgivable day. 

“He is.” 

I’d managed to keep Keir at bay since the war had ended—had prepared for him

to inevitably decide that no matter the work I dumped in his lap, no matter how I

might interrupt his little visits with Eris, he would visit this city. 

Perhaps  I  had  brought  this  upon  myself,  by  enforcing  the  Hewn  City’s  borders for so long. Perhaps their horrible traditions and narrow minds had only grown

worse  while  being  contained.  It  was  their  territory,  yes,  but  I’d  given  them nothing else. No wonder they were so curious about Velaris. 

Though  Keir’s  desire  to  visit  only  stemmed  from  one  need:  to  torment  his

daughter. 

“When.” 

“Likely in the spring, if I’m guessing correctly.” 

Mor’s throat bobbed, her face going cold in a way I so rarely witnessed. 

In a way I hated, if only because I was to blame for it. 

I’d told myself it had been worth it. Keir’s Darkbringers had been crucial in our

victory.  And  he’d  suffered  losses  because  of  it.  The  male  was  a  prick  in  every sense of the word, but he’d come through on his end. 

I had little choice but to hold up my own. 

Mor  scanned  me  from  head  to  toe.  I’d  opted  for  a  black  jacket  crafted  from heavier wool, and forgone wings entirely. Just because Cassian and Azriel had to

suffer  through  having  them  be  freezing  all  the  time  didn’t  mean  I  had  to.  I remained still, letting Mor arrive at her own conclusions. “I trust you,” she said

at last. 

I bowed my head. “Thank you.” 

She waved a hand, launching into a walk again down the pale gravel paths of the

garden. “But I still wish there had been another way.” 

“I do, too.” 

She  twisted  the  ends  of  her  thick  red  scarf  before  tucking  them  into  her  brown overcoat. 

“If your father comes here,” I offered, “I can make sure you’re away.” 

No matter that she had been the one to push for the minor confrontation with the

Steward and Eris the other night. 

She  scowled.  “He’ll  see  it  for  what  it  is:  hiding.  I  won’t  give  him  that

satisfaction.” 

I knew better than to ask if she thought her mother would come along. 

We didn’t discuss Mor’s mother. Ever. 

“Whatever you decide, I’ll support you.” 

“I  know  that.”  She  paused  between  two  low-lying  boxwoods  and  watched  the

icy river beyond. 

“And you know that Az and Cassian are going to be monitoring them like hawks

for  the  entire  visit.  They’ve  been  planning  the  security  protocols  for  months now.” 

“They have?” 

I nodded gravely. 

Mor blew out a breath. “I wish we were still able to threaten to unleash Amren

on the entire Hewn City.” 

I snorted, gazing across the river to the quarter of the city just barely visible over

the rise of a hill. “Half of me wonders if Amren wishes the same.” 

“I assume you’re getting her a   very good present.” 

“Neve was practically skipping with glee when I left the shop.” 

A small laugh. “What did you get Feyre?” 

I slid my hands into my pockets. “This and that.” 

“So, nothing.” 

I dragged a hand through my hair. “Nothing. Any ideas?” 

“She’s your mate. Shouldn’t this sort of thing be instinctual?” 

“She’s impossible to shop for.” 

Mor gave me a wry look. “Pathetic.” 

I nudged her with an elbow. “What did   you get her?” 

“You’ll have to wait until Solstice evening to see.” 

I rolled my eyes. In the centuries I’d known her, Mor’s present-buying abilities

had never improved. I had a drawer full of downright hideous cuff links that I’d

never worn, each gaudier than the next. I was lucky, though: Cassian had a trunk

crammed with silk shirts of varying colors of the rainbow. Some even had ruffles

on them. 

I could only imagine the horrors in store for my mate. 

Thin  sheets  of  ice  lazily  drifted  down  the  Sidra.  I  didn’t  dare  ask  Mor  about Azriel—what  she’d  gotten  him,  what  she  planned  to   do  with  him.  I  had  little interest in being chucked right into that icy river. 

“I’m going to need you, Mor,” I said quietly. 

The  amusement  in  Mor’s  eyes  sharpened  to  alertness.  A  predator.  There  was  a

reason she’d held her own in battle, and could hold her own against any Illyrian. 

My brothers and I had overseen much of the training ourselves, but she’d spent

years traveling to other lands, other territories, to learn what they knew. 

Which  was  precisely  why  I  said,  “Not  with  Keir  and  the  Hewn  City,  not  with holding the peace long enough for things to stabilize.” 

She crossed her arms, waiting. 

“Az  can  infiltrate  most  courts,  most  lands.  But  I  might  need  you  to  win  those lands over.” Because the pieces that were now strewn on the table …

“Treaty negotiations are dragging on too long.” 

“They’re not happening at all.” 

Truth. With the rebuilding, too many tentative allies had claimed they were busy

and would reconvene in the spring to discuss the new terms. 

“You wouldn’t need to be gone for months. Just visits here and there. 

Casual.” 

“Casual, but make the kingdoms and territories realize that if they push too far or

enter into human lands, we’ll obliterate them?” 

I huffed a laugh. “Something like that. Az has lists of the kingdoms most likely

to cross the line.” 

“If  I’m  flitting  about  the  continent,  who  will  deal  with  the  Court  of

Nightmares?” 

“I will.” 

Her  brown  eyes  narrowed.  “You’re  not  doing  this  because  you  think  I  can’t

handle Keir, are you?” 

Careful,  careful  territory.  “No,”  I  said,  and  wasn’t  lying.  “I  think  you  can.  I know you can. But your talents are better wielded elsewhere for now. 

Keir wants to build ties to the Autumn Court—let him. Whatever he and Eris are

scheming up, they know we’re watching, and know how stupid it would be for

either of them to push us. One word to Beron, and Eris’s head will roll.” 

Tempting. So damn tempting to tell the High Lord of Autumn that his eldest son

coveted his throne—and was willing to take it by force. But I’d made a bargain

with Eris, too. Perhaps a fool’s bargain, but only time would tell in that regard. 

Mor fiddled with her scarf. “I’m not afraid of them.” 

“I know you’re not.” 

“I  just—being  near  them,  together …”  She  shoved  her  hands  into  her  pockets. 

“It’s probably what it feels like for you to be around Tamlin.” 

“If it’s any consolation, cousin, I behaved rather poorly the other day.” 

“Is he dead?” 

“No.” 

“Then I’d say you controlled yourself admirably.” 

I laughed. “Bloodthirsty of you, Mor.” 

She shrugged, again watching the river. “He deserves it.” 

He did indeed. 

She glanced sidelong at me. “When would I need to leave?” 

“Not for another few weeks, maybe a month.” 

She  nodded,  and  fell  quiet.  I  debated  asking  her  if  she  wished  to  know  where Azriel and I thought she might go first, but her silence said enough. 

She’d go anywhere. 

Too  long.  She’d  been  cooped  up  within  the  borders  of  this  court  for  too  long. 

The  war  barely  counted.  And  it  wouldn’t  happen  in  a  month,  or  perhaps  a  few years,  but  I  could  see  it:  the  invisible  noose  tightening  around  her  neck  with every day spent here. 

“Take a few days to think about it,” I offered. 

She  whipped  her  head  toward  me,  golden  hair  catching  in  the  light.  “You  said you needed me. It didn’t seem like there was much room for choice.” 

“You always have a choice. If you don’t want to go, then it’s fine.” 

“And who would do it instead? Amren?” A knowing look. 

I laughed again. “Certainly not Amren. Not if we want peace.” I added, 

“Just—do  me  a  favor  and  take  some  time  to  think  about  it  before  you  say  yes. 

Consider it an offer, not an order.” 

She  fell  silent  once  more.  Together,  we  watched  the  ice  floes  drift  down  the Sidra,  toward  the  distant,  wild  sea.  “Does  he  win  if  I  go?”  A  quiet,  tentative question. 

“You have to decide that for yourself.” 

Mor turned toward the ruined house and grounds behind us. Staring not at them, 

I realized, but eastward. 

Toward  the  continent  and  the  lands  within.  As  if  wondering  what  might  be

waiting there. 

CHAPTER

15

 Feyre

I had yet to find or even come up with a vague idea for what to give Rhysand for

Solstice. 

Mercifully, Elain quietly approached me at breakfast, Cassian still passed out on

the couch in the sitting room across the foyer and no sign of Azriel where he’d

fallen asleep on the couch across from him, both too lazy—and perhaps a little

drunk,  after  all  the  wine  we’d  had  last  night—to  make  the  trek  up  to  the  tiny spare  bedroom  they’d  be  sharing  during  Solstice.  Mor  had  taken  my  old

bedroom,  not  minding  the  clutter  I’d  added,  and  Amren  had  gone  back  to  her

own  apartment  when  we’d  finally  drifted  to  sleep  in  the  early  hours  of  the

morning. Both my mate and Mor were still sleeping, and I’d been content to let

them continue doing so. They’d earned that rest. 

We all had. 

But  Elain,  it  seemed,  was  as  sleepless  as  me,  especially  after  my  stinging  talk with Nesta that even the wine I’d returned home to drink couldn’t dull, and she

wanted  to  see  if  I  was  game  for  a  walk  about  the  city,  providing  me  with  the perfect excuse to head out for more shopping. 

Decadent—it felt decadent, and selfish, to shop, even if it was for people I loved. 

There  were  so  many  in  this  city  and  beyond  it  who  had  next  to  nothing,  and every additional, unnecessary moment I spent peering into window displays and

running my fingers over various goods grated against my nerves. 

“I know it’s not easy for you,” Elain observed as we drifted through a weaver’s

shop, admiring the fine tapestries, rugs, and blankets she’d crafted into images of

various  Night  Court  scenes:  Velaris  under  the  glow  of  Starfall;  the  rocky, 

untamed shores of the northern isles; the stelae of the

temples of Cesere; the insignia of this court, the three stars crowning a mountain

peak. 

I turned from a wall covering depicting that very image. “What’s not easy?” 

We  kept  our  voices  to  a  near-murmur  in  the  quiet,  warm  space,  more  out  of

respect to the other browsers admiring the work. 

Elain’s brown eyes roved over the Night Court insignia. “Buying things without

a dire need to do so.” 

In the back of the vaulted, wood-paneled shop, a loom thrummed and clicked as

the dark-haired artist who made the pieces continued her work, pausing only to

answer questions from customers. 

So  different.  This  space  was  so  different  from  the  cottage  of  horrors  that  had belonged to the Weaver in the Wood. To Stryga. 

“We  have  everything  we  need,”  I  admitted  to  Elain.  “Buying  presents  feels

excessive.” 

“It’s their tradition, though,” Elain countered, her face still flushed with the cold. 

“One  that  they  fought  and  died  to  protect  in  the  war.  Perhaps  that’s  the  better way  to  think  of  it,  rather  than  feeling  guilty.  To  remember  that  this  day  means something to them. All of them, regardless of who has more, who has less, and

in  celebrating  the  traditions,  even  through  the  presents,  we  honor  those  who

fought for its very existence, for the peace this city now has.” 

For a moment, I just stared at my sister, the wisdom she’d spoken. Not a whisper of those oracular abilities. Just clear eyes and an open expression. 

“You’re right,” I said, taking in the insignia rising before me. 

The tapestry had been woven from fabric so black it seemed to devour the light, 

so black it almost strained the eye. The insignia, however, had been rendered in

silver thread—no, not silver. A sort of iridescent thread that shifted with sparks

of color. Like woven starlight. 

“You’re thinking of getting it?” Elain asked. She hadn’t bought anything in the

hour  we’d  already  been  out,  but  she’d  stopped  often  enough  to  contemplate.  A gift for Nesta, she’d said. She was looking for a gift for our sister, regardless of

whether Nesta deigned to join us tomorrow. 

But Elain had seemed more than content to simply watch the humming city, to

take in the sparkling strands of faelights strung between buildings and over the

squares,  to  sample  any  tidbit  of  food  offered  by  an  eager  vendor,  to  listen  to minstrels busking by the now-silent fountains. 

As  if  my  sister,  too,  had  merely  been  looking  for  an  excuse  to  get  out  of  the house today. 

“I don’t know   who I’d get it for,” I admitted, extending a finger toward the black fabric  of  the  tapestry.  The  moment  my  nail  touched  the  velvet-soft  surface,  it seemed to vanish. As if the material truly did gobble up all color, all light. “But

…” I looked toward the weaver at the other end of the space, another piece half-

formed on her loom. Leaving my thought unfinished, I strode for her. 

The weaver was High Fae, full-figured and pale-skinned. A sheet of black hair

had  been  braided  back  from  her  face,  the  length  of  the  plait  dropping  over  the shoulder  of  her  thick,  red  sweater.  Practical  brown  pants  and  shearling-lined

boots completed her attire. Simple, comfortable clothes. 

What I might wear while painting. Or doing anything. 

What I was wearing beneath my heavy blue overcoat, to be honest. 

The weaver halted her work, deft fingers stilling, and lifted her head. 

“How can I help you?” 

Despite  her  pretty  smile,  her  gray  eyes  were  …  quiet.  There  was  no  way  of

explaining it. Quiet, and a little distant. The smile tried to offset it, but failed to

mask the heaviness lingering within. 

“I wanted to know about the tapestry with the insignia,” I said. “The black fabric

—what is it?” 

“I get asked that at least once an hour,” the weaver said, her smile remaining yet

no humor lighting her eyes. 

I  cringed  a  bit.  “Sorry  to  add  to  that.”  Elain  drifted  to  my  side,  a  fuzzy  pink blanket in one hand, a purple blanket in the other. 

The  weaver  waved  off  my  apology.  “It’s  an  unusual  fabric.  Questions  are

expected.”  She  smoothed  a  hand  over  the  wooden  frame  of  her  loom.  “I  call  it Void. It absorbs the light. Creates a complete lack of color.” 

“You made it?” Elain asked, now staring over her shoulder toward the tapestry. 

A  solemn  nod.  “A  newer  experiment  of  mine.  To  see  how  darkness  might  be

made,  woven.  To  see  if  I  could  take  it  farther,  deeper  than  any  weaver  has before.” 

Having been in a void myself, the fabric she’d woven came unnervingly close. 

“Why?” 

Her  gray  eyes  shifted  toward  me  again.  “My  husband  didn’t  return  from  the

war.” 

The frank, open words clanged through me. 

It was an effort to hold her gaze as she continued, “I began trying to create Void

the day after I learned he’d fallen.” 

Rhys  hadn’t  asked  anyone  in  this  city  to  join  his  armies,  though.  Had

deliberately  made  it  a  choice.  At  the  confusion  on  my  face,  the  weaver  added softly,  “He  thought  it  was  right.  To  help  fight.  He  left  with  several  others  who felt the same, and joined up with a Summer Court legion they found on their way

south. He died in the battle for Adriata.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. Elain echoed the words, her voice gentle. 

The  weaver  only  stared  toward  the  tapestry.  “I  thought  we’d  have  a  thousand

more years together.” She began to coax the loom back into movement. “In the

three  hundred  years  we  were  wed,  we  never  had  the  chance  to  have  children.” 

Her fingers moved beautifully, unfaltering despite her words. “I don’t even have

a  piece  of  him  in  that  way.  He’s  gone,  and  I  am  not.  Void  was  born  of  that feeling.” 

I didn’t know what to say as her words settled in. As she continued working. 

It could have been me. 

It could have been Rhys. 

That extraordinary fabric, created and woven in grief that I had briefly touched

and never wished to know again, contained a loss I could not imagine recovering

from. 

“I  keep  hoping  that  every  time  I  tell  someone  who  asks  about  Void,  it  will  get easier,” the weaver said. If people asked about it as frequently as she’d claimed

… I couldn’t have endured it. 

“Why not take it down?” Elain asked, sympathy written all over her face. 

“Because  I  do  not  want  to  keep  it.”  The  shuttle  swept  across  the  loom,  flying with a life of its own. 

Despite  her  poise,  her  calm,  I  could  almost  feel  her  agony  radiating  into  the room. A few touches of my daemati gifts and I might ease that grief, make the

pain less. I’d never done so for anyone, but …

But I could not. Would not. It would be a violation, even if I made it with good

intentions. 

And her loss, her unending sorrow—she had created something from it. 

Something extraordinary. I couldn’t take that away from her. Even if she asked

me to. 

“The silver thread,” Elain asked. “What is that called?” 

The  weaver  paused  the  loom  again,  the  colorful  strings  vibrating.  She  held  my sister’s gaze. No attempt at a smile this time. “I call it Hope.” 

My throat became unbearably tight, my eyes stinging enough that I had to turn

away, to walk back toward that extraordinary tapestry. 

The weaver explained to my sister, “I made it after I mastered Void.” 

I stared and stared at the black fabric that was like peering into a pit of hell. And

then stared at the iridescent, living silver thread that cut through it, bright despite

the darkness that devoured all other light and color. 

It could have been me. And Rhys. Had very nearly gone that way. 

Yet  he  had  lived,  and  the  weaver’s  husband  had  not.  We   had  lived,  and  their story had ended. She did not have a piece of him left. At least, not in the way she

wished. 

I was lucky—so tremendously  lucky  to even be complaining about shopping for

my mate. That moment when he had died had been the worst of my life, would

likely remain so, but we had survived it. These months, the   what-if  had haunted me. All of the   what-if s that we’d so narrowly escaped. 

And this holiday tomorrow, this chance to celebrate being together, living …

The  impossible  depth  of  blackness  before  me,  the  unlikely  defiance  of  Hope

shining  through  it,  whispered  the  truth  before  I  knew  it.  Before  I  knew  what  I wanted to give Rhys. 

The weaver’s husband had not come home. But mine had. 

“Feyre?” 

Elain was again at my side. I hadn’t heard her steps. Hadn’t heard any sound for

moments. 
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The  gallery  had  emptied  out,  I  realized.  But  I  didn’t  care,  not  as  I  again approached  the  weaver,  who  had  stopped  once  more.  At  the  mention  of  my

name. 

The weaver’s eyes were slightly wide as she bowed her head. “My lady.” 

I  ignored  the  words.  “How.”  I  gestured  to  the  loom,  the  half-finished  piece

taking  form  on  its  frame,  the  art  on  the  walls.  “How  do  you  keep  creating, despite what you lost?” 

Whether  she  noted  the  crack  in  my  voice,  she  didn’t  let  on.  The  weaver  only said, her sad, sorrowful gaze meeting mine, “I have to.” 

The simple words hit me like a blow. 

The weaver went on, “I   have to create, or it was all for nothing. I  have  to create, or  I  will  crumple  up  with  despair  and  never  leave  my  bed.  I   have   to  create because I have no other way of voicing   this.” Her hand rested on her heart, and my eyes burned. “It is hard,” the weaver said, her stare never leaving mine, “and

it hurts, but if I were to stop, if I were to let this loom or the spindle go silent …” 

She broke my gaze at last to look to her tapestry. 

“Then there would be no Hope shining in the Void.” 

My  mouth  trembled,  and  the  weaver  reached  over  to  squeeze  my  hand,  her

callused fingers warm against mine. 

I had no words to offer her, nothing to convey what surged in my chest. 

Nothing other than, “I would like to buy that tapestry.” 

The  tapestry  was  a  gift  for  no  one  but  myself,  and  would  be  delivered  to  the town house later that afternoon. 

Elain and I browsed various stores for another hour before I left my sister to do

her own shopping at the Palace of Thread and Jewels. 

I winnowed right into the abandoned studio in the Rainbow. 

I needed to paint. Needed to get out what I’d seen, felt in the weaver’s gallery. 

I wound up staying for three hours. 

Some  paintings  were  quick,  swift  renderings.  Some  I  began  plotting  out  with

pencil and paper, mulling over the canvas needed, the paint I’d like to use. 

I  painted  through  the  grief  that  lingered  at  the  weaver’s  story,  painted  for   her loss.  I  painted  all  that  rose  within  me,  letting  the  past  bleed  onto  the  canvas,  a blessed relief with each stroke of my brush. 

It was little surprise I was caught. 

I barely had time to leap off my stool before the front door opened and Ressina

entered,  a  mop  and  bucket  in  her  green  hands.  I  certainly  didn’t  have  enough time to hide all the paintings and supplies. 

Ressina, to her credit, only smiled as she stopped short. “I suspected you’d be in

here. I saw the lights the other night and thought it might be you.” 

My heart pounded through my body, my face as warm as a forge, but I managed

to offer a close-lipped smile. “Sorry.” 

The faerie gracefully crossed the room, even with the cleaning supplies in hand. 

“No need to apologize. I was just headed in to do some cleaning up.” 

She  dumped  the  mop  and  bucket  against  one  of  the  empty  white  walls  with  a

faint thud. 

“Why?” I laid my paintbrush atop the palette I’d placed on a stool beside mine. 

Ressina set her hands on her narrow hips and surveyed the place. 

By  some  mercy  or  lack  of  interest,  she  didn’t  look  too  long  at  my  paintings. 

“Polina’s  family  hasn’t  discussed  whether  they’re  selling,  but  I  figured  she,  at least, wouldn’t want the place to be a mess.” 

I bit my lip, nodding awkwardly as I lingered by the mess I’d added. 

“Sorry I … I didn’t come by your studio the other night.” 

Ressina shrugged. “Again, no need to apologize.” 

So rarely did anyone outside the Inner Circle speak to me with such casualness. 

Even the weaver had become more formal after I’d offered to buy her tapestry. 

“I’m just glad someone’s using this place. That   you are using it,” Ressina added. 

“I think Polina would have liked you.” 

Silence fell when I didn’t answer. When I began scooping up supplies. 

“I’ll get out of your way.” I moved to set down a still-drying painting against the

wall.  A  portrait  I’d  been  thinking  about  for  some  time  now.  I  sent  it  to  that pocket between realms, along with all the others I’d been working on. 

I bent to pick up my pack of supplies. 

“You could leave those.” 

I paused, a hand looped around the leather strap. “It’s not my space.” 

Ressina leaned against the wall beside her mop and bucket. “Perhaps you could

talk to Polina’s family about that. They’re motivated sellers.” 

I straightened, taking the supply pack with me. “Perhaps,” I hedged, sending the

rest of the supplies and paintings tumbling into that pocket realm, not caring if

they crashed into each other as I headed for the door. 

“They live out on a farm in Dunmere, by the sea. In case you’re ever interested.” 

Not likely. “Thanks.” 

I could practically hear her smile as I reached the front door. “Happy Solstice.” 

“You, too,” I threw over my shoulder before I vanished onto the street. 

And slammed right into the hard, warm chest of my mate. 

I rebounded off Rhys with a curse, scowling at his laugh as he gripped my arms

to steady me against the icy street. “Going somewhere?” 

I frowned at him, but linked my arm through his and launched into a brisk walk. 

“What are you doing here?” 

“Why  are  you  running  out  of  an  abandoned  gallery  as  if  you’ve  stolen

something?” 

“I was not   running.”I pinched his arm, earning another deep, husky laugh. 

“Walking suspiciously quickly, then.” 

I didn’t answer until we’d reached the avenue that sloped down to the river. Thin

crusts  of  ice  drifted  along  the  turquoise  waters.  Beneath  them,  I  could  feel  the current still flowing past—not as strongly as I did in warmer months, though. As

if the Sidra had fallen into a twilight slumber for the winter. 

“That’s  where  I’ve  been  painting,”  I  said  at  last  as  we  halted  at  the  railed walkway beside the river. A damp, cold wind brushed past, ruffling my hair. 

Rhys  tucked  a  strand  of  it  behind  my  ear.  “I  went  back  today—and  was

interrupted by an artist, Ressina. But the studio belonged to a faerie who didn’t

survive the attack this spring. Ressina was cleaning up the space on her behalf. 

Polina’s behalf, in case Polina’s family wants to sell it.” 

“We can buy you a studio space if you need somewhere to paint by yourself,” he

offered, the thin sunlight gilding his hair. No sign of his wings. 

“No—no, it’s not being alone so much as … the right space to do it. The right

 feel  to  it.”  I  shook  my  head.  “I  don’t  know.  The  painting  helps.  Helps  me,  I mean.”  I  blew  out  a  breath  and  surveyed  him,  the  face  dearer  to  me  than

anything in the world, the weaver’s words echoing through me. 

She had lost her husband. I had not. And yet she still wove, still created. 

I cupped Rhys’s cheek, and he leaned into the touch as I quietly asked, “Do you

think it’s stupid to wonder if painting might help others, too? Not   my painting, I mean.  But  teaching  others  to  paint.  Letting  them  paint.  People  who  might

struggle the same way I do.” 

His eyes softened. “I don’t think that’s stupid at all.” 

I traced my thumb over his cheekbone, savoring every inch of contact. 
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“It makes me feel better—perhaps it would do the same for others.” 

He  remained  quiet,  offering  me  that  companionship  that  demanded  nothing, 

asked  nothing  as  I  kept  stroking  his  face.  We  had  been  mated  for  less  than  a year.  If  things  had  not  gone  well  during  that  final  battle,  how  many  regrets would  have  consumed  me?  I  knew—knew  which  ones  would  have  hit  the

hardest, struck the deepest. Knew which ones were in my power to change. 

I lowered my hand from his face at last. “Do you think anyone would come? If

such a space, such a thing, were available?” 

Rhys considered, scanning my eyes before kissing my temple, his mouth warm

against my chilled face. “You’ll have to see, I suppose.” 

I found Amren in her loft an hour later. Rhys had another meeting to attend with

Cassian  and  their  Illyrian  commanders  out  at  Devlon’s  war-camp,  and  had

walked me to the door of her building before winnowing. 

My nose crinkled as I entered Amren’s toasty apartment. “It smells …

interesting in here.” 

Amren,  seated  at  the  long  worktable  in  the  center  of  the  space,  gave  me  a

slashing grin before gesturing to the four-poster bed. 

Rumpled  sheets  and  askew  pillows  said  enough  about  what  scents  I  was

detecting. 

“You could open a window,” I said, waving to the wall of them at the other end

of the apartment. 

“It’s cold out,” was all she said, going back to—

“A jigsaw puzzle?” 

Amren  fitted  a  tiny  piece  into  the  section  she’d  been  working  on.  “Am  I

supposed to be doing something else during my Solstice holiday?” 

I  didn’t  dare  answer  that  as  I  shrugged  off  my  overcoat  and  scarf.  Amren  kept the  fire  in  the  hearth  near-sweltering.  Either  for  herself,  or  her  Summer  Court companion, no sign of whom could I detect. “Where’s Varian?” 

“Out buying more presents for me.” 

“More?” 

A smaller smile this time, her red mouth quirking to the side as she fitted another

piece into her puzzle. “He decided the ones he brought from the Summer Court

were not enough.” 

I didn’t want to get into that comment, either. 

I  took  a  seat  across  from  her  at  the  long,  dark  wood  table,  examining  the  half-finished puzzle of what seemed to be some sort of autumnal pastoral. 

“A new hobby of yours?” 

“Without that odious Book to decipher, I’ve found I miss such things.” 

Another piece snapped into place. “This is my fifth this week.” 

“We’re only three days into the week.” 

“They don’t make them hard enough for me.” 

“How many pieces is this one?” 

“Five thousand.” 

“Show-off.” 

Amren  tutted  to  herself,  then  straightened  in  her  chair,  rubbing  her  back  and wincing. “Good for the mind, but bad for the posture.” 

“Good thing you have Varian to exercise with.” 

Amren laughed, the sound like a crow’s caw. “Good thing indeed.” 

Those silver eyes, still uncanny, still limned with some trace of power, scanned

me. “You didn’t come here to keep me company, I suppose.” 

I  leaned  back  in  the  rickety  old  chair.  None  at  the  table  matched.  Indeed,  each seemed from a different decade. Century. “No, I didn’t.” 

The High Lord’s Second waved a hand tipped in long red nails and stooped over

her puzzle again. “Proceed.” 

I took a steadying breath. “It’s about Nesta.” 

“I suspected as much.” 

“Have you spoken to her?” 

“She comes here every few days.” 

“Really?” 

Amren  tried  and  failed  to  fit  a  piece  into  her  puzzle,  her  eyes  darting  over  the color-sorted pieces around her. “Is it so hard to believe?” 

“She doesn’t come to the town house. Or the House of Wind.” 

“No one likes going to the House of Wind.” 

I  reached  for  a  piece  and  Amren  clicked  her  tongue  in  warning.  I  set  my  hand back on my lap. 

“I was hoping you might have some insight into what she’s going through.” 

Amren didn’t reply for a while, scanning the pieces laid out instead. I was about

to repeat myself when she said, “I like your sister.” 

One of the few. 

Amren lifted her eyes to me, as if I’d said the words aloud. “I like her because so

few do. I like her because she is not easy to be around, or to understand.” 

“But?” 

“But nothing,” Amren said, returning to the puzzle. “Because I like her, I am not

inclined to gossip about her current state.” 

“It’s not gossip. I’m concerned.” We all were. “She is starting down a path that

—” 

“I will not betray her confidence.” 

“She’s talked to you?” Too many emotions cascaded through me at that. 

Relief  that  Nesta  had  talked  to  anyone,  confusion  that  it  had  been   Amren,  and perhaps even some jealousy that my sister had not turned to me—or Elain. 

“No,”  Amren  said.  “But  I  know  she  would  not  like  me  to  be  musing  over  her path  with anyone. With you.” 

“But—” 

“Give her time. Give her space. Give her the opportunity to sort through this on

her own.” 

“It’s been months.” 

“She’s an immortal. Months are inconsequential.” 

I  clenched  my  jaw.  “She  refuses  to  come  home  for  Solstice.  Elain  will  be

heartbroken if she doesn’t—” 

“Elain, or you?” 

Those silver eyes pinned me to the spot. 

“Both,” I said through my teeth. 

Again,  Amren  sifted  through  her  pieces.  “Elain  has  her  own  problems  to  focus on.” 

“Such as?” 

Amren just gave me a Look. I ignored it. 

“If  Nesta  deigns  to  visit  you,”  I  said,  the  ancient  chair  groaning  as  I  pushed  it

back and rose, grabbing my coat and scarf from the bench by the door, “tell her that it would mean a great deal if she came on Solstice.” 

Amren didn’t bother to look up from her puzzle. “I will make no promises, girl.” 

It was the best I could hope for. 

CHAPTER

16

 Rhysand

That  afternoon,  Cassian  dumped  his  leather  bag  on  the  narrow  bed  against  the wall of the fourth bedroom in the town house, the contents rattling. 

“You brought weapons to Solstice?” I asked, leaning against the door frame. 

Azriel,  setting  his  own  bag  on  the  bed  opposite  Cassian’s,  threw  our  brother  a vague  look  of  alarm.  After  passing  out  on  the  sitting  room  couches  last  night, and  a  likely  uncomfortable  sleep,  they’d  finally  bothered  to  settle  into  the

bedroom designated for them. 

Cassian  shrugged,  plopping  onto  the  bed,  which  was  better  suited  for  a  child than an Illyrian warrior. “Some might be gifts.” 

“And the rest?” 

Cassian  toed  off  his  boots  and  leaned  against  the  headboard,  folding  his  arms behind  his  head  as  his  wings  draped  to  the  floor.  “The  females  bring  their

jewelry. I bring my weapons.” 

“I know a few females in this house who might take offense to that.” 

Cassian offered me a wicked grin in response. The same grin he’d given Devlon

and the commanders at our meeting an hour ago. All was ready for the storm; all

patrols accounted for. A standard meeting, and one I didn’t need to attend, but it

was always good to remind them of my presence. 

Especially before they all gathered for Solstice. 

Azriel  strode  to  the  lone  window  at  the  end  of  the  room  and  peered  into  the garden  below.  “I’ve  never  stayed  in  this  room.”  His  midnight  voice  filled  the space. 

“That’s  because  you  and  I  have  been  shoved  to  the  bottom  of  the  ladder, 

brother,”  Cassian  answered,  his  wings  draping  over  the  bed  and  to  the  wooden floor. “Mor gets the good bedroom, Elain is living in the other, and

so we get this one.” He didn’t mention that the final, empty bedroom—

Nesta’s old room—would remain open. Azriel, to his credit, didn’t, either. 

“Better than the attic,” I offered. 

“Poor Lucien,” Cassian said, smiling. 

“If Lucien shows up,” I corrected. No word about whether he would be joining

us. Or remaining in that mausoleum Tamlin called a home. 

“My money’s on yes,” Cassian said. “Want to make a wager?” 

“No,” Azriel said, not turning from the window. 

Cassian sat up, the portrait of outrage. “No?” 

Azriel tucked in his wings. “Would   you want people betting on you?” 

“You assholes bet on me all the time. I remember the last one you did—

you and Mor, making wagers about whether my wings would heal.” 

I snorted. True. 

Azriel remained at the window. “Will Nesta stay here if she comes?” 

Cassian suddenly found the Siphon atop his left hand to be in need of polishing. 

I  decided  to  spare  him  and  said  to  Azriel,  “Our  meeting  with  the  commanders went as well as could be expected. Devlon actually had a schedule drawn up for

the girls’ training, whenever this oncoming storm blows out. I don’t think it was

for show.” 

“I’d  still  be  surprised  if  they  remember  once  the  storm  clears,”  Azriel  said, turning from the garden window at last. 

Cassian  grunted  in  agreement.  “Anything  new  about  the  grumbling  in  the

camps?” 

I  kept  my  face  neutral.  Az  and  I  had  agreed  to  wait  until  after  the  holiday  to divulge to Cassian the full extent of what we knew,  who we suspected or knew

was behind it. We’d told him the basics, though. Enough to assuage any sort of

guilt. 

But I knew Cassian—as well as myself. Perhaps more so. He wouldn’t be able to

leave  it  alone  if  he  knew  now.  And  after  all  he’d  been  putting  up  with  these months, and long before it, my brother deserved a break. At least for a few days. 

Of  course  that  break   had  already  included  the  meeting  with  Devlon  and  a grueling training session atop the House of Wind this morning. Out of all of us, 

the concept of relaxing was the most foreign to Cassian. 

Azriel leaned against the carved wood footboard at the end of his bed. 

“Little to add to what you already know.” Smooth, easy liar. Far better than

me. “But they sensed that it’s growing. The best time to assess is after Solstice, 

when they’ve all returned home. See who spreads the discord then. 

If  it’s  grown  while  they  were  all  celebrating  together  or  snowed  in  with  this storm.” 

The perfect way to then reveal the full extent of what we knew. 

If the Illyrians revolted … I didn’t want to think that far down the road. 

What it would cost me. What it would cost Cassian, to fight the people he still so

desperately wanted to be a part of. To kill them. It’d be far different from what

we’d  done  to  the  Illyrians  who’d  gladly  served  Amarantha,  and  done  such

terrible things in her name. Far different. 

I shut out the thought. Later. After Solstice. We’d deal with it then. 
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Cassian,  mercifully,  seemed  inclined  to  do  the  same.  Not  that  I  blamed  him, 

given  the  hour  of  bullshit  posturing  he’d  endured  before  we’d  winnowed  here. 

Even now, centuries later, the camp-lords and commanders still challenged him. 

Spat on him. 

Cassian toed his own footboard, his legs not even fully stretched out. 

“Who used this bed anyway? It’s Amren-sized.” 

I snorted. “Careful how you whine. Feyre calls us Illyrian babies often enough.” 

Azriel chuckled. “Her flying has improved enough that I think she’s entitled to

do so.” 

Pride  rippled  through  me.  Perhaps  she  wasn’t  a  natural,  but  she  made  up  for  it with sheer grit and focus. I’d lost count of the hours we spent in the air

—the precious time we’d managed to steal for ourselves. 

I said to Cassian, “I can see about finding you two longer beds.” With Solstice

Eve here, it would take a minor miracle. I’d have to turn Velaris upside down. 

He waved a hand. “No need. Better than the couch.” 

“You being too drunk to climb the stairs last night aside,” I said wryly, earning a

vulgar gesture in response, “space in this house does indeed seem to be an issue. 

You could stay up at the House if you’d prefer. I can winnow you in.” 

“The  House  is  boring.”  Cassian  yawned  for  emphasis.  “Az  sneaks  off  into

shadows and I’m left all alone.” 

Azriel gave me a look that said,  Illyrian baby indeed. 

I hid my smile and said to Cassian, “Perhaps you should get a place of your own, 

then.” 

“I have one in Illyria.” 

“I meant here.” 

Cassian lifted a brow. “I don’t need a house here. I need a   room.” He again toed the footboard, rocking the wood panel. “This one would be fine, if it didn’t have

a doll’s bed.” 

I  chuckled  again,  but  held  in  my  retort.  My  suggestion  that  he  might  want  a place of his own. Soon. 

Not  that  anything  was  happening  on  that  front.  Not  anytime  soon.  Nesta  had

made  it  clear  enough  she  had  no  interest  in  Cassian—not  even  in  being  in  the same room as him. I knew why. I’d seen it happen, had felt that way plenty. 

“Perhaps that will be your Solstice present, Cassian,” I replied instead. 

“A new bed here.” 

“Better than Mor’s presents,” Az muttered. 

Cassian laughed, the sound booming off the walls. 

But I peered in the direction of the Sidra and lifted a brow. 

She looked radiant. 

Solstice  Eve  had  fully  settled  upon  Velaris,  quieting  the  thrum  that  had  pulsed through  the  city  for  the  past  few  weeks,  as  if  everyone  paused  to  listen  to  the falling snow. 

A gentle fall, no doubt, compared with the wild storm unleashing itself upon the

Illyrian Mountains. 

We’d gathered in the sitting room, the fire crackling, wine opened and flowing. 

Though neither Lucien nor Nesta had shown their faces, the mood was far from

somber. 

Indeed, as Feyre emerged from the kitchen hallway, I took a moment to simply

drink her in from where I sat in an armchair near the fire. 

She  went  right  to  Mor—perhaps  because  Mor  was  holding  the  wine,  the  bottle

already outreached. 

I admired the view from behind as Feyre’s glass was filled. 

It  was  an  effort  to  leash  every  raging  instinct  at  that  particular  view.  At  the curves and hollows of my mate, the color of her—so vibrant, even in this room

of so many personalities. Her  midnight-blue velvet gown hugged her perfectly, 

leaving little to the imagination before it pooled to the floor. 

She’d left her hair down, curling slightly at the ends—hair I knew I later

wanted  to  plunge  my  hands  into,  scattering  the  silver  combs  pinning  up  the

sides. And then I’d peel off that dress. Slowly. 

“You’ll  make  me  vomit,”  Amren  hissed,  kicking  me  with  her  silver  silk  shoe

from where she sat in the armchair adjacent to mine. “Rein in that scent of yours, 

boy.” 

I cut her an incredulous look. “Apologies.” I threw a glance to Varian, standing

to the side of her armchair, and silently offered him my condolences. 

Varian, clad in Summer Court blue and gold, only grinned and inclined his head

toward me. 

Strange—so strange to see the Prince of Adriata here. In my town house. 

Smiling. Drinking my liquor. 

Until—

“Do you even celebrate Solstice in the Summer Court?” 

Until Cassian decided to open his mouth. 

Varian turned his head toward where Cassian and Azriel lounged on the sofa, his

silver hair sparkling in the firelight. “In the summer, obviously. As there are two

Solstices.” 

Azriel hid his smile by taking a sip from his wine. 

Cassian slung an arm across the back of the sofa. “Are there really?” 

Mother above. It was going to be this sort of night, then. 

“Don’t  bother  answering  him,”  Amren  said  to  Varian,  sipping  from  her  own

wine. “Cassian is precisely as stupid as he looks. And sounds,” she added with a

slashing glance. 

Cassian lifted his glass in salute before drinking. 

“I suppose your Summer Solstice is the same in theory as ours,” I said to Varian, 

though I knew the answer. I’d seen many of them—long ago. 

“Families gather, food is eaten, presents shared.” 

Varian gave me what I could have sworn was a grateful nod. “Indeed.” 

Feyre appeared beside my seat, her scent settling into me. I tugged her down to

perch on the rolled arm of my chair. 

She  did  so  with  a  familiarity  that  warmed  something  deep  in  me,  not  even

bothering to look my way before her arm slid around my shoulders. 

Just resting there—just because she could. 

Mate. My mate. 

“So Tarquin doesn’t celebrate Winter Solstice at all?” she asked Varian. 

A shake of the head. 

“Perhaps we should have invited him,” Feyre mused. 

“There’s  still  time,”  I  offered.  The  Cauldron  knew  we  needed  alliances  more

than ever. “The call is yours, Prince.” 

Varian peered down at Amren, who seemed to be entirely focused on her goblet

of wine. “I’ll think about it.” 

I  nodded.  Tarquin  was  his  High  Lord.  Should  he  come  here,  Varian’s  focus

would be elsewhere. Away from where he wished that focus to be—

for the few days he had with Amren. 

Mor  plopped  onto  the  sofa  between  Cassian  and  Azriel,  her  golden  curls bouncing. “I like it to be just us anyway,” she declared. “And you, Varian,” 

she amended. 

Varian offered her a smile that said he appreciated the effort. 

The clock on the mantel chimed eight. As if it had summoned her, Elain slid into

the room. 

Mor was instantly on her feet, offering—  insisting  on wine. Typical. 

Elain politely refused, taking up a spot in one of the wooden chairs set in the bay

of windows. Also typical. 

But Feyre was staring at the clock, her brow furrowed.  Nesta isn’t   coming. 

 You  invited  her  for  tomorrow.  I  sent  a  soothing  caress  down  the  bond,  as  if  it could wipe away the disappointment rippling from her. 

Feyre’s hand tightened on my shoulder. 

I  lifted  my  glass,  the  room  quieting.  “To  family  old  and  new.  Let  the  Solstice festivities begin.” 

We all drank to that. 

CHAPTER

17

 Feyre

The glare of sunlight on snow filtering through our heavy velvet curtains awoke

me on Solstice morning. 

I scowled at the sliver of brightness and turned my head away from the window. 

But  my  cheek  collided  with  something  crinkly  and  firm.  Definitely  not  my

pillow. 

Peeling my tongue from the roof of my mouth, rubbing at the headache that had

formed  by  my  left  brow  thanks  to  the  hours  of  drinking,  laughing,  and  more drinking  that  we’d  done  until  the  early  hours  of  the  morning,  I  lifted  myself enough to see what had been set beside my face. 

A present. Wrapped in black crepe paper and tied with silver thread. And beside

it, smiling down at me, was Rhys. 

He’d  propped  his  head  on  a  fist,  his  wings  draped  across  the  bed  behind  him. 

“Happy birthday, Feyre darling.” 

I groaned. “How are you smiling after all that wine?” 

“I didn’t have a whole bottle to myself, that’s how.” He traced a finger down the

groove of my spine. 

I  rose  onto  my  elbows,  surveying  the  present  he’d  laid  out.  It  was  rectangular and almost flat—only an inch or two thick. “I was hoping you’d forget.” 

Rhys smirked. “Of course you were.” 

Yawning,  I  dragged  myself  into  a  kneeling  position,  stretching  my  arms  high

above  my  head  before  I  pulled  the  gift  to  me.  “I  thought  we  were  opening

presents tonight with the others.” 

“It’s your birthday,” he drawled. “The rules don’t apply to you.” 

I  rolled  my  eyes  at  that,  even  as  I  smiled  a  bit.  Easing  away  the  wrapping,  I pulled out a stunning notebook bound in black, supple leather, 

so  soft  it  was  almost  like  velvet.  On  the  front,  stamped  in  simple  silver  letters, were my initials. 

Opening  the  floppy  front  cover,  it  revealed  page  after  page  of  beautiful,  thick paper. All blank. 

“A sketchbook,” he said. “Just for you.” 

“It’s beautiful.” It was. Simple, yet exquisitely made. I would have picked it for

myself, had such a luxury not seemed excessive. 

I leaned down to kiss him, a brush of our mouths. From the corner of my eye, I saw another item appear on my pillow. 

I pulled back to see a second present waiting, the large box wrapped in amethyst

paper. “More?” 

Rhys  waved  a  lazy  hand,  pure  Illyrian  arrogance.  “Did  you  think  a  sketchbook would suffice for my High Lady?” 

My face heating, I opened the second present. A sky-blue scarf of softest wool

lay folded inside. 

“So you can stop stealing Mor’s,” he said, winking. 

I  grinned,  wrapping  the  scarf  around  myself.  Every  inch  of  skin  it  touched  felt like a decadence. 

“Thank you,” I said, stroking the fine material. “The color is beautiful.” 

“Mmmm.” Another wave of his hand, and a third present appeared. 

“This is getting excessive.” 

Rhys  only  arched  a  brow,  and  I  chuckled  as  I  opened  the  third  gift.  “A  new satchel  for  my  painting  supplies,”  I  breathed,  running  my  hands  over  the  fine leather  as  I  admired  all  the  various  pockets  and  straps.  A  set  of  pencils  and charcoals  already  lay  within.  The  front  had  also  been  monogrammed  with  my

initials—along with a tiny Night Court insignia. 

“Thank you,” I said again. 

Rhysand’s smile deepened. “I had a feeling jewels wouldn’t be high on your list

of desired gifts.” 

It was true. Beautiful as they were, I had little interest in them. And had plenty

already. “This is exactly what I would have asked for.” 

“Had you not been hoping that your own mate would forget your birthday.” 

I snorted. “Had I not been hoping for that.” I kissed him again, and when I made
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to pull away, he slid a hand behind my head and kept me there. 

He kissed me deeply, lazily—as if he’d be content to do nothing but that all day. 

I might have considered it. 

But  I  managed  to  extract  myself,  and  crossed  my  legs  as  I  settled  back  on  the bed and reached for my new sketchbook and satchel of supplies. “I want to draw

you,” I said. “As my birthday present to  me .” 

His smile was positively feline. 

I  added,  flipping  open  my  sketchbook  and  turning  to  the  first  page,  “You  said once that nude would be best.” 

Rhys’s  eyes  glowed,  and  a  whisper  of  his  power  through  the  room  had  the

curtains parting, flooding the space with midmorning sunshine. 

Showing every glorious naked inch of him sprawled across the bed, illuminating

the faint reds and golds of his wings. “Do your worst, Cursebreaker.” 

My very blood sparking, I pulled out a piece of charcoal and began. 

It was nearly eleven by the time we emerged from our room. I’d filled pages and

pages of my sketchbook with him—drawings of his wings, his eyes, his Illyrian

tattoos. And enough of his naked, beautiful body that I knew I’d never share this

sketchbook with anyone but him. Rhys had indeed hummed his approval when

he’d  leafed  through  my  work,  smirking  at  the  accuracy  of  my  drawings

regarding certain areas of his body. 

The town house was still silent as we descended the stairs, my mate opting for

Illyrian leathers—for whatever strange reason. If Solstice morning included one

of Cassian’s grueling training sessions, I’d gladly stay behind and start eating the

feast I could already smell cooking in the kitchen down the hall. 

Entering the dining room to find breakfast waiting, but none of our companions

present,  Rhys  helped  me  into  my  usual  seat  midway  down  the  table,  then  slid into the chair beside me. 

“I’m assuming Mor’s still asleep upstairs.” I plopped a chocolate pastry onto my plate, then another onto his. 

Rhys sliced into the leek-and-ham quiche and set a chunk on my plate. 

“She  drank  even  more  than  you,  so  I’m  guessing  we  won’t  see  her  until

sundown.” 

I snorted, and held out my cup to receive the tea he now offered, steam curling

from the pot’s spout. 

But two massive figures filled the archway of the dining room, and Rhys paused. 

Azriel  and  Cassian,  having  crept  up  on  cat-soft  feet,  were  also  wearing  their Illyrian leathers. 

And from their shit-eating grins, I knew this would not end well. 

They  moved  before  Rhys  could,  and  only  a  flare  of  his  power  kept  the  teapot from falling onto the table before they hauled him out of his seat. 

And aimed right for the front door. 

I only bit into my pastry. “Please bring him back in one piece.” 

“We’ll take good care of him,” Cassian promised, wicked humor in his eyes. 

Even Azriel was still grinning as he said, “If he can keep up.” 

I lifted a brow, and just as they vanished out the front door, still dragging Rhys

along, my mate said to me, “Tradition.” 

As if that was an explanation. 

And then they were gone, off to the Mother knew where. 

But  at  least  neither  of  the  Illyrians  had  remembered  my  birthday—thank  the

Cauldron. 

So  with  Mor  asleep  and  Elain  likely  in  the  kitchen  helping  to  prepare  that

delicious  food  whose  aroma  now  filled  the  house,  I  indulged  in  a  rare,  quiet

meal. Helped myself to the pastry I’d put on Rhys’s plate, along with his portion of the quiche. And another after that. 

Tradition indeed. 

With  little  to  do  beyond  resting  until  the  festivities  began  the  hour  before sundown, I settled in at the desk in our bedroom to do some paperwork. 

 Very festive, Rhys purred down the bond. 

I could practically see his smirk. 

 And where, exactly, are you? 

 Don’t worry about it. 

I scowled at the eye on my palm, though I knew Rhys no longer used it. 

 That makes it sound like I  should  be worried. 

A dark laugh.  Cassian says you can pummel him when we get home. 

 Which will be when? 

A too-long pause.  Before dinner? 

I chuckled.  I really don’t want to know, do I? 

 You really don’t. 

Still smiling, I let the thread between us drop, and sighed at the papers staring up

at me. Bills and letters and budgets …

I  lifted  a  brow  at  the  last,  hauling  a  leather-bound  tome  toward  me.  A  list  of household expenses—just for Rhys and me. A drop of water compared with the

wealth  contained  across  his  various  assets.  Our  assets.  Pulling  out  a  piece  of paper,  I  began  counting  the  expenses  so  far,  working  through  a  tangle  of

mathematics. 

The  money  was  there—if  I  wanted  to  use  it.  To  buy  that  studio.  There  was money in the “miscellaneous purchases” funds to do it. 

Yes, I could buy that studio in a heartbeat with the fortune now in my name. But using that money so lavishly, even for a studio that wouldn’t be just for me …

I shut the ledger, sliding my calculations into the pages, and rose. 

Paperwork  could  wait.  Decisions  like  that  could  wait.  Solstice,  Rhys  had  told me, was for family. And since he was currently spending it with his brothers, I

supposed I should find at least one of my sisters. 

Elain met me halfway to the kitchen, bearing a tray of jam tarts toward the table

in the dining  room. Where  an assortment  of baked  goods had  already begun to

take  form,  tiered  cakes  and  iced  cookies.  Sugar-frosted  buns  and  caramel-

drizzled  fruit  pies.  “Those  look  pretty,”  I  told  her  by  way  of  greeting,  nodding toward the heart-shaped cookies on her tray.  All of it looked pretty. 

Elain  smiled,  her  braid  swishing  with  each  step  toward  the  growing  mound  of

food.  “They  taste  as  good  as  they  look.”  She  set  down  the  tray  and  wiped  her flour-coated hands on the apron she wore over her dusty-pink gown. Even in the

middle of winter, she was a bloom of color and sunshine. 

She handed me one of the tarts, sugar sparkling. I bit in without hesitation and

let out a hum of pleasure. Elain beamed. 

I  surveyed  the  food  she  was  assembling  and  asked  between  bites,  “How  long

have you been working on this?” 

A one-shouldered shrug. “Since dawn.” She added, “Nuala and Cerridwen were

up hours earlier.” 

I’d seen the Solstice bonus Rhys had given each of them. It was more than most

families made in a year. They deserved every damned copper mark. 

Especially for what they’d done for my sister. The companionship, the purpose, 

the small sense of normalcy in that kitchen. She’d bought them those cozy, fuzzy

blankets from the weaver, one raspberry pink and the other lilac. 

Elain  surveyed  me  in  turn  as  I  finished  off  the  tart  and  reached  for  another. 

“Have you had any word from her?” 

I  knew  who  she  meant.  Just  as  I  opened  my  mouth  to  tell  her  no,  a  knock

thudded on the front door. 

Elain  moved  fast  enough  that  I  could  barely  keep  up,  flinging  open  the  fogged glass antechamber door in the foyer, then unlatching the heavy oak front door. 

But it wasn’t Nesta who stood on the front step, cheeks flushed with cold. 

No,  as  Elain  took  a  step  back,  hand  falling  away  from  the  doorknob,  she

revealed Lucien smiling tightly at us both. 

“Happy Solstice,” was all he said. 
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“You look well,” I said to Lucien when we’d settled in the armchairs before the

fire, Elain perched silently on the couch nearby. 

Lucien warmed his hands in the glow of the birch fire, the light casting his face

in  reds  and  golds—golds  that  matched  his  mechanical  eye.  “You  as  well.”  A

sidelong glance toward Elain, swift and fleeting. “Both of you.” 

Elain said nothing, but at least she bowed her head in thanks. In the dining room, 

Nuala and Cerridwen continued to add food to the table, their presence now little

more than twin shadows as they walked through the walls. 

“You brought presents,” I said uselessly, nodding toward the small stack he’d set

by the window. 

“It’s Solstice tradition here, isn’t it?” 

I  stifled  my  wince.  The  last  Solstice  I’d  experienced  had  been  at  the  Spring Court. With Ianthe. And Tamlin. 

“You’re welcome to stay for the night,” I said, since Elain certainly wasn’t going

to. 

Lucien lowered his hands into his lap and leaned back in the armchair. 

“Thank you, but I have other plans.” 

I prayed he didn’t catch the slightly relieved glimmer on Elain’s face. 

“Where are you going?” I asked instead, hoping to keep his focus on me. 

Knowing it was an impossible task. 

“I …” Lucien fumbled for the words. Not out of some lie or excuse, I realized a

moment later. Realized when he said, “I’ve been at the Spring Court every now

and  then.  But  if  I’m  not  here  in  Velaris,  I’ve  mostly  been  staying  with  Jurian. 

And Vassa.” 

I straightened. “Really? Where?” 

“There’s an old manor house in the southeast, in the humans’ territory. 

Jurian and Vassa were … gifted it.” 

From the lines that bracketed his mouth, I knew who had likely arranged for the

manor  to  fall  into  their  hands.  Graysen—or  his  father.  I  didn’t  dare  glance  at Elain. 

“Rhys  mentioned  that  they  were  still  in  Prythian.  I  didn’t  realize  it  was  such  a permanent base.” 

A short nod. “For now. While things are sorted out.” 

Like  the  world  without  a  wall.  Like  the  four  human  queens  who  still  squatted across  the  continent.  But  now  wasn’t  the  time  to  talk  of  it.  “How  are  they—

Jurian and Vassa?” I’d learned enough from Rhys about how Tamlin was faring. 

I didn’t care to hear any more of it. 

“Jurian …” Lucien blew out a breath, scanning the carved wood ceiling above. 

“Thank the Cauldron for him. I never thought I’d say that, but it’s true.” He ran a

hand through his silken red hair. “He’s keeping everything running. I think he’d

have been crowned king by now if it wasn’t for Vassa.” A twitch of the lips, a

spark in that russet eye. “She’s doing well enough. Savoring every second of her

temporary freedom.” 

I had not forgotten her plea to me that night after the last battle with Hybern. To break  the  curse  that  kept  her  human  by  night,  firebird  by  day.  A  once-proud queen—still proud, yes, but desperate to reclaim her freedom. 

Her human body. Her kingdom. 

“She and Jurian are getting along?” 

I hadn’t seen them interact, could only imagine what the two of them would be

like in the same room together. Both trying to lead the humans who occupied the

sliver of land at the southernmost end of Prythian. Left ungoverned for so long. 

Too long. 

No  king  or  queen  remained  in  these  lands.  No  memory  of  their  name,  their

lineage. 

At least amongst humans. The Fae might know. Rhys might know. 

But all that lingered of whoever had once ruled the southern tip of Prythian was

a motley assortment of lords and ladies. Nothing else. No dukes or earls or any

of  the  titles  I’d  once  heard  my  sisters  mention  while  discussing  the  humans  on the continent. There were no such titles in the Fae lands. Not in Prythian. 

No, there were just High Lords and lords. And now a High Lady. 

I  wondered  if  the  humans  had  taken  to  using  only  lord   as  a  title  thanks  to  the High Fae who lurked above the wall. 

Lurked—but no longer. 

Lucien  considered  my  question.  “Vassa  and  Jurian  are  two  sides  of  the  same

coin.  Mercifully,  their  vision  for  the  future  of  the  human  territories  is  mostly aligned.  But  the  methods  on  how  to  attain  that  …”  A  frown  to  Elain,  then  a wince at me. “This isn’t very Solstice-like talk.” 

Definitely not, but I didn’t mind. And as for Elain …

My sister rose to her feet. “I should get refreshments.” 

Lucien rose as well. “No need to trouble yourself. I’m—” 

But she was already out of the room. 

When  her  footsteps  had  faded  from  earshot,  Lucien  slumped  into  his  armchair

and blew out a long breath. “How is she?” 

“Better. She makes no mention of her abilities. If they remain.” 

“Good. But is she still …” A muscle flickered in his jaw. “Does she still mourn

him?” 

The words were little more than a growl. 

I  chewed  on  my  lip,  weighing  how  much  of  the  truth  to  reveal.  In  the  end,  I opted for all of it. “She was deeply in love with him, Lucien.” 

His russet eye flashed with simmering rage. An uncontrollable instinct—

for  a  mate  to  eliminate  any  threat.  But  he  remained  sitting.  Even  as  his  fingers dug into the arms of his chair. 

I  continued,  “It  has  only  been  a  few  months.  Graysen  made  it  clear  that  the engagement is ended, but it might take her a while longer to move past it.” 

Again that rage. Not from jealousy, or any threat, but—“He’s as fine a prick as

any I’ve ever encountered.” 

Lucien  had  encountered  him,  I  realized.  Somehow,  in  living  with  Jurian  and Vassa  at  that  manor,  he’d  run  into  Elain’s  former  betrothed.  And  managed  to

leave the human lord breathing. 

“I  would  agree  with  you  on  that,”  I  admitted.  “But  remember  that  they  were

engaged. Give her time to accept it.” 

“To accept a life shackled to me?” 

My nostrils flared. “That’s not what I meant.” 

“She wants nothing to do with me.” 

“Would  you, if your positions were reversed?” 

He didn’t answer. 

I  tried,  “After  Solstice  wraps  up,  why  don’t  you  come  stay  for  a  week  or  two? 

Not in your apartment, I mean. Here, at the town house.” 

“And do what?” 

“Spend time with her.” 

“I  don’t  think  she’ll  tolerate  two  minutes  alone  with  me,  so  forget  about  two weeks.” His jaw worked as he studied the fire. 

Fire. His mother’s gift. 

Not his father’s. 

Yes, it was Beron’s gift. The gift of the father who the world believed had sired

him. But not the gift of Helion. His true father. 

I still hadn’t mentioned it. To anyone other than Rhys. 

Now wasn’t the time for that, either. 

“I’d  hoped,”  I  ventured  to  say,  “that  when  you  rented  the  apartment,  it  meant you would come work here. With us. Be our human emissary.” 

“Am I not doing that now?” He arched a brow. “Am I not sending twice-weekly

reports to your spymaster?” 

“You could come   live here, is all I’m saying,” I pushed. “Truly live here, stay in Velaris for longer than a few days at a time. We could get you nicer quarters—” 

Lucien got to his feet. “I don’t need your charity.” 

I rose as well. “But Jurian and Vassa’s is fine?” 

“You’d be surprised to see how the three of us get along.” 

Friends, I realized. They had somehow become his  friends . “So you’d rather stay with them?” 

“I’m not staying   with them. The manor is   ours.” 

“Interesting.” 

His golden eye whirred. “What is.” 

Not  feeling  very  festive  at  all,  I  said  sharply,  “That  you  now  feel  more

comfortable with humans than with the High Fae. If you ask me—” 

“I’m not.” 

“It seems like you’ve decided to fall in with two people without homes of their

own as well.” 

Lucien stared at me, long and hard. When he spoke, his voice was rough. 

“Happy Solstice to you, Feyre.” 

He  turned  toward  the  foyer,  but  I  grabbed  his  arm  to  halt  him.  The  corded

muscle of his forearm shifted beneath the fine silk of his sapphire

jacket, but he made no move to shake me off. “I didn’t mean that,” I said. 

“You have a home here. If you want it.” 

Lucien studied the sitting room, the foyer beyond and dining room on its other

side. “The Band of Exiles.” 

“The what?” 

“That’s what we call ourselves. The Band of Exiles.” 

“You have a name for yourselves.” I fought my incredulous tone. 

He nodded. 

“Jurian isn’t an exile,” I said. Vassa, yes. Lucien, two times over now. 

“Jurian’s  kingdom  is  nothing  but  dust  and  half-forgotten  memory,  his  people

long scattered and absorbed into other territories. He can call himself whatever

he likes.” 
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Yes, after the battle with Hybern, after Jurian’s aid, I supposed he could. 

But I asked, “And what, exactly, does this Band of Exiles plan to do? 

Host events? Organize party-planning committees?” 

Lucien’s  metal  eye  clicked  faintly  and  narrowed.  “You  can  be  as  much  of  an

asshole as that mate of yours, you know that?” 

True. I sighed again. “I’m sorry. I just—” 

“I don’t have anywhere else to go.” Before I could object, he said, “You ruined

any  chance  I  have  of  going  back  to  Spring.  Not  to  Tamlin,  but  to  the  court beyond his house. Everyone either still believes the lies you spun or they believe

me  complicit  in  your  deceit.  And  as  for  here  …”  He  shook  off  my  grip  and

headed for the door. “I  can’t stand to be in the same room as her for more than

two minutes.  I  can’t stand to be in this court and have your mate pay for the very clothes on my back.” 

I studied the jacket he wore. I’d seen it before. Back in—

“Tamlin  sent  it  to  our  manor  yesterday,”  Lucien  hissed.  “My  clothes.  My

belongings.  All  of  it.  He  had  it  sent  from  the  Spring  Court  and  dumped  on  the doorstep.” 

Bastard. Still a bastard, despite what he’d done for Rhys and me during that last

battle. But the blame for that behavior was not on Tamlin’s shoulders alone. I’d

created that rift. Ripped it apart with my own two hands. 

I didn’t quite feel guilty enough to warrant apologizing for it. Not yet. 

Possibly not ever. 

“Why?” It was the only question I could think to ask. 

“Perhaps it had something to do with your mate’s visit the other day.” 

My spine stiffened. “Rhys didn’t involve you in that.” 

“He might as well have. Whatever he said or did, Tamlin decided he wishes to remain  in  solitude.”  His  russet  eye  darkened.  “Your  mate  should  have  known

better than to kick a downed male.” 

“I can’t say I’m particularly sorry that he did.” 

“You will need Tamlin as an ally before the dust has settled. Tread carefully.” 

I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  it,  consider  it,  today.  Any  day.  “My  business  with him is done.” 

“Yours  might  be,  but  Rhys’s  isn’t.  And  you’d  do  well  to  remind  your  mate  of that fact.” 

A pulse down the bond, as if in answer.  Everything all right? 

I let Rhys see and hear all that had been said, the conversation conveyed in the

blink of an eye.  I’m sorry to have caused him trouble, Rhys said.  Do   you need me to come home? 

 I’ll handle it. 

 Let me know if you need anything, Rhys said, and the bond went silent. 

“Checking in?” Lucien asked quietly. 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  I  said,  my  face  the  portrait  of

boredom. 

He  gave  me  a  knowing  look,  continuing  to  the  door  and  grabbing  his  heavy

overcoat and scarf from the hooks mounted on the wood paneling beside it. “The

bigger box is for you. The smaller one is for her.” 

It  took  me  a  heartbeat  to  realize  he  meant  the  presents.  I  glanced  over  my shoulder to the careful silver wrapping, the blue bows atop both boxes. 

When I looked back, Lucien was gone. 

I found my sister in the kitchen, watching the kettle scream. 

“He’s not staying for tea,” I said. 

No sign of Nuala or Cerridwen. 

Elain simply removed the kettle from the heat. 

I  knew  I  wasn’t  truly  angry  with  her,  not  angry  with  anyone  but  myself,  but  I said, “You couldn’t say a single word to him? A pleasant greeting?” 

Elain only stared at the steaming kettle as she set it on the stone counter. 

“He brought you a present.” 

Those doe-brown eyes turned toward me. Sharper than I’d ever seen them. “And

that entitles him to my time, my affections?” 

“No.” I blinked. “But he is a  good male.” Despite our harsh words. 

Despite this Band of Exiles bullshit. “He cares for you.” 

“He doesn’t know me.” 

“You don’t give him the chance to even try to do so.” 

Her mouth tightened, the only sign of anger in her graceful countenance. 

“I don’t want a mate. I don’t want a  male.” 

She wanted a human man. 

Solstice.  Today  was  Solstice,  and  everyone  was  supposed  to  be  cheerful  and

happy. Certainly  not  fighting left and right. “I know you don’t.” I loosed a long breath. “But …” 

But I had no idea how to finish that sentence. Just because Lucien was her mate

didn’t mean he had a claim on her time. Her affection. She was her own person, 

capable of making her own choices. Assessing her own needs. 

“He is a good male,” I repeated. “And it … it just …” I fought for the words. “I

don’t like to see either of you unhappy.” 

Elain stared at the worktable, baked goods both finished and incomplete arrayed

on the surface, the kettle now cooling on the counter. “I know you don’t.” 

There was nothing else to be said. So I touched her shoulder and strode out. 

Elain didn’t say a word. 

I  found  Mor  sitting  on  the  bottom  steps  of  the  stairs,  wearing  a  pair  of  peach-colored loose pants and a heavy white sweater. A combination of Amren’s usual

style and my own. 

Gold earrings flashing, Mor offered a grim smile. “Drink?” A decanter and pair

of glasses appeared in her hands. 

“Mother above, yes.” 

She  waited  until  I’d  sat  beside  her  on  the  oak  steps  and  downed  a  mouthful  of amber liquid, the stuff burning its way along my throat and warming my belly, 

before she asked, “Do you want my advice?” 

No. Yes. 

I nodded. 

Mor drank deeply from her glass. “Stay out of it. She’s not ready, and neither is

he, no matter how many presents he brings.” 

I lifted a brow. “Snoop.” 

Mor  leaned  back  against  the  steps,  utterly  unrepentant.  “Let  him  live  with  his Band  of  Exiles.  Let  him  deal  with  Tamlin  in  his  own  way.  Let  him  figure  out where he wants to be.  Who  he wants to be. The same goes with her.” 

She was right. 

“I know you still blame yourself for your sisters being Made.” Mor nudged my

knee  with  her  own.  “And  because  of  that,  you  want  to  fix  everything  for  them now that they’re here.” 

“I always wanted to do that,” I said glumly. 

Mor smiled crookedly. “That’s why we love you. Why they love you.” 

Nesta, I wasn’t so sure about. 

Mor continued, “Just be patient. It’ll sort itself out. It always does.” 

Another kernel of truth. 

I  refilled  my  glass,  set  the  crystal  decanter  on  the  step  behind  us,  and  drank again. “I want them to be happy. All of them.” 

“They will be.” 

She said the simple words with such unflagging conviction that I believed her. 

I arched a brow. “And you—are you happy?” 

Mor  knew  what  I  meant.  But  she  just  smiled,  swirling  the  liquor  in  her  glass. 

“It’s Solstice. I’m with my family. I’m drinking. I’m   very happy.” 

A skilled evasion. But one I was content to partake in. I clinked my heavy glass

against hers. “Speaking of our family … Where the   hell are they?” 

Mor’s brown eyes lit up. “Oh—oh, he didn’t tell you, did he?” 

My smile faltered. “Tell me what.” 

“What the three of them do every Solstice morning.” 

“I’m beginning to be nervous.” 

Mor set down her glass, and gripped my arm. “Come with me.” 

Before I could object, she’d winnowed us out. 

Blinding light hit me. And cold. 

Brisk, brutal cold. Far too cold for the sweaters and pants we wore. 

Snow. And sun. And wind. 

And mountains. 

And—a cabin. 

 The cabin. 

Mor pointed to the endless field atop the mountain. Covered in snow, just as I’d

last seen it. But rather than a flat, uninterrupted expanse …

“Are those  snow forts?” 

A nod. 

Something white shot across the field, white and hard and glistening, and then—

Cassian’s  yowl  echoed  off  the  mountains  around  us.  Followed  by,  “You

 bastard!” 

Rhys’s answering laugh was bright as the sun on snow. 

I  surveyed  the  three  walls  of  snow—the   barricades—that  bordered  the  field  as Mor erected an invisible shield against the bitter wind. It did little to drive away

the cold, though. “They’re having a snowball fight.” 

Another nod. 

“Three  Illyrian  warriors,”  I  said.  “The  greatest   Illyrian  warriors.  Are  having  a snowball fight.” 

Mor’s eyes practically glowed with wicked delight. “Since they were children.” 

“They’re over five hundred years old.” 

“Do you want me to tell you the running tally of victories?” 

I gaped at her. Then at the field beyond. At the snowballs that were indeed flying

with brutal, swift precision as dark heads popped over the walls they’d built. 

“No magic,” Mor recited, “no wings, no breaks.” 

“They’ve  been  out  here  since  noon.”  It  was  nearly  three.  My  teeth  began

chattering. 

“I’ve always stayed in to drink,” Mor supplied, as if that were an answer. 

“How do they even decide who   wins?” 

“Whoever doesn’t get frostbite?” 

I gaped at her again over my clacking teeth. “This is ridiculous.” 

“There’s more alcohol in the cabin.” 

Indeed,  none  of  the  males  seemed  to  even  notice  us.  Not  as  Azriel  popped  up, launched two snowballs sky-high, and vanished behind his wall of snow again. 

A moment later, Rhys’s vicious curse barked toward us.  “Asshole .  ” 

Laughter laced every syllable. 

Mor looped her arm through mine again. “I don’t think your mate is going to be

the victor this year, my friend.” 

I leaned into her warmth, and we waded through the shin-high snow toward the

cabin, the chimney already puffing against the clear blue sky. 

Illyrian babies indeed. 
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Azriel won. 

His one-hundred-ninety-ninth victory, apparently. 

The  three  of  them  had  entered  the  cabin  an  hour  later,  dripping  snow,  skin

splotched with red, grinning from ear to ear. 

Mor  and  I,  snuggled  together  beneath  a  blanket  on  the  couch,  only  rolled  our eyes at them. 

Rhys just dropped a kiss atop my head, declared the three of them were going to

take  a  steam  in  the  cedar-lined  shed  attached  to  the  house,  and  then  they  were
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gone. 

I blinked at Mor as they vanished, letting the image settle. 

“Another  tradition,”  she  told  me,  the  bottle  of  amber-colored  alcohol  mostly

empty.  And  my  head  now  spinning  with  it.  “An  Illyrian  custom,  actually—the

heated  sheds.  The  birchin.  A  bunch  of  naked  warriors,  sitting  together  in  the steam, sweating.” 

I blinked again. 

Mor’s  lips  twitched.  “About  the  only  good  custom  the  Illyrians  ever  came  up

with, to be honest.” 

I snorted. “So the three of them are just in there. Naked. Sweating.” 

Mother above. 

 Interested in taking a look?  The dark purr echoed into my mind. 

 Lech. Go back to your sweating. 

 There’s room for one more in here. 

 I thought mates were territorial. 

I could feel him smile as if he were grinning against my neck.  I’m   always eager to learn what sparks your interest, Feyre darling. 

I surveyed the cabin around me, the surfaces I’d painted nearly a year ago.  I was

 promised a wall, Rhys. 

A pause. A long pause.  I’ve taken you against a wall before. 

 These walls. 

Another long, long pause.  It’s bad form to be at attention while in the   birchin. 

My lips curved as I sent him an image. A memory. 

Of me on the kitchen table just a few feet away. Of him kneeling before me. My

legs wrapped around his head. 

 Cruel, wicked thing . 

I heard a door slamming somewhere in the house, followed by a distinctly male

yelp. Then banging—as if someone was trying to get back inside. 

Mor’s eyes sparkled. “You got him kicked out, didn’t you?” 

My answering smile set her roaring. 

The sun was sinking toward the distant sea beyond Velaris when Rhys stood at

the  black  marble  mantel  of  the  town  house  sitting  room  and  lifted  his  glass  of wine. 

All of us—in our finery for once—lifted ours in suit. 

I’d opted to wear my Starfall gown, forgoing my crown but wearing the diamond

cuffs  at  my  wrists.  It  sparkled  and  gleamed  in  my  line  of  vision  as  I  stood  at Rhys’s side, taking in every plane of his beautiful face as he said, 

“To the blessed darkness from which we are born, and to which we return.” 

Our glasses rose, and we drank. 

I  glanced  to  him—my  mate,  in  his  finest  black  jacket,  the  silver  embroidery

gleaming in the faelight.  That’s it? 

He arched a brow.  Did you want me to keep droning on, or did you want   to start celebrating? 

My lips twitched.  You really do keep things casual. 

 Even after all this time, you still don’t believe me. His hand slid behind me and pinched. I bit my lip to keep from laughing.  I hope you got me a   good Solstice present. 

It was my turn to pinch him, and Rhys laughed, kissing my temple once before

sauntering out of the room to no doubt grab more wine. 

Beyond the windows, darkness had indeed fallen. The longest night of the year. 

I  found  Elain  studying  it,  beautiful  in  her  amethyst-colored  gown.  I  made  to move toward her, but someone beat me to it. 

The  shadowsinger  was  clad  in  a  black  jacket  and  pants  similar  to  Rhysand’s—

the  fabric  immaculately  tailored  and  built  to  fit  his  wings.  He  still  wore  his Siphons atop either hand, and shadows trailed his footsteps, curling like swirled

embers, but there was little sign of the warrior otherwise. Especially as he gently

said to my sister, “Happy Solstice.” 

Elain  turned  from  the  snow  falling  in  the  darkness  beyond  and  smiled  slightly. 

“I’ve never participated in one of these.” 

Amren  supplied  from  across  the  room,  Varian  at  her  side,  resplendent  in  his

princely regalia, “They’re highly overrated.” 

Mor smirked. “Says the female who makes out like a bandit every year. I don’t

know how you don’t get robbed going home with so much jewelry stuffed into

your pockets.” 

Amren  flashed  her  too-white  teeth.  “Careful,  Morrigan,  or  I’ll  return  the  pretty little thing I got you.” 

Mor, to my surprise, shut right up. 

And so did the others, as Rhys returned with—

“You didn’t.” I blurted out the words. 

He  grinned  at  me  over  the  giant  tiered  cake  in  his  arms—over  the  twenty-one sparkling candles lighting up his face. 

Cassian  clapped  me  on  the  shoulder.  “You  thought  you  could  sneak  it  past  us, didn’t you?” 

I groaned. “You’re all insufferable.” 
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Elain floated to my side. “Happy birthday, Feyre.” 

My  friends—my  family—echoed  the  words  as  Rhys  set  the  cake  on  the  low-

lying table before the fire. I glanced toward my sister. “Did you …?” 

A nod from Elain. “Nuala did the decorating, though.” 

It was then that I realized what the three different tiers had been painted to look

like. 

On the top: flowers. In the middle: flames. 

And on the bottom, widest layer … stars. 

The  same  design  of  the  chest  of  drawers  I’d  once  painted  in  that  dilapidated cottage. One for each of us—each sister. Those stars and moons sent to me, my

mind, by my mate, long before we’d ever met. 

“I  asked  Nuala  to  do  it  in  that  order,”  Elain  said  as  the  others  gathered  round. 

“Because you’re the foundation, the one who lifts us. You always have been.” 

My throat tightened unbearably, and I squeezed her hand in answer. 

Mor, Cauldron bless her, shouted, “Make a wish and let us get to the presents!” 

At least one tradition did not change on either side of the wall. 

I met Rhys’s stare over the sparkling candles. His smile was enough to make the

tightness in my throat turn into burning in my eyes. 

 What are you going to wish for? 

A simple, honest question. 

And  looking  at  him,  at  that  beautiful  face  and  easy  smile,  so  many  of  those shadows  vanished,  our  family  gathered  around  us,  eternity  a  road  ahead  …  I

knew. 

I truly knew what I wanted to wish for, as if it were a piece of Amren’s puzzle clicking into place, as if the threads of the weaver’s tapestry finally revealed the

design they’d formed to make. 

I didn’t tell him, though. Not as I gathered my breath and blew. 

Cake before dinner was utterly acceptable on Solstice, Rhys informed me as we

set aside our plates on whatever surface was nearest in the sitting room. 

Especially before presents. 

“What presents?” I asked, surveying the room empty of them, save for Lucien’s

two boxes. 

The others grinned at me as Rhys snapped his fingers, and—

“Oh.” 

Boxes and bags, all brightly wrapped and adorned, filled the bay windows. 

Piles and mountains and  towers of them. Mor let out a squeal of delight. 

I twisted toward the foyer. I’d left mine in a broom closet on the third level—

No. There they were. Wrapped and by the back of the bay. 

Rhys winked at me. “I took it upon myself to add your presents to the communal

trove.” 

I lifted my brows. “Everyone gave you their gifts?” 

“He’s the only one who can be trusted not to snoop,” Mor explained. 

I looked toward Azriel. 

“Even him,” Amren said. 

Azriel gave me a guilty cringe. “Spymaster, remember?” 

“We  started  doing  it  two  centuries  ago,”  Mor  went  on.  “After  Rhys  caught

Amren literally   shaking a box to figure out what was inside.” 

Amren clicked her tongue as I laughed. “What they didn’t see was Cassian down here ten minutes earlier,  sniffing each box.” 

Cassian threw her a lazy smile. “I wasn’t the one who got caught.” 

I turned to Rhys. “And somehow  you’re the most trustworthy one?” 

Rhys looked outright offended. “I am a High Lord, Feyre darling. 

Unwavering honor is built into my bones.” 

Mor and I snorted. 

Amren strode for the nearest pile of presents. “I’ll go first.” 

“Of course she will,” Varian muttered, earning a grin from me and Mor. 

Amren  smiled  sweetly  at  him  before  bending  to  pick  up  a  gift.  Varian  had  the good sense to shudder only when she’d turned her back on him. 

But she plucked up a pink-wrapped present, read the label, and ripped into it. 

Everyone tried and failed to hide their wince. 

I’d seen some animals tear into carcasses with less ferocity. 

But  she  beamed  as  she  turned  to  Azriel,  a  set  of  exquisite  pearl-and-diamond earrings  dangling  from  her  small  hands.  “Thank  you,  Shadowsinger,”  she  said, 

inclining her head. 

Azriel only inclined his head in return. “I’m glad they pass inspection.” 

Cassian  elbowed  his  way  past  Amren,  earning  a  hiss  of  warning,  and  began

chucking  presents.  Mor  caught  hers  easily,  shredding  the  paper  with  as  much

enthusiasm as Amren. She grinned at the general. “Thank you, darling.” 

Cassian smirked. “I know what you like.” 

Mor held up—

I choked. Azriel did, too, whirling on Cassian as he did. 

Cassian  only  winked  at  him  as  the  barely  there  red  negligee  swayed  between Mor’s hands. 

Before Azriel could undoubtedly ask what we were all thinking, Mor hummed to

herself and said, “Don’t let him fool you: he couldn’t think of a damn thing to

get me, so he gave up and asked me outright. I gave him precise orders. For once

in his life, he obeyed them.” 

“The perfect warrior, through and through,” Rhys drawled. 

Cassian leaned back on the couch, stretching his long legs before him. 

“Don’t worry, Rhysie. I got one for you, too.” 

“Shall I model it for you?” 

I laughed, surprised to hear the sound echo across the room. From Elain. 

Her present … I hurried to the pile of gifts before Cassian could lob one across

the  room  again,  hunting  for  the  parcel  I’d  carefully  wrapped  yesterday.  I  just spied it behind a larger box when I heard it. The knock. 

Just once. Quick and hard. 

I knew. I knew, before Rhys even looked toward me, who was standing at that

door. 

Everyone did. 

Silence fell, interrupted only by the crackling fire. 

A beat, and then I was moving, dress swishing around me as I crossed into the

foyer, heaved open the leaded glass door and the oak one beyond it, then braced

myself against the onslaught of cold. 

Against the onslaught of Nesta. 

CHAPTER

20

 Feyre

Snow clung to Nesta’s hair as we stared at each other across the threshold. 

Pink tinged her cheeks from the frigid night, but her face remained solemn. Cold

as the snow-dusted cobblestones. 

I opened the door a bit wider. “We’re in the sitting room.” 

“I saw.” 

Conversation,  tentative  and  halting,  carried  to  the  foyer.  No  doubt  a  noble

attempt by everyone to give us some privacy and sense of normalcy. 

When Nesta remained on the doorstep, I extended a hand toward her. 

“Here—I’ll take your coat.” 

I  tried  not  to  hold  my  breath  as  she  glanced  past  me,  into  the  house.  As  if weighing whether to take that step over the threshold. 

From  the  edge  of  my  vision,  purple  and  gold  flashed—Elain.  “You’ll  fall  ill  if you just stand there in the cold,” she tutted to Nesta, smiling broadly. 

“Come sit with me by the fire.” 

Nesta’s blue-gray eyes slid to mine. Wary. Assessing. 

I held my ground. Held that door open. 

Without a word, my sister crossed the threshold. 

It was the matter of a moment to remove her coat, scarf, and gloves to reveal one

of those simple yet elegant gowns she favored. She’d opted for a slate gray. No

jewelry. Certainly no presents, but at least she’d come. 

Elain  linked  elbows  to  lead  Nesta  into  the  room,  and  I  followed,  watching  the group beyond as they paused. 

Watching Cassian especially, now standing with Az at the fire. 

He  was  the  portrait  of  relaxed,  an  arm  braced  against  the  carved  mantel,  his wings tucked in loosely, a faint grin on his face and a glass of wine in

his hand. He slid his hazel eyes toward my sister without him moving an inch. 

Elain had plastered a smile onto her face as she led Nesta not toward the fire as

she’d promised, but the liquor cabinet. 

“Don’t take her to the wine—take her to the food,” Amren called to Elain from

her perch on the armchair as she slid the pearl earrings Az had given her into her

lobes. “I can see her bony ass even through that dress.” 

Nesta halted halfway across the room, spine stiff. Cassian went still as death. 

Elain paused beside our sister, that plastered-on smile faltering. 

Amren just smirked at Nesta. “Happy Solstice, girl.” 

Nesta  stared  at  Amren—until  a  ghost  of  a  smile  curved  her  lips.  “Pretty

earrings.” 

I felt, more than saw, the room relax slightly. 

Elain said brightly, “We were just getting to presents.” 

It  occurred  to  me  only  when  she  said  the  words  that  none  of  the  gifts  in  this room had Nesta’s name on them. 

“We haven’t eaten yet,” I supplied, lingering in the threshold between the sitting

room and foyer. “But if you’re hungry, we can get you a plate—” 

Nesta accepted the glass of wine Elain pressed into her hand. I didn’t fail to note

that when Elain turned again to the liquor cabinet, she poured a finger of amber-

colored liquor into a glass and knocked back the contents with a grimace before

facing Nesta again. 

A soft snort from Amren at that, missing nothing. 

But Nesta’s attention had gone to the birthday cake still sitting on the table, its

various tiers delved into many times over. 

Her eyes lifted to mine in the silence. “Happy birthday.” 

I offered a nod of thanks. “Elain made the cake,” I offered somewhat uselessly. 

Nesta only nodded before heading for a chair near the back of the room, by one

of  the  bookcases.  “You  can  return  to  your  presents,”  she  said  softly,  but  not weakly, as she sat. 

Elain  rushed  toward  a  box  near  the  front  of  the  pile.  “This  one’s  for  you,”  she declared to our sister. 

I threw Rhys a pleading glance.  Please start talking again. Please. 

Some  of  the  light  had  vanished  from  his  violet  eyes  as  he  studied  Nesta  while she drank from her glass. He didn’t respond down the bond, but

instead  said  to  Varian,  “Does  Tarquin  host  a  formal  party  for  the  Summer

Solstice, or does he have a more casual gathering?” 

The  Prince  of  Adriata  didn’t  miss  a  beat,  and  launched  into  a  perhaps

unnecessarily detailed description of the Summer Court’s celebrations. I’d thank

him for it later. 

Elain had reached Nesta by then, offering her what seemed to be a heavy, paper-

wrapped box. 

By the windows, Mor sprang into motion, handing Azriel his gift. 

Torn between watching the two, I remained in the doorway. 

Azriel’s  composure  didn’t  so  much  as  falter  as  he  opened  her  present:  a  set  of embroidered blue towels—with his initials on them. Bright blue. 

I had to look away to keep from laughing. Az, to his credit, gave Mor a smile of

thanks,  a  blush  creeping  over  his  cheeks,  his  hazel  eyes  fixed  on  her.  I  looked away at the heat, the yearning that filled them. 

But  Mor  waved  him  off  and  moved  to  pass  Cassian  his  gift;  but  the  warrior

didn’t take it. Or take his eyes off Nesta as she undid the brown paper wrapping

on the box and revealed a set of five novels in a leather box. 

She read the titles, then lifted her head to Elain. 

Elain smiled down at her. “I went into that bookshop. You know the one by the

theater? I asked them for recommendations, and the woman—

female, I mean … She said this author’s books were her favorite.” 

I inched close enough to read one of the titles. Romance, from the sound of it. 

Nesta pulled out one of the books and fanned through the pages. “Thank you.” 

The words were stiff—gravelly. 

Cassian at last turned to Mor, tearing  open her present with a disregard for  the

fine wrapping. He laughed at whatever was inside the box. “Just what I always

wanted.”  He  held  up  a  pair  of  what  seemed  to  be  red  silk  undershorts.  The

perfect match to her negligee. 

With Nesta pointedly preoccupied with flipping through her new books, I moved

to the presents I’d wrapped yesterday. 

For  Amren:  a  specially  designed  folding  carrier  for  her  puzzles.  So  she  didn’t need to leave them at home if she were to visit sunnier, warmer lands. 

This earned me both an eye roll and a smile of appreciation. The ruby-and-silver

brooch,  shaped  like  a  pair  of  feathered  wings,  earned  me  a  rare  peck  on  the cheek. 

For Elain: a pale blue cloak with armholes, perfect for gardening in the chillier

months. 

And for Cassian, Azriel, and Mor …

I  grunted  as  I  hauled  over  the  three  wrapped  paintings.  Then  waited  in  foot-shifting silence while they opened them. 

While they beheld what was inside and smiled. 

I  hadn’t  any  idea  what  to  get  them,  other  than  this.  The  pieces  I’d  worked  on recently—glimpses of their stories. 

None of them explained what the paintings meant, what they beheld. But each of them kissed me on the cheek in thanks. 

Before I could hand Rhys his present, I found a heap of them in my lap. 

From  Amren:  an  illuminated  manuscript,  ancient  and  beautiful.  From  Azriel:

rare, vibrant paint from the continent. From Cassian: a proper leather sheath for

a blade, to be set down the groove of my spine like a true Illyrian warrior. From

Elain: fine brushes monogrammed with my initials and the Night Court insignia

on  the  handles.  And  from  Mor:  a  pair  of  fleece-lined  slippers.  Bright  pink, 

fleece-lined slippers. 

Nothing from Nesta, but I didn’t care. Not one bit. 

The  others  passed  around  their  gifts,  and  I  finally  found  a  moment  to  haul  the last painting over to Rhys. He’d lingered by the bay window, quiet and smiling. 

Last  year  had  been  his  first  Solstice  since  Amarantha—this  year,  his  second.  I didn’t want to know what it had been like, what she’d done to him, during those

forty-nine Solstices he’d missed. 

Rhys opened my present carefully, lifting the painting so the others wouldn’t see

it. 

I watched his eyes rove over what was on it. Watched his throat bob. 

“Tell me that’s not your new pet,” Cassian said, having snuck behind me to peer

at it. 

I shoved him away. “Snoop.” 

Rhys’s face remained solemn, his eyes star-bright as they met mine. 

“Thank you.” 

The others continued on a tad more loudly—to give us privacy in that crowded

room. 

“I have no idea where you might hang it,” I said, “but I wanted you to have it.” 

To see. 

For on that painting, I’d shown him what I had not revealed to anyone. 

What the Ouroboros had revealed to me: the creature inside myself, the creature

full of hate and regret and love and sacrifice, the creature that could be cruel and

brave, sorrowful and joyous. 

I  gave  him   me—as  no  one  but  him  would  ever  see  me.  No  one  but  him  would ever understand. 

“It’s beautiful,” he said, voice still hoarse. 

I blinked away the tears that threatened at those words and leaned into the kiss

he pressed to my mouth.  You are beautiful, he whispered down the bond. 

 So are you. 

 I know. 

I laughed, pulling away.  Prick. 

There were only a few presents left—Lucien’s. I opened mine to find a gift for

me and my mate: three bottles of fine liquor.  You’ll need it , was all the note said. 

I handed Elain the small box with her name on it. Her smile faded as she opened

it. 

“Enchanted  gloves,”  she  read  from  the  card.  “That  won’t  tear  or  become  too

sweaty while gardening.” She set aside the box without looking at it for longer

than a moment. And I wondered if she   preferred to have torn and sweaty hands, 

if the dirt and cuts were proof of her labor. Her joy. 

Amren  squealed—actually   squealed—with  delight  when  she  beheld  Rhys’s

present.  The  jewels  glittering  inside  the  multiple  boxes.  But  her  delight  turned quieter, more tender when she opened Varian’s gift. She didn’t show any of us

what was inside the small box before offering him a small, private smile. 

There  was  a  tiny  box  left  on  the  table  by  the  window—a  box  that  Mor  lifted, squinted at the name tag, and said, “Az, this one’s for you.” 

The  shadowsinger’s  brows  lifted,  but  his  scarred  hand  extended  to  take  the
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present. 

Elain turned from where she’d been speaking to Nesta. “Oh, that’s from me.” 

Azriel’s face didn’t so much as shift at the words. Not even a smile as he opened

the present and revealed—

“I had Madja make it for me,” Elain explained. Azriel’s brows narrowed at the

mention of the family’s preferred healer. “It’s a powder to mix in with

any drink.” 

Silence. 

Elain  bit  her  lip  and  then  smiled  sheepishly.  “It’s  for  the  headaches  everyone always gives you. Since you rub your temples so often.” 

Silence again. 

Then Azriel tipped his head back and  laughed . 

I’d never heard such a sound, deep and joyous. Cassian and Rhys joined him, the

former  grabbing  the  glass  bottle  from  Azriel’s  hand  and  examining  it. 

“Brilliant,” Cassian said. 

Elain smiled again, ducking her head. 

Azriel  mastered  himself  enough  to  say,  “Thank  you.”  I’d  never  seen  his  hazel eyes so bright, the hues of green amid the brown and gray like veins of emerald. 

“This will be invaluable.” 

“Prick,” Cassian said, but laughed again. 

Nesta watched warily from her chair, Elain’s present—her only present

—in her lap. Her spine stiffened slightly. Not at the words, but at Elain, laughing

with them. With us. 

As if Nesta were looking at us through some sort of window. As if she were still standing out in the front yard, watching us in the house. 

I forced myself to smile, though. To laugh with them. 

I had a feeling Cassian was doing the same. 

The  night  was  a  blur  of  laughter  and  drinking,  even  with  Nesta  sitting  in  near-silence at the packed dinner table. 

It was only when the clock chimed two that the yawns began to appear. 

Amren and Varian were the first to leave, the latter bearing all of her presents in

his  arms,  the  former  nestled  in  the  fine  ermine  coat  that  he’d  given  her—a

second gift to whatever one he’d put in that small box. 

Settled again in the sitting room, Nesta got to her feet half an hour later. 

She  quietly  bid  Elain  good  night,  dropping  a  kiss  to  the  top  of  her  hair,  and drifted for the front door. 

Cassian,  nestled  with  Mor,  Rhys,  and  Azriel  on  the  couch,  didn’t  so  much  as move. 

But I did, rising from my own chair to follow Nesta to where she was donning

her layers at the front door. I waited until she’d entered the antechamber before

extending my hand. 

“Here.” 

Nesta half turned toward me, focus darting to what was in my hand. The small

slip of paper. 

The banker’s note for her rent. And then some. 

“As promised,” I said. 

For a moment, I prayed she wouldn’t take it. That she would tell me to tear it up. 

But Nesta’s lips only tightened, her fingers unwavering as she took the money. 

As  she  turned  her  back  on  me  and  walked  out  the  front  door,  into  the  freezing darkness beyond. 

I  remained  in  the  chilly  antechamber,  hand  still  outstretched,  the  phantom

dryness of that check lingering on my fingers. 

The  floorboards  thudded  behind  me,  and  then  I  was  being  gently  but  forcibly

moved to the side. It happened so fast I barely had time to realize that Cassian

had gone storming past—right out the front door. 

To my sister. 

CHAPTER

21

 Cassian

He’d had enough. 

Enough  of  the  coldness,  the  sharpness.  Enough  of  the  sword-straight  spine  and razor-sharp stare that had only honed itself these months. 

Cassian  could  barely  hear  over  the  roaring  in  his  head  as  he  charged  into  the snowy  night.  Could  barely  register  moving  aside  his  High  Lady  to  get  to  the front door. To get to Nesta. 

She’d already made it to the gate, walking with that unfaltering grace despite the

icy ground. Her collection of books tucked under an arm. 

It  was  only  when  Cassian  reached  her  that  he  realized  he  had  nothing  to  say. 

Nothing to say that wouldn’t make her laugh in his face. 

“I’ll walk you home,” was all that came out instead. 

Nesta paused just past the low iron gate, her face cold and pale as moonlight. 

Beautiful. Even with the weight loss, she was as beautiful standing in the snow

as she’d been the first time he’d laid eyes on her in her father’s house. 

And infinitely more deadly. In so many ways. 

She looked him over. “I’m fine.” 

“It’s a long walk, and it’s late.” 

 And you didn’t say one gods-damned word to me the entire night. 

Not that he’d said a word to her. 

She’d  made  it  clear  enough  in  those  initial  days  after  that  last  battle  that  she wanted nothing to do with him. With any of them. 

He  understood.  He  really  did.  It  had  taken  him  months—  years—after  his  first battles to readjust. To cope. Hell, he was still reeling from what had happened in

that final battle with Hybern, too. 

Nesta held her ground, proud as any Illyrian. More vicious, too. “Go back into

the house.” 

Cassian gave her a crooked grin, one he knew sent that temper of hers boiling. “I

think I need some fresh air, anyway.” 

She rolled her eyes and launched into a walk. He wasn’t stupid enough to offer

to carry her books. 

Instead, he easily kept pace, an eye out for any treacherous patches of ice on the

cobblestones. They’d barely survived Hybern. He didn’t need her snapping her

neck on the street. 

Nesta lasted all of a block, the green-roofed houses merry and still full of song

and laughter, before she halted. Whirled on him. 

“Go back to the house.” 

“I will,” he said, flashing a grin again. “After I drop you off at your front door.” 

At that piece-of-shit apartment she insisted on living in. Across the city. 

Nesta’s  eyes—the  same  as  Feyre’s  and  yet  wholly  different,  sharp  and  cold  as steel—went to his hands. What was in them. “What is that.” 

Another grin as he lifted the small, wrapped parcel. “Your Solstice present.” 

“I don’t want one.” 

Cassian  continued  past  her,  tossing  the  present  in  his  hands.  “You’ll  want  this one.” 

He prayed she would. It had taken him months to find it. 

He  hadn’t  wanted  to  give  it  to  her  in  front  of  the  others.  Hadn’t  even  known she’d  be  there  tonight.  He’d  been  well  aware  of  Elain’s  and  Feyre’s  cajoling. 

Just  as  he’d  been  well  aware  of  the  money  he’d  seen  Feyre  give  to  Nesta

moments before she left. 

 As promised, his High Lady had said. 

He wished she hadn’t. Wished for a lot of things. 

Nesta  fell  into  step  beside  him,  huffing  as  she  kept  up  with  his  long  strides.  “I don’t want  anything from you.” 

He made himself arch an eyebrow. “You sure about that, sweetheart?” 

 I have no regrets in my life, but this. That we did not have   time. 

Cassian shut out the words. Shut out the image that chased him from his dreams, 

night after night: not Nesta holding up the King of Hybern’s head like a trophy; 

not the way her father’s neck had twisted in Hybern’s hands. 

But the image of her leaning over him,  covering Cassian’s body with her

own, ready to take the full brunt of the king’s power for him. To die for him

—with  him.  That  slender,  beautiful  body,  arching  over  him,  shaking  in  terror, willing to face that end. 

He  hadn’t  seen  a  glimpse  of  that  person  in  months.  Had  not  seen  her  smile  or laugh. 

He knew about the drinking, about the males. He told himself he didn’t care. 

He told himself he didn’t want to know who the bastard was who had taken her

maidenhead. Told himself he didn’t want to know if the males meant anything—

if   he meant anything. 

He didn’t know why the hell he cared. Why he’d bothered. Even from the start. 

Even after she’d kneed him in the balls that one afternoon at her father’s house. 

Even  as  she  said,  “I’ve  made  my  thoughts  clear  enough  on  what  I  want  from

 you.” 

He’d never met someone able to imply so much in so few words, in placing so

much emphasis on  you as to make it an outright insult. 

Cassian  clenched  his  jaw.  And  didn’t  bother  to  restrain  himself  when  he  said, 

“I’m tired of playing these bullshit games.” 

She kept her chin high, the portrait of queenly arrogance. “I’m not.” 

“Well, everyone else is. Perhaps you can find it in yourself to try a little harder

this year.” 

Those  striking  eyes  slid  toward  him,  and  it  was  an  effort  to  stand  his  ground. 

“Try?” 

“I know that’s a foreign word to you.” 

Nesta stopped at the bottom of the street, right along the icy Sidra. “Why should

I have to   try to do anything?” Her teeth flashed. “I was dragged into this world of yours, this court.” 

“Then go somewhere else.” 

Her mouth formed a tight line at the challenge. “Perhaps I will.” 

But  he  knew  there  was  no  other  place  to  go.  Not  when  she  had  no  money,  no family beyond this territory. “Be sure to write.” 

She launched into a walk again, keeping along the river’s edge. 

Cassian  followed,  hating  himself  for  it.  “You  could  at  least  come  live  at  the House,” he began, and she whirled on him. 

“Stop,” she snarled. 

He halted in his tracks, wings spreading slightly to balance him. 

“Stop following me.  Stop trying to haul me into your happy little circle. 

 Stop doing all of it.” 

He knew a wounded animal when he saw one. Knew the teeth they could bare, 

the viciousness they displayed. But it couldn’t keep him from saying, 

“Your sisters love you. I can’t for the life of me understand why, but they do. If

you can’t be bothered to try for my happy little circle’s sake, then at least try for

them.” 

A void seemed to enter those eyes. An endless, depthless void. 

She only said, “Go home, Cassian.” 

He could count on one hand the number of times she’d used his name. 

Called him anything other than  you or   that one. 

She turned away—toward her apartment, her grimy part of the city. 

It was instinct to lunge for her free hand. 

Her  gloved  fingers  scraped  against  his  calluses,  but  he  held  firm.  “Talk  to  me. 

Nesta. Tell me—” 

She ripped her hand out of his grip. Stared him down. A mighty, vengeful queen. 

He  waited,  panting,  for  the  verbal  lashing  to  begin.  For  her  to  shred  him  into ribbons. 

But Nesta only stared at him, her nose crinkling. Stared, then snorted—

and walked away. 

As if he were nothing. As if he weren’t worth her time. The effort. 

A low-born Illyrian bastard. 

This time, when she continued onward, Cassian didn’t follow. 

He  watched  her  until  she  was  a  shadow  against  the  darkness—and  then  she

vanished completely. 

He remained staring after her, that present in his hands. 

Cassian’s fingertips dug into the soft wood of the small box. 

He was grateful the streets were empty when he hurled that box into the Sidra. 

Hurled it hard enough that the splash echoed off the buildings flanking the river, 

ice cracking from the impact. 

Ice instantly re-formed over the hole he’d blown open. As if it, and the present, 

had never been. 

 Nesta

Nesta sealed the fourth and final lock on her apartment door and slumped against

the creaking, rotting wood. 

Silence settled in around her, welcome and smothering. 

Silence, to soothe the trembling that had chased her across this city. 

He’d followed. 

She’d  known  it  in  her  bones,  her  blood.  He’d  kept  high  in  the  skies,  but  he’d followed until she’d entered the building. 

She knew he was now waiting on a nearby rooftop to see her light kindle. 

Twin instincts warred within her: to leave the faelight untouched and make him

wait in the freezing dark, or to ignite that bowl and just get rid of his presence. 

Get rid of everything he was. 

She opted for the latter. 

In  the  dim,  thick  silence,  Nesta  lingered  by  the  table  against  the  wall  near  her front door. Slid her hand into her pocket and pulled out the folded banknote. 

Enough for three months’ rent. 

She tried and failed to muster the shame. But nothing came. 

Nothing at all. 

There was anger, occasionally. Sharp, hot anger that sliced her. 

But most of the time it was silence. 

Ringing, droning silence. 

She hadn’t felt anything in months. Had days when she didn’t really know where

she was or what she’d done. They passed swiftly and yet dripped by. 

So did the months. She’d blinked, and winter had fallen. Blinked, and her body

had turned too thin. As hollow as she felt. 

The night’s frosty chill crept through the worn shutters, drawing another tremble

from her. But she didn’t light the fire in the hearth across the room. 

She could barely stand to hear the crack and pop of the wood. Had barely been

able to endure it in Feyre’s town house.  Snap; crunch . 

How no one ever remarked that it sounded like breaking bones, like a snapping

neck, she had no idea. 

She  hadn’t  lit  one  fire  in  this  apartment.  Had  kept  warm  with  blankets  and

layers. 

Wings rustled, then boomed outside the apartment. 

Nesta  loosed  a  shuddering  sigh  and  slid  down  the  wall  until  she  was  sitting against it. 

Until she drew her knees to her chest and stared into the dimness. 

Still the silence raged and echoed around her. 

Still she felt nothing. 

CHAPTER

22

 Feyre

It  was  three  by  the  time  the  others  went  to  bed.  By  the  time  Cassian  returned, quiet and brooding, and knocked back a glass of liquor before stalking upstairs. 

Mor followed him, worry dancing in her eyes. 

Azriel and Elain remained in the sitting room, my sister showing him the plans

she’d  sketched  to  expand  the  garden  in  the  back  of  the  town  house,  using  the seeds and  tools my  family  had given  her tonight.  Whether  he cared  about  such

things,  I  had  no  idea,  but  I  sent  him  a  silent  prayer  of  thanks  for  his  kindness before Rhys and I slipped upstairs. 

I  reached  to  remove  my  diamond  cuffs  when  Rhys  stopped  me,  his  hands

wrapping around my wrists. “Not yet,” he said softly. 

My brows bunched. 

He only smiled. “Hold on.” 

Darkness and wind swept in, and I clung to him as he winnowed—

Candlelight and crackling fire and colors …

“The  cabin?”  He  must  have  altered  the  wards  to  allow  us  to  winnow  directly

inside. 

Rhys grinned, letting go of me to swagger to the couch before the fireplace and

plop down, his wings draping to the floor. “For some peace and quiet, mate.” 

Dark, sensual promise lay in his star-flecked eyes. 

I bit my lip as I approached the rolled arm of the couch and perched on it, my

dress glittering like a river in the firelight. 

“You look beautiful tonight.” His words were low, rough. 

I  stroked  a  hand  down  the  lap  of  my  gown,  the  fabric  shimmering  beneath  my

fingers. “You say that every night.” 

“And mean it.” 

I blushed. “Cad.” 

He inclined his head. 

“I know High Ladies are probably supposed to wear a new dress every day,” I

mused, smiling at the gown, “but I’m rather attached to this one.” 

He ran his hand down my thigh. “I’m glad.” 

“You never told me where you got it—where you got all my favorite dresses.” 

Rhys arched a dark brow. “You never figured it out?” 

I shook my head. 

For a moment, he said nothing, his head dipping to study the dress. 

“My mother made them.” 

I went still. 

Rhys smiled sadly at the shimmering gown. “She was a seamstress, back at the

camp  where  she’d  been  raised.  She  didn’t  just  do  the  work  because  she  was

ordered to. She did it because she loved it. And when she mated my father, she

continued.” 

I grazed a reverent hand down my sleeve. “I—I had no idea.” 

His eyes were star-bright. “Long ago, when I was still a boy, she made them—

all your gowns. A trousseau for my future bride.” His throat bobbed. 

“Every piece … Every piece I have ever given you to wear, she made them. 

For you.” 

My eyes stung as I breathed, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

He  shrugged  with  one  shoulder.  “I  thought  you  might  be  …  disturbed  to  wear gowns made by a female who died centuries ago.” 

I put a hand over my heart. “I am honored, Rhys. Beyond words.” 

His mouth trembled a bit. “She would have loved you.” 

It  was  as  great  a  gift  as  any  I’d  been  given.  I  leaned  down  until  our  brows touched.  I would have loved her. 

I  felt  his  gratitude  without  him  saying  a  word  as  we  remained  there,  breathing each other in for long minutes. 

When I could finally speak again, I pulled away. “I’ve been thinking.” 

“Should I be worried?” 

I slapped his boots, and he laughed, deep and rasping, the sound curling around

my core. 

I showed him my palms, the eye in both of them. “I want these changed.” 

“Oh?” 

“Since  you’re  no  longer  using  them  to  snoop  on  me,  I  figured  they  could  be something else.” 

He set a hand on his broad chest. “I never snoop.” 

“You’re the greatest busybody I’ve ever met.” 

Another laugh. “And what, exactly, do you want on your palms?” 

I smiled at the paintings I’d done on the walls, the mantel, the tables. 

Thought of the tapestry I’d bought. “I want a mountain—with three stars.” 

The Night Court insignia. “The same that you have on your knees.” 

Rhys was quiet for a long time, his face unreadable. When he spoke, his voice

was low. “Those are markings that can never be altered.” 

“It’s a good thing I plan to be here for a while, then.” 

Rhys slowly sat up, unbuttoning the top of his tight black jacket. “You’re sure?” 

I nodded slowly. 

He moved to stand before me, gently taking my hands in his, turning them palm-

up. To the cat’s eye that stared at us. “I never snooped, you know.” 

“You certainly did.” 

“Fine, I did. Can you forgive me?” 

He meant it—the worry that I’d deemed his glimpses a violation. I rose onto my

toes and kissed him softly. “I suppose I could find it in me.” 

“Hmmm.” He brushed a thumb over the eye inked into both of my palms. “Any

last words before I mark you forever?” 

My heart thundered, but I said, “I have one last Solstice gift for you.” 

Rhys went still at my soft voice, the tremble in it. “Oh?” 

Our  hands  linked,  I  caressed  the  adamant  walls  of  his  mind.  The  barriers

immediately fell, allowing me in. Allowing me to show him that last gift. 

What I hoped he’d deem as a gift, too. 

His  hands  began  shaking  around  mine,  but  he  said  nothing  until  I’d  retreated from his mind. Until we were staring at each other again in silence. 

His breathing turned ragged, his eyes silver-lined. “You’re sure?” he repeated. 

Yes. More than anything. I’d realized it, felt it, in the weaver’s gallery. 

“Would it be … Would it indeed be a gift for you?” I dared ask. 

His fingers tightened around mine. “Beyond measure.” 

As if in answer, light flared and sizzled along my palms, and I peered down to

find  my  hands  altered.  The  mountain  and  three  stars  gracing  the  heart  of  each

palm. 

Rhys was still staring at me, his breathing uneven. 

“We can wait,” he said quietly, as if fearful of the snow falling outside hearing

our whispered words. 

“I don’t want to,” I said, and meant it. The weaver had made me realize that, too. 

Or perhaps just see clearly what I’d quietly wanted for some time now. 

“It could take years,” he murmured. 

“I can be patient.” He lifted a brow at that, and I smiled, amending, “I can   try to be patient.” 

His own answering smile set me grinning. 

Rhys  leaned  in,  brushing  a  kiss  to  my  neck,  right  beneath  my  ear.  “Shall  we begin tonight, mate?” 

My toes curled. “That was the plan.” 

“Mmm. Do you know what my plan was?” Another kiss, this one to the hollow

of my throat as his hands slipped around my back and began to undo the hidden

buttons of my dress. That precious, beautiful dress. I arched my neck to give him

better access, and he obliged, his tongue flicking over the spot he’d just kissed. 

“My plan,” he went on, the dress sliding from me to pool on the rug, 

“involved this cabin, and a wall.” 

My eyes opened just as his hands began to trace long lines along my bare back. 

Lower. 

I found Rhys smiling down at me, his eyes heavy-lidded while he surveyed my

naked body. Naked, save for the diamond cuffs at my wrists. I went to remove

them, but he murmured, “Leave them.” 

My stomach tightened in anticipation, my breasts turning achingly heavy. 

I unbuttoned the rest of his jacket, fingers shaking, and peeled it from him, along

with his shirt. And his pants. 

Then  he  was  standing  naked  before  me,  wings  slightly  flared,  muscled  chest

heaving, showing me the full evidence of just how ready he was. 

“Do  you  want  to  begin  at  the  wall,  or  finish  there?”  His  words  were  guttural, barely recognizable, and the gleam in his eyes turned into

something  predatory.  He  slid  a  hand  down  the  front  of  my  torso  in  brazen

possessiveness. “Or shall it be the wall the entire time?” 

My knees buckled, and I found myself beyond words. Beyond anything but him. 

Rhys  didn’t  wait  for  my  answer  before  kneeling  before  me,  his  wings  draping

over  the  rug.  Before  he  pressed  a  kiss  to  my  abdomen,  as  if  in  reverence  and benediction. Then pressed a kiss lower. 

Lower. 

My hand slid into his hair, just as he gripped one of my thighs and hoisted my

leg over his shoulder. Just as I found myself somehow leaning against the wall

near the doorway, as if he’d winnowed us. My head hit the wood with a soft thud

as Rhys lowered his mouth to me. 

He took his time. 

Licked  and  stroked  me  until  I’d  shattered,  then  laughed  against  me,  dark  and rich, before he rose to his full height. 

Before  he  hoisted  me  up,  my  legs  wrapping  around  his  waist,  and  pinned  me

against that wall. 

One  arm  braced  on  the  wall,  the  other  holding  me  aloft,  Rhys  met  my  eyes. 

“How shall it be, mate?” 

In  his  stare,  I  could  have  sworn  galaxies  swirled.  In  the  shadows  between  his wings, the glorious depths of the night dwelled. 

“Hard enough to make the pictures fall off,” I reminded him, breathless. 

He laughed again, low and wicked. “Hold on tight, then.” 

Mother above and Cauldron save me. 

My hands slid onto his shoulders, digging into the hard muscle. 

But he slowly,  so slowly, pushed into me. 

So I felt every inch of him, every place where we were joined. I tipped my head

back again, a moan slipping out of me. 

“Every time,” he gritted out. “Every time, you feel  exquisite.” 

I clenched my teeth, panting through my nose. He worked his way in, thrusting

in small movements, letting me adjust to each thick inch of him. 

And when he was seated inside me, when his hand tightened on my hip, he just

… stopped. 

I moved my hips, desperate for any friction. He shifted with me, denying it. 

Rhys  licked  his  way  up  my  throat.  “I  think  about  you,  about  this,  every  damn hour,” he purred against my skin. “About the way you taste.” 

Another  slight  withdrawal—then  a  plunge  in.  I  panted  and  panted,  leaning  my

head into the hard wall behind me. 

Rhys  let  out  an  approving  sound,  and  withdrew  slightly.  Then  pushed  back  in. 

Hard. 

A low rattle sounded down the wall to my left. 

I stopped caring. Stopped caring if we did indeed make the pictures fall off the

wall as Rhys halted once more. 

“But mostly I think about this. How you feel around me, Feyre.” He drove into

me,  exquisite  and  relentless.  “How  you  taste  on  my  tongue.”  My  nails  cut  into his  broad  shoulders.  “How  even  if  we  have  a  thousand  years  together,  I  will never tire of  this.” 

Release began to gather along my spine, shutting out all sound and sense beyond

where he met me, touched me. 

Another thrust, longer and harder. The wood groaned beneath his hand. 

He  lowered  his  mouth  to  my  breast  and  nipped—nipped,  and  then  licked  away

the hurt that sent pleasure zinging through my blood. “How you let me do such

naughty, terrible things to you.” 

His voice was a caress that had my hips moving, begging him to go   faster. 

Rhys only chuckled softly, cruelly, as he withheld that all-out, unhinged joining

I craved. 

I  opened  my  eyes  long  enough  to  peer  down,  to  where  I  could  see  him  joined with me, moving so achingly slowly in and out of me. “Do you like watching?” 

he breathed. “Watching me move in you?” 

In answer, beyond words, I shot my mind down the bridge between us, brushing

against his adamant shields. 

He  let  me  in  instantly,  mind-to-mind  and  soul-to-soul,  and  then  I  was  looking through his eyes—looking down at   me as he gripped my hip and thrust. 

He purred,  Look at how I fuck you, Feyre. 

 Gods, was my only answer. 

Mental hands ran along my mind, my soul.  Look at how perfectly we fit. 

My flushed body was arched against the wall—perfect indeed for receiving him, 

for taking every inch of him. 

 Do you see why I can’t stop thinking of this—of you? 

Again, he withdrew and drove in, and released the damper on his power. 

Stars  flickered  around  us,  sweet  darkness  sweeping  in.  As  if  we  were  the  only souls in a galaxy. And still Rhys remained before me, my legs wrapped around

his waist. 

I  brushed  my  own  mental  hands  down  him  and  breathed,  Can  you  fuck  me  in

 here, too? 

That wicked delight faltered. Went silent. 

The stars and darkness paused, too. 

Then undiluted, utter predator answered,  It would be my pleasure. 

And then I didn’t have the words for what happened. 

He gave me everything I wanted: the unleashed pounding of him inside my body

—the  unrelenting  thrust  and  filling  and  slap  of  skin  on  skin,  the  slam  of  our bodies against wood. Night singing all around us, stars sweeping by like snow. 

And then there was us. Mind-to-mind, lain out on that bridge between our souls. 

We  had  no  bodies  here,  but  I  felt  him  as  he  seduced  me,  his  dark  power

wrapping around mine, licking at my flames, sucking on my ice, scraping claws

against my own. 

I felt him as his power blended with mine, ebbing and flowing, in and out, until

my magic lashed out, latching onto him, both of us raging and burning together. 

All  while  he  moved  in  me,  relentless  and  driving  as  the  sea.  Over  and  over, power  and  flesh  and  soul,  until  I  think  I  was  screaming,  until  I  think  he  was roaring, and my mortal body clenched around him, shattering. 

Then   I shattered, everything I was rupturing into stars and galaxies and comets, nothing  but  pure,  shining  joy.  Rhys  held  me,  enveloped  me,  his  darkness

absorbing  the  light  that  sparkled  and  blasted,  keeping  me  whole,  keeping  me

together. 

And  when  my  mind  could  form  words,  when  I  could  again  feel  his  essence

around me, his body still moving in my own, I sent him that image one last time, 

into the dark and stars—my gift. 

Perhaps our gift, one day. 

Rhys spilled into me with a roar, his wings splaying wide. 

And  in  our  minds,  down  that  bond,  his  magic  erupted,  his  soul  washing  over mine, filling every crack and pit so that there was not one part of me that was not

full of him, brimming with his dark, glorious essence and undimming love. 

He remained buried in me, leaning heavily against the wall as he panted against

my neck, “  FeyreFeyreFeyre.” 

He was shaking. We both were. 

I worked up the presence of mind to crack open my eyes. 

His face was wrecked. Stunned. His mouth remained partially open as he gaped

at  me,  the  glow  still  radiating  from  my  skin,  bright  against  the  star-kissed shadows along his. 

For long moments, we only stared. Breathed. 

And then Rhys glanced sidelong toward the rest of the room. 

Toward what we’d done. 

A sly smile formed on his lips as we took in the pictures that had indeed come

off  the  wall,  their  frames  cracked  on  the  floor.  A  vase  atop  a  nearby  side  table had even been knocked to the ground, shattered into little blue pieces. 

Rhys kissed beneath my ear. “That’ll come out of your salary, you know.” 

I  whipped  my  head  to  him  and  released  my  grip  on  his  shoulders  to  flick  his nose. He laughed, brushing his lips against my temple. 

But I stared at the marks I’d left on his skin, already fading. Stared at the tattoos

across his chest, his arms. Even an immortal’s lifetime of painting wouldn’t be

enough to capture every facet of him. Of us. 

I lifted my eyes to his again and found stars and darkness waiting. Found   home

waiting. 

Never enough. Not to paint him, know him. Eons would never be enough for all

I wanted to do, see with him. For all I wanted to love him. 
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The painting shone before me:  Night Triumphant—and the Stars Eternal. 

“Do it again,” I breathed, my voice hoarse. 

Rhys knew what I meant. 

And I’d never been so glad for a Fae mate when he hardened again a heartbeat

later,  lowered  me  to  the  floor  and  flipped  me  onto  my  stomach,  then  plunged deep into me with a growling purr. 

And even when we eventually collapsed on the rug, barely avoiding the broken

pictures  and  vase  shards,  unable  to  move  for  a  good  long  while,  that  image  of my gift remained between us, shimmering as bright as any star. 

That beautiful, blue-eyed, dark-haired boy that the Bone Carver had once shown

me. 

That promise of the future. 

Velaris was still sleeping when Rhys and I returned the next morning. 

He didn’t bring us to the town house, however. But to an estate along the river, 

the building in ruins, the gardens a tangle. 

Mist hung over much of the city in the hour before dawn. 

The  words  we’d  exchanged  last  night,  what  we’d  done,  flowed  between  us,  as

invisible and solid as our mating bond. He hadn’t taken his contraceptive tonic

with breakfast. Wouldn’t be taking it again anytime soon. 

“You never asked about your Solstice present,” Rhys said after a while, our steps

crunching in the frosted gravel of the gardens along the Sidra. 

I lifted my head from where I’d been leaning it against his shoulder while we’d

ambled along. “I suppose you were waiting to make a dramatic reveal.” 

“I suppose I was.” He halted, and I paused beside him as he turned to the house

behind us. “This.” 

I blinked at him. At the rubble of the estate. “This?” 

“Consider  it  a  Solstice  and  birthday  present  in  one.”  He  gestured  to  the  house, the gardens, the grounds that flowed to the river’s edge. With a perfect view of

the Rainbow at night, thanks to the land’s curve. “It’s yours. 

Ours. I purchased it on Solstice Eve. Workers are coming in two days to begin

clearing the rubble and knock down the rest of the house.” 

I blinked again, long and slow. “You bought me an  estate .” 

“Technically, it will be  our  estate, but the house is yours. Build it to your heart’s content. Everything you want, everything you need—build it.” 

The cost alone, the sheer size of this gift had to be beyond astronomical. 

“Rhys.” 

He paced a few steps, running his hands through his blue-black hair, his wings

tucked in tight. “We have no space at the town house. You and I can barely fit

everything in the bedroom. And no one wants to be at the House of Wind.” He

again  gestured  to  the  magnificent  estate  around  us.  “So  build  a  house  for  us, Feyre. Dream as wildly as you want. It’s yours.” 

I didn’t have words for it. What cascaded through me. “It—the   cost—” 

“Don’t worry about the cost.” 

“But …” I gaped at the sleeping, tangled land, the ruined house. Pictured what I

might want there. My knees wobbled. “Rhys—it’s too much.” 

His face became deadly serious. “Not for you. Never for you.” He slid his arms

around my waist, kissing my temple. “Build a house with a painting studio.” He

kissed my other temple. “Build a house with an office for you, and one for me. 

Build a house with a bathtub big enough for two—

and for wings.” Another kiss, this time to my cheek. “Build a house with rooms

for all our family.” He kissed my other cheek. “Build a house with a garden for

Elain,  a  training  ring  for  the  Illyrian  babies,  a  library  for  Amren,  and  an enormous  dressing  room  for  Mor.”  I  choked  on  a  laugh  at  that.  But  Rhys

silenced it with a kiss to my mouth, lingering and sweet. “Build a house with a nursery, Feyre.” 

My heart tightened to the point of pain, and I kissed him back. Kissed him again, 

and again, the property wide and clear around us. “I will,” I promised. 

CHAPTER

23

 Rhysand

The sex had destroyed me. 

Utterly ruined me. 

Any  lingering  scrap  of  my  soul  that  hadn’t  already  belonged  to  her  had

unconditionally surrendered last night. 

And seeing Feyre’s expression when I showed her the riverfront estate

… I held the memory of her shining, beautiful face close to me as I knocked on

the cracked front doors of Tamlin’s manor. 

No answer. 

I waited a minute. Two. 

I unspooled a thread of power through the house, sensing. Half dreading what I

might find. 

But there—in the kitchens. A level below. Alive. 

I saw myself in, my steps echoing on the splintered marble floors. I didn’t bother

to  veil  them.  He  likely  sensed  my  arrival  the  moment  I’d  winnowed  onto  his

front step. 

It was a matter of a few minutes to reach the kitchen. 

I wasn’t entirely prepared for what I saw. 

A  great  elk  lay  dead  on  the  long  worktable  in  the  center  of  the  dark  space,  the arrow through its throat illumined by the watery light leaking through the small

windows. Blood pooled on the gray stone floor, its drip the only sound. 

The only sound as Tamlin sat in a chair before it. Staring at the felled beast. 

“Your  dinner  is  leaking,”  I  told  him  by  way  of  greeting,  nodding  toward  the mess gathering on the floor. 

No reply. The High Lord of Spring didn’t so much as look up at me. 

 Your mate should have known better than to kick a downed male. 

Lucien’s  words  to  Feyre  yesterday  had  lingered.  Perhaps  it  was  why  I’d  left

Feyre to explore the new paints Azriel had given her and winnowed here. 

I  surveyed  the  mighty  elk,  its  dark  eyes  open  and  glazed.  A  hunting  knife  lay embedded in the wood beside its shaggy head. 

Still no words, not even a whisper of movement. Very well, then. 

“I spoke to Varian, Prince of Adriata,” I said, lingering on the other side of the

table,  the  rack  of  antlers  like  a  briar  of  thorns  between  us.  “I  requested  that  he ask  Tarquin  to  dispatch  soldiers  to  your  border.”  I’d  done  it  last  night,  pulling Varian  aside  during  dinner.  He’d  readily  agreed,  swearing  it  would  be  done. 

“They will arrive within a few days.” 

No reply. 

“Is that acceptable to you?” As part of the Seasonal Courts, Summer and Spring

had long been allies—until this war. 

Slowly, Tamlin’s head lifted, his unbound golden hair dull and matted. 

“Do  you  think  she  will  forgive  me?”  The  question  was  a  rasp.  As  if  he’d  been screaming. 

I  knew  whom  he  meant.  And  I  didn’t  know.  I  didn’t  know  if  her  wishing  him happiness was the same as forgiveness. If Feyre would ever want to offer that to

him. Forgiveness could be a gift to both, but what he’d done …

“Do you want her to?” 

His green eyes were empty. “Do I deserve it?” 

No. Never. 

He must have read it on my face, because he asked, “Do you forgive me

—for your mother and sister?” 

“I don’t recall ever hearing an apology.” 

As if an apology would ever right it. As if an apology would ever cover the loss

that  still  ate  at  me,  the  hole  that  remained  where  their  bright,  lovely  lives  had once glowed. 

“I  don’t  think  one  will  make  a  difference,  anyway,”  Tamlin  said,  staring  at  the felled elk once more. “For either of you.” 

Broken. Utterly broken. 

 You will need Tamlin as an ally before the dust has settled, Lucien had warned

my mate. Perhaps that was why I’d come, too. 

I  waved  a  hand,  my  magic  slicing  and  sundering,  and  the  elk’s  coat  slid  to  the floor in a rasp of fur and slap of wet flesh. Another flicker of power, 

and slabs of meat had been carved from its sides, piled next to the dark stove—

which soon kindled. 

“Eat, Tamlin,” I said. He didn’t so much as blink. 

It was not forgiveness—it was not kindness. I could not, would not, ever forget

what he’d done to those I loved most. 

But it was Solstice, or had been. And perhaps because Feyre had given me a gift

greater  than  any  I  could  dream  of,  I  said,  “You  can  waste  away  and  die  after we’ve sorted out this new world of ours.” 

A pulse of my power, and an iron skillet slid onto the now-hot stove, a steak of

meat thumping into it with a sizzle. 

“Eat, Tamlin,” I repeated, and vanished on a dark wind. 
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She’d lied to Feyre. 

Sort of. 

She  was  going to the Winter Court. Just not as soon as she’d said. 

Viviane,  at  least,  knew  when  to  truly  expect  her.  Although  they’d  been

exchanging  letters  for  months  now,  Mor  still  hadn’t  told  even  the  Lady  of  the Winter Court where she’d be between Solstice in Velaris and her visit to Viviane

and Kallias’s mountain home. 

She  didn’t  like  telling  people  about  this  place.  Had  never  mentioned  it  to  the others. 

And as Mor galloped over the snowy hills, her mare, Ellia, a solid, warm weight

beneath her, she remembered why. 

Early-morning  mist  hung  between  the  bumps  and  hollows  of  the  sprawling

estate. Her estate. Athelwood. 

She’d bought it three hundred years ago for the quiet. Had kept it for the horses. 

Ellia took the hills with unfaltering grace, flowing fast as the west wind. 

Mor hadn’t been raised to ride. Not when winnowing was infinitely faster. 

But with winnowing, it never felt as if she were actually  traveling anywhere. As if she were going, running, racing to the next place. She wished it, and there she

was. 

The horses, though … Mor felt every inch of land they galloped across. 

Felt the wind and smelled the hills and snow and could see the passing wall of

dense forest to her left. 

Alive. It was all alive, and her ever more so, when she rode. 

Athelwood  had  come  with  six  horses,  the  previous  owner  having  grown  bored

with them. All of them rare and coveted breeds. They’d been worth as much as

the  sprawling  estate  and  three  hundred  pristine  acres  northwest  of  Velaris.  A land of rolling hills and burbling streams, of ancient forests and crashing seas. 

She did not like being alone for long periods of time—couldn’t stand it. 

But a few days here and there were necessary, vital for her soul. And getting out

on Ellia was as rejuvenating as any day spent basking in the sun. 

She pulled Ellia to a halt atop one of the larger hills, letting the mare rest, even

as Ellia yanked on the reins. She’d run until her heart gave out—had never been

quite as docile as her handlers desired. Mor loved her all the greater for it. 

She had always been drawn to the untamed, wild things of the world. 

Horse and rider breathing hard, Mor surveyed her rolling grounds, the gray sky. 

Nestled  in  her  Illyrian  leathers  and  heated  from  the  ride,  she  was  comfortably warm.  An  afternoon  reading  by  the  crackling  fire  in  Athelwood’s  extensive

library followed by a hearty dinner and early bed would be bliss. 

How far away the continent seemed, Rhys’s request with it. To go, to play spy

and courtier and ambassador, to see those kingdoms long closed, where friends

had once dwelled …  Yes , her blood called to her.  Go as far   and wide as you can. 

 Go on the wind. 

But to leave, to let Keir believe he had  made  her go with his bargain with Eris …

 Coward. Pathetic coward . 

She shut out the hissing in her head, running a hand down Ellia’s snowy mane. 

She  had  not  mentioned  it  these  past  few  days  in  Velaris.  Had  wanted  to  make this choice on her own, and had understood how the news might cast a shadow

over the merriment. 

She  knew  Azriel  would  say  no,  would  want  her  safe.  As  he  had  always  done. 

Cassian  would  have  said  yes,  Amren  with  him,  and  Feyre  would  have  worried

but  agreed.  Az  would  have  been  pissed,  and  withdrawn  even  further  into

himself. 

She  hadn’t  wanted  to  take  his  joy  away  from  him.  Any  more  than  she  already did. 

But she’d have to tell them, regardless of what she decided, at some point. 

Ellia’s ears went flat against her head. 

Mor stiffened, following the mare’s line of sight. 

To  the  tangle  of  wood  to  their  left,  little  more  than  a  thatch  of  trees  from  this distance. 

She rubbed Ellia’s neck. “Easy,” she breathed. “Easy.” 

Even in these woods, ancient terrors had been known to emerge. 

But Mor scented nothing, saw nothing. The tendril of power she speared toward

the woods revealed only the usual birds and small beasts. A hart drinking from a

hole in an iced-over stream. 

Nothing, except—

There, between a snarl of thorns. A patch of darkness. 

It did not move, did not seem to do anything but linger. And watch. 

Familiar and yet foreign. 

Something in her power whispered not to touch it, not to go near it. Even from

this distance. 

Mor obeyed. 

But she still watched that darkness in the thorns, as if a shadow had fallen asleep

amongst them. 

Not like Azriel’s shadows, twining and whispering. 

Something different. 

Something that stared back, watching her in turn. 

Best left undisturbed. Especially with the promise of a crackling fire and glass of

wine at home. 

“Let’s take the short route back,” she murmured to Ellia, patting her neck. 

The  horse  needed  no  further  encouragement  before  launching  into  a  gallop, 

turning them from the woods and its shadowy watcher. 

Over and between the hills they rode, until the woods were hidden in the mists

behind them. 

What  else  might  she  see,  witness,  in  lands  where  none  in  the  Night  Court  had ventured for millennia? 

The  question  lingered  with  every  thunderous  step  from  Ellia  over  snow  and

brook and hill. 

Its answer echoed off the rocks and trees and gray clouds overhead. 

 Go. Go. 
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Two days later, I stood in the doorway of Polina’s abandoned studio. 

Gone  were  the  boarded-up  windows,  the  drooping  cobwebs.  Only  open  space

remained, clean and wide. 

I was still gaping when Ressina found me, halting on her path down the street, 

no doubt coming from her own studio. “Happy Solstice, my lady,” 

she said, smiling brightly. 

I  didn’t  return  the  smile  as  I  stared  and  stared  at  the  open  door.  The  space beyond. 

Ressina laid a hand on my arm. “Is something wrong?” 

My fingers curled at my sides, wrapping around the brass key in my palm. “It’s

mine,” I said quietly. 

Ressina’s smile began to grow again. “Is it, now?” 

“They—her family gave it to me.” 

It had happened this morning. I’d winnowed to Polina’s family farm, somehow

surprising no one when I’d appeared. As if they’d been waiting. 

Ressina angled her head. “So why the face?” 

“They   gave it to me.” I splayed my arms. “I tried to buy it. I offered her family money.”  I  shook  my  head,  still  reeling.  I  hadn’t  even  been  back  to  the  town house. Hadn’t even told Rhys. I’d woken at dawn, Rhys already off to meet with

Az and Cassian at Devlon’s camp, and decided to hell with waiting. Putting  life

off didn’t make a lick of sense. I knew what I wanted. 

There  was  no  reason  to  delay.  “They  handed  me  the  deed,  told  me  to  sign  my name to it, and gave me the key.” I rubbed my face. “They refused my money.” 

Ressina let out a long whistle. “I’m not surprised.” 

“Polina’s sister, though,” I said, my voice shaking as I pocketed the key in my

overcoat, “suggested I use the money for something else. That if I wanted to give

it away, I should donate it to the Brush and Chisel. Do you know what that is?” 

I’d been too stunned to ask, to do anything other than nod and say I would. 

Ressina’s ochre eyes softened. “It’s a charity for artists in need of financial help

—to provide them and their families with money for food or rent or clothes. So

they needn’t go hungry or want for anything while they create.” 

I  couldn’t  stop  the  tears  that  blurred  my  vision.  Couldn’t  stop  myself  from remembering those years in that cottage, the hollow ache of hunger. 

The image of those three little containers of paint that I’d savored. 

“I didn’t know it existed,” I managed to whisper. Even with all the committees

that I volunteered to help, they had not mentioned it. 

I  didn’t  know  that  there  was  a  place,  a  world,  where  artists  might  be  valued. 

Taken care of. I’d never dreamed of such a thing. 

A warm, slender hand landed on my shoulder, gently squeezing. 

Ressina asked, “So what are you going to do with it? The studio.” 

I surveyed the empty space before me. Not empty—  waiting. 

And  from  far  away,  as  if  it  was  carried  on  the  cold  wind,  I  heard  the  Suriel’s voice. 

 Feyre Archeron, a request. Leave this world a better place than how you   found it. 

I swallowed down my tears, and brushed a stray strand of my hair back into my

braid  before  I  turned  to  the  faerie.  “You  wouldn’t  be  looking  for  a  wholly

inexperienced business partner, would you?” 
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The girls were in the training ring. 

Only  six  of  them,  and  none  looking  too  pleased,  but  they  were  there,  cringing their  way  through  Devlon’s  halfhearted  orders  on  how  to  handle  a  dagger.  At

least  Devlon  had  given  them  something  relatively  simple  to  learn.  Unlike  the

Illyrian bows, a stack of them lingering by the girls’ chalk-lined ring. As if in a

taunt. 

A  good  number  of  males  couldn’t  muster  the  strength  to  wield  those  mighty bows.  I  could  still  feel  the  whip  of  the  string  against  my  cheek,  my  wrist,  my fingers during the years it had taken to master it. 

If  one  of  the  girls  decided  to  take  up  the  Illyrian  bow,  I’d  oversee  her  lessons myself. 

I  lingered  with  Cassian  and  Azriel  at  the  far  end  of  the  sparring  rings,  the Windhaven camp glaringly bright with the fresh snow that had been dumped by

the storm. 

As expected, the storm had finished yesterday—two days after Solstice. 

And  as  promised,  Devlon  had  the  girls  in  the  ring.  The  youngest  was  around

twelve, the eldest sixteen. 

“I thought there were more,” Azriel muttered. 

“Some  left  with  their  families  for  Solstice,”  Cassian  said,  eyes  on  the  training, hissing  every  now  and  then  when  one  of  the  girls  did  a  painfully  wrong

maneuver that went uncorrected. “They won’t be back for a few more days.” 

We’d  shown  him  the  lists  Az  had  compiled  of  the  possible  troublemakers  in

these  camps.  Cassian  had  been  distant  ever  since.  More  malcontents  than  we’d

expected. A good number of them from the Ironcrest camp, notorious

rival  of  this  clan,  where  Kallon,  son  of  its  lord,  was  taking  pains  to  stir  up  as much dissent as possible. All directed toward Cassian and myself. 

A  ballsy  move,  considering  Kallon  was  still  a  warrior-novice.  Not  even  due  to take  the  Rite  until  this  spring  or  the  next.  But  he  was  as  bad  as  his  brute  of  a father. Worse, Az claimed. 

 Accidents happen in the Rite, I’d only suggested when Cass’s face had tightened

with the news. 

 We won’t dishonor the Rite by tampering with it , was his only reply. 

 Accidents happen in the skies all the time, then, Azriel had coolly countered. 

 If the whelp wants to bust my balls, he can grow a pair himself and do it  to my face, Cassian had growled, and that was that. 

I knew him well enough to leave him to it—to decide how and when to deal with

Kallon. 

“Despite  the  grumblings  in  the  camps,”  I  said  to  Cassian,  gesturing  toward  the training  rings.  The  males  kept  a  healthy  distance  from  where  the  few  females trained, as if frightened of catching some deadly disease. 

Pathetic. “This  is  a good sign, Cass.” 

Azriel  nodded  his  agreement,  his  shadows  twining  around  him.  Most  of  the

camp women had ducked into their homes when he’d appeared. 

A  rare  visit  from  the  shadowsinger.  Both  myth  and  terror.  Az  looked  just  as displeased to be here, but he’d come when I asked. 

It was healthy, perhaps, for Az to sometimes remember where he’d come from. 

He still wore the Illyrian leathers. Had not tried to get the tattoos removed. Some

part of him was Illyrian still. Always would be. Even if he wished to forget it. 

Cassian  said  nothing  for  a  minute,  his  face  a  mask  of  stone.  He’d  been  distant even before we’d gathered around the table in my mother’s old house to deliver

the report this morning. Distant since Solstice. I’d bet decent money on why. 

“It  will  be  a  good  sign,”  Cassian  said  at  last,  “when  there  are  twenty  girls  out there and they’ve shown up for a month straight.” 

Az snorted softly. “I’ll bet you—” 

“No bets,” Cassian said. “Not on this.” 

Az  held  Cassian’s  stare  for  a  moment,  cobalt  Siphons  flickering,  and  then

nodded. Understood. This mission of Cassian’s, hatched years ago and

perhaps close to fruition … It went beyond bets for him. Went down to a wound

that had never really healed. 

I slung my arm around Cassian’s shoulders. “Small steps, brother.” I threw him a

grin, knowing it didn’t meet my eyes. “Small steps.” 

For all of us. 

Our world might very well depend on it. 
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The city bells chimed eleven in the morning. 

A  month  later,  Ressina  and  I  stood  near  the  front  door,  both  of  us  in  nearly identical  clothes:  thick,  long  sweaters,  warm  leggings,  and  sturdy,  shearling-lined work boots. 

Boots that were already splattered with paint. 

In the weeks since Polina’s family had gifted me the studio, Ressina and I had

been here nearly every day. Readying the place. Figuring out our strategy. The

lessons. 

“Any minute now,” Ressina murmured, glancing to the small clock mounted on

the bright white walls of the studio.  That  had been an endless debate: what color to paint the space? We’d wanted yellow, then decided that it might not display

the  art  well  enough.  Black  and  gray  were  too  dreary  for  the  atmosphere  we

wanted, beige could also clash with the art …

So  we’d  gone  with  white.  The  back  room,  at  least,  we’d  painted  brightly—a

different color on each wall. Green and pink and red and blue. 

But  this  front  space  …  Empty.  Save  for  the  tapestry  I’d  hung  on  one  wall,  the black of the Void mesmerizing. And a reminder. As much of a reminder as the

impossible iridescence of Hope, glittering throughout. To work through loss, no

matter how overwhelming. To create. 

And then there were the ten easels and stools set in a circle in the middle of the

gallery floor. 

Waiting. 

“Will they come?” I murmured to Ressina. 

The  faerie  shifted  on  her  feet,  the  only  sign  of  her  worry.  “They  said  they would.” 

In  the  month  that  we’d  been  working  together,  she’d  become  a  good  friend.  A dear  friend.  Ressina’s  eye  for  design  was  impeccable,  good  enough  that  I’d

asked  her  to  help  me  plan  the  river-house.  That’s  what  I  was  calling  it.  Since river-manor   …  No.  House  it  would  be,  even  if  it  was  the  largest  home  in  this city. Not from any preening, but simply from practicality. From the size of our

court, our family. A family that would perhaps keep growing. 

But that was later. For now …

A minute passed by. Then two. 

“Come on,” Ressina muttered. 

“Perhaps they had the wrong time?” 

But as I said it, they emerged. Ressina and I held our breath as the pack of them

rounded the corner, aiming for the studio. 

Ten children, High Fae and faerie, and some of their parents. 

Some of them—since others were no longer alive. 

I kept a warm smile on my face, even as my heart thundered with each child that

passed through our door, wary and unsure, clustering near the easels. My palms

sweated  as  the  parents  gathered  with  them,  their  faces  less  guarded,  but  still hesitant. Hesitant, yet hopeful. 

Not just for themselves, but the children they’d brought with them. 

We  hadn’t  advertised  broadly.  Ressina  had  reached  out  to  some  friends  and

acquaintances, and requested they ask around. If there were children in this city

who might need a place to express the horrors that had happened during the war. 

If there were children who might not be able to talk about what they’d endured, 

but  could  perhaps  paint  or  draw  or  sculpt  it.  Perhaps  they  wouldn’t  do  any  of those things, but the act of creating  something …  it could be a balm to them. 

As it was for me. 

As it was for the weaver, and Ressina, and so many of the artists in this city. 

Once  word  had  gotten  out,  inquiries  had  poured  in.  Not  just  from  parents  or guardians, but from potential instructors. Artists in the Rainbow who were eager

to help—to teach classes. 

I’d  instruct  one  a  day,  depending  on  what  was  required  of  me  as  High  Lady. 

Ressina would do another. And a rotating schedule of other teachers to teach the

third and fourth classes of the day. Including the weaver, Aranea, herself. 

Because the response from parents and family had been overwhelming. 

 How  soon  do  classes  start?  was  the  most  frequent  question.  The  close  second being  How much does it cost? 

Nothing. Nothing, we told them. It was free. No child or family would ever pay

for classes here—or the supplies. 

The  room  filled,  and  Ressina  and  I  swapped  a  quick,  relieved  look.  A  nervous look, too. 

And when I faced the families gathered, the room open and sunny around us, I

smiled once more and began. 
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He was waiting for me an hour and a half later. 

As  the  last  of  the  children  flitted  out,  some  laughing,  some  still  solemn  and hollow-eyed, he held the door open for them and their families. They all gawked, 

bowing their heads, and Rhys offered them a wide, easy smile in return. 

I loved that smile. Loved that casual grace as he strode into the gallery, no sign of his wings today, and surveyed the still-drying paintings. 

Surveyed the paint splattered on my face and sweater and boots. “Rough day at

the office?” 

I  pushed  back  a  strand  of  my  hair.  Knowing  it  was  likely  streaked  with  blue paint. Since my fingers were covered in it. “You should see Ressina.” 

Indeed,  she’d  gone  into  the  back  moments  ago  to  wash  off  a  face  full  of  red paint.  Courtesy  of  one  of  the  children,  who’d  deemed  it  a  good  idea  to  form  a bubble of  all the paint to see what color it would turn, and then float it across the room. Where it collided with her face. 

Rhys  laughed  when  I  showed  him  down  the  bond.  “Excellent  use  of  their

budding powers, at least.” 

I grinned, surveying one of the paintings beside him. “That’s what I said. 

Ressina didn’t find it so funny.” 

Though she had. Smiling had been a little difficult, though, when so many of the

children had both visible and unseen scars. 

Rhys and I studied a painting by a young faerie whose parents had been killed in

the  attack.  “We  didn’t  give  them  any  detailed  prompts,”  I  said  as  Rhys’s  eyes roved around the painting. “We only told them to paint a memory. This is what

she came up with.” 

It was hard to look at. The two figures in it. The red paint. The figures in the sky, 

their vicious teeth and reaching claws. 

“They don’t take their paintings home?” 

“These will dry first, but I asked her if she wanted me to keep this somewhere

special. She said to throw it out.” 

Rhys’s eyes danced with worry. 

I said quietly, “I want to keep it. To put in my future office. So we don’t forget.” 

What had happened, what we were working for. Exactly why Aranea’s tapestry of the Night Court insignia hung on the wall here. 

He  kissed  my  cheek  in  answer  and  moved  to  the  next  painting.  He  laughed. 

“Explain this one.” 

“This boy was  immensely disappointed in his Solstice presents. 

Especially  since  it  didn’t  include  a  puppy.  So  his  ‘memory’  is  one  he  hopes  to make  in  the  future—of  him  and  his  ‘dog.’  With  his  parents  in  a  doghouse

instead, while he and the dog live in the proper house.” 

“Mother help his parents.” 

“He was the one who made the bubble.” 

He laughed again. “Mother help  you.” 

I nudged him, laughing now. “Walk me home for lunch?” 

He sketched a bow. “It would be my honor, lady.” 

I rolled my eyes, shouting to Ressina that I’d be back in an hour. She called that

I should take my time. The next class didn’t come until two. 

We’d decided to both be at these initial classes, so the parents and guardians got

to know us. And the children as well. It would be two full weeks of this before

we got through the entire roster of classes. 

Rhys  helped  me  with  my  coat,  stealing  a  kiss  before  we  walked  out  into  the sunny, frigid day. The Rainbow bustled around us, artists and shoppers nodding

and waving our way as we strode for the town house. 

I  linked  my  arm  through  his,  nestling  into  his  warmth.  “It’s  strange,”  I

murmured. 

Rhys angled his head. “What is?” 

I  smiled.  At  him,  at  the  Rainbow,  at  the  city.  “This  feeling,  this  excitement  to wake up every day. To see you, and to work, and to just  be here.” 

Nearly a year ago, I’d told him the opposite. Wished for the opposite. 

His face softened, as if he, too, remembered it. And understood. 

I  went  on,  “I  know  there’s  much  to  do.  I  know  there  are  things  we’ll  have  to face.  A  few  sooner  than  later.”  Some  of  the  stars  in  his  eyes  banked  at  that.  “I know  there’s  the  Illyrians,  and  the  human  queens,  and  the  humans  themselves, 

and  all  of  it.  But  despite  them  …”  I  couldn’t  finish.  Couldn’t  find  the  right words. Or speak them without falling apart in public. 

So I leaned into him, into that unfailing strength, and said down the bond,  You

 make  me  so  very  happy.  My  life  is  happy,  and  I  will  never  stop   being  grateful that you are in it. 

I looked up to find him not at all ashamed to have tears slipping down his cheeks

in  public.  I  brushed  a  few  away  before  the  chill  wind  could  freeze  them,  and Rhys whispered in my ear, “I will never stop being grateful to have you in my

life,  either,  Feyre  darling.  And  no  matter  what  lies  ahead”—a  small,  joyous

smile at that—“we will face it together. Enjoy every moment of it together.” 

I leaned into him again, his arm tightening around my shoulders. Around the top

of the arm inked with the tattoo we both bore, the promise between us. To never

part, not until the end. 

And even after that. 

 I love you, I said down the bond. 

 What’s not to love? 

Before I could elbow him, Rhys kissed me again, breathless and swift. 

 To the stars who listen, Feyre . 

I brushed a hand over his cheek to wipe away the last of his tears, his skin warm

and soft, and we turned down the street that would lead us home. 

Toward our future—and all that waited within it. 

 To the dreams that are answered, Rhys. 
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The black water at her thrashing heels was freezing. 

Not the bite of winter chill, or even the burn of solid ice, but something colder. 

Deeper. 

It was the cold of the gaps between stars, the cold of a world before light. 

The  cold  of  hell—true  hell,  she  realized,  as  she  bucked  and  kicked  against  the strong hands trying to shove her into that Cauldron. 

True hell, because that was Elain lying on the floor, the red-haired, one-eyed Fae

male  hovering  over  her.  Because  those  were  pointed  ears  poking  through  the

sodden gold-brown hair, and that was an immortal glow resting upon Elain’s fair

skin. 

True hell, worse than the inky depths that waited mere inches from her toes. 

 Put her in, the hard-faced king ordered. 

And the sound of that voice, the male who had done this to Elain …

She knew that she was going into the Cauldron. Knew she would lose this fight. 

Knew  no  one  was  coming  to  save  her,  not  sobbing  Feyre,  not  Feyre’s  gagged

former lover, not her devastated new mate. Not Cassian, broken and bleeding on

the floor, still trying to rise on trembling arms. 

The king—he had done this. To Elain. To Cassian. 

And to her. 

The icy water bit into the soles of her feet. 

It  was  a  bite  of  venom,  a  bite  of  a  death  so  permanent  that  every  inch  of  her roared in defiance. 

She was going in, but she would not go gently. She would not go bowed to this

Fae king. 

The water gripped her ankles with phantom hands, tugging her down. 

So she twisted, wrenching her arm free from the guard who held it. 

And so she pointed. 

One finger—at the king. 

 Down down down that water wanted to pull her. 

But Nesta Archeron still pointed at the King of Hybern. 

A death-promise. A target marked. 

Hands shoved her into the water’s awaiting claws. 

And Nesta Archeron laughed at the fear that crept into the king’s eyes. 

Just before the water devoured her whole. 

 In the beginning

 And at the end

 There was Darkness

 And nothing more

She did not feel the cold as she sank into a sea of blackness that had no bottom, 

no horizon, no surface. 

But she felt the burning when it began. 

Immortality was not a serene youth. 

It was fire. 

It was molten ore poured into her veins, boiling up her human blood until it was

nothing but steam, forging her brittle bones into fresh steel. 

When she opened her mouth to scream, when the pain ripped apart her very self, 

there  was  no  sound.  There  was  nothing  here,  in  this  place,  but  darkness  and agony and power—

Not gently. 

She would not take this gently. 

She would not  let them do this. To her, to Elain. 

She would not bow, or yield, or grovel. 

They would pay. All of them. 

Starting with this  place , this  thing. 

Starting  now. 

She tore into the darkness with claws and talons and teeth. Rent and cleaved and

shredded. 

The dark eternity around her shuddered. Bucked. Thrashed. 

She laughed as it tried to recoil. Laughed around the mouthful of raw power she

ripped  from  the  inky  black  around  her  and  swallowed  whole;  laughed  at  the

fistfuls of eternity she shoved into her heart, her veins. 

The Cauldron struggled like a bird under a cat’s paw. She refused to relent her

grip. 

Everything it had stolen from her, from Elain, she would take from it. 

From Hybern. 

So she did. 

Down  into  black  eternity,  Nesta  and  the  Cauldron  twined  and  fell,  burning

through the darkness like a newborn star. 

Cassian  raised  his  fist  to  the  green-painted  door  in  the  dim  hallway—and

hesitated. 

He’d cut down more enemies than he could count or remember, had stood knee-

deep in gore on a killing field and kept swinging, had made choices that cost him

the lives of good warriors, had been a general and a grunt and an assassin, and

yet here he was, lowering his fist. Balking. 

The building on the north side of the Sidra was in need of new paint. 

And new floors, if the creaking boards beneath his boots had been any indication

as  he’d  climbed  the  two  flights.  But  at  least  it  was  clean.  It  was  still  grim  by Velaris  standards,  but  when  the  city  itself  had  no  slums,  that  wasn’t  saying much. He’d seen and stayed in far worse. 

But it didn’t quite explain   why she was staying here. Had insisted she live here, when the town house was sitting empty thanks to the river estate’s completion. 

He could understand why she wouldn’t bother taking up rooms in the House of

Wind—it was too far from the city, and she couldn’t fly or winnow in. But Feyre

and Rhys gave her a salary. The same, generous one they gave him, and every

member of their circle. So Cassian knew she could afford far, far better. 

He  frowned  at  the  peeling  paint  on  the  green  door  before  him.  No  sounds

trickled  through  the  sizable  gap  between  the  door  and  floor;  no  fresh  scents lingered in the hallway. Maybe he’d get lucky and she’d be out. Maybe she was

still sleeping under the bar of whatever pleasure hall she’d frequented last night. 

Though  maybe  that’d  be  worse,  since  he’d  have  to  track  her  down  there,  too. 

And a public scene …

He  lifted  his  fist  again,  the  red  of  his  Siphon  flickering  in  the  ancient  balls  of faelight tucked into the ceiling. 

 Coward. Grow some damned balls and do your job. 

Cassian knocked. 

Once. Twice. 

Silence. 

Cassian almost sighed. Thank the Mother—

Clipped, precise footsteps thudded toward the other side of the door. 

Each more pissed off than the last. 

He tucked his wings in tight, squaring his shoulders as he braced his feet slightly farther apart. 

She  had   four  locks  on  her  door,  and  the  snap  as  she  unlatched  each  of  them might  as  well  have  been  the  beating  of  a  war-drum.  He  ran  through  the  list  of things he was to say,  how Feyre had suggested he say them, but—

The door yanked open, the knob twisting so hard Cassian wondered if she was

imagining it was his neck. 

Nesta Archeron was already frowning. 

But there she was. And she looked like hell. 

“What do you want?” She didn’t open the door wider than a hand’s length. 

When  the  hell  had  he  last  seen  her?  The  end-of-summer  party  on  that  barge  in the Sidra last month? She hadn’t looked this bad. Though a night trying to drown

oneself in alcohol never left anyone looking particularly good the next morning. 

Especially when it was—

“It’s  seven  in  the  morning,”  she  hissed,  looking  him  over  with  that  gray-blue stare that was usually kindling to his temper. “Come back later.” 

Indeed, she was in a male’s shirt. That definitely didn’t belong to her. 

He braced a hand on the threshold and gave her a lazy grin he knew brought out

the best in her. “Rough night?” 

 Rough  year ,  he  almost  said.  Because  that  beautiful  face  was  indeed  still  pale, thinner than it’d been before the war, her lips bloodless, and those eyes … Cold

and  sharp,  like  a  winter  morning.  No  joy,  no  laughter,  in  any  plane  of  her exquisite face. 

“Come back in the afternoon,” she said, making to slam the door on his hand. 

Cassian shoved out a foot before she could break his fingers. Her nostrils flared

slightly. 

“Feyre wants you at the house.” 

“Which one,” Nesta said flatly, frowning at the foot he’d wedged there. 

“She has three, after all.” 

He bit back the retort and the questions. This wasn’t the selected battlefield, and

he wasn’t her opponent. No, his job was just to   get her to the assigned spot. And then  pray  that  the  lovely  riverfront  home  Feyre  and  Rhys  had  just  moved  into wouldn’t be reduced to rubble. 

“She’s at the new one.” 

“Why  didn’t  she  come  get  me  herself?”  He  knew  that  suspicious  gleam  in  her

eyes,  the  slight  stiffening  in  her  back.  It  had  his  own  instincts  surging  to  meet them, to push and push and see what might happen. 

“Because  she  is  High  Lady  of  the  Night  Court,  and  she’s  busy  running  the

territory.” 

Fine. Maybe they’d have a skirmish right here, right now. 

A nice prelude to the battle ahead. 

Nesta angled her head, golden-brown hair sliding over her too-thin shoulder. On

anyone else, the movement would have been contemplative. 

On her, it was a predator sizing up prey. 

“And  my  sister,”  she  said  in  that  flat  voice  that  refused  to  yield  any  sign  of emotion, “deemed that meeting her   right now was necessary?” 

“She knew you’d likely need to clean yourself up, and wanted you to get a head

start. You’re expected at eleven.” 

He waited for the explosion as she took in the words, did the math. 

Her pupils flared. “Do I  look  like I need  four hours  to become presentable?” 

He  took  the  invitation  to  survey  her:  long,  bare  legs,  an  elegant  sweep  of  hips, tapered  waist—again,  too  damn  thin—and  full,  inviting  breasts  that  were  so  at odds  with  the  sharp  angles  of  her  bones.  On  any  other  female,  he  might  have
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called the combination mouthwatering. Might have begun courting her from the

moment he’d met her. 

But  from  the  moment  he’d  met  Nesta,  the  cold  fire  in  her  blue-gray  eyes  had been  a  temptation  of  a  different  sort.  And  now  that  she  was  High  Fae,  that inherent dominance, the aggression—and that piss-poor attitude …

There  was  a  reason  he  avoided  her  as  much  as  possible.  Even  after  the  war, things  were  still  too  volatile,  both  within  the  Night  Court’s  borders  and  in  the world beyond. And the female before him had always made him feel like he was

standing in quicksand. 

Cassian said at last, “You look like you could use a few big meals, a bath, and

some real clothes.” 

She rolled her eyes, but fingered the shirt she wore. 

Cassian  added,  “Eleven  o’clock.  Kick  the  sorry  prick  out  of  here,  get  washed, and I’ll bring you breakfast myself.” 

Her brows rose slightly. 

He  gave  her  a  half-smile.  “You  think  I  can’t  hear  that  male  in  your  bedroom, trying to quietly put on his clothes and sneak out the window?” 

As if in answer, a muffled thud came from the bedroom. Nesta hissed. 

Cassian said, “I’ll be back in an hour to see how things are proceeding.” 

He  put  enough  bite  behind  the  words  that  his  soldiers  would  know  not  to  push him,  that  he  wore  seven  Siphons  for  a  damned  good  reason.  But  Nesta  did  not fly in his legions, did not train under his command, and certainly did not seem to

bother to remember that he was five hundred years old and—

“Don’t bother. I’ll be there on time.” 

He  pushed  off  the  door,  wings  flaring  slightly  as  he  retreated  a  few  steps  and grinned in that way he knew made her see red. “That’s not what I was asked to

do. I’m to see you from door to door.” 

Her face indeed tightened. “Go perch on a chimney.” 

He sketched a bow, not daring to take his eyes off her. She’d emerged from that

Cauldron with gifts. Considerable, dark gifts. And though she had not used them, 

or explained to even Feyre and Amren what they were, or even shown a hint of

them  in  the  year  since  the  war  …  he  knew  better  than  to  make  himself

vulnerable to another predator. “Do you want your tea with milk or lemon?” 

She slammed the door in his face. 

Then locked each of those four locks. Slowly. Loudly. 

Whistling to himself, wondering if that poor bastard inside the apartment would

indeed  flee  out  the  window—mostly  to  escape   her —Cassian  strode  down  the dim hallway, and went to find some food. 

He’d need it today, too—especially once Nesta learned precisely why her sister

had summoned her. 

Nesta Archeron didn’t know the male’s name. 

She ransacked her wine-soaked memory as she strode for the bedroom, dodging

columns  of  books  and  piles  of  clothing,  recalling  heated  glances  at  the  tavern, the  initial  wet,  hot  meeting  of  their  mouths,  the  sweat  coating  her  as  she  rode him until pleasure and drink sent her into oblivion, but … not the name. 

The  male  was  already  at  the  window,  Cassian  no  doubt  lurking  on  the  street

below  to  witness  this  spectacularly  pathetic  exit,  when  Nesta  reached  the  dim, cramped bedroom. The sheets on the brass poster bed were rumpled, half-spilled

on the creaky wood floor, and the cracked window was already open as the male

turned to her. 

Handsome,  in  the  way  most  Fae  males  were  handsome.  A  bit  thinner  than  she

liked them—practically a boy compared to the towering mass of muscle that had

just  lurked  outside  her  door.  He  winced  as  she  padded  in,  and  gave  a  pointed look to her shirt. “I … That’s …” 

Nesta  reached  over  her  head  and  tugged  off  his  shirt,  leaving  nothing  but  bare

skin in its wake. His eyes widened, but the scent of his fear remained

—not at her, but at who he’d heard at the front door. As he remembered who  she

was, both in the court, and to Cassian. She chucked his white shirt to him. “You

can use the front door now.” 

He swallowed, slinging the shirt over his head. “I—is he still—” His gaze kept

snagging  on  her  breasts,  peaked  against  the  chill  morning,  her  bare  skin.  The apex of her thighs. 

“Good-bye,”  was  all  Nesta  said,  striding  for  the  rusty  and  leaky  bathroom

attached to her bedroom. At least the place had hot running water. 

Sometimes. 

Feyre  and  the  others  had  tried  to  convince  her  to  move  more  times  than  she could count. Each time, she’d ignored it. 

Elain  was  happily  ensconced  in  the  new  riverfront  estate,  and  had  spent  the

spring  and  summer  planning  and  nurturing  its  spectacular  gardens—all  while

avoiding her mate—but Nesta … She was immortal, she was beautiful, and she

had  no  intention  of  beginning  an  eternity  of  working  for  these  people  anytime soon. Before she’d gotten to enjoy all that the Fae had to offer. 

She had no doubt Feyre planned a scolding at their little  meeting  today. 

After  all,  Nesta  had  signed  the  outrageous  tab  at  the  pleasure  hall  last  night  to her sister’s account. But neither Feyre nor her mate would do anything about it

beyond idle threats. 

Nesta snorted, twisting the ancient faucet in the bath. It groaned, the metal icy to

the touch, and water sputtered—then sprayed into the cracked, stained tub. 

This was her place. No servants, no eyes monitoring and judging every move, no

company unless … Unless busybody, puffed-up warriors made it

their business to stop by. 

It took five minutes for the water to actually heat enough to fill the tub. 

That she would even get into it was the biggest accomplishment she’d made in the past year. It had begun with willing herself,  forcing  herself to put in her feet. 

Then,  each  time,  going  a  little  further.  Until  she’d  been  able  to  stomach  sitting fully submerged in the tub without her heart thundering. It had taken her months

to get that far. 

Today, at least, she slid into the hot water with little hesitation. By the time she’d

finished washing away the sweat and other remnants of last night, a glance in the

bedroom revealed the male had indeed taken the window out. 

The sex hadn’t been bad. She’d had better, but also had much worse. 

Immortality still wasn’t enough to teach some males the art of the bedroom. 

So she’d taught herself. Starting with the first male she’d taken here, who had no

idea  that  her  maidenhead  was  intact  until  he’d  spied  the  speckled  blood  on  the sheets. His face had gone white with terror—pure, ghastly white. 

Not for fear of Feyre and Rhysand’s wrath. 

But the wrath of that insufferable Illyrian brute. 

Everyone  somehow  knew  what  had  happened  during  the  war;  that  final  battle

with Hybern. 

That Cassian had nearly bled out defending her against the King of Hybern, that

she’d chosen to shield him with her body in those last moments. 

They had never spoken of it. 

She still barely spoke to anyone about anything, let alone the war. 

Yet as far as anyone was now concerned, the events of that last battle had bound

them.  Her  and  Cassian.  No  matter  that  she  could  scarcely  stand  to  be  around him. No matter that she had once, long ago, in a mortal body and in a house that

no  longer  existed,  let  him  kiss  her  throat.  Being  near  him  made  her  want  to shatter things. 

As her power sometimes did, unbidden. Secretly. 

Nesta surveyed the ramshackle, dark apartment, the sagging and filthy furniture that had come with it, the clothes and dishes she left untended. 

Rhysand had offered her jobs. Positions. 

She didn’t want them. 

They were pity offerings, some attempt to get her to be a part of their life, to be

gainfully  occupied.  Done  not  because  Rhysand  particularly  liked  her,  but

because he loved Feyre that much. No, the High Lord had never liked her—and

their conversations were coldly civil at best. 

So  any  offering,  she  knew,  was  made  to  appease  his  mate.  Not  because  Nesta

was truly needed for it. Truly … wanted. 

Better to spend her time the way she wished to. They kept paying for it, after all. 

The knock on the door rattled the entire apartment. 

She glared toward the front room, debating pretending she’d left, but …

he could hear her, smell her. 

And if Cassian broke down the door, which he was likely to do, she’d just have

the headache of explaining it to her stingy landlord. 

So she freed all four locks. 

Locking  them  each  night  was  part  of  the  ritual.  Even  when  the  nameless  male had been here, even with the wine, she’d remembered to lock them all. 

Some  muscle  memory  buried  deep.  She’d  installed  them  that  first  day  she’d

arrived months and months ago, and had locked them every night since. 

Nesta yanked open the door enough to spy Cassian’s cocky grin and left it ajar

as she stormed back inside for her shoes. 

He took the unspoken invitation and walked in, a mug of tea in his hand

—the cup no doubt borrowed from the shop at the corner. Or outright given to

him,  considering  how  people  tended  to  worship  the  ground  his  muddy  boots

walked on. 

He surveyed the squalor and let out a low whistle. “You do know that you could

hire a maid, don’t you?” 

She scanned the small living area for her shoes—a sagging couch, a soot-stained

hearth,  a  moth-eaten  armchair—then  the  cracked  and  ancient  kitchenette,  then

traced her steps into her bedroom. Where had she kicked them last night? 

“Some  fresh  air  would  be  a  good  start,”  he  added  from  the  other  room,  the

window  groaning  as  he  no  doubt  cracked  it  open  to  let  in  the  early-autumn

breeze. 

She found her shoes in opposite corners of the bedroom. One reeked of spilled

wine and ale. 

Nesta perched on the edge of her bed, sliding on her shoes, tugging at the laces. 

She didn’t bother to look up as Cassian’s steady steps approached, 

then halted at the threshold. 

He sniffed once. Loudly. 

It said enough. 

“I’d hoped you at least changed the sheets between visitors, but …

apparently that doesn’t bother you, either.” 

She tied the lace on the first shoe and looked up at him beneath lowered brows. 

“Again, what business is it of yours?” 

He shrugged, though the tightness on his face didn’t reflect it. “If I can smell a

few different males in here, then surely your … companions can, too.” 

“Hasn’t stopped them yet.” She tied the other shoe, Cassian’s hazel eyes tracking

the movement. 

“Your tea is getting cold,” he said through his teeth. 

She ignored him and rose to her feet, searching the bedroom again. Her coat …
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“Your coat is on the floor by the front door,” he said sharply. “And it’s going to

be brisk out, so bring a scarf.” 

She  ignored  that,  too,  but  strode  past  him,  careful  to  avoid  touching  him,  and found  her  dark  blue  overcoat  exactly  where  he’d  said  it  was.  Only  a  few  days ago had  summer  begun to  yield  to fall,  drastically  enough that  she’d  needed to

pull out her warmer attire. 

Nesta yanked open the front door, pointing for him to go. 

Cassian held her gaze as he strode for her, then reached out an arm—

And plucked the cerulean-and-cream scarf Elain had given her for her birthday

this spring off the brass hook on the wall. He gripped it in his fist as he stalked

out, the scarf dangling like a strangled snake. 

Something  was  eating  at  him.  Usually,  Cassian  held  out  a  bit  longer  before

yielding to his temper. Perhaps it had to do with whatever Feyre wanted to tell

her up at the house. 

Her gut twisted a bit as she strode into the hall and set each lock, including the

magical one Feyre had insisted Rhys install, linked to her blood and will. 

She wasn’t stupid—she knew there had been unrest, both in Prythian and on the

continent,  since  the  war  had  ended.  Knew  some  Fae  territories  were  pushing

their  new  limits  on  what  they  could  get  away  with  in  terms  of  territory  claims and how they treated humans. 

But if some new threat had arisen …

Nesta shoved out the thought. She’d think about it when the time came. 

 If the time came. No use wasting her energy on a phantom fear. 

The four locks seemed to laugh at her before she silently followed Cassian out of

the building, and into the bustling city beyond. 

The riverfront house was more of an estate, and so new and clean and beautiful

that Nesta realized that she was wearing two-day-old clothes, hadn’t washed her hair,  and  her  shoes  were  indeed  covered  in  stale  wine  precisely  as  she  strode through  the  towering  marble  archway  and  into  the  shining  white-and-sand-colored front hall. 

A sweeping staircase bisected the enormous space, either side of it shaped like a

pair  of  spread  wings,  and  a  chandelier  of  hand-blown  Velaris  glass  fashioned

after a cluster of shooting stars drooped from the carved ceiling to meet it. The

faelights  in  each  golden  orb  cast  shimmering  reflections  on  the  polished  white marble  floors,  interrupted  only  by  potted  plants,  wood  furniture  also   made  in Velaris, and art-art-art. Plush blue rugs broke up the perfect floors, a long runner

leading down the cavernous hallway on either side of the entry, and one flowing

straight beneath the stairs—to the sloping lawn and gleaming river beyond. 

Trailing  Cassian,  Nesta  headed  to  the  left—toward  the  formal  rooms  for

 business , Feyre had told her, during that first and only tour two months ago. 

She’d  been  half-drunk  at  the  time,  and  had  hated  every  second  of  it,  every

perfect, happy room. 

Most  males  bought  their  wives  and  mates  jewelry  for  an  outrageous  Solstice

present. 

Rhys had bought Feyre a palace. 

No—he’d  purchased  the  war-decimated  property,  and  then  given  his  mate  free

rein to design the residence of  both  their dreams. 

And  somehow,  Nesta  thought  as  she  silently  followed  an  unnaturally  quiet

Cassian down the hall toward one of the studies whose doors were already open, 

Feyre  and  Rhys  had  managed  to  make  this  place  seem  cozy,  welcoming.  A behemoth of a building, but a  home, somehow. 

Even  the  formal  furniture,  while  beautiful,  seemed  designed  for  comfort  and

lounging,  for  long  conversations  over  good  food.  Every  piece  of  art  had  been picked  by  Feyre  herself,  or  painted  by  her,  so  many  of  them  portraits  and

depictions of  them—her friends, her new family. 

There was not one of her, naturally. 

Even their gods-damned father had a picture in here, with him and Elain, smiling and happy, as they’d been before the world went to shit. 

But  during  that  tour,  Nesta  had  noted  the  lack  of  herself  here.  Said  nothing,  of course, but it was a pointed absence. 

It  was  enough  to  set  her  teeth  on  edge  as  Cassian  slipped  inside  the  study  and said to whoever was inside, “She’s here.” 

Nesta braced herself for whatever waited within, but Feyre merely chuckled and

said, “You’re five minutes early. I’m impressed.” 

“Seems like a good omen for gambling. We should head to Rita’s,” 

Cassian drawled just as Nesta stepped into the wood-paneled room. 

The study opened into a garden courtyard, the space warm and merry and rich, 

and  Nesta  might  have  admitted  that  she  liked  the  floor-to-ceiling  oak

bookshelves, the plush green-velvet furniture before the pale marble hearth, had

she not seen who was sitting inside. 

Feyre perched on the couch, clad in a heavy cream sweater and dark leggings. 

Rhys, clad in his usual black, leaned against the marble mantel, arms crossed. 

And  Amren,  in  her  usual  gray—cross-legged  in  the  Illyrian  armchair  by  the

roaring  hearth,  those  uptilted  silver  eyes  sweeping  over  Nesta  with  distaste.  So much had changed between her and the small lady, perhaps more than any other

relationship. 

Nesta didn’t let herself think about that argument at the end-of-summer party on

the river barge. Or the silence between her and Amren since then. 

Feyre, at least, smiled. “I heard you had quite the night.” 

Nesta merely glanced between where Cassian took a seat in the armchair across

from Amren, the empty spot on the couch beside Feyre, and where Rhys stood

by the hearth. 

In far more formal clothes than he usually wore. 

The High Lord’s clothes. 

Even  if  the  High  Lady  of  the  Night  Court  was  in  attire  fit  for  lounging  on  the sunny autumn day around them. 

Nesta kept her spine straight, her chin high, hating that they all stared at her as

she sat on the couch beside her sister. Hating that Rhys and Amren undoubtedly

noted  the  filthy  shoes,  scented  her  old  clothes,  and  probably  still  smelled  that male on her. 

“You look horrible,” Amren said. 

Nesta wasn’t stupid enough to glare. 

So she simply ignored her. 

“Though  it’s  hard  to  look  good,”  Amren  went  on,  “when  you’re  out  until  the

darkest  hours  of  the  night,  drinking  yourself  stupid  and  fucking  anything  that comes your way.” 

Feyre  whipped  her  head  to  the  High  Lord’s  Second.  But  Rhysand  looked

inclined to agree with Amren. 

Cassian,  at  least,  kept  his  mouth  shut,  and  before  Feyre  could  say  anything  to confirm  or  deny  it,  Nesta  beat  them  to  it  and  said,  “I  wasn’t  aware  that  my physical looks were under your jurisdiction.” 

Cassian loosed a breath that sounded like a warning. 

Amren’s  silver  eyes  glowed,  a  small  remnant  of  the  terrible  power  she’d  once wielded.  “They  are  when  you  spend  that  many  of  our  gold  marks  on  wine  and

garbage.” 

Perhaps she had pushed them too far with last night’s tab. Interesting. 

Nesta looked to Feyre, who was wincing on the other end of the couch. 

“So you made me come to   you for a scolding?” 

Feyre’s eyes—the eyes they both shared—seemed to soften slightly. 

“No. It’s not a scolding.” She cut a sharp glance at Rhys, still icily silent against the  mantel,  and  then  to  Amren,  seething  in  her  chair.  “Think  of  this  as  a  …

discussion.” 

“I  don’t  see  how  my  life  is  any  of  your  concern,  or  up  for  any  sort  of

 discussion,” Nesta bit out, and shot to her feet. 

“Sit down,” Rhys snarled. 

And the raw command in that voice, the utter dominance and power …

Nesta  froze,  fighting  it,  hating  that  Fae  part  of  her  that  bowed  to  such  things. 

Cassian leaned forward in his chair, as if he’d leap between them. 

But Nesta held Rhysand’s lethal gaze. Threw every ounce of defiance she could

into it, even as his order held her still. Made her knees  want to bend, to sit. 

Rhys said too quietly, “You are going to sit. You are going to listen.” 

She let out a low laugh. “You’re not my High Lord. You don’t give me orders.” 

But she knew how powerful he was. Had seen it, felt it. Still trembled to be near

him. The most powerful High Lord in history. 

Rhys scented that fear. She knew it from the second one side of his mouth curled

up in a cruel smile. 

“That’s enough,” Feyre said, more to Rhys than her. Then indeed snapped at her

mate, “I told you to keep out of it.” 

He  dragged  those  star-flecked  eyes  to  Feyre,  and  it  was  all  Nesta  could  do  to keep from collapsing onto the couch as her knees gave out. 

Feyre angled her head at her mate, nostrils flaring. “You can either  leave,” she hissed at him, “or you can stay and keep your mouth shut.” 

Rhys just crossed his arms. But said nothing. 

“You too,” Feyre spat in Amren’s direction. 

The little female harrumphed and nestled back in her chair. 

Nesta  didn’t  bother  to  look  pleasant  as  Feyre  twisted  to  face  her.  Her  sister swallowed. “We need to make some changes, Nesta,” Feyre said hoarsely. “You

do—and  we  do.” 

They were kicking her out. Throwing her into the wild, perhaps to go back to the

human lands—

“I’ll take the blame,” Feyre went on, “for things getting this far, and getting this

bad. After the war, with everything else that was going on, it …

you  …   I should  have  been  there  to  help  you,  but  I  wasn’t,  and  I  am  ready  to admit that this is partially my fault.” 

“That  what is your fault,” Nesta demanded. 

“You,” Cassian said from the armchair to her left. “This bullshit behavior.” 

Her spine locked up, fire boiled in her veins at the insult, the  arrogance

—

“I understand how you’re feeling,” Feyre cut in. 

“You know   nothing about how I’m feeling,” Nesta snapped. 

“It’s time for some changes.” Feyre plowed ahead. “Starting   now.” 

“Keep your self-righteous do-gooder nonsense out of my life.” 

“You don’t have a life,” Feyre retorted. “You have quite the opposite. 

And  I’m  not  going  to  sit  by  and  watch  you  destroy  yourself  for  another

moment.” 

“Oh?” 

Rhys tensed at the sneer, but said nothing, as he’d promised. 

“I want you out of Velaris,” Feyre breathed, her voice shaking. 

Nesta  tried—tried  and  failed—not  to  feel  the  blow,  the  sting  of  the  words. 

Though she didn’t know why she was surprised by it. 

There were no paintings of her in this house, they did not invite her to parties or

dinners anymore, they certainly didn’t visit—

“And where,” Nesta asked, her voice mercifully icy, “am I supposed to go?” 

Feyre only looked to Cassian. 

And  for  once,  the  Illyrian  warrior  wasn’t  grinning  as  he  said,  “You’re  coming with me to the Illyrian Mountains.” 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

In the course of writing this tale, I wound up going through two of the biggest

events of my life. This past summer, I was about a third of the way into drafting

 A Court of Frost and Starlight when I got the worst sort of phone call from my

mom: my father had suffered a massive heart attack, and it was unlikely that he

would survive. What happened next was nothing short of a miracle, and the fact

that my dad is alive today to see this book come out fills me with more joy than I

can express. 

The incredible ICU team at the University of Vermont in Burlington will forever

have my deepest gratitude. Not only for saving my father’s life, but also for the

unparalleled care and compassion that he (and my entire family) received during

the two weeks we spent camped out in the hospital. The ICU nurses will always

be  my  heroes—your  tireless  hard  work,  unfailing  positivity,  and  remarkable

intelligence are the stuff of legends. You offered my family a ray of hope during

the darkest days of our lives, and never once made us feel the tremendous weight

of the odds stacked against us. Thank you, thank you, thank you for all that you

do and have done, both for my family and for countless others. 

I managed to finish writing   A Court of Frost and Starlight after that (thanks to a few healing weeks spent up in beautiful Maine), but it wasn’t until early autumn

that the second life-changing thing happened: I found out that I was pregnant. To

go from a summer that ranks among the worst days of my life to that sort of joy

was  such  an  enormous  blessing,  and  though  this  tale  will  release  a  few  weeks before I’m due to give birth,  A Court of Frost    and Starlight will always hold a special place in my heart because of it. 

But I couldn’t have gotten through these long months of working on this project without my husband, Josh. (I couldn’t get through   life without Josh.) So, thank you to the greatest husband in any world, for taking such good care of me, both

before  and  during  this  pregnancy,  and  making  sure  that  I  had  everything  I

needed to stay focused and make this book a reality (some

prime  examples:  endless  plates  of  snacks,  tea  on  demand,  finding  me  the

comfiest of pillows to prop my swollen feet on). I love you to the stars and back, 

and I can’t wait for this next epic chapter in our journey together. 

And Annie. My sweet, sassy babypup, Annie. Thank you for the warm cuddles

and whiskery kisses, for being such a joy and a comfort on both the brightest and

darkest of days. There is no greater or more faithful canine companion than you. 

I love you forever. 

As always, I owe a huge debt to my agent, Tamar Rydzinski. Thank you, thank

you,  thank  you  for  being  in  my  corner,  for  keeping  me  sane,  and  for  your

wisdom and guidance. None of this would be possible without you. 

To the badass team at the Laura Dail Literary Agency: you guys rock. 

Thank  you  for   everything.  And  Cassie  Homer:  you  are  the  absolute  best,  and  I am so grateful for all that you do. 

Bethany Buck: thank you for all your help with this book, and for being such a

lovely person. And thank you x infinity to the entire team at Bloomsbury: Cindy

Loh, Cristina Gilbert, Kathleen Farrar, Nigel Newton, Rebecca McNally, Sonia

Palmisano, Emma Hopkin, Ian Lamb, Emma Bradshaw, Lizzy Mason, Courtney

Griffin, Erica Barmash, Emily Ritter, Alona Fryman, Alexis Castellanos, Grace

Whooley,  Alice  Grigg,  Elise  Burns,  Jenny  Collins,  Beth  Eller,  Kelly  de  Groot, Lucy  Mackay-Sim,  Hali  Baumstein,  Melissa  Kavonic,  Diane  Aronson,  Donna

Mark, John Candell, Nicholas Church, Anna Bernard, Kate Sederstrom, and the

entire foreign rights team: I’m so thrilled to be published by you. 

Charlie Bowater: Your art is such an inspiration to me on so many levels. 

Thank you for all of your tremendous work, and for the truly stunning border on

the cover. It’s such a dream come true to collaborate with you, and I can’t wait

to work with you more in the future. 

To my family: Thank you for the love and support you gave my dad and me this summer. You flew and drove in from all across the country to be there for us in

Vermont,  and  almost  a  year  later,  I  still  don’t  have  the  words  to  convey  my gratitude  or  how  much  I  love  you  all.  I  am  so  very  blessed  to  have  you  in  my life. 

To my parents: it’s been one hell of a year, but we made it. I’ll never stop being

amazed and grateful that I can even say those words. I love you both. 

To  my  marvelous  friends  (you  know  who  you  are):  Thank  you  for  being  there

when  I  needed  you  most,  for  checking  on  me  and  my  family,  and  for  never

failing to bring a smile to my face. 

And lastly, to everyone out there who has picked up my books: thank you. You

are the greatest group of people that I’ve ever met, and I’m honored to have you

as readers. To the stars who listen—and the dreams that are answered. 

[image: Image 317]

EXCITED FOR THE NEXT A COURT OF

THORNS AND ROSES INSTALLMENT? 

CHECK OUT THE

SERIES WHILE YOU WAIT! 

PRAISE FOR THE  NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING

THRONE OF GLASS SERIES

THE ASSASSIN’S BLADE

‘Fans will delight in this gorgeous edition … Action-packed and full of insight

into Celaena’s character … What a ride!’

 Booklist

THRONE OF GLASS

A   Kirkus Reviews  Best Teen Book  An Amazon Best Book

‘Adventure fantasy spiced with titillating romance’

 Sunday Times

‘  Throne of Glass  is the perfect escape to a fantasy world; an epic tale with all the  romance  of  your  favourite  fairy  tale,  the  action  of  The  Hunger  Games  and the political intrigue of  Game of Thrones’

 Examiner

‘Fans of Tamora Pierce and George R.R. Martin, pick up this book!’

 RT Book Reviews, Top Pick

CROWN OF MIDNIGHT

‘An epic fantasy readers will immerse themselves in and never want to leave’

 Kirkus Reviews, starred review

‘A thrill ride of epic fantasy proportions’

 USA Today

‘Left me gaping in shock, my heart battered and my knuckles white’

 So Many Books, So Little Time

HEIR OF FIRE

‘Celaena is as much an epic hero as Frodo or Jon Snow!’

 New York Times bestselling author Tamora Pierce

‘THE book of 2014 … I laughed, I bawled my eyes out and I never wanted this to end’

 Fiction in Fiction in Fiction

‘Wow. Just … wow’

 Planet Print

QUEEN OF SHADOWS

The  Goodreads  Choice  Award  Winner  for  Best  Young  Adult  Fantasy  and

Science Fiction for 2015

‘Impossible to put down’

 Kirkus Reviews

‘Packed with brooding glances, simmering sexual tension, twisty plot turns, lush

world building, and snarky banter’

 Booklist

‘  Queen of Shadows is a MUST-READ’

 Much Loved Books

EMPIRE OF STORMS

An Amazon Best Book

A   BuzzFeed  Best Book

‘Tightly plotted, delightful escapism’

 Kirkus Reviews

‘Cinematic  action,  twisty  schemes,  and  intense  revelations  of  secrets  and

legacies’

 Booklist

‘More  adventure  and  romance  await  fans  of  Maas’s  high-fantasy  series  in  this fifth installment of Aelin’s epic journey to save humanity’

 Horn Book Guide

TOWER OF DAWN

An Amazon Best Book

‘Turns a corner from sprawling epic to thrilling psychological fantasy’

 HuffPost

‘Will leave readers spellbound’

 RT Book Reviews

[image: Image 318]

BLOOMSBURY YA

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

50 Bedford Square, London, WC1B 3DP, UK

BLOOMSBURY,  BLOOMSBURY  YA  and  the  Diana  logo  are  trademarks  of

Bloomsbury  Publishing  Plc  First  published  in  the  United  States  of  America  in

2018  by  Bloomsbury  YA  This  edition  published  in  Great  Britain  in  2018  by

Bloomsbury Publishing Plc Text copyright © Sarah J. Maas, 2018

Map copyright © Kelly de Groot, 2017

Exclusive edition artwork © Monolime, 2018

Sarah  J.  Maas  has  asserted  her  right  under  the  Copyright,  Designs  and  Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work All rights reserved. No part of

this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, 

electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information

storage  or  retrieval  system,  without  prior  permission  in  writing  from  the

publishers

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library ISBN: PB:

978-1-4088-9032-5; eBook: 978-1-4088-9031-8

To  be  kept  up  to  date  about  our  authors  and  books,  please  visit

www.bloomsbury.com/newsletters  and  sign  up  for  our  newsletters,  including news about Sarah J. Mass. 

Document Outline



Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Acknowledgments

Pronunciation Guide

Also by Sarah J. Maas

eCopyright

Dedication

Title

Contents

Map

Part One The House of Beasts

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Part Two The House of Wind

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Part Three The House of Mist

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Acknowledgments

Also by Sarah J. Maas

Copyright

Half Title

Dedication

Books by Sarah J. Maas

Title Page

Contents

Map

Rhysand: Two Years Before the Wall

Part One: Princess of Carrion

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Part Two: Cursebreaker

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Part Three: High Lady

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Acknowledgments

Copyright

Half Title


Dedication

Books by Sarah J. Maas

Title Page

Contents

Map

Chapter 1: Feyre

Chapter 2: Rhysand

Chapter 3: Cassian

Chapter 4: Feyre

Chapter 5: Feyre

Chapter 6: Morrigan

Chapter 7: Rhysand

Chapter 8: Cassian

Chapter 9: Feyre

Chapter 10: Feyre

Chapter 11: Rhysand

Chapter 12: Feyre

Chapter 13: Feyre

Chapter 14: Rhysand

Chapter 15: Feyre

Chapter 16: Rhysand

Chapter 17: Feyre

Chapter 18: Feyre

Chapter 19: Feyre

Chapter 20: Feyre

Chapter 21: Cassian

Chapter 22: Feyre

Chapter 23: Rhysand

Chapter 24: Morrigan

Chapter 25: Feyre

Chapter 26: Rhysand

Chapter 27: Feyre

Chapter 28: Feyre

Teaser

Acknowledgments

Praise for the New York Times bestselling Throne of Glass Series

Copyright

Table of Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Acknowledgments

Pronunciation Guide

Also by Sarah J. Maas

eCopyright

Dedication

Title

Contents

Map

Part One The House of Beasts

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Part Two The House of Wind

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Part Three The House of Mist

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Acknowledgments

Also by Sarah J. Maas

Copyright

Half Title

Dedication

Books by Sarah J. Maas

Title Page

Contents

Map

Rhysand: Two Years Before the Wall

Part One: Princess of Carrion

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Part Two: Cursebreaker

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Part Three: High Lady

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Acknowledgments

Copyright

Half Title

Dedication

Books by Sarah J. Maas

Title Page

Contents

Map

Chapter 1: Feyre

Chapter 2: Rhysand

Chapter 3: Cassian

Chapter 4: Feyre

Chapter 5: Feyre

Chapter 6: Morrigan

Chapter 7: Rhysand

Chapter 8: Cassian

Chapter 9: Feyre

Chapter 10: Feyre

Chapter 11: Rhysand

Chapter 12: Feyre

Chapter 13: Feyre

Chapter 14: Rhysand

Chapter 15: Feyre

Chapter 16: Rhysand

Chapter 17: Feyre

Chapter 18: Feyre

Chapter 19: Feyre

Chapter 20: Feyre

Chapter 21: Cassian

Chapter 22: Feyre

Chapter 23: Rhysand

Chapter 24: Morrigan

Chapter 25: Feyre

Chapter 26: Rhysand

Chapter 27: Feyre

Chapter 28: Feyre

Teaser

Acknowledgments

Praise for the New York Times bestselling Throne of Glass Series

Copyright

[image: Image 319]

[image: Image 320]

 This one’s for the phenomenal worldwide team at Bloomsbury:

 thank you for making my dreams come true

 And for my cunning and brilliant editor, Margaret:

 thank you for believing in Celaena from page one

Contents

Map

The Assassin and The Pirate Lord

The Assassin and The Healer

The Assassin and The Desert

The Assassin and The Underworld

The Assassin and The Empire

Acknowledgments

Also by Sarah J. Maas

[image: Image 321]

Map

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

PIRATE LORD

CHAPTER

1

Seated  in  the  council  room  of  the  Assassins’  Keep,  Celaena  Sardothien  leaned

back in her chair. “It’s past four in the morning,” she said, adjusting the folds of

her  crimson  silk  dressing  gown  and  crossing  her  bare  legs  beneath  the  wooden table. “This had better be important.” 

“Perhaps if you hadn’t been reading all night, you wouldn’t be so exhausted,” 

snapped the young man seated across from her. She ignored him and studied the

four other people assembled in the underground chamber. 

All male, all far older than she, and all refusing to meet her stare. A chill that

didn’t  have  to  do  with  the  drafty  room  ran  down  her  spine.  Picking  at  her

manicured nails, Celaena schooled her features into neutrality. The five assassins

gathered  at  the  long  table—including  herself—were  five  of  Arobynn  Hamel’s

seven most trusted companions. 

This meeting was undeniably important. She’d known that from the moment

the serving girl pounded on her door, insisting Celaena come downstairs and not

even bother to get dressed. When Arobynn summoned you, you didn’t keep him

waiting. Thankfully, her sleepwear was as exquisite as her daytime wardrobe—

and cost nearly as much. Still, being sixteen in a room with men made her keep

an  eye  on  the  neckline  of  her  robe.  Her  beauty  was  a  weapon—one  she  kept

honed—but it could also be a vulnerability. 

Arobynn Hamel, King of the Assassins, lounged at the head of the table, his

auburn  hair  shining  in  the  light  from  the  glass  chandelier.  His  silver  eyes  met hers,  and  he  frowned.  It  might  have  just  been  the  late  hour,  but  Celaena  could have sworn that her mentor was paler than usual. Her stomach twisted. 

“Gregori’s been caught,” Arobynn finally said. Well, that would explain one

person missing from this meeting. “His mission was a trap. He’s now being held

in the royal dungeons.” 

Celaena  sighed  through  her  nose.  This  was  why  she’d  been  awakened?  She tapped a slippered foot on the marble floor. “Then kill him,” she said. 

She’d never liked Gregori, anyway. When she was ten, she’d fed his horse a

bag  of  candy  and  he’d  thrown  a  dagger  at  her  head  for  it.  She’d  caught  the dagger, of course, and ever since, Gregori had borne the scar on his cheek from

her return throw. 

“Kill  Gregori?”  demanded  Sam,  the  young  man  seated  at  Arobynn’s  left—a

place  that  usually  went  to  Ben,  Arobynn’s  second-in-command.  Celaena  knew

very  well  what  Sam  Cortland  thought  of  her.  She’d  known  since  they  were

children,  when  Arobynn  took  her  in  and  declared  her—not  Sam—to  be  his

protégée  and  heir.  That  hadn’t  stopped  Sam  from  trying  to  undermine  her  at

every turn. And now, at seventeen, Sam was still a year older than she, and he

still hadn’t forgotten that he would always be second best. 

She  bristled  at  the  sight  of  Sam  in  Ben’s  seat.  Ben  would  probably  throttle Sam  for  it  when  he  arrived.  Or  she  could  just  save  Ben  the  effort  and  do  it herself. 

Celaena  looked  to  Arobynn.  Why  hadn’t   he  reprimanded  Sam  for  sitting  in Ben’s place? Arobynn’s face, still handsome despite the silver starting to show in

his  hair,  remained  impassive.  She  hated  that  unreadable  mask,  especially  when

controlling her own expressions—and temper—remained a tad difficult. 

“If  Gregori’s  been  caught,”  Celaena  drawled,  brushing  back  a  strand  of  her

long,  golden  hair,  “then  the  protocol’s  simple:  send  an  apprentice  to  slip

something  into  his  food.  Nothing  painful,”  she  added  as  the  men  around  her

tensed. “Just enough to silence him before he talks.” 

Which  Gregori  might  very  well  do,  if  he  was  in  the  royal  dungeons.  Most

criminals  who  went  in  there  never  came  out  again.  Not  alive.  And  not  in  any recognizable shape. 

The  location  of  the  Assassins’  Keep  was  a  well-guarded  secret,  one  she’d

been  trained  to  keep  until  her  last  breath.  But  even  if  she  didn’t,  no  one  was likely  to  believe  that  an  elegant  manor  house  on  a  very  respectable  street  in Rifthold  was  home  to  some  of  the  greatest  assassins  in  the  world.  What  better place to hide than in the middle of the capital city? 

“And if he’s already talked?” challenged Sam. 

“And if Gregori’s already talked,” she said, “then kill everyone who heard.” 

Sam’s brown eyes flashed as she gave him a little smile that she knew made him

irate. Celaena turned to Arobynn. “But you didn’t need to drag us here to decide

this. You already gave the order, didn’t you?” 

Arobynn  nodded,  his  mouth  a  thin  line.  Sam  choked  back  his  objection  and

looked  toward  the  crackling  hearth  beside  the  table.  The  firelight  cast  the

smooth, elegant panes of Sam’s face into light and shadow—a face, she’d been

told,  that  could  have  earned  him  a  fortune  if  he’d  followed  in  his  mother’s

footsteps. But Sam’s mother had opted instead to leave him with assassins, not courtesans, before she died. 

Silence  fell,  and  a  roaring  noise  filled  her  ears  as  Arobynn  took  a  breath. 

Something was wrong. 

“What else?” she asked, leaning forward. The other assassins focused on the

table. Whatever had happened, they knew. Why hadn’t Arobynn told her first? 

Arobynn’s silver eyes became steel. “Ben was killed.” 

Celaena gripped the arms of her chair. “What?”  Ben—Ben, the ever-smiling

assassin  who  had  trained  her  as  often  as  Arobynn  had.  Ben,  who  had  once

mended  her  shattered  right  hand.  Ben,  the  seventh  and  final  member  of

Arobynn’s inner circle. He was barely thirty years old. Celaena’s lips pulled back

from her teeth. “What do you mean, ‘killed’?” 

Arobynn eyed her, and a glimmer of grief flashed across his face. Five years

Ben’s  senior,  Arobynn  had  grown  up  with  Ben.  They’d  been  trained  together; 

Ben  had  seen  to  it  that  his  friend  became  the  unrivaled  King  of  the  Assassins, and never questioned his place as Arobynn’s Second. Her throat closed up. 

“It  was  supposed  to  be  Gregori’s  mission,”  Arobynn  said  quietly.  “I  don’t

know why Ben was involved. Or who betrayed them. They found his body near

the castle gates.” 

“Do  you  have  his  body?”  she  demanded.  She  had  to  see  it—had  to  see  him

one last time, see how he’d died, how many wounds it had taken to kill him. 

“No,” Arobynn said. 

“Why the hell not?” Her fists clenched and unclenched. 

“Because the place was swarming with guards and soldiers!” Sam burst out, 

and she whipped her head to him. “How do you think we learned about this in

the first place?” 

Arobynn had sent  Sam to see why Ben and Gregori were missing? 

“If we’d grabbed his body,” Sam said, refusing to back down from her glare, 

“it would have led them right to the Keep.” 

“You’re  assassins,”  she  growled  at  him.  “You’re   supposed  to  be  able  to retrieve a body without being seen.” 

“If you’d been there, you would have done the same.” 

Celaena  pushed  her  chair  back  so  hard  it  flipped  over.  “If  I’d  been  there,  I would have killed  all of them to get Ben’s body back!” She slammed her hands

on the table, rattling the glasses. 

Sam  shot  to  his  feet,  a  hand  on  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  “Oh,  listen  to  you. 

Ordering  us  about  like   you  run  the  Guild.  But  not  yet,  Celaena.”  He  shook  his

head. “Not yet.” 

“Enough,” Arobynn snapped, rising from his chair. 

Celaena and Sam didn’t move. None of the other assassins spoke, though they

gripped their various weapons. She’d seen firsthand what fights at the Keep were

like;  the  weapons  were  as  much  for  the  bearers’  own  safety  as  they  were  to prevent her and Sam from doing serious damage to each other. 

“I said,  enough.” 

If  Sam  took  one  step  toward  her,  drew  his  sword  a  fraction  of  an  inch,  that concealed dagger in her robe would find itself a new home in his neck. 

Arobynn  moved  first,  grabbing  Sam’s  chin  in  one  hand,  forcing  the  young

man  to  look  at  him.  “Check  yourself,  or  I’ll  do  it  for  you,  boy,”  he  murmured. 

“You’re a fool for picking a fight with her tonight.” 

Celaena bit down on her reply. She could handle Sam tonight—or any other

night,  for  that  matter.  If  it  came  down  to  a  fight,  she’d  win—she  always  beat Sam. 

But Sam released the hilt of his sword. After a moment, Arobynn removed his

grip  on  Sam’s  face,  but  didn’t  step  away.  Sam  kept  his  gaze  on  the  floor  as  he strode to the far side of the council room. Crossing his arms, he leaned against

the stone wall. She could still reach him—one flick of her wrist, and his throat

would spout blood. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn said, his voice echoing in the silent room. 

Enough  blood  had  been  spilled  tonight;  they  didn’t  need  another  dead

assassin. 

Ben. Ben was dead and gone, and she’d never again run into him in the halls

of the Keep. He’d never set her injuries with his cool, deft hands, never coax a

laugh from her with a joke or a lewd anecdote. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn warned again. 

“I’m  done,”  Celaena  snapped.  She  rolled  her  neck,  running  a  hand  through

her hair. She stalked to the door, but paused on the threshold. 

“Just so you know,” she said, speaking to all of them but still watching Sam, 

“I’m going to retrieve Ben’s body.” A muscle feathered in Sam’s jaw, though he

wisely kept his eyes averted. “But don’t expect me to extend the same courtesy

to the rest of you when your time comes.” 

With  that,  she  turned  on  her  heel  and  ascended  the  spiral  staircase  to  the

manor above. Fifteen minutes later, no one stopped her when she slipped out the

front gate and into the silent city streets. 
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Two  months,  three  days,  and  about  eight  hours  later,  the  clock  on  the  mantel chimed noon. Captain Rolfe, Lord of the Pirates, was late. Then again, so were

Celaena  and  Sam,  but  Rolfe  had  no  excuse,  not  when  they  were  already  two

hours behind schedule. Not when they were meeting in  his office. 

And  it  wasn’t   her  fault  for  being  tardy.  She  couldn’t  control  the  winds,  and those skittish sailors had certainly taken their time sailing into the archipelago of

the  Dead  Islands.  She  didn’t  want  to  think  about  how  much  gold  Arobynn  had

spent bribing a crew to sail into the heart of pirate territory. But Skull’s Bay was

on  an  island,  so  they  hadn’t  really  had  a  choice  about  their  mode  of

transportation. 

Celaena,  concealed  behind  a  far-too-stuffy  black  cloak,  tunic,  and  ebony

mask,  rose  from  her  seat  before  the  Pirate  Lord’s  desk.  How  dare  he  make  her wait! He knew precisely why they were here, after all. 

Three assassins had been found murdered by pirate hands, and Arobynn had

sent  her  to  be  his  personal  dagger—to  extract  retribution,  preferably  the  gold kind, for what their deaths would cost the Assassins’ Guild. 

“With  every  minute  he  makes  us  wait,”  Celaena  said  to  Sam,  the  mask

making  her  words  low  and  soft,  “I’m  adding  an  extra  ten  gold  pieces  to  his debt.” 

Sam,  who  didn’t  wear  a  mask  over  his  handsome  features,  crossed  his  arms

and scowled. “You’ll do no such thing. Arobynn’s letter is sealed, and it’s going

to remain that way.” 

Neither  of  them  had  been  particularly  happy  when  Arobynn  announced  that

Sam  would  be  sent  to  the  Dead  Islands  with  Celaena.  Especially  when  Ben’s

body—which  Celaena   had  retrieved—had  barely  been  in  the  ground  for  two months. The sting of losing him hadn’t exactly worn off. 

Her  mentor  had  called  Sam  an  escort,  but  Celaena  knew  what  his  presence

meant: a watchdog. Not that she’d do anything bad when she was about to meet

the  Pirate  Lord  of  Erilea.  It  was  a  once-in-a-lifetime  chance.  Even  though  the

tiny, mountainous island and ramshackle port city hadn’t really made much of an impression so far. 

She’d  been  expecting  a  manor  house  like  the  Assassins’  Keep,  or  at  least  a

fortified, aging castle, but the Pirate Lord occupied the entire top floor of a rather

suspect  tavern.  The  ceilings  were  low,  the  wooden  floors  creaked,  and  the

cramped  room  combined  with  the  already-sizzling  temperature  of  the  southern

islands  meant  Celaena  was  sweating  buckets  beneath  her  clothing.  But  her

discomfort was worth it: as they’d strode through Skull’s Bay, heads had turned

at  the  sight  of  her—the  billowing  black  cape,  the  exquisite  clothing,  and  the mask transformed her into a whisper of darkness. A little intimidation never did

any harm. 

Celaena  walked  to  the  wooden  desk  and  picked  up  a  piece  of  paper,  her

black-gloved hands turning it over to read the contents. A weather log. How dull. 

“What are you doing?” 

Celaena lifted another piece of paper. “If His Pirateness can’t be bothered to

clean for us, then I don’t see why I can’t have a look.” 

“He’ll  be  here  any  second,”  Sam  hissed.  She  picked  up  a  flattened  map, 

examining  the  dots  and  markings  along  the  coastline  of  their  continent. 

Something small and round gleamed beneath the map, and she slipped it into her

pocket before Sam could notice. 

“Oh,  hush,”  she  said,  opening  the  hutch  on  the  wall  adjacent  to  the  desk. 

“With these creaky floors, we’ll hear him a mile off.” The hutch was crammed

with  rolled  scrolls,  quills,  the  odd  coin,  and  some  very  old,  very  expensive-looking brandy. She pulled out a bottle, swirling the amber liquid in the sunlight

streaming through the tiny porthole window. “Care for a drink?” 

“No,” Sam snapped, half-twisting in his seat to watch the door. “Put it back. 

 Now.” 

She cocked her head, twirled the brandy once more in its crystal bottle, and

set it down. Sam sighed. Beneath her mask, Celaena grinned. 

“He can’t be a very good lord,” she said, “if  this is his personal office.” Sam

gave a stifled cry of dismay as Celaena plopped into the giant armchair behind

the desk and set about opening the pirate’s ledgers and turning over his papers. 

His handwriting was cramped and near-illegible, his signature nothing more than

a few loops and jagged peaks. 

She didn’t know what she was looking for, exactly. Her brows rose a bit at the

sight  of  a  piece  of  purple,  perfumed  paper,  signed  by  someone  named

Jacqueline. She leaned back in the chair, propping her feet on the desk, and read

it. 

“Damn it, Celaena!” 

She raised her brows, but realized he couldn’t see. The mask and clothes were

a necessary precaution, one that made it far easier to protect her identity. In fact, 

all of Arobynn’s assassins had been sworn to secrecy about who she was—under

the threat of endless torture and eventual death. 

Celaena huffed, though  her breath only  made the interior  of the insufferable

mask  hotter.  All  that  the  world  knew  about  Celaena  Sardothien,  Adarlan’s

Assassin, was that she was female. And she wanted to keep it that way. How else

would  she  be  able  to  stroll  the  broad  avenues  of  Rifthold  or  infiltrate  grand parties  by  posing  as  foreign  nobility?  And  while  she  wished  that  Rolfe  could have the chance to admire her lovely face, she had to admit that the disguise also

made  her  rather  imposing,  especially  when  the  mask  warped  her  voice  into  a

growling rasp. 

“Get  back  in  your  seat.”  Sam  reached  for  a  sword  that  wasn’t  there.  The

guards  at  the  entrance  to  the  inn  had  taken  their  weapons.  Of  course,  none  of them had realized that Sam and Celaena were weapons themselves. They could

kill Rolfe just as easily with their bare hands. 

“Or you’ll fight me?” She tossed the love letter onto the desk. “Somehow, I

don’t think that’d make a favorable impression on our new acquaintances.” She

crossed her arms behind her head, gazing at the turquoise sea visible between the

dilapidated buildings that made up Skull’s Bay. 

Sam half-rose from his chair. “Just get back in your seat.” 

“I’ve  spent  the  past  ten  days  at  sea.  Why  should  I  sit  in  that  uncomfortable chair when this one’s far more suited to my tastes?” 

Sam let out a growl. Before he could speak, the door opened. 

Sam froze, but Celaena only inclined her head in greeting as Captain Rolfe, 

Lord of the Pirates, entered his office. 

“I’m  glad  to  see  you’ve  made  yourself  at  home.”  The  tall,  dark-haired  man

shut the door behind him. Bold move, considering who was waiting in his office. 

Celaena  remained  where  she  sat.  Well,  he  certainly  wasn’t  what  she’d

expected. It wasn’t every day that she was surprised, but … she’d imagined him

to be a bit dirtier—and far more flamboyant. Considering the tales she’d heard of

Rolfe’s  wild  adventures,  she  had  trouble  believing  that  this  man—lean  but  not wiry, well dressed but not overtly so, and probably in his late twenties—was the

legendary pirate. Perhaps he, too, kept his identity a secret from his enemies. 

Sam  stood,  bowing  his  head  slightly.  “Sam  Cortland,”  he  said  by  way  of

greeting. 

Rolfe extended a hand, and Celaena watched his tattooed palm and fingers as

they  clasped  Sam’s  broad  hand.  The  map— that  was  the  mythic  map  that  he’d sold  his  soul  to  have  inked  on  his  hands.  The  map  of  the  world’s  oceans—the map that changed to show storms, foes … and treasure. 

“I suppose  you don’t need an introduction.” Rolfe turned to her. 

“No.” Celaena leaned back farther in his desk chair. “I suppose I don’t.” 

Rolfe chuckled, a crooked smile spreading across his tanned face. He stepped

to  the  hutch,  giving  her  the  chance  to  examine  him  further.  Broad  shoulders, head held high, a casual grace to his movements that came with knowing he had

all  the  power  here.  He  didn’t  have  a  sword,  either.  Another  bold  move.  Wise, too,  given  that  they  could  easily  use  his  weapons  against  him.  “Brandy?”  he

asked. 

“No,  thank  you,”  Sam  said.  Celaena  felt  Sam’s  eyes  hard  upon  her,  willing

her to take her feet off Rolfe’s desk. 

“With  that  mask  on,”  Rolfe  mused,  “I  don’t  think  you  could  have  a  drink, 

anyway.”  He  poured  brandy  for  himself  and  took  a  long  sip.  “You  must  be

boiling in all that clothing.” 

Celaena lowered her feet to the ground as she ran her hands along the curved

edge of his desk, stretching out her arms. “I’m used to it.” 

Rolfe drank again, watching her for a heartbeat over the rim of his glass. His

eyes were a striking shade of sea green, as bright as the water just a few blocks

away. Lowering the glass, he approached the end of the desk. “I don’t know how

you  handle  things  in  the  North,  but  down  here,  we  like  to  know  who  we’re

speaking to.” 

She cocked her head. “As you said, I don’t need an introduction. And as for

the  privilege  of  seeing  my  beautiful  face,  I’m  afraid  that’s  something  few  men receive.” 

Rolfe’s tattooed fingers tightened on the glass. “Get out of my chair.” 

Across the room, Sam tensed. Celaena examined the contents of Rolfe’s desk

again.  She  clicked  her  tongue,  shaking  her  head.  “You  really  need  to  work  on organizing this mess.” 

She sensed the pirate grabbing for her shoulder and was on her feet before his

fingers could graze the black wool of her cloak. He stood a good head taller than

her. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” she crooned. 

Rolfe’s  eyes  gleamed  with  the  challenge.  “You’re  in   my  city,  and  on   my island.” Only a handbreadth separated them. “You’re not in any position to give

me orders.” 

Sam  cleared  his  throat,  but  Celaena  stared  up  into  Rolfe’s  face.  His  eyes

scanned  the  blackness  beneath  the  hood  of  her  cloak—the  smooth  black  mask, 

the  shadows  that  concealed  any  trace  of  her  features.  “Celaena,”  Sam  warned, clearing his throat again. 

“Very  well.”  She  sighed  loudly,  and  stepped  around  Rolfe  as  if  he  were

nothing but a piece of furniture in her way. She sank into the chair beside Sam, 

who  flashed  her  a  glare  that  burned  enough  to  melt  the  entirety  of  the  Frozen Wastes. 

She could feel Rolfe watching their every movement, but he merely adjusted

the lapels of his midnight-blue tunic before sitting down. Silence fell, interrupted

only by the cry of gulls circling above the city and the shouting of pirates calling

to one another in the filthy streets. 

“Well?” Rolfe rested his forearms on the desk. 

Sam glanced at her. Her move. 

“You  know  precisely  why  we’re  here,”  Celaena  said.  “But  perhaps  all  that

brandy’s gone to your head. Shall I refresh your memory?” 

Rolfe gestured with his green, blue, and black hand for her to continue, as if

he were a king on his throne listening to the complaints of the rabble.  Ass. 

“Three assassins from our Guild were found dead in Bellhaven. The one that

got  away  told  us  they  were  attacked  by  pirates.”  She  draped  an  arm  along  the back of her chair. “Your pirates.” 

“And how did the survivor know they were  my pirates?” 

She  shrugged.  “Perhaps  it  was  the  tattoos  that  gave  them  away.”  All  of

Rolfe’s men had their wrists tattooed with an image of a multicolored hand. 

Rolfe opened a drawer in his desk, pulling out a piece of paper and reading

the  contents.  He  said,  “Once  I  caught  wind  that  Arobynn  Hamel  might  blame

me, I had the shipyard master of Bellhaven send me these records. It seems the

incident occurred at three in the morning at the docks.” 

This time Sam answered. “That’s correct.” 

Rolfe  set  down  the  paper  and  lifted  his  eyes  skyward.  “So  if  it  was  three  in the morning, and it took place at the docks—which have no street lamps, as I’m

sure  you  know”—she  didn’t—“then   how  did  your  assassin  see  all  of  their tattoos?” 

Beneath her mask, Celaena scowled. “Because it happened three weeks ago—

during the full moon.” 

“Ah. But it’s early spring. Even up in Bellhaven, nights are still cold. Unless

my men were without coats, there was no way for—” 

“Enough,” Celaena snapped. “I suppose that piece of paper has ten different

paltry excuses for your men.” She grabbed the satchel from the floor and yanked

out the two sealed documents. “These are for you.” She tossed them on the desk. 

“From our master.” 

A smile tugged on Rolfe’s lips, but he pulled the documents to him, studying

the  seal.  He  held  it  up  to  the  sunlight.  “I’m  surprised  it  hasn’t  been  tampered with.” His eyes glimmered with mischief. Celaena could sense Sam’s smugness

oozing out of him. 

With  two  deft  flicks  of  his  wrist,  Rolfe  sliced  open  both  envelopes  with  a

letter-knife  she  somehow  hadn’t  spotted.  How  had  she  missed  it?  A  fool’s

mistake. 

In  the  silent  minutes  that  passed  as  Rolfe  read  the  letters,  his  only  reaction was the occasional drumming of his fingers on the wooden desk. The heat was

suffocating,  and  sweat  slipped  down  her  back.  They  were  supposed  to  be  here

for  three  days—long  enough  for  Rolfe  to  gather  the  money  he  owed  them. 

Which, judging by the growing frown on Rolfe’s face, was quite a lot. 

Rolfe  let  out  a  long  breath  when  he  finished  and  shuffled  the  papers  into

alignment. 

“Your  master  drives  a  hard  bargain,”  Rolfe  said,  looking  from  Celaena  to

Sam. “But his terms aren’t unfair. Perhaps you should have read the letter before

you started flinging accusations at me and my men. There will be no retribution

for those dead assassins. Whose deaths, your master agrees, were not my fault in

the least. He must have some common sense, then.” Celaena quelled the urge to

lean  forward.  If  Arobynn  wasn’t  demanding  payment  for  the  death  of  those

assassins, then what  were they doing here? Her face burned. She’d looked like a

fool, hadn’t she? If Sam smiled just the slightest bit …

Rolfe drummed his inked fingers again and ran a hand through his shoulder-

length  dark  hair.  “As  for  the  trade  agreement  he’s  outlined  …  I’ll  have  my

accountant  draw  up  the  necessary  fees,  but  you’ll  have  to  tell  Arobynn  that  he can’t  expect  any  profits  until   at  least  the  second  shipment.  Possibly  the  third. 

And if he has an issue with that, then he can come down here himself to tell me.” 

For once, Celaena was grateful for the mask. It sounded like they’d been sent

for  some  sort  of  business  investment.  Sam  nodded  at  Rolfe—as  if  he  knew

exactly what the Pirate Lord was talking about. “And when can we tell Arobynn

to expect the first shipment?” he asked. 

Rolfe stuffed Arobynn’s letters into a desk drawer and locked it. “The slaves

will be here in two days—ready for your departure the day after. I’ll even loan

you my ship, so you can tell that trembling crew of yours they’re free to return to

Rifthold tonight, if it pleases them.” 

Celaena  stared  at  him.  Arobynn  had  sent  them  here  for  …  for   slaves?   How

could he stoop so disgustingly low? And to tell her she was going to Skull’s Bay for  one  thing  but  to  really  send  her  here  for   this  …  She  felt  her  nostrils  flare. 

Sam had known about this deal, but he’d somehow forgotten to mention the truth

behind their visit—even during the ten days they’d spent at sea. As soon as she

got him alone, she’d make him regret it. But for now … she couldn’t let Rolfe

catch on to her ignorance. 

“You’d  better  not  botch  this,”  Celaena  warned  the  Pirate  Lord.  “Arobynn

won’t be pleased if anything goes awry.” 

Rolfe chuckled. “You have my word that it will all go according to plan. I’m

not Lord of the Pirates for nothing, you know.” 

She  leaned  forward,  flattening  her  voice  into  the  even  tones  of  a  business

partner  concerned  about  her  investment.  “How  long,  exactly,  have  you  been

involved  in  the  slave  trade?”  It  couldn’t  have  been  long.  Adarlan  had  only

started  capturing  and  selling  slaves  two  years  ago—most  of  them  prisoners  of

war from whatever territories dared rebel against their conquest. Many of them

were from Eyllwe, but there were still prisoners from Melisande and Fenharrow, 

or the isolated tribe in the White Fang Mountains. The majority of slaves went to

Calaculla or Endovier, the continent’s largest and most notorious labor camps, to

mine for salt and precious metals. But more and more slaves were making their

way into the households of Adarlan’s nobility. And for Arobynn to make a filthy

trade  agreement—some  sort  of  black  market  deal  …  It  would  sully  the

Assassins’ Guild’s entire reputation. 

“Believe me,” Rolfe said, crossing his arms, “I have enough experience. You

should  be  more  concerned  about  your  master.  Investing  in  the  slave  trade  is  a guaranteed profit, but he might need to expend more of his resources than he’d

like in order to keep our business from reaching the wrong ears.” 

Her  stomach  turned  over,  but  she  feigned  disinterest  as  best  she  could  and

said, “Arobynn is a shrewd businessman. Whatever you can supply, he’ll make

the most of it.” 

“For his sake, I hope that’s true. I don’t want to risk my name for nothing.” 

Rolfe  stood,  and  Celaena  and  Sam  rose  with  him.  “I’ll  have  the  documents

signed and returned to you tomorrow. For now …” He pointed toward the door. 

“I have two rooms prepared for you.” 

“We only need one,” she interrupted. 

Rolfe’s eyebrows rose suggestively. 

Beneath her mask, her face burned, and Sam choked on a laugh. 

“One room,  two beds.” 

Rolfe  chuckled,  striding  to  the  door  and  opening  it  for  them.  “As  you  wish. 

I’ll have baths drawn for you as well.” Celaena and Sam followed him out into the narrow, dark hallway. “You could both use one,” he added with a wink. 

It took all of her self-restraint to keep from punching him below the belt. 
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It took them five minutes to search the cramped room for any spyholes or signs

of  danger;  five  minutes  for  them  to  lift  the  framed  paintings  on  the  wood-

paneled walls, tap at the floorboards, seal the gap between the door and the floor, 

and cover the window with Sam’s weatherworn black cloak. 

When she was certain that no one could either hear or see her, Celaena ripped

off her hood, untied the mask, and whirled to face him. 

Sam,  seated  on  his  small  bed—which  seemed  more  like  a  cot—raised  his

palms to her. “Before you bite my head off,” he said, keeping his voice quiet just

in case, “let me say that I went into that meeting knowing as little as you.” 

She  glared  at  him,  savoring  the  fresh  air  on  her  sticky,  sweaty  face.  “Oh, 

really?” 

“You’re not the only one who can improvise.” Sam kicked off his boots and

hoisted himself farther onto the bed. “That man’s as much in love with himself

as you are; the last thing we need is for him to know that he had the upper hand

in there.” 

Celaena  dug  her  nails  into  her  palms.  “Why  would  Arobynn  send  us  here

without  telling  us  the  true  reason?  Reprimand  Rolfe  …  for  a  crime  that  had

nothing to do with him! Maybe Rolfe was lying about the content of the letter.” 

She straightened. “That might very well be—” 

“He was  not lying about the content of the letter, Celaena,” Sam said. “Why

would he bother? He has more important things to do.” 

She  grumbled  a  slew  of  nasty  words  and  paced,  her  black  boots  clunking

against  the  uneven  floorboards.  Pirate  Lord  indeed.  This  was  the  best  room  he could offer them? She was Adarlan’s Assassin, the right arm of Arobynn Hamel

—not some backstreet harlot! 

“Regardless,  Arobynn  has  his  reasons.”  Sam  stretched  out  on  his  bed  and

closed his eyes. 

“Slaves,”  she  spat,  dragging  a  hand  through  her  braided  hair.  Her  fingers

caught  in  the  plait.  “What  business  does  Arobynn  have  getting  involved  in  the
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slave trade? We’re better than that—we don’t  need that money!” 

Unless  Arobynn  was  lying;  unless  all  of  his  extravagant  spending  was  done

with  nonexistent  funds.  She’d  always  assumed  that  his  wealth  was  bottomless. 

He’d spent a king’s fortune on her upbringing—on her wardrobe alone. Fur, silk, 

jewels,  the  weekly  cost  of  just  keeping  herself   looking  beautiful  …  Of  course, he’d always made it clear that she was to pay him back, and she’d been giving

him a cut of her wages to do so, but …

Maybe Arobynn wanted to increase what wealth he already had. If Ben were

alive,  he  wouldn’t  have  stood  for  it.  Ben  would  have  been  as  disgusted  as  she was.  Being  hired  to  kill  corrupt  government  officials  was  one  thing,  but  taking prisoners  of  war,  brutalizing  them  until  they  stopped  fighting  back,  and

sentencing them to a lifetime of slavery …

Sam opened an eye. “Are you going to take a bath, or can I go first?” 

She hurled her cloak at him. He caught it with a single hand and tossed it to

the ground. She said, “I’m going first.” 

“Of course you are.” 

She shot him a dirty look and stormed into the bathroom, slamming the door

behind her. 

Of all the dinners she’d ever attended, this was by far the worst. Not because of

the company—which was, she grudgingly admitted, somewhat interesting—and

not  because  of  the  food,  which  looked  and  smelled  wonderful,  but  simply

because she couldn’t  eat anything, thanks to that confounded mask. 

Sam, of course, seemed to take second helpings of everything solely to mock

her. Celaena, seated at Rolfe’s left, half-hoped the food was poisoned. Sam had

only served himself from the array of meats and stews after watching Rolfe eat

some himself, so the likelihood of that wish coming true was rather low. 

“Mistress Sardothien,” Rolfe said, his dark brows rising high on his forehead. 

“You  must  be  famished.  Or  is  my  food  not  pleasing  enough  for  your  refined

palate?” 

Beneath  the  cape  and  the  cloak  and  the  dark  tunic,  Celaena  was  not  just

famished, but also hot and tired. And thirsty. Which, combined with her temper, 

usually turned out to be a lethal combination. Of course, they couldn’t see any of

that. 

“I’m  quite  fine,”  she  lied,  swirling  the  water  in  her  goblet.  It  lapped  against the sides, taunting her with each rotation. Celaena stopped. 

“Maybe  if  you  took  off  your  mask,  you  might  have  an  easier  time  eating,” 

Rolfe said, taking a bite of roasted duck. “Unless what lies beneath it will make

us lose our appetites.” 

The five other pirates—all captains in Rolfe’s fleet—sniggered. 

“Keep  talking  like  that”—Celaena  gripped  the  stem  of  her  goblet—“and  I

might give  you  a  reason  to  wear  a  mask.”  Sam  kicked  her  under  the  table,  and she kicked him back, a deft blow to his shins—hard enough that he choked on

his water. 

Some  of  the  assembled  captains  stopped  laughing,  but  Rolfe  chuckled.  She

rested her gloved hand atop the stained dining table. The table was freckled with

burns and deep gouges; it had clearly seen its fair share of brawls. Didn’t Rolfe

have  any taste for luxury? Perhaps he wasn’t so well off, if he was resorting to the  slave  trade.  But  Arobynn  …  Arobynn  was  as  rich  as  the  King  of  Adarlan

himself. 

Rolfe flicked his sea-green eyes to Sam, who was frowning yet again. “Have

you seen her without the mask?” 

Sam,  to  her  surprise,  grimaced.  “Once.”  He  gave  her  an  all  too  believably

wary look. “And that was enough.” 

Rolfe studied Sam for a heartbeat, then took another bite of his meat. “Well, if

you  won’t  show  me  your  face,  then  perhaps  you’ll  indulge  us  with  the  tale  of how, exactly, you became protégée to Arobynn Hamel?” 

“I trained,” she said dully. “For years. We aren’t all lucky enough to have a

magic map inked on our hands. Some of us had to climb to the top.” 

Rolfe stiffened, and the other pirates halted their eating. He stared at her long

enough for Celaena to want to squirm, and then set down his fork. 

Sam  leaned  a  bit  closer  to  her,  but,  she  realized,  only  to  see  better  as  Rolfe laid both of his hands palm up on the table. 

Together, his hands formed a map of their continent—and only that. 

“This map hasn’t moved for eight years.” His voice was a low growl. A chill

went down her spine. Eight years. Exactly the time that had passed since the Fae

had been banished and executed, when Adarlan had conquered and enslaved the

rest of the continent and magic had disappeared. “Don’t think,” Rolfe continued, 

withdrawing his hands, “that I haven’t had to claw and kill my way as much as

you.” 

If  he  was  nearly  thirty,  then  he’d  probably  done  even  more  killing  than  she had. And, from the many scars on his hands and face, it was easy to tell that he’d

done a  lot of clawing. 

“Good to know we’re kindred spirits,” she said. If Rolfe was already used to
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getting his hands dirty, then trading slaves wasn’t a stretch. But he was a filthy

pirate.  They  were  Arobynn  Hamel’s  assassins—educated,  wealthy,  refined. 

Slavery was beneath them. 

Rolfe gave her that crooked smile. “Do you act like this because it’s actually

in your nature, or is it just because you’re afraid of dealing with people?” 

“I’m  the  world’s  greatest  assassin.”  She  lifted  her  chin.  “I’m  not  afraid  of anyone.” 

“Really?”  Rolfe  asked.  “Because  I’m  the  world’s  greatest  pirate,  and  I’m

afraid of a great number of people. That’s how I’ve managed to stay alive for so

long.” 

She didn’t deign to reply.  Slave-mongering pig. He shook his head, smiling in

exactly the same way she smirked at Sam when she wanted to piss him off. 

“I’m surprised Arobynn hasn’t made you check your arrogance,” Rolfe said. 

“Your companion seems to know when to keep his mouth shut.” 

Sam coughed loudly and leaned forward. “How did you become Pirate Lord, 

then?” 

Rolfe  ran  a  finger  along  a  deep  groove  in  the  wooden  table.  “I  killed  every pirate  who  was  better  than  me.”  The  three  other  captains—all  older,  all  more weathered and far less attractive than him—huffed, but didn’t refute it. “Anyone

arrogant  enough  to  think  they  couldn’t  possibly  lose  to  a  young  man  with  a

patchwork  crew  and  only  one  ship  to  his  name.  But  they  all  fell,  one  by  one. 

When you get a reputation like that, people tend to flock to you.” Rolfe glanced

between Celaena and Sam. “You want my advice?” he asked her. 

“No.” 

“I’d  watch  your  back  around  Sam.  You  might  be  the  best,  Sardothien,  but

there’s always someone waiting for you to slip.” 

Sam,  the  traitorous  bastard,  didn’t  hide  his  smirk.  The  other  pirate  captains chuckled. 

Celaena  stared  hard  at  Rolfe.  Her  stomach  twisted  with  hunger.  She’d  eat

later—swipe something from the tavern kitchens. “You want  my advice?” 

He waved a hand, beckoning her to go on. 

“Mind your own business.” 

Rolfe gave her a lazy smile. 

“I  don’t  mind  Rolfe,”  Sam  mused  later  into  the  pitch  darkness  of  their  room. 

Celaena, who’d taken first watch, glared toward where his bed lay against the far

wall. 

“Of course you don’t,” she grumbled, relishing the free air on her face. Seated

on her bed, she leaned against the wall and picked at the threads on the blanket. 

“He told you to assassinate me.” 

Sam chuckled. “It  is wise advice.” 

She  rolled  up  the  sleeves  of  her  tunic.  Even  at  night,  this  rotten  place  was scorching hot. “Perhaps it isn’t a wise idea for  you to go to sleep, then.” 

Sam’s mattress groaned as he turned over. “Come on—you can’t take a bit of

teasing?” 

“Where my life is concerned? No.” 

Sam snorted. “Believe me, if I came home without you, Arobynn would skin

me alive. Literally. If I’m going to kill you, Celaena, it’ll be when I can actually

get away with it.” 

She scowled. “I appreciate that.” She fanned her sweating face with a hand. 

She’d sell her soul to a pack of demons for a cool breeze right now, but they had

to  keep  the  window  covered—unless  she  wanted  some  spying  pair  of  eyes  to

discover what she looked like. Though, now that she thought about it, she’d  love

to see the look on Rolfe’s face if he found out the truth. Most already knew that

she was a young woman, but if he knew he was dealing with a sixteen-year-old, 

his pride might never recover. 

They’d only be here for three nights; they could both go without a little sleep

if it meant keeping her identity—and their lives—safe. 

“Celaena?” Sam asked into the dark. “Should I worry about going to sleep?” 

She  blinked,  then  laughed  under  her  breath.  At  least  Sam  took  her  threats

somewhat  seriously.  She  wished  she  could  say  the  same  for  Rolfe.  “No,”  she

said. “Not tonight.” 

“Some other night, then,” he mumbled. Within minutes, he was out. 

Celaena rested her head against the wooden wall, listening to the sound of his

breathing as the long hours of the night stretched by. 

CHAPTER

4

Even when her turn to sleep came, Celaena lay awake. In the hours she’d spent

watching over their room, one thought had become increasingly problematic. 

The slaves. 

Perhaps if Arobynn had sent someone else—perhaps if it was just a business

deal  that  she  found  out  about  later,  when  she  was  too  busy  to  care—she  might not have been so bothered by it. But to send her to retrieve a shipment of slaves

…  people  who  had  done  nothing  wrong,  only  dared  to  fight  for  their  freedom

and the safety of their families …

How could Arobynn expect her to do that? If Ben had been alive, she might

have  found  an  ally  in  him;  Ben,  despite  his  profession,  was  the  most

compassionate  person  she  knew.  His  death  left  a  vacancy  that  she  didn’t  think could ever be filled. 

She  sweated  so  much  that  her  sheets  became  damp,  and  slept  so  little  that

when  dawn  came,  she  felt  like  she’d  been  trampled  by  a  herd  of  wild  horses from the Eyllwe grasslands. 

Sam finally nudged her—a none-too-gentle prodding with the pommel of his

sword. He said, “You look horrible.” 

Deciding  to  let  that  set  the  tone  for  the  day,  Celaena  got  out  of  bed  and promptly slammed the bathroom door. 

When  she  emerged  a  while  later,  as  fresh  as  she  could  get  using  only  the

washbasin and her hands, she understood one thing with perfect clarity. 

There  was  no  way—no  way  in  any  realm  of  Hell—that  she  was  going  to

bring those slaves to Rifthold. Rolfe could keep them for all she cared, but she

wouldn’t be the one to transport them to the capital city. 

That meant she had two days to figure out how to ruin Arobynn and Rolfe’s

deal. 

And find a way to come out of it alive. 

She  slung  her  cape  over  her  shoulders,  silently  bemoaning  the  fact  that  the

yards of fabric concealed much of her lovely black tunic—especially its delicate
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golden embroidery. Well, at least her cape was also exquisite. Even if it was a bit

dirty from so much traveling. 

“Where are you going?” Sam asked. He sat up from where he lounged on the

bed, cleaning his nails with the tip of a dagger. Sam definitely wouldn’t help her. 

She’d have to find a way to get out of the deal on her own. 

“I  have  some  questions  to  ask  Rolfe.  Alone.”  She  fastened  her  mask  and

strode to the door. “I want breakfast waiting for me when I return.” 

Sam went rigid, his lips forming a thin line. “What?” 

Celaena  pointed  to  the  hallway,  toward  the  kitchen.  “Breakfast,”  she  said

slowly. “I’m hungry.” 

Sam  opened  his  mouth,  and  she  waited  for  the  retort,  but  it  never  came. He

bowed  deeply.  “As  you  wish,”  he  said.  They  swapped  particularly  vulgar

gestures before she stalked down the hallway. 

Dodging puddles of filth, vomit, and the gods knew what else, Celaena found it

just  a   tad  difficult  to  match  Rolfe’s  long  stride.  With  rain  clouds  gathering overhead, many of the people in the street—raggedy pirates swaying where they

stood,  prostitutes  stumbling  past  after  a  long  night,  barefoot  orphans  running amok—had begun migrating into the various ramshackle buildings. 

Skull’s Bay wasn’t a beautiful city by any definition, and many of the leaning

and  sagging  buildings  seemed  to  have  been  constructed  from  little  more  than

wood  and  nails.  Aside  from  its  denizens,  the  city  was  most  famous  for  Ship-

Breaker, the giant chain that hung across the mouth of the horseshoe-shaped bay. 

It had been around for centuries, and was so large that, as its name implied, it

could snap the mast of any ship that came up against it. While mostly designed

to discourage any attacks, it also kept anyone from sneaking off. And given that

the rest of the island was covered with towering mountains, there weren’t many

other places for a ship to safely dock. So, any ship that wanted to enter or exit

the  harbor  had  to  wait  for  it  to  be  lowered  under  the  surface—and  be  ready  to pay a hefty fee. 

“You have three blocks,” Rolfe said. “Better make them count.” 

Was  he  deliberately  walking  fast?  Steadying  her  rising  temper,  Celaena

focused on the jagged, lush mountains hovering around the city, on the glittering

curve of the bay, on the hint of sweetness in the air. She’d found Rolfe just about

to  leave  the  tavern  to  go  to  a  business  meeting,  and  he’d  agreed  to  let  her  ask questions as he walked. 

“When  the  slaves  arrive,”  she  said,  trying  to  sound  as  inconvenienced  as

possible, “will I get the chance to inspect them, or can I trust that you’re giving us a good batch?” 

He  shook  his  head  at  her  impertinence,  and  Celaena  jumped  over  the

outstretched  legs  of  an  unconscious—or  dead—drunk  in  her  path.  “They’ll

arrive tomorrow afternoon. I was  planning to inspect them myself, but if you’re

so worried about the quality of your wares, I’ll allow you to join me. Consider it

a privilege.” 

She  snorted.  “Where?  On  your  ship?”  Better  to  get  a  good  sense  of  how

everything  worked,  and  then  build  her  plan  from  there.  Knowing  how  things

operated  might  create  some  ideas  for  how  to  make  the  deal  fall  apart  with  as little risk as possible. 

“I’ve  converted  a  large  stable  at  the  other  end  of  the  town  into  a  holding facility. I usually examine all the slaves there, but since you’re leaving the next

morning, we’ll examine yours on the ship itself.” 

She clicked her tongue loudly enough for him to hear it. “And how long can I

expect this to take?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You have better things to do?” 

“Just answer the question.” Thunder rumbled in the distance. 

They reached the docks, which were by far the most impressive thing about

the  town.  Ships  of  all  shapes  and  sizes  rocked  against  the  wooden  piers,  and pirates scurried along the decks, tying down various things before the storm hit. 

On the horizon, lightning flashed above the lone watchtower perched along the

northern  entrance  to  the  bay—the  watchtower  from  which  Ship-Breaker  was

raised and lowered. In the flash, she’d also seen the two catapults atop one of the

tower  landings.  If  Ship-Breaker  didn’t  destroy  a  boat,  then  those  catapults

finished the job. 

“Don’t  worry,  Mistress  Sardothien,”  Rolfe  said,  striding  past  the  various

taverns and inns that lined the docks. They had two blocks left. “Your time won’t

be wasted. Though getting through a hundred slaves will take a while.” 

A hundred slaves on one ship! Where did they all  fit? 

“As long as you don’t try to fool me,” she snapped, “I’ll consider it time well

spent.” 

“So you don’t find reasons to complain—and I’m sure you’ll try your best to

do  just  that—I  have  another  shipment  of  slaves  being  inspected  at  the  holding facility tonight. Why don’t you join me? That way, you can have something to

compare them to tomorrow.” 

That  would  be  perfect,  actually.  Perhaps  she  could  merely  claim  the  slaves

weren’t up to par and refuse to do business with him. And then leave, no harm

done to either of them. She’d still have to face Sam—and then Arobynn—but …

she’d figure them out later. 

She  waved  a  hand.  “Fine,  fine.  Send  someone  for  me  when  it’s  time.”  The

humidity  was  so  thick  she  felt  as  if  she  were  swimming  through  it.  “And  after Arobynn’s slaves are inspected?” Any bit of information could later be used as a

weapon against him. “Are they mine to look after on the ship, or will your men

be watching them for me? Your pirates might very well think they’re free to take

whatever slaves they wish.” 

Rolfe  clenched  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  It  glinted  in  the  muted  light,  and  she admired  the  intricate  pommel,  shaped  like  a  sea  dragon’s  head.  “If  I  give  the order  that  no  one  is  to  touch  your  slaves,  then  no  one  will  touch  them,”  Rolfe said through his teeth. His annoyance was an unexpected delight. “However, I’ll

arrange  to  have  a  few  guards  on  the  ship,  if  that  will  make  you  sleep  easier.  I wouldn’t want Arobynn to think I don’t take his investment seriously.” 

They  approached  a  blue-painted  tavern,  where  several  men  in  dark  tunics

lounged  out  front.  At  the  sight  of  Rolfe,  they  straightened,  saluting  him.  His guards? Why hadn’t anyone escorted him through the streets? 

“That will be fine,” she said crisply. “I don’t want to be here any longer than

necessary.” 

“I’m sure you’re eager to return to your clients in Rifthold.” Rolfe stopped in

front of the faded door. The sign above it, swinging in the growing storm winds, 

said THE SEA DRAGON. It was also the name of his famed ship, which was docked

just behind them, and really didn’t look all that spectacular, anyway. Perhaps  this

was the Pirate Lord’s headquarters. And if he was making her and Sam stay at

that  tavern  a  few  blocks  away,  then  perhaps  he  trusted  them  as  little  as  they trusted him. 

“I think I’m more eager to return to civilized society,” she said sweetly. 

Rolfe let out a low growl and stepped onto the threshold of the tavern. Inside, 

it  was  all  shadows  and  murmuring  voices—and  reeked  of  stale  ale.  Other  than

that, she could see nothing. 

“One day,” Rolfe said, too quietly, “someone’s really going make you pay for

that arrogance.” Lightning made his green eyes flicker. “I just hope I’m there to

see it.” 

He shut the tavern door in her face. 

Celaena  smiled,  and  her  smile  grew  wider  as  fat  drops  of  rain  splattered  on the rust-colored earth, instantly cooling the muggy air. 

 That had gone surprisingly well. 
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“Is it poisoned?” she asked Sam, plopping down on her bed as a clap of thunder

shook  the  tavern  to  its  foundations.  The  teacup  rattled  in  its  saucer,  and  she breathed  in  the  smell  of  fresh-baked  bread,  sausage,  and  porridge  as  she  threw back her hood and removed her mask. 

“By them, or by me?” Sam was sitting on the floor, his back against the bed. 

Celaena sniffed all her food. “Do I detect … belladonna?” 

Sam  gave  her  a  flat  stare,  and  Celaena  smirked  as  she  tore  a  bite  from  the bread. They sat in silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the scrape of her

utensils against the chipped plates, the drumming of the rain on the roof, and the

occasional groan of a thunderhead breaking. 

“So,” Sam said. “Are you going to tell me what you’re planning, or should I

warn Rolfe to expect the worst?” 

She  sipped  daintily  at  her  tea.  “I  don’t  have  the  faintest  idea  what  you’re talking about, Sam Cortland.” 

“What sort of ‘questions’ did you ask him?” 

She  set  down  her  teacup.  Rain  lashed  the  shutters,  muffling  the  clink  of  her cup against the saucer. “Polite ones.” 

“Oh? I didn’t think you knew what polite meant.” 

“I can be polite when it pleases me.” 

“When  it  gets  you  what  you  want,  you  mean.  So  what  is  it  you  want  from

Rolfe?” 

She  studied  her  companion.  He  certainly  didn’t  seem  to  have  any  qualms about  the  deal.  While  he  might  not  trust  Rolfe,  it  didn’t  bother  him  that  a hundred innocent souls were about to be traded like cattle. “I wanted to ask him

more about the map on his hands.” 

“Damn  it,  Celaena!”  Sam  slammed  his  fist  onto  the  wooden  floor.  “Tell  me

the truth!” 

“Why?” she asked, giving him a pout. “And how do you know I’m  not telling

the truth?” 

Sam got to his feet and began pacing the length of their small room. He undid

the top button of his black tunic, revealing the skin beneath. Something about it

felt  strangely  intimate,  and  Celaena  found  herself  quickly  looking  away  from

him. 

“We’ve grown up together.” Sam stopped at the foot of her bed. “You think I

don’t  know  how  to  tell  when  you’re  cooking  up  some  scheme?  What  do  you

want from Rolfe?” 

If she told him, he’d do everything in his power to prevent her from ruining the deal. And having one enemy was enough. With her plan still unformed, she

 had  to  keep  Sam  out  of  it.  Besides,  if  worse  came  to  worst,  Rolfe  might  very well kill Sam for being involved. Or simply for knowing her. 

“Maybe I’m just unable to resist how handsome he is,” she said. 

Sam went rigid. “He’s twelve years older than you.” 

“So?” He didn’t think she was  serious, did he? 

He gave her a look so scathing it could have turned her to ash, and he stalked

to the window, ripping his cloak down. 

“What are you doing?” 

He  flung  open  the  wooden  shutters  to  reveal  a  sky  full  of  rain  and  forked

lightning. “I’m sick of suffocating. And if you’re interested in Rolfe, he’s bound

to  find  out  what  you  look  like  at  some  point,  isn’t  he?  So  why  bother  slowly roasting to death?” 

“Shut the window.” He only crossed his arms. “Shut it,” she growled. 

When  he  made  no  move  to  close  the  window,  she  jumped  to  her  feet, 

upsetting the tray of food on her mattress, and shoved him aside hard enough for

him  to  take  a  step  back.  Keeping  her  head  down,  she  shut  the  window  and

shutters and threw his cape over the whole thing. 

“Idiot,” she seethed. “What’s gotten into you?” 

Sam  stepped  closer,  his  breath  hot  on  her  face.  “I’m  tired  of  all  the

melodrama and nonsense that happens whenever you wear that ridiculous mask

and cloak. And I’m even more tired of you ordering me around.” 

So  that’s what this was about. “Get used to it.” 

She made to turn to her bed, but he grabbed her wrist. “Whatever plan you’re

concocting, whatever bit of intrigue you’re about to drag me into, just remember

that you’re not head of the Assassins’ Guild  yet. You still answer to Arobynn.” 

She rolled her eyes, yanking her wrist out of his grasp. “Touch me again,” she

said,  striding  to  her  bed  and  picking  up  the  spilled  food,  “and  you’ll  lose  that hand.” 

Sam didn’t speak to her after that. 

CHAPTER

5

Dinner with Sam was silent, and Rolfe appeared at eight to bring them both to

the holding facility. Sam didn’t even ask where they were going. He just played

along, as if he’d known the whole time. 

The  holding  facility  was  an  enormous  wooden  warehouse,  and  even  from

down  the  block,  something  about  the  place  made  Celaena’s  instincts  scream  at

her  to  get  away.  The  sharp  reek  of  unwashed  bodies  didn’t  hit  her  until  they stepped  inside.  Blinking  against  the  brightness  of  the  torches  and  crude

chandeliers, it took her a few heartbeats to sort out what she was seeing. 

Rolfe, striding ahead of them, didn’t falter as he passed cell after cell packed

with  slaves.  Instead,  he  walked  toward  a  large  open  space  in  the  rear  of  the warehouse, where a nut-brown Eyllwe man stood before a cluster of four pirates. 

Beside her, Sam let out a breath, his face wan. If the smell wasn’t bad enough, 

the  people  in  the  cells,  clinging  to  the  bars  or  cowering  against  the  walls  or clutching their children —children—ripped at every shred of her being. 

Aside from some occasional muffled weeping, the slaves were silent. Some of

their  eyes  widened  at  the  sight  of  her.  She’d  forgotten  how  she  must  appear—

faceless, cloak waving behind her, striding past them like Death itself. Some of

the  slaves  even  sketched  invisible  marks  in  the  air,  warding  off  whatever  evil they thought she was. 

She  took  in  the  locks  on  the  pens,  counting  the  number  of  people  crammed

into each cell. They hailed from all the kingdoms on the continent. There were

even  some  orange-haired,  gray-eyed  mountain  clansmen—wild-looking  men

who  tracked  her  movements.  And  women—some  of  them  barely  older  than

Celaena  herself.  Had  they  been  fighters,  too,  or  just  in  the  wrong  place  at  the wrong time? 

Celaena’s heart pounded faster. Even after all these years, people still defied

Adarlan’s conquest. But what right did Adarlan—or Rolfe, or anyone—have to

treat them like this? Conquest wasn’t enough; no, Adarlan had to  break them. 

Eyllwe, she’d heard, had taken the brunt of it. Though their king had yielded

his power to the King of Adarlan, Eyllwe soldiers still could be found fighting in the rebel groups that plagued Adarlan’s forces. But the land itself was too vital

for Adarlan to abandon. Eyllwe boasted two of the most prosperous cities on the

continent; its territory—rich in farmland, waterways, and forests—was a crucial

vein  in  trade  routes.  Now,  it  seemed,  Adarlan  had  decided  that  it  might  make money off its people, too. 

The  men  standing  around  the  Eyllwe  prisoner  parted  as  Rolfe  approached, 

bowing  their  heads.  She  recognized  two  of  the  men  from  dinner  the  previous

night:  the  short,  bald  Captain  Fairview  and  the  one-eyed,  hulking  Captain

Blackgold. Celaena and Sam stopped beside Rolfe. 

The Eyllwe man had been stripped naked, his wiry body already bruised and

bleeding. 

“This one fought back a bit,” said Captain Fairview. Though sweat gleamed

on the slave’s skin, he kept his chin high, his eyes upon some distant sight. He

must have been around twenty. Did he have a family? 

“Keep him in irons, though, and he’ll fetch a good price,” Fairview went on, 

wiping his face on the shoulder of his crimson tunic. The gold embroidery was

fraying, and the fabric, which had probably once been rich with color, was faded

and  stained.  “I’d  send  him  to  the  market  in  Bellhaven.  Lots  of  rich  men  there needing  strong  hands  to  do  their  building.  Or  women  needing  strong  hands  for something else entirely.” He winked in Celaena’s direction. 

Unyielding rage boiled up so fast the breath was knocked from her. She didn’t

realize  her  hand  was  moving  toward  her  sword  until  Sam  knotted  his  fingers

through hers. It was a casual-enough gesture, and to anyone else, it might have

looked affectionate. But he squeezed her fingers tightly enough for her to know

that he was well aware of what she was about to do. 

“How  many  of  these  slaves  will  actually  be  deemed  useful?”  Sam  asked, 

releasing her gloved fingers. “Ours are all going to Rifthold, but you’re dividing

this batch up?” 

Rolfe  said,  “You  think  your  master  is  the  first  to  strike  a  deal  with  me?  We have other agreements in different cities. My partners in Bellhaven tell me what

the wealthy are looking for, and I supply them. If I can’t think of a good place to

sell the slaves, I’ll send them to Calaculla. If your master has leftovers, sending

them  to  Endovier  might  be  a  good  option.  Adarlan’s  stingy  with  what  they’ll

offer when buying slaves for the salt mines, but it’s better than making no money

at all.” 

So Adarlan wasn’t just snatching prisoners from battlefields and their homes

—they were  buying slaves for the Salt Mines of Endovier, too. 

“And  the  children?”  she  asked,  keeping  her  voice  was  neutral  as  possible. 

“Where do they go?” 

Rolfe’s eyes darkened a bit at that, glimmering with enough guilt that Celaena

wondered  if  the  slave  trade  had  been  a  last  resort  for  him.  “We  try  to  keep  the children with their mothers,” he said quietly. “But at the auction block, we can’t

control whether they’re separated.” 

She fought the retort on her tongue, and just said, “I see. Are they a burden to

sell? And how many children can we expect in our shipment?” 

“We have about ten here,” Rolfe said. “Your shipment shouldn’t contain more

than that. And they’re not a burden to sell, if you know where to sell them.” 

“Where?” Sam demanded. 

“Some  wealthy  households  might  want  them  for  scullery  maids  or

stableboys.”  Though  his  voice  remained  steady,  Rolfe  studied  the  ground.  “A

brothel madam might show up at the auction, too.” 

Sam’s face went white with fury. If there was one thing that set him off, one

subject she  knew she could always rely upon to rile him, it was this. 

His  mother,  sold  at  eight  to  a  brothel,  had  spent  her  too-short  twenty-eight years  clawing  her  way  up  from  an  orphan  to  one  of  the  most  successful

courtesans  in  Rifthold.  She’d  had  Sam  only  six  years  before  she’d  died—

murdered by a jealous client. And though she’d amassed some money, it hadn’t

been enough to liberate her from her brothel—or to provide for Sam. But she’d

been a favorite of Arobynn’s, and when he’d learned that she wanted Sam to be

trained by him, he’d taken the boy in. 

“We’ll take that into consideration,” Sam said sharply. 

It  wasn’t  enough  for  Celaena  to  ensure  the  deal  fell  apart.  No,  that  wasn’t nearly  enough.  Not  when  all  of  these  people  were  imprisoned  here.  Her  blood pounded  in  her  veins.  Death,  at  least,  was  quick.  Especially  when  dealt  by  her hand. But slavery was unending suffering. 

“Very  well,”  she  said,  lifting  her  chin.  She  had  to  get  out  of  here—and  get Sam out of here before he snapped. A deadly gleam was growing in his eyes. “I

look  forward  to  seeing  our  shipment  tomorrow  night.”  She  inclined  her  head

toward the pens behind her. “When will these slaves be sent out?” It was such a

dangerous, stupid question. 

Rolfe looked to Captain Fairview, who rubbed his dirty head. “This lot? We’ll

divvy  them  up,  and  they’ll  be  loaded  onto  a  new  ship  tomorrow,  probably. 

They’ll sail around the same time you do, I bet. We need to assemble crews.” He

and  Rolfe  started  off  on  a  conversation  about  manning  the  ships,  and  Celaena took that as her cue to leave. 
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With  a  final  look  at  the  slave  still  standing  there,  Celaena  strode  out  of  the warehouse that stank of fear and death. 

“Celaena,  wait!” Sam called, panting as he walked after her. 

She couldn’t wait. She’d just started walking, and walking, and walking, and

now,  as  she  reached  the  empty  beach  far  from  the  lights  of  Skull’s  Bay,  she wouldn’t stop walking until she reached the water. 

Not  too  far  down  the  curve  in  the  bay,  the  watchtower  stood  guard,  Ship-

Breaker  hanging  across  the  water  for  the  duration  of  the  night.  The  moon

illuminated the powder-fine sand and turned the calm sea into a silver mirror. 

She removed her mask and dropped it behind her, then ripped off her cloak, 

boots,  and  tunic.  The  damp  breeze  kissed  her  bare  skin,  fluttering  her  delicate white undershirt. 

“Celaena! ” 

Bath-warm waves flooded past her, and she kicked up a spray of water as she

kept walking. Before she could get deeper than her calves, Sam grabbed her arm. 

“What  are  you  doing?”  he  demanded.  She  yanked  on  her  arm,  but  he  held

firm. 

In  a  single,  swift  movement,  she  twirled,  swinging  her  other  arm.  But  he

knew the move—because he’d practiced it right alongside her for years—and he

caught her other hand. “Stop,” he said, but she swept her foot. She caught him

behind the knee, sending him tumbling down. Sam didn’t release her, and water

and sand sprayed as they hit the ground. 

Celaena landed on top of him, but Sam didn’t pause for a moment. Before she

could give him a sharp elbow to the face, he flipped her. The air whooshed out of

her lungs. Sam lunged for her, and she had the sense to bring her feet up just as

he leapt. She kicked him square in the stomach. He cursed as he dropped to his

knees. The surf broke around him, a shower of silver. 

She  sprang  into  a  crouch,  the  sand  hissing  beneath  her  feet  as  she  made  to tackle him. 

But  Sam  had  been  waiting,  and  he  twisted  away,  catching  her  by  the

shoulders and throwing her to the ground. 

She  knew  she’d  been  caught  before  he  even  finished  slamming  her  into  the

sand.  He  pinned  her  wrists,  his  knees  digging  into  her  thighs  to  keep  her  from getting her legs under her again. 

“Enough! ”  His  fingers  dug  painfully  into  her  wrists.  A  rogue  wave  reached

them, soaking her. 

She  thrashed,  her  fingers  curling,  straining  to  draw  blood,  but  they  couldn’t reach  his  hands.  The  sand  shifted  enough  that  she  could  scarcely  get  a  steady surface  to  support  herself,  to  flip  him.  But  Sam  knew  her—he  knew  her

movements, knew what tricks she liked to pull. 

“Stop,” he said, his breathing ragged. “Please.” 

In  the  moonlight,  his  handsome  face  was  strained.  “Please,”  he  repeated

hoarsely. 

The  sorrow—the  defeat—in  his  voice  made  her  pause.  A  wisp  of  cloud

passed over the moon, illuminating the strong panes of his cheekbones, the curve

of his lips—the kind of rare beauty that had made his mother so successful. Far

above his head, stars flickered faintly, nearly invisible in the glow of the moon. 

“I’m  not  going  to  let  go  until  you  promise  to  stop  attacking  me,”  Sam  said. 

His face was inches away, and she felt the breath of every one of his words on

her mouth. 

She  took  an  uneven  breath,  then  another.  She  had  no  reason  to  attack  Sam. 

Not when he’d kept her from gutting that pirate in the warehouse. Not when he’d

gotten so riled about the slave children. Her legs trembled with pain. 

“I promise,” she mumbled. 

“Swear it.” 

“I swear on my life.” 

He  watched  her  for  a  second  longer,  then  slowly  eased  off  her.  She  waited

until he was standing, then got to her feet. Both of them were soaked and crusted

with sand, and she was fairly certain her hair had come half out of her braid and

she looked like a raging lunatic. 

“So,”  he  said,  taking  off  his  boots  and  tossing  them  onto  the  sand  behind

them. “Are you going to explain yourself?” He rolled his pants up to the knees

and took a few steps into the surf. 

Celaena  began  pacing,  waves  splattering  at  her  feet.  “I  just  …,”  she  began, 

but waved an arm, shaking her head fiercely. 

“You what?” His words were almost drowned out by the crashing waves. 

She whirled to face him. “How can you bear to look at those people and not

do anything?” 

“The slaves?” 

She resumed her pacing. “It makes me sick. It makes me … makes me so mad

I think I might …” She couldn’t finish the thought. 

“Might what?” Splashing steps sounded, and she looked over her shoulder to

find  him  approaching.  He  crossed  his  arms,  bracing  for  a  fight.  “Might  do something as foolish as attacking Rolfe’s men in their own warehouse?” 

It was now or never. She hadn’t wanted to involve him, but … now that her

plans had changed, she needed his help. 

“I might do something as foolish as freeing the slaves,” she said. 

Sam went so still that he might have been turned into stone. “I knew you were

thinking up something—but  freeing them …” 

“I’m going to do it with or without you.” She’d only intended to ruin the deal, 

but from the moment she’d walked into that warehouse tonight, she’d known she

couldn’t leave the slaves there. 

“Rolfe will kill you,” Sam said. “Or Arobynn will, if Rolfe doesn’t first.” 

“I have to try,” she said. 

“Why?” Sam stepped close enough that she needed to tilt her head back to see

his face. “We’re assassins. We  kill people. We destroy lives every day.” 

“We  have  a  choice,”  she  breathed.  “Maybe  not  when  we  were  children—

when it was Arobynn or death—but now … Now you and I have a  choice in the

things  we  do.  Those  slaves  were  just   taken.  They  were  fighting  for  their freedom, or lived too close to a battlefield, or some mercenaries passed through

their town and  stole them. They’re innocent people.” 

“And we weren’t?” 

Something icy pierced her heart at the glimmer of memory. “We kill corrupt

officials  and  adulterous  spouses;  we  make  it  quick  and  clean.  These  are  entire families being ripped apart. Every one of these people used to be somebody.” 

Sam’s eyes glowed. “I’m not disagreeing with you. I don’t like the idea of this

at  all.  Not  just  the  slaves,  but  Arobynn’s  involvement.  And  those  children  …” 

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “But we’re just two people—surrounded by

Rolfe’s pirates.” 

She gave him a crooked grin. “Then it’s good that we’re the best. And,” she

added,  “it’s  good  that  I’ve  been  asking  him  so  many  questions  about  his  plans for the next two days.” 

Sam  blinked.  “You  realize  this  is  the  most  reckless  thing  you’ve  ever  done, 

right?” 

“Reckless, but maybe the most meaningful, too.” 

Sam stared at her long enough for heat to flood her cheek, as if he could see

right  inside  of  her—see  everything.  The  fact  that  he  didn’t  turn  away  from

whatever he saw made her blood thrum in her veins. “I suppose if we’re going to

die, it should be for a noble cause,” he said. 

She snorted, using it as an excuse to step away from him. “We’re not going to die. At least, not if we follow my plan.” 

He groaned. “You already have a plan?” 

She grinned, then told him everything. When she finished, he only scratched

his head. “Well,” he admitted, sitting on the sand, “I suppose that’d work. We’d

have to time it right, but …” 

“But it could work.” She sat beside him. 

“When Arobynn finds out …” 

“Leave Arobynn to me. I’ll figure out how to deal with him.” 

“We could always just …  not return to Rifthold,” Sam suggested. 

“What, run away?” 

Sam shrugged. Though he kept his eyes on the waves, she could have sworn a

blush darkened his cheeks. “He might very well kill us.” 

“If  we  ran  away,  he’d  hunt  us  for  the  rest  of  our  lives.  Even  if  we  took different names, he’d find us.” As if she could leave her entire life behind! “He’s

invested too much money in us—and we’ve yet to pay him back entirely. He’d

see it as a bad investment.” 

Sam’s gaze drifted northward, as if he could see the sprawling capital city and

its  towering  glass  castle.  “I  think  there’s  more  at  work  here  than  this  trade agreement.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Sam traced circles in the sand between them. “I mean, why send the two of us

here  in  the  first  place?  His  excuse  for  sending  us  was  a  lie.  We’re  not

instrumental  to  this  deal.  He  could  just  as  easily  have  sent  two  other  assassins who aren’t at each other’s throats all the time.” 

“What are you implying?” 

Sam  shrugged.  “Perhaps  Arobynn  wanted  us  out  of  Rifthold  right  now. 

Needed to get us out of the city for a month.” 

A chill went through her. “Arobynn wouldn’t do that.” 

“Wouldn’t  he?”  Sam  asked.  “Did  we  ever  find  out  why  Ben  was  there  the

night Gregori got captured?” 

“If you’re implying that Arobynn somehow set Ben up to—” 

“I’m  not  implying  anything.  But  some  things  don’t  add  up.  And  there  are

questions that haven’t been answered.” 

“We’re not supposed to question Arobynn,” she murmured. 

“And since when do you ever follow orders?” 

She  stood.  “Let’s  get  through  the  next  few  days.  Then  we’ll  consider

whatever conspiracy theories you’re inventing.” 

Sam was on his feet in an instant. “I don’t have any  theories.  Just  questions

that you should be asking yourself, too.  Why did he want us gone this month?” 

“We can trust Arobynn.” Even as the words left her mouth, she felt stupid for

saying them. 

Sam  stooped  to  pick  up  his  boots.  “I’m  going  back  to  the  tavern.  Are  you

coming?” 

“No. I’m staying here for a little longer.” 

Sam gave her an appraising look, but nodded. “We’re to examine Arobynn’s

slaves  on  their  ship  at  four  tomorrow  afternoon.  Try  not  to  stay  out  here  the whole night. We need all the rest we can get.” 

She  didn’t  reply,  and  turned  away  before  she  could  watch  him  head  toward

the golden lights of Skull’s Bay. 

She  walked  along  the  curve  of  the  shoreline,  all  the  way  to  the  lone

watchtower. After studying it from the shadows—the two catapults near its top, 

the giant chain anchored above them—she continued on. She walked until there

was nothing in the world but the grumble and hiss of the waves, the sigh of the

sand beneath her feet, and the glare of the moon on the water. 

She walked until a surprisingly cold breeze swept past her. She halted. 

Slowly, Celaena turned north, toward the source of the breeze, which smelled

of a faraway land she hadn’t seen in eight years. Pine and snow—a city still in

winter’s  grasp.  She  breathed  it  in,  staring  across  the  leagues  of  lonely,  black ocean, seeing, somehow, that distant city that had once, long ago, been her home. 

The wind ripped the strands of hair from her braid, lashing them across her face. 

Orynth.  A  city  of  light  and  music,  watched  over  by  an  alabaster  castle  with  an opal tower so bright it could be viewed for miles. 

The  moonlight  vanished  behind  a  thick  cloud.  In  the  sudden  dark,  the  stars

glowed brighter. 

She knew all the constellations by heart, and she instinctively sought out the

Stag, Lord of the North, and the immovable star that crowned his head. 

Back then, she hadn’t had any choice. When Arobynn offered her this path, it

was either that, or death. But now …

She took a shuddering breath. No, she was as limited in her choices as she’d

been  when  she  was  eight  years  old.  She  was  Adarlan’s  Assassin,  Arobynn

Hamel’s protégée and heir—and she would always be. 

It was a long walk back to the tavern. 

CHAPTER

6

After yet another miserably hot and sleepless night, Celaena spent the following

day with Sam, walking through the streets of Skull’s Bay. They kept their pace

leisurely, pausing at various vendors’ carts and popping into the occasional shop, 

but  all  the  while  tracing  each  step  of  their  plan,  going  over  every  detail  that they’d need to orchestrate perfectly. 

From the fishermen along the docks, they learned that the rowboats tied to the

piers belonged to  nobody in particular,  and that tomorrow’s  morning tide came

in just after sunrise. Not advantageous, but better than midday. 

From  flirting  with  the  harlots  along  the  main  street,  Sam  learned  that  every once in a while, Rolfe covered the tab for all the pirates in his service, and the

revelry lasted for days. Sam also picked up a few other pointers that he refused

to tell Celaena about. 

And from the half-drunk pirate languishing in an alley, Celaena learned how

many  men  guarded  the  slave  ships,  what  manner  of  weapons  they  carried,  and

where the slaves were kept. 

When four o’clock rolled around, Celaena and Sam were standing aboard the

ship  Rolfe  had  promised  them,  watching  and  counting  as  the  slaves  stumbled

onto the wide deck. Ninety-three. Mostly men, most of them young. The women

were a broader range of ages, and there were only a handful of children, just as

Rolfe had said. 

“Do they meet your refined tastes?” Rolfe asked as he approached. 

“I  thought  you  said  there’d  be  more,”  she  replied  coldly,  keeping  her  eyes

upon the chained slaves. 

“We had an even hundred, but seven died on the journey.” 

She  bit  back  the  anger  that  flared.  Sam,  knowing  her  far  too  well  for  her

liking,  cut  in.  “And  how  many  can  we  expect  to  lose  on  the  journey  to

Rifthold?”  His  face  was  relatively  neutral,  though  his  brown  eyes  flashed  with annoyance. Fine—he was a good liar. As good as she was, maybe. 

Rolfe ran a hand through his dark hair. “Don’t you two ever stop  questioning? 

There’s  no  way  of  predicting  how  many  slaves  you’ll  lose.  Just  keep  them watered and fed.” 

A low growl slipped through her teeth, but Rolfe was already walking to his

group  of  guards.  Celaena  and  Sam  followed  him,  observing  as  the  last  of  the slaves were shoved onto the deck. 

“Where are the slaves from yesterday?” Sam asked. 

Rolfe  waved  a  hand.  “Most  are  on  that  ship,  and  will  leave  tomorrow.”  He

pointed  to  a  nearby  ship  and  ordered  one  of  the  slave  drivers  to  start  the inspection. 

They  waited  until  a  few  slaves  had  been  looked  over,  offering  remarks  on

how fit a slave was, where he’d fetch a good price in Rifthold. Each word tasted

fouler than the last. 

“Tonight,”  she  said  to  the  Pirate  Lord,  “you  can  guarantee  that  this  ship’s

protected?” Rolfe sighed loudly and nodded. “That watchtower across the bay,” 

she pressed. “I assume that they’ll also be responsible for monitoring this ship, 

too?” 

“Yes,”  Rolfe  snapped.  Celaena  opened  her  mouth,  but  he  interrupted.  “And

before  you  ask,  let  me  say  that  we  change  the  watch  just  before  dawn.”  So

they’d have to target the morning watch instead, to avoid any alarm being raised

at dawn—at high tide. Which was a slight hitch in her plan, but they could easily

fix it. 

“How many of the slaves speak our language?” she asked. 

Rolfe raised a brow. “Why?” 

She could feel Sam tense beside her, but she shrugged. “It might add to their

value.” 

Rolfe  studied  her  a  bit  too  closely,  then  whirled  to  face  a  slave  woman

standing nearby. “Do you speak the common tongue?” 

She looked this way and that, clutching her scraps of clothing to her—a mix

of  fur  and  wool  undoubtedly  worn  to  keep  her  warm  in  the  frigid  mountain

passes of the White Fangs. 

“Do  you  understand  what  I’m  saying?”  Rolfe  demanded.  The  woman  lifted

her shackled hands. Raw, red skin lay around the iron. 

“I think the answer is no,” Sam offered. 

Rolfe glared at him, then walked through the stables. “Can any of you speak

the common tongue?” He repeated himself, and was about to turn back when an

older  Eyllwe  man—reed  thin  and  covered  with  cuts  and  bruises—stepped

forward. 
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“I can,” he said. 

“That’s  it?”  Rolfe  barked  at  the  slaves.  “No  one  else?”  Celaena  approached

the  man  who  had  spoken,  committing  his  face  to  memory.  He  recoiled  at  her

mask and her cloak. 

“Well, at least he might fetch a higher price,” Celaena said over her shoulder

to  Rolfe.  Sam  summoned  Rolfe  with  a  question  about  the  mountain-woman  in

front of him, providing enough distraction. “What’s your name?” Celaena asked

the slave. 

“Dia.” His long, frail fingers trembled slightly. 

“You’re fluent?” 

He nodded. “My—my mother was from Bellhaven. My father was a merchant

from Banjali. I grew up with both languages.” 

And he’d probably never worked a day in his life. How had  he gotten caught

up in this mess? The other slaves on the deck hung back, huddling together, even

some  of  the  larger  men  and  women  whose  scars  and  bruises  marked  them  as

fighters—prisoners  of  war.  Had  they  already  seen  enough  of  slavery  to  break

them? For both her sake and theirs, she hoped not. 

“Good,” she said, and strode away. 

Hours later, no one noticed—or if they did, they certainly didn’t care—when two

cloaked  figures  slipped  into  two  rowboats  and  headed  toward  the  slave  ships

hovering  several  hundred  yards  offshore.  A  few  lanterns  illuminated  the

behemoth  vessels,  but  the  moon  was  bright  enough  for  Celaena  to  easily  make

out the  Golden Wolf as she rowed toward it. 

To  her  right,  Sam  rowed  as  quietly  as  he  could  to  the   Loveless,  where  the slaves  from  yesterday  were  being  held.  Silence  was  their  only  hope  and  ally, though the town behind them was already in the midst of revelry. It hadn’t taken

long  for  word  to  get  out  that  Arobynn  Hamel’s  assassins  had  opened  a

celebratory  tab  at  the  tavern,  and  even  as  they  had  strode  to  the  docks,  pirates were already streaming the other way toward the inn. 

Panting through her  mask, Celaena’s arms  ached with each  stroke. It wasn’t

the  town  she  was  worried  about,  but  the  solitary  watchtower  to  her  left.  A  fire burned  in  its  jagged  turret,  faintly  illuminating  the  catapults  and  the  ancient chain  across  the  narrow  bay  mouth.  If  they  were  to  be  caught,  the  first  alarm would be sounded from there. 

It  might  have  been  easier  to  escape  now—take  down  the  watch-tower, 

overpower the slave ships, and set sail—but the chain was only the first in a line

of defenses. The Dead Islands were nearly impossible to navigate at night, and at low tide … They’d get a few miles and run aground on a reef or a sandbank. 

Celaena drifted the last few feet to the  Golden Wolf and grasped the rung of a

wooden ladder to keep the boat from thudding too hard against the hull. 

They  were  better  off  at  first  light  tomorrow,  when  the  pirates  would  be  too drunk or unconscious to notice, and when they had high tide on their side. 

Sam  flashed  a  compact  mirror,  indicating  he’d  made  it  to  the   Loveless. 

Catching the light in her own mirror, she signaled him back, then flashed twice, 

indicating that she was ready. 

A moment later, Sam returned the same signal. Celaena took a long, steadying

breath. 

It was time. 
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Nimble as a cat and smooth as a snake, Celaena climbed the wooden ladder built

into the side of the ship. 

The first guard didn’t notice she was upon him until her hands were around

his neck, striking the two points that sent him into unconsciousness. He slumped

to  the  deck,  and  she  caught  him  by  his  filthy  tunic,  softening  his  fall.  Quiet  as mice, quiet as the wind, quiet as the grave. 

The second guard, stationed at the helm, saw her coming up the staircase. He

managed to emit a muffled cry before the pommel of her dagger slammed into

his forehead. Not as neat, and not as quiet: he hit the deck with a thud that made

the third guard, stationed at the prow, whirl to see. 

But  it  was  shadowy,  and  there  were  yards  of  ship  between  them.  Celaena

crouched low to the deck, covering the fallen guard’s body with her cloak. 

“Jon?”  the  third  guard  called  across  the  deck.  Celaena  winced  at  the  sound. 

Not too far away, the  Loveless was silent. 

Celaena grimaced at the reek from Jon’s unwashed body. 

“Jon?” the guard said, and thumping steps followed. Closer and closer. He’d

see the first guard soon. 

Three … two … one …

“What in  hell?” The guard tripped over the first guard’s prostrate body. 

Celaena moved. 

She  swung  over  the  railing  fast  enough  that  the  guard  didn’t  look  up  until

she’d landed behind him. All it took was a swift blow to the head and she was

easing his body down atop the first guard’s. Her heart hammering through every

inch  of  her,  she  sprinted  to  the  prow  of  the  ship.  She  flashed  the  mirror  three times. Three guards down. 

Nothing. 

“Come on, Sam.” She signaled again. 

Far  too  many  heartbeats  later,  a  signal  greeted  her.  The  air  rushed  from  her

lungs  in  a  breath  she  hadn’t  realized  she’d  been  holding.  The  guards  on  the Loveless were unconscious, too. 

She  signaled  once.  The  watchtower  was  still  quiet.  If  the  guards  were  up

there, they hadn’t seen anything. She had to be quick, had to get this done before

her disappearance was noticed. 

The  guard  outside  the  captain’s  quarters  managed  to  kick  the  wall  hard

enough to wake the dead before she knocked him out, but it didn’t stop Captain

Fairview from squealing when she slipped into his office and shut the door. 

When  Fairview  was  secured  in  the  brig,  gagged  and  bound  and  fully  aware

that  his  cooperation  and  the  cooperation  of  his  guards  meant  his  life,  she  crept down to the cargo area. 

The passages were cramped, but the two guards at the door still didn’t notice

her until she took the liberty of rendering them unconscious. 

Silently as she could, she grabbed a lantern hanging from a peg on the wall

and opened the door. The reek almost brought her to her knees. 

The ceiling was so low she almost grazed it with her head. The slaves had all

been  chained,  sitting,  to  the  floor.  No  latrines,  no  source  of  light,  no  food  or water. 

The  slaves  murmured,  squinting  against  the  sudden  brightness  of  the

torchlight leaking in from the hallway. 

Celaena  took  the  ring  of  keys  she’d  stolen  from  the  captain’s  quarters  and

stepped into the cargo chamber. “Where is Dia?” she asked. They said nothing, 

either because they didn’t understand, or out of solidarity. 

Celaena sighed, stepping farther into the chamber, and some of the wild-eyed

mountain  men  murmured  to  one  another.  While  they  might  have  only  recently

declared themselves Adarlan’s enemies, the people of the White Fang Mountains

had long been known for their unyielding love of violence. If she were to meet

with  any  trouble  in  here,  it  would  be  from  them.  “Where  is  Dia?”  she  asked more loudly. 

A  trembling  voice  came  from  the  back  of  the  cargo  area.  “Here.”  Her  eyes

strained to spy his narrow, fine features. “I’m here.” 

She  strode  carefully  through  the  crowded  darkness.  They  were  so  close

together  that  there  was  no  room  to  move,  and  hardly  any  air  to  breathe.  No wonder seven had died on the voyage here. 

She took out Captain Fairview’s key and freed the shackles at Dia’s feet, then

his manacles, before offering him a hand up. “You’re going to translate for me.” 

The mountain folk and whoever else didn’t speak either the common tongue or

Eyllwe could figure out enough on their own. 

Dia rubbed his wrists, which were bleeding and scabbed in places. “Who are you?” 

Celaena unlocked the chains of the too-thin woman beside Dia, then held out

the keys in her direction. “A friend,” she said. “Tell her to unlock everyone, but

tell them  not to leave this room.” 

Dia nodded, and spoke in Eyllwe. The woman, mouth slightly open, looked at

Celaena,  then  took  the  keys.  Without  a  word,  she  set  about  freeing  her

companions. Dia then addressed the entire cargo bay, his voice soft but fierce. 

“The guards are unconscious,” she said. Dia translated. “The captain has been

locked  in  the  brig,  and  tomorrow,  should  you  choose  to  act,  he  will  guide  you through  the  Dead  Islands  and  to  safety.  He  knows  that  the  penalty  for  bad

information is death.” 

Dia translated, his eyes growing wider and wider. Somewhere near the back, 

one of the mountain men began translating. And then two others translated, too

—one  in  the  language  of  Melisande,  and  another  in  a  language  she  didn’t

recognize.  Had  it  been  clever  or  cowardly  of  them  not  to  speak  up  last  night when she asked who spoke the common tongue? 

“When I am done explaining our plan of action,” she said, her hands shaking

a bit as she suddenly recalled what, exactly, lay before them, “you may leave this

room, but do not set foot on the decks. There are guards in the watchtower, and

guards  monitoring  this  ship  from  land.  If  they  see  you  on  the  deck,  they  will warn everyone.” 

She let Dia and the others finish before going on. 

“My  colleague  is  already  aboard  the   Loveless,  another  slave  ship  set  to  sail tomorrow.” She swallowed hard. “When I am done here, he and I will return to

the  town  and  create  a  distraction  large  enough  that  when  the  dawn  breaks,  you will have enough time to sail out of the harbor. You need the full day to sail out

of the Dead Islands before dark—or else you’ll be caught in their labyrinth.” 

Dia translated, but a woman spoke from nearby. Dia frowned as he turned to

Celaena. “She has two questions. What of the chain at the entrance to the bay? 

And how will we sail the ship?” 

Celaena nodded. “Leave the chain to us. We’ll have it down before you reach

it.” 

When  Dia  and  the  others  translated,  murmurs  broke  out.  Shackles  were  still

thudding to the ground as slave after slave was unlocked. 

“As  for  sailing  the  ship,”  she  went  on  above  the  noise,  “are  any  of  you

sailors? Fishermen?” 

Some  hands  went  up.  “Captain  Fairview  will  give  you  specific  instructions. 

You’ll have to row out of the bay, though. Everyone who has the strength will be needed on the oars, or you won’t have a shot of outrunning Rolfe’s ships.” 

“What of his fleet?” another man asked. 

“Leave it to me.” Sam was probably already rowing over to the  Golden Wolf. 

They had to get back to shore  now. “No matter if the chain is still up, no matter what  might  be  happening  in  town,  the  moment  the  sun  slips  over  the  horizon, you start rowing like hell.” 

A  few  voices  objected  to  Dia’s  translation,  and  he  gave  a  sharp,  short  reply before turning to her. “We will sort out specifics on our own.” 

She  lifted  her  chin.  “Discuss  it  among  yourselves.  Your  fate  is  yours  to

decide. But no matter what plan you choose, I  will have the chain down, and will buy you as much time as I can at dawn.” 

She  bowed  her  head  in  farewell  as  she  left  the  cargo  hold,  beckoning  Dia

along with her. Discussion started behind them—muffled, at least. 

In the hallway, she could see how thin he was, how filthy. She pointed down

the hall. “That is where the brig is; there you’ll find Captain Fairview. Get him

out before dawn, and don’t be afraid to bloody him up a bit if he refuses to talk. 

There  are  three  unconscious  guards  tied  up  on  the  deck,  a  guard  outside

Fairview’s  quarters,  and  the  two  here.  Do  whatever  you  want  with  them;  the

choice is yours.” 

“I’ll have someone take them to the brig,” Dia said quickly. He rubbed at the

stubble  on  his  face.  “How  much  time  will  we  have  to  get  away?  How  long

before the pirates notice?” 

“I don’t know. I’ll try to disable their ships, which might slow them down.” 

They reached the narrow stairs that led to the upper decks. “There’s one thing I

need  you  to  do,”  she  continued,  and  he  looked  up  at  her,  his  eyes  bright.  “My colleague doesn’t speak Eyllwe. I need you to take a rowboat to the other ship

and tell them all that I’ve told you, and unlock their chains. We have to return to

shore now, so you’ll have to go alone.” 

Dia sucked in a breath, but nodded. “I will.” 

After Dia told the people in the cargo bay to take the unconscious guards to

the brig, he crept with Celaena onto the empty deck. He cringed at the sight of

the  unconscious  guards,  but  didn’t  object  when  she  swept  Jon’s  cloak  over  his shoulders and concealed his face in the folds of the cloak. Or when she gave him

Jon’s sword and dagger. 

Sam  was  already  waiting  at  the  side  of  the  ship,  hidden  from  the  far-seeing eyes  of  the  watchtower.  He  helped  Dia  into  the  first  rowboat  before  climbing into the second and waiting for Celaena to get aboard. 

Blood  gleamed  on  Sam’s  dark  tunic,  but  they’d  both  packed  a  change  of clothes. Silently, Sam picked up the oars. Celaena cleared her throat. Dia turned

back to her. 

She  inclined  her  head  east,  toward  the  mouth  of  the  bay.  “Remember:  you

 must  start  rowing  at  sunrise,  even  if  the  chain  is  up.  Every  moment  you  delay means losing the tide.” 

Dia grasped the oars. “We will be ready.” 

“Then good luck,” she said. Without another word, Dia began rowing to the

other ship, his strokes a bit too loud for her liking, but not enough to be detected. 

Sam, too, started rowing, slipping around the curve of the prow and heading

toward the docks at a casual, unsuspicious pace. 

“Nervous?”  he  asked,  his  voice  barely  audible  above  the  steady  slice  of  his

oars through the calm bay. 

“No,” she lied. 

“Me, too.” 

Ahead  of  them  were  the  golden  lights  of  Skull’s  Bay.  Hoots  and  cheers

echoed across the water. Word had certainly spread about the free ale. 

She smiled slightly. “Get ready to unleash hell.” 
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Though  the  chant  of  the  crowd  roared  around  them,  Rolfe  and  Sam  had  their

eyes closed in concentration as their throats moved up and down, down and up, 

chugging  their  mugs  of  ale.  And  Celaena,  watching  it  from  behind  her  mask, 

could not stop laughing. 

It  wasn’t  that  hard  to  pretend  Sam  was  drunk  and  they  were  having  the

grandest  time  in  the  world.  Mostly  because  of  her  mask,  but  also  because  Sam played the part very, very well. 

Rolfe slammed his mug on the table, letting out a satisfied “Ah!” and wiping

his wet mouth on his sleeve as the gathered crowd cheered. Celaena cackled, her

masked  face  oozing  sweat.  Like  everyplace  else  on  this  island,  the  tavern  was suffocatingly  hot,  and  the  odor  of  ale  and  unwashed  bodies  poured  from  every crevice and stone. 

It was packed to capacity. A three-man ensemble made up of an accordion, a

fiddle,  and  a  tambourine  played  raucously  in  the  corner  by  the  hearth.  Pirates swapped stories and called for their favorite songs. Peasants and lowlifes drank

themselves  into  oblivion  and  gambled  on  rigged  games  of  chance.  Harlots

patrolled the room, milling around tables and sitting on laps. 

Across from her, Rolfe grinned, and Sam drained the last from his mug. Or so

Rolfe thought. Given how often drinks were spilled and splashed, no one really

noticed the constant puddle around Sam’s mug, and the hole he’d drilled into the

bottom of it was too small to detect. 

The crowd dispersed, and Celaena laughed as she raised her hand. “Another

round, gentlemen?” she cried, signaling for the barmaid. 

“Well,” Rolfe said, “I think it’s safe to say that I prefer you like this to when

we’re discussing business.” 

Sam leaned in, a conspirator’s grin on his face. “Oh, I do, too. She’s horrible

most of the time.” 

Celaena kicked him—hard enough, because she knew it wasn’t entirely a lie

—and Sam yelped. Rolfe chuckled. 

She  flipped  the  barmaid  a  copper  as  the  woman  refilled  Rolfe’s  and  Sam’s mugs. 

“So, will I ever get to see the face behind the legendary Celaena Sardothien?” 

Rolfe leaned forward to rest his arms on the sodden table. The clock behind the

bar read three thirty in the morning. They had to act soon. Given how crowded

the tavern was, and how many of the pirates were already halfway unconscious, 

it  was  a  miracle  there  was  any  ale  left  in  Skull’s  Bay.  If  Arobynn  and  Rolfe didn’t kill her for freeing the slaves, then Rolfe might very well murder her for

starting a tab with not nearly enough money to pay for it all. 

She leaned closer to Rolfe. “If you make my master and me as much money

as you claim, I’ll show you my face.” 

Rolfe glanced at the tattooed map on his hands. 

“Did you really sell your soul for that?” she asked. 

“When you show me your face, I’ll tell you the truth.” 

She  extended  her  hand.  “Deal.”  He  shook  it.  Sam  raised  his  mug—already

drained  half  an  inch  from  the  small  hole  in  the  bottom—and  saluted  their

promise  before  both  men  drank.  She  fished  out  a  pack  of  cards  from  a  cloak pocket. “Care for a game of Kings?” 

“If  you  aren’t  beggared  by  the  time  this  night  is  over,”  Rolfe  said,  “then

playing against me will guarantee it.” 

She clicked her tongue. “Oh, I highly doubt that.” She broke and shuffled the

deck three times and dealt the cards. 

The  hours  passed  by  in  a  series  of  clanking  glasses  and  perfect  card  suites, group  singing  sessions  and  tales  of  lands  far  and  near,  and  as  the  clock  was silenced  by  the  never-ending  music,  Celaena  found  herself  leaning  into  Sam’s

shoulder,  laughing  as  Rolfe  finished  his  crude  and  absurd  story  of  the  farmer’s wife and her stallions. 

She  banged  her  fist  on  the  table,  howling—and  that  wasn’t  entirely  an  act, 

either.  As  Sam  slipped  a  hand  around  her  waist,  his  touch  somehow  sending  a bright-hot flame through her, she had to wonder if he was still pretending, too. 

In terms of cards, it turned out to be Sam who took them for everything they

were  worth,  and  by  the  time  the  clock  hands  pointed  to  five,  Rolfe  had  shifted into a foul mood. 

Unfortunately for him, that mood wasn’t about to improve. Sam gave Celaena

a  nod,  and  she  tripped  a  passing  pirate,  who  spilled  his  drink  on  an  already belligerent man, who in turn tried to punch him in the face but hit the man next

to him instead. By luck, at that moment, a trick card fell out of a man’s sleeve, a

prostitute slapped a pirate wench, and the tavern exploded into a brawl. 

People wrestled one another to the ground, some pirates drawing swords and daggers  to  try  to  duel  their  way  across  the  floor.  Others  jumped  from  the

mezzanine  to  join  the  fight,  swinging  themselves  across  the  railing,  either

attempting to land on tables or aiming for the iron chandelier and missing badly. 

The  music  still  played,  and  the  musicians  rose  and  backed  farther  into  the

corner.  Rolfe,  half-standing,  put  a  hand  on  his  hilt.  Celaena  gave  him  a  nod before drawing her sword and charging into the brawling crowd. 

With deft flicks of her wrist, she cut someone’s arm and ripped another’s leg

open, but didn’t actually kill anyone. She just needed to keep the fight going—

and escalate it enough—to hold all eyes on the town. 

As  she  made  to  slip  toward  the  exit,  someone  grabbed  her  around  the  waist

and  threw  her  into  a  wooden  pillar  so  hard  she  knew  she’d  have  a  bruise.  She squirmed  in  the  red-faced  pirate’s  grasp,  nearly  gagging  as  his  sour  breath

seeped through her mask. She got her arm free enough to thrust the pommel of

her sword between his legs. He dropped to the ground like a stone. 

Celaena barely got a step away before a hairy fist slammed into her jaw. Pain

blinded her like lightning, and she tasted blood in her mouth. She quickly felt her

mask to ensure it wasn’t cracked or about to fall off. 

Dodging  the  next  blow,  she  swept  her  foot  behind  the  man’s  knee  and  sent

him careening into a yowling cluster of harlots. She didn’t know where Sam had

gone, but if he was sticking to the plan, then she didn’t need to worry about him. 

Weaving through the snarls of fighting pirates, Celaena headed toward the exit, 

clashing her blade against several unskilled swords. 

A  pirate  with  a  frayed  eye  patch  raised  a  clumsy  hand  to  strike  her,  but

Celaena  caught  it  and  kicked  him  in  the  stomach,  sending  him  flying  into

another man. They both hit a table, flipped over it, and began fighting between

themselves.  Animals. Celaena stalked through the crowd and out the front door

of the tavern. 

To  her  delight,  the  streets  weren’t  much  better.  The  fight  had  spread  with

astonishing  speed.  Up  and  down  the  avenue,  pouring  out  of  the  other  taverns, pirates  wrestled  and  dueled  and  rolled  on  the  ground.  Apparently,  she  hadn’t

been the only one eager for a fight. 

Reveling in the mayhem, she was halfway down the street, headed toward the

meet-up point with Sam, when Rolfe’s voice boomed out from behind her. 

“ENOUGH! ” 

Everyone lifted whatever they had in their hands—a mug, a sword, a clump

of hair—and saluted. 

And then promptly resumed fighting. 

Laughing  to  herself,  Celaena  hurried  down  an  alley.  Sam  was  already  there, blood seeping from his nose, but his eyes were bright. 

“I’d say that went pretty well,” he said. 

“I never knew you were such an expert card player.” She looked him up and

down. His stance was steady. “Or an expert drunkard.” 

He  grinned.  “There’s  a  lot  you  don’t  know  about  me,  Celaena  Sardothien.” 

He  grabbed  her  shoulder,  suddenly  closer  than  she’d  like.  “Ready?”  he  asked, 

and she nodded, looking to the lightening sky. 

“Let’s  go.”  She  pulled  out  of  his  grasp  and  yanked  off  her  gloves,  stuffing them in her pocket. “The watch at the tower must have changed by now. We’ve

got  until  dawn  to  disable  that  chain  and  the  catapults.”  They’d  debated  for  a while  about  whether  it  would  be  more  useful  to  just  destroy  the  chain  from  its unguarded opposite side. But even if they did, they’d still have the catapults to

contend with. It was better to risk the guards and take out both the chain and the

catapults at once. 

“If  we  live  through  this,  Celaena,”  Sam  said,  heading  toward  the  side  street that led to the docks, “remind me to teach you how to play cards properly.” 

She cursed colorfully enough to make him laugh, and launched into a run. 

They turned onto a quiet street just as someone stepped out of the shadows. 

“Going somewhere?” 

It was Rolfe. 
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Down  the  slope  of  the  street,  Celaena  could  perfectly  see  the  two  slave  ships sitting—still  unmoving—in  the  bay.  And  the  mast-snapping  chain  not  too  far

from them. Unfortunately, from his angle, so could Rolfe. 

The sky had turned light gray. Dawn. 

Celaena bowed her head to the Pirate Lord. “I’d rather not get my hands dirty

in that mess.” 

Rolfe’s lips formed a thin line. “Funny, given that you tripped the man who

started the brawl.” 

Sam glared at her. She’d been subtle, damn it! 

Rolfe drew his sword, the dragon’s eyes gleaming in the growing light. “And

also  funny,  since  you’ve  been  spoiling  for  a  fight  for  days,  that  you  suddenly decided to vanish when everyone’s attention is elsewhere.” 

Sam raised his hands. “We don’t want any trouble.” 

Rolfe chuckled, a harsh, humorless sound. “Maybe you don’t, Sam Cortland, 

but  she does.” Rolfe stepped toward her, his sword dangling at his side. “She’s

wanted  trouble  since  the  moment  she  got  here.  What  was  your  plan?  Steal

treasure? Information?” 

From the corner of her eye, something shifted in the ships. Like a bird flexing

its  wings,  a  row  of  oars  shot  out  from  their  sides.  They  were  ready.  And  the chain was still up. 

 Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look …

But Rolfe looked, and Celaena’s breathing turned shallow as he scanned the

ships. 

Sam tensed, his knees bending slightly. 

“I am going to kill you, Celaena Sardothien,” Rolfe breathed. And he meant

it. 

Celaena’s  fingers  tightened  around  her  sword,  and  Rolfe  opened  his  mouth, 

lungs filling with air as he prepared to shout a warning. 

Quick as a whip, she did the only thing she could think of to distract him. 

Her mask clattered to the ground, and she shook off her hood. Her golden hair

gleamed in the growing light. 

Rolfe froze. “You … You’re … What sort of trickery is this?” 

Beyond them, the oars began moving, churning the water as the boats turned

toward  the  chain—and  the  freedom  beyond  it.  “Go,”  she  murmured  to  Sam. 

“Now.” 

Sam only nodded before he sprinted down the street. 

Alone  with  Rolfe,  Celaena  raised  her  sword.  “Celaena  Sardothien,  at  your

service.” 

The  pirate  was  still  staring  at  her,  his  face  pale  with  rage.  “How   dare  you deceive me?” 

She sketched a bow. “I did nothing of the sort. I  told you I was beautiful.” 

Before she could stop him, Rolfe shouted, “They’re trying to steal our ships! 

To your boats! To the watchtower!” 

A  roar  erupted  around  them,  and  Celaena  prayed  that  Sam  could  reach  the

watchtower before the pirates caught him. 

Celaena began circling the Pirate Lord. He circled her, too. He wasn’t drunk

in the least. 

“How  old  are  you?”  Each  of  his  steps  was  carefully  placed,  but  she  noticed

that he kept shifting to expose his left side. 

“Sixteen.” She didn’t bother to keep her voice low and gravelly. 

Rolfe swore. “Arobynn sent a sixteen-year-old to deal with me?” 

“He sent the best of the best. Consider that an honor.” 

With a growl, the Pirate Lord lunged. 

She danced back, swinging up her sword to block the blow he aimed for her

throat. She didn’t need to kill him right away—just to distract him long enough

to  prevent  him  from  further  organizing  his  men.  And  keep  him  away  from  the

ships.  She  had  to  buy  Sam  enough  time  to  disable  the  chain  and  the  catapults. 

The ships were already turning toward the mouth of the bay. 

Rolfe launched himself again, and she let him land two strikes on her sword

before she ducked the third blow and slammed into him. She swept her foot, and

Rolfe staggered back a step. Not missing a beat, she pulled out her long hunting

knife, slashing for his chest. She let her blow fall short, ripping through the fine

blue material of his tunic instead. 

Rolfe stumbled into the wall of a building behind him, but caught his footing

and dodged the blow that would have taken off his head. The vibrations of her
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sword hitting stone stung her hand, but she kept hold of the hilt. 

“What  was  the  plan?”  Rolfe  panted  above  the  roar  of  the  pirates  rushing

toward the docks. “Steal my slaves and take all the profit?” 

She laughed, feinting to his right, but sweeping for his unprotected left with

her dagger. To her surprise, Rolfe deflected both moves in a swift, sure motion. 

“To free them,” she said. Beyond the chain, beyond the mouth of the bay, the

clouds on the horizon began to color with the light of the coming dawn. 

“Fool,”  Rolfe  spat,  and  this  time  feinted  so  well  that  even  Celaena  couldn’t avoid  the  rake  of  his  sword  across  her  arm.  Warm  blood  seeped  through  her

black tunic. She hissed, darting away a few steps. A careless mistake. 

“You think freeing  two hundred slaves  will solve anything?”  Rolfe kicked a

fallen bottle of liquor at her. She knocked it aside with the flat of her sword, her

right arm screaming in pain. Glass shattered behind her. “There are thousands of

slaves  out  there.  Are  you  going  to  march  into  Calaculla  and  Endovier  and  free them, too?” 

Behind  him,  the  steady  strokes  of  the  oars  propelled  the  ships  toward  the

chain. Sam had to hurry. 

Rolfe shook his head. “Stupid girl. If I don’t kill you, your master will.” 

Not him giving the luxury of a warning, she threw herself at him. She ducked, 

twirling, and Rolfe barely turned before she slammed the pommel of her sword

into the back of his head. 

The  Pirate  Lord  crumpled  to  the  dirt  street  just  as  a  crowd  of  bloodied  and filthy  pirates  appeared  around  the  corner.  Celaena  only  had  time  to  throw  her hood  over  her  head,  hoping  the  shadows  concealed  enough  of  her  face,  before

she took off at a run. 

It didn’t take much to get away from a group of half-drunk battlecrazed pirates. 

She  only  had  to  lead  them  down  a  few  twisted  streets,  and  then  she  lost  them. 

But  the  wound  on  her  arm  still  slowed  her  considerably  as  she  ran  for  the

watchtower.  Sam  was  already  far  ahead.  Releasing  the  chain  was  now  in  his

hands. 

Pirates  raged  up  and  down  the  docks,  seeking   any  boat  that  was  in  working order. That had been the final leg of her journey last night: disabling the rudders

in all of the ships along the docks, including Rolfe’s own ship, the  Sea Dragon—

which honestly deserved to be tampered with, given that security on board had

been so lax. But, despite the damage, some pirates managed to find rowboats and

piled into them, brandishing swords or cutlasses or axes and shouting profanities

to the high heavens. The ramshackle buildings blurred as she sprinted toward the watchtower.  Her  breath  was  ragged  in  her  throat,  a  night  of  no  sleep  already taking  its  toll.  She  burst  past  pirates  on  the  docks,  too  busy  bemoaning  their ruined boats to notice her. 

The slaves still rowed for the chain as if demons from every Hellrealm were

upon them. 

Celaena  charged  down  the  road,  heading  for  the  edge  of  the  town.  With  the

sloping, wide-open road, she could see Sam racing far ahead—and a large group

of pirates not too far behind him. The cut on her arm throbbed, but she pushed

herself to run faster. 

Sam had mere minutes to get that chain down, or else the slaves’ ships would

shatter upon it. Even if the slaves’ ships were able to stop before they hit it, there

were enough smaller boats heading out that the pirates would overpower them. 

The pirates had weapons. Aside from whatever was onboard the ships, the slaves

were unarmed, even if many of them had been warriors and rebels. 

There  was  a  flash  of  movement  from  the  half-crumbling  tower.  Steel

glimmered,  and  there  was  Sam,  charging  up  the  staircase  that  wound  up  the

outside of the tower. 

Two pirates rushed down the steps, swords raised. Sam dodged one, knocking

him  down  with  a  swift  strike  to  the  spine.  Before  the  pirate  had  even  finished falling, Sam’s blade skewered the other man clean through the middle. 

But there was still Ship-Breaker to disable, along with the two catapults, and

—

And the dozen pirates who had now reached the foot of the tower. 

Celaena cursed. She was still too far. There was no way she could make it in

time to disable the chain—the ships would crash into it long before she got there. 

She swallowed the pain in her arm, focusing on her breathing as she ran and

ran, not daring to take her eyes off the tower ahead. Sam, still a tiny figure in the

distance, reached the top of the tower and the expanse of open stone where the

anchor to the chain lay. Even from here, she could tell it was gargantuan. And as

Sam  rushed  around  it,  hacking  at  whatever  he  could,  throwing  himself  against

the enormous lever, both of them realized the horrible truth, the one thing she’d

overlooked: the chain was too heavy for one man to move. 

The  slaves’  ships  were  close  now.  So  close  that  stopping  …  stopping  was

impossible. 

They were going to die. 

But the slaves didn’t cease rowing. 

The  dozen  pirates  were  climbing  the  stairs.  Sam  had  been  trained  to  engage

multiple  men  in  combat,  but  a  dozen  pirates  …  Damn  Rolfe  and  his  men  for delaying her! 

Sam glanced toward the stairs. He knew about the pirates, too. 

She could see everything with such maddening clarity. Sam remained atop the

tower. A level below him, perched on a platform jutting out over the sea, sat the

two  catapults.  And  in  the  bay,  the  two  ships  that  rowed  with  increasing  speed. 

Freedom or death. 

Sam slung himself down to the catapult level, and Celaena staggered a step as

he  hurled  himself  against  the  rotating  platform  on  which  the  catapult  sat, 

pushing, pushing, pushing until the catapult began to move—not toward the sea, 

but toward the tower itself, toward the spot in the stone wall where the chain was

anchored. 

She didn’t dare take her attention from the tower as Sam heaved the catapult

into position. A boulder had already been loaded, and in the glare of the rising

sun, she could just make out the rope stretched taut to secure the catapult. 

The pirates were almost at the catapult level. The two ships rowed faster and

faster, the chain so close that its shadow loomed over them. 

Celaena  sucked  in  a  breath  as  pirates  poured  onto  the  catapult  landing, 

weapons held high. 

Sam raised his sword. Light from the sunrise gleamed off the blade, bright as

a star. 

A warning cry broke from her lips as a pirate’s dagger flipped toward Sam. 

Sam  brought  his  sword  down  on  the  catapult  rope,  doubling  over.  The

catapult  snapped  so  fast  she  could  hardly  follow  the  motion.  The  boulder

slammed into the tower, shattering stone, wood, and metal. Rock exploded, dust

clouding the air. 

And with a boom that echoed across the bay, the chain collapsed, taking out a

chunk of the tower—taking out the spot where she’d last seen Sam. 

Celaena, reaching the tower at last, paused to watch as the white sails of the

slaves’ ships unfurled, glowing golden in the sunrise. 

The  wind  filled  their  sails  and  set  them  cruising,  flying  swiftly  from  the

mouth of the bay and into the ocean beyond it. By the time the pirates fixed their

ships, the slaves would be too far away to catch. 

She murmured a prayer for them to find a safe harbor, her words carrying on

the wings of the wind, and wished them well. 

A block of stone crashed near her. Celaena’s heart gave a lurch. Sam. 

He couldn’t be dead. Not from that dagger, or those dozen pirates, or from the

catapult.  No,  Sam  couldn’t  be   so  stupid  that  he’d  get  himself  killed.  She’d  …

she’d … Well, she’d kill him if he was dead. 

Drawing  her  sword  despite  the  ache  in  her  arm,  she  made  to  rush  into  the

half-wrecked  tower,  but  a  dagger  pressed  against  her  neck  halted  her  in  her

tracks. 

“I don’t think so,” Rolfe whispered in her ear. 

CHAPTER

10

“You  make  a  move,  and  I’ll  spill  your  throat  on  the  ground,”  Rolfe  hissed,  his free hand ripping Celaena’s dagger from its sheath and tossing it into the brush. 

Then he took her sword, too. 

“Why not just kill me right now?” 

Rolfe’s  breathy  laugh  tickled  her  ear.  “Because  I  want  to  take  a  long,  long while to enjoy killing you.” 

She  stared  at  the  half-ruined  tower,  at  the  dust  still  swirling  from  the

catapult’s destruction. How could Sam have survived that? 

“Do  you  know  how  much  your  attempt  at  playing  hero  cost  me?”  Rolfe

pushed  his  blade  into  her  neck,  and  her  skin  split  open  with  a  stinging  burst. 

“Two  hundred  slaves,  plus  two  ships,  plus  the  seven  ships  you  disabled  in  the harbor, plus countless lives.” 

She snorted. “Don’t forget the ale from last night.” 

Rolfe shifted his blade, digging in and making Celaena wince despite herself. 

“I’ll take that from your flesh, too, don’t worry.” 

“How’d you find me?” She needed time. Needed something to work with. If

she moved the wrong way, she’d find herself with a cut throat. 

“I knew you’d follow Sam. If you were so set on freeing the slaves, then you

certainly  wouldn’t  leave  your  companion  to  die  alone.  Though  I  think  you

arrived a bit too late for that.” 

In  the  dense  jungle,  the  cries  of  birds  and  beasts  slowly  returned.  But  the watchtower remained silent, interrupted only by the hiss of crumbling stone. 

“You’re going to return with me,” Rolfe said. “And after I’m done with you, 

I’ll contact your master to come pick up the pieces.” 

Rolfe  took  a  step,  pivoting  them  toward  the  town,  but  Celaena  had  been

waiting. 

Throwing  her  back  into  his  chest,  she  hooked  her  foot  behind  his.  Rolfe

stumbled, tripping over her leg, and she wedged her hand between her neck and

his dagger just as he remembered to act on his promise to slit her throat. 

Blood from her palm splattered down her tunic, but she shoved the pain aside and butted her elbow into his stomach. Rolfe’s breath whooshed out of him, and

he  doubled  over,  only  to  meet  her  knee  slamming  into  his  face.  A  faint   crack sounded as her kneecap connected with his nose. When she hurled Rolfe to the

dirt, blood was on her pant leg—his blood. 

She  grabbed  his  fallen  dagger  as  the  Pirate  Lord  reached  for  his  sword.  He

scrambled to his knees, lunging for her, but she stomped her foot down upon his

sword,  sending  it  crashing  to  the  ground.  Rolfe  raised  his  head  just  in  time  for her to knock him onto his back. Crouching over him, she held his dagger to his

neck. 

“Well,  that didn’t go the way you expected, did it?” she asked, listening for a

moment to ensure no pirates were about to come crashing down the road. But the

animals  still  hooted  and  screeched,  the  insects  still  hummed.  They  were  alone. 

Most of the pirates were probably brawling in the town. 

Her hand throbbed, blood pouring out as she grasped the collar of his tunic to

lift his head closer to hers. 

“So,” she said, her smirk widening at the blood dripping from his nose. “This

is what’s going to happen.” She dropped his collar and fished out the two papers

from inside her tunic. Compared to the pain in her hand, the injury on her arm

had  faded  to  a  dull  pulsing.  “You  are  going  to  sign  these  and  stamp  each  with your seal.” 

“I refuse,” Rolfe seethed. 

“You don’t even know what they say.” She pushed the tip of the dagger into

his heaving throat. “So allow me to clarify: one of these is a letter to my master. 

It  says  that  the  deal  is  over,  that  you  won’t  be  sending  him  slaves,  and  if  you catch  him  entering  into  another  slave-trade  agreement  with  anyone  else,  you’ll bring your whole armada to punish him.” 

Rolfe choked. “You’re insane.” 

“Maybe,” she said. “But I’m not done yet.” She picked up the second letter. 

“This  one  …  I  wrote  this  one  for  you.  I  did  my  best  to  try  to  write  it  in   your voice, but you’ll forgive me if it’s a tad more elegant than you’re used to being.” 

Rolfe  struggled,  but  she  pushed  the  blade  a  little  harder,  and  he  stopped. 

“Basically,”  she  said,  sighing  dramatically,  “this  one  says  that  you,  Captain

Rolfe,  bearer  of  the  magical  map  inked  on  your  hands,  will  never,  ever  sell  a slave again. And if you catch any pirates selling or transporting or trading slaves, 

you’ll hang, burn, or drown them yourself. And that Skull’s Bay is forevermore a

safe haven for any slaves fleeing Adarlan’s clutches.” 

Rolfe practically had steam blowing out his ears. “I won’t sign either of them, 
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you stupid girl. Don’t you know who I am?” 

̴Fine,”  she  said,  angling  the  blade  to  sink  into  his  flesh  more  easily.  “I

memorized  your  signature  when  I  was  in  your  office  that  first  day.  It  won’t  be hard to forge. And as for your seal ring …” She removed something else from

her pocket. “I also took that the first day in your office, just in case I needed it. 

Turns  out  I  was  right.”  Rolfe  croaked  as  she  held  it  up  in  her  free  hand,  the garnet  flashing  in  the  light.  “I  figure  I  can  return  to  town  and  tell  your  cronies that  you  decided  to  set  sail  after  those  slaves,  and  to  expect  you  back  in  …  I don’t know—six months? A year? Long enough that they won’t notice the grave

I’ll  dig  for  you  right  off  the  road  here.  Frankly,  you’ve  seen  who  I  am,  and  I should  end  your  life  for  it.  But  consider  it  a  favor—and  a  promise  that  if  you don’t follow my orders, I’ll change my decision to spare you.” 

Rolfe’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Why?” 

“You’ll have to clarify that.” 

He took a breath. “Why go to so much trouble for slaves?” 

“Because  if  we  don’t  fight  for  them,  who  will?”  She  pulled  a  fountain  pen

from her pocket. “Sign the papers.” 

Rolfe  raised  an  eyebrow.  “And  how  will  you  know  that  I’m  holding  true  to

my word?” 

She  removed  the  dagger  from  his  throat,  using  the  blade  to  brush  back  a

strand  of  his  dark  hair.  “I  have  my  sources.  And  if  I  hear  that  you’re  trading slaves, no matter where you go, no matter how far you run, I  will hunt you down. 

That’s  twice  now  I’ve  disabled  you.  The  third  time,  you  won’t  be  so  lucky.  I swear  that  on  my  name.  I’m  almost  seventeen,  and  I  can  already  wallop  you; 

imagine  how  good  I’ll  be  in  a  few  years.”  She  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  think you’ll want to try me now—and certainly not then.” 

Rolfe stared at her for a few heartbeats. “If you ever set foot in my territory

again,  your  life  is  forfeit.”  He  paused,  then  muttered,  “May  the  gods  help

Arobynn.” He took the pen. “Any other requests?” 

She eased off him, but kept the dagger in her hand. “Why, yes,” she said. “A

ship would be nice.” 

Rolfe only glared at her before he grabbed the documents. 

When  Rolfe  had  signed,  stamped,  and  handed  the  documents  to  Celaena,  she

took the liberty of knocking him out again. Swift blows to two points in his neck

did  the  trick,  and  he’d  be  out  long  enough  for  her  to  accomplish  what  she

needed: to find Sam. 

She  raced  up  the  half-crumbling  stairs  of  the  tower,  leaping  over  pirate corpses and chunks of stone, not stopping until she found the crushed bodies of

the dozen pirates who were closest to Sam and the ruins of the catapults. Blood, 

bone,  squished  bits  of  flesh  that  she  didn’t  particularly  care  to  look  at  for  too long …

“Sam!” she shouted, slipping over a bit of debris. She heaved a slab of wood

off the side, scanning the landing for any sign of him. “Sam!” 

Her  hand  began  bleeding  again,  leaving  smears  of  blood  as  she  turned  over

stone and wood and metal. Where  was he? 

It had been  her plan. If one of them had to die for it, it should have been her. 

Not him. 

She reached the second catapult, its entire frame snapped in half from a fallen

piece of tower. She’d last seen him here. A slab of stone jutted up from where it

had hit the landing. It was large enough to have squashed someone beneath. 

She hurled herself against it, her feet sliding against the ground as she pushed

and pushed and pushed. The stone didn’t move. 

Grunting, gasping, she shoved harder. Still the stone was too large. 

Cursing,  she  beat  a  fist  against  the  gray  surface,  her  injured  hand  aching  in protest.  The  pain  snapped  something  open,  and  she  struck  the  stone  again  and again, clenching her jaw to keep the building scream inside of her. 

“For some reason, I don’t think that’s going to make the rock move,” said a

voice, and Celaena whirled. 

Emerging from the other side of the landing was Sam. He was covered head

to toe in gray dust, and blood leaked from a cut in his forehead, but he was …

She lifted her chin. “I’ve been shouting for you.” 

Sam  shrugged,  sauntering  over  to  her.  “I  figured  you  could  wait  a  few

minutes,  given  that  I  saved  the  day  and  all.”  His  brows  rose  high  on  his  ash-covered face. 

“Some hero.” She gestured to the ruin of the tower around them. “I’ve never

seen such sloppy work.” 

Sam  smiled,  his  brown  eyes  turning  golden  in  the  dawn.  It  was  such  a   Sam look,  the  twinkle  of  mischief,  the  hint  of  exasperation,  the  kindness  that  would always,  always make him a better person than she was. 

Before  she  knew  what  she  was  doing,  Celaena  threw  her  arms  around  him

and held him close. 

Sam stiffened, but after a heartbeat, his arms came around her. She breathed

him in—the smell of his sweat, the tang of the dust and rock, the metallic odor of

his  blood  …  Sam  rested  his  cheek  on  her  head.  She  couldn’t  remember—

honestly  couldn’t  recall—the  last  time  anyone  had  held  her.  No,  wait—it  had

been a year ago. With Ben, after she’d come back from a mission two hours late

and with a sprained ankle. He’d been worried, and given how close she’d come

to being captured by the royal guards, she was more than a bit shaken. 

But embracing Sam was different, somehow. Like she wanted to curl into his

warmth,  like  for  one  moment,  she  didn’t  have  to  worry  about  anything  or

anybody. 

“Sam,” she murmured into his chest. 

“Hmm?” 

She peeled away from him, stepping out of his arms. “If you ever tell anyone

about me embracing you … I’ll gut you.” 

Sam  gaped  at  her,  then  tipped  his  head  back  and  laughed.  He  laughed  and

laughed, until dust lodged in his throat and he launched into a coughing fit. She

let him suffer through it, not finding it very funny at all. 

When he could breathe again, Sam cleared his throat. “Come on, Sardothien,” 

he said, slinging an arm around her shoulders. “If you’re done liberating slaves

and destroying pirate cities, then let’s go home.” 

Celaena glanced at him sidelong and grinned. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

HEALER

CHAPTER

1

The  strange  young  woman  had  been  staying  at  the  White  Pig  Inn  for  two  days now and had hardly spoken to anyone save for Nolan, who had taken one look at

her fine night-dark clothes and bent over backward to accommodate her. 

He gave her the best room at the Pig—the room he only offered to patrons he

intended  to  bleed  dry—and  didn’t  seem  at  all  bothered  by  the  heavy  hood  the young woman wore or the assortment of weapons that gleamed along her long, 

lean body. Not when she tossed him a gold coin with a casual flick of her gloved

fingers. Not when she was wearing an ornate gold brooch with a ruby the size of

a robin’s egg. 

Then  again,  Nolan  was  never  really  afraid  of  anyone,  unless  they  seemed

likely not to pay him—and even then, it was anger and greed, not fear, that won

out. 

Yrene  Towers  had  been  watching  the  young  woman  from  the  safety  of  the

taproom  bar.  Watching,  if  only  because  the  stranger  was  young  and

unaccompanied  and  sat  at  the  back  table  with  such  stillness  that  it  was

impossible  not to look. Not to wonder. 

Yrene hadn’t seen her face yet, though she’d caught a glimpse every now and

then of a golden braid glinting from the depths of her black hood. In any other

city, the White Pig Inn would likely be considered the lowest of the low as far as

luxury and cleanliness were concerned. But here in Innish, a port town so small

it wasn’t on most maps, it was considered the finest. 

Yrene glanced at the mug she was currently cleaning and tried not to wince. 

She did her best to keep the bar and taproom clean, to serve the Pig’s patrons—

most of them sailors or merchants or mercenaries who often thought  she was up

for purchase as well—with a smile. But Nolan still watered down the wine, still

washed the sheets only when there was no denying the presence of lice and fleas, 

and  sometimes  used  whatever  meat  could  be  found  in  the  back  alley  for  their daily stew. 

Yrene had been working here for a year now—eleven months longer than she

had intended—and the  White Pig still  sickened her. Considering  that she could stomach  almost  anything  (a  fact  that  allowed  both  Nolan  and  Jessa  to  demand

 she clean up the most disgusting messes of their patrons), that was really saying something. 

The stranger at the back table lifted her head, signaling with a gloved finger

for Yrene to bring another ale. For someone who didn’t seem older than twenty, 

the  young  woman  drank  an  ungodly  amount—wine,  ale,  whatever  Nolan  bade

Yrene  bring  over—but  never  seemed  to  lose  herself  to  it.  It  was  impossible  to tell  with  that  heavy  hood,  though.  These  past  two  nights  she’d  merely  stalked back to her room with a feline grace, not stumbling over herself like most of the

patrons on their way out after last call. 

Yrene quickly poured ale into the mug she’d just been drying and set it on a

tray.  She  added  a  glass  of  water  and  some  more  bread,  since  the  girl  hadn’t touched the stew she’d been given for dinner. Not a single bite. Smart woman. 

Yrene wove through the packed taproom, dodging the hands that tried to grab

her. Halfway through her trek, she caught Nolan’s eye from where he sat by the

front door. An encouraging nod, his mostly bald head gleaming in the dim light. 

 Keep her drinking. Keep her buying. 

Yrene avoided rolling her eyes, if only because Nolan was the sole reason she

wasn’t walking the cobblestone streets with the other young women of Innish. A

year ago, the stout man had let her convince him that he needed more help in the

tavern  below  the  inn.  Of  course,  he’d  only  accepted  when  he  realized  he’d  be receiving the better end of the bargain. 

But she’d been eighteen and desperate, and had gladly taken a job that offered

only a few coppers and a miserable little bed in a broom closet beneath the stairs. 

Most  of  her  money  came  from  tips,  but  Nolan  claimed  half  of  them.  And  then Jessa, the other barmaid, usually claimed two-thirds of what remained, because, 

as Jessa often said,  she was the  pretty  face  that  gets  the  men  to  part  with  their money, anyway. 

One  glance  into  a  corner  revealed  that  pretty  face  and  its  attendant  body

perched  on  the  lap  of  a  bearded  sailor,  giggling  and  tossing  her  thick  brown curls.  Yrene  sighed  through  her  nose  but  didn’t  complain,  because  Jessa  was

Nolan’s  favorite,  and  Yrene  had  nowhere—absolutely  nowhere—left  to  go. 

Innish  was  her  home  now,  and  the  White  Pig  was  her  haven.  Outside  of  it,  the world was too big, too full of splintered dreams and armies that had crushed and

burned everything Yrene held dear. 

Yrene at last reached the stranger’s table and found the young woman looking

up at her. “I brought you some water and bread, too,” Yrene stammered by way
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of greeting. She set down the ale, but hesitated with the other two items on her

tray. 

The  young  woman  just  said,  “Thank  you.”  Her  voice  was  low  and  cool—

cultured. Educated. And completely uninterested in Yrene. 

Not that there was anything about her that was remotely interesting, with her

homespun wool dress doing little for her too-slim figure. Like most who hailed

from  southern  Fenharrow,  Yrene  had  golden-tan  skin  and  absolutely  ordinary

brown hair and was of average height. Only her eyes, a bright gold-brown, gave

her  any  source  of  pride.  Not  that  most  people  saw  them.  Yrene  did  her  best  to keep her eyes down most of the time, avoiding any invitation for communication

or the wrong kind of attention. 

So, Yrene set down the bread and water and took the empty mug from where

the girl had pushed it to the center of the table. But curiosity won out, and she

peered  into  the  black  depths  beneath  the  young  woman’s  cowl.  Nothing  but

shadows,  a  gleam  of  gold  hair,  and  a  hint  of  pale  skin.  She  had  so  many

questions—so,  so  many  questions.  Who  are  you?  Where  do  you  come  from? 

 Where are you going? Can you use all those blades you carry? 

Nolan was watching the entire encounter, so Yrene curtsied and walked back

to the bar through the field of groping hands, eyes downcast as she plastered a

distant smile on her face. 

Celaena  Sardothien  sat  at  her  table  in  the  absolutely  worthless  inn,  wondering how her life had gone to hell so quickly. 

She hated Innish. Hated the reek of trash and filth, hated the heavy blanket of

mist  that  shrouded  it  day  and  night,  hated  the  second-rate  merchants  and

mercenaries and generally miserable people who occupied it. 

No one here knew who she was, or why she’d come; no one knew that the girl

beneath  the  hood  was  Celaena  Sardothien,  the  most  notorious  assassin  in

Adarlan’s  empire.  But  then  again,  she  didn’t  want  them  to  know.  Couldn’t  let them  know,  actually.  And  didn’t  want  them  knowing  that  she  was  just  over  a

week away from turning seventeen, either. 

She’d  been  here  for  two  days  now—two  days  spent  either  holed  up  in  her

despicable room (a “suite,” the oily innkeeper had the nerve to call it), or down

here in the taproom that stank of sweat, stale ale, and unwashed bodies. 

She would have left if she’d had any choice. But she was forced to be here, 

thanks to her master, Arobynn Hamel, King of the Assassins. She’d always been

proud  of  her  status  as  his  chosen  heir—always  flaunted  it.  But  now  …  This

journey  was  her  punishment  for  destroying  his  atrocious  slave-trade  agreement with the Pirate Lord of Skull’s Bay. So unless she wanted to risk the trek through

the  Bogdano  Jungle—the  feral  bit  of  land  that  bridged  the  continent  to  the

Deserted Land—sailing across the Gulf of Oro was the only way. Which meant

waiting here, in this dump of a tavern, for a ship to take her to Yurpa. 

Celaena  sighed  and  took  a  long  drink  of  her  ale.  She  almost  spat  it  out. 

Disgusting. Cheap as cheap could be, like the rest of this place. Like the stew she

hadn’t  touched.  Whatever  meat  was  in  there  wasn’t  from  any  creature  worth

eating. Bread and mild cheese it was, then. 

Celaena sat back in her seat, watching the barmaid with the brown-gold hair

slip through the labyrinth of tables and chairs. The girl nimbly dodged the men

who  groped  her,  all  without  disturbing  the  tray  she  carried  over  her  shoulder. 

What a waste of swift feet, good balance, and intelligent, stunning eyes. The girl

wasn’t dumb. Celaena had noted the way she watched the room and its patrons

—the  way  she  watched  Celaena  herself.  What  personal  hell  had  driven  her  to

work here? 

Celaena  didn’t  particularly  care.  The  questions  were  mostly  to  drive  the

boredom  away.  She’d  already  devoured  the  three  books  she’d  carried  with  her

from  Rifthold,  and  not  one  of  the  shops  in  Innish  had  a  single  book  for  sale—

only  spices,  fish,  out-of-fashion  clothing,  and  nautical  gear.  For  a  port  town,  it was pathetic. But the Kingdom of Melisande had fallen on hard times in the past

eight and a half years—since the King of Adarlan had conquered the continent

and redirected trade through Eyllwe instead of Melisande’s few eastern ports. 

The whole world had fallen on hard times, it seemed. Celaena included. 

She fought the urge to touch her face. The swelling from the beating Arobynn

had given her had gone down, but the bruises remained. She avoided looking in

the  sliver  of  mirror  above  her  dresser,  knowing  what  she’d  see:  mottled  purple and  blue  and  yellow  along  her  cheekbones,  a  vicious  black  eye,  and  a  still-healing split lip. 

It  was  all  a  reminder  of  what  Arobynn  had  done  the  day  she  returned  from

Skull’s  Bay—proof  of  how  she’d  betrayed  him  by  saving  two  hundred  slaves

from a terrible fate. She had made a powerful enemy of the Pirate Lord, and she

was fairly certain she’d ruined her relationship with Arobynn, but she had been

right. It was worth it; it would always be worth it, she told herself. 

Even if she was sometimes so angry that she couldn’t think straight. Even if

she’d  gotten  into  not  one,  not  two,  but  three  bar  fights  in  the  two  weeks  that she’d been traveling from Rifthold to the Red Desert. One of the brawls, at least, 

had  been  rightfully  provoked:  a  man  had  cheated  at  a  round  of  cards.  But  the

other two …

There was no denying it: she’d merely been spoiling for a fight. No blades, no

weapons.  Just  fists  and  feet.  Celaena  supposed  she  should  feel  bad  about  it—

about the broken noses and jaws, about the heaps of unconscious bodies in her

wake. But she didn’t. 

She couldn’t bring herself to care, because those moments she spent brawling

were the few moments she felt like herself again. When she felt like Adarlan’s

greatest assassin, Arobynn Hamel’s chosen heir. 

Even if her opponents were drunks and untrained fighters; even if she should

know better. 

The barmaid reached the safety of the counter, and Celaena glanced about the

room.  The  innkeeper  was  still  watching  her,  as  he  had  for  the  past  two  days, wondering how he could squeeze even more money out of her purse. There were

several other men observing her, too. Some she recognized from previous nights, 

while  others  were  new  faces  that  she  quickly  sized  up.  Was  it  fear  or  luck  that had kept them away from her so far? 

She’d  made  no  secret  of  the  fact  that  she  carried  money  with  her.  And  her

clothes and weapons spoke volumes about her wealth, too. The ruby brooch she

wore  practically  begged  for  trouble—she  wore  it  to   invite  trouble,  actually.  It was  a  gift  from  Arobynn  on  her  sixteenth  birthday;  she   hoped  someone  would try to steal it. If they were good enough, she might just let them. So it was only a

matter of time, really, before one of them tried to rob her. 

And before she decided she was bored of fighting only with fists and feet. She

glanced at the sword by her side; it glinted in the tavern’s dank light. 

But she would be leaving at dawn—to sail to the Deserted Land, where she’d

make the journey to the Red Desert to meet the Mute Master of Assassins, with

whom  she  was  to  train  for  a  month  as  further  punishment  for  her  betrayal  of Arobynn.  If  she  were  being  honest  with  herself,  though,  she’d  started

entertaining the thought of  not going to the Red Desert. 

It  was  tempting.  She  could  take  a  ship  somewhere  else—to  the  southern

continent,  perhaps—and  start  a  new  life.  She  could  leave  behind  Arobynn,  the

Assassins’ Guild, the city of Rifthold, and Adarlan’s damned empire. There was

little  stopping  her,  save  for  the  feeling  that  Arobynn  would  hunt  her  down  no matter how far she went. And the fact that Sam … well, she didn’t know what

had  happened  to  her  fellow  assassin  that  night  the  world  had  gone  to  hell.  But the lure of the unknown remained, the wild rage that begged her to cast off the

last of Arobynn’s shackles and sail to a place where she could establish her  own

Assassins’ Guild. It would be so, so easy. 

But  even  if  she  decided  not  to  take  the  ship  to  Yurpa  tomorrow  and  instead took one bound for the southern continent, she was still left with another night in

this  awful  inn.  Another  sleepless  night  where  she  could  only  hear  the  roar  of anger in her blood as it thrashed inside her. 

If she were smart, if she were levelheaded, she would avoid any confrontation

tonight and leave Innish in peace, no matter where she went. 

But she wasn’t feeling particularly smart, or levelheaded—certainly not once

the  hours  passed  and  the  air  in  the  inn  shifted  into  a  hungry,  wild  thing  that howled for blood. 

CHAPTER
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Yrene  didn’t  know  how  or  when  it  happened,  but  the  atmosphere  in  the  White

Pig changed. It was as if all the gathered men were waiting for something. The

girl at the back was still at her table, still brooding. But her gloved fingers were

tapping on the scarred wooden surface, and every now and then, she shifted her

hooded head to look around the room. 

Yrene  couldn’t  have  left  even  if  she  wanted  to.  Last  call  wasn’t  for  another forty  minutes,  and  she’d  have  to  stay  an  hour  after  that  to  clean  up  and  usher intoxicated  patrons  out  the  door.  She  didn’t  care  where  they  went  once  they

passed the threshold—didn’t care if they wound up facedown in a watery ditch

—just as long as they got out of the taproom. And stayed gone. 

Nolan had vanished moments ago, either to save his own hide or to do some

dark  dealings  in  the  back  alley,  and  Jessa  was  still  in  that  sailor’s  lap,  flirting away, unaware of the shift in the air. 

Yrene  kept  looking  at  the  hooded  girl.  So  did  many  of  the  tavern’s  patrons. 

Were  they  waiting  for  her  to  get  up?  There  were  some  thieves  that  she

recognized—thieves  who  had  been  circling  like  vultures  for  the  past  two  days, trying to figure out whether the strange girl could use the weapons she carried. It

was common knowledge that she was leaving tomorrow at dawn. If they wanted

her money, jewelry, weapons, or something far darker, tonight would be their last

chance. 

Yrene  chewed  on  her  lip  as  she  poured  a  round  of  ales  for  the  table  of  four mercenaries playing Kings. She should warn the girl—tell her that she might be

better off sneaking to her ship right now, before she wound up with a slit throat. 

But Nolan would throw Yrene out into the streets if he knew she had warned

her.  Especially  when  many  of  the  cutthroats  were  beloved  patrons  who  often

shared  their  ill-gained  profits  with  him.  And  she  had  no  doubt  that  he’d  send those very men after her if she betrayed him. How had she become so adjusted to

these people? When had Nolan and the White Pig become a place and position

she wanted so desperately to keep? 

Yrene  swallowed  hard,  pouring  another  mug  of  ale.  Her  mother  wouldn’t have hesitated to warn the girl. 

But her mother had been a good woman—a woman who never wavered, who

never turned away a sick or wounded person, no matter how poor, from the door

of their cottage in southern Fenharrow. Never. 

As  a  prodigiously  gifted  healer  blessed  with  no  small  amount  of  magic,  her

mother  had  always  said  it  wasn’t  right  to  charge  people  for  what  she’d  been given  for  free  by  Silba,  the  Goddess  of  Healing.  And  the  only  time  she’d  seen her mother falter was the day the soldiers from Adarlan surrounded their house, 

armed to the teeth and bearing torches and wood. 

They hadn’t bothered to listen when her mother explained that her power, like

Yrene’s, had already disappeared months before, along with the rest of the magic

in the land—abandoned by the gods, her mother had claimed. 

No, the soldiers hadn’t listened at all. And neither had any of those vanished

gods to whom her mother and Yrene had pleaded for salvation. 

It was the first—and only—time her mother took a life. 

Yrene could still see the glint of the hidden dagger in her mother’s hand, still

feel the blood of that soldier on her bare feet, hear her mother scream at her to

 run, smell the smoke of the bonfire as they burned her gifted mother alive while Yrene wept from the nearby safety of Oakwald Forest. 

It was from her mother that Yrene had inherited her iron stomach—but she’d

never thought those solid nerves would wind up keeping her here, claiming this

hovel as her home. 

Yrene was so lost in thought and memory that she didn’t notice the man until

a broad hand was wrapped around her waist. 

“We could use a pretty face at this table,” he said, grinning up at her with a

wolf’s  smile.  Yrene  stepped  back,  but  he  held  firm,  trying  to  yank  her  into  his lap. 

“I’ve  work  to  do,”  she  said  as  blandly  as  possible.  She’d  detangled  herself

from situations like this before—countless times now. It had stopped scaring her

long ago. 

“You can go to work on me,” said another of the mercenaries, a tall man with

a  worn-looking  blade  strapped  to  his  back.  Calmly,  she  pried  the  first

mercenary’s fingers off her waist. 

“Last  call  is  in  forty  minutes,”  she  said  pleasantly,  stepping  back—as  far  as she  could  without  irritating  the  men  grinning  at  her  like  wild  dogs.  “Can  I  get you anything else?” 

“What are you doing after?” said another. 
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“Going  home  to  my  husband,”  she  lied.  But  they  looked  at  the  ring  on  her

finger—the  ring  that  now  passed  for  a  wedding  band.  It  had  belonged  to  her

mother,  and  her  mother’s  mother,  and  all  the  great  women  before  her,  all  such brilliant healers, all wiped from living memory. 

The men scowled, and taking that as a cue to leave, Yrene hurried back to the

bar. She didn’t warn the girl—didn’t make the trek across the too-big taproom, 

with all those men waiting like wolves. 

Forty minutes. Just another forty minutes until she could kick them all out. 

And then she could clean up and tumble into bed, one more day finished in

this living hell that had somehow become her future. 

Honestly,  Celaena  was  a  little  insulted  when  none  of  the  men  in  the  taproom made a grab for her, her money, her ruby brooch, or her weapons as she stalked

between  the  tables.  The  bell  had  just  finished  ringing  for  last  call,  and  even though she wasn’t tired in the slightest, she’d had enough of waiting for a fight

or a conversation or anything to occupy her time. 

She  supposed  she  could  go  back  to  her  room  and  reread  one  of  the  books

she’d  brought.  As  she  prowled  past  the  bar,  flipping  a  silver  coin  to  the  dark-haired  serving  girl,  she  debated  the  merits  of  instead  going  out  onto  the  streets and seeing what adventure found her. 

 Reckless  and  stupid,  Sam  would  say.  But  Sam  wasn’t  here,  and  she  didn’t know if he was dead or alive or beaten senseless by Arobynn. It was a safe bet

Sam had been punished for the role he’d played in liberating the slaves in Skull’s

Bay. 

She didn’t want to think about it. Sam had become her friend, she supposed. 

She’d  never  had  the  luxury  of  friends,  and  never  particularly  wanted  any.  But Sam had been a good contender, even if he didn’t hesitate to say exactly what he

thought about her, or her plans, or her abilities. 

What would  he think if she just sailed off into the unknown and never went to

the  Red  Desert,  or  never  even  returned  to  Rifthold?  He  might  celebrate—

especially if Arobynn appointed  him as his heir. Or she could poach him, maybe. 

He’d  suggested  that  they  try  to  run  away  when  they  were  in  Skull’s  Bay, 

actually. So once she was settled someplace, once she had established a new life

as a top assassin in whatever land she made her home, she could ask him to join

her. And they’d never put up with beatings and humiliations again. Such an easy, 

inviting idea—such a temptation. 

Celaena  trudged  up  the  narrow  stairs,  listening  for  any  thieves  or  cutthroats
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that  might  be  waiting.  To  her  disappointment,  the  upstairs  hall  was  dark  and quiet—and empty. 

Sighing, she slipped into her room and bolted the door. After a moment, she

shoved  the  ancient  chest  of  drawers  in  front  of  it,  too.  Not  for  her  own  safety. 

Oh, no. It was for the safety of whatever fool tried to break in—and would then

find himself split open from navel to nose just to satisfy a wandering assassin’s

boredom. 

But  after  pacing  for  fifteen  minutes,  she  pushed  aside  the  furniture  and  left. 

Looking  for  a  fight.  For  an  adventure.  For  anything  to  take  her  mind  off  the bruises  on  her  face  and  the  punishment  Arobynn  had  given  her  and  the

temptation to shirk her obligations and instead sail to a land far, far away. 

Yrene lugged the last of the rubbish pails into the misty alley behind the White

Pig, her back and arms aching. Today had been longer than most. 

There hadn’t been a fight, thank the gods, but Yrene still couldn’t shake her

nerves  and  that  sense  of  something  being   off.  But  she  was  glad—so,  so  glad—

there hadn’t been a brawl at the Pig. The last thing she wanted to do was spend

the rest of the night mopping blood and vomit off the floor and hauling broken

furniture into the alley. After she’d rung the last-call bell, the men had finished

their drinks, grumbling and laughing, and dispersed with little to no harassment. 

Unsurprisingly,  Jessa  had  vanished  with  her  sailor,  and  given  that  the  alley

was empty, Yrene could only assume the young woman had gone elsewhere with

him. Leaving her, yet again, to clean up. 

Yrene paused as she dumped the less-disgusting rubbish into a neat pile along

the  far  wall.  It  wasn’t  much:  stale  bread  and  stew  that  would  be  gone  by

morning, snatched up by the half-feral urchins roaming the streets. 

What would her mother say if she knew what had become of her daughter? 


Yrene  had  been  only  eleven  when  those  soldiers  burned  her  mother  for  her

magic. For the first six and a half years after the horrors of that day, she’d lived

with  her  mother’s  cousin  in  another  village  in  Fenharrow,  pretending  to  be  an absolutely  ungifted  distant  relative.  It  wasn’t  a  hard  disguise  to  maintain:  her powers truly had vanished. But in those days fear had run rampant, and neighbor

had turned on neighbor, often selling out anyone formerly blessed with the gods’

powers to whatever army legion was closest. Thankfully, no one had questioned

Yrene’s small presence; and in those long years, no one looked her way as she

helped  the  family  farm  struggle  to  return  to  normal  in  the  wake  of  Adarlan’s forces. 

But  she’d  wanted  to  be  a  healer—like  her  mother  and  grandmother.  She’d started  shadowing  her  mother  as  soon  as  she  could  talk,  learning  slowly,  as  all the  traditional  healers  did.  And  those  years  on  that  farm,  however  peaceful  (if tedious  and  dull),  hadn’t  been  enough  to  make  her  forget  eleven  years  of

training, or the urge to follow in her mother’s footsteps. She hadn’t been close to

her cousins, despite their charity, and neither party had really tried to bridge the

gap  caused  by  distance  and  fear  and  war.  So  no  one  objected  when  she  took

whatever  money  she’d  saved  up  and  walked  off  the  farm  a  few  months  before

her eighteenth birthday. 

She’d set out for Antica, a city of learning on the southern continent—a realm

untouched by Adarlan and war, where rumor claimed magic still existed. She’d

traveled on foot from Fenharrow, across the mountains into Melisande, through

Oakwald, eventually winding up at Innish—where rumor also claimed one could

find  a  boat  to  the  southern  continent,  to  Antica.  And  it  was  precisely  here  that she’d run out of money. 

It was why she’d taken the job at the Pig. First, it had just been temporary, to

earn  enough  to  afford  the  passage  to  Antica.  But  then  she’d  worried  she

wouldn’t have any money when she arrived, and then that she wouldn’t have any

money to pay for her training at the Torre Cesme, the great academy of healers

and  physicians.  So  she’d  stayed,  and  weeks  had  turned  into  months.  Somehow

the dream of sailing away, of attending the Torre, had been set aside. Especially

as Nolan increased the rent on her room and the cost of her food and found ways

to  lower  her  salary.  Especially  as  that  healer’s  stomach  of  hers  allowed  her  to endure the indignities and darkness of this place. 

Yrene  sighed  through  her  nose.  So  here  she  was.  A  barmaid  in  a  backwater

town with hardly two coppers to her name and no future in sight. 

There  was  a  crunch  of  boots  on  stone,  and  Yrene  glared  down  the  alley.  If

Nolan  caught  the  urchins  eating  his  food—however  stale  and  disgusting—he’d

blame her. He’d say he wasn’t a charity and take the cost out of her paycheck. 

He’d  done  it  once  before,  and  she’d  had  to  hunt  down  the  urchins  and  scold them, make them understand that they had to wait until the middle of the night to

get the food she so carefully laid out. 

“I  told  you  to  wait  until  it’s  past—”  she  started,  but  paused  as  four  figures stepped from the mist. 

Men. The mercenaries from before. 

Yrene was moving for the open doorway in a heartbeat, but they were fast—

faster. 

One  blocked  the  door  while  another  came  up  behind  her,  grabbing  her  tight

and pulling her against his massive body. “Scream and I’ll slit your throat,” he whispered in her ear, his breath hot and reeking of ale. “Saw you making some

hefty tips tonight, girl. Where are they?” 

Yrene didn’t know what she would have done next: fought or cried or begged

or actually tried to scream. But she didn’t have to decide. 

The man farthest from them was yanked into the mist with a strangled cry. 

The mercenary holding her whirled toward him, dragging Yrene along. There

was a ruffle of clothing, then a thump. Then silence. 

“Ven?” the man blocking the door called. 

Nothing. 

The third mercenary—standing between Yrene and the mist—drew his short

sword. Yrene didn’t have time to cry out in surprise or warning as a dark figure

slipped  from  the  mist  and  grabbed  him.  Not  in  front,  but  from  the  side,  as  if they’d just  appeared out of thin air. 

The mercenary threw Yrene to the ground and drew the sword from across his

back, a broad, wicked-looking blade. But his companion didn’t even shout. More

silence. 

“Come  out,  you  bleedin’  coward,”  the  ringleader  growled.  “Face  us  like  a

proper man.” 

A low, soft laugh. 

Yrene’s blood went cold. Silba, protect her. 

She knew that laugh—knew the cool, cultured voice that went with it. 

“Just like how you proper men surrounded a defenseless girl in an alley?” 

With that, the stranger stepped from the mist. She had two long daggers in her

hands. And both blades were dark with dripping blood. 
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Gods. Oh, gods. 

Yrene’s  breath  came  quickly  as  the  girl  stepped  closer  to  the  two  remaining

attackers. The first mercenary barked a laugh, but the one by the door was wide-

eyed. Yrene carefully, so carefully, backed away. 

“You killed my men?” the mercenary said, blade held aloft. 

The young woman flipped one of her daggers into a new position. The kind of

position  that  Yrene  thought  would  easily  allow  the  blade  to  go  straight  up

through  the  ribs  and  into  the  heart.  “Let’s  just  say  your  men  got  what  was coming to them.” 

The mercenary lunged, but the girl was waiting. Yrene knew she should run

—run and run and not look back—but the girl was only armed with two daggers, 

and the mercenary was enormous, and—

It was over before it really started. The mercenary got in two hits, both met

with those wicked-looking daggers. And then she knocked him out cold with a

swift blow to the head. So fast—unspeakably fast and graceful. A wraith moving

through the mist. 

He crumpled into the fog and out of sight, and Yrene didn’t listen too hard as

the girl followed where he’d fallen. 

Yrene whipped her head to the mercenary in the doorway, preparing to shout

a warning to her savior. But the man was already sprinting down the alley as fast

as his feet could carry him. 

Yrene had half a mind to do that herself when the stranger emerged from the

mist, blades clean but still out. Still ready. 

“Please  don’t  kill  me,”  Yrene  whispered.  She  was  ready  to  beg,  to  offer

everything in exchange for her useless, wasted life. 

But  the  young  woman  just  laughed  under  her  breath  and  said,  “What  would

have been the point in saving you, then?” 

Celaena hadn’t meant to save the barmaid. 

It had been sheer luck that she’d spotted the four mercenaries creeping about

the streets, sheer luck that they seemed as eager for trouble as she was. She had

hunted  them  into  that  alley,  where  she  found  them  ready  to  hurt  that  girl  in unforgivable ways. 

The  fight  was  over  too  quickly  to  really  be  enjoyable,  or  be  a  balm  to  her temper. If you could even call it a fight. 

The fourth one had gotten away, but she didn’t feel like chasing him, not as

the  servant  girl  stood  in  front  of  her,  shaking  from  head  to  toe.  Celaena  had  a feeling  that  hurling  a  dagger  after  the  sprinting  man  would  only  make  the  girl start screaming. Or faint. Which would … complicate things. 

But  the  girl  didn’t  scream  or  faint.  She  just  pointed  a  trembling  finger  at Celaena’s arm. “You—you’re bleeding.” 

Celaena  frowned  down  at  the  little  shining  spot  on  her  bicep.  “I  suppose  I

am.” 

A  careless  mistake.  The  thickness  of  her  tunic  had  stopped  it  from  being  a

troublesome wound, but she’d have to clean it. It would be healed in a week or

less. She made to turn back to the street, to see what else she could find to amuse

her, but the girl spoke again. 

“I—I could bind it up for you.” 

She wanted to shake the girl. Shake her for about ten different reasons. The

first,  and  biggest,  was  because  she  was  trembling  and  scared  and  had  been

utterly useless. The second was for being stupid enough to  stand in that alley in the middle of the night. She didn’t feel like thinking about all the other reasons

—not when she was already angry enough. 

“I can bind myself up just fine,” Celaena said, heading for the door that led

into  the  White  Pig’s  kitchens.  Days  ago,  she’d  scoped  out  the  inn  and  its

surrounding buildings, and now could navigate them blindfolded. 

“Silba  knows  what  was  on  that  blade,”  the  girl  said,  and  Celaena  paused. 

Invoking  the  Goddess  of  Healing.  Very  few  did  that  these  days—unless  they

were …

“I—my  mother  was  a  healer,  and  she  taught  me  a  few  things,”  the  girl

stammered. “I could—I could … Please let me repay the debt I owe you.” 

“You wouldn’t owe me anything if you’d used some common sense.” 

The girl flinched as though Celaena had struck her. It only annoyed her even

more. Everything annoyed her—this town, this kingdom, this cursed world. 

“I’m sorry,” the girl said softly. 

“What are you apologizing to me for? Why are you apologizing at all? Those men had it coming. But you should have been smarter on a night like this—when

I’d  bet  all  my  money  that  you  could  taste  the  aggression  in  that  filthy  damned taproom.” 

It wasn’t the girl’s fault, she had to remind herself. Not her fault at all that she

didn’t know how to fight back. 

The  girl  put  her  face  in  her  hands,  her  shoulders  curving  inward.  Celaena

counted down the seconds until the girl burst into sobs, until she fell apart. 

But the tears didn’t come. The girl just took a few deep breaths, then lowered

her  hands.  “Let  me  clean  your  arm,”  she  said  in  a  voice  that  was  …  different, somehow. Stronger, clearer. “Or you’ll wind up losing it.” 

And  the  slight  change  in  the  girl  was  interesting  enough  that  Celaena

followed her inside. 

She didn’t bother about the three bodies in the alley. She had a feeling no one

but the rats and carrion-feeders would care about them in this town. 
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Yrene brought the girl to her room under the stairs, because she was half-afraid

that the mercenary who’d gotten away would be waiting for them upstairs. And

Yrene  didn’t  want  to  see  any  more  fighting  or  killing  or  bleeding,  strong

stomach or no. 

Not  to  mention  she  was  also  half-afraid  to  be  locked  in  the  suite  with  the stranger. 

She  left  the  girl  sitting  on  her  sagging  bed  and  went  to  fetch  two  bowls  of water  and  some  clean  bandages—supplies  that  would  be  taken  out  of  her

paycheck  when  Nolan  realized  they  were  gone.  It  didn’t  matter,  though.  The

stranger had saved her life. This was the least she could do. 

When Yrene returned,  she almost dropped  the steaming bowls.  The girl had

removed her hood and cloak and tunic. 

Yrene didn’t know what to remark on first:

That  the  girl  was  young—perhaps  two  or  three  years  younger  than  Yrene—

but  felt old. 

That the girl was beautiful, with golden hair and blue eyes that shone in the

candlelight. 

Or  that  the  girl’s  face  would  have  been  even  more  beautiful  had  it  not  been covered in a patchwork of bruises. Such horrible bruises, including a black eye

that had undoubtedly been swollen shut at some point. 

The girl was staring at her, quiet and still as a cat. 

It  wasn’t  Yrene’s  place  to  ask  questions.  Especially  not  when  this  girl  had

dispatched  three  mercenaries  in  a  matter  of  moments.  Even  if  the  gods  had

abandoned  her,  Yrene  still  believed  in  them;  they  were  still  somewhere,  still watching.  She  believed,  because  how  else  could  she  explain  being  saved  just

now?  And  the  thought  of  being  alone—truly  alone—was  almost  too  much  to

bear, even when so much of her life had gone astray. 

The  water  sloshed  in  the  bowls  as  Yrene  set  them  down  on  the  tiny  table

beside her bed, trying to keep her hands from trembling too much. 

The girl said nothing while Yrene inspected the cut on her bicep. Her arm was slender, but rock-hard with muscle. The girl had scars everywhere—small ones, 

big ones. She offered no explanation for them, and it seemed to Yrene that the

girl wore her scars the way some women wore their finest jewelry. 

The stranger couldn’t have been older than seventeen or eighteen, but … but

Adarlan had made them all grow up fast. Too fast. 

Yrene set about washing the wound, and the girl hissed softly. “Sorry,” Yrene

said  quickly.  “I  put  some  herbs  in  there  as  an  antiseptic.  I  should  have  warned you.” Yrene kept a stash of them with her at all times, along with other herbs her

mother had taught her about. Just in case. Even now, Yrene couldn’t turn away

from a sick beggar in the street, and often walked toward the sound of coughing. 

“Believe me, I’ve been through worse.” 

“I do,” Yrene said. “Believe you, I mean.” Those scars and her mangled face

spoke  volumes.  And  explained  the  hood.  But  was  it  vanity  or  self-preservation that made her wear it? “What’s your name?” 

“It’s none of your concern, and it doesn’t matter.” 

Yrene bit her tongue. Of course it was none of her business. The girl hadn’t

given  a  name  to  Nolan,  either.  So  she  was  traveling  on  some  secret  business, then. “My name is Yrene,” she offered. “Yrene Towers.” 

A distant nod. Of course, the girl didn’t care, either. 

Then the stranger said, “What’s the daughter of a healer doing in this piece of

shit town?” 

No kindness, no pity. Just blunt, if not almost bored, curiosity. 

“I  was  on  my  way  to  Antica  to  join  their  healers’  academy  and  ran  out  of

money.” She dipped the rag into the water, wrung it out, and resumed cleaning

the shallow wound. “I got work here to pay for the passage over the ocean, and

… Well, I never left. I guess staying here became … easier. Simpler.” 

A snort. “This place? It’s certainly simple, but easy? I think I’d rather starve

in the streets of Antica than live here.” 

Yrene’s face warmed. “It—I …” She didn’t have an excuse. 

The girl’s eyes flashed to hers. They were ringed with gold—stunning. Even

with the bruises, the girl was alluring. Like wildfire, or a summer storm swept in

off the Gulf of Oro. 

“Let  me  give  you  a  bit  of  advice,”  the  girl  said  bitterly,  “from  one  working girl to another: Life isn’t easy, no matter where you are. You’ll make choices you

think are right, and then suffer for them.” Those remarkable eyes flickered. “So

if you’re going to be miserable, you might as well go to Antica and be miserable

in the shadow of the Torre Cesme.” 

Educated  and  possibly  extremely  well-traveled,  then,  if  the  girl  knew  the

healers’ academy by name—and she pronounced it perfectly. 

Yrene  shrugged,  not  daring  to  voice  her  dozens  of  questions.  Instead,  she

said, “I don’t have the money to go now, anyway.” 

It  came  out  sharper  than  she  intended—sharper  than  was  smart,  considering

how lethal this girl was. Yrene didn’t try to guess what manner of working girl

she might be—mercenary was about as dark as she’d let herself imagine. 

“Then  steal  the  money  and  go.  Your  boss  deserves  to  have  his  purse

lightened.” 

Yrene pulled back. “I’m no thief.” 

A roguish grin. “If you want something, then go take it.” 

This  girl  wasn’t   like  wildfire—she   was  wildfire.  Deadly  and  uncontrollable. 

And slightly out of her wits. 

“More  than  enough  people  believe  that  these  days,”  Yrene  ventured  to  say. 

Like Adarlan. Like those mercenaries. “I don’t need to be one of them.” 

The  girl’s  grin  faded.  “So  you’d  rather  rot  away  here  with  a  clean

conscience?” 

Yrene didn’t have a reply, so she didn’t say anything as she set down the rag

and bowl and pulled out a small tin of salve. She kept it for herself, for the nicks

and scrapes she got while working, but this cut was small enough that she could

spare  a  bit.  As  gently  as  she  could,  she  smeared  it  onto  the  wound.  The  girl didn’t flinch this time. 

After a moment, the girl asked, “When did you lose your mother?” 

“Over eight years ago.” Yrene kept her focus on the wound. 

“That  was  a  hard  time  to  be  a  gifted  healer  on  this  continent,  especially  in Fenharrow.  The  King  of  Adarlan  didn’t  leave  much  of  its  people—or  royal

family—alive.” 

Yrene  looked  up.  The  wildfire  in  the  girl’s  eyes  had  turned  into  a  scorching blue  flame.  Such  rage,  she  thought  with  a  shiver.  Such  simmering  rage.  What had she been through to make her look like that? 

She  didn’t  ask,  of  course.  And  she  didn’t  ask  how  the  young  woman  knew

where she was from. Yrene understood that her golden skin and brown hair were

probably enough to mark her as being from Fenharrow, if her slight accent didn’t

give her away. 

“If you managed to attend the Torre Cesme,” the girl said, her anger shifting

as if she had shoved it down deep inside her, “what would you do afterward?” 

Yrene picked up one of the fresh bandages and began wrapping it around the girl’s arm. She’d dreamed about it for years, contemplated a thousand different

futures while she washed dirty mugs and swept the floors. “I’d come back. Not

to here, I mean, but to the continent. Go back to Fenharrow. There are a … a lot

of people who need good healers these days.” 

She said the last part quietly. For all she knew, the girl might support the King

of Adarlan—might report her to the small town guard for just speaking ill of the

king. Yrene had seen it happen before, far too many times. 

But  the  girl  looked  toward  the  door  with  its  makeshift  bolt  that  Yrene  had

constructed,  at  the  closet  that  she  called  her  bedroom,  at  the  threadbare  cloak draped  over  the  half-rotted  chair  against  the  opposite  wall,  then  finally  back  at her. It gave Yrene a chance to study her face. Seeing how easily she’d trounced

those mercenaries, whoever had harmed her must be fearsome indeed. 

“You’d really come back to this continent—to the empire?” 

There was such quiet surprise in her voice that Yrene met her eyes. 

“It’s the right thing to do,” was all Yrene could think of to say. 

The girl didn’t reply, and Yrene continued wrapping her arm. When she was

finished,  the  girl  shrugged  on  her  shirt  and  tunic,  tested  her  arm,  and  stood.  In the cramped bedroom, Yrene felt so much smaller than the stranger, even if there

were only a few inches’ difference between them. 

The  girl  picked  up  her  cloak  but  didn’t  don  it  as  she  took  a  step  toward  the closed door. 

“I could find something for your face,” Yrene blurted. 

The  girl  paused  with  a  hand  on  the  doorknob  and  looked  over  her  shoulder. 

“These are meant to be a reminder.” 

“For what? Or—to whom?” She shouldn’t pry, shouldn’t have even asked. 

She smiled bitterly. “For me.” 

Yrene  thought  of  the  scars  she’d  seen  on  her  body  and  wondered  if  those

were all reminders, too. 

The young woman turned back to the door, but stopped again. “Whether you

stay, or go to Antica and attend the Torre Cesme and return to save the world,” 

she mused, “you should probably learn a thing or two about defending yourself.” 

Yrene eyed the daggers at the girl’s waist, the sword she hadn’t even needed

to  draw.  Jewels  embedded  in  the  hilt—real  jewels—glinted  in  the  candlelight. 

The girl had to be fabulously wealthy, richer than Yrene could ever conceive of

being. “I can’t afford weapons.” 

The  girl  huffed  a  laugh.  “If  you  learn  these  maneuvers,  you  won’t  need
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them.” 

Celaena took the barmaid into the alley, if only because she didn’t want to wake

the other inn guests and get into yet another fight. She didn’t really know why

she’d offered to teach her to defend herself. The last time she’d helped anybody, 

it had just turned around to beat the hell out of her. Literally. 

But  the  barmaid—Yrene—had  looked  so  earnest  when  she  talked  about

helping people. About being a healer. 

The  Torre  Cesme—any  healers  worth  their  salt  knew  about  the  academy  in

Antica where the best and brightest, no matter their station, could study. Celaena

had once dreamed of dwelling in the fabled cream-colored towers of the Torre, 

of walking the narrow, sloping streets of Antica and seeing wonders brought in

from lands she’d never heard of. But that was a lifetime ago. A different person

ago. 

Not  now,  certainly.  And  if  Yrene  stayed  in  this  gods-forsaken  town,  other

people were bound to try to attack her again. So here Celaena was, cursing her

own conscience for a fool as they stood in the misty alley behind the inn. 

The bodies of the three mercenaries were still out there, and Celaena caught

Yrene cringing at the sound of scurrying feet and soft squeaking. The rats hadn’t

wasted any time. 

Celaena  gripped  the  girl’s  wrist  and  held  up  her  hand.  “People—men—

usually  don’t  hunt  for  the  women  who  look  like  they’ll  put  up  a  fight.  They’ll pick you because you look off-guard or vulnerable or like you’d be sympathetic. 

They’ll  usually  try  to  move  you  to  another  location  where  they  won’t  need  to worry about being interrupted.” 

Yrene’s  eyes  were  wide,  her  face  pale  in  the  light  of  the  torch  Celaena  had dropped just outside the back door. Helpless. What was it like to be helpless to

defend yourself? A shudder that had nothing to do with the rats gnawing on the

dead mercenaries went through her. 

“Do not let them move you to another location,” Celaena continued, reciting

from the lessons that Ben, Arobynn’s Second, had once taught her. She’d learned

self-defense before she’d ever learned to attack anyone, and to first fight without

weapons, too. 

“Fight back enough to convince them that you’re not worth it. And make as

much noise as you can. In a shit-hole like this, though, I bet no one will bother

coming to help you. But you should still start screaming your head off about a

fire—not  rape,  not  theft,  not  something  that  cowards  would  rather  hide  from. 

And if shouting doesn’t discourage them, then there are a few tricks to outsmart them. 

“Some  might  make  them  drop  like  a  stone,  some  might  get  them  down

temporarily, but as soon as they let go of you, your  biggest priority is getting the hell away. You understand? They let you go, you  run.” 

Yrene  nodded,  still  wide-eyed.  She  remained  that  way  as  Celaena  took  the

hand  she’d  lifted  and  walked  her  through  the  eye-gouge,  showing  her  how  to

shove  her  thumbs  into  the  corner  of  someone’s  eyes,  crook  her  thumbs  back

behind the eyeballs, and—well, Celaena couldn’t actually finish that part, since

she  liked  her  own  eyeballs  very  much.  But  Yrene  grasped  it  after  a  few  times, and did it perfectly when Celaena grabbed her from behind again and again. 

She  then  showed  her  the  ear  clap,  then  how  to  pinch  the  inside  of  a  man’s upper  thigh  hard  enough  to  make  him  scream,  where  to  stomp  on  the  most

delicate  part  of  the  foot,  what  soft  spots  were  the  best  to  hit  with  her  elbow (Yrene  actually  hit  her  so  hard  in  the  throat  that  Celaena  gagged  for  a  good minute). And then told her to go for the groin—always try to go for a strike to

the groin. 

And  when  the  moon  was  setting,  when  Celaena  was  convinced  that  Yrene

might stand a chance against an assailant, they finally stopped. Yrene seemed to

be holding herself a bit taller, her face flushed. 

“If  they  come  after  you  for  money,”  Celaena  said,  jerking  her  chin  toward

where the mercenaries lay in a heap, “throw whatever coins you have far away

from  you  and  run  in  the  opposite  direction.  Usually  they’ll  be  so  occupied  by chasing after your money that you’ll have a good chance of escape.” 

Yrene nodded. “I should—I should teach all this to Jessa.” 

Celaena  didn’t  know  or  care  who  Jessa  was,  but  she  said,  “If  you  get  the

chance, teach it to any female who will take the time to listen.” 

Silence fell between them. There was so much more to learn, so much else to

teach her. But dawn was about two hours away, and she should probably go back

to her room now, if only to pack and go. Go, not because she was ordered to or

because she found her punishment acceptable, but … because she needed to. She

needed to go to the Red Desert. 

Even  if  it  was  only  to  see  where  the  Wyrd  planned  to  lead  her.  Staying, 

running  away  to  another  land,  avoiding  her  fate  …  she  wouldn’t  do  that.  She couldn’t be like Yrene, a living reminder of loss and shoved-aside dreams. No, 

she’d continue to the Red Desert and follow this path, wherever it led, however

much it stung her pride. 

Yrene  cleared  her  throat.  “Did  you—did  you  ever  have  to  use  these

maneuvers? Not to pry. I mean, you don’t have to answer if—” 

“I’ve  used  them,  yes—but  not  because  I  was  in  that  kind  of  situation.  I  …” 

She  knew  she  shouldn’t  say  it,  but  she  did.  “I’m  usually  the  one  who  does  the hunting.” 

Yrene, to her surprise, just nodded, if a bit sadly. There was such irony, she

realized,  in  them  working  together—the  assassin  and  the  healer.  Two  opposite

sides of the coin. 

Yrene wrapped her arms around herself. “How can I ever repay you for—” 

But  Celaena  held  up  a  hand.  The  alley  was  empty,  but  she  could  feel  them, 

could hear the shift in the fog, in the scurrying of the rats. Pockets of quiet. 

She  met  Yrene’s  stare  and  flicked  her  eyes  toward  the  back  door,  a  silent

command. Yrene had gone white and stiff. It was one thing to practice, but to put

lessons into action, to use them … Yrene was more of a liability. Celaena jerked

her chin at the door, an order now. 

There were at least five men—two on either end of the alley converging upon

them, and one more standing guard by the busier end of the street. 

Yrene was through the back door by the time Celaena drew her sword. 
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In  the  darkened  kitchen,  Yrene  leaned  against  the  back  door,  a  hand  on  her

hammering  heart  as  she  listened  to  the  melee  outside.  Earlier,  the  girl  had  the element of surprise—but how could she face them again? 

Her  hands  trembled  as  the  sound  of  clashing  blades  and  shouts  filtered

through  the  crack  beneath  the  door.  Thumps,  grunts,  growls.  What  was

happening? 

She couldn’t stand it, not knowing what was happening to the girl. 

It went against every instinct to open up the back door and peer out. 

Her breath caught in her throat at the sight:

The  mercenary  who  had  escaped  earlier  had  returned  with  more  friends—

more  skilled  friends.  Two  were  facedown  on  the  cobblestones,  pools  of  blood

around them. But the remaining three were engaged with the girl, who was—was

—

Gods, she moved like a black wind, such lethal grace, and—

A hand closed over Yrene’s mouth as someone grabbed her from behind and

pressed  something  cold  and  sharp  against  her  throat.  There  had  been  another

man; he came in through the inn. 

“Walk,” he breathed in her ear, his voice rough and foreign. She couldn’t see

him, couldn’t tell anything about him beyond the hardness of his body, the reek

of his clothes, the scratch of a heavy beard against her cheek. He flung open the

door and, still holding the dagger to Yrene’s neck, strode into the alley. 

The young woman stopped fighting. Another mercenary had gone down, and

the two before her had their blades pointed at her. 

“Drop your weapons,” the man said. Yrene would have shaken her head, but

the dagger was pressed so close that any movement she made would have slit her

own throat. 

The  young  woman  eyed  the  men,  then  Yrene’s  captor,  then  Yrene  herself. 

Calm—utterly  calm  and  cold  as  she  bared  her  teeth  in  a  feral  grin.  “Come  and get them.” 

Yrene’s stomach dropped. The man had only to shift his wrist and he’d spill her life’s blood. She wasn’t ready to die—not now, not in Innish. 

Her  captor  chuckled.  “Bold  and  foolish  words,  girl.”  He  pushed  the  blade

harder, and Yrene winced. She felt the dampness of her blood before she realized

he’d cut a thin line across her neck. Silba save her. 

But the girl’s eyes were on Yrene, and they narrowed slightly. In challenge, in

a command.  Fight back, she seemed to say.  Fight for your miserable life. 

The two men with the swords circled closer, but she didn’t lower her blade. 

“Drop your weapons  before I cut  her open,” Yrene’s  captor growled. “Once

we’re done making you pay for our comrades, for all the money you cost us with

their deaths, maybe we’ll let  her live.” He squeezed Yrene tighter, but the young woman just watched him. The mercenary hissed. “Drop your weapons.” 

She didn’t. 

Gods, she was going to let him kill her, wasn’t she? 

Yrene  couldn’t  die  like  this—not  here,  not  as  a  no-name  barmaid  in  this

horrible place.  Wouldn’t die like this. Her mother had gone down swinging—her

mother had  fought for her, had killed that soldier so Yrene could have a chance

to flee, to make something of her life. To do some good for the world. 

She wouldn’t die like this. 

The  rage  hit,  so  staggering  that  Yrene  could  hardly  see  through  it,  could

hardly see anything except a year in Innish, a future beyond her grasp, and a life

she was not ready to part with. 

She  gave  no  warning  before  she  stomped  down  as  hard  as  she  could  on  the

bridge  of  the  man’s  foot.  He  jerked,  howling,  but  Yrene  brought  up  her  arms, shoving the dagger from her throat with one hand as she drove her elbow into his

gut.  Drove  it  with  every  bit  of  rage  she  had  burning  in  her.  He  groaned  as  he doubled  over,  and  she  slammed  her  elbow  into  his  temple,  just  as  the  girl  had shown her. 

The man collapsed to his knees, and Yrene bolted. To run, to help, she didn’t

know. 

But the girl was already standing in front of her, grinning broadly. Behind her, 

the two men lay unmoving. And the man on his knees—

Yrene  dodged  aside  as  the  young  woman  grabbed  the  gasping  man  and

dragged  him  into  the  dark  mist  beyond.  There  was  a  muffled  scream,  then  a

thump. 

And  despite  her  healer’s  blood,  despite  the  stomach  she’d  inherited,  Yrene

barely made it two steps before she vomited. 

When she was done, she found the young woman watching her again, smiling faintly. “Fast learner,” she said. Her fine clothes, even her darkly glittering ruby

brooch,  were  covered  with  blood.  Not  her  own,  Yrene  noted  with  some  relief. 

“You sure you want to be a healer?” 

Yrene wiped her mouth on the corner of her apron. She didn’t want to know

what  the  alternative  was—what  this  girl  might  be.  No,  all  she  wanted  was  to smack her. Hard. 

“You  could  have  dispatched  them  without  me!  But  you  let  that  man  hold  a

knife to my throat—you  let him!  Are you insane?” 

The  girl  smiled  in  such  a  way  that  said  yes,  she  was  most  certainly  insane. 

But she said, “Those men were a joke. I wanted you to get some real experience

in a controlled environment.” 

“You call that  controlled?”  Yrene couldn’t help shouting. She put a hand to

the already clotted slice in her neck. It would heal quickly, but might scar. She’d

have to inspect it immediately. 

“Look at it this way, Yrene Towers: now you know you can do it. That man

was twice your weight and had almost a foot on you, and you downed him in a

few heartbeats.” 

“You said those men were a joke.” 

A fiendish grin. “To me, they are.” 

Yrene’s blood chilled. “I—I’ve had enough of today. I think I need to go to

bed.” 

The  girl  sketched  a  bow.  “And  I  should  probably  be  on  my  way.  Word  of

advice: wash the blood out of your clothes and don’t tell anyone what you saw

tonight. Those men might have more friends, and as far as I’m concerned, they

were the unfortunate victims of a horrible robbery.” She held up a leather pouch

heavy with coins and stalked past Yrene into the inn. 

Yrene  spared  a  glance  at  the  bodies,  felt  a  heavy  weight  drop  into  her

stomach, and followed the girl inside. She was still furious with her, still shaking

with the remnants of terror and desperation. 

So she didn’t say good-bye to the deadly girl as she vanished. 
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Yrene did as the girl said and changed into another gown and apron before going

to the kitchens to wash the blood from her clothes. Her hands were shaking so

badly  that  it  took  longer  than  usual  to  wash  the  clothing,  and  by  the  time  she finished, the pale light of dawn was creeping through the kitchen window. 

She had to be up in … well, now. Groaning, she trudged back to her room to

hang  the  wet  clothes  to  dry.  If  someone  saw  her  laundry  drying,  it  would  only raise  suspicion.  She  supposed  she’d  have  to  be  the  one  to  pretend  to  find  the bodies, too. Gods, what a mess. 

Wincing  at  the  thought  of  the  long,  long  day  ahead  of  her,  trying  to  make

sense  of  the  night  she’d  just  had,  Yrene  entered  her  room  and  softly  shut  the door. Even if she told someone, they probably wouldn’t believe her. 

It  wasn’t  until  she  was  done  hanging  her  clothes  on  the  hooks  embedded  in

the  wall  that  she  noticed  the  leather  pouch  on  the  bed,  and  the  note  pinned beneath it. 

She knew what was inside, could easily guess based on the lumps and edges. 

Her breath caught in her throat as she pulled out the note. 

There, in elegant, feminine handwriting, the girl had written:

No  name,  no  date.  Staring  at  the  paper,  she  could  almost  picture  the  girl’s feral smile and the defiance in her eyes. This note, if anything, was a challenge

—a dare. 

Hands shaking anew, Yrene dumped out the contents of the pouch. 

The pile of gold coins shimmered, and Yrene staggered back, collapsing into

the rickety chair across from the bed. She blinked, and blinked again. 

Not just gold, but also the brooch the girl had been wearing, its massive ruby

smoldering in the candlelight. 
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A hand to her mouth, Yrene stared at the door, at the ceiling, then back at the

small fortune sitting on her bed. Stared and stared and stared. 

The  gods  had  vanished,  her  mother  had  once  claimed.  But  had  they?  Had  it

been some god who had visited tonight, clothed in the skin of a battered young

woman? Or had it merely been their distant whispers that prompted the stranger

to walk down that alley? She would never know, she supposed. And maybe that

was the whole point. 

 Wherever you need to go …

Gods or fate or just pure coincidence and kindness, it was a gift. This was a

gift. The world was wide-open—wide-open and hers for the taking, if she dared. 

She could go to Antica, attend the Torre Cesme, go anywhere she wished. 

If she dared. 

Yrene smiled. 

An hour later, no one stopped Yrene Towers as she walked out of the White

Pig and never looked back. 

Washed  and  dressed  in  a  new  tunic,  Celaena  boarded  the  ship  an  hour  before

dawn.  It  was  her  own  damn  fault  that  she  felt  hollow  and  light-headed  after  a night  without  rest.  But  she  could  sleep  today—sleep  the  whole  journey  across

the Gulf of Oro to the Deserted Land. She  should sleep, because once she landed

in  Yurpa,  she  had  a  trek  across  blistering,  deadly  sands—a  week,  at  least, 

through the desert before the reached the Mute Master and his fortress of Silent

Assassins. 

The  captain  didn’t  ask  questions  when  she  pressed  a  piece  of  silver  into  his palm and went belowdecks, following his directions to find her stateroom. With

the hood and blades, she knew none of the sailors would bother her. And while

she now had to be careful with the money she had left, she knew she’d hand over

another silver piece or two before the voyage was done. 

Sighing, Celaena entered her cabin—small but clean, with a little window that

looked out onto the dawn-gray bay. She locked the door behind her and slumped

onto  the  tiny  bed.  She’d  seen  enough  of  Innish;  she  didn’t  need  to  bother

watching the departure. 

She’d  been  on  her  way  out  of  the  inn  when  she’d  passed  that  horrifically

small  closet  Yrene  called  a  bedroom.  While  Yrene  had  tended  to  her  arm, 

Celaena had been astounded by the cramped conditions, the rickety furniture, the

too-thin blankets. She’d planned to leave some coins for Yrene anyway—if only

because  she  was  certain  the  innkeeper  would  make  Yrene  pay  for  those

bandages. 

But Celaena had stood in front of that wooden door to the bedroom, listening

to Yrene wash her clothes in the nearby kitchen. She found herself unable to turn

away,  unable  to  stop  thinking  about  the  would-be  healer  with  the  brown-gold

hair and caramel eyes, of what Yrene had lost and how helpless she’d become. 

There  were  so  many  of  them  now—the  children  who  had  lost  everything  to

Adarlan.  Children  who  had  now  grown  into  assassins  and  barmaids,  without  a

true place to call home, their native kingdoms left in ruin and ash. 

Magic  had  been  gone  all  these  years.  And  the  gods  were  dead,  or  simply

didn’t care anymore. Yet there, deep in her gut, was a small but insistent  tug. A tug  on  a  strand  of  some  invisible  web.  So  Celaena  decided  to  tug  back,  just  to see how far and wide the reverberations would go. 

It was a matter of moments to write the note and then stuff most of her gold

pieces into the pouch. A heartbeat later, she’d set it on Yrene’s sagging cot. 

She’d added Arobynn’s ruby brooch as a parting thought. She wondered if a

girl from ravaged Fenharrow wouldn’t mind a brooch in Adarlan’s royal colors. 

But Celaena was glad to be rid of it, and hoped Yrene would pawn the piece for

the  small  fortune  it  was  worth.  Hoped  that  an  assassin’s  jewel  would  pay  for  a healer’s education. 

So  maybe  it  was  the  gods  at  work.  Maybe  it  was  some  force  beyond  them, 

beyond mortal comprehension. Or maybe it was just for what and who Celaena

would never be. 

Yrene  was  still  washing  her  bloodied  clothes  in  the  kitchen  when  Celaena

slipped out of her room, then down the hall, and left the White Pig behind. 

As  she  stalked  through  the  foggy  streets  toward  the  ramshackle  docks, 

Celaena  had  prayed  Yrene  Towers  wasn’t  foolish  enough  to  tell  anyone—

especially the innkeeper—about the money. Prayed Yrene Towers seized her life

with  both  hands  and  set  out  for  the  pale-stoned  city  of  Antica.  Prayed  that somehow,  years  from  now,  Yrene  Towers  would  return  to  this  continent,  and

maybe, just maybe, heal their shattered world a little bit. 

Smiling to herself in the confines of her cabin, Celaena nestled into the bed, 

pulled her hood low over her eyes, and crossed her ankles. By the time the ship

set sail across the jade-green gulf, the assassin was fast asleep. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

DESERT

CHAPTER

1

There was nothing left in the world except sand and wind. 

At  least,  that’s  how  it  seemed  to  Celaena  Sardothien  as  she  stood  atop  the

crimson  dune  and  gazed  across  the  desert.  Even  with  the  wind,  the  heat  was

stifling,  and  sweat  made  her  many  layers  of  clothes  cling  to  her  body.  But

sweating,  her  nomad  guide  had  told  her,  was  a  good  thing—it  was  when  you

didn’t  sweat  that  the  Red  Desert  became  deadly.  Sweat  reminded  you  to  drink. 

When  the  heat  evaporated  your  perspiration  before  you  could  realize  you  were

sweating, that’s when you could cross into dehydration and not know it. 

Oh, the  miserable heat. It invaded every pore of her, made her head throb and

her bones ache. The muggy warmth of Skull’s Bay had been nothing compared

to this. What she wouldn’t give for just the briefest of cool breezes! 

Beside  her,  the  nomad  guide  pointed  a  gloved  finger  toward  the  southwest. 

“The   sessiz  suikast  are  there.”  Sessiz  suikast.  The  Silent  Assassins—the legendary order that she’d been sent here to train with. 

“To learn obedience and discipline,” Arobynn Hamel had said.  In the height

 of summer in the Red Desert was what he’d failed to add. It was a punishment. 

Two months ago, when Arobynn had sent Celaena along with Sam Cortland to

Skull’s  Bay  on  an  unknown  errand,  they’d  discovered  that  he’d  actually

dispatched  them  to  trade  in  slaves.  Needless  to  say,  that  hadn’t  sat  well  with Celaena or Sam, despite their occupation. So they’d freed the slaves, deciding to

damn the consequences. But now … As punishments went, this was probably the

worst. Given the bruises and cuts that were still healing on her face a month after

Arobynn had bestowed them, that was saying something. 

Celaena scowled. She pulled the scarf a bit higher over her mouth and nose as

she took a step down the dune. Her legs strained against the sliding sand, but it

was  a  welcome  freedom  after  the  harrowing  trek  through  the  Singing  Sands, 

where  each  grain  had  hummed  and  whined  and  moaned.  They’d  spent  a  whole

day  monitoring  each  step,  careful  to  keep  the  sand  beneath  them  ringing  in

harmony.  Or  else,  the  nomad  had  told  her,  the  sands  could  dissolve  into
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quicksand. 

Celaena  descended  the  dune,  but  paused  when  she  didn’t  hear  her  guide’s

footsteps. “Aren’t you coming?” 

The  man  remained  atop  the  dune,  and  pointed  again  to  the  horizon.  “Two

miles  that  way.”  His  use  of  the  common  tongue  was  a  bit  unwieldy,  but  she

understood him well enough. 

She  pulled  down  the  scarf  from  her  mouth,  wincing  as  a  gust  of  sand  stung

her sweaty face. “I paid you to take me there.” 

“Two miles,” he said, adjusting the large pack on his back. The scarf around

his head obscured his tanned features, but she could still see the fear in his eyes. 

Yes, yes, the  sessiz suikast were feared and respected in the desert. It had been a miracle that she’d found a guide willing to take her this close to their fortress. 

Of course, offering gold had helped. But the nomads viewed the  sessiz suikast as little less than shadows of death—and apparently, her guide would go no farther. 

She studied the  westward horizon. She  could see nothing  beyond dunes and

sand that rippled like the surface of a windblown sea. 

“Two miles,” the nomad said behind her. “They will find you.” 

Celaena  turned  to  ask  him  another  question,  but  he  had  already  disappeared

over the other side of the dune. Cursing him, she tried to swallow, but failed. Her

mouth was too dry. She had to start now, or else she’d need to set up her tent to

sleep out the unforgiving midday and afternoon heat. 

Two miles. How long could that take? 

Taking  a  sip  from  her  unnervingly  light  waterskin,  Celaena  pulled  her  scarf

back over her mouth and nose and began walking. 

The only sound was the wind hissing through the sand. 

Hours later, Celaena found herself using all of her self-restraint to avoid leaping

into  the  courtyard  pools  or  kneeling  to  drink  at  one  of  the  little  rivers  running along  the  floor.  No  one  had  offered  her  water  upon  her  arrival,  and  she  didn’t think  her  current  escort  was  inclined  to  do  so  either  as  he  led  her  through  the winding halls of the red sandstone fortress. 

The two miles had felt more like twenty. She had been just about to stop and

set  up  her  tent  when  she’d  crested  a  dune  and  the  lush  green  trees  and  adobe fortress had spread before her, hidden in an oasis nestled between two monstrous

sand dunes. 

After  all  that,  she  was  parched.  But  she  was  Celaena  Sardothien.  She  had  a

reputation to uphold. 

She  kept  her  senses  alert  as  they  walked  farther  into  the  fortress—taking  in exits and windows, noting where sentries were stationed. They passed a row of

open-air training rooms in which she could see people from all kingdoms and of

all  ages  sparring  or  exercising  or  just  sitting  quietly,  lost  in  meditation.  They climbed a narrow flight of steps that went up and up into a large building. The

shade  of  the  stairwell  was  wonderfully  cool.  But  then  they  entered  a  long, 

enclosed hall, and the heat wrapped around her like a blanket. 

For a fortress of supposedly silent assassins, the place was fairly noisy, with

the  clatter  of  weapons  from  the  training  rooms,  the  buzzing  of  insects  in  the many  trees  and  bushes,  the  chatter  of  birds,  the  gurgle  of  all  that  crystal-clear water running through every room and hall. 

They approached an open set of doors at the end of the hallway. Her escort—

a  middle-aged  man  flecked  with  scars  that  stood  out  like  chalk  against  his  tan skin—said  nothing  to  her.  Beyond  the  doors,  the  interior  was  a  mixture  of

shadow and light. They entered a giant chamber flanked by blue-painted wooden

pillars that supported a mezzanine on either side. A glance into the darkness of

the  balcony  informed  her  that  there  were  figures  lurking  there—watching, 

waiting. There were more in the shadows of the columns. Whoever they thought

she was, they certainly weren’t underestimating her. Good. 

A narrow mosaic of green and blue glass tiles wove through the floor toward

the dais, echoing the little rivers on the lower level. Atop the dais, seated among

cushions and potted palms, was a whiterobed man. 

The  Mute  Master.  She  had  expected  him  to  be  ancient,  but  he  seemed  to  be

around fifty. She kept her chin held high as they approached him, following the

tile path in the floor. She couldn’t tell if the Master’s skin had always been that

tan or if it was from the sun. He smiled slightly—he’d probably been handsome

in  his  youth.  Sweat  oozed  down  Celaena’s  spine.  Though  the  Master  had  no

visible weapons, the two servants fanning him with palm leaves were armed to

the teeth. Her escort stopped a safe distance from the Master and bowed. 

Celaena  did  the  same,  and  when  she  raised  herself,  she  removed  the  hood

from over her hair. She was sure it was a mess and disgustingly greasy after two

weeks in the desert with no water to bathe in, but she wasn’t here to impress him

with her beauty. 

The  Mute  Master  looked  her  up  and  down,  and  then  nodded.  Her  escort

nudged  her  with  an  elbow,  and  Celaena  cleared  her  dry  throat  as  she  stepped forward. 

She  knew  the  Mute  Master  wouldn’t  say  anything;  his  self-imposed  silence

was well-known. It was incumbent upon her to make the introduction. Arobynn had told her exactly what to say— ordered her was more like it. There would be

no disguises, no masks, no fake names. Since she had shown such disregard for

Arobynn’s best interests, he no longer had any inclination to protect hers. She’d

debated  for  weeks  how  she  might  find  a  way  to  protect  her  identity—to  keep

these  strangers  from  knowing  who  she  was—but  Arobynn’s  orders  had  been

simple: she had one month to win the Mute Master’s respect. And if she didn’t

return  home  with  his  letter  of  approval—a  letter  about   Celaena  Sardothien—

she’d better find a new city to live in. Possibly a new continent. 

“Thank you for granting me an audience, Master of the Silent Assassins,” she

said, silently cursing the stiffness of her words. 

She  put  a  hand  over  her  heart  and  dropped  to  both  knees.  “I  am  Celaena

Sardothien,  protégée  of  Arobynn  Hamel,  King  of  the  Northern  Assassins.” 

Adding “Northern” seemed appropriate; she didn’t think the Mute Master would

be much pleased to learn that Arobynn called himself King of  all the Assassins. 

But whether or not it surprised him, his face revealed nothing, though she sensed

some of the people in the shadows shifting on their feet. 

“My master sent me here to beseech you to train me,” she said, chafing at the

words. Train  her! She lowered her head so the Master wouldn’t see the ire on her face. “I am yours.” She tilted her palms faceup in a gesture of supplication. 

Nothing. 

Warmth  worse  than  the  heat  of  the  desert  singed  her  cheeks.  She  kept  her

head  down,  her  arms  still  upheld.  Cloth  rustled,  then  near-silent  steps  echoed through the chamber. At last, two bare, brown feet stopped before her. 

A dry finger tilted her chin up, and Celaena found herself staring into the sea-

green eyes of the Master. She didn’t dare move. With one movement, the Master

could snap her neck. This was a test—a test of trust, she realized. 

She  willed  herself  into  stillness,  focusing  on  the  details  of  his  face  to  avoid thinking  about  how  vulnerable  she  was.  Sweat  beaded  along  the  border  of  his

dark  hair,  which  was  cropped  close  to  his  head.  It  was  impossible  to  tell  what kingdom  he  hailed  from;  his  hazelnut  skin  suggested  Eyllwe.  But  his  elegant, 

almond-shaped  eyes  suggested  one  of  the  countries  in  the  distant  southern

continent. Regardless, how had he wound up here? 

She  braced  herself  as  his  long  fingers  pushed  back  the  loose  strands  of  her braided hair, revealing the yellowing bruises still lingering around her eyes and

cheeks, and the narrow arc of the scab along her cheekbone. Had Arobynn sent

word that she would be coming? Had he told him the circumstances under which

she’d been packed off? The Master didn’t seem at all surprised by her arrival. 

But the Master’s eyes narrowed, his lips forming a tight line as he looked at the  remnants  of  the  bruises  on  the  other  side  of  her  face.  She  was  lucky  that Arobynn was skilled enough to keep his blows from permanently marring her. A

twinge of guilt went through her as she wondered if Sam had healed as well. In

the  three  days  following  her  beating,  she  hadn’t  seen  him  around  the  Keep. 

She’d  blacked  out  before  Arobynn  could  deal  with  her  companion.  And  since

that night, even during her trip out here, everything had been a haze of rage and

sorrow and bone-deep weariness, as if she were dreaming while awake. 

She  calmed  her  thundering  heart  just  as  the  Master  released  her  face  and

stepped  back.  He  motioned  with  a  hand  for  her  to  rise,  which  she  did,  to  the relief of her aching knees. 

The Master gave her a crooked smile. She would have echoed the expression

—but  an  instant  later  he  snapped  his  fingers,  triggering  four  men  to  charge  at her. 

CHAPTER
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They didn’t have weapons, but their intent was clear enough. The first man, clad

in  the  loose,  layered  clothing  that  everyone  here  wore,  reached  her,  and  she dodged  the  sweeping  blow  aimed  at  her  face.  His  arm  shot  past  her,  and  she grabbed  it  by  the  wrist  and  bicep,  locking  and  twisting  his  arm  so  he  grunted with pain. She whirled him around, careening him into the second attacker hard

enough that the two men went tumbling to the ground. 

Celaena leapt back, landing where her escort had been standing only seconds

before, careful to avoid crashing into the Master. This was another test—a test to

see at what level she might begin her training. And if she was worthy. 

Of course she was worthy. She was Celaena Sardothien, gods be damned. 

The  third  man  pulled  out  two  crescent-shaped  daggers  from  the  folds  of  his

beige tunic and slashed at her. Her layered clothing was too cumbersome for her

to dart away fast enough, so as he swiped for her face, she bent back. Her spine

strained, but the two blades passed overhead, slicing through an errant strand of

her hair. She dropped to the ground and lashed out with a leg, sweeping the man

off his feet. 

The fourth man, though, had come up behind her, a curved blade flashing in

his  hand  as  he  made  to  plunge  it  through  her  head.  She  rolled,  and  the  sword struck stone, sparking. 

By  the  time  she  got  to  her  feet,  he’d  raised  the  sword  again.  She  caught  his feint to the left before he struck at her right. She danced aside. The man was still

swinging  when  she  drove  the  base  of  her  palm  straight  into  his  nose  and

slammed her other fist into his gut. The man dropped to the floor, blood gushing

from  his  nose.  She  panted,  the  air  ragged  in  her  already-burning  throat.  She really,  really needed water. 

None of the four men on the ground moved. The Master began smiling, and it

was then that the others gathered around the chamber stepped closer to the light. 

Men  and  women,  all  tan,  though  their  hair  showed  the  range  of  the  various

kingdoms  on  the  continent.  Celaena  inclined  her  head.  None  of  them  nodded

back. Celaena kept one eye on the four men before her as they got to their feet, sheathed  their  weapons,  and  stalked  back  to  the  shadows.  Hopefully  they

wouldn’t take it personally. 

She scanned the shadows again, bracing herself for more assailants. Nearby, a

young  woman  watched  her,  and  she  flashed  Celaena  a  conspirator’s  grin. 

Celaena  tried  not  to  look  too  interested,  though  the  girl  was  one  of  the  most stunning people she’d ever beheld. It wasn’t just her wine-red hair or the color of

her eyes, a red-brown Celaena had never seen before. No, it was the girl’s armor

that  initially  caught  her  interest:  ornate  to  the  point  of  probably  being  useless, but still a work of art. 

The right shoulder was fashioned into a snarling wolf’s head, and her helmet, 

tucked  into  the  crook  of  her  arm,  featured  a  wolf  hunched  over  the  noseguard. 

Another  wolf’s  head  had  been  molded  into  the  pommel  of  her  broadsword.  On

anyone else, the armor might have looked flamboyant and ridiculous, but on the

girl … There was a strange, boyish sort of carelessness to her. 

Still,  Celaena  wondered  how  it  was  possible  not  to  be  sweltering  to  death

inside all that armor. 

The Master clapped Celaena on the shoulder and beckoned to the girl to come

forward.  Not  to  attack—a  friendly  invitation.  The  girl’s  armor  clinked  as  it

moved, but her boots were near-silent. 

The Master used his hands to form a series of motions between the girl and

Celaena. The girl bowed low, then gave her that wicked grin again. “I’m Ansel,” 

she said, her voice bright, amused. She had a barely perceptible lilt to her accent

that  Celaena  couldn’t  place.  “Looks  like  we’re  sharing  a  room  while  you’re

here.”  The  Master  gestured  again,  his  calloused,  scarred  fingers  creating

rudimentary  gestures  that  Ansel  could  somehow  decipher.  “Say,  how  long  will

that be, actually?” 

Celaena fought her frown. “One month.” She inclined her head to the Master. 

“If you allow me to stay that long.” 

With  the  month  that  it  took  to  get  here,  and  the  month  it  would  take  to  get home, she’d be away from Rifthold three months before she returned. 

The  Master  merely  nodded  and  walked  back  to  the  cushions  atop  the  dais. 

“That  means  you  can  stay,”  Ansel  whispered,  and  then  touched  Celaena’s

shoulder  with  an  armor-clad  hand.  Apparently  not  all  the  assassins  here  were

under a vow of silence—or had a sense of personal space. “You’ll start training

tomorrow,” Ansel went on. “At dawn.” 

The  Master  sank  onto  the  cushions,  and  Celaena  almost  sagged  with  relief. 

Arobynn  had  made  her  think  that  convincing  him  to  train  her  would  be  nearly
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impossible. Fool. Pack her off to the desert to suffer, would he! 

“Thank you,” Celaena said to the Master, keenly aware of the eyes watching

her in the hall as she bowed again. He waved her away. 

“Come,”  Ansel  said,  her  hair  shimmering  in  a  ray  of  sunlight.  “I  suppose

you’ll want a bath before you do anything else.  I certainly would, if I were you.” 

Ansel gave her a smile that stretched the splattering of freckles across the bridge

of her nose and cheeks. 

Celaena  glanced  sidelong  at  the  girl  and  her  ornate  armor,  and  followed  her

from the room. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard in weeks,” she said. 

Alone  with  Ansel  as  they  strode  through  the  halls,  Celaena  keenly  felt  the

absence of the long daggers usually sheathed in her belt. But they’d been taken

from her at the gate, along with her sword and her pack. She let her hands dangle

at her sides, ready to react to the slightest movement from her guide. Whether or

not Ansel noticed Celaena’s readiness to fight, the girl swung her arms casually, 

her armor clanking with the movement. 

Her  roommate.  That  was  an  unfortunate  surprise.  Sharing  a  room  with  Sam

for a few nights was one thing. But a month with a complete stranger? Celaena

studied  Ansel  out  of  the  corner  of  her  eye.  She  was  slightly  taller,  but  Celaena couldn’t see much else about her, thanks to the armor. She’d never spent much

time around other girls, save the courtesans that Arobynn invited to the Keep for

parties or took to the theater, and most of them were not the sort of person that

Celaena  cared  to  know.  There  were  no  other  female  assassins  in  Arobynn’s

guild. But here … in addition to Ansel, there had been just as many women as

men.  In  the  Keep,  there  was  no  mistaking  who  she  was.  Here,  she  was  only

another face in the crowd. 

For all she knew, Ansel might be better than her. The thought didn’t sit well. 

“So,” Ansel said, her brows rising. “Celaena Sardothien.” 

“Yes?” 

Ansel shrugged—or at least shrugged as well as she could, given the armor. “I

thought you’d be … more dramatic.” 

“Sorry  to  disappoint,”  Celaena  said,  not  sounding  very  sorry  at  all.  Ansel

steered them up a short staircase, then down a long hall. Children popped in and

out of the rooms along the passage, buckets and brooms and mops in hand. The

youngest looked about eight, the eldest about twelve. 

“Acolytes,” Ansel said in response to Celaena’s silent question. “Cleaning the

rooms of the older assassins is part of their training. Teaches them responsibility

and humility. Or something like that.” Ansel winked at a child who gaped up at her  as  she  passed.  Indeed,  several  of  the  children  stared  after  Ansel,  their  eyes wide with wonder and respect; Ansel must be well regarded, then. None of them

bothered to look at Celaena. She raised her chin. 

“And how old were you when you came here?” The more she knew the better. 

“I had barely turned thirteen,” Ansel said. “So I narrowly missed having to do

the drudgery work.” 

“And how old are you now?” 

“Trying to get a read on me, are you?” 

Celaena kept her face blank. 

“I just turned eighteen. You look about my age, too.” 

Celaena  nodded.  She  certainly  didn’t  have  to  yield  any  information  about

herself. Even though Arobynn had ordered her not to hide her identity here, that

didn’t  mean  she  had  to  give  away  details.  And  at least Celaena had started her

training  at  eight;  she  had  several  years  on  Ansel.  That  had  to  count  for

something. “Has training with the Master been effective?” 

Ansel  gave  her  a  rueful  smile.  “I  wouldn’t  know.  I’ve  been  here  for  five

years,  and  he’s  still  refused  to  train  me  personally.  Not  that  I  care.  I’d  say  I’m pretty damn good with or without his expertise.” 

Well,  that was certainly odd. How had she gone so long without working with

the Master? Though, many of Arobynn’s assassins never received private lessons

with him, either. “Where are you from, originally?” Celaena asked. 

“The  Flatlands.”  The  Flatlands  …  Where  in  hell  were  the  Flatlands?  Ansel

answered for her. “Along the coast of the Western Wastes—formerly known as

the Witch Kingdom.” 

The Wastes were certainly familiar. But she’d never heard of the Flatlands. 

“My  father,”  Ansel  went  on,  “is  Lord  of  Briarcliff.  He  sent  me  here  for

training,  so  I  might  ‘make  myself  useful.’  But  I  don’t  think  five  hundred  years would be enough to teach me that.” 

Despite herself, Celaena chuckled. She stole another glance at Ansel’s armor. 

“Don’t you get hot in all that armor?” 

“Of  course,”  Ansel  said,  tossing  her  shoulder-length  hair.  “But  you  have  to

admit it’s rather striking. And very well suited for strutting about a fortress full

of assassins. How else am I to distinguish myself?” 

“Where did you get it from?” Not that she might want some for herself; she

had no use for armor like that. 

“Oh, I had it made for me.” So—Ansel had money, then. Plenty of it, if she

could throw it  away on armor.  “But the sword”—Ansel  patted the  wolf-shaped hilt at her side—“belongs to my father. His gift to me when I left. I figured I’d

have the armor match it—wolves are a family symbol.” 

They  entered  an  open  walkway,  the  heat  of  the  midafternoon  sun  slamming

into them with full force. Yet Ansel’s face remained jovial, and if the armor did

indeed  make  her  uncomfortable,  she  didn’t  show  it.  Ansel  looked  her  up  and

down. “How many people have you killed?” 

Celaena almost choked, but kept her chin high. “I don’t see how that is any of

your concern.” 

Ansel  chuckled.  “I  suppose  it’d  be  easy  enough  to  find  out;  you  must  leave

 some  indication  if  you’re  so  notorious.”  Actually,  it  was  Arobynn  who  usually saw  to  it  that  word  got  out  through  the  proper  channels.  She  left  very  little behind once her job was finished. Leaving a sign felt somewhat … cheap. “I’d

want  everyone to know that I’d done it,” Ansel added. 

Well,  Celaena   did  want  everyone  to  know  that  she  was  the  best,  but

something about the way Ansel said it seemed different from her own reasoning. 

“So, which of you looks worse?” Ansel asked suddenly. “You, or the person

who  gave  those  to  you?”  Celaena  knew  that  she  meant  the  fading  bruises  and

cuts on her face. 

Her stomach tightened. It was getting to be a familiar feeling. 

“Me,” Celaena said quietly. 

She  didn’t  know  why  she  admitted  it.  Bravado  might  have  been  the  better

option.  But  she  was  tired,  and  suddenly  so  heavy  with  the  weight  of  that

memory. 

“Did  your  master  do  that  to  you?”  Ansel  asked.  This  time,  Celaena  stayed

silent, and Ansel didn’t push her. 

At the other end of the walkway, they took a spiral stone staircase down into

an  empty  courtyard  where  benches  and  little  tables  stood  in  the  shade  of  the towering  date  trees.  Someone  had  left  a  book  lying  atop  one  of  the  wooden

tables,  and  as  they  passed  by,  Celaena  glimpsed  the  cover.  The  title  was  in  a scrawling, strange script that she didn’t recognize. 

If  she’d  been  alone,  she  might  have  paused  to  flip  through  the  book,  just  to see words printed in a language so different from anything she knew, but Ansel

continued on toward a pair of carved wooden doors. 

“The baths. It’s one of the places here where silence is actually enforced, so

try to keep quiet. Don’t splash too much, either. Some of the older assassins can

get  cranky  about  even  that.”  Ansel  pushed  one  of  the  doors  open.  “Take  your time. I’ll see to it that your things are brought to our room. When you’re done, 
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ask an acolyte to take you there. Dinner isn’t for a few hours; I’ll come by the

room then.” 

Celaena  gave  her  a  long  look.  The  idea  of  Ansel—or  anyone—handling  the

weapons  and  gear  she’d  left  at  the  gate  wasn’t  appealing.  Not  that  she  had

anything  to  hide—though  she  did  cringe  inwardly  at  the  thought  of  the  guards pawing  at  her  undergarments  as  they  searched  her  bag.  Her  taste  for  very

expensive and very delicate underwear wouldn’t do much for her reputation. 

But  she  was  here  at  their  mercy,  and  her  letter  of  approval  depended  on  her good behavior. And good attitude. 

So Celaena merely said “Thank you,” before striding past Ansel and into the

herb-scented air beyond the doors. 

While the fortress had communal baths, they were thankfully separated between

men and women, and at that point in the day, the women’s baths were empty. 

Hidden  by  towering  palms  and  date  trees  sagging  with  the  weight  of  their

fruit,  the  baths  were  made  from  the  same  sea  green  and  cobalt  tiles  that  had formed the mosaic in the Master’s chamber, kept cool by white awnings jutting

out  from  the  walls  of  the  building.  There  were  multiple  large  pools—some

steamed,  some  bubbled,  some  steamed   and  bubbled—but  the  one  Celaena

slipped into was utterly calm and clear and cold. 

Celaena  stifled  a  groan  as  she  submerged  herself  and  stayed  under  until  her

lungs  ached.  While  modesty  was  a  trait  she’d  learned  to  live  without,  she  still kept herself low in the water. Of course, it had nothing to do with the fact that

her ribs and arms were peppered with fading bruises, and that the sight of them

made her sick. Sometimes it was sick with anger; other times it was with sorrow. 

Often,  it  was  both.  She  wanted  to  go  back  to  Rifthold—to  see  what  had

happened  to  Sam,  to  resume  the  life  that  had  splintered  in  a  few  agonizing

minutes. But she also dreaded it. 

At least, here at the edge of the world, that night—and all of Rifthold and the

people it contained—seemed very far away. 

She stayed in the pool until her hands turned uncomfortably pruny. 

Ansel  wasn’t  in  their  tiny,  rectangular  room  when  Celaena  arrived,  though

someone  had  unpacked  Celaena’s  belongings.  Aside  from  her  sword  and

daggers, some undergarments, and a few tunics, she hadn’t brought much—and

hadn’t bothered to bring her finer clothing. Which she was grateful for, now that
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she’d seen how quickly the sand had worn through the bulky clothes the nomad

had made her wear. 

There  were  two  narrow  beds,  and  it  took  her  a  moment  to  figure  out  which

was  Ansel’s.  The  red  stone  wall  behind  it  was  bare.  Aside  from  the  small  iron wolf figurine on the bedside table, and a humansized dummy that must be used

to  store  Ansel’s  extraordinary  armor,  Celaena  would  have  had  no  idea  that  she was sharing a room with anyone. 

Peeking through Ansel’s chest of drawers was equally futile. Burgundy tunics

and black pants, all neatly folded. The only things that offset the monotony were

several white tunics—garb that many of the men and women had been wearing. 

Even  the  undergarments  were  plain—and  folded.  Who  folded  their

undergarments?  Celaena  thought  of  her  enormous  closet  back  home,  exploding

with  color  and  different  fabrics  and  patterns,  all  tossed  together.  Her

undergarments, while expensive, usually wound up in a heap in their drawer. 

Sam probably folded his undergarments. Though, depending on how much of

him Arobynn had left intact, he might not even be able to now. Arobynn would

never permanently maim  her, but Sam might have fared worse. Sam had always

been the expendable one. 

She  shoved  the  thought  away  and  nestled  farther  into  the  bed.  Through  the

small window, the silence of the fortress lulled her to sleep. 

 She’d  never  seen  Arobynn  so  angry,  and  it  was  scaring  the  hell  out  of  her.  He didn’t yell, and he didn’t curse—he just went very still and very quiet. The only

 signs of his rage were his silver eyes, glittering with a deadly calm. 

 She  tried  not  to  flinch  in  her  chair  as  he  stood  from  the  giant  wooden  desk. 

 Sam,  seated  beside  her,  sucked  in  a  breath.  She  couldn’t  speak;  if  she  started talking,  her  trembling  voice  would  betray  her.  She  couldn’t  endure  that  kind  of humiliation. 

 “Do you know how much money you’ve cost me?” Arobynn asked her softly. 

 Celaena’spalms  began  sweating.  It  was  worth  it,  she  told  herself.  Freeing those  two  hundred  slaves  was  worth  it.  No  matter  what  was  about  to  happen, she’d never regret doing it. 

 “It’s  not  her  fault,”  Sam  cut  in,  and  she  flashed  him  a  warning  glare.  “We both thought it was—” 

 “Don’t  lie  to  me,  Sam  Cortland,”  Arobynn  growled.  “The  only  way  you

 became involved in this was because she decided to do it—and it was either let

 her die trying, or help her.” 

 Sam  opened  his  mouth  to  object,  but  Arobynn  silenced  him  with  a  sharp whistle through his teeth. His office doors opened. Wesley, Arobynn’s bodyguard, 

 peered in. Arobynn kept his eyes on Celaena as he said, “Get Tern, Mullin, and

 Harding.” 

 This  wasn’t  a  good  sign.  She  kept  her  face  neutral,  though,  as  Arobynn

 continued  watching  her.  Neither  she  nor  Sam  dared  speak  in  the  long  minutes that passed. She tried not to shake. 

 At  last,  the  three  assassins—all  men,  all  cut  from  muscle  and  armed  to  the teeth,  filed  in.  “Shut  the  door,”  Arobynn  said  to  Harding,  the  last  one  to  enter. 

 Then he told the others, “Hold him.” 

 Instantly, Sam was dragged out of his chair, his arms pinned back by Tern and

 Mullin. Harding took a step in front of them, his fist flexing. 

 “No,” Celaena breathed as she met Sam’s wide-eyed stare. Arobynn wouldn’t

 be that cruel—he wouldn’t make her watch as he hurt Sam. Something tight and

 aching built in her throat. 

 But Celaena kept her head high, even as Arobynn said quietly to her, “You are

 not going to enjoy this. You will not forget this. And I don’t want you to.” 

 She whipped her head back to Sam, a plea for Harding not to hurt him on her

 lips. 

 She sensed the blow only a heartbeat before Arobynn struck her. 

 She  toppled  out  of  her  chair  and  didn’t  have  time  to  raise  herself  properly before Arobynn grabbed her by the collar and swung again, his fist connecting

 with her cheek. Light and darkness reeled. Another blow, hard enough that she

 felt the warmth of her blood on her face before she felt the pain. 

 Sam  began  screaming  something.  But  Arobynn  hit  her  again.  She  tasted

 blood, yet she didn’t fight back, didn’t dare to. Sam struggled against Tern and

 Mullin.  They  held  him  firm,  Harding  putting  a  warning  arm  in  front  of  Sam  to block his path. 

 Arobynn  hit  her—her  ribs,  her  jaw,  her  gut.  And  her  face.  Again  and  again and  again.  Careful  blows—blows  meant  to  inflict  as  much  pain  as  possible

 without  doing  permanent  damage.  And  Sam  kept  roaring,  shouting  words  she

 couldn’t quite hear over the agony. 

 The last thing she remembered was a pang of guilt at the sight of her blood

 staining  Arobynn’s  exquisite  red  carpet.  And  then  darkness,  blissful  darkness, full of relief that she hadn’t seen him hurt Sam. 

CHAPTER

3

Celaena dressed in the nicest tunic she’d brought—which wasn’t really anything

to admire, but the midnight blue and gold  did bring out the turquoise hues in her eyes. She went so far as to apply some cosmetics to her eyes, but opted to avoid

putting  anything  on  the  rest  of  her  face.  Even  though  the  sun  had  set,  the  heat remained. Anything she put on her skin would likely slide right off. 

Ansel  made  good  on  her  promise  to  retrieve  her  before  dinner  and  pestered

Celaena with questions about her journey during the walk to the dining hall. As

they walked, there were some areas where Ansel talked normally, others where

she kept her voice at a whisper, and others where she signaled not to speak at all. 

Celaena  couldn’t  tell  why  certain  rooms  demanded  utter  silence  and  others  did not—they all seemed the same. Still exhausted despite her nap, and unsure when

she  could  speak,  Celaena  kept  her  answers  brief.  She  wouldn’t  have  minded

missing dinner and just sleeping all night. 

Staying alert as they entered the hall was an effort of will. Yet even with her

exhaustion,  she  instinctively  scanned  the  room.  There  were  three  exits—the

giant  doors  through  which  they  entered,  and  two  servants’  doors  on  either  end. 

The  hall  was  packed  wall-to-wall  with  long  wooden  tables  and  benches  full  of people.  At  least  seventy  of  them  in  total.  None  of  them  looked  at  Celaena  as Ansel  ambled  toward  a  table  near  the  front  of  the  room.  If  they  knew  who  she was, they certainly didn’t care. She tried not to scowl. 

Ansel slid into place at a table and patted the empty spot on the bench beside

her.  The  nearest  assassins  looked  up  from  their  meal—some  had  been  talking

quietly and others were silent—as Celaena stood before them. 

Ansel  waved  a  hand  in  Celaena’s  direction.  “Celaena,  this  is  everyone. 

Everyone, this is Celaena. Though I’m sure you gossips know everything about

her already.” She spoke softly, and even though some assassins in the hall were

talking, they seemed to hear her just fine. Even the clank of their utensils seemed

hushed. 

Celaena  scanned  the  faces  of  those  around  her;  they  all  seemed  to  be

watching her with benign, if not amused, curiosity. Carefully, too aware of each of her movements, Celaena sat on the bench and surveyed the table. Platters of

grilled,  fragrant  meats;  bowls  full  of  spherical,  spiced  grains;  fruits  and  dates; and pitcher after pitcher of water. 

Ansel  helped  herself,  her  armor  glinting  in  the  light  of  the  ornate  glass

lanterns  dangling  from  the  ceiling,  and  then  piled  the  same  food  on  Celaena’s plate.  “Just  start  eating,”  she  whispered.  “It  all  tastes  good,  and  none  of  it  is poisoned.”  To  emphasize  her  point,  Ansel  popped  a  cube  of  charred  lamb  into

her mouth and chewed. “See?” she said between bites. “Lord Berick might want

to kill us, but he knows better than to try to get rid of us through poisons. We’re

far too skilled to fall for that sort of thing. Aren’t we?” The assassins around her

grinned. 

“Lord Berick?” Celaena asked, now staring at her plate and all the food on it. 

Ansel  made  a  face,  gobbling  down  some  saffron-colored  grains.  “Our  local

villain.  Or  I  suppose  we’re   his  local  villains,  depending  on  who  is  telling  the story.” 

“He’s the villain,” said a curly-haired, dark-eyed man across from Ansel. He

was  handsome  in  a  way,  but  had  a  smile  far  too  much  like  Captain  Rolfe’s  for Celaena’s liking. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five. “No matter  who

is telling the story.” 

“Well,  you are ruining  my story, Mikhail,” Ansel said, but grinned at him. He tossed a grape at Ansel, and she caught it in her mouth with ease. Celaena still

didn’t touch her food. “Anyway,” Ansel said, dumping more food onto Celaena’s

plate, “Lord Berick rules over the city of Xandria, and  claims that he rules this part  of  the  desert,  too.  Of  course,  we  don’t  quite  agree  with  that,  but  …  To shorten a long and frightfully dull story, Lord Berick has wanted us all dead for

years  and  years.  The  King  of  Adarlan  set  an  embargo  on  the  Red  Desert  after Lord  Berick  failed  to  send  troops  into  Eyllwe  to  crush  some  rebellion,  and

Berick  has  been  dying  to  get  back  in  the  king’s  good  graces  ever  since.  He somehow got it into his thick skull that killing all of us—and sending the head of

the Mute Master to Adarlan on a silver platter—would do the trick.” 

Ansel  took  another  bite  of  meat  and  went  on.  “So,  every  now  and  then,  he

tries some tactic or other: sending asps in baskets, sending soldiers posing as our

beloved foreign dignitaries”—she pointed to a table at the end of the hall, where

the people were dressed in exotic clothing—“sending troops in the dead of night

to  fire  flaming  arrows  at  us  …  Why,  two  days  ago,  we  caught  some  of  his

soldiers  trying  to  dig  a  tunnel  beneath  our  walls.  Ill-conceived  plan  from  the start.” 

Across the table, Mikhail chuckled. “Nothing’s worked yet,” he said. Hearing the  noise  of  their  conversation,  an  assassin  at  a  nearby  table  pivoted  to  raise  a finger  to  her  lips,  shushing  them.  Mikhail  gave  them  an  apologetic  shrug.  The dining  hall,  Celaena  gleaned,  must  be  a  silence-is-requested-but-not-required

sort of place. 

Ansel  poured  a  glass  of  water  for  Celaena,  then  one  for  herself,  and  spoke

more  quietly.  “I  suppose  that’s  the  problem  with  attacking  an  impenetrable

fortress  full  of  skilled  warriors:  you  have  to  be  smarter  than  us.  Though  …

Berick is almost brutal enough to make up for it. The assassins that have fallen

into  his  hands  came  back  in  pieces.”  She  shook  her  head.  “He  enjoys  being

cruel.” 

“And Ansel knows that firsthand,” Mikhail chimed in, though his voice was

little more than a murmur. “She’s had the pleasure of meeting him.” 

Celaena  raised  a  brow,  and  Ansel  made  a  face.  “Only  because  I’m  the  most

charming  of  you  lot.  The  Master  sometimes  sends  me  to  Xandria  to  meet  with

Berick—to try to negotiate some sort of accord between us. Thankfully, he still

won’t dare violate the terms of parlay, but … one of these days, I’ll pay for my

courier duties with my hide.” 

Mikhail rolled his eyes at Celaena. “She likes to be dramatic.” 

“That I do.” 

Celaena gave them both a weak smile. It had been a few minutes, and Ansel

certainly wasn’t dead. She bit into a piece of meat, nearly moaned at the array of

tangy-smoky spices, and set about eating. Ansel and Mikhail began chattering to

each other, and Celaena took the opportunity to glance down the table. 

Outside  of  the  markets  in  Rifthold  and  the  slave  ships  at  Skull’s  Bay,  she’d never seen such a mix of different kingdoms and continents. And though most of

the people here were trained killers, there was an air of peace and contentment—

of  joy,  even.  She  flicked  her  eyes  to  the  table  of  foreign  dignitaries  that  Ansel had pointed out. Men and women, hunched over their food, whispered with one

another and occasionally watched the assassins in the room. 

“Ah,”  Ansel  said  quietly.  “They’re  just  squabbling  over  which  of  us  they

want to make a bid for.” 

“Bid?” 

Mikhail  leaned  forward  to  see  the  ambassadors  through  the  crowd.  “They

come  here  from  foreign  courts  to  offer  us  positions.  They  make  offers  for  the assassins that most impress them—sometimes for one mission, other times for a

lifelong contract. Any of us are free to go, if we wish. But not all of us want to

leave.” 

“And you two …?” 

“Ach, no,” Ansel said. “My father would wallop me from here to the ends of

the  earth  if  I  bound  myself  to  a  foreign  court.  He’d  say  it’s  a  form  of

prostitution.” 

Mikhail laughed under his breath. “Personally, I like it here. When I want to

leave,  I’ll  let  the  Master  know  I’m  available.  But  until  then  …”  He  glanced  at Ansel, and Celaena could have sworn the girl’s face flushed slightly. “Until then, 

I’ve got my reasons to stay.” 

Celaena asked, “What courts do the dignitaries hail from?” 

“None in Adarlan’s grip, if that’s what you’re asking.” Mikhail scratched the

day’s  worth  of  stubble  on  his  face.  “Our  Master  knows  well  enough  that

everything from Eyllwe to Terrasen is  your Master’s territory.” 

“It certainly is.” She didn’t know why she said it. Given what Arobynn had

done to her, she hardly felt defensive of the assassins in Adarlan’s empire. But

…  but  to  see  all  these  assassins  gathered  here,  so  much  collective  power  and knowledge, and to know that they wouldn’t dare intrude on Arobynn’s—on  her

—territory …

Celaena  went  on  eating  in  silence  as  Ansel  and  Mikhail  and  a  few  others

around  them  talked  quietly.  Vows  of  silence,  Ansel  had  explained  earlier,  were taken  for  as  long  as  each  person  saw  fit.  Some  spent  weeks  in  silence;  others, years.  Ansel  claimed  she’d  once  sworn  to  be  silent  for  a  month,  and  had  only lasted two days before she gave up. She liked talking too much. Celaena didn’t

have any trouble believing that. 

A  few  of  the  people  around  them  were  pantomiming.  Though  it  often  took

them a few tries to discern the vague gestures, it seemed like Ansel and Mikhail

could interpret the movements of their hands. 

Celaena  felt  someone’s  attention  on  her,  and  tried  not  to  blink  when  she

noticed  a  dark-haired,  handsome  young  man  watching  her  from  a  few  seats

down.  Stealing  glances  at  her  was  more  like  it,  since  his  sea-green  eyes  kept darting to her face, then back to his companions. He didn’t open his mouth once, 

but pantomimed to his friends. Another silent one. 

Their  eyes  met,  and  his  tan  face  spread  into  a  smile,  revealing  dazzlingly

white teeth. Well, he was certainly desirable—as desirable as Sam, maybe. 

Sam—when  had  she  ever  thought  of  him  as   desirable?   He’d  laugh  until  he died if he ever knew she thought of him like that. 

The young man inclined his head slightly in greeting, then turned back to his

friends. 

“That’s  Ilias,”  Ansel  whispered,  leaning  closer  than  Celaena  would  like. 

Didn’t she have any sense of personal space? “The Master’s son.” 

That explained the sea-green eyes. Though the Master had an air of holiness, 

he must not be celibate. 

“I’m  surprised  you  caught  Ilias’s  eye,”  Ansel  teased,  keeping  her  voice  low

enough for only Celaena and Mikhail to hear. “He’s usually too focused on his

training and meditating to notice anyone—even pretty girls.” 

Celaena  raised  her  brows,  biting  back  a  reply  that  she  didn’t  want  to  know

 any of this. 

“I’ve known him for years, and he’s never been anything but aloof with me,” 

Ansel continued. “But maybe he has a thing for blondes.” Mikhail snorted. 

“I’m not here for anything like that,” Celaena said. 

“And I bet you have a flock of suitors back home, anyway.” 

“I certainly do not.” 

Ansel’s mouth popped open. “You’re lying.” 

Celaena took a long, long sip of water. It was flavored with slices of lemon—

and was unbelievably delicious. “No, I’m not.” 

Ansel  gave  her  a  quizzical  look,  then  fell  back  into  conversation  with

Mikhail. Celaena pushed around the food on her plate. It wasn’t that she wasn’t

romantic. She’d been infatuated with a few men before—from Archer, the young

male  courtesan  who’d  trained  with  them  for  a  few  months  when  she  was

thirteen, to Ben, Arobynn’s now-deceased Second, back when she was too young

to really understand the impossibility of such a thing. 

She dared another look at Ilias, who was laughing silently at something one

of his companions had said. It was flattering that he even considered her worthy

of  second  thought;  she’d  avoided  looking  in  the  mirror  in  the  month  since  that night with Arobynn, only checking to ensure nothing was broken or out of place. 

“So,” Mikhail said, shattering her thoughts as he pointed a fork at her, “when

your master beat the living daylights out of you, did you actually deserve it?” 

Ansel  shot  him  a  dark  look,  and  Celaena  straightened.  Even  Ilias  was  now

listening, his lovely eyes fixed on her face. But Celaena stared right at Mikhail. 

“I suppose it depends on who is telling the story.” 

Ansel chuckled. 

“If Arobynn Hamel is telling the story, then yes, I suppose I did deserve it. I

cost  him  a  good  deal  of  money—a  kingdom’s  worth  of  riches,  probably.  I  was

disobedient and disrespectful, and completely remorseless about what I did.” 

She didn’t break her stare, and Mikhail’s smile faltered. 

“But  if  the  two  hundred  slaves  that  I  freed  are  telling  the  story,  then  no,  I
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suppose I didn’t deserve it.” 

None  of  them  were  smiling  anymore.  “Holy  gods,”  Ansel  whispered.  True

silence fell over their table for a few heartbeats. 

Celaena resumed eating. She didn’t feel like talking to them after that. 

Under the shade of the date trees that separated the oasis from the sand, Celaena

stared out at the expanse of desert stretching before them. “Say that again,” she

said  flatly  to  Ansel.  After  the  hushed  dinner  last  night  and  the  utterly  silent fortress walkways that had brought them here, speaking normally grated on her

ears. 

But  Ansel,  who  was  wearing  a  white  tunic  and  pants,  and  boots  wrapped  in

camel pelts, just grinned and fastened her white scarf around her red hair. “It’s a

three-mile run to the next oasis.” Ansel handed Celaena the two wooden buckets

she’d brought with her. “These are for you.” 

Celaena  raised  her  brows.  “I  thought  I  was  going  to  be  training  with  the

Master.” 

“Oh, no. Not today,” Ansel said, picking up two buckets of her own. “When

he said ‘training’ he meant this. You might be able to wallop four of our men, but

you  still  smell  like  the  northern  wind.  Once  you  start  reeking  like  the  Red Desert, then he’ll bother to train you.” 

“That’s  ridiculous.  Where  is  he?”  She  looked  toward  the  fortress  towering

behind them. 

“Oh,  you  won’t  find  him.  Not  until  you  prove  yourself.  Show  that  you’re

willing to leave behind all that you know and all that you were. Make him think

you’re worth his time. Then he’ll train you. At least, that’s what I’ve been told.” 

Ansel’s mahogany eyes gleamed with amusement. “Do you know how many of

us  have  begged  and  groveled  to  just  have   one  lesson  with  him?  He  picks  and chooses as he sees fit. One morning, he might approach an acolyte. The next, it

might be someone like Mikhail. I’m still waiting for  my turn. I don’t think even Ilias knows the method behind his father’s decisions.” 

This wasn’t at all what Celaena had planned. “But I need him to write me a

letter of approval. I  need him to train me. I’m  here so he can train me—” 

Ansel  shrugged.  “So  are  we  all.  If  I  were  you,  though,  I’d  suggest  training with me until he decides that you’re worth it. If anything, I can get you into the

rhythm of things. Make it seem more like you care about us, and less like you’re

here  just  for  that  letter  of  approval.  Not  that  we   all  don’t  have  our  own  secret agenda.”  Ansel  winked,  and  Celaena  frowned.  Panicking  now  wouldn’t  do  her

any good. She needed time to come up with a logical plan of action. She’d try to speak  to  the  Master  later.  Perhaps  he  hadn’t  understood  her  yesterday.  But  for now … she’d tag along after Ansel for the day. The Master had been at dinner

the night before; if she needed to, she could corner him in the dining hall tonight. 

When Celaena didn’t object further, Ansel held up a bucket. “So this bucket is

for  your  journey  back  from  the  oasis—you’ll  need  it.  And  this  one”—she  held

up the other—“is just to make the trip hell.” 

“Why?” 

Ansel hooked the buckets into the yoke across her shoulders. “Because if you

can  run  three  miles  across  the  dunes  of  the  Red  Desert,  then  three  miles  back, you can do almost anything.” 

“Run?”  Celaena’s  throat  dried  up  at  the  thought  of  it.  All  around  them, 

assassins—mostly  the  children,  plus  a  few  others  a  bit  older  than  her—began

running for the dunes, their buckets clacking along. 

“Don’t tell me the infamous Celaena Sardothien can’t run three miles!” 

“If  you’ve  been  here  for  so  many  years,  doesn’t  the  three  miles  seem  like

nothing now?” 

Ansel rolled her neck like a cat stretching out in the sun. “Of course it does. 

But the running keeps me in shape. You think I was just  born with these legs?” 

Celaena  ground  her  teeth  as  Ansel  gave  her  a  fiendish  grin.  She’d  never  met anyone who smiled and winked so much. 

Ansel began jogging, leaving the shade of the date trees overhead, kicking up

a wave of red sand behind her. She glanced over her shoulder. “If you walk, it’ll

take all day! And then you’ll certainly never impress anyone!” Ansel pulled her

scarf over her nose and mouth and took off at a gallop. 

Taking a deep  breath, cursing Arobynn  to Hell, Celaena  hooked the  buckets

onto the yoke and ran. 

If  it  had  been  three  flat  miles,  even  three  miles  up  grassy  knolls,  she  might have made it. But the dunes were enormous and unwieldy, and Celaena made it

one measly mile before she had to slow to a walk, her lungs near to combusting. 

It  was  easy  enough  to  find  the  way—the  dozens  of  footprints  from  the  people racing ahead showed her where she needed to go. 

She  ran  when  she  could  and  walked  when  she  couldn’t,  but  the  sun  rose

higher and higher, toward that dangerous noontime peak. Up one hill, down the

other. One foot in front of the next. Bright flashes flitted across her vision, and

her head pounded. 

The  red  sand  shimmered,  and  she  draped  her  arms  over  the  yoke.  Her  lips

became filmy, cracking in places, and her tongue turned leaden in her mouth. 
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Each step made her head throb, and the sun rose higher and higher …

 One more dune. Just one more dune. 

But  many  more  dunes  later,  she  was  still  trudging  along,  following  the

smattering of footprints in the sand. Had she somehow tracked the  wrong group? 

Even  as  she  thought  it,  assassins  appeared  atop  the  dune  before  her,  already running back to the fortress, their buckets heavy with water. 

She kept her head high as they passed and didn’t look any of them in the face. 

Most  of  them  didn’t  bother  looking  at  her,  though  a  few  spared  her  a

mortifyingly pitying glance. Their clothes were sodden. 

She crested a dune so steep she had to use one hand to brace herself, and just

when she was about to sink to her knees atop it, she heard splashing. 

A  small  oasis,  mostly  a  ring  of  trees  and  a  giant  pool  fed  by  a  shimmering stream, was barely an eighth of a mile away. 

She was Adarlan’s Assassin—at least she’d  made it here. 

In the shallows of the pool, many disciples splashed or bathed or sat, cooling

themselves.  No  one  spoke—and  hardly  anyone  gestured.  Another  of  the

absolutely  silent  places,  then.  She  spotted  Ansel  with  her  feet  in  the  water, tossing dates into her mouth. None of the others paid Celaena any heed. And for

once,  she  was  glad.  Perhaps  she  should  have  found  a  way  to  defy  Arobynn’s

order and come here under an alias. 

Ansel  waved  her  over.  If  she  gave  her  one  look  that  hinted  at  her  being  so slow …

But Ansel merely held up a date, offering it to her. 

Celaena,  trying  to  control  her  panting,  didn’t  bother  taking  the  date  as  she strode into the cool water until she was completely submerged. 

Celaena drank an entire bucket before she was even halfway back to the fortress, 

and by the time she reached the sandstone complex and its glorious shade, she’d

consumed all of the second. 

At dinner, Ansel didn’t mention that it’d taken Celaena a long, long while to

return.  Celaena  had  had  to  wait  in  the  shade  of  the  palms  until  later  in  the afternoon to leave—and wound up walking the whole way back. She’d reached

the fortress near dusk. A whole day spent “running.” 

“Don’t  look  so  glum,”  Ansel  whispered,  taking  a  forkful  of  those  delightful

spiced grains. She was wearing her armor again. “You know what happened my

first day out there?” 

Some of the assassins seated at the long table gave knowing grins. 

Ansel swallowed and braced her arms on the table. Even the gauntlets of her

armor  were  delicately  engraved  with  a  wolf  motif.  “My  first  run,  I  collapsed. 

Mile two. Completely unconscious. Ilias found me on his way back and carried

me  here.  In  his  arms  and  everything.”  Ilias’s  eyes  met  with  Celaena’s,  and  he smiled at her. “If I hadn’t been about to die, I would have been swooning,” Ansel

finished and the others grinned, some of them laughing silently. 

Celaena blushed, suddenly too aware of Ilias’s attention, and took a sip from

her  cup  of  lemon  water.  As  the  meal  wore  on,  her  blush  remained  as  Ilias

continued flicking his eyes toward her. 

She  tried  not  to  preen  too  much.  But  then  she  remembered  how  miserably

she’d performed today—how she hadn’t even gotten a chance to train—and the

swagger died a bit. 

She  kept  an  eye  on  the  Master,  who  dined  at  the  center  of  the  room,  safely ensconced  within  rows  of  his  deadly  assassins.  He  sat  at  a  table  of  acolytes, whose  eyes  were  so  wide  that  Celaena  could  only  assume  his  presence  at  their table was an unexpected surprise. 

She waited and waited for him to stand, and when he did, Celaena made her

best  attempt  to  look  casual  as  she,  too,  stood  and  bid  everyone  good  night.  As she  turned  away,  she  noticed  that  Mikhail  took  Ansel’s  hand  and  held  it  in  the shadows beneath the table. 

The  Master  was  just  leaving  the  hall  when  she  caught  up  to  him.  With

everyone still eating, the torch-lit halls were empty. She took a loud step, unsure

if he’d appreciate if she tried being mute, and how, exactly, to address him. 

The  Master  paused,  his  white  clothes  rustling  around  him.  He  offered  her  a

little smile. Up close, she could certainly see his resemblance to his son. There

was  a  pale  line  around  one  of  his  fingers—perhaps  where  a  wedding  ring  had

once been. Who was Ilias’s mother? 

Of course, it wasn’t at all the time for questions like that. Ansel had told her

to try to impress him—to make him think she  wanted to be here. Perhaps silence

would work. But how to communicate what needed to be said? She gave him her

best smile, even though her heart raced, and began making a series of motions, 

mostly just her best impression of running with the yoke, and a lot of shaking her

head and frowning that she hoped he’d take to mean “I came here to train with

 you, not with the others.” 

The Master nodded, as if he already knew. Celaena swallowed, her mouth still

tasting of those spices they used to season their meat. She gestured between the

two of them several times, taking a step closer to indicate her wanting to work

 only  with  him.  She  might  have  been  more  aggressive  with  her  motions,  might have  really  let  her  temper  and  exhaustion  get  the  better  of  her,  but  …  that confounded letter! 

The Master shook his head. 

Celaena  ground  her  teeth,  and  tried  the  gesturing  between  the  two  of  them

again. 

He shook his head once more, and bobbed his hands in the air, as if he were

telling her to slow down—to wait. To wait for him to train her. 

She reflected the gesture, raising an eyebrow as if to say, “Wait for you?” He

nodded.  How  on  earth  to  ask  him  “Until  when?”  She  exposed  her  palms, 

beseeching, doing her best to look confused. Still, she couldn’t keep the irritation

from her face. She was only here for a month. How long would she have to wait? 

The Master understood her well enough. He shrugged, an infuriatingly casual

gesture, and Celaena clenched her jaw. So Ansel had been right—she was to wait

for him to send for her. The Master gave her that kind smile and turned on his

heel,  resuming  his  walk.  She  took  a  step  toward  him,  to  beg,  to  shout,  to  do whatever her body seized up to do, but someone grabbed her arm. 

She whirled, already reaching for her daggers, but found herself looking into

Ilias’s sea-green eyes. 

He  shook  his  head,  his  gaze  darting  from  the  Master  to  her  and  back  again. 

She was not to follow him. 

So perhaps Ilias hadn’t paid attention to her out of admiration, but because he

didn’t trust her. And why should he? Her reputation didn’t exactly lend itself to

trust. He must have followed her out of the hall the moment he saw her trailing

his  father.  Had  their  positions  been  reversed—had   he  been  visiting  Rifthold—

she wouldn’t have dared leave him alone with Arobynn. 

“I have no plans to hurt him,” she said softly. But Ilias gave her a half smile, 

his  brows  rising  as  if  to  ask  if  she  could  blame  him  for  being  protective  of  his father. 

He  slowly  released  her  arm.  He  wore  no  weapons  at  his  side,  but  she  had  a feeling  he  didn’t  need  them.  He  was  tall—taller  than  Sam,  even—and  broad-shouldered.  Powerfully  built,  yet  not  bulky.  His  smile  spread  a  bit  more  as  he extended his hand toward her. A greeting. 

“Yes,” she said, fighting her own smile. “I don’t suppose we’ve been properly

introduced.” 

He  nodded,  and  put  his  other  hand  on  his  heart.  Scars  peppered  his  hand—

small, slender scars that suggested years of training with blades. 

“You’re Ilias, and I’m Celaena.” She put a hand on her own chest. Then she

took his extended hand and shook it. “It’s nice to meet you.” 

His  eyes  were  vivid  in  the  torchlight,  his  hand  firm  and  warm  around  hers. 

She  let  go  of  his  fingers.  The  son  of  the  Mute  Master  and  the  protégée  of  the King of the Assassins. If there was anyone here who was at all similar to her, she

realized, it was Ilias. Rifthold might be her realm, but this was his. And from the

easy way he carried himself, from the way she’d seen his companions gazing at

him with admiration and respect, she could tell that he was utterly at home here

—as  if  this  place  had  been  made  for  him,  and  he  never  needed  to  question  his spot in it. A strange sort of envy wended its way through her heart. 

Ilias suddenly began making a series of motions with his long, tan fingers, but

Celaena laughed softly. “I have no idea what you’re trying to say.” 

Ilias looked skyward and sighed through his nose. Throwing his hands in the

air  in  mock  defeat,  he  merely  patted  her  on  the  shoulder  before  passing  by—

following his father, who had disappeared down the hall. 

Though she walked back toward her room—in the other direction—she didn’t

once believe that the son of the Mute Master wasn’t still watching her, making

sure she wasn’t going to follow his father. 

 Not  that  you  have  anything  to  worry  about,  she  wanted  to  shout  over  her shoulder. She couldn’t run six measly miles in the desert. 

As  she  walked  back  to  her  room,  Celaena  had  a  horrible  feeling  that  here, 

being Adarlan’s Assassin might not count for much. 

Later that night, when she and Ansel were both in their beds, Ansel whispered

into  the  darkness:  “Tomorrow  will  be  better.  It  might  be  only  a  foot  more  than today, but it will be a foot longer that you can run.” 

That was easy enough for Ansel to say.  She didn’t have a reputation to uphold

—a reputation that might be crumbling around her. Celaena stared at the ceiling, 

suddenly homesick, strangely wishing Sam was with her. At least if she were to

fail, she’d fail with him. 

“So,”  Celaena  said  suddenly,  needing  to  get  her  mind  off  everything—

especially Sam. “You and Mikhail …” 

Ansel  groaned.  “It’s  that  obvious?  Though  I  suppose  we  don’t  really  make

that  much  of  an  effort  to  hide  it.  Well,  I  try,  but  he  doesn’t.  He   was  rather irritated when he found out I suddenly had a roommate.” 

“How long have you been seeing him?” 

Ansel was silent for a long moment before answering. “Since I was fifteen.” 

Fifteen!  Mikhail  was  in  his  midtwenties,  so  even  if  this  had  started  almost

three years ago, he still would have been far older than Ansel. It made her a little

queasy. 

“Girls in the Flatlands are married as early as fourteen,” Ansel said. 

Celaena  choked.  The  idea  of  being  anyone’s   wife  at  fourteen,  let  alone  a mother soon after … “Oh,” was all she managed to get out. 

When Celaena didn’t say anything else, Ansel drifted into sleep. With nothing

else  to  distract  her,  Celaena  eventually  returned  to  thinking  about  Sam.  Even weeks  later,  she  had  no  idea  how  she’d  somehow  gotten  attached  to  him,  what he’d been shouting when Arobynn beat her, and why Arobynn had thought he’d

need three seasoned assassins to restrain him that day. 

CHAPTER

4

Though Celaena didn’t want to admit it, Ansel was right. She did run farther the

next day. And the day after that, and the one following that. But it still took her

so long to get back that she didn’t have time to seek out the Master. Not that she

could. He’d send for  her. Like a lackey. 

She did manage to find  some  time  late  in  the  afternoon  to  attend  drills  with Ansel.  The  only  guidance  she  received  there  was  from  a  few  older-looking

assassins  who  positioned  her  hands  and  feet,  tapped  her  stomach,  and  slapped

her spine into the correct posture. Occasionally, Ilias would train alongside her, 

never   too  close,  but  close  enough  for  her  to  know  his  presence  was  more  than coincidental. 

Like  the  assassins  in  Adarlan,  the  Silent  Assassins  weren’t  known  for  any

skill  in  particular—save  the  uncannily  quiet  way  they  moved.  Their  weapons

were  mostly  the  same,  though  their  bows  and  blades  were  slightly  different  in length and shape. But just watching them—it seemed that there was a good deal

less …  viciousness here. 

Arobynn encouraged cutthroat behavior. Even when they were children, he’d

set her and Sam against each other, use their victories and failures against them. 

He’d  made  her  see  everyone  but  Arobynn  and  Ben  as  a  potential  enemy.  As

allies,  yes,  but  also  as  foes  to  be  closely  watched.  Weakness  was  never  to  be shown  at  any  cost.  Brutality  was  rewarded.  And  education  and  culture  were

equally important—words could be just as deadly as steel. 

But the Silent Assassins … Though they, too, might be killers, they looked to

one another for learning. Embraced collective wisdom. Older warriors smiled as

they taught the acolytes; seasoned assassins swapped techniques. And while they

were  all  competitors,  it  appeared  that  an  invisible  link  bound  them  together. 

Something had brought them to this place at the ends of the earth. More than a

few, she discovered, were actually mute from birth. But all of them seemed full

of secrets. As if the fortress and what it offered somehow held the answers they

sought. As if they could find whatever they were looking for in the silence. 
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Still, even as they corrected her posture and showed her new ways to control

her  breathing,  she  tried  her  best  not  to  snarl  at  them.  She  knew  plenty—she wasn’t  Adarlan’s  Assassin  for  nothing.  But  she  needed  that  letter  of  good

behavior as proof of her training. These people might all be called upon by the

Mute Master to give an opinion of her. Perhaps if she demonstrated that she was

skilled enough in these practices, the Master might take notice of her. 

She’d get that letter. Even if she had to hold a dagger to his throat while he

wrote it. 

The attack by Lord Berick happened on her fifth night. There was no moon, and

Celaena  had  no  idea  how  the  Silent  Assassins  spotted  the  thirty  or  so  soldiers creeping across the dark dunes. Mikhail had burst into their room and whispered

to come to the fortress battlements. Hopefully, this would turn out to be another

opportunity to prove herself. With just over three weeks left, she was running out

of options. But the Master wasn’t at the battlements. And neither were many of

the  assassins.  She  heard  a  woman  question  another,  asking  how  Berick’s  men

had known that a good number of the assassins would be away that night, busy

escorting some foreign dignitaries back to the nearest port. It was too convenient

to be coincidental. 

Crouched  atop  the  parapet,  an  arrow  nocked  into  her  bow,  Celaena  peered

through one of the crenels in the wall. Ansel, squatting beside her, also twisted to

look.  Up  and  down  the  battlements,  assassins  hid  in  the  shadow  of  the  wall, clothed in black and with bows in hand. At the center of the wall, Ilias knelt, his

hands moving quickly as he conveyed orders down the line. It seemed more like

the  silent  language  of  soldiers  than  the  basic  gestures  used  to  represent  the common tongue. 

“Get  your  arrow  ready,”  Ansel  murmured,  dipping  her  cloth-covered  arrow

tip into the small bowl of oil between them. “When Ilias gives the signal, light it

on the torch as fast as you can and fire. Aim for the ridge in the sand just below

the soldiers.” 

Celaena  glanced  into  the  darkness  beyond  the  wall.  Rather  than  give

themselves  away  by  extinguishing  the  lights  of  the  fortress,  the  defenders  had kept  them  on—which  made  focusing  in  the  dark  nearly  impossible.  But  she

could  still  make  out  the  shapes  against  the  starlit  sky—thirty  men  on  their

stomachs, poised to do whatever they had planned. Attack the assassins outright, 

murder them in their sleep, burn the place to the ground …

“We’re  not  going  to  kill  them?”  Celaena  whispered  back.  She  weighed  the
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weapon  in  her  hands.  The  bow  of  the  Silent  Assassins  was  different—shorter, 

thicker, harder to bend. 

Ansel  shook  her  head,  watching  Ilias  down  the  line.  “No,  though  I  wish  we

could.” Celaena didn’t particularly care for the casual way she said it, but Ansel

went on. “We don’t want to start an all-out battle with Lord Berick. We just need

to  scare  them  off.  Mikhail  and  Ilias  rigged  that  ridge  last  week;  the  line  in  the sand is a rope soaking in a trough of oil.” 

Celaena  was  beginning  to  see  where  this  was  going.  She  dipped  her  arrow

into the dish of oil, drenching the cloth around it thoroughly. “That’s going to be

a long wall of fire,” she said, following the course of the ridge. 

“You  have  no  idea.  It  stretches  around  the  whole  fortress.”  Ansel

straightened,  and  Celaena  glanced  over  her  shoulder  to  see  Ilias’s  arm  make  a neat, slicing motion. 

Instantly,  they  were  on  their  feet.  Ansel  reached  the  torch  in  the  nearby

bracket before Celaena did, and was at the battlements a heartbeat later. Swift as

lightning. 

Celaena nearly dropped her bow as she swiped her arrow through the flame

and  heat  bit  at  her  fingers.  Lord  Berick’s  men  started  shouting,  and  over  the crackle  of  the  ignited  arrows,  Celaena  heard  twangs  as  the  soldiers  fired  their own ammunition. 

But Celaena was already at the wall, wincing as she drew the burning arrow

back far enough for it to singe her fingers. She fired. 

Like  a  wave  of  shooting  stars,  their  flaming  arrows  went  up,  up,  up,  then

dropped. But Celaena didn’t have time to see the ring of fire erupt between the

soldiers and the fortress. She ducked against the wall, throwing her hands over

her head. Beside her, Ansel did the same. 

Light burst all around them, and the roar of the wall of flame drowned out the

hollering  of  Lord  Berick’s  men.  Black  arrows  rained  from  the  sky,  ricocheting off  the  stones  of  the  battlements.  Two  or  three  assassins  grunted,  swallowing their screams, but Celaena kept her head low, holding her breath until the last of

the enemy’s arrows had fallen. 

When there was nothing but the muffled moaning of the injured assassins and

the crackling of the wall of fire, Celaena dared to look at Ansel. The girl’s eyes

were bright. “Well,” Ansel breathed, “wasn’t  that fun?” 

Celaena  grinned,  her  heart  racing.  “Yes.”  Pivoting,  she  spied  Lord  Berick’s

men fleeing back across the dunes. “Yes, it was.” 

Near  dawn,  when  Celaena  and  Ansel  were  back  in  their  room,  a  soft  knock sounded. Ansel was instantly on her feet, and opened the door only wide enough

for  Celaena  to  spy  Mikhail  on  the  other  side.  He  handed  Ansel  a  sealed  scroll. 

“You’re  to  go  to  Xandria  today  and  give  him  this.”  Celaena  saw  Ansel’s

shoulders tense. “Master’s orders,” he added. 

She  couldn’t  see  Ansel’s  face  as  she  nodded,  but  Celaena  could  have  sworn

Mikhail  brushed  her  cheek  before  he  turned  away.  Ansel  let  out  a  long  breath and shut the door. In the growing light of predawn, Celaena saw Ansel wipe the

sleep from her eyes. “Care to join me?” 

Celaena hoisted herself up onto her elbows. “Isn’t that two days from here?” 

“Yes.  Two  days  through  the  desert,  with  only  yours  truly  to  keep  you

company.  Unless  you’d  rather  stay  here,  running  every  day  and  waiting  like  a dog for the Master to notice you. In fact, coming with me might help get him to

consider  training  you.  He’d  certainly  see  your  dedication  to  keeping  us  safe.” 

Ansel wriggled her eyebrows at Celaena, who rolled her eyes. 

It was actually sound reasoning. What better way to prove her dedication than

to sacrifice four days of her precious time in order to help the Silent Assassins? 

It  was  risky,  yes,  but  …  it  might  be  bold  enough  to  catch  his  attention.  “And what will we be doing in Xandria?” 

“That’s for you to find out.” 

From  the  mischief  twinkling  in  Ansel’s  red-brown  eyes,  Celaena  could  only

wonder what might await them. 

CHAPTER

5

Celaena lay on her cloak, trying to imagine that the sand was her down mattress

in  Rifthold,  and  that  she  wasn’t  completely  exposed  to  the  elements  in  the

middle of the desert. The last thing she needed was to wake up with a scorpion

in her hair. Or worse. 

She flipped onto her side, cradling her head in the nook of her arm. 

“Can’t sleep?” Ansel asked from a few feet away. Celaena tried not to growl. 

They’d spent the entire day trudging across the sand, stopping only at midday to

sleep under their cloaks and avoid the mind-crisping glare of the sun. 

And a dinner of dates and bread hadn’t been exactly filling, either. But Ansel

had wanted to travel light, and said that they could pick up more food once they

got to Xandria tomorrow afternoon. When Celaena complained about  that, Ansel

just told her that she should be grateful it wasn’t sandstorm season. 

“I’ve got sand in every crevice of my body,” Celaena muttered, squirming as

she felt it grind against her skin. How in hell had sand gotten inside her clothes? 

Her  white  tunic  and  pants  were  layered  enough  that   she couldn’t even find her skin beneath. 

“Are  you   sure  you’re  Celaena  Sardothien?  Because  I  don’t  think  she’d

actually be this fussy. I bet she’s used to roughing it.” 

“I’m  plenty  used  to  roughing  it,”  Celaena  said,  her  words  sucked  into  the

dunes rising around them. “That doesn’t mean I have to  enjoy it. I suppose that

someone from the Western Wastes would find this luxurious.” 

Ansel chuckled. “You have no idea.” 

Celaena quit her taunting as curiosity seized her. “Are your lands as cursed as

they claim?” 

“Well,  the  Flatlands  used  to  be  part  of  the  Witch  Kingdom.  And  yes,  I

suppose  you  could  say  they’re  somewhat  cursed.”  Ansel  sighed  loudly.  “When

the Crochan Queens ruled five hundred years ago, it was very beautiful. At least, 

the ruins all over the place seem like they would have been beautiful. But then

the  three  Ironteeth  Clans  destroyed  it  all  when  they  overthrew  the  Crochan

Dynasty.” 

“Ironteeth?” 

Ansel let out a low hiss. “Some witches, like the Crochans, were gifted with

ethereal  beauty.  But  the  Ironteeth  Clans  have  iron  teeth,  sharp  as  a  fish’s. 

Actually,  their  iron  fingernails  are  more  dangerous;  those  can  gut  you  in  one swipe.” 

A chill went down Celaena’s spine. 

“But  when  the  Ironteeth  Clans  destroyed  the  kingdom,  they  say  the  last

Crochan Queen cast a spell that turned the land against any that flew under the

banners of the Ironteeth—so that no crops would grow, the animals withered up

and died, and the waters turned muddy. It’s not like that now, though. The land

has  been  fertile  ever  since  the  Ironteeth  Clans  journeyed  east  …  toward  your lands.” 

“So … so have  you ever seen one of the witches?” 

Ansel was quiet for a moment before she said, “Yes.” 

Celaena  turned  toward  her,  propping  her  head  on  a  hand.  Ansel  remained

looking at the sky. 

“When I was eight and my sister was eleven, she and I and Maddy, one of her

friends, snuck out of Briarcliff Hall. A few miles away, there was a giant tor with

a lone watchtower on top. The upper bits were all ruined because of the witch-

wars,  but  the  rest  of  it  was  still  intact.  See,  there  was  this  archway  that  went through the bottom of the watchtower—so you could see through it to the other

side  of  the  hill.  And  one  of  the  stable  boys  told  my  sister  that  if  you  looked through the archway on the night of the summer solstice, then you might see into

another world.” 

The hair on Celaena’s neck stood. “So you went inside?” 

“No,” Ansel said. “I got near the top of the tor and became so terrified that I

wouldn’t  set  foot  on  it.  I  hid  behind  a  rock,  and  my  sister  and  Maddy  left  me there while they went the rest of the way. I can’t remember how long I waited, 

but then I heard screaming. 

“My sister came running. She just grabbed my arm and we ran. It didn’t come

out  at  first,  but  when  we  got  to  my  father’s  hall,  she  told  them  what  had happened. They had gone under the archway of the tower and seen an open door

leading  to  its  interior.  But  an  old  woman  with  metal  teeth  was  standing  in  the shadows, and she grabbed Maddy and dragged her into the stairwell.” 

Celaena choked on a breath. 

“Maddy  began  screaming,  and  my  sister  ran.  And  when  she  told  my  father

and his men, they raced for the tor. They arrived at dawn, but there was no trace
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of Maddy, or the old woman.” 

“Gone?” Celaena whispered. 

“They found one thing,” Ansel said softly. “They climbed the tower, and on

one of the landings, they found the bones of a child. White as ivory and picked

clean.” 

“Gods above,” Celaena said. 

“After that, my father walloped us within an inch of our lives, and we were on

kitchen duty for six months, but he knew my sister’s guilt would be punishment

enough. She never really lost that haunted gleam in her eyes.” 

Celaena shuddered. “Well, now I certainly won’t be able to sleep tonight.” 

Ansel laughed. “Don’t worry,” she said, nestling down on her cloak. “I’ll tell

you a valuable secret: the only way to kill a witch is to cut off her head. Besides, 

I don’t think an Ironteeth witch stands much of a chance against us.” 

“I hope you’re right,” Celaena muttered. 

“I am right,” Ansel said. “They might be vicious, but they’re not invincible. 

And if I had an army of my own … if I had even twenty of the Silent Assassins

at my command, I’d hunt down all the witches. They wouldn’t stand a chance.” 

Her  hand  thumped  against  the  sand;  she  must  have  struck  the  ground.  “You

know,  these  assassins  have  been  here  for  ages,  but  what  do  they   do?   The Flatlands would  prosper if they had an army of assassins to defend them. But no, they  just  sit  in  their  oasis,  silent  and  thoughtful,  and  whore  themselves  out  to foreign  courts.  If   I  were  the  Master,  I’d  use  our  numbers  for  greatness—for glory. We’d defend every unprotected realm out there.” 

“So  noble  of  you,”  Celaena  said.  “Ansel  of  Briarcliff,  Defender  of  the

Realm.” 

Ansel only laughed, and soon was asleep. 

Celaena, though, stayed awake a while longer, unable to stop imagining what

that witch had done when she dragged Maddy into the shadows of the tower. 

It  was  Market  Day  in  Xandria,  and  though  the  city  had  long  suffered  from

Adarlan’s embargo, it still seemed that there were vendors from all the kingdoms

on the continent—and beyond. They were crammed into every possible space in

the  small,  walled  port  city.  All  around  Celaena  were  spices  and  jewels  and

clothes and food, some sold right out of brightly painted wagons, others spread

on blankets in shadowy alcoves. There was no sign that anyone knew anything

about the ill-fated attack on the Silent Assassins the other night. 

She  kept  close  to  Ansel  as  they  walked  along,  the  red-haired  girl  weaving through  the  crowd  with  a  kind  of  casual  grace  that  Celaena,  despite  herself, envied. No matter how many people shoved into Ansel, or stepped in her path, 

or  cursed  her  for  stepping  in  theirs,  she  didn’t  falter,  and  her  boyish  grin  only grew. Many people stopped to stare at her red hair and matching eyes, but Ansel

took it in stride. Even without her armor, she was stunning. Celaena tried not to

think about how few people bothered to notice  her. 

With  the  bodies  and  the  heat,  Celaena  was  oozing  sweat  by  the  time  Ansel

stopped near the edge of the souk. “I’m going to be a couple hours,” Ansel said, 

and waved a long, elegant hand to the sandstone palace hovering above the small

city.  “The  old  beast  likes  to  talk  and  talk  and  talk.  Why  don’t  you  do  some shopping?” 

Celaena straightened. “I’m not going with you?” 

“Into Berick’s palace? Of course not. It’s the Master’s business.” 

Celaena  felt  her  nostrils  flare.  Ansel  clapped  her  on  the  shoulder.  “Believe

me, you’d much rather spend the next few hours in the souk than waiting in the

stables  with  Berick’s  men  leering  at  you.  Unlike  us”—Ansel  flashed  that  grin

—“they don’t have access to baths whenever they please.” 

Ansel kept glancing at the palace, still a few blocks away. Nervous that she’d

be  late?  Or  nervous  that  she  was  going  to  confront  Berick  on  behalf  of  the Master?  Ansel  brushed  the  remnants  of  red  sand  from  the  layers  of  her  white clothes.  “I’ll  meet  you  at  that  fountain  at  three.  Try  not  to  get  into   too  much trouble.” 

And with that, Ansel vanished into the press of bodies, her red hair gleaming

like a hot brand. Celaena contemplated trailing her. Even if she was an outsider, 

why let her accompany Ansel on the journey if she was just going to have to sit

around? What could be so important and secret that Ansel wouldn’t allow her to

partake  in  the  meeting?  Celaena  took  a  step  toward  the  palace,  but  passing

people  jostled  her  to  and  fro,  and  then  a  vendor  began  cooking  something  that smelled divine, and Celaena found herself following her nose instead. 

She spent the two hours wandering from vendor to vendor. She cursed herself

for not bringing more money with her. In Rifthold, she had a line of credit at all

her  favorite  stores,  and  never  had  to  bother  carrying  money,  aside  from  small coppers and the occasional silver coin for tips and bribes. But here … well, the

pouch of silver she’d brought felt rather light. 

The  souk  wound  through  every  street,  great  and  small,  down  narrow

stairways and onto half-buried alleys that had to have been there for a thousand

years.  Ancient  doors  opened  onto  courtyards  jammed  with  spice  vendors  or  a

hundred lanterns, glittering like stars in the shadowy interior. For such a remote city, Xandria was teeming with life. 

She  was  standing  under  the  striped  awning  of  a  vendor  from  the  southern

continent, debating if she had enough to buy the pair of curled-toe shoes before

her   and  the  lilac  perfume  she’d  smelled  at  a  wagon  owned  by  white-haired maidens. The maidens claimed they were the priestesses of Lani, the goddess of

dreams—and perfume, apparently. 

Celaena  ran  a  finger  down  the  emerald  silk  thread  embroidered  on  the

delicate shoes, tracing the curve of the point as it swept upward and curled over

the shoe itself. They’d certainly be eye-catching in Rifthold. And no one else in

the capital would have them. Though, in the filthy city streets, these would easily

get ruined. 

She  reluctantly  put  the  shoes  down,  and  the  vendor  raised  his  brows.  She

shook her head, a rueful smile on her face. The man held up seven fingers—one

less than the original asking price, and she chewed on her lip, signing back, “Six

coppers?” 

The  man  spat  on  the  ground.  Seven  coppers.  Seven  coppers  was  laughably

cheap. 

She looked at the souk around her, then back at the beautiful shoes. “I’ll come

back later,” she lied, and with one final, mournful glance, she continued along. 

The  man  began  shouting  after  her  in  a  language  she’d  never  heard  before, 

undoubtedly  offering  the  shoes  for  six  coppers,  but  she  forced  herself  to  keep walking. Besides, her pack was heavy enough; lugging the shoes around would

be  an  additional  burden.  Even  if  they  were  lovely  and  different  and  not   that heavy.  And  the  thread  detailing  along  the  sides  was  as  precise  and  beautiful  as calligraphy. And really, she could just wear them  inside, so she—

She  was  about  to  turn  around  and  walk  right  back  to  the  vendor  when

something  glistening  in  the  shadows  beneath  an  archway  between  buildings

caught  her  eye.  There  were  a  few  hired  guards  standing  around  the  covered

wagon, and a tall, lean man stood behind the table displayed in front of it. But it

wasn’t the guards or the man or his wagon that grabbed her attention. 

No, it was what was  on his table that knocked the breath from her and made

her curse her too-light money purse. 

Spidersilk. 

There  were  legends  about  the  horse-sized  stygian  spiders  that  lurked  in  the

woods  of  the  Ruhnn  Mountains  of  the  north,  spinning  their  thread  for  hefty

costs. Some said they offered it in exchange for human flesh; others claimed the

spiders dealt in years and dreams, and could take either as payment. Regardless, 

it  was  as  delicate  as  gossamer,  lovelier  than  silk,  and  stronger  than  steel.  And she’d never seen so much of it before. 

It  was  so  rare  that  if  you  wanted  it,  odds  were  you  had  to  go  and  get  it  for yourself.  But  here  it  was,  yards  of  raw  material  waiting  to  be  shaped.  It  was  a kingdom’s ransom. 

“You  know,”  the  merchant  said  in  the  common  tongue,  taking  in  Celaena’s

wide-eyed stare, “you’re the first person today to recognize it for what it is.” 

“I’d  know  what  that  is  even  if  I  were  blind.”  She  approached  the  table,  but didn’t  dare  to  touch  the  sheets  of  iridescent  fabric.  “But  what  are  you  doing here? Surely you can’t get much business in Xandria.” 

The man chuckled. He was middle-aged, with close-cropped brown hair and

midnight-blue  eyes  that  seemed  haunted,  though  they  now  sparkled  with

amusement. “I might also ask what a girl from the North is doing in Xandria.” 

His gaze flicked to the daggers tucked into the brown belt slung across her white

clothes. “And with such beautiful weapons.” 

She gave him a half smile. “At least your eye is worthy of your wares.” 

“I try.” He sketched a bow, then beckoned her closer. “So, tell me, girl from

the North, when have you seen Spidersilk?” 

She  clenched  her  fingers  into  fists  to  keep  from  touching  the  priceless

material.  “I  know  a  courtesan  in  Rifthold  whose  madam  had  a  handkerchief

made from it—given to her by an extraordinarily wealthy client.” 

And that handkerchief had probably cost more than most peasants made in a

lifetime. 

“That was a kingly gift. She must have been skilled.” 

“She didn’t become madam of the finest courtesans in Rifthold for nothing.” 

The  merchant  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “So  if  you  associate  with  the  finest

courtesans in Rifthold, then what brings you to this bit of desert scrub?” 

She  shrugged.  “This  and  that.”  In  the  dim  light  beneath  the  canopy,  the

Spidersilk still glittered like surface of the sea. “But I would like to know how

 you came across so much of this. Did you buy it, or find the stygian spiders on

your own?” 

He traced a finger down the plane of fabric. “I went there myself. What else is

there  to  know?”  His  midnight  eyes  darkened.  “In  the  depths  of  the  Ruhnn

Mountains, everything is a labyrinth of mist and trees and shadows. So you don’t

find the stygian spiders—they find you.” 

Celaena  stuffed  her  hands  in  her  pockets  to  keep  from  touching  the

Spidersilk.  Though  her  fingers  were  clean,  there  were  still  grains  of  red  sand

under her nails. “So why are you here, then?” 

“My ship to the southern continent doesn’t leave for two days; why not set up

shop? Xandria might not be Rifthold, but you never know who might approach

your stall.” He winked at her. “How old are you, anyway?” 

She  raised  her  chin.  “I  turned  seventeen  two  weeks  ago.”  And  what  a

miserable  birthday  that  had  been.  Trudging  across  the  desert  with  no  one  to

celebrate with except  her recalcitrant guide,  who just patted  her shoulder when

she announced it was her birthday. Horrible. 

“Not  much  younger  than  me,”  he  said.  She  chuckled,  but  paused  when  she

didn’t find him smiling. 

“And how old are  you?”  she asked. There was no mistaking it—he  had to be at  least  forty.  Even  if  his  hair  wasn’t  sprinkled  with  silver,  his  skin  was weathered. 

“Twenty-five,” he said. She gave a start. “I know. Shocking.” 

The yards of Spidersilk lifted in a breeze from the nearby sea. 

“Everything  has  a  price,”  he  said.  “Twenty  years  for  a  hundred  yards  of

Spidersilk. I thought they meant to take them off the end of my life. But even if

they’d  warned  me,  I  would  have  said  yes.”  She  eyed  the  caravan  behind  him. 

This much Spidersilk was enough to enable him to live what years he had left as

a very, very wealthy man. 

“Why not take it to Rifthold?” 

“Because I’ve seen Rifthold, and Orynth, and Banjali. I’d like to see what a

hundred yards of Spidersilk might fetch me outside of Adarlan’s empire.” 

“Is there anything to be done about the years you lost?” 

He waved a hand. “I followed the western side of the mountains on my way

here,  and  met  an  old  witch  along  the  way.  I  asked  if  she  could  fix  me,  but  she said what was taken was taken, and only the death of the spider who consumed

my twenty years could return them to me.” He examined his hands, already lined

with age. “For a copper more, she told me that only a great warrior could slay a

stygian  spider.  The  greatest  warrior  in  the  land  …  Though  perhaps  an  assassin from the North might do.” 

“How did you—” 

“You  can’t  honestly  think  no  one  knows  about  the   sessiz  suikast?   Why  else would  a  seventeen-year-old  girl  bearing  exquisite  daggers  be  here  unescorted? 

And one who holds such fine company in Rifthold, no less. Are you here to spy

for Lord Berick?” 

Celaena did her best to quell her surprise. “Pardon me?” 

The merchant shrugged, glancing toward the towering palace. “I heard from a city  guard  that  strange  dealings  go  on  between  Berick  and  some  of  the  Silent Assassins.” 

“Perhaps,” was all Celaena said. The merchant nodded, not all that interested

in it anymore. But Celaena tucked the information away for later. Were some of

the  Silent  Assassins  actually  working   for  Berick?  Perhaps  that  was  why  Ansel had  insisted  on  keeping  the  meeting  so  secret—maybe  the  Master  didn’t  want

the names of the suspected traitors getting out. 

“So?” the merchant asked. “Will you retrieve my lost years for me?” 

She  bit  her  lip,  thoughts  of  spies  instantly  fading  away.  To  journey  into  the depths of the Ruhnn Mountains, to slay a stygian spider. She could certainly see

herself  battling  the  eight-legged  monstrosities.  And  witches.  Though  after

Ansel’s story, meeting a witch—especially one belonging to the Ironteeth Clans

—was  the  last  thing  she  ever  wanted  to  do.  For  a  heartbeat,  she  wished  Sam were with her. Even if she told him about this encounter, he’d never believe her. 

But would  anyone ever believe her? 

As  if  he  could  read  her  daydreams,  he  said:  “I  could  make  you  rich  beyond

your wildest imaginings.” 

“I’m already rich. And I’m unavailable until the end of the summer.” 

“I won’t be back from the southern continent for at least a year, anyway,” he

countered. 

She  examined  his  face,  the  gleam  in  his  eyes.  Adventure  and  glory  aside, 

anyone who’d sell twenty years of his life for a fortune couldn’t be trusted. But

…

“The  next  time  you’re  in  Rifthold,”  she  said  slowly,  “seek  out  Arobynn

Hamel.” The man’s eyes widened. She wondered how he’d react if he knew who

 she was. “He’ll know where to find me.” She turned from the table. 

“But what’s your name?” 

She looked over her shoulder. “He’ll know where to find me,” she repeated, 

and began walking back toward the stall with the pointed shoes. 

“Wait!”  She  paused  in  time  to  see  him  fumbling  with  the  folds  of  his  tunic. 

“Here.” He set down a plain wooden box on the table. “A reminder.” 

Celaena  flipped  open  the  lid  and  her  breath  caught.  A  folded  bit  of  woven

Spidersilk lay inside, no larger than six square inches. She could buy ten horses

with it. Not that she’d ever sell it. No, this was an heirloom to be passed down

from  generation  to  generation.  If  she  ever  had  children.  Which  seemed  highly

unlikely. 

“A  reminder  of  what?”  She  shut  the  lid  and  tucked  the  small  box  into  the
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inner pocket of her white tunic. 

The merchant smiled sadly. “That everything has a price.” 

A phantom pain flashed through her face. “I know,” she said, and left. 

She wound up buying the shoes, though it was nearly impossible to pass over the

lilac perfume, which smelled even more lovely the second time she approached

the priestesses’ stall. When the city bells pealed three o’clock, she was sitting on

the lip of the fountain, munching on what she  hoped was mashed beans inside a

warm bread pocket. 

Ansel  was  fifteen  minutes  late,  and  didn’t  apologize.  She  merely  grabbed

Celaena’s  arm  and  began  leading  her  through  the  still-packed  streets,  her

freckled face gleaming with sweat. 

“What is it?” Celaena asked. “What happened in your meeting?” 

“That’s  none  of  your  business,”  Ansel  said  a  bit  sharply.  Then  she  added, 

“Just follow me.” 

They  wound  up  sneaking  inside  the  Lord  of  Xandria’s  palace  walls,  and

Celaena knew better than to ask questions as they crept across the grounds. But

they  didn’t  head  to  the  towering  central  building.  No—they  approached  the

stables, where they slipped around the guards and entered the pungent shadows

within. 

“There had better be a good reason for this,” Celaena warned as Ansel crept

toward a pen. 

“Oh,  there  is,”  she  hissed  back,  and  stopped  at  a  gate,  waving  Celaena

forward. 

Celaena  frowned.  “It’s  a  horse.”  But  even  as  the  words  left  her  mouth,  she

knew it wasn’t. 

“It’s an Asterion horse,” Ansel breathed, her red-brown eyes growing huge. 

The horse was black as pitch, with dark eyes that bored into Celaena’s own. 

She’d  heard  of  Asterion  horses,  of  course.  The  most  ancient  breed  of  horse  in Erilea. Legend claimed that the Fae had made them from the four winds—spirit

from the north, strength from the south, speed from the east, and wisdom from

the  west,  all  rolled  into  the  slender-snouted,  high-tailed,  lovely  creature  that stood before her. 

“Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?” Ansel whispered. “Her name is

Hisli.”  Mares,  Celaena  remembered,  were  more  prized,  as  Asterion  pedigrees

were traced through the female line. “And that one,” Ansel said, pointing to the

next  stall,  “is  named  Kasida—it  means  ‘drinker  of  the  wind’  in  the  desert dialect.” 

Kasida’s  name  was  fitting.  The  slender  mare  was  a  dapple  gray,  with  a  sea-

foam white mane  and thundercloud coat.  She huffed and  stomped her forelegs, 

staring  at  Celaena  with  eyes  that  seemed  older  than  the  earth  itself.  Celaena suddenly understood why the Asterion horses were worth their weight in gold. 

“Lord  Berick  got  them  today.  Bought  them  from  a  merchant  on  his  way  to

Banjali.” Ansel slipped into Hisli’s pen. She cooed and murmured, stroking the

horse’s  muzzle.  “He’s  planning  on  testing  them  out  in  half  an  hour.”  That

explained why they were already saddled. 

“And?”  Celaena  whispered,  holding  out  a  hand  for  Kasida  to  smell.  The

mare’s nostrils flared, her velvety nose tickling Celaena’s fingertips. 

“And then he’s either going to give them away as a bribe, or lose interest and

let them languish here for the rest of their lives. Lord Berick tends to tire of his

playthings rather quickly.” 

“What a waste.” 

“Indeed  it  is,”  Ansel  muttered  from  inside  the  stall.  Celaena  lowered  her

fingers from Kasida’s muzzle and peered into Hisli’s pen. Ansel was running a

hand  down  Hisli’s  black  flank,  her  face  still  full  of  wonder.  Then  she  turned. 

“Are you a strong rider?” 

“Of course,” Celaena said slowly. 

“Good.” 

Celaena  bit  down  on  her  cry  of  alarm  as  Ansel  unlocked  the  stall  door  and

guided  Hisli  out  of  her  pen.  In  a  smooth,  quick  motion,  the  girl  was  atop  the horse, clutching the reins in one hand. “Because you’re going to have to ride like

hell.” 

With that, Ansel sent Hisli into a gallop, heading straight for the stable doors. 

Celaena didn’t have time to gape or really even to process what she was about

to do as she unlocked Kasida’s pen, yanked her out, and heaved herself into the

saddle.  With  a  muffled  curse,  she  dug  her  heels  into  the  mare’s  sides  and  took off. 

CHAPTER

6

The guards didn’t know what was happening until the horses had already rushed

past them in a blur of black and gray, and they were through the main palace gate

before the guards’ cries finished echoing. Ansel’s red hair shone like a beacon as

she broke for the side exit from the city, people leaping aside to let them pass. 

Celaena  looked  back  through  the  crowded  streets  only  once—and  that  was

enough to see the three mounted guards charging after them, shouting. 

But the girls were already through the city gate and into the sea of red dunes

that  spread  beyond,  Ansel  riding  as  if  the  denizens  of  Hell  were  behind  her. 

Celaena could only race after her, doing her best to keep in the saddle. 

Kasida  moved  like  thunder  and  turned  with  the  swiftness  of  lightning.  The

mare  was  so  fast  that  Celaena’s  eyes  watered  in  the  wind.  The  three  guards, astride ordinary horses, were still far off, but not nearly far enough for comfort. 

In the vastness of the Red Desert, Celaena had no choice but to follow Ansel. 

Celaena clung to Kasida’s mane as they took dune after dune, up and down, 

down  and  up,  until  there  was  only  the  red  sand  and  the  cloudless  sky  and  the rumble of hooves, hooves, hooves rolling through the world. 

Ansel  slowed  enough  for  Celaena  to  catch  up,  and  they  galloped  along  the

broad, flat top of a dune. 

“Are you out of your damned mind?” Celaena shouted. 

“I  don’t  want  to  walk  home!  We’re  taking  a  shortcut!”  Ansel  shouted  back. 

Behind them, the three guards still charged onward. 

Celaena debated slamming Kasida into Hisli to send Ansel tumbling onto the

dunes—leaving  her  for  the  guards  to  take  care  of—but  the  girl  pointed  over

Hisli’s dark head. “Live a little, Sardothien!” 

And just like that, the dunes parted to reveal the turquoise expanse of the Gulf

of Oro. The cool sea breeze kissed her face, and Celaena leaned into it, almost

moaning with pleasure. 

Ansel  let  out  a  whoop,  careening  down  the  final  dune  and  heading  straight

toward  the  beach  and  the  breaking  waves.  Despite  herself,  Celaena  smiled  and

held on tighter. 

Kasida hit the hard-packed red sand and gained speed, faster and faster. 

Celaena  had  a  sudden  moment  of  clarity  then,  as  her  hair  ripped  from  her

braid and the wind tore at her clothes. Of all the girls in all the world, here she

was on a spit of beach in the Red Desert, astride an Asterion horse, racing faster

than  the  wind.  Most  would  never  experience  this —she  would  never  experience anything  like  this  again.  And  for  that  one  heartbeat,  when  there  was  nothing more to it than that, she tasted bliss so complete that she tipped her head back to

the sky and laughed. 

The  guards  reached  the  beach,  their  fierce  cries  nearly  swallowed  up  by  the

booming surf. 

Ansel cut away, surging toward the dunes and the giant wall of rock that arose

nearby.  The  Desert  Cleaver,  if  Celaena  knew  her  geography  correctly—which

she did, as she’d studied maps of the Deserted Land for weeks now. A giant wall

that arose from the earth and stretched from the eastern coast all the way to the

black dunes of the south—split clean down the middle by an enormous fissure. 

They’d come around it on the way from the fortress, which was on the other side

of  the  Cleaver,  and  that  was  what  had  made  their  journey  so  insufferably  long. 

But today …

“Faster, Kasida,” she whispered in the horse’s ear. As if the mare understood

her, she took off, and soon Celaena was again beside Ansel, cutting up dune after

dune as they headed straight for the red wall of rock. “What are you doing?” she

called to Ansel. 

Ansel  gave  her  a  fiendish  grin.  “We’re  going  through  it.  What  good  is  an

Asterion horse if it can’t jump?” 

Celaena’s stomach dropped. “You can’t be serious.” 

Ansel  glanced  over  her  shoulder,  her  red  hair  streaming  past  her  face. 

“They’ll  chase  us  to  the  doors  of  the  fortress  if  we  go  the  long  way!”  But  the guards couldn’t make the jump, not with ordinary horses. 

A narrow opening in the wall of red rock appeared, twisting away from sight. 

Ansel  headed  straight  toward  it.  How   dare  she  make  such  a  reckless,  stupid decision without consulting Celaena first? 

“You planned this the whole time,” Celaena snapped. Though the guards still

remained a good distance away, they were close enough for Celaena to see the

weapons, including longbows, strapped to them. 

Ansel didn’t reply. She just sent Hisli flying forward. 

Celaena had to choose between the unforgiving walls of the Cleaver and the

three  guards  behind  them.  She  could  take  the  guards  in  a  few  seconds—if  she

slowed enough to draw her daggers. But they were mounted, and aiming might be impossible. Which meant she’d have to get close enough to kill them, as long

as  they  didn’t  start  firing  at  her  first.  They  probably  wouldn’t  shoot  at  Kasida, not  when  she  was  worth  more  than  all  of  their  lives  put  together,  but  Celaena couldn’t bring herself to risk the magnificent beast. And if she killed the guards, 

that  still  left  her  alone  in  the  desert,  since  Ansel  surely  wouldn’t  stop  until  she was on the other side of the Cleaver. Since she had no desire to die of thirst …

Cursing colorfully, Celaena plunged after Ansel into the passage through the

canyon. 

The  passage  was  so  narrow  that  Celaena’s  legs  nearly  grazed  the  rain-

smoothed orange walls. The beating hooves echoed like firecrackers, the sound

only worsening as the three guards entered the canyon. It would have been nice, 

she  realized,  to  have  Sam  with  her.  He  might  be  a  pain  in  her  ass,  but  he’d proven  himself  to  be  more  than  handy  in  a  fight.  Extraordinarily  skilled,  if  she felt like admitting it. 

Ansel  wove  and  turned  with  the  passage,  fast  as  a  stream  down  a

mountainside,  and  it  was  all  Celaena  could  do  to  hold  on  to  Kasida  as  they followed. 

A  twang  snapped  through  the  canyon,  and  Celaena  ducked  low  to  Kasida’s

surging head—just as an arrow ricocheted off the rock a few feet away. So much

for not firing at the horses. Another sharp turn set her in the clear, but the relief

was short-lived as she beheld the long, straight passage—and the ravine beyond

it. 

Celaena’s breath lodged in her throat. The jump had to be thirty feet at least—

and she didn’t want to know how long a fall it was if she missed. 

Ansel  barreled  ahead;  then  her  body  tensed,  and  Hisli  leapt  from  the  cliff

edge. 

The  sunlight  caught  in  Ansel’s  hair  as  they  flew  over  the  ravine,  and  she

loosed  a  joyous  cry  that  set  the  whole  canyon  humming.  A  moment  later,  she

landed on the other side, with only inches to spare. 

There  wasn’t  enough  room  for  Celaena  to  stop—even  if  she  tried,  they

wouldn’t have enough space to slow down, and they’d go right over the edge. So

she began praying to anyone, anything. Kasida gave a sudden burst of speed, as

if she, too, understood that only the gods would see them safely over. 

And then they were at the lip of the ravine, which went down, down, down to

a  jade  river  hundreds  of  feet  below.  And  Kasida  was  soaring,  only  air  beneath them,  nothing  to  keep  her  from  the  death  that  now  wrapped  around  her

completely. 

Celaena could only hold on and wait to fall, to die, to scream as she met her horrible end …

But then there was rock under them, solid rock. She gripped Kasida tighter as

they  landed  in  the  narrow  passage  on  the  other  side,  the  impact  exploding

through her bones, and kept galloping. 

Back across the ravine, the guards had pulled to a halt, and cursed at them in

a language she was grateful she didn’t understand. 

Ansel let out another whoop when they came out the other end of the Cleaver, 

and she turned to find Celaena still riding close behind her. They rode across the

dunes, heading west, the setting sun turning the entire world bloodred. 

When the horses were too winded to keep running, Ansel finally stopped atop

a  dune,  Celaena  pulling  up  beside  her.  Ansel  looked  at  Celaena,  wildness  still rampant in her eyes. “Wasn’t that wonderful?” 

Breathing hard, Celaena didn’t say anything as she punched Ansel so hard in

the face that the girl went flying off her horse and tumbled onto the sand. 

Ansel just clutched her jaw and laughed. 

Though  they  could  have  made  it  back  before  midnight,  and  though  Celaena

pushed her to continue riding, Ansel insisted on stopping for the night. So when

their campfire was nothing but embers and the horses were dozing behind them, 

Ansel and Celaena lay on their backs on the side of a dune and stared up at the

stars. 

Her hands tucked behind her head, Celaena took a long, deep breath, savoring

the balmy night breeze, the exhaustion ebbing from her limbs. She rarely got to

see stars so bright—not with the lights of Rifthold. The wind moved across the

dunes, and the sand sighed. 

“You know,” Ansel said quietly, “I never learned the constellations. Though I

think ours are different from yours—the names, I mean.” 

It took Celaena a moment to realize that by “ours” she didn’t mean the Silent

Assassins—she  meant  her  people  in  the  Western  Wastes.  Celaena  pointed  to  a

cluster of stars to their left. “That’s the dragon.” She traced the shape. “See the

head, legs, and tail?” 

“No.” Ansel chuckled. 

Celaena nudged her with an elbow and pointed to another grouping of stars. 

“That’s the swan. The lines on either side are the wings, and the arc is its neck.” 

“What about that one?” Ansel said. 

“That’s the stag,” Celaena breathed. “The Lord of the North.” 

“Why does he get a fancy title? What about the swan and the dragon?” 

Celaena  snorted,  but  the  smile  faded  when  she  stared  at  the  familiar constellation.  “Because  the  stag  remains  constant—no  matter  the  season,  he’s

always there.” 

“Why?” 

Celaena took a long breath. “So the people of Terrasen will always know how

to find their way home. So they can look up at the sky, no matter where they are, 

and know Terrasen is forever with them.” 

“Do you ever want to return to Terrasen?” 

Celaena  turned  her  head  to  look  at  Ansel.  She  hadn’t  told  her  she  was  from Terrasen.  Ansel  said,  “You  talk  about  Terrasen  the  way  my  father  used  to  talk about our land.” 

Celaena was about to reply when she caught the word.  Used to. 

Ansel’s  attention  remained  on  the  stars.  “I  lied  to  the  Master  when  I  came

here,” she whispered, as if afraid someone else would hear them in the emptiness

of the desert. Celaena looked back to the sky. “My father never sent me to train. 

And there is no Briarcliff, or Briarcliff Hall. There hasn’t been for five years.” 

A dozen questions sprung up, but Celaena kept her mouth shut, letting Ansel

speak. 

“I was twelve,” Ansel said, “when Lord Loch took several territories around

Briarcliff, and then demanded we yield to him as well—that we bow to him as

High  King  of  the  Wastes.  My  father  refused.  He  said  there  was  one  tyrant

already conquering everything east of the mountains—he didn’t want one in the

west,  too.”  Celaena’s  blood  went  cold  as  she  braced  herself  for  what  she  was certain was coming. “Two weeks later, Lord Loch marched into our land with his

men,  seizing  our  villages,  our  livelihood,  our  people.  And  when  he  got  to

Briarcliff Hall …” 

Ansel drew a shuddering breath. “When he arrived at Briarcliff Hall, I was in

the kitchen. I saw them from the window and hid in a cupboard as Loch walked

in. My sister and father were upstairs, and Loch stayed in the kitchen as his men

brought them down and … I didn’t dare make a sound as Lord Loch made my

father  watch  as  he  …”  She  stumbled,  but  forced  it  out,  spitting  it  as  if  it  were poison.  “My  father  begged  on  his  hands  and  knees,  but  Loch  still  made  my

father watch as he slit my sister’s throat, then his. And I just hid there, even as

they killed our servants, too. I hid there and did nothing. 

“And when they were gone, I took my father’s sword from his corpse and ran. 

I  ran  and  ran  until  I  couldn’t  run  anymore,  at  the  foothills  of  the  White  Fang Mountains. And that’s when I collapsed at the campfire of a witch—one of the

Ironteeth. I didn’t care if she killed me. But she told me that it was not my fate to

die there. That I should journey south, to the Silent Assassins in the Red Desert, and  there  …  there  I  would  find  my  fate.  She  fed  me,  and  bound  my  bleeding feet,  and  gave  me  gold—gold  that  I  later  used  to  commission  my  armor—then

sent me on my way.” 

Ansel  wiped  at  her  eyes.  “So  I’ve  been  here  ever  since,  training  for  the  day when  I’m  strong  enough  and  fast  enough  to  return  to  Briarcliff  and  take  back what is mine. Someday, I’ll march into High King Loch’s hall and repay him for

what he did to my family. With my father’s sword.” Her hand grazed the wolf-

head hilt. “This sword will end his life. Because this sword is all I have left of

them.” 

Celaena hadn’t realized she was crying until she tried to take a deep breath. 

Saying that she was sorry didn’t feel adequate. She knew what this sort of loss

was like, and words didn’t do anything at all. 

Ansel  slowly  turned  to  look  at  her,  her  eyes  lined  with  silver.  She  traced

Celaena’s cheekbone, where the bruises had once been. “Where do men find it in

themselves to do such monstrous things? How do they find it acceptable?” 

“We’ll make them pay for it in the end.” Celaena grasped Ansel’s hand. The

girl squeezed back hard. “We’ll see to it that they pay.” 

“Yes.” Ansel shifted her gaze back to the stars. “Yes, we will.” 

CHAPTER

7

Celaena  and  Ansel  knew  their  little  escapade  with  the  Asterion  horses  would

have consequences. Celaena had at least expected to have enough time to tell a

decent  lie  about  how  they  acquired  the  horses.  But  when  they  returned  to  the fortress  and  found  Mikhail  waiting,  along  with  three  other  assassins,  she  knew that word of their stunt had somehow already reached the Master. 

She  kept  her  mouth  shut  as  she  and  Ansel  knelt  at  the  foot  of  the  Master’s dais,  heads  bowed,  eyes  on  the  floor.  She  certainly  wouldn’t  convince  him  to train her now. 

His receiving chamber was empty today, and each of his steps scraped softly

against the floor. She knew he could be silent if he wished. He wanted them to

feel the dread of his approach. 

And  Celaena  felt  it.  She  felt  each  footstep,  the  phantom  bruises  on  her  face throbbing with the memory of Arobynn’s fists. And suddenly, as the memory of

that day echoed through her, she remembered the words Sam kept screaming at

Arobynn as the King of the Assassins beat her, the words that she somehow had

forgotten in the fog of pain:  I’ll kill you! 

Sam had said it like he meant it. He’d bellowed it. Again and again and again. 

The  clear,  unexpected  memory  was  almost  jarring  enough  for  her  to  forget

where  she  was—but  then  the  snow-white  robes  of  the  Master  came  into  view. 

Her mouth went dry. 

“We only wanted to have some fun,” Ansel said quietly. “We can return the

horses.” 

Celaena, head still lowered, glanced toward Ansel. She was staring up at the

Master  as  he  towered  over  them.  “I’m  sorry,”  Celaena  murmured,  wishing  she

could convey it with her hands, too. Though silence might have been preferable, 

she needed him to hear her apology. 

The Master just stood there. 

Ansel  was  the  first  to  break  under  his  stare.  She  sighed.  “I  know  it  was

foolish. But there’s nothing to worry about. I can handle Lord Berick; I’ve been

handling him for ages.” 

There was enough bitterness in her words that Celaena’s brows rose slightly. 

Perhaps  his  refusal  to  train  her  wasn’t  easy  for  Ansel  to  bear.  She  was  never outright competitive about getting the Master’s attention, but … After so many

years of living here, being stuck as the mediator between the Master and Berick

didn’t  exactly  seem  like  the  sort  of  glory  Ansel  was  interested  in.  Celaena

certainly wouldn’t have enjoyed it. 

The  Master’s  clothes  whispered  as  they  moved,  and  Celaena  flinched  when

she felt his calloused fingers hook under her chin. He lifted her head so she was

forced  to  look  at  him,  his  face  lined  with  disapproval.  She  remained  perfectly still, bracing herself for the strike, already praying he wouldn’t damage her too

significantly. But then the Master’s sea-green eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and

he gave her a sad smile as he released her. 

Her face burned. He hadn’t been about to hit her. He’d wanted her to look at

him, to tell him her side of the story. But even if he wasn’t going to strike her, he

still  might  punish  them.  And  if  he  kicked  out  Ansel  for  what  they’d  done  …

Ansel needed to be here, to learn all that these assassins could teach her, because

Ansel wanted to  do something with her life. Ansel had a purpose. And Celaena

…

“It was my idea,” Celaena blurted, her words too loud in the empty chamber. 

“I  didn’t  feel  like  walking  back  here,  and  I  thought  it  would  be  useful  to  have horses. And when I saw the Asterion mares … I thought we might as well travel

in  style.”  She  gave  him  a  shaky  half  grin,  and  the  Master’s  brows  rose  as  he looked between them. For long, long moment, he just watched them. 

Whatever  he  saw  on  Ansel’s  face  suddenly  made  him  nod.  Ansel  quickly

bowed her head. “Before you decide on a punishment …” She turned to Celaena, 

then looked back at the Master. “Since we like horses so much, maybe we could

… be on stable duty? For the morning shift. Until Celaena leaves.” 

Celaena almost choked, but she schooled her features into neutrality. 

A faint glimmer of amusement shone in his eyes, and he considered Ansel’s

words  for  a  moment.  Then  he  nodded  again.  Ansel  loosened  a  breath.  “Thank

you  for  your  lenience,”  she  said.  The  Master  glanced  toward  the  doors  behind them. They were dismissed. 

Ansel  got  to  her  feet,  and  Celaena  followed  suit.  But  as  Celaena  turned,  the Master  grabbed  her  arm.  Ansel  paused  to  watch  as  the  Master  made  a  few

motions  with  his  hand.  When  he  finished,  Ansel’s  brows  rose.  He  repeated  the motions again—slower, pointing to Celaena repeatedly. When it seemed she was

certain she understood him, Ansel turned to Celaena. 
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“You’re to report to him at sunset tomorrow. For your first lesson.” 

Celaena  bit  back  her  sigh  of  relief,  and  gave  the  Master  a  genuine  grin.  He returned  a  hint  of  a  smile.  She  bowed  deeply,  and  couldn’t  stop  smiling  as  she and Ansel left the hall and headed to the stables. She had three and a half weeks

left—that would be more than enough time to get that letter. 

Whatever he had seen in her face, whatever she had said … somehow, she’d

proven herself to him at last. 

It turned out that they weren’t just responsible for shoveling horse dung. Oh, no

—they were responsible for cleaning the pens of  all the four-legged livestock in the fortress, a task that took them from breakfast until noon. At least they did it

in the morning, before the afternoon heat really made the smell atrocious. 

Another  benefit  was  that  they  didn’t  have  to  go  running.  Though  after  four

hours  of  shoveling  animal  droppings,  Celaena  would  have  begged  to  take  the

six-mile run instead. 

Anxious as she was to be out of the stables, she couldn’t contain her growing

trepidation  as  the  sun  arced  across  the  sky,  heading  toward  sunset.  She  didn’t know  what  to  expect;  even  Ansel  had  no  idea  what  the  Master  might  have  in

mind.  They  spent  the  afternoon  sparring  as  usual—with  each  other,  and  with

whatever  assassins  wandered  into  the  shade  of  the  open-air  training  courtyard. 

And when the sun finally hovered near the horizon, Ansel gave Celaena squeeze

on the shoulder and sent her to the Master’s hall. 

But  the  Master  wasn’t  in  his  receiving  hall,  and  when  she  ran  into  Ilias,  he just  gave  her  his  usual  smile  and  pointed  toward  the  roof.  After  taking  a  few staircases and then climbing a wooden ladder and squeezing through a hatch in

the ceiling, she found herself in the open air high atop the fortress. 

The  Master  stood  by  the  parapet,  gazing  across  the  desert.  She  cleared  her

throat, but he remained with his back to her. 

The roof couldn’t have been more than twenty square feet, and the only thing

on  it  was  a  covered  reed  basket  placed  in  the  center.  Torches  burned, 

illuminating the rooftop. 

Celaena  cleared  her  throat  again,  and  the  Master  finally  turned.  She  bowed, 

which,  strangely,  was  something  she  felt  he  actually  deserved,  rather  than

something  she  ought  to  do.  He  gave  her  a  nod  and  pointed  to  the  reed  basket, beckoning her to open the lid. Doing her best not to look skeptical, hoping there

was a beautiful new weapon inside, she approached. She stopped when she heard

the hissing. 
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Unpleasant, don’t-come-closer hissing. From inside the basket. 

She turned to the Master, who hopped onto one of the merlons, his bare feet

dangling in the gap between one block of stone and the next, and beckoned her

again. Palms sweating, Celaena took a deep breath and snatched back the lid. 

A black asp curled into itself, head drawn back low as it hissed. 

Celaena leapt away a yard, making for the parapet wall, but the Master let out

a low click of his tongue. 

His  hands  moved,  flowing  and  winding  through  the  air  like  a  river—like  a

snake.  Observe it, he seemed to tell her.  Move with it. 

She looked back at the basket in time to see the slender, black head of the asp

slide over the rim, then down to the tiled roof. 

Her heart thundered in her chest. It was poisonous, wasn’t it? It had to be. It

looked poisonous. 

The  snake  slithered  across  the  roof,  and  Celaena  inched  back  from  it,  not

daring  to  look  away  for  even  a  heartbeat.  She  reached  for  a  dagger,  but  the Master again clicked his tongue. A glance in his direction was enough for her to

understand the meaning of the sound. 

 Don’t kill it. Absorb. 

The snake moved effortlessly, lazily, and tasted the evening air with its black

tongue. With a deep, steadying breath, Celaena observed. 

She spent every night that week on the roof with the asp, watching it, copying its

movements,  internalizing  its  rhythm  and  sounds  until  she  could  move  like  it

moved,  until  they  could  face  each  other  and  she  could  anticipate  how  it  would lunge; until she could strike like the asp, swift and unflinching. 

After  that,  she  spent  three  days  dangling  from  the  rafters  of  the  fortress

stables with the bats. It took her longer to figure out their strengths—how they

became so silent that no one noticed they were there, how they could drown out

the  external  noise  and  focus  only  on  the  sound  of  their  prey.  And  after  that,  it was  two  nights  spent  with  jackrabbits  on  the  dunes,  learning  their  stillness, absorbing  how  they  used  their  speed  and  dexterity  to  evade  talons  and  claws, how  they  slept  above  ground  to  better  hear  their  enemies  approaching.  Night

after  night,  the  Master  watched  from  nearby,  never  saying  a  word,  never  doing anything except occasionally pointing out how an animal moved. 

As the remaining weeks passed, she saw Ansel only during meals and for the

few  hours  they  spent  each  morning  shoveling  manure.  And  after  a  long  night

spent  sprinting  or  hanging  upside  down  or  running  sideways  to  see  why  crabs bothered  moving  like  that,  Celaena  was  usually  in  no  mood  to  talk.  But  Ansel was  merry—almost  gleeful,  more  and  more  with  every  passing  day.  She  never

said why, exactly, but Celaena found it rather infectious. 

And  every  day,  Celaena  went  to  sleep  after  lunch  and  dozed  until  the  sun

went  down,  her  dreams  full  of  snakes  and  rabbits  and  chirping  desert  beetles. 

Sometimes she spotted Mikhail training the acolytes, or found Ilias meditating in

an empty training room, but she rarely got the chance to spend time with them. 

They had no more attacks from Lord Berick, either. Whatever Ansel had said

during  that  meeting  with  him  in  Xandria,  whatever  the  Master’s  letter  had

contained, it seemed to have worked, even after the theft of his horses. 

There  were  quiet  moments  also,  when  she  wasn’t  training  or  toiling  with

Ansel. Moments when her thoughts drifted back to Sam, to what he’d said. He’d

threatened to  kill Arobynn. For hurting her. She tried to work through it, tried to figure out what had changed in Skull’s Bay to make Sam dare say such a thing to

the King of the Assassins. But whenever she caught herself thinking about it too

much, she shoved those thoughts into the back of her mind. 

CHAPTER

8

“You mean to tell me you do this  every day?” Ansel said, her brows high on her

forehead as Celaena brushed rouge onto the girl’s cheeks. 

“Sometimes twice a day,” Celaena said, and Ansel opened an eye. They were

sitting  on  Celaena’s  bed,  a  scattering  of  cosmetics  between  them—a  small

fraction  of  Celaena’s  enormous  collection  back  in  Rifthold.  “Besides  being

useful for my work, it’s fun.” 

“Fun?” Ansel opened her other eye. “Smearing all this gunk on your face is

fun?” 

Celaena set down her pot of rouge. “If you don’t shut up, I’ll draw a mustache

on you.” 

Ansel’s lips twitched, but she closed her eyes again as Celaena raised the little

container of bronze powder and dusted some on her eyelids. 

“Well,  it   is  my  birthday.  And  Midsummer  Eve,”  Ansel  said,  her  eyelashes fluttering  beneath  the  tickle  of  Celaena’s  delicate  brush.  “We  so  rarely  get  to have fun. I suppose I should look nice.” 

Ansel  always  looked  nice—better  than  nice,  actually—but  Celaena  didn’t

need  to  tell  her  that.  “At  a  minimum,  at  least  you  don’t  smell  like  horse

droppings.” 

Ansel  let  out  a  breathy  chuckle,  the  air  warm  on  Celaena’s  hands  as  they

hovered  near  her  face.  She  kept  quiet  while  Celaena  finished  with  the  powder, then held still as she lined her eyes with kohl and darkened her lashes. 

“All right,” Celaena said, sitting back so she could see Ansel’s face. “Open.” 

Ansel opened her eyes, and Celaena frowned. 

“What?” Ansel said. 

Celaena shook her head. “You’re going to have to wash it all off.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you look better than I do.” 

Ansel pinched Celaena’s arm. Celaena pinched her back, laughter on her lips. 
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But  then  the  single  remaining  week  that  Celaena  had  left  loomed  before  her, 

brief  and  unforgiving,  and  her  chest  tightened  at  the  thought  of  leaving.  She hadn’t even dared ask the Master for her letter yet. But more than that … Well, 

she’d  never  had  a  female  friend—never  really  had   any  friends—and  somehow, the thought of returning to Rifthold without Ansel was a tad unbearable. 

The  Midsummer  Eve  festival  was  like  nothing  Celaena  had  ever  experienced. 

She’d  expected  music  and  drinking  and  laughter,  but  instead,  the  assassins

gathered  in  the  largest  of  the  fortress  courtyards.  And  all  of  them,  including Ansel,  were  totally  silent.  The  moon  provided  the  only  light,  silhouetting  the date trees swaying along the courtyard walls. 

But the strangest part was the dancing. Even though there was no music, most

of  the  people  danced—some  of  the  dances  foreign  and  strange,  some  of  them

familiar.  Everyone  was  smiling,  but  aside  from  the  rustle  of  clothing  and  the scrape of merry feet against the stones, there was no sound. 

But  there   was  wine,  and  she  and  Ansel  found  a  table  in  a  corner  of  the courtyard and fully indulged themselves. 

Though she loved, loved,  loved parties, Celaena would have rather spent the

night  training  with  the  Master.  With  only  one  week  left,  she  wanted  to  spend every waking moment working with him. But he’d insisted she go to the party—

if  only  because   he  wanted  to  go  to  the  party.  The  old  man  danced  to  a  rhythm Celaena  could  not  hear  or  make  out,  and  looked  more  like  someone’s

benevolent, clumsy grandfather than the master of some of the world’s greatest

assassins. 

She  couldn’t  help  but  think  of  Arobynn,  who  was  all  calculated  grace  and

restrained aggression—Arobynn who danced with a select few, and whose smile

was razor-sharp. 

Mikhail  had  dragged  Ansel  to  the  dancing,  and  she  was  grinning  as  she

twirled and bobbed and bounced from partner to partner, all of the assassins now

keeping  the  same,  silent  beat.  Ansel  had  experienced  such  horror,  and  yet  she was still so carefree, so keenly alive. Mikhail caught her in his arms and dipped

her, low enough for Ansel’s eyes to widen. 

Mikhail truly liked Ansel—that much was obvious. He always found excuses

to touch her, always smiled at her, always looked at her as if she were the only

person in the room. 

Celaena  sloshed  the  wine  around  in  her  glass.  If  she  were  being  honest, 

sometimes  she  thought  Sam  looked  at  her  that  way.  But  then  he’d  go  and  say
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something  absurd,  or  try  to  undermine  her,  and  she’d  chide  herself  for  even

thinking that about him. 

Her  stomach  tightened.  What  had  Arobynn  done  to  him  that  night?  She

should have inquired after him. But in the days afterward, she’d been so busy, so

wrapped  in  her  rage  …  She  hadn’t  dared  look  for  him,  actually.  Because  if

Arobynn had hurt Sam the way he’d hurt her—if he’d hurt Sam  worse than that

…

Celaena drained the rest of her wine. During the two days after she’d awoken

from her beating, she’d used a good chunk of her savings to purchase her own

apartment,  away  and  well  hidden  from  the  Assassins’  Keep.  She  hadn’t  told

anyone—partially  because  she  was  worried  she  might  change  her  mind  while

she  was  away—but  with  each  day  here,  with  each  lesson  with  the  Master,  she

was  more  and  more  resolved  to  tell  Arobynn  she  was  moving  out.  She  was

actually eager to see the look on his face. She still owed him money, of course—

he’d seen to it that her debts would keep her with him for a while—but there was

no rule that said she had to live  with him. And if he ever laid a hand on her again

…

If Arobynn ever laid a hand on her  or Sam again, she’d see to it that he lost

that hand. Actually, she’d see to it that he lost everything up to the elbow. 

Someone touched her shoulder, and Celaena looked up from her empty wine

goblet to find Ilias standing behind her. She hadn’t seen much of him in the past

few days, aside from at dinner, where he still glanced at her and gave her those

lovely smiles. He offered his hand. 

Celaena’s  face  instantly  warmed  and  she  shook  her  head,  trying  her  best  to

convey a sense of not knowing these dances. 

Ilias shrugged, his eyes bright. His hand remained extended. 

She  bit  her  lip  and  glanced  pointedly  at  his  feet.  Ilias  shrugged  again,  this time as if to suggest that his toes weren’t all that valuable, anyway. 

Celaena glanced at Mikhail and Ansel, spinning wildly to a beat only the two

of  them  could  hear.  Ilias  raised  his  brows.  Live  a  little,  Sardothien!   Ansel  had said that day they stole the horses. Why not live a little tonight, too? 

Celaena gave him a dramatic shrug and took his hand, tossing a wry smile his

way.  I suppose I could spare a dance or two, she wanted to say. 

Even though there was no music, Ilias led her through the dances with ease, each

of his movements sure and steady. It was hard to look away—not just from his

face, but also from the contentment that radiated from him. And he looked back

at  her  so  intently  that  she  had  to  wonder  if  he’d  been  watching  her  all  these weeks not only to protect his father. 

They danced until well after midnight; wild dances that weren’t at all like the

waltzes  she’d  learned  in  Rifthold.  Even  when  she  switched  partners,  Ilias  was always  there,  waiting  for  the  next  dance.  It  was  almost  as  intoxicating  as  the oddity of dancing to no music, to hearing a collective, silent rhythm—to letting

the  wind  and  the  sighing  sand  outside  the  fortress  provide  the  beat  and  the melody. It was lovely and strange, and as the hours passed, she often wondered

if she’d strayed into some dream. 

When  the  moon  was  setting,  Celaena  found  herself  leaving  the  dance  floor, 

doing her best to convey how exhausted she was. It wasn’t a lie. Her feet hurt, 

and she hadn’t had a proper night’s rest in weeks and weeks. Ilias tried pulling

her  back  onto  the  floor  for  one  last  dance,  but  she  nimbly  slipped  out  of  his grasp,  grinning  as  she  shook  her  head.  Ansel  and  Mikhail  were  still  dancing, holding each other closer than any other pair on the dance floor. Not wanting to

interrupt her friend, Celaena left the hall, Ilias in tow. 

She  couldn’t  deny  that  her  racing  heartbeat  wasn’t  just  from  the  dancing  as

they walked down the empty hall. Ilias strolled beside her, silent as ever, and she

swallowed tightly. 

What  would  he  say—that  is,  if  he  could  speak—if  he  knew  that  Adarlan’s

Assassin  had  never  been  kissed?  She’d  killed  men,  freed  slaves,  stolen  horses, but she’d never kissed anyone. It was ridiculous, somehow. Something that she

should have gotten out of the way at some point, but she’d never found the right

person. 

All  too  quickly,  they  were  standing  outside  the  door  to  her  room.  Celaena

didn’t  touch  the  door  handle,  and  tried  to  calm  her  breathing  as  she  turned  to face Ilias. 

He  was  smiling.  Maybe  he  didn’t  mean  to  kiss  her.  His  room  was,  after  all, just a few doors down. 

“Well,” she said. After so many hours of silence, the word was jarringly loud. 

Her  face  burned.  He  stepped  closer,  and  she  tried  not  to  flinch  as  he  slipped  a hand around her waist. It would be so simple to kiss him, she realized. 

His other hand slid against her neck, his thumb caressing her jaw as he gently

tilted  her  head  back.  Her  blood  pounded  through  every  inch  of  her.  Her  lips parted … but as Ilias inclined his head, she went rigid and stepped back. 

He  immediately  withdrew,  his  brows  crossed  with  concern.  She  wanted  to

seep  into  the  stones  and  disappear.  “I’m  sorry,”  she  said  thickly,  trying  not  to look too mortified. “I—I can’t. I mean, I’m leaving in a week. And … and you
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live  here.  And  I’m  in  Rifthold,  so  …”  She  was  babbling.  She  should  stop. 

Actually, she should just stop talking. Forever. 

But  if  he  sensed  her  mortification,  he  didn’t  show  it.  Instead,  he  bowed  his head  and  squeezed  her  shoulder.  Then  he  gave  her  one  of  those  shrugs,  which she interpreted to mean,  If only we didn’t live thousands of miles apart. But can

 you blame me for trying? 

With  that,  he  strode  the  few  feet  to  his  room.  He  gave  her  a  friendly  wave before disappearing inside. 

Alone  in  the  hallway,  Celaena  watched  the  shadows  cast  by  the  torches.  It

hadn’t been the mere impossibility of a relationship with Ilias that had made her

pull away. 

No; it was the memory of Sam’s face that had stopped her from kissing him. 

Ansel didn’t come back to their room that night. And when she stumbled into the

stables the following morning, still wearing her clothes from the party, Celaena

could assume she’d either spent the whole night dancing, or with Mikhail. From

the flush on Ansel’s freckled cheeks, Celaena thought it might be both. 

Ansel took one look at the grin on Celaena’s face and glowered. “Don’t you

even start.” 

Celaena shoveled a heap of manure into the nearby wagon. Later she’d cart it

to  the  gardens,  where  it  would  be  used  for  fertilizer.  “What?”  Celaena  said, grinning even wider. “I wasn’t going to say anything.” 

Ansel  snatched  her  shovel  from  where  it  leaned  against  the  wooden  wall, 

several  pens  down  from  where  Kasida  and  Hisli  now  had  their  new  homes. 

“Good. I got enough of it from the others while I was walking here.” 

Celaena leaned against her shovel in the open gate. “I’m sure Mikhail will get

his fair share of teasing, too.” 

Ansel  straightened,  her  eyes  surprisingly  dark.  “No,  he  won’t.  They’ll

congratulate him, just like they always do, for a conquest well made.” She let out

a  long  sigh  from  her  nose.  “But  me?  I’ll  get  teased  until  I  snap  at  them.  It’s always the same.” 

They continued their work in silence. After a moment, Celaena spoke. “Even

though they tease you, you still want to be with Mikhail?” 

Ansel  shrugged  again,  flinging  dung  into  the  pile  she’d  gathered  into  the

wagon.  “He’s  an  amazing  warrior;  he’s  taught  me  far  more  than  I  would  have

learned  without  him.  So  they  can  tease  me  all  they  want,  but  at  the  end  of  the

day, he’s still the one giving me extra attention when we train.” 

That didn’t sit well with Celaena, but she opted to keep her mouth shut. 

“Besides,”  Ansel  said,  glancing  sidelong  at  Celaena,  “not  all  of  us  can  so

easily convince the Master to train us.” 

Celaena’s  stomach  twisted  a  little.  Was  Ansel  jealous  of  that?  “I’m  not

entirely sure why he changed his mind.” 

“Oh?”  Ansel  said,  sharper  than  Celaena  had  ever  heard  her.  It  scared  her, 

surprisingly.  “The  noble,  clever,  beautiful  assassin  from  the  North—the   great Celaena  Sardothien,  has  no  idea  why  he’d  want  to  train  her?  No  idea  that  he might  want  to  leave  his  mark  on  you,  too?  To  have  a  hand  in  shaping  your

glorious fate?” 

Celaena’s  throat  tightened,  and  she  cursed  herself  for  feeling  so  hurt  by  the words. She didn’t think the Master felt that way at all, but she still hissed, “Yes, 

my glorious fate. Shoveling dung in a barn. A worthy task for me.” 

“But certainly a worthy task for a girl from the Flatlands?” 

“I  didn’t  say  that,”  Celaena  said  through  her  teeth.  “Don’t  put  words  in  my mouth.” 

“Why not? I know you think it—and you know I’m telling the truth. I’m not

good  enough  for  the  Master  to  train  me.  I  began  seeing  Mikhail  to  get  extra attention  during  lessons,  and  I  certainly  don’t  have  a  notorious  name  to  flaunt around.” 

“Fine,”  Celaena  said.  “Yes:  most  of  the  people  in  the  kingdoms  know  my

name—know  to  fear  me.”  Her  temper  rose  with  dizzying  speed.  “But  you  …

You want to know the truth about you, Ansel? The truth is, even if you go home

and get what you want, no one will give a damn if you take back your speck of

territory—no  one  will  even  hear  about  it.  Because  no  one  except  for   you  will even care.” 

She  regretted  the  words  the  instant  they  left  her  mouth.  Ansel’s  face  went

white  with  anger,  and  her  lips  trembled  as  she  pressed  them  together.  Ansel

threw  down  her  shovel.  For  a  moment,  Celaena  thought  that  she’d  attack,  and

even went as far as slightly bending her knees in anticipation of a fight. 

But  Ansel  stalked  past  her  and  said,  “You’re  just  a  spoiled,  selfish  bitch.” 

With that, she left Celaena to finish their morning chores. 

CHAPTER

9

Celaena couldn’t focus on her lesson with the Master that night. All day, Ansel’s

words  had  been  ringing  in  her  ears.  She  hadn’t  seen  her  friend  for  hours—and dreaded the moment when she’d have to return to her room and face her again. 

Though  Celaena  hated  to  admit  it,  Ansel’s  parting  claim  had  felt  true.  She   was spoiled. And selfish. 

The Master snapped his fingers, and Celaena, who was yet again studying an

asp, looked up. Though she’d been mirroring the snake’s movements, she hadn’t

noticed it was slowly creeping toward her. 

She  leapt  back  a  few  feet,  crouching  close  to  the  roof’s  wall,  but  stopped

when she felt the Master’s hand on her shoulder. He motioned to leave the snake

be  and  sit  beside  him  on  the  merlons  that  ran  around  the  roof.  Grateful  for  a break,  she  hopped  up,  trying  not  to  glance  down  at  the  ground  far,  far  below. 

Though  she  was  well  acquainted  with  heights,  and  had  no  problems  with

balance, sitting on an edge never really felt  natural. 

The Master raised his eyebrows.  Talk, he seemed to say. 

She tucked her left foot under her right thigh, making sure to keep an eye on

the asp, which slithered into the shadows of the roof. 

But telling him about her fight with Ansel felt so … childish. As if the Master

of the Silent Assassins would want to hear about a petty squabble. 

Cicadas  buzzed  in  the  trees  of  the  keep,  and  somewhere  in  the  gardens,  a

nightingale sang her lament.  Talk. Talk about what? 

She  didn’t  have  anything  to  say,  so  they  sat  on  the  parapet  in  silence  for  a while—until even the cicadas went to sleep, and the moon slipped away behind

them,  and  the  sky  began  to  brighten.  Talk.  Talk  about  what  had  been  haunting her these months. Haunting every thought, every dream, every breath.  Talk. 

“I’m scared to go home,” she said at last, staring out at the dunes beyond the

walls. 

The predawn light was bright enough for her to see the Master’s brows rise. 

 Why? 
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“Because everything will be different. Everything is already different. I think

everything  changed  when  Arobynn  punished  me,  but  …  Some  part  of  me  still

thinks that the world will go back to the way it was before that night. Before I

went to Skull’s Bay.” 

The Master’s eyes shone like emeralds. Compassionate—sorrowful. 

“I’m  not  sure  I   want  it  to  go  back  to  the  way  it  was  before,”  she  admitted. 

“And I think … I think that’s what scares me the most.” 

The Master smiled at her reassuringly, then rolled his neck and stretched his

arms over his head before standing atop the merlon. 

Celaena tensed, unsure if she should follow. 

But the Master didn’t look at her as he began a series of movements, graceful

and winding, as elegant as a dance and deadly as the asp that lurked on the roof. 

The asp. 

Watching  the  Master,  she  could  see  each  of  the  qualities  she  had  copied  for the  past  few  weeks—the  contained  power  and  swiftness,  the  cunning  and  the

smooth restraint. 

He went through the motions again, and it took only a glance in her direction

to get her to her feet atop the parapet wall. Mindful of her balance, she slowly

copied  him,  her  muscles  singing  with  the   rightness  of  the  movements.  She grinned  as  night  after  night  of  careful  observation  and  mimicry  clicked  into

place. 

Again  and  again,  the  sweep  and  curve  of  her  arm,  the  twisting  of  her  torso, even  the  rhythm  of  her  breathing.  Again  and  again,  until  she  became  the  asp, until the sun broke over the horizon, bathing them in red light. 

Again and again, until there was nothing left but the Master and her as they

greeted the new day. 


An  hour  after  sunup,  Celaena  crept  into  her  room,  bracing  herself  for  another fight,  but  found  Ansel  already  gone  to  the  stables.  Since  Ansel  had  abandoned her  to  do  the  chores  by  herself  yesterday,  Celaena  decided  to  return  the  favor. 

She sighed with contentment as she collapsed atop her bed. 

She  was  later  awoken  by  someone  shaking  her  shoulder—someone  who

smelled like manure. 

“It  had  better  be  afternoon,”  Celaena  said,  rolling  onto  her  stomach  and

burying her face in her pillow. 

Ansel chuckled. “Oh, it’s almost dinner. And the stables and pens are in good

order, no thanks to you.” 

“You left me to do it all yesterday,” Celaena mumbled. 

“Yes, well … I’m sorry.” 

Celaena peeled her face from the pillow to look at Ansel, who stood over the

bed. Ansel twisted her hands. She was wearing her armor again. At the sight of

it, Celaena winced as she recalled what she’d said about her friend’s homeland. 

Ansel tucked her red hair behind her ears. “I shouldn’t have said those things

about you. I don’t think you’re spoiled or selfish.” 

“Oh,  don’t  worry.  I  am—very  much  so.”  Celaena  sat  up.  Ansel  gave  her  a

weak  smile.  “But,”  she  went  on,  “I’m  sorry  for  what  I  said,  too.  I  didn’t  mean it.” 

Ansel nodded, glancing toward the shut door, as if she expected someone to

be there. “I have lots of friends here, but you’re the first  true friend I’ve had. I’ll be sorry to see you go.” 

“I  still  have  five  days,”  Celaena  said.  Given  how  popular  Ansel  was,  it  was surprising—and somewhat relieving—to hear that she’d also felt slightly alone. 

Ansel flicked her eyes to the door again. What was she nervous about? “Try

to remember me fondly, will you?” 

“I’ll try. But it might be hard.” 

Ansel  let  out  a  quiet  laugh  and  took  two  goblets  from  the  table  beneath  the window. “I brought us some wine.” She handed one to Celaena. Ansel lifted her

copper goblet. “To making amends—and fond memories.” 

“To  being  the  most  fearsome  and  imposing  girls  the  world  has  ever  seen.” 

Celaena raised her goblet high before she drank. 

As she swallowed a large mouthful of wine, she had two thoughts. 

The first was that Ansel’s eyes were now filled with unmasked sorrow. 

And the second—which explained the first—was that the wine tasted strange. 

But Celaena didn’t have time to consider what poison it was before she heard

her own goblet clatter to the floor, and the world spun and went black. 
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CHAPTER

10

Someone  was  hammering  against  an  anvil  somewhere  very,  very  close  to  her

head. So close that she felt each beat in her body, the sound shattering through

her mind, stirring her from sleep. 

With  a  jolt,  Celaena  sat  up.  There  was  no  hammer  and  no  anvil—just  a

pounding headache. And there was no assassins’ fortress, only endless miles of

red dunes, and Kasida standing watch over her. Well, at least she wasn’t dead. 

Cursing, she got to her feet. What had Ansel done? 

The moon illuminated enough of the desert for her to see that the assassins’

fortress  was  nowhere  in  sight,  and  that  Kasida’s  saddlebags  were  full  of  her belongings. Except for her sword. She searched and searched, but it wasn’t there. 

Celaena reached for one of her two long daggers, but stiffened when she felt a

scroll of paper tucked into her belt. 

Someone had also left a lantern beside her, and it took only a few moments

for Celaena to get it lit and nestled into the dune. Kneeling before the dim light, 

she  unrolled  the  paper  with  shaking  hands.  It  was  in  Ansel’s  handwriting,  and wasn’t long. 

Celaena read the letter three times to make sure she hadn’t missed something. 

She was being let go—but why? She had the letter of approval, at least, but …
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but what had she done that made it so urgent to get rid of her that he’d drug her

and  then  dump  her  in  the  middle  of  the  desert?  She  had  five  days  left;  he couldn’t have waited for her to leave? 

Her  eyes  burned  as  she  sorted  through  the  events  of  the  past  few  days  for

ways she might have offended the Master. She got to her feet and rifled through

the saddlebags until she pulled out the letter of approval. It was a folded square

of  paper,  sealed  with  sea-green  wax—the  color  of  the  Master’s  eyes.  A  little vain, but …

Her fingers hovered over the seal. If she broke it, then Arobynn might accuse

her of tampering with the letter. But what if it said horrid things about her? Ansel

said  it  was  a  letter  of  approval,  so  it  couldn’t  be  that  bad.  Celaena  tucked  the letter back into the saddlebag. 

Perhaps the Master had also realized that she was spoiled and selfish. Maybe

everyone  had  just  been  tolerating  her,  and  …  maybe  they’d  heard  of  her  fight with Ansel and decided to send her packing. It wouldn’t surprise her. They were

looking out for their own, after all. Never mind that for a while,  she had felt like one  of  their  own—felt,  for  the  first  time  in  a  long,  long  while,  like  she  had  a place  where  she  belonged.  Where  she  might  learn  something  more  than  deceit

and how to end lives. 

But  she’d  been  wrong.  Somehow,  realizing  that  hurt  far  worse  than  the

beating Arobynn had given her. 

Her  lips  trembled,  but  she  squared  her  shoulders  and  scanned  the  night  sky

until  she  found  the  Stag  and  the  crowning  star  that  led  north.  Sighing,  Celaena blew out the lantern, mounted Kasida, and rode into the night. 

She  rode  toward  Xandria,  opting  to  find  a  ship  there  instead  of  braving  the northern trek across the Singing Sands to Yurpa—the port she’d originally sailed

into.  Without  a  guide,  she  didn’t  really  have  much  of  a  choice.  She  took  her time, often walking instead of riding Kasida, who seemed as sad as she was to

leave the Silent Assassins and their luxurious stables. 

The next day, she was a few miles into her late afternoon trek when she heard

the   thump,  thump,  thump.  It  grew  louder,  the  movements  now  edged  with clashing  and  clattering  and  deep  voices.  She  hopped  onto  Kasida’s  back  and

crested a dune. 

In  the  distance,  at  least  two  hundred  men  were  marching—straight  into  the

desert. Some bore red and black banners. Lord Berick’s men. They marched in a

long column, with mounted soldiers galloping along the flanks. Though she had
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never  seen  Berick,  a  quick  examination  of  the  host  showed  no  signs  of  a  lord being present. He must have stayed behind. 

But there was nothing out here. Nothing except for …

Celaena’s mouth went dry. Nothing except for the assassins’ fortress. 

A  mounted  soldier  paused  his  riding,  his  black  mare’s  coat  gleaming  with

sweat. He stared toward her. With her white clothes concealing all of her but her

eyes, he had no way of identifying her, no way of telling what she was. 

Even from the distance, she could see the bow and quiver of arrows he bore. 

How good was his aim? 

She  didn’t  dare  to  move.  The  last  thing  she  needed  was  the  attention  of  all those  soldiers  on  her.  They  all  possessed  broadswords,  daggers,  shields,  and

arrows.  This  definitely  wasn’t  going  to  be  a  friendly  visit,  not  with  this  many men. 

Was  that  why  the  Master  had  sent  her  away?  Had  he  somehow  known  this

would happen and didn’t want her caught up in it? 

Celaena  nodded  to  the  soldier  and  continued  riding  toward  Xandria.  If  the

Master  didn’t  want  anything  to  do  with  her,  then  she  certainly  didn’t  need  to warn  them.  Especially  since  he  probably  knew.  And  he  had  a  fortress  full  of assassins. Two hundred soldiers were nothing compared to seventy or so of the

 sessiz suikast. 

The  assassins  could  handle  themselves.  They  didn’t  need  her.  They’d  made

that clear enough. 

Still,  the  muffled  thump  of  Kasida’s  steps  away  from  the  fortress  became

more and more difficult to bear. 

The  next  morning,  Xandria  was  remarkably  quiet.  At  first,  Celaena  thought  it

was  because  the  citizens  were  all  waiting  for  news  about  the  attack  on  the

assassins, but she soon realized she found it quiet because she had only seen it

on  Market  Day.  The  winding,  narrow  streets  that  had  been  crammed  with

vendors were now empty, littered with errant palm fronds and piles of sand that

slithered in the fierce winds from the sea. 

She bought passage on a ship that would sail to Amier, the port in Melisande

across  the  Gulf  of  Oro.  She’d  hoped  for  a  ship  to  Innish,  another  port,  so  she could inquire after a young healer she’d met on her journey here, but there were

none.  And  with  the  embargo  on  ships  from  Xandria  going  to  other  parts  of

Adarlan’s  empire,  a  distant,  forgotten  port  like  Amier  would  be  her  best  bet. 

From there, she’d travel on Kasida back to Rifthold, hopefully catching another

boat somewhere on the long arm of the Avery River that would take her the last leg to the capital. 

The ship didn’t leave until high tide that afternoon, which left Celaena with a

few hours to wander the city. The Spidersilk merchant was long gone, along with

the cobbler and the temple priestesses. 

Nervous  the  mare  would  be  identified  in  the  city,  but  more  worried  that

someone  would  steal  Kasida  if  she  left  her  unguarded,  Celaena  led  the  horse

through  back  alleys  until  she  found  a  near-private  trough  for  Kasida.  Celaena leaned  against  a  sandstone  wall  as  her  horse  drank  her  fill.  Had  Lord  Berick’s men reached the fortress yet? At the rate they were going, they would probably

arrive  this  night  or  early  tomorrow  morning.  She  just  hoped  the  Master  was

prepared—and that he had at least restocked the flaming wall after the last attack

from  Berick.  Had  he  sent  her  away  for  her  own  safety,  or  was  he  about  to  be blindsided? 

She glanced up at the palace towering over the city. Berick hadn’t been with

his men. Delivering the Mute Master’s head to the King of Adarlan would surely

get the embargo lifted from his city. Was he doing it for the sake of his people, or

for himself? 

But the Red Desert also needed the assassins—and the money and the trade

the foreign emissaries brought in, too. 

Berick  and  the  Master  had  certainly  been  communicating  in  the  past  few

weeks.  What  had  gone  wrong?  Ansel  had  made  another  trip  a  week  ago  to  see

him, and hadn’t mentioned trouble. She’d seemed quite jovial, actually. 

Celaena  didn’t  really  know  why  a  chill  snaked  down  her  spine  in  that

moment.  Or  why  she  found  herself  suddenly  digging  through  the  saddlebags

until she pulled out the Master’s letter of approval, along with the note Ansel had

written her. 

If the Master had known about the attack, he would have been fortifying his

defenses  already;  he  wouldn’t  have  sent  Celaena  away.  She  was  Adarlan’s

greatest  assassin,  and  if  two  hundred  men  were  marching  on  his  fortress,  he’d need  her.  The  Master  wasn’t  proud—not  like  Arobynn.  He  truly  loved  his disciples;  he  looked  after  and  nurtured  them.  But  he’d  never  trained  Ansel. 

Why? 

And  with  so  many  of  his  loved  ones  in  the  fortress,  why  send  only  Celaena

away? Why not send them all? 

Her  heart  beat  so  fast  it  stumbled,  and  Celaena  tore  open  the  letter  of

approval. 

It was blank. 

She flipped the paper over. The other side was also blank. Holding it up to the sun revealed no hidden ink, no watermark. But it had been sealed by him, hadn’t

it? That was  his seal on the—

It was easy to steal a signet ring. She’d done it with Captain Rolfe. And she’d

seen the white line around the Master’s finger—his ring  had been missing. 

But  if  Ansel  had  drugged  her,  and  given  her  a  document  sealed  with  the

Master’s signet ring …

No, it wasn’t possible. And it didn’t make sense. Why would Ansel send her

away and pretend the Master had done it? Unless …

Celaena looked up at Lord Berick’s palace. Unless Ansel hadn’t been visiting

Lord  Berick  on  behalf  of  the  Master  at  all.  Or  maybe  she  had  at  first,  long enough  to  gain  the  Master’s  trust.  But  while  the  Master  thought  she  was

mending  the  relationships  between  them,  Ansel  was  really  doing  quite  the

opposite.  And  that  Spidersilk  merchant  had  mentioned  something  about  a  spy

among the assassins—a spy working for Berick. But why? 

Celaena didn’t have time to ponder it. Not with two hundred men so close to

the  fortress.  She  might  have  questioned  Lord  Berick,  but  that,  too,  would  take precious time. 

One  warrior  might  not  make  a  difference  against  two  hundred,  but  she  was

Celaena  Sardothien.  That  had  to  count  for  something.  That   did  count  for something. 

She mounted Kasida and turned her toward the city gates. 

“Let’s see how fast you can run,” she whispered into the mare’s ear, and took

off. 

CHAPTER

11

Like a shooting star across a red sky, Kasida flew over the dunes, and made the

jump across the Cleaver as if she were leaping over a brook. They paused only

long  enough  for  the  horse  to  rest  and  fill  up  on  water,  and  though  Celaena apologized to the mare for pushing her so hard, Kasida never faltered. She, too, 

seemed to sense the urgency. 

They rode through the night, until the crimson dawn broke over the dunes and

smoke stained the sky, and the fortress spread before them. 

Fires burned here and there, and shouts rang out, along with the clashing of

weapons.  The  assassins  hadn’t  yielded  yet,  though  their  walls  had  been

breached.  A  few  bodies  littered  the  sand  leading  up  to  the  gates,  but  the  gates themselves  showed  no  sign  of  a  forced  entry—as  if  someone  had  left  them

unlocked. 

Celaena dismounted Kasida before the final dune, leaving the horse to either

follow or find her own path, and crept the rest of the way into the fortress. She

paused  long  enough  to  swipe  a  sword  from  a  dead  soldier  and  tuck  it  into  her belt. It was cheaply made and unbalanced, but the point was sharp enough to do

the job. From the muffled clopping of hooves behind her, she knew Kasida had

followed. Still, Celaena didn’t dare take her eyes away from the scene before her

as she drew her two long daggers. 

Inside  the  walls,  bodies  were  everywhere—assassin  and  soldier  alike. 

Otherwise, the main courtyard was empty, its little rivers now flowing red. She

tried her best not to look too closely at the faces of the fallen. 

Fires smoldered, most of them just smoking piles of ash. Charred remnants of

arrows revealed that they’d probably been ablaze when they hit. Every step into

the  courtyard  felt  like  a  lifetime.  The  shouts  and  clanging  weapons  came  from other  parts  of  the  fortress.  Who  was  winning?  If  all  the  soldiers  had  gotten  in with so few dead on the sand, then someone  had to have let them in—probably

in  the  dead  of  night.  How  long  had  it  taken  before  the  night  watch  spotted  the soldiers creeping inside? … Unless the night watch had been dispatched before

they could sound the alarm. 

But, as Celaena took step after step, she realized that the question she  should

be asking was far worse.  Where is the Master? 

That was what Lord Berick had wanted—the Master’s head. 

And Ansel …

Celaena  didn’t  want  to  finish  that  thought.  Ansel  hadn’t  sent  her  away

because of this. Ansel couldn’t be behind this. But …

Celaena  started  sprinting  for  the  Master’s  greeting  room,  heedless  of  the

noise.  Blood  and  destruction  were  everywhere.  She  passed  courtyards  full  of

soldiers and assassins, locked in deadly battle. 

She  was  halfway  up  the  stairs  to  the  Master’s  room  when  a  soldier  came

rushing  down  them,  his  blade  drawn.  She  ducked  the  blow  for  her  head  and

struck low and deep, her long dagger burying itself into his gut. With the heat, 

the  soldiers  had  forgone  metal  armor—and  their  leather  armor  couldn’t  turn  a

blade made with Adarlanian steel. 

She  jumped  aside  as  he  groaned  and  tumbled  down  the  steps.  She  didn’t

bother sparing him a final look as she continued her ascent. The upper level was

completely silent. 

Her  breath  sharp  in  her  throat,  she  careened  toward  the  open  doors  of  the

greeting  room.  The  two  hundred  soldiers  were  meant  to  destroy  the  fortress—

and provide a distraction. The Master could have been unguarded with everyone

focused  on  the  attack.  But  he  was  still  the  Master.  How  could  Ansel  expect  to best him? 

Unless  she  used  that  drug  on  him  as  well.  How  else  would  she  be  able  to

disarm him and catch him unawares? 

Celaena hurled herself through the open wooden doors and nearly tripped on

the body prostrate between them. 

Mikhail  lay  on  his  back,  his  throat  slit,  eyes  staring  up  at  the  tiled  ceiling. 

Dead. Beside him was Ilias, struggling to rise as he clutched his bleeding belly. 

Celaena bit back her cry, and Ilias raised his head, blood dripping from his lips. 

She made to kneel beside him, but he grunted, pointing to the room ahead. 

To his father. 

The  Master  lay  on  his  side  atop  the  dais,  his  eyes  open  and  his  robes  still unstained  by  blood.  But  he  had  the  stillness  of  one  drugged—paralyzed  by

whatever Ansel had given him. 

The  girl  stood  over  him,  her  back  to  Celaena  as  she  talked,  swift  and  quiet. 

Babbling.  She  clenched  her  father’s  sword  in  one  hand,  the  bloodied  blade
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drooping  toward  the  floor.  The  Master’s  eyes  shifted  to  Celaena’s  face,  then  to his  son.  They  were  filled  with  pain.  Not  for  himself,  but  for  Ilias—for  his bleeding  boy.  He  looked  back  to  Celaena’s  face,  his  sea-green  eyes  now

pleading.  Save my son. 

Ansel took a deep breath and the sword rose in the air, making to slice off the

Master’s head. 

Celaena  had  a  heartbeat  to  flip  the  knife  in  her  hands.  She  cocked  her  wrist and let it fly. 

The  dagger  slammed  into  Ansel’s  forearm,  exactly  where  Celaena  had  aimed. 

Ansel  let  out  a  cry,  her  fingers  splaying.  Her  father’s  sword  clattered  to  the ground.  Her  face  went  white  with  shock  as  she  whirled,  clutching  the  bleeding wound,  but  the  expression  shifted  into  something  dark  and  unyielding  as  she

beheld Celaena. Ansel scrambled for her fallen blade. 

But Celaena was already running. 

Ansel grabbed her sword, dashing back to the Master and lifting it high over

her head. She plunged the sword toward the Master’s neck. 

Celaena  managed  to  tackle  her  before  the  blade  struck,  sending  them  both

crashing to the floor. Cloth and steel and bone, twisting and rolling. She brought

her legs up high enough to kick Ansel. The girls split apart, and Celaena was on

her feet the moment she stopped moving. 

But  Ansel  was  already  standing,  her  sword  still  in  her  hands,  still  between

Celaena  and  the  paralyzed  Master.  The  blood  from  Ansel’s  arm  dripped  to  the

floor. 

They  panted,  and  Celaena  steadied  her  reeling  head.  “Don’t  do  it,”  she

breathed. 

Ansel let out a low laugh. “I thought I told you to go home.” 

Celaena  drew  the  sword  from  her  belt.  If  only  she  had  a  blade  like  Ansel’s, not some bit of scrap metal. It shook in her hands as she realized who, exactly, 

stood between her and the Master. Not some nameless soldier, not some stranger, 

or a person she’d been hired to kill. But Ansel. 

“Why?” Celaena whispered. 

Ansel cocked her  head, raising her  sword a bit  higher. “Why?”  Celaena had

never  seen  anything  more  hideous  than  the  hate  that  twisted  Ansel’s  face. 

“Because Lord Berick promised me a thousand men to march into the Flatlands, 

that’s  why.  Stealing  those  horses  was  exactly  the  public  excuse  he  needed  to

attack this fortress. And all I had to do was take care of the guards and leave the gate  open  last  night.  And  bring  him  this.”  She  gestured  with  her  sword  to  the Master behind her. “The Master’s head.” She ran an eye up and down Celaena’s

body,  and  Celaena  hated  herself  for  trembling  further.  “Put  down  your  sword, 

Celaena.” 

Celaena didn’t move. “Go to hell.” 

Ansel  chuckled.  “I’ve  been  to  hell.  I  spent  some  time  there  when  I  was

twelve,  remember?  And  when  I  march  into  the  Flatlands  with  Berick’s  troops, 

I’ll see to it that High King Loch sees a bit of hell, too. But first …” 

She  turned  to  the  Master  and  Celaena  sucked  in  a  breath.  “Don’t,”  Celaena said. From this distance, Ansel would kill him before she could do anything to

stop her. 

“Just look the other way, Celaena.” Ansel stepped closer to the man. 

“If  you  touch  him,  I’ll  put  this  sword  through  your  neck,”  Celaena  snarled. 

The words shook, and she blinked away the building moisture in her eyes. 

Ansel looked over her shoulder. “I don’t think you will.” 

Ansel  took  another  step  closer  to  the  Master,  and  Celaena’s  second  dagger

flew. It grazed the side of Ansel’s armor, leaving a long mark before it clattered

to a stop at the foot of the dais. 

Ansel paused, giving Celaena a faint smile. “You missed.” 

“Don’t do it.” 

“Why?” 

Celaena put a hand over her heart, tightly gripping her sword with the other. 

“Because  I  know  what  it  feels  like.”  She  dared  another  step.  “Because  I   know how it feels to have that kind of hate, Ansel. I know how it feels. And this isn’t

the way.  This,”  she said louder, gesturing to the fortress and all the corpses in it, all the soldiers and assassins still fighting. “This is not the way.” 

“Says the assassin,” Ansel spat. 

“I’ve  become  an  assassin  because  I  had  no  choice.  But   you  have  a  choice, Ansel. You’ve always had a choice. Please don’t kill him.” 

 Please don’t make me kill you was what she truly meant to say. 

Ansel  shut  her  eyes.  Celaena  steadied  her  wrist,  testing  the  balance  of  her

blade, trying to get a sense of its weight. When Ansel opened her eyes, there was

little of the girl she’d grown to care for over the past month. 

“These  men,”  Ansel  said,  her  sword  rising  higher.  “These  men  destroy

 everything.” 

“I know.” 

“You  know,  and  yet  you  do  nothing!  You’re  just  a  dog  chained  to  your master.”  She  closed  the  distance  between  them,  her  sword  lowering.  Celaena

almost sagged with relief, but didn’t lighten her grip on her own blade. Ansel’s

breathing was ragged. “You could come with me.” She brushed back a strand of

Celaena’s  hair.  “The  two  of  us  alone  could  conquer  the  Flatlands—and  with

Lord  Berick’s  troops  …”  Her  hand  grazed  Celaena’s  cheek,  and  Celaena  tried

not  to  recoil  at  the  touch  and  at  the  words  that  came  out  of  Ansel’s  mouth.  “I would make you my right hand. We’d take the Flatlands back.” 

“I  can’t,”  Celaena  answered,  even  though  she  could  see  Ansel’s  plan  with

perfect clarity—even if it was tempting. 

Ansel  stepped  back.  “What  does  Rifthold  have  that’s  so  special?  How  long

will you bow and scrape for that monster?” 

“I can’t go with you, and you know it. So take your troops and leave, Ansel.” 

She watched the expressions flitter across Ansel’s face. Hurt. Denial. Rage. 

“So be it,” Ansel said. 

She  struck,  and  Celaena  only  had  time  to  tilt  her  head  to  dodge  the  hidden dagger  that  shot  out  of  Ansel’s  wrist.  The  blade  grazed  her  cheek,  and  blood warmed her face. Her  face. 

Ansel  swiped  with  her  sword,  so  close  that  Celaena  had  to  flip  herself

backward.  She  landed  on  her  feet,  but  Ansel  was  fast  and  near  enough  that

Celaena could only bring up her blade. Their swords met. 

Celaena spun, shoving Ansel’s sword from hers. Ansel stumbled, and Celaena

used  the  moment  to  gain  the  advantage,  striking  again  and  again.  Ansel’s

superior blade was hardly impacted. 

They  passed  the  prostrate  Master  and  the  dais.  Celaena  dropped  to  the

ground,  swiping  at  Ansel  with  a  leg.  Ansel  leapt  back,  dodging  the  blow. 

Celaena used the precious seconds to snatch her fallen dagger from where it lay

on the dais steps. 

When Ansel struck again, she met the crossed blades of Celaena’s sword and

dagger. 

Ansel  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “How  do  you  imagine  this  ending?”  She  pressed

Celaena’s blades. “Or is it a fight to the death?” 

Celaena  braced  her  feet  against  the  floor.  She’d  never  known  Ansel  was  so

strong—or  so  much  taller  than  her.  And  Ansel’s  armor—how  would  she  get

through   that?   There  was  a  joint  between  the  armpit  and  the  ribs—and  then around her neck …

“You tell me,” Celaena said. The blood from her cheek slid down her throat. 

“You seem to have everything planned.” 

“I tried to protect you.” Ansel shoved hard against Celaena’s blades, but not strongly enough to dislodge them. “And you came back anyway.” 

“You  call  that  protection?  Drugging  me  and  leaving  me  in  the  desert?” 

Celaena bared her teeth. 

But before she could launch another assault, Ansel struck with her free hand, 

right across the X made by their weapons, her fist slamming between Celaena’s

eyes. 

Celaena’s head snapped back, the world flashing, and she landed hard on her

knees. Her sword and dagger clattered to the floor. 

Ansel  was  on  her  in  a  second,  her  bloodied  arm  across  Celaena’s  chest,  the

other hand pressing the edge of her sword against Celaena’s unmarred cheek. 

“Give me one reason not to kill you right here,” Ansel whispered into her ear, 

kicking away Celaena’s sword. Her fallen dagger still lay near them, just out of

reach. 

Celaena struggled, trying to put some distance between Ansel’s sword and her

face. 

“Oh,  how  vain  can  you   be?”   Ansel  said,  and  Celaena  winced  as  the  sword dug  into  her  skin.  “Afraid  I’ll  scar  your  face?”  Ansel  angled  the  sword

downward, the blade now biting into Celaena’s throat. “What about your neck?” 

“Stop it.” 

“I didn’t want it to end this way between us. I didn’t want you to be a part of

this.” 

Celaena  believed  her.  If  Ansel  wanted  to  kill  her,  she  would  have  done  it

already. If she wanted to kill the Master, she would have done that already, too. 

And all of this waffling between sadistic hate and passion and regret … “You’re

insane,” Celaena said. 

Ansel snorted. 

“Who  killed  Mikhail?”  Celaena  demanded.  Anything  to  keep  her  talking,  to

keep her focused on herself. Because just a few feet away lay her dagger …

“I did,” Ansel said. A little of the fierceness faded from her voice. Her back

pressed  against  Ansel’s  chest,  Celaena  couldn’t  be  sure  without  seeing  Ansel’s face,  but  she  could  have  sworn  the  words  were  tinged  with  remorse.  “When

Berick’s men attacked, I made sure that I was the one who notified the Master; 

the  fool  didn’t  sniff  once  at  the  water  jug  he  drank  from  before  he  went  to  the gates. But then Mikhail figured out what I was doing and burst in here—too late

to stop the Master from drinking, though. And then Ilias just … got in the way.” 

Celaena  looked  at  Ilias,  who  still  lay  on  the  ground—still  breathing.  The

Master watched his son, his eyes wide and pleading. If someone didn’t staunch Ilias’s bleeding, he’d die soon. The Master’s fingers twitched slightly, making a

curving motion. 

“How  many  others  did  you  kill?”  Celaena  asked,  trying  to  keep  Ansel

distracted  as  the  Master  made  the  motion  again.  A  kind  of  slow,  strange

wriggling …

“Only them. And the three on the night watch. I let the soldiers do the rest.” 

The Master’s finger twisted and slithered … like a snake. 

One strike—that was all it would take. Just like the asp. 

Ansel was fast. Celaena had to be faster. 

“You  know  what,  Ansel?”  Celaena  breathed,  memorizing  the  motions  she’d

have  to  make  in  the  next  few  seconds,  imagining  her  muscles  moving,  praying

not to falter, to stay focused. 

Ansel pressed the edge of the blade into Celaena’s throat. “What,  Celaena?” 

“You want to know what the Master taught me during all those lessons?” 

She felt Ansel tense, felt the question distract her. It was all the opportunity

she needed. 

“This.” Celaena twisted, slamming her shoulder into Ansel’s torso. Her bones

connected against the armor with a jarring thud, and the sword cut into Celaena’s

neck, but Ansel lost her balance and teetered back. Celaena hit Ansel’s fingers so

hard they dropped the sword right into Celaena’s waiting hand. 

In a flash, like a snake turning in on itself, Celaena pinned Ansel facedown on

the ground, her father’s sword now pressed against the back of her neck. 

Celaena hadn’t realized how silent the room was until she was kneeling there, 

one  knee  holding  Ansel  to  the  ground,  the  other  braced  on  the  floor.  Blood

seeped from where the sword tip rested against Ansel’s tan neck, redder than her

hair. “Don’t do it,” Ansel whispered, in that voice that she’d so often heard—that

girlish, carefree voice. But had it always been a performance? 

Celaena pushed harder and Ansel sucked in a breath, closing her eyes. 

Celaena  tightened  her  grip  on  the  sword,  willing  steel  into  her  veins.  Ansel should die; for what she’d done, she deserved to die. And not just for all those

assassins  lying  dead  around  them,  but  also  for  the  soldiers  who’d  spent  their lives for her agenda. And for Celaena herself, who, even as she knelt there, felt

her heart breaking. Even if she didn’t put the sword through Ansel’s neck, she’d

still lose her. She’d already lost her. 

But maybe the world had lost Ansel long before today. 

Celaena  couldn’t  stop  her  lips  from  trembling  as  she  asked,  “Was  it  ever

real?” 

Ansel  opened  an  eye,  staring  at  the  far  wall.  “There  were  some  moments

when it was. The moment I sent you away, it was real.” 

Celaena reined in her sob and took a long, steadying breath. Slowly, she lifted

the sword from Ansel’s neck—only a fraction of an inch. 

Ansel made to move, but Celaena pressed the steel against her skin again, and

she went still. From outside came cries of victory—and concern—in voices that

sounded hoarse from disuse. The assassins had won. How long before they got

here? If they saw Ansel, saw what she had done … they’d kill her. 

“You have five minutes to pack your things and leave the fortress,” Celaena

said  quietly.  “Because  in  twenty  minutes,  I’m  going  up  to  the  battlements  and I’m going to fire an arrow at you. And you’d better hope that you’re out of range

by then, because if you’re not, that arrow is going straight through your neck.” 

Celaena lifted the sword. Ansel slowly got to her feet, but didn’t flee. It took

Celaena a heartbeat to realize she was waiting for her father’s sword. 

Celaena  looked  at  the  wolf-shaped  hilt  and  the  blood  staining  the  steel.  The one  tie  Ansel  had  left  to  her  father,  her  family,  and  whatever  twisted  shred  of hope burned in her heart. 

Celaena turned the blade and handed it hilt-first to Ansel. The girl’s eyes were

damp as she took the sword. She opened her mouth, but Celaena cut her off. “Go

home, Ansel.” 

Ansel’s  face  went  white  again.  She  sheathed  the  sword  at  her  side.  She

glanced  at  Celaena  only  once  before  she  took  off  at  a  sprint,  leaping  over

Mikhail’s corpse as if he were nothing more than a bit of debris. 

Then she was gone. 
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Celaena rushed to Ilias, who moaned as she turned him over. The wound in his

stomach was still bleeding. She ripped strips from her tunic, which was already

soaked with blood, and shouted for help as she bound him tightly. 

There was a scrape of cloth on stone, and Celaena looked over her shoulder to

see the Master trying to drag himself across the stones to his son. The paralytic

must be wearing off. 

Five bloodied assassins came rushing up the stairs, eyes wide and faces pale

as they beheld Mikhail and Ilias. Celaena left Ilias in their care as she dashed to

the Master. 

“Don’t move,” she told him, wincing as blood from her face dripped onto his

white clothes. “You might hurt yourself.” She scanned the podium for any sign

of the poison, and rushed to the fallen bronze goblet. A few sniffs revealed that

the wine had been laced with a small amount of gloriella, just enough to paralyze

him,  not  kill  him.  Ansel  must  have  wanted  him  completely  prone  before  she

killed  him—she  must  have  wanted  him  to   know  she  was  the  one  who  had betrayed  him.  To  have  him  conscious  while  she  severed  his  head.  How  had  he

not  noticed  it  before  he  drank?  Perhaps  he  wasn’t  as  humble  as  he  seemed; 

perhaps he’d been arrogant enough to believe that he was safe here. “It’ll wear

off soon,” she told the Master, but she still called for an antidote to speed up the

process. One of the assassins took off at a run. 

She sat by the Master, one hand clutching her bleeding neck. The assassins at

the other end of the room carried Ilias out, stopping to reassure the Master that

his son would be fine. 

Celaena nearly groaned with relief at that, but straightened as a dry, calloused

hand wrapped around hers, squeezing faintly. She looked down into the face of

the  Master,  whose  eyes  shifted  to  the  open  door.  He  was  reminding  her  of  the promise she’d made. Ansel had been given twenty minutes to clear firing range. 

It was time. 
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Ansel was already a dark blur in the distance, Hisli galloping as if demons were

biting  at  her  hooves.  She  was  heading  northwest  over  the  dunes,  toward  the

Singing  Sands,  to  the  narrow  bridge  of  feral  jungle  that  separated  the  Deserted Land  from  the  rest  of  the  continent,  and  then  the  open  expanse  of  the  Western Wastes beyond them. Toward Briarcliff. 

Atop the battlements, Celaena drew an arrow from her quiver and nocked it

into her bow. 

The  bowstring  moaned  as  she  pulled  it  back,  farther  and  farther,  her  arm

straining. 

Focusing upon the tiny figure atop the dark horse, Celaena took aim. 

In the silence of the fortress, the bowstring twanged like a mournful harp. 

The  arrow  soared,  turning  relentlessly.  The  red  dunes  passed  beneath  in  a  blur, closing  the  distance.  A  sliver  of  winged  darkness  edged  with  steel.  A  quick, bloody death. 

Hisli’s  tail  flicked  to  the  side  as  the  arrow  buried  itself  in  the  sand  just  inches behind her rear hooves. 

But Ansel didn’t dare look over her shoulder. She kept riding, and she did not

stop. 

Celaena  lowered  her  bow  and  watched  until  Ansel  disappeared  beyond  the

horizon. One arrow, that had been her promise. 

But  she’d  also  promised  Ansel  that  she  had  twenty  minutes  to  get  out  of

range. 

Celaena had fired after twenty-one. 

The Master called Celaena to his chamber the following morning. It had been a

long  night,  but  Ilias  was  on  the  mend,  the  wound  having  narrowly  missed

puncturing any organs. All of Lord Berick’s soldiers were dead, and were in the

process of being carted back to Xandria as a reminder to Berick to seek the King

of  Adarlan’s  approval  elsewhere.  Twenty  assassins  had  died,  and  a  heavy, 

mourning silence filled the fortress. 

Celaena  sat  on  an  ornately  carved  wooden  chair,  watching  the  Master  as  he stared out the window at the sky. She nearly fell out of her seat when he began

speaking. 

“I  am  glad  you  did  not  kill  Ansel.”  His  voice  was  raw,  and  his  accent  thick with the clipped yet rolling sounds of some language she’d never heard before. 

“I have been wondering when she would decide what to do with her fate.” 

“So you knew—” 

The  Master  turned  from  the  window.  “I  have  known  for  years.  Several

months after Ansel’s arrival, I sent inquiries to the Flatlands. Her family had not

written her any letters, and I was worried that something might have happened.” 

He  took  a  seat  in  a  chair  across  from  Celaena.  “My  messenger  returned  to  me some  months  later,  saying  that  there  was  no  Briarcliff.  The  lord  and  his  eldest daughter  had  been  murdered  by  the  High  King,  and  the  youngest  daughter—

Ansel—was missing.” 

“Why didn’t you ever … confront her?” Celaena touched the narrow scab on

her left cheek. It wouldn’t scar if she looked after it properly. And if it  did  scar

… then maybe she’d hunt down Ansel and return the favor. 

“Because I hoped she would eventually trust me enough to tell me. I had to

give her that chance, even though it was a risk. I hoped she would learn to face

her pain—that she’d learn to endure it.” He smiled sadly at Celaena. “If you can

learn to endure pain, you can survive anything. Some people learn to embrace it

—to  love  it.  Some  endure  it  through  drowning  it  in  sorrow,  or  by  making

themselves forget. Others turn it into anger. But Ansel let her pain become hate, 

and  let  it  consume  her  until  she  became  something  else  entirely—a  person  I

don’t think she ever wished to be.” 

Celaena  absorbed  his  words,  but  set  them  aside  for  consideration  at  a  later

time. “Are you going to tell everyone about what she did?” 

“No. I would spare them that anger. Many believed Ansel was their friend—

and part of me, too, believes that at times she was.” 

Celaena looked at the floor, wondering what to do with the ache in her chest. 

Would turning it into rage, as he said, help her endure it? 

“For  what  it  is  worth,  Celaena,”  he  rasped,  “I  believe  you  were  the  closest thing to a friend Ansel has ever allowed herself to have. And I think she sent you

away because she truly cared for you.” 

She hated her mouth for wobbling. “That doesn’t make it hurt any less.” 

“I didn’t think it would. But I think you will leave a lasting imprint on Ansel’s

heart.  You  spared  her  life,  and  returned  her  father’s  sword.  She  will  not  soon forget that. And maybe when she makes her next move to reclaim her title, she

will remember the assassin from the North and the kindness you showed her, and try to leave fewer bodies in her wake.” 

He walked to a latticework hutch, as if he were giving her the time to regain

her composure, and pulled out a letter. By the time he returned to her, Celaena’s

eyes were clear. “When you give this to your master, hold your head high.” 

She  took  the  letter.  Her  recommendation.  It  seemed  inconsequential  in  the

face of everything that had just happened. “How is it that you’re speaking to me

now? I thought your vow of silence was eternal.” 

He shrugged. “The world seems to think so, but as far as my memory serves

me,  I’ve  never  officially  sworn  to  be  silent.  I  choose  to  be  silent  most  of  the time,  and  I’ve  become  so  used  to  it  that  I  often  forget  I  have  the  capacity  for speech, but there are some times when words are necessary—when explanations

are needed that mere gestures cannot convey.” 

She  nodded,  trying  her  best  to  hide  her  surprise.  After  a  pause,  the  Master said, “If you ever want to leave the North, you will always have a home here. I

promise you the winter months are far better than the summer. And I think my

son  would  be  rather  happy  if  you  decided  to  return,  too.”  He  chuckled,  and

Celaena  blushed.  He  took  her  hand.  “When  you  leave  tomorrow,  you’ll  be

accompanied by a few of my people.” 

“Why?” 

“Because they will be needed to drive the wagon to Xandria. I know that you

are  indentured  to  your  master—that  you  still  owe  him  a  good  deal  of  money

before  you  are  free  to  live  your  own  life.  He’s  making  you  pay  back  a  fortune that he forced you to borrow.” He squeezed her hand before approaching one of

three trunks pushed against the wall. “For saving my life—and sparing hers.” He

flipped open the lid of a trunk, then another, and another. 

Sunlight gleamed on the gold inside, reflecting through the room like light on

water. All that gold … and the piece of Spidersilk the merchant had given her …

she  couldn’t  think  of  the  possibilities  that  wealth  would  open  to  her,  not  right now. 

“When you give your master his letter, also give him this. And tell him that in

the Red Desert, we do not abuse our disciples.” 

Celaena smiled slowly. “I think I can manage that.” 

She looked to the open window, to the world beyond. For the first time in a

long  while,  she  heard  the  song  of  a  northern  wind,  calling  her  home.  And  she was not afraid. 
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The  cavernous  entrance  hall  of  the  Assassins’  Keep  was  silent  as  Celaena

Sardothien stalked across the marble floor, a letter clutched between her fingers. 

No one had greeted her at the towering oak doors save the housekeeper, who’d

taken  her  rain-sodden  cloak—and,  after  getting  a  look  at  the  wicked  grin  on

Celaena’s face, opted not to say anything. 

The doors to Arobynn Hamel’s study lay at the other end of the hall, and were

currently  shut.  But  she  knew  he  was  in  there.  Wesley,  his  bodyguard,  stood

watch  outside,  dark  eyes  unreadable  as  Celaena  strode  toward  him.  Though

Wesley  wasn’t  officially  an  assassin,  she  had  no  doubt  that  he  could  wield  the blades and daggers strapped to his massive body with deadly skill. 

She also had no doubt that Arobynn had eyes at every gate in this city. The

moment she’d stepped into Rifthold, he’d been alerted that she’d at last returned. 

She trailed mud from her wet, filthy boots as she made her way toward the study

doors—and Wesley. 

It had been three months since the night Arobynn had beaten her unconscious

—punishment  for  ruining  his  slave-trade  agreement  with  the  Pirate  Lord, 

Captain  Rolfe.  It  had  been  three  months  since  he’d  shipped  her  off  to  the  Red Desert  to  learn  obedience  and  discipline  and  to  earn  the  approval  of  the  Mute Master of the Silent Assassins. 

The  letter  clutched  in  her  hand  was  proof  that  she  had  done  it.  Proof  that Arobynn hadn’t broken her that night. 

And she couldn’t  wait to see the look on his face when she gave it to him. 

Not  to  mention  when  she  told  him  about  the  three  trunks  of  gold  she’d

brought with her, which were on their way up to her room at this moment. With

a  few  words,  she’d  explain  that  her  debt  to  him  was  now  repaid,  that  she  was going  to  walk  out  of  the  Keep  and  move  into  the  new  apartment  she’d

purchased. That she was free of him. 

Celaena reached the other end of the hall, and Wesley stepped in front of the

study doors. He looked about five years younger than Arobynn, and the slender

scars on his face and hands suggested that the life he’d spent serving the King of the Assassins hadn’t been easy. She suspected there were more scars beneath his

dark clothing—perhaps brutal ones. 

“He’s  busy,”  said  Wesley,  his  hands  hanging  loosely  at  his  sides,  ready  to

reach for his weapons. She might be Arobynn’s protégée, but Wesley had always

made it clear that if she became a threat to his master, he wouldn’t hesitate to end

her.  She  didn’t  need  to  see  him  in  action  to  know  he’d  be  an  interesting

opponent.  She  supposed  that  was  why  he  did  his  training  in  private—and  kept

his  personal  history  a  secret,  too.  The  less  she  knew  about  him,  the  more

advantage Wesley would have if that fight ever came. Clever, and flattering, she

supposed. 

“Nice to see you, too, Wesley,” she said, flashing him a smile. He tensed, but

didn’t  stop  her  as  she  strode  past  him  and  flung  open  the  doors  of  Arobynn’s study. 

The King of the Assassins was seated at his ornate desk, poring over the stack

of papers before him. Without so much as a hello, Celaena strode right up to the

desk and tossed the letter onto the shining wooden surface. 

She  opened  her  mouth,  the  words  near-bursting  out  of  her.  But  Arobynn

merely lifted a finger, smiling faintly, and returned to his papers. Wesley shut the

doors behind her. 

Celaena  froze.  Arobynn  flipped  the  page,  rapidly  scanning  whatever

document was in front of him, and made a vague wave with his hand.  Sit. 

With his attention still on the document he was reading, Arobynn picked up

the  Mute  Master’s  letter  of  approval  and  set  it  atop  a  nearby  stack  of  papers. 

Celaena  blinked.  Once.  Twice.  He  didn’t  look  up  at  her.  He  just  kept  reading. 

The  message  was  clear  enough:  she  was  to  wait  until   he  was  ready.  And  until then,  even  if  she  screamed  until  her  lungs  burst,  he  wouldn’t  acknowledge  her existence. 

So Celaena sat down. 

Rain plinked against the windows of the study. Seconds passed, then minutes. 

Her plans for a grand speech with sweeping gestures faded into silence. Arobynn

read three other documents before he even picked up the Mute Master’s letter. 

And as he read it, she could only think of the last time she’d sat in this chair. 

She looked at the exquisite red carpet beneath her feet. Someone had done a

splendid job of getting all the blood out. How much of the blood on the carpet

had been hers—and how much of it had belonged to Sam Cortland, her rival and

coconspirator  in  the  destruction  of  Arobynn’s  slave  agreement?  She  still  didn’t know  what  Arobynn  had  done  to  him  that  night.  When  she’d  arrived  just  now, 

she hadn’t seen Sam in the entrance hall. But then again, she hadn’t seen any of the other assassins who lived here. So maybe Sam was busy. She  hoped he was

busy, because that would mean he was alive. 

Arobynn  finally  looked  at  her,  setting  aside  the  Mute  Master’s  letter  as  if  it were nothing more than a scrap of paper. She kept her back straight and her chin

upheld, even as Arobynn’s silver eyes scanned every inch of her. They lingered

the longest on the narrow pink scar across the side of her neck, inches away from

her jaw and ear. “Well,” Arobynn said at last, “I thought you’d be tanner.” 

She  almost  laughed,  but  she  kept  a  tight  rein  on  her  features.  “Head-to-toe

clothes to avoid the sun,” she explained. Her words were quieter—weaker—than

she  wanted.  The  first  words  she’d  spoken  to  him  since  he’d  beaten  her  into

oblivion. They weren’t exactly satisfying. 

“Ah,”  he  said,  his  long,  elegant  fingers  twisting  a  golden  ring  around  his

forefinger. 

She  sucked  in  a  breath  through  her  nose,  remembering  all  that  she’d  been

burning  to  say  to  him  these  past  few  months  and  during  the  journey  back  to Rifthold. A few sentences, and it would be over. More than eight years with him, 

finished with a string of words and a mountain of gold. 

She braced herself to begin, but Arobynn spoke first. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

Yet again, the words vanished from her lips. 

His eyes were intent on hers, and he stopped toying with his ring. “If I could

take back that night, Celaena, I would.” He leaned over the edge of the desk, his

hands  now  forming  fists.  The  last  time  she’d  seen  those  hands,  they’d  been

smeared with her blood. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Arobynn  repeated.  He  was  nearly  twenty  years  her  senior,  and

though his red hair had a few strands of silver, his face remained young. Elegant, 

sharp  features,  blazingly  clear  gray  eyes  …  He  might  not  have  been  the

handsomest man she’d ever seen, but he was one of the most alluring. 

“Every day,” he went on. “Every day since you left, I’ve gone to the temple

of Kiva to pray for forgiveness.” She might have snorted at the idea of the King

of the Assassins kneeling before a statue of the God of Atonement, but his words

were so raw. Was it possible that he actually regretted what he had done? 

“I  shouldn’t  have  let  my  temper  get  the  better  of  me.  I  shouldn’t  have  sent you away.” 

“Then  why  didn’t  you  retrieve  me?”  It  was  out  before  she  had  a  chance  to

control the snap in her voice. 

Arobynn’s  eyes  narrowed  slightly,  as  close  to  a  wince  as  he’d  let  himself

come,  she  supposed.  “With  the  time  it’d  take  for  the  messengers  to  track  you down, you probably would have been on your way home, anyway.” 

She clenched her jaw. An easy excuse. 

He  read  the  ire  in  her  eyes—and  her  disbelief.  “Allow  me  to  make  it  up  to you.”  He  rose  from  his  leather  chair  and  strode  around  the  desk.  His  long  legs and  years  of  training  made  his  movements  effortlessly  graceful,  even  as  he

swiped a box off the edge of the table. He sank to one knee before her, his face

near level with hers. She’d forgotten how tall he was. 

He  extended  the  gift  to  her.  The  box  in  itself  was  a  work  of  art,  inlaid  with mother-of-pearl, but she kept her face blank as she flipped open the lid. 

An  emerald-and-gold  brooch  glittered  in  the  gray  afternoon  light.  It  was

stunning, the work of a master craftsman—and she instantly knew what dresses

and tunics it would best complement. He’d bought it because he also knew her

wardrobe,  her  tastes,  everything  about  her.  Of  all  the  people  in  the  world,  only Arobynn knew the absolute truth. 

“For you,” he said. “The first of many.” She was keenly aware of each of his

movements,  and  braced  herself  as  he  lifted  a  hand,  carefully  bringing  it  to  her face.  He  brushed  a  finger  from  her  temple  down  to  the  arc  of  her  cheekbones. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered again, and Celaena raised her eyes to his. 

Father,  brother,  lover—he’d  never  really  declared  himself  any  of  them. 

Certainly not the lover part, though if Celaena had been another sort of girl, and

if  Arobynn  had  raised  her  differently,  perhaps  it  might  have  come  to  that.  He loved her like family, yet he put her in the most dangerous positions. He nurtured

and educated her, yet he’d obliterated her innocence the first time he’d made her

end a life. He’d given her everything, but he’d also taken everything away. She

could no sooner sort out her feelings toward the King of the Assassins than she

could count the stars in the sky. 

Celaena turned her face away, and Arobynn rose to his feet. He leaned against

the edge of the desk, smiling faintly at her. “I’ve another gift, if you’d like it.” 

All those months of daydreaming about leaving, about paying off her debts …

Why couldn’t she open her mouth and just  tell him? 

“Benzo  Doneval  is  coming  to  Rifthold,”  Arobynn  said.  Celaena  cocked  her

head.  She’d  heard  of  Doneval—he  was  an  immensely  powerful  businessman

from  Melisande,  a  country  far  to  the  southwest,  and  one  of  Adarlan’s  newer

conquests. 

“Why?” she asked quietly—carefully. 

Arobynn’s  eyes  glittered.  “He’s  a  part  of  a  large  convoy  that  Leighfer

Bardingale  is  leading  to  the  Capital.  Leighfer  is  good  friends  with  the  former

Queen of Melisande, who asked her to come here to plead their case before the King  of  Adarlan.”  Melisande,  Celaena  recalled,  was  one  of  the  few  kingdoms

whose  royal  family  had  not  been  executed.  Instead,  they’d  handed  over  their

crowns  and  sworn  loyalty  to  the  King  of  Adarlan  and  his  conquering  legions. 

She couldn’t tell what was worse: a quick beheading, or yielding to the king. 

“Apparently,” Arobynn went on, “the convoy will attempt to demonstrate  all

that  Melisande  has  to  offer—culture,  goods,  wealth—in  order  to  convince  the

king to grant them the permission and resources required to build a road. Given

that the young Queen of Melisande is now a mere figurehead, I’ll admit that I’m

impressed by her ambition—and her brazenness in asking the king.” 

Celaena bit her lip, visualizing the map of their continent. “A road to connect

Melisande  to  Fenharrow  and  Adarlan?”  For  years,  trade  with  Melisande  had

been tricky due to its location. Bordered by near-impassable mountains and the

Oakwald Forest, most of their trade had been reduced to whatever they could get

out of their ports. A road might change all of that. A road could make Melisande

rich—and influential. 

Arobynn nodded. “The convoy will be here for a week, and they have parties

and  markets  planned,  including  a  gala  three  days  from  now  to  celebrate  the

Harvest  Moon.  Perhaps  if  the  citizens  of  Rifthold  fall  in  love  with  their  goods, then the king will take their case seriously.” 

“So what does Doneval have to do with the road?” 

Arobynn shrugged. “He’s here to discuss business arrangements in Rifthold. 

And probably also to undermine his former wife, Leighfer. And to complete one

very specific piece of business that made Leighfer want to dispatch him.” 

Celaena’s brows rose.  A gift, Arobynn had said. 

“Doneval is traveling with some very sensitive documents,” Arobynn said so

quietly that the rain lashing the window nearly drowned out his words. “Not only

would  you  need  to  dispatch  him,  but  you’d  also  be  asked  to  retrieve  the

documents.” 

“What sort of documents?” 

His  silver  eyes  brightened.  “Doneval  wants  to  set  up  a  slave-trade  business

between himself and someone in Rifthold. If the road is approved and built, he

wants to be the first in Melisande to profit off the import and export of slaves. 

The documents, apparently, contain proof that certain influential Melisanders in

Adarlan  are  opposed  to  the  slave  trade.  Considering  the  lengths  the  King  of

Adarlan has already gone to punish those who speak against his policies … Well, 

knowing who stands against him regarding the slaves—especially when it seems

like  they’re  taking  steps  to   help  free  the  slaves  from  his  grasp—is  information

that  the  king  would  be   extremely  interested  in  learning.  Doneval  and  his  new business  partner  in  Rifthold  plan  to  use  that  list  to  blackmail  those  people  into changing  their  minds—into  stopping  their  resistance  and  investing  with  him  to

build  the  slave  trade  in  Melisande.  Or,  if  they  refuse,  Leighfer  believes  her former husband will make sure the king gets that list of names.” 

Celaena  swallowed  hard.  Was  this  a  peace  offering,  then?  Some  indication

that Arobynn actually had changed his mind about the slave trade and forgiven

her for Skull’s Bay? 

But to get tangled up in this sort of thing again … “What’s Bardingale’s stake

in this?” she asked carefully. “Why hire us to kill him?” 

“Because  Leighfer  doesn’t  believe  in  slavery,  and  she  wants  to  protect  the

people  on  that  list—people  who  are  preparing  to  take  the  necessary  steps  to

soften  the  blow  of  slavery  in  Melisande.  And  possibly  even  smuggle  captured

slaves to safety.” Arobynn spoke like he knew Bardingale personally—like they

were more than business partners. 

“And Doneval’s partner in Rifthold? Who is it?” She had to consider all the

angles before she accepted, had to think it through. 

“Leighfer  doesn’t  know;  her  sources  haven’t  been  able  to  find  a  name  in

Doneval’s  coded  correspondences  with  his  partner.  All  she’s  gleaned  is  that

Doneval  will  exchange  the  documents  with  his  new  business  partner  six  days

from  now  at  his  rented  house,  at  some  point  in  the  day.  She’s  uncertain  what documents his partner is bringing to the table, but she’s betting that it includes a

list  of  important  people  opposed  to  slavery  in  Adarlan.  Leighfer  says  Doneval will  probably  have  a  private  room  in  his  house  to  do  the  swap—perhaps  an

upstairs study or something of the sort. She knows him well enough to guarantee

that.” 

She  was  beginning  to  see  where  this  was  going.  Doneval  was  practically

wrapped  in  a  ribbon  for  her.  All  she  had  to  do  was  find  out  what  time  the meeting would take place, learn his defenses, and figure out a way around them. 

“So  I’m  not  only  to  take  out  Doneval,  but  also  to  wait  until  he’s  done  the exchange so I can get his documents  and whatever documents his partner brings

to  the  table?”  Arobynn  smiled  slightly.  “What  about  his  partner?  Am  I  to

dispatch this person as well?” 

Arobynn’s  smile  became  a  thin  line.  “Since  we  don’t  know  who  he’ll  be

dealing  with,  you  haven’t  been  contracted  to  eliminate  them.  But,  it’s  been

strongly hinted that Leighfer and her allies want the contact dead as well. They

might give you a bonus for it.” 

She studied the emerald brooch in her lap. “And how well will this pay?” 
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“Extraordinarily well.” She heard the smile in his voice, but kept her attention

on the lovely green jewel. “And I won’t take a cut of it. It’s all yours.” 

She  raised  her  head  at  that.  There  was  a  glimmer  of  pleading  in  his  eyes. 

Perhaps  he  truly  was  sorry  for  what  he’d  done.  And  perhaps  he’d  picked  this mission  just  for  her—to  prove,  in  his  way,  that  he  understood  why  she’d  freed those slaves in Skull’s Bay. “I can assume Doneval is well-guarded?” 

“Very,”  Arobynn  said,  fishing  a  letter  from  the  desk  behind  him.  “He’s

waiting to do the deal until after the citywide celebrations, so he can run home

the next day.” 

Celaena  glanced  toward  the  ceiling,  as  if  she  could  see  through  the  wood

beams and into her room on the floor above, where her trunks of gold now sat. 

She didn’t  need the money, but if she were going to pay off her debt to Arobynn, her funds would be severely depleted. And to take this mission wouldn’t just be

about killing—it would be about helping others, too. How many lives would be

destroyed  if  she  didn’t  dispatch  Doneval  and  his  partner  and  retrieve  those

sensitive documents? 

Arobynn approached her again, and she rose from her chair. He brushed her

hair back from her face. “I missed you,” he said. 

He  opened  his  arms  to  her,  but  didn’t  make  a  further  move  to  embrace  her. 

She studied his face. The Mute Master had told her that people dealt with their

pain in different ways—that some chose to drown it, some chose to love it, and

some chose to let it turn into rage. While she had no regrets about freeing those

two  hundred  slaves  from  Skull’s  Bay,  she  had  betrayed  Arobynn  in  doing  it. 

Perhaps hurting her had been his way of coping with the pain of that. 

And  even  though  there  was  no  excuse  in  this  world  for  what  he  had  done, 

Arobynn  was  all  she  had.  The  history  that  lay  between  them,  dark  and  twisted and full of secrets, was forged by more than just gold. And if she left him, if she

paid off her debts right now and never saw him again …

She took a step back, and Arobynn casually lowered his arms, not at all fazed

by her rejection. “I’ll think about taking on Doneval.” It wasn’t a lie. She always

took time to consider her missions—Arobynn had encouraged that from the start. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again. 

Celaena gave him another long look before she left. 

Her exhaustion hit her the moment she began climbing the polished marble steps

of  the  sweeping  grand  staircase.  A  month  of  hard  travel—after  a  month  of

grueling  training  and  heartache.  Every  time  she  saw  the  scar  on  her  neck,  or

touched it, or felt her clothes brush against it, a tremor of pain went through her as she remembered the betrayal that had caused it. She’d believed Ansel was her

friend—a  life-friend,  a  friend  of  the  heart.  But  Ansel’s  need  for  revenge  had been greater than anything else. Still, wherever Ansel now was, Celaena hoped

that she was finally facing what had haunted her for so long. 

A passing servant bowed his head, eyes averted. Everyone who worked here

knew more or less who she was, and would keep her identity secret on pain of

death. Not that there was much of a point to it now, given that every single one

of the Silent Assassins could identify her. 

Celaena  took  a  ragged  breath,  running  a  hand  through  her  hair.  Before

entering the city this morning, she’d stopped at a tavern just outside Rifthold to

bathe, to wash her filthy clothes, to put on some cosmetics. She hadn’t wanted to

stride into the Keep looking like a gutter rat. But she still felt  dirty. 

She passed one of the upstairs drawing rooms, her brows rising at the sound

of a pianoforte and laughing people inside. If Arobynn had company, then why

had he been in his study,  ever so busy, when she arrived? 

Celaena ground her teeth. So that nonsense where he’d made her wait while

he finished his work …

She  clenched  her  hands  into  fists  and  was  about  to  whirl  and  stomp  back

down the stairs to tell Arobynn that she was leaving and that he no longer owned

her, when someone stepped into the elegantly appointed hall. 

Sam Cortland. 

Sam’s brown eyes were wide, his body rigid. As if it took some effort on his

part, he shut the door to the hall washroom and strode toward her, past the teal

velvet  curtains  hanging  on  the  floor-to-ceiling  windows,  past  the  framed

artwork, closer and closer. She remained still, taking in every inch of him before

he stopped a few feet away. 

No  missing  limbs,  no  limp,  no  indication  of  anything  haunting  him.  His

chestnut  hair  had  gotten  a  little  longer,  but  it  suited  him.  And  he  was  tan—

gloriously  tan,  as  if  he’d  spent  the  whole  summer  basking  in  the  sun.  Hadn’t Arobynn punished him at all? 

“You’re back,” Sam said, as if he couldn’t quite believe it. 

She lifted her chin, stuffing her hands in her pockets. “Obviously.” 

He tilted his head slightly to the side. “How was the desert?” 

There  wasn’t  a  scratch  on  him.  Of  course,  her  face  had  healed,  too,  but  …

“Hot,” she said. Sam let out a breathy chuckle. 

It  wasn’t  that  she  was   mad  at  him  for  being  uninjured.  She  was  so  relieved she could have vomited, actually. She just never imagined that seeing him today

would  feel  so  …  strange.  And  after  what  had  happened  with  Ansel,  could  she honestly say that she trusted him? 

In the drawing room a few doors down, a woman let out a shrill giggle. How

was it possible that she could have so many questions and yet so little to say? 

Sam’s eyes slipped from her face to her neck, his brows drawing together for

a heartbeat as he saw the thin new scar. “What happened?” 

“Someone held a sword to my throat.” 

His  eyes  darkened,  but  she  didn’t  want  to  explain  the  long,  miserable  story. 

She didn’t want to talk about Ansel, and she certainly didn’t want to talk about

what had happened with Arobynn that night they’d returned from Skull’s Bay. 

“Are you hurt?” Sam asked quietly, taking another step closer. 

It took her a moment to realize that his imagination had probably taken him to

a far, far worse place when she said someone had held a blade to her throat. 

“No,” she said. “No, not like that.” 

“Then  like  what?”  He  was  now  looking  more  closely  at  her,  at  the  almost

invisible white line along her cheek—another gift from Ansel—at her hands, at

everything. His lean, muscled body tensed. His chest had gotten broader, too. 

“Like none of your business, that’s what,” she retorted. 

“Tell me what happened,” he gritted out. 

She  gave  him  one  of  those  simpering  little  smiles  that  she  knew  he  hated. 

Things hadn’t been bad between them since Skull’s Bay, but after so many years

of  treating  him  awfully,  she  didn’t  know  how  to  slide  back  into  that  newfound respect and camaraderie they’d discovered for each other. “Why should I tell you

anything?” 

“Because,” he hissed, taking another step, “the last time I saw you, Celaena, 

you  were  unconscious  on  Arobynn’s  carpet  and  so  bloodied  up  that  I  couldn’t

see your damn face.” 

He was close enough that she could touch him now. Rain continued beating

against the hall windows, a distant reminder that there was still a world around

them. “Tell me,” he said. 

 I’ll  kill  you!   Sam  had  screamed  it  at  Arobynn  as  the  King  of  the  Assassins beat her. He’d roared it. In those horrible minutes, whatever bond had sprung up

between  her  and  Sam  hadn’t  broken.  He’d  switched  loyalties—he’d  chosen  to

stand by her, fight for  her. If anything,  that made him different from Ansel. Sam could have hurt or betrayed her a dozen times over, but he’d never jumped at the

opportunity. 

A  half  smile  tugged  at  a  corner  of  her  lips.  She’d  missed  him.  Seeing  the

expression  on  her  face,  he  gave  her  a  bewildered  sort  of  grin.  She  swallowed, feeling  the  words  bubbling  up  through  her— I  missed  you—but  the  door  to  the drawing room opened. 

“Sam!” a dark-haired, green-eyed young woman chided, laughter on her lips. 

“There  you—”  The  girl’s  eyes  met  Celaena’s.  Celaena  stopped  smiling  as  she

recognized her. 

A feline sort of smirk spread across the young woman’s stunning features, and

she  slipped  out  of  the  doorway  and  slunk  over  to  them.  Celaena  took  in  each swish of her hips, the elegant angle of her hand, the exquisite dress that dipped

low enough to reveal her generous bosom. “Celaena,” she cooed, and Sam eyed

the two girls warily as she stopped beside him. Too close beside him for a casual

acquaintance. 

“Lysandra,”  Celaena  echoed.  She’d  met  Lysandra  when  they  were  both  ten, 

and  in  the  seven  years  that  they’d  known  each  other,  Celaena  couldn’t  recall  a time when she didn’t want to beat in the girl’s face with a brick. Or throw her out

a window. Or do any of a number of things she’d learned from Arobynn. 

It  didn’t  help  that  Arobynn  had  spent  a  good  deal  of  money  assisting

Lysandra in her rise from street orphan to one of the most anticipated courtesans

in  Rifthold’s  history.  He  was  good  friends  with  Lysandra’s  madam—and  had

been Lysandra’s doting benefactor for years. Lysandra and her madam remained

the only courtesans aware that the girl Arobynn called his “niece” was actually

his  protégée.  Celaena  had  never  learned  why  Arobynn  had  told  them,  but

whenever  she  complained  about  the  risk  of  Lysandra  revealing  her  identity,  he seemed certain she would not. Celaena, not surprisingly, had trouble believing it; 

but perhaps threats from the King of the Assassins were enough to keep even the

loud-mouthed Lysandra silent. 

“I  thought  you’d  been  packed  off  to  the  desert,”  Lysandra  said,  running  a

shrewd eye over Celaena’s clothes. Thank the Wyrd she’d bothered to change at

that tavern. “Is it possible the summer passed  that quickly? I guess when you’re having so much fun …” 

A deadly, vicious sort of calm filled Celaena’s veins. She’d snapped once at

Lysandra—when they were thirteen and Lysandra had snatched a lovely lace fan

right out of Celaena’s hands. The ensuing fight had sent them tumbling down a

flight  of  stairs.  Celaena  had  spent  a  night  in  the  Keep’s  dungeon  for  the  welts she’d left on Lysandra’s face by beating her with the fan itself. 

She tried to ignore how close the girl stood to Sam. He’d always been kind to

the courtesans, and they all adored him. His mother had been one of them, and

had asked Arobynn—a patron of hers—to look after her son. Sam had only been

six  when  she  was  murdered  by  a  jealous  client.  Celaena  crossed  her  arms. 

“Should I bother to ask what you’re doing here?” 

Lysandra  gave  her  a  knowing  smile.  “Oh,  Arobynn”—she  purred  his  name

like they were the most intimate of friends—“threw me a luncheon in honor of

my upcoming Bidding.” 

Of course he did. “He invited your future clients here?” 

“Oh, no.” Lysandra giggled. “This is just for me and the girls. And Clarisse, 

of  course.”  She  used  her  madam’s  name,  too,  like  a  weapon,  a  word  meant  to crush  and  dominate—a  word  that  whispered:   I  am  more  important  than  you;  I have more influence than you; I am everything and you are nothing. 

“Lovely,” Celaena replied. Sam still hadn’t said anything. 

Lysandra  lifted  her  chin,  looking  down  her  delicately  freckled  nose  at

Celaena. “My Bidding is in six days. They expect me to break all the records.” 

Celaena had seen a few young courtesans go through the Bidding process—

girls  trained  until  they  were  seventeen,  when  their  virginity  was  sold  to  the highest bidder. 

“Sam,”  Lysandra  went  on,  putting  a  slender  hand  on  his  arm,  “has  been   so helpful with making sure all the preparations are ready for my Bidding party.” 

Celaena was surprised at the swiftness of her desire to rip that hand right off

Lysandra’s  wrist.  Just  because  he  sympathized  with  the  courtesans  didn’t  mean

he had to be so … friendly with them. 

Sam  cleared  his  throat,  straightening.  “Not  that  helpful.  Arobynn  wanted  to

make sure that the vendors and location were secure.” 

“Important clientele  must be given the best treatment,” Lysandra trilled. “I  do wish I could tell you who will be in attendance, but Clarisse would kill me. It’s

extraordinarily hush-hush and need-to-know.” 

It was enough. One more word out of the courtesan’s mouth, and Celaena was

fairly certain she’d punch Lysandra’s teeth down her throat. Celaena angled her

head,  her  fingers  curling  into  a  fist.  Sam  saw  the  familiar  gesture  and  pried Lysandra’s hand off his arm. “Go back to the luncheon,” he told her. 

Lysandra gave Celaena another one of those smiles, which she then turned on

Sam. “When are you coming back in?” Her full, red lips formed a pout. 

Enough, enough,  enough. 

Celaena turned on her heel. “Enjoy your quality company,” she said over her

shoulder. 

“Celaena,” Sam said. 

But she wouldn’t turn around, not even when she heard Lysandra giggle and

whisper something, not even when all she wanted in the entire world was to grab her dagger and  throw, as hard as she could, right toward Lysandra’s impossibly

beautiful face. 

She’d  always  hated  Lysandra,  she  told  herself.  Always  hated  her.  Her

touching Sam like that,  speaking to Sam like that, it didn’t change things. But …

Though  Lysandra’s  virginity  was  unquestionable—it   had  to  be—there  were

plenty  of  other  things  that  she  could  still  do.  Things  that  she  might  have  done with Sam …

Feeling  sick  and  furious  and  small,  Celaena  reached  her  bedroom  and

slammed the door hard enough to rattle the rain-splattered windows. 

CHAPTER
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The  rain  didn’t  stop  the  next  day,  and  Celaena  awoke  to  a  grumble  of  thunder and a servant setting a long, beautifully wrapped box on her dresser. She opened

the gift as she drank her morning cup of tea, taking her time with the turquoise

ribbon, doing her best to pretend that she wasn’t  that interested in what Arobynn had  sent  her.  None  of  these  presents  came  close  to  earning  any  sort  of

forgiveness.  But  she  couldn’t  contain  her  squeal  when  she  opened  the  box  and found  two  gold  hair  combs  glinting  at  her.  They  were  exquisite,  formed  like

sharp fish fins, each point accentuated with a sliver of sapphire. 

She  nearly  upset  her  breakfast  tray  as  she  rushed  from  the  table  by  the

window to the rosewood vanity. With deft hands, she dragged one of the combs

through  her  hair,  sweeping  it  back  before  she  nimbly  flipped  it  into  place.  She quickly repeated it on the other side of her head, and when she had finished, she

beamed at her reflection. Exotic, beguiling, imperious. 

Arobynn  might  be  a  bastard,  and  he  might  associate  with  Lysandra,  but  he

had  damn  good  taste.  Oh,  it  was  so   nice  to  be  back  in  civilization,  with  her beautiful clothes and shoes and jewels and cosmetics and all the luxuries she’d

had to spend the summer without! 

Celaena  examined  the  ends  of  her  hair  and  frowned.  The  frown  deepened

when  her  attention  shifted  to  her  hands—to  her  shredded  cuticles  and  jagged

nails.  She  let  out  a  low  hiss,  facing  the  windows  along  one  wall  of  her  ornate bedroom. It was early autumn—that meant rain usually hung around Rifthold for

a good couple of weeks. 

Through the low-hanging clouds and the slashing rain, she could see the rest

of  the  capital  city  gleaming  in  the  gray  light.  Pale  stone  houses  stood  tucked together, linked by broad avenues that stretched from the alabaster walls to the

docks  along  the  eastern  quarter  of  the  city,  from  the  teeming  city  center  to  the jumble  of  crumbling  buildings  in  the  slums  at  the  southern  edge,  where  the

Avery River curved inland. Even the emerald roofs on each building seemed cast

in  silver.  The  glass  castle  towered  over  them  all,  its  upper  turrets  shrouded  in
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mist. 

The  convoy  from  Melisande  couldn’t  have  picked  a  worse  time  to  visit.  If

they wanted to have street festivals, they’d find few participants willing to brave

the merciless downpour. 

Celaena slowly removed  the combs from  her hair. The  convoy would arrive

today,  Arobynn  had  told  her  last  night  over  a  private  dinner.  She  still  hadn’t given him an answer about whether she’d take down Doneval in five days, and

he hadn’t pushed her about it. He had been kind and gracious, serving her food

himself, speaking softly to her like she was some frightened pet. 

She glanced again at her hair and nails. A very unkempt, wild-looking pet. 

She  strode  into  her  dressing  room.  She’d  decide  what  to  do  about  Doneval

and  his  agenda  later.  For  now,  not  even  the  rain  would  keep  her  from  a  little pampering. 

The  shop  she  favored  for  her  upkeep  was  ecstatic  to  see  her—and  utterly

horrified at the state of her hair. And nails.  And her eyebrows! She couldn’t have

 bothered to pluck her eyebrows while she was away?  Half a day later—her hair

cut  and  shining,  her  nails  soft  and  gleaming—Celaena  braved  the  sodden  city

streets. 

Even  with  the  rain,  people  found  excuses  to  be  out  and  about  as  the  giant

convoy from Melisande arrived. She paused beneath the awning of a flower shop

where  the  owner  was  standing  on  the  threshold  to  watch  the  grand  procession. 

The Melisanders snaked along the broad avenue that stretched from the western

gate of the city all the way to the castle doors. 

There  were  the  usual  jugglers  and  fire-eaters,  whose  jobs  were  made

infinitely harder by the confounded rain; the dance girls whose billowing pants

were sodden up to the knees; and then the line of Very Important, Very Wealthy

People,  who  were  bundled  under  cloaks  and  didn’t  sit  quite  as  tall  as  they’d probably imagined they would. 

Celaena  tucked  her  numbed  fingers  into  her  tunic  pockets.  Brightly  painted

covered wagons ambled past. Their hatches had all been shut against the weather

—and that meant Celaena would start back to the Keep immediately. 

Melisande  was  known  for  its  tinkerers,  for  clever  hands  that  created  clever

little  devices.  Clockwork  so  fine  you  could  swear  it  was  alive,  musical

instruments so clear and lovely they could shatter your heart, toys so charming

you’d  believe  magic  hadn’t  vanished  from  the  continent.  If  the  wagons  that

contained those things were shut, then she had no interest in watching a parade
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of soaked, miserable people. 

Crowds  were  still  flocking  toward  the  main  avenue,  so  Celaena  took  to

narrow, winding alleys to avoid them. She wondered if Sam was making his way

to  see  the  procession—and  if  Lysandra  was  with  him.  So  much  for  Sam’s

unwavering loyalty. How long had it taken after she’d gone to the desert before

he and Lysandra had become dear,  dear friends? 

Things  had  been  better  when  she  relished  the  thought  of  gutting  him. 

Apparently,  Sam  was  just  as  susceptible  to  a  pretty  face  as  Arobynn  was.  She didn’t know why she’d thought he would be different. She scowled and walked

faster,  her  freezing  arms  crossed  over  her  chest  as  she  hunched  her  shoulders against the rain. 

Twenty minutes later, she was dripping water all over the marble floor of the

Keep’s entranceway. And one minute after that, she was dripping water all over

Arobynn’s  study  carpet  as  she  told  him  that  she  would  take  on  Doneval,  his

slave-trade blackmail documents, and whoever his co-conspirator might be. 

The next morning, Celaena looked down at herself, her mouth caught between a

smile  and  a  frown.  The  neck-to-toe  black  outfit  was  all  made  from  the  same, dark  fabric—as  thick  as  leather,  but  without  the  sheen.  It  was  like  a  suit  of armor,  only  skintight  and  made  from  some  strange  cloth,  not  metal.  She  could feel the weight of her weapons where they were concealed—so neatly that even

someone  patting  her  down  might  think  they  were  merely  ribbing—and  she

swung her arms experimentally. 

“Careful,” the short man in front of her said, his eyes wide. “You might take

off my head.” 

Behind  them,  Arobynn  chuckled  from  where  he  leaned  against  the  paneled

wall of the training room. She hadn’t asked questions when he’d summoned her, 

then  told  her  to  put  on  the  black  suit  and  matching  boots  that  were  lined  with fleece. 

“When  you  want  to  unsheathe  the  blades,”  the  inventor  said,  taking  a  large

step  back,  “it’s  a  downward  sweep,  and  an  extra  flick  of  the  wrist.”  He

demonstrated the motion with his own scrawny arm, and Celaena echoed it. 

She  grinned  as  a  narrow  blade  shot  out  of  a  concealed  flap  in  her  forearm. 

Permanently attached to the suit, it was like having a short sword welded to her

arm.  She  made  the  same  motion  with  the  other  wrist,  and  the  twin  blade

appeared. Some internal mechanism had to be responsible for it—some brilliant

contraption of springs and gears. She gave a few deadly swings in the air in front

of her, reveling in the  whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of the swords. They were finely made, too. She raised her brows in admiration. “How do they go back?” 

“Ah, a little more difficult,” the inventor said. “Wrist angled up, and press this

little button here. It should trigger the mechanism—there you go.” She watched

the  blade  slide  back  into  the  suit,  then  released  and  returned  the  blade  several times. 

The deal with Doneval and his partner was in four days, just long enough for

her  to  try  using  the  new  suit.  Four  days  was  plenty  to  figure  out  his  house’s defenses and learn what time the meeting would take place, especially since she

already knew that it was occurring in some private study. 

At last she looked at Arobynn. “How much is it?” 

He  pushed  off  the  wall.  “It’s  a  gift.  As  are  the  boots.”  She  knocked  a  toe against the tiled floor, feeling the jagged edges and grooves of the soles. Perfect

for  climbing.  The  sheepskin  interior  would  keep  her  feet  at  body  temperature, the  inventor  had  said,  even  if  she  got  them  utterly  soaked.  She’d  never  even heard of a suit like this. It would completely change the way she conducted her

missions. Not that she needed the suit to give her an edge. But she was Celaena

Sardothien,  gods  be  damned,  so  didn’t  she  deserve  the  very  best  equipment? 

With this suit, no one would question her place as Adarlan’s Assassin. Ever. And

if they did … Wyrd help them. 

The inventor asked to take her final measurements, though the ones Arobynn

had  supplied  were  almost  perfect.  She  lifted  her  arms  out  as  he  did  the

measuring, asking him bland questions about his trip from Melisande and what

he  planned  to  sell  here.  He  was  a  master  tinkerer,  he  said—and  specialized  in crafting  things  that  were  believed  to  be  impossible.  Like  a  suit  that  was  both armor  and an armory, and lightweight enough to wear comfortably. 

Celaena  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  Arobynn,  who  had  watched  her

interrogation with a bemused smile. “Are you getting one made?” 

“Of  course.  And  Sam,  too.  Only  the  best  for  my  best.”  She  noticed  that  he

didn’t  say  “assassin”—but  whatever  the  tinkerer  thought  about  who  they  were, 

his face yielded no sign. 

She couldn’t hide her surprise. “You never give Sam gifts.” 

Arobynn shrugged, picking at his nails. “Oh, Sam will be paying for the suit. 

I can’t have my second-best completely vulnerable, can I?” 

She hid her shock better this time. A suit like this had to cost a small fortune. 

Materials  aside,  just  the  hours  it  must  have  taken  the  tinkerer  to  create  it  …

Arobynn had to have commissioned them immediately after he’d sent her to the

Red Desert. Perhaps he truly felt bad about what happened. But to force Sam to
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buy it …

The  clock  chimed  eleven,  and  Arobynn  let  out  a  long  breath.  “I  have  a

meeting.”  He  waved  a  ringed  hand  to  the  tinkerer.  “Give  the  bill  to  my

manservant  when  you’re  done.”  The  master  tinkerer  nodded,  still  measuring

Celaena. 

Arobynn approached her, each step as graceful as a movement of a dance. He

planted a kiss on the top of her head. “I’m glad to have you back,” he murmured

onto her hair. With that, he strolled from the room, whistling to himself. 

The  tinkerer  knelt  to  measure  the  length  between  her  knee  and  boot  tip,  for whatever purpose that had. Celaena cleared her throat, waiting until she was sure

Arobynn was out of earshot. “If I were to give you a piece of Spidersilk, could

you  incorporate  it  into  one  of  these  uniforms?  It’s  small,  so  I’d  just  want  it placed around the heart.” She used her hands to show the size of the material that

she’d been given by the merchant in the desert city of Xandria. 

Spidersilk was a near-mythical material made by horse-sized stygian spiders

—so  rare  that  you  had  to  brave  the  spiders  yourself  to  get  it.  And  they  didn’t trade in gold. No, they coveted things like dreams and memories and souls. The

merchant she’d met had traded twenty years of his youth for a hundred yards of

it. And after a long, strange conversation with him, he’d given her a few square

inches of Spidersilk.  A reminder, he’d said.  That everything has a price. 

The master tinkerer’s bushy brows rose. “I—I suppose. To the interior or the

exterior?  I  think  the  interior,”  he  went  on,  answering  his  own  question.  “If  I sewed it to the exterior, the iridescence might ruin the stealth of the black. But

it’d turn any blade, and it’s just barely the right size to shield the heart. Oh, what

I’d give for ten yards of Spidersilk! You’d be invincible, my dear.” 

She smiled slowly. “As long as it guards the heart.” 

She left the tinkerer in the hall. Her suit would be ready the day after tomorrow. 

It didn’t surprise her when she ran into Sam on her way out. She’d spotted the

dummy that bore his own suit waiting for him in the training hall. Alone with her

in the hallway, he examined her suit. She still had to change out of it and bring it

back  downstairs  to  the  tinkerer  so  he  could  make  his  final  adjustments  in

whatever shop he’d set up while he was staying in Rifthold. 

“Fancy,” Sam said. She made to put her hands on her hips, but stopped. Until

she  mastered  the  suit,  she  had  to  watch  how  she  moved—or  else  she  might

skewer someone. “Another gift?” 

“Is there a problem if it is?” 

She hadn’t seen Sam at all yesterday, but, then again, she’d also made herself pretty  scarce.  It  wasn’t  that  she  was  avoiding  him;  she  just  didn’t  particularly want to see him if it meant running into Lysandra, too. But it seemed strange that

he wasn’t on any mission. Most of the other assassins were away on various jobs

or so busy they were hardly at home. But Sam seemed to be hanging around the

Keep, or helping Lysandra and her madam. 

Sam crossed his arms. His white shirt was tight enough that she could see the

muscles  shifting  beneath.  “Not  at  all.  Though  I’m  a  little  surprised  that  you’re accepting his gifts. How can you forgive him after what he did?” 

“Forgive  him!  I’m  not  the  one  cavorting  with  Lysandra  and  attending

luncheons  and  doing  …  doing  whatever  in  hell  it  is  you  spent  the  summer

doing!” 

Sam let out a low growl. “You think I actually enjoy any of that?” 

“You weren’t the one sent off to the Red Desert.” 

“Believe me, I would rather have been thousands of miles away.” 

“I  don’t believe you. How can I believe anything you say?” 

His brows furrowed. “What are you  talking about?” 

“Nothing. None of your business. I don’t want to talk about this. And I don’t

particularly want to talk to  you, Sam Cortland.” 

“Then go ahead,” he breathed. “Go crawl back to Arobynn’s study and talk to

 him. Let him buy you presents and pet your hair and offer you the best-paying

missions  we  get.  It  won’t  take  him  long  to  figure  out  the  price  for  your

forgiveness, not when—” 

She shoved him. “Don’t you  dare judge me. Don’t you say one more word.” 

A  muscle  feathered  in  his  jaw.  “That’s  fine  with  me.  You  wouldn’t  listen

anyway.  Celaena  Sardothien  and  Arobynn  Hamel:  just  the  two  of  you, 

inseparable, until the end of the world. The rest of us might as well be invisible.” 

“That sounds an awful lot like jealousy. Especially considering you had three

uninterrupted months with him this summer. What happened, hmm? You failed

to convince him to make  you his favorite? Found you lacking, did he?” 

Sam was in her face so quickly that she fought the urge to jump back. “You

know  nothing about what this summer was like for me.  Nothing, Celaena.” 

“Good. I don’t particularly care.” 

His eyes were so wide that she wondered if she’d struck him without realizing

it. At last he stepped away, and she stormed past him. She halted when he spoke

again. “You want to know what price I asked for forgiving Arobynn, Celaena?” 

She  slowly  turned.  With  the  ongoing  rain,  the  hall  was  full  of  shadows  and
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light. Sam stood so still that he might have been a statue. “My price was his oath

that he’d never lay a hand on you again. I told him I’d forgive him in exchange

for that.” 

She wished he’d punched her in the gut. It would have hurt less. Not trusting

herself to keep from falling to her knees with shame right there, she just stalked

down the hall. 

She didn’t want to speak to Sam ever again. How could she look him in the eye? 

He’d  made  Arobynn  swear  that   for  her.  She  didn’t  know  what  words  could convey the mixture of gratitude and guilt. Hating him had been so much easier

…  And  it  would  have  been  far  simpler  if  he’d  blamed  her  for  Arobynn’s

punishment. She had said such cruel things to him in the hallway; how could she

ever begin to apologize? 

Arobynn came to her room after lunch and told her to have a dress pressed. 

Doneval, he’d heard, was going to be at the theater that night, and with four days

until his exchange, it would be in her best interest to go. 

She’d formulated a plan for stalking Doneval, but she wasn’t proud enough to

refuse  Arobynn’s  offer  to  use  his  box  at  the  theater  for  spying—to  see  who

Doneval  spoke  to,  who  sat  near  him,  who  guarded  him.  And  to  see  a  classical dance performed with a full orchestra … well, she’d never turn that down. But

Arobynn failed to say who would be joining them. 

She  found  out  the  hard  way  when  she  climbed  into  Arobynn’s  carriage  and

discovered Lysandra and Sam waiting inside. With four days until her Bidding, 

the  young  courtesan  needed  all  the  exposure  she  could  get,  Arobynn  calmly

explained. And Sam was there to provide additional security. 

Celaena dared a glance at Sam as she slumped onto the bench beside him. He

watched  her,  his  eyes  wary,  shoulders  tensed,  as  if  he  expected  her  to  launch  a verbal attack right there. Like she’d mock him for what he’d done. Did he really

think she was that cruel? Feeling a bit sick, she dropped Sam’s stare. Lysandra

just  smiled  at  Celaena  from  across  the  carriage  and  linked  her  elbow  through Arobynn’s. 

CHAPTER

3

Two  attendants  greeted  them  at  Arobynn’s  private  box,  taking  their  sodden

cloaks and exchanging them for glasses of sparkling wine. Immediately, one of

Arobynn’s  acquaintances  popped  in  from  the  hall  to  say  hello,  and  Arobynn, 

Sam,  and  Lysandra  remained  in  the  velvet-lined  antechamber  as  they  chatted. 

Celaena,  who  had  no  interest  in  seeing  Lysandra  test  out  her  flirting  with

Arobynn’s  friend,  strode  through  the  crimson  curtain  to  take  her  usual  seat

closest to the stage. 

Arobynn’s  box  was  on  the  side  of  the  cavernous  hall,  near  enough  to  the

center so that she had a mostly unobstructed view of the stage and the orchestra

pit,  but  still  angled  enough  to  make  her  look  longingly  at  the  empty  Royal

Boxes.  All  of  them  occupied  the  coveted  center  position,  and  all  of  them  were vacant. What a waste. 

She  observed  the  floor  seats  and  the  other  boxes,  taking  in  the  glittering

jewels, the silk dresses, the golden glow of sparkling wine in fluted glasses, the

rumbling murmur of the mingling crowd. If there was one place where she felt

the  most  at  home,  a  place  where  she  felt  happiest,  it  was  here,  in  this  theater, with  the  red  velvet  cushions  and  the  glass  chandeliers  and  the  gilded  domed

ceiling high, high above them. Had it been coincidence or planning that had led

to  the  theater  being  constructed  in  the  very  heart  of  the  city,  a  mere  twenty-minute  walk  from  the  Assassins’  Keep?  She  knew  it  would  be  hard  for  her  to adjust  to  her  new  apartment,  which  was  nearly  double  the  distance  from  the

theater. A sacrifice she was willing to make—if she ever found the right moment

to  tell  Arobynn  she  was  paying  her  debt  and  moving  out.  Which  she  would. 

Soon. 

She  felt  Arobynn’s  easy,  self-assured  gait  strutting  across  the  carpet,  and

straightened  as  he  leaned  over  her  shoulder.  “Doneval  is  straight  ahead,” 

Arobynn  whispered,  his  breath  hot  on  her  skin.  “Third  box  in  from  the  stage, second row of seats.” 

She immediately found the man she’d been assigned to kill. He was tall and

middle-aged, with pale blond hair and tan skin. Not particularly handsome, but not an eyesore, either. Not heavy, but not toned. Aside from his periwinkle tunic

—which,  even  from  this  distance,  looked  expensive—there  was  nothing

remarkable about him. 

There were a few others in the box. A tall, elegant woman in her late twenties

stood near the partition curtain, a cluster of men around her. She held herself like

a noble, though no diadem glittered in her lustrous, dark hair. 

“Leighfer  Bardingale,”  Arobynn  murmured,  following  her  gaze.  Doneval’s

former  wife—and  the  one  who’d  hired  her.  “It  was  an  arranged  marriage.  She

wanted  his  wealth,  and  he  wanted  her  youth.  But  when  they  failed  to  have

children and some of his less … desirable behavior was revealed, she managed

to get out of the marriage, still young, but far richer.” 

It  was  smart  of  Bardingale,  really.  If  she  planned  to  have  him  assassinated, then pretending to be his friend would help keep fingers from pointing her way. 

Though Bardingale might have looked the part of a polite, elegant lady, Celaena

knew  there  had  to  be  some  ice-cold  steel  running  through  her  veins.  And  an

unyielding  sense  of  dedication  to  her  friends  and  allies—not  to  mention  to  the common  rights  of  every  human  being.  It  was  hard  not  to  immediately  admire

her. 

“And  the  people  around  them?”  Celaena  asked.  Through  a  small  gap  in  the

curtains behind Doneval, she could glimpse three towering men, all clad in dark

gray—all looking like bodyguards. 

“Their  friends  and  investors.  Bardingale  and  Doneval  still  have  some  joint

businesses together. The three men in the back are his guards.” 

Celaena  nodded,  and  might  have  asked  him  some  other  questions  had  Sam

and Lysandra not filed into the box behind them, bidding farewell to Arobynn’s

friend.  There  were  three  seats  along  the  balcony  rail,  and  three  seats  behind them. Lysandra, to Celaena’s dismay, sat next to her as Arobynn and Sam took

the rear seats. 

“Oh,  look at how many people are here,” Lysandra said. Her low-cut ice-blue

dress did little to hide her cleavage as she craned her neck over the rail. Celaena

blocked  out  Lysandra’s  prattling  as  the  courtesan  began  tossing  out  important

names. 

Celaena could sense Sam behind her, feel his gaze focused solely on the gold

velvet  curtains  concealing  the  stage.  She  should  say  something  to  him—

apologize or thank him or just … say something kind. She felt him tensing, as if

he,  too,  wanted  to  say  something.  Somewhere  in  the  theater,  a  gong  began

signaling the audience to take their seats. 
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It was now or never. She didn’t know why her heart thundered the way it did, 

but  she  didn’t  give  herself  a  chance  to  second-guess  as  she  twisted  to  look  at him. She glanced once at his clothes and then said, “You look handsome.” 

His brows rose, and she swiftly turned back around in her seat, focusing hard

on the curtain. He looked better than handsome, but … Well, at least she’d said

one  nice  thing.  She’d   tried  to  be  nice.  Somehow,  it  didn’t  make  her  feel  that much better. 

Celaena folded her hands in the lap of her bloodred gown. It wasn’t cut nearly

as  low  as  Lysandra’s,  but  with  the  slender  sleeves  and  bare  shoulders,  she  felt particularly exposed to Sam. She’d curled and swept her hair over one shoulder, 

certainly  not to hide the scar on her neck. 

Doneval lounged in his seat, eyes on the stage. How could a man who looked

so bored and useless be responsible for not just the fate of several lives, but of

his  entire  country?  How  could  he  sit  in  this  theater  and  not  hang  his  head  in shame  for  what  he  was  about  to  do  to  his  fellow  countrymen,  and  to  whatever slaves would be caught up in it? The men around Bardingale kissed her cheeks

and departed for their own boxes. Doneval’s three thugs watched the men very, 

very closely as they left. Not lazy, bored guards, then. Celaena frowned. 

But then the chandeliers were hauled upward into the dome and dimmed, and

the  crowd  quieted  to  hear  the  opening  notes  as  the  orchestra  began  playing.  In the dark, it was nearly impossible to see Doneval. 

Sam’s hand brushed her shoulder, and she almost jumped out of her skin as he

brought his mouth close to her ear and murmured, “You look beautiful. Though I

bet you already know that.” She most certainly did. 

She gave him a sidelong glare and found him grinning as he leaned back into

his seat. 

Suppressing her urge to smile, Celaena turned toward the stage as the music

established  the  setting  for  them.  A  world  of  shadows  and  mist.  A  world  where creatures and myths dwelled in the dark moments before dawn. 

Celaena  went  still  as  the  gold  curtain  drew  back,  and  everything  she  knew

and everything she was faded away to nothing. 

The music annihilated her. 

The dancing was breathtaking, yes, and the story it told was certainly lovely

—a  legend  of  a  prince  seeking  to  rescue  his  bride,  and  the  cunning  bird  he captured to help him to do it—but the  music. 

Had  there  ever  been  anything  more  beautiful,  more  exquisitely  painful?  She
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clenched  the  arms  of  the  seat,  her  fingers  digging  into  the  velvet  as  the  music hurtled toward its finale, sweeping her away in a flood. 

With each beat of the drum, each trill of the flute and blare of the horn, she

felt all of it along her skin, along her bones. The music broke her apart and put

her back together, only to rend her asunder again and again. 

And  then  the  climax,  the  compilation  of  all  the  sounds  she  had  loved  best, 

amplified until they echoed into eternity. As the final note swelled, a gasp broke

from her, setting the tears in her eyes spilling down her face. She didn’t care who

saw. 

Then, silence. 

The  silence  was  the  worst  thing  she’d  ever  heard.  The  silence  brought  back

everything around her. Applause erupted, and she was on her feet, crying still as

she clapped until her hands ached. 

“Celaena, I didn’t know you had a shred of human emotion in you,” Lysandra

leaned in to whisper. “And I didn’t think the performance was  that good.” 

Sam gripped the back of Lysandra’s chair. “Shut up, Lysandra.” 

Arobynn clicked his tongue in warning, but Celaena remained clapping, even

as  Sam’s  defense  sent  a  faint  trickle  of  pleasure  through  her.  The  ovation

continued  for  a  while,  with  the  dancers  emerging  from  the  curtain  again  and

again to bow and be showered with flowers. Celaena clapped through it all, even

as her tears dried, even as the crowd began shuffling out. 

When she remembered to glance at Doneval, his box was empty. 

Arobynn, Sam, and Lysandra left their box, too, long before she was ready to

end  her  applause.  But  after  she  finished  clapping,  Celaena  remained,  staring

toward  the  curtained  stage,  watching  the  orchestra  begin  to  pack  up  their

instruments. 

She was the last person to leave the theater. 

There  was  another  party  at  the  Keep  that  night—a  party  for  Lysandra  and  her madam  and  whatever  artists  and  philosophers  and  writers  Arobynn  favored  at

that  moment.  Mercifully,  it  was  confined  to  one  of  the  drawing  rooms,  but

laughter  and  music  still  filled  the  entirety  of  the  second  floor.  On  the  carriage ride  home,  Arobynn  had  asked  Celaena  to  join  them,  but  the  last  thing  she

wanted to see was Lysandra being fawned over by Arobynn, Sam, and everyone

else. So she told him that she was tired and needed to sleep. 

She wasn’t tired in the least, though. Emotionally drained, perhaps, but it was

only  ten  thirty,  and  the  thought  of  taking  off  her  gown  and  climbing  into  bed made  her  feel  rather  pathetic.  She  was  Adarlan’s  Assassin;  she’d  freed  slaves and stolen Asterion horses and won the respect of the Mute Master. Surely she

could do something better than go to bed early. 

So  she  slipped  into  one  of  the  music  rooms,  where  it  was  quiet  enough  that she could only hear a burst of laughter every now and then. The other assassins

were either at the party or off on some mission or other. Her rustling dress was

the only sound as she folded back the cover of the pianoforte. She’d learned to

play  when  she  was  ten—under  Arobynn’s  orders  that  she  find  at  least   one

refined  skill  other  than  ending  lives—and  had  fallen  in  love  immediately. 

Though she no longer took lessons, she played whenever she could spare a few

minutes. 

The  music  from  the  theater  still  echoed  in  her  mind.  Again  and  again,  the

same  cluster  of  notes  and  harmonies.  She  could  feel  them  humming  under  the

surface  of  her  skin,  beating  in  time  with  her  heart.  What  she  wouldn’t  give  to hear the music once more! 

She  played  a  few  notes  with  one  hand,  frowned,  adjusted  her  fingers,  and

tried again, clinging to the music in her mind. Slowly, the familiar melody began

to sound right. 

But it was only a few notes, and it was the pianoforte, not an orchestra; she

pounded the keys harder, working out the riffs. It was  almost there, but not quite right. She couldn’t remember the notes as perfectly as they sounded in her head. 

She didn’t feel them the way she’d felt them only an hour ago. 

She  tried  again  for  a  few  minutes,  but  eventually  slammed  the  lid  shut  and

stalked  from  the  room.  She  found  Sam  lounging  against  a  wall  in  the  hallway. 

Had he been listening to her fumble with the pianoforte this whole time? 

“Close, but not quite the same, is it?” he said. She gave him a withering look

and started toward her bedroom, even though she had no desire to spend the rest

of the night sitting in there by herself. “It must drive you mad, not being able to

get it exactly the way you remember it.” He kept pace beside her. His midnight-

blue tunic brought out the golden hues in his skin. 

“I was just fooling around,” she said. “I can’t be the best at  everything,  you

know. It wouldn’t be fair to the rest of you, would it?” Down the hall, someone

had started a merry tune on the instruments in the gaming room. 

Sam  chewed  on  his  lip.  “Why  didn’t  you  trail  Doneval  after  the  theater? 

Don’t you have only four days left?” She wasn’t surprised he knew; her missions

weren’t usually  that secret. 

She paused, still itching to hear the music once more. “Some things are more

important than death.” 

Sam’s eyes flickered. “I know.” 

She tried not to squirm as he refused to drop her stare. “Why are you helping

Lysandra?” She didn’t know why she asked it. 

Sam frowned. “She’s not all that bad, you know. When she’s away from other

people, she’s … better. Don’t bite off my head for saying it, but even though you

taunt her about it, she didn’t choose this path for herself—like us.” He shook his

head. “She just wants your attention—and acknowledgment of her existence.” 

She  clenched  her  jaw.  Of  course  he’d  spent  plenty  of  time  alone  with

Lysandra.  And  of  course  he’d  find  her  sympathetic.  “I  don’t  particularly  care what  she  wants.  You  still  haven’t  answered  my  question.  Why  are  you  helping her?” 

He  shrugged.  “Because  Arobynn  told  me  to.  And  since  I  have  no  desire  to

have my face beaten to a pulp again, I’m not going to question him.” 

“He—he hurt you that badly, too?” 

Sam  let  out  a  low  laugh,  but  didn’t  reply  until  after  a  servant  bustled  past, carrying  a  tray  full  of  wine  bottles.  They  were  probably  better  off  talking  in  a room  where  they’d  be  less  likely  to  be  overheard,  but  the  idea  of  being  utterly alone with him made her pulse pound. 

“I was unconscious for a day, and dozed on and off for three more after that,” 

Sam said. 

Celaena hissed a violent curse. 

“He sent you to the Red Desert,” Sam went on, his words soft and low. “But

 my punishment was having to watch him beat you that night.” 

“Why?” Another question she didn’t mean to ask. 

He  closed  the  distance  between  them,  standing  near  enough  now  that  she

could  see  the  fine  gold-thread  detailing  on  his  tunic.  “After  what  we  went

through in Skull’s Bay, you should know the answer.” 

She didn’t  want to know the answer, now that she thought about it. “Are you

going to make a Bid for Lysandra?” 

Sam  burst  out  laughing.  “Bid?  Celaena,  I  don’t  have  any  money.  And  the

money that I  do have is going toward paying back Arobynn. Even if I  wanted to

—” 

“Do you want to?” 

He gave her a lazy grin. “Why do you want to know?” 

“Because I’m curious whether Arobynn’s beating damaged your brain, that’s

why.” 

“Afraid  she  and  I  had  a  summer  romance?”  That  insufferable  grin  was  still there. 

She  could  have  raked  her  nails  down  his  face.  Instead,  she  picked  another

weapon. “I hope you did.  I certainly enjoyed myself this summer.” 

The smile faded at that. “What do you mean?” 

She  brushed  an  invisible  fleck  of  dust  off  her  red  gown.  “Let’s  just  say  that the  son  of  the  Mute  Master  was   far  more  welcoming  than  the  other  Silent Assassins.” It wasn’t quite a lie. Ilias  had tried to kiss her, and she  had basked in his attention, but she hadn’t wanted to start anything between them. 

Sam’s face paled. Her words had struck home, but it wasn’t as satisfying as

she thought it would be. Instead, the mere fact that it  had affected him made her feel … feel … Oh, why had she even said  anything about Ilias? 

Well, she knew precisely why. Sam began to turn away, but she grabbed his

arm. “Help me with Doneval,” she blurted. Not that she needed it, but this was

the best she could offer him in exchange for what he’d done for her. “I’ll—I’ll

give you half of the money.” 

He  snorted.  “Keep  your  money.  I  don’t  need  it.  Ruining  yet  another  slave-

trade agreement will be enough for me.” He studied her for a moment, his mouth

quirking to the side. “You’re sure you want my help?” 

“Yes,” she said. It came out a bit strangled. He searched her eyes for any sign

of mockery. She hated herself for making him distrust her that much. 

But he nodded at last. “Then we’ll start tomorrow. We’ll scope out his house. 

Unless you’ve already done that?” She shook her head. “I’ll come by your room

after breakfast.” 

She nodded. There was more she wanted to say to him, and she didn’t want

him to go, but her throat had closed up, too full of all those unspoken words. She

made to turn away. 

“Celaena.”  She  looked  back  at  him,  her  red  gown  sweeping  around  her.  His

eyes shone as he flashed her a crooked grin. “I missed you this summer.” 

She  met  his  stare  unflinchingly,  returning  the  smile  as  she  said,  “I  hate  to admit it, Sam Cortland, but I missed your sorry ass, too.” 

He  merely  chuckled  before  he  strode  toward  the  party,  his  hands  in  his

pockets. 

CHAPTER

4

Crouched in the shadows of a gargoyle the following afternoon, Celaena shifted

her numb legs and groaned softly. She usually opted to wear a mask, but with the

rain, it would have limited her vision even further. Going without, though, made

her feel somewhat exposed. 

The rain also made the stone slick, and she took extra care while adjusting her

position.  Six  hours.  Six  hours  spent  on  this  rooftop,  staring  across  the  street  at the two-story house Doneval had rented for the duration of his stay. It was just

off  the  most  fashionable  avenue  in  the  city,  and  was  enormous,  as  far  as  city homes went. Made of solid white stone and capped with green clay shingles, it

looked just like any other wealthy home in the city, right down to its intricately

carved  windowsills  and  doorways.  The  front  lawn  was  manicured,  and  even  in

the  rain,  servants  bustled  around  the  property,  bringing  in  food,  flowers,  and other supplies. 

That was the first thing she noticed—that people came and went all day. And

there were guards everywhere. They looked closely at the faces of the servants

who entered, scaring the daylights out of some of them. 

There was a whisper of boots against the ledge, and Sam nimbly slipped into

the shadows of the gargoyle, returning from scouting the other side of the house. 

“A  guard  on  every  corner,”  Celaena  murmured  as  Sam  settled  down  beside

her.  “Three  at  the  front  door,  two  at  the  gate.  How  many  did  you  spot  in  the back?” 

“One  on  either  side  of  the  house,  three  more  by  the  stables.  And  they  don’t look like cheap hands for hire, either. Will we take them out, or slip past them?” 

“I’d prefer not to kill them,” she admitted. “But we’ll see if we can slip past

when the time comes. Seems like they’re rotating every two hours. The off-duty

guards go into the house.” 

“Doneval’s still away?” 

She  nodded,  inching  nearer  to  him.  Of  course,  it  was  just  to  absorb  his

warmth against the freezing rain. She tried not to notice when he pressed closer

to her, too. “He hasn’t returned.” 

Doneval had left nearly an hour ago, closely flanked by a hulking brute of a

man  who  looked  hewn  from  granite.  The  bodyguard  inspected  the  carriage, 

examined  the  coachman  and  the  footman,  held  the  door  until  Doneval  was

ensconced inside, and then slipped in himself. It seemed like Doneval knew very

well  just  how  coveted  and  delicate  his  list  of  slave  sympathizers  was.  She’d seldom seen this kind of security. 

They’d already surveyed the house and grounds, noting everything from the

stones of the building to what sort of latches sealed the windows to the distance

between the nearby rooftops and the roof of the house itself. Even with the rain, 

she  could  see  well  enough  into  the  second-story  window  to  make  out  a  long

hallway.  Some  servants  came  out  of  rooms  bearing  sheets  and  blankets—

bedrooms, then. Four of them. There was a supply closet near the stairwell at the

center of the hall. From the light that spilled into the hallway, she knew that the

main stairwell had to be open and grand, just like the one in the Assassins’ Keep. 

Not a chance of hiding, unless they found the servants’ passages. 

They  got  lucky,  though,  when  she  spied  a  servant  going  into  the  one  of  the second-floor rooms, carrying a pile of the afternoon papers. A few minutes later, 

a  maid  lugged  in  a  bucket  and  tools  for  sweeping  out  a  fireplace,  and  then  a manservant brought in what looked like a bottle of wine. She hadn’t seen anyone

changing the linens in that room, and so they took special notice of the servants

who entered and exited. 

It had to be the private study that Arobynn had mentioned. Doneval probably

maintained a formal study on the first floor, but if he were doing dark dealings, 

then moving his real business to a more hidden quarter of the house would make

sense.  But  they  still  needed  to  figure  out  what  time  the  meeting  would  take place. Right now, it could be at any point on the arranged day. 

“There  he  is,”  Sam  hissed.  Doneval’s  carriage  pulled  up,  and  the  hulking

bodyguard got out, scouring the street for a moment before he motioned for the

businessman to emerge. Celaena had a feeling that Doneval’s rush to get into the

house wasn’t just about the downpour. 

They ducked back into the shadows again. “Where do you suppose he went?” 

Sam asked. 

She  shrugged.  His  former  wife’s  Harvest  Moon  party  was  tonight;  perhaps

that had something to do with it, or the street festival that Melisande was hosting

in  the  center  of  the  city  today.  She  and  Sam  were  now  crouching  so  close

together that a toasty warmth was spreading up one side of her. “Nowhere good, 

I’m sure.” 

Sam let out a breathy laugh, his eyes still on the house. They were silent for a few minutes. At last, he said, “So, the Mute Master’s son …” 

She almost groaned. 

“How close were you, exactly?” He focused on the house, though she noticed

that he’d fisted his hands. 

 Just tell him the truth, idiot! 

“Nothing  happened  with  Ilias.  It  was  only  a  bit  of  flirtation,  but  …  nothing happened,” she said again. 

“Well,”  he  said  after  a  moment,  “nothing  happened  with  Lysandra.  And

nothing is going to. Ever.” 

“And   why,  exactly,  do  you  think  I  care?”  It  was  her  turn  to  keep  her  eyes fixed on the house. 

He nudged her with his shoulder. “Since we’re  friends now, I assumed you’d

want to know.” 

She  was  grateful  that  her  hood  concealed  most  of  her  burning-hot  face.  “I

think I preferred it when you wanted to kill me.” 

“Sometimes  I  think  so,  too.  Certainly  made  my  life  more  interesting.  I

wonder, though—if I’m helping you, does it mean I get to be your Second when

you  run  the  Assassins’  Guild?  Or  does  it  just  mean  that  I  can  boast  that  the famed Celaena Sardothien finally finds me worthy?” 

She  jabbed  him  with  an  elbow.  “It  means  you  should  shut  up  and  pay

attention.”  They  grinned  at  each  other,  and  then  they  waited.  Around  sunset—

which felt especially early that day, given the heavy cloud cover—the bodyguard

emerged.  Doneval  was  nowhere  in  sight,  and  the  bodyguard  motioned  to  the

guards,  speaking  quietly  to  them  before  he  strode  down  the  street.  “Off  on  an errand?”  Celaena  pondered.  Sam  inclined  his  head  after  the  bodyguard,  a

suggestion that they follow. “Good idea.” 

Celaena’s  stiff  limbs  ached  in  protest  as  she  slowly,  carefully  inched  away

from  the  gargoyle.  She  kept  her  eyes  on  the  nearby  guards,  not  once  looking away as she grabbed the roof ledge and hauled herself up it, Sam following suit. 

She  wished  she  had  the  boots  the  master  tinkerer  was  adjusting  for  her,  but they  wouldn’t  arrive  until  tomorrow.  Her  black  leather  boots,  while  supple  and supportive, felt a bit traitorous on the rain-slick gutter of the roof. Still, she and

Sam kept low and fast as they dashed along the roof edge, tracking the hulking

man in the street below. Luckily, he turned down a back alley, and the next house

was  close  enough  that  she  could  nimbly  leap  onto  the  adjacent  roof.  Her  boots slid, but her gloved fingers grappled onto the green stone shingles. Sam landed

flawlessly beside her, and, to her surprise, she didn’t bite his head off when he

grabbed the back of her cloak to help her stand. 

The  bodyguard  continued  along  the  alley,  and  they  trailed  on  the  rooftops, 

shadows against the growing dark. At last, he came to a broader street where the

gaps  between  houses  were  too  big  to  jump,  and  Celaena  and  Sam  shimmied

down a drainpipe. Their boots were soft as they hit the ground. They picked up a

casual pace behind their quarry, arms linked, just two citizens of the capital on

their way to somewhere, eager to get out of the rain. 

It was easy to spot him in the crowd, even as they reached the main avenue of

the  city.  People  jumped  out  of  his  way,  actually.  Melisande’s  street  festival  in honor of the Harvest Moon was in full swing, and people flocked to it despite the

rain.  Celaena  and  Sam  followed  the  bodyguard  for  a  few  more  blocks,  down  a

few  more  alleys.  The  bodyguard  turned  to  look  behind  him  only  once,  but  he

found them leaning casually against an alley wall, merely cloaked figures taking

shelter from the rain. 

With all the waste brought in by the Melisande convoy, and the smaller street

festivals  that  had  already  occurred,  the  streets  and  sewers  were  nearly

overflowing with garbage. As they stalked the bodyguard, Celaena heard people

talking  about  how  the  city  wardens  had  dammed  up  parts  of  the  sewers  to  let them  fill  with  rainwater.  Tomorrow  night  they  were  going  to  unleash  them, 

causing a torrent in the sewers wild enough to sweep all the clinging trash into

the  Avery  River.  They’d  done  it  before,  apparently—if  the  sewers  weren’t

flushed  out  every  now  and  then,  the  filth  would  grow  stagnant  and  reek  even more. Still, Celaena planned to be high, high above the streets by the time they

unleashed  those  dams.  There  was  sure  to  be  some  in-street  flooding  before  it subsided, and she had no desire to walk through any of it. 

The  bodyguard  eventually  went  into  a  tavern  on  the  cusp  of  the  crumbling

slums, and they waited for him across the street. Through the cracked windows, 

they  could  see  him  sitting  at  the  bar,  drinking  mug  after  mug  of  ale.  Celaena began to wish fervently that she could be at the street festival instead. 

“Well, if he has a weakness for alcohol, then perhaps that could be our way

around  him,”  Sam  observed.  She  nodded,  but  didn’t  say  anything.  Sam  looked

toward the glass castle, its towers wreathed in mist. “I wonder if Bardingale and

the others are having any luck convincing the king to fund their road,” he said. “I

wonder why she would even want it built, since she seems so eager to make sure

the slave trade stays out of Melisande for as long as possible.” 

“If anything, it means she has absolute faith that we won’t fail,” Celaena said. 

When  she  didn’t  say  anything  else,  Sam  fell  silent.  An  hour  passed,  and  the bodyguard spoke to no one, paid the entire tab with a piece of silver, and headed
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back to Doneval’s house. Despite the ale he’d consumed, his steps were steady, 

and  by  the  time  Sam  and  Celaena  reached  the  house,  she  was  almost  bored  to tears—not  to  mention  shivering  with  cold  and  unsure  if  her  numbed  toes  had

fallen off inside her boots. 

They watched from a nearby street corner as the bodyguard went up the front

steps. He held a position of respect, then, if he wasn’t made to enter through the

back. But even with the bits of information they’d gathered that day, when they

made the twenty-minute trek across the city to the Keep, Celaena couldn’t help

feeling  rather  useless  and  miserable.  Even  Sam  was  quiet  as  they  reached  their home, and merely told her that he’d see her in a few hours. 

The  Harvest  Moon  party  was  that  night—and  the  deal  with  Doneval  three

days  away.  Considering  how  little  they’d  been  able  to  actually  glean  that  day, perhaps she’d have to work harder than she’d thought to find a way to take out

her quarry. Maybe Arobynn’s “gift” had been more of a curse. 

What a waste. 

She  spent  an  hour  soaking  in  her  bathtub,  running  the  hot  water  until  she  was fairly certain there wasn’t any left for anyone else in the Keep. Arobynn himself

had commissioned the running water outfit for the Keep, and it had cost as much

as the building did, but she was forever grateful for it. 

Once the ice had melted away from her bones, she slipped into the black silk

dressing robe Arobynn had given her that morning—another of his presents, but

still  not  enough  that  she’d  forgive  him  anytime  soon.  She  padded  into  her

bedroom.  A  servant  had  started  a  fire,  and  she  was  about  to  begin  dressing  for the Harvest Moon party when she spotted the pile of papers on her bed. 

They were tied with a red string, and her stomach fluttered as she pulled out

the note placed on top. 

She might have rolled her eyes had she not seen what lay before her. 

Sheet  music.  For  the  performance  she’d  seen  last  night.  For  the  notes  she

couldn’t get out of her mind, even a day later. She glanced again at the note. It

wasn’t Arobynn’s elegant script, but Sam’s hurried scrawl. When in hell had he

found  the  time  today  to  get  these?  He  must  have  gone  out  right  after  they’d
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returned. 

She  sank  onto  the  bed,  flipping  through  the  pages.  The  show  had  only

debuted a few weeks ago; sheet music for it wasn’t even in circulation yet. Nor

would  it  be,  until  it  proved  itself  to  be  a  success.  That  could  be  months,  even years, from now. 

She couldn’t help her smile. 

Despite  the  ongoing  rain  that  night,  the  Harvest  Moon  party  at  Leighfer

Bardingale’s  riverfront  house  was  so  packed  that  Celaena  hardly  had  room  to

show  off  her  exquisite  gold-and-blue  dress,  or  the  fish-fin  combs  she’d  had

positioned  along  the  sides  of  her  upswept  hair.  Everyone  who  was  anyone  in

Rifthold was here. That is, everyone  without royal blood, though she could have

sworn  she  saw  a  few  members  of  the  nobility  mingling  with  the  bejeweled

crowd. 

The  ballroom  was  enormous,  its  towering  ceiling  strung  with  paper  lanterns

of all colors and shapes and sizes. Garlands had been woven around the pillars

lining  one  side  of  the  room,  and  on  the  many  tables,  cornucopias  overflowed

with  food  and  flowers.  Young  women  in  nothing  more  than  corsets  and  lacy

lingerie dangled from swings attached to the filigreed ceiling, and bare-chested

young men with ornate ivory collars handed out wine. 

Celaena  had  attended  dozens  of  extravagant  parties  while  growing  up  in

Rifthold;  she’d  infiltrated  functions  hosted  by  foreign  dignitaries  and  local

nobility;  she’d  seen  everything  and  anything  until  she  thought  nothing  could

surprise her anymore. But this party blew them all away. 

There  was  a  small  orchestra  accompanied  by  two  identical-twin  singers—

both  young  women,  both  dark-haired,  and  both  equipped  with  utterly  ethereal

voices.  They  had  people  swaying  where  they  stood,  their  voices  tugging

everyone toward the packed dance floor. 

With  Sam  flanking  her,  Celaena  stepped  from  the  stairs  at  the  top  of  the

ballroom.  Arobynn  kept  on  her  left,  his  silver  eyes  scanning  the  crowd.  They crinkled  with  pleasure  when  their  hostess  greeted  them  at  the  bottom  of  the

steps.  In  his  pewter  tunic,  Arobynn  cut  a  dashing  figure  as  he  bowed  over

Bardingale’s hand and pressed a kiss to it. 

The woman watched him with dark, cunning eyes, a gracious smile on her red

lips.  “Leighfer,”  Arobynn  crooned,  half-turning  to  beckon  to  Celaena.  “Allow

me to introduce my niece, Dianna, and my ward, Sam.” 

His niece. That was always the story, always the ruse whenever they attended

events together. Sam bowed, and Celaena curtsied. The glimmer in Bardingale’s gaze  said  that  she  knew  very  well  that  Celaena  was  not  Arobynn’s  niece. 

Celaena tried not to frown. She’d never liked meeting clients face-to-face; it was

better if they went through Arobynn. 

“Charmed,”  Bardingale  said  to  her,  then  curtsied  to  Sam.  “Both  of  them  are

delightful,  Arobynn.”  A  pretty,  nonsense  statement,  said  by  someone  used  to

wielding  pretty,  nonsense  words  to  get  what  she  wanted.  “Walk  with  me?”  she

asked the King of the Assassins, and Arobynn extended an elbow. 

Just  before  they  slipped  into  the  crowd,  Arobynn  glanced  over  his  shoulder

and  gave  Celaena  a  rakish  smile.  “Try  not  to  get  into  too  much  trouble.”  Then Arobynn and the lady were swallowed up by the throng of people, leaving Sam

and Celaena at the foot of the stairs. 

“What now?” Sam murmured, staring after Bardingale. His dark green tunic

brought  up  the  faint  flecks  of  emerald  in  his  brown  eyes.  “Did  you  spot

Doneval?” 

They’d  come  here  to  see  with  whom  Doneval  associated,  how  many  guards

were  waiting  outside,  and  if  he  looked  nervous.  The  exchange  would  happen

three nights from now, in his upstairs study. But at what time?  That was what she needed to find out more than anything. And tonight was the only chance she’d

have to get close enough to him to do it. 

“He’s  by  the  third  pillar,”  she  said,  keeping  her  gaze  on  the  crowd.  In  the shadows of the pillars lining one half of the room, little seating areas had been

erected  on  raised  platforms.  They  were  separated  by  black  velvet  curtains—

private lounges for Bardingale’s most distinguished guests. It was to one of these

alcoves  that  she  spotted  Doneval  making  his  way,  his  hulking  bodyguard  close

behind. As soon as Doneval plopped into the plush cushions, four of the corset-

clad girls slid into place beside him, smiles plastered on their faces. 

“Doesn’t he look cozy,” Sam mused. “I wonder how much Clarisse stands to

make  off  this  party.”  That  explained  where  the  girls  came  from.  Celaena  just hoped Lysandra wasn’t here. 

One of the beautiful serving boys offered Doneval and the courtesans glasses

of sparkling wine. The bodyguard, who stood by the curtains, sipped first before

nodding  to  Doneval  to  take  it.  Doneval,  one  hand  already  wrapped  around  the

bare  shoulders  of  the  girl  beside  him,  didn’t  thank  either  his  bodyguard  or  the serving boy. Celaena felt her lip curl as Doneval pressed his lips to the neck of

the  courtesan.  The  girl  couldn’t  have  been  older  than  twenty.  It  didn’t  surprise her at all that this man found the growing slave trade appealing—and that he was

willing to destroy his opponents to make his business arrangement a success. 

“I have a feeling he’s not going to get up for a while,” Celaena said, and when she turned to Sam, he was frowning. He’d always had a mixture of sorrow and

sympathy for the courtesans—and such hatred for their clients. His mother’s end

hadn’t  been  a  happy  one.  Perhaps  that  was  why  he  tolerated  the  insufferable

Lysandra and her insipid companions. 

Someone  almost  knocked  into  Celaena  from  behind,  but  she  sensed  the

staggering man and easily sidestepped out of his path. “This is a madhouse,” she

muttered,  her  gaze  rising  to  the  girls  on  the  swings  as  they  floated  through  the room. They arched their backs so far that it was a miracle their breasts stayed in

their corsets. 

“I can’t even imagine how much Bardingale spent on this party.” Sam was so

close  his  breath  caressed  her  cheek.  Celaena  was  actually  more  curious  about

how much the hostess was spending on keeping Doneval distracted; clearly, no

cost  was  too  great,  if  she’d  hired  Celaena  to  help  destroy  Doneval’s  trade

agreement and get those documents into safe hands. But perhaps there was more

to  this  assignment  than  just  the  slave-trade  agreement  and  blackmailing  list. 

Perhaps  Bardingale  was  tired  of  supporting  her  former  husband’s  decadent

lifestyle. Celaena couldn’t bring herself to blame her. 

Even  though  Doneval’s  cushioned  alcove  was  meant  to  be  private,  he

certainly   wanted  to  be  seen.  And  from  the  bottles  of  sparkling  wine  that  had been set on the low table before him, she could tell he had no intention of getting

up.  A  man  who  wanted  to  be  approached  by  others—who  wanted  to  feel

powerful. He liked to be worshipped. And at a party hosted by his former wife, 

he had some nerve associating with those courtesans. It was petty—and cruel, if

she thought about it. But what good did knowing that do her? 

He  rarely  spoke  to  other  men,  it  seemed.  But  who  said  his  business  partner

had to be a man? Maybe it was a woman. Or a courtesan. 

Doneval  was  now  slobbering  over  the  neck  of  the  girl  on  his  other  side,  his hand  roaming  along  her  bare  thigh.  But  if  Doneval  were  in  league  with  a

courtesan,  why  would  he  wait  until  three  days  from  now  before  making  the

document exchange? It couldn’t be one of Clarisse’s girls. Or Clarisse herself. 

“Do you think he’s going to meet with his conspirator tonight?” Sam asked. 

Celaena turned to him. “No. I have a feeling that he’s not foolish enough to

actually do any dealings here. At least, not with anyone except Clarisse.” Sam’s

face darkened. 

If  Doneval  enjoyed  female  company,  well,  that  certainly  worked  in  favor  of

her plan to get close to him, didn’t it? She began winding her way through the

crowd. 

“What are you doing?” Sam said, managing to keep up with her. 

She shot him a look over her shoulder, nudging people out of the way as she

made for the alcove. “Don’t follow me,” she said—but not harshly. “I’m going

to try something. Just stay here. I’ll come find you when I’m done.” 

He stared at her for a heartbeat, then nodded. 

Celaena  took  a  long  breath  through  her  nose  as  she  mounted  the  steps  and

walked into the raised alcove where Doneval sat. 

CHAPTER

5

The  four  courtesans  noticed  her,  but  Celaena  kept  her  eyes  on  Doneval,  who

looked  up  from  the  neck  of  the  courtesan  currently  on  the  receiving  end  of  his affection. His bodyguard was alert, but didn’t stop her. Fool. She forced a little

smile  to  her  lips  as  Doneval’s  eyes  roved  freely.  Up  and  down,  down  and  up. 

 That was why she’d opted for a lower-cut dress than usual. It made her stomach

turn, but she stepped closer, only the low-lying table between her and Doneval’s

sofa. She gave a low, elegant curtsy. “My lord,” she purred. 

He was not a lord in any sense, but a man like that had to enjoy fancy titles, 

however unearned they might be. 

“May  I  help  you?”  he  said,  taking  in  her  dress.  She  was  definitely  more

covered-up  than  the  courtesans  around  him.  But  sometimes  there  was  more

allure in  not seeing everything. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry to interrupt,” she said, tilting her head so that the light from

the  lanterns  caught  in  her  eyes  and  set  them  sparkling.  She  knew  well  enough which  of  her  features  men  tended  to  notice—and  appreciate—most.  “But  my

uncle is a merchant, and he speaks so highly of you that I …” She now looked at

the  courtesans  as  if  suddenly  noticing  them,  as  if  she  were  a  good,  decent  girl realizing the company he kept and trying not to become too embarrassed. 

Doneval seemed to sense her discomfort and sat up, removing his hand from

the  thigh  of  the  girl  next  to  him.  The  courtesans  all  went  a  bit  rigid,  shooting daggers  in  her  direction.  She  might  have  grinned  at  them  had  she  not  been  so focused on her act. 

“Go  on,  my  dear,”  Doneval  said,  his  eyes  now  fixed  on  hers.  Really,  it  was too easy. 

She bit her lip, tucking her chin down—demure, shy, waiting to be plucked. 

“My  uncle  is  sick  tonight  and  couldn’t  attend.  He  was   so  looking  forward  to meeting you, and I thought I might make an introduction on his behalf, but I’m

so terribly sorry to have interrupted you.” She made to turn, counting down the

heartbeats until …

“No,  no—I’d  be  pleased  to  make  the  acquaintance.  What  is  your  name,  my dear girl?” 

She turned back, letting the light catch in her blue-gold eyes again. “Dianna

Brackyn;  my  uncle  is  Erick  Brackyn  …”  She  glanced  at  the  courtesans,  giving

her best alarmed-innocent-maiden look. “I—I truly don’t wish to interrupt you.” 

Doneval kept drinking her in. “Perhaps, if it would not be an inconvenience or

an impertinence, we could call on you? Not tomorrow or the day after, since my

uncle has some contract with the viceroy of Bellhaven to work on, but the day

after   that?   Three  days  from  now,  is  what  I  mean.”  She  made  a  little  coo  of  a laugh. 

“It  wouldn’t  be  an  impertinence  in  the  least,”  Doneval  crooned,  leaning

forward.  Mentioning  Fenharrow’s  wealthiest  city—and  ruler—had  done  the

trick.  “In  fact,  I  much  admire  you  for  having  the  nerve  to  approach  me.  Not many men would, let alone young women.” 

She  almost  rolled  her  eyes,  but  she  just  fluttered  her  eyelashes  ever  so

slightly. “Thank you, my lord. What time would be convenient for you?” 

“Ah,”  Doneval  said.  “Well,  I  have  dinner  plans  that  night.”  Not  a  hint  of

nerves, or a flicker of anxiety in his eyes. “But I am free for breakfast, or lunch,” 

he added with a growing smile. 

She  sighed  dramatically.  “Oh,  no—I  think  I  might  have  committed  myself

then, actually. What about tea that afternoon? You say you have dinner plans, but

perhaps  something  before  …?  Or  maybe  we’ll  just  see  you  at  the  theater  that night.” 

He  fell  silent,  and  she  wondered  if  he  was  growing  suspicious.  But  she

blinked,  tucking  her  arms  into  her  sides  enough  that  her  chest  squeezed  a  bit more  out  of  her  neckline.  It  was  a  trick  she’d  used  often  enough  to  know  it worked. “I would certainly like to have tea,” he said at last, “but I’ll also be at

the theater after my dinner.” 

She gave him a bright smile. “Would you like to join us in our box? My uncle

has  two  of  his  contacts  from  the  viceroy  of  Bellhaven’s  court  joining  us,  but  I just  know he’d be honored have you with us as well.” 

He  cocked  his  head,  and  she  could  practically  see  the  cold,  calculating

thoughts  churning  behind  his  eyes.  Come  on,  she  thought,  take  the  bait  …

Contacts with a wealthy businessman and Bellhaven’s viceroy should be enough. 

“I’d be delighted,” he said, giving her a smile that reeked of trained charm. 

“I’m  sure  you  have  a  fine  carriage  to  escort  you  to  the  theater,  but  we’d  be doubly  honored  if  you’d  use  ours.  We  could  pick  you  up  after  your  dinner, 

perhaps?” 

“I’m afraid my dinner is rather late—I’d hate to make you or your uncle tardy for the theater.” 

“Oh, it wouldn’t be a problem. What time does your dinner begin—or end, I

suppose is the better question!” A giggle. A twinkle in her eye that suggested the

sort  of  curiosity  in  what  a  man  like  Doneval  would  be  eager  to  show  an

inexperienced girl. He leaned farther forward. She wanted to claw at the skin his

gaze raked over with such sensual consideration. 

“The meal should be over within an hour,” he drawled, “if not sooner; only a

quick meal with an old friend of mine. Why don’t you stop by the house at eight

thirty?” 

Her  smile  grew,  genuine  this  time.  Seven  thirty,  then.  That’s  when  the  deal

would occur. How could he be  that foolish, that arrogant? He deserved to die just for being so irresponsible—so easily lured by a girl who was far too young for

him. 

“Oh,  yes!”  she  said.  “Of  course.”  She  rattled  off  details  about  her  uncle’s

business  and  how  well  they’d  get  along,  and  soon  she  was  curtsying  again, 

giving  him  another  long  look  at  her  cleavage  before  she  walked  away.  The

courtesans were still glaring at her, and she could feel Doneval’s gaze devouring

her  until  the  crowd  swallowed  her  up.  She  made  a  show  of  going  over  to  the food, keeping up the demure maiden facade, and when Doneval finally stopped

watching,  she  let  out  a  sigh.  That  had  certainly  gone  well.  She  loaded  a  plate with  food  that  made  her  mouth  water—roast  boar,  berries  and  cream,  warm

chocolate cake …

From  a  few  feet  away,  she  found  Leighfer  Bardingale  observing  her,  the

woman’s  dark  eyes  remarkably  sad.  Pitying.  Or  was  it  regret  for  what  she  had hired  Celaena  to  do?  Bardingale  approached,  brushing  against  Celaena’s  skirts

on  her  way  to  the  buffet  table,  but  Celaena  chose  not  to  acknowledge  her. 

Whatever  Arobynn  had  told  the  woman  about  her,  she  didn’t  care  to  know. 

Though she  would have liked to know what perfume Bardingale was wearing; it

smelled like jasmine and vanilla. 

Sam  was  suddenly  beside  her,  appearing  in  that  silent-as-death  way  of  his. 

“Did you get what you needed?” He followed Celaena as she added more food to

her  plate.  Leighfer  took  a  few  scoops  of  berries  and  a  dollop  of  cream  and disappeared back into the crowd. 

Celaena grinned, glancing to the alcove where Doneval had now returned to

his  hired  company.  She  deposited  her  plate  on  the  table.  “I  certainly  did.  It appears he’s unavailable at seven thirty in the evening that day.” 

“So we have our meeting time,” Sam said. 
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“Indeed  we  do.”  She  turned  to  him  with  a  triumphant  smirk,  but  Sam  was

now watching Doneval, his frown growing as the man continued pawing at the

girls around him. 

The music shifted, becoming livelier, the twins’ voices rising in a wraithlike

harmony. “And now that I got what I came here for, I want to dance,” Celaena

said.  “So  drink  up,  Sam  Cortland.  We’re  not  washing  our  hands  in  blood

tonight.” 

She danced and danced. The beautiful youths of Melisande had gathered near the

platform  that  held  the  twin  singers,  and  Celaena  had  gravitated  toward  them. 

Bottles  of  sparkling  wine  passed  from  hand  to  hand,  mouth  to  mouth.  Celaena

swigged from all of them. 

Around  midnight,  the  music  changed,  going  from  organized,  elegant  dances

to  a  frenzied,  sensual  sound  that  had  her  clapping  her  hands  and  stomping  her feet in time. The Melisanders seemed eager to writhe and fling themselves about. 

If there were music and movements that embodied the wildness and recklessness

and immortality of youth, they were here, on this dance floor. 

Doneval remained where he sat on the cushions, drinking bottle after bottle. 

He never once glanced in her direction; whoever he had thought Dianna Brackyn

was, she was now forgotten. Good. 

Sweat  ran  along  every  part  of  her  body,  but  she  tipped  her  head  back,  arms upraised, content to bask in the music. One of the courtesans on the swings flew

by so low that their fingers brushed. The touch sent sparks shooting through her. 

This was more than a party: it was a performance, an orgy, and a call to worship

at the altar of excess. Celaena was a willing sacrifice. 

The  music  shifted  again,  a  riot  of  pounding  drums  and  the  staccato  notes  of the  twins.  Sam  kept  a  respectful  distance—dancing  alone,  occasionally

detangling himself from the arms of a girl who saw his beautiful face and tried to

seize him for her own. Celaena tried not to smirk when she saw him politely, but

firmly, telling the girl to find someone else. 

Many of the older partygoers had long since left, ceding the dance floor to the

young and beautiful. Celaena focused long enough to check on Doneval—and to

see Arobynn sitting with Bardingale in another one of the nearby alcoves. A few

others sat with them, and though glasses of wine littered their table, they all had

lowered  brows  and  tight-lipped  expressions.  While  Doneval  had  come  here  to

feast off his former wife’s fortune, it seemed like she had other thoughts on how

to enjoy her party. What sort of strength had it taken to accept that assassinating

her former husband was the only option left? Or was it weakness? 

The clock struck three—three! How had so many hours passed? A glimmer of

movement caught her eye by the towering doors atop the stairs. Four young men

wearing  masks  stood  atop  the  steps,  surveying  the  crowd.  It  took  all  of  two heartbeats for her to see that the dark-haired youth was their ringleader, and that

the  fine  clothes  and  the  masks  they  wore  marked  them  as  nobility.  Probably

nobles looking to escape a stuffy function and savor the delights of Rifthold. 

The masked strangers swaggered down the steps, one of them keeping close

to the dark-haired youth. That one had a sword, she noticed, and from his tensed

shoulders, she could tell he wasn’t entirely pleased to be here. But the lips of the

ringleader parted in a grin as he stalked into the crowd. Gods above, even with

the mask obscuring half of his features, he was handsome. 

She danced as she watched him, and, as if he had somehow sensed her all this

time,  their  eyes  met  from  across  the  room.  She  gave  him  a  smile,  then

deliberately turned back toward the singers, her dancing a little more careful, a

little more inviting. She found Sam frowning at her. She gave him a shrug. 

It took the masked stranger a few minutes—and a knowing smile from her to

suggest that she, too, knew exactly where he was—but soon she felt a hand slide

around her waist. 

“Some party,” the stranger whispered in her ear. She twisted to see sapphire

eyes gleaming at her. “Are you from Melisande?” 

She swayed with the music. “Perhaps.” 

His smile grew. She itched to pull off the mask. Any young nobles who were

out at this hour were certainly not here for innocent purposes. Still—who was to

say that she couldn’t have some fun, too? “What’s your name?” he asked above

the roar of the music. 

She leaned close. “My name is Wind,” she whispered. “And Rain. And Bone

and Dust. My name is a snippet of a half-remembered song.” 

He chuckled, a low, delightful sound. She was drunk, and silly, and so full of

the glory of being young and alive and in the capital of the world that she could

hardly contain herself. 

“I have no name,” she purred. “I am whoever the keepers of my fate tell me

to be.” 

He  grasped  her  by  her  wrist,  running  a  thumb  along  the  sensitive  skin

underneath. “Then let me call you Mine for a dance or two.” 

She  grinned,  but  someone  was  suddenly  between  them,  a  tall,  powerfully

built  person.  Sam.  He  ripped  the  stranger’s  hand  off  her  wrist.  “She’s  spoken for,”  he  growled,  all  too  close  to  the  young  man’s  masked  face.  The  stranger’s

friend was behind him in an instant, his bronze eyes fixed on Sam. 

Celaena grabbed Sam’s elbow. “Enough,” she warned him. 

The masked stranger looked Sam up and down, then held up his hands. “My

mistake,” he said, but winked at Celaena before he disappeared into the crowd, 

his armed friend close behind. 

Celaena whirled to face Sam. “What in hell was that for?” 

“You’re drunk,” he told her, so close her chest brushed his. “And he knew it, 

too.” 

“So?”  Even  as  she  said  it,  someone  dancing  wildly  crashed  into  her  and  set

her reeling. Sam caught her around the waist, his hands firm on her as he kept

her from falling to the ground. 

“You’ll thank me in the morning.” 

“Just  because  we’re  working  together  doesn’t  mean  I’m  suddenly  incapable

of handling myself.” His hands were still on her waist. 

“Let  me  take  you  home.”  She  glanced  toward  the  alcoves.  Doneval  was

passed out cold on the shoulder of a very bored-looking courtesan. Arobynn and

Bardingale were still deep in their conversation. 

“No,” she said. “I don’t need an escort. I’ll go home when I feel like it.” She

slipped out of his grasp, slamming into the shoulder of someone behind her. The

man  apologized  and  moved  away.  “Besides,”  Celaena  said,  unable  to  stop  the

words or the stupid, useless jealousy that grabbed control of her, “don’t you have

Lysandra or someone equally for hire to be with?” 

“I  don’t  want  to  be  with  Lysandra,  or   anyone  else  for  hire”  he  said  through gritted teeth. He reached for her hand. “And you’re a damned fool for not seeing

it.” 

She  shook  off  his  grip.  “I  am  what  I  am,  and  I  don’t  particularly  care  what you think of me.” Maybe once he might have believed that, but now …

“Well,  I  care  what   you  think  of   me.  I  care  enough  that  I  stayed  at  this disgusting party just for you. And I care enough that I’d attend a thousand more

like it so I can spend a few hours with you when you  aren’t looking at me like

I’m not worth the dirt beneath your shoes.” 

 That  made  her  anger  stumble.  She  swallowed  hard,  her  head  spinning.  “We have enough going on with Doneval. I don’t need to be fighting with you.” She

wanted to rub her eyes, but she would have ruined the cosmetics on them. She

let out a long sigh. “Can’t we just … try to enjoy ourselves right now?” 

Sam  shrugged,  but  his  eyes  were  still  dark  and  gleaming.  “If  you  want  to

dance with that man, then go ahead.” 
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“It’s not about that.” 

“Then tell me what it’s about.” 

She  began  wringing  her  fingers,  then  stopped  herself.  “Look,”  she  said,  the

music so loud it was hard to hear her own thoughts. “I—Sam, I don’t know how

to be your friend yet. I don’t know if I know how to be  anyone’s friend. And …

Can we just talk about this tomorrow?” 

He shook his head slowly, but gave her a smile, even though it didn’t reach

his  eyes.  “Sure.  If  you  can  remember  anything  tomorrow,”  he  said  with  forced lightness.  She  made  herself  smile  back  at  him.  He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the dancing. “Go have fun. We’ll talk in the morning.” He stepped closer, as if he’d

kiss  her  cheek,  but  then  thought  better  of  it.  She  couldn’t  tell  if  she  was disappointed or not as he squeezed her shoulder instead. 

With that, he vanished into the crowd. Celaena stared after him until a young

woman pulled her into a circle of dancing girls, and the revelry took hold of her

again. 

The rooftop of her new apartment looked out over the Avery River, and Celaena

sat on the walled edge, her legs dangling off the side. The stone beneath her was

chill and damp, but the rain had stopped during the night, and fierce winds had

blown the clouds away as the stars faded and the sky lightened. 

The sun broke over the horizon, flooding the snaking arm of the Avery with

light. It became a living band of gold. 

The  capital  began  to  stir,  chimneys  puffing  up  smoke  from  the  first  of  the

day’s  fires,  fishermen  calling  to  one  another  from  the  nearby  docks,  young

children rushing through the streets with bundles of wood or the morning papers

or buckets of water. Behind her, the glass castle shimmered in the dawn. 

She hadn’t been to her new apartment since she’d returned from the desert, so

she’d  taken  a  few  minutes  to  walk  through  the  spacious  rooms  hidden  on  the

upper floor of a fake warehouse. It was the last place anyone would expect her to

purchase  a  home,  and  the  warehouse  itself  was  filled  with  bottles  of  ink—a

supply no one was likely to break in to steal. This was a place that was hers and

hers alone. Or it would be, as soon as she told Arobynn she was leaving. Which

she’d do as soon as she finished this business with Doneval. Or sometime soon

after that. Maybe. 

She inhaled the damp morning air, letting it wash through her. Seated on the

roof  ledge,  she  felt  wonderfully  insignificant—a  mere  speck  in  the  vastness  of the great city. And yet all of it was hers for the taking. 

Yes, the party had been delightful, but there was more to the world than that. 

Bigger things, more beautiful things, more  real things. Her future was hers, and she had three trunks of gold hidden in her room that would solidify it. She could

make of her life what she wanted. 

Celaena leaned back on her hands, drinking in the awakening city. And as she

watched the capital, she had the joyous feeling that the capital watched her back. 

CHAPTER

6

Since  she’d  forgotten  to  do  it  at  the  party  the  night  before,  she  meant  to  thank Sam for the music during their usual tumbling lesson after breakfast. But several

of  the  other  assassins  were  also  in  the  training  hall,  and  she  had  no  desire  to explain  the  gift  to  any  of  the  older  men.  They  would  undoubtedly  take  it  the wrong way. Not that they particularly cared about what she was up to; they did

their  best  to  stay  out  of  her  way,  and  she  didn’t  bother  to  get  to  know  them, either.  Besides,  her  head  was  throbbing  thanks  to  staying  up  until  dawn  and

drinking  all  that  sparkling  wine,  so  she  couldn’t  even  think  of  the  right  words just now. 

She went through her training exercises until noon, impressing their instructor

with the new ways she’d learned to move while she was in the Red Desert. She

felt Sam watching her from the mats a few feet away. She tried not to look at his

shirtless chest, gleaming with sweat, as he took a running jump, nimbly flipping

through the air and landing almost soundlessly on the ground. By the Wyrd, he

was fast. He’d certainly spent the summer training, too. 

“Milady,”  the  instructor  coughed,  and  she  turned  to  him,  giving  a  glare  that warned him not to comment. She slid into a backbend, then flipped out of it, her

legs smoothly rising over her head and back to the floor. 

She  landed  in  a  kneel,  and  looked  up  to  see  Sam  approaching.  Stopping

before  her,  he  gave  the  instructor  a  sharp  jerk  of  his  chin,  and  the  stocky, compact man found somewhere else to be. 

“He was helping me,” Celaena said. Her muscles quivered as she stood. She’d

trained  hard  this  morning,  despite  how  little  sleep  she’d  gotten—which  had

nothing to do with the fact that she hadn’t wanted to spend a moment alone with

Sam in the training hall. 

“He’s here every other day. I don’t think you’re missing anything vital,” Sam

replied.  She  kept  her  gaze  on  his  face.  She’d  seen  Sam  shirtless  before—she’d seen all of the assassins in various stages of undress thanks to their training—but

this felt different. 

“So,” she said, “are we breaking into Doneval’s house tonight?” She kept her voice  down.  She  didn’t  particularly  like  sharing  anything  with  her  fellow

assassins. Ben she’d once told everything to, but he was dead and buried. “Now

that we know the meeting time, we should get into that upstairs study and get a

sense of what and how many documents there are before he shares them with his

partner.”  Since  the  sun  had  finally  decided  to  make  an  appearance,  it  made

daytime stalking next to impossible. 

He frowned, running a hand through his hair. “I can’t. I  want to, but I can’t. 

Lysandra has a pre-Bidding rehearsal, and I’m on guard duty. I could meet you

after, if you want to wait for me.” 

“No.  I’ll  go  myself.  It  shouldn’t  be  that  hard.”  She  started  from  the  training room, and Sam followed her, keeping close to her side. 

“It’s going to be dangerous.” 

“Sam, I freed two hundred slaves in Skull’s Bay and took down Rolfe. I think

I can handle this.” They reached the main entranceway of the Keep. 

“And you did that with  my help. Why don’t I stop by Doneval’s after I finish

and see if you need me?” 

She  patted  his  shoulder,  his  bare  skin  sticky  with  sweat.  “Do  whatever  you

want. Though I have a feeling I’ll already be done by that point. But I’ll tell you

all  about  it  tomorrow  morning,”  she  crooned,  pausing  at  the  foot  of  the  grand staircase. 

He grabbed her hand. “Please be careful. Just get a look at the documents and

go.  We’ve  still  got  two  days  until  the  exchange;  if  it’s  too  dangerous,  then  we can try tomorrow. Don’t put yourself at risk.” 

The  doors  to  the  Keep  swung  open  and  Sam  dropped  her  hand  as  Lysandra

and Clarisse came sweeping in. 

Lysandra’s  face  was  flushed,  making  her  green  eyes  sparkle.  “Oh,  Sam,” 

Lysandra  said,  rushing  toward  him  with  outstretched  hands.  Celaena  bristled. 

Sam grasped Lysandra’s slender fingers politely. From the way she drank him in

—especially his shirtless torso—Celaena had no trouble believing that two days

from now, as soon as her Bidding Night was over and she could be with whoever

she wanted, she’d seek out Sam. And who wouldn’t? 

“Another luncheon with Arobynn?” Sam asked, but Lysandra wouldn’t let go

of  his  hands.  Madam  Clarisse  gave  Celaena  a  curt  nod  as  she  bustled  past, 

heading  straight  for  Arobynn’s  study.  The  brothel  madam  and  the  King  of  the

Assassins  had  been  friends  for  as  long  as  Celaena  had  been  here,  and  Clarisse had never said more than a few words to her. 

“Oh,  no—we’re  here  for  tea.  Arobynn  promised  a  silver  tea  service,” 
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Lysandra  said,  her  words  somehow  feeling  tossed  in  Celaena’s  direction.  “You

 must join us, Sam.” 

Ordinarily,  Celaena  would  have  bitten  the  girl’s  head  off  for  the  insult. 

Lysandra was still grasping Sam’s hands. 

As if he sensed it, Sam wriggled his fingers away. “I—” he started. 

“You should go,” Celaena said. Lysandra looked between them. “I have work

to do, anyway. I don’t get to be the best simply by lying on my back all day.” A

cheap  shot,  but  Lysandra’s  eyes  flashed.  Celaena  gave  her  a  razor-sharp  smile. 

Not  that  she  had  wanted  to  keep  talking  to  Sam,  or  invite  him  to  listen  to  her practice  the  music  he’d  gotten  her,  or  spend   any  more  time  with  him  than  was absolutely necessary. 

He swallowed. “Have lunch with me, Celaena.” 

Lysandra clicked her tongue and strode off muttering, “Why would you want

to have lunch with  her?” 

“I’m busy,” Celaena said. It wasn’t a lie; she  did still have to finalize her plan to break into the house to find out more about Doneval’s documents. She jerked

her chin toward Lysandra and the sitting room beyond her. “Go enjoy yourself.” 

Without wanting to see what he chose, she kept her eyes on the marble floors, 

the teal drapes, and the gilded ceiling as she walked to her room. 

The  walls  of  Doneval’s  house  were  unguarded.  Wherever  he’d  gone  tonight—

from  the  look  of  his  clothes,  probably  to  the  theater  or  a  party—he’d  taken several of his guards with him, though she hadn’t counted his hulking bodyguard

in their ranks. Perhaps the bodyguard had the night off. It still left several guards

patrolling the grounds, not to mention whoever was inside. 

While she loathed the thought of getting her new black suit wet, Celaena was

grateful for the rain that had started again at sundown, even if it meant forgoing

her usual mask in order to keep her weather-limited senses open. Thankfully, the

heavy downpour also meant that the guard on the side of the house didn’t even

notice her slipping right past him. The second floor was fairly high up, but the

window was darkened, and the latch was easily unlocked from the outside. She’d

mapped  the  house  already.  If  she  was  correct—and  she  was  certain  she  was—

that window led right into the second-floor study. 

Listening carefully, she waited until the guard was looking the other way, and

began to climb. Her new boots found their grip on the stone, and her fingers had

no trouble at all seeking out cracks. The suit was a little heavier than her usual

tunic, but with the built-in blades in the gauntlets, she didn’t have the additional

encumbrance  of  a  sword  on  her  back  or  daggers  at  her  waist.  There  were  even two knives built into her boots. This was one gift from Arobynn that she’d get a

lot of use out of. 

But  while  the  rain  quieted  and  clouded   her,  it  also  masked  the  sound  of anyone approaching. She kept her eyes and ears wide open, but no other guards

rounded the corner of the house. The additional risk was worth it. Now that she

knew  what  time  the  meeting  would  take  place,  she  had  two  days  to  gather  as much specific information as she could about the documents, namely how many

pages there were and where Doneval hid them. In a few moments, she was at the

sill  of  the  study  window.  The  guard  below  didn’t  even  look  up  at  the  house towering behind him. Top-notch guards indeed. 

One glance inside showed a darkened room—a desk littered with papers, and

nothing else. He wouldn’t be so foolish as to leave the lists out in plain sight, but

…

Celaena  hauled  herself  onto  the  ledge,  and  the  slender  knife  from  her  boot

gleamed dully as it wedged into the slight gap between the window doors. Two

angled jabs, a flick of her wrist, and—

She eased the window open, praying for silent hinges. One of them creaked

quietly, but the other swung away without a sound. She slid into the study, boots

quiet  on  the  ornate  rug.  Carefully,  holding  her  breath,  she  eased  the  windows shut again. 

She sensed the attack a heartbeat before it happened. 
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Celaena whirled and ducked, the other knife from her boot instantly in her hand, 

and the guard went down with a groan. She struck fast as an asp—a move she’d

learned  in  the  Red  Desert.  As  she  yanked  the  knife  from  his  thigh,  hot  blood pumped onto her hand. Another guard swiped a sword at her, but she met it with

both her knives before kicking him squarely in the stomach. He staggered back, 

yet not fast enough to escape the blow to his head that knocked him out. Another

maneuver  the  Mute  Master  had  taught  her  while  she’d  been  studying  how  the

desert animals moved. In the darkness of the room, she felt the reverberations as

the guard’s body slammed into the floor. 

But there were others, and she counted three more—three more grunting and

moaning  as  they  crumpled  around  her—before  someone  grabbed  her  from

behind.  There  was  a  vicious  thump  against  her  head,  and  something  wet  and

putrid pressed to her face, and then—

Oblivion. 

Celaena awoke, but she didn’t open her eyes. She kept her breathing steady, even

as she inhaled the reek of filth and the damp, rotten air around her. And she kept

her  ears  open,  even  as  she  heard  the  chuckle  of  male  voices  and  the  gurgle  of water. She kept very still, even as she felt the ropes that bound her to the chair, 

and the water that was already up to her calves. She was in the sewer. 

Splashes approached—heavy enough that the sewer water showered her lap. 

“I think that’s enough sleeping,” said a deep voice. A powerful hand slapped

her cheek. Through stinging eyes, she found the hatchet-hewn face of Doneval’s

bodyguard  smiling  at  her.  “Hello,  lovely.  Thought  we  didn’t  notice  you  spying on us for days, did you? You might be good, but you’re not invisible.” 

Behind him, four guards loitered by an iron door—and beyond it was another

door,  through  which  she  could  see  a  set  of  steps  that  led  upward.  It  must  be  a door into the cellar of the house. Several of the older houses in Rifthold had such

doors:  escape  routes  during  wars,  ways  to  sneak  in  scandal-worthy  guests,  or merely an easy way to deposit the household’s waste. The double doors were to

keep  out  the  water—airtight,  and  made  long  ago  by  skilled  craftsmen  who  had

used magic to coat the thresholds with water-repellent spells. 

“There  are  a  lot  of  rooms  to  break  into  in  this  house,”  the  bodyguard  said. 

“Why’d you choose the upstairs study? And where’s your friend?” 

She  gave  him  a  crooked  grin,  all  the  while  taking  in  the  cavernous  sewer

around  her.  The  water  was  rising.  She  didn’t  want  to  think  about  what  was

floating in it. 

“Will this be an interrogation, then torture,  then death?” she asked him. “Or

am I getting the order wrong?” 

The man grinned right back at her. “Smart-ass. I like it.” His accent was thick, 

but she understood him well enough. He braced his hands on either arm of her

chair.  With  her  own  arms  bound  behind  her  back,  she  only  had  the  freedom  to move her face. “Who sent you?” 

Her  heart  beat  wildly,  but  her  smile  didn’t  fade.  Withstanding  torture  was  a lesson  she’d  learned  long  ago.  “Why  do  you  assume  anyone   sent  me?  Can’t  a girl be independent?” 

The wooden chair groaned under his weight as he leaned so close their noses

were almost touching. She tried not to inhale his hot breath. “Why else would a

little  bitch  like  you  break  into  this  house?  I  don’t  think  you’re  after  jewels  or gold.” 

She  felt  her  nostrils  flare.  But  she  wouldn’t  make  her  move—not  until  she

knew she had no chance to glean information from  him. 

“If  you’re  going  to  torture  me,”  she  drawled,  “then  get  it  started.  I  don’t particularly enjoy the smell down here.” 

The  man  pulled  back,  his  grin  unfaltering.  “Oh,  we’re  not  going  to  torture

you. Do you know how many spies and thieves and assassins have tried to take

down Doneval? We’re beyond asking questions. If you don’t want to talk, then

fine. Don’t talk. We’ve learned how to deal with you filth.” 

“Philip,” one of the guards said, pointing with his sword down the dark tunnel

of the sewer. “We’ve got to go.” 

“Right,” Philip said, turning back to Celaena. “See, I figure if someone was

foolish enough to send you  here, then you must be expendable. And I don’t think

anyone  will  look  for  you  when  they  flood  the  sewers,  not  even  your  friend.  In fact, most people are staying off the streets right now. You capital dwellers don’t

like getting your feet dirty, do you?” 

Her heart pounded harder, but she didn’t break his gaze. “Too bad they won’t
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get  all the trash,” she said, batting her eyelashes. 

“No,” he said, “but they’ll get you. Or at least, the river will get your remains, 

if the rats have left enough.” Philip patted her cheek hard enough to sting. As if

the sewers had heard him, a rush of water began sounding from the darkness. 

 Oh, no. No. 

He  splashed  back  to  the  landing  where  the  guards  stood.  She  watched  them

stride out through the second door, then up the stairs, then—

“Enjoy your swim,” Philip said, and slammed the iron door shut behind him. 

Darkness  and  water.  In  the  moments  it  took  for  her  to  adjust  to  the  dim

streetlight  leaking  in  through  the  grate  high,  high  above,  water  gushed  against her legs. It was up to her lap in an instant. 

She cursed violently and wriggled hard against the ropes. But as the ropes cut

into  her  arms,  she  remembered:  the  built-in  blades.  It  was  a  testament  to  the inventor’s  skill  that  Philip  hadn’t  found  them,  even  though  he  must  have

searched her. Yet the bindings were almost too tight for her to release them …

She twisted her wrists, fighting for any shred of space to flick her hand. The

water pooled around her waist. They must have built the sewer dam at the other

end  of  the  city;  it  would  take  a  few  minutes  before  it  completely  flooded  this part. 

The  rope  wouldn’t  budge,  but  she  flicked  her  wrist,  doing  as  the  master

tinkerer had told her, again and again. Then, at last, the whine and splash of the

blade as it shot out. Pain danced down the side of her hand, and she swore. She’d

cut herself on the damn thing. Thankfully, it didn’t feel deep. 

Immediately she started on the ropes, her arms aching while she twisted them

as  far  as  she  could  to  angle  against  the  bindings.  They  should  have  used  iron shackles. 

There was a sudden release of tension around her middle, and she almost fell

face-first into the swirling black water as the rope gave. Two heartbeats later, the

rest of the ropes were off, though she cringed as she plunged her hands into the

filthy water to cut her feet from the chair legs. 

When she stood, the water was at her thighs. And cold. Icy, icy cold. She felt

things  sliding  against  her  as  she  splashed  for  the  landing,  struggling  to  keep upright  in  the  fierce  current.  Rats  were  being  swept  past  by  the  dozen,  their squeals  of  terror  barely  audible  over  the  roar  of  the  water.  By  the  time  she reached  the  stone  steps,  the  water  was  already  pooling  there,  too.  She  tried  the iron handle. It was locked. She tried to plunge one of her blades in alongside the

threshold, but it bounced back. The door was sealed so tightly that nothing was getting through. 

She was trapped. 

Celaena looked down the length of the sewer. Rain was still pouring in from

above,  but  the  streetlights  were  bright  enough  that  she  could  see  the  curved walls. There had to be some ladder to the street—there  had to be. 

She couldn’t see any—not near her. And the grates were so high up that she’d

have to wait until the sewer filled entirely before trying her luck. But the current

was so strong that she’d probably be swept away. 

“Think,” she whispered. “Think, think.” 

Water rose higher on the landing, lapping now at her ankles. 

She kept her breathing calm. Panicking would accomplish nothing. “Think.” 

She scanned the sewer. 

There might be a ladder, but it would be farther down. That meant braving the

water—and the dark. 

On her left, the water rose endlessly, rushing in from the other half of the city. 

She  looked  to  her  right.  Even  if  there  wasn’t  a  grate,  she  might  make  it  to  the Avery. 

It was a very, very big “might.” 

But it was better than waiting here to die. 

Celaena  sheathed  her  blades  and  plunged  into  the  smelly,  oily  water.  Her

throat  closed  up,  but  she  willed  herself  to  keep  from  vomiting.  She  was   not swimming  through  the  entire  capital’s  refuse.  She  was   not  swimming  through rat-infested waters. She was  not going to die. 

The  current  was  faster  than  she  expected,  and  she  pulled  against  it.  Grates

passed overhead, ever nearer, but still too distant. And then there, on the right! 

Midway  up  the  wall,  several  feet  above  the  water  line,  was  a  small  tunnel

opening. It was made for a solitary worker. Rainwater leaked out over the lip of

the tunnel—somewhere, it  had to lead to the street. 

She  swam  hard  for  the  wall,  fighting  to  keep  the  current  from  sweeping  her

past the tunnel. She hit the wall and clung to it, easing down the side. The tunnel

was high up enough that she had to reach, her fingers aching as they dug into the

stone.  But  she  had  a  grip,  and  even  though  pain  lanced  through  her  nails,  she hauled herself into the narrow passage. 

It was so small inside that she had to lie flat on her belly. And it was full of

mud  and  the  gods  knew  what  else,  but  there—far  ahead—was  a  shaft  of

lamplight.  An  upward  tunnel  that  led  to  the  street.  Behind  her,  the  sewer

continued flooding, the roaring waters near deafening. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be trapped. 

With the ceiling so low, she had to keep her head down, her face nearly in the

putrid mud as she stretched out her arms and  pulled. Inch by inch, she dragged

herself through the tunnel, staring at the light ahead. 

Then the water reached the level of the tunnel. Within moments, it swept past

her feet, past her legs, then her abdomen, and then her face. She crawled faster, 

not needing light to tell how bloody her hands were. Each bit of grit inside the

cuts  was  like  fire.  Go,  she  thought  to  herself  with  each  thrust  and  pull  of  her arms,  each  kick  of  her  feet.  Go, go, go.  The  word  was  the  only  thing  that  kept her from screaming. Because once she started screaming … that was when she’d

concede to death. 

The  water  in  the  passage  was  a  few  inches  deep  by  the  time  she  hit  the

upward tunnel, and she nearly sobbed at the sight of the ladder. It was probably

fifteen feet to the surface. Through the circular holes in the large grate she spied

a hovering streetlamp. She forgot the pain in her hands as she climbed the rusted

ladder,  willing  it  not  to  break.  Water  filled  the  tunnel  bottom,  swirling  with debris. 

She  was  quickly  at  the  top,  and  even  allowed  herself  a  little  smile  as  she pushed against the round grate. 

But it didn’t budge. 

She  balanced  her  feet  on  the  rickety  ladder  and  pushed  with  both  hands.  It

still  didn’t  move.  She  angled  her  body  on  the  upper  rung  so  that  her  back  and shoulders  braced  against  the  grate  and  threw  herself  into  it.  Nothing.  Not  a groan,  not  a  hint  of  metal  giving  way.  It  had  to  be  rusted  shut.  She  pounded against  it  until  she  felt  something  crack  in  her  hand.  Her  vision  flashed  with pain, black-and-white sparks dancing, and she made sure the bone wasn’t broken

before pounding again. Nothing.  Nothing. 

The water was close now, its muddy froth so near that she could reach down

and touch it. 

She threw herself into the grate one last time. It didn’t move. 

If  people  were  off  the  streets  until  the  mandatory  flooding  was  over  …

Rainwater  poured  into  her  mouth,  her  eyes,  her  nose.  She  banged  against  the

metal, praying for anyone to hear her over the roar of the rain, for anyone to see

the  muddy,  bloodied  fingers  straining  upward  from  an  ordinary  city  grate.  The water  hit  her  boots.  She  shoved  her  fingers  through  the  grate  holes  and  began screaming. 

She screamed until her lungs burned, screamed for help, for anyone to hear. 

And then—

“Celaena?” 

It was a shout, and it was close, and Celaena sobbed when she heard Sam’s

voice,  nearly  muffled  by  the  rain  and  roaring  waters  beneath  her.  He  said  he’d come by after helping with Lysandra’s party—he must have been on his way to

or  from  Doneval’s  house.  She  wriggled  her  fingers  through  the  grate  hole, 

pounding with her other hand against the grate. “HERE! In the sewer! ” 

She  could  feel  the  rumble  of  steps,  and  then  …  “Holy  gods.”  Sam’s  face

swam  into  view  through  the  grate.  “I’ve  been  looking  for  you  for  twenty

minutes,”  he  said.  “Hold  on.”  His  callused  fingers  latched  onto  the  holes.  She saw them go white with strain, saw his face turn red, then … He swore. 

The water had reached her calves. “Get me the hell out of here.” 

“Shove  with  me,”  he  breathed,  and  as  he  pulled,  she  pushed.  The  grate

wouldn’t  move.  They  tried  again,  and  again.  The  water  hit  her  knees.  By

whatever  luck,  the  grate  was  far  enough  away  from  Doneval’s  house  that  the

guards couldn’t hear them. 

“Get  as  high  as  you  can,”  he  barked.  She  already  was,  but  she  didn’t  say

anything. She caught the flash of a knife and heard the scrape of a blade against

the grate. He was trying to loosen the metal by using the blade as a lever. “Push

on the other side.” 

She pushed. Dark water lapped at her thighs. 

The knife snapped in two. 

Sam swore violently and began yanking on the grate cover again. “Come on,” 

he whispered, more to himself than to her. “Come on.” 

The water was around her waist now, and over her chest a moment after that. 

Rain continued streaming in through the grate, blinding her senses. “Sam,” she

said. 

“I’m trying!” 

“Sam,” she repeated. 

“No,” he spat, hearing her tone. “No! ” 

He  began  screaming  for  help  then.  Celaena  pressed  her  face  to  one  of  the

holes in the grate. Help wasn’t going to come—not fast enough. 

She’d  never  given  much  thought  to  how  she’d  die,  but  drowning  somehow

felt  fitting.  It  was  a  river  in  her  native  country  of  Terrasen  that  had  almost claimed her life nine years ago—and now it seemed that whatever bargain she’d

struck with the gods that night was finally over. The water would have her, one

way or another, no matter how long it took. 

“Please,” Sam begged as he beat and yanked on the grate, then tried to wedge another dagger under the lid. “Please don’t.” 

She knew he wasn’t speaking to her. 

The water hit her neck. 

“Please,”  Sam  moaned,  his  fingers  now  touching  hers.  She’d  have  one  last breath. Her last words. 

“Take my body home to Terrasen, Sam,” she whispered. And with a gasping

breath, she went under. 
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“Breathe!” someone was roaring as they pounded on her chest. “Breathe!” 

And just like that, her body seized, and water rushed out of her. She vomited

onto the cobblestones, coughing so hard she convulsed. 

“Oh,  gods,”  Sam  moaned.  Through  her  streaming  eyes,  she  found  him

kneeling beside her, his head hung between his shoulders as he braced his palms

on his knees. Behind him, two women were exchanging relieved, yet confused, 

expressions.  One  of  them  held  a  crowbar.  Beside  her  lay  the  grate  cover,  and around them spilled water from the sewer. 

She vomited again. 

She took three baths in a row and ate food only with the intention of vomiting it

up  to  clear  out  any  trace  of  the  vile  liquid  inside  her.  She  plunged  her  torn, aching hands into a vat of hard liquor, biting down her scream but savoring the

disinfectant burning through whatever had been in that water. Once that proved

calming to her repulsion, she ordered her bathtub filled with the same liquor and

submerged herself in it, too. 

She’d  never  feel  clean  again.  Even  after  her  fourth  bath—which  had  been

immediately  after  her  liquor  bath—she  felt  like  grime  coated  every  part  of  her. 

Arobynn had cooed and fussed, but she’d ordered him out. She ordered  everyone

out.  She’d  take  another  two  baths  in  the  morning,  she  promised  herself  as  she climbed into bed. 

There  was  a  knock  on  her  door,  and  she  almost  barked  at  the  person  to  go

away, but Sam’s head popped in. The clock read past twelve, but his eyes were

still alert. “You’re awake,” he said, slipping inside without so much as a nod of

permission from her. Not that he needed it. He’d saved her life. She was in his

eternal debt. 

On the way home, he’d told her that after Lysandra’s Bidding rehearsal, he’d

gone to Doneval’s house to see if she needed any help. But when he got there, 

the  house  was  quiet—except  for  the  guards  who  kept  sniggering  about something  that  had  happened.  He’d  been  searching  the  surrounding  streets  for

any sign of her when he heard her screaming. 

She looked at him from where she lay in bed. “What do you want?” Not the

most  gracious  words  to  someone  who  had  saved  her  life.  But,  hell,  she  was

supposed to be  better than him. How could she say she was the best when she’d

needed Sam to rescue her? The thought made her want to hit him. 

He just smiled slightly. “I wanted to see if you were finally done with all the

washing. There’s no hot water left.” 

She frowned. “Don’t expect me to apologize for that.” 

“Do I ever expect you to apologize for anything?” 

In  the  candlelight,  the  lovely  panes  of  his  face  seemed  velvet-smooth  and

inviting.  “You  could  have  let  me  die,”  she  mused.  “I’m  surprised  you  weren’t dancing with glee over the grate.” 

He  let  out  a  low  laugh  that  traveled  along  her  limbs,  warming  her.  “No  one deserves  that  sort  of  death,  Celaena.  Not  even  you.  And  besides,  I  thought  we were beyond that.” 

She swallowed hard, but was unable to break his gaze. “Thank you for saving

me.” 

His brows rose. She’d said it once on their way back, but it had been a quick, 

breathless string of words. This time, it was different. Though her fingers ached

—especially  her  broken  nails—she  reached  for  his  hand.  “And  …  And  I’m

sorry.”  She  made  herself  look  at  him,  even  as  his  features  crossed  into

incredulity. “I’m sorry for involving you in what happened in Skull’s Bay. And

for what Arobynn did to you because of it.” 

“Ah,” he said, as if he somehow understood some great puzzle. He examined

their linked hands, and she quickly let go. 

The silence was suddenly too charged, his face too beautiful in the light. She

lifted  her  chin  and  found  him  looking  at  the  scar  along  her  neck.  The  narrow ridge  would  fade—someday.  “Her  name  was  Ansel,”  she  said,  her  throat

tightening. “She was my friend.” Sam slowly sat on the bed. And then the whole

story came out. 

Sam  only  asked  questions  when  he  needed  clarification.  The  clock  chimed

one  by  the  time  she  finished  telling  him  about  the  final  arrow  she’d  fired  at Ansel,  and  how,  even  with  her  heart  breaking,  she’d  given  her  friend  an  extra minute before releasing what would have been a killing shot. When she stopped

speaking, Sam’s eyes were bright with sorrow and wonder. 

“So,  that  was  my  summer,”  she  said  with  a  shrug.  “A  grand  adventure  for

Celaena Sardothien, isn’t it?” 

But he merely reached out and ran his fingers down the scar on her neck, as if

he  could  somehow  erase  the  wound.  “I’m  sorry,”  he  said.  And  she  knew  he

meant it. 

“So  am  I,”  she  murmured.  She  shifted,  suddenly  aware  of  how  little  her

nightgown  concealed.  As  if  he’d  noticed,  too,  his  hand  dropped  from  her  neck and he cleared his throat. “Well,” she said, “I suppose our mission just got a little

more complicated.” 

“Oh? And why is that?” 

She  shook  off  the  blush  his  touch  had  brought  to  her  face  and  gave  him  a

slow,  wicked  smile.  Philip  had   no  idea  who  he’d  tried  to  dispatch,  or  of  the world  of  pain  that  was  headed  his  way.  You  didn’t  try  to  drown  Adarlan’s

Assassin in a  sewer and get away with it. Not in a thousand lifetimes. “Because,” 

she said, “my list of people to kill is now one person longer.” 

CHAPTER

9

She slept until noon, took the two baths she’d promised herself, and then went to

Arobynn’s study. He was nursing a cup of tea as she opened the door. 

“I’m surprised to see you out of the bathtub,” he said. 

Telling Sam the story about her month in the Red Desert had reminded her of

why  she’d  wanted  so  badly  to  come  home  this  summer,  and  of  what  she  had

accomplished. She had no reason now to tiptoe around Arobynn—not after what

he’d done, and what she’d been through. So Celaena merely smiled at the King

of the Assassins as she held open the door for the servants outside. They carried

in a heavy trunk. Then another. And another. 

“Do I dare ask?” Arobynn massaged his temples. 

The servants hurried out, and Celaena shut the door behind them. Without a

word, she opened the lids of the trunks. Gold shone in the noontime sun. 

She turned to Arobynn, clinging to the memory of what it had felt like to sit

on the roof after the party. His face was unreadable. 

“I  think  this  covers  my  debt,”  she  said,  forcing  herself  to  smile.  “And  then some.” 

Arobynn remained seated. 

She swallowed, suddenly feeling sick. Why had she thought this was a good

idea? 

“I want to keep working with you,” she said carefully. He’d looked at her like

this before—on the night he’d beaten her. “But you don’t own me anymore.” 

His silver eyes flicked to the trunks, then to her. In a moment of silence that

lasted  forever,  she  stood  still  as  he  took  her  in.  Then  he  smiled,  a  bit  ruefully. 

“Can you blame me for hoping that this day would never come?” 

She almost sagged with relief. “I mean it: I want to keep working with you.” 

She knew in that moment that she couldn’t tell him about the apartment and

that she was moving out—not right now. Small steps. Today, the debt. Perhaps in

a few weeks, she could mention that she was leaving. Perhaps he wouldn’t even

care that she was getting her own home. 
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“And I’ll always be happy to work with  you” he said, but remained seated. He

took a sip from his tea. “Do I want to know where that money came from?” 

She  became  aware  of  the  scar  on  her  neck  as  she  said,  “The  Mute  Master. 

Payment for saving his life.” 


Arobynn  picked  up  the  morning  paper.  “Well,  allow  me  to  extend  my

congratulations.” He looked at her over the top of the paper. “You’re now a free

woman.” 

She tried not to smile. Perhaps she wasn’t free in the entire sense of the word, 

but  at  least  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to  wield  the  debt  against  her  anymore.  That would suffice for now. 

“Good  luck  with  Doneval  tomorrow  night,”  he  added.  “Let  me  know  if  you

need any help.” 

“As long as you don’t charge me for it.” 

He didn’t return her smile, and set down the paper. “I would never do that to

you.” Something like hurt flickered in his eyes. 

Fighting  her  sudden  desire  to  apologize,  she  left  his  study  without  another

word. 

The  walk  back  to  her  bedroom  was  long.  She’d  expected  to  crow  with  glee

when she gave him the money, expected to strut around the Keep. But seeing the

way he’d looked at her made all that gold feel … cheap. 

A glorious start to her new future. 

Though  Celaena  never  wanted  to  set  foot  in  the  vile  sewer  again,  she  found

herself  back  there  that  afternoon.  There  was  still  a  river  flowing  through  the tunnel, but the narrow walkway alongside it was dry, even with the rain shower

that was now falling on the street above them. 

An hour before, Sam had just showed up at her bedroom, dressed and ready

to  spy  on  Doneval’s  house.  Now  he  crept  behind  her,  saying  nothing  as  they

approached  the  iron  door  she  remembered  all  too  well.  She  set  down  her  torch beside the door and ran her hands along the worn, rusty surface. 

“We’ll have to get in this way tomorrow,” she said, her voice barely audible

above the gurgle of the sewer river. “The front of the house is too well-guarded

now.” 

Sam  traced  a  finger  through  the  groove  between  the  door  and  the  threshold. 

“Aside from finding a way to haul a battering ram down here, I don’t think we’re

getting through.” 

She shot him a dark look. “You could try knocking.” 

Sam  laughed  under  his  breath.  “I’m  sure  the  guards  would  appreciate  that. 

Maybe they’d invite me in for an ale, too. That is, after they finished pumping

my gut full of arrows.” He patted the firm plane of his stomach. He was wearing

the suit Arobynn had forced him to buy, and she tried not to look too closely at

how well it displayed his form. 

“So we can’t get in this door,” she murmured, sliding her hand along it again. 

“Unless we figure out when the servants dump the trash.” 

“Unreliable,” he countered, still studying the door. “The servants might empty

the trash whenever they feel like it.” 

She swore and glanced about the sewer. What a horrible place to have almost

died. She certainly hoped that she’d run into Philip tomorrow. That arrogant ass

wouldn’t  see  what  was  coming  until  she  was  right  in  front  of  him.  He  hadn’t even recognized her from the party the other night. 

She  smiled  slowly.  What  better  way  to  get  back  at  Philip  than  to  break  in

through the very door he’d revealed to her? “Then one of us will just have to sit

out  here  for  a  few  hours,”  she  whispered,  still  staring  at  the  door.  “With  the landing  outside  the  door,  the  servants  need  to  take  a  few  steps  to  reach  the water.” Celaena’s smile grew. “And I’m sure that if they’re lugging a bunch of

trash, they probably won’t think to look behind them.” 

Sam’s  teeth  flashed  in  the  torchlight  as  he  smiled.  “And  they’ll  be

preoccupied long enough for someone to slip in and find a good hiding spot in

the cellar to wait out the rest of the time until seven thirty.” 

“What  a  surprise  they’ll  have  tomorrow,  when  they  find  their  cellar  door

unlocked.” 

“I think that’ll be the least of their surprises tomorrow.” 

She  picked  up  her  torch.  “It  certainly  will  be.”  He  followed  her  back  down

the sewer walkway. They’d found a grate in a shadowy alley, far enough away

from the house that no one would suspect them. Unfortunately, it meant a long

walk back through the sewers. 

“I  heard  you  paid  off  Arobynn  this  morning,”  he  said,  his  eyes  on  the  dark stones  beneath  their  feet.  He  still  kept  his  voice  soft.  “How  does  it  feel  to  be free?” 

She glanced at him sidelong. “Not the way I thought it would.” 

“I’m surprised he accepted the money without a fight.” 

She didn’t say anything. In the dim light, Sam took a ragged breath. 

“I think I might leave,” he whispered. 

She almost tripped. “Leave?” 

He  wouldn’t  look  at  her.  “I’m  going  down  to  Eyllwe—to  Banjali,  to  be

precise.” 

“For  a  mission?”  It  was  common  for  Arobynn  to  send  them  all  over  the

continent, but the way Sam was speaking felt … different. 

“Forever,” he said. 

“Why?” Her voice sounded a little shrill in her ears. 

He  faced  her.  “What  do  I  have  to  tie  me  here?  Arobynn  already  mentioned

that it might be useful to firmly establish ourselves in the south, too.” 

“Arobynn—”  she  seethed,  fighting  to  keep  her  voice  to  a  whisper.  “You

talked to Arobynn about this?” 

Sam gave her a half shrug. “Casually. It’s not official.” 

“But—but Banjali is a thousand miles away.” 

“Yes,  but  Rifthold  belongs  to  you  and  Arobynn.  I’ll  always  be  …  an

alternative.” 

“I’d rather be an alternative in Rifthold than ruler of the assassins in Banjali.” 

She  hated  that  she  had  to  keep  her  voice  so  soft.  She  was  going  to  splatter someone  against  a  wall.  She  was  going  to  rip  down  the  sewer  with  her  bare

hands. 

“I’m leaving at the end of the month,” he said, still calm. 

“That’s two weeks away!” 

“Do I have any reason why I should stay here?” 

“Yes!” she exclaimed as loudly as she could while still maintaining a hushed

tone. “Yes, you do.” He didn’t reply. “You  can’t go.” 

“Give me a reason why I shouldn’t.” 

“Because what was the  point in anything if you just disappear forever?” she

hissed, splaying her arms. 

“The  point  in  what,  Celaena?”  How  could  he  be  so  calm  when  she  was  so

frantic? 

“The  point  in  Skull’s  Bay,  and  the  point  in  getting  me  that  music,  and  the point in … the point in telling Arobynn that you’d forgive him if he never hurt

me again.” 

“You said you didn’t care what I thought. Or what I did. Or if I died, if I’m

not mistaken.” 

“I lied! And you  know I lied, you stupid bastard!” 

He laughed quietly. “You want to know how I spent this summer?” She went

still. He ran a hand through his brown hair. “I spent every single day fighting the

urge to slit Arobynn’s throat. And he  knew I wanted to kill him.” 

 I’ll kill you! Sam had screamed at Arobynn. 

“The moment I woke up after he beat me, I realized I  had to leave. Because I

was going to kill him if I didn’t. But I couldn’t.” He studied her face. “Not until

you came back. Not until I knew you were all right—until I saw that you were

safe.” 

Breathing became very, very hard. 

“He  knew  that,  too,”  Sam  went  on.  “So  he  decided  to  exploit  it.  He  didn’t

recommend  me  for  missions.  Instead,  he  made  me  help  Lysandra  and  Clarisse. 

He made me escort them around the city on picnics and to parties. It became a

game  between  the  two  of  us—how  much  of  his  horseshit  I  could  take  before  I snapped.  But  we  both  knew  he’d  always  have  the  winning  hand.  He’d  always

have  you.  Still,  I  spent  every  day  this  summer  hoping  you’d  come  back  in  one piece. More than that—I hoped you’d come back and take revenge for what he’d

done to you.” 

But she hadn’t. She’d come back and let Arobynn shower her with gifts. 

“And  now  that  you’re  fine,  Celaena,  now  that  you’ve  paid  off  your  debt,  I

can’t stay in Rifthold. Not after all the things he’s done to us. 

She knew it was selfish, and horrible, but she whispered, “Please don’t go.” 

He  let  out  an  uneven  breath.  “You’ll  be  fine  without  me.  You  always  have

been.” 

Maybe once, but not now. “How can I convince you to stay?” 

“You can’t.” 

She threw down the torch. “Do you want me to beg, is that it?” 

“No—never.” 

“Then tell me—” 

“What  more  can  I  say?”  he  exploded,  his  whisper  rough  and  harsh.  “I’ve

already told you everything—I’ve already told you that if I stay here, if I have to

live with Arobynn, I’ll snap his damned neck.” 

“But why? Why can’t you let it go?” 

He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Because I love you!” 

Her mouth fell open. 

“I love you,” he repeated, shaking her again. “I have for  years. And he  hurt you  and  made  me  watch  because  he’s  always  known  how  I  felt,  too.  But  if  I asked you to pick, you’d choose Arobynn, and I. Can’t. Take. It.” 

The only sounds were their breathing, an uneven beat against the rushing of

the sewer river. 

“You’re  a  damned  idiot,”  she  breathed.  “You’re  a  moron  and  an  ass  and  a damned  idiot.”  He  looked  like  she  had  hit  him.  But  she  went  on,  and  grasped both sides of his face, “Because I’d pick  you.” 

And then she kissed him. 
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CHAPTER

10

She’d never kissed anyone. And as her lips met his and he wrapped his arms

around  her  waist,  pulling  her  close  against  him,  she  honestly  had  no  idea  why she’d waited so long. His mouth was warm and soft, his body wondrously solid

against  hers,  his  hair  silken  as  she  threaded  her  fingers  through  it.  Still,  she  let him guide her, forced herself to remember to breathe as he eased her lips apart

with his own. 

When  she  felt  the  brush  of  his  tongue  against  hers,  she  was  so  full  of

lightning  she  thought  she  might  die  from  the  rush  of  it.  She  wanted  more.  She wanted  all of him. 

She couldn’t hold him tight enough, kiss him fast enough. A growl rumbled in

the  back  of  his  throat,  so  full  of  need  she  felt  it  in  her  core.  Lower  than  that, actually. 

She pushed him against the wall, and his hands roamed all over her back, her

sides, her hips. She wanted to bask in the feeling—wanted to rip off her suit so

she  could  feel  his  callused  hands  against  her  bare  skin.  The  intensity  of  that desire swept her away. 

She didn’t give a damn about the sewers. Or Doneval, or Philip, or Arobynn. 

Sam’s lips left her mouth to travel along her neck. They grazed a spot beneath

her ear and her breath hitched. 

No, she didn’t give a damn about anything right now. 

It was nighttime when they left the sewers, hair disheveled and mouths swollen. 

He wouldn’t let go of her hand during the long walk back to the Keep, and when

they  got  there,  she  ordered  the  servants  to  send  dinner  for  them  to  her  room. 

Though they stayed up long into the night, doing a minimal amount of talking, 

their  clothes  remained  on.  Enough  had  happened  today  to  change  her  life,  and she was in no particular mood to alter yet another major thing. 

But what had happened in the sewer …
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Celaena  lay  awake  that  night,  long  after  Sam  had  left  her  room,  staring  at

nothing. 

He loved her. For years. And he’d endured so much for her sake. 

For  the  life  of  her,  she  couldn’t  understand  why.  She’d  been  nothing  but

horrible to him, and had repaid any kindness on his part with a sneer. And what

she felt for him …

She  hadn’t  been  in  love  with  him  for  years.  Until  Skull’s  Bay,  she  wouldn’t have minded killing him. 

But  now  …  No,  she  couldn’t  think  about  this  now.  And  she  couldn’t  think

about it tomorrow, either. Because tomorrow, they’d infiltrate Doneval’s house. 

It was still risky, but the payoff … She couldn’t turn down that money, not now

that she would be supporting herself. And she wouldn’t let the bastard Doneval

get  away  with  his  slave-trade  agreement,  or  blackmailing  those  who  dared  to

stand against it. 

She just prayed Sam wouldn’t get hurt. 

In the silence of her bedroom, she swore an oath to the moonlight that if Sam

were hurt, no force in the world would hold her back from slaughtering everyone

responsible. 

After lunch the next afternoon, Celaena waited in the shadows beside the sewer

door  to  the  cellar.  A  ways  down  the  tunnel,  Sam  also  waited,  his  black  suit making him almost invisible in the darkness. 

With the household lunch just ending, it was a good bet that Celaena would

soon have her best chance to slip inside. She’d been waiting for an hour already, 

each  noise  whetting  the  edge  she’d  been  riding  since  dawn.  She’d  have  to  be quick and silent and ruthless. One mistake, one shout—or even a missing servant

—might ruin everything. 

A servant  had to come down here to deposit the trash at some point soon. She

pulled a little pocket watch out of her suit. Carefully, she lit a match to glance at

the  face.  Two  o’clock.  She  had  five  hours  until  she  needed  to  creep  into

Doneval’s study to await the seven-thirty meeting. And she was willing to bet he

wouldn’t enter the study until then; a man like that would want to greet his guest

at  the  door,  to  see  the  look  on  his  partner’s  face  as  he  led  him  through  the opulent halls. Suddenly, she heard the first, interior door to the sewers groan, and

footsteps and grunts sounded. Her trained ear heard the noises of one servant—

female. Celaena blew out the match. 

She pressed herself into the wall as the lock to the outer door snapped open, 
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and  the  heavy  door  slid  against  the  ground.  She  could  hear  no  other  footsteps, save for the woman who hauled a vat of garbage onto the landing. The servant

was alone. The cellar above was empty, too. 

The woman, too preoccupied with depositing the metal pail of garbage, didn’t

think to look to the shadows beside the door. She didn’t even pause as Celaena

slipped  past  her.  Celaena  was  through  both  doors,  up  the  stairs,  and  into  the cellar  before  she  even  heard  the  plop  and  splatter  of  the  trash  landing  in  the water. 

As Celaena rushed toward the darkest corner of the vast, dimly lit cellar, she

took  in  as  many  details  as  she  could.  Countless  barrels  of  wine  and  shelves crammed full of food and goods from across Erilea. One staircase leading up. No

other servants to be heard, save for somewhere above her. The kitchen, probably. 

The  outer  door  slammed  shut,  the  lock  sounding.  But  Celaena  was  already

crouched  behind  a  giant  keg  of  wine.  The  interior  door  also  shut  and  locked. 

Celaena slid on the smooth black mask she’d brought with her, tossing the hood

of her cloak over her hair. The sound of footsteps and light panting, and then the

servant reappeared at the top of the sewer stairs, empty garbage pail creaking as

it  swung  from  one  hand.  She  walked  right  by,  humming  to  herself  as  she

mounted the stairs that led toward the kitchen. 

Celaena  loosed  a  breath  when  the  woman’s  footsteps  faded,  then  grinned  to

herself. If Philip had been smart, he would have slit her throat in the sewer that

night. Perhaps when she killed him, she’d let him know exactly how she got into

the house. 

When  she  was  absolutely  certain  that  the  servant  wasn’t  returning  with  a

second  pail  of  garbage,  Celaena  hurried  toward  the  small  set  of  steps  that  led down to the sewer. Quiet as a jackrabbit in the Red Desert, she unlocked the first

door, crept through, then unlocked the second. Sam wouldn’t sneak in until right

before  the  meeting—or  else  someone  might  come  down  and  discover  him

preparing the cellar for the fire that would serve as a distraction. And if someone

found the two unlocked doors before then, it could just be blamed on the servant

who’d dumped the trash. 

Celaena carefully shut both doors, making sure the locks remained disabled, 

and then returned to her place in the shadows of the cellar’s vast wine collection. 

Then she waited. 

At seven, she left the cellar before Sam could arrive with his torches and oil. The

ungodly amount of alcohol stocked inside would do the rest. She just hoped he

made it out before the fire blew the cellar to bits. 

She  needed  to  be  upstairs  and  hidden  before  that  happened—and  before  the

exchange was made. Once the fire started a few minutes after seven thirty, some

of the guards would be called downstairs immediately, leaving Doneval and his

partner with far fewer men to protect them. 

The servants were eating their evening meal, and from the laughter inside the

sub-level kitchen, none of them seemed aware of the deal that was to occur three

flights  above  them.  Celaena  crept  past  the  kitchen  door.  In  her  suit,  cloak,  and mask,  she  was  a  mere  shadow  on  the  pale  stone  walls.  She  held  her  breath  the entire way up the servants’ narrow spiral staircase. 

With her new suit, it was far easier to keep track of her weapons, and she slid

a  long  dagger  out  of  the  hidden  flap  in  her  boot.  She  peered  down  the  second floor hallway. 

The  wooden  doors  were  all  shut.  No  guards,  no  servants,  no  members  of

Doneval’s household. She eased a foot onto the wooden floorboards. Where the

hell were the guards? 

Swift  and  quiet  as  a  cat,  she  was  at  the  door  to  Doneval’s  study.  No  light shone from beneath the door. She saw no shadows of feet, and heard no sound. 

The  door  was  locked.  A  minor  inconvenience.  She  sheathed  her  dagger  and

pulled  out  two  narrow  bits  of  metal,  wedging  and  jamming  them  into  the  lock until— click. 

Then she was inside, door locked again, and she stared into the inky black of

the interior. Frowning, Celaena fished the pocket watch out of her suit. She lit a

match. 

She still had enough time to look around. 

Celaena flicked out the match and rushed to the curtains, shutting them tight

against the night outside. Rain still plinked faintly against the covered windows. 

She moved to the massive oak desk in the center of the room and lit the oil lamp

atop it, dimming it until only a faint blue flame gave off a flicker of light. She

shuffled through the papers on the desk. Newspapers, casual letters, receipts, the

household expenses …

She  opened  every  drawer  in  the  desk.  More  of  the  same.  Where  were  those

documents? 

Swallowing her violent curse, Celaena put a fist to her mouth. She turned in

place. An armchair, an armoire, a hutch … She searched the hutch and armoire, 

but they had nothing. Just empty papers and ink. Her ears strained for any sound

of approaching guards. 

She scanned the books on the bookcase, tapping her fingers across the spines, 

trying to hear if any were hollowed out, trying to hear if—

A  floorboard  creaked  beneath  her  feet.  She  was  down  on  her  knees  in  an

instant,  rapping  on  the  dark,  polished  wood.  She  knocked  all  around  the  area, until she found a hollow sound. 

Carefully, heart hammering, she dug her dagger between the floorboards and

wedged it upward. Papers stared back at her. 

She  pulled  them  out,  replaced  the  floorboard,  and  was  back  at  the  desk  a

moment later, spreading the papers before her. She’d only glance at them, just to

be sure she had the right documents …

Her hands trembled as she flipped through the papers, one after another. Maps

with red marks in random places, charts with numbers, and names—list after list

of names and locations. Cities, towns, forests, mountains, all in Melisande. 

These weren’t just Melisanders opposed to slavery—these were locations for

planned safe houses to smuggle slaves to freedom. This was enough information

to get all these people executed or enslaved themselves. 

And  Doneval,  that  wretched  bastard,  was  going  to  use  this  information  to

force those people to support the slave trade—or be turned over to the king. 

Celaena gathered up  the documents. She’d  never let Doneval  get away with

this. Never. 

She took a step toward the trick floorboard. Then she heard the voices. 

CHAPTER

11

She had the lamp off and the curtains opened in a heartbeat, swearing silently as

she tucked the documents into her suit and hid in the armoire. It would only take

a  few  moments  before  Doneval  and  his  partner  found  that  the  documents  were

missing.  But  that  was  all  she  needed—she  just  had  to  get  them  in  here,  away from the guards, long enough to take them both down. The fire would start in the

cellar  any  minute  now,  hopefully  distracting  many  of  the  other  guards,  and

hopefully happening before Doneval noticed the papers were gone. She left the

armoire door open a crack, peering out. 

The study door unlocked and then swung open. 

“Brandy?” Doneval was saying to the cloaked and hooded man who trailed in

behind him. 

“No,” the man said, removing his hood. He was of average height and plain, 

his only notable features his sun-kissed face and high cheekbones. Who was he? 

“Eager  to  get  it  over  with?”  Doneval  chuckled,  but  there  was  a  hitch  to  his voice. 

“You could say that,” the man replied coolly. He looked about the room, and

Celaena  didn’t  dare  move—or  breathe—as  his  blue  eyes  passed  over  the

armoire. “My partners know to start looking for me in thirty minutes.” 

“I’ll have you out in ten. I have to be at the theater tonight, anyway. There’s a

young  lady  I’m  particularly  keen  to  see,”  Doneval  said  with  a  businessman’s

charm. “I take it that your associates are prepared to act quickly and give me a

response by dawn?” 

“They  are.  But  show  me  your  documents  first.  I  need  to  see  what  you’re

offering.” 

“Of course, of course,” Doneval said, drinking from the glass of brandy that

he’d  poured  for  himself.  Celaena’s  hands  became  slick  and  her  face  turned

sweaty under the mask. “Do you live here, or are you visiting?” When the man

didn’t respond, Doneval said with a grin, “Either way, I hope you’ve stopped by

Madam Clarisse’s establishment. I’ve never seen such fine girls in all my life.” 
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The  man  gave  Doneval  a  distinctly  displeased  stare.  Had  Celaena  not  been

here to kill them, she might have liked the stranger. 

“Not one for chitchat?” Doneval teased, setting down the brandy and walking

toward the floorboard. From the slight tremble in Doneval’s hands, she could tell

that his talking was all nervous babble. How had such a man come into contact

with such incredibly delicate and important information? 

Doneval knelt before the loose floorboard and pulled it up. He swore. 

Celaena  flicked  the  sword  out  of  the  hidden  compartment  in  her  suit  and

moved. 

She  was  out  of  the  closet  before  they  even  looked  at  her,  and  Doneval  died  a heartbeat after that. His blood sprayed from the spine-severing wound she gave

him through the back of his neck, and the other man let out a shout. She whirled

toward him, the sword flicking blood. 

An explosion rocked the house, so strong that she lost her footing. 

What in hell had Sam detonated down there? 

That  was  all  the  man  needed—he  was  out  the  study  door.  His  speed  was

admirable; he moved like someone used to a lifetime of running. 

She  was  through  the  threshold  almost  instantly.  Smoke  was  already  rising

from  the  stairs.  She  turned  left  after  the  man,  only  to  run  into  Philip,  the bodyguard. 

She rebounded away as he swiped with a sword for her face. Behind him, the

man was still running, and he glanced over his shoulder once before he sprinted

down the stairs. 

“What  have  you   done?”  Philip  spat,  noticing  the  blood  on  her  blade.  He didn’t need to see whose face was under the mask to identify her—he must have

recognized the suit. 

She deployed the sword in her other arm, too. “Get the hell out of my way.” 

The mask made her words low and gravely—the voice of a demon, not a young

woman.  She  slashed  the  swords  in  front  of  her,  a  deadly  whine  coming  off  of them. 

“I’m going to rip you limb from limb,” Philip growled. 

“Just try it.” 

Philip’s face twisted in rage as he launched himself at her. 

She  took  the  first  blow  on  her  left  blade,  her  arm  aching  at  the  impact,  and Philip  barely  moved  away  fast  enough  to  avoid  her  punching  the  right  blade
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straight through his gut. He struck again, a clever thrust toward her ribs, but she

blocked him. 

He  pressed  both  her  blades.  Up  close,  she  could  see  his  weapon  was  of

impressive quality. 

“I  wanted  to  make  this  last,”  Celaena  hissed.  “But  I  think  it’s  going  to  be quick. Far cleaner than the death you tried to give me.” 

Philip  shoved  her  back  with  a  roar.  “You  have   no  idea  what  you’ve  just done!” 

She  swung  her  swords  in  front  of  her  again.  “I  know  exactly  what  I’ve  just done. And I know exactly what I’m about to do.” 

Philip  charged,  but  the  hallway  was  too  narrow  and  his  blow  too

undisciplined.  She  got  past  his  guard  instantly.  His  blood  soaked  her  gloved

hand. 

Her sword whined against bone as she whipped it out again. 

Philip’s eyes went wide and he staggered back, clutching the slender wound

that went up through his ribs and into his heart. “Fool,” he whispered, slumping

to the ground. “Did Leighfer hire you?” 

She  didn’t  say  anything  as  he  struggled  for  breath,  blood  bubbling  from  his

lips. 

“Doneval …,” Philip rasped, “… loved his country …” He took a wet breath, 

hate and grief mingling in his eyes. “You don’t know anything.” He was dead a

moment later. 

“Maybe,” she said as she looked down at his body. “But I knew enough just

then.” 

It had taken less than two minutes—that was it. She knocked out two guards as

she  catapulted  down  the  stairs  of  the  burning  house  and  out  the  front  door, disarming another three when she vaulted over the iron fence and into the streets

of the capital. 

Where in hell had the man gone? 

There  were  no  alleys  from  the  house  to  the  river,  so  he  hadn’t  gone  left. 

Which meant he had gone either straight through the alley ahead of her or to the

right. He wouldn’t have gone to the right—that was the main avenue of the city, 

where the wealthy lived. She took the alley straight ahead. 

She sprinted so fast she could hardly breathe, snapping her swords back into

their hidden compartment. 

No  one  noticed  her;  most  people  were  too  busy  rushing  toward  the  flames now licking the sky above Doneval’s house. What had happened to Sam? 

She spotted the man then, sprinting down an alley that led toward the Avery. 

She  almost  missed  him,  because  he  was  around  the  corner  and  gone  the  next

instant. He’d mentioned his partners—was he was headed to them now? Would

he be that foolish? 

She splashed through puddles and leapt over trash and grabbed the wall of a

building as she hauled herself around the corner. Right into a dead end. 

The  man  was  trying  to  scale  the  large  brick  wall  at  the  other  end.  The

buildings surrounding them had no doors—and no windows low enough for him

to reach. 

Celaena popped out both of her swords as she slowed to a stalking gait. 

The man made one last leap for the top of the wall, but couldn’t reach. He fell

hard against the cobblestone streets. Sprawled on the ground, he twisted toward

her. His eyes were bright as he pulled out a pile of papers from his worn jacket. 

What  sort  of  documents  had  he  been  bringing  to  Doneval?  Their  official

business contract? 

“Go  to  hell,”  he  spat,  and  a  match  flared.  The  papers  were  instantly  alight, and he threw them to the ground. So fast she could hardly see it, he grabbed a

vial from his pocket and swallowed the contents. 

She lunged toward him, but she was too late. 

By  the  time  she  grabbed  him,  he  was  dead.  Even  with  his  eyes  closed,  the

rage remained on his face. He was gone. Irrevocably gone. But for what—some

business deal gone sour? 

Easing him to the ground, she jumped swiftly to her feet. She stomped on the

papers, extinguishing the flame in seconds. But half of them had already burned, 

leaving only scraps. 

In  the  moonlight,  she  knelt  on  the  damp  cobblestones  and  picked  up  the

remnants of the documents he’d been so willing to die for. 

It  wasn’t  merely  a  trade  agreement.  Like  the  papers  she  had  in  her  pocket, 

these contained names and numbers and locations of safe houses. But these were

in Adarlan—even stretching as far north as the border with Terrasen. 

She whipped her head to the body. It didn’t make any sense; why kill himself

to keep this information secret, when he’d planned to share it with Doneval and

use it for his own profit? Heaviness rushed through her veins.  You know nothing, Philip had said. 

Somehow,  it  suddenly  felt  very  true.  How  much  had  Arobynn  known? 

Philip’s words sounded in her ears again and again. It didn’t add up. Something
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was wrong—something was  off. 

No one had told her these documents would be this extensive, this damning to

the  people  they  listed.  Her  hands  shaking,  she  shifted  his  body  into  a  sitting position so he wouldn’t be face-first on the filthy ground. Why had he sacrificed

himself to keep this information safe? Noble or not, foolish or not, she couldn’t

let it go. She straightened his coat. 

Then  she  picked  up  his  half-destroyed  documents,  lit  a  match,  and  let  them

burn until they were nothing but ashes. It was the only thing she had to offer. 

She  found  Sam  slumped  against  the  wall  of  another  alley.  She  rushed  to  him

where he knelt with a hand over his chest, panting heavily. 

“Are you hurt?” she demanded, scanning the alley for any sign of guards. An

orange  glow  spread  behind  them.  She  hoped  the  servants  had  gotten  out  of

Doneval’s house in time. 

“I’m fine,” Sam rasped. But in the moonlight, she could see the gash on his

arm.  “The  guards  spotted  me  in  the  cellar  and  shot  at  me.”  He  grabbed  at  the breast of his suit. “One of them hit me right in the heart. I thought I was dead, 

but the arrow clattered right out. It didn’t even touch my skin.” 

He peeled open the gash in the front of his suit, and a glimmer of iridescence

sparkled. “Spidersilk,” he murmured, his eyes wide. 

Celaena smiled grimly and pulled off the mask from her face. 

“No  wonder  this  damned  suit  was  so  expensive,”  Sam  said,  letting  out  a

breathy  laugh.  She  didn’t  feel  the  need  to  tell  him  the  truth.  He  searched  her face. “It’s done, then?” 

She leaned down to kiss him, a swift brush of her mouth against his. 

“It’s done,” she said onto his lips. 

CHAPTER

12

The  rain  clouds  had  vanished  and  the  sun  was  rising  when  Celaena  strode  into Arobynn’s study and stopped in front of his desk. Wesley, Arobynn’s bodyguard, 

didn’t  even  try  to  stop  her.  He  just  shut  the  study  doors  behind  her  before resuming his sentry position in the hall outside. 

“Doneval’s partner burned his own documents before I could see them,” she

said to Arobynn by way of greeting. “And then poisoned himself.” She’d slipped

Doneval’s documents under his bedroom door last night, but had decided to wait

to explain everything to him until that morning. 

Arobynn looked up from his ledger. His face was blank. “Was that before or

after you torched Doneval’s house?” 

She crossed her arms. “Does it make a difference?” 

Arobynn  looked  at  the  window  and  the  clear  sky  beyond.  “I  sent  the

documents to Leighfer this morning. Did you look through them?” 

She snorted. “Of course I did. Right in between killing Doneval and fighting

my way out of his house, I found the time to sit down for a cup of tea and read

them.” 

Arobynn still wasn’t smiling. 

“I’ve never seen you leave such a mess in your wake.” 

“At least people will think Doneval died in the fire.” 

Arobynn  slammed  his  hands  onto  his  desk.  “Without  an  identifiable  body, 

how can anyone be sure he’s dead?” 

She refused to flinch, refused to back down. “He’s dead.” 

Arobynn’s  silver  eyes  hardened.  “You  won’t  be  paid  for  this.  I  know  for

certain  Leighfer  won’t  pay  you.  She  wanted  a  body  and   both  documents.  You only gave me one of the three.” 

She  felt  her  nostrils  flare.  “That’s  fine.  Bardingale’s  allies  are  safe  now, 

anyway.  And  the  trade  agreement  isn’t  happening.”  She  couldn’t  mention  that

she  hadn’t  even   seen  a  trade  agreement  document  among  the  papers—not

without revealing that she’d read the documents. 

Arobynn let out a low laugh. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have you?” 

Celaena’s throat tightened. 

Arobynn leaned back in his chair. “Honestly, I expected more from you. All

the  years  I  spent  training  you,  and  you  couldn’t  piece  together  what  was

happening right before your eyes.” 

“Just spit it out,” she growled. 

“There  was  no  trade  agreement,”  Arobynn  said,  triumph  lighting  his  silver

eyes.  “At  least,  not  between  Doneval  and  his  source  in  Rifthold.  The  real

meetings  about  the  slave-trade  negotiations  have  been  going  on  in  the  glass

castle—between  the  king  and  Leighfer.  It  was  a  key  point  of  persuasion  in

convincing him to let them build their road.” 

She kept her face blank, kept herself from flinching. The man who poisoned

himself—he  hadn’t  been  there  to  trade  documents  to  sell  out  those  opposed  to slavery. He and Doneval had been working to—

 Doneval loves his country, Philip had said. 

Doneval  had  been  working  to  set  up  a  system  of  safe  houses  and  form  an

alliance of people against slavery across the empire. Doneval, bad habits or not, 

had been working to  help the slaves. 

And she’d killed him. 

Worse than that, she’d given the documents over to Bardingale—who didn’t

want to stop slavery at all. No, she wanted to profit from it and use her new road

to  do  it.  And  she  and  Arobynn  had  concocted  the  perfect  lie  to  get  Celaena  to cooperate. 

Arobynn  was  still  smiling.  “Leighfer  has  already  seen  to  it  that  Doneval’s

documents  are  secured.  If  it’ll  ease  your  conscience,  she  said  she  won’t  give them to the king—not yet. Not until she’s had a chance to speak to the people on

this  list  and  …  persuade  them  to  support  her  business  endeavors.  But  if  they don’t, perhaps those documents will find their way into the glass castle after all.” 

Celaena fought to keep from trembling. “Is this punishment for Skull’s Bay?” 

Arobynn  studied  her.  “While  I  might  regret  beating  you,  Celaena,  you   did

ruin a deal that would have been extremely profitable for us.” “Us,” like she was

a part of this disgusting mess. “You might be free of me, but you shouldn’t forget

who I am. What I’m capable of.” 

“As long as I live,” she said, “I’ll never forget that.” She turned on her heel, 

striding for the door, but stopped. 

“Yesterday,”  she  said,  “I  sold  Kasida  to  Leighfer  Bardingale.”  She’d  visited

Bardingale’s estate in the morning of the day she was set to infiltrate Doneval’s

house.  The  woman  had  been  more  than  happy  to  purchase  the  Asterion  horse. 

She hadn’t once mentioned her former husband’s impending death. 

And last night, after Celaena had killed Doneval, she’d spent a while staring

at  the  signature  at  the  end  of  the  transfer  of  ownership  receipt,  so  stupidly relieved that Kasida was going to a good woman like Bardingale. 

“And?” Arobynn asked. “Why should I care about your horse?” 

Celaena  looked  at  him  long  and  hard.  Always  power  games,  always  deceit

and pain. “The money is on its way to your vault at the bank.” 

He said nothing. 

“As of this moment, Sam’s debt to you is paid,” she said, a shred of victory

shining through her  growing shame and  misery. “From right  now until forever, 

he’s a free man.” 

Arobynn stared back, then shrugged. “I suppose that’s a good thing.” She felt

the final blow coming, and she knew she should run, but she stood like an idiot

and listened as he said, “Because I spent all the money you gave me when I was

at Lysandra’s Bidding last night. My vault feels a little empty because of it.” 

It took a moment for the words to sink in. 

The money she had sacrificed so much to get …

He’d used it to win Lysandra’s Bidding. 

“I’m  moving  out,”  she  whispered.  He  just  watched  her,  his  cruel,  clever

mouth  forming  a  slight  smile.  “I’ve  purchased  an  apartment,  and  I’m  moving

there. Today.” 

Arobynn’s smile grew. “Do come back and visit us some time, Celaena.” 

She had to bite her lip to keep it from wobbling. “Why did you do it?” 

Arobynn  shrugged  again.  “Why  shouldn’t  I  enjoy  Lysandra  after  all  these

years of investing in her career? And why do you care what I do with my own

money? From what I’ve heard, you have Sam now. Both of you are free of me.” 

Of course he’d found out already. And of course he’d try to make this about

her—try to make it  her  fault.  Why  shower  her  with  gifts  only  to  do  this?  Why deceive her about Doneval and then torture her  with  it?  Why  had  he  saved  her

life nine years ago just to treat her this way? 

He’d spent  her money on a person he  knew she hated. To belittle her. Months ago,  it  would  have  worked;  that  sort  of  betrayal  would  have  devastated  her.  It still  hurt,  but  now,  with  Doneval  and  Philip  and  others  dead  by   her  hand,  with those  documents  now  in  Bardingale’s  possession,  and  with  Sam  steadfastly  at

her side … Arobynn’s petty, vicious parting shot had narrowly missed the mark. 

“Don’t  come  looking  for  me  for  a  good,  long  while,”  she  said.  “Because  I
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might kill you if I see you before then, Arobynn.” 

He waved a hand at her. “I look forward to the fight.” 

She left. As she strode through his study doors, she almost slammed into the

three tall men who were walking in. They all took one look at her face and then

muttered  apologies.  She  ignored  them,  and  ignored  Wesley’s  dark  stare  as  she

strode past him. Arobynn’s business was his own. She had her own life now. 

Her  boot  heels  clicked  against  the  marble  floor  of  the  grand  entrance. 

Someone  yawned  from  across  the  space,  and  Celaena  found  Lysandra  leaning

against the banister of the staircase. She was wearing a white silk nightgown that

barely covered her more private areas. 

“You’ve  probably  already  heard,  but  I  went  for  a  record  price,”  Lysandra

purred,  stretching  out  the  beautiful  lines  of  her  body.  “Thank  you  for  that;  rest assured that your gold went a long, long way.” 

Celaena froze and slowly turned. Lysandra smirked at her. 

Fast as lightning, Celaena hurled a dagger. 

The  blade  imbedded  itself  into  the  wooden  railing  a  hair’s  breadth  from

Lysandra’s head. 

Lysandra  began  screaming,  but  Celaena  just  walked  out  of  the  front  doors, 

across the lawn of the Keep, and kept walking until the capital swallowed her up. 

Celaena sat on the edge of her roof, looking out across the city. The convoy from

Melisande had already left, taking the last of the rain clouds with them. Some of

them  wore  black  to  mourn  Doneval’s  death.  Leighfer  Bardingale  had  ridden

Kasida,  prancing  down  the  main  avenue.  Unlike  those  in  mourning  colors,  the

lady had been dressed in saffron yellow—and was smiling broadly. Of course, it

was  just  because  the  King  of  Adarlan  had  agreed  to  give  them  the  funds  and resources  to  build  their  road.  Celaena  had  half  a  mind  to  go  after  her—to  get those  documents  back  and  repay  Bardingale  for  her  deceit.  And  take  back

Kasida while she was at it, too. 

But she didn’t. She’d been fooled and had lost—badly. She didn’t want to be

a  part  of  this  tangled  web.  Not  when  Arobynn  had  made  it  perfectly  clear  that she could never win. 

To distract her from that miserable thought, Celaena had then spent the whole

day  sending  servants  between  the  Keep  and  her  apartment,  fetching  all  the

clothes and books and jewelry that now belonged to her and her alone. The late

afternoon light shifted into a deep gold, setting all the green rooftops glowing. 

“I  thought  you  might  be  up  here,”  Sam  said,  striding  across  the  flat  roof  to where  she  sat  atop  the  wall  that  lined  the  edge.  He  surveyed  the  city.  “Some view; I can see why you decided to move.” 

She  smiled  slightly,  turning  to  look  at  him  over  her  shoulder.  He  came  to

stand behind her, and reached out a tentative hand to run through her hair. She

leaned into the touch. “I heard what he did—about both Doneval and Lysandra,” 

Sam murmured. “I never imagined he’d sink that low—or use your money like

that. I’m sorry.” 

“It was what I needed.” She watched the city again. “It was what I needed to

make me tell him I was moving out.” 

Sam gave a nod of approval. “I’ve just sort of … left my belongings in your

main room. Is that all right?” 

She nodded. “We’ll find space for it later.” 

Sam fell silent. “So, we’re free,” he said at last. 

She turned fully to look at him. His brown eyes were vivid. 

“I also heard that you paid off my debt,” he said, his voice strained. “You—

you sold your Asterion horse to do it.” 

“I had no choice.” She pivoted from her spot on the roof and stood. “I’d never

leave you shackled to him while I walked away.” 

“Celaena.” He said her name like a caress, slipping a hand around her waist. 

He pressed his forehead against hers. “How can I ever repay you?” 

She closed her eyes. “You don’t have to.” 

He brushed his lips against hers. “I love you,” he breathed against her mouth. 

“And from today onward, I want to never be separated from you. Wherever you

go, I go. Even if that means going to Hell itself, wherever you are, that’s where I

want to be. Forever.” 

Celaena put her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply, giving him her

silent reply. 

Beyond them, the sun set over the capital, turning the world into crimson light

and shadows. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

EMPIRE

AFTER

Curled  into  the  corner  of  a  prison  wagon,  Celaena  Sardothien  watched  the

splotches  of  shadows  and  light  play  on  the  wall.  Trees—just  beginning  to  shift into  the  rich  hues  of  autumn—seemed  to  peer  at  her  through  the  small,  barred window. 

She rested her head against the musty wooden wall, listening to the creak of

the wagon, the clink of the shackles around her wrists and ankles, the rumbling

chatter and occasional laughter of the guards who had been escorting the wagon

along its route for two days now. 

But while she was aware of it all, a deafening sort of silence had settled over

her  like  a  cloak.  It  shut  out  everything.  She  knew  she  was  thirsty,  and  hungry, and that her fingers were numb with cold, but she couldn’t feel it keenly. 

The wagon hit a rut, jostling her so hard that her head knocked into the wall. 

Even that pain felt distant. 

The freckles of light along the panels danced like falling snow. 

Like ash. 

Ash from a world burned into nothing—lying in ruins around her. She could

taste  the  ash  of  that  dead  world  on  her  chapped  lips,  settling  on  her  leaden tongue. 

She preferred the silence. In the silence she couldn’t hear the worst question

of all: had she brought this upon herself? 

The wagon passed under a particularly thick canopy of trees, blotting out the

light.  For  a  heartbeat,  the  silence  peeled  back  long  enough  for  that  question  to worm its way into her skull, into her skin, into her breath and her bones. 

And in the dark, she remembered. 

CHAPTER

1

 Eleven Days Earlier

Celaena Sardothien had been waiting for this night for the past year. Sitting on

the  wooden  walkway  tucked  into  the  side  of  the  gilded  dome  of  the  Royal

Theater, she breathed in the music rising from the orchestra far below. Her legs

dangled  over  the  railing  edge,  and  she  leaned  forward  to  rest  her  cheek  on  her folded arms. 

The musicians were seated in a semicircle on the stage. They filled the theater

with  such  wondrous  noise  that  Celaena  sometimes  forgot  how  to  breathe.  She

had seen this symphony performed four times in the past four years—but she’d

always gone with Arobynn. It had become their annual autumn tradition. 

Though  she  knew  she  shouldn’t,  she  let  her  eyes  drift  to  the  private  box

where, until last month, she’d always been seated. 

Was  it  from  spite  or  sheer  blindness  that  Arobynn  Hamel  now  sat  there, 

Lysandra  at  his  side?  He   knew  what  this  night  meant  to  Celaena—knew  how much she’d looked forward to it every year. And though Celaena hadn’t wanted

to go with him—and never wanted anything to do with him again—tonight he’d

brought Lysandra. As if this night didn’t mean anything to him at all. 

Even  from  the  rafters,  she  could  see  the  King  of  the  Assassins  holding  the

hand of the young courtesan, his leg resting against the skirts of her rose-colored

gown.  A  month  after  Arobynn  had  won  the  Bidding  for  Lysandra’s  virginity,  it seemed that he was still monopolizing her time. It wouldn’t be a surprise if he’d

worked out something with her madam to keep Lysandra until he tired of her. 

Celaena wasn’t sure if she pitied Lysandra for it. 

Celaena returned her attention to the stage. She didn’t know why she’d come

here,  or  why  she’d  told  Sam  that  she  had  “plans”  and  couldn’t  meet  him  for dinner at their favorite tavern. 

In the past month, she hadn’t seen or spoken to Arobynn, nor had she wanted

to.  But  this  was  her  favorite  symphony,  the  music  so  lovely  that,  to  fill  the

yearlong  wait  between  performances,  she’d  mastered  a  fair  portion  of  it  on  the pianoforte. 

The symphony’s third movement finished, and applause thundered across the

shimmering arc of the dome. The orchestra waited for the clapping to die down

before it swept into the joyous allegro that led to the finale. 

At least in the rafters, she didn’t have to bother dressing up and pretending to

fit in with the bejeweled crowd below. She had easily snuck in from the roof, and

no one had looked up to see the black-clad figure seated along the railing, nearly

hidden from view by the crystal chandeliers that had been raised and dimmed for

the performance. 

Up here, she could do what she liked. She could rest her head on her arms, or

swing her legs in time with the music, or get up and  dance if she wanted to. So

what  if  she’d  never  again  sit  in  that  beloved  box,  so  lovely  with  its  red  velvet seats and polished wooden banisters? The music braided through the theater, and

each note was more brilliant than the last. 

She’d   chosen  to  leave  Arobynn.  She’d  paid  off  her  debt  to  him,  and  Sam’s debt to him, and had moved out. She’d walked away from her life as Arobynn

Hamel’s  protégée.  That  had  been  her  decision—and  one  she  didn’t  regret,  not

after  Arobynn  had  so  sorely  betrayed  her.  He’d  humiliated  and  lied  to  her,  and used her blood money to win Lysandra’s Bidding just to spite her. 

Though  she  still  fancied  herself  Adarlan’s  Assassin,  part  of  her  wondered

how long Arobynn would allow her to keep the title before he named someone

else  his  successor.  But  no  one  could   truly  replace  her.  Whether  or  not  she belonged to Arobynn, she was still the best. She’d always be the best. 

Wouldn’t she? 

She blinked, realizing she’d somehow stopped hearing the music. She should

change  spots—move  to  a  place  where  the  chandeliers  blocked  out  her  view  of

Arobynn  and  Lysandra.  She  stood,  her  tailbone  aching  from  sitting  for  so  long on the wood. 

Celaena  took  a  step,  the  floorboards  sagging  under  her  black  boots,  but

paused.  Though  it  was  as  she’d  remembered  it,  every  note  flawless,  the  music felt disjointed now. Even though she could play it from memory, it was suddenly

like she’d never heard it before, or like her internal beat was now somehow  off

from the rest of the world. 

Celaena  glanced  again  at  the  familiar  box  far  below—where  Arobynn  was

now  draping  a  long,  muscled  arm  along  the  back  of  Lysandra’s  seat.  Her  old seat, the one closest to the stage. 

It was worth it, though. She was free, and Sam was free, and Arobynn … He
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had done his best to hurt her, to break her. Forgoing these luxuries was a cheap

price to pay for a life without him lording over her. 

The music worked itself into the frenzy of its climax, becoming a whirlwind

of  sound  that  she  found  herself  walking  through—not  toward  a  new  seat,  but

toward the small door that led onto the roof. 

The music roared, each note a pulse of air against her skin. Celaena threw the

hood  of  her  cloak  over  her  head  as  she  slipped  out  the  door  and  into  the  night beyond. 

It  was  nearing  eleven  when  Celaena  unlocked  the  door  to  her  apartment, 

breathing  in  the  already  familiar  scents  of  home.  She’d  spent  much  of  the  past month  furnishing  the  spacious  apartment—hidden  on  the  upper  floor  of  a

warehouse in the slums—that she now shared with Sam. 

He’d offered again and again to pay for half of the apartment, but each time, 

she ignored him. It wasn’t because she didn’t want his money—though she truly

didn’t—but rather because, for the first time ever, this was a place that was  hers. 

And though she cared deeply for Sam, she wanted to keep it that way. 

She  slipped  inside,  taking  in  the  great  room  that  greeted  her:  to  the  left,  a shining oak dining table large enough to fit eight upholstered chairs around it; to

her right, a plush red couch, two armchairs, and a low-lying table set before the

darkened fireplace. 

The cold fireplace told her enough. Sam wasn’t home. 

Celaena  might  have  gone  into  the  adjacent  kitchen  to  devour  the  remaining

half  of  the  berry  tart  Sam  hadn’t  finished  at  lunch—might  have  kicked  off  her boots  and  reclined  before  the  floor-to-ceiling  window  to  take  in  the  stunning nighttime view of the capital. She might have done any number of things had she

not spied the note atop the small table beside the front door. 

 I’ve gone out, it said in Sam’s handwriting.  Don’t wait up. 

Celaena crumpled the note in her fist. She knew  exactly  where  he’d  gone—

and  exactly why he didn’t want her to wait up. 

Because if she were asleep, then she most likely wouldn’t see the blood and

bruises on him when he staggered in. 

Swearing  viciously,  Celaena  threw  the  crumpled  note  on  the  ground  and

stalked out of the apartment, slamming the door shut behind her. 

If  there  was  a  place  in  Rifthold  where  the  scum  of  the  capital  could  always  be found, it was the Vaults. 

On  a  relatively  quiet  street  of  the  slums,  Celaena  flashed  her  money  to  the thugs standing outside the iron door and entered the pleasure hall. The heat and

reek hit her almost immediately, but she didn’t let it crack her mask of cold calm

as  she  descended  into  a  warren  of  subterranean  chambers.  She  took  one  look

down at the teeming crowd around the main fighting pit and knew exactly who

was causing them to cheer. 

She  swaggered  down  the  stone  steps,  her  hands  in  easy  reach  of  the  swords

and  daggers  sheathed  at  the  belt  slung  low  over  her  hips.  Most  people  would have  opted  to  wear  even  more  weapons  to  the  Vaults—but  Celaena  had  been

here  often  enough  to  anticipate  the  threats  the  usual  clientele  posed,  and  she knew she could look after herself just fine. Still, she kept her hood over her head, 

concealing most of her face in shadow. Being a young woman in a place like this

wasn’t without its obstacles—especially when a good number of men came here

for the  other entertainment offered by the Vaults. 

As she reached the bottom of the narrow stairs, the reek of unwashed bodies, 

stale ale, and worse things hit her full-on. It was enough to turn her stomach, and

she was grateful that she hadn’t eaten anything recently. 

She slipped through the crowd packed around the main pit, trying not to look

to  the  exposed  rooms  on  either  side—to  the  girls  and  women  who  weren’t

fortunate  enough  to  be  sold  into  an  upper-class  brothel  like  Lysandra. 

Sometimes,  when  Celaena  was  feeling  particularly  inclined  to  make  herself

miserable,  she’d  wonder  if  their  fate  would  have  been  hers  had  Arobynn  not

taken her in. She’d wonder if she’d gaze into their eyes and see some version of

herself staring back. 

So it was easier not to look. 

Celaena  pushed  past  the  men  and  women  assembled  around  the  sunken  pit, 

keeping alert for grasping hands eager to part her from her money—or one of her

exquisite blades. 

She leaned against a wooden pillar and stared into the pit. 

Sam  moved  so  fast  the  hulking  man  in  front  of  him  didn’t  stand  a  chance, 

dodging  each  knock-out  blow  with  power  and  grace—some  of  it  natural,  some

learned  from  years  of  training  at  the  Assassins’  Keep.  Both  of  them  were

shirtless,  and  Sam’s  toned  chest  gleamed  with  sweat  and  blood.  Not  his  blood, she noticed—the only injuries she could see were his split lip and a bruise on his

cheek. 

His  opponent  lunged,  trying  to  tackle  Sam  to  the  sandy  floor.  But  Sam

whirled, and as the giant stumbled past, Sam drove his bare foot into his back. 

The man hit the sand with a thud that Celaena felt through the filthy stone floor. 

The crowd cheered. 

Sam could have rendered the man unconscious in a heartbeat. He could have

snapped his neck just now, or ended the fight any number of ways. But from the

half-wild, self-satisfied gleam in Sam’s eyes, Celaena knew he was playing with

his opponent. The injuries on his face had probably been intentional mistakes—

to make it look like a somewhat even fight. 

Fighting in the Vaults wasn’t only about knocking out your opponent—it was

about  making  a  show  out  of  it.  The  crowd  near  savage  with  elation,  Sam

probably had been giving them one hell of a performance. And, judging by the

blood  on  Sam,  it  seemed  like  this  performance  was  probably  one  of   several encores. 

A  low  growl  rippled  through  her.  There  was  only  one  rule  in  the  Vaults:  no weapons, just fists. But you could still get horribly hurt. 

His opponent staggered to his feet, but Sam had finished waiting. 

The  poor  brute  didn’t  even  have  time  to  raise  his  hands  as  Sam  lashed  out

with a roundhouse kick. His foot slammed into the man’s face hard enough for

the impact to sound over the shouts of the crowd. 

The  opponent  reeled  sideways,  blood  spurting  from  his  mouth.  Sam  struck

again, a punch to the gut. The man doubled over, only to meet Sam’s knee to his

nose. His head snapped skyward, and he stumbled back, back, back—

The  crowd  screamed  its  triumph  as  Sam’s  fist,  coated  in  blood  and  sand, 

connected  with  the  man’s  exposed  face.  Even  before  he  finished  swinging, 

Celaena knew it was a knockout punch. 

The man hit the sand and didn’t move. 

Panting, Sam lifted his bloodied arms to the surrounding crowd. 

Celaena’s ears nearly shattered at the answering roar. She gritted her teeth as

the master of ceremonies strode onto the sand, proclaiming Sam the victor. 

It  wasn’t  fair,  really.  No  matter  what  opponents  they  threw  his  way,  any

person that went up against Sam would lose. 

Celaena had half a mind to hop into the pit and challenge Sam herself. 

 That would be a performance the Vaults would never forget. 

She gripped her arms. She hadn’t had a contract in the month since she’d left

Arobynn, and though she and Sam continued training as best they could … Oh, 

the  urge  to  jump  into  that  pit  and  take  them   all  down  was  overwhelming.  A wicked smile spread across her face. If they thought Sam was good, then she’d
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 really give the crowd something to scream for. 

Sam spotted her leaning against the pillar. His triumphant grin remained, but

she saw a glimmer of displeasure flash in his brown eyes. 

She inclined her head toward the exit. The gesture told him all he needed to

know: unless he wanted  her to get into the pit with him, he was done for tonight, and she’d meet him on the street when he had collected his earnings. 

And then the real fight would begin. 

“Should I be relieved or worried that you haven’t said anything?” Sam asked her

as they strode through the backstreets of the capital, weaving their way home. 

Celaena dodged a puddle that could have been either rainwater or urine. “I’ve

been thinking of ways to begin that don’t involve screaming.” 

Sam  snorted,  and  she  ground  her  teeth.  A  bag  of  coins  jangled  at  his  waist. 

Although  the  hood  of  his  cloak  was  pulled  up  over  his  head,  she  could  still clearly see his split lip. 

She fisted her hands. “You promised you wouldn’t go back there.” 

Sam  kept  his  eyes  on  the  narrow  alley  ahead  of  them,  always  alert,  always

watching for any source of danger. “I didn’t  promise. I said I’d think about it.” 

“People   die  in  the  Vaults!”  She  said  it  louder  than  she  meant  to,  her  words echoing off the alley walls. 

“People  die  because  they’re  fools  in  search  of  glory.  They’re  not  trained

assassins.” 

“Accidents still happen. Any of those men could have snuck in a blade.” 

He let out a quick, harsh laugh, full of pure male arrogance. “You really think

so little of my abilities?” 

They  turned  down  another  street,  where  a  group  of  people  were  smoking

pipes outside a dimly lit tavern. Celaena waited until they were past them before

speaking. “Risking yourself for a few coins is absurd.” 

“We need whatever money we can get,” Sam said quietly. 

She tensed. “We have money.”  Some money, less and less each day. 

“It  won’t  last  forever.  Not  when  we  haven’t  been  able  to  get  any  other

contracts. And especially not with your lifestyle.” 

“My lifestyle!” she hissed. But it was true. She could rough it, but her heart

lay  in  luxury—in  fine  clothes  and  delicious  food  and  exquisite  furnishings. 

She’d  taken  for  granted  how  much  of  that  had  been  provided  for  her  at  the

Assassins’  Keep.  Arobynn  might  have  kept  a  detailed  list  of  the  expenses  she

owed him, but he’d never charged them for their food, or their servants, or their carriages. And now that she was on her own …

“The  Vaults  are  easy  fights,”  Sam  said.  “Two  hours  there,  and  I  can  make

decent money.” 

“The Vaults are a festering pile of shit,” she snapped. “We’re better than that. 

We  can  make  our  money  elsewhere.”  She  didn’t  know  where,  or  how,  exactly, 

but she could find something better than fighting in the Vaults. 

Sam  grabbed  her  arm,  making  her  stop  to  face  him.  “Then  what  if  we  left

Rifthold?”  Though  her  own  hood  covered  most  of  her  features,  she  raised  her

brows at him. “What’s keeping us here?” 

Nothing. Everything. 

Unable to answer him, Celaena shook off his grasp and continued walking. 

It was an absurd idea, really. Leaving Rifthold. Where would they even  go? 

They reached the warehouse and were quickly up the rickety wooden stairs at

the back, then inside the apartment on the second floor. 

She didn’t say anything to him as she tossed off her cloak and boots, lit some

candles, and went into the kitchen to down a piece of bread slathered in butter. 

And  he  didn’t  say  anything  as  he  strode  into  the  bathing  room  and  washed

himself. The running water was a luxury the previous owner had spent a fortune

on—and  had  been  the  biggest  priority  for  Celaena  when  she  was  looking  for

places to live. 

Benefits like running  water were plentiful  in the capital,  but not widespread

elsewhere.  If  they  left  Rifthold,  what  sorts  of  things  would  she  have  to  go without? 

She was still contemplating that when Sam padded into the kitchen, all traces

of blood and sand washed away. His bottom lip was still swollen, and he had a

bruise on his cheek, not to mention his raw knuckles, but he looked to be in one

piece. 

Sam slid into one of the chairs at the kitchen table and cut himself a piece of

bread. Buying food for the house took up more time than she’d realized it would, 

and  she’d  been  debating  hiring  a  housekeeper,  but  …  that’d  cost  money. 

 Everything cost money. 

Sam  took  a  bite,  poured  a  glass  of  water  from  the  ewer  she’d  left  sitting  on the  oak  table,  and  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  Behind  him,  the  window  above  the sink revealed the glittering sprawl of the capital and the illuminated glass castle

towering over them all. 

“Are you just not going to speak to me ever again?” 

She  shot  him  a  glare.  “Moving  is  expensive.  If  we  were  to  leave  Rifthold, then we’d need a little more money so we could have something to fall back on

if we can’t get work right away.” Celaena contemplated it. “One more contract

each,”  she  said.  “I  might  not  be  Arobynn’s  protégée  anymore,  but  I’m  still

Adarlan’s  Assassin,  and  you’re  …  well,  you’re   you.”  He  gave  her  a  dark  look, and,  despite  herself,  Celaena  grinned.  “One  more  contract,”  she  repeated,  “and we could move. It’d help with the expenses—give us enough of a cushion.” 

“Or we could say to hell with it and go.” 

“I’m not giving up everything just to slum it somewhere.  If we leave, we’ll do

it my way.” 

Sam crossed his arms. “You keep saying  if—but what else is there to decide?” 

Again: nothing. Everything. 

She  took  a  long  breath.  “How  will  we  establish  ourselves  in  a  new  city

without Arobynn’s support?” 

Triumph  flashed  in  Sam’s  eyes.  She  leashed  her  irritation.  She  hadn’t  said

outright  that  she  was  agreeing  to  move,  but  her  question  was  confirmation

enough for both of them. 

Before he could answer, she went on: “We’ve grown up here, and yet in the

past  month,  we  haven’t  been  able  to  get  any  hires.  Arobynn  always  handled

those things.” 

“Intentionally,”  Sam  growled.  “And  we’d  do  just  fine,  I  think.  We’re  not

going to need his support.  When we move, we’re leaving the Guild, too. I don’t

want to be paying dues for the rest of my life, and I don’t want anything to do

with that conniving bastard ever again.” 

“Yes, but you  know that we need his blessing. We need to make … amends. 

And need him to agree to let us leave the Guild peacefully.” She almost choked

on it, but managed to get the words out. 

Sam shot out of his seat. “Do I need to remind you what he did to us? What

he’s done to  you?  You know that the reason we can’t find any hires is because

Arobynn made sure word got out that we weren’t to be approached.” 

“Exactly.  And  it  will  only  get  worse.  The  Assassins’  Guild  would  punish  us

for beginning our own establishment elsewhere without Arobynn’s approval.” 

Which  was  true.  While  they’d  paid  their  debts  to  Arobynn,  they  were  still

members  of  the  Guild,  and  still  obligated  to  pay  them  dues  every  year.  Every assassin in the Guild answered to Arobynn. Obeyed him. Celaena and Sam had

both  been  dispatched  more  than  once  to  hunt  down  Guild  members  who  had

gone rogue, refused to pay their dues, or broken some sacred Guild rule. Those

assassins  had  tried  to  hide,  but  it  had  only  been  a  matter  of  time  before  they’d

been found. And the consequences hadn’t been pleasant. 

Celaena  and  Sam  had  brought  Arobynn  and  the  Guild  a  lot  of  money  and

earned them a fair amount of notoriety, so their decisions and careers had been

closely monitored. Even with their debts paid, they’d be asked to pay a parting

fee, if they were lucky. If not … well, it’d be a very dangerous request to make. 

“So,” she went on, “unless you want to wind up with your throat cut, we need

to  get  Arobynn’s  approval  to  break  from  the  Guild  before  we  leave.  And  since you seem in such a hurry to get out of the capital, we’ll go see him tomorrow.” 

Sam pursed his lips. “I’m not going to grovel. Not to him.” 

“Neither  am  I.”  She  stalked  to  the  kitchen  sink,  bracing  her  hands  on  either side  of  it  as  she  looked  out  the  window.  Rifthold.  Could  she  truly  leave  it behind? She might hate it at times, but … this was  her city. Leaving that, starting over in a new city somewhere on the continent … Could she do it? 

Footsteps thudded on the wooden floor, a warm breath caressed her neck, and

then Sam’s arms slipped around her waist from behind. He rested his chin on the

crook between her shoulder and neck. 

“I just want to be with you,” he murmured. “I don’t care where we go. That’s

all I want.” 

She  closed  her  eyes,  and  leaned  her  head  against  his.  He  smelled  of  her

lavender  soap—her   expensive  lavender  soap  that  she’d  once  warned  him  to never  use  again.  He  probably  had  no  idea  what  soap  she’d  even  been  scolding him  about.  She’d  have  to  start  hiding  her  beloved  toiletries  and  leave  out

something  inexpensive  for  him.  Sam  wouldn’t  be  able  to  tell  the  difference, 

anyway. 

“I’m sorry I went to the Vaults,” he said onto her skin, planting a kiss beneath

her ear. 

A shiver went down her spine. Though they’d been sharing the bedroom for

the  past  month,  they  hadn’t  yet  crossed  that  final  threshold  of  intimacy.  She wanted  to—and  he   certainly  wanted  to—but  so  much  had  changed  so  quickly. 

Something that monumental could wait a while longer. It didn’t stop them from

enjoying each other, though. 

Sam  kissed  her  ear,  his  teeth  grazing  her  earlobe,  and  her  heart  stumbled  a beat. 

“Don’t use kissing to swindle me into accepting your apology,” she got out, 

even as she tilted her head to the side to allow him better access. 

He chuckled, his breath caressing her neck. “It was worth a shot.” 

“If you go to the Vaults again,” she said as he nibbled on her ear, “I’ll hop in

and beat you unconscious myself.” 

She felt him smile against her skin. “You could try.” He bit her ear—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to tell her that he’d now stopped listening. 

She whirled in his arms, glaring up at him, at his beautiful face illuminated by

the  glow  of  the  city,  at  his  eyes,  so  dark  and  rich.  “And   you  used  my  lavender soap. Don’t ever do that—” 

But then Sam’s lips found hers, and Celaena stopped talking for a good while

after that. 

Yet as they stood there, their bodies twining around each other, there was still

one question that remained unasked—one question neither of them dared voice. 

Would Arobynn Hamel let them leave? 

CHAPTER

2

When  Celaena  and  Sam  entered  the  Assassins’  Keep  the  next  day,  it  was  as  if nothing had changed. The same trembling housekeeper greeted them at the door

before  scuttling  away,  and  Wesley,  Arobynn’s  bodyguard,  was  standing  in  his

familiar position outside the King of the Assassins’ study. 

They  strode  right  up  to  the  door,  Celaena  using  every  step,  every  breath,  to take  in  details.  Two  blades  strapped  to  Wesley’s  back,  one  at  his  side,  two daggers sheathed at his waist, the glint of one shining in his boot—probably one

more hidden in the other boot, too. Wesley’s eyes were alert, keen—not a sign of

exhaustion or sickness or anything that she could use to her advantage if it came

to a fight. 

But Sam just strolled right up to Wesley, and despite how quiet he’d been on

their  long  walk  over  here,  he  held  out  a  hand  and  said,  “Good  to  see  you, Wesley.” 

Wesley  shook  Sam’s  hand  and  gave  a  half  smile.  “I’d  say  you  look  good, 

boyo, but that bruise says otherwise.” Wesley looked at Celaena, who lifted her

chin and huffed. “You look more or less the same,” he said, a challenging gleam

in his eyes. He’d never liked her—never bothered to be nice. As if he’d always

known that she and Arobynn would wind up on opposite sides, and that he’d be

the first line of defense. 

She  strode  right  past  him.  “And  you  still  look  like  a  jackass,”  she  said

sweetly, and opened the doors to the study. Sam muttered an apology as Celaena

entered the room and found Arobynn waiting for them. 

The King of the Assassins watched them with a smile, his hands steepled on

the desk in front of him. Wesley shut the door behind Sam, and they silently took

seats in the two chairs before Arobynn’s massive oak desk. 

One  glance  at  Sam’s  drawn  face  told  her  that  he,  too,  was  remembering  the

last time the two of them had been in here together. That night had ended with

both of them beaten into unconsciousness at Arobynn’s hands. That had been the

night that Sam’s loyalty had switched—when he’d threatened to kill Arobynn for

hurting her. It had been the night that changed everything. 

Arobynn’s  smile  grew,  a  practiced,  elegant  expression  disguised  as

benevolence.  “As  overjoyed  as  I  am  to  see  you  in  good  health,”  he  said,  “do  I even want to know what brings the two of you back home?”  Home—this wasn’t

her home now, and Arobynn knew it. The word was just another weapon. 

Sam  bristled,  but  Celaena  leaned  forward.  They’d  agreed  that   she  would  do the  talking,  since  Sam  was  more  likely  to  lose  his  temper  when  Arobynn  was

involved. 

“We have a proposal for you,” she said, keeping perfectly still. Coming face-

to-face  with  Arobynn,  after  all  his  betrayals,  made  her  stomach  twist.  When

she’d walked out of this office a month ago, she’d sworn that she’d kill him if he

bothered her again. And Arobynn, surprisingly, had kept his distance. 

“Oh?” Arobynn leaned back in his chair. 

“We’re leaving Rifthold,” she said, her voice cool and calm. “And we’d like

to leave the Guild, too. Ideally, we’d establish our own business in another city

on the continent. Nothing that would rival the Guild,” she added smoothly, “just

a private business for us to make ends meet.” She might need his approval, but

she didn’t have to grovel. 

Arobynn  looked  from  Celaena  to  Sam.  His  silver  eyes  narrowed  on  Sam’s

split lip. “Lovers’ quarrel?” 

“A  misunderstanding,”  Celaena  said  before  Sam  could  snap  a  retort.  Of

course Arobynn would refuse to immediately give them an answer. Sam gripped

the wooden arms of his chair. 

“Ah,”  Arobynn  replied,  still  smiling.  Still  calm,  and  graceful,  and  deadly. 

“And where, exactly, are you living now? Somewhere nice, I hope. It wouldn’t

do to have my best assassins living in squalor.” 

He’d  make  them  play  this  game  of  exchanging  niceties  until   he  wanted  to answer  their  question.  Beside  her,  Sam  was  rigid  in  his  seat.  She  could

practically  feel  the  hot  rage  rippling  off  of  him  as  Arobynn  said   my  assassins. 

Another razor-sharp use of words. She bit down on her own rising anger. 

“You  look  well,  Arobynn,”  she  said.  If  he  didn’t  answer  her  questions,  then

she  certainly  wouldn’t  answer  his.  Especially  ones  about  their  current  location, though he probably already knew. 

Arobynn waved a hand, leaning back in his seat. “This Keep feels too empty

without you both.” 

He said it with such conviction—as if they’d left just to spite him—that she

wondered if he meant it, if he’d somehow forgotten what he’d done to her and

how he’d treated Sam. 

“And  now  that  you’re  talking  of  moving  away  from  the  capital  and  leaving the Guild …” Arobynn’s face was unreadable. She kept her breathing even, kept

her heartbeat from racing. A nonanswer to her question. 

She  kept  her  chin  high.  “Then  is  it  acceptable  to  the  Guild  if  we  leave?” 

Every word balanced on the edge of a blade. 

Arobynn’s  eyes  glittered.  “You  are  free  to  move  away.”  Move  away.  He

hadn’t said anything about leaving the Guild. 

Celaena opened her mouth to demand a clearer statement, but then—

“Give  us  a  damned  answer.”  Sam’s  teeth  were  bared,  his  face  white  with

anger. 

Arobynn looked at Sam, his smile so deadly that Celaena fought the urge to

reach for a dagger. “I just did. You two are free to do whatever you want.” 

She  had  seconds,  perhaps,  before  Sam  truly  exploded—before  he’d  start  a

brawl  that  would  ruin  everything.  Arobynn’s  smile  grew,  and  Sam’s  hands

casually dropped to his sides—his fingers so, so near the hilts of his sword and

dagger. 

 Shit. 

“We’re  willing  to  offer  this  much  to  leave  the  Guild,”  Celaena  interrupted, 

desperate for anything to get them from coming to blows. Gods above, she was

aching  for  a  fight,  but  not   this  one—not  with  Arobynn.  Thankfully,  both Arobynn and Sam turned to her as she named the sum. “That price is more than

satisfactory for us to leave and set up our own business elsewhere.” 

Arobynn  looked  at  her  for  a  too-long  moment  before  he  made  her  a

counteroffer. 

Sam shot to his feet. “Are you  insane?” 

Celaena  was  too  stunned  to  move.  That  much  money  …  He  had  to  know, 

somehow,  how  much  she  had  left  in  the  bank.  Because  paying  him  what  he

asked would wipe it out entirely. The only money they’d have would be Sam’s

meager  savings,  and  whatever  she  could  get  from  the  apartment—which  might

be hard to sell, given its location and unusual layout. 

She countered his offer with another, but he just shook his head and stared up

at  Sam.  “You  two  are  my  best,”  Arobynn  said  with  maddening  calm.  “If  you

leave, then the respect  and the money you’d provide the Guild would be lost. I

have to account for that. This price is generous.” 

“Generous,” Sam hissed. 

But Celaena, her stomach churning, lifted her chin. She could keep throwing

figures  at  him  until  she  was  blue  in  the  face,  but  he’d  obviously  picked  this
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number for a reason. He would not budge. It was one last slap in the face—one

final twist of the knife meant only to punish her. 

“I accept,” she said, giving him a bland smile. Sam whipped his head around, 

but she kept her eyes on Arobynn’s elegant face. “I’ll have the funds transferred

to your account immediately. And once that’s done, we’re leaving—and I expect

to never be bothered by you or the Guild again. Understood?” 

Celaena rose to her feet. She had to get far away from here. Coming back had

been  a  mistake.  She  shoved  her  hands  in  her  pockets  to  hide  how  they  were

starting to tremble. 

Arobynn grinned at her, and she realized he already knew. “Understood.” 

“You had no right to accept his offer,” Sam raged, his face set with such fury that

people along the broad city avenue practically jumped out of his way. “No right

to do that without consulting me. You didn’t even  bargain!” 

Celaena  peered  into  the  shop  windows  as  she  walked  by.  She  loved  the

shopping district in the heart of the capital—the clean sidewalks lined with trees, 

the  main  avenue  leading  right  up  to  the  marble  steps  of  the  Royal  Theater,  the way she could find anything from shoes to perfumes to jewelry to fine weapons. 

“If we pay that, then we definitely need to find a contract before we leave!” 

 If we pay that. She said, “I  am paying that.” 

“Like hell you are.” 

“It’s my money, and I can do what I want with it.” 

“You  paid  for  your  debt  and  mine  already—I’m  not  letting  you  give  him

another copper. We can find some way around paying this parting fee.” 

They  walked  past  the  crowded  entrance  of  a  popular  tea  court,  where  finely

dressed women were chatting with each other in the warm autumn sun. 

“Is the issue that he demanded so much money, or that  I’m paying it?” 

Sam pulled up short, and though he didn’t look twice at the tea court ladies, 

they  certainly  looked  at  him.  Even  with  anger  rolling  off  him,  Sam  was

beautiful. And too angry to notice that this was  not the spot to argue. 

Celaena grabbed his arm, yanking him along. She felt the eyes of the ladies

on her as she did so. She couldn’t help a flicker of smugness as they took in her

dark blue tunic with its exquisite gold embroidery along the lapels and cuffs, her

fitted ivory pants, and her knee-high brown boots, made with butter-soft leather. 

While most women—especially the wealthy or noble-born ones—opted to wear

dresses  and  miserable  corsets,  pants  and  tunics  were  common  enough  that  her

fine  clothing  wouldn’t  have  escaped  the  appreciation  of  the  women  idling outside the tea courts. 

“The  issue,”  Sam  said  through  his  teeth,  “is  that  I’m  sick  of  playing  his

games, and I’d just as soon cut his throat as pay that money.” 

“Then you’re a fool. If we leave Rifthold on bad terms, we’ll never be able to

settle anywhere—not if we want to keep our current occupation. And even if we

decided to find honest professions instead, I’d always wonder if he or the Guild

would show up one day and demand that money. So if I have to give him every

last copper in my bank account to ensure that I can sleep in peace for the rest of

my life, so be it.” 

They reached the enormous intersection at the heart of the shopping district, 

where  the  domed  Royal  Theater  rose  above  streets  packed  with  horses  and

wagons and people. 

“Where  do  we  draw  the  line?”  Sam  asked  her  quietly.  “When  do  we  say

 enough?” 

“This is the last time.” 

He  let  out  a  derisive  snort.  “I’m  sure  it  is.”  He  turned  down  one  of  the

avenues—in the opposite direction from home. 

“Where are you going?” 

He looked over his shoulder. “I need to clear my head. I’ll see you at home.” 

She watched him cross the busy avenue, watched until he was swallowed up by

the hustle of the capital. 

Celaena  began  walking,  too,  wherever  her  feet  took  her.  She  passed  by  the

steps  of  the  Royal  Theater  and  kept  walking,  the  shops  and  vendors  blurring

together.  The  day  was  blossoming  into  a  truly  lovely  example  of  autumn—the

air was crisp, but the sun was warm. 

In some ways, Sam was right. But she’d dragged him into this mess—she’d

been the one who had started things in Skull’s Bay. Though he claimed to have

been  in  love  with  her  for  years,  if  she’d  only  kept  her  distance  these  past  few months, he wouldn’t be in this situation. Perhaps, if she’d been smart, she would

have  just  broken  his  heart  and  let  him  remain  with  Arobynn.  Having  him  hate her  was  easier  than  this.  She  was  …  responsible  for  him  now.  And  that  was

terrifying. 

She  cared  for  him  more  than  she’d  ever  cared  for  anyone.  Now  that  she’d

ruined the career he’d worked for his whole life, she’d hand over all her money

to make sure that he could at least be free. But she couldn’t just explain that she

paid for everything because she felt guilty. He’d resent that. 

Celaena  paused  her  walking  and  found  herself  at  the  other  end  of  the  broad
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avenue,  across  the  street  from  the  gates  to  the  glass  castle.  She  hadn’t  realized she’d  walked  so  far—or  been  so  lost  in  her  thoughts.  She  usually  avoided

coming this close to the castle. 

The heavily guarded iron gates led to a long, tree-lined path that snaked up to

the infamous building itself. She craned her head back to take in the towers that

brushed  the  sky,  the  turrets  sparkling  in  the  midmorning  sun.  It  had  been  built atop  the  original  stone  castle,  and  was  the  crowning  achievement  in  Adarlan’s empire. 

She hated it. 

Even  from  the  street,  she  could  see  people  milling  about  the  distant  castle

grounds—uniformed  guards,  ladies  in  voluminous  dresses,  servants  clad  in  the

clothes of their station … What sort of lives did they lead, dwelling within the

shadow of the king? 

Her  eyes  rose  to  the  highest  gray  stone  tower,  where  a  small  balcony  jutted out, covered with creeping ivy. It was so easy to imagine that the people within

had nothing to worry about. 

But  inside  that  shining  building,  decisions  were  made  daily  that  altered  the

course  of  Erilea.  Inside  that  building,  it  had  been  decreed  that  magic  was

outlawed,  and  that  labor  camps  like  Calaculla  and  Endovier  were  to  be

established. Inside that building, the murderer who called himself king dwelled, 

the  man  she  feared  above  all  others.  If  the  Vaults  were  the  heart  of  Rifthold’s underworld, then the glass castle was the soul of Adarlan’s empire. 

She felt like it watched her, a giant beast of glass and stone and iron. Staring

at it made her problems with Sam and Arobynn feel inconsequential—like gnats

buzzing before the gaping maw of a creature poised to devour the world. 

A chill wind blew past, ripping strands of hair from her braid. She shouldn’t

have  let  herself  walk  so  close,  even  if  the  odds  of  ever  encountering  the  king were  next  to  none.  Just  the  thought  of  him  sent  a  wretched  fear  splintering through her. 

Her only consolation was that most people from the kingdoms conquered by

the  king  probably  felt  the  same  way.  When  he’d  marched  into  Terrasen  nine

years  ago,  his  invasion  had  been  swift  and  brutal—so  brutal  that  it  made  even Celaena sick to recall some of the atrocities that had been committed to secure

his rule. 

Shuddering, she turned on her heel and headed home. 

Sam didn’t return until dinner. 

Celaena  was  sprawled  on  the  couch  before  the  roaring  fireplace,  book  in

hand,  when  Sam  strode  into  the  apartment.  His  hood  still  covered  half  of  his face, and the hilt of the sword strapped to his back glinted in the orange light of

the  room.  As  he  locked  the  door  behind  him,  she  caught  the  dull  gleam  of  the gauntlets  strapped  to  his  forearms—thick,  embroidered  leather  that  concealed

hidden  daggers.  He  moved  with  such  precise  efficiency  and  controlled  power

that  she  blinked.  Sometimes  it  was  so  easy  to  forget  that  the  young  man  she shared the apartment with was also a trained, ruthless killer. 

“I  found  a  client.”  He  pulled  off  his  hood  and  leaned  against  the  door,  his arms crossed over his broad chest. 

Celaena  shut  the  book  she’d  been  gobbling  down  and  set  it  on  the  couch. 

“Oh?” 

His brown eyes were bright, though his face was unreadable. “They’ll pay. A

lot. And they want to keep it from reaching the Assassins’ Guild’s ears. There’s

even a contract in it for you.” 

“Who’s the client?” 

“I  don’t  know.  The  man  I  spoke  to  had  the  usual  disguises—hood, 

unremarkable clothing. He could have been acting on behalf of someone else.” 

“Why  do  they  want  to  avoid  using  the  Guild?”  She  moved  to  perch  on  the

arm  of  the  couch.  The  distance  between  her  and  Sam  felt  too  large,  too  full  of lightning. 

“Because  they  want  me  to  kill  Ioan  Jayne  and  his  second-in-command, 

Rourke Farran.” 

Celaena stared at him. “Ioan Jayne.” The biggest Crime Lord in Rifthold. 

Sam nodded. 

A roaring filled her ears. “He’s too well-guarded,” she said. “And Farran …

That man is a psychopath. He’s a  sadist.” 

Sam approached her. “You said that in order to move to another city, we need

money. And since you’re insisting on paying off the Guild, then we  really need

money. So unless you want to wind up as thieves, I suggest we take it.” 

She had to tilt her head back to look at him. “Jayne is dangerous.” 

“Then it’s good that we’re the best, isn’t it?” Though he gave her a lazy smile, 

she could see the tension in his shoulders. 

“We should find another contract. There’s bound to be someone else.” 

“You don’t know that. And no one else would pay this much.” He named the

figure,  and  Celaena’s  brows  rose.  They’d  be   very  comfortable  after  that.  They

could live anywhere. 

“You’re sure you don’t know who the client is?” 

“Are you  looking for excuses to say no?” 

“I’m trying to make sure that we’re safe,” she snapped. “Do you know how

many people have tried to take out Jayne and Farran? Do you know how many

of them are still alive?” 

Sam ran a hand through his hair. “Do you want to be with me?” 

“What?” 

“Do you want to be with me?” 

“Yes.” Right now, that was all she wanted. 

A half smile tugged at one corner of his lips. “Then we’ll do this, and we’ll

have  enough  money  to  tie  up  our  loose  ends  in  Rifthold  and  set  ourselves  up somewhere  else  on  the  continent.  If  you  asked,  I’d  still  leave  tonight  without giving Arobynn or the Guild a copper, but you’re right: I don’t want to spend the

rest  of  our  lives  looking  over  our  shoulders.  It  should  be  a  clean  break.  I  want that for us.” Her throat tightened, and she looked toward the fire. Sam hooked a

finger under her chin and tilted her head up to him again. “So will you go after

Jayne and Farran with me?” 

He  was  so  beautiful—so  full  of  all  the  things  that  she  wanted,  all  that  she hoped for. How had she never noticed that until this year? How had she spent so

long hating him? 

“I’ll think about it,” she rasped. It wasn’t just bravado. She  did need to think about it. Especially if their targets were Jayne and Farran. 

Sam’s smile grew and he leaned down to brush a kiss to her temple. “Better

than a  no.” 

Their breath mingled. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier today.” 

“An  apology  from  Celaena  Sardothien?”  His  eyes  danced  with  light.  “Do  I

dream?” 

She  scowled,  but  Sam  kissed  her.  She  wrapped  her  arms  around  his  neck, 

opening  her  mouth  to  his,  and  a  low  growl  escaped  from  him  as  their  tongues met. Her hands tangled in the strap that held his sword against his back, and she

withdrew long enough to unclasp the scabbard buckle across his chest. 

His sword clattered to the wooden floor behind them. Sam looked her in the

eyes  again,  and  it  was  enough  for  her  to  grab  him  closer.  He  kissed  her

thoroughly, lazily, as if he had a lifetime of kisses to look forward to. 

She liked that. A lot. 

He slid one arm around her back and the other beneath her knees, sweeping

her  up  in  a  fluid,  graceful  movement.  Though  she’d  never  tell  him,  she practically swooned. 

He carried her from the living room and into the bedroom, gently setting her

down on the bed. He withdrew only long enough to remove the deadly gauntlets

from his wrists, followed by his boots, cloak, jerkin, and shirt beneath. She took

in his golden skin and muscled chest, the slender scars that peppered his torso, 

her heart beating so fast she could hardly breathe. 

He was hers. This magnificent, powerful creature was hers. 

Sam’s mouth found hers again, and he eased her farther onto the bed. Down, 

down, his clever hands exploring every inch of her until she was on her back and

he braced himself on his forearms to hover over her. He kissed her neck, and she

arched up into him as he ran his hand down the plane of her torso, unbuttoning

her tunic as he went. She didn’t want to know where he had learned to do these

things. Because if she ever learned the names of those girls …

Her  breath  hitched  as  he  reached  the  last  button  and  pulled  her  out  of  the jacket. He looked down at her body, his breathing ragged. They had gone further

than  this  before,  but  there  was  a  question  in  his  eyes—a  question  written  over every inch of his body. 

“Not tonight,” she whispered, her cheeks flaring with heat. “Not yet.” 

“I’m in no rush,” he said, bending down to graze his nose along her shoulder. 

“It’s  just  …”  Gods  above,  she  should  stop  talking.  She  didn’t  owe  him  an

explanation, and he didn’t push it with her, but … “If I’m only going to do this

once, then I want to enjoy every step.” He understood what she meant by  this—

this relationship between them, this bond that was forming, so unbreakable and

unyielding  that  it  made  the  entire  axis  of  her  world  shift  toward  him.  That terrified her more than anything. 

“I can wait,” he said thickly, kissing her collarbone. “We have all the time in

the world.” 

Maybe he was right. And spending all the time in the world with Sam …

That was a treasure worth paying anything for. 

CHAPTER

3

Dawn crept into their room, filling it with golden light that caught in Sam’s hair

and made it shine like bronze. 

Propped on one elbow, Celaena watched him sleep. 

His bare torso was still gloriously tanned from the summer—suggesting days

spent  training  in  one  of  the  courtyards  of  the  Keep,  or  maybe  lounging  on  the banks of the Avery. Scars of varying lengths were scattered across his back and

shoulders—some of them slender and even, some of them thicker and jagged. A

life spent training and battling … His body was a map of his adventures, or proof

of what growing up with Arobynn Hamel was like. 

She ran a finger down the groove of his spine. She didn’t want to see another

scar added to his flesh. She didn’t want  this life for him. He was better than that. 

Deserved better. 

When they moved, maybe they couldn’t leave behind death and killing and all

that came with it—not at first, but someday, far in the future, perhaps …

She brushed the hair from his eyes. Someday, they would both lay down their

swords and daggers and arrows. And by leaving Rifthold, by leaving the Guild, 

they’d  take  the  first  step  toward  that  day,  even  if  they  had  to  keep  working  as assassins for a few more years at least. 

Sam’s  eyes  opened,  and,  finding  her  watching  him,  he  gave  her  a  sleepy

smile. 

It  hit  her  like  a  punch  to  the  gut.  Yes—for  him,  she  could  someday  give  up being Adarlan’s Assassin, give up the notoriety and fortune. 

He pulled her down, wrapping an arm around her bare waist and tucking her

in close to him. His nose grazed her neck, and he breathed her in deeply. 

“Let’s take down Jayne and Farran,” she said softly. 

Sam  purred  a  response  onto  her  skin  that  told  her  he  was  only  halfawake—

and that his mind was on anything but Jayne and Farran. 

She dug her nails into his back, and he grunted his annoyance, but made no

move to awaken. 
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“We’ll  eliminate  Farran  first—to  weaken  the  chain  of  command.  It’d  be  too

risky to take them both out at once—too many things could go wrong. But if we

take out Farran first, even if it means Jayne’s guards will be on alert, they’ll still

be in total chaos. And that’s when we’ll dispatch Jayne.” It was a solid plan. She

liked  this  plan.  They  merely  needed  a  few  days  to  figure  out  Farran’s  defenses and how to get around them. 

Sam mumbled another response that sounded like  anything you want, just go

 back to sleep. 

Celaena looked up at the ceiling and smiled. 

After  breakfast,  and  after  she’d  gone  to  the  bank  to  transfer  a  huge  sum  of money  to  Arobynn’s  account  (an  event  that  left  both  Celaena  and  Sam  rather

miserable and on edge), they spent the day gathering information on Ioan Jayne. 

As  the  biggest  Crime  Lord  in  Rifthold,  Jayne  was  well-protected,  and  his

minions  were  everywhere:  orphan  spies  in  the  streets,  harlots  working  in  the

Vaults, barkeeps and merchants and even some city guards. 

Everyone  knew  where  his  house  was:  a  sprawling  three-s  tory  building  of

white  stone  on  one  of  the  nicest  streets  in  Rifthold.  The  place  was  so  well-watched  that  it  was  too  risky  to  do  more  than  walk  past.  Even  stopping  to

observe  for  a  few  minutes  might  spark  the  interest  of  one  of  the  disguised

henchmen loitering on the street. 

It  seemed  absurd  that  Jayne  would  have  his  house  on  this  street.  His

neighbors were well-off merchants and minor nobility. Did they know who lived

next door and what sort of evil went on beneath the emerald-tiled roof? 

They had a stroke of good luck as they meandered past the house, looking for

all  the  world  like  a  well-dressed,  handsome  couple  on  a  morning  walk  through the capital. Just as they were passing by, Farran, Jayne’s Second, swaggered out

the door, heading for the black carriage parked out front. 

Celaena  felt  Sam’s  arm  tense  under  her  hand.  He  kept  looking  ahead,  not

daring  to  stare  at  Farran  for  too  long  in  case  someone  noticed.  But  Celaena, pretending  that  she’d  discovered  a  pull  in  her  forest-green  tunic,  was  able  to glance over a few times. 

She’d heard about Farran. Most everyone had. If she had a rival for notoriety, 

it was him. 

Tall,  broad-shouldered,  and  in  his  late  twenties,  Farran  had  been  born  and

abandoned in the streets of Rifthold. He’d begun working for Jayne as one of his

orphan  spies,  and  over  the  years  had  clawed  his  way  up  the  ranks  of  Jayne’s twisted  court,  leaving  a  trail  of  bodies  in  his  wake  until  he  was  appointed Second. Looking at him now, with his fine gray clothes and his gleaming black

hair slicked into submission, it was impossible to tell that he’d once been one of

the vicious little beasts that roamed the slums in feral packs. 

As he walked down the stairs to the carriage that awaited him in the private

drive,  Farran’s  steps  were  smooth,  calculated—his  body  rippling  with  barely

restrained  power.  Even  from  across  the  street,  Celaena  could  see  how  his  dark eyes shone, his pale face set in a smile that made a shiver go down her spine. 

The  bodies  Farran  had  left  in  his  wake,  she  knew,  hadn’t  been  left  in  one

piece. Somewhere in the years he’d spent rising from orphan to Second, Farran

had  developed  a  taste  for  sadistic  torture.  It  had  earned  him  his  spot  at  Jayne’s side—and kept his rivals from challenging him. 

Farran  slung  himself  into  the  carriage.  The  movement  was  so  easy  that  his

well-tailored  clothes  barely  shifted  out  of  place.  The  carriage  started  down  the driveway, turned onto the street, and Celaena looked up as it ambled past. 

Only to see Farran looking out the window—staring right at her. 

Sam  pretended  not  to  notice.  Celaena  kept  her  face  utterly  blank—the

disinterest of a well-bred lady who had no idea that the person staring at her like

a cat watching a mouse was actually one of the most twisted men in the empire. 

Farran gave her a smile. There was nothing human in it. 

And   that  was  why  their  client  had  offered  a  kingdom’s  ransom  for  Farran’s and Jayne’s deaths. 

She bobbed her head in a demure deflection of his attention, and Farran’s grin

only grew before the carriage continued past and was swallowed up in the flow

of city traffic. 

Sam loosed a breath. “I’m glad we’re taking him out first.” 

A dark, wicked part of her wished the opposite … wished she could see that

feline  grin  vanish  when  Farran  found  out  that  Celaena  Sardothien  had  killed

Jayne.  But  Sam  was  right.  She  wouldn’t  sleep  one  wink  if  they  took  out  Jayne first, knowing Farran would expend all his resources hunting them down. 

They made a long, slow circle around the streets surrounding Jayne’s house. 

“It’d be easier to catch Farran on his way somewhere,” Celaena said, all too

aware of how many eyes were tracking them on these streets. “The house is too

well-guarded.” 

“I’ll probably need two days to figure it out,” Sam said. 

“You’ll need?” 

“I figured you’d want the glory of taking out Jayne. So I’ll dispatch Farran.” 

“Why not work together?” 

His  smile  faded.  “Because  I  want  you  to  stay  out  of  this  for  as  long  as

possible.” 

“Just  because  we’re  together  doesn’t  mean  I’ve  become  some  weakling

ninny.” 

“I’m not saying that. But can you blame me for wanting to keep the girl I love

away  from  someone  like  Farran?  And  before  you  begin  to  rattle  off  your

accomplishments, let me tell you that I  do know how many people you’ve killed

and  the  scrapes  you’ve  gotten  out  of.  But   I  found  this  client,  so  we’re  doing  it my way.” 

If  there  hadn’t  still  been  eyes  on  every  corner,  Celaena  might  have  hit  him. 

“How  dare you—” 

“Farran  is  a  monster,”  Sam  said,  not  looking  at  her.  “You  said  so  yourself. 

And if anything goes wrong, the  last place I want you to be is in his hands.” 

“We’d be safer if we worked together.” 

A  muscle  feathered  in  his  jaw.  “I  don’t  need  you  looking  out  for  me, 

Celaena.” 

“Is this because of the money? Because I’m paying for things?” 

“It’s because I’m responsible for this hire, and because  you don’t always get

to make the rules.” 

“At least let me do some aerial spotting for you,” she said. She could let Sam

take  on  Farran—she  could  become  secondary  for  this  mission.  Hadn’t  she  just

accepted  that  she  could  someday  let  go  of  being  Adarlan’s  Assassin?  He  could have the spotlight. 

“No aerial spotting,” Sam said sharply. “You’ll be on the other side of the city

—far away from this.” 

“You know how ridiculous that is, don’t you?” 

“I’ve had just as much training as you, Celaena.” 

She might have pushed it—might have kept arguing until he gave in—but she

caught  the  flicker  of  bitterness  in  his  eyes.  She  hadn’t  seen  that  bitterness  in months,  not  since  Skull’s  Bay,  when  they’d  been  all  but  enemies.  Sam  had

always been forced to watch while glory was heaped upon her, and always taken

whatever  missions  she  didn’t  deign  to  accept.  Which  was  absurd,  really,  given how talented he was. 

If death-dealing could be called a talent. 

And while she loved strutting around, calling herself Adarlan’s Assassin, with

[image: Image 393]

Sam that sort of arrogance now sometimes felt like cruelty. 

So though it killed a part of her to say it, and though it went against all her

training to agree, Celaena nudged him with a shoulder and said, “Fine. You take

down  Farran  by  yourself.  But  I  get  to  dispatch  Jayne—and  then  we’ll  do  it   my way.” 

Celaena had her weekly dancing lesson with Madame Florine, who also trained

all of the dancers at the Royal Theater, so she left Sam to finish his scouting as

she headed to the old woman’s private studio. 

Four hours later, sweaty and aching and utterly spent, Celaena made her way

back home across the city. She’d known the stern Madame Florine since she was

a  child:  she  taught  all  of  Arobynn’s  assassins  the  latest  popular  dances.  But Celaena  liked  to  take  extra  lessons  because  of  the  flexibility  and  grace  the classical dances instilled. She’d always suspected the terse instructor had barely

tolerated her—but to her surprise, Madame Florine had refused to take any pay

for lessons now that she’d left Arobynn. 

She’d have to find another dance instructor once they moved. More than that, 

a studio with a decent pianoforte player. 

And the city would have to have a library, too. A great, wonderful library. Or

a  bookshop  with  a  knowledgeable  owner  who  could  make  sure  her  thirst  for

books was always sated. 

And a good clothier. And perfumer. And jeweler. And confectionary. 

Her feet dragged as she walked up the wooden steps to her apartment above

the  warehouse.  She  blamed  it  on  the  lesson.  Madame  Florine  was  a  brutal

taskmistress—she didn’t accept limp wrists or sloppy posture or anything except

Celaena’s very best. Though she  did  always  turn  a  blind  eye  to  the  last  twenty minutes  of  their  lesson,  when  she  allowed  Celaena  to  tell  the  student  on  the pianoforte  to  play  her  favorite  music  and  set  herself  loose,  dancing  with  wild abandon. And now that Celaena had no pianoforte of her own in the apartment, 

Madame Florine even let her remain after the lesson to practice. 

Celaena found herself atop the stair landing, staring at the silvery-green door. 

She   could  leave  Rifthold.  If  it  meant  being  free  from  Arobynn,  she  could leave behind all these things she loved. Other cities on the continent had libraries

and  bookshops  and  fine  outfitters.  Perhaps  not  as  wonderful  as  Rifthold’s,  and perhaps the city’s heart wouldn’t beat with the familiar rhythm that she adored, 

but … for Sam, she could leave. 

Sighing, Celaena unlocked the door and walked into the apartment. 

Arobynn Hamel was sitting on the couch. 

“Hello, darling,” he said, and smiled. 

CHAPTER

4

Alone  in  the  kitchen,  Celaena  poured  herself  a  cup  of  tea,  trying  to  keep  her hands  from  shaking.  He’d  probably  gotten  the  address  from  the  servants  who

had helped bring over her things. To find him here, having broken into her home

… How long had he been sitting inside? Had he gone through her things? 

She  poured  another  cup  of  tea  for  Arobynn.  Cups  and  saucers  in  hand,  she

walked  back  into  the  living  room.  He  had  his  legs  crossed,  one  arm  sprawled across the back of the sofa, and seemed to have made himself quite at home. 

She said nothing as she gave him the cup and then took a seat in one of the

armchairs.  The  hearth  was  dark,  and  the  day  had  been  warm  enough  that  Sam

had  left  one  of  the  living  room  windows  open.  A  briny  breeze  off  the  Avery flowed  into  the  apartment,  rustling  the  crimson  velvet  curtains  and  teasing

through her hair. She’d miss that smell, too. 

Arobynn  took  a  sip,  then  peered  into  his  teacup  to  look  at  the  amber  liquid inside. “Who can I thank for the impeccable taste in tea?” 

“Me. But you already know that.” 

“Hmm.”  Arobynn  took  another  sip.  “You  know,  I   did  know  that.”  The

afternoon  light  caught  in  his  gray  eyes,  turning  them  to  quicksilver.  “What  I don’t know is why you and Sam think it’s a good idea to dispatch Ioan Jayne and

Rourke Farran.” 

Of course he knew. “It’s none of your business. Our client wanted to operate

outside of the Guild, and now that I’ve transferred it the money to your account, 

Sam and I are no longer a part of it.” 

“Ioan Jayne,” Arobynn repeated, as if she somehow didn’t know who he was. 

“Ioan Jayne. Are you  insane?” 

She clenched her jaw. “I don’t see why I should trust your advice.” 

“Even   I  wouldn’t  take  on  Jayne.”  Arobynn’s  gaze  burned.  “And  I’m  saying that  as  someone  who  has  spent   years  thinking  of  ways  to  put  that  man  in  a grave.” 

“I’m not playing another one of your mind games.” She set down her tea and

rose from her seat. “Get out of my house.” 

Arobynn  just  stared  up  at  her  as  if  she  were  a  sullen  child.  “Jayne  is  the undisputed Crime Lord in Rifthold for a reason. And Farran is his Second for a

damn  good  reason,  too.  You  might  be  excellent,  Celaena,  but  you’re  not

invincible.” 

She  crossed  her  arms.  “Maybe  you’re  trying  to  dissuade  me  because  you’re

worried that when I kill him, I will have truly surpassed you.” 

Arobynn  shot  to  his  feet,  towering  over  her.  “The  reason  I’m  trying  to

dissuade you, you stupid, ungrateful girl, is because Jayne and Farran are  lethal. 

If a client offered me the glass castle itself, I wouldn’t touch an offer like that!” 

She felt her nostrils flare. “After all that you’ve done, how can you expect me

to believe a word that comes out of your mouth?” Her hand had started drifting

toward the dagger at her waist. Arobynn’s eyes remained on her face, but he was

aware—he knew every movement her hands made and didn’t have to look at her

to track them. “Get out of my house,” she growled. 

Arobynn  gave  her  a  half  smile  and  looked  around  the  apartment  with

deliberate care. “Tell me something, Celaena: do you trust Sam?” 

“What sort of a question is that?” 

Arobynn  casually  slid  his  hands  into  the  pockets  of  his  silver  tunic.  “Have

you  told  him  the  truth  about  where  you  came  from?  I  have  a  feeling  that’s

something he’d like to know. Perhaps before he dedicates his life to you.” 

She  focused  on  keeping  her  breathing  even,  and  pointed  at  the  door  again. 

“Go.” 

Arobynn shrugged, waving a hand as if to dismiss the questions he’d raised, 

and  walked  toward  the  front  door.  She  watched  his  every  move,  took  in  every step and shift of his shoulders, noted what he looked at. He reached for the brass

doorknob,  but  turned  to  her.  His  eyes—those  silver  eyes  that  would  probably

haunt her for the rest of her life—were bright. 

“No matter what I have done, I really do love you, Celaena.” 

The  word  hit  her  like  a  stone  to  the  head.  He’d  never  said  that  word  to  her before. Ever. 

A long silence fell between them. 

Arobynn’s  neck  shifted  as  he  swallowed.  “I  do  the  things  that  I  do  because

I’m afraid … and because I don’t know how to express what I feel.” He said it so

quietly  that  she  barely  heard  it.  “I  did  all  of  those  things  because  I  was  angry with you for picking Sam.” 

Was  it  the  King  of  the  Assassins  who  spoke,  or  the  father,  or  the  lover  who
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had never manifested himself? 

Arobynn’s  carefully  cultivated  mask  fell,  and  the  wound  she’d  given  him

flickered  in  those  magnificent  eyes.  “Stay  with  me,”  he  whispered.  “Stay  in

Rifthold.” 

She swallowed, and found it particularly hard to do so. “I’m going.” 

“No,” he said softly. “Don’t go.” 

 No. 

That  was  what  she’d  said  to  him  that  night  he’d  beaten  her,  in  the  moment

before he’d struck her, when she thought he was going to hurt Sam instead. And

then  he’d  beaten  her  so  badly  she’d  been  knocked  unconscious.  Then  he’d

beaten Sam, too. 

 Don’t. 

That was what Ansel had said to her in the desert, when Celaena had pressed

the  sword  into  the  back  of  her  neck,  when  the  agony  of  Ansel’s  betrayal  had been almost enough to make Celaena kill the girl she’d called a friend. But that

betrayal  still  paled  in  comparison  to  what  Arobynn  had  done  to  her  when  he’d tricked her into killing Doneval, a man who could have freed countless slaves. 

He was using words as chains to bind her again. He’d had so many chances

over the years to tell her that he loved her—he’d  known how much she’d craved

those words. But he hadn’t spoken them until he needed to use them as weapons. 

And  now  that  she  had  Sam,  Sam  who  said  those  words  without  expecting

anything in return, Sam who loved her for reasons she would never understand

…

Celaena  tilted  her  head  to  the  side,  the  only  warning  she  gave  that  she  was still ready to attack him. “Get out of my house.” 

Arobynn just nodded slowly and left. 

The Black Cygnet tavern was packed wall-to-wall, as it was most nights. Seated

with Sam at a table in the middle of the busy room, Celaena didn’t particularly

feel  like  eating  the  beef  stew  in  front  of  her.  Or  like  talking,  even  though  Sam had  told  her  all  about  the  information  he’d  gathered  on  Farran  and  Jayne.  She hadn’t mentioned Arobynn’s surprise visit. 

A cluster of giggling young women sat nearby, tittering about how the Crown

Prince  was  gone  on  a  holiday  to  the  Surian  coast,  and  how   they  wished  they could  join  the  prince  and  his  dashing  friends,  and  on  and  on  until  Celaena

contemplated chucking her spoon at them. 

But the Black Cygnet wasn’t a violent tavern. It catered to a crowd who came to enjoy good food, good music, and good company. There were no brawls, no

dark dealings, and certainly no prostitutes milling about. Perhaps that was what

brought her and Sam back here for dinner most nights—it felt so  normal. 

It was another place she’d miss. 

When they arrived home after dinner, the apartment feeling strangely not hers

now that Arobynn had broken in, Celaena went straight to the bedroom and lit a

few candles. She was ready for this day to be over. Ready to dispatch Jayne and

Farran, and then leave. 

Sam appeared in the doorway. “I’ve never seen you so quiet,” he said. 

She looked at herself in the mirror above the dresser. The scar from her fight

with Ansel had faded from her cheek, and the one on her neck was well on its

way to disappearing, too. 

“I’m  tired,”  she  said.  It  wasn’t  a  lie.  She  began  unbuttoning  her  tunic,  her hands  feeling  strangely  clumsy.  Was  this  why  Arobynn  had  visited?  Because

he’d  known  he’d  impact  her  like  this?  She  straightened,  hating  the  thought  so much that she wanted to shatter the mirror in front of her. 

“Did something happen?” 

She reached the final button of her tunic, but didn’t take it off. She turned to

face him, looking him up and down.  Could she ever tell him everything? 

“Talk  to  me,”  he  said,  his  brown  eyes  holding  only  concern.  No  twisted

agendas, no mind games …

“Tell me your deepest secret,” she said softly. 

Sam’s eyes narrowed, but he pushed off the threshold and took a seat on the

edge of the bed. He ran a hand through his hair, setting the ends sticking up at

odd angles. 

After a long moment, he spoke. “The only secret I’ve borne my entire life is

that I love you.” He gave her a slight smile. “It was the one thing I believed I’d

go  to  the  grave  without  voicing.”  His  eyes  were  so  full  of  light  that  it  almost stopped her heart. 

She found herself walking toward him, then placing one hand along his cheek

and threading the other through his hair. He turned his head to kiss her palm, as

if  the  phantom  blood  that  coated  her  hands  didn’t  bother  him.  His  eyes  found hers again. “What’s yours, then?” 

The room felt too small, the air too thick. She closed her eyes. It took her a

minute,  and  more  nerve  than  she  realized,  but  the  answer  finally  came.  It  had always been there—whispering to her in her sleep, behind every breath, a dark

weight that she couldn’t ever escape. 

“Deep down,” she said, “I’m a coward.” 

His brows rose. 

“I’m  a  coward,”  she  repeated.  “And  I’m  scared.  I’m  scared  all  the  time. 

Always.” 

He  removed  her  hand  from  his  cheek  to  kiss  the  tips  of  her  fingers.  “I  get scared,  too,”  he  murmured  onto  her  skin.  “You  want  to  hear  something

ridiculous? Whenever I’m scared out of my wits, I tell myself:  My name is Sam

 Cortland … and I will not be afraid. I’ve been doing it for years.” 

It was her turn to raise her brows. “And that actually works?” 

He laughed onto her fingers. “Sometimes it does, sometimes it doesn’t. But it

usually makes me feel better to some degree. Or it just makes me laugh at myself

a bit.” 

It wasn’t the sort of fear she’d been talking about, but …

“I like that,” she said. 

He  laced  his  fingers  with  hers  and  pulled  her  onto  his  lap.  “I  like   you,”  he murmured,  and  Celaena  let  him  kiss  her  until  she’d  again  forgotten  the  dark

burden that would always haunt her. 

CHAPTER

5

Rourke  Farran  was  a  busy,  busy  man.  Celaena  and  Sam  were  waiting  a  block

away from Jayne’s house before dawn the next morning, both of them wearing

nondescript clothing and cloaks with hoods deep enough to cover most of their

features without giving alarm. Farran was out and about before the sun had fully

risen.  They  trailed  his  carriage  through  the  city,  observing  him  at  each  stop.  It was  a  wonder  he  even  had   time  to  indulge  in  his  sadistic  delights,  because Jayne’s business certainly took up plenty of his day. 

He  took  the  same  black  carriage  everywhere—more  proof  of  his  arrogance, 

since it made him an easily marked target. Unlike Doneval, who was constantly

guarded, Farran seemed to deliberately go without guards, daring anyone to take

him on. 

They  followed  him  to  the  bank,  to  the  dining  rooms  and  taverns  owned  by

Jayne,  to  the  brothels  and  the  black-market  stalls  hidden  in  crumbling  alleys, then back to the bank again. He made several stops at Jayne’s house in between, 

too.  And  then  he  surprised  Celaena  once  by  going  into  a  bookshop—not  to

threaten the owner or collect dues, but to buy books. 

She’d  hated  that,  for  some  reason.  Especially  when,  despite  Sam’s  protests, 

she’d quickly snuck in while the bookseller was in the back and spied the receipt

ledger  behind  the  desk.  Farran  hadn’t  bought  books  about  torture  or  death  or anything  wicked.  Oh,  no.  They’d  been  adventure  novels.  Novels  that   she  had read  and  enjoyed.  The  idea  of  Farran  reading  them  too  felt  like  a  violation, somehow. 

The  day  slipped  by,  and  they  learned  little  except  for  how  brazenly  he

traveled about. Sam should have no trouble dispatching him tomorrow night. 

When  the  sun  was  shifting  into  the  golden  hues  of  late  afternoon,  Farran

pulled up at the nondescript iron door that led down into the Vaults. 

At the end of the street, Celaena and Sam watched him as they pretended to

be washing dung off their boots at a public spigot. 

“It  seems  fitting  that  Jayne  owns  the  Vaults,”  Sam  said  quietly  over  the
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gushing water. 

Celaena gave him a glare—or she would have, if the hood hadn’t been in the

way. “Why do you think I got so mad about you fighting there? If you ever got

into  any  trouble  with  the  people  at  the  Vaults,  ever  pissed  them  off,  you’re significant enough that Farran himself would come to punish you.” 

“I can handle Farran.” 

She  rolled  her  eyes.  “I  didn’t  expect  him  actually  to  make  a  visit,  though. 

Seems too dirty here, even for him.” 

“Should  we  take  a  look?”  The  street  was  quiet.  The  Vaults  came  alive  at

night,  but  during  the  day,  there  wasn’t  anyone  in  the  alley  except  for  a  few stumbling drunks and the half-dozen guards always posted outside. 

It  was  a  risk,  she  supposed—going  into  the  Vaults  after  Farran—but  …  If

Farran  truly  rivaled  her  for  notoriety,  it  would  be  interesting  to  get  a  sense  of what  he  was  really  like  before  Sam  ended  his  life  tomorrow  night.  “Let’s  go,” 

she said. 

They flashed silver at the guards outside, then tossed it to the guards inside, and

they were in. The thugs asked no questions, and didn’t demand they remove their

weapons or their hoods. Their usual clientele wanted discretion while partaking

in the twisted delights of the Vaults. 

From the top of the stairs just inside the front door, Celaena instantly spotted

Farran sitting at one of the scarred and burned wooden tables in the center of the

room,  talking  to  a  man  she  recognized  as  Helmson,  the  master  of  ceremonies

during  the  fights.  A  small  lunchtime  crowd  had  gathered  at  the  other  tables, though they’d all cleared a ring around Farran. At the back of the chamber, the

pits were dark and quiet, slaves working to scrape off the blood and gore before

the night’s revelries. 

Celaena  tried  not  to  look  too  long  at  the  shackles  and  broken  posture  of  the slaves.  It  was  impossible  to  tell  where  they’d  come  from—if  they’d  begun  as

prisoners of war or had just been stolen from their kingdoms. She wondered if it

was better to wind up as a slave here, or a prisoner in a brutal labor camp like

Endovier. Both seemed like similar versions of a living hell. 

Compared to the teeming crowds the other night, the Vaults were practically

deserted today. Even the prostitutes in the exposed chambers flanking the sides

of the cavernous space were resting while they could. Many of the girls slept in

tangled  heaps  on  the  narrow  cots,  barely  hidden  from  view  by  the  shabby

curtains designed to give the illusion of privacy. 

She wanted to burn this place into nothing but ashes. And then let everyone

know  that  this  wasn’t  the  sort  of  thing  Adarlan’s  Assassin  stood  for.  Perhaps after they’d taken out Farran and Jayne, she’d do just that. One final bit of glory

and  retribution  from  Celaena  Sardothien—one  last  chance  to  make  them

remember her forever before she left. 

Sam  kept  close  to  her  as  they  reached  the  bottom  of  the  stairs  and  strode  to the  bar  tucked  into  the  shadows  beneath.  A  wisp  of  a  man  stood  behind  it, 

pretending to wipe down the wooden surface while his watery blue eyes stayed

fixed on Farran. 

“Two  ales,”  Sam  growled.  Celaena  thumped  a  silver  coin  down  on  the  bar, 

and the barkeep’s attention snapped to them. She was grossly overpaying, but the

barkeep’s slender, scabbed hands vanished the silver in the blink of an eye. 

There were enough people still inside the Vaults that Celaena and Sam could

blend in—mostly drunks who never left the premises and people who seemed to

enjoy  this  sort  of  wretched  environment  while  eating  their  lunch.  Celaena  and Sam pretended to drink their ales—sloshing the alcohol on the ground when no

one was looking—and watched Farran. 

There was a locked wooden chest resting on the table beside Farran and the

squat master of ceremonies—a chest that Celaena had no doubt was full of the

Vaults’  earnings  from  the  night  before.  Farran’s  attention  was  fixed  with  feline intensity  on  Helmson,  the  chest  seemingly  forgotten.  It  was  practically  an

invitation. 

“How mad do you think he’d be if I stole that chest?” Celaena pondered. 

“Don’t even entertain the idea.” 

She clicked her tongue. “Spoilsport.” 

Whatever  Farran  and  Helmson  were  discussing,  it  was  over  quickly.  But

instead of going back up the stairs, Farran walked over to the warren of girls. He

prowled  past  every  alcove  and  stone  chamber,  and  the  girls  all  straightened. 

Sleeping  ones  were  hastily  awakened,  any  sign  of  sleep  vanished  by  the  time

Farran  stalked  past.  He  looked  them  over,  inspecting,  making  comments  to  the

man who hovered behind him. Helmson nodded and bowed and barked orders at

the girls. 

Even from across the room, the terror on the girls’ faces was evident. 

Both Celaena and Sam struggled to keep from going rigid. Farran crossed the

large  chamber  and  inspected  the  dens  on  the  other  side.  By  that  time,  the  girls there were prepared. When Farran had finished, he looked over his shoulder and

nodded to Helmson. 

Helmson  sagged  with  what  could  only  be  relief,  but  then  paled  and  quickly found somewhere else to be as Farran snapped his fingers at one of the sentries

near a small door. Immediately, the door opened and a shackled, dirty, muscular

man was dragged out by another sentry. The prisoner looked half-dead already, 

but the moment he saw Farran, he started begging, thrashing against the sentry’s

grip. 

It  was  hard  to  hear,  but  Celaena  discerned  enough  from  the  man’s  frantic

pleading  to  get  the  gist  of  it:  he  was  a  fighter  in  the  Vaults,  owed  Jayne  more money than he could ever repay, and had tried to cheat his way out of it. 

Although  the  prisoner  promised  to  repay  Jayne  with  interest,  Farran  just

smiled,  letting  the  man  babble  until  at  last  he  paused  for  a  shuddering  breath. 

Then Farran jerked his chin toward a door hidden behind a ragged curtain, and

his  smile  grew  as  the  sentry  dragged  the  still-pleading  man  toward  it.  As  the door opened, Celaena caught a glimpse of a stairwell that swept downward. 

Without so much as a look in the direction of the patrons discreetly watching

from their tables, Farran led the sentry and his prisoner inside and shut the door. 

Whatever was about to happen was Jayne’s version of justice. 

Sure enough, five minutes later, a scream pierced through the Vaults. 

It  was  more  animal  than  human.  She’d  heard  screams  like  that  before—had

witnessed  enough  torture  at  the  Keep  to  know  that  when  people  screamed  like

that, it meant that the pain was just beginning. By the end, when that sort of pain

happened,  the  victims  had  usually  blown  out  their  vocal  cords  and  could  only emit hoarse, shattered shrieks. 

Celaena gritted her teeth so hard her jaw hurt. The barkeep gave a sharp wave

to  the  minstrels  in  the  corner,  and  they  immediately  started  up  a  song  to  cover the  noise.  But  screams  still  echoed  up  from  beneath  the  stone  floor.  Farran

wouldn’t kill the man right away. No, his pleasure came from the pain itself. 

“It’s time to leave,” Celaena said, noting how tightly Sam gripped his mug. 

“We can’t just—” 

“We   can,”  she  said  sharply.  “Believe  me,  I’d  like  to  burst  in  there,  too.  But this place is designed like a death trap, and I’ve no desire to make my final stand

here, or right now.” Sam was still staring at the stairwell door. “When the time

comes,”  she  added,  putting  a  hand  on  his  arm,  “you’ll  make  sure  he  pays  his debt.” 

Sam turned to her, his face concealed within the shadows of the hood, but she

could read the aggression in his body well enough. “He’ll pay his debt for  all of this,” Sam snarled. And that’s when Celaena noticed that some of the girls were

weeping,  some  shook,  some  just  stared  at  nothing.  Yes,  Farran  had  visited

[image: Image 396]

before, had used that room to do Jayne’s dirty work—while reminding everyone

else not to cross the Crime Lord. How many horrors had these girls witnessed—

or at least heard? 

The screams were still rising up from below when they left the Vaults. 

She  had  intended  to  lead  them  home,  but  Sam  insisted  on  going  to  the  public park  built  along  a  well-off  neighborhood  beside  the  Avery  River.  After

meandering along the neat gravel walkways, he slumped onto a bench facing the

water. He pulled off his hood and rubbed his face with his broad hands. 

“We’re not like that,” he whispered through his fingers. 

Celaena sank onto the wooden bench. She knew exactly what he meant. The

same thought had been echoing through her head as they walked here. They had

been taught how to kill and maim and torture—she knew how to skin a man and

keep  him  alive  while  doing  it.  She  knew  how  to  keep  someone  awake  and

coherent  during  long  hours  of  torment—knew  where  to  inflict  the  most  pain

without having someone bleed out. 

Arobynn  had  been  so,  so  clever  about  it,  too.  He’d  brought  in  the  most

despicable  people—rapists,  murderers,  rogue  assassins  who  had  butchered

innocents—and he’d made her read all of the information he’d gathered on them. 

Made her read about all of the awful things they’d done until she was so enraged

she  couldn’t  think  straight,  until  she  was   aching  to  make  them  suffer.  He’d honed her anger into a lethal blade. And she’d let him. 

Before  Skull’s  Bay,  she’d  done  it  all  and  had  rarely  questioned  it.  She’d

pretended that she had some moral code, lied to herself and said that since she

didn’t  enjoy it, it meant that she had some excuse, but … she had still stood in that  chamber  beneath  the  Assassins’  Keep  and  seen  the  blood  flow  toward  the

drain in the sloped floor. 

“We  can’t be like that,” Sam said. 

She took his hands, easing them away from his face. “We’re not like Farran. 

We know how to do it, but we don’t enjoy it. That’s the difference.” 

His  brown  eyes  were  distant  as  he  watched  the  gentle  current  of  the  Avery

making its way toward the nearby sea. “When Arobynn ordered us to do things

like that, we never said no.” 

“We  had  no  choice.  But  we  do  now.”  Once  they  left  Rifthold,  they’d  never

have to make a choice like that again—they could create their own codes. 

Sam looked at her, his expression so haunted and bleak it made her sick. “But
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there was always that part. That part that  did enjoy it when it was someone who

truly deserved it.” 

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, there was always that part. But we still had a line, 

Sam—we still stayed on the other side of it. Lines don’t exist for someone like

Farran.” 

They  weren’t  like  Farran— Sam  wasn’t  like  Farran.  She  knew  that  in  her bones.  Sam  would  never  be  like  Farran.  He’d  never  be  like   her,  either.  She sometimes wondered if he knew just how dark she could turn. 

Sam leaned against her, resting his head on her shoulder. “When we die, do

you think we’ll be punished for the things we’ve done?” 

She looked at the far bank of the river, where a row of ramshackle houses and

docks had been built. “When we die,” she said, “I don’t think the gods will even

know what to do with us.” 

Sam glanced at her, a hint of amusement shining in his eyes. 

Celaena smiled at him, and the world, for one flickering heartbeat, felt right. 

The dagger whined as Celaena sharpened it, the reverberations shooting through

her  hands.  Seated  beside  her  on  the  floor  of  the  great  room,  Sam  pored  over  a map  of  the  city,  tracing  streets  with  his  fingers.  The  fireplace  before  them  cast everything into flickering shadows, a welcome warmth on a chill night. 

They  had  returned  to  the  Vaults  in  time  to  see  Farran  entering  his  carriage again.  So  they  spent  the  rest  of  the  afternoon  stalking  him—more  trips  to  the bank  and  other  locations,  more  stops  back  at  Jayne’s  house.  She’d  gone  off  on her own for two hours to trail Jayne—to get another subtle glimpse at the house

and see where the Crime Lord went. It was two uneventful hours of figuring out

where his spies hid on the streets, since Jayne didn’t emerge from the building at

all. 

If Sam planned to dispatch Farran tomorrow night, they agreed that the best

time to do it would be when he took a carriage from the house to wherever else

he had dealings, either for himself or Jayne. After a long day of running errands

for Jayne, Farran was sure to be drained, his defenses sloppy. He wouldn’t know

what was coming until his lifeblood spilled. 

Sam  would  be  wearing  the  special  suit  that  the  Master  Tinkerer  from

Melisande  had  made  for  him,  which  in  itself  was  its  own  armory.  The  sleeves possessed  concealed  built-in  swords,  the  boots  were  specially  designed  for

climbing, and, thanks to Celaena, Sam’s suit was equipped with an impenetrable

patch of Spidersilk right over his heart. 

Celaena  had  her  own  suit,  of  course—used  only  sparingly  now  that  the

convoy from Melisande had returned home. If either suit needed repairs, it’d be

near  impossible  to  find  someone  in  Rifthold  skilled  enough.  But  dispatching

Farran  was  definitely  an  occasion  worth  the  risk.  In  addition  to  the  suit’s

defenses,  Sam  would  also  be  equipped  with  the  extra  blades  and  daggers  that

Celaena  was  now  sharpening.  She  tested  an  edge  against  her  hand,  smiling

grimly  as  her  skin  stung.  “Sharp  enough  to  cut  air,”  she  said,  sheathing  it  and setting it down beside her. 

“Well,” Sam said, eyes still flitting across the map, “let’s hope I don’t have to

get close enough to use it.” 

If all went according to plan, Sam would only need to fire four arrows: one

each  to  disable  the  carriage  driver  and  the  footman,  one  for  Farran—and  one

more just to make sure Farran was dead. 

Celaena  picked  up  another  dagger  and  began  sharpening  that  as  well.  She

jerked her chin toward the map. “Escape routes?” 

“A dozen planned already,” Sam said, and showed her. With Jayne’s house as

a  starting  point,  Sam  had  picked  multiple  streets  in  every  direction  where  he could  fire  his  arrows—which  led  to  multiple  escape  routes  that  would  get  Sam away as quickly as possible. 

“Remind  me  again  why  I’m  not  going?”  The  dagger  in  her  hands  let  out  a

long whine. 

“Because you’ll be here, packing?” 

“Packing?” She stilled the sharpening knife in her hand. 

He returned his attention to the map. Then he said, very carefully, “I secured

us passage on a ship to the southern continent, leaving in five days.” 

“The southern continent.” 

Sam  nodded,  still  focusing  on  the  map.  “If  we’re  going  to  get  away  from

Rifthold, then we’re going to get away from this entire continent, too.” 

“That wasn’t what we discussed. We decided to move to another city on  this

continent.  And  what  if  there’s   another  Assassins’  Guild  on  the  southern continent?” 

“Then we’ll ask to join them.” 

“I’m  not  going  to  grovel  to  join  some  no-name  guild  and  be  subservient  to

some would-be infamous assassins!” 

Sam  looked  up.  “Is  this  really  about  your  pride,  or  is  it  because  of  the

distance?” 

“Both!”  She  slammed  down  the  dagger  and  the  honing  stone  on  the  rug.  “I was  willing  to  move  to  a  place  like  Banjali  or  Bellhaven  or  Anielle.  Not  to  an entirely  new  continent—a  place  we  hardly  know   anything  about!  That  wasn’t part of the plan.” 

“At least we’d be out of Adarlan’s empire.” 

“I don’t give a damn about the empire!” 

He sat back, propping himself on his hands. “Can’t you just admit that this is

about Arobynn?” 

“No. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Because  if  we  sail  for  the  southern  continent,  then  he  will   never  find  us again—and I don’t think you’re quite ready to accept that.” 

“My relationship with Arobynn is—” 

“Is   what?  Over?  Is  that  why  you  didn’t  tell  me  that  he  came  to  visit yesterday?” 

Her heart skipped a beat. 

Sam went on. “While you were trailing Jayne today, he approached me in the

street,  and  seemed  surprised  that  you  hadn’t  said  anything  about  his  visit.  He also told me to ask about what really happened before he found you half-dead on

that riverbank when we were children.” Sam leaned forward, bracing a hand on

the floor as he brought his face close to hers. “And you know what I told him?” 

His breath was hot on her mouth. “That I didn’t care. But he just kept trying to

bait me, to make me not trust you. So after he walked away, I went right to the

docks  and  found  the  first  ship  that  would  take  us  away  from  this  damned

continent. Away from  him, because even though we’re out of the Guild, he will

 never leave us alone.” 

She  swallowed  hard.  “He  said  those  things  to  you?  About  …  about  where  I

came from?” 

Sam  must  have  seen  something  like  fear  in  her  eyes,  because  he  suddenly

shook his head, his shoulders slumping. “Celaena, when you’re good and ready

to tell me the truth, you’ll do it. And no matter what it is, when that day comes, 

I’ll  be  honored  that  you  trust  me  enough  to  do  so.  But  until  then,  it’s  not  my business,  and  it’s  not  Arobynn’s  business.  It’s  not  anyone’s  business  but  your own.” 

Celaena leaned her forehead against his, and some of the tightness in his body

—and  hers—melted  away.  “What  if  moving  to  the  southern  continent  is  a

mistake?” 

“Then we’ll move somewhere else. We’ll keep moving until we find the place

where we’re meant to be.” 

She  shut  her  eyes  and  took  a  steadying  breath.  “Will  you  laugh  if  I  say  that I’m scared?” 

“No,” he said softly, “never.” 

“Maybe I should try your little trick.” She took another breath. “My name is

Celaena Sardothien, and I will not be afraid.” 

He did laugh then, a tickle of breath on her mouth. “I think you have to say it

with a bit more conviction than that.” 

She opened her eyes and found him watching her, his face a mixture of pride

and  wonder  and  such  open  affection  that  she  could  see  that  far-off  land  where they’d find a home, see that future that awaited them, and that glimmer of hope

that  promised  happiness  she’d  never  considered  or  dared  yearn  for.  And  even

though  the  southern  continent  was  a  drastic  change  in  their  plans  …  Sam  was right. A new continent for a new beginning. 

“I love you,” Sam said. 

Celaena  wrapped  her  arms  around  him  and  held  him  close,  breathing  in  his

scent. Her only reply was, “I hate packing.” 

CHAPTER

6

The next night, the clock on the mantel seemed to be stuck at nine o’clock. It had

to be, because there was no way in hell that a minute could take  this long. 

She  been  trying  to  read  for  the  past  two  hours—trying  and  failing.  Even  an

utterly  sinful  romance  novel  hadn’t  held  her  interest.  And  neither  had  playing cards, or digging out her atlas and reading about the southern continent, or eating

all the candy she’d hidden from Sam in the kitchen. Of course, she was  supposed

to be organizing the belongings she wanted to pack. When she’d complained to

Sam about what a chore it’d be, he’d even gone so far as to take all their empty

trunks out of the closet. And then pointed out that he would  not be traveling with her  dozens  of  shoes,  and  she  could  have  them  shipped  to  her  once  they  found their home. After saying  that, he’d wisely left the apartment to kill Farran. 

She didn’t know why she hesitated to pack—she’d contacted the solicitor that

morning. He had told her the apartment might be hard to sell, but she was glad to

do the dealings over a long distance, and she told him she’d contact him as soon

as she found her new home. 

A new home. 

Celaena sighed as the clock arms shifted. A whole minute had passed. 

Of course, with Farran’s schedule being somewhat erratic, Sam might have to

wait a few hours for him to leave the house. Or maybe he’d already done the job

and needed to lie low for a while, just in case someone traced him back here. 

Celaena checked the dagger beside her on the couch, then glanced around the

room  for  the  hundredth  time  that  evening,  making  sure  all  the  concealed

weapons were in their proper places. 

She  wouldn’t  check  on  Sam.  He’d  wanted  to  do  this  on  his  own.  And  he

could be anywhere now. 

The trunks lay by the window. 

Maybe she  should start packing. Once they dispatched Jayne tomorrow night, 

they’d  need  to  be  ready  to  leave  the  city  as  soon  as  that  ship  was  available  to board.  Because  while  she  certainly  wanted  the  world  to  know  that  Celaena
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Sardothien  had  made  the  kill,  getting  far  from  Rifthold  would  be  in  their  best interest. 

Not that she was running away. 

The clock arms shifted again. Another minute. 

Groaning, Celaena stood  and walked to  the bookshelf along  the wall, where

she  began  pulling  out  books  and  stacking  them  into  the  nearest  empty  trunk. 

She’d have to leave her furniture and most of her shoes behind for now, but there

was no way in hell she was going to move to the southern continent without all

of her books. 

The clock struck eleven, and Celaena headed into the streets, wearing the suit the

Master  Tinkerer  had  made  for  her,  plus  several  other  weapons  strapped  to  her body. 

Sam should have been back by now. And even though there was still another

hour until the time when they’d agreed she’d look for him if he hadn’t returned, 

if  he  was  truly  in  trouble,  then  she  certainly  wasn’t  going  to  sit  around  for another minute—

The thought sent her sprinting down alleys, heading toward Jayne’s house. 

The  slums  were  silent,  but  no  more  so  than  usual.  Whores  and  barefoot

orphans  and  people  struggling  to  make  a  few  honest  coppers  glanced  at  her  as she  ran  past,  no  more  than  a  shadow.  She  kept  an  ear  out  for  any  snippets  of conversation that might suggest Farran was dead, but overheard nothing useful. 

She slowed to a stalking gait, her steps near-silent on the cobblestones as she

neared the wealthy neighborhood in which Jayne’s house stood. Several affluent

couples were walking around, heading back from the theater, but there were no

signs  of  a  disturbance  …  Though  if  Farran  had  been  killed,  then  surely  Jayne would try to keep the assassination hidden for as long as possible. 

She made a long circuit through the neighborhood, checking on all the points

where Sam had planned to be. Not a spot of blood or sign of a struggle. She even

dared  to  walk  across  the  street  from  Jayne’s  house.  The  house  was  brightly  lit and almost merry, and the guards were at their posts, all looking bored. 

Perhaps Sam had found out that Farran wasn’t leaving the house tonight. She

might  very  well  have  missed  him  on  his  way  home.  He  wouldn’t  be  pleased

when he learned she’d gone out to find him, but he would have done the same

for her. 

Sighing, Celaena hurried back home. 
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CHAPTER

7

Sam wasn’t at the apartment. 

But the clock atop the mantel read one in the morning. 

Celaena  stood  before  the  embers  of  the  fireplace  and  stared  at  the  clock, 

wondering if she was somehow reading it wrong. 

But it continued ticking, and when she checked her pocket watch, it also read

one. Then two minutes past the hour. Then five minutes …

She  threw  more  logs  on  the  fire  and  took  off  her  swords  and  daggers,  but

remained in the suit. Just in case. 

She had no idea when she began pacing in front of the fire—and only realized

it  when  the  clock  chimed  two  and  she  found  herself  still  standing  before  the clock. 

He would come home any minute. 

Any minute. 

Celaena jolted awake at the faint chime of the clock. She’d somehow wound up

on the couch—and somehow fallen asleep. 

Four o’clock. 

She  would  go  out  again  in  a  minute.  Maybe  he’d  hidden  in  the  Assassins’

Keep for the night. Unlikely, but … it was probably the safest place to hide after

you’d killed Rourke Farran. 

Celaena closed her eyes. 

The dawn was blinding, and her eyes felt gritty and sore as she hurried through

the  slums,  then  the  wealthy  neighborhoods,  scanning  every  cobblestone,  every

shadowed alcove, every rooftop for any sign of him. 
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Then she went to the river. 

She didn’t dare breathe as she walked up and down the banks that bordered

the slums, searching for anything. Any sign of Farran, or … or …

Or. 

She didn’t let herself finish that thought, though crippling nausea gripped her

as she scanned the banks and docks and sewer depositories. 

He would be waiting for her at home. And then he’d chide her and laugh at

her and kiss her. And then she’d dispatch Jayne tonight, and then they’d set sail

on this river and then out to the nearby sea, and then be gone. 

He would be waiting at home. 

He’d be home. 

Home. 

Noon. 

It  couldn’t  be  noon,  but  it  was.  Her  pocket  watch  was  properly  wound,  and

hadn’t once failed her in the years she’d had it. 

Each of her steps up the stairs to her apartment was heavy and light—heavy

and light, the sensation shifting with each heartbeat. She’d stop by the apartment

only long enough to see if he’d returned. 

A roaring silence hovered around her, a cresting wave that she’d been trying

to  outrun  for  hours.  She  knew  that  the  moment  the  silence  finally  hit  her, 

everything would change. 

She found herself atop the landing, staring at the door. 

It had been unlocked and left slightly ajar. 

A strangled sort of noise broke out of her, and she ran the last few feet, barely

noticing as she threw open the door and burst into the apartment. She was going

to scream at him. And kiss him. And scream at him some more. A  lot more. How

 dare he make her—

Arobynn Hamel was sitting on her couch. 

Celaena halted. 

The  King  of  the  Assassins  slowly  got  to  his  feet.  She  saw  the  expression  in his  eyes  and  knew  what  he  was  going  to  say  long  before  he  opened  his  mouth and whispered, “I’m sorry.” 

The silence struck. 

CHAPTER

8

Her body started moving, walking straight toward the fireplace before she really

knew what she was going to do. 

“They  thought  he  was  still  living  in  the  Keep,”  Arobynn  said,  his  voice

pitched at that horrible whisper. “They left him as a message.” 

She reached the mantel and grabbed the clock from where it rested. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn breathed. 

She  hurled  the  clock  across  the  room  so  hard  it  shattered  against  the  wall

behind the dining table. 

Its  fragments  landed  atop  the  buffet  table  against  the  wall,  breaking  the

decorative  dishes  displayed  there,  scattering  the  silver  tea  set  she’d  bought  for herself. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn said again. 

She stared at the ruined clock, the ruined dishes and tea set. There was no end

to this silence. There would never be an end, only this beginning. 

“I  want  to  see  the  body.”  The  words  came  from  a  mouth  she  wasn’t  sure

belonged to her anymore. 

“No,” Arobynn said gently. 

She turned her head toward him, baring her teeth. “I  want to see the body.” 

Arobynn’s silver eyes were wide, and he shook his head. “No, you don’t.” 

She had to start moving, had to start walking  anywhere, because now that she

was standing still … Once she sat down …

She walked out the door. Down the steps. 

The streets were the same, the sky was clear, the briny breeze off the Avery

still ruffled her hair. She had to keep walking. Perhaps … perhaps they’d sent the

wrong body. Perhaps Arobynn had made a mistake. Perhaps he was lying. 

She  knew  Arobynn  followed  her,  staying  a  few  feet  behind  as  she  strode

across  the  city.  She  also  knew  that  Wesley  joined  them  at  some  point,  always looking after Arobynn, always vigilant. The silence kept flickering in and out of

her  ears.  Sometimes  it’d  stop  long  enough  for  her  to  hear  the  whinny  of  a passing  horse,  or  the  shout  of  a  peddler,  or  the  giggle  of  children.  Sometimes none of the noises in the capital could break through. 

There had been a mistake. 

She didn’t look at the assassins guarding the iron gates to the Keep, or at the

housekeeper  who  opened  the  giant  double  doors  of  the  building,  or  at  the

assassins  who  milled  about  the  grand  entrance  and  who  stared  at  her  with  fury and grief mingling in their eyes. 

She slowed long enough for Arobynn—trailed by Wesley—to step in front of

her, to lead the rest of the way. 

The silence peeled back, and thoughts tumbled in. It had been a mistake. And

when  she  figured  out  where  they  were  keeping  him—where  they  were  hiding

him—she’d stop at nothing to find him. And then she’d slaughter them all. 

Arobynn led her down the stone stairwell at the back of the entrance hall—the

stairs  that  led  into  the  cellars  and  the  dungeons  and  the  secret  council  rooms below. 

The scrape of boots on stone. Arobynn in front of her, Wesley trailing behind. 

Down and down, then along the narrow, dark passageway. To the door across

from the dungeon entrance. She knew that door. Knew the room behind it. The

mortuary where they kept their members until—No, it had been a mistake. 

Arobynn  took  out  a  ring  of  keys  and  unlocked  the  door,  but  paused  before

opening it. “Please, Celaena. It’s better if you don’t.” 

She elbowed past him and into the room. 

The  square  room  was  small  and  lit  with  two  torches.  Bright  enough  to

illuminate …

Illuminate …

Each step brought her closer to the body on the table. She didn’t know where

to look first. 

At the fingers that went the wrong way, at the burns and careful, deep slices

in his flesh, at the face, the face she still knew, even when so many things had

been done to destroy it beyond recognition. 

The  world  swayed  beneath  her  feet,  but  she  kept  upright  as  she  finished  the walk to the table and looked down at the naked, mutilated body she had—

She had—

Farran had taken his time. And though that face was in ruins, it betrayed none

of the pain he must have felt, none of the despair. 

This was some dream, or she had gone to Hell after all, because she  couldn’t
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exist  in  the  world  where  this  had  been  done  to  him,  where  she’d  paced  like  an idiot all night while he suffered, while Farran tortured him, while he ripped out

his eyes and—

Celaena vomited on the floor. 

Footsteps, then Arobynn’s hands were on her shoulder, on her waist, pulling

her away. 

He was dead. 

Sam was dead. 

She wouldn’t leave him like this, in this cold, dark room. 

She yanked out of Arobynn’s grasp. Wordlessly, she unfastened her cloak and

spread it over Sam, covering the damage that had been so carefully inflicted. She

climbed onto the wooden table and lay beside him, stretching an arm across his

middle, holding him close. 

The body still smelled faintly like Sam. And like the cheap soap she’d made

him use, because she was so selfish that she couldn’t let him have her lavender

soap. 

Celaena buried her face in his cold, stiff shoulder. There was a strange, musky

scent  all  over  him—a  smell  that  was  so  distinctly   not  Sam  that  she  almost vomited again. It clung to his golden-brown hair, to his torn, bluish lips. 

She wouldn’t leave him. 

Footsteps  heading  toward  the  door—then  the   snick  of  it  closing  as  Arobynn left. 

Celaena closed her eyes. She wouldn’t leave him. 

She wouldn’t leave him. 
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CHAPTER

9

Celaena awoke in a bed that had once been hers, but somehow no longer felt that

way. There was something missing in the world, something vital. She arose from

the  depths  of  slumber,  and  it  took  her  a  long  moment  to  sort  out  what  had changed. 

She might have thought that she was awakening in her bed in the Keep, still

Arobynn’s  protégée,  still  Sam’s  rival,  still  content  to  be  Adarlan’s  Assassin

forever and ever. She might have believed it if she hadn’t noticed that so many

of her beloved belongings were missing from this familiar bedroom—belongings

that were now in her apartment across the city. 

Sam was gone. 

Reality opened wide and swallowed her whole. 

She didn’t move from the bed. 

She knew the day was drifting along because of the shifting light on the wall of

the  bedroom.  She  knew  the  world  still  passed  by,  unaffected  by  the  death  of  a young  man,  unaware  that  he’d  ever  existed  and  breathed  and  loved  her.  She

hated  the  world  for  continuing  on.  If  she  never  left  this  bed,  this  room,  maybe she’d never have to continue on with it. 

The memory of his face was already blurring. Had his eyes been more golden

brown, or soil brown? She couldn’t remember. And she’d never get the chance to

find out. 

Never get to see that half smile. Never get to hear his laugh, never get to hear

him  say  her  name  like  it  meant  something  special,  something  more  than  being

Adarlan’s Assassin ever could. 

She didn’t want to go out into a world where he didn’t exist. So she watched

the light shift and change, and let the world pass by without her. 

Someone  was  speaking  outside  her  door.  Three  men  with  low  voices.  The rumble of them shook her from sleep to find the room was dark, the city lights

glowing beyond the windows. 

“Jayne and Farran will be expecting retaliation,” a man said. Harding, one of

Arobynn’s more talented assassins, and a fierce competitor of hers. 

“Their guards will be on alert,” said another—Tern, an older assassin. 

“Then we’ll take out the guards, and while they’re distracted, some of us will

go for Jayne and Farran.” Arobynn. She had a foggy memory of being carried—

hours or years or a lifetime ago—up from that dark room that smelled of death

and into her bed. 

Muffled replies from Tern and Harding, then—

“We strike tonight,” Arobynn growled. “Farran lives at the house, and if we

time it right, we’ll kill them both while they’re in their beds.” 

“Getting to the second floor isn’t as simple as walking up the stairs,” Harding

challenged.  “Even  the  exteriors  are  guarded.  If  we  can’t  get  through  the  front, then there’s a small second-story window that we can leap through using the roof

of the house next door.” 

“A leap like that could be fatal,” Tern countered. 

“Enough,” Arobynn cut in. “I’ll decide how to break in when we arrive. Have

the others ready to go in three hours. I want us on our way at midnight. And tell

them to keep their mouths  shut. Someone must have tipped off Farran if he knew

to set a trap for Sam. Don’t even tell your servants where you’re going.” 

Grunted acquiescence, then footsteps as Tern and Harding walked away. 

Celaena  kept  her  eyes  closed  and  her  breathing  steady  as  the  lock  turned  in her  bedroom  door.  She  recognized  the  even,  confident  gait  of  the  King  of  the Assassins striding toward her bed. Smelled him as he stood over her, watching. 

Felt his long fingers as they stroked through her hair, then along her cheek. 

Then the steps leaving, the door shutting—and locking. She opened her eyes, 

the glow of the city offering enough light for her to see that the lock on the door

had been altered since she’d left—it now locked only from the outside. 

He had locked her in. 

To  keep  her  from  going  with  them?  To  keep  her  from  helping  to  pay  back

Farran for every inch of flesh he’d tortured, every bit of pain Sam had endured? 

Farran was a master of torture, and he’d kept Sam all night. 

Celaena sat up, her head spinning. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d

eaten. Food could wait. Everything could wait. 

Because in three hours, Arobynn and his assassins would venture out to exact

vengeance.  They’d  rob  her  of  her  claim  to  revenge—the  satisfaction  of slaughtering Farran and Jayne and  anyone who stood in her way. And she had no

intention of letting them do it. 

She stalked to the door and confirmed that it was locked. Arobynn knew her

too well. Knew that when the blanket of grief had been ripped away …

Even if she could spring the lock, she had no doubt that there was at least one

assassin watching the hall outside her bedroom. Which left the window. 

The  window  itself  was  unlocked—but  the  two-story  drop  was  formidable. 

While  she’d  been  sleeping,  someone  had  taken  off  her  suit  and  given  her  a

nightgown. She ripped apart the armoire for any sign of the suit—its boots were

designed for climbing—but all she found were two black tunics, matching pants, 

and ordinary black boots. Fine. 

There were no weapons in sight, and she hadn’t brought any in with her. But

years of living in this room had its advantages. She kept her motions quiet as she

pulled  up  the  loose  floorboards  where  she’d  long  ago  hidden  a  set  of  four

daggers. She sheathed two at her waist and tucked the other two into her boots. 

Then  she  found  the  twin  swords  she’d  kept  disguised  as  part  of  the  bed  frame since she was fourteen. Neither the daggers nor the sword had been good enough

to bring with her when she moved. Today they would do. 

When she’d finished strapping the blades across her back, she rebraided her

hair and fitted on her cloak, throwing the hood over her head. 

She’d kill Jayne first. And then she’d drag Farran to a place where she could

properly  repay  him  and  take  however  long  she  wanted.  Days,  even.  When  that

debt  was  paid,  when  Farran  had  no  more  agony  or  blood  to  offer,  she’d  place Sam in the embrace of the earth and send him to the afterlife knowing he’d been

avenged. 

She  eased  open  the  window,  scanning  the  front  courtyard.  The  dew-slick

stones gleamed in the lamplight, and the sentries at the iron gate seemed focused

on the street beyond. 

Good. 

This was her kill, her revenge to take. No one else’s. 

A  black  fire  rippled  in  her  gut,  spreading  through  her  veins  as  she  hopped

onto the windowsill and eased outside. 

Her fingers found purchase in the large white stones, and, with one eye on the

guards  at  the  distant  gate,  she  climbed  down  the  side  of  the  house.  No  one noticed  her,  no  one  looked  her  way.  The  Keep  was  silent,  the  calm  before  the storm that would break when Arobynn and his assassins began their hunt. 

Her  landing  was  soft,  no  more  than  a  whisper  of  boots  against  slick
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cobblestones. The guards were so focused on the street that they wouldn’t notice

when she jumped the fence near the stables around the back. 

Creeping around the exterior of the house was as simple as getting out of her

room, and she was well within the shadows of the stables when a hand reached

out and grabbed her. 

She was hurled into the side of the wooden building, and had a dagger drawn

by the time the thump finished echoing. 

Wesley’s face, set with rage, seethed at her in the dark. 

“Where  in  hell  do  you  think  you’re  going?”  he  breathed,  not  loosening  his

grip on her shoulders even as she pressed her dagger to the side of his throat. 

“Get  out  of  my  way,”  she  growled,  hardly  recognizing  her  own  voice. 

“Arobynn can’t keep me locked up.” 

“I’m not talking about Arobynn. Use your head and  think, Celaena!” A flicker

of her—a part of her that had somehow vanished since she’d shattered that clock

—realized that this might be the first time he’d ever addressed her by her name. 

“Get  out  of  my  way,”  she  repeated,  pushing  the  edge  of  the  blade  harder

against his exposed throat. 

“I know you want revenge,” he panted. “I do, too—for what he did to Sam. I

know you—” 

She  flicked  the  blade,  angling  it  enough  that  he  reared  back  to  avoid  her

slicing a deep line across his throat. 

“Don’t you understand?” he pleaded, his eyes gleaming in the dark. “It’s all

just a—” 

But  the  fire  rose  up  in  Celaena  and  she  whirled,  using  a  move  the  Mute

Master had taught her that summer, and Wesley’s eyes lost focus as she slammed

the pommel of her dagger into the side of his head. He dropped like a stone. 

Before he’d even finished collapsing, Celaena was sprinting for the fence. A

moment later, she jumped it and vanished into the city streets. 

She was fire, she was darkness, she was dust and blood and shadow. 

She hurtled through the streets, each step faster than the last as that black fire

burned through thought and feeling until all that remained was her rage and her

prey. 

She took back alleys and leapt over walls. 

She’d slaughter them all. 

Faster and faster, sprinting for that beautiful house on its quiet street, for the

two men who had taken her world apart piece by piece, bone by shattered bone. 

All she had to do was get to Jayne and Farran—everyone else was collateral. 

Arobynn had said they’d both be in their beds. That meant she had to get past all

those  guards  at  the  front  gate,  the  front  door,  and  on  the  first  floor  …  not  to mention the guards that were sure to be outside the bedrooms. 

But there was an easier way to get past all them. A way in that didn’t involve

possibly  alerting  Farran  and  Jayne  if  the  guards  at  the  front  door  raised  the alarm.  Harding  had  mentioned  something  about  a  window  on  the  second  floor

that he could leap through … Harding was a good tumbler, but she was better. 

When she was a few streets away, she climbed the side of a house until she

was on the roof and running again, fast enough to make the leap across the gap

between houses. 

She’d walked past Jayne’s house enough times in the past few days to know

that it was separated from its neighbors by alleys probably fifteen feet wide. 

She leapt across another gap between roofs. 

Now that she thought of it, she  knew there was a second-floor window facing

one of those alleys—and she didn’t give a damn where that window opened to, 

just that it would get her inside before the guards on the first floor could notice. 

The emerald roof of Jayne’s house gleamed, and Celaena skidded to a halt on

the roof next door. A wide, flat stretch of the gabled roof stood between her and

the  long  jump  across  the  alley.  If  she  aimed  correctly  and  ran  fast  enough,  she could  make  that  leap  and  land  through  that  second-floor  window.  The  window

was  already  thrown  open,  though  the  curtains  had  been  drawn,  blocking  any

view of what was within. 

Despite  the  fog  of  rage,  years  of  training  made  her  instinctively  scan  the

neighboring rooftops. Was it arrogance or stupidity that kept Jayne from having

guards on the nearby roofs? Even the guards on the street didn’t look up at her. 

Celaena  untied  her  cloak  and  let  it  slide  to  the  ground  behind  her.  Any

additional drag might be fatal, and she had no intention of dying until Jayne and

Farran were corpses. 

The roof on which she stood was three stories high and faced the second-floor

window  across  the  alley.  She  factored  in  the  distance  and  how  fast  she’d  be falling, and made sure the swords crossed to her back were neatly tucked in. The

window  was  wide,  but  she  still  needed  to  avoid  the  blades  catching  on  the

threshold. She backed up as far as she could to give herself running space. 

Somewhere  on  that  second  floor  slept  Jayne  and  Farran.  And  somewhere  in

this house, they had destroyed Sam. 

After she had killed them, perhaps she’d tear the house down stone by stone. 

Perhaps she’d tear this entire city down, too. 

She smiled. She liked the sound of that. 

Then she took a deep breath and broke into a run. 

The  roof  was  no  longer  than  fifty  feet—fifty  feet  between  her  and  the  jump

that  would  either  land  her  right  through  that  open  window  a  level  below,  or splatter her on the alley between. 

She sprinted for the ever-nearing edge. 

Forty feet. 

There was no room for error, no room for fear or sorrow or anything except

that blinding rage and cold, vicious calculation. 

Thirty feet. 

She raced, straight as an arrow, each pump of her legs and arms bringing her

closer. 

Twenty. 

Ten. 

The alley below loomed, the gap looking far bigger than she’d realized. 

Five. 

But there was nothing left of her to even consider stopping. 

Celaena reached the edge of the roof and leapt. 

CHAPTER

10

The  cold  kiss  of  night  air  on  her  face,  the  glitter  of  the  wet  streets  under lamplight, the sheen of moonlight on the black curtains inside the open window

as she arced toward it, hands already reaching for her daggers …

She  tucked  her  head  into  her  chest,  bracing  for  impact  as  she  burst  through the curtains, ripping them clean off their hangings, hit the floor, and rolled. 

Right  into  a  meeting  room  full  of  people.  In  a  heartbeat,  she  took  in  the

details:  a  somewhat  small  room  where  Jayne,  Farran,  and  others  sat  around  a

square table, and a dozen guards now staring at her, already formed into a wall

of flesh and weaponry between her and her prey. 

The curtains were thick enough to have blocked out any light within the room

—to make it look like it was dark and empty inside. A trick. 

It  didn’t  matter.  She’d  take  them  all  down  anyway.  The  two  daggers  in  her

boots were thrown before she was even on her feet, and the guards’ dying shouts

brought a wicked grin to her lips. 

Her swords whined, both in her hands as the nearest guard charged for her. 

He  immediately  died,  a  sword  punched  through  his  ribs  and  into  his  heart. 

Every  object—every  person—between  her  and  Farran  was  an  obstacle  or  a

weapon, a shield or a trap. 

She  whirled  to  the  next  guard,  and  her  grin  turned  feral  as  she  caught  a

glimpse of Jayne and Farran at the other end of the room, seated across the table. 

Farran was smiling at her, his dark eyes bright, but Jayne was on his feet, gaping. 

Celaena buried one of her swords into the chest of a guard so she could reach

for her third dagger. 

Jayne was still gaping when that dagger imbedded itself to the hilt in his neck. 

Utter pandemonium. The door flung open, and more guards poured in as she

retrieved her second sword from the chest cavity of the fallen guard. It couldn’t

have  been  more  than  ten  seconds  since  she’d  leapt  through  the  open  window. 

Had they been waiting? 

Two  guards  lunged  for  her,  swords  slicing  the  air.  Her  twin  blades  flashed. 

Blood sprayed. 

The  room  wasn’t  large—only  twenty  feet  separated  her  from  Farran,  who

remained seated, watching her with wild delight. 

Three more guards went down. 

Someone  hurled  a  dagger  at  her,  and  she  knocked  it  aside  with  a  blade, 

sending it right into the leg of another guard. Unintentional, but lucky. 

Another two guards fell. 

There were only a few left between her and the table—and Farran at the other

side. He didn’t even look at Jayne’s corpse, slumped on the table beside him. 

Guards were still rushing in from the hall, but they were all wearing strange

black masks, masks with clear glass eyepieces, and some sort of cloth mesh over

the mouths …

And  then  the  smoke  started,  and  the  door  shut,  and  as  she  gutted  another

guard, she glanced at Farran in time to see him slide on a mask. 

She  knew  this  smoke—knew  this  smell.  It  had  been  on  Sam’s  corpse.  That

musky, strange—

Someone sealed the window, shutting out the air. Smoke everywhere, fogging

everything. 

Her eyes stung, but she dropped a sword to reach for that last dagger, the one

that would find its home in Farran’s skull. 

The world jolted to the side. 

 No. 

She didn’t know if she said it or thought it, but the word echoed through the

darkness that was devouring her. 

Another masked guard had reached her, and she straightened in time to drive

a sword into his side. Blood soaked her hand, but she kept her grip on the blade. 

Kept her grip on the dagger in her other hand as she cocked it back, angling for

Farran’s head. 

But the smoke invaded every pore, every breath, every muscle. As she arched

her arm, a shudder went through her body, making her vision twist and falter. 

She swayed to the side, losing her grip on the dagger. A guard swiped for her, 

but  missed,  slicing  off  an  inch  from  her  braid  instead.  Her  hair  broke  free  in  a golden wave as she careened to the side, falling so, so slowly, Farran still smiling

at her …

A  guard’s  fist  slammed  into  her  gut,  knocking  the  air  out  of  her.  She  reeled back, and another fist like granite met her face. Her back, her ribs, her jaw. So

many  blows,  so  fast  the  pain  couldn’t  keep  up,  and  she  was  falling  so  slowly, 
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breathing in all that smoke …

They  had  been  waiting  for  her.  The  invitingly  open  window,  the  smoke  and

the masks, were all a part of a plan. And she had fallen right into it. 

She was still falling as the blackness consumed her. 

“None of you are to touch her,” a cool, bored voice was saying. “She’s to be kept

alive.” 

There were hands on her, prying her weapons out of her grip, then setting her

into  a  sitting  position  against  the  wall.  Fresh  air  poured  into  the  room,  but  she could hardly feel it on her tingling face. 

She couldn’t feel anything. Couldn’t move anything. She was paralyzed. 

She managed to open her eyes, only to find Farran crouched in front of her, 

that feline smile still on his face. The smoke had cleared from the room, and his

mask lay discarded behind him. 

“Hello, Celaena,” he purred. 

Someone  had  betrayed  her.  Not  Arobynn.  Not  when  he  hated  Jayne  and

Farran so much. If she’d been betrayed, it would have been one of the wretches

in  the  Guild—someone  who  would  have  benefited  most  from  her  death.  It

 couldn’t be Arobynn. 

Farran’s dark gray clothes were immaculate. “I’ve been waiting a few years to

meet  you,  you  know,”  he  said,  sounding  rather  cheerful  despite  the  blood  and bodies. 

“To  be  honest,”  he  went  on,  his  eyes  devouring  every  inch  of  her  in  a  way that  made  her  stomach  start  to  twist,  “I’m  disappointed.  You  walked  right  into our  little  trap.  You  didn’t  even  stop  to  think  twice  about  it,  did  you?”  Farran smiled. “Never underestimate the power of love. Or is it revenge?” 

She couldn’t convince her fingers to shift. Even blinking was an effort. 

“Don’t worry—the numbness from the gloriella is already fading, though you

won’t be able to move much at all. It  should wear off in about six hours. At least, that’s how long it lasted on your companion after I caught him. It’s a particularly

effective  tool  for  keeping  people  sedated  without  the  constraints  of  shackles. 

Makes the process much more … enjoyable, even if you can’t scream as much.” 

Gods above. Gloriella—the same poison Ansel had used on the Mute Master, 

somehow  warped  into  incense.  He  must  have  caught  Sam,  brought  him  back

here, used the smoke on him, and … He was going to torture her, too. She could

withstand  some  torture,  but  considering  what  had  been  done  to  Sam,  she

wondered how quickly she’d break. If she’d had control over herself, she’d have ripped out Farran’s throat with her teeth. 

Her  only  glimmer  of  hope  came  from  the  fact  that  Arobynn  and  the  others

would arrive soon, and even if one of her kind had betrayed her, when Arobynn

found out … when he saw whatever Farran had started to do to her … He’d keep

Farran alive, if only so when she recovered, she could gut him herself. Gut him, 

and take a damn long time to do it. 

Farran  stroked  the  hair  out  of  her  eyes,  tucking  it  behind  her  ears.  She’d


shatter  that  hand,  too.  The  way  Sam’s  hands  had  been  methodically  shattered. 

Behind Farran, guards began dragging the bodies away. No one touched Jayne’s

corpse, still sprawled on the table. 

“You  know,”  Farran  murmured,  “you’re  really  quite  beautiful.”  He  ran  a

finger  down  her  cheek,  then  along  her  jaw.  Her  rage  became  a  living  thing

thrashing inside of her, fighting for just  one chance to break free. “I can see why Arobynn  kept  you  as  a  pet  for  so  many  years.”  His  finger  went  lower,  sliding across her neck. “How old are you, anyway?” 

She knew he didn’t expect an answer. His eyes met hers, dark and ravenous. 

She wouldn’t beg. If she were to die like Sam, she’d do so with dignity. With

that  rage  still  burning.  And  maybe  …  maybe  she’d  get  the  chance  to  butcher

him. 

“I’m  half-tempted  to  keep  you  for  myself,”  he  said.  He  brushed  his  thumb

over her mouth. “Instead of handing you over, perhaps I’ll take you downstairs, 

and if you survive …” He shook his head. “But that wasn’t part of the bargain, 

was it?” 

Words boiled up in her, but her tongue didn’t move. She couldn’t even open

her mouth. 

“You’re  dying  to  know  what  the  bargain  was,  aren’t  you?  Let’s  see  if  I

remember  correctly  …  We  kill  Sam  Cortland,”  Farran  recited,  “you  go  berserk

and break in here, then  you kill Jayne”—he gave a nod toward the huge body on

the table—“and I take Jayne’s place.” His hands were roving over her neck now, 

sensual  caresses  that  promised  unbearable  agony.  With  each  passing  second, 

some of the numbness did indeed wear off—but hardly any control of her body

returned. “Pity that I need you to take the blame for Jayne’s death. And if only

handing you over to the king wouldn’t make  such a nice gift.” 

The king. He wasn’t going to torture her, or kill her, but give her to the king

as a bribe to keep royal eyes from looking Farran’s way. She could have faced

torture,  endured  the  violations  she  could  practically  see  in  Farran’s  eyes,  but  if she went to the king … She shoved the thought away, refusing to follow its path. 

She had to get out. 

He  must  have  seen  the  panic  enter  her  eyes.  Farran  smiled,  a  hand  closing

around her throat. Too-sharp nails pricked her skin. “Don’t be afraid, Celaena,” 

he  whispered  into  her  ear,  digging  his  nails  in  deeper.  “If  the  king  lets  you survive, I’m in your eternal debt. You’ve handed me my crown, after all.” 

There  was  one  word  on  her  lips,  but  she  couldn’t  get  it  out,  no  matter  how much she tried. 

 Who? 

Who had betrayed her so foully? She could understand hating her, but  Sam …

Everyone had adored Sam, even Wesley …

Wesley. He had tried to tell her:  It’s all just a—And his face hadn’t been set

with irritation, but with grief—grief and rage, directed not at her, but at someone

else. Had Arobynn sent Wesley to warn her? Harding, the assassin who had been

talking about the window, had always had an eye on her position as Arobynn’s

heir. And he’d practically spoon-fed her the details about where to break in,  how

to break in … It had to be him. Maybe Wesley had figured it out just as she was

breaking out of the Keep. Because the alternative … No, she couldn’t even think

of the alternative. 

Farran  pulled  back,  loosening  his  grip  on  her  throat.  “I  do  wish  I’d  been

allowed to play with you for a bit, but I swore not to harm you.” He cocked his

head  to  the  side,  taking  in  the  injuries  she’d  already  suffered.  “I  think  a  few bruised ribs and a split lip are excusable.” He pulled out a pocket watch. “Alas, 

it’s  eleven,  and  you  and  I  both  have  places  to  be.”  Eleven.  An  hour  before Arobynn would even  leave the Keep. And if Harding had actually been the one

to  betray  her,  then  he’d  probably  do  his  best  to  delay  them  even  further.  Once she  was  brought  to  the  royal  dungeons,  what  odds  did  Arobynn  have  of

successfully  breaking  her  out?  When  the  gloriella  wore  off,  what  odds  did   she have of breaking out? 

Farran’s  eyes  were  still  on  hers,  glittering  with  delight.  And  then,  without

warning, his arm slashed through the air. 

She heard the sound of a hand against flesh before she felt the stinging throb

in her cheek and mouth. The pain was faint. She was thankful the numbness was

still clinging to her, especially as the coppery tang of blood filled her mouth. 

Farran  gracefully  rose  from  his  crouch.  “That  was  for  getting  blood  on  the

carpet.” 

Despite the sideways angle of her head, she managed to glare up at him, even

as her blood slid down her throat. Farran straightened his gray tunic, then leaned

down to turn her head forward. His smile returned. 

“You would have been delightful to break,” he told her, and strode from the room, motioning to three tall, well-dressed men as he passed. Not petty guards. 

She’d seen those three men before. Somewhere—at some point that she couldn’t

quite recall …

One  of  the  men  approached,  smiling,  despite  the  gore  pooled  around  her. 

Celaena glimpsed the rounded pommel of his sword before it connected with her

head. 

CHAPTER

11

Celaena awoke with a pulsing headache. 

She kept her eyes shut, letting her senses take in her surroundings before she

announced to the world that she was awake. Wherever she was, it was quiet, and

damp, and cold, and reeked of mildew and refuse. 

She knew three things before she even opened her eyes. 

The first was that at least six hours had passed, because she could wriggle her

toes and her fingers, and those movements were enough to tell her that all of her

weapons had been removed. 

The second was that because at least six hours had passed and Arobynn and

the others clearly had not found her, she was either in the royal dungeons across

the city or in some cell beneath Jayne’s house, awaiting transport. 

The third was that Sam was still dead, and even her rage had been a pawn in

some betrayal so twisted and brutal she couldn’t begin to wrap her aching head

around it. 

Sam was still dead. 

She  opened  her  eyes,  finding  herself  indeed  in  a  dungeon,  dumped  onto  a

rotten pallet of hay and chained to the wall. Her feet had also been shackled to

the floor, and both sets of chains had just enough slack that she could make it to

the filthy bucket in the corner to relieve herself. 

That was the first indignity she allowed herself to suffer. 

Once she’d taken care of her bladder, she looked about the cell. No windows, 

and not enough space between the iron door and the threshold for anything more

than  light  to  squeeze  through.  She  couldn’t  hear  anything—not  through  the

walls, nor coming from outside. 

Her mouth was parched, her tongue leaden in her mouth. What she wouldn’t

give  for  a  mouthful  of  water  to  wash  away  the  lingering  taste  of  blood.  Her stomach was painfully empty, too, and the throbbing in her head sent splinters of

light through her skull. 

She had been betrayed—betrayed by Harding or someone like him, someone

who  would  benefit  from  her  being   permanently  gone,  with  no  hope  of  ever coming back. And Arobynn still hadn’t rescued her. 

He’d find her, though. He  had to. 

She  tested  the  chains  on  her  wrists  and  ankles,  examining  where  they  were

anchored  into  the  stone  floor  and  walls,  looking  over  every  link,  studying  the locks. They were solid. She felt all the stones around her, tapping for loose bits

or  possibly  a  whole  block  that  she  could  use  as  a  weapon.  There  was  nothing. 

All the pins had been pulled out of her hair, robbing her of a chance to even try

to pick the lock. The buttons on her black tunic were too small and delicate to be

useful. 

Perhaps if a guard came in, she could get him close enough to use the chains

against him—strangle him or knock him unconscious, or hold him hostage long

enough for someone to let her out. 

Perhaps—

The  door  groaned  open,  and  a  man  filled  the  threshold,  three  others  behind

him. 

His tunic was dark and embroidered with golden thread. If he was surprised

to see her awake, he didn’t reveal it. 

Royal guards. 

This was the royal dungeon, then. 

The  guard  in  the  doorway  placed  the  food  he  was  carrying  on  the  floor  and

slid  the  tray  toward  her.  Water,  bread,  a  hunk  of  cheese.  “Dinner,”  he  said,  not stepping one foot in the room. 

He and his companions knew the threat of getting too close. 

Celaena glanced at the tray. Dinner. How long had she been down here? Had

it been nearly a whole day—and Arobynn  still  hadn’t  come  for  her?  He  had  to have found Wesley by the stables—and Wesley would have told him what she’d

gone to do. He  had to know she was here. 

The guard was watching her. “This dungeon is impenetrable,” he said. “And

those chains are made with Adarlanian steel.” 

She stared at him. He was middle-aged, perhaps forty. He wore no weapons—

another precaution. Usually, the royal guards joined young and stayed until they

were  too  old  to  carry  a  sword.  That  meant  this  man  had  years  of  extensive

training. It was too dark to see the three guards behind him, but she knew they

wouldn’t trust just anyone to watch her. 

And  even  if  he’d  said  the  words  to  intimidate  her  into  behaving,  he  was

probably telling the truth. No one got out of the royal dungeons, and no one got
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in. 

If  it  had  been  a  whole  day  and  Arobynn  hadn’t  yet  found  her,  she  wasn’t

getting  out  either.  If  her  betrayer  had  been  able  to  fool  her,  and  Sam,  and Arobynn,  then  they’d  find  a  way  to  keep  the  King  of  the  Assassins  from

knowing she was in here, too. 

Now  that  Sam  was  dead,  there  wasn’t  anything  left  outside  of  the  dungeons

worth fighting for, anyway. Not when Adarlan’s Assassin was crumbling apart, 

and  her  world  with  her.  The  girl  who’d  taken  on  a  Pirate  Lord  and  his  entire island,  the  girl  who’d  stolen  Asterion  horses  and  raced  along  the  beach  in  the Red Desert, the girl who’d sat on her own rooftop, watching the sun rise over the

Avery, the girl who’d felt alive with possibility … that girl was gone. 

There wasn’t anything left. And Arobynn wasn’t coming. 

She’d failed. 

And  worse,  she’d  failed  Sam.  She  hadn’t  even  killed  the  man  who’d  ended

his life so viciously. 

The guard shifted on his feet, and she realized she’d been staring at him. “The

food is clean,” was all the guard said before he backed out of the room and shut

the door. 

She  drank  the  water  and  ate  as  much  of  the  bread  and  cheese  as  she  could

stomach. She couldn’t tell if the food itself was bland, or if her tongue had just

lost all sense of taste. Every bite tasted like ash. 

She  kicked  the  tray  toward  the  door  when  she  was  finished.  She  didn’t  care

that she could have used it as a weapon, or a lure to get one of the guards closer. 

Because she wasn’t getting out, and Sam was dead. 

Celaena leaned her head against the freezing, damp wall. She’d never be able

to make sure he was safely buried in the earth. She’d failed him even in that. 

When  the  roaring  silence  came  to  claim  her  again,  Celaena  walked  into  it

with open arms. 

The  guards  liked  to  talk.  About  sporting  events,  about  women,  about  the

movement of Adarlan’s armies. About her, most of all. 

Sometimes, flickers of their conversations broke through the wall of silence, 

holding her attention for a moment before she let the quiet sweep her back out to

its endless sea. 
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“The captain’s going to be furious he wasn’t here for the trial.” 

“Serves him right for gallivanting with the prince along the Surian coast.” 

Sniggers. 

“I heard the captain’s racing back to Rifthold, though.” 

“What’s  the  point?  Her  trial  is  tomorrow.  He  won’t  even  make  it  in  time  to see her executed.” 

“You think she’s really Celaena Sardothien?” 

“She looks my daughter’s age.” 

“Better not tell anyone—the king said he’d flay us all alive if we breathe one

word.” 

“Hard to imagine that it’s her—did you see the list of victims? It went on and

on.” 

“You  think  she’s  wrong  in  the  head?  She  just   looks  at  you  without  really looking at you, you know?” 

“I bet they needed someone to pay for Jayne’s death. They probably grabbed

a simple girl to pretend it was her.” 

Snorts. “Won’t matter to the king, will it? And if she won’t talk, then it’s her

own damn fault if she’s innocent.” 

“I don’t think she’s really Celaena Sardothien.” 

“I  heard  it’ll  be  a  closed  trial  and  execution  because  the  king  doesn’t  want anyone seeing who she really is.” 

“Trust the king to deny everyone else the chance to watch.” 

“I wonder if they’ll hang or behead her.” 

CHAPTER

12

The world flashed. Dungeons, rotten hay, cold stones against her cheek, guards

talking,  bread  and  cheese  and  water.  Then  guards  entered,  crossbows  aimed  at

her, hands on their swords. Two days had passed, somehow. A rag and a bucket

of water were thrown at her. Clean herself up for her trial, they said. She obeyed. 

And  she  didn’t  struggle  when  they  gave  her  new  shackles  on  her  wrists  and

ankles—shackles  she  could  walk  in.  They  took  her  down  a  dark,  cold  hallway

that  echoed  with  distant  groans,  then  up  the  stairs.  Sunlight  shone  through  a barred  window—harsh,  blinding—as  they  went  up  more  stairs,  and  eventually

into a room of stone and polished wood. 

The  wooden  chair  was  smooth  beneath  her.  Her  head  still  ached,  and  the

places where Farran’s men had struck her were still sore. 

The room was large, but sparsely appointed. She’d been shoved into a chair

set  in  the  center  of  the  room,  a  safe  distance  from  the  massive  table  on  the  far end—the table at which twelve men sat facing her. 

She  didn’t  care  who  they  were,  or  what  their  role  was.  She  could  feel  their eyes on her, though. Everyone in the room—the men at the table and the dozens

of guards—was watching her. 

A hanging or a beheading. Her throat closed up. 

There was no point in fighting, not now. 

She deserved this. For more reasons than she could count. She should never

have  allowed  Sam  to  convince  her  to  dispatch  Farran  on  his  own.  It  was  her fault, all of it, set in motion the day she’d arrived in Skull’s Bay and decided to

make a stand for something. 

A small door at the back of the room opened, and the men at the table got to

their feet. 

Heavy boots stomping across the floor, the guards straightening and saluting

…

The King of Adarlan entered the room. 

She  wouldn’t  look  at  him.  Let  him  do  what  he  wanted  to  her.  If  she  looked

into  his  eyes,  what  semblance  of  calm  she  had  would  be  shredded.  So  it  was better to feel nothing than to cower before him—the butcher who had destroyed

so much of Erilea. Better to go to her grave numb and dazed than begging. 

A chair at the center of the table was pulled back. The men around the king

didn’t sit until he did. 

Then silence. 

The  wooden  floor  of  the  room  was  so  polished  that  she  could  see  the

reflection of the iron chandelier hanging far above her. 

A  low  chuckle,  like  bone  against  rock.  Even  without  looking  at  him,  she

could sense his sheer mass—the darkness swirling around him. 

“I didn’t believe the rumors until now,” the king said, “but it seems the guards

were not lying about your age.” 

A faint urge to cover her ears, to shut out that wretched voice, flickered in the

back of her mind. 

“How old are you?” 

She  didn’t  reply.  Sam  was  gone.  Nothing  she  could  do—even  if  she  fought, 

even if she raged—could change that. 

“Did Rourke Farran get his claws on you, or are you just being willful?” 

Farran’s face, leering at her, smiling so viciously as she was helpless before

him. 

“Very well, then,” the king said. Papers being shuffled, the only sound in the

deathly  silent  room.  “Do  you  deny  that  you  are  Celaena  Sardothien?  If  you  do not speak, then I will take your silence for acquiescence, girl.” 

She kept her mouth shut. 

“Then read the charges, Councilor Rensel.” 

A  male  throat  was  cleared.  “You,  Celaena  Sardothien,  are  charged  with  the

deaths  of  the  following  people  …”  And  then  he  began  a  long  recitation  of  all those lives she’d taken. The brutal story of a girl who was now gone. Arobynn

had always seen to it that the world knew of her handiwork. He always got word

out  through  secret  channels  when  another  victim  had  fallen  to  Celaena

Sardothien. And now, the very thing that had earned her the right to call herself

Adarlan’s Assassin would be what sealed her doom. When it was over, the man

said, “Do you deny any of the charges?” 

Her breathing was so slow. 

“Girl,” the councilman said a bit shrilly, “we will take your lack of response

to mean you do not deny them. Do you understand that?” 

She didn’t bother to nod. It was all over, anyway. 

“Then I will decide your sentence,” the king growled. 

Then there was murmuring, more rustling papers, and a cough. The light on

the floor flickered. The guards in the room remained focused on her, weapons at

the ready. 

Footsteps  suddenly  thudded  toward  her  from  the  table,  and  she  heard  the

sound  of  weapons  being  angled.  She  recognized  the  footsteps  before  the  king

even reached her chair. 

“Look at me.” 

She kept her gaze on his boots. 

“Look at me.” 

It made no difference now, did it? He’d already destroyed so much of Erilea

—destroyed parts of her without even knowing it. 

“Look at me.” 

Celaena raised her head and looked at the King of Adarlan. 

The blood drained from her face. Those black eyes were poised to devour the

world; the features were harsh and weathered. He wore a sword at his side—the

sword  whose  name  everyone  knew—and  a  fine  tunic  and  fur  cloak.  No  crown

rested on his head. 

She had to get away. Had to get out of this room, get away from him. 

 Get away. 

“Do you have any last requests before I announce your sentence?” he asked, 

those eyes still searing through every defense she’d ever learned. She could still

smell the smoke that had suffocated every inch of Terrasen nine years ago, still

smell  the  sizzling  flesh  and  hear  the  futile  screams  as  the  king  and  his  armies wiped  out  every  last  trace  of  resistance,  every  last  trace  of  magic.  No  matter what  Arobynn  had  trained  her  to  do,  the  memories  of  those  last  weeks  as

Terrasen fell were imprinted upon her blood. So she just stared at him. 

When she didn’t reply, he turned on his heel and walked back to the table. 

She had to get away. Forever. Brash, foolish fire flared up, and turned her—

only for a moment—into that girl again. 

“I do,” she said, her voice hoarse from disuse. 

The king paused and looked over his shoulder at her. 

She smiled, a wicked, wild thing. “Make it quick.” 

It was a challenge, not a plea. The king’s council and the guards shifted, some

of them murmuring. 

The king’s eyes narrowed slightly, and when he smiled at her, it was the most

horrific thing she’d ever seen. 

“Oh?” he said, turning to face her fully. 

That foolish fire went out. 

“If it is an easy death you desire, Celaena Sardothien, I will certainly not give

it to you. Not until you have adequately suffered.” 

The world balanced on the edge of a knife, slipping, slipping, slipping. 

“You,  Celaena  Sardothien,  are  sentenced  to  nine  lives’  worth  of  labor  in  the Salt Mines of Endovier.” 

Her  blood  turned  to  ice.  The  councilmen  all  glanced  at  one  another. 

Obviously, this option hadn’t been discussed beforehand. 

“You  will  be  sent  with  orders  to  keep  you  alive  for  as  long  as  possible—so you will have the chance to enjoy Endovier’s special kind of agony.” 

Endovier. 

Then the king turned away. 

Endovier. 

There was a flurry of motion, and the king barked an order to have her on the

first  wagon  out  of  the  city.  Then  there  were  hands  on  her  arms,  and  crossbows pointed at her as she was half-dragged out of the room. 

Endovier. 

She  was  thrown  in  her  dungeon  cell  for  minutes,  or  hours,  or  a  day.  Then

more  guards  came  to  fetch  her,  leading  her  up  the  stairs,  into  the  still-blinding sun. 

Endovier. 

New shackles, hammered shut. The dark interior of a prison wagon. The turn

of multiple locks, the jostle of horses starting into a walk, and many other horses

surrounding the wagon. 

Through  the  small  window  high  in  the  door  wall,  she  could  see  the  capital, 

the streets she knew so well, the people milling about and glancing at the prison

wagon and the mounted guards, but not thinking about who might be inside. The

golden dome of the Royal Theater in the distance, the briny scent of a breeze off

the Avery, the emeraldtiled roofs and white stones of every building. 

All passing by, all so quickly. 

They passed the Assassins’ Keep where she had trained and bled and lost so

much, the place where Sam’s body lay, waiting for her to bury him. 

The game had been played, and she had lost. 

Now they came to the looming alabaster walls of the city, their gates thrown

wide to accommodate their large party. 

As Celaena Sardothien was led out of the capital, she sank into a corner of the
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wagon and did not get up. 

Standing  atop  one  of  the  many  emerald  roofs  of  Rifthold,  Rourke  Farran  and

Arobynn  Hamel  watched  as  the  prison  wagon  was  escorted  out  of  the  city.  A

chill breeze swept off the Avery, ruffling their hair. 

“Endovier,  then,”  Farran  mused,  his  dark  eyes  still  upon  the  wagon.  “A

surprising  twist  of  events.  I  thought  you  had  planned  a  grand  rescue  from  the butchering block.” 

The King of the Assassins said nothing. 

“So you’re not going after the wagon?” 

“Obviously not,” Arobynn said, glancing at the new Crime Lord of Rifthold. 

It  had  been  on  this  very  rooftop  that  Farran  and  the  King  of  the  Assassins  had first  run  into  each  other.  Farran  had  been  going  to  spy  on  one  of  Jayne’s

mistresses,  and  Arobynn  …  well,  Farran  had  never  learned  why  Arobynn  had

been meandering across the roofs of Rifthold in the middle of the night. 

“You and your men could free her in a matter of moments,” Rourke went on. 

“Attacking  a  prison  wagon  is  far  safer  than  what  you  had  originally  planned. 

Though, I’ll admit—sending her to Endovier is far more interesting to me.” 

“If I wanted your opinion, Farran, I would have asked for it.” 

Farran gave him a slow smile. “You might want to consider how you speak to

me now.” 

“And you might want to consider who gave you your crown.” 

Farran  chuckled,  and  silence  fell  for  a  long  moment.  “If  you  wanted  her  to

suffer, you should have left her in my care. I could have had her begging for you

to save her in a matter of minutes. It would have been exquisite.” 

Arobynn  just  shook  his  head.  “Whatever  gutter  you  grew  up  in,  Farran,  it

must have been an unparalleled sort of hell.” 

Farran  studied  his  new  ally,  his  gaze  glittering.  “You  have  no  idea.”  After

another moment of quiet, he asked, “Why did you do it?” 

Arobynn’s  attention  drifted  back  to  the  wagon,  already  a  small  dot  in  the

rolling foothills above Rifthold. “Because I don’t like sharing my belongings.” 

[image: Image 412]

AFTER

She had been in the wagon for two days now, watching the light shift and dance

on the walls. She only moved from the corner long enough to relieve herself or

to pick at the food they threw in for her. 

She had believed she could love Sam and not pay the price.  Everything has a

 price,  she’d  once  been  told  by  a  Spidersilk  merchant  in  the  Red  Desert.  How right he was. 

Sun shone through the wagon again, filling it with weak light. The trek to the

Salt  Mines  of  Endovier  took  two  weeks,  and  each  mile  led  them  farther  and

farther north—and into colder weather. 

When she dozed, falling in and out of dreams and reality and sometimes not

knowing  the  difference,  she  was  often  awoken  by  the  shivers  that  racked  her

body. The guards offered her no protection against the chill. 

Two weeks in this dark, reeking wagon, with only the shadows and light on

the wall for company, and the silence hovering around her. Two weeks, and then

Endovier. 

She lifted her head from the wall. 

The growing fear set the silence flickering. 

No  one  survived  Endovier.  Most  prisoners  didn’t  survive  a  month.  It  was  a

death camp. 

A  tremor  went  down  her  numb  fingers.  She  drew  her  legs  in  tighter  to  her

chest, resting her head against them. 

The shadows and the light continued to play on the wall. 

Excited  whispers,  the  crunch  of  rushing  feet  on  dried  grass,  moonlight  shining through the window. 

She didn’t know how she got upright, or how she made it to the tiny barred

window, her legs stiff and aching and wobbly from disuse. 

The guards were gathered near the edge of the clearing they’d camped in for

the  night,  staring  out  into  the  tangle  of  trees.  They’d  entered  Oakwald  Forest

sometime on the first day, and now it would be nothing but trees-trees-trees for the two weeks that they would travel north. 

The  moon  illuminated  the  mist  swirling  along  the  leaf-strewn  ground,  and

made the trees cast long shadows like lurking wraiths. 

And there—standing in a copse of thorns—was a white stag. 

Celaena’s breath hitched. 

She clenched the bars of the small window as the creature looked at them. His

towering  antlers  seemed  to  glow  in  the  moonlight,  crowning  him  in  wreaths  of ivory. 

“Gods above,” one of the guards whispered. 

The  stag’s  enormous  head  turned  slightly—toward  the  wagon,  toward  the

small window. 

The Lord of the North. 

 So the people of Terrasen will always know how to find their way home, she’d

once told Ansel as they lay under a blanket of stars and traced the constellation

of the Stag.  So they can look up at the sky, no matter where they are, and know

 Terrasen is forever with them. 

Tendrils of hot air puffed from the stag’s snout, curling in the chill night. 

Celaena bowed her head, though she kept her gaze upon him. 

 So the people of Terrasen will always know how to find their way home …

A  crack  in  the  silence—spreading  wider  and  wider  as  the  stag’s  fathomless

eyes stayed steady on her. 

A  glimmer  of  a  world  long  since  destroyed—a  kingdom  in  ruins.  The  stag

shouldn’t be here—not so deep into Adarlan or so far from home. How had he

survived the hunters who had been set loose nine years ago, when the king had

ordered all the sacred white stags of Terrasen butchered? 

And yet he was here, glowing like a beacon in the moonlight. 

He was here. 

And so was she. 

She felt the warmth of the tears before she realized she was crying. 

Then the unmistakable groan of bowstrings being pulled back. 

The stag, her Lord of the North, her beacon, didn’t move. 

“Run! ” The hoarse scream erupted out of her. It shattered the silence. 

The stag remained staring at her. 

She banged on the side of the wagon. “Run, damn you! ” 

The stag turned and sprinted, a bolt of white light weaving through the trees. 

The twang of bowstrings, the hiss of arrows—all missing their mark. 

The  guards  cursed,  and  the  wagon  shook  as  one  of  them  struck  it  in frustration. Celaena backed away from the window, backed up, up, up, until she

ran into the wall and collapsed to her knees. 

The  silence  had  gone.  In  its  absence,  she  could  feel  the  barking  pain  echo

through her legs, and the ache of the injuries Farran’s men had given her, and the

dull stinging of wrists and ankles rubbed raw by chains. And she could feel the

endless hole where Sam had once been. 

She  was  going  to  Endovier—she  was  to  be  a  slave  in  the  Salt  Mines  of

Endovier. 

Fear, ravenous and cold, dragged her under. 

BEGINNING

Celaena Sardothien knew she was nearing the Salt Mines when, two weeks later, 

the  trees  of  Oakwald  gave  way  to  gray,  rough  terrain,  and  jagged  mountains

pierced  the  sky.  She’d  been  lying  on  the  floor  since  dawn  and  had  already

vomited once. And now she couldn’t bring herself to stand up. 

Sounds in the distance—shouting and the faint crack of a whip. 

Endovier. 

She wasn’t ready. 

The  light  turned  brighter  as  they  left  the  trees  behind.  She  was  glad  Sam

wasn’t here to see her like this. 

She let out a sob so violent she had to press her fist to her mouth to keep from

being heard. 

She’d never be ready for this, for Endovier and the world without Sam. 

A breeze filled the wagon, lifting away the smells of the past two weeks. Her

trembling paused for a heartbeat. She knew that breeze. 

She knew the chill bite beneath it, knew it carried the hint of pine and snow, 

knew  the  mountains  from  which  it  hailed.  A  northern  breeze,  a  breeze  of

Terrasen. 

She  must stand up. 

Pine  and  snow  and  lazy,  golden  summers—a  city  of  light  and  music  in  the

shadow  of  the  Staghorn  Mountains.  She  must  stand,  or  be  broken  before  she

even entered Endovier. 

The wagon slowed, wheels bouncing over the rough path. A whip snapped. 

“My  name  is  Celaena  Sardothien  …,”  she  whispered  onto  the  floor,  but  her

lips shook hard enough to cut off the words. 

Somewhere, someone started screaming. From the shift in the light, she knew

they were nearing what had to be a giant wall. 

“My  name  is  Celaena  Sardothien  …,”  she  tried  again.  She  gasped  down

uneven breaths. 

The breeze grew into a wind, and she closed her eyes, letting it sweep away

the ashes of that dead world—of that dead girl. And then there was nothing left

except something new, something still glowing red from the forging. 

Celaena opened her eyes. 

She would go into Endovier. Go into Hell. And she would not crumble. 

She braced her palms on the floor and slid her feet beneath her. 

She  had  not  stopped  breathing  yet,  and  she  had  endured  Sam’s  death  and

evaded the king’s execution. She would survive this. 

Celaena stood, turning to the window and looking squarely at the mammoth

stone wall rising up ahead of them. 

She would tuck Sam into her heart, a bright light for her to take out whenever

things were darkest. And then she would remember how it had felt to be loved, 

when the world had held nothing but possibility. No matter what they did to her, 

they could never take that away. 

She would not break. 

And someday … someday, even if it took her until her last breath, she’d find

out  who  had  done  this  to  her.  To  Sam.  Celaena  wiped  away  her  tears  as  the wagon entered the shade of the tunnel through the wall. Whips and screams and

the clank of chains. She tensed, already taking in every detail she could. 

But she squared her shoulders. Straightened her spine. 

“My name is Celaena Sardothien,” she whispered, “and I will not be afraid.” 

The wagon cleared the wall and stopped. 

Celaena raised her head. 

The wagon door was unlocked and thrown open, flooding the space with gray

light. Guards reached for her, mere shadows against the brightness. She let them

grab her, let them pull her from the wagon. 

 I will not be afraid. 

Celaena  Sardothien  lifted  her  chin  and  walked  into  the  Salt  Mines  of

Endovier. 
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READ ON FOR AN EXCERPT FROM THE FIRST

BOOK IN THE THRONE OF GLASS SERIES

After a year of slavery in the Salt Mines of Endovier, Celaena is summoned to

the castle of a vicious king, where she hopes to finally win her freedom. If she

defeats  twenty-three  killers,  thieves,  and  warriors  in  a  competition,  she  will  be released from prison to serve as the King’s Champion. But something evil dwells

in the castle—and it’s there to kill. Celaena’s fight for freedom becomes a fight

for  survival—and  a  desperate  quest  to  root  out  the  evil  before  it  destroys  her world. 

 

After  a  year  of  slavery  in  the  Salt  Mines  of  Endovier,  Celaena  Sardothien  was accustomed to being escorted everywhere in shackles and at sword-point. Most

of  the  thousands  of  slaves  in  Endovier  received  similar  treatment—though  an

extra half-dozen guards always walked Celaena to and from the mines. That was

expected by Adarlan’s most notorious assassin. What she did not usually expect, 

however, was a hooded man in black at her side—as there was now. 

He gripped her arm as he led her through the shining building in which most

of Endovier’s officials and overseers were housed. They strode down corridors, 

up flights of stairs, and around and around until she hadn’t the slightest chance

of finding her way out again. 

At  least,  that  was  her  escort’s  intention,  because  she  hadn’t  failed  to  notice when they went up and down the same staircase within a matter of minutes. Nor

had  she  missed  when  they  zigzagged  between  levels,  even  though  the  building

was a standard grid of hallways and stairwells. As if she’d lose her bearings that

easily. She might have been insulted if he wasn’t trying so hard. 

They  entered  a  particularly  long  hallway,  silent  save  for  their  footsteps. 

Though the man grasping her arm was tall and fit, she could see nothing of the

features  concealed  beneath  his  hood.  Another  tactic  meant  to  confuse  and

intimidate her. The black clothes were probably a part of it, too. His head shifted

in  her  direction,  and  Celaena  flashed  him  a  grin.  He  looked  forward  again,  his iron grip tightening. 

It was flattering, she supposed, even if she  didn’t know what was happening, 

or why he’d been waiting for her outside the mine shaft. After a day of cleaving

rock salt from the innards of the mountain, finding him standing there with six

guards hadn’t improved her mood. 

But  her  ears  had  pricked  when  he’d  introduced  himself  to  her  overseer  as

Chaol Westfall, Captain of the Royal Guard, and suddenly, the sky loomed, the

mountains  pushed  from  behind,  and  even  the  earth  swelled  toward  her  knees. 

She hadn’t tasted fear in a while—hadn’t  let herself taste fear. When she awoke

every  morning,  she  repeated  the  same  words:   I  will  not  be  afraid.  For  a  year, those  words  had  meant  the  difference  between  breaking  and  bending;  they  had

kept  her  from  shattering  in  the  darkness  of  the  mines.  Not  that  she’d  let  the captain know any of that. 

Celaena examined the gloved hand holding her arm. The dark leather almost

matched the dirt on her skin. 

She adjusted her torn and filthy tunic with her free hand and held in her sigh. 

Entering the mines before sunrise and departing after dusk, she rarely glimpsed

the sun. She was frightfully pale beneath the dirt. It was true that she had been

attractive once, beautiful even, but—well, it didn’t matter now, did it? 

They  turned  down  another  hallway,  and  she  studied  the  stranger’s  finely

crafted  sword.  Its  shimmering  pommel  was  shaped  like  an  eagle  midflight. 

Noticing  her  stare,  his  gloved  hand  descended  to  rest  upon  its  golden  head. 

Another smile tugged at the corners of her lips. 

“You’re  a  long  way  from  Rifthold,  Captain,”  she  said,  clearing  her  throat. 

“Did you come with the army I heard thumping around earlier?” She peered into

the darkness beneath his hood but saw nothing. Still, she felt his eyes upon her

face, judging, weighing, testing. She stared right back. The Captain of the Royal

Guard would be an interesting opponent. Maybe even worthy of some effort on

her part. 

Finally,  the  man  raised  his  sword  hand,  and  the  folds  of  his  cloak  fell  to conceal the blade. As his cloak shifted, she spied the gold wyvern embroidered

on his tunic. The royal seal. 

“What do you care for the armies of Adarlan?” he replied. How lovely it was

to hear a voice like her own—cool and articulate—even if he was a nasty brute! 

“Nothing,” she said, shrugging. He let out a low growl of annoyance. 

Oh, it’d be nice to see his blood spill across the marble. She’d lost her temper

once before—once, when her first overseer chose the wrong day to push her too

hard. She still remembered the feeling of embedding the pickax into his gut, and

the stickiness of his blood on her hands and face. She could disarm two of these

guards  in  a  heartbeat.  Would  the  captain  fare  better  than  her  late  overseer? 

Contemplating the potential outcomes, she grinned at him again. 

“Don’t you look at me like that,” he warned, and his hand drifted back toward

his  sword.  Celaena  hid  her  smirk  this  time.  They  passed  a  series  of  wooden

doors that she’d seen a few minutes ago. If she wanted to escape, she simply had

to  turn  left  at  the  next  hallway  and  take  the  stairs  down  three  flights.  The  only thing  all  the  intended  disorientation  had  accomplished  was  to  familiarize  her

with the building. Idiots. 

“Where  are  we  going  again?”  she  said  sweetly,  brushing  a  strand  of  her

matted hair from her face. When he didn’t reply, she clenched her jaw. 

The halls echoed too loudly for her to attack him without alerting the whole

building. She hadn’t seen where he’d put the key to her irons, and the six guards

who trailed them would be nuisances. Not to mention the shackles. 

They  entered  a  hallway  hung  with  iron  chandeliers.  Outside  the  windows

lining  the  wall,  night  had  fallen;  lanterns  kindled  so  bright  they  offered  few shadows to hide in. 

From  the  courtyard,  she  could  hear  the  other  slaves  shuffling  toward  the

wooden  building  where  they  slept.  The  moans  of  agony  amongst  the  clank  of

chains made a chorus as familiar as the dreary work songs they sang all day. The

occasional  solo  of  the  whip  added  to  the  symphony  of  brutality  Adarlan  had

created for its greatest criminals, poorest citizens, and latest conquests. 

While  some  of  the  prisoners  were  people  accused  of  attempting  to  practice

magic—not that they  could, given that magic had vanished from the kingdom—

these days, more and more rebels arrived at Endovier. Most were from Eyllwe, 

one of the last countries still fighting Adarlan’s rule. But when she pestered them

for  news,  many  just  stared  at  her  with  empty  eyes.  Already  broken.  She

shuddered  to  consider  what  they’d  endured  at  the  hands  of  Adarlan’s  forces. 

Some  days,  she  wondered  if  they  would  have  been  better  off  dying  on  the

butchering blocks instead. And if she might have been better off dying that night

she’d been betrayed and captured, too. 

But she had other things to think about as they continued their walk. Was she

finally to be hanged? Sickness coiled in her stomach. She  was important enough

to warrant an execution from the Captain of the Royal Guard himself. But why

bring her inside this building first? 

At last, they stopped before a set of red-and-gold glass doors so thick that she

couldn’t  see  through  them.  Captain  Westfall  jerked  his  chin  at  the  two  guards standing on either side of the doors, and they stomped their spears in greeting. 

The  captain’s  grip  tightened  until  it  hurt.  He  yanked  Celaena  closer,  but  her feet seemed made of lead and she pulled against him. “You’d rather stay in the

mines?” he asked, sounding faintly amused. 

“Perhaps if I were told what this was all about, I wouldn’t feel so inclined to

resist.” 

“You’ll find out soon enough.” Her palms became sweaty. Yes, she was going

to die. It had come at last. 

The  doors  groaned  open  to  reveal  a  throne  room.  A  glass  chandelier  shaped

like a grapevine occupied most of the ceiling, spitting seeds of diamond fire onto

the windows along the far side of the room. Compared to the bleakness outside

those windows, the opulence felt like a slap to the face. A reminder of how much

they profited from her labor. 

“In  here,”  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  growled,  and  shoved  her  with  his  free

hand, finally releasing her. Celaena stumbled, her calloused feet slipping on the

smooth  floor  as  she  straightened  herself.  She  looked  back  to  see  another  six

guards appear. 

Fourteen guards, plus the captain. The gold royal emblem embroidered on the

breast  of  black  uniforms.  These  were  members  of  the  Royal  Family’s  personal

guard: ruthless, lightning-swift soldiers trained from birth to protect and kill. She

swallowed tightly. 

Lightheaded and immensely heavy all at once, Celaena faced the room. On an

ornate  redwood  throne  sat  a  handsome  young  man.  Her  heart  stopped  as

everyone bowed. 

She was standing in front of the Crown Prince of Adarlan. 

 

“Your Highness,” said the Captain of the Guard. He straightened from a low bow

and  removed  his  hood,  revealing  close-cropped  chestnut  hair.  The  hood  had

definitely been meant to intimidate her into submission during their walk. As if

that  sort  of  trick  could  work  on   her.  Despite  her  irritation,  she  blinked  at  the sight of his face. He was so young! 

Captain Westfall was not excessively handsome, but she couldn’t help finding

the  ruggedness  of  his  face  and  the  clarity  of  his  golden-brown  eyes  rather

appealing. She cocked her head, now keenly aware of her wretched dirtiness. 

“This  is  she?”  the  Crown  Prince  of  Adarlan  asked,  and  Celaena’s  head

whipped  around  as  the  captain  nodded.  Both  of  them  stared  at  her,  waiting  for her to bow. When she remained upright, Chaol shifted on his feet, and the prince

glanced at his captain before lifting his chin a bit higher. 

Bow  to  him  indeed!  If  she  were  bound  for  the  gallows,  she  would  most

certainly  not spend the last moments of her life in groveling submission. 

Thundering  steps  issued  from  behind  her,  and  someone  grabbed  her  by  the

neck. Celaena only glimpsed crimson cheeks and a sandy mustache before being

thrown to the icy marble floor. Pain slammed through her face, light splintering

her  vision.  Her  arms  ached  as  her  bound  hands  kept  her  joints  from  properly aligning. Though she tried to stop them, tears of pain welled. 

“That is the proper way to greet your future king,” a red-faced man snapped

at Celaena. 

The  assassin  hissed,  baring  her  teeth  as  she  twisted  her  head  to  look  at  the kneeling  bastard.  He  was  almost  as  large  as  her  overseer,  clothed  in  reds  and oranges  that  matched  his  thinning  hair.  His  obsidian  eyes  glittered  as  his  grip tightened  on  her  neck.  If  she  could  move  her  right  arm  just  a  few  inches,  she could  throw  him  off  balance  and  grab  his  sword  …  The  shackles  dug  into  her stomach, and fizzing, boiling rage turned her face scarlet. 

After a too-long moment, the Crown Prince spoke. “I don’t quite comprehend

why you’d force someone to bow when the purpose of the gesture is to display

allegiance and respect.” His words were coated with glorious boredom. 

Celaena  tried  to  pivot  a  free  eye  to  the  prince,  but  could  only  see  a  pair  of black leather boots against the white floor. 

“It’s clear that  you respect me, Duke Perrington, but it’s a bit unnecessary to

put such effort into forcing  Celaena  Sardothien  to  have  the  same  opinion.  You and I know very well she has no love for my family. So perhaps your intent is to

humiliate  her.”  He  paused,  and  she  could  have  sworn  his  eyes  fell  on  her  face. 

“But I think she’s had enough of that.” 
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READ ON FOR A SNEAK PEEK OF THE THIRD

BOOK IN THE THRONE OF GLASS SERIES

Celaena  has  survived  deadly  contests  and  shattering  heartbreak—but  at  an

unspeakable  cost.  Now,  she  must  travel  to  a  new  land  to  confront  her  darkest truth … a truth about her heritage that could change her life—and her future—

forever.  Meanwhile,  brutal  and  monstrous  forces  are  gathering  on  the  horizon, 

intent on enslaving her world. Will Celaena find the strength not only to fight her

inner demons but to take on the evil that is about to be unleashed? 
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She  smelled  smoke  before  she  saw  the  lights.  Not  campfires,  but  lights  from  a building rising up out of the trees, hugging the spine of the mountain slope. The

stones  were  dark  and  ancient—hewn  from  something  other  than  the  abundant

granite. Her eyes strained, but she didn’t fail to note the ring of towering rocks

woven between the trees, surrounding the entirety of the fortress. No, it was hard

not  to  notice  them  when  they  rode  between  two  megaliths  that  curved  toward

each other like the horns of a great beast, and a zinging current snapped against

her skin. 

Wards—magic  wards.  Her  stomach  turned.  If  they  didn’t  keep  out  any

enemies,  they  certainly  served  as  an  alarm.  Which  meant  the  three  figures

patrolling  each  of  the  three  towers,  the  six  on  the  outer  retaining  wall,  and  the three  at  the  wooden  gates  would  now  know  they  were  approaching.  Men  and

women in light leather armor, bearing swords, daggers, and bows, all monitoring

their approach. 

“I think I’d rather stay in the woods,” she said, her first words in days. 

Rowan  didn’t  even  lift  an  arm  in  greeting.  He  must  be  familiar,  then,  if  he didn’t  stoop  to  hellos.  As  they  drew  closer  to  the  ancient  fortress—which  was little  more  than  a  few  watchtowers  woven  together  by  a  large  connecting

building, all of it splattered with lichens and moss—she did the calculations. It

had to be some border outpost—a halfway point between the mortal realm and

Doranelle itself. Perhaps she’d finally have a warm place to sleep, even if it was

just for the night. 

She scanned the sentries at the gate, on the wall, on the towers above. They

all  wore  hoods—masking  any  signs  of  their  heritage.  Rowan  might  not  have

spoken to her for most of their journey—he’d shown as much interest in her as a

pile  of  horseshit  on  the  road—but  if  she  were  staying  with  the  Fae  …  others might  have  questions.  Just  seeing  the  Fae  gathered,  after  she’d  smelled  those burning stakes ten years ago, heard the screams on the wind … She’d done her

best to forget those weeks and months—to forget every thought and feeling that

went with them. 

The guards saluted Rowan, who didn’t spare them a passing glance. 

She took in every detail, every exit, every weakness as they entered the large courtyard  beyond  the  wall,  two  rather  mortal-looking  stable  hands  rushing  to

help  them  dismount.  It  was  so  still.  As  if  everything,  even  the  stones,  was holding its breath. As if it had been waiting. The sensation only worsened when

Rowan wordlessly led her into the dim interior of the main building, up a narrow

set of stone stairs, and into what looked to be a small office. 

It wasn’t the carved oak furniture, or the faded green drapes, or the warmth of

the fire that made her stop dead. It was the woman seated behind the desk that

made Celaena’s world shrink and expand with each breath. Maeve, queen of the

Fae. 
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Chapter 1

After  a  year  of  slavery  in  the  Salt  Mines  of  Endovier,  Celaena  Sardothien  was accustomed to being escorted everywhere in shackles and at sword-point. Most

of  the  thousands  of  slaves  in  Endovier  received  similar  treatment—though  an

extra half-dozen guards always walked Celaena to and from the mines. That was

expected by Adarlan’s most notorious assassin. What she did not usually expect, 

however, was a hooded man in black at her side—as there was now. 

He gripped her arm as he led her through the shining building in which most

of Endovier’s officials and overseers were housed. They strode down corridors, 

up flights of stairs, and around and around until she hadn’t the slightest chance

of finding her way out again. 

At  least,  that  was  her  escort’s  intention,  because  she  hadn’t  failed  to  notice when they went up and down the same staircase within a matter of minutes. Nor

had  she  missed  when  they  zigzagged  between  levels,  even  though  the  building

was a standard grid of hallways and stairwells. As if she’d lose her bearings that

easily. She might have been insulted if he wasn’t trying so hard. 

They  entered  a  particularly  long  hallway,  silent  save  for  their  footsteps. 

Though the man grasping her arm was tall and fit, she could see nothing of the

features  concealed  beneath  his  hood.  Another  tactic  meant  to  confuse  and

intimidate her. The black clothes were probably a part of it, too. His head shifted

in  her  direction,  and  Celaena  flashed  him  a  grin.  He  looked  forward  again,  his iron grip tightening. 

It was flattering, she supposed, even if she  didn’t know what was happening, 

or why he’d been waiting for her outside the mine shaft. After a day of cleaving

rock salt from the innards of the mountain, finding him standing there with six

guards hadn’t improved her mood. 

But  her  ears  had  pricked  when  he’d  introduced  himself  to  her  overseer  as

Chaol Westfall, Captain of the Royal Guard, and suddenly, the sky loomed, the

mountains  pushed  from  behind,  and  even  the  earth  swelled  toward  her  knees. 

She hadn’t tasted fear in a while—hadn’t  let herself taste fear. When she awoke

every  morning,  she  repeated  the  same  words:   I  will  not  be  afraid.  For  a  year, those  words  had  meant  the  difference  between  breaking  and  bending;  they  had

kept  her  from  shattering  in  the  darkness  of  the  mines.  Not  that  she’d  let  the captain know any of that. 

Celaena examined the gloved hand holding her arm. The dark leather almost

matched the dirt on her skin. 

She adjusted her torn and filthy tunic with her free hand and held in her sigh. 

Entering the mines before sunrise and departing after dusk, she rarely glimpsed the sun. She was frightfully pale beneath the dirt. It was true that she had been

attractive once, beautiful even, but— well, it didn’t matter now, did it? 

They  turned  down  another  hallway,  and  she  studied  the  stranger’s  finely

crafted  sword.  Its  shimmering  pommel  was  shaped  like  an  eagle  midflight. 

Noticing  her  stare,  his  gloved  hand  descended  to  rest  upon  its  golden  head. 

Another smile tugged at the corners of her lips. 

“You’re  a  long  way  from  Rifthold,  Captain,”  she  said,  clearing  her  throat. 

“Did you come with the army I heard thumping around earlier?” She peered into

the darkness beneath his hood but saw nothing. Still, she felt his eyes upon her

face, judging, weighing, testing. She stared right back. The Captain of the Royal

Guard would be an interesting opponent. Maybe even worthy of some effort on

her part. 

Finally,  the  man  raised  his  sword  hand,  and  the  folds  of  his  cloak  fell  to conceal the blade. As his cloak shifted, she spied the gold wyvern embroidered

on his tunic. The royal seal. 

“What do you care for the armies of Adarlan?” he replied. How lovely it was

to hear a voice like her own—cool and articulate—even if he was a nasty brute! 

“Nothing,” she said, shrugging. He let out a low growl of annoyance. 

Oh, it’d be nice to see his blood spill across the marble. She’d lost her temper

once before—once, when her first overseer chose the wrong day to push her too

hard. She still remembered the feeling of embedding the pickax into his gut, and

the stickiness of his blood on her hands and face. She could disarm two of these

guards  in  a  heartbeat.  Would  the  captain  fare  better  than  her  late  overseer? 

Contemplating the potential outcomes, she grinned at him again. 

“Don’t you look at me like that,” he warned, and his hand drifted back toward

his  sword.  Celaena  hid  her  smirk  this  time.  They  passed  a  series  of  wooden

doors that she’d seen a few minutes ago. If she wanted to escape, she simply had

to  turn  left  at  the  next  hallway  and  take  the  stairs  down  three  flights.  The  only thing  all  the  intended  disorientation  had  accomplished  was  to  familiarize  her

with the building. Idiots. 

“Where  are  we  going  again?”  she  said  sweetly,  brushing  a  strand  of  her

matted hair from her face. When he didn’t reply, she clenched her jaw. 

The halls echoed too loudly for her to attack him without alerting the whole

building. She hadn’t seen where he’d put the key to her irons, and the six guards

who trailed them would be nuisances. Not to mention the shackles. 

They  entered  a  hallway  hung  with  iron  chandeliers.  Outside  the  windows

lining  the  wall,  night  had  fallen;  lanterns  kindled  so  bright  they  offered  few shadows to hide in. 

From  the  courtyard,  she  could  hear  the  other  slaves  shuffling  toward  the wooden  building  where  they  slept.  The  moans  of  agony  amongst  the  clank  of

chains made a chorus as familiar as the dreary work songs they sang all day. The

occasional  solo  of  the  whip  added  to  the  symphony  of  brutality  Adarlan  had

created for its greatest criminals, poorest citizens, and latest conquests. 

While  some  of  the  prisoners  were  people  accused  of  attempting  to  practice

magic—not that they  could, given that magic had vanished from the kingdom—

these days, more and more rebels arrived at Endovier. Most were from Eyllwe, 

one of the last countries still fighting Adarlan’s rule. But when she pestered them

for  news,  many  just  stared  at  her  with  empty  eyes.  Already  broken.  She

shuddered  to  consider  what  they’d  endured  at  the  hands  of  Adarlan’s  forces. 

Some  days,  she  wondered  if  they  would  have  been  better  off  dying  on  the

butchering blocks instead. And if she might have been better off dying that night

she’d been betrayed and captured, too. 

But she had other things to think about as they continued their walk. Was she

finally to be hanged? Sickness coiled in her stomach. She  was important enough

to warrant an execution from the Captain of the Royal Guard himself. But why

bring her inside this building first? 

At last, they stopped before a set of red-and-gold glass doors so thick that she

couldn’t  see  through  them.  Captain  Westfall  jerked  his  chin  at  the  two  guards standing on either side of the doors, and they stomped their spears in greeting. 

The  captain’s  grip  tightened  until  it  hurt.  He  yanked  Celaena  closer,  but  her feet seemed made of lead and she pulled against him. “You’d rather stay in the

mines?” he asked, sounding faintly amused. 

“Perhaps if I were told what this was all about, I wouldn’t feel so inclined to

resist.” 

“You’ll find out soon enough.” Her palms became sweaty. Yes, she was going

to die. It had come at last. 

The  doors  groaned  open  to  reveal  a  throne  room.  A  glass  chandelier  shaped

like a grapevine occupied most of the ceiling, spitting seeds of diamond fire onto

the windows along the far side of the room. Compared to the bleakness outside

those windows, the opulence felt like a slap to the face. A reminder of how much

they profited from her labor. 

“In  here,”  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  growled,  and  shoved  her  with  his  free

hand, finally releasing her. Celaena stumbled, her calloused feet slipping on the

smooth  floor  as  she  straightened  herself.  She  looked  back  to  see  another  six guards appear. 

Fourteen guards, plus the captain. The gold royal emblem embroidered on the

breast  of  black  uniforms.  These  were  members  of  the  Royal  Family’s  personal

guard: ruthless, lightning-swift soldiers trained from birth to protect and kill. She swallowed tightly. 

Lightheaded and immensely heavy all at once, Celaena faced the room. On an

ornate  redwood  throne  sat  a  handsome  young  man.  Her  heart  stopped  as

everyone bowed. 

She was standing in front of the Crown Prince of Adarlan. 

Chapter 2

“Your Highness,” said the Captain of the Guard. He straightened from a low bow

and  removed  his  hood,  revealing  close-cropped  chestnut  hair.  The  hood  had

definitely been meant to intimidate her into submission during their walk. As if

that  sort  of  trick  could  work  on   her.  Despite  her  irritation,  she  blinked  at  the sight of his face. He was so young! 

Captain Westfall was not excessively handsome, but she couldn’t help finding

the  ruggedness  of  his  face  and  the  clarity  of  his  golden-brown  eyes  rather

appealing. She cocked her head, now keenly aware of her wretched dirtiness. 

“This  is  she?”  the  Crown  Prince  of  Adarlan  asked,  and  Celaena’s  head

whipped  around  as  the  captain  nodded.  Both  of  them  stared  at  her,  waiting  for her to bow. When she remained upright, Chaol shifted on his feet, and the prince

glanced at his captain before lifting his chin a bit higher. 

Bow  to  him  indeed!  If  she  were  bound  for  the  gallows,  she  would  most

certainly  not spend the last moments of her life in groveling submission. 

Thundering  steps  issued  from  behind  her,  and  someone  grabbed  her  by  the

neck. Celaena only glimpsed crimson cheeks and a sandy mustache before being

thrown to the icy marble floor. Pain slammed through her face, light splintering

her  vision.  Her  arms  ached  as  her  bound  hands  kept  her  joints  from  properly aligning. Though she tried to stop them, tears of pain welled. 

“That is the proper way to greet your future king,” a red-faced man snapped at

Celaena. 

The  assassin  hissed,  baring  her  teeth  as  she  twisted  her  head  to  look  at  the kneeling  bastard.  He  was  almost  as  large  as  her  overseer,  clothed  in  reds  and oranges  that  matched  his  thinning  hair.  His  obsidian  eyes  glittered  as  his  grip tightened  on  her  neck.  If  she  could  move  her  right  arm  just  a  few  inches,  she could throw him off balance and grab his sword . . . The shackles dug into her

stomach, and fizzing, boiling rage turned her face scarlet. 

After a too-long moment, the Crown Prince spoke. “I don’t quite comprehend

why you’d force someone to bow when the purpose of the gesture is to display

allegiance and respect.” His words were coated with glorious boredom. 

Celaena  tried  to  pivot  a  free  eye  to  the  prince,  but  could  only  see  a  pair  of black leather boots against the white floor. 

“It’s clear that  you respect me, Duke Perrington, but it’s a bit unnecessary to

put such effort into forcing   Celaena  Sardothien  to  have  the  same  opinion.  You and I know very well she has no love for my family. So perhaps your intent is to

humiliate  her.”  He  paused,  and  she  could  have  sworn  his  eyes  fell  on  her  face. 

“But  I  think  she’s  had  enough  of  that.”  He  stopped  for  another  moment,  then asked:  “Don’t  you  have  a  meeting  with  Endovier’s  treasurer?  I  wouldn’t  want

you to be late, especially when you came all this way to meet with him.” 

Understanding the dismissal, her tormentor grunted and released her. Celaena

peeled her cheek from the marble but lay on the floor until he stood and left. If

she  managed  to  escape,  perhaps  she’d  hunt  down  this  Duke  Perrington  fellow

and return the warmth of his greeting. 

As she rose, she frowned at the imprint of grit she left behind on the otherwise

spotless floor, and at the clank of her shackles echoing through the silent room. 

But she’d been trained to be an assassin since the age of eight, since the day the

King  of  the  Assassins  found  her  half-dead  on  the  banks  of  a  frozen  river  and brought  her  to  his  keep.  She  wouldn’t  be  humiliated  by  anything,  least  of  all being dirty. Gathering her pride, she tossed her long braid behind a shoulder and

lifted her head. Her eyes met those of the prince. 

Dorian Havilliard smiled at her. It was a polished smile, and reeked of court-

trained  charm.  Sprawled  across  the  throne,  he  had  his  chin  propped  by  a  hand, his golden crown glinting in the soft light. On his black doublet, an emblazoned

gold  rendering  of  the  royal  wyvern  occupied  the  entirety  of  the  chest.  His  red cloak fell gracefully around him and his throne. 

Yet there was something in his eyes, strikingly blue—the color of the waters

of the southern countries—and the way they contrasted with his raven-black hair

that made her pause. He was achingly handsome, and couldn’t have been older

than twenty. 

 Princes are not supposed to be handsome! They’re sniveling, stupid, repulsive

 creatures! This one . . . this . . . How unfair of him to be royal and  beautiful. 

She shifted on her feet as he frowned, surveying her in turn. “I thought I asked

you  to  clean  her,”  he  said  to  Captain  Westfall,  who  stepped  forward.  She’d

forgotten there was anyone else in the room. She looked at her rags and stained

skin, and she couldn’t suppress the twinge of shame. What a miserable state for a

girl of former beauty! 

At  a  passing  glance,  one  might  think  her  eyes  blue  or  gray,  perhaps  even

green,  depending  on  the  color  of  her  clothing.  Up  close,  though,  these  warring hues  were  offset  by  the  brilliant  ring  of  gold  around  her  pupils.  But  it  was  her golden hair that caught the attention of most, hair that still maintained a glimmer

of its glory. In short, Celaena Sardothien was blessed with a handful of attractive

features  that  compensated  for  the  majority  of  average  ones;  and,  by  early

adolescence,  she’d  discovered  that  with  the  help  of  cosmetics,  these  average

features could easily match the extraordinary assets. 

But  now,  standing  before  Dorian  Havilliard  as  little  more  than  a  gutter  rat! 

Her face warmed as Captain Westfall spoke. “I didn’t want to keep you waiting.” 

The Crown Prince shook his head when Chaol reached for her. “Don’t bother

with the bath just yet. I can see her potential.” The prince straightened, keeping

his attention on Celaena. “I don’t believe that we’ve ever had the pleasure of an

introduction.  But,  as  you  probably  know,  I’m  Dorian  Havilliard,  Crown  Prince

of Adarlan, perhaps now Crown Prince of most of Erilea.” 

She ignored the surge and crash of bitter emotions that awoke with the name. 

“And   you’re  Celaena  Sardothien,  Adarlan’s  greatest  assassin.  Perhaps  the greatest assassin in all of Erilea.” He studied her tensed body before he raised his

dark, well-groomed brows. “You seem a little young.” He rested his elbows on

his  thighs.  “I’ve  heard  some  rather  fascinating  stories  about  you.  How  do  you find Endovier after living in such excess in Rifthold?” 

 Arrogant ass. 

“I couldn’t be happier,” she crooned as her jagged nails cut into her palms. 

“After a year, you seem to be more or less alive. I wonder how that’s possible

when the average life expectancy in these mines is a month.” 

“Quite  a  mystery,  I’m  sure.”  She  batted  her  eyelashes  and  readjusted  her

shackles as if they were lace gloves. 

The  Crown  Prince  turned  to  his  captain.  “She  has  somewhat  of  a  tongue, 

doesn’t she? And she doesn’t sound like a member of the rabble.” 

“I should hope not!” Celaena interjected. 

“Your Highness,” Chaol Westfall snapped at her. 

“What?” Celaena asked. 

“You will address him as ‘Your Highness.’ ” 

Celaena  gave  him  a  mocking  smile,  and  then  returned  her  attention  to  the

prince. 

Dorian Havilliard, to her surprise, laughed. “You do  know that  you’re  now  a

slave, don’t you? Has your sentence taught you nothing?” 

Had  her  arms  been  unshackled,  she  would  have  crossed  them.  “I  don’t  see

how working in a mine can teach anything beyond how to use a pickax.” 

“And you never tried to escape?” 

A slow, wicked smile spread across her lips. “Once.” 

The  prince’s  brows  rose,  and  he  turned  to  Captain  Westfall.  “I  wasn’t  told

that.” 

Celaena  glanced  over  her  shoulder  at  Chaol,  who  gave  his  prince  an

apologetic look. “The Chief Overseer informed me this afternoon that there was

 one incident. Three months—” 

“Four months,” she interrupted. 

“Four months,” Chaol said, “after Sardothien arrived, she attempted to flee.” 

She  waited  for  the  rest  of  the  story,  but  he  was  clearly  finished.  “That’s  not even the best part!” 

“There’s a ‘best part’?” the Crown Prince said, face caught between a wince

and a smile. 

Chaol  glared  at  her  before  speaking.  “There’s  no  hope  of  escaping  from

Endovier.  Your  father  made  sure  that  each  of  Endovier’s  sentries  could  shoot  a squirrel from two hundred paces away. To attempt to flee is suicide.” 

“But you’re alive,” the prince said to her. 

Celaena’s smile faded as the memory struck her. “Yes.” 

“What happened?” Dorian asked. 

Her eyes turned cold and hard. “I snapped.” 

“That’s  all  you  have  to  offer  as  an  explanation  for  what  you  did?”  Captain

Westfall  demanded.  “She  killed  her  overseer  and  twenty-three  sentries  before

they caught her. She was a  finger’s tip from the wall before the guards knocked

her unconscious.” 

“So?” Dorian said. 

Celaena seethed. “So? Do you know how far the wall is from the mines?” He

gave her a blank look. She closed her eyes and sighed dramatically. “From my

shaft, it was three hundred sixty-three feet. I had someone measure.” 

“So?” Dorian repeated. 

“Captain Westfall, how far do slaves make it from the mines when they try to

escape?” 

“Three  feet,”  he  muttered.  “Endovier  sentries  usually  shoot  a  man  down

before he’s moved three feet.” 

The  Crown  Prince’s  silence  was  not  her  desired  effect.  “You  knew  it  was

suicide,” he said at last, the amusement gone. 

Perhaps it had been a bad idea for her to bring up the wall. “Yes,” she said. 

“But they didn’t kill you.” 

“Your  father  ordered  that  I  was  to  be  kept  alive  for  as  long  as  possible—to endure the misery that Endovier gives in abundance.” A chill that had nothing to

do with the temperature went through her. “I never intended to escape.” The pity

in his eyes made her want to hit him. 

“Do  you  bear  many  scars?”  asked  the  prince.  She  shrugged  and  he  smiled, 

forcing  the  mood  to  lift  as  he  stepped  from  the  dais.  “Turn  around,  and  let  me view  your  back.”  Celaena  frowned,  but  obeyed  as  he  walked  to  her,  Chaol

stepping closer. “I can’t make them out clearly through all this dirt,” the prince

said, inspecting what skin showed through the scraps of her shirt. She scowled, 

and scowled even more when he said, “And what a terrible stench, too!” 

“When one doesn’t have access to a bath and perfume, I suppose one cannot

smell as finely as you,  Your Highness.” 

The Crown Prince clicked his tongue and circled her slowly. Chaol—and all

the  guards—watched  them  with  hands  on  their  swords.  As  they  should.  In  less

than  a  second,  she  could  get  her  arms  over  the  prince’s  head  and  have  her

shackles crushing his windpipe. It might be worth it just to see the expression on

Chaol’s  face.  But  the  prince  went  on,  oblivious  to  how  dangerously  close  he

stood  to  her.  Perhaps  she  should  be  insulted.  “From  what  I  can  see,”  he  said, 

“there are three large scars—and perhaps some smaller ones. Not as awful as I

expected, but . . . well, the dresses can cover it, I suppose.” 

“Dresses?”  He  was  standing  so  near  that  she  could  see  the  fine  thread  detail on his jacket, and smelled not perfume, but horses and iron. 

Dorian grinned. “What remarkable eyes you have! And how angry you are!” 

Coming within strangling distance of the Crown Prince of Adarlan, son of the

man who sentenced her to a slow, miserable death, her self-control balanced on a

fragile edge—dancing along a cliff. 

“I demand to know,” she began, but the Captain of the Guard pulled her back

from  the  prince  with  spine-snapping  force.  “I  wasn’t  going  to  kill  him,  you

buffoon.” 

“Watch  your  mouth  before  I  throw  you  back  in  the  mines,”  the  brown-eyed

captain said. 

“Oh, I don’t think you’d do that.” 

“And why is that?” Chaol replied. 

Dorian strode to his throne and sat down, his sapphire eyes bright. 

She  looked  from  one  man  to  another  and  squared  her  shoulders.  “Because

there’s something you want from me, something you want badly enough to come

here  yourselves.  I’m  not  an  idiot,  though  I  was  foolish  enough  to  be  captured, and I can see that this is some sort of secret business. Why else would you leave

the capital and venture this far? You’ve been testing me all this time to see if I

am physically and mentally sound. Well, I know that I’m still sane, and that I’m

not broken, despite what the incident at the wall might suggest. So I demand to

be told why you’re here, and what services you wish of me, if I’m not destined

for the gallows.” 

The  men  exchanged  glances.  Dorian  steepled  his  fingers.  “I  have  a

proposition for you.” 

Her chest tightened. Never, not in her most fanciful dreams, had she imagined

that the opportunity to speak with Dorian Havilliard would arise. She could kill

him so easily, tear that grin from his face . . . She could destroy the king as he

had destroyed her . . . 

But perhaps his proposition could lead to escape. If she got beyond the wall, 

she  could  make  it.  Run  and  run  and  disappear  into  the  mountains  and  live  in solitude in the dark green of the wild, with a pine-needle carpet and a blanket of

stars overhead. She could do it. She just needed to clear the wall. She had come

so close before . . . 

“I’m listening,” was all she said. 

Chapter 3

The prince’s eyes shone with amusement at her brashness but lingered a bit too

long on her body. Celaena could have raked her nails down his face for staring at

her like that, yet the fact that he’d even bother to  look when  she  was  in  such  a filthy state . . . A slow smile spread across her face. 

The prince crossed his long legs. “Leave us,” he ordered the guards. “Chaol, 

stay where you are.” 

Celaena stepped closer as the guards shuffled out, shutting the door. Foolish, 

foolish  move.  But  Chaol’s  face  remained  unreadable.  He  couldn’t  honestly

believe he’d contain her if she tried to escape! She straightened her spine. What

were they planning that would make them so irresponsible? 

The prince chuckled. “Don’t you think it’s risky to be so bold with me when

your freedom is on the line?” 

Of  all  the  things  he  could  have  said,  that  was  what  she  had  least  expected. 

“My freedom?” At the sound of the word, she saw a land of pine and snow, of

sun-bleached cliffs and white-capped seas, a land where light was swallowed in

the velvety green of bumps and hollows—a land that she had forgotten. 

“Yes, your freedom. So, I highly suggest,  Miss Sardothien, that you get your

arrogance in check before you end up back in the mines.” The prince uncrossed

his legs. “Though perhaps your attitude will be useful. I’m not going to pretend

that  my  father’s  empire  was  built  on  trust  and  understanding.  But  you  already know that.” Her fingers curled as she waited for him to continue. His eyes met

hers,  probing,  intent.  “My  father  has  gotten  it  into  his  head  that  he  needs  a Champion.” 

It took a delicious moment for her to understand. 

Celaena  tipped  back  her  head  and  laughed.  “Your  father  wants   me  to  be  his Champion? What—don’t tell me that he’s managed to eliminate every noble soul

out  there!  Surely  there’s   one  chivalrous  knight,  one  lord  of  steadfast  heart  and courage.” 

“Mind your mouth,” Chaol warned from beside her. 

“What about you, hmm?” she said, raising her brows at the captain. Oh, it was

too funny!  Her—the King’s Champion! “Our beloved king finds you lacking?” 

The captain put a hand on his sword. “If you’d be quiet, you’d hear the rest of

what His Highness has to tell you.” 

She faced the prince. “Well?” 

Dorian leaned back in his throne. “My father needs someone to aid the empire

—someone to help him maneuver around difficult people.” 

“You mean he needs a lackey for his dirty work.” 

“If you want to put it that bluntly, then, yes,” the prince said. “His  Champion

would keep his opponents quiet.” 

“As quiet as the grave,” she said sweetly. 

A smile tugged on Dorian’s lips, but he kept his face straight. “Yes.” 

To work for the King of Adarlan as his loyal servant. She raised her chin. To

kill  for him—to be a fang in the mouth of the beast that had already consumed

half of Erilea . . . “And if I accept?” 

“Then, after six years, he’ll grant you your freedom.” 

“Six years!” But the word “freedom” echoed through her once more. 

“If you decline,” Dorian said, anticipating her next question, “you’ll remain in

Endovier.” His sapphire eyes became hard, and she swallowed.  And die here was

what he didn’t need to add. 

Six years as the king’s crooked dagger . . . or a lifetime in Endovier. 

“However,” the prince said, “there’s a catch.” She kept her face neutral as he

toyed with a ring on his finger. “The position isn’t being offered to you. Yet. My

father  thought  to  have  a  bit  of  fun.  He’s  hosting  a  competition.  He  invited twenty-three  members  of  his  council  to  each  sponsor  a  would-be  Champion  to

train in the glass castle and ultimately compete in a duel. Were you to win,” he

said with a half smile, “you’d  officially be Adarlan’s Assassin.” 

She didn’t return his smile. “Who, exactly, are my competitors?” 

Seeing  her  expression,  the  prince’s  grin  faded.  “Thieves  and  assassins  and

warriors from across Erilea.” She opened her mouth, but he cut her off. “If you

win,  and  prove  yourself  both  skilled  and  trustworthy,  my  father  has   sworn  to grant  you  your  freedom.  And,  while  you’re  his  Champion,  you’ll  receive  a considerable salary.” 

She  barely  heard  his  last  few  words.  A  competition!  Against  some  nobody

men  from  the-gods-knew-where!  And  assassins!  “What  other  assassins?”  she

demanded. 

“None that I’ve heard of. None as famous as  you. And that reminds me—you

won’t be competing as Celaena Sardothien.” 

“What?” 

“You’ll  compete  under  an  alias.  I  don’t  suppose  you  heard  about  what

happened after your trial.” 

“News is rather hard to come by when you’re slaving in a mine.” 

Dorian chuckled, shaking his head. “No one knows that Celaena Sardothien is

just a young woman—they all thought you were far older.” 

“What?”  she  asked  again,  her  face  flushing.  “How  is  that  possible?”  She

should be proud that she’d kept it hidden from most of the world, but . . . 

“You kept your identity a secret all the years you were running around killing everyone. After your trial, my father thought it would be . . . wise not to inform

Erilea who you are. He wants to keep it that way. What would our enemies say if

they knew we’d all been petrified of a girl?” 

“So  I’m  slaving  in  this  miserable  place  for  a  name  and  title  that  don’t  even belong to me? Who does everyone  think Adarlan’s Assassin really is?” 

“I  don’t  know,  nor  do  I  entirely  care.  But  I  do  know  that  you  were  the  best, and that people still whisper when they mention your name.” He fixed her with a

stare. “If you’re willing to fight for me, to be  my Champion  during  the  months the competition will go on, I’ll see to it that my father frees you after  five years.” 

Though he tried to conceal it, she could see the tension in his body. He wanted

her to say yes. Needed her to say yes so badly he was willing to bargain with her. 

Her eyes began glittering. “What do you mean, ‘ were the best’?” 

“You’ve  been  in  Endovier  for  a  year.  Who  knows  what  you’re  still  capable

of?” 

“I’m capable of quite a lot, thank you,” she said, picking at her jagged nails. 

She tried not to cringe at all the dirt beneath them. When was the last time her

hands had been clean? 

“That  remains  to  be  seen,”  Dorian  said.  “You’ll  be  told  the  details  of  the

competition when we arrive in Rifthold.” 

“Despite  the  amount  of   fun  you  nobles  will  have  betting  on  us,  this

competition seems unnecessary. Why not just hire me already?” 

“As I just said, you must prove yourself worthy.” 

She  put  a  hand  on  her  hip,  and  her  chains  rattled  loudly  through  the  room. 

“Well,  I  think  being  Adarlan’s  Assassin  exceeds  any  sort  of  proof  you  might

need.” 

“Yes,” Chaol said, his bronze eyes flashing. “It proves that you’re a criminal, 

and that we shouldn’t immediately trust you with the king’s private business.” 

“I give my solemn oa—” 

“I doubt that the king would take the word of  Adarlan’s Assassin as bond.” 

“Yes,  but  I  don’t  see  why  I  have  to  go  through  the  training  and  the

competition. I mean, I’m bound to be a bit . . . out of shape, but . . . what else do

you expect when I have to make do with rocks and pickaxes in this place?” She

gave Chaol a spiteful glance. 

Dorian frowned. “So, you won’t take the offer?” 

“Of  course  I’m  going  to  take  the  offer,”  she  snapped.  Her  wrists  chafed

against  her  shackles  badly  enough  that  her  eyes  watered.  “I’ll  be  your  absurd Champion if you agree to free me in three years, not five.” 

“Four.” 

“Fine,”  she  said.  “It’s  a  bargain.  I  might  be  trading  one  form  of  slavery  for another, but I’m not a fool.” 

She could win back her freedom.  Freedom. She felt the cold air of the wide-

open world, the breeze that swept from the mountains and carried her away. She

could live far from Rifthold, the capital that had once been her realm. 

“Hopefully  you’re  right,”  Dorian  replied.  “And  hopefully,  you’ll  live  up  to

your  reputation.  I  anticipate  winning,  and  I  won’t  be  pleased  if  you  make  me look foolish.” 

“And what if I lose?” 

The  gleam  vanished  from  his  eyes  as  he  said:  “You’ll  be  sent  back  here,  to serve out the remainder of your sentence.” 

Celaena’s  lovely  visions  exploded  like  dust  from  a  slammed  book.  “Then  I

might as well leap from the window. A year in this place has worn me through—

imagine what will happen if I return. I’d be dead by my second year.” She tossed

her head. “Your offer seems fair enough.” 

“Fair enough indeed,” Dorian said, and waved a hand at Chaol. “Take her to

her rooms and clean her up.” He fixed her with a stare. “We depart for Rifthold

in the morning. Don’t disappoint me, Sardothien.” 

It  was  nonsense,  of  course.  How  difficult  could  it  be  to  outshine,  outsmart, and  then  obliterate  her  competitors?  She  didn’t  smile,  for  she  knew  that  if  she did, it would open her to a realm of hope that had long been closed. But still, she

felt like seizing the prince and dancing. She tried to think of music, tried to think

of  a  celebratory  tune,  but  could  only  recall  a  solitary  line  from  the  mournful bellowing  of  the  Eyllwe  work  songs,  deep  and  slow  like  honey  poured  from  a

jar: “And go home at last . . .” 

She  didn’t  notice  when  Captain  Westfall  led  her  away,  nor  did  she  notice

when they walked down hall after hall. 

Yes, she would go—to Rifthold, to anywhere, even through the Gates of the

Wyrd and into Hell itself, if it meant freedom. 

 After all, you aren’t Adarlan’s Assassin for nothing. 

Chapter 4

When Celaena finally collapsed onto a bed after her meeting in the throne room, 

she couldn’t fall asleep, despite the exhaustion in every inch of her body. After

being roughly bathed by brutish servants, the wounds on her back throbbed and

her face felt like it had been scrubbed to the bone. Shifting to lie on her side to

ease the pain in her dressed and bound back, she ran her hand down the mattress, 

and  blinked  at  the  freeness  of  movement.  Before  she’d  gotten  into  the  bath, 

Chaol  had  removed  her  shackles.  She’d  felt  everything—the  reverberations  of

the key turning in the lock of her irons, then again as they loosened and fell to

the  floor.  She  could  still  feel  the  ghost  chains  hovering  just  above  her  skin. 

Looking up at the ceiling, she rotated her raw, burning joints and gave a sigh of

contentment. 

But it was too strange to lie on a mattress, to have silk caress her skin and a

pillow cradle her cheek. She had forgotten what food other than soggy oats and

hard bread tasted like, what a clean body and clothes could do to a person. Now

it was utterly foreign. 

Though her dinner hadn’t been  that wonderful. Not only was the roast chicken

unimpressive, but after a few forkfuls, she’d dashed into the bathroom to deposit

the contents of her stomach. She wanted to  eat, to put a hand to a swollen belly, to  wish  that  she’d  never  eaten  a  morsel  and  swear  that  she’d  never  eat  again. 

She’d  eat  well  in  Rifthold,  wouldn’t  she?  And,  more  importantly,  her  stomach

would adjust. 

She’d  wasted  away  to  nothing.  Beneath  her  nightgown,  her  ribs  reached  out

from inside of her, showing bones where flesh and meat should have been. And

her breasts! Once well-formed, they were now no larger than they’d been in the

midst  of  puberty.  A  lump  clogged  her  throat,  which  she  promptly  swallowed

down. The softness of the mattress smothered her, and she shifted again, lying on

her back, despite the pain it gave her. 

Her  face  hadn’t  been  much  better  when  she  glimpsed  it  in  the  washroom

mirror. It was haggard: her cheekbones were sharp, her jaw pronounced, and her

eyes  slightly,  but  ever  so  disturbingly,  sunken  in.  She  took  steadying  breaths, savoring  the  hope.  She’d  eat.  A  lot.  And  exercise.  She  could  be  healthy  again. 

Imagining  outrageous  feasts  and  regaining  her  former  glory,  she  finally  fell

asleep. 

•

When  Chaol  came  to  fetch  her  the  next  morning,  he  found  her  sleeping  on  the

floor, wrapped in a blanket. “Sardothien,” he said. She made a mumbling noise, burying her face farther into the pillow. “Why are you sleeping on the ground?” 

She opened an eye. Of course, he didn’t mention how different she looked now

that she was  clean. 

She didn’t bother concealing herself with the blanket as she stood. The yards

of  fabric  they  called  a  nightgown  covered  her  enough.  “The  bed  was

uncomfortable,” she said simply, but quickly forgot the captain as she beheld the

sunlight. 

Pure, fresh, warm sunlight. Sunlight that she could bask in day after day if she

got her freedom, sunlight to drown out the endless dark of the mines. It leaked in

through  the  heavy  drapes,  smearing  itself  across  the  room  in  thick  lines. 

Gingerly, Celaena stretched out a hand. 

Her  hand  was  pale,  almost  skeletal,  but  there  was  something  about  it, 

something beyond the bruises and cuts and scars, that seemed beautiful and new

in the morning light. 

She ran to the window and nearly ripped the curtains from their hangings as

she  opened  them  to  the  gray  mountains  and  bleakness  of  Endovier.  The  guards

positioned  beneath  the  window  didn’t  glance  upward,  and  she  gaped  at  the

bluish-gray  sky,  at  the  clouds  slipping  on  their  shoes  and  shuffling  toward  the horizon. 

 I will not be afraid. For the first time in a while, the words felt true. 

Her lips peeled into a smile. The captain raised an eyebrow, but said nothing. 

She  was  cheerful—jubilant,  really—and  her  mood  improved  when  the

servants coiled her braided hair onto the back of her head and dressed her in a

surprisingly fine riding habit that concealed her miserably thin form. She loved

clothes—loved the feeling of silk, of velvet, of satin, of suede and chiffon—and

was  fascinated  by  the  grace  of  seams,  the  intricate  perfection  of  an  embossed surface. And when she won this ridiculous competition, when she was free . . . 

she could buy all the clothes she wanted. 

She laughed when Chaol, irked at how Celaena stood in front of the mirror for

five  minutes,  admiring  herself,  half-dragged  her  out  of  the  room.  The  budding sky  made  her  want  to  dance  and  skip  down  the  halls  before  they  entered  the main yard. However, she faltered as she beheld the mounds of bone-colored rock

at  the  far  end  of  the  compound,  and  the  small  figures  going  in  and  out  of  the many mouthlike holes cut into the mountains. 

Work  had  already  begun  for  the  day,  work  that  would  continue  without  her

when  she  left  them  all  to  this  miserable  fate.  Her  stomach  clenching,  Celaena averted her eyes from the prisoners, keeping up with the captain as they headed

to a caravan of horses near the towering wall. 

Yapping  filled  the  air,  and  three  black  dogs  sprinted  from  the  center  of  the caravan to greet  them. They were  each sleek as  arrows—undoubtedly from the

Crown Prince’s kennels. She knelt on one knee, her bound wounds protesting as

she cupped their heads and stroked their smooth hair. They licked her fingers and

face, their tails slashing the ground like whips. 

A  pair  of  ebony  boots  stopped  before  her,  and  the  dogs  immediately  calmed

and sat. Celaena lifted her gaze to find the sapphire eyes of the Crown Prince of

Adarlan studying her face. He smiled slightly. “How unusual for them to notice

you,”  he  said,  scratching  one  of  the  dogs  behind  the  ears.  “Did  you  give  them food?” 

She shook her head as the captain stepped behind her, so close that his knees

grazed  the  folds  of  her  forest-green  velvet  cape.  It  would  take  all  of  two

movements to disarm him. 

“Are you fond of dogs?” asked the prince. She nodded. Why was it already so

hot? “Am I going to be blessed with the pleasure of hearing your voice, or have

you resolved to be silent for the duration of our journey?” 

“I’m afraid your questions didn’t merit a verbal response.” 

Dorian  bowed  low.  “Then  I  apologize,  my  lady!  How  terrible  it  must  be  to

condescend to answer! Next time, I’ll try to think of something more stimulating

to say.” With that, he turned on his heel and strode away, his dogs trailing after

him. 

She  scowled  as  she  stood.  Her  frown  deepened  when  she  discovered  the

Captain  of  the  Guard  smirking  as  they  walked  into  the  fray  of  the  readying

company.  However,  the  unbearable  urge  to  splatter  someone  across  a  wall

lessened when they brought her a piebald mare to ride. 

She mounted. The sky came closer, and it stretched forever above her, away

and away to distant lands she’d never heard of. Celaena gripped the saddle horn. 

She was truly leaving Endovier. All those hopeless months, those freezing nights

.  .  .  gone  now.  She  breathed  in  deeply.  She  knew—she  just   knew—that  if  she tried  hard  enough,  she  could  fly  from  her  saddle.  That  is,  until  she  felt  iron clamp around her arms. 

It was Chaol, fastening her bandaged wrists into shackles. A long chain led to

his  horse,  where  it  disappeared  beneath  the  saddlebags.  He  mounted  his  black

stallion, and she considered leaping from her horse and using the chain to hang

him from the nearest tree. 

It was a rather large company, twenty all together. Behind two imperial flag-

bearing  guards  rode  the  prince  and  Duke  Perrington.  Then  came  a  band  of  six royal guards, dull and bland as porridge. But still trained to protect him—from

 her. She clanked her chains against her saddle and flicked her eyes to Chaol. He

didn’t react. 

The sun rose higher. After one last inspection of their supplies, they left. With

most  of  the  slaves  working  the  mines,  and  only  a  few  toiling  inside  the

ramshackle  refining  sheds,  the  giant  yard  was  almost  deserted.  The  wall

suddenly loomed, and her blood throbbed in her veins. The last time she’d been

this close to the wall . . . 

The  crack  of  the  whip  sounded,  followed  by  a  scream.  Celaena  looked  over

her  shoulder,  past  the  guards  and  the  supplies  wagon,  to  the  near-empty  yard. 

None of these slaves would ever leave here—even when they died. Each week, 

they  dug  new  mass  graves  behind  the  refining  sheds.  And  each  week,  those

graves filled up. 

She became all too aware of the three long scars down her back. Even if she

won her freedom . . . even if she lived in peace in the countryside . . . those scars

would always remind her of what she’d endured. And that even if she was free, 

others were not. 

Celaena faced forward, pushing those thoughts from her mind as they entered

the  passage  through  the  wall.  The  interior  was  thick,  almost  smoky,  and  damp. 

The sounds of the horses echoed like rolling thunder. The iron gates opened, and

she glimpsed the wicked name of the mine before it split in two and swung wide. 

Within a few heartbeats, the gates groaned shut behind them. She was out. 

She  shifted  her  hands  in  their  shackles,  watching  the  chains  sway  and  clank

between her and the Captain of the Guard. It was attached to his saddle, which

was  cinched  around  his  horse,  which,  when  they  stopped,  could  be  subtly

unbridled, just enough so that with a fierce tug from her end, the chain would rip

the saddle off the beast, he’d tumble to the ground, and she would—

She  sensed  Captain  Westfall’s  attention.  He  stared  at  her  beneath  lowered

brows, his lips tightly pursed, and she shrugged as she dropped the chain. 

As  the  morning  wore  on,  the  sky  became  a  crisp  blue  with  hardly  a  cloud. 

Taking  the  forest  road,  they  swiftly  passed  from  the  mountainous  wasteland  of Endovier and into fairer country. 

By midmorning they were within Oakwald Forest, the wood that surrounded

Endovier and served as a continental divide between the “civilized” countries of

the  East  and  the  uncharted  lands  of  the  West.  Legends  were  still  told  of  the strange  and  deadly  people  who  dwelt  there—the  cruel  and  bloodthirsty

descendents  of  the  fallen  Witch  Kingdom.  Celaena  had  once  met  a  young

woman from that cursed land, and though she’d turned out to be both cruel and

bloodthirsty, she was still just a human. And had still bled like one. 

After hours of silence, Celaena turned to Chaol. “Rumor has it that once the

king is finished with his war against Wendlyn, he’ll begin colonizing the West.” 

She said it casually, but hoped he’d confirm or deny. The more she knew of the king’s  current  position  and  maneuverings,  the  better.  The  captain  surveyed  her up and down, frowned, and then looked away. “I agree,” she said, sighing loudly. 

“The  fate  of  those  empty,  wide  plains  and  those  miserable  mountain  regions

seems dull to me as well.” 

His jaw tightened as he clamped his teeth. 

“Do you intend to ignore me forever?” 

Captain Westfall’s brows rose. “I didn’t know I was ignoring you.” 

She  pursed  her  lips,  checking  her  irritation.  She  wouldn’t  give  him  the

satisfaction. “How old are you?” 

“Twenty-two.” 

“So  young!”  She  batted  her  eyelashes,  watching  him  for  some  kind  of

response. “It only took a few years to climb the ranks?” 

He nodded. “And how old are  you?” 

“Eighteen.”  But  he  said  nothing.  “I  know,”  she  continued.  “It   is  impressive that I accomplished so much at such an early age.” 

“Crime isn’t an accomplishment, Sardothien.” 

“Yes, but becoming the world’s most famous assassin is!” He didn’t respond. 

“You might ask me how I did it.” 

“Did what?” he said tightly. 

“Became so talented and famous so quickly.” 

“I don’t want to hear about it.” 

Those weren’t the words she’d wanted to hear. 

“You’re  not  very  kind,”  she  said  through  her  teeth.  If  she  were  going  to  get under his skin, she’d have to push a lot harder. 

“You’re  a  criminal.  I’m  Captain  of  the  Royal  Guard.  I’m  not  obligated  to

bestow  any  kindness  or  conversation  upon  you.  Be  grateful  we  don’t  keep  you

locked up in the wagon.” 

“Yes, well, I’d wager that you’re rather unpleasant to talk to even when you’re

 bestowing  kindness  upon  others.”  When  he  failed  to  respond  again,  Celaena couldn’t  help  but  feel  a  bit  foolish.  A  few  minutes  passed.  “Are  you  and  the Crown Prince close friends?” 

“My personal life is none of your concern.” 

She clicked her tongue. “How wellborn are you?” 

“Well enough.” His chin lifted almost imperceptibly higher. 

“Duke?” 

“No.” 

“Lord?”  He  didn’t  reply,  and  she  smiled  slowly.  “Lord  Chaol  Westfall.”  She

fanned herself with a hand. “How the court ladies must  fawn over you!” 

“Don’t call me that. I’m not given the title of lord,” he said quietly. 

“You have an older brother?” 

“No.” 

“Then  why  don’t  you  bear  the  title?”  Again,  no  response.  She  knew  she

should stop prying, but she couldn’t help it. “A scandal? A deprived birthright? 

In what sort of messy intrigue are you involved?” 

His lips squeezed together so tightly they turned white. 

She leaned toward him. “Do you find that—” 

“Shall I gag you, or are you capable of being silent without my assistance?” 

He stared ahead at the Crown Prince, his face blank again. 

She  tried  not  to  laugh  when  he  grimaced  as  she  began  speaking  again.  “Are

you married?” 

“No.” 

She  picked  at  her  nails.  “I’m  not  married,  either.”  His  nostrils  flared.  “How old were you when you became Captain of the Guard?” 

He gripped the reins of his horse. “Twenty.” 

The party halted in a clearing and the soldiers dismounted. She faced Chaol, 

who swung a leg over his horse. “Why have we stopped?” 

Chaol unhooked the chain from his saddle and gave it a firm yank, motioning

for her to dismount. “Lunch,” he said. 

Chapter 5

Celaena brushed a stray wisp of hair from her face and allowed herself to be led

into  the  clearing.  If  she  wanted  to  break  free,  she’d  have  to  go  through  Chaol first. Had they been alone, she might have attempted it, though the chains would

make  it  difficult;  but  with  an  entourage  of  royal  guards  trained  to  kill  without hesitation . . . 

Chaol remained close beside her while a fire was kindled and food prepared

from  the  boxes  and  sacks  of  supplies.  The  soldiers  rolled  logs  to  make  small circles,  where  they  sat  while  their  companions  stirred  and  fried.  The  Crown

Prince’s  dogs,  who  had  dutifully  trotted  alongside  their  master,  approached  the assassin with wagging tails and lay at her feet. At least someone was glad for her

company. 

Hungry by the time a plate was finally laid in her lap, Celaena became a bit

more than irritated when the captain did not immediately remove her irons. After

giving her a long warning look, he unlocked her chains and clamped them onto

her ankles. She only rolled her eyes as she raised a small portion of meat to her

lips.  She  chewed  slowly.  The  last  thing  she  needed  was  to  be  sick  in  front  of them.  While  the  soldiers  talked  amongst  themselves,  Celaena  took  in  their

surroundings. She and Chaol sat with five soldiers. The Crown Prince, of course, 

sat with Perrington on their own two logs, far from her. While Dorian had been

all  arrogance  and  amusement  the  previous  night,  his  features  were  grave  as  he spoke  to  the  duke.  His  entire  body  seemed  tensed,  and  she  didn’t  fail  to  notice the way he clenched his jaw when Perrington spoke. Whatever their relationship

was, it wasn’t cordial. 

Midbite, Celaena tore her focus from the prince to study the trees. The forest

had gone silent. The ebony hounds’ ears were erect, though they didn’t seem to

be bothered by the stillness. Even the soldiers quieted. Her heart skipped a beat. 

The forest was different here. 

The leaves dangled like jewels—tiny droplets of ruby, pearl, topaz, amethyst, 

emerald,  and  garnet;  and  a  carpet  of  such  riches  coated  the  forest  floor  around them.  Despite  the  ravages  of  conquest,  this  part  of  Oakwald  Forest  remained

untouched.  It  still  echoed  with  the  remnants  of  the  power  that  had  once  given these trees such unnatural beauty. 

She’d been only eight when Arobynn Hamel, her mentor and the King of the

Assassins, found her half-submerged on the banks of a frozen river and brought

her to his keep on the border between Adarlan and Terrasen. While training her

to be his finest and most loyal assassin, Arobynn had never allowed her to return

home  to  Terrasen.  But  she  still  remembered  the  beauty  of  the  world  before  the King of Adarlan had ordered so much of it burned. Now there was nothing left

for  her  there,  nor  would  there  ever  be.  Arobynn  had  never  said  it  aloud,  but  if she’d  refused  his  offer  to  train  her,  he  would  have  handed  her  to  those  who would have killed her. Or worse. She’d been newly orphaned, and even at eight, 

she knew that a life with Arobynn, with a new name that no one would recognize

but someday everyone would fear, was a chance to start over. To escape the fate

that led her to leap into the icy river that night ten years ago. 

“Damned forest,” said an olive-skinned soldier in their circle. A soldier beside

him  chuckled.  “The  sooner  it’s  burned,  the  better,  I  say.”  The  other  soldiers nodded, and Celaena stiffened. “It’s full of hate,” said another. 

“Did  you  expect  anything  else?”  she  interrupted.  Chaol’s  hand  darted  to  his

sword as the soldiers turned to her, some of them sneering. “This isn’t just any

forest.” She beckoned with her fork to the woods. “It’s Brannon’s forest.” 

“My father used to tell me stories about it being full of faeries,” a soldier said. 

“They’re  all  gone  now.”  One  took  a  bite  from  an  apple,  and  said:  “Along  with those damned wretched Fae.” Another said: “We got rid of them, didn’t we?” 

“I’d  watch  your  tongues,”  Celaena  snapped.  “King  Brannon  was  Fae,  and

Oakwald is still his. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the trees remember him.” 

The soldiers laughed. “They’d have to be two thousand years old, them trees!” 

said one. 

“Fae are immortal,” she said. 

“Trees ain’t.” 

Bristling, Celaena shook her head and took another small forkful of food. 

“What  do  you  know  about  this  forest?”  Chaol  quietly  asked  her.  Was  he

mocking  her?  The  soldiers  sat  forward,  poised  to  laugh.  But  the  captain’s

golden-brown eyes held mere curiosity. 

She swallowed her meat. “Before Adarlan began its conquest, this forest was

cloaked in magic,” she said softly, but not meekly. 

He waited for her to continue, but she had said enough. “And?” he prodded. 

“And that’s all I know,” she said, meeting his gaze. Disappointed at the lack of

anything to mock, the soldiers returned to their meals. 

She had lied, and Chaol knew it. She knew plenty about this forest, knew that

the  denizens  of  this  place  had  once  been  faeries:  gnomes,  sprites,  nymphs, 

goblins,  more  names  than  anyone  could  count  or  remember.  All  ruled  by  their

larger,  human-like  cousins,  the  immortal  Fae—the  original  inhabitants  and

settlers of the continent, and the oldest beings in Erilea. 

With the growing corruption of Adarlan and the king’s campaign to hunt them

down  and  execute  them,  the  faeries  and  Fae  fled,  seeking  shelter  in  the  wild, 

untouched places of the world. The King of Adarlan had outlawed it all—magic, Fae,  faeries—and  removed  any  trace  so  thoroughly  that  even  those  who  had

magic in their blood almost believed it had never really existed, Celaena herself

being  one  of  them.  The  king  had  claimed  that  magic  was  an  affront  to  the

Goddess and her gods—that to wield it was to impertinently imitate their power. 

But  even  though  the  king  had  banned  magic,  most  knew  the  truth:  within  a

month of his proclamation, magic had completely and utterly disappeared of its

own accord. Perhaps it had realized what horrors were coming. 

She could still smell the fires that had raged throughout her eighth and ninth

years—the  smoke  of  burning  books  chock-full  of  ancient,  irreplaceable

knowledge, the screams of gifted seers and healers as they’d been consumed by

the flames, the storefronts and sacred places shattered and desecrated and erased

from  history.  Many  of  the  magic-users  who  hadn’t  been  burned  wound  up

prisoners in Endovier—and most didn’t survive long there. It had been a while

since she’d contemplated the gifts she’d lost, though the memory of her abilities

haunted  her  dreams.  Despite  the  carnage,  perhaps  it   was  good  that  magic  had vanished. It was far too dangerous for any sane person to wield; her gifts might

have destroyed her by this point. 

The smoking fire burned her eyes as she took another bite. She’d never forget

the  stories  about  Oakwald  Forest,  legends  of  dark,  terrible  glens  and  deep,  still pools,  and  caves  full  of  light  and  heavenly  singing.  But  they  were  now  only stories and nothing more. To speak of them was to invite trouble. 

She looked at the sunlight filtering through the canopy, how the trees swayed

in  the  wind  with  their  long,  bony  arms  around  each  other.  She  suppressed  a

shiver. 

Lunch, thankfully, was over quickly. Her chains were transferred to her wrists

again, and the horses were refreshed and reloaded. Celaena’s legs had become so

stiff that Chaol was forced to help her onto her horse. It was painful to ride, and

her  nose  also  suffered  a  blow  as  the  continual  stench  of  horse  sweat  and

excrement floated to the back of the entourage. 

They traveled for the remainder of the day, and the assassin sat in silence as

she watched the forest pass, the tightness in her chest not easing until they’d left

that  shimmering  glen  far  behind.  Her  body  ached  by  the  time  they  stopped  for the night. She didn’t bother to speak at dinner, nor to care when her small tent

was erected, guards posted outside, and she was allowed to sleep, still shackled

to one of them. She didn’t dream, but when she awoke, she couldn’t believe her

eyes. 

Small white flowers lay at the foot of her cot, and many infant-sized footprints

led in and out of the tent. Before someone could enter and notice, Celaena swept

a foot over the tracks, destroying any trace, and stuffed the flowers into a nearby satchel. 

Though  no  one  mentioned  another  word  about  faeries,  as  they  traveled

onward,  Celaena  continually  scanned  the  soldiers’  faces  for  any  indication  that they’d  seen  something  strange.  She  spent  a  good  portion  of  the  following  day with sweaty palms and a racing heartbeat, and kept one eye fixed on the passing

woods. 

Chapter 6

For  the  next  two  weeks,  they  traveled  down  through  the  continent,  the  nights becoming  colder,  the  days  shorter.  Icy  rain  kept  them  company  for  four  days, during  which  time  Celaena  was  so  miserably  cold  that  she  contemplated

throwing herself into a ravine, hopefully dragging Chaol with her. 

Everything was wet and half-frozen, and while she could bear sodden hair, she

couldn’t  withstand  the  agony  of  wet  shoes.  She  had  little  sensation  in  her  toes. 

Each  night,  she  wrapped  them  in  whatever  spare,  dry  clothing  she  could  find. 

She  felt  as  though  she  were  in  a  state  of  partial  decay,  and  with  each  gust  of frigid,  stinging  wind,  she  wondered  when  her  skin  would  rip  from  her  bones. 

But,  as  it  was  autumn  weather,  the  rain  suddenly  disappeared,  and  cloudless, 

brilliant skies once more stretched over them. 

Celaena  was  half-asleep  on  her  horse  when  the  Crown  Prince  pulled  out  of

line  and  came  trotting  toward  them,  his  dark  hair  bouncing.  His  red  cape  rose and fell in a crimson wave. Above his unadorned white shirt was a fine cobalt-blue  jerkin  trimmed  with  gold.  She  would  have  snorted,  but  he   did  look  rather good  in  his  knee-high  brown  boots.  And  his  leather  belt   did  go  nicely—even though  the  hunting  knife  seemed  a  bit  too  bejeweled.  He  pulled  up  alongside

Chaol.  “Come,”  he  said  to  the  captain,  and  jerked  his  head  at  the  steep,  grassy hill that the company was starting to ascend. 

“Where?”  the  captain  asked,  jangling  Celaena’s  chain  for  Dorian  to  notice. 

Wherever he went, she went. 

“Come  see  the  view,”  Dorian  clarified.  “Bring  that  one,  I  suppose.”  Celaena

bristled. “That one”! As if she were a piece of baggage! 

Chaol moved them out of line, giving her chain a fierce tug. She grasped the

reins as they advanced into a gallop, the tangy smell of horsehair creeping into

her  nostrils.  They  rode  quickly  up  the  steep  hill,  the  horse  jerking  and  surging beneath her. Celaena tried not to wince as she slid backward in the saddle. If she

fell, she’d die of humiliation. But the setting sun emerged from the trees behind

them,  and  her  breath  caught  in  her  throat  as  a  spire,  then  three,  then  six  more appeared, piercing the sky. 

Atop  the  hill,  Celaena  stared  at  the  crowning  achievement  of  Adarlan.  The

glass castle of Rifthold. 

It  was  gargantuan,  a  vertical  city  of  shimmering,  crystalline  towers  and

bridges,  chambers  and  turrets,  domed  ballrooms  and  long,  endless  hallways.  It

had  been  built  above  the  original  stone  castle,  and  cost  a  kingdom’s  wealth  to construct. 

She  thought  of  the  first  time  she’d  seen  it,  eight  years  ago,  cold  and  still, frozen  like  the  earth  beneath  her  fat  pony.  Even  then,  she  found  the  castle tasteless,  a  waste  of  resources  and  talent,  its  towers  reaching  into  the  sky  like clawed fingers. She remembered the powder-blue cloak that she kept touching, 

the weight of her fresh curls, the scratch of her stockings against the saddle, how

she’d worried about the spot of mud on her red velvet shoes, and how she kept

on thinking about that man—the man she’d killed three days earlier. 

“One  more  tower  and  the  whole  thing  will  collapse,”  the  Crown  Prince  said

from his spot on the other side of Chaol. The sounds of their approaching party

filled  the  air.  “We’ve  still  got  a  few  miles  left,  and  I’d  rather  navigate  these foothills in the daylight. We’ll camp here tonight.” 

“I wonder what your father will think of her,” Chaol said. 

“Oh,  he’ll  be  fine—until  she  opens  her  mouth.  Then  the  bellowing  and  the

blustering  will  begin,  and  I’ll  regret  wasting  the  past  two  months  tracking  her down. But—well, I think my father has more important matters to worry over.” 

With that, the prince moved off. 

Celaena couldn’t keep her eyes from the castle. She felt so small, even from

far away. She’d forgotten how dwarfing the building was. 

The  soldiers  scurried  about,  lighting  fires  and  raising  tents.  “You  look  as  if you’re facing the gallows, not your freedom,” the captain said beside her. 

She wound and unwound a strap of leather rein around a finger. “It’s odd to

see it.” 

“The city?” 

“The  city,  the  castle,  the  slums,  the  river.”  The  shadow  of  the  castle  grew across the city like a hulking beast. “I still don’t entirely know how it happened.” 

“How you were captured?” 

She  nodded.  “Despite  your  visions  of  a  perfect  world  under  an  empire,  your

rulers  and  politicians  are  quick  to  destroy  each  other.  So  are  assassins,  I

suppose.” 

“You believe one of your kind betrayed you?” 

“Everyone  knew  I  received  the  best  hires  and  could  demand  any  payment.” 

She scanned the twisting city streets and the winding glimmer of the river. “Were

I gone, a vacancy would arise from which they could profit. It might have been

one; it might have been many.” 

“You shouldn’t expect to find honor amongst such company.” 

“I didn’t say that I did. I never trusted most of them, and I knew they hated

me.” She had her suspicions, of course. And the one that seemed most likely was

a truth she wasn’t yet ready to face—not now, not ever. 

“Endovier  must  have  been  terrible,”  Chaol  said.  Nothing  malicious  or

mocking lay beneath his words. Did she dare call it sympathy? 

“Yes,” she said slowly. “It was.” He gave her a look that asked for more. Well, 

what did she care if she told him? “When I arrived, they cut my hair, gave me

rags, and put a pickax in my hand as if I knew what to do with it. They chained

me  to  the  others,  and  I  endured  my  whippings  with  the  rest  of  them.  But  the overseers had been instructed to treat me with extra care, and took the liberty of

rubbing salt into my wounds—salt   I  mined—and  whipped  me  often  enough  so

that some of the gashes never really closed. It was through the kindness of a few

prisoners from Eyllwe that my wounds didn’t become infected. Every night, one

of them stayed up the hours it took to clean my back.” 

Chaol didn’t reply, and only glanced at her before dismounting. Had she been

a fool to tell him something so personal? He didn’t speak to her again that day, 

except to bark commands. 

•

Celaena  awoke  with  a  gasp,  a  hand  on  her  throat,  cold  sweat  sliding  down  her back  and  pooling  in  the  hollow  between  her  mouth  and  chin.  She’d  had  the

nightmare before—that she was lying in one of those mass graves in Endovier. 

And when she tried to pull herself from the tangle of rotting limbs, she’d been

dragged down into a pile twenty bodies deep. And then no one noticed that she

was still screaming when they buried her alive. 

Nauseated,  Celaena  wrapped  her  arms  around  her  knees.  She  breathed—in

and out, in and out—and tilted her head, her sharp kneecaps pushing against her

cheekbone. Due to the unseasonably warm weather, they’d foregone sleeping in

tents—which gave her an unparalleled view of the capital. The illuminated castle

rose from the sleeping city like a mound of ice and steam. There was something

greenish about it, and it seemed to pulse. 

By  this  time  tomorrow,  she’d  be  confined  within  those  walls.  But  tonight—

tonight it was so quiet, like the calm before a storm. 

She  imagined  that  the  whole  world  was  asleep,  enchanted  by  the  sea-green

light  of  the  castle.  Time  came  and  went,  mountains  rising  and  falling,  vines creeping over the slumbering city, concealing it with layers of thorns and leaves. 

She was the only one awake. 

She  pulled  her  cloak  around  her.  She  would  win.  She’d  win,  and  serve  the

king,  and  then  vanish  into  nothing,  and  think  no  more  of  castles  or  kings  or assassins. She didn’t wish to reign over this city again. Magic was dead, the Fae

were banished or executed, and she would never again have anything to do with

the rise and fall of kingdoms. 

She wasn’t fated for anything. Not anymore. 

•

A hand upon his sword, Dorian Havilliard watched the assassin from his spot on

the  other  side  of  the  sleeping  company.  There  was  something  sad  about  her—

sitting  so  still  with  her  legs  against  her  chest,  the  moonlight  coloring  her  hair silver.  No  bold,  swaggering  expressions  strutted  across  her  face  as  the  glow  of the castle rippled in her eyes. 

He found her beautiful, if a bit strange and sour. It was something in the way

that her eyes sparked when she looked at something lovely in the landscape. He

couldn’t understand it. 

She stared at the castle unflinchingly, her form silhouetted against the blazing

brightness that sat on the edge of the Avery River. Clouds gathered above them

and  she  raised  her  head.  Through  a  clearing  in  the  swirling  mass,  a  cluster  of stars could be seen. He couldn’t help thinking that they gazed down at her. 

No, he had to remember she was an assassin with the blessing of a pretty face

and sharp wits. She washed her hands with blood, and was just as likely to slit

his throat as offer him a kind word. And she was his Champion. She was here to

fight for him—and for her freedom. And nothing more. He lay down, his hand

still upon his sword, and fell asleep. 

Still, the image haunted his dreams throughout the night: a lovely girl gazing

at the stars, and the stars who gazed back. 

Chapter 7

Trumpeters  signaled  their  arrival  as  they  passed  through  the  looming  alabaster walls  of  Rifthold.  Crimson  flags  depicting  gold  wyverns  flapped  in  the  wind

above  the  capital  city,  the  cobblestone  streets  were  cleared  of  traffic,  and

Celaena,  unchained,  dressed,  painted,  and  seated  in  front  of  Chaol,  frowned  as the odor of the city met her nose. 

Beneath  the  smell  of  spices  and  horses  lay  a  foundation  of  filth,  blood,  and spoiled milk. The air held a hint of the salty waters of the Avery—different from

the  salt  of  Endovier.  This  brought  with  it  warships  from  every  ocean  in  Erilea, merchant  vessels  crammed  with  goods  and  slaves,  and  fishing  boats  with  half-rotted, scale-covered flesh that people somehow managed to eat. From bearded

peddlers  to  servant  girls  carrying  armfuls  of  hatboxes,  everyone  paused  as  the flag-bearers trotted proudly ahead, and Dorian Havilliard waved. 

They followed the Crown Prince, who, like Chaol, was swathed in a red cape, 

pinned  over  the  left  breast  with  a  brooch  fashioned  after  the  royal  seal.  The prince wore a golden crown upon his neat hair, and she had to concede that he

looked rather regal. 

Young women flocked to them, waving. Dorian winked and grinned. Celaena

couldn’t help but notice the sharp stares from the same women when they beheld

her in the prince’s retinue. She knew how she appeared, seated atop a horse like

some  prize  lady  being  brought  to  the  castle.  So  Celaena  only  smiled  at  them, tossed her hair, and batted her eyelashes at the prince’s back. 

Her arm stung. “What?” she hissed at the Captain of the Guard as he pinched

her. 

“You look ridiculous,” he said through his teeth, smiling at the crowd. 

She mirrored his expression. “They’re ridiculous.” 

“Be quiet and act normally.” His breath was hot on her neck. 

“I  should  jump  from  the  horse  and  run,”  she  said,  waving  at  a  young  man, 

who  gaped  at  what  he  thought  was  a  court  lady’s  attention.  “I’d  vanish  in  an instant.” 

“Yes,” he said, “you’d vanish with three arrows buried in your spine.” 

“Such pleasant talk.” 

They entered the shopping district, where the crowd swelled between the trees

lining  the  broad  avenues  of  white  stone.  The  glass  storefronts  were  nearly

invisible  beyond  the  crowd,  but  a  ravenous  sort  of  hunger  arose  in  her  as  they passed shop after shop. Each window displayed dresses and tunics, which stood

proudly  behind  lines  of  sparkling  jewelry  and  broad-rimmed  hats  clumped

together like bouquets of flowers. Above it all, the glass castle loomed, so high she had to tilt her head back to see the uppermost towers. Why had they chosen

such a long and inconvenient route? Did they really wish to parade about? 

Celaena swallowed. There was a break in the buildings, and sails spread like

moth’s  wings  greeted  them  as  they  turned  onto  the  avenue  along  the  Avery. 

Ships sat docked along the pier, a mess of rope and netting with sailors calling to

each other, too busy to notice the royal procession. At the sound of a whip, her

head snapped to the side. 

Slaves staggered down the gangplank of a merchant ship. A mix of conquered

nations bound together, each of them had the hollow, raging face she’d seen so

many  times  before.  Most  of  the  slaves  were  prisoners  of  war—rebels  who

survived the butchering blocks and endless lines of Adarlan’s armies. Some were

probably people who had been caught or accused of trying to practice magic. But

others were just ordinary folk, in the wrong place at the wrong time. Now that

she noticed, there were countless chained slaves working the docks, lifting and

sweating,  holding  parasols  and  pouring  water,  eyes  on  the  ground  or  the  sky—

never on what was before them. 

She wanted to leap from her horse and run to them, or to simply scream that

she  wasn’t  a  part  of  this  prince’s  court,  that  she  had  no  hand  in  bringing  them here, chained and starved and beaten, that she had worked and bled with them, 

with their families and friends—she was not like these monsters that destroyed

everything.  That  she  had   done  something,  nearly  two  years  ago,  when  she  had freed almost two hundred slaves from the Pirate Lord. Even that, though, wasn’t

enough. 

The  city  was  suddenly  separate,  ripped  from  her.  People  still  waved  and

bowed, cheering and laughing, throwing flowers and other nonsense before their

horses. She had difficulty breathing. 

Sooner  than  she  would  have  liked,  the  iron  and  glass  gate  of  the  castle

appeared, latticework doors opened, and a dozen guards flanked the cobblestone

path  that  led  through  the  archway.  Spears  erect,  they  held  rectangular  shields, and  their  eyes  were  dark  beneath  bronze  helmets.  Each  wore  a  red  cape.  Their armor, while tarnished, was well crafted from copper and leather. 

Beyond the archway sloped a road, lined with trees of gold and silver. Glass

lampposts sprouted up between the hedges bordering the path. The sounds of the

city  vanished  as  they  passed  under  another  arch,  this  one  made  of  sparkling

glass, and then the castle rose before them. 

Chaol sighed as he dismounted in the open courtyard. Hands pulled Celaena

from  the  saddle  and  set  her  on  wobbly  legs.  Glass  gleamed  everywhere,  and  a hand  clamped  on  her  shoulder.  Stableboys  quietly  and  quickly  led  her  horse

away. 

Chaol  pulled  her  to  his  side,  keeping  a  firm  grip  on  her  cloak  as  the  Crown Prince  approached.  “Six  hundred  rooms,  military  and  servant’s  quarters,  three

gardens,  a  game  park,  and  stables  on  either  side,”  said  Dorian,  staring  at  his home. “Who could ever need so much space?” 

She managed a weak smile, a bit baffled by his sudden charm. “I don’t know

how you can sleep at night with only a wall of glass keeping you from death.” 

She glanced up, but quickly lowered her focus to the ground. She wasn’t afraid

of heights, but the thought of being so high up with nothing but glass to protect

her made her stomach clench. 

“Then you’re like me.” Dorian chuckled. “Thank the gods I gave you rooms

in the stone castle. I’d hate for you to be uncomfortable.” 

Deciding  that  scowling  at  him  wouldn’t  be  the  wisest  decision,  Celaena

looked instead toward the massive castle gates. The doors were made of cloudy

red glass, gaping at her like the mouth of a giant. But she could see the interior

was made of stone, and it seemed to her that the glass castle had been dropped

on top of the original building. What a ridiculous idea: a castle made of glass. 

“Well,” said Dorian. “You’ve fattened up a bit, and your skin has some color

now.  Welcome  to  my  home,  Celaena  Sardothien.”  He  nodded  at  a  few  passing

nobles,  who  scraped  and  bowed.  “The  competition  begins  tomorrow.  Captain

Westfall will show you to your chambers.” 

She rolled her shoulders and searched for any sign of her competitors. No one

else seemed to be arriving, though. 

The  prince  nodded  to  another  flock  of  cooing  courtiers,  and  didn’t  look  at

either the assassin or the Captain of the Guard as he spoke again. “I have to meet

with my father,” he said, running his gaze along the body of a particularly pretty

lady. He winked at her, and she hid her face behind a lace fan as she continued

her walk. Dorian nodded to Chaol. “I’ll see you later tonight.” Without saying a

word to Celaena, he strode up the steps to the palace, his red cape blowing in the

wind. 

•

The  Crown  Prince  lived  up  to  his  word.  Her  chambers  were  in  a  wing  of  the stone castle, and much bigger than she anticipated. They consisted of a bedroom

with an attached bathing chamber and a dressing room, a small dining room, and

a  music  and  gaming  room.  Each  room  was  furnished  in  gold  and  crimson,  her

bedroom also decorated with a giant tapestry along one wall, with couches and

deep-cushioned chairs scattered in a tasteful manner. Her balcony overlooked a

fountain  in  one  of  the  gardens,  and  whichever  it  was,  it  was  beautiful—never

mind the guards she spotted posted beneath. 

Chaol  left  her,  and  Celaena  didn’t  wait  to  hear  the  door  shut  before  closing herself  in  her  bedroom.  Between  her  murmurs  of  appreciation  during  Chaol’s

brief tour of her rooms, she’d counted the windows—twelve—the exits—one—

and the guards posted outside her door, windows, and balcony—nine. They were

each  armed  with  a  sword,  knife,  and  crossbow,  and  though  they’d  been  alert

while their captain passed by, she knew a crossbow wasn’t exactly a light weight

to bear for hours on end. 

Celaena  crept  to  her  bedroom  window,  pressing  herself  against  the  marble

wall,  and  glanced  down.  Sure  enough,  the  guards  had  already  strapped  the

crossbows  across  their  backs.  It  would  waste  precious  seconds  to  grab  the

weapon and load it—seconds when she could take their swords, cut their throats, 

and  vanish  into  the  gardens.  She  smiled  as  she  stepped  fully  in  front  of  the window to study the garden. Its far border ended in the trees of a game park. She

knew enough about the castle to know that she was on the southern side, and if

she went through the game park, she’d reach a stone wall and the Avery River

beyond. 

Celaena  opened  and  closed  the  doors  of  her  armoire,  dresser,  and  vanity.  Of

course,  there  weren’t  any  weapons,  not  even  a  fire  poker,  but  she  grabbed  the few bone hairpins left in the back of a dresser drawer, and some string she found

in  a  mending  basket  in  her  giant  dressing  room.  No  needles.  She  knelt  on  the carpeted floor of the dressing room—which was void of clothes—and, one eye

on  the  door  behind  her,  she  made  quick  work  of  the  hairpins,  snapping  their heads  off  before  binding  them  all  together  with  the  string.  When  she  finished, she held up the object and frowned. 

Well, it wasn’t a knife, but clustered together like that, the jagged points of the

broken pins could do some damage. She tested the tips with a finger, and winced

as a shard of bone pricked her calloused skin. Yes, it would certainly hurt if she

jammed it into a guard’s neck. And disable him long enough for her to grab his

weapons. 

Celaena  reentered  the  bedroom,  yawning,  and  stood  on  the  edge  of  the

mattress to tuck the makeshift weapon into one of the folds of the partial canopy

over  the  bed.  When  she’d  concealed  it,  she  glanced  around  the  room  again. 

Something about the dimensions seemed a little off—something with the height

of the walls, but she couldn’t be sure. Regardless, the canopy provided plenty of

hiding  places.  What  else  could  she  take  without  them  noticing?  Chaol  had

probably  had  the  room  looked  over  before  they  arrived.  She  listened  at  the

bedroom door for any signs of activity. When she was certain no one was in her

chambers, she entered the foyer and strode through it to the gaming room. She

beheld the billiards cues along the far wall, and the heavy colored balls stacked on the green felt table, and grinned. Chaol wasn’t nearly as smart as he thought

he was. 

Ultimately,  she  left  the  billiards  equipment,  if  only  because  it  would  arouse suspicion if it all disappeared, but it would be easy enough to get a stick if she

needed  to  escape,  or  to  use  the  dense  balls  to  knock  the  guards  unconscious. 

Exhausted,  she  returned  to  her  bedroom  and  finally  hoisted  herself  onto  the

enormous bed. The mattress was so soft that she sank down a few inches, and it

was wide enough for three people to sleep without noticing each other. Curling

on her side, Celaena’s eyes grew heavier and heavier. 

She  slept  for  an  hour,  until  a  servant  announced  the  arrival  of  the  tailor,  to outfit  her  with  proper  court  attire.  And  thus  another  hour  was  spent  being

measured and pinned, and sitting through a presentation of different fabrics and

colors. She hated most of them. A few caught her attention, but when she tried to

recommend  specific  styles  that  flattered  her,  she  received  only  the  wave  of  a hand  and  a  curl  of  the  lip.  She  considered  jabbing  one  of  the  tailor’s  pearl-headed pins through his eye. 

She  bathed,  feeling  almost  as  dirty  as  she  had  in  Endovier,  and  was  grateful for  the  gentle  servants  who  attended  her.  Many  of  the  wounds  had  scabbed  or remained as thin white lines, though her back retained most of its damage. After

nearly  two  hours  of  pampering—trimming  her  hair,  shaping  her  nails,  and

scraping  away  the  callouses  on  her  feet  and  hands—Celaena  grinned  at  the

mirror in the dressing room. 

Only  in  the  capital  could  servants  have  done  such  fine  work.  She  looked

spectacular. Utterly and completely spectacular. She wore a dress with skirts and

long  sleeves  of  white,  streaked  and  spotted  with  orchid-purple.  The  indigo

bodice was bordered with a thin line of gold, and an ice-white cape hung from

her  shoulders.  Her  hair,  half  up  and  twisted  with  a  fuchsia  ribbon,  fell  in  loose waves. But her smile faltered as she remembered why, exactly, she was here. 

The King’s Champion indeed. She looked more like the King’s Lapdog. 

“Beautiful,”  said  an  older,  female  voice,  and  Celaena  pivoted,  the  yards  of

cumbersome  fabric  twisting  with  her.  Her  corset—the  stupid,  cursed  thing—

pushed  on  her  ribs  so  hard  that  the  breath  was  sucked  from  her.  This  was  why she mostly preferred tunics and pants. 

It was a woman, large but well contained within the gown of cobalt and peach

that marked her as one of the servants of the royal household. Her face, while a

bit  wrinkled,  was  red-cheeked  and  finely  colored.  She  bowed.  “Philippa

Spindlehead,” said the woman, rising. “Your personal servant. You must be—” 

“Celaena Sardothien,” she said flatly. 

Philippa’s  eyes  widened.  “Keep  that  to  yourself,  miss,”  she  whispered.  “I’m the only one who knows. And the guards, I suppose.” 

“Then what do people think about all my guards?” she asked. 

Philippa  approached,  ignoring  Celaena’s  glower  as  she  adjusted  the  folds  of

the  assassin’s  gown,  fluffing  them  in  the  right  places.  “Oh,  the  other  .  .  . 

 Champions  have  guards  outside  their  rooms,  too.  Or  people  just  think  you’re another lady-friend of the prince.” 

“Another? ” 

Philippa  smiled,  but  kept  her  eyes  upon  the  dress.  “He  has  a  big  heart,  His Highness.” 

Celaena wasn’t at all surprised. “A favorite with women?” 

“It’s  not  my  place  to  speak  about  His  Highness.  And  you  should  mind  your

tongue, too.” 

“I’ll do as I please.” She surveyed the withered face of her servant. Why send

such a soft woman to serve her? She’d overpower her in a heartbeat. 

“Then you’ll find yourself back in those mines, poppet.” Philippa put a hand

on her hip. “Oh, don’t scowl—you ruin your face when you look like that!” She

reached to pinch Celaena’s cheek, and Celaena pulled away. 

“Are you mad? I’m an assassin—not some court idiot!” 

Philippa  clucked.  “You’re  still  a  woman,  and  so  long  as  you’re  under  my

charge, you’ll act like one, or Wyrd help me!” 

Celaena blinked, then slowly said: “You’re awfully bold. I hope you don’t act

like this around court ladies.” 

“Ah. There was surely a reason why I was assigned to attend you.” 

“You understand what my occupation entails, don’t you?” 

“No disrespect, but this sort of finery is worth far more than seeing my head

roll on the ground.” Celaena’s upper lip pulled back from her teeth as the servant

turned  from  the  room.  “Don’t  make  such  a  face,”  Philippa  called  over  her

shoulder. “It squishes that little nose of yours.” 

Celaena could only gape as the servant woman shuffled away. 

•

The Crown Prince of Adarlan stared at his father unblinkingly, waiting for him

to  speak.  Seated  on  his  glass  throne,  the  King  of  Adarlan  watched  him  back. 

Sometimes Dorian forgot how little he looked like his father—it was his younger

brother,  Hollin,  who  took  after  the  king,  with  his  broad  frame  and  his  round, sharp-eyed  face.  But  Dorian,  tall,  toned,  and  elegant,  bore  no  resemblance  to him.  And  then  there  was  the  matter  of  Dorian’s  sapphire  eyes—not  even  his

mother had his eyes. No one knew where they came from. 

“She has arrived?” his father asked. His voice was hard, edged with the clash of shields and the scream of arrows. As far as greetings went, that was probably

the kindest one he’d get. 

“She  shouldn’t  pose  any  threat  or  problem  while  she’s  here,”  Dorian  said  as

calmly  as  he  could.  Picking  Sardothien  had  been  a  gamble—a  bet  against  his

father’s tolerance. He was about to see if it was worth it. 

“You  think  like  every  fool  she’s  murdered.”  Dorian  straightened  as  the  king

continued. “She owes allegiance to none but herself, and won’t balk at putting a

knife through your heart.” 

“Which is why she’ll be fully capable of winning this competition of yours.” 

His father said nothing, and Dorian went on, his heart racing. “Come to think of

it, the whole competition might be unnecessary.” 

“You  say  that  because  you’re  afraid  of  losing  good  coin.”  If  only  his  father knew that he hadn’t just ventured to find a champion to win gold, but also to get

out—to get away from  him, for as long as he could manage. 

Dorian steeled his nerve, remembering the words he’d been brooding over for

the entire journey from Endovier. “I guarantee she’ll be able to fulfill her duties; 

we  truly  don’t  need  to  train  her.  I’ve  told  you  already:  it’s  foolish  to  have  this competition at all.” 

“If you do not mind your tongue, I’ll have her use you for practice.” 

“And then what? Have Hollin take the throne?” 

“Do not doubt me, Dorian,” his father challenged. “You might think this . . . 

 girl can win, but you forget that Duke Perrington is sponsoring Cain. You would

have been better off picking a Champion like him—forged in blood and iron on

the battlefield. A true Champion.” 

Dorian  stuffed  his  hands  in  his  pockets.  “Don’t  you  find  the  title  a  little ridiculous, given that our ‘Champions’ are no more than criminals?” 

His father rose from his throne and pointed at the map painted on the far wall

of  his  council  chamber.  “I  am  the  conqueror  of  this  continent,  and  soon  to  be ruler of  all Erilea. You will not question me.” 

Dorian,  realizing  how  close  he  was  to  crossing  a  boundary  between

impertinence  and  rebellion—a  boundary  that  he’d  been  very,  very  careful  to

maintain—mumbled his apologies. 

“We’re at war with Wendlyn,” his father went on. “I have enemies all around. 

Who  better  to  do  my  work  than  someone  utterly  grateful  for  being  granted  not only  a  second  chance,  but  also  wealth  and  the  power  of  my  name?”  The  king

smiled when Dorian didn’t reply. Dorian tried not to flinch as his father studied

him. “Perrington tells me that you behaved yourself well on this trip.” 

“With Perrington as a watchdog, I couldn’t do otherwise.” 

“I’ll not have some peasant woman banging on the gate, wailing that you’ve broken  her  heart.”  Dorian’s  face  colored,  but  he  did  not  drop  his  father’s  stare. 

“I’ve toiled too hard and long to establish my empire; you will not complicate it

with illegitimate heirs. Marry a proper woman, then dally as you will after you

give  me  a  grandson  or  two.  When  you  are  king,  you  will  understand

consequences.” 

“When I’m king, I won’t declare control over Terrasen through thin claims of

inheritance.”  Chaol  had  warned  him  to  watch  his  mouth  when  speaking  to  his

father, but when he spoke to him like that, as if he were a pampered idiot . . . 

“Even if you offered them self-rule, those rebels would mount your head on a

pike before the gates of Orynth.” 

“Perhaps alongside all my illegitimate heirs, if I’m so fortunate.” 

The  king  gave  him  a  poisonous  smile.  “My  silver-tongued  son.”  They

watched each other in silence before Dorian spoke again. 

“Perhaps  you  should  consider  our  difficulty  in  getting  past  Wendlyn’s  naval

defenses to be a sign that you should stop playing at being a god.” 

“Playing?” The king smiled, his crooked teeth glowing yellow in the firelight. 

“I  am  not  playing.  And  this  is  not  a  game.”  Dorian’s  shoulders  stiffened. 

“Though  she  may  look  pleasant,  she’s  still  a  witch.  You  are  to  keep  your

distance, understood?” 

“Who? The assassin?” 

“She’s dangerous, boy, even if you’re sponsoring her. She wants one thing and

one  thing  only—don’t  think  she  won’t  use  you  to  get  it.  If  you  court  her,  the consequences will not be pleasant. Not from her, and not from me.” 

“And if I condescend to associate with her, what would you do, father? Throw

me in the mines as well?” 

His father was upon him before Dorian could brace himself. The back of the

king’s  hand  connected  with  Dorian’s  cheek,  and  the  prince  staggered,  but

regained his countenance. His face throbbed, stinging so badly he fought to keep

his eyes from watering. “Son or no son,” the king snarled, “I am still your king. 

You will obey me, Dorian Havilliard, or you will pay. I’ll have no more of your

questioning.” 

Knowing  he’d  only  cause  more  trouble  for  himself  if  he  stayed,  the  Crown

Prince of Adarlan bowed silently and left his father, eyes gleaming with barely

controlled anger. 

Chapter 8

Celaena  walked  down  a  marble  hall,  her  dress  flowing  behind  in  a  purple  and white wave. Chaol strode beside her, a hand on the eagle-shaped pommel of his

sword. 

“Is there anything interesting down this hall?” 

“What else would you care to see? We’ve already seen all three gardens, the

ballrooms,  the  historical  rooms,  and  the  nicest  views  offered  from  the  stone

castle. If you refuse to go into the glass castle, there’s nothing else to see.” 

She  crossed  her  arms.  She’d  managed  to  convince  him  to  give  her  a  tour

under  the  pretense  of  extreme  boredom—when,  in  fact,  she’d  used  every

moment  to  plot  a  dozen  escape  routes  from  her  room.  The  castle  was  old,  and most  of  its  halls  and  stairwells  went  nowhere;  escaping  would  require  some

thought. But with the competition beginning tomorrow, what else did she have to

do? And what better way to prepare for a potential disaster? 

“I don’t understand why you refuse to enter the glass addition,” he went on. 

“There’s no difference between the interiors—you wouldn’t even know that you

were inside it unless someone told you or you looked out the window.” 

“Only an idiot would walk in a house made of glass.” 

“It’s as sturdy as steel and stone.” 

“Yes, until someone just a bit too heavy enters and it comes crashing down.” 

“That’s impossible.” 

The  thought  of  standing  on  floors  of  glass  made  her  queasy.  “Is  there  no

menagerie or library that we could see?” They passed by a set of closed doors. 

The sounds of lilting speech reached them, along with the gentle strumming of a

harp. “What’s in there?” 

“The queen’s court.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her down the hall. 

“Queen Georgina?” Didn’t he have any idea what information he was giving

away? Perhaps he honestly thought she wasn’t a threat. She hid her scowl. 

“Yes, Queen Georgina Havilliard.” 

“Is the young prince at home?” 

“Hollin? He’s at school.” 

“And  is  he  as  handsome  as  his  older  brother?”  Celaena  smirked  as  Chaol

tensed. 

It was well known that the ten-year-old prince was rotten and spoiled, inside

and out, and she remembered the scandal that had erupted a few months before

her capture. Hollin Havilliard, upon finding his porridge burnt, had beaten one of

his  servants  so  badly  that  there  was  no  possibility  of  it  being  concealed.  The

woman’s family had been paid off, and the young prince shipped to school in the mountains. Of course everyone knew. Queen Georgina had refused to hold court

for a month. 

“Hollin will grow into his lineage,” Chaol grumbled. There was a bounce to

her  step  as  Celaena  walked  on,  the  court  fading  away  behind  them.  They  were silent for a few minutes before an explosion sounded nearby, then another. 

“What is that awful noise?” Celaena said. The captain led her through a set of

glass doors, and he pointed up as they entered into a garden. 

“The  clock  tower,”  he  said,  his  bronze  eyes  shining  with  amusement,  as  the

clock finished its war cry. She’d never heard bells like that. 

From the garden sprouted a tower made of inky black stone. Two gargoyles, 

wings  spread  for  flight,  perched  on  each  of  the  four  clock  faces,  soundlessly roaring at those  beneath. “What a  horrible thing,” she  whispered. The numbers

were like war paint on the white face of the clock, the hands like swords as they

slashed across the pearly surface. 

“As a child, I wouldn’t go near it,” Chaol admitted. 

“You’d  see  something  like  this  before  the  Gates  of  Wyrd—not  in  a  garden. 

How old is it?” 

“The king had it built around Dorian’s birth.” 

“This king?” Chaol nodded. “Why would he build such a wretched thing?” 

“Come on,” he said, turning as he ignored her question. “Let’s go.” 

Celaena examined the clock for a second more. The thick, clawed finger of a

gargoyle pointed at her. She could have sworn that its jaws had widened. As she

made to follow Chaol, she noticed a tile on the paved pathway. “What’s this?” 

He stopped. “What’s what?” 

She pointed at the mark engraved on the slate. It was a circle with a vertical

line  through  the  middle  that  extended  beyond  the  circumference.  Both  ends  of

the line were hooked, one directing downward, the other up. “What is this mark

on the path here?” 

He walked around until he stood beside her. “I have no idea.” 

Celaena  examined  the  gargoyle  again.  “He’s  pointing  at  it.  What  does  the

symbol mean?” 

“It  means  you’re  wasting  my  time,”  he  said.  “It’s  probably  some  sort  of

decorative sundial.” 

“Are there other marks?” 

“If you looked, I’m sure you’d find them.” She allowed herself to be dragged

from the garden, away from the shadow of the clock tower and into the marble

halls  of  the  castle.  Try  as  she  might,  and  walk  as  far  as  they  did,  she  couldn’t shake the feeling that those bulging eyes were still upon her. 

They  continued  past  the  kitchen  quarters,  which  were  a  mess  of  shouting, clouds  of  flour,  and  surging  fires.  Once  beyond,  they  entered  a  long  hallway, empty and silent save for their footsteps. Celaena suddenly halted. “What,” she

breathed, “is  that?” She pointed at the twenty-foot oak doors, her eyes widening at the dragons that grew out of either side of the stone wall. Four-legged dragons

—not vicious, bipedal wyverns like those on the royal seal. 

“The library.” The two words were like a shot of lightning. 

“The . . .” She looked at the claw-shaped iron handles. “Can we—may we go

in?” 

The Captain of the Guard opened the doors reluctantly, the strong muscles of

his back shifting as he pushed hard against the worn oak. Compared to the sunlit

hallway, the interior that stretched beyond them seemed formidably dark, but as

she  stepped  inside,  candelabras  came  into  view,  along  with  black-and-white

marble  floors,  large  mahogany  tables  with  red  velvet  chairs,  a  slumbering  fire, mezzanines,  bridges,  ladders,  railings,  and  then  books—books  and  books  and

books. 

She’d  entered  a  city  made  entirely  of  leather  and  paper.  Celaena  put  a  hand against  her  heart.  Escape  routes  be  damned.  “I’ve  never  seen—how  many

volumes are there?” 

Chaol  shrugged.  “The  last  time  anyone  bothered  to  count,  it  was  a  million. 

But  that  was  two  hundred  years  ago.  I’d  say  maybe  more  than  that,  especially given  the  legends  that  a  second  library  lies  deep  beneath,  in  catacombs  and

tunnels.” 

“Over  a  million?  A  million   books?”  Her  heart  leapt  and  danced,  and  she cracked a smile. “I’d die before I even got through half of that!” 

“You like to read?” 

She  raised  an  eyebrow.  “Don’t  you?”  Not  waiting  for  an  answer,  she  moved

farther  into  the  library,  the  train  of  her  gown  sweeping  across  the  floor.  She neared a shelf and looked at the titles. She recognized none of them. 

Grinning,  she  whirled  and  moved  through  the  main  floor,  running  a  hand

across the dusty books. “I didn’t know assassins liked to read,” Chaol called. If

she  were  to  die  now,  it  would  be  in  complete  bliss.  “You  said  you  were  from Terrasen; did you ever visit the Great Library of Orynth? They say it’s twice the

size of this—and that it used to hold all the knowledge of the world.” 

She  turned  from  the  stack  she  was  currently  studying.  “Yes,”  she  admitted. 

“When  I  was  very  young.  Though  they  wouldn’t  let  me  explore—the  Master

Scholars  were  too  afraid  I’d  ruin  some  valuable  manuscript.”  She  hadn’t

returned  to  the  Great  Library  since—and  wondered  how  many  of  those

invaluable  works  had  been  ordered  destroyed  by  the  King  of  Adarlan  when  he

outlawed magic. From the way Chaol said “used to” with a tinge of sadness, she assumed  much  had  been  lost.  Though  part  of  her  savored  the  hope  that  those

Master Scholars had smuggled many of the priceless books to safety—that when

the  royal  family  had  been  slaughtered  and  the  King  of  Adarlan  invaded,  those stuffy old men had had the good sense to start hiding two thousand years’ worth

of ideas and learning. 

A  dead,  empty  space  opened  inside  her.  Needing  to  change  the  subject,  she

asked, “Why are none of your folk here?” 

“Guards  are  of  no  use  in  a  library.”  Oh,  how  wrong  he  was!  Libraries  were

full of ideas—perhaps the most dangerous and powerful of all weapons. 

She said, “I was referring to your noble companions.” 

He  leaned  against  a  table,  a  hand  still  on  his  sword.  At  least  one  of  them remembered that they were alone together in the library. “Reading is a bit out of

fashion, I’m afraid.” 

“Yes, well—more for me to read, then.” 

“Read? These belong to the king.” 

“It’s a library, isn’t it?” 

“It’s the king’s property, and you aren’t of noble blood. You need permission

from either him or the prince.” 

“I highly doubt either would notice the loss of a few books.” 

Chaol sighed. “It’s late. I’m hungry.” 

“So?” she said. He growled and practically dragged her from the library. 

After a solitary supper, over which she contemplated all of her planned escape

routes  and  how  she  might  make  more  weapons  for  herself,  Celaena  paced

through her rooms. Where were the other competitors being kept? Did they have

access to books, if they wanted? 

Celaena  slumped  into  a  chair.  She  was  tired,  but  the  sun  had  barely  set. 

Instead of reading, she could perhaps use the pianoforte, but . . . well, it had been

a while, and she wasn’t sure she could endure the sound of her own stumbling, 

clumsy playing. She traced a finger over a splotch of fuchsia silk on her dress. 

All those books, with no one to read them. 

An idea flashed, and she jumped to her feet, only to sit at the desk and grab a

piece of parchment. If Captain Westfall insisted on protocol, then she’d give it to

him in abundance. She dipped the glass pen in a pot of ink and held it over the

paper. 

How  odd  it  felt  to  hold  a  pen!  She  traced  the  letters  in  the  air.  It  was impossible that she’d  forgotten how to  write. Her fingers  moved awkwardly  as

the pen touched the paper, but she carefully wrote her name, then the alphabet, 

three times. The letters were uneven, but she could do it. She pulled out another

piece of paper and began to write. 

Your Highness—

It has come to my attention that your library isn’t a library, but rather

a personal collection for only you and your esteemed father to enjoy. As

many of your million books seem to be present and underused, I must

beg you to grant me permission to borrow a few so that they might

receive the attention they deserve. Since I am deprived of company and

entertainment, this act of kindness is the least someone of your

importance could deign to bestow upon a lowly, miserable wretch such

as I. 

Yours most truly, 

Celaena Sardothien

Celaena  beamed  at  her  note  and  handed  it  to  the  nicest-looking  servant  she

could find, with specific instructions to give it immediately to the Crown Prince. 

When the woman returned half an hour later with a stack of books piled in her

arms,  Celaena  laughed  as  she  swiped  the  note  that  crowned  the  column  of

leather. 

My Most True Assassin, 

Enclosed are seven books from my personal library that I have

recently read and enjoyed immensely. You are, of course, free to read as

many of the books in the castle library as you wish, but I command you

to read these first so that we might discuss them. I promise they are not

dull, for I am not one inclined to sit through pages of nonsense and

bloated speech, though perhaps you enjoy works and authors who think

very highly of themselves. 

Most affectionately, 

Dorian Havilliard

Celaena laughed again and took the books from the woman’s arms, thanking

her  for  her  trouble.  She  walked  into  her  bedroom,  shutting  the  door  with  a

backward  kick,  and  dropped  onto  the  bed,  scattering  the  books  across  the

crimson  surface.  She  didn’t  recognize  any  of  the  titles,  though  one  author  was familiar.  Choosing  the  book  that  seemed  the  most  interesting,  Celaena  flipped

onto her back and began to read. 

•

Celaena  awoke  the  next  morning  to  the  wretched  booming  of  the  clock  tower. 

Half-asleep, she counted the chimes. Noon. She sat up. Where was Chaol? And, 

more  importantly,  what  about  the  competition?  Wasn’t  it  supposed  to  have

started today? 

She leapt from bed and stalked through her chambers, half expecting to find

him sitting in a chair, a hand upon his sword. He wasn’t there. She popped her

head  into  the  hallway,  but  the  four  guards  only  reached  for  their  weapons.  She paced  onto  the  balcony,  the  crossbows  of  five  guards  beneath  clicking  into

position, and put her hands on her hips as she surveyed the autumn day. 

The trees in the garden were gold and brown, half of the leaves already dead

on the earth. Yet the day was so warm it could have passed for summer. Celaena

took  a  seat  on  the  rail,  and  waved  at  the  guards  with  their  crossbows  aimed  at her. Out across Rifthold, she could make out the sails of ships, and the wagons

and  people  streaming  through  the  streets.  The  green  roofs  of  the  city  glowed emerald in the sun. 

She  looked  again  at  the  five  guards  beneath  the  balcony.  They  stared  right

back  at  her,  and  when  they  slowly  lowered  their  crossbows,  she  grinned.  She

could knock them senseless with a few heavy books. 

A sound flitted through the garden, and some of the guards glanced toward the

source.  Three  women  appeared  from  around  a  nearby  hedge,  clustered  in

conversation. 

Most  of  the  talk  Celaena  had  overheard  yesterday  was  immensely  dull,  and

she didn’t expect much as the women neared. They wore fine dresses, though the

one  in  the  middle—the  raven-haired  one—wore  the  finest.  The  red  skirts  were

the size of a tent, and her bodice was so tightly bound that Celaena wondered if

her  waist  were  any  more  than  sixteen  inches.  The  other  women  were  blondes

dressed  in  pale  blue,  their  matching  gowns  suggesting  their  rank  as  ladies-in-waiting.  Celaena  backed  away  from  the  ledge  as  they  stopped  at  the  nearby

fountain. 

From  her  place  at  the  back  of  the  balcony,  Celaena  could  still  see  as  the

woman in red brushed a hand down the front of her skirts. “I should have worn

my  white  dress,”  she  said  loudly  enough  for  everyone  in  Rifthold  to  hear. 

“Dorian  likes  white.”  She  adjusted  a  pleat  in  her  skirt.  “But  I’ll  wager  that everyone’s wearing white.” 

“Shall we go change, milady?” asked one of the blondes. 

“No,” snapped the woman. “This dress is fine. Old and shabby as it is.” 

“But—”  said  the  other  blonde,  then  stopped  as  her  mistress’s  head  whipped

around.  Celaena  approached  the  rail  again  and  peered  over.  The  dress  hardly

looked old. 

“It won’t take long for Dorian to ask me for a private audience.” Celaena now leaned over the edge of the balcony. The guards watched the three girls, rapt for

another  reason  entirely.  “Though  I  worry  how  much  Perrington’s  courting  will

interfere; but I  do adore the man for inviting me to Rifthold. My mother must be writhing in her grave!” She paused, and then said: “I wonder who she is.” 

“Your mother, milady?” 

“The girl the prince brought into Rifthold. I heard he traveled all over Erilea

to find her, and that she rode into the city on the Captain of the Guard’s horse. 

I’ve heard nothing else about her. Not even her name.” The two women lagged

behind  their  mistress  and  exchanged  exasperated  looks  that  informed  the

assassin  this  conversation  had  been  held  many  times  before.  “I  don’t  need  to worry,” the woman mused. “The prince’s harlot won’t be well-received.” 

 His what? 

The  ladies  in  waiting  stopped  beneath  the  balcony,  batting  their  eyelashes  at the guards. “I need my pipe,” the woman murmured, rubbing her temples. “I feel

a  headache  coming  on.”  Celaena’s  brows  rose.  “Regardless,”  the  woman

continued, striding away, “I shall have to watch my back. I might even have to

—” 

 CRASH! 

The  women  screamed,  the  guards  whirled  with  their  crossbows  pointed,  and

Celaena  looked  skyward  as  she  retreated  from  the  rail  and  into  the  shadows  of the balcony doorway. The flowerpot had missed. This time. 

The woman cursed so colorfully that Celaena clamped a hand over her mouth

to keep from laughing. The servants cooed, wiping mud from the woman’s skirts

and  suede  shoes.  “Be  quiet!”  the  woman  hissed.  The  guards,  wisely,  didn’t  let their amusement show. “Be quiet and let’s go!” 

The  women  hurried  off  as  the  prince’s  harlot  strode  into  her  chambers  and

called for her servants to dress her in the finest gown they could find. 

Chapter 9

Celaena stood before the rosewood mirror, smiling. 

She  ran  a  hand  down  her  gown.  Sea-foam  white  lace  bloomed  from  the

sweeping neckline, washing upon her breast from the powder-green ocean of silk

that made up the dress. A red sash covered the waist, forming an inverted peak

that separated the bodice from the explosion of skirts beneath. Patterns of clear

green  beads  were  embroidered  in  whorls  and  vines  across  the  whole  of  it,  and bone-colored stitching stretched along the ribs. Tucked inside her bodice was the

small  makeshift  hairpin  dagger,  though  it  poked  mercilessly  at  her  chest.  She lifted her hands to touch her curled and pinned hair. 

She didn’t know what she planned to do now that she was dressed, especially

if she’d probably have to change before the competition started, but—

Skirts rustled from the doorway, and Celaena raised her eyes in the reflection

to  see  Philippa  enter  behind  her.  The  assassin  tried  not  to  preen—and  failed miserably. “It’s such a pity you are who you are,” Philippa said, turning Celaena

to face her. “I wouldn’t be surprised if you managed to ensnare some lord into

marriage.  Maybe  even  His  Highness,  if  you  were  charming  enough.”  She

adjusted  the  green  folds  of  Celaena’s  dress  before  kneeling  down  to  brush  the assassin’s ruby-colored slippers. 

“Well,  it  seems  rumor  has  already  suggested  that.  I  overheard  a  girl  saying

that  the  Crown  Prince  brought  me  here  to  woo  me.  I  thought  the  entire  court knew about this stupid competition.” 

Philippa rose. “Whatever the rumors are, it’ll all be forgotten in a week—just

you  wait.  Let  him  find  a  new  woman  he  likes  and  you’ll  vanish  from  the

whisperings  of  the  court.”  Celaena  straightened  as  Philippa  fixed  a  stray  curl. 

“Oh, it’s not meant as an offense, poppet. Beautiful ladies are always associated

with the Crown Prince—you should be flattered that you’re attractive enough to

be considered his lover.” 

“I’d rather not be seen that way at all.” 

“Better than as an assassin, I’d wager.” 

She looked at Philippa and then laughed. 

Philippa  shook  her  head.  “Your  face  is  much  more  pretty  when  you  smile. 

Girlish, even. Far better than that frown you always have.” 

“Yes,” Celaena admitted, “you might be right.” She made to sit down upon the

mauve ottoman. 

“Ah!” Philippa said, and Celaena froze, standing upright. “You’ll wrinkle the

fabric.” 

“But my feet hurt in these shoes.” She frowned pitifully. “You can’t intend for me to stand all day? Even through my meals?” 

“Only until someone tells me how lovely you look.” 

“No one knows you’re my servant.” 

“Oh,  they  know  I’ve  been  assigned  to  the   lover  the  prince  brought  to Rifthold.” 

Celaena  chewed  on  her  lip.  Was  it  a  good  thing  that  no  one  knew  who  she truly was? What would her competition think? Perhaps a tunic and pants would

have been better. 

Celaena reached to move a curl that itched her cheek, and Philippa batted her

hand away. “You’ll ruin your hair.” 

The  doors  to  her  apartment  slammed  open,  followed  by  an  already  familiar

snarling and stomping about. She watched in the mirror as Chaol appeared in the

doorway, panting. Philippa curtsied. 

“You,”  he  began,  then  stopped  as  Celaena  faced  him.  His  brows  lowered  as

his eyes traveled along her body. His head cocked, and he opened his mouth as if

to say something, but only shook his head and scowled. “Upstairs. Now.” 

She curtsied, looking up at him beneath lowered lashes. “Where, pray tell, are

we going?” 

“Oh, don’t simper at me.” He grabbed her by the arm, guiding her out of the

room. 

“Captain Westfall!” Philippa scolded. “She’ll trip on her dress. At least let her

hold her skirts.” 

She  actually  did  trip  on  her  dress,  and  her  shoes  cut  into  her  heels  quite terribly, but he would hear none of her objections as he dragged her into the hall. 

She smiled at the guards outside her door, and her smile burst into a grin at their

exchanged approving glances. The captain’s grip tightened until it hurt. “Hurry,” 

he said. “We can’t be late.” 

“Perhaps if you’d given me ample warning, I’d have dressed earlier and you

wouldn’t have to drag me!” It was hard to breathe with the corset crushing her

ribs. As they hurried up a long staircase, she raised a hand to her hair to ensure

that it hadn’t fallen out. 

“My  mind  was  elsewhere;  you  were  fortunate  to  be  dressed,  though  I  wish

you’d worn something less . . . frilly to see the king.” 

“The king?” She was thankful that she hadn’t yet eaten. 

“Yes, the king. Did you think you wouldn’t see him? The Crown Prince told

you  the  competition  was  to  start  today—this  meeting  will  mark  the  official

beginning. The real work begins tomorrow.” 

Her arms became heavy and she forgot all about her aching feet and crushed

ribs.  In  the  garden,  the  queer,  off-kilter  clock  tower  began  chiming  the  hour. 

They  reached  the  top  of  the  staircase  and  rushed  down  a  long  hallway.  She

couldn’t breathe. 

Nauseated, she looked out the windows that lined the passage. The earth was

far below—far, far below. They were in the glass addition. She didn’t want to be

there. She couldn’t be in the glass castle. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” 

“Because  he  just  decided  to  see  you  now.  He’d  originally  said  this  evening. 

Hopefully, the other Champions will be later than us.” 

She felt like fainting. The king. 

“When you enter,” he said over his shoulder, “stop where I stop. Bow—low. 

When you raise your head, keep it high and stand straight. Don’t look the king in

the  eye,  don’t  answer  anything  without  ‘Your  Majesty’  attached,  and  do   not, under  any  circumstances,  talk  back.  He’ll  have  you  hanged  if  you  don’t  please him.” 

She had a terrible headache around her left temple. Everything was sickly and

frail.  They  were  so  high  up,  so  dangerously  high  .  .  .  Chaol  stopped  before rounding a corner. “You’re pale.” 

She had difficulty focusing on his face as she breathed in and out, in and out. 

She hated corsets. She hated the king. She hated glass castles. 

The days surrounding her capture and sentencing had been like a fever dream, 

but  she  could  perfectly  visualize  her  trial—the  dark  wood  of  the  walls,  the

smoothness  of  the  chair  beneath  her,  the  way  her  injuries  still  ached  from  the capture,  and  the  terrible  silence  that  had  overtaken  her  body  and  soul.  She  had glanced at the king—only once. It was enough to make her reckless, to wish for

any punishment that would take her far from him—even a quick death. 

“Celaena.” She blinked, her cheeks burning. Chaol’s features softened. “He’s

just a man. But a man you should treat with the respect his rank demands.” He

began walking with her again, slower. “This meeting is only to remind you and

the other Champions of why you’re here, and what you’re to do, and what you

stand to gain. You’re not on trial. You will not be tested today.” They entered a

long  hallway,  and  she  spied  four  guards  posted  before  large  glass  doors  at  the other end. “Celaena.” He stopped a few feet from the guards. His eyes were rich, 

molten brown. 

“Yes?” Her heartbeat steadied. 

“You  look  rather  pretty  today,”  was  all  he  said  before  the  doors  opened  and they walked forward. Celaena raised her chin as they entered the crowded room. 

Chapter 10

She saw the floor first. Red marble, its white veins illuminated in the light of the

sun, which slowly vanished as the opaque glass doors groaned shut. Chandeliers

and torches hung all around. Her eyes darted from one side of the large, crowded

chamber  to  the  next.  There  were  no  windows,  just  a  wall  of  glass  looking  out into nothing but sky. No escape, save for the door behind her. 


To her left, a fireplace occupied most of the wall, and as Chaol led her farther

into the room, Celaena tried not to stare at the thing. It was monstrous, shaped

like a roaring, fanged mouth, a blazing fire burning within. There was something

greenish about the flame, something that made her spine straighten. 

The captain stopped in the open space before the throne, and Celaena halted

with him. He didn’t seem to notice their ominous surroundings, or if he did, he

hid it far better. She pulled her gaze forward, taking in the crowd that filled the

room.  Stiffly,  knowing  that  many  eyes  were  upon  her,  Celaena  dropped  into  a

low bow, her skirts whispering. 

She found her legs weak when Chaol put a hand on her back to motion her to

rise.  He  led  her  from  the  center  of  the  room,  where  they  took  up  a  spot  beside Dorian Havilliard. The absence of dirt and three weeks’ worth of hard travel had

a noticeable effect on his smooth face. He wore a red-and-gold jacket, his black

hair brushed and shining. An expression of surprise crossed his features when he

beheld  her  in  her  finery,  but  it  quickly  melted  into  a  wry  grin  as  he  looked toward his father. She might have returned it, had she not been focusing so much

on keeping her hands from shaking. 

The  king  spoke  at  last.  “Now  that  you’ve  all  finally  bothered  to  arrive, 

perhaps we can begin.” 

It was a voice she had heard before, deep and raspy. It made her bones crack

and splinter, made her feel the astonishing cold of a winter long since past. Her

eyes  only  dared  to  venture  as  far  as  his  chest.  It  was  broad,  not  entirely  with muscle, and seemed tightly restrained within a crimson and black tunic. A cape

of white fur hung from his shoulders, and a sword was sheathed at his side. Atop

its hilt perched a wyvern, open-mouthed and screaming. None that came before

that broad blade lived to see another day. She knew that sword. 

Nothung was its name. 

“You  have  all  been  retrieved  from  across  Erilea  for  the  purpose  of  serving

your country.” 

It  was  easy  enough  to  tell  the  nobility  from  her  competitors.  Old  and

wrinkled, each nobleman wore fine clothes and decorative swords. Beside each

of  them  stood  a  man—some  tall  and  slender,  some  burly,  some  average,  all  of them surrounded by at least three vigilant guards. 

Twenty-three men stood between her and freedom. Most of them had enough

bulk to warrant a double take, but when she scanned their faces—often scarred, 

pockmarked,  or  just  plain  hideous—there  was  no  spark  behind  their  eyes,  no

shining kernel of cleverness. They’d been picked for muscles, not brains. Three

of them were actually in chains. Were they that dangerous? 

A  few  of  them  met  her  gaze,  and  she  stared  right  back,  wondering  if  they

thought  she  was  a  competitor  or  just  a  court  lady.  Most  of  the  competitors’

attention  jumped  right  over  her.  She  gritted  her  teeth.  The  dress  had  been  a mistake. Why had Chaol not told her about the meeting  yesterday? 

A  moderately  handsome  black-haired  young  man  stared  at  her,  though,  and

she  willed  her  face  into  neutrality  while  his  gray  eyes  took  her  in.  He  was  tall and lean, but not gangly, and he inclined his head to her. She studied him for a

moment longer, from the way he balanced his weight to his left, to what feature

he first noticed when his eyes moved on and he examined the other competitors. 

One  was  a  gargantuan  man  standing  beside  Duke  Perrington,  who  seemed

crafted  of  muscle  and  steel—and  took  pains  to  display  it  with  his  sleeveless armor. The man’s arms looked capable of crushing a horse’s skull. It wasn’t that

he  was  ugly—in  fact,  his  tanned  face  was  rather  pleasant,  but  there  was

something nasty about his demeanor, about his obsidian eyes as they shifted and

met her own. His large, white teeth gleamed. 

The king spoke. “You are each competing for the title of my Champion—my

right-hand sword in a world brimming with enemies.” 

A flicker of shame sparked within her. What was “Champion” but a dressed-

up  name  for  murderer?  Could  she  actually  stomach  working  for  him?  She

swallowed. She had to. She had no other choice. 

“Over the next thirteen weeks, you shall each dwell and compete in my home. 

You will train every day, and be tested once a week—a test during which one of

you will be eliminated.” Celaena did the calculations. There were twenty-four of

them—and only thirteen weeks. As if sensing her question, the king said, “These

tests  will  not  be  easy,  nor  will  your  training.  Some  of  you  might  die  in  the process.  We  will  add  additional  elimination  tests  as  we  see  fit.  And  if  you  fall behind, if you fail, if you displease me, you will be packed off to whatever dark

hole you came from. 

“The week after Yulemas, the four remaining Champions will face each other

in a duel to win the title. Until then, while my court is aware that some sort of

contest is being held among my closest friends and advisors”—he waved a huge, 

scarred hand to encompass the room—“you will keep your business private. Any

wrongdoing on your part, and I’ll stake you to the front gates.” 

By accident, her gaze slipped onto the king’s face, and she found his dark eyes

staring into hers. The king smirked. Her heart threw itself backward and clung to

the bars of her ribcage. 

 Murderer. 

He should be hanging from the gallows. He had killed many more than she—

people  undeserving  and  defenseless.  He’d  destroyed  cultures,  destroyed

invaluable  knowledge,  destroyed  so  much  of  what  had  once  been  bright  and

good. His people should revolt. Erilea should revolt—the way those few rebels

had dared to do. Celaena struggled to maintain his gaze. She couldn’t retreat. 

“Is that understood?” the king asked, still staring at her. 

Her head was heavy as she nodded. She had only until Yulemas to beat them

all. One test a week—perhaps more. 

“Speak!” the king bellowed to the room, and she tried not to flinch. “Are you

not  grateful  for  this  opportunity?  Do  you  not  wish  to  give  me  your  thanks  and allegiance?” 

She  bowed  her  head  and  stared  at  his  feet.  “Thank  you,  Your  Majesty.  I  am

most appreciative,” she murmured, the sound blending in with the words of the

other Champions. 

The  king  put  a  hand  upon  Nothung’s  hilt.  “This  should  be  an  interesting

thirteen weeks.” She could feel his attention still upon her face, and she ground

her teeth. “Prove trustworthy, become my Champion, and wealth and glory will

be yours eternal.” 

Only thirteen weeks to win her freedom. 

“I  am  to  depart  next  week  for  my  own  purposes.  I  will  not  return  until

Yulemas. But don’t think I won’t be able to give the command to execute any of

you,  should  I  hear  word  of  any  trouble,  or   accidents.”  The  Champions  nodded once more. 

“If we’re finished, I’m afraid I must take my leave,” interrupted Dorian from

beside  her,  and  her  head  snapped  up  at  the  sound  of  his  voice—and  his

impertinence in interrupting his father. He bowed to his father, and nodded to the

mute  councilors.  The  king  waved  his  son  away,  not  even  bothering  to  look  at him. Dorian winked at Chaol before walking from the room. 

“If there are no questions,” the king said to the Champions and their sponsors

in a tone that suggested that asking questions would only guarantee a trip to the

gallows, “then you have my leave. Do not forget that you are here to honor me—

and my empire. Be gone, all of you.” 

Celaena  and  Chaol  didn’t  speak  as  they  strode  down  the  hallway,  quickly

moving from the throng of competitors and their sponsors, who lingered to speak

with one another—and size each other up. With every step away from the king, steadying warmth returned. It wasn’t until they rounded a corner that Chaol let

out a deep breath and removed his hand from her back. 

“Well, you managed to keep your mouth shut—for once,” he said. 

“But  how  convincing  she  was  in  her  nodding  and  bowing!”  said  a  cheerful

voice. It was Dorian, leaning against a wall. 

“What are you doing?” Chaol asked. 

Dorian pushed off the wall. “Why, waiting for you, of course.” 

“We’re to dine this evening,” Chaol said. 

“I  was  speaking  to  my  Champion,”  Dorian  said  with  a  roguish  wink. 

Remembering how he’d smiled at the court lady the day of their arrival, she kept

her gaze ahead. The Crown Prince took up a place safely beside Chaol as they

walked on. “I apologize for my father’s gruffness.” She stared down the hall, at

the servants who bowed to Dorian. He ignored them. 

“By the Wyrd!” Dorian laughed. “He’s trained you well already!” He nudged

Chaol with his elbow. “From the way you two are blatantly ignoring me, I’d say

she could pass for your sister! Though you don’t really look like each other—it

would be hard to pass off someone so pretty as  your sister.” 

Celaena was unable to keep a hint of a smile from her lips. Both she and the

prince had grown up under strict, unforgiving fathers—well, father figure in her

case. Arobynn had never replaced the father she’d lost, nor had he ever tried to. 

But at least Arobynn had an excuse for being equal parts tyrannical and doting. 

Why had the King of Adarlan let his son become anything but an identical copy

of himself? 

“There!”  Dorian  said.  “A  reaction—thank  the  gods  I’ve  amused  her.”  He

glanced  behind  them,  making  sure  there  was  no  one  there,  before  his  voice

quieted. “I don’t think Chaol told you our plan before the meeting—risky, on all

of our parts.” 

“What plan?” She traced a finger along the beading on her skirts, watching it

shimmer in the afternoon light. 

“For  your  identity.  Which  you  should  keep  quiet  about;  your  competitors

might know a thing or two about Adarlan’s Assassin and use it against you.” 

Fair  enough,  even  if  it  had  taken  them  weeks  to  bother  to  fill  her  in.  “And who, exactly, am I to be, if not a ruthless killer?” 

“To  everyone  in  this  castle,”  Dorian  said,  “your  name  is  Lillian  Gordaina. 

Your mother is dead and your father is a wealthy merchant from Bellhaven. You

are the sole heir to his fortune. However, you have a dark secret: you spend your

nights as a jewel thief. I met you this summer after you tried to rob me while I

was  vacationing  in  Bellhaven,  and  I  saw  your  potential  then.  But  your  father

discovered your nightly fun, and removed you from the lure of the city to a town near Endovier. When my father decided to have this competition, I journeyed to

find  you,  and  brought  you  here  as  my  Champion.  You  can  fill  in  the  gaps

yourself.” 

She raised her brows. “Really? A  jewel thief?” 

Chaol  snorted,  but  Dorian  went  on.  “It’s  rather  charming,  don’t  you  think?” 

When  she  didn’t  respond,  the  prince  asked,  “Do  you  find  my  home  to  your

liking?” 

“It’s very fine indeed,” she said dully. 

“  ‘Very  fine  indeed’?  Maybe  I  should  move  my  Champion  to  even   larger

chambers.” 

“If it pleases you.” 

Dorian  chuckled.  “I’m  glad  to  find  that  seeing  your  competition  hasn’t

damaged that swagger of yours. What’d you make of Cain?” 

She  knew  whom  he  meant.  “Perhaps  you  should  start  feeding  me  whatever

Perrington is giving him.” When Dorian continued staring at her, she rolled her

eyes. “Men of his size usually aren’t very fast, or very nimble. He could knock

me out in one punch, probably, but he’d have to be swift enough to catch me.” 

She  gave  Chaol  a  quick  glance,  daring  him  to  challenge  her  claim,  but  Dorian answered. 

“Good. I thought so. And what of the others? Any potential rivals? Some of

the Champions have rather gruesome reputations.” 

“Everyone else looks pathetic,” she lied. 

The prince’s smile grew. “I bet they won’t expect to be trounced by a beautiful

lady.” 

This  was  all  a  game  to  him,  wasn’t  it?  Before  Celaena  could  ask,  someone

curtsied  in  the  middle  of  their  path.  “Your  Highness!  What  a  surprise!”  The

voice was high, but smooth and calculated. It was the woman from the garden. 

She’d  changed—she  now  wore  a  gown  of  white  and  gold  that,  despite  herself, 

Celaena greatly admired. She was unfairly stunning. 

And Celaena was willing to bet a fortune that this was anything  but a surprise

—the woman had probably been waiting here for a while. 

“Lady Kaltain,” Dorian said tersely, his body tensing. 

“I’ve  just  come  from  Her  Majesty’s  side,”  said  Kaltain,  putting  her  back  to

Celaena. The assassin might have bothered to care about the slight if she had any

interest  in  courtiers.  “Her  Majesty  wishes  to  see  Your  Highness.  Of  course,  I informed Her Majesty that Your Highness was in a meeting and could not be—” 

“Lady Kaltain,” interrupted Dorian, “I’m afraid you haven’t been introduced

to my friend.” Celaena could have sworn the young woman bristled. “Allow me

to present the Lady Lillian Gordaina. Lady Lillian, meet Lady Kaltain Rompier.” 

Celaena curtsied, restraining the urge to keep walking; if she had to deal with

too  much  courtly  nonsense,  she  might  be  better  off  back  in  Endovier.  Kaltain bowed, the gold streaks in her dress glistening in the sunlight. 

“Lady Lillian is from Bellhaven—she arrived just yesterday.” 

The woman studied Celaena from beneath dark, shaped eyebrows. “And how

long will you be staying with us?” 

“Only a few years,” Dorian said with a sigh. 

“  ‘Only’!  Why,  Your  Highness!  How  droll!  That  is  a  very  long  stretch  of

time!” Celaena studied Kaltain’s narrow, narrow waist. Was it really that small? 

Or could she barely breathe in her corset? 

She  caught  a  glance  exchanged  between  the  two  men—exasperation, 

annoyance,  condescension.  “The  Lady  Lillian  and  Captain  Westfall  are  very

close  companions,”  Dorian  said  dramatically.  To  Celaena’s  delight,  Chaol

blushed. “It will feel short for them, I assure you.” 

“And for you, Your Highness?” Kaltain said coyly. A concealed edge lingered

beneath her voice. 

Mischief coiled and sprang within her, but Dorian answered. “I suppose,” he

drawled, turning those brilliant blue eyes on Celaena, “that it  will be difficult for Lady Lillian and I as well. Perhaps more so.” 

Kaltain snapped her attention to Celaena. “Wherever did you find that dress?” 

she purred. “It’s extraordinary.” 

“I had it made for her,” Dorian said casually, picking at his nails. The assassin

and  the  prince  glanced  at  each  other,  their  blue  eyes  reflecting  the  same  intent. 

At least they had  one common enemy. “It  does look extraordinary on her, doesn’t it?” 

Kaltain’s  lips  pursed  for  a  moment,  but  then  bloomed  into  a  full  smile. 

“Simply  stunning.  Though  such  pale  green  tends  to  wash  out  women  of  pallid

skin.” 

“The Lady Lillian’s paleness was a source of pride for her father. It makes her

rather unusual.” Dorian looked to Chaol, who failed in his attempt to not appear

incredulous. “Don’t you agree, Captain Westfall?” 

“Agree about what?” he snapped. 

“How  unusual our Lady Lillian is!” 

“Shame  on  you,  Your  Highness!”  Celaena  chided,  concealing  her  wicked

amusement  beneath  a  giggle.  “I   pale  in  comparison  to  Lady  Kaltain’s  fine features.” 

Kaltain  shook  her  head,  but  looked  at  Dorian  as  she  spoke.  “You  are  too

kind.” 

Dorian  shifted  on  his  feet.  “Well,  I’ve  dallied  enough.  I  must  attend  to  my mother.”  He  bowed  to  Kaltain,  then  to  Chaol.  Finally,  he  faced  Celaena.  She

watched with raised brows as he lifted her hand to his lips. His mouth was soft

and smooth upon her skin, and the kiss sent a red-hot line of fire up through her

arm that singed her cheeks. She fought against the urge to step back. Or smack

him. “Until our next meeting, Lady Lillian,” he said with a charming smile. She

would have highly enjoyed seeing Kaltain’s face, but she dipped into a curtsy. 

“We must be on our way as well,” Chaol said as Dorian strode off, whistling

to himself, his hands in his pockets. “May we escort you anywhere?” It was an

insincere offer. 

“No,”  Kaltain  said  flatly,  the  facade  falling.  “I’m  meeting  with  His  Grace, 

Duke Perrington. I do hope we’ll see more of each other, Lady Lillian,” she said, 

watching her with a keenness that would make any assassin proud. “We must be

friends, you and I.” 

“Of  course,”  Celaena  said.  Kaltain  swept  past  them,  the  skirts  of  her  dress

floating in the air around her. They resumed walking, waiting until her footsteps

had  vanished  from  their  ears  before  speaking.  “Enjoyed  that,  did  you?”  Chaol

growled. 

“Immensely.” Celaena patted Chaol’s arm as she took it in her own. “Now you

must pretend that you  like me, or else everything will be ruined.” 

“You and the Crown Prince share the same sense of humor, it seems.” 

“Perhaps he and I will become dear friends, and you will be left to rot.” 

“Dorian  is  more  inclined  to  associate  with  ladies  of  better  breeding  and

beauty.” She whipped her head to look at him. He smiled. “How vain you are.” 

She glared. “I hate women like that. They’re so desperate for the attention of

men  that  they’d  willingly  betray  and  harm  members  of  their  own  sex.  And  we

claim men cannot think with their brains! At least men are direct about it.” 

“They  say  that  her  father  is  as  rich  as  a  king,”  Chaol  said.  “I  suppose  that’s part  of  why  Perrington  is  so  infatuated.  She  arrived  here  in  a  litter  bigger  than most peasant huts; it was carried here from her home. A distance of almost two

hundred miles.” 

“What debauchery.” 

“I pity her servants.” 

“I pity her father!” They chuckled, and he lifted the arm linked with hers a bit

higher.  She  nodded  to  the  guards  outside  her  chambers  as  they  stopped.  She

faced Chaol. “Are you eating lunch? I’m starved.” 

He glanced at the guards, his smile fading. “I have important work to do. Like

prepare a company of men for the king to bring with him on his journey.” 

She  opened  the  door,  but  looked  at  him.  The  tiny  freckle  upon  his  cheek

moved upward as a smile spread once more. 

“What?” she asked. Something smelled delicious inside her chambers, and her

stomach grumbled. 

Chaol shook his head. “Adarlan’s Assassin,” he chuckled, and began walking

back  down  the  hall.  “You  should  rest,”  he  called  over  his  shoulder.  “The

competition   actually  begins  tomorrow.  And  even  if  you’re  as  fantastic  as  you claim to be, you’re going to need every moment of sleep you can get.” 

Though  she  rolled  her  eyes  and  slammed  the  door,  Celaena  found  herself

humming throughout her meal. 

Chapter 11

Celaena felt as if she’d barely closed her eyes when a hand jabbed her side. She

groaned, wincing as the drapes were thrown back to welcome the morning sun. 

“Wake up.” Not surprisingly, it was Chaol. 

She  shimmied  beneath  the  blankets,  pulling  them  over  her  head,  but  he

grabbed  the  covers  and  threw  them  to  the  floor.  Her  nightgown  was  wrapped

around her thighs. Celaena shivered. 

“It’s  cold,”  she  moaned,  holding  her  knees  to  her  body.  She  didn’t  care  that she  had  only  a  few  months  to  beat  the  other  Champions—she  needed   sleep.  It would  have  been  nice  if  the  Crown  Prince  had  considered  springing  her  from

Endovier  earlier  so  she  could  have   some  time  to  regain  her  strength;  how  long had he known about this competition, anyway? 

“Get  up.”  Chaol  ripped  the  pillows  from  beneath  her  head.  “Now  you’re

wasting  my  time.”  If  he  noticed  how  much  skin  she  was  showing,  he  didn’t

react. 

Grumbling, Celaena slithered to the edge of the bed, dangling a hand over the

edge  to  touch  the  floor.  “Fetch  my  slippers,”  she  mumbled.  “The  floor’s  like ice.” 

He growled, but Celaena ignored him as she got to her feet. She staggered and

slouched  into  the  dining  room,  where  an  enormous  breakfast  lay  on  the  table. 

Chaol  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  food.  “Eat  up.  The  competition  starts  in  an hour.” 

Whatever  nerves  she  felt,  she  kept  them  hidden  from  him  as  she  gave  an

exaggerated  sigh  and  collapsed  into  a  chair  with  the  grace  of  a  large  beast. 

Celaena scanned the table. Yet again, there were no knives. She stabbed her fork

into a piece of sausage. 

From the doorway, Chaol asked, “Why, might I ask, are you so tired?” 

She gulped down the rest of the pomegranate juice and wiped her mouth on a

napkin. “I was up until four reading,” she said. “I sent a letter to your princeling, 

asking  for  permission  to  borrow  books  from  the  library.  He  granted  my  wish, 

and sent seven books from his  personal library that I’m commanded to read.” 

Chaol  shook  his  head  in  disbelief.  “It  isn’t  your  place  to  write  to  the  Crown Prince.” 

She  gave  him  a  simpering  smile  and  took  a  bite  of  ham.  “He  could  have

ignored the letter. And besides, I’m his  Champion.  Not everyone feels obligated to be as nasty to me as you do.” 

“You’re an assassin.” 

“If I say I’m a jewel thief, will you treat me with more courtesy?” She waved a hand. “Don’t answer that.” She spooned porridge into her mouth, found it to be

bland, and scooped four heaping mounds of brown sugar into the gray mess. 

Would the competitors actually be worthy opponents? Before she could start

worrying,  she  examined  his  black  clothes.  “Don’t  you  ever  wear  normal

clothing?” 

“Hurry up,” was all he said. The competition awaited. 

Suddenly  not  hungry,  she  pushed  away  her  bowl  of  porridge.  “I  should  get

dressed, then.” She turned her head to call for Philippa, but paused. “Just what

sort  of  activities  might  I  expect  at  the  tournament  today?  So  I  can  dress

accordingly, of course.” 

“I  don’t  know—they  don’t  give  us  the  details  until  you  arrive.”  The  captain

rose  and  drummed  the  pommel  of  his  sword  before  calling  to  a  servant  as

Celaena  walked  into  her  bedroom.  Behind  her,  Chaol  spoke  to  the  servant  girl. 

“Dress her in pants and a shirt—something loose, nothing frilly or revealing, and

bring  a  cloak.”  The  girl  disappeared  into  the  dressing  room.  Celaena  followed after her, unceremoniously stripping down to her underclothes and enjoying it far

too much when Chaol’s cheeks reddened before he turned away. 

A  few  minutes  later,  Celaena  frowned  at  herself  as  she  hurried  after  the

captain into the foyer. “I look ridiculous! These pants are absurd, and this shirt is

awful.” 

“Stop whining. No one gives a damn about your clothes.” He flung open the

door to the hall, the guards outside instantly at attention. “Besides, you can take

them  off  at  the  barracks.  I’m  sure  everyone  will  be  thrilled  to  see  you  in  your undergarments.” She swore violently under her breath, pulling her green velvet

cloak tight around herself, and trailed after him. 

The  Captain  of  the  Guard  rushed  through  the  castle,  still  freezing  with  the

early-morning chill, and they soon entered the barracks. Guards in various states

of armor saluted them. An open doorway revealed a large mess hall, where many

of the guards were just sitting down to breakfast. 

Finally, Chaol stopped somewhere on the ground floor. The giant rectangular

room  they  entered  was  the  size  of  the  Grand  Ballroom.  Lined  with  pillars  that supported  a  mezzanine,  the  floor  was  checkered  black-and-white  tile,  and  the

floor-to-ceiling  glass  doors  that  made  up  one  entire  wall  were  open,  the

gossamer  curtains  blowing  in  the  chilly  breeze  that  drifted  in  from  the  garden. 

Most of the twenty-three other Champions were already scattered throughout the

room,  sparring  with  what  could  only  be  their  sponsors’  trainers.  Everyone  was carefully  monitored  by  guards.  None  bothered  to  look  at  her,  save  for  that

slightly  handsome  young  man  with  the  gray  eyes,  who  gave  her  a  half  smile

before  returning  to  firing  arrows  at  a  target  across  the  room  with  unnerving accuracy. She lifted her chin and surveyed a rack of weapons. “You expect me to

use a mace an hour after sunrise?” 

Six guards appeared in the doorway behind them, joining the dozens already

in  the  chamber,  swords  at  the  ready.  “If  you  attempt  anything  foolish,”  Chaol said quietly, “they’ll be here.” 

“I’m just a jewel thief, remember?” She approached the rack. Foolish, foolish

decision  to  leave  all  those  weapons  out.  Swords,  sword-breakers,  axes,  bows, 

pikes,  hunting  daggers,  maces,  spears,  throwing  knives,  wooden  staves  .  .  . 

While she generally preferred the stealth of a dagger, she was familiar with every

weapon  here.  She  glanced  around  the  sparring  room  and  hid  her  grimace.  So

were  most  of  the  competitors,  it  seemed.  As  she  inspected  them,  she  caught  a movement in the corner of her vision. 

Cain  entered  the  hall,  flanked  by  two  guards  and  a  scarred,  burly  man  who

must  have  been  his  trainer.  She  squared  her  shoulders  as  Cain  strode  straight toward her, his thick lips parting in a grin. 

“Good  morning,”  he  said,  his  voice  raspy  and  deep.  His  dark  eyes  snaked

along  her  body,  then  found  her  face  again.  “I’d  have  thought  you’d  be  running home by now.” 

She  gave  him  a  close-lipped  smile.  “The  fun’s  just  starting,  isn’t  it?”  Cain returned her smile and stalked off. 

It would have been so, so easy.  So easy to whirl and grab him by the neck and

slam  his  face  into  the  ground.  She  didn’t  even  realize  she  was  trembling  with rage until Chaol stepped into her line of vision. “Save it for the competition,” he

said softly, but not weakly. 

“I’m going to kill him,” she breathed. 

“No, you’re not. If you want to shut him up, then beat him. He’s just a brute

from the king’s army—don’t waste your strength on hating him.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Thank you  so much for interfering on my behalf.” 

“You don’t need me to rescue you.” 

“It still would have been nice.” 

“You can fight your own battles.” He pointed with his sword to the weapons

rack. “Pick one.” His eyes shone with the challenge as she untied her cloak and

tossed it behind her. “Let’s see if you can actually back up your swaggering.” 

She’d shut Cain up—in an unmarked grave for all eternity. But for now . . . 

Now, she’d make Chaol eat his words. 

All  the  weapons  were  finely  made,  and  glistened  in  the  sunlight.  Celaena

eliminated her options one by one, seeing each weapon for what sort of damage

she might do to the captain’s face. 

Her  heart  beat  rapidly  as  she  ran  a  finger  across  the  blades  and  handles  of each.  She  found  herself  torn  between  the  hunting  daggers  and  a  lovely  rapier with an ornate bell-guard. She could cut out his heart from a safe distance with

that. 

The  sword  whined  as  she  drew  it  from  the  stand  and  held  it  in  her  hands.  It was  a  good  blade—strong,  smooth,  light.  They  wouldn’t  let  her  have  a  butter

knife on her table, but they gave her access to  this? 

 Why not wear him down a bit? 

Chaol tossed his cape on top of hers, his toned body flexing through the dark

threads  of  his  shirt.  He  drew  his  sword.  “On  your  guard!”  He  moved  into

defensive position, and Celaena looked at him dully. 

 Who do you think you are? What sort of person says “On your guard”? 

“Aren’t  you  first  going  to  show  me  the  basics?”  she  said  quietly  enough  for only  him  to  hear,  her  sword  dangling  from  one  hand.  She  rubbed  the  hilt,  her fingers  contracting  on  the  cool  surface.  “I  was  in  Endovier  for  a  year,  you realize. I could have easily forgotten.” 

“From  the  amount  of  killing  that  went  on  in  your  section  of  the  mines,  I

highly doubt you’ve forgotten a thing.” 

“That was with a pickax,” she said, her smile growing feral. “All I had to do

was crack a man’s head open or hurl the ax into his stomach.” Thankfully, none

of  the  other  Champions  paid  them  any  heed.  “If  you  consider  that  sort  of

gracelessness   equal  to  swordsmanship  .  .  .  what  sort  of  fighting  do   you  do, Captain Westfall?” She put a spare hand over her heart and closed her eyes for

emphasis. 

With a growl, the Captain of the Guard lunged. 

But she had been waiting for some time now, and her eyes flew open as soon

as his boots scraped against the ground. With a turn of her arm she brought the

sword into blocking position, her legs bracing for the impact as steel struck steel. 

The  noise  was  strange,  somehow  more  painful  than  receiving  the  blow,  but

Celaena  thought  little  of  it  when  he  charged  again  and  she  met  his  weapon, 

parrying with ease. Her arms ached as they were shaken from their slumber, but

she continued to deflect and parry. 

Swordplay was like dancing—certain steps must be followed or else it would

fall  apart.  Once  she  heard  the  beat,  it  all  came  rushing  back.  The  other

competitors faded away into shadows and sunlight. 

“Good,”  he  said  through  his  teeth,  blocking  her  thrust  as  she  forced  him  to take  a  defensive  stance.  Her  thighs  burned.  “Very  good,”  he  breathed.  He  was pretty good himself—better than good, actually. Not that she’d tell him that. 

With  a  clang,  the  two  swords  met,  and  they  pressed  each  other’s  blades.  He

was stronger, and she grunted at the force required to hold her sword against his. 

But, strong as he might be, he was not as quick. 

She  withdrew  and  feinted,  her  feet  jabbing  and  flexing  on  the  floor  with

birdlike grace. Caught off-guard, he only had time to deflect, his parry lost in his

size. 

She  surged  forward,  her  arm  coming  down  again  and  again,  twisting  and

turning,  loving  the  smooth  ache  within  her  shoulder  as  the  blade  slammed

against his. She was moving fast—fast like a dancer in a temple ritual, fast like a

snake in the Red Desert, fast like water down the side of a mountain. 

He  kept  up,  and  she  allowed  him  to  advance  before  reclaiming  the  position. 

He tried to catch her unawares with a blow to the face, but her anger awoke as

her elbow snapped up and deflected, slamming into his fist and forcing it down. 

“Something to remember when fighting me, Sardothien,” he panted. The sun

caught in his golden-brown eyes. 

“Hmm?” she grunted, lunging to deflect his newest attack. 

“I don’t lose.” He grinned at her, and before she could comprehend the words, 

something cut into her feet and—

She had the sickening feeling of falling. She gasped as her spine collided with

marble, the rapier flying from her hand. Chaol pointed his blade at her heart. “I

win,” he breathed. 

She pushed herself onto her elbows. “You had to resort to tripping me. That’s

hardly winning at all.” 

“I’m not the one with the sword at my heart.” 

The  sound  of  clashing  weapons  and  labored  breathing  filled  the  air.  She

flicked her eyes to the other Champions, who were all in the middle of sparring. 

All,  of  course,  except  Cain.  He  grinned  broadly  at  her,  and  Celaena  bared  her teeth. 

“You  have  the  skills,”  Chaol  said,  “but  some  of  your  moves  are  still

undisciplined.” 

She broke her stare with Cain and glared up into Chaol’s face. “That’s never

stopped me from killing before,” she spat. 

Chaol  chuckled  at  her  agitation  and  pointed  his  sword  at  the  rack,  allowing

her  to  get  to  her  feet.  “Pick  another—something  different.  Make  it  interesting, too. Something that will make me sweat, please.” 

“You’ll  be  sweating  when  I  skin  you  alive  and  squish  your  eyeballs  beneath

my feet,” she muttered, picking up the rapier. 

“That’s the spirit.” 

She  practically  threw  the  rapier  into  place,  and  drew  the  hunting  knives

without hesitation. 

 My dear old friends. 

A wicked smile spread across her face. 

Chapter 12

Just  as  Celaena  was  about  to  launch  herself  and  her  knives  at  the  captain, 

someone  stomped  a  spear  on  the  ground  and  called  the  room  to  attention.  She faced  the  voice  and  found  a  stocky,  balding  man  standing  beneath  the

mezzanine. 

“Your  attention   now,”  the  man  repeated.  Celaena  looked  to  Chaol,  who

nodded,  taking  the  knives  from  her  as  they  joined  the  twenty-three  other

competitors  encircling  the  man.  “I’m  Theodus  Brullo,  Weapons  Master  and

judge of this competition. Of course, our king’s the final judge of you sorry lot, 

but I’ll be the one determining every day if you’re fit to be his Champion.” 

He patted his sword hilt, and Celaena had to admire the beautiful woven gold

of  the  pommel.  “I’ve  been  Weapons  Master  here  for  thirty  years,  and  lived  in this castle for twenty-five more than that. I’ve trained many a lord and knight—

and many a would-be Champion of Adarlan. It will be  very hard to impress me.” 

Beside  Celaena,  Chaol  stood  with  his  shoulders  thrown  back.  It  occurred  to

her that Brullo might have trained the captain. Given how easily Chaol had kept

up with her, if Brullo had trained him, then the Weapons Master must live up to

his title. She knew better than anyone not to underestimate opponents based on

their appearance. 

“The  king’s  already  told  you  all  there  is  to  know  about  this  competition,” 

Brullo said, holding his hands behind his back. “But I figured you lot are itching

to  know  more  about  each  other.”  He  pointed  a  stubby  finger  at  Cain.  “You. 

What’s  your  name,  occupation,  and  where  do  you  hail  from?  And  be  honest

about it—I know none of you are bakers and candlestick makers.” 

Cain’s insufferable grin returned. “Cain, soldier in the king’s army. I hail from

the White Fang Mountains.” Of course he did. She’d heard tales of the brutality

of the mountain folk from that region, and seen a few of them up close, seen the

fierceness in their eyes. Many of them had rebelled against Adarlan—and most

wound up dead. What would his fellow mountain-dwellers say if they could see

him  now?  She  gritted  her  teeth;  what  would  the  people  of  Terrasen  say  if  they could see  her now? 

Brullo, however, either didn’t know or didn’t care, and didn’t even give a nod

before  he  pointed  to  the  man  to  Cain’s  right.  Celaena  immediately  liked  him. 

“And you?” 

A slender, tall man with thinning blond hair surveyed the circle and sneered. 

“Xavier Forul. Master Thief of Melisande.” Master Thief!  That man? Of course, 

she realized, his reed-thinness probably aided in slipping into houses. Maybe it

wasn’t a bluff. 

One  by  one,  the  twenty-one  other  competitors  introduced  themselves.  There

were  six  more  seasoned  soldiers—all  of  them  thrown  out  of  the  army  for

questionable  behavior,  which  must  have  been  truly  questionable,  given  that

Adarlan’s army was notorious for ruthlessness. Then there were the three other

thieves—including the dark-haired, gray-eyed Nox Owen, whom she’d actually

heard  of  in  passing,  and  who’d  been  giving  her  such  charming  smiles  all

morning.  The  three  mercenaries  looked  ready  to  boil  someone  alive,  and  then

there were the two shackled murderers. 

As  his  name  suggested,  Bill  Chastain,  the  Eye  Eater,  ate  the  eyes  of  his

victims.  He  looked  surprisingly  plain,  with  mousy  brown  hair,  tan  skin,  and

average height, though Celaena had trouble not staring at his scar-flecked mouth. 

The  other  murderer  was  Ned  Clement,  who’d  gone  for  three  years  under  the

name  Scythe,  for  the  weapon  he’d  used  to  torture  and  hack  apart  temple

priestesses. It was a wonder they hadn’t executed either man, though from their

tanned skin, she guessed they’d spent the years since their captures toiling under

the sun in Calaculla, the southern sister labor camp to Endovier. 

Next came two scarred, silent men who seemed to be cronies of some far-off

warlord, and then the five assassins. 

She immediately forgot the names of the first four: a gangly, haughty boy; a

hulking brute; a disdainful runt of a man; and a sniveling, hawk-nosed prat who

claimed he had an affinity for knives. They weren’t even in the Assassins Guild

—not  that  Arobynn  Hamel  would  ever  allow  them  in.  Membership  required

years  of  training  and  a  more-than-impressive  track  record.  While  these  four

might  be  skilled,  they  lacked  the  refinement  that  Arobynn  favored  in  his

followers. She’d have to keep an eye on them, but at least they weren’t the Silent

Assassins from the windswept dunes of the Red Desert. Those would be worthy

of her—they’d make her sweat a bit. She’d spent a month training with them one

burning  summer,  and  her  muscles  still  ached  at  the  memory  of  their  grueling

exercises. 

The  last  assassin,  who  called  himself  Grave,  made  her  pause.  He  was  slight

and  short,  with  the  kind  of  wicked  face  that  made  people  quickly  look  away. 

He’d entered the room wearing shackles, and only had them removed when his

guards—all  five  of  them—gave  him  a  stern  warning.  Even  now,  they  stood

nearby,  watching  him  relentlessly.  As  he  introduced  himself,  Grave  flashed  an

oily  smile,  revealing  his  brown  teeth.  Her  disgust  didn’t  improve  when  Grave

ran an eye over her body. An assassin like that never stopped at just killing. Not

if his victim was female. She willed herself to hold his hungry gaze. 

“And you?” Brullo said, cutting into her thoughts. 

“Lillian  Gordaina,”  she  said,  holding  her  chin  high.  “Jewel  thief  from Bellhaven.” 

Some  of  the  men  sniggered,  and  she  clenched  her  teeth.  They’d  stop  their

laughing if they knew her true name, if they knew that this “jewel thief” could

skin them alive without a knife. 

“Fine,”  Brullo  said,  waving  a  hand.  “You  all  have  five  minutes  to  put  away

your weapons and catch your breath. Then we’re on a mandatory run to see how

fit  you  are.  Those  of  you  who  can’t  run  the  distance  go  home,  or  back  to

whatever  prison  your  sponsors  found  you  rotting  in.  Your  first  Test  is  in  five days; consider us merciful it’s not sooner.” 

With  that,  everyone  scattered,  the  Champions  murmuring  to  their  trainers

about whatever competitor they deemed the biggest threat. Cain or Grave, most

likely.  Certainly  not  a  jewel  thief  from  Bellhaven.  Chaol  remained  beside  her, watching  the  Champions  stride  off.  She  hadn’t  spent  eight  years  building  a

reputation and a year laboring in Endovier to be disregarded like  this. “If I have to call myself a jewel thief again—” 

Chaol raised his brows. “You’ll do what, exactly?” 

“Do you know how insulting it is to pretend to be some nobody thief from a

small city in Fenharrow?” 

He  stared  her  down,  quiet  for  a  moment.  “Are  you   that  arrogant?”  She bristled, but he went on. “It was foolish to spar with you just now. I’ll admit that

I  hadn’t  realized  you’d  be  that  good.  Thankfully,  no  one  noticed.  And  do  you want to know  why, Lillian?” He took a step closer, his voice lowering. “Because

you’re some pretty little girl. Because you’re a nobody jewel thief from a small

city  in  Fenharrow.  Look  around.”  He  half-turned  to  the  other  Champions.  “Is

anyone staring at you? Are any of them sizing  you up? No. Because you’re not

real competition. Because  you don’t stand between them and whatever freedom

or wealth they’re looking for.” 

“Exactly! It’s insulting!” 

“It’s  smart,  that’s  what  it  is.  And  you’re  going  to  keep  a  low  profile

throughout  this  entire  competition.  You’re  not  going  to  excel,  and  you’re  not going to trounce those thieves and soldiers and unknown assassins. You’re going

to stay solidly in the middle, where no one will look your way, because you’re

not  a  threat,  because  they’ll  think  that  you’ll  be  eliminated  sooner  or  later,  and they  should  focus  their  attention  on  getting  rid  of  bigger,  stronger,  faster

Champions like Cain. 

“But  you’re  going  to  outlast  them,”  Chaol  continued.  “And  when  they  wake

up on the morning of the final duel and find that  you are their opponent, and that you  have  beaten  them,  the  look  on  their  faces  will  make  all  of  the  insults  and

lack  of  attention  worthwhile.”  He  extended  his  hand  to  lead  her  outside.  “So, what do you have to say about  that, Lillian Gordaina?” 

“I  can  look  out  for  myself,”  she  said  lightly,  taking  his  hand.  “But  I  have  to say  that  you’re  rather  brilliant,  Captain.  So  brilliant,  actually,  that  I  might  give you one of the jewels I plan to steal from the queen tonight.” 

Chaol chuckled, and they strode outside to where the running contest awaited. 

•

Her  lungs  burned  and  her  legs  were  leaden,  but  she  kept  running,  kept  her

position  in  the  middle  of  the  pack  of  Champions.  Brullo,  Chaol,  and  the  other trainers—along  with  three  dozen  armed  guards—followed  them  around  the

game  park  on  horseback.  Some  of  the  Champions,  Grave,  Ned,  and  Bill

included,  had  been  given  long  manacles.  She  supposed  it  was  a  privilege  that Chaol hadn’t locked her up, too. But to her surprise, Cain led the pack, and was

nearly ten yards in front of the rest of them. How could he possibly be that fast? 

The sound of crunching leaves and labored breathing filled the warm autumn

air, and Celaena kept her gaze on the damp and gleaming dark hair of the thief in

front of her. One step after another, one breath in, one breath out. Breathe—she

had to remember to keep breathing. 

Ahead,  Cain  turned  a  corner,  heading  north—back  toward  the  castle.  Like  a

flock  of  birds,  they  followed  him.  One  step  after  another,  never  slowing  down. 

Let  them  all  watch  Cain,  let  them  plot  against  him.  She  didn’t  need  to  win  the race to prove she was better—she was better without any kind of validation that

the  king  could  give  her!  She  missed  a  breath,  and  her  knees  wobbled,  but  she kept upright. The run would be over soon. Soon. 

She hadn’t even dared to look behind her to see if any had fallen. She could

feel Chaol’s eyes on her, though, reminding her to keep in the middle. At least he

had that much faith in her. 

The  trees  parted,  revealing  the  field  that  lay  between  the  game  park  and  the stables.  The  end  of  the  path.  Her  head  spun,  and  she  would  have  cursed  at  the stitch that lanced through her side had she had any breath to do so. She had to

stay in the middle. Stay in the middle. 

Cain cleared the trees and raised his arms above his head in victory. He ran a

few more feet, slowing his pace to cool down, and his trainer cheered for him. 

Celaena’s only response was to keep her feet moving. Only a few yards left. The

light of the open field grew brighter and brighter as it approached. Stars flashed

before her eyes, swarming in her vision. She had to stay in the middle. Years of

training with Arobynn Hamel had taught her the dangers of giving up too easily. 

Then,  she  was  through  the  trees,  and  the  open  field  surrounded  her  in  an

explosion of space and grass and blue sky. The men in front of her slowed to a stop. It was all she could do to keep from sinking to her knees, but she made her

legs slow, slow, slow, made her feet walk, made herself take breath after breath

as the stars continued bursting before her eyes. 

“Good,”  Brullo  said,  reining  his  horse  and  surveying  whoever  had  first

returned. “Get water. We’ve got more training after this.” 

Through the spots in her vision, she saw Chaol stop his horse. Her feet moved

of their own accord toward him, then past, back to the woods. “Where are you

going?” 

“I dropped my ring back there,” she lied, doing her best to look scatterbrained. 

“Just give me a moment to find it.” Without waiting for his approval, she entered

the trees to the sneers and snickers of the Champions who had overheard. From

the  approaching  crashing  noises,  she  knew  another  Champion  was  on  his  way

out.  She  stepped  into  the  cover  of  the  bushes,  stumbling  as  the  world  became dark and light and tilted. She had barely sunk to her knees when she vomited. 

She  heaved  and  heaved  until  she  had  nothing  left  inside.  The  straggling

Champion  passed  by.  On  trembling  limbs,  she  grappled  onto  a  nearby  tree  and

hauled  herself  upright  again.  She  found  Captain  Westfall  standing  across  the

path, watching her with pursed lips. 

She wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist and said nothing to him as she

exited the woods. 

Chapter 13

It was lunchtime when Brullo released them for the day, and to say that Celaena

was  hungry  would  be  a  severe  understatement.  She  was  halfway  through  her

meal,  shoveling  meat  and  bread  down  her  throat,  when  the  dining  room  door

opened. “What are you doing here?” she said through a mouthful. 

“What?”  said  the  Captain  of  the  Guard,  taking  a  seat  at  the  table.  He’d

changed his clothes and taken a bath. He pulled a platter of salmon toward him

and piled it on his plate. Celaena made a disgusted face, her nose crinkling. “You

don’t care for salmon?” 

“I hate fish. I’d rather die than eat it.” 

“That’s surprising,” he said, taking a bite. 

“Why?” 

“Because you smell like one.” 

She  opened  her  mouth  to  expose  the  ball  of  bread  and  beef  that  she  was

chewing.  He  shook  his  head.  “You  might  fight  well,  but  your  manners  are  a

disgrace.” 

She waited for him to mention her earlier vomiting, but he didn’t continue. “I

can act and talk like a lady, if it pleases me.” 

“Then I suggest that you begin to do so.” After a pause, he asked, “How are

you enjoying your temporary freedom?” 

“Is that a snide remark or an honest question?” 

He took a bite of fish. “Whichever you like.” 

The  window  revealed  the  afternoon  sky,  slightly  pale,  but  still  lovely.  “I’m

enjoying it, for the most part. Especially now that I have books to read whenever

you lock me in here. I don’t suppose you’d understand.” 

“On the contrary. I might not have as much time to read as you and Dorian do, 

but that doesn’t mean I love books any less.” 

She  bit  into  an  apple.  It  was  tart,  with  a  sweet,  honey-like  aftertaste.  “Oh? 

And what books do you love?” He named a few, and she blinked. “Well, those

are good choices—for the most part. What others?” she asked, and somehow, an

hour  flew  by,  carrying  them  on  the  wings  of  conversation.  Suddenly,  the  clock chimed one, and he rose. 

“The afternoon is yours to spend in any way that you like.” 

“Where are you going?” 

“To rest my limbs and my lungs.” 

“Yes, well, hopefully you’ll read something of quality before I see you again.” 

He sniffed the air as he walked out of her room. “Hopefully you’ll take a bath

before I see  you again.” 

Sighing,  Celaena  called  to  her  servants  to  draw  her  bath.  An  afternoon  of

reading on the balcony beckoned. 

•

The  following  dawn,  Celaena’s  bedroom  door  opened,  and  a  familiar  stalking

gait echoed through the room. Chaol Westfall stopped short when he found the

assassin  dangling  from  the  beam  of  the  bedroom  doorway,  repeatedly  hoisting

herself up to touch her chin to the wooden bar. Sweat soaked her undershirt and

ran  in  rivulets  down  her  pale  skin.  She’d  been  exercising  for  an  hour  already. 

Her arms quivered as she lifted herself again. 

Though she might pretend to be in the middle of the pack, there was no reason

to  train  like  it.  Even  if  every  repetition  made  her  body  scream  for  her  to  stop. 

She wasn’t  that out of shape—after all, her pickax in the mines had been heavy. 

And it definitely had nothing to do with her fellow competitors walloping her at

the race yesterday. 

She already had an edge on them. She just needed it to be a bit sharper. 

She  didn’t  pause  her  exercising  as  she  smiled  at  him,  panting  through  her

clenched teeth. To her surprise, he smiled back. 

•

By  that  afternoon,  a  vicious  rainstorm  arrived,  and  Chaol  permitted  Celaena  to walk  around  the  castle  with  him  after  she’d  finished  training  with  the  other Champions  for  the  day.  Though  he  spoke  little,  she  was  glad  to  be  out  of  her rooms, and dressed in one of her new gowns—a lovely lilac silk dress with pale

pink lace accents and pearl beading. But then they rounded a corner and nearly

collided  with  Kaltain  Rompier.  The  assassin  would  have  grimaced,  but  she

forgot all about Kaltain as her eyes fell upon her companion. It was an Eyllwe

woman. 

She  was  stunning,  long  and  lean,  each  of  her  features  perfectly  formed  and

smooth.  Her  loose  white  dress  contrasted  with  her  creamy  brown  skin,  and  a

three-plated gold torque covered much of her chest and neck. Bracelets of ivory

and  gold  glimmered  around  her  wrists,  and  her  feet  were  sandaled  beneath

matching  anklets.  A  thin  circlet  comprising  dangling  gold  and  jewels  crowned

her  head.  She  had  two  male  guards  with  her,  armed  to  the  teeth  with  an

assortment of curved Eyllwe daggers and swords, both of them studying Chaol

and Celaena closely—weighing the threat. 

The Eyllwe girl was a princess. 

“Captain Westfall!” Kaltain said, and curtsied. Beside her, a short man dressed

in the red-and-black garb of a councilman bowed to the pair. 

The Eyllwe princess stood perfectly still, her brown eyes wary as she took in

Celaena and her companion. Celaena offered her a slight smile, and the princess

stepped closer, her guards tensing slightly. She moved with an easy grace. 

Kaltain gestured to the girl, poorly hidden distaste written across her beautiful

face. “This is Her Royal Highness the Princess Nehemia Ytger of Eyllwe.” 

Chaol  bowed  low.  The  princess  nodded,  barely  a  dip  of  her  chin.  Celaena

knew  the  name—she  had  often  heard  the  Eyllwe  slaves  in  Endovier  boast  of

Nehemia’s beauty and bravery. Nehemia, the Light of Eyllwe, who would save

them from their plight. Nehemia, who might someday pose a threat to the King

of  Adarlan’s  rule  over  her  home  country  when  she  ascended  to  the  throne. 

Nehemia,  they  whispered,  who  smuggled  information  and  supplies  to  the  rebel

groups hiding in Eyllwe. But what was she doing here? 

“And the Lady Lillian,” Kaltain added briskly. 

Celaena dropped into the lowest curtsy she could give without falling and said

in Eyllwe, “Welcome to Rifthold, Your Highness.” 

Princess  Nehemia  smiled  slowly,  and  the  others  gaped.  The  councilman

beamed,  wiping  the  sweat  from  his  brow.  Why  hadn’t  they  sent  Nehemia  with

the Crown Prince, or even Perrington? Why was the princess herded around by

Kaltain Rompier? 

“Thank you,” the princess replied, her voice low. 

“I imagine you’ve  had a long  journey,” Celaena continued  in Eyllwe. “Have

you arrived today, Your Highness?” 

Nehemia’s guards exchanged glances, and Nehemia’s brows rose slightly. Not

too many northerners spoke their language. “Yes, and the queen sent  this one”—

Nehemia  jerked  her  head  at  Kaltain—“to  bring  me  around  with  that  sweating

worm  of  a  man  as  well.”  The  princess  narrowed  her  eyes  at  the  small

councilman, who wrung his hands and dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. 

Perhaps  he  knew  what  sort  of  threat  Nehemia  posed;  but  why  bring  her  to  the castle? 

Celaena ran her tongue across her teeth, trying not to laugh. “He seems a bit

nervous.”  She  had  to  change  the  subject  or  else  she’d  indeed  laugh.  “What  do you make of the castle?” 

“It’s  the  most  foolish  thing  I’ve  ever  seen,”  Nehemia  said,  scanning  the

ceiling  as  if  she  could  see  through  the  stone  and  into  the  glass  sections.  “I’d sooner enter a castle made of sand.” 

Chaol watched them, somewhat disbelievingly. 

“I’m  afraid  I  haven’t  understood  a  word  you’ve  said,”  Kaltain  interrupted. 

Celaena tried not to roll her eyes—she’d forgotten the woman was there. 

“We,”  the  princess  said,  struggling  for  the  word  in  the  common  language, 

“were talking with the weather.” 

“About the weather,” Kaltain corrected sharply. 

“Watch your mouth,” Celaena snapped before she could think. 

Kaltain gave Celaena a vicious little smile. “If she’s here to learn our ways, I

should correct her so she doesn’t sound foolish.” 

Here  to  learn  their  ways,  or  for  something  else  entirely?  The  faces  of  the

princess and her guards were unreadable. 

“Your  Highness,”  Chaol  said,  stepping  forward,  a  subtle  movement  to  keep

himself between Nehemia and Celaena. “Are you having a tour of the castle?” 

Nehemia chewed on the words and then looked to Celaena, brows high—as if

she’d expected a translation by now. A smile tugged on the corners of Celaena’s

lips. No wonder the councilman was sweating so profusely. Nehemia was a force

to be reckoned with. Celaena translated Chaol’s question with ease. 

“If you consider this structure of madness to be a castle,” Nehemia replied. 

Celaena turned to Chaol. “She says yes.” 

“I never knew so many words to mean one,” Kaltain said with faux sweetness. 

Celaena’s nails dug into her palms. 

 I’m going to rip your hair out. 

Chaol  took  another  step  toward  Nehemia—effectively  blocking  Celaena’s

path to Kaltain. Smart man. He put a hand on his chest. “Your Highness, I am the

Captain of the Royal Guard. Please allow me to escort you.” 

Celaena translated again, and the princess nodded. “Get rid of her,” she said

flatly  to  Celaena,  and  then  waved  a  hand  toward  Kaltain.  “I  don’t  care  for  her temperament.” 

“You’re  dismissed,”  Celaena  said  to  Kaltain,  flashing  a  bright  smile.  “The

princess tires of your company.” 

Kaltain started. “But the queen—” 

“If  that  is  Her  Highness’s  wish,  then  it  will  be  granted,”  Chaol  interrupted. 

Though his features were a mask of protocol, she could have sworn she glimpsed

a  glimmer  of  amusement  in  his  eyes.  Celaena  wanted  to  hug  him.  She  didn’t

bother to nod her farewell to Kaltain as the princess and the councilman joined

them and they strode down the hall, leaving the fuming lady behind. 

“Are  all  of  your  royal  women  like  that?”  the  princess  said  to  Celaena  in

Eyllwe. 

“Like Kaltain? Unfortunately, Your Highness.” 

Nehemia  examined  the  assassin,  and  Celaena  knew  she  was  taking  in  her

clothes,  her  gait,  her  posture—everything  Celaena  herself  had  observed  about

the princess already. “But you—you’re not like them. How do you know how to

speak Eyllwe so well?” 

“I”—Celaena thought of a lie—“studied it for several years.” 

“You use the intonation of the peasants. Is that taught in your books?” 

“I knew an Eyllwe woman who taught it to me.” 

“A  slave  of  yours?”  Her  tone  sharpened,  and  Chaol  flicked  his  eyes  toward

them. 

“No,” Celaena said hurriedly. “I don’t believe in keeping slaves.” Something

twisted in her gut at the thought of all those slaves she’d left behind in Endovier, 

all  those  people  doomed  to  suffer  until  they  died.  Just  because  she’d  left

Endovier didn’t mean Endovier had ceased to be. 

Nehemia’s voice was soft. “Then you are very unlike your court companions.” 

Celaena could only manage a nod to the princess as they turned their attention

to the hall ahead. Servants darted past, eyes wide when they beheld the princess

and her guards. After a moment of silence, Celaena squared her shoulders. “Why

are you in Rifthold, if I might ask?” She added: “Your Highness.” 

“You don’t need to bother calling me that.” The princess toyed with one of the

gold bangles around her wrist. “I came at the request of my father, the King of

Eyllwe, to learn your language and customs so I might better serve Eyllwe and

my people.” 

Given what she’d heard of Nehemia, Celaena didn’t think that was the entirety

of  it,  but  she  smiled  politely  as  she  said,  “How  long  will  you  remain  in

Rifthold?” 

“Until my father sends for me again.” She stopped playing with her bracelets

as she frowned at the rain pounding the windows. “If I’m fortunate, I’ll only be

here until spring. Unless my father decides that a man from Adarlan might make

me a good consort, and then I’ll be here until  that matter is settled.” Seeing the annoyance in the princess’s eyes, Celaena felt a shred of pity for whatever man

her father chose. 

A thought struck her, and Celaena tilted her head to the side. “Whom would

you  marry?  Prince  Dorian?”  It  was  prying,  and  a  bit  impertinent—and  she

regretted the question the second it came out. 

But Nehemia just clicked her tongue. “That pretty boy? He grinned at me far

too much—and you should only see how he winked at the other women in the

court.  I  want  a  husband  to  warm   my  bed,  and  my  bed  alone.”  She  glanced sidelong  at  the  assassin,  giving  her  another  head-to-toe  examination.  Celaena

caught the princess’s eyes lingering on the few scars on her hands. “Where are

you from, Lillian?” 

Celaena casually hid her hands in the folds of her gown. “Bellhaven—a city in

Fenharrow.  It’s  a  fishing  port.  Smells  terrible.”  That  wasn’t  a  lie.  Every  time

she’d  visited  Bellhaven  for  a  mission,  the  reek  of  fish  made  her  gag  if  she  got too near the docks. 

The princess chuckled. “Rifthold smells terrible. Too many people. At least in

Banjali,  the  sun  burns  up  everything.  And  my  father’s  river  palace  smells  like lotus blossoms.” 

Chaol cleared his throat beside them, obviously tired of being excluded from

the  conversation,  and  Celaena  grinned  at  him.  “Don’t  be  so  glum,”  she  said  in the common tongue. “We must cater to the princess.” 

“Stop your gloating,” he said, his brows low. He put a hand on the hilt of his

sword,  and  Nehemia’s  guards  stepped  closer  to  him.  Though  Chaol  might  be

Captain of the Guard, Celaena didn’t doubt for a moment that Nehemia’s guards

would put him down if he became a threat. “We’re only bringing her back to the

king’s  council.  I’m  going  to  have  a  word  with  them  about  allowing  Kaltain  to show her around.” 

“Do you hunt?” Nehemia interrupted in Eyllwe. 

“Me?” The princess nodded. “Oh—er, no,” Celaena said, then switched back

to Eyllwe. “I’m more of a reader.” 

Nehemia  looked  toward  a  rain-splattered  window.  “Most  of  our  books  were

burned five years ago, when Adarlan marched in. It didn’t make a difference if

the books were about magic”—her voice quieted at the word, even though Chaol

and the councilman couldn’t understand them—“or history. They just burned the

libraries whole, along with the museums and universities . . .” 

A  familiar  ache  filled  her  chest.  Celaena  nodded.  “Eyllwe  wasn’t  the  only

country where that happened.” 

Something  cold  and  bitter  glittered  in  Nehemia’s  eyes.  “Now,  most  of  the

books  we  receive  are  from  Adarlan—books  in  a  language  I  can  barely

understand.  That’s  also  what  I  must  learn  while  I’m  here.  There  are  so  many things!”  She  stomped  her  foot,  her  jewelry  clinking.  “And  I  hate  these  shoes! 

And this miserable dress! I don’t care if it’s Eyllwe silk and I’m supposed to be

representing  my  kingdom—the  material’s  been  itching  me  ever  since  I  put  it

on!” She stared at Celaena’s elaborate gown. “How can you stand wearing that

enormous thing?” 

Celaena picked at the skirts of her dress. “It breaks my ribs, to be honest.” 

“Well, at least I’m not the only one suffering,” Nehemia said. Chaol stopped

before a door and informed the six sentries posted outside to watch the women

and the princess’s guards. “What’s he doing?” 

“Returning  you  to  the  council  and  ensuring  that  Kaltain  doesn’t  lead  you

around again.” 

Nehemia’s  shoulders  slumped  slightly.  “I’ve  only  been  here  for  a  day,  and  I

wish to leave.” She let out a long sigh through her nose, and again turned to the window, as if she could see all the way back to Eyllwe. Suddenly, she grabbed

Celaena’s hand and squeezed it. Her fingers were surprisingly calloused—in all

the spots where the hilt of a sword or dagger might rest. Celaena’s eyes met with

those of the princess and she dropped her hand. 

 Perhaps  the  rumors  were  correct  about  her  association  with  the  rebels  in

 Eyllwe . . . 

“Will you keep me company while I’m here, Lady Lillian?” 

Celaena blinked at the request—feeling, despite herself, honored. “Of course. 

When I’m available, I’ll gladly attend you.” 

“I have attendants. I wish for someone to talk to.” 

Celaena  couldn’t  help  it—she  beamed.  Chaol  entered  into  the  hallway  once

more, and bowed to the princess. “The council would like to see you.” Celaena

translated. 

Nehemia  let  out  a  low  groan,  but  thanked  Chaol  before  turning  to  Celaena. 

“I’m glad we met, Lady Lillian,” Nehemia said, her eyes bright. “Peace be with

you.” 

“And with you,” the assassin murmured, watching her leave. 

She  never  had  many  friends,  and  the  ones  she  had  often  disappointed  her. 

Sometimes  with  devastating  consequences,  as  she’d  learned  that  summer  with

the Silent Assassins of the Red Desert. After that, she’d sworn never to trust girls

again, especially girls with agendas and power of their own. Girls who would do

 anything to get what they wanted. 

But as the door closed behind the ivory train of the Eyllwe princess, Celaena

wondered if she’d been wrong. 

•

Chaol Westfall watched the assassin eat lunch, her eyes darting from one plate to

the next. She had immediately stripped from her gown upon entering her rooms, 

and now sat in a rose-and-jade dressing robe that suited her well. 

“You’re  awfully  quiet  today,”  she  said,  her  mouth  full  of  food.  Would  she

never  stop  eating?  She  ate  more  than  anyone  he  knew—including  his  guards. 

She  had  multiple  helpings  of  every  course  at  each  meal.  “Enthralled  by  the

Princess Nehemia?” The words were barely distinguishable from her chewing. 

“That  headstrong  girl?”  He  immediately  regretted  the  remark  as  her  eyes

narrowed. A lecture was coming on, and he was in no mood to be patronized. He

had more important things on his mind. Before departing this morning, the king

hadn’t  taken   any  of  the  guards  he’d  suggested  he  bring  on  his  journey,  and refused to say where he was going, or to accept his offer of accompaniment. 

Not to mention the fact that a few of the royal hounds had gone missing, only to have their half-eaten remains found in the northern wing of the palace.  That

was worrisome; who would do such a gruesome thing? 

“And what’s wrong with headstrong girls?” she pressed. “Other than the fact

that they’re not wooden-headed ninnies who can only open their mouths to give

orders and gossip?” 

“I just prefer a certain type of woman.” 

Thankfully,  it  was  the  right  thing  to  say,  because  she  batted  her  eyelashes. 

“And what type of woman is that?” 

“Not an arrogant assassin.” 

She pouted. “Suppose I wasn’t an assassin. Would you fancy me then?” 

“No.” 

“Would you prefer  Lady Kaltain?” 

“Don’t be a fool.” It was easy to be mean, but it was also getting far too easy

to  be  nice.  He  took  a  bite  of  bread.  She  watched  him,  her  head  angled.  He sometimes  felt  that  she  looked  at  him  the  way  a  cat  regards  a  mouse.  He  just wondered how long it would take for her to pounce. 

She  shrugged,  and  took  a  bite  from  an  apple.  There  was  something  girlish

about her, too. Oh, he couldn’t stand her contradictions! 

“You’re staring, Captain.” 

He  almost  apologized,  but  stopped.  She  was  a  haughty,  vulgar,  utterly

impertinent assassin. He wished for the months to fly by, for her to be appointed

Champion,  and  then,  once  her  years  of  servitude  were  over,  to  be  gone.  He

hadn’t slept well since they’d taken her out of Endovier. 

“You have food in your teeth,” he said. She picked it out with a sharp nail and

turned her head to the window. The rain slid down the glass. Was she looking at

the rain, or something beyond? 

He  sipped  from  his  goblet.  Despite  her  arrogance,  she  was  clever,  and

relatively kind, and somewhat charming. But where was that writhing darkness? 

Why didn’t it show itself so he could just throw her into the dungeon and call off

this  ridiculous  competition?  There  was  something  great  and  deadly  concealed

within her, and he didn’t like it. 

He’d  be  ready—when  the  time  came,  he’d  be  waiting.  He  just  wondered

which one of them would survive. 

Chapter 14

For the next four days, Celaena awoke before dawn to train in her room, using

whatever she could to exercise—chairs, the doorway, even her billiards table and

cue  sticks.  The  balls  made  for  remarkable  balance  tools.  Around  dawn,  Chaol

usually  showed  up  for  breakfast.  Afterward,  they  ran  through  the  game  park, 

where he kept pace at her side. Autumn had fully come, and the wind smelled of

crisp leaves and snow. Chaol never said anything when she doubled over, hands

on her knees, and vomited up her breakfast, nor did he comment on the fact that

she could go farther and farther each day without stopping for breath. 

Once  they’d  finished  their  run,  they  trained  in  a  private  room  far  from  her competitors’  eyes.  Until,  that  is,  she  collapsed  to  the  ground  and  cried  that  she was  about  to  die  of  hunger  and  fatigue.  At  lessons,  the  knives  remained

Celaena’s favorite, but the wooden staff became dear; naturally, it had to do with

the  fact  that  she  could  freely  whack  him  and  not  chop  off  an  arm.  Since  her initial  meeting  with  Princess  Nehemia,  she  hadn’t  seen  or  heard  from  the

princess—not even chatter from the servants. 

Chaol always came for lunch, and afterward, she joined the other Champions

for  a  few  more  hours  of  training  under  Brullo’s  watchful  eye.  Most  of  their training was just to make sure they could actually  use weapons. And, of course, 

she  kept  her  head  down  throughout  it  all,  doing  enough  to  keep  Brullo  from

critiquing her, but not enough to make him praise her the way he did Cain. 

Cain.  How  she  loathed  him!  Brullo  practically  worshipped  the  man—and

even  the  other  Champions  nodded  their  respect  when  he  passed  by.  No  one

bothered  to  comment  on  how  perfect   her  form  was.  Was  this  how  the  other assassins  at  the  Assassins’  Keep  had  felt  all  those  years  she  had  spent  hogging Arobynn  Hamel’s  attention?  But  here,  it  was  hard  to  focus  when  Cain  was

nearby, taunting and sneering, waiting for her to make one mistake. Hopefully he

wouldn’t  distract  her  at  the  first  elimination  test.  Brullo  hadn’t  given  them  any indication  what they might be tested for, and Chaol was just as clueless. 

The day before the first Test, she knew something was wrong long before she

got to the training hall. Chaol hadn’t shown up for breakfast, but rather sent her

guards to bring her to the training hall to practice on her own. He didn’t show up

for lunch, either, and by the time she was escorted to the hall, she was brimming

with questions. 

Without  Chaol  to  stand  near,  she  lingered  beside  a  pillar,  watching  the

competitors file in, flanked by guards and their trainers. Brullo wasn’t there yet

—another oddity. And there were far too many guards in the training hall today. 

“What  do  you  suppose  this  is  about?”  Nox  Owen,  the  young  thief  from Perranth, asked from beside her. After proving himself somewhat skilled during

practice, many of the other competitors had sought him out, but he still opted to

keep to himself. 

“Captain  Westfall  didn’t  train  me  this  morning,”  she  offered.  What  was  the

harm in admitting that? 

Nox held out his hand. “Nox Owen.” 

“I  know  who  you  are,”  she  said,  but  shook  his  hand  anyway.  His  grip  was

solid, his hand calloused and scarred. He’d seen his fair share of action. 

“Good.  I’ve  felt  a  bit  invisible  with  that  hulking  lout  showing  off  these  past few days.” He jerked his chin toward Cain, who was in the middle of examining

his bulging biceps. A large ring of black, iridescent stone glimmered on Cain’s

finger—strange that he’d wear it to practice. Nox went on. “Did you see Verin? 

He  looks  like  he’s  going  to  be  sick.”  He  pointed  to  the  loudmouthed  thief  that Celaena  wanted  to  knock  out  cold.  Normally,  Verin  could  be  found  near  Cain, 

taunting  the  other  Champions.  But  today  he  stood  alone  by  the  window,  face

pale and eyes wide. 

“I heard him talking to Cain,” said a timid voice behind them, and they found

Pelor,  the  youngest  assassin,  standing  nearby.  She’d  spent  half  a  day  watching Pelor—and  while  she  only  pretended  to  be  mediocre,  he  truly  could  use  the

training. 

 Assassin  indeed.  His  voice  hasn’t  even  deepened  yet.  How  did  he  wind  up

 here? 

“What’d  he  say?”  Nox  put  his  hands  in  his  pockets.  His  clothes  weren’t  as

ratty as the other competitors’; the mere fact that she’d actually heard his name

implied he must have been a good thief in Perranth. 

Pelor’s  freckled  face  paled  a  bit.  “Bill  Chastain—the  Eye  Eater—was  found

stone cold dead this morning.” 

A Champion was dead? And a notorious killer at that. “How?” she demanded. 

Pelor swallowed hard. “Verin said it wasn’t pretty. Like someone ripped him

wide open. He passed the body on his way here.” Nox cursed under his breath, 

and Celaena studied the other Champions. A hush had fallen on the group, and

clusters  of  them  stood  together,  whispering.  Verin’s  story  was  spreading  fast. 

Pelor went on. “He said Chastain’s body was in  ribbons.” 

A chill snaked down her spine, but she shook her head, just as a guard entered

and told them that Brullo had ordered them to have free rein of the training hall

today  and  to  practice  what  they  wanted.  Needing  to  distract  herself  from  the image forming in her mind, she didn’t bother to say good-bye to Nox and Pelor

as  she  strode  to  the  weapons  rack  and  gathered  a  belt  strapped  with  throwing

knives. 

She took up a place near the archery targets; Nox joined her a moment later, 

and started firing his knives at the target. He hit the second ring, but never got

any  closer  to  the  center.  His  skill  with  knives  wasn’t  nearly  as  good  as  his archery. 

She  drew  a  dagger  from  the  belt.  Who  would  have  killed  one  of  the

Champions so brutally? And how had they gotten away with it, if the body was

in the hall? This castle was swarming with guards. A Champion was dead, and

just a day before their first Test; would this start a pattern? 

Her  focus  narrowed  to  the  small,  black  dot  in  the  center  of  the  target.  She steadied  her  breathing  as  she  cocked  her  arm,  letting  her  wrist  go  loose.  The sounds of the other Champions faded. The blackness of the bull’s-eye beckoned, 

and as she exhaled, she sent the dagger flying. 

It sparkled, a shooting star of steel. She smiled grimly as it struck home. 

Beside  her,  Nox  swore  colorfully  when  his  dagger  hit  the  third  ring  on  his

target, and her smile broadened, despite the shredded corpse that lay somewhere

in the castle. 

Celaena drew another dagger, but paused as Verin called to her from the ring

where  he  sparred  with  Cain.  “Circus  tricks  ain’t  much  use  when  you’re  the

King’s Champion.” She shifted her gaze to him, but kept positioned toward the

target. “You’d be better off on your back, learning tricks useful to a woman. In

fact, I can teach you some tonight, if you’d like.” He laughed, and Cain joined

with him. Celaena gripped the hilt of a dagger so hard that it hurt. 

“Don’t listen to them,” Nox murmured. He tossed another dagger, missing the

bull’s-eye again. “They wouldn’t know the first thing to do with a woman, even

if one walked stark naked into their bedroom.” 

Celaena threw her dagger, and the blade clanged as it landed a hair’s breadth

from the one she’d already embedded in the bull’s-eye. 

Nox’s  dark  brows  rose,  accentuating  his  gray  eyes.  He  couldn’t  have  been

older than twenty-five. “You’ve got impressive aim.” 

“For a girl?” she challenged. 

“No,” he said, and threw another dagger. “For anyone.” The dagger yet again

missed  the  mark.  He  stalked  to  the  target,  yanking  out  all  six  daggers  and

shoving  them  in  their  sheaths  before  returning  to  the  throwing  line.  Celaena

cleared her throat. 

“You’re  standing  wrong,”  she  said,  quietly  enough  so  the  other  Champions

couldn’t hear. “And you’re holding your wrist incorrectly.” 

Nox  lowered  his  arm.  She  took  up  her  stance.  “Legs  like  this,”  she  said.  He studied her for a moment, then positioned his legs similarly. “Bend slightly at the

knees.  Shoulders  back;  loosen  your  wrist.  Throw  when  you  exhale.”  She demonstrated for him, and her dagger found its mark. 

“Show me again,” Nox said appreciatively. 

She  did  so,  and  struck  the  target.  Then  she  threw  with  her  left  hand,  and

fought her whoop of triumph as the blade sank into the handle of another dagger. 

Nox focused on the target as he brought up his arm. “Well, you’ve just put me

to shame,” he said, laughing under his breath as he lifted his dagger higher. 

“Keep your wrist even looser,” was her reply. “It’s all about how you snap it.” 

Nox obeyed, and as he exhaled a long breath, his dagger flew. It didn’t hit the

bull’s-eye, but it came within the inner circle. His brows rose. “That’s a bit of an

improvement.” 

“Just a bit,” she said, and held her ground as he gathered their knives from the

two targets and handed hers back. She sheathed them in her belt. “You’re from

Perranth,  right?”  she  asked.  Though  she’d  never  been  to  Perranth,  Terrasen’s

second  largest  city,  the  mention  of  her  homeland  still  spiked  a  bolt  of  fear  and guilt. It had been ten years since the royal family had been butchered, ten years

since the King of Adarlan had marched his army in, ten years since Terrasen met

its  doom  with  bowed  heads  and  silence.  She  shouldn’t  have  mentioned  it—she

didn’t know  why she mentioned it, actually. 

She schooled her features into polite interest as Nox nodded. “This is my first

time out of Perranth, actually. You said you were from Bellhaven, didn’t you?” 

“My father is a merchant,” she lied. 

“And what does he think about a daughter who steals jewels for a living?” 

She conceded a smile and hurled a knife into the target. “He won’t be inviting

me home for a while, that’s for certain.” 

“Ah, you’re in good hands, though. You’ve got the best trainer out of anyone. 

I’ve  seen  you  two  running  at  dawn.  I  have  to  beg  mine  to  put  down  the  bottle and let me train outside of lessons.” He inclined his head toward his trainer, who

sat against the wall, the hood of his cape over his eyes. “Sleeping, yet again.” 

“The  Captain  of  the  Guard  is  a  pain  in  my  ass  at  times,”  she  said,  chucking another knife, “but you’re right—he’s the best.” 

Nox  was  quiet  for  a  moment  before  he  said:  “The  next  time  we  pair  off  for lessons, find me, will you?” 

“Why?”  She  reached  for  another  dagger,  but  found  she’d  depleted  her  stock

again. 

Nox  threw  another  dagger,  and  it  hit  the  bull’s-eye  this  time.  “Because  my

gold’s on you winning this whole damn thing.” 

She  smiled  a  little.  “Let’s  hope  you  won’t  be  eliminated  at  the  Test

tomorrow.” She scanned the training hall for any sign of the challenge to come

the  following  morning,  but  found  nothing  out  of  the  ordinary.  The  other competitors  remained  mostly  quiet—save  for  Cain  and  Verin—and  many  of

them  were  pale  as  snow.  “And  let’s  hope  neither  of  us  winds  up  like  the  Eye Eater,” she added, and meant it. 

•

“Don’t you ever do anything other than read?” said Chaol. She started from her

chair  on  the  balcony  as  he  took  a  seat  beside  her.  The  late-afternoon  sunlight warmed  her  face,  and  the  last  balmy  breeze  of  autumn  rushed  through  her

unbound hair. 

She  stuck  out  her  tongue.  “Shouldn’t  you  be  looking  into  the  Eye  Eater’s

murder?” He never came to her rooms after lunch. 

Something  dark  flitted  across  his  eyes.  “That’s  none  of  your  business.  And

don’t try to pry details from me about it,” he added as she opened her mouth. He

pointed to the book in her lap. “I saw at lunch that you’re reading  The Wind and

 the Rain, and I forgot to ask what you thought.” 

He’d  really  come  to  talk  about  a  book  when  a  Champion’s  corpse  had  been

found  that  morning?  “It’s  a  bit  dense,”  she  admitted,  holding  up  the  brown

volume in her lap. When he didn’t reply, she asked, “Why are you really here?” 

“I had a long day.” 

She massaged an ache in her knee. “Because of Bill’s murder?” 

“Because  the  prince  dragged  me  into  a  council  meeting  that  lasted  for  three

hours,” he said, a muscle in his jaw feathering. 

“I thought His Royal Highness was your friend.” 

“He is.” 

“How long have you been friends?” 

He  paused,  and  she  knew  he  was  contemplating  how  she  might  use  the

information against him, weighing the risk of telling her the truth. She was about

to snap at him when he said: “Since we were young. We were the only boys of

our  age  in  the  castle—at  least  of  high  rank.  We  had  lessons  together,  played together, trained together. But when I was thirteen, my father moved my family

back to our home in Anielle.” 

“The  city  on  the  Silver  Lake?”  It  somehow  made  sense  that  Chaol’s  family

ruled  Anielle.  The  citizens  of  Anielle  were  warriors  from  birth,  and  had  been guardians against the hordes of the wild men from the White Fang Mountains for

generations.  Thankfully,  things  had  gotten  a  little  easier  for  the  warriors  of Anielle in the past ten years; the White Fang mountain men had been one of the

first peoples to be put down by Adarlan’s conquering armies, and very rarely did

their  rebels  make  it  to  slavery.  She’d  heard  tales  of  mountain  men  killing  their

wives  and  children,  then  themselves,  rather  than  be  taken  by  Adarlan.  The thought  of  Chaol  going  up  against  hundreds  of  them—against  men  built  like

Cain—made her a little sick. 

“Yes,”  Chaol  said,  fiddling  with  the  long  hunting  knife  at  his  side.  “I  was slotted  to  join  the  Royal  Council,  like  my  father;  he  wanted  me  to  spend  some time among my own people, and learn . . . whatever it is councilmen learn. He

said  that  with  the  King’s  army  now  in  the  mountains,  we  could  move  our

interests  from  fighting  the  mountain  folk  to  politics.”  His  golden  eyes  were

distant. “But I missed Rifthold.” 

“So  you  ran  away?”  She  marveled  that  he  was  volunteering  this  much—

hadn’t he refused to tell her almost anything about himself while traveling from

Endovier? 

“Ran  away?”  Chaol  chuckled.  “No.  Dorian  convinced  the  Captain  of  the

Guard to take me as his apprentice, with the help of Brullo. My father refused. 

So I abdicated my title as Lord of Anielle to my brother and left the next day.” 

The captain’s silence suggested what he could not say. That his father hadn’t

objected. What of his mother? He loosed a long breath. “What about you, then?” 

She  crossed  her  arms.  “I  thought  you  didn’t  want  to  know  anything  about

me.” 

There  was  a  ghost  of  a  smile  on  his  face  as  he  watched  the  sky  melt  into  a smear  of  tangerine.  “What  do  your  parents  make  of  their  daughter  being

Adarlan’s Assassin?” 

“My parents are dead,” she said. “They died when I was eight.” 

“So you—” 

Her  heart  thundered  in  her  chest.  “I  was  born  in  Terrasen,  then  I  became  an assassin, then I went to Endovier, and now I’m here. And that’s it.” 

Silence fell; then he asked, “Where’d you get that scar on your right hand?” 

She didn’t need to glance at the jagged line that ran along the top of her hand, 

just above her wrist. She flexed her fingers. 

“When  I  was  twelve,  Arobynn  Hamel  decided  I  wasn’t  nearly  as  skilled  at

swordplay with my left hand. So he gave me a choice: either he could break my

right hand, or I could do it myself.” The phantom memory of the blinding pain

lanced  through  her  hand.  “That  night,  I  put  my  hand  against  a  doorframe,  and slammed the door shut on it. I split my hand wide open and broke two bones. It

took months to heal—months during which I could only use my left hand.” She

gave him a vicious smile. “I bet Brullo never did that to you.” 

“No,” he said quietly. “No, he didn’t.” He cleared his throat and stood. “The

first Test is tomorrow. Are you ready?” 

“Of course,” she lied. 

He  remained  standing  there  for  a  moment  longer,  studying  her.  “I’ll  see  you tomorrow  morning,”  he  said,  and  left.  In  the  silence  that  followed  in  his  wake, she  contemplated  his  story,  the  paths  that  had  made  them  so  different,  but  so similar. She wrapped her arms around herself, a cold wind picking up the skirts

of her dress and blowing them behind her. 

Chapter 15

Though she’d never admit it, Celaena didn’t really know what to expect at their

first Test. With all the training over the past five days and fiddling with various

weapons and techniques, her body ached. Which was another thing she’d never

admit, even though hiding the throbbing pain in her limbs was nearly impossible. 

As  Celaena  and  Chaol  entered  the  giant  sparring  room  in  the  morning,  she

glanced at her competitors and remembered she wasn’t the only one who hadn’t

a clue what to expect. A towering black curtain had been swept across half of the

room, blocking the other half from sight. Whatever lay beyond that curtain, she

realized, was to decide the fate of one of them. 

The normal ruckus had been replaced by a rustling quiet—and rather than mill

about, the competitors lingered by their trainers’ sides. She kept close to Chaol, 

which wasn’t a change from the ordinary. But the sponsors atop the mezzanine

looking over the black-and-white checkered floor were. Her throat tightened as

her gaze met with that of the Crown Prince. Aside from sending her his books, 

she hadn’t seen or heard from him since the meeting with the king. He flashed

her a grin, those sapphire eyes gleaming in the morning light. She offered him a

tight smile in return and quickly looked away. 

Brullo  stood  by  the  curtain,  a  scarred  hand  upon  his  sword,  and  Celaena

studied the scene. Someone stepped to her side. She knew who it was before he

spoke. “It’s a bit dramatic, don’t you think?” 

She glanced sidelong at Nox. Chaol tensed next to her, and she could feel him

watching the thief closely, no doubt wondering if she and Nox were formulating

some  escape  plan  that  would  include  the  deaths  of  every  member  of  the  royal family. 

“After five days of mindless training,” she replied quietly, all too aware that

very few people were speaking in the hall, “I’m glad for a bit of excitement.” 

Nox laughed under his breath. “What do you think it is?” 

She  shrugged,  keeping  her  attention  on  the  curtain.  More  and  more

competitors were arriving, and soon the clock would strike nine—the time when

the  Test  would  begin.  Even  if  she  knew  what  was  behind  the  curtain,  she

certainly wouldn’t help him. “Hopefully it’s a pack of man-eating wolves that we

have to take on with our bare hands.” She looked at him fully now, a half smile

on her lips. “Wouldn’t that be fun?” 

Chaol subtly cleared his throat. Now was not the time for talking. She stuffed

her  hands  into  the  pockets  of  her  black  pants.  “Best  of  luck,”  she  said  to  Nox before  she  strode  toward  the  curtain,  Chaol  following  her.  When  they  were  far

enough away, she asked under her breath, “No idea what’s behind that curtain?” 

Chaol shook his head. 

She adjusted the thick leather belt slung low across her hips. It was the kind of

belt  intended  to  bear  the  weight  of  multiple  weapons.  Its  lightness  now  only reminded her of what she’d lost—and what she had to gain. The death of the Eye

Eater yesterday had been fortunate in one aspect: one less man to compete with. 

She glanced up at Dorian.  He could probably see what was behind the curtain

from his place on the mezzanine. Why not help her cheat a little? She flicked her

attention  to  the  other  sponsors—noblemen  in  fine  clothing—and  ground  her

teeth  at  the  sight  of  Perrington.  He  smirked  as  he  watched  Cain,  who  was

stretching out his muscular arms. Had he already told Cain what was beyond the

curtain? 

Brullo  cleared  his  throat.  “Attention   now!”  he  called  to  them.  All  of  the competitors  tried  to  look  calm  as  he  strode  to  the  center  of  the  curtain.  “Your first Test has arrived.” He grinned broadly, as if whatever the curtain concealed

was going to torment the hell out of them. “As His Majesty has ordered, one of

you will be eliminated today—one of you will be deemed  unworthy.” 

 Just get on with it!  she thought, her jaw clenched tight. 

As if he’d read her thoughts, Brullo snapped his fingers, and a guard standing

by the wall pulled the curtain back. Inch by inch, it swayed away, until—

Celaena bit down her laugh. Archery? It was an  archery contest? 

“Rules  are  simple,”  Brullo  said.  Behind  him,  five  targets  were  staggered  at

various distances through the hall. “You get five shots—one per target. The one

with the worst aim goes home.” 

Some competitors began murmuring, but it was all she could do to keep from

beaming.  Unfortunately,  Cain  didn’t  bother  to  hide  his  triumphant  grin.  Why

couldn’t  he have been the Champion who was found dead? 

“You’ll  go  one  at  a  time,”  Brullo  said,  and  behind  them  a  pair  of  soldiers rolled  out  a  cart  of  bows  and  quivers  loaded  with  arrows.  “Form  a  line  at  the table to determine your order. The Test begins now.” 

She expected them to rush to the long table stacked with identical bows and

arrows,  but  apparently  none  of  the  twenty-one  other  competitors  were  in  much

of a hurry to go home. Celaena made to join the forming line, but Chaol grasped

her shoulder. “Don’t show off,” he warned. 

She smiled sweetly and pried his fingers off her. “I’ll try not to,” she purred, 

and joined the line. 

•

It  was  an  enormous  leap  of  faith  to  give  them  arrows,  even  if  the  tips  were

blunted. A dull head wouldn’t stop it from going through Perrington’s throat—or Dorian’s, if she wanted. 

Though  the  thought  was  entertaining,  she  kept  her  attention  on  the

competitors.  With  twenty-two  Champions  and  five  shots  each,  the  Test  took  a

dreadfully long time. Thanks to Chaol pulling her aside, she’d been in the back

of the line—not dead last, but three from the end. Far enough back that she had

to watch everyone else go before her, including Cain. 

The  other  competitors  did  well  enough.  The  giant  circular  targets  were

composed  of  five  colored  rings—yellow  marking  the  center,  with  only  a  tiny

black dot to mark the bull’s-eye. Each target got smaller the farther back it was

placed,  and  because  the  room  was  so  long,  the  final  target  was  nearly  seventy yards away. 

Celaena ran her fingers along the smooth curve of her yew bow. Archery was

one  of  the  first  skills  Arobynn  had  taught  her—a  staple  of  any  assassin’s

training. Two of the assassins further proved it with easy, skilled shots. Though

they didn’t hit the bull’s-eyes, and their shots got sloppier the farther the target, 

whoever their masters had been, they’d known what they were teaching. 

Pelor,  the  gangly  assassin,  wasn’t  yet  strong  enough  to  manage  a  longbow, 

and  barely  made  any  shots.  When  he  finished,  his  eyes  gleaming  with

resentment, the Champions sniggered, and Cain laughed the loudest. 

Brullo’s  face  was  grim.  “Didn’t   anyone  ever  teach  you  how  to  use  a  bow, boy?” 

Pelor  lifted  his  head,  glaring  at  the  Weapons  Master  with  surprising

brazenness. “I’m more skilled in poisons.” 

“Poisons!” Brullo threw his hands up. “The king wants a  Champion—and you

couldn’t shoot a cow in a pasture!” The Weapons Master waved Pelor off. The

other Champions laughed again, and Celaena wanted nothing more than to smile

with them. But Pelor took a shuddering breath, his shoulders relaxing, and joined

the  other  finished  competitors.  If  he  wound  up  being  eliminated,  where  would

they bring him? To prison—or some other hellhole? Despite herself, Celaena felt

badly for the boy. His shots hadn’t been  that bad. 

It  was  Nox,  actually,  who  surprised  her  most,  with  three  bull’s-eyes  into  the nearer targets and the two final shots along the border of the inner ring. Perhaps

she  should consider him for an ally. From the way the other competitors watched

him as he strode to the back of the room, she knew they were thinking the same

thing. 

Grave, the repulsive assassin, did fine, she supposed. Four bull’s-eyes, and the

final shot right on the border of the innermost ring. But then Cain stepped up to

the white line painted at the back of the room, drew back his yew bow, his black

ring glinting, and fired. 

Again, and again, and again, within the span of a few seconds. 

And when the sound of his final shot stopped echoing in the suddenly silent

chamber, Celaena’s stomach turned over. Five bull’s-eyes. 

Her  one  consolation  was  that  none  of  them  had  been  on  that  black  dot—the

absolute center. One had come close, though. 

For  some  reason,  the  line  started  moving  quickly.  All  she  could  think  about

was  Cain—Cain  getting  applauded  by  Perrington,  Cain  getting  clapped  on  the

back by Brullo, Cain getting all of that praise and attention, not because he was a

mountain of muscle, but because he actually deserved it. 

Suddenly, Celaena found herself standing at the white line, looking at the vast

length of the room before her. Some of the men chuckled—albeit quietly—and

she kept her head held high as she reached over her shoulder for an arrow and

nocked it into her bow. 

They’d  done  some  archery  practice  a  few  days  earlier,  and  she’d  been

excellent. Or, as excellent as she could be without attracting attention. And she’d

killed  men  from  longer  shots  than  the  farthest  target.  Clean  shots,  too.  Right through the throat. 

She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry. 

 I  am  Celaena  Sardothien,  Adarlan’s  Assassin.  If  these  men  knew  who  I  was, they’d stop laughing. I am Celaena Sardothien. I am going to win. I will not be

 afraid. 

She pulled back her bow, the sore muscles in her arm aching with the effort. 

She shut out noise, shut out movement, shut out anything other than the sound of

her breathing as her focus narrowed on the first target. She took a steady breath. 

As she exhaled, she let the arrow fly. 

Bull’s-eye. 

The  tightness  in  her  stomach  abated,  and  she  sighed  through  her  nose.  It

wasn’t an absolute bull’s-eye, but she hadn’t been aiming for it, anyway. 

Some men stopped laughing, but she paid them no heed as she nocked another

arrow  and  fired  at  the  second  target.  She  aimed  for  the  edge  of  the  innermost ring, which she hit with deadly precision. She could have made an entire circle

of arrows, if she’d wanted. And if she’d had enough ammunition. 

She  got  another  bull’s-eye  on  the  third  target—aiming  for  the  edge,  but

landing within the border. She did the same for the fourth target, but aimed for

the opposite side of the bull’s-eye. Where she aimed, the arrow met its mark. 

As  she  reached  for  her  last  arrow,  she  heard  one  of  the  competitors,  a  red-haired mercenary named Renault, snigger. She clenched her bow tightly enough

for the wood to groan, and pulled back her final shot. 

The target was little more than a blur of color, so far back that its bull’s-eye was a grain of sand in the vastness of the room. She couldn’t see the little dot in

its  center—the  dot  that  no  one  had  yet  to  touch,  even  Cain.  Celaena’s  arm

trembled with effort as she pulled the string back a bit farther and fired. 

The  arrow  hit  the  absolute  center,  obliterating  the  black  dot.  They  stopped

laughing. 

No one said anything to her when she stalked away from the line and tossed

her  bow  back  onto  the  cart.  Chaol  only  scowled  at  her—obviously,  she  hadn’t

been   that  inconspicuous—but  Dorian  smiled.  She  sighed  and  joined  the

competitors waiting for the competition to finish, keeping well away from all of

them. 

When their marks were compared by Brullo himself, one of the army soldiers, 

not young Pelor, wound up being eliminated. But though she hadn’t lost by any

means, Celaena couldn’t stand—absolutely could not  stand—the feeling that she

hadn’t really won anything at all. 

Chapter 16

Despite her attempt to keep her breathing steady, Celaena gasped for air as she

ran  beside  Chaol  in  the  game  park.  If  he  was  winded,  he  didn’t  show  it,  other than the gleam of sweat on his face and the dampness of his white shirt. 

They ran toward a hill, its top still shrouded in morning mist. Her legs buckled

at the sight of the incline, and her stomach rose in her throat. Celaena let out a

loud  gasp  to  get  Chaol’s  attention  before  she  slowed  to  a  stop,  and  braced  her hands against a tree trunk. 

She  took  a  shuddering  breath,  holding  on  tightly  to  the  tree  as  she  vomited. 

She hated the warmth of the tears that leaked from her eyes, but couldn’t wipe

them away as she heaved again, gagging. Chaol stood nearby, just watching. She

leaned her brow into her upper arm, calming her breathing, willing her body to

ease. It had been three days since the first Test, ten since her arrival in Rifthold, 

and  she  was  still  horribly  out  of  shape.  The  next  elimination  was  in  four  days, and  though  training  had  resumed  as  usual,  she  had  started  waking  up  a  little earlier than normal. She would  not lose to Cain, or Renault, or any of them. 

“Done?” Chaol asked. She lifted her head to give him a withering glare, but

everything  spun,  dragging  her  down  with  it,  and  she  retched  again.  “I  told  you not to eat before we left.” 

“Are you done being smug?” 

“Are you done vomiting your guts up?” 

“For  the  time  being,”  she  snapped.  “Perhaps  I  won’t  be  so  courteous  next

time, and I’ll just vomit all over you instead.” 

“If you can catch me,” he said with a half smile. 

She wanted to punch the smirk off his face, but as she took a step, her knees

shook, and she put her hands against the tree again, waiting for the retching to

renew.  Out  of  the  corner  of  her  eye  she  saw  him  looking  at  her  back,  most  of which was exposed by her damp, white undershirt. She stood. “Are you enjoying

looking at my scars?” 

He  sucked  on  his  lower  lip  for  a  moment.  “When  did  you  get  those?”  She

knew he meant the three enormous lines that ran down her back. 

“When  do  you  think?”  she  said.  He  didn’t  reply,  and  she  looked  up  at  the

canopy  of  leaves  above  them.  A  morning  breeze  sent  them  all  shuddering, 

ripping  a  few  from  where  they  clung  to  the  skeletal  branches.  “Those  three,  I received my first day in Endovier.” 

“What did you do to deserve it?” 

“Deserve  it?”  She  laughed  sharply.  “No  one  deserves  to  be  whipped  like  an

animal.” He opened his mouth, but she cut him off. “I arrived in Endovier, and they dragged me into the center of the camp, and tied me between the whipping

posts. Twenty-one lashes.” She stared at him without entirely seeing him as the

ash-gray  sky  turned  into  the  bleakness  of  Endovier,  and  the  hiss  of  the  wind became the sighing of slaves. “That was before I had befriended any of the other

slaves—and I spent that first night wondering if I would make it until morning, 

if my back would become infected, or if I would bleed out and die before I knew

what was happening.” 

“No one helped you?” 

“Only  in  the  morning.  A  young  woman  slipped  me  a  tin  of  salve  while  we

were waiting in line for breakfast. I never got to thank her. Later that day, four

overseers  raped  and  killed  her.”  She  clenched  her  hands  into  fists  as  her  eyes stung. “The day I snapped, I stopped by their section of the mines to repay them

for  what  they  did  to  her.”  Something  frozen  rushed  through  her  veins.  “They

died too quickly.” 

“But you were a woman in Endovier,” Chaol said, his voice rough and quiet. 

“No one ever . . .” He trailed off, unable to form the word. 

She gave him a slow, bitter smile. “They were afraid of me to begin with. And

after the day I almost touched the wall, none of them dared to come too close to

me. But if one guard tried to get too friendly . . . Well, he’d become the example

that  reminded  the  others  I  could  easily  snap  again,  if  I  felt  like  it.”  The  wind stirred  around  them,  ripping  strands  of  hair  from  her  braid.  She  didn’t  need  to voice  her  other  suspicion—that  perhaps  somehow  Arobynn  had  bribed  the

guards in Endovier for her safety. “We each survive in our own way.” 

Celaena  didn’t  quite  understand  the  softness  in  the  look  he  gave  her  as  he

nodded. She only stared at him for a moment longer before she burst into a run, 

up toward the hill—where the first rays of sunshine began to peek through. 

•

The  following  afternoon,  the  Champions  stood  gathered  around  Brullo,  who

lectured them on different weapons and other nonsense she’d learned years ago

and  didn’t  need  to  hear  again.  She  was  just  contemplating  whether  she  could

sleep  while  standing  up  when,  from  the  corner  of  her  eye,  a  sudden  movement by the balcony doors caught her attention. Celaena turned just in time to see one

of the larger Champions—one of the discharged soldiers—shove a nearby guard, 

knocking him to the ground. The guard’s head hit the marble with a crack, and

he was instantly unconscious. She didn’t dare to move—none of the Champions

did—as the man hurtled toward the door, toward the gardens and escape. 

But Chaol and his men moved so fast that the fleeing Champion didn’t have

time to touch the glass door before an arrow went clean through his throat. 

Silence  fell,  and  half  of  the  guards  encircled  the  Champions,  hands  on  their swords,  while  the  others,  Chaol  included,  rushed  to  the  dead  Champion  and

fallen guard. Bows groaned as the archers on the mezzanine pulled their strings

taut.  Celaena  kept  still,  as  did  Nox,  who  was  standing  close  beside  her.  One wrong movement and a spooked guard could kill her. Even Cain didn’t breathe

too deeply. 

Through  the  wall  of  Champions,  guards,  and  their  weapons,  Celaena  beheld

Chaol kneeling by the unconscious guard. No one touched the fallen Champion, 

who  lay  facedown,  his  hand  still  outstretched  toward  the  glass  door.  Sven  had been his name—though she didn’t know why he’d been expelled from the army. 

“Gods above,” Nox breathed, so softly that his lips barely moved. “They just . 

.  .  killed  him.”  She  thought  about  telling  him  to  shut  up,  but  even  snapping  at him seemed risky. Some of the other Champions were murmuring to each other, 

but no one dared to take a step. “I knew they were serious about not letting us

leave,  but  .  .  .”  Nox  swore,  and  she  felt  him  glance  sidelong  at  her.  “I  was granted immunity by my sponsor. He tracked me down and said I wouldn’t go to

prison if I lost the competition.” At that point, she knew he was speaking more

to  himself,  and  when  she  didn’t  respond,  Nox  stopped  talking.  She  stared  and stared at the dead Champion. 

What had made Sven risk it? And why here, right now? There were still three

days until their second Test; what had made this moment so special? The day she

snapped at Endovier, she hadn’t been thinking about freedom. No, she’d picked

the time and place, and started swinging. She’d never meant to escape. 

The sunlight shone through the doors, illuminating the Champion’s splattered

blood like stained glass. 

Maybe he’d realized he had no chance of winning, and that this kind of death

was far better than returning to whatever place he’d come from. If he’d wanted

to escape, he would have waited until dark, when he was away from everyone at

the  competition.  Sven  had  wanted  to  prove  a  point,  she  understood,  and

understood only because of that day she had come within a fingertip of touching

the wall at Endovier. 

Adarlan  could  take  their  freedom,  it  could  destroy  their  lives  and  beat  and

break and whip them, it could force them into ridiculous contests, but, criminal

or not, they were still human. Dying—rather than playing in the king’s game—

was the only choice left to him. 

Still staring at his outstretched hand, forever pointing toward an unreachable

horizon,  Celaena  said  a  silent  prayer  for  the  dead  Champion,  and  wished  him

well. 

Chapter 17

With  heavy  eyelids,  Dorian  Havilliard  tried  not  to  slouch  as  he  sat  upon  his throne. Music and chatter flitted through the air, wooing him to sleep. Why must

his mother insist on his attending court? Even the weekly afternoon visit was too

much. But it was better than studying the corpse of the Eye Eater, which Chaol

had  spent  the  past  few  days  investigating.  He’d  worry  about  that  later—if  it became an issue. Which it wouldn’t, if Chaol was looking into it. It had probably

just been a drunken brawl. 

And  then  there  was  the  Champion  who’d  tried  to  escape  this  afternoon. 

Dorian shuddered at the thought of what it must have been like to witness it—

and at the mess Chaol had to deal with, from the injured soldier to the sponsor

who’d  lost  his  Champion  to  the  dead  man  himself.  What  had  his  father  been

thinking when he decided to host this contest? 

Dorian glanced at his mother, seated on a throne beside his own. She certainly

didn’t  know  anything  about  it,  and  probably  would  have  been  horrified  if  she knew  what  kind  of  criminals  were  living  under  her  roof.  His  mother  was  still beautiful, though her face was a bit wrinkled and cracked with powder, and her

auburn hair had a few silver streaks. Today she was swathed in yards of forest-

green  velvet  and  floating  scarves  and  shawls  of  gold,  and  her  crown  upheld  a sparkling  veil  that  gave  Dorian  the  distinct  impression  she  was  wearing  a  tent upon her head. 

Before  them,  the  nobility  strutted  across  the  floor  of  the  court,  gossiping, 

scheming,  seducing.  An  orchestra  played  minuets  in  a  corner,  and  servants

slipped through the gathered nobles in a dance of their own as they refilled and

cleared plates and cups and silverware. 

Dorian  felt  like  an  ornament.  Of  course,  he  was  wearing  an  outfit  of  his

mother’s choosing, sent to him this morning: a vest of dark bluish-green velvet, 

with almost ridiculously billowy white sleeves bursting from the blue-and-white-

striped  shoulders.  The  pants,  mercifully,  were  light  gray,  though  his  chestnut suede boots looked  too new for masculine pride. 

“Dorian,  my  dear.  You’re  sulking.”  He  gave  Queen  Georgina  an  apologetic

grin. “I received a letter from Hollin. He sends his love.” 

“Did he say anything of interest?” 

“Only that he loathes school and wishes to come home.” 

“He says that every letter.” 

The Queen of Adarlan sighed. “If your father didn’t prevent me, I’d have him

home.” 

“He’s better off at school.” When it came to Hollin, the farther away he was, the better. 

Georgina  surveyed  her  son.  “You  were  better  behaved.  You  never  disobeyed

your  tutors.  Oh,  my  poor  Hollin.  When  I  am  dead,  you’ll  care  for  him,  won’t you?” 

“Dead? Mother, you’re only—” 

“I know how old I am.” She waved a ring-encrusted hand. “Which is why you

must marry. And soon.” 

“Marry?” Dorian ground his teeth. “Marry whom?” 

“Dorian,  you  are  the  Crown  Prince.  And  already  nineteen,  at  that.  Do  you

wish to become king and die without an heir so Hollin can take the throne?” He

didn’t  answer.  “I  thought  so.”  After  a  moment,  she  said,  “There  are  plenty  of young  women  who  might  make  a  good  wife.  Though  a  princess  would  be

preferred.” 

“There are no princesses left,” he said a bit sharply. 

“Except for the Princess Nehemia.” She laughed and put a hand on his. “Oh, 

don’t worry. I wouldn’t force you to marry  her. I’m surprised your father allows for  her  to  still  bear  the  title.  The  impetuous,  haughty  girl—do  you  know  she refused to wear the dress I sent her?” 

“I’m sure the princess has her reasons,” Dorian said warily, disgusted by his

mother’s unspoken prejudice. “I’ve only spoken to her once, but she seemed . . . 

lively.” 

“Then  perhaps  you   shall  marry  her.”  His  mother  laughed  again  before  he could respond. 

Dorian smiled weakly. He still couldn’t figure out why his father had granted

the King of Eyllwe’s request that his daughter visit their court to become better

acquainted  with  the  ways  of  Adarlan.  As  far  as  ambassadors  went,  Nehemia

wasn’t exactly the best choice. Not when he’d heard rumors of her support of the

Eyllwe rebels—and her efforts to shut down the labor camp at Calaculla. Dorian

couldn’t  blame  her  for  that,  though,  not  after  he’d  seen  the  horror  that  was Endovier,  and  the  destruction  it  had  wrought  upon  Celaena  Sardothien’s  body. 

But  his  father  never  did  anything  without  a  reason—and  from  the  few  words

he’d exchanged with Nehemia, he couldn’t help but wonder if she had her own

motivations in coming here, too. 

“It’s  a  pity  that  Lady  Kaltain  has  an  agreement  with  Duke  Perrington,”  his

mother went on. “She’s   such  a  beautiful  girl—and  so  polite.  Perhaps  she  has  a sister.” 

Dorian  crossed  his  arms,  swallowing  his  repulsion.  Kaltain  stood  at  the  far

end of the court, and he was all too aware of her eyes creeping over every inch

of him. He shifted in his seat, his tailbone aching from sitting for so long. 

“What about Elise?” the queen said, indicating a blond young woman clad in

lavender. “She’s very beautiful. And can be quite playful.” 

 As I’ve already learned. 

“Elise bores me,” he said. 

“Oh,  Dorian.” She put a hand over her heart. “You’re not about to inform me

that you wish to marry for  love, are you? Love does not guarantee a successful

marriage.” 

He   was  bored.  Bored  of  these  women,  bored  of  these  cavaliers  who

masqueraded as companions, bored of everything. 

He’d hoped his journey to Endovier would quell that boredom, and that he’d

be glad to return home, but he found home to be the same. The same ladies still

looked at him with pleading eyes, the same serving girls still winked at him, the

same councilmen still slipped pieces of potential legislation under his door with

hopeful notes. And his father . . . his father would always be preoccupied with

conquest—and  wouldn’t  stop  until  every  continent  bore  Adarlan’s  flag.  Even

gambling over the so-called Champions had become achingly dull. It was clear

Cain and Celaena would ultimately face each other, and until then . . . well, the

other Champions weren’t worth his time. 

“You’re  sulking  again.  Are  you  upset  over  something,  my  pet?  Have  you

heard from Rosamund? My poor child—how she broke your heart!” The queen

shook her head. “Though it  was over a year ago . . .” He didn’t reply. He didn’t want to think about Rosamund—or about the boorish husband she’d left him for. 

Some  nobles  started  dancing,  weaving  in  and  out  among  each  other.  Many

were  his  age,  but  he  somehow  felt  as  if  there  existed  a  vast  distance  between them. He didn’t feel older, nor did he feel any wiser, but rather he felt . . . He felt

. . . 

He  felt  as  if  there  were  something  inside  him  that  didn’t  fit  in  with  their merriment,  with  their  willing  ignorance  of  the  world  outside  the  castle.  It  went beyond  his  title.  He  had  enjoyed  their  company  early  in  his  adolescence,  but  it had become apparent that he’d always be a step away. The worst of it was that

they didn’t seem to notice he was different—or that he felt different. Were it not

for Chaol, he would have felt immensely lonely. 

“Well,”  his  mother  said,  snapping  her  ivory  fingers  at  one  of  her  ladies-in-

waiting,  “I’m  sure  your  father  has  you  busy,  but  when  you  find  a  moment  to bother  thinking  of  me,  and  the  fate  of  your  kingdom,  look  through  this.”  His mother’s lady curtsied as she extended to him a folded piece of paper, stamped

with his mother’s bloodred seal. Dorian ripped it open, and his stomach twisted

at the long line of names. All ladies of noble blood, all of marriageable age. 

“What is this?” he demanded, fighting the urge to rip up the paper. 

She  gave  him  a  winning  smile.  “A  list  of  potential  brides.  Any  one  of  them would be suitable to take the crown. And all, I’ve been told, are quite capable of

producing heirs.” 

Dorian  stuffed  the  list  of  names  into  the  pocket  of  his  vest.  The  restlessness within him would not cease. “I’ll think about it,” he said, and before she could

reply,  he  stepped  from  the  awning-covered  podium.  Immediately,  five  young

women flocked to him and began asking him to dance, how he fared, if he would

attend  the  Samhuinn  ball.  Around  and  around  their  words  circled,  and  Dorian

stared at them blankly. What were their names? 

He peered over their jewel-encrusted heads to find the path to the door. He’d

suffocate  if  he  remained  here  for  too  long.  With  only  polite  good-byes,  the

Crown Prince strode from the jangle and jingle of the court, the list of would-be

brides burning a hole through his clothes and straight into his skin. 

Dorian put his hands in his pockets as he strode down the halls of the castle. 

The kennels were empty—the dogs were at the track. He’d wished to inspect one

of the pregnant hounds, though he knew it was impossible to predict the outcome

of  the  litter  until  she  gave  birth.  He  hoped  the  pups  would  be  pure,  but  their mother  had  a  tendency  to  escape  from  her  pen.  She  was  his  fastest,  but  he’d never been able to quell the wildness within her. 

He  didn’t  really  know  where  he  was  going  now;  he  just  needed  to  walk—

anywhere. 

Dorian loosened the top button on his vest. The clash of swords echoed from

an  open  doorway,  and  he  paused.  He  faced  the  Champions’  training  room,  and

even though training was supposed to be over by now, there—

There she was. 

Her golden hair shone as she wove in and out of a knot of three guards, her

sword little more than a steel extension of her hand. She didn’t balk at the guards

as she dodged and twirled around them. 

Someone  began  clapping  to  the  left,  and  the  four  dueling  figures  stopped, 

panting.  Dorian  watched  a  grin  spread  across  the  assassin’s  face  as  she  beheld the  source.  The  sheen  of  sweat  illuminated  her  high  cheekbones,  and  her  blue eyes sparkled. Yes, she was truly lovely. But—

Princess Nehemia approached, clapping. She was clad not in her usual white

gown, but rather in a dark tunic and loose trousers, and she clutched an ornately

carved wooden staff in one hand. 

The princess clasped the assassin on the shoulder, and said something to the

girl  that  made  her  laugh.  Dorian  looked  around.  Where  was  Chaol  or  Brullo? 

Why  was  Adarlan’s  Assassin  here  with  the  Princess  of  Eyllwe?  And  with  a

sword! This could not go on, especially after that Champion’s attempted escape the other day. 

Dorian  approached,  and  smiled  at  the  princess  as  he  bowed.  Nehemia  only

deigned to give him a terse nod. Not surprising. Dorian took Celaena’s hand. It

smelled of metal and sweat, but he kissed it anyway, raising his eyes to her face

as he did so. “Lady Lillian,” he muttered onto her skin. 

“Your Highness,” she said, trying to pull her hand from his. But Dorian held

fast to her calloused palm. 

“Might  I  have  a  word?”  he  said,  leading  her  away  before  she  could  agree. 

When they were out of hearing distance, he demanded, “Where’s Chaol?” 

She crossed her arms. “Is this any way to speak to your beloved Champion?” 

He frowned. “Where is he?” 

“I don’t know. If I were to bet, though, I’d wager that he’s inspecting the Eye

Eater’s  mangled  corpse,  or  disposing  of  Sven’s  body.  Besides,  Brullo  said  I

could  stay  here  as  long  as  I  liked  after  we  were  done.  I   do  have  another  Test tomorrow, you know.” 

Of course he knew. “Why is Princess Nehemia here?” 

“She  called  on  me,  and  when  Philippa  told  her  I  was  here,  she  insisted  on

joining. Apparently, a woman can only go so long without a sword between her

hands.” She bit her lip. 

“I don’t recall you being so talkative.” 

“Well, perhaps if you’d taken the time to speak with me, you’d have found me

to be so.” 

He  snorted,  but  took  the  bait,  gods  damn  him.  “And  when  would  have  I

spoken to you?” 

“You   do  recall  the  little  fact  that  we  traveled  together  from  Endovier,  don’t you? And that I’ve been here for weeks now.” 

“I sent you those books,” he offered. 

“And did you ever ask me if I had read them?” 

Had she forgotten to whom she was speaking? “I’ve spoken to you once since

we’ve been here.” 

She  shrugged  and  made  to  turn  away.  Irritated,  but  slightly  curious,  he

grabbed her arm. Her turquoise eyes glittered as she stared at his hand, and his

heart quickened when her gaze rose to his face. Yes, sweaty as she was, she was

beautiful. 

“Aren’t you afraid of me?” She glanced at his sword belt. “Or are you as deft

at handling your sword as Captain Westfall?” 

He  stepped  closer,  tightening  his  grip.  “Better,”  he  whispered  in  her  ear. 

There: she was blushing and blinking. 

“Well,”  she  began,  but  the  timing  was  off.  He’d  won.  She  crossed  her  arms. 

“Very amusing, Your Highness.” 

He  bowed  dramatically.  “I  do  what  I  can.  But  you  can’t  have  Princess

Nehemia here with you.” 

“And why is that? Do you believe I’m going to  kill her? Why would I kill the

one person in this castle who isn’t a babbling idiot?” She gave him a look that

suggested he was part of the majority. “Not to mention, her guards would kill  me

before I even lifted a hand.” 

“It simply can’t happen. She’s here to learn our customs, not to spar.” 

“She’s a princess. She can do what she likes.” 

“And I suppose  you’re going to teach her about weaponry?” 

She cocked her head. “Perhaps you’re just a  little bit afraid of me.” 

“I’ll escort her back to her chambers.” 

She gestured widely for him to pass. “Wyrd help you.” 

He ran a hand through his black hair and approached the princess, who waited

for them with a hand on her hip. “Your Highness,” Dorian said, motioning to her

personal guard to join them. “I’m afraid we must return you to your chambers.” 

The princess looked behind his shoulder with a raised eyebrow. To his dismay, 

Celaena  began  speaking  in  Eyllwe  to  the  princess,  who  stomped  her  staff.  She hissed something at him. Dorian’s skill with the Eyllwe language was spotty at

best,  and  the  princess  spoke  too  fast  for  him  to  understand.  Thankfully,  the assassin translated. 

“She  says  you  can  return  to  your  cushions  and  dancing  and  leave  us  be,” 

Celaena said. 

He tried his best to look serious. “Tell her it’s unacceptable for her to spar.” 

Celaena said something, to which the princess only waved a hand and strode

past them and onto the sparring floor. 

“What did you say?” Dorian said. 

“I  said  you  volunteered  to  be  her  first  partner,”  she  said.  “Well?  You  don’t want to upset the princess.” 

“I will not  spar with the princess.” 

“Would you rather spar with me?” 

“Perhaps  if  we  had  a  private  lesson  in  your  chambers,”  he  said  smoothly. 

“Tonight.” 

“I’ll be waiting.” She curled her hair around a finger. 

The princess twirled her staff with strength and precision that made him gulp. 

Deciding  that  he  didn’t  feel  like  having  the  daylights  walloped  out  of  him,  he walked  to  the  rack  of  weapons  and  selected  two  wooden  swords.  “How  about

some  basic  swordplay  instead?”  he  asked  Nehemia.  To  his  relief,  the  princess

nodded and handed her staff to one of her guards, then took the practice sword Dorian extended to her. Celaena would not make a fool out of  him! 

“You stand like this,” he said to the princess, taking a defensive stance. 

Chapter 18

Celaena smiled as she watched the Crown Prince of Adarlan lead the Princess of

Eyllwe through the basic steps of fencing. He was charming, she supposed. In an

arrogant sort of way. But someone with his title could have been far, far worse. It

made her uneasy how he’d made her blush. In fact, he was so attractive that she

had difficulty  not thinking about how attractive he was, and again wondered why

he wasn’t married. 

She sort of wanted to kiss him. 

She  swallowed.  She’d  been  kissed  before,  of  course.  By  Sam,  and  often

enough that she was no stranger to it. But it’d been over a year since she’d lost

the  assassin  she’d  grown  up  with.  And  even  though  the  thought  of  kissing

anyone else had once made her sick, when she saw Dorian . . . 

Princess  Nehemia  lunged,  slapping  Dorian  on  the  wrist  with  her  sword. 

Celaena bit down her laughter. He grimaced and rubbed the sore joint, but then

smiled as the princess began gloating. 

 Damn him for being so handsome! 

She leaned against the wall and would have enjoyed the lesson had someone

not grabbed her arm hard enough to hurt. 

“What is this?” Dragged from the wall, she found herself facing Chaol. 

“What is what?” 

“What is Dorian doing with  her?” 

She shrugged. “Sparring?” 

“And  why are they sparring?” 

“Because he volunteered to teach her how to fight?” 

Chaol  practically  shoved  her  from  him  as  he  approached  the  pair.  They

stopped, and Dorian followed Chaol to a corner. They spoke quickly—angrily—

before  Chaol  came  back  to  Celaena.  “The  guards  will  take  you  to  your

chambers.” 

“What?” She remembered their conversation on the balcony and frowned. So

much for swapping stories. “The Test is tomorrow, and I need to train!” 

“I think you’ve had enough training for today—it’s almost dinner. Your lesson

with Brullo ended two hours ago. Get some rest, or you’ll be useless tomorrow. 

And  no, I  don’t know what the Test will be, so don’t bother asking.” 

“That’s  absurd!”  she  cried,  and  a  pinch  from  Chaol  kept  her  voice  down. 

Princess Nehemia cast a worried glance in Celaena’s direction, but the assassin

waved at her to resume her lesson with the Crown Prince. “I’m not going to   do

anything, you insufferable moron.” 

“Are you honestly so blind that you can’t see why we can’t allow this?” 

“ ‘Can’t allow’—you’re just afraid of me!” 

“Don’t flatter yourself.” 

“You  think  I   want  to  go  back  to  Endovier?”  she  hissed.  “You  think  I’m  not aware of the fact that if I flee, I’ll be hunted down for the rest of my life? You

think I don’t know  why I vomit when you and I run in the morning? My body is

a  wreck. I  need to spend these extra hours here, and you shouldn’t punish me for it!” 

“I’m not going to pretend to know how a criminal mind works.” 

She  threw  her  hands  in  the  air.  “You  know,  I  actually  felt  guilty.  Just  a   little guilty. And now I remember why I shouldn’t have. I hate sitting around, locked

in my room, bored out of my senses. I hate all these guards and nonsense; I hate

you telling me to hold back when Brullo sings Cain’s praises and I’m just there, 

boring and unnoticed in the middle. I hate being told what I  can’t do. And I hate you most of all!” 

He tapped his foot on the ground. “Are you finished?” 

There was no kindness in Chaol’s face, and she clicked her tongue as she left, 

her fists aching to bash his teeth down his throat. 

Chapter 19

Sitting  in  a  chair  near  the  hearth  of  the  great  hall,  Kaltain  watched  Duke

Perrington converse with Queen Georgina atop her dais. It’d been a shame that

Dorian had left so quickly an hour ago; she hadn’t even had the chance to speak

to him. Which was especially irksome, given that she’d spent the better part of

the morning dressing for court: her raven-black hair was neatly coiled around her

head,  and  her  skin  glowed  golden  from  the  subtle  shimmering  powders  she’d

dusted on her face. Though the bindings on her pink-and-yellow gown crushed

her ribs, and the pearls and diamonds around her neck strangled her, she kept her

chin  high,  poised.  Dorian  had  left,  but  having  Perrington  show  up  was  an

unexpected surprise. The duke rarely visited court; this had to be important. 

Kaltain  rose  from  her  chair  by  the  fire  as  the  duke  bowed  to  the  queen  and strode toward the doors. As she stepped into his path, he paused at the sight of

her,  his  eyes  gleaming  with  a  hunger  that  made  her  want  to  cringe.  He  bowed low. “Milady.” 

“Your Grace,” she smiled, forcing all that repulsion down deep, deep, deep. 

“I hope you’re well,” he said, offering his arm to lead her out of the hall. She

smiled again, taking it. Though he was somewhat rotund, hard muscle lay in the

arm beneath her hand. 

“Very  well,  thank  you.  And  yourself?  I  feel  I  haven’t  seen  you  in  days  and days! What a wonderful surprise to have you visit the court.” 

Perrington gave her a yellow smile. “I’ve missed you as well, milady.” 

She tried not to wince as his hairy, meaty fingers rubbed her pristine skin, and

instead  delicately  inclined  her  head  toward  him.  “I  hope  Her  Majesty  was  in

good health; was your conversation a pleasant one?” 

Oh,  it  was  so  dangerous  to  pry,  especially  when  she  was  here  on  his  good

graces. Meeting him last spring had been a stroke of luck. And convincing him

to invite her to court—mostly by implying what might await him once she was

out  of  her  father’s  household  and  without  a  chaperone—hadn’t  been  that

difficult. But she wasn’t here to simply enjoy the pleasures of the court. No, she

was tired of being a minor lady, waiting to be married off to the highest bidder, 

tired of petty politics and easily manipulated fools. 

“Her Majesty is quite well, actually,” Perrington said, leading Kaltain toward

her  rooms.  Her  stomach  clenched  a  bit.  Though  he  didn’t  hide  that  he  wanted her,  he  hadn’t  pushed  her  into  bed—yet.  But  with  a  man  like  Perrington,  who always got what he wanted . . . she didn’t have much time to find a way to avoid

owning  up  to  the  subtle  promise  she’d  made  him  earlier  that  year.  “But,”  the

duke went on, “with a son of marriageable age, she’s busy.” 

Kaltain  kept  her  face  plain.  Calm.  Serene.  “Can  we  expect  any  news  of  an

engagement in the near future?” Another dangerous question. 

“I  certainly  hope  so,”  the  duke  grumbled,  his  face  darkening  beneath  his

ruddy  hair.  The  jagged  scar  along  his  cheek  stood  out  starkly.  “Her  Majesty

already has a list of girls deemed appropriate—” The duke halted, remembering

whom he spoke to, and Kaltain batted her eyelashes at him. 

“Oh,  I’m  quite  sorry,”  she  purred.  “I  didn’t  mean  to  pry  into  the  Royal

Household’s  affairs.”  She  patted  his  arm,  her  heart  kicking  into  a  full  gallop. 

Dorian  had  been  given  a  list  of  appropriate  brides?  Who  was  on  it?  And  how could  she  .  .  .  No,  she’d  think  of  that  later.  For  now,  she  had  to  find  out  who stood between her and the crown. 

“It’s nothing to apologize for,” he said, his dark eyes shining. “Come—tell me

what you’ve been doing these past few days.” 

“Not much of note. Though I met a very interesting young woman,” she said

casually, leading him down a window-lined stairway into the glass section of the

castle. “A friend of Dorian’s—the Lady Lillian, he called her.” 

The duke went positively rigid. “You met her?” 

“Oh, yes—she’s quite kind.” The lie rolled off of her tongue. “When I spoke

to her today, she mentioned how much the Crown Prince likes her. I hope for her

sake  she  was  on  the  queen’s  list.”  While  she’d  wanted   some  information  about Lillian, she hadn’t expected  this. 

“The Lady Lillian? Of course she isn’t.” 

“The poor thing. I suspect her heart will be broken. I know it’s not my place to

pry,”  she  went  on,  the  duke  growing  redder  and  more  furious  by  the  moment, 

“but I heard it not an hour ago from Dorian himself that . . .” 

“That what?” A thrill went through her at his anger—not anger at her, but at

Lillian. At the weapon she’d just had the good fortune to stumble across. 

“That he’s very attached to her. Possibly in love with her.” 

“That’s absurd.” 

“It’s true!” She gave a morose shake of the head. “How tragic.” 

“Foolish is what it is.” The duke stopped at the end of the hallway that led to

Kaltain’s  room.  His  anger  loosened  his  tongue.  “Foolish  and  daft  and

impossible.” 

“Impossible?” 

“Someday  I  will  explain  why.”  A  clock  chimed,  off-kilter,  and  Perrington

turned  in  its  direction.  “I  have  a  council  meeting.”  He  leaned  close  enough  to whisper  in  her  ear,  his  breath  hot  and  damp  against  her  skin.  “Perhaps  I’ll  see you  tonight?”  He  dragged  a  hand  down  her  side  before  he  walked  away.  She

watched him go, and when he disappeared, she let out a shuddering sigh. But if he could get her close to Dorian . . . 

She had to find out who her competition was, but first she had to find a way to

get Lillian’s claws out of the prince. List or no list, she was a threat. 

And  if  the  duke  hated  her  as  much  as  it  seemed,  she  might  have  powerful

allies when the time came to make sure Lillian released her hold on Dorian. 

•

Dorian  and  Chaol  didn’t  say  much  as  they  walked  to  dinner  in  the  Great  Hall. 

Princess  Nehemia  was  safely  in  her  chambers,  surrounded  by  her  guards.  It’d

been  quickly  agreed  that  while  it  was  foolish  of  Celaena  to  spar  with  the

princess,  Chaol’s  absence  was  inexcusable,  even  with  the  dead  Champion  to

investigate. 

“You seemed rather friendly with Sardothien,” Chaol said, his voice cold. 

“Jealous, are we?” Dorian teased. 

“I’m more concerned for your safety. She might be pretty and might impress

you with her cleverness, but she’s still an  assassin, Dorian.” 

“You sound like my father.” 

“It’s common sense. Stay away from her, Champion or no.” 

“Don’t give me orders.” 

“I’m only doing it for your safety.” 

“Why  would  she  kill  me?  I  think  she  likes  being  pampered.  If  she  hasn’t

attempted to escape or kill anyone, then why would she do it now?” He patted

his friend on the shoulder. “You worry too much.” 

“It’s my occupation to worry.” 

“Then  you’ll  have  gray  hair  before  you’re  twenty-five,  and  Sardothien

certainly will  not fall in love with you.” 

“What nonsense are you talking?” 

“Well, if she  does try to escape, which she  won’t, then she’ll break your heart. 

You’d be forced to throw her in the dungeons, hunt her down, or kill her.” 

“Dorian, I don’t like her.” 

Sensing  his  friend’s  growing  irritation,  Dorian  changed  the  subject.  “What

about that dead Champion—the Eye Eater? Any idea yet who did it, or why?” 

Chaol’s  eyes  darkened.  “I’ve  studied  it  again  and  again  over  the  past  few

days. The body was totally destroyed.” The color leeched from Chaol’s cheeks. 

“Innards  scooped  out  and  gone;  even  the  brain  was  .  .  .  missing.  I’ve  sent  a message to your father about it, but I’ll continue investigating in the meantime.” 

“I bet it was just a drunken brawl,” Dorian said, though he had been in plenty

of brawls himself and had never known anyone to go about removing someone’s

innards. A trickle of fear formed in the back of Dorian’s mind. “My father will probably be glad to have the Eye Eater dead and gone.” 

“I hope so.” 

Dorian  grinned  and  put  an  arm  around  the  captain’s  shoulders.  “With  you

looking into it, I’m sure it’ll be solved tomorrow,” he said, leading his friend into

the dining hall. 

Chapter 20

Celaena closed her book and sighed. What a terrible ending. She stood from the

chair, unsure where she was going, and walked out of her bedroom. She’d been

willing  to  apologize  to  Chaol  when  he  found  her  sparring  with  Nehemia  that

afternoon,  but  his  behavior  .  .  .  She  paced  through  her  rooms.  He  had  more important things to do than guard the world’s most famous criminal, did he? She

didn’t enjoy being cruel, but . . . hadn’t he deserved it? 

She’d really made a fool out of herself by mentioning the vomiting. And she’d

called him all sorts of nasty things. Did he trust her or hate her? Celaena looked

at her hands and realized she had wrung them so badly that her fingers were red. 

How had she gone from the most feared prisoner in Endovier to  this sappy mess? 

She  had  greater  matters  to  worry  about—like  the  Test  tomorrow.  And  this

dead  Champion.  She’d  already  altered  the  hinges  on  all  her  doors  so  that  they squealed loudly any time they opened. If someone entered her room, she’d know

well in advance. And she’d managed to embed some stolen sewing needles into

a  bar  of  soap  for  a  makeshift,  miniature  pike.  It  was  better  than  nothing, 

especially if this murderer had a taste for Champion blood. She forced her hands

to  her  sides,  shaking  her  unease,  and  strode  into  the  music  and  gaming  room. 

She could not play billiards or cards by herself, but . . . 

Celaena eyed the pianoforte. She used to play—oh, she’d loved to play, loved

music, the way music could break and heal and make everything seem possible

and heroic. 

Carefully,  as  if  approaching  a  sleeping  person,  Celaena  walked  to  the  large

instrument.  She  pulled  out  the  wooden  bench,  wincing  at  the  loud  scraping

sound  it  made.  Folding  back  the  heavy  lid,  she  pushed  her  feet  on  the  pedals, testing  them.  She  eyed  the  smooth  ivory  keys,  and  then  the  black  keys,  which were like the gaps between teeth. 

She  had  been  good  once—perhaps  better  than  good.  Arobynn  Hamel  made

her play for him whenever they saw each other. 

She wondered if Arobynn knew she was out of the mines. Would he try to free

her  if  he  did?  She  still  didn’t  dare  to  face  the  possibility  of   who  might  have betrayed  her.  Things  had  been  such  a  haze  when  she’d  been  captured—in  two

weeks,  she’d  lost  Sam  and  her  own  freedom,  and  lost  something  of  herself  in those blurry days, too. 

Sam.  What  would  he  make  of  all  this?  If  he’d  been  alive  when  she  was

captured, he would have had her out of the royal dungeons before the king even

got  word  of  her  imprisonment.  But  Sam,  like  her,  had  been  betrayed—and

sometimes the absence of him hit her so hard that she forgot how to breathe. She touched a lower note. It was deep and throbbing, full of sorrow and anger. 

Gingerly, with one hand, she tapped out a simple, slow melody on the higher

keys.  Echoes—shreds  of  memories  arising  out  of  the  void  of  her  mind.  Her

rooms were so silent that the music seemed obtrusive. She moved her right hand, 

playing upon the flats and sharps. It was a piece that she used to play again and

again  until  Arobynn  would  yell  at  her  to  play  something  else.  She  played  a

chord, then another, added in a few silver notes from her right hand, pushed once

on a pedal, and was gone. 

The notes burst from her fingers, staggering at first, but then more confidently

as the emotion in the music took over. It was a mournful piece, but it made her

into  something  clean  and  new.  She  was  surprised  that  her  hands  had  not

forgotten,  that  somewhere  in  her  mind,  after  a  year  of  darkness  and  slavery, music  was  still  alive  and  breathing.  That  somewhere,  between  the  notes,  was

Sam.  She  forgot  about  time  as  she  drifted  between  pieces,  voicing  the

unspeakable, opening old wounds, playing and playing as the sound forgave and

saved her. 

•

Leaning  against  the  doorway,  Dorian  stood,  utterly  transfixed.  She’d  been

playing  for  some  time  with  her  back  to  him.  He  wondered  when  she’d  notice

him,  or  if  she’d  ever  stop  at  all.  He  wouldn’t  mind  listening  forever.  He  had come  here  with  the  intention  of  embarrassing  a  snide  assassin,  and  had  instead found a young woman pouring her secrets into a pianoforte. 

Dorian peeled himself from the wall. For all her assassinating experience, she

didn’t notice him until he sat down on the bench beside her. “You play beau—” 

Her fingers slipped on the keys, which let out a loud, awful  CLANK, and she

was halfway to the rack of cue sticks when she beheld him. He could have sworn

her eyes were damp. “What are you doing here?” She glanced to the door. Was

she planning on using one of those cue sticks against him? 

“Chaol  isn’t  with  me,”  he  said  with  a  quick  smile.  “If  that’s  what  you’re

wondering.  I  apologize  if  I  interrupted.”  He  wondered  at  her  discomfort  as  she turned red. It seemed far too human an emotion for Adarlan’s Assassin. Perhaps

his  earlier  plan  to  embarrass  her  wasn’t  foiled  yet.  “But  you  were  playing  so beautifully that I—” 

“It’s fine.” She walked toward one of the chairs. He stood, blocking her path. 

She was of surprisingly average height. He glanced down at her form. Average

height aside, her curves were enticing. “What are you doing here?” she repeated. 

He smiled roguishly. “We decided to meet tonight. Don’t you remember?” 

“I thought it was a joke.” 

“I’m Crown Prince of Adarlan.” He sank into a chair before the fire. “I never

joke.” 

“Are you allowed to be here?” 

“Allowed? Again: I’m a prince. I can do what I like.” 

“Yes, but I’m Adarlan’s Assassin.” 

He  wouldn’t  be  intimidated,  even  if  she  could  grab  that  billiards  cue  and

skewer  him  with  it  in  a  matter  of  seconds.  “From  your  playing,  it  seems  that you’re a great deal more than that.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well,” he said, trying not to get lost in her strange, lovely eyes, “I don’t think

anyone who plays like that can be  just a criminal. It seems like you have a soul,” 

he teased. 

“Of course I have a soul. Everyone has a soul.” 

She was still red. He made her that uncomfortable? He fought his grin. This

was too much fun. “How’d you like the books?” 

“They were very nice,” she said quietly. “They were wonderful, actually.” 

“I’m glad.” Their eyes met, and she retreated behind the back of the chair. If

he didn’t know better, he would have thought  himself to be the assassin! “How’s

training going? Any competitors giving you trouble?” 

“Excellently,” she said, but the corners of her mouth drifted downward. “And

no.  After  today,  I  don’t  think  any  of  us  will  be  giving  anyone  any  trouble.”  It took him a moment to realize she was thinking of the competitor who had been

killed  while  trying  to  escape.  She  chewed  on  her  bottom  lip,  quiet  for  a

heartbeat, before she asked: “Did Chaol give the order to kill Sven?” 

“No,” he said. “My father commanded all the guards to shoot to kill if any of

you  tried  to  escape.  I  don’t  think  Chaol  would  ever  have  given  that  order,”  he added, though he wasn’t sure why. But the unnerving stillness in her eyes abated, 

at  least.  When  she  didn’t  say  more,  Dorian  asked  as  casually  as  he  could:  “On that  note,  how  are  you  and  Chaol  getting  along?”  Of  course,  it  was  a  totally innocent question. 

She shrugged, and he tried to not read too far into the gesture. “Fine. I think

he hates me a bit, but given his position, I’m not surprised.” 

“Why do you think he hates you?” For some reason, he couldn’t bring himself

to deny it. 

“Because  I’m  an  assassin,  and  he’s  Captain  of  the  Guard,  forced  to  belittle

himself by minding the would-be King’s Champion.” 

“Do  you  wish  it  were  otherwise?”  He  gave  her  a  lazy  grin.  That  question

wasn’t so innocent. 

She  inched  around  the  chair,  coming  closer  to  him,  and  his  heart  jumped  a beat.  “Well,  who  wants  to  be  hated?  Though  I’d  rather  be  hated  than  invisible. 

But it makes no difference.” She wasn’t convincing. 

“You’re lonely?” He said it before he could stop himself. 

“Lonely?” She shook her head and finally, after all that coaxing, sat down. He

fought against the urge to reach across the space between them to see if her hair

was as silky as it looked. “No. I can survive well enough on my own—if given

proper reading material.” 

He looked at the fire, trying not to think about where she’d been only weeks

before—and  what  that  kind  of  loneliness  might  have  felt  like.  There  were  no

books in Endovier. “Still, it can’t be pleasant to be one’s own companion at all

times.” 

“And  what  would  you  do?”  She  laughed.  “I’d  rather  not  be  seen  as  one  of

your  lovers.” 

“And what’s wrong with that?” 

“I’m  already  notorious  as  an  assassin—I  don’t  particularly  feel  like  being

notorious  for  sharing  your  bed.”  He  choked,  but  she  went  on.  “Would  you  like me  to  explain   why,  or  is  it  enough  for  me  to  say  that  I  don’t  take  jewels  and trinkets as payment for my affection?” 

He  snarled.  “I’m  not  going  to  debate  morality  with  an  assassin.  You  kill

people for  money, you know.” 

Her eyes became hard and she pointed to the door. “You may leave now.” 

“You’re dismissing  me?” He didn’t know whether to laugh or yell. 

“Shall  I  summon  Chaol  to  see  what  he  thinks?”  She  crossed  her  arms, 

knowing she had won. Perhaps she’d also realized that there was fun to be had in

riling him, too. 

“Why  should  I  be  thrown  from  your  rooms  for  stating  the  truth?  You  just

called me little more than a whoremonger.” He hadn’t had this much fun in ages. 

“Tell me about your life—how you learned to play the pianoforte so masterfully. 

And what was that piece? It was so sad; were you thinking about a secret lover?” 

He winked. 

“I practiced.” She stood, walking toward the door. “And yes,” she snapped, “I

was.” 

“You’re  quite  prickly  tonight,”  he  said,  trailing  her.  He  stopped  a  foot  away, but  the  space  between  them  felt  strangely  intimate,  especially  as  he  purred, 

“You’re not nearly as chatty as you were this afternoon.” 

“I’m  not  some  odd  commodity  that  you  can  gawk  at!”  She  stepped  closer. 

“I’m not some carnival exhibit, and you won’t use  me as part of some unfulfilled desire for adventure and excitement! Which is undoubtedly why you chose me to

be your Champion.” 

His mouth fell open and he conceded a step. “What?” was all he managed. 

She  stalked  past  him  and  dropped  into  the  armchair.  At  least  she  wasn’t

leaving. “Did you honestly think I wouldn’t realize why you came here tonight? 

As someone who gave me  The Crown of a Hero to read, which suggests a rather

fanciful mind that yearns for adventure?” 

“I don’t think you’re an adventure,” he muttered. 

“Oh?  The  castle  offers  so  much  excitement  that  the  presence  of  Adarlan’s

Assassin  is  nothing  unusual?  Nothing  that  would  entice  a  young  prince  who’s

been confined to a court all his life? And what does this competition suggest, for

that  matter?  I’m  already  at  your  father’s  disposal.  I  won’t  become  his  son’s jester, too.” 

It  was  his  turn  to  blush.  Had  he  ever  been  scolded  by  anyone  like  this?  His parents and tutors perhaps, but certainly not a young woman. “Don’t you know

who you’re talking to?” 

“My  dear  prince,”  she  drawled,  examining  her  nails,  “you’re  alone  in  my

rooms. The hallway door is very far away. I can say whatever I wish.” 

He burst out laughing. She sat up and watched him, her head tilted to the side. 

Her  cheeks  were  flushed,  making  her  blue  eyes  even  brighter.  Did  she  know

what he might have wanted to do with her if she wasn’t an assassin? “I’ll go,” he

said  at  last,  stopping  himself  from  wondering  if  he  could  actually  risk  it—risk his father’s and Chaol’s wrath, and what might happen if he decided to damn the

consequences. “But I’ll return. Soon.” 

“I’m sure,” she said dryly. 

“Good night, Sardothien.” He looked around her rooms and grinned. “Tell me

something before I leave: this mystery lover of yours . . . he doesn’t live in the

castle, does he?” 

He instantly knew he’d said the wrong thing when some of the light vanished

from her eyes. “Good night,” she said a bit coldly. 

Dorian shook his head. “I didn’t mean to—” 

She just waved him off, looking toward the fire. Understanding his dismissal, 

he strode to the door, each of his footsteps sounding in the now too-silent room. 

He  was  almost  to  the  threshold  when  she  spoke,  her  voice  distant.  “His  name was Sam.” 

She was still staring at the fire.  Was Sam . . . “What happened?” 

She looked at him, smiling sadly. “He died.” 

“When?”  he  got  out.  He  would  have  never  teased  her  like  that,  never  said  a damn word if he’d known . . . 

Her words were strangled as she said, “Thirteen months ago.” 

A glimmer of pain flashed across her face, so real and endless that he felt it in his gut. “I’m sorry,” he breathed. 

She  shrugged,  as  if  it  could  somehow  diminish  the  grief  he  still  saw  in  her eyes, shining so bright in the firelight. “So am I,” she whispered, and faced the

fire again. 

Sensing she was truly done talking this time, Dorian cleared his throat. “Good

luck at the Test tomorrow.” She didn’t say anything as he left the room. 

He couldn’t banish her heart-wrenching music from his mind, even when he

burned his mother’s list of eligible maidens, even when he read a book long into

the night, even when he finally fell asleep. 

Chapter 21

Celaena dangled from the stone wall of the castle, her legs trembling as she dug

her tar-covered fingers and toes into the cracks between the giant blocks. Brullo

shouted something at the other nineteen remaining Champions scaling the castle

walls,  but  from  seventy  feet  up,  the  wind  carried  his  words  away.  One  of  the Champions  hadn’t  shown  up  for  the  Test—and  even  his  guards  hadn’t  known

where  he  went.  Maybe  he’d  actually  managed  to  escape.  Risking  it  seemed

better than this miserably stupid Test, anyway. She gritted her teeth, inching her

hand upward, and pulled herself up another foot. 

Twenty  feet  up  and  about  thirty  feet  away  flapped  the  object  of  this  insane race:  a  golden  flag.  The  Test  was  simple:  climb  the  castle  to  where  the  flag waved ninety feet in the air and retrieve it. First one who grabbed the flag and

brought  it  back  down  received  a  pat  on  the  back.  Last  one  to  reach  the

designated spot would be sent back to whatever gutter they came from. 

Surprisingly, no one had fallen yet—perhaps because the path to the flag was

fairly  easy:  balconies,  windowsills,  and  trellises  covered  most  of  the  space. 

Celaena  scooted  up  another  few  feet,  her  fingers  aching.  Looking  down  was

always a bad idea, even if Arobynn had forced her to stand on the ledge of his

Assassin’s Keep for hours on end to become accustomed to heights. She panted

as she grasped another window ledge and hoisted herself up. It was deep enough

that  she  could  crouch  within,  and  she  took  a  moment  to  study  the  other

competitors. 

Sure enough, Cain was in the lead, and had taken the easiest path toward the

flag,  Grave  and  Verin  on  his  trail,  Nox  close  behind,  and  Pelor,  the  young

assassin, not far below him. There were so many competitors following him that

their gear often got tangled together. They’d each been given the opportunity to

select  one  object  to  aid  them  in  their  ascent—rope,  spikes,  special  boots—and sure enough, Cain had gone right for the rope. 

She’d  taken  a  small  tin  of  tar,  and  as  Celaena  rose  from  her  crouch  in  the windowsill,  her  sticky,  black  hands  and  bare  feet  easily  gripped  the  stone  wall. 

She’d used some rope to strap the tin to her belt, and before she stepped out of

the  shade  of  the  sill,  she  rubbed  a  little  more  on  her  palms.  Someone  gasped below,  and  she  swallowed  the  urge  to  glance  down.  She  knew  she’d  taken  a

more difficult path—but it was better than fighting off all the competitors taking

the easy route. She wouldn’t put it past Grave or Verin to shove her off the wall. 

Her hands suctioned  onto the stone,  and Celaena heaved  herself upward just

in time to hear a shriek, a thump, and then silence, followed by the shouting of

onlookers. A competitor had fallen—and died. She looked down and beheld the body of Ned Clement, the murderer who’d called himself the Scythe and spent

years in the labor camps of Calaculla for his crimes. A shudder went through her. 

Though  the  murder  of  the  Eye  Eater  had  made  many  of  the  Champions  quiet

down,  the  sponsors  certainly  didn’t  seem  to  care  that  this  Test  might  very  well kill a few more of them. 

She shimmied up a drainpipe, her thighs clinging to the iron. Cain hooked his

long rope around a leering gargoyle’s neck and swung across an expanse of flat

wall,  landing  on  a  balcony  ledge  fifteen  feet  below  the  flag.  She  fought  her frustration as she worked her way up higher and higher, following the course of

the drainpipe. 

The other competitors shuffled along, following Cain’s path. There were a few

more shouts, and she looked down long enough to see that Grave was causing a

backup because he couldn’t manage to toss his rope around the gargoyle’s neck

as  Cain  had.  Verin  nudged  the  assassin  aside  and  moved  past  him,  easily

securing his own rope. Nox, now behind Grave, made to do the same, but Grave

started  cursing  at  him,  and  Nox  stopped,  lifting  his  hands  in  a  gesture  of

placation. Smirking, Celaena braced her blackened feet on a stabilizing bracket

holding  the  pipe  in  place.  She’d  soon  be  directly  parallel  to  the  flag.  And  then only thirty feet of bare stone would separate her from it. 

Celaena eased farther up the pipe, her toes sticking to the metal. Fifteen feet

below  her  pipe,  a  mercenary  was  clutching  the  horns  of  a  gargoyle  as  he  set about fastening his rope around its head. He seemed to be taking the faster route

across  a  cluster  of  gargoyles.  Then  he’d  have  to  swing  onto  a  landing  eighteen feet  away,  before  making  his  way  to  the  other  gargoyles  on  which  Grave  and

Nox now quarreled. She was in no danger of him trying to scale the drainpipe to

bother her. So inch by inch, she moved up, the wind battering her hair this way

and that. 

It was then that she heard Nox shout, and Celaena looked in time to see Grave

shove him from their perch atop the gargoyle’s back. Nox swung wide, the rope

wrapped around his middle going taut as he collided with the castle wall below. 

Celaena froze, her breath catching as Nox scraped his hands and feet against the

stone to catch hold. 

But Grave wasn’t done yet. He bent under the guise of adjusting his boot, and

Celaena  saw  a  small  dagger  glint  in  the  sunlight.  How  he’d  gotten  the  weapon past his guards was a feat in itself. Celaena’s warning cry was carried away by

the wind as Grave set about sawing Nox’s rope from its tether on the gargoyle. 

None  of  the  other  Champions  nearby  bothered  to  do  anything,  though  Pelor

paused  for  a  moment  before  easing  around  Grave.  If  Nox  died,  it  was  one  less

competitor—and  if  they  interfered,  it  might  cost  them  this  Test.  Celaena  knew she should keep moving, but something kept her rooted to the spot. 

Nox  couldn’t  find  a  hold  on  the  stone  wall,  and  without  a  nearby  ledge  or

gargoyle  to  grasp,  he  had  nowhere  to  go  but  down.  Once  the  rope  broke,  he’d fall. 

One by one, the threads of his rope snapped beneath Grave’s dagger, and Nox, 

sensing the vibrations, looked up at the assassin in horror. If he fell, there was no

chance of surviving. A few more slices of Grave’s blade and the rope would be

severed entirely. 

The rope groaned. Celaena moved. 

She  slid  down  the  drainpipe,  the  flesh  of  her  feet  and  hands  tearing  open  as the  metal  cut  into  her  skin,  but  she  didn’t  let  herself  think  of  the  pain.  The mercenary  on  the  gargoyle  below  only  had  time  to  lean  into  the  wall  as  she slammed  onto  the  creature’s  head,  gripping  its  horns  to  steady  herself.  The

mercenary had already tied one end of his climbing rope around the gargoyle’s

neck; now she seized it and tied the other around her own waist. The rope was

long  enough—and  strong  enough,  and  the  four  gargoyles  perched  beside  hers

would  provide  enough  space  to  run.  “Touch  this  rope  and  I’ll  gut  you,”  she

warned the mercenary, and readied herself. 

Nox shouted at Grave, and she dared a look to where the thief dangled. There

was a sharp snap of rope breaking, and Nox’s cry of fear and rage, and Celaena

took  off,  sprinting  across  the  backs  of  the  four  gargoyles  before  she  launched herself into the void. 

Chapter 22

Wind tore at her, but Celaena kept her focus on Nox, falling so fast, so far from

her outstretched hands. 

People shouted below, and the light bouncing off the glass castle blinded her. 

But there he was, just a hand’s breadth from her fingers, his gray eyes wide, his

arms swinging as if he could turn them into wings. 

In a heartbeat, her arms were around his middle, and she slammed into him so

hard that the breath was knocked from her chest. Together they plummeted like a

stone, down, down, down toward the rising ground. 

Nox  grabbed  the  rope,  but  even  that  wasn’t  enough  to  lighten  the  blinding

impact on her torso as the rope went taut. She held on to him with every ounce

of  strength  she  had,  willing  her  arms  not  to  let  him  go.  The  rope  sent  them careening toward the wall. Celaena hardly had the sense to lean her head away

from the approaching stones, and the impact burst through her side and shoulder. 

She held tight to him still, focusing on her arms, on her too-shallow breathing. 

They hung there, flat against the wall, panting as they looked at the ground thirty

feet below. The rope held. 

“Lillian,”  Nox  said,  gasping  for  breath.  He  pressed  his  face  onto  her  hair. 

“Gods  above.”  But  cheers  erupted  from  below  and  drowned  out  his  words. 

Celaena’s limbs trembled so violently that she had to focus on gripping Nox, and

her stomach turned over and over and over. 

But they were still in the middle of the Test—still expected to complete it, and

Celaena  looked  up.  All  the  Champions  had  stopped  to  see  her  save  the  falling thief. All except one, who perched high, high above them. 

Celaena  could  only  gape  as  the  flag  was  ripped  down,  and  Cain  howled  his

triumph. More cheers rose up to meet them as Cain waved the flag for everyone

to see. She seethed. 

She  would  have  won  if  she’d  taken  the  easy  route—she  would  have  gotten

there  in  half  the  time  it  took  Cain.  But  Chaol  told  her  to  stay  in  the  middle, anyway.  And  her  path  had  been  far  more  impressive  and  demonstrative  of  her

skills.  Cain  just  had  to  jump  and  swing—amateur  scaling.  Besides,  if  she  had won, if she’d gone the easy way, she wouldn’t have saved Nox. 

She clenched her jaw. Could she get back up there in time? Perhaps Nox could

take  the  rope,  and  she’d  just  scale  the  wall  with  her  bare  hands.  There  was nothing worse than second place. But even as she thought it, Verin, Grave, Pelor, 

and Renault climbed the last few feet to the spot, tapping it with a hand before

descending. 

“Lillian. Nox. Hurry up,” Brullo called, and she peered down at the Weapons Master. 

Celaena  scowled,  and  started  sliding  her  feet  along  the  cracks  in  the  stone, looking for a foothold. Her skin, raw and bleeding in spots, stung as she found a

crevice for her toes to squeeze into. Carefully, carefully, she pulled herself up. 

“I’m sorry,” Nox breathed, his legs knocking into hers as he also sought out a

foothold. 

“It’s  fine,”  she  told  him.  Shaking,  numb,  Celaena  climbed  back  up  the  wall, 

leaving  Nox  to  figure  out  the  way  on  his  own.  Foolish.  It’d  been  so  foolish  to save him. What had she been thinking? 

•

“Cheer  up,”  Chaol  said,  drinking  from  his  glass  of  water.  “Eighteenth  place  is fine. At least Nox placed behind you.” 

Celaena said nothing and pushed her carrots around on her plate. It had taken

two baths and an entire bar of soap to get the tar off her aching hands and feet, 

and  Philippa  had  spent  thirty  minutes  cleaning  out  and  binding  the  wounds  on each.  And  though  Celaena  had  stopped  shaking,  she  could  still  hear  the  shriek and  thump  of  Ned  Clement  hitting  the  ground.  They’d  carried  his  body  away

before  she  finished  the  test.  Only  his  death  had  saved  Nox  from  elimination. 

Grave hadn’t even been scolded. There had been no rules against playing dirty. 

“You’re doing exactly like we planned,” Chaol went on. “Though I’d hardly

consider your valiant rescue to be entirely discreet.” 

She glared at him. “Well, I still lost.” While Dorian had congratulated her for

saving  Nox,  and  while  the  thief  had  hugged  and  thanked  her  again  and  again, only  Chaol  had  frowned  when  the  Test  was  over.  Apparently,  daring  rescues

weren’t part of a jewel thief’s repertoire. 

Chaol’s brown eyes shone golden in the midday sun. “Wasn’t learning to lose

gracefully part of your training?” 

“No,” she said sourly. “Arobynn told me that second place was just a nice title

for the first loser.” 

“Arobynn  Hamel?”  Chaol  asked,  setting  down  his  glass.  “The  King  of  the

Assassins?” 

She looked toward the window, and the glittering expanse of Rifthold barely

visible beyond it. It was strange to think that Arobynn was in the same city—that

he was so close to her now. “You know he was my master, don’t you?” 

“I’d forgotten,” Chaol said. Arobynn would have flogged her for saving Nox, 

jeopardizing  her  own  safety  and  place  in  this  competition.  “He  oversaw  your

training personally?” 

“He trained me himself, and then brought in tutors from all over Erilea. The fighting  masters  from  the  rice  fields  of  the  southern  continent,  poison  experts from the Bogdano Jungle . . . Once he sent me to the Silent Assassins in the Red

Desert.  No  price  was  too  high  for  him.  Or  me,”  she  added,  fingering  the  fine thread  on  her  bathrobe.  “He  didn’t  bother  to  tell  me  until  I  was  fourteen  that  I was expected to pay him back for all of it.” 

“He trained you and then made you pay for it?” 

She  shrugged,  but  was  unable  to  hide  the  flash  of  anger.  “Courtesans  go

through the same experience: they’re taken in at a young age, and are bound to

their  brothels  until  they  can  earn  back  every  coin  that  went  into  their  training, upkeep, and wardrobe.” 

“That’s despicable,” he spat, and she blinked at the anger in his voice—anger

that, for once, was not directed at her. “Did you pay it back?” 

A cold smile that didn’t reach her eyes spread across her face. “Oh, down to

the  last  copper.  And  he  then  went  out  and  spent  all  of  it.  Over  five  hundred thousand  gold  coins.  Gone  in  three  hours.”  Chaol  started  from  his  seat.  She

shoved  the  memory  down  so  deep  that  it  stopped  hurting.  “You  still  haven’t

apologized,” she said, changing the subject before Chaol could inquire further. 

“Apologized? For what?” 

“For  all  the  horrid  things  you  said  yesterday  afternoon  when  I  was  sparring

with Nehemia.” 

He  narrowed  his  eyes,  taking  the  bait.  “I  won’t  apologize  for  speaking  the

truth.” 

“The truth? You treated me like I’m a crazed criminal!” 

“And  you said that you hated me more than anyone alive.” 

“I  meant  every  word  of  it.”  However,  a  smile  began  to  tug  at  her  lips—and

she soon found it reflected on his face. He tossed a piece of bread at her, which

she caught in one hand and threw back at him. He caught it with ease. “Idiot,” 

she said, grinning now. 

“Crazed criminal,” he returned, grinning, too. 

“I really do hate you.” 

“At least I didn’t come in eighteenth place,” he said. Celaena felt her nostrils

flare, and it was all Chaol could do to duck the apple she chucked at his head. 

It wasn’t until later that Philippa brought the news. The Champion who hadn’t

shown  up  for  the  Test  had  been  found  dead  in  a  servant’s  stairwell,  brutally mauled and dismembered. 

•

The  new  murder  cast  a  pall  over  the  next  two  weeks,  and  the  two  Tests  they

brought  with  them.  Celaena  passed  the  Tests—stealth  and  tracking—without drawing much attention to herself or risking her neck to save anyone. No other

Champions  were  murdered,  thankfully,  but  Celaena  still  found  herself  looking

over  her  shoulder  constantly,  even  though  Chaol  seemed  to  consider  the  two

murders to be just unfortunate incidents. 

Every day, she got better at running, going farther and faster, and managed to

keep from killing Cain when he taunted her at training. The Crown Prince didn’t

bother  to  show  his  face  in  her  rooms  again,  and  she  only  saw  him  during  the Tests,  when  he  usually  just  grinned  and  winked  at  her  and  made  her  feel

ridiculously tingly and warm. 

But  she  had  more  important  things  to  worry  about.  There  were  only  nine

weeks left until the final duel, and some of the others, including Nox, were doing

well  enough  that  those  four  spots  were  starting  to  seem  rather  precious.  Cain would definitely be there, but who would the other final three be? She’d always

been so sure she’d make it. 

But, if she were honest with herself, Celaena wasn’t so sure anymore. 

Chapter 23

Celaena gaped at the ground. She knew these sharp, gray rocks—knew how they

crunched  beneath  her  feet,  how  they  smelled  after  the  rain,  how  they  could  so easily  cut  into  her  skin  when  she  was  thrown  down.  The  rocks  stretched  for

miles, rising into jagged, fang-like mountains that pierced the cloudy sky. In the

frigid wind, she had little clothing to protect her from its stinging gusts. As she

touched the dirty rags, her stomach rose in her throat. What had happened? 

She  pivoted,  shackles  clanking,  and  took  in  the  desolate  waste  that  was

Endovier. 

She had failed, failed and been sent back here. There was no chance of escape. 

She had tasted freedom, come so close to it, and now—

Celaena  screamed  as  excruciating  pain  shot  down  her  back,  barely  heralded

by  the  crack  of  the  whip.  She  fell  onto  the  ground,  stone  slicing  into  her  raw knees. 

“Get on your feet,” someone barked. 

Tears  stung  her  eyes,  and  the  whip  creaked  as  it  rose  again.  She  would  be

killed this time. She would die from the pain of it. 

The  whip  fell,  slicing  into  bone,  reverberating  through  her  body,  making

everything collapse and explode in agony, shifting her body into a graveyard, a

dead—
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Celaena’s eyes flew open. She panted. 

“Are you . . . ,” someone said beside her, and she jerked. 

Where was she? 

“It was a dream,” said Chaol. 

She stared at him, then looked around the room, running a hand through her

hair.  Rifthold.  Rifthold—that’s  where  she  was.  In  the  glass  castle—no,  in  the stone castle beneath. 

She  was  sweating,  and  the  sweat  on  her  back  felt  uncomfortably  like  blood. 

She  felt  dizzy,  nauseated,  too  small  and  too  large  all  at  once.  Though  her

windows were shut, an odd draft from somewhere in her room kissed her face, 

smelling strangely of roses. 

“Celaena.  It  was  a  dream,”  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  said  again.  “You  were

screaming.” He gave her a shaky smile. “I thought you were being murdered.” 

Celaena reached around to touch her back, beneath her nightshirt. She could

feel the three ridges—and some smaller ones, but nothing, nothing—

“I was being whipped.” She shook her head to remove the memory from her mind.  “What  are  you  doing  here?  It’s  not  even  dawn.”  She  crossed  her  arms, 

flushing slightly. 

“It’s  Samhuinn.  I’m  canceling  our  training  today,  but  I  wanted  to  see  if  you planned to attend the service.” 

“Today’s—what? It’s Samhuinn today? Why has no one mentioned it? Is there

a  feast  tonight?”  Could  she  have  become  so  enmeshed  in  the  competition  that

she’d lost track of time? 

He frowned. “Of course, but you’re not invited.” 

“Of course. And will you be summoning the dead to you this haunted night or

lighting a bonfire with your companions?” 

“I don’t partake in such superstitious nonsense.” 

“Be  careful,  my  cynical  friend!”  she  warned,  putting  a  hand  in  the  air.  “The gods  and  the  dead  are  closest  to  the  earth  this  day—they  can  hear  every  nasty comment you make!” 

He rolled his eyes. “It’s a silly holiday to celebrate the coming of winter. The

bonfires just produce ash to cover the fields.” 

“As an offering to the gods to keep them safe!” 

“As a way to fertilize them.” 

Celaena  pushed  back  the  covers.  “So  says  you,”  she  said  as  she  stood.  She

adjusted her drenched nightgown. She reeked of sweat. 

He  snorted,  following  after  her  as  she  walked.  “I  never  took  you  for  a

superstitious person. How does  that fit into your career?” 

She  glared  at  him  over  her  shoulder  before  she  strode  into  the  bathing

chamber,  Chaol  close  behind.  She  paused  on  the  threshold.  “Are  you  going  to

join me?” she said, and Chaol stiffened, realizing his error. He slammed the door

in response. 

Celaena  found  him  waiting  in  her  dining  room  when  she  emerged,  her  hair

dripping water onto the floor. “Don’t you have your own breakfast?” 

“You still haven’t given me an answer.” 

“An  answer  to  what?”  She  sat  down  across  the  table  and  spooned  porridge

into  a  bowl.  All  that  was  needed  was  a  heap—no,  three  heaps—of  sugar,  and

some hot cream and—

“Are you going to temple?” 

“I’m allowed to go to temple, but not to the feast?” She took a spoonful of the

porridge. 

“Religious observances shouldn’t be denied to anyone.” 

“And the feast is . . . ” 

“A show of debauchery.” 

“Ah, I see.” She swallowed another bite. Oh, she  loved porridge! But perhaps it needed another spoonful of sugar. 

“Well? Are you going? We need to leave soon if you are.” 

“No,” she said through her food. 

“For someone so superstitious, you risk angering the gods by not attending. I

imagine that an assassin would take more interest in the day of the dead.” 

She  made  a  demented  face  as  she  continued  eating.  “I  worship  in  my  own

way. Perhaps I’ll make a sacrifice or two of my own.” 

He  rose,  patting  his  sword.  “Mind  yourself  while  I’m  gone.  Don’t  bother

dressing too elaborately—Brullo told me that you’re still training this afternoon. 

You’ve got a Test tomorrow.” 

“Again? Didn’t we just have one three days ago?” she moaned. The last Test

had been javelin throwing on horseback, and a spot on her wrist was still tender. 

But he said nothing more, and her chambers turned silent. Though she tried to

forget it, the sound of the whip still snapped in her ears. 
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Grateful  the  service  was  finally  over,  Dorian  Havilliard  strode  by  himself

through the castle grounds. Religion neither convinced nor moved him, and after

hours of sitting in a pew, muttering prayer after prayer, he was in desperate need

of some fresh air. And solitude. 

He  sighed  through  his  clenched  teeth,  rubbing  a  spot  on  his  temple,  and

headed through the garden. He passed a cluster of ladies, each of whom curtsied

and giggled behind their fans. Dorian gave them a terse nod as he strode by. His

mother had used the ceremony as a chance to point out all the eligible ladies to

him. He’d spent the entire service trying not to scream at the top of his lungs. 

Dorian  turned  around  a  hedge,  almost  crashing  into  a  figure  of  blue-green

velvet. It was the color of a mountain lake—that gem-like shade that didn’t quite

have a name. Not to mention the dress was about a hundred years out of fashion. 

His gaze rose to her face, and he smiled. 

“Hello,  Lady  Lillian,”  he  said,  bowing,  and  then  turned  to  her  two

companions.  “Princess  Nehemia.  Captain  Westfall.”  Dorian  eyed  the  assassin’s

dress again. The folds of fabric—like the flowing waters of a river—were rather

attractive. “You’re looking festive.” Celaena’s brows lowered. 

“The  Lady  Lillian’s  servants  were  attending  the  service  when  she  dressed,” 

said  Chaol.  “There  was  nothing  else  to  wear.”  Of  course;  corsets  required

assistance to get in and out of—and the dresses were a labyrinth of secret clasps

and ties. 

“My  apologies,  my  lord  prince,”  Celaena  said.  Her  eyes  were  bright  and

angry, and a blush rose to her cheek. “I’m  truly sorry my clothes don’t suit your taste.” 

“No, no,” he said quickly, glancing at her feet. They were clad in red shoes—

red  like  the  winter  berries  beginning  to  pop  out  on  the  bushes.  “You  look  very nice. Just a bit—out of place.” Centuries, actually. She gave him an exasperated

look.  He  turned  to  Nehemia.  “Forgive  me,”  he  said  in  his  best  Eyllwe,  which wasn’t very impressive at all. “How are you?” 

Her  eyes  shone  with  amusement  at  his  shoddy  Eyllwe,  but  she  nodded  in

acknowledgment.  “I  am  well,  Your  Highness,”  she  answered  in  his  language. 

Dorian’s attention flicked to her two guards, who lurked in the shadows nearby

—waiting, watching. Dorian’s blood thrummed in his veins. 

For  weeks  now,  Duke  Perrington  had  been  pushing  for  a  plan  to  bring  more

forces  into  Eyllwe—to  crush  the  rebels  so  efficiently  that  they  wouldn’t  dare challenge  Adarlan’s  rule  again.  Just  yesterday,  the  duke  presented  a  plan:  they would deploy more legions, and keep Nehemia here to discourage any retaliation

from the rebels. Not particularly inclined to add hostage-taking to his repertoire

of  abilities,  Dorian  had  spent  hours  arguing  against  it.  But  while  some  of  the council members had also voiced their disapproval, the majority seemed to think

the duke’s strategy to be a sound one. Still, Dorian had convinced them to back

off about it until his father returned. That would give him time to win over some

of the duke’s supporters. 

Now,  standing  before  her,  Dorian  quickly  looked  away  from  the  princess.  If

he were anyone but the Crown Prince, he would warn her. But if Nehemia left

before she was supposed to, the duke would know who had told her, and inform

his father. Things were bad enough between Dorian and the king; he didn’t need

to be branded as a rebel sympathizer. 

“Are  you  going  to  the  feast  tonight?”  Dorian  asked  the  princess,  forcing

himself to look at her and keep his features neutral. 

Nehemia looked to Celaena. “Are  you attending?” 

Celaena gave her a smile that only meant trouble. “Unfortunately, I have other

plans.  Isn’t  that  right,  Your  Highness?”  She  didn’t  bother  to  hide  the

undercurrent of annoyance. 

Chaol coughed, suddenly very interested in the berries in the hedges. Dorian

was  on  his  own.  “Don’t  blame  me,”  Dorian  said  smoothly.  “You  accepted  an invitation  to  that  party  in  Rifthold  weeks  ago.”  Her  eyes  flickered,  but  Dorian wouldn’t  yield.  He  couldn’t  bring  her  to  the  feast,  not  with  so  many  watching. 

There would be too many questions. Not to mention too many people. Keeping

track of her would be difficult. 

Nehemia frowned at Celaena. “So you’re not going?” 

“No, but I’m sure you’ll have a lovely time,” Celaena said, then switched into Eyllwe and said something else. Dorian’s Eyllwe was just competent enough that

he  understood  the  gist  of  it  to  be:  “His  Highness  certainly  knows  how  to  keep women entertained.” 

Nehemia  laughed,  and  Dorian’s  face  warmed.  They  made  a  formidable  pair, 

gods help them all. 

“Well,  we’re  very  important  and  very  busy,”  Celaena  said  to  him,  linking

elbows  with  the  princess.  Perhaps  allowing  them  to  be  friends  was  a  horrible, dangerous  idea.  “So,  we  must  be  off.  Good  day  to  you,  Your  Highness.”  She

curtsied, the red and blue gems in her belt sparkling in the sun. She looked over

her  shoulder,  giving  Dorian  a  sneer  as  she  led  the  princess  deeper  into  the garden. 

Dorian glared at Chaol. “Thanks for your help.” 

The  captain  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder.  “You  think  that  was  bad?  You

should  see  them  when  they  really  get  going.”  With  that,  he  strode  after  the women. 

Dorian  wanted  to  yell,  to  pull  out  his  hair.  He’d  enjoyed  seeing  Celaena  the other  night—enjoyed  it  immensely.  But  for  the  past  few  weeks,  he’d  gotten

caught  up  in  council  meetings  and  holding  court,  and  hadn’t  been  able  to  visit her. Were it not for the feast, he’d go to her again. He hadn’t meant to annoy her

with talk about the dress—though it  was outdated—nor had he known she’d be

 that irritated about not being invited to the feast, but . . . 

Dorian scowled and walked off to the kennels. 
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Celaena smiled to herself, running a finger across a neatly trimmed hedge. She

thought the dress was lovely.  Festive indeed! 

“No, no, Your Highness,” Chaol was saying to Nehemia, slow enough that she

could understand. “I’m not a soldier. I’m a guard.” 

“There  is  no  difference,”  the  princess  retorted,  her  accent  thick  and  a  bit

unwieldy.  Still,  Chaol  understood  enough  to  bristle,  and  Celaena  could  hardly

contain her glee. 

She’d  managed  to  see  Nehemia  a  fair  amount  over  the  past  two  weeks—

mostly just for brief walks and dinners, where they discussed what it was like for

Nehemia to grow up in Eyllwe, what she thought of Rifthold, and who at court

had  managed  to  annoy  the  princess  that  day.  Which,  to  Celaena’s  delight,  was usually everyone. 

“I’m not trained to fight in battles,” Chaol replied through his teeth. 

“You kill on the orders of your king.”  Your king. Nehemia might not be fully

versed in their language, but she was smart enough to know the power of saying those two words. “Your king,” not hers. While Celaena could listen to Nehemia

rant  about  the  King  of  Adarlan  for  hours,  they  were  in  a  garden—other  people might be listening. A shudder went through Celaena, and she interrupted before

Nehemia could say more. 

“I  think  it’s  useless  arguing  with  her,  Chaol,”  Celaena  said,  nudging  the

Captain of the Guard with her elbow. “Perhaps you shouldn’t have given Terrin

your title. Can you reclaim it? It’d prevent a lot of confusion.” 

“How’d you remember my brother’s name?” 

She  shrugged,  not  quite  understanding  the  gleam  in  his  eye.  “You  told  me. 

Why wouldn’t I remember it?” He looked handsome today. It was in the way his

hair met his golden skin—in the tiny gaps between the strands, in the way it fell

across his brow. 

“I  suppose  you’ll  enjoy  the  feast—without  me  there,  that  is,”  she  said

morosely. 

He snorted. “Are you that upset about missing it?” 


“No,” she said, sweeping her unbound hair over a shoulder. “But—well, it’s a

party, and everyone loves parties.” 

“Shall I bring you a trinket from the revelry?” 

“Only if it consists of a sizable portion of roast lamb.” 

The  air  was  bright  and  clear  around  them.  “The  feast  isn’t  that  exciting,”  he offered. “It’s the same as any supper. I can assure you the lamb will be dry and

tough.” 

“As my friend, you should either bring me along, or keep me company.” 

“Friend?” he asked. 

She  blushed.  “Well,  ‘scowling  escort’  is  a  better  description.  Or  ‘reluctant

acquaintance,’ if you prefer.” To her surprise, he smiled. 

The princess grabbed Celaena’s hand. “You’ll teach me!” she said in Eyllwe. 

“Teach me how to better speak your language—and teach me how to write and

read  it  better  than  I  do  now.  So  I  don’t  have  to  suffer  through  those  horribly boring old men they call tutors.” 

“I—”  Celaena  began  in  the  common  tongue,  and  winced.  She  felt  guilty  for

leaving Nehemia out of the conversation for so long, and having the princess be

fluent in both languages  would be great fun. But convincing Chaol to let her see Nehemia  was  always  a  hassle—because  he  insisted  on  being  there  to  keep

watch.  He’d  never  agree  to  sitting  through  lessons.  “I  don’t  know  how  to

properly teach you my language,” Celaena lied. 

“Nonsense,” Nehemia said. “You’ll teach me. After . . . whatever it is you do

with  this one. For an hour every day before supper.” 

Nehemia raised her chin in a way that suggested saying no wasn’t an option. 

Celaena  swallowed,  and  did  her  best  to  look  pleasant  as  she  turned  to  Chaol, who  observed  them  with  raised  brows.  “She  wishes  me  to  tutor  her  every  day

before supper.” 

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” he said. She translated. 

Nehemia  gave  him  the  withering  glare  that  usually  made  people  start

sweating.  “Why  not?”  She  fell  into  Eyllwe.  “She’s  smarter  than  most  of  the

people in this castle.” 

Chaol, thankfully, caught the general gist of it. “I don’t think that—” 

“Am I not Princess of Eyllwe?” Nehemia interrupted in the common tongue. 

“Your Highness,” Chaol began, but Celaena silenced him with a wave of her

hand. They were approaching the clock tower—black and menacing, as always. 

But kneeling before it was Cain. His head bent, he focused on something on the

ground. 

At the sound of their footsteps, Cain’s head shot up. He grinned broadly and

stood.  His  hands  were  covered  in  dirt,  but  before  Celaena  could  better  observe him,  or  his  strange  behavior,  he  nodded  to  Chaol  and  stalked  away  behind  the tower. 

“Nasty  brute,”  Celaena  breathed,  still  staring  in  the  direction  in  which  he’d disappeared. 

“Who is he?” Nehemia asked in Eyllwe. 

“A  soldier  in  the  king’s  army,”  Celaena  said,  “though  he  now  serves  Duke

Perrington.” 

Nehemia  looked  after  Cain,  and  her  dark  eyes  narrowed.  “Something  about

him makes me want to beat in his face.” 

Celaena laughed. “I’m glad I’m not the only one.” 

Chaol  said  nothing  as  he  began  walking  again.  She  and  Nehemia  took  up

behind him, and as they crossed the small patio in which the clock tower stood, 

Celaena looked at the spot where Cain had just been kneeling. He’d dug out the

dirt  packed  into  the  hollows  of  the  strange  mark  in  the  flagstone,  making  the mark clearer. “What do you think this is?” she asked the princess, pointing at the

mark etched into the tile. And why had Cain been cleaning it? 

“A  Wyrdmark,”  the  princess  replied,  giving  it  a  name  in  Celaena’s  own

language. 

Celaena’s brows rose. It was just a triangle inside of a circle. “Can you read

these marks?” she asked. A Wyrdmark . . . how strange! 

“No,” Nehemia said quickly. “They’re a part of an ancient religion that died

long ago.” 

“What  religion?”  Celaena  asked.  “Look,  there’s  another.”  She  pointed  at

another  mark  a  few  feet  away.  It  was  a  vertical  line  with  an  inverted  peak stretching upward from its middle. 

“You  should  leave  it  alone,”  Nehemia  said  sharply,  and  Celaena  blinked. 

“Such things were forgotten for a reason.” 

“What are you talking about?” asked Chaol, and she explained the gist of their

conversation. When she finished, he curled his lip, but said nothing. 

They continued on, and Celaena saw another mark. It was a strange shape: a

small diamond with two inverted points protruding from either side. The top and

bottom peaks of the diamond were elongated into a straight line, and it seemed

to  be  symmetrically  perfect.  Had  the  king  had  them  carved  when  he  built  the clock tower, or did they predate it? 

Nehemia was staring at her forehead, and Celaena asked, “Is there dirt on my

face?” 

“No,”  Nehemia  said  a  bit  distantly,  her  brows  knotting  as  she  studied

Celaena’s brow. The princess suddenly stared into Celaena’s eyes with a ferocity

that  made  the  assassin  recoil  slightly.  “You  know  nothing  about  the

Wyrdmarks?” 

The  clock  tower  chimed.  “No,”  Celaena  said.  “I  don’t  know  anything  about

them.” 

“You’re hiding something,” the princess said softly in Eyllwe, though it was

not accusatory. “You are much more than you seem, Lillian.” 

“I—well, I should hope I’m more than just some simpering courtier,” she said

with  as  much  bravado  as  she  could  muster.  She  grinned  broadly,  hoping

Nehemia would stop looking so strange, and stop staring at her brow. “Can you

teach me how to speak Eyllwe properly?” 

“If  you  can  teach  me  more  of  your  ridiculous  language,”  said  the  princess, 

though  some  caution  still  lingered  in  her  eyes.  What  had  Nehemia  seen  that

caused her to act that way? 

“It’s  a  deal,”  Celaena  said  with  a  weak  smile.  “Just  don’t  tell   him.   Captain Westfall  leaves  me  alone  in  the  midafternoon.  The  hour  before  supper  is

perfect.” 

“Then I shall come tomorrow at five,” Nehemia said. The princess smiled and

began  to  walk  once  more,  a  spark  appearing  in  her  black  eyes.  Celaena  could only follow after her. 

Chapter 24

Celaena lay on the bed, staring at a pool of moonlight on the floor. It filled in the

dusty  gaps  between  the  stone  tiles,  and  turned  everything  a  bluish  silver  that made her feel as if she were frozen in an everlasting moment. 

She didn’t fear the night, though she found little comfort in its dark hours. It

was just the time when she slept, the time when she stalked and killed, the time

when  the  stars  emerged  with  glittering  beauty  and  made  her  feel  wonderfully

small and insignificant. 

Celaena  frowned.  It  was  only  midnight,  and  even  though  they  had  another

Test  tomorrow,  she  couldn’t  sleep.  Her  eyes  were  too  heavy  to  read,  she

wouldn’t play the pianoforte for fear of another embarrassing encounter, and she

most certainly wouldn’t amuse herself with fantasies of what the feast was like. 

She was still wearing her emerald-blue gown, too lazy to change. 

She  traced  the  moonlight  to  where  it  lapped  upon  the  tapestry-covered  wall. 

The  tapestry  was  odd,  old,  and  not  very  carefully  preserved.  Images  of  forest animals  amongst  drooping  trees  dotted  the  large  expanse.  A  woman—the  only

human in the tapestry—stood near the floor. 

She  was  life-size  and  remarkably  beautiful.  Though  she  had  silver  hair,  her

face was young, and her flowing white gown seemed to move in the moonlight; 

it—

Celaena  sat  up  in  bed.  Did  the  tapestry  sway  slightly?  She  glanced  at  the

window. It was firmly shut. The tapestry was barely blowing outward, not to the

side. 

 Could it be? 

Her  skin  tingled,  and  she  lit  a  candle  before  approaching  the  wall.  The

tapestry stopped moving. She reached to the end of the fabric and pulled it up. 

There was only stone. But . . . 

Celaena pushed back the heavy folds of the work and tucked it behind a chest

to keep it aloft. A vertical groove ran down the face of the wall, different from

the  rest.  And  then  another  one,  not  three  feet  from  it.  They  emerged  from  the floor, and just above Celaena’s head they met in a—

 It is  a door! 

Celaena  leaned  her  shoulder  into  the  slab  of  stone.  It  gave  a  little,  and  her heart  jumped.  She  pushed  again,  the  candle  flickering  in  her  hand.  The  door

groaned as it moved slightly. Grunting, she shoved, and finally it swung open. 

A dark passage loomed before her. 

A  breeze  blew  into  the  black  depths,  pulling  the  strands  of  her  hair  past  her

face. A shiver ran down her spine. Why was the wind going inward? Especially when it had blown the tapestry out? 

She looked back at the bed, which was littered with books she wasn’t going to

read tonight. She took a step into the passage. 

The light of the candle revealed that it was made of stone and thickly coated

in dust. She stepped back into her room. If she were to go exploring, she’d need

proper provisions. It was a pity she didn’t have a sword or a dagger. Celaena put

her candle down. She also needed a torch—or at least some extra candlesticks. 

While she might be used to darkness, she wasn’t foolish enough to trust it. 

Moving through her room, trembling with excitement, Celaena gathered two

balls of yarn from Philippa’s sewing basket, along with three sticks of chalk and

one of her makeshift knives. She tucked three extra candlesticks into the pockets

of her cape, which she wrapped tightly around herself. 

Again, she stood before the dark passage. It  was terribly dark, and seemed to

be beckoning to her. The breeze blew into the passage again. 

Celaena pushed a chair into the doorway—it wouldn’t do to have it slam shut

on her and leave her trapped forever. She tied a string to the back of the chair, 

knotting  it  five  times,  and  held  the  ball  in  her  spare  hand.  If  she  got  lost,  this would lead her back. She carefully folded the tapestry over the door, just in case

someone came in. 

Striding  into  the  passage,  she  found  it  to  be  cold,  but  dry.  Cobwebs  hung

everywhere,  and  there  were  no  windows,  only  a  very  long  stair  that  descended far beyond the light of her little candle. She tensed as she stepped down, waiting

for a single sound that would send her springing back to her rooms. It was silent

—silent and dead and completely forgotten. 

Celaena  held  the  candle  aloft,  her  cape  trailing  behind  her,  leaving  a  clean wake on the dust-covered stairs. Minutes passed, and she scanned the walls for

any  engravings  or  markings,  but  saw  none.  Was  this  just  a  forgotten  servants’

passage? She found herself a bit disappointed. 

The  bottom  of  the  stairs  soon  appeared,  and  she  came  to  a  halt  before  three equally dark and imposing portals. Where was she? She had difficulty imagining

that such a space could be forgotten in a castle filled with so many people, but—

The ground was covered with dust. Not even a hint of a footprint. 

Knowing  how  the  story  always  went,  Celaena  lifted  the  candle  to  the  arches

above  the  portals,  looking  for  any  inscriptions  regarding  the  sure  death  that would meet her if she walked beneath a specific arch. 

She took stock of the ball of yarn in her hand. Now it was little more than a

lump of string. She set down her candle and tied another ball to the end of the

string.  Perhaps  she  should  have  taken  another.  Well,  at  least  she  still  had  the

chalk. 

She chose the door in the middle, if only because it was closer. On the other

side,  the  staircase  continued  downward—in  fact,  it  went  so  far  down  that  she wondered  if  she  were  beneath  the  castle.  The  passage  became  very  damp  and

very cold, and Celaena’s candle sputtered in the moisture. 

There were many archways now, but Celaena chose to go straight, following

the moisture that grew by the inch. Water trickled down the walls, and the stone

became slick with whatever fungus had grown over the centuries. Her red velvet

shoes  felt  flimsy  and  thin  against  the  wetness  of  the  chamber.  She  would  have considered turning back were it not for the sound that arose. 

It  was  running  water—slow-moving.  In  fact,  as  she  walked,  the  passage

became lighter. It was not the light of a candle, but rather the smooth, white light

of the outdoors—of the moon. 

Her yarn ran out, and she left it on the ground. There were no more turns to

mark.  She  knew  what  this  was—rather,  she  didn’t  dare  to  hope  that  it  was

actually what she believed it to be. She hurried along, slipping twice, her heart

pounding so loudly that she thought her ears would break. An archway appeared, 

and beyond it, beyond it . . . 

Celaena stared at the sewer that ran past, flowing straight out of the castle. It

smelled unpleasant, to say the least. 

She  stood  along  the  side,  examining  the  open  gate  that  led  to  a  wide  stream that undoubtedly emptied into the sea or the Avery. There were no guards, and

no locks, save for the iron fence that hovered over the surface, raised just enough

to allow trash to pass through. 

Four little boats were tied to either bank, and there were several other doors—

some wooden, some iron—that led to this exit. It was probably an escape route

for  the  king,  though  from  the  half-rotted  condition  of  some  of  the  boats,  she wondered if he knew that it was here. 

She  strode  to  the  iron  fence,  putting  her  hand  through  one  of  the  gaps.  The night air was chilled but not freezing. Trees loomed just beyond the stream: she

must be in the back of the castle—the side that faced the sea . . . 

Were there any guards posted outside? She found a stone on the ground—a bit

of  fallen  ceiling—and  hurled  it  into  the  water  beyond  the  gate.  There  was  no sound  of  shifting  armor,  no  muttering  or  cursing.  She  studied  the  other  side. 

There  was  a  lever  to  raise  the  gate  for  the  boats.  Celaena  set  down  her  candle, removed her cloak, and emptied her pockets. Holding tightly with her hands, she

placed one foot on the gate, then the other. 

It  would  be  so  easy  to  raise  the  gate.  She  felt  reckless—reckless  and  wild. 

What  was  she  doing  in  a  palace?  Why  was  she—Adarlan’s  Assassin!—

participating in some absurd competition to prove that she was the best? She  was the best! 

They  were  undoubtedly  drunk  now,  all  of  them.  She  could  take  one  of  the

less-ancient  boats  and  disappear  into  the  night.  Celaena  began  to  climb  back

over.  She  needed  her  cloak.  Oh,  they  were  fools  for  thinking  that  they  could tame  her! 

Her  foot  slipped  on  a  slick  rung,  and  Celaena  barely  stifled  her  cry  as  she gripped the bars, cursing as her knee banged into the gate. Clinging to the gate, 

she closed her eyes. It was only water. 

She calmed her heart, letting her feet find their support again. The moon was

almost blinding, so bright the stars were barely visible. 

She knew that she could easily escape, and that it would be foolish to do so. 

The king would find her, somehow. And Chaol would be disgraced and relieved

of  his  position.  And  Princess  Nehemia  would  be  left  alone  with  moronic

company, and, well . . . 

Celaena  straightened,  her  chin  rising.  She  would  not  run  from  them  as  a

common criminal. She would face them—face the king—and earn her freedom

the honorable way. And why not take advantage of the free food and training for

a  while  longer?  Not  to  mention  she’d  need  to  stock  up  on  provisions  for  her escape, and that could take weeks. Why rush any of it? 

Celaena returned to her starting side and picked up the cloak. She’d win. And

after  she  won,  if  she  ever  wanted  to  escape  her  servitude  to  the  king  .  .  .  well, now she had a way out. 

Still,  Celaena  had  difficulty  leaving  the  chamber.  She  was  grateful  for  the

silence  of  the  passage  as  she  walked  upward,  her  legs  burning  from  so  many

stairs. It was the right thing to do. 

Celaena  soon  found  herself  before  the  other  two  portals.  What  other

disappointments  would  she  find  in  them?  She  had  lost  interest.  But  the  breeze stirred  again,  and  it  blew  so  hard  toward  the  far  right  arch  that  Celaena  took  a step.  The  hair  on  her  arms  rose  as  she  watched  the  flame  of  her  candle  bend forward,  pointing  to  a  darkness  that  seemed  blacker  than  all  the  rest.  Whispers lay  beneath  the  breeze,  speaking  to  her  in  forgotten  languages.  She  shuddered, and decided to go in the opposite direction—to take the far left portal. Following

whispers on Samhuinn could only lead to trouble. 

Despite  the  breeze,  the  passage  was  warm.  With  each  step  up  the  winding

stairs,  the  whispers  faded  away.  Up,  and  up,  and  up,  her  heavy  breathing  and shuffling  steps  the  only  sounds.  There  were  no  twisting  passages  once  she

reached the top, but rather one straight hall that seemed to lead on forever. She

followed  it,  her  feet  already  tired.  After  some  time,  she  was  surprised  to  hear

music. 

Actually, it was the sound of great revelry, and there was golden light ahead. It

streamed in through a door or a window. 

She  rounded  the  corner  and  ascended  a  small  set  of  steps  that  led  into  a

significantly smaller hallway. In fact, the ceiling was so low that she had to duck

as  she  waddled  toward  the  light.  It  wasn’t  a  door,  nor  a  window,  but  rather  a bronze grate. 

Celaena blinked at the light as she looked, from high above, at the feast in the

Great Hall. 

Were these tunnels for spying? She frowned at what she saw. Over a hundred

people  eating,  singing,  dancing  .  .  .  There  was  Chaol,  sitting  beside  some  old man, talking and—

 Laughing? 

His happiness made her own face flush in response, and Celaena set down her

candle. She peered at the other end of the massive hall; there were a few other

grates  just  below  the  ceiling,  though  she  could  see  no  other  squinting  eyes

beyond their ornate metalwork. Celaena shifted her gaze to the dancers. Among

them  were  a  few  of  the  champions,  dressed  finely,  but  not  finely  enough  to

conceal their poor dancing. Nox, who had now become her sparring and training

partner, danced as well, perhaps a bit more elegantly than the others—though she

still pitied the ladies who danced with him. But—

The other Champions were allowed to attend, and she wasn’t? She gripped the

grate,  pressing  her  face  against  it  to  get  a  better  look.  Sure  enough,  there  were more  Champions  seated  at  the  tables—even  the  pimply-faced  Pelor  sat  near

Chaol! A half-rate boy assassin! She bared her teeth. How  dare she be denied an

invitation to the feast? The tightness in her chest abated only slightly when she

couldn’t find Cain’s face among the revelers. At least they kept him locked up in

a cage, too. 

She  spotted  the  Crown  Prince,  dancing  and  laughing  with  some  blond  idiot. 

She wanted to hate him for refusing to invite her; she was   his  Champion,  after all! But . . . she had difficulty not staring at him. She had no desire to talk to him, 

but rather just to look at him, to see that unusual grace, and the kindness in his

eyes that had made her tell him about Sam. While he might be a Havilliard, he

was . . . Well, she still very much wanted to kiss him. 

Celaena scowled as the dance finished and the Crown Prince kissed the hand

of the blond woman. She turned away from the grate. Here the hallway ended. 

She glanced back at the feast, only to see Chaol stand from the table and begin

weaving his way out of the Great Hall. What if he came to her rooms and found

her missing? Hadn’t he promised to bring her something from the feast? 

Groaning at the thought of all the stairs she now had to climb, she picked up her candle and yarn and hurried toward the comfort of higher ceilings, rolling up

the string as she went. Down and down she ran, taking the steps two by two. 

She burst past the portals and darted up the stairs to her room, the small light

growing  with  each  bound.  Chaol  would  throw  her  in  the  dungeons  if  he  found

her  in  some  secret  passageway—especially  if  the  passageway  led  out  of  the

castle! 

She was sweating when she reached her chambers. She kicked the chair away, 

swung  the  stone  door  shut,  pulled  the  tapestry  over  it,  and  flung  herself  on  the bed. 

•

After hours of enjoying himself at the feast, Dorian entered Celaena’s rooms, not

sure  what,  exactly,  he  was  doing  in  the  chambers  of  an  assassin  at  two  in  the morning. His head spun from the wine, and he was so tired from all the dancing

that he was fairly certain that if he sat down, he’d fall asleep. Her chambers were

silent and dark, and he cracked open her bedroom door to peer inside. 

Though she was asleep on the bed, she still wore that strange dress. Somehow, 

it seemed far more fitting now that she lay sprawled upon the red blanket. Her

golden hair was spread around her, and a flush of pink bloomed on her cheeks. 

A  book  lay  by  her  side,  open  and  still  waiting  for  her  to  turn  the  page.  He remained  in  the  doorway,  fearful  that  she’d  wake  up  if  he  took  another  step. 

Some  assassin.  She  hadn’t  even  bothered  to  stir.  But  there  was  nothing  of  the assassin  in  her  face.  Not  a  trace  of  aggression  or  bloodlust  lay  across  her features. 

He  knew  her  somehow.  And  he  knew  she  wouldn’t  harm  him.  It  made  little

sense. When they talked, as sharp as her words usually were, he felt at ease, as if

he  could  say  anything.  And  she  must  have  felt  the  same,  after  she’d  told  him about Sam, whoever he’d been. So here he was, in the middle of the night. She

flirted  with  him,  but  was  it  real?  A  footstep  sounded,  and  he  found  Chaol

standing across the foyer. 

The captain stalked over to Dorian and grabbed him by the arm. Dorian knew

better than to struggle as his friend dragged him through the foyer, and stopped

in front of the door to the hall. “What are you doing here?” Chaol hissed softly. 

“What are  you doing here?” Dorian countered, trying to keep his voice quiet. 

It was the better question, too. If Chaol spent so much time warning him about

the dangers of associating with Celaena, what was he doing here in the middle of

the night? 

“By the Wyrd, Dorian! She’s an  assassin. Please,  please  tell  me  you  haven’t

been  here  before.”  Dorian  couldn’t  help  his  smirk.  “I  don’t  even  want  an explanation. Just get out, you reckless idiot. Get out.” Chaol grabbed him by the

collar  of  his  jacket,  and  Dorian  might  have  punched  his  friend  had  Chaol  not been so lightning fast. Before he knew it, he was roughly tossed into the hallway, 

and the door closed and locked behind him. 

Dorian, for some reason, didn’t sleep well that night. 

•

Chaol Westfall took a deep breath. What was he doing here? Had he any right to

treat the Crown Prince of Adarlan in such a manner when he himself was going

against  reason?  He  didn’t  understand  the  rage  that  arose  upon  seeing  Dorian

standing in the doorway, didn’t  want  to  understand  that  sort  of  anger.  It  wasn’t jealousy,  but  something  beyond  it.  Something  that  transformed  his  friend  into

someone else, someone he didn’t know. He was fairly certain she was a virgin, 

but  did  Dorian  know  it?  It  probably  made  him  more  interested.  He  sighed  and eased the door open, wincing as it creaked loudly. 

She was still in her clothes, and while she looked beautiful, that did nothing to

mask the killing potential that lay beneath. It was present in her strong jaw, in the

slope of her eyebrows, in the perfect stillness of her form. She was a honed blade

made by the King of Assassins for his own profit. She was a sleeping animal—a

mountain  cat  or  a  dragon—and  her  markings  of  power  were  everywhere.  He

shook his head and walked into the bedroom. 

At the sound of his step, she opened an eye. “It’s not morning,” she grumbled, 

and rolled over. 

“I  brought  you  a  present.”  He  felt  immensely  foolish,  and  for  a  moment

considered running from her rooms. 

“A present?” she said more clearly, turning toward him and blinking. 

“It’s nothing; they were giving them out at the party. Just give me your hand.” 

It  was  a  lie—sort  of.  They  had  given  them  to  the  women  of  the  nobility  as favors, and he’d snagged one from the basket as it was passed around. Most of

the  women  would  never  wear  them—they  would  be  tossed  aside  or  given  to  a

favorite servant. 

“Let me see it.” She lazily extended an arm. 

He  fished  in  his  pockets  and  pulled  out  the  gift.  “Here.”  He  placed  it  in  her palm. 

She  examined  it,  smiling  drowsily.  “A  ring.”  She  put  it  on.  “How  pretty.”  It was  simple:  crafted  of  silver,  its  only  ornamentation  lay  in  the  fingernail-sized amethyst embedded in its center. The surface of the gem was smooth and round, 

and  it  gleamed  up  at  the  assassin  like  a  purple  eye.  “Thank  you,”  she  said,  her

eyelids drooping. 

“You’re wearing your gown, Celaena.” His blush refused to fade. 

“I’ll change in a moment.” He knew she wouldn’t. “I just need . . . to rest.” 

Then  she  was  asleep,  a  hand  upon  her  breast,  the  ring  hovering  over  her  heart. 

With a disgruntled sigh, the captain grabbed a blanket from the nearby sofa and

tossed it over her. He was half tempted to remove the ring from her finger, but . . 

.  Well,  there  was  something  peaceful  looking  about  her.  Rubbing  his  neck,  his face  still  burning,  he  walked  from  her  rooms,  wondering  how,  exactly,  he’d

explain this to Dorian tomorrow. 

Chapter 25

Celaena  dreamt.  She  was  walking  down  the  long,  secret  passage  again.  She

didn’t have a candle, nor did she have a string to lead her. She chose the portal

on the right, for the other two were dank and unwelcoming, and this one seemed

to be warm and pleasant. And the smell—it wasn’t the smell of mildew, but of

roses. The passage twisted and wound, and Celaena found herself descending a

narrow  set  of  stairs.  For  some  reason  she  couldn’t  name,  she  avoided  brushing against  the  stone.  The  staircase  swooped  down,  winding  on  and  on,  and  she

followed the rose scent whenever another door or arch appeared. Just when she

grew  tired  of  so  much  walking,  she  reached  the  bottom  of  a  set  of  stairs  and stopped. She stood before an old wooden door. 

A  bronze  knocker  in  the  form  of  a  skull  hung  in  its  center.  It  seemed  to  be smiling. She waited for that terrible breeze, or to hear someone cry, or for it to

become cold and damp. But it was still warm, and it still smelled lovely, and so

Celaena, with a bit of mustered courage, turned the handle. Without a sound, the

door swung open. 

She  expected  to  find  a  dark,  forgotten  room,  but  this  was  something  far

different.  A  shaft  of  moonlight  shot  through  a  small  hole  in  the  ceiling,  falling upon  the  face  of  a  beautiful  marble  statue  lying  upon  a  stone  slab.  No—not  a statue. A sarcophagus. It was a tomb. 

Trees were carved into the stone ceiling, and they stretched above the sleeping

female  figure.  A  second  sarcophagus  had  been  placed  beside  the  woman, 

depicting a man. Why was the woman’s face bathed in moonlight and the man’s

in darkness? 

He was handsome, his beard clipped and short, his brow broad and clear, and

his nose straight and sturdy. He held a stone sword between his hands, its handle

resting  upon  his  chest.  Her  breath  was  sucked  from  her.  A  crown  sat  upon  his head. 

The woman, too, wore a crown. It wasn’t a tacky, enormous thing, but rather a

slender  peak  with  a  blue  gem  embedded  in  the  center—the  only  jewel  in  the

statue.  Her  hair,  long  and  wavy,  spilled  around  her  head  and  tumbled  over  the side  of  the  lid,  so  lifelike  that  Celaena  could  have  sworn  it  was  real.  The moonlight  fell  upon  her  face,  and  Celaena’s  hand  trembled  as  she  reached  out and touched the smooth, youthful cheek. 

It was cold and hard, as a statue should be. “Which queen were you?” she said

aloud,  her  voice  reverberating  through  the  still  chamber.  She  ran  a  hand  across the lips, then across the brow. Her eyes narrowed. A mark was faintly carved into

the  surface,  practically  invisible  to  the  eye.  She  traced  it  with  her  finger,  then traced  it  again.  Deciding  that  the  moonlight  must  be  bleaching  it,  Celaena

shielded the spot with her hand. A diamond, two arrows piercing its side, then a

vertical line through its middle . . . 

It  was  the  Wyrdmark  she’d  seen  earlier.  She  stepped  back  from  the

sarcophagi, suddenly cold. This was a forbidden place. 

She  tripped  on  something,  and  as  she  staggered,  she  noticed  the  floor.  Her

mouth fell open. It was covered in stars—raised carvings that mirrored the night

sky. And the ceiling depicted the earth. Why were they reversed? She looked at

the walls and put a hand to her heart. 

Countless  Wyrdmarks  were  etched  into  its  surface.  They  were  in  swirls  and

whorls, in lines and squares. The small Wyrdmarks made up larger ones, and the

larger  ones  made  up  even  larger  ones,  until  it  seemed  the  entire  room  meant something she couldn’t possibly understand. 

Celaena looked at the stone coffins. There was something written at the feet of

the  queen.  Celaena  inched  toward  the  female  figure.  There,  in  stone  letters,  it read:

 Ah! Time’s Rift! 

It made little sense. They must be important rulers, and immensely old, but . . 

. 

She  approached  the  head  again.  There  was  something  calming  and  familiar

about the queen’s face, something that reminded Celaena of the rose smell. But

there was still something off about her—something odd. 

Celaena  almost  cried  aloud  as  she  saw  them:  the  pointed,  arched  ears.  The

ears of the Fae, the immortal. But no Fae had married into the Havilliard line for

a thousand years, and there had been only one, and she was a half-breed at that. 

If this were true, if she was Fae or half-Fae, then she was . . . she was . . . 

Celaena stumbled back from the woman and slammed into the wall. A coating

of dust flew into the air around her. 

Then this man was Gavin, the first King of Adarlan. And this was Elena, the

first princess of Terrasen, Brannon’s daughter, and Gavin’s wife and queen. 

Celaena’s heart pounded so violently that she felt sick. But she couldn’t make

her feet move. She shouldn’t have entered the tomb, she shouldn’t have strayed

into  the  sacred  places  of  the  dead  when  she  was  so  stained  and  tainted  by  her crimes. Something would come after her, and haunt and torture her for disturbing

their peace. 

But  why  was  their  tomb  so  neglected?  Why  had  no  one  been  to  honor  the

dead  this  day?  Why  were  there  not  flowers  at  her  head?  Why  was  Elena

Galathynius Havilliard forgotten? 

Against the far wall of the chamber sat piles of jewels and weapons. A sword was prominently displayed before a suit of golden armor. She knew that sword. 

She stepped toward the treasure. It was the legendary sword of Gavin, the sword

he had wielded in the fierce wars that had almost ripped apart the continent, the

sword  that  had  slain  the  Dark  Lord  Erawan.  Even  after  a  thousand  years,  it

hadn’t rusted. Though magic might have vanished, it seemed that the power that

had forged the blade lived on. “Damaris,” she whispered, naming the blade. 

“You  know  your  history,”  said  a  light,  female  voice,  and  Celaena  jumped, 

yelping  as  she  tripped  over  a  spear  and  fell  into  a  gold-filled  chest.  The  voice laughed.  Celaena  grappled  for  a  dagger,  a  candlestick,  anything.  But  then  she saw the owner of the voice, and froze. 

She  was  beautiful  beyond  reckoning.  Her  silver  hair  flowed  around  her

youthful face like a river of moonlight. Her eyes were a crystal, sparkling blue, 

and her skin was white as alabaster. And her ears were ever so slightly pointed. 

“Who  are  you?”  the  assassin  breathed,  knowing  the  answer,  but  wanting  to

hear it. 

“You know who I am,” Elena Havilliard said. 

Her likeness had been perfectly rendered on the sarcophagus. Celaena didn’t

move from where she had fallen into the chest, despite her throbbing spine and

legs. “Are you a ghost?” 

“Not quite,” said Queen Elena, helping Celaena rise from the chest. Her hand

was cold, but solid. “I’m not alive, but my spirit doesn’t haunt this place.” She

flicked  her  eyes  toward  the  ceiling,  and  her  face  became  grave.  “I’ve  risked much coming here tonight.” 

Celaena, despite herself, took a step away. “Risked?” 

“I cannot stay here long—and neither can you,” said the queen. What sort of

absurd dream was this? “They are distracted for now, but . . .” Elena Havilliard

looked at her husband’s sarcophagus. 

Celaena’s  head  ached.  Was  Gavin  Havilliard  distracting  something  above? 

“Who needs distracting?” 

“The eight guardians; you know of whom I speak.” 

Celaena  stared  at  her  blankly,  but  then  understood.  “The  gargoyles  on  the

clock tower?” 

The  queen  nodded.  “They  guard  the  portal  between  our  worlds.  We  have

managed  to  buy  some  time,  and  I  was  able  to  slip  past  .  .  .”  She  grasped Celaena’s  arms.  To  her  surprise,  it  hurt.  “You  must  listen  to  what  I  tell  you. 

Nothing is a coincidence. Everything has a purpose. You were meant to come to

this castle, just as you were meant to be an assassin, to learn the skills necessary

for survival.” 

The  nausea  returned.  She  hoped  Elena  wouldn’t  speak  of  what  her  heart refused to remember, hoped that the queen wouldn’t mention what she had spent

so long forgetting. 

“Something evil dwells in this castle, something wicked enough to make the

stars  quake.  Its  malice  echoes  into  all  worlds,”  the  queen  went  on.  “You  must stop it. Forget your friendships, forget your debts and oaths.  Destroy it, before it is too late, before a portal is ripped open so wide that there can be no undoing

it.” Her head whipped around, as if she heard something. “Oh, there is no time,” 

she  said,  the  whites  of  her  eyes  showing.  “You   must  win  this  competition  and become the King’s Champion. You understand the people’s plight. Erilea needs

you as the King’s Champion.” 

“But what is—” 

The queen reached into her pockets. “They must not catch you here. If they do

—all  will  be  lost.  Wear  this.”  She  pushed  something  cold  and  metallic  into

Celaena’s  hand.  “It  will  protect  you  from  harm.”  She  yanked  Celaena  to  the

door. “You were led here tonight. But not by me. I was led here, too. Someone

wants you to learn; someone wants you to see . . .” Her head snapped to the side

as a growl rippled through the air. “They are coming,” she whispered. 

“But I don’t understand! I’m not—I’m not who you think I am!” 

Queen  Elena  put  her  hands  on  Celaena’s  shoulders  and  kissed  her  forehead. 

“Courage  of  the  heart  is  very  rare,”  she  said  with  sudden  calm.  “Let  it  guide you.” 

A distinct howl shook the walls and made Celaena’s blood icy. “Go,” said the

queen, shoving Celaena into the hallway. “Run! ” 

Needing no more encouragement, Celaena staggered up the stairs. She fled so

fast that she had little idea of where she was going. There was a scream below, 

and  snarling,  and  Celaena’s  stomach  rose  in  her  throat  as  she  hurled  herself upward. The light of her chambers appeared, and as it neared, she heard a faint

voice cry from behind her, almost in sudden realization and anger. 

Celaena hurtled into the room, and saw only her bed before everything went

dark. 

•

Celaena’s  eyes  opened.  She  was  breathing—hard.  And  still  wearing  her  gown. 

But  she  was  safe—safe  in  her  room.  Why  was  she  so  prone  to  strange, 

unpleasant  dreams?  And  why  was  she  out  of  breath?  Find  and  destroy  the  evil lurking in the castle indeed! 

Celaena turned on her side, and would have gladly fallen asleep again were it

not for the metal that cut into her palm.  Please tell me this is Chaol’s ring. 

But she knew it wasn’t. In her hand lay a coin-size gold amulet on a delicate chain. She fought against the urge to scream. Made of intricate bands of metal, 

within the round border of the amulet lay two overlapping circles, one on top of

the other. In the space that they shared was a small blue gem that gave the center

of  the  amulet  the  appearance  of  an  eye.  A  line  ran  straight  through  the  entire thing. It was beautiful, and strange, and—

Celaena faced the tapestry. The door was slightly ajar. 

She  jumped  from  the  bed,  slamming  into  the  wall  so  hard  that  her  shoulder

made an ugly cracking noise. Despite the pain, she rushed to the door and pulled

it  tightly  shut.  The  last  thing  she  needed  was  for  whatever  was  down  there  to wind up in her rooms. Or to have Elena show up again. 

Panting,  Celaena  stepped  back,  surveying  the  tapestry.  The  woman’s  figure

rose up from behind the wooden chest. With a jolt, she realized it was Elena; she

stood just where the door was. A clever marker. 

Celaena  threw  more  logs  onto  the  fire,  quickly  changed  into  her  nightgown, 

and slid into bed, clutching her makeshift knife. The amulet lay where she had

left it.  It will protect you . . . 

Celaena glanced at the door again. No screams, no howls—nothing to indicate

what had just happened. Still . . . 

Celaena cursed herself for it, but hastily attached the chain around her neck. It

was  light  and  warm.  Pulling  the  covers  up  to  her  chin,  she  squeezed  her  eyes shut,  waiting  for  sleep  to  come,  or  for  a  clawed  hand  to  snatch  at  her,  to decapitate  her.  If  it  hadn’t  been  a  dream—if  it  hadn’t  just  been  some

hallucination . . . 

Celaena clutched the necklace. Become the King’s Champion—she could do

that. She was  going to do that, anyway. But what were Elena’s motives? Erilea

needed the King’s Champion to be someone who understood the suffering of the

masses.  That  seemed  simple  enough.  But  why  did   Elena  have  to  be  the  one  to tell her that? And how did it tie to her first command: to find and destroy the evil

lurking in the castle? 

Celaena took a steadying breath, nestling farther into her pillows. What a fool

she was for opening the secret door on Samhuinn! Had she somehow brought all

of this upon herself, then? She opened her eyes, watching the tapestry. 

 Something evil dwells in this castle . . . Destroy it . . . 

Didn’t  she  have  enough  to  worry  about  right  now?  She  was  going  to  fulfill

Elena’s  second  command—but  the  first  .  .  .  that  might  lead  her  into  trouble.  It wasn’t  like  she  could  go  poking  about  the  castle  whenever  and  wherever  she

pleased, either! 

But—if  there  was  a  threat  like  that,  then  not  only  her  life  was  at  risk.  And

while  she’d  be  more  than  happy  if  some  dark  force  somehow  destroyed  Cain, Perrington,  the  king,  and  Kaltain  Rompier,  if  Nehemia,  or  even  Chaol  and

Dorian, were somehow harmed . . . 

Celaena  took  a  shuddering  breath.  The  least  she  could  do  was  look  in  the

tomb  for  some  clues.  Maybe  she’d  find  out  something  regarding  Elena’s

purpose. And if that didn’t yield anything . . . well, at least she’d tried. 

The phantom breeze flowed through her room, smelling of roses. It was a long

while before Celaena slipped into an uneasy sleep. 

Chapter 26

The  doors  to  her  bedroom  banged  open,  and  Celaena  was  on  her  feet  in  an

instant, a candlestick in hand. 

But  Chaol  took  no  notice  of  her  as  he  stormed  in,  his  jaw  clenched.  She

groaned and slumped back onto her bed. “Don’t you  ever sleep?” she grumbled, 

pulling the covers over herself. “Weren’t you celebrating into the wee hours of

the morning?” 

He put a hand on his sword as he ripped back the blankets and dragged her out

of bed by the elbow. “Where were you last night?” 

She  pushed  away  the  fear  that  tightened  her  throat.  There  was  no  way  he

could know about the passages. She smiled at him. “Here, of course. Didn’t you

visit  to  give  me  this?”  She  yanked  her  elbow  out  of  his  grasp  and  waved  her fingers in front of him, displaying the amethyst ring. 

“That was for a few minutes. What about the rest of the night?” 

She refused to step back as he studied her face, then her hands, then the rest of

her. As he did so, she returned the favor. His black tunic was unbuttoned at the

top, and slightly wrinkled—and his short hair needed a combing. Whatever this

was, he was in a rush. 

“What’s all the fuss about? Don’t we have a Test this morning?” She picked at

her nails as she waited for an answer. 

“It’s  been  canceled.  A  Champion  was  found  dead  this  morning.  Xavier—the

thief from Melisande.” 

She flicked her eyes to him, then back to her nails. “And I suppose you think  I

did it?” 

“I’m hoping you didn’t, as the body was half-eaten.” 

“Eaten!”  She  crinkled  her  nose.  She  sat  cross-legged  on  the  bed,  propping

herself on her hands. “How gruesome. Perhaps Cain did it; he’s beastly enough

to do such a thing.” Her stomach felt tight—another Champion murdered. Did it

have to do with whatever evil Elena had mentioned? The Eye Eater and the other

two  Champions’  killings  hadn’t  been  just  a  fluke,  or  a  drunken  brawl,  as  the investigation had determined. No, this was a pattern. 

Chaol sighed through his nose. “I’m glad you find humor in a man’s murder.” 

She made herself grin at him. “Cain  is the most likely candidate. You’re from

Anielle—you  should  know  more  than  anyone  how  they  are  in  the  White  Fang

Mountains.” 

He  ran  a  hand  through  his  short  hair.  “You  should  mind  who  you  accuse. 

While Cain is a brute, he’s Duke Perrington’s Champion.” 

“And  I’m  the  Crown  Prince’s  Champion!”  She  flipped  her  hair  over  a shoulder. “I should think that means I can accuse whomever I please.” 

“Just tell me plainly: where were you last night?” 

She  straightened,  staring  into  his  golden-brown  eyes.  “As  my  guards  can

attest, I was  here the entire night. Though if the king wants me questioned, I can always tell him that you can vouch for me, too.” 

Chaol glanced at her ring, and she hid her smile as a faint line of color crept

into his cheeks. He said, “I’m sure you’ll be even more pleased to hear that you

and I won’t be having a lesson today.” 

She  grinned  at  that,  and  sighed  dramatically  as  she  slid  back  under  the

blankets  and  nestled  into  her  pillows.  “Immensely  pleased.”  She  pulled  the

blankets up to her chin and batted her eyelashes at him. “Now get out. I’m going

to celebrate by sleeping for another five hours.” A lie, but he bought it. 

She closed her eyes before she could see the glare he gave her, and smiled to

herself  when  she  heard  him  stalk  out  of  the  room.  It  was  only  when  she  heard him slam the doors to her room that she sat up. 

The Champion had been  eaten? 

Last  night  in  her  dream—no,  it  hadn’t  been  a  dream.  It  had  been  real.  And

there had been those screeching creatures . . . Had Xavier been killed by one of

them? But they’d been in the tomb; there was no way they could have been in

the castle halls without someone noticing. Some vermin probably got to the body

before it was found. Very, very hungry vermin. 

She shuddered again, and leapt out from under the blankets. She needed a few

more  makeshift  weapons,  and  a  way  to  fortify  the  locks  on  her  windows  and

doors. 

Even as she readied her defenses, she kept assuring herself that it was nothing

to worry about at all. But with a few hours of freedom ahead of her, she brought

as many of them with her as possible as she locked the door to her bedroom and

slipped into the tomb. 

•

Celaena  paced  the  length  of  the  tomb,  snarling  to  herself.  There  was   nothing here that explained Elena’s motives. Or what the source of this mysterious evil

might be. Absolutely nothing. 

In  the  daytime,  a  ray  of  sunlight  shone  into  the  tomb,  making  all  the  dust motes she stirred up swirl like falling snow. How was it possible that there was

light so far beneath the castle? Celaena paused beneath the grate in the ceiling, 

peering up at the light flowing through it. 

Sure enough, the sides of the shaft shimmered—they were lined with polished

gold. A  lot of gold, if it meant reflecting the sun’s rays all the way down here. 

Celaena  stalked  between  the  two  sarcophagi.  Though  she’d  brought  three  of

her makeshift weapons, she’d found no trace of whatever had been growling and

screeching last night. And no trace of Elena, either. 

Celaena  paused  beside  Elena’s  sarcophagus.  The  blue  gem  embedded  in  her

stone crown pulsed in the faint sunlight. 

“What was your purpose in telling  me to do those things?” she mused aloud, 

her  voice  echoing  off  of  the  intricately  carved  walls.  “You’ve  been  dead  for  a thousand years. Why still bother with Erilea?” 

And why not get Dorian or Chaol or Nehemia or someone  else to do it? 

Celaena  rapped  a  finger  on  the  queen’s  pert  nose.  “One  would  think  you’d

have better things to do with your afterlife.” Though she tried to grin, her voice

came out quieter than she would have liked. 

She  should  go;  even  with  her  bedroom  door  locked,  someone  was  bound  to

come looking for her sooner or later. And she highly doubted that anyone would

believe  her  if  she  told  them  that  she’d  been  charged  with  a   very  important mission by the first Queen of Adarlan. In fact, she realized with a grimace, she’d

be  lucky  if  she  weren’t  accused  of  treason  and  magic-using.  It  would  certainly guarantee her return to Endovier. 

After a final sweep of the tomb, Celaena left. There was nothing useful here. 

And besides, if Elena wanted her to be the King’s Champion so badly, then she

couldn’t  spend  all  her  time  hunting  down  whatever  this  evil  was.  It  would

probably  hurt her chances of winning, actually. Celaena hurried up the steps, her torch casting odd shadows on the walls. If this evil was as threatening as Elena

made it seem, then how could  she possibly defeat it? 

Not that the thought of something wicked dwelling in the castle  scared her or

anything. 

No.  It  wasn’t  that  at  all.  Celaena  huffed.  She’d  focus  on  becoming  King’s

Champion. And then, if she won, she’d go about finding this evil. 

Maybe. 

•

An  hour  later,  flanked  by  guards,  Celaena  held  her  chin  high  as  they  strode through  the  halls  toward  the  library.  She  smiled  at  the  young  chevaliers  they passed—and  smirked  at  the  court  women  who  eyed  her  pink-and-white  gown. 

She couldn’t blame them; the dress was spectacular. And she was spectacular in

it. Even Ress, one of the handsomer guards posted outside her rooms, had said

so.  Naturally,  it  hadn’t  been  too  difficult  to  convince  him  to  escort  her  to  the library. 

Celaena smiled smugly to herself as she nodded to a passing nobleman, who raised his eyebrows at the sight of her. He was immensely pale, she noticed as he

opened  his  mouth  to  say  something,  but  Celaena  continued  down  the  hall.  Her

steps  quickened  at  the  rumblings  of  arguing  male  voices  that  echoed  off  the

stones as they neared a bend. 

Hurrying  farther,  Celaena  ignored  the  click  of  Ress’s  tongue  as  she  rounded

the corner. She knew that smell all too well. The tang of blood and the stinging

reek of decomposing flesh. 

But  she  hadn’t  expected  the  sight  of  it.  “Half-eaten”  was  a  pleasant  way  to describe what was left of Xavier’s rail-thin body. 

One of her escorts cursed under his breath, and Ress stepped closer to her, a

light hand on her back, encouraging her to keep walking. None of the gathered

men  looked  at  her  as  she  passed,  skirting  the  edge  of  the  scene,  and  getting  a better look at the body in the process. 

Xavier’s chest cavity had been split open and his vital organs removed. Unless

someone  had  moved  them  upon  finding  the  body,  there  was  no  trace  of  them. 

And his long face, stripped of its flesh, was still contorted in a silent scream. 

This  was  no  accidental  killing.  There  was  a  hole  in  the  crown  of  Xavier’s

head, and she could see that his brain was gone, too. The smears of blood on the

wall looked like someone had been writing, and then rubbed it away. But even

now, some of the writing remained, and she tried not to gape at it. Wyrdmarks. 

Three  Wyrdmarks,  forming  an  arcing  line  that  had  to  have  once  been  a  circle near the body. 

“Holy Gods,” one of her guards muttered as they left behind the throng at the

crime scene. 

No  wonder  Chaol  had  looked  so  disheveled  this  morning!  She  straightened. 

He’d thought  she did this? Fool. If she wanted to knock off her competitors one

by one, she’d do it quick and clean—a slit throat, a knife in the heart, a poisoned

glass  of  wine.  This  was  just  plain  tasteless.  And  strange;  the  Wyrdmarks  made this something more than a brutal killing. Ritualistic, perhaps. 

Someone  approached  from  the  opposite  direction.  It  was  Grave,  the  vicious

assassin, staring at the body from a distance. His eyes, dark and still like a forest

pool,  met  hers.  She  ignored  his  rotting  teeth  as  she  jerked  her  chin  toward  the remnants of Xavier. “Too bad,” she said, deliberately not sounding very sorry at

all. 

Grave chuckled, sticking his gnarled fingers into the pockets of his worn and

dirty pants. Didn’t his sponsor bother to properly clothe him?  Obviously  not,  if

 his sponsor was nasty and foolish enough to pick him as a Champion. 

“Such a pity,” Grave said, shrugging as she passed by him. 

She  nodded  tersely,  and  despite  herself,  she  kept  her  mouth  shut  as  she continued  down  the  hall.  There  were  only  sixteen  of  them  left  now—sixteen

Champions, and four of them were to duel. The competition was getting steeper. 

She  should  thank  whatever  grim  god  had  decided  to  end  Xavier’s  life.  But  for some reason, she couldn’t. 

•

Dorian  swung  his  sword,  grunting  as  Chaol  easily  deflected  the  blow  and

parried. His muscles were sore from weeks of not practicing, and his breath was

ragged in his throat as he thrust and thrust again. 

“This is what comes from such idle behavior,” Chaol chuckled, stepping to the

side so that Dorian stumbled forward. He remembered a time when they’d been

of  equal  skill—though  that  had  been  long  ago.  Dorian,  while  he  still  enjoyed swordplay, had grown to prefer books. 

“I’ve  had  meetings  and  important  things  to  read,”  Dorian  said,  panting.  He

lunged. 

Chaol  deflected,  feigned,  then  thrust  so  hard  that  Dorian  stepped  back.  His

temper rose. “Meetings which you used as an excuse to start arguing with Duke

Perrington.”  Dorian  made  a  wide  sweep  of  his  sword,  and  Chaol  took  up  the

defensive.  “Or  maybe  you’re  just  too  busy  visiting  Sardothien’s  rooms  in  the

middle  of  the  night.”  Sweat  dripped  from  Chaol’s  brow.  “How  long  has   that been going on?” 

Dorian  growled  as  Chaol  switched  to  the  offensive,  and  conceded  step  after

step,  his  thighs  aching.  “It’s  not  what  you  think,”  he  said  through  his  teeth.  “I don’t spend my nights with her. Aside from last night, I’ve only visited her once, 

and she was less than warm, don’t worry.” 

“At  least  one  of  you  has  some  common  sense.”  Chaol  delivered  each  blow

with such precision that Dorian had to admire him. “Because you’ve clearly lost

your mind.” 

“And what about you?” Dorian demanded. “Do you want me to comment on

how  you showed up in her rooms last night—the same night another Champion

died?”  Dorian  feinted,  but  Chaol  didn’t  fall  for  it.  Instead,  he  struck  strongly enough  that  Dorian  staggered  back  a  step,  fighting  to  keep  his  footing.  Dorian grimaced at the rage flickering in Chaol’s eyes. “Fine, that was a cheap shot,” he

admitted,  bringing  his  sword  up  to  deflect  another  blow.  “But  I  still  want  an answer.” 

“Maybe  I  don’t  have  one.  Like  you  said,  it’s  not  what  you  think.”  Chaol’s

brown eyes gleamed, but before Dorian could debate it, his friend switched the

subject  with  brutal  aim.  “How’s  court?”  Chaol  asked,  breathing  hard.  Dorian

winced. That was why he was here. If he had to spend another moment sitting in his mother’s court, he’d go mad. “That terrible?” 

“Shut up,” Dorian snarled, and slammed his sword into Chaol’s. 

“It  must  be  exceptionally  awful  to  be  you  today.  I  bet  all  the  ladies  were begging you to protect them from the murderer inside our walls.” Chaol grinned, 

but it didn’t reach his eyes. Taking the time to spar with him when there was a

fresh  corpse  in  the  castle  was  a  sacrifice  Dorian  was  surprised  Chaol  had  been willing to make; Dorian knew how much his position meant to him. 

Dorian  stopped  suddenly  and  straightened.  Chaol  should  be  doing  more

important things right now. “Enough,” he said, sheathing his rapier. Not missing

a step, Chaol did the same. 

They  walked  from  the  sparring  room  in  silence.  “Any  word  from  your

father?” Chaol asked in a voice that indicated he knew something was amiss. “I

wonder where he went off to.” 

Dorian let out a long breath, calming his panting. “No. I haven’t the slightest

idea.  I  remember  him  leaving  like  this  when  we  were  children,  but  it  hasn’t happened for some years now. I bet he’s doing something particularly nasty.” 

“Be careful what you say, Dorian.” 

“Or  what?  You’ll  throw  me  in  the  dungeons?”  He  didn’t  mean  to  snap,  but

he’d  barely  gotten  any  sleep  the  night  before,  and  this  Champion  winding  up

dead  did  nothing  to  improve  his  mood.  When  Chaol  didn’t  bother  retorting, 

Dorian asked: “Do you think someone wants to kill all the Champions?” 

“Perhaps.  I  can  understand  wanting  to  kill  the  competition,  but  to  do  it  so viciously . . . I hope it’s not a pattern.” 

Dorian’s blood went a bit cold. “You think they’ll try to kill Celaena?” 

“I added some extra guards around her rooms.” 

“To protect her, or to keep her in?” 

They stopped at the hallway crossroads where they would part ways to their

separate rooms. “What difference does it make?” Chaol said quietly. “You don’t

seem  to  care  either  way.  You’ll  visit  her  no  matter  what  I  say,  and  the  guards won’t stop you because you’re the prince.” 

There  was  something  so  defeated,  so  bitter,  underlying  the  captain’s  words

that  Dorian,  for  a  heartbeat,  felt  badly.  He   should  stay  away  from  Celaena—

Chaol  had  enough  to  worry  about.  But  then  he  thought  of  the  list  his  mother made and realized he had enough, too. 

“I  need  to  inspect  Xavier’s  body  again.  I’ll  see  you  in  the  hall  for  dinner tonight,” was all Chaol said before he headed to his rooms. Dorian watched him

go.  The  walk  back  to  his  tower  felt  surprisingly  long.  He  opened  the  wooden door to his rooms, peeling off his clothing as he headed to the bathing room. He

had  the  entire  tower  to  himself,  though  his  chambers  occupied  only  the  upper level. They provided a haven from everyone, but today they just felt empty. 

Chapter 27

Late that afternoon, Celaena stared at the ebony clock tower. It grew darker and

darker,  as  if  it  somehow  absorbed  the  sun’s  dying  rays.  On  top  of  it,  the

gargoyles  remained  stationary.  They  hadn’t  moved.  Not  even  a  finger.  The

Guardians, Elena had called them. But Guardians to what? They’d scared Elena

enough  to  keep  her  away.  Surely,  if  they’d  been  the  evil  Elena  mentioned,  she would have just said it outright. Not that Celaena was considering looking for it

right now—not when it could get her into trouble. And somehow wind up killing

her before she could even become the King’s Champion. 

Still,  why did Elena have to be so oblique about everything? 

“What’s your obsession with these ugly things?” Nehemia asked from beside

her. 

Celaena turned to the princess. “Do you think they move?” 

“They’re made of stone, Lillian,” the princess said in the common tongue, her

Eyllwe accent slightly less thick. 

“Oh!”  Celaena  exclaimed,  smiling.  “That  was  very  good!  One  lesson,  and

you’re already putting me to shame!” Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said of

Celaena’s Eyllwe. 

Nehemia beamed. “They do look wicked,” she said in Eyllwe. 

“And I’m afraid the Wyrdmarks don’t help,” Celaena said. A Wyrdmark was

at her feet, and she glanced to the others. There were twelve of them all together, 

forming a large circle around the solitary tower. She hadn’t the faintest idea what

any  of  it  meant.  None  of  the  marks  here  matched  the  three  she’d  spotted  at Xavier’s murder site, but there had to be some connection. “So, you truly can’t

read these?” she asked her friend. 

“No,”  Nehemia  said  curtly,  and  headed  toward  the  hedges  that  bordered  the

courtyard. “And you shouldn’t try to discover what they say,” she added over her

shoulder. “Nothing good will come of it.” 

Celaena pulled her cloak tighter around her as she followed after the princess. 

Snow would start falling in a matter of days, bringing them closer to Yulemas—

and the final duel, still two months away. She savored the heat from her cloak, 

remembering  all  too  well  the  winter  she’d  spent  in  Endovier.  Winter  was

unforgiving  when  you  lived  in  the  shadow  of  the  Ruhnn  Mountains.  It  was  a

miracle  she  hadn’t  gotten  frostbite.  If  she  went  back,  another  winter  might  kill her. 

“You look troubled,” Nehemia said when Celaena reached her side, and put a

hand on her arm. 

“I’m fine,” Celaena said in Eyllwe, smiling for Nehemia’s sake. “I don’t like winter.” 

“I’ve never seen snow,” Nehemia said, looking at the sky. “I wonder how long

the novelty will last.” 

“Hopefully  long  enough  for  you  to  not  mind  the  drafty  corridors,  freezing

mornings, and days without sunshine.” 

Nehemia laughed. “You should come to Eyllwe with me when I return—and

make  sure  you  stay  long  enough  to  experience  one  of  our  blistering  summers. 

 Then you’ll appreciate your freezing mornings and days without sun.” 

Celaena  had  already  spent  one  blistering  summer  in  the  heat  of  the  Red

Desert,  but  to  tell  Nehemia  that  would  only  invite  difficult  questions.  Instead, she said: “I’d like to see Eyllwe very much.” 

Nehemia’s gaze lingered on Celaena’s brow for a moment before she grinned. 

“Then it shall be so.” 

Celaena’s eyes brightened, and she tilted her head back so she could see the

castle looming above them. “I wonder if Chaol sorted through the mess of that

murder.” 

“My bodyguards tell me that the man was . . . very violently killed.” 

“To  say  the  least,”  Celaena  murmured,  watching  the  shifting  colors  of  the

fading sun turn the castle gold and red and blue. Despite the ostentatious nature

of the glass castle, she had to admit that it  did look rather beautiful at times. 

“You saw the body? My guards weren’t allowed close enough.” 

She nodded slowly. “I’m sure you don’t want to know the details.” 

“Indulge me,” Nehemia pressed, smiling tightly. 

Celaena raised an eyebrow. “Well—there was blood smeared everywhere. On

the walls, on the floor.” 

“Smeared?” Nehemia said, her voice dropping into a hush. “Not splattered?” 

“I think so. Like someone had rubbed it on there. There were a few of those

Wyrdmarks painted, but most had been rubbed away.” She shook her head at the

image  that  arose.  “And  the  man’s  body  was  missing  its  vital  organs—like

someone had split him open from neck to navel, and—I’m sorry, you look like

you’re going to be ill. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

“No. Keep going. What else was missing?” 

Celaena paused for a moment before saying: “His brain. Someone had made a

hole in the top of his head, and his brain was gone. And the skin from his face

had been ripped off.” 

Nehemia  nodded,  staring  at  a  barren  bush  in  front  of  them.  The  princess

chewed  on  her  bottom  lip,  and  Celaena  noted  that  her  fingers  curled  and

uncurled  at  the  sides  of  her  long,  white  gown.  A  cold  breeze  blew  past  them, 

making Nehemia’s multitude of fine, thin braids sway. The gold woven into her braids clinked softly. 

“I’m sorry,” Celaena said. “I shouldn’t have—” 

A  step  fell  behind  them,  and  before  Celaena  could  whirl,  a  male  voice  said:

“Look at this.” 

She  tensed  as  Cain  came  to  stand  nearby,  half-hidden  in  the  shadow  of  the

clock  tower  behind  them.  Verin,  the  curly-haired  loudmouth  thief,  was  at  his

side. “What do you want?” she said. 

Cain’s  tan  face  twisted  in  a  sneer.  Somehow,  he’d  gotten  bigger—or  maybe

her eyes were playing tricks on her. “Pretending to be a lady doesn’t mean you

are one,” he said. Celaena shot Nehemia a look, but the princess’s eyes remained

upon Cain—narrowed, but her lips strangely slack. 

But  Cain  wasn’t  done,  and  his  attention  shifted  to  Nehemia.  His  lips  pulled

back, revealing his gleaming white teeth. “Neither does wearing a crown make

you a real princess—not anymore.” 

Celaena took a step closer to him. “Shut your stupid mouth, or I’ll punch your

teeth down your throat and shut it for you.” 

Cain let out a sharp laugh, which Verin echoed. The thief circled behind them, 

and Celaena straightened, wondering if they’d actually pick a fight here. “Lots of

barking from the prince’s lapdog,” Cain said. “But does she have any fangs?” 

She felt Nehemia’s hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off as she took

another  step  toward  him,  close  enough  for  the  curls  of  his  breath  to  touch  her face.  Inside  the  castle,  the  guards  remained  loitering  about,  talking  amongst

themselves. “You’ll find out when my fangs are buried in your neck,” she said. 

“Why not right now?” Cain breathed. “Come on—hit me. Hit me with all that

rage you feel every time you force yourself to miss the bull’s-eye, or when you

slow yourself down so you don’t scale walls as fast as me. Hit me,  Lillian,”  he whispered so only she could hear, “and let’s see what that year in Endovier really

taught you.” 

Celaena’s heart leapt into a gallop. He knew. He knew who she was, and what

she  was  doing.  She  didn’t  dare  to  look  at  Nehemia,  and  only  hoped  her

understanding  of  the  common  language  was  still  weak  enough  for  her  not  to

have understood. Verin still watched from behind them. 

“You  think  you’re  the  only  one  whose  sponsor  is  willing  to  do  anything  to

win? You think your prince and captain are the only ones who know what you

are?” 

Celaena clenched her hand. Two blows, and he’d be on the ground, struggling

to breathe. Another blow after that, and Verin would be beside him. 

“Lillian,” Nehemia said in the common tongue, taking her by the hand. “We

have business. Let us go.” 

“That’s right,” Cain said. “Follow her around like the lapdog you are.” 

Celaena’s  hand  trembled.  If  she  hit  him  .  .  .  If  she  hit  him,  if  she  got  into  a brawl right here and the guards had to pull them apart, Chaol might not let her

see  Nehemia  again,  let  alone  leave  her  rooms  after  lessons,  or  stay  late  to practice  with  Nox.  So  Celaena  smiled  and  rolled  her  shoulders  as  she  said

brightly: “Shove it up your ass, Cain.” 

Cain  and  Verin  laughed,  but  she  and  Nehemia  walked  away,  the  princess

holding  her  hand  tightly.  Not  from  fear  or  anger,  but  just  to  tell  her  that  she understood . . . that she was there. Celaena squeezed her hand back. It had been a

while  since  someone  had  looked  out  for  her,  and  Celaena  had  the  feeling  she could get used to it. 

•

Chaol stood with Dorian in the shadows atop the mezzanine, staring down at the

assassin as she punched at the dummy situated in the center of the floor. She’d

sent  him  a  message  saying  she  was  going  to  train  for  a  few  hours  after  dinner, and he’d invited Dorian to come along to watch. Perhaps Dorian would now see

 why she was such a threat to him. To everyone. 

Celaena grunted, throwing punch after punch, left-right-left-left-right. On and

on, as if she had something burning inside of her that she couldn’t quite get out. 

“She looks stronger than before,” the prince said quietly. “You’ve done a good

job  getting  her  back  in  shape.”  Celaena  punched  and  kicked  at  the  dummy, 

dodging  invisible  blows.  The  guards  at  the  door  just  watched,  their  faces

impassive. “Do you think she stands a chance against Cain?” 

Celaena swung her leg through the air, connecting with the dummy’s head. It

rocked  back.  The  blow  would  have  knocked  out  a  man.  “I  think  if  she  doesn’t get  too  riled  and  keeps  a  cool  head  when  they  duel,  she  might.  But  she’s  .  .  . 

wild.  And  unpredictable.  She  needs  to  learn  to  control  her  feelings—especially that impossible anger.” 

Which  was  true.  Chaol  didn’t  know  if  it  was  because  of  Endovier,  or  just

being  an  assassin;  whatever  the  cause  of  that  unyielding  rage,  she  could  never entirely leash herself. 

“Who’s that?” Dorian asked sharply as Nox entered the room and walked over

to  Celaena.  She  paused,  rubbing  her  wrapped  knuckles,  and  wiped  the  sweat

from her eyes as she waved to him. 

“Nox,” Chaol said. “A thief from Perranth. Minister Joval’s Champion.” 

Nox said something to Celaena that set her chuckling. Nox laughed, too. “She

made another friend?” Dorian said, raising his brows as Celaena demonstrated a

move for Nox. “She’s  helping him?” 

“Every day. They usually stay after lessons with the others are over.” 

“And you allow this?” 

Chaol hid his glower at Dorian’s tone. “If you want me to put an end to it, I

will.” 

Dorian  watched  them  for  another  moment.  “No.  Let  her  train  with  him.  The

other Champions are brutes—she could use an ally.” 

“That she could.” 

Dorian  turned  from  the  balcony  and  strode  off  into  the  darkness  of  the  hall beyond. Chaol watched the prince disappear, his red cape billowing behind him, 

and sighed. He knew jealousy when he saw it, and while Dorian was clever, he

was  just  as  bad  as  Celaena  at  hiding  his  emotions.  Perhaps  bringing  the  prince along had done the opposite of what he’d intended. 

His feet heavy, Chaol followed after the prince, hoping Dorian wasn’t about to

drag them all into serious trouble. 

•

A  few  days  later,  Celaena  turned  the  crisp  yellow  pages  of  a  heavy  tome, 

squirming in her seat. Like the countless others she’d tried, it was just page after

page  of  scribbled  nonsense.  But  it  was  worth  researching,  if  there  were

Wyrdmarks  at  Xavier’s  crime  scene  and  Wyrdmarks  at  the  clock  tower.  The

more she knew about what this killer wanted— why and  how he was killing—the better.  That  was  the  real  threat  to  be  dealing  with,  not  some  mysterious, inexplicable evil Elena had mentioned. Of course, there was little to nothing to

be found. Her eyes sore, the assassin looked up from the book and sighed. The

library  was  gloomy,  and  were  it  not  for  the  sound  of  Chaol  flipping  pages,  it would have been wholly silent. 

“Done?”  he  asked,  closing  the  novel  he  was  reading.  She  hadn’t  told  him

about  Cain  revealing  that  he  knew  who  she  really  was,  or  the  possible  murder connection  to  the  Wyrdmarks—not  yet.  Inside  the  library,  she  didn’t  have  to

think  about  competitions  and  brutes.  Here,  she  could  savor  the  quiet  and  the calm. 

“No,” she grumbled, drumming her fingers on the table. 

“This is  actually how you spend your spare time?” A hint of a smile appeared

on his lips. “You should hope no one else hears about this—it would ruin your

reputation. Nox would leave you for Cain.” He chuckled to himself and opened

his  book  again,  leaning  back  in  his  chair.  She  stared  at  him  for  a  moment, wondering  if  he’d  stop  laughing  at  her  if  he  knew  what  she  was  researching. 

How it might help him, too. 

Celaena straightened in her chair, rubbing a nasty bruise on her leg. Naturally, it was from an intentional blow of Chaol’s wooden staff. She glared at him, but

he continued reading. 

He was merciless during their lessons. He had her doing all sorts of activities:

walking  on  her  hands,  juggling  blades  .  .  .  It  wasn’t  anything  new,  but  it  was unpleasant. But his temper had improved somewhat. He did  seem a bit sorry for

hitting her leg so hard. Celaena supposed she liked him. 

The assassin slammed shut the tome, dust flying into the air. It was pointless. 

“What?” he asked, straightening. 

“Nothing,” she grumbled. 

What   were  Wyrdmarks,  and  where  did  they  come  from?  And  more

importantly,  why  had  she  never  heard  of  them  before?  They’d  been  all  over

Elena’s  tomb,  too.  An  ancient  religion  from  a  forgotten  time—what  were  they

doing  here? And at the crime scene! There had to be a connection. 

So far, she hadn’t learned much: according to one book, Wyrdmarks were an

alphabet.  Though,  according  to   this  book,  no  grammar  existed  with  the

Wyrdmarks:  everything  was  just  symbols  that  one  had  to  string  together.  And

they  changed  meaning  depending  on  the  marks  around  them.  They  were

painfully  difficult  to  draw;  they  required  precise  lengths  and  angles,  or  they became something else entirely. 

“Stop  glowering  and  sulking,”  Chaol  chided.  He  looked  at  the  title  of  the

book.  Neither  of  them  had  mentioned  Xavier’s  murder,  and  she’d  gleaned  no

more information about it. “Remind me what you’re reading.” 

“Nothing,”  she  said  again,  covering  the  book  with  her  arms.  But  his  brown

eyes narrowed farther, and she sighed. “It’s just—just about Wyrdmarks—those

sundial-things  by  the  clock  tower.  I  was  interested,  so  I  started  learning  about them.” A half truth, at least. 

She waited for the sneer and sarcasm, but it didn’t come. He only said: “And? 

Why the frustration?” 

She looked at the ceiling, pouting. “All I can find is just . . . just radical and

outlandish theories. I never knew  any of this!  Why?  Some books claim the Wyrd is  the  force  that  holds  together  and  governs  Erilea—and  not  just  Erilea! 

Countless other worlds, too.” 

“I’ve heard of it before,” he said, picking up his book. But his eyes remained

fixed  on  her  face.  “I  always  thought  the  Wyrd  was  an  old  term  for  Fate—or

Destiny.” 

“So did I. But the Wyrd isn’t a religion, at least not in the northern parts of the

continent, and it’s not included in the worship of the Goddess or the gods.” 

He  set  the  book  in  his  lap.  “Is  there  a  point  to  this,  beyond  your  obsession

with those marks in the garden? Are you  that bored?” 

 Worried for my safety is more like it! 

“No. Yes. It’s interesting: some theories suggest the Mother Goddess is just a

spirit  from  one  of  these  other  worlds,  and  that  she  strayed  through  something called a Wyrdgate and found Erilea in need of form and life.” 

“That  sounds  a  little  sacrilegious,”  he  warned.  He  was  old  enough  to  more

vividly recall the burnings and executions ten years ago. What had it been like to

grow  up  in  the  shadow  of  the  king  who  had  ordered  so  much  destruction?  To

have  lived  here  when  royal  families  were  slaughtered,  when  seers  and  magic-

wielders were burned alive, and the world fell into darkness and sorrow? 

But  she  went  on,  needing  to  dump  the  contents  of  her  mind  in  case  all  the pieces somehow assembled by speaking them aloud. “There’s an idea that before

the Goddess arrived, there  was life—an ancient civilization, but somehow, they

disappeared. Perhaps through that Wyrdgate thing. Ruins exist—ruins too old to

be  of  Fae  making.”  How  this  connected  to  the  Champion  murders  was  beyond

her. She was definitely grasping at straws. 

He  set  his  feet  down  and  put  the  book  on  the  table.  “Can  I  be  honest  with you?”  Chaol  leaned  closer,  and  Celaena  leaned  to  meet  him  as  he  whispered:

“You sound like a raving lunatic.” 

Celaena  made  a  disgusted  noise  and  sat  back,  seething.  “Sorry  for  having

 some interest in the history of our world!” 

“As  you  said,  these  sound  like  radical  and  outlandish  theories.”  He  started

reading  once  more,  and  said  without  looking  at  her,  “Again:  why  the

frustration?” 

She  rubbed  her  eyes.  “Because,”  she  said,  almost  whining.  “Because  I  just

want  a  straightforward  answer  to   what  the  Wyrdmarks  are,  and  why  they’re  in the garden  here, of all places.” Magic had been wiped away on the king’s orders; so  why  had  something  like  the  Wyrdmarks  been  allowed  to  remain?  To  have

them show up at the murder scene meant something. 

“You should find another way to occupy your time,” he said, returning to his

book. Usually, guards watched her in the library for hours on end, day after day. 

What  was  he  doing  here?  She  smiled—her  heart  skipping  a  beat—and  then

looked at the books on the table. 

She ran again through the information she’d gathered. There was also the idea

of  the  Wyrdgates,  which  appeared  numerous  times  alongside  the  mention  of

Wyrdmarks, but she’d never heard of them. When she’d first stumbled across the

notion  of  Wyrdgates,  days  ago,  it  had  seemed  interesting,  and  so  she’d

researched, digging through piles of old parchment, only to find more puzzling

theories. 

The gates were both real and invisible things. Humans could not see them, but they could be summoned and accessed using the Wyrdmarks. They opened into

other realms, some of them good, some of them bad. Things could come through

from  the  other  side  and  slither  into  Erilea.  It  was  due  to  this  that  many  of  the strange and fell creatures of Erilea existed. 

Celaena pulled another book toward her and grinned. It was as if someone had

read  her  mind.  It  was  a  large  black  volume  entitled   The  Walking  Dead  in tarnished  silver  letters.  Thankfully,  the  captain  didn’t  see  the  title  before  she opened it. But . . . 

She  didn’t  remember  selecting  this  from  the  shelves.  It  reeked,  almost  like

soil,  and  Celaena’s  nose  crinkled  as  she  turned  the  pages.  She  scanned  for  any sign  of  the  Wyrdmarks,  or  any  mention  of  a  Wyrdgate,  but  she  soon  found

something far more interesting. 

An  illustration  of  a  twisted,  half-decayed  face  grinned  at  her,  flesh  falling from  its  bones.  The  air  chilled,  and  Celaena  rubbed  her  arms.  Where  had  she found  this?  How  had  this  escaped  the  burnings?  How  had   any  of  these  books escaped the purging fires ten years ago? 

She  shivered  again,  almost  twitching.  The  hollow,  mad  eyes  of  the  monster

were full of malice. It seemed to look at her. She closed the book and pushed it

to  the  end  of  the  table.  If  the  king  knew  this  kind  of  book  still  existed  in  his library, he’d have it all destroyed. Unlike the Great Library of Orynth, here there

were  no  Master  Scholars  to  protect  the  invaluable  books.  Chaol  kept  reading. 

Something groaned, and Celaena’s head swung toward the back of the library. It

was a guttural noise, an animalistic noise—

“Did you hear anything?” she asked. 

“When do you plan on leaving?” was his only reply. 

“When I grow tired of reading.” She pulled the black book back to her, leafed

past the terrifying portrait of the dead thing, and drew the candle closer to read

the descriptions of various monsters. 

There was a scraping noise somewhere beneath her feet—close, as if someone

were  running  a  fingernail  along  the  ceiling  below.  Celaena  slammed  the  book

shut and stepped away from the table. The hair on her arms rose, and she almost

stumbled into the nearest table as she waited for something—a hand; a wing; a

gaping, fanged mouth—to appear and grab her. 

“Do  you  feel  that?”  she  asked  Chaol,  who  slowly,  maliciously  grinned.  He

held out his dagger and dragged it on the marble floor, creating the exact sound

and feeling. 

“Damned idiot,” she snarled. She grabbed two heavy books from the table and

stalked from the library, making sure to leave  The Walking Dead far behind. 

Chapter 28

Brows  narrowed,  Celaena  aimed  the  cue  at  the  white  ball.  The  pole  slid  easily between her fingers as she steadied her hand on the felt surface of the table. With

an  awkward  lurch  of  her  arm,  she  jabbed  the  rod  forward.  She  missed

completely. 

Cursing, Celaena tried again. She hit the cue ball in such a way that it gave a

pathetic  half  roll  to  the  side,  gently  knocking  into  a  colored  ball  with  a  faint click. Well, at least she’d hit something. It was more successful than her research

on the Wyrdmarks had been. 

It was past ten, and, in need of a break from hours of training and researching

and  fretting  about  Cain  and  Elena,  she’d  come  into  the  gaming  room.  She  was too tired for music, she couldn’t play cards alone, and—well, billiards seemed to

be the only plausible activity. She’d picked up the cue with high hopes that the

game wouldn’t be too difficult to learn. 

The  assassin  pivoted  around  the  table  and  took  aim  again.  She  missed. 

Gritting her teeth, she considered snapping the cue in half across her knee. But

she’d been attempting to play for only an hour. She’d be incredible by midnight! 

She’d master this ridiculous game or she’d turn the table into firewood. And use

it to burn Cain alive. 

Celaena jabbed the cue, and hit the ball with such force that it zoomed toward

the back wall of the table, knocking three colored balls out of its way before it

collided with the number three ball, sending it shooting straight for a hole. 

It stopped rolling at the edge of the pocket. 

A  shriek  of  rage  ripped  from  her  throat,  and  Celaena  ran  over  to  the  pocket. 

She first screamed at the ball, then took the cue in her hands and bit down upon

the shaft, still screaming through her clamped teeth. Finally the assassin stopped

and slapped the three ball into the pocket. 

•

“For  the  world’s  greatest  assassin,  this  is  pathetic,”  said  Dorian,  stepping  from the doorway. 

She yelped and swung toward him. She wore a tunic and pants, and her hair

was unbound. He leaned against the table, smiling as she turned a deep shade of

red. “If you’re going to insult me, you can shove this—” She lifted the cue in the

air and made an obscene gesture that finished her sentence. 

He rolled his sleeves before picking up a cue from the rack on the wall. “Are

you planning on biting the cue again? Because if you are, I’d like to invite the

court painter so I can forever remember the sight.” 

“Don’t you dare mock me!” 

“Don’t be so serious.” He aimed at the ball and sent it gracefully into a green

one, which dropped into a pocket. “You’re immensely entertaining when you’re

hopping mad.” 

To his surprise and delight, she laughed. “Funny to you,” she said, “infuriating

for me.” She moved and took another shot. And missed. 

“Let me show you how to do it.” He strode over to where she stood and set his

stick down, taking hers in his hand. Nudging her out of the way, his heart beating

a bit faster, he positioned himself where she stood. “You see how my thumb and

index finger are always holding the upper end of the cue? All you have to do is

—” 

She  knocked  him  out  of  the  way  with  a  swish  of  her  hips  and  took  the  rod from  him.  “I  know  how  to  hold  it,  you  buffoon.”  She  tried  to  hit  the  ball  and missed yet again. 

“You’re not moving your body the correct way. Here, just let me show you.” 

Though  it  was  the  oldest  and  most  shameless  trick  in  the  book,  he  reached

over  her  and  put  his  hand  on  top  of  the  one  that  gripped  the  cue.  He  then positioned the fingers of her other hand on the wood before lightly gripping her

wrist. To Dorian’s dismay, his face became warm. 

His eyes shifted to her, and, to his relief, he found that she was as red as he, if

not more so. 

“If you don’t stop feeling and start instructing, I’m going to rip out your eyes

and replace them with these billiard balls.” 

“Look, all you have to do is . . .” He walked her through the steps, and she hit

the ball smoothly. It went into a corner and rebounded into a pocket. He removed

himself from her and smirked. “See? If you do it properly, it’ll work. Try again.” 

He picked up his cue. She snorted, but still positioned herself, aimed, and hit it. 

The  cue  ball  shot  all  around  the  table,  creating  general  chaos.  But  at  least  she made contact. 

He grabbed the triangle and held it in the air. “Care for a game?” 

•

The clock struck two before they stopped. He had ordered an array of desserts to

be brought in the midst of their playing, and though she protested, she gobbled

down a large piece of chocolate cake and then ate half of his piece, too. 

He  won  every  game,  yet  she  hardly  noticed.  As  long  as  she  hit  the  ball,  it resulted in shameless  bragging. When she  missed—well, even the  fires of Hell

couldn’t compare to the rage that burst from her mouth. He couldn’t remember a

time when he’d laughed so hard. 

When she wasn’t cursing and sputtering, they spoke of the books they’d both

read,  and  as  she  jabbered  on  and  on,  he  felt  as  if  she  hadn’t  spoken  a  word  in years and was afraid she’d suddenly go mute again. She was frighteningly smart. 

She  understood  him  when  he  spoke  of  history,  or  of  politics—though  she

claimed to loathe the subject—and even had a great deal to say about the theater. 

He somehow wound up promising to take her to a play after the competition. An

awkward silence arose at that, but it quickly passed. 

Dorian  was  slumped  in  an  armchair,  resting  his  head  on  a  hand.  She  lay

sprawled across the chair facing his, her legs dangling off an arm. She stared at

the fire, her eyelids half-closed. “What are you thinking?” he asked. 

“I don’t know,” she said. She let her head drop onto the arm of the chair. “Do

you think Xavier and the other Champion murders were intentional?” 

“Perhaps. Does it make a difference?” 

“No.” She lazily waved her hand in the air. “Never mind.” 

Before he could ask more, she fell asleep. 

He  wished  he  knew  more  about  her  past.  Chaol  had  only  told  him  that  she

came  from  Terrasen,  and  that  her  family  was  dead.  He  hadn’t  the  faintest  clue what her life was like, how she became an assassin, how she learned to play the

pianoforte . . . It was all a mystery. 

He  wanted  to  know  everything  about  her.  He  wished  she’d  just  tell  him. 

Dorian stood and stretched. He placed their cues on the rack, arranged the balls, 

and returned to the slumbering assassin. He shook her gently, and she groaned in

protest. “You may want to sleep there, but you’ll sorely regret it in the morning.” 

Barely opening her eyes, she stood and shuffled to the door. When she nearly

walked into the doorpost, he decided that a guiding arm was needed before she

broke something. Trying not to think of the warmth of her skin beneath his hand, 

he  directed  her  to  her  bedroom  and  watched  her  stagger  into  bed,  where  she

collapsed on top of the blankets. 

“Your  books  are  there,”  she  mumbled,  pointing  at  a  stack  by  her  bed.  He

slowly entered the chamber. She lay still, her eyes closed. Three candles burned

on various surfaces. With a sigh, he moved to blow them out before approaching

her bed. Was she sleeping? 

“Good night, Celaena,” he said. It was the first time he’d addressed her by her

name. It came off his tongue nicely. She mumbled something that sounded like

“nahnuh,”  and  did  not  move.  A  curious  necklace  glittered  in  the  hollow  of  her throat.  He  felt  as  if  it  were  familiar  somehow,  like  he’d  seen  it  before.  With  a final glance, he picked up the stack of books and left the room. 

If she became his father’s Champion, and later gained her freedom, would she

remain  the  same?  Or  was  this  all  a  facade  to  get  what  she  wanted?  But  he couldn’t  imagine  that  she  was  pretending.  Didn’t  want  to  imagine  that  she  was pretending. 

The castle was silent and dark as he walked back to his room. 

Chapter 29

At their Test the next afternoon, Celaena stood in the training hall with her arms

crossed,  watching  Cain  spar  with  Grave.  Cain  knew  who  she  was;  all  of  her

simpering and pretending and holding back had been for nothing. It had  amused

him. 

She clenched her jaw as Cain and Grave flew across the sparring ring, swords

clanging.  The  Test  was  fairly  simple:  they  were  each  given  a  sparring  partner, and  if  they  won  their  duel,  they  needn’t  worry  about  being  eliminated.  The

losers,  however,  would  face  judgment  by  Brullo.  Whoever  had  performed  the

worst would be sent packing. 

To his credit, Grave held up well against Cain, even though she saw how his

knees trembled from the effort. Nox, standing beside her, hissed as Cain shoved

into Grave and sent him staggering back. 

Cain smiled throughout the entire thing, barely panting. Celaena clenched her

hands into fists, pushing them hard against her ribs. In a flash of steel, Cain had

his blade at Grave’s throat, and the pockmarked assassin bared his rotting teeth

at him. “Excellent, Cain,” Brullo said, clapping. Celaena struggled to control her

breathing. 

“Look out, Cain,” Verin said from beside her. The curly-headed thief grinned

at  her.  She  hadn’t  been  thrilled  when  it  had  been  announced  she  was  to  spar against Verin. But at least it wasn’t Nox. “Little lady wants a piece of you.” 

“Watch yourself, Verin,” Nox warned, his gray eyes burning. 

“What?”  Verin  said.  Now  the  other  Champions—and  everyone  else—were

turning  to  them.  Pelor,  who  had  been  lingering  nearby,  retreated  a  few  steps. 

Smart move. “Defending her, are you?” Verin taunted. “Is that the bargain? She

opens her legs, and you keep an eye on her during practice?” 

“Shut  your  mouth,  you  damned  pig,”  Celaena  snapped.  Chaol  and  Dorian

pushed  off  from  where  they  both  leaned  against  the  wall,  coming  closer  to  the ring. 

“Or  what?”  Verin  said,  nearing  her.  Nox  stiffened,  his  hand  drifting  to  his

sword. 

But Celaena refused to back down. “Or I’ll rip out your tongue.” 

“That’s enough!” Brullo barked. “Take it out in the ring. Verin. Lillian. Now.” 

Verin  gave  her  a  snakelike  smile,  and  Cain  clapped  him  on  the  back  as  he

entered the chalk-etched circle, drawing his sword. 

Nox  put  a  hand  on  her  shoulder,  and  out  of  the  corner  of  her  eye,  she  spied Chaol and Dorian watching them closely. She ignored them. 

It was enough. Enough of the pretending and the meekness. Enough of Cain. 

Verin raised his sword, shaking his blond curls out of his eyes. “Let’s see what

you’ve got.” 

She stalked toward him, keeping her sword sheathed at her side. Verin’s grin

widened as he lifted his blade. 

He  swung,  but  Celaena  struck,  ramming  her  fist  into  his  arm,  sending  the

blade  soaring  through  the  air.  In  the  same  breath,  her  palm  hit  his  left  arm, knocking it aside, too. As he staggered back, her leg came up, and Verin’s eyes

bulged  as  her  foot  slammed  into  his  chest.  The  kick  sent  him  flying,  and  his body  crunched  as  it  hit  the  floor  and  slid  out  of  the  ring,  instantly  eliminating him. The hall was utterly silent. 

“Mock me again,” she spat at Verin, “and I’ll do that with my sword the next

time.” She turned from him, and found Brullo’s face slack. “Here’s a lesson for

you, Weapons Master,” she said, stalking past him. “Give me  real men to fight. 

Then maybe I’ll bother trying.” 

She strode away, past the grinning Nox, and stopped before Cain. She stared

up at his face—a face that might have been handsome had he not been a bastard

—and smiled with sweet venom. “Here I am,” she said, squaring her shoulders. 

“Just a little lapdog.” 

Cain’s black eyes gleamed. “All I hear is yapping.” 

Her hand itched toward her sword, but she kept it at her side. “Let’s see if you

still hear yapping when I win this competition.” Before he could say more, she

stalked to the water table. 

Only Nox dared speak to her after that. Surprisingly, Chaol didn’t reprimand

her, either. 

•

When  she  was  safely  back  in  her  rooms  after  the  Test,  Celaena  watched  the

snowflakes  drift  from  the  hills  beyond  Rifthold.  They  swept  toward  her, 

harbingers  of  the  storm  that  was  to  come.  The  late  afternoon  sun,  trapped

beneath  a  wall  of  pewter,  stained  the  clouds  a  yellowish  gray,  making  the  sky unusually  bright.  It  felt  surreal,  as  if  the  horizon  had  disappeared  beyond  the hills. She was stranded in a world of glass. 

Celaena left the window, but stopped before the tapestry and its depiction of

Queen  Elena.  She  had  often  wished  for  adventure,  for  old  spells  and  wicked

kings. But she hadn’t realized it would be like this—a fight for her freedom. And

she’d always imagined that there’d be someone to help her—a loyal friend or a

one-armed soldier or something. She hadn’t imagined she would be so . . . alone. 

She  wished  Sam  were  with  her.  He’d  always  known  what  to  do,  always  had

her back, whether she wanted him to or not. She would give anything—anything in the world—to have him still with her. 

Her eyes burned, and Celaena put a hand to the amulet. The metal was warm

beneath  her  fingers—comforting,  somehow.  She  took  a  step  back  from  the

tapestry to better study the entire scope of it. 

In  the  center  stood  a  stag,  magnificent  and  virile,  gazing  sideways  at  Elena. 

The symbol of the royal house of Terrasen, of the kingdom that Brannon, Elena’s

father,  had  founded.  A  reminder  that  though  Elena  had  become  Queen  of

Adarlan,  she  still  belonged  to  Terrasen.  Like  Celaena,  no  matter  where  Elena

went, no matter how far, Terrasen would  always own a part of her. 

Celaena listened to the wind howl. With a sigh, she shook her head and turned

away. 

 Find the evil in the castle . . . But the only truly evil thing in this world is the man ruling it. 

•

Across  the  castle,  Kaltain  Rompier  clapped  lightly  as  a  troupe  of  acrobats

finished  their  tumbling.  The  performance  had  stopped  at  last.  She  didn’t  feel inclined to watch peasants bouncing about in bright colors for hours, but Queen

Georgina enjoyed it, and had invited her to sit beside the throne today. It was an

honor, and had been arranged through Perrington. 

Perrington  wanted  her;  she  knew  it.  And  if  she  pushed,  she  could  easily  get him  to  offer  to  make  her  his  duchess.  But  duchess  wasn’t  enough—not  when

Dorian was still unmarried. Her head had been pounding for the past week, and

today it seemed to throb with the words:  Not enough. Not enough. Not enough. 

Even  in  her  sleep,  the  pain  seeped  in,  warping  her  dreams  into  nightmares  so vivid she couldn’t remember where she was when she awoke. 

“How  delightful,  Your  Majesty,”  Kaltain  said  as  the  acrobats  gathered  their

things. 

“Yes, they were rather exciting, weren’t they?” The queen’s green eyes were

bright, and she smiled at Kaltain. Just then Kaltain’s head gave a bolt of pain so

strong  she  clenched  her  fists,  hiding  them  in  the  folds  of  her  tangerine-colored gown. 

“I  do  wish  Prince  Dorian  could  have  seen  them,”  Kaltain  got  out.  “His

Highness  told  me  only  yesterday  how  much  he  enjoyed  coming  here.”  The  lie

was easy enough, and it somehow made the pain of the headache ease. 

“Dorian said that?” Queen Georgina raised an auburn eyebrow. 

“Does that surprise Your Majesty?” 

The queen put a hand to her chest. “I thought my son had a distaste for such

things.” 

“Your Majesty,” she whispered, “will you swear not to say a word?” 

“A word about what?” the queen whispered back. 

“Well, Prince Dorian told me something.” 

“What did he say?” The queen touched Kaltain’s arm. 

“He  said  that  the  reason  he  doesn’t  come  to  court  so  often  is  because  he’s rather shy.” 

The  queen  withdrew,  the  light  in  her  eyes  fading.  “Oh,  he’s  told  me  that  a hundred  times.  I  was  so  hoping  you’d  tell  me  something  interesting,  Lady

Kaltain. Like if he’s found a young woman he favors.” 

Kaltain’s face warmed, and her head pounded mercilessly. She wished for her

pipe, but hours remained of this court session, and it wouldn’t be proper to leave

until Georgina departed. 

“I heard,” said the queen under her breath, “that there’s a young lady, but no

one knows who! Or at least when they hear her name, it’s nothing  familiar.  Do

you know her?” 

“No, Your Majesty.” Kaltain fought to keep the frustration from her face. 

“What a pity. I had hoped that you of all people would know. You’re such a

clever girl, Kaltain.” 

“Thank you, Your Majesty. You are too kind.” 

“Nonsense. I’m an excellent judge of character; I knew how extraordinary you

were  the  moment  you  entered  the  court.  Only  you  are  suitable  for  a  man  of

Perrington’s prowess. What a pity you didn’t meet my Dorian first!” 

 Not  enough,  not  enough,  the  pain  sang.  This  was  her  time.  “Even  if  I  had,” 

Kaltain chuckled, “Your Majesty surely would not have approved—I’m far too

lowly for the attentions of your son.” 

“Your beauty and wealth compensate for it.” 

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Kaltain’s heart pounded quickly. 

If  the  queen  approved  of  her  .  .  .  Kaltain  could  scarcely  think  as  the  queen nestled into her throne, then clapped her hands twice. The music began. Kaltain

didn’t hear it. 

Perrington had given her the shoes. Now was her time to dance. 

Chapter 30

“You’re not  focusing.” 

“Yes, I am!” Celaena said through her teeth, pulling the bowstring back even

farther. 

“Then go ahead,” Chaol said, pointing to a distant target along the far wall of

the  abandoned  hallway.  An  outrageous  distance  for  anyone—except  her.  “Let’s

see you make that.” 

She rolled her eyes and straightened her spine a bit. The bowstring quivered in

her hand, and she lifted the tip of her arrow slightly. 

“You’re going to hit the left wall,” he said, crossing his arms. 

“I’m going to hit you in the head if you don’t shut up.” She turned her head to

meet his gaze. His brows rose, and, still staring at him, she smiled wickedly as

she blindly fired the arrow. 

The  whiz  of  the  arrow’s  flight  filled  the  stone  hallway  before  the  faint,  dull thud  of  impact.  But  they  remained  gazing  at  each  other.  His  eyes  were  slightly purple beneath—hadn’t he gotten any sleep in the three weeks since Xavier had

died? 

She  certainly  hadn’t  been  sleeping  well,  either.  Every  noise  woke  her,  and

Chaol hadn’t yet discovered who might be targeting the Champions one by one. 

The  who didn’t matter as much to her as the  how—how was the killer selecting them? There was no pattern; five were dead, and they had no connection to each

other,  aside  from  the  competition.  She  hadn’t  been  able  to  see  another  crime scene  to  determine  if  Wyrdmarks  had  been  painted  in  blood  there  as  well. 

Celaena sighed, rolling her shoulders. “Cain knows who I am,” she said quietly, 

lowering her bow. 

His face remained blank. “How?” 

“Perrington told him. And Cain told me.” 

“When?” She’d never seen him look so serious. It made something within her

strain. 

“A  few  days  ago,”  she  lied.  It  had  been  weeks  since  their  confrontation.  “I was  in  the  garden  with  Nehemia—with  my  guards,  don’t  worry—and  he

approached us. He knows all about me—and knows that I hold back when we’re

with the other Champions.” 

“Did he lead you to believe that the other Champions know about you?” 

“No,” she said. “I don’t think they do. Nox doesn’t have a clue.” 

Chaol put a hand on the hilt of his sword. “It’s going to be fine. The element

of surprise is gone, that’s all. You’ll still beat Cain in the duels.” 

She half smiled. “You know, it’s starting to sound like you actually believe in me. You’d better be careful.” 

He  began  to  say  something,  but  running  footsteps  sounded  from  around  the

corner,  and  he  paused.  Two  guards  skidded  to  a  stop  and  saluted  them.  Chaol gave them a moment to collect their breath before he said, “Yes?” 

One of the guards, an aging man with thinning hair, saluted a second time and

said, “Captain—you’re needed.” 

Though his features remained neutral, Chaol’s shoulders shifted, and his chin

rose a bit higher. “What is it?” he said, a bit too quickly to pass for unconcerned. 

“Another body,” replied the guard. “In the servant’s passages.” 

The second guard, a slender, frail-looking young man, was deathly pale. “You

saw the body?” Celaena asked him. The guard nodded. “How fresh?” 

Chaol gave her a sharp look. The guard said, “They think it’s from last night

—from the way the blood’s half-dried.” 

Chaol’s eyes were unfocused. Thinking—he was figuring out what to do. He

straightened. “You want to prove how good you are?” he asked her. 

She put her hands on her hips. “Do I even need to?” 

He motioned the guards to lead the way. “Come with me,” he said to her over

his shoulder, and—despite the body—she smiled a bit and followed him. 

As they departed, Celaena looked back at the target. 

Chaol had been right. She’d missed the center by six inches—to the left. 

•

Thankfully, someone had created some semblance of order before they arrived. 

Even  still,  Chaol  had  to  push  his  way  through  a  crowd  of  gathered  guards  and servants, Celaena keeping close behind him. When they reached the edge of the

crowd and beheld the body, her hands slackened at her sides. Chaol cursed with

impressive violence. 

She didn’t know where to look first. At the body, with the gaping chest cavity

and missing brain and face, at the claw marks gouged into the ground, or at the

two Wyrdmarks, drawn on either side of the body in chalk. Her blood went cold. 

There was no denying their connection now. 

The crowd continued talking as the captain approached the body, then turned

to one of the guards watching him. “Who is it?” 

“Verin Ysslych,” Celaena said before the guard could reply. She’d recognize

Verin’s  curly  hair  anywhere.  Verin  had  been  at  the  head  of  the  pack  since  this competition started. Whatever had killed him . . . 

“What  kind  of  animal  makes  scratches  like  those?”  she  asked  Chaol,  but

didn’t  need  to  hear  his  reply  to  know  that  his  guess  was  as  good  as  hers.  The

claw  marks  were  deep—a  quarter  of  an  inch  at  least.  She  crouched  beside  one and ran her finger along the interior edge. It was jagged, but cut clean into the

stone floor. Her brows knotting, she scanned the other claw marks. 

“There’s  no  blood  in  these  claw  marks,”  she  said,  twisting  her  head  to  look over her shoulder at Chaol. He knelt beside her as she pointed to them. “They’re

clean.” 

“Which means?” 

She  frowned,  fighting  the  chill  that  ran  down  her  arms.  “Whatever  did  this

sharpened its nails before it gutted him.” 

“And why is  that important?” 

She  stood,  looking  up  and  down  the  hallway,  then  squatted  again.  “It  means

this thing had time to do that before it attacked him.” 

“It could have done it while lying in wait.” 

She shook her head. “Those torches along the wall are almost burnt to stubs. 

There  aren’t  any  signs  of  them  being  extinguished  before  the  attack—there  are no  traces  of  sooty  water.  If  Verin  died  last  night,  then  those  torches  were  still burning when he died.” 

“And?” 

“And  look  at  this  hallway.  The  nearest  doorway  is  fifty  feet  down,  and  the

nearest corner is a bit farther than that. If those torches were burning—” 

“Then Verin would have seen whatever it was long before he got to this spot.” 

“So  why  get  near  it?”  she  asked,  more  to  herself  than  anything.  “What  if  it wasn’t  an  animal,  but  a  person?  And  what  if  that  person  disabled  Verin  long enough for them to summon this creature?” She pointed to Verin’s legs. “Those

are clean cuts around his ankles. His tendons were snapped by a knife, to keep

him  from  running.”  She  moved  next  to  the  body,  taking  care  not  to  disturb  the Wyrdmarks etched into the ground as she lifted Verin’s rigid, cold hand. “Look

at  his  fingernails.”  She  swallowed  hard.  “The  tips  are  cracked  and  shattered.” 

She  used  her  own  nail  to  scrape  out  the  dirt  beneath  his  nails,  and  smeared  it across her palm. “See?” She held out her hand out for Chaol to observe. “Dust

and bits of stone.” She pulled aside Verin’s arm, revealing faint lines in the stone

beneath. “Fingernail marks. He was desperate to get away—to drag himself by

his fingertips, if necessary. He was alive the entire time that thing sharpened its

claws on the stone while its master watched.” 

“So what does that mean?” 

She smiled grimly at him. “It means that you’re in a lot of trouble.” 

And,  as  Chaol’s  face  paled,  Celaena  realized  with  a  jolt  that  perhaps  the

Champions’ killer and Elena’s mysterious evil force might be one and the same. 

•

Seated at the dining table, Celaena flipped through the book. 

 Nothing,  nothing,  nothing.  She  scanned  page  after  page  for  any  sign  of  the two  Wyrdmarks  that  had  been  drawn  beside  Verin’s  body.  There  had  to  be  a

connection. 

She  stopped  as  a  map  of  Erilea  appeared.  Maps  had  always  interested  her; 

there was something bewitching in knowing one’s precise location in relation to

others on the earth. She gently traced a finger along the eastern coast. She began

in the south—at Banjali, the Eyllwe capital, then went up, curving and snaking, 

all  the  way  to  Rifthold.  Her  finger  then  traveled  through  Meah,  then  north  and inland  to  Orynth,  then  back,  back  to  the  sea,  to  the  Sorian  Coast,  and  finally to the very tip of the continent and the North Sea beyond. 

She  stared  at  Orynth,  that  city  of  light  and  learning,  the  pearl  of  Erilea  and capital of Terrasen. Her birthplace. Celaena slammed shut the book. 

Glancing  around  her  room,  the  assassin  let  out  a  long  sigh.  When  she

managed  to  sleep,  her  dreams  were  haunted  by  ancient  battles,  by  swords  with eyes,  by  Wyrdmarks  that  swirled  around  her  head  and  blinded  her  with  their

bright colors. She could see the gleaming armor of Fae and mortal warriors, hear

the clash of shields and the snarl of vicious beasts, and smell blood and rotting

corpses  all  around  her.  Carnage  trailed  in  her  wake.  Adarlan’s  Assassin

shuddered. 

“Oh, good. I hoped you’d still be awake,” the Crown Prince said, and Celaena

jumped  from  her  seat  to  find  Dorian  approaching.  He  looked  tired  and  a  bit

ruffled. 

She opened her mouth, then shook her head. “What are you doing here? It’s

almost midnight, and I’ve got a Test tomorrow.” She couldn’t deny having him

here was a bit of a relief—the murderer only seemed to attack Champions when

they were alone. 

“Have you moved from literature to history?” He surveyed the books on the

table. “A Brief History of Modern Erilea,” he read. “Symbols and Power.  Eyllwe Culture and Customs.” He raised an eyebrow. 

“I read what I like.” 

He slid into the seat beside her, his leg brushing hers. “Is there a connection

between all of these?” 

“No.” It wasn’t quite a lie—though she had hoped for all of them to contain

 something about Wyrdmarks, or what they meant beside a corpse. “I assume you

heard about Verin’s death.” 

“Of course,” he said, a dark expression crossing his handsome face. She was

all  too  aware  of  how  close  his  leg  was,  but  she  couldn’t  bring  herself  to  shift away. 

“And you’re not at all concerned that so many Champions have been brutally

murdered at the hands of someone’s feral beast?” 

Dorian  leaned  in,  his  eyes  fixed  on  hers.  “All  of  those  murders  occurred  in dark,  isolated  hallways.  You’re  never  without  guards—and  your  chambers  are

well-watched.” 

“I’m  not  concerned  for  myself,”  she  said  sharply,  pulling  back  a  bit.  Which

wasn’t  entirely  true.  “I  just  think  it  reflects  poorly  on  your  esteemed  father  to have all of this going on.” 

“When  was  the  last  time  you  bothered  to  care  for  the  reputation  of  my

‘esteemed’ father?” 

“Since  I  became  his  son’s  Champion.  So  perhaps  you  ought  to  devote  some

additional  resources  to  solving  these  murders,  before  I  win  this  absurd

competition just because I’m the last one left alive.” 

“Any more demands?” he asked, still close enough for her lips to graze his if

she dared. 

“I’ll let you know if I think of any.” Their eyes locked. A slow smile spread

across  her  face.  What  sort  of  a  man  was  the  Crown  Prince?  Though  she  didn’t want  to  admit  it,  it  was  nice  to  have  someone  around,  even  if  he  was  a

Havilliard. 

She  pushed  claw  marks  and  brainless  corpses  from  her  thoughts.  “Why  are

you so disheveled? Has Kaltain been clawing at you?” 

“Kaltain? Thankfully, not recently. But what a miserable day it was! The pups

are mutts, and—” He put his head in his hands. 

“Pups?” 

“One  of  my  bitches  gave  birth  to  a  litter  of  mongrels.  Before,  they  were  too young to tell. But now . . . Well, I’d hoped for purebreds.” 

“Are we speaking of dogs or of women?” 

“Which would you prefer?” He gave her an impish grin. 

“Oh, hush up,” she hissed, and he chuckled. 

“Why, might I ask, are  you so disheveled?” His smile faltered. “Chaol told me

he took you to see the body; I hope it wasn’t too harrowing.” 

“Not at all. It’s just that I haven’t slept well.” 

“Me, neither,” he admitted. He straightened. “Will you play the pianoforte for

me?” Celaena tapped her foot on the floor, wondering how he had moved on to

such a different subject. 

“Of course not.” 

“You played beautifully.” 

“If I had known someone was spying on me, I wouldn’t have played at all.” 

“Why is playing so personal for you?” He leaned back in his chair. 

“I can’t hear or play music without— Never mind.” 

“No, tell me what you were going to say.” 

“Nothing interesting,” she said, stacking the books. 

“Does it stir up memories?” 

She eyed him, searching for any sign of mockery. “Sometimes.” 

“Memories  of  your  parents?”  He  reached  to  help  her  stack  the  remaining

books. 

Celaena stood suddenly. “Don’t ask such stupid questions.” 

“I’m sorry if I pried.” 

She didn’t respond. The door in her mind that she kept locked at all times had

been  cracked  open  by  the  question,  and  now  she  tried  frantically  to  close  it. 

Seeing his face, seeing him so near to her . . . The door shut and she turned the

key. 

“It’s just,” he said, oblivious to the battle that had just occurred, “it’s just that I

don’t know anything about you.” 

“I’m an assassin.” Her heartbeat calmed. “That’s all there is to know.” 

“Yes,” he said with a sigh. “But why is it so wrong for me to want to know

more?  Like  how  you  became  an  assassin—and  what  things  were  like  for  you

before that.” 

“It’s not interesting.” 

“I wouldn’t find it boring.” She didn’t say anything. “Please? One question—

and I promise, nothing too sensitive.” 

Her  mouth  twisted  to  the  side  and  she  looked  at  the  table.  What  harm  was

there in a question? She could choose not to reply. “Very well.” 

He  grinned.  “I  need  a  moment  to  think  of  a  good  one.”  She  rolled  her  eyes, but sat down. After a few seconds, he asked, “Why do you like music so much?” 

She made a face. “You said nothing sensitive!” 

“Is it  that prying? How different is that from asking why you like to read?” 

“No, no. That question is fine.” She let out a long breath through her nose and

stared at the table. “I like music,” she said slowly, “because when I hear it, I . . . I lose  myself  within  myself,  if  that  makes  sense.  I  become  empty  and  full  all  at once, and I can feel the whole earth roiling around me. When I play, I’m not . . . 

for  once,  I’m  not  destroying.  I’m  creating.”  She  chewed  on  her  lip.  “I  used  to want  to  be  a  healer.  Back  when  I  was  .  .  .  Back  before  this  became  my

profession, when I was almost too young to remember, I wanted to be a healer.” 

She  shrugged.  “Music  reminds  me  of  that  feeling.”  She  laughed  under  her

breath.  “I’ve  never  told  anyone  that,”  she  admitted,  then  saw  his  smile.  “Don’t

mock me.” 

He  shook  his  head,  wiping  the  smile  from  his  lips.  “I’m  not  mocking  you—

I’m just . . .” 

“Unused to hearing people speak from the heart?” 

“Well, yes.” 

She smiled slightly. “Now it’s my turn. Are there any limitations?” 

“No.” He tucked his hands behind his head. “I’m not nearly as private as you

are.” 

She  made  a  face  as  she  thought  of  the  question.  “Why  aren’t  you  married

yet?” 

“Married? I’m nineteen!” 

“Yes, but you’re the Crown Prince.” 

He crossed his arms. She tried not to notice the cut of muscle that shifted just

beneath the fabric of his shirt. “Ask another question.” 

“I  want  to  hear  your  answer—it  must  be  interesting  if  you’re  so  ardently

resisting.” 

He  looked  at  the  window  and  the  snow  that  swirled  beyond.  “I’m  not

married,” he said softly, “because I can’t stomach the idea of marrying a woman

inferior to me in mind and spirit. It would mean the death of my soul.” 

“Marriage  is  a  legal  contract—it’s  not  a  sacred  thing.  As  Crown  Prince,  you

should have given up such fanciful notions. What if you’re ordered to marry for

the sake of alliance? Would you start a war because of your romantic ideals?” 

“It’s not like that.” 

“Oh? Your father wouldn’t command you to marry some princess in order to

strengthen his empire?” 

“My father has an army to do that for him.” 

“You could easily love some woman on the side. Marriage doesn’t mean you

can’t love other people.” 

His sapphire eyes flashed. “You marry the person you love—and none other,” 

he said, and she laughed. “You’re mocking  me! You’re laughing in my face!” 

“You  deserve  to  be  laughed  at  for  such  foolish  thoughts!  I  spoke  from  my

soul; you speak only from selfishness.” 

“You’re remarkably judgmental.” 

“What’s the point in having a mind if you don’t use it to make judgments?” 

“What’s the point in having a heart if you don’t use it to spare others from the

harsh judgments of your mind?” 

“Oh,  well  said,  Your  Highness!”  He  stared  at  her  sullenly.  “Come  now.  I

didn’t wound you that severely.” 

“You’ve  attempted  to  ruin  my  dreams  and  ideals.  I  get  enough  from  my

mother as it is. You’re just being cruel.” 

“I’m  being  practical.  There’s  a  difference.  And  you’re  the  Crown  Prince  of

Adarlan. You’re in a position where it’s possible for you to change Erilea for the

better.  You  could  help  create  a  world  where   true  love  isn’t  needed  to  secure  a happy ending.” 

“And what sort of world would I need to create for that to happen?” 

“A world where men govern themselves.” 

“You speak of anarchy and treason.” 

“I do  not speak of anarchy. Call me a traitor all you like—I’ve been convicted

as an assassin already.” 

He  sidled  closer  to  her,  and  his  fingers  brushed  hers—calloused,  warm,  and

hard. “You can’t resist the opportunity to respond to everything I say, can you?” 

She felt restless—but at the same time remarkably still. Something was brought

to life and laid to sleep in his gaze. “Your eyes are very strange,” he said. “I’ve

never seen any with such a bright ring of gold.” 

“If you’re attempting to woo me with flattery, I’m afraid it won’t work.” 

“I  was  merely  observing;  I  have  no  agenda.”  He  looked  at  his  hand,  still

touching hers. “Where did you get that ring?” 

She  contracted  her  hand  into  a  fist  as  she  pulled  it  away  from  him.  The

amethyst in her ring glowed in the firelight. “It was a gift.” 

“From whom?” 

“That’s none of your concern.” 

He shrugged, though she knew better than to tell him who’d really given it to

her—rather, she knew  Chaol  wouldn’t  want  Dorian  to  know.  “I’d  like  to  know who’s been giving  rings to my Champion.” 

The way the collar of his black jacket lay across his neck made her unable to

sit still. She wanted to touch him, to trace the line between his tan skin and the

golden lining of the fabric. 

“Billiards?” she asked, rising to her feet. “I could use another lesson.” Celaena

didn’t wait for his answer as she strode toward the gaming room. She very much

wanted to stand close to him and have her skin warm under his breath. She liked

that. Worse than that, she realized, she liked  him. 

•

Chaol  watched  Perrington  at  his  table  in  the  dining  hall.  When  he  had

approached  the  duke  about  Verin’s  death,  he  hadn’t  seemed  bothered.  Chaol

looked around the cavernous hall; in fact, most of the Champions’ sponsors went

about as usual. Idiots. If Celaena was actually right about it, then whoever was

responsible  for  killing  the  Champions  could  be  among  them.  But  which  of  the

members of the king’s council would be so desperate to win that he’d do such a thing? Chaol stretched his legs beneath the table and shifted his attention back to

Perrington. 

He’d  seen  how  the  duke  used  his  size  and  title  to  win  allies  on  the  king’s council  and  keep  opponents  from  challenging  him.  But  it  wasn’t  his

maneuverings that had captured the interest of the Captain of the Guard tonight. 

Rather,  it  was  the  moments  between  the  grins  and  laughter,  when  a  shadow

passed across the duke’s face. It wasn’t an expression of anger or of disgust, but

a shade that clouded his eyes. It was so strange that when Chaol had first seen it, 

he’d extended his dinner just to see if it happened again. 

A  few  moments  later,  it  did.  Perrington’s  eyes  became  dark  and  his  face

cleared, as if he saw everything in the world for what it was and found no joy or

amusement in it. Chaol leaned back in his chair, sipping his water. 

He  knew  little  of  the  duke,  and  had  never  entirely  trusted  him.  Neither  had Dorian, especially not after all his talk of using Nehemia as a hostage to get the

Eyllwe rebels to cooperate. But the duke was the king’s most trusted advisor—

and had offered no cause for mistrust other than a fierce belief in Adarlan’s right

to conquest. 

Kaltain Rompier sat a few chairs away. Chaol’s brows rose slightly. Her eyes

were upon Perrington as well—filled not with the longing of a beloved, but with

cold contemplation. Chaol stretched again, lifting his arms over his head. Where

was Dorian? The prince hadn’t come to dinner, nor was he in the kennels with

the  bitch  and  her  pups.  His  gaze  returned  to  the  duke.  There  it  was—for  a

moment! 

Perrington’s eyes fell upon the black ring on his left hand and darkened, as if

his  pupils  had  expanded  to  encompass  all  of  each  eye.  Then  it  was  gone—his

eyes  returned  to  normal.  Chaol  looked  to  Kaltain.  Had  she  noticed  the  odd

change? 

No—her  face  remained  the  same.  There  was  no  bewilderment,  no  surprise. 

Her look became shallow, as if she were more interested in how his jacket might

complement her dress. Chaol stretched and rose, finishing his apple as he strode

from the dining hall. Strange as it was, he had enough to worry about. The duke

was ambitious, but certainly not a threat to the castle or its inhabitants. But even

as the Captain of the Guard walked to his rooms, he couldn’t shake the feeling

that Duke Perrington had been watching him, too. 

Chapter 31

Someone was standing at the foot of her bed. 

Celaena  knew  this  long  before  she  opened  her  eyes,  and  she  eased  her  hand

beneath her pillow, pulling out the makeshift knife she’d crafted of pins, string, 

and soap. 

“That’s unnecessary,” a woman said, and Celaena sat upright at the sound of

Elena’s voice. “And would be wholly ineffective.” 

Her blood went cold at the sight of the shimmering specter of the first Queen

of Adarlan. Though Elena looked fully formed, the edges of her body gleamed

as though made from starlight. Her long, silver hair flowed around her beautiful

face,  and  she  smiled  as  Celaena  set  down  her  miserably  pathetic  knife.  “Hello, child,” the queen said. 

“What do you want?” Celaena demanded, but kept her voice down. Was she

dreaming,  or  could  the  guards  hear  her?  She  tensed,  her  legs  preparing  to  leap from  the  bed—perhaps  toward  the  balcony,  since  Elena  stood  between  her  and

the door. 

“Simply to remind you that you  must win this competition.” 

“I already plan to.” She’d been woken up for  this? “And it’s not for you,” she

added coldly. “I’m doing it for my freedom. Do you have anything useful to say, 

or are you just here to bother me? Or maybe you could just  tell me  more  about

this evil thing that’s hunting the Champions down one by one.” 

Elena sighed, lifting her eyes to the ceiling. “I know as little as you.” When

Celaena’s  frown  didn’t  disappear,  Elena  said,  “You  don’t  trust  me  yet.  I

understand. But you and I are on the same side, whether you allow yourself to

believe  it  or  not.”  She  lowered  her  gaze  to  the  assassin,  pinning  her  with  the intensity of it. “I came here to warn you to keep an eye on your right.” 

“Excuse me?” Celaena cocked her head. “What does that mean?” 

“Look to your right. You’ll find the answers there.” 

Celaena looked to her right, but all she saw was the tapestry that concealed the

tomb.  She  opened  her  mouth  to  snap  a  response,  but  when  she  looked  back  at Elena, the queen was gone. 

•

At her Test the next day, Celaena studied the small table before her and all the

goblets  it  contained.  It  had  been  over  two  weeks  since  Samhuinn,  and  while

she’d passed yet another Test—knife-throwing, to her relief—another Champion

had been found dead just two days ago. To say she was getting little sleep these

days  was  an  understatement.  When  she  wasn’t  searching  for  an  indication  of what the Wyrdmarks around the corpses had meant, she spent most of the night

wide  awake,  watching  her  windows  and  doors,  listening  for  the  scrape  of  claw on  stone.  The  royal  guards  outside  her  rooms  didn’t  help;  if  this  beast  was capable of gouging marble, it could take down a few men. 

Brullo  stood  at  the  front  of  the  sparring  hall,  his  hands  clasped  behind  his back, watching the thirteen remaining competitors standing at thirteen individual

tables. He glanced at the clock. Celaena looked at it, too. She had five minutes

left—five minutes during which she not only had to identify the poisons in seven

goblets, but arrange them in the order of the most benign to the deadliest. 

The true test, however, would come at the end of the five minutes, when they

were  to  drink  from  the  goblet  they  deemed  the  most  harmless.  If  they  got  the answer wrong . . . Even with antidotes on hand, it would be unpleasant. Celaena

rolled  her  neck  and  lifted  one  of  the  goblets  to  her  nose,  sniffing.  Sweet—too sweet. She swirled the dessert wine they’d used to conceal the sweetness, but in

the bronze goblet, it was difficult to see the color. She dipped her finger into the

cup, studying the purple liquid as it dripped off her nail. Definitely belladonna. 

She  looked  at  the  other  goblets  she’d  identified.  Hemlock.  Bloodroot. 

Monkshood.  Oleander.  She  shifted  the  goblets  into  order,  squeezing  in

belladonna  just  before  the  goblet  containing  a  lethal  dose  of  oleander.  Three minutes left. 

Celaena  picked  up  the  penultimate  goblet  and  sniffed.  And  sniffed  again.  It

didn’t smell like anything. 

She  shifted  her  face  away  from  the  table  and  sniffed  the  air,  hoping  to  clear her nostrils. When trying perfumes, people sometimes lose their sense of smell

after  sniffing  too  many.  Which  was  why  perfumers  usually  kept  something  on

site  to  help  clear  the  scent  from  the  nose.  She  sniffed  the  goblet  again,  and dunked her finger. It smelled like water, looked like water . . . 

Perhaps  it   was  just  water.  She  set  down  the  glass  and  picked  up  the  final goblet. But when she sniffed it, the wine inside didn’t have any unusual smell. It

seemed fine. She bit her lip and glanced at the clock. Two minutes left. 

Some  of  the  other  Champions  were  cursing  under  their  breath.  Whoever  got

the order most wrong went home. 

Celaena  sniffed  the  water  goblet  again,  racing  through  a  list  of  odorless

poisons.  None  of  them  could  be  combined  with  water,  not  without  coloring  it. 

She  picked  up  the  wine  goblet,  swirling  the  liquid.  Wine  could  conceal  any

number of advanced poisons—but which one was it? 

At the table to the left of her, Nox ran his hands through his dark hair. He had

three goblets in front of him, the other four in line behind them. Ninety seconds

left. 

Poisons, poisons, poisons. Her mouth went dry. If she lost, would Elena haunt

her from spite? 

Celaena  glanced  to  the  right  to  find  Pelor,  the  gangly  young  assassin, 

watching her. He was down to the same two goblets that she struggled with, and

she watched as he put the water glass at the very end of the spectrum—the most

poisonous—and the wine glass at the other. 

His eyes flicked to hers, and his chin drooped in a barely detectible nod. He

put  his  hands  in  his  pockets.  He  was  done.  Celaena  turned  to  her  own  goblets before Brullo could catch her. 

Poisons. That’s what Pelor had said during their first Test. He was trained in

poisons. 

She glanced at him sidelong. He stood to her right. 

 Look to your right. You’ll find the answers there. 

A chill went down her spine. Elena had been telling the truth. 

Pelor  stared  at  the  clock,  watching  it  count  down  the  seconds  until  the  Test was over. But why help her? 

She moved the water glass to the end of the line, and put the wine glass first. 

Because aside from her, Cain’s favorite Champion to torment was Pelor. And

because  when  she’d  been  in  Endovier,  the  allies  she’d  made  hadn’t  been  the

darlings  of  the  overseers,  but  the  ones  the  overseers  had  hated  most.  The

outsiders looked out for each other. None of the other Champions had bothered

to  pay  attention  to  Pelor—even  Brullo,  it  seemed,  had  forgotten  Pelor’s  claim that first day. If he’d known, he never would have allowed them to do the Test so

publicly. 

“Time’s up. Make your final order,” Brullo said, and Celaena stared at her line

of  goblets  for  a  moment  longer.  On  the  side  of  the  room,  Dorian  and  Chaol

watched with crossed arms. Had they noticed Pelor’s help? 

Nox cursed colorfully and shoved his remaining glasses into the line, many of

the competitors doing the same. Antidotes were on hand in case mistakes were

made—and  as  Brullo  began  going  through  the  tables,  telling  the  Champions  to

drink, he handed them out frequently. Most of them had assumed the wine with

nothing in it was a trap and placed it toward the end of the spectrum. Even Nox

wound up chugging a vial of antidote; he’d put monkshood first. 

And Cain, to her delight, wound up going purple in the face after consuming

belladonna. As he  guzzled down the  antidote, she wished  Brullo had somehow

run  out.  So  far,  no  one  had  won  the  Test.  One  Champion  drank  the  water  and was  on  the  ground  before  Brullo  could  hand  him  the  antidote.  Bloodbane—a

horrible,  painful  poison.  Even  consuming  just  a  little  could  cause  vivid

hallucinations and disorientation. Thankfully, the Weapons Master forced him to swallow  the  antidote,  though  the  Champion  still  had  to  be  rushed  to  the  castle infirmary. 

At  last,  Brullo  stopped  at  her  table  to  survey  her  line  of  goblets.  His  face revealed nothing as he said, “On with it, then.” 

Celaena  glanced  at  Pelor,  whose  hazel  eyes  shone  as  she  lifted  the  glass  of wine to her lips and drank a sip. 

Nothing. No strange taste, no immediate sensation. Some poisons could take

longer to affect you, but . . . 

Brullo  extended  a  fist  to  her,  and  her  stomach  clenched.  Was  the  antidote

inside? 

But his fingers splayed, and he only clapped her on the back. “The right one—

just wine,” he said, and the Champions murmured behind him. 

He moved on to Pelor—the last Champion—and the youth drank the glass of

wine. Brullo grinned at him, grasping his shoulder. “Another winner.” 

Applause  rippled  through  the  sponsors  and  trainers,  and  Celaena  flashed  an

appreciative grin in the assassin’s direction. He grinned back, going red from his

neck to his copper hair. 

So she’d cheated a little, but she’d won. She could handle sharing the victory

with  an  ally.  And,  yes,  Elena  was  looking  out  for  her—but  that  didn’t  change anything. Even if her path and Elena’s demands were now tied closely together, 

she wouldn’t become the King’s Champion just to serve some ghost’s agenda—

an agenda that Elena had twice now failed to reveal. 

Even if Elena had told her how to win the Test. 

Chapter 32

After cutting short their lesson in favor of a stroll, Celaena and Nehemia walked

through  the  spacious  halls  of  the  castle,  guards  trailing  behind  them.  Whatever Nehemia thought of the flock of guards that followed Celaena everywhere, she

didn’t say anything. Despite the fact that Yulemas was a month away—and the

final duel five days after that—every evening, for an hour before dinner, Celaena

and  the  princess  divided  their  time  equally  between  Eyllwe  and  the  common

tongue. Celaena had Nehemia read from her library books, and then forced her

to copy letter after letter until they looked flawless. 

Since  they’d  begun  their  lessons,  the  princess  had  greatly  improved  her

fluency  in  the  common  tongue,  though  the  girls  still  spoke  Eyllwe.  Perhaps  it was for ease and comfort, perhaps it was to see the raised eyebrows and gaping

mouths when others overheard them, perhaps it was to keep their conversations

private—whichever reason, the assassin found the language preferable. At least

Endovier had taught her  something. 

“You’re quiet today,” Nehemia said. “Is something the matter?” 

Celaena smiled weakly. Something  was the  matter.  She’d  slept  so  poorly  the previous  night  that  she’d  wished  for  dawn  to  arrive  early.  Another  Champion

was  dead.  Not  to  mention,  there  was  still  the  matter  of  Elena’s  commands.  “I was up late reading, is all.” 

They entered a part of the castle that Celaena had never seen before. “I sense

much worry in you,” Nehemia said suddenly, “and I hear much that you do not

say. You never voice any of your troubles, though your eyes betray them.” Was

she so transparent? “We’re friends,” Nehemia said softly. “When you need me, 

I’ll be there.” 

Celaena’s  throat  tightened,  and  she  put  a  hand  on  Nehemia’s  shoulder.  “No

one has called me friend in a long time,” the assassin said. “I—” An inky black

crept  into  the  corner  of  her  memory,  and  she  struggled  against  it.  “There  are parts  of  me  that  I  .  .  .”  She  heard  it  then,  the  sound  that  haunted  her  dreams. 

Hooves  pounding,  thunderous  hooves.  Celaena  shook  her  head  and  the  sound

stopped. “Thank you, Nehemia,” she said with sincerity. “You’re a true friend.” 

Her heart was raw and trembling, and the darkness faded. 

Nehemia  suddenly  groaned.  “The  queen  asked  me  to  watch  some  acting

troupe perform one of her favorite plays tonight. Will you go with me? I could

use a translator.” 

Celaena frowned. “I’m afraid that—” 

“You  cannot  go.”  Nehemia’s  voice  was  tinted  with  annoyance,  and  Celaena

gave her friend an apologetic look. 

“There  are  certain  things  that—”  Celaena  began,  but  the  princess  shook  her

head. 

“We all have our secrets—though I’m curious why you’re so closely watched

by that captain and locked in your rooms at night. If I were a fool, I’d say they’re

afraid of you.” 

The  assassin  smiled.  “Men  will  always  be  silly  about  such  things.”  She

thought  about  what  the  princess  had  said,  and  worry  slipped  into  her  stomach. 

“So are you actually on good terms with the Queen of Adarlan? You didn’t really

. . . make an effort to start off that way.” 

The  princess  nodded,  lifting  her  chin.  “You  know  that  the  situation  between

our  countries  isn’t  pleasant  right  now.  While  I  might  have  been  a  little  distant with  Georgina  at  first,  I  realized  that  it  might  be  in  Eyllwe’s  best  interest  if  I make  more  of  an  effort.  So,  I’ve  been  speaking  with  her  for  some  weeks  now, hoping  to  make  her  aware  of  how  we  might  improve  our  relations.  I  think

inviting  me  tonight  is  a  sign  that  I  might  be  making  some  progress.”  And, 

Celaena  realized,  through  Georgina,  Nehemia  would  also  get  the  King  of

Adarlan’s ear. 

Celaena  bit  her  lip,  but  then  quickly  smiled.  “I’m  sure  your  parents  are

pleased.” They turned down a hall and the sound of barking dogs filled the air. 

“Where  are we?” 

“The kennels.” Nehemia beamed. “The prince showed me the pups yesterday

—though  I  think  he  was  just  looking  for  an  excuse  to  get  out  of  his  mother’s court for a while.” 

It was bad enough they were walking together without Chaol, but to enter the

kennels . . . “Are we allowed to be here?” 

Nehemia  straightened.  “I  am  Princess  of  Eyllwe,”  she  said.  “I  can  go

wherever I please.” 

Celaena  followed  the  princess  through  a  large  wooden  door.  Wrinkling  her

nose  at  the  sudden  smell,  the  assassin  walked  past  cages  and  stalls  filled  with dogs of many different breeds. 

Some  were  so  large  that  they  came  up  to  her  hip,  while  others  had  legs  the length  of  her  hand  with  bodies  as  long  as  her  arm.  The  breeds  were  all

fascinating  and  beautiful,  but  the  sleek  hounds  aroused  awe  within  her  breast. 

Their arched undersides and slender, long legs were full of grace and speed; they

did  not  yap  as  the  other  dogs  did,  but  sat  perfectly  still  and  watched  her  with dark, wise eyes. 

“Are  these  all  hunting  dogs?”  Celaena  asked,  but  Nehemia  had  disappeared. 

She could hear her voice, and the voice of another, and then saw a hand extended

from within a stall to beckon Celaena inside. The assassin hurried to the pen and looked down over the gate. 

Dorian  Havilliard  smiled  at  her  as  Nehemia  took  a  seat.  “Why,  hello,  Lady

Lillian,” he purred, and set aside a brown-and-gold puppy. “I didn’t expect to see

 you here. Though with Nehemia’s passion for hunting, I can’t say I’m surprised

she finally dragged you along.” 

Celaena stared at the four dogs. “These are the mutts?” 

Dorian  picked  one  up  and  stroked  its  head.  “Pity,  isn’t  it?  I  still  can’t  resist their charm.” 

Carefully, watching Nehemia laugh as two dogs leapt upon her and buried her

beneath tongues and wagging tails, the assassin opened the pen door and slipped

inside. 

Nehemia pointed to the corner. “Is that dog sick?” she asked. There was a fifth

pup,  a  bit  larger  than  the  others,  and  its  coat  was  a  silky,  silvery  gold  that shimmered  in  the  shadows.  It  opened  its  dark  eyes,  as  if  it  knew  it  was  being spoken about, and watched them. It was a beautiful animal, and had Celaena not

known better, she would have thought it purebred. 

“It’s not sick,” Dorian said. “It just has a foul disposition. It won’t come near

anyone—human or canine.” 

“With good reason,” Celaena said, stepping over the legs of the Crown Prince

and nearing the fifth pup. “Why should it touch someone like you?” 

“If  it  won’t  respond  to  humans,  then  it  will  have  to  be  killed,”  Dorian  said offhandedly, and a spark went through Celaena. 

“Kill it?  Kill it? For what reason? What did it do to you?” 

“It won’t make a suitable pet, which is what all of these dogs will become.” 

“So  you’d  kill  it  because  of  its  temperament?  It  can’t  help  being  that  way!” 

She looked around. “Where’s its mother? Perhaps it needs her.” 

“Its  mother  only  sees  them  to  nurse  and  for  a  few  hours  of  socialization.  I usually raise these dogs for racing and hunting—not for cuddling.” 

“It’s cruel to keep it from its mother!” The assassin reached into the shadow

and scooped the puppy into her arms. She held it against her chest. “I won’t let

you harm it.” 

“If its spirit is strange,” Nehemia offered, “it would be a burden.” 

“A burden to whom?” 

“It’s  nothing  to  be  upset  about,”  Dorian  said.  “Plenty  of  dogs  are  painlessly laid to rest each day. I don’t see why  you would object to that.” 

“Well, don’t kill this one!” she said. “Let me keep it—if only so you don’t kill

it.” 

Dorian  observed  her.  “If  it  upsets  you  so  much,  I  won’t  have  it  killed.  I’ll

arrange  for  a  home,  and  I’ll  even  ask  for  your  approval  before  I  make  a  final decision.” 

“You’d do that?” 

“What’s the dog’s life to me? If it pleases you, then it shall happen.” 

Her face burned as he rose to his feet, standing close. “You—you promise?” 

He put a hand on his heart. “I swear on my crown that the pup shall live.” 

She was suddenly aware of how near to touching they were. “Thank you.” 

Nehemia  watched  them  from  the  floor,  her  brows  raised,  until  one  of  her

personal  guards  appeared  at  the  gate.  “It’s  time  to  go,  Princess,”  he  said  in Eyllwe. “You must dress for your evening with the queen.” The princess stood, 

pushing past the bouncing puppies. 

“Do  you  want  to  walk  with  me?”  Nehemia  said  in  the  common  tongue  to

Celaena. 

Celaena nodded and opened the gate for them. Shutting the gate, she looked

back at the Crown Prince. “Well? Aren’t you coming with us?” 

He  slumped  down  into  the  pen,  and  the  puppies  immediately  leapt  on  him. 

“Perhaps I’ll see you later tonight.” 

“If you’re lucky,” Celaena purred, and walked away. She smiled to herself as

they strode through the castle. 

Eventually Nehemia turned to her. “Do you like him?” 

Celaena made a face. “Of course not. Why would I?” 

“You converse easily. It seems as if you have . . . a connection.” 

“A connection?” Celaena choked on the word. “I just enjoy teasing him.” 

“It’s  not  a  crime  if  you  consider  him  handsome.  I’ll  admit  I  judged  him

wrong; I thought him to be a pompous, selfish idiot, but he’s not so bad.” 

“He’s a Havilliard.” 

“My  mother  was  the  daughter  of  a  chief  who  sought  to  overthrow  my

grandfather.” 

“We’re both silly. It’s nothing.” 

“He seems to take great interest in you.” 

Celaena’s head whipped around, her eyes full of long-forgotten fury that made

her  belly  ache  and  twist.  “ I  would  sooner  cut  out  my  own  heart  than  love  a Havilliard,” she snarled. 

They  completed  their  walk  in  silence,  and  when  they  parted  ways,  Celaena

quickly  wished  Nehemia  a  pleasant  evening  before  striding  to  her  part  of  the castle. 

The  few  guards  that  followed  her  remained  a  respectful  distance  away—a

distance that grew greater each day. Based on Chaol’s orders? Night had recently

fallen, and the sky remained a deep blue, staining the snow piled upon the panes

of  the  windows.  She  could  easily  walk  right  out  of  the  castle,  stock  up  on supplies in Rifthold, and be on a ship to the south by morning. 

Celaena  stopped  at  a  window,  leaning  in  close  to  the  panes.  The  guards

stopped, too, and said nothing as they waited. The coldness from outside seeped

in,  kissing  her  face.  Would  they  expect  her  to  go  south?  Perhaps  going  north would be the unexpected choice; no one went north in winter unless they had a

death wish. 

Something  shifted  in  the  reflection  of  the  window,  and  she  whirled  as  she

beheld the man standing behind her. 

But Cain didn’t smile at her, not in that mocking way. Instead, he panted, his

mouth opening and closing like a fish wrenched from water. His dark eyes were

wide, and he had a hand around his enormous throat. Hopefully, he was choking

to death. 

“Is  something  wrong?”  she  asked  sweetly,  leaning  against  the  wall.  He

glanced from side to side, at the guards, at the window, before his eyes snapped

to hers. His grip on his throat tightened, as if to silence the words that fought to

come out, and the ebony ring on his finger gleamed dully. Even though it should

have been impossible, he seemed to have packed on an additional ten pounds of

muscle in the past few days. In fact, every time she saw him, Cain seemed bigger

and bigger. 

Her brows knotted, and she uncrossed her arms. “Cain,” she said, but he took

off down the hall like a jackrabbit, faster than he should have any ability to run. 

He  peered  a  few  times  over  his  shoulder—not  at  her,  or  the  confused  and

murmuring guards, but at something beyond. 

Celaena  waited  until  the  sounds  of  his  fleeing  footsteps  faded,  then  hurried

back to her own rooms. She sent messages to Nox and Pelor, not explaining why, 

but just telling them to stay in their chambers that night and not open the door

for anyone. 

Chapter 33

Kaltain pinched her cheeks as she emerged from the dressing room. Her servants

sprayed perfume, and the young woman gulped down sugar water before putting

her  hand  on  the  door.  She’d  been  in  the  midst  of  smoking  a  pipe  when  Duke Perrington had been announced. She’d fled into the dressing room and changed

her  clothes,  hoping  the  scent  wouldn’t  linger.  If  he  found  out  about  the  opium, she  could  just  blame  it  on  the  horrible  headaches  she’d  been  having  lately. 

Kaltain  passed  through  her  bedroom  into  the  foyer,  and  then  into  the  sitting room. 

He looked ready for battle, as always. “Your Grace,” she said, curtsying. The

world was foggy around the edges, and her body felt heavy. He kissed her hand

when she offered it, his lips soggy against her skin. Their eyes met as he looked

up from her hand, and a piece of the world slipped away. How far would she go

to secure her position at Dorian’s side? 

“I  hope  I  didn’t  disturb  you,”  he  said,  releasing  her  hand.  The  walls  of  the room  appeared,  and  then  the  floor  and  the  ceiling,  and  she  had  the  distinct feeling  that  she  was  trapped  in  a  box,  a  lovely  cage  filled  with  tapestries  and cushions. 

“I was only napping, milord,” she said, sitting down. He sniffed, and Kaltain

would have felt immensely nervous were it not for the drug curling around her

mind. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit?” 

“I wished to inquire after you—I didn’t see you at dinner.” Perrington crossed

his arms—arms that looked capable of crushing her skull. 

“I  was  indisposed.”  She  resisted  the  urge  to  rest  her  too-heavy  head  on  the couch. 

He said something to her, but she found that her ears had stopped hearing. His

skin seemed to harden and glaze over, and his eyes became unforgiving marble

orbs. Even the thinning hair was frozen in stone. She gaped as the white mouth

continued  to  move,  revealing  a  throat  of  carved  marble.  “I’m  sorry,”  she  said. 

“I’m not feeling well.” 

“Shall I fetch you water?” The duke stood. “Or shall I go?” 

“No!” she said, almost crying out. Her heart twitched. “What I mean is—I’m

well  enough  to  enjoy  your  company,  but  you  must  forgive  my

absentmindedness.” 

“I  wouldn’t  call  you  absentminded,  Lady  Kaltain,”  he  said,  sitting  down. 

“You’re  one  of  the  cleverest  women  I’ve  met.  His  Highness  told  me  the  same

thing yesterday.” 

Kaltain’s  spine  snapped  and  straightened.  She  saw  Dorian’s  face  and  the crown that sat upon his head. “The prince said that—about me?” 

The duke put a hand on her knee, stroking it with his thumb. “Of course, then

Lady Lillian interrupted before he could say more.” 

Her head spun. “Why was she with him?” 

“I don’t know. I wish it were otherwise.” 

She must do something, something to stop this. The girl moved fast—too fast

for  her  maneuvering.  Lillian  had  snared  the  Crown  Prince  in  her  net,  and  now Kaltain  must  cut  him  free.  Perrington  could  do  it.  He  could  make  Lillian

disappear and never be found. No—Lillian was a lady, and a man with as much

honor  as  Perrington  would  never  harm  one  of  noble  birth.  Or  would  he? 

Skeletons  danced  in  circles  around  her  head.  But  what  if  he  thought  Lillian

weren’t a lady . . .  Her headache flared to life with a sudden burst that sucked

the air from her lungs. 

“I had the same reaction,” she said, rubbing her temple. “It’s hard to believe

someone as disreputable as the Lady Lillian won the heart of the prince.” Maybe

the  headaches  would  stop  once  she  was  at  Dorian’s  side.  “Perhaps  it  would  do some good if someone spoke to His Highness.” 

“Disreputable?” 

“I heard from someone that her background is not as . . . pure as it should be.” 

“What have you heard?” Perrington demanded. 

Kaltain played with a jewel hanging from her bracelet. “I didn’t get specifics, 

but some of the nobility don’t believe her to be a worthy companion of anyone in

this court. I’d like to learn more about the Lady Lillian, wouldn’t you? It’s our

duty as loyal subjects of the crown to protect our prince from such forces.” 

“Indeed it is,” the duke said quietly. 

Something  wild  and  foreign  issued  a  cry  within  her,  shattering  through  the

pain in her head, and thoughts of poppies and cages faded away. 

She must do what was necessary to save the crown—and her future. 

•

Celaena  looked  up  from  an  ancient  book  of  Wyrdmark  theories  as  the  door

creaked  open,  the  hinges  squealing  loud  enough  to  wake  the  dead.  Her  heart

skipped  a  beat,  and  she  tried  to  appear  as  casual  as  possible.  But  it  was  not Dorian Havilliard who entered, nor was it a ferocious creature. 

The door finished opening and Nehemia, clad in a gold-worked wonder, stood

before  her.  She  didn’t  look  at  Celaena,  nor  did  she  move  as  she  stood  in  the doorway. Her eyes were upon the floor, and rivers of kohl ran down her cheeks. 

“Nehemia?” Celaena asked, getting to her feet. “What happened to the play?” 

Nehemia’s shoulders rose and fell. Slowly, she lifted her head, revealing red-rimmed eyes. “I—I didn’t know where else to go,” she said in Eyllwe. 

Celaena found breathing a bit difficult as she asked, “What happened?” 

It  was  then  that  Celaena  noticed  the  piece  of  paper  in  Nehemia’s  hands.  It

trembled in her grasp. 

“They  massacred  them,”  Nehemia  whispered,  her  eyes  wide.  She  shook  her

head, as if she were denying her own words. 

Celaena went still. “Who?” 

Nehemia let out a strangled sob, and a part of Celaena broke at the agony in

the sound. 

“A  legion  of  Adarlan’s  army  captured  five  hundred  Eyllwe  rebels  hiding  on

the  border  of  Oakwald  Forest  and  the  Stone  Marshes.”  Tears  dripped  from

Nehemia’s cheeks and onto her white dress. She crumpled the piece of paper in

her hand. “My father says they were to go to Calaculla as prisoners of war. But

some  of  the  rebels  tried  to  escape  on  the  journey,  and  .  .  .”  Nehemia  breathed hard,  fighting  to  get  the  words  out.  “And  the  soldiers  killed  them  all  as

punishment, even the children.” 

Celaena’s dinner rose in her throat. Five hundred—butchered. 

Celaena became aware of Nehemia’s personal guards standing in the doorway, 

their eyes gleaming. How many of the rebels had been people that they knew—

that Nehemia had somehow helped and protected? 

“What is the point in being a princess of Eyllwe if I cannot help my people?” 

Nehemia said. “How can I call myself their princess, when such things happen?” 

“I’m so sorry,” Celaena whispered. As if those words broke the spell that had

been  holding  the  princess  in  place,  Nehemia  rushed  into  her  arms.  Her  gold

jewelry pressed hard into Celaena’s skin. Nehemia wept. Unable to say anything, 

the assassin simply held her—for as long as it took for the pain to ease. 

Chapter 34

Celaena sat by a window in her bedroom, watching the snow dance in the night

air. Nehemia had long since returned to her own rooms, tears dried and shoulders

squared  once  more.  The  clock  chimed  eleven  and  Celaena  stretched,  but  then

stopped  as  pain  seized  her  stomach.  She  bent  over,  focusing  on  her  breathing, and waited for the cramp to pass. She’d been like this for over an hour now, and

she  pulled  her  blanket  tighter  around  herself,  the  heat  of  the  roaring  fire  not adequately  reaching  her  seat  by  the  window.  Thankfully,  Philippa  entered, 

extending a cup of tea. 

“Here, child,” she said. “This will help.” She placed it on the table beside the

assassin and rested a hand on the armchair. “Pity what happened to those Eyllwe

rebels,”  she  said  quietly  enough  that  no  listening  ears  might  hear.  “I  can’t imagine what the princess must be feeling.” Celaena felt anger bubble alongside

the  pain  in  her  stomach.  “She’s  fortunate  to  have  a  good  friend  like  you, 

though.” 

Celaena  touched  Philippa’s  hand.  “Thank  you.”  She  grabbed  her  teacup  and

hissed, almost dropping it into her lap as the scalding-hot cup bit into her hand. 

“Careful  now.”  Philippa  chuckled.  “I  didn’t  know  assassins  could  be  so

clumsy.  If  you  need  anything,  send  word.  I’ve  had  my  fair  share  of  monthly

pains.” Philippa ruffled Celaena’s hair and left. Celaena would have thanked her

again,  but  another  wave  of  cramping  took  over  and  she  leaned  forward  as  the door closed. 

Her  weight  gain  over  the  past  three  and  a  half  months  had  allowed  for  her

monthly cycles to return after near-starvation in Endovier had made them vanish. 

Celaena groaned. How was she going to train like this? The duel was four weeks

away. 

The  snowflakes  sparkled  and  shimmered  beyond  the  glass  panes  of  the

window,  twirling  and  weaving  as  they  flew  to  the  ground  in  a  waltz  that  was beyond human comprehension. 

How could Elena expect her to defeat some evil in this castle, when there was

so  much  more  of  it  out  there?  What  was  any  of  this  compared  to  what  was

occurring  in  other  kingdoms?  As  close  as  Endovier  and  Calaculla,  even?  The

door to her bedroom opened, and someone approached. 

“I heard about Nehemia.” It was Chaol. 

“What  are  you—isn’t  it  late  for  you  to  be  here?”  she  asked,  pulling  the

blankets tight. 

“I—are you sick?” 

“I’m indisposed.” 

“Because of what happened to those rebels?” 

Didn’t he get it? Celaena grimaced. “No. I’m  truly feeling unwell.” 

“It makes me sick, too,” Chaol murmured, glaring at the floor. “All of it. And

after  seeing  Endovier  .  .  .”  He  rubbed  his  face,  as  if  he  could  clear  away  the memories  of  it.  “Five  hundred  people,”  he  whispered.  Stunned  at  what  he  was

admitting, she could only watch. 

“Listen,”  he  began,  and  started  to  pace.  “I  know  that  I’m  sometimes  aloof

with you, and I know you complain about it to Dorian, but—” He turned to her. 

“It’s a good thing that you befriended the princess, and I appreciate your honesty

and  unwavering  friendship  with  her.  I  know  there  are  rumors  about  Nehemia’s

connection to the rebels in Eyllwe, but . . . but I’d like to think that if my country

was conquered, I would stop at nothing to win back my people’s freedom, too.” 

She would have replied were it not for the deep pain that wrapped around her

lower spine, and the sudden churning in her stomach. 

“I  might—”  he  started,  looking  at  the  window.  “I  might  have  been  wrong.” 

The world began to spin and tilt, and Celaena closed her eyes. She’d always had

horrible cramping, usually accompanied by nausea. But she wouldn’t vomit. Not

right now. 

“Chaol,” she began, putting a hand over her mouth as nausea swelled and took

control. 

“It’s just that I take great pride in my job,” he continued. 

“Chaol,” she said again. Oh, she was going to vomit. 

“And  you’re  Adarlan’s  Assassin.  But  I  was  wondering  if—if  you  wanted  to

—” 

“Chaol, ” she warned. As he pivoted, Celaena vomited all over the floor. 

He made a disgusted noise, jumping back a foot. Tears sprang up as the bitter, 

sharp taste filled her mouth. She hung over her knees, letting drool and bile spill

on the floor. 

“Are  you—by  the  Wyrd,  you’re  really  sick,  aren’t  you?”  He  called  for  a

servant,  helping  her  from  the  chair.  The  world  was  clearer  now.  What  had  he been asking? “Come on. Let’s get you into bed.” 

“I’m  not  ill  like   that,”  she  groaned.  He  sat  her  on  the  bed,  peeling  back  the blanket.  A  servant  entered,  frowning  at  the  mess  on  the  floor,  and  shouted  for help. 

“Then in what way?” 

“I, uh . . .” Her face was so hot she thought it would melt onto the floor.  Oh, 

 you idiot!  “My monthly cycles finally came back.” 

His  face  suddenly  matched  hers  and  he  stepped  away,  dragging  a  hand

through his short brown hair. “I—if . . . Then I’ll take my leave,” he stammered, and  bowed.  Celaena  raised  an  eyebrow,  and  then,  despite  herself,  smiled  as  he left the room as quickly as his feet could go without running, tripping slightly in

the doorway as he staggered into the rooms beyond. 

Celaena looked at the servants cleaning. “I’m so sorry,” she started, but they

waved  her  off.  Embarrassed  and  aching,  the  assassin  climbed  farther  onto  her

bed and nestled beneath the covers, hoping sleep would soon come. 

But sleep wouldn’t soon come, and a while later, the door opened again, and

someone laughed. “I intercepted Chaol, and he informed me of your ‘condition.’

You’d  think  a  man  in  his  position  wouldn’t  be  so  squeamish,  especially  after examining all of those corpses.” 

Celaena opened an eye and frowned as Dorian sat on her bed. “I’m in a state

of absolute agony and I can’t be bothered.” 

“It can’t be that bad,” he said, fishing a deck of cards from his jacket. “Want

to play?” 

“I already told you that I don’t feel well.” 

“You look fine to me.” He skillfully shuffled the deck. “Just one game.” 

“Don’t you pay people to entertain you?” 

He glowered, breaking the deck. “You should be honored by my company.” 

“I’d be honored if you would  leave.” 

“For someone who relies on my good graces, you’re very bold.” 

“Bold?  I’ve  barely  begun.”  Lying  on  her  side,  she  curled  her  knees  to  her

chest. 

He  laughed,  pocketing  the  deck  of  cards.  “Your  new  canine  companion  is

doing well, if you wish to know.” 

She moaned into her pillow. “Go away. I feel like dying.” 

“No  fair  maiden  should  die  alone,”  he  said,  putting  a  hand  on  hers.  “Shall  I read to you in your final moments? What story would you like?” 

She snatched her hand back. “How about the story of the idiotic prince who

won’t leave the assassin alone?” 

“Oh! I  love that story! It has such a happy ending, too—why, the assassin was

really feigning her illness in order to get the prince’s attention! Who would have

guessed  it?  Such  a  clever  girl.  And  the  bedroom  scene  is  so  lovely—it’s  worth reading through all of their ceaseless banter!” 

“Out! Out! Out! Leave me be and go womanize someone else!” She grabbed a

book and chucked it at him. He caught it before it broke his nose, and her eyes

widened. “I didn’t mean—that wasn’t an attack! It was a joke—I didn’t mean to

actually hurt you, Your Highness,” she said in a jumble. 

“I’d  hope  that  Adarlan’s  Assassin  would  choose  to  attack  me  in  a  more

 dignified manner. At least with a sword or a knife, through preferably not in the back.” 

She clutched her belly and bent over. Sometimes she hated being a woman. 

“It’s Dorian, by the way. Not ‘Your Highness.’ ” 

“Very well.” 

“Say it.” 

“Say what?” 

“Say my name. Say, ‘Very well, Dorian.’ ” 

She  rolled  her  eyes.  “If  it  pleases  Your  Magnanimous  Holiness,  I  shall  call

you by your first name.” 

“ ‘Magnanimous Holiness’? Oh, I like that one.” A ghost of a smile appeared

on her face, and Dorian looked down at the book. “This isn’t one of the books

that  I sent you! I don’t even  own books like these!” 

She laughed weakly and took the tea from the servant as she approached. “Of

course you don’t,  Dorian. I had the maids send for a copy today.” 

“Sunset’s Passions,”  he  read,  and  opened  the  book  to  a  random  page  to  read aloud.  “  ‘His  hands  gently  caressed  her  ivory,  silky  br—’  ”  His  eyes  widened. 

“By  the  Wyrd!  Do  you  actually   read  this  rubbish?  What  happened  to   Symbols and Power and  Eyllwe Customs and Culture?” 

She finished her drink, the ginger tea easing her stomach. “You may borrow it

when I’m done. If you read it, your literary experience will be complete. And,” 

she added with a coy smile, “it will give you some creative ideas of things to do

with your lady friends.” 

He hissed through his teeth. “I will  not read this.” 

She took the book from his hands, leaning back. “Then I suppose you’re just

like Chaol.” 

“Chaol?” he asked, falling into the trap. “You asked  Chaol to read this?” 

“He refused, of course,” she lied. “He said it wasn’t right for him to read this

sort of material if I gave it to him.” 

Dorian snatched the book from her hands. “Give me that, you demon-woman. 

I’ll not have  you matching us against each other.” He glanced once more at the

novel,  then  turned  it  over,  concealing  the  title.  She  smiled,  and  resumed

watching the falling snow. It was blisteringly cold now, and even the fire could

not warm the blasts of wind that crept through the cracks of her balcony doors. 

She felt Dorian watching her—and not in the cautious way that Chaol sometimes

watched her. Rather, Dorian just seemed to be watching her because he  enjoyed

watching her. 

And she enjoyed watching him, too. 

•

Dorian  didn’t  realize  he’d  been  transfixed  by  her  until  she  straightened  and

demanded, “What are you staring at?” 

“You’re beautiful,” Dorian said before he could think. 

“Don’t be stupid.” 

“Did I offend you?” His blood pumped through him in a strange rhythm. 

“No,” she said, and quickly faced the window. Dorian watched her face turn

redder  and  redder.  He’d  never  known  an  attractive  woman  for  so  long  without

courting her—save for Kaltain. And he couldn’t deny that he was aching to learn

what Celaena’s lips felt like, what her bare skin smelled like, how she’d react to

the touch of his fingers along her body. 

The week surrounding Yulemas was a time of relaxation, a time to celebrate

the carnal pleasures that kept one warm on a winter’s night. Women wore their

hair  down;  some  even  refused  to  don  a  corset.  It  was  a  holiday  to  feast  on  the fruits  of  the  harvest  and  those  of  the  flesh.  Naturally,  he  looked  forward  to  it every year. But now . . . 

Now  he  had  a  sinking  feeling  in  his  stomach.  How  could  he  celebrate  when

word  had  just  arrived  of  what  his  father’s  soldiers  had  done  to  those  Eyllwe rebels?  They  hadn’t  spared  a  single  life.  Five  hundred  people—all  dead.  How

could he ever look Nehemia in the face again? And how could he someday rule a

country whose soldiers had been trained to have so little compassion for human

life? 

Dorian’s  mouth  went  dry.  Celaena  was  from  Terrasen—another  conquered

country,  and  his  father’s  first  conquest.  It  was  a  miracle  Celaena  bothered  to acknowledge his existence—or perhaps she’d spent so long in Adarlan that she’d

stopped caring. Somehow, Dorian didn’t think that was the case—not when she

had  the  three  giant  scars  on  her  back  to  forever  remind  her  of  his  father’s brutality. 

“Is  there  something  the  matter?”  she  asked.  Cautiously;  curiously.  As  if  she

cared.  He  took  a  deep  breath  and  walked  to  the  window,  unable  to  look  at  her. 

The  glass  was  cold  beneath  his  hand,  and  he  watched  the  snowflakes  come

crashing down to earth. 

“You must hate me,” he murmured. “Hate me and my court for our frivolity

and mindlessness when so many horrible things are going on outside of this city. 

I heard about those butchered rebels, and I—I’m ashamed,” he said, leaning his

head  against  the  window.  He  heard  her  rise  and  then  slump  into  a  chair.  The words  came  out  in  a  river,  one  flowing  after  the  other,  and  he  couldn’t  stop himself from speaking. “I understand why you have such ease when killing my

kind. And I don’t blame you for it.” 

“Dorian,” she said gently. 

The  world  outside  the  castle  was  dark.  “I  know  you’ll  never  tell  me,”  he

continued,  voicing  what  he  had  wanted  to  say  for  some  time.  “But  I  know

something terrible happened to you when you were young, something perhaps of

my father’s own doing. You have a right to hate Adarlan for seizing control of

Terrasen  as  it  did—for  taking  all  of  the  countries,  and  the  country  of  your friend.” 

He swallowed, his eyes stinging. “You won’t believe me. But . . . I don’t want

to  be  a  part  of  that.  I  can’t  call  myself  a  man  when  I  allow  my  father  to encourage  such  unforgivable  atrocities.  Yet  even  if  I  pleaded  for  clemency  on behalf of the conquered kingdoms, he wouldn’t listen. Not in this world. This is

the world where I only picked you to be my Champion because I knew it would

annoy my father.” She shook her head, but he kept going. “But if I had refused to

sponsor a Champion, my father would have seen it as a sign of dissent, and I’m

not  yet  enough  of  a  man  to  stand  against  him  like  that.  So  I  chose  Adarlan’s Assassin to be my Champion, because the choice of my Champion was the only

choice I had.” 

Yes,  it  was  all  clear  now.  “Life  shouldn’t  be  like  this,”  he  said,  their  eyes meeting  as  he  gestured  at  the  room.  “And  .  .  .  and  the   world  shouldn’t  be  like this.” 

The  assassin  was  silent,  listening  to  the  throbbing  of  her  heart  before  she

spoke. “I don’t hate you,” she said in little more than a whisper. He dropped into

the  chair  across  from  her  and  put  his  head  in  a  hand.  He  seemed  remarkably lonely. “And I don’t think you’re like them. I’m—I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you. I’m

joking most of the time.” 

“Hurt  me?”  he  said.  “You  haven’t  hurt  me!  You’ve  just  .  .  .  you’ve  made things a little more entertaining.” 

She cocked her head. “Just a little?” 

“Maybe  a  tad  more  than  that.”  He  stretched  out  his  legs.  “Ah,  if  only  you

could come to the Yulemas ball with me. Be grateful you can’t attend.” 

“Why can’t I attend? And what’s the Yulemas ball?” 

He groaned. “Nothing all that special. Just a masked ball that happens to be on

Yulemas. And I think you know exactly why you can’t come.” 

“You  and  Chaol  really  delight  in  ruining  any  fun  I  might  have,  don’t  you?  I like attending parties.” 

“When you’re my father’s Champion, you can attend all the balls you want.” 

She made a face. He wanted to tell her then that if he could, he would have

asked her to go with him; that he wanted to spend time with her, that he thought

of her even when they were apart; but he knew she would have laughed. 

The  clock  chimed  midnight.  “I  should  probably  go,”  he  said,  stretching  his

arms. “I have a day of council meetings to look forward to tomorrow, and I don’t

think Duke Perrington will be pleased if I’m half-asleep for all of them.” 

Celaena smirked. “Be sure to give the duke my warmest regards.” There was

no way she’d forgotten how the duke had treated her that first day in Endovier. 

Dorian hadn’t forgotten it, either. And the thought of the duke treating her like

that again made him burn with cold rage. 

Without thinking, he leaned down and kissed her cheek. She stiffened as his

mouth touched her skin, and though the kiss was brief, he breathed in the scent

of her. Pulling away was surprisingly hard. “Rest well, Celaena,” he said. 

“Good  night,  Dorian.”  As  he  left,  he  wondered  why  she  suddenly  looked  so

sad,  and  why  she’d  pronounced  his  name  not  with  tenderness,  but  with

resignation. 

•

Celaena stared at the moonlight as it streamed across the ceiling. A masked ball

on Yulemas! Even if it was the most corrupt and ostentatious court in Erilea, it

sounded  dreadfully  romantic.  And  of  course,  she  wasn’t  allowed  to  go.  She  let out  a  long  sigh  through  her  nose  and  tucked  her  hands  beneath  her  head.  Was that what Chaol had wanted to ask her before she vomited—a true invitation to

the ball? 

She shook her head. No. The last thing he’d ever do would be to invite her to

a  royal  ball.  Besides,  both  of  them  had  more  important  things  to  worry  about. 

Like whoever was killing the Champions. Perhaps she should have sent word to

him about Cain’s strange behavior earlier that afternoon. 

Celaena closed her eyes and smiled. She could think of no nicer Yulemas gift

than for Cain to be found dead the next morning. Still, as the clock marked the

passing hours, Celaena kept her vigil—waiting, wondering what truly lurked in

the castle, and unable to stop thinking of those five hundred dead Eyllwe rebels, 

buried in some unmarked grave. 

Chapter 35

The next evening, Chaol Westfall stood on the second floor of the castle, looking

over  the  courtyard.  Below  him,  two  figures  slowly  wove  through  the  hedges. 

Celaena’s  white  cloak  made  her  easy  to  spot,  and  Dorian  could  always  be

noticed by the empty circle of space around him. 

He  should  be  down  there,  a  foot  behind,  watching  them,  making  sure  she

didn’t  seize  Dorian  and  use  him  to  escape.  Logic  and  years  of  experience

screamed at him to be with them, even though six guards trailed them. She was

deceitful, cunning, vicious. 

But he couldn’t make his feet move. 

With each day, he felt the barriers melting. He  let them melt. Because of her

genuine laugh, because he caught her one afternoon sleeping with her face in the

middle of a book, because he knew that she would win. 

She  was  a  criminal—a  prodigy  at  killing,  a  Queen  of  the  Underworld—and

yet . . . yet she was just a girl, sent at seventeen to Endovier. 

It made him sick every time he thought about it. He’d been training with the

guards at seventeen, but he’d still lived here, still had a roof over his head and

good food and friends. 

Dorian had been in the middle of courting Rosamund when he was that age, 

not caring about anything. 

But she—at  seventeen—had gone to a death camp. And survived. 

He  wasn’t  sure  if   he  could  survive  Endovier,  let  alone  during  the  winter months. He’d never been whipped, never seen anyone die. He’d never been cold

and starving. 

Celaena laughed at something Dorian said. She’d survived Endovier, and yet

could still laugh. 

While it terrified him to see her down there, a hand’s breadth from Dorian’s

unprotected throat, what terrified him even more was that he trusted her. And he

didn’t know what that meant about himself. 

•

Celaena  walked  between  the  hedges,  and  couldn’t  help  the  smile  that  spread

across her face. They walked closely, but not close enough to touch. Dorian had

found  her  just  moments  after  dinner  and  invited  her  for  a  walk.  In  fact,  he’d showed  up  so  quickly  after  the  servants  cleared  away  her  food  that  she  might have thought he’d been waiting outside. 

Of course, it was due entirely to the cold that she longed to link arms with him

and absorb his warmth. The white, fur-lined cloak did little to keep the frigid air from  freezing  all  of  her.  She  could  only  imagine  how  Nehemia  would  react  to such temperatures. But after learning about the fate of those rebels, the princess

was  spending  most  of  her  time  in  her  rooms,  and  had  declined  Celaena’s

repeated offers to go for walks. 

It  had  been  over  three  weeks  since  her  last  encounter  with  Elena,  and  she

hadn’t  seen  or  heard  her  at  all,  despite  the  three  Tests  she’d  had,  the  most exciting  of  which  being  an  obstacle  course,  which  she  passed  with  only  a  few minor scratches and  bruises. Unfortunately, Pelor  hadn’t done so  well, and had

been  sent  home  at  long  last.  But  he’d  been  lucky:  three  other  competitors  had died.  All  found  in  forgotten  hallways;  all  mutilated  beyond  recognition.  Even

Celaena had taken to jumping at every strange sound. 

There  were  only  six  of  them  left  now:  Cain,  Grave,  Nox,  a  soldier,  and

Renault, a vicious mercenary who’d stepped up to replace Verin as Cain’s right-

hand  man.  Not  surprisingly,  Renault’s  favorite  new  activity  was  taunting

Celaena. 

She  shoved  thoughts  of  the  murders  aside  as  they  strode  past  a  fountain  and she caught Dorian giving her an admiring glance from the corner of his eye. Of

course, she hadn’t been thinking of Dorian when she chose such a fine lavender

gown to wear tonight, or when she made sure her hair was so carefully arranged, 

or that her white gloves were spotless. 

“What to do now?” Dorian said. “We’ve walked twice around the garden.” 

“Don’t you have princely duties to attend to?” Celaena winced as a gust of icy

wind blew back her hood and froze her ears. When she recovered the hood, she

found Dorian staring at her throat. “What?” she asked, pulling her cloak tightly

around her. 

“You  always  wear  that  necklace,”  he  said.  “Is  it  another  gift?”  Though  she

wore gloves, he glanced at her hand—where the amethyst ring always sat—and

the spark died from his eyes. 

“No.”  She  covered  the  amulet  with  her  hand.  “I  found  it  in  my  jewelry  box

and liked the look of it, you insufferably territorial man.” 

“It’s very old looking. Been robbing the royal coffer, have you?” He winked, 

but she didn’t feel any warmth behind it. 

“No,” she repeated sharply. Even though a necklace wouldn’t protect her from

the  murderer,  and  even  though  Elena  had  some  agenda  she  was  being  cagey

about, Celaena wouldn’t take it off. Its presence somehow comforted her in the

long hours she sat up, watching her door. 

He  continued  staring  at  her  hand  until  she  lowered  it  from  her  throat.  He

studied the necklace. “When I was a boy, I used to read tales about the dawn of

Adarlan; Gavin was my hero. I must have read every legend regarding the war with Erawan.” 

 How can he be that smart? He can’t  have figured it out so quickly.  She  tried her best to look innocently interested. “And?” 

“Elena, First Queen of Adarlan, had a magical amulet. In the battle with the

Dark Lord, Gavin and Elena found themselves defenseless against him. He was

about to kill the princess when a spirit appeared and gave her the necklace. And

when she put it on, Erawan couldn’t harm her. She saw the Dark Lord for what

he was and called him by his true name. It surprised him so much that he became

distracted, and Gavin slew him.” Dorian looked to the ground. “They called her

necklace the Eye of Elena; it’s been lost for centuries.” 

How  strange  it  was  to  hear  Dorian,  son  of  the  man  who  had  banished  and

outlawed all traces of magic, talking about powerful amulets. Still, she laughed

as best she could. “And you think this trinket is the Eye? I think it’d be dust by

now.” 

“I  suppose  not,”  he  said,  and  vigorously  rubbed  his  arms  for  warmth.  “But

I’ve seen a few illustrations of the Eye, and your necklace looks like it. Perhaps

it’s a replica.” 

“Perhaps.”  She  quickly  found  another  subject.  “When’s  your  brother

arriving?” 

He looked skyward. “I’m lucky. We received a letter this morning that snows

in the mountains prevented Hollin from coming home. He’s stuck at school until

after his spring term, and he’s beside himself.” 

“Your poor mother,” Celaena said, half-smiling. 

“She’ll probably send servants to deliver his Yulemas presents, regardless of

the storm.” 

Celaena  didn’t  hear  him,  and  though  they  talked  for  a  good  hour  afterward

meandering through the grounds, she couldn’t get her heart to calm. Elena had to

have known someone would recognize her amulet—and if this was the real thing

. . . The king could kill her on the spot for wearing not only an heirloom of his

house, but something of power. 

Yet again, she could only wonder what Elena’s motives actually were. 

•

Celaena glanced from her book to the tapestry on the wall. The chest of drawers

remained where she’d shoved it in front of the passageway. She shook her head

and  returned  to  her  book.  Though  she  scanned  the  lines,  none  of  the  words

registered. 

What did Elena want with her? Dead queens usually didn’t come back to give

orders  to  the  living.  Celaena  clenched  her  book.  It  wasn’t  like  she  wasn’t fulfilling  Elena’s  command  to  win,  either—she  would  have  fought  this  hard  to

become the King’s Champion anyway. And as for finding and defeating the evil

in  the  castle  .  .  .  well,  now  that  it  seemed  tied  to  who  was  murdering  the Champions, how could she  not try to figure out where it was coming from? 

A  door  shut  somewhere  inside  her  rooms,  and  Celaena  jumped,  the  book

flying from her hands. She grabbed the brass candlestick beside her bed, ready to

leap off the mattress, but lowered it as Philippa’s humming filtered through the

doors to her bedroom. She groaned as she climbed out of the warmth of her bed

to retrieve her book. 

It had fallen under the bed, and Celaena knelt upon the icy floor, straining to

reach  the  book.  She  couldn’t  feel  it  anywhere,  so  she  grabbed  the  candle.  She saw  the  book  immediately,  tucked  against  the  back  wall,  but  as  her  fingers

grappled onto the cover, a glimmer of candlelight traced a white line across the

floor beneath her bed. 

Celaena  yanked  the  book  back  to  her  and  stood  with  a  jolt.  Her  hands

trembled  as  she  pushed  the  bed  out  of  position,  her  feet  slipping  on  the  half-frozen  floor.  It  moved  slowly,  but  eventually,  she  had  shifted  it  enough  to  see what had been sketched on the floor beneath. 

Everything inside of her turned to ice. 

Wyrdmarks. 

Dozens of Wyrdmarks had been drawn onto the floor with chalk. They formed

a giant spiral, with a large mark in its center. Celaena stumbled back, slamming

into her dresser. 

What was this? She ran a shaking hand through her hair, staring at the center

mark. 

She’d seen that mark. It had been etched on one side of Verin’s body. 

Her stomach rising in her throat, she rushed to her nightstand and grabbed the

pitcher of water atop it. Without a thought, she tossed the water onto the marks, 

then  raced  to  her  bathing  chamber  to  draw  more  water.  When  the  water  had

finished  loosening  the  chalk,  she  took  a  towel  and  scrubbed  the  floor  until  her back ached and her legs and hands were frozen. 

Then, only then, did she throw on a pair of pants and a tunic and head out the

door. 

•

Thankfully, the guards didn’t say anything when she asked them to escort her to

the library at midnight. They remained in the main room of the library as she set

off through the stacks, heading toward the musty, forgotten alcove where she’d


found  the  majority  of  the  books  on  the  Wyrdmarks.  She  couldn’t  walk  fast enough, and kept looking over her shoulder. 

Was she next? What did any of it mean? She wrung her fingers. She rounded a

corner, not ten stacks from the alcove, and came to a halt. 

Nehemia, seated at a small desk, stared at her with wide eyes. 

Celaena  put  a  hand  on  her  racing  heart.  “Damn,”  she  said.  “You  gave  me  a

fright!” 

Nehemia  smiled,  but  not  very  well.  Celaena  cocked  her  head  as  she

approached  the  table.  “What  are  you  doing  here?”  Nehemia  demanded  in

Eyllwe. 

“I couldn’t sleep.” She shifted her eyes to the princess’s book. That wasn’t the

book  they  used  during  their  lessons.  No,  it  was  a  thick,  aging  book,  crammed with dense lines of text. “What are you reading?” 

Nehemia slammed the book shut and stood. “Nothing.” 

Celaena  observed  her  face;  her  lips  were  pursed,  and  the  princess  lifted  her chin. “I thought you couldn’t read at that level yet.” 

Nehemia tucked the book into the crook of her arm. “Then you’re like every

ignorant  fool  in  this  castle,  Lillian,”  she  said  with  perfect  pronunciation  in  the common tongue. Not giving her a chance to reply, the princess strode away. 

Celaena  watched  her  go.  It  didn’t  make  sense.  Nehemia   couldn’t  read  books that  advanced,  not  when  she  still  stumbled  through  lines  of  text.  And  Nehemia never spoke with that kind of flawless accent, and—

In the shadows behind the desk, a piece of paper had fallen between the wood

and the stone wall. Easing it out, Celaena unfolded the crumpled paper. 

She  whirled  around,  to  the  direction  where  Nehemia  had  disappeared.  Her

throat constricting, Celaena tucked the piece of paper into her pocket and hurried

back toward the great room, the Wyrdmark drawn on the paper burning a hole in

her clothing. 

Celaena  rushed  down  a  staircase,  then  strode  along  a  hallway  lined  with

books. 

No, Nehemia couldn’t have played her like that—Nehemia wouldn’t have lied

day  after  day  about  how  little  she  knew.  Nehemia  had  been  the  one  to  tell  her that  the  etchings  in  the  garden  were  Wyrdmarks.  She  knew  what  they  were—

she’d  warned her  to  stay  away  from  the  Wyrdmarks,  again  and  again.  Because Nehemia was her friend—because Nehemia had wept when her people had been

murdered, because she’d come to  her for comfort. 

But Nehemia came from a conquered kingdom. And the King of Adarlan had

ripped  the  crown  off  her  father’s  head  and  stripped  his  title  from  him.  And  the people of Eyllwe were being kidnapped in the night and sold into slavery, right

along  with  the  rebels  that  rumor  claimed  Nehemia  supported  so  fiercely.  And five hundred Eyllwe citizens had just been butchered. 

Celaena’s  eyes  stung  as  she  spotted  the  guards  loitering  in  armchairs  in  the great room. 

Nehemia had every reason to deceive them, to plot against them. To tear apart

this stupid competition and send everyone into a tizzy. Who better to target than

the criminals living here? No one would miss them, but the fear would seep into

the castle. 

But why would Nehemia plot against  her? 

Chapter 36

Days  passed  without  seeing  Nehemia,  and  Celaena  kept  her  mouth  shut  about

the  incident  to  Chaol  or  Dorian  or  anyone  who  visited  her  chambers.  She

couldn’t  confront  Nehemia—not  without  more  concrete  proof,  not  without

ruining  everything.  So  she  spent  her  spare  time  researching  the  Wyrdmarks, 

desperate for a way to decipher them, to find those symbols, to learn what it all

meant,  and  how  it  connected  to  the  killer  and  the  killer’s  beast.  Amidst  her worrying,  another  Test  passed  without  incident  or  embarrassment—though  she

couldn’t  say  the  same  for  the  soldier  who’d  been  sent  home—and  she  kept  up

her  intense  training  with  Chaol  and  the  other  Champions.  There  were  five  of

them left now. The final Test was three days away, and the duel two days after

that. 

Celaena awoke on Yulemas morning and relished the silence. 

There was something inherently peaceful about the day, despite the darkness

of her encounter with Nehemia. For the moment, the whole castle had quieted to

hear  the  falling  snow.  Frost  laced  each  windowpane,  a  fire  already  crackled  in the  fireplace,  and  shadows  of  snowflakes  drifted  across  the  floor.  It  was  as peaceful and lovely a winter morning as she could imagine. She wouldn’t ruin it

with  thoughts  of  Nehemia,  or  of  the  duel,  or  of  the  ball  she  wasn’t  allowed  to attend tonight. No, it was Yulemas morning, and she would be happy. 

It  didn’t  feel  like  a  holiday  to  celebrate  the  darkness  that  gave  birth  to  the spring light, nor did it feel like a holiday to celebrate the birth of the Goddess’s

firstborn  son.  It  was  simply  a  day  when  people  were  more  courteous,  looked

twice at a beggar in the street, remembered that love was a living thing. Celaena

smiled and rolled over. But something got in her way. It was crinkly and harsh

against her face, and had the distinct odor of—

“Candy!”  A  large  paper  bag  sat  on  a  pillow,  and  she  found  that  it  was  filled with  all  sorts  of  confectionary  goodies.  There  was  no  note,  not  even  a  name scribbled  on  the  bag.  With  a  shrug  and  glowing  eyes,  Celaena  pulled  out  a

handful of sweets. Oh, how she  adored candy! 

Celaena issued a jolly laugh and crammed some of the candy into her mouth. 

One  by  one,  she  chewed  through  the  assortment,  and  she  closed  her  eyes  and

breathed in deeply as she tasted all of the flavors and textures. 

When  she  finally  stopped  chewing,  her  jaw  ached.  She  emptied  the  contents

of the bag onto the bed, ignoring the dunes of sugar that poured out with it, and

surveyed the land of goodness before her. 

All of her favorites were there: chocolate-covered gummies, chocolate almond

bark,  berry-shaped  chews,  gem–shaped  hard  sugar,  peanut  brittle,  plain  brittle, sugarlace,  frosted  red  licorice,  and,  most  importantly,  chocolate.  She  popped  a hazelnut truffle into her mouth. 

“Someone,” she said in between chews, “is  very good to me.” 

She  paused  to  examine  the  bag  again.  Who  had  sent  it?  Maybe  Dorian. 

Certainly not Nehemia or Chaol. Nor the Frost Faeries that delivered presents to

good children. They’d stopped coming to her when she’d first drawn blood from

another human being. Maybe Nox. He liked her well enough. 

“Miss Celaena! ” Philippa exclaimed from the doorway, gaping. 

“Happy Yulemas, Philippa!” she said. “Care for a candy?” 

Philippa stormed toward Celaena. “Happy Yulemas indeed! Look at this bed! 

Look at this mess!” Celaena winced. 

“Your  teeth  are   red!”  Philippa  cried.  She  reached  for  the  hand  mirror  that Celaena kept by her bed and held it for the assassin to see. 

Sure enough, her teeth were tinged with crimson. She ran her tongue over her

teeth, then tried to brush away the stains with a finger. They remained. “Damn

those sugar suckers!” 

“Yes,” Philippa snapped. “And that’s  chocolate all over your mouth. Even my

grandson doesn’t eat his candy like this!” 

Celaena laughed. “You have a grandson?” 

“Yes, and he can eat his food without getting it on the bed, on his teeth, and on

his  face!” 

Celaena  pushed  back  the  covers,  sugar  spraying  into  the  air.  “Have  a  candy, 

Philippa.” 

“It’s  seven  in  the  morning.”  Philippa  swept  the  sugar  into  her  cupped  palm. 

“You’ll make yourself sick.” 

“Sick? Who can get sick from candy?” Celaena made a face and exposed her

crimson teeth. 

“You look like a demon,” said Philippa. “Just don’t open your mouth and no

one will notice.” 

“You and I both know that’s not possible.” 

To  her  surprise,  Philippa  laughed.  “Happy  Yulemas,  Celaena,”  she  said. 

Hearing  Philippa  call  her  by  her  name  sent  an  unexpected  burst  of  pleasure

through her. “Come,” the servant clucked. “Let’s get you dressed—the ceremony

begins at nine.” Philippa bustled toward the dressing room, and Celaena watched

her go. Her heart was big and as red as her teeth. There was good in people—

deep down, there was always a shred of good. There  had to be. 

•

Celaena  emerged  a  while  later,  clad  in  a  solemn-looking  green  dress  that Philippa had deemed the only appropriate gown for temple attendance. Celaena’s

teeth were, of course, still red, and now she felt queasy as she stared at the bag of

candy.  However,  she  quickly  forgot  about  her  sickness  when  she  saw  Dorian

Havilliard  sitting  at  the  table  in  her  bedroom  with  crossed  legs.  He  wore  a beautiful white-and-gold jacket. 

“Are  you  my  present,  or  is  there  something  in  that  basket  at  your  feet?”  she asked. 

“If you’d like to unwrap me,” he said, lifting the large wicker basket onto the

table, “we still have an hour until the temple service.” 

She laughed. “Happy Yulemas, Dorian.” 

“And to you as well. I can see that I— Are your teeth red?” 

She clamped her mouth shut, shaking her head in violent protestation. 

He grabbed her nose and pinched it closed, and try as she might, she could not

dislodge  his  fingers.  She  opened  her  mouth,  and  he  burst  into  laughter.  “Been eating candies, have you?” 

“You sent those?” She kept her mouth closed as much as possible. 

“Of course.” He picked up the brown bag of candy on the table. “What’s your

. . .” He trailed off as he weighed the bag in his hands. “Didn’t I give you three

pounds of candy?” 

She smiled impishly. 

“You ate half the bag!” 

“Was I supposed to save it?” 

“I would have liked some!” 

“You never told me that.” 

“Because I didn’t expect you to consume all of it before breakfast!” 

She snatched the bag from him and put it on the table. “Well, that just shows

poor judgment on your part, doesn’t it?” 

Dorian opened his mouth to reply, but the bag of candy tipped over and spilled

across  the  table.  Celaena  turned  just  in  time  to  see  the  slender  golden  snout protruding from the basket, inching toward the candy. “What is that?” she asked

flatly. 

Dorian grinned. “A Yulemas present for you.” 

The assassin flipped back the lid of the basket. The nose instantly shot inward, 

and  Celaena  found  the  strange  golden-haired  pup  quivering  in  a  corner  with  a red bow around her neck. 

“Oh,  puppy,” she crooned, and petted her. The dog trembled, and she glared at

Dorian over her shoulder. “What did you do, you buffoon?” she hissed. 

Dorian threw his hands in the air. “It’s a  gift! I almost lost my arm—and more

important parts—trying to put that bow on, and then she howled all the way up here!” 

Celaena looked piteously at the dog, which was now licking the sugar off her

fingers.  “What  am  I  going  to  do  with  her?  You  couldn’t  find  an  owner,  so  you decided to give her to me?” 

“No!” he said. “Well, yes. But—she didn’t seem so frightened when you were

around, and I remembered how my hounds followed you when we traveled from

Endovier. Perhaps she’ll trust you enough to become adapted to humans. Some

people  have  those  kinds  of  gifts.”  She  raised  an  eyebrow  as  he  paced.  “It’s  a lousy present, I know. I should have gotten you something better.” 

The  dog  peered  up  at  Celaena.  Her  eyes  were  a  golden-brown  color,  like

molten caramel. She seemed to be waiting for a blow to fall. She was a beautiful

thing, and her huge paws hinted that she might someday grow large—and swift. 

A  slight  smile  spread  on  Celaena’s  lips.  The  dog  swished  her  tail—once,  then another time. 

“She’s yours,” Dorian said, “if you want her.” 

“What shall I do with her if I’m sent back to Endovier?” 

“I’ll  worry  about  that.”  Celaena  stroked  her  folded  velvet-soft  ears,  then

ventured low enough to scratch her chin. The pup’s tail wagged in earnest. Yes, 

there was life in her. 

“So you don’t want her?” he muttered. 

“Of  course  I  want  her,”  Celaena  said,  then  realized  what  the  implications

would be. “But I want her trained. I don’t want her urinating on everything and

chewing on furniture and shoes and books. And I want her to sit when I tell her

to and lay down and roll over and whatever it is that dogs do. And I want her to

run—run  with  the  other  dogs  when  they’re  practicing.  I  want  her  to  put  those long legs to use.” 

Dorian crossed his arms as Celaena scooped up the dog. “That’s a long list of

demands. Perhaps I should have bought you jewelry after all.” 

“When I’m training”—she kissed the pup’s soft head, and the dog nestled her

cold  nose  against  Celaena’s  neck—“I  want  her  in  the  kennels,  training  as  well. 

When  I  return  in  the  afternoon,  she  may  be  brought  to  me.  I’ll  keep  her  in  the night.” Celaena held the dog at eye level. The dog kicked her legs in the air. “If

you  ruin  any  of  my  shoes,”  she  said  to  the  pup,  “I’ll  turn  you  into  a  pair  of slippers. Understood?” 

The dog stared at her, her wrinkled brow lifting, and Celaena smiled and set

her  down  on  the  floor.  She  began  sniffing  about,  though  she  stayed  far  from Dorian,  and  she  soon  disappeared  beneath  the  bed.  The  assassin  lifted  the  dust ruffle  to  peer  underneath.  Thankfully,  the  Wyrdmarks  had  been  washed  away

entirely.  The  dog  continued  her  exploration,  sniffing  everywhere.  “I’ll  have  to think of a name for you,” she said to her, and then stood. “Thank you,” she said

to Dorian. “It’s a lovely gift.” 

He  was  kind—unnaturally  kind,  for  someone  of  his  upbringing.  He  had  a

heart, she realized, and a conscience. He was different from the others. Timidly, 

almost clumsily, the assassin strode over to the Crown Prince and kissed him on

the cheek. His skin was surprisingly hot, and she wondered if she’d kissed him

properly as she pulled away and found his eyes bright and wide. Had she been

sloppy? Too wet? Were her lips sticky from the candy? She hoped he wouldn’t

wipe his cheek. 

“I’m sorry I don’t have a present for you,” she said. 

“I—er, I didn’t expect you to.” He blushed madly and glanced at the clock. “I

have to go. I’ll see you at the ceremony—or perhaps tonight after the ball? I’ll

try to get away as early as I can. Though I bet that without you there, Nehemia

will probably do the same—so it won’t look so bad if I leave early, too.” 

She’d never seen him  babble like this. “Enjoy yourself,” she said as he took a

step back and almost crashed into the table. 

“I’ll see you tonight, then,” he said. “After the ball.” 

She hid her smile behind a hand. Had her kiss thrown him into such a tizzy? 

“Good-bye, Celaena.” He looked back when he reached the door. She smiled

at him, flashing her red teeth, and he laughed before he bowed and disappeared. 

Alone in her rooms, Celaena was about to see what her new companion was up

to when the thought struck her:

Nehemia would be at the ball. 

It was a simple enough thought at first, but then worse thoughts followed it. 

Celaena began pacing. If Nehemia were truly somehow behind the Champions’

murders—and  worse,  had  some  feral  beast  at  her  command  to  destroy  them—

and also just learned about the massacre of her people . . . then what better place

to  punish  Adarlan  than  at  the  ball,  where  so  many  of  its  royals  would  be

celebrating and unguarded? 

It  was  irrational,  Celaena  knew.  But  what  if  .  .  .  what  if  Nehemia  unleashed whatever creature she controlled at the ball? Fine, she wouldn’t mind if Kaltain

and Perrington met horrible deaths, but Dorian would be there. And Chaol. 

Celaena  strode  into  her  bedroom,  wringing  her  fingers.  She  couldn’t  warn

Chaol—because  if  she  were  wrong,  then  it  would  ruin  not  just  her  friendship

with Nehemia, but also the princess’s efforts at diplomacy. But she couldn’t just

do  nothing. 

Oh,  she  shouldn’t  even  be  thinking  this.  But  she’d  seen  friends  do  terrible

things  before,  and  it  had  become  safer  for  her  to  believe  the  worst.  She’d

witnessed  firsthand  how  far  a  need  for  revenge  could  drive  someone.  Perhaps Nehemia  wouldn’t  do  anything—perhaps  she  was  just  being  paranoid  and

ridiculous. But if something happened tonight . . . 

Celaena  opened  the  doors  to  her  dressing  room,  surveying  the  glittering

gowns hanging along the walls. Chaol would be beyond furious if she infiltrated

the ball, but she could handle it. She could handle it if he decided to throw her in

the dungeons for a little while, too. 

Because  somehow,  the  thought  of  him  getting  hurt—or  worse—made  her

willing to risk just about anything. 

•

“Will you not even smile on Yulemas?” she asked Chaol as they walked out of

the castle and toward the glass temple at the center of the eastern garden. 

“If my teeth were crimson, I wouldn’t be smiling at all,” he said. “Be content

with an occasional grimace.” She flashed her teeth at him, then closed her mouth

as  several  courtiers  strode  past,  servants  in  tow.  “I’m  surprised  you’re  not

complaining more.” 

“Complaining  about  what?”  Why  did  Chaol  never  joke  with  her  as  Dorian

did? Perhaps he truly didn’t find her attractive. The possibility of it stung more

than she would have liked. 

“About not going to the ball tonight.” He glanced sidelong at her. He couldn’t

know  what  she  was  planning.  Philippa  had  promised  to  keep  it  a  secret—

promised  not  to  ask  questions  when  Celaena  requested  she  find  a  gown  and

matching mask. 

“Well, apparently you still don’t trust me enough.” She meant to sound sassy, 

but couldn’t keep the snap from her tone. She couldn’t waste her time worrying

about  someone  who  clearly  had  no  interest  in  her  beyond  the  ridiculous

competition. 

Chaol  snorted,  though  a  hint  of  a  smile  appeared  on  his  lips.  At  least  the Crown Prince never made her feel stupid or rotten. Chaol just provoked her . . . 

though  he  had  his  good  side,  too.  And  she  had  no  idea  when  she’d  stopped

loathing him so much. 

Still, she knew he wouldn’t be pleased when she appeared at the ball tonight. 

Mask  or  no  mask,  Chaol  would  know  it  was  her.  She  just  hoped  he  wouldn’t

punish her too severely. 

Chapter 37

Seated  in  a  pew  in  the  rear  of  the  spacious  temple,  Celaena  kept  her  mouth closed so tightly that it hurt. Her teeth were still red; she didn’t need anyone else

noticing. 

The  temple  was  a  beautiful  space,  built  entirely  from  glass.  The  limestone

covering the floor was all that remained of the original stone temple, which the

King  of  Adarlan  had  destroyed  when  he  decided  to  replace  it  with  the  glass

structure. Two columns of about a hundred rosewood pews stretched beneath a

vaulted glass ceiling that let in so much light that no candles were needed during

the  day.  Snow  lay  piled  upon  the  translucent  roof,  casting  patterns  of  sunshine throughout.  As  the  walls  were  also  glass,  the  stained  windows  above  the  altar appeared to hover in midair. 

She stood to peer over the heads of those sitting in front of her. Dorian and the

queen  sat  in  the  first  pew,  a  row  of  guards  immediately  behind.  The  duke  and Kaltain  sat  on  the  other  side  of  the  aisle,  and  behind  them  were  Nehemia  and several others she didn’t recognize. She didn’t spy Nox, or the other remaining

Champions—or Cain. They’d let her come to  this, but not to the ball? 

“Sit  down,” Chaol growled, pulling at her green gown. She made a face and

dropped  onto  the  cushioned  bench.  Several  people  stared  at  her.  They  wore

gowns and jackets so elaborate that she wondered if the ball had been moved to

lunchtime. 

The High Priestess walked onto the stone platform and raised her hands above

her head. The folds of her midnight-blue gossamer robe fell around her, and her

white  hair  was  long  and  unbound.  An  eight-pointed  star  was  tattooed  upon  her brow in a shade of blue that matched her gown, its sharp lines extending to her

hairline. “Welcome all, and may the blessings of the Goddess and all her gods be

upon you.” Her voice echoed across the chamber to reach even those in the back. 

Celaena stifled a yawn. She respected the gods—if they existed, and when it

suited her to ask for their assistance—but religious ceremonies were . . .  brutal. 

It had been years and years since she’d attended anything of this sort, and as

the High Priestess lowered her arms and stared at the crowd, the assassin shifted

in  her  seat.  It  would  be  the  usual  prayers,  then  the  Yulemas  prayers,  then  the sermon, then the songs, and then the procession of the gods. 

“You’re squirming already,” Chaol said under his breath. 

“What time is it?” she whispered, and he pinched her arm. 

“Today,” the priestess said, “is the day on which we celebrate the end and the

beginning of the great cycle. Today is the day on which the Great Goddess gave

birth to her firstborn, Lumas, Lord of the Gods. With his birth, love was brought into Erilea, and it banished the chaos that arose from the Gates of the Wyrd.” 

A  weight  pressed  on  her  eyelids.  She  had  woken  up  so  early—and  slept  so

little  after  that  encounter  with  Nehemia  .  .  .  Unable  to  stop,  Celaena  wandered into the Land of Sleep. 

•

“Get up,” Chaol snarled in her ear. “Now.” 

She sat up with a jolt, the world bright and foggy. Several lesser nobles in her

pew laughed silently. She gave Chaol an apologetic look and turned her gaze to

the altar. The High Priestess had finished her sermon, and the songs of Yulemas

were over. She only had to sit through the procession of the gods, and then she

would be free. 

“How long was I asleep?” she whispered. He didn’t respond. “How long was I

asleep?”  she  asked  again,  and  noticed  a  hint  of  red  in  his  cheeks.  “You  were asleep, too?” 

“Until you began drooling on my shoulder.” 

“Such a self-righteous young man,” she cooed, and he poked her leg. 

“Pay attention.” 

A choir of priestesses stepped off the platform. Celaena yawned, but nodded

with  the  rest  of  the  congregation  as  the  choir  gave  their  blessings.  An  organ sounded,  and  everyone  leaned  to  stare  down  the  aisle  for  the  procession  of  the gods. 

The sound of pattering footsteps filled the temple, and the congregation stood. 

Each blindfolded child was no more than ten years old, and though they looked

rather  foolish  dressed  in  the  costumes  of  the  gods,  there  was  something

charming  about  it.  Every  year,  nine  children  were  chosen.  If  a  child  stopped before  you,  you  received  the  blessings  of  the  god  and  the  small  gift  the  child carried as a symbol of the god’s favor. 

Farnor, God of War, stopped at the front row near Dorian, but then moved to

the right, across the aisle, to give the miniature silver sword to Duke Perrington. 

 Not surprising. 

Clad  in  glistening  wings,  Lumas,  God  of  Love,  strode  past  her.  She  crossed

her arms. 

 What a foolish tradition. 

Deanna, Goddess of the Hunt and Maidens, approached. Celaena shifted from

one foot to the other, wishing she hadn’t demanded that Chaol give her the aisle

seat.  To  her  dread  and  dismay,  the  girl  stopped  before  her  and  removed  the

blindfold. 

She was a pretty little thing: her blond hair hung in loose curls, and her brown eyes  were  flecked  with  green.  The  girl  smiled  at  Celaena  and  reached  to  touch the  assassin’s  forehead.  Celaena’s  back  began  sweating  as  she  felt  hundreds  of eyes upon her. “May Deanna, the Huntress and Protector of the Young, bless and

keep  you  this  year.  I  bestow  upon  you  this  golden  arrow  as  a  symbol  of  her power  and  good  graces.”  The  girl  bowed  as  she  extended  the  slender  arrow. 

Chaol prodded her back and Celaena grabbed the arrow. “Yulemas blessings to

you,” the girl said, and Celaena nodded her thanks. She gripped the arrow as the

girl bounded away. It couldn’t be used, of course. But it was made of solid gold. 

 It’ll fetch a nice price. 

With a shrug, Celaena handed the arrow to Chaol. “I suppose I’m not allowed

to have this,” she said, sitting down with the rest of the crowd. 

He put it back in her lap. “I wouldn’t want to test the gods.” She stared at him

for  a  moment.  Did  he  look  different?  Something  had  changed  in  his  face. 

Nudging him with an elbow, Celaena grinned. 

Chapter 38

Yards of silk, clouds of powder, brushes, combs, pearls, and diamonds glistened

before  Celaena’s  eyes.  As  Philippa  arranged  the  last  strand  of  Celaena’s  hair neatly  around  her  face,  secured  a  mask  over  her  eyes  and  nose,  and  placed  a small  crystal  tiara  on  her  head,  Celaena  couldn’t  help  but  feel,  despite  herself, like a princess. 

Philippa knelt to polish the lump of crystal on Celaena’s silver slippers. “If I

didn’t know better, I’d call myself a Faerie Queen. It’s like m—” Philippa caught

herself  before  she  spoke  the  word  the  King  of  Adarlan  had  so  effectively

outlawed, then quickly said, “I barely recognize you!” 

“Good,” Celaena said. This would be her first ball where she wasn’t there to

kill  someone.  True,  she  was  mostly  going  to  make  sure  Nehemia  didn’t  hurt

herself or the court. But . . . a ball was a ball. Maybe if she was lucky, she could

dance a little. 

“Are  you  certain  this  is  a  good  idea?”  Philippa  asked  quietly,  standing. 

“Captain Westfall won’t be pleased.” 

Celaena gave the servant a sharp look. “I told you not to ask questions.” 

Philippa huffed. “Just don’t tell them  I helped you when you get dragged back

here.” 

Checking  her  irritation,  Celaena  strode  to  the  mirror,  Philippa  bustling  after her.  Standing  before  her  reflection,  Celaena  wondered  if  she  was  seeing

correctly.  “This  is  the  most  beautiful  dress  I’ve  ever  worn,”  she  admitted,  her eyes filling with light. 

It  was  not  pure  white,  but  rather  a  grayish  offset,  and  its  wide  skirts  and bodice  were  encrusted  with  thousands  of  minuscule  crystals  that  reminded

Celaena of the surface of the sea. Swirls of silk thread on the bodice made rose-

like designs that could have passed for a work by any master painter. A border of

ermine  lined  the  neck  and  provided  slender  sleeves  that  only  covered  her

shoulders. Tiny diamond droplets fell from her ears, and her hair was curled and

swept up onto her head, strands of pearls woven in. Her gray silk mask had been

secured  tightly  against  her  face.  It  wasn’t  fashioned  after  anything,  but  the delicate crystal and pearl whorls had been crafted by a skilled hand. 

“You  could  win  the  hand  of  a  king,  looking  like  that,”  said  Philippa.  “Or

perhaps a Crown Prince will do.” 

“Where in Erilea did you find this dress?” Celaena murmured. 

“Don’t ask questions,” clucked the old woman. 

Celaena  smirked.  “Fair  enough.”  She  wondered  why  her  heart  now  felt  too

large  for  her  body,  and  why  she  was  so  unstable  in  her  shoes.  She  had  to remember why she was going—she had to keep her wits about her. 

The  clock  struck  nine,  and  Philippa  glanced  toward  the  doorway,  giving

Celaena  the  opportunity  to  slip  her  makeshift  knife  down  her  bodice  without

being noticed. “How, exactly, are you going to get to the ball? I don’t think your

guards will let you just walk out.” 

Celaena  shot  Philippa  a  sly  look.  “We’re  both  going  to  pretend  that  I  was

invited by the Crown Prince—and right now  you are going to make such a fuss

about me being late that they won’t object.” 

Philippa  fanned  herself,  her  face  reddening.  Celaena  grasped  her  hand.  “I

promise,”  she  said,  “if  I  get  into  any  sort  of  trouble,  I  will  swear  to  my  last breath that you were deceived by me, and had no knowledge of anything.” 

“But  are you going to get into trouble?” 

Celaena  gave  her  most  winning  smile.  “No.  I’m  just  sick  of  being  left  to  sit around while they have grand parties.” It wasn’t quite a lie. 

“Gods  help  me,”  Philippa  muttered,  and  took  a  deep  breath.  “Go!”  she

suddenly cried, herding Celaena toward the door to the hall. “Go, you’ll be late!” 

She was a bit too loud to be totally convincing, but . . . Philippa flung open the

door  to  the  hallway.  “The  Crown  Prince  won’t  be  pleased  if  you’re  late!” 

Celaena  paused  in  the  doorway,  nodding  at  the  five  guards  who  were  posted

outside, then looked back at Philippa. 

“Thank you,” Celaena said. 

“No more dawdling!” the servant woman cried, and almost knocked Celaena

off her feet as she pushed her out the doorway and slammed it shut. 

Celaena  turned  to  the  guards.  “You  look  nice,”  one  of  them—Ress—said

shyly. “Off to the ball?” grinned another. “Save a dance for me, will you?” the

third added. Not one of them questioned her. 

Celaena smiled and took Ress’s arm as he extended it to her. She tried not to

laugh  when  he  puffed  out  his  chest.  But  as  they  neared  the  Great  Hall  and  the sounds  of  a  waltz  could  be  heard,  a  swarm  of  bees  took  flight  in  her  stomach. 

She couldn’t forget why she was here. She’d played this part in the past, but it

had ended in killing a stranger—not confronting a friend. 

The  red-and-gold  glass  doors  appeared,  and  she  could  see  the  wreaths  and

candles  that  bedecked  the  massive  hall.  It  would  have  been  easier  if  she  could have  slipped  into  the  ball  through  a  side  door  and  remained  unnoticed,  but  she hadn’t  had  time  to  go  exploring  through  the  secret  tunnels  to  find  another  way out of her rooms, and she certainly couldn’t find another way into the ball now

without  raising  suspicions.  Ress  stopped  and  bowed.  “This  is  where  I  leave

you,” he said as seriously as he could, though he kept looking at the ball that lay

at the foot of the stairs. “Have a lovely night, Miss Sardothien.” 

“Thank  you,  Ress.”  She  felt  an  urge  to  vomit  and  run  back  to  her  rooms. 

Instead,  she  graciously  nodded  her  farewell.  She  just  had  to  make  it  down  the stairs, and find a way to convince Chaol to let her stay. Then she could keep an

eye on Nehemia all night. 

Her  shoes  seemed  frail,  and  Celaena  took  a  few  steps  back,  ignoring  the

guards  at  the  door  as  she  lifted  her  feet  high  and  set  them  down  to  test  the strength of the shoes. When she was assured that not even a jump through the air

could snap the heel, she approached the top of the stairs. 

Tucked into her bodice, the makeshift knife poked her skin. She prayed to the

Goddess, to every god she knew, to the Wyrd, to whatever was responsible for

her fate, that she wouldn’t have to use it. 

Celaena squared her shoulders and stepped forward. 

•

What was  she doing here? 

Dorian almost dropped his drink as he saw Celaena Sardothien atop the stairs. 

Even with the mask, he recognized her. She might have her faults, but Celaena

never  did  anything  half-heartedly.  She’d  outdone  herself  with  that  dress.  But

what was she doing  here? 

He  couldn’t  tell  if  it  were  a  dream  or  reality  until  several  heads,  then  many, turned  to  look.  Though  the  waltz  was  playing,  those  not  dancing  quieted

themselves as the mysterious masked girl lifted her skirts and took a step, then

another.  Her  dress  was  made  of  stars  plucked  from  the  sky,  and  the  whorls  of crystals in her gray mask glittered. 

“Who is  that?” breathed a young courtier beside him. 

She  looked  at  no  one  as  she  descended  the  staircase,  and  even  the  Queen  of Adarlan  stood  to  see  the  late  arrival,  Nehemia  also  rising  from  her  seat  beside her. Had Celaena lost her mind? 

 Walk  to  her.  Take  her  hand.   But  his  feet  were  leaden,  and  Dorian  could  do nothing  except  watch  her.  His  skin  flushed  beneath  his  small  black  mask.  He

didn’t know why, but seeing her made him feel like a man. She was something

out of a dream—a dream in which he was not a spoiled young prince, but a king. 

She reached the bottom of the stairs, and Dorian took a step forward. 

But  someone  had  already  arrived,  and  Dorian  clenched  his  jaw  tight  enough

for it to hurt as she smiled and bowed to Chaol. The Captain of the Guard, who

hadn’t bothered to wear a mask, extended his hand. Celaena stared only at Chaol

with those starlit eyes, and her long, white fingers floated through the air to meet

his.  The  crowd  began  chattering  as  Chaol  led  her  from  the  stairs,  and  they

disappeared into the throng. Whatever conversation they were about to have, it wasn’t going to be pleasant. He’d be better off staying out of it. 

“Please,”  said  another  courtier,  “tell  me  that  Chaol  doesn’t  suddenly  have  a

wife.” 

“Captain Westfall?” said the courtier who had spoken earlier. “Why would a

pretty  thing  like  that  marry  a  guard?”  Remembering  who  stood  beside  him,  he

glanced  at  Dorian,  who  was  still  staring,  wide-eyed,  at  the  stairs.  “Who  is  she, Your Highness? Do you know her?” 

“No, I don’t,” whispered Dorian, and walked away. 

•

The  waltz  was  driving  and  so  loud  she  had  difficulty  hearing  herself  think  as Chaol pulled her into a shadowy alcove. Not surprisingly, he hadn’t worn a mask

—it would be too silly for him. Which made the fury on his face all too visible. 

“So,”  he  seethed,  holding  tightly  to  her  wrist,  “do  you  want  to  tell  me  how you got it into your mind that this was a good idea?” 

She tried shaking off his hand, but he wouldn’t let go. Across the great hall, 

Nehemia  sat  with  the  Queen  of  Adarlan,  occasionally  glancing  in  Celaena’s

direction. Because she was nervous—or just surprised to see her? 

“Relax,” she hissed at the Captain of the Guard. “I only wanted to have some

fun.” 

“Fun? Crashing a royal ball is your idea of  fun?” 

Arguing  wouldn’t  help;  she  could  tell  that  his  anger  was  mostly  about  being

embarrassed that she’d managed to slip out of her rooms in the first place. So she

gave him a pitiful pout. “I was lonely.” 

He choked. “You couldn’t spend one evening on your own?” 

She  twisted  her  wrist  out  of  his  grasp.  “Nox  is  here—and  he’s  a  thief!  How could you let him come—with all this jewelry flashing about—and not me? How

can  I  be  the  King’s  Champion  if  you  don’t   trust  me?”  Actually,  that  was  a question she really wanted to know the answer to. 

Chaol covered his face with a hand and let out a long, long sigh. She tried not

to smile. She’d won. “If you take one step out of line—” 

She grinned in earnest. “Consider it your Yulemas present to me.” 

Chaol  gave  her  a  weighing  look,  but  slumped  his  shoulders.  “Please  don’t

make me regret this.” 

She  patted  his  cheek,  sweeping  past  him.  “I  knew  I  liked  you  for  some

reason.” 

He said nothing, but followed her back into the crowd. She’d been to masked

balls before, but there was still something unnerving about not being able to see

the faces of those around her. Most of the court, Dorian included, wore masks of varying sizes, shapes, and colors—some of simple design, others elaborate and

animal-shaped.  Nehemia  still  sat  with  the  queen,  wearing  a  gold-and-turquoise

mask  with  a  lotus  motif.  They  appeared  to  be  engaged  in  polite  conversation, and Nehemia’s guards stood to the side of the dais, already looking bored. 

Chaol kept close to her as she found an empty spot in the crowd and stopped. 

It was a good vantage point. She could see everything from here—the dais, the

main stairs, the dance floor . . . 

Dorian was dancing with a small brunette with outrageously large breasts that

he  took  no  pains  to  avoid  glancing  at  every  so  often.  Hadn’t  he  noticed  her arrival? Even Perrington had seen her when Chaol dragged her into that corner. 

Thankfully,  the  captain  had  subtly  moved  her  away  before  she  had  to  interact with him. 

Across  the  room,  she  met  Nox’s  eye.  He  was  flirting  with  a  young  woman

wearing a dove mask, and he raised his glass in salute before turning back to the

girl. He’d opted for a blue mask that concealed only his eyes. 

“Well, try not to have too much fun,” Chaol said beside her, crossing his arms. 

Hiding her scowl, Celaena crossed her arms as well and began her vigil. 

•

An  hour  later,  Celaena  was  beginning  to  curse  herself  for  a  being  a  fool. 

Nehemia  was  still  sitting  with  the  queen,  and  hadn’t  looked  again  in  Celaena’s direction. How had she even considered that Nehemia—Nehemia, of all people! 

—would attack everyone? 

Celaena’s  face  burned  with  shame  beneath  the  mask.  She  didn’t  deserve  to

call  herself  a  friend.  All  the  dead  Champions  and  mysterious  evil  powers  and this ridiculous competition had made her go mad. 

Celaena  smoothed  the  fur  on  her  dress,  frowning  slightly.  Chaol  remained

beside  her,  saying  nothing.  Though  he’d  allowed  her  to  stay,  she  doubted  he’d soon forget this. Or that the guards wouldn’t get the tongue-lashing of their lives

later tonight. 

Celaena  straightened  as  Nehemia  suddenly  rose  from  her  seat  beside  the

queen’s  throne,  her  guards  snapping  to  attention.  She  bowed  her  head  to  the

queen, the light of the chandeliers making her mask glisten, and then strode off

the dais. 

Celaena felt each of her heartbeats hammering in her veins as Nehemia wove

through the crowd, her guards close behind—and halted in front of Celaena and

Chaol. 

“You look beautiful, Lillian,” Nehemia said in the common tongue, her accent

as  thick  as  it  had  ever  been.  It  felt  like  a  slap  in  the  face;  she’d  spoken  with perfect fluency that night in the library. Was she warning Celaena to keep quiet

about it? 

“As do you,” Celaena said tightly. “Are you enjoying the ball?” 

Nehemia played with a fold in her dress. And, from the look of the rich blue

fabric,  it  was  probably  a  gift  from  the  Queen  of  Adarlan.  “Yes,  but  I’m  not feeling well,” the princess said. “I’m going back to my rooms.” 

Celaena gave her a stiff nod. “I hope you feel better,” was all she could think

of to say. Nehemia looked at her for a long moment, her eyes shining with what

seemed  like  pain,  and  then  left.  Celaena  watched  her  walk  up  the  stairs,  and didn’t tear her gaze away until the princess was gone. 

Chaol cleared his throat. “Do you want to tell me what that was all about?” 

“None of your business,” she replied. Something could still happen—even if

Nehemia wasn’t here, something could happen. But no. Nehemia wouldn’t repay

pain  with  more  pain.  She  was  too  good  for  that.  Celaena  swallowed  hard.  The makeshift knife in her bodice felt like a dead weight. 

Even  if  Nehemia  wasn’t  going  to  hurt  anyone  tonight,  that  didn’t  prove  her

innocence. 

“What’s wrong?” Chaol pressed. 

Forcing  herself  to  push  aside  her  shame  and  worry,  Celaena  lifted  her  chin. 

With Nehemia gone, she still had to keep watch, but maybe she could attempt to

have  a  little  fun,  too.  “With  you  scowling  at  everyone,  no  one  will  ask  me  to dance.” 

Chaol’s dark brows rose. “I’m not scowling at everyone.” Even as he said it, 

she spotted him frowning at a passing courtier who looked too long in Celaena’s

direction. 

“Stop  it!”  she  hissed.  “No  one  will  ever  ask  me  to  dance  if  you  keep  doing that!” 

He  gave  her  an  exasperated  look  and  strode  off.  She  followed  him  to  the

border  of  the  dance  floor.  “Here,”  he  said,  standing  at  the  edge  of  the  sea  of swirling gowns. “If anyone wants to ask you to dance, you’re in plain sight.” 

From this spot she could also still make sure no feral beasts were about to rip

into the crowd. But he didn’t need to know that. She glanced at him. “Would you

like to dance with me?” 

He laughed. “With you? No.” 

She looked at the marble floor, her chest tight. “You needn’t be so cruel.” 

“Cruel? Celaena, Perrington is just over there. I’m sure he’s not happy about

you  being  here,  so  I  wouldn’t  risk  drawing  his  attention  any  more  than

necessary.” 

“Coward.” 

Chaol’s eyes softened. “If he weren’t here, I would have said yes.” 

“I can easily arrange that, you know.” 

He shook his head as he adjusted the lapel on his black tunic. Just then Dorian

waltzed by, sweeping the brunette with him. He didn’t even glance at her. 

“Anyway,”  Chaol  added,  jerking  his  chin  at  Dorian,  “I  think  you  have  far

more attractive suitors vying for your attention. I’m boring company to keep.” 

“I don’t mind being here with you.” 

“I’m sure you don’t,” Chaol said dryly, though he met her stare. 

“I  mean  it.  Why  aren’t   you  dancing  with  anyone?  Aren’t  there  ladies  whom you like?” 

“I’m  the  Captain  of  the  Guard—I’m  not  exactly  a  catch  for  any  of  them.” 

There was some sorrow in his eyes, though it was well concealed. 

“Are you mad? You’re better than everyone in here. And you’re—you’re very

handsome,”  she  said,  taking  his  hand  in  her  free  one.  There  was  beauty  in

Chaol’s  face—and  strength,  and  honor,  and  loyalty.  She  stopped  hearing  the

crowd, and her mouth became dry as he stared at her. How had she missed it for

so long? 

“You think so?” he said after a moment, looking at their clasped hands. 

She tightened her grasp. “Why, if I wasn’t—” 

“Why aren’t you two dancing?” 

Chaol  dropped  her  hand.  She  had  difficulty  turning  away  from  him.  “And

with whom would I dance, Your Highness?” 

Dorian  was  alarmingly  handsome  in  his  pewter  tunic.  One  might  say  it

matched her dress. “You look radiant,” he said. “And you look radiant as well, 

Chaol.”  He  winked  at  his  friend.  Then  Dorian’s  gaze  met  hers,  and  Celaena’s

blood  turned  into  shooting  stars.  “Well?  Do  I  need  to  lecture  you  about  how stupid  it  was  to  sneak  into  the  ball,  or  can  I  just  ask  you  to  dance  with  me instead?” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Chaol said. 

“Why?”  they  asked  in  unison.  Dorian  stepped  a  little  closer  to  her.  Even

though  she  was  ashamed  of  herself  for  believing  such  awful  things  about

Nehemia, knowing that Dorian and Chaol were safe made the misery worth it. 

“Because it attracts too much attention, that’s why.” Celaena rolled her eyes, 

and Chaol glared at her. “Do I have to remind you who you are?” 

“No. You remind me every day,” she retorted. His brown eyes darkened. What

was  the  point  in  being  nice  to  her  if  he  was  only  going  to  insult  her  the  next moment? 

Dorian put a hand on her shoulder and gave Chaol a charming smile. “Relax, 

Chaol,” he said, and his hand slipped to rest on her back, his fingers grazing her bare skin. “Just take the night off.” Dorian turned her from the captain. “It’ll do

you some good,” he said over his shoulder, though the merriness faded from his

tone. 

“I’m  getting  a  drink,”  muttered  Chaol,  and  walked  away.  She  watched  the

captain for a moment. It would be a miracle if he considered her a friend. Dorian

caressed  her  back,  and  she  looked  at  him.  Her  heart  jumped  into  a  gallop,  and Chaol dissolved from her thoughts, like dew beneath the morning sun. She felt

bad  for  forgetting  him—but  .  .  .  but  .  .  .  Oh,  she  wanted  Dorian,  she  couldn’t deny it. She  wanted him. 

“You  look  beautiful,”  Dorian  said  quietly,  running  an  eye  over  her  in  a  way that made her ears burn. “I haven’t been able to stop staring at you.” 

“Oh? And I thought you hadn’t even noticed me.” 

“Chaol  got  there  first  when  you  arrived.  And  besides,  I  had  to  work  up  the nerve to approach you.” He grinned. “You’re very intimidating. Especially with

the mask.” 

“And  I  suppose  it  didn’t  help  that  you  had  a  line  of  ladies  waiting  to  dance with you.” 

“I’m  here  now,  aren’t  I?”  Her  heart  tightened,  and  she  realized  it  wasn’t  the answer she’d been hoping for. What  did she want from him? 

He held out his hand, inclining his head. “Dance with me?” 

Was there music playing? She’d forgotten. The world had shrunk into nothing, 

dissolved by the golden glow of candles. But there were her feet, and here was

her  arm,  and  her  neck,  and  her  mouth.  She  smiled  and  took  his  hand,  still

keeping one eye on the ball around them. 

Chapter 39

He  was  lost—lost  in  a  world  of  which  he’d  always  dreamed.  Her  body  was

warm  beneath  his  hand,  and  her  fingers  were  soft  around  his.  He  spun  her  and led  her  about  the  floor,  waltzing  as  smoothly  as  he  could.  She  didn’t  falter  a single  step,  nor  did  she  seem  to  care  about  the  many  angry  female  faces  that watched as dance after dance passed and they didn’t switch partners. 

Of  course,  it  wasn’t  polite  for  a  prince  to  dance  with  only  one  lady,  but  he couldn’t  focus  on  anything  beyond  his  partner  and  the  music  that  carried  them onward. 

“You certainly have a lot of stamina,” she said. When had they last spoken? It

could  have  been  ten  minutes  or  an  hour  ago.  The  masked  faces  around  them

blurred together. 

“While some parents  hit their children,  mine also punished  me with dancing

lessons.” 

“Then you must have been a very naughty boy.” She glanced around the ball, 

as if she were looking for something—or someone. 

“You’re gracious with your compliments tonight.” He twirled her. The skirts

of her gown sparkled underneath the chandelier. 

“It’s  Yulemas,”  she  said.  “Everyone’s  kind  on  Yulemas.”  A  flash  of  what  he

could have sworn was pain shone in her eyes, but it was gone before he could be

certain of it. 

He caught her around the waist, his feet moving to the beat of the waltz. “And

how’s your present?” 

“Oh,  she  hid  under  my  bed,  then  in  the  dining  room,  which  is  where  I  left her.” 

“You locked the dog in your dining room?” 

“Should I have kept her in my bedroom, where she could ruin the carpets? Or

in the gaming room, where she might eat the chess pieces and choke?” 

“Perhaps you should have sent her to the kennels, where dogs belong.” 

“On Yulemas? I couldn’t think of sending her back to that wretched place!” 

He suddenly felt the urge to kiss her—hard—upon the mouth. But this—what

he felt, it could never be real. Because once the ball was over, she would go back

to being an assassin, and he would still be a prince. Dorian swallowed hard. For

tonight, though . . . 

He held her closer. Everyone transformed into mere shadows on the wall. 

•

Frowning, Chaol watched his friend dance with the assassin. He wouldn’t have danced with her, anyway. And he was glad he hadn’t worked up the nerve to ask

her,  not  after  seeing  the  color  that  Duke  Perrington’s  face  turned  upon

discovering the pair. 

A courtier named Otho stepped beside Chaol. “I thought she was with you.” 

“Who? Lady Lillian?” 

“So  that’s  her  name!  I’ve  never  seen  her  before.  Is  she  newly  arrived  to

court?” 

“Yes,” said Chaol. Tomorrow, he’d have a word with her guards about letting

Celaena  out  tonight.  Hopefully  by  then,  he’d  be  less  inclined  to  knock  their heads together. 

“How are you doing, Captain Westfall?” Otho said, clapping him on the back

a bit too hard. His breath reeked of wine. “You don’t dine with us anymore.” 

“I stopped dining at your table three years ago, Otho.” 

“You should come back—we miss your conversation.” It was a lie. Otho only

wanted  information  about  the  foreign  young  lady.  His  reputation  with  women

was  well  known  in  the  castle—so  well  known  that  he  had  to  seize  courtiers  as they arrived or go into Rifthold for a different sort of woman. 

Chaol  watched  Dorian  dip  Celaena,  watched  the  way  her  lips  widened  in  a

smile  and  her  eyes  burst  with  light  as  the  Crown  Prince  said  something.  Even with the mask on, Chaol could see the happiness written across her face. “Is   he

with her?” Otho asked. 

“The Lady Lillian belongs to herself, and no one else.” 

“So she’s not with him?” 

“No.” 

Otho shrugged. “That’s strange.” 

“Why?” Chaol had the sudden urge to strangle him. 

“Because it looks like he’s in love with her,” he said, and walked away. 

Chaol’s eyes lost focus for a moment. Then Celaena laughed, and Dorian kept

staring at her. The prince hadn’t once taken his eyes off her. Dorian’s expression

was  full  of—something.  Joy?  Wonder?  His  shoulders  were  straight,  his  back

erect. He looked like a man. Like a king. 

It was impossible for such a thing to have occurred; and when would it have

happened? Otho was a drunk and a womanizer. What did he know of love? 

Dorian spun Celaena with speed and dexterity, and she snapped into his arms, 

her  shoulders  rising  with  exhilaration.  But   she  wasn’t  in  love  with   him—Otho hadn’t  said  that.  He  had  seen  no  attachment  on  her  part.  And  Celaena  would

never be that stupid. It was Dorian who was the fool—Dorian who would have

his heart broken, if he did actually love her. 

Unable to look at his friend any longer, the Captain of the Guard left the ball. 

•

Kaltain watched in rage and agony as Lillian Gordaina and the Crown Prince of

Adarlan  danced  and  danced  and  danced.  Even  with  a  much  more  concealing

mask,  she  would  have  recognized  the  upstart.  And  what  sort  of  a  person  wore gray  to  a  ball?  Kaltain  looked  down  at  her  dress  and  smiled.  Bright  shades  of blue, emerald, and soft brown, her gown and matching peacock mask had cost as

much  as  a  small  house.  It  was  all  a  gift  from  Perrington,  of  course,  along  with the  jewelry  that  decorated  much  of  her  neck  and  arms.  It  was  certainly  not  the dull, drab mess of crystal that the conniving harlot wore. 

Perrington  stroked  her  arm,  and  Kaltain  turned  to  him  with  fluttering

eyelashes.  “You  look  handsome  tonight,  my  love,”  she  said,  adjusting  a  gold

chain across his red tunic. His face quickly matched the color of his clothes. She

wondered if she could bear the repulsion of kissing him. She could always keep

refusing, just as she had for the past month; but when he was this drunk . . . 

She  would  have  to  think  of  a  way  out  as  soon  as  possible.  But  she  was  no closer to Dorian than she’d been in early autumn, and would certainly make no

progress with Lillian in the way. 

A  precipice  opened  before  her.  Her  head  gave  a  brief,  faint  throb  of  pain. 

There were no other options now. Lillian had to be eliminated. 

•

When the clock chimed three and most of the guests—including the queen and

Chaol—had left, Celaena finally decided that it was safe for her to leave. So she

slipped  from  the  ball  when  Dorian  went  to  get  a  drink  and  found  Ress  waiting outside to escort her back. The halls of the castle were silent as they strode to her

room,  taking  the  empty  servants’  passages  to  avoid  any  too-curious  courtiers

learning  more  about  her.  Even  if  she’d  gone  to  the  ball  for  the  wrong  reasons, she   had  had  some  fun  dancing  with  Dorian.  More  than  some,  actually.  She smiled to herself, picking at her nails as they entered the hallway that led to her

rooms. The rush of having Dorian look only at her, talk only to her, treat her as if

she  were  his  equal  and  more  hadn’t  yet  worn  off.  Maybe  her  plan  hadn’t  been such a failure after all. 

Ress cleared his throat, and Celaena looked up to see Dorian standing outside

her rooms, chatting with the guards. He couldn’t have stayed long at the ball if

he’d beaten her back here. Her heart pounded, but she managed a coy smile as

Dorian  bowed  to  her,  opened  the  door,  and  they  went  inside.  Let  Ress  and  the guards think what they wanted. 

She unfastened the mask from her face, tossing it onto the table in the center of the foyer, and sighed as the cool air met her flushed skin. “Well?” she asked, 

leaning against the wall beside the door to her bedroom. 

Dorian  approached  her  slowly,  halting  only  a  hand’s  breath  away.  “You  left

the  ball  without  saying  good-bye,”  he  said,  and  braced  an  arm  against  the  wall beside  her  head.  She  raised  her  eyes,  examining  the  black  detail  on  the  sleeve that fell just above her hair. 

“I’m  impressed  you  got  up  here  so  quickly—and  without  a  pack  of  court

ladies  hounding  after  you.  Perhaps  you  should  try  your  hand  at  being  an

assassin.” 

He shook the hair out of his face. “I’m not interested in court ladies,” he said

thickly, and kissed her. 

His mouth was warm, and his lips were smooth, and Celaena lost all sense of

time  and  place  as  she  slowly  kissed  him  back.  He  pulled  away  for  a  moment, looked  into  her  eyes  as  they  opened,  and  kissed  her  again.  It  was  different  this time—deeper, full of need. 

Her  arms  were  heavy  and  light  all  at  once,  and  the  room  twirled  round  and

round.  She  couldn’t  stop.  She  liked  this—liked  being  kissed  by  him,  liked  the smell and the taste and the feel of him. 

His  arm  slipped  around  her  waist  and  he  held  her  tightly  to  him  as  his  lips moved against hers. She put a hand on his shoulder, her fingers digging into the

muscle  that  lay  beneath.  How  different  things  were  between  them  than  when

she’d first seen him in Endovier! 

Her  eyes  opened.  Endovier.  Why  was  she  kissing  the  Crown  Prince  of

Adarlan? Her fingers loosened and her arm dropped to her side. 

He removed his mouth from hers and smiled. It was infectious. Dorian leaned

forward again, but she smoothly put two fingers against his lips. 

“I  should  go  to  bed,”  she  said.  He  raised  his  eyebrows.  “Alone,”  she  added. 

He  removed  her  fingers  from  his  mouth.  He  tried  to  kiss  her,  but  she  easily swung  under  his  arm  and  reached  for  the  door  handle.  She  had  opened  the

bedroom door and slid inside before he could stop her. She peered into the foyer, 

watching as he continued to smile. “Good night.” 

Dorian leaned against the door, bringing his face close to hers. “Good night,” 

he  whispered,  and  she  didn’t  stop  him  as  he  kissed  her  again.  He  broke  it  off before  she  was  ready,  and  she  almost  fell  onto  the  ground  as  he  removed  his weight from the door. He laughed softly. 

“Good night,” she said again, heat rushing to her face. Then he was gone. 

Celaena  strode  to  the  balcony  and  flung  open  the  doors,  embracing  the  chill

air.  Her  hand  rose  to  her  lips  and  she  stared  up  at  the  stars,  feeling  her  heart

grow, and grow, and grow. 

•

Dorian walked slowly back to his rooms, his heart racing. He could still feel her

lips on his, smell the scent of her hair, and see the gold in her eyes flickering in

the candlelight. 

Consequences be damned. He’d find a way to make it work; he’d find a way

to be with her. He had to. 

He had leapt from the cliff. He could only wait for the net. 

•

In the garden, the Captain of the Guard stared up at the young woman’s balcony, 

watching as she waltzed alone, lost in her dreams. But he knew that her thoughts

weren’t of him. 

She stopped and stared upward. Even from a distance, he could see the blush

upon her cheeks. She seemed young—no, new. It made his chest ache. 

Still,  he  watched,  watched  until  she  sighed  and  went  inside.  She  never

bothered to look below. 

Chapter 40

Celaena  groaned  as  something  cold  and  wet  brushed  her  cheek  and  moved  to

lick  her  face.  She  opened  an  eye  and  found  the  puppy  looking  down  at  her,  its tail wagging. Adjusting herself in the bed, she winced at the sunlight. She hadn’t

meant to sleep in. They had a Test in two days, and she needed to train. It was

their last Test before the final duel—the Test that decided who the four finalists

would be. 

Celaena rubbed an eye and then scratched the dog behind the ears. “Have you

peed somewhere and wish to tell me about it?” 

“Oh no,” said someone as the bedroom door swung open—Dorian. “I took her

out at dawn with the other dogs.” 

She smiled weakly as he approached. “Isn’t it rather early for a visit?” 

“Early?” He laughed, sitting on the bed. She inched away. “It’s almost one in

the afternoon! Philippa told me you’ve been sleeping like the dead all morning.” 

One! She’d slept that long? What about lessons with Chaol? She scratched her

nose and pulled the puppy onto her lap. At least nothing had happened last night; 

if  there  had  been  another  attack,  she  would  have  heard  about  it  already.  She almost sighed with relief, though the guilt of what she’d done—how little faith

she’d had in Nehemia—still made her a tad miserable. 

“Have you named her yet?” he asked—casual, calm, collected. Was he acting

that way for show, or was their kiss just not that important to him? 

“No,”  she  said,  keeping  her  face  neutral,  even  though  she  wanted  to  scream

from the awkwardness. “I can’t think of anything appropriate.” 

“What about,” he said, tapping his chin, “Gold . . . ie?” 

“That’s the stupidest name I’ve ever heard.” 

“Can you think of something better?” 

She picked up one of the dog’s legs and examined the soft paws. She squished

the padded foot beneath her thumb. “Fleetfoot.” It was a perfect name. In fact, it

felt  as  if  the  name  had  existed  all  along,  and  she’d  finally  been  clairvoyant enough to stumble across it. “Yes, Fleetfoot it is.” 

“Does  it  mean  anything?”  he  asked,  and  the  dog  raised  her  head  to  look  at

him. 

“It’ll  mean  something  when  she  outruns  all  of  your   purebreds.”  Celaena scooped the dog into her arms and kissed her head. She bounced her arms up and

down,  and  Fleetfoot  stared  up  into  her  eyes  with  a  wrinkled  brow.  She  was

absurdly soft and cuddly. 

Dorian chuckled. “We’ll see.” Celaena set the dog down on the bed. Fleetfoot

promptly crawled under the blankets and disappeared. 

“Did you sleep well?” he asked. 

“Yes. Though it seems you didn’t, if you were up so early.” 

“Listen,”  he  began,  and  Celaena  wanted  to  throw  herself  from  the  balcony. 

“Last night . . . I’m sorry if I was too forward with you.” He paused. “Celaena, 

you’re grimacing.” 

Had she been making a face? “Er—sorry.” 

“It  did upset you, then!” 

“What did?” 

“The kiss!” 

Phlegm caught in her throat, and the assassin coughed. “Oh, it was nothing,” 

she  said,  thumping  her  chest  as  she  cleared  her  throat.  “I  didn’t  mind  it.  But  I didn’t hate it, if that’s what you’re thinking!” She immediately regretted saying

it. 

“So, you  liked it?” He grinned lazily. 

“No!  Oh,  go  away!”  She  flung  herself  onto  her  pillows,  pulling  the  blankets

above her head. She was going to die from embarrassment. 

Fleetfoot licked her face as she hid in the darkness of the sheets. “Come now,” 

he said. “From your reaction, one would think you’d never been kissed.” 

She  threw  back  the  blankets,  and  Fleetfoot  burrowed  farther  beneath.  “Of

course  I’ve  been  kissed,”  she  snapped,  trying  not  to  think  about  Sam  and  what she’d shared with him. “But it wasn’t by some stuffed shirt, pompous, arrogant

princeling!” 

He looked down at his chest. “Stuffed shirt?” 

“Oh, hush up,” she said, hitting him with a pillow. She moved to the other side

of the bed, got up, and walked to the balcony. 

She felt him watching her, staring at her back and the three scars she knew her

low-cut  nightgown  did  nothing  to  hide.  “Are  you  going  to  remain  here  while  I change?” 

She  faced  him.  He  wasn’t  looking  at  her  the  way  he  had  the  night  before. 

There  was  something  wary  in  his  gaze—and  something  unspeakably  sad.  Her

blood thrummed in her veins. “Well?” 

“Your scars are awful,” he said, almost whispering. 

She put a hand on a hip and walked to the dressing room door. “We all bear

scars,  Dorian.  Mine  just  happen  to  be  more  visible  than  most.  Sit  there  if  you like, but I’m going to get dressed.” She strode from the room. 

•

Kaltain walked beside Duke Perrington through the endless tables of the palace

greenhouse.  The  giant  glass  building  was  full  of  shadows  and  light,  and  she fanned herself as the steamy heat smothered her face. The man picked the most

absurd places to walk. She had about as much interest in the plants and flowers

as she did in a mud puddle on the side of a street. 

He picked a lily—snow white—and handed it to her with a bow of his head. 

“For  you.”  She  tried  not  to  cringe  at  the  sight  of  his  pocked,  ruddy  skin  and orange mustache. The thought of being stuck with  him made her want to rip all

the plants out by their roots and throw them into the snow. 

“Thank you,” she said huskily. 

But  Perrington  studied  her  closely.  “You  seem  out  of  spirits  today,  Lady

Kaltain.” 

“Do I?” She cocked her head in her coyest expression. “Perhaps today pales in

comparison to the fun I had at the ball last night.” 

The duke’s black eyes bored into her, though, and he frowned as he put a hand

on  her  elbow  and  steered  her  on.  “You  needn’t  pretend  with  me.  I  noticed  you watching the Crown Prince.” 

Kaltain  gave  away  nothing  as  she  raised  her  manicured  brows  and  looked

sidelong at him. “Was I?” 

Perrington ran a meaty finger down the spine of a fern. The black ring on his

finger pulsed, and her head gave a throb of pain in response. “I noticed him, too. 

The girl, specifically. She’s troublesome, isn’t she?” 

“Lady Lillian?” Kaltain blinked this time, unsure whether she could sag with

relief  just  yet.  He  hadn’t  noticed  her   wanting  the  prince,  but  rather  that  she’d noticed how Lillian and Dorian clung to each other all night. 

“So she calls herself,” Perrington murmured. 

“That’s not her name?” Kaltain asked before she could think. 

The  duke  turned  to  her,  his  eyes  as  black  as  his  ring.  “You  don’t  honestly believe that girl is a purebred lady?” 

Kaltain’s  heart  stopped.  “She’s  truly  not?”  And  then  Perrington  smiled,  and

finally told her everything. 

When  Perrington  finished,  Kaltain  could  only  stare  at  him.  An  assassin. 

Lillian  Gordaina  was  Celaena  Sardothien,  the  world’s  most  notorious  assassin. 

And she had her claws in Dorian’s heart. If Kaltain wanted Dorian’s hand, then

she’d need to be far, far cleverer. Simply revealing who Lillian truly was might

be  enough.  But  it  might  not.  Kaltain  couldn’t  afford  to  take  risks.  The

greenhouse was silent, as if it held its breath. 

“How  can  we  let  this  go  on?  How  can  we  allow  the  prince  to  endanger

himself  like  that?”  Perrington’s  face  shifted  for  a  moment,  toward  something

pained  and  ugly—but  it  was  so  fast  she  barely  noticed  it  above  the  pounding

rising in her head. She needed her pipe—needed to calm down before she had a fit. 

“We can’t,” Perrington said. 

“But how can we stop them? Tell the king?” 

Perrington shook his head, putting a hand on his broadsword as he thought for

a moment. She examined a rosebush and traced a long nail along the curve of a

thorn. “She’s to face the remaining Champions in a duel,” he said slowly. “And

in the duel, she’ll drink a toast in honor of the Goddess and gods.” It wasn’t just

her too-tight corset that stole the breath from Kaltain as the duke went on. She

lowered  her  hand  from  the  thorn.  “I  was  going  to  ask  you  to  preside  over  the toast—as a representation of the Goddess. Perhaps you could slip something into

her drink.” 

“Kill her myself?” Hiring someone was one thing, but to do it herself . . . 

The  duke  raised  his  hands.  “No,  no.  But  the  king  has  agreed  that  drastic

measures should be taken, in a way that will make Dorian believe things were . . 

. an accident. If we were merely to give her a dose of bloodbane, not lethal, but

just  enough  to  cause  her  to  lose  control,  it  would  give  Cain  the  advantage  he needs.” 

“Cain can’t kill her on his own? Accidents happen all the time in duels.” Her

head gave a sharp, intense throb that echoed through her body. Maybe drugging

her might be easier . . . 

“Cain  thinks  he  can,  but  I  don’t  like  taking  risks.”  Perrington  grasped  her

hands. His ring was ice-cold against her skin, and she fought the urge to rip her

hands from his grip. “Don’t you want to help Dorian? Once he’s free of her . . .” 

 Then he’ll be mine. He’ll be mine, as he should be. 

But to kill for it . . .  He’ll be mine. 

“Then  we’ll  be  able  to  get  him  on  the  right  path,  won’t  we?”  Perrington

finished  with  a  broad  smile  that  made  her  instincts  tell  her  to  run  and  run  and never look back. 

But all her mind could see was a crown and throne, and the prince who would

sit by her side. “Tell me what I need to do,” she said. 

Chapter 41

The  clock  chimed  ten,  and  Celaena,  seated  at  the  small  desk  in  her  bedroom, looked up from her book. She should be sleeping, or at least trying to. Fleetfoot, 

dozing in her lap, yawned widely. Celaena scratched her behind the ears and ran

a  hand  along  the  page  of  the  book.  Wyrdmarks  stared  up  at  her,  their  intricate curves and angles speaking a language she couldn’t yet begin to decipher. How

long had it taken Nehemia to learn them? And, she wondered darkly, how could

their power possibly still work when magic itself was gone? 

She  hadn’t  seen  Nehemia  since  the  ball  last  night,  hadn’t  dared  to  approach

her,  or  tell  Chaol  what  she’d  learned.  Nehemia  had  been  deceitful  about  her

language  skills,  and  how  much  she  knew  about  the  Wyrdmarks,  but  she  could

have any number of reasons for that. Celaena had been wrong to go to the ball

last night, wrong to believe Nehemia was capable of such bad things. Nehemia

was  one  of  the  good  ones.  She  wouldn’t  target  Celaena,  not  when  they’d  been friends.  They   had  been  friends.  Celaena  swallowed  the  tightness  in  her  throat and turned the page. Her heart stopped. 

There, looking up at her, were the symbols she’d seen near the bodies. And in

the  margin,  written  by  someone  centuries  ago,  was  the  explanation:   For

 sacrifices  to  the  ridderak:  using  the  victim’s  blood,  mark  the  area  around  it accordingly.  Once  the  creature  has  been  summoned,  these  marks  guide  the

 exchange:  for  the  flesh  of  the  sacrifice,  the  beast  will  grant  you  the  victim’s strength. 

Celaena  fought  to  keep  her  hands  from  trembling  as  she  flipped  through  the

pages,  searching  for  anything  about  the  marks  under  her  bed.  When  the  book

yielded nothing, she returned to the summoning spell. A ridderak—that was the

name of the beast? What was it? Where had it been summoned from, if it wasn’t

—

The  Wyrdgates.  She  pressed  the  heels  of  her  palms  into  her  eyes.  Someone

was  actually  using  the  Wyrdmarks  to  open  a  portal  to  summon  this  creature.  It was impossible, because magic was gone, but the texts said Wyrdmarks existed

 outside of magic. What if their power still worked? But . . . but Nehemia? How

could  her  friend  do  such  a  thing?  Why  did  she  need  the  Champions’  strength? 

And how could she keep everything hidden so well? 

Yet  Nehemia  could  easily  be  a  cunning  actress.  And  maybe  Celaena  had

 wanted a friend—wanted someone as different and outsiderly as she was. Maybe

she’d  been  too  willing,  too  desperate,  to  see  anything  but  what  she  wanted  to see. Celaena took a steadying breath. Nehemia loved Eyllwe—that was certainly

true—and  Celaena  knew  there  was  nothing  Nehemia  wouldn’t  do  to  keep  her country safe. Unless . . . 

Ice  moved  through  Celaena’s  veins.  Unless  Nehemia  was  here  to  start

something bigger—unless she didn’t want to make sure the king spared Eyllwe

at all. Unless she wanted what few dared whisper:  rebellion. And not rebellion as it was now, with rebel groups hiding out in the wilderness, but rather rebellion in

the sense of entire kingdoms rising up against Adarlan—as it should have been

from the start. 

But  why  kill  the  Champions?  Why  not  target  royals?  The  ball  would  have

been perfect for that. Why use Wyrdmarks? She’d seen Nehemia’s rooms; there

were no signs of a demon beast lurking about, and nowhere in the castle where

she could—

Celaena’s eyes rose from the book. Blocked by the giant chest of drawers, the

tapestry  still  rippled  in  a  phantom  breeze.  There  was  nowhere  in  the  castle  to summon or hide a creature like that, except for the endless, forgotten chambers

and tunnels running beneath it. 

“No,” she said, standing so fast that it was all Fleetfoot could do to leap out of

the  way  as  her  chair  toppled  over.  No,  it   wasn’t  true.  Because  it  was  Nehemia. 

Because . . . because . . . 

Celaena  grunted  as  she  pushed  the  chest  to  the  side  and  folded  the  tapestry back from the wall. Just as it had two months ago, a cold, damp breeze leaked

through  the  cracks,  but  it  smelled  nothing  of  roses.  All  of  the  murders  had occurred within two days of a Test. That meant tonight, or tomorrow, something

would happen. The ridderak, whatever it was, would strike again. And with the

marks that she’d found painted under her bed . . . there was no way in hell she’d

wait for it to show up. 

After shutting the whining Fleetfoot out of the bedroom, Celaena covered the

passage  entry  with  the  tapestry,  wedged  a  book  in  the  doorway  to  keep  from

getting  locked  in,  and  only  once  wished  she  had  a  weapon  beyond  the

candlestick she carried and the makeshift knife in her pocket. 

Because  if  Nehemia  had  truly  lied  to  her  like  that,  and  if  Nehemia  was

murdering  the  Champions,  then  Celaena  had  to  see  it  herself.  If  only  so  she could kill her with her bare hands. 

•

Down  and  down  she  went,  her  breath  thick  in  the  frigid  air.  Water  dripped

somewhere,  and  Celaena  looked  longingly  at  the  middle  archway  as  she

approached the crossroads. There was no thought of escape now. What would be

the point, when she was so close to winning? If she lost, she’d sneak back here

before they had a chance to ship her off to Endovier again. 

Celaena studied the left- and right-side passages. The one to her left only led

to a dead end. But the one on the right . . . that was the passage she’d taken to

Elena’s tomb. There she’d seen countless other passageways leading to unknown

places. 

She  stepped  closer  to  the  archway  and  froze  when  she  saw  the  steps  that

descended  into  the  murky  darkness.  The  centuries-old  dust  had  been  disturbed. 

Footprints led up and down. 

Nehemia  and  her  creature  must  have  been  creeping  around  down  here,  just

floors below everyone else. Hadn’t Verin died just after he taunted her in front of

Nehemia?  Celaena  clutched  her  candlestick  tighter,  and  pulled  her  makeshift

knife out of her pocket. 

Step after step, she began her descent down the stairwell. Soon, she could no

longer  see  the  top  landing,  and  the  bottom  never  came  any  closer.  But  then

whispers  filled  the  corridor,  slithering  off  the  walls.  She  quieted  her  steps  and shielded  her  candle  as  she  neared.  It  wasn’t  the  idle  chat  of  servants,  but someone speaking rapidly, almost chanting. 

Not Nehemia. A man. 

A landing approached below, opening into a room to her left. A greenish light

seeped  out  of  it  onto  the  stones  of  the  stairwell,  which  continued  on  past  the landing and into darkness. The hair on her arms rose as the voice became clearer. 

It  didn’t  speak  any  tongue  that  she  recognized;  it  was  guttural  and  harsh,  and grated against her ears, as if it sucked the very warmth from her bones. The man

panted  as  he  spoke,  like  the  words  burned  his  throat,  and  finally  he  gasped  for air. 

Silence  fell.  Setting  down  her  candle,  Celaena  crept  toward  the  landing  and

peered  inside  the  room.  The  oaken  door  had  been  thrown  open,  a  giant  key

turned  in  its  rusting  lock.  And  inside  the  small  chamber,  kneeling  before  a

darkness so black that it seemed poised to devour the world, was Cain. 

Chapter 42

Cain. 

The  person  who’d  gotten  stronger  and  better  as  the  competition  went  on. 

She’d  thought  it  was  his  training,  but  .  .  .  it  was  because  he’d  been  using  the Wyrdmarks and the beast they summoned to steal the dead Champions’ strength. 

He  dragged  a  hand  across  the  floor  before  the  darkness,  and  greenish  lights

sprung up from where his fingers passed before being sucked into the void like

wraiths on the wind. One of his hands was bleeding. 

She  didn’t  dare  to  breathe  as  something  stirred  in  the  darkness.  There  was  a click of claw on stone, and a hiss like an extinguished flame. And then, stepping

toward Cain on knees that bent the wrong way—like an animal’s hind legs—the

ridderak emerged. 

It was something out of an ancient god’s nightmares. Its hairless gray skin was

stretched  tightly  across  its  misshapen  head,  displaying  a  gaping  mouth  filled

with black fangs. 

Fangs that had ripped out and eaten Verin and Xavier’s internal organs; fangs

that had feasted on their brains. Its vaguely human body sank onto its haunches, 

and it slid its long front arms across the stone floor. The stones whined under the

claws. Cain raised his head and stood slowly as the creature knelt before him and

lowered its dark eyes. Submission. 

Celaena only realized she was trembling when she made to step away, to flee

as  far  and  as  fast  as  she  could.  Elena  had  been  right:  this  was  evil,  plain  and simple. The amulet pulsed at her neck, as if urging her to run. Her mouth dry, her

blood pounding in her veins, she stepped back. 

Cain whirled to look at her, and the ridderak’s head shot up, its slitted nostrils

sniffing twice. She froze, but as she did so, a massive wind shoved into her from

behind, making her stagger into the room. 

“It  wasn’t  meant  to  be  you  tonight,”  Cain  said,  but  Celaena’s  eyes  remained

on  the  beast,  who  began  panting.  “But  this  opportunity  is  too  good  to  go  to waste.” 

“Cain,”  was  all  she  could  say.  The  ridderak’s  eyes  .  .  .  she’d  never  seen

anything  like  them.  There  was  nothing  in  them  but  hunger—endless,  ageless

hunger. The creature was not of this world. The Wyrdmarks worked. The gates

were  real.  She  pulled  the  makeshift  knife  out  of  her  pocket.  It  was  pitifully small; how could hairpins make a dent in that creature’s hide? 

Cain moved so quickly that she could only blink before he was behind her, her

knife  somehow  now  in  his  hand.  No  one—no  one  human—could  move  that

quickly; it was as if he were no more than shadows and wind. 

“Pity,”  Cain  whispered  from  the  doorway,  pocketing  her  knife.  Celaena

glanced to the creature, to him, and then back. “I’ll never get to know how you

wound  up  down  here  in  the  first  place.”  His  fingers  wrapped  around  the  door handle. “Not that I care. Good-bye, Celaena.” The door slammed shut. 

The greenish light still seeped from the marks on the floor—marks Cain had

etched  with  his  own  blood—illuminating  the  creature  who  stared  at  her  with

those starving, relentless eyes. 

“Cain,” she whispered, backing into the door as she fumbled with the handle. 

She twisted and yanked. It was locked. There was nothing in this room but stone

and dust. How had she let him disarm her that easily? “Cain.” The door wouldn’t

budge. “Cain! ” she shouted, and banged on the door with a fist, hard enough to

hurt. 

The ridderak stalked back and forth on its four long, spidery limbs, sniffing at

her,  and  Celaena  paused.  Why  didn’t  it  attack  immediately?  It  sniffed  at  her again,  and  swiped  at  the  ground  with  a  clawed  hand—striking  deep  enough  to

take out a chunk of stone. 

It  wanted  her  alive.  Cain  had  incapacitated  Verin  while  he  summoned  the

creature;  it  liked  its  blood  hot.  So  it  would  find  the  easiest  way  to  immobilize her, and then . . . 

She  couldn’t  breathe.  No,  not  like  this.  Not  in  this  chamber,  where  no  one

would find her, where Chaol would never know why she disappeared, and would

forever curse her for it, where she’d never get the chance to tell Nehemia she had

been wrong. And Elena—Elena said someone wanted her in the tomb, to see . . . 

to see what? 

And then she knew. 

The answer lay on her right—the right passageway, the passage that led to the

tomb a few levels below. 

The  creature  sank  back  onto  its  haunches,  poised  to  spring,  and  in  that

moment,  Celaena  came  up  with  the  most  reckless  and  brave  plan  she’d  ever

concocted. She dropped her cape to the floor. 

With a roar that shook the castle, the ridderak ran for her. 

Celaena remained before the door, watching as it galloped at her, sparks flying

from  its  claws  as  they  struck  stone.  Ten  feet  away,  it  leapt  straight  toward  her legs. 

But  Celaena  was  already  running,  running  straight  at  those  black,  rotting

fangs.  The  ridderak  jumped  for  her,  and  she  hurtled  over  the  snarling  thing.  A thunderous,  splintering  boom  erupted  through  the  chamber  as  the  ridderak

shattered the wooden door. She could only imagine what it would have done to

her legs. She didn’t have time to think. She landed and whirled, charging back to where the creature had crashed through the door and now sought to shake itself

free of the pile of wood. 

She  threw  herself  through  the  doorway  and  turned  left,  flying  down  the

stairwell.  She’d  never  make  it  back  to  her  chambers  alive,  but  if  she  was  fast enough, perhaps she could make it to the tomb. 

The  ridderak  roared  again,  and  the  stairwell  shuddered.  She  didn’t  dare  to

look behind. She focused on her feet, on keeping upright as she bounded down

the stairs, making for the landing below, illuminated by moonlight leaking from

the tomb. 

Celaena  hit  the  landing,  ran  for  the  tomb  door,  and  prayed  to  gods  whose

names she’d forgotten, but who she hoped had not yet forgotten her. 

 Someone  wanted  me  to  come  here  on  Samhuinn.  Someone  knew  this  would

 happen. Elena wanted me to see it—so I could survive. 

The creature hit the bottom landing and charged after her, so close she could

smell its reeking breath. The door to the tomb was wide open. As if someone had

been waiting. 

 Please—please . . . 

Grabbing onto the side of the doorway, she swung herself inside. She gained

precious time as the ridderak skidded to a halt, missing the tomb. It only took a

moment for it to recover and charge, taking off a chunk of the door as it entered. 

The  pounding  of  her  feet  echoed  through  the  tomb  as  she  ran  between  the

sarcophagi for Damaris, the sword of the ancient king. 

Displayed  atop  its  stand,  the  blade  shone  in  the  moonlight—the  metal  still

gleaming after a thousand years. 

The creature snarled, and she heard its deep intake of breath and the scrape of

nails departing stone as the ridderak leapt for her. She lunged for the sword, her

left hand wrapping around the cool hilt as she twisted in the air and swung. 

She  only  had  time  to  see  its  eyes  and  the  blur  of  its  skin  before  she  drove Damaris through the ridderak’s face. 

Pain  lanced  through  her  hand  as  they  slammed  into  the  wall  and  fell  to  the ground, scattering treasure. Black blood that stank of waste sprayed onto her. 

She didn’t move, not as she stared at those black eyes barely inches from her

own,  not  as  she  saw  her  right  hand  held  between  its  black  teeth,  her  blood already oozing down its chin. She just panted and shook, not taking her left hand

from the hilt of the sword, even after those hungry eyes turned dull and its body

sagged atop hers. 

It was only when the amulet throbbed again that she blinked. Everything after

that  became  a  series  of  steps,  a  dance  that  she  had  to  execute  perfectly  or  else

she’d fall apart right there in that tomb and never get up. 

She  first  pried  her  hand  from  its  teeth.  It  burned  mercilessly.  An  arc  of

gushing puncture wounds encircled her thumb, and she swayed on her feet as she

shoved  the  ridderak  off  her.  It  was  surprisingly  light—as  if  its  bones  were

hollow,  or  there  were  nothing  inside  of  it.  Though  the  world  became  foggy

around the edges, she yanked Damaris from its skull. 

She  used  her  shirt  to  wipe  Gavin’s  blade  clean,  and  set  it  back  where  it

belonged. That was why they’d brought her to the tomb on Samhuinn, wasn’t it? 

So she could see Damaris, and have a way to save herself? 

She  left  the  creature  where  it  lay  in  a  crumpled  heap  atop  piles  of  jewels. 

Whoever had wanted to save her could clean it up. She’d had enough. 

Still, Celaena paused beside Elena’s sarcophagus and looked at the beautiful

face  carved  from  marble.  “Thank  you,”  she  said  hoarsely.  Her  vision  blurring, she left the tomb and staggered up the stairs, clutching her bleeding hand to her

chest. 

When  she  was  at  last  safely  inside  her  chambers,  Celaena  crossed  to  her

bedroom  door  and  leaned  there,  panting,  as  she  unlocked  it.  Her  wound  hadn’t clotted, and blood was still pouring down her wrist. She listened to it drip onto

the floor. She should go into the bathing room and wash her hand. Her palm felt

like ice. She should—

Her  legs  gave  out  and  Celaena  collapsed.  Her  eyelids  became  heavy,  so  she

closed them. Why did her heart beat so slowly? 

She opened her eyes to look at her hand. Her eyesight was blurry, and all she

could make out was a mess of pink and red. The ice in her hand reached up her

arm, down to her legs. 

She heard a booming, thunderous noise. A thump-thump-thump, followed by

a whine. Through her eyelids she could see the light in the room darken. 

She heard a cry—female—and warm hands grabbed her face. She was so cold

it almost burned. Had someone left the window open? 

“Lillian!”  It  was  Nehemia.  She  shook  Celaena’s  shoulders.  “Lillian!  What

happened to you?” 

Celaena remembered little of the next few moments. Strong arms lifted her up

and  rushed  her  into  the  bathing  chamber.  Nehemia  strained  as  she  carried

Celaena  into  the  bathing  pool,  where  she  stripped  away  Celaena’s  clothes. 

Celaena’s  hand  burned  when  it  touched  the  water,  and  she  thrashed,  but  the

princess held her firm, saying words in a tongue the assassin didn’t understand. 

The  light  in  the  room  pulsed,  and  her  skin  tingled.  Celaena  found  her  arms

covered  in  glowing  turquoise  marks—Wyrdmarks.  Nehemia  held  her  in  the

water, rocking back and forth. 

Blackness swallowed her up. 

Chapter 43

Celaena opened her eyes. 

She  was  warm,  and  the  candlelight  was  golden.  She  could  smell  lotus

blossoms and a bit of nutmeg. She made a small noise and blinked, attempting to

raise herself from the bed. What had happened? She could only recall climbing

the stairs, then concealing the secret door behind the tapestry—

Celaena gave a start and grabbed at her tunic, gaping as she found that it had

somehow turned into a nightgown, and then marveled at her hand as she lifted it

into the air. It was healed—completely healed. The only remnants of the wounds

was a half-moon-shaped scar between her thumb and index finger and little bite

marks from the ridderak’s lower teeth. She ran a finger over each of the chalk-

white scars, tracing their curve, then wiggled her fingers to ensure no nerves had

been severed. 

How  was  this  possible?  It  was  magic—someone  had  healed  her.  She  lifted

herself and saw she was not alone. 

Nehemia sat in a chair nearby, staring at her. There was no smile on her lips, 

and  Celaena  shifted  as  she  beheld  the  mistrust  in  the  young  woman’s  eyes. 

Fleetfoot lay at her feet. 

“What happened?” Celaena asked. 

“That’s what I have been waiting to ask you,” said the princess in Eyllwe. She

gestured  at  Celaena’s  body.  “If  I  hadn’t  found  you,  you  would  have  died  from that bite within a few minutes.” 

Even  the  blood  she’d  dropped  on  the  floor  had  been  cleaned.  “Thank  you,” 

she  said,  then  started  as  she  looked  to  the  darkened  sky  beyond  the  windows. 

“What day is it?” If somehow two days had passed and she’d missed the last Test

—

“It’s only been three hours.” 

Celaena’s  shoulders  sagged.  She  hadn’t  missed  it.  She  still  had  tomorrow  to

train, and the Test the day after that. “I don’t understand. How did—” 

“That  is  not  important,”  Nehemia  interrupted.  “I  want  to  know  where  you

received that bite. There was blood only in your bedroom—no traces of it in the

hallway or anywhere else.” 

Celaena  clenched  and  unclenched  her  right  hand,  watching  the  scars  stretch

and  contract.  She  had  come  so  close  to  dying.  She  flicked  her  eyes  to  the

princess, then back to her hand. Whatever Nehemia’s involvement was, it wasn’t

with Cain. 

“I’m  not  who  I  pretend  to  be,”  Celaena  said  quietly,  unable  to  meet  her

friend’s  eyes.  “Lillian  Gordaina  doesn’t  exist.”  Nehemia  didn’t  say  anything. 

Celaena made herself look her in the eye. Nehemia had saved her; how had she

dared  to  believe  that  Nehemia  might  be  the  one  controlling  that  creature?  The truth was the least she owed her friend. “My name is Celaena Sardothien.” 

Nehemia’s  mouth  parted.  Slowly,  she  shook  her  head.  “But  they  sent  you  to

Endovier.  You  were  supposed  to  be  in  Endovier  with—”  Nehemia’s  eyes

widened. “You speak the Eyllwe of the peasants—of those enslaved in Endovier. 

That  was  how  you  learned.”  Celaena’s  breathing  became  a  bit  difficult. 

Nehemia’s  lips  trembled.  “You  went  .  .  .  you  went  to   Endovier?  Endovier  is  a death camp. But . . . why did you not tell me? Do you not trust me?” 

“Of course I do,” she said. Especially now that she’d proven beyond a doubt

that she wasn’t the one responsible for those murders. “I was ordered by the king

not to speak a word of it.” 

“A word of what?” Nehemia said sharply, blinking back her tears. “The   king

knows you’re here? He gives you orders?” 

“I’m  here  for  his  amusement.”  Celaena  sat  up  straighter  in  bed.  “I’m  here

because he’s hosting a competition to be the King’s Champion. And after I win

— if  I  win,  I’m  to  work  for  the  king  for  four  years  as  his  lackey  and  assassin. 

And then I’ll be freed, and my name cleared.” 

Nehemia just looked at her, damning her with that blank stare. 

“You think I want to be here?” Celaena shouted, even though it made her head

pound. “It was either this or Endovier! I had no choice.” She put her hands on

her chest. “Before you start lecturing me on my morality, or before you run away

and hide behind your bodyguards, just know that there’s not a moment that goes

by  when  I  don’t  wonder  what  it  will  be  like  to  kill  for  him—the  man  who

destroyed  everything that I loved!” 

She couldn’t breathe fast enough, not as the door inside her mind opened and

closed, and the images that Celaena had made herself forget flashed before her

eyes. She closed them, wishing for darkness. Nehemia remained silent. Fleetfoot

whined. In the quiet, people, places, words echoed in her mind. 

Then, footsteps. They brought her back. The mattress groaned and sighed as

Nehemia sat. A second, lighter weight joined her—Fleetfoot. 

Nehemia took Celaena’s hand in her warm, dry one. Celaena opened her eyes, 

but stared at the wall across the room. 

Nehemia squeezed her hand. “You’re my dearest friend, Celaena. It hurt me—

hurt me more than I realized it would—to have things become so cold between

us. To see you look at me with such distrust in your eyes. And I don’t want to

ever  see  you  look  at  me  like  that  again.  So  I  wish  to  give  to  you  what  I  have given to few before.” Her dark eyes shone. “Names are not important. It’s what

lies  inside  of  you  that  matters.  I  know  what  you  went  through  in  Endovier.  I know what my people endure there, day after day. But you did not let the mines

harden you; you did not let it shame your soul into cruelty.” 

The  princess  traced  a  mark  on  her  hand,  her  fingers  pressing  into  Celaena’s

skin. “You bear many names, and so I shall name you as well.” Her hand rose to

Celaena’s forehead and she drew an invisible mark. “I name you Elentiya.” She

kissed the assassin’s brow. “I give you this name to use with honor, to use when

other  names  grow  too  heavy.  I  name  you  Elentiya,  ‘Spirit  That  Could  Not  Be

Broken.’ ” 

Celaena  was  held  in  place.  She  could  feel  the  name  fall  upon  her  like  a

shimmering  veil.  This  was  unconditional  love.  Friends  like  this  did  not  exist. 

Why was she so fortunate as to have found one? 

“Come,”  Nehemia  said  brightly.  “Tell  me  about  how  you  became  Adarlan’s

Assassin, and how you wound up in this castle, exactly—and what the details are

of this absurd competition.” Celaena smiled slightly as Fleetfoot wagged her tail

and licked Nehemia’s arm. 

She  had  saved  her  life—somehow.  Answers  for  that  would  come  later.  So

Celaena spoke. 

•

The  following  morning,  Celaena  walked  beside  Chaol,  her  eyes  on  the  marble

floor of the hallway. The sun radiated off of the snow in the garden, making the

light  in  the  hall  nearly  blinding.  She’d  told  Nehemia  almost  everything.  There were  certain  things  she’d  never  tell  anyone,  and  she  hadn’t  mentioned  Cain  or the  creature,  either.  Nehemia  hadn’t  asked  her  again  what  had  bitten  her  hand, but  had  stayed  with  her,  curled  up  in  bed  as  they  talked  long  into  the  night. 

Celaena, unsure how she’d ever sleep again now that she knew what Cain could

do, had been grateful for the company. She pulled her cloak tighter around her. 

The morning was unnaturally frigid. 

“You’re  quiet  today.”  Chaol  kept  his  gaze  ahead  of  them.  “Did  you  and

Dorian have a fight?” 

Dorian. He’d stopped by last night, but Nehemia had shooed him off before he

could  enter  the  bedroom.  “No.  I  haven’t  seen  him  since  yesterday  morning.” 

After the events of last night, yesterday morning seemed like a week ago. 

“Did you enjoy dancing with him at the ball?” 

Were  his  words  a  bit  sharp?  She  turned  to  him  as  they  rounded  a  corner, 

heading  toward  a  private  training  room.  “You  left  rather  early.  I  would  have thought you’d want to guard me the whole night.” 

“You don’t need me to watch you anymore.” 

“I didn’t need you to watch me from the start.” 

He shrugged. “Now I know you’re not going anywhere.” 

Outside, a howling wind kicked up a flurry of snow, sending a sparkling wave

into the air. “I could go back to Endovier.” 

“You won’t.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“I just know.” 

“That gives me heaps of confidence.” 

He  chuckled,  continuing  toward  the  sparring  room.  “I’m  surprised  your  dog

didn’t run after you, for all the crying she did just now.” 

“If you had a pet, you wouldn’t make fun,” she said gloomily. 

“I’ve never had a pet; I never wanted one.” 

“That’s  probably  a  blessing  for  whatever  dog  might  have  wound  up  as  your

companion.” 

He jabbed her with an elbow. She grinned and elbowed him back. She wanted

to tell him about Cain. She’d wanted to tell him when she saw him at her door

this morning. She wanted to tell him everything. 

But he couldn’t know. Because, she’d realized last night, if she told him about

Cain  and  the  creature  he’d  unleashed,  then  he’d  ask  to  see  the  remains  of  the creature. And that meant taking him into the secret passage. While he might trust

her  enough  to  leave  her  alone  with  Dorian,  knowing  that  she  had  access  to  an unguarded escape route was a test she wasn’t ready to give Chaol. 

 Besides,  I  killed  it.  It’s  over.  Elena’s  mysterious  evil  is  vanquished.  Now  I’ll just defeat Cain in the duel, and then no one needs to know. 

Chaol stopped before the unmarked door of their practice room, and whirled

to face her. “I’m only going to ask you this once, and then I won’t ask it again,” 

he  said,  staring  at  her  so  intensely  that  she  shifted  on  her  feet.  “Do  you  know what you’re getting into with Dorian?” 

She  laughed,  a  harsh,  cawing  noise.  “Are  you  giving   me  romantic  advice? 

And is this for my sake or Dorian’s?” 

“Both.” 

“I didn’t realize that you cared enough about me to bother. Or even notice.” 

To his credit, he didn’t take the bait. Instead, he just unlocked the door. “Just

remember to use your brain, will you?” he said over his shoulder, and entered the

room. 

•

An  hour  later,  sweating  and  still  panting  from  the  swordplay  practice,  Celaena wiped her brow on her sleeve as they made their way back to her rooms. 

“The other day, I saw you were reading  Elric and Emide,” he said. “I thought you hated poetry.” 

“It’s  different.”  She  swung  her  arms.  “Epic  poetry  isn’t  boring—or

pretentious.” 

“Oh?”  A  crooked  smile  twisted  across  his  face.  “A  poem  about  massive

battles  and  boundless  love  isn’t  pretentious?”  She  playfully  punched  his

shoulder, and he laughed. Surprisingly delighted at his laughter, she cackled. But

then they turned a corner, and guards filled the hall, and she saw him. 

The King of Adarlan. 

Chapter 44

The king. Celaena’s heart gave a screech and dove behind her spine. Each of the

little  scars  on  her  hand  throbbed.  He  strode  toward  them,  his  monstrous  form filling the too-small hallway, and their eyes met. She went cold and hot at once. 

Chaol halted and bowed low. 

Slowly,  not  wishing  to  find  herself  swinging  from  the  gallows  just  yet, 

Celaena  bowed,  too.  He  stared  at  her  with  eyes  of  iron.  The  hair  on  her  arms rose. She could feel him searching, looking for something inside of her. He knew

that something was wrong, that something had changed in his castle—something

to do with her. Celaena and Chaol rose and stepped aside. 

His  head  turned  to  examine  her  as  he  strode  past.  Could  he  see  what  lay

beyond  her  flesh?  Did  he  know  that  Cain  had  the  ability  to  open  portals,  real portals, to other worlds? Did he know that even though he’d banned magic, the

Wyrdmarks still commanded a power of their own? Power the king could wield

if he learned to summon demons like the ridderak . . . 

There  was  a  darkness  in  his  eyes  that  felt  cold  and  foreign,  like  the  gaps between  the  stars.  Could  one  man  destroy  a  world?  Was  his  ambition  so

consuming? She could hear the din of war. The king’s head shifted to look at the

hallway ahead. 

Something dangerous lurked about him. It was an air of death that she’d felt

standing before that black void summoned by Cain. It was the stench of another

world, a dead world. What was Elena’s goal in demanding that she get close to

him? 

Celaena  managed  to  walk,  one  step  at  a  time,  away  from  the  king.  Her  eyes

were  far  away  and  distant,  and  though  she  didn’t  look  at  Chaol,  she  felt  him studying her face. Thankfully, he didn’t say a word. It was nice to have someone

who understood. 

Chaol  also  didn’t  say  anything  when  she  moved  closer  to  him  for  the

remainder of their walk. 

•

Chaol paced through his room, his time with Celaena over until she’d train with

the  other  Champions  that  afternoon.  After  lunch,  he’d  returned  to  his  room  to read  the  report  detailing  the  king’s  journey.  And  in  the  past  ten  minutes,  he’d read the thing three times. He crumpled the paper in his fist. Why had the king

arrived  alone?  And,  more  importantly,  how  had  everyone  in  his  traveling  party died?  It  wasn’t  clear  where  he’d  gone.  He’d  mentioned  the  White  Fang

Mountains, but . . . Why were they all dead? 

The king had vaguely hinted at some sort of issue with rebels poisoning their

food  stores,  but  the  details  were  murky  enough  to  suggest  that  the  truth  was buried  somewhere  else.  Perhaps  he  hadn’t  explained  it  fully  because  it  would

upset  his  subjects.  But  Chaol  was  his  Captain  of  the  Guard.  If  the  king  didn’t trust him . . . 

The clock struck and Chaol’s shoulders sagged. Poor Celaena. Did she know

that  she  looked  like  a  frightened  animal  when  the  king  appeared?  He’d  almost wanted  to  pat  her  on  the  back.  And  the  effect  the  king  had  on  her  lasted  long after their encounter; she’d been distant during lunch. 

She  was  incredible  now,  so  fast  he  had  difficulty  keeping  up  with  her.  She

could scale a wall with ease, and had even demonstrated by climbing up to her

own balcony with nothing but her bare hands. It unnerved him, especially when

he remembered she was only eighteen. He wondered if this was how she’d been

before Endovier. She never hesitated when they sparred, but she seemed to sink

far  within  herself,  into  a  place  that  was  calm  and  cool,  but  also  angry  and burning. She could kill anyone, Cain included, in a matter of seconds. 

But if she became Champion, could they let her loose into Erilea once more? 

He  was  fond  of  her,  but  Chaol  didn’t  know  if  he  could  sleep  at  night  knowing that  he  had  retrained  and  released  the  world’s  greatest  assassin.  If  she  won, though, she’d be here for four years. 

What had the king thought when he saw them together, laughing? Surely, that

hadn’t been his reason for neglecting to tell him what happened to his men. No

—the king wouldn’t bother to care about that kind of thing, especially if Celaena

might soon be his Champion. 

Chaol rubbed his shoulder. She’d looked so small when she saw the king. 

Since  returning  from  his  travels,  the  king  hadn’t  seemed  any  different,  and

was just as gruff with Chaol as he’d always been. But the sudden disappearance, 

then  returning  without  a  single  soul  .  .  .  There  was  something  brewing,  a

cauldron that the king had journeyed to stir. Celaena somehow knew it, too. 

The  Captain  of  the  Guard  leaned  against  a  wall,  staring  at  the  ceiling.  He

shouldn’t press into the king’s business. Right now, his focus was on solving the

murders  of  the  Champions,  and  on  making  sure  Celaena  won.  It  wasn’t  even

about  Dorian’s  pride  anymore;  Celaena  wouldn’t  survive  another  year  in

Endovier. 

Chaol  smiled  slightly.  She’d  stirred  up  enough  trouble  in  the  months  she’d

been in the castle. He could only imagine what would happen over the next four

years. 

Chapter 45

Celaena  panted  as  she  and  Nox  lowered  their  swords,  the  Weapons  Master

shouting at the five Champions to get some water. Tomorrow was their last Test

before the duel. She kept her distance when Cain lumbered toward the water jug

on  the  table  by  the  far  wall,  watching  his  every  movement.  She  eyed  his

muscles, his height, his girth—all strength stolen from the dead Champions. She

studied  the  black  ring  on  his  finger.  Did  it  somehow  have  a  connection  to  his horrible abilities? He hadn’t even looked all that surprised to see her alive when

she’d  entered  the  training  hall.  He’d  just  given  her  a  small,  taunting  smile  and picked up his practice sword. 

“Is  something  the  matter?”  Nox  said,  his  breathing  ragged  as  he  stopped  by

her side. Cain, Grave, and Renault were talking amongst themselves. “You were

a bit off-balance.” 

How had Cain learned to summon that creature—and what was that blackness

from whence it had appeared? Was it truly just so he could win the competition? 

“Or,” Nox continued, “do you have other thoughts on your mind?” 

She shoved Cain out of her head. “What?” 

He  grinned  at  her.  “It  seemed  like  you  were  rather  enjoying  the  Crown

Prince’s attention at the ball.” 

“Mind your own business,” she snapped. 

Nox held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to pry.” She walked to the water jug, 

not saying a word to Nox as she poured herself a glass and didn’t bother to offer

him  one.  He  leaned  in  as  she  set  down  the  jug.  “Those  scars  on  your  hand  are new.” 

She  stuffed  her  hand  into  a  pocket,  her  eyes  flashing.  “Mind  your  own

business,” she repeated. She stepped away, but Nox grabbed her arm. 

“You told me to stay in my rooms the other night. And those scars look like

bite  marks.  They  say  Verin  and  Xavier  were  killed  by  animals.”  His  gray  eyes narrowed. “You know something.” 

She  glanced  over  her  shoulder  at  Cain,  who  was  joking  with  Grave  as  if  he

weren’t  a  demon-summoning  psychopath.  “There  are  only  five  of  us  left.  Four

make it to the duels, and the Test’s tomorrow. Whatever happened to Verin and

Xavier, it wasn’t an accident, not when their deaths occurred within two days of

the Tests.” She shook her arm out of his grasp. “Be careful,” she hissed. 

“Tell me what you know.” 

She couldn’t, not without sounding insane. “If you were smart, you’d get out

of this castle.” 

“Why?” He shot a look at Cain. “What aren’t you saying?” 

Brullo  finished  his  water  and  went  to  retrieve  his  sword.  She  didn’t  have

much time before he called them to resume. “I’m saying that if I didn’t have any

other  choice  but  to  be  here—if  it  wasn’t  between  this  and  death,  I  would  be halfway across Erilea by now, and not looking back.” 

Nox rubbed his neck. “I don’t understand a word of what you just said. Why

don’t you have a choice? I know things are bad with your father, but surely he

won’t—” She silenced him with a pointed stare. “And you’re not a jewel thief, 

are  you?”  She  shook  her  head.  Nox  glanced  again  at  Cain.  “Cain  knows,  too. 

That’s why he always tries to rile you—to get you to show who you truly are.” 

She nodded. What difference did it make if he knew? She had more important

things to worry about now. Like how she’d survive until the duels. Or stop Cain. 

“But  who  are  you?”  Nox  said.  She  bit  her  lip.  “You  said  your  father  moved

you  to  Endovier,  that  much  is  true.  The  prince  went  there  to  retrieve  you—

there’s  evidence  of  that  journey.”  Even  as  he  said  it,  his  eyes  slid  toward  her back.  She  could  practically  see  the  revelations  as  they  bloomed  in  his  mind. 

“And—you  weren’t  in  the  town  of  Endovier.  You  were   in  Endovier.  The  Salt Mines. That explains why you were so painfully thin when I first saw you.” 

Brullo clapped his hands. “Come on, you lot! Drills!” 

Nox  and  Celaena  remained  by  the  table.  His  eyes  were  wide.  “You  were  a

slave  in  Endovier?”  She  couldn’t  form  the  words  to  confirm  it.  Nox  was  too

smart for his own good. “But you’re barely a woman—what did you do to . . .” 

His gaze fell on Chaol, and the guards who stood near him. “Would I have heard

your name before? Would I have heard that you were shipped to Endovier?” 

“Yes. Everyone heard when I went,” she breathed, and watched as he sorted

through  every  name  he’d  ever  heard  associated  with  the  place,  then  put  the

pieces together. He took a step back. 

“You’re a  girl?” 

“Surprising, I know. Everyone thinks I’m older.” 

Nox  ran  a  hand  through  his  black  hair.  “And  you  can  either  be  the  King’s

Champion, or go back to Endovier?” 

“That’s  why  I  can’t  leave.”  Brullo  shouted  at  them  to  start  their  drills.  “And why I’m telling you to get out of the castle while you can.” She took her hand

from  her  pocket  and  showed  it  to  him.  “I  received  this  from  a  creature  I  can’t even begin to describe to you, nor would you believe me if I tried. But there are

five  of  us  now,  and  because  the  Test  is  tomorrow,  that  means  one  more  night we’re at risk.” 

“I don’t understand  any of this,” Nox said, still keeping back a step. 

“You don’t have to. But you’re not going back to prison if you fail, and you’re

not going to be the Champion, even if you make it to the duels. So you need to leave.” 

“Do I want to know what’s killing the Champions?” 

She  fought  her  shudder  as  she  recalled  the  fangs  and  stench  of  the  creature. 

“No,” she said, unable to keep the fear from her voice. “You don’t. You just have

to  trust  me—and  trust  that  I’m  not  trying  to  eliminate  my  competition  by

tricking you.” 

Whatever he read in her expression made his shoulders sag. “All of this time, 

I thought you were just some pretty girl from Bellhaven who stole jewels to get

her father’s attention. Little did I know that the blond-haired girl was Queen of

the  Underworld.”  He  smiled  ruefully.  “Thank  you  for  warning  me.  You  could

have opted to say nothing.” 

“You were the only one who bothered to take me seriously,” she said, smiling

with warmth that she meant. “I’m surprised you even believe me.” 

Brullo  shouted  at  them,  and  they  began  walking  back  to  the  group.  Chaol’s

eyes were hard upon them. She knew he’d question her about their conversation

later. 

“Do me a favor, Celaena,” Nox said. The sound of her name startled her. He

brought his mouth close to her ear. “Rip Cain’s head off,” he whispered with a

wicked grin. Celaena only smiled back at him and nodded. 

Nox left early that night, slipping out of the castle without a word to anyone. 

•

The clock chimed five, and Kaltain fought the urge to rub her eyes as the opium

oozed through every pore of her body. In the light of the setting sun, the castle

hallways were awash with red and orange and gold, the colors bleeding together. 

Perrington  had  asked  her  to  join  his  dinner  table  in  the  Great  Hall,  and  she normally wouldn’t have dared to smoke before a public meal, but the headache

that had plagued her all afternoon hadn’t gotten any better. 

The  hall  seemed  to  stretch  on  forever.  She  ignored  the  passing  courtiers  and servants, focusing instead on the fading day. Someone approached from the other

end, a smear of black against the gold and orange light. Shadows seemed to leak

from  him,  flowing  onto  the  stones  and  the  windows  and  the  walls  like  spilled ink. 

She tried to swallow as she neared him, but found her tongue to be leaden and

paper-dry. 

Each step brought him closer—made him bigger and taller—and her heartbeat

thundered in her ears. Perhaps the opium had gone bad—perhaps she’d smoked

too much this time. Amid the pounding in her ears and her head, the whisper of

wings filled the air. 

In the space between blinks, she could have sworn she saw  things  swooping

past him in swift, vicious circles, hovering above him, waiting, waiting, waiting . 

. . 

“Milady,” Cain said, bowing his head as he strode by. 

Kaltain  said  nothing.  She  clenched  her  sweaty  palms  and  continued  toward

the Great Hall. It took a while for the sound of flapping wings to fade, but by the

time she reached the duke’s table, she’d forgotten all about it. 

•

After dinner that night, Celaena sat across the chessboard from Dorian. The kiss

following  the  ball  two  days  ago  hadn’t  been  so  bad.  Nice,  actually,  if  she  was being  honest.  Of  course,  he’d  returned  tonight,  and  so  far  there  had  been  no mention  of  the  fresh  scars  on  her  hand,  or  the  kiss.  And  she’d  never,  not  in  a million years, tell him about the ridderak. She might feel something for him, but

if he told his father about the power of the Wyrdmarks and Wyrdgates . . . Her

blood chilled at the thought. 

But looking at him, with his face illuminated by firelight, she couldn’t see any

resemblance to his father. No, she could only see his kindness, and intelligence, 

and  maybe  he  was  a  tad  arrogant,  but  .  .  .  Celaena’s  toes  scratched  Fleetfoot’s ears. She’d expected him to stay away, to move on to another woman now that

he’d tasted her. 

 Well, did he even want to taste  you in the first place? 

He moved his High Priestess, and Celaena laughed. “Do you  really wish to do

that?” she asked. His face contorted with confusion, and she picked up her pawn, 

moving it diagonally, and easily knocked over the piece. 

“Damn!” he cried, and she cackled. 

“Here.” She handed him the piece. “Take it and try another move.” 

“No. I’ll play like a man and accept my losses!” 

They laughed, but silence soon crept over them. A smile still played about her

lips, and he reached for her hand. She wanted to pull it away, but couldn’t bring

herself  to  do  it.  He  held  her  hand  over  the  board  and  smoothly  flattened  their palms  against  each  other,  interlocking  his  fingers  with  hers.  His  hand  was

calloused but sturdy. Their entwined hands rested on the side of the table. 

“One needs both hands to play chess,” she said, wondering if it were possible

for her heart to explode. Fleetfoot huffed and trotted away, probably to disappear

under the bed. 

“I think you only need one.” He moved a piece all over the board. “See?” 

She chewed her lip. Still, she didn’t pull her hand from his. “Are you going to

kiss me again?” 

“I’d like to.” She couldn’t move as he leaned toward her, closer and closer, the

table groaning beneath him, until he stopped, his lips just a hair’s breadth from

hers. 

“I ran into your father in the hall today,” she blurted. 

Dorian slowly sat back in his chair. “And?” 

“And it was fine,” she lied. His eyes narrowed. 

He lifted her chin with a finger. “You didn’t say that to avoid the inevitable, 

did you?” No, she’d said that just to keep talking, to keep him here as long as he

would be willing to stay, so she didn’t have to face a night alone with the threat

of Cain hovering over her. Who better to keep at her side in the dark hours of the

night than the son of the king? Cain wouldn’t dare harm him. 

But  all  of  this  .  .  .  everything  that  had  happened  with  the  ridderak  meant  all the books she’d read were true. What if Cain could summon  anything to  him—

like  the  dead?  There  were  many  people  who  lost  their  fortunes  when  magic

vanished. Even the king himself might be intrigued by this sort of power. 

“You’re  trembling,”  Dorian  said.  She  was.  Like  a  damned  idiot,  she  was

trembling. “Are you all right?” He moved around the table to sit beside her. 

She couldn’t tell him; no, he could never know. Just as he couldn’t know that

when she’d checked under her bed before dinner, there were fresh chalk marks

for her to wash away. Cain knew that she’d discovered how he was eliminating

the competition. Perhaps he’d hunt her down tonight, or perhaps not—she hadn’t

the faintest idea. But she’d get little sleep tonight—or until Cain was impaled on

the end of her sword. 

“I’m fine,” she said, though her voice was little more than a whisper. But if he

kept asking, she was bound to tell him. 

“Are  you  sure  that  you’re  feeling—”  he  began,  but  she  surged  forward  and

kissed him. 

She almost knocked him to the floor. But he shot out an arm to the back of the

chair  and  braced  himself  as  his  spare  arm  wrapped  around  her  middle.  She  let the touch, the taste of him fill the room of her mind with water. She kissed him, 

hoping to steal some of his air. Her fingers entangled themselves in his hair, and

as he kissed her fiercely, she let everything fade away. 

•

The clock chimed three. Celaena sat on her bed, knees curled to her chest. After

hours of kissing and talking and more kissing on her bed, Dorian had left only

minutes before. She’d been tempted to ask him to stay—the smart thing would

have been to ask him to stay—but the thought of Dorian being here when Cain

or the ridderak came for her, of Dorian being hurt, made her let him go. 

Too tired to read, but too awake to sleep, she just stared at the crackling fire. 

Every bump and footstep made her jolt, and she’d managed to swipe a few pins

from Philippa’s sewing basket when she wasn’t looking. But a makeshift knife, a

heavy  book,  and  a  candlestick  weren’t  protection  against  what  Cain  could

summon. 

 You  shouldn’t  have  left  Damaris  in  the  tomb.   Going  back  down  there  wasn’t an option—not while Cain lived. She hugged her knees, shivering as she recalled

the utter blackness from which the thing had come. 

Cain must have learned about the Wyrdmarks in the White Fang Mountains—

that cursed borderland between Adarlan and the Western Wastes. They said that

evil still crept out of the ruins of the Witch Kingdom—and that old women with

iron teeth still wandered the lonely roads in the mountain passes. 

The hair on her arms rose, and she grabbed a fur blanket from her bed to wrap

around herself. If she could stay alive until the duels, she’d defeat Cain, and this

would  all  be  over.  Then  she  could  sleep  soundly  again—unless  Elena  had

something else, something bigger in mind. 

Celaena rested her cheek against her knee, listening to the clock  tick-tick-tick

long into the night. 

•

Thundering hooves beat the frozen ground, faster and faster as the rider whipped

the  horse.  Snow  and  mud  lay  thick  on  the  earth,  and  rogue  snowflakes  drifted through the night sky. 

Celaena  ran—swifter  than  her  young  legs  could  manage.  Everything  hurt. 

Trees ripped at her dress and hair; stones sliced her feet. She scrambled through

the  woods,  breathing  so  hard  she  couldn’t  muster  the  air  to  cry  for  help.  She must reach the bridge. It couldn’t cross the bridge. 

Behind her, a sword shrieked as it was drawn from its sheath. 

She fell, slamming into mud and rock. The sound of the approaching demon

filled  the  air  as  she  struggled  to  rise.  But  the  mud  held  fast,  and  she  could  not run. 

Reaching  for  a  bush,  her  small  hands  bleeding,  the  horse  now  close  behind, 

she—

•

Celaena gasped and awoke. She put a hand to her heart and pushed against her

chest as it lifted and fell. It was a dream. 

The  fire  had  dwindled  to  embers;  a  cold  gray  light  seeped  in  through  her

curtains. It was only a nightmare. She must have dozed off at some point during the  night.  She  clutched  her  amulet,  running  a  thumb  across  the  stone  in  the center. 

 Some protection you were when that thing attacked me the other night. 

Frowning,  she  gently  arranged  her  covers  around  Fleetfoot,  and  stroked  the

dog’s head for a moment. Dawn was near. She’d made it through another night. 

Sighing, Celaena lay back and closed her eyes. 

A few hours later, when news of Nox’s departure spread, she received notice

that the last Test had been canceled. She would duel against Grave, Renault, and

Cain tomorrow. 

Tomorrow—and then her freedom would be decided. 

Chapter 46

The forest was still and frozen around Dorian, and snow collapsed from the trees

in large clumps as he passed by. His eyes darted among the branches and bushes. 

He’d  needed  to  come  out  for  a  hunt  today,  if  only  to  let  the  freezing  air  rush through him. 

He saw her face each time he closed his eyes. She haunted his thoughts, made

him wish to do grand and wonderful things in her name, made him want to be a

man who deserved to wear a crown. 

But Celaena—he didn’t know how she felt. She kissed him—greedily, at that

—but the women he’d loved in the past had always been eager. They’d gazed at

him adoringly, while she just looked at him like a cat watching a mouse. Dorian

straightened, detecting nearby movement. A stag stood ten yards away, feeding

on  bark.  He  stopped  his  horse  and  drew  an  arrow  from  its  quiver.  But  he

slackened the bow. 

She was to duel tomorrow. 

If harm came to her . . . No, she could hold her own; she was strong and smart

and quick. He’d gone too far; he should never have kissed her. Because now, no

matter  how  he  might  have  once  envisioned  his  future,  or  who  he  thought  he’d spend it with, he couldn’t imagine being with anyone else—wanting anyone else. 

Snow began falling. Dorian glanced at the gray sky and rode on through the

silent game park. 

•

Celaena  stood  before  her  balcony  doors,  staring  down  at  Rifthold.  The  roofs

were still snow-covered, and lights twinkled in every home. It might have looked

beautiful, had she not known what corruption and filth dwelt within it. And what

monstrosity  ruled  over  it  all.  She  hoped  Nox  was  far,  far  away.  She’d  told  her guards  she  didn’t  want  any  visitors  tonight,  and  to  turn  away  even  Chaol  and Dorian if they arrived. Someone had knocked, once, but she didn’t answer, and

they  had  soon  left  without  trying  again.  She  put  her  hand  on  a  pane  of  glass, savoring its frozen bite. The clock struck twelve. 

Tomorrow—or  was  it  today  already?—she’d  face  Cain.  She’d  never  sparred

with him in practice. The other Champions had been too eager to get a piece of

him. While Cain was strong, he wasn’t as fast as she was. But he had stamina. 

She’d have to dodge him for a while. She just prayed all that running with Chaol

would keep her from tiring before him. If she lost—

 Don’t even give yourself that option. 

She leaned her forehead against the glass. Would it be more honorable to fall in the duel than to return to Endovier? Or would it be more honorable to die than

to become the King’s Champion? Who would he have her kill? 

She’d  had  a  say  as  Adarlan’s  Assassin.  Even  with  Arobynn  Hamel  running

her life, she’d always had a say in what jobs she took. No children. No one from

Terrasen. But the king could tell her to kill anyone. Did Elena expect her to say

no  to  him  when  she  was  his  Champion?  Her  stomach  rose  in  her  throat.  Now

wasn’t the time for this. She had to focus on Cain, on wearing him down. 

But try as she might, all she could think about was that half-starved, hopeless

assassin  who’d  been  dragged  out  of  Endovier  one  autumn  day  by  a  snarling

Captain of the Guard. What would she have said to the prince’s bargain, had she

known  she  would  come  to  stand  poised  to  lose  so  much?  Would  she  have

laughed  if  she’d  known  that  other  things—other  people—would  come  to  mean

as much as her freedom? 

Celaena swallowed the lump in her throat. Perhaps there were other reasons to

fight tomorrow. Perhaps a few months in the castle hadn’t been enough. Perhaps

. . . perhaps she wanted to stay here for reasons other than her eventual freedom. 

 That  was  one  thing  that  hopeless  assassin  from  Endovier  would  have  never believed. 

But it was true. She wanted to stay. 

And that would make tomorrow so much harder. 

Chapter 47

Kaltain pulled her red cape around her, savoring its warmth. Why were the duels

outside?  She’d  freeze  before  the  assassin  arrived!  She  fingered  the  vial  in  her pocket, and glanced at the two goblets on the wooden table. The one on the right

was for Sardothien. She must not confuse them. 

She looked to Perrington, who stood near the king. He had no idea what she’d

do once Sardothien was out of the way—once Dorian was free again. Her blood

grew warm and glittering. 

The  duke  moved  toward  her,  and  Kaltain  kept  her  eyes  on  the  tiled  veranda

where the duel was to occur. He stopped in front of her, making a wall between

her and the other council members so that none could see. 

“A bit chilly for an outside duel,” he said. Kaltain smiled and let the folds of

her cloak fall over the table as he kissed her hand. With a veil of red to conceal

her  stealthy,  free  hand,  Kaltain  flicked  off  the  lid  of  the  vial  and  dumped  the contents into the wine. The vial was back in her pocket as he raised himself. Just

enough to weaken Sardothien—to make her dizzy and disoriented. 

A  guard  appeared  in  the  doorway,  and  then  another.  Between  them  strode  a

figure.  She  wore  men’s  clothes,  though  Kaltain  was  forced  to  admit  that  her

black-and-gold jacket was of fine make. It was strange to think of this woman as

an assassin, but seeing her now, all of her oddities and faults made sense. Kaltain

ran a finger along the base of the goblet and grinned. 

Duke Perrington’s Champion emerged from behind the clock tower. Kaltain’s

brows  rose.  They  thought  Sardothien  could  defeat  such  a  man  if  she  wasn’t

drugged? 

Kaltain took a step back from the table, and Perrington moved to sit beside the

king  as  the  other  two  Champions  arrived.  With  eager  faces,  they  waited  for

blood. 

•

Standing  on  the  wide  veranda  that  encompassed  the  obsidian  clock  tower, 

Celaena tried not to shiver. She couldn’t see the point in having the duels outside

—well,  apart  from  making  the  Champions  even  more  uncomfortable.  She

glanced longingly at the glass windows that lined the wall of the castle, and then

at  the  frost-covered  garden.  Her  hands  were  already  numb.  Tucking  them  into

her fur-lined pockets, she approached Chaol, who was standing near the edge of

the giant chalk circle that had been drawn on the flagstones. 

“It’s  freezing  out  here,”  she  said.  The  collar  and  sleeves  of  her  black  jacket

were lined with rabbit fur, but it wasn’t enough. “Why didn’t you tell me it was outside?” 

Chaol shook his head, looking at Grave, and at Renault—the mercenary from

Skull’s  Bay,  who,  to  her  satisfaction,  also  seemed  fairly  miserable  in  the  cold. 

“We didn’t know; the king decided just now,” Chaol said. “At least it should be

over quickly.” He smiled slightly, though she didn’t return it. 

The  sky  was  bright  blue,  and  she  gritted  her  teeth  as  a  strong  gust  of  wind ripped into her. The thirteen seats of the table were filling up, and at the center of

the table sat the king and Perrington. Kaltain stood behind Perrington, wearing a

beautiful red cloak lined with white fur. Their eyes met, and Celaena wondered

why the woman smiled at her. Kaltain then looked away—toward the tower, and

Celaena followed her gaze and understood. 

Cain was leaning against the clock tower. His muscles were barely contained

within  his  tunic.  All  that  stolen  strength  .  .  .  what  would  have  happened  if  the ridderak had killed her, too? How much stronger would he be today? Worse, he

was wearing the red-and-gold garb of a member of the royal guard—the wyvern

emblazoned  across  his  broad  chest.  The  sword  at  his  side  was  beautiful.  A  gift from Perrington, no doubt. Did the duke know the power his Champion wielded? 

Even if she tried to reveal him, no one would ever believe her. 

Nausea gripped her, but Chaol took her by the elbow and escorted her to the

far end of the veranda. At the table, she noticed two aging men casting anxious

glances at her. She nodded to them. 

 Lords Urizen and Garnel. It seems you obtained what you desired enough to

 kill for. And it seems someone told you who I actually am. 

It had been two years ago that they hired her, separately, to kill the same man. 

She  hadn’t  bothered  to  tell  them,  of  course,  and  accepted  both  their  payments. 

She winked at Lord Garnel, and he paled, knocking over his goblet of hot cocoa

and ruining the papers before him. Oh, she’d keep their secrets; it would tarnish

her reputation otherwise. But if her freedom came down to a vote . . . She smiled

at  Lord  Urizen,  who  looked  away.  Her  gaze  shifted  to  another  man,  who  she

found staring at her. 

 The king.  Deep inside, she quaked, but she bowed her head. 

“Are  you  ready?”  Chaol  asked.  Celaena  blinked,  remembering  that  he  was

beside her. 

“Yes,”  she  said,  though  she  didn’t  mean  it.  The  wind  whipped  through  her

hair,  knotting  it  with  frozen  fingers.  Dorian  appeared  by  the  table, 

heartbreakingly handsome as always, and gave her a grim smile as he stuffed his

hands in his pockets and looked toward his father. 

The  last  of  the  king’s  councilmen  sat  down  at  the  table.  Celaena  cocked  her

head as Nehemia emerged to stand along the sidelines of the large white circle. 

The  princess  met  her  stare  and  lifted  her  chin  in  encouragement.  She  wore  a spectacular  outfit:  close-fitting  pants,  a  layered  tunic  studded  with  whorls  of iron, and knee-high boots; she carried her wooden staff, which stretched as high

as  her  head.  To  honor  her,  Celaena  realized,  her  eyes  stinging.  One  fellow

warrior acknowledging the other. 

Everyone grew silent as the king rose. Her insides turned to stone, and she felt

clumsy and thick, but also light and weak as a newborn. 

Chaol nudged her with an elbow, motioning for her to stand before the table. 

She  focused  on  her  feet  as  she  moved,  and  wouldn’t  look  at  the  king’s  face. 

Thankfully, Renault and Grave flanked her. If Cain had been standing beside her, 

she might have snapped his neck just to end it there. There were so many people

watching her . . . 

She stood not ten feet from the King of Adarlan. Freedom or death lay at this

table. Her past and future were seated on a glass throne. 

Her  gaze  shifted  to  Nehemia,  whose  fierce  and  graceful  eyes  warmed  the

marrow of her bones and steadied her arms. 

The King of Adarlan spoke. Knowing that seeing his face would only weaken

the  strength  she’d  found  in  Nehemia’s  eyes,  she  looked  not  at  him,  but  at  the throne  behind  him.  She  wondered  if  Kaltain’s  presence  meant  that  Duke

Perrington had told her who Celaena truly was. 

“You  were  taken  from  your  miserable  lives  so  you  might  prove  yourself

worthy of becoming a sacred warrior to the Crown. After months of training, the

moment  has  come  to  decide  who  my  Champion  shall  be.  You  will  face  each

other in a duel. You can win only by trapping your opponent in a position of sure

death. And  no further,” he added with a sharp glance in her direction. “Cain and Councilman Garnel’s Champion will go first. Then my son’s Champion will face

Councilman Mullison’s Champion.” 

Of  course,  the  king  would  know  Cain’s  name.  He  might  as  well  have  just

declared  the  brute  his  Champion.  “The  winners  will  face  each  other  in  a  final duel. Whoever wins will be crowned King’s Champion. Is that clear?” 

They nodded. For a heartbeat, she saw the king with stark clarity. He was just

a man—a man with too much power. And in that one heartbeat, she didn’t fear

him.  I  will  not  be  afraid,   she  vowed,  wrapping  the  familiar  words  around  her heart. “Then let the duels commence on my command,” the king said. 

Taking  that  as  a  sign  that  she  could  clear  out  of  the  ring,  Celaena  stalked  to where Chaol stood and took up a place beside him. 

Cain  and  Renault  bowed  to  the  king,  then  to  each  other,  and  drew  their

swords. She ran an eye down Renault’s body as he took his stance. She’d seen

him square off against Cain before; he’d never won, but he always managed to hold out longer than she would have thought possible. Perhaps he’d win. 

But Cain lifted his sword. He had the better weapon. And he had half a foot

on Renault. 

“Begin,”  the  king  said.  Metal  flashed.  They  struck  each  other  and  danced

back. Renault, refusing to take up the defensive, swept forward again, landing a

few  strong  blows  on  Cain’s  blade.  She  forced  her  shoulders  to  relax,  forced

herself to breathe down the cold air. 

“Do  you  think  it  was  just  poor  luck,”  she  murmured  to  Chaol,  “that  I’m  the one going second?” 

He  kept  his  attention  on  the  duel.  “I  think  you’ll  be  allowed  proper  time  to rest.”  He  jerked  his  chin  at  the  dueling  men.  “Cain  sometimes  forgets  to  guard his right side. Look there.” Celaena watched as Cain struck, twisting his body so

his  right  side  was  wide  open.  “Renault  doesn’t  even  notice.”  Cain  grunted  and pressed  Renault’s  blade,  forcing  the  mercenary  to  take  a  step  back.  “He  just missed his chance.” 

The  wind  roared  around  them.  “Keep  your  wits  about  you,”  Chaol  said,  still

watching the duel. Renault was retreating, each swing of Cain’s blade taking him

closer  and  closer  to  the  line  of  chalk  that  had  been  drawn  on  the  ground.  One step  outside  of  that  ring  and  he’d  be  disqualified.  “He’ll  try  to  provoke  you. 

Don’t get angry. Focus only on his blade, and that unprotected side of his.” 

“I  know,”  she  said,  and  shifted  her  gaze  back  to  the  duel  just  in  time  to  see Renault cry out and stumble back. Blood sprayed from his nose, and he hit the

ground  hard.  Cain,  his  fist  smeared  with  Renault’s  blood,  only  smiled  as  he

pointed  the  blade  at  Renault’s  heart.  The  mercenary’s  bloody  face  went  white, and he bared his teeth as he stared up at his conqueror. 

She looked at the clock tower. He hadn’t lasted three minutes. 

There  was  polite  clapping,  and  Celaena  noticed  that  Lord  Garnel’s  face  was

set with fury. She could only guess how much money he’d just lost. 

“A valiant effort,” said the king. Cain bowed and didn’t offer Renault a hand

to help him rise before he stalked toward the opposite end of the veranda. With

more  dignity  than  Celaena  had  expected,  Renault  got  to  his  feet  and  bowed  to the  king,  mumbling  his  thanks.  Clutching  his  nose,  the  mercenary  slunk  away. 

What had he stood to lose—and where would he return to now? 

Across the ring, Grave smiled at her as he wrapped a hand around the hilt of

his sword. She bit down on her grimace at the sight of his teeth. Of course, she’d

have to duel the grotesque one. At least Renault had been clean looking. 

“We  will  begin  in  a  moment,”  the  king  said.  “Prepare  your  weapons.”  With

that, he turned to Perrington and began speaking too quietly for anyone else to

hear in the blustering wind. 

Celaena  turned  to  Chaol.  But  instead  of  handing  her  the  plain-as-porridge

sword she usually wielded in practice, he drew his own blade. The eagle-shaped

pommel glinted in the midday sun. “Here,” he said. 

She blinked at the blade, and slowly raised her face to look at him. She found

the rolling earthen hills of the north in his eyes. It was a sense of loyalty to his

country that went beyond the man seated at the table. Far inside of her, she found

a golden chain that bound them together. 

“Take it,” he said. 

Her  heartbeat  thundered  in  her  ears.  She  lifted  a  hand  to  grab  the  blade,  but someone touched her elbow. 

“If I may,” Nehemia said in Eyllwe, “I’d like to offer this to you instead.” The

princess  held  out  her  beautifully  carved  iron-tipped  staff.  Celaena  glanced

between Chaol’s sword and her friend’s weapon. The sword, obviously, was the

wiser  choice—and  for  Chaol  to  offer  his  own  weapon  made  her  feel  strangely

lightheaded—but the staff . . . 

Nehemia  leaned  in  to  whisper  in  Celaena’s  ear.  “Let  it  be  with  an  Eyllwe

weapon  that  you  take  them  down.”  Her  voice  hitched.  “Let  wood  from  the

forests  of  Eyllwe  defeat  steel  from  Adarlan.  Let  the  King’s  Champion  be

someone who understands how the innocents suffer.” 

Hadn’t  Elena  said  almost  the  same  thing,  all  those  months  ago?  Celaena

swallowed  hard,  and  Chaol  lowered  his  sword,  taking  a  step  back  from  them. 

Nehemia didn’t break her stare. 

She knew what the princess was asking of her. As the King’s Champion, she

might find ways to save countless lives—ways to undermine the king’s authority. 

And  that,  Celaena  realized,  was  what  Elena,  the  king’s  own  ancestor,  might

want, too. 

Though a bolt of fear went through her at the thought, though standing against

the king was the one thing Celaena had thought she’d never be brave enough to

do,  she  couldn’t  forget  the  three  scars  on  her  back,  or  the  slaves  she’d  left  in Endovier, or the five hundred butchered Eyllwe rebels. 

Celaena took the staff from Nehemia’s hands. The princess gave her a fierce

grin. 

Chaol,  surprisingly  enough,  didn’t  object.  He  only  sheathed  his  sword  and

bowed his head to Nehemia as she clapped Celaena on the shoulder before she

walked off. 

Celaena  gave  the  staff  a  few  experimental  sweeps  in  the  space  around  her. 

Balanced, solid, strong. The rounded iron tip could knock a man out cold. 

She could feel the lingering oil from Nehemia’s hands and smell her friend’s

lotus-blossom  scent  on  the  engraved  wood.  Yes,  the  staff  would  do  just  fine. 

She’d taken down Verin with her bare hands. She could defeat Grave and Cain

with this. 

She  glanced  at  the  king,  who  was  still  speaking  with  Perrington,  and  found

Dorian watching her instead. His sapphire eyes reflected the brilliance of the sky, 

though  they  darkened  slightly  as  he  flicked  them  toward  Nehemia.  Dorian  was

many things, but he wasn’t stupid; had he realized the symbolism in Nehemia’s

offer? She quickly dropped his stare. 

She’d worry about that later. Across the ring, Grave began pacing, waiting for

the king to return his attention to the duel and give the order to begin. 

She  loosed  a  shuddering  breath.  Here  she  was,  at  long  last.  She  gripped  the staff  in  her  left  hand,  taking  in  the  strength  of  the  wood,  the  strength  of  her friend. A lot could happen in a few minutes—a lot could change. 

She  faced  Chaol.  The  wind  ripped  a  few  strands  of  hair  from  her  braid,  and she tucked them behind her ears. 

“No matter what happens,” she said quietly, “I want to thank you.” 

Chaol tilted his head to the side. “For what?” 

Her  eyes  stung,  but  she  blamed  it  on  the  fierce  wind  and  blinked  away  the

dampness. “For making my freedom mean something.” 

He  didn’t  say  anything;  he  just  took  the  fingers  of  her  right  hand  and  held them in his, his thumb brushing the ring she wore. 

“Let the second duel commence,” the king boomed, waving a hand toward the

veranda. 

Chaol squeezed her hand, his skin warm in the frigid air. “Give him hell,” he

said. Grave entered the ring and drew his sword. 

Pulling her hand from Chaol’s, Celaena straightened her spine as she stepped

into the ring. She quickly bowed to the king, then to her opponent. 

She  met  Grave’s  stare  and  smiled  as  she  bent  her  knees,  holding  the  staff  in two hands. 

 You have no idea what you’re getting yourself into, little man. 
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As she expected, Grave launched himself at her, going straight for the center of

the staff in his hope to break it. 

But Celaena whirled away. As Grave struck nothing but air, she slammed the

butt  of  the  staff  into  his  spine.  He  staggered,  but  kept  upright,  turning  on  one foot as he charged after her again. 

She  took  the  blow  this  time,  angling  her  staff  so  he  hit  the  bottom  half.  His blade wedged in the wood, and she jumped toward him, letting the force of his

own blow snap the upper part of the staff straight into his face. He stumbled, but

her  fist  was  waiting.  As  it  met  with  his  nose,  she  savored  the  rush  of  pain through  her  hand  and  the  crunch  of  his  bones  beneath  her  knuckles.  She  leapt back  before  he  had  a  chance  to  strike.  Blood  gleamed  as  it  trickled  from  his nose. “Bitch!” he hissed, and swung. 

She met his blade, holding the staff with both hands, pushing the wood shaft

into his sword, even when it let out a splintering groan. 

She shoved him, grunting, and spun. She whacked the back of his head with

the  top  of  the  staff,  and  he  teetered,  but  regained  his  footing.  He  wiped  at  his bloody  nose,  eyes  gleaming  as  he  panted.  His  pockmarked  face  became  feral, 

and he charged, aiming a direct blow to her heart. Too fast, too wild for him to

stop. 

She dropped into a crouch. As the blade sailed overhead, she lashed out at his

legs.  He  didn’t  even  have  time  to  cry  out  as  she  swept  his  feet  out  from  under him,  nor  did  he  have  time  to  raise  his  weapon  before  she  crouched  over  his chest, the iron-coated tip of the staff at his throat. 

She brought her mouth close to his ear. “My name is Celaena Sardothien,” she

whispered. “But it makes no difference if my name’s Celaena or Lillian or Bitch, 

because I’d still beat you, no matter what you call me.” She smiled at him as she

stood.  He  just  stared  up  at  her,  his  bloody  nose  leaking  down  the  side  of  his cheek.  She  took  the  handkerchief  from  her  pocket  and  dropped  it  on  his  chest. 

“You can keep that,” she said before she walked off the veranda. 

She intercepted Chaol as soon as she crossed the line of chalk. “How long did

that take?” she asked. She found Nehemia beaming at her, and Celaena lifted her

staff a little in salute. 

“Two minutes.” 

She grinned at the captain. She was hardly winded. “Better than Cain’s time.” 

“And  certainly  more  dramatic,”  Chaol  said.  “Was  the  handkerchief  really

necessary?” 

She  bit  down  on  her  lip  and  was  about  to  reply  when  the  king  stood,  the crowd quieting. “Wine for the winners,” he said, and Cain stalked from his place

on the sidelines to stand before the king’s table. Celaena remained with Chaol. 

The  king  gestured  at  Kaltain,  who  obediently  picked  up  a  silver  tray

containing two goblets. She gave one to Cain, then walked over to Celaena and

handed the other to her before pausing in front of the king’s table. 

“Out  of  good  faith,  and  honor  to  the  Great  Goddess,”  Kaltain  said  in  a

dramatic  voice.  Celaena  wanted  to  punch  her.  “May  it  be  your  offering  to  the Mother  who  bore  us  all.  Drink,  and  let  Her  bless  you,  and  replenish  your

strength.” Who had written  that little script? Kaltain bowed to them, and Celaena raised the goblet to her lips. The king smiled at her, and she tried not to flinch as

she drank. Kaltain took the goblet when she finished, and curtsied to Cain as she

accepted his and slunk away. 

 Win. Win. Win. Take him down quickly. 

“Ready yourselves,” the king ordered. “And begin on my mark.” 

Celaena  looked  to  Chaol.  Wasn’t  she  to  be  allowed  a  moment  to  rest?  Even

Dorian  raised  his  brows  at  his  father,  but  the  king  refused  to  acknowledge  his son’s silent questioning. 

Cain drew his sword, a crooked grin on his face as he crouched in a defensive

stance in the center of the ring. 

Insults would have risen to her lips if Chaol hadn’t touched her shoulder, his

chestnut eyes filled with some emotion she couldn’t yet understand. There was

strength in his face that she found to be achingly beautiful. 

“Don’t lose,” he whispered so only she could hear. “I don’t feel like having to

escort  you  all  the  way  back  to  Endovier.”  The  world  became  foggy  around  the edges as he stepped away, his head held high as he ignored the white-hot glare of

the king. 

Cain edged closer, his broadsword gleaming. Celaena took a deep breath and

entered the ring. 

The  conqueror  of  Erilea  raised  his  hands.  “Begin!”  he  roared,  and  Celaena

shook her head, trying to clear her blurry vision. She steadied herself, wielding

the staff like a sword as Cain began circling. Nausea flashed through her as his

muscles  flexed.  For  some  reason,  the  world  was  still  hazy.  She  clenched  her

teeth, blinking. She’d use his strength against him. 

Cain  charged  faster  than  she  anticipated.  She  caught  his  sword  on  the  broad

side  with  the  staff,  avoiding  the  sharp  edges,  and  leapt  back  as  she  heard  the wood groan. 

He struck so quickly that she had to concede to the edge of his blade. It sank

deep into the staff. Her arms ached from the impact. Before she could recover, 

Cain yanked his sword from her weapon and surged toward her. She could only bound back, deflecting the blow with the iron tip of the staff. Her blood felt slow

and thick, and her head spun. Was she ill? The nausea would not ease. 

Grunting,  Celaena  pulled  away  with  an  effort  of  skill  and  force.  If  she  were truly ill, she must finish this as quickly as possible. It was not a showcase of her

abilities,  especially  if  that  book  had  been  right  and  Cain  had  been  granted  the strength of all those dead Champions. 

Switching  onto  the  offensive,  she  nimbly  swept  toward  him.  He  parried

Celaena’s attack with a brush of his blade. She brought the staff down upon his

sword, splinters flying into the air. 

Her  heart  pounded  in  her  ears,  and  the  sound  of  wood  against  steel  became

almost unbearable. Why were things slowing down? 

She attacked—faster and faster, stronger and stronger. Cain laughed, and she

almost  screamed  in  anger.  Each  time  she  moved  a  foot  to  trip  him,  each  time they came too close, she either became clumsy or he stepped away, as if he knew

what  she  planned  all  along.  She  had  the  infuriating  feeling  that  he  was  toying with her, that there was some joke she didn’t understand. 

Celaena  whipped  the  staff  through  the  air,  hoping  to  catch  him  upon  his

unprotected neck. But he deflected, and though she spun and tried to knock him

in his stomach, he blocked her again. 

“Not feeling well?” he said, showing his white, gleaming teeth. “Perhaps you

shouldn’t have been holding back all those—” 

 WHAM! 

She grinned as the shaft of her staff slammed into his side. He bent over, and

her  leg  lashed  out  and  swept  him  off  his  feet,  sending  him  crashing  to  the ground.  She  raised  her  staff,  but  a  sick  feeling  rushed  through  her  so  powerful that her muscles slackened. She had no strength. 

He  knocked  aside  her  blow  as  if  it  was  nothing,  and  she  retreated  while  he rose. And that’s when she heard the laugh—soft, feminine, and vicious. Kaltain. 

Celaena’s feet stumbled, but she stayed upright as she dared a glance at the lady, 

and the goblets on the table before her. And that’s when she knew that it hadn’t

been wine in that glass, but bloodbane, the very drug she’d missed in the Test. At

best, it caused hallucinations and disorientation. At worst . . . 

She had difficulty holding the staff. Cain came at her, and she had no choice

but to meet his blows, barely having the strength to raise the weapon each time. 

How  much  bloodbane  had  they  given  her?  The  staff  cracked,  splintered,  and

groaned. If it were a lethal dose, she’d be dead by now. They must have given

her enough to disorient her, but not enough that it would be easy to prove. She

couldn’t focus, and her body became hot and cold. Cain was so large—he was a

mountain, and his blows . . . they made Chaol seem like a child . . . 

“Tired  already?”  he  asked.  “It’s  a  pity  all  of  that  yapping  didn’t  amount  to much.” 

He  knew.  He  knew  they’d  drugged  her.  She  snarled  and  lunged.  He  stepped

aside, and her eyes went wide as she hit nothing but air, air, air, until—

He slammed his fist into her spine, and she only saw the blur of the slate tiles

before they collided with her face. 

“Pathetic,” he said, his shadow falling over her as she flipped onto her back, 

scrambling  away  before  he  could  get  closer.  She  could  taste  the  blood  in  her mouth.  This  couldn’t  be  happening—they  couldn’t  have  betrayed  her  like  this. 

“If I were Grave, I’d be insulted that you’d beaten me.” 

Her breath came fast and hard, and her knees ached as she stumbled upright, 

charging  at  him.  Too  fast  for  her  to  block,  he  grabbed  her  by  the  collar  of  her shirt and hurled her back. She kept upright as she tripped, and stopped a few feet

from him. 

Cain circled her, swinging his sword idly. His eyes were dark—dark like that

portal to that other world. He was drawing out the inevitable, a predator playing

with his meal before eating it. He wanted to enjoy every moment. 

She had to end this now, before the hallucinations started. She knew they’d be

powerful:  seers  had  once  used  bloodbane  as  a  drug  to  view  spirits  from  other worlds.  Celaena  shot  forward  with  a  sweep  of  the  staff.  Wood  slammed  into

steel. 

The staff snapped in two. 

The iron-tipped head soared to the other side of the veranda, leaving Celaena

with  a  piece  of  useless  wood.  Cain’s  black  eyes  met  with  hers  for  a  moment before his other arm lashed out and connected with her shoulder. 

She heard the crack before she felt the pain, and Celaena screamed, dropping

to her knees as her shoulder dislocated. His foot met with the shoulder, and she

went  flying  backward,  falling  so  hard  that  her  shoulder  relocated  with  a

sickening  crunch.  The  agony  blinded  her;  the  world  went  in  and  out  of  focus. 

Things were so slow . . . 

Cain  grabbed  the  collar  of  her  jacket  to  pull  her  to  her  feet.  She  staggered back out of his grasp, the ground rushing beneath her, and then fell—hard. 

She  raised  the  shaft  of  broken  wood  with  her  left  hand.  Cain,  panting  and

grinning, approached. 

•

Dorian  clenched  his  teeth.  Something  was  terribly  wrong.  He’d  known  it  from

the moment the duel started, and began sweating when she had the opportunity

to bestow a winning blow and failed to deliver it. But now . . . 

He couldn’t watch as Cain kicked her shoulder, and felt as if he’d vomit when

the brute picked her up and she fell to the ground. She kept wiping her eyes, and

sweat shone on her forehead. What was wrong? 

He  should  stop  it—he  should  call  off  the  duel  now.  Let  her  start  tomorrow, 

with  a  sword  and  her  senses.  Chaol  hissed,  and  Dorian  almost  cried  out  as

Celaena  attempted  to  stand,  but  collapsed.  Cain  teased  her—breaking  not  only

her body, but her will . . . He had to stop it. 

Cain swung his sword at Celaena, who threw herself backward—but not fast

enough.  She  yelped  as  the  blade  sliced  across  her  thigh,  clothing  and  flesh

ripping.  Blood  colored  her  pants.  Despite  it,  she  stood  again,  her  face  set  in defiant rage. 

Dorian had to help her. But if he interfered, they might just proclaim Cain the

victor. So he watched, in growing horror and despair, as Cain’s fist slammed into

her jaw. 

Her knees twisted as she fell. 

•

Something in Chaol began fraying as Celaena raised her bloodied face to look at

Cain. 

“I expected better,” Cain said as Celaena crawled into a kneeling position, still

clutching  at  her  useless  piece  of  wood.  She  panted  through  her  teeth,  blood

leaking from her lip. Cain studied her face as if he could read it, as if he could

hear something Chaol couldn’t. “And what would your father say?” 

An  expression  flashed  across  Celaena’s  eyes  that  bordered  on  fear  and

confusion.  “Shut  your  mouth,”  she  said,  her  words  trembling  as  she  fought  the pain of her wounds. 

But Cain kept staring at her, his smile growing. “It’s all there,” he said. “Right

under that wall you built on top of it. I can see it clear as day.” 

What was he talking about? Cain lifted his sword and ran his finger through

the blood—her blood. Chaol reined in his disgust and anger. 

Cain  let  out  a  breathy  laugh.  “What  was  it  like  when  you  woke  up  between

your parents, covered in their blood?” 

“Shut your mouth!” she said again, her free hand clawing at the ground, her

face  twisted  with  rage  and  anguish.  Whatever  wound  Cain  was  touching,  it

burned. 

“Your mother was a pretty young thing, wasn’t she?” Cain said. 

“Be quiet! ” She tried to surge to her feet, but her injured leg kept her down. 

She  gasped  for  breath.  How  did  Cain  know  these  things  about  Celaena’s  past? 

Chaol’s heart pounded wildly, but he could do nothing to help her. 

She  let  out  a  wordless  scream  that  shattered  through  the  frozen  wind  as  she scrambled to her feet. Her pain lost in her fury, she swung at his blade with the

remnant of the staff. 

“Good,”  Cain  panted,  pressing  her  staff  so  hard  that  his  blade  sank  into  the wood. “But not good enough.” He shoved her, and as she staggered back a step, 

he brought up his leg and kicked her in the ribs. She went flying. 

Chaol  had  never  seen  anyone  struck  that  hard.  Celaena  hit  the  ground  and

flipped,  over  and  over  and  over,  until  she  slammed  into  the  clock  tower.  Her head  whacked  against  the  black  stone,  and  he  bit  down  on  his  yell,  forcing

himself  to  remain  on  the  sidelines,  forcing  himself  to  watch  as  Cain  broke  her apart, piece by piece. How had it gone wrong so quickly? 

She  trembled  as  she  raised  herself  to  her  knees,  clutching  her  side.  She  still held on to the remnant of Nehemia’s staff, as if it were a rock in the middle of a

violent sea. 

•

Celaena tasted blood as Cain seized her again, dragging her across the floor. She

didn’t try to fight him. He could have pointed his sword at her heart at any point. 

This wasn’t a duel—it was an execution. And no one was doing anything to stop

it. They’d drugged her. It wasn’t fair. The sunlight flickered, and she thrashed in

Cain’s grip, despite the agony shooting through her body. 

All around her were whispering, laughing, otherworldly voices. They called to

her—but called a different name, a dangerous name . . . 

She glanced skyward, seeing the tip of Cain’s chin before he hoisted her onto

her feet and slammed her—face-first—into a wall of freezing, smooth stone. She

was  enveloped  in  familiar  darkness.  Her  skull  ached  with  the  impact,  but

Celaena’s cry of pain was cut short as she opened her eyes to the dark and saw

what appeared. Something—something dead stood before her. 

It was a man, his skin pale and rotting. His eyes burned red, and he pointed at

her in a broken, stiff way. His teeth were all sharp and so long they barely fit into

his mouth. 

Where had the world gone? The hallucinations must be starting. Light flashed

as  she  was  yanked  back,  and  her  eyes  bulged  as  Cain  threw  her  to  the  ground near the edge of the ring. 

A shadow passed across the sun. It was over. She would die now—die, or lose

and be sent back to Endovier. It was over. Over. 

Two black boots came into view, then a pair of knees as someone crouched on

the edge of the ring. 

“Get up,” Chaol whispered. She couldn’t bring herself to look him in the face. 

It was over. 

Cain began laughing, and she felt the reverberations of his steps as he walked

around the ring. “Is  this all you have to offer?” he shouted triumphantly. Celaena trembled. The world was awash with fog and darkness and voices. 

“Get up,”  Chaol  said  again,  louder.  She  could  only  stare  at  the  white  line  of chalk that marked the ring. 

Cain had said things he couldn’t possibly know—he’d  seen it in her eyes. And

if he knew about her past . . . She whimpered, hating herself for it, and for the

tears that began sliding down her face, across the bridge of her nose and onto the

floor. It was all over. 

“Celaena,”  Chaol  said  gently.  And  then  she  heard  the  scraping  noise  as  his

hand came into view, sliding across the flagstones. His fingertips stopped just at

the edge of the white line. “Celaena,” he breathed, his voice laced with pain—

and  hope.  This  was  all  she  had  left—his  outstretched  hand,  and  the  promise  of hope, of something better waiting on the other side of that line. 

Moving her arm made sparks dance before her eyes, but she extended it until

her fingertips reached the line of chalk, and stayed there, not a quarter of an inch

from Chaol, the thick white mark separating them. 

She lifted her eyes to his face, and found his gaze lined with silver. “Get up,” 

was all he said. 

And in that moment, somehow his face was the only thing that mattered. She

stirred, and couldn’t stop her sob as her body erupted with pain that made her lie

still again. But she kept her focus on his brown eyes, on his tightly pressed lips

as they parted and whispered, “Get up.” 

She  pulled  her  arm  away  from  the  line,  bracing  her  palm  against  the  frozen

ground. She kept his gaze when she moved her other hand beneath her chest, and

bit  down  on  the  scream  of  pain  as  she  pushed  upward,  her  shoulder  nearly

buckling. She slid her good leg under her. As she made to stand, she felt the thud

of Cain’s steps, and Chaol’s eyes went wide. 

The world spun black and mist and blue as Cain grabbed her and shoved her

against the clock tower once more, her face smashing into the stone. When she

opened her eyes, the world shifted. Blackness was everywhere. Deep down, she

knew  it  wasn’t  just  a  hallucination—what  she  saw,  who  she  saw,  truly  existed just beyond the veil of her world, and the poisonous drug had somehow opened

her mind to see them. 

There were two creatures now, and the second one had wings. It was grinning

—grinning just as—

Celaena didn’t have time to shout as it launched into flight. It threw her to the

ground,  and  its  claws  ripped  at  her.  She  thrashed.  Where  had  the  world  gone? 

Where was she? 

There  were  more  of  them—more  appeared.  The  dead,  demons,  monsters—

they  wanted  her.  They  called  her  name.  Most  of  them  had  wings,  and  the  ones that didn’t were carried in the talons of others. 

They struck as they passed, their claws slicing her flesh. They were going to

bring her inside their realm, and the tower was the gaping portal. She would be

devoured.  Terror—terror  like  she’d  never  known—took  over.  Celaena  covered

her  head  as  they  swept  upon  her,  and  she  kicked  blindly.  Where  had  the  world gone? How much poison had they given her? She was going to die.  Freedom or

 death. 

Defiance  and  rage  mixed  in  her  blood.  She  swung  her  free  arm,  and  it  met

with  a  shadowy  face  with  burning  coals  for  eyes.  The  darkness  rippled,  and

Cain’s gaping features appeared. There was sun here—this was reality. How long

did she have before another wave of the poison-induced visions took over? 

Cain  reached  for  her  throat,  and  she  flung  herself  backward.  All  that  he

managed  to  grab  was  her  amulet.  With  a  resounding  snap,  the  Eye  of  Elena

ripped from her neck. 

The  sunlight  disappeared,  the  bloodbane  seizing  control  of  her  mind  again, 

and Celaena found herself before an army of the dead. The shadowy figure that

was Cain raised his arm, dropping the amulet upon the ground. 

They came for her. 

Chapter 49

Dorian watched in wide-eyed terror as Celaena thrashed on the ground, waving

away things they couldn’t see. What was happening? Had there been something

in  that  wine?  But  there  was  also  something  abnormal  about  the  way  Cain  just stood there, smiling. Was there . . . was there actually something there that they

couldn’t see? 

She screamed. It was the most horrible noise he’d ever heard. “Stop it, now,” 

he  said  to  Chaol  as  his  friend  rose  from  his  spot  near  the  ring.  But  Chaol  only gaped at the flailing assassin, his face pale as death. 

She kicked and punched at nothing as Cain squatted over her and hit her in the

mouth.  Blood  flowed  freely.  It  wouldn’t  stop  until  his  father  said  something  or Cain  knocked  her  truly  unconscious.  Or  worse.  He  had  to  remind  himself  that

any  interference—even  trying  to  say  that  her  wine  had  been  drugged—might

result in her disqualification. 

She crawled away from Cain, her blood and saliva pooling onto the ground. 

Someone  stepped  beside  Dorian,  and  from  her  intake  of  breath,  he  knew  it

was Nehemia. She said something in Eyllwe, and walked to the very edge of the

ring. Tucked close to the folds of her cloak, nearly concealed there, her fingers

were rapidly moving—tracing symbols in the air. 

Cain  stalked  to  where  Celaena  panted,  her  face  white  and  red.  She  eased

herself  into  a  kneeling  position  and  stared  without  seeing  at  the  ring,  at

everyone, at something beyond them, perhaps. 

She was waiting for him. Waiting for him to—

 Kill her. 

•

Kneeling on the ground, Celaena gasped for breath, unable to find her way out of

the  hallucination  and  back  into  reality.  Here,  the  dead  surrounded  her,  waiting. 

The  shadow-thing  that  was  Cain  stood  nearby,  watching,  his  burning  eyes  his

only distinguishing feature. Darkness rippled around Cain like shreds of clothing

in the wind. 

She would die soon. 

 Light and darkness. Life and death. Where do I fit in? 

The  thought  sent  a  jolt  through  her  so  strong  that  her  hands  fumbled  for

anything  to  use  against  him.  Not  like  this.  She’d  find  a  way—she  could  find  a way  to  survive.  I  will  not  be  afraid.   She’d  whispered  that  every  morning  in Endovier; but what good were those words now? 

A demon came at her, and a scream—not of terror or of despair, but rather a plea—burst from her throat. A call for help. 

The  demon  flapped  back,  as  if  her  scream  had  startled  it.  Cain  motioned  it

forward again. 

But then something extraordinary happened. 

Doors, doors, doors all burst open. Doors of wood, doors of iron, doors of air

and magic. 

And  from  another  world,  Elena  swept  down,  cloaked  in  golden  light.  The

ancient queen’s hair glittered like a shooting star as she plummeted into Erilea. 

Cain chuckled as he stepped toward the panting assassin and raised his sword, 

aiming at the assassin’s chest. 

Elena exploded through the ranks of the dead, scattering them. 

Cain’s sword came down. 

A  gust  of  wind  slammed  into  Cain  so  hard  he  was  sent  sprawling  to  the

ground,  his  sword  flying  across  the  veranda.  But,  locked  in  that  dark,  horrible world, Celaena only saw the ancient queen barrel into Cain, knocking him down, 

before the dead charged. Yet they were too late. 

Golden  light  erupted  around  her,  shielding  her  from  them,  making  the  dead

step back. 

Wind mightier than anything the onlookers had witnessed still roared through

the veranda. They shielded their faces as the wind howled. 

The demons bellowed and surged again. But a sword rang, and a demon fell. 

Black  blood  dripped  from  the  blade,  and  the  lips  of  Queen  Elena  were  set  in  a feral  snarl  as  she  lifted  her  sword.  It  was  a  challenge;  a  dare  to  them  to  try  to pass, to tempt her rage. 

Through  fading  eyes,  Celaena  saw  a  crown  of  stars  glittering  atop  Elena’s

head,  her  silver  armor  shining  like  a  beacon  in  the  blackness.  The  demons

shrieked,  and  Elena  stretched  out  a  hand,  golden  light  bursting  from  her  palm, forming a wall between them and the dead as she rushed to Celaena’s side and

cupped her face in her hands. 

“I cannot protect you,” whispered the queen, her skin glowing. Her face was

different, too—sharper, more beautiful. Her Fae heritage. “I cannot give you my

strength.” She traced her fingers across Celaena’s brow. “But I can remove this

poison from your body.” 

Beyond  them,  Cain  struggled  to  his  feet.  Wind  slammed  into  him  from  all

directions, keeping him trapped in place. 

From  the  far  end  of  the  veranda,  a  gust  of  wind  sent  the  head  of  the  staff rolling in her direction. It clattered to a stop, still a few tantalizing feet away. 

Elena  put  a  hand  on  Celaena’s  forehead.  “Take  it,”  said  the  queen.  Celaena

strained to reach the remnant of the staff, her vision flashing between the sunny veranda  and  the  endless  dark.  Her  shoulder  shifted  slightly,  and  she  stifled  her scream of pain. At last, she felt the smooth carved wood—but also the pain from

her aching fingers. 

“Once the poison is gone, you will not see me. You will not see the demons,” 

said the queen, sketching marks on Celaena’s brow. 

Cain looked to the king as he retrieved his sword. The king nodded. 

Elena held Celaena’s face in her hands. “Do not be afraid.” Beyond the golden

wall  of  light,  the  dead  shrieked  and  moaned  Celaena’s  name.  But  then  Cain—

bearing the shadowy, dark thing that dwelled inside of him—stepped through the

wall as if it were nothing, shattering it completely. 

“Petty tricks, Your Majesty,” Cain said to Elena. “Just petty tricks.” 

Elena was on her feet in an instant, blocking Cain’s path to Celaena. Shadows

rippled  along  the  edges  of  his  form,  and  his  ember-like  eyes  flared.  Cain’s

attention was on Celaena as he said, “You were brought here—all of you were. 

All  the  players  in  the  unfinished  game.  My  friends,”  he  gestured  to  the  dead, 

“have told me so.” 

“Be  gone,”  Elena  barked,  forming  a  symbol  with  her  fingers.  A  bright  blue

light burst from her hands. 

Cain  howled  as  it  bit  into  him,  the  light  slashing  his  shadow-body  into

ribbons. Then it was gone, leaving the swirling crowd of the dead and damned, 

and Elena still before them. They charged, but she blasted them back with that

golden shield, panting through her gritted teeth. Elena then dropped to her knees

and grabbed Celaena by the shoulders. 

“The poison is almost gone,” Elena said. The world grew less dark; Celaena

could see cracks of sunlight. 

Celaena nodded, pain replacing panic. She could feel the coldness of winter, 

feel her aching leg and the warm stickiness of her own blood all over her body. 

Why was Elena here, and what was Nehemia doing at the edge of the circle, her

hands moving about so strangely? 

“Stand,”  Elena  said.  She  was  becoming  translucent.  Her  hands  drifted  from

Celaena’s  cheeks,  and  a  white  light  filled  the  sky.  The  poison  left  Celaena’s body. 

Cain,  once  again  a  man  of  flesh  and  blood,  walked  over  to  the  sprawled

assassin. 

Pain, pain, pain. Pain from her leg, from her head, from her shoulder and arm

and ribs . . . 

“Stand,” Elena whispered again, and was gone. The world appeared. 

Cain was close, not a trace of shadow around him. Celaena lifted the jagged

remnant of the staff in her hand. Her gaze cleared. 

And so, struggling and shaking, Celaena stood. 

Chapter 50

Celaena’s  right  leg  could  barely  support  her,  but  she  gritted  her  teeth  and  rose. 

She squared her shoulders as Cain halted. 

The wind caressed her face and swept her hair behind her in a billowing sheet

of  gold.  I  will  not  be  afraid.   A  mark  burned  on  her  forehead  in  blinding  blue light. 

“What’s that on your face?” Cain asked. The king rose, his brows narrowed, 

and nearby, Nehemia gasped. 

With  her  aching,  almost  useless  arm,  she  wiped  the  blood  from  her  mouth. 

Cain growled as he swung his sword, making to behead her. 

Celaena shot forward, as fast as an arrow of Deanna. 

Cain’s  eyes  went  wide  as  she  buried  the  jagged  end  of  the  staff  in  his  right side, exactly where Chaol had said he would be unguarded. 

Blood poured onto her hands as she yanked it out, and Cain staggered back, 

clutching his ribs. 

She forgot pain, forgot fear, forgot the tyrant who stared at the burning mark

on  her  head  with  dark  eyes.  She  leapt  back  a  step  and  sliced  open  Cain’s  arm with the broken end of the staff, ripping through muscle and sinew. He swatted

at her with his other arm, but she moved aside, cutting the limb as well. 

He  lunged,  but  she  dashed  away.  Cain  sprawled  upon  the  ground.  She

slammed  her  foot  into  his  back,  and  as  he  lifted  his  head,  he  found  the  knife-sharp remnant of the staff pressed against his neck. 

“Move, and I’ll spill your throat on the ground,” she said, her jaw aching. 

Cain went still, and for a moment, she could have sworn his eyes glowed like

coals. For a heartbeat, she considered killing him right there, so he couldn’t tell

anyone what he knew—about her, about her parents, about the Wyrdmarks and

their power. If the king knew any of that . . . Her hand trembled with the effort to

keep  from  driving  the  spearhead  into  his  neck,  but  Celaena  lifted  her  bruised face to the king. 

The  councilmen  began  nervously  clapping.  None  of  them  had  seen  the

spectacle;  none  of  them  had  seen  the  shadows  in  the  gusting  wind.  The  king

looked her over, and Celaena willed herself to remain upright, to stand tall as he

judged.  She  felt  each  second  of  silence  like  a  blow  to  her  gut.  Was  he

considering  whether  there  was  a  way  out?  After  what  seemed  to  be  a  lifetime, the king spoke. 

“My son’s Champion is the victor,” the king growled. The world spun beneath

her feet. 

She’d won. She’d won. She was free—or as close to it as she could come. She would become the King’s Champion, and then she would be free . . . 

It came crashing down upon her, and Celaena dropped the bloody remnant of

the  staff  on  the  ground  as  she  removed  her  foot  from  Cain’s  back.  She  limped away,  her  breathing  hard  and  ragged.  She’d  been  saved.  Elena  had  saved  her. 

And she had . . . she had won. 

Nehemia was exactly where she’d been standing before, smiling faintly, only

—

The princess collapsed, and her bodyguards rushed to her side. Celaena made

a move to her friend, but her legs gave out, and she fell to the tiles. Dorian, as if

released  from  a  spell,  dashed  to  her,  throwing  himself  to  his  knees  beside  her, murmuring her name again and again. 

But  she  barely  heard  him.  Huddled  on  the  ground,  hot  tears  slid  down

Celaena’s face. She’d won. Through the pain, Celaena began laughing. 

•

As  the  assassin  laughed  quietly  to  herself,  head  bowed  to  the  ground,  Dorian surveyed her body. The cut along her thigh wouldn’t stop bleeding, her arm hung

limp,  and  her  face  and  arms  were  a  patchwork  of  cuts  and  rapidly  forming

bruises. Cain, his features set with fury, stood not too far behind, blood seeping

through his fingers as he clutched his side. Let him suffer. 

“She needs a healer,” he said to his father. The king said nothing. “You, boy,” 

Dorian snapped to a page. “Fetch a healer—as fast as you can!” Dorian found it

difficult to breathe. He should have stopped it when Cain first hit her. He should

have  done  something  other  than  watch  when  she  had  so  clearly  been  drugged. 

She  would  have  helped  him;  she  wouldn’t  have  hesitated.  Chaol,  even,  had

helped her—he’d knelt down beside the edge of the ring. And who had drugged

her? 

Carefully  putting  his  arms  around  Celaena,  Dorian  glanced  toward  Kaltain

and Perrington. In doing so, he missed the look exchanged between Cain and his

father. The soldier pulled out his dagger. 

But Chaol saw. Cain raised his dagger to strike the girl in the back. 

Without  thinking,  without  understanding,  Chaol  leapt  between  them  and

plunged his sword through Cain’s heart. 

Blood erupted everywhere, showering Chaol’s arms, his head, his clothes. The

blood reeked, somehow, of death and decay. Cain fell, hitting the ground hard. 

The  world  became  silent.  Chaol  watched  the  last  breath  issue  from  Cain’s

mouth, watched him die. When it was over and Cain’s eyes stopped seeing him, 

Chaol’s sword clattered to the ground. He dropped to his knees beside Cain, but

didn’t touch him. What had he done? 

Chaol couldn’t stop staring at his blood-soaked hands. He’d killed him. 

“Chaol,” Dorian breathed. In his arms, Celaena had gone utterly still. 

“What have I done?” Chaol asked him. Celaena made a small noise and began

shaking. 

Two guards helped lift him up, but Chaol could only stare at his bloody hands

as they helped him away. 

Dorian  watched  his  friend  disappear  into  the  castle,  and  then  returned  to  the assassin. His father was already yelling about something. 

She  trembled  so  badly  that  her  wounds  leaked  further.  “He  shouldn’t  have

killed him . . . Now he—he . . .” She let out a gasping breath. “She saved me,” 

she said, burying her face in his chest. “Dorian, she took the poison out of me. 

She—she . . . Oh, gods, I don’t even know what happened.” Dorian had no idea

what she was speaking about, but he held her tighter. 

Dorian felt the eyes of the council upon them, weighing and considering every

word  out  of  her  mouth,  every  move  or  reaction  of  his.  Damning  the  council  to hell,  Dorian  kissed  her  hair.  The  mark  on  her  brow  had  faded.  What  had  that meant? What had any of it meant? Cain had touched a nerve in her today—when

he  had  mentioned  her  parents,  she’d  lost  control  entirely.  He’d  never  seen  her that wild, that frantic. 

He hated himself for not acting, for standing like a damned coward. He would

make it up to her—he would see to it that she was freed, and after that . . . After

that . . . 

She  didn’t  fight  him  when  he  carried  her  to  her  rooms,  instructing  the

physician to follow. 

He was done with politics and intrigue. He loved her, and no empire, no king, 

and no earthly fear would keep him from her. No, if they tried to take her from

him,  he’d  rip  the  world  apart  with  his  bare  hands.  And  for  some  reason,  that didn’t terrify him. 
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Kaltain  watched  in  despair  and  bewilderment  as  Dorian  carried  the  weeping

assassin in his arms. How had she beaten Cain, when she’d been drugged? Why

was she not dead? 

Seated  beside  the  glowering  king,  Perrington  fumed.  The  councilmen

scribbled  on  paper.  Kaltain  drew  the  empty  vial  from  her  pocket.  Hadn’t  the

duke given her enough bloodbane to seriously impair the assassin? Why wasn’t

Dorian  crying  over  her  corpse?  Why  wasn’t  she  holding  Dorian,  comforting

him? The pain in her head erupted, so violent that her vision went obsidian, and

she stopped thinking clearly. 

Kaltain  approached  the  duke  and  hissed  in  his  ear.  “I  thought  you  said  this would work.” She fought to keep her voice in a whisper. “I thought you said this

damned drug would work!” 

The king and the duke stared at her, and the councilmen exchanged glances as

Kaltain straightened. Then, slowly, the duke rose from his seat. “What is that in

your hand?” the duke asked a bit too loudly. 

“You know what it is!” she seethed, still trying to keep her voice down, even

as  the  pain  in  her  head  turned  into  a  thunderous  roar.  She  could  scarcely  think straight; she could only answer to the fury inside of her. “The damned poison I

gave her,” she murmured so only Perrington could hear. 

“Poison?” Perrington asked, so loud Kaltain’s eyes grew wide. “You poisoned

her? Why would you do that?” He motioned to three guards. 

Why did the king not speak? Why did he not come to her aid? Perrington had

given  her  the  poison  based  on  the  king’s  command,  hadn’t  he?  The  council

members looked at her accusingly, whispering among themselves. 

“You gave it to me!” she said to the duke. 

Perrington’s orange brows furrowed. “What are you talking about?” 

Kaltain started forward. “You scheming son of a harlot!” 

“Restrain her, please,” the duke said, blandly, calmly—as if she were no more

than a hysterical servant. As if she were nobody. 

“I told you,” the duke said into the king’s ear, “that she’d do anything to get

the Cro—” The words were lost as she was dragged away. There was nothing—

no emotion at all—in the duke’s face. He had played her for a fool. 

Kaltain  struggled  against  the  guards.  “Your  Majesty,  please!  His  Grace  told me that  you—” 

The duke merely looked away. 

“I’ll  kill  you!”  she  screamed  at  Perrington.  She  turned  to  the  king, 

beseechingly,  but  he,  too,  looked  away,  his  face  crumpled  with  distaste.  He

wouldn’t  listen  to  anything  she  said,  no  matter  what  the  truth  was.  Perrington had been planning this for too long. And she’d played right into his hands. He’d

acted the besotted fool only to plunge a dagger into her back. 

Kaltain  kicked  and  thrashed  against  the  guards’  grip,  but  the  king’s  table

became  smaller  and  smaller.  As  she  reached  the  doors  to  the  castle,  the  duke grinned at her, and her dreams shattered. 

Chapter 51

The  next  morning,  Dorian  kept  his  chin  high  as  his  father  stared  at  him.  He didn’t  lower  his  gaze,  no  matter  how  many  silent  seconds  ticked  by.  After  his father  had  allowed  Cain  to  toy  with  and  hurt  Celaena  for  so  long,  when  she’d clearly  been  drugged  .  .  .  It  was  a  miracle  Dorian  hadn’t  snapped  yet,  but  he needed this audience with his father. 

“Well?” asked the king at last. 

“I wish to know what will happen to Chaol. For killing Cain.” 

His father’s black eyes gleamed. “What do  you think should happen to him?” 

“Nothing,”  said  Dorian.  “I  think  he  killed  him  to  defend  Cel—to  defend  the

assassin.” 

“You think the life of an assassin is worth more than that of a soldier?” 

Dorian’s  sapphire  gaze  darkened.  “No,  but  I  believe  there  was  no  honor  in

stabbing  her  in  the  back  after  she’d  won.”  And  if  he  ever  found  out  that

Perrington or his father had sanctioned it, or somehow played a hand in Kaltain

drugging her . . . Dorian’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. 

“Honor?” The King of Adarlan stroked his beard. “And would you have slain

me if I tried to kill her in such a manner?” 

“You’re my father,” he said carefully. “I would trust that the choice you made

was correct.” 

“What a cunning liar you are! Almost as good as Perrington.” 

“So you won’t punish Chaol?” 

“I see no reason why I should rid myself of a perfectly capable Captain of the

Guard.” 

Dorian sighed. “Thank you, Father.” The gratitude in his eyes was genuine. 

“Is there anything else?” asked the king offhandedly. 


“I—” Dorian glanced at the window, then back at his father, steeling his nerve

once more. The second reason he’d come. “I want to know what you’re going to

do with the assassin,” he said, and his father smiled in a way that made Dorian’s

blood run cold. 

“The assassin . . . ,” his father mused. “She was rather disgraceful at the duel; 

I don’t know if I can have a blubbering woman as my Champion, poison or no. 

If she’d been  really good, she would have noticed the poison before she drank. 

Perhaps I should send her back to Endovier.” 

Dorian’s  temper  flared  with  dizzying  speed.  “You’re  wrong  about  her,”  he

began, but then shook his head. “You’ll not see her otherwise, no matter what I

tell you.” 

“Why should I see an assassin as anything but a monster? I brought her here to do my bidding, not to meddle in the life of my son and empire.” 

Dorian bared his teeth. He’d never dared look at his father like this. It thrilled

him,  and  as  his  father  slowly  sat  down,  Dorian  wondered  if  the  king  was

considering whether he had become a genuine concern. To Dorian’s surprise, he

realized  that  he  didn’t  care.  Perhaps  the  time  had  come  for  him  to  start

questioning his father. 

“She’s  not  a  monster,”  Dorian  said.  “Everything  she’s  done,  she  did  to

survive.” 

“Survive?  Is  that  the  lie  she  told  you?  She  could  have  done  anything  to

survive, but she  chose killing. She  enjoyed killing. She has you at her beck and call,  doesn’t  she?  Oh,  how  clever  she  is!  What  a  politician  she’d  have  made  if she had been born a man!” 

A  deep-throated  growl  rippled  from  Dorian.  “You  don’t  know  what  you’re

talking about. I have no attachment to her.” 

But in that one sentence, Dorian made his mistake, and he knew that his father

had  found  his  new  weak  spot:  the  overwhelming  terror  that  Celaena  would  be

ripped from him. His hands slackened at his sides. 

The  King  of  Adarlan  looked  at  the  Crown  Prince.  “I  shall  send  her  my

contract  whenever  I  get  around  to  it.  Until  then,  you’d  do  well  to  keep  your mouth shut about it, boy.” 

Dorian  drowned  in  the  cold  rage  that  lay  inside  of  him.  Yet  an  image  came

vividly  to  his  mind:  Nehemia  handing  Celaena  her  staff  at  the  duel.  Nehemia

was  no  fool;  like  him,  she  knew  that  symbols  held  a  special  kind  of  power. 

Though Celaena might be his father’s Champion, she’d gained the title using a

weapon from Eyllwe. And while Nehemia might be playing a game that she had

no chance of winning, Dorian couldn’t deny that he greatly admired the princess

for daring to play in the first place. 

Perhaps he might someday work up the nerve to demand retribution for what

his father had done to those rebels in Eyllwe. Not today. Not yet. But maybe he

could make a start. 

So  he  faced  his  father,  and  kept  his  head  held  high  as  he  said,  “Perrington wishes  to  use  Nehemia  as  some  sort  of  hostage  in  order  to  make  the  Eyllwe

rebels obey.” 

His  father  cocked  his  head.  “Does  he  now?  It’s  an  interesting  idea.  Do  you

agree?” 

Though  Dorian’s  palms  began  sweating,  he  schooled  his  features  into

neutrality as he said, “No, I don’t. I think we’re better than that.” 

“Are  we?  Do  you  know  how  many  soldiers  and  supplies  I’ve  lost  thanks  to

those rebels?” 

“I do, but to use Nehemia like that is too risky. The rebels might use it to gain

allies  in  other  kingdoms.  And  Nehemia  is  beloved  by  her  people.  If  you’re

worried  about  losing  soldiers  and  supplies,  then  you’ll  lose  far  more  if

Perrington’s plan ignites a full-on rebellion in Eyllwe. We’d be better off trying

to win over Nehemia—trying to work with her to get the rebels to back off. That

won’t happen if we hold her hostage.” 

Silence  fell,  and  Dorian  tried  not  to  fidget  as  his  father  studied  him.  Every heartbeat felt like a hammer striking his body. 

At last, his father nodded. “I shall order Perrington to stop his planning, then.” 

Dorian  almost  sagged  with  relief,  but  he  kept  his  face  blank,  kept  his  words steady as he said, “Thank you for hearing me out.” 

His father didn’t reply, and without waiting for his dismissal, the prince turned

on his heel and left. 

•

Celaena tried not to wince at the pain that shot through her shoulder and leg as

she awoke. Swaddled in blankets and bandages, she glanced at the clock on the

mantelpiece. It was almost one in the afternoon. 

Her jaw hurt as she opened her mouth. Celaena didn’t need a mirror to know

that she was covered in nasty bruises. She frowned, and her face throbbed at the

movement. Undoubtedly, she looked hideous. She tried unsuccessfully to sit up. 

Everything hurt. 

Her  arm  was  in  a  sling,  and  her  thigh  stung  as  her  legs  moved  under  the

covers.  She  didn’t  remember  much  of  what  had  happened  after  the  duel

yesterday, but at least she wasn’t dead—either by Cain or the king’s order. 

Her dreams last night had been filled with Nehemia and Elena—though, more

often than not, they disappeared into visions of demons and the dead. And those

things Cain had said. The nightmares were so terrible that Celaena barely slept, 

despite  her  pain  and  exhaustion.  She  wondered  what  had  become  of  Elena’s

amulet.  She  had  a  feeling  the  nightmares  were  due  to  its  absence,  and  wished repeatedly for it to be restored to her, even though Cain was now dead. 

The  door  to  her  chambers  opened,  and  she  found  Nehemia  standing  in  the

doorway.  The  princess  only  smiled  slightly  at  her  as  she  closed  the  bedroom

door and approached. Fleetfoot lifted her head, her tail slapping against the bed

as she wagged it in earnest. 

“Hello,” Celaena said in Eyllwe. 

“How  are  you  feeling?”  Nehemia  replied  in  the  common  tongue,  without  a

hint  of  her  accent.  Fleetfoot  climbed  over  Celaena’s  sore  legs  to  greet  the

princess. 

“Exactly how I look,” Celaena said, her mouth aching at the movement. 

Nehemia  took  a  seat  on  the  edge  of  the  mattress.  As  it  shifted  beneath  her, Celaena winced. Recovery wasn’t going to be easy. Fleetfoot, done licking and

sniffing at Nehemia, curled up in a ball between them and went to sleep. Celaena

buried her fingers in her velvet-soft ears. 

“I  won’t  waste  time  dancing  around  the  truth,”  Nehemia  said.  “I  saved  your

life at the duel.” 

She had a hazy memory of Nehemia’s fingers making strange symbols in the

air.  “I  didn’t  hallucinate  all  of  that?  And—and  you  saw  everything,  too?” 

Celaena  tried  to  sit  up  a  little  higher,  but  found  it  too  painful  to  even  move  an inch. 

“No, you didn’t,” the princess said. “And yes, I saw everything that you saw; 

my gifts enable me to see what others normally cannot. Yesterday, the bloodbane

Kaltain put in your wine made you see it, too: what lurks beyond the veil of this

world. I don’t think Kaltain intended that effect, but it reacted to your blood in

that way. Magic calls to magic.” Celaena shifted uncomfortably at the words. 

“Why  did  you  pretend  to  not  understand  our  language  all  these  months?” 

Celaena asked, eager to change the subject, but also wondering why the question

stung as much as her wounds. 

“It  was  originally  a  defense,”  Nehemia  said,  gently  setting  her  hand  on

Celaena’s good arm. “You’d be surprised how much people are willing to reveal

when they think you can’t understand them. But with each day that I pretended

to not know anything, being around you became harder and harder.” 

“But why make me give you lessons?” 

Nehemia looked up at the ceiling. “Because I wanted a friend. Because I liked

you.” 

“So you truly were reading that book when I came across you in the library.” 

Nehemia nodded. “I . . . I was doing research. On the Wyrdmarks, as you call

them  in  your  language.  I  lied  to  you  when  I  said  I  didn’t  know  anything  about them. I know all about them. I know how to read them—and how to use them. 

My entire family does, but we keep it a secret, passed down from generation to

generation.  They  are   only  to  be  used  as  a  last  defense  against  evil,  or  in  the gravest  of  illnesses.  And  here,  with  magic  banned  .  .  .  well,  even  though  the Wyrdmarks  are  a  different  kind  of  power,  I’m  sure  that  if  people  discovered  I was using them, I’d be imprisoned for it.” 

Celaena  tried  to  sit  up  straighter,  cursing  herself  for  being  unable  to  move without wanting to faint from pain. “You were using them?” 

Nehemia  nodded  gravely.  “We  keep  them  a  secret  because  of  the  terrible

power that they wield. Terrible, in that it can be used for good or evil—though most have used their power for wicked deeds. Since the moment I arrived here, I

was aware that someone was using the Wyrdmarks to call forth demons from the

Otherworlds—realms beyond our realm. That fool Cain knew enough about the

Wyrdmarks to summon the creatures, but didn’t know how to control them and

send  them  back.  I’ve  spent  months  banishing  and  destroying  the  creatures  he

summoned; that is why I’ve sometimes been so absent.” 

Shame  burned  on  Celaena’s  cheeks.  How  could  she  ever  have  believed

Nehemia  was  the  one  killing  the  Champions?  Celaena  lifted  her  right  hand  so

she could see the scars on it. “That was why you didn’t ask questions the night

my hand was bitten. You—you used the Wyrdmarks to heal me.” 

“I  still  don’t  know  how  or  where  you  came  across  the  ridderak—but  I  think

that’s  a  tale  for  another  time.”  Nehemia  clicked  her  tongue.  “The  marks  you

found under your bed were drawn by me.” Celaena jolted a bit at that. She hissed

as her body gave a collective, miserable throb of pain. 

“Those symbols are for protection. You have no idea what a nuisance it was to

have  to  keep  redrawing  them  every  time  you  washed  them  away.”  A  smile

tugged on the edges of Nehemia’s full lips. “Without them, I think the ridderak

would have been drawn to you far sooner.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  Cain  hated  you,  of  course.  And  wanted  to  eliminate  you  from  the

competition. I wish he weren’t dead, so I might ask him where he learned to rip

open  portals  like  that.  When  the  poison  made  you  hover  between  worlds,  his

very presence somehow brought those creatures to the In-Between to shred you

apart. Though after all he’s done, I think he deserved Chaol running him through

like that.” 

Celaena  looked  toward  the  bedroom  door.  She  still  hadn’t  seen  Chaol  since

yesterday. Had the king punished him for all that he had done to help her? 

“That  man  cares  for  you  more  than  either  of  you  realize,”  Nehemia  said,  a

smile in her voice. Celaena’s face burned. 

Nehemia cleared her throat. “I suppose you wish to know how I saved you.” 

“If you’re so willing,” Celaena said, and the princess grinned. 

“With the Wyrdmarks, I was able to open a portal into one of the realms of the

Otherworld—and let through Elena, first queen of Adarlan.” 

“You know her?” Celaena raised an eyebrow. 

“No—but she answered my call for help. Not all realms are full of darkness

and  death.  Some  are  filled  with  creatures  of  good—beings  that,  if  our  need  is great enough, will follow us into Erilea to help in our task. She heard your plea

for help long before I opened the portal.” 

“Is it . . . is it possible to  go to these other worlds?” Celaena vaguely recalled the Wyrdgates that she’d stumbled across in that book months and months ago. 

Nehemia  studied  her  carefully.  “I  don’t  know.  My  schooling  isn’t  yet

completed. But the queen was both in and not in this world. She was in the In-

Between, where she could not fully cross over, nor could the creatures that you

saw. It takes an enormous amount of power to open a true portal to let something

through—and even then, the portal will close after a moment. Cain could open it

long enough for the ridderak to come through, but then it would shut. So I had to

open it long enough to send it  back. We’ve been playing a cat-and-mouse game

for  months.”  She  rubbed  her  temples.  “You  have  no  idea  how  exhausting  it’s

been.” 

“Cain summoned all of those things at the duel, didn’t he?” 

Nehemia contemplated the question. “Perhaps. They might have already been

waiting.” 

“But I could only see them because of the bloodbane that Kaltain gave me?” 

“I don’t know, Elentiya.” Nehemia sighed and stood. “All I know is that Cain

knew the secrets of my people’s power—power that has long been forgotten in

the lands of the North. And that troubles me.” 

“At least he’s dead,” Celaena offered, then swallowed. “But . . . but in that . . . 

place—Cain didn’t look like Cain. He looked like a demon. Why?” 

“Perhaps  the  evil  he  kept  summoning  seeped  into  his  soul  and  twisted  him

into something he was not.” 

“He  talked  about  me.  Like  he  knew  everything.”  Celaena  clenched  the

blankets. 

Something  flickered  in  Nehemia’s  gaze.  “Sometimes,  the  wicked  will  tell  us

things just to confuse us—to haunt our thoughts long after we’ve faced them. He

would  be  delighted  to  know  you’re  still  fretting  over  whatever  nonsense  he

said.” Nehemia patted her hand. “Don’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that

he’s still troubling you; put those thoughts from your mind.” 

“At least the king doesn’t know about any of this; I can’t imagine what he’d

do if he had access to that kind of power.” 

“I  can  imagine  a  great  deal,”  Nehemia  said  softly.  “Do  you  know  what  the

Wyrdmark is that burned on your forehead?” 

Celaena stiffened. “No. Do you?” 

Nehemia  gave  her  a  weighing  look.  “No,  I  do  not.  But  I  have  seen  it  there before. It seems to be a part of you. And I do worry what the king thinks of it. 

It’s  a  miracle  he  hasn’t  questioned  it  further.”  Celaena’s  blood  went  cold,  and Nehemia quickly added, “Don’t worry. If he wanted to question you, he would

have done it already.” 

Celaena let out a shuddering breath. “Why are you really here, Nehemia?” 

The princess was quiet for a moment. “I will not claim ties of allegiance to the

King  of  Adarlan.  You  know  this  already.  And  I’m  not  afraid  to  tell  you  that  I came to Rifthold only for the excellent view it offered of his movements—of his

plans.” 

“You truly came here to spy?” Celaena whispered. 

“If you want to put it that way. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for my country

—no  sacrifice  too  great  to  keep  my  people  alive  and  out  of  slavery,  to  keep another massacre from happening.” Pain flickered across her eyes. 

Celaena’s heart twisted. “You’re the bravest person I’ve ever met.” 

Nehemia stroked Fleetfoot’s coat. “My love for Eyllwe drowns out my fear of

the  King  of  Adarlan.  But  I  will  not  involve  you,  Elentiya.”  Celaena  almost

sighed  with  relief,  though  it  shamed  her  to  feel  that  way.  “Our  paths  might  be entwined, but . . . but I think you must continue to travel your own road for now. 

Adjust to your new position.” 

Celaena  nodded  and  cleared  her  throat.  “I  won’t  tell  anyone  about  your

powers.” 

Nehemia smiled sadly. “And there shall be no more secrets between us. When

you are better, I’d like to hear how you got entangled with Elena.” She glanced

down at Fleetfoot. “Do you mind if I take her for a walk? I need to feel the wind

on my face today.” 

“Of course,” Celaena said. “She’s been cooped up here all morning.” 

As if the dog understood, she jumped off the bed and sat at Nehemia’s feet. 

“I’m glad to have you as my friend, Elentiya,” the princess said. 

“I’m  even  gladder  to  have  you  guarding  my  back,”  Celaena  said,  fighting  a

yawn.  “Thank  you  for  saving  my  life.  Twice  now,  actually.  Or  perhaps  more.” 

Celaena frowned. “Do I even want to know how many times you secretly saved

me from one of Cain’s creatures?” 

“Not if you want to sleep tonight.” Nehemia kissed the top of her head before

walking  to  the  door,  Fleetfoot  in  tow.  The  princess  paused  in  the  doorway, 

though,  and  tossed  something  to  Celaena.  “This  belongs  to  you.  One  of  my

guards picked it up after the duel.” It was the Eye of Elena. 

Celaena wrapped a hand around the hard metal of the amulet. “Thank you.” 

When Nehemia had left, Celaena smiled, despite all that she had just learned, 

and  closed  her  eyes.  The  amulet  gripped  in  her  hand,  she  slept  more  soundly than she had in months. 

Chapter 52

Celaena awoke the next day, unsure what time it was. There had been a knock on

her door, and she blinked the sleep from her eyes in time to see Dorian enter. He

stared at her for a moment from the doorway, and she managed a smile. “Hello,” 

she  said  hoarsely.  She  remembered  him  carrying  her,  holding  her  down  as  the

healers stitched her leg . . . 

He  came  forward,  his  steps  heavy.  “You  look  even  worse  today,”  he

whispered. Despite the pain, Celaena sat up. 

“I’m fine,” she lied. She wasn’t. Cain had cracked one of her ribs, and it ached

every time she breathed. He clenched his jaw, staring out the window. “What’s

the matter with you?” she asked. She tried to reach out to grab his jacket, but it

hurt too much and he was too far. 

“I—I  don’t  know,”  he  said.  The  vacant,  lost  look  in  his  eyes  increased  the

tempo of her heart. “I haven’t been able to sleep since the duel.” 

“Here,” she said as gently as she could, patting a space beside her. “Come sit.” 

Obediently,  he  sat,  though  he  kept  his  back  to  her  as  he  put  his  head  in  his hands  and  took  several  deep  breaths.  Celaena  gingerly  touched  his  back.  He

stiffened,  and  she  almost  pulled  away.  But  his  spine  relaxed,  and  he  continued his controlled breathing. “Are you ill?” she asked. 

“No,” he mumbled. 

“Dorian. What happened?” 

“What do you mean, ‘what happened’?” he said, keeping his face in his hands. 

“One  minute,  you  were  walloping  Grave,  and  the  next,  Cain  was  beating  the

living daylights out of you—” 

“You lost sleep because of  that?” 

“I can’t—I can’t . . .” He groaned. She gave him a moment, letting him sort

through his thoughts. “I’m sorry,” he said, removing his hands from his face and

straightening. She nodded. She wouldn’t push him. “How are you truly feeling?” 

The fear still lay beneath his words. 

“Awful,” she said cautiously. “And I suspect I look as bad as I feel.” 

He  smiled  slightly.  He  was  trying  to  fight  it—whatever  feeling  had  been

hounding  him.  “I’ve  never  seen  you  look  lovelier.”  He  eyed  the  bed.  “Do  you mind if I lie down? I’m exhausted.” 

She didn’t object as he removed his boots and unbuttoned his jacket. With a

groan,  he  stretched  out  beside  her,  putting  his  hands  on  his  stomach.  She

watched  him  close  his  eyes  and  let  out  a  long  breath  through  his  nose.  Some semblance of normalcy returned to his face. 

“How’s Chaol?” she asked, tensing. She remembered the spray of blood and his staring, horrified face. 

Dorian opened an eye. “He’ll be fine. He took yesterday and today off. I think

he needs it.” Celaena’s heart tightened. “You shouldn’t feel responsible,” he said, 

turning onto his side to look directly into her face. “He did what he saw fit.” 

“Yes, but—” 

“No,” insisted Dorian. “Chaol knew what he was doing.” He brushed a finger

down her cheek. His finger was icy, but she held in her shiver. “I’m sorry,” he

said again, taking his finger from her face. “I’m sorry I didn’t save you.” 

“What are you talking about?  That is what you’ve been agonizing over?” 

“I’m  sorry  I  didn’t  stop  Cain  the  moment  I  knew  something  was  wrong. 

Kaltain drugged you, and I should have known—I should have found a way to

prevent her from doing it. And when I realized you were hallucinating, I . . . I’m

sorry I didn’t find a way to stop it.” 

Green  skin  and  yellow  fangs  flashed  before  her  eyes,  and  Celaena’s  aching

fingers curled into a fist. “You shouldn’t be sorry,” she said, not wanting to speak

about the horrors that she’d seen, or of Kaltain’s treachery, or what Nehemia had

confided  in  her.  “You  did  as  anyone  would  have—should  have  done.  If  you’d

interfered, I would have been disqualified.” 

“I should have sliced Cain open the moment he laid a hand on you. Instead, I

stood  there  as  Chaol  knelt  at  the  sidelines.  I  should  have  been  the  one  to  kill Cain.” 

The  demons  faded,  and  a  smirk  spread.  “You’re  starting  to  sound  like  an

assassin, my friend.” 

“Perhaps I spend too much time around you.” Celaena moved her head from

the pillow to rest in the soft space between his shoulder and chest. Heat rushed

through  her.  Though  her  body  almost  seized  up  in  agony  as  she  turned  over, 

Celaena put her injured hand on his stomach. Dorian’s breath was warm on her

head,  and  she  smiled  as  he  brought  his  arm  around  her,  cupping  her  shoulder. 

They were silent for a while. 

“Dorian,”  she  began,  and  he  flicked  her  on  the  nose.  “Ow,”  she  said, 

wrinkling  her  nose.  Though  her  face  was  peppered  with  bruises,  miraculously, 

Cain hadn’t marred her in any permanent way, though the cut on the leg would

leave yet another scar. 

“Yes?” he said, resting his chin on her head. 

She listened to the sound of his heart beating, the steadiness of it. “When you

retrieved me from Endovier—did you actually think I’d win?” 

“Of course. Why else would I have bothered to journey so far to find you?” 

She  snorted  onto  his  chest,  but  he  gently  lifted  her  chin.  His  eyes  were

familiar—like something she’d forgotten. “I knew you’d win the moment I met you,”  he  whispered,  and  her  heart  writhed  as  she  understood  what  lay  before

them. “Though I’ll admit that I didn’t quite see  this coming. And . . . no matter how frivolous and twisted that competition was, I’m grateful it brought you into

my life. As long as I live, I’ll always be thankful for that.” 

“Do you intend to make me cry, or are you just foolish?” 

Dorian leaned forward and kissed her. It made her jaw hurt. 

•

Seated  on  his  glass  throne,  the  King  of  Adarlan  stroked  Nothung’s  pommel. 

Perrington knelt before him, waiting. Let him wait. 

Though the assassin was his Champion, he had yet to send her contract. She

was  close  with  both  his  son  and  Princess  Nehemia;  would  appointing  her

somehow be a risk? 

But the Captain of the Guard trusted the assassin well enough to save her life. 

The king’s face became like stone. He wouldn’t punish Chaol Westfall—if only

to  avoid  Dorian  raising  hell  in  the  captain’s  defense.  If  only  Dorian  had  been born a soldier, not a reader. 

But there was a man somewhere in Dorian—a man who could be honed into a

warrior.  Perhaps  a  few  months  at  the  battlefront  would  do  him  some  good.  A

helmet  and  a  sword  could  do  wondrous  things  to  a  young  man’s  temperament. 

And after that show of will and power in his throne room . . . Dorian could be a

strong general, if he was pushed. 

And as for the assassin . . . once her injuries were healed, what better person

to have at his bidding? Besides, there were no others in whom he could place his

trust. Celaena Sardothien was his best and only choice now that Cain was dead. 

The  king  traced  a  mark  on  the  glass  arm  of  his  seat.  He  was  well  versed  in Wyrdmarks, but he’d never seen one like hers. He would find out. And if it were

an  indication  of  some  fell  deed  or  prophecy,  he’d  have  the  girl  hanging  by

nightfall.  Seeing  her  thrash  about  while  drugged  had  almost  convinced  him  to

order her death. But then he’d felt them—felt the angry and furious eyes of the

dead  .  .  .  Someone  had  interfered  and  saved  her.  And  if  these  creatures  both protected and attacked her . . . 

Perhaps she was not a person to die at his command. Not before he discovered

the  meaning  of  her  mark.  For  now,  though,  he  had  more  important  things  to

worry about. 

“Your  manipulation  of  Kaltain  was  interesting,”  said  the  king  at  last. 

Perrington remained kneeling. “Were you using the power on her?” 

“No; I’ve relaxed it recently, as you suggested,” the duke replied, rotating the

obsidian  ring  around  his  thick  finger.  “Besides,  she  was  starting  to  look noticeably affected—drained and pale, and she even mentioned the headaches.” 

The  treachery  of  Lady  Kaltain  was  disturbing,  but  had  he  known  of

Perrington’s plan to reveal her character—even to prove how easily she’d adapt

to their plans, and how strong her determination ran—he would have prevented

it. Such a public revelation only brought about irritating questions. 

“It was clever of you to experiment on her. She’s become a strong ally—and

still  suspects  nothing  of  our  influence.  I  have  high  hopes  for  this  power,”  the king  confided,  looking  at  his  own  black  ring.  “Cain  proved  the  physical

transformative  effects,  and  Kaltain  proves  the  ability  to  influence  thoughts  and emotions. I would like to test its full ability to hone the minds of a few others.” 

“Part of me wishes Kaltain hadn’t been so susceptible,” grumbled Perrington. 

“She wanted to use me to get to your son, but I don’t want the power to turn her

into  Cain.  Despite  myself,  I  don’t  like  the  thought  of  her  rotting  in  those dungeons for long.” 

“Do  not  fear  for  Kaltain,  my  friend.  She  won’t  remain  in  the  dungeons

forever.  When  the  scandal  has  been  forgotten  and  the  assassin  is  busy  with  my work,  we’ll  make  Kaltain  an  offer  she  can’t  refuse.  But  there  are  ways  of

controlling her, if you think she can’t be trusted.” 

“Let’s first see how the dungeons change her mind,” Perrington said quickly. 

“Of course, of course. It’s only a suggestion.” 

They were silent, and the duke rose. 

“Duke,” the king said, his voice echoing through the chamber. The fire in the

mouth-shaped fireplace flickered, and green light filled the shadows of the room. 

“We  will  soon  have  much  to  do  in  Erilea.  Prepare  yourself.  And  stop  pushing your plan to use the Eyllwe princess—it’s attracting too much attention.” 

The duke only nodded, bowed, and strode out of the chamber. 

Chapter 53

Celaena leaned back in her seat and propped her feet on the table, balancing the

chair precariously on its hind legs. She savored the stretch and release of tension

in  her  stiff  muscles,  and  turned  the  page  in  the  book  she  was  holding  aloft. 

Fleetfoot dozed beneath the table, snoring faintly. Outside, the sunny afternoon

had transformed the snow into dripping, shimmering water that cast light about

the  whole  bedroom.  Her  injuries  had  stopped  being  so  irksome,  but  she  still

couldn’t walk without limping. With any luck, she’d start running again soon. 

It had been a week since the duel. Philippa was already busy with the task of

cleaning  out  Celaena’s  closet  to  accommodate   more  clothing.  All  the  clothing Celaena planned to buy when she was free to venture into Rifthold and do some

shopping  for  herself,  once  she  had  her  outrageous  salary  as  King’s  Champion. 

Which  she’d  hopefully  start  receiving  as  soon  as  she  signed  her  contract  .  .  . 

whenever that would be. 

With Philippa occupied, Nehemia and Dorian had taken to attending her—and

the prince often read aloud to her long into the night. When she finally did sleep, 

her  dreams  were  filled  with  archaic  words  and  long-forgotten  faces,  with

Wyrdmarks  that  glowed  blue,  with  the  king,  and  with  a  dead  army  summoned

from  the  realms  of  Hell.  Upon  waking,  she  did  her  best  to  forget  them—

especially the magic. 

Her doorknob clicked and her heart leapt into her throat. Was it time to finally

sign  her  contract  with  the  king?  But  it  wasn’t  Dorian  or  Nehemia,  not  even  a page. The world stopped when Chaol entered instead. 

Fleetfoot rushed to him, tail wagging. Celaena almost fell out of her chair as

she removed her feet from the table, and winced at the pain that shot through the

wound  on  her  leg.  She  was  standing  in  an  instant,  but  when  she  opened  her

mouth, she had nothing to say. 

After  Chaol  gave  Fleetfoot  a  friendly  rub  on  the  head,  the  dog  trotted  back beneath the table, circled twice, and curled up. 

Why wouldn’t he move from the doorway? Celaena glanced at her nightgown

and blushed as she noticed him staring at her bare legs. 

“How  are  your  injuries?”  he  asked.  His  voice  was  soft—and  she  realized  he

wasn’t  staring  at  the  amount  of  skin  she  was  showing,  but  rather  the  bandage wrapped around her thigh. 

“I’m all right,” she said quickly. “The bandage is just to elicit sympathy now.” 

She tried to smile, but failed. “I—I haven’t seen you in a week.” It had felt like a

lifetime. “Have you . . . Are you all right?” 

His brown eyes met hers. Suddenly, she was back at the duel, prostrate on the ground, Cain laughing behind her, but all she could see, all she could hear, was

Chaol as he knelt and reached for her. Her throat tightened. She had understood

something in that moment. But she couldn’t remember what. Maybe it had been

a hallucination, too. 

“I’m fine,” he said, and she took a step toward him, all too aware of how short

her nightgown was. “I just . . . wanted to apologize for not checking in on you

sooner.” 

She  stopped  barely  a  foot  away  from  him  and  cocked  her  head.  He  wasn’t

wearing his sword. “I’m sure you’ve been busy,” she said. 

He only stood there. She swallowed, and tucked a strand of her unbound hair

behind an ear. She took another step closer to him, now having to tip her head

back to look into his face. His eyes were so sorrowful. She bit her lip. “You—

you saved my life, you know. Twice.” 

Chaol’s brows narrowed slightly. “I did what I had to.” 

“And that’s why I owe you my gratitude.” 

“You don’t owe me anything,” he said, his voice strained. And when his eyes

flickered, her heart tightened. 

She took his hand in hers, but he pulled it away. “I just wanted to see how you

were. I have to go to a meeting,” he said, and she knew he was lying. 

“Thank  you  for  killing  Cain.”  He  stiffened.  “I—I  still  remember  how  it  felt

when I made my first kill. It wasn’t easy.” 

He  dropped  his  gaze  to  the  floor.  “That’s  why  I  can’t  stop  thinking  about  it. 

Because it  was easy. I just took my sword and killed him. I  wanted to kill him.” 

He pinned her with his stare. “He knew about your parents. How?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  she  lied.  She  knew  very  well.  Cain’s  access  to  the

Otherworlds,  to  the  In-Between,  to  whatever  all  that  nonsense  was,  had  given

him the ability to see into her mind, her memories, her soul. Beyond, perhaps. A

chill went through her. 

Chaol’s face softened “I’m sorry they died like that.” 

She shut down everything but her voice as she said, “It was very long ago. It

had been raining, and I thought the dampness on their bed as I climbed in was

from  the  open  window.  I  awoke  the  next  morning  and  realized  it  wasn’t  rain.” 

She took a jagged breath, one that erased the feeling of their blood on her skin. 

“Arobynn Hamel found me soon after that.” 

“I’m still sorry,” he said. 

“It  was  very  long  ago,”  she  repeated.  “I  don’t  even  remember  what  they

looked like.” That was another lie. She remembered every detail of her parents’

faces. “Sometimes, I forget that they ever existed.” 

He nodded, more to confirm that he’d heard her than that he understood. 

“What you did for me, Chaol,” she tried again. “Not even with Cain, but when

you—” 

“I have to go,” he interrupted, and half turned away. 

“Chaol,”  she  said,  grabbing  his  hand  and  whirling  him  to  face  her.  She  only saw  the  haunted  gleam  in  his  eyes  before  she  threw  her  arms  around  his  neck and  held  him  tightly.  He  straightened,  but  she  crushed  her  body  into  his,  even though it still aggravated her wounds to do so. Then, after a moment, his arms

wrapped around her, keeping her close to him, so close that as she shut her eyes

and breathed him in, she couldn’t tell where he ended and she began. 

His  breath  was  warm  on  her  neck  as  he  bent  his  head,  resting  his  cheek

against her hair. Her heart beat so quickly, and yet she felt utterly calm—as if she

could have stayed there forever and not minded, stayed there forever and let the

world fall apart around them. She pictured his fingers, pushing against that line

of chalk, reaching for her despite the barrier between them. 

“Is everything all right?” Dorian’s voice sounded from the doorway. 

Chaol  pulled  away  from  her  so  fast  that  she  nearly  stumbled  back. 

“Everything’s fine,” he said, squaring his shoulders. The air had turned cold, and

Celaena’s  skin  prickled  as  his  warmth  vacated  her  body.  She  had  a  hard  time looking at Dorian as Chaol nodded to the prince and left her chambers. 

Dorian faced her as Chaol left. But Celaena remained watching the door, even

after  Chaol  had  shut  it  behind  him.  “I  don’t  think  he’s  recovered  well  from killing Cain,” Dorian said. 

“Obviously,”  she  snapped.  Dorian  raised  his  brows,  and  she  sighed.  “I’m

sorry.” 

“You two looked like you were in the middle of . . . something,” Dorian said

cautiously. 

“It’s nothing. I just felt bad for him, is all.” 

“I wish he hadn’t run off that quickly. I have some good news.” Her stomach

twisted.  “My  father  stopped  dragging  his  feet  about  drawing  up  your  contract. 

You’re to sign it in his council chamber tomorrow.” 

“You mean—you mean I’m  officially the King’s Champion?” 

“It turns out he doesn’t hate you as much as he let on. It’s a miracle he didn’t

make you wait longer.” Dorian winked. 

Four  years.  Four  years  of  servitude,  and  then  she’d  be  free.  Why  had  Chaol

left  so  soon?  She  looked  to  the  door,  wondering  if  she  could  catch  him  in  the hall. 

Dorian put his hands on her waist. “I suppose this means we’ll be stuck with

each other for a while longer.” He lowered his face to hers. 

He  kissed  her,  but  she  stepped  out  of  his  arms.  “I—Dorian,  I’m  the  King’s Champion.” She choked on a laugh as she said it. 

“Yes,  you  are,”  Dorian  replied,  approaching  her  again.  But  she  kept  her

distance  as  she  looked  out  the  window,  to  the  dazzling  day  beyond.  The  world was wide open—and hers for the taking. She could step over that white line. 

She shifted her gaze to him. “I can’t be with you if I’m the King’s Champion.” 

“Of course you can. We’ll still have to keep it a secret, but—” 

“I have enough secrets. I don’t need another one.” 

“So I’ll find a way to tell my father. And mother.” He winced slightly. 

“To what end? Dorian, I’m your father’s minion. You’re the Crown Prince.” 

It  was  true—and  if  this  relationship  became  something   more,  then  it  would only complicate matters when she eventually left the castle. Not to mention the

complications of being with Dorian while she served as his father’s Champion. 

And  whether  he  admitted  it  or  not,  Dorian  had  his  own  obligations  to  fulfill. 

Though  she  wanted  him,  though  she  cared  for  him,  she  knew  a  lasting

relationship wouldn’t end well. Not when he was the heir to the throne. 

His eyes darkened. “Are you saying that you don’t want to be with me?” 

“I’m saying that . . . that I’m going to leave in four years, and I don’t know

how  this  could  possibly  end  well  for  either  of  us.  I’m  saying  I  don’t  want  to think about the options.” The sunlight warmed her skin, and the weight around

her shoulders drifted away. “I’m saying that in four years, I’m going to be free, 

and I’ve never been free in my entire  life.” Her smile grew. “And I want to know what that feels like.” 

He opened his mouth, but stopped as he beheld her smile. Though she had no

regrets about her choice, she felt something strangely like disappointment when

he said, “As you wish.” 

“But I’d like to remain your friend.” 

He put his hands in his pockets. “Always.” 

She  thought  about  touching  his  arm,  or  about  kissing  his  cheek,  but  “free” 

kept  echoing  through  her  again  and  again  and  again,  and  she  couldn’t  stop

smiling. 

He rolled his neck, and his smile was a bit strained. “I think Nehemia is on her

way here to tell you about the contract. She’ll be mad at me for telling you first; 

apologize for me, will you?” He paused when he opened the door, his hand still

upon  the  knob.  “Congratulations,  Celaena,”  he  said  quietly.  Before  she  could

reply, he shut the door and left. 

Alone, Celaena looked to the window and put a hand on her heart, whispering

the word to herself again and again. 

 Free. 

Chapter 54

Several  hours  later,  Chaol  stared  at  the  door  to  her  dining  room.  He  didn’t entirely  know  what  he  was  doing  back  here.  But  he’d  looked  for  Dorian  in  his rooms, and he hadn’t been there, and he  needed to tell him that things weren’t as they’d seemed when he walked in on them earlier. He glanced at his hands. 

The king had barely said anything to him over the past week, and Cain’s name

hadn’t  been  mentioned  in  any  of  their  meetings.  Not  that  it  would  be,  as  Cain was  little  more  than  a  pawn  in  a  game  to  amuse  the  king,  and  certainly  not  a member of the royal guard. 

But he was still dead. Cain’s eyes would open no more because of him . . . He

would not draw breath because of him . . . His heart had stopped beating because

of him . . . 

Chaol’s hand drifted to where his sword should have been. He’d thrown it in

the  corner  of  his  room  as  soon  as  he’d  returned  from  the  duel  last  week. 

Mercifully, someone had cleaned the blood from it. Perhaps the guards who had

taken Chaol to his chambers and given him a strong drink. They’d sat in silence

until  some  semblance  of  reality  returned,  and  then  left  without  a  word,  not

waiting for Chaol to thank them. 

Chaol ran a hand through his short hair and opened the dining room door. 

Celaena was picking at her dinner, slouched in her seat. Her brows rose. “Two

visits  in  one  day?”  she  said,  setting  down  her  fork.  “To  what  do  I  owe  this pleasure?” 

He frowned. “Where’s Dorian?” 

“Why would Dorian be here?” 

“I thought he usually came here at this hour.” 

“Well, don’t expect to find him here after today.” 

He approached, stopping at the edge of the table. “Why?” 

She popped a piece of bread into her mouth. “Because I ended it.” 

“You did what?” 

“I’m the King’s Champion. Surely you realize how inappropriate it would be

for  me  to  have  a  relationship  with  a  prince.”  Her  blue  eyes  glittered,  and  he wondered  at  the  slight  emphasis  she  put  on   prince,  and  why  it  made  his  heart skip a beat. 

Chaol  fought  his  own  smile.  “I  was  wondering  when  you’d  come  to  your

senses.” Did she fret as he did? Did she constantly think about her blood-covered

hands? But for all of her swaggering, for all of her gloating and parading about

with hands on her hips . . . 

There was still something soft in her face. It gave him hope—hope that he had not lost his soul in the act of killing, hope that humanity could still be found, and

honor could be regained . . . She had come out of Endovier and could still laugh. 

She twirled her hair around a finger. She was still wearing that absurdly short

nightgown, which slid up her thighs as she propped her feet on the edge of the

table. He focused on her face. 

“Would you like to join me?” she asked, gesturing with one hand to the table. 

“It’s a shame for me to celebrate alone.” 

He  looked  at  her,  at  that  half  grin  on  her  face.  Whatever  had  happened  with Cain,  whatever  had  happened  at  the  duel  .  .  .  that  would  haunt  him.  But  right now . . . 

He pulled out the chair in front of him and sat down. She filled a goblet with

wine  and  handed  it  to  him.  “To  four  years  until  freedom,”  she  said,  lifting  her glass. 

He raised his in salute. “To you, Celaena.” 

Their eyes met, and Chaol didn’t hide his smile as she grinned at him. Perhaps

four years with her might not be enough. 

•

Celaena  stood  in  the  tomb,  and  knew  she  was  dreaming.  She  often  visited  the tomb  in  her  dreams—to  slay  the  ridderak  again,  to  be  trapped  inside  Elena’s

sarcophagus,  to  face  a  featureless  young  woman  with  golden  hair  and  a  crown

far too heavy for her to bear—but tonight . . . tonight, it was just her and Elena, 

and the tomb was filled with moonlight, not a sign to be seen of the ridderak’s

corpse. 

“How  are  you  recovering?”  the  queen  asked,  leaning  against  the  side  of  her

own sarcophagus. 

Celaena stayed in the doorway. The queen’s armor was gone, replaced by her

usual flowing gown. None of the fierceness twisted her features, either. “Fine,” 

Celaena said, but glanced down at herself. In this dream world, her injuries were

gone. “I didn’t know you were a warrior,” she said, jerking her chin toward the

stand where Damaris stood. 

“There  are  many  things  history  has  forgotten  about  me.”  Elena’s  blue  eyes

glowed  with  sorrow  and  anger.  “I  fought  on  the  battlefields  during  the  demon wars  against  Erawan—at  Gavin’s  side.  That’s  how  we  fell  in  love.  But  your

legends  portray  me  as  a  damsel  who  waited  in  a  tower  with  a  magic  necklace that would help the heroic prince.” 

Celaena touched the amulet. “I’m sorry.” 

“You could be different,” Elena said quietly. “You could be great. Greater than

me—than any of us.” 

Celaena opened her mouth, but no words came out. 

Elena took a step toward her. “You could rattle the stars,” she whispered. “You

could do anything, if you only dared. And deep down, you know it, too. That’s

what scares you most.” 

She  walked  to  Celaena,  and  it  was  all  the  assassin  could  do  to  keep  from

backing  out  of  the  tomb  and  running  away.  The  queen’s  blazing,  glacier-blue

eyes were as ethereal as her lovely face. “You found and defeated the evil Cain

was bringing into the world. And now you’re the King’s Champion. You did as I

asked.” 

“I did it for my freedom,” Celaena said. Elena gave her a knowing smile that

made her want to scream, but Celaena kept her face blank. 

“So  you  say.  But  when  you  called  for  help—when  the  amulet  snapped,  and

you let your need be felt—you knew someone would answer. You knew  I would

answer.” 

“Why?”  Celaena  dared  ask.  “Why  answer?  Why  do  I  need  to  be  the  King’s Champion?” 

Elena lifted her face toward the moonlight streaming into the tomb. “Because

there are people who need you to save them as much as you yourself need to be

saved,”  she  said.  “Deny  it  all  you  want,  but  there  are  people—your  friends—

who  need  you  here.  Your  friend,  Nehemia,  needs  you  here.  Because  I  was

sleeping—a  long,  endless  sleep—and  I  was  awoken  by  a  voice.  And  the  voice

didn’t  belong  to  one  person,  but  to  many.  Some  whispering,  some  screaming, 

some  not  even  aware  that  they  were  crying  out.  But  they  all  want  the  same

thing.”  She  touched  the  center  of  Celaena’s  forehead.  Heat  flared,  and  a  blue light flashed across Elena’s face as Celaena’s mark burned and then faded. “And

when you are ready—when you start to hear them crying out as well—then you

will know why I came to you, and why I have stood by you, and will continue to

watch over you, no matter how many times you shove me away.” 

Celaena’s eyes stung, and she took a step back toward the hall. 

Elena smiled sadly. “Until that day comes, you’re exactly where you need to

be.  From  the  king’s  side,  you’ll  be  able  to  see  what  needs  to  be  done.  But  for now—enjoy the accomplishment.” 

Celaena  felt  ill  at  the  thought  of  what  else  might  be  asked  of  her,  but  she nodded.  “Fine,”  she  breathed,  making  to  leave,  but  paused  in  the  hall.  She

looked over her shoulder, to where the queen still stood, watching her with those

sad eyes. “Thank you for saving my life.” 

Elena bowed her head. “Blood ties can’t be broken,” she whispered, and then

vanished, her words echoing in the silent tomb. 

Chapter 55

The following day, Celaena approached the glass throne, casting a wary glance

about  the  council  chamber.  It  was  the  same  one  in  which  she’d  seen  the  king those many months ago. A greenish fire burned in the mouthlike fireplace, and

thirteen  men  sat  at  a  long  table,  each  staring  at  her.  But  there  were  no  other Champions left—only her. The victor. Dorian stood beside his father and smiled

at her. 

 Hopefully that’s a good sign. 

Despite the hope his grin provided, she couldn’t ignore the terror that welled

in  her  heart  as  the  king,  with  dark  eyes,  watched  her  walk  forward.  The  gold skirts of her dress were the only sound in the chamber. Celaena kept her hands

pressed against the maroon bodice, trying not to wring them. 

She  stopped,  and  bowed.  Chaol,  standing  beside  her,  did  the  same.  The

captain stood closer to her than he needed to. 

“You have come to sign your contract,” the king said, and his voice made her

bones splinter. 

 How can such a beastly man possess this sort of power over the world? 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” she said as submissively as possible, staring at the man’s

boots. 

“Be  my  Champion,  and  you’ll  find  yourself  a  free  woman.  Four  years  of

service  was  the  bargain  you  set  with  my  son,  though  I  cannot  imagine  why  he felt  the  need  to  bargain  with   you,”  he  said  with  a  deadly  glare  in  Dorian’s direction. Dorian bit his lip, but said nothing. 

Her heart dropped and rose inside of her like a buoy. She would do whatever

the  king  asked—every  foul  mission  he  could  throw  at  her,  and  then  when  the

four years were over, she’d be free to live her own life, without fear of pursuit or

enslavement.  She  could  begin  again—far  away  from  Adarlan.  She  could  go

away and forget this awful kingdom. 

She didn’t know whether to smile, or to laugh, or to nod, or to cry and dance

about. She could live off of her fortune until old age. She wouldn’t have to kill. 

She could say good-bye to Arobynn and leave Adarlan forever. 

“Aren’t you going to thank me?” the king barked. 

She dropped into a low bow, barely able to contain her joy. She had defeated

him—she  had  sinned  against  his  empire  and  now  would  emerge  victorious. 

“Thank  you  for  such  an  honor  and  gift,  Your  Majesty.  I  am  your  humble

servant.” 

The  king  snorted.  “Lying  won’t  help  you.  Bring  the  contract  forward.”  A

councilman dutifully placed a piece of parchment on the table before her. 

She stared at the quill and the blank line where her name was to go. 

The  king’s  eyes  flashed,  but  she  didn’t  bite.  Just  one  sign  of  rebellion,  one movement  of  aggression,  and  he’d  hang  her.  “There  will  be  no  questioning  on

your part. When I tell you to do something, you will do it. I don’t need to explain

myself to you. And if you somehow are caught, you will deny any connection to

me to your last breath. Is that clear?” 

“Perfectly, Your Majesty.” 

He strode from the dais. Dorian started to move, but Chaol shook his head. 

Celaena looked at the floor as the king stopped before her. “Now understand

this,  assassin,”  the  king  said.  She  felt  small  and  frail,  so  close  to  him.  “Should you fail any of my tasks, should you forget to return, you will pay dearly.” The

king’s  voice  became  so  soft  that  even  she  could  barely  hear  it.  “If  you  don’t return  from  the  missions  on  which  I  send  you,  I’ll  have  your  friend,  the

captain”—he paused for emphasis—“killed.” 

Her eyes were wide as she stared at his empty throne. 

“If  you  fail  to  return  after  that,  I’ll  have  Nehemia  killed.  Then,  I’ll  have  her brothers executed. Not long after that, I’ll bury their mother beside them. Don’t

believe  I’m  not  as  cunning  and  stealthy  as  you  are.”  She  could  feel  him  smile. 

“You get the picture, don’t you?” He pulled away. “Sign it.” 

She  looked  at  the  blank  space,  and  what  it  offered.  She  took  a  silent,  long breath, and with a prayer for her soul, she signed. Each letter was harder to form

than the last. Finally, she let the quill drop onto the table. 

“Good.  Now  get  out,”  the  king  said,  pointing  at  the  door.  “I’ll  summon  you

when you’re needed.” 

The king sat on his throne again. Celaena bowed carefully, not taking her stare

from his face. Only for an instant did she glance at Dorian, whose sapphire eyes

gleamed  with  what  she  could  have  sworn  was  sadness  before  he  smiled  at  her. 

She felt Chaol’s hand graze her arm. 

Chaol  would  die.  She  couldn’t  send  him  to  his  death.  Or  the  Ytger  family. 

With feet both heavy and light, she left the chamber. 

Outside, the wind bellowed and raged against the glass spire, but it could do

nothing to shatter the walls. 

•

With each step away from the chamber, the weight on her shoulders lifted. Chaol

remained silent until they entered the stone castle, when he turned to her. 

“Well, Champion,” he said. He still wasn’t wearing his sword. 

“Yes, Captain?” 

The corners of his mouth tugged upward. “Are you happy now?” 

She didn’t fight her own grin. “I may have just signed away my soul, but . . . 

yes. Or as happy as I can be.” 

“Celaena Sardothien, the King’s Champion,” he mused. 

“What about it?” 

“I like the sound of it,” he said, shrugging. “Do you want to know what your

first mission will be?” 

She  looked  at  his  golden-brown  eyes  and  all  of  the  promises  that  lay  within them, and linked her arm with his as she smiled. “Tell me tomorrow.” 
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 For Susan—

 best friends until we’re nothing but dust. 

 (And then some.)
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Part One

 The King’s Champion

Chapter 1

The shutters swinging in the storm winds were the only sign of her entry. No one

had noticed her scaling the garden wall of the darkened manor house, and with

the  thunder  and  the  gusting  wind  off  the  nearby  sea,  no  one  heard  her  as  she shimmied  up  the  drainpipe,  swung  onto  the  windowsill,  and  slithered  into  the

second-floor hallway. 

The  King’s  Champion  pressed  herself  into  an  alcove  at  the  thud  of

approaching steps. Concealed beneath a black mask and hood, she willed herself

to  melt  into  the  shadows,  to  become  nothing  more  than  a  slip  of  darkness.  A servant  girl  trudged  past  to  the  open  window,  grumbling  as  she  latched  it  shut. 

Seconds  later,  she  disappeared  down  the  stairwell  at  the  other  end  of  the  hall. 

The girl hadn’t noticed the wet footprints on the floorboards. 

Lightning flashed, illuminating the hallway. The assassin took a long breath, 

going over the plans she’d painstakingly memorized in the three days she’d been

watching  the  manor  house  on  the  outskirts  of  Bellhaven.  Five  doors  on  each

side. Lord Nirall’s bedroom was the third on the left. 

She  listened  for  the  approach  of  any  other  servants,  but  the  house  remained

hushed as the storm raged around them. 

Silent  and  smooth  as  a  wraith,  she  moved  down  the  hall.  Lord  Nirall’s

bedroom door swung open with a slight groan. She waited until the next rumble

of thunder before easing the door shut behind her. 

Another flash of lightning illuminated two figures sleeping in the four-poster

bed.  Lord  Nirall  was  no  older  than  thirty-five,  and  his  wife,  dark  haired  and beautiful, slept soundly in his arms. What had they done to off end the king so

gravely that he wanted them dead? 

She crept to the edge of the bed. It wasn’t her place to ask questions. Her job

was to obey. Her freedom depended on it. With each step toward Lord Nirall, she

ran through the plan again. 

Her sword slid out of its sheath with barely a whine. She took a shuddering

breath, bracing herself for what would come next. 

Lord  Nirall’s  eyes  flew  open  just  as  the  King’s  Champion  raised  her  sword

over his head. 

Chapter 2

Celaena  Sardothien  stalked  down  the  halls  of  the  glass  castle  of  Rifthold.  The heavy sack clenched in her hand swung with each step, banging every so often

into her knees. Despite the hooded black cloak that concealed much of her face, 

the  guards  didn’t  stop  her  as  she  strode  toward  the  King  of  Adarlan’s  council chamber. They knew very well who she was—and what she did for the king. As

the King’s Champion, she outranked them. Actually, there were few in the castle

she didn’t outrank now. And fewer still who didn’t fear her. 

She  approached  the  open  glass  doors,  her  cloak  sweeping  behind  her.  The

guards posted on either side straightened as she gave them a nod before entering

the  council  chamber.  Her  black  boots  were  nearly  silent  against  the  red  marble floor. 

On the glass throne in the center of the room sat the King of Adarlan, his dark

gaze locked on the sack dangling from her fingers. Just as she had the last three

times, Celaena dropped to one knee before his throne and bowed her head. 

Dorian  Havilliard  stood  beside  his  father’s  throne—and  she  could  feel  his

sapphire eyes fixed on her. At the foot of the dais, always between her and the

royal family, stood Chaol Westfall, Captain of the Guard. She looked up at him

from  the  shadows  of  her  hood,  taking  in  the  lines  of  his  face.  For  all  the expression  he  showed,  she  might  as  well  have  been  a  stranger.  But  that  was

expected,  and  it  was  just  part  of  the  game  they’d  become  so  skilled  at  playing these  past  few  months.  Chaol  might  be  her  friend,  might  be  someone  she’d

somehow come to trust, but he was still captain—still responsible for the royal

lives in this room above all others. The king spoke. 

“Rise.” 

Celaena kept her chin high as she stood and pulled off her hood. 

The king waved a hand at her, the obsidian ring on his finger gleaming in the

afternoon light. “Is it done?” 

Celaena  reached  a  gloved  hand  into  the  sack  and  tossed  the  severed  head

toward  him.  No  one  spoke  as  it  bounced,  a  vulgar  thudding  of  stiff  and  rotting flesh  on  marble.  It  rolled  to  a  stop  at  the  foot  of  the  dais,  milky  eyes  turned toward the ornate glass chandelier overhead. 

Dorian straightened, glancing away from the head. Chaol just stared at her. 

“He put up a fight,” Celaena said. 

The  king  leaned  forward,  examining  the  mauled  face  and  the  jagged  cuts  in

the neck. “I can barely recognize him.” 

Celaena  gave  him  a  crooked  smile,  though  her  throat  tightened.  “I’m  afraid

severed  heads  don’t  travel  well.”  She  fished  in  her  sack  again,  pulling  out  a hand.  “Here’s  his  seal  ring.”  She  tried  not  to  focus  too  much  on  the  decaying flesh she held, the reek that had worsened with each passing day. She extended

the  hand  to  Chaol,  whose  bronze  eyes  were  distant  as  he  took  it  from  her  and offered  it  to  the  king.  The  king’s  lip  curled,  but  he  pried  the  ring  off  the  stiff finger. He tossed the hand at her feet as he examined the ring. 

Beside  his  father,  Dorian  shifted.  When  she’d  been  dueling  in  the

competition,  he  hadn’t  seemed  to  mind  her  history.  What  did  he   expect  would happen when she became the King’s Champion? Though she supposed severed

limbs and heads would turn the stomachs of most people—even after living for a

decade  under  Adarlan’s  rule.  And  Dorian,  who  had  never  seen  battle,  never

witnessed  the  chained  lines  shuffling  their  way  to  the  butchering  blocks  …

Perhaps she should be impressed he hadn’t vomited yet. 

“What  of  his  wife?”  the  king  demanded,  turning  the  ring  over  in  his  fingers again and again. 

“Chained  to  what’s  left  of  her  husband  at  the  bottom  of  the  sea,”  Celaena

replied with a wicked grin, and removed the slender, pale hand from her sack. It

bore a golden wedding band, engraved with the date of the marriage. She offered

it to the king, but he shook his head. She didn’t dare look at Dorian or Chaol as

she put the woman’s hand back in the thick canvas sack. 

“Very  well,  then,”  the  king  murmured.  She  remained  still  as  his  eyes  roved

over her, the sack, the head. After a too-long moment, he spoke again. “There is

a  growing  rebel  movement  here  in  Rifthold,  a  group  of  individuals  who  are

willing  to  do  anything  to  get  me  off  the  throne—and  who  are  attempting  to

interfere with my plans. Your next assignment is to root out and dispatch them

all before they become a true threat to my empire.” 

Celaena  clenched  the  sack  so  tightly  her  fingers  ached.  Chaol  and  Dorian

were staring at the king now, as if this were the first they were hearing of this, 

too. 

She’d  heard  whispers  of  rebel  forces  before  she’d  gone  to  Endovier—she’d

 met fallen rebels in the salt mines. But to have an actual movement growing in

the heart of the capital; to have  her be the one to dispatch them one by one …

And plans—what plans? What did the rebels know of the king’s maneuverings? 

She  shoved  the  questions  down,  down,  down,  until  there  was  no  possibility  of his reading them on her face. 

The  king  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  arm  of  the  throne,  still  playing  with

Nirall’s ring in his other hand. “There are several people on my list of suspected traitors, but I will only give you one name at a time. This castle is crawling with

spies.” 

Chaol  stiffened  at  that,  but  the  king  waved  his  hand  and  the  captain

approached her, his face still blank as he extended a piece of paper to Celaena. 

She avoided the urge to stare at Chaol’s face as he gave her the letter, though

his gloved fingers grazed hers before he let go. Keeping her features neutral, she

looked at the paper. On it was a single name:  Archer Finn. 

It  took  every  ounce  of  will  and  sense  of  self-preservation  to  keep  her  shock from  showing.  She  knew  Archer—had  known  him  since  she  was  thirteen  and

he’d  come  for  lessons  at  the  Assassins’  Keep.  He’d  been  several  years  older, already a highly sought-after courtesan … who was in need of some training on

how to protect himself from his rather jealous clients. And their husbands. 

He’d never minded her ridiculous girlhood crush on him. In fact, he’d let her

test  out  flirting  with  him,  and  had  usually  turned  her  into  a  complete  giggling mess. Of course, she hadn’t seen him for several years—since before she went to

Endovier—but  she’d  never  thought  him  capable  of  something  like  this.  He’d

been handsome and kind and jovial, not a traitor to the crown so dangerous that

the king would want him dead. 

It  was  absurd.  Whoever  was  giving  the  king  his  information  was  a  damned

idiot. 

“Just him, or all his clients, too?” Celaena blurted. 

The  king  gave  her  a  slow  smile.  “You  know  Archer?  I’m  not  surprised.”  A

taunt—a challenge. 

She just stared ahead, willing herself to calm, to breathe. “I used to. He’s an

extraordinarily  well-guarded  man.  I’ll  need  time  to  get  past  his  defenses.”  So carefully said, so casually phrased. What she really needed time for was to figure

out how Archer had gotten tangled up in this mess—and whether the king was

telling the truth. If Archer truly were a traitor and a rebel … well, she’d figure

that out later. 

“Then you have one month,” the king said. “And if he’s not buried by then, 

perhaps I shall reconsider your position, girl.” 

She nodded, submissive, yielding, gracious. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 

“When  you  have  dispatched  Archer,  I  will  give  you  the  next  name  on  the

list.” 

She had avoided the politics of the kingdoms—especially their rebel forces—

for so many years, and now she was in the thick of it. Wonderful. 

“Be quick,” the king warned. “Be discreet. Your payment for Nirall is already

[image: Image 429]

in your chambers.” 

Celaena nodded again and shoved the piece of paper into her pocket. 

The king was staring at her. Celaena looked away but forced a corner of her

mouth to twitch upward, to make her eyes glitter with the thrill of the hunt. At

last,  the  king  lifted  his  gaze  to  the  ceiling.  “Take  that  head  and  be  gone.”  He pocketed  Nirall’s  seal  ring,  and  Celaena  swallowed  her  twinge  of  disgust.  A

trophy. 

She  scooped  up  the  head  by  its  dark  hair  and  grabbed  the  severed  hand, 

stuffing them into the sack. With only a glance at Dorian, whose face had gone

pale, she turned on her heel and left. 

Dorian  Havilliard  stood  in  silence  as  the  servants  rearranged  the  chamber, 

dragging the giant oak table and ornate chairs into the center of the room. They

had a council meeting in three minutes. He hardly heard as Chaol took his leave, 

saying he’d like to debrief Celaena further. His father grunted his approval. 

Celaena had killed a man and his wife. And his father had ordered it. Dorian

had  barely  been  able  to  look  at  either  of  them.  He  thought  he’d  been  able  to convince  his  father  to  reevaluate  his  brutal  policies  after  the  massacre  of  those rebels  in  Eyllwe  before  Yulemas,  but  it  seemed  like  it  hadn’t  made  any

difference. And Celaena …

As soon as the servants finished arranging the table, Dorian slid into his usual

seat  at  his  father’s  right.  The  councilmen  began  trickling  in,  along  with  Duke Perrington, who went straight to the king and began murmuring to him, too soft

for Dorian to hear. 

Dorian  didn’t  bother  saying  anything  to  anyone  and  just  stared  at  the  glass

pitcher of water before him. Celaena hadn’t seemed like herself just now. 

Actually, for the  two months since  she’d been named  the King’s Champion, 

she’d been like this. Her lovely dresses and ornate clothes were gone, replaced

by an unforgiving, close-cut black tunic and pants, her hair pulled back in a long

braid that fell into the folds of that dark cloak she was always wearing. She was

a  beautiful  wraith—and  when  she  looked  at  him,  it  was  like  she  didn’t  even

know who he was. 

Dorian  glanced  at  the  open  doorway,  through  which  she  had  vanished

moments before. 

If she could kill people like this, then manipulating him into believing she felt

something  for  him  would  have  been  all  too  easy.  Making  an  ally  of  him—

making him  love her enough to face his father on her behalf, to ensure that she
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was appointed Champion …

Dorian  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  finish  the  thought.  He’d  visit  her—

tomorrow, perhaps. Just to see if there was a chance he was wrong. 

But he couldn’t help wondering if he’d ever meant anything to Celaena at all. 

Celaena  strode  quickly  and  quietly  down  hallways  and  stairwells,  taking  the

now-familiar  route  to  the  castle  sewer.  It  was  the  same  waterway  that  flowed past  her  secret  tunnel,  though  here  it  smelled  far  worse,  thanks  to  the  servants depositing refuse almost hourly. 

Her  steps,  then  a  second  pair—Chaol’s—echoed  in  the  long  subterranean

passage. But she didn’t say anything until she stopped at the edge of the water, 

glancing at the several archways that opened on either side of the river. No one

was here. 

“So,” she said without looking behind her, “are you going to say hello, or are

you just going to follow me everywhere?” She turned to face him, the sack still

dangling from her hand. 

“Are  you  still  acting  like  the  King’s  Champion,  or  are  you  back  to  being

Celaena?” In the torchlight, his bronze eyes glittered. 

Of  course  Chaol  would  notice  the  difference;  he  noticed  everything.  She

couldn’t  tell  whether  it  pleased  her  or  not.  Especially  when  there  was  a  slight bite to his words. 

When she didn’t reply, he asked, “How was Bellhaven?” 

“The same as it always is.” She knew precisely what he meant; he wanted to

know how her mission had gone. 

“He fought you?” He jerked his chin toward the sack in her hand. 

She  shrugged  and  turned  back  to  the  dark  river.  “It  was  nothing  I  couldn’t

handle.”  She  tossed  the  sack  into  the  sewer.  They  watched  in  silence  as  it

bobbed, then slowly sank. 

Chaol  cleared  his  throat.  She  knew  he  hated  this.  When  she’d  gone  on  her

first mission—to an estate up the coast in Meah—he’d paced so much before she

left  that  she  honestly  thought  he  would  ask  her  not  to  go.  And  when  she’d

returned, severed head in tow and rumors flying about Sir Carlin’s murder, it had

taken a week for him to even look her in the eye. But what had he expected? 

“When will you begin your new mission?” he asked. 

“Tomorrow.  Or  the  day  after.  I  need  to  rest,”  she  added  quickly  when  he

frowned. “And besides, it’ll only take me a day or two to figure out how guarded

Archer is and sort out my approach. Hopefully I won’t even need the month the king gave me.” And hopefully Archer would have some answers about how he’d

gotten  on  the  king’s  list,  and  what   plans,  exactly,  that  the  king  had  alluded  to. 

Then she would figure out what to do with him. 

Chaol stepped beside her, still staring at the filthy water, where the sack was

undoubtedly now caught in the current and drifting out into the Avery River and

the sea beyond. “I’d like to debrief you.” 

She raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you at least going to take me to dinner first?” 

His eyes narrowed, and she gave him a pout. 

“It’s not a joke. I want the details of what happened with Nirall.” 

She  brushed  him  aside  with  a  grin,  wiping  her  gloves  on  her  pants  before

heading back up the stairs. 

Chaol grabbed her arm. “If Nirall fought back, then there might be witnesses

who heard—” 

“He  didn’t  make  any  noise,”  Celaena  snapped,  shaking  him  off  as  she

stormed up the steps. After two weeks of travel, she just wanted to  sleep. Even

the walk up to her rooms felt like a trek. “You don’t need to  debrief me, Chaol.” 

He stopped her again at a shadowy landing with a firm hand on her shoulder. 

“When  you  go  away,”  he  said,  the  distant  torchlight  illuminating  the  rugged

planes  of  his  face,  “I  have   no  idea  what’s  happening  to  you.  I  don’t  know  if you’re hurt or rotting in a gutter somewhere. Yesterday I heard a rumor that they

caught  the  killer  responsible  for  Nirall’s  death.”  He  brought  his  face  close  to hers, his voice hoarse. “Until you arrived today, I thought they meant  you. I was about to go down there myself to find you.” 

Well,  that  would  explain  why  she’d  seen  Chaol’s  horse  being  saddled  at  the

stables when she arrived. She loosed a breath, her face suddenly warm. “Have a

little more faith in me than that. I am the King’s Champion, after all.” 

She  didn’t  have  time  to  brace  herself  as  he  pulled  her  against  him,  his  arms wrapping tightly around her. 

She  didn’t  hesitate  before  twining  her  arms  over  his  shoulders,  breathing  in

the  scent  of  him.  He  hadn’t  held  her  since  the  day  she’d  learned  she  had

officially won the competition, though the memory of that embrace often drifted

into  her  thoughts.  And  as  she  held  him  now,  the  craving  for  it  never  to  stop roared through her. 

His nose grazed the nape of her neck. “Gods above, you smell horrible,” he

muttered. 

She  hissed  and  shoved  him,  her  face  burning  in  earnest  now.  “Carrying

around dead body parts for weeks isn’t exactly conducive to smelling nice! And
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maybe  if  I’d  been  given  time  for  a  bath  instead  of  being  ordered  to  report immediately to the king, I might have—” She stopped herself at the sight of his

grin  and  smacked  his  shoulder.  “Idiot.”  Celaena  linked  arms  with  him,  tugging him up the stairs. “Come on. Let’s go to my rooms so you can debrief me like a

proper gentleman.” 

Chaol snorted and nudged her with his elbow but didn’t let go. 

After  a  joyous  Fleetfoot  calmed  down  enough  for  Celaena  to  speak  without

being  licked,  Chaol  squeezed  every  last  detail  from  her  and  left  her  with  the promise to return for dinner in a few hours. And after she let Philippa fuss over

her in the bath and bemoan the state of her hair and nails, Celaena collapsed onto

her bed. 

Fleetfoot leapt up beside her, curling in close to her side. Stroking the dog’s

silky golden coat, Celaena stared at the ceiling, the exhaustion seeping out of her

sore muscles. 

The king had believed her. 

And  Chaol  hadn’t  once  doubted  her  story  as  he  inquired  about  her  mission. 

She  couldn’t  quite  decide  if  that  made  her  feel  smug,  disappointed,  or  outright guilty. But the lies had rolled off her tongue. Nirall awoke right before she killed

him,  she  had  to  slit  his  wife’s  throat  to  keep  her  from  screaming,  and  the  fight was a tad messier than she would have liked. She’d thrown in real details, too:

the second-floor hall window, the storm, the servant with the candle … The best

lies were always mixed with truth. 

Celaena clutched the amulet on her chest. The Eye of Elena. She hadn’t seen

Elena  since  their  last  encounter  in  the  tomb;  hopefully,  now  that  she  was  the King’s Champion, the ancient queen’s ghost would leave her alone. Still, in the

months since Elena had given her the amulet for protection, Celaena had come to

find its presence reassuring. The metal was always warm, as though it had a life

of its own. 

She  squeezed  it  hard.  If  the  king  knew  the  truth  about  what  she  did—what

she’d been doing these past two months …

She  had  embarked  on  the  first  mission  intending  to  quickly  dispatch  the

target. She’d prepared herself for the kill, told herself that Sir Carlin was nothing

but a stranger and his life meant nothing to her. But when she got to his estate

and witnessed the unusual kindness with which he treated his servants, when she

saw him playing the lyre with a traveling minstrel he sheltered in his hall, when

she  realized  whose  agenda  she  was  aiding  …  she  couldn’t  do  it.  She  tried  to

bully and coax and bribe herself into doing it. But she couldn’t. 

Still, she had to produce a murder scene—and a body. 

She’d  given  Lord  Nirall  the  same  choice  she’d  given  Sir  Carlin:  die  right

then,  or  fake  his  own  death  and  flee—flee  far,  and  never  use  his  given  name again.  So  far,  of  the  four  men  she’d  been  assigned  to  dispatch,  all  had  chosen escape. 

It  wasn’t  hard  to  get  them  to  part  with  their  seal  rings  or  other  token  items. 

And it was even easier to get them to hand over their nightclothes so she could

slash them in accordance with the wounds she would claim to have given them. 

Bodies were easy to acquire, too. 

Sick-houses  were  always  dumping  fresh  corpses.  It  was  never  hard  to  find

one that looked enough like her target—especially since the locations of the kills

had been distant enough to give the flesh time to rot. 

She didn’t know who the head of Lord Nirall actually belonged to—only that

he had similar hair, and when she inflicted a few slashes on his face and let the

whole thing decompose a bit, it did the job. The hand had also come from that

corpse. And the lady’s hand … that had come from a young woman barely into

her  first  bleeding,  struck  dead  by  a  sickness  that  ten  years  ago  a  gifted  healer could easily have cured. But with magic gone and those wise healers hanged or

burned, people were dying in droves. Dying from stupid, once-curable illnesses. 

She rolled over to bury her face in Fleetfoot’s soft coat. 

Archer.  How  was  she  going  to  fake   his  death?  He  was  so  popular,  and  so recognizable.  She  still  couldn’t  imagine  him  having  a  connection  to  whatever

this underground movement was. But if he was on the king’s list, then perhaps in

the years since she’d seen him Archer had used his talents to become powerful. 

Yet what information could the movement possibly have on the king’s plans

that  would  make  it  a  true  threat?  The  king  had  enslaved  the  entire  continent—

what more could he do? 

There  were  other  continents,  of  course.  Other  continents  with  wealthy

kingdoms—like  Wendlyn,  that  faraway  land  across  the  sea.  It  had  held  out

against  his  naval  attacks  so  far,  but  she’d  heard  next  to  nothing  about  that  war since before she’d gone to Endovier. 

And why would a rebel movement care about kingdoms on another continent

when they had their own to worry about? So the plans had to be about  this land, 

 this continent. 

She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know what the king was doing, 

what he imagined for the empire. She’d use this month to figure out what to do

with Archer and pretend she’d never heard that horrible word:  plans. 

Celaena fought a shudder. She was playing a very,  very lethal game. And now that her targets were people in Rifthold—now that it was  Archer … She’d have

to  find  a  way  to  play  it  better.  Because  if  the  king  ever  learned  the  truth,  if  he found out what she was doing …

He’d destroy her. 
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Chapter 3

Celaena  sprinted  through  the  darkness  of  the  secret  passageway,  her  breathing

ragged. She glanced over her shoulder to find Cain grinning at her, his eyes like

burning coals. 

No matter how fast she ran, his stalking gait easily kept him just behind her. 

After him flowed a wake of glowing green Wyrdmarks, their strange shapes and

symbols illuminating the ancient blocks of stone. And behind Cain, its long nails

scraping against the ground, lumbered the ridderak. 

Celaena stumbled, but  remained upright. Each  step felt like  she was wading

through mud. She couldn’t escape him. He would catch her eventually. And once

the ridderak got hold of her … She didn’t dare glance again at those too-big teeth

that jutted out of its mouth or those fathomless eyes, gleaming with the desire to

devour her bit by bit. 

Cain chuckled, the sound grating on the stone walls. He was close now. Close

enough  that  his  fingers  raked  against  the  nape  of  her  neck.  He  whispered  her name, her true name, and she screamed as he—

Celaena  awoke  with  a  gasp,  clutching  the  Eye  of  Elena.  She  scanned  the  room for denser shadows, for glowing Wyrdmarks, for signs that the secret door was

open  behind  the  tapestry  that  concealed  it.  But  there  was  only  the  crackling  of the dying fire. 

Celaena  sank  back  into  her  pillows.  It  was  just  a  nightmare.  Cain  and  the

ridderak were gone, and Elena wouldn’t bother her again. It was over. 

Fleetfoot,  sleeping  under  the  many  layers  of  blankets,  put  her  head  on

Celaena’s stomach. Celaena nestled down farther, wrapping her arms around the

dog as she closed her eyes. 

It was over. 

In the chill mists of early morning, Celaena hurled a stick across the wide field

of the game park. Fleetfoot took off through the pale grass like a bolt of golden

lightning,  so  fast  that  Celaena  let  out  a  low,  appreciative  whistle.  Beside  her, Nehemia clicked her tongue, her eyes on the swift hound. With Nehemia so busy

winning  over  Queen  Georgina  and  gleaning  information  about  the  king’s  plans

for  Eyllwe,  dawn  was  usually  the  only  time  they  could  see  each  other.  Did  the king know that the princess was one of the spies he’d mentioned? He couldn’t, 

or  else  he’d  never  trust  Celaena  to  be  his  Champion,  not  when  their  friendship was widely known. 

“Why  Archer  Finn?”  Nehemia  mused  in  Eyllwe,  keeping  her  voice  low. 

Celaena had explained her latest mission, keeping the details brief. 

Fleetfoot  reached  the  stick  and  trotted  back  to  them,  her  long  tail  wagging. 

Even though she wasn’t yet fully grown, the dog was already abnormally large. 

Dorian  had  never  said  what  breed,  exactly,  he  suspected  her  mother  had  mated with. Given Fleetfoot’s size, it could have been a wolfhound. Or an actual wolf. 

Celaena shrugged at Nehemia’s question, stuffing her hands into the fur-lined

pockets of her cloak. “The king thinks … he thinks that Archer is a part of some

secret  movement  against  him.  A  movement  here  in  Rifthold  to  get  him  off  the throne.” 

“Surely no one would be that bold. The rebels hide out in the mountains and

forests  and  places  where  the  local  people  can  conceal  and  support  them—not

here. Rifthold would be a death trap.” 

Celaena shrugged again just as Fleetfoot returned and demanded the stick be

thrown  again.  “Apparently  not.  And  apparently  the  king  has  a  list  of  people

whom he thinks are key players in this movement against him.” 

“And  you’re  to  …  kill  them  all?”  Nehemia’s  creamy  brown  face  paled

slightly. 

“One  by  one,”  Celaena  said,  throwing  the  stick  as  far  as  she  could  into  the misty field. Fleetfoot shot off, dried grass and the remnants of the last snowstorm

crunching beneath her huge paws. “He’ll only reveal one name at a time. A bit

dramatic, if you ask me. But apparently they’re interfering with his  plans.” 

“What plans?” Nehemia said sharply. 

Celaena frowned. “I was hoping you might know.” 

“I  don’t.”  There  was  a  tense  pause.  “If  you  learn  anything  …,”  Nehemia

began. 

“I’ll  see  what  I  can  do,”  Celaena  lied.  She  wasn’t  even  sure  if  she  truly

wanted to know what the king was up to—let alone  share that information with

anyone  else.  It  was  selfish,  and  stupid,  perhaps,  but  she  couldn’t  forget  the warning the king had given the day he crowned her Champion: if she stepped out

of  line,  if  she  betrayed  him,  he’d  kill  Chaol.  And  then  Nehemia,  and  then  the princess’s family. 

And all of this—every death she faked, every lie she told—put them at risk. 

Nehemia shook her head but didn’t reply. Whenever the princess or Chaol or

even Dorian looked at her like that, it was almost too much to bear. But they had to believe the lies, too. For their own safety. 

Nehemia began wringing  her hands, and  her eyes grew  distant. Celaena had

seen that expression often in the past month. “If you’re fretting for my sake—” 

“I’m not,” Nehemia said. “You can take care of yourself.” 

“Then  what  is  it?”  Celaena’s  stomach  clenched.  If  Nehemia  talked  more

about the rebels, she didn’t know how much of it she could take. Yes, she wanted

to  be  free  of  the  king—both  as  his  Champion  and  as  a  child  of  a  conquered nation—but  she  wanted  nothing  to  do  with  whatever  plots  were  brewing  in

Rifthold, and whatever desperate hope the rebels still savored. To stand against

the king would be nothing but folly. They’d all be destroyed. 

But Nehemia said, “Numbers in the Calaculla labor camp are swelling. Every

day, more and more Eyllwe rebels arrive. Most consider it a miracle that they’re

 alive.  After  the  soldiers  butchered  those  five  hundred  rebels  …  My  people  are afraid.”  Fleetfoot  again  returned,  and  it  was  Nehemia  who  took  the  stick  from the  dog’s  mouth  and  chucked  it  into  the  gray  dawn.  “But  the  conditions  in

Calaculla …” 

She  paused,  probably  recalling  the  three  scars  that  raked  down  Celaena’s

back. A permanent reminder of the cruelty of the Salt Mines of Endovier—and a

reminder that even though she was free, thousands of people still toiled and died

there. Calaculla, the sister camp to Endovier, was rumored to be even worse. 

“The king will not meet with me,” Nehemia said, now toying with one of her

fine,  slender  braids.  “I  have  asked  him  three  times  to  discuss  the  conditions  in Calaculla,  and  each  time  he  claims  to  be  occupied.  Apparently,  he’s  too  busy finding people for you to kill.” 

Celaena blushed at the harshness in Nehemia’s tone. Fleetfoot returned again, 

but when Nehemia took the stick, the princess kept it in her hands. 

“I must do something, Elentiya,” Nehemia said, using the name she’d given

her on the night Celaena admitted that she was an assassin. “I must find a way to

help  my  people.  When  does  gathering  information  become  a  stalemate?  When

do we act?” 

Celaena swallowed hard. That word—“act”—scared her more than she’d like

to admit. Worse than the word “plans.” Fleetfoot sat at their feet, tail wagging as

she waited for the stick to be thrown. 

But  when  Celaena  said  nothing,  when  she  promised  nothing,  just  as  she

always  did  when  Nehemia  spoke  about  these  things,  the  princess  dropped  the

stick on the ground and quietly walked back to the castle. 

Celaena waited until Nehemia’s footsteps faded and let out a long breath. She

was to meet Chaol for their morning run in a few minutes, but after that … after that, she was going into Rifthold. Let Archer wait until this afternoon. 

After all, the king had given her a month, and despite her own questions for

Archer, she wanted to get off the castle grounds for a bit. She had blood money

to burn. 

Chapter 4

Chaol  Westfall  sprinted  through  the  game  park,  Celaena  keeping  pace  beside

him.  The  chill  morning  air  was  like  shards  of  glass  in  his  lungs;  his  breath clouded in front of him. They’d bundled up as best they could without weighing

themselves down—mostly just layers of shirts and gloves—but even with sweat

running down his body, Chaol was freezing. 

Chaol knew Celaena was freezing, too—her nose was tipped with pink, color

stood high on her cheeks, and her ears shone bright red. Noticing his stare, she

flashed  him  a  grin,  those  stunning  turquoise  eyes  full  of  light.  “Tired?”  she teased. “I  knew you weren’t bothering to train while I was away.” 

He  let  out  a  breathy  chuckle.  “You  certainly  didn’t  train  while  you  were  on your mission. This is the second time this morning that I’ve had to slow my pace

for you.” 

A  blatant  lie.  She  kept  up  with  him  easily  now,  nimble  as  a  stag  bounding

through the woods. Sometimes he found it immensely hard not to watch her—to

watch the way she moved. 

“Keep telling yourself that,” she said, and ran a little faster. 

He  increased  his  speed,  not  wanting  her  to  leave  him  behind.  Servants  had

cleared  a  path  through  the  snow  blanketing  the  game  park,  but  the  ground  was still icy and treacherous underfoot. 

He’d been realizing it more and more recently—how much he hated it when

she left him behind. How he hated her setting off on those cursed missions and

not  contacting  him  for  days  or  weeks.  He  didn’t  know  how  or  when  it  had

happened, but he’d somehow started caring whether she came back or not. And

after all that they’d already endured together …

He’d killed Cain at the duel. Killed him to save her. Part of him didn’t regret

it; part of him would do it again in a heartbeat. But the other part still woke him

up  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  drenched  in  sweat  that  felt  too  much  like  Cain’s blood. 

She looked over at him. “What’s wrong?” 

He fought the rising guilt. “Keep your eyes on the path or you’ll slip.” 

For once, she obeyed him. “You want to talk about it?” 

Yes.  No.  If  there  were  anyone  who  could  understand  the  guilt  and  rage  he

grappled  with  when  he  thought  about  how  he’d  killed  Cain,  it  would  be  her. 

“How often,” he said in between breaths, “do you think about the people you’ve

killed?” 

She whipped her gaze to him, then slowed. He didn’t feel like stopping, and

might  have  kept  running,  but  she  grabbed  his  elbow  and  forced  him  to  pause. 

Her  lips  formed  a  thin  line.  “If  you  think  passing  judgment  on  me  before  I’ve had breakfast is in  any way a good idea—” 

“No,”  he  interrupted,  panting  hard.  “No—I  didn’t  mean  it  like  …”  He

swallowed a few breaths. “I wasn’t judging.” If he could just get his damn breath

back, he could explain what he’d meant. 

Her eyes were as frozen as the park around him, but then she tilted her head

to the side. “Is this about Cain?” 

Hearing her speak the name made him clench his jaw, but he managed a nod. 

The ice in her eyes melted completely. He hated the sympathy in her face, the

understanding. 

He  was  the  Captain  of  the  Guard—he  was  bound  to  have  killed  someone  at

some  point.  He’d  already  seen  and  done  enough  in  the  name  of  the  king;  he’d fought  men,  hurt  them.  So  he  shouldn’t  even  be  having  these  feelings,  and

especially shouldn’t be telling  her. There was a line between them, somewhere, 

and he was fairly certain that he’d been toeing it more and more these days. 

“I’ll never forget the people I’ve killed,” she said. Her breath curled in the air

between  them.  “Even  the  ones  I  killed  to  survive.  I  still  see  their  faces,  still remember the exact blow it took to kill them.” She looked to the skeletal trees. 

“Some days, it feels like another person did those things. And most of those lives

I’m   glad  I  ended.  No  matter  the  cause,  though,  it—it  still  takes  away  a  little piece of you each time. So I don’t think I’ll ever forget them.” 

Her gaze found his again, and he nodded. 

“But,  Chaol,”  she  said,  and  tightened  her  grip  on  his  arm,  a  grip  he  hadn’t realized  she’d  still  been  holding,  “what  happened  with  Cain—that  wasn’t  an

assassination,  or  even  a  cold-blooded  murder.”  He  tried  to  step  back,  but  she held  firm.  “What  you  did  wasn’t  dishonorable—and  I’m  not  just  saying  that

because it was my life you were saving.” She paused for a long moment. “You

will never forget killing Cain,” she said at last, and when her eyes met his, his

heart pounded so hard he could feel it across his whole body. “But I will never

forget what you did to save me, either.” 

The urge to lean into her warmth was staggering. He made himself step back, 

away  from  the  grip  of  her  hand,  made  himself  nod  again.  There   was  a  line between  them.  The  king  might  not  think  twice  about  their  friendship,  but

crossing that final line could be deadly for both of them; it could make the king

question his loyalty, his position, everything. 
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And if it ever came down to having to choose between his king and Celaena

…  He  prayed  to  the  Wyrd  that  he’d  never  be  faced  with  that  decision.  Staying firmly  on   this  side  of  the  line  was  the  logical  choice.  The  honorable  one,  too, since Dorian … He’d seen the way Dorian still looked at her. He wouldn’t betray

his friend like that. 

“Well,”  Chaol  said  with  forced  lightness,  “I  suppose  having  Adarlan’s

Assassin in my debt  could be useful.” 

She gave him a bow. “At your service.” 

His smile was genuine this time. 

“Come  on,  Captain,”  she  said,  starting  into  a  slow  jog.  “I’m  hungry,  and  I

don’t feel like freezing my ass off out here.” 

He chuckled under his breath, and they ran on through the park. 

When they finished their run, Celaena’s legs were wobbling, and her lungs were

so raw from the cold and exertion that she thought they might be bleeding. They

slowed to a brisk walk as they headed back to the toasty interior of the palace—

and  the  giant  breakfast  that  she  was  very  much  looking  forward  to  devouring

before going shopping. 

They entered the castle gardens, weaving their way through the gravel paths

and towering hedges. She kept her hands tucked under her arms. Even with the

gloves,  her  fingers  were  frozen  stiff.  And  her  ears  positively  ached.  Perhaps she’d  start  wearing  a  scarf  over  her  head—even  if  Chaol  would  tease  her

mercilessly about it. 

She glanced sideways at her companion, who had peeled off his outer layers

of clothing to reveal the sweat-drenched shirt clinging to his body. They rounded

a  hedge,  and  Celaena  rolled  her  eyes  when  she  saw  what  waited  on  the  path

ahead. 

Every  morning,  more  and  more  ladies  found  excuses  to  be  walking  through

the gardens just after dawn. At first, it had just been a few young women who’d

taken  one  look  at  Chaol  and  his  sweaty,  clingy  clothes  and  halted  their  walk. 

Celaena  could  have  sworn  their  eyes  had  bulged  out  of  their  heads  and  their tongues had rolled onto the ground. 

Then the next morning, they’d appeared along the path  again—wearing even

nicer dresses. The day after that, more girls showed up. And then several more. 

And now every direct route from the game park to the castle had at least one set

of young women patrolling, waiting for him to walk by. 

“Oh, please,” Celaena hissed as they passed two women, who looked up from

their  fur  muffs  to  bat  their  eyelashes  at  him.  They  must  have  awoken  before dawn to be dressed so finely. 

“What?” Chaol asked, his brows rising. 

She  didn’t  know  whether  he  simply  didn’t  notice,  or  he  didn’t  want  to  say

anything,  but  …  “The  gardens  are  rather  busy  for  a  winter  morning,”  she  said carefully. 

He  shrugged.  “Some  people  go  a  little  stir-crazy  being  cooped  up  inside  all

winter.” 

 Or they just enjoy the sight of the Captain of the Guard and his muscles. 

But all she said was, “Right,” and then shut her mouth. No need to point it out

if he was  that oblivious. Especially when some of the ladies were exceptionally

pretty. 

“Are  you  going  into  Rifthold  to  spy  on  Archer  today?”  Chaol  asked  softly, 

when the path was mercifully clear of giggling, blushing girls. 

She nodded. “I want to get a sense of his schedule, so I’ll probably trail him.” 

“Why don’t I help you?” 

“Because  I  don’t  need  your  help.”  She  knew  he’d  probably  interpret  it  as

arrogance—and  it  partially  was—but  …  if  he  did  get  involved,  then  it  would

complicate things when it came time to smuggle Archer to safety. That is, after

she got the truth out of him—and learned what plans the king had in mind. 

“I know you don’t need my help. I just thought you might want …” He trailed

off, then shook his head, as if reprimanding himself. She found herself wanting

to know what he’d been about to say, but it was best to let the topic drop. 

They rounded another hedge, the castle interior so close she almost groaned at

the thought of that delicious warmth, but then—

“Chaol.” Dorian’s voice cut through the crisp morning. 

She   did  groan  then,  a  barely  audible  sound.  Chaol  shot  her  a  puzzled  look before  they  turned  to  find  Dorian  striding  toward  them,  a  blond  young  man  in tow.  She’d  never  seen  the  youth,  who  was  finely  dressed  and  looked  about

Dorian’s age, but Chaol stiffened. 

The  young  man  didn’t  seem  like  a  threat,  though  she  knew  better  than  to

underestimate  anyone  in  a  court  like  this.  He  wore  only  a  dagger  at  his  waist, and his pale face seemed rather jovial, despite the winter morning chill. 

She found Dorian watching her with a half smile, an amused gleam in his eye

that made her want to slap him. The prince then glanced at Chaol and chuckled. 

“And here I was, thinking that all the ladies were out so early for Roland and me. 

When all of them catch a vicious cold, I’ll let their fathers know that you’re to

blame.” 

Chaol’s  cheeks  colored  ever  so  slightly.  So  he  wasn’t  as  ignorant  of  their

morning  audience  as  he’d  led  her  to  believe.  “Lord  Roland,”  he  said  tightly  to Dorian’s friend, and bowed. 

The  blond  young  man  bowed  back  to  Chaol.  “Captain  Westfall.”  His  voice

was pleasant enough, but something in it made her pause. It wasn’t amusement

or arrogance or anger … She couldn’t put her finger on it. 

“Allow me to introduce my cousin,” Dorian said to her, clapping Roland on

the shoulder. “Lord Roland Havilliard of Meah.” He extended a hand to Celaena. 

“Roland, this is Lillian. She works for my father.” 

They still used her alias whenever she couldn’t avoid running into members

of the court, though most everyone knew to some degree that she was not in the

palace for administrative nonsense or politics. 

“My pleasure,” Roland said, bowing at the waist. “Are you newly arrived to

court? I don’t think I’ve seen you in years past.” 

Just  the  way  he  spoke  told  her  enough  about  his  history  with  women.  “I

arrived this autumn,” she said a bit too quietly. 

Roland gave her a courtier’s smile. “And what sort of work do you do for my

uncle?” 

Dorian  shifted  on  his  feet  and  Chaol  went  very  still,  but  Celaena  returned

Roland’s  smile  and  said,  “I  bury  the  king’s  opponents  where  nobody  will  ever find them.” 

Roland,  to  her  surprise,  actually  chuckled.  She  didn’t  dare  look  at  Chaol, 

whom  she  was  certain  would  give  her  a  tongue-lashing  for  it  later.  “I’d  heard about the King’s Champion. I didn’t think it would be someone so … lovely.” 

“What brings you to the castle, Roland?” the captain demanded. When Chaol

looked at  her like that, she usually found herself running in the other direction. 

Roland smiled again. He smiled too much—and too smoothly. “His Majesty

has offered me a position on his council.” Chaol’s eyes snapped to Dorian, who

gave a shrug of confirmation. “I arrived last night, and I’m to start today.” 

Chaol  smiled—if  you  could  call  it  that.  It  was  more  a  flash  of  teeth.  Yes, she’d most  definitely be running if Chaol looked at her like that. 

Dorian understood the look, too, and gave a deliberate chuckle. But before the

prince could speak, Roland studied Celaena further, a tad too intently. “Perhaps

you and I shall get to work with each other, Lillian. Your position intrigues me.” 

She wouldn’t mind working with him—but not in the way Roland meant. Her

way would include a dagger, a shovel, and an unmarked grave. 
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As  if  he  could  read  her  thoughts,  Chaol  put  a  guiding  hand  on  her  back. 

“We’re  late  for  breakfast,”  he  said,  bowing  his  head  to  Dorian  and  Roland. 

“Congratulations on your appointment.” He sounded like he’d swallowed rancid

milk. 

As she let Chaol lead her inside the castle, she realized she was in desperate

need of a bath. But it had nothing to do with her sweaty clothes, and everything

to do with the oily grin and roaming eyes of Roland Havilliard. 

Dorian  watched  Celaena  and  Chaol  disappear  behind  the  hedges,  the  captain’s

hand still on the middle of her back. She did nothing to shake it off. 

“An unexpected choice for your father to make, even with that competition,” 

Roland mused beside him. 

Dorian  checked  his  irritation  before  replying.  He’d  never  particularly  liked

his cousin, whom he’d seen at least twice a year while growing up. 

Chaol positively hated Roland, and whenever he came up in conversation, it

was  usually  accompanied  by  phrases  like  “conniving  wretch”  and  “sniveling, 

spoiled ass.” At least, that’s what Chaol had been roaring three years ago, after

the captain had punched Roland so hard in the face that the youth blacked out. 

But Roland had deserved it. Deserved it enough that it hadn’t interfered with

Chaol’s  sterling  reputation  and  later  appointment  to  Captain  of  the  Guard.  If anything,  it  had  improved  Chaol’s  standing  among  the  other  guards  and  lesser

nobles. 

If  Dorian  worked  up  the  nerve,  he’d  ask  his  father  what  he’d  been  thinking

when  he  appointed  Roland  to  the  council.  Meah  was  a  small  yet  prosperous

coastal city in Adarlan, but it held no real political power. It didn’t even have a

standing army, save for the city’s sentries. Roland was his father’s cousin’s son; 

perhaps the king felt that they needed more Havilliard blood in the council room. 

Still—Roland was untried, and had always seemed more interested in girls than

politics. 

“Where  did  your  father’s  Champion  come  from?”  Roland  asked,  drawing

Dorian’s attention back to the present. 

Dorian turned toward the castle, heading for a different entrance than the one

Chaol and Celaena had used. He still remembered the way they’d looked when

he’d walked in on them embracing in her rooms after the duel, two months ago. 

“Lillian’s story is hers to tell,” Dorian lied. He just didn’t feel like explaining

the competition to his cousin. It was bad enough that his father had ordered him

to  take  Roland  on  a  walk  this  morning.  The  only  bright  spot  had  been  seeing
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Celaena so obviously contemplate ways to bury the young lord. 

“Is she for your father’s personal use, or do the other councilmen also employ

her?” 

“You’ve  been  here  for  less  than  a  day,  and  you  already  have  enemies  to

dispatch, cousin?” 

“We’re  Havilliards,  cousin.  We’ll  always  have  enemies  that  need

dispatching.” 

Dorian  frowned.  It  was  true,  though.  “Her  contract  is  exclusively  with  my

father. But if you feel threatened, then I can have Captain Westfall assign a—” 

“Oh, of course not. I was merely curious.” 

Roland  was  a  pain  in  the  ass,  and  too  aware  of  the  effect  his  looks  and  his Havilliard name had on women, but he was harmless. Wasn’t he? 

Dorian didn’t know the answer—and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. 

Her salary as King’s Champion was considerable, and Celaena spent every last

copper of it. Shoes, hats, tunics, dresses, jewelry, weapons, baubles for her hair, 

and  books.  Books  and  books  and  books.  So  many  books  that  Philippa  had  to

bring up another bookcase for her room. 

When  Celaena  returned  to  her  rooms  that  afternoon,  lugging  hat  boxes, 

colorful  bags  full  of  perfume  and  sweets,  and  brown  paper  parcels  with  the

books  she  absolutely   had  to  read  immediately,  she  nearly  dropped  it  all  at  the sight of Dorian Havilliard sitting in her foyer. 

“Gods above,” he said, taking in all of her purchases. 

He didn’t know the half of it. This was just what she could carry. More had

been ordered, and more would be delivered soon. 

“Well,”  he  said  as  she  dumped  the  bags  on  the  table,  nearly  toppling  into  a heap of tissue paper and ribbons, “at least you’re not wearing that dreadful black

today.” 

She  shot  him  a  glare  over  her  shoulder  as  she  straightened.  Today  she  was

wearing a lilac and ivory gown—a little bright for the end of winter, but worn in

the hope that spring would soon come. Plus, dressing nicely guaranteed her the

best  service  in  whatever  stores  she  visited.  To  her  surprise,  many  of  the

shopkeepers  remembered  her  from  years  ago—and  had  bought  her  lie  about  a

long journey to the southern continent. 

“And  to  what  do  I  owe  this  pleasure?”  She  untied  her  white  fur  cloak—

another  gift  to  herself—and  tossed  it  onto  one  of  the  chairs  around  the  foyer

table. “Didn’t I already see you this morning in the garden?” 

Dorian remained seated, that familiar, boyish grin on his face. “Aren’t friends

allowed to visit each other more than once a day?” 

She stared down at him. Being friends with Dorian wasn’t something she was

certain she could actually  do. Not when he would always have that gleam in his

sapphire eyes—and not when he was the son of the man who gripped her fate in

his hands. But in the two months since she’d ended whatever had been between

them, she’d often found herself missing him. Not the kissing and flirting, but just

 him. 

“What do you want, Dorian?” 

A glimmer of ire flashed across his face, and he stood. She had to tip her head

back to look at him. “You said you still wanted to be friends with me.” His voice

was low. 

She closed her eyes for a moment. “I meant it.” 

“So be my friend,” he said, his tone lifting. “Dine with me, play billiards with

me.  Tell  me  what  books  you’re  reading—or  buying,”  he  added  with  a  wink  in

the direction of her parcels. 

“Oh?” she asked, forcing herself to give him a half smile. “And you have so

much time on your hands these days that you can spend hours with me again?” 

“Well,  I  have  my  usual  flock  of  ladies  to  attend  to,  but  I  can   always  make time for you.” 

She batted her eyelashes at him. “I’m truly honored.” Actually, the thought of

Dorian with other women made her want to shatter a window, but it wouldn’t be

fair  to  let  him  know  that.  She  glanced  at  the  clock  on  the  small  table  beside  a wall. “I actually need to go back into Rifthold right now,” she said. It wasn’t a

lie.  She  still  had  a  few  hours  of  daylight  left—enough  time  to  survey  Archer’s elegant townhouse and start trailing him to get a sense of his usual whereabouts. 

Dorian nodded, his smile fading. 

Silence  fell,  interrupted  only  by  the  ticking  of  the  clock  on  the  table.  She crossed her arms, remembering how he’d smelled, how his lips had tasted. But

this distance between them, this horrible gap that spread every day … it was for

the best. 

Dorian  took  a  step  closer,  exposing  his  palms  to  her.  “Do  you  want  me  to

fight for you? Is that it?” 

“No,” she said quietly. “I just want you to leave me alone.” 

His  eyes  flickered  with  the  words  left  unsaid.  Celaena  stared  at  him, 

unmoving, until he silently left. 

Alone  in  the  foyer,  Celaena  clenched  and  unclenched  her  fists,  suddenly disgusted with all of the pretty packages on the table. 

Chapter 5

On  a  rooftop  in  a  very  fashionable  and  respectable  part  of  Rifthold,  Celaena crouched in the shadow of a chimney and frowned into the chill wind gusting off

the  Avery.  She  checked  her  pocket  watch  for  the  third  time.  Archer  Finn’s

previous two appointments had only been an hour each. He’d been in the house

across the street for almost two. 

There was nothing interesting about the elegant, green-roofed townhouse, and

she hadn’t learned anything about who lived there, other than the client’s name

—some  Lady  Balanchine.  She  had  used  the  same  trick  she’d  employed  at  the

other  two  houses  to  gain  that  bit  of  information:  she  pretended  to  be  a  courier with  a  package  for  Lord  So-and-So.  And  when  the  butler  or  housekeeper  said

that  this  was   not  Lord  So-and-So’s  house,  she’d  feigned  embarrassment,  asked whose house it was, chatted up the servant a bit, and then went on her way. 

Celaena  adjusted  the  position  of  her  legs  and  rolled  her  neck.  The  sun  had

nearly set, the temperature dropping with each passing minute. Unless she could

get into the houses themselves, she wasn’t going to learn much else. And given

the likelihood that Archer might actually be doing what he was paid to do, she

was in no rush to go inside. Better to learn where he went, who he saw, and then

take the next step. 

It  had  been  so  long  since  she’d  done  something  like  this  in  Rifthold—since

she’d  crouched  on  the  emerald  rooftops  and  learned  what  she  could  about  her

prey. It was different than when the king had sent her off to Bellhaven or to some

lord’s estate. Here, now, in Rifthold, it felt like …

It  felt  like  she’d  never  left.  As  if  she  might  look  over  her  shoulder  and  find Sam Cortland crouching behind her. As if she might return at the end of the night

not to the glass castle, but to the Assassins’ Keep on the other side of the city. 

Celaena  sighed,  tucking  her  hands  under  her  arms  to  keep  her  fingers  warm

and agile. 

It  had  been  over  a  year  and  a  half  since  the  night  she’d  lost  her  freedom;  a year  and  a  half  since  she’d  lost  Sam.  And  somewhere,  in  this  city,  were  the answers  to  how  it  all  had  happened.  If  she  dared  to  look,  she  knew  she’d  find them. And she knew it would destroy her again. 

The  front  door  of  the  townhouse  opened,  and  Archer  swaggered  down  the

steps, right into his waiting carriage. She barely caught a glimpse of his golden-

brown hair and fine clothes before he was whisked away. 
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Groaning,  Celaena  straightened  from  her  crouch  and  hurried  off  the  roof. 

Some  harrowing  climbing  and  a  few  jumps  soon  had  her  back  on  the  cobbled

streets. 

She  trailed  Archer’s  carriage,  slipping  in  and  out  of  shadows  as  they  made

their way across the city, a slow journey thanks to traffic. While she might be in

no hurry to seek out the truth behind her own capture and Sam’s death, and while

she  was  fairly  certain  the  king  had  to  be  wrong  about  Archer,  part  of  her

wondered whether whatever truth she uncovered about this rebel movement and

the king’s plans would destroy her, too. 

And not just destroy her—but also everything she’d grown to care about. 

Savoring  the  warmth  of  the  crackling  fire,  Celaena  leaned  her  head  against  the back of the small couch and dangled her legs over the cushioned arm. The lines

on the paper she held before her were beginning to blur, which was no surprise, 

given that it was well past eleven, and she’d been up before dawn. 

Sprawled  on  the  well-worn  red  carpet  in  front  of  her,  Chaol’s  glass  pen

flickered with firelight as he scanned through documents and signed things and

scribbled notes. Giving a little sigh through her nose, Celaena lowered the paper

in her hands. 

Unlike her spacious suite, Chaol’s bedroom was one large chamber, furnished

only with a table by the solitary window and the old couch set before the stone

fireplace. A few tapestries hung on the gray stone walls, a towering oak armoire

stood in one corner, and his four-poster bed was decorated with a rather old and

faded  crimson  duvet.  There  was  a  bathing  room  attached—not  as  large  as  her

own, but still spacious enough to accommodate its own pool and privy. He had

only one small bookcase, filled and neatly arranged. In alphabetical order, if she

knew  Chaol  at  all.  And  it  probably  contained  only  his  most  beloved  books—

unlike  Celaena’s,  which  housed  every  title  she  got  her  hands  on,  whether  she liked  the  book  or  not.  Regardless  of  his  unnaturally  organized  bookshelf,  she liked it here; it was cozy. 

She’d started coming here a few weeks ago, when thoughts of Elena and Cain

and the secret passageways made her itch to get out of her own rooms. And even

though  he’d  grumbled  about  her  imposing  on  his  privacy,  Chaol  hadn’t  turned

her away or objected to her frequent after-dinner visits. 

The  scratching  of  Chaol’s  pen  stopped.  “Remind  me  again  what  you’re

working on.” 

She flopped onto her back as she waved the paper in the air above her. “Just

information about Archer. Clients, favored haunts, his daily schedule.” 

Chaol’s golden-brown eyes were molten in the firelight. “Why go to so much

trouble  to  track  him  when  you  could  just  shoot  him  and  be  done  with  it?  You said he was well-guarded, yet it seems like you tracked him easily today.” 

She  scowled.  Chaol  was  too  smart  for  his  own  good.  “Because,  if  the  king

actually has a group of people conspiring against him, then I should get as much

information about them as I can before I kill Archer. Perhaps following Archer

will reveal more conspirators—or at least clues to their whereabouts.” It was the

truth—and  she’d  followed  Archer’s  ornate  carriage  through  the  streets  of  the

capital today for that very reason. 

But  in  the  hours  she’d  spent  trailing  him,  he’d  gone  only  to  a  few

appointments before returning to his townhouse. 

“Right,” Chaol said. “So you’re just … memorizing that information now?” 

“If you’re suggesting that I have no reason to be here and should leave, then

tell me to go.” 

“I’m just trying to figure out what’s so boring that you dozed off ten minutes

ago.” 

She propped herself on her elbows. “I did not!” 

His brows rose. “I heard you snoring.” 

“You’re a liar, Chaol Westfall.” She threw her paper at him and plopped back

on the couch. “I only closed my eyes for a minute.” 

He shook his head again and went back to work. 

Celaena blushed. “I didn’t really snore, did I?” 

His face was utterly serious as he said, “Like a bear.” 

She thumped a fist on the couch cushion. He grinned. She huffed, then draped

her arm off the sofa, picking at the threads of the ancient rug as she stared up at

the stone ceiling. “Tell me why you hate Roland.” 

Chaol looked up. “I never said I hated him.” 

She just waited. 

Chaol sighed. “I think it’s fairly easy for you to see why I hate him.” 

“But was there any incident that—” 

“There  were   many  incidents,  and  I  don’t  particularly  feel  like  talking  about any of them.” 

She swung her legs off the arm of the couch and sat up straight. “Testy, aren’t

you?” 

She  picked  up  another  one  of  her  documents,  a  map  of  the  city  that  she’d

marked up with the locations of Archer’s clients. Most of them seemed to be in

the  posh  district  where  the  majority  of  Rifthold’s  elite  lived.  Archer’s  own townhouse was in that neighborhood, tucked into a quiet, respectable side street. 

She traced a nail along it, but paused when her eyes fell upon a street just a few

blocks over. 

She  knew  that  street—and  knew  the  house  that  sat  on  its  corner.  Whenever

she ventured into Rifthold, she took care to never pass too close to it. Today had

been no different; she’d even gone a few blocks out of her way to avoid walking

by. 

Not  daring  to  look  at  Chaol,  she  asked,  “Do  you  know  who  Rourke  Farran

is?” 

The  name  made  her  sick  with  long-suppressed  rage  and  grief,  but  she

managed to say it. Because even if she didn’t want the entire truth … there were

some things she did need to know about her capture. Still needed to know, even

after all this time. 

She felt Chaol’s attention on her. “The crime lord?” 

She  nodded,  her  eyes  still  on  that  street  where  so  many  things  had  gone  so horribly wrong. “Have you ever dealt with him?” 

“No,” Chaol said. “But … that’s because Farran is dead.” 

She lowered the paper. “Farran’s dead?” 

“Nine months ago. He and his three top men were all found murdered by …” 

Chaol chewed on his lip, searching for the name. “Wesley. A man named Wesley

took  them  all  out.  He  was  …”  Chaol  cocked  his  head  to  the  side.  “He  was

Arobynn Hamel’s personal guard.” Her breath was tight in her chest. “Did you

know him?” 

“I  thought  I  did,”  she  said  softly.  For  the  years  she’d  spent  with  Arobynn, Wesley had been a silent, deadly presence, a man who had barely tolerated her, 

and had always made it clear that if she ever became a threat to his master, he’d

kill her. But on the night that she’d been betrayed and captured, Wesley had tried

to stop her. She’d thought that it was because Arobynn had ordered her locked in

her rooms, that it had been a way to keep her from seeking retribution for Sam’s

death at Farran’s hands; but …

“What happened to Wesley?” she asked. “Did Farran’s men catch him?” 

Chaol ran a hand through his hair, glancing down at the rug. “No. We found

Wesley a day later—courtesy of Arobynn Hamel.” 

She felt the blood drain from her face, but dared to ask, “How?” 

Chaol  studied  her  closely,  warily.  “Wesley’s  body  was  impaled  on  the  iron

fence  outside  Rourke’s  house.  There  was  …  enough  blood  to  suggest  that

Wesley was alive when they did it. They never confessed, but we got the sense

that the servants in the household had also been instructed to  let him stay there until he died. 

“We  thought  it  was  an  attempt  to  balance  the  blood  feud—so  that  when  the

next  crime  lord  ascended,  they  wouldn’t  view  Arobynn  and  his  assassins  as

enemies.” 

She  stared  at  the  carpet  again.  The  night  she’d  broken  out  of  the  Assassins’

Keep to hunt down Farran, Wesley had tried to stop her. He’d tried to tell her it

was a trap. 

Celaena  shut  down  the  thought  before  it  reached  its  conclusion.  That  was  a

truth she’d have  to take out  and examine at  another time,  when she was alone, 

when  she  didn’t  have  Archer  and  the  rebel  movement  and  all  that  nonsense  to worry about. When she could try to understand why Arobynn Hamel might have

betrayed her—and what she was going to do with that horrible knowledge. How

much she’d make him suffer—and bleed for it. 

After a few moments of silence, Chaol asked, “We never learned why Wesley

went after Rourke Farran, though. Wesley was just a personal bodyguard. What

did he have against Farran?” 

Her  eyes  were  burning,  and  she  looked  to  the  window,  where  the  night  sky

was bathed in moonlight. “It was an act of revenge.” She could still see Sam’s

twisted corpse, lying on that table in the room beneath the Assassins’ Keep; still

see Farran crouched in front of her, his hands roaming over her paralyzed body. 

She swallowed down the tightness in her throat. “Farran captured, tortured, and

then murdered one of … one of my … companions. And then the next night, I

went out to repay the favor. It didn’t end so well for me.” 

A  log  shifted  in  the  fire,  breaking  open  and  filling  the  room  with  a  flash  of light. 

“That  was  the  night  you  were  captured?”  Chaol  asked.  “But  I  thought  you

didn’t know who had betrayed you.” 

“I still don’t. Someone hired me and my companion to kill Farran, but it was

all just a trap, and Farran was the bait.” 

Silence; then—“What was his name?” 

She pushed her lips together, shoving away the memory of how he’d looked

the last time she’d seen him, broken on that table. “Sam,” she got out. “His name

was  Sam.”  She  took  an  uneven  breath.  “I  don’t  even  know  where  they  buried

him. I don’t even know who I would ask about it.” 

Chaol  didn’t  reply,  and  she  didn’t  know  why  she  bothered  talking,  but  the

words  just  tumbled  out.  “I  failed  him,”  she  said.  “In  every  way  that  counted,  I failed him.” 

Another  long  silence,  then  a  sigh.  “Not  in  one  way,”  Chaol  said.  “I  bet  he would  have  wanted  you  to  survive—to   live.  So  you  didn’t  fail  him,  not  in  that regard.” 

She had to look away in order to force her eyes to stop burning as she nodded. 

After  a  moment,  Chaol  spoke  again.  “Her  name  was  Lithaen.  Three  years

ago, she worked for one of the ladies of the court. And Roland somehow found

out and thought it would be amusing for me to discover him in bed with her. I

know it’s nothing like what you went through …” 

She’d never known that he’d ever been interested in  anyone, but … “Why did

 she do it?” 

He  shrugged,  though  his  face  was  still  bleak  with  the  memory.  “Because

Roland is a Havilliard, and I’m just the Captain of the Guard. He even convinced

her to go back to Meah with him—though I never learned what became of her.” 

“You loved her.” 

“I  thought  I  did.  And  I  thought  she  loved  me.”  He  shook  his  head,  as  if

silently chiding himself. “Did Sam love you?” 

Yes.  More  than  anyone  had  ever  loved  her.  He’d  loved  her  enough  to  risk

everything—to give up everything. He’d loved her so much that she still felt the

echoes of it, even now. “Very much,” she breathed. 

The clock chimed eleven thirty, and Chaol shook his head, the tension falling

from him. “I’m exhausted.” 

She stood, somehow having no clue how they’d wound up talking about the

people who had meant so much to them. “Then I should go.” 

He got to his feet, his eyes so bright. “I’ll walk you back to your room.” 

She lifted her chin. “I thought I didn’t need to be escorted everywhere now.” 

“You  don’t,”  he  said,  walking  to  the  door.  “But  it   is  something  that  friends tend to do.” 

“Would you walk Dorian back to his room?” She batted her eyelashes at him, 

striding through the door as he opened it for her. “Or is this a privilege that only

your lady-friends receive?” 

“If  I  had  any  lady-friends,  I’d  certainly  extend  the  offer.  I’m  not  sure  you qualify as a lady, though.” 

“So chivalrous. No wonder those girls find excuses to be in the gardens every

morning.” 

He snorted, and they fell silent as they walked through the quiet, dim halls of

the castle, making their way back to her rooms on the other side. It was a trek, 

and  often  a  cold  one,  since  many  of  the  halls  were  lined  with  windows  that
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didn’t keep out the winter chill. 

When they reached the door to her rooms, he bid her a quick good night and

began  to  walk  away.  Her  fingers  were  around  the  brass  door  handle  when  she

turned to him. 

“For what it’s worth, Chaol,” she said. He faced her, his hands in his pockets. 

She gave him a slight smile. “If she picked Roland over you, that makes her the

greatest fool who ever lived.” 

He stared at her for a long moment before he quietly said, “Thank you,” and

walked back to his room. 

Celaena  watched  him  go,  watched  those  powerful  muscles  shifting  in  his

back, visible even through his dark tunic, suddenly grateful that this Lithaen had

long ago left the castle. 

The  midnight  hour  chimed  through  the  castle,  the  off-kilter  ringing  of  the

wretched  clock  tower  in  the  garden  echoing  through  the  dark,  silent  halls. 

Though  Chaol  had  escorted  her  to  her  door,  five  minutes  of  pacing  in  her

bedroom  had  sent  her  wandering  again,  heading  for  the  library.  She  had

mountains of unread books sitting in her rooms but didn’t feel like reading any

of  them.  She  needed  something  to   do.  Something  to  take  her  mind  off  her discussion with Chaol and the memories she’d dragged into the open tonight. 

Celaena  wrapped  her  cloak  tightly  around  her,  glaring  at  the  fierce  winds

whipping the snow outside the drafty windows. Hopefully there would be a few

hearths lit in the library. If not, she’d grab a book that  did interest her, run back to her room, and curl up with Fleetfoot in her toasty bed. 

Celaena  turned  a  corner,  entering  the  dark,  window-lined  hallway  that  ran

past the towering doors of the library, and froze. 

With  the  chill  tonight,  it  was  no  surprise  to  see  someone  completely

concealed by a black cloak, hood drawn far over the face. But something about

the  figure  standing  between  the  open  library  doors  made  some  ancient,  primal

part of her send a warning pulse so strong that she didn’t take another step. 

The person swiveled its head toward her, pausing as well. 

Outside the hall windows, snow swirled, pressing against the glass. 

It was just a person, she told herself as the figure now turned to face her fully. 

A person wearing a cloak darker than night, a hood so heavy it concealed every

feature of the face inside. 

It sniffed at her, a huffing, animal sound. 

She didn’t dare move. 

It sniffed again, and took a step toward her. The way it  moved, like smoke and

shadow …

A faint warmth bloomed against her chest, then a pulsing blue light—

The Eye of Elena was glowing. 

The thing halted, and Celaena stopped breathing. 

It hissed, and then slithered a step back into the shadows beyond the library

doors.  The  tiny  blue  gem  in  the  center  of  her  amulet  glowed  brighter,  and

Celaena blinked against the light. 

When she opened her eyes, the amulet was dark, and the hooded creature was

gone. 

Not a trace, not even a sound of footsteps. 

Celaena didn’t go into the library. Oh, no. She just walked quickly back to her

rooms with as much dignity as she could muster. Though she kept telling herself

that  she’d  imagined  it  all,  that  it  was  some  hallucination  from  too  many  hours awake, Celaena couldn’t stop hearing that cursed word again and again. 

 Plans. 

Chapter 6

The person outside the library probably had nothing to do with the king, Celaena

told herself as she walked—still  not sprinting—down the hall to her room. There

were plenty of strange people in a castle this large, and even though she rarely

saw another soul in the library, perhaps some people just … wished to go to the

library alone. And unidentified. In a court where reading was so out of fashion, 

perhaps  it  was  merely  some  courtier  trying  to  hide  a  passionate  love  of  books from his or her sneering friends. 

Some animalistic, eerie courtier. Who had caused her amulet to glow. 

Celaena  entered  her  bedroom  just  as  the  lunar  eclipse  was  beginning,  and

groaned. “Of course there’s an eclipse,” she grumbled, turning from the balcony

doors and approaching the tapestry along the wall. 

And  even  though  she  didn’t  want  to,  even  though  she’d  hoped  to  never  see

Elena again … she needed answers. 

Maybe the dead queen would laugh at her and tell her it was nothing. Gods

above, she  hoped Elena would say that. Because if she didn’t …

Celaena shook her head and glanced at Fleetfoot. “Care to join me?” The dog, 

as if sensing what she was about to do, made a good show of turning circles on

the bed and curling up with a huff. “I thought so.” 

In  a  matter  of  moments,  Celaena  shoved  the  large  chest  of  drawers  from  its

spot in front of the tapestry that hid the secret door, grabbed a candle, and began

walking down, down, down the forgotten stairs to the landing far below. 

The three stone archways greeted her. The one on the far left led to a passage

that allowed for spying on the Great Hall. The one in the center led to the sewers

and the concealed exit that might someday save her life. And the one on the right

… that one led down to the ancient queen’s forgotten tomb. 

As  she  walked  to  the  tomb,  she  didn’t  dare  look  at  the  landing  where  she’d discovered  Cain  summoning  the  ridderak  from  another  world,  even  though  the

debris  of  the  door  the  creature  had  shattered  still  littered  the  stairs.  There  were gouges in the stone wall where the ridderak had come crashing through, chasing

her  down  to  the  tomb,  until  she’d  just  barely  reached  Damaris,  sword  of  the long-dead King Gavin, in time to slay the monster. 

Celaena glanced at her hand, where a ring of white scars punctured her palm

and encircled her thumb. If Nehemia hadn’t found her that night, the poison from

the ridderak’s bite would have killed her. 

At  last,  she  reached  the  door  at  the  bottom  of  the  spiral  staircase  and  found herself staring at the skull-shaped bronze knocker in its center. 

Perhaps this hadn’t been a good idea. Perhaps the answers weren’t worth it. 

She should go back upstairs. Come to think of it, this could only be bad. 

Elena had seemed satisfied that Celaena had obeyed her command to become

the  King’s  Champion,  but  if  she  showed  up,  then  it  would  seem  like  she  was willing  to  do  another  one  of  Elena’s  tasks.  And  the  Wyrd  knew  that  she  had enough on her hands right now. 

Even if that—that  thing in the hall just now hadn’t seemed friendly. 

The skull knocker seemed to smile at her, its hollow eyes boring into hers. 

Gods above, she should just leave. 

But her fingers were somehow reaching for the door handle, as if an invisible

hand were guiding her—

“Aren’t you going to knock?” 

Celaena leapt back, a dagger already in her hand and angled to spill blood as

she pressed herself into the wall. It was impossible—she had to have imagined

it. 

The skill knocker had spoken. Its mouth had moved up and down. 

Yes, this was certainly, absolutely, undeniably  impossible. Far more unlikely

and incomprehensible than anything Elena had ever said or done. 

Staring at her with gleaming metal eyes, the bronze skull clicked its tongue. It

had a  tongue. 

Maybe she’d slipped on the stairs and smacked her head into the stones. That

would  make  more  sense  than   this.  An  endless,  filthy  stream  of  curses  began flowing  through  her  head,  each  more  vulgar  than  the  next,  as  she  gaped  at  the knocker. 

“Oh, don’t be so pathetic,” the skull huffed, its eyes narrowing. “I’m attached

to this door. I cannot harm you.” 

“But you’re”—she swallowed hard—“magic.” 

It was impossible—it  should be impossible. Magic was gone, vanished from

the land ten years ago, before it had even been outlawed by the king. 

“Everything in this world is magic. Thank you ever so kindly for stating the

obvious.” 

She  calmed  her  reeling  mind  long  enough  to  say,  “But  magic  doesn’t  work

anymore.” 

“New  magic  doesn’t.  But  the  king  cannot  erase  old  spells  made  with  older

powers—like  the  Wyrdmarks.  Those  ancient  spells  still  hold;  especially  ones

that imbue life.” 

“You’re … alive?” 

The knocker chuckled. “Alive? I’m made of bronze. I do not breathe, nor do I

eat  or  drink.  So,  no,  I  am  not  alive.  Nor  am  I  dead,  for  that  matter.  I  simply exist.” 

She stared at the small knocker. It was no larger than her fist. 

“You  should  apologize,”  it  said.  “You  have  no  idea  how  loud  and  tiresome

you’ve been these past few months, with all your running down here and slaying

foul beasties. I kept quiet until I thought you’d witnessed enough strange things

that you could  accept my existence. But apparently, I am to be disappointed.” 

Hands trembling, she sheathed her dagger and set down her candle. “I’m  so

glad you finally found me worth speaking to.” 

The  bronze  skull  closed  its  eyes.  The  skull  had  eyelids.  How  had  she  not

noticed  it  before?  “Why  should  I  speak  to  someone  who  doesn’t  have  the

courtesy to greet me, or even to knock?” 

Celaena  took  a  calming  breath  and  looked  at  the  door.  The  stones  of  the

threshold still bore gouges from where the ridderak had passed through. “Is she

in there?” 

“Is  who in there?” the skull said coyly. 

“Elena—the queen.” 

“Of course she is. She’s been in there for a thousand years.” The skull’s eyes

seemed to glow. 

“Don’t mock me, or I’ll peel you off this door and melt you down.” 

“Not even the strongest man in the world could peel me from this door. King

Brannon himself put me here to watch over her tomb.” 

“You’re that old?” 

The skull huffed. “How insensitive of you to insult me about my age.” 

Celaena crossed her arms. Nonsense—magic always led to nonsense like this. 

“What’s your name?” 

“What is  your name?” 

“Celaena Sardothien,” she ground out. 

The  skull  barked  a  laugh.  “Oh,  that  is  too  funny!  The  funniest  thing  I’ve

heard in centuries!” 

“Be quiet.” 

“My name is Mort, if you must know.” 

She  picked  up  the  candle.  “Can  I  expect  all  of  our  encounters  to  be  this

pleasant?” She reached for the door handle. 

“Aren’t you even going to knock, after all that? You truly have no manners.” 

She used all of her self-control to avoid banging on his little face as she made

three unnecessarily loud knocks on the wooden door. 

Mort smirked as the door silently swung open. “Celaena Sardothien,” he said

to himself, and began laughing again. Celaena hissed in his direction and kicked

the door shut. 

The  tomb  was  dim  with  foggy  light,  and  Celaena  approached  the  grate

through which it poured, carried down from the surface by a silver-coated shaft. 

It  was  normally  brighter  in  here,  but  the  eclipse  made  the  tomb  increasingly murky. 

She  paused  not  too  far  from  the  threshold,  set  the  candle  on  the  floor,  and found herself staring at—nothing. 

Elena wasn’t there. 

“Hello?” 

Mort chuckled from the other side of the door. 

Celaena  rolled  her  eyes  and  yanked  the  door  back  open.  Of  course  Elena

wouldn’t actually  be here when she had an important question. Of course she’d

only have something like Mort to talk to. Of course, of course, of course. 

“Is she coming tonight?” Celaena demanded. 

“No,”  Mort  said  simply,  as  if  she  should  have  known  already.  “She  nearly

burnt herself out helping you these past few months.” 

“What? So she’s … gone?” 

“For the time being—until she regains her strength.” 

Celaena crossed her arms, taking yet another long, long breath. The chamber

seemed the same as it had been the last time she was here. Two stone sarcophagi

lay  in  the  center,  one  depicting  Gavin,  Elena’s  husband  and  the  first  King  of Adarlan, and the other Elena, both with eerily lifelike quality. Elena’s silver hair

spilled over the side of the coffin, disrupted only by the crown atop her head and

the  delicately  pointed  ears  that  marked  her  as  half  human,  half  Fae.  Celaena’s attention lingered on the words etched at Elena’s feet:  Ah! Time’s Rift! 

Brannon, Elena’s Fae father—not to mention the first King of Terrasen—had

carved the words into the sarcophagus himself. 

The  whole  tomb  was  strange,  actually.  Stars  had  been  carved  into  the  floor, 

and trees and flowers adorned the arched ceiling. The walls were all etched with

Wyrdmarks, the ancient symbols that could be used to access a power that still

worked—a  power  that  Nehemia  and  her  family  had  long  kept  secret  until  Cain

had somehow mastered it. If the king ever learned of their power, if he knew it

could  summon  creatures  as  Cain  had  done,  he  could  unleash  endless  evil  upon Erilea. And his plans would become even more deadly. 

“But  Elena   did  tell  me  that  if  you  deigned  to  come  here  again,”  Mort  said, 

“she had a message for you.” 

Celaena had a feeling of standing in front of a cresting wave, waiting-waiting-

waiting  for  it  to  break.  It  could  wait—the  message  could  wait,  the  oncoming

burden  could  wait—for  another  moment  or  two  of  freedom.  She  walked  to  the

back  of  the  tomb,  which  had  been  piled  with  jewels  and  gold  and  trunks

overflowing with treasure. 

Before it all was displayed a suit of armor and Damaris, the legendary sword

of  Gavin.  Its  hilt  was  silvery  gold  and  had  little  ornamentation  save  for  a pommel in the shape of an eye. No jewel lay in the socket; it was only an empty

ring  of  gold.  Some  legends  claimed  that  when  Galavin  wielded  Damaris,  he

would see only the truth, and that was why he had been crowned king. Or some

nonsense like that. 

Damaris’s scabbard was decorated by a few Wyrdmarks. Everything seemed

connected  to  those  blasted  symbols.  Celaena  scowled  and  examined  the  king’s

armor. It still bore scratches and indentations upon its golden front. From battles, 

no  doubt.  Perhaps  even  the  fight  with  Erawan,  the  dark  lord  who  had  led  an army of demons and the dead against the continent when the kingdoms had been

little more than warring territories. 

Elena had said that she was a warrior, too. But her armor was nowhere to be

seen. Where had it gone? It was probably lying forgotten in a castle somewhere

in the kingdoms. 

Forgotten.  The  same  way  legend  had  reduced  the  fierce  warrior-princess  to

nothing more than a damsel in a tower, whom Gavin had rescued. 

“It’s not over, is it?” Celaena asked Mort at last. 

“No,”  Mort  said,  quieter  than  he’d  been  before.  This  was  what  Celaena  had

been dreading for weeks—for months. 

The moonlight in the tomb was fading. Soon the eclipse would be complete, 

and the tomb would be dark, save for the candle. 

“Let’s hear her message,” Celaena said, sighing. 

Mort cleared his throat, and then said in a voice that sounded eerily like the

queen’s,  “‘If  I  could  leave  you  in  peace,  I  would.  But  you  have  lived  your  life aware that you will never escape certain burdens. Whether you like it or not, you

are bound to the fate of this world. As the King’s Champion, you are now in a

position  of  power,  and  you  can  make  a  difference  in  the  lives  of  many.’” 

Celaena’s stomach turned over. 

“Cain and the ridderak were just the beginning of the threat to Erilea,” Mort said, the words echoing around the tomb. “There is a far deadlier power poised

to devour the world.” 

“And I have to find it, I suppose?” 

“Yes. There will be clues to lead you to it. Signs you must follow. Refusing to

kill the king’s targets is only the first and smallest step.” 

Celaena looked toward the ceiling, as if she could see through the tree-carved

surface  to  the  library  far,  far  above.  “I  saw  someone  in  the  castle  hallway tonight. Some thing. It made the amulet glow.” 

“Human?” Mort asked, sounding reluctantly intrigued. 

“I don’t know,” Celaena admitted. “It didn’t feel like it.” She closed her eyes, 

taking  a  steadying  breath.  She’d  been  waiting  for  this  for  months.  “It’s  all connected to the king, isn’t it? All of these awful things? Even Elena’s command

—that’s about finding whatever power  he has, the threat he poses.” 

“You already know the answer to that.” 

Her  heart  thundered—with  fear,  with  anger,  she  didn’t  know.  “If  she’s  so

damn  powerful  and  knows  so  much,  then  she  can  go  find  the  king’s  source  of power herself.” 

“It is  your fate, and  your responsibility.” 

“There is no such thing as fate,” Celaena hissed. 

“Says  the  girl  who  was  saved  from  the  ridderak  because   some  force

compelled her down here on Samhuinn, to see Damaris and learn it was here.” 

Celaena  took  a  step  closer  to  the  door.  “Says  the  girl  who  spent  a  year  in Endovier. Says the girl who knows that the gods care no more for our lives than

we  care  for  an  insect  beneath  our  feet.”  She  glared  into  Mort’s  gleaming  face. 

“Come  to  think  of  it,  I  can’t  quite  recall   why  I  should  bother  helping  Erilea, when the gods so clearly don’t bother to help us, either.” 

“You don’t mean that,” he said. 

Celaena gripped the hilt of her dagger. “I do. So tell Elena to find some other

fool to impose upon.” 

“You  must discover where the king’s power comes from and what he plans to

do—before it’s too late.” 

Celaena  snorted.  “Don’t  you  understand?  It’s  already  too  late.  It’s  been  too

late for  years now. Where was Elena ten years ago, when there was a whole host

of  heroes  that  she  could  have  had  her  pick  of?  Where  were  she  and  her

ridiculous  quests  when  the  world  truly  needed  them—when  Terrasen’s  heroes

were  cut  down  or  hunted  and  executed  by  Adarlan’s  armies?  Where  was  she

when  the  kingdoms  fell,  one  by  one,  to  the  king?”  Her  eyes  burned,  but  she shoved  the  pain  down  to  that  dark  place  where  it  dwelled  inside  of  her.  “The world is already in ruin, and I won’t be set on some fool’s errand.” 

Mort’s  eyes  narrowed.  Inside  the  tomb,  the  light  had  faded;  the  moon  was

almost fully covered now. “I am sorry for what you have lost,” he said in a voice

that was not quite his. “And I am sorry about your parents’ deaths that night. It

was—” 

“Don’t you  ever talk about my parents,” Celaena snarled, pointing a finger at

his face. “I don’t give a damn if you’re magic or if you’re Elena’s lackey or if

you’re  just  some  figment  of  my  imagination.  You  talk  about  my  parents  again, and I’ll hack this door to pieces. Understand?” 

Mort just glowered at her. “You’re that selfish? That cowardly? Why did you

come down here tonight, Celaena? To help us all? Or just to help yourself? Elena

told me about you—about your past.” 

“Shut your rutting face,” she snapped, and stormed up the stairs. 
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Chapter 7

Celaena awoke before dawn with a pounding headache. It took one look at the

mostly melted candle on her nightstand to know that her encounter in the tomb

hadn’t  been  some  awful  dream.  Which  meant  that  far  beneath  her  room,  there

 was  a  talking  door  knocker  imbued  with  an  ancient  animation  spell.  And  that Elena had yet again found a way to make her life infinitely more complicated. 

Celaena groaned and buried her face in her pillow. She’d meant what she said

last night. The world was beyond helping. Even if … even if she’d seen firsthand

just  how  dangerous  things  could  become—how  much  worse  it  could  be.  And

that person in the hall …

She  flipped  onto  her  back,  and  Fleetfoot  poked  her  cheek  with  a  wet  nose. 

Idly stroking the dog’s head, Celaena stared up at the ceiling and the pale gray

light seeping through the curtains. 

She didn’t want to admit it, but Mort was right. She’d gone to the tomb just to

have  Elena  deal  with  the  creature  in  the  hallway—to  be  reassured  that  she

wouldn’t have to do anything. 

 My plans, the king had said. And if Elena was warning her to uncover them, 

to find the source of his power … then they had to be bad. Worse than the slaves

in Calaculla and Endovier, worse than putting down more rebels. 

She  watched  the  ceiling  for  another  few  moments,  until  two  things  became

clear. 

The first was that if she  didn’t uncover this threat, it might be a fatal mistake. 

Elena had just said she had to  find it. She hadn’t said anything about destroying it. Nothing about facing the king. Which was a relief, Celaena supposed. 

And the second was that she needed to speak with Archer—to get closer and

start figuring out a way to fake his death. Because if he truly was a part of this

movement that knew what the king was up to, then perhaps he could save her the

trouble of spying on the king and piecing together whatever clues she could find. 

But once she took that step toward approaching Archer … Well, then everything

would certainly become a lethal game. 

So  Celaena  quickly  bathed  and  then  dressed  in  her  finest,  warmest  clothes

before calling for Chaol. 

It was time for her to conveniently run into Archer Finn. 

Thanks to the snow from the night before, some poor souls had been conscripted into  shoveling  Rifthold’s  most  fashionable  districts.  Businesses  stayed  open

year-round,  and  despite  the  slick  sidewalks  and  slushy  cobblestone  streets,  the capital city was just as vibrant that afternoon as it was at the height of summer. 

Still, Celaena  wished it were summer, since the wet streets soaked the hem of

her  ice-blue  gown,  and  it  was  so  cold  that  not  even  her  white  fur  cloak  could keep  out  the  chill.  As  they  walked  down  the  crowded  main  avenue,  she  kept

close to Chaol. He had been pestering her again to let him help with Archer, and

inviting him along today was the most harmless thing she could do to get him off

her back about it. She’d insisted he wear normal clothes instead of his captain’s

uniform. 

To him, that meant showing up in a black tunic. 

Thankfully,  no  one  paid  them  much  heed—not  when  there  were  so  many

people, and so many stores. Oh, how she  adored this avenue, where all the fine

things  in  the  world  were  sold  and  bartered!  Jewelers,  hatters,  clothiers, 

confectioneries,  cobblers  …  Unsurprisingly,  Chaol  stomped  right  past  every

shop window, not even glancing at the delights displayed inside. 

As  usual,  there  was  a  crowd  outside  the  Willows—the  tea  court  where  she

knew Archer was having his lunch. He seemed to dine here every day with a few

other male courtesans. Of course, it had  nothing to do with the fact that most of Rifthold’s elite patronesses also dined here. 

She  grabbed  Chaol’s  arm  as  they  drew  near  the  tea  court.  “If  you  walk  up

looking like you’re going to pummel someone,” she crooned, linking her elbow

through  his,  “then  he’ll  certainly  know  something  is  amiss.  And,  again,  do  not say anything to him. Leave the talking and the charming to me.” 

Chaol raised his brows. “So I’m just here for decoration?” 

“Be grateful I consider you a worthy accessory.” 

He grumbled something under his breath that she was fairly certain she would

not want to hear, but still slowed his pace to a rather elegant walk. 

Outside  the  arched  stone-and-glass  entrance  to  the  tea  court,  fine  carriages

loitered in the street, people hopping in and out of them. They could have taken

a carriage— should have taken a carriage, given how cold it was and the fact of

her now-sodden gown. But she’d foolishly wanted to walk, to see the city on the

arm of the Captain of the Guard, even if he spent the entire time looking like a

threat was lurking around every corner and down every alley. Come to think of

it, a carriage probably would have made a better entrance, too. 

Entry  to  the  Willows  required  a  hard-to-attain  membership;  Celaena  had

taken her tea there several times while growing up, thanks to Arobynn Hamel’s

name. She could still recall the clink of porcelain, the hushed gossip, the mint-and-cream  painted  room,  and  the  floor-to-ceiling  windows  that  overlooked  an

exquisite garden. 

“We’re not going in there,” Chaol said, and it wasn’t exactly a question. 

She gave him a feline grin. “You aren’t afraid of a bunch of stuffy old ladies

and giggling young women, are you?” He glared at her, and she patted his arm. 

“Weren’t  you  listening  when  I  explained  my  plan?  We’re  just  going  to   pretend that we’re waiting for our table. So don’t fret: you won’t have to fight off all the

mean little ladies clawing at you.” 

“The  next  time  we  train,”  he  said  as  they  eased  through  the  throng  of

beautifully dressed women, “remind me to wallop you.” 

An elderly woman turned to glare at him, and Celaena gave her an apologetic

and  exasperated  look,  as  if  to  say,  Men!   She  then  promptly  dug  her  nails  into Chaol’s  thick  winter  tunic  and  hissed,  “This  is  the  part  where  you  shut  your mouth  and  pretend  to  be  a  woolly-headed  bit  of  decoration.  Shouldn’t  be  too

hard for you.” 

His  returning  pinch  told  her  that  he  was   really  going  to  make  her  sweat  the next time they were in the training room. She grinned. 

After  finding  a  spot  just  below  the  steps  that  led  up  to  the  double  doors, Celaena  glanced  at  her  pocket  watch.  Archer  had  begun  dining  at  two,  and

usually  the  meal  was  over  within  ninety  minutes,  which  meant  he’d  be  leaving any second now. She made a good show of pretending to rummage through her

small coin purse, and Chaol, mercifully, kept quiet, observing the crowd around

them, as if these fancy women might attack them at any moment. 

A few minutes passed, and her gloved hands grew numb as people continued

walking into and out of the tea court, so often that no one bothered to notice that

they  were  the  only  ones  who   weren’t  about  to  go  in.  But  then  the  front  doors opened, and Celaena caught a glimpse of bronze hair and a dazzling smile, and

she moved. 

Chaol played along with expert skill, escorting her up the steps, up, up, until

—

“Oomph!”  she  cried,  slamming  into  a  broad,  muscled  shoulder.  Chaol  even

pulled her to him, a supporting hand on her back to keep her from toppling down

the stairs. She looked up through her lashes, and then—

A blink, two blinks. 

The exquisite face gaping at her broke into a grin.  “Laena?” 

She’d planned to smile anyway, but when she heard his old pet name for her

… “Archer!” 

She felt Chaol stiffen slightly, but she didn’t bother to glance at him. It was hard  to  look  away  from  Archer,  who  had  been  and  still  was  the  most  beautiful man she’d ever seen. Not handsome— beautiful. His skin glowed golden even in

the height of winter, and his green eyes …

 Gods above and Wyrd save me. 

His mouth was a work of art, too, all sensual lines and softness that begged to

be explored. 

As if emerging from a daze, Archer suddenly shook his head. “We should get

off  the  steps,”  he  said,  extending  a  broad  hand  to  gesture  to  the  street  below them. “Unless you and your companion have a reservation—” 

“Oh, we’re a few minutes early, anyway,” she said, letting go of Chaol’s arm

to walk back onto the street. Archer followed beside her, giving her a glance at

his  clothes—expertly  tailored  tunic  and  pants,  knee-high  boots,  a  heavy  cloak. 

None of it  screamed wealth, but she could tell it was all expensive. Unlike some of the flashier and softer male courtesans, Archer’s appeal had always been more

ruggedly masculine. 

The broad, muscled shoulders and powerful frame; the knowing smile; even

his  beautiful  face  radiated  a  sense  of  maleness  that  had  her  struggling  to

remember what she’d planned to say. 

Even  Archer  seemed  to  be  searching  for  words  as  they  faced  each  other  on

the street, a few steps away from the busy crowd. 

“It’s  been  a  while,”  she  began,  smiling  again.  Chaol  remained  a  step  away, 

utterly silent. And unsmiling. 

Archer stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I almost didn’t recognize you. You

were just a girl when I saw you last. You were … Gods above, you were thirteen, 

I think.” 

She couldn’t help herself—she looked up at him from beneath lowered lashes

and purred, “I’m not thirteen anymore.” 

Archer  gave  her  a  slow,  sensual  smile  as  he  took  her  in  from  head  to  toe

before saying, “It would certainly seem that way.” 

“You  filled  out  a  bit  more,  too,”  she  said,  returning  the  favor  of  surveying him. 

Archer grinned. “Comes with the profession.” He angled his head to the side, 

then  flicked  his  magnificent  eyes  to  Chaol,  who  now  stood  with  his  arms

crossed. She still remembered how adept Archer had been at taking in details. It

was probably part of the reason he’d become the top male courtesan in Rifthold. 

And a formidable opponent when Celaena was training at the Assassins’ Keep. 

She  glanced  at  Chaol,  who  was  too  busy  staring  down  Archer  to  notice  her
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attention. “He knows everything,” she told Archer. Some tension flowed out of

Archer’s  shoulders,  but  the  surprise  and  amusement  were  also  wearing  off, 

replaced by hesitant pity. 

“How’d you get out?” Archer asked carefully—still not mentioning anything

about her profession or Endovier, despite her reassurance that Chaol knew. 

“I was let out. By the king. I work for him now.” 

Archer eyed Chaol again, and she took a step toward the courtesan. “He’s a

friend,” she said softly. Was it suspicion or fear in his eyes? And was it merely

because she worked for a tyrant that the world feared, or because he’d actually

turned rebel and had something to hide? She kept herself as casual as possible, 

as  unthreatening  and  relaxed  as  anyone  might  be  upon  encountering  an  old

friend. 

Archer asked, “Does Arobynn know you’re back?” 

 That was not a question she’d prepared for, or wanted to hear. She shrugged. 

“He has eyes everywhere; I’d be surprised if he didn’t know.” 

Archer  nodded  solemnly.  “I’m  sorry.  I  heard  about  Sam—and  about  what

happened at Farran’s house that night.” He shook his head, closing his eyes. “I’m

just—sorry.” 

Even though her heart twisted at his words, she nodded. “Thank you.” 

She put a hand on Chaol’s arm, suddenly needing just to touch him, to make

sure  he  was  still  there.  Needing  to  stop  talking  about   this,  too,  she  sighed  and pretended to look interested in the glass doors at the top of the steps. 

“We  should  go  inside,”  she  lied.  She  gave  Archer  a  smile.  “I  know  I  was  a miserable little brat when you trained at the Keep, but … do you want to have

dinner with me tomorrow? I have the night off.” 

“You certainly had your moments back then.” Archer returned her smile and

sketched  a  bow.  “I’ll  have  to  move  some  appointments  around,  but  I’d  be

delighted.”  He  reached  into  his  cloak  and  pulled  out  a  cream-colored  card, 

engraved  with  his  name  and  address.  “Just  send  word  about  where  and  when, 

and I’ll be there.” 

Celaena  had  been  quiet  since  Archer  left,  and  Chaol  hadn’t  tried  to  initiate conversation with her, though he was near bursting to say something. 

He didn’t even know where to start. 

During the whole exchange, all he’d really been able to think about was how

much he wanted to slam Archer’s pretty face against the stone building. 

Chaol  wasn’t  a  fool.  He  knew  some  of  her  smiles  and  blushing  hadn’t  been acted. And though he had no claim on her—though making a claim would be the

stupidest  thing  he  could  ever  do—the  thought  of  her  being  susceptible  to

Archer’s charms made him want to have a little chat with the courtesan. 

Rather  than  head  back  to  the  castle,  she  began  walking  through  the  wealthy

district in the heart of the city, her steps unhurried. After nearly thirty minutes of

silence,  Chaol  figured  he’d  cooled  his  temper  enough  to  be  civil.  “Laena?”  he demanded. 

 Slightly civil, at least. 

The gold streaks in her turquoise eyes were bright in the afternoon sun. “Of

all the things we said back there,  that is what bothered you most?” 

It did. Wyrd keep him, it bothered the hell out of him. 

“When  you  said  you  knew  him,  I  didn’t  realize  you  meant   that  well.”  He fought  the  strange,  sudden  temper  that  was  honing  itself  again.  Even  if  she’d been  charmed  by  his  looks,  she  was  going  to  kill  Archer,  he  had  to  remind

himself. 

“My  history  with  Archer  will  allow  me  to  get  him  to  provide  information

about whatever this rebel movement is,” she said, looking up at the fine houses

they passed. The residential streets were tranquil despite the bustling city center

only a few blocks down. “He’s one of the few people who actually  likes me, you

know. Or he did years ago. It shouldn’t be too hard to get some inkling of what

this group might be planning against the king—or who the other members might

be.” 

Part  of  him,  he  knew,  should  be  ashamed  for  finding  some  relief  in  the  fact that she was going to kill him. He was a better man than that—and he certainly

wasn’t the territorial type. 

And  the  gods  knew  he  had  no  claim  on  her.  He’d  seen  the  look  on  her  face when Archer had mentioned Sam. 

He’d  heard  of  Sam  Cortland’s  death  in  passing.  He’d  never  known  that

Celaena  and  Sam  had  crossed  paths,  that  Celaena  had  ever  …  ever   loved  that fiercely. On the night she was captured, she hadn’t been out to collect cold coin

for a contract—no, she’d gone into that house to get revenge for the sort of loss

he couldn’t begin to imagine. 

They walked down the street, her side nearly pressed against his. He fought

against the urge to lean into her, to tuck her in closer. 

“Chaol?” she said after a few minutes. 

“Hmm?” 

“You know I absolutely  hate it when he calls me Laena, don’t you?” 

A smile tugged at his lips, along with a flicker of relief. “So the next time I want to piss you off …” 

“Don’t you even think about it.” 

His  smile  spread,  and  the  flicker  of  relief  turned  to  something  that  punched him in the gut when she smiled back. 

Chapter 8

She had planned to spend the rest of the day following Archer from a distance, 

but  as  they  walked  from  the  tea  court,  Chaol  informed  her  that  the  king  had ordered her to assist with guard duty at a state dinner that night. And though she

could think of a thousand excuses to get out of it, any suspicious behavior on her

part could draw the wrong sort of attention. If she was actually going to listen to

Elena this time, she needed the king—she needed his entire  empire—to think she

was his obedient servant. 

The state dinner was in the Great Hall, and it took all of Celaena’s self-control

to  keep  from  sprinting  to  the  long  table  in  the  center  of  the  room  and  horking down  the  food  right  off  the  plates  of  the  gathered  councilmen  and  preening

nobility. Roasted lamb rubbed with thyme and lavender, duck glazed with orange

sauce, pheasant swimming in green-onion gravy … Truly, it wasn’t fair. 

Chaol  had  stationed  her  by  a  pillar  near  the  glass  patio  doors.  Though  she

wasn’t  wearing  the  royal  guards’  black  uniform  with  the  gold  embroidered

wyvern across the chest, she blended in well enough in her dark clothes. At least

she was so far away from it all that no one could hear her stomach grumbling. 

Other tables had been set up, too—full of lesser nobility who had been invited

to  join,  all  impeccably  dressed  for  the  occasion.  Most  of  the  attention—of  the guards, of the nobility—remained on the center table, where the king and queen

sat with their innermost court. Duke Perrington, the hulking brute, also sat there, 

and Dorian and Roland were nearby, chatting with the precious, pampered men

who made up the king’s council. Men who had bled other kingdoms dry to pay

for the clothes and jewels and gold in this room. Not that she was much better, in

some regards. 

Though  she  tried  to  avoid  looking  at  the  king,  every  time  she  did  steal  a

glance  at  him,  she  wondered  why  he  bothered  attending  these  events  when  he

could do away with this nonsense altogether. She gleaned nothing, though. And

she  didn’t  think  for  a  moment  that  he’d  be  stupid  enough  to  reveal  anything about his true agenda in front of all these people. 

Chaol  stood  at  attention  at  the  column  nearest  the  king’s  chair,  his  eyes

darting  everywhere,  always  alert.  He  had  his  best  men  here  tonight—all

handpicked by him that afternoon. He didn’t seem to realize that no one would

be  so  suicidal  as  to  attack  the  king  and  his  court  at  such  a  public  event.  She’d tried explaining that, but Chaol had just glared at her and told her not to cause
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trouble. 

As if  she’d be that suicidal. 

The meal ended with the king standing up and bidding his guests farewell, the

auburn-haired  Queen  Georgina  dutifully  and  silently  following  him  out  of  the

Great Hall. The other guests remained, but now milled about from table to table, 

chatting with far more ease than they had while the king was present. 

Dorian  was  on  his  feet,  Roland  still  beside  him  as  they  spoke  to  three

remarkably  pretty  young  courtiers.  Roland  said  something  that  set  the  girls

giggling and blushing behind their lace fans, and Dorian’s lips stretched toward a

smile. 

He  couldn’t like Roland. She had nothing more than gut feeling and Chaol’s

story  to  go  by,  but  …  there  was  something  about  Roland’s  emerald  eyes  that

made  her  want  to  pull  Dorian  as  far  away  from  him  as  possible.  Dorian  was

playing a dangerous game, too, she realized. As Crown Prince, he had to walk a

careful line with certain people. Perhaps she’d speak to Chaol about it. 

Celaena  frowned.  Telling  Chaol  could  lead  to  tedious  explanations.  Maybe

she’d just warn Dorian herself once this dinner was over. She had ended things

with  him  romantically,  but  she  still  cared  about  him.  Despite  his  history  with women,  he  was  everything  that  a  prince  should  be:  intelligent,  kind,  charming. 

Why hadn’t Elena approached  him for her tasks? 

Dorian couldn’t possibly know what his father was up to—no, he couldn’t act

the way he did if he knew that his father had such sinister intent. And maybe he

shouldn’t ever know. 

No  matter  what  she  felt  for  him,  Dorian  would  rule.  And  maybe  his  father

would someday reveal his power and force Dorian to make a choice about what

sort of ruler he wanted to become. But she was in no hurry to have Dorian make

that choice; not yet. When he did, she could only pray that he would be a better

king than his father. 

Dorian  knew  Celaena  was  watching  him.  She’d  been  stealing  glances  at  him

throughout the whole insufferable dinner. But she’d also been looking at Chaol, 

and  when  she  did,  he  could  have  sworn  that  her  whole  face  changed—became

softer, more contemplative. 

She  lounged  against  a  pillar  by  the  patio  doors,  cleaning  her  nails  with  a

dagger. Thank the Wyrd his father had left, because he was fairly certain the king

would have flayed her for it. 

Roland said something else to the three ladies in front of them—girls whose

names  Dorian  had  heard  and  immediately  forgotten—and  they  giggled  again. 

Roland certainly rivaled him for charm. And it seemed that Roland’s mother had

come with him to find the young lord a bride—a girl with land and money that

would add to Meah’s importance. Dorian didn’t have to ask Roland to know that

until his wedding night, his cousin would enjoy all of the benefits of living in the

castle as a young lord. 

Listening  to  him  flirt,  watching  him  grin  at  these  girls,  Dorian  didn’t  know whether  he  wanted  to  punch  Roland  or  walk  away.  But  years  of  living  in  this festering court kept Dorian from doing anything but looking gloriously bored. 

He  glanced  at  Celaena  again,  only  to  see  her  watching  Chaol,  whose  eyes

were in turn fixed on Roland. Sensing Dorian’s attention, Celaena met his gaze. 

Nothing. Not a hint of emotion. Dorian’s temper flared, so fast that he found

himself  struggling  for  control.  Especially  as  she  looked  away  again—and  her

focus returned to the captain. And stayed there.  Enough. 

Not  bothering  to  say  good-bye  to  Roland  or  the  girls,  he  strode  out  of  the Great  Hall.  He  had  better,  more  important  things  to  worry  about  than  what

Celaena felt for his friend. He was the Crown Prince of the largest empire in the

world.  His  entire  existence  was  bound  to  the  crown  and  the  glass  throne  that would someday be his. She’d ended things  because of that crown and throne—

because she wanted a freedom he could never give her. 

“Dorian,”  someone  called  as  he  entered  the  hallway.  He  didn’t  have  to  turn

around to know it was Celaena. She caught up to him, easily matching the brisk

pace he hadn’t realized he’d set. He didn’t even know  where he was going, only

that he needed to get out of the Great Hall. She touched his elbow, and he hated

himself for savoring the touch. 

“What do you want?” he asked. 

They  passed  beyond  the  busy  halls  and  she  tugged  on  his  arm,  slowing  him

down. “What’s wrong?” 

“Why would anything be wrong?” 

 How long have you been yearning for him?  was what he really wanted to ask. 

Damn him for caring. Damn him for every moment he’d spent with her. 

“You look like you could splatter someone against a wall.” 

He raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t been making a face. 

“When  you  get  angry,”  she  explained,  “your  eyes  get  this  …  cold  look. 

Glazed.” 


“I’m fine.” 

They  kept  walking,  and  she  kept  following  him  to  …  to  wherever  he  was
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going. The library, he decided, turning down a passageway. He’d go to the royal

library. 

“If  you  have  something  to  say,”  he  drawled,  putting  his  temper  on  a  tight

leash, “then just say it.” 

“I don’t trust your cousin.” 

He  paused,  the  shining  hallway  around  them  empty.  “You  don’t  even  know

him.” 

“Call it instinct.” 

“Roland is harmless.” 

“Maybe.  But  maybe  not.  Maybe  he  has  his  own  agenda  in  being  here.  And

you’re too smart to be a pawn in anyone’s game, Dorian. He’s from Meah.” 

“And?” 

“And  Meah  is  a  small,  insignificant  port  city.  It  means  he’s  got  little  to  lose and  a   lot  to  gain.  That  makes  people  dangerous.  Ruthless.  He’ll  use  you,  if  he can.” 

“The  same  way  an  assassin  from  Endovier  used  me  to  become  King’s

Champion?” 

Her lips thinned. “Is that what you think I did?” 

“I don’t know what to think.” He turned away. 

She  snarled—actually   snarled—at  him.  “Well,  let  me  tell  you  what   I  think, Dorian. I think you’re used to getting what you want—who you want. And just

because you couldn’t get who you wanted this  one time—” 

He whirled toward her. “You know nothing about what I wanted. You didn’t

even give me the chance to tell you.” 

She  rolled  her  eyes.  “I’m  not  having  this  conversation  right  now.  I  came  to warn  you  about  your  cousin,  but  you  clearly  don’t  care.  So  don’t  expect   me  to care  when  you  find  yourself  nothing  more  than  a  puppet.  If  you  aren’t  one

already.” 

He  opened  his  mouth,  so  close  to  exploding  he  could  have  punched  the

nearest wall, but Celaena was already striding off. 

Celaena stood in front of the bars to Kaltain Rompier’s cell. 

The once-beautiful lady was curled against the wall, her dress soiled and her

dark hair unbound and matted. She had buried her face in her arms, but Celaena

could still see that her skin gleamed with sweat and had a slightly grayish hue. 

And the smell …

She  hadn’t  seen  her  since  the  duel;  since  the  day  Kaltain  had  drugged Celaena’s  water  with  bloodbane  so  she  would  die  at  Cain’s  hands.  Once  she’d

defeated Cain, Celaena had left without witnessing the screaming fit that Kaltain

had  thrown.  So  she’d  missed  the  moment  where  Kaltain  had  accidentally

confessed  to  poisoning  her,  claiming  to  have  been  manipulated  by  her  former

beau,  Duke  Perrington.  The  duke  had  denied  her  accusations,  and  Kaltain  had

been sent down here to await her punishment. 

Two months later, it seemed that they still didn’t know what to do with her—

or didn’t care. 

“Hello, Kaltain,” Celaena said quietly. 

Kaltain  lifted  her  head,  her  black  eyes  gleaming  in  recognition.  “Hello, 

Celaena.” 

Chapter 9

Celaena took a step closer to the bars. A bucket for relieving herself, a bucket of

water,  the  crumbs  of  her  last  meal,  and  moldy  hay  that  formed  a  rough  pallet; that was all Kaltain had been given. 

 All she deserves. 

“Come  to  laugh?”  Kaltain  said.  Her  voice,  which  had  once  been  rich  and

cultured,  was  little  more  than  a  hoarse  whisper.  It  was  freezing  down  here—it was a wonder Kaltain hadn’t fallen ill already. 

“I  have  some  questions  for  you,”  Celaena  said,  keeping  her  words  soft. 

Though the guards hadn’t challenged her right to enter the dungeons, she didn’t

want them eavesdropping. 

“I’m  busy  today.”  Kaltain  smiled,  leaning  her  head  against  the  stone  wall. 

“Come  back  tomorrow.”  She  looked  so  much  younger  with  her  ebony  hair

unbound. She couldn’t be much older than Celaena herself. 

Celaena dropped into a crouch, one hand braced against the bars for balance. 

The metal was bitingly cold. “What do you know about Roland Havilliard?” 

Kaltain looked toward the stone ceiling. “He’s visiting?” 

“He’s been appointed to the king’s council.” 

Kaltain’s night-dark eyes met Celaena’s. There was a hint of madness there—

but also wariness and exhaustion. “Why ask me about him?” 

“Because I want to know if he can be trusted.” 

Kaltain wheezed a laugh. “None of us can be trusted. Especially not Roland. 

The things I’ve heard about him are enough to turn even your stomach, I bet.” 

“Like what?” 

Kaltain smirked. “Get me out of this cell and I might tell you.” 

Celaena  returned  the  smirk.  “How  about  I  walk  inside  that  cell  and  find

another way to get you to talk?” 

“Don’t,” she whispered, shifting enough so that Celaena could see the bruises

circling her wrists. They looked unnervingly like handprints. 

Kaltain  tucked  her  arms  into  the  folds  of  her  skirts.  “The  night  watch  looks the other way when Perrington visits.” 

Celaena bit the inside of her lip. “I’m sorry,” she said, and meant it. And she

would  mention  it  to  Chaol  when  she  saw  him  next;  make  sure  he  had  a  word

with the night watch. 

Kaltain  rested  her  cheek  on  her  knee.  “He’s  ruined  everything.  And  I  don’t even know why. Why not just send me home instead?” Her voice had taken on a

faraway  quality  that  Celaena  recognized  too  well  from  her  time  in  Endovier. 

Once  the  memories  and  the  pain  and  the  fear  took  over,  there  would  be  no

chance of talking to her. 

She  asked  quietly,  “You  were  close  to  Perrington.  Did  you  ever  overhear

anything about his plans?” A dangerous question, but if anyone might tell her, it

would be Kaltain. 

But the girl was staring at nothing and didn’t reply. 

Celaena stood. “Good luck.” 

Kaltain just shivered, tucking her hands under her arms. 

She  should  let  Kaltain  freeze  to  death  for  what  she’d  tried  to  do  to  her.  She should walk out of the dungeons smiling, because for  once the right person was

locked away. 

“They  encourage  the  crows  to  fly  past  here,”  Kaltain  murmured,  more  to

herself  than  to  Celaena.  “And  my  headaches  are  worse  every  day.  Worse  and

worse, and full of all of those flapping wings.” 

Celaena  kept  her  face  blank.  She  couldn’t  hear  anything—no  caws,  and

certainly  no  flapping  wings.  Even  if  there  were  crows,  the  dungeon  was  so  far underground that there was no way of hearing them here. “What do you mean?” 

But  Kaltain  had  already  curled  in  on  herself  again,  conserving  as  much

warmth as she could. Celaena didn’t want to think about how frigid the cell must

be  at  night;  she  knew  what  it  felt  like  to  curl  up  like  that,  desperate  for  any kernel  of  warmth,  wondering  whether  you’d  wake  up  in  the  morning,  or  if  the cold would claim you before then. 

Not giving herself the time to reconsider, Celaena unfastened her black cloak. 

She threw it through the bars, aiming carefully to avoid the long-dried vomit that

was caked onto the stones. She’d also heard about the girl’s opium addiction—

being locked away without a fix had to have driven her close to insanity, if she

wasn’t mad to begin with. 

Kaltain  stared  at  the  cloak  that  landed  in  her  lap,  and  Celaena  pivoted  to

return down the narrow, icy corridor and up to the warmer levels above. 

“Sometimes,”  Kaltain  said  softly,  and  Celaena  paused.  “Sometimes  I  think

they  brought  me  here.  Not  to  marry  Perrington,  but  for  another  purpose.  They want to use me.” 

“Use you for what?” 

“They  never  say.  When  they  come  down  here,  they  never  tell  me  what  they

want.  I  don’t  even  remember.  It’s  all  just  …  fragments.  Shards  of  a  broken
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mirror, each gleaming with its own individual image.” 

She was mad. Celaena clamped down the urge to make a cutting remark,  the

memory of Kaltain’s bruises staying her tongue. “Thank you for your help.” 

Kaltain wrapped Celaena’s cloak around herself. “Something is coming,” she

whispered. “And I am to greet it.” 

Celaena  loosed  the  breath  she  hadn’t  realized  she’d  been  holding.  This

conversation was pointless. “Good-bye, Kaltain.” 

The girl only laughed softly, and the sound followed Celaena long after she’d

left the freezing dungeons behind. 

“Those  bastards,” Nehemia spat, clenching her teacup so hard Celaena thought

the princess would shatter it. They sat together in her bed, a large breakfast tray

spread  between  them.  Fleetfoot  watched  their  every  bite,  ready  to  devour  any

stray  crumbs.  “How  could  the  guards  just  turn  their  backs  like  that?  How  can they keep her in such conditions? Kaltain is a member of the court—and if they

treat  her like that, then I can’t begin to imagine how they treat criminals from the other classes.” Nehemia paused, glancing apologetically at Celaena. 

Celaena shrugged and shook her head. After seeing Kaltain, she’d gone out to

stalk  Archer,  but  a  snowstorm  had  struck,  so  fierce  that  visibility  was  nearly impossible.  After  an  hour  of  trying  to  track  him  through  the  snow-swept  city, she’d given up and come back to the castle. 

The  storm  had  continued  all  night,  leaving  a  blanket  of  snow  too  deep  for

Celaena to take her usual morning run with Chaol. So she’d invited Nehemia to

join her for breakfast in bed, and the princess—who was now thoroughly sick of

snow—was  more  than  happy  to  dash  to  Celaena’s  rooms  and  hop  under  the

warm covers. 

Nehemia set down her tea. “You have to tell Captain Westfall about how she’s

being treated.” 

Celaena  finished  her  scone  and  leaned  back  in  her  fluffed-up  pillows.  “I

already did. He dealt with it.” No need to mention that after Chaol had returned

to  his  bedroom,  where  Celaena  had  been  reading,  his  tunic  was  rumpled,  his

knuckles were raw, and there was a deadly sort of gleam in his chestnut eyes that

told Celaena the dungeon guard was going to have some serious changes—and

new members. 

“You know,” Nehemia mused, using her foot to gently shove Fleetfoot away

as  the  dog  tried  to  snatch  some  food  off  their  tray,  “the  courts  weren’t  always like this. There was a time when people valued honor and loyalty—when serving

a  ruler  wasn’t  about  obedience  and  fear.”  She  shook  her  head,  her  gold-tipped braids  tinkling.  In  the  early  morning  sun,  her  hazelnut  skin  was  smooth  and

lovely. Honestly, it was a tad unfair that Nehemia naturally looked so beautiful—

especially at the crack of dawn. 

Nehemia  went  on.  “I  think  such  honor  faded  from  Adarlan  generations  ago, 

but  before  Terrasen  fell,  its  royal  court  was  the  one  that  set  the  example.  My father used to tell me stories of Terrasen’s court—of the warriors and lords who

served  King  Orlon  in  his  inner  circle,  of  the  unrivaled  power  and  bravery  and loyalty  of  his  court.  That  was  why  the  King  of  Adarlan  targeted  Terrasen  first. 

Because it was the strongest, and because if Terrasen had been given the chance

to  raise  an  army  against  him,  Adarlan  would  have  been  annihilated.  My  father still says that if Terrasen were to rise again, it might stand a chance; it would be

a genuine threat to Adarlan.” 

Celaena looked toward the hearth. “I know,” she managed to get out. 

Nehemia  turned  to  look  at  her.  “Do  you  think  another  court  like  that  could

ever  rise  again?  Not  just  in  Terrasen,  but  anywhere?  I’ve  heard  the  court  in Wendlyn  still  follows  the  old  ways,  but  they’re  across  the  ocean,  and  do  us  no good. They looked in the other direction while the king enslaved our lands, and

they still refuse all calls for aid.” 

Celaena  forced  herself  to  snort,  to  wave  her  hand  in  dismissal.  “This  is  an awfully heavy discussion for breakfast.” She filled her mouth with toast. When

she  dared  a  glance  at  the  princess,  Nehemia’s  expression  remained

contemplative. “Any news about the king?” 

Nehemia clicked her tongue. “Only that he’s added that little grub, Roland, to

his  council,  and  Roland  seems  to  have  been  given  the  task  of  handling   me. 

Apparently,  I’ve  been  too  pushy  with  Minister  Mullison,  the  councilman

responsible  for  dealing  with  Calaculla’s  labor  camp.  Roland  is  supposed  to

placate me.” 

“I can’t tell who I feel worse for: you or Roland.” 

Nehemia jabbed her in the side, and Celaena chuckled, batting her hand away. 

Fleetfoot used their temporary distraction to swipe a piece of bacon right off the

platter, and Celaena squawked. “You brazen thief!” 

But  Fleetfoot  leapt  off  the  bed,  scuttled  to  the  hearth,  and  stared  right  at Celaena as she gobbled down the rest of the bacon. 

Nehemia  laughed,  and  Celaena  found  herself  joining  in  before  she  tossed

Fleetfoot another piece of bacon. “Let’s just stay in bed all day,” Celaena said, 

throwing herself back onto the pillows and nestling into the blankets. 

“I certainly wish I could,” Nehemia said, sighing loudly. “Alas, I have things

to do.” 

And so did she, Celaena realized. Like preparing for her dinner that evening

with Archer. 

Chapter 10

Dorian shivered as he entered the kennels that afternoon, brushing snow from his

red  cloak.  Beside  him,  Chaol  puffed  air  into  his  cupped  hands,  and  the  two

young  men  hurried  farther  inside,  the  straw-coated  floors  crunching  underfoot. 

Dorian  hated  winter—the  intolerable  cold  and  the  way  his  boots  never  seemed

completely dry. 

They  had  chosen  to  enter  the  castle  through  the  kennels  because  it  was  the

easiest  way  to  avoid  Hollin,  Dorian’s  ten-year-old  brother,  who  had  returned

from  school  that  morning  and  was  already  shrieking  demands  at  anyone

unfortunate enough to cross his path. Hollin would never look for them here. He

hated animals. 

They strode through the chorus of barking and whining, Dorian pausing every

now and then to greet a favorite hound. He could have spent the rest of the day

here—if  only  to  avoid  the  court  dinner  in  honor  of  Hollin.  “I  can’t  believe  my mother pulled him out of school,” he muttered. 

“She missed her son,” Chaol said, still rubbing his hands together, though the

kennels were deliciously warm compared to outside. “And now that there’s this

movement growing against your father, he wants Hollin where we can keep an

eye on him until it gets sorted out.” 

 Until Celaena kills all the traitors, was what Chaol didn’t need to say. 

Dorian  sighed.  “I  don’t  even  want  to  imagine  what  sort  of  absurd  gift  my

mother bought him. Do you remember the last one?” 

Chaol grinned. It was hard  not to remember the last gift Georgina had bought

her younger son: four white ponies with a tiny golden carriage for Hollin to drive

about himself. He’d trampled half of the queen’s favorite garden. 

Chaol  led  them  toward  the  doors  at  the  far  end  of  the  kennels.  “You  can’t

avoid him forever.” Even as the captain spoke, Dorian could see him scanning, 

as he always did, for any sign of danger, any threat. After so many years, Dorian

was used to it, but it still rankled his pride a little. 

They  passed  through  the  glass  doors  and  into  the  castle.  To  Dorian,  the  hall was  warm  and  glowing;  wreaths  and  garlands  of  evergreen  still  decorated

archways  and  tabletops.  To  Chaol,  he  supposed,  an  enemy  could  be  waiting

anywhere. 

“Maybe he’s changed in the past few months—matured a little,” Chaol said. 

“You said that last summer, and I almost punched his teeth out.” 
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Chaol shook his head. “Thank the Wyrd my brother was always too afraid of

me to talk back.” 

Dorian tried not to look surprised. Since Chaol had abdicated his title as heir

of Anielle, he hadn’t seen his family in years, and rarely spoke about them. 

Dorian could have gleefully killed Chaol’s father for disowning him, refusing

even  to  see  Chaol  when  he  brought  his  family  to  Rifthold  for  an  important

meeting  with  the  king.  Even  though  Chaol  had  never  said  it,  Dorian  knew  the scars went deep. 

Dorian  sighed  loudly.  “Remind  me  again  why  I’m  going  to  this  dinner

tonight?” 

“Because your father will kill you  and me if you don’t show up and formally

greet your brother.” 

“Maybe he’d hire Celaena to do it.” 

“She has dinner plans tonight. With Archer Finn.” 

“Isn’t she supposed to kill him?” 

“She wants information, apparently.” A heavy pause. “I don’t like him.” 

Dorian  stiffened.  They  had  managed,  at  least  for  the  afternoon,  to  not  talk

about her—and for those few hours, it had been like nothing had ever changed

between them. But things  had changed. “I don’t think you need to worry about

Archer stealing her away—especially if he’s going to be dead by the end of the

month.” It came out sharper and colder than he intended. 

Chaol cut a glance at him. “You think  that’s what I’m worried about?” 

 Yes. And it’s obvious to everyone except the two of you. 

But  he  didn’t  want  to  have  this  conversation  with  Chaol,  and  Chaol  sure  as

hell  didn’t  want  to  have  this  conversation  with  him,  so  Dorian  just  shrugged. 

“She’ll be fine, and you’ll laugh at yourself for worrying. Even if he’s as well-

guarded as she claims, she’s the Champion for a reason, right?” 

Chaol nodded, though Dorian could still see the worry in his eyes. 

Celaena knew the scarlet dress was a little scandalous. And she knew that it was

definitely  not  appropriate  for  winter,  given  how  low  the  front  dipped,  and  how much  lower  the  back  went.  Low  enough  to  reveal  through  the  black  lace  mesh

that she wasn’t wearing a corset beneath it. 

But Archer Finn had always liked women who were daring with their clothes, 

who were ahead of the trend. And this dress, with its close-fitting bodice, long, 

tight sleeves, and gently flowing skirt, was about as new and different as it came. 

Which was why, when she ran into Chaol on her way out of her rooms, she wasn’t very surprised when he stopped dead and blinked. Then blinked again. 

Celaena smiled at him. “Hello to you, too.” 

Chaol  stood  in  the  hallway,  his  bronze  eyes  traveling  down  the  front  of  her dress, then up again. “You’re not wearing that.” 

She  snorted  and  walked  past  him,  deliberately  giving  him  a  view  of  the  far

more provocative back. “Oh, yes. I am.” 

Chaol fell into step beside her as she made her way down to the front gate and

the waiting carriage. “You’re going to catch your death.” 

She slung her ermine cloak around her. “Not with this, I won’t.” 

“Do you even have any weapons with you?” 

She  stomped  down  the  main  staircase  that  led  to  the  entrance  hall.  “Yes, Chaol, I have weapons. And I’m wearing this dress  because I want Archer to ask

the same thing. To think I don’t have any on me.” 

There were indeed knives strapped to her legs, and the pins sweeping her hair

into  a  curling  cascade  down  one  shoulder  were  long  and  razor-sharp—

commissioned,  to  her  delight,  by  Philippa,  so  she  didn’t  need  to  “go  traipsing around with cold metal jammed between your breasts.” 

“Oh,”  was  all  Chaol  said.  They  reached  the  main  entrance  in  silence,  and

Celaena slipped on her kid gloves as they neared the towering double doors that

opened onto the courtyard. She was just about to walk down the front steps when

Chaol touched her shoulder. 

“Be  careful,”  he  said,  examining  the  carriage,  the  driver,  the  footman.  They

seemed to pass inspection. “Don’t put yourself at risk.” 

“I do this for a living, you know.” She never should have told him about her

capture, never should have let him see her as vulnerable, because now he’d just

worry about her and doubt her and irritate her to no end. She didn’t know why

she did it, but she shook off his touch and hissed, “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

He  stiffened  as  if  he’d  been  struck,  his  teeth  flashing.  “What  do  you  mean, tomorrow?” 

Again,  that  stupid,  bright  anger  took  over,  and  she  gave  him  a  slow  smile. 

“You’re a smart boy,” she said, stalking down the steps to the carriage. “Figure it

out yourself.” 

Chaol kept staring as though he didn’t know her, his body so very still. She

wouldn’t  have  him  thinking  her  vulnerable,  or  foolish,  or  inexperienced—not

when she’d worked so hard and sacrificed so much to get to this point. Maybe it

had been a mistake to let him in; because the idea of him thinking that she was
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weak,  that  she  needed  to  be  protected,  made  her  want  to  shatter  someone’s

bones. 

“Good  night,”  she  said,  and  before  she  could  reconsider  all  that  she’d  just

implied, she got into the carriage and drove away. 

She’d  worry  about  Chaol  later.  Tonight,  her  focus  was  on  Archer—and  on

getting the truth out of him. 

Archer  was  waiting  inside  an  exclusive  dining  room,  frequented  by  the  elite  of Rifthold. Most of the tables were already occupied, the patrons’ fine clothes and

jewels glimmering in the dim light. 

As the servant at the front helped her out of her cloak, she made sure that she

was angled away from Archer—so he could get an eyeful of the exquisite black

lace that covered the open back (and mostly concealed her scars from Endovier). 

She felt the eyes of the servant on her, too, but pretended not to notice. 

Archer let out a breath, and she turned to find him grinning, slowly shaking

his head. 

“I  think  ‘stunning,’  ‘beautiful,’  and  ‘dazzling’  are  the  words  you’re  looking

for,” she said. She took his arm as they were escorted to a table tucked into an

alcove of the ornate room. 

Archer ran a finger along the red velvet sleeve of her gown. “I’m glad to see

your  taste  matured  along  with  the  rest  of  you.  And  with  your  arrogance,  it

seems.” 

She would have smiled anyway, she told herself. 

Once they were seated, had the menu recited to them, and ordered the wine, 

Celaena  found  herself  staring  into  that  exquisite  face.  “So,”  she  said,  leaning back  in  her  seat,  “how  many  ladies  want  to  kill  me  tonight  for  monopolizing your time?” 

He gave a laugh like a tickle of breath. “If I told you, you’d be bolting back to

the castle.” 

“You’re still that popular?” 

Archer  waved  a  hand,  taking  a  sip  from  his  wine.  “I  still  have  my  debts  to Clarisse,”  he  said,  naming  the  most  influential  and  prosperous  madam  in  the

capital.  “But  …  yes.”  A  twinkle  gleamed  in  his  eye.  “And  what  of  your  surly friend? Should I watch my back tonight, too?” 

This was all a dance, a prelude to what would come later. She winked at him. 

“He knows better than to try to keep me locked up.” 

“Wyrd help the man who does. I still remember what a hellion you were.” 

“And here I was thinking you found me charming.” 

“In the way a mountain cat’s cub is charming, I suppose.” 

She laughed and drank a small sip of her wine. She had to keep her head as

clear as possible. When she set her glass on the table, she found Archer giving

her  that  contemplative,  sad  look  he’d  given  her  yesterday.  “Can  I  ask  how  you came  to  work  for  him?”  She  knew  he  meant  the  king—and  also  knew  he  was

aware they weren’t the only people in the dining room. He would have made a

good assassin. 

Perhaps the king’s suspicions weren’t so far-fetched. 

But she’d prepared for this question and countless others, so she gave him a

wicked smile and said, “Turns out my skills are better suited to aiding the empire

than  they  are  to  mining.  Working  for  him  and  working  for  Arobynn  are  nearly the same.” That wasn’t a lie, actually. 

Archer  gave  a  slow,  considering  nod.  “Our  professions  have  always  been

similar, yours and mine. I can’t tell which is worse: training us for the bedroom, 

or the battlefield.” 

If she recalled correctly, he’d been twelve when Clarisse had discovered him

as  an  orphan  running  wild  in  the  capital’s  streets  and  invited  him  to  train  with her. 

And  when  he  turned  seventeen  and  had  the  Bidding  Party  for  his  virginity, 

there  had  been  rumors  of  actual  brawls  breaking  out  among  would-be

patronesses. 

“I can’t tell, either. They’re equally horrible, I suppose.” She lifted her wine

glass in a toast. “To our esteemed owners.” 

His  eyes  lingered  on  her  for  a  moment  before  he  lifted  his  glass  and

murmured, “To  us.” The sound of his voice was enough to make her skin heat, 

but the look in his eyes as he said it, the curve of that divine mouth … He was a

weapon, too. A beautiful, deadly weapon. 

He leaned over the edge of the table, pinning her to the spot with his stare. A

challenge—and an intimate invitation. 

 Gods above and Wyrd save me. 

She actually needed to take a long sip from her wine this time. “It’s going to

take more than a few sultry glances to make me your willing slave, Archer. You

should know better than to try the tricks of your trade on me.” 

He  let  out  a  low,  rumbling  laugh  that  she  felt  in  her  core.  “And  I  think  you know  well  enough  to  realize  when  I’m  not  actually  using  them.  If  I   were,  then
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we would have left the restaurant already.” 

“That’s a bold, bold claim. I don’t think you’d want to go head-to-head with

me when it comes to tricks of the trade.” 

“Oh, I want to do a lot of things with you.” 

She’d  never  been  so  grateful  to  see  a  servant  in  her  life,  and  never  realized that a bowl of soup could be so immensely interesting. 

Since  she’d  dismissed  her  carriage  just  to  spite  Chaol  and  back  up  her

insinuation, Celaena wound up in Archer’s carriage after dinner. The meal itself

had  been  pleasant  enough—talk  of  old  acquaintances,  the  theater,  books,  the

miserable weather. All comfortable, safe topics, though he’d kept looking at her

like she was his prey and this was one long hunt. 

They sat beside each other on the bench of the carriage, close enough that she

could  smell  whatever  fine  cologne  he  wore—an  elegant,  tantalizing  blend  that

made her think of silk sheets and candlelight. So she turned her mind to what she

was about to do. 

The  carriage  rolled  to  a  stop,  and  Celaena  glanced  out  the  small  window  to

see a familiar, beautiful townhouse. Archer looked at her and gently twined her

fingers with his before raising her hand to his lips. It was a soft, slow kiss that

burned through her. He murmured onto her skin. “Do you want to come inside?” 

She swallowed hard. “Don’t you want a night off?” This was not what she’d

expected. And … and this was  not what she wanted, flirting aside. 

He  lifted  his  head  but  still  held  her  hand,  his  thumb  caressing  small  circles into  her  flame-hot  skin.  “It’s  immensely  different  when  it’s  my  choice,  you

know.” 

Someone else might have missed it, but she’d also grown up without choices, 

and recognized the glimmer of bitterness. She eased her hand out of his. “Do you

hate your life?” Her words were barely more than a whisper. 

He looked at her— truly looked at her, as though he somehow hadn’t seen her

until  just  now.  “Sometimes,”  he  said,  and  then  his  eyes  shifted  to  the  window behind her and the townhouse beyond it. “But someday,” he went on, “someday, 

I’ll have enough money to pay off Clarisse forever—to really be  free—and live

on my own.” 

“You’d leave behind being a courtesan?” 

He  gave  her  a  half  smile  that  was  more  real  than  any  expression  she’d  seen him give tonight. “By that point, I’ll either be rich enough that I won’t ever have

to work, or old enough that no one will want to hire me.” 

She had a flicker of memory from a time when, just for a moment, she’d been free; when the world had been wide open and she’d been about to enter it with

Sam  at  her  side.  It  was  a  freedom  that  she  was  still  working  for,  because  even though  she’d  tasted  it  only  for  a  heartbeat,  it  had  been  the  most  exquisite heartbeat she’d ever experienced. 

She took a steadying breath and looked him in the eye. It was time. 

“The king sent me to kill you.” 

Chapter 11

His  training  with  the  assassins  must  have  paid  off,  because  Archer  was  across the  carriage  and  brandishing  a  hidden  dagger  between  them  before  she  could

blink.  “Please,”  he  breathed,  his  chest  rising  and  falling  in  uneven  patterns. 

“Please, Laena.” She opened her mouth, ready to explain everything, but he was

gasping down breaths, his eyes wide. “I can pay you.” 

A small, wretched part of her was fairly smug at the sight of him cowering. 

But she held up her hands, showing him she was unarmed—at least as far as he

could see. “The king thinks you’re part of a rebel movement that’s interrupting

his agenda.” 

A harsh, barked laugh—so raw that none of the smooth, lovely man was even

recognizable  in  the  sound.  “I’m  not  part  of  any  movement!  Wyrd  damn  me,  I

might be a whore, but I’m not a  traitor!” She kept her hands where he could see

them, and opened her mouth to tell him to shut up, sit down, and listen. But he

went  on.  “I  don’t  know  anything  about  a  movement  like  that—I  haven’t  even

 heard of anyone who’d dare try to get in the way of the king. But—but …” His

panting evened out. “If you spare me, I can feed you information about a group

that I  know is starting to gather power in Rifthold.” 

“The king is targeting the wrong people?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  he  said  quickly,  “but  this  group  …  this  one,  he’d  probably

want to know more about. It seems like they recently learned that the king might

be planning some new horror for us all—and they want to try to stop him.” 

If  she  were  a  nice,  decent  person,  she’d  tell  him  to  take  the  time  to  calm himself,  to  right  his  mind.  But  she  wasn’t  a  nice,  decent  person,  and  his  panic was giving his tongue free rein, so she let him go on. 

“I’ve  only  heard  my  clients  whispering  about  it,  every  now  and  then.  But

there’s a group that’s formed, right here in Rifthold, and they want to put Aelin

Galathynius back on Terrasen’s throne.” 

Her heart stopped beating. Aelin Galathynius, the lost heir of Terrasen. 

“Aelin Galathynius is dead,” she breathed. 

Archer  shook  his  head.  “They  don’t  think  so.  They  say  she’s  alive,  and  that she’s raising an army against the king. She’s looking to reestablish her court, to

find what’s left of King Orlon’s inner circle.” 

She  just  stared  at  him,  willing  her  fingers  to  unclench,  willing  air  into  her lungs.  If  it  were  true  …  No,  it  wasn’t  true.  If  these  people  actually  claimed  to

have met the heir to the throne, then she  had to be an imposter. 

Was  it  mere  coincidence  that  Nehemia  had  mentioned  Terrasen’s  court  that

morning? That Terrasen was the one force capable of standing against the king—

if it could get to its feet again, with or without the true heir? But Nehemia had

sworn to never lie to her; if she’d known anything, she would have said it. 

Celaena closed her eyes, though she was aware of Archer’s every movement. 

In the darkness, she pulled herself together, shoved down that desperate, foolish

hope until nothing but an ageless fear blanketed it again. 

She opened her eyes. Archer was gaping at her, his face white as death. 

“I have no intention of killing you, Archer,” she said. He sagged against the

bench, releasing his grip on the dagger. “I’m going to give you a choice. You can

fake your own death right now and flee the city before dawn.  Or I can give you

until the end of the month—four weeks. Four weeks to discreetly get your affairs

in order; I assume you have money tied up in Rifthold. But the time comes at a

cost: I’ll keep you alive only if you can get me information about whatever this

Terrasen rebel movement is—and whatever they know about the king’s plans. At

the end of the month, you  will fake your death, and you  will leave this city, go someplace far away, and never use the name Archer Finn again.” 

He stared carefully, warily, at her. “I’ll need the rest of the month to untangle

my  money.”  He  loosed  a  breath,  then  rubbed  his  face  with  his  hands.  After  a long moment, he said, “Perhaps this is a blessing in disguise. I’ll get to be free of

Clarisse and start my life anew elsewhere.” Though he gave her a wobbly smile, 

his eyes were still haunted. “Why did the king even suspect me?” 

She hated herself for feeling such pity for him. “I don’t know. He just handed

me  a  piece  of  paper  with  your  name  on  it,  and  said  you  were  a  part  of  some movement to upset his plans—whatever those may be.” 

Archer snorted. “I only wish I could be that sort of man.” 

She studied him: the strong jaw, the broad frame, all suggested strength. But

what she’d seen just now—that was not strength. Chaol had known right away

what sort of man Archer was. Chaol had seen through the illusion of strength—

and  she  hadn’t.  Shame  heated  her  cheeks,  but  she  made  herself  speak  again. 

“You truly think you can uncover information about this—this movement from

Terrasen?” Even though the heir had to be an imposter, the movement itself was

worth looking into. Elena had said to look for clues; she might find some here. 

Archer nodded. “There’s a ball tomorrow night at a client’s house; I’ve heard

him  and  his  friends  murmuring  about  the  movement.  If  I  sneak  you  into  the

party,  it  might  give  you  a  chance  to  look  around  his  office.  Maybe  you’ll  even find  real traitors at the party—not just suspects.” 
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And  some  ideas  about  what  the  king  might  be  up  to.  Oh,  this  information

could be  very useful. 

“Send  along  the  details  to  the  castle  tomorrow  morning,  care  of  Lillian

Gordaina,” she told him. “But if this party turns out to be a load of nonsense, I’ll

reconsider my offer. Don’t make me look the fool, Archer.” 

“You’re Arobynn’s protégée,” he said quietly, opening the carriage door and

keeping his distance as best he could while he exited. “I wouldn’t dare.” 

“Good,” she said. “And Archer?” He paused, a hand on the carriage door. She

leaned forward, letting a bit of that wicked darkness shine through her eyes. “If I

find  out  that  you  aren’t  being  discreet—if  you  draw  too  much  attention  to

yourself or attempt to flee—I  will end you. Is that clear?” 

He gave her a low bow. “I am your eternal servant, milady.” And then he gave

her  a  smile  that  made  her  wonder  whether  she’d  regret  her  decision  to  let  him live. Leaning into the carriage bench, she thumped on the ceiling, and the driver

headed  to  the  castle.  Though  she  was  exhausted,  she  had  one  last  thing  to  do before bed. 

She knocked once, then opened the door to Chaol’s bedroom just wide enough to

peer  in.  He  was  standing  frozen  before  the  fireplace,  as  if  he’d  been  in  the middle of pacing. 

“I thought you’d be asleep,” she said, slipping inside. “It’s past twelve.” 

He  folded  his  arms  across  his  chest,  his  captain’s  uniform  rumpled  and

unbuttoned at the collar. “Then why bother stopping by? I thought you weren’t

coming home tonight, anyway.” 

She pulled her cloak tighter around her, her fingers digging into the soft fur. 

She lifted her chin. “Turns out Archer wasn’t as dashing as I remembered. Funny

how a year in Endovier can change the way you see people.” 

His  lips  tugged  upward,  but  his  face  remained  solemn.  “Did  you  get  the

information you wanted?” 

“Yes,  and  then  some,”  she  said.  She  explained  what  Archer  had  told  her

(pretending  that  he’d  accidentally  given  her  the  information,  of  course).  She

explained  the  rumors  surrounding  the  lost  heir  of  Terrasen,  but  left  out  the  bits about Aelin Galathynius seeking to reestablish her court and raise an army. And

about  Archer  not  really  being  in  the  movement.  Oh,  and  about  wanting  to

uncover the king’s true plans. 

When she finished telling Chaol about the upcoming ball, he walked up to the

mantel and braced his hands against it, staring at the tapestry hanging on the wall

above. Though it was faded and worn, she instantly recognized the ancient city nestled into the side of a mountain above a silver lake: Anielle, Chaol’s home. 

“When are you going to tell the king?” he asked, turning his head to look at

her. 

“Not until I know if this is actually real—or until I use Archer to get as much

information as I can before I kill him.” 

He nodded, pushing off the mantel. “Just be careful.” 

“You keep saying that.” 

“Is there something wrong with saying it?” 

“Yes,  there  is!  I’m  not  some  silly  fool  who  can’t  protect  herself  or  use  her head!” 

“Did I ever imply that?” 

“No,  but  you  keep  saying  ‘be  careful’  and  telling  me  how  you  worry,  and

insisting you help me with things, and—” 

“Because I  do worry!” 

“Well, you shouldn’t! I’m just as capable of looking after myself as you are!” 

He took a step toward her, but she held her ground. “Believe me, Celaena,” he

snarled,  his  eyes  flashing,  “I  know  you  can  look  after  yourself.  But  I  worry because I  care. Gods help me, I know I shouldn’t, but I do. So I will  always tell you to be careful, because I will  always care what happens.” 

She blinked. “Oh,” was all she managed. 

He  pinched  the  bridge  of  his  nose  and  squeezed  his  eyes  shut,  then  took  a

long, deep breath. 

Celaena gave him a sheepish smile. 

Chapter 12

The masque was held in a riverfront estate along the Avery, and was so packed

that  Celaena  had  no  trouble  slipping  in  with  Archer.  Philippa  had  managed  to find her a delicate white gown, made up of layers of chiffon and silk patterned

like overlapping feathers. A matching mask obscured the upper half of her face, 

and ivory feathers and pearls had been woven into her hair. 

It  was  fortunate  it  was  a  masquerade  and  not  a  normal  party,  since  she

certainly  recognized  a  few  faces  in  the  crowd.  They  were  mostly  other

courtesans she’d once known, along with Madame Clarisse. During the carriage

ride  here,  Archer  had  promised  that  Arobynn  Hamel  wasn’t  attending,  and

neither  was  Lysandra—a  courtesan  with  whom  Celaena  had  a  long,  violent

history, and someone she was fairly certain she’d kill if she ever saw again. As it

was,  just  seeing  Clarisse  floating  through  the  party,  arranging  liaisons  between her courtesans and the guests, was enough to set Celaena on edge. 

While  she  had  come  as  a  swan,  Archer  had  dressed  as  a  wolf—his  tunic

pewter, his slender pants dove gray, and his boots shining black. His wolf mask

covered all but his sensual lips, which were currently parted in a rather wolfish

smile as he squeezed the hand she had on his arm. 

“Not the grandest party we’ve ever been to,” he said, “but Davis has the best

pastry chef in Rifthold.” 

Indeed,  throughout  the  room,  tables  were  overflowing  with  the  most

beautiful, decadent-looking pastries she’d ever seen. Pastries stuffed with cream, 

cookies dusted with sugar, and chocolate, chocolate, chocolate beckoning to her

everywhere. Perhaps she’d swipe a few before she left. It was an effort to return

her gaze to Archer. “How long has he been your client?” 

That wolfish smile flickered. “A few years now. Which is how I noticed the

change in his behavior.” His voice dropped to a whisper, the words tickling her

ear as he leaned in. “He’s more paranoid, eats less, and holes up in his office any

chance he gets.” 

At  the  other  end  of  the  domed  ballroom,  massive  windows  faced  a  patio

overlooking  a  glittering  stretch  of  the  Avery.  She  could  imagine  those  doors

thrown  wide  in  summer,  and  how  lovely  it  would  be  to  dance  alongside  the

riverbank under the stars and city lights. 

“I  have  about  five  minutes  before  I  need  to  make  my  rounds,”  Archer  said, 

his eyes following Clarisse as she patrolled the room. “She’ll expect an auction

for  me  on  a  night  like  this.”  Celaena’s  stomach  turned  over,  and  she  found herself reaching for his hand. But he just gave her a bemused smile. “Just a few

more  weeks,  right?”  There  was  still  enough  bitterness  that  she  squeezed  his

fingers reassuringly. 

“Right,” she swore. 

Archer jerked his chin toward a stocky, middle-aged man holding court with a

group  of  well-dressed  people.  “That’s  Davis,”  he  said  under  his  breath.  “I

haven’t seen much during my visits, but I think he might be a key leader in this

group.” 

“You’re assuming that based on glimpsing some papers in the house?” 

Archer  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  “One  night  about  two  months  ago,  I

was here when three of his friends came over—all of them clients of mine, too. 

It was urgent, they said, and when Davis slipped out of the bedroom …” 

She  gave  him  a  half  smile.  “You  somehow  accidentally  overheard

everything?” 

Archer  smiled  back,  but  it  faded  as  he  again  looked  at  Davis,  who  was

pouring  wine  for  the  people  assembled  around  him,  including  some  young

women who looked a year or two shy of sixteen. Celaena’s own smile vanished

as well. This was a side of Rifthold that she hadn’t missed in the least. 

“They  spent  more  time  ranting  about  the  king  than  making  plans.  And

regardless  of  what  they  might  claim,  I  don’t  think  they  truly  care  about  Aelin Galathynius. I think they just want to find a ruler who best serves  their interests

—and maybe they only want her to raise an army so their businesses can thrive

during the war that would ensue. If they aid her, give her badly needed supplies

…” 

“Then  she’d  owe  them.  They  want  a  puppet  queen,  not  a  true  ruler.”  Of

course—of  course  they  would  want  something  like  that.  “Are  they  even   from Terrasen?” 

“No. Davis’s family was, years ago, but he’s spent his whole life in Rifthold. 

If he claims loyalty to Terrasen, it’s only a half truth.” 

She ground her teeth. “Self-serving bastards.” 

Archer shrugged. “That may be true. But they’ve also rescued a good number

of  would-be  victims  from  the  king’s  gallows,  apparently.  The  night  his  friends burst  into  the  house,  it  was  because  they’d  managed  to  save  one  of  their

informants  from  being  interrogated  by  the  king.  They  smuggled  him  out  of

Rifthold before dawn broke the next day.” 

Did  Chaol  know  about  this?  Given  how  he’d  reacted  to  killing  Cain,  she

didn’t  think  torturing  and  hanging  traitors  were  a  part  of  his  duties—or  were

even mentioned to him. Or Dorian, for that matter. 

But  if  Chaol  wasn’t  in  charge  of  interrogating  possible  traitors,  then  who

was? Was this person the source who had given the king his latest list of traitors

to the crown? Oh, there were too many things to consider, too many secrets and

tangled webs. 

Celaena asked, “Do you think you can get me into Davis’s office right now? I

want to look around.” 

Archer smirked. “My darling, why do you think I brought you over here?” He

smoothly led her to a nearby side door—a servants’ entrance. No one noticed as

they slipped through, and if they had, Archer’s hands roaming over her bodice, 

her  arms,  her  shoulders,  her  neck,  would  suggest  that  they  were  going  through the door for some privacy. 

A  seductive  smile  on  his  face,  Archer  tugged  her  down  the  small  hallway, 

then  up  the  stairs,  always  taking  care  to  keep  his  hands  moving  on  her  lest anyone  see  them.  But  all  the  servants  were  preoccupied,  and  the  upstairs  hall was clear and quiet, its wood-paneled walls and red carpeting immaculate. The

paintings  here—several  from  artists  she  recognized—were  worth  a  small

fortune. Archer moved with a stealth that probably came from years of slipping

in and out of bedrooms. He led her to a set of locked double doors. 

Before she could pull one of Philippa’s pins from her hair to unlock it, a pick

appeared  in  Archer’s  hand.  He  gave  her  a  conspirator’s  grin.  A  heartbeat  after that, the office door swung open, revealing a room lined with bookshelves over

an ornate blue carpet, with potted ferns scattered throughout. A large desk sat in

the  center,  two  armchairs  before  it,  and  a  chaise  sprawled  near  a  darkened

fireplace. Celaena paused in the doorway, pressing on her bodice just to feel the

slender  dagger  tucked  inside.  She  brushed  her  legs  together,  checking  the  two daggers strapped to her thighs. 

“I should go downstairs,” Archer said, glancing at the hallway behind  them. 

The sounds of a waltz floated up from the ballroom. “Try to be quick.” 

She raised an eyebrow, even though the mask covered her features. “Are you

telling me how to do my job?” 

He leaned in, brushing his lips against her neck. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he

said onto her skin. Then he turned and was gone. 

Celaena quickly shut the door, then strode to the windows at the other side of

the  room  and  closed  the  curtains.  The  dim  light  shining  beneath  the  door  was enough  to  see  by  as  she  moved  to  the  ironwood  desk  and  lit  a  candle.  The

evening  papers,  a  stack  of  response  cards  from  tonight’s  masque,  a  personal

expenses ledger …

Normal. Completely normal. She searched the rest of the desk, rifling through the  drawers  and  knocking  on  every  surface  to  check  for  trick  compartments. 

When  that  yielded  nothing,  she  walked  to  one  of  the  bookcases,  tapping  the

books to see whether any were hollowed out. She was about to turn away when a

title caught her eye. 

A book with a single Wyrdmark written on the spine in bloodred ink. 

She  pulled  it  out  and  rushed  to  the  desk,  setting  down  the  candle  as  she

opened the book. 

It was full of Wyrdmarks—every page covered with them, and with words in

a  language  she  didn’t  recognize.  Nehemia  had  said  it  was  secret  knowledge—

that  the  Wyrdmarks  were  so  old  they’d  been  forgotten  for  centuries.  Titles  like this had been burned with the rest of the books on magic. She had found one in

the  palace  library— The  Walking  Dead—but  that  had  been  a  fluke.  The  art  of using the Wyrdmarks was lost; only Nehemia’s family knew how to properly use

their power. But here, in her hands … She flipped through the book. 

Someone had written a sentence on the inside of the back cover, and Celaena

brought the candle closer as she peered at what had been scribbled. 

It was a riddle—or some strange turn of phrase:

 It is only with the eye that one can see rightly. 

But  what  in  hell  did  it  mean?  And  what  was  Davis,  some  half-corrupt

businessman, doing with a book on Wyrdmarks, of all things? If he was trying to

interfere with the king’s plans … For the sake of Erilea, she prayed the king had

never even heard of Wyrdmarks. 

She memorized the riddle. She would write it down when she returned to the

castle—maybe  ask  Nehemia  if  she  knew  what  it  meant.  Or  if  she’d  heard  of

Davis.  Archer  might  have  given  her  vital  information,  but  he  obviously  didn’t know everything. 

Fortunes had been broken upon the loss of magic; people who had made their

living  for  years  by  harnessing  its  power  were  suddenly  left  with  nothing.  It seemed  natural  for  them  to  seek  out  another  source  of  power,  even  though  the king had outlawed it. But what—

Footsteps  sounded  down  the  hall.  Celaena  swiftly  put  the  book  back  on  the

shelf,  then  looked  to  the  window.  Her  dress  was  too  big,  and  the  window  too small and high, for her to easily make it out that way. And with no other exit …

The lock in the double doors clicked. 

Celaena leaned against the desk, whipping out her handkerchief, bowing her shoulders, and starting a miserable sniffle-sob as Davis entered his study. 

The short, solid man paused at the sight of her, the smile that had been on his

face  fading.  Thankfully,  he  was  alone.  She  popped  up,  doing  her  best  to  look embarrassed. “Oh!” she said, dabbing at her eyes with her kerchief through the

holes in her mask. “Oh, I’m sorry, I—I needed a place to be alone for a moment

and they s-s-said I could come in here.” 

Davis’s eyes narrowed, then shifted to the key in the lock. “How did you get

in?” A smooth, slippery voice, dripping with calculation—and a hint of fear. 

She  let  out  a  shuddering  sniffle.  “The  housekeeper.”  Hopefully,  the  poor

woman wouldn’t be flayed alive after this. Celaena hitched her voice, stumbling

and rushing through the words. “My-my betrothed l-l-left m-me.” 

Honestly, she sometimes  wondered if there  was something a  bit wrong with

her for being able to cry so easily. 

Davis  took  her  in  again,  his  lip  curling—not  out  of  sympathy,  she  realized, 

but  from  disgust  at  this  silly,  weepy  woman  sniffling  about  her  fiancé.  As  if  it would be a colossal waste of his precious time to comfort a person in pain. 

The thought of Archer having to serve these people who looked at him like he

was a toy to be used until he was broken … She focused on her breathing. She

just  had  to  get  out  of  here  without  raising  Davis’s  suspicions.  One  word  to  the guards down the hall, and she’d be in more trouble than she wanted—and might

possibly drag Archer down with her. 

She let out another shudder-sniffle. 

“There  is  a  ladies’  powder  room  on  the  first  floor,”  Davis  said,  stepping

toward her—to escort her out. Perfect. 

As he approached he pulled off the bird mask he wore, revealing a face that

had  probably  been  handsome  in  its  youth.  Age  and  too  much  drinking  had

pummeled  it  into  saggy  cheeks,  thinning  straw-blond  hair,  and  a  dull

complexion. Capillaries had burst on the tip of his nose, staining it a purplish-red

that offset his watery gray eyes. 

He stopped close enough to touch her and held out a hand. She dabbed at her

eyes  one  more  time,  then  slipped  her  handkerchief  back  into  her  dress  pocket. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, looking at the floor as she took his hand. “I—I am

sorry for intruding.” 

She heard his sudden intake of breath before she caught the flash of metal. 

She had him disabled and on the floor in a heartbeat—but not fast enough to

avoid  the  sting  of  Davis’s  dagger  slicing  into  her  forearm.  The  yards  of  fabric that made up her dress were cumbersome as she pinned him to the carpet, a thin

line of blood welling up and trickling down her bare arm. 

“No one has the keys to this study,” Davis hissed, despite his prone position. 

Brave, or foolish? “Not even my housekeeper.” 

Celaena shifted her hand, going for the points in his neck that would render

him unconscious. If she could hide her forearm, then she could still slip out of

here unnoticed. 

“What were you looking for?” Davis demanded, his breath reeking of wine as

he  wriggled  against  her  hold.  She  didn’t  bother  to  answer,  and  he  surged  up, trying  to  dislodge  her.  She  slammed  her  weight  into  him,  lifting  her  hand  to deliver the blow. 

Then he chuckled softly. “Don’t you want to know what was on that blade?” 

She could have ripped his face off with her fingernails for the silken smile he

gave her. In a smooth, swift movement, she snatched up his dagger and sniffed. 

She’d never forget that musky smell, not in a thousand lifetimes: gloriella, a

mild  poison  that  caused  hours  of  paralysis.  It  had  been  used  the  night  she  was captured  to  knock  her  down,  to  make  her  helpless  to  fight  back  as  she  was

handed over to the king’s men and thrown into the royal dungeons. 

Davis’s  smile  turned  triumphant.  “Just  enough  to  knock  you  out  until  my

guards  arrive—and  bring  you  to  a  more  private  location.”  Where  she’d  be

tortured, he didn’t need to add. 

 Bastard. 

How much had she been exposed to? The cut was shallow and short. But she

knew the gloriella was already racing through her, just as it had on the days after

she’d lain beside Sam’s broken corpse, smelling the musky smoke still clinging

to him. She had to go.  Now. 

She  shifted  her  free  hand  to  knock  him  out,  but  her  fingers  felt  brittle, 

disconnected;  and  despite  being  short,  he  was   strong.  Someone  must  have trained him, because in a too-fast movement he grabbed her wrists, twisting her

to the ground. She slammed into the carpet so hard the air was knocked from her

lungs,  her  head  spun,  and  she  lost  her  grip  on  the  dagger.  The  gloriella  was acting fast—too fast. She had to get out. 

A bolt of panic went through her, pure and undiluted. Her confounded dress

got in the way, but she focused what little control remained on bringing up her

legs and kicking—so hard he let go for a moment. 

 “Bitch!”   He  lunged  for  her  again,  but  she’d  already  grabbed  his  poisoned dagger. A heartbeat later, he was clutching his neck as his blood sprayed on her, 

on her dress, on her hands. 

He  collapsed  to  the  side,  grasping  at  his  throat  as  though  he  could  hold  it
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together, keep his life’s blood from spewing. He was making a familiar gurgling

noise, but Celaena didn’t give him the mercy of ending it as she staggered to her

feet.  No,  she  didn’t  even  give  him  a  parting  glance  as  she  took  the  dagger  and ripped the skirts of her gown up to her knees. A moment after that she was at his

office  window,  studying  the  guards  and  parked  carriages  below,  each  thought

fuzzier than the last as she climbed onto the ledge. 

She didn’t know how she made it, or how long it took, but suddenly she was

on the ground and sprinting toward the open front gate. 

The  guards  or  footmen  or  servants  started  shouting.  She  was  running—

running as fast as she could, losing control of her body with each heartbeat that

pumped the gloriella through her. 

They were in the wealthy part of the city—near the Royal Theater—and she

scanned  the  skyline,  searching,  searching  for  the  glass  castle.  There!  The

glowing towers had never seemed more beautiful, more welcoming. She had to

get back. 

Her vision blurring, Celaena gritted her teeth and ran. 

She had enough awareness to snatch a cloak off a drunk dozing on a corner and

wipe the blood from her face, even though it took several tries to keep her hands

steady as she ran. Once the cloak concealed her ruined dress, she made for the

main gates of the castle grounds—where the guards recognized her, though the

lights  were  too  dim  for  them  to  look  closely.  The  wound  had  been  short  and shallow; she could make it. She just had to get inside, get to safety …

But  she  stumbled  on  the  winding  road  leading  up  to  the  castle,  and  her  run turned  into  a  staggering  walk  before  she  even  got  to  the  castle  itself.  She couldn’t  go  in  the  front  like  this,  not  unless  she  wanted  everyone  to  see—not unless she wanted everyone to know who was responsible for Davis’s death. 

She  swayed  with  every  step  as  she  made  for  a  side  entrance,  where  studded

iron doors were left partially open to the night—the barracks. Not the best place

to enter, but good enough. Maybe the guards would be discreet. 

 One foot in front of the other. Just a little farther …

She didn’t remember getting to the barracks doors, only the bite of the metal

studs as she pushed them open. The light of the hall burned her eyes, but at least

she was inside …

The door to the mess hall was open, and the sounds of laughter and clinking

mugs  floated  toward  her.  Was  she  numb  from  the  cold,  or  was  it  the  gloriella taking over? 

She had to tell someone what antidote to give her—just tell someone …

One hand braced against the wall, the other holding her cloak tightly around

her,  she  slipped  past  the  mess  hall,  every  breath  lasting  a  lifetime.  No  one stopped her; no one even looked her way. 

There  was  one  door  down  this  hall  that  she  had  to  reach—one  room  where

she’d  be  safe.  She  kept  her  hand  on  the  stone  wall,  counting  the  doors  she passed. So close. Her cloak caught on the handle of a door as she passed by and

ripped away. 

But  she  made  it  to  that  door,  to  the  room  where  she’d  be  safe.  Her  fingers didn’t quite feel the grain of the wood as she pushed against the door and swayed

on the threshold. 

Bright light, a blur of wood and stone and paper … and through the haze, a

face she knew, gaping at her from behind a desk. 

A choked noise came out of her throat, and she looked down at herself long

enough  to  see  the  blood  covering  her  white  dress,  her  arms,  her  hands.  In  the blood,  she  could  see  Davis,  and  the  open  gash  across  his  throat.  “Chaol,”  she moaned, seeking that familiar face again. 

But  he  was  already  running,  smashing  through  his  office.  He  bellowed  her

name as her knees buckled and she fell. She saw only the golden brown of his

eyes  and  held  on  long  enough  to  whisper,  “Gloriella,”  before  everything  tilted and went black. 
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Chapter 13

It was one of the longest nights of Chaol’s life. 

Every second had passed by with horrific clarity—every agonizing second as

Celaena lay there on the floor of his office, her bodice covered in so much blood

that  he  couldn’t  tell  where  she  was  bleeding.  And  with  all  the  stupid  layers  of frills and pleats, he couldn’t see the entry wounds. 

So  he’d  lost  it.  Utterly  lost  it.  There  was  no  thought  in  his  head  beyond  a roaring panic as he shut the door, took out his hunting knife, and ripped open her

dress right there. 

But there were no wounds, only a sheathed stiletto that clattered to the floor

and a scratch on her forearm. With the dress ripped away, there was hardly any

blood  on  her.  And  that’s  when  the  panic  cleared  enough  for  him  to  remember

what she’d whispered:  gloriella. 

A poison used to temporarily paralyze victims. 

Everything from then on became a series of steps: quietly summoning  Ress; 

telling  the  young,  talented  guard  to  keep  his  mouth  shut  and  to  find  whatever healers were closest; wrapping her in his cloak so no one could see the blood on

her  skin;  scooping  her  up  and  carrying  her  to  her  rooms;  barking  orders  at  the healers;  and  finally  pinning  her  down  on  the  bed  as  they  forced  the  antidote down her throat until she choked on it. Then the long, long hours spent holding

her  as  she  vomited,  twisting  her  hair  back,  snarling  at  anyone  who  entered  the room. 

When she was sleeping soundly at last, he sat by her, still watching over her

as he sent Ress and his most trustworthy men into the city and warned them not

to  come  back  without  answers.  When  they  did  return  and  told  him  about  the

businessman  apparently  murdered  by  his  own  poisoned  dagger,  Chaol  pieced

together enough of what had happened to be sure of one thing:

He  was  glad  Davis  was  dead.  Because  if  Davis  had  survived,  Chaol  would

have gone back to finish the job himself. 

Celaena awoke. 

Her  mouth  was  bone  dry  and  her  head  pounded,  but  she  could  move.  She

could wiggle her toes and her fingers, and she recognized the smell of the sheets

well enough to know that she was in her bed, in her room, and that she was safe. 

Her eyelids were heavy as she opened them, blinking away the blurriness that still lingered. Her stomach ached, but the gloriella had worn off. She looked to

her left, as if she’d somehow known, even in sleep, where he was. 

Chaol  dozed  in  the  chair,  his  arms  and  legs  sprawled  out,  his  head  tipped

back,  exposing  the  unbuttoned  collar  of  his  tunic  and  the  strong  column  of  his throat. From the angle of the sunlight, it was probably around dawn. 

“Chaol,” she rasped. 

He  was  instantly  awake  and  alert,  leaning  toward  her  as  if  he,  too,  always

knew  where  she  was.  When  he  saw  her,  the  hand  that  had  lurched  toward  his

sword  relaxed.  “You’re  awake,”  he  said,  his  voice  a  dark  rumble,  laced  with

temper. “How are you feeling?” 

She looked at herself; someone had washed away the blood and put her in a

nightgown.  Just  moving  her  head  made  everything  spin.  “Horrible,”  she

admitted. 

He  put  his  head  in  his  hands,  bracing  his  elbows  on  his  knees.  “Before  you say  anything  else,  just  tell  me  this:  did  you  kill  Davis  because  you  were

snooping in his office, he caught you, and then cut you with a drugged blade?” A

flash of teeth, a flicker of rage in those golden-brown eyes. 

Her insides twisted up at the memory, but she nodded. 

“Very well,” he said, standing up. 

“Are you going to tell the king?” 

He crossed his arms, coming to the edge of the bed and staring down at her. 

“No.” Again, that volatile temper burned in his eyes. “Because I don’t feel like

having  to  argue  that  you’re  still  capable  of  spying  without  getting  caught.  My men will keep their mouths shut, too. But the next time you do  anything like this, I am going to throw you in the dungeons.” 

“For killing him?” 

“For scaring the hell out of me!” He ran his hands through his hair, pacing for

a  moment,  then  whirled,  pointing  at  her.  “Do  you  know  what  you  looked  like

when you showed up?” 

“I’ll hazard a guess and say … bad?” 

A flat stare. “If I hadn’t burned your dress, I’d make you look at it right now.” 

“You burned my dress?” 

He splayed his arms. “You want proof of what you did lying around?” 

“You could get in trouble for covering for me like this.” 

“I’ll deal with it if it comes to that.” 

“Oh? You’ll deal with it?” 

He leaned over the bed, bracing his hands on the mattress as he snarled in her face. “Yes. I’ll  deal with it.” 

She gulped, but her mouth was so dry she had nothing to swallow. Beyond his

anger, there was enough lingering fear in his eyes that she winced. “It was that

bad?” 

He  slumped  onto  the  edge  of  the  mattress.  “You  were  sick.  Really  sick.  We

didn’t  know  how  much  gloriella  was  in  the  wound,  so  the  healers  erred  on  the safe side and gave you a strong dose of the antidote—which caused you to spend

a few hours with your head in a bucket.” 

“I don’t remember any of that. I barely remember getting back to the castle.” 

He shook his head and stared at the wall. Dark smudges lay under his eyes, 

stubble  coated  his  jaw,  and  utter  exhaustion  lined  every  inch  of  his  body.  He probably hadn’t fallen asleep until a little while ago. 

She’d hardly known where she was going while the gloriella tore through her; 

all she’d known was that she had to get someplace  safe. 

And somehow, she had wound up exactly where she knew she’d be safest. 

Chapter 14

Celaena absolutely hated that it took a fair amount of courage to enter the royal

library after coming upon that …  thing a few nights ago. And more than that, she hated  that  the  encounter  had  turned  her  favorite  place  in  the  castle  into

something unknown and possibly deadly. 

She  felt  a  little  foolish  as  she  shoved  open  the  towering  oak  doors  to  the library, armed to the teeth—most of her weapons concealed from sight. No need

to  have  someone  start  asking  why  the  King’s  Champion  was  going  into  the

library looking like she was walking onto a killing field. 

Not feeling at all inclined to go into Rifthold after last night, she’d opted to

spend  the  day  digesting  what  she’d  learned  in  Davis’s  office  and  searching  for any connection between that book of Wyrdmarks and the king’s plans. And since

she’d only seen  one hint of something being amiss in the castle … Well, she’d

steeled  her  nerve  to  try  to  learn  what  that  thing  had  been  looking  for  in  the library. Or if there was any hint of where it had gone. 

The library looked as it had always had: dim, cavernous, achingly beautiful in

its ancient stone architecture and endless corridors lined with books. And totally

silent. 

She knew there were a few scholars and librarians about, but they mostly kept

to their private studies. The size of the place was overwhelming; it was a castle

in itself. 

What had that thing been doing here? 

She craned her head back to take in the two upper levels, both bordered with

ornate  railings.  Iron  chandeliers  cast  light  and  shadow  throughout  the  main

chamber in which she stood. She loved this room—loved the scattering of heavy

tables  and  red  velvet  chairs,  and  the  worn  couches  sprawled  before  massive

hearths. 

Celaena  paused  beside  the  table  she  had  always  used  when  researching  the

Wyrdmarks—a table at which she’d spent hours with Chaol. 

Three  levels  that  she  could  see.  Plenty  of  places  to  hide  on  all  of  them—

rooms and alcoves and half-crumbling staircases. 

What  about   beneath  this  level?  The  library  was  probably  too  far  away  to connect to the tunnels attached to her rooms, but there could be  more  forgotten places beneath the castle. The polished marble floor gleamed under her feet. 

Chaol  had  said  something  once  about  a  legend  regarding  a   second  library

underground—in  catacombs  and  tunnels.  If   she  were  doing  something  that  she didn’t want others to find out about, if she were some foul creature who needed a

place to hide …

Maybe  she  was  a  fool  for  looking  into  it,  but  she  had  to  know.  Maybe  this thing would be able to give her some clues as to what was going on in this castle. 

She headed for the nearest wall and was soon swallowed up in the gloom of

the  stacks.  It  took  her  a  few  minutes  to  reach  the  perimeter  wall,  which  was interspersed  with  bookcases  and  chipped  writing  desks.  She  pulled  a  piece  of

chalk  from  her  pocket  and  drew  an   X  on  one  of  the  desks.  Most  of  the  library would probably look the same after a while; it would be helpful to know when

she’d made a full sweep of the perimeter. Even if it took her hours to cover it all. 

She passed stack after stack of books, some of the cases plain, some of them

ornately  carved.  Sconces  were  few  and  far  enough  apart  that  she  often  had  to take several steps in near darkness. The floor had turned from gleaming marble

to  ancient  gray  blocks,  and  the  scrape  of  her  boots  against  stone  was  the  only sound. It felt as if it’d been the only sound for a thousand years. 

But someone must have come down this passageway to light the sconces. So

if she became lost, she might not stay that way forever. 

Not that getting lost was a possibility, she reassured herself as the silence of

the  library  became  a  living  thing.  She’d  been  trained  to  mark  and  remember

pathways and exits and turns. She’d be fine. 

Odds  were  that  she  had  to  go  as  far  back  into  the  library  as  possible—to  a place where even the scholars didn’t bother going. 

There had been a day, she recalled—a day when she’d been poring over  The

 Walking  Dead,  and  she’d   felt  something  under  her  boots.  Chaol  had  later revealed that he’d been dragging his dagger along the floor to spook her, but the

initial vibration had been …  different. 

Like someone drawing a claw along stone. 

 Stop it, she told herself.  Stop it now. Your imagination is absurd. It was just Chaol teasing you. 

She  didn’t  know  how  long  she’d  been  walking  when  she  finally  hit  another

wall: a corner. The bookcases here were all carved from ancient wood, their ends

shaped into sentries—guards forever protecting the books held between them. It

was  here  that  the  sconces  ran  out—and  a  glance  down  the  back  wall  of  the

library revealed utter darkness. 

Thankfully, one of the scholars had left a torch beside the last sconce. It was

small  enough  that  it  wouldn’t  burn  the  whole  damn  library  down,  but  also  too small to last long. 
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She could end it now, and go back to her rooms to contemplate ways to pry

information  from  Archer’s  clients.  One  wall  had  been  explored—one  wall  that

revealed nothing. She could do the back wall tomorrow. 

But she was here already. 

Celaena picked up the torch. 

Dorian  jerked  awake  at  the  sound  of  a  clock  chiming,  and  found  himself

sweating despite the fierce cold in his bedroom. 

It was odd enough that he’d fallen asleep, but the frigid temperature was what

struck him as most unusual. His windows were all sealed, his door shut. 

And yet his shallow breaths clouded in front of him. 

He sat up, his head aching. 

A nightmare—of teeth and shadows and glinting daggers. Just a nightmare. 

Dorian  shook  his  head,  the  temperature  in  the  room  already  increasing. 

Perhaps it had only been a rogue draft. The nap was just the product of staying

up  too  late  last  night;  the  nightmare  probably  triggered  by  hearing  from  Chaol about Celaena’s encounter. 

He gritted his teeth. Her job wasn’t without risk—and though he was furious

about what had happened, he had a feeling she’d only push him away further if

he yelled at her about it. 

Dorian shook off the last bit of the cold and walked to his dressing room to

change  his  wrinkled  tunic.  As  he  turned,  he  could  have  sworn  he  caught  a

glimpse of a faint ring of frost around where his body had lain on the couch. 

But when he looked back to see it more fully, there was nothing there. 

Celaena  heard  a  distant  clock  chime  somewhere—and  didn’t  quite  believe  it

when she heard the time. She’d been here for three hours.  Three hours. The back

wall wasn’t like the side wall; it dipped and curved and had closets and alcoves

and little study rooms full of mice and dust. And just when she’d been about to

draw an  X on the wall and call it a day, she noticed the tapestry. 

She  saw  it  only  because  it  was  the  sole  bit  of  decoration  she’d  encountered along the wall. Considering how the last six months of her life had gone, part of

her just  knew that it had to mean something. 

There was no depiction of Elena, or a stag, or anything lovely and green. 

No; this tapestry, woven from red thread so dark it looked black, depicted …

nothing. 

She touched the ancient strands, marveling at the hue, so deep that it seemed

to swallow her fingers in its darkness. The hair on the back of her neck rose, and

Celaena  put  a  hand  on  her  dagger  as  she  pulled  the  tapestry  aside.  She  swore. 

And swore again. 

Another secret door greeted her. 

Glancing  around  the  stacks,  listening  for  any  footsteps  or  rustle  of  clothing, Celaena pushed it open. 

A  breeze,  musty  and  thick,  floated  past  her  from  the  depths  of  the  spiral

stairwell  revealed  by  the  open  door.  The  light  of  her  torch  reached  only  a  few feet inside, illuminating ornately carved walls depicting a battle. 

There  was  a  thin  groove  in  the  marble  wall,  a  channel  barely  three  inches

deep. It curved along the entire length of the wall, extending beyond the limits of

her sight. She swiped her finger in the groove; it was smooth as glass and held a

faint residue of something slimy. 

A small silver lamp hung from the wall, and she put her torch in its place as

she took down the lamp, liquid splashing inside. “Clever,” she murmured. 

Smiling  to  herself,  making  sure  her  torch  was  far  enough  away,  Celaena

placed the slender nozzle of the lamp into the groove and tipped. Oil poured out

and  traveled  down  the  chute.  Celaena  grabbed  her  torch  and  touched  it  to  the wall. Instantly, the groove glowed with fire, providing a thin line of light all the

way  down  the  dark  and  cobwebbed  stairwell.  A  hand  on  her  hip,  she  stared

down, admiring the engraved surface of the walls. 

She doubted anyone would come looking for her, but she still put the tapestry

back  into  its  original  position  and  took  out  one  of  her  long  daggers.  As  she descended, the images of battle shifted and moved in the firelight, and she could

have sworn that the stone faces turned to watch her go. She stopped looking at

the walls. 

A breath of cold air brushed her face, and she at last spied the bottom of the

stair. It was a dark corridor that smelled of aged and rotting things. A torch lay

discarded at the bottom of the step, covered with enough cobwebs to reveal that

no one had been down here in a long, long time. 

 Unless that thing can see in the dark. 

She shoved away that thought, too, and picked up the torch, igniting it on the

illuminated wall of the stairwell. 

Cobwebs  hung  from  the  arched  ceiling,  grazing  over  the  cobblestone  floor. 

Rickety bookcases lined the halfway, the shelves crammed full of books so worn

that  Celaena  couldn’t  read  the  titles.  Scrolls  and  pieces  of  parchment  were

stuffed  into  every  nook  and  cranny  or  lay  unrolled  on  the  sagging  wood,  as  if someone had just walked away from reading them. Somehow, it was more of a

tomb than Elena’s resting place. 

She walked down the corridor, stopping occasionally to examine the scrolls. 

They were maps and receipts from kings long since turned to dust. 

 Castle  records.  All  this  walking  and  fretting,  and  all  you’ve  discovered  is useless castle records. That’s probably what that creature was after: an ancient

 king’s grocery bill. 

Beginning a chant of truly despicable curses, Celaena waved her torch before

her and walked on until a hallway appeared on the left. 

It  had  to  lead  even  lower  than  Elena’s  tomb—but  how  deep?  There  was  a

lantern and a groove in the wall, so Celaena once again lit the spiraling passage. 

This time, the gray stone depicted a forest. A forest, and—

 Fae.  It  was  impossible  to  miss  those  delicately  pointed  ears  and  elongated canines. The Fae lounged and danced and played music, content to bask in their

immortality and ethereal beauty. 

No,  the  king  and  his  cronies   couldn’t  know  about  this  place,  because  they certainly  would  have  defaced  these  carvings  by  now.  Celaena  didn’t  need  a

historian  to  know  that  this  stairwell  was  old—far  older  than  the  one  through which she had just descended, perhaps even older than the castle itself. 

Why  had Gavin picked this site to build his castle? Had there been something

here before? 

 Or something beneath it worth hiding? 

A  cold  sweat  slithered  down  her  spine  as  she  peered  into  the  stairwell. 

Against all odds, another breeze wafted up from below. Iron. It smelled like iron. 

The images on the walls flickered as she descended the spiral staircase. When

she at last reached the bottom, she took a shallow breath and ignited a torch from

a  nearby  bracket.  She  was  in  a  long  hallway  paved  in  gray  stones.  There  was only one door in the center of the left-hand wall, and no exit save for the stairs

behind her. 

She scanned the hall. Nothing. Not even a mouse. After observing for another

moment, she stepped down it, igniting the few torches on the wall as she went. 

The  iron  door  was  unremarkable,  though  undeniably  impenetrable.  Its

studded surface was like a slab of starless sky. 

Celaena stretched out a hand, but stopped before her fingers could graze the

metal. 

Why  was it made entirely of iron? 

Iron  was  the  one  element  immune  to  magic;  she  remembered  that  much. 

There had been so many kinds of magic-wielders ten years ago—people whose

power  was  believed  by  some  to  have  long  ago  originated  from  the  gods

themselves, despite the King of Adarlan’s claim that magic was an affront to the

divine. Wherever it came from, magic had countless variations: abilities to heal, 

to shape-shift, to summon flame or water or storm, to encourage the growth of

crops and plants, to glimpse the future, and on and on. Most of those gifts had

been watered down over the millennia, but for some rare strong ones, when they

held on to their power too long, the iron in their blood caused fainting spells. Or

worse. 

She had seen hundreds of doors in the castle—doors of wood, of bronze, of

glass—but never one of solid iron. This one was ancient, from a time when an

iron  door   meant  something.  So  was  this  supposed  to  keep  someone  out—or  to keep something in? 

Celaena  touched  the  Eye  of  Elena,  scanning  the  door  again.  It  yielded  no

answers about what might be behind it, so she clamped a hand around the handle

and pulled. 

It  was  locked.  There  was  no  keyhole  in  sight.  She  ran  a  hand  along  the

grooves. Perhaps it had rusted shut? 

She frowned. No sign of rust, either. 

Celaena stepped back, studying the door. Why put a handle on it if there was

no  way  of  opening  it?  And  why  use  a  lock  unless  there  was  something

worthwhile hidden behind it? 

She  turned  away,  but  the  amulet  warmed  against  her  skin,  and  a  flicker  of

light shone through her tunic. Celaena paused. 

It could have been the flicker of the torch, but … Celaena studied the slender

gap  between  the  door  and  the  stone.  A  shadow—darker  than  the  blackness

beyond—lingered on the other side. 

Slowly,  drawing  out  her  thinnest  and  flattest  dagger  with  her  free  hand,  she set the torch down and lay on her stomach, as close to the door as she dared. Just

shadows—it was just shadows. Or rats. 

Either way, she had to know. 

With  absolute  silence,  she  slid  the  shining  dagger  under  the  door.  The

reflection  along  the  blade  revealed  nothing  but  darkness—darkness  and

torchlight. 

She shifted the dagger, pushing it just a bit farther beneath. 

Two gleaming, green-gold orbs flashed in the shadows beyond. 

She lunged back, swiping the dagger with her, biting down on her lip to keep

from cursing aloud.  Eyes. Eyes gleaming in the dark—eyes like an … an …

She sighed through her nose, relaxing slightly. Eyes like an animal. Like a rat. 

Or a mouse. Or some feral cat. 

Still,  she  crept  forward  again,  holding  her  breath  as  she  angled  the  blade

under the door to scan the darkness. 

Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 

She  watched  the  dagger’s  blade  for  a  full  minute,  waiting  for  those  eyes  to reappear. 

But whatever it was had scuttled off. 

 A rat. It was probably a rat. 

Still, Celaena couldn’t shake the chill that had wrapped around her, or ignore

the warmth of the amulet at her neck. Even if there wasn’t a creature behind that

door, answers lay behind it. And she’d find them—just not today. Not until she

was ready. 

Because there might be ways to get through that door. And considering how

old  this  place  was,  she  had  a  feeling  that  the  power  that  had  sealed  it  was connected to the Wyrdmarks. 

But if there  was something behind the door … She shifted the fingers of her

right  hand  as  she  picked  up  her  torch,  studying  the  arc  of  scars  left  by  the ridderak’s bite. 

It was just a rat. And she had no interest— none—in being proven wrong right

now. 

Chapter 15

The  Great  Hall  was  packed  at  dinner  that  night.  Though  Celaena  usually

preferred  to  eat  in  her  rooms,  when  she  heard  that  Rena  Goldsmith  would  be

performing during the meal to honor Prince Hollin’s return, she crammed herself

into  one  of  the  long  tables  in  the  back.  It  was  the  only  place  where  the  lesser nobility, some of Chaol’s higher-born men, and any others who wanted to brave

the viper’s nest of the court were allowed to sit. 

The royal family dined at their table atop the dais in the front of the hall with

Perrington,  Roland,  and  a  woman  who  looked  like  she  might  be  Roland’s

mother. From the other side of the room, Celaena could hardly see little Prince

Hollin, but he seemed to be pale, rotund, and blessed with a head full of ebony

curls. It seemed rather unfair to put Hollin next to Dorian—where comparisons

could easily be made—and though she’d heard every nasty rumor about Hollin, 

she couldn’t help but feel a shred of pity for the boy. 

Chaol, to her surprise, opted to sit beside her, five of his men joining them at

the table. Though there were several guards posted around the room, she had no

doubt that the ones at her table were just as alert and watchful as those stationed

by  the  doors  and  dais.  Her  tablemates  were  all  polite  to  her—wary,  but  polite. 

They didn’t mention what had happened last night, but they did quietly ask how

she  was  feeling.  Ress,  who  had  guarded  her  during  the  competition,  seemed

genuinely  relieved  that  she  was  better,  and  was  the  chattiest  of  them  all, 

gossiping as much as any old court hen. 

“And  then,” Ress was saying, his boyish face set with fiendish delight, “just

as  he  got  into  her  bed,  stark  naked  as  the  day  he  was  born,  her   father  walked in”—winces  and  groans  came  from  the  guards,  even  Chaol  himself—“and  he

 dragged  him  out  of  bed  by  his  feet,  took  him  down  the  hall,  and  dumped  him down the stairs. He was shrieking like a pig the whole time.” 

Chaol  leaned  back  in  his  seat,  crossing  his  arms.  “You  would  be,  too,  if

someone  were  dragging  your  naked  carcass  across  the  ice-cold  floor.”  He

smirked as Ress tried to deny it. Chaol seemed so comfortable with the men, his

body relaxed, eyes alight. And they respected him, too—always glancing at him

for  approval,  for  confirmation,  for  support.  As  Celaena’s  chuckle  faded,  Chaol looked  at  her,  his  brows  high.  “You’re  one  to  laugh.  You  moan  about  the  cold floors more than anyone I know.” 

She straightened as the guards gave hesitant smiles. “If I recall correctly,  you

complain about them every time I wipe the floor with you when we spar.” 

“Oho!” Ress cried, and Chaol’s brows rose higher. Celaena gave him a grin. 

“Dangerous words,” Chaol said. “Do we need to go to the training hall to see

if you can back them up?” 

“Well, as long as your men don’t object to seeing you knocked on your ass.” 

“We  certainly  do   not  object  to  that,”  Ress  crowed.  Chaol  shot  him  a  look, more amused than warning. Ress quickly added, “Captain.” 

Chaol opened his mouth to reply, but then a tall, slim woman walked onto the

small stage erected along one side of the room. 

Celaena  craned  her  neck  as  Rena  Goldsmith  floated  across  the  wooden

platform  to  where  a  massive  harp  and  a  man  with  a  violin  waited.  She’d  seen Rena  perform  only  once  before—years  ago,  at  the  Royal  Theater,  on  a  cold

winter night like this. For two hours, the theater was so still that it seemed as if

everyone  had  stopped  breathing.  Rena’s  voice  had  floated  through  Celaena’s

head for days afterward. 

From their table, Celaena could hardly see Rena—just enough to tell that she

wore a long green dress (no petticoats, no corset, no ornamentation save for the

woven  leather  belt  circling  her  narrow  hips),  and  that  her  red-gold  hair  was unbound. Silence rippled through the hall, and Rena curtsied to the dais. When

she  took  her  seat  before  the  green-and-gold  harp,  the  spectators  were  waiting. 

But how long would the court’s interest hold? 

Rena  nodded  to  the  reedy  violinist,  and  her  long,  white  fingers  began

plucking  out  a  melody  on  the  harp.  After  a  few  notes  the  rhythm  established itself,  followed  by  the  slow,  sad  sweep  of  the  violin.  They  wove  together, 

blending, lifting up, up, up, until Rena opened her mouth. 

And when she sang, the whole world faded. 

Her  voice  was  soft,  ethereal,  the  sound  of  a  lullaby  half-remembered.  The

songs  she  sang,  one  by  one,  held  Celaena  in  place.  Songs  of  distant  lands,  of forgotten legends, of lovers forever waiting to be reunited. 

Not  a  single  soul  stirred  in  the  hall.  Even  the  servants  remained  along  the walls  and  in  doorways  and  alcoves.  Rena  paused  between  songs  only  long

enough  to  allow  a  heartbeat  of  applause  before  the  harp  and  the  violin  began anew, and she hypnotized them all once more. 

And  then  Rena  looked  toward  the  dais.  “This  song,”  she  said  softly,  “is  in

honor of the esteemed royal family who invited me here tonight.” 

This song was an ancient legend—an old poem, actually. One Celaena hadn’t

heard since childhood, and never set to music. 
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She  heard  it  now  as  if  for  the  first  time:  the  story  of  a  Fae  woman  blessed with  a  horrible,  profound  power  that  was  sought  by  kings  and  lords  in  every kingdom. While they used her to win wars and conquer nations, they all feared

her—and kept their distance. 

It was a bold song to sing; dedicating it to the king’s family was even bolder. 

But  the  royals  made  no  outcry.  Even  the  king  just  stared  blankly  at  Rena  as though  she  weren’t  singing  about  the  very  power  he’d  outlawed  ten  years  ago. 

Perhaps  her  voice  could  conquer  even  a  tyrant’s  heart.  Perhaps  there  was  an

unstoppable magic inherent in music and art. 

Rena  went  on,  spinning  the  ageless  story  of  the  years  that  the  Fae  woman

served  those  kings  and  lords,  and  the  loneliness  that  consumed  her  bit  by  bit. 

And then, one day, a knight came, seeking her power on behalf of his king. As

they traveled to his kingdom, his fear turned to love—and he saw her not for the

power  she  wielded,  but  for  the  woman  beneath.  Of  all  the  kings  and  emperors who  had  come  courting  her  with  promises  of  wealth  beyond  imagining,  it  was

the  knight’s  gift,  of  seeing  her  for  who  she  was—not   what  she  was—that  won her heart. 

Celaena didn’t know when she began crying. Somehow she skipped a breath, 

and  it  set  her  lips  wobbling.  She  shouldn’t  cry,  not  here,  not  with  these  people around her. But then a warm, calloused hand grasped hers beneath the table, and

she  turned  her  head  to  find  Chaol  looking  at  her.  He  smiled  slightly—and  she knew he understood. 

So Celaena looked at her Captain of the Guard and smiled back. 

Hollin was squirming beside him, hissing and grousing about how bored he was

and what a stupid performance this was, but Dorian’s attention was on the long

table in the back of the hall. 

Rena  Goldsmith’s  unearthly  music  wove  through  the  cavernous  space, 

wrapping  them  in  a  spell  that  he  would  have  called  magic  had  he  not  known

better. But Celaena and Chaol just sat there, staring at each other. 

And  not  just  staring,  but  something  more  than  that.  Dorian  stopped  hearing

the music. 

She had never looked at him like that. Not once. Not even for a heartbeat. 

Rena  was  finishing  her  song,  and  Dorian  tore  his  eyes  away  from  them.  He

didn’t think anything had happened between them, not yet. Chaol was stubborn

and loyal enough to never make his move—or to even realize that he looked at

Celaena the same way she looked at him. 
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Hollin’s complaining grew louder, and Dorian took a long, long breath. 

He  would  move  on.  Because  he  would  not  be  like  the  ancient  kings  in  the

song and keep her for himself. She deserved a loyal, brave knight who saw her

for  what  she  was  and  did  not  fear  her.  And   he  deserved  someone  who  would look  at  him  like  that,  even  if  the  love  wouldn’t  be  the  same,  even  if  the  girl wouldn’t be her. 

So Dorian closed his eyes, and took another long breath. And when he opened

his eyes, he let her go. 

Hours later, the King of Adarlan stood at the back of the dungeon chamber as his

secret  guards  dragged  Rena  Goldsmith  forward.  The  butcher’s  block  at  the

center  of  the  room  was  already  soaked  with  blood.  Her  companion’s  headless

corpse lay a few feet away, his blood trickling toward the drain in the floor. 

Perrington and Roland stood silent beside the king, watching, waiting. 

The  guards  shoved  the  singer  to  her  knees  before  the  stained  stone.  One  of

them grabbed a fistful of her red-gold hair and yanked, forcing her to look at the

king as he stepped forward. 

“It is punishable by death to speak of or to encourage magic. It is an affront to

the gods, and an affront to me that you sang such a song in my hall.” 

Rena Goldsmith just stared at him, her eyes bright. She hadn’t struggled when

his  men  grabbed  her  after  the  performance  or  even  screamed  when  they’d

beheaded her companion. As if she’d been expecting this. 

“Any last words?” 

A queer, calm rage settled over her lined face, and she lifted her chin. “I have

worked  for  ten  years  to  become  famous  enough  to  gain  an  invitation  to  this

castle. Ten years, so I could come here to sing the songs of magic that you tried

to wipe out. So I could sing those songs, and  you would know that we are still

here—that  you  may  outlaw  magic,  that  you  may  slaughter  thousands,  but  we

who keep the old ways still remember.” 

Behind him, Roland snorted. 

“Enough,” the king said, and snapped his fingers. 

The guards shoved her head down on the block. 

“My  daughter  was  sixteen,”  she  went  on.  Tears  ran  over  the  bridge  of  her

nose and onto the block, but her voice remained strong and loud. “Sixteen, when

you  burned  her.  Her  name  was  Kaleen,  and  she  had  eyes  like  thunderclouds.  I still hear her voice in my dreams.” 

The king jerked his chin to the executioner, who stepped forward. 

“My  sister  was  thirty-six.  Her  name  was  Liessa,  and  she  had  two  boys  who

were her joy.” 

The executioner raised his ax. 

“My  neighbor  and  his  wife  were  seventy.  Their  names  were  Jon  and  Estrel. 

They were killed because they dared try to protect my daughter when your men

came for her.” 

Rena Goldsmith was still reciting her list of the dead when the ax fell. 

Chapter 16

Celaena dipped her spoon into her porridge, tasted it, then dumped in a mountain

of sugar. “I much prefer eating breakfast together than going out in the freezing

cold.”  Fleetfoot,  her  head  on  Celaena’s  lap,  huffed  loudly.  “I  think  she  does, too,” she added with a grin. 

Nehemia laughed softly before taking a bite of her bread. “It seems like this is

the only time of day either of us get to see you,” she said in Eyllwe. 

“I’ve been busy.” 

“Busy hunting down the conspirators on the king’s list?” A pointed glance in

her direction; another bite of toast. 

“What do you want me to say?” Celaena stirred the sugar into her porridge, 

focusing on that instead of the look on her friend’s face. 

“I want you to look me in the eye and tell me that you think your freedom is

worth this price.” 

“Is  this why you’ve been so on edge lately?” 

Nehemia  set  down  her  toast.  “How  can  I  tell  my  parents  about  you?  What

excuses  can  I  make  that  will  convince  them  that  my  friendship  with  the   King’s Champion”—she used the common-tongue language for the two words, spitting

them out like poison—“is in any way an honorable thing? How can I convince

them that your soul isn’t rotted?” 

“I didn’t realize that I needed parental approval.” 

“You are in a position of power—and knowledge—and yet you just obey. You

obey  and  you  do  not  question,  and  you  work  only  toward  one  goal:   your

freedom.” 

Celaena shook her head and looked away.” 

“You turn from me because you know it’s true. 

“And what is so wrong with wanting my freedom? Haven’t I suffered enough

to deserve it? So what if the means are unpleasant?” 

“I won’t deny that you have suffered, Elentiya, but there are thousands more

who have also suffered—and suffered more. And they do not sell themselves to

the king to get what they, too, deserve. With each person you kill, I am finding

fewer and fewer excuses for remaining your friend.” 

Celaena flung her spoon down on the table and stalked to the fireplace. She

wanted to rip down the tapestries and the paintings and smash all the silly little

baubles  and  ornaments  she’d  bought  to  decorate  her  room.  Mostly  she  just wanted to make Nehemia stop looking at her like that—like she was just as bad

as  the  monster  who  sat  on  that  glass  throne.  She  took  a  breath,  then  another, listening for signs of anyone else in her chambers, then turned. 

“I haven’t killed anyone,” she said softly. 

Nehemia went still. “What?” 

“I haven’t killed anyone.” She remained where she was standing, needing the

distance between them to get the words out right. “I faked all of their deaths and

helped them flee.” 

Nehemia  ran  her  hands  over  her  face,  smearing  the  powdered  gold  she’d

dusted on her eyelids. After a moment, she lowered her fingers. Her dark, lovely

eyes were wide. “You haven’t killed a single person he’s ordered you to kill?” 

“Not a single one.” 

“What about Archer Finn?” 

“I offered Archer a bargain: I give him until the end of the month to get his

affairs in order before he fakes his death and flees, and he gives me information

about the  actual enemies of the king.” She could tell Nehemia the rest of it later

—the  king’s  plans,  the  library  catacombs—but  mentioning  those  things  now

would only bring up too many questions. 

Nehemia took a sip of her tea, the liquid inside the cup sloshing as her hands

shook. “He’ll kill you if he finds out.” 

Celaena looked to the balcony doors, where a beautiful day was dawning in

the wide-open world beyond. “I know.” 

“And  this  information  that  Archer  is  giving  you—what  will  you  do  with  it? 

What sort of information is it?” 

Celaena  briefly  explained  what  he’d  told  her  about  the  people  involved  in

putting  Terrasen’s  lost  heir  back  on  the  throne,  even  telling  her  what  had

happened  with  Davis.  Nehemia’s  face  paled.  When  Celaena  finished,  Nehemia

took another trembling sip of tea. “And you trust Archer?” 

“I think he values his life more than he values anything else.” 

“He’s a courtesan; how can you be sure you can trust him?” 

Celaena slipped back into her chair, Fleetfoot curling between her feet. “Well, 

 you trust  me, and I’m an assassin.” 

“It’s not the same.” 

Celaena  looked  to  the  tapestry  along  the  wall  to  her  left,  and  the  chest  of drawers  in  front  of  it.  “While  I’m  telling  you  all  the  things  that  could  get  me executed, there’s something else that I should bring up.” 
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Nehemia followed her line of sight to the tapestry. After a moment, she let out

a gasp. “Is that—that’s  Elena in the tapestry, isn’t it?” 

Celaena smiled crookedly and crossed her arms. “That’s not even the worst of

it.” 

As they walked down to the tomb, Celaena told Nehemia about everything that

had  occurred  between  her  and  Elena  since  Samhuinn—and  all  the  adventures

that had befallen her. She showed her the room where Cain had summoned the

ridderak, and as they approached the tomb, Celaena winced as she remembered

one miserable new detail. 

“Brought a friend?” 

Nehemia  yelped.  Celaena  greeted  the  bronze,  skull-shaped  door  knocker. 

“Hello, Mort.” 

Nehemia squinted at the skull. “How is this—” She looked over her shoulder

at Celaena. “How is this possible?” 

“Ancient  spells  and  nonsense,”  Celaena  said,  cutting  off  Mort  as  he  began

recite the story of how King Brannon created him. “Someone used a spell with

the Wyrdmarks.” 

“Someone!” Mort sputtered. “That  someone is—” 

“Shut it,” Celaena said, and flung open the tomb door, letting Nehemia inside. 

“Save it for someone who cares.” 

Mort  huffed  what  sounded  like  a  violent  stream  of  curses,  and  Nehemia’s

eyes twinkled as they entered the tomb. “It’s incredible,” the princess whispered, 

gazing at the walls where the Wyrdmarks had been written. 

“What does it say?” 

“‘Death, Eternity, Rulers,’” Nehemia recited. “Standard tomb posturing.” She

continued moving through the room. As Nehemia strode about, Celaena leaned

against a wall and slumped to the ground. Sighing, she rubbed her heel against

one  of  the  raised  stars  on  the  floor,  examining  the  curve  that  they  made  across the room. 

 Do they make a constellation? 

Celaena rose to her feet and stared down. Nine of the stars made up a familiar

pattern—the  Dragonfly.  Her  brows  rose.  She’d  never  realized  it  before.  A  few

feet away another constellation lay on the floor—the Wyvern. It sat at the head

of Gavin’s sarcophagus. 

 A symbol of Adarlan’s house, as well as the second constellation in the sky. 

Celaena  followed  the  line  that  the  shapes  made,  weaving  through  the  tomb. 

The  night  sky  passed  beneath  her  feet,  and  by  the  time  she  reached  the  final constellation,  she  would  have  collided  with  the  wall  had  Nehemia  not  grabbed

her by the arm. 

“What is it?” 

Celaena  was  staring  down  at  the  last  constellation—the  Stag,  Lord  of  the

North.  The  symbol  of  Terrasen,  Elena’s  home  country.  The  constellation  faced

the wall, and its head seemed to be pointed upward, as though it were looking at

something …

Celaena followed the  stag’s stare, up  through the dozens  of Wyrdmarks that

covered the wall, until—

“By the Wyrd. Look at this,” she said, pointing. 

An eye, no larger than her palm, was etched into the wall. A hole was bored

in  its  center,  a  perfectly  crafted  puncture  that  had  been  carefully  concealed within  the  eye.  The  Wyrdmark  itself  made  a  face,  and  while  the  other  eye  was filled in and smooth, this one held a hollowed-out iris. 

 It is only with the eye that one can see rightly. There was no way she was that

lucky—it  was  surely  no  more  than  coincidence.  Calming  her  growing

excitement, she lifted onto her toes to see into the eye. 

How had she not noticed this before? She took a step back, and the Wyrdmark

faded  into  the  wall.  She  stepped  back  onto  the  constellation,  and  it  appeared again. 

“You can only see the face when you stand on the stag,” Nehemia whispered. 

Celaena ran her hands over the face, feeling for any cracks or slight breezes

that  might  suggest  a  door  into  another  room.  Nothing.  With  a  deep  breath,  she rose onto her toes and faced the eye, her dagger held aloft in case anything leapt

out  at  her.  Nehemia  chuckled  softly.  And  Celaena  conceded  a  smile  as  she  put her eye against the stone and peered into the gloom. 

There  was  nothing.  Just  a  distant  wall,  illuminated  by  a  small  shaft  of

moonlight. 

“It’s just—just a blank wall. Does that make any sort of sense?” She’d been

jumping to conclusions—trying to see things and make connections that weren’t

there.  Celaena  stepped  away  so  Nehemia  could  see  for  herself.  “Mort!”  she

hollered while the princess looked. “What the hell is that wall? Does it make any

sense to you why it would be here?” 

“No,” Mort said dully. 

“Don’t lie to me.” 

“Lie  to  you?  To   you?  Oh,  I  couldn’t  lie  to   you.  You  asked  me  whether  it makes sense, and I said no. You must learn to ask the right questions before you

can receive the right answers.” 

Celaena  growled.  “What  sort  of  question  might  I  ask  to  receive  the  right

answer?” 

Mort clicked his tongue. “I’ll have none of that. Come back when you have

some proper questions.” 

“You promise you’ll tell me then?” 

“I’m a door knocker; it’s not in my nature to make promises.” 

Nehemia stepped away from the wall and rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to his

teasing. I can’t see anything, either. Perhaps it is just a prank. Old castles are full

of nonsense intended only to confuse and bother later generations. But—all these

Wyrdmarks …” 

Celaena  took  a  too-short  breath,  and  then  made  the  request  that  she’d  been

contemplating for some time now. “Could you—could you teach me how to read

them?” 

“Oho!”  cackled  Mort  from  the  hall.  “Are  you  sure  you’re  not  too  dim  to

understand?” 

Celaena ignored him. She hadn’t told Nehemia about Elena’s latest demand to

uncover the king’s source of power, because she knew what Nehemia’s response

would be: listen to the dead queen. But the Wyrdmarks seemed so  connected  to

everything,  somehow—even  to  that  eye  riddle  and  this  stupid  trick  wall.  And

perhaps if she learned how to use them, then she could unlock the iron door in

the library and find some answers beyond it. “Maybe … maybe just the basics?” 

Nehemia smiled. “The basics are the hardest part.” 

Usefulness aside, it was a forgotten secret language, a system for accessing a

strange power. Who  wouldn’t want to learn about it? “Morning lessons instead of

our walk, then?” 

Nehemia beamed, and Celaena felt a twinge of guilt for not telling her about

the catacombs as the princess said, “Of course.” 

When they left, Nehemia spent a few minutes studying Mort—mostly asking

him questions about his creation spell, which he claimed to have forgotten, then

claimed was too private, then claimed she had no business hearing. 

After  Nehemia’s  near-infinite  patience  wore  thin,  they  cursed  Mort  soundly

and  stormed  back  upstairs,  where  Fleetfoot  was  anxiously  waiting  in  the

bedroom. The dog refused to set foot in the secret passage—probably because of

some  foul  stench  left  over  from  Cain  and  his  creature.  Even  Nehemia  hadn’t

been able to coax her downstairs with them. 

Once the door was closed and hidden, Celaena leaned against her desk. The eye  in  the  tomb  hadn’t  been  the  solution  to  the  riddle.  Now  she  wondered  if Nehemia might have a better sense of what it was about. 

“I found a book on Wyrdmarks in Davis’s office,” she told Nehemia. “I can’t

tell if it’s a riddle or a proverb, but someone wrote this on the inside back cover:

 It is only with the eye that one can see rightly.” 

Nehemia frowned. “Sounds like an idle lord’s nonsense to me.” 

“But  do  you  think  it’s  just  coincidence  that  he  was  a  part  of  this  movement against  the  king  and  had  a  book  on  Wyrdmarks?  What  if  this  is  some  sort  of riddle about them?” 

Nehemia snorted. “What if Davis wasn’t even  in this group? Perhaps Archer

had his information wrong. I bet that book had been there for years—and I bet

Davis didn’t even know it existed. Or maybe he saw it in a bookshop and bought

it to look daring.” 

But  maybe  he  didn’t—and  maybe  Archer  was  on  to  something.  She  would

question  him  when  she  saw  him  next.  Celaena  fiddled  with  the  chain  of  her

amulet—then went rod-straight. The Eye. “Do you think it could be  this Eye?” 

“No,” Nehemia said. “It wouldn’t be that easy.” 

“But—” Celaena pushed off the desk. 

“Trust me,” Nehemia said. “It’s a coincidence—just like that eye in the wall. 

‘The eye’ could refer to anything—anything at all. Having eyes plastered all over

things used to be quite popular centuries ago as a ward against evil. You’ll drive

yourself mad, Elentiya. I can do some research on the subject, but it might take a

while before I find anything.” 

Celaena’s  face  warmed.  Fine;  maybe  she  was  wrong.  She  didn’t  want  to

believe Nehemia, didn’t want to think that the riddle could be  that impossible to solve,  but  …  the  princess  knew  far  more  about  ancient  lore  than  she  did.  So Celaena sat down at her breakfast table again. Her porridge had gone cold, but

she ate it anyway. “Thank you,” she said in between mouthfuls as Nehemia sat

down again, too. “For not exploding on me.” 

Nehemia laughed. “Elentiya, I’m honestly surprised you told me.” 

An  opening  and  closing  door,  then  footsteps,  then  Philippa  knocked  and

bustled  in,  carrying  a  letter  for  Celaena.  “Good  morning,  beautiful  ladies,”  she clucked, making Nehemia grin. “A letter for our most esteemed Champion.” 

Celaena  beamed  at  Philippa  and  took  it,  and  her  smile  grew  as  she  read  the contents once the servant left. “It’s from Archer,” she told Nehemia. “He’s given

me  some  names  of  people  who  might  be  involved  in  this  movement—people

associated with Davis.” She was a little shocked he’d risk putting it all in a letter. 
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Perhaps she needed to teach him a thing or two about code-writing. 

Nehemia had stopped smiling, though. “What sort of man just hands out this

information like it’s nothing more than morning gossip?” 

“A man who wants his freedom and has had enough of serving pigs.” Celaena

folded the letter and stood. If the men on this list were anything like Davis, then

perhaps handing them over to the king and using them as leverage wouldn’t be

so horrible after all. “I should get dressed; I need to go into the city.” She was

halfway to her dressing room when she turned. “We’ll have our first lesson over

breakfast tomorrow?” 

Nehemia nodded, digging into her food again. 

It took her all day to hunt down the men—to learn where they lived, whom they

spoke to, how well-guarded they were. None of it yielded anything useful. 

She was tired and cranky and hungry when she trudged back to the castle at

sundown, and her mood only took a turn for the worse when she arrived at her

rooms  and  found  a  note  from  Chaol.  The  king  had  commanded  her  to  be  on

guard duty yet again for the royal ball that night. 

Chapter 17

Chaol  knew  Celaena  was  in  a  foul  mood  without  even  having  to  speak  to  her. 

Actually,  he  hadn’t  dared  speak  to  her  since  before  the  ball  had  started,  other than to position her outside on the patio, hidden in the shadows of a pillar. A few

hours in the winter night would cool her down. 

From his spot inside, tucked into an alcove near a servants’ entrance, he could

keep an eye on the glittering ball in front of him, as well as the assassin standing

watch just outside the towering balcony doors. Not that he didn’t trust her—but

having Celaena in one of these moods always set  him on edge, too. 

She was currently leaning against the pillar, arms crossed— not hiding in the

shadows as he’d told her to. He could see the tendrils of her breath curling in the

night air, and the moonlight glinting off the hilt of one of the daggers she wore at

her side. 

The  ballroom  had  been  decorated  in  hues  of  white  and  glacier  blue,  with

swaths  of  silk  floating  from  the  ceiling  and  ornate  glass  baubles  hanging

between. It was something out of a winter dream, and it was in honor of Hollin, 

of all people. A few hours of entertainment and a small fortune spent for a boy

who was currently sulking on his little glass throne, shoveling sweets down his

throat as his mother smiled at him. 

He’d never tell Dorian, but Chaol dreaded the day when Hollin would grow

into  a  man.  A  spoiled  child  was  easy  enough  to  deal  with,  but  a  spoiled,  cruel leader would be another matter entirely. He hoped that between him and Dorian, 

they could check whatever corruption was already rotting away in Hollin’s heart

—once Dorian ascended to the throne. 

The heir was on the dance floor, fulfilling his obligation to court and crown

by  dancing  with  whatever  ladies  demanded  his  attention.  Which,  not

surprisingly,  was  almost  all  of  them.  Dorian  played  his  role  well  and  smiled throughout  the  waltzes,  a  graceful  and  competent  partner,  never  once

complaining or turning any lady away. The dance finished, Dorian bowed to his

partner,  and  before  he  could  take  one  step,  another  courtier  was  curtsying  in front of him. If Chaol had been in Dorian’s shoes, he would have winced, but the

prince just grinned, took the lady’s hand, and swept her around the floor. 

Chaol glanced outside again and straightened. Celaena wasn’t by the pillar. 

He stifled a snarl. Tomorrow, they were going to have a nice, long chat about

the rules and the consequences of abandoning posts while on guard duty. 

A  rule  that  he  was  also  breaking,  he  realized  as  he  slipped  from  the  alcove and  out  the  door  that  had  been  left  ajar  to  allow  fresh  air  into  the  toasty ballroom. 

Where in hell had she gone? Perhaps she’d actually seen some sign of trouble

—not that there’d ever been an attack on the palace, and not that anyone would

ever be foolish enough to try during a royal ball. 

But he still put a hand on the hilt of his sword as he approached the columns

at the top of the stairs leading down into the frosted garden. She’d been standing

right here, and—

Chaol spotted her. 

Well,  she’d  certainly  abandoned  her  post.  But  not  to  face  some  potential

threat. 

Chaol crossed his arms. Celaena had left her post to  dance. 

The music was loud enough that it reached them out here, and at the foot of

the steps, Celaena waltzed with herself. She even held the edge of her dark cloak

in one hand as if it were the skirts of a ball gown, her other hand poised on the

arm  of  an  invisible  partner.  He  didn’t  know  if  he  should  laugh,  yell,  or  just  go back inside and pretend he’d never seen it. 

She  turned,  an  elegant  sweeping  motion  that  brought  her  to  face  him,  and

halted. 

Well,  the  last  option  was  no  longer  a  possibility.  Laughter  or  yelling,  then. 

Though neither felt appropriate now. 

Even in the moonlight, he could see her scowl. “I’m bored to tears and nearly

dead with cold,” she said, dropping her cloak. 

He remained atop the stairs, watching her. 

“And it’s your fault,” she went on, stuffing her hands into her pockets. “You

made me come out here, and someone left the balcony door open so I could hear

all that lovely music.” The waltz was still playing, filling the frozen air around

them  with  sound.  “So  you  should  really  reconsider  who’s  to  blame.  It  was  like putting a starving man in front of a feast and telling him not to eat. Which, by

the way, you actually  did when you made me go to that state dinner.” 

She  was  babbling,  and  her  face  was  dark  enough  for  him  to  know  she  was

beyond  mortified  that  he’d  caught  her.  He  bit  his  lip  to  keep  from  smiling  and walked down the four steps to the gravel path of the garden. “You’re the greatest

assassin in Erilea, and yet you can’t stand watch for a few hours?” 

“What’s  there  to  watch?”  she  hissed.  “Couples  sneaking  out  to  fondle  each

other between the hedges? Or His Royal Highness, dancing with every eligible

maiden?” 
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“You’re jealous?” 

She  barked  a  laugh.  “No!  Gods,  no.  But  I  can’t  say  it’s  particularly  fun  to watch him. Or watch any of them enjoying themselves. I think I’m more jealous

of that giant buffet no one is even touching.” 

He  chuckled  and  glanced  up  the  stairs,  to  the  patio  and  the  ballroom  doors

beyond. He should be back inside already. But here he was, toeing that line he

couldn’t stay away from. 

He’d managed to stay on this side of it last night, even though seeing her cry

during  Rena  Goldsmith’s  song  had  stirred  him  so  bone  deep  it  was  like  he’d

found a part of him he hadn’t even realized was missing. He’d made them run an

extra  mile  this  morning,  not  to  punish  her  for  it,  but  because  he  couldn’t  stop thinking about the way she’d looked at him. 

She sighed loudly and studied the moon. It was so bright it drowned out the

stars. “I heard the music and I just wanted to dance for a few minutes. To just …

forget everything for one waltz and pretend to be a normal girl. So”—she glared

at  him  now—“go  ahead  and  snarl  and  snap  at  me  about  it.  What  will  my

punishment be? Three extra miles tomorrow? An hour of drills? The rack?” 

There was a sort of bleak bitterness in her words that didn’t sit well with him. 

And yes, they  would have a conversation about abandoning posts, but right now

—right now …

Chaol stepped up to the line. 

“Dance with me,” he said, and held out his hand to her. 

Celaena stared at Chaol’s outstretched hand. “What?” 

The moonlight caught in his golden eyes, setting them shining. 

“What didn’t you understand?” 

Nothing.  Everything.  Because  when  he’d  said  it,  it  hadn’t  been  the  way

Dorian  had  asked  her  to  dance  at  the  Yulemas  ball.  That  had  merely  been  an invitation. But this … His hand remained reaching toward her. 

“As  far  as  I  recall,”  she  said,  lifting  her  chin,  “at  Yulemas,  I  asked   you  to dance, and you flat-out refused me. You said it was too  dangerous for us to be

seen dancing together.” 

“Things  are  different  now.”  Again,  another  layered  statement  she  couldn’t

begin to sort through now. 

Her  throat  tightened,  and  she  looked  at  his  extended  hand,  flecked  with

callouses and scars. 
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“Dance with me, Celaena,” he said again, his voice rough. 

When  her  eyes  found  his,  she  forgot  about  the  cold,  and  the  moon,  and  the

glass  palace  looming  above  them.  The  secret  library  and  the  king’s  plans  and Mort  and  Elena  faded  into  nothing.  She  took  his  hand,  and  there  was  only  the music and Chaol. 

His  fingers  were  warm,  even  through  his  gloves.  He  slid  his  other  hand

around  her  waist  as  she  braced  one  of  hers  on  his  arm.  She  looked  up  at  him when he began to move—a slow step, then another, and another, easing into the

steady rhythm of the waltz. 

He stared back at her, neither of them smiling—somehow beyond smiling at

that moment. The waltz built, louder, faster, and Chaol steered her into it, never

stumbling. 

Her breathing turned uneven, but she couldn’t look away from him, couldn’t

stop  dancing.  The  moonlight  and  the  garden  and  the  golden  glow  from  the

ballroom  blurred  together,  now  miles  away.  “We’ll  never  be  a  normal  boy  and

girl, will we?” she managed to say. 

“No,” he breathed, eyes blazing. “We won’t.” 

And  then  the  music  exploded  around  them,  and  Chaol  took  her  with  it, 

spinning  her  so  that  her  cloak  fanned  out  around  her.  Each  step  was  flawless, lethal, like that first time they’d sparred together so many months ago. She knew

his  every  move  and  he  knew  hers,  as  though  they’d  been  dancing  this  waltz

together all their lives. Faster, never faltering, never breaking her stare. 

The  rest  of  the  world  quieted  into  nothing.  In  that  moment,  after  ten  long

years, Celaena looked at Chaol and realized she was home. 

Dorian  Havilliard  stood  at  the  ballroom  window,  watching  Celaena  and  Chaol

dance  in  the  garden  beyond,  their  dark  cloaks  flowing  around  them  like  they

were  no  more  than  two  wraiths  spinning  through  the  wind.  After  hours  of

dancing, he’d finally managed to get free of the ladies demanding his attention, 

and had come to the window to get some much-needed fresh air. 

He’d intended to go outside, but then he’d seen them. That had been enough

to still his steps—but not enough to make him walk away. He knew he should. 

He should walk away and pretend he hadn’t seen it, because even though it was

just a dance …

Someone  stepped  beside  him,  and  he  glanced  over  in  time  to  see  Nehemia

stop  at  the  window.  After  months  of  being  scarce  around  the  court  due  to  the rebel  massacre  in  Eyllwe,  she’d  made  an  appearance  tonight.  She  was

resplendent  in  a  cobalt  gown  with  gold-thread  accents,  her  hair  coiled  and braided in a coronet atop her head. Her delicate golden earrings glittered in the

light of the chandelier, drawing his eye to her elegant neck. Nehemia was easily

the  most  stunning  woman  in  the  ballroom,  and  he  hadn’t  failed  to  notice  how many men—and women—had been watching her all night. 

“Don’t  cause  trouble  for  them,”  she  said  quietly,  her  accent  still  thick,  but much  improved  since  she’d  arrived  in  Rifthold.  Dorian  raised  an  eyebrow. 

Nehemia  traced  an  invisible  pattern  on  the  glass  pane.  “You  and  I  …  We  will always  stand  apart.  We  will  always  have  …”  She  searched  for  the  word. 

“Responsibilities.  We  will  always  have  burdens  that  no  one  else  can  ever

understand. That they”—she inclined her head toward Chaol and Celaena—“will

never understand. And if they did, then they would not want them.” 

 They would not want us, is what you mean. 

Chaol  spun  Celaena,  and  she  flowed  smoothly  through  the  air  before

snapping back into his arms. 

“I’ve  already  decided  to  move  on,”  Dorian  said  with  equal  quiet.  It  was  the truth. He’d awoken this morning feeling lighter than he had in weeks. 

Nehemia nodded, the gold and jewels in her hair twinkling. “Then I thank you

for that.” She traced another symbol on the window. “Your cousin, Roland, told

me  that  your  father  has  approved  Councilman  Mullison’s  plans  to  swell

Calaculla’s ranks—to expand the labor camp to accommodate more … people.” 

He kept his face blank. There were far too many eyes on them. “Roland told

you that?” 

Nehemia lowered her hand from the window. “He wants me to tell my father

that  I  support  his  agenda—to  get  my  father  to  make  the  expansion  as  easy  as possible. I refused. He says there’s a council meeting tomorrow where they will

vote on Mullison’s plans. I’m not allowed to attend.” 

Dorian focused on his breathing. “Roland had no right to do that. Any of it.” 

“Would  you  stop  it,  then?”  Her  dark  eyes  were  fixed  on  his  face.  “Speak  to your father at the council meeting; convince the others to say no.” 

No one except for Celaena dared speak to him like that. But her boldness had

nothing to do with his response as Dorian said, “I can’t.” 

His  face  warmed  as  the  words  came  out,  but  it  was  true.  He  couldn’t  tackle Calaculla,  not  without  causing  a  lot  of  trouble  for  both  himself  and  Nehemia. 

He’d already convinced his father to leave Nehemia alone.  Demanding  he  shut

down Calaculla could force him to choose sides—and make a choice that could

destroy everything he had. 

“You can’t, or you will not?” Dorian sighed, but she cut him off. “If Celaena

were  shipped  to  Calaculla,  would  you  free  her?  Would  you  put  a  stop  to  the camp?  When  you  took  her  from  Endovier,  did  you  think  twice  about  the

thousands you left behind?” He had, but … but not for as long as he should have. 

“Innocents  work  and  die  in  Calaculla  and  Endovier.  By  the  thousands.  Ask

Celaena about the graves they dig there, Prince. Look at the scars on her back, 

and  realize  that  what  she  went  through  is  a   blessing  compared  to  what  most endure.”  Perhaps  he’d  just  gotten  used  to  her  accent,  but  he  could  have  sworn she  was  speaking  more  clearly.  Nehemia  pointed  at  the  garden,  at  Celaena  and Chaol,  who  had  stopped  dancing  and  were  talking  now.  “If  she  was  sent  back, would you free her?” 

“Of course I would,” he said carefully. “But it’s complicated.” 

“There is nothing complicated. It is the difference between right and wrong. 

The slaves in those camps have people who love them just as much as you loved

my friend.” 

He  glanced  around  them.  Ladies  were  eagerly  watching  from  behind  their

fans,  and  even  his  mother  had  noticed  their  lengthy  conversation.  Outside, 

Celaena had resumed her post by the pillar. At the other end of the room, Chaol

slipped through one of the patio doors and took up his spot in an alcove, his face

blank,  as  if  the  dance  had  never  happened.  “This  isn’t  the  place  for  this

conversation.” 

Nehemia stared at him for a long moment before nodding. “You have power

in  you,  Prince.  More  power  than  you  realize.”  She  touched  his  chest,  tracing  a symbol there, too, and some of the court ladies gasped. But Nehemia’s eyes were

locked on his. “It sleeps,” she whispered, tapping his heart. “In here. When the

time comes, when it awakens, do not be afraid.” She removed her hand and gave

him a sad smile. “When it is time, I will help you.” 

With  that,  she  walked  away,  the  courtiers  parting,  then  swallowing  up  her

wake. He stared after the princess, wondering what her last words had meant. 

And  why,  when  she  had  said  them,  something  ancient  and  slumbering  deep

inside of him had opened an eye. 

Chapter 18

Celaena  sat  in  the  parlor  of  Archer’s  townhouse,  frowning  at  the  crackling

fireplace. She hadn’t touched the tea the butler had laid out for her on the low-

lying  marble  table,  though  she’d  certainly  indulged  in  two  creampuffs  and  one chocolate  torte  while  waiting  for  Archer  to  return.  She  could  have  come  back later, but it was freezing outside, and after standing on guard duty last night, she

was exhausted. And in need of anything to distract her from reliving that dance

with Chaol. 

After  the  waltz  had  finished,  he’d  merely  told  her  that  if  she  abandoned  her post  again,  he’d  break  a  hole  through  the  ice  in  the  trout  pond  and  toss  her  in. 

And then, as though he hadn’t just danced with her in a way that made her knees

tremble, he stalked back inside and left her to suffer in the cold. He hadn’t even

mentioned the dance  this morning during  their run. Maybe  she’d just imagined

the whole thing. Maybe the frigid night air had made her stupid. 

She’d  been  distracted  during  her  first  Wyrdmarks  lesson  with  Nehemia  that

morning  and  had  earned  a  fair  amount  of  scolding  as  a  result.  She  blamed  the complex,  near-nonsensical  language.  She’d  learned  a  few  languages  before—

enough  to  get  by  in  places  where  Adarlan’s  language  laws  hadn’t  taken  root—

but Wyrdmarks were completely different. Trying to learn them while also trying

to unravel the labyrinth that was Chaol Westfall was impossible. 

Celaena heard the front door open. Muffled words, hurried footsteps, and then

—Archer’s beautiful face popped in. “Just give me a moment to freshen up.” 

She stood. “That won’t be necessary. This won’t take long.” 

Archer’s  green  eyes  glimmered,  but  he  slipped  into  the  parlor,  shutting  the

mahogany door behind him. 

“Sit,”  she  told  him,  not  particularly  caring  that  this  was  his  house.  Archer obeyed,  taking  a  seat  in  the  armchair  across  from  the  couch.  His  face  was

flushed from the cold, making his lovely eyes seem even greener. 

She crossed her legs. “If your butler doesn’t stop listening at the keyhole, I’m

going to cut off his ears and shove them down his throat.” 

There  was  a  muffled  cough,  followed  by  retreating  footsteps.  Once  she  was

sure no one else was listening, she leaned back into the couch cushions. “I need

more than a list of names. I need to know what, exactly, they’re planning—and

how much they know about the king.” 

Archer’s face paled. “I need more time, Celaena.” 
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“You have little more than three weeks left.” 

“Give me five.” 

“The  king  only  gave  me  a  month  to  kill  you.  I  already  have  a  hard  time

convincing everyone you’re a difficult target. I can’t give you more time.” 

“But  I  need  it  to  wrap  up  things  here  in  Rifthold  and  to  get  you  more

information. With Davis dead, they’re all being extra careful. No one is talking. 

No one dares whisper anything.” 

“Do they know Davis was a mistake?” 

“Mistakes happen often enough in Rifthold for us to know that most of them

are  anything   but  mistakes.”  He  ran  his  hands  through  his  hair.  “Please.  Just  a little more time.” 

“I don’t have any to give you. I need more than names, Archer.” 

“What about the Crown Prince? And the Captain of the Guard? Perhaps they

have the information you need. You’re close with both of them, aren’t you?” 

She bared her teeth at him. “What do you know about them?” 

Archer gave her a steady, calculating look. “You think I didn’t recognize the

Captain  of  the  Guard  the  day  you  just  happened  to  run  into  me  outside  of  the Willows?” His attention flicked to her side, where her hand currently rested on a

dagger. “Have you told them about your plan to keep me alive?” 

“No,” she said, her grip on the dagger relaxing. “No, I haven’t. I don’t want to

involve them.” 

“Or is it because you don’t actually trust either of them?” 

She shot to her feet. “Don’t presume to know anything about me, Archer.” 

She stalked to the door and flung it open. The butler was nowhere to be seen. 

She  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  Archer,  whose  eyes  were  wide  as  he  watched

her.  “You  have  until  the  end  of  the  week— six  days—to  get  me  more

information.  If  you  don’t  give  me  anything  by  then,  my  next  visit  won’t  be

nearly as pleasant.” 

Not  giving  him  the  time  to  reply,  she  stormed  out  of  the  room,  grabbed  her cloak from the front closet, and strode back out onto the icy city streets. 

The  maps  and  figures  in  front  of  Dorian  had  to  be  wrong.  Someone  had  to  be playing a joke, because there was no way Calaculla had  this many slaves. Seated

at  the  long  table  in  his  father’s  council  chamber,  Dorian  glanced  at  the  men around  him.  None  looked  surprised,  none  looked  upset.  Councilman  Mullison, 

who had taken a special interest in Calaculla, was practically beaming. 

He  should  have  fought  to  get  Nehemia  into  this  council  meeting.  But  there was probably nothing she could say right now that would have any impact on a

decision that had clearly already been made. 

His father was smiling faintly at Roland, his head propped on a fist. The black

ring  on  the  king’s  hand  glinted  in  the  dim  light  from  the  beastly  fireplace,  that mouth-shaped hearth that seemed poised to devour the room. 

From his spot beside Perrington, Roland gestured to the map. Another black

ring  glinted  on  Roland’s  hand—the  same  as  the  one  Perrington  wore,  too.  “As

you can see, Calaculla can’t support the current number of slaves. There are too

many to even fit in the mines as it is—and though we have them digging for new

deposits, the work has been stagnant.” Roland smiled. “But, slightly to the north, right  along  the  southern  edge  of  Oakwald,  our  men  have  discovered  an  iron

deposit  that  seems  to  cover  a  large  area.  It’s  close  enough  to  Calaculla  that  we could erect a few new buildings to house additional guards and overseers, bring

in even more slaves if we want, and start work on it right away.” 

Impressed murmurs, and a nod from his father to Roland made Dorian’s jaw

clench.  Three  matching  rings;  three  black  rings  to  signify—what?  That  they

were bound in some way to each other? How had Roland gotten past his father’s

and  Perrington’s  defenses  so  quickly?  Because  of  his  support  of  a  place  like Calaculla? 

Nehemia’s  words  from  the  night  before  kept  ringing  in  his  head.  He’d  seen

the scars on Celaena’s back up close—a brutal mess of flesh that made him sick

with rage to look at. How many like her were rotting away in these labor camps? 

“And  where  will  the  slaves  sleep?”  Dorian  suddenly  asked.  “Will  you  build

shelter for them, too?” 

Everyone,  including  his  father,  turned  to  look  at  him.  But  Roland  just

shrugged. “They’re slaves. Why shelter them, when they can sleep in the mines? 

Then we wouldn’t waste time bringing them in and out every day.” 

More  murmurs  and  nods.  Dorian  stared  at  Roland.  “If  we  have  a  surplus  of

slaves,  then  why  not  let  some  of  them  go?  Surely  they’re  not  all  rebels  and criminals.” 

A growl from down the table—his father. “Watch your tongue, Prince.” 

Not a father to his son, but a king to his heir. Still, that icy rage was growing, 

and he kept seeing Celaena’s scars, her too-thin body the day they’d pulled her

out  of  Endovier,  her  gaunt  face  and  the  hope  and  desperation  mingling  in  her eyes. He heard Nehemia’s words:  What she went through is a blessing  compared to what most endure. 

Dorian  peered  down  the  table  at  his  father,  whose  face  was  dark  with

irritation.  “Is  this  the  plan?  Now  that  we’ve  conquered  the  continent,  you’ll throw  everyone  into  Calaculla  or  Endovier,  until  there’s  no  one  left  in  the

kingdoms but people from Adarlan?” 

Silence. 

The rage dragged him down to the place where he’d felt that flicker of ancient

power when Nehemia had touched his heart. “You keep tightening the leash, and

it’s  going  to  snap,”  Dorian  said  to  his  father,  then  looked  across  the  table  to Roland  and  Mullison.  “How  about   you  spend  a  year  in  Calaculla,  and  when you’re done, you two can sit here and tell me about your plans for expansion.” 

His  father  slammed  his  hands  on  the  table,  rattling  the  glasses  and  pitchers. 

“You  will  mind  your  mouth,  Prince,  or  you  will  be  thrown  out  of  this  room

before the vote.” 

Dorian shot out of his seat. Nehemia had been right. He hadn’t looked at the

others in Endovier. He hadn’t let himself. “I’ve heard enough,” he snarled at his

father, at Roland and Mullison, at Perrington, and at all the lords and men in the

room. “You want my vote? Then here it is:  No. Not in a thousand years.” 

His  father  growled,  but  Dorian  was  already  walking  across  the  red  marble

floor,  past  that  horrible  fireplace,  out  the  doors,  and  into  the  bright  halls  of  the glass castle. 

He didn’t know where he was going, only that he felt freezing cold—a cold

that fueled the calm, glittering rage. He took flight after flight of stairs down into

the  stone  castle,  then  long  hallways  and  narrow  staircases  until  he  found  a

forgotten hall where there were no eyes to see him as he drew back his fist and

punched the wall. 

The stone cracked under his hand. 

Not a small crack, but a spiderweb that kept growing and growing toward the

window on the right, until—

The window exploded, glass showering everywhere as Dorian dropped into a

crouch and covered his head. Air rushed in, so cold his eyes blurred, but he just

knelt there, fingers in his hair, breathing, breathing, breathing as the anger ebbed

out of him. 

It  wasn’t  possible.  Maybe  he’d  just  hit  the  wall  in  the  wrong  spot,  and  the damn thing was so ancient that it had only been waiting for something like this

to  happen.  He’d  never  heard  of  stone  cracking  that  way—spreading  out  like  a

living thing—and then the window …

Heart  racing,  Dorian  lowered  his  hands  from  his  head  and  looked  at  them. 

There wasn’t a bruise or a cut, or even a trace of pain. But he’d hit that wall as

hard  as  he  could.  He  could  have— should  have—broken  his  hand.  Yet  his
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knuckles were unharmed—only white from gripping his fingers in a tight fist. 

On trembling legs, Dorian rose and surveyed the damage. 

The wall had splintered, but remained intact. The ancient window, however, 

had shattered completely. And around him, around where he had crouched …

A  perfect  circle,  clean  of  debris,  as  if  the  glass  and  wood  had  showered

everything but him. 

It wasn’t possible. Because magic—

Magic …

Dorian dropped to his knees and was violently sick. 

Curled  on  the  couch  beside  Chaol,  Celaena  took  a  sip  of  her  tea  and  frowned. 

“Can’t  you  hire  a  servant  like  Philippa,  so  we  can  have  someone  bring  us

treats?” 

Chaol raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you ever stay in your own rooms anymore?” 

No. Not if she could help it. Not with Elena and Mort and all that nonsense

just  a  secret  door  away.  Ordinarily,  she  might  have  sought  sanctuary  in  the

library, but not now. Not when the library held so many secrets it made her head

spin  to  think  about  them.  For  a  moment,  she  wondered  if  Nehemia  had

discovered  anything  about  the  riddle  in  Davis’s  office.  She’d  have  to  ask  her tomorrow. 

She kicked Chaol in the ribs with a sock-covered foot. “All I’m saying is that

I’d like some chocolate cake every now and then.” 

He closed his eyes. “And an apple tart, and a loaf of bread, and a pot of stew, 

and a mountain of cookies, and a—” He chuckled as she put her foot against his

face  and  pushed.  He  grabbed  her  foot  and  wouldn’t  let  go  when  she  tried

yanking her leg back. “It’s true, and you know it,  Laena.” 

“So  what  if  it  is?  Haven’t  I  earned  the  right  to  eat  as  much  as  I  want, 

whenever  I  want?”  She  wrenched  her  foot  out  of  his  grasp  as  the  smile  faded from his face. 

“Yes,” he said quietly, his voice barely audible over the crackling fire. “You

have.” After a few moments of silence, he stood up and walked to the door. 

She sat up on her elbows. “Where are you going?” 

He opened the door. “To get you chocolate cake.” 

When  he  returned,  and  after  they’d  both  eaten  half  of  the  cake  he’d  swiped

from the kitchens, Celaena lay back on the couch, a hand on her full belly. Chaol

was already sprawled across the cushions, sleeping soundly. Staying up until the
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middle of the night at the ball, then awakening for their sunrise run this morning

had been exhausting. Why hadn’t he just canceled the run? 

 You know, the courts weren’t always like this, Nehemia had said.  There was a time when people valued honor and loyalty—when serving a ruler wasn’t about

 obedience  and  fear….  Do  you  think  another  court  like  that  could  ever  rise again? 

Celaena hadn’t given Nehemia an answer. She hadn’t wanted to talk about it. 

But looking at Chaol now, at the man he was, and the man he was still becoming

…

 Yes, she thought.  Yes, Nehemia. It could rise again, if we could find more men like him. 

But  not  in  a  world  with  this  king,  she  realized.  He’d  crush  a  court  like  that before  Nehemia  could  muster  one.  If  the  king  were  gone,  then  the  court  that Nehemia dreamed of could change the world. That court could undo the damage

of a decade of brutality and terror; it could restore the lands ravaged by conquest

and renew the hearts of the kingdoms that shattered when Adarlan marched in. 

And in that world … Celaena swallowed hard. She and Chaol would never be

a normal boy and girl, but perhaps in that world they could make a life of their

own.  She   wanted  that  life.  Because  even  though  he’d  pretended  nothing  had happened after the dance they’d shared last night, something had. And maybe it

had taken her this long to realize it, but this man—she wanted that life  with him. 

The world Nehemia dreamed about, and the world Celaena sometimes dared

let  herself  consider,  was  nothing  more  than  a  shred  of  hope  and  a  memory  of what the kingdoms had once been. But perhaps the rebel movement truly knew

about  the  king’s  plans  and  how  to  ruin  them—how  to  destroy  him,  with  or

without Aelin Galathynius and whatever army they claimed she was raising. 

Celaena  sighed  and  eased  off  the  couch,  gently  shifting  Chaol’s  legs  so  she

didn’t  disturb  him.  She  turned  back,  though—just  once,  leaning  down  to  brush

her  fingers  through  his  short  hair,  then  graze  them  along  his  cheek.  Then  she quietly  slipped  from  his  room,  taking  the  remnants  of  the  chocolate  cake  with her. 

She  was  wondering  whether  eating  the  rest  of  the  chocolate  cake  would  make

her severely sick when she turned down her hallway and spotted Dorian sitting

on the floor outside her rooms. He looked over when he saw her, his eyes going

to  the  cake  in  her  hands.  Celaena  blushed  and  lifted  her  chin.  They  hadn’t

spoken  since  their  argument  over  Roland.  Perhaps  he’d  come  to  apologize. 

Served him right. 

But  as  she  neared  and  Dorian  got  to  his  feet,  she  took  one  look  at  the

expression in his sapphire eyes and knew he wasn’t here for an apology. 

“It’s a bit late for a visit,” she said by way of greeting. 

Dorian put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall. His face was

pale, his eyes haunted, but he gave her half a smile. “It’s a bit late for chocolate

cake, too. Been raiding the kitchens?” 

She remained outside her rooms, running an eye over him. He looked fine—

no  bruises,  no  signs  of  injury—yet  something  was  off.  “What  are  you  doing

here?” 

He avoided her gaze. “I was looking for Nehemia, but her servants said she

was  out.  I  thought  they  meant  here;  then  I  thought  you  two  might  be  out  for  a stroll.” 

“I  haven’t  seen  her  since  this  morning.  Is  there  something  you  want  from

her?” 

Dorian took a ragged breath, and Celaena suddenly realized just how  cold  it

was  in  the  hallway.  How  long  had  he  been  sitting  here  on  the  freezing  floor? 

“No,”  he  said,  shaking  his  head  as  if  convincing  himself  of  something.  “No, 

there isn’t.” 

He began walking away. She started speaking before she knew she’d opened

her mouth. “Dorian. What’s wrong?” 

He turned. For a heartbeat, there was something in his eyes that reminded her

of a world long since burned—a glimmer of color and power that still stalked the

edges  of  her  nightmares.  But  he  blinked,  and  it  was  gone.  “Nothing.  There’s

nothing  wrong  at  all.”  He  strode  away,  hands  still  in  his  pockets.  “Enjoy  your cake,” he said over his shoulder, and then was gone. 

Chapter 19

Chaol stood before the king’s throne, almost boring  himself to tears as he gave

yesterday’s report. He tried not to think about last night—how the brief touch of

Celaena’s  fingers  through  his  hair  and  on  his  face  had  sent  a  pang  of  desire through him so strong he’d wanted to grab her and pin her on the couch. It had

taken all his self-control to keep his breathing steady, to keep pretending that he

was asleep. After she’d left, his heart had been pounding so hard it took him an

hour to calm enough to actually sleep. 

Looking  at  the  king  now,  Chaol  was  glad  he’d  controlled  himself.  The  line

between  him  and  Celaena  was  there  for  a  reason.  Crossing  it  could  call  into question  his  loyalty  to  the  king  before  him—not  to  mention  the  way  it  would impact his friendship with Dorian. The prince had made himself scarce this past

week; Chaol would have to make a point today to go see him. 

Dorian and the  king were where  his loyalty lay.  Without his  loyalty,  he  was

no one. Without it, he’d given up his family, his title, for nothing. 

Chaol finished explaining his security plans for the carnival that would arrive

today, and the king nodded. “Very well, Captain. Make sure your men watch the

castle grounds, too. I know what sort of filth likes to travel with these carnivals, 

and I don’t want them wandering around.” 

Chaol bowed his head. “Consider it done.” 

Normally, the king would dismiss him with a grunt and a wave, but today, the

man merely studied him, an elbow propped on the arm of his glass throne. After

a  moment  of  silence—during  which  Chaol  wondered  if  a  castle  spy  had

somehow  been  looking  through  the  keyhole  when  Celaena  touched  him—the

king spoke. 

“Princess Nehemia needs to be watched.” 

Of  all  the  things  the  king  could  have  said,  this  was  not  what  Chaol  had

expected. But he kept his face blank and did not question the words that implied

so much. 

“Her … influence is starting to be felt in these halls. And I am beginning to

wonder if perhaps the time has come to remove her back to Eyllwe. I know that

we already have some men watching her, but I also received word that there was

an anonymous threat on her life.” 

Questions  roared  through  him,  along  with  a  rising  sense  of  dread.  Who  had

threatened her? What had Nehemia said or done to warrant the threat? 
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Chaol stiffened. “I haven’t heard anything about that.” 

The  king  smiled.  “No  one  has.  Not  even  the  princess  herself.  It  seems  she’s made some enemies outside the palace as well.” 

“I’ll have extra guards watch her rooms and patrol her wing of the castle. I’ll

alert her immediately of—” 

“There is no need to alert her. Or anyone.” The king gave him a pointed look. 

“She might try to use the fact that someone wants her dead as a bargaining chip

—might  try  to  make  herself  into  a  martyr  of  sorts.  So  tell  your  men  to  stay quiet.” 

He didn’t think Nehemia would do that, but Chaol kept his mouth shut. He’d

tell his men to be discreet. 

And he wouldn’t tell the princess—or Celaena. Just because he was friendly

with Nehemia, just because she was Celaena’s friend, it didn’t change anything. 

While he knew that Celaena would be furious that he didn’t tell her, he was the

Captain of the Guard. He had fought and sacrificed nearly as much as Celaena

had  to  get  to  this  position.  He’d  let  her  get  too  close  by  asking  her  to  dance—

he’d let himself get too close. 

“Captain?” 

Chaol blinked, then bowed low. “You have my word, Your Majesty.” 

Dorian panted, swinging the sword through the air in a precise parry that sent the

guard scrambling. His third match, and his third opponent about to go down. He

hadn’t  slept  last  night,  nor  had  he  been  able  to  sit  still  this  morning.  So  he’d come  to  the  barracks,  hoping  to  have  someone  wear  him  down  enough  for

exhaustion to take over. 

He  parried  and  deflected  the  guard’s  assault.  It  had  to  be  a  mistake.  Maybe he’d  dreamed  it  all  up.  Maybe  it  had  just  been  a  combination  of  the  right

elements  at  the  wrong  time.  Magic  was   gone,  and  there  was  no  reason  that  he should  have  that  power,  when  not  even  his  father  had  been  gifted  with  magic. 

Magic had been dormant in the Havilliard bloodline for generations. 

Dorian  got  past  the  guard’s  defense  in  an  easy  maneuver,  though  when  the

young man raised his hands in defeat, the prince had to wonder if he’d let him

win.  The  thought  sent  a  growl  rippling  through  him.  He  was  about  to  demand

another match when someone sauntered over to them. “Mind if I join?” 

Dorian  stared  at  Roland,  whose  rapier  looked  like  it  had  hardly  ever  been

used.  The  guard  took  one  look  at  Dorian’s  face,  bowed,  and  found  someplace

else to be. Dorian watched his cousin, the black ring on Roland’s finger. “I don’t

think you want to dance with me today, cousin.” 

“Ah,” Roland said, frowning. “About yesterday … I’m sorry for that. Had I

known the labor camps were such a sensitive matter for you, I never would have

broached  the  subject  or  worked  with  Councilor  Mullison.  I  called  off  the  vote after you left. Mullison was furious.” 

Dorian raised his brows. “Oh?” 

Roland shrugged. “You were right. I don’t know anything about what it’s like

in  those  camps.  I  only  took  up  the  cause  because  Perrington  suggested  that  I work with Mullison, who stood to gain a lot from the expansion because of his

ties to the iron industry.” 

“And I’m supposed to believe you?” 

Roland gave him a winning smile. “We  are family, after all.” 

Family. Dorian had never really considered himself to be in an actual family. 

And  certainly  not  now.  If  anyone  found  out  about  what  had  happened  in  that

hallway yesterday, about the magic he might have, his father would kill him. He

had a second son, after all. Families weren’t exactly supposed to think like that, 

were they? 

Dorian had gone looking for Nehemia last night out of desperation, but in the

light of morning, he was grateful he hadn’t seen her. If the princess had that sort

of information about him, she could use it to her advantage—blackmail him all

she wanted. 

And  Roland  …  Dorian  began  walking  away.  “Why  don’t  you  save  your

maneuvering for someone who cares?” 

Roland kept pace beside him. “Ah, but who else is more worthy than my own

cousin? What greater challenge than winning you over to my schemes?” Dorian

shot him a warning glare and found the young man grinning. “If only you’d seen

the  chaos  that  erupted  after  you  left,”  Roland  went  on.  “As  long  as  I  live,  I’ll never  forget  the  look  on  your  father’s  face  when  you  growled  at  them  all.” 

Roland laughed, and, despite himself, Dorian found a smile tugging on his lips. 

“I thought the old bastard would combust right there.” 

Dorian  shook  his  head.  “He’s  hanged  men  for  calling  him  such  names,  you

know.” 

“Yes, but when you’re as handsome as I am, dear cousin, you’d be surprised

by how much more you can get away with.” 

Dorian rolled his eyes, but considered his cousin for a few moments. Roland

might  be  close  with  Perrington  and  his  father,  but  …  perhaps  he’d  just  been pulled into Perrington’s schemes and needed someone to steer him right. And if

his  father  and  the  other  councilmen  thought  that  they  could  use  Roland  to  win

support  for  their  dark  dealings,  well,  then  it  was  time  for  Dorian  to  play  the game,  too.  He  could  turn  his  father’s  pawn  against  him.  Between  the  two  of

them,  surely  they  could  sway  enough  of  the  council  to  oppose  more  unsavory

proposals. 

“You really called off the vote?” 

Roland waved a hand. “I think you’re right that we’re pushing our luck with

the  other  kingdoms.  If  we  want  to  keep  control,  we  need  to  find  a  balance. 

Shoving  them  into  slavery  won’t  help;  it  might  just  turn  more  people  toward

rebellion.” 

Dorian  nodded  slowly,  and  paused.  “I  have  somewhere  to  be,”  he  lied, 

sheathing his sword, “but perhaps I’ll see you in the hall for dinner.” 

Roland gave him an easy smile. “I’ll try to muster up a few lovely ladies to

keep us company.” 

Dorian  waited  until  Roland  was  around  the  corner  before  heading  outside, 

where  the  chaos  of  the  courtyard  sucked  him  up.  The  carnival  his  mother  had commissioned  for  Hollin—her  belated  Yulemas  present  to  him—had  finally

arrived. 

It was not a massive carnival; only a few black tents, a dozen cage wagons, 

and five covered wagons had been set up in the open courtyard. The whole thing

felt rather somber, despite the fiddler sawing away and the merry shouts of the

workers  scrambling  to  finish  setting  up  the  tents  in  time  to  surprise  Hollin  that evening. 

People hardly looked Dorian’s way as he meandered through the throng. Then

again,  he  was  dressed  in  sweaty,  old  clothes  and  had  his  cloak  wrapped  tightly around him. Only the guards—highly trained and aware of everything—noticed

him, but they understood his need for anonymity without being told. 

A stunningly beautiful woman walked out of one of the tents—blond, slender, 

tall,  and  dressed  in  fine  riding  clothes.  A  mountain-sized  man  also  emerged, 

carrying long poles of iron that Dorian doubted most men could even lift. 

Dorian  passed  by  one  of  the  large  covered  wagons,  pausing  at  the  words

written in white paint on its side:

THE CARNIVAL OF MIRRORS! 

SEE ILLUSIONS AND REALITY COLLIDE! 

He frowned. Had his mother even put a moment’s consideration into the gift, 

into  how  it  might  appear,  the  message  it  would  send?  Carnivals,  with  their illusions and tricks, always pushed the limit of outright treason. Dorian snorted. 

Perhaps  he belonged in one of these cages. 

A hand landed on his shoulder, and Dorian whirled to find Chaol smiling at

him.  “I  thought  I’d  find  you  here.”  He  wasn’t  surprised  in  the  least  that  Chaol had recognized him. 

Dorian  was  about  to  smile  back  when  he  noticed  who  was  with  the  captain. 

Celaena  was  standing  at  one  of  the  covered  cages,  listening  through  the  black velvet curtains to whatever was inside. “What are you two doing here so early? 

The  unveiling’s  not  until  nightfall.”  Nearby,  the  gargantuan  man  began

hammering foot-long spikes into the frozen earth. 

“She  wanted  a  walk,  and—”  Chaol  suddenly  gave  a  violent  curse.  Dorian

didn’t particularly want to, but he followed after Chaol as he stalked to Celaena

and  yanked  her  arm  away  from  the  black  curtain.  “You’ll  lose  your  hand  like that,” the captain warned her, and she glared at him. 

Then  she  gave  Dorian  a  close-lipped  smile  that  felt  more  like  a  wince.  He

hadn’t lied to her last night about wanting to see Nehemia. But he’d also found

himself  wanting  to  see  her—until  she  appeared  with  that  ridiculous  half-eaten

cake, which she clearly had plans to devour in private. 

He couldn’t begin to imagine how she’d look at him if she found out he might

— might, he kept telling himself—have some trace of magic within him. 

Nearby, the beautiful blond woman perched on a stool and began playing the

lute.  He  knew  that  the  men—and  guards—starting  to  flock  to  her  weren’t  just

there for the lovely music. 

Chaol shifted on his feet, and Dorian realized that they’d been standing there

silently, not saying anything. Celaena crossed her arms. “Did you find Nehemia

last night?” 

He had a feeling she already knew the answer, but he said, “No. I went back

to my room after I saw you.” 

Chaol looked at Celaena, who merely shrugged. What did  that mean? 

“So,”  Celaena  said,  surveying  the  carnival,  “do  we  really  have  to  wait  for

your  brother  before  we  can  see  what’s  inside  all  these  cages?  Looks  like  the performers are already starting.” 

And they were. All sorts of jugglers and sword-swallowers and fire-breathers

milled about, while tumblers balanced on impossible things: chair backs, poles, a

bed of nails. 

“I think this is just practice,” Dorian said, and he hoped he was right, because

if Hollin learned that anyone had started without his approval … Dorian would

make sure he was far away from the castle when that tantrum occurred. 

“Hmm,” Celaena said, and walked deeper into the teeming carnival. 

Chaol was watching the prince warily. There were questions in Chaol’s eyes

—questions  that  Dorian  had  no  intention  of  answering—so  he  strode  after

Celaena, because leaving the carnival would feel too much like drawing a line. 

They  made  their  way  to  the  last  and  largest  wagon  in  the  rough  semicircle  of tents and cages. 

“Welcome!  Welcome!”  shouted  an  old  woman,  bent  and  gnarled  with  age, 

from a podium at the foot of its stairs. A crown of stars adorned her silver hair, 

and  though  her  tanned  face  was  saggy  and  speckled,  there  was  a  spark  in  her brown eyes. 

“Look  into  my  mirrors  and  see  the  future!  Let  me  examine  your  palm  so  I

might tell you myself!” The old woman pointed with a knotted cane at Celaena. 

“Care to have your fortune told, girl?” Dorian blinked—then blinked again at the

sight  of  the  woman’s  teeth.  They  were  razor-sharp,  like  a  fish’s,  and  made  of metal. Of—of iron. 

Celaena pulled her green cloak tightly around her, but remained staring at the

crone. 

Dorian  had  heard  the  legends  of  the  fallen  Witch  Kingdom,  where

bloodthirsty  witches  had  overthrown  the  peaceful  Crochan  Dynasty  and  then

ripped  apart  the  kingdom  stone  by  stone.  Five  hundred  years  later,  songs  were still  sung  of  the  deadly  wars  that  had  left  the  Iron-teeth  Clans  the  only  ones standing  on  a  killing  field,  dead  Crochan  queens  all  around  them.  But  the  last Crochan queen had cast a spell to ensure that as long as Ironteeth banners flew, 

no bit of soil would yield life to them. 

“Come into my wagon, dear heart,” the old woman crooned at Celaena, “and

let old Baba Yellowlegs take a look into your future.” Sure enough, peeking out

from beneath her brown robe were saffron-colored ankles. 

Celaena’s face had drained of color, and Chaol went to her side and took her

elbow.  Despite  the  way  the  protective  gesture  made  Dorian’s  gut  twist,  he  was glad Chaol had done it. But this was all just a sham—that woman had probably

put  on  a  fake  set  of  iron  teeth  and  sheer  yellow  stockings,  and  called  herself Baba Yellowlegs to make carnival patrons hand over good coin. 

“You’re a witch,” Celaena said, her voice strangled. She didn’t think it was a

sham, apparently. No, her face was still white as death. Gods—was she actually

scared? 

Baba Yellowlegs laughed, a crow’s cackle, and bowed. “The lastborn witch in

the  Witch  Kingdom.”  To  Dorian’s  shock,  Celaena  took  a  step  back,  closer  to
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Chaol  now,  a  hand  going  to  the  necklace  she  always  wore.  “Care  to  have  your fortune read  now?” 

“No,” Celaena said, almost leaning into Chaol. 

“Then get out of my way and let me go about my business! I’ve never seen

such a cheap crowd!” Baba Yellowlegs snarled, and lifted her head to look over

them. “Fortunes! Fortunes!” 

Chaol took a step toward her, a hand on his sword. “Don’t be so rude to your

customers.” 

The  crone  smiled,  her  teeth  glinting  in  the  afternoon  light  as  she  sniffed  at him. “And what would a man who smells of the Silver Lake do to an innocent

old witch like me?” 

A  chill  went  down  Dorian’s  spine,  and  it  was  Celaena’s  turn  to  grab  on  to

Chaol’s arm as she tried to pull him away. But Chaol refused to move. “I don’t

know what sort of sham you’re running, old woman, but you’d best mind your

tongue before you lose it.” 

Baba Yellowlegs licked her razor-sharp teeth. “Come and get it,” she purred. 

Challenge  flashed  in  Chaol’s  eyes,  but  Celaena  was  still  so  pale  that  Dorian took her by the arm, leading her away. “Let’s go,” he said, and the old woman

shifted her eyes to him. If she could indeed tell things about them, then the  last

place he wanted to be was here. “Chaol, let’s go.” 

The  witch  was  grinning  at  him  as  she  used  a  long,  metallic  nail  to  pick  out something from her teeth. “Hide from fate all you like,” Baba Yellowlegs said as

they turned away. “But it shall soon find you!” 

“You’re shaking.” 

“No, I’m not,” Celaena hissed, batting Chaol’s hand from her arm. It was bad

enough that Dorian was there, but for Chaol to witness her coming face-to-face

with Baba Yellowlegs …

She knew the stories—legends that had given her brutal nightmares as a child, 

a firsthand account that a former friend had once told her. Given how that friend

had  foully  betrayed  and  nearly  killed  her,  Celaena  had  hoped  that  the  horrific stories about the Ironteeth witches were just more lies. But seeing that woman …

Celaena  swallowed  hard.  Seeing  that  woman,  feeling  the  sense  of   otherness

that radiated from her, Celaena had no trouble believing that these witches were

capable  of  consuming  a  human  child  until  nothing  but  clean-picked  bones

remained. 

Frozen  down  to  her  core  now,  she  followed  Dorian  as  he  strode  away  from the carnival. While she’d been standing in front of that wagon, all she’d wanted, 

for some reason, was to get inside it. Like there was something waiting for her

within.  And  that  crown  of  stars  the  witch  had  been  wearing  …  And  then  her

amulet had started feeling heavy and warm, the way it had the night she’d seen

that person in the hall. 

If she ever came back to the carnival, she would bring Nehemia with her, just

to see if Yellowlegs was indeed what she claimed to be. She didn’t give a damn

about  what  was  in  the  cages.  Not  anymore,  not  with  Yellowlegs  to  hold  her

interest. She followed Dorian and Chaol without hearing a single word they said

until  they  had  somehow  arrived  at  the  royal  stables,  and  Dorian  was  leading

them inside. 

“I was going to give it to you on your birthday,” he said to Chaol, “but why

wait another two days?” 

Dorian stopped before a stall. Chaol exclaimed, “Are you out of your mind?” 

Dorian  grinned—an  expression  she  hadn’t  seen  in  so  long  that  it  made  her

remember late nights spent tangled up with him, the warmth of his breath on her

skin. “What? You deserve it.” 

A  night-black  Asterion  stallion  stood  within  the  pen,  staring  at  them  with

ancient, dark eyes. 

Chaol was backing away, hands raised. “This is a gift for a prince, not—” 

Dorian clicked his tongue. “Nonsense. I’ll be offended if you don’t accept.” 

“I can’t.” Chaol shifted pleading eyes to Celaena, but she shrugged. 

“I  had  an  Asterion  mare  once,”  she  admitted,  and  both  of  them  blinked. 

Celaena went up to the stall and held out her fingers, letting the stallion sniff her. 

“Her  name  was  Kasida.”  She  smiled  at  the  memory,  stroking  the  stallion’s

velvet-soft nose. “It meant ‘Drinker of the Wind’ in the dialect of the Red Desert. 

She looked like a storm-tossed sea.” 

“How  did   you  get  an  Asterion  mare?  They’re  worth  even  more  than  the

stallions,” Dorian said. It was the first normal-sounding question he’d asked her

in weeks. 

She looked over her shoulder at them and flashed a fiendish grin. “I stole her

from the Lord of Xandria.” Chaol’s eyes grew wide, and Dorian cocked his head. 

It was so comical that she started laughing. “I swear on the Wyrd it’s the truth. 

I’ll tell you the story some other time.” She backed away, nudging Chaol toward

the pen. The horse huffed at his fingers, and beast and man looked at each other. 

Dorian was still watching her with narrowed brows, but when she caught him

staring, he turned to Chaol. “Is it too early to ask what you’ll be doing for your

birthday?” 

Celaena  crossed  her  arms.  “We  have  plans,”  she  said  before  Chaol  could

reply.  She  didn’t  mean  to  sound  so  sharp,  but—well,  she’d  been  planning  the

night for a few weeks now. 

Chaol looked at her over a shoulder. “We do?” 

Celaena  gave  him  a  venomously  sweet  smile.  “Oh,  yes.  It  might  not  be  an

Asterion stallion, but …” 

Dorian’s eyes flashed. “Well, I hope you have fun,” he interrupted. 

Chaol  quickly  looked  back  at  the  horse  as  Celaena  and  Dorian  faced  each

other. Whatever familiar expressions he’d once worn were now gone. And part

of  her—the  part  that  had  spent  so  many  nights  looking  forward  to  seeing  that handsome face—truly mourned it. Looking at him became difficult. 

She left them in the stables with a brief good night, congratulating Chaol on

his  new  gift.  She  didn’t  dare  turn  in  the  direction  of  the  carnival,  where  the sound of the crowd suggested that Hollin had made his appearance and unveiled

the cages. Instead, she sprinted up the stairs to the warmth of her rooms, trying

to  shut  out  the  image  of  the  witch’s  iron  teeth,  and  the  way  she’d  called  after them with those words about fate, so similar to what Mort had said on the night

of the eclipse …

Perhaps it was intuition, or perhaps it was because she was a miserable person

who couldn’t even trust the advice of a friend, but she wanted to go back to the

tomb. Alone. Maybe Nehemia was wrong about the amulet being irrelevant. And

she was tired of waiting for her friend to find the time to research the eye riddle. 

She’d go back just once, and never tell Nehemia. Because the hole in the wall

was shaped like an eye, its iris removed to form a space that would perfectly fit

the amulet she wore around her neck. 

Chapter 20

“Mort,” Celaena said, and the skull knocker opened an eye. 

“It’s terribly rude to wake someone when they’re sleeping,” he said drowsily. 

“Would  you  have  preferred  it  if  I  had  knocked  on  your  face?”  He  glared  at

her. “I need to know something.” She held out the amulet. “This necklace—does

it truly have power?” 

“Of course it does.” 

“But it’s thousands of years old.” 

“So?” Mort yawned. “It’s magic. Magical things rarely age as normal objects

do.” 

“But what does it  do?” 

“It protects you, as Elena said. It guards you from harm, though you certainly

seem to do your best to get  into trouble.” 

Celaena opened the door. “I think I know what it does.” Perhaps it was mere

coincidence, but the riddle had been worded so specifically. Perhaps Davis had

been  looking  for  the  same  thing  Elena  wanted  her  to  find:  the  source  of  the king’s power. This could be the first step toward uncovering that. 

“You’re  probably  wrong,”  Mort  said  as  she  walked  by.  “I’m  just  warning

you.” 

She didn’t listen. She went right up to the hollow eye in the wall and stood on

tiptoe  to  look  through.  The  wall  on  the  other  side  was  still  blank.  Unfastening her necklace, Celaena carefully lifted the amulet to the eye, and—

It fit. Sort of. Her breath caught in her throat, and Celaena leaned up against

the hole, peering through the delicate gold bands. 

Nothing.  No  change  on  the  wall,  or  on  the  giant  Wyrdmark.  She  turned  the

necklace upside down, but it was the same. She tried it on either side, backward, 

angled—but  nothing.  Just  the  same  blank  stone  wall,  illuminated  by  a  shaft  of moonlight from some vent above. She pushed against the stone, feeling for any

door, any moveable panel. 

“But it’s the Eye of Elena! ‘It is only with the eye that one can see rightly’! 

What other eye is there?” 

“You could rip out your own and see if it fits,” Mort sang from the doorway. 

“Why  won’t  it  work?  Do  I  need  to  say  a  spell?”  She  glanced  at  the

sarcophagus of the queen. Perhaps the spell would be triggered by ancient words
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—words  hiding  right  under  her  nose.  Wasn’t  that  always  how  these  things

happened? She refitted the amulet into the stone. “Ah!” she called into the night

air, reciting the words engraved at Elena’s feet. “Time’s Rift!” 

Nothing happened. 

Mort cackled. She snatched the amulet out of the wall. “Oh, I hate this! I hate

this  stupid  tomb,  and  I  hate  these  stupid  riddles  and  mysteries!”  Fine—fine. 

Nehemia  was  right  that  the  amulet  was  a  dead  end.  And  she  was  a  wretched, 

horrible friend for being so distrustful and impatient. 

“I told you it wouldn’t work.” 

“Then what  will work? That riddle  does reference something in this tomb—

behind that wall. Doesn’t it?” 

“Yes, it does. But you still haven’t asked the proper question.” 

“I’ve asked you  dozens of questions! And you won’t give me any answers!” 

“Come  back  another—”  he  started,  but  Celaena  had  already  stalked  up  the

stairs. 

Celaena stood on the barren edge of a ravine, a chill northern wind ruffling her

hair.  She’d  had  this  dream  before;  always  this  setting,  always  this  night  of  the year. 

Behind her sloped a rocky, wasted plain, and before her stretched a chasm so

long  it  disappeared  into  the  starlit  horizon.  Across  the  ravine  was  a  lush,  dark wood, rustling with life. 

And on the grassy lip of the other side stood the white stag, watching her with

ancient  eyes.  His  massive  antlers  glowed  in  the  moonlight,  wreathing  him  in

ivory  glory,  just  as  she  remembered.  It  had  been  on  a  chill  night  like  this  that she’d spotted him through the bars of her prison wagon on the way to Endovier, 

a glimmer of a world before it was burned to ash. 

They watched each other in silence. 

She took a half step closer to the edge, but paused as loose pebbles trickled

free, tumbling into the ravine. There was no end to the darkness in that ravine. 

No end, and no beginning, either. It seemed to breathe, pulsing with whispers of

faded memories, forgotten faces. Sometimes, it felt as though the darkness stared

back at her—and the face it wore was her own. 

Beneath the dark, she could have sworn she heard the rushing of a half-frozen

river, swollen with melting snow off the Staghorns. A flash of white, the thud of

hooves on soft earth, and Celaena looked up from the ravine. The stag had come
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closer, his head now angled, as if inviting her to join him. 

But  the  ravine  only  seemed  to  grow  wider,  like  the  maw  of  a  giant  beast

opening to devour the world. 

So Celaena did not cross, and the stag turned away, his steps near silent as he

disappeared between the tangled trees of the ageless wood. 

Celaena awoke to darkness. The fire was nothing but cinders, and the moon had

set. 

She  studied  the  ceiling,  the  faint  shadows  cast  by  the  city  lights  in  the

distance. It was always the same dream, always this one night. 

As if she could ever forget the day when everything she had loved had been

wrenched from her, and she’d awoken covered in blood that was not her own. 

She  got  out  of  bed,  Fleetfoot  leaping  down  beside  her.  She  walked  a  few

steps,  then  paused  in  the  center  of  the  room,  staring  into  the  dark,  into  the endless  ravine  still  beckoning  to  her.  Fleetfoot  nuzzled  her  bare  legs,  and

Celaena reached down to stroke the hound’s head. 

They remained there for a moment, gazing into that blackness without end. 

Celaena left the castle long before dawn broke. 

When Celaena didn’t meet Chaol at the barracks door that dawn, he gave her ten

minutes before stalking up to her rooms. Just because she didn’t feel like going

out in the cold wasn’t an excuse to be lax with her training. Not to mention he

was  particularly  interested  in  hearing  the  story  about  how  she’d  stolen  an

Asterion mare from the Lord of Xandria. He smiled at the thought, shaking his

head. Only Celaena would have the nerve to do something like that. 

His smile faded when he reached her chambers and found Nehemia sitting at

the small table in the foyer, a cup of steaming tea before her. There were some

books piled in front of the princess, and she looked up from one of them as he

entered. Chaol bowed. The princess just said, “She is not here.” 

Celaena’s  bedroom  door  was  open  wide  enough  to  reveal  that  the  bed  was

empty and already made. “Where is she?” 

Nehemia’s eyes softened, and she picked up a note that was lying among the

books. “She has taken today off,” she said, reading from the note before setting it

down. “If I were to guess, I’d say that she is as far away from the city as she can

get in half a day’s ride.” 

“Why?” 

Nehemia smiled sadly. “Because today is the tenth anniversary of her parents’

death.” 
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Chapter 21

Chaol’s  breath  caught.  He  remembered  her  screaming  at  the  duel  with  Cain, 

when Cain had taunted her about the brutal murder of her parents—when she’d

awoken  covered  in  their  blood.  She’d  never  told  him  anything  else,  and  he

hadn’t dared ask. He knew she’d been young, but he hadn’t realized she’d been

only eight.  Eight. 

Ten  years  ago,  Terrasen  had  been  in  upheaval,  and  anyone  who  had  defied

Adarlan’s  invading  forces  had  been  slaughtered.  Entire  families  had  been

dragged out of their homes and murdered. His stomach clenched. What horrors

had she witnessed that day? 

Chaol ran a hand over his face. “She told you about her parents in her note?” 

Maybe it held a shred more information—anything for him to better understand

what  sort  of  woman  he’d  be  facing  when  she  returned,  what  sort  of  memories

he’d have to contend with. 

“No,” Nehemia said. “She didn’t tell me. But I know.” She watched him with

a calculated stillness, a switch to the defensive that he recognized. What sort of

secrets was she protecting for her friend? And what sort of secrets did Nehemia

herself  keep  that  had  caused  the  king  to  have  her  watched?  The  fact  that  he didn’t know anything about it, about how much the king knew, enraged him to

no end. And then there was the other question: who had threatened the princess’s

life?  He’d  ordered  more  guards  to  look  after  her,  but  so  far,  there  had  been  no sign of anyone wanting to harm her. 

“How do you know about her parents?” he asked. 

“Some things you hear with your ears. Others, you hear with your heart.” He

looked away from the intensity in her eyes. 

“When is she coming back?” 

Nehemia returned to the book in front of her. It looked like it was filled with

strange symbols; vaguely familiar markings that tickled at his memory. “She said

she won’t be back until after nightfall. If I were to guess, I’d say she didn’t want

to spend one moment of daylight in this city—especially in this castle.” 

In the home of the man whose soldiers had probably butchered her family. 

Chaol took the morning training run alone. He ran through the mist-shrouded

game park until his very bones were exhausted. 
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In  the  misty  foothills  above  Rifthold,  Celaena  strode  between  the  trees  of  the small forest, barely more than a sliver of darkness winding through the woods. 

She had been walking since before dawn, letting Fleetfoot follow as she would. 

Today, even the forest seemed silent. 

Good. Today was not a day for the sounds of life. Today was for the hollow

wind  rustling  branches,  for  the  rushing  of  a  half-frozen  river,  for  the  crunch  of snow under her boots. 

On this day last year, she’d known what she had to do—had seen every step

with  such  brutal  clarity  that  it  had  been  easy  when  the  time  came.  She’d  once told Dorian and Chaol that she’d snapped that day in the Salt Mines of Endovier, 

but  it  was  a  lie.  Snapped  implied  too  human  a  feeling;  nothing  like  the  cold, hopeless rage that had taken hold and shut everything down when she’d awoken

from the dream of the stag and the ravine. 

She found a large boulder nestled between the bumps and hollows and sank

down on its smooth, ice-cold top, Fleetfoot soon sitting beside her. Wrapping her

arms around the dog, Celaena looked out into the still forest and remembered the

day she’d unleashed herself upon Endovier. 

 Celaena  panted  through  her  bared  teeth  as  she  yanked  the  pickax  out  of  the overseer’s stomach. The man gurgled blood, clutching at his gut as he looked to

 the  slaves  in  supplication.  But  one  glance  from  Celaena,  one  flash  of  eyes  that showed she had gone beyond the edge, kept the slaves at bay. 

 She merely smiled down at the overseer as she swung the ax into his face. His

 blood sprayed her legs. 

 The  slaves  still  stayed  far  away  when  she  brought  down  the  ax  upon  the

 shackles that bound her ankles to the rest of them. She didn’t offer to free them, 

 and they didn’t ask; they knew how useless it would be. 

 The woman at the end of the chain gang was unconscious. Her back poured

 blood, split open by the iron-tipped whip of the dead overseer. She would die by

 tomorrow if her wounds were not treated. Even if they were, she’d probably die

 from infection. Endovier amused itself like that. 

 Celaena turned from the woman. She had work to do, and four overseers had

 to pay a debt before she was done. 

 She  stalked  from  the  mine  shaft,  pickax  dangling  from  her  hand.  The  two


 guards  at  the  end  of  the  tunnel  were  dead  before  they  realized  what  was happening. Blood soaked her clothes and her bare arms, and Celaena wiped it

 from  her  face  as  she  stormed  down  to  the  chamber  where  she  knew  the  four

 overseers worked. 

 She had marked their faces the day they’d dragged that young Eyllwe woman

 behind  the  building,  marked  every  detail  about  them  as  they  used  her,  then  slit her throat from ear to ear. 

 Celaena  could  have  taken  the  swords  from  the  fallen  guards,  but  for  these four men, it had to be the ax. She wanted them to know what Endovier felt like. 

 She reached the entrance to their section of the mines. The first two overseers

 died  when  she  heaved  the  ax  into  their  necks,  slashing  back  and  forth  between them. Their slaves screamed, backing against the walls as she raged past them. 

 When she reached the other two overseers, she let them see her, let them try to

 draw their blades. She knew it wasn’t the weapon in her hands that made them

 stupid with panic, but rather her eyes—eyes that told them they had been tricked

 these  past  few  months,  that  cutting  her  hair  and  whipping  her  hadn’t  been enough,  that  she  had  been  baiting  them  into  forgetting  that  Adarlan’s  Assassin was in their midst. 

 But she  had not forgotten a second of pain, nor what she had seen them do to the others—to that young woman from Eyllwe, who had begged to gods who did

 not save her. 

 The men died too quickly, but Celaena had one more task to complete before

 she would meet her  end. She prowled back up the main tunnel that led out of the mines. Guards foolishly came rushing out of tunnel mouths to meet her. 

 She surged upward, hacking and swinging. Two more guards went down, and

 she took up their swords, leaving the ax behind. The slaves didn’t cheer as their

 oppressors fell; they just watched in silence, understanding. This was not a fight

 for escape. 

 The light of the surface made her blink, but she was ready. Her eyes having to

 adjust to the sun would be her greatest weakness. That was why she had waited

 until the softer light of afternoon. Twilight would have been better, but that time

 of day was too heavily guarded, and there were too many slaves about then that

 could be caught in the crossfire. This last hour of full daylight, when the warm

 sun  lulled  many  to  sleep,  was  when  the  sentries  went  lax  on  watch  before  the evening inspection. 

 The  three  sentries  at  the  entrance  to  the  mines  didn’t  know  what  was

 happening  below.  Everyone  was  always  screaming  in  Endovier.  Everyone

 sounded the same when they died. And the three sentries screamed just like the

 others. 

 And  then  she  was  running,  sprinting  for  the  death  that  beckoned  to  her, 

 making for the towering stone wall at the other end of the compound. 
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 Arrows  whizzed  past,  and  she  zigzagged.  They  wouldn’t  kill  her,  by  order  of the  king.  An  arrow  through  the  shoulder  or  leg,  maybe.  But  she’d  make  them reconsider their orders once the carnage was too massive to ignore. 

 Other sentries came rushing from everywhere, and her blades were a song of

 steel fury as she cut through them. Silence settled over Endovier. 

 She took a gash in her leg—deep, but not deep enough to cut the tendon. They

 still  wanted  her  able  to  work.  But  she  wouldn’t  work—not  again,  not  for  them. 

 When  the  body  count  was  high  enough,  they’d  have  no  choice  but  to  put  that arrow through her throat. 

 But then she neared the gate, and the arrows stopped. 

 She started laughing when she found herself surrounded by forty guards, and

 laughed even more when they called for irons. 

 She  was  laughing  when  she  lashed  out  one  last  time—one  final  attempt  to

 touch the wall. Four more went down in her wake. 

 She  was  still  laughing  when  the  world  went  black  and  her  fingers  hit  the rocky ground—barely an inch away from the wall. 

Chaol  stood  from  his  seat  at  her  foyer  table  as  the  door  quietly  opened.  The outside hall was dark, the lights burned out; most of the castle asleep and tucked

into  their  beds.  He’d  heard  the  clock  chime  midnight  some  time  ago,  but  he

knew it wasn’t exhaustion weighing down Celaena’s shoulders when she slipped

into her rooms. Her eyes were purple beneath, her face wan, lips colorless. 

Fleetfoot rushed to him, tail wagging, and licked him a few times on the hand

before she trotted into the bedroom, leaving them alone. 

Celaena glanced once at him, her turquoise-and-gold eyes weary and haunted, 

and began unfastening her cloak as she walked past him into the bedroom. 

Wordlessly, he followed her, if only because she hadn’t had a hint of warning

or  reproach  in  her  expression—rather  a  bleakness  that  suggested  she  wouldn’t

have cared if she’d found the King of Adarlan himself in her rooms. 

She  removed  her  coat  and  then  her  boots,  leaving  them  wherever  she

happened  to  discard  them.  He  looked  away  as  she  unbuttoned  her  tunic  and

walked into the dressing room. A moment later, she walked back out, wearing a

nightgown  that  was  far  more  modest  than  her  usual  lacy  attire.  Fleetfoot  had already hopped into bed, sprawling against the pillows. 

Chaol swallowed hard. He should have given her privacy instead of waiting

here. If she’d wanted him to be here, she would have written him a note. 

Celaena stopped before the dim fireplace and used the poker to stir the coals before tossing another two logs on. She stared down at the flames. Her back was

still to him when she spoke. 

“If you’re trying to figure out what to say to me, don’t bother. There’s nothing

that can be said, or done.” 

“Then  let  me  keep  you  company.”  If  she  realized  how  much  he  knew,  she

didn’t care to ask how. 

“I don’t want company.” 

“Want  and  need  are  different  things.”  Nehemia,  probably,  should  have  been

here—another child of a conquered kingdom. But he didn’t want Nehemia to be

the one she turned to. And despite his loyalty to the king, he couldn’t turn away

from her—not today. 

“So  you’re  just  going  to  stay  here  all  night?”  She  flicked  her  eyes  to  the couch between them. 

“I’ve slept in worse places.” 

“I think my experience with ‘worse places’ is a lot more horrible than yours.” 

Again,  that  twisting  in  his  gut.  But  then  she  looked  through  the  open  bedroom door to the foyer table, and her brows rose. “Is that … chocolate cake?” 

“I thought you might need some.” 

“Need, not  want?” 

A ghost of a smile was on her lips, and he almost sagged in relief as he said, 

“For you, I’d say that chocolate cake is most definitely a  need.” 

She crossed from the fireplace to where he stood, stopping a hand’s breadth

away and staring up at him. Some of the color had returned to her face. 

He should step back, put more distance between them. But instead, he found

himself reaching for her, a hand slipping around her waist and the other twining

itself through her hair as he held her tightly to him. His heart thundered through

him so hard he knew she could feel it. After a second, her arms came up around

him, her fingers digging into his back in a way that made him realize how close

they stood. 

He shoved that feeling down, even as the silken texture of her hair against his

fingers made him want to bury his face in it, and the smell of her, laced with mist

and night, had him grazing his nose against her neck. There were other kinds of

comfort that he could give her than mere words, and if she needed that kind of

distraction  …  He  shoved  down  that  thought,  too,  swallowing  it  until  he  nearly choked on it. 

Her fingers were moving down his back, still digging into his muscles with a

fierce  kind  of  possession.  If  she  kept  touching  him  like  that,  his  control  was going to slip completely. 

And  then  she  pulled  back,  just  far  enough  to  look  up  at  him  again,  still  so close their breath mingled. He found himself gauging the distance between their

lips, his eyes flicking between her mouth and her eyes, the hand he had entwined

in her hair stilling. 

Desire roared through him, burning down every defense he’d put up, erasing

every line he’d convinced himself he had to maintain. 

And then she said, so quietly it was hardly more than a murmur, “I can’t tell if

I should be ashamed of wanting to hold you on this day, or grateful that, despite

what happened before now, it somehow brought me to you.” 

He  was  so  startled  by  the  words  that  he  let  go,  let  go  and  stepped  back.  He had his obstacles to overcome, but so did she—perhaps more obstacles than he’d

even realized. 

He had no response to what she’d said. But she didn’t give him time to think

of the right words before she walked to the chocolate cake in the foyer, plunked

down in the chair, and dug in. 

Chapter 22

The  silence  of  the  library  wrapped  around  Dorian  like  a  heavy  blanket, 

interrupted only by the turning of pages as he read through his family’s extensive

genealogical  charts,  records,  and  histories.  He  couldn’t  be  the  only  one;  if  he truly did have magic, then what about Hollin? It had taken until now to manifest, 

so perhaps it wouldn’t reveal itself in Hollin for another nine years. Hopefully by

then,  he’d  figure  out  how  to  suppress  it  and  teach  Hollin  to  do  the  same.  He might not be fond of his brother, but he didn’t wish the boy dead—especially not

the kind of death their father would give them if he learned what dwelled in their

blood. Beheading, dismemberment, then burning. Complete annihilation. 

No wonder the Fae had fled the continent. They had been powerful and wise, 

but Adarlan had military might and a frantic public looking for any solution to

the famine and poverty that had plagued the kingdom for decades. It hadn’t just

been the armies that had made the Fae run—no, it was also the people who had

lived in an uneasy truce with them, as well as the mortals gifted with magic, for

generations.  How  would  those  people  react  if  they  knew  that  the  heir  to  the throne was plagued by the same powers? 

Dorian  ran  a  finger  down  his  mother’s  family  tree.  It  was  dotted  with

Havilliards along the way; a close mingling of their two families for the past few

centuries that had given rise to numerous kings. 

But  he’d  been  here  for  three  hours  now,  and  none  of  the  rotting  old  books

held any mention of magic-wielders. In fact, there had been a drought in the line

for  centuries.  Several  gifted  people  had  married  into  the  bloodline,  but  their children hadn’t been born with the power, no matter what manner of gifts their

parents posessed. Was it coincidence, or divine will? 

Dorian  closed  the  book  and  stalked  back  into  the  stacks.  He  reached  the

section along the back wall that held all the genealogical records and pulled out

the oldest book he could find—one that held records dating back to the founding

of Adarlan itself. 

There, on the top of the family tree, was Gavin Havilliard, the mortal prince

who had taken his war band into the depths of the Ruhnn Mountains to challenge

the Dark Lord Erawan. The war had been long and brutal, and in the end, only a

third of the men who had ridden in with Gavin came out of those mountains. But

Gavin also emerged from that war with his bride—the princess Elena, the half-

Fae daughter of Brannon, Terrasen’s first king. It was Brannon himself who gave

Gavin  the  territory  of  Adarlan  as  a  wedding  gift—and  a  reward  for  the  prince and princess’s sacrifices during the war. And since then, no Fae blood had bred

into  their  line.  Dorian  followed  the  tree  down  and  down.  Just  longforgotten

families whose lands were now called by different names. 

Dorian  sighed,  set  down  the  book,  and  browsed  through  the  stack.  If  Elena

 had  gifted  the  line  with  her  power,  then  perhaps  answers  could  be  found elsewhere …

He  was  surprised  to  see  the  book  sitting  there,  given  how  his  father  had

destroyed  that  noble  house  ten  years  ago.  But  there  it  was:  a  history  of  the Galathynius  line,  starting  with  the  Fae  King  Brannon  himself.  Dorian  flipped

through the pages, his brows raised high. He’d known the line was blessed with

magic, but  this …

It was a powerhouse. A bloodline so mighty that other kingdoms had lived in

terror of the day the Lords of Terrasen would come to claim their lands. 

But they never had. 

While  they’d  been  gifted,  they’d  never  once  pushed  their  borders—even

when wars came to their doorstep. When foreign kings had threatened them, the

retribution  had  been  swift  and  brutal.  But  always,  no  matter  what,  they  kept  to their borders. Kept the peace. 

 As my father should have done. 

Despite all their  power, though, the  Galathynius family had  fallen, and their

noble  lords  with  them.  In  the  book  he  held,  no  one  had  bothered  to  mark  the houses his father had exterminated, or the survivors sent into exile. Without the

heart or the knowledge to do it himself, Dorian closed the book, grimacing as all

those names burned in his vision. What sort of throne would he inherit someday? 

If the heir of Terrasen, Aelin Galathynius, had lived, would she have become

a friend, an ally? His bride, perhaps? 

He’d met her once, in the days before her kingdom became a charnel house. 

The memory was hazy, but she’d been a precocious, wild girl—and had set her

nasty, brutish older cousin on him in order to teach Dorian a lesson for spilling

tea  on  her  dress.  Dorian  rubbed  his  neck.  Of  course,  as  fate  would  have  it,  her cousin  wound  up  becoming  Aedion  Ashryver,  his  father’s  prodigy  general  and

the  fiercest  warrior  in  the  north.  He’d  met  Aedion  a  few  times  over  the  years, and  at  each  encounter  with  the  haughty  young  general,  he’d  gotten  the  distinct impression that Aedion wanted to kill him. 

 And with good reason. 

Shuddering,  Dorian  replaced  the  book  and  stared  at  the  bookcase,  as  if  it

would yield any answers. But he already knew there was nothing here that could

help him. 

 When the time comes, I will help you. 

Did  Nehemia  know  what  dwelt  inside  him?  She  had  acted  so  strangely  that

day at the duel, drawing symbols in the air and then fainting. And then there had

been the moment when that mark had burned on Celaena’s brow …

A clock chimed somewhere in the library, and he glanced down the aisle. He

should go. It was Chaol’s birthday, and he should at least say hello to his friend

before  Celaena  whisked  him  off.  Of  course  he  hadn’t  been  invited.  And  Chaol

hadn’t tried to suggest that Dorian was welcome, either. What did she plan to do, 

exactly? 

The  temperature  in  the  library  dropped,  a  frozen  draft  blowing  in  from  a

distant corridor. 

Not that he cared. He’d meant it when he swore to Nehemia that he was done

with Celaena. And maybe he should have told Chaol that he could have her. Not

that  she’d  ever  belonged  to  him—or  that  she’d  even  tried  to  suggest  that  he belonged to her. 

He could let go. He  had let go. He’d let go. Let go. Let—

Books flew from  their shelves, dozens  upon dozens bursting  into flight,  and

this time, they slammed into him as he staggered back toward the end of the row. 

He shielded his face, and when the sound of leather and paper stopped, Dorian

braced a hand on the stone wall behind him and gaped. 

Half of the books in the row had been tossed off their shelves and scattered

about, as if thrown by some invisible force. 

He  rushed  to  them,  shoving  volumes  back  onto  their  shelves  in  no  order

whatsoever,  working  as  fast  as  he  could  before  one  of  the  crotchety  royal

librarians came hobbling over to see what the noise was about. It took him a few

minutes to put them all back, his heart pounding so hard he thought he’d be sick

again. 

His  hands  trembled—and  not  just  with  fear.  No,  there  was  some  force  still

running through him, begging him to unleash it again, to open himself up …

Dorian crammed the last book back onto the shelf and took off at a run. 

He could tell no one. Trust no one. 

When he reached the main hall of the library, he slowed to a walk, feigning a

lazy carelessness. He even managed to smile at the old, withered librarian who

bowed to him as he passed. Dorian gave him a friendly wave before striding out

the towering oak doors. 

He could trust no one. 
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That witch at the carnival—she hadn’t recognized him as the prince. Still, her

gift had rung true, at least when talking to Chaol. It was a risk, but perhaps Baba

Yellowlegs had the answers he needed. 

Celaena  wasn’t  nervous.  She  had  nothing—absolutely  nothing—to  be  worried

about. It was just a dinner. A dinner she’d spent weeks arranging whenever she

had a spare moment while spying on those men in Rifthold. A dinner at which

she’d be alone. With Chaol. And after last night …

Celaena  took  a  surprisingly  shaky  breath  and  checked  herself  in  the  mirror

one last time. The dress was pale blue, almost white, and encrusted with crystal

beading  that  made  the  fabric  look  like  the  shimmering  surface  of  the  sea. 

Perhaps it was a bit much, but she’d told Chaol to dress well, so hopefully he’d

be wearing something nice enough to make her feel less self-conscious. 

Celaena  huffed.  Gods  above,  she   was  feeling  self-conscious,  wasn’t  she?  It was  ridiculous,  really.  It  was  just  a  dinner.  Fleetfoot  was  with  Nehemia  for  the night, and—and if she didn’t leave now, she’d be late. 

Refusing  to  let  herself  sweat  another  second  longer,  Celaena  grabbed  her

ermine cloak from where Philippa had left it on the ottoman in the center of her

dressing room. 

When she reached the entrance hall, Chaol was already waiting for her by the

doors. Even from across the massive space, she could tell his eyes were on her as

she descended the stairs. Not surprisingly, he wore black—but at least it wasn’t

his  uniform.  No,  his  tunic  and  pants  looked  to  be  of  fine  make,  and  it  seemed like he’d even run a comb through his short hair. 

He  watched  her  every  step  across  the  hall,  his  face  unreadable.  At  last  she stopped in front of him, the cold air from the open doors biting into her face. She

hadn’t gone for their run this morning, and he hadn’t come to drag her outside. 

“Happy birthday,” she said before he could object to her clothes. 

His  eyes  rose  to  her  face,  and  he  gave  her  a  half  smile,  that  unreadable, 

closed-off expression vanishing. “Do I even want to know where you’re taking

me?” 

She  grinned  at  him,  her  nerves  melting  away.  “Somewhere  utterly

inappropriate  for  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  to  be  seen.”  She  inclined  her  head toward the carriage that waited outside the castle doors. Good. She’d threatened

to flay the driver and footmen alive if they were late. “Shall we?” 

As  they  rode  through  the  city,  sitting  on  opposite  sides  of  the  carriage,  they talked  about  anything   but  last  night—the  carnival,  Fleetfoot,  Hollin’s  daily

tantrums.  They  even  debated  whether  spring  would  start  showing  itself  at  last. 

When they reached the building—an old apothecary—

Chaol raised his brows. “Just wait,” she said, and led him into the warmly lit

shop. 

The  owners  smiled  at  her,  beckoning  them  up  the  narrow  stone  staircase. 

Chaol said nothing as they went up and up the stairs, past the second level, and

the  third,  until  they  reached  a  door  at  the  uppermost  landing.  The  landing  was small  enough  that  he  brushed  against  the  skirts  of  her  gown,  and  when  she

turned to him, one hand on the doorknob, she gave him a small smile. “It might

not be an Asterion stallion, but …” 

She opened the door, stepping aside so he could enter. 

Wordlessly, he walked in. 

She’d  spent  hours  arranging  everything,  and  in  the  daylight  it  had  looked

lovely, but at night … It was exactly as she’d imagined it would be. 

The  roof  of  the  apothecary  was  an  enclosed  glass  greenhouse,  filled  with

flowers and potted plants and fruit trees that had been hung with little glittering

lights.  The  whole  place  had  been  transformed  into  a  garden  out  of  an  ancient legend.  The  air  was  warm  and  sweet,  and  by  the  windows  overlooking  the

expanse of the Avery River stood a small table set for two. 

Chaol  surveyed  the  room,  turning  in  place.  “It’s  the  Fae  woman’s  garden—

from Rena Goldsmith’s song,” he said softly. His golden eyes were bright. 

She swallowed hard. “I know it’s not much—” 

“No one has ever done anything like this for me.” He shook his head in awe, 

looking back at the greenhouse. “No one.” 

“It’s just a dinner,” she said, rubbing her neck and walking to the table, if only

because  the  urge  to  go  to  him  was  so  strong  that  she  needed  a  table  between them. 

He followed her, and an instant later, two servants appeared to pull out their

chairs for them. She smiled a little as Chaol’s hand shot to his sword, but upon

seeing that they were  not being ambushed, he gave her a sheepish glance and sat

down. 

The  servants  poured  two  glasses  of  sparkling  wine,  then  bustled  off  for  the

food  that  they’d  spent  all  day  preparing  in  the  apothecary’s  kitchen.  She’d

managed  to  hire  the  cook  from  the  Willows  for  the  night—for  a  fee  that  had made  her  consider  punching  the  woman’s  throat.  It  was  worth  it,  though.  She

lifted her flute of wine. 

“Many happy returns,” she said. She’d had a little speech prepared, but now

that they were here, now that his eyes were so bright, and he was looking at her
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the way he had last night … all the words went right out of her head. 

Chaol lifted his glass and drank. “Before I forget to say it: Thank you. This is

…”  He  examined  the  glittering  greenhouse  again,  then  looked  out  to  the  river beyond the glass walls. “This is …” He shook his head once more, setting down

his  glass,  and  she  caught  a  glimmer  of  silver  in  his  eyes  that  made  her  heart clench. He blinked it away and looked back at her with a small smile. “No one

has thrown me a birthday party since I was a child.” 

She  scoffed,  fighting  past  the  tightness  in  her  chest.  “I’d  hardly  call  this  a party—” 

“Stop  trying  to  downplay  it.  It’s  the  greatest  gift  I’ve  been  given  in  a  long while.” 

She  crossed  her  arms,  leaning  back  in  her  chair  as  the  servants  arrived, 

bringing  their  first  course—roast  boar  stew.  “Dorian  got  you  an  Asterion

stallion.” 

Chaol  was  staring  down  at  his  soup,  brows  high.  “But  Dorian  doesn’t  know

what  my  favorite  stew  is,  does  he?”  He  glanced  up  at  her,  and  she  bit  her  lip. 

“How long have you been paying attention?” 

She became very interested in her stew. “Don’t flatter yourself. I just bullied

the castle’s head cook to tell me what dishes you favored.” 

He  snorted.  “You  might  be  Adarlan’s  Assassin,  but  even   you  couldn’t  bully Meghra. If you’d tried, I think you’d be sitting there with two black eyes and a

broken nose.” 

She  smiled,  taking  a  bite  of  stew.  “Well,  you  might  think  you’re  mysterious and brooding and stealthy, Captain, but once you know where to look, you’re a

fairly easy book to read. Every time we have roast boar stew, I can barely get a

spoonful before you’ve eaten the whole tureen.” 

He  tipped  his  head  back  and  laughed,  and  the  sound  sent  heat  coursing

through  every  part  of  her.  “And  here  I  was,  thinking  I’d  managed  to  hide  my weaknesses so well.” 

She gave him a wicked grin. “Just wait until you see the other courses.” 

When they’d eaten the last crumb of chocolate-hazelnut cake and drunk the last

of  the  sparkling  wine,  and  when  the  servants  had  cleared  everything  away  and bid  their  farewells,  Celaena  found  herself  standing  on  the  small  balcony  at  the far edge of the roof, the summer plants buried under a blanket of snow. She held

her cloak close to her as she stared toward the distant spot where the Avery met

the ocean, Chaol beside her, leaning against the iron railing. 

“There’s  a  hint  of  spring  in  the  air,”  he  said  as  a  mild  wind  whipped  past them. 

“Thank the gods. Any more snow and I’ll go mad.” 

In  the  glow  of  the  lights  from  the  greenhouse,  his  profile  was  illuminated. 

She’d meant the dinner to be a nice surprise—a way to tell him how much she

appreciated  him—but  his  reaction  …  How  long  had  it  been  since  he  felt

cherished? Apart from that girl who had treated him so foully, there was also the

matter of the family that had shunned him just because he wanted to be a guard, 

and they were too proud to have a son serve the crown in that manner. 

Did his parents have any idea that in the entire castle, in the entire kingdom, 

there was no one more noble and loyal than him? That the boy they’d thrown out

of  their  lives  had  become  the  sort  of  man  that  kings  and  queens  could  only dream of having serve in their courts? The sort of man that she hadn’t believed

existed, not after Sam, not after everything that had happened. 

The  king  had  threatened  to  kill  Chaol  if  she  didn’t  obey  his  orders.  And, 

considering how much danger she was putting him in right now, and how much

she wanted to gain—not just for herself, but for  them…

“I have to tell you something,” she said softly. Her blood roared through her

ears, especially as he turned to her with a smile. “And before I tell you, you have

to promise not to go berserk.” 

The smile faded. “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” 

“Just  promise.”  She  clenched  the  railing,  the  cold  metal  biting  into  her  bare hands. 

He studied her carefully, then said, “I’ll try.” 

Fair enough. Like a damned coward, she turned away from him, focusing on

the distant ocean instead. 

“I haven’t killed any of the people the king commanded me to assassinate.” 

Silence. She didn’t dare look at him. 

“I’ve been faking their deaths and smuggling them out of their homes. Their

personal  effects  are  given  to  me  after  I  approach  them  with  my  offer,  and  the body  parts  come  from  sick-houses.  The  only  person  that  I’ve  actually  killed  so far is Davis, and he wasn’t even an official target. At the end of the month, once

Archer has gotten his affairs in order, I’ll fake his death, and Archer will get on

the next ship out of Rifthold and sail away.” 

Her chest was so tight it hurt, and she slid her eyes to him. 

Chaol’s  face  was  bone  white.  He  backed  away,  shaking  his  head.  “You’ve

gone mad.” 

Chapter 23

He must have heard her incorrectly. Because there was no possible way that she

could be  that brash, that foolish and insane and idealistic and brave. 

“Have you lost your senses completely?” His words rose into a shout, a riot of

rage and fear that rushed through him so fast he could hardly think. “He’ll kill

you! He will  kill you if he finds out.” 

She  took  a  step  toward  him,  that  spectacular  dress  glinting  like  a  thousand

stars. “He  won’t find out.” 

“It’s  only  a  matter  of  time,”  he  gritted  out.  “He  has  spies  who  are  watching everything.” 

“And you’d rather I kill innocent men?” 

“Those men are traitors to the crown!” 

“Traitors!”  She  barked  a  laugh.  “Traitors.  For  refusing  to  grovel  before  a

conqueror?  For  sheltering  escaped  slaves  trying  to  get  home?  For  daring  to

believe  in  a  world  that’s  better  than  this  gods-forsaken  place?”  She  shook  her head, some of her hair escaping. “I will not be his butcher.” 

And  he  hadn’t  wanted  her  to.  From  the  second  she’d  been  crowned

Champion,  he’d  been  sick  at  the  thought  of  her  doing  what  the  king  had

commanded she do. But  this … “You swore an  oath to him.” 

“And  how  many  oaths  did   he  swear  to  foreign  rulers  before  he  marched  in with his armies and destroyed everything? How many oaths did he swear when

he ascended the throne, only to spit on those promises?” 

“He will  kill you, Celaena.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her. 

“He’ll  kill  you,  and  make   me  do  it  as  punishment  for  being  your  friend.”  That was  the  terror  that  he  grappled  with—the  fear  that  plagued  him,  the  thing  that had kept him on this side of the line for so long. 

“Archer has been giving me real information—” 

“I don’t give a damn about Archer. What information could that conceited ass

have that could possibly help you?” 

“This  secret  movement  from  Terrasen  actually  exists,”  she  said  with

maddening calm. “I could use the information I’ve gathered about it to bargain

with the king to let me go—or just give me a shorter contract. Short enough that

if he ever finds out the truth, I’ll be long gone.” 

He  growled.  “He  could  have  you  whipped  just  for  being  that  impertinent.” 

But  then  the  last  part  of  her  words  registered,  hitting  him  like  a  punch  to  the face.  I’ll be long gone. Gone. “Where will you go?” 

“Anywhere,” she said. “As far away as I can get.” 

He could hardly breathe, but he managed to say, “And what would you do?” 

She  shrugged,  and  both  of  them  realized  that  he’d  been  gripping  her

shoulders. He eased his grip, but his fingers ached to grab her again, as though it

would somehow keep her from leaving. “Live my life, I suppose. Live it the way

I want to, for once. Learn how to be a normal girl.” 

“How far away?” 

Her  blue-and-gold  eyes  flickered.  “I’d  travel  until  I  found  a  place  where

they’d never heard of Adarlan. If such a place exists.” 

And she would never come back. 

And because she was young, and so damn clever and amusing and wonderful, 

wherever she made her home, there would be some man who would fall in love

with her and who would make her his wife, and  that was the worst truth of all. It had snuck up on him, this pain and terror and rage at the thought of anyone else

with her. Every look, every word from her … He didn’t even know when it had

started. 

“We’ll find that place, then,” he said quietly. 

“What?” Her brows narrowed. 

“I’ll go with you.” And though he hadn’t asked, they both knew those words

held a question. He tried not to think of what she’d said last night—of the shame

she’d felt holding him when he was a son of Adarlan and she was a daughter of

Terrasen. 

“What about being Captain of the Guard?” 

“Perhaps my duties aren’t what I expected them to be.” The king kept things

from  him;  there  were  so  many  secrets,  and  perhaps  he  was  little  more  than  a puppet, part of the illusion that he was starting to see through …

“You love your country,” she said. “I can’t let you give all that up.” He caught

the  glimmer  of  pain  and  hope  in  her  eyes,  and  before  he  knew  what  he  was

doing,  he’d  closed  the  distance  between  them,  one  hand  on  her  waist  and  the other on her shoulder. 

“I would be the greatest fool in the world to let you go alone.” 

And  then  there  were  tears  rolling  down  her  face,  and  her  mouth  became  a

thin, wobbling line. 

He pulled back, but didn’t let her go. “Why are you crying?” 

“Because,”  she  whispered,  her  voice  shaking,  “you  remind  me  of  how  the
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world ought to be. What the world  can be.” 

There  had  never  been  any  line  between  them,  only  his  own  stupid  fear  and

pride.  Because  from  the  moment  he’d  pulled  her  out  of  that  mine  in  Endovier and she had set those eyes upon him, still fierce despite a year in hell, he’d been

walking toward this, walking to  her. 

So Chaol brushed away her tears, lifted her chin, and kissed her. 

The kiss obliterated her. 

It was like coming home or being born or suddenly finding an entire half of

herself that had been missing. 

His lips were hot and soft against hers—still tentative, and after a moment, he

pulled  back  far  enough  to  look  into  her  eyes.  She  trembled  with  the  need  to touch him everywhere at once, to feel him touching  her everywhere at once. He

would give up everything to go with her. 

She twined her arms around his neck, her mouth meeting his in a second kiss

that knocked the world out from under her. 

She  didn’t  know  how  long  they  stood  on  that  roof,  tangled  up  in  each  other, mouths  and  hands  roving  until  she  moaned  and  dragged  him  through  the

greenhouse,  down  the  stairs,  and  into  the  carriage  waiting  outside.  And  then

there was the ride home, where he did things to her neck and ear that made her

forget  her  own  name.  They  managed  to  straighten  themselves  out  as  they

reached the castle gates, and kept a respectable distance as they walked back to

her room, though every inch of her felt so alive and burning that it was a miracle

she made it back to her door without pulling him into a closet. 

But  then  they  were  inside  her  rooms,  and  then  at  her  bedroom  door,  and  he

paused as she took his hand to lead him in. “Are you sure?” 

She  lifted  a  hand  to  his  face,  exploring  every  curve  and  freckle  that  had

become so impossibly precious to her. She had waited once before—waited with

Sam, and then it had been too late. But now, there was no doubt, no shred of fear

or uncertainty, as if every moment between her and Chaol had been a step in a

dance that had led to this threshold. 

“I’ve  never  been  so  sure  of  anything  in  my  life,”  she  told  him.  His  eyes

blazed with hunger that matched her own, and she kissed him again, tugging him

into her bedroom. He let her pull him, not breaking the kiss as he kicked the door

shut behind them. 
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And then there was only them, and skin against skin, and when they reached

that moment when there was nothing more between them at all, Celaena kissed

Chaol deeply and gave him everything she had. 

Celaena awoke as dawn poured into her room. Chaol still held her to him, just as

he had all night, as if she would somehow slip away during sleep. She smiled to

herself, pressing her nose against his neck and breathing him in. He shifted, just

enough for her to know that he’d awoken. 

His hands began moving, twining themselves in her hair. “There’s no way in

hell I’m getting out of this bed and going for a run,” he murmured onto her head. 

She  chuckled  quietly.  His  hands  grazed  lower,  down  her  back,  not  even

stumbling over the scar tissue. He’d kissed every scar on her back, on her entire

body, last night. She smiled against his neck. “How are you feeling?” 

Like she was everywhere and nowhere all at once. Like she’d somehow been

half-blind all her life and could now see everything clearly. Like she could stay

here forever and be content. “Tired,” she admitted. He tensed. “But happy.” 

She almost whined when he let go of her long enough to prop himself up on

an elbow and stare down at her face. “You’re all right, though?” 

She rolled her eyes. “I’m pretty certain ‘tired, but happy’ is a normal reaction

after one’s first time.” And she was pretty certain she’d have to talk to Philippa

about  a  contraceptive  tonic  as  soon  as  she  dragged  herself  out  of  bed.  Because Gods above, a baby … She snorted. 

“What?” 

She just shook her head, smiling. “Nothing.” She ran her fingers through his

hair. A thought hit her, and her smile faded. “How much trouble will you get in

for this?” 

She watched his muscled chest expand as he took a deep breath, dipping his

head to rest his brow on her shoulder. “I don’t know. Maybe the king won’t care. 

Maybe he’ll dismiss me. Maybe worse. It’s hard to tell; he’s unpredictable like

that.” 

She chewed her lip and ran her hands down his powerful back. She’d longed

to touch him like this for so long—longer than she’d realized. “Then we’ll keep

it secret. We spend enough time together that no one should notice the change.” 

He lifted himself again, peering into her eyes. “I don’t want you to think I’m

agreeing to keep it secret because I’m ashamed in any way.” 

“Who  said  anything  about  shame?”  She  gestured  down  to  her  naked  body, 

even though it was covered by the blanket. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re not

strutting about, boasting to everyone.  I certainly would be if I’d tumbled  me.” 

“Does your love for yourself know no bounds?” 

“Absolutely none.” He leaned down to nip at her ear, and her toes curled. “We

can’t tell Dorian,” she said quietly. “He’ll figure it out, I bet, but … I don’t think

we should tell him outright.” 

He  paused  his  nibbling.  “I  know.”  But  then  he  pulled  back,  and  she  winced

inwardly as he studied her again. “Do you still—” 

“No.  Not  for  a  long  while.”  The  relief  in  his  eyes  made  her  kiss  him.  “But he’d  be  another  complication  if  he  knew.”  And  there  was  no  telling  how  he’d react, given how tense things had been between them. He was important enough

in Chaol’s life that she didn’t want to ruin that relationship. 

“So,” he said, flicking her nose, “how long have  you wanted—” 

“I  don’t  see  how  that’s  any  of  your  business,  Captain  Westfall.  And  I  won’t tell you until you tell me.” 

He  flicked  her  nose  again,  and  she  batted  away  his  fingers.  He  caught  her

hand  in  his,  holding  it  up  so  he  could  look  at  her  amethyst  ring—the  ring  she never took off, not even to bathe. “The Yulemas ball. Maybe earlier. Maybe even

Samhuinn,  when  I  brought  you  this  ring.  But  Yulemas  was  the  first  time  I

realized  I  didn’t  like  the  idea  of  you  with—with  someone  else.”  He  kissed  the tips of her fingers. “Your turn.” 

“I’m not telling you,” she said. Because she had no idea; she was still figuring

out  when  it  had  happened,  exactly.  It  somehow  felt  as  if  it  had   always  been Chaol, even from the very beginning, even before they’d ever met. He began to

protest, but she pulled him back down on top of her. “And that’s enough talking. 

I might be tired, but there are still plenty of things to do instead of going for a

run.” 

The  grin  Chaol  gave  her  was  hungry  and  wicked  enough  that  she  shrieked

when he yanked her under the blankets. 

Chapter 24

Dorian walked past the black tents of the carnival, wondering for the umpteenth

time  if  this  was  the  greatest  mistake  of  his  life.  He’d  lost  the  nerve  to  come yesterday, but after yet another sleepless night, he’d decided to see the old witch

and deal with the consequences later. If he wound up on the executioner’s block

because of it, he’d surely kick himself for being so brash, but he had exhausted

every other way of finding out why he was plagued by magic. This was his only

option. 

He  found  Baba  Yellowlegs  sitting  on  the  back  steps  of  her  giant  wagon,  a

chipped  plate  heaped  with  roast  chicken  parts  resting  on  her  knees,  a  pile  of clean-licked bones littering the ground below. 

She lifted her yellowed eyes to him, iron teeth glinting in the noontime sun as

she bit into a chicken leg. “Carnival’s closed for lunch.” 

He  swallowed  his  irritation.  Getting  answers  relied  on  two  things:  being  on

her good side, and her not knowing who he was. 

“I was hoping you’d have a few moments to answer some questions.” 

The chicken leg cracked in two. He tried not to cringe at the slurping sounds

as she sucked out the marrow. “Customers who have questions during lunch pay

double.” 

He reached into his pocket and fished out the four gold coins he’d brought. “I

hope this will buy me all the questions I want—and your discretion.” 

She  chucked  the  clean  half  of  the  leg  onto  the  pile  and  set  to  work  on  the other, sucking and gnawing. “I bet you wipe your ass with gold.” 

“I don’t think that would be very comfortable.” 

Baba  Yellowlegs  hissed  a  laugh.  “Very  well,  lordling.  Let’s  hear  your

questions.” 

He leaned in close enough to set his gold on the top step beside her, keeping

well  away  from  her  withered  form.  She  smelled  atrocious,  like  mildew  and

rotted blood. But he kept his face blank and bored as he pulled back. The gold

vanished with a swipe of a gnarled hand. 

Dorian glanced around. Workers were scattered throughout the carnival, all of

them settled down for the midday meal wherever they could find seats. None of

them, he noticed, sat anywhere near the black-painted wagon. They didn’t even

look this way. 

“You’re truly a witch?” 

She  picked  up  a  chicken  wing.  Crack.  Crunch.  “The  lastborn  witch  of  the Witch Kingdom.” 

“That would make you over five hundred years old.” 

She gave him a smile. “It’s a marvel I’ve stayed so young, isn’t it?” 

“So it’s true: witches really are blessed with the long lifespans of the Fae.” 

She  tossed  another  bone  at  the  foot  of  the  wooden  steps.  “Fae  or  Valg.  We

never learned which one.” 

Valg.  He  knew  that  name.  “The  demons  who  stole  Fae  to  breed  with  them; 

which  made  the  witches,  right?”  And,  if  he  recalled  correctly,  the  beautiful

Crochan  witches  had  taken  after  their  Fae  ancestors—while  the  three  clans  of

Ironteeth  witches  took  after  the  race  of  demons  that  had  invaded  Erilea  at  the dawn of time. 

“Why  would  a  lordling  as  pretty  as  you  bother  yourself  with  such  wicked

stories?” She peeled the skin off the breast of the chicken and guzzled it down, 

smacking her withered lips together. 

“When  we’re  not  wiping  our  asses  with  gold,  we  need  to  find   some  way  to amuse ourselves. Why not learn a little history?” 

“Indeed,” the witch said. “So, are you going to dance around it all day while I

bake in this miserable sun, or are you going to ask what you really came here to

learn?” 

“Is magic truly gone?” 

She didn’t even look up from her plate. “Your kind of magic is gone, yes. But

there are other, forgotten powers that work.” 

“What sort of powers?” 

“Powers  that  lordlings  have  no  business  knowing.  Now  ask  your  next

question.” 

He gave her a playful, wounded face that had the old woman rolling her eyes. 

She made him want to run in the other direction, but he had to get through this, 

had to keep up the charade for as long as he could. 

“Could one person somehow have magic?” 

“Boy, I’ve traveled from one shore of this continent to the other, across every

mountain, and into the dark, shadowy places where men still fear to tread. There

is  no  magic  left  anymore;  even  the  surviving  Fae  can’t  access  their  powers. 

Some  of  them  remain  trapped  in  their  animal  forms.  Miserable  wretches.  Taste

like animals, too.” She laughed, a crow’s caw that made the hair on the back of

his neck rise. “So, no—one person could  not be the exception to the rule.” 

He  kept  up  his  careful  mask  of  idle  boredom.  “And  if  someone  discovered

that they suddenly had magic …?” 

“Then they’d be a damn fool, and asking for a hanging.” 

He already knew that. That wasn’t what he was asking. “But if it were true—

hypothetically. How would that even be possible?” 

She  paused  her  eating,  cocking  her  head.  Her  silver  hair  gleamed  like  fresh

snow, off setting her tanned face. “We don’t know how or why magic vanished. I

hear rumors every now and then that the power still exists on other continents, 

but not here. So that’s the real question: why did magic vanish only here, and not

across the whole of Erilea? What crimes did we commit to make the gods curse

us like that, to take away what they had once given us?” She tossed the rib cage

of  the  chicken  onto  the  ground.  “Hypothetically,  if  someone  had  magic  and  I wanted to learn why, I’d start by figuring out why magic left in the first place. 

Maybe  that  would  explain  how  there  could  be  an  exception  to  the  rule.”  She

licked  the  grease  off  her  deadly  fingers.  “Strange  questions  from  a  lordling

dwelling in the glass castle. Strange, strange questions.” 

He  gave  her  a  half  grin.  “Stranger  still  that  the  lastborn  witch  of  the  Witch Kingdom would stoop low enough to spend her life doing carnival tricks.” 

“The gods that cursed these lands ten years ago damned the witches centuries

before that.” 

It  might  have  been  the  clouds  that  passed  over  the  sun,  but  he  could  have

sworn that he saw a darkness gleaming in her eyes—a darkness that made him

wonder if she was even older than she let on. Perhaps her “lastborn witch” title

was a lie. A fabrication to conceal a history so violent that he couldn’t imagine

the horrors she’d committed during those long-ago witch wars. 

Against his will, he found himself reaching for the ancient force slumbering

inside him, wondering if it would somehow shield him from Yellowlegs the way

it had from the shattering window. The thought made him queasy. 

“Any other questions?” she said, licking her iron nails. 

“No. Thank you for your time.” 

“Bah,” she spat, and waved him off. 

He walked away, and got no farther than the nearest tent when he saw the sun

glinting off a golden head, and Roland walked toward him, away from the table

where he’d been talking to that stunning blond musician who’d played the lute

the other night. Had he followed him here? Dorian frowned, but gave his cousin

a nod in greeting as Roland fell into step beside him. 

“Getting your fortune read?” 

Dorian shrugged. “I was bored.” 
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Roland looked over his shoulder to where Baba Yellowlegs’s caravan wagon

was parked. “That woman makes my blood run cold.” 

Dorian snorted. “I think that’s one of her talents.” 

Roland glanced at him sidelong. “Did she tell you anything interesting?” 

“Just  the  normal  nonsense:  I’ll  soon  meet  my  true  love,  a  glorious  destiny

awaits  me,  and  I’ll  be  rich  beyond  imagining.  I  don’t  think  she  knew  who  she was talking to.” He surveyed the Lord of Meah. “And what are you doing here?” 

“I saw you heading out and thought you might want company. But then I saw

where you were going and decided to keep well away.” 

Either Roland was spying on him, or he was telling the truth; Dorian honestly

couldn’t tell. But he’d made a point to be pleasant to his cousin during the past

few days—and at every council meeting, Roland had backed whatever decision

Dorian  made  without  hesitation.  The  irritation  on  Perrington  and  his  father’s

faces was an unexpected delight, too. 

So Dorian didn’t question Roland about why he’d followed him, but when he

glanced  back  at  Baba  Yellowlegs,  he  could  have  sworn  the  old  woman  was

grinning at him. 

It  had  been  a  few  days  since  Celaena  had  tracked  her  targets.  Cloaked  in

darkness,  she  stood  in  the  shadows  of  the  docks,  not  quite  believing  what  she was seeing. All the men on her list, all the ones she’d been following, the ones

who  might  know  what  the  king  was  up  to—were   leaving.  She’d  seen  one  of them  sneak  into  an  unmarked  carriage  and  had  followed  him  here,  where  he’d

boarded  a  ship  set  to  depart  at  the  midnight  tide.  And  then,  to  her  dismay,  the other  three  had  shown  up,  too,  their  families  in  tow,  before  they  were  quickly ushered belowdecks. 

All those men, all that information she’d been gathering, just—

“I’m sorry,” a familiar voice said behind her, and she whirled to find Archer

approaching. How was he so stealthy? She hadn’t even heard him getting close. 

“I  had  to  warn  them,”  he  said,  his  eyes  on  the  ship  getting  ready  to  depart.  “I couldn’t  live  with  their  blood  on  my  hands.  They  have  children;  what  would

become of them if you handed over their parents to the king?” 

She hissed, “Did you organize this?” 

“No,” he said softly, the words barely audible above the shouts of the sailors

untying  the  ropes  and  readying  the  oars.  “A  member  of  the  organization  did.  I mentioned that their lives might be in jeopardy, and he had his men get them on

the next ship out of Rifthold.” 

She  put  a  hand  on  her  dagger.  “Part  of  this  bargain  relies  on  you  giving  me useful information.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” 

“Would  you  rather  I  just  faked  your  death  now  and  put  you  on  that  ship  as well?” Perhaps she’d find another way to convince the king to release her earlier. 

“No. This won’t happen again.” 

She highly doubted that, but she leaned back against the wall of the building

and  crossed  her  arms,  watching  Archer  observe  the  ship.  After  a  moment,  he

turned to her. “Say something.” 

“I don’t have anything to say. I’m too busy debating whether I should just kill

you and drag your carcass before the king.” She wasn’t bluffing. After last night

with  Chaol,  she  was  starting  to  wonder  whether  simplicity  would  be  best. 

Anything to keep Chaol from getting ensnared in a potential mess. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Archer  said  again,  but  she  waved  him  off  and  watched  the

readying ship. 

It  was  impressive  that  they’d  organized  an  escape  so  quickly.  Perhaps  they

weren’t all fools like Davis. “The person you mentioned this to,” she said after a

while. “He’s a leader of the group?” 

“I think so,” Archer said quietly. “Or high up enough that when I dropped the

hint about these men, he was able to organize an escape immediately.” 

She chewed on the inside of her cheek. Perhaps Davis had been a fluke. And

maybe Archer was right. Maybe these men just wanted a ruler who would better

suit  their  tastes.  But  whatever  their  financial  and  political  motives  might  be, when innocent people had been threatened, they’d mobilized and gotten them to

safety. Few people in the empire dared to do that—and fewer still were getting

away with it. 

“I  want  new  names  and  more  information  by  tomorrow  night,”  she  told

Archer as she turned away from the docks, heading back toward the castle. “Or

else I’ll toss your head at the king’s feet and let him decide whether he wants me

to  dump  it  in  the  sewer  or  spike  it  on  the  front  gates.”  She  didn’t  wait  for Archer’s reply before she faded into the shadows and fog. 

She  took  her  time  going  back  to  the  castle,  thinking  about  what  she’d  seen. 

There was never absolute good or absolute evil (though the king was definitely

the exception). And even if these men were corrupt in some ways, they were also

saving lives. 

While it was absurd that they claimed to have contact with Aelin Galathynius, 

she  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  if  there  really  were  forces  gathering  in  the  heir’s name. If somewhere, in the past decade, members of the powerful royal court of
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Terrasen  had  managed  to  hide.  Thanks  to  the  King  of  Adarlan,  Terrasen  no

longer had a standing army—just whatever forces were camped throughout the

kingdom. But those men  did have some resources. And Nehemia had said that if

Terrasen ever got to its feet again, it would pose a real threat to Adarlan. 

So maybe she wouldn’t even have to do anything. Maybe she wouldn’t have

to  risk  her  life,  or  Chaol’s.  Maybe,  just  maybe,  whatever  their  motives,  these people could find a way to stop the king—and free all of Erilea as well. 

A slow, reluctant smile spread across her face, and it only grew wider as she

walked to the glowing glass castle, and to the Captain of the Guard who awaited

her there. 

It  had  been  four  days  since  Chaol’s  birthday,  and  he’d  spent  every  night  since then  with  Celaena.  And  afternoons,  and  mornings.  And  every  moment  they

could  spare  from  their  individual  obligations.  Unfortunately,  this  meeting  with his  chief  guards  wasn’t  optional,  but  as  he  listened  to  the  men’s  reports,  his thoughts kept drifting back to her. 

He’d  barely  breathed  during  that  first  time,  and  he’d  done  his  best  to  be

gentle, to make it as painless for her as possible. She’d still winced, and her eyes

had  gleamed  with  tears,  but  when  he’d  asked  if  she  needed  to  stop,  she’d  just kissed  him.  Again  and  again.  All  through  that  first  night  he’d  held  her  and allowed himself to imagine that this was how every night for the rest of his life

would be. 

And  every  night  since  then,  he’d  traced  the  scars  down  her  back,  silently

swearing  oath  after  oath  that  someday,  he’d  go  back  to  Endovier  and  rip  that place down stone by stone. 

“Captain?” 

Chaol blinked, realizing someone had asked him a question, and shifted in his

chair. “Say that again,” he ordered, refusing to let himself blush. 

“Do we need extra guards at the carnival?” 

Hell,  he  didn’t  even  know  why  they  were  asking  that.  Had  there  been  some

incident? If he asked, then they’d definitely know he hadn’t been listening. 

He was spared from looking like a fool when someone knocked on the door

to the small meeting room in the barracks, and then a golden head popped in. 

Just seeing her made him forget the world around them. Everyone in the room

shifted to look at the door, and as she smiled, he fought the urge to smash in the

faces of the guards who looked at her so appreciatively. These were his men, he

told  himself.  And  she   was  beautiful—and  she  scared  them  half  to  death.  Of
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course they would look, and appreciate. 

“Captain,” she said, remaining on the threshold. There was color high on her

cheeks  that  set  her  eyes  sparkling,  making  him  think  of  how  she  looked  when they  were  tangled  up  with  each  other.  She  inclined  her  head  toward  the  hall. 

“The king wants to see you.” 

He would have felt a jolt of nerves, would have started to think the worst, had

he not caught that glimmer of mischief in her eyes. 

He  stood  from  his  seat,  bowing  his  head  to  his  men.  “Decide  among

yourselves about the carnival, and report back to me later,” he said, and quickly

left the room. 

He  kept  a  respectable  distance  until  they  rounded  a  corner  into  an  empty

hallway and he stepped closer, needing to touch her. 

“Philippa and the servants are gone until dinner,” she said huskily. 

He ground his teeth at the effect her voice had on him, like someone dragging

an invisible finger down his spine. “I’ve got meetings for the rest of the day,” he

managed  to  say.  It  was  true.  “I’ve  got  another  one  in  twenty  minutes.”  Which he’d surely be late for if he followed her, considering how long it would take to

walk to her rooms. 

She paused, frowning at him. But his eyes drifted to the small wooden door

just  a  few  feet  away.  A  broom  closet.  She  followed  his  attention,  and  a  slow smile  spread  across  her  face.  She  turned  toward  it,  but  he  grabbed  her  hand, bringing his face close to hers. “You’re going to have to be  very quiet.” 

She  reached  the  knob  and  opened  the  door,  tugging  him  inside.  “I  have  a

feeling that  I’m going to be telling  you that in a few moments,” she purred, eyes gleaming with the challenge. 

Chaol’s  blood  roared  through  him,  and  he  followed  her  into  the  closet  and

wedged a broom beneath the handle. 

“A broom closet?” Nehemia said, grinning like a fiend.  “Really?” 

Celaena lay sprawled on Nehemia’s bed and tossed a chocolate-covered raisin

into her mouth. “I swear it on my life.” 

Nehemia  leapt  onto  the  mattress.  Fleetfoot  jumped  up  beside  her  and

practically sat on Celaena’s face as she wagged her tail at the princess. 

Celaena gently shoved the dog aside, and smiled so broadly that her face hurt. 

“Who knew I’d been missing out on such fun?” And gods above, Chaol was …

well, she blushed to think about just how much she enjoyed him after her body

had adjusted. Just the touch of his fingers on her skin could turn her into a feral beast. 

“I could have told you that,” Nehemia said, reaching over Celaena to grab a

chocolate from the dish on the nightstand. “Though I think the real question is, 

who  would  have  guessed  that  the  solemn  Captain  of  the  Guard  could  be  so

passionate?” She lay down beside Celaena, also smiling. “I’m happy for you, my

friend.” 

Celaena smiled back. “I think … I think I’m happy for me, too.” 

And  she  was.  For  the  first  time  in  years,  she  was  truly   happy.  The  feeling curled  around  every  thought,  a  tendril  of  hope  that  grew  with  each  breath.  She was afraid to look at it for too long, as though acknowledging it would somehow

cause  it  to  disappear.  Perhaps  the  world  would  never  be  perfect,  perhaps  some things  would  never  be  right,  but  maybe  she  stood  a  chance  of  finding  her  own sort of peace and freedom. 

She  felt  the  shift  in  Nehemia  before  the  princess  even  said  a  word,  like  a current in the air somehow chilled. Celaena looked over to find Nehemia staring

up at the ceiling. “What’s wrong?” 

Nehemia  ran  a  hand  over  her  face,  letting  out  a  deep  breath.  “The  king  has asked me to speak to the rebel forces. To convince them to back down. Or else

he’ll butcher them all.” 

“He threatened to do that?” 

“Not  directly,  but  it  was  implied.  At  the  end  of  the  month,  he’s  sending

Perrington  to  the  duke’s  keep  in  Morath.  I  don’t  doubt  for  one  minute  that  he wants Perrington at the southern border so he can monitor things. Perrington is

his  right  hand.  So  if  the  duke  decides  the  rebels  need  to  be  dealt  with,  he  has permission to use whatever force is necessary to put them down.” 

Celaena  sat  up,  folding  her  legs  beneath  her.  “So  you’re  going  back  to

Eyllwe?” 

Nehemia shook her head. “I don’t know. I need to be here. There are … there

are  things  that  I  need  to  do  here.  In  this  castle  and  in  this  city.  But  I  cannot abandon my people to another massacre.” 

“Can your parents or your brothers deal with the rebels?” 

“My brothers are too young and untried, and my parents have enough on their

hands  in  Banjali.”  The  princess  sat  up,  and  Fleetfoot  rested  her  head  on

Nehemia’s  lap,  stretching  out  between  them—and  giving  Celaena  a  few  kicks

with her hind legs in the process. “I have grown up knowing the weight of my

crown. When the king invaded Eyllwe all those years ago, I knew that I would

someday have to make choices that would haunt me.” She cupped her forehead

in  a  palm.  “I  didn’t  think  it  would  be  this  hard.  I  cannot  be  in  two  places  at once.” 

Celaena’s chest tightened, and she put a hand on Nehemia’s back. 

No wonder Nehemia had been so slow about looking into the eye riddle. Shame

colored her cheeks. 

“What will I do, Elentiya, if he kills another five hundred people? What will I

do  if  he  decides  to  set  an  example  by  butchering  everyone  in  Calaculla?  How can I turn my back on them?” 

Celaena  had  no  answer.  She’d  spent  the  week  lost  in  thoughts  of  Chaol. 

Nehemia  had  spent  her  week  trying  to  balance  the  fate  of  her  kingdom.  And

Celaena  had  clues  littering  the  ground  at  her  feet—clues  that  might  help

Nehemia  in  her  cause  against  the  king,  and  a  command  from  Elena  that  she’d

practically ignored. 

Nehemia  took  her  hand.  “Promise  me,”  she  said,  her  dark  eyes  shining. 

“Promise me that you’ll help me free Eyllwe from him.” 

Ice shot through Celaena’s veins. “Free Eyllwe?” 

“Promise  me  that  you’ll  see  my  father’s  crown  restored  to  him.  That  you’ll

see my people returned from Endovier and Calaculla.” 

“I’m  just  an  assassin.”  Celaena  pulled  her  hand  out  of  Nehemia’s.  “And  the

kind  of  thing  you’re  talking  about,  Nehemia  …”  She  got  off  the  bed,  trying  to control her rapid heartbeat. “That would be madness.” 

“There is no other way. Eyllwe  must be freed. And with you helping me, we

could start to gather a host to—” 

“No.”  Nehemia  blinked,  but  Celaena  shook  her  head.  “No,”  she  repeated. 

“Not for all the world would I help you muster an army against him. Eyllwe has

been hit hard by the king, but you barely got a taste of the kind of brutality he

unleashed  elsewhere.  You  raise  a  force  against  him,  and  he’ll  butcher  you.  I won’t be a part of that.” 

“So what will you be a part of,  Celaena?” Nehemia stood, jostling Fleetfoot

from her lap. “What will you stand for? Or will you only stand for yourself?” 

Her throat ached, but Celaena forced the words out. “You have no idea what

sort of things he can do to you, Nehemia. To your people.” 

“He massacred five hundred rebels and their families!” 

“And  he  destroyed  my   entire  kingdom!  You  daydream  about  the  power  and honor of Terrasen’s royal court, yet you don’t realize what it means that the king

was able to destroy them. They were the strongest court on the continent—they

were the strongest court on  any continent, and he killed them all.” 

“He had the element of surprise,” Nehemia countered. 

“And now he has an army that numbers in the  millions. There is nothing that

can be done.” 

“When will you say  enough, Celaena? What will make you stop running and

face what is before you? If Endovier and the plight of my people cannot move

you, what will?” 

“I am  one person.” 

“One person chosen by Queen Elena—one person whose brow burned with a

sacred  mark  on  the  day  of  that  duel!  One  person  who,  despite  the  odds,  is  still breathing. Our paths crossed for a reason. If you are not gods-blessed, then who

is?” 

“This is ridiculous. This is folly.” 

“Folly?  Folly  to  fight  for  what  is  right,  for  people  who  cannot  stand  up  for themselves?  You  think  soldiers  are  the  worst  he  can  send?”  Nehemia’s  tone

softened. “There are far darker things gathering on the horizon. My dreams have

been  filled  with  shadows  and  wings—the  booming  of  wings  soaring  between

mountain  passes.  And  every  scout  and  spy  we  send  into  the  White  Fang

Mountains,  into  the  Ferian  Gap,  does  not  come  back.  Do  you  know  what  the people say in the valleys below? They say they can hear wings, too, riding the

winds through the Gap.” 

“I  don’t  understand  a  word  you’re  saying.”  But  Celaena  had  seen  that  thing

outside the library. 

Nehemia  stalked  to  her,  grabbing  her  by  the  wrists.  “You  do  understand. 

When  you  look  at  him,  you  sense  that  there  is  a  greater,  twisted  power  around him.  How  did  such  a  man  conquer  so  much  of  the  continent  so  quickly?  With

military  might  alone?  How  is  it  that  Terrasen’s  court  fell  so  quickly,  when  its retainers  had  been  trained  for  generations  to  be  warriors?  How  did  the  most

powerful court in the world get wiped out within a matter of days?” 

“You’re  tired  and  upset,”  Celaena  said  as  calmly  as  she  could,  trying  not  to think  of  how  similar  Nehemia’s  and  Elena’s  words  were.  She  shook  off  the

princess’s grip. “Maybe we should talk about this later—” 

“I don’t want to talk about this later!” 

Fleetfoot whined, wedging herself between them. 

“If  we  do  not  strike  now,”  Nehemia  went  on,  “then  whatever  he  is  brewing

will  only  grow  more  powerful.  And  then  we  will  be  beyond  any  chance  of

hope.” 

“There is no hope,” Celaena said. “There is no hope in standing against him. 

Not now, not ever.” That was a truth she’d slowly been realizing. If Nehemia and

Elena were right about this mysterious power source, then how could they ever overthrow him? “And I will not be a part of whatever plan you have. I will not

help you get yourself killed, and bring down even more innocent people in the

process.” 

“You will not help because all you care about is  yourself.” 

“And so what if I do?” Celaena splayed her arms. “So what if I want to spend

the rest of my life in peace?” 

“There  can  never  be  any  peace—not  while  he  reigns.  When  you  said  you

weren’t  killing  the  men  on  his  list,  I  thought  you  were  finally  taking  a  step toward making a stand. I thought that when the time came, I could count on you

to help me start planning. I didn’t realize that you were doing it just to keep your

own conscience clean!” 

Celaena began storming toward the door. 

Nehemia clicked her tongue. “I didn’t realize that you’re just a coward.” 

Celaena looked over her shoulder. “Say that again.” 

Nehemia  didn’t  flinch.  “You’re  a  coward.  You  are  nothing  more  than  a

coward.” 

Celaena’s  fingers  clenched  into  fists.  “When  your  people  are  lying  dead

around you,” she hissed, “don’t come crying to me.” 

She didn’t give the princess the chance to reply before she stalked out of the

room, Fleetfoot close on her heels. 

Chapter 25

“One  of  them  has  to  break,”  the  queen  said  to  the  princess.  “Only  then  can  it begin.” 

“I know,” the princess said softly. “But the prince isn’t ready. It has to be her.” 

“Then do you understand what I am asking of you?” 

The princess looked up, toward the shaft of moonlight spilling into the tomb. 

When she looked back at the ancient queen, her eyes were bright. “Yes.” 

“Then do what needs to be done.” 

The  princess  nodded  and  walked  out  of  the  tomb.  She  paused  on  the

threshold, the darkness beyond beckoning to her, and turned back to the queen. 

“She won’t understand. And when she goes over the edge, there will be nothing

to pull her back.” 

“She will find her way back. She always does.” 

Tears formed, but the princess blinked them away. “For all our sakes, I hope

you’re right.” 

Chapter 26

Chaol  hated  hunting  parties.  Many  of  the  lords  could  barely  handle  a  bow,  let alone  be  stealthy.  It  was  painful  to  watch  them—and  the  poor  hounds  bursting through  the  brush,  trying  to  scatter  game  that  the  lords  would  miss  anyway. 

Usually, just to get things over with, he would discreetly kill a few animals and

then pretend Lord So-and-So had done it. But the king, Perrington, Roland, and

Dorian were all out in the game park today, which meant he had to keep close to

them. 

Whenever  he  rode  close  enough  to  the  lords  to  overhear  their  laughing  and

gossiping and harmless scheming, he sometimes let himself wonder if that was

how  he  would  have  wound  up  had  he  not  chosen  this  path.  He  hadn’t  seen  his younger brother in years; had his father allowed Terrin to turn into one of these

idiots? Or had his father sent him to train as a warrior, as all lords of Anielle had

done in the centuries after the wild mountain men had preyed upon the city on

the Silver Lake? 

As  Chaol  trailed  behind  the  king,  his  new  Asterion  stallion  earning  many

admiring and envious glances from the hunting party, Chaol allowed himself to

consider—for  one  heartbeat—what  his  father  would  make  of  Celaena.  His

mother was a gentle, quiet woman, whose face had become a blurred memory in

the years since he’d last seen her. But he still remembered her lilting voice and

soft  laugh,  and  the  way  she’d  sung  him  to  sleep  when  he  was  ill.  Even  though their marriage had been arranged, his father had wanted someone like his mother

—someone submissive. Which meant that someone like Celaena … He cringed

to  even  consider  his  father  and  Celaena  in  a  room  together.  Cringed,  and  then smiled, because  that was a battle of wills that could go down in legend. 

“You’re distracted today, Captain,” the king said as he emerged from between

the  trees.  He  was  massive;  the  king’s  size  always  surprised  Chaol,  for  some

reason. 

He  was  flanked  by  two  of  Chaol’s  guards—one  of  which  was  Ress,  who

looked more nervous than triumphant at being selected to protect the king today, 

though  he  was  trying  his  hardest  not  to  show  it.  It  was  why  Chaol  had  also chosen  Dannan,  the  other  guard—older  and  weathered  and  possessing  near-legendary  patience.  Chaol  bowed  to  his  sovereign,  and  then  gave  Ress  a  slight nod  of  approval.  The  young  guard  sat  up  straighter,  but  remained  alert—his

focus now upon their surroundings, the lords riding nearby, the sounds of dogs

and arrows. 

The king pulled his black horse alongside Chaol’s, falling into a meandering

walk.  Ress  and  Dannan  fell  back  a  respectable  pace,  still  close  enough  to

intercept any lurking threat. “Whatever will my lords do without you to kill their

quarry for them?” 

Chaol  tried  to  hide  his  smile.  Perhaps  he  hadn’t  been  as  discreet  as  he

thought. “Apologies, milord.” 

Atop  his  warhorse,  the  king  looked  every  inch  the  conqueror  he  was.  There

was something in his eyes that sent a chill down Chaol’s spine—and made him

realize  why  so  many  foreign  rulers  had  offered  him  their  crowns  instead  of

facing him in battle. 

“I  am  having  the  Princess  of  Eyllwe  questioned  in  my  council  room

tomorrow  night,”  the  king  said  quietly  enough  that  only  Chaol  could  hear, 

turning  his  stallion  to  follow  after  the  pack  of  hounds  that  rushed  through  the thawing  woods.  “I  want  six  men  outside  the  room.  Make  sure  there  are  no

complications  or  interruptions.”  The  look  the  king  gave  him  suggested  exactly

the sort of complication he had in mind—Celaena. 

Chaol  knew  it  was  risky  to  ask  questions,  but  he  said,  “Is  there  anything

specific that I should prepare my men for?” 

“No,” the king said, nocking an arrow to his bow and firing at a pheasant that

surged  up  from  the  brush.  A  clean  shot—right  through  the  eye.  “That  will  be all.” 

The king whistled to his hounds and followed after the prey he’d killed, Ress

and Dannan close behind. 

Chaol  stilled  his  stallion,  watching  the  mountain  of  a  man  ride  through  the

thicket. “What was that about?” Dorian said, suddenly beside him. 

Chaol shook his head. “Nothing.” 

Dorian  reached  over  his  shoulder  to  the  quiver  strapped  there  and  drew  an

arrow. “I haven’t seen you for a few days.” 

“I’ve  been  busy.”  Busy  with  his  duties,  and  busy  with  Celaena.  “I  haven’t

seen you around, either.” He made himself meet Dorian’s gaze. 

Dorian’s lips were pursed, his face stony as he quietly said, “I’ve been busy, 

too.” The Crown Prince turned his horse away, heading in another direction, but

paused. “Chaol,” he said, looking over his shoulder. Dorian’s eyes were frozen, 

his jaw clenched. “Treat her well.” 

“Dorian,” he started, but the prince rode off to join Roland. Suddenly alone in

the teeming forest, Chaol watched his friend disappear. 
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Chaol didn’t tell Celaena what the king had said, though part of him twisted until

it hurt. The king wouldn’t hurt Nehemia—not when she was such a public and

well-liked figure. Not when he’d warned Chaol about that anonymous threat to

Nehemia’s  life.  But  he  had  a  feeling  that  whatever  was  going  to  be  said  in  the council room wasn’t going to be pleasant. 

Celaena  knowing  or  not  knowing  made  no  difference,  he  told  himself  as  he

lay  curled  around  her  in  his  bed.  Even  if  Celaena  knew,  even  if  she  told

Nehemia,  it  wouldn’t  stop  the  conversation  from  taking  place,  and  it  wouldn’t make the nameless threat go away. No, it would just make things worse if they

knew—worse for all of them. 

Chaol sighed, untangling his legs from Celaena’s as he sat up and grabbed his

pants  from  where  he’d  thrown  them  on  the  floor.  She  stirred,  but  didn’t  move. 

That  was  a  miracle  in  itself,  he  realized—that  she  felt  safe  enough  to  sleep soundly with him. 

He paused to gently kiss her head, then picked up the rest of his clothes from

around the room and dressed, even though the clock had chimed only three not

long ago. 

Perhaps it was a test, he thought as he slipped out the door of his chambers. 

Perhaps  the  king  was  testing  Chaol  to  see  where  his  loyalties  lay—if  he  could still  trust  him.  And  if  he  learned  that  Celaena  and  Nehemia  were  aware  of  the interrogation  tomorrow,  then  there  would  be  only  one  way  for  them  to  have

learned …

He  just  needed  some  fresh  air,  to  feel  the  briny  breeze  off  the  Avery  on  his face. He’d meant it when he told Celaena about someday leaving Rifthold with

her.  And  he’d  go  to  his  death  defending  her  secret  about  the  men  she  wasn’t killing. 

Chaol  reached  the  dark,  silent  gardens  and  strode  between  the  hedges.  He’d

kill  any  man  who  hurt  Celaena;  and  if  the  king  ever  gave   him  the  order  to dispatch  her,  then  he’d  plunge  his  sword  into  his  own  heart  before  he  would obey.  His  soul  was  bound  to  hers  by  some  unbreakable  chain.  He  snorted, 

imagining  what  his  father  would  think  when  he  learned  that  Chaol  had  taken

Adarlan’s Assassin for his wife. 

The  thought  stopped  Chaol  dead  in  his  tracks.  She  was  only  eighteen.  He

forgot that sometimes, forgot that he was older than her, too. And if he asked her

to  marry  him  right  now  …  “Gods  above,”  he  muttered,  shaking  his  head.  That

day was a long way off. 

But  he  couldn’t  help  imagining  it—the  glimmer  of  the  future  and  how  it

would  be  to  forge  a  life  together,  to  call  her  his  wife,  to  hear  her  call  him husband, to raise a brood of children who would probably be far too clever and

talented for their own good (and for Chaol’s sanity). 

He  was  still  envisioning  that  impossibly  beautiful  future  when  someone

grabbed  him  from  behind  and  pressed  something  cold  and  reeking  against  his

nose and mouth, and the world went black. 

Chapter 27

Chaol wasn’t in his bed when she awoke, and Celaena thanked the gods for their

small  mercies,  because  she  was  certainly  too  worn  out  to  bother  running.  His side of the bed was cold enough that she knew he’d left hours before—probably

to fulfill his duties as Captain of the Guard. 

She lay there for a while, content to daydream, to imagine a time when they

could have whole, uninterrupted days with each other. When her stomach started

growling, she decided it was a sign that she should drag herself out of bed. She’d

taken  to  leaving  some  clothes  in  his  room,  so  she  bathed  and  dressed  before returning to her own chambers. 

Over breakfast, a list of names arrived from Archer—written in code, as she’d

asked—with more men to hunt down. She just hoped he wouldn’t squeal on her

again. Nehemia didn’t show up for their daily lesson on the Wyrdmarks, though

Celaena wasn’t surprised by that, either. 

She didn’t particularly feel like talking to her friend—and if the princess was

foolish enough to think of starting a rebellion … She’d stay  well  enough  away

from Nehemia until she came to her senses. It did halt her hope of finding a way

to use the Wyrdmarks to get through that secret door in the library, but that could

wait—at least until both of their tempers had cooled. 

After spending the day in Rifthold stalking the men on Archer’s list, Celaena

returned to the castle, eager to tell Chaol what else she’d learned. But he didn’t

show up for dinner. It wasn’t that unusual for him to be busy, so she dined alone, 

and curled up on the couch in her bedroom with a book. 

She  probably  needed  some   rest,  too,  since  the  Wyrd  knew  she  hadn’t  been getting any sleep this past week. Not that she minded. 

When the clock struck ten and he still hadn’t come to her, she found herself

walking  to  his  rooms.  Perhaps  he  was  waiting  for  her  there.  Perhaps  he’d  just fallen asleep without meaning to. 

But she hurried down the halls and stairs, her palms turning slicker with each

step. Chaol was the Captain of the Guard. He held his own against her every day. 

He’d   bested  her  in  their  first  sparring  match.  Yet  Sam  had  been  her  equal  in many ways, too. And he’d still been caught and tortured by Rourke Farran—still

died the most brutal death she’d ever seen. And if Chaol …

She was running now. 

Like  Sam,  Chaol  was  admired  by  almost  everyone.  And  when  they’d  taken
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Sam from her, it hadn’t been because of anything Sam had done. 

No, they’d done it to get at  her. 

She  reached  his  rooms,  part  of  her  still  praying  that  she  was  just  being

paranoid, that he’d be sleeping in the bed, that she could curl up with him and

make love to him and hold him through the night. 

But then she opened the door to his bedroom and saw a sealed note addressed

to  her  on  the  table  beside  the  door—placed  atop  his  sword,  which  hadn’t  been there  this  morning.  It  was  placed  casually  enough  that  the  servants  might  have just  assumed  it  was  a  note  from  Chaol  himself—and  that  nothing  was  wrong. 

She ripped open the red seal and unfolded the paper. 

WE HAVE THE CAPTAIN. WHEN YOU’RE TIRED OF STALKING US, COME FIND US

HERE. 

It listed the address for a warehouse in the slums of the city. 

BRING  NO  ONE,  OR  THE  CAPTAIN  WILL  DIE  BEFORE  YOU  SET  FOOT  IN  THE

BUILDING.  IF  YOU  FAIL  TO  ARRIVE  BY  TOMORROW  MORNING,  WE’LL  LEAVE

WHAT’S LEFT OF HIM ON THE BANKS OF THE AVERY. 

She stared at the letter. 

Every  one  of  the  restraints  she’d  locked  into  place  after  she’d  rampaged

through Endovier snapped free. 

An  icy,  endless  rage  swept  through  her,  wiping  away  everything  except  the

plan that she could see with brutal clarity.  The killing calm, Arobynn Hamel had once called it. Even he had never realized just how calm she could get when she

went over the edge. 

If they wanted Adarlan’s Assassin, they’d get her. 

And Wyrd help them when she arrived. 

Chaol didn’t know why they’d chained him up, only that he was thirsty and had

a  pounding  headache,  and  that  the  irons  holding  him  against  the  stone  wall

weren’t going to budge. They threatened to beat him every time he tried pulling

against  them.  They’d  already  knocked  him  about  enough  to  convince  him  they

weren’t bluffing. 

 They.  He  didn’t  even  know  who  they  were.  They  all  wore  long  robes  and hoods that concealed their masked faces. Some of them were armed to the teeth. 

They  spoke  in  murmurs,  all  of  them  growing  increasingly  on-edge  as  the  day

passed. 

From what he could tell, he had a split lip and would have some bruises on his  face  and  ribs.  They  hadn’t  asked  questions  before  unleashing  two  of  their men on him, though he hadn’t been entirely cooperative once he’d awoken and

found himself here. Celaena would be impressed by just how creative his curses

had been before, during, and after that initial beating. 

In the passing hours, he’d moved only once to relieve himself in the corner, 

since  when  he  asked  to  use  the  washroom,  they  just  stared  at  him.  And  they’d watched him the entire time, hands on their swords. He’d tried not to snort. 

They were waiting for something, he realized with a strange clarity as the day

stretched  into  evening.  The  fact  that  they  hadn’t  killed  him  yet  suggested  that they wanted some sort of ransom. 

Maybe  it  was  a  rebel  group,  seeking  to  blackmail  the  king.  He’d  heard  of

nobility  being  captured  for  that  reason.  And  heard  the  king  himself  order  the rebels to kill the petty lord or lady, because he would not yield to traitorous filth. 

Chaol  didn’t  allow  himself  to  consider  that  possibility,  even  as  he  began

saving up his strength for whatever stand he’d make before he met his end. 

Some  of  his  captors  whispered  in  rapid  arguments,  but  they  were  usually

silenced  by  others  who  told  them  to  wait.  He  was  just  pretending  to  doze  off when  another  of  these  arguments  occurred,  a  hissing  back  and  forth  about

whether they should just free him, and then—

“She has until dawn. She’ll show up.” 

 She. 

That word was the worst thing he’d ever heard. 

Because there was only one  she who would bother to show up for him. One

 she that he could be used against. 

“You hurt her,” he said, his voice hoarse from a day without water, “and I’ll

rip you apart with my bare hands.” 

There were thirty of them, half fully armed, and they all turned to him. 

He bared his teeth, even though his face ached. “You so much as  touch  her, 

and I’ll gut you.” 

One  of  them—tall,  with  two  swords  crossed  over  his  back—approached. 

Even  though  his  face  was  obscured,  Chaol  recognized  him  by  his  weapons  as

one  of  the  men  who  had  beaten  him  earlier.  He  stopped  just  beyond  where

Chaol’s feet could kick. 

“Good  luck  with  that,”  the  man  said.  By  his  voice,  he  could  have  been

anywhere  from  twenty  to  forty.  “You’d  better  pray  to  whatever  gods  you  favor that your little assassin cooperates.” 

He growled, pulling against the chains. “What do you want from her?” 

The  warrior—he  was  a  warrior,  Chaol  could  tell  by  the  way  he  moved—

cocked  his  head.  “None  of  your  business,  Captain.  And  keep  your  mouth  shut when she arrives, or else I’ll cut out your filthy royal tongue.” 

Another clue. The man hated royals. Which meant that these people …

Had  Archer  known  how  dangerous  this  rebel  group  was?  When  he  got  free, 

he’d kill him for letting Celaena get tangled up with them. And then he’d make

sure that the king and his secret guards got their hands on all of these bastards. 

Chaol  yanked  on  the  chains,  and  the  man  shook  his  head.  “Do  that,  and  I’ll knock you out again. For the Captain of the Royal Guard, you were far too easy

to capture.” 

Chaol’s eyes flashed. “Only a coward captures men the way you did.” 

“A coward? Or a pragmatist?” 

Not  an  uneducated  warrior,  then.  Someone  with  schooling,  if  he  could  use

vocabulary like that. 

“How  about  a  damned  fool?”  Chaol  said.  “I  don’t  think  you  realize  who

you’re dealing with.” 

The man clicked his tongue. “If you were that good, you would be more than

the Captain of the Guard.” 

Chaol let out a low, breathy laugh. “I wasn’t talking about me.” 

“She’s just one girl.” 

Though his guts were twisting at the thought of her in this place, with these

people,  though  he  was  considering  every  possible  way  to  get  himself  and

Celaena out of here alive, he gave the man a grin. “Then you’re  really in for a

surprise.” 

Chapter 28

Her rage took her to a place where she only knew three things: that Chaol had

been taken from her, that she was a weapon forged to end lives, and that if Chaol

was hurt, no one was going to walk out of that warehouse. 

She  made  it  across  the  city  quickly  and  efficiently,  a  predator’s  stealth

keeping  her  steps  quiet  on  the  cobblestone  streets.  They’d  told  her  to  arrive alone, and she’d obeyed. 

But they hadn’t said anything about arriving unarmed. 

So she’d taken every weapon she could fit onto her, including Chaol’s sword, 

which  was  strapped  across  her  back  with  a  second  sword  of  her  own,  the  two hilts  within  easy  reach  over  her  shoulders.  From  there  down,  she  was  a  living armory. 

When  she  neared  the  slums,  her  features  concealed  with  a  dark  cloak  and

heavy  hood,  she  scaled  the  side  of  a  ramshackle  building  until  she  reached  the roof. 

They hadn’t said anything about using the front door of the warehouse, either. 

She  stalked  across  the  roofs,  her  supple  boots  finding  easy  purchase  on  the

crumbling  emerald  shingles,  listening,  watching,  feeling  the  night  around  her. 

The usual sounds of the slums greeted her as she approached the enormous two-

story  warehouse:  half-feral  orphans  screeching  to  each  other,  the  splatter  of

drunks pissing against buildings, harlots calling out to prospective hires …

But there was a silence around the wooden warehouse, a bubble of quiet that

told her the place had enough men out front that the usual slum denizens stayed

away. 

The nearby rooftops  were empty and  flat, the gaps  between buildings easily

jumpable. 

She didn’t care what this group wanted with her. She didn’t care what sort of

information they expected to twist from her. When they had taken Chaol, they’d

made the biggest mistake of their lives. The last mistake, too. 

She reached the roof of the building beside the warehouse and dropped into a

crawl before she reached the ledge and peered over. 

In the narrow alley directly below, three cloaked men patrolled. On the street

beyond  lay  the  front  doors  to  the  warehouse,  light  spilling  from  the  cracks  to reveal at least four men outside. No one was even looking at the roof. Fools. 

The  wooden  warehouse  was  a  giant  open  space  three  stories  high,  and
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through the open second-level window in front of her, she could see all the way

to the floor below. 

The mezzanine wrapped around much of the second level, and stairs led onto

the third level and roof beyond—a possible escape route, if the front door wasn’t

an option. Ten of the men were heavily armed, and six archers were positioned

around the wooden mezzanine, arrows all pointed at the first floor below. 

There was Chaol, chained to one of the wooden walls. 

Chaol,  his  face  bruised  and  bleeding,  his  clothes  ripped  and  dirty,  his  head hanging between his shoulders. 

The ice in her gut spread through her veins. 

She could scale the building to the roof, then come down from the third floor. 

But  that  would  take  time,  and  no  one  was  looking  at  the  open  window  before her. 

She  tipped  her  head  back  and  gave  the  moon  a  wicked  smile.  She’d  been

called Adarlan’s Assassin for a reason. Dramatic entrances were practically her

art form. 

Celaena eased back from the ledge and strode away a few paces, judging how

far  and  fast  she’d  need  to  run.  The  open  window  was  wide  enough  that  she

wouldn’t  need  to  worry  about  shattering  glass  or  her  swords  catching  on  the

frame, and the mezzanine had a guardrail to stop her if she overshot her landing. 

She had made a jump like this once before, on the night when her world had

been  shattered  completely.  But  on  that  night,  Sam  had  already  been  dead  for

days,  and  she’d  leapt  through  the  window  of  Rourke  Farran’s  house  for  pure

revenge. 

This time, she wouldn’t fail. 

The men weren’t even looking at the window when she hurtled through. And

by  the  time  she  landed  on  the  mezzanine  and  rolled  into  a  crouch,  two  of  her daggers were already flying. 

Chaol  caught  the  glint  of  moonlight  on  steel  in  the  heartbeat  before  she  leapt through  the  second-level  window,  landing  atop  the  mezzanine  and  hurling  two

daggers  at  the  archers  nearest  to  her.  They  went  down,  and  she  went  up—two

more  daggers  thrown  at  two  more  archers.  He  didn’t  know  if  he  should  watch

them  or  watch  her  as  she  gripped  the  mezzanine  railing  and  flipped  over  it, landing on the ground below just as several arrows struck where her hands had

held the rail. 

The men in the room were shouting, some fleeing for the safety of pillars and
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the exit while others rushed at her, weapons drawn. And he could only watch in

horror  and  awe  as  she  drew  two  swords—one  of  them  his—and  unleashed

herself upon them. 

They didn’t stand a chance. 

In the fray of bodies, the remaining two archers didn’t dare loose arrows that

might  hit  one  of  their  own—another  intentional  move  on  her  part,  he  knew. 

Chaol yanked on his chains again and again, his wrists aching; if he could just

get to her, the two of them could—

She  was  a  whirlwind  of  steel  and  blood.  As  he  watched  her  cut  through  the

men as though they were stalks of wheat in a field, he understood how she had

gotten so close to touching Endovier’s wall that day. And at last—after all these

months—he  saw  the  lethal  predator  he’d  expected  to  find  in  the  mines.  There

was nothing human in her eyes, nothing remotely merciful. It froze his heart. 

The guard who had been taunting him all day remained nearby, twin swords

drawn, waiting for her. 

One  of  the  hooded  men  had  gotten  far  enough  away  from  her  to  start

shouting: “Enough!  Enough! ” 

But Celaena didn’t listen, and as Chaol hurled himself forward, still trying to

dislodge  the  chains  from  the  wall,  she  cleared  a  path  through  the  men,  leaving moaning bodies in her wake. To his credit, his tormentor stood his ground as she

stalked toward him. 

 “Don’t shoot!”  the hooded man was ordering the archers.  “Don’t shoot!” 

Celaena  paused  in  front  of  the  guard,  pointing  a  blood-drenched  sword  at

him. “Get out of my way, or I’ll cut you into pieces.” 

His guard, the fool, snorted, lifting his swords a little higher. “Come and get

him.” 

Celaena smiled. But then the hooded man with the ancient voice was rushing

to  them,  arms  spread  to  show  he  wasn’t  armed.  “Enough!  Put  down  your

weapons,” he told the guard. The guard faltered, but Celaena’s swords remained

at  the  ready.  The  old  man  took  one  step  toward  Celaena.  “Enough!  We  have

enough enemies as it is! There are worse things out there to face!” 

Celaena slowly turned to him, her face splattered with blood and eyes blazing

bright. “No, there aren’t,” she said. “Because I’m here now.” 

Blood that was not her own drenched her clothes, her hands, her neck, but all she

could  see  were  the  archers  ready  on  the  mezzanine  above  her,  and  the  foe  still standing between her and Chaol.  Her Chaol. 

“Please,” the hooded man said, pulling off his hood and mask to reveal a face that matched his ancient voice. Short-cropped white hair, laugh lines around his

mouth,  and  crystal-clear  gray  eyes  that  were  wide  with  pleading.  “Perhaps  our methods were wrong, but—” 

She  pointed  a  sword  at  him,  and  the  masked  guard  between  her  and  Chaol

straightened.  “I  don’t  care  who  you  are  and  what  you  want.  I’m  taking  him

now.” 

“Please listen,” the old man said softly. 

She could feel the ire and aggression rolling off the hooded guard in front of

her, see how tightly, eagerly, he clutched the hilts of his twin swords. She wasn’t

ready for the bloodletting to end, either. She wasn’t ready to give in at all. 

So  she  knew  exactly  what  would  happen  when  she  turned  to  the  guard  and

gave him a lazy grin. 

He charged. As she met his swords, the men who were outside burst in, steel

flashing.  And  then  there  was  nothing  but  metal  ringing  and  the  shouts  of  the injured going down around her, and she was soaring through them, delighting in

the feral song that sang through her blood and bones. 

Someone  was  shouting  her  name,  though—a  familiar  voice  that  wasn’t

Chaol’s, and as she turned, she saw the flash of a steel-tipped arrow shooting for

her, then a glint of golden-brown hair, and then—

Archer  hit  the  ground,  the  arrow  that  was  meant  for  her  in  his  shoulder.  It took  all  of  two  movements  to  drop  one  sword  and  draw  the  dagger  from  her

boot, hurling it at the guard who had fired. By the time she looked at Archer, he

was getting to his feet, putting himself between her and the wall of men, one arm

splayed in front of her—facing  her. Protecting the men. 

“This is a misunderstanding,” he said to her, panting. Blood from the wound

in  his  shoulder  leaked  down  his  black  robes.  Robes.  The  same  robes  that  these men wore. 

Archer was a part of this group; Archer had set her up. 

And  then  that  rage,  the  rage  that  blurred  the  events  of  the  night  she’d  been captured with the events of this night, that made Chaol’s and Sam’s faces bleed

together,  seized  her  so  fiercely  that  she  reached  for  another  dagger  strapped  to her waist. 

“Please,”  Archer  said,  taking  a  step  toward  her,  wincing  as  the  movement made the arrow shift. “Let me explain.” As she saw the blood trickle down his

robes, saw the agony and fear and desperation in his eyes, her rage flickered. 

“Unchain him,” she said, her voice filled with deadly calm. “Now.” 

Archer refused to break her stare. “Hear me out first.” 

 “Unchain him now.” 

Archer jerked his chin to the guard who had foolishly launched the last attack

against her. Limping, but surprisingly still in one piece, and, still possessing his

twin blades, the guard slowly unshackled the Captain of the Guard. 

Chaol  was  on  his  feet  in  an  instant,  but  she  noted  the  way  he  swayed,  the wince  he  tried  to  hide.  Still,  he  managed  to  stare  down  the  hooded  guard  who stood  before  him,  eyes  gleaming  with  the  promise  of  violence.  The  guard  just stepped back, reaching for his swords again. 

“You have one sentence to convince me not to kill you all,” she said to Archer

as Chaol came to her side. “One sentence.” 

Archer  began  shaking  his  head,  looking  between  her  and  Chaol,  his  eyes

filled not with fear or anger or pleading, but sorrow. 

“I  have  been  working  with  Nehemia  to  lead  these  people  for  the  past  six

months.” 

Chaol stiffened, but Celaena blinked. It was enough for Archer to know he’d

passed the test. He jerked his head to the men around him. “Leave us,” he said, 

his voice thundering with an authority she hadn’t heard him use before. The men

listened,  those  still  on  their  feet  dragging  their  injured  companions  away.  She didn’t let herself consider how many were dead. 

The old man who had exposed his face to her was staring with a mixture of

awe  and  disbelief,  and  she  wondered  what  sort  of  monster  she  looked  at  that moment.  But  when  he  noticed  her  attention,  he  bowed  his  head  to  her  and  left with the others, taking that impulsive, brash guard with him. 

Alone,  she  pointed  her  sword  at  Archer  again,  taking  a  step  closer,  keeping

Chaol  behind  her.  Of  course,  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  stepped  right  up  to  her side. 

Archer said, “Nehemia and I have been leading this movement together. She

came here to organize us—to assemble a group that could go into Terrasen and

start gathering forces against the king. And to uncover what the king truly plans

to do to Erilea.” 

Chaol  tensed,  and  Celaena  clamped  down  on  her  surprise.  “That’s

impossible.” 

Archer snorted. “Is it? Why is it that the princess is so busy all the time? Do

 you know where she goes at night?” 

The frozen rage flickered again, slowing, slowing, slowing the world down. 

And  then  she  remembered:  remembered  how  Nehemia  convinced  her  not  to

look  into  the  riddle  she’d  found  in  Davis’s  office  and  had  been  so  slow  and forgetful about her promise to research the riddle; remembered the night Dorian

had come to her rooms because Nehemia had been out, and he hadn’t been able

to find her anywhere in the castle; remembered Nehemia’s words to her before

their fight, about how she had important matters in Rifthold to look after, things

as important as Eyllwe …

“She  comes  here,”  Archer  said.  “She  comes  here  to  feed  us  all  of  the

information that you confide in her.” 

“If she’s part of your group,” Celaena ground out, “then where is she?” 

Archer drew his word and pointed it at Chaol. “Ask him.” 

A sharp pain twisted in her gut. “What is he talking about?” she asked Chaol. 

But Chaol was staring at Archer. “I don’t know.” 

“Lying  bastard,”  Archer  snapped,  and  bared  his  teeth  with  a  savagery  that

made him, for once, look anything but attractive. “My sources told me that the

king informed you over a week ago of the threat to Nehemia’s life. When were

you planning on telling anyone about that?” He turned to Celaena. “We brought

him  here  because  he  was  ordered  to  question  Nehemia  about  her  behavior.  We

wanted  to  know  what  kind  of  questions  he’d  been  commanded  to  ask.  And

because we wanted  you to see what sort of man he really is.” 

“That’s  not  true,”  Chaol  spat.  “That’s  a  damned  lie.  You  haven’t  asked  me

one  thing,  you  gutter-born  piece  of  filth.”  He  turned  pleading  eyes  to  Celaena. 

The  words  were  still  sinking  in,  each  more  awful  than  the  next.  “I  knew  about the  anonymous  threat  to  Nehemia’s  life,  yes.  But  I  was  told  that  she  would  be questioned by the  king. Not me.” 

“And we realized that,” Archer said. “Moments before you arrived, Celaena, 

we realized the captain wasn’t the one. But it’s not questioning that they’re going

to  be  doing  tonight,  is  it,  Captain?”  Chaol  didn’t  answer—and  she  didn’t  care why. 

She was pulling away from her body. Inch by inch. Like a tide ebbing from

the shore. 

“I just sent men to the castle a moment ago,” Archer went on. “Perhaps they

can stop it.” 

“Where is Nehemia?” she heard herself asking, from lips that felt far away. 

“That’s what my  spy discovered tonight.  Nehemia insisted on  staying in the

castle,  to  see  what  kind  of  questions  they  wanted  to  ask  her,  to  see  how  much they suspected and knew—” 

 “Where is Nehemia?” 

But Archer just shook his head, his eyes bright with tears. “They aren’t going to question her, Celaena. And by the time my men get there, I think it will be too

late.” 

 Too late. 

Celaena turned to Chaol. His face was stricken and pale. 

Archer shook his head again. “I’m sorry.” 

Chapter 29

Celaena  hurtled  through  the  city  streets,  discarding  her  cloak  and  heavier

weapons as she went, anything to give her additional speed, anything to get her

back to the castle before Nehemia … Before Nehemia—

A  clock  began  sounding  somewhere  in  the  capital,  and  a  lifetime  passed

between each booming peal. 

It was late enough that the streets were mostly deserted, but the people who

saw her kept well out of her way as she sprinted past, her lungs nearly shattering. 

She  pushed  that  pain  away,  willing  strength  into  her  legs,  praying  to  whatever gods still cared to give her swiftness and strength. Who would the king use? If

not Chaol, then who? 

She  didn’t  care  if  it  was  the  king  himself.  She’d  destroy  them.  And  that

anonymous threat to Nehemia—she’d sort that out, too. 

The  glass  castle  loomed  closer,  its  crystalline  towers  glowing  with  a  pale

greenish light. 

 Not again. Not again, she told herself with each step, each pound of her heart. 

 Please. 

She  couldn’t  take  the  front  gate.  The  guards  there  would  surely  stop  her  or cause a ruckus that might prompt the unknown assassin to act faster. There was a

high  stone  wall  bordering  one  of  the  gardens;  it  was  closer,  and  far  less

monitored. 

She  could  have  sworn  she  heard  hooves  thundering  after  her,  but  there  was

nothing  in  the  world  except  her  and  the  distance  to  Nehemia.  She  neared  the stone wall surrounding the garden, her blood roaring in her ears as she made a

running jump for it. 

She  hit  the  side  as  silently  as  she  could,  her  fingers  and  feet  immediately finding purchase, digging  in so hard  her fingernails cracked.  She scrambled up

and over the wall before the guards even looked her way. 

She  landed  on  the  gravel  path  of  the  garden,  falling  onto  her  hands. 

Somewhere in the back of her mind she registered pain in her palms, but she was

already  running  again,  careening  toward  the  glass  doors  that  led  to  the  castle. 

Patches of snow glowed blue in the moonlight. She’d go to Nehemia’s room first

—go there and lock Nehemia up safely, and then take down the bastard who was

coming for her. 

Archer’s  men  could  go  to  hell.  She’d  dispatched  them  in  a  matter  of

heartbeats. Whoever had been sent to hurt Nehemia—that person was  hers. Hers to take apart bit by bit, until she ended them. She would throw their remnants at

the feet of the king. 

She flung open one of the glass doors. There were guards loitering about, but

she’d  picked  this  entrance  because  they  knew  her—and  knew  her  face.  She

didn’t expect to glimpse Dorian, though, chatting with them. His sapphire eyes

were nothing more than a glimmer of color as she sprinted by. 

She could hear shouts from behind her, but she wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop. 

 Not again. Never again. 

She hit the stairs, taking them by twos and threes, her legs trembling. Just a

bit  farther—Nehemia’s  rooms  were  only  one  level  up,  and  two  hallways  over. 

She  was  Adarlan’s  Assassin—she  was  Celaena  Sardothien.  She  would  not  fail. 

The gods owed her. The Wyrd owed her. She would not fail Nehemia. Not when

there were so many awful words left between them. 

Celaena  hit  the  top  of  the  stairs.  The  shouts  behind  her  grew;  people  were

calling her name. She would stop for no one. 

She turned down the familiar hallway, nearly sobbing with relief at the sight

of the wooden door. It was shut; there were no signs of forced entry. 

She  drew  her  two  remaining  daggers,  summoning  the  words  she’d  need  to

quickly explain to Nehemia how and where to hide. When her assailant arrived, 

Nehemia’s only task would be to keep quiet and concealed. Celaena would deal

with the rest. And she’d enjoy the hell out of it. 

She reached the door and slammed into it, exploding through the locks. 

The world slowed to the beat of an ancient, ageless drum. 

Celaena beheld the room. 

The blood was everywhere. 

Before the bed, Nehemia’s bodyguards lay with their throats cut from ear to

ear, their internal organs spilling out onto the floor. 

And on the bed …

On the bed …

She could hear the shouts growing closer, reaching the room, but their words

were somehow muffled, as though she were underwater, the sounds coming from

the surface above. 

Celaena  stood  in  the  center  of  the  freezing  bedroom,  gazing  at  the  bed,  and the princess’s broken body atop it. 

Nehemia was dead. 

Part Two

 The Queen’s Arrow
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Chapter 30

Celaena stared at the body. 

An  empty  body,  artfully  mutilated,  so  cut  up  that  the  bed  was  almost  black

with blood. 

People had rushed into the room behind her, and she smelled the faint tang as

someone was sick nearby. 

But she just stayed there, letting the others fan out around her as they rushed

to assess the three cooling bodies in the room. That ancient, ageless drum—her

heartbeat—pulsed through her ears, drowning out any sound. 

Nehemia  was  gone.  That  vibrant,  fierce,  loving  soul;  the  princess  who  had

been called the Light of Eyllwe; the woman who had been a beacon of hope—

just like that, as if she were no more than a wisp of candlelight, she was gone. 

When it had mattered most, Celaena hadn’t been there. 

Nehemia was gone. 

Someone murmured her name, but didn’t touch her. 

There was a gleam of sapphire eyes in front of her, blocking out her vision of

the  bed  and  the  dismembered  body  atop  it.  Dorian.  Prince  Dorian.  There  were

tears running down his face. She reached out a hand to touch them. They were

oddly  warm  against  her  freezing,  distant  fingers.  Her  nails  were  dirty,  bloody, cracked—so gruesome against the smooth white cheek of the prince. 

And then that voice from behind her said her name again. 

“Celaena.” 

They had done this. 

Her bloody fingers slid down Dorian’s face, to his neck. He just stared at her, 

suddenly still. 

“Celaena,” that familiar voice said. A warning. 

They  had  done  this.  They  had  betrayed  her.  Betrayed  Nehemia.  They  had

taken her away. Her nails brushed Dorian’s exposed throat. 

“Celaena,” the voice said. 

Celaena slowly turned. 

Chaol  stared  at  her,  a  hand  on  his  sword.  The  sword  she’d  brought  to  the

warehouse—the  sword  she’d  left  there.  Archer  had  told  her  that  Chaol  had
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known they were going to do this. 

 He had known. 

She shattered completely, and launched herself at him. 

Chaol had only enough time to release his sword as she lunged, swiping for his

face with a hand. 

She  slammed  him  into  the  wall,  and  stinging  pain  burst  from  the  four  lines

she gouged across his cheek with her nails. 

She reached for the dagger at her waist, but he grasped her wrist. Blood slid

down his check, down his neck. 

His guards shouted, rushing closer, but he hooked a foot behind hers, twisting

as he shoved, and threw her to the ground. 

“Stay  back,”  he  ordered  them,  but  it  cost  him.  Pinned  beneath  him,  she slammed a fist up beneath his jaw, so hard his teeth sang. 

And  then  she  was  snarling,  snarling  like  some  kind  of  wild  animal  as  she

snapped  for  his  neck.  He  reared  back,  throwing  her  against  the  marble  floor

again.  “Stop.” 

But  the  Celaena  he  knew  was  gone.  The  girl  he’d  imagined  as  his  wife,  the

girl he’d shared a bed with for the past week, was utterly gone. Her clothes and

hands  were  caked  with  the  blood  of  the  men  in  the  warehouse.  She  wedged  a

knee up, pounding it between his legs so hard he lost his grip on her, and then

she was on top of him, dagger drawn, plunging down toward his chest—

He grabbed her wrist again, crushing it in his hand as the blade hovered over

his heart. Her whole body trembled with effort, trying to shove it the remaining

few inches. She reached for her other dagger, but he caught that wrist, too. 

 “Stop.”  He gasped, winded from the blow she’d landed with her knee, trying

to think past that blinding pain. “Celaena,  stop.” 

“Captain,” one of his men ventured. 

“Stay back,” he snarled again. 

Celaena threw her weight into the dagger she held aloft, and gained an inch. 

His arms strained. She was going to kill him. She was truly going to kill him. 

He made himself look into her eyes, look at the face so twisted with rage that

he couldn’t find her. 

“Celaena,”  he  said,  squeezing  her  wrists  so  hard  that  he  hoped  the  pain

registered somewhere—wherever she had gone. But she still wouldn’t loosen her

grip on the blade. “Celaena, I’m your friend.” 

She  stared  at  him,  panting  through  gritted  teeth,  her  breath  coming  quicker and quicker before she roared, the sound filling the room, his blood, his world:

“You will never  be my friend. You will always be my enemy.” 

She  bellowed  the  last  word  with  such  soul-deep  hatred  that  he  felt  it  like  a punch to the gut. She surged again, and he lost his grip on the wrist that held the

dagger. The blade plunged down. 

And stopped. There was a sudden chill in the room, and Celaena’s hand just

 stopped, as though it had been frozen in midair. Her eyes left his face, but Chaol couldn’t  see  who  it  was  she  hissed  at.  For  a  heartbeat,  it  seemed  as  if  she  was thrashing  against  some  invisible  force,  but  then  Ress  was  behind  her,  and  she was too busy struggling to notice as the guard slammed the pommel of his sword

into her head. 

As Celaena fell atop him, a part of Chaol fell along with her. 

Chapter 31

Dorian knew that Chaol had no choice, no other way out of the situation, as his

friend  carried  Celaena  out  of  that  bloody  chamber,  into  the  servants’  stairwell, and down, down, down, until they reached the castle dungeons. He tried not to

look at Kaltain’s curious, half-mad face as Chaol laid Celaena in the cell beside

hers. As he locked the cell door. 

“Let me give her my cloak,” Dorian said, reaching to unfasten it. 

“Don’t,”  Chaol  said  quietly.  His  face  was  still  bleeding.  She’d  gouged  four

lines across his cheek with her nails. Her  nails. Gods above. 

“I don’t trust her with anything in there except hay.” Chaol had already taken

the  time  to  remove  her  remaining  weapons—including  six  lethal-looking

hairpins from her braid—and checked her boots and tunic for any hidden ones. 

Kaltain  was  smiling  faintly  at  Celaena.  “Don’t  touch  her,  don’t  talk  to  her, and don’t look at her,” Chaol said, as if there wasn’t a wall of bars separating the

two women. Kaltain just huffed and curled up on her side. Chaol barked orders

to the guards about food and water rations, and how often the watch was to be

changed, and then stalked from the dungeon. 

Dorian  silently  followed.  He  didn’t  know  where  to  begin.  There  was  grief

sweeping  down  on  him  in  waves  as  he  realized  again  and  again  that  Nehemia

was dead; there was the sickness and terror of what he’d seen in that bedroom; 

and  there  was  the  horror  and  relief  that  he’d  somehow  used  his  power  to  stop Celaena’s  hand  before  she  stabbed  Chaol,  and  that  no  one  except  Celaena  had

noticed. 

And when she’d hissed at him … he’d seen something so savage in her eyes

that he shuddered. 

They  were  halfway  up  the  winding  stone  stairs  out  of  the  dungeons  when

Chaol suddenly slumped onto a step, putting his head in his hands. “What have I

done?” Chaol whispered. 

And  despite  whatever  was  changing  between  them,  he  couldn’t  walk  away

from Chaol. Not tonight. Not when he, too, needed someone to sit next to. “Tell

me  what  happened,”  Dorian  said  quietly,  taking  a  seat  on  the  stair  beside  him and staring into the gloom of the stairwell. 

So Chaol did. 

Dorian  listened  to  his  tale  of  kidnapping,  of  some  rebel  group  trying  to  use him  to  get  Celaena  to  trust  them,  of  Celaena  breaking  into  the  warehouse  and

cutting  down  men  like  they  were  nothing.  How  the  king  had  told  Chaol  of  an anonymous  threat  to  Nehemia  a  week  ago  and  ordered  him  to  keep  an  eye  on

Nehemia. How the king wanted the princess questioned and told Chaol to keep

Celaena away tonight. And then Archer—the man she’d been dispatched to kill

weeks  ago—explaining  that  it  had  been  code  for  Nehemia  being  assassinated. 

And  then  how  Celaena  ran  from  the  slums  all  the  way  back  here,  to  find  that she’d been too late to save her friend. 

There  were  things  Chaol  still  wasn’t  telling  him,  but  Dorian  understood  it

well enough. 

His  friend  was  trembling—which  was  a  horror  in  itself,  another  foundation

slipping out from beneath their feet. “I’ve never seen anyone move like she did,” 

Chaol  breathed.  “I’ve  never  seen  anyone  run  that  fast.  Dorian,  it  was  like  …” 

Chaol shook his head. “I found a horse within  seconds of her taking off, and she still outran me. Who can do that?” 

Dorian  might  have  dismissed  it  as  a  warped  sense  of  time  due  to  fear  and

grief, but he’d had  magic coursing through his veins only moments ago. 

“I  didn’t  know  this  would  happen,”  Chaol  said,  resting  his  forehead  against

his knees. “If your father …” 

“It  wasn’t  my  father,”  Dorian  said.  “I  dined  with  my  parents  tonight.”  He’d

just  come  from  that  dinner  when  Celaena  went  flying  past,  hell  burning  in  her eyes.  That  look  had  been  enough  for  him  to  run  after  her,  guards  in  tow,  until Chaol  nearly  collided  with  them  in  the  halls.  “My  father  said  he  was  going  to talk  to  Nehemia  later  on,  after  dinner.  From  what  I  saw,  this  happened  hours before that.” 

“But if your father didn’t want her dead, who did? I had extra patrols on alert

for  any  threat;  I  picked  those  men  myself.  Whoever  did  this  got  through  them like they were nothing. Whoever did this …” 

Dorian  tried  not  to  think  of  the  murder  scene.  One  of  Chaol’s  guards  had

taken a look at the three bodies and vomited all over the floor. And Celaena had

just stood there, staring at Nehemia, as if she’d been sucked out of herself. 

“Whoever  did  this  got  some  kind  of  sick  delight  out  of  it,”  Chaol  finished. 

The bodies flashed through Dorian’s mind again: carefully, artfully arranged. 

“What  does  it  mean,  though?”  It  was  easier  to  keep  talking  than  to  really

consider what had happened. The way Celaena had looked at him without really

seeing  him,  the  way  she’d  wiped  away  his  tears  with  a  finger,  then  grazed  her nails across his neck, as though she could sense the pulsing life’s blood beneath. 

And when she’d launched herself at Chaol …

“How long will you keep her here?” Dorian said, looking down the stairs. 
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She  had  attacked  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  in  front  of  his  men.  Worse  than

attacked. 

“As long as it takes,” Chaol said quietly. 

“For what?” 

“For her to decide not to kill us all.” 

Celaena  knew  where  she  was  before  she  awoke.  And  she  didn’t  care.  She  was

living the same story again and again. 

The  night  she’d  been  captured,  she’d  also  snapped,  and  come   so  close  to killing the person she most wanted to destroy before someone knocked her out

and she awoke in a rotting dungeon. She smiled bitterly as she opened her eyes. 

It was always the same story, the same loss. 

A plate of bread and soft cheese, along with an iron cup of water, lay on the

floor on the other side of the cell. Celaena sat up, her head throbbing, and felt the

bump on the side of her skull. 

“I always knew you’d wind up here,” Kaltain said from the cell beside hers. 

“Did Their Royal Highnesses tire of you, too?” 

Celaena pulled the tray closer, then leaned against the stone wall behind the

pallet of hay. “I tired of them,” she said. 

“Did you kill anyone particularly deserving?” 

Celaena  snorted,  closing  her  eyes  against  the  pounding  in  her  mind. 

“Almost.” 

She could feel the stickiness of the blood on her hands and beneath her nails. 

Chaol’s blood. She hoped the four scratches scarred. She hoped she would never

see  him  again.  If  she  did,  she’d  kill  him.  He’d  known  the  king  wanted  to

question  Nehemia.  He’d  known  that  the  king—the  most  brutal  and  murderous

monster in the world—had wanted to  question her friend. And he hadn’t told her. 

Hadn’t warned her. 

It wasn’t the king, though. No—she had gathered enough in the few minutes

she’d  been  in  that  bedroom  to  know  this  wasn’t  his  handiwork.  But  Chaol  had still  been  warned  about  the  anonymous  threat,  had  been  aware  that  someone

wanted to hurt Nehemia. And he hadn’t told her. 

He was so stupidly honorable and loyal to the king that he didn’t even think

that she could have done something to prevent this. 

She had nothing left to give. After she’d lost Sam and been sent to Endovier, 

she’d  pieced  herself  back  together  in  the  bleakness  of  the  mines.  And  when

she’d come here, she’d been foolish enough to think that Chaol had put the final piece into place. Foolish enough to think, just for a moment, that she could get

away with being happy. 

But  death  was  her  curse  and  her  gift,  and  death  had  been  her  good  friend

these long, long years. 

“They  killed  Nehemia,”  she  whispered  into  the  dark,  needing  someone, 

anyone,  to  hear  that  the  once-bright  soul  had  been  extinguished.  To  know  that Nehemia  had  been  here,  on  this  earth,  and  she  had  been  all  that  was  good  and brave and wonderful. 

Kaltain  was  silent  for  a  long  moment.  Then  she  said  quietly,  as  if  she  were trading one piece of misery for another, “Duke Perrington is going to Morath in

five days, and I am to go with him. The king told me I can either marry him, or

rot down here for the rest of my life.” 

Celaena turned her head, opening her eyes to find Kaltain sitting against the

wall, grasping her knees. She was even dirtier and more haggard than she’d been

a  few  weeks  ago.  She  still  clutched  Celaena’s  cloak  around  her.  Celaena  said, 

“You betrayed the duke. Why would he want you for his wife?” 

Kaltain  laughed  quietly.  “Who  knows  what  games  these  people  play,  and

what  ends  they  have  in  mind?”  She  rubbed  her  dirty  hands  on  her  face.  “My

headaches are worse,” she mumbled. “And those wings—they never stop.” 

 My  dreams  have  been  filled  with  shadows  and  wings,  Nehemia  had  said; 

Kaltain, too. 

“What has one to do with the other?” Celaena demanded, the words sharp and

hollow. 

Kaltain blinked, raising her brows as though she had no idea what she’d said. 

“How long will they keep you here?” she asked. 

For  trying  to  kill  the  Captain  of  the  Guard?  Forever,  perhaps.  She  wouldn’t

care. Let them execute her. 

Let them put an end to her, too. 

Nehemia  had  been  the  hope  of  a  kingdom,  of  many  kingdoms.  The  court

Nehemia had dreamed of would never be. Eyllwe would never be free. Celaena

would  never  get  the  chance  to  tell  her  that  she  was  sorry  for  the  things  she’d said. All that would remain were the last words Nehemia had spoken to her. The

last thing her friend had thought of her. 

 You are nothing more than a coward. 

“If they let you out,” Kaltain said, both of them staring into the blackness of

their  prisons,  “make  sure  that  they’re  punished  someday.  Every  last  one  of

them.” 
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Celaena listened to her own breathing, felt Chaol’s blood under her nails, and

the  blood  of  all  those  men  she’d  hacked  down,  and  the  coldness  of  Nehemia’s room, where all that gore had soaked the bed. 

“They will be,” Celaena swore to the darkness. 

She had nothing left to give, except that. 

It  would  have  been  better  if  she’d  stayed  in  Endovier.  Better  to  have  died

there. 

Her body didn’t feel quite like hers when she pulled the tray of food toward

her, the metal scraping against the old, damp stones. She wasn’t even hungry. 

“They drugged the water with a sedative,” Kaltain said as Celaena reached for

the iron cup. “That’s what they do for me, too.” 

“Good,” Celaena said, and drank the entire thing. 

Three  days  passed.  And  every  meal  they  brought  her  was  drugged  with  that

sedative. 

Celaena  stared  into  the  abyss  that  now  filled  her  dreams,  both  sleeping  and

awake. The forest on the other side was gone, and there was no stag; only barren

terrain all around, crumbling rocks and a vicious wind that whispered the words

again and again. 

 You are nothing more than a coward. 

So  Celaena  drank  the  drugged  water  every  time  they  offered  it,  and  let  it

sweep her away. 

“She drank the water about an hour ago,” Ress said to Chaol on the morning of

the fourth day. 

Chaol  nodded.  She  was  unconscious  on  the  floor,  her  face  gaunt.  “Has  she

been eating?” 

“A bite or two. She hasn’t tried to escape. And she hasn’t said one word to us, 

either.” 

Chaol unlocked the cell door, and Ress and the other guards tensed. 

But he couldn’t bear another moment without seeing her. Kaltain was asleep

next door and didn’t stir as he strode across Celaena’s cell. 

He knelt by Celaena. She reeked of old blood, and her clothes were stiff with

it. His throat tightened. 

In the castle above, it had been sheer pandemonium for the past several days. 

He  had  men  combing  the  castle  and  city  for  Nehemia’s  assassin.  He  had  gone before the king multiple times already to try to explain what happened: how he’d

gotten  himself  kidnapped,  and  how,  even  with  extra  men  watching  Nehemia, 

someone  had  slipped  past  them  all.  He  was  stunned  the  king  hadn’t  dismissed

him—or worse. 

The  worst  part  was  that  the  king  seemed   smug.  He  hadn’t  had  to  dirty  his hands to get rid of a problem. His main annoyance was dealing with the uproar

that  was  sure  to  happen  in  Eyllwe.  He  hadn’t  spared  one  moment  to  mourn

Nehemia, or shown one flicker of remorse. It had taken a surprising amount of

self-control for Chaol not to throttle his own sovereign. 

But more than just his fate relied on his submission and good behavior. When

Chaol  had  explained  Celaena’s  situation  to  the  king,  he  had  barely  looked

surprised. He’d just said to get her in line, and left it at that. 

 Get her in line. 

Chaol gently picked up Celaena, trying not to grunt at the weight, and carried

her  out  of  the  cell.  He’d  never  forgive  himself  for  throwing  her  in  this  rotting dungeon, even though he hadn’t had a choice. He hadn’t even let himself sleep

in his own bed—the bed that still smelled like her. He’d laid down on it that first

night and realized what  she was lying on, and opted for his couch instead. The

least he could do right now was get her back to her own rooms. 

But he didn’t know how to get her in line. He didn’t know how to fix what

had been broken. Both inside of her, and between them. 

His men flanked him as he brought her up to her rooms. 

Nehemia’s death hung around him, followed his every step. It had been days

since  he’d  dared  look  in  the  mirror.  Even  if  it  hadn’t  been  the  king  who  had ordered Nehemia dead, if Chaol had warned Celaena about the unknown threat, 

at  least  she  would  have  been  looking  out.  If  he’d  warned  Nehemia,  her  men

would have been on alert, too. Sometimes the reality of his decision hit him so

hard he couldn’t breathe. 

And then there was  this reality, the reality he held in his arms as Ress opened

the  door  to  her  rooms.  Philippa  was  already  waiting,  beckoning  him  to  the

bathing chamber. He hadn’t even thought of that—that Celaena might need to be

cleaned up before getting into bed. 

He  couldn’t  meet  the  servant’s  gaze  as  he  walked  into  the  bathing  chamber, 

because he knew the truth he’d find there. 

He’d  realized  it  the  moment  Celaena  had  turned  to  him  in  Nehemia’s

bedroom. 

He had lost her. 

And she would never, in a thousand lifetimes, let him in again. 

Chapter 32

Celaena awoke in her own bed, and knew there would be no more sedatives in

her water. 

There  would  be  no  more  breakfast  conversations  with  Nehemia,  nor  would

there be any more lessons on the Wyrdmarks. There would be no more friends

like her. 

She  knew  without  looking  that  someone  had  scrubbed  her  clean.  Blinking

against the brightness of the sunlight in her room—her head instantly pounding

after days in the darkness of the dungeon—she found Fleetfoot sleeping pressed

against  her.  The  dog  lifted  her  head  to  lick  Celaena’s  arm  a  few  times  before going  back  to  sleep,  her  nose  nestled  between  Celaena’s  elbow  and  torso.  She wondered  if  Fleetfoot  could  sense  the  loss,  too.  She’d  often  wondered  if

Fleetfoot loved the princess more than her. 

 You are nothing more than a coward. 

She  couldn’t  blame  Fleetfoot.  Outside  of  this  rotten,  festering  court  and

kingdom, the rest of the world had loved Nehemia. It was hard not to. Celaena

had  adored  Nehemia  from  the  moment  she’d  laid  eyes  on  her,  like  they  were

twin  souls  who  had  at  last  found  each  other.  A  soul-friend.  And  now  she  was gone. 

Celaena  put  a  hand  against  her  chest.  How  absurd—how  utterly  absurd  and

useless—that her heart still beat and Nehemia’s didn’t. 

The Eye of Elena was warm, as if trying to offer some comfort. Celaena let

her hand drop back to her mattress. 

She didn’t even try to get out of bed that day, after Philippa coaxed her into

eating  and  let  slip  that  she’d  missed  Nehemia’s  funeral.  She’d  been  too  busy guzzling down sedatives and hiding from her grief in the dungeons to be present

when  they  put  her  friend  in  the  cold  earth,  so  far  from  the  sun-warmed  soil  of Eyllwe. 

 You are nothing more than a coward. 

So Celaena didn’t get out of bed that day. And she didn’t get out of it the next. 

Or the next. 

Or the next. 

Chapter 33

The mines in Calaculla were stifling, and the slave girl could only imagine how

much worse they would become when the summer sun was overhead. 

She had been in the mines for six months—longer than anyone else had ever

survived,  she’d  been  told.  Her  mother,  her  grandmother,  and  her  little  brother hadn’t  lasted  a  month.  Her  father  hadn’t  even  made  it  to  the  mines  before

Adarlan’s butchers had cut him down, along with the other known rebels in their

village. Everyone else had been rounded up and sent here. 

She’d  been  alone  for  five  and  a  half  months  now;  alone,  yet  surrounded  by

thousands.  She  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  she’d  seen  the  sky,  or  the

grasslands of Eyllwe undulating in a cool breeze. 

She  would  see  them  both  again,  though—the  sky  and  the  grasslands.  She

knew  she  would,  because  she’d  stayed  awake  on  nights  she  was  supposed  to

have been sleeping, listening through the cracks in the floorboards as her father

and  his  fellow  rebels  talked  of  ways  to  bring  down  Adarlan,  and  of  Princess Nehemia, who was in the capital at that very moment, working for their freedom. 

If  she  could  just  hold  on,  if  she  could  just  keep  drawing  breath,  she  might make it until Nehemia accomplished her goal. She would make it, and then bury

her dead; and when the mourning months were over, she would find the nearest

rebel group and join them. With every Adarlanian life she took, she would say

the  names  of  her  dead  again,  so  that  they  would  hear  her  in  the  afterlife  and know they were not forgotten. 

She swung her pickax into the unforgiving wall of stone, her breath ragged in

her parched throat. The overseer lounged against a nearby wall, sloshing water in

his canteen, waiting for the moment when one of them would collapse, just so he

could unfurl that whip of his. 

She kept her head down, kept working, kept breathing. 

She would make it. 

She didn’t know how much time passed, but she felt the ripple go through the

mines like a shudder in the earth. A ripple of stillness, followed by wails. 

She felt it coming, swelling up toward her, closer and closer with each turned

head and murmured words. 

And then she heard it—the words that changed everything. 

 Princess Nehemia is dead. Assassinated by Adarlan. 

The words were past her before she had time to swallow them. 

There  was  a  scrape  of  leather  against  rock.  The  overseer  would  tolerate  the pause for only a few seconds longer before he started swinging. 

 Nehemia is dead. 

She stared down at the pickax in her hands. 

She turned, slowly, to look into the face of her overseer, the face of Adarlan. 

He cocked his wrist, pronged whip ready. 

She  felt  her  tears  before  she  realized  they  were  falling,  sliding  through  six months’ worth of filth. 

 Enough. The word screamed through her, so loudly she began to shake. 

Silently, she began to recite the names of her dead. And as the overseer raised

his  whip,  she  added  her  name  to  the  end  of  that  list  and  swung  her  ax  into  his gut. 

Chapter 34

“Any changes in her behavior?” 

“She got out of bed.” 

“And?” 

Standing  in  the  sunlit  hall  of  the  upper  levels  of  the  glass  castle,  Ress’s usually  jovial  face  was  grim.  “And  now  she’s  sitting  in  a  chair  in  front  of  the fire. It’s the same as yesterday: she got out of bed, sat in the chair all day, then

got back into bed at sundown.” 

“Is she still not speaking?” 

Ress shook his head, keeping his voice low as a courtier passed by. “Philippa

says she just sits there and stares at the fire. Won’t speak. Still barely touches her

food.”  Ress’s  eyes  grew  warier  as  they  took  in  the  healing  cuts  that  ran  down Chaol’s cheek. Two had already scabbed and would fade, but there was a long, 

surprisingly  deep  one  that  was  still  tender.  Chaol  wondered  whether  it  would

scar. He’d deserve it if it did. 

“I’m probably overstepping my bounds—” 

“Then don’t say it,” Chaol growled. He knew exactly what Ress would say:

the same thing Philippa said, and anyone who saw him and gave him that pitying

glance.  You should try talking to her. 

He  didn’t  know  how  word  had  gotten  out  so  quickly  that  she’d  tried  to  kill him, but it seemed they all knew how deep the break between him and Celaena

went.  He’d  thought  the  two  of  them  had  been  discreet,  and  he  knew  Philippa

wasn’t a gossip. But perhaps what he felt for her had been written all over him. 

And what she now felt for  him … He resisted the urge to touch the cuts on his

face. 

“I  still  want  the  watch  posted  outside  her  door  and  windows,”  he  ordered

Ress. He was on his way to another meeting; another shouting match about how

they should deal with the fallout in Eyllwe over the princess’s death. “Don’t stop

her if she leaves, but try to slow her down a bit.” 

Long  enough  for  word  to  get  to  him  that  she’d  finally  left  her  rooms.  If

anyone was going to intercept Celaena, if anyone would confront her about what

happened to Nehemia, it would be him. Until then, he’d give her the space she

needed, even if it killed him not to speak to her. She’d become entwined in his

life—from the morning runs to the lunches to the kisses she stole from him when

no  one  was  looking—and  now,  without  her,  he  felt  hollow.  But  he  still  didn’t
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know how he’d ever look her in the eye. 

You will always be my  enemy. 

She’d meant it. 

Ress nodded. “Consider it done.” 

The young guard saluted as Chaol headed for the meeting room. There would

be other meetings today—lots of meetings, since the debate was still raging over

how Adarlan should react to Nehemia’s death. And though he hated to admit it, 

he had other things to worry about than Celaena’s unending grief. 

The king had summoned his southern lords and retainers to Rifthold. 

Including Chaol’s father. 

Dorian  usually  didn’t  mind  Chaol’s  men.  But  he   did  mind  being  followed around,  day  and  night,  by  guards  who  were  on  the  lookout  for  any  threat. 

Nehemia’s death had proved that the castle was not impregnable. His mother and

Hollin were sequestered in her chambers, and many of the nobility had either left

the city or were lying low, too. 

Except Roland. Though Roland’s mother had fled back to Meah the morning

after  the  princess  was  assassinated,  Roland  stayed,  insisting  that  Dorian  would need his support now more than ever. And he was right. At the council meetings, 

which  grew  more  and  more  crowded  as  the  southern  lords  arrived,  Roland

backed  every  point  and  objection  that  Dorian  made.  Together  they  argued

against sending more troops into Eyllwe in case of revolt, and Roland seconded

Dorian’s  proposal  that  they  should  publicly  apologize  to  Nehemia’s  parents  for her death. 

His  father  had  exploded  when  Dorian  suggested  that,  but  Dorian  had  still

written  her  parents  a  message,  expressing  his  deepest  condolences.  His  father

could go to hell for all he cared. 

And that was starting to be a problem, he realized as he sat in his tower room

and flipped through all the documents he had to read before tomorrow’s meeting

with the southern lords. He had spent so long being careful to avoid defying his

father, but what sort of man could he call himself if he blindly obeyed? 

 A  smart  man,  a  part  of  him  whispered,  flickering  with  that  cold,  ancient power. 

At least his four guards stayed outside his rooms. His private tower was high

enough that no one could reach the balcony, and only one stair led up and down. 

Easily defensible. But it also made for an easy cage. 
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Dorian  stared  at  the  glass  pen  on  his  desk.  The  night  Nehemia  had  died,  he hadn’t  intended  to  stop  Celaena’s  wrist  in  midair.  He’d  just  known  that  the

woman  he’d  loved  was  about  to  kill  his  oldest  friend  over  a  misunderstanding. 

He’d been too far away to grab her as she plunged the blade down, but then … it

was  like  a  phantom  arm  reached  out  from  within  him  and  wrapped  around  her

wrist. He could  feel her blood-crusted skin, as if he himself were touching her. 

But he hadn’t known what he was doing. He’d just acted on gut feeling and

desperation and need. 

He had to learn to control this power, whatever it was. If he could control it, 

then he could keep it from appearing at inopportune times. Like when he was in

those  damned  council  meetings  and  his  temper  rose,  and  he  felt  the  magic

stirring in response. 

Dorian  took  a  deep  breath,  focusing  on  the  pen,  willing  it  to  move.  He’d

stopped  Celaena  midstrike,  he’d  thrown  a  wall  of  books  into  the  air—he  could move a pen. 

It didn’t move. 

After  staring  at  it  until  his  eyes  nearly  crossed,  Dorian  groaned  and  leaned back in his chair, covering his eyes with his hands. 

Maybe he’d gone insane. Maybe he’d just imagined the whole thing. 

Nehemia  had  once  promised  to  be  there  when  he  needed  help—when  some

power in him awoke. She had known. 

Had her assassin, in killing Nehemia, also killed any hope he had of finding

answers? 

Celaena  had  only  started  sitting  in  the  chair  because  Philippa  had  come  in

yesterday and complained about the dirty sheets. She might have told Philippa to

go to hell, but then she considered who had last shared this bed with her, and was

suddenly glad to have them replaced. Any trace of him, she wanted gone. 

As  the  sun  finished  setting,  she  sat  before  the  fire,  staring  into  the  glowing embers that grew brighter as the world darkened. 

Time was shifting and ebbing around her. Some days had passed in an hour, 

others  a  lifetime.  She  had  bathed  once,  long  enough  to  wash  her  hair,  and

Philippa  had  watched  the  whole  time  to  make  sure  she  didn’t  drown  herself

instead. 

Celaena  ran  a  thumb  over  the  armrest  of  the  chair.  She  had  no  intention  of ending her life. Not before she did what needed to be done. 

The  shadows  in  the  room  grew,  and  the  embers  seemed  to  breathe  as  she watched them. Breathing with her, pulsing with each heartbeat. 

In these days of silence and sleep, she’d realized one thing: the assassin had

come from outside the palace. 

Perhaps  they  had  been  hired  by  whoever  had  initially  threatened  Nehemia’s

life—perhaps not. But they weren’t associated with the king. 

Celaena  gripped  the  arms  of  the  chair,  her  nails  digging  into  the  polished

wood. It hadn’t been one of Arobynn’s assassins, either. She knew his style, and

it  wasn’t  this  monstrous.  She  again  went  over  the  details  of  the  bedroom,  now branded into her mind. 

She did know one killer this monstrous. 

Grave. 

She’d learned as much about him as she could when she’d faced him in the

competition to become King’s Champion. She’d heard what he did to the bodies

of his victims. 

Her lips pulled back from her teeth. 

Grave  knew  the  palace;  he’d  trained  here  just  as  she  had.  And  he’d  known, 

too, just whom he was murdering and dismembering—and what it would mean

to her. 

A  familiar,  dark  fire  rippled  in  her  gut,  spreading  through  her,  dragging  her down into an abyss without end. 

Celaena Sardothien stood from her chair. 

Chapter 35

There would be no candles for these midnight deeds, no ivory horn to signal the

start of this hunt. She dressed in her darkest tunic and slid a smooth black mask

into her cloak pocket. All of her weapons, even the hairpins, had been removed

from  her  rooms.  She  knew  without  checking  that  the  doors  and  windows  were

being watched. Good. This was not the sort of hunt that began at the front door. 

Celaena locked her  bedroom and spared  a glance at  Fleetfoot, who cowered

under  the  bed  as  she  hauled  open  the  secret  door.  The  dog  was  still  quietly whining as Celaena strode into the passage. 

She didn’t need a light to make her way down to the tomb. She knew the path

by memory now, each step, each turn. 

Her cloak whispered against the steps. Down and down she went. 

It was war upon them all. Let them tremble in fear at what they had awoken. 

Moonlight  spilled  onto  the  landing,  illuminating  the  open  door  of  the  tomb

and Mort’s little bronze face. 

“I’m  sorry  about  your  friend,”  he  said  with  surprising  sorrow  as  she  stalked toward him. 

She  didn’t  reply.  And  she  didn’t  care  how  he  knew.  She  just  kept  walking, 

through the door and between the sarcophagi, to the heap of treasure piled in the

back. 

Daggers, hunting knives—she took whatever she could strap onto her belt or

tuck into her boots. She took a handful of gold and jewels and shoved that into a

pocket, too. 

“What are you doing?” Mort demanded from the hallway. 

Celaena  approached  the  stand  that  displayed  Damaris,  sword  of  Gavin,  first

King of Adarlan. The hollowed-out golden pommel glinted in the moonlight as

she pulled the scabbard from the stand and strapped it across her back. 

“That is a  sacred sword,” Mort hissed, as though he could see inside. 

Celaena smiled grimly as she stalked back to the door, flinging her hood over

her head. 

“Wherever  you  are  going,”  Mort  went  on,  “whatever  you  plan  to  do,  you

debase  that  sword  by  taking  it  from  here.  Aren’t  you  afraid  of  angering  the gods?” 

Celaena  just  laughed  quietly  before  she  took  the  stairs,  savoring  each  step, 
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each movement that brought her closer to her prey. 

She relished the burn in her arms as she hauled the sewer grate up, rotating the

ancient wheel until it was fully raised, dripping with filth, and the water beneath

the castle flowed freely into the small river outside. She tossed a piece of broken

stone into the river beyond the archway, listening for guards. 

Not a sound, not a scrape of armor or a whisper of warning. 

An assassin had killed Nehemia, an assassin with a taste for the grotesque and

a desire for notoriety. Finding Grave would take only a few questions. 

She tied the chain around the lever, testing its strength, and checked to ensure

that Damaris was tightly strapped to her back. Then, gripping the castle stones, 

she swung around the wall, slithering sideways. She didn’t bother to glance up at

the castle as she eased around the bank of the river and dropped onto the frozen

ground. 

Then she vanished into the night. 

Cloaked in darkness, Celaena stalked through the streets of Rifthold. She made

no sound as she passed through dim alleys. 

Only one place could provide the answers she wanted. 

Sewage  and  puddles  of  excrement  lay  beneath  every  window  of  the  slums, 

and the cobblestone streets were cracked and misshapen after many hard winters. 

The  buildings  leaned  against  each  other,  some  so  ramshackle  that  even  the

poorest  citizens  had  abandoned  them.  On  most  streets,  the  taverns  overflowed

with  drunks  and  whores  and  everyone  else  who  sought  temporary  relief  from

their miserable lives. 

It made no difference how many saw her. None would bother her tonight. 

The cape billowed behind her, her face remaining expressionless beneath her

obsidian  mask  as  she  moved  through  the  streets.  The  Vaults  was  just  a  few

blocks away. 

Celaena’s  gloved  hands  clenched.  Once  she  found  out  where  Grave  was

hiding, she’d turn his skin inside out. Worse than that, actually. 

She stopped before a nondescript iron door in a quiet alley. Hired thugs stood

watch outside; she flashed them the silver entrance fee, and they opened the door

for  her.  In  the  subterranean  warren  below,  one  could  find  the  cutthroats,  the monsters,  and  the  damned  of  Adarlan.  The  filth  came  here  to  exchange  stories

and make deals, and it was here that any whisper of Nehemia’s assassin would be found. 

Grave  had  undoubtedly  received  a  large  fee  for  his  services,  and  could  be

counted on to now be recklessly spending his blood money—a spree that would

not go unnoticed. He wouldn’t have left Rifthold—oh, no. He  wanted people to

know he killed the princess; he wanted to hear himself named the new Adarlan’s

Assassin. He wanted Celaena to know, too. 

As she headed down the steps into the Vaults, the reek of ale and unwashed

bodies  hit  her  like  a  stone  to  the  face.  She  hadn’t  been  in  this  sort  of  festering den for a long while. 

The main chamber was strategically lit: a chandelier hung in the center of the

room, but there was little light to be found along the walls for those who sought

not to be seen. All laughter halted as she strode between the tables. Red-rimmed

eyes followed her every step. 

She didn’t know the identity of the new crime lord who ruled over this place, 

and  didn’t  care.  Her  business  wasn’t  with  him,  not  tonight.  She  didn’t  allow herself  to  look  at  the  many  fighting  pits  that  occupied  the  distant  end  of  the chamber—pits  where  crowds  were  still  gathered,  cheering  for  whoever  fought

with fists and feet within. 

She’d  been  to  the  Vaults  before,  many  times  in  those  final  days  before  her

capture. Now that Ioan Jayne and Rourke Farran were dead, the place seemed to

have passed into new ownership without losing any of its depravity. 

Celaena  walked  right  up  to  the  barkeep.  He  didn’t  recognize  her,  but  she

didn’t  expect  him  to—not  when  she’d  been  so  careful  to  hide  her  identity  all those years. 

The  barkeep  was  already  pale,  and  his  sparse  hair  had  become  even  sparser

over the past year and a half. He tried to peer beneath her cowl as she halted at

the bar, but the mask and hood kept her features hidden. 

“Drink?” he asked, wiping sweat from his brow. Everyone in the bar was still

watching her, either discreetly or outright. 

“No,” she said, her voice contorted and deep beneath the mask. 

The  barkeep  gripped  the  edge  of  the  counter.  “You—you’re  back,”  he  said

quietly, as more heads turned. “You escaped.” 

So he did recognize her, then. She wondered if the new owners held a grudge

against her for killing Ioan Jayne—and how many bodies she’d have to leave in

her wake if they decided to start a fight right here, right now. What she planned

to do tonight already broke enough rules, crossed too many lines. 

She leaned on the bar, crossing one ankle over the other. The barkeep mopped
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his  brow  again  and  poured  her  a  brandy.  “On  the  house,”  he  said,  sliding  it  to her.  She  caught  it  in  her  hand,  but  didn’t  drink  it.  He  wet  his  lips,  then  asked, 

“How—how did you escape?” 

People leaned back in their chairs, straining to hear. Let them spread rumors. 

Let them hesitate before crossing her path. She hoped Arobynn heard, too. She

hoped he heard and stayed the hell away from her. 

“You’ll soon discover that,” she said. “But I have need of you.” 

His brows lifted. “Me?” 

“I have come to inquire after a man.” Her voice was scratchy and hollow. “A

man who recently earned a large sum of gold. For the assassination of the Eyllwe

princess. He goes by the name of Grave. I need to know where he is.” 

“I don’t know anything.” The barkeep’s face turned even paler. 

She reached into a pocket and pulled out a glittering fistful of ancient jewels

and gold. All eyes watched them now. 

“Allow me to repeat my question, barkeep.” 

The assassin who called himself Grave ran. 

He  didn’t  know  how  long  she’d  been  hunting  him.  It  had  been  well  over  a

week since he’d killed the princess; a week, and no one had even looked his way. 

He thought he’d gotten away with it—and had even started wondering whether

he  should  have  been  more  creative  with  the  body,  if  he  should  have  left  some sort of calling card behind. But all that had changed tonight. 

He’d  been  drinking  at  the  counter  of  his  favorite  tavern  when  the  packed

room  had  suddenly  gone  quiet.  He’d  turned  to  see  her  in  the  doorway  as  she called  out  his  name,  looking  more  wraith  than  human.  His  name  hadn’t  even

finished echoing in the room before he burst into a sprint, escaping through the

back  exit  and  into  the  alley.  He  couldn’t  hear  footsteps,  but  he  knew  she  was behind him, melting in and out of shadows and mist. 

He  took  alleys  and  side  streets,  leaping  over  walls,  zigzagging  across  the

slums. Anything to shake her, to wear her down. He’d make his final stand in a

quiet street. There, he would take out the blades strapped to his skin and make

her pay for the way she’d humiliated him in the competition. The way she had

sneered at him, the way she’d broken his nose and tossed her handkerchief onto

his chest. 

Haughty, stupid bitch. 

He staggered as he rounded a corner, his breath ragged and raw. He had only

three  daggers  hidden  on  him.  He’d  make  them  count,  though.  When  she’d appeared  at  the  tavern,  he  had  immediately  taken  note  of  the  broadsword

hovering  over  one  of  her  shoulders  and  the  assortment  of  gleaming,  wicked-

looking blades strapped to her hips. But he could make her pay, even if he only

had a few blades. 

Grave  was  halfway  down  the  cobblestone  alley  when  he  realized  it  was  a

dead end, the far wall too high to climb. Here, then. He’d soon have her begging

for mercy before he cut her into little, little pieces. Drawing one of his daggers, 

he smiled and turned to the open street behind him. 

Blue mist drifted by, and a rat scurried across the narrow passage. There was

no noise, only the sounds of distant revelry. Perhaps he had lost her. Those royal

fools  had  made  the  biggest  mistake  of  their  lives  when  they  crowned  her

Champion. His client had said as much when he’d hired Grave. 

He waited a moment, still watching the open street entrance, and then allowed

himself to breathe, surprised to find that he was a little disappointed. 

King’s Champion indeed. It hadn’t been hard to lose her at all. And now he

would go home, and he’d receive another job offer in a matter of days. And then

another.  And  another.  His  client  had  promised  him  that  the  offers  would  come. 

Arobynn Hamel would curse the day he had rejected Grave from the Assassins

Guild for being too cruel with his prey. 

Grave chuckled, flipping his dagger in his hands. Then she appeared. 

She came through the fog, no more than a sliver of darkness. She didn’t run—

she  just  walked  with  that  insufferable  swagger.  Grave  surveyed  the  buildings

surrounding them. The stone was too slippery, and there were no windows. 

One step at a time, she approached. He would really,  really enjoy making her

suffer as much as the princess had. 

Smiling, Grave retreated to the end of the alley, only stopping when his back

hit  the  stone  wall.  In  a  narrower  space,  he  could  overpower  her.  And  in  this forgotten street, he could take his own sweet time doing what he wanted. 

Still  she  approached,  and  the  sword  at  her  back  whined  as  she  drew  it.  The moonlight glinted off the long blade. Probably a gift from her princeling lover. 

Grave pulled his second dagger from his boot. This wasn’t a frilly, ridiculous

competition run by nobility. Here, any rules applied. 

She didn’t say anything when she neared. 

And  Grave  didn’t  say  anything  to  her  as  he  rushed  at  her,  swiping  for  her

head with both blades. 

She  stepped  aside,  dodging  him  with  maddening  ease.  Grave  lunged  again. 

But  faster  than  he  could  follow  she  ducked  and  slashed  her  sword  across  his

shins. 

He  hit  the  wet  ground  before  he  felt  the  pain.  The  world  flashed  black  and gray and red, and agony tore at him. A dagger still left in his hand, he scuttled

backward toward the wall. But his legs wouldn’t respond, and his arms strained

to pull him through the damp filth. 

“Bitch,”  he  hissed.  “Bitch.”   He  hit  the  wall,  blood  pouring  from  his  legs. 

Bone had been sliced. He would not be able to walk. He could still find a way to

make her pay, though. 

She  stopped  a  few  feet  away  and  sheathed  her  sword.  She  drew  a  long, 

jeweled dagger. 

He swore at her, the filthiest word he could think of. 

She chuckled, and faster than a striking asp, she had one of his arms against

the wall, the dagger glinting. 

Pain ripped through his right wrist, then his left as it, too, was slammed into

the stone. Grave screamed—truly screamed—as he found his arms pinned to the

wall by two daggers. 

His blood was nearly black in the moonlight. He thrashed, cursing her again

and again. He would bleed to death unless he pulled his arms from the wall. 

With  otherworldly  silence,  she  crouched  before  him  and  lifted  his  chin  with

another  dagger.  Grave  panted  as  she  brought  her  face  close  to  his.  There  was nothing beneath the cowl—nothing of this world. She had no face. 

“Who hired you?” she asked, her voice like gravel. 

“To  do  what?”  he  asked,  almost  sobbing.  Maybe  he  could  feign  innocence. 

He  could  talk  his  way  out,  convince  this  arrogant  whore  he  had  nothing  to  do with it …

She turned the dagger, pressing it into his neck. “To kill Princess Nehemia.” 

“N-n-no one. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

And  then,  without  even  an  intake  of  breath,  she  buried  another  dagger  he

hadn’t  realized  she’d  been  holding  into  his  thigh.  So  deep  he  felt  the

reverberation as it hit the cobblestones beneath. His scream shattered out of him, 

and Grave writhed, his wrists rising farther on the blades. 

“Who hired you?” she asked again. Calm, so calm. 

“Gold,” Grave moaned. “I have gold.” 

She drew yet another dagger and shoved it into his other thigh, piercing again

to  the  stone.  Grave  shrieked—shrieked  to  gods  who  did  not  save  him.  “Who

hired you?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” 

After a heartbeat, she withdrew the daggers from his thighs. He almost soiled himself at the pain, at the relief. 

“Thank you.” He wept, even as he thought of how he would punish her. She

sat back on her heels and stared at him. “Thank you.” 

But  then  she  brought  up  another  dagger,  its  edge  serrated  and  glinting,  and

hovered it close to his hand. 

“Pick a finger,” she said. He trembled and shook his head.  “Pick a finger.” 

“P-please.” A wet warmth filled the seat of his pants. 

“Thumb it is.” 

“N-no. I … I’ll tell you everything!” Still, she brought the blade closer, until

it rested against the base of his thumb. “Don’t!  I’ll tell you everything!” 

Chapter 36

Dorian  was  just  starting  to  feel  his  temper  fray  after  hours  of  debate  when  the doors to his father’s council room were thrown open and Celaena prowled in, her

dark cape billowing behind her. All twenty men at the table fell silent, including

his father, whose eyes went straight to the thing dangling from Celaena’s hand. 

Chaol  was  already  striding  across  the  room  from  his  post  by  the  door.  But  he, too, stopped when he beheld the object she carried. 

A head. 

The  man’s  face  was  still  set  in  a  scream,  and  there  was  something  vaguely

familiar about the grotesque features and mousy brown hair that she gripped. It

was hard to be certain as it swung from her gloved fingers. 

Chaol put a hand on his sword, his face pale as death. The other guards in the

room  drew  their  blades,  but  didn’t  move—wouldn’t  move,  until  Chaol  or  the

king commanded them. 

“What  is  this?”  the  king  demanded.  The  councilmen  and  assembled  lords

were gaping. 

But Celaena was smiling as her eyes locked onto one of the ministers at the

table, and she walked right toward him. 

And  no  one,  not  even  Dorian’s  father,  said  anything  as  she  set  the  severed

head atop the minister’s stack of papers. 

“I  believe  this  belongs  to  you,”  she  said,  releasing  her  grip  on  the  hair.  The head  lolled  to  the  side  with  a  thud.  Then  she  patted— patted—the  minister’s shoulder before rounding the table and plopping into an empty chair at one end, 

sprawling across it. 

“Explain yourself,” the king growled at her. 

She crossed her arms, smiling at the minister, whose face had turned green as

he stared at the head before him. 

“I had a little chat with Grave about Princess Nehemia last night,” she said. 

Grave,  the  assassin  from  the  competition—and  Minister  Mullison’s  champion. 

“He sends his regards, minister. He also sends this.” She tossed something onto

the long table: a small golden bracelet, engraved with lotus blossoms. Something

Nehemia  would  have  worn.  “Here’s  a  lesson  for  you,  Minister,  from  one

professional  to  another:  cover  your  tracks.  And  hire  assassins  without  personal connections  to  you.  And  perhaps  try   not  to  do  it  so  soon  after  you’ve  publicly argued with your target.” 

Mullison  was  looking  at  the  king  with  pleading  eyes.  “I  didn’t  do  this.”  He recoiled  from  the  severed  head.  “I  have  no  idea  what  she’s  talking  about.  I’d never do something like this.” 

“That’s  not  what  Grave  said,”  Celaena  crooned.  Dorian  could  only  stare  at

her. This was different from the feral creature she’d become the night Nehemia

had  died.  What  she  was  right  now,  the  edge  on  which  she  was  balancing  …

Wyrd help them all. 

But  then  Chaol  was  at  her  chair,  grasping  her  elbow.  “What  the  hell  do  you think you’re doing?” 

Celaena  looked  up  at  him  and  smiled  sweetly.  “Your  job,  apparently.”  She

shook  off  his  grip  with  a  thrash,  then  got  out  of  her  seat,  stalking  around  the table.  She  pulled  a  piece  of  paper  out  of  her  tunic  and  tossed  it  in  front  of  the king.  The  impertinence  in  that  throw  should  have  earned  her  a  trip  to  the

gallows, but the king said nothing. 

Following her around the table, a hand still on his sword, Chaol watched her

with a face like stone. Dorian began praying they wouldn’t come to blows—not

here, not again. If it riled his magic and his father saw … Dorian wouldn’t even

 think of that power when he was in a room with so many potential enemies. He

was sitting beside the person who would give the order to have him put down. 

His father took the paper. From where he sat, Dorian could see that it was a

list of names, at least fifteen long. 

“Before  the  unfortunate  death  of  the  princess,”  she  said,  “I  took  it  upon

myself to eliminate some traitors to the crown. My target,” she said, and he knew

his father was aware she meant Archer, “led me right to them.” 

Dorian couldn’t look at her for a moment longer. This couldn’t be the whole

truth.  But  she  hadn’t  gone  after  them  to  hunt  them  down,  she’d  gone  to  save Chaol.  So  why  lie  now?  Why  pretend  she’d  been  hunting  them?  What  sort  of

game was she playing? 

Dorian  looked  across  the  table.  Minister  Mullison  was  still  trembling  at  the

severed  head  in  front  of  him.  He  wouldn’t  have  been  surprised  if  the  minister vomited right there.  He was the one who had made the anonymous threat against

Nehemia’s life? 

After  a  moment,  his  father  looked  up  from  the  list  and  surveyed  her.  “Well

done, Champion. Well done indeed.” 

Then  Celaena  and  the  King  of  Adarlan  smiled  at  each  other,  and  it  was  the

most terrifying thing Dorian had ever seen. 

“Tell my exchequer to give you double last month’s payment,” the king said. 

Dorian felt his gorge rise—not just for the severed head and her blood-stiffened
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clothing, but also for the fact that he could not, for the life of him, find the girl

he  had  loved  anywhere  in  her  face.  And  from  Chaol’s  expression,  he  knew  his friend felt the same. 

Celaena bowed dramatically to the king, flourishing a hand before her. Then, 

with a smile devoid of any warmth, she stared down Chaol before stalking from

the room, her dark cape sweeping behind her. 

Silence. 

And  then  Dorian’s  attention  returned  to  Minister  Mullison,  who  merely

whispered, “Please,” before the king ordered Chaol to have him dragged to the

dungeons. 

Celaena wasn’t done—not nearly. Perhaps the bloodletting was over, but she still

had another person to visit before she could return to her bedroom and wash off

the stink of Grave’s blood. 

Archer  was  resting  when  she  arrived  at  his  townhouse,  and  his  butler  didn’t

dare stop her as she strode up the carpeted front steps, stormed down the elegant

wood-paneled hallway, and flung open the double doors to what could only have

been his room. 

Archer jolted in bed, wincing as he put a hand to his bandaged shoulder. Then

he took in her appearance, the daggers still strapped to her waist. He went very, 

very still. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

She  stood  at  the  foot  of  his  bed,  staring  down  at  him,  at  his  wan  face  and injured  shoulder.  “You’re  sorry,  Chaol’s  sorry,  the  whole  damn  world  is  sorry. 

Tell me what you and your movement want. Tell me what you know about the

king’s plans.” 

“I didn’t want to lie to you,” Archer said gently. “But I needed to know that I

could trust you before I told you the truth. Nehemia”—she tried not to wince at

the  name—“said  you  could  be  trusted,  but  I  needed  to  know  for  sure.  And  I

needed you to trust me, too.” 

“So you thought kidnapping Chaol would make me  trust you?” 

“We  kidnapped  him  because  we  thought  he  and  the  king  were  planning  to

hurt her. I needed you to come to that warehouse and hear from Westfall’s lips

that he was aware there had been threats to her safety and he didn’t tell you; to

realize  that   he  is  the  enemy.  If  I’d  known  you  would  go  so  berserk,  I  never would have done it.” 

She  shook  her  head.  “That  list  you  sent  me  yesterday,  of  the  men  from  the

warehouse—they’re truly dead?” 

“You killed them, yes.” 

Guilt  punched  through  her.  “For  my  part,  I  am  sorry.”  And  she  was.  She’d

memorized their names, tried to recall their faces. She would carry the weight of

their  deaths  forever.  Even  Grave’s  death,  what  she’d  done  to  him  in  that  alley; she’d  never  forget  that,  either.  “I  gave  their  names  to  the  king.  It  should  keep him from looking in your direction for a little while longer—five days at most.” 

Archer nodded, sinking back into the pillows. 

“Nehemia really worked with you?” 

“It  was  why  she  came  to  Rifthold—to  see  what  could  be  done  about

organizing a force in the north. To give us information directly from the castle.” 

As Celaena had always suspected. “Her loss …” He closed his eyes. “We can’t

replace her.” 

Celaena swallowed. 

“But you could,” Archer said, looking at her again. “I know you came from

Terrasen. So part of you has to realize that Terrasen  must be free.” 

 You are nothing more than a coward. 

She kept her face blank. 

“Be  our  eyes  and  ears  in  the  castle,”  Archer  whispered.  “Help  us.  Help  us, 

and we can find a way to save everyone—to save  you. We don’t know what the

king plans to do, only that he somehow found a source of power  outside magic, 

and that he’s probably using that power to create monstrosities of his own. But to

what end, we don’t know. That’s what Nehemia was trying to discover—and it’s

knowledge that could save us all.” 

She  would  digest  all  that  later—much  later.  For  now,  she  stared  at  Archer, 

then  looked  down  at  her  blood-stiffened  clothing.  “I  found  the  man  who  killed Nehemia.” 

Archer’s eyes widened. “And?” 

She  turned  to  walk  out  of  the  room.  “And  the  debt  has  been  paid.  Minister

Mullison hired him to get rid of a thorn in his side—because she put him down

one  too  many  times  in  council  meetings.  The  minister  is  now  in  the  dungeons, awaiting his trial.” 

And  she  would  be  there  for  every  minute  of  that  trial,  and  the  execution

afterward. 

Archer loosed a sigh as she put her hand on the doorknob. 

She looked over her shoulder at him, at the fear and sadness on his face. “You

took an arrow for me,” she said quietly, gazing at the bandages. 
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“It was the least I could do after I caused that whole mess.” 

She chewed on her lip and opened the door. “We have five days until the king

expects you to be dead. Prepare yourself and your allies.” 

“But—” 

“But  nothing,”  she  interrupted.  “Consider  yourself  fortunate  that  I’m  not

going  to  rip  out  your  throat  for  the  stunt  you  pulled.  Arrow  or  no  arrow,  and regardless  of  my  relationship  with  Chaol,  you  lied  to  me.  And  kidnapped  my

friend. If it hadn’t been for that—for  you—I would have been at the castle that

night.”  She  fixed  him  with  a  stare.  “I’m  done  with  you.  I  don’t  want  your

information, I’m not going to  give you information, and I don’t particularly care what happens to you once you leave this city, as long as I never see you again.” 

She took a step into the hallway. 

“Celaena?” 

She looked over her shoulder. 

“I am sorry. I know how much you meant to her—and she to you.” 

The weight she’d been avoiding since she’d gone to hunt Grave suddenly fell

on her, and her shoulders drooped. She was so tired. Now that Grave was dead, 

now that Minister Mullison was in the dungeon, now that she had no one left to

maim and punish—she was so,  so tired. 

“Five days; I’ll be back in five days. If you aren’t prepared to leave Rifthold, 

then I won’t bother faking your death. I’ll kill you before you know I’m in the

room.” 

Chaol kept his face blank and his shoulders thrown back as his father surveyed

him.  The  small  breakfast  room  in  his  father’s  suite  was  sunny  and  silent; 

pleasant, even, but Chaol remained in the doorway as he looked at his father for

the first time in ten years. 

The Lord of Anielle looked mostly the same, his hair a bit grayer, but his face

still ruggedly handsome, far too similar to Chaol’s for his own liking. 

“The breakfast is growing cold,” his father said, waving a broad hand to the

table and the empty chair across from him. His first words. 

Chaol  clenched  his  jaw  so  hard  it  hurt  as  he  walked  across  the  bright  room and slid into the chair. His father poured himself a glass of juice and said without

looking  at  him,  “At  least  you  fill  out  your  uniform.  Thanks  to  your  mother’s blood, your brother is all gangly limbs and awkward angles.” 

Chaol  bristled  at  the  way  his  father  spat  “your  mother’s  blood,”  but  made

himself pour a cup of tea, then butter a slice of bread. 

“Are you just going to keep quiet, or are you going to say something?” 

“What could I possibly have to say to you?” 

His father gave him a thin smile. “A polite son would inquire after the state of

his family.” 

“I haven’t been your son for ten years. I don’t see why I should start acting

like one now.” 

His  father’s  eyes  flicked  to  the  sword  at  Chaol’s  side,  examining,  judging, 

weighing. Chaol reined in the urge to walk out. It had been a mistake to accept

his father’s invitation. He should have burned the note he received last night. But

after he’d ensured that Minister Mullison was locked up, the king’s lecture about

Celaena making a fool out of him and his guards had somehow worn through his

better judgment. 

And  Celaena  …  He  had  no  idea  how  she’d  gotten  out  of  her  rooms.  None. 

The guards had been alert and had reported no noise. The windows hadn’t been

opened,  and  neither  had  her  front  door.  And  when  he  asked  Philippa,  she  only said that the bedroom door had been locked all night. 

Celaena was keeping secrets again. She’d lied to the king about the men she’d

killed  in  the  warehouse  to  rescue  him.  And  there  were  other  mysteries  lurking around  her,  mysteries  that  he’d  better  start  figuring  out  if  he  was  to  stand  a chance  of  surviving  her  wrath.  What  his  men  had  reported  about  the  body  that had been found in that alley …

“Tell me what you’ve been up to.” 

“What  do  you  wish  to  know?”  Chaol  said  flatly,  not  touching  his  food  or

drink. 

His  father  leaned  back  in  his  seat—a  movement  that  had  once  made  Chaol

start  sweating.  It  usually  meant  that  his  father  was  about  to  focus  all  of  his attention on him, that he would judge and consider and dole out punishment for

any weakness, any missteps. But Chaol was a grown man now, and he answered

only to his king. 

“Are you enjoying the position you sacrificed your lineage to attain?” 

“Yes.” 

“I suppose I have you to thank for being dragged to Rifthold. And if Eyllwe

rises up, then I suppose we can all thank you as well.” 

It took every ounce of will he had, but Chaol just took a bite from his bread

and stared at his father. 

Something like approval flickered in the man’s eyes, and he took a bite of his

own bread before he said, “Do you have a woman, at least?” 

The effort it took to keep his face blank was considerable. “No.” 

His father smiled slowly. “You were always a horrible liar.” 

Chaol looked toward the window, toward the cloudless day that was revealing

the first hint of spring. 

“For your sake, I hope she’s at least of noble blood.” 

“For my sake?” 

“You might have spat on your lineage, but you are still a Westfall—and we do

not marry scullery maids.” 

Chaol  snorted,  shaking  his  head.  “I’ll  marry  whomever  I  please,  whether

she’s  a  scullery  maid  or  a  princess  or  a  slave.  And  it’ll  be  none  of  your  damn business.” 

His  father  folded  his  hands  in  front  of  him.  After  a  long  silence,  he  said quietly, “Your mother misses you. She wants you home.” 

The  breath  was  knocked  out  of  him.  But  he  kept  his  face  blank,  his  tone

steady, as he said, “And do you, Father?” 

His father stared right at him—through him. “If Eyllwe rises up in retaliation, 

if we find ourselves facing a war, then Anielle will need a strong heir.” 

“If you’ve groomed Terrin to be your heir, then I’m sure he’ll do just fine.” 

“Terrin  is  a  scholar,  not  a  warrior.  He  was  born  that  way.  If  Eyllwe  rebels, there is a good chance that the wild men in the Fangs will rise up, too. Anielle

will  be  the  first  place  they  sack.  They’ve  been  dreaming  of  revenge  for  too long.” 

Chaol wondered just how much this was grating on his father’s pride, and part

of him truly wanted to make him suffer for it. 

But he’d had enough of suffering, and enough of hatred. And he hardly had

any  fight  left  in  him  now  that  Celaena  had  made  it  clear  she’d  sooner  eat  hot coals than look at him with affection in her eyes. Now that Celeana was—gone. 

So he just said, “My position is here. My life is here.” 

“Your  people  need  you.  They   will  need  you.  Would  you  be  so  selfish  as  to turn your back on them?” 

“The way my father turned his back on me?” 

His father smiled again, a cruel, cold thing. “You disgraced your family when

you  gave  up  your  title.  You  disgraced  me.  But  you  have  made  yourself  useful these years—made the Crown Prince rely upon you. And when Dorian is king, 

he’ll reward you for it, won’t he? He could make Anielle a duchy and bless you

with lands large enough to rival Perrington’s territory around Morath.” 

“What is it that you really want, Father? To protect your people, or to use my friendship with Dorian to your gain?” 

“Would  you  throw  me  in  the  dungeons  if  I  said  both?  I  hear  you  like  to  do that  to  the  people  who  dare  provoke  you  these  days.”  And  then  there  was  that gleam  in  his  eyes  that  told  Chaol  just  how  much  his  father  already  knew. 

“Perhaps if you do, your woman and I can exchange notes about the conditions.” 

“If  you  want  me  back  in  Anielle,  you’re  not  doing  a  very  good  job  of

convincing me.” 

“Do I  need to convince you? You failed to protect the princess, and that has


created  the  possibility  of  war.  The  assassin  who  was  warming  your  bed  now

wants nothing more than to spill your innards on the ground. What’s left for you

here, except more shame?” 

Chaol slammed his hands on the table, rattling the dishes.  “Enough.” 

He  didn’t  want  his  father  knowing  anything  about  Celaena,  or  about  the

remaining fragments of his heart. He wouldn’t let his servants change the sheets

on his bed because they still smelled like her, because he went to sleep dreaming

that she was still lying beside him. 

“I have worked for ten years to be in this position, and it’ll take far more than

a few taunts from you to get me back to Anielle. And if you think Terrin is weak, 

then send him to me for training. Maybe here he’ll learn how real men act.” 

Chaol  shoved  his  chair  away  from  the  table,  rattling  the  dishes  again,  and

stormed to the door. Five minutes. He’d lasted less than five minutes. 

He paused in the doorway and looked back at his father. The man was smiling

faintly at him, still taking him in, still assessing how useful he would be. “You

talk to her—you so much as look in her direction,” Chaol warned, “and, father or

not, I’ll make you wish you’d never set foot in this castle.” 

And though he didn’t wait to hear what his father had to say, Chaol left with

the sinking feeling that he’d somehow just stepped right into his father’s snare. 

Chapter 37

There  was  no  one  else  to  carry  out  this  task,  not  with  Eyllwe  soldiers  and ambassadors  still  on  their  way  to  retrieve  Nehemia’s  body  from  where  it  lay

interred  in  the  royal  plot.  As  Celaena  opened  the  door  to  the  room  that  had smelled of blood and pain, she saw that someone had cleaned away all traces of

gore.  The  mattress  was  gone,  and  Celaena  paused  in  the  doorway  as  she

surveyed  the  skeleton  of  the  bed  frame.  Perhaps  it  would  be  best  to  leave

Nehemia’s belongings to the people who came to bring her back to Eyllwe. 

But  would  they  be  friends  of  hers?  The  thought  of  strangers  touching

Nehemia’s belongings, packing them away like any other objects, made her wild

with grief and rage. 

Almost as wild as she’d been earlier today, when she’d walked into her own

dressing  room  and  ripped  every  gown  off  its  hanger,  pulled  out  every  pair  of shoes, every tunic, every ribbon and cloak and thrown them into the hallway. 

She’d  burned  the  dresses  that  reminded  her  most  of  Nehemia,  the  dresses

she’d worn at their lessons, at their meals, and on their walks around the castle. 

It was only when Philippa came in to scold her about the smoke that Celaena had

relented,  allowing  her  to  take  whatever  clothing  survived  and  donate  it.  But  it had been too late to stop Celaena from burning the dress she’d worn the night of

Chaol’s birthday. That gown had burned first. 

And  when  her  dressing  room  was  empty,  she  shoved  a  bag  of  gold  into

Philippa’s  hands  and  told  her  to  go  buy  some  new  clothes.  Philippa  had  only given her a sad look—another thing that made Celaena sick—and left. 

It  took  Celaena  an  hour  to  gently,  carefully  pack  up  Nehemia’s  clothes  and

jewelry, and she tried not to dwell too long on the memories that accompanied

each item. Or the lotus-blossom smell that clung to everything. 

When she had sealed all the trunks, she went to Nehemia’s desk, which was

still littered with papers and books as if the princess had only stepped outside for

a moment. As she reached for the first paper, her eyes fell upon the arc of scars

around her right hand—the teeth marks of the ridderak. 

The papers were covered with scribblings in Eyllwe and—and Wyrdmarks. 

Countless  Wyrdmarks,  some  in  long  lines,  some  forming  symbols  like  the

ones Nehemia had traced underneath Celaena’s bed all those months ago. How

had  the  king’s  spies  not  taken  these?  Or  had  he  not  even  bothered  to  have  her rooms  searched?  She  started  stacking  them  into  a  pile.  Perhaps  she  could  still

learn some things about the marks, even if Nehemia were—

 Dead, she made herself think.  Nehemia is dead. 

Celaena looked at the scars on her hand again and was about to turn from the

desk when she spotted a familiar-looking book half tucked beneath some papers. 

It was the book from Davis’s office. 

This copy was older, more damaged, but it was the same book. And written

on the inside cover was a sentence in Wyrdmarks—such basic marks that even

Celaena could understand them. 

 Do not trust—

The final symbol, though, was a mystery. It looked like a wyvern—the Royal

Seal. Of course she shouldn’t trust the King of Adarlan. 

She flipped through the book, scanning it for any information. Nothing. 

And then she turned to the back cover. And there, Nehemia had written—

 It is only with the eye that one can see rightly. 

It  was  scribbled  in  the  common  tongue,  then  in  Eyllwe,  then  in  some  other

languages  that  Celaena  didn’t  recognize.  Different  translations—as  if  Nehemia

had wondered whether the riddle held any meaning in another tongue. The same

book, the same riddle, the same writing in the back. 

 An idle lord’s nonsense, Nehemia had said. 

But  Nehemia  …  Nehemia  and  Archer  led  the  group  to  which  Davis  had

belonged.  Nehemia  had   known  Davis;  known  him  and   lied  about  it,  lied  about the riddle, and—

Nehemia  had  promised.  Promised  that  there  would  be  no  more  secrets

between them. 

Promised and lied. Promised and deceived her. 

She fought down a scream as she tore through every other piece of paper on

the desk, in the room. Nothing. 

What else had Nehemia lied about? 

 It is only with the eye …

Celaena  touched  her  necklace.  Nehemia  had  known  about  the  tomb.  If  she

had been feeding information to this group, and had encouraged Celaena to look

into  the  eye  carved  into  the  wall  …  then  Nehemia  had  been  looking,  too.  But
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after  the  duel,  she’d  returned  the  Eye  of  Elena  to  Celaena;  if  Nehemia  had

needed  it,  she  would  have  kept  it.  And  Archer  hadn’t  mentioned  knowing

anything about this. 

Unless this wasn’t the eye the riddle referenced. 

Because …

“By the Wyrd,” Celaena breathed, and rushed out of the room. 

Mort hissed when she appeared at the door to the tomb. “Plan on desecrating any

other sacred objects tonight?” 

Carrying  a  satchel  full  of  papers  and  books  that  she’d  grabbed  from  her

rooms,  Celaena  merely  patted  his  head  as  she  walked  by.  His  bronze  teeth

clanked against each other as he sought to bite her. 

The  tomb  was  filled  with  moonlight  bright  enough  to  see  by.  And  there, 

directly across the tomb from the eye in the wall, was another eye, golden and

gleaming. 

Damaris.  It  was  Damaris,  the  Sword  of  Truth.  Gavin  could  see  nothing  but

what was right—

 It is only with the eye that one can see rightly. 

“Am I so blind?” Celaena dumped her leather satchel on the floor, the books

and papers spilling across the stones. 

“It appears so!” Mort sang. The eye-shaped pommel was the exact size …

Celaena lifted the sword from its stand and unsheathed it. The Wyrdmarks on

the blade seemed to ripple. She rushed back to the wall. 

“In  case  you  didn’t  realize,”  called  Mort,  “you’re  supposed  to  hold  the  eye

against the hole in the wall and look through it.” 

“I know  that,” snapped Celaena. 

And so, not daring to breathe the entire time, Celaena lifted the pommel to the

hole until both eyes were evenly aligned. She stood on her toes and peered in—

and groaned. 

It was a poem. 

A lengthy poem. 

Celaena  fished  out  the  parchment  and  charcoal  she’d  stashed  in  her  pocket

and  copied  down  the  words,  darting  to  and  from  the  wall  as  she  read, 

memorized,  double-checked,  and  then  recorded.  It  was  only  when  she  had

finished the last stanza that she read it aloud. 

 By the Valg, three were made, 

 Of the Gate-Stone of the Wyrd:

 Obsidian the gods forbade

 And stone they greatly feared. 

 In grief, he hid one in the crown

 Of her he loved so well, 

 To keep with her where she lay down

 Inside the starry cell. 

 The second one was hidden

 In a mountain made of fire, 

 Where all men were forbidden

 Despite their great desires. 

 Where the third lies

 Will never be told

 By voice or tongue

 Or sum of gold. 

Celaena  shook  her  head.  More  nonsense.  And  the  rhyme  with  “Wyrd”  and

“feared”  was  off.  Not  to  mention  the  break  in  the  rhyme  scheme  in  the  final lines. 

“Since you  clearly knew that the sword could be used to read the riddle,” she

said  to  Mort,  “then  why  don’t  you  save  me  some  trouble  and  tell  me  what  the hell this one’s about?” 

Mort  sniffed.  “It  sounds  to   me  like  it’s  a  riddle  giving  the  location  of  three very powerful items.” 

She  read  through  the  poem  again.  “But  three   what?  Sounds  like  the  second thing is hidden in—in a volcano? And the first and third ones …” She gritted her

teeth.  “‘Gate-Stone  of  the  Wyrd’  …  What  is  this  a  riddle  for?  And  why  is  it here?” 

“Isn’t   that  the  question  of  the  millennia!”  Mort  crowed  as  Celaena  walked back to the papers and books she’d scattered at the other end of the tomb. “You’d

better  clean  up  the  mess  you  brought  down  here,  or  I’ll  ask  the  gods  to  send some wicked beastie after you.” 

“Already happened; Cain beat you to it months ago.” She replaced Damaris in its  stand.  “Too  bad  the  ridderak  didn’t  take   you  off  the  door  when  he  burst through.”  A  thought  hit  her,  and  she  stared  at  the  wall  in  front  of  her—where she’d  once  fallen  to  avoid  being  ripped  apart.  “Who  was  it  that  moved  the

carcass of the ridderak?” 

“Princess Nehemia, of course.” 

Celaena twisted to look toward the doorway. “Nehemia?” 

Mort made a choking sound and cursed his loose tongue. 

“Nehemia was—Nehemia was  here? But I only brought her to the tomb …” 

Mort’s bronze face gleamed in the light of the candle she’d set before the door. 

“You’re telling me that Nehemia came here after the ridderak attacked? That she

knew about this place all along? And you’re only telling me  now?” 

Mort closed his eyes. “Not my business.” 

Another deceit. Another mystery. 

“I suppose if Cain could get down here, then there are other entrances,” she

said. 

“Don’t ask me where they are,” Mort said, reading her mind. “I’ve never left

this door.” She had a feeling it was another lie; he always seemed to know about

the layout of the tomb and when she was touching things she shouldn’t be. 

“Then what use are you? Brannon just made you to piss everyone off?” 

“He  did have a sense of humor like that.” 

The  thought  of  Mort  actually  having  known  the  ancient  Fae  king  made  her

quake  inside.  “I  thought  you  had   powers.  You  can’t  just  speak  some  nonsense words and have the meaning of the riddle be revealed to me?” 

“Of course not. And isn’t the journey more important than the end?” 

“No,” she spat. Spewing a concoction of curses that could have curdled milk, 

Celaena tucked the paper into her pocket. She would need to study this riddle at

length. 

If these items were things that Nehemia was looking for, things that she’d lied

about  to  keep  secret  …  Celaena  might  be  able  to  accept  that  Archer  and  his friends  were  capable  of  good,  but  she  certainly  didn’t  trust  them  to  hold  an object  with  the  power  that  the  riddle  mentioned.  If  they  were  already  looking, then  perhaps  it  was  in  her  best  interest  to  find  the  items  before  anyone  else. 

Nehemia hadn’t figured out that the eye riddle referred to Damaris, but had she

known what the three objects were? Maybe she’d pursued the eye riddle because

she was trying to find the objects before the king did. 

The king’s plans—had they been to find these things? 

She picked up her candle and strode from the room. 

“Has the questing spirit seized you at last?” 

“Not yet,” she said as she walked by. Once she found out what the three items

were, then maybe she’d consider finding a way to go after them. Even if the only

volcanoes she knew about were in the Desert Peninsula, and there was no way in

hell the king would let her go off on her own for such a long trip. 

“It’s  a  pity  that  I’m  attached  to  this  door,”  sighed  Mort.  “Imagine  all  the trouble you’ll get into while trying to solve the riddle!” 

He was right; and as Celaena walked up the winding stair, she found herself

wishing that he actually could move about. Then she’d at least have one person

to discuss this with. If she did have to go hunt these things down, whatever they

were,  then  she’d  have  no  one  to  go  with  her.  There  was  no  one  who  knew  the truth. 

The truth. 

She snorted. What truth was there now? That she had no one left to talk to? 

That  Nehemia  had  lied  through  her  teeth  about  so  many  things?  That  the  king might  be  searching  for  an  earth-shattering  source  of  power?  That  he  might

already   have  something  like  this?  Archer  had  mentioned  a  source  of  power outside  of  magic;  was  that  what  these  things  were?  Nehemia  had  to  have known…

Celaena slowed, the candle guttering in a damp breeze through the stairwell, 

and slumped onto a step, bracing her arms on her knees. 

“What else were you hiding, Nehemia?” she whispered into the darkness. 

Celaena  didn’t  need  to  turn  to  know  who  sat  behind  her  when  something

silver and glimmering shone in the corner of her eye. 

“I thought you were too exhausted to come here,” she said to the first Queen

of Adarlan. 

“I can only stay for a few moments,” Elena said, her dress rustling as she took

a seat a few steps up from Celaena. It seemed a distinctly un-queenlike thing to

do. 

Together, they stared into the gloom of the stairwell, Celaena’s breathing the

only sound. She supposed Elena didn’t need to breathe—didn’t make any sounds

unless she wanted to. 

Celaena gripped her knees. “What was it like?” she asked quietly. 

“Painless,” Elena said with equal quiet. “Painless, and easy.” 

“Were you frightened?” 

“I was a very old woman, surrounded by my children, and their children, and
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their children’s children. I had nothing to be afraid of when the time came.” 

“Where did you go?” 

A soft laugh. “You know I can’t tell you that.” 

Celaena’s lips wobbled. “She didn’t die an old woman in her bed.” 

“No, she didn’t. But when her spirit left her body, there was no more pain—

no more fear. She is safe now.” 

Celaena  nodded.  Elena’s  dress  rustled  again,  and  then  she  was  on  the  step

beside her, an arm around her shoulders. She hadn’t realized how cold she was

until she found herself leaning into Elena’s warmth. 

The  queen  didn’t  say  anything  as  Celaena  buried  her  face  in  her  hands  and

wept at last. 

There was one last thing she had to do. Perhaps the hardest and the worst of all

the things she had done since Nehemia had died. 

The moon was overhead, casting the world in silver. Even though they didn’t

recognize her in her current attire, the night watch at the royal mausoleum hadn’t

stopped her as she passed through the iron gates at the back of one of the castle

gardens.  Nehemia  wouldn’t  be  entombed  inside  the  white  marble  building, 

though; inside was for the royal family. 

Celaena walked around the domed building, feeling as if the wyverns carved

into the side stared at her as she passed. 

The few people still active at this hour had quickly looked away as she made

her way here. She didn’t blame them. A black dress and a sheer, flowing black

veil spoke enough about her grief, and kept everyone at a long, long distance. As

though her sorrow were a plague. 

But  she  didn’t  give  a  damn  what  the  others  thought;  the  mourning  clothes

weren’t for them. She rounded the back of the mausoleum and beheld the rows

of graves in the gravel garden behind it, the pale and worn stones illuminated by

the moon. Statues depicting everything from mourning gods to dancing maidens

marked the resting places of distinguished nobility, some so lifelike they seemed

to be people frozen in stone. 

It had not snowed since before Nehemia’s murder, so it was easy enough to

spot the grave by the upturned earth before it. 

There  were  no  flowers,  not  even  a  headstone.  Just  fresh  soil  and  a  sword

thrust  into  the  earth—one  of  the  curved  swords  of  Nehemia’s  fallen  guards. 

Apparently, no one had bothered to give her anything more, not when she would
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be retrieved and brought back to Eyllwe. 

Celaena stared at the dark, tilled earth, a chill wind rustling her veil. 

Her  chest  ached,  but  this  was  the  one  last  thing  she  had  to  do,  the  one  last honor she could give her friend. 

Celaena tilted her head to the sky, closed her eyes, and began to sing. 

Chaol  had  told  himself  that  he  was  only  following  Celaena  to  make  sure  she

didn’t hurt herself or anyone else, but as she’d neared the royal mausoleum, he

followed for other reasons. 

The night provided good cover, but the moon was bright enough to keep him

back, far enough away so she wouldn’t see or hear his approach. But then he saw

where  she  had  stopped,  and  realized  he  had  no  right  to  be  here  for  this.  He’d been about to turn away when she lifted her face to the moon and sang. 

It  was  not  in  any  language  that  he  knew.  Not  in  the  common  tongue,  or  in

Eyllwe, or in the languages of Fenharrow or Melisande or anywhere else on the

continent. 

This language was ancient, each word full of power and rage and agony. 

She did not have a beautiful voice. And many of the words sounded like half

sobs,  the  vowels  stretched  by  the  pangs  of  sorrow,  the  consonants  hardened  by anger.  She  beat  her  breast  in  time,  so  full  of  savage  grace,  so  at  odds  with  the black  gown  and  veil  she  wore.  The  hair  on  the  back  of  his  neck  stood  as  the lament poured from her mouth, unearthly and foreign, a song of grief so old that

it predated the stone castle itself. 

And then the song finished, its end as brutal and sudden as Nehemia’s death

had been. 

She stood there for a few moments, silent and unmoving. 

He was about to walk away when she half turned to him. 

Her thin silver circlet shimmered in the moonlight, weighing down a veil so

concealing that only he had recognized her. 

A  breeze  whipped  past  them,  making  the  branches  of  the  trees  moan  and

creak, setting her veil and skirts billowing to one side. 

“Celaena,” he pleaded. She didn’t move, her stillness the only sign that she’d

heard him. And that she had no interest in talking. 

What  could  he  ever  say  to  repair  the  rift  between  them,  anyway?  He’d  kept

information from her. Even if he hadn’t been directly responsible for Nehemia’s

death, if either girl had been more alert, they might have had their own defenses

prepared. The loss she felt, the stillness with which she watched him—it was all his fault. 

If the punishment for that was losing her, then he’d endure it. 

So Chaol walked away, her lament still echoing through the night around him, 

carried on the wind like the pealing of distant bells. 
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Chapter 38

The dawn was chill and gray as Celaena stood in the familiar field of the game

park, a large stick dangling between her gloved fingers. Fleetfoot sat before her, 

her  tail  slashing  through  the  long,  dried  grass  that  poked  up  through  the

remaining layer of snow. But the hound didn’t whine or bark for the stick to be

thrown. 

No,  Fleetfoot  just  kept  sitting  there,  watching  the  palace  far  behind  them. 

Waiting for someone who was never going to arrive. 

Celaena stared across the barren field, listening to the sighing grasses. No one

had  tried  to  stop  her  from  leaving  her  rooms  last  night—or  this  morning.  Yet even  though  the  guards  were  gone,  whenever  she  left  her  room,  Ress  had  an

uncanny habit of  accidentally running into her. 

She didn’t care if he reported her movements to Chaol. She didn’t even care

that Chaol had been spying on her at Nehemia’s grave last night. Let him think

what he would about the song. 

With a sharp intake of breath, she hurled the stick as hard as she could, so far

it blended in with the cloudy morning sky. She didn’t hear it land. 

Fleetfoot  turned  to  look  up  at  Celaena,  her  golden  eyes  full  of  question. 

Celaena  reached  down  to  stroke  the  warm  head,  the  long  ears,  the  slender

muzzle. But the question remained. 

Celaena said, “She’s never coming back.” 

The dog kept waiting. 

Dorian  had  spent  half  the  night  in  the  library,  searching  in  forgotten  crevices, scouring every dark corner, every hidden nook, for any books on magic. There

were none. It wasn’t surprising, but given how many books were in the library, 

and how many twisting passageways there were, he was a little disappointed that

 nothing of worth could be found. 

He didn’t even know what he would  do with a book like that once he found it. 

He couldn’t bring it back to his rooms, since his servants were likely to find it

there. He would probably have to put it back in its hiding place and return to it

whenever he could. 

He  was  scanning  a  bookshelf  built  into  a  stone  alcove  when  he  heard

footsteps. Immediately, just as he’d rehearsed, he took out the book he’d tucked

into his jacket and leaned against the wall, opening to a random page. 

“It’s a little dark for reading,” a female voice said. She sounded so normal, so

like herself that Dorian nearly dropped the book. 

Celaena  was  standing  a  few  feet  away,  arms  crossed.  Pitter-pattering  feet

echoed against the floors, and a moment later Dorian braced himself against the

wall  as  Fleetfoot  flung  herself  at  him,  all  wagging  tail  and  bountiful  kisses. 

“Gods,  you’re  huge,”  he  told  the  dog.  She  licked  his  cheek  one  last  time  and sprinted  off  down  the  hall.  Dorian  watched  her  go,  brows  raised.  “I’m  fairly certain that whatever she’s about to do, it won’t make the librarians happy.” 

“She knows to stick to the poetry and mathematics books.” 

Celaena’s face was grave and pale, but her eyes shone with faint amusement. 

She wore a dark blue tunic he’d never seen before, with golden embroidery that

glinted in the dim light. In fact, her whole outfit looked new. 

The silence that settled between them made him shift on his feet. What could

he  possibly  say  to  her?  The  last  time  they’d  been  this  close,  she’d  grazed  her nails across his neck. He’d had nightmares about that moment. 

“Can I help you find anything?” he asked her. Keep it normal, keep it simple. 

“Crown Prince  and royal librarian?” 

“Unofficial  royal  librarian,”  he  said.  “A  title  hard-won  after  many  years  of hiding here to avoid stuffy meetings, my mother, and … well, everything else.” 

“And here I was, thinking you just hid in your little tower.” 

Dorian  laughed  softly,  but  the  sound  somehow  killed  the  amusement  in  her

eyes. As if the sound of merriment was too raw against the wound of Nehemia’s

death.  Keep it simple, he reminded himself. “So? Is there a book I can help you

find?  If  that’s  a  list  of  titles  in  your  hand,  then  I  could  look  them  up  in  the catalog.” 

“No,” she said, folding the papers in half. “No, there’s no book. I just wanted

a walk.” 

And he’d just come to a dark corner of the library to read. 

But  he  didn’t  push  it,  if  only  because  she  could  easily  start  asking   him questions, too. If she remembered what had happened when she attacked Chaol, 

that is. He hoped she didn’t. 

There  was  a  muffled  shriek  from  somewhere  in  the  library,  followed  by  a

string  of  howled  curses  and  the  familiar  pitter-patter  of  paws  on  stone.  Then Fleetfoot came sprinting down the row, a scroll of paper in her jaws. 

“Wicked beast!” a man was shouting. “Come back here at once!” 

Fleetfoot just zoomed on by, a blur of gold. 
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A moment later, when the little librarian came waddling into view and asked

if  they’d  seen  a  dog,  Celaena  only  shook  her  head  and  said  that  she   had  heard something—from the opposite direction. And  then she told him to keep his voice

down, because this was a  library. 

His  eyes  shooting  daggers  at  her,  the  man  huffed  and  scuttled  away,  his

shouting a bit softer. 

When he was gone, Dorian turned to her, brows high on his head. “That scroll

could have been invaluable.” 

She shrugged. “He looked like he could use the exercise.” 

And then she was smiling. Hesitantly at first, then she shook her head, and the

smile bloomed wide enough to show her teeth. 

It was only when she looked at him again that he realized he’d been staring, 

trying to sort out the difference between this smile and the smile she’d given his

father the day she’d put Grave’s head on the council table. 

As  if  she  could  read  his  thoughts,  she  said,  “I  apologize  for  my  behavior

lately. I haven’t … been myself.” 

Or she’d just been a part of herself that she usually kept on a tight, tight leash, 

he thought. But he said, “I understand.” 

And from the way her eyes softened, he knew that was all he’d ever needed to

say. 

Chaol  wasn’t  hiding  from  his  father.  He  wasn’t  hiding  from  Celaena.  And  he

wasn’t  hiding  from  his  men,  who  now  felt  some  ridiculous  urge  to  look  after him. 

But the library  did offer a good amount of refuge and privacy. 

Maybe answers, too. 

The  head  librarian  wasn’t  in  the  little  office  tucked  into  one  of  walls  of  the library.  So  Chaol  had  asked  an  apprentice.  The  gawking  youth  pointed,  gave

some vague directions, and told him good luck. 

Chaol  followed  the  boy’s  directions  up  a  sweeping  flight  of  black  marble

stairs and along the mezzanine rail. He was about to turn down an aisle of books

when he heard them speaking. 

Actually, he heard Fleetfoot’s prancing first, and looked over the marble rail

in  time  to  see  Celaena  and  Dorian  walking  toward  the  towering  main  doors. 

They were a comfortable, casual distance apart, but … but she was talking. Her

shoulders were relaxed, her gait smooth. So different from the woman of shadow

and darkness that he’d seen yesterday. 

What were the two of them doing here—together? 

It wasn’t his business. Frankly, he was grateful that she was talking to  anyone, and  not  burning  her  clothes  or  butchering  rogue  assassins.  Still,  something

twanged in his heart that Dorian was the one beside her. 

But she was talking. 

So  Chaol  quickly  turned  from  the  balcony  rail  and  walked  deeper  into  the

library,  trying  to  shove  the  image  from  his  mind.  He  found  Harlan  Sensel,  the head  librarian,  huffing  and  puffing  down  one  of  the  main  paths  through  the

library, shaking a fistful of paper shreds at the air around him. 

Sensel was so busy cursing that he hardly noticed when Chaol stepped in his

path.  The  librarian  had  to  tilt  his  head  back  to  see  Chaol,  and  then  frowned  at him. 

“Good, you’re here,” Sensel said, and resumed walking. “Higgins must have

sent word.” 

Chaol  had  no  idea  what  Sensel  was  talking  about.  “Is  there  some  issue  that

you need assistance with?” 

“Issue!”  Sensel  waved  the  shredded  papers.  “There  are  feral   beasts  running amok  in  my  library!  Who  let  that—that   creature  in  here?  I  demand  that  they pay!” 

Chaol had had a feeling that Celaena had something to do with this. He just

hoped she and Fleetfoot were out of the library before Sensel reached the office. 

“What sort of scroll was damaged? I’ll see to it that they replace it.” 

“Replace it!” Sensel sputtered. “Replace  this?” 

“What, exactly, is it?” 

“A letter! A letter from a  very close friend of mine!” 

He  bit  back  his  annoyance.  “If  it’s  just  a  letter,  then  I  don’t  think  the

creature’s owner can offer a payment. Though perhaps they’d be happy to donate

a few books in—” 

“Throw  them  in  the  dungeons!  My  library  has  become  little  more  than  a

circus! Did you know that there’s a cloaked person skulking about the stacks at

all hours of the night?  They probably unleashed that horrible beast in the library! 

So track them down and—” 

“The  dungeons  are  full,”  Chaol  lied.  “But  I’ll  look  into  it.”  While  Sensel

finished  his  rant  about  the  truly  exhausting  hunt  he’d  gone  on  to  retrieve  the letter, Chaol debated whether he should just leave. 

But  he  had  questions,  and  once  they  reached  the  mezzanine  and  he  was

certain  that  Celaena,  Fleetfoot,  and  Dorian  were  long  gone,  he  said,  “I  have  a question for you, sir.” 

Sensel preened at the honorific, and Chaol tried his best to look uninterested. 

“If  I  wanted  to  look  up  funeral  dirges—laments—from  other  kingdoms, 

where would be the best place to start?” 

Sensel gave him a confused look, then said, “What a dreadful subject.” 

Chaol  shrugged  and  took  a  shot  in  the  dark.  “One  of  my  men  is  from

Terrasen, and his mother recently died, so I’d like to honor him by learning one

of their songs.” 

“Is  that  what  the  king  pays  you  to  do—learn  sad  songs  with  which  to

serenade your men?” 

He almost snorted at the idea of serenading his men, but shrugged again. “Are

there any books where those songs might be?” 

Even  a  day  later,  he  couldn’t  get  the  song  out  of  his  head,  couldn’t  stop  the chill  that  went  up  his  neck  when  its  words  echoed  through  his  mind.  And  then there  were  those  other  words,  the  words  that  had  changed  everything:   You  will always be my enemy. 

She was hiding something—a secret she kept locked up so tight that only the

horror and shattering loss of that night could have made her slip in such a way. 

So  the  more  he  could  discover  about  her,  the  better  chance  he  stood  of  being prepared when the secret came to light. 

“Hmm,” the little librarian said, walking down the main steps. “Well, most of

the songs were never written down. And why would they be?” 

“Surely  the  scholars  in  Terrasen  recorded  some  of  them.  Orynth  had  the

greatest library in Erilea at one time,” Chaol countered. 

“That  they  did,”  Sensel  said,  a  twinge  of  sorrow  in  his  words.  “But  I  don’t think anyone ever bothered to write down their dirges. At least, not in a way that

would have made it here.” 

“What  about  in  other  languages?  My  guard  from  Terrasen  mentioned

something about a dirge he once heard sung in another tongue—though he never

learned what it was.” 

The  librarian  stroked  his  silver  beard.  “Another  language?  Everyone  in

Terrasen speaks the common tongue. No one’s spoken a different language there

for a thousand years.” 

They  were  close  to  the  office,  and  he  knew  that  once  they  arrived,  the  little bastard  would  probably  shut  him  out  until  he’d  brought  Fleetfoot  to  justice. 

Chaol pressed a bit harder. “So there are no dirges in Terrasen that are sung in a

different language?” 

“No,” he said, drawing out the word as he pondered. “But I once heard that in

the high court of Terrasen, when the nobility died, they sang their laments in the

language of the Fae.” 

Chaol’s blood froze and he almost tripped, but he managed to keep walking

and  say,  “Would  these  songs  have  been  known  by  everyone—not  just  the

nobility?” 

“Oh, no,” Sensel said, only half-listening as he recited whatever history was

in  his  head.  “Those  songs  were  sacred  to  the  court.  Only  those  of  noble  blood ever  learned  or  sang  them.  They  were  taught  and  sung  in  secret,  their  dead

buried  by  the  light  of  the  moon,  when  no  other  ears  could  hear  them.  At  least, that’s  what  rumor  claimed.  I’ll  admit  to  my  own  morbid  curiosity  in  that  I’d hoped to hear them ten years ago, but by the time the slaughter had ended, there

was no one left in those noble houses to sing them.” 

No one, except …

 You will always be my enemy. 

“Thank  you,”  Chaol  got  out,  then  quickly  turned  away,  walking  toward  the

exit.  Sensel  called  after  him,  demanding  his  oath  that  he’d  find  the  dog  and punish it, but Chaol didn’t bother to reply. 

Which house did she belong to? Her parents hadn’t just been murdered—they

were part of the nobility who had been executed by the king. 

 Slaughtered. 

She’d  been  found  in  their  bed—after  they’d  been  killed.  And  then  she  must

have run until she found the place where a Terrasen nobleman’s daughter could

hide: the Assassins’ Keep. She’d learned the only skills that could keep her safe. 

To escape death, she’d become death. 

Regardless of what territory her parents had lorded over, if Celaena ever took

up the mantle she’d lost, and if Terrasen ever got to its feet …

Then  Celaena  could  become  a  powerhouse—potentially  capable  of  standing

against Adarlan. And that made Celaena more than just his enemy. 

It made her the greatest threat he’d ever encountered. 

Chapter 39

Crouched  in  the  shadow  of  a  chimney  atop  a  pretty  little  townhouse,  Celaena

watched  the  home  next  door.  For  the  last  thirty  minutes,  people  had  been

slipping  inside,  all  cloaked  and  hooded—looking  like  nothing  more  than  cold

patrons eager to get out of the freezing night. 

She’d meant it when she told Archer she wanted nothing to do with him or his

movement.  And  honestly,  there  was  a  part  of  her  that  wondered  whether  she

should just kill them all and toss their heads at the king’s feet. But Nehemia had

been a part of this group. And even if Nehemia had pretended she didn’t know

anything  about  these  people  …  they  were  still  her  people.  She  hadn’t  lied  to Archer when she told him that she’d bought him a few extra days; after turning

over Councilor Mullison, the king didn’t hesitate to grant her a bit more time to

kill the courtesan. 

A snow flurry gusted up, veiling her view of the front of Archer’s townhouse. 

To anyone else, the gathering would seem like a dinne party for his clients. She

knew only few of the faces—and bodies—that hurried up the steps, people who

hadn’t fled the kingdom or been killed by her the night everything went to hell. 

There  were  many  more,  however,  whose  names  she  didn’t  know.  She

recognized the guard who had stood between her and Chaol at the warehouse—

the  man  who  had  been  so  eager  for  a  fight.  Not  by  his  face,  which  had  been masked that night, but by the way he moved, and by the twin swords strapped to

his  back.  He  still  wore  a  hood,  but  she  could  see  shoulder-length  dark  hair gleaming beneath it, and what looked like the tan skin of a young man. 

He  paused  at  the  bottom  step,  turning  to  quietly  utter  commands  to  the  two

hooded men flanking him. With a nod, they vanished into the night. 

She contemplated trailing one of them. But she’d come here only to check on

Archer, to see what he was up to. She planned to keep checking on him until the

moment he got on that boat and sailed away. And once he was gone, once she’d

given the king his fake corpse … She didn’t know what she’d do then. 

Celaena  slipped  farther  behind  the  brick  chimney  as  one  of  the  guards

scanned the rooftops for any signs of trouble before continuing on his way—to

watch one end of the street, if she guessed correctly. 

She stayed in the shadows for a few hours, moving to the rooftop across the

street to better watch the front of the house, until the guests started leaving, one

by  one,  looking  for  all  the  world  like  drunken  revelers.  She  counted  them,  and
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marked what directions they went in and who walked with them, but the young

man with the twin swords didn’t emerge. 

She might have convinced herself that he was another client of Archer’s, even

his lover, had the stranger’s two guards not returned and slipped inside. 

As  the  front  door  opened,  she  caught  a  glimpse  of  a  tall,  broad-shouldered

young man arguing with Archer in the foyer. His back was to the door, but his

hood  was  off—confirming  that  he  did  indeed  have  night-black  shoulder-length

hair  and  was  armed  to  the  teeth.  She  could  see  nothing  else.  His  guards

immediately flanked him, keeping her from getting a closer look before the door

shut again. 

Not very careful—not very inconspicuous. 

A moment later, the young man stormed out, hooded once more, his two men

at his side. Archer stood in the open doorway, his face visibly pale, arms crossed. 

The  young  man  paused  at  the  bottom  of  the  steps,  turning  to  give  Archer  a

particularly vulgar gesture. 

Even  from  this  distance,  Celaena  could  see  the  smile  that  Archer  gave  the

man in return. There was nothing kind in it. 

She wished she’d been close enough to hear what they’d said, to understand

what this was all about. 

Before, she would have trailed the young stranger to seek out the answers. 

But that was before. Now … now, she didn’t particularly care. 

It  was  hard  to  care,  she  realized  as  she  started  the  trek  back  to  the  castle. 

Incredibly hard to care, when you didn’t have anyone left to care about. 

Celaena didn’t know what she was doing at this door. Even though the guards at

the foot of the tower had let her pass after checking her thoroughly for weapons, 

she didn’t doubt for one moment that word would go right to Chaol. 

She wondered if he’d dare stop her. If he’d ever dare to utter another word to

her. Last night, even from the distance at the moonlit graveyard, she’d seen the

still-healing  cuts  on  his  cheek.  She  didn’t  know  whether  they  filled  her  with satisfaction or guilt. 

Every little bit of interaction was draining, somehow. How exhausted would

she be after tonight? 

Celaena sighed and knocked on the wooden door. She was five minutes late—

minutes she’d spent debating whether she truly wanted to accept Dorian’s offer

to dine with him in his rooms. She’d almost eaten dinner in Rifthold instead. 

There was no answer to her knock at first, so she turned away, trying to avoid looking at the guards posted on the landing. It was stupid to come here, anyway. 

She had just taken a step down the spiral staircase when the door opened. 

“You  know,  I  think  this  is  the  first  time  you’ve  been  to  my  little  tower,” 

Dorian said. 

Foot still in the air, Celaena collected herself before looking over her shoulder

at the Crown Prince. 

“I was expecting more doom and gloom,” she said, walking back to the door. 

“It’s quite cozy.” 

He held the door open and nodded to his guards. “No need to worry,” he told

them as Celaena walked into the prince’s chambers. 

She’d expected grandeur and elegance, but Dorian’s tower was—well, “cozy” 

was a good way to describe it. A bit shabby, too. There was a faded tapestry, a

soot-stained  fireplace,  a  moderate-size  four-poster  bed,  a  desk  heaped  with

papers by the window, and books. Stacks and mountains and towers and columns

of books. They covered every surface, every bit of space along the walls. 

“I  think  you  need  your  own  personal  librarian,”  she  muttered,  and  Dorian

laughed. 

She hadn’t realized how much she missed that sound. Not just his laugh, but

her  own,  too;  any  laugh,  really.  Even  if  it  felt  wrong  to  laugh  these  days,  she missed it. 

“If  my  servants  had  their  way,  these  would  all  go  to  the  library.  They  make dusting rather hard.” He stooped to pick up some clothes he’d left on the floor. 

“From the mess, I’m surprised to hear you even  have servants.” 

Another laugh as he carried the pile of clothes toward a door. It opened just

wide enough to reveal a dressing room nearly as big as her own, but she saw no

more than that before he chucked the clothes inside and shut the door. Across the

room, another door had to lead to a bathing chamber. “I have a habit of telling

them to go away,” he said. 

“Why?”  She  walked  to  the  worn  red  couch  before  the  fireplace  and  pushed

off the books that were piled there. 

“Because  I know where everything in this room is. All the books, the papers

—and the moment they start cleaning, those things get hopelessly organized and

tucked  away,  and  I  can  never  find  them  again.”  He  was  straightening  the  red cloth  of  his  bedspread,  which  looked  rumpled  enough  to  suggest  he’d  been

sprawled across it until she’d knocked. 

“Don’t  you  have  people  who  dress  you?  I  would  have  thought  that  Roland
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would be your devoted servant, at least.” 

Dorian snorted, plumping his pillows. “Roland’s tried. Thankfully, he’s been

suffering  from  awful  headaches  lately  and  has  backed  off.”  That  was  good  to

hear—sort  of.  The  last  she’d  bothered  to  check,  the  Lord  of  Meah  had  indeed become close to Dorian—a friend, even. “And,” Dorian went on, “aside from my

refusal  to  find  a  bride,  my  mother’s  greatest  annoyance  is  my  refusal  to  be dressed by lords eager to win my favor.” 

That was unexpected. Dorian was always so well dressed that she assumed he

had people doing it for him. 

He  went  to  the  door  to  tell  the  guards  to  have  their  dinner  brought  up. 

“Wine?” he asked from the window, where a bottle and a few glasses were kept. 

She  shook  her  head,  wondering  where  they  would  even  eat  their  food.  The

desk wasn’t an option, and the table before the fireplace was a miniature library

on  its  own.  As  if  in  answer,  Dorian  began  clearing  the  table.  “Sorry,”  he  said sheepishly.  “I  meant  to  clear  a  space  to  eat  before  you  got  here,  but  I  got wrapped up in reading.” 

She nodded, and silence fell between them, interrupted only by the thud and

hiss of him moving books. 

“So,” Dorian said quietly, “can I ask why you decided to join me for dinner? 

You’ve made it pretty clear that you didn’t want to spend any time with me—and

I thought you had work to do tonight.” 

Actually, she’d been downright awful to him. But he kept his back to her, as

though the question didn’t matter. 

And she didn’t quite know why the words came out, but she spoke the truth

anyway. “Because I have nowhere else to go.” 

Sitting in her rooms in silence made the pain worse, going to the tomb only

frustrated her, and the thought of Chaol still hurt so badly she couldn’t breathe. 

Every morning, she walked Fleetfoot by herself, then ran alone in the game park. 

Even the girls who had once lined the garden pathways, waiting for Chaol, had

stopped showing up. 

Dorian  nodded,  looking  at  her  with  kindness  she  couldn’t  stand.  “Then  you

will always have a place here.” 

While their dinner was quiet, it wasn’t lachrymose. But Dorian could still see the

change in her—the hesitation and consideration behind her words, the moments

when she thought he wasn’t looking and an endless sorrow filled her eyes. She

kept talking to him, though, and answered all his questions. 
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 Because I have nowhere else to go. 

It wasn’t an insult, not the way she’d said it. And now that she was dozing on

his couch, the clock having recently chimed two, he wondered what was keeping

her  from  going  back  to  her  own  rooms.  Clearly,  she  didn’t  want  to  be  alone—

and maybe she needed to be in a place that didn’t remind her of Nehemia. 

Her body was a patchwork of scars; he’d seen it with his own eyes. But these

new  scars  might  go  deeper:  the  pain  of  losing  Nehemia,  and  the  different,  but perhaps just as agonizing, loss of Chaol. 

An awful part of him was glad she’d cut out Chaol. He hated himself for it. 

“There  has  to  be  something  more  here,”  Celaena  said  to  Mort  as  she  combed

through the tomb the following afternoon. 

Yesterday,  she’d  read  the  riddle  until  her  eyes  ached.  Still  it  offered  no  hint about  what  the  objects  might  be,  where  precisely  they  were  concealed,  or  why the  riddle  had  been  hidden  so  elaborately  in  the  tomb.  “Some  sort  of  clue. 

Something  that  connects  the  riddle  to  the  rebel  movement  and  Nehemia  and

Elena and all the rest.” She paused between the two sarcophagi. Sunlight spilled

in, setting the dust motes shimmering. “It’s staring me in the face, I know it.” 

“I’m  afraid  I  can’t  be  of  service,”  Mort  sniffed.  “If  you  want  an  instant

answer, you should find yourself a seer or an oracle.” 

Celaena slowed her pacing. “You think if I read this to someone with the gift

of  clairvoyance,  they  might  be  able  to  …  see  some  different  meaning  that  I’m missing?” 

“Perhaps. Though as far as I know, when magic vanished, those with the gift

of Sight lost it, too.” 

“Yes, but  you’re still here.” 

“So?” 

Celaena looked at the stone ceiling as if she could see through it, all the way

to the ground above. “So perhaps other ancient beings might retain some of their

gifts, too.” 

“Whatever it is you’re thinking, I guarantee it’s a bad idea.” 

Celaena gave him a grim smile. “I’m pretty sure you’re right.” 

Chapter 40

Celaena  stood  before  the  caravans,  watching  as  the  tents  were  taken  apart. 

Fortunate timing. 

She  ran  a  hand  through  her  unbound  hair  and  straightened  her  brown  tunic. 

Finery  would  have  attracted  too  much  attention.  And  even  if  it  was  just  for  an hour,  she  couldn’t  help  but  savor  the  feeling  of  anonymity,  of  blending  in  with the carnival workers, these people who had the dust of a hundred kingdoms on

their clothes. To have that sort of freedom, to see the world bit by bit, to travel

each and every road … Her chest tightened. 

People streamed by, hardly glancing at her as she made her way to the black

wagon.  This  could  easily  be  folly,  but  what  harm  was  there  in  asking?  If

Yellowlegs truly was a witch, then perhaps she had the gift of Sight. Perhaps she

could make sense of the riddle in the tomb. 

When Celaena reached the wagon, it was mercifully devoid of patrons. Baba

Yellowlegs  sat  on  the  top  stair,  smoking  a  long  bone  pipe  whose  bowl  was

shaped like a screaming mouth. Pleasant. 

“Come to look into the mirrors?” she said, smoke spilling from her withered

lips. “Done running from fate at last?” 

“I have some questions for you.” 

The  witch  sniffed  her,  and  Celaena  fought  the  urge  to  step  back.  “You  do

indeed  stink  of  questions—and  the  Staghorn  Mountains.  From  Terrasen,  are

you? What’s your name?” 

Celaena stuck her hands deep in her pockets. “Lillian Gordaina.” 

The  witch  spat  on  the  ground.  “What’s  your   real  name,  Lillian?”  Celaena stiffened. Yellowlegs crowed with laughter. “Come,” she cawed, “want to have

your  fortune  told?  I  can  tell  you  who  you’ll  marry,  how  many  children  you’ll have, when you’ll die …” 

“If you’re indeed as good as you claim, you know I’m not interested in those

things. I’d like to talk to you instead,” Celaena said, flashing the three gold coins

in her palm. 

“Cheap  goat,”  Yellowlegs  said,  taking  another  long  drag  from  the  pipe. 

“That’s all my gifts are worth to you?” 

Perhaps this  would be a waste of time. And money. And pride. 

Celaena turned away with a scowl, shoving her hands into the pockets of her

dark cloak. 

“Wait,” Yellowlegs said. 

Celaena kept walking. 

“The prince gave me four coins.” 

She  paused  and  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  the  crone.  A  cold,  clawed  hand

gripped her heart. 

Yellowlegs smiled at her. “He had such interesting questions, too. He thought

I didn’t recognize him, but I can smell Havilliard blood a mile off. Seven gold

pieces, and I’ll answer your questions—and tell you his.” 

She’d  sell  Dorian’s  questions  to  her—to  anyone?  That  familiar  calm  went

through her. “How do I know you’re not lying?” 

Yellowlegs’s iron teeth glinted in the light of the torches. “It would be bad for

business if I were branded a liar. Would it make you more comfortable if I swore

on one of your soft-hearted gods? Or perhaps on one of mine?” 

Celaena studied the black wagon, swiftly braiding her hair back. One door, no

back  exit,  no  sign  of  trick  panels.  No  way  out,  and  plenty  of  warning  in  case someone came in. She checked her weapons—two long daggers, a knife in her

boot, and three of Philippa’s deadly hairpins. More than enough. 

“Make it six coins,” Celaena said softly, “and I won’t report you to the guard

for trying to sell the prince’s secrets.” 

“Who  says  the  guard  won’t  be  interested  in  them,  too?  You’d  be  surprised

how many people want to know what truly interests the prince of the realm.” 

Celaena  slammed  six  gold  coins  onto  the  step  beside  the  tiny  crone.  “Three

pieces for my questions,” she said, bringing her face as close to Yellowlegs’s as

she dared. The reek from the woman’s mouth was like carrion and stale smoke. 

“And three for your silence about the prince.” 

Yellowlegs’s  eyes  gleamed,  her  iron  nails  clinking  together  as  she  stretched

out a hand to grab the coins. “Get in the caravan.” The door behind her swung

open  soundlessly.  A  dark  interior  lay  beyond,  speckled  with  patches  of

glimmering light. Yellowlegs snuffed out her bone pipe. 

She’d been hoping for this—to get inside the caravan, and thus avoid having

anyone see her with Yellowlegs. 

The old woman groaned as she stood, a hand braced on her knee. “Care to tell

me your name  now?” 

A  chill  wind  blew  from  within  the  caravan,  sliding  along  Celaena’s  neck. 

Carnival  trick.  “I’ll  ask  the  questions,”  Celaena  said,  and  stalked  up  the  steps into the caravan. 

Inside, there were a few measly candles, whose light flickered along row after

row,  stack  after  stack,  of  mirrors.  They  were  every  shape,  every  size,  some leaning against the walls, some propped against each other like old friends, some

little more than shards clinging to their frames. 

And  everywhere  else,  wherever  there  was  a  bit  of  space,  were  papers  and

scrolls, jars full of herbs or liquids, brooms … junk. 

In  the  gloom,  the  caravan  stretched  on  much  wider  and  longer  than  should

have been possible. A winding path had been made between the mirrors, leading

into  the  dark—a  path  that  Yellowlegs  was  now  treading,  as  if  there  were

anywhere to go inside this strange place. 

 This can’t be real—it must be an illusion of the mirrors. 

Celaena glanced back toward the wagon door in time to see it snick shut. Her

dagger  was  out  before  the  sound  had  finished  echoing  through  the  wagon. 

Ahead, Yellowlegs chuckled, lifting the candle in her hand. Its holder seemed to

be shaped like a skull mounted on some sort of longer bone. 

 Tacky, cheap carnival tricks, Celaena told herself again and again, her breath

clouding in the chill air inside the wagon. None of it was real. But Yellowlegs—

and the knowledge she offered—truly was. 

“Come along, girl. Come sit with me where we might talk.” 

Celaena carefully stepped over a fallen mirror, keeping an eye on the bobbing

skull-lantern—and on the door, any possible exits (none as far as she could see, 

but perhaps there was a trapdoor in the floor), and how the woman moved. 

Surprisingly fast, she realized, and hurried to catch up to Yellowlegs. As she

strode through the forest of mirrors, her reflection shifted everywhere. In one she

appeared short and fat, in another tall and impossibly thin. In another she stood

upside down, and in yet another she walked sideways. It was enough to give her

a headache. 

“Done  gawking?”  Yellowlegs  said.  Celaena  ignored  her,  but  sheathed  her

dagger as she followed the woman into a small sitting area before a dim, grated

oven. No reason to have her weapon out—not when she still needed Yellowlegs

to cooperate. 

The  sitting  area  lay  in  a  rough  circle  cleared  of  junk  and  stacks  of  mirrors, with  little  more  than  a  rug  and  a  few  chairs  to  make  it  hospitable.  Yellowlegs hobbled  over  to  the  raised  hearthstone,  yanking  a  few  logs  from  a  tiny  stack perched on the rim. Celaena remained on the edge of the worn red rug, watching

as  Yellowlegs  threw  open  the  iron  grate  of  the  oven,  tossed  in  the  wood,  and slammed the grate shut again. Within seconds, light flared, made brighter still by

the surrounding mirrors. 

“The  stones  of  this  oven,”  Yellowlegs  said,  patting  the  curved  wall  of  dark

bricks  like  an  old  pet,  “came  from  the  ruins  of  the  Crochan  capital  city.  The wood of this wagon was hewn from the walls of their sacred schools. That’s why

my wagon is … unusual inside.” 

Celaena said nothing. It would have been easy to dismiss it as a bit of carnival

dramatics, except she was seeing it for herself. 

“So,” Yellowlegs said, remaining standing as well, despite the aged wooden

furniture scattered around them. “Questions.” 

Even though the air in the wagon was chill, the burning oven somehow made

it  instantly  warm—warm  enough  for  Celaena’s  layers  of  clothing  to  be

uncomfortable. She’d been told a story once, on a hot summer night in the Red

Desert; a story about what one of the long-lost Ironteeth witches had done to a

young girl. What had been left of her. 

Gleaming white bones. Nothing more. 

Celaena  glanced  at  the  oven  again  and  angled  herself  closer  to  the  door. 

Across the small sitting area, more mirrors waited in the gloom—as if even the

light of the fire couldn’t reach them. 

Yellowlegs leaned closer to the grate, rubbing her gnarled fingers in front of

it. The firelight danced along her iron nails. “Ask away, girl.” 

What had Dorian wanted to know so badly? Had he come inside this strange, 

smothering place? At least he’d survived. If only because Yellowlegs wanted to

use whatever information she’d gleaned from him. Foolish, foolish man. 

Was she any different, though? 

This might be her only chance to learn what she needed to know, despite the

risk, despite how messy and complicated the aftermath might be. 

“I  found  a  riddle,  and  my  friends  have  been  debating  its  answer  for  weeks. 

We even have a bet going about it,” she said as vaguely as she could. “Answer it, 

if  you’re  so  clever  and  all-knowing.  I’ll  toss  in  an  extra  gold  coin  if  you  get  it right.” 

“Impudent  children.  Wasting  my  time  with  this  nonsense.”  Yellowlegs

watched the mirrors now, as if she could see something Celaena couldn’t. 

 Or as if she’s already bored. 

Some of the tightness in her chest loosening, Celaena pulled the riddle from

her pocket and read it aloud. 

When she was done, Yellowlegs slowly turned her head to Celaena, her voice

low and rough. “Where did you find that?” 

Celaena  shrugged.  “Give  me  the  answer  and  I  might  tell  you.  What  sort  of

objects does this riddle describe?” 

“Wyrdkeys,”  Yellowlegs  breathed,  eyes  glowing.  “It  describes  the  three Wyrdkeys to open the Wyrdgate.” 

Cold  slithered  down  Celaena’s  spine,  but  she  said,  with  more  bravado  than

she  felt,  “Tell  me  what  they  are—the  Wyrdkeys,  the  Wyrdgate.  For  all  I  know, you might be lying about the answer. I’d rather not be made a fool of.” 

“This information is not for the idle games of mortals,” Yellowlegs snapped. 

Gold gleamed in Celaena’s palm. “Name your price.” 

The  woman  studied  her  from  head  to  toe,  sniffing  once.  “Nameless  is  my

price,” Yellowlegs said. “But gold will do for now.” 

Celaena set five extra gold coins down on the hearthstone, the heat from the

flame singeing her face. Such a small fire, but she was already slick with sweat. 

“Once you know this, there is no unknowing it,” the witch warned. And from

the gleam in Yellowlegs’s eyes, Celaena knew that the old woman hadn’t bought

her lie about the bet for one heartbeat. 

Celaena took a step closer. “Tell me.” 

Yellowlegs looked toward another mirror. “The Wyrd governs and forms the

foundation of this world. Not just Erilea, but  all life. There are worlds that exist beyond your knowledge, worlds that lie on top of each other and don’t know it. 

Right  now,  you  could  be  standing  on  the  bottom  of  someone  else’s  ocean.  The Wyrd keeps these realms apart.” 

Yellowlegs began to hobble around the sitting area, lost in her own words. 

“There are gates—black areas in the Wyrd that allow for life to pass between

the  worlds.  There  are  Wyrdgates  that  lead  to  Erilea.  All  sorts  of  beings  have come  through  them  over  the  eons.  Benign  things,  but  also  the  dead  and  foul

things that creep in when the gods are looking elsewhere.” 

Yellowlegs  disappeared  behind  a  mirror,  her  uneven  steps  echoing  along. 

“But  long  ago,  before  humans  overran  this  miserable  world,  a  different  sort  of evil broke through the gates: the Valg. Demons from another realm, bent on the

conquest  of  Erilea,  and  with  the  force  of  an  endless  army  behind  them.  In

Wendlyn, they fought against the Fae. Try as the immortal children might, they

could not defeat them. 

“Then the Fae learned that the Valg had done something unforgivable. They

had  taken  a  piece  of  a  Wyrdgate  with  their  dark  magic,  and  split  it  into  three slivers—three  keys. One key for each of their kings. Using all three at once, the Valg Kings were able to open that Wyrdgate at will, to manipulate its power to

strengthen their forces, to allow an endless line of soldiers to pour into the world. 

The Fae knew that they must stop it.” 

Celaena stared at the fire, at the mirrors, at the darkness of the wagon around

her. The heat was smothering now. 

“And  so  a  small  band  of  Fae  set  out  to  steal  them  from  the  Valg  Kings,” 

Yellowlegs said, her voice coming nearer again. “It was an impossible task; most

of those fools didn’t return. 

“But  the  Wyrdkeys  were  indeed  retrieved,  and  the  Fae  Queen  Maeve

banished  the  Valg  to  their  realm.  Yet  for  all  her  wisdom,  Maeve  couldn’t

discover how to put the keys back in the gate—and no forge, no steel, no weight

could  destroy  them.  So  Maeve,  believing  that  no  one  should  have  their  power, sent  them  across  the  sea  with  Brannon  Galathynius,  first  King  of  Terrasen,  to hide  on  this  continent.  And  thus  the  Wyrdgate  remained  protected,  its  power

unused.” 

Silence fell. Even Yellowlegs’s hobbling steps had slowed. 

“So the riddle is a … a map to where the keys are hidden?” Celaena asked, 

trembling now as she realized just what kind of power Nehemia and the others

had been after. Worse, what the  king might be after. 

“Yes.” 

Celaena licked her lips. “What might one do with the Wyrdkeys?” 

“The  person  who  holds  all  three  Wyrdkeys  would  have  control  over  the

broken Wyrdgate—and all Erilea. They would be able to open and close the gate

at will. They could conquer new worlds or let in all sorts of life to bend to their

cause.  But  even  one  key  could  make  someone  immensely  dangerous.  Not

enough  power  to  open  the  gate,  but  enough  to  be  a  threat.  You  see,  the  keys themselves  are  pure  power—power  to  be  shaped  as  the  wielder  wills  it. 

Tempting, isn’t it?” 

The  words  echoed  through  her,  blending  with  Elena’s  command  to  find  and

destroy the source of evil.  Evil. Evil that had arisen ten years ago, when a whole continent  had  suddenly  found  itself  at  mercy  of  one  man—a  man  who  had

somehow become unstoppable. 

A source of power that existed outside of magic. “It can’t be.” 

Yellowlegs only let out a confirming chuckle. 

Celaena kept shaking her head, her heart beating so violently she could hardly

breathe.  “The  king  has  some  of  the  Wyrdkeys?  That’s  how  he  was  able  to

conquer  the  continent  so  easily?”  But  if  he’d  already  done  that—then  what

further plans did he have? 

“Perhaps,” Yellowlegs said. “If I were to wager my hard-earned gold, I’d say

he has at least one.” 

Celaena  scanned  the  dark,  the  mirrors,  but  saw  only  versions  of  herself

looking back. She heard nothing but the crackling of the fire in the oven and her

own uneven breathing. 

Yellowlegs had stopped moving. 

“Is there anything else?” Celaena demanded. 

No response from the old woman. 

“So  you’re  going  to  take  my  money  and  run?”  Celaena  eased  toward  the

winding path through the mirrors, and the door that now seemed impossibly far

away. “What if I still have questions?” Her own movements in the mirrors sent

her nerves jumping, but she kept alert and focused—reminded herself what she

had to do. She drew both her daggers. 

“You think steel can hurt me?” came a voice that slithered across each mirror

until its origin was everywhere and nowhere. 

“Here  I  was,  thinking  we  were  having  a  grand  time,”  Celaena  said,  taking

another step. 

“Bah. Who can have a grand time when your guest is planning to kill you?” 

Celaena smiled. 

“Isn’t that why you’re moving toward the door?” Yellowlegs went on. “Not to

escape, but to make sure  I don’t get past your clever, wicked daggers?” 

“Tell me who else you’ve sold the prince’s questions to and I’ll let you go.” 

Earlier,  she’d  been  about  to  walk  away—about  to  leave—when  Yellowlegs’s

mention of Dorian had stopped her cold. Now she had no choice about what she

had to do. What she  would do to protect Dorian. It was what she’d realized last

night:  she  did  have  someone  left—one  friend.  And  there  was  nothing  she

wouldn’t do to keep him safe. 

“And if I say that I’ve told no one?” 

“I wouldn’t believe you.” Celaena spied the door at last. No sign of the witch. 

She paused, roughly in the center of the wagon. It would be easier to catch the

woman here—easier to make it quick and clean. 

“Pity,”  Yellowlegs  said,  and  Celaena  angled  herself  toward  the  disembodied

voice. There  had  to  be  some  hidden  exit—but  where?  If  Yellowlegs  got  out,  if she  told  anyone  what  Dorian  had  asked  (whatever  it  might  be),  if  she  told

anyone what  Celaena had asked …

All around Celaena, her reflection shifted and glimmered. Quick, clean, then

she’d be gone. 

“What happens,” Yellowlegs hissed, “when the hunter becomes the hunted?” 

From  the  corner  of  her  eye,  Celaena  glimpsed  the  hunched  form,  chains

sagging  between  the  gnarled  hands.  She  whirled  toward  the  crone,  dagger

already flying—to disable, to get her down so she could—

The mirror shattered where Yellowlegs had been standing. 

Behind her, there was a heavy clink, and a satisfied caw of laughter. 

For  all  her  training,  Celaena  wasn’t  fast  enough  to  duck  before  the  heavy

chain  whipped  across  the  side  of  her  head,  and  she  slammed  face-first  into  the floor. 

Chapter 41

Chaol and Dorian stood on a balcony and watched the carnival be dismantled bit

by bit. It would leave tomorrow morning, and then Chaol could finally have his

men  back  to  doing  useful  things.  Like  making  sure  no  other  assassins  got  into the castle. 

But  Chaol’s  most  pressing  problem  was  Celaena.  Late  last  night,  after  the

royal librarian had gone to bed, Chaol had returned to the library and found the

genealogy records. Someone had gotten them all out of order, so it had taken him

a while to locate the right one, but he at last found himself staring at the list of

Terrasen’s noble houses. 

None  of  them  bore  the  name  of  Sardothien,  though  that  was  little  surprise. 

Part of him had always known that wasn’t Celaena’s true name. So he’d made a

list—a list that now sat in his pocket, burning a hole through it—of all the noble

houses she might have come from, houses with children at the time of Terrasen’s

conquest.  There  were  at  least  six  families  that  had  survived  …  but  what  if  she hailed  from  one  that  had  been  entirely  slaughtered?  When  he  had  finished

writing  down  the  names,  he  was  no  closer  to  figuring  out  who  she  really  was than he’d been at the start. 

“So, are you going to ask me whatever it is you dragged me out here to ask, 

or am I just going to enjoy freezing my ass off for the rest of the night?” Dorian

said. 

Chaol raised a brow, and Dorian gave him a slight smile. 

“How is she?” Chaol asked. He’d heard that they’d had dinner—and that she

hadn’t left his rooms until the middle of the night. Had it been a deliberate move

on her part? Something to throw in his face, make him ache just a bit more? 

“Coping,” Dorian said. “Coping as best she can. And since I know you’re too

proud to ask it, I’ll just tell you that no, she hasn’t mentioned you. Nor do I think

she will.” 

Chaol took a long breath. How could he convince Dorian to stay away from

her? Not because he was jealous, but because Celaena might be more of a threat

than Dorian could ever imagine. Only the truth would work, but …

“Your father is curious about you,” Dorian said. “After the council meetings, 

he always asks me about you. I think he wants you back in Anielle.” 

“I know.” 

“Are you going to go with him?” 
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“Do you want me to?” 

“It’s not for me to decide.” 

Chaol  clamped  his  teeth.  He  certainly  wasn’t  going  anywhere,  not  while

Celaena  was  here.  And  not  just  because  of  who  she  actually  was.  “I  have  no interest in being Lord of Anielle.” 

“Men would kill for the kind of power that Anielle wields.” 

“I’ve never wanted it.” 

“No.” Dorian braced his hands on the balcony rail. “No, you’ve never wanted

anything for yourself, save for the position you have now, and Celaena.” 

Chaol opened his mouth, excuses already forming on his tongue. 

“You  think  I’m  blind?”  Dorian  asked,  his  gaze  a  frozen,  ice  blue.  “Do  you

know  why  I  approached  her  at  the  Yulemas  ball?  Not  because  I  wanted  to  ask her  to  dance,  but  because  I  saw  the  way  you  two  were  looking  at  each  other. 

Even then, I knew how you felt.” 

“You knew, and yet you asked her to dance.” His hands clenched into fists. 

“She’s capable of making up her own mind. And she did.” Dorian gave him a

bitter smile. “About both of us.” 

Chaol took a steadying breath, calming his rising anger. “If you feel the way

you do, then why let her stay shackled to your father? Why not find a way to get

her out of her contract? Or are you just afraid that if you set her free, she’ll never

come back to you?” 

“I’d be careful what you say,” Dorian said softly. 

But  it  was  true.  Even  though  he  couldn’t  imagine  a  world  without  Celaena, 

Chaol knew he had to get her out of this castle. Yet he couldn’t tell if it was for

Adarlan’s sake or her own. 

“My  father  is  temperamental  enough  to  punish  me—and  her—if  I  try  to

broach that subject. I agree with you, I truly do: it’s not right to keep her here. 

But  you  should  still  mind  what  you  say.”  The  Crown  Prince  of  Adarlan  stared him down. “And consider where your true loyalties lie.” 

Once,  Chaol  might  have  argued.  Once,  he  might  have  protested  that  his

loyalty to the crown was his greatest asset. But that blind loyalty and obedience

had started this descent. 

And it had destroyed everything. 

Celaena knew she’d only been out for a few seconds, but it was long enough for

Yellowlegs  to  yank  her  arms  behind  her  back  and  get  the  chain  around  her

wrists.  Her  head  was  pounding,  and  blood  slid  down  the  side  of  her  neck, trickling  into  her  tunic.  Nothing  too  bad—she’d  had  worse  wounds.  Her

weapons were gone, though, discarded somewhere in the wagon. Even the ones

in her hair and clothes. And boots. Clever woman. 

So she didn’t give the witch a chance, not even a heartbeat, to realize she was

conscious.  With  no  warning,  she  surged  her  shoulders  up,  throwing  back  her

head as hard as she could. 

Bone  cracked,  and  Yellowlegs  howled,  but  Celaena  had  already  twisted, 

getting her legs beneath her. Yellowlegs scrambled for the other end of the chain, 

fast as a viper. Celaena stomped on the length of chain between them, her other

foot lashing out to meet Yellowlegs’s face. 

The  woman  went  flying,  as  though  she  were  made  of  nothing  but  dust  and

wind, tumbling into the shadows between mirrors. 

Swearing under her breath, Celaena’s wrists ached against the cold iron. But

she’d  been  taught  to  free  herself  from  worse.  Arobynn  had  bound  her  up  from head to toe and made her learn how to get loose, even if it meant spending two

days prostrate on the ground in her own filth, or dislocating her shoulder to get

out. So, not all that surprisingly, she had the chains off in a matter of seconds. 

She  yanked  a  handkerchief  from  her  pocket  and  used  it  to  snatch  up  a  long

mirror  shard.  Angling  the  glass,  Celaena  peered  into  the  shadows  where

Yellowlegs had gone flying. Nothing. Just a smear of dark blood. 

“Do  you  know  how  many  young  women  I’ve  trapped  in  this  wagon  in  the

past  five  hundred  years?”  Yellowlegs’s  voice  was  everywhere  and  nowhere. 

“How  many  Crochan  witches  I  destroyed?  They  were  warriors,  too—such

talented, beautiful warriors. They tasted like summer grass and cool water.” 

Confirming  that  Yellowlegs  was  a  blue-blooded  Ironteeth  witch  changed

nothing,  Celaena  told  herself.  Nothing,  except  that  she’d  have  to  find  a  bigger weapon. 

Celaena scanned the wagon—for the witch, for her lost daggers, for anything

to use against the crone. Her gaze lifted to the shelves on the nearby wall. Books, 

crystal balls, paper, dead things in jars …

Celaena would have missed it if she’d blinked. It was coated in dirt, but still

gleamed  faintly  in  the  light  of  the  distant  oven.  Mounted  on  the  wall  above  a woodpile was a long, single-bladed ax. 

She  smiled  faintly  as  she  yanked  it  off  the  wall.  All  around,  Yellowlegs’s

image  danced  in  the  mirrors,  a  thousand  possibilities  for  where  she  could  be standing, watching, waiting. 

Celaena swung the ax at the nearest one. Then the next. And the next. 

The only way to kill a witch is to cut off her head. A friend had told her that once. 

Celaena  wove  between  the  mirrors,  smashing  them  as  she  went,  the

reflections  of  the  crone  vanishing  until  the  real  witch  stood  along  the  narrow pathway between Celaena and the hearth, the chain back in her hands. 

Celaena  hefted  the  ax  over  a  shoulder.  “One  more  chance,”  she  breathed. 

“You  agree  to  never  say  one  word  about  me  and  Dorian,  and  I’ll  walk  out  of here.” 

“I  can  taste  your  lies,”  Yellowlegs  said.  Faster  than  should  be  possible,  she came for Celaena, scuttling like a spider, the chain swinging from her fingers. 

Celaena dodged the first whip of the chain. She heard the second before she

saw  it,  and  though  it  missed  her,  it  struck  a  mirror  and  glass  exploded

everywhere. Celaena had no choice but to shield her eyes, to look away for one

heartbeat. 

It was enough. 

The chain wrapped around her ankle, stinging and bruising, and then  yanked. 

The  world  tilted  as  Yellowlegs  pulled  her  feet  out  from  under  her,  and

Celaena went crashing to the floor. Yellowlegs rushed for her, but Celaena rolled

across  the  shards,  chain  tangling  around  her,  clinging  to  the  ax  with  one  hand, until  her  face  brushed  against  the  coarse  fibers  of  the  ancient  rug  before  the oven. 

There was a firm yank on the chain, and then another whipping sound. Metal

slammed  into  Celaena’s  forearm,  so  hard  that  she  lost  her  grip  on  the  ax.  She flipped  onto  her  back,  still  tangled  in  the  infernal  chain,  only  to  find  the  iron teeth  of  Baba  Yellowlegs  looming  above  her.  In  a  flash,  the  witch  slammed

Celaena back down into the carpet. 

The iron nails dug into her skin, drawing blood as the witch pinned her by the

shoulder.  “Hold  still,  you  foolish  girl,”  Yellowlegs  hissed,  grabbing  for  the

length of the chain lying nearly. 

The rug scratched against Celaena’s fingers as she stretched for the fallen ax, 

just  inches  out  of  reach.  Her  arm  throbbed  mercilessly,  her  ankle,  too.  If  she could  just  get  the  ax  …  Yellowlegs  lunged  for  Celaena’s  neck,  her  teeth

snapping. 

Celaena  threw  herself  to  the  side,  narrowly  dodging  those  iron  teeth,  and

grabbed the ax at last. She hauled it up so hard that its blunt end slammed into

the side of the old woman’s face. 

Yellowlegs was knocked away, collapsing in a heap of billowing brown robes. 

Celaena scrambled back and raised the weapon between them. 

Pushing  to  her  hands  and  knees,  Yellowlegs  spat  dark  blood— blue  blood—

onto the aged rug, her eyes blazing. “I am going to make you wish you’d never

been born. Both you and your prince.” And then Yellowlegs shot forward so fast

Celaena could have sworn she was flying. 

But she only got as far as Celaena’s feet. 

Celaena  brought  the  ax  down,  throwing  every  bit  of  strength  into  her  arms. 

Blue blood sprayed everywhere. 

There was a smile on Baba Yellowlegs’s decapitated head as it thudded to a

stop. 

Quiet  fell.  Even  the  fire,  still  burning  so  hot  that  she  was  sweating  again, seemed to have gone silent. Celaena swallowed. Once. Twice. 

Dorian couldn’t know. Even though she wanted to scold him to high hell for

asking questions that Yellowlegs had deemed valuable enough to sell to others, 

he couldn’t know what had happened here. No one could. 

When she at last found the strength to disentangle herself, her pants and boots

were stained blue-black. Another outfit to be burned. She studied the body and

the  stained,  soaking  carpet.  It  hadn’t  been  quick,  but  it  could  still  be  clean.  A missing person was better than a decapitated corpse. 

Celaena raised her eyes to the large oven grate. 

Chapter 42

Mort  chuckled  when  she  staggered  through  the  tomb  door.  “Witch  Slayer,  are

you? Another lovely title to add to your repertoire.” 

“How  do  you  know  about  that?”  she  asked,  setting  down  her  candle.  She’d

already  burned  her  bloodied  clothes.  They  had  reeked  as  they  burned—reeked

like rotting flesh, just as Yellowlegs had. Fleetfoot had growled at the fireplace

and tried to herd Celaena away by pressing her body against her legs. 

“Oh, I can smell her on you,” Mort said. “Smell her fury and wickedness.” 

Celaena  peeled  back  the  collar  of  her  tunic  to  show  the  little  cuts  where

Yellowlegs’s nails had pierced the skin right above her collarbone. She’d cleaned

them out, but had a feeling they would leave marks, a necklace of scars. “What

do you make of those?” 

Mort winced. “Those make me grateful I’m made of bronze.” 

“Will they harm me?” 

“You  killed  a  witch—and  you’re  now  marked  by  a  witch.  It  will  not  be  the

usual sort of wound.” Mort’s eyes narrowed. “You understand that you may have

just landed yourself in a heap of trouble.” 

Celaena groaned. 

“Baba Yellowlegs was a leader—a queen to her clan,” Mort went on. “When

they  destroyed  the  Crochan  family,  they  joined  with  the  Blackbeaks  and  the

Bluebloods in the Ironteeth Alliance. They still honor those oaths.” 

“But I thought all the witches were gone—scattered to the winds.” 

“Gone? The Crochans and those who followed them have been in hiding for

generations. But the clans in the Ironteeth Alliance still travel about, as Baba did. 

Though  many  more  of  them  live  in  the  ruined  and  dark  places  of  the  world, 

content in their wickedness. But I suspect that when the Yellowlegs learn of their

matron’s death, they will muster the Blackbeaks and the Bluebloods and demand

answers  from  the  king.  And  you  will  be  fortunate  if  they  do  not  come  on  their brooms and drag you into it.” 

She grimaced. “I hope you’re wrong.” 

Mort’s brows lowered slightly. “So do I.” 

Celaena  spent  an  hour  in  the  tomb,  reading  through  the  riddle  on  the  wall, 

puzzling over Yellowlegs’s words. Wyrdkeys, Wyrdgates … it was all so strange, 

so  incomprehensible  and  terrifying.  And  if  the  king  had  them—if  he  even  had
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 one …

Celaena shuddered. 

When staring at the riddle gave her no further answers, Celaena trudged back

to her rooms for a much-needed nap. 

At  least  she’d  finally  discovered  a  possible  source  of  the  king’s  power.  But she  still  needed  to  learn  more.  And  then  the  real  question:  what  was  the  king planning to do with the keys that he had not done already? 

She had a feeling she didn’t want to know. 

But  the  library  catacombs  might  contain  the  answer  to  that  most  horrible  of

questions. There was a book she could use to gain access to that answer—a book

that might have the unlocking spell she was looking for. And she knew that  The

 Walking Dead would find her the moment she began looking for it. 

Halfway up to her rooms, all plans for a nap vanished as Celaena turned back

around  and  went  to  retrieve  Damaris,  and  every  other  ancient  blade  she  could carry. 

He shouldn’t be here. He was only asking for trouble—another fight that might

wind  up  tearing  the  castle  in  two.  And  if  Celaena  attacked  him  again,  Chaol knew with absolute certainty that he’d let her kill him, if she really wanted. 

He  didn’t  even  know  what  he’d  say  to  her.  But  he  had  to  say  something,  if only to end the silence and the tension that kept him awake night after night and

prevented him from focusing on his duties. 

She wasn’t in her rooms, but he went in anyway, wandering over to her desk. 

It  was  as  messy  as  Dorian’s,  and  covered  in  papers  and  books.  He  might  have turned away had he not seen the strange symbols written on everything, symbols

that reminded him of the mark he’d seen burn on her forehead at the duel. He’d

somehow  forgotten  about  it  in  the  months  that  had  gone  by.  Was  it  …  was  it something connected to her past? 

Glancing over his shoulder, listening for any sign of Philippa or Celaena, he

rifled  through  the  documents.  Just  scribblings—drawings  of  the  symbols  and

random underlined words. Perhaps they were no more than doodles, he tried to

tell himself. 

He was about to turn away when he caught sight of a document peeking out

from  a  stack  of  books.  It  was  written  in  careful  calligraphy  and  signed  by

multiple people. 

Easing it out from under the books, Chaol picked up the thick paper and read. 

The world dropped out from beneath his feet. 

It was Celaena’s will. Signed two days before Nehemia’s death. 

And she’d given everything—every last copper—to him. 

His throat tightened as he stared at the sum and the list of assets, including an

apartment in a warehouse in the slums and all the wealth inside. 

And  she  had  signed  it  all  to  him,  with  only  one  request:  that  he  consider

giving some of it to Philippa. 

“I’m not going to change it.” 

He  whirled,  finding  her  leaning  against  the  doorframe,  her  arms  crossed. 

Though  the  position  was  so  familiar,  her  face  was  cold,  blank.  He  let  the

document slip from his fingers. 

The  list  of  noble  houses  in  his  pocket  became  leaden.  What  if  he’d  been

jumping  to  conclusions?  Perhaps  the  song  wasn’t  actually  a  dirge  of  Terrasen. 

Maybe it had been another language he’d never heard of. 

She watched him like a cat. “It would be too much trouble to bother changing

it,”  she  went  on.  She  wore  a  beautiful,  ancient-looking  blade  at  her  side,  along with a few daggers he’d never seen before. Where had she gotten them? 

There  were  so  many  words  trying  to  work  their  way  out  of  him  that  he

couldn’t speak at all. All of that money—she’d left everything to him. Left it to

him because of what she’d felt for him … even Dorian had seen it from the start. 

“At least now,” she said, pushing off the doorframe and turning away, “when

the king sacks you for being so damn lousy at your job, you’ll have something to

fall back on.” 

He  couldn’t  breathe.  She  hadn’t  just  done  it  out  of  generosity.  But  rather

because  she  knew  that  if  he  ever  lost  his  position,  he’d  have  to  consider  going back to Anielle, to his father’s money. And that it’d kill part of him to do that. 

But she’d have to be dead for him to see that money. Verifiably dead, and not

a traitor to the crown, either—if she died a traitor, then all her assets had to go to

the king. 

And the only way she’d die a traitor would be for her to do what he feared:

ally with this secret organization, find Aelin Galathynius, and return to Terrasen. 

This  was  a  hint  that  she  had  no  intention  of  doing  that.  She  had  no  plans  to reclaim  her  lost  title,  and  posed  no  threat  to  Adarlan  or  Dorian.  He’d  been wrong. Yet again, he’d been wrong. 

“Get  out  of  my  chambers,”  she  said  from  the  foyer,  before  striding  into  the gaming room and slamming the door behind her. 

He  hadn’t  wept  when  Nehemia  died,  or  when  he’d  thrown  Celaena  in  the

dungeons, or even when she’d returned with Grave’s head, utterly different from the woman he had grown to love so fiercely. 

But when Chaol walked out, leaving that damning will behind him, he didn’t

even  make  it  to  his  own  room.  He  barely  made  it  into  an  empty  broom  closet before the sobs hit. 
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Chapter 43

Celaena stood in the gaming room, staring at the pianoforte as she heard Chaol

quickly leave. She hadn’t played in weeks. 

Originally, it had been just because she didn’t have time. Because Archer and

the tomb and Chaol had occupied every moment of her day. Then Nehemia had

died—and  she  hadn’t  gone  into  this  room  once,  hadn’t  wanted  to  look  at  the

instrument, hadn’t wanted to hear or make music ever again. 

Shoving  the  encounter  with  Chaol  out  of  her  mind,  Celaena  slowly  folded

back the lid of the pianoforte and stroked the ivory keys. 

But she couldn’t push down, couldn’t bring herself to make a sound. Nehemia

should have been here—to help with Yellowlegs and the riddle, to tell her what

to  do  with  Chaol,  to  smile  as  Celaena  played  something  particularly  clever  for her. 

Nehemia was gone. And the world … it was moving on without her. 

When  Sam  had  died,  she  had  tucked  him  into  her  heart,  tucked  him  in

alongside her other beloved dead, whose names she kept so secret she sometimes

forgot them. But Nehemia—Nehemia wouldn’t fit. It was as if her heart was too

full of the dead, too full of those lives that had ended well before their time. 

She couldn’t seal Nehemia away like that, not when that bloodstained bed and

those ugly words still haunted her every step, every breath. 

So  Celaena  just  hovered  at  the  pianoforte,  tracing  her  fingers  over  the  keys again and again, and let the silence devour her. 

An  hour  later,  Celaena  stood  before  the  strange,  second  staircase  at  the  end  of the  forgotten  hall  of  ancient  records,  a  clock  chiming  somewhere  far  in  the

library  above.  The  images  of  Fae  and  flora  danced  along  the  fire-lit  stairwell, spiraling  out  of  sight,  down  and  down  into  unknown  depths.  She’d  found   The Walking  Dead  almost  immediately—discarded  on  a  lonely  table  between  some stacks. As though it had been waiting for her. And it had been the work of a few

minutes  to  find  a  spell  inside  that  claimed  to  unlock  any  door.  She’d  quickly memorized it, practicing a few times on a locked closet. 

It  had  taken  all  of  her  self-control  not  to  scream  when  she’d  heard  the  lock snap free the first time. Or the second. 

It was no wonder Nehemia and her family kept such power a secret. And no

wonder the King of Adarlan had sought it out for himself. 

Staring down into the stairwell, Celaena touched Damaris, then looked at the

two  jeweled  daggers  hanging  from  her  belt.  She  was  fine.  No  reason  to  be

nervous. What sort of evil did she expect to find in a library, of all places? 

Surely the king had better places to hide his dark dealings. At best, she’d find

more hints as to whether he had any Wyrdkeys and where he kept them. At worst

…  she  would  run  into  the  cloaked  person  she’d  seen  outside  the  library  that night.  But  the  glowing  eyes  she’d  glimpsed  on  the  other  side  of  that  door

belonged  to  a  rodent  of  some  sort—nothing  more.  And  if  she  was  wrong  …

Well, whatever it was, after taking down the ridderak,  this shouldn’t be too hard, right? 

 Right. Celaena stepped forward, pausing on the landing. 

Nothing. No feelings of terror, no otherworldly warnings. Not a thing. 

She took another step, then another, holding her breath as she wound around

the staircase until she could no longer see the top. She could have sworn that the

etchings on the wall moved all around her, that the beautiful, feral faces of the

Fae turned to look as she passed. 

The only noises were her footsteps and the whispering of the torch flame. A

chill  ran  down  her  spine,  and  Celaena  stopped  as  the  dark  void  of  the  hallway came into view. 

She  was  at  the  sealed  iron  door  a  moment  later.  She  didn’t  give  herself  the luxury  of  reconsidering  her  plan  as  she  took  out  her  piece  of  chalk  and  traced two Wyrdmarks onto the door, whispering the accompanying words at the same

time. They burned on her tongue, but as she finished speaking, she heard a faint, 

dull  thud as something in the door slid open. 

She swore under her breath. The spell truly worked. She didn’t want to think

about  all  that  implied,  about  how  it  was  able  to  work  on  iron,  the  one  element supposedly  immune  to  magic.  And  not  when  there  were  so  many  awful  spells

contained in  The Walking Dead—spells to summon demons, to raise the dead, to

torture others until they begged for death …

With  a  firm  tug,  she  yanked  the  door  open,  wincing  as  it  whined  across  the gray stone floor. A stale, cold breeze ruffled her hair. She drew Damaris. 

After checking and double-checking that she could not be locked inside, she

crossed the threshold. 

Her  torch  revealed  a  small  staircase  of  about  ten  steps,  which  led  down  to

another long, narrow passageway. Cobwebs and dust filled every inch of it, but it

wasn’t the neglected look of the place that made her pause. 

Rather it was the doors, the dozens of iron doors that lined both sides of the

hallway. All as nondescript as the door behind her, all revealing nothing of what might be behind them. At the opposite end of the hall, another iron door gleamed

dully in the torchlight. 

What was this place? 

She descended the stairs. It was so silent. As if the very air held its breath. 

She held her torch high, Damaris in her other hand, and approached the first

iron door. It had no handle, the surface marked only by a single line. The door

across from it had two marks. Numbers one and two. Odd numbers on the left, 

even on the right. She kept moving, igniting torch after torch, brushing away the

curtains  of  cobwebs.  As  she  walked  farther  down  the  hall,  the  numbers  on  the doors rose. 

 Is this some sort of dungeon? 

But  the  floor  held  no  traces  of  blood,  no  remnants  of  bones  or  weapons.  It didn’t even smell that bad—just dusty. Dry. She tried opening one of the doors, 

but  it  was  firmly  locked.  All  of  the  doors  were  locked.  And  some  instinct  told her to keep them that way. 

Her head throbbed slightly with the beginnings of a headache. 

The  hallway  went  on  and  on,  until  she  reached  the  door  at  the  far  end,  the cells on either side numbered ninety-eight and ninety-nine. 

Beyond  them  was  a  final,  unmarked  door.  She  set  her  torch  in  a  bracket

beside  the  last  door  and  grabbed  the  ring  on  the  door  to  pull  it  open.  This  one was  significantly  lighter  than  the  first,  but  also  locked.  And  unlike  the  doors lining the hall, this one seemed to  ask her to unlock it—as though it needed to be opened.  So  Celaena  sketched  the  unlocking  spell  again,  the  chalk  bone-white

against the ancient metal. The door yielded without a sound. 

 Perhaps these were Gavin’s dungeons. From the time of Brannon. That would

explain the Fae depictions on the staircase above. Perhaps he’d used these iron-

gated  cells  to  imprison  the  demon-soldiers  of  Erawan’s  army.  Or  the  wicked

things Gavin and his war band hunted down …

Her  mouth  went  dry  as  she  passed  through  the  second  door  and  ignited  the

torches  along  the  way.  Again,  the  light  revealed  a  small  set  of  stairs  leading down  into  a  hallway.  Yet  this  one  veered  to  the  right,  and  was  significantly shorter.  There  was  nothing  in  the  shadows—just  more  and  more  locked  iron

doors on either side. It was so, so quiet …

She walked until she reached the door on the other end of the hall. Sixty-six

cells this time, all sealed shut. She unlocked the end door with the Wyrdmarks. 

She  entered  the  third  passageway,  which  also  made  a  sharp  right  turn,  and

found it to be even shorter. Thirty-three cells. 

The fourth hallway veered right again, and she counted twenty-two cells. The slight throbbing in her head turned into a full-on pounding, but it was so far to

her rooms, and she  was here already …

Celaena paused before the fourth end door. 

 It’s  a  spiral.  A  labyrinth.  Bringing  you  deeper  and  deeper  inside,  farther belowground …

She  bit  her  lip  but  unlocked  the  door.  Eleven  cells.  She  increased  her  pace, and swiftly reached the fifth door. Nine cells. 

She approached the sixth door and halted. 

A different sort of chill went through her as she stared at the sixth portal. 

 The center of the spiral? 

As the chalk met the iron door to form the Wyrdmarks, a voice in the back of

her mind told her to run. And though she wanted to listen, she opened the door

anyway. 

Her torch revealed a hallway in ruin. Parts of the walls had caved in, and the

wooden  beams  were  left  in  splinters.  Cobwebs  stretched  between  the  broken

shafts  of  wood,  and  tattered  scraps  of  cloth,  impaled  upon  rock  and  beam, 

swayed in the slight breeze. 

Death  had  been  here.  And  not  too  long  ago.  If  this  place  were  as  ancient  as Gavin and Brannon, most of the cloth would be dust. 

She looked at the three cells that lined the short hallway. There was one more

door  at  the  end,  which  hung  crookedly  on  its  one  remaining  hinge.  Darkness

filled the void beyond. 

But it was the third cell that held her interest. 

The  iron  door  to  the  third  cell  had  been  smashed,  its  surface  dented  and

folded in upon itself. But not from the outside. 

Celaena raised Damaris before her as she faced the open cell. 

Whoever had been within had broken loose. 

A  quick  sweep  of  her  torch  across  the  threshold  revealed  nothing  save  for

bones—piles of bones, most of them splintered beyond recognition. 

She snapped her attention back to the hallway. Nothing moved. 

Gingerly, she stepped into the cell. 

Iron  chains  dangled  from  the  walls,  broken  off  where  manacles  would  have

been.  The  dark  stone  was  covered  in  white  marks;  dozens  and  dozens  of  long, deep gouges in groups of four. 

 Fingernails. 

She  turned  around  to  face  the  broken  cell  door.  There  were  countless  marks

on it. 

 How could someone make such lines in iron? In stone? 

She shuddered and quickly stepped out of the cell. 

She glanced back the way she had come, which glowed with the torches she’d

lit, and then at the dark, open space that led onward. 

 You’re  near  the  center  of  the  spiral.  Just  see  what  it  is—see  if  it  yields  any answers. Elena said to look for clues …

She  swung  Damaris  in  her  hand  a  few  times—only  to  loosen  her  wrist,  of

course. Rolling her neck, she entered the gloom. 

There  were  no  torch  brackets  here.  The  seventh  portal  revealed  only  a  short

passageway and one open door. An eighth gate. 

The walls on either side of the eighth door were damaged and claw-marked. 

Her head gave a violent throb, then quieted as she stepped nearer. 

Beyond  the  portal  lay  a  spiral  staircase  that  led  upward,  so  high  that  she

couldn’t see the top. A straight ascent into darkness. 

But to where? 

The  stairwell  stank,  and  she  held  Damaris  before  her  as  she  ascended  the

steps, taking care to avoid the fallen stones that littered the ground. 

Up  and  up  and  up  she  climbed,  grateful  for  all  her  training.  Her  headache

only grew worse, but when she reached the top, she forgot about fatigue, forgot

about pain. 

She  raised  the  torch.  Shimmering  obsidian  walls  surrounded  her,  reaching

high, high, high—so high that she couldn’t see the ceiling. She was inside some

sort of chamber at the bottom of a tower. 

Twining  through  the  strange  stone  walls,  greenish  veins  glittered  in  the

torchlight. She had seen this material before. Seen it—

 The king’s ring. The ring on Perrington’s finger. And Cain’s …

She  touched  the  stone,  and  a  shock  went  through  her,  her  head  pounding  so

badly she gagged. The Eye of Elena gave a pulse of blue light but quickly died, 

as if the light itself had been sucked toward the stone and devoured. 

She staggered back toward the stairs. 

 Gods above. What is this? 

As  if  in  response,  a  boom  shuddered  through  the  tower,  so  loud  that  she

jumped back. It echoed and echoed, turning metallic. 

She raised her gaze to the darkness above. 

“I know where I am,” she whispered as the sound subsided. 

The clock tower. 

Chapter 44

Dorian  stared  at  the  odd  spiral  staircase.  Celaena  had  found  the  legendary

catacombs beneath the library. Of course she had. If there were anyone in Erilea

who could find something like that, it would be Celaena. 

He’d  been  just  about  to  go  to  lunch  when  he’d  seen  Celaena  strut  into  the

library,  a  sword  strapped  across  her  back.  Perhaps  he  would  have  let  her  go about her own business were it not for her braided hair. Celaena  never tied back her hair unless she was fighting. And when she was about to get messy. 

It  wasn’t  spying.  And  it  wasn’t  sneaking.  Dorian  was  merely  curious.  He

followed  her  through  long-forgotten  hallways  and  rooms,  always  staying  far

behind,  keeping  his  steps  silent  as  Chaol  and  Brullo  had  taught  him  years  ago. 

He’d  followed  until  Celaena  had  disappeared  down  that  staircase  with  a

suspicious glance over her shoulder. 

Yes,  Celaena  was  up  to  something.  And  so  Dorian  had  waited.  One  minute. 

Five  minutes.  Ten  minutes  before  following  after  her.  To  make  it  seem  like  an accident if their paths crossed. 

And now what did he see? Nothing but junk. Old parchment and books tossed

around.  Beyond  was  a  second  spiral  staircase,  lit  in  the  same  manner  as  the previous one. 

A chill went through him. He didn’t like any of this. What was Celaena doing

here? 

As if in answer, his magic screamed at him to run in the opposite direction—

to find help. But the main library was a long way off, and by the time he could

get  there  and  back,  something  might  happen.  Something  might  already  have

happened …

Dorian quickly descended the staircase and found a dimly lit hallway with a

single door left ajar, two marks written on it in chalk. When he saw the cell-lined

hallway  beyond,  he  froze.  The  iron  reeked,  somehow—and  made  his  stomach

turn. 

“Celaena?” he called down the hallway. No response. “Celaena?” Nothing. 

He had to tell her to get out. Whatever this place was, neither of them should

be  here.  Even  if  the  power  in  his  blood  wasn’t  screaming  it,  he  would  have known. He had to get her out. 

Dorian descended the staircase. 
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Celaena half ran, half jumped down the stairs, getting away from the interior of

the  clock  tower  as  fast  as  she  could.  Though  it  had  been  months  since  she  had encountered the dead during the duel with Cain, the memory of being slammed

into the dark wall of the tower was still too near. She could see the dead grinning

at her, and recalled Elena’s words on Samhuinn about the eight guardians in the

clock tower and how she should stay far from them. 

Her head ached so badly that she could barely focus on the steps beneath her

feet. 

What  had  been  in  there?  This  had  nothing  to  do  with  Gavin,  or  Brannon. 

Maybe  the  dungeon  had  been  built  then,  but  this—all  of  this—had  to  be

connected to the king. Because he had built the clock tower; built it out of—

 Obsidian the gods forbade

 And stone they greatly feared. 

But—but the keys were supposed to be small. Not mammoth, like the clock

tower. Not—

Celaena hit the bottom of the clock stairs and froze as she beheld the passage

that contained the destroyed cell. 

The torches had been extinguished. She looked behind her, toward the clock

tower. The darkness seemed to expand, reaching for her. She wasn’t alone. 

Clutching  her  own  torch,  keeping  her  breathing  steady,  she  crept  along  the

ruined  passage.  Nothing—no  sounds,  no  hint  of  another  person  in  the  passage. 

But …

Halfway  down,  she  stopped  again  and  set  down  the  torch.  She’d  marked  all

the  turns,  counted  her  steps  as  she  came  here.  She  knew  the  way  in  the  dark, could  find  her  way  back  blindfolded.  And  if  she  wasn’t  alone  down  here,  then her torch was a beacon. And she was in no mood to be a target. She put out the

torch with a grind of her heel. 

Complete darkness. 

She lifted Damaris higher, adjusting to the dark. Only it wasn’t wholly black. 

A faint glow issued from her amulet—a glow that allowed her to see only dim

shapes, as if the darkness were too strong for the Eye. The hair on the back of

her  neck  rose.  The  only  other  time  she’d  seen  the  amulet  glow  like  that  …

Feeling along the wall with her other hand, not daring to turn around, she eased

back toward the library. 
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There was a scrape of nail against stone, and then the sound of breathing. 

It was not her own. 

It  peered  out  from  the  shadows  of  the  cell,  clutching  at  its  cloak  with  taloned hands.  Food.  For  the  first  time  in  months.  She  was  so  warm,  so  teeming  with life. It skittered out of the cell past her as she continued her blind retreat. 

Since  they  had  locked  it  down  here  to  rot,  since  they  had  gotten  tired  of

playing with it, it had forgotten so many things. It had forgotten its own name, 

forgotten what it used to be. But it now knew more useful things—better things. 

How  to  hunt,  how  to  feed,  how  to  use  those  marks  to  open  and  close  doors.  It had paid attention during the long years; it had watched them make the marks. 

And once they had left, it had waited until it knew they weren’t coming back. 

Until  he was looking elsewhere and had taken all his other things with him. And

then  it  had  begun  opening  the  doors,  one  after  another.  Some  shred  of  it

remained mortal enough to always seal those doors shut, to come back here and

form the marks that again locked the doors, to keep it contained. 

But she had come here. She had learned the marks. Which meant she had to

know—to know what had been done to it. She had to have been a part of it, the

breaking and shattering and then the brutal rebuilding. And since she had come

here …

It ducked into another shadow and waited for her to walk into its claws. 

Celaena stopped her retreat as the breathing halted. Silence. 

The blue light around her grew brighter. 

Celaena put a hand to her chest. 

The amulet flared. 

It  had  been  stalking  the  little  men  who  lived  above  for  weeks  now, 

contemplating how they would taste. But there was always that cursed light near

them, light that burned its sensitive eyes. There was always something that sent

it skittering back here to the comfort of the stone. 

Rats and crawling things had been its only food for too long, their blood and

bones  thin  and  tasteless.  But  this  female  …  it  had  seen  her  twice  before.  First with that same faint, blue light at her throat—then a second time, when it hadn’t
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seen her as much as  smelled her from the other side of that iron door. 

Upstairs, the blue light had been enough to keep it away—the blue light that

had tasted of power. But down here, down in the shadow of the black, breathing

stone, that light was diminished. Down here, now that it had put out the torches

she’d ignited, there was nothing to stop it, and no one to hear her. 

It  had  not  forgotten,  even  in  the  twisted  pathways  of  its  memory,  what  had

been done to it on that stone table. 

With a dripping maw, it smiled. 

The Eye of Elena burned bright as a flame, and there was a hiss in her ear. 

Celaena  whirled,  striking  before  she  could  get  a  good  look  at  the  cloaked

figure behind her. She glimpsed only a flash of withered skin and jagged, stumpy

teeth before she sliced Damaris across its chest. 

It  screamed—screamed  like  nothing  she  had  ever  heard  as  the  ragged  cloth

ripped,  revealing  a  bony,  misshapen  chest  peppered  with  scars.  It  slammed  a

clawed  hand  into  her  face  as  it  fell,  its  eyes  gleaming  from  the  light  of  the amulet. An animal’s eyes, capable of seeing in the dark. 

The  person—creature—from  the  hallway.  From  the  other  side  of  the  door. 

She  didn’t  even  see  where  she  had  wounded  it  as  she  hit  the  ground.  Blood

rushed  from  her  nose  and  filled  her  mouth.  She  staggered  into  a  sprint  back toward the library. 

She  leapt  over  fallen  beams  and  chunks  of  stone,  letting  the  Eye  light  her

way,  barely  keeping  her  footing  as  she  slipped  on  bones.  The  creature  barreled after  her,  tearing  through  the  obstacles  as  if  they  were  no  more  than  gossamer curtains. It stood like a man, but it wasn’t a man—no, that face was something

out of a nightmare. And its strength, to be able to shove aside those fallen beams

as though they were stalks of wheat …

The iron doors had been there to keep this thing in. 

And she had unlocked all of them. 

She  dashed  up  the  short  stairs  and  through  the  first  doorway.  As  she  veered left, it caught her by the back of her tunic. The cloth tore. Celaena slammed into

the opposite wall, ducking as it lunged for her. 

Damaris  sang,  and  the  creature  roared,  falling  back.  Black  blood  squirted

from the wound across its abdomen. But she hadn’t cut deep enough. 

Surging  to  her  feet,  blood  running  down  her  back  from  where  its  claws  had

punctured, Celaena drew a dagger with her other hand. 
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The hood had fallen off the creature, revealing what looked like a man’s face

—looked like, but no longer was. His hair was sparse, hanging off his gleaming

skull  in  clumpy  strings,  and  his  lips  …  there  was  such  scarring  around  his

mouth, as though someone had ripped it open and sewed it shut, then ripped it

open again. 

The  creature  pushed  a  gnarled  hand  against  its  abdomen,  panting  through

those  brown,  broken  teeth  as  it  looked  at  her— looked  at  her  with  such  hatred that she couldn’t move. It was such a human expression …

“What   are  you?”  She  gasped,  swinging  Damaris  as  she  took  another  step back. 

But it suddenly began clawing at itself, tearing at the dark robes, pulling  out

its hair, pushing against its skull, as if it would reach in and rip something out. 

And the shrieks it made, the rage and despair—

The creature had been  in the castle hallway. 

Which meant …

This thing, this person—it knew how to use the Wyrdmarks, too. And with its

unnatural strength, no mortal barrier would keep it contained. 

The  creature  tipped  its  head  back,  and  its  animal  eyes  settled  on  her  again. 

Fixating. A predator anticipating the taste of its prey. 

Celaena turned and ran like hell. 

Dorian  had  just  passed  through  the  third  door  when  he  heard  the  scream  of

something  not  human.  A  series  of  crashing  noises  filled  the  passage,  and  the bellowing was cut short with each slam. 

“Celaena?” Dorian yelled in the direction of the commotion. 

Another slam. 

“Celaena!” 

Then— “Dorian, run!” 

The  highpitched  shriek  that  followed  Celaena’s  command  shook  the  walls. 

The torches sputtered. 

Dorian  drew  his  rapier  as  Celaena  came  flying  up  the  stairs,  blood  leaking

from her face, and slammed the iron door shut behind her. She raced toward him, 

a sword in one hand, a dagger in the other. The amulet on her neck glowed blue, 

like the hottest fire. 

Celaena  was  upon  him  in  a  second.  The  iron  door  burst  open  behind  them, 

and—
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The  thing  that  came  out  was  not  of  this  earth—it  couldn’t  be.  It  looked  like something  that  used  to  be  a  man,  but  was  twisted  and  dried  and  broken,  with hunger  and  madness  written  on  every  protruding  bone  in  its  body.  Gods.  Oh, gods. What had she awoken? 

They sprinted down the hall, and Dorian swore as he beheld the steps up to

the next door. The time it would take for them to climb the stairs …

But  Celaena  was  fast.  And  months  of  training  had  made  her  strong.  To  his

eternal humiliation, as they hit the bottom of the stairs, she grasped him by the

collar of his tunic, half-hauling him up the steps. She hurled him into the hallway

beyond the threshold. 

Behind them, the thing shrieked. Dorian turned in time to see its broken teeth

glistening  as  it  leapt  up  the  stairs.  Lightning  swift,  Celaena  slammed  the  iron door shut in the creature’s face. 

Only  one  more  door—he  could  picture  the  landing  that  led  back  to  the  first

hallway, then that spiral staircase, then the second staircase, and—

What then, when they reached the main library? What could they do against

this thing? 

As Dorian saw the naked terror on Celaena’s face, he knew she wondered the

same. 

Celaena  threw  Dorian  into  the  hallway  and  then  hurled  herself  backward, 

slamming  into  the  last  iron  door  that  separated  the  thing’s  lair  from  the  rest  of the library. She put her weight into it and saw stars as the creature barreled into

the other side. Gods, it was strong—strong and wild and unyielding …

For  a  moment,  she  stumbled  away,  and  it  tried  to  fling  open  the  door.  But

Celaena lunged, throwing her back against it. 

Its hand caught in the door and the creature bellowed, latching its claws into

Celaena’s shoulder as she pushed and pushed. Blood ran from her nose, mingling

with the blood running down her shoulders. The claws dug in farther. 

Dorian  rushed  to  the  door,  bracing  his  back  against  it.  He  panted,  gaping  at her. 

They had to seal the door. Even if this thing was intelligent enough to know

the  Wyrdmarks,  they  had  to  buy  some  time  for  themselves.  She  had  to  give

Dorian enough time to get away. They would run out of strength soon, and the

thing would break through and kill them and whoever else got in its path. 

There  had  to  be  a  lock  somewhere,  some  way  to  shut  it  in,  to  slow  it  down just for a moment …
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“Push,”  she  breathed  to  Dorian.  The  creature  gained  an  inch,  but  Celaena shoved hard, drawing on the strength of her legs. It roared again, so loudly that

she thought blood would pour from her ears. Dorian swore viciously. 

She glanced at him, not even feeling the pain of the talons embedded in her

skin. Sweat ran down Dorian’s brow as—as—

The metal began to heat along the edge of the door, glowing red, then fizzing

—

Magic was here; magic was working right now, trying to seal the door against

the creature. But it wasn’t coming from her. 

Dorian’s eyes were scrunched in concentration, his face deathly pale. 

She’d  been  right.  Dorian   did  have  magic.  This  was  the  information

Yellowlegs  had  wanted  to  sell  to  the  highest  bidder,  sell  to  the  king  himself.  It was knowledge that could change  everything. It could change the world. 

Dorian had magic. 

And if he didn’t stop, he was going to burn himself out on the iron door. 

The door suffocated Dorian. He was in a coffin, a coffin with no air. His magic

couldn’t breathe.  He couldn’t breathe. 

Celaena swore as the creature gained ground. Dorian didn’t even know what

he  was  doing,  only  that  he   needed  to  seal  this  door.  His  magic  had  chosen  the method. He pushed with his legs, pushed with his back, pushed his magic to the

breaking point as he sought to weld the door. Spinning, heat, strangling …

The magic slipped from him. 

The  creature  pushed  hard,  sending  Dorian  staggering  forward.  But  Celaena

threw herself harder against the door as he regained his balance. 

Celaena’s blade lay a few feet away, but what good was a sword? 

They had no hope of escaping with their lives. 

Celaena’s eyes met with his, the question all too visible on her bloodied face:

 What have I done? 

Still  gripped  by  the  creature’s  talons,  Celaena  couldn’t  even  move  as  Dorian

made a sudden lunge for Damaris. The creature tried again to break free, and the

prince  swung,  making  direct  contact  with  its  wrist.  Its  shriek  penetrated  her bones,  but  the  door  slammed  shut  completely.  Celaena  stumbled,  the  beast’s

dismembered  hand  protruding  from  her  shoulder,  but  she  shoved  back  against

the door as the creature again launched itself at it. 

“What  the  hell  is  it?”  Dorian  barked,  throwing  his  weight  back  against  the

iron. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Celaena  breathed.  Not  having  the  luxury  of  a  healer,  she

ripped  the  filthy  hand  from  her  shoulder,  biting  down  on  her  scream.  “It  was down there,” she panted. Another thud from behind the door. “You can’t seal that

door  with  magic.  We  need  to—need  to  seal  this  another  way.”  And  find

something that would outsmart whatever unlocking spells this creature knew—

some way to keep it from getting out. She choked on the blood running from her

nose into her mouth, and spat it onto the floor. “There is a book— The  Walking

 Dead. It’ll have the answer.” 

Their  eyes  met  and  held.  A  line  stretched  taut  between  them—a  moment  of

trust, and a promise of answers from both of them. 

“Where’s the book?” Dorian asked. 

“In the library. It’ll find you. I can hold this for a few moments.” 

Not  needing  it  to  make  sense,  Dorian  bolted  upstairs.  He  ran  through  stack

after stack, his fingers reading the titles, faster and faster, knowing each second

drained her strength. He was about to bellow his frustration when he ran past a

table and beheld a large black volume resting upon its surface. 

 The Walking Dead. 

She  had  been  right.  Why  was  she  always  right,  in  her  own  odd  way?  He

grabbed the book and hurtled to the secret chamber. She had shut her eyes, and

her teeth were red with her own blood as she gritted them. 

“Here,” Dorian said. Without needing her to ask, he shoved himself into the

door as she dropped to the floor and grabbed the book to her. Her hands trembled

as  she  flipped  a  page,  then  another,  and  another.  Her  blood  splattered  onto  the text. 

“‘To bind or to contain,’” she read aloud. Dorian peered down at the dozens

of symbols on the page. 

“This will work?” he asked. 

“I  hope  so,”  she  wheezed,  already  moving,  clutching  the  open  book  in  one

hand. “Once the spell is cast, just passing over that threshold will hold it in place

long enough to kill it.” She dipped her fingers into the wounds on her chest, and

he could only gape as she made the first mark, and then the second, turning her

battered body into an inkwell as she drew mark after mark around the door. 

“But for it to pass over the threshold,” Dorian panted, “we’d have to—” 

“Open the door,” she finished for him, nodding. 

He shifted so she could reach to draw above his head, their breath mingling. 

Celaena  let  out  a  long  breath  as  she  made  the  last  mark,  and  suddenly,  they glowed a faint blue. He held himself against the door, even as he felt the iron go

rigid. 

“You  can  let  go,”  she  breathed,  angling  the  sword.  “Let  go,  and  get  the  hell behind me.” 

At least she didn’t insult him by telling him to flee. 

With a final breath, he leapt away. 

The creature slammed into the door, flinging it open. 

And, just like she had said, it froze on the threshold, its animalistic eyes wild

as its head jutted out into the hall. There was a pause then, a pause during which

Dorian  could  have  sworn  that  Celaena  and  the  creature  looked  at  each  other—

and its wildness calmed, just for a moment. Just for a moment, and then Celaena

moved. 

The  sword  flashed  in  the  torchlight,  and  there  was  the  squish  of  flesh  and

crunch of bone. The neck was too thick to sever in one blow, so before Dorian

could draw another breath, she struck again. 

The head hit the ground with a thud, black blood spraying from the severed

neck—from the body that still stood paralyzed in the doorway. 

“Shit,” Dorian breathed. “Shit.” 

Celaena moved again, slamming her sword down onto the head, skewering it, 

as if she thought it could still bite. 

Dorian was still spewing a steady stream of curses as Celaena reached out to

the bloody marks around the door and swiped a finger through one of them. 

The creature’s headless body collapsed, the holding spell broken. 

It had barely finished falling before Celaena made four strikes: three to sever

the emaciated torso in two, and a fourth to stab through where its heart would be. 

His bile rose up again as she angled her blade a fifth time, prying open the chest

cavity of the creature. 

Whatever she saw made her face go even paler. Dorian didn’t want to look. 

With  grim  efficiency,  she  kicked  the  too-human  head  through  the  threshold, 

sending it knocking into the withered corpse of the creature. Then she shut the

iron door and traced a few more marks over the threshold that glowed and then

faded. 

Celaena faced him, but Dorian looked at the door again, now sealed. 

“How long does that—that  spell hold?” He almost choked on the word. 

“I  don’t  know,”  she  said,  shaking  her  head.  “Until  I  remove  the  marks,  I
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think.” 

“I don’t think we can let anyone else know about this,” he said carefully. 

She laughed, a bit wildly. Telling others, even Chaol, would mean answering

difficult questions—questions that could earn them both a trip to the butchering

block. 

“So,”  Celaena  said,  spitting  blood  onto  the  stones,  “do  you  want  to  explain

yourself first, or should I?” 

Celaena went first, because Dorian desperately needed to change his filthy tunic, 

and  talking  seemed  like  a  good  idea  while  he  stripped  naked  in  his  dressing room.  She  sat  on  his  bed,  not  looking  much  better  herself—which  was  why

they’d taken the dark servants’ passages back to his tower. 

“Beneath  the  library  stretches  an  ancient  dungeon,  I  think,”  Celaena  said, 

trying to keep her voice as soft as possible. She caught a gleam of golden skin

through the half-open door to his dressing room, and looked away. “I think … I

think  someone  kept  the  creature  in  there  until  it  broke  out  of  its  cell.  It’s  been living under the library ever since.” 

No  need  to  tell  him  that  she  was  starting  to  believe  the  king  had   created  it. 

The clock tower had been built by the king himself—so he had to know what it

connected to. She knew that the creature had been made, because in its chest had

been  a  human  heart.  Celaena  was  willing  to  bet  that  the  king  had  used  at  least one Wyrdkey to make both tower and monster. 

“What I don’t understand,” Dorian said from the dressing room, “is why this

thing can now break through the iron doors when it couldn’t before.” 

“Because  I  was  an  idiot  and  broke  the  spells  on  them  when  I  walked

through.” 

A  lie—sort  of.  But  she  didn’t  want  to  explain,  couldn’t  explain,  why  the creature had been able to break out before and had never hurt anyone until now. 

Why  it  had  been  in  the  hallway  that  night  and  disappeared,  why  the  librarians were all alive and unhurt. 

But  perhaps  the  man  that  the  creature  had  once  been  …  Perhaps  he  hadn’t

been  entirely  lost.  There  were  so  many  questions  now,  so  many  things  left

unanswered. 

“And  that  last  spell  you  did—on  the  door.  It’ll  keep  forever?”  Dorian

appeared  in  a  new  tunic  and  pants,  still  barefoot.  The  sight  of  his  feet  felt strangely intimate. 

She shrugged, fighting the urge to wipe her bloody, filthy face. He’d offered

her his private bath, but she’d refused.  That felt too intimate, too. 

“The book says it’s a permanent binding spell, so I don’t think anyone but us

will be capable of getting through.” 

 Unless the king wants to get in and uses one of the Wyrdkeys. 

Dorian  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair,  sitting  down  beside  her  on  the  bed. 

“Where did it come from?” 

“I don’t know,” she lied. The king’s ring flashed in her memory. That couldn’t

be the Wyrdkey, though; Yellowlegs had said they were slivers of black rock, not

—not  forged  into  shapes.  But  he  could  have  made  the  ring  using  the  key.  She understood now why Archer and his society both coveted and sought to destroy

it. If the king could use it to  make creatures …

If he had made  more …

There had been so many doors. Well over two hundred, all locked. And both

Kaltain  and  Nehemia  had  mentioned  wings—wings  in  their  dreams,  wings

flapping through the Ferian Gap. What was the king brewing there? 

“Tell me,” Dorian pressed. 

“I don’t know,” she lied again, hating herself for it. How could she make him

understand a truth that might shatter everything he loved? 

“That book,” Dorian said. “How did you know it would help?” 

“I found it one day in the library. It seemed to … trail me. Showed up in my

rooms  when  I  hadn’t  brought  it  there,  reappeared  in  the  library;  it  was  full  of those kinds of spells.” 

“But it’s not magic,” Dorian said, paling. 

“Not  the  magic  that  you  have.  This  is  different.  I  didn’t  even  know  if  that spell would work. Speaking of which,” she said, meeting his eyes, “you have …

magic.” 

He scanned her face, and she quelled the urge to fidget. 

“What do you want me to say?” 

“Tell me how you have magic,” she breathed. “Tell me how  you have it and

the rest of the world doesn’t. Tell me how you discovered it, and what manner of

magic  it  is.  Tell  me  everything.”  He  started  to  shake  his  head,  but  she  leaned forward.  “You  just  saw  me  break  at  least  a  dozen  of  your  father’s  laws.  You think  I’m  going  to  turn  you  over  to  him  when  you  could  just  as  easily  destroy me?” 

Dorian sighed. After a moment, he said, “A few weeks ago, I … erupted. I got

so  mad  at  a  council  meeting  that  I  stormed  out  and  punched  a  wall.  And

somehow,  the  stone  cracked,  and  then  the  window  nearby  shattered,  too.  Since

then, I’ve been trying to figure out where it comes from, what kind of power it is, exactly. And how to control it. But it just … happens. Like—” 

“Like when you used it to stop me from killing Chaol.” 

His neck bobbed as he swallowed hard. 

She  couldn’t  meet  his  stare  as  she  said,  “Thank  you  for  that.  If  you  hadn’t stopped  me,  I  …”  No  matter  what  had  happened  between  her  and  Chaol,  no

matter what she now felt for him, if she had killed him that night, there would

have  been  no  coming  back  from  it,  no  recovering.  In  some  ways  …  in  some

ways, it might have made her into just another version of that thing in the library. 

It made her sick to even think about it. “No matter what your magic might be, it

saved more lives than his that night.” 

Dorian  shifted.  “I  still  need  to  learn  to  control  it—or  else  it  might  happen anywhere. In front of anyone. I’ve gotten lucky so far, but I don’t think that luck

will last.” 

“Does anyone else know? Chaol? Roland?” 

“No. Chaol doesn’t know, and Roland just left with Duke Perrington. They’re

going to Morath for a few months to … to oversee the situation in Eyllwe.” 

It  all  had  to  be  tied  together:  the  king,  the  magic,  Dorian’s  power,  the

Wyrdmarks,  even  the  creature.  The  prince  went  to  his  bed  and  hoisted  up  the mattress, pulling out a concealed book. Not the best hiding place, but a valiant

effort.  “I’ve  been  looking  through  the  genealogy  charts  for  Adarlan’s  noble

families. We’ve hardly had any magic-users in the past few generations.” 

There  were  so  many  things  she  could  tell  him,  but  if  she  did,  it  would  just result in too many questions. So Celaena merely studied the pages he displayed

for her, flipping through one after another. 

“Wait,”  she  said.  The  puncture  wounds  in  her  shoulder  gave  a  burst  of  pain

when she lifted her hand to the book. She scanned the page he’d stopped on, her

heart  pounding  as  another  clue  about  the  king  and  his  plans  slipped  into  place. 

She let him continue on. 

“See?”  Dorian  said,  closing  the  book.  “I’m  not  quite  sure  where  it  comes

from.” 

He  was  still  watching  her,  warily.  She  met  his  gaze  and  said  quietly,  “Ten

years  ago,  many  of  the  people  I  …  people  I  loved  were  executed  for  having

magic.”  Pain  and  guilt  flickered  in  his  eyes,  but  she  went  on.  “So  you’ll

understand when I say that I have no desire to see anyone else die for it, even the

son of the man who ordered those deaths.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “So, what do we do now?” 

“Eat a giant meal, see a healer, take a bath. In that order.” 

He snorted and playfully nudged her with a knee. 

She leaned forward, clasping her hands between her legs. “We wait. We keep

an eye on that door to make sure no one tries to go in, and … just take it day by

day.” 

He  took  one  of  her  hands  in  his  own,  staring  toward  the  window.  “Day  by

day.” 

Chapter 45

Celaena didn’t get a meal, or take a bath, or see a healer for her shoulder. 

Instead,  she  hurried  to  the  dungeon,  not  even  looking  at  the  guards  that  she passed.  Exhaustion  ripped  at  her,  but  fear  kept  her  moving,  almost  sprinting

down the stairs. 

 They want to use me. They tricked me, Kaltain had said. And in Dorian’s book

of  Adarlan’s  noble  lineages,  the  Rompier  family  had  been  listed  as  one  with  a strong magical line, supposedly vanished two generations ago. 

 Sometimes  I  think  they  brought  me  here,  Kaltain  had  said.  Not  to  marry Perrington, but for another purpose. 

Brought Kaltain here, the way Cain had been brought here. Cain, of the White

Fang Mountains, where powerful shamans had long ruled the tribes. 

Her  mouth  went  dry  as  she  strode  down  the  dungeon  hallway  to  Kaltain’s

cell. She stopped in front, staring through the bars. 

It was empty. 

All that was left inside was Celaena’s cloak, discarded in the kicked-up hay. 

As if Kaltain had struggled against whoever had come to take her. 

Celaena  was  at  the  guards’  station  a  moment  later,  pointing  down  the  hall. 

“Where  is  Kaltain?”  Even  as  she  said  it,  a  memory  began  to  clear,  a  memory hazed by days spent sedated in the dungeons. 

The guards looked at each other, then at her torn and bloody clothes, before

one said, “The duke took her—to Morath. To be his wife.” 

She stalked out of the dungeon, heading for her rooms. 

 Something is coming, Kaltain had whispered.  And I am to greet it. 

 My headaches are worse every day, and full of all those flapping wings. 

Celaena  nearly  stumbled  on  a  step.  Roland  has  been  suffering  from  awful

 headaches lately, Dorian told her a few days ago. And now Roland, who shared

Dorian’s Havilliard blood, had gone to Morath, too. 

Gone, or been taken? 

Celaena touched her shoulder and felt the open, bloody wounds beneath. The

creature had been clawing at its head, as though it were in pain. And when it had

shoved through the door, for those last few seconds it had been frozen in place, 

she  had  seen  something  human  in  its  warped  eyes—something  that  looked  so

relieved, so grateful for the death she gave him. 
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“Who were you?” she whispered, recalling the human heart and manlike body

of the creature under the library. “And what did he do to you?” 

But Celaena had a feeling she already knew the answer. 

Because that was the other thing the Wyrdkeys could do, the other power that

the Wyrdmarks controlled: life. 

 They  hear  wings  in  the  Ferian  Gap,  Nehemia  had  said.  Our  scouts  do  not come back. 

The  king  was  twisting  far  worse  things  than  mortal  men.  Far,  far  worse

things.  But  what  did  he  plan  to  do  with  them—with  the  creatures,  with  the

people like Roland and Kaltain? 

She needed to learn how many of the Wyrdkeys he had found. 

And where the others might be. 

The  next  night,  Celaena  examined  the  door  to  the  library  catacombs,  her  ears straining for any hint of sound on the other side. 

Nothing. 

The bloody Wyrdmarks had turned flaky, but beneath the crust, as if welded

onto the metal, was the dark outline of each mark. 

From high, high above, the muffled bellow of the clock tower sounded. It was

two  in  the  morning.  How  did  no  one  know  that  the  tower  sat  atop  an  ancient dungeon that served as the king’s own secret chamber? 

Celaena glowered at the door in front of her. Because who would even  think

about that as a possibility? 

She knew she should go to bed, but she’d been unable to sleep for weeks now

and saw no point in even trying anymore. It was why she’d come down here: to

do something while sorting through her jumbled thoughts. 

She flipped the dagger in her right hand, angling it, and gave a light, tentative

tug on the door. 

It held. She paused, listening again for any signs of life, and yanked harder. 

It didn’t budge. 

Celaena pulled a few more times, going so far as to brace a foot against the

wall, but the door remained sealed. When she was at last convinced that  nothing

was getting through the door—in either direction—she loosed a long breath. 

No  one  would  believe  her  about  this  place—just  like  no  one  would  believe

her wild, highly unlikely story about the Wyrdkeys. 

To find the Wyrdkeys, she’d first have to solve the riddle. And then convince

the  king  to  let  her  go  for  a  few  months.  Years.  It  would  take  careful manipulation,  especially  since  it  seemed  likely  that  he  already  had  a  key.  But which one? 

 They hear wings …

Yellowlegs said that only combined could the three open the actual Wyrdgate, 

but alone each still wielded immense power. What other sorts of terrors could he

create?  If  he  ever  got  all  three  Wyrdkeys,  what  might  he  bring  into  Erilea  to serve  him?  Things  were  already  stirring  on  the  continent;  unrest  was  brewing. 

She  had  a  feeling  that  he  wouldn’t  tolerate  it  for  long.  No,  it  would  only  be  a matter of time before he unleashed whatever he’d been creating upon them all, 

and crush all resistance forever. 

Celaena looked at the sealed door, her stomach turning. A half-dried pool of

blood  lay  at  the  base  of  the  door,  so  dark  it  looked  like  oil.  She  crouched, swiping a finger through the puddle. She sniffed at it, almost gagged at the reek, 

and  then  rubbed  her  finger  against  the  pad  of  her  thumb.  It  felt  as  oily  as  it looked. 

She got to her feet and reached into her pocket, looking for something to wipe

off her fingers. She drew out a handful of papers. Scraps was more like it—bits

of things that she’d carried around to study whenever she had a spare moment. 

Frowning, she shifted through them to sort out which one she could spare to use

as a makeshift handkerchief. 

One was just a receipt for a pair of shoes, which she must have accidentally

tucked  into  her  pocket  that  morning.  And  another  …  Celaena  lifted  that  one

closer.  Ah!  Time’s  Rift!   had  been  written  there.  She’d  scribbled  it  down  when she’d been trying to solve the eye riddle. When everything in the tomb had felt

like a great secret, one giant clue. 

Some help that had been. Just another dead end. Cursing under her breath, she

used  it  to  wipe  the  grime  off  her  fingers.  The  tomb  still  didn’t  make  sense, though.  What  did  the  trees  on  the  ceiling  and  the  stars  on  the  floor  have  to  do with the riddle? The stars had led to the secret hole, but they could just as easily

have been on the ceiling to do that. Why make everything backward? 

Would Brannon have been so foolish as to put all the answers in one place? 

She  uncrumpled  the  scrap  of  paper,  now  stained  with  the  creature’s  oily

blood.  Ah! Time’s Rift! 

There was no inscription at Gavin’s feet—only Elena’s. And the words made

little sense. 

… But what if they weren’t meant to make sense? What if they were only just

logical enough to imply one thing, but really mean another? 

Everything  in  the  tomb  was  backward,  rearranged,  the  natural  order  in reverse. To hint that things were jumbled, misarranged. So the thing that should

have been concealed was right in the open. But, like everything else, its meaning

was warped. 

And there was one person—one being—who could possibly tell her whether

she was right. 

Chapter 46

“It’s an anagram,” she panted as she reached the tomb. 

Mort opened an eye. “Clever, wasn’t it? To hide it right where everyone could

see?” 

Celaena eased open the door just wide enough to slip inside. The moonlight

was strong, and her breath caught in her throat as she saw precisely where it fell. 

Trembling, she stopped at the foot of the sarcophagus and traced her fingers over

the stone letters. “Tell me what it means.” 

He paused, long enough for her to take a breath to start yelling at him, but he

then said, “I Am the First.” 

And that was all the confirmation she needed. 

The  first  Wyrdkey  of  the  three.  Celaena  moved  around  the  stone  body,  her

eyes  on  Elena’s  sleeping  face.  As  she  looked  upon  those  fine  features,  she

whispered the words. 

 In grief, he hid one in the crown

 Of her he loved so well, 

 To keep with her where she lay down

 Inside the starry cell. 

She lifted shaking fingers to the blue jewel in the center of the crown. If this

was indeed the Wyrdkey … what would she do with it? Would she be forced to

destroy  it?  Where  could  she  hide  it  so  no  one  else  would  discover  it?  The

questions  swirled,  threatening  with  all  the  difficulty  they  offered  to  send  her running  back  to  her  rooms,  but  she  steeled  herself.  She’d  consider  everything later.  I will not be afraid, she told herself. 

The  gem  in  the  crown  glowed  in  the  moonlight,  and  she  gingerly  pushed

against one side of the jewel. It didn’t move. 

She  pushed  again,  staying  closer  to  the  side,  digging  her  nail  into  the  slight crease between the gem and the stone rim. It shifted—and turned over to reveal a

small  compartment  beneath.  It  was  no  larger  than  a  coin,  and  no  deeper  than  a knuckle’s length. 

Celaena  peered  in.  The  moonlight  revealed  only  gray  stone.  She  stuck  a

finger inside, scraping every surface. 

There was nothing there. Not even a shard. 

A shot of cold ran down her spine. “So he truly has it,” she whispered. “He

found the key before me. And he’s been using its power for his own agenda.” 

“He  was  barely  twenty  when  he  found  it,”  Mort  said  softly.  “Strange, 

bellicose  youth!  Always  poking  about  in  forgotten  places  where  he  wasn’t

wanted, reading books no one his age—or any age—should read! Though,” Mort

added, “that does sound  awfully like someone I know.” 

“And you somehow  forgot to tell me until now?” 

“I  didn’t  know  what  it  was  then;  I  thought  he  merely  took  something.  It

wasn’t until you read the riddle that I suspected.” 

It  was  a  good  thing  he  was  made  of  bronze.  Otherwise  she’d  have  smashed

his  face  in.  “Do  you  have  any  suspicions  about  what  he  might  have  done  with it?” She turned the gem back over as she fought her rising terror. 

“How should I know?  He never said anything to me, though I’ll admit I didn’t

condescend to speak with him. He came back here once he was king, but he only

poked around for a few minutes and then left. I suspect he was looking for the

other two keys.” 

“How did he discover it was here?” she asked, stepping away from the marble

figure. 

“The same way you did, though far faster. I suppose that makes him cleverer

than you.” 

“Do you think he has the other two?” she said, eyeing the treasure along the

far wall, the stand where Damaris was displayed. Why hadn’t he taken Damaris, 

one of the greatest heirlooms of his house? 

“If he had the others, don’t you think that our doom would have come upon

us already?” 

“You  think  he  doesn’t  have  all  of  the  keys?”  she  asked,  beginning  to  sweat

despite the cold. 

“Well,  Brannon  once  told  me  that  if  you  have  all  three  keys,  then  you  have control over the Wyrdgate. I think it’s fair to assume the current king would have

tried his hand at conquering another realm, or enslaved creatures to conquer the

rest of ours, if he had all three.” 

“Wyrd save us if that happens.” 

“Wyrd?” Mort laughed. “You’re pleading with the wrong force. If he controls

the  Wyrd,  you’re  going  to  have  to  find  another  means  of  saving  yourself.  And don’t you think it’s too much of a coincidence that magic stopped as soon as he

began his conquest?” 

How  magic  stopped  …  “He  used  the  Wyrdkeys  to  stifle  magic.  All  magic,” 

she added, “but his own.” 

And by extension, Dorian’s. 

She  swore,  then  asked,  “So  you  think  he  might  also  have  the  second

Wyrdkey?” 

“I don’t think a person could  eliminate magic with only one—though I might

be wrong. No one really knows what they’re capable of.” 

Celaena pressed the heels of her palms to her eyes. “Oh, gods. This was what

Elena wanted me to learn. And now what am I supposed to do? Go hunt the third

one down? Steal the other two from him?” 

 Nehemia—Nehemia, you had to have known. You must have had a plan. But

 what were you going to do? 

The now-familiar abyss inside of her stretched wider. There was no end to it, 

that  hollow  ache.  No  end  at  all.  If  the  gods  had  bothered  to  listen,  she  would have  traded  her  life  for  Nehemia’s.  It  would  have  been  such  an  easy  choice  to make. Because the world didn’t need an assassin with a coward’s heart. It needed

someone like Nehemia. 

But  there  were  no  gods  left  to  bargain  with;  no  one  to  offer  her  soul  to  in exchange for another moment with Nehemia, just one more chance to talk to her, 

to hear her voice. 

Yet … Maybe she didn’t need the gods to talk to Nehemia. 

Cain  had  summoned  the  ridderak,  and  he  certainly  hadn’t  possessed  a

Wyrdkey.  No,  Nehemia  had  said  that  there  were  spells  to  open  a  temporary

portal, just long enough for something to slip through. If Cain could do that, and

if  Celaena  could  use  the  marks  to  freeze  the  catacombs  creature  in  place  and permanently seal a door, then couldn’t marks open a portal to yet  another realm? 

Her  chest  tightened.  If  there  were  other  realms—realms  where  the  dead

dwelled,  in  torment  or  in  peace—who  was  to  say  that  she  couldn’t  speak  to

Nehemia? She could do it. No matter the cost, it would only be for a moment—

just long enough to ask Nehemia where the king was keeping the keys, or how to

find the third, and to find out what else Nehemia might have known. 

She could do it. 

There were other things she needed to tell Nehemia, too. Words she needed to

say,  truths  she  needed  to  confess.  And  that  good-bye—that  final  good-bye  that she hadn’t been allowed to make. 

Celaena  took  Damaris  off  its  stand  again.  “Mort,  how  long  do  you  think  a

portal can stay open?” 
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“Whatever you are thinking, whatever you are going to do right now,  stop it.” 

But  Celaena  was  already  walking  out  of  the  tomb.  He  didn’t  understand—

couldn’t understand. She had lost and lost and lost, been denied countless good-

byes. But not this time—not when she could change all of that, even for a few

minutes. This time, it would be different. 

She’d  need   The  Walking  Dead,  another  dagger  or  two,  some  candles,  and space—more space than the tomb could offer. The drawings that Cain had made

had taken up a fair amount of room. There was a large passage one level up in

the secret tunnels, a long hallway and a set of doors she’d never dared open. The

hallway was wide, its ceiling high: enough room to cast the spell. 

For her to open a portal into an Otherworld. 

Dorian  knew  he  was  dreaming.  He  was  standing  in  an  ancient  stone  chamber

he’d never seen before, facing a tall, crowned warrior. The crown was familiar, 

somehow,  but  it  was  the  man’s  eyes  that  stunned  him  into  inaction.  They  were his  own  eyes—sapphire,  blazing.  The  similarities  ended  there;  the  man  had

shoulder-length dark brown hair, an angular, almost cruel face, and was at least a

hand taller than Dorian himself. And he carried himself like … a king. 

“Prince,”  the  man  said,  his  golden  crown  gleaming.  There  was  something

feral in his eyes—as if the king was more accustomed to roaming the wilderness

than walking these marble halls. “You must awaken.” 

“Why?”  Dorian  asked,  not  sounding  very  princely  at  all.  Strange  green

symbols  were  glowing  on  the  gray  stones,  similar  to  the  symbols  Celaena  had

made in the library. What was this place? 

“Because a line that should never be crossed is about to be breached. It puts

this  entire  castle  in  jeopardy—and  the  life  of  your  friend.”  His  voice  wasn’t harsh, but Dorian had a sense it could turn that way, if provoked. Which, judging

by that ancient wildness, the arrogance and challenge in the king’s eyes, seemed

like a fairly easy to thing to do. 

Dorian said, “What are you talking about? Who are you?” 

“Don’t  waste  time  with  pointless  questions.”  Yes,  this  king  wasn’t  one  to

mince words at all. “You must go to her rooms. There is a door hidden behind a

tapestry.  Take  the  third  passage  on  the  right.  Go   now,  Prince,  or  lose  her forever.” 

And somehow, Dorian didn’t think twice about the fact that Gavin, first King

of Adarlan, had spoken to him as he awoke, yanked on his clothes, grabbed his

sword belt, and sprinted from his tower. 

Chapter 47

The cut on her arm throbbed, but Celaena kept her hand steady as she dipped her

finger  again  into  her  blood  and  traced  the  Wyrdmark  on  the  wall,  copying  the symbols in the book with perfect precision. They formed an archway—a door—

and her blood gleamed in the light of the candles she had brought. 

It  had  to  be  perfect—each  symbol  had  to  be  flawless,  or  else  it  wouldn’t

work.  She  kept  pressing  on  the  wound  to  keep  it  from  clotting.  Not  everyone could harness the marks; no,  The Walking Dead said there had to be power in the

blood to do it. Cain had clearly had some trace of power. That must be why the

king  had  rounded  up  Kaltain  and  Roland,  too.  He’d  used  the  Wyrdkeys  to

suppress  magic,  but  he  must  have  some  way  of  harnessing  the  innate  power  in someone’s blood—and the Wyrdmarks must be able to access that power, too. 

She drew another symbol, nearly finished with the archway. 

Their power could warp things. It had warped Cain. But it had also allowed

him to summon the ridderak and gain even  more power for himself. 

Thank the Wyrd Cain was dead. 

There was one mark left to draw, the one that would bring her the person she

so desperately needed to see, if only for a moment. It was complex, a weave of

loops and angles. She took out her chalk and practiced on the floor until she got

it right, then etched it in blood on the wall. Nehemia’s name in Wyrdmark form. 

She examined the door she’d drawn and got to her feet, the book held in her

clean hand. 

She cleared her throat and began to read the words on the page. 

She didn’t know the language. Her throat burned and contracted, as if fighting

the sounds, but she panted through it, the words making her teeth ache like she’d

just come in from the cold and was drinking something hot. 

And then the final words were out, her eyes watering. 

 No wonder this kind of power fell out of favor. 

The symbols written in her blood began to glow green, one after another, until

the  whole  archway  was  a  line  of  light.  The  stones  within  its  borders  darkened, darkened, darkened, then disappeared. 

The blackness within the green archway seemed to reach out for her. 

It had worked. Holy gods, it had worked. 

Was  that what waited for her when she died? Nehemia had gone  here? 

“Nehemia?” she whispered, her throat raw from the spell. 

There was nothing. Nothing there—just a void. 

Celaena  looked  at  the  book,  then  to  the  wall  and  the  symbols  she’d  drawn. 

She’d written it correctly. The spell was right. “Nehemia?” she whispered toward

that endless dark. 

There was no response. 

Perhaps  it  needed  time.  The  book  hadn’t  specified  how  long  it  would  take; 

maybe Nehemia had to travel through whatever this realm was. 

So Celaena waited. 

The longer she stared into that endless void, the more it seemed to stare back. 

It was just like that dream, the one where she was standing on the edge of that

ravine. 

 You are nothing more than a coward. 

“Please,” Celaena whispered into the dark. 

There was a sudden yelp from far, far above, and Celaena whirled toward the

stairs  at  the  end  of  the  hall.  Moments  later,  faster  than  should  be  possible, Fleetfoot bounded down the steps, racing for her. 

Not for her, Celaena realized as she beheld the wagging tail, the panting, the

yip of what could only be joy. Not for her, because—

Celaena looked toward the portal at the same moment Fleetfoot skidded to a

halt. 

And  then  everything  stopped  as  she  beheld  the  shimmering  figure  standing

just on the other side of the portal. 

Fleetfoot  lay  on  the  ground,  tail  still  wagging,  whining  softly.  The  edges  of Nehemia’s body rippled and blurred, fracturing with some sort of inner light. But

her face was clear—her face was … it was her face. Celaena sank to her knees. 

She  felt  the  warmth  of  her  tears  before  she  realized  she  was  crying.  “I’m

sorry,” was all she could say. “I’m so sorry.” 

But Nehemia remained on the other side of the portal. Fleetfoot whined again. 

“I  may  not  cross  this  line,”  Nehemia  said  gently  to  the  dog.  “And  neither  may you.”  Her  tone  shifted,  and  Celaena  knew  Nehemia  was  now  staring  at  her.  “I thought you were smarter than this.” 

Celaena  looked  up.  The  light  radiating  off  the  princess  didn’t  reach  through

the glowing portal, as if there truly were some sort of line—some final boundary. 

“I’m sorry,” Celaena whispered again. “I just wanted—” 

“There is no time for you to tell me what you long to say. I came here because

you need to be warned.  Do not  open  this  portal  again.  The  next  time  you  do,  I

will  not  be  the  one  who  answers  your  call.  And  you  will  not  survive  the encounter.  No  one  has  the  right  to  open  the  door  to  this  realm,  no  matter  how fierce their grief.” 

She hadn’t known, hadn’t meant …

Fleetfoot pawed at the floor. “Good-bye, my dear friend,” Nehemia said to the

dog, and began walking into the blackness. 

Celaena  just  stood  there,  unable  to  move  or  think.  Her  throat  burned  with

those pent-up words, the words that now choked the life out of her. 

“Elentiya.”  Nehemia  paused  to  look  back  at  her.  The  void  seemed  to  be

swirling,  swallowing  her  up  bit  by  bit.  “You  will  not  understand  yet,  but  …  I knew what my fate was to be, and I embraced it. I ran toward it. Because it was

the only way for things to begin changing, for events to be set in motion. But no

matter what I did, Elentiya, I want you to know that in the darkness of the past

ten years, you were one of the bright lights for me. Do not let that light go out.” 

And before Celaena could reply, the princess was gone. 

There  was  nothing  in  the  dark.  As  though  Nehemia  had  never  been.  As

though she’d made it all up. 

“Come  back,”  she  whispered.  “Please—come  back.”  But  the  darkness

remained the same. And Nehemia was gone. 

There  was  a  scrape  of  footsteps—but  not  from  the  portal.  Rather,  it  came

from her left. 

From Archer, who stood there gaping. “I don’t believe it,” he whispered. 

Chapter 48

Celaena  had  Damaris  drawn  and  leveled  at  Archer  in  a  heartbeat.  Fleetfoot

growled at him, but kept back, a step behind Celaena. 

“What are you  doing here?” It was inconceivable that he’d be here. How had

he gotten in? 

“I’ve  been  tracking  you  for  weeks,”  Archer  said,  eyeing  the  dog.  “Nehemia

told me about the passages, showed me the way in. I’ve been down here almost

every night since she died.” 

Celaena  glanced  at  the  portal.  If  Nehemia  had  warned  her  not  to  open  the

portal,  then  she  was  certain  her  friend  didn’t  want  Archer  seeing  it,  either.  She moved  to  the  wall,  keeping  well  away  from  the  blackness  as  she  ran  her  hand over the glowing green marks, making to wipe them away. 

“What are you doing?” Archer demanded. 

Celaena pointed Damaris at him, furiously wiping at the marks. They didn’t

budge. Whatever this spell was, it was far more complex than the one that had

sealed the library door—merely swiping away the marks wouldn’t undo it. But

Archer  now  stood  between  her  and  the  book  where  she  had  the  closing  spell

flagged. Celaena rubbed harder. It was all terribly wrong. 

“Stop!”  Archer  lunged,  getting  past  her  guard  with  unnatural  ease  as  he

grasped her wrist. Fleetfoot barked a ferocious warning, but a sharp whistle from

Celaena had the dog staying well away. 

She whirled to Archer, already making to dislocate the arm that held her, but

the green light of the portal illuminated the plane of his wrist, where the sleeve

of his tunic had fallen back. 

A black tattoo of some snakelike creature appeared there. 

She’d seen that before. Seen it …

Celaena raised her eyes to his face. 

 Do not trust …

She  had  thought  Nehemia’s  drawing  had  been  of  the  Royal  Seal—a  slightly

warped version of the wyvern. But it had actually been of this tattoo. Of  Archer’s

tattoo. 

 Do not trust Archer, she’d been trying to tell her. 

Celaena shoved back from him, drawing a dagger. She pointed both Damaris

and  the  knife  at  him.  How  much  had  Nehemia  hidden  from  Archer  and  his

contacts? If she didn’t trust them, then why had she told them all that she did? 

“Tell me how you learned this,” Archer whispered, his eyes going back to the

portal and the darkness beyond. “Please. Did you find the Wyrdkeys? Is that how

you did it?” 

“What do you know of the Wyrdkeys?” she got out. 

“Where are they? Where did you find them?” 

“I don’t have the keys.” 

“You found the riddle, though,” Archer panted. “I let you find that riddle I hid

in  Davis’s  office.  It  took  us  five  years  to  find  that  riddle—and  you  must  have solved it. I knew you’d be the one to solve it. Nehemia knew, too.” 

Celaena was shaking her head. He didn’t know that there had been a second

riddle—a  riddle  with  a  map  to  the  keys.  “The  king  has  at  least  one  key.  But where the other two are, I don’t know.” 

Archer’s  eyes  darkened.  “We  suspected  as  much.  That  was  why  she  came

here in the first place. To learn whether he’d actually stolen them, and if so, how

many.” 

That was why Nehemia couldn’t leave, she realized. Why she’d opted to stay

here  instead  of  returning  to  Eyllwe.  To  fight  for  the  one  thing  that  was  more important than the fate of her country: the fate of the world. Of other worlds, too. 

“I  don’t  have  to  get  on  a  ship  tomorrow.  We’ll  tell  everyone,”  Archer

breathed. “We’ll tell everyone he has them, and—” 

“No. If we reveal the truth, then the king will use the keys to do more damage

than you can possibly imagine. We’ll lose any chance of stealth we have to find

the others.” 

He took a step closer to her. Fleetfoot let out another warning growl, but kept

her distance. “Then we’ll find where he’s keeping the key. And the others. And

then  we’ll  use  them  to  overthrow  him.  Then  we’ll  create  a  world  of  our  own making.” 

His voice was building into a frenzy, each word harsher than the next. 

She shook her head. “I would sooner destroy them than use their power.” 

Archer chuckled. “She said the same thing. She said they should be destroyed

—put  back  in  the  gate,  if  we  could  discover  a  way.  But  what  is  the  point  of finding them if we don’t use them against him? Make  him suffer?” 

Her stomach turned. There was more he wasn’t saying, more that he knew. So

she  sighed  and  shook  her  head,  beginning  to  pace.  Archer  was  silent  as  she

walked—silent  until  she  halted,  as  if  suddenly  understanding.  She  raised  her

voice. “He  should suffer for as long as possible. And so should the people who

destroyed  us—who  made  us  into  what  we  are:  Arobynn,  Clarisse  …”  She chewed  on  her  lip.  “Nehemia  could  never  understand  that.  She  never  tried  to. 

You—you’re right. They should be used.” 

He studied her warily enough that she came closer and tilted her head to the

side—contemplating his words, contemplating  him. 

And Archer bought it. “That was why she left the movement. She left a week

before she died. We knew it was a matter of time before she went to the king to

expose  us  all—to  use  what  she’d  learned  to  grant  clemency  to  Eyllwe,  and  to annihilate us with the same stroke. She said she’d rather have one all-powerful

tyrant than a dozen of them.” 

Celaena said with  deadly calm, “She  would have ruined  everything for you. 

She  almost  ruined  everything  for  me,  too.  She  told  me  to  stay  away  from  the Wyrdkeys. She tried to keep me from solving the riddle.” 

“Because she wanted to keep the knowledge to herself, for her own gain.” 

She smiled even as she felt the world shifting beneath her. And she couldn’t

explain why, or how she began to wonder, but if it was true, she had to get him

to admit it. She found herself saying, “You and I worked for  everything we have

—we  …  we  had  everything  taken  away  and  used  against  us,  too.  Other  people

can’t  even  begin  to  fathom  the  things  we  were  forced  to  do.  I  think—I  think that’s why I was so infatuated with you when I was a girl. I knew, even then, that

you  understood.  That  you  knew  what  it  was  like  to  be  raised  by  people  like Arobynn  and  Clarisse  and  then  …   sold.  You  understood  me  then.”  She  willed her eyes to gleam, her mouth to tighten as if she were keeping it from wobbling. 

Blinking  furiously,  she  murmured,  “But  I  think  I  finally  understand  you  now, 

too.” 

She  reached  out  a  hand  as  if  to  grab  his,  but  lowered  it—making  her  face

tender and soft and bittersweet. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? We could have

been  working  toward  this  for  weeks.  We  could  have  tried  to  solve  the  riddle together. If I’d known what Nehemia was going to do, how she could lie to me

again and again … She betrayed me. In every possible way, Archer. She lied to

my face, made me believe …” Her shoulders slumped. After a long moment, she

took a step toward him. “Nehemia was no better than Arobynn or Clarisse in the

end.  Archer,  you  should  have  told  me.  About  everything.  I  knew  it  wasn’t

Mullison—he wasn’t smart enough. If you’d told me, I could have taken care of

it.” A risk—a leap of faith. “For you … For  us, I would have taken care of it.” 

But Archer gave her a hesitant smile. “She spent so much time complaining

about  Councilman  Mullison  that  I  knew  he’d  be  the  easiest  one  to  blame.  And thanks to that competition, he already had a connection to Grave.” 

“Grave didn’t recognize that you weren’t Mullison?” she asked as calmly as she could. 

“You’d  be  surprised  how  easily  men  see  what  they  want  to  see.  A  cloak,  a

mask, and some fine clothes, and he didn’t think twice.” 

 Oh, gods. Gods. 

“So  the  night  at  the  warehouse,”  she  went  on,  raising  an  eyebrow—an

intrigued coconspirator. “Why did you really kidnap Chaol?” 

“I had to get you away from Nehemia. And when I took that arrow for you, I

knew you’d trust me, if only for that night. I apologize if my methods were …

harsh. Trick of the trade, I’m afraid.” 

Trust him, lose Nehemia, and lose Chaol. He had isolated her from her friends

—the same thing she’d suspected Roland had wanted to do with Dorian. 

“And that threat the king received before Nehemia’s death—the threat on her

life,” Celaena said, her lips curling upward. “You planted that threat, didn’t you? 

To show me who my real friends are—who I can really trust.” 

“It was a gamble. Just as I’m gambling now. I didn’t know whether or not the

captain would warn you. Seems I was right.” 

“Why  me?  I’m  flattered,  of  course,  but—you’re  clever.  Why  couldn’t  you

have figured the riddle out on your own?” 

Archer  bowed  his  head.  “Because  I  know  what  you  are,  Celaena.  Arobynn

told  me  one  night,  after  you  went  to  Endovier.”  She  shoved  the  twinge  of

genuine pain and betrayal down until it couldn’t distract her. “And for our cause

to  succeed,  we   need  you.  I  need  you.  Some  members  of  the  movement  are already starting to fight me, to question my leadership. They think my methods

are too rough.” That explained the fight she’d seen with that young man. He took

a  step  toward  her.  “But  you  …  Gods,  from  the  moment  I  saw  you  outside  the Willows,  I’ve  known  how  good  we’d  be  together.  The  things  we’ll  accomplish

…” 

“I  know,”  she  said,  looking  into  those  green  eyes,  so  bright  in  the  matching lights of the portal. “Archer, I know.” 

He didn’t see the dagger coming until she’d shoved it into him. 

But  he  was  fast—too  fast—and  turned  just  in  time  to  have  it  pierce  his

shoulder instead of his heart. 

He staggered back with dazzling speed, wrenching her dagger so swiftly that

she lost her grip on the blade and had to brace a hand on the arch of the portal to

keep  from  stumbling.  Her  bloodied  palm  slapped  against  the  stones,  and  a

greenish light flared beneath her fingers. A Wyrdmark burned, then faded. 

[image: Image 516]

Not giving herself time to look at what she’d done, she leapt for him with a

roar, dropping Damaris to grab two more daggers. He had his own blade up in a

moment, dancing away lightly as she sliced for him. 

“I’m going to tear you apart piece by piece,” she hissed, circling him. 

But then a shudder ran through the floor, and something in the void made a

sound. A guttural growl. 

Fleetfoot  let  out  a  low  warning  whine.  She  rushed  toward  Celaena,  pushing

against her shins, herding her toward the stairs. 

The  void  shifted,  mist  now  swirling  inside,  parting  long  enough  to  reveal

rocky, ashen ground. And then a figure emerged through the mist. 

“Nehemia?” she whispered. She’d come back—come back to help, to explain

everything. 

But it was not Nehemia who stepped through the portal. 

Chaol couldn’t sleep. He stared up at the canopy of his bed, the will he’d seen on

Celaena’s desk glaring in his mind. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. He’d just

let her kick him out of her rooms without telling her what the will meant to him. 

And maybe he deserved her hate, but—but she  had to know that he didn’t want

her money. 

He had to see her. Just long enough to explain. 

He ran a finger along the scab down his cheek. 

Rushing footsteps sounded down the hall, and Chaol was already out of bed

and half-dressed by the time someone began pounding on his door. The person

on  the  other  side  got  all  of  one  knock  in  before  Chaol  flung  open  the  door,  a dagger concealed behind his back. 

He lowered the blade the second he beheld Dorian’s face, shining with sweat, 

but  he  didn’t  sheath  it.  Not  when  he  saw  the  raw  panic  in  Dorian’s  eyes,  the sword belt and scabbard dangling from the prince’s clenched fingers. 

Chaol believed in  trusting his instinct.  He didn’t think  humans had survived

for  so  long  without  developing  some  ability  to  tell  when  things  were  wrong.  It wasn’t magic—it was just … gut feeling. 

And  it  was  Chaol’s  instinct  that  told  him  who  this  was  about  before  Dorian

opened his mouth. 

“Where?” was all Chaol asked. 

“Her bedroom,” Dorian said. 

“Tell me everything,” Chaol ordered, hurrying back into his room. 

“I don’t know, I—I think she’s in trouble.” 

Chaol  was  already  shrugging  on  a  shirt  and  tunic;  then  he  stomped  his  feet

into his boots before grabbing his sword. “What kind of trouble?” 

“The kind that had me coming to get you, instead of the other guards.” 

That could mean anything; but Chaol knew Dorian was too smart, too aware

of how easily words could be overheard in this castle. He sensed the tightening

in Dorian’s body a heartbeat before the prince launched into a run, and grabbed

him  by  the  back  of  his  tunic.  “Running,”  Chaol  said  under  his  breath,  “will attract attention.” 

“I already wasted too much time coming to get you,” Dorian retorted, but he

matched  Chaol’s  brisk  but  calm  pace.  It  would  take  five  minutes  to  get  to  her rooms if they kept this speed. If there were no distractions. 

“Is anyone hurt?” Chaol said quietly, trying to keep his breathing even, keep

his focus. 

“I don’t know,” Dorian said. 

“You  have  to  give  me  more  than  that,”  Chaol  snapped.  The  leash  on  his

temper strained with each step. 

“I had a dream,” Dorian said, so soft only he could hear. “I was warned that

she was in danger—that she was a danger to herself.” 

Chaol almost stopped, but Dorian had said it with such conviction. 

“You think I wanted to come get you?” Dorian said, not looking at him. 

Chaol didn’t reply but hurried his steps as much as he could without attracting

undue attention from the servants and guards still on duty. He could feel his heart

hammering  through  every  inch  of  his  body  by  the  time  they  got  to  her  suite doors. Chaol didn’t bother knocking and nearly took the front door off its hinges

as he burst through, Dorian on his heels. 

He was at her bedroom door in an instant, and didn’t bother knocking on it, 

either.  But  the  handle  didn’t  move.  The  door  was  locked.  He  shoved  into  it

again. 

“Celaena?”  Her  name  was  more  of  a  growl  that  rippled  out  of  him.  No

answer. He fought his rising panic, even as he drew a dagger, even as he listened

for any signs of trouble.  “Celaena.” 

Nothing. 

Chaol  waited  all  of  a  second  before  he  slammed  his  shoulder  into  the  door. 

Once.  Twice.  The  lock  snapped.  The  door  burst  open,  revealing  her  empty

bedroom. 

“Holy gods,” Dorian whispered. 

The  tapestry  on  the  wall  had  been  folded  back  to  reveal  an  open  door—a secret, stone door that opened into a dark passage. 

It was how she’d gotten out to kill Grave. 

Dorian drew his sword from the scabbard. “In my dream, I was told I would

find this door.” 

The prince stepped forward, but Chaol stopped him with an arm. He’d think

about  Dorian  and  his  clairvoyant  dreams  later—much  later.  “You’re  not  going

down there.” 

Dorian’s eyes flashed. “Like hell I’m not.” 

As  if  in  answer,  a  guttural,  bone-grinding  growl  sounded  from  within.  And

then a scream—a human scream, followed by a highpitched bark. 

Chaol was running for the passage before he could think. 

It  was  pitch-black,  and  Chaol  almost  tumbled  down  the  stairs,  but  Dorian, 

close behind, grabbed a candle. 

“Stay  upstairs! ”  Chaol  ordered,  still  charging  down.  If  he’d  had  time,  he would  have  locked  Dorian  in  the  closet  rather  than  risk  bringing  the  Crown

Prince into danger, but … What the hell had that growl been? The bark he knew

—the bark was Fleetfoot. And if Fleetfoot was down there …

Dorian  kept  following  him.  “I  was  sent  here,”  he  said.  Chaol  took  the  stairs by  twos  and  threes,  hardly  hearing  the  prince’s  words.  Had  that  scream  been

hers? It had sounded male. But who else could be down here with her? 

Blue light flashed from the bottom of the stairs. What was  that? 

A  roar  shook  the  ancient  stones.  That  was  not  human,  nor  was  it  Fleetfoot. 

But what—

They had never found the creature that had been killing the champions. The

murders  had  just  stopped.  But  the  damage  he’d  seen  to  those  corpses  …  No, 

Celaena had to be alive. 

 Please, he begged any gods who would listen. 

Chaol  leapt  onto  the  landing  and  found  three  doorways.  The  blue  light  had

flashed from the right. They ran. 

How had such a massive cavern of chambers been forgotten? And how long

had she known about them? 

He flew down a spiral staircase. And then a new, greenish light began shining

steadily, and he turned onto a landing to see—

He  didn’t  know  where  to  look  first—at  the  long  hallway,  where  one  wall

glowed  with  an  arch  of  green  symbols,  or  at  the  …  the   world  that  showed through the arch, depicting a land of mist and rock. 

At Archer, cowering against the opposite wall, chanting strange words from a book held in his hands. 

At Celaena, prostrate on the floor. 

Or  at  the  monster:  a  tall,  sinewy  thing,  but  definitely  not  human.  Not  with those  unnaturally  long  fingers  tipped  with  claws,  white  skin  that  looked  like crumpled  paper,  a  distended  jaw  that  revealed  fishlike  teeth,  and  those  eyes—

milky and tinged with blue. 

And  there  was  Fleetfoot,  hackles  raised  and  fangs  bared,  refusing  to  let  the demon anywhere near Celaena, even as the half-grown pup limped, even as the

blood pooled from the wound in her right hind leg. 

Chaol had all of two heartbeats to size up the monster, to take in every detail, 

to mark his surroundings. “Go,” he snarled at Dorian before launching himself at

the creature. 

Chapter 49

She didn’t remember anything after the first two swings of her sword, only that

she’d  suddenly  seen  Fleetfoot  come  flying  at  the  creature.  The  sight  had

distracted her enough for the demon to get past her guard, its long, white fingers

grabbing her by the hair and slamming her head into the wall. 

Then darkness. 

She wondered whether she’d died and awoken in hell as she opened her eyes

to  a  pulsing  headache—and  the  sight  of  Chaol,  circling  the  pale  demon,  blood dripping from both of them. And then there were cool hands on her head, on her

neck, and Dorian crouching in front of her as he said, “Celaena.” 

She struggled to her feet, her head aching even more. She had to help Chaol. 

Had to—

She heard a rip of clothing and a yelp of pain, and she looked at Chaol in time

to  see  him  grasp  the  cut  on  his  shoulder,  inflicted  by  those  filthy,  jagged  nails. 

The creature roared, its overlong jaw gleaming with saliva, and it lunged again


for the captain. 

Celaena tried to move, but she wasn’t fast enough. 

But Dorian was. 

Something invisible slammed into the creature, sending it flying into the wall

with  a  crunch.  Gods.  Dorian  didn’t  just  have  magic—he  had   raw  magic.  The rarest, and deadliest, kind. Sheer undiluted power, capable of being shaped into

whatever form the wielder desired. 

The creature crumpled but instantly got up, whirling toward her and Dorian. 

The prince just stood there, hand outstretched. 

The milky-blue eyes were ravenous now. 

Through  the  portal  Celaena  heard  the  rocky  earth  crunching  beneath  more

pairs of bare, pale feet. Archer’s chanting grew louder. 

Chaol  attacked  the  thing  again.  It  surged  toward  him  just  before  his  sword

struck, swiping with those long fingers, forcing the captain to dart back. 

She grabbed Dorian. “We have to close it. The portal should close on its own

eventually, but—but the longer it’s open, the greater the threat of more coming

through before it does.” 

“How?” 

“I—I don’t know, I …” Her head spun so badly her knees wobbled. But she
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turned to Archer, who stood across the hall, separated from them by the pacing

creature. “Give me the book.” 

Chaol wounded the demon across its abdomen with a sure, deft stroke, but it

didn’t slow down. Even from a few feet away, the tang of the dark blood reached

her nose. 

Celaena watched Archer take it all in, his eyes wide, panicked beyond reason. 

And then he sprinted down the hall, taking with him the book—and any hope of

shutting the portal. 

Dorian couldn’t move fast enough to stop the handsome man from fleeing with

the book in his hands, and didn’t dare, with that demon between them. Celaena, 

her forehead bleeding, made a lunge for him, but the man was too fast. Her eyes

kept  darting  to  Chaol,  who  was  keeping  the   thing  distracted.  Dorian  knew without being told that she didn’t want to leave the captain. 

“I’ll go—” Dorian began. 

“No.  He’s  dangerous,  and  these  tunnels  are  a  labyrinth,”  she  panted.  Chaol

and  the  creature  circled  each  other,  the  thing  slowly  backing  toward  the  portal entrance.  “I  can’t  close  it  without  that  book,”  she  moaned.  “There  are  more

books upstairs, but I—” 

“Then we flee,” Dorian breathed, grabbing her by the elbow. “We flee and try

to get to those books.” 

He dragged her with him, not daring to take his eyes off Chaol or the creature. 

She  swayed  in  his  grasp.  The  wound  to  her  head  must  be  as  bad  as  it  looked. 

Something  was  glowing  at  her  throat:  the  amulet  she’d  told  him  was  just  a

“cheap replica,” shining like a tiny blue star. 

“Go,” Chaol told them, staring down the thing in front of him. “Now.” 

She stumbled, tugging toward Chaol, but Dorian pulled her back. 

“No,” she got out, but the wound to her head made her sag in Dorian’s grip. 

As if realizing that she’d be a hindrance to Chaol, she stopped fighting Dorian as

he hauled her toward the stairs. 

Chaol knew he couldn’t win this fight. His best option was to flee with them, to

guard the way until they could get to that stone door far, far above and lock the

creature  down  here.  But  he  wasn’t  sure  he’d  even  make  it  to  the  stairs.  The creature thwarted his attacks so easily it seemed to have an uncanny intelligence. 
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At least Celaena and Dorian had reached the stairs. He could accept his end if

it meant they could escape. He could embrace the darkness when it came. 

The  creature  paused  just  long  enough  for  Chaol  to  gain  a  few  more  feet  of

distance. He backed toward the bottom step. 

But then she started shouting—the same word again and again as Dorian tried

to keep dragging her up the stairs. 

 Fleetfoot. 

Chaol looked. In a dark shadow by the wall, Fleetfoot had been left behind, 

her leg too injured to run. 

The creature looked, too. 

And  there  was  nothing  he  could  do,  absolutely  nothing,  as  the  creature

whirled, grabbed Fleetfoot by her injured hind leg, and dragged her through the

portal with it. 

There was nothing he could do, he realized, except run. 

Celaena’s scream was still echoing through the passageway as Chaol leapt off

the stairs and hurtled through the misty portal after Fleetfoot. 

If she had thought she’d known fear and pain before, it was nothing compared to

what went through her when Chaol ran through the portal after Fleetfoot. 

Dorian didn’t see her coming as she whirled, slamming his head into the stone

wall hard enough that he crumpled to the steps, freeing her from his grip. 

But she didn’t care about Dorian, didn’t care about anything except Fleetfoot

and Chaol as she sprinted down those few stairs and across the hall. She had to

get them out, get them back before the portal shut forever. 

She was through in a heartbeat. 

And when she saw Chaol shielding Fleetfoot with nothing but his bare hands, 

his discarded sword snapped in two by the demon who hovered over them, she

didn’t think twice before she unleashed the monster inside herself. 

From  the  corner  of  his  eye,  Chaol  saw  her  coming,  the  ancient  sword  in  her hands and her face set with feral rage. 

The  moment  she  burst  through  the  portal,  something  changed.  It  was  like  a

fog vanished from her face, her features sharpening, her steps becoming longer

and more graceful. And then her ears—her ears shifted into delicate points. 

The  creature,  sensing  it  was  about  to  lose  its  prey,  made  a  final  lunge  for

Chaol. 

It was blasted away by a wall of blue flame. 

The  fire  vanished  to  reveal  the  creature  slamming  into  the  ground,  flipping

again  and  again.  It  was  on  its  feet  before  it  finished  rolling,  whirling  toward Celaena in the same move. 

She  was  between  them  now,  sword  raised.  She  roared,  revealing  elongated

canines, and the sound was unlike anything he’d ever heard. There was nothing

human in it. 

Because  she  wasn’t  human,  Chaol  realized,  gaping  up  at  her  from  where  he

still crouched over Fleetfoot. 

No—she wasn’t human at all. 

Celaena was Fae. 

Chapter 50

She  knew  the  shift  had  happened,  because  it  hurt  like  hell.  A  flash  of  blinding pain as her features ripped free of the hold that hid them. The demon lunged, and

she plummeted into the well of power that was suddenly overflowing inside of

her. 

Magic, savage and unforgiving, erupted out of her, punching into the creature

and  sending  it  flying.  Flame—years  ago,  her  power  had  always  manifested  as

some form of fire. 

She could smell everything, see everything. Her heightened senses pulled her

attention every which way, telling her that this world was  wrong, and she needed to get out  now. 

But she wouldn’t get out, not until Chaol and Fleetfoot made it to safety. 

The creature stopped rolling, on its feet in an instant, and Celaena put herself

between it and Chaol. The demon sniffed at her, sinking onto its haunches. 

She lifted Damaris and bellowed her challenge. 

From far off in the mist, roars answered. One of them came from the thing in

front of her. 

She  looked  at  Chaol,  still  crouched  over  Fleetfoot,  and  bared  her  teeth, 

canines glistening in the gray light. 

Chaol was staring up at her. She could smell his terror and his awe. Smell his

blood, so human and ordinary. The magic welled up more and more and more, 

uncontrollable and ancient and burning. 

“Run,”  she  snarled,  more  a  plea  than  a  command,  because  the  magic  was  a living thing, and it wanted  out, and she was just as likely to hurt him as she was to  hurt  the  creature.  Because  that  portal  might  close  at  any  moment  and  seal them here forever. 

She didn’t wait to see what Chaol did. The creature rushed for her, a blur of

withered  white  flesh.  She  ran  toward  it,  flinging  her  immortal  power  like  a

phantom punch. It shot out in a blue burst of wildfire, but the creature dodged it, 

and the next blow and the next. 

Celaena swung Damaris, and the creature ducked before jumping back a few

paces. The roars in the distance were getting closer. 

Crunching rock sounded behind her, and she knew Chaol was making for the

portal. 
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The demon began pacing. Then the crunching stopped. That meant Chaol was

in the passageway again; he must have carried Fleetfoot with him. He was safe. 

Safe. 

This thing was too smart, too fast—and too strong, despite its gangly limbs. 

And if others were coming—if more got through the portal before it closed …

Her  magic  was  building  again,  the  spring  deeper  now.  Celaena  gauged  the

distance between them as she backed toward the portal. 

She  had  little  control  over  the  power,  but  she  did  have  a  sword—a  sacred

sword made by the Fae, capable of withstanding magic. A conduit. 

Not giving herself time to think it through, she threw all her raw power into

the golden sword. Its blade glowed red-hot, its edges crackling with lightning. 

The creature tensed, as if sensing what she was about to do as she lifted the

sword over her head. With a battle cry that shattered through the mists, Celaena

plunged Damaris into the earth. 

The ground cracked toward the demon, a burning web of lines and fissures. 

And then the ground between them began to collapse, foot by foot, until the

creature was sprinting away. Soon there was just a small lip of land surrounding

Celaena, backed by the open portal, and an evergrowing chasm before her. 

She  wrenched  Damaris  from  the  broken  earth.  She  knew  she  had  to  get  out

— now. But before she could move, before she could get to the portal, the magic

rippled, so violently that she sagged to her knees. Pain flashed, and she shifted

back into her clumsy, frail mortal body. 

And  then  there  were  strong  hands  under  her  shoulders,  hands  she  knew  so

well, dragging her back through the portal and into Erilea, where her magic was

snuffed out like a candle. 

Dorian  came  to  just  in  time  to  see  Chaol  hauling  Celaena  back  through  the

portal.  She  was  conscious,  but  was  a  dead  weight  in  the  captain’s  arms  as  he dragged her across the ground. Once they were over the border, he dropped her

as though she were made of flame, and Celaena lay panting on the stones. 

What  had  happened?  There  had  been  a  land  of  rock  beyond  the  portal,  and

now … now there was nothing but a small ledge and a massive crater. The pale

creature was gone. 

Celaena  pushed  herself  up  onto  her  elbows,  her  limbs  wobbling.  Dorian’s

head  ached,  but  he  managed  to  walk  to  them.  He’d  been  dragging  her  one

moment, and then—then she’d knocked him out. Why? 
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“Close it,” Chaol was saying to her, his face so white that the blood splattered

on it stood out even more starkly.  “Close it.” 

“I  can’t,”  Celaena  breathed.  Dorian  gripped  the  wall  to  keep  himself  from

falling  to  his  knees  from  the  ache  in  his  head.  He  made  it  to  where  they  were positioned in front of the portal, Fleetfoot nuzzling Celaena. 

“They’re  going  to  keep  coming  through,”  Chaol  panted.  Something  was

wrong,  Dorian  realized—something  was  wrong  between  them.  Chaol  wasn’t

touching her, wasn’t helping her up. 

Beyond the crater inside the portal, the roaring was growing louder. No doubt

those things would find some way to get through. 

“I’m drained; I don’t have anything left to close this gate …” Celaena winced, 

then lifted her eyes to Dorian’s. “But you do.” 

From  the  corner  of  her  eye,  Celaena  saw  Chaol  whirl  to  face  Dorian.  She

staggered  to  her  feet.  Fleetfoot  had  again  put  herself  between  Celaena  and  the portal, snarling softly. “Help me,” she whispered to the prince, some semblance

of energy returning. 

Dorian didn’t look at Chaol. He stepped forward. “What must I do?” 

“I need your blood. The rest I can do. At least, I hope I can.” Chaol started to

object, and Celaena gave him a faint, bitter smile. “Don’t worry. Only a cut on

the arm.” 

Sheathing  his  sword,  Dorian  rolled  up  the  sleeve  of  his  shirt  and  drew  a

dagger. Blood welled from the cut, quick and bright. 

Chaol growled, “How did you learn to open a portal?” 

“I found a book,” she said. It was the truth. “I wanted to speak to Nehemia.” 

Silence fell—pitying, horrifying silence. 

But  then  she  added,  “I—I  think  I  accidentally  changed  a  symbol.”  She

pointed  to  the  Wyrdmark  she’d  smeared,  the  one  that  had  rearranged  itself.  “It went to the wrong place. But this might close the door—if we’re lucky.” 

What she didn’t tell them was that there was a good chance it wouldn’t work. 

But  because  there  were  no  other  books  in  her  rooms,  and  because  Archer  had

taken  The Walking Dead  with  him,  all  she  had  left  was  that  sealing  spell  she’d used on the door in the library. And there was no way—no way in hell—she was

going to abandon this open portal, or leave one of them to guard it. The portal

would  eventually  close  on  its  own,  but  she  didn’t  know  when.  More  of  those

things could creep through at any time. So she’d try this, because it was her only

option. She’d figure out something else if it didn’t work. 

 It will  work, she told herself. 

Dorian put a warm, reassuring hand on her back as she dipped her fingers into

his blood. She hadn’t realized how freezing her hands were until the heat of his

blood  warmed  her  fingertips.  One  by  one,  she  drew  the  sealing  marks  over  the green-glowing  symbols.  Dorian  never  let  go  of  her—only  stepped  even  closer

when she swayed. Chaol said nothing. 

Her  knees  buckled,  but  she  finished  covering  the  symbols  with  Dorian’s

blood.  A  lingering  roar  echoed  through  the  damned  world  as  the  final  symbol

flared, the mists and rock and ravine fading into black, then into familiar stone. 

Celaena  kept  her  breathing  steady,  throwing  all  her  focus  into  that.  If  she

could keep breathing, she wouldn’t fall apart. 

Dorian lowered his arm and loosed a sigh, finally letting go of her. 

“Let’s  go,”  Chaol  ordered,  scooping  up  Fleetfoot,  who  whined  in  pain  and

gave him a warning growl. 

“I think we all need a drink,” Dorian said quietly. “And an explanation.” 

But  Celaena  looked  down  the  hall,  to  the  stairwell  where  Archer  had  fled. 

Had it only been minutes ago? It had felt like a lifetime. 

But  if  it  had  only  been  minutes  …  Her  breathing  stumbled.  She  had

discovered  only  one  way  out  of  the  castle,  and  she  was  certain  that  was  where Archer  had  gone.  After  what  he’d  done  to  Nehemia,  after  taking  the  book  and abandoning them to that creature … Exhaustion was replaced by familiar anger

—anger that burned through everything, just as Archer had destroyed what she

loved. 

Chaol stepped into her path. “Don’t you even think—” 

Panting, she sheathed Damaris.  “He’s mine.” 

Before Chaol could grab her, she hurtled down the stairs. 

Chapter 51

Though  Celaena’s  Fae  senses  were  extinguished,  she  could  swear  she  still

smelled  Archer’s  cologne  as  she  moved  toward  the  sewer  tunnel,  still  smelled

the blood on him. 

He  had  destroyed   everything.  He’d  had  Nehemia  assassinated,  had

manipulated them both, had used Nehemia’s death to drive a wedge between her

and Chaol, all in the name of power and revenge …

She would take him apart. Slowly. 

 I know what you are, he’d said. She didn’t know what Arobynn had told him

about  her  heritage,  but  Archer  had  no  idea  what  sort  of  darkness  lurked  inside her, or what sort of monster she was willing to become in order to make things

right. 

Ahead  of  her,  she  could  hear  muffled  curses  and  banging  against  metal.  By

the time she reached the sewer tunnel, she knew what had happened. The grate

had slid shut, and none of Archer’s attempts to open it had worked. Perhaps the

gods did listen sometimes. Celaena smiled, drawing both of her daggers. 

She walked through the archway, but the passage was empty on either side of

the  small  river.  She  stepped  farther  onto  the  walkway,  peering  into  the  water, wondering if he’d tried to swim deep enough to go under the grate. 

She sensed him a heartbeat before he attacked from behind. 

She met his sword with both her daggers raised over her head, darting back to

give  herself  enough  time  to  assess.  Archer  had  trained  with  the  assassins—and from the way he wielded his blade, coming after her again and again, she knew

he’d kept up those lessons. 

She was exhausted. Archer was at full strength, and his blows made her arms

quake. 

He  swiped  for  her  throat,  but  she  ducked,  slicing  for  his  side.  Swift  as

lightning, he leapt to avoid her gutting him. 

“I killed her for  our sake,” Archer panted as she scanned for any weakness, 

any  opening.  “She  would  have  ruined  us.  And  now  that  you  can  open  portals

without  the  keys,  think  of  what  we  could  do.  Think,  Celaena.  Her  death  was  a worthy sacrifice to keep her from destroying the cause. We  must rise up against

the king.” 

She  lunged,  feinting  left,  but  he  caught  the  attack.  She  growled,  “I  would

rather live in his shadow than in a world where men like you rule. And when I’m

done with you, I’m going to find all your friends and return the favor.” 

“They don’t know anything. They don’t know what I know,” he said, dancing

past all her  attacks with maddening  ease. “Nehemia was  hiding something  else

about you. She didn’t want you involved, and I thought it was just because she

didn’t want to share you with us. But now I wonder  why, exactly. What more did

she know?” 

Celaena laughed softly. “You’re a fool if you think I’ll help you.” 

“Oh,  once  my  men  start  working  on  you,  you’ll  soon  change  your  mind. 

Rourke  Farran  was  a  client  of  mine—before  he  was  killed,  that  is.  You

remember  Farran,  don’t  you?  He  had  a  special  love  for  pain.  He  told  me  that torturing Sam Cortland was the most fun he ever had.” 

She  could  hardly  see  through  the  bloodlust  that  seized  her  in  that  moment, 

hardly remember her own name. 

Archer  feinted  toward  the  river  to  get  her  to  return  to  the  wall—where  she

would  impale  herself  on  his  blade.  But  Celaena  knew  that  move,  too—knew  it

because she herself had taught it to him all those years ago. So as he struck, she

ducked past his guard and rammed the pommel of her dagger up into his jaw. 

He dropped like a stone, sword clattering, and she was upon him before he’d

finished falling, her dagger at his throat. 

“Please,” he whispered hoarsely. 

She  pushed  the  edge  of  the  blade  into  his  skin,  wondering  how  she  could

make this last without killing him too quickly. 

“Please,”  he  begged,  chest  heaving.  “I’m  doing  it  for  our  freedom.  Our freedom. We’re on the same side in the end.” 

One flick of the wrist, and she could slit his throat. Or she could disable him

the way she’d disabled Grave. She could give him the injuries Grave had given

Nehemia. She smiled. 

“You’re not a murderer,” he whispered. 

“Oh,  I  am,”  she  purred,  torchlight  dancing  on  the  dagger  as  she  considered

what to do with him. 

“Nehemia wouldn’t want this. She wouldn’t want you to do this.” 

And though she knew she shouldn’t listen, the words struck home. 

 Don’t let that light go out. 

The  darkness  that  thrived  in  her  soul  had  no  light  left.  No  light—save  for  a kernel,  a  faint  flicker  that  grew  smaller  by  the  day.  Wherever  she  was  now, Nehemia knew how small the flame had become. 

 Don’t let that light go out. 

Celaena  felt  the  tension  go  out  of  her  body,  but  she  kept  her  dagger  on Archer’s throat until she was on her feet. 

“You’re  leaving  Rifthold  tonight,”  she  told  him.  “You  and  all  of  your

friends.” 

“Thank you,” Archer breathed, standing. 

“If I find out you’re still in the city at dawn,” she said, putting her back to him

as she stalked toward the tunnel stairs, “I’ll kill you.” Enough. It was enough. 

“Thank you,” Archer said again. 

She kept walking, listening for any sign of him moving to attack her back. 

“I knew you were a good woman,” he said. 

Celaena halted. Turned. 

There was a hint of triumph in his eyes. He thought he’d won. Manipulated

her  again.  One  foot  after  another,  she  walked  back  toward  him  with  predatory calmness. 

She stopped, close enough to kiss him. He gave her a wary smile. 

“No, I’m not,” she said. Then she moved, too fast for him to stand a chance. 

Archer’s eyes went wide as she slid the dagger home, jamming it up into his

heart. 

He sagged in her arms. She brought her mouth to his ear, holding him upright

with  one  hand  and  twisting  the  dagger  with  the  other  as  she  whispered,  “But Nehemia was.” 
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Chapter 52

Chaol watched blood bubble out of Archer’s lips as Celaena let him slump to the

stone floor. She stared down at the body, her final words to him hovering in the

air, running claws over Chaol’s already chilled skin. She closed her eyes, tilting

her  head  back  as  she  took  a  long  breath—as  if  she  were  embracing  the  death before her, and the stain it left as payment for her vengeance. 

He  had  arrived  in  time  to  hear  Archer  beg  for  his  life—and  utter  the  words that had been his last mistake. Chaol shifted his boot against the step to warn her

that he was there. How much of her Fae senses did she retain when she looked

like a human? 

Archer’s blood spread across the dark stones, and Celaena opened her eyes as

she slowly turned to Chaol. The blood had soaked the ends of her hair, turning

them a brilliant red. And her eyes … There was nothing there, as though she’d

been hollowed out. For a heartbeat, he wondered if she would kill him, too—just

for being there, for seeing the dark truth of her. 

She blinked, and the killing calm in her eyes vanished, replaced only by bone-

deep  weariness  and  sorrow.  An  invisible  burden  that  he  couldn’t  begin  to

imagine  made  her  shoulders  slump.  She  picked  up  the  black  book  that  Archer

had dropped on the damp stones, but let it dangle from her fingers as if it were a

piece of dirty clothing. 

“I owe you an explanation,” was all she said. 

Celaena refused to let the healer look at her until Fleetfoot’s leg had been fixed. 

It was only a long scratch, but it was deep. Celaena had held Fleetfoot’s head in

her arms as the thrashing dog was forced to swallow water laced with a sedative. 

Dorian  helped  as  best  he  could  while  the  healer  worked  on  the  dog  lying

unconscious  on  Celaena’s  dining-room  table.  Chaol  leaned  against  the  wall  of

the room, arms crossed over his chest. He’d said nothing to Dorian since they’d

gone down into the passageway. 

The  young,  brown-haired  healer  didn’t  ask  any  questions,  either.  Once

Fleetfoot was patched up and moved to Celaena’s bed, Dorian insisted Celaena

get her head looked at. But Celaena waved him off and told the healer that if she

didn’t  inspect  the  Crown  Prince  first,  she’d  report  her  to  the  king.  Scowling, Dorian  let  the  young  woman  clean  the  small  wound  on  his  temple,  received
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when Celaena had knocked him out cold. Considering how bloody Celaena and

Chaol were, he felt utterly ridiculous, even if his head still pounded. 

The  healer  finished  with  him,  giving  him  a  timid,  slightly  concerned  smile. 

And  when  it  was  time  to  decide  who  should  be  looked  at  next,  the  glaring

contest between Chaol and Celaena was one for the ages. 

At last, Chaol just shook his head and slumped into the seat that Dorian had

recently vacated. He had blood everywhere, and ended up peeling off his tunic

and shirt so the healer could cleanse his minor wounds. Despite the scratches and

cuts,  the  abrasions  on  his  hands  and  knees,  the  healer  still  asked  no  questions, her pretty face an unreadable, professional mask. 

Celaena turned to Dorian, her voice quiet. “I’ll come to your rooms when I’m

done here.” 

From the corner of his eye, he sensed Chaol stiffening, and Dorian bit down

on his surge of jealousy as he realized he was being dismissed. The captain was

making a good show of not looking at them. What had happened during the time

he’d blacked out? And what had happened when she’d gone to kill Archer? 

“Fine,” Dorian said, and thanked the healer for her help. 

At least he had time now to piece himself together, to sort through all that had

happened in the last few hours. And to plan how to explain his magic to Chaol. 

But  even  as  he  walked  out  of  the  dining  room,  part  of  him  realized  that  his magic—that   he—was  the  least  of  their  concerns.  Because  even  from  that  first day in Endovier, this had always been about  them. 

Celaena didn’t need a healer to look at her head. When the magic had taken her

over,  it  had  somehow  healed  everything.  All  that  was  left  of  her  wounds  now were bloodstains and torn clothing. And exhaustion—utter exhaustion. 

“I’m taking a bath,” she told Chaol, who still sat shirtless under the healer’s

ministrations. 

She needed to wash Archer’s blood off her. 

She shucked off her clothing and bathed, scrubbing herself until her skin hurt, 

washing  her  hair  twice.  When  she  emerged,  she  slipped  into  a  clean  tunic  and pants, and just as she finished combing out her dripping hair, Chaol walked into

her bedroom and sat at the chair before her desk. The healer gone, he’d put his

shirt back on, and she could see the white bandages peeking through the rips in

the dark cloth. 

Celaena checked on Fleetfoot, who was still unconscious on the bed, and then

walked  to  the  balcony  doors.  She  studied  the  night  sky  for  a  long  moment, 

seeking out a familiar constellation—the Stag, the Lord of the North. She took a long breath. 

“My  great-grandmother  was  Fae,”  she  said.  “And  even  though  my  mother

couldn’t  switch  into  an  animal  form  the  way  the  Fae  can,  I  somehow  inherited the ability to shift. Between my Fae form and my human form.” 

“And you can’t shift anymore?” 

She looked over her shoulder at him. “When magic stopped ten years ago, I

lost my ability. It’s what saved my life, I think. As a child, when I was scared or

upset or had tantrums, I couldn’t control the shift. I was learning to master it, but

I would have given myself away at some point.” 

“But in that—that other world, you could …” 

She  turned  to  face  him,  seeing  the  haunted  gleam  in  his  eyes.  “Yes.  In  that world,  magic,  or  something  like  it,  still  exists.  And  it  is  just  as  awful  and overwhelming  as  I  remembered.”  She  eased  onto  the  edge  of  her  bed,  the

distance between them feeling like leagues. “I had no control over it—over the

shift,  or  the  magic,  or  myself.  I  was  as  likely  to  hurt  you  as  I  was  to  hurt  that creature.” She closed her eyes, her hands shaking a bit. 

“So you  did open a portal to another world. How?” 

“All  those  books  I’ve  been  reading  on  the  Wyrdmarks—they  had  spells  to

open  temporary  portals.”  And  then  she  explained  about  finding  the  passage  on

Samhuinn,  and  the  tomb  and  Elena’s  command  to  become  the  Champion,  and

what Cain had been doing and how she had killed him, and how tonight she had

wanted to open a portal to see Nehemia. She left out the Wyrdkeys, the king, and

what she suspected he might be doing with Kaltain and Roland. 

When she finished, Chaol said, “I would say you’re insane, except I have the

blood of that creature on me, and went into that world myself.” 

“If anyone knew—not just about the spells to open portals, but about what I

am,” she said wearily, “you understand that I would be executed.” 

His eyes flashed. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I swear it.” 

She bit her lip, nodding, and walked back to the window. “Archer told me that

he was the one who had Nehemia assassinated, because she was a threat to his

control over the group. He posed as Councilman Mullison and hired Grave. He

kidnapped  you  to  lure  me  away.  He  planted  that  anonymous  threat  against  her

life, too. Because he wanted me to blame you for her death.” 

Chaol  swore,  but  she  kept  gazing  out  the  window,  kept  looking  at  that

constellation. 

“But even though I know you’re not responsible,” she said softly, “I still …” 

She found his face full of anguish. 
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“You still can’t trust me,” he finished. 

She nodded. In this, she knew Archer had won, and hated him for it. “When I

look at you,” she whispered, “all I want to do is touch you. But what happened

that night … I don’t know if I can ever forget it.” The deepest cut on his cheek

had scabbed, and she knew it would scar. “For my part, I am sorry for what I did

to you.” 

He  stood,  wincing  at  his  wounds,  and  walked  over  to  her.  “We  both  made

mistakes,” he said in that voice that made her heart stumble. 

She  found  the  nerve  to  turn  to  him,  gazing  up  into  his  face.  “How  can  you still look at me like that when you know what I truly am?” 

His fingers grazed her cheeks, warming her chilled skin. “Fae, assassin—no

matter what you are, I—” 

“Don’t.” She stepped back. “Don’t say it.” 

She couldn’t give him everything again—not now. It wouldn’t be fair to either

of  them.  Even  if  she  ever  learned  to  forgive  him  for  picking  the  king  over Nehemia, her journey to find the Wyrdkeys would require her to go far away, to

a place where she would never ask him to follow. 

“I need to prepare Archer’s body to present to the king,” she got out. Before

he could say anything else, she picked up Damaris from where she’d dropped it

by the door and vanished into the passage. 

She waited until she was deep inside before she let the tears start flowing. 

Chaol stared at where she had gone and wondered if he should follow her into

that  ancient  darkness.  But  he  thought  of  all  that  she’d  told  him,  all  the  secrets she’d revealed, and knew he needed time to comprehend it all. 

He  could  tell  that  she  had  left  out  information.  She’d  told  him  only  the

vaguest  details;  and  then  there  was  the  matter  of  her  Fae  heritage.  He’d  never heard of anyone inheriting their powers in such a throwback way, but then again, 

no  one  spoke  of  the  Fae  nowadays.  It  explained  how  she  knew  the  ancient

dirges. 

With a gentle pat on Fleetfoot’s head, he left the room. The halls were empty

and silent. 

And Dorian—she had acted like Dorian had some power, too. There had been

the moment when the creature was blasted away by an invisible wall … But it

was impossible for Dorian to have power. How could he, when Celaena’s own—

own  magic had disappeared as soon as she returned to this world? 

Celaena  was  Fae,  and  heir  to  a  power  she  couldn’t  control.  Even  if  she couldn’t shift, if anyone ever discovered what she was…

It explained why she was so terrified of the king, why she never said anything

about where she’d come from, or what she’d been through. And living  here  …

this was the most dangerous place for her—or any Fae—to be. 

If someone found out what she was, they could use that information against

her, or have her killed. And there would be nothing he could do to save her. No

lie  he  could  tell,  no  strings  he  could  pull.  How  long  before  someone  else  went digging into her past? How long before someone decided to go right to Arobynn

Hamel and torture him for the truth? 

Chaol’s  feet  knew  where  he  was  going  long  before  he’d  made  the  choice, 

formed the plan. Minutes later, he found himself knocking on a wooden door. 

His father’s eyes were bleary with sleep, and they narrowed as they saw him. 

“Do you know what time it is?” 

He  didn’t,  and  he  didn’t  care.  Chaol  shouldered  his  way  into  the  room  and

shut the door, scanning the dimness for any other people. “I have a favor to ask

you, but before I do, promise you won’t ask any questions.” 

His  father  gave  him  a  slightly  bemused  look,  then  crossed  his  arms.  “No

questions. Make your request.” 

Beyond  the  window,  the  sky  was  beginning  to  lighten  into  a  softer  shade  of

black. “I think that we should send the King’s Champion to Wendlyn to dispatch

the royal family.” 

His  father’s  brows  rose.  Chaol  went  on.  “We’ve  been  at  war  with  them  for

two years, and have yet to break past their naval defenses. But if the king and his

son  are  eliminated,  we  might  stand  a  chance  of  getting  through  in  the  ensuing chaos.  Especially  if  the  King’s  Champion  also  gets  her  hands  on  their  naval

defense  plans.”  He  took  a  breath,  keeping  his  voice  disinterested.  “I  want  to present the idea to the king this morning. And I want you to support me.” 

Because Dorian would never agree to it, not without knowing what Celaena

was. And Chaol would never tell anyone, Dorian included. But with an idea this

drastic, he’d need as much political muscle as he could get. 

“An ambitious, ruthless plan.” His father smiled. “And if I support this idea

and convince my allies on the council to support it, too, then what can I expect in

return?” From the way his eyes gleamed, his father already knew the answer. 

“Then  I  will  go  back  to  Anielle  with  you,”  Chaol  said.  “I  will  leave  my

position as Captain and … return home.” 

It  wasn’t  his  home,  not  anymore,  but  if  it  meant  getting  Celaena  out  of  the country  …  Wendlyn  was  the  last  stronghold  of  the  Fae,  and  the  one  place  in

Erilea where she’d be truly safe. 

Whatever shred of hope he’d had for a future with her was gone. She still felt

something  for  him,  she’d  admitted,  but  she  would  never  trust  him.  She  would

always hate him for what he’d done. 

But  he  could  do  this  for  her.  Even  if  he  never  saw  her  again,  even  if  she abandoned her duties as King’s Champion and stayed with the Fae in Wendlyn

forever—as  long  as  he  knew  that  she  was  safe,  that  no  one  could  hurt  her  …

He’d sell his soul again and again for that. 

His father’s eyes gleamed with triumph. “Consider it done.” 

Chapter 53

When Celaena finished telling Dorian the story she’d told Chaol—albeit a much

more  limited  version—he  let  out  a  long  sigh  and  fell  back  onto  his  bed.  “It sounds  like  something  out  of  a  book,”  he  said,  staring  at  the  ceiling.  She  sat down on the other side of the bed. 

“Believe me, I thought I was going mad for a while.” 

“So you actually opened a portal to another world? Using these Wyrdmarks?” 

She nodded. “You also knocked that creature aside like it was a leaf caught in

a  wind.”  Oh,  she  hadn’t  forgotten  about  that.  Not  for  one  moment  had  she

forgotten what it meant for him to have such raw power. 

“That was dumb luck.” She watched him, this kind, clever prince of hers. “I

still can’t control it.” 

“In  the  tomb,”  she  said,  “there  is  someone  who  might  …  offer  you  some

advice on how to control it. Who might have some information about the kind of

power  you’ve  inherited.”  Right  then,  though,  she  didn’t  exactly  know  how  to

explain Mort to him, so she just said, “Someday soon, you and I could go down

there and meet him.” 

“Is he—” 

“You’ll  see  when  we  get  there.  If he deigns to speak to you. It might take a while for him to decide he likes you.” 

After a moment, Dorian reached over and took her hand, bringing it to his lips

for a swift kiss. Nothing romantic—a gesture of thanks. “Even though things are

different  between  us  now,  I  meant  what  I  said  after  the  duel  with  Cain.  I  will always be grateful that you came into my life.” 

Her throat tightened, and she squeezed his hand. 

Nehemia had dreamed of a court that could change the world, a court where

loyalty  and  honor  were  more  valued  than  blind  obedience  and  power.  The  day

Nehemia  had  died,  Celaena  had  thought  the  dream  of  that  court  forever

vanished. 

But  looking  at  Dorian  as  he  smiled  at  her,  this  prince  who  was  smart  and

thoughtful and kind, who inspired good men like Chaol to serve him …

Celaena  wondered  if  Nehemia’s  impossible,  desperate  dream  of  that  court

might yet come to pass. 

The  real  question  now  was  whether  his  father  knew  what  a  threat  his  son
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posed. 

The  King  of  Adarlan  had  to  give  the  captain  credit;  the  plan  was  ruthless  and bold,  and  would  send  a  message  not  just  to  Wendlyn,  but  to  all  their  enemies. 

With  the  embargo  between  their  countries,  Wendlyn  refused  to  let  Adarlanian

men into their borders. But women and children seeking refuge could still enter. 

It made sending anyone else impossible, but his Champion …

The king looked down his council table, where the captain was waiting for his

decision.  Westfall’s  father  and  four  others  had  immediately  supported  the  idea. 

Another bit of unexpected cunning from the captain. He’d brought allies to this

meeting. 

Dorian,  however,  was  watching  the  captain  with  barely  concealed  surprise. 

Clearly,  Westfall  hadn’t  thought  Dorian  would  support  his  decision.  If  only

Westfall had been his heir instead; his warrior’s mind was sharp, and he didn’t

balk from doing what needed to be done. The prince had yet to learn that kind of

ruthlessness. 

Getting  the  assassin  away  from  his  son  would  be  an  unexpected  benefit.  He

trusted the girl to do his dirty work—but he didn’t want her around Dorian. 

She’d  brought  Archer  Finn’s  head  to  him  this  morning,  not  a  day  later  than

she’d promised him, and explained what she’d discovered: that Archer had been

responsible for Nehemia’s assassination due to their mutual involvement in that

traitorous society. He wasn’t surprised that Nehemia was involved. 

But what would the assassin have to say about this journey? 

“Summon  my  Champion,”  he  said.  In  the  ensuing  silence,  the  council

members murmured to each other, and his son tried to catch Westfall’s eye. But

the captain avoided looking at the prince. 

The  king  smiled  slightly,  twisting  the  black  ring  on  his  finger.  A  pity

Perrington wasn’t here to see this. He was off dealing with the slave uprising in

Calaculla—news of which had been kept so secret that even the messengers had

forfeited their lives. The duke would have been greatly amused by today’s turn

of  events.  But  he  wished  Perrington  here  for  more  important  reasons,  too—to

help him find out who had opened a portal last night. 

He’d sensed it in his sleep—a sudden shift in the world. It was open for only

a few minutes before someone closed it again. Cain was gone; who else in this

castle possessed that kind of knowledge, or that power in the blood? Was it the

same person who had killed Baba Yellowlegs? 

He put a hand on Nothung, his sword. 

There had been no body—but he didn’t think for one moment that Yellowlegs had  just  disappeared.  The  morning  after  she’d  vanished,  he’d  gone  to  the

carnival himself to look at the ruined wagon. He’d seen the flecks of dark blood

staining the wooden floor. 

Yellowlegs  had  been  a  queen  among  her  people,  one  of  the  three  brutal

factions that had  destroyed the Crochan  family five hundred  years ago.  They’d

relished  erasing  much  of  the  wisdom  of  the  Crochan  women  who  had  ruled

justly for a thousand years. He’d invited the carnival here to meet with her—to

purchase a few of her mirrors, and learn what remained of the Ironteeth Alliance

that had once been strong enough to rip apart the Witch Kingdom. 

But  before  she  had  yielded  any  decent  information,  she  had  died.  And  it

frustrated him not to know why. Her blood had been spilled at his castle; others

might come to demand answers and retribution. If they came, he would be ready. 

Because  in  the  shadows  of  the  Ferian  Gap,  he’d  been  breeding  new  mounts

for his gathering armies. And his wyverns still needed riders. 

The  doors  to  the  council  room  opened.  The  assassin  walked  in,  shoulders

thrown back in that insufferable way of hers. She coolly took in the details of the

room  before  stopping  a  few  feet  away  from  the  table  and  bowing  low.  “Your

Majesty summoned me?” 

She  kept  her  eyes  averted,  as  she  usually  did.  Except  for  that  delightful  day when she’d come in and practically flayed Mullison alive. Part of him wished he

didn’t now have to free the sniveling councilman from the dungeons. 

“Your  companion,  Captain  Westfall,  has  come  up  with  a  rather  …  unusual

idea,”  the  king  said,  and  waved  a  hand  at  Chaol.  “Why  don’t  you  explain, 

Captain?” 

The  Captain  twisted  in  his  chair,  then  rose  to  his  feet  to  face  her.  “I  have suggested that we send you to Wendlyn to dispatch the king and his heir. While

you are there, you will also seize their naval and military defense plans—so that

once  the  country  is  in  chaos,  we  will  be  able  to  navigate  their  impenetrable barrier reefs and take the country for ourselves.” 

The assassin looked at him for a long moment, and the king noticed that his

son had gone very, very still. Then she smiled, a cruel, twisted thing. “It would

be an honor to serve the crown in such a way.” 

He  had  never  learned  anything  about  the  mark  that  had  glowed  on  her  head

during  the  duel.  The  Wyrdmark  was  impossible  to  decipher.  It  either  meant

“nameless” or “unnamed,” or something akin to “anonymous.” But gods-blessed

or not, from the wicked grin on her face, the king knew she’d enjoy this task. 

“Perhaps we’ll have some fun with it,” the king mused. “Wendlyn is having
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their Solstice ball in a few months. What a message it would send if the king and

his son were to meet their end right under the noses of their own court, on their

day of triumph.” 

Though  the  captain  shifted  on  his  feet  at  the  sudden  change  of  plans,  the

assassin  smiled  at  him  again,  dark  glee  written  all  over  her.  What  hellhole  had she come from, to find delight in such things? “A brilliant idea, Your Majesty.” 

“It’s  done,  then,”  the  king  said,  and  they  all  looked  at  him.  “You’ll  leave tomorrow.” 

“But,” his son interrupted, “surely she needs some time to study Wendlyn, to

learn its ways and—” 

“It’s  a  two-week  journey  by  sea,”  he  said.  “And  then  she’ll  need  time  to

infiltrate  the  castle  in  time  for  the  ball.  She  can  take  whatever  materials  she needs and study them onboard.” 

Her  brows  had  lifted  slightly,  but  she  just  bowed  her  head.  The  captain  was still standing, stiffer than usual. And his son was glaring—glaring at him and at

the captain, so angry that he wondered whether he’d snap. 

But the king wasn’t particularly interested in their petty dramas, not when this

brilliant plan had arisen. He’d have to send riders immediately to the Ferian Gap

and the Dead Islands, and have General Narrok ready his legion. He didn’t mean

to make mistakes with this one chance in Wendlyn. 

And  it  would  be  the  perfect  opportunity  to  test  a  few  of  the  weapons  he’d

been forging in secret all these years. 

Tomorrow. 

She was leaving  tomorrow. 

And   Chaol  had  come  up  with  the  idea?  But  why?  She  wanted  to  demand

answers,  wanted  to  know  what  he  was  thinking  when  he’d  come  up  with  this

plan.  She’d  never  told  him  the  truth  about  the  king’s  threats—that  he  would

execute  Chaol  if  she  didn’t  return  from  a  mission,  if  she  failed.  And  she  could fake the deaths of petty lords and merchants, but not the King and Crown Prince

of Wendlyn. Not in a thousand lifetimes could she find a way out of it. 

She paced and paced, knowing Chaol wouldn’t be back in his rooms yet, and

wound up going down to the tomb, if only to give herself something to do. 

She expected Mort to lecture her about the portal—which he did, thoroughly

—but she  didn’t expect to find Elena waiting for her inside the tomb. “You have

enough  power  to  appear  to  me   now,  but  you  couldn’t  help  close  the  portal  last night?” 

She took one look at the queen’s frown and began pacing again. 

“I  could  not,”  Elena  said.  “Even  now,  this  visit  is  draining  me  faster  than  it should.” 

Celaena  scowled  at  her.  “I  can’t  go  to  Wendlyn.  I—I   can’t go. Chaol   knows what I’m doing for you—so why would he make me go there?” 

“Take a breath,” Elena said softly. 

Celaena glared at her. “This ruins  your plans, too. If I’m in Wendlyn, then I

can’t  deal  with  the  Wyrdkeys  and  the  king.  And  even  if  I  pretended  to  go  and instead went questing across this continent, it wouldn’t take long for the king to

realize I’m not where I’m supposed to be.” 

Elena  crossed  her  arms.  “If  you  are  in  Wendlyn,  then  you  will  be  near

Doranelle. I think that’s why the captain wants you to go.” 

Celaena  barked  a  laugh.  Oh,  what  a  tangled  mess  he’d  gotten  her  into!  “He

wants me to go hide with the Fae and never come back to Adarlan? That’s not

going to happen. Not only will he be  killed, but the Wyrdkeys—” 

“You will sail to Wendlyn tomorrow.” Elena’s eyes glowed bright. “Leave the

Wyrdkeys and the king for now. Go to Wendlyn, and do what needs to be done.” 

“Did you plant this idea in his head somehow?” 

“No. The captain is trying to save you the only way he knows how.” 

Celaena  shook  her  head,  looking  at  the  sunlight  pouring  into  the  tomb  from

the shaft above. “Will you ever stop giving me commands?” 

Elena let out a soft laugh. “When you stop running from your past, I will.” 

Celaena  rolled  her  eyes,  then  let  her  shoulders  droop.  A  shard  of  memory

sliced through her. “When I spoke to Nehemia, she mentioned … mentioned that

she  knew  her  own  fate.  That  she  had  embraced  it.  That  it  would  set  things  in motion.  Do  you  think  she  somehow  manipulated  Archer  into  …”  But  she

couldn’t finish saying it, couldn’t let herself voice what the horrible truth might

be: that Nehemia had engineered her own death, knowing that she might change

the world—change  Celaena—more through dying than living. 

A cold, slender hand grasped hers. “Cast that thought into the far reaches of

your  mind.  Knowing  the  truth,  whatever  it  may  be,  will  not  change  what  you

must do tomorrow—where you must go.” 

And  even  though  Celaena  knew  the  truth  in  that  moment,  knew  it  just  from

Elena’s refusal to answer at all, she did as the queen commanded. There would

be other moments, other times to take out that truth to examine every dark and

unforgiving facet. But right now—right now …

Celaena studied the light pouring into the tomb. Such a little light, holding the

darkness at bay. “Wendlyn, then.” 

Elena smiled grimly and squeezed her hand. “Wendlyn, then.” 
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Chapter 54

When the council meeting was over, Chaol did his best not to look at his father, 

who had been watching him so carefully while he’d announced his plans to the

king,  or  at  Dorian,  whose  sense  of  betrayal  rippled  off  of  him  as  the  meeting went on. He tried to hurry back to the barracks, but he wasn’t all that surprised

when a hand clapped on his shoulder and turned him around. 

“Wendlyn?” Dorian snarled. 

Chaol kept his face blank. “If she’s capable of opening a portal like she did

last night, then I think she needs to get out of the castle for a while. For all of our

sakes.” Dorian couldn’t know the truth. 

“She’ll never forgive you for having her shipped off like that, to take down a

whole  country. And in such a public way—making a spectacle out of it. Are you

mad?” 

“I don’t need her forgiveness. And I don’t want to worry about her letting in a

horde of otherwordly creatures just because she’s missing her friend.” 

He hated each lie that came out of his mouth, but Dorian drank them up, his

eyes seeming to glow with rage. This was the other sacrifice he’d have to make; 

because if Dorian didn’t hate him, if he didn’t  want Chaol gone, then leaving for Anielle would be that much more difficult. 

“If  anything  happens  to  her  in  Wendlyn,”  Dorian  growled,  refusing  to  back

down, “I’ll make you regret the day you were born.” 

If anything happened to her, Chaol was fairly certain he’d forever regret that

day, too. 

But he just said, “One of us has to start leading, Dorian,” and stalked off. 

Dorian didn’t follow him. 

Dawn was just breaking as Celaena arrived at Nehemia’s grave. The last of the

winter  snows  had  melted,  leaving  the  world  barren  and  brown,  waiting  for

spring. 

In a few hours, she’d set sail across the ocean. 

Celaena dropped to her knees on the damp ground and bowed her head before

the grave. 

Then  she  said  the  words  she’d  wanted  to  say  to  Nehemia  last  night.  The

words  that  she  should  have  said  from  the  beginning.  Words  that  wouldn’t change, no matter what she learned about Nehemia’s death. 

“I want you to know,” she whispered to the wind, to the earth, to the body far

beneath  her,  “that  you  were  right.  You  were  right.  I  am  a  coward.  And  I  have been running for so long that I’ve forgotten what it is to stand and fight.” 

She bowed deeper, putting her forehead against the dirt. 

“But I promise,” she breathed into the soil, “I promise that I will stop him. I

promise  that  I  will  never  forgive,  never  forget  what  they  did  to  you.  I  promise that I will free Eyllwe. I promise that I will see your father’s crown restored to

his head.” 

She raised herself, drawing a dagger from her pocket, and sliced a line across

her left palm. Blood welled, ruby-bright against the golden dawn, sliding down

the side of her hand before she pressed her palm to the earth. 

“I promise,” she whispered again. “On my name, on my life, even if it takes

until my last breath, I promise I will see Eyllwe freed.” 

She  let  her  blood  soak  into  the  ground,  willing  it  to  carry  the  words  of  her oath  to  the  Otherworld  where  Nehemia  was  safe  at  last.  From  now  on,  there

would be no other oaths but this, no other contracts, no other obligations.  Never

 forgive, never forget. 

And she didn’t know how she would do it, or how long it would take, but she

would see it through. Because Nehemia couldn’t. 

Because it was time. 

Chapter 55

The  shattered  lock  on  Celaena’s  bedroom  door  still  wasn’t  fixed  by  the  time

Dorian appeared after breakfast, a stack of books in his arms. She stood before

her  bed,  stuffing  clothing  into  a  large  leather  satchel.  Fleetfoot  was  the  first  to acknowledge him, though he had no doubt Celaena heard him coming from the

hallway. 

The  dog  limped  to  him,  tail  wagging,  and  Dorian  set  the  books  on  the  desk

before kneeling on the plush rug. He ran his hands over Fleetfoot’s head, letting

her lick him a few times. 

“The healer said her leg is going to be fine,” Celaena said, still focused on her

satchel. Her left hand was bandaged—a wound he hadn’t noticed last night. “She

just left a few minutes ago.” 

“Good,”  Dorian  said,  rising  to  his  feet.  She  was  wearing  a  heavy  tunic  and

pants  and  a  thick  cloak.  Her  brown  boots  were  sturdy  and  sensible,  far  more subdued  than  her  usual  attire.  Traveling  clothes.  “Were  you  going  to  leave

without saying good-bye?” 

“I thought it would be easier this way,” she said. In two hours, she would sail

to  Wendlyn,  that  land  of  myths  and  monsters,  a  kingdom  of  dreams  and

nightmares made flesh. 

Dorian approached her. “This plan is madness. You don’t have to go. We can

convince my father to do something else. If they catch you in Wendlyn—” 

“They won’t catch me.” 

“There  will  be  no  help  for  you,”  Dorian  said,  putting  a  hand  on  the  satchel. 

“If  you  are  captured,  if  you  are  hurt,  you  are  beyond  our  reach.  You  will  be entirely on your own.” 

“I’ll be fine.” 

“But  I won’t be. Every day that you’re there, I will wonder what has become

of you. I won’t … I won’t forget you. Not for one hour.” 

Her  throat  bobbed,  the  only  sign  of  emotion  she  allowed  to  show,  and  she

looked toward her dog, watching them from the rug. “Will you …” He watched

her swallow again before meeting his gaze. The gold in her eyes glowed in the

morning sun. “Will you look after her while I’m gone?” 

He  took  her  hand,  squeezing.  “As  if  she’s  one  of  my  own.  I’ll  even  let  her sleep in the bed.” 

She  gave  him  a  small  smile,  and  he  had  a  feeling  that  any  greater  sign  of
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emotion  would  shatter  her  self-control.  He  waved  a  hand  to  the  books  he’d

brought.  “I  hope  you  don’t  mind,  but  I  need  a  place  to  store  these,  and  your rooms might be … safer than mine.” 

She  glanced  at  the  desk  but,  to  his  relief,  didn’t  go  to  it.  The  books  he’d brought  would  only  lead  to  more  questions.  Geneaologies,  royal  chronicles, 

anything on how and why he might have magic. “Of course,” was all she said. “I

think  The Walking Dead is still floating around in here, anyway. Maybe it’ll be

glad to have company.” 

He  might  have  smiled  had  it  not  been  eerily  true.  “I’ll  leave  you  to  your

packing. I have a council meeting at the same time your ship departs,” he said, 

fighting the ache in his chest. It was a lie—and a bad one. But he didn’t want to

be at the docks, not when he knew someone else would be there to see her off. 

“So … I suppose this is good-bye.” He didn’t know whether he was allowed to

embrace  her  anymore,  so  he  stuffed  his  hands  into  his  pockets  and  gave  her  a smile. “Take care of yourself.” 

A faint nod. 

They  were  friends  now,  and  he  knew  that  the  physical  boundaries  between

them  had  been  altered,  but  …  He  turned  away  rather  than  let  her  see  the

disappointment he knew was all too clear on his face. 

He took all of two steps toward the door before she spoke, the words soft and

strained. “Thank you for all that you have done for me, Dorian. Thank you for

being my friend. For not being like the others.” 

He  paused,  turning  to  face  her.  She  kept  her  chin  high,  but  her  eyes  were

gleaming. 

“I’ll come back,” she said quietly. “I’ll come back for you.” And he knew that

there  was  more  that  she  wasn’t  saying,  some  bigger  meaning  behind  those

words. 

But Dorian still believed her. 

The  docks  were  crowded  with  sailors  and  slaves  and  workers  loading  and

unloading cargo. The day was warm and breezy, the first hint of spring in the air, 

and the sky was cloudless. A good day for sailing. 

Celaena stood before the ship that would carry her through the first leg of the

journey.  It  would  sail  to  a  prearranged  location  where  a  ship  from  Wendlyn

would  meet  it  to  take  aboard  refugees  fleeing  the  shadow  of  Adarlan’s  empire. 

Most of the women traveling on her ship were already belowdecks. She shifted

the fingers of her bandaged left hand, wincing at the dull pain radiating outward

from her palm. 

She had hardly slept that night, holding Fleetfoot close to her instead. Saying

good-bye  an  hour  ago  had  been  like  ripping  out  a  piece  of  her  heart,  but  the dog’s leg was still too injured for her to risk the journey to Wendlyn. 

She  hadn’t  wanted  to  see  Chaol,  hadn’t  bothered  saying  good-bye,  because

she had so many questions for him that it was easier not to ask at all. Hadn’t he

known what an impossible trap he was setting for her now? 

The  ship  captain  bellowed  a  five-minute  departure  warning.  The  sailors

started  scrambling,  doubling  their  efforts  to  prepare  to  leave  the  harbor  and  set out down the Avery, and then into the Great Ocean itself. 

To Wendlyn. 

She swallowed hard.  Do what needs to be done, Elena had told her. Did that

mean actually killing the royal family of Wendlyn, or something else? 

A salty breeze ruffled her hair, and she stepped forward. 

But someone emerged from the shadows of the buildings lining the docks. 

“Wait,” Chaol said. 

Celaena  froze  as  he  walked  to  her,  and  didn’t  move  even  when  she  found

herself looking up into his face. 

“Do you understand why I did this?” he asked softly. 

She nodded, but said, “I have to return here.” 

“No,” he said, his eyes flashing. “You—” 

 “Listen.” 

She had five  minutes. She couldn’t  explain it to  him now—couldn’t explain

that the king would kill him if she didn’t return. That knowledge could be fatal

to him. And even if he ran away, the king had threatened Nehemia’s family, too. 

But  she  knew  that  Chaol  was  trying  to  protect  her.  And  she  couldn’t  leave

him wholly ignorant. Because if she did die in Wendlyn, if something happened

to her …

“Listen carefully to what I am about to tell you.” 

His  brows  rose.  But  she  didn’t  give  herself  a  moment  to  reconsider,  to

second-guess her decision. 

As  succinctly  as  she  could,  she  told  him  about  the  Wyrdkeys.  She  told  him

about the Wyrdgates, and about Baba Yellowlegs. She told him about the papers

she’d  stashed  down  in  the  tomb—the  riddle  with  the  locations  of  the  three

Wyrdkeys. And then she told him that she knew the king had at least one. And

that  there  was  a  dead  creature  sealed  beneath  the  library.  And  that  he  should never  open  the  door  to  the  catacombs— never.  And  that  Roland  and  Kaltain

might be part of some bigger, deadlier plan. 

And  when  that  horrible  truth  had  been  revealed,  she  unfastened  the  Eye  of

Elena from her neck and folded it into his palm. “Never take it off. It will protect

you from harm.” 

He was shaking his head, his face deathly pale. “Celaena, I can’t—” 

“I don’t care if you go looking for the keys, but  someone has to know about

them. Someone other than me. All the proof is in the tomb.” 

Chaol grabbed her hand with his free one. “Celaena—” 

“Listen,”  she  repeated.  “If  you  hadn’t  convinced  the  king  to  send  me  away, we could have … figured them out together. But now …” 

Two minutes, the sea captain shouted. Chaol was just staring at her, such grief

and fear in his eyes that speech failed her. 

And  then  she  did  the  most  reckless  thing  she’d  ever  done  in  her  life.  She

stood on her toes and whispered the words into his ear. 

The  words  that  would  make  him  understand,  understand  why  it  was  so

important  to  her,  and  what  it  meant  when  she  said  she  would  return.  And  he would hate her forever for it, once he understood. 

“What does that mean?” he demanded. 

She smiled sadly. “You’ll figure it out. And when you do …” She shook her

head, knowing she shouldn’t say it, but doing it anyway. “When you do, I want

you  to  remember  that  it  wouldn’t  have  made  any  difference  to  me.  It’s  never made  any  difference  to  me  when  it  came  to  you.  I’d  still  pick  you.  I’ll  always pick you.” 

“Please—please, just tell me what that means.” 

But there was no time, so she shook her head and stepped back. 

Chaol took one step toward her, though. One step, then he said, “I love you.” 

She strangled the sob that built in her throat. “I’m sorry,” she said, hoping he

would remember those words later—later, when he knew everything. 

Her legs found the strength to move. She took a breath. And with a final look

at Chaol, she strode up the gangplank. Taking no notice of those onboard, she set

down her sack and took up a place by the railing. She looked down at the dock to

find Chaol still standing by the walkway as it was lifted. 

The  ship’s  captain  called  for  them  to  cast  off.  Sailors  scurried,  ropes  were untied, tossed, and tied again, and the ship lurched. Her hands clasped the railing

so hard they hurt. 

The ship began moving. And Chaol—the man she hated and loved so much

that she could hardly think around him—just stood there, watching her go. 

The  current  grabbed  the  ship,  and  the  city  began  to  diminish.  The  ocean breeze soon caressed her neck, but she never stopped staring at Chaol. She stared

toward  him  until  the  glass  castle  was  a  sparkling  speck  in  the  distance.  She stared  toward  him  until  there  was  only  gleaming  ocean  around  her.  She  stared toward  him  until  the  sun  dropped  beyond  the  horizon  and  a  smattering  of  stars hung overhead. 

It was only when her eyelids drooped and she swayed on her feet that Celaena

stopped staring toward Chaol. 

The smell of salt filled her nostrils, so different from the salt of Endovier, and

a spirited wind whipped through her hair. 

With a hiss through her teeth, Celaena Sardothien turned her back on Adarlan

and sailed toward Wendlyn. 

Chapter 56

Chaol didn’t understand what she’d told him, the words she’d whispered in his

ear. It was a date. Not even a year attached to it. A month and a day—a date that

had passed weeks and weeks ago. It was the day that Celaena had left the city. 

The  day  she  had  snapped  at  Endovier  a  year  before.  The  day  her  parents  had died. 

He stayed on the docks long after the ship was out of the harbor, watching its

sails  become  smaller  and  smaller  as  he  mulled  over  the  date  again  and  again. 

Why had she  told him everything  about those—those Wyrdkeys,  but made this

hint so obscure? What could possibly be more important than the horrible truth

about the king he served? 

The  Wyrdkeys,  while  they  terrified  him,  made  sense.  They  explained  so

much.  The  king’s  great  power,  his  journeys  that  ended  with  the  whole  party

mysteriously dying, how Cain had become so strong. Even that time Chaol had

looked at Perrington and seen his eyes darken so strangely. But when she’d told

him,  had  she  known  what  kind  of  choice  she’d  left  him?  And  what  could  he

possibly do about it from Anielle? 

Unless he could find a way out of the vow he’d made. He’d never said  when

he would go to Anielle. He could think about that tomorrow. For now …

When Chaol returned to the castle, he went to her rooms, sorting through the

contents of her desk. But there was nothing about that date. He checked the will

she’d  written,  but  that  had  been  signed  several  days  after.  The  silence  and

emptiness of her chambers threatened to swallow him whole, and he was about

to  leave  when  he  spotted  the  stack  of  books  half  hidden  in  the  shadows  of  her desk. 

Geneaologies  and  countless  royal  chronicles.  When  had  she  brought  these

books here? He hadn’t seen them the other night. Was it somehow another clue? 

Standing  before  the  desk,  he  pulled  out  the  royal  chronicles—all  from  the  the past eighteen years—and started back, one by one. Nothing. 

Then came the chronicle from ten years ago. It was thicker than all the rest—

as it should be, given the events that had happened that year. But when he saw

what was written about the date she had given, everything froze. 

 This  morning,  King  Orlon  Galathynius,  his  nephew  and  heir,  Rhoe

 Galathynius, and Rhoe’s wife, Evalin, were found assassinated. Orlon

 was murdered in his bed at the royal palace in Orynth, and Rhoe and Evalin were found dead in their beds at their country estate along the

 River  Florine.  There  is  no  word  yet  about  the  fate  of  Rhoe  and

 Evalin’s daughter, Aelin. 

Chaol grabbed for the first geneaology book, the one on the bloodlines of the

royal houses of Adarlan and Terrasen. Was Celaena trying to tell him she knew

the  truth  about  what  had  happened  that  night—that  she  might  know  where  the

lost princess Aelin was hiding? That she had been there when this all happened? 

He flipped through the pages, scanning the genealogies he had already read. 

But then he remembered something about the name Evalin Ashryver.  Ashryver. 

Evalin  had  come  from  Wendlyn,  had  been  a  princess  of  the  king’s  court. 

Hands shaking, he yanked out a book containing Wendlyn’s royal family tree. 

On  the  last  page,  Aelin  Ashryver  Galathynius’s  name  was  written  at  the

bottom,  and  above  it,  her  mother,  Evalin’s.  But  the  family  tree  traced  only  the female line. The female, not the male, because—

Two spots above Evalin’s name was written Mab. Aelin’s great-grandmother. 

She was one of the three Fae Sister-Queens: Maeve, Mora, and Mab. Mab, the

youngest, the fairest, who, when she died, had been made into a goddess, known

to them now as Deanna, Lady of the Hunt. 

The  memory  hit  him  like  a  brick  to  the  face.  That  Yulemas  morning,  when

Celaena  had  looked  so  uncomfortable  to  be  receiving  the  golden  arrow  of

Deanna—the arrow of Mab. 

And Chaol counted down the family tree, one after one, until—

 My great-grandmother was Fae. 

Chaol had to brace a hand against the desk. No, it couldn’t be. He turned back

to the chronicle still lying open, and turned to the next day. 

 Aelin  Galathynius,  heir  to  the  throne  of  Terrasen,  died  today,  or

 sometime in the night. Before help could reach her deceased parents’

 estate, the assassin who had missed her the night before returned. Her

 body has still not been found, though some believe it was thrown into

 the river behind her parents’ house. 

She’d once said that Arobynn had … had  found her. Found her half-dead and

frozen. On a riverbank. 

He was just jumping to conclusions. Maybe she merely wanted him to know

that she still cared about Terrasen, or—

There was a poem scribbled at the top of the Ashryver family tree, as though some student had dashed it down it as a reminder while studying. 

 Ashryver Eyes

 The fairest eyes, from legends old

 Of brightest blue, ringed with gold. 

Bright  blue  eyes,  ringed  with  gold.  A  strangled  cry  came  out  of  him.  How

many  times  had  he  looked  into  those  eyes?  How  many  times  had  he  seen  her

avert her gaze, that one bit of proof she couldn’t hide, from the king? 

Celaena Sardothien wasn’t in league with Aelin Ashryver Galathynius. 

Celaena  Sardothien   was  Aelin  Ashryver  Galathynius,  heir  to  the  throne  and rightful Queen of Terrasen. 

Celaena was Aelin Galathynius, the greatest living threat to Adarlan, the one

person who could raise an army capable of standing against the king. Now, she

was  also  the  one  person  who  knew  the  secret  source  of  the  king’s  power—and

who sought a way to destroy it. 

And he had just sent her into the arms of her strongest potential allies: to the

homeland of her mother, the kingdom of her cousin, and the domain of her aunt, 

Queen Maeve of the Fae. 

Celaena was the lost Queen of Terrasen. 

Chaol sank to his knees. 
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Part One

 Heir of Ash

Chapter 1

Gods, it was boiling in this useless excuse for a kingdom. 

Or maybe it felt that way because Celaena Sardothien had been lounging on

the  lip  of  the  terra-cotta  roof  since  midmorning,  an  arm  flung  over  her  eyes, slowly baking in the sun like the loaves of flat-bread the city’s poorest citizens

left on their windowsills because they couldn’t afford brick ovens. 

And  gods,  she  was  sick  of  flatbread— teggya,  they  called  it.  Sick  of  the crunchy, oniony taste of it that even mouthfuls of water couldn’t wash away. If

she never ate another bite of teggya again, it would be too soon. 

Mostly  because  it  was  all  she’d  been  able  to  afford  when  she  landed  in

Wendlyn  two  weeks  ago  and  made  her  way  to  the  capital  city,  Varese,  just  as she’d been ordered by his Grand Imperial Majesty and Master of the Earth, the

King of Adarlan. 

She’d resorted to swiping teggya and wine off vendors’ carts since her money

ran  out,  not  long  after  she’d  taken  one  look  at  the  heavily  fortified  limestone castle, at the elite guards, at the cobalt banners flapping so proudly in the dry, hot

wind and decided  not to kill her assigned targets. 

So  it  had  been  stolen  teggya  …  and  wine.  The  sour  red  wine  from  the

vineyards lining the rolling hills around the walled capital—a taste she’d initially

spat  out  but  now  very,  very  much  enjoyed.  Especially  since  the  day  when  she decided that she didn’t particularly care about anything at all. 

She  reached  for  the  terra-cotta  tiles  sloping  behind  her,  groping  for  the  clay jug of wine she’d hauled onto the roof that morning. Patting, feeling for it, and

then—

She swore. Where in hell was the wine? 

The  world  tilted  and  went  blindingly  bright  as  she  hoisted  herself  onto  her

elbows. Birds circled above, keeping well away from the white-tailed hawk that

had  been  perched  atop  a  nearby  chimney  all  morning,  waiting  to  snatch  up  its next meal. Below, the market street was a brilliant loom of color and sound, full

of  braying  donkeys,  merchants  waving  their  wares,  clothes  both  foreign  and

familiar, and the clacking of wheels against pale cobblestones. But where in hell

was the—

Ah. There. Tucked beneath one of the heavy red tiles to keep cool. Just where

she’d stashed it hours before, when she’d climbed onto the roof of the massive

indoor  market  to  survey  the  perimeter  of  the  castle  walls  two  blocks  away.  Or whatever  she’d  thought  sounded  official  and  useful  before  she’d  realized  that

she’d  rather  sprawl  in  the  shadows.  Shadows  that  had  long  since  been  burned

away by that relentless Wendlyn sun. 

Celaena swigged from the jug of wine—or tried to. It was empty, which she

supposed was a blessing, because  gods her head was spinning. She needed water, 

and more teggya. And perhaps something for the gloriously painful split lip and

scraped cheekbone she’d earned last night in one of the city’s  tabernas. 

Groaning,  Celaena  rolled  onto  her  belly  and  surveyed  the  street  forty  feet

below.  She  knew  the  guards  patrolling  it  by  now—had  marked  their  faces  and

weapons,  just  as  she  had  with  the  guards  atop  the  high  castle  walls.  She’d

memorized their rotations, and how they opened the three massive gates that led

into the castle. It seemed that the Ashryvers and their ancestors took safety very, 

very seriously. 

It had been ten days since she’d arrived in Varese itself, after hauling ass from

the coast. Not because she was particularly eager to kill her targets, but because

the  city  was  so  damn  large  that  it  seemed  her  best  chance  of  dodging  the

immigration officials, whom she’d given the slip instead of registering with their

oh-so-benevolent  work  program.  Hurrying  to  the  capital  had  also  provided

welcome  activity  after  weeks  at  sea,  where  she  hadn’t  really  felt  like  doing anything other than lying on the narrow bed in her cramped cabin or sharpening

her weapons with a near-religious zeal. 

 You’re nothing but a coward, Nehemia had said to her. 

Every  slice  of  the  whetting  stone  had  echoed  it.  Coward,  coward,  coward. 

The word had trailed her each league across the ocean. 

She  had  made  a  vow—a  vow  to  free  Eyllwe.  So  in  between  moments  of

despair and rage and grief, in between thoughts of Chaol and the Wyrdkeys and

all she’d left behind and lost, Celaena had decided on one plan to follow when

she  reached  these  shores.  One  plan,  however  insane  and  unlikely,  to  free  the enslaved  kingdom:  find  and  obliterate  the  Wyrdkeys  the  King  of  Adarlan  had

used to build his terrible empire. She’d gladly destroy herself to carry it out. 

Just  her,  just  him.  Just  as  it  should  be;  no  loss  of  life  beyond  their  own,  no soul stained but hers. It would take a monster to destroy a monster. 

If  she  had  to  be  here  thanks  to  Chaol’s  misplaced  good  intentions,  then  at

least she’d receive the answers she needed. There was one person in Erilea who

had been present when the Wyrdkeys were wielded by a conquering demon race

that  had  warped  them  into  three  tools  of  such  mighty  power  that  they’d  been hidden for thousands of years and nearly wiped from memory. Queen Maeve of

the  Fae.  Maeve  knew  everything—as  was  expected  when  you  were  older  than dirt. 

So the first step of her stupid, foolish plan had been simple: seek out Maeve, 

get answers about how to destroy the Wyrdkeys, and then return to Adarlan. 

It  was  the  least  she  could  do.  For  Nehemia—for  …  a  lot  of  other  people. 

There  was  nothing  left  in  her,  not  really.  Only  ash  and  an  abyss  and  the

unbreakable vow she’d carved into her flesh, to the friend who had seen her for

what she truly was. 

When they had docked at the largest port city in Wendlyn, she couldn’t help

but  admire  the  caution  the  ship  took  while  coming  to  shore—waiting  until  a

moonless  night,  then  stuffing  Celaena  and  the  other  refugee  women  from

Adarlan  in  the  galley  while  navigating  the  secret  channels  through  the  barrier reef.  It  was  understandable:  the  reef  was  the  main  defense  keeping  Adarlan’s

legions  from  these  shores.  It  was  also  part  of  her  mission  here  as  the  King’s Champion. 

That  was  the  other  task  lingering  in  the  back  of  her  mind:  to  find  a  way  to keep the king from executing Chaol or Nehemia’s family. He’d promised to do it

should  she  fail  in  her  mission  to  retrieve  Wendlyn’s  naval  defense  plans  and assassinate its king and prince at their annual midsummer ball. But she’d shoved

all  those  thoughts  aside  when  they’d  docked  and  the  refugee  women  had  been

herded ashore for processing by the port’s officials. 

Many  of  the  women  were  scarred  inside  and  out,  their  eyes  gleaming  with

echoes  of  whatever  horrors  had  befallen  them  in  Adarlan.  So  even  after  she’d vanished from the ship during the chaos of docking, she’d lingered on a nearby

rooftop  while  the  women  were  escorted  into  a  building—to  find  homes  and

employment. Yet Wendlyn’s officials could later bring them to a quiet part of the

city  and  do  whatever  they  wanted.  Sell  them.  Hurt  them.  They  were  refugees:

unwanted and without any rights. Without any voice. 

But  she  hadn’t  lingered  merely  from  paranoia.  No—Nehemia  would  have

remained to ensure they were safe. Realizing that, Celaena had wound up on the

road to the capital as soon as she was certain the women were all right. Learning

how to infiltrate the castle was merely something to occupy her time while she

decided  how  to  execute  the  first  steps  of  her  plan.  While  she  tried  to  stop thinking about Nehemia. 

It had all been fine—fine and easy. Hiding in the little woods and barns along

the way, she passed like a shadow through the countryside. 

Wendlyn.  A  land  of  myths  and  monsters—of  legends  and  nightmares  made

flesh. 

The  kingdom  itself  was  a  spread  of  warm,  rocky  sand  and  thick  forest, growing  ever  greener  as  hills  rolled  inland  and  sharpened  into  towering  peaks. 

The  coast  and  the  land  around  the  capital  were  dry,  as  if  the  sun  had  baked  all but the hardiest vegetation. Vastly different from the soggy, frozen empire she’d

left behind. 

A land of plenty, of opportunity, where men didn’t just take what they wanted, 

where  no  doors  were  locked  and  people  smiled  at  you  in  the  streets.  But  she didn’t  particularly  care  if  someone  did  or  didn’t  smile  at  her—no,  as  the  days wore  on,  she  found  it  suddenly  very  difficult  to  bring  herself  to  care  about anything at all. Whatever determination, whatever rage, whatever  anything she’d

felt  upon  leaving  Adarlan  had  ebbed  away,  devoured  by  the  nothingness  that

now gnawed at her. 

It was four days before Celaena spotted the massive capital city built across

the foothills. Varese, the city where her mother had been born; the vibrant heart

of the kingdom. 

While  Varese  was  cleaner  than  Rifthold  and  had  plenty  of  wealth  spread

between  the  upper  and  lower  classes,  it  was  a  capital  city  all  the  same,  with slums  and  back  alleys,  whores  and  gamblers—and  it  hadn’t  taken  too  long  to

find its underbelly. 

On the street below, three of the market guards paused to chat, and Celaena

rested her chin on her hands. Like every guard in this kingdom, each was clad in

light armor and bore a good number of weapons. Rumor claimed the Wendlynite

soldiers were trained by the Fae to be ruthless and cunning and swift. And she

didn’t want to know if that was true, for about a dozen different reasons. They

certainly seemed a good deal more observant than the average Rifthold sentry—

even  if  they  hadn’t  yet  noticed  the  assassin  in  their  midst.  But  these  days, Celaena knew the only threat she posed was to herself. 

Even baking in the sun each day, even washing up whenever she could in one

of  the  city’s  many  fountain-squares,  she  could  still  feel  Archer  Finn’s  blood soaking  her  skin,  into  her  hair.  Even  with  the  constant  noise  and  rhythm  of Varese,  she  could  still  hear  Archer’s  groan  as  she  gutted  him  in  that  tunnel beneath the castle. And even with the wine and heat, she could still see Chaol, 

horror  contorting  his  face  at  what  he’d  learned  about  her  Fae  heritage  and  the monstrous power that could easily destroy her, about how hollow and dark she

was inside. 

She often wondered whether he’d figured out the riddle she’d told him on the

docks  of  Rifthold.  And  if  he  had  discovered  the  truth  …  Celaena  never  let

herself get that far. Now wasn’t the time for thinking about Chaol, or the truth, or

any of the things that had left her soul so limp and weary. 

Celaena tenderly prodded her split lip and frowned at the market guards, the

movement  making  her  mouth  hurt  even  more.  She’d  deserved  that  particular

blow in the brawl she’d provoked in last night’s taberna—she’d kicked a man’s

balls into his throat, and when he’d caught his breath, he’d been enraged, to say

the least. Lowering her hand from her mouth, she observed the guards for a few

moments. They didn’t take bribes from the merchants, or bully or threaten with

fines  like  the  guards  and  officials  in  Rifthold.  Every  official  and  soldier  she’d seen so far had been similarly … good. 

The same way Galan Ashryver, Crown Prince of Wendlyn, was good. 

Dredging up some semblance of annoyance, Celaena stuck out her tongue. At

the guards, at the market, at the hawk on the nearby chimney, at the castle and

the  prince  who  lived  inside  it.  She  wished  that  she  had  not  run  out  of  wine  so early in the day. 

It had been a week since she’d figured out how to infiltrate the castle, three

days after arriving in Varese itself. A week since that horrible day when all her

plans crumbled around her. 

A  cooling  breeze  pushed  past,  bringing  with  it  the  spices  from  the  vendors

lining  the  nearby  street—nutmeg,  thyme,  cumin,  lemon  verbena.  She  inhaled

deeply,  letting  the  scents  clear  her  sun-and-wine-addled  head.  The  pealing  of

bells  floated  down  from  one  of  the  neighboring  mountain  towns,  and  in  some

square  of  the  city,  a  minstrel  band  struck  up  a  merry  midday  tune.  Nehemia

would have loved this place. 

That fast, the world slipped, swallowed up by the abyss that now lived within

her. Nehemia would never see Wendlyn. Never wander through the spice market

or hear the mountain bells. A dead weight pressed on Celaena’s chest. 

It  had  seemed  like  such  a  perfect  plan  when  she’d  arrived  in  Varese.  In  the hours  she’d  spent  figuring  out  the  royal  castle’s  defenses,  she’d  debated  how she’d  find  Maeve  to  learn  about  the  keys.  It  had  all  been  going  smoothly, 

flawlessly, until …

Until  that  gods-damned  day  when  she’d  noted  how  the  guards  left  a  hole  in

their  defense  in  the  southern  wall  every  afternoon  at  two  o’clock,  and  grasped how  the  gate  mechanism  operated.  Until  Galan  Ashryver  had  come  riding  out

through  those  gates,  in  full  view  of  where  she’d  been  perched  on  the  roof  of  a nobleman’s house. 

It  hadn’t  been  the  sight  of  him,  with  his  olive  skin  and  dark  hair,  that  had stopped her dead. It hadn’t been the fact that, even from a distance, she could see

his turquoise eyes— her eyes, the reason she usually wore a hood in the streets. 

No. It had been the way people cheered. 

 Cheered  for  him,  their  prince.  Adored  him,  with  his  dashing  smile  and  his light armor gleaming in the endless sun, as he and the soldiers behind him rode

toward  the  north  coast  to  continue  blockade  running.  Blockade  running.  The prince—her  target—was  a  gods-damned  blockade  runner  against  Adarlan,  and

his people  loved him for it. 

She’d trailed the prince and his men through the city, leaping from rooftop to

rooftop, and all it would have taken was one arrow through those turquoise eyes

and he would have been dead. But she followed him all the way to the city walls, 

the cheers growing louder, people tossing flowers, everyone beaming with pride

for their perfect, perfect prince. 

She’d reached the city gates just as they opened to let him through. And when

Galan  Ashryver  rode  off  into  the  sunset,  off  to  war  and  glory  and  to  fight  for good and freedom, she lingered on that roof until he was a speck in the distance. 

Then  she  had  walked  into  the  nearest  taberna  and  gotten  into  the  bloodiest, 

most brutal brawl she’d ever provoked, until the city guard was called in and she

vanished moments before everyone was tossed into the stocks. And then she had

decided, as her nose bled down the front of her shirt and she spat blood onto the

cobblestones, that she wasn’t going to do  anything. 

There  was  no  point  to  her  plans.  Nehemia  and  Galan  would  have  led  the

world to freedom, and Nehemia should have been breathing. Together the prince

and princess could have defeated the King of Adarlan. But Nehemia was dead, 

and Celaena’s vow—her stupid, pitiful vow—was worth as much as mud when

there were beloved heirs like Galan who could do so much more. She’d been a

fool to make that vow. 

Even Galan—Galan was barely making a dent against Adarlan, and he had an

entire armada at his disposal. She was one person, one complete waste of life. If

Nehemia  hadn’t  been  able  to  stop  the  king  …  then  that  plan,  to  find  a  way  to contact Maeve … that plan was absolutely useless. 

Mercifully,  she  still  hadn’t  seen  one  of  the  Fae—not  a  single  damn  one—or

the faeries, or even a lick of magic. She’d done her best to avoid it. Even before

she’d  spotted  Galan,  she’d  kept  away  from  the  market  stalls  that  offered

everything from healing to trinkets to potions, areas that were usually also full of

street performers or mercenaries trading their gifts to earn a living. She’d learned

which tabernas the magic-wielders liked to frequent and never went near them. 

Because sometimes she felt a trickling, writhing  thing awaken in her gut if she

caught a crackle of its energy. 

It had been a week since she’d given up her plan and abandoned any attempt

to  care  at  all.  And  she  suspected  it’d  be  many  weeks  more  before  she  decided she was truly sick of teggya, or brawling every night just to feel something, or

guzzling sour wine as she lay on rooftops all day. 

But  her  throat  was  parched  and  her  stomach  was  grumbling,  so  Celaena

slowly  peeled  herself  off  the  edge  of  the  roof.  Slowly,  not  because  of  those vigilant  guards,  but  rather  because  her  head  was  well  and  truly  spinning.  She didn’t trust herself to care enough to prevent a tumble. 

She glared at the thin scar stretching across her palm as she shimmied down

the drainpipe and into the alley off the market street. It was now nothing more

than  a  reminder  of  the  pathetic  promise  she’d  made  at  Nehemia’s  half-frozen

grave over a month ago, and of everything and everyone else she’d failed. Just

like  her  amethyst  ring,  which  she  gambled  away  every  night  and  won  back

before sunrise. 

Despite  all  that  had  happened,  and  Chaol’s  role  in  Nehemia’s  death,  even

after she’d destroyed what was between them, she hadn’t been able to forfeit his

ring.  She’d  lost  it  thrice  now  in  card  games,  only  to  get  it  back—by  whatever means  necessary.  A  dagger  poised  to  slip  between  the  ribs  usually  did  a  good deal more convincing than actual words. 

Celaena supposed it was a miracle she made it down to the alley, where the

shadows  momentarily  blinded  her.  She  braced  a  hand  on  the  cool  stone  wall, 

letting  her  eyes  adjust,  willing  her  head  to  stop  spinning.  A  mess—she  was  a gods-damned mess. She wondered when she’d bother to stop being one. 

The tang and reek of the woman hit Celaena before she saw her. Then wide, 

yellowed  eyes  were  in  her  face,  and  a  pair  of  withered,  cracked  lips  parted  to hiss, “Slattern! Don’t let me catch you in front of my door again!” 

Celaena pulled back, blinking at the vagrant woman—and at her door, which

…  was  just  an  alcove  in  the  wall,  crammed  with  rubbish  and  what  had  to  be sacks  of  the  woman’s  belongings.  The  woman  herself  was  hunched,  her  hair

unwashed and teeth a ruin of stumps. Celaena blinked again, the woman’s face

coming into focus. Furious, half-mad, and filthy. 

Celaena held up her hands, backing away a step, then another. “Sorry.” 

The  woman  spat  a  wad  of  phlegm  onto  the  cobblestones  an  inch  from

Celaena’s  dusty  boots.  Failing  to  muster  the  energy  to  be  disgusted  or  furious, Celaena would have walked away had she not glimpsed herself as she raised her

dull gaze from the glob. 

Dirty  clothes—stained  and  dusty  and  torn.  Not  to  mention,  she  smelled

 atrocious, and this vagrant woman had mistaken her for … for a fellow vagrant, 

competing for space on the streets. 

Well. Wasn’t that just  wonderful. An all-time low, even for her. Perhaps it’d be  funny  one  day,  if  she  bothered  to  remember  it.  She  couldn’t  recall  the  last time she’d laughed. 

At least she could take some comfort in knowing that it couldn’t get worse. 

But then a deep male voice chuckled from the shadows behind her. 

Chapter 2

The man—male—down the alley was Fae. 

After  ten  years,  after  all  the  executions  and  burnings,  a  Fae  male  was

prowling toward her. Pure, solid Fae. There was no escaping him as he emerged

from the shadows yards away. The vagrant in the alcove and the others along the

alley  fell  so  quiet  Celaena  could  again  hear  those  bells  ringing  in  the  distant mountains. 

Tall, broad-shouldered, every inch of him seemingly corded with muscle, he

was a male blooded with power. He paused in a dusty shaft of sunlight, his silver

hair gleaming. 

As  if  his  delicately  pointed  ears  and  slightly  elongated  canines  weren’t

enough to scare the living shit out of everyone in that alley, including the now-

whimpering  madwoman  behind  Celaena,  a  wicked-looking  tattoo  was  etched

down the left side of his harsh face, the whorls of black ink stark against his sun-

kissed skin. 

The  markings  could  easily  have  been  decorative,  but  she  still  remembered

enough of the Fae language to recognize them as words, even in such an artistic

rendering.  Starting  at  his  temple,  the  tattoo  flowed  over  his  jaw  and  down  his neck, where it disappeared beneath the pale surcoat and cloak he wore. She had a

feeling the markings continued down the rest of him, too, concealed along with

at least half a dozen weapons. As she reached into her cloak for her own hidden

dagger, she realized he might have been handsome were it not for the promise of

violence in his pine-green eyes. 

It would have been a mistake to call him young—just as it would have been a

mistake  to  call  him  anything  but  a  warrior,  even  without  the  sword  strapped

across his back and the vicious knives at his sides. He moved with lethal grace

and surety, scanning the alley as if he were walking onto a killing field. 

The hilt of the dagger was warm in her hand, and Celaena adjusted her stance, 

surprised to be feeling—fear. And enough of it that it cleared the heavy fog that

had been clouding her senses these past few weeks. 

The Fae warrior stalked down the alley, his knee-high leather boots silent on

the cobblestones. Some of the loiterers shrank back; some bolted for the sunny

street, to random doorways, anywhere to escape his challenging stare. 

Celaena  knew  before  his  sharp  eyes  met  hers  that  he  was  here  for  her,  and

who had sent him. 

She reached for her Eye amulet, startled to find it was no longer around her

neck.  She’d  given  it  to  Chaol—the  only  bit  of  protection  she  could  grant  him upon leaving. He’d probably thrown it away as soon as he figured out the truth. 

Then he could go back to the haven of being her enemy. Maybe he’d tell Dorian, 

too, and the pair of them would both be safe. 

Before  she  could  give  in  to  the  instinct  to  scuttle  back  up  the  drainpipe  and onto  the  roof,  she  considered  the  plan  she’d  abandoned.  Had  some  god

remembered she existed and decided to throw her a bone? She’d needed to see

Maeve. 

Well, here was one of Maeve’s elite warriors. Ready. Waiting. 

And from the vicious temper emanating from him, not entirely happy about it. 

The alley remained as still as a graveyard while the Fae warrior surveyed her. 

His nostrils flared delicately, as if he were—

He was getting a whiff of her scent. 

She  took  some  small  satisfaction  in  knowing  she  smelled  horrific,  but  it

wasn’t that smell he was reading. No, it was the scent that marked her as  her—

the smell of her lineage and blood and what and who she was. And if he said her

name in front of these people … then she knew that Galan Ashryver would come

running home. The guards would be on high alert, and  that was not part of her

plan at all. 

The bastard looked likely to do such a thing, just to prove who was in charge. 

So she summoned her energy as best she could and sauntered over to him, trying

to remember what she might have done months ago, before the world had gone

to hell. “Well met, my friend,” she purred. “Well met, indeed.” 

She ignored the shocked faces around them, focusing solely on sizing him up. 

He  stood  with  a  stillness  that  only  an  immortal  could  achieve.  She  willed  her heartbeat  and  breathing  to  calm.  He  could  probably  hear  them,  could  probably

smell  every  emotion  raging  through  her.  There’d  be  no  fooling  him  with

bravado, not in a thousand years. He’d probably lived that long already. Perhaps

there’d be no beating him, either. She was Celaena Sardothien, but he was a Fae

warrior and had likely been one for a great while. 

She  stopped  a  few  feet  away.  Gods,  he  was  huge.  “What  a  lovely  surprise,” 

she  said  loudly  enough  for  everyone  to  hear.  When  was  the  last  time  she’d

sounded that pleasant? She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d spoken in

full sentences. “I thought we were to meet at the city walls.” 

He didn’t bow, thank the gods. His harsh face didn’t even shift. Let him think

what  he  wanted.  She  was  sure  she  looked  nothing  like  what  he’d  been  told  to

expect—and he’d certainly laughed when that woman mistook her for a fellow vagrant. 

“Let’s go,” was all he said, his deep, somewhat bored voice seeming to echo

off  the  stones  as  he  turned  to  leave  the  alley.  She’d  bet  good  money  that  the leather vambraces on his forearms concealed blades. 

She might have given him a rather obnoxious reply, just to feel him out a bit

more, but people were still watching. He prowled along, not deigning to look at

any of the gawkers. She couldn’t tell if she was impressed or revolted. 

She  followed  the  Fae  warrior  into  the  bright  street  and  through  the  bustling city. He was heedless of the humans who paused their working and walking and

milling about to stare. He certainly didn’t wait for her to catch up as he strode up

to a pair of ordinary mares tied by a trough in a nondescript square. If memory

served her correctly, the Fae usually possessed far finer horses. He had probably

arrived in another form and purchased these here. 

All  Fae  possessed  a  secondary  animal  form.  Celaena  was  currently  in  hers, 

her  mortal  human  body  as  animal  as  the  birds  wheeling  above.  But  what  was

his?  He  could  have  been  a  wolf,  she  thought,  with  that  layered  surcoat  that flowed to midthigh like a pelt, his footfalls so silent. Or a mountain cat, with that

predatory grace. 

He  mounted  the  larger  of  the  mares,  leaving  her  to  the  piebald  beast  that

looked more interested in seeking out a quick meal than trekking across the land. 

That made two of them. But they’d gone far enough without any explanation. 

She stuffed her satchel into a saddlebag, angling her hands so that her sleeves

hid  the  narrow  bands  of  scars  on  her  wrists,  reminders  of  where  the  manacles had  been.  Where   she  had  been.  It  was  none  of  his  business.  None  of  Maeve’s business,  either.  The  less  they  knew  about  her,  the  less  they  could  use  against her. “I’ve known a few brooding warrior-types in my day, but I think you might

be the broodiest of them all.” He whipped his head to her, and she drawled, “Oh, 

hello.  I  think  you  know  who  I  am,  so  I  won’t  bother  introducing  myself.  But before I’m carted off to gods-know-where, I’d like to know who  you are.” 

His lips thinned. He surveyed the square—where people were now watching. 

And everyone instantly found somewhere else to be. 

When  they’d  scattered,  he  said,  “You’ve  gathered  enough  about  me  at  this

point  to  have  learned  what  you  need  to  know.”  He  spoke  the  common  tongue, 

and his accent was subtle—lovely, if she was feeling generous enough to admit

it. A soft, rolling purr. 

“Fair enough. But what am I to call you?” She gripped the saddle but didn’t

mount it. 

“Rowan.”  His  tattoo  seemed  to  soak  up  the  sun,  so  dark  it  looked  freshly inked. 

“Well,  Rowan—”  Oh,  he  did   not  like  her  tone  one  bit.  His  eyes  narrowed slightly in warning, but she went on, “Dare I ask where we’re going?” She had

to  be  drunk—still  drunk  or  descending  to  a  new  level  of  apathy—if  she  was

talking to him like this. But she couldn’t stop, even as the gods or the Wyrd or

the threads of fate readied to shove her back toward her original plan of action. 

“I’m taking you where you’ve been summoned.” 

As long as she got to see Maeve and ask her questions, she didn’t particularly

care how she got to Doranelle—or whom she traveled with. 

 Do what has to be done, Elena had told her. In her usual fashion, Elena had

omitted to specify  what had to be done once she arrived in Wendlyn. At least this was  better  than  eating  flatbread  and  drinking  wine  and  being  mistaken  for  a

vagrant.  Perhaps  she  could  be  on  a  boat  back  to  Adarlan  within  three  weeks, possessing the answers that would solve everything. 

It should have energized her. But instead she found herself silently mounting

her  mare,  out  of  words  and  the  will  to  use  them.  Just  the  past  few  minutes  of interaction had drained her completely. 

It  was  better  that  Rowan  didn’t  seem  inclined  to  speak  as  she  followed  him

out  of  the  city.  The  guards  merely  waved  them  through  the  walls,  some  even

backing away. 

As  they  rode  on,  Rowan  didn’t  ask  why  she  was  here  and  what  she’d  been

doing for the past ten years while the world had gone to hell. He pulled his pale

hood  over  his  silver  hair  and  moved  ahead,  though  it  was  still  easy  enough  to mark him as different, as a warrior and law unto himself. 

If he was truly as old as she suspected, she was likely little more than a speck

of  dust  to  him,  a  fizzle  of  life  in  the  long-burning  fire  of  his  immortality.  He could probably kill her without a second thought—and then move on to his next

task, utterly untroubled by ending her existence. 

It didn’t unnerve her as much as it should have. 
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Chapter 3

For a month now, it had been the same dream. Every night, over and over, until

Chaol could see it in his waking hours. 

Archer Finn groaning as Celaena shoved her dagger up through his ribs and

into his heart. She embraced the handsome courtesan like a lover, but when she

gazed over Archer’s shoulder, her eyes were dead. Hollow. 

The  dream  shifted,  and  Chaol  could  say  nothing,  do  nothing  as  the  golden-

brown  hair  darkened  to  black  and  the  agonized  face  wasn’t  Archer’s  but

Dorian’s. 

The  Crown  Prince  jerked,  and  Celaena  held  him  tighter,  twisting  the  dagger

one  final  time  before  she  let  Dorian  slump  to  the  gray  stones  of  the  tunnel. 

Dorian’s  blood  was  already  pooling—too  fast.  But  Chaol  still  couldn’t  move, 

couldn’t go to his friend or the woman he loved. 

The wounds on Dorian multiplied, and there was blood—so much blood. He

knew these wounds. Though he’d never seen the body, he’d combed through the

reports detailing what Celaena had done to the rogue assassin Grave in that alley, 

the way she’d butchered him for killing Nehemia. 

Celaena  lowered  her  dagger,  each  drop  of  blood  from  its  gleaming  blade

sending ripples through the pool already around her. She tipped back her head, 

breathing  in  deep.  Breathing  in  the  death  before  her,  taking  it  into  her  soul, vengeance and ecstasy mingling at the slaughter of her enemy. Her true enemy. 

The Havilliard Empire. 

The  dream  shifted  again,  and  Chaol  was  pinned  beneath  her  as  she  writhed

above  him,  her  head  still  thrown  back,  that  same  expression  of  ecstasy  written across her blood-splattered face. 

Enemy. Lover. 

Queen. 

The memory of the dream splintered as Chaol blinked at Dorian, who was sitting

beside  him  at  their  old  table  in  the  Great  Hall—and  waiting  for  an  answer  to whatever he had said. Chaol gave an apologetic wince. 

The  Crown  Prince  didn’t  return  Chaol’s  half  smile.  Instead,  Dorian  quietly said, “You were thinking about her.” 

Chaol  took  a  bite  from  his  lamb  stew  but  tasted  nothing.  Dorian  was  too

observant for his own good. And Chaol had no interest in talking about Celaena. 

Not with Dorian, not with anyone. The truth he knew about her could jeopardize

more lives than hers. 

“I was thinking about my father,” Chaol lied. “When he returns to Anielle in a

few weeks, I’m to go with him.” It was the price for getting Celaena to the safety

of Wendlyn: his father’s support in exchange for his return to the Silver Lake to

take  up  his  title  as  the  heir  of  Anielle.  And  he’d  been  willing  to  make  that sacrifice;  he’d  make  any  sacrifice  to  keep  Celaena  and  her  secrets  safe.  Even now that he knew who— what she was. Even after she’d told him about the king

and the Wyrdkeys. If this was the price he had to pay, so be it. 

Dorian  glanced  toward  the  high  table,  where  the  king  and  Chaol’s  father

dined. The Crown Prince should have been eating with them, but he’d chosen to

sit with Chaol instead. It was the first time Dorian had done so in ages—the first

time they had spoken since their tense conversation after the decision was made

to send Celaena to Wendlyn. 

Dorian would understand if he knew the truth. But Dorian couldn’t know who

and  what  Celaena  was,  or  what  the  king  was  truly  planning.  The  potential  for disaster was too high. And Dorian’s own secrets were deadly enough. 

“I heard the rumors you were to go,” Dorian said warily. “I didn’t realize they

were true.” 

Chaol nodded, trying to find something—anything—to say to his friend. 

They still hadn’t spoken of the other thing between them, the other bit of truth

that had come out that night in the tunnels: Dorian had magic. Chaol didn’t want

to  know  anything  about  it.  If  the  king  decided  to  interrogate  him  …  he  hoped he’d hold out, if it ever came to that. The king, he knew, had far darker methods

of extracting information than torture. So he hadn’t asked, hadn’t said one word. 

And neither had Dorian. 

He  met  Dorian’s  gaze.  There  was  nothing  kind  in  it.  But  Dorian  said,  “I’m

trying, Chaol.” 

Trying, because Chaol’s not consulting him on the plan to get Celaena out of

Adarlan  had  been  a  breach  of  trust,  and  one  that  shamed  him,  though  Dorian

could never know that, either. “I know.” 

“And despite what happened, I’m fairly certain we’re not enemies.” Dorian’s

mouth quirked to the side. 

 You will always be my enemy. Celaena had screamed those words at Chaol the

night  Nehemia  had  died.  Screamed  it  with  ten  years’  worth  of  conviction  and hatred, a decade spent holding the world’s greatest secret so deep within her that

she’d become another person entirely. 

Because  Celaena  was  Aelin  Ashryver  Galathynius,  heir  to  the  throne  and

rightful Queen of Terrasen. 

It made her his mortal enemy. It made her Dorian’s enemy. Chaol still didn’t

know what to do about it, or what it meant for them, for the life he’d imagined

for them. The future he’d once dreamed of was irrevocably gone. 

He’d  seen  the  deadness  in  her  eyes  that  night  in  the  tunnels,  along  with  the wrath and exhaustion and sorrow. He’d seen her go over the edge when Nehemia

died, and knew what she’d done to Grave in retribution. He didn’t doubt for one

heartbeat that she could snap again. There was such glittering darkness in her, an

endless rift straight through her core. 

Nehemia’s death had shattered her. What  he had done, his role in that death, 

had shattered her, too. He knew that. He just prayed that she could piece herself

back  together  again.  Because  a  broken,  unpredictable  assassin  was  one  thing. 

But a queen …

“You look like you’re going to be sick,” Dorian said, bracing his forearms on

the table. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 

Chaol  had  been  staring  at  nothing  again.  For  a  heartbeat,  the  weight  of

everything pressed so heavily upon him that he opened up his mouth. 

But  the  boom  of  swords  striking  shields  in  salute  echoed  from  the  hallway, 

and  Aedion  Ashryver—the  King  of  Adarlan’s  infamous  General  of  the  North

and cousin to Aelin Galathynius—stalked into the Great Hall. 

The hall fell silent, including his father and the king at the high table. Before

Aedion was halfway across the room, Chaol was positioned at the bottom of the

dais. 

It wasn’t that the young general was a threat. Rather, it was the way Aedion

prowled toward the king’s table, his shoulder-length golden hair gleaming in the

torchlight as he smirked at them all. 

Handsome  was  a  light  way  of  describing  what  Aedion  was.  Overwhelming

was  more  like  it.  Towering  and  heavily  muscled,  Aedion  was  every  inch  the

warrior  rumor  claimed  him  to  be.  Even  though  his  clothes  were  mostly  for

function, Chaol could tell that the leather of his light armor was of fine make and

exquisitely detailed. A white wolf pelt was slung across his broad shoulders, and

a  round  shield  had  been  strapped  to  his  back—along  with  an  ancient-looking

sword. 

But his face. And his eyes … Holy gods. 

Chaol  put  a  hand  on  his  sword,  schooling  his  features  to  remain  neutral, disinterested, even as the Wolf of the North came close enough to slaughter him. 

They were Celaena’s eyes. Ashryver eyes. A stunning turquoise with a core of

gold as bright as their hair. Their hair—even the shade of it was the same. They

could have been twins, if Aedion weren’t twenty-four and tanned from years in

the snow-bright mountains of Terrasen. 

Why  had  the  king  bothered  to  keep  Aedion  alive  all  those  years  ago?  Why

bother to forge him into one of his fiercest generals? Aedion was a prince of the

Ashryver royal line and had been raised in the Galathynius household—and yet

he served the king. 

Aedion’s  grin  remained  as  he  stopped  before  the  high  table  and  sketched  a

bow  shallow  enough  that  Chaol  was  momentarily  stunned.  “Majesty,”  the

general said, those damning eyes alight. 

Chaol  looked  at  the  high  table  to  see  if  the  king,  if  anyone,  noticed  the

similarities  that  could  doom  not  only  Aedion  but  also  Chaol  and  Dorian  and

everyone he cared about. His father just gave him a small, satisfied smile. 

But the king was frowning. “I expected you a month ago.” 

Aedion  actually  had  the  nerve  to  shrug.  “Apologies.  The  Staghorns  were

slammed with a final winter storm. I left when I could.” 

Every  person  in  the  hall  held  their  breath.  Aedion’s  temper  and  insolence

were  near-legendary—part  of  the  reason  he  was  stationed  in  the  far  reaches  of the  North.  Chaol  had  always  thought  it  wise  to  keep  him  far  from  Rifthold, 

especially as Aedion seemed to be a bit of a two-faced bastard, and the Bane—

Aedion’s legion—was notorious for its skill and brutality, but now … why had

the king summoned him to the capital? 

The  king  picked  up  his  goblet,  swirling  the  wine  inside.  “I  didn’t  receive

word that your legion was here.” 

“They’re not.” 

Chaol braced for the execution order, praying he wouldn’t be the one to do it. 

The king said, “I told you to bring them, General.” 

“Here  I  was,  thinking  you  wanted  the  pleasure  of  my  company.”  When  the

king growled, Aedion said, “They’ll be here within a week or so. I didn’t want to

miss any of the fun.” Aedion again shrugged those massive shoulders. “At least I

didn’t  come  empty-handed.”  He  snapped  his  fingers  behind  him  and  a  page

rushed  in,  bearing  a  large  satchel.  “Gifts  from  the  North,  courtesy  of  the  last rebel camp we sacked. You’ll enjoy them.” 

The  king  rolled  his  eyes  and  waved  a  hand  at  the  page.  “Send  them  to  my

chambers. Your  gifts, Aedion, tend to offend polite company.” A low chuckle—

from  Aedion,  from  some  men  at  the  king’s  table.  Oh,  Aedion  was  dancing  a dangerous  line.  At  least  Celaena  had  the  good  sense  to  keep  her  mouth  shut

around the king. 

Considering  the  trophies  the  king  had  collected  from  Celaena  as  Champion, 

the items in that satchel wouldn’t be mere gold and jewels. But to collect heads

and limbs from Aedion’s own people, Celaena’s people …

“I  have  a  council  meeting  tomorrow;  I  want  you  there,  General,”  the  king

said. 

Aedion put a hand on his chest. “Your will is mine, Majesty.” 

Chaol had to clamp down on his terror as he beheld what glinted on Aedion’s

finger. A black ring—the same that the king, Perrington, and most of those under

their control wore.  That explained why the king allowed the insolence: when it

came down to it, the king’s will truly was Aedion’s. 

Chaol kept his face blank as the king gave him a curt nod—dismissal. Chaol

silently bowed, now all too eager to get back to his table. Away from the king—

from the man who held the fate of their world in his bloodied hands. Away from

his father, who saw too much. Away from the general, who was now making his

rounds through the hall, clapping men on the shoulder, winking at women. 

Chaol had mastered the horror roiling in his gut by the time he sank back into

his seat and found Dorian frowning. “Gifts indeed,” the prince muttered. “Gods, 

he’s insufferable.” 

Chaol  didn’t  disagree.  Despite  the  king’s  black  ring,  Aedion  still  seemed  to

have a mind of his own—and was as wild off the battlefield as he was on it. He

usually  made  Dorian  look  like  a  celibate  when  it  came  to  finding  debauched

ways  to  amuse  himself.  Chaol  had  never  spent  much  time  with  Aedion,  nor

wanted to, but Dorian had known him for some time now. Since—

They’d  met  as  children.  When  Dorian  and  his  father  had  visited  Terrasen  in

the days before the royal family was slaughtered. When Dorian had met Aelin—

met Celaena. 

It  was  good  that  Celaena  wasn’t  here  to  see  what  Aedion  had  become.  Not

just because of the ring. To turn on your own people—

Aedion slid onto the bench across from them, grinning. A predator assessing

prey. “You two were sitting at this same table the last time I saw you. Good to

know some things don’t change.” 

Gods, that face. It was Celaena’s face—the other side of the coin. The same

arrogance,  the  same  unchecked  anger.  But  where  Celaena  crackled  with  it, 

Aedion seemed to … pulse. And there was something nastier, far more bitter in

Aedion’s face. 

Dorian  rested  his  forearms  on  the  table  and  gave  a  lazy  smile.  “Hello, Aedion.” 

Aedion  ignored  him  and  reached  for  a  roast  leg  of  lamb,  his  black  ring

glinting.  “I  like  the  new  scar,  Captain,”  he  said,  jerking  his  chin  toward  the slender white line across Chaol’s cheek. The scar Celaena had given to him the

night  Nehemia  died  and  she’d  tried  to  kill  him—now  a  permanent  reminder  of

everything he’d lost. Aedion went on, “Looks like they didn’t chew you up just

yet. And they finally gave you a big-boy sword, too.” 

Dorian said, “I’m glad to see that storm didn’t dim your spirits.” 

“Weeks inside with nothing to do but train and bed women? It was a miracle I

bothered to come down from the mountains.” 

“I  didn’t  realize  you  bothered  to  do  anything  unless  it  served  your  best

interests.” 

A  low  laugh.  “There’s  that  charming  Havilliard  spirit.”  Aedion  dug  into  his

meal, and Chaol was about to demand why he was bothering to sit with them—

other  than  to  torment  them,  as  he’d  always  liked  to  do  when  the  king  wasn’t looking—when he noticed that Dorian was staring. 

Not at Aedion’s sheer size or armor, but at his face, at his eyes …

“Shouldn’t  you  be  at  some  party  or  other?”  Chaol  said  to  Aedion.  “I’m

surprised you’re lingering when your usual enticements await in the city.” 

“Is  that  your  courtly  way  of  asking  for  an  invitation  to  my  gathering

tomorrow, Captain? Surprising. You’ve always implied that you were above my

sort  of  party.”  Those  turquoise  eyes  narrowed  and  he  gave  Dorian  a  sly  grin. 

“You, however—the last party I threw worked out  very well for you. Redheaded

twins, if I recall correctly.” 

“You’ll be disappointed to learn I’ve moved on from that sort of existence,” 

Dorian said. 

Aedion dug back into his meal. “More for me, then.” 

Chaol  clenched  his  fists  under  the  table.  Celaena  had  not  exactly  been

virtuous  in  the  past  ten  years,  but  she’d  never  killed  a  natural-born  citizen  of Terrasen. Had refused to, actually. And Aedion had always been a gods-damned

bastard, but now … Did he know what he wore on his finger? Did he know that

despite his arrogance, his defiance and insolence, the king could  make him bend

to  his  will  whenever  he  pleased?  He  couldn’t  warn  Aedion,  not  without

potentially  getting  himself  and  everyone  he  cared  about  killed  should  Aedion

truly have allegiance to the king. 

“How  are  things  in  Terrasen?”  Chaol  asked,  because  Dorian  was  studying

Aedion again. 

“What  would  you  like  me  to  tell  you?  That  we  are  well-fed  after  a  brutal winter?  That  we  did  not  lose  many  to  sickness?”  Aedion  snorted.  “I  suppose

hunting rebels is always fun, if you’ve a taste for it. Hopefully His Majesty has

summoned  the  Bane  to  the  South  to  finally  give  them  some  real  action.”  As

Aedion reached for the water, Chaol glimpsed the hilt of his sword. Dull metal

flecked with dings and scratches, its pommel nothing more than a bit of cracked, 

rounded  horn.  Such  a  simple,  plain  sword  for  one  of  the  greatest  warriors  in Erilea. 

“The Sword of Orynth,” Aedion drawled. “A gift from His Majesty upon my

first victory.” 

Everyone  knew  that  sword.  It  had  been  an  heirloom  of  Terrasen’s  royal

family, passed from ruler to ruler. By right, it was Celaena’s. It had belonged to

her  father.  For  Aedion  to  possess  it,  considering  what  that  sword  now  did,  the lives it took, was a slap in the face to Celaena and to her family. 

“I’m surprised you bother with such sentimentality,” Dorian said. 

“Symbols  have  power,  Prince,”  Aedion  said,  pinning  him  with  a  stare. 

Celaena’s  stare—unyielding  and  alive  with  challenge.  “You’d  be  surprised  by

the power this still wields in the North—what it does to convince people not to

pursue foolhardy plans.” 

Perhaps  Celaena’s  skills  and  cunning  weren’t  unusual  in  her  bloodline.  But

Aedion  was  an  Ashryver,  not  a  Galathynius—which  meant  that  his  great-

grandmother had been Mab, one of the three Fae-Queens, in recent generations

crowned  a  goddess  and  renamed  Deanna,  Lady  of  the  Hunt.  Chaol  swallowed

hard. 

Silence fell, taut as a bowstring. “Trouble between you two?” Aedion asked, 

biting into his meat. “Let me guess: a woman. The King’s Champion, perhaps? 

Rumor has it she’s … interesting. Is that why you’ve moved on from my sort of

fun, princeling?” He scanned the hall. “I’d like to meet her, I think.” 

Chaol fought the urge to grip his sword. “She’s away.” 

Aedion  instead  gave  Dorian  a  cruel  smile.  “Pity.  Perhaps  she  might  have

convinced me to move on as well.” 

“Mind  your  mouth,”  Chaol  snarled.  He  might  have  laughed  had  he  not

wanted to strangle the general so badly. Dorian merely drummed his fingers on

the table. “And show some respect.” 

Aedion chuckled, finishing off the lamb. “I am His Majesty’s faithful servant, 

as  I  have  always  been.”  Those  Ashryver  eyes  once  more  settled  on  Dorian. 

“Perhaps I’ll be your whore someday, too.” 

“If you’re still alive by then,” Dorian purred. 

Aedion went on eating, but Chaol could still feel his relentless focus pinned on them. “Rumor has it a Matron of a witch clan was killed on the premises not

too  long  ago,”  Aedion  said  casually.  “She  vanished,  though  her  quarters

indicated she’d put up a hell of a fight.” 

Dorian said sharply, “What’s your interest in that?” 

“I  make  it  my  business  to  know  when  the  power  brokers  of  the  realm  meet

their end.” 

A shiver spider-walked down Chaol’s spine. He knew little about the witches. 

Celaena  had  told  him  a  few  stories—and  he’d  always  prayed  they  were

exaggerated. But something like dread flickered across Dorian’s face. 

Chaol leaned forward. “It’s none of your concern.” 

Aedion again ignored him and winked at the prince. Dorian’s nostrils flared, 

the only sign of the rage that was rising to the surface. That, and the air in the

room shifted—brisker. Magic. 

Chaol put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We’re going to be late,” he lied, 

but Dorian caught it. He had to get Dorian out—away from Aedion—and try to

leash  the  disastrous  storm  that  was  brewing  between  the  two  men.  “Rest  well, Aedion.” Dorian didn’t bother saying anything, his sapphire eyes frozen. 

Aedion  smirked.  “The  party’s  tomorrow  in  Rifthold  if  you  feel  like  reliving

the good old days, Prince.” Oh, the general knew exactly what buttons to push, 

and he didn’t give a damn what a mess it made. It made him dangerous—deadly. 

Especially where Dorian and his magic were concerned. Chaol forced himself

to  say  good  night  to  some  of  his  men,  to  look  casual  and  unconcerned  as  they walked  from  the  dining  hall.  Aedion  Ashryver  had  come  to  Rifthold,  narrowly

missing running into his long-lost cousin. 

If  Aedion  knew  Aelin  was  still  alive,  if  he  knew  who  and  what  she  had

become  or  what  she  had  learned  regarding  the  king’s  secret  power,  would  he

stand with her, or destroy her? Given his actions, given the ring he bore … Chaol

didn’t want the general anywhere near her. Anywhere near Terrasen, either. 

He  wondered  how  much  blood  would  spill  when  Celaena  learned  what  her

cousin had done. 

Chaol and Dorian walked in silence for most of the trek to the prince’s tower. 

When  they  turned  down  an  empty  hallway  and  were  certain  no  one  could

overhear them, Dorian said, “I didn’t need you to step in.” 

“Aedion’s a bastard,” Chaol growled. The conversation could end there, and

part of him was tempted to let it, but he made himself say, “I was worried you’d

snap.  Like  you  did  in  the  passages.”  He  loosed  a  tight  breath.  “Are  you  …

stable?” 

“Some days are better than others. Getting angry or frightened seems to set it off.” 

They  entered  the  hallway  that  ended  in  the  arched  wooden  door  to  Dorian’s

tower,  but  Chaol  stopped  him  with  an  arm  on  his  shoulder.  “I  don’t  want

details,” he murmured so the guards posted outside Dorian’s door couldn’t hear, 

“because  I  don’t  want  my  knowledge  used  against  you.  I  know  I’ve  made

mistakes,  Dorian.  Believe  me,  I  know.  But  my  priority  has  always  been—and

still is—keeping you protected.” 

Dorian stared at him for a long moment, cocking his head to the side. Chaol

must have looked as miserable as he felt, because the prince’s voice was almost

gentle as he said, “Why did you really send her to Wendlyn?” 

Agony  punched  through  him,  raw  and  razor-edged.  But  as  much  as  he

yearned to tell the prince about Celaena, as much as he wanted to unload all his

secrets so it would fill the hole in his core, he couldn’t. So he just said, “I sent

her to do what needs to be done,” and strode back down the hall. Dorian didn’t

call after him. 

Chapter 4

Manon  pulled  her  bloodred  cloak  tightly  around  herself  and  pressed  into  the

shadows  of  the  closet,  listening  to  the  three  men  who  had  broken  into  her

cottage. 

She’d  tasted  the  rising  fear  and  rage  on  the  wind  all  day  and  had  spent  the afternoon preparing. She’d been sitting on the thatched roof of the whitewashed

cottage when she spotted their torches bobbing over the high grasses of the field. 

None  of  the  villagers  had  tried  to  stop  the  three  men—though  none  had  joined them, either. 

A  Crochan  witch  had  come  to  their  little  green  valley  in  the  north  of

Fenharrow,  they’d  said.  In  the  weeks  that  she’d  been  living  amongst  them, 

carving  out  a  miserable  existence,  she’d  been  waiting  for  this  night.  It  was  the same at every village she’d lived in or visited. 

She held her breath, keeping still as a deer as one of the men—a tall, bearded

farmer  with  hands  the  size  of  dinner  plates—stepped  into  her  bedroom.  Even

from the closet, she could smell the ale on his breath—and the bloodlust. Oh, the

villagers knew exactly what they planned to do with the witch who sold potions

and charms from her back door, and who could predict the sex of a babe before it

was due. She was surprised it had taken these men so long to work up the nerve

to come here, to torment and then destroy what petrified them. 

The  farmer  stopped  in  the  middle  of  the  room.  “We  know  you’re  here,”  he

coaxed,  even  as  he  stepped  toward  the  bed,  scanning  every  inch  of  the  room. 

“We just want to talk. Some of the townsfolk are spooked, you see—more scared

of you than you are of them, I bet.” 

She knew better than to listen, especially as a dagger glinted behind his back

while he peered under the bed. Always the same, at every backwater town and

uptight mortal village. 

As the man straightened, Manon slipped from the closet and into the darkness

behind the bedroom door. 

Muffled clinking and thudding told her enough about what the other two men

were  doing:  not  just  looking  for  her,  but  stealing  whatever  they  wanted.  There wasn’t much to take; the cottage had already been furnished when she’d arrived, 

and all her belongings, by training and instinct, were in a sack in the corner of

the closet she’d just vacated. Take nothing with you, leave nothing behind. 

“We just want to talk, witch.” The man turned from the bed, finally noticing the closet. He smiled—in triumph, in anticipation. 

With gentle fingers, Manon eased the bedroom door shut, so quietly the man

didn’t notice as he headed for the closet. She’d oiled the hinges on every door in

this house. 

His massive hand gripped the closet doorknob, dagger now angled at his side. 

“Come out, little Crochan,” he crooned. 

Silent  as  death,  Manon  slid  up  behind  him.  The  fool  didn’t  even  know  she

was  there  until  she  brought  her  mouth  close  to  his  ear  and  whispered,  “Wrong kind of witch.” 

The  man  whirled,  slamming  into  the  closet  door.  He  raised  the  dagger

between  them,  his  chest  heaving.  Manon  merely  smiled,  her  silver-white  hair

glinting in the moonlight. 

He noticed the shut door then, drawing in breath to shout. But Manon smiled

broader, and a row of dagger-sharp iron teeth pushed from the slits high in her

gums, snapping down like armor. The man started, hitting the door behind him

again, eyes so wide that white shone all around them. His dagger clattered on the

floorboards. 

And then, just to really make him soil his pants, she flicked her wrists in the

air  between  them.  The  iron  claws  shot  over  her  nails  in  a  stinging,  gleaming flash. 

The man began whispering a plea to his soft-hearted gods as Manon let him

back toward the lone window. Let him think he stood a chance while she stalked

toward him, still smiling. The man didn’t even scream before she ripped out his

throat. 

When she was done with him, she slipped through the bedroom door. The two

men  were  still  looting,  still  believing  that  all  of  this  belonged  to  her.  It  had merely been an abandoned house—its previous owners dead or smart enough to

leave this festering place. 

The  second  man  also  didn’t  get  the  chance  to  scream  before  she  gutted  him

with  two  swipes  of  her  iron  nails.  But  the  third  farmer  came  looking  for  his companions.  And  when  he  beheld  her  standing  there,  one  hand  twisted  in  his

friend’s insides, the other holding him to her as she used her iron teeth to tear out

his throat, he ran. 

The  common,  watery  taste  of  the  man,  laced  with  violence  and  fear,  coated

her tongue, and she spat onto the wooden floorboards. But Manon didn’t bother

wiping away the blood slipping down her chin as she gave the remaining farmer

a head start into the field of towering winter grass, so high that it was well over

their heads. 

She counted to ten, because she wanted to hunt, and had been that way since

she  tore  through  her  mother’s  womb  and  came  roaring  and  bloody  into  this

world. 

Because  she  was  Manon  Blackbeak,  heir  to  the  Blackbeak  Witch-Clan,  and

she had been here for weeks, pretending to be a Crochan witch in the hope that it

would flush out the real ones. 

They were still out there, the self-righteous, insufferable Crochans, hiding as

healers  and  wise-women.  Her  first,  glorious  kill  had  been  a  Crochan,  no  more than sixteen—the same age as Manon at the time. The dark-haired girl had been

wearing  the  bloodred  cloak  that  all  Crochans  were  gifted  upon  their  first

bleeding—and the only good it had done was mark her as prey. 

After  Manon  left  the  Crochan’s  corpse  in  that  snow-blasted  mountain  pass, 

she’d taken the cloak as a trophy—and still wore it, over a hundred years later. 

No other Ironteeth witch could have done it—because no other Ironteeth witch

would have dared incur the wrath of the three Matrons by wearing their eternal

enemy’s  color.  But  from  the  day  Manon  stalked  into  Blackbeak  Keep  wearing

the cloak and holding that Crochan heart in a box—a gift for her grandmother—

it had been her sacred duty to hunt them down, one by one, until there were none

left. 

This  was  her  latest  rotation—six  months  in  Fenharrow  while  the  rest  of  her

coven was spread through Melisande and northern Eyllwe under similar orders. 

But  in  the  months  that  she’d  prowled  from  village  to  village,  she  hadn’t

discovered a single Crochan. These farmers were the first bit of fun she’d had in

weeks. And she would be damned if she didn’t enjoy it. 

Manon walked into the field, sucking the blood off her nails as she went. She

slipped through the grasses, no more than shadow and mist. 

She found the farmer lost in the middle of the field, softly bleating with fear. 

And when he turned, his bladder loosening at the sight of the blood and the iron

teeth and the wicked, wicked smile, Manon let him scream all he wanted. 

Chapter 5

Celaena  and  Rowan  rode  down  the  dusty  road  that  meandered  between  the

boulder-spotted  grasslands  and  into  the  southern  foothills.  She’d  memorized

enough maps of Wendlyn to know that they’d pass through them and then over

the towering Cambrian Mountains that marked the border between mortal-ruled

Wendlyn and the immortal lands of Queen Maeve. 

The sun was setting as they ascended the foothills, the road growing rockier, 

bordered on one side by rather harrowing ravines. For a mile, she debated asking

Rowan where he planned to stop for the night. But she was tired. Not just from

the day, or the wine, or the riding. 

In her bones, in her blood and breath and soul, she was so, so tired. Talking to

anyone was too taxing. Which made Rowan the perfect companion: he didn’t say

a single word to her. 

Twilight fell as the road brought them through a dense forest that spread into

and  over  the  mountains,  the  trees  turning  from  cypress  to  oak,  from  narrow  to tall  and  proud,  full  of  thickets  and  scattered  mossy  boulders.  Even  in  the

growing dark, the forest seemed to be breathing. The warm air hummed, leaving

a metallic taste coating her tongue. Far behind them, thunder grumbled. 

Wouldn’t that be wonderful. Especially since Rowan was finally dismounting

to  make  camp.  From  the  look  of  his  saddlebags,  he  didn’t  have  a  tent.  Or

bedrolls. Or blankets. 

Perhaps  it  was  now  fair  to  assume  that  her  visit  with  Maeve  wasn’t  to  be

pleasant. 

Neither of them spoke as they led their horses into the trees, just far enough

off the road to be hidden from any passing travelers. Dumping their gear at the

camp  he’d  selected,  Rowan  brought  his  mare  to  a  nearby  stream  he  must  have

heard  with  those  pointed  ears.  He  didn’t  falter  one  step  in  the  growing  dark, though  Celaena  certainly  stubbed  her  toes  against  a  few  rocks  and  roots. 

Excellent  eyesight,  even  in  the  dark—another  Fae  trait.  One  she  could  have  if she—

No, she wasn’t going to think about that. Not after what had happened on the

other  side  of  that  portal.  She’d  shifted  then—and  it  had  been  awful  enough  to remind her that she had no interest in ever doing it again. 

After the horses drank, Rowan didn’t wait for her as he took both mares back

to the camp. She used the privacy to see to her own needs, then dropped to her knees on the grassy bank and drank her fill of the stream. Gods, the water tasted

… new and ancient and powerful and delicious. 

She drank until she understood the hole in her belly might very well be from

hunger, then staggered back to camp, finding it by the gleam of Rowan’s silver

hair. He wordlessly handed her some bread and cheese, then returned to rubbing

down the horses. She muttered a thank-you, but didn’t bother offering to help as

she plunked down against a towering oak. 

When her belly had stopped hurting so much and she realized just how loudly

she’d been munching on the apple he’d also tossed her while feeding the horses, 

she mustered enough energy to say, “Are there so many threats in Wendlyn that

we can’t risk a fire?” 

He  sat  against  a  tree  and  stretched  his  legs,  crossing  his  ankles.  “Not  from mortals.” 

His first words to her since they’d left the city. It could have been an attempt

to spook her, but she still did a mental inventory of all the weapons she carried. 

She  wouldn’t  ask.  Didn’t  want  to  know  what  manner  of  thing  might  crawl

toward a fire. 

The tangle of wood and moss and stone loomed, full of the rustling of heavy

leaves, the gurgling of the swollen brook, the flapping of feathered wings. And

there, lurking over the rim of a nearby boulder, were three sets of small, glowing

eyes. 

The hilt of her dagger was in her palm a heartbeat later. But they just stared at

her. Rowan didn’t seem to notice. He only leaned his head against the oak trunk. 

They  had  always  known  her,  the  Little  Folk.  Even  when  Adarlan’s  shadow

had covered the continent, they still recognized what she was. Small gifts left at

campsites—a  fresh  fish,  a  leaf  full  of  blackberries,  a  crown  of  flowers.  She’d ignored them, and stayed out of Oakwald Forest as much as she could. 

The faeries kept their unblinking vigil. Wishing she hadn’t downed the food

so quickly, Celaena watched them back, ready to spring to a defensive position. 

Rowan hadn’t moved. 

What ancient oaths the faeries honored in Terrasen might be disregarded here. 

Even  as  she  thought  it,  more  eyes  glowed  between  the  trees.  More  silent

witnesses to her arrival. Because Celaena was Fae, or something like a mongrel. 

Her great-grandmother had been Maeve’s sister, proclaimed a goddess when she

died. Ridiculous, really. Mab had been very much mortal when she tied her life

to the human prince who loved her so fiercely. 

She  wondered  how  much  these  creatures  knew  about  the  wars  that  had

destroyed her land, about the Fae and faeries that had been hunted down, about the  burning  of  the  ancient  forests  and  the  butchering  of  the  sacred  stags  of Terrasen. She wondered if they had ever learned what became of their brethren

in the West. 

She didn’t know how she found it in herself to care. But they seemed so …

curious.  Surprising  even  herself,  Celaena  whispered  into  the  humming  night, 

“They still live.” 

All  those  eyes  vanished.  When  she  glanced  at  Rowan,  he  hadn’t  opened  his

eyes. But she had the sense that the warrior had been aware the entire time. 

Chapter 6

Dorian  Havilliard  stood  before  his  father’s  breakfast  table,  his  hands  held

behind  his  back.  The  king  had  arrived  moments  ago  but  hadn’t  told  him  to  sit. 

Once  Dorian  might  have  already  said  something  about  it.  But  having  magic, 

getting drawn into whatever mess Celaena was in, seeing that other world in the

secret tunnels … all of that had changed everything. The best he could do these

days was maintain a low profile—to keep his father or anyone else from looking

too long in his direction. So Dorian stood before the table and waited. 

The King of Adarlan finished off the roast chicken and sipped from whatever

was in his bloodred glass. “You’re quiet this morning, Prince.” The conqueror of

Erilea reached for a platter of smoked fish. 

“I was waiting for you to speak, Father.” 

Night-black eyes shifted toward him. “Unusual, indeed.” 

Dorian tensed. Only Celaena and Chaol knew the truth about his magic—and

Chaol had shut him out so completely that Dorian didn’t feel like attempting to

explain  himself  to  his  friend.  But  this  castle  was  full  of  spies  and  sycophants who  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  use  whatever  knowledge  they  could  to

advance  their  position.  Including  selling  out  their  Crown  Prince.  Who  knew

who’d seen him in the hallways or the library, or who had discovered that stack

of books he’d hidden in Celaena’s rooms? He’d since moved them down to the

tomb,  where  he  went  every  other  night—not  for  answers  to  the  questions  that

plagued him but just for an hour of pure silence. 

His father resumed eating. He’d been in his father’s private chambers only a

few  times  in  his  life.  They  could  be  a  manor  house  of  their  own,  with  their library and dining room and council chamber. They occupied an entire wing of

the  glass  castle—a  wing  opposite  from  Dorian’s  mother.  His  parents  had  never

shared a bed, and he didn’t particularly want to know more than that. 

He found his father watching him, the morning sun through the curved wall

of  glass  making  every  scar  and  nick  on  the  king’s  face  even  more  gruesome. 

“You’re to entertain Aedion Ashryver today.” 

Dorian kept his composure as best he could. “Dare I ask why?” 

“Since General Ashryver failed to bring his men here, it appears he has some

spare time while awaiting the Bane’s arrival. It would be beneficial to you both

to become better acquainted—especially when your choice of friends of late has
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been so … common.” 

The cold fury of his magic clawed its way up his spine. “With all due respect, 

Father, I have two meetings to prepare for, and—” 

“It’s not open for debate.” His father kept eating. “General Ashryver has been

notified, and you will meet him outside your chambers at noon.” 

Dorian knew he should keep quiet, but he found himself asking, “Why do you

tolerate  Aedion?  Why  keep  him  alive—why  make  him  a  general?”  He’d  been

unable to stop wondering about it since the man’s arrival. 

His  father  gave  a  small,  knowing  smile.  “Because  Aedion’s  rage  is  a  useful

blade,  and  he  is  capable  of  keeping  his  people  in  line.  He  will  not  risk  their slaughter,  not  when  he  has  lost  so  much.  He  has  quelled  many  a  would-be

rebellion  in  the  North  from  that  fear,  for  he  is  well  aware  that  it  would  be  his own people—the civilians—who suffered first.” 

He shared  blood with a man this cruel. But Dorian said, “It’s still surprising

that  you’d  keep  a  general  almost  as  a  captive—as  little  more  than  a  slave. 

Controlling him through fear alone seems potentially dangerous.” 

Indeed, he wondered if his father had told Aedion about Celaena’s mission to

Wendlyn—homeland  of  Aedion’s  royal  bloodline,  where  Aedion’s  cousins  the

Ashryvers still ruled. Though Aedion trumpeted about his various victories over

rebels and acted like he practically owned half the empire himself … How much

did Aedion remember of his kin across the sea? 

His  father  said,  “I  have  my  ways  of  leashing  Aedion  should  I  need  to.  For

now,  his  brazen  irreverence  amuses  me.”  His  father  jerked  his  chin  toward  the door.  “I  will  not  be  amused,  however,  if  you  miss  your  appointment  with  him today.” 

And just like that, his father fed him to the Wolf. 

Despite Dorian’s offers to show Aedion the menagerie, the kennels, the stables—

even the damned library—the general only wanted to do one thing: walk through

the gardens. Aedion claimed he was feeling restless and sluggish from too much

food the night before, but the smile he gave Dorian suggested otherwise. 

Aedion  didn’t  bother  talking  to  him,  too  preoccupied  with  humming  bawdy

tunes  and  inspecting  the  various  women  they  passed.  He’d  dropped  the  half-

civilized  veneer  only  once,  when  they’d  been  striding  down  a  narrow  path

flanked  by  towering  rosebushes—stunning  in  the  summer,  but  deadly  in  the

winter—and  the  guards  had  been  a  turn  behind,  blind  for  the  moment.  Just

enough time for Aedion to subtly trip Dorian into one of the thorny walls, still humming his lewd songs. 

A quick maneuver had kept Dorian from falling face-first into the thorns, but

his  cloak  had  ripped,  and  his  hand  stung.  Rather  than  give  the  general  the

satisfaction  of  seeing  him  hiss  and  inspect  his  cuts,  Dorian  had  tucked  his

barking, freezing fingers into his pockets as the guards rounded the corner. 

They  spoke  only  when  Aedion  paused  by  a  fountain  and  braced  his  scarred

hands  on  his  hips,  assessing  the  garden  beyond  as  though  it  were  a  battlefield. 

Aedion  smirked  at  the  six  guards  lurking  behind,  his  eyes  bright—so  bright, 

Dorian thought, and so strangely familiar as the general said, “A prince needs an

escort  in  his  own  palace?  I’m  insulted  they  didn’t  send  more  guards  to  protect you from me.” 

“You think you could take six men?” 

The  Wolf  had  let  out  a  low  chuckle  and  shrugged,  the  scarred  hilt  of  the

Sword of Orynth catching the near-blinding sunlight. “I don’t think I should tell

you,  in  case  your  father  ever  decides  my  usefulness  is  not  worth  my

temperament.” 

Some of the guards behind them murmured, but Dorian said, “Probably not.” 

And  that  was  it—that  was  all  Aedion  said  to  him  for  the  rest  of  the  cold, miserable walk. Until the general gave him an edged smile and said, “Better get

that looked at.” That was when Dorian realized his right hand was still bleeding. 

Aedion just turned away. “Thanks for the walk, Prince,” the general said over his

shoulder, and it felt more like a threat than anything. 

Aedion  didn’t  act  without  a  reason.  Perhaps  the  general  had  convinced  his

father  to  force  this  excursion.  But  for  what  purpose,  Dorian  couldn’t  grasp. 

Unless  Aedion  merely  wanted  to  get  a  feel  for  what  sort  of  man  Dorian  had

become and how well Dorian could play the game. He wouldn’t put it past the

warrior  to  have  done  it  just  to  assess  a  potential  ally  or  threat—Aedion,  for  all his arrogance, had a cunning mind. He probably viewed court life as another sort

of battlefield. 

Dorian  let  Chaol’s  hand-selected  guards  lead  him  back  into  the  wonderfully

warm castle, then dismissed them with a nod. Chaol hadn’t come today, and he

was  grateful—after  that  conversation  about  his  magic,  after  Chaol  refused  to

speak  about  Celaena,  Dorian  wasn’t  sure  what  else  was  left  for  them  to  talk about. He didn’t believe for one moment that Chaol would willingly sanction the

deaths of innocent men, no matter whether they were friends or enemies. Chaol

had  to  know,  then,  that  Celaena  wouldn’t  assassinate  the  Ashryver  royals,  for whatever  reasons  of  her  own.  But  there  was  no  point  in  bothering  to  talk  to

Chaol, not when his friend was keeping secrets, too. 

Dorian mulled over his friend’s puzzle-box of words again as he walked into

the  healers’  catacombs,  the  smell  of  rosemary  and  mint  wafting  past.  It  was  a warren  of  supply  and  examination  rooms,  kept  far  from  the  prying  eyes  of  the glass  castle  high  above.  There   was  another  ward  high  in  the  glass  castle,  for those  who  wouldn’t  deign  to  make  the  trek  down  here,  but  this  was  where  the best healers in Rifthold—and Adarlan—had honed and practiced their craft for a

thousand  years.  The  pale  stones  seemed  to  breathe  the  essence  of  centuries  of drying herbs, giving the subterranean halls a pleasant, open feeling. 

Dorian found a small workroom where a young woman was hunched over a

large  oak  table,  a  variety  of  glass  jars,  scales,  mortars,  and  pestles  before  her, along with vials of liquid, hanging herbs, and bubbling pots over small, solitary

flames.  The  healing  arts  were  one  of  the  few  that  his  father  hadn’t  completely outlawed  ten  years  ago—though  once,  he’d  heard,  they’d  been  even  more

powerful. Once, healers had used magic to mend and save. Now they were left

with whatever nature provided them. 

Dorian stepped into the room and the young woman looked up from the book

she  was  scanning,  a  finger  pausing  on  the  page.  Not  beautiful,  but—pretty. 

Clean,  elegant  lines,  chestnut  hair  woven  in  a  braid,  and  golden-tan  skin  that suggested  at  least  one  family  member  came  from  Eyllwe.  “Can  I—”  She  got  a

good  look  at  him,  then,  and  dropped  into  a  bow.  “Your  Highness,”  she  said,  a flush creeping up the smooth column of her neck. 

Dorian  held  up  his  bloodied  hand.  “Thornbush.”  Rosebush  made  his  cuts

seem that much more pathetic. 

She  kept  her  eyes  averted,  biting  her  full  bottom  lip.  “Of  course.”  She

gestured  a  slender  hand  toward  the  wooden  chair  before  the  table.  “Please. 

Unless—unless you’d rather go to a proper examination room?” 

Dorian normally hated dealing with the stammering and scrambling, but this

young  woman  was  still  so  red,  so  soft-spoken  that  he  said,  “This  is  fine,”  and slid into the chair. 

The  silence  lay  heavy  on  him  as  she  hurried  through  the  workroom,  first

changing her dirty white apron, then washing her hands for a good long minute, 

then gathering all manner of bandages and tins of salve, then a bowl of hot water

and  clean  rags,  and  then  finally,  finally  pulling  a  chair  around  the  table  to  face his. 

They didn’t speak, either, when she carefully washed and then examined his

hand. But he found himself watching her hazel eyes, the sureness of her fingers, 

and the blush that remained on her neck and face. “The hand is—very complex,” 

she murmured at last, studying the cuts. “I just wanted to make sure that nothing was  damaged  and  that  there  weren’t  any  thorns  lodged  in  there.”  She  swiftly

added, “Your Highness.” 

“I think it looks worse than it actually is.” 

With a feather-light touch, she smeared a cloudy salve on his hand, and, like a

damn fool, he winced. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “It’s to disinfect the cuts. Just in

case.”  She  seemed  to  curl  in  on  herself,  as  if  he’d  give  the  order  to  hang  her merely for that. 

He fumbled for the words, then said, “I’ve dealt with worse.” 

It sounded stupid coming out, and she paused for a moment before reaching

for the bandages. “I know,” she said, and glanced up at him. 

Well, damn. Weren’t those eyes just stunning. She quickly looked back down, 

gently wrapping his hand. “I’m assigned to the southern wing of the castle—and

I’m often on night duty.” 

That  explained  why  she  looked  so  familiar.  She’d  healed  not  only  him  that

night a month ago but also Celaena, Chaol, Fleetfoot … had been there for  all of their injuries these past seven months. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name

—” 

“It’s Sorscha,” she said, though there was no anger in it, as there should have

been. The spoiled prince and his entitled friends, too absorbed in their own lives

to  bother  learning  the  name  of  the  healer  who  had  patched  them  up  again  and again. 

She  finished  wrapping  his  hand  and  he  said,  “In  case  we  didn’t  say  it  often enough, thank you.” 

Those green-flecked brown eyes lifted again. A tentative smile. “It’s an honor, 

Prince.” She began gathering up her supplies. 

Taking that as his cue to leave, he stood and flexed his fingers. “Feels good.” 

“They’re  minor  wounds,  but  keep  an  eye  on  them.”  Sorscha  dumped  the

bloodied water down the sink in the back of the room. “And you needn’t come

all  the  way  down  here  the  next  time.  Just—just  send  word,  Your  Highness. 

We’re happy to attend to you.” She curtsied low, with the long-limbed grace of a

dancer. 

“You’ve  been  responsible  for  the  southern  stone  wing  all  this  time?”  The

question  within  the  question  was  clear  enough:   You’ve  seen  everything?  Every inexplicable injury? 

“We  keep  records  of  our  patients,”  Sorscha  said  softly—so  no  one  else

passing  by  the  open  doorway  could  hear.  “But  sometimes  we  forget  to  write

down everything.” 
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She hadn’t told anyone what she’d seen, the things that didn’t add up. Dorian

gave her a swift bow of thanks and strode from the room. How many others, he

wondered, had seen more than they let on? He didn’t want to know. 

Sorscha’s fingers, thankfully, had stopped shaking by the time the Crown Prince

left  the  catacombs.  By  some  lingering  grace  of  Silba,  goddess  of  healers  and bringer  of  peace—and  gentle  deaths—she’d  managed  to  keep  them  from

trembling while she patched up his hand, too. Sorscha leaned against the counter

and loosed a long breath. 

The cuts hadn’t merited a bandage, but she’d been selfish and foolish and had

wanted to keep the beautiful prince in that chair for as long as she could manage. 

He didn’t even know who she was. 

She’d been appointed full healer a year ago, and had been called to attend to

the  prince,  the  captain,  and  their  friend  countless  times.  And  the  Crown  Prince still had no idea who she was. 

She hadn’t lied to him—about failing to keep records of everything. But she

remembered it all. Especially that night a month ago, when the three of them had

been  bloodied  up  and  filthy,  the  girl’s  hound  injured,  too,  with  no  explanation and no one raising a fuss. And the girl, their friend …

The King’s Champion. That’s who she was. 

Lover,  it  seemed,  of  both  the  prince  and  his  captain  at  one  time  or  another. 

Sorscha had helped Amithy tend to the young woman after the brutal duel to win

her  title.  Occasionally,  she’d  checked  on  the  girl  and  found  the  prince  holding her in bed. 

She’d  pretended  it  didn’t  matter,  because  the  Crown  Prince  was  notorious

where  women  were  involved,  but  …  it  hadn’t  stopped  the  sinking  ache  in  her

chest. Then things had changed, and when the girl was poisoned with gloriella, it

was the captain who stayed with her. The captain who had acted like a beast in a

cage,  prowling  the  room  until  Sorscha’s  own  nerves  had  been  frayed.  Not

surprisingly, several weeks later, the girl’s handmaid, Philippa, came to Sorscha

for  a  contraceptive  tonic.  Philippa  hadn’t  said  whom  it  was  for,  but  Sorscha wasn’t an idiot. 

When she’d attended the captain a week after that, four brutal scratches down

his  face  and  a  dead  look  in  his  eyes,  Sorscha  had  understood.  And  understood again the last time, when the prince, the captain, and the girl were all bloodied

along with the hound, that whatever had existed between the three of them was

broken. 

The  girl  especially.  Celaena,  she’d  heard  them  say  accidentally  when  they thought  she  was  already  out  of  the  room.  Celaena  Sardothien.  World’s  greatest assassin  and  now  the  King’s  Champion.  Another  secret  Sorscha  would  keep

without them ever knowing. 

She was invisible. And glad of it, most days. 

Sorscha  frowned  at  her  table  of  supplies.  She  had  half  a  dozen  tonics  and

poultices to make before dinner, all of them complex, all of them dumped on her

by Amithy, who pulled rank whenever she could. On top of it, she still had her

weekly  letter  to  write  to  her  friend,  who  wanted  every  little  detail  about  the palace. Just thinking of all the tasks gave her a headache. 

Had it been anyone other than the prince, she would have told them to go find

another healer. 

Sorscha  returned  to  her  work.  She  was  certain  he’d  forgotten  her  name  the

moment  he  left.  Dorian  was  heir  to  the  mightiest  empire  in  the  world,  and

Sorscha was the daughter of two dead immigrants from a village in Fenharrow

that had been burned to ash—a village that no one would ever remember. 

But that didn’t stop her from loving him, as she still did, invisible and secret, 

ever since she’d first laid eyes on him six years ago. 

Chapter 7

Nothing else approached Celaena and Rowan after that first night. He certainly

didn’t  say  anything  to  her  about  it,  or  offer  his  cloak  or  any  sort  of  protection against  the  chill.  She  slept  curled  on  her  side,  turning  every  other  minute  from some root or pebble digging into her back or jolting awake at the screech of an

owl—or something worse. 

By  the  time  the  light  had  turned  gray  and  mist  drifted  through  the  trees, 

Celaena  felt  more  exhausted  than  she’d  been  the  night  before.  After  a  silent breakfast of bread, cheese, and apples, she was nearly dozing atop her mare as

they resumed their ride up the forested foothill road. 

They  passed  few  people—mostly  humans  leading  wagons  down  to  some

market,  all  of  whom  glanced  at  Rowan  and  gave  them  the  right  of  way.  Some

even muttered prayers for mercy. 

She’d long heard the Fae existed peacefully with the humans in Wendlyn, so

perhaps the terror they encountered was due to Rowan himself. The tattoo didn’t

help. She had debated asking him what the words meant, but that would involve

talking.  And  talking  meant  building  some  sort  of  …  relationship.  She’d  had

enough of friends. Enough of them dying, too. 

So she’d kept her mouth shut the entire day they rode through the woods up

into  the  Cambrian  Mountains.  The  forest  turned  lusher  and  denser,  and  the

higher they rode, the mistier it became, great veils of fog drifting past to caress

her face, her neck, her spine. 

Another cold, miserable night camped off the road later and they were riding

again before dawn. By then, the mist had seeped into her clothes and skin, and

settled right along her bones. 

On the third evening, she’d given up hoping for a fire. She’d even embraced

the chill and the insufferable roots and the hunger whose edge she couldn’t dull

no  matter  how  much  bread  and  cheese  she  ate.  The  aches  and  pains  were

soothing somehow. 

Not comforting, but … distracting. Welcome. Deserved. 

She didn’t want to know what that meant about her. She couldn’t let herself

look that far inward. She’d come close, that day she’d seen Prince Galan. And it

had been enough. 

They  veered  from  the  path  in  the  dwindling  afternoon  hours,  cutting  across

mossy  earth  that  cushioned  each  step.  She  hadn’t  seen  a  town  in  days,  and  the granite boulders were now carved with whorls and patterns. She supposed they

were markers—a warning to humans to stay the hell away. 

They had to be another week from Doranelle, but Rowan was heading along

the  mountains,  not  over  them,  climbing  higher  still,  the  ascent  broken  by

occasional plateaus and fields of wildflowers. She hadn’t seen a lookout, so she

had  no  sense  of  where  they  were,  or  how  high.  Just  the  endless  forest,  and  the endless climb, and the endless mist. 

She smelled smoke before she saw the lights. Not campfires, but lights from a

building rising up out of the trees, hugging the spine of the mountain slope. The

stones  were  dark  and  ancient—hewn  from  something  other  than  the  abundant

granite. Her eyes strained, but she didn’t fail to note the ring of towering rocks

woven between the trees, surrounding the entirety of the fortress. It was hard  not

to notice them when they rode between two megaliths that curved toward each

other  like  the  horns  of  a  great  beast,  and  a  zinging  current  snapped  against  her skin. 

Wards—magic  wards.  Her  stomach  turned.  If  they  didn’t  keep  out  enemies, 

they certainly served as an alarm. Which meant the three figures patrolling each

of  the  three  towers,  the  six  on  the  outer  retaining  wall,  and  the  three  at  the wooden gates would now know they were approaching. Men and women in light

leather armor and bearing swords, daggers, and bows monitored their approach. 

“I think I’d rather stay in the woods,” she said, her first words in days. Rowan

ignored her. 

He didn’t even lift an arm in greeting to the sentries. He must be familiar with

this place if he didn’t stoop to hellos. As they drew closer to the ancient fortress

—which  was  little  more  than  a  few  watchtowers  woven  together  by  a  large

connecting building, splattered with lichen and moss—she did the calculations. 

It had to be some border outpost, a halfway point between the mortal realm and

Doranelle. Perhaps she’d finally have a warm place to sleep, even if just for the

night. 

The guards saluted Rowan, who didn’t spare them a passing glance. They all

wore hoods, masking any signs of their heritage. Were they Fae? Rowan might

not have spoken to her for most of their journey—he’d shown as much interest

in her as he would in a pile of shit on the road—but if she were staying with the

Fae … others might have questions. 

She took in every detail, every exit, every weakness as they entered the large

courtyard  beyond  the  wall,  two  rather  mortal-looking  stable  hands  rushing  to

help  them  dismount.  It  was  so  still.  As  if  everything,  even  the  stones,  was

holding its breath. As if it had been waiting. The sensation only worsened when Rowan wordlessly led her into the dim interior of the main building, up a narrow

set of stone stairs, and into what looked to be a small office. 

It wasn’t the carved oak furniture, or the faded green drapes, or the warmth of

the fire that made her stop dead. It was the dark-haired woman seated behind the

desk. Maeve, Queen of the Fae. 

Her aunt. 

And then came the words she had been dreading for ten years. 

“Hello, Aelin Galathynius.” 

Chapter 8

Celaena backed away, knowing exactly how many steps it would take to get into

the hall, but slammed into a hard, unyielding body just as the door shut behind

them. Her hands were shaking so badly she didn’t bother going for her weapons

—or Rowan’s. He’d cut her down the instant Maeve gave the order. 

The  blood  rushed  from  Celaena’s  head.  She  forced  herself  to  take  a  breath. 

And  another.  Then  she  said  in  a  too-quiet  voice,  “Aelin  Galathynius  is   dead.” 

Just speaking her name aloud—the damned name she had dreaded and hated and

tried to forget …

Maeve smiled, revealing sharp little canines. “Let us not bother with lies.” 

It  wasn’t  a  lie.  That  girl,  that  princess  had  died  in  a  river  a  decade  ago. 

Celaena was no more Aelin Galathynius than she was any other person. 

The room was too hot—too small, Rowan a brooding force of nature behind

her. 

She  was  not  to  have  time  to  gather  herself,  to  make  up  excuses  and  half

truths, as she should have been doing these past few days instead of free-falling

into silence and the misty cold. She was to face the Queen of the Fae as Maeve

wanted to be faced. And in some fortress that seemed far, far beneath the raven-

haired beauty watching her with black, depthless eyes. 

Gods.  Gods. 

Maeve  was  fearsome  in  her  perfection,  utterly  still,  eternal  and  calm  and

radiating ancient grace. The dark sister to the fair-haired Mab. 

Celaena  had  been  fooling  herself  into  thinking  this  would  be  easy.  She  was

still pressed against Rowan as though he were a wall. An impenetrable wall, as

old  as  the  ward-stones  surrounding  the  fortress.  Rowan  stepped  away  from  her

with his powerful, predatory ease and leaned against the door. She wasn’t getting

out until Maeve allowed her. 

The  Queen  of  the  Fae  remained  silent,  her  long  fingers  moon-white  and

folded in the lap of her violet gown, a white barn owl perched on the back of her

chair.  She  didn’t  bother  with  a  crown,  and  Celaena  supposed  she  didn’t  need

one. Every creature on earth would know who she was—what she was—even if

they  were  blind  and  deaf.  Maeve,  the  face  of  a  thousand  legends  …  and

nightmares. Epics and poems and songs had been written about her, so many that

some even believed she was just a myth. But here was the dream—the nightmare

—made flesh. 

 This could work to your advantage. You can get the answers you need right

 here, right now. Go back to Adarlan in a matter of days. Just—breathe. 

Breathing,  as  it  turned  out,  was  rather  hard  when  the  queen  who  had  been

known  to  drive  men  to  madness  for  amusement  was  observing  every  flicker  of

her  throat.  That  owl  perched  on  Maeve’s  chair— Fae  or  true  beast? —was

watching  her,  too.  Its  talons  were  curled  around  the  back  of  the  chair,  digging into the wood. 

It  was  somewhat  absurd,  though—Maeve  holding  court  in  this  half-rotted

office,  at  a  desk  stained  with  the  Wyrd  knew  what.  Gods,  the  fact  that  Maeve was  seated  at  a   desk.  She  should  be  in  some  ethereal  glen,  surrounded  by bobbing  will-o’-the-wisps  and  maidens  dancing  to  lutes  and  harps,  reading  the

wheeling stars like they were poetry. Not here. 

Celaena bowed low. She supposed she should have gotten on her knees, but—

she already smelled awful, and her face was likely still torn and bruised from her

brawling in Varese. As Celaena rose, Maeve remained smiling faintly. A spider

with a fly in its web. 

“I suppose that with a proper bath, you’ll look a good deal like your mother.” 

No exchanging pleasantries, then. Maeve was going right for the throat. She

could handle it. She could ignore the pain and terror to get what she wanted. So

Celaena smiled just as faintly and said, “Had I known who I would be meeting, I

might have begged my escort for time to freshen up.” 

She didn’t feel bad for one heartbeat about throwing Rowan to the lions. 

Maeve’s  obsidian  eyes  flicked  to  Rowan,  who  still  leaned  against  the  door. 

She  could  have  sworn  there  was  approval  in  the  Fae  Queen’s  smile.  As  if  the grueling travel were a part of this plan, too. But why? Why get her off-kilter? 

“I’m  afraid  I  must  bear  the  blame  for  the  pressing  pace,”  Maeve  said. 

“Though I suppose he could have bothered to at least find you a pool to bathe in

along  the  way.”  The  Queen  of  Faedom  lifted  an  elegant  hand,  gesturing  to  the warrior. “Prince Rowan—” 

 Prince. She swallowed the urge to turn to him. 

“—is  from  my  sister  Mora’s  bloodline.  He  is  my  nephew  of  sorts,  and  a

member of my household. An extremely distant relation of yours; there is some

ancient ancestry linking you.” 


Another move to get her on uneven footing. “You don’t say.” 

Perhaps  that  wasn’t  the  best  reply.  She  should  probably  be  on  the  floor, 

groveling for answers. And she had a feeling she’d likely get to that point very, 

very soon. But …

“You must be wondering why it is I asked Prince Rowan to bring you here,” 

Maeve mused. 

For  Nehemia,  she’d  play  this  game.  Celaena  bit  her  tongue  hard  enough  to

keep her gods-damned smart-ass mouth shut. 

Maeve placed her white hands on the desk. “I have been waiting a long, long

while to meet you. And as I do not leave these lands, I could not see you. Not

with my eyes, at least.” The queen’s long nails gleamed in the light. 

There  were  legends  whispered  over  fires  about  the  other  skin  Maeve  wore. 

No one had lived to tell anything beyond  shadows and claws and a darkness to

 devour your soul. 

“They  broke  my  laws,  you  know.  Your  parents  disobeyed  my  commands

when they eloped. The bloodlines were too volatile to be mixed, but your mother

promised to let me see you after you were born.” Maeve cocked her head, eerily

similar  to  the  owl  behind  her.  “It  would  seem  that  in  the  eight  years  after  your birth, she was always too busy to uphold her vow.” 

If  her  mother  had  broken  a  promise  …  if  her  mother  had  kept  her  from

Maeve, it had been for a damn good reason. A reason that tickled at the edges of

Celaena’s mind, a blur of memory. 

“But  now  you  are  here,”  Maeve  said,  seeming  to  come  closer  without

moving.  “And  a  grown  woman.  My  eyes  across  the  sea  have  brought  me  such

strange,  horrible  stories  of  you.  From  your  scars  and  steel,  I  wonder  whether they are indeed true. Like the tale I heard over a year ago, that an assassin with

Ashryver  eyes  was  spotted  by  the  horned  Lord  of  the  North  in  a  wagon  bound for—” 

 “Enough.”   Celaena  glanced  at  Rowan,  who  was  listening  intently,  as  if  this was the first he was hearing of it. She didn’t want him knowing about Endovier

—didn’t  want  that  pity.  “I  know  my  own  history.”  She  flashed  Rowan  a  glare

that  told  him  to  mind  his  own  business.  He  merely  looked  away,  bored  again. 

Typical  immortal  arrogance.  Celaena  faced  Maeve,  tucking  her  hands  into  her

pockets. “I’m an assassin, yes.” 

A snort from behind, but she didn’t dare take her eyes off Maeve. 

“And  your  other  talents?”  Maeve’s  nostrils  flared—scenting.  “What  has

become of them?” 

“Like everyone else on my continent, I haven’t been able to access them.” 

Maeve’s eyes twinkled, and Celaena knew—knew that Maeve could smell the

half truth. “You are not on your continent anymore,” Maeve purred. 

 Run.  Every  instinct  roared  with  the  word.  She  had  a  feeling  that  the  Eye  of Elena  would  have  been  no  use,  but  she  wished  she  had  it  anyway.  Wished  the

dead  queen  were  here,  for  that  matter.  Rowan  was  still  at  the  door—but  if  she was fast, if she outsmarted him …

A  flash  of  memory  blinded  her,  bright  and  uncontrollable,  unleashed  by  the

instinct begging her to flee. Her mother had rarely let Fae into their home, even

with  her  heritage.  A  few  trusted  ones  were  allowed  to  live  with  them,  but  any Fae  visitors  had  been  closely  monitored,  and  for  the  duration  of  their  stay, Celaena  had  been  sequestered  in  the  family’s  private  chambers.  She’d  always

thought it was overprotective, but now … “Show me,” Maeve whispered with a

spider’s smile.  Run. Run. 

She  could  still  feel  the  burn  of  blue  wildfire  exploding  out  of  her  in  that demon  realm,  still  see  Chaol’s  face  as  she  lost  control  of  it.  One  wrong  move, one wrong  breath, and she could have killed him and Fleetfoot. 

The  owl  rustled  its  wings,  the  wood  groaning  beneath  its  talons,  and  the

darkness in Maeve’s eyes spread, reaching. There was a faint pulse in the air, a

throbbing  against  her  blood.  A  tapping,  then  a  razor-sharp  slicing  against  her mind—as  if  Maeve  were  trying  to  cleave  open  her  skull  and  peer  inside. 

Pushing, testing, tasting—

Fighting  to  keep  her  breathing  steady,  Celaena  positioned  her  hands  within

easy  reach  of  her  blades  as  she  pushed  back  against  the  claws  in  her  mind. 

Maeve let out a low laugh, and the pressure in her head ceased. 

“Your mother hid you from me for years,” Maeve said. “She and your father

always  had  a  remarkable  talent  for  knowing  when  my  eyes  were  searching  for

you. Such a rare gift—the ability to summon and manipulate flame. So few exist

who possess more than an ember of it; fewer still who can master its wildness. 

And yet your mother wanted you to stifle your power—though she knew that I

only wanted you to submit to it.” 

Celaena’s  breath  burned  her  throat.  Another  flicker  of  memory—of  lessons

not about starting fires but putting them out. 

Maeve went on, “Look at how well that turned out for them.” 

Celaena’s  blood  froze.  Every  self-preserving  instinct  went  right  out  of  her

head. “And where were  you ten years ago?” She spoke so low, from so deep in

her shredded soul, that the words were barely more than a growl. 

Maeve angled her head slightly. “I do not take kindly to being lied to.” 

The  snarl  on  Celaena’s  face  faltered.  Dropped  right  into  her  gut.  Aid  had

never come for Terrasen from the Fae. From Wendlyn. And it was all because …

because …

“I do not have more time to spare you,” Maeve said. “So let me be brief: my

eyes have told me that you have questions. Questions that no mortal has the right

to ask—about the keys.” 

Legend  said  Maeve  could  commune  with  the  spirit  world—had  Elena,  or

Nehemia,  told  her?  Celaena  opened  her  mouth,  but  Maeve  held  up  a  hand.  “I

will give you those answers. You may come to me in Doranelle to receive them.” 

“Why not—” 

A growl from Rowan at the interruption. 

“Because they are answers that require time,” Maeve said, then slowly added, 

as if she savored every word, “and answers you have not yet earned.” 

“Tell me what I can do to earn them and I will do it.” Fool. A damned fool’s

response. 

“A dangerous thing to offer without hearing the price.” 

“You want me to show you my magic? I’ll show it to you. But not here—not

—” 

“I  have  no  interest  in  seeing  you  drop  your  magic  at  my  feet  like  a  sack  of grain. I want to see what you can  do with it, Aelin Galathynius—which currently

seems  like  not  very  much  at  all.”  Celaena’s  stomach  tightened  at  that  cursed name. “I want to see what you will become under the right circumstances.” 

“I don’t—” 

“I  do  not  permit  mortals  or  half-breeds  into  Doranelle.  For  a  half-breed  to

enter  my  realm,  she  must  prove  herself  both  gifted  and  worthy.  Mistward,  this fortress”—she waved a hand to encompass the room—“is one of several proving

grounds. And a place where those who do not pass the test can spend their days.” 

Beneath the growing fear, a flicker of disgust went through her.  Half-breed—

Maeve said it with such disdain. “And what manner of test might I expect before

I am deemed worthy?” 

Maeve  gestured  to  Rowan,  who  had  not  moved  from  the  door.  “You  shall

come  to  me  once  Prince  Rowan  decides  that  you  have  mastered  your  gifts.  He

shall train you here. And you shall not set foot in Doranelle until he deems your

training complete.” 

After facing the horseshit she’d seen in the glass castle—demons, witches, the

king—training with Rowan, even in magic, seemed rather anticlimactic. 

But—but  it  could  take  weeks.  Months.  Years.  The  familiar  fog  of  nothing

crept in, threatening to smother her once again. She pushed it back long enough

to say, “What I need to know isn’t something that can  wait—” 

“You want answers regarding the keys, heir of Terrasen? Then they shall be

waiting for you in Doranelle. The rest is up to you.” 

“Truthfully,” Celaena blurted. “You will truthfully answer my questions about
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the keys.” 

Maeve smiled, and it was not a thing of beauty. “You haven’t forgotten  all of

our  ways,  then.”  When  Celaena  didn’t  react,  Maeve  added,  “I  will   truthfully answer all your questions about the keys.” 

It  might  be  easier  to  walk  away.  Go  find  some  other  ancient  being  to  pester for the truth. Celaena breathed in and out, in and out. But Maeve had been there

—had been there at the dawn of this world during the Valg wars. She had  held

the Wyrdkeys. She knew what they looked like, how they felt. Maybe she even

knew where Brannon had hidden them—especially the last, unnamed key. And if

Celaena could find a way to steal the keys from the king, to destroy him, to stop

his armies and  free Eyllwe, even  if she could  find just   one Wyrdkey … “What

manner of training—” 

“Prince Rowan shall explain the specifics. For now, he will escort you to your

chamber to rest.” 

Celaena looked Maeve straight in her death-dealing eyes. “You swear you’ll

tell me what I need to know?” 

“I do not break my promises. And I have the feeling that you are unlike your

mother in that regard, too.” 

Bitch.  Bitch, she wanted to hiss. But then Maeve’s eyes flicked to Celaena’s

right  palm.  She  knew  everything.  Through  whatever  spies  or  power  or

guesswork, Maeve knew everything about her and the vow to Nehemia. 

“To  what  end?”  Celaena  asked  softly,  the  anger  and  the  fear  dragging  her

down into an inescapable exhaustion. “You want me to train only so I can make

a spectacle of my talents?” 

Maeve ran a moon-white finger down the owl’s head. “I wish you to become

who you were born to be. To become queen.” 

 Become queen. 

The words haunted Celaena that night—kept her from sleeping, even though

she was so exhausted she could have wept for the dark-eyed Silba to put her out

of her misery.  Queen. The word throbbed right along with the fresh split lip that also made sleeping very uncomfortable. 

She could thank Rowan for that. 

After  Maeve’s  command,  Celaena  hadn’t  bothered  with  good-byes  before

walking out. Rowan had only cleared the way because Maeve gave him a nod, 

and he followed Celaena into a narrow hallway that smelled of roasting meat and garlic.  Her  stomach  grumbled,  but  she’d  probably  hurl  her  guts  up  the  second she  swallowed  anything.  So  she  trailed  Rowan  down  the  corridor,  down  the

stairs, each footstep alternating between iron-willed control and growing rage. 

Left.  Nehemia. 

Right.  You made a vow, and you will keep it, by whatever means necessary. 

Left.  Training. Queen. 

Right.  Bitch. Manipulative, cold-blooded, sadistic bitch. 

Ahead  of  her,  Rowan’s  own  steps  were  silent  on  the  dark  stones  of  the

hallway.  The  torches  hadn’t  been  lit  yet,  and  in  the  murky  interior,  she  could hardly  tell  he  was  there.  But  she  knew—if  only  because  she  could  almost  feel the  ire  radiating  off  him.  Good.  At  least  one  other  person  wasn’t  particularly thrilled about this bargain. 

Training.  Training. 

Her  whole  life  had  been  training,  from  the  moment  she  was  born.  Rowan

could train her until he was blue in the face, and as long as it got her the answers

about  the  Wyrdkeys,  she’d  play  along.  But  it  didn’t  mean  that,  when  the  time came, she had to  do anything. Certainly not take up her throne. 

She didn’t even  have a throne, or a crown, or a court. Didn’t want them. And

she could bring down the king as Celaena Sardothien, thank you very much. 

She tightened her fingers into fists. 

They  encountered  no  one  as  they  descended  a  winding  staircase  and  started

down another corridor. Did the residents of this fortress—Mistward, Maeve had

called  it—know  who  was  in  that  study  upstairs?  Maeve  probably  got  off  on

terrifying  them.  Maybe  she  had  all  of  them— half-breeds,  she’d  called  them—

enslaved through some bargain or another. Disgusting. It was disgusting, to keep

them here just for having a mixed heritage that was no fault of theirs. 

Celaena finally opened up her mouth. 

“You must be  very important to Her Immortal Majesty if she put you on nurse

duty.” 

“Given your history, she didn’t trust anyone but her best to keep you in line.” 

Oh, the prince wanted to tangle. Whatever self-control he’d had on their trek

to the fortress was hanging by a thread. Good. 

“Playing  warrior  in  the  woods  doesn’t  seem  like  the  greatest  indicator  of

talent.” 

“I fought on killing fields long before you, your parents, or your grand-uncle

were even born.” 

She  bristled—exactly  like  he  wanted.  “Who’s  to  fight  here  except  birds  and beasts?” 

Silence. Then—“The world is a far bigger and more dangerous place than you

can imagine, girl. Consider yourself blessed to receive any training—to have the

chance to prove yourself.” 

“I’ve seen plenty of this big and dangerous world, princeling.” 

A soft, harsh laugh. “Just wait,  Aelin.” 

Another jab. And she let herself fall for it. “Don’t call me that.” 

“It’s your name. I’m not going to call you anything different.” 

She  stepped  in  his  path,  getting  right  near  those  too-sharp  canines.  “No  one here can know who I am. Do you understand?” 

His green eyes gleamed, animal-bright in the dark. “My aunt has given me a

harder task than she realizes, I think.”  My aunt. Not  our aunt. 

And  then  she  said  one  of  the  foulest  things  she’d  ever  uttered  in  her  life, bathing  in  the  pure  hate  of  it.  “Fae  like  you  make  me  understand  the  King  of Adarlan’s actions a bit more, I think.” 

Faster than she could sense, faster than anything had a right to be, he punched

her. 

She shifted enough to keep her nose from shattering but took the blow on her

mouth. She hit the wall, whacked her head, and tasted blood.  Good. 

He struck again with that immortal speed—or would have. But with equally

unnerving  swiftness,  he  halted  his  second  blow  before  it  fractured  her  jaw  and snarled in her face, low and vicious. 

Her breathing turned ragged as she purred, “Do it.” 

He  looked  more  interested  in  ripping  out  her  throat  than  in  talking,  but  he held the line he’d drawn. “Why should I give you what you want?” 

“You’re just as useless as the rest of your brethren.” 

He  let  out  a  soft,  lethal  laugh  that  raked  claws  down  her  temper.  “If  you’re that desperate to eat stone, go ahead: I’ll let you try to land the next punch.” 

She knew better than to listen. But there was such a roar in her blood that she

could  no  longer  see  right,  think  right,  breathe  right.  So  she  damned  the

consequences to hell as she swung. 

Celaena hit nothing but air—air, and then his foot hooked behind hers in an

efficient maneuver that sent her careening into the wall once more. Impossible—

he’d tripped her as if she was nothing more than a trembling novice. 

He  was  now  a  few  feet  away,  arms  crossed.  She  spat  blood  and  swore.  He

smirked. It was enough to send her hurtling for him again, to tackle or pummel

or strangle him, she didn’t know. 

She  caught  his  feint  left,  but  when  she  dove  right,  he  moved  so  swiftly  that despite her lifetime of training, she crashed into a darkened brazier behind him. 

The clatter echoed through the too-quiet hall as she landed face-first on the stone

floor, her teeth singing. 

“Like  I  said,”  Rowan  sneered  down  at  her,  “you  have  a  lot  to  learn.  About

everything.” 

Her lip already aching and swollen, she told him exactly what he could go do

to himself. 

He sauntered down the hall. “Next time you say anything like that,” he said

without looking over his shoulder, “I’ll have you chopping wood for a month.” 

Fuming, hatred and shame already burning her face, Celaena got to her feet. 

He dumped her in a very small, very cold room that looked like little more than a

prison cell, letting her take all of two steps inside before he said, “Give me your

weapons.” 

“Why? And no.” Like hell she’d give him her daggers. 

In a swift movement, he grabbed a bucket of water from beside her door and

tossed  the  contents  onto  the  hall  floor  before  holding  it  out.  “Give  me  your weapons.” 

Training with him would be absolutely wonderful. “Tell me why.” 

“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” 

“Then we’re going to have another brawl.” 

His tattoo seeming impossibly darker in the dim hall, he stared at her beneath

lowered  brows  as  if  to  say,  You  call  that   a  brawl?   But  instead  he  growled, 

“Starting  at  dawn,  you’ll  earn  your  keep  by  helping  in  the  kitchen.  Unless  you plan to murder everyone in the fortress, there is no need for you to be armed. Or

to be armed while we train. So I’ll keep your daggers until you’ve earned them

back.” 

Well, that felt familiar. “The kitchen?” 

He  bared  his  teeth  in  a  wicked  grin.  “Everyone  pulls  their  weight  here. 

Princesses included. No one’s above some hard labor, least of all you.” 

And  didn’t  she  have  the  scars  to  prove  it.  Not  that  she’d  tell  him  that.  She didn’t know what she’d do if he learned about Endovier and mocked her for it—

or pitied her. “So my training includes being a scullery maid?” 

“Part of it.” Again, she could have sworn she could read the unspoken words

in his eyes:  And I’m going to savor every damn second of your misery. 

“For  an  old  bastard,  you  certainly  haven’t  bothered  to  learn  manners  at  any

point  in  your  long  existence.”  Never  mind  that  he  looked  to  be  in  his  late twenties. 

“Why should I waste flattery on a child who’s already in love with herself?” 

“We’re related, you know.” 

“We’ve as much blood in common as I do with the fortress pig-boy.” 

She  felt  her  nostrils  flare,  and  he  shoved  the  bucket  in  her  face.  She  almost knocked it right back into his, but decided that she didn’t want a broken nose and

began disarming herself. 

Rowan  counted  every  weapon  she  put  in  the  bucket  as  though  he’d  already

learned  how  many  she’d  been  carrying,  even  the  hidden  ones.  Then  he  tucked

the bucket against his side and slammed the door without so much of a good-bye

beyond “Be ready at dawn.” 

“Bastard. Old stinking bastard,” she muttered, surveying the room. 

A bed, a chamber pot, and a washbasin with icy water. She’d debated a bath, 

but  opted  to  use  the  water  to  clean  out  her  mouth  and  tend  to  her  lip.  She  was starving, but going to find food involved meeting people. So once she’d mended

her lip as best she could with the supplies in her satchel, she tumbled into bed, 

reeking vagrant clothes and all, and lay there for several hours. 

There was one small window with no coverings in her room. Celaena turned

over in bed to look through it to the patch of stars above the trees surrounding

the fortress. 

Lashing out at Rowan like that, saying the things she did, trying to  fight with

him  …  She’d  deserved  that  punch.  More  than  deserved  it.  If  she  was  being

honest  with  herself,  she  was  barely  passable  as  a  human  being  these  days.  She fingered her split lip and winced. 

She  scanned  the  night  sky  until  she  located  the  Stag,  the  Lord  of  the  North. 

The unmoving star atop the stag’s head—the eternal crown—pointed the way to

Terrasen.  She’d  been  told  that  the  great  rulers  of  Terrasen  turned  into  those bright stars so their people would never be alone—and would always know the

way  home.  She  hadn’t  set  foot  there  in  ten  years.  While  he’d  been  her  master, Arobynn hadn’t let her, and afterward she hadn’t dared. 

She had whispered the truth that day at Nehemia’s grave. She’d been running

for so long that she didn’t know what it was to stand and fight. Celaena loosed a

breath and rubbed her eyes. 

What  Maeve  didn’t  understand,  what  she  could  never  understand,  was  just

how much that little princess in Terrasen had damned them a decade ago, even

worse than Maeve herself had. She had damned them all, and then left the world

to burn into ash and dust. 

So Celaena turned away from the stars, nestling under the threadbare blanket against the frigid cold, and closed her eyes, trying to dream of a different world. 

A world where she was no one at all. 

Chapter 9

Manon Blackbeak stood on a cliff beside the snow-swollen river, eyes closed as

the damp wind bit her face. There were few sounds she enjoyed more than the

groans of dying men, but the wind was one of them. 

Leaning into the breeze was the closest she came to flying these days—save

in  rare  dreams,  when  she  was  again  in  the  clouds,  her  ironwood  broom  still

functioning, not the scrap of useless wood it was now, chucked into the closet of

her room at Blackbeak Keep. 

It had been ten years since she’d tasted mist and cloud and ridden on the back

of the wind. Today would have been a flawless flying day, the wind wicked and

fast. Today, she would have soared. 

Behind her, Mother Blackbeak was still talking with the enormous man from

the caravan who called himself a duke. It had been more than coincidence, she

supposed,  that  soon  after  she’d  left  that  blood-soaked  field  in  Fenharrow  she’d received  a  summons  from  her  grandmother.  And  more  than  coincidence  that

she’d  been  not  forty  miles  from  the  rendezvous  point  just  over  the  border  in Adarlan. 

Manon  was  on  guard  duty  while  her  grandmother,  the  High  Witch  of  the

Blackbeak clan, spoke to the duke beside the raging Acanthus River. The rest of

her coven had taken their positions around the small encampment—twelve other

witches,  all  around  Manon’s  age,  all  of  them  raised  and  trained  together.  Like Manon,  they  had  no  weapons,  but  it  seemed  that  the  duke  knew  enough  to

realize Blackbeaks didn’t need weapons to be deadly. 

You didn’t need a weapon at all when you were born one. 

And when you were one of Manon’s Thirteen, with whom she had fought and

flown  for  the  past  hundred  years  …  Often  just  the  name  of  the  coven  was

enough  to  send  enemies  fleeing.  The  Thirteen  did  not  have  a  reputation  for

mercy—or making mistakes. 

Manon  eyed  the  armored  guards  around  the  camp.  Half  were  watching  the

Blackbeak witches, the others monitoring the duke and her grandmother. It was

an  honor  that  the  High  Witch  had  chosen  the  Thirteen  to  guard  her—no  other

coven  had  been  summoned.  No  other  coven  was  needed  if  the  Thirteen  were

present. 

Manon slid her attention to the nearest guard. His sweat, the faint tang of fear, 

and the heavy musk of exhaustion drifted toward her. From the look and smell of it,  they’d  been  traveling  for  weeks.  There  were  two  prison  wagons  with  them. 

One emitted a very distinct male odor—and perhaps a remnant of cologne. One

was female. Both smelled wrong. 

Manon had been born soulless, her grandmother said. Soulless and heartless, 

as  a  Blackbeak  ought  to  be.  She  was  wicked  right  down  to  the  marrow  of  her bones.  But  the  people  in  those  wagons,  and  the  duke,  they  smelled   wrong. 

Different. Alien. 

The  nearby  guard  shifted  on  his  feet.  She  gave  him  a  smile.  His  hand

tightened on the hilt of his sword. 

Because she could, because she was growing bored, Manon cocked her jaw, 

sending  her  iron  teeth  snapping  down.  The  guard  took  a  step  back,  his  breath coming faster, the acrid tang of fear sharpening. 

With  her  moon-white  hair,  alabaster  skin,  and  burnt-gold  eyes,  she’d  been

told by ill-fated men that she was beautiful as a Fae queen. But what those men

realized  too  late  was  that  her  beauty  was  merely  a  weapon  in  her  natural-born arsenal. And it made things so, so fun. 

Feet crunched in the snow and bits of dead grass, and Manon turned from the

trembling  guard  and  the  roaring  brown  Acanthus  to  find  her  grandmother

approaching. 

In  the  ten  years  since  magic  had  vanished,  their  aging  process  had  warped. 

Manon  herself  was  well  over  a  century  old,  but  until  ten  years  ago,  she  had looked  no  older  than  sixteen.  Now,  she  looked  to  be  in  her  midtwenties.  They were aging like mortals, they had soon realized with no small amount of panic. 

And her grandmother …

The rich, voluminous midnight robes of Mother Blackbeak flowed like water

in the crisp breeze. Her grandmother’s face was now marred with the beginnings

of  wrinkles,  her  ebony  hair  sprinkled  with  silver.  The  High  Witch  of  the

Blackbeak Clan wasn’t just beautiful—she was alluring. Even now, with mortal

years pressing down upon her bone-white skin, there was something entrancing

about the Matron. 

“We  leave  now,”  Mother  Blackbeak  said,  walking  north  along  the  river. 

Behind  them,  the  duke’s  men  closed  ranks  around  the  encampment.  Smart  for

mortals to be so cautious when the Thirteen were present—and bored. 

One  jerk  of  the  chin  from  Manon  was  all  it  took  for  the  Thirteen  to  fall  in line. The twelve other sentinels kept the required distance behind Manon and her

grandmother,  footsteps  near  silent  in  the  winter  grass.  None  of  them  had  been able  to  find  a  single  Crochan  in  the  months  they’d  been  infiltrating  town  after

town. And Manon fully expected some form of punishment for it later. Flogging, perhaps  a  few  broken  fingers—nothing  too  permanent,  but  it  would  be  public. 

That  was  her  grandmother’s  preferred  method  of  punishment:  not  the   how,  but the humiliation. 

Yet her grandmother’s gold-flecked black eyes, the heirloom of the Blackbeak

Clan’s  purest  bloodline,  were  bent  on  the  northern  horizon,  toward  Oakwald

Forest and the  towering White Fangs  far beyond. The  gold-speckled eyes  were

the most cherished trait in their Clan for a reason Manon had never bothered to

learn—and when her grandmother had seen that Manon’s were wholly of pure, 

dark  gold,  the  Matron  had  carried  her  away  from  her  daughter’s  still-cooling

corpse and proclaimed Manon her undisputed heir. 

Her  grandmother  kept  walking,  and  Manon  didn’t  press  her  to  speak.  Not

unless she wanted her tongue ripped clean from her mouth. 

“We’re  to  travel  north,”  her  grandmother  said  when  the  encampment  was

swallowed up by the foothills. “I want you to send three of your Thirteen south, 

west,  and  east.  They  are  to  seek  out  our  kith  and  kin  and  inform  them  that  we will all assemble in the Ferian Gap. Every last Blackbeak—no witch or sentinel

left behind.” 

Nowadays there was no difference—every witch belonged to a coven and was

therefore a sentinel. Since the downfall of their western kingdom, since they had

started clawing for their survival, every Black-beak, Yellowlegs, and Blueblood

had to be ready to fight—ready at any time to reclaim their lands or die for their

people.  Manon  herself  had  never  set  foot  in  the  former  Witch  Kingdom,  had

never seen the ruins or the flat, green expanse that stretched to the western sea. 

None of her Thirteen had seen it, either, all of them wanderers and exiles thanks

to  a  curse  from  the  last  Crochan  Queen  as  she  bled  out  on  that  legendary

battlefield. 

The Matron went on, still staring at the mountains. “And if your sentinels see

members of the other clans, they are to inform them to gather in the Gap, too. No

fighting,  no  provoking—just  spread  the  word.”  Her  grandmother’s  iron  teeth

flashed  in  the  afternoon  sun.  Like  most  of  the  ancient  witches—the  ones  who

had  been  born  in  the  Witch  Kingdom  and  fought  in  the  Ironteeth  Alliance  to

shatter  the  chains  of  the  Crochan  Queens—Mother  Blackbeak  wore  her  iron

teeth permanently on display. Manon had never seen them retracted. 

Manon  bit  back  her  questions.  The  Ferian  Gap—the  deadly,  blasted  bit  of

land between the White Fang and Ruhnn Mountains, and one of the few passes

between the fertile lands of the east and the Western Wastes. 

Manon had made the passage through the snow-crusted labyrinth of caves and

ravines  on  foot—just  once,  with  the  Thirteen  and  two  other  covens,  right  after magic  had  vanished,  when  they  were  all  nearly  blind,  deaf,  and  dumb  with  the agony  of  suddenly  being  grounded.  Half  of  the  other  witches  hadn’t  made  it

through the Gap. The Thirteen had barely survived, and Manon had almost lost

an  arm  to  an  ice  cavern  cave-in.  Almost  lost  it,  but  kept  it  thanks  to  the  quick thinking of Asterin, her second in command, and the brute strength of Sorrel, her

Third.  The  Ferian  Gap;  Manon  hadn’t  been  back  since.  For  months  now  there

had been rumors of far darker things than witches dwelling there. 

“Baba  Yellowlegs  is  dead.”  Manon  whipped  her  head  to  her  grandmother, 

who  was  smiling  faintly.  “Killed  in  Rifthold.  The  duke  received  word.  No  one knows who, or why.” 

“Crochans?” 

“Perhaps.”  Mother  Blackbeak’s  smile  spread,  revealing  iron  teeth  spotted

with rust. “The King of Adarlan has invited us to assemble in the Ferian Gap. He

says he has a gift for us there.” 

Manon considered what she knew about the vicious, deadly king hell-bent on

conquering  the  world.  Her  responsibility  as  both  Coven  leader  and  heir  was  to keep  her  grandmother  alive;  it  was  instinct  to  anticipate  every  pitfall,  every potential threat. “It could be a trap. To gather us in one place, and then destroy

us. He could be working with the Crochans. Or perhaps the Bluebloods. They’ve

always wanted to make themselves High Witches of every Ironteeth Clan.” 

“Oh,  I  think  not,”  Mother  Blackbeak  purred,  her  depthless  ebony  eyes

crinkling. “For the king has made us an offer. Made all the Iron-teeth Clans an

offer.” 

Manon  waited,  even  though  she  could  have  gutted  someone  just  to  ease  the

miserable impatience. 

“The king needs  riders,” Mother Blackbeak  said, still staring  at the horizon. 

“Riders for his wyverns—to be his aerial cavalry. He’s been breeding them in the

Gap all these years.” 

It  had  been  a  while—too  damn  long—but  Manon  could  feel  the  threads  of

fate twisting around them, tightening. 

“And  when  we  are  done,  when  we  have  served  him,  he  will  let  us  keep  the

wyverns. To take our host to reclaim the Wastes from the mortal pigs who now

dwell  there.”  A  fierce,  wild  thrill  pierced  Manon’s  chest,  sharp  as  a  knife. 

Following the Matron’s gaze, Manon looked to the horizon, where the mountains

were  still  blanketed  with  winter.  To  fly  again,  to  soar  through  the  mountain passes, to hunt down prey the way they’d been born to …

They weren’t enchanted ironwood brooms. 

But wyverns would do just fine. 

Chapter 10

After a grueling day of training new recruits, avoiding Dorian, and keeping well

away  from  the  king’s  watchful  eye,  Chaol  was  almost  at  his  rooms,  more  than ready  to  sleep,  when  he  noticed  that  two  of  his  men  were  missing  from  their posts outside the Great Hall. The two remaining men winced as he stopped dead. 

It wasn’t unusual for guards to occasionally miss a shift. If someone was sick, 

if  they  had  some  family  tragedy,  Chaol  always  found  a  replacement.  But  two

 missing  guards,  with  no  replacement  in  sight  …  “Someone  had  better  start talking,” he ground out. 

One of them cleared their throats—a newer guard, who had just finished his

training three months before. The other one was relatively new, too, which was

why he’d assigned them to night duty outside the empty Great Hall. But he’d put

them  under  the  supposedly  responsible  and  watchful  eyes  of  the  two   other

guards, both of whom had been there for years. 

The guard who’d cleared his throat went red. “It—they said … Ah, Captain, 

they said that no one would really notice if they were gone, since it’s the Great

Hall, and it’s empty and, ah—” 

“Use your words,” Chaol snapped. He was going to  murder the two deserters. 

“The  general’s  party,  sir,”  said  the  other.  “General  Ashryver  walked  past  on

his way into Rifthold and invited them to join him. He said it would be all right

with you, so they went with him.” 

A muscle feathered in his jaw. Of course Aedion did. 

“And you two,” Chaol growled, “didn’t think it would be useful to report this

to anyone?” 

“With all due respect, sir,” said the second one, “we were … we didn’t want

them to think we were ratters. And it’s just the Great Hall—” 

“Wrong  thing  to  say,”  Chaol  snarled.  “You’re  both  on  double  duty  for  a

month—in  the  gardens.”  Where  it  was  still  freezing.  “Your  leisure  time  is  now nonexistent.  And  if  you   ever  again  fail  to  report  another  guard  abandoning  his post, you’re both gone. Understood?” 

When he got a mumbled confirmation, he stalked toward the front gate of the

castle.  Like  hell  he’d  go  to  sleep  now.  He  had  two  guards  to  hunt  down  in Rifthold … and a general to exchange some words with. 
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Aedion  had  rented  out  an  entire  tavern.  Men  were  at  the  door  to  keep  out  the riffraff,  but  one  glare  from  Chaol,  one  glimpse  of  the  eagle-shaped  pommel  of his  sword,  had  them  stepping  aside.  The  tavern  was  crammed  with  various

nobles,  some  women  who  could  have  been  courtesans  or  courtiers,  and  men—

lots  of  drunk,  boisterous  men.  Card  games,  dice,  bawdy  singing  to  the  music

made by the small quintet by the roaring fire, free-flowing taps of ale, bottles of

sparkling  wine  …  Was  Aedion  going  to  pay  for  this  with  his  blood  money,  or was it on the king? 

Chaol spotted his two guards, plus half a dozen others, playing cards, women

in their laps, grinning like fiends. Until they saw him. 

They  were  still  groveling  as  Chaol  sent  them  packing—back  to  the  castle, 

where  he  would  deal  with  them  tomorrow.  He  couldn’t  decide  whether  they

deserved to lose their positions, since Aedion had lied, and he didn’t like making

choices  like  that  unless  he’d  slept  on  them  first.  So  out  they  went,  into  the freezing night. And then Chaol began the process of hunting down the general. 

But no one knew where he was. First, someone sent Chaol upstairs, to one of

the  tavern’s  bedrooms.  Where  he  indeed  found  the  two  women  someone  said

Aedion had slipped away with—but another man was between them. Chaol only

demanded where the general had gone. The women said they’d seen him playing

dice  in  the  cellar  with  some  masked,  high-ranking  nobles.  So  Chaol  stormed

down there. And indeed, there were the masked, high-ranking nobles. They were

pretending  to  be  mere  revelers,  but  Chaol  recognized  them  anyway,  even  if  he didn’t  call  them  out  by  name.  They  insisted  Aedion  was  last  seen  playing  the fiddle in the main room. 

So Chaol went back upstairs. Aedion was certainly not playing the fiddle. Or

the drum, or the lute or the pipes. In fact, it seemed that Aedion Ashryver wasn’t

even at his own party. 

A  courtesan  prowled  up  to  him  to  sell  her  wares,  and  would  have  walked

away  at  his  snarl  had  Chaol  not  offered  her  a  silver  coin  for  information  about the general. She’d seen him leave an hour ago—on the arm of one of her rivals. 

Headed off to a more  private location, but she didn’t know where. If Aedion was

no longer here, then … Chaol went back to the castle. 

But  he  did  hear  one  more  bit  of  information.  The  Bane  would  arrive  soon, 

people  said,  and  when  the  legion  descended  on  the  city,  they  planned  to  show Rifthold  a  whole  new  level  of  debauchery.  All  of  Chaol’s  guards  were  invited, apparently. 

It was the last thing he wanted or needed—an entire legion of lethal warriors wreaking havoc on Rifthold and distracting his men. If that happened, the king

might look too closely at Chaol—or ask where he sometimes disappeared to. 

So he needed to have more than just words with Aedion. He needed to find

something to use against him so Aedion would agree  not to throw these parties

and swear to keep his Bane under control. Tomorrow night, he’d go to whatever

party Aedion threw. 

And see what leverage he could find. 

Chapter 11

Freezing and aching from shivering all night, Celaena awoke before dawn in her

miserable little room and found an ivory tin sitting outside the door. It was filled

with a salve that smelled of mint and rosemary, and beneath it was a note written

in tight, concise letters. 

 You deserved it. Maeve sends her wishes for a speedy recovery. 

Snorting  at  the  lecture  Rowan  must  have  received,  and  how  it  must  have

ruffled his feathers to bring her the gift, Celaena smeared the salve onto her still-

swollen lip. A glance in the speckled shard of mirror above the dresser revealed

that  she  had  seen  better  days.  And  was  never  drinking  wine  or  eating  teggya again. Or going more than a day without a bath. 

Apparently  Rowan  agreed,  because  he’d  also  left  a  few  pitchers  of  water, 

some soap, and a new set of clothes: white underthings, a loose shirt, and a pale-

gray  surcoat  and  cloak  similar  to  what  he  had  worn  the  day  before.  Though

simple, the fabric was thick and of good quality. 

Celaena washed as best she could, shaking with the cold leaking in from the

misty forest beyond. Suddenly homesick for the giant bathing pool at the palace, 

she quickly dried and slid into the clothes, thankful for the layers. 

Her  teeth  wouldn’t  stop  chattering.  Hadn’t  stopped  chattering  all  night, 

actually.  Having  wet  hair  now  didn’t  help,  even  after  she  braided  it  back.  She stuffed  her  feet  into  the  knee-high  leather  boots  and  tied  the  thick  red  sash around  her  waist  as  tightly  as  she  could  manage  without  losing  the  ability  to move, hoping to give herself  some shape, but …

Celaena  scowled  at  the  mirror.  She’d  lost  weight—enough  so  that  her  face

looked  about  as  hollow  as  she  felt.  Even  her  hair  had  become  rather  dull  and limp. The salve had already taken down the swelling in her lip, but not the color. 

At least she was clean again. If frozen to her core. And—completely overdressed

for kitchen duty. Sighing, she unwrapped her sash and shrugged off the overcoat, 

tossing  them  onto  the  bed.  Gods,  her  hands  were  so  cold  that  the  ring  on  her finger was slipping and sliding about. She knew it was a mistake, but she looked

at it anyway, the amethyst dark in the early morning light. 

What would Chaol make of all this? She was here, after all, because of him. 

Not just here in this physical place, but here inside this endless exhaustion, the

near-constant ache in her chest. It was not his fault that Nehemia died, not when
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the princess had orchestrated everything. Yet he had kept information from her. 

He had chosen the  king. Even though he’d claimed he loved her, he still loyally

served that monster. Maybe she had been a fool for letting him in, for dreaming

of a world where she could ignore the fact that he was captain to the man who

had shattered her life again and again. 

The pain in her chest sharpened enough that breathing became difficult. She

stood there for a moment, pushing back against it, letting it sink into the fog that

smothered her soul, and then trudged out the door. 

The one benefit to scullery duty was that the kitchen was warm. Hot, even. The

great  brick  oven  and  hearth  were  blazing,  chasing  away  the  morning  mist  that slithered  in  from  the  trees  beyond  the  bay  of  windows  above  the  copper  sinks. 

There were only two other people in the kitchen—a hunched old man tending to

the  bubbling  pots  on  the  hearth  and  a  youth  at  the  wooden  table  that  split  the kitchen in half, chopping onions and monitoring what smelled like bread. By the

Wyrd, she was hungry. That bread smelled divine. And what was in those pots? 

Despite the absurdly early hour, the young man’s merry prattling had echoed

off  the  stones  of  the  stairwell,  but  he’d  fallen  silent,  both  men  stopping  their work, when Rowan strode down the steps into the kitchen. The Fae prince had

been waiting for her down the hall, arms crossed, already bored. But his animal-

bright  eyes  had  narrowed  slightly,  as  if  he’d  been  half  hoping  she  would

oversleep  and  give  him  an  excuse  to  punish  her.  As  an  immortal,  he  probably had  endless  patience  and  creativity  when  it  came  to  thinking  up  miserable

punishments. 

Rowan  addressed  the  old  man  by  the  hearth—standing  so  still  that  Celaena

wondered  if  the  prince  had  learned  it  or  been  born  with  it.  “Your  new  scullery maid  for  the  morning  shift.  After  breakfast,  I  have  her  for  the  rest  of  the  day.” 

Apparently,  his  lack  of  greeting  wasn’t  personal.  Rowan  looked  at  her  with

raised brows, and she could see the words in his eyes as clearly as if he’d spoken

them:   You  wanted  to  remain  unidentified,  so  go  ahead,  Princess.  Introduce

 yourself with whatever name you want. 

At least he’d listened to her last night. “Elentiya,” she choked out. “My name

is Elentiya.” Her gut tightened. 

Thank the gods Rowan didn’t snort at the name. She might have eviscerated

him—or tried to, at least—if he mocked the name Nehemia had given her. 

The  old  man  hobbled  forward,  wiping  his  gnarled  hands  on  a  crisp  white

apron.  His  brown  woolen  clothes  were  simple  and  worn—a  bit  threadbare  in places—and  he  seemed  to  have  some  trouble  with  his  left  knee,  but  his  white hair was tied back neatly from his tan face. He bowed stiffly. “So good of you to

find us additional help, Prince.” He shifted his chestnut-brown eyes to Celaena

and gave her a no-nonsense onceover. “Ever work in a kitchen?” 

With all the things she had done, all the places and things and people she had

seen, she had to say no. 

“Well, I hope you’re a fast learner and quick on your feet,” he said. 

“I’ll  do  my  best.”  Apparently  that  was  all  Rowan  needed  to  hear  before  he

stalked off, his footsteps silent, every movement smooth and laced with power. 

Just  watching  him,  she  knew  he’d  held  back  last  night  when  punching  her.  If he’d wanted to, he could have shattered her jaw. 

“I’m Emrys,” the old man said. He hurried to the oven, grabbing a long, flat

wooden shovel from the wall to pull a brown loaf out of the oven. Introduction

over. Good. No wishy-washy nonsense or smiling or any of that. But his ears—

 Half-breeds. Peeking up from Emrys’s white hair were the markers of his Fae

heritage. 

“And this is Luca,” the old man said, pointing to the youth at the worktable. 

Even  though  a  rack  of  iron  pots  and  pans  hanging  from  the  ceiling  partially blocked her view of him, he gave Celaena a broad smile, his mop of tawny curls

sticking up this way and that. He had to be a few years younger than her at least, 

and  hadn’t  yet  grown  into  his  tall  frame  or  broad  shoulders.  He  didn’t  have properly fitting clothes, either, given how short the sleeves of his ordinary brown

tunic were. “You and he will be sharing a lot of the scullery work, I’m afraid.” 

“Oh,  it’s  absolutely  miserable,”  Luca  chirped,  sniffling  loudly  at  the  reek  of the  onions  he  was  chopping,  “but  you’ll  get  used  to  it.  Though  maybe  not  the waking  up  before  dawn  part.”  Emrys  shot  the  young  man  a  glare,  and  Luca

amended, “At least the company’s good.” 

She gave him her best attempt at a civilized nod and took in the layout again. 

Behind Luca, a second stone staircase spiraled up and out of sight, and the two

towering  cupboards  on  either  side  of  it  were  crammed  with  well-worn,  if  not

cracked, dishes and cutlery. The top half of a wooden door by the windows was

wide  open,  a  wall  of  trees  and  mist  swirling  beyond  a  small  clearing  of  grass. 

Past them, the ring of megaliths towered like eternal guardians. 

She  caught  Emrys  studying  her  hands  and  held  them  out,  scars  and  all. 

“Already mangled and ruined, so you won’t find me weeping over broken nails.” 

“Mother  keep  me.  What  happened?”  But  even  as  the  old  man  spoke,  she

could  see  him  putting  the  pieces  together—see  him  deciphering  Celaena’s
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accent, taking in her swollen lip and the shadows under her eyes. 

“Adarlan  will  do  that  to  a  person.”  Luca’s  knife  thudded  on  the  table,  but

Celaena kept her eyes on the old man. “Give me whatever work you want. Any

work.” 

Let  Rowan  think  she  was  spoiled  and  selfish.  She  was,  but  she  wanted  sore

muscles  and  blistered  hands  and  to  fall  into  bed  so  exhausted  she  wouldn’t

dream, wouldn’t think, wouldn’t feel much of anything. 

Emrys clicked his tongue. There was enough pity in the man’s eyes that for a

heartbeat,  Celaena  contemplated  biting  his  head  off.  Then  he  said,  “Just  finish the onions. Luca, you mind the bread. I’ve got to start on the casseroles.” 

Celaena took up the spot that Luca had already vacated at the end of the table, 

passing  the  giant  hearth  as  she  did  so—a  mammoth  thing  of  ancient  stone, 

carved  with  symbols  and  odd  faces.  Even  the  posts  of  the  brazier  had  been

fashioned into standing figures, and displayed atop the thin mantel was a set of

nine iron figurines. Gods and goddesses. 

Celaena  quickly  looked  away  from  the  two  females  in  the  center—one

crowned  with  a  star  and  armed  with  a  bow  and  quiver,  the  other  bearing  a

polished bronze disk upheld between her raised hands. She could have sworn she

felt them watching her. 

Breakfast was a madhouse. 

As  dawn  filled  the  windows  with  golden  light,  chaos  descended  on  the

kitchen,  people  rushing  in  and  out.  There  weren’t  any  servants,  just  weathered people doing their chores or even helping because they felt like it. Great tubs of

eggs  and  potatoes  and  vegetables  vanished  as  soon  as  they  were  placed  on  the table,  whisked  up  the  stairs  and  into  what  had  to  be  the  dining  hall.  Jugs  of water, of milk, of the gods knew what were hauled up. Celaena was introduced

to some of the people, but most didn’t cast a look in her direction. 

And wasn’t that a lovely change from the usual stares and terror and whispers

that  had  marked  the  past  ten  years  of  her  life.  She  had  a  feeling  Rowan  would keep his mouth shut about her identity, if only because he seemed to hate talking

to  others  as  much  as  she  did.  In  the  kitchen,  chopping  vegetables  and  washing pans, she was absolutely, gloriously nobody. 

Her  dull  knife  was  a  nightmare  when  it  came  to  chopping  mushrooms, 

scallions, and an  endless avalanche of  potatoes. No one,  except perhaps Emrys

with  his  all-seeing  eyes,  seemed  to  notice  her  perfect  slices.  Someone  merely

scooped them up and tossed them in a pot, then told her to cut something else. 

Then—nothing.  Everyone  but  her  two  companions  vanished  upstairs,  and

sleepy  laughter,  grumbling,  and  clinking  silverware  echoed  down  the  stairwell. 

Famished, Celaena looked longingly at the food left on the worktable just as she

caught Luca staring at her. 

“Go ahead,” he said with a grin before moving to help Emrys haul a massive

iron cauldron over toward the sink. Even with the insanity of the past hour, Luca

had  managed  to  chat  up  almost  every  person  who  came  into  the  kitchen,  his

voice and laughter floating over the clanging pots and barked orders. “You’ll be

at those dishes for a while and might as well eat now.” 

Indeed,  there  was  a   tower  of  dishes  and  pots  already  by  the  sinks.  The cauldron alone would take forever. So Celaena plunked down at the table, served

herself some eggs and potatoes, poured a cup of tea, and dug in. 

Devouring  was  a  better  word  for  what  she  did.  Holy  gods,  it  was  delicious. 

Within  moments,  she’d  consumed  two  pieces  of  toast  laden  with  eggs,  then

started  on  the  fried  potatoes.  Which  were  as  absurdly  good  as  the  eggs.  She ditched the tea in favor of downing a glass of the richest milk she’d ever tasted. 

Not that she ever really drank milk, since she’d had her pick of exotic juices in

Rifthold,  but  …  She  looked  up  from  her  plate  to  find  Emrys  and  Luca  gaping from  the  hearth.  “Gods  above,”  the  old  man  said,  moving  to  sit  at  the  table. 

“When was the last time you ate?” 

Good food like this? A while. And if Rowan was coming back at some point, 

she didn’t want to be swaying from hunger. She needed her strength for training. 

Magic training. Which was sure to be horrific, but she would do it—to fulfill her

bargain with Maeve and honor her vow to Nehemia. Suddenly not very hungry, 

she set down her fork. “Sorry,” she said. 

“Oh, eat all you like,” Emrys said. “There’s nothing more satisfying to a cook

than  seeing  someone  enjoy  his  food.”  He  said  it  with  enough  humor  and

kindness that it chafed. 

How would they react if they knew the things she’d done? What would they

do  if  they  knew  about  the  blood  she’d  spilled,  how  she’d  tortured  Grave  and taken him apart piece by piece, the way she’d gutted Archer in that sewer? The

way she’d failed her friend. Failed a lot of people. 

They  were  noticeably  quieter  as  they  sat  down.  They  didn’t  ask  her  any

questions.  Which  was  perfect,  because  she  didn’t  really  want  to  start  a

conversation.  She  wouldn’t  be  here  for  long,  anyway.  Emrys  and  Luca  kept  to

themselves, chatting about the training Luca was to do with some of the sentries

on  the  battlements  that  day,  the  meat  pies  Emrys  would  make  for  lunch,  the

oncoming  spring  rains  that  might  ruin  the  Beltane  festival  like  last  year.  Such ordinary  things  to  talk  about,  worry  about.  And  they  were  so  easy  with  each other—a family in their own way. 

Uncorrupted  by  a  wicked  empire,  by  years  of  brutality  and  slavery  and

bloodshed.  She  could  almost  see  the  three  souls  in  the  kitchen  lined  up  beside each other: theirs bright and clear, hers a flickering black flame. 

 Do  not  let  that  light  go  out.  Nehemia’s  last  words  to  her  that  night  in  the tunnels.  Celaena  pushed  around  the  food  on  her  plate.  She’d  never  known

anyone  whose  life  hadn’t  been  overshadowed  by  Adarlan.  She  could  barely

remember her brief years before the continent had been enslaved, when Terrasen

had still been free. 

She could not remember what it was like to be free. 

A  pit  yawned  open  beneath  her  feet,  so  deep  that  she  had  to  move  lest  it

swallow her whole. 

She  was  about  to  get  started  on  the  dishes  when  Luca  said  from  down  the

table, “So you either have to be very important or very unlucky to have Rowan

training  you  to  enter  Doranelle.”  Damned  was  more  like  it,  but  she  kept  her mouth shut. Emrys was looking on with cautious interest. “That  is  what  you’re

training for, right?” 

“Isn’t  that  why  you’re  all  here?”  The  words  came  out  flatter  than  even  she

expected. 

Luca  said,  “Yes,  but  I’ve  got  years  until  I  learn  whether  I’ve  met  their

qualifications.” 

Years.  Years?  Maeve couldn’t mean for her to be here that long. She looked at

Emrys. “How long have you been training?” 

The old man snorted. “Oh, I was about fifteen when I came here, and worked

for them for about … ten years, and I was never worthy enough. Too ordinary. 

Then I decided I’d rather have a home and my own kitchen here than be looked

down upon in Doranelle for the rest of my days. It didn’t hurt that my mate felt

the  same  way.  You’ll  meet  him  soon  enough.  He’s  always  popping  in  to  steal

food for himself and his men.” He chuckled, and Luca grinned. 

Mate—not  husband.  The  Fae  had  mates:  an  unbreakable  bond,  deeper  than

marriage, that lasted beyond death. Celaena asked, “So you’re all—half-breeds?” 

Luca stiffened, but flashed a smile as he said, “Only the pure-blooded Fae call

us  that.  We  prefer  demi-Fae.  But  yes,  most  of  us  were  born  to  mortal  mothers, with  the  fathers  unaware  they’d  sired  us.  The  gifted  ones  usually  get  snatched away  to  Doranelle,  but  for  us   common  offspring,  the  humans  still  aren’t comfortable  with  us,  so  …  we  go  here,  we  come  to  Mistward.  Or  to  the  other

border  outposts.  Few  enough  get  permission  to  go  to  Doranelle  that  most  just come  here  to  live  among  their  own  kind.”  Luca’s  eyes  narrowed  on  her  ears. 

“Looks like you got more human in you than Fae.” 

“Because I’m not half.” She didn’t want to share any more details than that. 

“Can you shift?” Luca asked. Emrys shot him a warning look. 

“Can  you?” she asked. 

“Oh, no. Neither of us can. If we could, we’d probably be in Doranelle with

the other ‘gifted’ offspring that Maeve likes to collect.” 

Emrys growled. “Careful, Luca.” 

“Maeve doesn’t deny it, so why should I? That’s what Bas and the others are

saying,  too.  Anyway,  there  are  a  few  sentries  here  who  have  secondary  forms, like Malakai—Emrys’s mate. And they’re here because they want to be.” 

She wasn’t at all surprised that Maeve took an interest in the gifted ones—or

that Maeve locked all the useless ones out. “And do either of you have—gifts?” 

“You  mean  magic?”  Luca  said,  his  mouth  quirking  to  the  side.  “Oh,  no—

neither  of  us  got  a  lick  of  it.  I  heard  your  continent  always  had  more  wielders than  we  did,  anyway,  and  more  variety.  Say,  is  it  true  that  it’s  all  gone  over there?” 

She nodded. Luca let out a low whistle. He opened his mouth to ask more, but

she wasn’t particularly in the mood to talk about it so she said, “Does anyone at

this fortress have magic?” Maybe they’d be able to tell her what to expect with

Rowan—and Maeve. 

Luca  shrugged.  “Some.  They’ve  only  got  a  hint  of  boring  stuff,  like

encouraging plants to grow or finding water or convincing rain to come. Not that

we need it here.” 

They’d be of no assistance with Rowan or Maeve, then. Wonderful. 

“But,” Luca chattered on, “no one here has any exciting or rare abilities. Like

shape-shifting  into  whatever  form  they  want,  or  controlling  fire”—her  stomach

clenched at that—“or oracular sight. We  did have a female wander in with raw

magic two years ago—she could do anything she wanted, summon any element, 

and  she  was  here  a  week  before  Maeve  called  her  to  Doranelle  and  we  never

heard from her again. A shame—she was so pretty, too. But it’s the same here as

it is everywhere else: a few people with a pathetic trace of elemental powers that

are really only fun for farmers.” 

Emrys  clicked  his  tongue.  “You  should  pray  the  gods  don’t  strike  you  with

lightning  for  speaking  like  that.”  Luca  groaned,  rolling  his  eyes,  but  Emrys

continued  his  lecture,  gesturing  at  the  youth  with  his  teacup.  “Those  powers

were gifts given to us by them long ago—gifts we needed to survive—and were

passed  down  through  the  generations.  Of  course  they’d  be  aligned  with  the elements, and of course they’d be watered down after so long.” 

Celaena glanced toward those iron figurines on the mantel. She contemplated

mentioning that some believed the gods had also bred with ancient humans and

given  them  magic  that  way,  but  …  that  would  involve  more  talking  than

necessary.  She  tilted  her  head  to  the  side.  “What  do  you  know  about  Rowan? 

How old is he?” The more she learned, the better. 

Emrys  wrapped  his  wrinkled  hands  around  his  teacup.  “He’s  one  of  the  few

Fae we see around Mistward—he stops in every now and then to retrieve reports

for  Maeve,  but  he  keeps  to  himself.  Never  stays  the  night.  Occasionally  he’ll come  with  the  others  like  him—there  are  six  of  them  who  closely  serve  the

Queen as war leaders or spies, you see. They never talk to us, and all we hear are

rumors  about  where  they  go  and  what  they  do.  But  I’ve  known  Rowan  since  I

first came here. Not that I really know him, mind you. Sometimes he’s gone for

years, off serving Her Majesty. And I don’t think anyone knows how old he is. 

When I was fifteen, the oldest people living here had known him since they were

younglings, so … I’d say he’s very old.” 

“And mean as an adder,” Luca muttered. 

Emrys gave him a warning look. “You’d best mind your tongue.” He glanced

toward the doors, as if Rowan would be lurking there. When his gaze fell again

on Celaena, it was wary. “I’ll admit that you’re probably in for a good heap of

difficulty.” 

“He’s  a  stone-cold  killer  and  a  sadist  is  what  he  means,”  Luca  added.  “The

meanest of Maeve’s personal cabal of warriors, they say.” 

Well, that wasn’t a surprise, either. But there were five others like him— that

was an unpleasant fact. She said quietly, “I can handle him.” 

“We’re  not  allowed  to  learn  the  Old  Language  until  we  enter  Doranelle,” 

Luca said, “but I heard his tattoo is a list of all the people he’s slaughtered.” 

“Hush,” Emrys said. 

“It’s not like he doesn’t act like it.” Luca frowned again at Celaena. “Maybe

you  should  consider  whether  Doranelle  is  worth  it,  you  know?  It’s  not  so  bad living here.” 

She’d  already  had  enough  interacting.  “I  can  handle  him,”  she  repeated. 

Maeve couldn’t intend to keep her here for years. If that started to seem likely, 

Celaena would leave. And find another way to stop the king. 

Luca  opened  his  mouth  but  Emrys  hushed  him  again,  his  gaze  falling  on

Celaena’s scarred hands. “Let her run her own course.” 

Luca  started  chattering  about  the  weather,  and  Celaena  headed  to  the

mountain of dishes. As she washed, she fell into a rhythm, as she’d done while cleaning her weapons aboard that ship. 

The  kitchen  sounds  turned  muffled  as  she  let  herself  spiral  down, 

contemplating that horrible realization again and again: she could not remember

what it was like to be free. 

Chapter 12

The Blackbeak Clan was the last to fully assemble at the Ferian Gap. 

As  a  result,  they  got  the  smallest  and  farthest  rooms  in  the  warren  of  halls carved into the Omega, the last of the Ruhnn Mountains and the northernmost of

the sister-peaks flanking the snow-blasted pass. 

Across  the  gap  was  the  Northern  Fang,  the  final  peak  of  the  White  Fangs, 

which  was  currently  occupied  by  the  king’s  men—massive  brutes  who  still

didn’t  know  quite  what  to  make  of  the  witches  who  had  stalked  in  from  every direction. 

They’d  been  here  for  a  day  and  Manon  had  yet  to  glimpse  any  sign  of  the

wyverns  the  king  had  promised.  She’d  heard  them,  even  though  they  were

housed across the pass in the Northern Fang. No matter how deep you got into

the  Omega’s  stone  halls,  the  shrieks  and  roars  vibrated  in  the  stone,  the  air pulsed with the boom of leathery wings, and the floors hissed with the scrape of

talon on rock. 

It had been five hundred years since all three Clans had assembled. There had

been  over  twenty  thousand  of  them  at  one  point.  Now  only  three  thousand

remained, and that was a generous estimate. All that was left of a once-mighty

kingdom. 

Still, the halls of the Omega were a dangerous place to be. Already she’d had

to  pull  apart  Asterin  and  a  Yellowlegs  bitch  who  hadn’t  yet  learned  that

Blackbeak sentinels—especially members of the Thirteen—didn’t take lightly to

being called soft-hearted. 

There had been blue blood splattered on their faces, and though Manon was

more than pleased to see that Asterin, beautiful, brash Asterin, had done most of

the damage, she’d still had to punish her Second. 

Three  unblocked  blows.  One  to  the  gut,  so  Asterin  could  feel  her  own

powerlessness; one to the ribs, so she’d consider her actions every time she drew

breath;  and  one  to  the  face,  so  her  broken  nose  would  remind  her  that  the

punishment could have been far worse. 

Asterin had taken them all without scream or complaint or plea, just as any of

the Thirteen would have done. 

And  this  morning,  her  Second,  nose  swollen  and  bruised  at  the  bridge,  had

given  Manon  a  fierce  grin  over  their  miserable  breakfast  of  boiled  oats.  Had  it

been another witch, Manon would have dragged her by the neck to the front of the room and made her regret the insolence, but Asterin …

Even though Asterin was her cousin, she wasn’t a friend. Manon didn’t have

friends.  None  of  the  witches,  especially  the  Thirteen,  had  friends.  But  Asterin had guarded her back for a century, and the grin was a sign that she wouldn’t put

a dagger in Manon’s spine the next time they were knee-deep in battle. 

No, Asterin was just insane enough to wear the broken nose like a badge of

honor, and would love her crooked nose for the rest of her not-so-immortal life. 

The Yellowlegs heir, a haughty bull of a witch named Iskra, had merely given

her offending sentinel a warning to keep her mouth shut and sent her down to the

infirmary in the belly of the mountain. Fool. 

All  the  coven  leaders  were  under  orders  to  keep  their  sentinels  in  line—to

suppress  the  fighting  between  Clans.  Or  else  the  three  Matrons  would  come

down  on  them  like  a  hammer.  Without  punishment,  without  Iskra  making  an

example of her, the offending witch would keep at it until she got strung up by

her toes by the new High Witch of the Yellowlegs Clan. 

They’d held a sham of a memorial service last night for Baba Yellowlegs in

the cavernous mess hall—lighting any old candles in lieu of the traditional black

ones,  wearing  whatever  hoods  they  could  find,  and  going  through  the  Sacred

Words to the Three-Faced Goddess as though they were reading a recipe. 

Manon had never met Baba Yellowlegs, and didn’t particularly care that she’d

died. She was more interested in  who had killed her, and why. They all were, and it was those questions that were exchanged between the expected words of loss

and  mourning.  Asterin  and  Vesta  had  done  the  talking,  as  they  usually  did, 

chatting  up  the  other  witches  while  Manon  listened  from  nearby.  No  one  knew

anything,  though.  Even  her  two  Shadows,  concealed  in  the  dark  pockets  of  the mess hall as they’d been trained to do, had overheard nothing. 

It was the not knowing that made her shoulders tight as Manon stalked up the

sloped  hallway  to  where  the  Matrons  and  all  the  Coven  leaders  were  to

assemble, Blackbeak and Yellowlegs witches stepping aside to let her pass. She

resented not knowing anything that might be useful, that might give the Thirteen

or the Blackbeaks an advantage. Of course, the Bluebloods were nowhere to be

seen. The reclusive witches had arrived first and claimed the uppermost rooms in

the  Omega,  saying  they  needed  the  mountain  breeze  to  complete  their  rituals

every day. 

Religious fanatics with their noses in the wind, was what Mother Blackbeak

had always called them. But it had been their insane devotion to the Three-Faced

Goddess  and  their  vision  of  the  Witch  Kingdom  under  Ironteeth  rule  that  had

mustered  the  Clans  five  centuries  ago—even  if  it  had  been  the  Blackbeak sentinels who’d won the battles for them. 

Manon treated her body as she would any other weapon: she kept it clean and

honed  and  ready  at  any  time  to  defend  and  destroy.  But  even  her  training

couldn’t keep her from being out of breath when she reached the atrium by the

black  bridge  that  connected  the  Omega  to  the  Northern  Fang.  She  hated  the

expanse of stone without even touching it. It smelled wrong. 

It  smelled  like  those  two  prisoners  she’d  seen  with  the  duke.  In  fact,  this whole  place  reeked  like  that.  The  scent  wasn’t  natural;  it  didn’t  belong  in  this world. 

About  fifty  witches—the  highest-ranking  coven  leaders  in  each  Clan—were

gathered  at  the  giant  hole  in  the  side  of  the  mountain.  Manon  spotted  her

grandmother  immediately,  standing  at  the  bridge  entrance  with  what  had  to  be

the Blueblood and Yellowlegs Matrons. 

The  new  Yellowlegs  Matron  was  supposedly  some  half  sister  of  Baba,  and

she  certainly  looked  the  part:  huddled  in  brown  robes,  saffron  ankles  peeking out, white hair braided back to reveal a wrinkled, brutal face mottled with age. 

By rule, all Yellowlegs wore their iron teeth and nails on permanent display, and

the new High Witch’s were shining in the dull morning light. 

Unsurprisingly,  the  Blueblood  Matron  was  tall  and  willowy,  more  priestess

than warrior. She wore the traditional deep blue robes, and a band of iron stars

circled her brow. As Manon approached the crowd, she could see that the stars

were barbed. Not surprising, either. 

Legend  had  it  that  all  witches  had  been  gifted  by  the  Three-Faced  Goddess

with  iron  teeth  and  nails  to  keep  them  anchored  to  this  world  when  magic

threatened  to  pull  them  away.  The  iron  crown,  supposedly,  was  proof  that  the magic in the Blueblood line ran so strong that their leader needed  more—needed

iron and pain—to keep her tethered in this realm. 

Nonsense.  Especially  when  magic  had  been  gone  these  past  ten  years.  But

Manon  had  heard  rumors  of  the  rituals  the  Bluebloods  did  in  their  forests  and caves, rituals in which pain was the gateway to magic, to opening their senses. 

Oracles, mystics, zealots. 

Manon stalked through the ranks of the assembled Blackbeak coven leaders. 

They were the most numerous—twenty coven leaders, over which Manon ruled

with her Thirteen. Each leader touched two fingers to her brow in deference. She

ignored  them  and  took  up  a  spot  at  the  front  of  the  crowd,  where  her

grandmother gave her an acknowledging glance. 

An honor, for any High Witch to acknowledge an individual. Manon bowed
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her head, pressing two fingers to her brow. Obedience, discipline, and brutality

were  the  most  beloved  words  in  the  Blackbeak  Clan.  All  else  was  to  be

extinguished without second thought. 

She still had her chin high, hands behind her back, when she spotted the other

two heirs watching her. 

The  Blueblood  heir,  Petrah,  stood  closest  to  the  High  Witches,  her  group  in

the center of the crowd. Manon stiffened but held her gaze. 

Her freckled skin was as pale as Manon’s, and her braided hair was as golden

as Asterin’s—a deep, brassy color that caught the gray light. She was beautiful, 

like so many of them, but grave. Above her blue eyes, a worn leather band rested

on her brow in lieu of the iron-star crown. There was no way of telling how old

she was, but she couldn’t be much older than Manon if she looked this way after

magic had vanished. There was no aggression, but no smile, either. Smiles were

rare amongst witches—unless you were on the hunt or on a killing field. 

The Yellowlegs heir, though … Iskra was grinning at Manon, bristling with a

challenge  that  Manon  found  herself  aching  to  meet.  Iskra  hadn’t  forgotten  the brawl between their sentinels in the hallway yesterday. If anything, from the look

in  Iskra’s  brown  eyes,  it  seemed  that  the  brawl  had  been  an  invitation.  Manon found herself debating how much trouble she’d get into for shredding the throat

of the Yellowlegs heir. It would put an end to any fights between their sentinels. 

It  would  also  put  an  end  to  her  life,  if  the  attack  were  unprovoked.  Witch justice was swift. Dominance battles could end in loss of life, but the claim had

to  be  made  up  front.  Without  a  formal  provocation  from  Iskra,  Manon’s  hands

were tied. 

“Now  that  we’re  assembled,”  the  Blueblood  Matron—Cresseida—said, 

drawing Manon’s attention,  “shall we show  you what we’ve  been brought here

to do?” 

Mother  Blackbeak  waved  a  hand  to  the  bridge,  black  robes  billowing  in  the

icy wind. “We walk into the sky, witches.” 

The  crossing  of  the  black  bridge  was  more  harrowing  than  Manon  wanted  to

admit.  First,  there  was  the  miserable  stone,  which  throbbed  beneath  her  feet, giving  off  that  reek  that  no  one  else  seemed  to  notice.  Then  there  was  the screeching  wind,  which  battered  them  this  way  and  that,  trying  to  shove  them over the carved railing. 

They couldn’t even see the floor of the Gap. Mist shrouded everything below

the bridge—a mist that hadn’t vanished in the day they’d been here, or the days they’d  hiked  up  the  Gap.  It  was,  she  supposed,  some  trick  of  the  king’s. 

Contemplating  it  led  only  to  more  questions,  none  of  which  she  bothered  to

voice, or really care about all that much. 

By the time they reached the cavernous atrium of the Northern Fang, Manon’s

ears were frozen and her face was raw. She’d flown at high altitudes, in all kinds

of  weather,  but  not  for  a  long  while.  Not  without  a  fresh  belly  of  meat  in  her, keeping her warm. 

She  wiped  her  runny  nose  on  the  shoulder  of  her  red  cloak.  She’d  seen  the

other  coven  leaders  eyeing  the  crimson  material—as  they  always  did,  with

yearning and scorn and envy. Iskra had gazed at it the longest, sneering. It would

be nice—really damn nice—to peel off the Yellowlegs heir’s face one day. 

They reached the gaping mouth into the upper reaches of the Northern Fang. 

Here the stone was scarred and gouged, splattered with the Triple Goddess knew

what. From the tang of it, it was blood. Human blood. 

Five  men—all  looking  hewn  from  the  same  scarred  stone  themselves—met

the three Matrons with grim nods. Manon fell into step behind her grandmother, 

one eye on the men, the other on their surroundings. The other two heirs did the

same. At least they agreed on that. 

As  heirs,  their  foremost  duty  was  to  protect  their  High  Witches,  even  if  it meant  sacrificing  themselves.  Manon  glanced  at  the  Yellowlegs  Matron,  who

held herself just as proudly as the two Ancients as they walked into the shadows

of  the  mountain.  But  Manon  didn’t  take  her  hand  off  her  blade,  Wind-Cleaver, for a heartbeat. 

The screams and wing beats and clank of metal were far louder here. 

“This is where we breed and train ’em until they can make the Crossing to the

Omega,”  one  of  the  men  was  saying,  gesturing  to  the  many  cave  mouths  they

passed as they strode through the cavernous hall. “Hatcheries are in the belly of

the mountain, a level above the forges for the armory—to keep the eggs warm, 

you see. Dens are a level above that. We keep ’em separated by gender and type. 

The  bulls  we  hold  in  their  own  pens  unless  we  want  to  breed  ’em.  They  kill anyone  in  their  cages.  Learned  that  the  hard  way.”  The  men  chuckled,  but  the witches did not. He went on about the different types—the bulls were the best, 

but  a  female  could  be  just  as  fierce  and  twice  as  smart.  The  smaller  ones  were good for stealth, and had been bred to be totally black against the night sky, or a

pale blue to blend into daylight patrols. The average wyvern’s colors they didn’t

care  about  so  much,  since  they  wanted  their  enemies  to  drop  dead  from  terror, the man claimed. 

They descended steps carved into the stone itself, and if the reek of blood and waste didn’t overwhelm every sense, then the din of the wyverns—a roaring and

screeching  and  booming  of  wings  and  flesh  on  rock—nearly  drowned  out  the

man’s words. But Manon stayed focused on her grandmother’s position, on the

positions  of  the  others  around  her.  And  she  knew  that  Asterin,  one  step  behind her, was doing the same for her. 

He led them onto a viewing platform in a massive cavern. The sunken floor

was  at  least  forty  feet  below,  one  end  of  the  chamber  wholly  open  to  the  cliff face, the other sealed with an iron grate—no, a door. 

“This is one of the training pits,” the man explained. “It’s easy to sort out the

natural-born killers, but we discover a lot of them show their mettle in the pits. 

Before  you  …  ladies,”  he  said,  trying  to  hide  his  wince  at  the  word,  “even  lay eyes on them, they’ll be in here, fighting it out.” 

“And  when,”  said  Mother  Blackbeak,  pinning  him  with  a  stare,  “will  we

select our mounts?” 

The  man  swallowed.  “We  trained  a  brood  of  gentler  ones  to  teach  you  the

basics.” 

A growl from Iskra. Manon might also have snarled at the implied insult, but

the Blueblood Matron spoke. “You don’t learn to ride by hopping on a warhorse, 

do you?” 

The man almost sagged with relief. “Once you’re comfortable with the flying

—” 

“We were born on the back of the wind,” said one of the coven leaders in the

back. Some grunts of approval. Manon kept silent, as did her Blackbeak coven

leaders. Obedience. Discipline. Brutality. They did not descend to boasting. 

The man fidgeted and kept his focus on Cresseida, as if she were the only safe

one in the room, even with her barbed crown of stars. Idiot. Manon sometimes

thought the Bluebloods were the deadliest of them all. 

“Soon as you’re ready,” he said, “we can begin the selection process. Get you

on your mounts, and start the training.” 

Manon  risked  taking  her  eyes  off  her  grandmother  to  study  the  pit.  There

were giant chains anchored in one of the walls, and enormous splotches of dark

blood stained the stones, as if one of these beasts had been pushed against it. A

giant  crack  spider-webbed  from  the  center.  Whatever  hit  the  wall  had  been

tossed hard. 

“What  are  the  chains  for?”  Manon  found  herself  asking.  Her  grandmother

gave  her  a  warning  look,  but  Manon  focused  on  the  man.  Predictably,  his  eyes widened at her beauty—then stayed wide as he beheld the death lurking beneath

it. 

“Chains  are  for  the  bait  beasts,”  he  said.  “They’re  the  wyverns  we  use  to

show the others how to fight, to turn their aggression into a weapon. We’re under

orders not to put any of ’em down, even the runts and broken ones, so we put the

weaklings to good use.” 

Just  like  dog  fighting.  She  looked  again  to  the  splotch  and  the  crack  in  the wall. The bait beast had probably been thrown by one of the bigger ones. And if

the wyverns could hurl each other like that, then the damage to humans … Her

chest  tightened  with  anticipation,  especially  as  the  man  said,  “Want  to  see  a bull?” 

A glimmer of iron nails as Cresseida made an elegant gesture to continue. The

man  let  out  a  sharp  whistle.  None  of  them  spoke  as  chains  rattled,  a  whip

cracked, and the iron gate to the pit groaned as it lifted. And then, heralded by

men with whips and spears, the wyvern appeared. 

A collective intake of breath, even from Manon. 

“Titus is one of our best,” the man said, pride gleaming in his voice. 

Manon couldn’t tear her eyes away from the gorgeous beast: his mottled gray

body covered in a leathery hide; his massive back legs, armed with talons as big

as her forearm; and his enormous wings, tipped with a claw and used to propel

him forward like a front set of limbs. 

The  triangular  head  swiveled  this  way  and  that,  and  his  dripping  maw

revealed  yellow,  curved  fangs.  “Tail’s  armed  with  a  venomous  barb,”  the  man

said  as  the  wyvern  emerged  fully  from  the  pit,  snarling  at  the  men  down  there with  him.  The  reverberations  of  the  snarl  echoed  through  the  stone,  into  her boots and up her legs, right into her husk of a heart. 

A  chain  was  clamped  around  his  back  leg,  undoubtedly  to  keep  him  from

flying  out  of  the  pit.  The  tail,  as  long  as  his  body  and  tipped  with  two  curved spikes, flicked back and forth like a cat’s. 

“They can fly hundreds of miles in a day and still be ready to fight when they

arrive,” the man said, and the witches all hissed in a breath. That sort of speed

and endurance …

“What do they eat?” asked Petrah, freckled face still calm and grave. 

The man rubbed his neck. “They’ll eat anything. But they like it fresh.” 

“So do we,” said Iskra with a grin. Had anyone but the Yellowlegs heir said it, 

Manon would have joined in with the other grins around her. 

Titus  gave  a  sudden  thrash,  lunging  for  the  nearest  man  while  using  his

magnificent tail to snap the raised spears behind him. A whip cracked, but it was

too late. 

Blood and screams and the crunch of bone. The man’s legs and head tumbled to  the  ground.  The  torso  was  swallowed  down  in  one  bite.  The  smell  of  blood filled the air, and every single one of the Iron-teeth witches inhaled deeply. The

man in front of them took a too-casual step away. 

The bull in the pit was now looking up at them, tail still slashing against the

floor. 

Magic  was  gone,  and  yet  this  was  possible—this  creation  of  magnificent

beasts.  Magic  was  gone,  and  yet  Manon  felt  the  sureness  of  the  moment  settle along her bones. She was  meant to be here. She’d have Titus or no other. 

Because  she’d  suffer  no  creature  to  be  her  mount  but  the  fiercest,  the  one

whose  blackness  called  to  her  own.  As  her  eyes  met  with  the  endless  dark  of Titus’s, she smiled at the wyvern. 

She could have sworn he smiled back. 

Chapter 13

Celaena  didn’t  realize  how  exhausted  she  was  until  all  sounds—Emrys’s  soft

singing  from  the  table,  the  thud  of  dough  as  he  kneaded  it,  the  chopping  of Luca’s knife and his ceaseless chatter about everything and anything—stopped. 

And she knew what she’d find when she turned toward the stairwell. Her hands

were pruny, fingers aching, back and neck throbbing, but … Rowan was leaning

against the archway of the stairwell, arms crossed and violence beckoning in his

lifeless eyes. “Let’s go.” 

Though  his  features  remained  cold,  she  had  the  distinct  impression  that  he

was somewhat annoyed at her for not sulking in a corner, bemoaning the state of

her  nails.  As  she  left,  Luca  drew  a  finger  across  his  neck  as  he  mouthed   good luck. 

Rowan led her through a small courtyard, where sentries tried to pretend they

weren’t  watching  their  every  move,  and  out  into  the  forest.  The  ward-magic

woven  between  the  ring  of  megaliths  again  nipped  at  her  skin  as  they  passed, and  nausea  washed  through  her.  Without  the  constant  heat  of  the  kitchen,  she was half-frozen by the time they strode between the moss-coated trees, but even

that was only a vague flicker of feeling. 

Rowan trekked up a rocky ridge toward the highest reaches of the forest, still

clouded in mist. She barely paused to take in the view of the foothills below, the

plains  before  them,  all  green  and  fresh  and  safe  from  Adarlan.  Rowan  didn’t

utter a single word until they reached what looked like the weather-stained ruins

of a temple. 

It  was  now  no  more  than  a  flat  bed  of  stone  blocks  and  columns  whose

carvings had been dulled by wind and rain. To her left lay Wendlyn, foothills and

plains  and  peace.  To  her  right  arose  the  wall  of  the  Cambrian  Mountains, 

blocking  any  sight  of  the  immortal  lands  beyond.  Behind  her,  far  down,  she

could make out the fortress snaking along the spine of the mountain. 

Rowan crossed the cracked stones, his silver hair battered by the crisp, damp

wind. She kept her arms loose at her sides, more out of reflex than anything. He

was armed to the teeth, his face a mask of unyielding brutality. 

She  made  herself  give  a  little  smile,  her  best  attempt  at  a  dutiful,  eager

expression. “Do your worst.” 

He looked her over from head to toe: the mist-damp shirt, now icy against her

puckered skin, the equally stained and damp pants, the position of her feet …

“Wipe that smarmy, lying smile off your face.” His voice was as dead as his

eyes, but it had a razor-sharp bite behind it. 

She kept her smarmy, lying smile. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

He  stepped  toward  her,  the  canines  coming  out  this  time.  “Here’s  your  first

lesson, girl: cut the horseshit. I don’t feel like dealing with it, and I’m probably

the only one who doesn’t give a damn about how angry and vicious and awful

you are underneath.” 

“I don’t think you particularly want to see how angry and vicious and awful I

am underneath.” 

“Go ahead and be as nasty as you want, Princess, because I’ve been ten times

as nasty, for ten times longer than you’ve been alive.” 

She  didn’t  let  it  out—no,  because  he  didn’t  truly  understand  a  thing  about

what lurked under her skin and ran claws down her insides—but she stopped any

attempt to control her features. Her lips pulled back from her teeth. 

“Better. Now shift.” 

She  didn’t  bother  to  sound  pleasant  as  she  said,  “It’s  not  something  I  can

control.” 

“If I wanted excuses, I’d ask for them.  Shift.” 

She didn’t know how. She had never mastered it as a child, and there certainly

hadn’t  been  any  opportunities  to  learn  in  the  past  decade.  “I  hope  you  brought snacks,  because  we’re  going  to  be  here  a  long,  long  while  if  today’s  lesson  is dependent upon my shifting.” 

“You’re   really  going  to  make  me  enjoy  training  you.”  She  had  a  feeling  he could have switched out  training you for  eating you alive. 

“I’ve already participated in a dozen versions of the master-disciple training

saga, so why don’t we cut that horseshit, too?” 

His smile turned quieter, more lethal. “Shut your smart-ass mouth and shift.” 

A shuddering rush went through her—a spear of lightning in the abyss.  “No.” 

And then he attacked. 

She’d contemplated his blows all morning, the way he’d moved, the swiftness

and angles. So she dodged the first blow, sidestepping his fist, strands of her hair

snapping in the wind. 

She even twisted far enough in the other direction to avoid the second strike. 

But he was so damn fast she could barely register the movements—so fast that

she had no chance of dodging or blocking or anticipating the third blow. Not to

her face but to her legs, just as he had the night before. 

One sweep of his foot and she was falling, twisting to catch herself, but not fast  enough  to  avoid  thudding  her  brow  against  a  weather-smooth  rock.  She

rolled, the gray sky looming, and tried to remember how to breathe as the impact

echoed  through  her  skull.  Rowan  pounced  with  fluid  ease,  his  powerful  thighs

digging  into  her  ribs  as  he  straddled  her.  Breathless,  head  reeling,  and  muscles drained from a morning in the kitchen and weeks of hardly eating, she couldn’t

twist  and  toss  him—couldn’t  do  anything.  She  was  outweighed,  out-muscled, 

and for the first time in her life, she realized she was utterly outmatched. 

“Shift,” he hissed. 

She laughed up at him, a dead, wretched sound even to her own ears. “Nice

try.” Gods, her head throbbed, a warm trickle of blood was leaking from the right

side  of  her  brow,  and  he  was  now   sitting  on  her  chest.  She  laughed  again, strangled by his weight. “You think you can trick me into shifting by pissing me

off?” 

He snarled, his face speckled with the stars floating in her vision. Every blink

shot daggers of pain through her. It would probably be the worst black eye of her

life. 

“Here’s  an  idea:  I’m  rich  as  hell,”  she  said  over  the  pounding  in  her  head. 

“How  about  we  pretend  to  do  this  training  for  a  week  or  so,  and  then  you  tell Maeve I’m good and ready to enter her territory, and I’ll give you all the gods-damned gold you want.” 

He brought his canines so close to her neck that one movement would have

him ripping out her throat. “Here’s an idea,” he growled. “I don’t know what the

hell  you’ve  been  doing  for  ten  years,  other  than  flouncing  around  and  calling yourself  an  assassin.  But  I  think  you’re  used  to  getting  your  way.  I  think  you have no control over yourself. No control, and no discipline—not the kind that

counts,  deep  down.  You  are  a   child,  and  a  spoiled  one  at  that.  And,”  he  said, those green eyes holding nothing but distaste, “you are a coward.” 

Had her arms not been pinned, she would have clawed his face off right then. 

She struggled, trying every technique she’d ever learned to dislodge him, but he

didn’t move an inch. 

A low, nasty laugh. “Don’t like that word?” He leaned closer still, that tattoo

of his swimming in her muddled vision. “Coward. You’re a coward who has run

for ten years while innocent people were burned and butchered and—” 

She stopped hearing him. 

She just—stopped. 

It  was  like  being  underwater  again.  Like  charging  into  Nehemia’s  room  and

finding  that  beautiful  body  mutilated  on  the  bed.  Like  seeing  Galan  Ashryver, 

[image: Image 543]

beloved and brave, riding off into the sunset to the cheers of his people. 

She  lay  still,  watching  the  churning  clouds  above.  Waiting  for  him  to  finish the  words  she  couldn’t  hear,  waiting  for  a  blow  she  was  fairly  certain  she

wouldn’t feel. 

“Get  up,”  he  said  suddenly,  and  the  world  was  bright  and  wide  as  he  stood. 

 “Get up.” 

 Get  up.  Chaol  had  said  that  to  her  once,  when  pain  and  fear  and  grief  had shoved her over an edge. But the edge she’d gone over the night Nehemia had

died, the night she’d gutted Archer, the day she’d told Chaol the horrible truth …

Chaol had helped shove her over that edge. She was still on the fall down. There

was no getting up, because there was no bottom. 

Powerful,  rough  hands  under  her  shoulders,  the  world  tilting  and  spinning, 

then  that  tattooed,  snarling  face  in  hers.  Let  him  take  her  head  between  those massive hands and snap her neck. 

“Pathetic,” he spat, releasing her. “Spineless and pathetic.” 

For Nehemia, she had to try, had to  try—

But  when  she  reached  in,  toward  the  place  in  her  chest  where  that  monster

dwelled, she found only cobwebs and ashes. 

Celaena’s head was still reeling, and dried blood now itched down the side of her

face. She didn’t bother to wipe it off, or to really care about the black eye that

she was positive had blossomed during the miles they’d hiked from the temple

ruins and into the forested foothills. But not back to Mistward. 

She  was  swaying  on  her  feet  when  Rowan  drew  a  sword  and  a  dagger  and

stopped  at  the  edge  of  a  grassy  plateau,  speckled  with  small  hills.  Not  hills—

barrows,  the  ancient  tombs  of  lords  and  princes  long  dead,  rolling  to  the  other edge of trees. There were dozens, each marked with a stone threshold and sealed

iron door. And through the murky vision, the pounding headache, the hair on the

back of her neck rose. 

The grassy mounds seemed to … breathe. To sleep. Iron doors—to keep the

wights  inside,  locked  with  the  treasure  they’d  stolen.  They  infiltrated  the

barrows  and  lurked  there  for  eons,  feeding  on  whatever  unwitting  fools  dared

seek the gold within. 

Rowan inclined his head toward the barrows. “I had planned to wait until you

had some handle on your power—planned to make you come at night, when the

barrow-wights are  really something to behold, but consider this a favor, as there are few that will dare come out in the day. Walk through the mounds—face the

wights  and  make  it  to  the  other  side  of  the  field,  Aelin,  and  we  can  go  to Doranelle whenever you wish.” 

It was a trap. She knew that well enough. He had the gift of endless time, and

could  play  games  that  lasted  centuries.  Her  impatience,  her  mortality,  the  fact that every heartbeat brought her closer to death, was being used against her. To

face the wights …

Rowan’s  weapons  gleamed,  close  enough  to  grab.  He  shrugged  those

powerful  shoulders  as  he  said,  “You  can  either  wait  to  earn  back  your  steel,  or you can enter as you are now.” 

The flash of temper snapped her out of it long enough to say, “My bare hands

are weapon enough.” He just gave a taunting grin and sauntered into the maze of

hills. 

She  trailed  him  closely,  following  him  around  each  mound,  knowing  that  if

she fell too far behind, he’d leave her out of spite. 

Steady breathing and the yawns of awakening things arose beyond those iron

doors.  They  were  unadorned,  bolted  into  the  stone  lintels  with  spikes  and  nails that were so old they probably predated Wendlyn itself. 

Her footsteps crunched in the grass. Even the birds and insects did not utter a

too-loud  sound  here.  The  hills  parted  to  reveal  an  inner  circle  of  dead  grass around  the  most  crumbling  barrow  of  all.  Where  the  others  were  rounded,  this one looked as if some ancient god had stepped on it. Its flattened top had been

overrun  with  the  gnarled  roots  of  bushes;  the  three  massive  stones  of  the

threshold were beaten, stained, and askew. The iron door was gone. 

There was only blackness within. Ageless, breathing blackness. 

Her heartbeat pounded in her ears as the darkness reached for her. 

“I leave you here,” Rowan said. He hadn’t set one foot inside the circle, his

boots just an inch shy of the dead grass. His smile turned feral. “I’ll meet you on

the other side of the field.” 

He expected her to bolt like a hare. And she wanted to. Gods, this place, that

damned  barrow  only  a  hundred  yards  away,  made  her  want  to  run  and  run  and

not  stop  until  she  found  a  place  where  the  sun  shone  day   and night. But if she did this, then she could go to Doranelle tomorrow. And those wights waiting in

the  other  half  of  the  field  …  they  couldn’t  be  worse  than  what  she’d  already seen, and fought, and found dwelling in the world and inside of herself. 

So she inclined her head to Rowan, and walked onto the dead field. 

Chapter 14

Each step toward the central mound had Celaena’s blood roaring. The darkness

between the stained, ancient stones grew, swirling. It was colder, too. Cold and

dry. 

She wouldn’t stop, not with Rowan still watching, not when she had so much

to  do.  She  didn’t  dare  look  too  long  toward  the  open  doorway  and  the  thing lurking beyond. A lingering shred of pride—stupid, mortal pride—kept her from

bolting  through  the  rest  of  the  field.  Running,  she  remembered,  only  attracted some  predators.  So  she  kept  her  steps  slow  and  called  on  every  bit  of  training she’d had, even as the wight slunk closer to the threshold, no more than a ripple

of ravenous hunger encased in rags. 

Yet  the  wight  remained  within  its  mound,  even  as  she  came  near  enough  to

drag into the barrow, as if it were … hesitating. 

She was just passing the barrow when a pulsing, stale bit of air pushed against

her ears. Maybe running was a good idea. If magic was the only weapon against

wights,  then  her  hands  would  be  useless.  Still,  the  wight  lingered  beyond  the threshold. 

The  strange,  dead  air  pushed  against  her  ears  again,  a  high-pitched  ringing

wending itself into her head. She hurried, grass crunching as she gathered every

detail  she  could  to  wield  against  whatever  assailant  lurked  nearby.  Treetops

swayed in the misty breeze on the other end of the field. It wasn’t far. 

Celaena passed the central mound, cracking her jaw against the ringing in her

ears,  worse  and  worse  with  each  step.  Even  the  wight  cringed  away.  It  hadn’t been hesitating because of her, or Rowan. 

The circle of dead grass ended a few steps away—just a few. Just a few, and

then she could run from whatever it was that could make a wight tremble in fear. 

And then she saw him. The man standing behind the barrow. 

Not  a  wight.  She  glimpsed  only  a  flash  of  pale  skin,  night-dark  hair, 

unfathomable  beauty,  and  an  onyx  torque  around  his  strong  column  of  a  neck, 

and—

Blackness. A wave of it, slamming down on her. 

Not oblivion but actual dark, as if he’d thrown a blanket over the two of them. 

The  ground   felt  grassy,  but  she  couldn’t  see  it.  Couldn’t  see   anything.  Not

beyond, not to the side, not behind. There was only her and the swirling black. 

Celaena crouched, biting down on a curse as she scanned the dark. Whatever

he was, despite his shape, he wasn’t mortal. In his perfection, in those depthless

eyes, there was nothing human. 

Blood tickled her upper lip—a nosebleed. The pounding in her ears began to

drown  out  her  thoughts,  any  plan,  as  if  her  body  were  repulsed  by  the  very essence  of  whatever  this  thing  was.  The  darkness  remained,  impenetrable, 

unending. 

 Stop. Breathe. 

But someone was breathing behind her. Was it the man, or something else? 

The  breathing  was  louder,  closer,  and  a  chill  air  brushed  her  nose,  her  lips, licking  along  her  skin.  Running—running  was  smarter  than  just  waiting.  She

took  several  bounding  steps  that   should  have  taken  her  toward  the  edge  of  the field, but—

Nothing.  Only  endless  black  and  the  breathing   thing  that  was  closer  now, reeking of dust and carrion and another scent, something she hadn’t smelled for

a  lifetime  but  could  never  forget,  not  when  it  had  been  coating  that  room  like paint. 

Oh,  gods. Breath on her neck, snaking up the shell of her ear. 

She  whirled,  drawing  in  what  might  very  well  be  her  last  breath,  and  the

world  flashed  bright.  Not  with  clouds  and  dead  grass.  Not  with  a  Fae  Prince waiting nearby. The room …

This room …

The  servant  woman  was  screaming.  Screaming  like  a  teakettle.  There  were

still puddles just inside the shut windows—windows Celaena herself had sealed

the night before when they’d been flapping in the swift and sudden storm. 

She  had  thought  the  bed  was  wet  because  of  the  rain.  She’d  climbed  in

because  the  storm  had  made  her  hear  such  horrible  things,  made  her  feel  like there was something  wrong, like there was someone standing in the corner of her

room.  It  was  not  rain  soaking  the  bed  in  that  elegantly  rugged  chamber  at  the country manor. 

It was not rain that had dried on her, on her hands and skin and nightgown. 

And that smell—not just blood, but something else … “This is not real,” Celaena

said aloud, backing away from the bed on which she was standing like a ghost. 

 “This is not real.” 

But there were her parents, sprawled on the bed, their throats sliced ear to ear. 

There was her father, broad-shouldered and handsome, his skin already gray. 
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There was her mother, her golden hair matted with blood, her face … her face

…

Slaughtered  like  animals.  The  wounds  were  so  vulgar,  so  gaping  and  deep, 

and her parents looked so—so—

Celaena vomited. She fell to her knees, her bladder loosening just before she

vomited a second time. 

“This  is  not  real,  this  is  not  real,”  she  gasped  as  a  wet  warmth  soaked  her pants. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t—

And  then  she  was  pushing  to  her  feet,  bolting  away  from  that  room,  toward

the wood-paneled walls, through them like a wraith herself, until—

Another bedroom, another body. 

Nehemia. Carved up, mutilated, violated and broken. 

The  thing lurking behind her slid a hand over her waist, along her abdomen, 

pulling  her  back  against  its  chest  with  a  lover’s  gentleness.  Panic  surged,  so strong that she slammed her elbow back and up—hitting what felt like flesh and

bone. It hissed, releasing her. That was all she needed. She ran, treading through

the illusion of her friend’s blood and organs, and then—

Watery  sunlight  and  dead  grass  and  a  heavily  armed  silver-haired  warrior

whom she sprinted toward, not caring about the vomit on her clothes, her soiled

pants,  the  gasping,  shrieking  noise  coming  out  of  her  throat.  She  ran  until  she reached him and fell to the green grass, gripping it, shredding it, retching even

though  she  had  nothing  left  in  her  but  a  trickle  of  bile.  She  was  screaming  or sobbing or not making any sound at all. 

Then she felt the shift and the surge, a well opening beneath her stomach and

filling with burning, relentless fire. 

 No. No. 

Agony cleaved her in a pulse, her vision jumping between crystal clarity and

the  muted  eyesight  of  mortals,  her  teeth  aching  as  the  fangs  punched  out  and retracted,  ebb  and  flow,  immortal  and  mortal,  mortal  and  immortal,  shifting  as fast as a hummingbird’s flapping wings—

With  each  shift,  the  well  deepened,  that  wildfire  rising  and  falling  and

reaching up, up …

She really did scream then, because her throat burned, or maybe that was the

magic coming out, at last unleashed. 

Magic—

Celaena awoke under the canopy of the forest. It was still daylight, and from the dirt on her shirt and pants and boots, it seemed like Rowan had dragged her here

from the barrows. 

That  was  vomit  on  her  shirt  and  pants.  And  then  there  was  …  She’d  wet

herself.  Her  face  heated,  but  she  shoved  away  the  thoughts  about   why  she  had pissed  herself,  why  she  had  hurled  her  guts  up.  And  that  last  thought,  about magic—

“No discipline, no control, and no courage,” came a growling voice. 

Head throbbing, she found Rowan sitting on a rock, his muscular arms braced

on his knees. A dagger hung from his left hand, as if he’d been idly tossing the

damn thing in the air while she lay in her own filth. “You failed,” he said flatly. 

“You  made  it  to  the  other  side  of  the  field,  but  I  said  to  face  the  wights—not throw a magical tantrum.” 

“I will  kill you,” she said, the words raw and gasping. “How  dare—” 

“That  was  not  a  wight,  Princess.”  He  flicked  his  attention  toward  the  trees

beyond her. She might have roared about using specifics to escape his bargain to

bring her to Doranelle, but when his eyes met hers again, he seemed to say,  That

 thing should not have been there. 

 Then what in hell was it, you stupid bastard?  she silently shot back. 

He  clenched  his  jaw  before  he  said  aloud,  “I  don’t  know.  We’ve  had

skinwalkers on the prowl for weeks, roaming down from the hills to search for

human pelts, but this … this was something different. I have never  encountered

its  like,  not  in  these  lands  or  any  other.  Thanks  to  having  to  drag  you  away,  I don’t think I’ll learn anytime soon.” He gave a pointed look at her current state. 

“It was gone when I circled back. Tell me what happened. I saw only darkness, 

and  when  you  emerged,  you  were  …  different.”  She  dared  a  look  at  herself

again.  Her  skin  was  bone-white,  as  if  the  little  color  she’d  received  lying  on those  rooftops  in  Varese  had  been  leeched  away,  and  not  only  by  fright  and

sickness. 

“No,” she said. “And you can go to hell.” 

“Other lives might depend on it.” 

“I  want  to  go  back  to  the  fortress,”  she  breathed.  She  didn’t  want  to  know about the creatures or about the skinwalkers or about any of it. Each word was

an effort. “Right now.” 

“You’re done when I say you’re done.” 

“You  can  kill  me  or  torture  me  or  throw  me  off  a  cliff,  but  I  am   done  for today. In that darkness, I saw things that no one should be able to see. It dragged

me through my memories—and not the decent ones. Is that enough for you?” 

He spat out a noise, but got to his feet and began walking. She staggered and stumbled, knees trembling, and kept moving after him, all the way into the halls

of Mistward, where she angled her body so that none of the passing sentries or

workers  could  see  her  soiled  pants,  the  vomit.  There  was  no  hiding  her  face, though. She kept her attention on the prince, until he opened a wooden door and

a wall of steam hit her. “These are the female baths. Your room is a level up. Be

in the kitchens at dawn tomorrow.” And then he left her again. 

Celaena trudged into the steamy chamber, not caring who was in there as she

shucked off her clothes, collapsed into one of the sunken stone tubs, and did not

stir for a long, long while. 

Chapter 15

Chaol  wasn’t  at  all  surprised  that  his  father  was  twenty  minutes  late  to  their meeting.  Nor  was  he  surprised  when  his  father  strode  into  Chaol’s  office,  slid into  the  chair  opposite  his  desk,  and  offered  no  explanation  for  his  tardiness. 

With  calculated  cool  and  distaste,  he  surveyed  the  office:  no  windows,  a  worn rug, an open trunk of discarded weapons that Chaol had never found the time to

polish or send for repairs. 

At least it was organized. The few papers on his desk were stacked; his glass

pens were in their proper holders; his suit of armor, which he rarely had occasion

to wear, gleamed from its dummy in the corner. His father said at last, “This is

what our illustrious king gives the Captain of his Guard?” 

Chaol  shrugged,  and  his  father  studied  the  heavy  oak  desk.  A  desk  he’d

inherited from his predecessor, and one on which he and Celaena had—

He shut down the memory before it could boil his blood, and instead smiled

at  his  father.  “There  was  a  larger  office  available  in  the  glass  addition,  but  I wanted to be accessible to my men.” It was the truth. He also hadn’t wanted to

be  anywhere  near  the  administrative  wing  of  the  castle,  sharing  a  hallway  with courtiers and councilmen. 

“A  wise  decision.”  His  father  leaned  back  in  the  ancient  wooden  chair.  “A

leader’s instincts.” 

Chaol pinned him with a long stare. “I’m to return to Anielle with you—I’m

surprised you waste your breath on flattery.” 

“Is that so? From what I’ve seen, you have been making no move to prepare

for this so-called return. You’re not even looking for a replacement.” 

“Despite  your  low  opinion  of  my  position,  it’s  one  I  take  seriously.  I  won’t have just anyone looking after this palace.” 

“You haven’t even told His Majesty that you’re leaving.” That pleasant, dead

smile remained on his father’s face. “When I begged for my leave next week, the

king  made  no  mention  of  you  accompanying  me.  Rather  than  land  you  in  hot

water, boy, I held my tongue.” 

Chaol  kept  his  face  bland,  neutral.  “Again,  I’m  not  leaving  until  I  find  a

proper replacement. It’s why I asked you to meet me. I need time.” It was true—

partially, at least. 

Just as he had for the past few nights, Chaol had dropped by Aedion’s party—

another  tavern,  even  more  expensive,  even  more  packed.  Aedion  wasn’t  there again. Somehow everyone  thought the general was there, and even the courtesan

who’d left with him the first night said the general had given her a gold coin—

without utilizing her services—and gone off to find more sparkling wine. 

Chaol had stood on the street corner where the courtesan said she’d left him, 

but found nothing. And wasn’t it fascinating that no one really seemed to know

exactly  when  the  Bane  would  arrive,  or  where  they  were  currently  camped—

only  that  they  were  on  their  way.  Chaol  was  too  busy  during  the  day  to  track Aedion  down,  and  during  the  king’s  various  meetings  and  luncheons, 

confronting  the  general  was  impossible.  But  tonight  he  planned  to  arrive  at  the party early enough that he’d see if Aedion even showed and where he slipped off

to. The sooner he could get something on Aedion, the sooner he could settle all

this nonsense and keep the king from looking too long in his direction before he

turned in his resignation. 

He’d  only  called  this  meeting  because  of  a  thought  that  had  awoken  him  in

the  middle  of  the  night—a  slightly  insane,  highly  dangerous  plan  that  would

likely  get  him  killed  before  it  even  accomplished  anything.  He’d  skimmed

through  all  those  books  Celaena  had  found  on  magic,  and  found  nothing  at  all about how he might help Dorian—and Celaena—by freeing it. But Celaena had

once  told  him  that  the  rebel  group  Archer  and  Nehemia  had  run  claimed  two

things:  one,  that  they  knew  where  Aelin  Galathynius  was;  and  two,  that  they

were  close  to  finding  a  way  to  break  the  King  of  Adarlan’s  mysterious  power over  the  continent.  The  first  one  was  a  lie,  of  course,  but  if  there  was  the slightest  chance  that  these  rebels  knew  how  to  free  magic  …  he  had  to  take  it. 

He  was  already  going  out  to  trail  Aedion,  and  he’d  seen  all  of  Celaena’s  notes about the rebel hideouts, so he had an idea of where they could be found. This

would  have  to  be  dealt  with  carefully,  and  he  still  needed  as  much  time  as  he could buy. 

His  father’s  dead  smile  faded,  and  true  steel,  honed  by  decades  of  ruling

Anielle,  shone  through.  “Rumor  has  it  you  consider  yourself  a  man  of  honor. 

Though  I  wonder  what  manner  of  man  you  truly  are,  if  you  do  not  honor  your bargains. I wonder …” His father made a good show of chewing on his bottom

lip. “I wonder what your motive was, then, in sending your woman to Wendlyn.” 

Chaol fought the urge to stiffen. “For the noble Captain Westfall, there would be

no question that he truly wanted His Majesty’s Champion to dispatch our foreign

enemies. Yet for the oath-breaker, the liar …” 

“I  am  not  breaking  my  vow  to  you,”  Chaol  said,  meaning  every  word.  “I

intend  to  go  to  Anielle—I  will  swear  that  in  any  temple,  before  any  god.  But

[image: Image 545]

only when I’ve found a replacement.” 

“You swore a month,” his father growled. 

“You’re to have me for the rest of my damned life. What is a month or two

more to you?” 

His father’s nostrils flared. What purpose, then, did his father have in wanting

him  to  return  so  quickly?  Chaol  was  about  to  ask,  itching  to  make  his  father squirm a bit, when an envelope landed on his desk. 

It  had  been  years—years  and  years,  but  he  still  remembered  his  mother’s

handwriting, still recalled the elegant way in which she drew his name. “What is

this?” 

“Your mother sent a letter to you. I suppose she’s expressing her joy at your

anticipated return.” Chaol didn’t touch the envelope. “Aren’t you going to read

it?” 

“I have nothing to say to her, and no interest in what she has to say to me,” 

Chaol lied. Another trap, another way to unnerve him. But he had so much to do

here, so many things to learn and uncover. He’d honor his vow soon enough. 

His father snatched back the letter, tucking it into his tunic. “She will be most

saddened to hear that.” And he knew his father, well aware of Chaol’s lie, would

tell  his  mother  exactly  what  he’d  said.  For  a  heartbeat,  his  blood  roared  in  his ears, the way it always had when he’d witnessed his father belittling his mother, 

reprimanding her, ignoring her. 

He took a steadying breath. “Four months, then I’ll go. Set the date and it’ll

be done.” 

“Two months.” 

“Three.” 

A  slow  smile.  “I  could  go  to  the  king  right  now  and  ask  for  your  dismissal instead of waiting three months.” 

Chaol clenched his jaw. “Name your price, then.” 

“Oh,  there’s  no  price.  But  I  think  I  like  the  idea  of  you  owing  me  a  favor.” 

That dead smile returned. “I like that idea very much. Two months, boy.” 

They did not bother with good-byes. 

Sorscha was called up to the Crown Prince’s chambers just as she was settling in

to brew a calming tonic for an overworked kitchen girl. And though she tried not

to seem too eager and pathetic, she found a way to very, very quickly dump the

task  on  one  of  the  lower-level  apprentices  and  make  the  trek  to  the  prince’s tower. 

She’d never been here, but she knew where it was—all the healers did, just in

case. The guards let her pass with hardly a nod, and by the time she’d ascended

the spiral staircase, the door to his chambers was already open. 

A mess. His rooms were a mess of books and papers and discarded weapons. 

And  there,  sitting  at  a  table  with  hardly  a  foot  of  space  cleared  for  him,  was Dorian, looking rather embarrassed—either at the mess, or at his split lip. 

She  managed  to  bow,  even  as  that  traitorous  heat  flooded  her  again,  up  her

neck and across her face. “Your Highness summoned me?” 

A cleared throat. “I—well, I think you can see what needs repairing.” 

Another injury to his hand. This one looked like it was from sparring, but the

lip … getting that close to him would be an effort of will. Hand first, then. Let

that distract her, anchor her. 

She set down her basket of supplies and lost herself in the work of readying

ointments  and  bandages.  His  scented  soap  caressed  her  nose,  strong  enough  to

suggest he’d just bathed. Which was a horrible thing to think about as she stood

beside  his  chair,  because  she  was  a  professional  healer,  and  imagining  her

patients naked was not a—

“Aren’t you going to ask what happened?” the prince said, peering up at her. 

“It’s not my place to ask—and unless it’s relevant to the injury, it’s nothing I

need to know.” It came out colder, harder than she meant. But it was true. 

Efficiently,  she  patched  up  his  hand.  The  silence  didn’t  bother  her;  she’d

sometimes spent days in the catacombs without speaking to anyone. She’d been

a  quiet  child  before  her  parents  had  died,  and  after  the  massacre  in  the  city square, she’d become even more so. It wasn’t until she’d come to the castle that

she found friends—found that she sometimes  liked talking. Yet now, with him …

well,  it  seemed  that  the  prince  didn’t  like  silence,  because  he  looked  up  at  her again and said, “Where are you from?” 

Such a tricky question to answer, since the how and why of her journey to this

castle  were  stained  by  the  actions  of  his  father.  “Fenharrow,”  she  said,  praying that would be the end of it. 

“Where in Fenharrow?” 

She almost cringed, but she had more self-control than that after five years of

tending gruesome injuries and knowing that one flicker of disgust or fear on her

face could shatter a patient’s control. “A small village in the south. Most people

have never heard of it.” 

“Fenharrow is beautiful,” he said. “All that open land, stretching on forever.” 

She  did  not  remember  enough  of  it  to  recall  whether  she  had  loved  the  flat expanse of farmland, bordered on the west by mountains and on the east by the

sea. 

“Did you always want to be a healer?” 

“Yes,” she said, because she was entrusted to heal the heir to the empire and

could show nothing but absolute certainty. 

A slash of a grin. “Liar.” 

She didn’t mean to, but she met his gaze—those sapphire eyes so bright in the

late  afternoon  sun  streaming  through  the  small  window.  “I  did  not  mean  any

offense, Your—” 

“I’m prying.” He tested the bandages. “I was trying to distract myself.” 

She  nodded,  because  she  had  nothing  to  say  and  could  never  come  up  with

anything clever anyway. She drew out her tin of disinfecting salve. “For your lip, 

if you don’t mind, Your Highness, I want to make sure there’s no dirt or anything

in the wound so it—” 

“Sorscha.”  She  tried  not  to  let  it  show,  what  it  did  to  her  to  have  him

remember her name. Or to hear him say it. “Do what you need to do.” 

She bit her lip, a stupid nervous habit, and nodded as she tilted his chin up so

she could better see his mouth. His skin was so warm. She touched the wound

and he hissed, his breath caressing her fingers, but didn’t pull back or reprimand

or strike her as some of the other courtiers did. 

She  applied  the  salve  to  his  lip  as  quickly  as  she  could.  Gods,  his  lips  were soft. 

She  hadn’t  known  he  was  the  prince  the  day  she  first  saw  him,  striding

through  the  gardens,  the  captain  in  tow.  They  were  barely  into  their  teenage years,  and  she  was  an  apprentice  in  hand-me-down  clothes,  but  for  a  moment, 

he’d looked at her and smiled. He’d  seen her when no one else had for years, so

she found excuses to be in the upper levels of the castle. But she’d wept the next

month when she spied him again, and two apprentices had whispered about how

handsome the prince was—Dorian, heir to the throne. 

It  had  been  secret  and  stupid,  this  infatuation  with  him.  Because  when  she

finally encountered him again, years later while helping Amithy with a patient, 

he  did  not  look  at  her.  She  had  become  invisible,  like  many  of  the  healers—

invisible, just as she had wanted. “Sorscha?” 

Her  horror  achieved  new  depths  as  she  realized  she’d  been  staring  at  his

mouth, fingers still in her tin of salve. “I’m sorry,” she said, wondering whether

she  should  throw  herself  from  the  tower  and  end  her  humiliation.  “It’s  been  a

long day.” That wasn’t a lie. 

She was acting like a fool. She’d been with a man before—one of the guards, 

just  once  and  long  enough  to  know  she  wasn’t  particularly  interested  in  letting another one touch her anytime soon. But standing so close, his legs brushing the

skirt of her brown homespun dress …

“Why didn’t you tell anyone?” he asked quietly. “About me and my friends.” 

She backed away a step but held his stare, even though training and instinct

told her to avert her eyes. “You were never cruel to the healers—to anyone. I like

to think that the world needs …” Saying that was too much. Because the world

was his father’s world. 

“Needs  better  people,”  he  finished  for  her,  standing.  “And  you  think  my

father  would  have  used  your  knowledge  of  our  …  comings  and  goings  against

us.” 

So he knew that Amithy reported anything unusual. Amithy had told Sorscha

to do the same, if she knew what was good for her. “I don’t mean to imply that

His Majesty would—” 

“Does your village still exist? Are your parents still alive?” 

Even years later, she couldn’t keep the pain from her voice as she said, “No. 

It was burned. And no: they brought me to Rifthold and were killed in the city’s

immigrant purge.” 

A shadow of grief and horror in his eyes. “So why would you ever come here

—work here?” 

She  gathered  her  supplies.  “Because  I  had  nowhere  else  to  go.”  Agony

flickered on his face. “Your Highness, have I—” 

But he was staring as if he understood—and saw her. “I’m sorry.” 

“It wasn’t your decision. Or your soldiers who rounded up my parents.” 

He  only  looked  at  her  for  a  long  moment  before  thanking  her.  A  polite

dismissal.  And  she  wished,  as  she  left  that  cluttered  tower,  that  she’d  never opened  her  mouth—because  perhaps  he’d  never  call  on  her  again  for  the  sheer

awkwardness of it. She wouldn’t lose her position, because he wasn’t that cruel, 

but  if  he  refused  her  services,  then  it  might  lead  to  questions.  So  Sorscha resolved,  as  she  lay  that  night  in  her  little  cot,  to  find  a  way  to  apologize—or maybe find excuses to keep the prince from seeing her again. Tomorrow, she’d

figure it out tomorrow. 

The  following  day  she  didn’t  expect  the  messenger  who  arrived  after

breakfast,  asking  for  the  name  of  her  village.  And  when  she  hesitated,  he  said that the Crown Prince wanted to know. 

Wanted  to  know,  so  he  could  have  it  added  to  his  personal  map  of  the continent. 

Chapter 16

Of all the spaces in the Omega, the mess hall was by far the most dangerous. 

The three Ironteeth Clans had been divided into rotating shifts that kept them

mostly separated—training with the wyverns, training in the weapons room, and

training in mortal warfare. It was smart to separate them, Manon supposed, since

tensions  were  high,  and  would  continue  to  run  high  until  the  wyverns  were

selected.  Everyone  wanted  a  bull.  Though  Manon  fully  expected  to  get  one, 

perhaps  even  Titus,  it  didn’t  keep  her  from  wanting  to  punch  out  the  teeth  of anyone who even whispered about coveting a bull of her own. 

There  were  only  a  few  overlapping  minutes  between  their  three-hour

rotations,  and  the  coven  leaders  did  their  best  to  keep  them  from  running  into each other. At least Manon did. Her temper was on a tight leash these days, and

one  more  sneer  from  the  Yellowlegs  heir  was  likely  to  end  in  bloodshed.  The same could be said of her Thirteen, two of whom—the green-eyed twins Faline

and  Fallon,  more  demon  than  witch—had  gotten  into  a  brawl  with  some

Yellowlegs  idiots,  unsurprisingly.  She’d  punished  them  just  as  she’d  punished

Asterin:  three  blows  each,  public  and  humiliating.  But,  like  clockwork,  fights still broke out between other covens whenever they were in close quarters. 

Which was what made the mess hall so deadly. The two daily meals were the

only time they all shared together—and while they kept to their own tables, the

tension was so thick Manon could slice it with her blade. 

Manon stood in line for her bowl of slop—that was the best name she could

give the doughy goop the mess hall served—flanked by Asterin, with the last of

the Blueblood witches in the line ahead of her. Somehow, the Bluebloods were

always first—first in line for food, first to ride the wyverns (the Thirteen had yet

to get airborne), and likely to get first pick of the beasts. A growl rumbled deep

in her throat, but Manon pushed her tray along the table, watching the pale-faced

server heap a grayish-white ball of food into the bowl of the Blueblood in front

of her. 

She  didn’t  bother  to  note  the  details  of  his  features  as  the  thick  vein  in  his throat  pulsed.  Witches  didn’t  need  blood  to  survive,  but  humans  didn’t  need

wine, either. The Bluebloods were picky about whose blood they drank—virgins, 

young men, pretty girls—but the Blackbeaks didn’t particularly care one way or

another. 

The man’s ladle began shaking, tip-tapping along the side of the cauldron. 

“Rules are rules,” drawled a voice to her left. Asterin let out a warning snarl, 

and  Manon  didn’t  have  to  look  to  know  that  the  Yellowlegs  heir,  Iskra,  lurked there. “No eating the rabble,” the dark-haired witch added, shoving her bowl in

front  of  the  man,  cutting  the  line.  Manon  took  in  the  iron  nails  and  teeth,  the calloused hand so blatantly making a show of dominance. 

“Ah. I was wondering why no one’s bothered to eat you,” Manon said. 

Iskra  shouldered  her  way  farther  in  front  of  Manon.  Manon  could  feel  the

eyes in the room shifting toward them, but she reined in her temper, allowing the

disrespect. Mess hall posturing meant nothing. “I hear your Thirteen are taking

to the air today,” said the Yellowlegs heir as Manon received her own ration. 

“What business is it of yours?” 

Iskra shrugged her toned shoulders. “They say you were once the best flier in

all three Clans. It would be a shame if it were just more gossip.” 

It was true—she’d earned her spot as coven leader as much as she’d inherited

it. 

Iskra went on, sliding her plate along to the next server, who spooned some

pale root vegetable onto her slop. “There’s talk of skipping our training rotation

so  we  can  see  the  legendary  Thirteen  take  to  the  skies  for  the  first  time  in  a decade.” 

Manon  clicked  her  tongue  in  pretend  thought.  “I  also  heard  there’s  talk  that the Yellowlegs need all the help they can get in the sparring room. But I suppose

any army needs its supply drivers.” 

A low laugh from Asterin, and Iskra’s brown eyes flashed. They reached the

end  of  the  serving  table,  where  Iskra  faced  Manon.  With  their  trays  in  hand, neither could reach for the blades at their sides. The room had gone silent, even

the high table at which the three Matrons sat. 

Manon’s gums stung as her iron teeth shot from their slits and snapped down. 

She  said  quietly,  but  loud  enough  for  everyone  to  hear,  “Any  time  you  need  a lesson in combat, Iskra, you just let me know. I’d be happy to teach you a few

things about soldiering.” 

Before  the  heir  could  reply,  Manon  stalked  across  the  room.  Asterin  gave

Iskra a mocking bow of the head, followed by identical gestures from the rest of

her Thirteen, but Iskra remained staring at Manon, simmering. 

Manon  plunked  down  at  her  table  to  find  her  grandmother  smiling  faintly. 

And when all of Manon’s twelve sentinels were seated around her, Thirteen from

now until the Darkness embraced them, Manon allowed herself a smile, too. 

They were going to fly today. 
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As  if  the  open  cliff  face  weren’t  enough  to  make  the  two  gathered  Blackbeak covens shift on their feet, the twenty-six tethered wyverns in a tight space, none

of them  that docile, made even Manon twitchy. 

But she showed no fear as she approached the wyvern at the center. Two lines

of thirteen stood chained and ready. The Thirteen took the first. The other coven

took the one behind. Manon’s new riding gear was heavy and awkward—leather

and  fur,  capped  with  steel  shoulder-guards  and  leather  wrist-braces.  More  than she was used to wearing, especially with her red cloak. 

They’d  already  practiced  saddling  the  mounts  for  two  days,  though  they’d

usually  have  handlers  around  to  do  it  for  them.  Manon’s  mount  for  the  day—a small  female—was  lying  on  her  belly,  low  enough  that  Manon  easily  climbed

her hind leg and hauled herself into the saddle at the spot where the long neck

met the massive shoulders. A man approached to adjust the stirrups, but Manon

leaned to do it herself. Breakfast had been bad enough. Coming close to a human

throat now would only tempt her further. 

The  wyvern  shifted,  its  body  warm  against  her  cold  legs,  and  Manon

tightened  her  gloved  grip  on  the  reins.  Down  the  line,  her  sentinels  mounted their beasts. Asterin was ready, of course, her cousin’s gold hair tightly braided

back, her fur collar ruffling in the biting wind from the open drop ahead of them. 

She flashed Manon a grin, her dark, gold-flecked eyes bright. Not a trace of fear

—just the thrill. 

The beasts knew what to do, the handlers had said. They knew how to make

the Crossing on instinct alone. That’s what they called the sheer plunge between

the  two  mountain  peaks,  the  final  test  for  a  rider  and  mount.  If  the  wyverns couldn’t make it, they’d splatter on the rocks far below. With their riders. 

There  was  movement  on  the  viewing  platforms  on  either  side,  and  the

Yellowlegs  heir’s  coven  swaggered  in,  all  of  them  smiling,  none  more  broadly

than Iskra. 

“Bitch,”  Asterin  murmured.  As  if  it  weren’t  bad  enough  that  Mother

Blackbeak  stood  on  the  opposite  viewing  platform,  flanked  by  the  other  two

High Witches. Manon lifted her chin and looked to the drop ahead. 

“Just like we practiced,” the overseer said, climbing from the open-faced pit

to  the  viewing  platform  where  the  three  Matrons  stood.  “Hard  kick  in  the  side sends ’em off. Let ’em navigate the Crossing. Best advice is to hold on like hell

and  enjoy  the  ride.”  A  few  nervous  laughs  from  the  coven  behind  her,  but  the

Thirteen  remained  silent.  Waiting.  Just  as  they  would  faced  with  any  army, before any battle. 

Manon  blinked,  the  muscles  behind  her  golden  eyes  pulling  down  the  clear

film  that  would  shield  her  vision  from  the  wind.  Manon  allowed  herself  a

moment  to  adjust  to  the  thickness  of  the  extra  lid.  Without  it,  they’d  fly  like mortals, squinting and streaming tears all over the place. 

“Ready at your command, lady,” the man called to her. 

Manon studied the open gap ahead, the bridge barely visible above, the gray

skies  and  mist.  She  looked  down  the  line,  into  each  of  the  six  faces  on  either side. Then she turned ahead, to the drop and the world waiting beyond. 

“We  are  the  Thirteen,  from  now  until  the  Darkness  claims  us.”  She  said  it

quietly, but knew all could hear her. “Let’s remind them why.” 

Manon  kicked  her  mount  into  action.  Three  galloping,  thunderous  steps

beneath  her,  surging  forward,  forward,  forward,  a  leap  into  freezing  air,  the clouds and the bridge and the snow all around, and then the drop. 

Her stomach shot right into her throat as the wyvern arced and angled down, 

wings tucked in tight. As she’d been instructed, Manon rose into a crouch over

the neck, keeping her face close to the leathery skin, the wind screaming in her

face. 

The  air  rippled  behind  her,  her  Thirteen  mere  feet  away,  falling  as  one,  past rock and snow, shooting for the earth. 

Manon gritted her teeth. The blur of stone, the kiss of mist, her hair ripping

out of her braid, waving like a white banner above her. 

The mist parted, and Darkness embrace her, there was the Gap floor, so close, 

and—

Manon  held  on  to  the  saddle,  to  the  reins,  to  conscious  thought  as  massive

wings  spread  and  the  world  tilted,  and  the  body  beneath  her  flipped  up,  up, riding the wind’s current in a sheer climb along the side of the Northern Fang. 

There were triumphant howls from below, from above, and the wyvern kept

climbing, swifter than Manon had ever flown on her broom, past the bridge and

up into the open sky. 

That fast, Manon was back in the skies. 

The cloudless, endless, eternal sky held them as Asterin and then Sorrel and

Vesta  flanked  her,  then  the  rest  of  the  Thirteen,  and  Manon  schooled  her  face into cool victory. 

To  her  right,  Asterin  was  beaming,  her  iron  teeth  shining  like  silver.  To  her left, red-haired Vesta was just shaking her head, gaping at the mountains below. 
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Sorrel  was  as  stone-faced  as  Manon,  but  her  black  eyes  danced.  The  Thirteen

were airborne again. 

The  world  spread  beneath  them,  and  ahead,  far  to  the  West,  was  the  home

they would someday reclaim. But now, now …

The wind caressed and sang to her, telling her of its currents, more an instinct

than a magical gift. An instinct that had made her the best flier in all three Clans. 

“What  now?”  Asterin  called.  And  though  she’d  never  seen  any  of  her

Thirteen cry, Manon could have sworn there were tears shining in the corners of

her cousin’s eyes. 

“I say we test them out,” Manon said, keeping that wild exuberance locked up

tight  in  her  chest,  and  reined  her  mount  toward  where  the  first  canyon  run

awaited them. The whoops and cackles of her Thirteen as they rode the current

were finer than any mortal music. 

Manon  stood  at  attention  in  her  grandmother’s  small  room,  staring  at  the  far stone  wall  until  she  was  spoken  to.  Mother  Blackbeak  sat  at  the  wooden  desk, her  back  to  Manon  as  she  pored  over  some  document  or  letter.  “You  did  well today, Manon,” her grandmother said at last. 

Manon touched two fingers to her brow, though her grandmother still studied

the papers. 

Manon hadn’t needed to be told by the overseer that it was the best Crossing

he had witnessed to date. She’d taken one look at the empty platform where the

Yellowlegs  coven  had  been  and  known  they’d  left  as  soon  as  Manon  didn’t

splatter on the ground. 

“Your Thirteen and all the Blackbeak covens did well,” her grandmother went

on. “Your work in keeping them disciplined these years is commendable.” 

Manon’s  chest  swelled,  but  she  said,  “It’s  my  honor  to  serve  you, 

Grandmother.” 

Her grandmother scribbled something down. “I want you and the Thirteen to

be Wing Leader—I want you leading all the Clans.” The witch twisted to look at

Manon,  her  face  unreadable.  “There  are  to  be  war  games  in  a  few  months  to

decide the ranks. I don’t care how you do it, but I expect to crown you victor.” 

Manon didn’t need to ask why. 

Her  grandmother’s  eyes  fell  on  Manon’s  red  cloak  and  she  smiled  faintly. 

“We  don’t  yet  know  who  our  enemies  will  be,  but  once  we  are  done  with  the

king’s  war  and  reclaim  the  Wastes,  it  will  not  be  a  Blueblood  or  Yellowlegs sitting on the Ironteeth throne. Understand?” 

Become  Wing  Leader,  command  the  Ironteeth  armies,  and  keep  control  of

those armies once the Matrons eventually turned on one another. Manon nodded. 

It would be done. 

“I suspect the other Matrons will give similar orders to their heirs. Make sure

your Second keeps close to you.” 

Asterin was already outside, guarding the door, but Manon said, “I can look

after myself.” 

Her grandmother hissed. “Baba Yellowlegs was seven hundred years old. She

tore  down  the  walls  of  the  Crochan  capital  with  her  bare  hands.  And  yet

someone  slipped  into  her  wagon  and  murdered  her.  Even  if  you  live  to  be  a

thousand,  you’ll  be  lucky  to  be  half  the  witch  she  was.”  Manon  kept  her  chin high.  “Watch  your  back.  I  will  not  be  pleased  if  I  have  to  find  myself  another heir.” 

Manon bowed her head. “As you will it, Grandmother.” 

Chapter 17

Celaena  awoke,  freezing  and  groaning  from  a  relentless  headache.  That,  she

knew, was from hitting her head on the temple stones. She hissed as she sat up, 

and  every  inch  of  her  body,  from  her  ears  to  her  toes  to  her  teeth,  gave  a collective burst of pain. It felt as if she’d been pummeled by a thousand iron fists

and  left  to  rot  in  the  cold.  That  was  from  the  uncontrolled  shifting  she’d  done yesterday. The gods  knew how many  times she’d shuddered  between one  form

and the other. From the tenderness of her muscles, it had to have been dozens. 

But  she  hadn’t  lost  control  of  the  magic,  she  reminded  herself  as  she  rose, gripping the chipped bedpost. She pulled the pale robe tighter around her as she

shuffled for the dresser and basin. After the bath, she’d realized she had nothing

to change into and had stolen one of the many robes, leaving her reeking clothes

heaped by the door. She’d barely made it to her room before she collapsed on the

bed, pulled the scrap of blanket over her, and slept. 

And  slept.  And  slept.  She  didn’t  feel  like  talking  with  anyone.  And  no  one

came for her, anyway. 

Celaena braced her hands on the dresser and grimaced at her reflection. She

looked  like  shit,  felt  like  shit.  Even  more  grim  and  gaunt  than  yesterday.  She picked up the tin of salve Rowan had given her, but then decided he should see

what  he’d  done.  And  she’d  looked  worse—two  years  ago,  when  Arobynn  had

beaten  her  to  a  bloody  pulp  for  disobeying  his  orders.  This  was  nothing

compared to how mangled she’d been then. 

She  opened  the  door  to  find  that  someone  had  left  clothes—the  same  as

yesterday, but fresh. Her boots had been cleaned of mud and dust. Either Rowan

had  left  them,  or  someone  else  had  noticed  her  filthy  clothing.  Gods—she’d

 soiled herself in front of him. 

She didn’t let herself wallow in the humiliation as she dressed and went to the

kitchens, the halls dark in the moments before dawn. Already, Luca was prattling

about the fighting knife a sentry had loaned him for his training, and on and on

and on. 

Apparently she had underestimated how horrific her face was, because Luca

stopped his chattering midsentence to swear. Whirling, Emrys took one look at

her and dropped his earthenware bowl before the hearth. “Great Mother and all

her children.” 

Celaena  went  to  the  heap  of  garlic  cloves  on  the  worktable  and  picked  up  a knife. “It looks worse than it feels.” A lie. Her head was still pounding from the

cut on her brow, and her eye was deeply bruised beneath. 

“I’ve got some salve in my room—” Luca started from where he was already

washing dishes, but she gave him a long look. 

She  began  peeling  the  cloves,  her  fingers  instantly  sticky.  They  were  still

staring, so she flatly said, “It’s none of your business.” 

Emrys  left  his  shattered  bowl  on  the  hearthstones  and  hobbled  over,  anger

dancing in those bright, clever eyes. “It’s my business when you come into my

kitchen.” 

“I’ve been through worse,” she said. 

Luca said, “What do you mean?” He eyed her mangled hands, her black eye, 

and the ring of scars around her neck, courtesy of Baba Yellowlegs. She silently

invited  him  to  do  the  calculations:  a  life  in  Adarlan  with  Fae  blood,  a  life  in Adarlan as a woman … His face paled. 

After a long moment, Emrys said, “Leave it alone, Luca,” and stooped to pick

up the fragments of the bowl. 

Celaena  went  back  to  the  garlic,  Luca  markedly  quieter  as  he  worked. 

Breakfast was made and sent upstairs in the same chaotic rush as yesterday, but a

few  more  demi-Fae  noticed  her  today.  She  either  ignored  them  or  stared  them

down,  marking  their  faces.  Many  had  pointed  ears,  but  most  seemed  human. 

Some wore civilian clothing—tunics and simple gowns—while the sentries wore

light  leather  armor  and  heavy  gray  cloaks  with  an  array  of  weapons  (many  the worse for wear). The warriors looked her way the most, men and women both, 

wariness and curiosity mingling. 

She  was  busy  wiping  down  a  copper  pot  when  someone  let  out  a  low, 

appreciative whistle in her direction. “Now  that is one of the most glorious black eyes I’ve ever beheld.” A tall old man—handsome despite being around Emrys’s

age—strode through the kitchen, empty platter in his hands. 

“You leave her be, too, Malakai,” Emrys said from the hearth. His husband—

mate. The old man gave a dashing grin and set down the platter on the counter

near Celaena. 

“Rowan  doesn’t  pull  punches,  does  he?”  His  gray  hair  was  cropped  short

enough  to  reveal  his  pointed  ears,  but  his  face  was  ruggedly  human.  “And  it looks like you don’t bother using a healing salve.” She held his gaze but gave no

reply. Malakai’s grin faded. “My mate works too much as it is. You don’t add to

that burden, understand?” 

Emrys growled his name, but Celaena shrugged. “I don’t want to bother with
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any of you.” 

Malakai  caught  the  unspoken  warning  in  her  words— so  don’t  try  to  bother

 with  me—and  gave  her  a  curt  nod.  She  heard,  more  than  saw,  him  stride  to Emrys and kiss him, then the rumble of some murmured, stern words, and then

his steady footsteps as he walked out again. 

“Even the demi-Fae warrior males push overprotective to a whole new level,” 

Emrys said, the words laced with forced lightness. 

“It’s in our blood,” Luca said, lifting his chin. “It is our duty, honor, and life’s

mission to make sure our families are cared for. Especially our mates.” 

“And  it  makes  you  a  thorn  in  our  side,”  Emrys  clucked.  “Possessive, 

territorial  beasts.”  The  old  man  strode  to  the  sink,  setting  down  the  cool  kettle for  Celaena  to  wash.  “My  mate  means  well,  lass.  But  you’re  a  stranger—and

from  Adarlan.  And  you’re  training  with  …  someone  none  of  us  quite

understand.” 

Celaena dumped the kettle in the sink. “I don’t care,” she said. And meant it. 

Training was horrible that day. Not just because Rowan asked if she was going

to vomit or piss herself again, but also because for hours— hours—he made her

sit amongst the temple ruins on the ridge, battered by the misty wind. He wanted

her to shift—that was his only command. 

She demanded to know why he couldn’t teach her the magic without shifting, 

and  he  gave  her  the  same  answer  again  and  again:  no  shift,  no  magic  lessons. 

But after yesterday, nothing short of him taking his long dagger and cutting her

ears into points would get her to change forms. She tried once—when he stalked

into the woods for some privacy. She tugged and yanked and pulled at whatever

lay deep inside her, but got nothing. No flash of light or searing pain. 

So  they  sat  on  the  mountainside,  Celaena  frozen  to  the  bone.  At  least  she

didn’t lose control again, no matter what insults he threw her way, either aloud

or  through  one  of  their  silent,  vicious  conversations.  She  asked  him  why  he

wasn’t  pursuing  the  creature  that  had  been  in  the  barrow-wights’  field,  and  he merely said that he was looking into it, and the rest was none of her concern. 

Thunderclouds  clustered  during  the  late  afternoon.  Rowan  forced  her  to  sit

through the storm until her teeth were clattering in her skull and her blood was

thick with ice, and then they finally made the trek to the fortress. He ditched her

by  the  baths  again,  eyes  glimmering  with  an  unspoken  promise  that  tomorrow

would be worse. 

When  she  finally  emerged,  there  were  dry  clothes  in  her  room,  folded  and placed  with  such  care  that  she  was  starting  to  wonder  whether  she  didn’t  have some invisible servant shadowing her. There was no way in hell an immortal like

Rowan would have bothered to do that for a human. 

She debated staying in her rooms for the rest of the night, especially as rain

lashed at her window, lightning illuminating the trees beyond. But her stomach

gurgled.  She  was  light-headed  again,  and  knew  she’d  been  eating  like  an  idiot. 

With her black eye, the best thing to do was eat—even if it meant going to the

kitchens. 

She waited until she thought everyone had gone upstairs. There were always

leftovers  after  breakfast—there  had  to  be  some  at  dinner.  Gods,  she  was  bonetired. And ached even worse than she had this morning. 

She  heard  the  voices  long  before  she  entered  the  kitchen  and  almost  turned

back, but—no one had spoken to her at breakfast save Malakai. Surely everyone

would ignore her now, too. 

She’d  estimated  a  good  number  of  people  in  the  kitchen,  but  was  still  a  bit surprised  by  how  packed  it  was.  Chairs  and  cushions  had  been  dragged  in,  all facing  the  hearth,  before  which  Emrys  and  Malakai  sat,  chatting  with  those

gathered.  There  was  food  on  every  surface,  as  if  dinner  had  been  held  in  here. 

Keeping to the shadows atop the stairs, she observed them. The dining hall was

spacious, if a bit cold—why gather around the kitchen hearth? 

She  didn’t  particularly  care—not  when  she  saw  the  food.  She  slipped  in

through  the  gathered  crowd  with  practiced  stealth  and  ease,  filling  up  a  plate with  roast  chicken,  potatoes  (gods,  she  was  already  sick  of  potatoes),  and  hot bread.  Everyone  was  still  chatting;  those  who  didn’t  have  seats  were  standing against the counters or walls, laughing and sipping from their mugs of ale. 

The upper half of the kitchen door was open to let out the heat from all the

bodies, the sound of rain filling the room like a drum. She caught a glimmer of

movement outside, but when she looked, there was nothing there. 

Celaena was about to slip back up the stairs when Malakai clapped his hands

and  everyone  stopped  talking.  Celaena  paused  again  in  the  shadows  of  the

stairwell.  Smiles  spread,  and  people  settled  in.  Seated  on  the  floor  in  front  of Emrys’s  chair  was  Luca,  a  pretty  young  woman  pressed  into  his  side,  his  arm casually draped around her shoulders—casually, but with enough of a grip to tell

every other male in the room that she was his. Celaena rolled her eyes, not at all

surprised. 

Still, she caught the look Luca gave the girl, the mischief in his eyes that sent

a  pang  of  jealousy  right  through  her.  She’d  looked  at  Chaol  with  that  same

expression. But their relationship had never been as unburdened, and even if she hadn’t ended things, it never would have been like that. The ring on her finger

became a weight. 

Lightning  flashed,  revealing  the  grass  and  forest  beyond.  Seconds  later, 

thunder shook the stones, triggering a few shrieks and laughs. 

Emrys cleared his throat, and every eye snapped to his lined face. The ancient

hearth  illuminated  his  silver  hair,  casting  shadows  throughout  the  room.  “Long ago,”  Emrys  began,  his  voice  weaving  between  the  drumming  rain  and

grumbling  thunder  and  crackling  fire,  “when  there  was  no  mortal  king  on

Wendlyn’s throne, the faeries still walked among us. Some were good and fair, 

some  were  prone  to  little  mischiefs,  and  some  were  fouler  and  darker  than  the blackest night.” 

Celaena  swallowed.  These  were  words  that  had  been  spoken  in  front  of

hearths for thousands of years—spoken in kitchens like this one. Tradition. 

“It was those wicked faeries,” Emrys went on, the words resonating in every

crack and crevice, “that you always had to watch for on the ancient roads, or in

the  woods,  or  on  nights  like  this,  when  you  can  hear  the  wind  moaning  your name.” 

“Oh, not that one,” Luca groaned, but it wasn’t heartfelt. Some of the others

laughed—a  bit  nervously,  even.  Someone  else  protested,  “I  won’t  sleep  for  a

week.” 

Celaena leaned against the stone wall, shoveling food down her throat as the

old man wove his tale. The hair on her neck stood on end for the duration of it, 

and  she  could  see  every  horrific  moment  of  the  story  as  clearly  as  if  she  had lived it. 

As  Emrys  finished  his  tale,  thunder  boomed,  and  even  Celaena  flinched, 

almost upsetting her empty plate. There were some wary laughs, some taunts and

gentle  pushes.  Celaena  frowned.  If  she’d  heard  this  story—with  the  wretched

creatures  who  delighted  in  skin-sewing  and  bone-crunching  and  lightning-

crisping—before  traveling  here  with  Rowan,  she  never  would  have  followed

him. Not in a million years. 

Rowan  hadn’t  lit  a  single  fire  on  the  journey  here—hadn’t  wanted  to  attract

attention.  From  these  sorts  of  creatures?  He  hadn’t  known  what  that  thing  was the  day  before  in  the  barrows.  And  if  an  immortal  didn’t  know  …  She  used

breathing exercises to calm her pounding heart. Still, she’d be lucky if she slept

tonight. 

Though everyone else seemed to be waiting for the next story, Celaena stood. 

As  she  turned  to  leave,  she  looked  again  to  that  half-open  kitchen  door,  just  to

make  sure  there  was  nothing  lurking  outside.  But  it  was  not  some  fell  creature who waited in the rain. A large white-tailed hawk was perched in the shadows. 

It  sat  absolutely  still.  But  the  hawk’s  eyes—there  was  something  strange

about them … She’d seen that hawk before. It had watched her for days as she’d

lazed on that rooftop in Varese, watched her drink and steal and doze and brawl. 

At least she now knew what Rowan’s animal form was. What she didn’t know

was why he bothered to listen to these stories. 

“Elentiya.” Emrys was extending a hand from where he sat before the hearth. 

“Would you perhaps share a story from your lands? We’d love to hear a tale, if

you’d do us the honor.” 

Celaena kept her eyes on the old man as everyone turned to where she stood

in  the  shadows.  Not  one  of  them  offered  a  word  of  encouragement,  save  for

Luca, who said, “Tell us!” 

But  she  had  no  right  to  tell  those  stories  as  if  they  were  her  own.  And  she could not remember them correctly, not as they had been told at her bedside. 

She clamped down on the thought as hard as she could, shoving it back long

enough to calmly say, “No, thank you,” and walk away. No one came after her. 

She didn’t give a damn what Rowan made of the whole thing. 

The  whispers  died  with  each  step,  and  it  wasn’t  until  she’d  shut  the  door  to her freezing room and slid into bed that she loosed a sigh. The rain stopped, the

clouds  cleared  on  a  brisk  wind,  and  through  the  window,  a  patch  of  stars

flickered above the tree line. 

She  had  no  stories  to  tell.  All  the  legends  of  Terrasen  were  lost  to  her,  and only fragments were strewn through her memories like rubble. 

She  pulled  her  scrap  of  blanket  higher  and  draped  an  arm  over  her  eyes, 

shutting out the ever-watching stars. 

Chapter 18

Mercifully, Dorian wasn’t forced to entertain Aedion again, and saw little of him

outside  of  state  dinners  and  meetings,  where  the  general  pretended  he  didn’t

exist. He saw little of Chaol, too, which was a relief, given how awkward their

conversations  had  been  of  late.  But  he’d  begun  to  spar  with  the  guards  in  the mornings. It was about as fun as lying on a bed of hot nails, but at least it gave

him something to do with the restless, anxious energy that hounded him day and

night. 

Not to mention all those cuts and scrapes and sprains gave him an excuse to

go  to  the  healers’  catacombs.  Sorscha,  it  seemed,  had  caught  on  to  his  training schedule, and her door was always open when he arrived. 

He  hadn’t  been  able  to  stop  thinking  about  what  she’d  said  in  his  room,  or wondering  why  someone  who  had  lost  everything  would  dedicate  her  life  to

helping the family of the man who had taken it all away. And when she’d said

 Because  I  had  nowhere  else  to  go  …  for  a  second,  it  hadn’t  been  Sorscha  but Celaena, broken with grief and loss and rage, coming to his room because there

was no one else to turn to. He’d never known what that was like, that loss, but

Sorscha’s kindness to him—which he’d repaid so foully until now—hit him like

a stone to the head. 

Dorian  entered  her  workroom,  and  Sorscha  looked  up  from  the  table  and

smiled, broadly and prettily and … well, wasn’t that exactly the reason he found

excuses to come here every day. 

He  held  up  his  wrist,  already  stiff  and  throbbing.  “Landed  on  it  badly,”  he said by way of greeting. She came around the table, giving him enough time to

admire the long lines of her figure in her simple gown. She moved like water, he

thought, and often caught himself marveling at the way she used her hands. 

“There’s not much I can do for that,” she said after examining his wrist. “But

I have a tonic for the pain—only to subdue it, and I can put your arm in a sling if

—” 

“Gods, no. No sling. I’ll never hear the end of it from the guards.” 

Her eyes twinkled, just a bit—in that way they did when she was amused and

tried hard not to be. 

But if there was no sling, then he had no excuse to be here, and even though

he  had  an  inane  council  meeting  in  an  hour  and  still  needed  to  bathe  …  He

stood. “What are you working on?” 

She took a careful step back from him. She always did that, to keep the wall

up. “Well, I have a few tonics and salves to make for some of the servants and

guards today—to replenish their stocks.” He knew he shouldn’t, but he moved to

peer  over  her  narrow  shoulder  at  the  worktable,  at  the  bowls  and  vials  and

beakers. She made a small noise in her throat, and he swallowed his smile as he

leaned  a  bit  closer.  “This  is  normally  a  task  for  apprentices,  but  they  were  so busy today that I offered to take some of their workload.” She usually talked like

this  when  she  was  nervous.  Which,  Dorian  had  noticed  with  some  satisfaction, 

was when he came near. And not in a bad way—if he’d sensed that she was truly

uncomfortable, he’d have kept his distance. This was more … flustered. He liked

flustered. 

“But,” she went on, trying to sidestep away, “I’ll make your tonic right now, 

Your Highness.” 

He gave her the space she needed as she hurried about the table with graceful

efficiency,  measuring  powders  and  crushing  dried  leaves,  so  steady  and  self-

assured … He realized he’d been staring when she spoke again. “Your … friend. 

The King’s Champion. Is she well?” 

Her  mission  to  Wendlyn  was  fairly  secret,  but  he  could  get  around  that. 

“She’s off on my father’s errand for the next few months. I certainly hope she’s

well, though I have no doubt she can care for herself.” 

“And her hound—she’s well?” 

“Fleetfoot? Oh, she’s fine. Her leg’s healed beautifully.” The hound now slept

in  his  bed,  of  course,  and  bullied  him  for  scraps  and  treats  to  no  end,  but  …  it was nice to have some piece of his friend while she was gone. “Thanks to you.” 

A nod, and silence fell as she measured and then poured some green-looking

liquid. He sincerely hoped he wasn’t going to drink that. 

“They said …” Sorscha kept her spectacular eyes down. “They said there was

some  wild  animal  roaming  the  halls  a  few  months  ago—that’s  what  killed  all

those people before Yulemas. I never heard whether they caught it, but then …

your friend’s dog looked like she’d been attacked.” 

Dorian willed himself to keep still. She’d truly put some things together, then. 

And hadn’t told anyone. “Ask it, Sorscha.” 

Her  throat  bobbed,  and  her  hands  shook  a  little—enough  that  he  wanted  to

reach out and cover them. But he couldn’t move, not until she spoke. “What was

it?” she breathed. 

“Do  you  want  the  answer  that  will  keep  you  asleep  at  night,  or  the  one  that might  ensure  you  never  sleep  again?”  She  lifted  her  gaze  to  him,  and  he  knew
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she  wanted  the  truth.  So  he  loosed  a  breath  and  said,  “It  was  two  different  …

creatures.  My  father’s  Champion  dealt  with  the  first.  She  didn’t  even  tell  the captain  and  me  until  we  faced  the  second.”  He  could  still  hear  that  creature’s roar  in  the  tunnel,  still  see  it  squaring  off  against  Chaol.  Still  had  nightmares about it. “The rest is a bit of a mystery.” It wasn’t a lie. There was still so much

he didn’t know. And didn’t want to learn. 

“Would His Majesty punish you for it?” A quiet, dangerous question. 

“Yes.”  His  blood  chilled  at  the  thought.  Because  if  he  knew,  if  his  father

learned  Celaena  had  somehow  opened  a  portal  …  Dorian  couldn’t  stop  the  ice

spreading through him. 

Sorscha rubbed her arms and glanced at the fire. It was still burning high, but

…  Shit.  He  had  to  go.  Now.  Sorscha  said,  “He’d  kill  her,  wouldn’t  he?  That’s why you said nothing.” 

Dorian  slowly  started  backing  out,  fighting  against  the  panicked,  wild   thing inside  of  him.  He  couldn’t  stop  the  rising  ice,  didn’t  even  know  where  it  was coming  from,  but  he  kept  seeing  that  creature  in  the  tunnels,  kept  hearing

Fleetfoot’s  pained  bark,  seeing  Chaol  choose  to  sacrifice  himself  so  they  could get away—

Sorscha  stroked  the  length  of  her  dark  braid.  “And—and  he’d  probably  kill

the captain, too.” 

His magic erupted. 

After Sorscha had been forced to wait in the cramped office for twenty minutes, 

Amithy  finally  paraded  in,  her  tight  bun  making  her  harsh  face  even  more

severe. “Sorscha,” she said, sitting down at her desk and frowning. “What am I

to do with you? What example does this set for the apprentices?” 

Sorscha  kept  her  head  down.  She  knew  she’d  been  kept  waiting  in  order  to

make  her  fret  over  what  she’d  done:  accidentally  knocking  over  her  entire

worktable and destroying not only countless hours and days of work, but also a

good  number  of  expensive  tools  and  containers.  “I  slipped—I  spilled  some  oil

and forgot to wipe it up.” 

Amithy  clicked  her  tongue.  “Cleanliness,  Sorscha,  is  one  of  our  most

important assets. If you cannot keep your own workroom clean, how can you be

trusted to care for our patients? For His Highness, who was there to witness your

latest bout of unprofessionalism? I’ve taken the liberty of apologizing in person, 

and offered to oversee his future care, but …” Amithy’s eyes narrowed. “He said

he would pay for the repair costs—and would still like you to serve him.” 

Sorscha’s face warmed. It had happened so quickly. 

As the blast of ice and wind and something  else surged toward her, Sorscha’s

scream  had  been  cut  off  by  the  door  slamming  shut.  That  had  probably  saved

their  lives,  but  all  she  could  think  of  was  getting  out  of  the  way.  So  she’d crouched beneath her table, hands over her head, and prayed. 

She might have dismissed it as a draft, might have felt foolish, if the prince’s

eyes  hadn’t  seemed  to   glow  in  that  moment  before  the  wind  and  cold,  had  the glasses on the table not all shattered, had ice not coated the floor, had he not just

stayed there, untouched. 

It wasn’t possible. The prince … There was a choking, awful sound, and then

Dorian was on his knees, peering under the worktable. “Sorscha.  Sorscha.” 

She’d gaped at him, unable to find the words. 

Amithy  drummed  her  long,  bony  fingers  on  the  wooden  desk.  “Forgive  me

for being indelicate,” she said, but Sorscha knew the woman didn’t care one bit

about  manners.  “But  I’ll  also  remind  you  that  interacting  with  our  patients

outside of our duties is prohibited.” 

There could be no other reason for Prince Dorian to prefer Sorscha’s services

over  Amithy’s,  of  course.  Sorscha  kept  her  eyes  on  her  clenched  hands  in  her lap, still flecked with cuts from some of the small shards of glass. “You needn’t

worry about that, Amithy.” 

“Good.  I’d  hate  to  see  your  position  compromised.  His  Highness  has  a

reputation  with  women.”  A  little,  smug  smile.  “And  there  are  many  beautiful

ladies at this court.”  And you are not one of them. 

Sorscha nodded and took the insult, as she always did and had always done. 

That was how she survived, how she had remained invisible all these years. 

It  was  what  she’d  promised  the  prince  in  the  minutes  after  his  explosion, 

when her shaking ceased and she’d  seen him. Not the magic but the panic in his

eyes,  the  fear  and  pain.  He  wasn’t  an  enemy  using  forbidden  powers,  but—a

young man in need of help. Her help. 

She could not turn away from it, from him, could not tell anyone what she’d

witnessed. It was what she would have done for anyone else. 

In  the  cool,  calm  voice  that  she  reserved  for  her  most  grievously  injured

patients, she had said to the prince, “I am not going to tell anyone. But right now, 

you are going to help me knock this table over, and then you are going to help

me clean this up.” 

He’d just stared at her. She stood, noting the hair-thin slices on her hands that

had  already  starting  stinging.  “I  am  not  going  to  tell  anyone,”  she  said  again, 
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grabbing one corner of the table. Wordlessly, he went to the other end and helped

her ease the table onto its side, the remaining glass and ceramic jars tumbling to

the ground. For all the world, it looked like an accident, and Sorscha went to the

corner to grab the broom. 

“When  I  open  this  door,”  she  had  said  to  him,  still  quiet  and  calm  and  not quite herself, “we will pretend. But after today, after this …” Dorian stood rigid, 

as if he were waiting for the blow to fall. “After this,” she said, “if you are all

right  with  it,  we  will  try  to  find  ways  to  keep  this  from  happening.  Perhaps there’s some tonic to suppress it.” 

His  face  was  still  pale.  “I’m  sorry,”  he  breathed,  and  she  knew  he  meant  it. 

She went to the door and gave him a grim smile. 

“I  will  start  researching  tonight.  If  I  find  anything,  I’ll  let  you  know.  And perhaps—not now, but later … if Your Highness has the inclination,  you  could

tell me a bit about  how this is possible. It might help me somehow.” She didn’t

give him time to say yes, but instead opened the door, walked back to the mess, 

and said a little louder than usual, “I am  truly sorry, Your Highness … there was something on the floor, and I slipped, and—” 

From  there,  it  had  been  easy.  The  snooping  healers  had  arrived  to  see  what

the  commotion  was  about,  and  one  of  them  had  scuttled  off  to  Amithy.  The

prince had left, and Sorscha had been ordered to wait here. 

Amithy braced her forearms on the desk. “His Highness was extraordinarily

generous,  Sorscha.  Let  it  be  a  lesson  for  you.  You’re  lucky  you  didn’t  injure yourself further.” 

“I’ll make an offering to Silba today,” Sorscha lied, quiet and small, and left. 

Chaol pressed himself into the darkened alcove of a building, holding his breath

as  Aedion  approached  the  cloaked  figure  in  the  alley.  Of  all  the  places  he’d expected Aedion to go when he slipped out of his party at the tavern, the slums

were not one of them. 

Aedion  had  made  a  spectacular  show  of  playing  the  generous,  wild  host:

buying drinks, saluting his guests, ensuring everyone saw him doing something. 

And just when no one was looking, Aedion had walked right out the front, as if

he were too lazy to go to the privy in the back. A staggering drunk, arrogant and

careless and haughty. 

Chaol  had  almost  bought  it.  Almost.  Then  Aedion  had  gotten  a  block  away, 

thrown his hood over his head, and prowled into the night, stone-cold sober. 

He’d  trailed  from  the  shadows  as  Aedion  left  the  wealthier  district  and strolled into the slums, taking alleys and crooked streets. He could have passed

for  a  wealthy  man  seeking  another  sort  of  woman.  Until  he’d  stopped  outside

this building and that cloaked figure with the twin blades approached him. 

Chaol couldn’t hear the words between Aedion and the stranger, but he could

read the tension in their bodies well enough. After a moment, Aedion followed

the newcomer, though not before he thoroughly scanned the alley, the rooftops, 

the shadows. 

Chaol  kept  his  distance.  If  he  caught  Aedion  buying  illicit  substances,  that

might  be  enough  to  get  him  to  calm  down—to  keep  the  parties  at  a  minimum

and control the Bane when it arrived. 

Chaol tracked them, mindful of the eyes he passed, every drunk and orphan

and beggar. On a forgotten street by the Avery’s docks, Aedion and the cloaked

figure  slipped  into  a  crumbling  building.  It  wasn’t  just  any  building,  not  with sentries posted on the corner, by the door, on the rooftop, even milling about the

street, trying to blend in. They weren’t royal guards, or soldiers. 

It  wasn’t  a  place  to  purchase  opiates  or  flesh,  either.  He’d  been  memorizing the information Celaena had gathered about the rebels, and had stalked them as

often  as  he’d  trailed  Aedion,  mostly  to  no  avail.  Celaena  had  claimed  they’d been looking for a way to defeat the king’s power. Larger implications aside, if

he  could  find  out  not  only  how  the  king  had  stifled  magic  but  also  how  to liberate it before he was dragged back to Anielle, then Dorian’s secret might be

less explosive. It might help him, somehow. And Chaol would always help him, 

his friend, his prince. 

He couldn’t stop a shiver down his spine as he touched the Eye of Elena and

realized the derelict building, with this pattern of guards, positively reeked of the

rebels’ habits. Perhaps it wasn’t mere coincidence that had led him here. 

He was so focused on his thundering heart that Chaol didn’t have a chance to

turn as a dagger pricked his side. 

Chapter 19

Chaol didn’t put up a fight, though he knew he was as likely to receive death as

he  was  answers.  He  recognized  the  sentries  by  their  worn  weapons  and  their

fluid, precise movements. He’d never forget those details, not after he’d spent a

day  being  held  prisoner  in  a  warehouse  by  them—and  witnessed  Celaena  cut

through  them  as  though  they  were  stalks  of  wheat.  They’d  never  known  that  it had been their lost queen who came to slaughter them. 

The  sentries  forced  him  to  his  knees  in  an  empty  room  that  smelled  of  old

hay.  Chaol  found  Aedion  and  a  familiar-looking  old  man  staring  down  at  him. 

The one who had begged Celaena to stop that night in the warehouse. There was

nothing remarkable about the old man; his worn clothes were ordinary, his body

lean  but  not  yet  withered.  Beside  him  stood  a  young  man  Chaol  knew  by  his

soft,  vicious  laugh:  the  guard  who  had  taunted  him  when  he’d  been  held

prisoner. Shoulder-length dark hair hung loose around a face that was more cruel

than  handsome,  especially  with  the  wicked  scar  slashing  through  his  eyebrow

and down his cheek. He dismissed the sentries with a jerk of his chin. 

“Well, well,” Aedion said, circling Chaol. His sword was out, gleaming in the

dim  light.  “Captain  of  the  Guard,  heir  of  Anielle,  and  spy?  Or  has  your  lover been giving you some tricks of the trade?” 

“When  you  throw  parties  and  convince  my  men  to  leave  their  posts,  when

you’re  not  at  those  parties  because  you’re  sneaking  through  the  streets,  it’s  my duty to know why, Aedion.” 

The  scarred  young  man  with  the  twin  swords  stepped  closer,  circling  with

Aedion now. Two predators, sizing up their prey. They’d probably fight over his

carcass. 

“Too  bad  your  Champion  isn’t  here  to  save  you  this  time,”  the  scarred  one

said quietly. 

“Too bad you weren’t there to save Archer Finn,” Chaol said. 

A flare of nostrils, a flash of fury in cunning brown eyes, but the young man

fell silent as the old man held out a hand. “Did the king send you?” 

“I  came  because  of   him.”  Chaol  jerked  his  chin  at  Aedion.  “But  I’ve  been looking for you two—and your little group—as well. Both of you are in danger. 

Whatever you think Aedion wants, whatever he offers you, the king keeps him

on  a  tight  leash.”  Perhaps  that  bit  of  honesty  would  buy  him  what  he  needed:

trust and information. 

But  Aedion  barked  out  a  laugh.  “What?”  His  companions  turned  to  him, 

brows raised. Chaol glanced at the ring on the general’s finger. He hadn’t been

mistaken. It was identical to the ones the king, Perrington, and others had worn. 

Aedion caught Chaol’s look and stopped his circling. 

For  a  moment,  the  general  stared  at  him,  a  glimmer  of  surprise  and

amusement darting across his tan face. Then Aedion purred, “You’ve turned out

to be a far more interesting man than I thought, Captain.” 

“Explain, Aedion,” the old man said softly, but not weakly. 

Aedion  smiled  broadly  as  he  yanked  the  black  ring  off  his  finger.  “The  day

the  king  presented  me  with  the  Sword  of  Orynth,  he  also  offered  me  a  ring. 

Thanks  to  my  heritage,  my  senses  are  …  sharper.  I  thought  the  ring  smelled

strange—and knew only a fool would accept that kind of gift from him. So I had

a replica made. The real one I chucked into the sea. But I always wondered what

it did,” he mused, tossing the ring with one hand and catching it. “It seems the

captain knows. And disapproves.” 

The man with the twin swords ceased his circling, and the grin he gave Chaol

was  nothing  short  of  feral.  “You’re  right,  Aedion,”  he  said  without  taking  his eyes off Chaol. “He  is more interesting than he seems.” 

Aedion pocketed the ring as if it were—as if it were indeed a fake. And Chaol

realized that he’d revealed far more than he’d ever intended. 

Aedion  began  circling  again,  the  scarred  young  man  echoing  the  graceful

movements. “A magical leash—when there is no magic left,” the general mused. 

“And yet you still followed me, believing I was under the king’s spell. Thinking

you could use me to win the rebels’ favor? Fascinating.” 

Chaol kept his mouth shut. He’d already said enough to damn himself. 

Aedion  went  on,  “These  two  said  your  assassin  friend  was  a  rebel

sympathizer. That she handed over information to Archer Finn without thinking

twice—that  she  allowed  rebels  to  sneak  out  of  the  city  when  she  was

commanded to put them down. Was she the one who told you about the king’s

rings, or did you discover that tidbit all on your own? What, exactly, is going on

in that glass palace when the king isn’t looking?” 

Chaol clamped down on his retort. When it became clear he wouldn’t speak, 

Aedion shook his head. 

“You  know  how  this  has  to  end,”  Aedion  said,  and  there  wasn’t  anything

mocking  in  it.  Just  cold  calculation.  The  true  face  of  the  Northern  Wolf.  “The way I see it, you signed your own death warrant when you decided to trail me, 

and  now  that  you  know  so  much  …  You  have  two  options,  Captain:  we  can
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torture it  out  of you  and  then we’ll  kill  you,  or you  can  tell us  what  you know and we’ll make it quick for you. As painless as possible, on my honor.” 

They stopped circling. 

Chaol  had  faced  death  a  few  times  in  the  past  months.  Had  faced  and  seen

and  dealt  it.  But   this  death,  where  Celaena  and  Dorian  and  his  mother  would never know what happened to him … It disgusted him, somehow. Enraged him. 

Aedion stepped closer to where Chaol knelt. 

He could take out the scarred one, then hope he could stand against Aedion—

or at least flee. He  would fight, because that was the only way he could embrace this sort of death. 

Aedion’s  sword  was  at  the  ready—the  sword  that  belonged  to  Celaena  by

blood and right. Chaol had assumed he was a two-faced butcher. Aedion  was a

traitor.  But  not  to  Terrasen.  Aedion  had  been  playing  a  very  dangerous  game

since arriving here—since his kingdom fell ten years ago. And tricking the king

into  thinking  that  he’d  been  wearing  his  ring  all  this  time—that  was  indeed

information  Aedion  would  be  willing  to  kill  to  keep  safe.  Yet  there  was  other information Chaol could use, perhaps, to get out of this alive. 

Regardless of how shattered she’d been when she left, Celaena was safe now. 

She  was  away  from  Adarlan.  But  Dorian,  with  his  magic,  with  the  threat  he

secretly  posed,  was  not.  Aedion  took  a  readying  breath  to  kill  him.  Keeping

Dorian  protected  was  all  he  had  left,  all  that  had  ever  really  mattered.  If  these rebels  did  indeed  know  something— anything—about  magic  that  might  help  to free it, if he could use Aedion to get that information …

It  was  a  gamble—the  biggest  gamble  he’d  ever  made.  Aedion  raised  his

sword. 

With a silent prayer for forgiveness, Chaol looked straight at Aedion. “Aelin

is alive.” 

Aedion  Ashryver  had  been  called  Wolf,  general,  prince,  traitor,  and  murderer. 

And he was all of those things, and more. Liar, deceiver, and trickster were his

particular favorites—the titles only those closest to him knew. 

Adarlan’s  Whore,  that’s  what  the  ones  who  didn’t  know  him  called  him.  It

was true—in so many ways, it was true, and he had never minded it, not really. It

had allowed him to maintain control in the North, to keep the bloodshed down to

a minimum and a lie. Half the Bane were rebels, and the other half sympathizers, 

so many of their “battles” in the North had been staged, the body count a deceit

and  an  exaggeration—at  least,  once  the  corpses  got  up  from  the  killing  field under cover of darkness and went home to their families. Adarlan’s Whore. He

had not minded. Until now. 

Cousin—that  had  been  his  most  beloved  title.  Cousin,  kin,  protector.  Those

were  the  secret  names  he  harbored  deep  within,  the  names  he  whispered  to

himself  when  the  northern  wind  was  shrieking  through  the  Staghorns. 

Sometimes  that  wind  sounded  like  the  screams  of  his  people  being  led  to  the butchering blocks. And sometimes it sounded like Aelin—Aelin, whom he had

loved,  who  should  have  been  his  queen,  and  to  whom  he  would  have  one  day

sworn the blood oath. 

Aedion stood on the decaying planks of an empty dock in the slums, staring at

the  Avery.  The  captain  was  beside  him,  spitting  blood  into  the  water  thanks  to the beating given to him by Ren Allsbrook, Aedion’s newest conspirator and yet

another dead man risen from the grave. 

Ren, heir and Lord of Allsbrook, had trained with Aedion as a child—and had

once  been  his  rival.  Ten  years  ago,  Ren  and  his  grandfather,  Murtagh,  had

escaped the butchering blocks thanks to a diversion started by Ren’s parents that

cost  them  their  lives  and  gave  Ren  the  nasty  scar  down  his  face.  But  Aedion hadn’t known—he’d thought them dead, and had been stunned to learn that  they

were  the  secret  rebel  group  he’d  hunted  down  upon  arriving  in  Rifthold.  He’d heard  the  claims  that  Aelin  was  alive  and  raising  an  army  and  had  dragged

himself  down  from  the  north  to  get  to  the  bottom  of  it  and  destroy  the  liars, preferably cutting them up piece by piece. 

The  king’s  summons  had  been  a  convenient  excuse.  Ren  and  Murtagh  had

instantly admitted that the rumors had been spread by a former member of their

rebel group. They had never had or heard of any contact with their dead queen. 

But  seeing  Ren  and  Murtagh,  he’d  since  wondered  who  else  might  have

survived. He had never allowed himself to hope that Aelin …

Aedion set his sword on the wooden rail and ran his scarred fingers down it, 

taking  in  the  nicks  and  lines,  each  mark  a  tale  of  legendary  battles  fought,  of great  kings  long  dead.  The  sword  was  the  last  shred  of  proof  that  a  mighty kingdom had once existed in the North. 

It wasn’t his sword, not really. In those initial days of blood and conquest, the

King of Adarlan had snatched the blade from Rhoe Galathynius’s cooling body

and brought it to Rifthold. And there it had stayed, the sword that should have

been Aelin’s. 

So Aedion had fought for years in those war camps and battlefields, fought to

prove his invaluable worth to the king, and had taken everything that was done

to him, again and again. When he and the Bane won that first battle and the king had  proclaimed  him  the  Northern  Wolf  and  offered  him  a  boon,  Aedion  had

asked for the sword. 

The  king  attributed  the  request  to  an  eighteen-year-old’s  romanticism,  and

Aedion had swaggered about his own glory until everyone believed that he was a

traitorous,  butchering  bastard  who  made  a  mockery  of  the  sword  just  by

touching it. But winning back the sword didn’t erase his failure. 

Even though he’d been thirteen, and even though he’d been forty miles away

in  Orynth  when  Aelin  had  been  killed  on  the  country  estate,  he  should  have

stopped it. He’d been sent to her land upon his mother’s death to become Aelin’s

sword and shield, to serve in the court she was supposed to have ruled, that child

of  kings.  So  he  should  have  ridden  out  when  the  castle  erupted  with  news  that Orlon Galathynius had been assassinated. By the time anyone did, Rhoe, Evalin, 

and Aelin were dead. 

It was that reminder he’d carried with him on his back, the reminder of who

the sword belonged to, and to whom, when he took his last breath and went to

the Otherworld, he’d finally give it. 

But now the sword, that weight he’d embraced for years, felt … lighter and

sharper,  far  more  fragile.  Infinitely  precious.  The  world  had  slipped  from

beneath his feet. 

No  one  had  spoken  for  a  moment  after  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  made  his

claim.  Aelin  is  alive.  Then  the  captain  had  said  he’d  only  speak  with  Aedion about it. 

Just to show they weren’t bluffing about torturing him, Ren had bloodied him

up  with  a  cool  precision  that  Aedion  grudgingly  admired,  but  the  captain  had taken  the  blows.  And  whenever  Ren  paused,  Murtaugh  looking  on

disapprovingly,  the  captain  said  the  same  thing.  After  it  became  clear  that  the captain  would  either  tell  only  Aedion  or  die,  he’d  called  off  Ren.  The  heir  of Allsbrook  bristled,  but  Aedion  had  dealt  with  plenty  of  young  men  like  him  in the war camps. It never took much to get them to fall in line. Aedion gave him a

long, hard stare, and Ren backed down. 

Which was how they wound up here, Chaol cleaning off his face with a scrap

of his shirt. For the past few minutes, Aedion had listened to the most unlikely

story  he’d  ever  heard.  The  story  of  Celaena  Sardothien,  the  infamous  assassin, being trained by Arobynn Hamel, the story of her downfall and year in Endovier, 

and  how  she’d  wound  up  in  the  ridiculous  competition  to  become  the  King’s

Champion. The story of Aelin, his Queen, in a death camp, and then serving in

her enemy’s house. 

Aedion  braced  his  hands  on  the  rail.  It  couldn’t  be  true.  Not  after  ten  years. 

Ten years without hope, without proof. 

“She  has  your  eyes,”  Chaol  said,  working  his  jaw.  If  this  assassin—an

 assassin, gods above—was truly Aelin, then she was the King’s Champion. Then

she was the captain’s—

“You  sent  her  to  Wendlyn,”  Aedion  said,  his  voice  ragged.  The  tears  would

come later. Right now, he was emptied. Gutted. Every lie, every rumor and act

and party he’d thrown, every battle, real or faked, every life he’d taken so more

could live … How would he ever explain that to her? Adarlan’s Whore. 

“I didn’t know who she was. I just thought she would be safer there because

of what she is.” 

“You  realize  you’ve  only  given  me  a  bigger  reason  to  kill  you.”  Aedion

clenched  his  jaw.  “Do  you  have  any  idea  what  kind  of  risk  you  took  in  telling me? I could be working for the king—you  thought I was in thrall to him, and all

you had for proof against it was a quick story. You might as well have killed her

yourself.”  Fool—stupid,  reckless  fool.  But  the  captain  still  had  the  upper  hand here—the  king’s  noble  captain,  who  was  now  toeing  the  line  of  treason.  He’d

wondered  about  the  captain’s  allegiance  when  Ren  told  him  about  the

involvement  of  the  King’s  Champion  with  the  rebels,  but—damn.  Aelin.  Aelin

was the King’s Champion,  Aelin had helped the rebels, and gutted Archer Finn. 

His  knees  threatened  to  buckle,  but  he  swallowed  the  shock,  the  surprise  and terror and glimmer of delight. 

“I know it was a risk,” the captain said. “But the men who have those rings—

something  changes  in  their  eyes,  a  kind  of  darkness  that  sometimes  manifests

physically. I haven’t seen it in you since you’ve been here. And I’ve never seen

someone throw so many parties, but only attend for a few minutes. You wouldn’t

go to such lengths to hide your meetings with the rebels if you were enslaved to

the king, especially when during all this time the Bane still hasn’t come, despite

your assurances that it will be here soon. It doesn’t add up.” The captain met his

stare. Perhaps not quite a fool, then. “I think she’d want you to know.” 

The captain looked down the river toward the sea. This place reeked. Aedion

had  smelled  and  seen  worse  in  war  camps,  but  the  slums  of  Rifthold  certainly gave them a run for their money. And Terrasen’s capital, Orynth, its once-shining

tower  now  a  slab  of  filthy  white  stone,  was  well  on  its  way  to  falling  into  this level of poverty and despair. But maybe, someday soon …

Aelin was  alive. Alive, and as much of a killer as he was, and working for the

same  man.  “Does  the  prince  know?”  He’d  never  been  able  to  speak  with  the

prince  without  remembering  the  days  before  Terrasen’s  downfall;  he’d  never

been able to hide that hatred. 

“No. He doesn’t even know why I sent her to Wendlyn. Or that she’s—you’re

both … Fae.” 

Aedion had never possessed a fraction of the power that had smoldered in her

veins, which had burned libraries and caused such general worry that there had

been  talk—in  those  months  before  the  world  went  to  hell—of  sending  her

somewhere  so  that  she  could  learn  to  control  it.  He’d  overheard  debate  over

packing her off to various academies or tutors in distant lands, but never to their

aunt Maeve, waiting like a spider in a web to see what became of her niece. And

yet she’d wound up in Wendlyn, on her aunt’s doorstep. 

Maeve had either never known or never cared about his inherited gifts. No, all

he had were some of the physical traits of their immortal kin: strength, swiftness, 

sharp  hearing,  keen  smell.  It  had  made  him  a  formidable  opponent  on  the

battlefield—and saved his life more than once. Saved his very soul, if the captain

was right about those rings. 

“Is  she  coming  back?”  Aedion  asked  quietly.  The  first  of  the  many,  many

questions he had for the captain, now that he’d proved himself to be more than a

useless servant of the king. 

There was enough agony in the captain’s eyes that Aedion knew that he loved

her. Knew, and felt a tug of jealousy, if only because the captain knew her that

well.  “I  don’t  know,”  Chaol  admitted.  If  he  hadn’t  been  his  enemy,  Aedion

would have respected the man for the sacrifice implied. But Aelin had to come

back.  She   would  come  back.  Unless  that  return  only  earned  her  a  walk  to  the butchering block. 

He would sort through each wild thought when he was alone. He gripped the

damp rail harder, fighting the urge to ask more. 

But  then  the  captain  gave  him  a  weighing  look,  as  if  he  could  see  through

every  mask  Aedion  had  ever  worn.  For  a  heartbeat,  Aedion  considered  putting

the blade right through the captain and dumping his body in the Avery, despite

the information he possessed. The captain glanced at the blade, too, and Aedion

wondered if he was thinking the same thing—regretting his decision to trust him. 

The captain  should regret it, should curse himself for a fool. 

Aedion said, “Why were you tracking the rebels?” 

“Because I thought they might have valuable information.” It had to be truly

valuable, then, if he’d risk revealing himself as a traitor to get it. 

Aedion  had  been  willing  to  torture  the  captain—to  kill  him,  too.  He’d  done

worse before. But torturing and killing his queen’s lover wouldn’t go over well if

— when  she  returned.  And  the  captain  was  now  his  greatest  source  of

information. He wanted to know more about Aelin, about her plans, about what she  was  like  and  how  he  could  find  her.  He  wanted  to  know  everything. 

Anything. Especially where the captain now stood on the game board—and what

the  captain  knew  about  the  king.  So  Aedion  said,  “Tell  me  more  about  those

rings.” 

But the captain shook his head. “I want to make a bargain with you.” 

Chapter 20

The black eye was still gruesome, but it improved over the next week as Celaena

worked  in  the  kitchens,  tried  and  failed  to  shift  with  Rowan,  and  generally

avoided everyone. The spring rains had come to stay and the kitchen was packed

every  night,  so  Celaena  took  to  eating  dinner  on  the  shadowed  steps,  arriving just before the Story Keeper began speaking. 

Story Keeper—that’s what Emrys was, a title of honor amongst both Fae and

humans in Wendlyn. What it meant was that when he began telling a story, you

sat  down  and  shut  up.  It  also  meant  that  he  was  a  walking  library  of  the

kingdom’s legends and myths. 

By  that  time,  Celaena  knew  most  of  the  fortress’s  residents,  if  only  in  the sense that she could put names to faces. She’d observed them out of instinct, to

learn  her  surroundings,  her  potential  enemies  and  threats.  She  knew  they

observed her, too, when they thought she wasn’t paying attention. And any shred

of regret she felt at not approaching them was burned up by the fact that no one

bothered to approach her, either. 

The  only  person  who  made  an  effort  was  Luca,  who  still  peppered  Celaena

with  questions  as  they  worked,  still  prattled  on  and  on  about  his  training,  the fortress gossip, the weather. He’d only talked to her once about anything else—

on a morning when it had taken a monumental effort to peel herself out of bed, 

and only the scar on her palm had made her plant her feet on the icy floor. She’d

been  washing  the  breakfast  dishes,  staring  out  the  window  without  seeing

anything, too heavy in her bones, when Luca had dumped a pot in the sink and

quietly said, “For a long while, I couldn’t talk about what happened to me before

I came here. There were some days I couldn’t talk at all. Couldn’t get out of bed, 

either. But if—when you need to talk …” 

She’d  shut  him  down  with  a  long  look.  And  he  hadn’t  said  anything  like  it

since. 

Thankfully,  Emrys  gave  her  space.  Lots  of  space,  especially  when  Malakai


arrived  during  breakfast  to  make  sure  Celaena  hadn’t  caused  any  trouble.  She

usually  avoided  looking  at  the  other  fortress  couples,  but  here,  where  she

couldn’t walk away … she hated their closeness, the way Malakai’s eyes lit up

every time he saw him. Hated it so much that she choked on it. 

She never asked Rowan why he, too, came to hear Emrys’s stories. As far as

they were each concerned, the other didn’t exist outside of training. 

 Training  was  a  generous  way  to  describe  what  they  were  doing,  as  she  had accomplished  nothing. She didn’t shift once. He snarled and sneered and hissed, 

but  she  couldn’t  do  it.  Every  day,  always  when  Rowan  disappeared  for  a  few

moments,  she  tried,  but—nothing.  Rowan  threatened  to  drag  her  back  to  the

barrows,  as  that  seemed  to  be  the  only  thing  that  had  triggered  any  sort  of response, but he’d backed off—to her surprise—when she told him that she’d slit

her own throat before entering that place again. So they swore at each other, sat

in  brooding  silence  on  the  temple  ruin,  and  occasionally  had  those  unspoken

shouting  matches.  If  she  was  in  a  particularly  nasty  mood,  he  made  her  chop wood—log  after  log,  until  she  could  hardly  lift  the  ax  and  her  hands  were

blistered. If she was going to be pissed off at the whole damn world, he said, if

she was going to waste his time by not shifting, then she might as well be useful

in some way. 

All this waiting—for her. For the shift that made her shudder to think about. 

It was on the eighth day after her arrival, after scrubbing pots and pans until

her back throbbed, that Celaena stopped in the middle of their hike up the now-

familiar ridge. “I have a request.” She never spoke to him unless she needed to—

mostly to curse at him. Now she said, “I want to see  you shift.” 

A  blink,  those  green  eyes  flat.  “You  don’t  have  the  privilege  of  giving

orders.” 

“Show me how you do it.” Her memories of the Fae in Terrasen were foggy, 

as if someone had smeared oil over them. She couldn’t remember seeing one of

them change, where their clothes had gone, how fast it had been … He stared her

down, seeming to say,  Just this once, and then—

A  soft  flash  of  light,  a  ripple  of  color,  and  a  hawk  was  flapping  midair, 

beating  for  the  nearest  tree  branch.  He  settled  on  it,  clicking  his  beak.  She scanned the mossy earth. No sign of his clothes, his weapons. It had taken barely

more than a few heartbeats. 

He  gave  a  battle  cry  and  swooped,  talons  slashing  for  her  eyes.  She  lunged

behind the tree just as there was another flash and shudder of color, and then he

was clothed and armed and growling in her face.  “Your turn.” 

She  wouldn’t  give  him  the  satisfaction  of  seeing  her  tremble.  It  was—

incredible. Incredible to see the shift. “Where do your clothes go?” 

“Between,  somewhere.  I  don’t  particularly  care.”  Such  dead,  joyless  eyes. 

She had a feeling she looked like that these days. She  knew she had looked like

that the night Chaol had caught her gutting Archer in the tunnel. What had left

Rowan so soulless? 

He bared his teeth, but she didn’t submit. She’d been watching the demi-Fae warrior  males  at  the  fortress,  and  they  growled  and  showed  their  teeth  about everything. They were not the ethereal, gentle folk that legend painted, that she vaguely  remembered  from  Terrasen.  No  holding  hands  and  dancing  around  the

maypole with flowers in their hair. They were predators, the lot of them. Some

of  the  dominant  females  were  just  as  aggressive,  prone  to  snarling  when

challenged or annoyed or even hungry. She supposed she might have fit in with

them if she’d bothered to try. 

Still  holding  Rowan’s  stare,  Celaena  calmed  her  breathing.  She  imagined

phantom  fingers  reaching  down,  pulling  her  Fae  form  out.  Imagined  a  wash  of

color and light.  Pushed herself against her mortal flesh. But—nothing. 

“Sometimes I wonder whether this is a punishment for  you,” she said through

her teeth. “But what could you have done to piss off her Immortal Majesty?” 

“Don’t use that tone when you talk about her.” 

“Oh, I can use whatever tone I want. And you can taunt and snarl at me and

make me chop wood all day, but short of ripping out my tongue, you can’t—” 

Faster than lightning, his hand shot out and she gagged, jolting as he grabbed

her  tongue  between  his  fingers.  She  bit  down,  hard,  but  he  didn’t  let  go.  “Say that again,” he purred. 

She  choked  as  he  kept  pinching  her  tongue,  and  she  went  for  his  daggers, 

simultaneously slamming her knee up between his legs, but he shoved his body

against hers, a wall of hard muscle and several hundred years of lethal training

trapping  her  against  a  tree.  She  was  a  joke  by  comparison—a   joke—and  her tongue—

He released her tongue, and she gasped for breath. She swore at him, a filthy, 

foul name, and spat at his feet. And that’s when he bit her. 

She  cried  out  as  those  canines  pierced  the  spot  between  her  neck  and

shoulder,  a  primal  act  of  aggression—the  bite  so  strong  and  claiming  that  she was too stunned to move. He had her pinned against the tree and clamped down

harder,  his  canines  digging  deep,  her  blood  spilling  onto  her  shirt.  Pinned,  like some weakling. But that was what she’d become, wasn’t it? Useless, pathetic. 

She growled, more animal than sentient being. And  shoved. 

Rowan  staggered  back  a  step,  teeth  ripping  her  skin  as  she  struck  his  chest. 

She didn’t feel the pain, didn’t care about the blood or the flash of light. 

No, she wanted to rip his throat out—rip it out with the elongated canines she

bared at him as she finished shifting and roared. 

Chapter 21

Rowan  grinned.  “There  you  are.”  Blood—her  blood—was  on  his  teeth,  on  his

mouth and chin. And those dead eyes glowed as he spat her blood onto the earth. 

She probably tasted like a sewer to him. 

There  was  a  shrieking  in  her  ears,  and  Celaena  lunged  at  him.  Lunged,  and

then stopped as she took in the world with stunning clarity, smelled it and tasted

it  and  breathed  it  like  the  finest  wine.  Gods,  this  place,  this  kingdom  smelled divine, smelled like—

She had shifted. 

She panted, even though her lungs were telling her she was no longer winded

and did not need as many breaths in this body. There was a tickling at her neck—

her skin slowly beginning to stitch itself together. She was a faster healer in this

form. Because of the magic …  Breathe. Breathe. 

But  there  it  was,  rising  up,  wildfire  crackling  in  her  veins,  in  her  fingertips, the forest around them so much kindling, and then—

She shoved back. Took the fear and used it like a battering ram inside herself, 

against the power, shoving it down, down. 

Rowan prowled closer. “Let it out. Don’t fight it.” 

A pulse beat against her, nipping, smelling of snow and pine. Rowan’s power, 

taunting hers. Not like her fire, but a gift of ice and wind. A freezing zap at her

elbow had her falling back against the tree. The magic bit her cheek now. Magic

—attacking her. 

The wildfire exploded in a wall of blue flame, rushing for Rowan, engulfing

the trees, the world, herself, until—

It vanished, sucked out into nothing, along with the air she was breathing. 

Celaena  dropped  to  her  knees.  As  she  clutched  at  her  neck  as  if  she  could

claw  open  an  airway  for  herself,  Rowan’s  boots  appeared  in  the  field  of  her vision.  He’d  pulled  the  air  out—suffocated  her  fire.  Such  power,  such  control. 

Maeve had not given her an instructor with similar abilities—she’d instead sent

someone  with  power  capable  of  smothering  her  fire,  someone  who  wouldn’t

mind doing it should she become a threat. 

Air rushed down her throat in a whoosh. She gasped it down in greedy gulps, 

hardly registering the agony as she shifted back into her mortal form, the world

going quiet and dull again. 

“Does your lover know what you are?” A cold question. 

She lifted her head, not caring how he’d found out. “He knows everything.” 

Not entirely true. 

His  eyes  flickered—with  what  emotion,  she  couldn’t  tell.  “I  won’t  be  biting

you again,” he said, and she wondered just what he’d tasted in her blood. 

She growled, but the sound was muted. Fangless. “Even if it’s the only way to

get me to shift?” 

He walked uphill—to the ridge. “You don’t bite the women of other males.” 

She heard, more than felt, something die from her voice as she said, “We’re

not—together. Not anymore. I let him go before I came here.” 

He looked over his shoulder. “Why?” Flat, bored. But still, slightly curious. 

What did she care if he knew? She’d curled her hand into a fist in her lap, her

knuckles white. Every time she glanced at the ring, rubbed it, caught it gleaming, 

it punched a hole right through her. 

She  should  take  the  damn  thing  off.  But  she  knew  she  wouldn’t,  if  only

because  that  near-constant  agony  felt  deserved.  “Because  he’s  safer  if  he’s  as repulsed by me as you are.” 

“At least you’ve already learned one lesson.” When she cocked her head, he

said, “The people you love are just weapons that will be used against you.” 

She  didn’t  want  to  recall  how  Nehemia  had  been  used—had  used   herself—

against  her,  to  force  her  to  act.  Wanted  to  pretend  she  wasn’t  starting  to  forget what Nehemia had looked like. 

“Shift again,” Rowan ordered, jerking his chin at her. “This time, try to—” 

She  was  forgetting  what  Nehemia  looked  like.  The  shade  of  her  eyes,  the

curve of her lips, the smell of her. Her laugh. The roaring in Celaena’s head went

quiet, silenced by that familiar nothingness. 

 Do not let that light go out. 

But Celaena didn’t know how to stop it. The one person she could have told, 

who  might  have  understood  …  She  was  buried  in  an  unadorned  grave,  so  far

from the sun-warmed soil that she had loved. 

Rowan gripped her by the shoulders.  “Are you listening?” 

She gave him a bored stare, even as his fingers dug into her skin. “Why don’t

you just bite me again?” 

“Why don’t I give you the lashing you deserve?” 

He looked so dead set on it that she blinked. “If you  ever take a whip to me, I

will skin you alive.” 
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He let go of her and stalked around the clearing, a predator assessing its prey. 

“If you don’t shift again, you’re pulling double duty in the kitchens for the next

week.” 

“Fine.”  At  least  working  in  the  kitchens  had  some  quantifiable  results.  At

least in the kitchens, she could tell up from down and knew what she was doing. 

But  this—this  promise  she’d  made,  the  bargain  she’d  struck  with  Maeve  …

She’d been a fool. 

Rowan paused his stalking. “You’re worthless.” 

“Tell me something I don’t know.” 

He  went  on,  “You  would  probably  have  been  more  useful  to  the  world  if

you’d actually died ten years ago.” 

She just looked him in the eye and said, “I’m leaving.” 

Rowan didn’t stop her as she returned to the fortress and packed. It took all of a

minute,  as  she  hadn’t  even  unloaded  her  satchel  and  had  no  weapons  left.  She supposed  she  could  have  ripped  the  fortress  apart  to  find  where  Rowan  had

stashed them, or stolen them from the demi-Fae, but both would require time and

bring  more  attention  than  she  wanted.  She  didn’t  talk  to  anyone  as  she  walked out. 

She’d find another way to learn about the Wyrdkeys and destroy the King of

Adarlan  and  free  Eyllwe.  If  she  kept  going  like  this,  she’d  have  nothing  left inside to fight with. 

She’d  marked  the  paths  they’d  taken  on  the  way  in,  but  as  she  entered  the

tree-covered slopes, she mostly relied on the position of the cloud-veiled sun to

navigate.  She’d  make  the  trip  back,  find  food  along  the  way,  and  figure  out something else. This had been a fool’s errand from the start. At least she hadn’t

been too long delayed—though she might now have to be quicker about finding

the answers she needed, and—

“Is this what you do? Run away when things get hard?” Rowan was standing

between two trees directly in her path, having undoubtedly flown here. 

She brushed past him, her legs burning with the downhill walk. “You’re  free

of  your  obligation  to  train  me,  so  I  have  nothing  more  to  say  to  you,  and  you have nothing more to say to me. Do us both a favor and go to hell.” 

A growl. “Have you ever had to fight for anything in your life?” 

She let out a low, bitter laugh and walked faster, veering westward, not caring
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about the direction as much as getting away from him. But he kept up easily, his

long,  heavily  muscled  legs  devouring  the  mossy  ground.  “You’re  proving  me

right with every step you take.” 

“I don’t care.” 

“I don’t know what you want from Maeve—what answers you’re looking for, 

but you—” 

“You  don’t  know  what  I  want  from  her?”  It  was  more  of  a  shout  than  a

question. “How about saving the world from the King of Adarlan?” 

“Why  bother?  Maybe  the  world’s  not  worth  saving.”  She  knew  he  meant  it, 

too. Those lifeless eyes spoke volumes. 

“Because  I  made  a   promise.  A  promise  to  my  friend  that  I  would  see  her kingdom  freed.”  She  shoved  her  scarred  palm  into  his  face.  “I  made  an

unbreakable  vow.  And  you  and  Maeve—all  you  gods-damned  bastards—are

getting in the way of that.” She went off down the hillside again. He followed. 

“And what of your own people? What of your own kingdom?” 

“They are better off without me, just as you said.” 

His  tattoo  scrunched  as  he  snarled.  “So  you’d  save  another  land,  but  not

yours. Why can’t your friend save her own kingdom?” 

“Because she is  dead!” She screamed the last word so loudly it burned in her

throat. “Because she is dead, and I am left with my  worthless life!” 

He merely stared at her with that animal stillness. When she walked away, he

didn’t come after her. 

She  lost  track  of  how  far  she  walked  and  in  what  direction  she  traveled.  She didn’t  really  care.  She  hadn’t  spoken  the  words— she  is  dead—since  the  day after Nehemia had been taken from her. But she  was dead. And Celaena missed

her. 

Night swept in earlier due to the cloud cover, the temperature plummeting as

thunder  grumbled  in  the  distance.  She  made  weapons  as  she  went,  finding  a

sharp stone to whittle down branches into rudimentary spears: the longer one she

used  as  a  walking  stick,  and  though  they  were  little  more  than  stakes,  she  told herself the two short ones were daggers. Better than nothing. 

Each  step  was  heavier  than  the  last,  and  she  had  enough  of  a  sense  of  self-preservation  left  to  start  looking  for  a  place  to  spend  the  night.  It  was  almost dark when she found a decent spot: a shallow cave in the side of a granite ledge. 

She swiftly gathered enough wood for a fire. The irony of it wasn’t wasted on her. If she had any control over her magic—she shut down that thought before it

finished.  She  hadn’t  made  a  fire  in  years,  so  it  took  a  few  tries,  but  it  worked. 

Just as thunder cracked above her little cave and the skies opened up. 

She  was  hungry,  and  thankfully  found  some  apples  at  the  bottom  of  her

satchel, along with old teggya from Varese that was still edible, if hard to chew. 

After  she  ate  as  much  of  it  as  she  could  stand,  she  pulled  her  cloak  around herself and nestled into the side of the cave. 

She  didn’t  fail  to  notice  the  small,  glowing  eyes  that  gathered,  peering

through  the  brambles  or  over  boulders  or  around  trees.  None  of  them  had

bothered  her  since  that  first  night,  and  they  didn’t  come  closer.  Her  instincts, warped as they had felt these last few weeks, didn’t raise any alarms, either. So

she didn’t tell them off, and didn’t really mind them at all. 

With the fire and the pounding rain, it was almost cozy—not like her freezing

room.  Though  she  was  exhausted,  she  felt  somewhat  clearheaded.  Almost  like

herself again, with her makeshift weapons. She’d made a smart choice to leave. 

 Do what needs to be done, Elena had told her. Well, she’d needed to leave before Rowan shredded her into so many pieces that she would never stand a chance of

putting herself back together. 

Tomorrow,  she’d  start  over.  She’d  spotted  what  looked  like  a  crumbling, 

forgotten road that she could follow downhill. As long as she kept going toward

the  plains,  she  could  find  her  way  back  to  the  coast.  And  come  up  with  a  new plan as she went. 

It was good she had left. 

Exhaustion  hit  her  so  thoroughly  that  she  was  asleep  moments  after  she

sprawled beside the fire, one hand clasped around her spear. She probably would

have dozed until dawn had a sudden silence not jerked her awake. 

Chapter 22

Celaena’s fire was still crackling, the rain still pounding beyond the cave mouth. 

But the forest had gone quiet. Those little watching eyes had vanished. 

She uncoiled to her feet, spear in one hand and a stake in the other, and crept

to  the  narrow  cave  entrance.  With  the  rain  and  the  fire,  she  couldn’t  make  out anything.  But  every  hair  on  her  body  was  standing,  and  a  growing  reek  was

slithering  in  from  the  forest  beyond.  Like  leather  and  carrion.  Different  from what she’d whiffed at the barrows. Older and earthier and … hungrier. 

Suddenly, the fire seemed like the stupidest thing she had ever done. 

No fires. That had been Rowan’s only rule while trekking to the fortress. And

they  had  stayed  off  the  roads—veering  away  entirely  from  the  forgotten, 

overgrown ones. Ones like the path she’d spied nearby. 

The silence deepened. 

She slipped into the drenched forest, stubbing her toes on rocks and roots as

her  eyes  adjusted  to  the  dark.  But  she  kept  moving  ahead—curving  down  and

away from the ancient path. 

She’d made it far enough that her cave was little more than a glow on the hill

above,  a  flicker  of  light  illuminating  the  trees.  A  gods-damned  beacon.  She

angled  her  stake  and  spear  into  better  positions,  about  to  continue  on  when

lightning flashed. 

Three tall, lanky silhouettes lurked in front of her cave. 

Though  they  stood  like  humans,  she  knew,  deep  in  her  bones  from  some

collective mortal memory, that they were not. They were not Fae, either. 

With expert quiet, she took another step, then another. They were still poking

around the cave entrance, taller than men, neither male nor female. 

 Skinwalkers are on the prowl, Rowan had warned that first day they’d trained, 

 searching for human pelts to bring back to their caves. She had been too dazed

to ask or care. But now—now that carelessness, that wallowing, was going to get

her killed. Skinned. 

Wendlyn.  Land  of  nightmares  made  flesh,  where  legends  roamed  the  earth. 

Despite  years  of  stealth  training,  each  step  felt  like  a  snap,  her  breathing  too loud. 

Thunder  grumbled,  and  she  used  the  cover  of  the  sound  to  take  a  few

bounding  steps.  She  stopped  behind  another  tree,  breathing  as  quietly  as  she could, and peered around it to survey the hillside behind her. Lightning flashed

again. 

The  three  figures  were  gone.  But  the  leathery,  rancid  smell  swarmed  all

around her now.  Human pelts. 

She eyed the tree she’d ducked behind. The trunk was too slick with moss and

rain to scale, the branches too high. The other trees weren’t any better. And what

good was being stuck up a tree in a lightning storm? 

She  darted  to  the  next  tree,  carefully  avoiding  any  sticks  or  leaves,  cursing silently  at  the  slowness  of  her  pace,  and— Damn  it  all  to  hell.  She  burst  into  a run, the mossy earth treacherous underfoot. She could make out the trees, some

larger  rocks,  but  the  slope  was  steep.  She  kept  her  feet  under  her,  even  as undergrowth cracked behind, faster and faster. 

She didn’t dare take her focus off the trees and rocks as she hurtled down the

slope,  desperate  for  any  flat  ground.  Perhaps  their  hunting  territory  ended

somewhere—perhaps  she  could  outrun  them  until  dawn.  She  veered  eastward, 

still going downhill, and grabbed on to a trunk to swing herself around, almost

losing her balance as she slammed into something hard and unyielding. 

She slashed with her stake—only to be grabbed by two massive hands. 

Her  wrists  sang  in  agony  as  the  fingers  squeezed  hard  enough  that  she

couldn’t  stab  either  weapon  into  her  captor.  She  twisted,  bringing  up  a  foot  to smash into her assailant, and caught a flash of fangs before—Not fangs. Teeth. 

And there was no gleam of flesh-pelts. Only silver hair, shining with rain. 

Rowan  dragged  her  against  him,  pressing  them  into  what  appeared  to  be  a

hollowed-out tree. 

She  kept  her  panting  quiet,  but  breathing  didn’t  become  any  easier  when

Rowan gripped her by the shoulders and put his mouth to her ear. The crashing

footsteps had stopped. 

“You are going to listen to every word I say.” Rowan’s voice was softer than

the rain outside. “Or else you are going to die tonight. Do you understand?” She

nodded. He let go—only to draw his sword and a wicked-looking hatchet. “Your

survival depends entirely on you.” The smell was growing again. “You need to

shift  now. Or your mortal slowness will kill you.” 

She  stiffened,  but  reached  in,  feeling  for  some  thread  of  power.  There  was

nothing.  There  had  to  be  some  trigger,  some   place  inside  her  where  she  could command it … A slow, shrieking sound of stone on metal sounded through the

rain.  Then  another.  And  another.  They  were  sharpening  their  blades.  “Your

magic—” 

“They do not breathe, so have no airways to cut off. Ice would slow them, not stop  them.  My  wind  is  already  blowing  our  scent  away  from  them,  but  not  for long.  Shift, Aelin.” 

Aelin.  It  was  not  a  test,  not  some  elaborate  trick.  The  skinwalkers  did  not need air. 

Rowan’s tattoo shone as lightning filled their little hiding spot. “We are going

to have to run in a moment. What form you take when we do will determine our

fates. So  breathe, and  shift.” 

Though every instinct screamed against it, she closed her eyes. Took a breath. 

Then another. Her lungs opened, full of cool, soothing air, and she wondered if

Rowan was helping with that, too. 

He was helping. And he was willing to meet a horrible fate in order to keep

her alive. He hadn’t left her alone. She hadn’t been alone. 

There was a muffled curse, and Rowan slammed his body against hers, as if

he could somehow shield her. No, not shield her. Cover her, the flash of light. 

She  barely  registered  the  pain—if  only  because  the  moment  her  Fae  senses

snapped into place, she had to shove a hand against her own mouth to keep from

retching. Oh, gods, the festering  smell of them, worse than any corpse she’d ever dealt with. 

With  her  delicately  pointed  ears,  she  could  hear  them  now,  each  step  they

took  as  the  three  of  them  systematically  made  their  way  down  the  hill.  They spoke in low, strange voices—at once male and female, all ravenous. 

“There  are  two  of  them  now,”  one  hissed.  She  didn’t  want  to  know  what

power it wielded to allow it to speak when it had no airways. “A Fae male joined

the female. I want him—he smells of storm winds and steel.” Celaena gagged as

the  smell  shoved  down  her  throat.  “The  female  we’ll  bring  back  with  us—

dawn’s too close. Then we can take our time peeling her apart.” 

Rowan eased off her and said quietly, not needing to be near for her to hear

while he assessed the forest beyond, “There is a swift river a third of a mile east, 

at  the  base  of  a  large  cliff.”  He  didn’t  look  at  her  as  he  extended  two  long daggers,  and  she  didn’t  nod  her  thanks  as  she  silently  discarded  her  makeshift weapons  and  gripped  the  ivory  hilts.  “When  I  say   run,  you  run  like  hell.  Step where  I  step,  and  don’t  turn  around  for  any  reason.  If  we  are  separated,  run straight—you’ll  hear  the  river.”  Order  after  order—a  commander  on  the

battlefield,  solid  and  deadly.  He  peered  out  of  the  tree.  The  smell  was  nearly overpowering now, swarming from every angle. “If they catch you, you cannot

kill them—not with a mortal weapon. Your best option is to fight until you can

get free and run. Understand?” 

She  gave  another  nod.  Breathing  was  hard  again,  and  the  rain  was  now torrential. 

“On my mark,” Rowan said, smelling and hearing things that were lost even

to her heightened senses. “Steady …” She sank onto her haunches as Rowan did

the same. 

“Come  out,  come  out,”  one  of  them  hissed—so  close  it  could  have  been

inside  the  tree  with  them.  There  was  a  sudden  rustling  in  thebrush  to  the  west, almost  as  if  two  people  were  running.  Instantly,  the  reek  of  the  skinwalkers lessened as they raced after the cracking branches and leaves that Rowan’s wind

led in the other direction. 

“Now,” Rowan hissed, and burst out of the tree. 

Celaena  ran—or  tried  to.  Even  with  her  sharpened  vision,  the  brush  and

stones and trees proved a hindrance. Rowan raced toward the rising roar of the

river, swollen from the spring rains, his pace slower than she’d expected, but …

but  he  was  slowing  for  her.  Because  this  Fae  body  was  different,  and  she  was adjusting wrong, and—

She slipped, but a hand was at her elbow, keeping her upright. “Faster,” was

all  he  said,  and  as  soon  as  she’d  found  her  footing,  he  was  off  again,  shooting through the trees like a mountain cat. 

It took all of a minute before the force of that smell gnawed on her heels and

the snapping of the brush closed in. But she wouldn’t take her eyes off Rowan, 

and the brightening ahead—the end of the tree line. Not much farther until they

could jump, and—

A  fourth  skinwalker  leapt  out  of  where  it  had  somehow  been  lurking

undetected  in  the  brush.  It  lunged  for  Rowan  in  a  flash  of  leathery,  long  limbs marred  with  countless  scars.  No,  not  scars— stitches.  The  stitches  holding  its various hides together. 

She shouted as the skinwalker pounced, but Rowan didn’t falter a step as he

ducked  and  twirled  with  inhuman  speed,  slashing  down  with  his  sword  and

viciously slicing with the hatchet. 

The  skinwalker’s  arm  severed  at  the  same  moment  its  head  toppled  off  its

neck. 

She might have marveled at the way he moved, the way he killed, but Rowan

didn’t stop sprinting, so Celaena raced after him, glancing once at the body the

Fae warrior had left in pieces. 

Sagging  bits  of  leather  on  the  wet  leaves,  like  discarded  clothes.  But  still twitching and rustling—as if waiting for someone to stitch it back together. 

She ran faster, Rowan still bounding ahead. 
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The  skinwalkers  closed  in  from  behind,  shrieking  with  rage.  Then  they  fell

silent, until—

“You  think  the  river  can  save  you?”  one  of  them  panted,  letting  out  a  laugh that raked along her bones. “You think if we get wet, we’ll lose our form? I have

worn the skins of fishes when mortals were scarce, female.” 

She  had  an  image  then,  of  the  chaos  waiting  in  that  river—a  flipping  and

near-drowning and dizziness—and something pulling her down, down, down to

the still bottom. 

“Rowan,”  she  breathed,  but  he  was  already  gone,  his  massive  body  hurtling straight off the cliff edge in a mighty leap. 

There was no stopping the pursuit behind her. The skinwalkers were going to

jump  with  them.  And  there  would  be  nothing  they  could  do  to  kill  them,  no

mortal weapon they could use. 

A  well  ripped  open  inside  of  her,  vast  and  unyielding  and  horrible.  Rowan

had claimed no mortal weapon could kill them. But what of immortal ones? 

Celaena broke through the line of trees, sprinting for the ledge that jutted out, 

bare  granite  beneath  her  as  she  threw  her  strength  into  her  legs,  her  lungs,  her arms, and  jumped. 

As she plummeted, she twisted to face the cliff, to face them. They were no

more than three lean bodies leaping into the rainy night, shrieking with primal, 

triumphant, anticipated pleasure. 

“Shift!” was the only warning she gave Rowan. There was a flash of light to

tell her he’d obeyed. 

Then she ripped everything from that well inside her, ripped it out with both

hands and her entire raging, hopeless heart. 

As  she  fell,  hair  whipping  her  face,  Celaena  thrust  her  hands  toward  the

skinwalkers. 

“Surprise,” she hissed. The world erupted in blue wildfire. 

Celaena shuddered on the riverbank, from cold and exhaustion and terror. Terror

at the skinwalkers—and terror at what she had done. 

His clothes dry thanks to shifting, Rowan stood a few feet away, monitoring

the  smoldering  cliffs  upriver.  She’d  incinerated  the  skinwalkers.  They  hadn’t

even had time to scream. 

She  hunched  over  her  knees,  arms  wrapped  around  herself.  The  forest  was

burning  on  either  side  of  the  river—a  radius  that  she  didn’t  have  the  nerve  to measure. It was a weapon, her power. A different sort of weapon than blades or

arrows or her hands. A curse. 

It took several attempts, but at last she spoke. “Can you put it out?” 

“You  could,  if  you  tried.”  When  she  didn’t  respond,  he  said,  “I’m  almost

done.” In a moment the flames nearest the cliffs went out. How long had he been

working  to  suffocate  them?  “We  don’t  need  something  else  attracted  to  your

fires.” 

She might have bothered to respond to the jab, but she was too tired and cold. 

The rain filled the world, and for a while, silence reigned. 

“Why is my shifting so vital?” she asked at last. 

“Because  it  terrifies  you,”  he  said.  “Mastering  it  is  the  first  step  toward

learning to control your power. Without that control, with a blast like that, you

could easily have burnt yourself out.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Another stormy look. “When you access your power, what does it feel like?” 

She considered. “A well,” she said. “The magic feels like a well.” 

“Have you felt the bottom of it?” 

“Is there a bottom?” She prayed there was. 

“All magic has a bottom—a breaking point. For those with weaker gifts, it’s

easily depleted and easily refilled. They can access most of their power at once. 

But for those with stronger gifts, it can take hours to hit the bottom, to summon

their powers at full strength.” 

“How long does it take you?” 

“A  full  day.”  She  jolted.  “Before  battle,  we  take  the  time,  so  that  when  we walk onto the killing field, we can be at our strongest. You can do other things at

the same time, but some part of you is down in there, pulling up more and more, 

until you reach the bottom.” 

“And when you pull it all out, it just—releases in some giant wave?” 

“If I want it to. I can release it in smaller bursts, and go on for a while. But it

can  be  hard  to  hold  it  back.  People  sometimes  can’t  tell  friend  from  foe  when they’re handling that much magic.” 

When  she’d  drawn  her  power  on  the  other  side  of  the  portal  months  ago, 

she’d felt that lack of control—known she was almost as likely to hurt Chaol as

she  was  to  hurt  the  demon  he  was  facing.  “How  long  does  it  take  you  to

recover?” 

“Days.  A  week,  depending  on  how  I  used  the  power  and  whether  I  drained

every  last  drop.  Some  make  the  mistake  of  trying  to  take  more  before  they’re ready,  or  holding  on  for  too  long,  and  they  either  burn  out  their  minds  or  just burn  up  altogether.  Your  shaking  isn’t  just  from  the  river,  you  know.  It’s  your body’s way of telling you not to do that again.” 

“Because of the iron in our blood pushing against the magic?” 

“That’s how our enemies will sometimes try to fight against us if they don’t

have  magic—iron  everything.”  He  must  have  seen  her  brows  rise,  because  he

added, “I was captured once. While on a campaign in the east, in a kingdom that

doesn’t  exist  anymore.  They  had  me  shackled  head  to  toe  in  iron  to  keep  me from choking the air out of their lungs.” 

She let out a low whistle. “Were you tortured?” 

“Two  weeks  on  their  tables  before  my  men  rescued  me.”  He  unbuckled  his

vambrace and pushed back the sleeve of his right arm, revealing a thick, wicked

scar curving around his forearm and elbow. “Cut me open bit by bit, then took

the bones here and—” 

“I  can  see  very  well  what  happened,  and  know  exactly  how  it’s  done,”  she

said, stomach tightening. Not at the injury, but—Sam. Sam had been strapped to

a  table,  cut  open  and  broken  by  one  of  the  most  sadistic  killers  she’d  ever known. 

“Was it you,” Rowan said quietly, but not gently, “or someone else?” 

“I was too late. He didn’t survive.” Again silence fell, and she cursed herself

for a fool for telling him. But then she said hoarsely, “Thank you for saving me.” 

A  slight  shrug,  barely  a  movement  at  all.  As  if  her  gratitude  were  harder  to endure than her hatred and reticence. “I am bound by an unbreakable blood oath

to  my  Queen,  so  I  had  no  choice  but  to  ensure  you  didn’t  die.”  A  bit  of  that earlier heaviness settled in her veins again. “But,” he went on, “I would not have

left anyone to a fate at the hands of the skinwalkers.” 

“A warning would have been nice.” 

“I said they were on the loose—weeks ago. But even if I’d warned you today, 

you would not have listened.” 

It  was  true.  She  shivered  again,  this  time  so  violently  that  her  body  shifted back, a flash of light and pain. If she’d thought she was cold in her Fae body, it

was nothing compared to the cold of being human again. 

“What was the trigger when you shifted earlier?” he asked, as if this moment

were  a  reprieve  from  the  real  world,  where  the  freezing  storm  and  the  surging river could muffle their words from the gods. She rubbed at her arms, desperate

for any kind of warmth. 

“It  was  nothing.”  His  silence  demanded  information  for  information—a  fair

trade.  She  sighed.  “Let’s  just  say  it  was  fear  and  necessity  and  impressively deep-rooted survival instincts.” 

“You  didn’t  lose  control  immediately  upon  shifting.  When  you  finally  used

your  magic,  your  clothes  didn’t  burn;  neither  did  your  hair.  And  the  daggers didn’t melt.” As if just now remembering that she still had them, he swiped them

from her. 

He was right. The magic hadn’t swarmed her the moment she’d shifted, and

even  in  the  explosion  that  had  spread  out  in  every  direction,  she’d  had  enough control to preserve herself. Not a single hair had burned. 

“Why was it different this time?” he pressed. 

“Because I didn’t want you to die to save me,” she admitted. 

“Would you have shifted to save yourself?” 

“Your  opinion  of  me  is  pretty  much  identical  to  my  own,  so  you  know  the

answer.” 

He was quiet for long enough that she wondered if he was piecing the bits of

her  together.  “You’re  not  leaving,”  Rowan  said  at  last,  arms  crossed.  “I’m  not letting you off double duty in the kitchens, but you’re not leaving.” 

“Why?” 

He unfastened his cloak. “Because I said so, that’s why.” And she might have

told  him  it  was  the  worst  gods-damned  reason  she  had  ever  heard,  and  that  he was an arrogant prick, had he not tossed her his cloak—dry and warm. Then he

dropped his jacket in her lap, too. 

When he turned to go back to the fortress, she followed him. 

Chapter 23

For the past week, not much had changed for Manon and the Black-beaks. They

still flew daily to master the wyverns, and still managed to avoid outright war in

the mess hall twice a day. The Yellowlegs heir tried to rile Manon whenever she

could,  but  Manon  paid  her  no  more  attention  than  she  would  a  gnat  buzzing

about her head. 

All  that  changed  the  day  of  the  selection,  when  the  heirs  and  their  covens

chose their mounts. 

With three covens plus three Matrons, there were forty-two witches crowded

around  the  training  pit  in  the  Northern  Fang.  Handlers  rushed  about  below  the viewing platform, readying themselves. The wyverns would be brought out one

by one, and, using the bait beasts, would show off their qualities. Like the other

witches,  Manon  had  been  sneaking  by  the  cages  every  day.  She  still  wanted

Titus. 

 Wanted was a mortal word. Titus was  hers. And if it came down to it, she’d disembowel  any  witch  who  challenged  her.  She’d  sharpened  her  nails  this

morning in anticipation of it. All of the Thirteen had. 

Claims  would  be  settled  in  a  civilized  manner,  however.  The  three  Matrons

would draw sticks if more than one claim was made on a mount. When it came

to  Titus,  Manon  knew  precisely  who  would  vie  for  him:  Iskra  and  Petrah,  the Yellowlegs  and  Blueblood  heirs.  She’d  seen  them  both  watching  him  with

hungry eyes. Had Manon gotten her way, they would have fought for him in the

sparring  ring.  She’d  even  suggested  as  much  to  her  grandmother,  but  was  told they  didn’t  need  to  quarrel  amongst  themselves  any  more  than  necessary.  It

would be luck of the draw. 

That  didn’t  sit  well  with  Manon,  who  stood  along  the  open  edge  of  the

platform,  Asterin  flanking  her.  Her  edginess  only  sharpened  as  the  heavy  grate lifted  at  the  back  of  the  pit.  The  bait  beast  was  already  chained  to  the

bloodstained wall, a broken, scarred wyvern, half the size of the bulls, his wings

tucked in tight. From the platform, she could see that the venomous spikes in his

tail had been sawn off to keep him from defending himself against the invaluable

mounts. 

The bait beast lowered his head as the gate groaned open and the first wyvern

was paraded in on tight chains held by very pale-faced men. They darted back as

soon as the beast was through, dodging that deadly tail, and the grate shut behind them. 

Manon loosed a breath. It wasn’t Titus, but one of the medium-sized bulls. 

Three  sentinels  stepped  forward  to  claim  him,  but  the  Blueblood  Matron, 

Cresseida, held up a hand. “Let us see him in action first.” 

One of the men whistled sharply. The wyvern turned on the bait beast. 

Teeth  and  scales  and  claws,  so  fast  and  vicious  that  even  Manon  held  her

breath. Chained as he was, the bait beast didn’t stand a chance and was pinned

within  a  second,  massive  jaws  holding  down  his  neck.  One  command,  one

whistle, and the wyvern would snap it. 

But  the  man  let  out  a  lower-note  whistle,  and  the  bull  backed  off.  Another

whistle and he sat on his haunches. Two more sentinels stepped forward. Five in

the running. Cresseida held out a fistful of twigs to the contenders. 

It went to the Blueblood sentinel, who grinned at the others, then down at her

wyvern as it was led back into the tunnel. The bait beast, bleeding from his side, 

heaved himself into the shadows by the wall, waiting for the next assault. 

One after another, the wyverns were brought out, attacking with swift, wicked

force. And one by one, the sentinels claimed them. No Titus, not yet. She had a

feeling  the  Matrons  were  drawing  this  out  as  some  test—to  see  how  well  the

heirs  could  control  themselves  while  waiting  for  the  best  mounts,  to  see  who would  hold  out  longest.  Manon  kept  one  eye  on  the  beasts  and  another  on  the other heirs, who watched her in turn as each wyvern was paraded. 

Yet the first  truly enormous female  had Petrah, the  Blueblood heir,  stepping

forward. The female was nearly Titus’s size, and wound up taking a chunk out of

the  bait  beast’s  flank  before  the  trainers  could  get  her  to  stop.  Wild, 

unpredictable, lethal. Magnificent. 

No one challenged the Blueblood heir. Petrah’s mother only gave her a nod, 

as though they had already known what mount she desired. 

Asterin  took  the  fiercest  stealth  wyvern  that  came  along,  a  cunning-eyed

female.  Her  cousin  had  always  been  the  best  at  scouting,  and  after  a  talk  with Manon and the other sentinels that went long into the night, it had been decided

that Asterin would continue that role in the Thirteen’s new duties. 

So  when  the  pale  blue  female  was  presented,  Asterin  claimed  her,  her  eyes

promising  such  brutality  to  anyone  who  got  in  her  way  that  they  practically

glowed. No one dared challenge her. 

Manon  was  watching  the  tunnel  entrance  when  she  smelled  the  myrrh  and

rosemary scent of the Blueblood heir beside her. Asterin snarled a soft warning. 

“Waiting for Titus, aren’t you?” Petrah murmured, eyes also on the tunnel. 

“And if I am?” Manon asked. 

“I’d rather you have him than Iskra.” 

The witch’s serene face was unreadable. “So would I.” She wasn’t sure what, 

exactly, but the conversation  meant something. 

Clearly,  seeing  them  quietly  talking  meant  something  to  everyone  else,  too. 

Especially Iskra, who sauntered over to Manon’s other side. “Plotting already?” 

The Blueblood heir lifted her chin. “I think Titus would make a good mount

for Manon.” 

A  line  in  the  sand,  Manon  thought.  What  had  the  Blueblood  Matron  told

Petrah about her? What schemes was she hatching? 

Iskra’s  mouth  twisted  into  a  half  grin.  “We’ll  see  what  the  Three-Faced

Mother has to say.” 

Manon might have said something back, but then Titus thundered out. 

As  it  had  every  other  time,  the  breath  went  out  of  her  at  his  sheer  size  and viciousness.  The  men  had  barely  scrambled  back  through  the  gate  before  Titus

whirled, snapping for them. They’d made only a few successful runs with him, 

she’d been told. Yet under the right rider, he’d fully break. 

Titus didn’t wait for the whistle before he wheeled on the bait beast, striking

with  his  barbed  tail.  The  chained  beast  ducked  with  surprising  swiftness,  as  if he’d sensed the bull’s attack, and Titus’s tail imbedded itself in the stone. 

Debris  rained  on  the  bait  beast,  and  as  he  cringed  back,  Titus  struck  again. 

And again. 

Chained  to  the  wall,  the  bait  beast  could  do  nothing.  The  man  whistled,  but Titus kept at it. He moved with the fluid grace of untamed savagery. 

The  bait  beast  yelped,  and  Manon  could  have  sworn  the  Blueblood  heir

flinched. She’d never heard a cry of pain from any of the wyverns, yet as Titus

sank  back  on  his  haunches,  she  saw  where  he’d  struck—right  atop  the  earlier

wound in the bait beast’s flank. 

As if Titus knew where to hit to inflict the most agony. She knew they were

intelligent,  but   how  intelligent?  The  man  whistled  again,  and  a  whip  sounded. 

Titus  just  kept  pacing  in  front  of  the  bait  beast,  contemplating  how  he  would strike. Not out of strategy. No, he wanted to savor it. To taunt. 

A  shiver  of  delight  went  down  Manon’s  spine.  Riding  a  beast  like  Titus, 

ripping apart her enemies with him …

“If you want him so badly,” Iskra whispered, and Manon realized she was still

standing beside her, now only a step away, “why don’t you go get him?” 

And before Manon could move—before anyone could, because they were all

enthralled by that glorious beast—iron claws shoved into her back. 

Asterin’s  shout  echoed,  but  Manon  was  falling,  plunging  the  forty  feet  right

into  the  stone  pit.  She  twisted,  colliding  with  a  small,  crumbling  ledge  jutting from the wall. It slowed her fall and saved her life, but she kept going until—

She slammed into the ground, her ankle wrenching. Cries came from above, 

but Manon didn’t look up. If she had, she might have seen Asterin tackle Iskra, 

claws and teeth out. She might have seen her grandmother give the order that no

one was to jump into the pit. 

But Manon wasn’t looking at them. 

Titus turned toward her. 

The wyvern stood between her and the gate, where the men were rushing to

and fro, as if trying to decide whether they should risk saving her or wait until

she was carrion. 

Titus’s  tail  lashed  back  and  forth,  his  dark  eyes  pinned  on  her.  Manon  drew Wind-Cleaver. It was a dagger compared to the mass of him. She had to get to

that gate. 

She stared him down. Titus settled onto his haunches, preparing to attack. He

knew where the gate was, too, and what it meant for her. His prey. 

Not rider or mistress, but  prey. 

The  witches  had  gone  silent.  The  men  at  the  gate  and  upper  platforms  had

gone silent. 

Manon rotated her sword. Titus lunged. 

She had to roll to avoid his mouth, and was up in a second, sprinting like hell

for  that  gate.  Her  ankle  throbbed,  and  she  limped,  swallowing  her  scream  of

pain.  Titus  turned,  fast  as  a  spring  stream  down  a  mountainside,  and  as  she hurtled for the gate, he struck with his tail. 

Manon  had  enough  sense  to  whirl  to  avoid  the  venomous  barbs,  but  she

caught  an  upper  edge  of  the  tail  in  the  side  and  went  flying,  Wind-Cleaver

wrenching  from  her  grip.  She  hit  the  dirt  near  the  opposite  wall  and  slid,  face scraping on the rocks. Her ribs bleated in agony as she scrambled into a sitting

position and gauged the distance between herself and the sword and Titus. 

But Titus was hesitating, his eyes lifted behind her, above her, to—

Darkness  embrace  her.  She’d  forgotten  about  the  bait  beast.  The  creature

chained behind her, so close she could smell the carrion on his breath. 

Titus’s stare was a command for the bait beast to stand down. To let him eat

Manon. 

Manon  dared  a  glance  over  her  shoulder,  to  the  sword  in  the  shadows,  so

close to the chained anchor of the bait beast. She might have risked it if the beast wasn’t there, if he wasn’t looking dead at her, looking at her like she was—

 Not prey. 

Titus growled a territorial warning at the bait beast again, so loud she could

feel it in every bone. Instead, the bait beast, small as he was, was gazing at her

with something like rage and determination. Emotion, she might have called it. 

Hunger, but not for her. 

No,  she  realized  as  the  beast  lifted  its  black  gaze  to  Titus,  letting  out  a  low snarl in response. Not submissive in the least, that sound. A threat—a promise. 

The bait beast wanted a shot at Titus. 

Allies. If only for this moment. 

Again, Manon felt that ebb and flow in the world, that invisible current that

some  called  Fate  and  some  called  the  loom  of  the  Three-Faced  Goddess.  Titus

roared his final threat. 

Manon twisted to her feet and ran. 

Every step made stars flash, and the ground shook as Titus barreled after her, 

willing to tear through the bait beast to kill her if necessary. 

Manon scooped up her sword and whirled, bringing it down upon the thick, 

rusted chain with every bit of strength left in her. 

Wind-Cleaver,  they  called  her  blade.  Now  they  would  call  it  Iron-Cleaver. 

The chain snapped free as Titus leapt for her. 

Titus didn’t see it coming, and there was something like shock in his eyes as

the bait beast tackled him and they rolled. 

Titus  was  twice  its  size  and  uninjured,  and  Manon  didn’t  wait  to  see  the

outcome  before  she  took  off  for  the  tunnel,  where  the  men  were  frantically

lifting the grate. 

But then a  boom and a shocked murmur sounded, and Manon dared one look

in time to see the wyverns leap apart and the bait beast strike again. 

The blow from that scarred, useless tail was so strong Titus’s head slammed

into the dirt. 

As  Titus  surged  to  his  legs,  the  bait  beast  feinted  with  its  tail  and  made  a swipe with jagged claws that had Titus roaring in pain. 

Manon froze, barely fifteen feet from the gate. 

The wyverns circled each other, wings scraping against the ground. It should

have been a joke. And yet the bait beast wouldn’t stand down, despite the limp, 

despite the scars and the blood. 

Titus went right for the throat with no warning growl. 

The  bait  beast’s  tail  connected  with  Titus’s  head.  Titus  reeled  back  but  then lunged,  jaws  and  tail  snapping.  Once  those  barbs  got  into  the  flesh  of  the  bait beast,  it  would  be  done.  The  bait  beast  dodged  the  tail  by  slamming  its  own down atop it, but couldn’t escape the jaws that latched on to its neck. 

Over. It should be over. 

The  bait  beast  thrashed,  but  couldn’t  get  free.  Manon  knew  she  should  run. 

Others  were  shouting.  She  had  been  born  without  sympathy  or  mercy  or

kindness.  She  didn’t  care  which  one  of  them  lived  or  died,  so  long  as  she

escaped.  But  that  current  was  still  flowing,  flowing  toward  the  fight,  not  away from it. And she owed the bait beast a life debt. 

So Manon did the most foolish thing she’d ever done in her long, wicked life. 

She ran for Titus and brought Wind-Cleaver down upon his tail. She severed

clean through flesh and bone, and Titus roared, releasing his prey. The stump of

his tail lashed at her, and Manon took it right in the stomach, the air knocked out

of her before she even hit the ground. When she raised herself, she saw the final

lunge that ended it. 

Throat exposed by his bellow of pain, Titus didn’t stand a chance as the bait

beast pounced and closed its jaws around that mighty neck. 

Titus had one last thrash, one final attempt to pry himself free. The bait beast

held  firm,  as  though  he’d  been  waiting  for  weeks  or  months  or  years.  He

clamped down and wrenched his head away, taking Titus’s throat with him. 

Silence  fell.  As  if  the  world  itself  stopped  when  Titus’s  body  crashed  to  the ground, black blood spilling everywhere. 

Manon  stood  absolutely  still.  Slowly,  the  bait  beast  lifted  its  head  from  the carcass, Titus’s blood dripping from his maw. Their eyes met. 

People  were  shouting  at  her  to  run,  and  the  gate  groaned  open,  but  Manon

stared into those black eyes, one of them horribly scarred but intact. He took a

step, then another toward her. 

Manon  held  her  ground.  It  was  impossible.  Impossible.  Titus  was  twice  his size, twice his weight, and had years of training. 

The bait beast had trounced him—not because he was bigger or stronger, but

because he wanted it more. Titus had been a brute and a killer, yet this wyvern

before her … he was a  warrior. 

Men  were  rushing  in  with  spears  and  swords  and  whips,  and  the  bait  beast

growled. 

Manon held up a hand. And again, the world stopped. 

Manon, eyes still upon the beast, said, “He’s mine.” 
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He had saved her life. Not by coincidence, but by choice. He’d felt the current

running between them, too. “What?” her grandmother barked from above. 

Manon found herself  walking toward the  wyvern, and stopped  with not five

feet  between  them.  “He’s  mine,”  Manon  said,  taking  in  the  scars,  the  limp,  the burning life in those eyes. 

The witch and the wyvern looked at each other for a moment that lasted for a

heartbeat, that lasted for eternity. “You’re mine,” Manon said to him. 

The wyvern blinked at her, Titus’s blood still dripping from his cracked and

broken teeth, and Manon had the feeling that he had come to the same decision. 

Perhaps he had known long before tonight, and his fight with Titus hadn’t been

so much about survival as it had been a challenge to claim her. 

As his rider. As his mistress. As  his. 

Manon named her wyvern Abraxos, after the ancient serpent who held the world

between his coils at the behest of the Three-Faced Goddess. And that was about

the only pleasant thing that happened that night. 

When  she’d  returned  to  the  others,  Abraxos  taken  away  for  cleaning  and

mending  and  Titus’s  carcass  hauled  off  by  thirty  men,  Manon  had  stared  down

each and every witch who dared meet her eyes. 

The  Yellowlegs  heir  was  being  held  by  Asterin  in  front  of  the  Matrons. 

Manon gazed at Iskra for a long moment before she simply said, “Looks like I

lost my footing.” 

Iskra  steamed  at  the  ears,  but  Manon  shrugged,  wiping  the  dirt  and  blood

from  her  face  before  limping  back  to  the  Omega.  She  wouldn’t  give  Iskra  the satisfaction of claiming she’d almost killed her. And Manon was in no shape to

settle this in a proper fight. 

Attack or clumsiness, Asterin was punished by Mother Blackbeak that night

for letting the heir fall into the pit. Manon had asked to be the one to dispense

the whipping, but her grandmother ignored her. Instead, she had the Yellowlegs

heir do it. As Asterin’s failure had occurred in plain sight of the other Matrons

and their heirs, so would her punishment. 

Standing in the mess hall, Manon watched each brutal lash, all ten of them at

full strength, as Iskra sported a bruise on her jaw courtesy of Asterin. 

To her everlasting credit, Asterin didn’t scream. Not once. It still took all of

Manon’s  self-restraint  to  keep  from  grabbing  the  whip  and  using  it  to  strangle

Iskra. 

Then  came  the  conversation  with  her  grandmother.  It  wasn’t  so  much  a

conversation as it was a slap in the face, then a verbal beating that—a day later

—still made Manon’s ears ring. 

She’d humiliated her grandmother and every Blackbeak in history by picking

that  “runty  scrap  of  meat,”  regardless  of  his  victory.  It  was  a  fluke  that  he’d killed  Titus,  her  grandmother  ranted.  Abraxos  was  the  smallest  of  any  of  the mounts, and on top of that, because of his size, he had never flown a day in his

life. They had never let him out of the warrens. 

They didn’t even know if he  could fly after his wings had taken a beating for

so  long,  and  the  handlers  were  of  the  opinion  that  should  Abraxos  attempt  the Crossing,  he’d  splatter  himself  and  Manon  on  the  Gap  floor.  They  claimed  no

other wyverns would ever accept his dominance, not as a Wing Leader. Manon

had ruined all of her grandmother’s plans. 

All these facts were shouted at her again and again. She knew that if she even

 wanted  to  change  mounts,  her  grandmother  would  force  her  to  keep  Abraxos, just to humiliate her when she failed. Even if it got her killed in the process. 

Her  grandmother  hadn’t  been  in  the  pit,  though.  She  hadn’t  looked  into

Abraxos’s eyes and seen the warrior’s heart beating in him. She hadn’t noticed

that  he’d  fought  with  more  cunning  and  ferocity  than  any  of  the  others.  So

Manon  held  firm  and  took  the  slap  to  the  face,  and  the  lecture,  and  then  the second slap that left her cheek throbbing. 

Manon’s  face  was  still  aching  when  she  reached  the  pen  in  which  Abraxos

now made his home. He was curled by the far wall, silent and still when so many

of the creatures were pacing or shrieking or growling. 

Her  escort,  the  overseer,  peered  through  the  bars.  Asterin  lurked  in  the

shadows. After the whipping last night, her Second wasn’t going to let her out of

her sight anytime soon. 

Manon hadn’t apologized for the whipping. The rules were the rules, and her

cousin  had  failed.  Asterin  deserved  the  lashing,  just  as  Manon  deserved  the

bruise on her cheek. 

“Why’s he curled up like that?” Manon asked the man. 

“Suspect it’s ’cause he’s never had a pen to himself. Not this big, anyway.” 

Manon studied the penned-in cavern. “Where did they keep him before?” 

The man pointed at the floor. “With the other baiters in the sty. He’s the oldest

of  the  baiters,  you  know.  Survived  the  pits  and  the  stys.  But  that  doesn’t  mean he’s suitable for you.” 

“If I wanted your opinion on his suitability, I’d ask for it,” Manon said, eyes

still on Abraxos as she approached the bars. “How long to get him in the skies?” 

The  man  rubbed  his  head.  “Could  be  days  or  weeks  or  months.  Could  be

never.” 

“We begin training with our mounts this afternoon.” 

“Not  going  to  happen.”  Manon  raised  her  brows.  “This  one  needs  to  be

trained alone first. I’ll get our best trainers on it, and you can use another wyvern

in the meantime to—” 

“First  of  all,  human,”  Manon  interrupted,  “don’t  give  me  orders.”  Her  iron

teeth  snapped  out,  and  he  flinched.  “Second,  I  won’t  be  training  with  another wyvern. I’ll train with him.” 

The man was pale as death as he said, “All your sentinels’ mounts will attack

him.  And  the  first  flight  will  spook  him  so  bad  that  he’ll  fight  back.  So  unless you want your soldiers and their mounts to tear each other apart, I suggest you

train alone.” He trembled and added, “Milady.” 

The wyvern was watching them. Waiting. “Can they understand us?” 

“No. Some spoken commands and whistles, but no more than a dog.” 

Manon didn’t believe that for one moment. It wasn’t that he was lying to her. 

He just didn’t know any better. Or maybe Abraxos was different. 

She’d use every moment until the War Games to train him. When she and her

Thirteen  were  crowned  victors,  she’d  make  each  and  every  one  of  the  witches

who doubted her, her grandmother included, curse themselves for fools. Because

she was Manon Blackbeak, and she’d never failed at anything. And there would

be nothing better than watching Abraxos bite off Iskra’s head on the battlefield. 

Chapter 24

It was far too easy to lie to his men about the bruises and cuts on his face when

Chaol  returned  to  the  castle—an  unfortunate  incident  with  a  drunk  vagrant  in

Rifthold. Enduring the lies and the injuries was better than being carrion. Chaol’s

bargain  with  Aedion  and  the  rebels  had  been  simple:  information  for

information. 

He’d  promised  more  information  about  their  queen,  as  well  as  about  the

king’s black rings, in exchange for what they knew regarding the king’s power. It

had  kept  him  alive  that  night,  and  every  night  afterward,  when  he’d  waited  for them  to  change  their  minds.  But  they  never  came  for  him,  and  tonight,  he  and Aedion waited until well past twelve before slipping into Celaena’s old rooms. 

It  was  the  first  time  he’d  dared  return  to  the  tomb  since  that  night  with

Celaena and Dorian, and the skull-shaped bronze knocker, Mort, didn’t move or

speak at all. Even though Chaol wore the Eye of Elena at his throat, the knocker

remained  frozen.  Perhaps  Mort  only  answered  to  those  with  Brannon

Galathynius’s blood in their veins. 

So he and Aedion combed through the tomb, the dusty halls, scouring every

inch for signs of spies or ways to be discovered. When they were at last satisfied

that  no  one  could  overhear  them,  Aedion  said,  “Tell  me  what  I’m  doing  down

here, Captain.” 

The  general  had  shown  no  awe  or  surprise  as  Chaol  had  led  him  into  Elena

and Gavin’s resting place, though his eyes had widened slightly at Damaris. But

whether or not Aedion knew what it was, he’d said nothing. For all his brashness

and arrogance, Chaol had a feeling the man had many, many secrets—and was

damn good at concealing them. 

It  was  the  other  reason  why  he’d  offered  the  bargain  to  Aedion  and  his

companions:  if  the  prince’s  gifts  were  discovered,  Dorian  would  need

somewhere  to  hide,  and  someone  to  get  him  to  safety  if  Chaol  were

incapacitated.  Chaol  said,  “Are  you  prepared  to  share  whatever  information

you’ve gathered from your allies?” 

Aedion gave him a lazy grin. “So long as you share yours.” 

Chaol prayed to any god that would listen that he wasn’t making the wrong

move  as  he  pulled  the  Eye  of  Elena  from  his  tunic.  “Your  Queen  gave  this

necklace  to  me  when  she  left  for  Wendlyn.  It  belonged  to  her  ancestor—who
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summoned her here, to give it to her.” Aedion’s eyes narrowed as he took in the

amulet,  the  blue  stone  shimmering  in  the  moonlight.  “What  I  am  about  to  tell you,” Chaol said, “changes everything.” 

Dorian stood in the shadows of the stairwell, listening. Listening, and not quite

wanting to accept that Chaol was in the tomb with Aedion Ashryver. 

That  had  been  the  first  shock.  For  the  past  week,  he’d  been  creeping  down

here  to  hunt  for  answers  after  his  explosion  with  Sorscha.  Especially  now  that she had lied through her teeth and risked everything to keep his secret—and to

help him find a way to control it. 

Tonight  he’d  been  horrified  to  find  the  secret  door  left  slightly  ajar.  He

shouldn’t have come, but he’d done it anyway, making up an easy list of lies to

tell should he find an unfriendly face down here. Then he’d gotten close enough

to hear the two male voices and almost fled … Almost, until he’d realized who

was talking. 

It  was  impossible,  because  they  hated  each  other.  Yet  there  they  were,  in

Elena’s  tomb.  Allies.  It  was  enough,  too  much.  But  then  he’d  heard  it—heard

what  Chaol  said  to  the  general,  so  quietly  it  was  barely  audible.  “Your  Queen gave this necklace to me when she left for Wendlyn.” 

It was a mistake. It had to be a mistake, because … His chest had become too

tight, too small. 

 You will always be my enemy. That’s what Celaena had screamed at Chaol the

night Nehemia died. And she’d said—said that she’d lost people ten years ago, 

but …

But. 

Dorian  couldn’t  move  as  Chaol  launched  into  another  story,  another  truth. 

About  Dorian’s  own  father.  About  the  power  the  king  wielded.  Celaena  had

discovered it. Celaena was trying to find a way to destroy it. 

His  father  had  made  that  thing  they’d  fought  in  the  library  catacombs—that

monstrous thing that had seemed human. Wyrdkeys. Wyrdgates. Wyrd-stone. 

They had lied to him, too. They had decided he wasn’t to be trusted. Celaena

and  Chaol—they’d  decided  against  him.  Chaol  had  known  who  and  what

Celaena truly was. 

It was why he’d sent her to Wendlyn—why he’d gotten her out of the castle. 

Dorian was still frozen on the stairs when Aedion slipped out of the tomb, sword

out and looking ready to attack whatever enemy he’d detected. 

Spotting him, Aedion swore, low and viciously, his eyes bright in the glow of

his torch. 

Celaena’s eyes. Aelin Ashryver— Ashryver—Galathynius’s eyes. 

Aedion was her cousin. And he was still loyal to her—lying through his teeth, 

through every action, about where his allegiance lay. 

Chaol rushed into the hall, a hand lifted beseechingly. “Dorian.” 

For  a  moment,  he  could  only  stare  at  his  friend.  Then  he  managed  to  say, 

“Why?” 

Chaol loosed a breath. “Because the fewer people who know, the safer—for

her, for everyone. For you. They have information that might help you.” 

“You  think  I’d  run  to  my  father?”  The  words  were  barely  more  than  a

strangled whisper as the temperature plummeted. 

Chaol  stepped  forward,  putting  himself  between  Aedion  and  Dorian,  his

palms exposed. Placating. “I can’t afford to guess—to hope. Even with you.” 

“How long?” Ice coated his teeth, his tongue. 

“She told me about your father before she left. I figured out who she is soon

afterward.” 

“And you’re working with  him now.” 

The  captain’s  breath  clouded  in  front  of  him.  “If  we  can  find  a  way  to  free magic, it could save you. They think they might have some answers about what

happened, and how to reverse it. But if Aedion and his allies are caught, if she is

caught  …  they  will  die.  Your  father  will  put  them  all  down,  starting  with  her. 

And right now, Dorian, we need them.” 

Dorian turned to Aedion. “Are you going to kill my father?” 

“Does he not deserve to die?” was the general’s reply. 

Dorian could see the captain wincing—not at the general’s words, but at the

cold. “Did you tell him—about me?” Dorian ground out. 

“No,”  Aedion  answered  for  Chaol.  “Though  if  you  don’t  learn  to  control

yourself,  there  soon  won’t  be  a  soul  in  the  realm  who  doesn’t  know  you  have magic.” Aedion slid those heirloom eyes to the captain. “So that’s why you were

so desperate to trade secrets—you wanted the information for his sake.” A nod

from Chaol. Aedion smirked at Dorian, and ice coated the stairwell. “Does your

magic manifest in ice and snow, then, princeling?” the general asked. 

“Come closer and find out,” Dorian said with a faint smile. Perhaps he could

throw Aedion across the hall, just as he had with that creature. 

“Aedion can be trusted, Dorian,” Chaol said. 
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“He’s  as  two-faced  as  they  come.  I  don’t  believe  for  one  heartbeat  that  he

wouldn’t sell us out if it meant furthering his own cause.” 

“He won’t,” Chaol snapped, cutting off Aedion’s reply. Chaol’s lips went blue

from the cold. 

Dorian  knew  he  was  hurting  him—knew  it,  and  didn’t  quite  care.  “Because

you want to be Aedion’s king someday?” 

Chaol’s face drained of color, from the cold or from fear, and Aedion barked a

laugh. “My queen will die heirless sooner than marry a man from Adarlan.” 

Chaol tried to hide his flicker of pain, but Dorian knew his friend well enough

to spot it. For a second he wondered what Celaena would think about Aedion’s

claim.  Celaena,  who  had  lied—Celaena,  who  was   Aelin,  whom  he  had  met  ten years  ago,  whom  he  had  played  with  in  her  beautiful  castle.  And  that  day  in Endovier—that  first  day,  he  had  felt  as  if  there  were  something  familiar  about her … Oh gods. 

Celaena  was  Aelin  Galathynius.  He  had  danced  with  her,  kissed  her,  slept

beside  her,  his  mortal  enemy.  I’ll  come  back  for  you,  she’d  said  her  final  day here.  Even  then,  he’d  known  there  was  something  else  behind  it.  She  would

come back, but perhaps not as Celaena. Would it be to help him, or to kill him? 

Aelin Galathynius knew about his magic—and wanted to destroy his father, his

kingdom. Everything she had ever said or done … He’d once thought it had been

a charade to win favor as his Champion, but what if it had been because she was

the heir of Terrasen? Was that why she was friends with Nehemia? What if, after

a year in Endovier …

Aelin  Galathynius  had  spent  a  year  in  that  labor  camp.  A  queen  of  their

continent had been a slave, and would bear the scars of it forever. Perhaps that

entitled her, and Aedion, and even Chaol who loved her, to conspire to deceive

and betray his father. 

“Dorian, please,” Chaol said. “I’m doing this for you—I swear it.” 

“I don’t care,” Dorian said, staring them down as he walked out. “I will carry

your secrets to the grave—but I want no part of them.” 

He  ripped  his  cold  magic  from  the  air  and  turned  it  inward,  wrapping  it

around his heart. 

Aedion took the secret subterranean exit out of the castle. He’d told Chaol it was

to  avoid  any  suspicion,  to  lose  anyone   else  trailing  them  as  they  went  back  to their  rooms.  One  look  from  the  captain  told  him  he  knew  precisely  where

Aedion was headed. 

Aedion  contemplated  what  the  captain  had  told  him—and  though  any  other

man  would  be  horrified,  though  Aedion   should  be  horrified  …  he  wasn’t surprised. He’d suspected the king was wielding some sort of deadly power from

the  moment  he’d  given  him  that  ring  all  those  years  ago,  and  it  seemed  in  line with information his spies had long been gathering. 

The Yellowlegs Matron had been here for a reason. Aedion was willing to bet

good money that whatever monstrosities or weapons the king was creating, they

would see them soon enough, perhaps with the witches in tow. Men didn’t build

more  armies  and  forge  more  weapons  without  having  plans  to  use  them.  And

they  certainly  didn’t  hand  out  bits  of  mind-controlling  jewelry  unless  they

wanted  absolute  dominion.  But  he  would  face  what  was  coming  just  as  he  had

every other trial in his life: precisely, unyieldingly, and with lethal efficiency. 

He  spotted  the  two  figures  waiting  in  the  shadows  of  a  ramshackle  building

by  the  docks,  the  fog  off  the  Avery  making  them  little  more  than  wisps  of

darkness. 

“Well?”  Ren  demanded  as  Aedion  leaned  against  a  damp  brick  wall.  Ren’s

twin  swords  were  out.  Good  Adarlanian  steel,  nicked  and  scratched  enough  to

show  they’d  been  used,  and  well-oiled  enough  to  show  Ren  knew  how  to  care

for  them.  They  seemed  to  be  the  only  things  Ren  cared  about—his  hair  was

shaggy, and his clothes looked a bit worse for wear. 

“I  already  told  you:  we  can  trust  the  captain.”  Aedion  looked  at  Murtaugh. 

“Hello, old man.” 

He  couldn’t  see  Murtaugh’s  face  beneath  the  shadows  of  his  hood,  but  his

voice was too soft as he said, “I hope the information is worth the risks you are

taking.” 

Aedion snarled. He wouldn’t tell them the truth about Aelin, not until she was

back at his side and could tell them herself. 

Ren  took  a  step  closer.  He  moved  with  the  self-assurance  of  someone  who

was  used  to  fighting.  And  winning.  Still,  Aedion  had  at  least  three  inches  and twenty pounds of muscle on him. Should Ren attack, he’d find himself on his ass

in a heartbeat. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, Aedion,” Ren said, “but

if you don’t tell us where she is, how can we can trust you? And how does the

captain know? Does the king have her?” 

“No,”  Aedion  said.  It  wasn’t  a  lie,  but  it  felt  like  one.  As  Celaena,  she’d signed  her  soul  to  him.  “The  way  I  see  it,  Ren,  you  and  your  grandfather  have little  to  offer  me—or  Aelin.  You  don’t  have  a  war  band,  you  don’t  have  lands, and the captain told me all about your affiliation with that piece of shit Archer

Finn. Do I need to remind you what happened to Nehemia Ytger on your watch? 

So  I’m  not  going  to  tell  you;  you’ll  receive  information  on  a  need-to-know

basis.” 

Ren started. Murtaugh put an arm between them. “It’s better we don’t know, 

just in case.” 

Ren wouldn’t back down, and Aedion’s blood raced at the challenge. “What

are  we  going  to  tell  the  court,  then?”  Ren  demanded.  “That  she’s  not  some

imposter  as  we  were  led  to  believe,  but  actually  alive—yet  you  won’t  tell  us where?” 

“Yes,”  Aedion  breathed,  wondering  just  how  badly  he  could  bloody  up  Ren

without hurting Murtaugh in the process. “That’s exactly what you’ll tell them. If

you can even find the court.” 

Silence. Murtaugh said, “We know Ravi and Sol are still alive and in Suria.” 

Aedion knew the story. Their family’s trade business had been too important

to the king to warrant executing both their parents. So their father had chosen the

execution block, and their mother had been left to keep Suria running as a vital

trade  port.  The  two  Surian  boys  would  be  twenty  and  twenty-two  by  now,  and

since his mother’s death, Sol had become Lord of Suria. In his years leading the

Bane,  Aedion  had  never  set  foot  in  the  coastal  city.  He  didn’t  want  to  know  if they’d damn him. Adarlan’s Whore. 

“Will  they  fight,”  Aedion  said,  “or  will  they  decide  they  like  their  gold  too much?” 

Murtaugh sighed. “I’ve heard Ravi is the wilder one—he might be the one to

convince.” 

“I don’t want anyone that we have to  convince to join us,” Aedion said. 

“You’ll want people who aren’t afraid of Aelin—or  you,” Murtaugh snapped. 

“You’ll  want  levelheaded  people  who  won’t  hesitate  to  ask  the  hard  questions. 

Loyalty is earned, not given.” 

“She doesn’t have to do a damn thing to earn our loyalty.” 

Murtaugh shook his head, his cowl swaying. “For some of us, yes. But others

might  not  be  so  easily  convinced.  She  has  ten  years  to  account  for—and  a

kingdom in ruin.” 

“She was a  child.” 

“She is a woman now, and has been for a few years. Perhaps she will offer an

explanation.  But  until  then,  Aedion,  you   must  understand  that  others  might  not share your fervor. And others might take a good amount of convincing about you

as  well—about  where  your  true  loyalties  lie  and  how  you  have  demonstrated

them over the years.” 

He wanted to bash Murtaugh’s teeth down his throat, if only because he was right. “Who else of Orlon’s inner circle is still alive?” 

Murtaugh named four. Ren quickly added, “We heard they were in hiding for

years—always moving around, like us. They might not be easy to find.” 

 Four. Aedion’s stomach dropped. “That’s it?” He’d been in Terrasen, but he’d

never  looked  for  an  exact  body  count,  never  wanted  to  know  who  made  it

through  the  bloodshed  and  slaughter,  or  who  had  sacrificed  everything  to  get  a child, a friend, a family member out. Of course he’d known deep down, but there

had  always  been  some  fool’s  hope  that  most  were  still  alive,  still  waiting  to return. 

“I’m  sorry,  Aedion,”  Murtaugh  said  softly.  “Some  minor  lords  escaped,  and

even  managed  to  hold  onto  their  lands  and  keep  them  thriving.”  Aedion  knew

and hated most of them—self-serving pigs. Murtaugh went on. “Vernon Lochan

survived, but only because he was already the king’s puppet, and after Cal was

executed,  Vernon  seized  his  brother’s  mantle  as  Lord  of  Perranth.  You  know

what happened to Lady Marion. But we never learned what happened to Elide.” 

Elide—Lord  Cal  and  Lady  Marion’s  daughter  and  heir,  almost  a  year  younger

than Aelin. If she were alive, she would be at least seventeen by now. “Lots of

children  vanished  in  the  initial  weeks,”  Murtaugh  finished.  Aedion  didn’t  want to think about those too-small graves. 

He  had  to  look  away  for  a  moment,  and  even  Ren  stayed  quiet.  At  last, 

Aedion said, “Send out feelers to Ravi and Sol, but hold off on the others. Ignore

the minor lords for now. Small steps.” 

To  his  surprise,  Ren  said,  “Agreed.”  For  a  heartbeat,  their  eyes  met,  and  he knew  that  Ren  felt  what  he  often  did—what  he  tried  to  keep  buried.  They  had survived, when so many had not. And no one else could understand what it was

like to bear it, unless they had lost as much. 

Ren had escaped at the cost of his parents’ lives—and had lost his home, his

title,  his  friends,  and  his  kingdom.  He  had  hidden  and  trained  and  never  lost sight of his cause. 

They  were  not  friends  now;  they  never  really  had  been.  Ren’s  father  hadn’t

particularly  liked  that  Aedion,  not  Ren,  was  favored  to  take  the  blood  oath  to Aelin. The oath of pure submission—the oath that would have sealed Aedion as

her  lifelong  protector,  the  one  person  in  whom  she  could  have  absolute  trust. 

Everything he possessed, everything he was, should have belonged to her. 

Yet  the  prize  now  was  not  just  a  blood  oath  but  a  kingdom—a  shot  at

vengeance  and  rebuilding  their  world.  Aedion  made  to  walk  away,  but  looked

back. Just two cloaked figures, one hunched, the other tall and armed. The first

shred  of  Aelin’s  court.  The  court  he’d  raise  for  her  to  shatter  Adarlan’s  chains. 

He could keep playing the game—for a little longer. 

“When  she  returns,”  Aedion  said  quietly,  “what  she  will  do  to  the  King  of

Adarlan  will  make  the  slaughtering  ten  years  ago  look  merciful.”  And  in  his

heart, Aedion hoped he spoke true. 

Chapter 25

A  week  passed  without  any  further  attempts  to  skin  Celaena  alive,  so  even

though  she  made  absolutely  no  progress  with  Rowan,  she  considered  it  to  be  a success.  Rowan  lived  up  to  his  word  about  her  pulling  double  duty  in  the

kitchens—the  only  upside  of  which  was  that  she  was  so  exhausted  when  she

tumbled  into  bed  that  she  did  not  remember  dreaming.  Another  benefit,  she

supposed, was that while she was scrubbing the evening dishes, she could listen

to Emrys’s stories—which Luca begged for every night, regardless of rain. 

Despite  what  had  happened  with  the  skinwalkers,  Celaena  was  no  closer  to

mastering her shift. Even though Rowan had offered his cloak that night beside

the river, the next morning had brought them back to their usual vitriolic dislike. 

 Hatred  felt  like  a  strong  word,  as  she  couldn’t  quite  hate  someone  who  had saved her, but  dislike fit pretty damn well. She didn’t particularly care what side of  the  hatred-dislike  line  Rowan  was  on.  But  gaining  his  approval  to  enter

Doranelle was undoubtedly a long, long way off. 

Every  day,  he  brought  her  to  the  temple  ruins—far  enough  away  that  if  she

did  manage  to  shift  and  lost  control  of  her  magic  in  the  process,  she  wouldn’t incinerate  anyone.  Everything— everything—depended  on  that  command:  shift. 

But the memory of what the magic had felt like as it seared out of her, when it

threatened to swallow her and the whole world, plagued her, waking and asleep. 

It was almost as bad as the endless sitting. 

Now, after two miserable hours of it, she groaned and stood, stalking around

the ruins. It was unusually sunny that day, making the pale stones seem to glow. 

In  fact,  she  could  have  sworn  that  the  whispered  prayers  of  long-gone

worshippers still resonated. Her magic had been flickering oddly in response—

strange, in her human form, where it was normally so bolted down. 

As she studied the ruins, she braced her hands on her hips: anything to keep

from ripping out her hair. “What was this place, anyway?” Only slabs of broken

stone  remained  to  show  where  the  temple  had  stood.  A  few  oblong  stones—

pillars—were  tossed  about  as  if  a  hand  had  scattered  them,  and  several  stones grouped together indicated what had once been a road. 

Rowan  dogged  her  steps,  a  thundercloud  closing  in  around  her  as  she

examined a cluster of white stones. “The Sun Goddess’s temple.” 

Mala,  Lady  of  Light,  Learning,  and  Fire.  “You’ve  been  bringing  me  here

because you think it might help with mastering my powers—my shifting?” 

A  vague  nod.  She  put  a  hand  on  one  of  the  massive  stones.  If  she  felt  like admitting  it,  she  could  almost  sense  the  echoes  of  the  power  that  had  dwelled here long ago, a delicious heat kissing its way up her neck, down her spine, as if

some  piece  of  that  goddess  were  still  curled  up  in  the  corner.  It  explained  why today, in the sun, the temple felt different. Why her magic was jumpy. Mala, Sun

Goddess and Light-Bringer, was sister and eternal rival to Deanna, Keeper of the

Moon. 

“Mab  was  immortalized  into  godhood  thanks  to  Maeve,”  Celaena  mused  as

she  ran  a  hand  down  the  jagged  block.  “But  that  was  over  five  hundred  years ago. Mala had a sister in the moon long before Mab took her place.” 

“Deanna   was  the  original  sister’s  name.  But  you  humans  gave  her  some  of Mab’s traits. The hunting, the hounds.” 

“Perhaps Deanna and Mala weren’t always rivals.” 

“What are you getting at?” 

She shrugged and kept running her hands along the stone, feeling, breathing, 

smelling. “Did you ever know Mab?” 

Rowan was quiet for a long moment—contemplating the usefulness of telling

her, no doubt. “No,” he said at last. “I am old, but not that old.” 

Fine—if he didn’t want to give her an actual number … “Do you  feel old?” 

He gazed into the distance. “I am still considered young by the standards of

my kind.” 

It wasn’t an answer. “You said that you once campaigned in a kingdom that

no  longer  exists.  You’ve  been  off  to  war  several  times,  it  seems,  and  seen  the world. That would leave its mark. Age you on the inside.” 

“Do  you feel old?” His gaze was unflinching. A child—a girl, he’d called her. 

She  was  a  girl  to  him.  Even  when  she  became  an  old  woman—if  she  lived

that  long—she’d  still  be  a  child  in  comparison  to  his  life  span.  Her  mission depended  upon  his  seeing  her  otherwise,  but  she  still  said,  “These  days,  I  am very glad to be a mortal, and to only have to endure this life once. These days, I

don’t envy you at all.” 

“And before?” 

It was her turn to stare toward the horizon. “I used to wish I had a chance to

see it all—and hated that I never would.” 

She  could  feel  him  forming  a  question,  but  she  started  moving  again, 

examining the stones. As she dusted the block off, an image emerged of a stag

with a glowing star between its antlers, so like the one in Terrasen. She’d heard

Emrys tell the story of the sun stags, who held an immortal flame between their massive antlers and who had once been stolen from a temple in this land … “Is

this where the stags were kept—before this place was destroyed?” 

“I don’t know. This temple wasn’t destroyed; it was abandoned when the Fae

moved to Doranelle, and then ruined by time and weather.” 

“Emrys’s stories said destroyed, not abandoned.” 

“Again, what are you getting at?” 

But she didn’t know, not yet, so she just shook her head and said, “The Fae on

my continent—in Terrasen … they weren’t like you. At least, I don’t remember

them  being  that  way.  There  weren’t  many,  but  …”  She  swallowed  hard.  “The

King  of  Adarlan  hunted  and  killed  them,  so  easily.  Yet  when  I  look  at  you,  I don’t  understand  how  he  did  it.”  Even  with  the  Wyrdkeys,  the  Fae  had  been

stronger,  faster.  More  should  have  survived,  even  if  some  had  been  trapped  in their animal forms when magic vanished. 

She looked over her shoulder at him, one hand still pressed against the warm

carving. A muscle flickered in Rowan’s jaw before he said, “I’ve never been to

your continent, but I heard that the Fae there were gentler—less aggressive, very

few trained in combat—and they relied heavily on magic. Once magic was gone

from your lands, many of them might not have known what to do against trained

soldiers.” 

“And yet Maeve wouldn’t send aid.” 

“The  Fae  of  your  continent  long  ago  severed  ties  with  Maeve.”  He  paused

again.  “But  there  were  some  in  Doranelle  who  argued  in  favor  of  helping.  My queen wound up offering sanctuary to any who could make it here.” 

She didn’t want to know more—didn’t want to know how many had made it, 

and  whether  he  had  been  one  of  the  few  who  argued  to  save  their  western

brethren.  So  she  moved  away  from  the  carving  of  the  mythical  stag,  instantly cold as she severed contact with the delightful heat living within the stone. Part

of her could have sworn that ancient, strange power was sad to see her go. 

The  next  day,  Celaena  finished  her  breakfast  shift  in  the  kitchens  achy  and

more drained than usual, as Luca hadn’t been there to help, which meant she’d

spent the morning chopping, washing, and then running the food upstairs. 

Celaena passed a sentry she’d marked as Luca’s friend and a frequent listener

to  Emrys’s  stories—young,  leanly  muscled,  with  no  evidence  of  Fae  ears  or

grace.  Bas,  the  leader  of  the  fortress  scouts.  Luca  prattled  about  him  endlessly. 

Celaena  gave  him  a  small  smile  and  nod.  Bas  blinked  a  few  times,  gave  a

tentative  smile  back,  and  sauntered  on,  probably  to  his  watch  on  the  wall.  She frowned. She’d said a civilized hello to plenty of them by now, but … She was

still puzzling over his reaction when she reached her room and shrugged on her jacket. 

“You’re already late,” Rowan said from the doorway. 

“There  were  extra  dishes  this  morning,”  she  said,  rebraiding  her  hair  as  she turned  to  where  he  lounged  in  the  doorway.  “Can  I  expect  to  do  something

useful  with  you  today,  or  will  it  be  more  sitting  and  growling  and  glaring?  Or will I just wind up chopping wood for hours on end?” 

He merely started into the hall and she followed, still braiding her hair. They

passed  another  two  sentries.  This  time,  she  looked  them  both  in  the  eye  and smiled  her  greeting.  Again,  that  blink,  and  a  shared  look  between  them,  and  a returned  grin.  Had  she  really  become  so  unpleasant  that  a  mere  smile  was

surprising? Gods—when  had she smiled last, at anyone or anything? 

They  were  well  away  from  the  fortress,  headed  south  and  up  into  the

mountains, when Rowan said, “They’ve all been keeping their distance because

of the scent you put out.” 

“Excuse me?” She didn’t want to know how he’d read her thoughts. 

Rowan stalked through the trees, not even out of breath as he said, “There are

more  males  than  females  here—and  they’re  fairly  isolated  from  the  world. 

Haven’t you wondered why they haven’t approached you?” 

“They  stayed  away  because  I  …  smell?”  She  didn’t  think  she  would  have

cared enough to be embarrassed, but her face was burning. 

“Your  scent  says  that  you  don’t  want  to  be  approached.  The  males  smell  it

more  than  the  females,  and  have  been  staying  the  hell  away.  They  don’t  want their faces clawed off.” 

She had forgotten how primal the Fae were, with their scents and mating and

territorial nature. Such a strange contrast to the civilized world beyond the wall

of the mountains. “Good,” she wound up saying, though the idea of her having

her emotions so easily identifiable was unsettling. It made lying and pretending

almost worthless. “I’m not interested in men … males.” 

His tattoo was vivid in the dappled sunlight that streamed through the canopy

as he stared pointedly at her ring. “What happens if you become queen? Will you

refuse a potential alliance through marriage?” 

An invisible hand seemed to wrap around her throat. She had not let herself

consider  that  possibility,  because  the  weight  of  a  crown  and  a  throne  were

enough to make her feel like she was in a coffin. The thought of marrying like

that,  of  someone  else’s  body  on  hers,  someone  who  was   not  Chaol  …  She shoved the thought away. 

Rowan was baiting her, as he always did. And she still had no plans to take up
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her  uncle’s  throne.  Her  only  plan  was  to  do  what  she’d  promised  Nehemia. 

“Nice try,” she said. 

His canines gleamed as he smirked. “You’re learning.” 

“You get baited by me every now and then, too, you know.” 

He  gave  her  a  look  that  said,  I  let   you  bait  me,  in  case  you  haven’t  noticed. 

 I’m not some mortal fool. 

She  wanted  to  ask  why,  but  being  cordial  with  him—with  anyone—was

already odd enough. “Where the hell are we going today? We never head west.” 

The  smirk  vanished.  “You  want  to  do  something  useful.  So  here’s  your

chance.” 

With Celaena in her human form, the bells of some nearby town were heralding

three o’clock by the time they reached the pine wood. 

She  didn’t  ask  what  they  were  doing  here.  He’d  tell  her  if  he  wanted  to. 

Slowing  to  a  prowl,  Rowan  tracked  markers  left  on  trees  and  stones,  and  she quietly trailed him, thirsty and hungry and a bit light-headed. 

The  terrain  had  shifted:  pine  needles  crunched  beneath  her  boots,  and  gulls, 

not  songbirds,  cried  overhead.  The  sea  had  to  be  close.  Celaena  groaned  as  a cool  breeze  kissed  her  sweaty  face,  scented  with  salt  and  fish  and  sun-warmed rock. It wasn’t until Rowan halted by a stream that she noticed the reek—and the

silence. 

The  ground  had  been  churned  up  across  the  stream,  the  brush  broken  and

trampled.  But  Rowan’s  attention  was  fixed  on  the  stream  itself,  on  what  had

been wedged between the rocks. 

Celaena swore. A body. A woman, by the shape of what was left of her, and—

A husk. 

As if she had been drained of life, of substance. No wounds, no lacerations or

signs of harm, save for a trickle of dried blood from her nose and ears. Her skin

was leached of color, withered and dried, her hollowed-out face still stuck in an

expression of horror—and sorrow. And the smell—not just the rotting body, but

around it … the smell …

“What did this?” she asked, studying the disturbed forest beyond the stream. 

Rowan  knelt  as  he  examined  the  remains.  “Why  not  just  dump  her  in  the  sea? 

Leaving  her  in  a  stream  seems  idiotic.  They  left  tracks,  too—unless  those  are from whoever found her.” 
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“Malakai  gave  me  the  report  this  morning—and  he  and  his  men  are  trained

not to leave tracks. But this scent … I’ll admit it’s different.” Rowan walked into

the water. She wanted to tell him to stop, but he kept studying the remains from

above, then below, circling. His eyes flashed to hers. They were furious. “So you

tell me, assassin. You wanted to be useful.” 

She  bristled  at  the  tone,  but—that  was  a  woman  lying  there,  broken  like  a

doll. 

Celaena  didn’t  particularly  want  to  smell   anything  on  the  remains,  but  she sniffed. And wished she hadn’t. It was a smell she’d scented twice now—once in

that bloody chamber a decade ago, and then recently … “You claimed you didn’t

know  what  that  thing  in  the  barrow  field  was,”  she  managed  to  say.  The

woman’s  mouth  was  open  in  a  scream,  her  teeth  brown  and  cracked  below  the

dried nosebleed. Celaena touched her own nose and winced. “I think this is what

it does.” 

Rowan braced his hands on his hips, sniffing again, turning in the stream. He

scanned  Celaena,  then  the  body.  “You  came  out  of  that  darkness  looking  as  if someone  had  sucked  the  life  from  you.  Your  skin  was  a  shade  paler,  your

freckles gone.” 

“It  forced  me  to  go  through  …  memories.  The  worst  kind.”  The  woman’s

horrified,  sorrowful  face  gaped  up  at  the  canopy.  “Have  you  ever  heard  of  a creature  that  can  feed  on  such  things?  When  I  glimpsed  it,  I  saw  a  man—a

beautiful man, pale and dark-haired, with eyes of full black. He wasn’t human. I

mean, he looked it, but his eyes—they weren’t human at all.” 

Her  parents  had  been  assassinated.  She’d  seen  the  wounds.  But  the  smell  in

their room had been so similar … She shook her head as if to clear it, to shake

the creeping feeling moving up her spine. 

“Even my queen doesn’t know every foul creature roaming these lands. If the

skinwalkers  are  venturing  down  from  the  mountains,  perhaps  other  things  are, 

too.” 

“The  townspeople  might  know  something.  Maybe  they’ve  seen  it  or  heard

rumors.” 

Rowan  seemed  to  be  thinking  the  same  thing,  because  he  shook  his  head  in

disgust—and  sorrow,  to  her  surprise.  “We  don’t  have  the  time;  you  wasted

daylight  by  coming  here  in  your  human  form.”  They  hadn’t  brought  any

overnight  supplies,  either.  “We  have  an  hour  before  we  head  back.  Make  the

most of it.” 

The path led absolutely nowhere. It ran into a sea cliff with no way to the narrow strip of beach below, no sign of anyone living nearby. Rowan stood at the cliff’s

edge, arms crossed as he stared out at the jade sea. “It doesn’t make sense,” he

said, more to himself than to her. “This is the fourth body in the last few weeks

—none of them reported missing.” He squatted on the sandy ground and drew a

rough  line  in  the  dirt  with  a  tattooed  finger.  The  shape  of  Wendlyn’s  coastline. 

“They’ve been found here.” Little dots, seemingly random save for being close

to the water. “We’re here,” he said, making another dot. He sat back on his heels

as Celaena peered at the crude map. “And yet you and I encountered the creature

lurking  amongst  the  barrow-wights  here,”  he  added,  and  drew  an  X  where  she

assumed  the  mounds  were,  deep  inland.  “I  haven’t  seen  any  further  signs  of  it remaining by the barrows, and the wights have returned to their usual habits.” 

“Were the other bodies the same?” 

“All  were  drained  like  this,  with  expressions  of  terror  on  their  faces—not  a hint of a wound, beyond dried blood at the nose and ears.” From the way his tan

skin  paled  beneath  his  tattoo,  the  way  he  gritted  his  teeth,  she  knew  that  it rankled his immortal pride not to know what this thing was. 

“All  dumped  in  the  forest,  not  the  sea?”  A  nod.  “But  all  within  walking

distance of the water.” Another nod. “If it were a skilled, sentient killer, it would

hide the bodies better. Or, again, use the sea.” She gazed to the blinding water, 

the sun starting its afternoon descent. “Or maybe it doesn’t care. Maybe it wants

us to know what it’s doing. There were—there were times when I left bodies so

that they’d be found by a certain person, or to send a type of message.” Grave

being the latest of them. “What do the victims have in common?” 

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “We don’t even know their names or where they

came  from.”  He  rose  and  dusted  his  hands  off.  “We  need  to  return  to  the

fortress.” 

She grabbed his elbow. “Wait. Have you seen enough of the body?” 

A  slow  nod.  Good.  So  had  she—and  she’d  had  enough  of  the  smell,  too. 

She’d  committed  it  to  memory,  noting  everything  that  she  could.  “Then  we’ve

got to bury her.” 

“The ground’s too hard here.” 

She  stalked  through  the  trees,  leaving  him  behind.  “Then  we’ll  do  it  the

ancient  way,”  she  called.  She’d  be  damned  if  she  left  that  woman’s  body

decomposing  in  a  stream,  damned  if  she  left  her  there  for  all  eternity,  wet  and cold. 

Celaena  pulled  the  too-light  body  out  of  the  stream,  laying  it  on  the  brown pine needles. Rowan didn’t say anything as she gathered kindling and branches

and  then  knelt,  trying  not  to  look  at  the  shriveled  skin  or  the  expression  of lingering horror. 

Neither  did  he  mock  her  for  the  few  times  it  took  to  get  the  fire  started  by hand,  or  make  any  snide  comments  once  the  pine  needles  finally  crinkled  and

smoked, ancient incense for a rudimentary pyre. Instead, as she stepped from the

rising  flames,  she  felt  him  come  to  tower  behind  her,  felt  the  surety  and  half wildness of him wrap around her like a phantom body. A warm breeze licked at

her hair, her face. Air to help the fire; wind that helped consume the corpse. 

The  loathing  she  felt  had  nothing  to  do  with  her  vow,  or  Nehemia.  Celaena

reached  into  the  ageless  pit  inside  her—just  once—to  see  if  she  could  pull  up whatever trigger it was that caused the shift, so she could help her sad little fire

burn more evenly, more proudly. 

Yet Celaena remained stale and empty, stranded in her mortal body. 

Still, Rowan didn’t say anything about it, and his wind fed the flames enough

to  make  quick  work  of  the  body,  burning  far  faster  than  a  mortal  pyre.  They watched  in  silence,  until  there  was  nothing  but  ashes—until  even  those  were

carried up and away, over the trees, and toward the open sea. 

Chapter 26

Chaol hadn’t seen or heard from the general or the prince since that night in the

tomb.  According  to  his  men,  the  prince  was  spending  his  time  in  the  healers’

catacombs, courting one of the young women down there. He hated himself, but

some part of him was relieved to hear it; at least Dorian was talking to  someone. 

The rift with Dorian was worth it. For Dorian, even if his friend never forgave

him; for Celaena, even if she never came back; even if he wished she were still

Celaena and not Aelin … it was worth it. 

It  was  a  week  before  he  had  time  to  meet  with  Aedion  again—to  get  the

information that he hadn’t received thanks to Dorian interrupting them. If Dorian

had  snuck  up  on  them  so  easily,  then  the  tomb  wasn’t  the  best  place  to  meet. 

There  was  one  place,  however,  where  they  could  gather  with  minimal  risk. 

Celaena had left it to him in her will, along with the address. 

The  secret  apartment  above  the  warehouse  was  untouched,  though  someone

had taken the time to cover the ornate furniture. Pulling the sheets off one by one

was  like  uncovering  a  bit  more  of  who  Celaena  had  been  before  Endovier—

proof  that  her  lavish  tastes  ran  deep.  She’d  bought  this  place,  she’d  once  told him,  to  have  somewhere  to  call  her  own,  a  place  outside  the  Assassins’  Keep where  she’d  been  raised.  She’d  dropped  almost  every  copper  she  had  into  it—

but it had been necessary, she said, for the bit of freedom it had granted her. He

could have left the sheets on, probably should have, but … he was curious. 

The  apartment  consisted  of  two  bedrooms  with  their  own  bathing  rooms,  a

kitchen,  and  a  great  room  in  which  a  deep-cushioned  couch  sprawled  before  a

carved marble fireplace, accented by two oversized velvet armchairs. The other

half of the room was occupied by an oak dining table capable of seating eight, its

place settings still laid out: plates of porcelain and silver, flatware that had long

since gone dull. It was the only evidence that this apartment had been untouched

since whoever—Arobynn Hamel, probably—had ordered the place sealed up. 

Arobynn  Hamel,  the  King  of  the  Assassins.  Chaol  gritted  his  teeth  as  he

finished  stuffing  the  last  of  the  white  sheets  into  the  hallway  closet.  He’d  been thinking a good deal about Celaena’s old master in the past few days. Arobynn

was  smart  enough  to  have  put  things  together  when  he  found  a  washed-up

orphan right after the Princess of Terrasen went missing, her body vanished into

the half-frozen Florine River. 
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If Arobynn had known, and done those things to her … The scar on Celaena’s

wrist flashed before him. He’d made her break her own hand. There must have

been countless other brutalities that Celaena didn’t even tell him about. And the

worst of them, the absolute worst …

He’d never asked Celaena why, when she was appointed Champion, her first

priority  wasn’t  hunting  down  her  master  and  cutting  him  into  pieces  for  what he’d  done  to  her  lover,  Sam  Cortland.  Arobynn  had  ordered  Sam  tortured  and

killed,  and  then  devised  a  trap  for  Celaena  that  got  her  hauled  off  to  Endovier. 

Arobynn must have expected to retrieve her someday, if he’d left this apartment

untouched. He must have wanted to let her rot in Endovier—until he decided to

free her and she crawled back to him, his eternally loyal servant. 

It was her right, Chaol told himself. Her right to decide when and how to kill

Arobynn. It was Aedion’s right, too. Even the two lords of Terrasen had more of

a  claim  on  Arobynn’s  head  than  he  did.  But  if  Chaol  ever  saw  him,  he  wasn’t sure he would be able to restrain himself. 

The rickety wooden staircase beyond the front door groaned, and Chaol had

his sword drawn in a heartbeat. Then there was a low, two-note whistle and he

relaxed, just slightly, and whistled back. He kept his sword drawn until Aedion

strode through the door, sword out. 

“I  was  wondering  whether  you’d  be  here  alone,  or  with  a  gaggle  of  men

waiting in the shadows,” Aedion said by way of greeting, sheathing his sword. 

Chaol glared at him. “Likewise.” 

Aedion  moved  farther  into  the  apartment,  the  fierceness  on  his  face  shifting

among  wariness,  wonder,  and  sorrow.  And  it  occurred  to  Chaol  that  this

apartment was the first time Aedion was seeing a piece of his lost cousin. These

were her things. She had selected everything, from the figurines atop the mantel

to the green napkins to the old farm table in the kitchen, flecked and marred by

what seemed like countless knives. 

Aedion paused in the center of the room, scanning everything. Perhaps to see

if  there  were  indeed  any  hidden  forces  lying  in  wait,  but  …  Chaol  muttered

something about using the bathing room and gave Aedion the privacy he needed. 

This was her apartment. Whether she accepted or hated her past, she’d decorated

the  dining  table  in  Terrasen’s  royal  colors—green  and  silver.  The  table  and  the stag  figurine  atop  the  mantel  were  the  only  shreds  of  proof  that  she  might

remember. Might care. 
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Everything  else  was  comfortable,  tasteful,  as  if  the  apartment  were  for

lounging and nights by the fire. And there were so many books—on shelves, on

the  tables  by  the  couch,  stacked  beside  the  large  armchair  before  the  curtained floor-to-ceiling window spanning the entire length of the great room. 

Smart.  Educated.  Cultured,  if  the  knickknacks  were  any  indication.  There

were  things  from  across  the  kingdoms,  as  if  she’d  picked  up  something

everywhere she went. The room was a map of her adventures, a map of a whole

different person. Aelin had lived. She’d lived, and seen and done things. 

The kitchen was small but cozy—and … Gods. She had a cooling box. The

captain  had  mentioned  her  being  notorious  as  an  assassin,  but  he  hadn’t

mentioned that she was rich. All that blood money—all these things just proof of

what she’d lost. What he’d failed to protect. 

She’d  become  a  killer.  A  damn  good  one,  if  this  apartment  was  any

indication. Her bedroom was even more outrageous. It had a massive four-poster

bed with a mattress that looked like a cloud, and an attached marble-tiled bathing

room that possessed its own plumbing system. 

Well, her closet hadn’t changed. His cousin had always loved pretty clothes. 

Aedion  pulled  out  a  deep  blue  tunic,  gold  embroidery  around  the  lapels  and

buttons  glimmering  in  the  light  from  the  sconces.  These  were  clothes  for  a

woman’s body. And the scent still clinging to the entire apartment belonged to a

woman—so  similar  to  what  he  remembered  from  childhood,  but  wrapped  in

mystery and secret smiles. It was impossible for his Fae senses not to notice, to

react. 

Aedion leaned against the wall of the dressing room, staring at the gowns and

the displays of jewelry, now coated in dust. He didn’t let himself care about what

had  been  done  to  him  in  the  past,  the  people  he’d  ruined,  the  battlefields  he’d walked  off  covered  in  blood  and  gore  that  wasn’t  his  own.  As  far  as  he  was concerned,  he’d  lost  everything  the  day  Aelin  died.  He  had  deserved  the

punishment for how badly he’d failed. But Aelin …

Aedion  ran  his  hands  through  his  hair  before  stepping  into  the  great  room. 

Aelin  would  come  back  from  Wendlyn,  no  matter  what  the  captain  believed. 

Aelin would come back, and when she did … With every breath, Aedion felt that

lingering scent wrapping tighter around his heart and soul. When she came back, 

he was never letting her go. 

Aedion  sank  onto  one  of  the  armchairs  before  the  fire  as  Chaol  said,  “Well,  I

think I’ve waited long enough to hear what you have to say about magic. I hope it’s worthwhile.” 

“Regardless of what I know, magic shouldn’t be your main plan of defense—

or action.” 

“I saw your queen cleave the earth in two with her power,” Chaol said. “Tell

me that wouldn’t turn the tide on a battlefield—tell me that you wouldn’t need

that, and others like her.” 

“She won’t be anywhere near those battlefields,” Aedion snarled softly. 

Chaol  highly  doubted  that  was  true,  but  wished  it  was.  Aedion  would

probably  have  to  bind  Celaena  to  her  throne  to  keep  her  from  fighting  on  the front lines with her people. “Just tell me.” 

Aedion  sighed  and  gazed  at  the  fire,  as  if  beholding  a  distant  horizon.  “The burnings  and  executions  had  already  started  by  the  time  magic  disappeared,  so the day it happened, I thought the birds were just fleeing the soldiers, or looking

for  carrion.  I  was  locked  in  one  of  the  tower  rooms  by  the  king’s  orders.  Most days  I  didn’t  dare  look  out  the  window  because  I  didn’t  want  to  see  what  was happening in the city below, but there was such noise from the birds that day that

I looked. And …” Aedion shook his head. “Something sent them all flying up in

one direction, then another. And then the screaming started. I heard some people

just died right on the spot, as if an artery had been cut.” 

Aedion  spread  out  a  map  on  the  low  table  between  them  and  put  a  callused

finger  on  Orynth.  “There  were  two  waves  of  birds.  The  first  went  north-

northwest.” He traced a vague line. “From the tower, I could see far enough that

I knew many of them had come from the south—most of the birds near us didn’t

move much. But then the second wave shoved all of them to the north and east, 

like something from the center of the land threw them that way.” 

Chaol pointed to Perranth, the second-largest city in Terrasen. “From here?” 

“Farther south.” Aedion knocked Chaol’s hand out of the way. 

“Endovier or even lower.” 

“You couldn’t have seen that far.” 

“No,  but  the  warrior-lords  of  my  court  made  me  memorize  the  birds  in

Oakwald  and  all  their  calls  for  hunting—and  fighting.  And  there  were  birds

flying up toward us that were only found in your country. I was counting them to

distract myself while—” Another pause, as if Aedion hadn’t meant to say that. “I

don’t remember hearing any birds from the three southern kingdoms.” 

Chaol  made  a  rough  line,  starting  in  Rifthold  and  going  out  toward  the

mountains, toward the Ferian Gap. “Like something shot out in this direction.” 

“It wasn’t until the second wave that magic stopped.” Aedion raised a brow. 

“Don’t  you remember that day?” 

“I was here; if anyone felt pain, they hid it. Magic’s been illegal in Adarlan

for decades. So where does all this get us, Aedion?” 

“Well,  Murtaugh  and  Ren  had  similar  experiences.”  So  then  the  general

launched  into  another  tale:  like  Aedion,  Ren  and  Murtaugh  had  experienced  a

frenzy  of  local  animals  and  twin  waves  of   something  the  day  magic  had disappeared. But they’d been in the southern part of their continent, having just

arrived in Skull’s Bay. 

It wasn’t until six months ago, when they’d been lured into the city by Archer

Finn’s  lies  about  Aelin’s  reemergence,  that  they’d  started  considering  magic—

contemplating ways to break the king’s power for their queen. After comparing

notes with the other rebels in Rifthold, they realized that others had experienced

similar phenomena. Wanting to get a full account, they’d found a merchant from

the Deserted Peninsula who was willing to talk—a man from Xandria who was

surprisingly honest, despite the business he’d built on contraband items. 

 I stole an Asterion mare from the Lord of Xandria. 

Of  course  Celaena  had  been  to  the  Deserted  Peninsula.  And  sought  out

trouble.  Despite  the  ache  in  his  chest,  Chaol  smiled  at  the  memory  as  Aedion recalled Murtaugh’s report of the merchant’s account. 

Not two waves when magic vanished in the desert, but three. 

The first swept down from the north. The merchant had been with the Lord of

Xandria in his fortress high above the city and had seen a faint tremor that made

the red sand dance. The second came from the southwest, barreling right toward

them like a sandstorm. The final pulse came from the same inland source Aedion

remembered. Seconds later, magic was gone, and people were screaming in the

streets, and the Lord of Xandria got the order, a week later, to put down all the

known or registered magic-wielders in his city. Then the screaming had become

different. 

Aedion gave him a sly grin as he finished. “But Murtaugh figured out more. 

We’re meeting in three days. He can tell you his theories then.” 

Chaol  started  from  his  chair.  “That’s  it?  That’s  all  you  know—what  you’ve

been lording over me these past few weeks?” 

“There’s still more for you to tell me, so why should I tell you everything?” 

“I’ve  told  you  vital,  world-changing  information,”  Chaol  said  through  his

teeth. “You’ve just told me stories.” 

Aedion’s  eyes  took  on  a  lethal  glint.  “You’ll  want  to  hear  what  Ren  and

Murtaugh have to say.” Chaol didn’t feel like waiting so long to hear it, but there
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were two state lunches and one formal dinner before then, and he was expected

to  attend  all  of  them.  And  present  the  king  with  his  defense  plans  for  all  the events as well. 

After a moment, Aedion said, “How do you stand working for him? How do

you  pretend  you  don’t  know  what  that  bastard  is  doing,  what  he’s  done  to

innocent people, to the woman you claim to love?” 

“I’m  doing  what  I  have  to  do.”  He  didn’t  think  Aedion  would  understand, 

anyway. 

“Tell  me  why  the  Captain  of  the  Guard,  a  Lord  of  Adarlan,  is  helping  his

enemy. That’s all the information I want from you today.” 

Chaol  wanted  to  say  that,  given  how  much  he’d  already  told  him,  he  didn’t

have  to  offer  a  damn  thing.  Instead  he  said,  “I  grew  up  being  told  we  were bringing  peace  and  civilization  to  the  continent.  What  I’ve  seen  recently  has made me realize how much of it is a lie.” 

“You knew about the labor camps, though. About the massacres.” 

“It is easy to be lied to when you do not know any of those people firsthand.” 

But Celaena with her scars, and Nehemia with her people butchered … “It’s easy

to  believe  when  your  king  tells  you  that  the  people  in  Endovier  deserve  to  be there  because  they’re  criminals  or  rebels  who  tried  to  slaughter  innocent

Adarlanian families.” 

“And  how  many  of  your  countrymen  would  stand  against  your  king  if  they, 

too, learned the truth? If they stopped to consider what it would be like if it were

their family, their village, being enslaved or murdered? How many would stand

if they knew what power their prince possessed—if their prince rose up to fight

with us?” 

Chaol  didn’t  know,  and  he  wasn’t  sure  he  wanted  to.  As  for  Dorian  …  he

could not ask that of his friend. Could not expect it. His goal was keeping Dorian

safe. Even if it would cost him their friendship, he didn’t want Dorian involved. 

Ever. 

The past week had been terrifying and wonderful for Dorian. 

Terrifying because two more people knew his secret, and because he walked

such  a  fine  line  when  it  came  to  controlling  his  magic,  which  seemed  more

volatile with each passing day. 

Wonderful  because  every  afternoon,  he  visited  the  forgotten  workroom

Sorscha had discovered tucked in a lower level of the catacombs where no one would  find  them.  She  brought  books  from  the  gods  knew  where,  herbs  and

plants  and  salts  and  powders,  and  every  day,  they  researched  and  trained  and pondered. 

There  weren’t  many  books  about  dampening  a  power  like  his—many  had

been burned, she’d told him. But she looked at the magic like a disease: if she

could  find  the  right  channels  to  block,  she  could  keep  it  contained.  And  if  not, she always said, they could resort to drugging him, just enough to even out his

moods. She didn’t like the idea of it, and neither did he, though it was a comfort

to know the option was there. 

An  hour  each  day  was  all  they  could  manage  together.  For  that  hour, 

regardless  of  the  laws  they  were  breaking,  Dorian  felt  like  himself  again.  Not twisted  and  reeling  and  stumbling  through  the  dark,  but  grounded.  Calm.  No

matter what he told Sorscha, she never judged or betrayed him. Chaol had been

that person once. Yet now, when it came to his magic, he could still see fear and

a hint of disgust in Chaol’s eyes. 

“Did  you  know,”  Sorscha  said  from  her  spot  across  the  worktable,  “that

before  magic  vanished,  they  had  to  find  special  ways  of  subduing  gifted

prisoners?” 

Dorian looked up from his book, a useless tome on garden remedies.  Before

magic  vanished  …  at  the  hand  of  his  father  and  his  Wyrdkeys.  His  stomach

turned. “Because they’d use their magic to break out of prison?” 

Sorscha studied the book again. “That’s why a lot of the old prisons use solid

iron—it’s immune to magic.” 

“I  know,”  he  said,  and  she  raised  a  brow.  She  was  slowly  starting  to  come

alive around him—though he’d also learned to read her subtle expressions better. 

“Back when my power first appeared, I tried using it on an iron door, and … it

didn’t go well.” 

“Hmm.”  Sorscha  chewed  on  her  lip.  It  was  surprisingly  distracting.  “But

iron’s in your blood, so how does  that work?” 

“I think it was the gods’ way of keeping us from growing too powerful: if we

keep contact with the magic, if it’s flowing through us for too long, we faint. Or

worse.” 

“I wonder what would happen if we increased the iron in your diet, perhaps

adding a large amount of treacle to your food. We give it to anemic patients, but

if we gave you a highly concentrated dose … it would taste awful, and could be

dangerous, but—” 

“But  perhaps  if  it’s  in  my  body,  then  when  the  magic  rises  up  …”  He

grimaced. He might have balked at the memory of the agony when he’d tried to seal that iron door, but … He couldn’t bring himself to say no to her. “Do you

have any here? Just something to add to a drink?” 

She didn’t, but she got some. And within a quarter of an hour, Dorian said a

prayer to Silba and swallowed it, cringing at the obscene sweetness. Nothing. 

Sorscha’s  eyes  darted  from  his  own  to  the  pocket  watch  in  her  hand. 

Counting. Waiting to see if there was an adverse reaction. A minute passed. And

then ten. Dorian had to go soon, and so did she, but after a while, Sorscha quietly

said, “Try it. Try summoning it. The iron should be in your blood now.” He shut

his  eyes,  and  she  added,  “It  reacts  when  you’re  upset—angry  or  scared  or  sad. 

Think about something that makes you feel that way.” 

She was risking her position, her life, everything for this. For him, the son of

the  man  who  had  ordered  his  army  to  destroy  her  village,  then  slaughter  her family  with  the  other  unwanted  immigrants  squatting  in  Rifthold.  He  didn’t

deserve it. 

He  breathed  in.  Out.  She  also  didn’t  deserve  the  world  of  trouble  he  was

bringing down upon her—or would continue to bring to her door every time he

came  here.  He  knew  when  women  liked  him,  and  he’d  known  from  the  first

moment  he’d  seen  her  that  she  found  him  attractive.  He’d  hoped  that  opinion

hadn’t changed for the worse, but now …  Think of what upsets you. 

Everything upset him. It upset him that she was risking her life, that he had no

choice but to endanger her. Even if he took that final step toward her, even if he

took  her  into  his  bed  like  he  so  badly  wanted  to,  he  was  still  …  the  Crown Prince.  You will always be my enemy, Celaena had once said. 

There was no escaping his crown. Or his father, who would behead Sorscha, 

burn her, and scatter her ashes to the wind if he found out she’d helped him. His

father, whom his friends were now working to destroy. They had lied to him and

ignored him for that cause. Because he  was a danger, to them, to Sorscha, and—

Roaring  pain  surged  from  his  core  and  up  his  throat,  and  he  gagged.  There

was  another  wave,  and  a  cool  breeze  tried  to  kiss  his  face,  but  it  vanished  like mist  under  the  sun  as  the  pain  trembled  through  him.  He  leaned  forward, 

squeezing  his  eyes  shut  as  the  agony  and  then  the  nausea  went  through  him

again. And again. 

But then it was quiet. Dorian opened his eyes to find Sorscha, clever, steady, 

wonderful  Sorscha,  standing  there,  biting  her  lip.  She  took  one  step—toward

him, not away, for once. “Did it—” 

Dorian was on his feet so fast the chair rocked behind him, and had her face

between  his  hands  a  heartbeat  after  that.  “Yes,”  he  breathed,  and  kissed  her.  It

was  fast—but  her  face  was  flushed,  and  her  eyes  wide  as  he  pulled  back.  His own eyes were wide, gods be damned, and he was still rubbing his thumb against

her soft cheek. Still contemplating going back for more, because that hadn’t been

nearly enough. 

But  she  pulled  away,  returning  to  her  work.  As  if—as  if  it  hadn’t  been

anything,  other  than  an  embarrassment.  “Tomorrow?”  she  murmured.  She

wouldn’t look at him. 

He  could  hardly  muster  the  words  to  tell  her  yes  as  he  staggered  out.  She’d looked so surprised, and if he didn’t get out, he was likely to kiss her again. 

But maybe she didn’t want to be kissed. 

Chapter 27

Standing atop a viewing platform on the side of the Omega, Manon watched the

first Yellowlegs coven of the day take the Crossing. The plunge down followed

by  the  violent  sweep  up  was  stunning,  even  when  it  was  the  Yellowlegs  riders astride the wind. 

Leading them along the sheer face of the Northern Fang was Iskra. Her bull, a

massive  beast  named  Fendir,  was  a  force  of  nature  in  himself.  Though  smaller than Titus, he was twice as nasty. 

“They  suit  each  other,”  Asterin  said  from  beside  Manon.  The  rest  of  the

Thirteen were in the sparring room, instructing the other covens in hand-to-hand

combat.  Faline  and  Fallon,  the  green-eyed  demon-twins,  were  undoubtedly

taking  some  pleasure  from  torturing  the  newest  sentinels.  They  thrived  on  that sort of thing. 

Iskra  and  Fendir  swept  over  the  uppermost  peak  of  the  Northern  Fang  and

vanished into the clouds, the other twelve riders trailing in tight formation. The

cold wind whipped at Manon’s face, beckoning to her. She was on her way to the

caverns  to  see  Abraxos,  but  she’d  wanted  to  monitor  the  Yellowlegs  Crossing

first. Just to make sure they were truly gone for the next three hours. 

She looked across the span of the bridge to the Fang and its giant entryway. 

Screeching  and  roaring  echoed  from  it,  reverberating  across  the  mountains.  “I

want you to keep the Thirteen occupied for the rest of the day,” Manon said. 

As Second, Asterin was the only one of the Thirteen with any sort of right to

question her, and even then, it was only in very limited circumstances. “You’re

going to train with him?” Manon nodded. “Your grandmother said she’d gut me

if  I  let  you  out  of  my  sight  again.”  Golden  hair  twining  about  her  in  the  wind, Asterin’s face, with its now-crooked nose, was wary. 

“You’re going to have to decide,” Manon said, not bothering to bare her iron

teeth. “Are you her spy or my Second?” 

No  hint  of  pain  or  fear  or  betrayal.  Just  a  slight  narrowing  of  her  eyes.  “I serve you.” 

“She’s your Matron.” 

“I serve you.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  Manon  wondered  when  she’d  ever  earned  that  kind  of

loyalty. They weren’t friends—at least, not in the way that humans seemed to be
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friends.  Every  Blackbeak  already  owed  her  their  loyalty  and  obedience  as  the

heir. But this …

Manon  had  never  explained  herself,  her  plans,  or  her  intentions  to  anyone

except  her  grandmother.  But  she  found  herself  saying  to  her  Second,  “I’m  still going to be Wing Leader.” 

Asterin smiled, her iron teeth like quicksilver in the morning sun. “We know.” 

Manon lifted her chin. “I want the Thirteen adding tumbling to their hand-to-

hand training. And when you can handle your wyvern on your own, I want you

in the skies when the Yellowlegs are aloft. I want to know where they fly, how

they fly, and what they do.” 

Asterin nodded. “I already have the Shadows watching the Yellowlegs in the

halls,”  she  said,  a  glimmer  of  rage  and  bloodthirst  in  those  gold-flecked  black eyes. When Manon raised a brow, Asterin said, “You didn’t think I’d let Iskra off

so easily, did you?” 

Manon could still feel the iron-tipped fingers digging into her back, shoving

her into the pit. Her ankle was sore and stiff from the fall, her ribs bruised from

the  beating  she’d  taken  from  Titus’s  tail.  “Keep  them  in  line.  Unless  you  want your nose broken a second time.” 

Asterin flashed a grin. “We don’t move without your command, Lady.” 

Manon  didn’t  want  the  overseer  in  the  pen.  Or  his  three  handlers,  all  bearing spears and whips. She didn’t want any of them for three reasons. 

The  first  was  that  she  wanted  to  be  alone  with  Abraxos,  who  was  crouched

against the back wall, waiting and watching. 

The second was that the human smell of them, the beckoning warmth of the

blood  pulsing  in  their  necks,  was  distracting.  The  stench  of  their  fear  was

distracting. She’d debated for a good minute whether it would be worth it to gut

one  of  them  just  to  see  what  the  others  would  do.  Already,  men  were  going

missing  from  the  Fang—men  who  were  rumored  to  have  crossed  the  bridge  to

the Omega and never returned. Manon hadn’t killed any of the men here yet, but

every minute alone with them tempted her to play. 

And  the  third  reason  she  resented  their  presence  was  that  Abraxos  loathed

them,  with  their  whips  and  spears  and  chains  and  their  hulking  presence.  The wyvern  wouldn’t  move  from  his  spot  against  the  wall  no  matter  how  viciously

they  cracked  their  whips.  He  hated  whips—not  just  feared,  but  actually  hated. 

The sound alone made him cringe and bare his teeth. 

They’d been in the pen for ten minutes, attempting to get close enough to get him chained down and saddled. If it didn’t happen soon, she’d have to go back to

the Omega before the Yellowlegs returned. 

“He’s never taken a saddle,” the overseer said to her. “Probably won’t.” She

heard the unspoken words.  I’m not going to risk my men getting it on him. You’re

 just being proud. Pick another mount like a good girl. 

Manon flashed her iron teeth at the overseer, her upper lip pulling back just

enough to warn him. He backed up a step, whip drooping. Abraxos’s mutilated

tail  slashed  across  the  ground,  his  eyes  never  leaving  the  three  men  trying  to force him into submission. 

One  of  them  cracked  the  whip,  so  close  to  Abraxos  that  he  flinched  away. 

Another  snapped  it  near  his  tail—twice.  Then  Abraxos  lunged,  with  both  neck

and tail. The three handlers scrambled, barely out of reach of his snapping teeth. 

Enough. 

“Your  men  have  cowards’  hearts,”  she  said,  giving  the  overseer  a  withering

look as she stalked across the dirt floor. 

The  overseer  grabbed  for  her,  but  she  slashed  with  iron-tipped  fingers  and

sliced his hand open. He cursed, but Manon kept walking, licking his blood off

her nails. She almost spat it out. 

Vile. The blood tasted rotten, as if it had curdled or festered inside a corpse

for  days.  She  glanced  at  the  blood  on  the  rest  of  her  hand.  It  was  too  dark  for human  blood.  If  witches  had  indeed  been  killing  these  men,  why  had  no  one

reported this? She bit down the questions. She would think about it another time. 

Maybe  drag  the  overseer  into  a  forgotten  corner  and  open  him  up  to  see  what was decaying inside him. 

But  right  now  …  The  men  had  gone  quiet.  Each  step  brought  her  closer  to

Abraxos.  A  line  had  been  marked  in  the  dirt  where  the  safety  of  the  chains ended.  Manon  took  three  steps  beyond  it,  one  for  each  face  of  their  Goddess: Maiden. Mother. Crone. 

Abraxos crouched, the powerful muscles of his body tense, ready to spring. 

“You know who I am,” Manon said, gazing into those endless black eyes, not

giving one inch to fear or doubt. “I am Manon Blackbeak, heir to the Blackbeak

Clan, and you are  mine. Do you understand?” 

One of the men snorted, and Manon might have whirled to tear out his tongue

right there, but Abraxos … Abraxos lowered his head ever so slightly. As if he

understood. 

“You  are  Abraxos,”  Manon  said  to  him,  a  chill  slithering  down  her  neck.  “I

gave you that name because he is the Great Beast, the serpent who wrapped the

world in his coils, and who will devour it at the very end when the Three-Faced Goddess bids him to. You are Abraxos,” she repeated, “and you are  mine.” 

A  blink,  then  another.  Abraxos  took  a  step  toward  her.  Leather  groaned  as

someone tightened their grip on a coiled whip. But Manon held fast, lifting one

hand toward her wyvern. “Abraxos.” 

The  mighty  head  came  toward  her,  those  eyes  pools  of  liquid  night  meeting

her own. Her hand was still extended, tipped in iron and stained with blood. He

pressed his snout into her palm and huffed. 

His  gray  hide  was  warm  and  surprisingly  soft—thick  but  supple,  like  worn

leather. Up close, the variation in coloring was striking—not just gray, but dark

green,  brown,  black.  It  was  marred  all  over  by  thick  scars,  so  many  that  they could have been the stripes of a jungle cat. Abraxos’s teeth, yellow and cracked, 

gleamed in the torchlight. Some were missing, but those that remained were as

long as a finger and twice as thick. His hot breath reeked, either from his diet or

rotting teeth. 

Each  of  the  scars,  the  chipped  teeth  and  broken  claws,  the  mutilated  tail—

they  weren’t  the  markings  of  a  victim.  Oh,  no.  They  were  the  trophies  of  a survivor. Abraxos was a warrior who’d had all the odds stacked against him and

survived. Learned from it. Triumphed. 

Manon didn’t bother to look at the men behind her as she said, “Get out.” She

kept staring into those dark eyes. “Leave the saddle and get out. If you bring a

whip in here again, I’ll use it on you myself.” 

“But—” 

 “Now.” 

Muttering  and  clicking  their  tongues,  the  handlers  shuffled  out  and  shut  the

gate. When they were alone, Manon stroked the massive snout. 

However  the  king  had  bred  these  beasts,  Abraxos  had  somehow  been  born

different.  Smaller,  but  smarter.  Or  perhaps  the  others  didn’t  ever  need  to  think. 

Cared for and trained, they did what they were told. But Abraxos had learned to

survive, and perhaps that had opened his mind. He could understand her words

—her expressions. 

And if he could comprehend those things … he could possibly teach the other

mounts of the Thirteen. It was a small edge, but an edge that could make them

Wing Leader—and make them invincible against the king’s enemies. 

“I am going to put this saddle on you,” she said, still cupping that snout. He

shifted, but Manon grabbed on tight, forcing him to look at her. “You want out of

this  shithole?  Then  you’ll  let  me  put  this  saddle  on  you  to  check  the  fit.  And when we’re done, you’re going to let me look at your tail. Those human bastards
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cut off your spikes, so I’m going to build some for you. Iron ones. Like mine,” 

she said, and flashed her iron nails for him to see. “And fangs, too,” she added, 

baring her iron teeth. “It’s going to hurt, and you’re going to want to kill the men

who put them in, but you’re going to let them do it, because if you don’t, then

you will rot down here for the rest of your life. Understand?” 

A long, hot huff of air into her hands. 

“Once all that is done,” she said, smiling faintly at her wyvern, “you and I are

going to learn how to fly. And then we’ll stain this kingdom red.” 

Abraxos  did  everything  she  asked,  though  he  growled  at  the  handlers  who

inspected  and  poked  and  prodded,  and  nearly  bit  off  the  arm  of  the  physician who had to dig out his rotted teeth to make way for the iron fangs. It took five

days to do it all. 

He almost took out a wall when they welded the iron spikes onto his tail, but

Manon stood with him the entire time, talking to him about what it was like to

ride  with  the  Thirteen  on  their  ironwood  brooms  and  hunt  down  the  Crochan

witches.  She  told  the  stories  as  much  to  distract  him  as  she  did  to  remind  the men  that  if  they  made  a  mistake,  if  they  hurt  him,  her  retribution  would  be  a long, bloody process. Not one of them made an error. 

During the five days they worked on him, she missed her riding lessons with

the  Thirteen.  And  with  each  passing  day,  the  window  for  getting  Abraxos

airborne became smaller and smaller. 

Manon  stood  with  Asterin  and  Sorrel  in  the  training  hall,  watching  the  tail

end  of  the  day’s  sparring  session.  Sorrel  had  been  working  with  the  youngest coven of Blackbeaks—all of them under seventy, and few of them experienced. 

“How bad?” Manon asked, crossing her arms. 

Sorrel,  small  and  dark-haired,  crossed  her  arms  as  well.  “Not  as  bad  as  we

feared.  But  they’re  still  sorting  out  coven  dynamics—and  their  leader  is  …” 

Sorrel  frowned  at  a  mousy-looking  witch  who  had  just  been  thrown  to  the

ground  by  an  inferior.  “I’d  suggest  either  having  her  coven  decide  what  to  do with her or picking a new leader. One weak coven in the wing and we could lose

the War Games.” 

The  coven  leader  was  panting  on  the  hard  stone  floor,  nose  dripping  blue

blood. Manon ground her teeth. “Give her two days—let’s see if she sorts herself

out.” No need to have word of unstable covens get around. “But have Vesta take

her out tonight,” Manon added, glancing to the red-haired beauty leading another

coven in archery drills. “To wherever she’s been going to torment the men in the Northern Fang.” 

Sorrel raised her thick brows innocently, and Manon rolled her eyes. “You’re

a worse liar than Vesta. You think I haven’t noticed those men grinning at her at

all hours of the day? Or the bite marks on them? Just keep the death toll down. 

We  have  enough  to  worry  about  as  it  is—we  don’t  need  a  mutiny  from  the

mortals.” 

Asterin snorted, but when Manon gave her a sidelong look, the witch kept her

gaze  ahead,  face  all  too  innocent.  Of  course,  if  Vesta  had  been  bedding  and bleeding  the  men,  then  Asterin  had  been  right  there  with  her.  Neither  of  them had reported anything about the men tasting strange. 

“As you will it, Lady,” Sorrel said, a faint hint of color on her tan cheeks. If

Manon was ice and Asterin was fire, then Sorrel was rock. Her grandmother had

told her on occasion to make Sorrel her Second, as ice and stone were sometimes

too similar. But without Asterin’s flame, without her Second being able to rile up

a  host  or  rip  out  the  throat  of  any  challenger  to  Manon’s  dominance,  Manon

would not have led the Thirteen so successfully. Sorrel was grounded enough to

even them both out. The perfect Third. 

“The  only  ones  having  fun  right  now,”  Asterin  said,  “are  the  green-eyed

demon-twins.” 

Indeed,  the  midnight-haired  Faline  and  Fallon  were  grinning  with  maniacal

glee as they led three covens in knife-throwing exercises, using their inferiors as

target  practice.  Manon  just  shook  her  head.  Whatever  worked;  whatever  shook

the dust off these Blackbeak warriors. 

“And my Shadows?” Manon asked Asterin. “How are they doing?” 

Edda  and  Briar,  two  cousins  that  were  as  close  as  sisters,  had  been  trained since  infancy  to  blend  into  any  sliver  of  darkness  and  listen—and  they  were

nowhere to be seen in this hall. Just as Manon had ordered. 

“They’ll  have  a  report  for  you  tonight,”  Asterin  said.  Distant  cousins  to

Manon,  the  Shadows  bore  the  same  moon-white  hair.  Or  they  had,  until  they’d

discovered  eighty  years  ago  that  the  silver  hair  was  as  good  as  a  beacon  and dyed  it  solid  black.  They  rarely  spoke,  never  laughed,  and  sometimes  even

Asterin  herself  couldn’t  detect  them  until  they  were  at  her  throat.  It  was  their sole source of amusement: sneaking up on people, though they’d never dared do

it to Manon. It was no surprise they’d taken two onyx wyverns. 

Manon  eyed  her  Second  and  Third.  “I  want  you  both  in  my  room  for  their

report, too.” 

“I’ll  have  Lin  and  Vesta  stand  watch,”  Asterin  said.  They  were  Manon’s

fallback  sentries—Vesta  for  the  disarming  smiles,  and  Lin  because  if  anyone ever called her by her full name, Linnea—the name her softhearted mother had

given  her  before  Lin’s  grandmother  tore  out  her  heart—that  person  wound  up

with missing teeth at best. A missing face at worst. 

Manon  was  about  to  turn  away  when  she  caught  her  Second  and  Third

watching  her.  She  knew  the  question  they  didn’t  dare  ask,  and  said,  “I’ll  be airborne with Abraxos in a week, and then we’ll be flying as one.” 

It was a lie, but they believed her anyway. 

Chapter 28

Days passed, and not all of them were awful. Out of nowhere, Rowan decided to

take  Celaena  to  the  commune  of  healers  fifteen  miles  away,  where  the  finest

healers in the world learned, taught, and worked. Situated on the border between

the Fae and mortal world, they were accessible to anyone who could reach them. 

It was one of the few  good things Maeve had done. 

As a child, Celaena had begged her mother to bring her. But the answer had

always been no, accompanied by a vague promise that they would someday take

a trip to the Torre Cesme in the southern continent, where many of the teachers

had been taught by the Fae. Her mother had done everything she could to keep

her from Maeve’s clutches. The irony of it wasn’t wasted on her. 

So Rowan took her. She could have spent all day—all month—wandering the

grounds under the clever, kind eyes of the Head Healer. But her time there was

halved thanks to the distance and her inability to shift, and Rowan wanted to be

home  before  nightfall.  Honestly,  while  she’d  actually  enjoyed  herself  at  the

peaceful riverside compound, she wondered whether Rowan had just brought her

there to make her feel bad about the life she’d fallen into. It had made her quiet

on the long hike back. 

And  he  didn’t  give  her  a  moment’s  rest:  they  were  to  set  out  the  following dawn on an overnight trip, but he wouldn’t say where. Fantastic. 

Already  making  the  day’s  bread,  Emrys  only  looked  faintly  amused  as

Celaena hurried in, stuffed her face with food and guzzled down tea, and hurried

back out. 

Rowan was waiting by her rooms, a small pack dangling from his hands. He

held  it  open  for  her.  “Clothes,”  he  said,  and  she  stuffed  the  extra  shirt  and underclothes she’d laid out into the bag. He shouldered it—which she supposed

meant he was in a good mood, as she’d fully expected to play pack mule on their

way to wherever they were going. He didn’t say anything until they were in the

mist-shrouded  trees,  again  heading  west.  When  the  fortress  walls  had  vanished

behind them, the ward-stones zinging against her skin as they passed through, he

stopped at last, throwing back the heavy hood of his jacket. She did the same, the

cool air biting her warm cheeks. 

“Shift, and let’s go,” he said. His second words to her this morning. 

“And here I was, thinking we’d become friends.” 

He  raised  his  brows  and  gestured  with  a  hand  for  her  to  shift.  “It’s  twenty miles,”  he  said  by  way  of  encouragement,  and  gave  her  a  wicked  grin.  “We’re running. Each way.” 

Her knees trembled at the thought of it. Of course he’d make this into some

sort of torture session. Of course. “And  where are we going?” 

He clenched his jaw, the tattoo stretching. “There was another body—a demi-

Fae from a neighboring fortress. Dumped in the same area, same patterns. I want

to go to the nearby town to question the citizens, but …” His mouth twisted to

the side, then he shook his head at some silent conversation with himself. “But I

need your help. It’ll be easier for the mortals to talk to you.” 

“Is that a compliment?” He rolled his eyes. 

Perhaps yesterday’s outing to the healers’ compound hadn’t been out of spite. 

Maybe he’d … been trying to do something nice for her. “Shift, or it’ll take us

twice as long.” 

“I  can’t. You know it doesn’t work like that.” 

“Don’t you want to see how fast you can run?” 

“I can’t use my other form in Adarlan anyway, so what’s the point?” Which

was the start of a whole massive issue she hadn’t yet let herself contemplate. 

“The  point  is  that  you’re  here  now,  and  you  haven’t  properly  tested  your

limits.” It was true. She hadn’t really seen what she was capable of. “The point

is, another husk of a body was found, and I consider that to be unacceptable.” 

Another  body—from  that  creature.  A  horrible,  wretched  death.  It   was

unacceptable. 

He gave her braid a sharp, painful tug. “Unless you’re still frightened.” 

Her nostrils flared. “The only thing that frightens me is how  very much I want

to throttle you.” More than that, she wanted to find the creature and destroy it, 

for those it had murdered and for what it had made  her walk through. She would

kill  it—slowly.  A  miserable  sort  of  pressure  and  heat  began  building  under  her skin. 

Rowan murmured, “Hone it—the anger.” 

Was  that  why  he’d  told  her  about  the  body?  Bastard—bastard  for

manipulating  her,  for  making  her  pull  double  duty  in  the  kitchen.  But  his  face was unreadable as he said, “Let it be a blade, Aelin. If you cannot find the peace, 

then at least hone the anger that guides you to the shift. Embrace and control it—

it is not your enemy.” 

Arobynn had done everything he could to make her hate her heritage, to fear

it.  What  he’d  done  to  her,  what  she’d  allowed  herself  to  become  …  “This  will
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not end well,” she breathed. 

He didn’t back down. “See what you want, Aelin, and seize it. Don’t ask for

it; don’t wish for it.  Take it.” 

“I’m certain the average magic instructor would not recommend this to most

people.” 

“You are not most people, and I think you like it that way. If it’s a darker set

of  emotions  that  will  help  you  shift  on  command,  then  that’s  what  we’ll  use. 

There might come a day when you find that anger doesn’t work, or when it is a

crutch, but for now …” A contemplative look. “It was the common denominator

those times you shifted—anger of varying kinds. So own it.” 

He  was  right—and  she  didn’t  want  to  think  on  it  any  more  than  that,  or  let herself get that enraged, not when she had been so angry for so long. For now …

Celaena  took  a  long  breath.  Then  another.  She  let  the  anger  anchor  her,  a

knife slicing past the usual hesitation and doubt and emptiness. 

She brushed up against that familiar inner wall—no, a veil, shimmering with

a soft light. All this time, she thought she’d been reaching  down for the power, but this was more of a reach  in. Not a wish, but a command. She  would shift—

because there was a creature prowling these lands, and it deserved to pay. With a

silent  growl,  she  punched  herself  through  the  veil,  pain  shooting  along  every inch and pore as she shifted. 

A fierce, challenging grin, and Rowan  moved, so fast she could hardly follow

as  he  appeared  on  her  other  side  and  yanked  on  her  braid  again.  When  she

whirled, he was already gone, and—She yelped as he pinched her side.  “Stop—” 

He was standing in front of her now, a wild invitation in his eyes. She’d been

studying the way he moved, his tricks and tells, the way he assumed she’d react. 

So  when  she  crossed  her  arms,  feigning  the  tantrum  he  expected,  she  waited. 

Waited, and then—

He shot left to pinch or poke or hit her, and she whirled, slamming down his

arm with an elbow and whacking him upside the head with her other hand. He

stopped dead and blinked a few times. She smirked at him. 

He bared his teeth in a feral, petrifying grin. “Oh, you’d  better run now.” 

When he lunged, she shot through the trees. 

She  had  a  suspicion  that  Rowan  was  letting  her  get  ahead  for  the  first  few minutes, because though she moved faster, she could barely adjust enough to her

altered  body  to  leap  over  rocks  and  fallen  trees.  He’d  said  they  were  going southwest,  and  that  was  where  she  went,  dodging  between  the  trees,  the  anger simmering away, shifting into something else entirely. 

Rowan was a silver and white streak beside and behind her, and every time he

got too close, she veered the other way, testing out the senses that told her where

the  trees  were  without  seeing  them—the  smell  of  oak  and  moss  and  living

things, the open coolness of the mist passing between them like a path that she

followed. 

They hit a plateau, the ground easy beneath her boots. Faster—she wanted to

see if she could go  faster, if she could outrun the wind itself. 

Rowan appeared at her left, and she pumped her arms, her legs, savoring the

breath  in  her  lungs—smooth  and  calm,  ready  to  see  what  she  would  do  next. 

More—this body wanted  more. 

 She wanted more. 

And then she was going swifter than she ever had in her life, the trees a blur, 

her  immortal  body  singing  as  she  let  its  rhythms  fall  into  place.  Her  powerful lungs gobbled down the misty air and filled with the smell and taste of the world, 

only  instinct  and  reflex  guiding  her,  telling  her  she  could  go  faster  still,  feet eating up the loamy earth step by step by step. 

Gods.  Oh, gods. 

She  could  have  flown,  could  have  soared  for  the  sudden  surge  of  ecstasy  in

her  blood,  the  sheer  freedom  granted  by  the  marvel  of  creation  that  was  her body. 

Rowan shot at her from the right, but she dodged a tree with such ease she let

out  a  whoop,  then  threw  herself  between  two  long-hanging  branches,  mere

hurdles that she landed with feline skill. 

Rowan was at her side again, lunging with a snap of his teeth, but she whirled

and leapt over a rock, letting the moves she’d honed as an assassin blend into the

instincts of her Fae body. 

She  could  die  for  love  of  this  speed,  this  surety  in  her  bones.  How  had  she been afraid of this body for so long? Even her soul felt looser. As if it had been

locked up and buried and was only now starting to shake free. Not joy, perhaps

not ever, but a glimmer of what she had been before grief had decimated her so

thoroughly. 

Rowan raced beside her, but made no move to grab her. No, Rowan was …

playing. 

He threw a glance at her, breathing hard but evenly. And it might have been

the  sun  through  the  canopy,  but  she  could  have  sworn  that  she  saw  his  eyes
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alight with a glimmer of that same, feral contentment. She could have sworn he

was smiling. 

It was the fastest twenty miles of her life. Granted, the last five were slower, and

by the time Rowan brought them to a halt, they were both gulping down air. It

was  only  then,  as  they  stared  at  each  other  between  the  trees,  that  she  realized the  magic  hadn’t  once  flared—hadn’t  once  tried  to  overpower  or  erupt.  She

could feel it waiting down in her gut, warm but calm. Slumbering. 

She  wiped  the  sweat  from  her  brow,  her  neck,  her  face.  Though  she  was

panting, she still could have run for miles more. Gods, if she had been this fast

the night Nehemia had—

It wouldn’t have  made a difference.  Nehemia had orchestrated  every step in

her own destruction, and would have found another way. And she had only done

it  because  Celaena  refused  to  help—refused  to  act.  Having  this  glorious  Fae

body changed nothing. 

She  blinked,  realizing  she’d  been  staring  at  Rowan,  and  that  whatever

satisfaction she’d seen on his face had again turned to ice. He tossed something

at her—the shirt he’d carried with him. “Change.” He turned and stripped off his

own  shirt.  His  back  was  just  as  tan  and  scarred  as  the  rest  of  him.  But  seeing those  markings  didn’t  make  her  want  to  show  him  what  her  own  ruined  back

looked like, so she moved between the trees until she was sure he couldn’t see

her, and swapped her shirt. When she returned to where he’d dumped the pack, 

he  tossed  her  a  skein  of  water,  which  she  gulped  down.  It  tasted  …  She  could taste each layer of minerals in the water, and the musk of the skein itself. 

By the time they strode into the red-roofed little town, Celaena could breathe

again. 

They  quickly  learned  that  it  was  almost  impossible  to  get   anyone  to  talk, especially to two Fae visitors. Celaena debated returning to her human form, but

with her accent and ever-worsening mood, she was fairly certain a woman from

Adarlan wouldn’t be much better received than a Fae. Windows were shuttered

as  they  passed,  probably  because  of  Rowan,  who  looked  like  nothing  short  of

death  incarnate.  But  he  was  surprisingly  calm  with  the  villagers  they

approached.  He  didn’t  raise  his  voice,  didn’t  snarl,  didn’t  threaten.  He  didn’t smile, but for Rowan, he was downright cheerful. 

Still, it got them nowhere. No, they had not heard of a missing demi-Fae, or

any  other  bodies.  No,  they  had  not  seen  any  strange  people  lurking  about.  No, 

livestock  were  not  disappearing,  though  there   was  a  chicken  thief  a  few  towns away.  No,  they  were  perfectly  safe  and  protected  in  Wendlyn,  and  didn’t

appreciate Fae and demi-Fae poking into their business, either. 

Celaena had given up on flirting with a pock-faced stable boy at the inn, who

had just gawked at her ears and canines as though she were one heartbeat away

from eating him alive. 

She stalked down the pleasant main street, hungry and tired and annoyed that

they were indeed going to need their bedrolls because the innkeeper had already

informed them he had no vacancies. Rowan fell into step beside her, the storm

clouds in his eyes saying enough about how his conversation with the taproom

maid had gone. 

“I  could  believe  it  was  a  half-wild  creature  if  at  least  some  of  them  knew these  people  had  vanished,”  she  mused.  “But  consistently  selecting  someone

who wouldn’t be missed or noticed? It must be sentient enough to know who to

target. The demi-Fae has to be a message—but what? To stay away? Then why

leave bodies in the first place?” She tugged at the end of her braid, stopping in

front of a clothier’s window. Simple, well-cut dresses stood on display, not at all

like the elegant, intricate fashions in Rifthold. 

She  noticed  the  wide-eyed,  pale  shopkeeper  a  heartbeat  before  the  woman

slashed the curtains shut. Well, then. 

Rowan snorted, and Celaena turned to him. “You’re used to this, I assume?” 

“A  lot  of  the  Fae  who  venture  into  mortal  lands  have  earned  themselves  a

reputation for … taking what they want. It went unchecked for too many years, 

but  even  though  our  laws  are  stricter  now,  the  fear  remains.”  A  criticism  of Maeve? 

“Who enforces these laws?” 

A  dark  smile.  “I  do.  When  I’m  not  off  campaigning,  my  aunt  has  me  hunt

down the rogues.” 

“And kill them?” 

The smile remained. “If the situation calls for it. Or I just haul them back to

Doranelle and let Maeve decide what to do with them.” 

“I think I’d prefer death at your hands to death at Maeve’s.” 

“That might be the first wise thing you’ve said to me.” 

“The  demi-Fae  said  you  have  five  other  warrior  friends.  Do  they  hunt  with

you? How often do you see them?” 

“I see them whenever the situation calls for it. Maeve has them serve her as

she sees fit, as she does with me.” Every word was clipped. “It is an honor to be
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a  warrior  serving  in  her  inner  circle.”  Celaena  hadn’t  suggested  otherwise,  but she wondered why he felt the need to add it. 

The street around them was empty; even food carts had been abandoned. She

took  a  long  breath,  sniffing,  and—was  that  chocolate?  “Did  you  bring  any

money?” 

A hesitant lift of his brow. “Yes. They won’t take your bribes, though.” 

“Good. More for me, then.” She pointed out the pretty sign swaying in the sea

breeze.  Confectionery. “If we can’t win them with charm, we might as well win

them with our business.” 

“Did you somehow  not hear what I just—” But she had already reached the

shop, which smelled divine and was stocked with chocolates and candies and  oh

 gods,  hazelnut  truffles.  Even  though  the  confectioner  blanched  as  the  two  of them overpowered the space, Celaena gave the woman her best smile. 

Over  her  rotting  corpse  was  she  letting  these  people  get  away  with  shutting

curtains in her face—or letting them think that she was here to plunder. Nehemia

had  never  once  let  the  preening,  bigoted  idiots  in  Rifthold  shut  her  out  of  any store, dining room, or household. 

And she had the sense that her friend might have been proud of the way she

went  from  shop  to  shop  that  afternoon,  head  held  high,  and  charmed  the  ever-loving hell out of those villagers. 

Once word spread that the two Fae strangers were spending silver on chocolates, 

then  a  few  books,  then  some  fresh  bread  and  meat,  the  streets  filled  again. 

Vendors  bearing  everything  from  apples  to  spices  to  pocket  watches  were

suddenly eager to chat, so long as they sold something. When Celaena popped in

to  the  cramped  messenger’s  guild  to  mail  a  letter,  she  managed  to  ask  a  few novices  if  they’d  been  hired  by  anyone  of  interest.  They  hadn’t,  but  she  still tipped them handsomely. 

Rowan  dutifully  carried  every  bag  and  box  Celaena  bought  save  the

chocolates, which she ate as she strolled around, one after another after another. 

When  she  offered  one  to  him,  he  claimed  he  didn’t  eat  sweets.  Ever.  Not surprising. 

The villagers wound up not knowing anything, which she supposed was good, 

because it meant that they hadn’t been lying, but the crab-monger  did say he’d

found  a  few  discarded  knives—small,  sharp-as-death  knives—in  his  nets

recently.  He  tossed  them  all  back  into  the  water  as  gifts  for  the  Sea  God.  The
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creature  had  sucked  these  people  dry,  not  cut  them  up.  So  it  was  likely  that Wendlynite soldiers had somehow lost a trunk of their blades in some storm. 

At sunset, the innkeeper even approached them about a suddenly vacant suite. 

The  very  best  suite  in  town,  he  claimed,  but  Celaena  was  starting  to  wonder whether  they  might  attract  the  wrong  sort  of  attention,  and  she  wasn’t

particularly  in  the  mood  to  see  Rowan  disembowel  a  would-be  thief.  So  she

politely  refused,  and  they  set  out  down  the  street,  the  light  turning  thick  and golden as they entered the forest once more. 

Not  a  bad  day,  she  realized  as  she  nodded  off  under  the  forest  canopy.  Not bad at all. 

 Her mother had called her Fireheart. 

 But  to  her  court,  to  her  people,  she  would  one  day  be  Queen.  To  them,  she was  the  heir  to  two  mighty  bloodlines,  and  to  a  tremendous  power  that  would keep  them  safe  and  raise  their  kingdom  to  even  greater  heights.  A  power  that was a gift—or a weapon. 

 That had been the near-constant debate for the first eight years of her life. As

 she  grew  older  and  it  became  apparent  that  while  she’d  inherited  most  of  her mother’s  looks,  she’d  received  her  father’s  volatile  temper  and  wildness,  the wary  questions  became  more  frequent,  asked  by  rulers  in  kingdoms  far  from their own. 

 And  on  days  like  this,  she  knew  that  everyone  would  hear  of  the  event,  for better or worse. 

 She was supposed to be asleep, and was wearing her favorite silk nightgown, 

 her  parents  having  tucked  her  in  minutes  ago.  Though  they  had  told  her  they weren’t,  she  knew  they  were  exhausted,  and  frustrated.  She’d  seen  the  way  the court  was  acting,  and  how  her  uncle  had  put  a  gentle  hand  on  her  father’s shoulder and told him to take her up to bed. 

 But  she  couldn’t  sleep,  not  when  her  door  was  cracked  open,  and  she  could hear her parents from their bedroom in the suite they shared in the upper levels

 of the white castle. They thought they were speaking quietly, but it was with an

 immortal’s ears that she listened in the near-dark. 

 “I don’t know what you expect me to do, Evalin,” her father said. She could

 almost  hear  him  prowling  before  the  giant  bed  on  which  she  had  been  born. 

 “What’s done is done.” 

 “Tell  them  it  was  exaggerated,  tell  them  the  librarians  were  making  a  fuss

 over nothing,” her mother hissed. “Start a rumor that someone else did it, trying to pin the blame on her—” 

 “This is all because of Maeve?” 

 “This is because she is going to be hunted,  Rhoe. For her whole life, Maeve

 and others will hunt her for this power—” 

 “And you think agreeing to let those little bastards ban her from the library

 will prevent that? Tell me: why does our daughter love reading so much?” 

 “That has nothing to do with it.” 

“Tell me.”  When her mother didn’t respond, her father growled. “She is eight

 —and she has told me that her dearest friends are characters in books.” 

 “She has Aedion.” 

 “She has Aedion because he is the only child in this castle who isn’t petrified

 of her—who hasn’t been kept away because we have been lax with her training. 

 She  needs  training,  Ev—training,  and  friends.  If  she  doesn’t  have  either,  that’s when she’ll turn into what they’re afraid of.” 

 Silence, and then—a huff from beside her bed. 

 “I’m not a child,” Aedion hissed from where he sat in a chair, arms crossed. 

 He’d slipped in here after her parents had left—to talk quietly to her, as he often

 did when she was upset. “And I don’t see why it’s a bad thing if I’m your only

 friend.” 

 “Quiet,”  she  hissed  back.  Though  Aedion  couldn’t  shift,  his  mixed  blood

 allowed  him  to  hear  with  uncanny  range  and  accuracy,  better  even  than  hers. 

 And though he was five years older, he was  her only friend. She loved her court, yes—loved the adults who pampered and coddled her. But the few children who

 lived  in  the  castle  kept  away,  despite  their  parents’  urging.  Like  dogs,  she’d sometimes thought. The others could smell her differences. 

 “She needs friends her age,” her father went on. “Maybe we should send her

 to school. Cal and Marion have been talking about sending Elide next year—” 

 “No schools. And certainly not that so-called magic school, when it’s so close

 to the border and we don’t know what Adarlan is planning.” 

 Aedion  loosed  a  breath,  his  legs  propped  on  the  mattress.  His  tan  face  was angled toward the cracked door, his golden hair shining faintly, but there was a

 crease between his brows. Neither of them took well to being separated, and the

 last time one of the castle boys had teased him for it, Aedion had spent a month

 shoveling horse dung for beating the boy into a pulp. 

 Her  father  sighed.  “Ev,  don’t  kill  me  for  this,  but—you’re  not  making  this easy.  For  us,  or  for  her.”  Her  mother  was  quiet,  and  she  heard  a  rustle  of

 clothing and a murmur of, “I know, I know,” before her parents started speaking too quietly for even her Fae ears. 

 Aedion growled again, his eyes—their matching eyes—gleaming in the dark. 

 “I don’t see what all the fuss is about. So what if you burned a few books? Those

 librarians  deserve  it.  When  we’re  older,  maybe  we’ll  burn  it  to  the  ground together.” 

 She knew he meant it. He’d burn the library, the city, or the whole world to

 ashes  if  she  asked  him.  It  was  their  bond,  marked  by  blood  and  scent  and something else she couldn’t place. A tether as strong as the one that bound her to

 her parents. Stronger, in some ways. 

 She  didn’t  answer  him,  not  because  she  didn’t  have  a  reply  but  because  the door  groaned,  and  before  Aedion  could  hide,  her  bedroom  flooded  with  light from the foyer. 

 Her  mother  crossed  her  arms.  Her  father,  however,  let  out  a  soft  laugh,  his brown hair illuminated by the hall light, his face in shadow. “Typical,” he said, 

 stepping aside to clear a space for Aedion to leave. “Don’t you have to be up at

 dawn to train with Quinn? You were five minutes late this morning. Two days in

 a row will earn you a week on stable duty. Again.” 

 In  a  flash,  Aedion  was  on  his  feet  and  gone.  Alone  with  her  parents,  she wished  she  could  pretend  to  sleep,  but  she  said,  “I  don’t  want  to  go  away  to school.” 

 Her father walked to her bed, every inch the warrior Aedion aspired to be. A

 warrior-prince, she heard  people call him—who  would one day  make a mighty

 king. She sometimes thought her father had no interest in being king, especially

 on  days  when  he  took  her  up  into  the  Staghorns  and  let  her  wander  through Oakwald in search of the Lord of the Forest. He never seemed happier than at

 those times, and always seemed a little sad to go back to Orynth. 

 “You’re not going away to school,” he said, looking over his broad shoulder

 at  her  mother,  who  lingered  by  the  doorway,  her  face  still  in  shadow.  “But  do you understand why the librarians acted the way they did today?” 

 Of  course  she  did.  She  felt  horrible  for  burning  the  books.  It  had  been  an accident,  and  she  knew  her  father  believed  her.  She  nodded  and  said,  “I’m sorry.” 

 “You have nothing  to be sorry for,” her father said, a growl in his voice. 

 “I wish I was like the others,” she said. 

 Her  mother  remained  silent,  unmoving,  but  her  father  gripped  her  hand.  “I know, love. But even if you were not gifted, you would still be our daughter—you

 would still be a Galathynius, and their queen one day.” 
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 “I don’t want to be queen.” 

 Her father sighed. This  was a conversation they’d had before. He stroked her hair. “I know,” he said again. “Sleep now—we’ll talk about it in the morning.” 

 They wouldn’t, though. She knew they wouldn’t, because she knew there was

 no  escaping  her  fate,  even  though  she  sometimes  prayed  to  the  gods  that  she could.  She  lay  down  again  nonetheless,  letting  him  kiss  her  head  and  murmur good night. 

 Her mother still said nothing, but as her father walked out, Evalin remained, 

 watching her for a long while. Just as she was drifting off, her mother left—and

 as she turned, she could have sworn that tears gleamed on her pale face. 

Celaena jolted awake, hardly able to move, to think. It had to be the smell—the

smell  of  that  gods-damned  body  yesterday  that  had  triggered  the  dream.  It  was agony  seeing  her  parents’  faces,  seeing  Aedion.  She  blinked,  focusing  on  her

breathing,  until  she  was  no  longer  in  that  beautiful,  jewel  box–like  room,  until the scent of the pine and snow on the northern wind had vanished and she could

see the morning mist weaving through the canopy of leaves above her. The cold, 

damp moss seeped through her clothes; the brine of the nearby sea hung thick in

the air. She lifted her hand to examine the long scar carved on her palm. 

“Do  you  want  breakfast?”  Rowan  asked  from  where  he  crouched  over  unlit

logs—the first fire she’d seen him assemble. She nodded, then rubbed her eyes

with the heels of her palms. “Then start the fire,” he said. 

“You can’t be serious.” He didn’t deign to respond. Groaning, she rotated on

her  sleeping  roll  until  she  sat  cross-legged  facing  the  logs.  She  held  a  hand toward the wood. 

“Pointing is a crutch. Your mind can direct the flames just fine.” 

“Perhaps I like the dramatics.” 

He gave her a look she interpreted to mean  Light the fire. Now. 

She rubbed her eyes again and concentrated on the logs. 

“Easy,” Rowan said, and she wondered if that was approval in his voice as the

wood began to smoke. “A knife, remember. You are in control.” 

A  knife,  carving  out  a  small  bit  of  magic.  She  could  master  this.  Light  one single fire. 

Gods, she was so heavy again. That stupid dream—memory, whatever it was. 

Today would be an effort. 

A pit yawned open inside her, the magic rupturing out before she could shout a warning. 

She incinerated the entire surrounding area. 

When  the  smoke  and  flames  cleared  thanks  to  Rowan’s  wind,  he  merely

sighed. “At least you didn’t panic and shift back into your human form.” 

She  supposed  that  was  a  compliment.  The  magic  had  felt  like  a  release—a

thrown punch. The pressure under her skin had lessened. 

So  Celaena  just  nodded.  But  shifting,  it  seemed,  was  to  be  the  least  of  her problems. 

Chapter 29

It  had  just  been  a  kiss,  Sorscha  told  herself  every  day  afterward.  A  quick, breathless  kiss  that  made  the  world  spin.  The  iron  in  the  treacle  had  worked, though it bothered Dorian enough that they started to toy with the dosage … and

ways to mask it. If he were caught ingesting powders at all hours of the day, it

would lead to questions. 

So it became a daily contraceptive tonic. Because no one would bat an eye at

that—not  with  his  reputation.  Sorscha  was  still  reassuring  herself  that  the  kiss had  meant  nothing  more  than  a  thank-you  as  she  reached  the  door  to  Dorian’s tower room, his daily dose in hand. 

She  knocked,  and  the  prince  called  her  inside.  The  assassin’s  hound  was

sprawled on his bed, and the prince himself was lounging on his shabby couch. 

He sat up, however, and smiled at her in that way of his. 

“I think I found a better combination—the mint might go down better than the

sage,” she said, holding up the glass of reddish liquid. He came toward her, but

there  was  something  in  his  gait—a  kind  of  prowl—that  made  her  straighten. 

Especially as he set down the glass and stared at her, long and deep. “What?” she

breathed, backing up a step. 

He gripped her hand—not hard enough to hurt, but enough to stop her retreat. 

“You understand the risks, and yet you’re still helping me,” he said. “Why?” 

“It’s the right thing.” 

“My father’s laws say otherwise.” 

Her face heated. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” 

His hands were cool as he brushed her cheeks, his calluses scraping gently. “I

just  want  to  thank  you,”  he  murmured,  leaning  in.  “For  seeing  me  and  not

running.” 

“I—”  She  was  burning  up  from  the  inside  out,  and  she  pulled  back,  hard

enough  that  he  let  go.  Amithy  was  right,  even  if  she  was  vicious.  There   were plenty  of  beautiful  women  here,  and  anything  more  than  a  flirtation  would  end poorly. He was Crown Prince, and she was nobody. She gestured to the goblet. 

“If  it’s  not  too  much  trouble,  Your  Highness”—he  cringed  at  the  title—“send

word about how this one works for you.” 

She didn’t dare a by-your-leave or farewell or anything that would keep her in

that room a moment longer. And he didn’t try to stop her as she walked out and
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shut the door behind her. 

She  leaned  against  the  stone  wall  of  the  narrow  landing,  a  hand  on  her

thundering  heart.  It  was  the  smart  thing  to  do,  the  right  thing  to  do.  She  had survived this long, and would only survive the road ahead if she continued to be

unnoticed, reliable, quiet. 

But she didn’t want to be unnoticed—not with him, not forever. 

He made her want to laugh and sing and shake the world with her voice. 

The  door  swung  open,  and  she  found  him  standing  in  the  doorway,  solemn

and wary. 

Maybe there could be no future, no hope of anything more, but just looking at

him standing there, in this moment, she wanted to be selfish and stupid and wild. 

It could all go to hell tomorrow, but she had to know what it was like, just for

a little while, to belong to someone, to be wanted and cherished. 

He  did  not  move,  didn’t  do  anything  but  stare—seeing  her  exactly  how  she

saw  him—as  she  grabbed  the  lapels  of  his  tunic,  pulled  his  face  down  to  hers, and kissed him fiercely. 

Chaol  had  been  barely  able  to  concentrate  for  the  past  few  days  thanks  to  the meeting  he  was  moments  away  from  having.  It  had  taken  longer  than  he  had

anticipated before Ren and Murtaugh were finally ready to meet him—their first

encounter since that night in the slums. Chaol had to wait for his next night off, 

Aedion  had  to  find  a  secure  location,  and  then  they  had  to  coordinate  with  the two  lords  from  Terrasen.  He  and  the  general  had  left  the  castle  separately,  and Chaol had hated himself when he lied to his men about where he was going—

hated  that  they  wished  him  fun,  hated  that  they  trusted  him,  the  man  who  was meeting with their mortal enemies. 

Chaol  shoved  those  thoughts  aside  as  he  approached  the  dim  alley  a  few

blocks  from  the  decrepit  boarding  house  where  they  were  to  meet.  Under  his

heavy-hooded cloak he was armed more heavily than he usually bothered. Every

breath he took felt too shallow. A two-note whistle sounded down the alley, and

he  echoed  it.  Aedion  stalked  through  the  low-lying  mist  coming  off  the  Avery, his face concealed in the cowl of his own cloak. 

He wasn’t wearing the Sword of Orynth. Instead, an assortment of blades and

fighting knives were strapped to the general—a man able to walk into hell itself

and come out grinning. 

“Where are the others?” Chaol said softly. The slums were quiet tonight—too quiet  for  his  liking.  Dressed  as  he  was,  few  would  dare  approach  him,  but  the walk through the crooked and dark streets had been harrowing. Such poverty and

despair—and desperation. It made people dangerous, willing to risk anything to

scratch out another day of living. 

Aedion leaned against the crumbling brick wall behind them. “Don’t get your

undergarments in a twist. They’ll be here soon.” 

“I’ve waited long enough for this information.” 

“What’s the rush?” Aedion drawled, scanning the alley. 

“I’m leaving Rifthold in a few weeks to return to Anielle.” Aedion didn’t look

directly at him, but he could feel the general staring at him from beneath his dark

hood. 

“So get out of it—tell them you’re busy.” 

“I made a promise,” Chaol said. “I’ve already bargained for time, but I want

to have …  done something for the prince before I leave.” 

The  general  turned  to  him  then.  “I’d  heard  you  were  estranged  from  your

father; why the sudden change?” 

It would have been easier to lie, but Chaol said, “My father is a powerful man

—he  has  the  ear  of  many  influential  members  at  court  and  is  on  the  king’s

council.” 

Aedion let out a low laugh. “I’ve butted heads with him in more than a few

war councils.” 

 That Chaol would have paid good money to see, but he wasn’t smiling as he

said,  “It  was  the  only  way  I  could  get  her  sent  to  Wendlyn.”  He  quickly

explained  the  bargain  he’d  made,  and  when  he  was  finished,  Aedion  loosed  a

long breath. 

“Damn,”  the  general  said,  then  shook  his  head.  “I  didn’t  think  that  kind  of honor still existed in Adarlan.” 

He  supposed  it  was  a  compliment—and  a  high  one,  coming  from  Aedion. 

“And what of your father?” Chaol said, if only to shift conversation away from

the hole in his chest. “I know your mother was kin to—to  her, but what of your

father’s line?” 

“My mother never admitted who my father was, even when she was wasting

away on her sickbed,” Aedion said flatly. “I don’t know if it was from shame, or

because  she  couldn’t  even  remember,  or  to  protect  me  somehow.  Once  I  was

brought  over  here,  I  didn’t  really  care.  But  I’d  rather  have  no  father  than  your father.” 
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Chaol chuckled and might have asked another question had boots not scraped

on stone at the other end of the alley, followed by a rasping breath. 

That  fast,  Aedion  had  palmed  two  fighting  knives,  and  Chaol  drew  his  own

sword—a  bland,  nondescript  blade  he’d  swiped  from  the  barracks—as  a  man

staggered into view. 

He had an arm wrapped around his middle, the other bracing himself against

the  brick  wall  of  an  abandoned  building.  Aedion  was  instantly  moving,  knives

sheathed again. It wasn’t until Chaol heard him say, “Ren?” that he also hurried

toward the young man. 

In the moonlight, the blood on Ren’s tunic was a shining, deep stain. 

“Where  is  Murtaugh?”  Aedion  demanded,  slinging  an  arm  under  Ren’s

shoulders. 

“Safe.”  Ren  panted,  his  face  dealthy  pale.  Chaol  scanned  either  end  of  the

alley. “We were—followed. So we tried losing them.” He heard, more than saw, 

Ren’s wince. “They cornered me.” 

“How  many?”  Aedion  said  softly,  though  Chaol  could  almost  feel  the

violence simmering off the general. 

“Eight,”  Ren  said,  and  hissed  in  pain.  “Killed  two,  then  got  free.  They’re

following me.” 

Leaving six. If they were unharmed, they were probably close behind. Chaol

examined the stones beyond Ren. The wound to his abdomen couldn’t be deep, 

if he’d managed to keep the blood flow from leaving a trail. But it still had to be

agonizing—potentially fatal, if it had pierced the wrong spot. 

Aedion went rigid, hearing something that Chaol couldn’t. He quietly, gently

passed  the  sagging  Ren  into  Chaol’s  arms.  “There  are  three  barrels  ten  paces away,”  the  general  said  with  lethal  calm  as  he  faced  the  alley  entrance.  “Hide behind them and keep your mouths shut.” 

That was all Chaol needed to hear as he took Ren’s weight and hauled him to

the large barrels, then eased him onto the ground. Ren stifled a groan of pain, but

kept still. There was a small crack between two of the barrels where Chaol could

see the alley, and the six men who stalked into it almost shoulder-to-shoulder. He

couldn’t make out much more than dark tunics and cloaks. 

The men paused when they beheld Aedion standing before them, still hooded. 

The general drew his fighting knives and purred, “None of you are leaving this

alley alive.” 

They didn’t. 

Chaol  marveled  at  Aedion’s  skill—the  speed  and  swiftness  and  utter

confidence that made it like watching a brutal, unforgiving dance. 

It  was  over  before  it  really  started.  The  six  assailants  seemed  at  ease  with weapons,  but  against  a  man  with  Fae  blood  surging  in  his  veins,  they  were

useless. 

No  wonder  Aedion  had  risen  to  such  high  ranking  so  quickly.  He’d  never

seen  another  man  fight  like  that.  Only—only  Celaena  had  come  close.  He

couldn’t  tell  which  of  them  would  win  if  they  were  ever  matched  against  each other, but together … Chaol’s heart went cold at the thought. Six men dead in a

matter of moments—six. 

Aedion wasn’t smiling as he came back over to Chaol and dropped a scrap of

fabric  on  the  ground  before  them.  Even  Ren,  panting  through  clenched  teeth, 

looked. 

It was a black, heavy material—and emblazoned on it in dark thread, nearly

invisible save for the glint of the moonlight, was a wyvern. The royal sigil. 

“I  don’t  know  these  men,”  Chaol  said,  more  to  himself  than  to  protest  his

innocence. “I’ve never seen that uniform.” 

“From the sound of it,” Aedion said, that rage still simmering in his voice as

he cocked his head toward noises that Chaol could not hear with his human ears, 

“there are more of them out there, and they’re combing the slums door-to-door

for Ren. We need a place to hide.” 

Ren held on to consciousness long enough to say, “I know where.” 

Chapter 30

Chaol  held  his  breath  for  the  entire  walk  as  he  and  Aedion  gripped  the  half-conscious Ren between them, the three of them swaying and staggering, looking

for all the world like drunkards out for a night of thrills in the slums. The streets

were still teeming despite the hour, and one of the women they passed slouched

over and gripped Aedion’s tunic, spewing a slur of sultry words. But the general

used a gentle hand to disengage her and said, “I don’t pay for what I can get for

free.” 

Somehow, it felt like a lie, since Chaol hadn’t seen or heard of Aedion sharing

anyone’s bed all these weeks. But perhaps knowing that Aelin was alive changed

his priorities. 

They  reached  the  opium  den  Ren  had  named  in  between  spurts  of

unconsciousness  just  as  the  shouts  of  soldiers  storming  into  boardinghouses, 

inns, and taverns echoed from down the street. Chaol didn’t wait to see who they

were and shoved through the carved wooden door. The reek of unwashed bodies, 

waste,  and  sweet  smoke  clotted  in  Chaol’s  nostrils.  Even  Aedion  coughed  and

gave Ren, who was almost a dead weight in their arms, a disapproving stare. 

But the aging madam swept forward to greet them, her long tunic and over-

robe flowing on some phantom wind, and ushered them down the wood-paneled

hallway, her feet soft on the worn, colorful rugs. She began prattling off prices

and the night’s specials, but Chaol took one look in her green, cunning eyes and

knew she was  familiar with Ren—someone  who had probably  built herself her

own empire here in Rifthold. 

She  set  them  up  in  a  veiled-off  alcove  littered  with  worn  silk  cushions  that stank  of  sweet  smoke  and  sweat,  and  after  she  lifted  her  brows  at  Chaol,  he handed over three gold pieces. Ren groaned from where he was sprawled on the

cushions  between  Aedion  and  Chaol,  but  before  Chaol  could  so  much  as  say  a

word, the madam returned with a bundle in her arms. “They are next door,” she

said, her accent lovely and strange. “Hurry.” 

She’d brought a tunic. Aedion made quick work of stripping Ren, whose face

was deathly pale, lips bloodless. The general swore as they beheld the wound—a

slice  low  in  his  belly.  “Any  deeper  and  his  damn  intestines  would  be  hanging out,” Aedion said. He took a strip of clean fabric from the madam and wrapped

it  around  the  young  lord’s  muscled  abdomen.  There  were  scars  all  over  Ren

already. If he survived, this probably would not be the worst of them. 

The madam knelt before Chaol and opened the box in her hands. Three pipes

now  lay  on  the  low-lying  table  before  them.  “You  need  to  play  the  part,”  she breathed,  glancing  over  her  shoulder  through  the  thick  black  veil,  no  doubt

calculating how much time they had left. 

Chaol  didn’t  even  try  to  object  as  she  used  rouge  to  redden  the  skin  around his eyes, applied some paste and powder to leech the color from his face, shook

free a few buttons on his tunic, and mussed his hair. “Lay back, limp and loose, 

and keep the pipe in your hand. Smoke it if you need to take the edge off.” That

was all she told him before she got to work on Aedion, who had finished stuffing

Ren into his clean clothes. In moments, the three of them were reclined on the

reeking cushions, and the madam had bustled off with Ren’s bloody tunic. 

The lord’s breathing was labored and uneven, and Chaol fought the shaking in

his own hands as the front door banged open. The soft feet of the madam hurried

past  to  greet  the  men.  Though  Chaol  strained  to  hear,  Aedion  seemed  to  be

listening without a problem. 

“Five of you, then?” the madam chirped loudly enough for them to hear. 

“We’re  looking  for  a  fugitive,”  was  the  growled  response.  “Clear  out  of  the

way.” 

“Surely  you  would  like  to  rest—we  have  private  rooms  for  groups,  and  you

are  all  such  big  men.”  Each  word  was  purred,  a  sensual  feast.  “It  is  extra  for bringing  in  swords  and  daggers—a  liability,  you  see,  when  the  drug  takes  you

—” 

“Woman,  enough,” the man barked. Fabric ripped as each veiled alcove was

inspected. Chaol’s heart thundered, but he kept his body limp, even as he itched

to reach for his blade. 

“Then I shall leave you to your work,” she said demurely. 

Between them, Ren was so dazed that he truly could have been drugged out

of  his  mind.  Chaol  just  hoped  his  own  performance  was  convincing  as  the

curtain ripped back. 

“Is that the wine?” Aedion slurred, squinting at the men, his face wan and his

lips set in a loose grin. He was hardly recognizable. “We’ve been waiting twenty


minutes, you know.” 

Chaol  smiled  blearily  up  at  the  six  men  peering  into  the  room.  All  in  those dark  uniforms,  all  unfamiliar.  Who  the  hell  were  they?  Why  had  Ren  been

targeted? 

“Wine,” Aedion snapped, a spoiled son of a merchant, perhaps. “Now.” 

The men just swore at them and continued on. Five minutes later, they were
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gone. 

The den must have been a meeting point, because Murtaugh found them there an

hour later. The madam had brought them to her private office, and they’d been

forced  to  pin  Ren  to  the  worn  couch  as  she—with  surprising  adeptness—

disinfected, stitched, and bound up his nasty wound. He would survive, she said, 

but  the  blood  loss  and  injury  would  keep  him  incapacitated  for  a  while. 

Murtaugh paced the entire time, until Ren collapsed into a deep sleep, courtesy

of some tonic the woman made him choke down. 

Chaol and Aedion sat at the small table crammed in amongst the crates upon

crates of opium stacked against the walls. He didn’t want to know what was in

the tonic Ren had ingested. 

Aedion  was  watching  the  locked  door,  head  cocked  as  if  listening  to  the

sounds of the den, as he said to Murtaugh, “Why were you being followed, and

who were those men?” 

The  old  man  kept  pacing.  “I  don’t  know.  But  they  knew  where  Ren  and  I

would be. Ren has a network of informants throughout the city. Any one of them

could have betrayed us.” 

Aedion’s attention remained on the door, a hand on one of his fighting knives. 

“They  wore  uniforms  with  the  royal  sigil—even  the  captain  didn’t  recognize

them. You need to lay low for a while.” 

Murtaugh’s silence was too heavy. Chaol asked quietly, “Where do we bring

him when he can be moved?” 

Murtaugh  paused  his  pacing,  his  eyes  full  of  grief.  “There  is  no  place.  We

have no home.” 

Aedion looked sharply at him. “Where the hell have you been staying all this

time?” 

“Here and there, squatting in abandoned buildings. When we are able to take

work, we stay in boardinghouses, but these days …” 

They  would  not  have  access  to  the  Allsbrook  coffers,  Chaol  realized.  Not  if

they had been in hiding for so many years. But to be homeless …

Aedion’s face was a mask of disinterest. “And you have no place in Rifthold

safe enough to hold him—to see to his mending.” Not a question, but Murtaugh

nodded  all  the  same.  Aedion  examined  Ren,  sprawled  on  the  dark  sofa  against

the  far  wall.  His  throat  bobbed  once,  but  then  he  said,  “Tell  the  captain  your
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theory about magic.” 

In the long hours that passed as Ren regained his strength enough to be moved, 

Murtaugh explained everything he knew. His entire story came out, the old man

almost whispering at times—of the horrors they’d fled, and how Ren had gotten

each  and  every  scar.  Chaol  understood  why  the  young  man  had  been  so  close-

lipped until now. Secrecy had kept them alive. 

All together, Murtaugh and Ren had learned, the various waves the day magic

had  vanished  formed  a  rough  triangle  across  the  continent.  The  first  line  went right  from  Rifthold  to  the  Frozen  Wastes.  The  second  went  down  from  the

Frozen  Wastes  to  the  edge  of  the  Deserted  Peninsula.  The  third  line  went  from there back to Rifthold. A spell, they believed, had been the cause of it. 

Standing  around  the  map  Aedion  had  produced,  the  general  traced  a  finger

over  the  lines  again  and  again,  as  if  sorting  out  a  battle  strategy.  “A  spell  sent from specific points, like a beacon.” 

Chaol thumped his knuckles on the table. “Is there some way of undoing it?” 

Murtaugh sighed. “Our work was interrupted by the disturbance with Archer, 

and our sources vanished from the city for fear of their lives. But there has to be

a way.” 

“So where do we start looking?” Aedion asked. “There’s no chance in hell the

king would leave clues lying around.” 

Murtaugh  nodded.  “We  need  eyewitnesses  to  confirm  what  we  suspect,  but

the places we think the spell originated are occupied by the king’s forces. We’ve

been waiting for an in.” 

Aedion gave him a lazy grin. “No wonder you kept telling Ren to be nice to

me.” 

As  if  in  response,  Ren  groaned,  struggling  to  rise  to  consciousness.  Had  the young lord ever felt safe or at peace at any point in the past ten years? It would

explain  that  anger—the  reckless  anger  that  coursed  through  all  the  young, 

shattered hearts of Terrasen, including Celaena’s. 

Chaol  said,  “There  is  an  apartment  hidden  in  a  warehouse  in  the  slums.  It’s secure,  and  has  all  the  amenities  you  need.  You’re  welcome  to  stay  there  for however long you require.” 

He  felt  Aedion  watching  him  carefully.  But  Murtaugh  frowned.  “However

generous, I cannot accept the offer to stay in your house.” 

“It’s not my house,” Chaol said. “And believe me, the owner won’t mind one bit.” 

Chapter 31

“Eat it,” Manon said, holding out the raw leg of mutton to Abraxos. The day was

bright, but the wind off the snowy peaks of the Fangs still carried a brutal chill. 

They’d been going outside the mountain for little spurts to stretch his legs, using

the back door that opened onto a narrow road leading into the mountains. She’d

guided  him  by  the  giant  chain—as  if  it  would  do  anything  to  stop  him  from

taking off—up a sharp incline, and then onto the meadow atop a plateau. 

“Eat it,” she said, shaking the freezing meat at Abraxos, who was now lying

on  his  belly  in  the  meadow,  huffing  at  the  first  grasses  and  flowers  to  poke through  the  melting  ice.  “It’s  your  reward,”  she  said  through  her  teeth.  “You earned it.” 

Abraxos sniffed at a cluster of purple flowers, then flicked his eyes to her.  No

 meat, he seemed to say. 

“It’s good for you,” she said, and he went right back to sniffing the violets or

whatever they were. If a plant wasn’t good for poisoning or healing or keeping

her alive if she were starving, she’d never bothered to learn its name—especially

not wildflowers. 

She tossed the leg right in front of his massive mouth and tucked her hands

into the folds of her red cloak. He snuffed at it, his new iron teeth glinting in the

radiant light, then stretched out one massive, claw-tipped wing and—

Shoved it aside. 

Manon rubbed her eyes. “Is it not fresh enough?” 

He moved to sniff some white-and-yellow flowers. 

A nightmare. This was a nightmare. “You can’t really like flowers.” 

Again  those  dark  eyes  shifted  to  her.  Blinked  once.  I  most  certainly  do,  he seemed to say. 

She  splayed  her  arms.  “You  never  even  smelled  a  flower  until  yesterday. 

What’s wrong with the meat now?” He needed to eat tons and tons of meat to put

on the muscle he was lacking. 

When he went back to sniffing the flowers rather delicately—the insufferable, 

useless worm—she stalked to the leg of mutton and hauled it up. “If you won’t

eat  it,”  she  snarled  at  him,  hoisting  it  up  with  both  hands  to  her  mouth  and popping her iron teeth down, “then I will.” 
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Abraxos  watched  her  with  those  bemused  dark  eyes  as  she  bit  into  the  icy, 

raw meat. And spat it everywhere. 

“What  in  the  Mother’s  dark  shadow—”  She  sniffed  at  the  meat.  It  wasn’t

rancid,  but  like  the  men  here,  it  tasted  off.  The  sheep  were  raised  inside  the mountain,  so  maybe  it  was  something  in  the  water.  As  soon  as  she  got  back, she’d give the Thirteen the order not to touch the men—not until she knew what

in hell was making them taste and smell that way. 

Regardless,  Abraxos  had  to  eat,  because  he  had  to  get  strong—so  she  could

be Wing Leader, so she could see the look on Iskra’s face when she ripped her

apart at the War Games. And if this was the only way to get the worm to eat …

“Fine,” she said, chucking the leg away. “You want fresh meat?” She scanned

the mountains towering around them, eyeing the gray stones. “Then we’re going

to have to hunt.” 

“You smell like shit and blood.” Her grandmother didn’t turn from her desk, and

Manon didn’t flinch at the insult. She was covered in both, actually. 

It  was  thanks  to  Abraxos,  the  flower-loving  worm,  who  had  just  watched

while she scaled one of the nearby cliffs and brought down a braying mountain

goat for him. “Brought down” was a more elegant phrase than what had actually

happened: she half froze to death as she waited for some goats to pass on their

treacherous  climb,  and  then,  when  she’d  finally  ambushed  one,  she’d  not  only

rolled in its dung as she’d grappled with it but it had also dumped a fresh load on

her, right before it went tumbling out of her arms and broke its skull on the rocks

below. 

It had nearly taken her with it, but she’d managed to grab on to a dead root. 

Abraxos was still lying on his belly, sniffing the wildflowers, when she returned

with the dead goat in her arms, its blood now iced on her cloak and tunic. 

He’d  devoured  the  goat  in  two  bites,  then  gone  back  to  enjoying  the

wildflowers.  At  least  he’d  eaten.  Getting  him  back  to  the  Northern  Fang, 

however, was a trial in itself. He hadn’t hurt her, hadn’t fled, but he’d pulled on

the chains, shaking his head again and again as they neared the cavernous back

door where the sounds of the wyverns and men reached them. But he’d gone in

—though  he’d  snapped  and  growled  at  the  handlers  who  rushed  out  to  retrieve

him. For some reason, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about his reluctance

—the way he’d looked at her with a mute plea. She didn’t pity him, because she

pitied nothing, but she couldn’t stop thinking about it. 
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“You  summoned  me,”  said  Manon,  head  high.  “I  did  not  want  to  keep  you

waiting.” 

“You  are keeping me waiting, Manon.” The witch turned, eyes full of death

and promises of endless pain. “It has been weeks now, and you are not airborne

with  your  Thirteen.  The  Yellowlegs  have  been  flying  as  a  host  for  three  days. 

Three days, Manon. And you’re coddling your beast.” 

Manon didn’t show one flicker of feeling. Apologizing would make it worse, 

as would excuses. “Give me orders, and they will be done.” 

“I want you airborne by tomorrow evening. Don’t bother coming back if you

aren’t.” 

“I hate you,” Manon panted through her iron teeth as she and Abraxos finished

their grueling trek to the top of the mountain peak. It had taken half a day to get

here—and  if  this  didn’t  work,  it  would  take  until  evening  to  get  back  to  the Omega. To pack her belongings. 

Abraxos  was  curled  up  like  a  cat  on  the  narrow  stretch  of  flat  rock  atop  the mountain. “Willful, lazy worm.” He didn’t even blink at her. 

Take the eastern side, the overseer had said as he’d helped her saddle up and

set  out  from  the  back  door  of  the  Northern  Fang  before  dawn.  They  used  this peak  to  train  the  hatchling  wyverns—and  reluctant  fliers.  The  eastern  side, 

Manon saw as she peered over the lip she’d just climbed, was a smooth incline

after a twenty-foot drop. Abraxos could take a running start off the edge, try to

glide, and if he fell … Well, it would only be twenty feet and then wind-smooth

rock to slide down for a ways. Slim possibility for death. 

No, death lay on the western side. Frowning at Abraxos, who was licking his

new  iron  claws,  Manon  crossed  the  plateau  and,  despite  herself,  winced  at  the blistering wind that shot up. 

To  the  west  was  an  endless  plunge  through  nothing  until  the  spiked, 

unforgiving rocks below. It would take a crew of men to scrape off her remains. 

Eastern side it was. 

She  checked  her  tight  braid  and  flicked  her  clear  inner  lid  into  place.  “Let’s go.” 

Abraxos lifted his massive head as if to say,  We just got here. 

She pointed to the eastern edge. “Flying. Now.” 

He huffed, curling his back to her, the leather saddle gleaming. “Oh, I don’t

think so,” she snapped, stalking around to get in his face. She pointed to the edge again. “We’re flying, you rutting coward.” 

He  tucked  his  head  toward  his  belly,  his  tail  wrapping  around  him.  He  was

pretending he couldn’t hear her. 

She knew it might cost her life, but she gripped his nostrils—hard enough to

make his eyes fly open. “Your wings are functional. The humans said they were. 

So  you  can  fly,  and  you  are   going  to  fly,  because  I  say  so.  I’ve  been  fetching your  useless  carcass  mountain  goats  by  the  herd,  and  if  you  humiliate  me,  I’ll use your hide for a new leather coat.” She rustled her torn and stained crimson

cloak. “This is ruined, thanks to your goats.” 

He shifted his head away, and she let go—because it was either let go or be

tossed into the air. He set down his head and closed his eyes. 

This was punishment, somehow. For what, she didn’t know. Perhaps her own

stupidity in picking a bait beast for a mount. 

She  hissed  to  herself,  eyeing  the  saddle  on  his  back.  Even  with  a  running

jump she couldn’t make it. But she needed to be in that saddle and airborne, or

else … Or else the Thirteen would be broken apart by her grandmother. 

Abraxos  continued  to  lie  in  the  sun,  vain  and  indulgent  as  a  cat.  “Warrior

heart indeed.” 

She  eyed  the  eastern  edge,  the  saddle,  the  dangling  reins.  He’d  bucked  and

thrashed the first time they’d shoved the bit into his mouth, but he’d gotten used

to  it  now—at  least,  enough  so  that  he’d  tried  to  take  off  the  head  of  only  one handler today. 

The  sun  was  still  rising  high,  but  soon  it  would  start  its  descent,  and  then she’d be completely and perfectly ruined. Like hell she would be. 

“You  had  this  coming”  was  all  the  warning  she  gave  him  before  she  took  a

running leap, landing on his haunch and then scrambling, so fast he had barely

lifted his head by the time she scuttled across his scaly back and into the saddle. 

He  jerked  upright,  stiff  as  a  board  as  she  shoved  her  booted  feet  into  the stirrups and gripped the reins. “We’re flying— now.” She dug her heels into his

sides. 

Perhaps  the  spurs  hurt  or  surprised  him,  because  Abraxos  bucked—bucked

and roared. She yanked on the reins as hard as she could. “Enough,” she barked, 

hauling with one arm to guide him over the eastern edge. “Enough, Abraxos.” 

He  was  still  thrashing,  and  she  clenched  her  thighs  as  hard  as  she  could  to stay  in  the  saddle,  leaning  into  each  movement.  When  the  bucking  didn’t

dislodge her, he lifted his wings, as if he would fling her off. “Don’t you dare,” 

she growled, but he was still twisting and bellowing. 

 “Stop it.”  Her brain rattled in her skull and her teeth clacked together so hard she had to retract her fangs so they didn’t punch right through her skin. 

But Abraxos kept bucking, wild and frantic. Not toward the eastern edge, but

away—toward the lip of the western plunge. 

“Abraxos,  stop.” He was going to go right over. And then they’d splatter on

the stones. 

He was so panicked, so enraged that her voice was no more than a crackling

leaf  on  the  wind.  The  western  drop  loomed  to  her  right,  then  her  left,  flashing beneath  the  leathery,  mottled  wings  as  they  flapped  and  snapped.  Under

Abraxos’s massive talons, stones hissed and crumbled as he neared the edge. 

“Abraxos—” But then his leg slid off the cliff, and Manon’s world tilted down

—down, down, as he lost his grip and they plummeted into open air. 

Chapter 32

Manon didn’t have time to contemplate her oncoming death. 

She was too busy holding on to the saddle, the world flipping and spinning, 

the wind shrieking, or perhaps that was Abraxos, as they plunged down the cliff

face. 

Her  muscles  locked  and  trembled,  but  she  kept  her  arms  laced  through  the

straps, the only thing keeping her from death, even as it swiftly approached with

every rotation of Abraxos’s ruined body. 

The  trees  below  took  shape,  as  did  the  spiked,  wind-carved  rocks  between

them. Faster and faster, the cliff wall a blur of gray and white. 

Maybe his body would take the impact and she could walk away. 

Maybe all those rocks would go right through them both. 

Maybe he’d flip and she would land on the rocks first. 

She hoped it would happen too quickly for her to recognize just how she was

dying,  to  know  what  part  of  her  broke  first.  They  hurtled  down.  There  was  a little river running through the spiked rocks. 

Wind slammed into them from below, a draft that rocked Abraxos upright, but

they were still rotating, still plunging. 

“Open your wings!” she screamed over the wind, over her thundering heart. 

They stayed shut. 

“Open  them  and  pull  up!”  she  bellowed,  just  as  the  rapids  on  the  stream

began to appear, just as she understood that she hated the oncoming embrace of

the Darkness, and that there was nothing to do to stop this splattering, this doom

from—

She could see the pine cones on the trees.  “Open them!”  A last, rallying war

cry against the Darkness. 

A war cry that was answered with a piercing shriek as Abraxos flung open his

wings, caught the updraft, and sent them soaring away from the ground. 

Manon’s  stomach  went  from  her  throat  right  out  her  ass,  but  they  were

swooping upward, and  his wings were  pumping, each boom  the most beautiful

sound she had ever heard in her long, miserable life. 

Higher he flapped,  legs tucked beneath  him. Manon crouched  in her  saddle, 

clinging  to  his  warm  hide  as  he  took  them  up  the  face  of  the  neighboring
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mountain.  Its  peaks  rose  to  meet  them  like  lifted  hands,  but  he  wobbled  past, beating  hard.  Manon  lifted  and  fell  with  him,  not  taking  one  breath  as  they cleared the highest snow-capped peak and Abraxos, in joy or rage or for the hell

of  it,  gripped  clawfuls  of  snow  and  ice  and  set  them  scattering  behind,  the  sun lighting them up like a trail of stars. 

The sun was blinding as they hit the open sky, and there was nothing around

them  but  clouds  as  massive  as  the  mountains  far  below,  castles  and  temples  of white and purple and blue. 

And  the  cry  that  Abraxos  let  out  as  they  entered  that  hall  of  clouds,  as  he leveled out and caught a lightning-fast current carving a pathway through it …

She  had  not  understood  what  it  had  been  like  for  him  to  live  his  entire  life underground, chained and beaten and crippled—until then. 

Until she heard that noise of undiluted, unyielding joy. 

Until she echoed it, tipping her head back to the clouds around them. 

They  sailed  over  a  sea  of  clouds,  and  Abraxos  dipped  his  claws  in  them

before tilting to race up a wind-carved column of cloud. Higher and higher, until

they  reached  its  peak  and  he  flung  out  his  wings  in  the  freezing,  thin  sky, stopping the world entirely for a heartbeat. 

And  Manon,  because  no  one  was  watching,  because  she  did  not  care,  flung

out her arms as well and savored the freefall, the wind now a song in her ears, in

her shriveled heart. 

The gray skies were just filling with light as the sun slipped over the horizon at

their  backs.  Bundled  in  her  red  cloak,  Manon  sat  atop  Abraxos,  her  vision

slightly  cloudy  from  the  inner  lid  she’d  already  blinked  into  place.  Still,  she surveyed her Thirteen, astride their wyverns at the mouth of the canyon run. 

They’d  assembled  in  two  rows  of  six,  Asterin  and  her  pale  blue  mount

directly  behind  Manon,  leading  the  first  row,  Sorrel  claiming  center  in  the

second.  They  were  all  awake  and  alert—and  slightly  befuddled.  Abraxos’s

damaged wings weren’t ready to make the narrow Crossing, not yet. So they’d

met  at  the  back  door,  where  they’d  walked  their  wyverns  the  two  miles  to  the first canyon run—walked like a proper unit, in rank and quietly. 

The mouth of the canyon was wide enough for Abraxos to leap into an easy

glide. Takeoffs were a problem thanks to the shredded muscle and weak spots in

his  wings—areas  that  had  taken  too  many  beatings  and  might  never  be  at  their full strength. 

But  she  did  not  explain  that  to  her  Thirteen,  because  it  was  none  of  their damn business and it did not impact them. 

“Every morning, from today until the War Games,” Manon said, staring into

the labyrinth of ravines and archways that made up the wind-carved canyon, “we

will  meet  here,  and  until  breakfast,  we  are  going  to  train.  Then  we’ll  have  our afternoon training with the other covens. Tell no one.” She’d just have to leave

early so she could get Abraxos airborne while the others made the Crossing. 

“I want us in close quarters. I don’t care what the men say about keeping the

mounts  separate.  Let  the  wyverns  sort  out  their  dominance,  let  them  squabble, but they are going to fly, tight as armor. There will be no gaps and no room for

attitude  or  territorial  horseshit.  We  fly  this  canyon  together,  or  we  don’t  fly  at all.” 

She looked each of the witches and their mounts in the eye. Abraxos, to her

surprise,  did  the  same.  What  he  lacked  in  size  he  made  up  for  in  sheer  will, speed, and dexterity. He sensed currents even before Manon did. “When we are

done,  if  we  survive,  we’ll  meet  on  the  other  side  and  do  it  again.  Until  it’s perfect. Your beasts will learn to trust each other and follow orders.” The wind

kissed  her  cheeks.  “Don’t  fall  behind,”  she  said,  and  Abraxos  plunged  into  the canyon. 

Chapter 33

In  the  week  that  followed,  there  were  no  more  bodies,  and  certainly  no  hint  of the  creature  that  had  drained  those  people,  though  Celaena  often  found  herself thinking over the details as Rowan made her light candle after candle at the ruins

of the Sun Goddess’s temple. Now that she could shift on command, this was her

new  task:  to  light  a  candle  without  destroying  everything  in  sight.  She  failed every time, singeing her cloak, cracking the ruins, incinerating trees as her magic

tore out of her. But Rowan had a bottomless supply of candles, so she spent her

days staring at them until her eyes crossed. She could sweat for hours and focus

on  honing  her  anger  and  all  that  nonsense  but  not  get  as  much  as  a  tendril  of smoke.  The  only  thing  that  came  of  it  was  an  unending  appetite:  Celaena  ate whatever and whenever she could, thanks to her magic gobbling so much of her

energy. 

The rain returned, and with it, the crowd for Emrys’s stories. Celaena always

listened  while  she  washed  the  night’s  dishes,  to  tales  of  shield  maidens  and enchanted  animals  and  cunning  sorcerers,  all  the  legends  of  Wendlyn.  Rowan

still appeared in his hawk form—and there were some nights when she even sat

beside the back door, and Rowan sidled a bit closer, too. 

Celaena was standing at the sink, back throbbing and hunger gnawing at her

belly as she scrubbed the last of the copper pots while Emrys finished narrating

the  story  of  a  clever  wolf  and  a  magical  firebird.  There  was  a  pause,  and  then came the usual requests for the same old stories. Celaena didn’t acknowledge the

heads that turned in her direction as she asked from the sink, “Do you know any

stories about Queen Maeve?” 

Dead. Silence. Emrys’s eyes widened before he smiled faintly and said, “Lots. 

Which one would you like to hear?” 

“The earliest ones that you know. All of them.” If she was going to face her

aunt again, perhaps she should start learning as much as she could. Emrys might

know stories that hadn’t reached the shores of her own lands. If the stories about

the  skinwalkers  had  been  true,  if  the  immortal  stags  were  real  …  perhaps  she could glean something vital here. 

There were some nervous glances, but at last Emrys said, “Then I shall start

at the beginning.” 

Celaena nodded and moved to sit in her usual chair, propped against the back

door near the sharp-eyed hawk. Rowan clicked his beak, but she didn’t dare look over her shoulder at him. Instead, she dug into an entire loaf of bread. 

“Long ago, when there was no mortal king on Wendlyn’s throne, the faeries

still  walked  among  us.  Some  were  good  and  fair,  some  were  prone  to  little

mischiefs,  and  some  were  fouler  and  darker  than  the  blackest  night.  But  they were all of them ruled by Maeve and her two sisters, whom they called Mora and

Mab.  Cunning  Mora,  who  bore  the  shape  of  a  great  hawk”—that  was  Rowan’s

mighty  bloodline—“Fair  Mab,  who  bore  the  shape  of  a  swan.  And  the  dark

Maeve, whose wildness could not be contained by any single form.” 

Emrys recited the history, much of which Celaena knew: Mora and Mab had

fallen in love with human men, and yielded their immortality. Some said Maeve

forced  them  to  give  up  their  gift  of  eternal  life  as  punishment.  Some  said  they wanted to, if only to escape their sister. 

And  when  Celaena  asked,  the  room  falling  deathly  silent  again,  if  Maeve

herself  had  ever  mated,  Emrys  told  her  no—though  she  had  come  close,  at  the dawn  of  time.  A  warrior,  rumor  claimed,  had  stolen  her  heart  with  his  clever mind and pure soul. But he had died in some long-ago war and lost the ring he’d

intended  for  her,  and  since  then,  Maeve  had  cherished  her  warriors  above  all others.  They  loved  her  for  it—made  her  a  mighty  queen  whom  no  one  dared

challenge. Celaena expected Rowan to puff his feathers at that, but he remained

still and quiet on his perch. 

Emrys told stories about the Fae Queen well into the night, painting a portrait

of  a  ruthless,  cunning  ruler  who  could  conquer  the  world  if  she  wished,  but instead kept to her forest realm of Doranelle, planting her stone city in the heart

of a massive river basin. 

Celaena picked through the details and committed them to memory, trying not

to think about the prince perched a few feet above her who had willingly sworn a

blood oath to the immortal monster who dwelled beyond the mountains. She was

about to ask for another story when she caught the motion in the trees. 

She choked on the piece of blackberry pie she was in the middle of devouring

as the massive mountain cat trotted from the forest and across the rain-drenched

grass, heading right for their door. The rain had darkened its golden fur, and its

eyes gleamed in the torches. Did the guards not see it? Malakai was listening to

his mate with rapt attention. She opened her mouth to shout a warning when she

paused. 

The  guards  saw  everything.  And  weren’t  shooting.  Because  it  wasn’t  a

mountain cat, but—

In a flash that could have been distant lightning, the mountain cat became a

[image: Image 577]

tall,  broad-shouldered  male  walking  toward  the  open  door.  Rowan  surged  into

flight, then shifted, seamlessly landing midstride as he walked into the rain. 

The  two  males  clasped  forearms  and  clapped  each  other  on  the  back—a

quick, efficient greeting. With the rain and Emrys’s narrating it was hard to hear, 

and she silently cursed her mortal ears as she strained to listen. 

“I’ve been looking for you for six weeks,” the golden-haired stranger said, his

voice sharp but hollow. Not urgent, but tired and frustrated. “Vaughan said you

were at the eastern border, but Lorcan said you were on the coast, inspecting the

fleet. Then the twins told me that the queen had been all the way out here with

you and returned alone, so I came on a hunch …” He was babbling, his lack of

control  at  odds  with  his  hard  muscles  and  the  weapons  strapped  to  him.  A

warrior,  like  Rowan—though  his  surprisingly  lovely  face  had  none  of  the

prince’s severity. 

Rowan put a hand on the male’s shoulder. “I heard what happened, Gavriel.” 

Was  this  one  of  Rowan’s  mysterious  friends?  She  wished  Emrys  were  free  to

identify him. Rowan had told her so little about his five companions, but it was

clear  that  Rowan  and  Gavriel  were  more  than  acquaintances.  She  sometimes

forgot that Rowan had a life beyond this fortress. It hadn’t bothered her before, 

and  she  wasn’t  sure  why  remembering  it  now  suddenly  settled  in  her  stomach

like a dead weight, or why it suddenly mattered that Rowan at least acknowledge

that she was there. That she existed. 

Gavriel scrubbed at his face, his heavily muscled back expanding as he took a

breath. “I know you probably don’t want to—” 

“Just tell me what you want and it will be done.” 

Gavriel seemed to deflate, and Rowan guided him toward another door. They

both  moved  with  unearthly,  powerful  grace—as  if  the  rain  itself  parted  to  let them through. Rowan didn’t even look back at her before he disappeared. 

Rowan  didn’t  come  back  for  the  rest  of  the  night,  and  curiosity,  not  kindness, made  her  realize  his  friend  probably  hadn’t  had  dinner.  At  least,  no  one  had brought anything out of the kitchen, and Rowan hadn’t called for food. So why

not bring up a tray of stew and bread? 

Balancing the heavy tray on her hip, she knocked on his door. The murmuring

within went silent, and for a second, she had the mortifying thought that perhaps

the  male  was  here  for  a  far  more  intimate  reason.  Then  someone  snapped, 

“What?” and she eased open the door wide enough to glance in. “I thought you

might want some stew and—” 

Well,  the  stranger   was  half-naked.  And  lying  on  his  back  atop  Rowan’s worktable. But Rowan was fully clothed, seated before him, and looking pissed

as hell. Yes, she had certainly walked in on something private. 

It took a heartbeat to note the flattened needles, the small cauldron-shaped vat

of dark pigment, the rag soaked with ink and blood, and the tracings of a tattoo

snaking from the stranger’s left pectoral down his ribs and right to his hip bone. 

“Get out,” Rowan said flatly, lowering the needle. Gavriel lifted his head, the

bright candles showing tawny eyes glazed with pain—and not necessarily from

the  markings  being  etched  over  his  heart  and  rib  cage.  Words  in  the  Old

Language, just like Rowan’s. There were already so many—most of them aged

and interrupted by various scars. 

“Do you want the stew?” she asked, still staring at the tattoo, the blood, the

little iron pot of ink, and the way Rowan seemed as much at ease with the tools

in his hands as he did with his weapons. Had he made his own tattoo? 

“Leave  it,”  he  said,  and  she  knew—just  knew—that  he  would  bite  her  head

off  later.  Schooling  her  features  into  neutrality,  she  set  the  tray  on  the  bed  and walked back to the door. 

“Sorry to interrupt.” Whatever the tattoos were for, however they knew each

other,  she  had  no  right  to  be  in  here.  The  pain  in  the  stranger’s  eyes  told  her enough.  She’d  seen  it  in  her  own  reflection  plenty.  Gavriel’s  attention  darted between her and Rowan, his nostrils flaring—he was smelling her. 

It was definitely time to get the hell out. “Sorry,” she said again, and shut the

door behind her. 

She made it two steps down the hall before she had to stop and lean against

the  stone  wall,  rubbing  at  her  face.  Stupid.  Stupid  to  even  care  what  he  did outside of training, to think he might consider sharing personal information with

her, even if it was only that he was retiring to his rooms early. It hurt, though—

more than she wanted to admit. 

She was about to drag herself to her room when the door flung open down the

hall  and  Rowan  stormed  out,  practically  glowing  with  ire.  But  just  seeing  the lividness written all over him had her riding that reckless, stupid edge again, and

clinging to the anger was easier than embracing the quiet darkness that wanted to

pull her down, down, down. Before he could start shouting, she asked, “Do you

do it for money?” 

A flicker of teeth. “One, it’s none of your business. And two, I would never

stoop  so  low.”  The  look  he  gave  her  told  her  exactly  what  he  thought  of   her profession. 

“You know, it might be better if you just slapped me instead.” 

“Instead of what?” 

“Instead  of  reminding  me  again  and  again  how  rutting  worthless  and  awful

and cowardly I am. Believe me, I can do the job well enough on my own. So just

hit me, because I’m damned tired of trading insults. And you know what? You

didn’t  even  bother  to  tell  me  you’d  be  unavailable.  If  you’d  said  something,  I never would have come. I’m sorry I did. But you just  left me downstairs.” 

Saying  those  last  words  made  a  sharp,  quick  panic  rise  up  in  her,  an  aching pain that had her throat closing. “You left me,” she repeated. Maybe it was only

out of blind terror at the abyss opening up again around her, but she whispered, 

“I have no one left. No one.” 

She hadn’t realized how much she meant it, how much she needed it not to be

true, until now. 

His features remained impassive, turning vicious, even, as he said, “There is

nothing  that  I  can  give  you.  Nothing  I   want  to  give  you.  You  are  not  owed  an explanation  for  what  I  do  outside  of  training.  I  don’t  care  what  you  have  been through or what you want to do with your life. The sooner you can sort out your

whining and self-pity, the sooner I can be rid of you. You are nothing to me, and

I  do not care.” 

There was a faint ringing in her ears that turned into a roar. And beneath it, a

sudden wave of numbness, a too-familiar lack of sight or sound or feeling. She

didn’t know why it happened, because she had been so dead set on hating him, 

but … it would have been nice, she supposed. It would have been nice to have

one person who knew the absolute truth about her—and didn’t hate her for it. 

It would have been really, really nice. 

She walked away without another word. With each step she took back to her

room, that flickering light inside of her guttered. 

And went out. 

Chapter 34

Celaena  did  not  remember  curling  up  in  her  bed,  boots  still  on.  She  did  not remember her dreams, or feel the pangs of hunger or thirst when she awoke, and

she could barely respond to anyone as she trudged down to the kitchen and set

about helping with breakfast. Everything swirled past in dull colors and whispers

of sound. But she was still. A bit of rock in a stream. 

Breakfast  passed,  and  when  it  was  done,  in  the  quiet  of  the  kitchen,  the

sounds sorted out into voices. A murmur—Malakai. A laugh—Emrys. 

“Look,”  Emrys  said,  coming  up  to  where  Celaena  stood  at  the  kitchen  sink, 

still staring out at the field. “Look what Malakai bought me.” 

She  caught  the  flash  of  the  golden  hilt  before  she  understood  Emrys  was

holding  out  a  new  knife.  It  was  a  joke.  The  gods  had  to  be  playing  a  joke.  Or they just truly, truly hated her. 

The hilt was engraved with lotus blossoms, a ripple of lapis lazuli edging the

bottom  like  a  river  wave.  Emrys  was  smiling,  eyes  bright.  But  that  knife,  the gold polished and bright …

“I got it from a merchant from the southern continent,” Malakai said from the

table, his satisfied tone enough to tell her that he was beaming. “It came all the

way from Eyllwe.” 

The numbness snapped. 

Snapped with such a violent crack that she was surprised they didn’t hear it. 

And  in  its  place  was  a  screaming,  high-pitched  and  keening,  loud  as  a

teakettle,  loud  as  a  storm  wind,  loud  as  the  sound  the  maid  had  emitted  the morning she’d walked into Celaena’s parents’ bedroom and seen the child lying

between their corpses. 

It was so loud that she could hardly hear herself as she said, “I do not care.” 

She  couldn’t  hear  anything  over  that  silent  screaming,  so  she  raised  her  own voice, breath coming fast, too fast, as she repeated, “I. Do. Not. Care.” 

Silence.  Then  Luca  warily  said  from  across  the  room,  “Elentiya,  don’t  be

rude.” 

Elentiya. Elentiya.  Spirit that cannot be broken. 

Lies,  lies,  lies.  Nehemia  had  lied  about  everything.  About  her  stupid  name, about  her  plans,  about   every  damn  thing.  And  she  was   gone.  All  that  Celaena
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would have left of her were reminders like this—weapons similar to the ones the

princess had worn with such pride. Nehemia was gone, and she had nothing left. 

Trembling  so  hard  she  thought  her  body  would  fall  apart  at  the  seams,  she

turned. “I do not care about you,” she hissed to Emrys and Malakai and Luca. “I

do  not  care  about  your  knife.  I  do  not  care  about  your  stories  or  your  little kingdom.”  She  pinned  Emrys  with  a  stare.  Luca  and  Malakai  were  across  the

room  in  an  instant,  stepping  in  front  of  the  old  man—teeth  bared.  Good.  They should  feel  threatened.  “So  leave  me  alone.  Keep  your  gods-damned  lives  to

yourselves and  leave me alone.” 

She was shouting now, but she couldn’t stop hearing the screaming, couldn’t

hone the anger into anything, couldn’t tell which way was up or down, only that

Nehemia had lied about everything, and her friend once had sworn an oath not to

—sworn an oath and broken it, just as she’d broken Celaena’s own heart the day

she let herself die. 

She  saw  the  tears  in  Emrys’s  eyes  then.  Sorrow  or  pity  or  anger,  she  didn’t care. Luca and Malakai were still between them, growling softly. A family—they

were a family, and they stuck together. They would rip her apart if she hurt one

of them. 

Celaena let out a low, joyless laugh as she took in the three of them. Emrys

opened his mouth to say whatever it was he thought would help. 

But Celaena let out another dead laugh and walked out the door. 

After an entire night of tattooing the names of the fallen onto Gavriel’s flesh and

listening to the warrior talk about the men he’d lost, Rowan sent him on his way

and headed for the kitchen. He found it empty save for the ancient male, who sat

at the empty worktable, hands wrapped around a mug. Emrys looked up, his eyes

bright and … grieving. 

The  girl  was  nowhere  to  be  seen,  and  for  a  heartbeat,  he  hoped  she’d  left

again, if only so he didn’t have to face what he’d said yesterday. The door to the

outside was open—as if someone had thrown it wide. She’d probably gone that

way. 

Rowan  took  a  step  toward  it,  nodding  his  greeting,  but  the  old  male  looked

him up and down and quietly said, “What are you doing?” 

“What?” 

Emrys didn’t raise his voice as he said, “To that girl. What are you doing that

makes her come in here with such emptiness in her eyes?” 
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“That’s none of your concern.” 

Emrys pressed his lips into a tight line. “What do you see when you look at

her, Prince?” 

He  didn’t  know.  These  days,  he  didn’t  know  a  damn  thing.  “That’s  none  of

your concern, either.” 

Emrys ran a hand over his weathered face. “I see her slipping away, bit by bit, 

because you shove her down when she so desperately needs someone to help her

back up.” 

“I don’t see why I would be of any use to—” 

“Did you know that Evalin Ashryver was my friend? She spent almost a year

working  in  this  kitchen—living  here  with  us,  fighting  to  convince  your  queen

that demi-Fae have a place in your realm. She fought for our rights until the very

day  she  departed  this  kingdom—and  the  many  years  after,  until  she  was

murdered by those monsters across the sea. So I knew. I knew who her daughter

was  the  moment  you  brought  her  into  this  kitchen.  All  of  us  who  were  here

twenty-five years ago recognized her for what she is.” 

It wasn’t often that he was surprised, but … Rowan just stared. 

“She has no hope, Prince. She has no hope left in her heart. Help her. If not

for her sake, then at least for what she represents—what she could offer all of us, 

you included.” 

“And what is that?” he dared ask. 

Emrys met his gaze unflinchingly as he whispered, “A better world.” 

Celaena walked and walked, until she found herself by the tree-lined shore of a

lake, glaringly bright in the midday sun. She figured it was as good a spot as any

as she crumpled to the mossy bank, as her arms wrapped tight around herself and

she bowed over her knees. 

There was nothing that could be done to fix her. And she was … she was …

A whimpering noise came out of her, lips trembling so hard she had to clamp

down to keep the sound inside. 

But the sound was in her throat and her lungs and her mouth, and when she

took a breath, it cracked out. Once she heard it, everything came spilling into the

world, until her body ached with the force of it. 

She vaguely felt the light shifting on the lake. Vaguely felt the sighing wind, 

warm as it brushed against her damp cheeks. And heard, so soft it was as if she
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dreamed it, a woman’s voice whispering,  Why are you crying, Fireheart? 

It had been ten years—ten long years since she had heard her mother’s voice. 

But she heard it then over the force of her weeping, as clear as if she knelt beside

her.  Fireheart—why do you cry? 

“Because  I  am  lost,”  she  whispered  onto  the  earth.  “And  I  do  not  know  the

way.” 

It was what she had never been able to tell Nehemia—that for ten years, she

had been unsure how to find the way home, because there was no home left. 

Storm  winds  and  ice  crackled  against  her  skin  before  she  registered  Rowan

sitting  down  beside  her,  legs  out,  palms  braced  behind  him  in  the  moss.  She raised  her  head,  but  didn’t  bother  to  wipe  her  face  as  she  stared  across  the glittering lake. 

“You want to talk about it?” he asked. 

“No.”  Swallowing  a  few  times,  she  yanked  a  handkerchief  from  her  pocket

and blew her nose, her head clearing with each breath. 

They sat in silence, no sound but the quiet lapping of the lake on the mossy

bank and the wind in the leaves. Then—“Good. Because we’re going.” 

Bastard. She called him as much, and then asked, “Going  where?” 

He smiled grimly. “I think I’ve started to figure you out, Aelin Galathynius.” 

“What in every burning ring of hell,” Celaena panted, gazing at the cave mouth

nestled into the base of the craggy mountain, “are we doing here?” 

It had been a five-mile hike. Uphill. With hardly anything in her stomach. 

The trees butted against the gray stones, flowing up the slope for a ways and

then fading into lichen-covered rock that eventually turned into the snow-capped

peak that marked the barrier between Wendlyn and Doranelle beyond. For some

reason, this hulking giant made the hair on her neck stand up. And it had nothing

to do with the frozen wind. 

Rowan  strode  into  the  gaping  maw  of  the  cave  mouth,  his  pale-gray  cloak

flapping behind him. “Hurry up.” 

Pulling her own cloak tighter around her, she staggered after him. This was a

bad sign. A horrible sign, actually, because whatever was in that cave …

She walked into the dark, following Rowan by the light on his hair, letting her

eyes  adjust.  The  ground  was  rocky,  the  stones  small  and  worn  smooth.  And

littered with rusted weapons, armor, and—clothes. No skeletons. Gods, it was so

cold that she could see her breath, see—

“Tell me I’m hallucinating.” 

Rowan  had  stopped  at  the  edge  of  an  enormous  frozen  lake,  stretching  into

the  gloom.  Sitting  on  a  blanket  in  its  center,  the  chains  around  his  wrists anchored under the ice, was Luca. 

Luca’s chains clanked as he raised a hand in greeting. “I thought you’d never

show.  I’m   freezing,”  he  called,  and  tucked  his  hands  back  under  his  arms.  The sound echoed throughout the chamber. 

The  thick  sheet  of  ice  covering  the  lake  was  so  clear  that  she  could  see  the water  beneath—pale  stones  on  the  bottom,  what  looked  to  be  old  roots  from

trees long dead, and no sign of life whatsoever. An occasional sword or dagger

or lance poked up from the stones. “What is this place?” 

“Go get him,” was Rowan’s answer. 

“Are you out of your mind?” 

Rowan  gave  her  a  smile  that  suggested  he  was,  in  fact,  insane.  She  stepped

toward  the  ice,  but  he  blocked  her  path  with  a  muscled  arm.  “In  your  other form.” 

Luca’s  head  was  angled,  as  if  trying  to  hear.  “He  doesn’t  know  what  I  am,” 

she murmured. 

“You’ve been living in a fortress of demi-Fae, you know. He won’t care.” 

That  was  the  least  of  her  concerns,  anyway.  “How  dare  you  drag  him  into

this?” 

“You dragged him in yourself when you insulted him—and Emrys. The least

you  can  do  is  retrieve  him.”  He  blew  out  a  breath  toward  the  lake,  and  the  ice thawed  by  the  shore,  then  hardened.  Holy  gods.  He’d  frozen  the  whole  damn

lake. He was  that powerful? 

“I  hope  you  brought  snacks!”  Luca  said.  “I’m  starving.  Hurry  up,  Elentiya. 

Rowan said you had to do this as part of your training, and …” He prattled on

and on. 

“What  is  the  gods-damned  point  of  this?  Just  punishment  for  acting  like  an

ass?” 

“You  can  control  your  power  in  human  form—keep  it  dormant.  But  the

moment you switch, the moment you get agitated or angry or afraid, the moment

you remember how much your power scares you, your magic rises up to protect

you.  It  doesn’t  understand  that   you  are  the  source  of  those  feelings,  not  some external  threat.  When  there   is  an  outside  threat,  when  you  forget  to  fear  your power long enough, you have control. Or  some control.” He pointed again to the

sheet of ice between her and Luca. “So free him.” 

If she lost control, if her fire got out of her … well, fire and ice certainly went

well together, didn’t they? “What happens to Luca if I fail?” 

“He’ll be very cold and very wet. And possibly die.” From the smile on his

face, she knew he was enough of a sadist to let the boy go under with her. 

“Were  the  chains  really  necessary?  He’ll  go  right  to  the  bottom.”  A  stupid, 

bleating kind of panic was starting to fill her veins. 

When  she  held  out  her  hand  for  the  key  to  Luca’s  chains,  Rowan  shook  his

head.  “Control  is  your  key.  And  focus.  Cross  the  lake,  then  figure  out  how  to free him without drowning the both of you.” 

“Don’t give me a lesson like you’re some mystical-nonsense master! This is

the  stupidest thing I have ever had to—” 

“Hurry,” Rowan said with a wolfish grin, and the ice gave a collective groan. 

As if it was melting. Though some small voice in her head told her he wouldn’t

let the boy drown, she couldn’t trust him, not after last night. 

She  took  one  step  closer  to  the  ice.  “You  are  a   bastard.”  When  Luca  was safely  home,  she  would  start  finding  ways  to  make  Rowan’s  life  a  living  hell. 

She  punched  through  her  inner  veil,  the  pain  barely  registering  as  her  features shifted. 

“I was waiting to see your Fae form!” Luca said. “We were all taking bets on

when—” And on and on. 

She scowled at Rowan, his tattoo even more detailed now that she was seeing

it  with  Fae  eyes.  “It  gives  me  comfort  to  know  that  people  like  you  have  a special place in hell waiting for them.” 

“Tell me something I don’t already know.” 

She gave him a particularly vulgar gesture as she stepped onto the ice. 

As  she  took  each  tentative  step—small  ones  at  first—she  could  see  the  lake

bottom sloping away into darkness, swallowing the spread of lost weapons. Luca

had finally shut up. 

It  was  only  when  she  stepped  past  the  visible  edge  of  the  rocky  shelf  and

hovered over the dark depths that her breath hitched. She slid her foot, and the

ice groaned. 

Groaned, and  cracked, spiderwebbing under her foot. She froze, gaping like a

fool  as  the  cracks  spread  wider  and  wider,  and  then—she  kept  moving.  There

was another crack beneath her boots. Did the ice move? “Stop it,” she hissed at

Rowan, but didn’t dare look behind her. 

Her magic shuddered awake, and she went still as death.  No. 

But there it was, filling up the spaces in her. 

The  ice  emitted  a  deep  groan  that  could  only  mean  something  cold  and  wet

was  coming  her  way  really  damn  soon,  and  she  took  another  step,  if  only

because the way back seemed like it would shatter. She was sweating now—the

magic, the fire was warming her from the inside out. 

“Elentiya?” Luca asked, and she held out a hand toward him—a silent gesture

to shut his stupid mouth as she closed her eyes and  breathed, imagining the cold air around them filling her lungs, freezing over the well of power. Magic—it was

 magic. In Adarlan it was a death trap. 

She  clenched  her  hands  into  fists.  Here  it  was   not  a  death  trap.  In  this  land, she could have it, could wear whatever form she wished. 

The  ice  stopped  groaning,  but  it  had  clouded  and  thinned  around  her.  She

started sliding her feet, keeping as balanced and fluid as she could, humming a

melody—a bit of a symphony that used to calm her. She let the beat anchor her, 

dull the edge of her panic. 

The magic simmered to embers, pulsing with each breath.  I am safe, she told

it.  Relatively safe.  If  Rowan  was  right,  and  it  was  just  a  reaction  to  protect  her from some enemy …

Fire was the reason she’d been banned from the Library of Orynth when she

was  eight,  after  accidentally  incinerating  an  entire  bookcase  of  ancient

manuscripts when she grew irritated with the Master Scholar lecturing her about

decorum.  It  had  been  a  beautiful,  horrible  relief  to  wake  up  one  day  not  too many months after that and know magic was gone. That she could hold a book—

hold what she adored most—and not worry about turning it to ash if she became

upset or tired or excited. 

Celaena  Sardothien,  gloriously  mortal  Celaena,  never  had  to  worry  about

accidentally  scorching  a  playmate,  or  having  a  nightmare  that  might  incinerate her  bedroom.  Or  burning  all  of  Orynth  to  the  ground.  Celaena  had  been

everything  Aelin  wasn’t.  She  had  embraced  that  life,  even  if  Celaena’s

accomplishments were death and torture and pain. 

“Elentiya?” She’d been staring at the ice. Her magic flickered again. 

Burning  a  city  to  the  ground.  That  was  the  fear  she  overheard  Melisande’s

emissary hiss at her parents and uncle. She’d been told he had come to see about

an  alliance,  but  she  later  understood  he’d  really  come  to  gather  information  on her.  Melisande  had  a  young  queen  on  its  throne,  and  she  wanted  to  assess  the threat she might face from the heir of Terrasen one day. Wanted to know if Aelin

Galathynius would become a weapon of war. 

The  ice  fogged  over,  and  a   crack  splintered  through  the  air.  The  magic  was

pulsing its way out of her, snapping its jaws at every breath she took. 

“You are in control now,” Rowan said from the shore. “You are its master.” 

She  was  halfway  there.  She  took  one  more  step  toward  Luca,  and  the  ice

cracked further. His chains rustled—impatience, or fear? 

She had never been in control. Even as Celaena, control had been an illusion. 

Other masters had held her reins. 

“You are the keeper of your own fate,” Rowan said softly from the shore, as if

he knew exactly what was flowing through her head. 

She hummed some more, the music wending its way from her memory. And

somehow … somehow the flame grew quiet. Celaena took a step forward, then

another.  The  power  smoldering  in  her  veins  would  never  go  away;  she  was  far more likely to hurt someone if she didn’t master it. 

She  scowled  over  her  shoulder  at  Rowan,  who  was  now  striding  along  the

shore, examining some of the fallen blades. There was a hint of triumph in his

usually hollow eyes, but he turned away and approached a small crevice in the

cave  wall,  feeling  for  something  inside.  She  kept  walking,  the  watery  abyss

deepening.  She  had  mastered  her  mortal  body  as  an  assassin.  Mastering  her

immortal power was just another task. 

Luca’s  eyes  were  wide  as  she  came  at  last  within  touching  distance.  “You

have nothing to hide, you know. We all knew you could shift, anyway,” he said. 

“And if it makes you feel any better, Sten’s animal form is a pig. He won’t even

shift for shame.” 

She  would  have  laughed—actually  felt  her  insides  tighten  to  bark  out  the

sound  that  had  been  buried  for  months,  but  then  she  remembered  the  chains

around his wrists. The magic had quieted down, but now … melt through them, 

or  melt  the  ice  where  they  were  anchored  and  let  him  drag  the  chains  back?  If she  went  for  the  ice,  she  could  easily  send  them  right  to  the  bottom  of  this ancient lake. And if she went for the chains … Well, she could lose control and

send  them  to  the  bottom,  but  she  could  also  wind  up  burning  him.  At  best, 

branding  him  where  the  manacles  were.  At  worst,  melting  his  bones.  Better  to risk the ice. 

“Erm,” Luca said. “I’ll forgive every awful thing you said earlier if we can go

eat something right now. It smells awful in here.” His senses had to be sharper

than hers—the cave had only a faint hint of rust, mold, and rotting things. 

“Just hold still and stop talking,” she said, more sharply than she’d intended. 

But he shut up as she eased to the spot where Rowan had frozen the chains. As

carefully as she could, she knelt, spreading her weight out evenly. 

She  slid  one  palm  against  the  ice,  eyeing  the  chain’s  path  to  the  hanging

length swaying in the water beneath. 

Swaying—there must be a current. Which meant Rowan had to be constantly

sealing  the  ice  …  The  cold  bit  into  her  palm,  and  she  eyed  Luca  on  the  fur blanket before she turned back to the anchor. If the ice broke, she’d have to grab

him. Rowan was out of his damned mind. 

She  took  several  long  breaths,  letting  the  magic  calm  and  cool  and  gutter. 

Then, hand pressed flat against the ice, she crooked an inner finger at her power

and pulled out a tiny, burning thread. It flowed down her arm, snaked around her

wrist, and then settled in her palm, her skin warming, the ice …  glowing a bright red. Luca yelped as the ice splintered around them. 

“Control,” Rowan barked from the shore, pulling free a discarded sword from

where  it  had  been  knocked  into  the  little  crevice  in  the  wall,  its  golden  hilt glinting. Celaena clamped on the magic so hard it suffocated. A small hole had

melted where her palm had been—but not all the way through. Not big enough

to free the chain. 

She could master this. She could master herself again. The well inside of her

filled up and she pushed back, willing only that thread to squeeze free and into

the ice, burrowing like a worm, gnawing away at the cold … There was a clank

of metal, and a hiss, and then—“Oh, thank the gods,” Luca moaned, hauling the

length of chain out of the hole. 

She  spooled  the  thread  of  power  back  into  herself,  into  that  well,  and  was

suddenly cold. 

“Please tell me you brought food,” Luca said again. 

“Is that why you came? Rowan promised you snacks?” 

“I’m a growing boy.” He winced when he looked at Rowan. “And you don’t

say no to him.” 

No,  indeed,  no  one  ever  said  no  to  him,  and  that  was  probably  why  Rowan

thought a scheme like this was acceptable. Celaena sighed through her nose and

looked  at  the  small  hole  she’d  made.  A  feat—a  miracle.  As  she  was  about  to stand and help Luca navigate the way back to shore, she glanced at the ice once

more. No, not the ice—the water beneath. 

Where a giant red eye was staring right at her. 

Chapter 35

The next four words that came out of Celaena’s mouth were so vulgar that Luca

choked.  But  Celaena  didn’t  move  as  a  massive,  jagged,  white  line  gleamed

unnervingly far from that red eye. 

“Get off the ice  now,” she breathed to Luca. 

Because  that  jagged  white  line—those  were  teeth.  Big,  rip-your-arm-off-in-

one-bite teeth. And they were floating up from the depths, toward the hole she’d

made. That was why there were no skeletons—only the weapons that had failed

the fools who’d wandered into this cave. 

“Holy gods,” Luca said, peering from behind her. “What  is that?” 

“Shut up and go,” she hissed. On the shore, Rowan’s eyes were wide, his face

strained beneath his tattoo. He hadn’t realized this lake wasn’t empty. 

“Now, Luca,” Rowan growled, his sword out, the blade he’d swiped from the

ground still sheathed in his other hand. 

It was swimming toward them, lazily. Curious. As it neared, she could make

out a snaking body as pale as the stones on the bottom of the lake. She’d never

seen  anything  so  huge,  so  ancient,  and—and  there  was  only  a  thin  layer  of  ice keeping her separated from it. 

When Luca started trembling, his tan skin going pale, Celaena surged to her

feet, the ice groaning. “Don’t look down,” she said, gripping his elbow. A patch

of thicker ice hardened under their feet and spread—a path for the shore. “Go,” 

she told the boy, giving him a light shove. He started into a swift shuffle-slide. 

She let him get ahead, giving him time so she could guard his back, and glanced

down again. 

She  swallowed  her  shout  as  a  scaled,  massive  head  stared  up  at  her.  Not  a

dragon  or  a  wyvern,  not  a  serpent  or  a  fish,  but  something  in  between.  It  was missing an eye, the flesh scarred around the empty socket. What in hell had done

that?  Was  there  something   worse  down  there,  swimming  at  the  belly  of  the mountain?  Of  course—of  course  she’d  be  left  unarmed  in  the  center  of  a  lake lined with weapons. 

“Faster,” Rowan barked. Luca was already halfway to the shore. 

Celaena  broke  into  Luca’s  same  shuffle-slide,  not  trusting  herself  to  stay

upright if she ran. Just as she took her third step, a flash of bone-white snapped

up through the depths, twisting like a striking asp. 

The long tail whipped against the ice and the world  bounced. 

She went up, legs buckling as the ice lifted from the blow, and then slammed

onto her hands and knees. Celaena shoved down the magic that arose to protect

and  burn  and  maim.  She  scrambled  and  veered  aside  as  the  scaly,  horned  head hurtled toward the ice near her feet. 

The surface jolted. Farther out, but getting closer, the ice was breaking. As if

all  of  Rowan’s  concentration  was  now  spent  on  keeping  a  thin  bridge  of  ice

frozen between her and the shore. “Weapon,” she gasped out, not daring to take

her attention off the creature. 

“Hurry,” Rowan barked, and Celaena lifted her head long enough to see him

slide  the  blade  he’d  found  across  the  ice,  a  brisk  wind  spinning  it  toward  her. 

Luca  abandoned  the  blanket,  shuffle-running,  and  Celaena  scooped  up  the

golden-hilted sword as she followed him. A ruby the size of a chicken egg was

embedded in the hilt, and despite the age of the scabbard, the blade shone when

she whipped it free, as if it had been freshly polished. Something clattered from

the  scabbard  onto  the  ice—a  plain  golden  ring.  She  grabbed  it,  shoving  it  into her pocket, and ran faster, as—

The  ice  lifted  again,  the   boom  of  that  mighty  tail  as  horrific  as  the  moving surface  beneath  her.  Celaena  stayed  up  this  time,  sinking  onto  her  haunches  as she clutched the sword, part of her marveling at the balance and beauty if it; but

Luca,  slipping  and  sliding,  went  down.  She  reached  him  in  a  few  heartbeats, 

hauling him up by the back of his tunic and gripping him tight as the ice lifted

again and again and again. 

They got past the drop-off, and she almost groaned with relief at the sight of

the  pale  stone  shelf  beneath  their  feet.  The  ice  behind  them  exploded  up, 

freezing water showering them, and then—

She  didn’t  stop  as  those  nostrils  huffed.  Didn’t  stop  hauling  Luca  toward

Rowan, whose brow gleamed with sweat as massive talons scraped over the ice, 

gouging four deep lines. 

She dragged the boy the last ten yards, then five, then they were on the shore

and  to  Rowan,  who  let  out  a  shuddering  breath.  Celaena  turned  in  time  to  see something out of a nightmare trying to crawl onto the ice, its one red eye wild

with  hunger,  its  massive  teeth  promising  a  brutal  and  cold  kind  of  death.  As Rowan’s sigh finished sounding, the ice melted, and the creature plunged below. 

Back  on  solid  ground,  suddenly  aware  that  the  ice  had  also  been  a  barrier, 

Celaena again grabbed Luca, who was looking ready to vomit, and bolted from

the  cave.  There  was  nothing  keeping  that  creature  from  climbing  out  of  the

water,  and  the  sword  was  about  as  useful  as  a  toothpick  against  it.  Who  knew
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how fast it could move on land? 

Luca  was  chanting  a  steady  stream  of  prayers  to  various  gods  as  Celaena

yanked him down the rocky path and into the glaring afternoon sun, stumbling

near-blind until they hit the murky woods, dodging trees mostly by luck, faster

and faster downhill, and then—

A  roar  that  shook  the  stones  and  sent  the  birds  scattering  into  the  air,  the leaves rustling. But a roar of rage and hunger—not of triumph. As if the creature

had reached the edge of the cave and, after millennia in the watery dark, could

not  withstand  the  sunshine.  She  didn’t  want  to  consider,  as  they  kept  running from the echoing roar, what might have happened if it had been night. What still

might happen at nightfall. 

After  a  while,  she  sensed  Rowan  behind  them.  Yet  she  cared  only  for  her

young charge, who panted and cursed all the way back to the fortress. 

When Mistward was in sight, she told Luca only one thing before she sent him

ahead: keep his mouth shut about what had happened in the cave. The moment

the sounds of him crashing through the brush had faded, she turned. 

Rowan  was  standing  there,  panting  as  well,  his  sword  now  sheathed.  She

plunged her new blade into the earth, the ruby in the hilt glowing in a patch of

sunlight. 

“I will  kill you,” she snarled. And launched herself at him. 

Even  in  her  Fae  form,  he  still  was  faster  than  her,  stronger,  and  dodged  her with fluid ease. Slamming face-first into the tree was better than colliding with

the  stone  walls  of  the  fortress,  though  not  by  much.  Her  teeth  sang,  but  she whirled and lunged for Rowan again, now standing so close, his teeth bared. He

couldn’t dodge her as she grabbed him by the front of his jacket and connected. 

Oh, hitting him in the face felt  good, even as her knuckles split and throbbed. 

He  snarled  and  threw  her  to  the  ground.  The  air  whooshed  out  of  her  chest, and  the  blood  trickling  out  of  her  nose  shot  back  down  her  throat.  Before  he could sit on her, she got her legs around him and shoved with every ounce of that

immortal  strength.  And  just  like  that,  he  was  pinned,  his  eyes  wide  with  what could only be fury and surprise. 

She  hit  him  again,  her  knuckles  barking  in  agony.  “If  you   ever  again  bring someone  else  into  this,”  she  panted,  hitting  him  on  his  tattoo—on  that  gods-damned  tattoo.  “If  you  ever  endanger   anyone  else  the  way  you  did  today  …” 

The  blood  on  her  nose  splattered  on  his  face,  mingling,  she  noted  with  some

satisfaction,  with  blood  from  the  blows  she’d  given  him.  “I  will  kill  you.” 

Another  strike,  a  backhanded  blow,  and  it  vaguely  occurred  to  her  that  he  had gone  still  and  was  taking  it.  “I  will  rip  out  your  rutting  throat.”  She  bared  her canines. “You understand?” 

He turned his head to the side to spit blood. 

Her blood was pounding, so wild that every little restraint she’d locked into

place shattered. She shoved back against it, and the distraction cost her. Rowan

moved, and then she was under him again. She’d mangled his face, but he didn’t

seem to care as he growled, “I will do whatever I please.” 

“You will keep other people out of it!” she screamed, so loudly that the birds

stopped chattering. She thrashed against him, gripping his wrists. “No one else!” 

“Tell me why, Aelin.” 

That gods-damned name … She dug her nails into his wrists. “Because I am

 sick  of  it!”  She  was  gulping  down  air,  each  breath  shuddering  as  the  horrific realization she’d been holding at bay since Nehemia’s death came loose. “I told

her  I  would  not  help,  so  she  orchestrated  her  own  death.  Because  she  thought

…”  She  laughed—a  horrible,  wild  sound.  “She  thought  that  her  death  would

spur  me  into  action.  She  thought  I  could  somehow  do  more  than  her—that  she

was worth more dead. And she lied—about  everything. She lied to me because I

was a coward, and I hate her for it. I hate her for leaving me.” 

Rowan still pinned her, his warm blood dripping onto her face. 

She had said it. Said the words she’d been choking on for weeks and weeks. 

The rage seeped from her like a wave pulling away from shore, and she let go of

his wrists. “Please,” she panted, not caring that she was begging, “please don’t

bring anyone else into it. I will do anything you ask of me. But that is my line. 

Anything else but that.” 

His  eyes  were  veiled  as  he  finally  let  go  of  her  arms.  She  gazed  up  at  the canopy. She would not cry in front of him, not again. 

He peeled back, the space between them now a tangible thing. “How did she

die?” 

She  let  the  moisture  against  her  back  seep  into  her,  cool  her  bones.  “She

manipulated a mutual acquaintance into thinking he needed to kill her in order to

further his agenda. He hired an assassin, made sure I wasn’t around, and had her

murdered.” 

 Oh,  Nehemia.  She  had  done  it  all  out  of  a  fool’s  hope,  not  realizing  what  a waste it was. She could have allied with flawless Galan Ashryver and saved the

world—found a truly useful heir to the throne. 

“What happened to the two men?” A cold question. 
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“The assassin I hunted down and left in pieces in an alleyway. And the man

who  hired  him  …”  Blood  on  her  hands,  on  her  clothes,  in  her  hair,  Chaol’s

horrified stare. “I gutted him and dumped his body in a sewer.” 

They  were  two  of  the  worst  things  she’d  done,  out  of  pure  hatred  and

vengeance and rage. She waited for the lecture. But Rowan merely said, “Good.” 

She  was  so  surprised  that  she  looked  at  him—and  saw  what  she  had  done. 

Not  his  already  bruised  and  bleeding  face,  or  his  ripped  jacket  and  shirt,  now muddy.  But  right  where  she’d  gripped  his  forearms,  the  clothes  were  burned

through, the skin beneath covered in angry red welts. 

Handprints. She’d burned right through the tattoo on his left arm. She was on

her  feet  in  an  instant,  wondering  if  she  should  be  on  her  knees  begging  for forgiveness instead. 

It  must  have  hurt  like  hell.  Yet  he  had  taken  it—the  beating,  the  burning—

while  she  let  out  those  words  that  had  clouded  her  senses  for  so  many  weeks now. “I am … so sorry,” she started, but he held up a hand. 

“You do not apologize,” he said, “for defending the people you care about.” 

She supposed it was as much of an apology as she would ever get from him. 

She  nodded,  and  he  took  that  as  answer  enough.  “I’m  keeping  the  sword,”  she said,  yanking  it  free  of  the  earth.  She’d  be  hard-pressed  to  find  a  better  one anywhere in the world. 

“You haven’t earned it.” He fell silent, then added, “But consider this a favor. 

Leave it in your rooms when we’re training.” 

She  would  have  debated,  but  this  was  a  compromise,  too.  She  wondered  if

he’d made a compromise any time in the last century. “What if that thing tracks

us to the fortress once darkness falls?” 

“Even if it does, it can’t get past the wards.” When she raised her brows, he

said, “The stones around the fortress have a spell woven between them to keep

out enemies. Even magic bounces off it.” 

“Oh.”  Well,  that  explained  why  they  called  it  Mistward.  A  calm,  if  not

pleasant,  silence  fell  between  them  while  they  walked.  “You  know,”  she  said

slyly, “that’s twice now you’ve made a mess of my training with your tasks. I’m

fairly sure that makes you the worst instructor I’ve ever had.” 

He  gave  her  a  sidelong  look.  “I’m  surprised  it  took  you  this  long  to  call

attention to it.” 

She  snorted,  and  as  they  approached  the  fortress,  the  torches  and  candles

ignited as if to welcome them home. 

“I’ve  never  seen  such  a  sorry  sight,”  Emrys  hissed  as  Rowan  and  Celaena trudged  into  the  kitchen.  “Blood  and  dirt  and  leaves  over  every  inch  of  you both.” 

Indeed,  they  were  something  to  behold,  both  of  their  faces  swollen  and

lacerated,  covered  in  each  other’s  blood,  hair  a  mess,  and  Celaena  limping

slightly.  The  knuckles  of  two  of  her  fingers  were  split,  and  her  knee  throbbed from an injury she did not recall getting. 

“No better than alley cats, brawling at all hours of the day and night,” Emrys

said,  slamming  two  bowls  of  stew  onto  the  worktable.  “Eat,  both  of  you.  And then  get  cleaned  up.  Elentiya,  you’re  off  kitchen  duty  tonight  and  tomorrow.” 

Celaena  opened  her  mouth  to  object,  but  the  old  man  held  up  a  hand.  “I  don’t want  you  bleeding  on  everything.  You’ll  be  more  trouble  than  you’re  worth.” 

Wincing, Celaena slumped next to Rowan on the bench, and swore viciously at

the pain in her leg, her face, her arms. Swore at the pain in the ass sitting right

next to her. “Clean out your mouth, too, while you’re at it,” Emrys snapped. 

Luca was huddled by the fire, wide-eyed and making a sharp, cutting gesture

across his neck, as if to warn Celaena about something. Even Malakai, seated at

the  other  end  of  the  table  with  two  weathered  sentries,  was  watching  her  with raised brows. 

Rowan  was  already  hunched  over  the  table,  digging  into  his  stew.  She

glanced again at Luca, who frantically tapped his ears. 

She  hadn’t  shifted  back.  And—well,  now  they’d  all  noticed,  even  with  the

blood and dirt and leaves. Malakai met her stare, and she dared him—just  dared

the old man to say anything. But he shrugged and went back to his meal. So it

really wasn’t a surprise after all. She took a bite of her stew and had to bite back

her moan. Was it her Fae senses, or was it even more delicious tonight? 

Emrys was watching from the hearth, and Celaena gave him that challenging

look,  too.  She  punched  back  through  the  veil,  aching  as  she  shifted  into  her mortal form. But the old man brought her and Rowan a loaf of bread and said, 

“Makes no difference to me whether your ears are pointy or round, or what your

teeth look like. But,” he added, looking at Rowan, “I can’t deny I’m glad to see

you got in a few punches this time.” 

Rowan’s head snapped up from his bowl, and Emrys pointed a spoon at him. 

“Don’t you think you’ve had enough of beating each other into a pulp?” Malakai

stiffened,  but  Emrys  went  on,  “What  good  does  it  accomplish,  other  than

providing me with a scullery maid whose face scares the wits out of our sentries? 

You think any of us like to hear you two cursing and screaming every afternoon? 

The language you use is enough to curdle all the milk in Wendlyn.” 

Rowan lowered his head and mumbled something into his stew. 

For the first time in a long, long while, Celaena felt the corners of her lips tug

up. 

And that was when Celaena walked to the old man—and got onto her knees. 

She apologized, profusely. To Emrys, to Luca, to Malakai. Apologized because

they  deserved  it.  They  accepted,  but  Emrys  still  looked  wary.  Hurt,  even.  The shame  of  what  she’d  said  to  that  man,  to  all  of  them,  would  cling  to  her  for  a while. 

Though  it  made  her  stomach  twist  and  palms  sweat,  though  they  didn’t

mention names, she wasn’t all that surprised when Emrys told her that he and the

other old Fae knew who she was, and that her mother had worked to help them. 

But she  was surprised when Rowan took a spot at the sink and helped clean up

after the evening meal. 

They worked in an easy silence. There were still truths she hadn’t confessed

to, stains on her soul she couldn’t yet explore or express. But maybe—maybe he

wouldn’t walk away whenever she did find the courage to tell him. 

At the table, Luca was grinning with delight. Just seeing that smile—that bit

of proof that today’s events hadn’t scarred him completely—made Celaena look

at Emrys and say, “We had an adventure today.” 

Malakai set down his spoon and said, “Let me guess: it had something to do

with that roar that sent the livestock into pandemonium.” 

Though  Celaena  didn’t  smile,  her  eyes  crinkled.  “What  do  you  know  of  a

creature that dwells in the lake under …” She glanced at Rowan to finish. 

“Bald Mountain. And he can’t know that story,” Rowan said. “No one does.” 

“I am a Story Keeper,” Emrys said, staring down at him with all the wrath of

one of the iron figurines on the mantel. “And that means that the tales I collect

might  not  come  from  Fae  or  human  mouths,  but  I  hear  them  anyway.”  He  sat

down  at  the  table,  folding  his  hands  in  front  of  him.  “I  heard  one  story,  years ago, from a fool who thought he could cross the Cambrian Mountains and enter

Maeve’s  realm  without  invitation.  He  was  on  his  way  back,  barely  clinging  to life thanks to Maeve’s wild wolves in the passes, so we brought him here while

we sent for the healers.” 

Malakai  murmured,  “So  that’s  why  you  wouldn’t  give  him  a  moment’s

peace.” A twinkle in those old eyes, and Emrys gave his mate a wry smile. 

“He had a fierce infection, so at the time I thought it might have been a fever

dream,  but  he  told  me  he  found  a  cave  at  the  base  of  the  Bald  Mountain.  He camped there, because it was raining and cold and he planned to be off at first

light.  Still,  he  felt  like  something  was  watching  him  from  the  lake.  He  drifted

off, and awoke only because the ripples were lapping against the shore—ripples from the center of the lake. And just beyond the light of his fire, out in the deep, 

he spied something swimming. Bigger than a tree or any beast he’d ever seen.” 

“Oh, it was horrific,” Luca cut in. 

“You  said  you  were  out  with  Bas  and  the  other  scouts  on  border  patrol

today!”  Emrys  barked,  then  gave  Rowan  a  look  that  suggested  he’d  better  test his next meal for poison. 

Emrys  cleared  his  throat  and  was  soon  staring  at  the  table  again,  lost  in

thought.  “What  the  fool  learned  that  night  was  this:  the  creature  was  almost  as old as the mountain itself. It claimed to have been born in another world, but had

slipped into this one when the gods were looking elsewhere. It had preyed upon

Fae and humans until a mighty Fae warrior challenged it. And before the warrior

was  through,  he  carved  one  of  the  creature’s  eyes  out—for  spite  or  sport—and cursed  the  beast,  so  that  as  long  as  that  mountain  stood,  the  creature  would  be forced to live beneath it.” 

A monster from another realm. Had it been let in during the Valg wars, when

demons  had  opened  and  closed  portals  to  another  world  at  will?  How  many  of

the  horrific  creatures  that  dwelled  in  this  land  were  only  here  because  of  those long-ago battles over the Wyrdkeys? 

“So it has dwelled in the labyrinth of underwater caves under the mountain. It

has no name—for it forgot what it was called long ago, and those who meet it do

not return home.” 

Celaena rubbed her arms, wincing as the split skin of her knuckles stretched

with the movement. Rowan was staring directly at Emrys, his head cocked ever

so  slightly  to  the  side.  Rowan  glanced  at  her,  as  if  to  make  sure  she  was listening, and asked, “Who was the warrior who carved out its eye?” 

“The  fool  didn’t  know,  and  neither  did  the  beast.  But  the  language  it  spoke was Fae—an archaic form of the Old Language, almost indecipherable. It could

remember the gold ring he bore, but not what he looked like.” 

It took every ounce of effort not to grab for her pocket and the ring she’d put

in there, or to examine the sword she’d left by the door, and the ruby that might

not be a ruby after all. But it was impossible—too much of a coincidence. 

She  might  have  given  in  to  the  urge  to  look  had  Rowan  not  reached  for  his glass of water. He hid it well, and she didn’t think anyone else noticed, but as the

sleeve  of  his  jacket  shifted,  he  winced,  ever  so  slightly.  From  the  burns  she’d given  him.  They’d  been  blistering  earlier—they  must  be  screaming  in  agony

now. 

Emrys pinned the prince with a stare. “No more adventures.” 
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Rowan  glanced  at  Luca,  who  seemed  about  to  explode  with  indignation. 

“Agreed.” 

Emrys didn’t back down. “And no more brawling.” 

Rowan  met  Celaena’s  stare  over  the  table.  His  expression  yielded  nothing. 

“We’ll try.” 

Even Emrys deemed that an acceptable answer. 

Despite the exhaustion that slammed into her like a wall, Celaena couldn’t sleep. 

She kept thinking of the creature, of the sword and the ring she’d examined for

an  hour  without  learning  anything,  and  the  control,  however  shaky,  she’d

managed  to  have  on  the  ice.  Yet  she  kept  circling  back  to  what  she’d  done  to Rowan—how badly she’d burned him. 

 His pain tolerance must be tremendous, she thought as she twisted on her cot, 

huddled against the cold in the room. She eyed her tin of salve.  He should have

 gone to a healer for those burns. She tossed and turned for another five minutes before she yanked on her boots, grabbed the tin, and left. She’d probably get her

head bitten off again, but she wouldn’t get a wink of sleep if she were too busy

feeling guilty. Gods, she felt  guilty. 

She knocked softly on his door, half hoping he wasn’t there. But he snapped

“What?” and she winced and went in. 

His room was toasty and warm, if not a little old and shabby, especially the

worn  rugs  thrown  over  much  of  the  gray  stone  floor.  A  large  four-poster  bed occupied much of the space, a bed that was still made—and empty. Rowan was

seated at the worktable in front of the carved fireplace, shirtless and examining

what looked to be a map marked with the locations of those bodies. 

His  eyes  flashed  with  annoyance,  but  she  ignored  him  as  she  studied  the

massive tattoo that went from his face down his neck and shoulders and covered

the entirety of his left arm, straight to his fingertips. She hadn’t really looked that

day  in  the  woods,  but  now  she  marveled  at  its  beautiful,  unbroken  lines—save for the manacle-like burn around his wrist. Both wrists. 

“What do you want?” 

She  hadn’t  inspected  his  body  too  closely  before,  either.  His  chest—tan

enough to suggest he spent a good amount of time without a shirt—was sculpted

with muscle and covered in thick scars. From fights or battles or the gods knew

what. A warrior’s body that he’d had centuries to hone. 

She tossed the salve to him. “I thought you might want this.” 

He caught it with one hand, but his eyes remained on her. “I deserved it.” 

“Doesn’t mean I can’t feel bad.” 

He turned the tin over and over between his fingers. There was a particularly

long and nasty scar down his right pectoral—where had it come from? “Is this a

bribe?” 

“Give it back, if you’re going to be a pain in my ass.” She held out her hand. 

But he closed his fingers around the tin, then set it on his worktable. He said, 

“You could heal yourself, you know. Heal me, too. Nothing major, but you have

that gift.” 

She  knew—sort  of.  Her  magic  had  sometimes  healed  her  injuries  without

conscious  thought.  “It’s—it’s  the  drop  of  water  affinity  I  inherited  from  Mab’s line.”  The  fire  had  been  the  gift  of  her  father’s  bloodline.  “My  mother”—the words made her sick, but she said them for some reason—“told me that the drop

of water in my magic was my salvation—and sense of self-preservation.” A nod

from him, and she admitted, “I wanted to learn to use it like the other healers—

long ago, I mean. But never was allowed to. They said … well, it wouldn’t be all

that  useful,  since  I  didn’t  have  much  of  it,  and  Queens  don’t  become  healers.” 

She should stop talking. 

For  some  reason,  her  stomach  dropped  as  he  said,  “Go  to  bed.  Since  you’re

banned from the kitchen tomorrow, we’re training at dawn.” Well, she certainly

deserved the dismissal after burning him like that. So she turned, and maybe she

looked as pathetic as she felt, because he suddenly said, “Wait. Shut the door.” 

She obeyed. He didn’t give her leave to sit, so she leaned against the wooden

door and waited. He kept his back to her, and she watched the powerful muscles

expand and contract as he took a deep breath. Then another. Then—

“When my mate died, it took me a very, very long time to come back.” 

It took her a moment to think of what to say. “How long ago?” 

“Two hundred three years, twenty-seven days ago.” He gestured to the tattoo

on his face, neck, arms. “This tells the story of how it happened. Of the shame

I’ll carry until my last breath.” 

The  warrior  who  had  come  the  other  day  had  such  hollow  eyes  …  “Others

come to you to have their own grief and shame tattooed on them.” 

“Gavriel  lost  three  of  his  soldiers  in  an  ambush  in  the  southern  mountains. 

They  were  slaughtered.  He  survived.  For  as  long  as  he’s  been  a  warrior,  he’s tattooed  himself  with  the  names  of  those  under  his  command  who  have  fallen. 

But where the blame lies has little to do with the point of the markings.” 

“Were you to blame?” 

Slowly,  he  turned—not  quite  all  the  way,  but  enough  to  give  her  a  sidelong

glance. “Yes. When I was young, I was … ferocious in my efforts to win valor

for  myself  and  my  bloodline.  Wherever  Maeve  sent  me  on  campaigns,  I  went. 

Along the way, I mated a female of our race. Lyria,” he said, almost reverently. 

“She sold flowers in the market in Doranelle. Maeve disapproved, but … when

you meet your mate, there is nothing you can do to alter it. She was mine, and no

one  could  tell  me  otherwise.  Mating  her  cost  me  Maeve’s  favor,  and  I  still

yearned so badly to prove myself. So when war came calling and Maeve offered

me a chance to redeem myself, I took it. Lyria begged me not to go. But I was so

arrogant, so misguided, that I left her at our mountain home and went off to war. 

I left her alone,” he said, and again looked at Celaena. 

 You left me, she had said to him. That was when he’d snapped—the wounds

of centuries ago rising up to swallow him as viciously as her own past consumed

her. 

“I was gone for months, winning all that glory I so foolishly sought. And then

we  got  word  that  our  enemies  had  been  secretly  trying  to  gain  entrance  to

Doranelle  through  the  mountain  passes.”  Her  stomach  dropped  to  her  feet. 

Rowan ran a hand through his hair, scratched at his face. “I flew home. As fast

as  I’d  ever  flown.  When  I  got  there,  I  found  that  …  found  she  had  been  with child. And they had slaughtered her anyway, and burnt our house to cinders. 

“When you lose a mate, you don’t …” A shake of the head. “I lost all sense of

self, of time and place. I hunted them down, all the males who hurt her. I took a

long while killing them. She was pregnant—had been pregnant since I’d left her. 

But I’d been so enamored with my own foolish agenda that I hadn’t scented it on

her. I left my pregnant mate alone.” 

Her voice broke, but she managed to say, “What did you do after you killed

them?” 

His face was stark and his eyes focused on some far-off sight. “For ten years, 

I did nothing. I vanished. I went mad. Beyond mad. I felt nothing at all. I just …

left. I wandered the world, in and out of my forms, hardly marking the seasons, 

eating  only  when  my  hawk  told  me  it  needed  to  feed  or  it  would  die.  I   would have  let  myself  die—except  I  …  couldn’t  bring  myself  …”  He  trailed  off  and

cleared his throat. “I might have stayed that way forever, but Maeve tracked me

down. She said it was enough time spent in mourning, and that I was to serve her

as  prince  and  commander—to  work  with  a  handful  of  other  warriors  to  protect

the  realm.  It  was  the  first  time  I  had  spoken  to  anyone  since  that  day  I  found Lyria. The first time I’d heard my name—or remembered it.” 

“So you went with her?” 

“I had nothing. No one. At that point, I hoped serving her might get me killed, 

and  then  I  could  see  Lyria  again.  So  when  I  returned  to  Doranelle,  I  wrote  the story  of  my  shame  on  my  flesh.  And  then  I  bound  myself  to  Maeve  with  the

blood oath, and have served her since.” 

“How—how did you come back from that kind of loss?” 

“I  didn’t.  For  a  long  while  I  couldn’t.  I  think  I’m  still  …  not  back.  I  might never be.” 

She nodded, lips pressed tight, and glanced toward the window. 

“But maybe,” he said, quietly enough that she looked at him again. He didn’t

smile,  but  his  eyes  were  inquisitive.  “Maybe  we  could  find  the  way  back

together.” 

He  would  not  apologize  for  today,  or  yesterday,  or  for  any  of  it.  And  she

would  not  ask  him  to,  not  now  that  she  understood  that  in  the  weeks  she  had been looking at him it had been like gazing at a reflection. No wonder she had

loathed him. 

“I think,” she said, barely more than a whisper, “I would like that very much.” 

He held out a hand. “Together, then.” 

She studied the scarred, callused palm, then the tattooed face, full of  a  grim

sort  of  hope.  Someone  who  might—who   did  understand  what  it  was  like  to  be crippled at your very core, someone who was still climbing inch by inch out of

that abyss. 

Perhaps  they  would  never  get  out  of  it,  perhaps  they  would  never  be  whole

again, but … “Together,” she said, and took his outstretched hand. 

And somewhere far and deep inside her, an ember began to glow. 

Part Two

 Heir of Fire

Chapter 36

“Things  are  ready  for  your  meeting  tonight  with  Captain  Westfall?”  Aedion

could have sworn Ren Allsbrook bristled as he bit out the name. 

Seated  beside  the  young  lord  on  the  ledge  of  the  roof  of  the  warehouse

apartment,  Aedion  considered  Ren’s  tone,  decided  it  wasn’t  enough  of  a

challenge to warrant a verbal slap, and gave a nod as he went back to cleaning

his nails with one of his fighting knives. 

Ren had been recovering for days now, after the captain had set him up in the

guest room of the apartment. The old man had refused to take the main bedroom, 

saying he’d prefer the couch, but Aedion wondered what exactly Murtaugh had

observed when they arrived in the apartment. If he suspected who the owner was

—Celaena or Aelin or both—he revealed nothing. 

Aedion  hadn’t  seen  Ren  since  the  opium  den,  and  didn’t  really  know  why

he’d  bothered  to  come  tonight.  He  said,  “You’ve  managed  to  build  yourself  a

network  of  lowlifes  here.  That’s  a  far  cry  from  the  lofty  towers  of  Allsbrook Castle.” 

Ren’s jaw tightened. “You’re a far cry from the white towers of Orynth, too. 

We all are.” A breeze ruffled Ren’s shaggy hair. “Thank you. For—helping that

night.” 

“It was nothing,” Aedion said coolly, giving him a lazy smile. 

“You killed for me, then hid me. That isn’t nothing. I owe you.” 

Aedion was plenty used to accepting gratitude from other men, from his men, 

but this … “You should have told me,” he said, dropping the grin as he watched

the golden lights twinkling across the city, “that you and your grandfather had no

home.” Or money. No wonder Ren’s clothes were so shabby. The shame Aedion

had felt that night had almost overwhelmed him—and had haunted him for the

past few days, honing his temper to a near-lethal edge. He’d tried working it off

with  the  castle  guards,  but  sparring  with  the  men  who  protected  the  king  had only sharpened it. 

“I  don’t  see  how  it’s  relevant  to  anything,”  Ren  said  tightly.  Aedion  could

understand pride. The kind Ren had went deep, and admitting this vulnerability

was as hard for him as it was for Aedion to accept Ren’s gratitude. Ren said, “If

you find out how to break the spell on magic, you’re going to do it, right?” 

“Yes. It could make a difference in whatever battles lie ahead.” 

“It didn’t make a difference ten years ago.” Ren’s face was a mask of ice, and then Aedion remembered. Ren hardly had a drop of magic. But Ren’s two elder

sisters  …  The  girls  had  been  away  at  their  mountain  school  when  everything

went to hell. A school for magic. 

As if reading his thoughts, as if this were a reprieve from the city below them, 

Ren said, “When the soldiers dragged us to the butchering blocks, that was what

they  mocked  my  parents  about.  Because  even  with  their  magic,  my  sisters’

school was defenseless—they could do nothing against ten thousand soldiers.” 

“I’m sorry,” Aedion said. That was all he could offer for the time being, until

Aelin returned. 

Ren  looked  right  at  him.  “Going  back  to  Terrasen  will  be  …  hard.  For  me, 

and for my grandfather.” He seemed to struggle with the words, or just with the

idea of telling anyone anything, but Aedion gave him the time he needed. At last

Ren  said,  “I’m  not  sure  I’m  civilized  enough  anymore.  I  don’t  know  if  …  if  I could  be  a  lord,  even.  If  my  people  would   want  me  as  lord.  My  grandfather  is better suited, but he’s an Allsbrook by marriage and he says he doesn’t want to

rule.” 

Ah.  Aedion  found  himself  actually  pausing—contemplating.  The  wrong

word, the wrong reaction, could make Ren shut up forever. It shouldn’t matter, 

but it did. So he said, “My life has been war and death for the past ten years. It

will probably be war and death for the next few as well. But if there’s ever a day

when we find peace …” Gods, that word, that beautiful word. “It’ll be a strange

transition  for  all  of  us.  For  whatever  it’s  worth,  I  don’t  see  how  the  people  of Allsbrook  wouldn’t  embrace  a  lord  who  spent  years  trying  to  break  Adarlan’s

rule—or a lord who spent years in poverty for that dream.” 

“I’ve … done things,” Ren said. “Bad things.” Aedion had suspected as much

from the moment Ren gave them the address of the opium den. 

“So have we all,” Aedion said.  So has Aelin. He wanted to say it, but he still

didn’t want Ren or Murtaugh or anyone knowing a damn thing about her. It was

her story to tell. 

Aedion knew the conversation was about to take a turn for the ugly when Ren

tensed and asked too quietly, “What do you plan to do about Captain Westfall?” 

“Right now, Captain Westfall is useful to me, and useful to our queen.” 

“So as soon as he’s outlived his usefulness …” 

“I’ll  decide  that  when  the  time  comes—if  it’s  safe  to  leave  him  alive.”  Ren opened  his  mouth,  but  Aedion  added,  “This  is  the  way  it  has  to  be.  The  way  I operate.” Even if he’d helped save Ren’s life and given him a place to stay. 

“I wonder what our queen will think of the way you operate.” 
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Aedion  flashed  him  a  glare  that  had  sent  men  running.  But  he  knew  Ren

wasn’t  particularly  scared  of  him,  not  with  what  he  had  seen  and  endured.  Not after Aedion had killed for him. 

Aedion  said,  “If  she’s  smart,  then  she’ll  let  me  do  what  needs  to  be  done. 

She’ll use me as the weapon I am.” 

“What if she wishes to be your friend? Would you deny her that, too?” 

“I will deny her nothing.” 

“And if she asks you to be her king?” 

Aedion bared his teeth. “Enough.” 

“Do you want to be king?” 

Aedion swung his legs back onto the roof and stood. “All I want,” he snarled, 

“is for my people to be free and my queen restored to her throne.” 

“They burned the antler throne, Aedion. There is no throne for her.” 

“Then I’ll build one myself from the bones of our enemies.” 

Ren winced as he stood as well, his injuries no doubt bothering him, and kept

his distance. He might not be afraid, but he wasn’t stupid. “Answer the question. 

Do you want to be king?” 

“If she asked me, I would not refuse her.” It was the truth. 

“That’s not an answer.” 

He knew why Ren had asked. Even Aedion was aware that he  could be king

—with his legion and ties to the Ashrvyers, he’d be an advantageous match. A

warrior-king  would  make  any  foes  think  twice.  Even  before  their  kingdom

shattered, he’d heard the rumors …

“My  only  wish,”  Aedion  said,  growling  in  Ren’s  face,  “is  to  see  her  again. 

Just once, if that’s all the gods will allow me. If they grant me more time than

that,  then  I’ll  thank  them  every  damn  day  of  my  life.  But  for  now,  all  I’m working for is to see her, to know for certain that she’s real—that she survived. 

The rest is none of your concern.” 

He felt Ren’s eyes on him as he vanished through the door to the apartment

below. 

The tavern was packed with soldiers on rotation home to Adarlan, the heat and

reek  of  bodies  making  Chaol  wish  Aedion  had  done  this  alone.  There  was  no

hiding now that he and Aedion were  drinking friends, as the general trumpeted

for everyone to hear while the soldiers cheered. 

“Better  to  hide  it  right  under  everyone’s  noses  than  pretend,  eh?”  Aedion murmured to Chaol as yet another free drink was slapped down on their stained, 

sodden table, courtesy of a soldier who had bowed—actually  bowed—to Aedion. 

“For the Wolf,” said the scarred and tan-skinned soldier, before returning to his

packed table of comrades. 

Aedion saluted the man with the mug, getting a cheer in response, and there

was  nothing  faked  about  his  feral  grin.  It  hadn’t  taken  Aedion  long  to  find  the soldiers  Murtaugh  thought  they  should  question—soldiers  who  had  been

stationed  at  one  of  the  suspected  spell  origin  points.  While  Aedion  had  been searching for the right group of men, Chaol had taken the time to go about his

own  duties—which  now  included  considering  a  candidate  to  replace  him—and

packing for his return to Anielle. He’d come into Rifthold today with the excuse

of  finding  a  company  to  ship  his  first  trunk  of  belongings,  a  task  he’d  actually accomplished.  He  didn’t  want  to  think  of  what  his  mother  would  do  when  the

trunk of books arrived at the Keep. 

Chaol didn’t bother looking pleasant as he said, “Get on with it.” 

Aedion stood, hoisting his mug. As though they’d all been watching him, the

room quieted. 

“Soldiers,”  he  said,  loud  and  soft  at  once,  grave  and  reverent.  He  turned  in place, mug still upheld. “For your blood, for your scars, for every dent in your

shield and nick in your sword, for every friend and foe dead before you …” The

mug  raised  higher,  and  Aedion  bowed  his  head,  golden  hair  gleaming  in  the

light. “For what you have given, and have yet to give, I salute you.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  as  the  room  thundered  with  roars  and  cries,  Chaol  beheld

what truly made Aedion a threat—what made him a god to these men, and why

the king tolerated his insolence, ring or no ring. 

Aedion  was  not  a  noble  in  a  castle,  sipping  wine.  He  was  metal  and  sweat, 

sitting  in  this  filthy  tavern,  drinking  their  ale.  Whether  it  was  real  or  not,  they believed  he  cared  about  them,  listened  to  them.  They  preened  when  he

remembered their names, their wives’ and sisters’ names, and slept assured that

he saw them as his brothers. Aedion made sure that they believed he would fight

and die for them. Thus they would fight and die for him. 

And Chaol was afraid, but not for himself. 

He  was  afraid  of  what  would  come  when  Aedion  and  Aelin  were  reunited. 

For he’d seen in her that same glittering ember that made people look and listen. 

Had  seen  her  stalk  into  a  council  meeting  with  Councilor  Mullison’s  head  and smile at the King of Adarlan, every man in that room enthralled and petrified by

the dark whirlwind of her spirit. The two of them together, both of them lethal, 
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working to build an army, to ignite their people … He was afraid of what they

would do to his kingdom. 

Because this was still his kingdom. He was working for Dorian, not Aelin—

not Aedion. And he didn’t know where all of this put him. 

“A contest!” Aedion called, standing on the bench. Chaol hadn’t moved during

the long, long hour Aedion had been saluted and toasted by half the men in this

room, each one getting a turn to stand and tell his story to the general. 

When  Aedion  had  enough  of  being  serenaded  by  his  own  enemy,  his

Ashryver  eyes  brilliant  with  a  rush  that  Chaol  knew  was  precisely  because  he hated  each  and  every  one  of  them  and  they  were  eating  out  of  his  palm  like rabbits, the general roared for the contest. 

There were a few shouted suggestions for drinking games, but Aedion hoisted

his mug again, and silence fell. “Farthest to travel drinks for free.” 

There  were  cries  of  Banjali,  Orynth,  Melisande,  Anielle,  Endovier,  but  then

… “Quiet, all of you!” An older, gray-haired soldier stood. “I got you all beat.” 

He  lifted  his  glass  to  the  general,  and  pulled  a  scroll  from  his  vest.  Release papers. “I just spent five years at Noll.” 

Bulls-eye. Aedion thumped the empty seat at the table. “Then you drink with

us, my friend.” The room cheered again. 

Noll. It was a speck on the map at the farthest end of the Deserted Peninsula. 

The man sat down, and before Aedion could raise a finger to the barkeep, a

fresh pint was before the stranger. “Noll, eh?” Aedion said. 

“Commander Jensen, of the twenty-fourth legion, sir.” 

“How many men were under you, commander?” 

“Two  thousand—all  of  us  sent  back  here  last  month.”  Jensen  took  a  long

drink. “Five years, and we’re done just like that.” He snapped his scarred, thick

fingers. 

“I take it His Majesty didn’t give you any warning?” 

“With all due respect, general … he didn’t tell us shit. I got the word that we

were  to  move  out  because  new  forces  were  coming  in,  and  we  weren’t  needed

anymore.” 

Chaol kept his mouth shut, listening, as Aedion had told him to do. 

“What for? Is he sending you to join another legion?” 

“No word yet. Didn’t even tell us who was taking our place.” 

Aedion grinned. “At least you’re not in Noll anymore.” 

Jensen looked into his drink, but not before Chaol caught the shadow in the

man’s eyes. 

“What was it like? Off the record, of course,” Aedion said. 

Jensen’s  smile  had  faded,  and  when  he  looked  up,  there  was  no  light  in  his eyes.  “The  volcanoes  are  active,  so  it’s  always  dark,  you  see,  because  the  ash covers  everything.  And  because  of  the  fumes,  we  always  had  headaches—

sometimes men went mad from them. Sometimes we got nosebleeds from them, 

too. We got our food once a month, occasionally less than that depending on the

season and when the ships could bring in supplies. The locals wouldn’t make the

trek across the sands, no matter how much we threatened and bribed them.” 

“Why? Laziness?” 

“Noll  isn’t  much—just  the  tower  and  town  we  built  around  it.  But  the

volcanoes were sacred, and ten years ago, maybe a bit longer, apparently we …

not my men, because I wasn’t there, but rumor says the king took a legion into

those volcanoes and sacked the temple.” Jensen shook his head. “The locals spit

on  us,  even  the  men  who  weren’t  there,  for  that.  The  tower  of  Noll  was  built afterward, and then the locals cursed it, too. So it was always just us.” 

“A tower?” Chaol said quietly, and Aedion frowned at him. 

Jensen drank deeply. “Not that we were ever allowed in.” 

“The men who went mad,” Aedion said, a half smile on his face. “What did

they do, exactly?” 

The shadows were back and Jensen glanced around him, not to see who was

listening, but almost as if he wanted to find a way out of this conversation. But

then he looked at the general and said, “Our reports say, general, that we killed

them—arrows to the throat. Quick and clean. But …” 

Aedion leaned closer. “Not a word leaves this table.” 

A vague nod. “The truth was, by the time we got our archers ready, the men

who  went  mad  had  already  bashed  their  own  skulls  in.  Every  time,  as  if  they couldn’t get the pain out.” 

Celaena claimed Kaltain and Roland had complained about headaches. As a

result of the king’s magic being used on them, his horrible power. And she had

told  him  she  got  a  pounding  headache  when  she  uncovered  those  secret

dungeons beneath the castle. Dungeons that led to …

“The  tower—you  were  never  allowed  in?”  Chaol  ignored  Aedion’s  warning

glare. 

“There  was  no  door.  Always  seemed  more  decorative  than  anything.  But  I

hated it—we all did. It was just this awful black stone.” 

Just like the clock tower in the glass castle. Built around the same time, if not

a  few  years  before.  “Why  bother?”  Aedion  drawled.  “A  waste  of  resources,  if

you ask me.” 

There were still so many shadows in the man’s eyes, full of stories that Chaol

didn’t  dare  ask  about.  The  commander  drained  his  glass  and  stood.  “I  don’t

know why they bothered—with Noll, or Amaroth. We’d sometimes send men up

and down the Western Sea with messages between the towers, so we knew they

had a similar one. We didn’t even really know what the hell we were all doing

out there, anyway. There was no one to fight.” 

Amaroth.  The  other  outpost,  and  Murtaugh’s  other  possible  origin  point  for

their  spell.  Due  north  from  Noll.  Both  the  same  distance  from  Rifthold.  Three towers of black stone, all three points making an equilateral triangle. It had to be

part of the spell, then. 

Chaol traced the rim of his glass. He had sworn to keep Dorian out of it, to

leave him alone …

He had no way of testing out any theory, and didn’t want to get within ten feet

of that clock tower. But perhaps the theory could be tested on a small scale. Just

to see if they were right about what the king had done. Which meant …

He needed Dorian. 

Chapter 37

It was two weeks of training for Manon and her Thirteen. Two weeks of waking

up before the sun to fly each canyon run, to master it as one unit. Two weeks of

scratches  and  sprained  limbs,  of  near  deaths  from  falls  or  the  wyverns

squabbling or just stupid miscalculation. 

But  slowly,  they  developed  instincts—not  just  as  a  fighting  unit,  but  as

individual riders and mounts. Manon didn’t like the thought of the mounts eating

the foultasting meat raised within the mountain, so twice a day they hunted the

mountain  goats,  swooping  to  pluck  them  off  the  mountainsides.  It  wasn’t  long

before the witches started eating the goats themselves, building hasty fires in the

mountain passes to cook their breakfast and evening meals. Manon didn’t want

any of them—mounts or riders—taking another bite of the food given to them by

the  king’s  men,  or  tasting  the  men  themselves.  If  it  smelled  and  tasted  strange, odds were something was wrong with it. 

She didn’t know if it was the fresh meat or the extra lessons, but the Thirteen

were  starting  to  outpace  every  coven.  To  the  point  where  Manon  ordered  the

Thirteen to hold back whenever the Yellowlegs gathered to watch their lessons. 

Abraxos was still a problem. She hadn’t dared take the Crossing with him, as

his wings, while slightly stronger, weren’t better by much—at least not enough

to brave the sheer plunge through the narrow pass. Manon had been chewing it

over every night when the Thirteen gathered in her room to compare notes about

flying, their iron nails glinting as they used their hands to demonstrate the ways

they’d taught their wyverns to bank, to take off, to do some fancy maneuver. 

For  all  the  excitement,  they  were  exhausted.  Even  the  lofty-headed

Bluebloods had their tempers on tight leashes, and Manon had been called in a

dozen times now to break apart brawls. 

Manon  used  her  downtime  to  see  Abraxos—to  check  on  his  iron  claws  and

teeth, to take him out for extra rides when everyone else had passed out in their

cots.  He  needed  as  much  training  as  he  could  get,  and  she  liked  the  quiet  and stillness  of  the  night,  with  the  silvered  mountain  peaks  and  the  river  of  stars above, even if it made waking up the next day difficult. 

So after braving the wrath of her grandmother, Manon won two days off for

the  Blackbeaks,  convincing  her  that  if  they  didn’t  rest,  there  would  be  outright war in the middle of the mess hall and the king wouldn’t have an aerial cavalry
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left to ride his wyverns into battle. 

They got two days to sleep and eat and see to whatever needs only the men

across  the  mountain  could  provide.  That  was  something  a  good  number  of  the

Thirteen  were  doing,  as  she’d  seen  Vesta,  Lin,  Asterin,  and  the  demon  twins

stalking across the bridge. 

No sleeping for Manon today or tomorrow. No eating. Or bedding men. 

No, she was taking Abraxos out into the Ruhnns. 

He  was  already  saddled,  and  Manon  ensured  Wind-Cleaver  was  tightly

strapped  to  her  back  as  she  mounted  him.  The  saddlebags  were  an  unexpected

weight behind her, and she made a note to start training the Thirteen and the rest

of  the  covens  with  them.  If  they  were  to  be  an  army,  then  they’d  carry  their supplies,  as  most  soldiers  did.  And  training  with  weights  would  make  them

faster when it came time to fly without them. 

“You sure I can’t convince you not to go?” the overseer said as she paused at

the back gates. “You know the stories as well as I do—this won’t come without a

cost.” 

“His wings are weak, and so far everything else we’ve tried to reinforce them

has failed,” she said. “It might be the only material that could patch up his wings

and withstand the winds. As I don’t see any markets nearby, I suppose I’ll have

to go directly to the source.” 

The overseer frowned at the gray sky beyond. “Bad day for flying—storm’s

coming.” 

“It’s the only day I have.” Even as she said it, she wished that she could take

the Thirteen into the skies when the storm hit—to train them in that, too. 

“Be careful, and think through any bargain they offer you.” 

“If I wanted your advice, I’d ask for it, mortal,” she said, but he was right. 

Still, Manon led Abraxos out through the gates and to their usual takeoff spot. 

They had a long way to fly today and tomorrow—all the way to the edge of the

Ruhnn Mountains. 

To  find  spidersilk.  And  the  legendary  Stygian  spiders,  large  as  horses  and

deadlier than poison, who wove it. 

The storm hit right as Manon and Abraxos circled the westernmost outcropping

of the Ruhnns. Through the icy rain lashing her face and soaking right through

her layers of clothes, she could see that the mist hung low over the mountains, 

veiling much of the ash-gray, jagged labyrinth below. 

With the rising winds and lightning thrashing around them, Manon grounded

Abraxos on the only open bit of land she could spot. She’d wait until the storm

had  passed,  and  then  they  would  take  to  the  skies  and  scan  the  area  until  they found the spiders. Or at least clues about their whereabouts—mostly in the form

of bones, she expected. 

But the storm continued, and though she and Abraxos pressed themselves into

the side of a little cliff, it did nothing to shield them. She would have preferred

snow  over  this  freezing  rain,  which  came  with  so  much  wind  that  she  couldn’t light a fire. 

Night  fell  swiftly  thanks  to  the  storm,  and  Manon  had  to  put  her  iron  teeth away to keep them from chattering right through her lip. Her hood was useless, 

soaked and dripping in her eyes, and even Abraxos had curled into as tight a ball

as he could against the storm. 

Stupid, horrible idea. She pulled a goat leg from a saddle bag and tossed it to

Abraxos,  who  uncurled  himself  long  enough  to  chomp  it  down,  and  then  went

right back to shielding himself against the storm. She cursed herself for a fool as

she  choked  down  her  own  meal  of  soggy  bread  and  a  freezing  apple,  then

gnawed on a bit of cheese. 

It  was  worth  it.  To  secure  victory  for  the  Thirteen,  to  be  Wing  Leader,  one night  in  a  storm  was  nothing.  She’d  been  through  worse,  trapped  in  snowy

mountain  passes  with  fewer  layers  of  clothes,  no  way  out,  and  no  food.  She’d survived storms some witches didn’t awaken from the next morning. But she still

would have preferred snow. 

Manon  studied  the  labyrinth  of  rock  around  them.  She  could  feel  eyes  out

there—observing. Yet nothing came closer, nothing dared. So after a while, she

curled on her side, just like Abraxos, her head and chest angled toward the cliff

face, and tucked her arms across herself, holding tight. 

Mercifully,  it  stopped  raining  in  the  night,  or  at  least  the  angle  of  the  wind shifted to stop pounding on them. She slept better after that, but she still shook

from  cold—though  it  felt  slightly  warmer.  Those  small  hints  of  warmth  and

dryness  were  probably  what  kept  her  from  shaking  to  death  or  getting  ill,  she realized as she dozed off, awakening at the gray light of dawn. 

When she opened her eyes, she was in shadow—shadow, but dry and warm, 

thanks  to  the  massive  wing  shielding  her  from  the  elements  and  the  heat  of

Abraxos’s breath filling the space like a little furnace. He was still snoozing—a

deep, heavy sleep. 

She had to brush ice crystals off his outstretched wing before he came awake. 
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The  storm  had  cleared  and  the  skies  were  an  untamed  blue—clear  enough  that

they  only  needed  to  circle  the  western  outcropping  of  the  Ruhnns  once  before Manon spotted what she’d been looking for. Not just bones, but trees shrouded

in dusty gray webs like mourning widows. 

It wasn’t spidersilk, she saw as Abraxos swooped low, gliding over the trees. 

These were only ordinary webs. 

If  you  could  call  an  entire  mountain  wood  shrouded  in  webs  ordinary. 

Abraxos growled every so often at something below—shadows or whispers she

couldn’t  see.  But  she  did  notice  the  crawling  on  the  branches,  spiders  of  every shape  and  size,  as  if  they  had  all  been  summoned  here  to  live  under  the

protection of their massive brethren. 

It  took  them  half  the  morning  to  find  the  ashen  mountain  caves  hovering

above the veiled wood, where bare bones littered the ground. She circled a few

times,  then  set  Abraxos  down  on  an  outcropping  of  stone  at  one  of  the  cave mouths, the cliff face behind them a sheer plunge to a dried-out ravine below. 

Abraxos  paced  like  a  mountain  cat,  tail  lashing  this  way  and  that  as  he

watched the cave. 

She pointed to the edge of the cliff. “Enough. Sit down and stop moving. You

know why we’re here. So don’t ruin it.” 

He huffed but plopped down, shooting grayish dust into the air. He draped his

long tail along the length of the cliff’s edge, a physical barrier between Manon

and  the  plunge.  Manon  stared  him  down  for  a  moment  before  an  otherworldly, 

feminine  laugh  flittered  from  the  cave  mouth.  “Now  that  beast  is  one  we  have not seen for an age.” 

Manon  kept  her  face  blank.  The  light  was  bright  enough  to  reveal  several

ancient,  merciless  eyes  looming  within  the  cave  mouth—and  three  massive

shadows  lurking  behind.  The  voice  said,  closer  now,  pincers  clicking  like  an

accompanying drum, “And it has been an age since we dealt with the Ironteeth.” 

Manon didn’t dare touch Wind-Cleaver as she said, “The world is changing, 

sister.” 

“Sister,” the spider mused. “I suppose we are sisters, you and I. Two faces of

the same dark coin, from the same dark maker. Sisters in spirit, if not in flesh.” 

Then  she  emerged  into  the  murky  light,  the  mist  sweeping  past  her  like  a

pilgrimage of phantom souls. She was black and gray, and the sheer mass of her

was enough to make Manon’s mouth go dry. Despite the size, she was elegantly

built, her legs long and smooth, her body streamlined and gleaming. Glorious. 

Abraxos let out a soft growl, but Manon held out a hand to silence him. 

“I  see  now,”  Manon  said  softly,  “why  my  Blueblood  sisters  still  worship

you.” 

“Do  they,  now?”  The  spider  remained  motionless,  but  the  three  behind  her

crept  closer,  silent  and  observing  with  their  many  dark  eyes.  “We  can  hardly recall  the  last  time  the  Blueblood  priestesses  brought  their  sacrifices  to  our foothills. We do miss them.” 

Manon smiled tightly. “I can think of a few I’d like to send your way.” 

A  soft,  wicked  laugh.  “A  Blackbeak,  no  doubt.”  Those  eight  massive  eyes

took her in, swallowed her whole. “Your hair reminds me of our silk.” 

“I suppose I should be flattered.” 

“Tell me your name, Blackbeak.” 

“My name does not matter,” Manon said. “I’ve come to bargain.” 

“What would a Blackbeak witch want with our precious silk?” 

She  turned  to  reveal  the  vigilant  Abraxos,  his  focus  pinned  on  the  massive

spider,  tense  from  the  tip  of  his  nose  to  his  iron-spiked  tail.  “His  wings  need reinforcement. I heard the legends and wondered if your silk might help.” 

“We  have  bartered  our  silk  to  merchants  and  thieves  and  kings,  to  be  spun

into dresses and veils and sails. But never for wings.” 

“I’ll need ten yards of it—woven bolts, if you have them.” 

The spider seemed to still further. “Men have sacrificed their lives for a yard.” 

“Name your price.” 

“Ten  yards  …”  She  turned  to  the  three  waiting  behind  her—offspring  or

minions  or  guards,  Manon  didn’t  know.  “Bring  out  the  bolt.  I  shall  inspect  it before I name my price.” 

Good. This was going well. Silence fell as the three scuttled into the cave, and

Manon  tried  not  to  kick  any  of  the  tiny  spiders  crawling  across  her  boots.  Or look for the eyes she felt watching from the nearby caves across the ravine. 

“Tell  me,  Blackbeak,”  the  spider  said,  “how  did  you  come  across  your

mount?” 

“He was a gift from the King of Adarlan. We are to be a part of his host, and

when  we  are  done  serving  him,  we  will  take  them  home—to  the  Wastes.  To

reclaim our kingdom.” 

“Ah. And is the curse broken?” 

“Not  yet.  But  when  we  find  the  Crochan  who  can  undo  it  …”  She  would

enjoy that bloodletting. 

“Such  a  delightfully  nasty  curse.  You  won  the  land,  only  for  the  cunning

Crochans to curse it beyond use. Have you seen the Wastes these days?” 

“No,” Manon said. “I have not yet been to our home.” 

“A merchant came by a few years ago—he told me there was a mortal High

King who had set himself up there. But I heard a whisper on the wind recently

that  said  he’d  been  deposed  by  a  young  woman  with  wine-red  hair  who  now

calls herself their High Queen.” 

Manon  bristled.  High  Queen  of  the  Wastes  indeed.  She  would  be  the  first

Manon would kill when she returned to reclaim the land, when she finally saw it

with her own eyes, breathed in its smells and beheld its untamable beauty. 

“A  strange  place,  the  Wastes,”  the  spider  continued.  “The  merchant  himself

was from there—a former shape-shifter. Lost his gifts, just like all of you truly

mortal  things.  He  was  stuck  in  a  man’s  body,  thankfully,  but  he  did  not  realize that when he sold me twenty years of his life, some of his gifts passed to me. I

can’t use them, of course, but I wonder … I do wonder what it would be like. To

see the world through your pretty eyes. To touch a human man.” 

The  hair  on  Manon’s  neck  rose.  “Here  we  are,”  the  spider  said  as  the  three approached, a bolt of silk flowing between them like a river of light and color. 

Manon’s  breath  caught.  “Isn’t  it  magnificent?  Some  of  the  finest  weaving  I’ve ever done.” 

“Glorious,” Manon admitted. “Your price?” 

The  spider  stared  at  her  for  a  long  time.  “What  price  could  I  ask  of  a  long-lived witch? Twenty years off your lifespan is nothing to you, even with magic

aging  you  like  an  ordinary  woman.  And  your  dreams  …  what  dark,  horrible

dreams  they  must  be,  Blackbeak.  I  do  not  think  I  should  like  to  eat  them—not those dreams.” The spider came closer. “But what of your face? What if I took

your beauty?” 

“I do not think I’d walk away if you took my face.” 

The spider laughed. “Oh, I don’t mean your literal face. But the color of your

skin, the hue of your burnt gold eyes. The way your hair catches the light, like

moonlight on snow. Those things I could take. That beauty could win you a king. 

Perhaps if magic returns, I’ll use it for my woman’s body. Perhaps I’ll win a king

of my very own.” 

Manon didn’t particularly  care about her  beauty, weapon though  it was. But

she wasn’t about to say that, or to offer it without bargaining. “I’d like to inspect

the silk first.” 

“Cut a swatch,” the spider ordered the three, who gently set down the yards of

silk while one sliced off a perfect square. Men had killed for smaller amounts—

and  here  they  were,  cutting  it  as  if  it  were  ordinary  wool.  Manon  tried  not  to

think about the size of the pincer that extended it to her. She stalked to the cliff edge, stepping over Abraxos’s tail as she held the silk to the light. 

Darkness embrace her, it sparkled. She tugged it. Flexible, but strong as steel. 

Impossibly light. But—

“There’s  an  imperfection  here  …  Can  I  expect  the  rest  of  it  to  be  similarly marred?”  The  spider  hissed  and  the  ground  thudded  as  she  neared.  Abraxos

stopped her with a warning growl that set the other three coming up behind her

—guards, then. But Manon held up the swatch to the light. “Look,” Manon said, 

pointing to a vein of color running through it. 

“That’s  no  imperfection,”  the  spider  snapped.  Abraxos’s  tail  curled  around

Manon, a shield between her and the spiders, bringing her closer to the wall of

his body. 

Manon held it higher, angling it toward the sun. “Look in the better light. You

think I’m going to give away my beauty for second-rate weaving?” 

“Second rate!” the spider seethed. Abraxos’s tail curled tighter. 

“No—it appears I’m mistaken.” Manon lowered her arms, smiling. “It seems

I’m not in the bargaining mood today.” 

The  spiders,  now  standing  along  the  cliff’s  edge,  didn’t  even  have  time  to

move as Abraxos’s tail unwound like a whip and slammed into them. 

They went flying into the ravine, shrieking. Manon didn’t waste a second as

she stuffed the remaining yards of silk into the empty saddlebags. She mounted

Abraxos and they leapt into the air, the cliff the perfect takeoff spot, just as she’d

planned. 

The perfect trap for those foolish, ancient monsters. 

Chapter 38

Manon gave a foot of spidersilk to the overseer after he carefully grafted it onto

Abraxos’s wings. She’d gotten extra—lots of it, in case it ever wore down—and

it was now locked in the false bottom of a trunk. She told no one where she had

been, or why Abraxos’s wings now shimmered in a certain light. Asterin would

have  murdered  her  for  the  risk,  and  her  grandmother  would  have  butchered

Asterin  for  not  being  there.  Manon  was  in  no  mood  to  replace  her  Second  and find a new member for the Thirteen. 

Once Abraxos had healed, Manon brought him to the mouth of the Northern

Fang  to  try  the  Crossing.  Before,  his  wings  had  been  too  weak  to  attempt  the plunge—but with the silk reinforcements, he’d stand a far greater chance. 

But the risk remained, which was why Asterin and Sorrel waited behind her, 

already on their mounts. If things went wrong, if Abraxos couldn’t pull up or the

silk  failed,  she  was  to  jump—jump  away  from  him.  Let  him  die,  while  one  of them caught her in the claws of their wyverns. 

Manon  wasn’t  too  keen  on  that  plan,  but  it  was  the  only  way  Asterin  and

Sorrel would agree to let her do it. Though Manon was the Blackbeak heir, they

would  have  locked  her  in  a  wyvern  pen  rather  than  let  her  make  the  Crossing without  the  proper  precautions.  She  might  have  called  them  softhearted  and

given  them  the  beatings  they  deserved,  but  it  was  smart.  Tensions  were  worse than  ever,  and  she  wouldn’t  put  it  past  the  Yellowlegs  heir  to  spook  Abraxos during the Crossing. 

Manon nodded her readiness to her Second and Third before approaching her

beast.  Not  many  had  gathered,  but  Iskra  was  on  the  viewing  platform,  smiling faintly.  Manon  checked  the  stirrups,  the  saddle,  and  the  reins  one  more  time, Abraxos tense and snarling. 

“Let’s go,” she said to him, pulling the reins to lead him a bit farther ahead so

she  could  mount  him.  He  still  had  plenty  of  space  to  get  a  running  start—and with his new wings, she knew he would be fine. They’d done steep plunges and

hard upswings before. But Abraxos wouldn’t move. 

“Now,” she snapped at him, tugging hard. 

Abraxos turned an eye to her and growled. She lightly smacked his leathery

cheek.  “Now.” 

Those hind legs dug in, and he tucked his wings in tight.  “Abraxos.” 

He  was  looking  at  the  Crossing,  then  back  at  her.  Wide-eyed.  Petrified—

utterly petrified. Useless, stupid, cowardly beast. 

“Stop it,” she said, moving to climb into the saddle instead. “Your wings are

fine now.” She reached for his haunch but he reared away, the ground shaking as

he  slammed  down.  Behind  her,  Asterin  and  Sorrel  murmured  to  their  mounts, 

who had skittered back and snapped at Abraxos, and at each other. 

There was a soft laugh from the viewing platform, and Manon’s teeth popped

down. 

“Abraxos.  Now.” She reached for the saddle again. 

He bucked away, slamming into the wall and shrinking back. 

One  of  the  men  brought  out  a  whip,  but  she  held  out  a  hand.  “Don’t  take

another  step,”  she  snapped,  iron  nails  out.  Whips  only  made  Abraxos  more

uncontrollable. She turned to her mount. “You rutting coward,” she hissed at the

beast,  pointing  to  the  Crossing.  “Get  back  in  line.”  Abraxos  met  her  stare, 

refusing to back down. “Get in line, Abraxos!” 

“He can’t understand you,” Asterin said quietly. 

“Yes, he—” Manon shut her mouth. She hadn’t told them that theory, not yet. 

She  turned  back  to  the  wyvern.  “If  you  don’t  let  me  into  that  saddle  and  make that  jump,  I’m  going  to  have  you  confined  to  the  darkest,  smallest  pit  in  this bloody mountain.” 

He bared his teeth. She bared hers. 

The staring contest lasted for a full minute. One humiliating, enraging minute. 

“Fine,” she spat, turning from the beast. He was a waste of her time. “Have

him  locked  up  wherever  he’ll  be  the  most  miserable,”  she  said  to  the  overseer. 

“He’s not coming out until he’s willing to make the Crossing.” 

The overseer gaped, and Manon snapped her fingers at Asterin and Sorrel to

signal  them  to  dismount.  She’d  never  hear  the  end  of  this—not  from  her

grandmother,  or  from  the  Yellowlegs  witches,  or  from  Iskra,  who  was  already

making her way across the floor of the pit. 

“Why don’t you stay, Manon?” Iskra called. “I could show your wyvern how

it’s done.” 

“Keep walking,” Sorrel murmured to Manon, but she didn’t need a reminder. 

“They say it’s not the beasts who are the problem, but the riders,” Iskra went

on, loud enough for everyone to hear. Manon didn’t turn. She didn’t want to see

them take Abraxos back to the gate, to whatever hole they’d lock him in. Stupid, 

useless beast. 

“Though,”  Iskra  said  thoughtfully,  “perhaps  your  mount  needs  a  bit  of

discipline.” 

“Let’s go,” Sorrel coaxed, pressing in tight to Manon’s side. Asterin walked a

step behind, guarding Manon’s back. 

“Give  that  to  me,”  Iskra  barked  at  someone.  “He  just  needs  the  right

encouragement.” 

A whip snapped behind them, and there was a roar—of pain and fear. 

Manon stopped dead. 

Abraxos was huddling against the wall. 

Iskra stood before him, whip bloody from the line she’d sliced down his face, 

narrowly missing his eye. Her iron teeth shining bright, Iskra smiled at Manon as

she raised the whip again and struck. Abraxos yelped. 

Asterin and Sorrel weren’t fast enough to stop Manon as she hurtled past and

tackled Iskra. 

Teeth  and  nails  out,  they  rolled  across  the  dirt  floor,  flipping  and  shredding and biting. Manon thought she might be roaring, roaring so loud the hall shook. 

Feet  slammed  into  her  stomach,  and  the  air  shot  out  of  her  as  Iskra  kicked  her off. 

Manon  hit  the  earth,  spat  out  a  mouthful  of  blue  blood,  and  was  up  in  a

heartbeat.  The  Yellowlegs  heir  slashed  with  an  iron-tipped  hand,  a  blow  that

could  have  severed  through  bone  and  flesh.  Manon  ducked  past  her  guard  and

threw Iskra onto the unforgiving stone. 

Iskra groaned above the shouts of the swarming witches, and Manon brought

her fist down onto her face. 

Her knuckles howled in pain, but all she could see was that whip, the pain in

Abraxos’s eyes, the fear. Struggling against Manon’s weight, Iskra swiped at her

face. Manon reeled back, the blow cutting down her neck. She didn’t quite feel

the  stinging,  or  the  warm  trickle  of  blood.  She  just  drew  back  her  fist,  knee digging harder into Iskra’s chest, and struck. Again. And again. 

She lifted her aching fist once more, but there were hands at her wrist, under

her  arms,  hauling  her  off.  Manon  thrashed  against  them,  still  screaming,  the

sound wordless and endless. 

“Manon!” Sorrel roared in her ear, and nails cut into her shoulder—not hard

enough  to  damage  but  to  make  her  pause,  to  realize  there  were  witches

everywhere, in the pit and in the viewing platform, gaping. Sword raised, Asterin

was standing between her and—

And Iskra, on the ground, face bloodied and swollen, her own Second’s sword

out and poised to meet Asterin’s. 
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“He  is  fine,”  Sorrel  said,  squeezing  her  tighter.  “Abraxos  is  fine,  Manon. 

Look at him.  Look at him and see that he’s fine.” Breathing through her mouth

thanks  to  her  blood-clogged  nose,  Manon  obeyed,  and  found  him  crouching, 

eyes wide and on her. His wound had already clotted. 

Iskra hadn’t moved an inch from where Manon had thrown her onto the floor. 

But  Asterin  and  the  other  Second  were  growling,  ready  to  launch  into  another fight that might very well rip this mountain apart. 

Enough. 

Manon  shook  off  Sorrel’s  firm  grip.  Everyone  went  dead  silent  as  Manon

wiped her bloody nose and mouth on the back of her wrist. Iskra snarled at her

from the floor, blood from her broken nose leaking onto her cut lip. 

“You  touch  him  again,”  Manon  said,  “and  I’ll  drink  the  marrow  from  your

bones.” 

The Yellowlegs heir got a second beating that night from her mother in the mess

hall—plus  two  lashes  of  the  whip  for  the  blows  she’d  given  Abraxos.  She’d

offered them to Manon, but Manon refused under the guise of indifference. 

Her arm was actually too stiff and aching to use the whip with any efficiency. 

Manon  had  just  entered  Abraxos’s  cage  the  next  day,  Asterin  on  her  heels, 

when  the  Blueblood  heir  appeared  at  the  stairway  entrance,  her  red-haired

Second  close  behind.  Manon,  her  face  still  swollen  and  eye  beautifully  black, gave the witch a tight nod. There were other pens down here, though she rarely

ran into anyone else, especially not the two heirs. 

But Petrah paused at the bars, and it was then that Manon noticed the goat’s

leg  in  her  Second’s  arms.  “I  heard  the  fight  was  something  to  behold,”  Petrah said,  keeping  a  respectful  distance  from  Manon  and  the  open  door  to  the  pen. 

Petrah smiled faintly. “Iskra looks worse.” 

Manon flicked her brows up, though the motion made her face throb. 

Petrah  held  out  a  hand  to  her  Second,  and  the  witch  passed  her  the  leg  of meat.  “I  also  heard  that  your  Thirteen  and  your  mounts  only  eat  the  meat  they catch.  My  Keelie  caught  this  on  our  morning  flight.  She  wanted  to  share  with Abraxos.” 

“I don’t accept meat from rival clans.” 

“Are we rivals?” Petrah asked. “I thought the King of Adarlan had convinced

us to fly under one banner again.” 

Manon  took  a  long  breath.  “What  do  you  want?  I  have  training  in  ten minutes.” 

Petrah’s Second bristled, but the heir smiled. “I told you—my Keelie wanted

to give this to him.” 

“Oh? She told you?” Manon sneered. 

Petrah cocked her head. “Doesn’t your wyvern talk to you?” 

Abraxos  was  watching  with  as  much  awareness  as  the  other  witches.  “They

don’t talk.” 

Petrah shrugged, tapping a hand casually over her heart. “Don’t they?” 

She left the goat leg before walking off into the raucous gloom of the pens. 

Manon threw the meat away. 

Chapter 39

“Tell me about how you learned to tattoo.” 

“No.” 

Hunched over the wooden table in Rowan’s room a night after their encounter

with the creature in the lake, Celaena looked up from where she held the bone-

handled needle over his wrist. “If you don’t answer my questions, I might very

well  make  a  mistake,  and…”  She  lowered  the  tattooing  needle  to  his  tan, 

muscled arm for emphasis. Rowan, to her surprise, let out a huff that might have

been a laugh. She figured it was a good sign that he’d asked her to help shade in

the parts of his arm he couldn’t reach himself; the tattoo around his wrist needed

to be re-inked now that the wounds from her burning him had faded. “Did you

learn from someone? Master and apprentice and all that?” 

He  gave  her  a  rather  incredulous  look.  “Yes,  master  and  apprentice  and  all

that. In the war camps, we had a commander who used to tattoo the number of

enemies  he’d  killed  on  his  flesh—sometimes  he’d  write  the  whole  story  of  a

battle. All the young soldiers were enamored of it, and I convinced him to teach

me.” 

“With that legendary charm of yours, I suppose.” 

That earned her a half smile at least. “Just fill in the spots where I—” A hiss

as she took the needle and little mallet and made another dark, bloody mark in

him.  “Good.  That’s  the  right  depth.”  With  his  immortal,  fast-healing  body, 

Rowan’s  ink  was  mixed  with  salt  and  powdered  iron  to  keep  the  magic  in  his blood from wiping away any trace of the tattoo. 

She’d  awoken  that  morning  feeling  …  clear.  The  grief  and  pain  were  still

there, writhing inside her, but for the first time in a long while, she felt as though

she could see. As though she could breathe. 

Focusing  on  keeping  her  hand  steady,  she  made  another  little  mark,  then

another. “Tell me about your family.” 

“Tell  me  about  yours  and  I’ll  tell  you  about  mine,”  he  said  through  gritted teeth as she kept going. He’d instructed her thoroughly before he had let her take

the needles to his skin. 

“Fine.  Are  your  parents  alive?”  A  stupid,  dangerous  question  to  ask,  given

what had happened with his mate, but there was no grief in his face as he shook

his head. 

“My parents were very old when they conceived me.” Not old in the human sense, she knew. “I was their only child in the millennia they’d been mated. They

faded into the Afterworld before I reached my second decade.” 

Before  she  could  think  more  on  that  interesting,  different  way  of  describing

death, Rowan said, “You had no siblings.” 

She focused on her work as she let out the thinnest tendril of memory. “My

mother, thanks to her Fae heritage, had a difficult time with the pregnancy. She

stopped  breathing  during  labor.  They  said  it  was  my  father’s  will  that  kept  her tethered to this world. I don’t know if she even  could have conceived again after that.  So,  no  siblings.  But—”  Gods,  she  should  shut  her  mouth.  “But  I  had  a cousin.  He  was  five  years  older  than  me,  and  we  fought  and  loved  each  other like siblings.” 

Aedion. She hadn’t spoken that name aloud in ten years. But she’d heard it, 

and  seen  it  in  papers.  She  had  to  set  down  the  needle  and  mallet  and  flex  her fingers.  “I  don’t  know  what  happened,  but  they  started  saying  his  name—as  a

skilled general in the king’s army.” 

She  had  failed  Aedion  so  unforgivably  that  she  couldn’t  bring  herself  to

blame  or  detest  him  for  what  he’d  become.  She’d  avoided  learning  any  details about  what,  exactly,  he’d  done  in  the  north  all  these  years.  Aedion  had  been fiercely, wildly loyal to Terrasen as a child. She didn’t want to know what he’d

been forced to do, what had happened to him, to change that. It was by luck or

fate or something else entirely that he had never been in the castle when she was

there. Because not only would he have recognized her, but if he knew what she

had  done  with  her  life  …  his  hatred  would  make  Rowan’s  look  pleasant, 

probably. 

Rowan’s  features  were  set  in  a  mask  of  contemplation  as  she  said,  “I  think

facing  my  cousin  after  everything  would  be  the  worst  of  it—worse  than  facing the king.” There was nothing she could say or do to atone for what she’d become

while their kingdom fell into ruin and their people were slaughtered or enslaved. 

“Keep working,” Rowan said, jerking his chin at the tools sitting in her lap. 

She obeyed, and he hissed again at the first prick. “Do you think,” he said after a

moment,  “your  cousin  would  kill  you  or  help  you?  An  army  like  his  could

change the tide of any war.” 

A chill went down her spine at that word— war. “I don’t know what he would

think of me, or where his loyalties lie. And I’d rather not know. Ever.” 

Though  their  eyes  were  identical,  their  bloodlines  were  distant  enough  that

she’d  heard  servants  and  courtiers  alike  pondering  the  usefulness  of  a

Galathynius-Ashryver union someday. The idea was as laughable now as it had

been ten years ago. 

“Do  you have cousins?” she asked. 

“Too  many.  Mora’s  line  was  always  the  most  widespread,  and  my

meddlesome,  gossiping  cousins  make  my  visits  to  Doranelle  …  irksome.”  She

smiled  a  little  at  the  thought.  “You’d  probably  get  along  with  my  cousins,”  he said. “Especially with the snooping.” 

She paused her inking and squeezed his hand hard enough to hurt anyone but

an  immortal.  “You’re  one  to  talk,  Prince.  I’ve  never  been  asked  so  many questions in my life.” 

Not  quite  true,  but  not  quite  an  exaggeration,  either.  No  one  had  ever  asked her  these questions. And she’d never told anyone the answers. 

He  bared  his  teeth,  though  she  knew  he  didn’t  mean  it,  and  glanced

meaningfully at his wrist. “Hurry up,  Princess. I want to go to bed at some point before dawn.” 

She used her free hand to make a particularly vulgar gesture, and he caught it

with his own, teeth still out. “That is not very queenly.” 

“Then it’s good I’m not a queen, isn’t it?” 

But  he  wouldn’t  let  go  of  her  hand.  “You  have  sworn  to  free  your  friend’s

kingdom and save the world—but will not even consider your own lands. What

scares you about seizing your birthright? The king? Facing what remains of your

court?” He kept his face so close to hers that she could see the flecks of brown in

his green eyes. “Give me one good reason why you won’t take back your throne. 

One good reason, and I’ll keep my mouth shut about it.” 

She  weighed  the  earnestness  in  his  gaze,  his  breathing,  and  then  said, 

“Because  if  I  free  Eyllwe  and  destroy  the  king  as  Celaena,  I  can  go  anywhere after that. The crown … my crown is just another set of shackles.” 

It was selfish and horrible, but it was true. Nehemia, long ago, had once said

as  much—it  was  her  most  ardent  and  selfish  wish  to  be  ordinary,  without  the weight of her crown. Had her friend known how deeply those words had echoed

in her? 

She waited for the scolding, saw it simmering in Rowan’s eyes. But then he

quietly said, “What do you mean,  another set of shackles?” 

He  loosened  his  grip  to  reveal  the  two  thin  bands  of  scars  that  wrapped

around  her  wrist.  His  mouth  tightened,  and  she  yanked  her  wrist  back  hard

enough that he let go. 

“Nothing,”  she  said.  “Arobynn,  my  master,  liked  to  use  them  for  training

every  now  and  then.”  Arobynn   had  chained  her  to  make  her  learn  how  to  get free. But the shackles at Endovier had been crafted with people like her in mind. 

It wasn’t until Chaol had removed them that she’d gotten out. 

She didn’t want Rowan knowing that—any of it. Anger and hatred she could

handle, but pity … And she couldn’t talk about Chaol, couldn’t explain just how

much  he  had  rebuilt  and  then  shattered  her  heart,  not  without  explaining

Endovier. Not without explaining how one day, she didn’t know how distant, she

was going back to Endovier and freeing them all. Each and every slave, even if

she had to unshackle them all herself. 

Celaena  went  back  to  her  work,  and  Rowan’s  face  remained  tight—as  if  he

could smell her half truth. “Why did you stay with Arobynn?” 

“I knew I wanted two things: First, to disappear from the world and from my

enemies, but … ah.” It was hard to look him in the eye. “I wanted to hide from

myself, mostly. I convinced myself I should disappear, because the second thing

I  wanted,  even  then,  was  to  be  able  to  someday  …  hurt  people  the  way  I  had been hurt. And it turned out that I was very, very good at it. 

“If  he  had  tossed  me  away,  I  would  either  have  died  or  wound  up  with  the

rebels. If I had grown up with them, I probably would have been found by the

king  and  slaughtered.  Or  I  would  have  grown  up  so  hateful  that  I  would  have been  killing  Adarlanian  soldiers  from  a  young  age.”  His  brows  rose,  and  she

clicked her tongue. “You thought I was just going to spread my whole history at

your feet the moment I met you? I’m sure you have even more stories than I do, 

so stop looking so surprised. Maybe we should just go back to beating each other

into a pulp.” 

His  eyes  gleamed  with  near-predatory  intent.  “Oh,  not  a  chance,  Princess. 

You can tell me what you want, when you want, but there’s no going back now.” 

She lifted her tools again. “I’m sure your other friends just adore having you

around.” 

A feral smile, and he grabbed her by the chin—not hard enough to hurt, but to

get  her  to  look  at  him.  “First  thing,”  he  breathed,  “we’re  not  friends.  I’m  still training  you,  and  that  means  you’re  still  under  my  command.”  The  flicker  of

hurt must have shown, because he leaned closer, his grip tightening on her jaw. 

“Second—whatever we are, whatever this is? I’m still figuring it out, too. So if

I’m going to give you the space you deserve to sort yourself out, then you can

damn well give it to me.” 

She studied him for a moment, their breath mingling. 

“Deal,” she said. 

Chapter 40

“Tell  me  your  greatest  wish,”  Dorian  murmured  into  Sorscha’s  hair  as  he

entwined  their  fingers,  marveling  at  the  smoothness  of  her  tan  skin  against  the calluses of his. Such pretty hands, like mourning doves. 

She smiled onto his chest. “I don’t have a greatest wish.” 

“Liar.” He kissed her hair. “You’re the world’s worst liar.” 

She turned toward the window of his bedroom, the morning light making her

dark  hair  glow.  It  had  been  two  weeks  since  that  night  she’d  kissed  him,  two weeks  since  she’d  started  creeping  up  here  after  the  castle  had  gone  to  sleep. 

They’d been sharing a bed, though not in the manner he still yearned to. And he

detested the sneaking and the hiding. 

But  she’d  lose  her  position  if  they  were  found  out.  With  him  being  who  he

was … he could bring down a world of trouble on her just for being associated

with him. His mother alone could find ways to get her shipped off somewhere. 

“Tell me,” he said again, bending to snatch a kiss. “Tell me, and I’ll make it

happen.” 

He’d  always  been  generous  with  his  lovers.  Usually  he  gave  them  gifts  to

keep  them  from  complaining  when  he  lost  interest,  but  this  time  he  genuinely wanted to give her things. He had tried giving her jewelry and clothes, and she

had refused it all. So he’d taken to giving her hard-to-come-by herbs and books

and  special  tools  for  her  workroom.  She’d  tried  to  refuse  those,  but  he’d  worn her down quickly—mostly by kissing away her protests. 

“And if I asked for the moon on a string?” 

“Then I would start praying to Deanna.” 

She  smiled,  but  Dorian’s  own  grin  faded.  Deanna,  Lady  of  the  Hunt.  He

usually tried not to think about Celaena, Aelin—whoever she was. Tried not to

think about Chaol and his lying, or Aedion and his treason. He wanted nothing to

do  with  them,  not  now  that  Sorscha  was  with  him.  He’d  been  a  fool  once, 

swearing  he  would  tear  the  world  apart  for  Celaena.  A  boy  in  love  with  a

wildfire—or believing he was in love with one. 

“Dorian?” Sorscha pulled back to study his face. She looked at him the way

he’d once caught Celaena looking at Chaol. 

He  kissed  her  again,  soft  and  lingering,  and  her  body  melted  into  his.  He

savored  the  silkiness  of  her  skin  as  he  ran  a  hand  down  her  arm.  She  yanked back. “I have to go. I’m late.” 

He groaned. It was indeed almost breakfast—and she would be noticed if she

didn’t leave. She shimmied out of his embrace and into her dress, and he helped

tie  the  stays  in  the  back.  Always  hiding—was  that  to  be  his  life?  Not  just  the women he loved, but his magic, his true thoughts …

Sorscha  kissed  him  and  was  at  the  door,  a  hand  on  the  knob.  “My  greatest

wish,” she said with a little smile, “is for a morning when I don’t have to run out

the door at first light.” 

Before he could say anything, she was gone. 

But  he  didn’t  know  what  he  could  say,  or  do,  to  make  it  happen.  Because

Sorscha had her obligations, and he had his. 

If  he  left  to  be  with  her,  if  he  turned  on  his  father,  or  if  his  magic  was discovered,  then  his  brother  would  become  heir.  And  the  thought  of  Hollin  as king one day … What he would do to their world, especially with their father’s

power … No, Dorian could not have the luxury of choosing, because there was

no option. He was bound to his crown, and would be until the day he died. 

There was a knock on his door, and Dorian smiled, wondering if Sorscha had

come back. The grin vanished as the door opened. 

“We need to talk,” Chaol said from the threshold. Dorian hadn’t seen him in

weeks, and yet—his friend looked older. Exhausted. 

“Not going to bother with flattery?” Dorian said, plopping onto the couch. 

“You  would  see  through  it  anyway.”  Chaol  shut  the  door  behind  him  and

leaned against it. 

“Humor me.” 

“I am sorry, Dorian,” Chaol said softly. “More than you know.” 

“Sorry  because  lying  cost  you  me—and  her?  Would  you  be  sorry  if  you

hadn’t been caught?” 

Chaol’s  jaw  tightened.  And  perhaps  Dorian  was  being  unfair,  but  he  didn’t

care. 

“I am sorry for all of it,” Chaol said. “But I—I’ve been working to fix it.” 

“And  what  about  Celaena?  Is  working  with  Aedion  actually  to  help  me,  or

her?” 

“Both of you.” 

“Do you still love her?” He didn’t know why he cared, why it was important. 

Chaol closed his eyes for a moment. “A part of me will always love her. But I

had to get her out of this castle. Because it was too dangerous, and she was …

what she was becoming…” 

“She  was  not  becoming  anything  different  from  what  she  always  was  and

always  had  the  capacity  to  be.  You  just  finally  saw  everything.  And  once  you saw  that  other  part  of  her  …,”  Dorian  said  quietly.  It  had  taken  him  until  now, until Sorscha, to understand what that meant. “You cannot pick and choose what

parts of her to love.” He pitied Chaol, he realized. His heart hurt for his friend, 

for all that Chaol had surely been realizing these past few months. “Just as you

cannot pick which parts of me you accept.” 

“I don’t—” 

“You  do.  But  what’s  done  is  done,  Chaol.  And  there  is  no  going  back,  no

matter  how  hard  you  try  to  change  things.  Like  it  or  not,  you  played  a  role  in getting us all to this point, too. You set her down that path, to revealing what and

who she is, to whatever she decides to do now.” 

“You  think  I  wanted  any  of  this  to  happen?”  Chaol  splayed  his  arms.  “If  I

could,  I  would  put  it  all  back  to  the  way  it  was.  If  I  could,  she  wouldn’t  be queen, and you wouldn’t have magic.” 

“Of  course—of  course  you  still  see  the  magic  as  a  problem.  And  of  course

you  wish  she  wasn’t  who  she  is.  Because  you’re  not  really  scared  of  those

things, are you? No—it’s what they represent. The change. But let me tell you,” 

Dorian  breathed,  his  magic  flickering  and  then  subsiding  in  a  flash  of  pain, 

“things have already changed. And changed because of  you. I have magic—there

is no undoing that, no getting rid of it. And as for Celaena …” He clamped down

on the power that surged as he imagined—for the first time, he realized—what it

was to be her. “As for Celaena,” he said again, “you do not have the right to wish

she were not what she is. The only thing you have a right to do is decide whether

you are her enemy or her friend.” 

He did not know all of her story, did not know what had been truth and what

had  been  lies,  or  what  it  had  been  like  in  Endovier  to  slave  beside  her

countrymen,  or  to  bow  to  the  man  who  had  murdered  her  family.  But  he  had

seen her—seen glimpses of the person beneath, regardless of name or title. 

And  he  knew,  deep  down,  that  she  had  not  blinked  at  his  magic  but  rather

understood that burden, and that fear. She had not walked away or wished him to

be anything but what he was.  I’ll come back for you. 

So  he  stared  down  his  friend,  even  though  he  knew  Chaol  was  hurting  and

adrift, and said, “I’ve already made my decision about her. And when the time

comes,  regardless  of  whether  you  are  here  or  in  Anielle,  I  hope  your  choice  is the same as mine.” 
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Aedion  hated  to  admit  it,  but  the  captain’s  self-control  was  impressive  as  they waited in the hidden apartment for Murtaugh to arrive. Ren, who couldn’t keep

his  ass  planted  in  a  chair  for  more  than  a  moment  even  with  his  still-healing wounds, paced around the great room. But Chaol sat beside the fire, saying little

but always watching, always listening. 

Tonight the captain seemed different. Warier, but tighter. Thanks to all those

meetings  where  he’d  carefully  watched  the  captain’s  movements,  every  breath

and  blink,  Aedion  instantly  noted  the  difference.  Had  there  been  some  news, 

some development? 

Murtaugh was to return tonight, after a few weeks near Skull’s Bay. He had

refused Ren’s offer to go with him and told his grandson to rest. Which, though

Ren  tried  to  hide  it,  left  the  young  lord  anxious,  ungrounded,  and  aggressive. 

Aedion  was  honestly  surprised  the  apartment  hadn’t  been  torn  to  shreds.  In  his war camp, Aedion might have taken Ren into the sparring ring and let him fight

it out. Or sent him on some mission of his own. Or at least made him chop wood

for hours. 

“So  we’re  just  going  to  wait  all  night,”  Ren  said  at  last,  pausing  before  the dining table and looking at them both. 

The  captain  yielded  nothing  more  than  a  vague  nod,  but  Aedion  crossed  his

arms and gave him a lazy grin. “You have something better to do, Ren? Are we

interfering with a visit to one of your opium dens?” A low blow, but nothing that

the captain hadn’t already guessed about Ren. And if Ren showed any indication

of that sort of habit, Aedion wouldn’t let him within a hundred miles of Aelin. 

Ren shook his head and said, “We’re always waiting these days. Waiting for

Aelin  to  send  some  sign,  waiting  for  nothing.  I  bet  my  grandfather  will  have nothing,  too.  I’m  surprised  we’re  not  all  dead  by  now—that  those  men  didn’t

track  me  down.”  He  stared  into  the  fire,  the  light  making  his  scar  look  even deeper. “I have someone who…” Ren trailed off, glancing at Chaol. “They could

find out more about the king.” 

“I  don’t  trust  your  sources  one  bit—especially  not  after  those  men  found

you,”  Chaol  said.  It  had  been  one  of  Ren’s  informants—caught  and  tortured—

who  had  given  his  location  away.  And  even  though  the  information  had  been

yielded  under  duress,  it  still  didn’t  sit  well  with  Aedion.  He  said  as  much,  and Ren tensed, opening his mouth to snap something undoubtedly stupid and brash, 

but a three-note whistle interrupted. 

The  captain  whistled  back,  and  Ren  was  at  the  door,  opening  it  to  find  his

grandfather  there.  Even  with  his  back  to  them,  Aedion  could  see  the  relief flooding  Ren’s  body  as  they  clasped  forearms,  weeks  of  waiting  without  word

finally  over.  Murtaugh  wasn’t  young  by  any  means—and  as  he  threw  back  his

hood, his face was pale and grim. 

“There’s brandy on the buffet table,” Chaol said, and Aedion, yet again, had

to admire the captain’s keen eyes—even if he would never tell him. The old man

nodded his thanks, and didn’t bother to remove his cloak as he knocked back a

glass of it. “Grandfather.” Ren lingered by the door. 

Murtaugh  turned  to  Aedion.  “Answer  me  truthfully,  boy:  do  you  know  who

General Narrok is?” 

Aedion rose to his feet in a smooth movement. Ren took a few steps toward

them,  but  Murtaugh  held  his  ground  as  Aedion  stalked  to  the  buffet  table  and slowly,  with  deliberate  care,  poured  himself  a  glass  of  brandy.  “Call  me  boy again,”  Aedion  said  with  lethal  calm,  holding  the  old  man’s  stare,  “and  you’ll find yourself back squatting in shanties and sewers.” 

The old man threw up his hands. “When you’re my age, Aedion—” 

“Don’t waste your breath,” Aedion said, returning to his chair. “Narrok’s been

in  the  south—last  I  heard,  he  was  bringing  the  armada  to  the  Dead  Islands.” 

Pirate territory. “But that was months ago. We’re kept on a need-to-know basis. I

learned  about  the  Dead  Islands  because  some  of  the  Pirate  Lord’s  ships  sailed north  looking  for  trouble,  and  they  informed  us  that  they’d  come  to  avoid

Narrok’s fleet.” 

The  pirates  had  scattered,  actually.  The  Pirate  Lord  Rolfe  had  taken  half  of them south; some had gone east; and some had made the fatal mistake of sailing

to Terrasen’s north coast. 

Murtaugh sagged against the buffet table. “Captain?” 

“I’m afraid I know even less than Aedion,” Chaol said. 

Murtaugh  rubbed  his  eyes,  and  Ren  pulled  out  a  chair  at  the  table  for  his

grandfather. The old man slid into it with a small groan. It was a miracle the bag

of bones was still breathing. Aedion shoved down a flicker of regret. He’d been

raised  better  than  that—he  knew  better  than  to  act  like  an  arrogant,  hotheaded prick.  Rhoe  would  have  been  ashamed  of  him  for  speaking  to  an  elder  in  that manner. But Rhoe was dead—all the warriors he’d loved and worshipped were

ten years dead, and the world was worse for it. Aedion was worse for it. 

Murtaugh sighed. “I fled here as quickly as I could. I have not rested for more

than  a  few  hours  this  past  week.  Narrok’s  fleet  is  gone.  Captain  Rolfe  is  again Pirate  Lord  of  Skull’s  Bay,  though  not  more  than  that.  His  men  do  not  venture into the eastern Dead Islands.” 

Despite  the  hint  of  shame,  Aedion  ground  his  teeth  when  Murtaugh  didn’t immediately get to the point. “Why?” he demanded. 

The  lines  of  Murtaugh’s  face  deepened  in  the  light  of  the  fire.  “Because  the men  who  go  into  the  eastern  islands  do  not  come  back.  And  on  windy  nights, even Rolfe swears he can hear … roaring, roaring from the islands; human, but

not quite. 

“The  crew  that  hid  in  the  islands  during  Narrok’s  occupation  claim  it’s

quieted  down,  as  if  he  took  the  source  of  the  sound  with  him.  And  Rolfe…” 

Murtaugh  rubbed  the  bridge  of  his  nose.  “He  told  me  that  on  the  night  they sailed back into the islands, they saw something standing on an outcropping of

rocks, just on the border of the eastern islands. Looked like a pale man, but …

not. Rolfe might be in love with himself, but he’s not a liar. He said whatever—

whoever—it was felt  wrong. Like there was a hole of silence around it, at odds

with the roaring they usually hear. And that it just watched them sail past. The

next day, when they returned to the same spot, it was gone.” 

“There have always been legends of strange creatures in the seas,” the captain

said. 

“Rolfe  and  his  men  swore  that  this  was  nothing  from  legend.  It  was   made, they said.” 

“How did they know?” Aedion asked, eyeing the captain, whose face was still

bone-white. 

“It bore a black collar—like a pet. It took a step toward them, as if to go into

the sea and hunt them down, but it was yanked back by some invisible hand—

some hidden leash.” 

Ren raised his scarred brow. “The Pirate Lord thinks there are  monsters in the

Dead Islands?” 

“He thinks, and I also believe, that they were being made there. And Narrok

took some of them with him.” 

It was Chaol who asked, “Where did Narrok go?” 

“To  Wendlyn,”  Murtaugh  said.  Aedion’s  heart,  damn  him,  stopped.  “Narrok

took the fleet to Wendlyn—to launch a surprise attack.” 

“That’s impossible,” the captain said, shooting to his feet. “Why? Why now?” 

“Because   someone,”  the  old  man  said,  sharper  than  Aedion  had  ever  heard him,  “convinced  the  king  to  send  his  Champion  there  to  kill  the  royal  family. 

What  better  time  to  try  out  these  alleged  monsters  than  when  the  country  is  in chaos?” 

Chaol gripped the back of a chair. “She’s not actually going to kill them—she

would  never.  It—it  was  all  a  ruse,”  he  said.  Aedion  supposed  that  was  all  he
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would tell the Allsbrook men, and all they really needed to know right now. He

ignored the wary glance Ren tossed him, no doubt to see how he would react to

news of his Ashryver kin having targets on their backs. But they’d been dead to

him for ten years already, from the moment they refused to send aid to Terrasen. 

Gods  help  them  if  he  ever  set  foot  in  their  kingdom.  He  wondered  what  Aelin thought  of  them—if  she  thought  Wendlyn  might  be  convinced  of  an  alliance

now,  especially  with  Adarlan  launching  a  larger-scale  assault  on  their  borders. 

Perhaps she would be content to let them all burn, as the people of Terrasen had

burned. He wouldn’t mind either way. 

“It  doesn’t  matter  if  they  are  assassinated  or  not,”  Murtaugh  said.  “When

these  things  arrive,  I  think  the  world  will  soon  learn  what  our  queen  is  up against.” 

“Can  we  send  a  warning?”  Ren  demanded.  “Can  Rolfe  get  word  to

Wendlyn?” 

“Rolfe will not get involved. I offered him promises of gold, of land when our

queen  returns  …  nothing  can  sway  him.  He  has  his  territory  back,  and  he  will not risk his men again.” 

“Then there has to be some blockade runner, some message we can smuggle,” 

Ren  went  on.  Aedion  debated  informing  Ren  that  Wendlyn  hadn’t  bothered  to

help Terrasen, but decided he didn’t particularly feel like getting into an ethical

debate. 

“I have sent a few that way,” Murtaugh said, “but I do not have much faith in

them. And by the time they arrive, it may be too late.” 

“So what do we do?” Ren pushed. 

Murtaugh  sipped  his  brandy.  “We  keep  looking  for  ways  to  help  here. 

Because  I  do  not  believe  for  one  moment  that  His  Majesty’s  newest  surprises

were located only in the Dead Islands.” 

 That  was  an  interesting  point.  Aedion  took  a  sip  from  the  brandy,  but  set  it down. Alcohol wouldn’t help him sort through the jumble of forming plans. So

Aedion half listened to the others as he slipped into the steady rhythm, the beat

to which he calculated all his battles and campaigns. 

Chaol  watched  Aedion  pace  in  the  apartment,  Murtagh  and  Ren  having  left  to

see to their own agendas. Aedion said, “You want to tell me why you look like

you’re going to vomit?” 

“You know everything I know, so it’s easy to guess why,” Chaol said from his

armchair, his jaw clenched. His fight with Dorian had left him in no hurry to get back  to  the  castle,  even  if  he  needed  the  prince  to  test  out  his  theories  on  that spell. Dorian had been right about Celaena—about Chaol resenting her darkness

and abilities and true identity, but … it hadn’t changed how he felt. 

“I  still  don’t  quite  grasp  your  role  in  things,  Captain,”  Aedion  said.  “You’re not  fighting  for  Aelin  or  for  Terrasen;  for  what,  then?  The  greater  good?  Your prince? Whose side does that put you on? Are you a traitor—a rebel?” 

“No.” Chaol’s blood chilled at the thought. “I’m on neither side. I only wish

to help my friend before I leave for Anielle.” 

Aedion’s lip pulled back in a snarl. “Perhaps that’s your problem. Perhaps not

picking  a  side  is  what  costs  you.  Perhaps  you  need  to  tell  your  father  you’re breaking your promise.” 

“I  will  not  turn  my  back  on  my  kingdom  or  my  prince,”  Chaol  snapped.  “I

will  not  fight  in  your  army  and  slaughter  my  people.  And  I  will  not  break  my vow  to  my  father.”  His  honor  might  very  well  be  all  he  would  have  left  at  the end of this. 

“What if your prince sides with us?” 

“Then  I  will  fight  alongside  him,  however  I  am  able,  even  if  it’s  from

Anielle.” 

“So you will fight alongside him, but not for what is right. Have you no free

will, no wants of your own?” 

“My  wants  are  none  of  your  concern.”  And  those  wants  …  “Regardless  of

what Dorian decides, he would never sanction the killing of innocents.” 

A sneer. “No taste for blood?” 

Chaol wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of rising to meet his temper. Instead

he went for the throat and said, “I think your queen would condemn you if you

spilled one drop of innocent blood. She would spit in your face. There are good

people  in  this  kingdom,  and  they  deserve  to  be  considered  in  any  course  of

action your side takes.” 

Aedion’s  eyes  flicked  to  the  scar  on  Chaol’s  cheek.  “Just  like  how  she

condemned  you  for  the  death  of  her  friend?”  Aedion  gave  him  a  slow,  vicious smile,  and  then,  almost  too  fast  to  register,  the  general  was  in  his  face,  arms braced on the wings of the chair. 

Chaol  wondered  if  Aedion  would  strike  him,  or  kill  him,  as  the  general’s

features  turned  more  lupine  than  he’d  ever  seen  them,  nose  crinkled,  teeth

exposed. Aedion said, “When your men have died around you, when you have

seen your women unforgivably hurt, when you have watched droves of orphaned

children starve to death in the streets of your city,  then you can talk to me about

sparing  innocent  lives.  Until  then,  the  fact  remains,  Captain,  that  you  have  not picked a side because you are still a boy, and you are still afraid. Not of losing

innocent lives, but of losing whatever dream it is you’re clinging to. Your prince

has moved on, my queen has moved on. But  you have not. And it will cost you

in the end.” 

Chaol had nothing to say after that and quickly left the apartment. He hardly

slept that night, hardly did anything but stare at his sword, discarded on his desk. 

When  the  sun  rose,  he  went  to  the  king  and  told  him  of  his  plans  to  return  to Anielle. 

Chapter 41

The  next  two  weeks  fell  into  a  pattern—enough  that  Celaena  started  to  find

comfort in it. There were no unexpected stumbles or turns or pitfalls, no deaths

or betrayals or nightmares made flesh. In the mornings and evenings, she played

scullery maid. Late morning until dinner she spent with Rowan, slowly, painfully

exploring the well of magic inside her—a well that, to her horror, had no bottom

in sight. 

The small things—lighting candles, putting out hearth fires, weaving a ribbon

of  flame  through  her  fingers—were  still  the  hardest.  But  Rowan  pushed, 

dragging  her  from  ruin  to  ruin,  the  only  safe  places  for  her  to  lose  control.  At least  he  brought  food  with  him  now,  as  she  was  constantly  starving  and  could hardly go an hour without eating something. Magic gobbled up energy, and she

was eating double or triple what she used to. 

Sometimes  they  would  talk.  Well,  she  would  make  him  talk,  because  after

telling him about Aedion and her own selfish wish for freedom, she decided that

talking was … good. Even if she wasn’t able to open up about some things, she

liked hearing Rowan speak. She managed to get him to tell her about his various

campaigns and adventures, each more brutal and harrowing than the next. There

was  a  whole  giant  world  to  the  south  and  east  of  Wendlyn,  kingdoms  and

empires she’d heard of in passing but had never known much about. Rowan was

a true warrior, who had walked on and off of killing fields, led men through hell, 

sailed on raging seas and seen distant, strange shores. 

Though  she  envied  his  long  life—and  the  gift  of  seeing  the  world  that  went

along  with  it—she  could  still  feel  the  undercurrent  of  rage  and  grief  beneath each  tale,  the  loss  of  his  mate  that  haunted  him  no  matter  how  far  he  rode  or sailed or flew. He spoke very little of his friends, who sometimes accompanied

him on his journeys. She did not envy him the battles he had fought, the wars in

far-off lands, or the bloody years spent laying siege to cities of sand and stone. 

She  did  not  tell  him  that,  of  course.  She  only  listened  as  he  narrated  while instructing  her.  And  as  she  listened,  she  began  to  hate  Maeve—truly  hate  her aunt  in  her  core.  That  rage  drove  her  to  request  legends  about  her  aunt  from Emrys  every  night.  Rowan  never  reprimanded  her  when  she  asked  for  those

stories, never showed any alarm. 

It  came  as  some  surprise  when  Emrys  announced  one  day  that  Beltane  was

two  days  off  and  they  would  begin  preparations  for  their  feasting  and  dancing and celebrating. Already Beltane, and according to Rowan, she was still far from

ready to go to Doranelle, despite mastering the shift. Spring would now be in full

bloom  on  her  own  continent.  Maypoles  would  be  raised,  hawthorn  bushes

decorated—that was about as much as the king would allow. There would be no

small  gifts  left  at  crossroads  for  the  Little  Folk.  The  king  permitted  the  bare bones only, with the focus squarely on the gods and planting for the harvest. Not

a hint or whisper of magic. 

Bonfires would be ignited and a few brave souls would jump across for luck, 

to ward off evil, to ensure a good crop—whatever they hoped would come of it. 

As a child, she had run rampant through the field before the gates of Orynth, the

thousand  bonfires  burning  like  the  lights  of  the  invading  army  that  would  too soon be encamped around the white city. It was  her night, her mother had said—

a  night  when  a  fire-bearing  girl  had  nothing  to  fear,  no  powers  to  hide.  Aelin Fireheart,  people  had  whispered  as  she  bounded  past,  embers  streaming  from her like ribbons, Aedion and a few of her more lethal court members trailing as

indulgent guards.  Aelin of the Wildfire. 

After days of helping Emrys with the food (and devouring it when the cook

wasn’t  looking),  she  was  hoping  for  a  chance  to  relax  on  Beltane,  but  Rowan hauled her to a field atop the mountain plateau. Celaena bit into an apple she’d

pulled  from  her  pocket  and  raised  her  brows  at  Rowan,  who  was  standing  in

front of a massive pile of wood for the bonfire, flanked by two small unlit fires

on either side. 

Around  them,  some  of  the  demi-Fae  were  still  hauling  in  more  wood  and

kindling, others setting up tables to serve the food that Emrys had been laboring

over without rest. 

Dozens of other demi-Fae had arrived from their various outposts, with little

fanfare and much embracing and good-natured teasing. Between helping Emrys

and  training  with  Rowan,  Celaena  hardly  had  time  to  inspect  them—though  a

wretched  part  of  her  was  somewhat  pleased  by  the  few  admiring  glances  she

caught being thrown in her direction by the visiting males. 

She  didn’t  fail  to  notice  how  quickly  they  looked  away  when  they  beheld

Rowan at her side. Though she  did catch a few females looking at him with far

warmer interest. She wanted to claw their faces off for it. 

She  munched  on  the  apple  as  she  studied  him  now,  in  his  usual  pale-gray

tunic  and  wide  belt,  hood  thrown  back  and  leather  vambraces  gleaming  in  the

late afternoon sunlight. Gods, she had no interest in him like that, and she was

certain he had no inclination to take her to his bed, either. Maybe it was just from
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spending so much time in her Fae body that she felt … territorial. Territorial and

grumpy  and  mean.  Last  night,  she  had   growled  at  a  female  in  the  kitchen  who would  not stop staring at him and had actually taken a step toward him as if to

say hello. 

Celaena shook her head to clear away the instincts that were starting to make

her  see  fire  at  all  hours  of  the  day.  “I  assume  you  brought  me  here  so  I  could practice?”  She  chucked  the  apple  core  across  the  field  and  rubbed  at  her

shoulder.  She’d  been  feverish  the  night  before  thanks  to  Rowan  making  her

practice all afternoon, and had awoken exhausted this morning. 

“Ignite them, and keep the fires controlled and even all night.” 

“All three.” Not a question. 

“Keep the end ones low for the jumpers. The middle one should be scorching

the clouds.” 

She wished she hadn’t eaten the apple. “This could easily turn lethal.” 

He  lifted  a  hand  and  wind  stirred  around  her.  “I’ll  be  here,”  he  said  simply, eyes shining with an arrogance he’d more than earned in his centuries of living. 

“And if I somehow still manage to turn someone into a living torch?” 

“Then it’s a good thing the healers are also here to celebrate.” 

She  gave  him  a  dirty  look  and  rolled  her  shoulders.  “When  do  you  want  to

start?” 

Her stomach clenched as he said, “Now.” 

She was burning, but remaining steady, even as the sun set and the field became

packed with revelers. Musicians took up places by the forest edge and the world

filled with their violins and fiddles and flutes and drums, such beautiful, ancient

music  that  her  flames  moved  with  it,  turning  into  rubies  and  citrines  and

tigereyes and deepest sapphires. Her magic didn’t manifest in only blue wildfire

anymore;  it  had  been  slowly  changing,  growing,  these  past  few  weeks.  No  one

really  noticed  her,  standing  on  the  outskirts  of  the  fire’s  light,  though  a  few marveled at the flames that burned but did not consume the wood. 

Sweat  ran  down  every  part  of  her—mostly  thanks  to  the  terror  of  people

jumping  over  the  lower-burning  bonfires.  Yet  Rowan  remained  beside  her, 

murmuring as if she were a nervous horse. She wanted to tell him to go away, to

maybe indulge one of those doe-eyed females who kept silently inviting him to

dance. But she focused on the flames and on maintaining that shred of control, 

even though her blood was starting to boil. A knot tightened in her lower back, and she shifted. Gods, she was soaked—every damn crevice was damp. 

“Easy,” Rowan said as the flames danced a little higher. 

“I  know,”  she  gritted  out.  The  music  was  already  so  inviting,  the  dancing

around  the  fire  so  joyous,  the  food  on  the  tables  smelling  so  delicious  …  and here she was, far from it all, just burning. Her stomach grumbled. “When can I

stop?”  She  shifted  on  her  feet  again,  and  the  largest  bonfire  twisted,  the  flame slithering with her body. No one noticed. 

“When I say so,” he said. She knew he was using the people around them, her

fear for their safety, to get her to master her control, but …

“I’m sweating to death, I’m starving, and I want a break.” 

“Resorting to whining?” But a cool breeze licked up her neck, and she closed

her eyes, moaning. She could feel him watching her, and after a moment he said, 

“Just a little while longer.” 

She almost sagged with relief, but opened her eyes to focus. She could hold

out for a bit, then go eat and eat and eat. Maybe dance. She hadn’t danced in so

long. Maybe she would try it out, here in the shadows. See if her body could find

room for joy, even though it was currently so hot and aching that she would bet

good money that the moment she stopped, she would fall asleep. 

But  the  music  was  entrancing,  the  dancers  mere  shadows  swirling  around. 

Unlike in Adarlan, there were no guards monitoring the festivities, no villagers

lurking  to  see  who  might  cross  the  line  into  treason  and  earn  a  pretty  coin  for whoever they turned in. There was just the music and the dancing and the food

and the fire—her fire. 

She tapped a foot, bobbing her head, eyes on the three smokeless fires and the

silhouettes  dancing  around  them.  She   did  want  to  dance.  Not  from  joy,  but because  she  felt  her  fire  and  the  music  meld  and  pulse  against  her  bones.  The music was a tapestry woven of light and dark and color, building delicate links in

a chain that latched on to her heart and spread out into the world, binding her to

it, connecting everything. 

She understood then. The Wyrdmarks were—were a way of harnessing those

threads, of weaving and binding the essence of things. Magic could do the same, 

and  from  her  power,  from  her  imagination  and  will  and  core,  she  could  create and shape. 

“Easy,” Rowan said, then added with a hint of surprise, “Music. That day on

the ice, you were humming.” She registered another cool wind on her neck, but

her skin was already pulsing in time with the drums. “Let the music steady you.” 

Gods, to be free like this … The flames roiled and undulated with the melody. 

 “Easy.”   She  could  barely  hear  him  above  the  wave  of  sound  filling  her  up, making her feel each tether binding her to the earth, each infinite thread. For a

breath  she  wished  for  a  shape-shifter’s  heart  so  she  could  shed  her  skin  and weave  herself  into  something  else,  the  music  or  the  wind,  and  blow  across  the world. Her eyes were stinging, almost blurry from staring so long at the flames, 

and a muscle in her back twinged. 

“Steady.” She didn’t know what he was talking about—the flames were calm, 

lovely. What would happen if she walked through them? The pulsing in her head

seemed to say  do it, do it, do it. 

“That’s  enough  for  now.”  Rowan  grabbed  her  arm,  but  hissed  and  let  go. 

“That is  enough.” 

Slowly, too slowly, she looked at him. His eyes were wide, the light of the fire

making them almost blaze. Fire— her fire. She returned to the flame, submitted

to it. The music and the dancing continued, bright and merry. 

“Look at me,” Rowan said, but didn’t touch her.  “Look at me.” 

She could hardly hear him, as if she were underwater. There was a pounding

in  her  now—edged  with  pain.  It  was  a  knife  that  sliced  into  her  mind  and  her body  with  each  pulse.  She  couldn’t  look  at  him—didn’t  dare  take  her  attention from the fire. 

“Let the fires burn on their own,” Rowan ordered. She could have sworn she

heard something like fear in his voice. It was an effort of will, and pain spiked

down the tendons in her neck, but she looked at him. His nostrils flared. “Aelin, 

stop right now.” 

She  tried  to  speak,  but  her  throat  was  raw,  burning.  She  couldn’t  move  her

body. 

 “Let go.”  She tried to tell him she couldn’t, but it hurt. She was an anvil and the  pain  was  a  hammer,  striking  again  and  again.  “If  you  don’t  let  go,  you  are going to burn out completely.” 

Was this the end of her magic, then? A few hours tending fires? Such a relief

—such a blessed relief, if it were true. 

“You  are  on  the  verge  of  roasting  yourself  from  the  inside  out,”  Rowan

snarled. 

She  blinked,  and  her  eyes  ached  as  if  she  had  sand  in  them.  Agony  lashed

down  her  spine,  so  hard  she  fell  to  the  grass.  Light  flared—not  from  her  or Rowan, but from the fires surging. People yelled, the music faltered. The grass

hissed  beneath  her  hands,  smoking.  She  groaned,  fumbling  inside  for  the  three tethers to the fires. But she was a maze, a labyrinth, the strings all tangled, and—

“I’m sorry,” Rowan hissed, swearing again, and the air vanished. 

She  tried  to  groan,  to  move,  but  she  had  no  air.  No  air  for  that  inner  fire. 

Blackness swept in. 

Oblivion. 

Then she was gasping, arcing off the grass, the fires now crackling naturally

and Rowan hovering over her. “Breathe. Breathe.” 

Though he’d snapped her tethers to the fires, she was still burning. 

Not burning on the outside, where even the grass had stopped smoldering. 

She  was  burning  up  from  within.  Each  breath  sent  fire  down  her  lungs,  her

veins. She could not speak or move. 

She had shoved herself over some boundary—hadn’t heard the warning signs

to turn back—and she was burning alive beneath her skin. 

She  shook  with  tearless,  panicked  sobs.  It  hurt—it  was  endless  and  eternal

and  there  was  no  dark  part  of  her  where  she  could  flee  to  escape  the  flames. 

Death would be a mercy, a cold, black haven. 

She didn’t know Rowan had left until he came sprinting back, two females in

tow.  One  of  them  said,  “Can  you  stand  to  carry  her?  There  aren’t  any  water-wielders here, and we need to get her into cold water.  Now.” 

She didn’t hear what else was said, heard nothing but the pounding-pounding

of that forge under her skin. There was a grunt and a hiss, and then she was in

Rowan’s  arms,  bouncing  against  his  chest  as  he  hurtled  through  the  woods. 

Every step sent splinters of red-hot pain through her. Though his arms were ice

cold, a frigid wind pressing on her, she was adrift in a sea of fire. 

Hell—this  was  what  the  dark  god’s  underworld  felt  like.  This  was  what

awaited her when she took her last breath. 

It was the horror of that thought that made her focus on what she could grasp

—namely  the  pine-and-snow  smell  of  Rowan.  She  pulled  that  smell  into  her

lungs, pulled it down deep and clung to it as though it were a lifeline tossed into

a  stormy  sea.  She  didn’t  know  how  long  it  took,  but  her  grasp  on  him  was

weakening, each pulse of fiery pain fraying it. 

But  then  it  was  darker  than  the  woods,  and  the  sounds  echoed  louder,  and

they took stairs, and then—“Get her into the water.” 

She was lowered into the water in the sunken stone tub, then steam brushed

her  face.  Someone  swore.  “Freeze  it,  Prince,”  the  second  voice  commanded. 

“Now.” 

There was a moment of blissful cold, but then the fire surged, and—


 “Get her out!”   Strong  hands  yanked  at  her,  and  she  had  the  vague  sense  of hearing bubbling. 

She  had  boiled  the  water  in  that  tub.  Almost  boiled  herself.  She  was  in another  tub  a  moment  later,  the  ice  forming  again—then  melting.  Melting,  and

—“Breathe,” Rowan said by her ear, kneeling at the head of the tub. “Let it go—

let it get out of you.” 

Steam rose, but she took a breath. “Good,” Rowan panted. Ice formed again. 

Melted. 

She was sweating, heat pulsing against her skin like a drum. She did not want

to die like this. She took another breath. 

Like  the  ebb  and  flow  of  the  tide,  the  bath  froze,  then  melted,  froze,  then melted,  slower  each  time.  And  each  time,  the  cold  soaked  into  her  a  bit  more, numbing her, urging her body to relax. 

Ice  and  fire.  Frost  and  embers.  Locked  in  a  battle,  pushing  and  pulling. 

Beneath  it,  she  could  almost  taste  Rowan’s  steel  will  slamming  against  her

magic—a will that refused to let the fire burn her into nothing. 

Her body ached, but now the pain was mortal. Her cheeks were still aflame, 

but  the  water  went  cold,  then  lukewarm,  then  warm  and—stayed  that  way. 

Warm, not hot. 

“We need to get those clothes off her,” one of the females said. Celaena lost

track of time as two small sets of hands eased up her head and then stripped off

her  sodden  clothes.  Without  them,  she  was  almost  weightless  in  the  water.  She didn’t care if Rowan saw—didn’t think there was an inch of a woman’s body he

hadn’t already explored anyway. She lay there, eyes shut, face tilted toward the

ceiling. 

After a while, Rowan said, “Just answer yes or no. That’s all you have to do.” 

She  managed  a  slight  nod,  though  she  winced  as  pain  shot  down  her  neck  and shoulders. “Are you in danger of flaring up again?” 

She  was  breathing  as  evenly  as  she  could,  the  heat  pounding  in  her  cheeks, 

her legs, her core, but it was steadily diminishing. “No,” she whispered, a brush

of hot air from her tongue. 

“Are  you  in  pain?”  Not  a  sympathetic  question,  but  a  commander  assessing

his soldier’s condition to sort out the best course of action. 

“Yes.” A hiss of steam. 

A woman said, “We will prepare a tonic. Just keep her cool.” Soft feet padded

on the stone floors on their way out, then came the snick of the door to the baths

closing. There was a slosh of water in a bucket, then—

Celaena  sighed,  or  tried  to,  as  an  ice-cold  cloth  was  laid  on  her  forehead. 

More sloshing, then another cloth dripped freezing water onto her hair, her neck. 

“The  burnout,”  Rowan  said  quietly.  “You  should  have  told  me  you  were  at

your limit.” 

Speaking  was  too  hard,  but  she  opened  her  eyes  to  find  him  kneeling  at  the head  of  the  bath,  a  bucket  of  water  beside  him  and  a  cloth  in  his  hands.  He wrung it again over her brow, the water so wonderful she would have moaned. 

The bath cooled further, but was still warm—too warm. 

“If  you’d  gone  on  any  longer,  the  burnout  would  have  destroyed  you.  You

 must learn to recognize the signs—and how to pull back before it’s too late.” Not a  statement,  but  a  command.  “It  will  rip  you  apart  inside.  Make  this  …”  He shook his head again. “Make this look like nothing. You don’t  touch your magic

until you’ve rested for a while. Understand?” 

She  tilted  her  head  up,  beckoning  for  more  cold  water  on  her  face,  but  he

refused to wring the cloth until she nodded her agreement. He cooled her off for

another few moments, then slung the cloth over the side of the bucket and stood. 

“I’m going to check on the tonic. I’ll be back soon.” He left once she’d nodded

again.  If  she  hadn’t  known  better,  she  might  have  thought  he  was  fussing. 

Worried, even. 

She  hadn’t  been  old  enough  in  Terrasen  to  have  anyone  teach  her  about  the

deadly side to her power—and no one had explained, since her lessons had been

so limited. She hadn’t  felt like she was burning out. It had come on so quickly. 

Maybe that was all there was to her magic. Maybe her well didn’t go as deep as

everyone had thought. It would be a relief if that were true. 

She  lifted  her  legs,  groaning  at  the  aches  along  her  muscles,  and  leaned

forward far enough to hug her knees. Above the lip of the sunken tub, there were

a  few  candles  burning  on  the  stones,  and  she  glared  at  the  flames.  Hated  the flames. Though she supposed they needed light in here. 

She rested her forehead on her scarred knees, her skin nearly scorching. She

shut her eyes, piecing her splintered consciousness together. 

The door opened. Rowan. She kept herself in that cool darkness, savoring the

growing chill in the water, the quieting pulse under her skin. He sounded about

halfway across the room when his footsteps halted. 

His breath caught, harsh enough that she looked over her shoulder. 

But his eyes weren’t on her face. Or the water. They were on her bare back. 

Curled as she was against her knees, he could see the whole expanse of ruined

flesh, each scar from the lashings. “Who did that do you?” 

It  would  have  been  easy  to  lie,  but  she  was  so  tired,  and  he  had  saved  her useless hide. So she said, “A lot of people. I spent some time in the Salt Mines of

Endovier.” 

He was so still that she wondered if he’d stopped breathing. “How long?” he

asked  after  a  moment.  She  braced  herself  for  the  pity,  but  his  face  was  so carefully blank—no, not blank. Calm with lethal rage. 

“A year. I was there a year before … it’s a long story.” She was too exhausted, 

her  throat  too  raw,  to  say  the  rest  of  it.  She  noticed  then  that  his  arms  were bandaged, and more bandages across his broad chest peeked up from beneath his

shirt.  She’d  burned  him  again.  And  yet  he  had  held  on  to  her—had  run  all  the way here and not let go once. 

“You were a slave.” 

She gave him a slow nod. He opened his mouth, but shut it and swallowed, 

that lethal rage winking out. As if he remembered who he was talking to and that

it was the least punishment she deserved. 

He  turned  on  his  heel  and  shut  the  door  behind  him.  She  wished  he’d

slammed it—wished he’d shattered it. But he closed it with barely more than a

click and did not return. 

Chapter 42

Her back. 

Rowan  soared  over  the  trees,  riding  and  shaping  the  winds  to  push  him

onward, faster, their roar negligible to the bellowing in his head. He took in the

passing world out of instinct rather than interest, his eyes turned inward—toward

that slab of ruined flesh glistening in the candlelight. 

The gods knew he’d seen plenty of harrowing injuries. He’d bestowed plenty

of them on his enemies and friends alike. In the grand sense of things, her back

wasn’t even close to some of those wounds. Yet when he’d seen it, his heart had

clean  stopped—and  for  a  moment,  there  had  been  an  overwhelming  silence  in

his mind. 

He felt his magic and his warrior’s instincts honing into a lethal combination

the longer he stared—howling to rip apart the people who had done that with his

bare  hands.  Then  he’d  just  left,  hardly  making  it  out  of  the  baths  before  he shifted and soared into the night. 

Maeve had lied. Or lied by omission. But she knew. She knew what the  girl

had gone through—knew she’d been a slave. That day—that day early on, he’d

threatened  to   whip  the  girl,  gods  above.  And  she  had  lost  it.  He’d  been  such  a proud  fool  that  he’d  assumed  she’d  lashed  out  because  she  was  nothing  more

than a child. He should have known better—should have known that when she

 did  react  to  something  like  that,  it  meant  the  scars  went  deep.  And  then  there were the other things he’d said …

He  was  almost  to  the  towering  line  of  the  Cambrian  Mountains.  She  had

barely  been  grown  into  her  woman’s  body  when  they  hurt  her  like  that.  Why

hadn’t she told him? Why hadn’t Maeve told him? His hawk loosed a piercing

cry  that  echoed  on  the  dark  gray  stones  of  the  mountain  wall  before  him.  A chorus of unearthly howls rose in response—Maeve’s wild wolves, guarding the

passes.  Even  if  he  flew  all  the  way  to  Doranelle,  he’d  reach  his  queen  and demand  answers  and  …  she  would  not  give  them  to  him.  With  the  blood  oath, 

she could command he not go back to Mistward. 

He  gripped  the  winds  with  his  magic,  choking  off  their  current.  Aelin  …

Aelin had not trusted him—had not wanted him to know. 

And  she’d  almost  burned  out  completely,  gods  be  damned,  leaving  her

currently  defenseless.  Primal  anger  sharpened  in  his  gut,  brimming  with  a
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territorial, possessive need. Not a need for her, but a need to protect—a male’s

duty and honor. He had not handled the news as he should have. 

If  she  hadn’t  wanted  to  tell  him  about  being  a  slave,  then  she  probably  had done so assuming the worst about him—just as she was probably assuming the

worst about his leaving. The thought didn’t sit well. 

So  he  veered  back  to  the  north  and  reined  his  magic  to  pull  the  winds  with him, easing his flight back to the fortress. 

He would get answers from his queen soon enough. 

The  healers  gave  her  a  tonic,  and  when  Celaena  reassured  them  that  she

wasn’t  going  to  incinerate  herself,  she  stayed  in  the  bath  until  her  teeth  were chattering. It took three times as long as usual to get back to her rooms, and she

was so frozen and drained that she didn’t change into clothes before she dropped

into bed. 

She didn’t want to think about what it meant that Rowan had left like that, but

she  did,  aching  and  cramping  from  the  magic.  She  drifted  into  a  jerking,  fitful sleep, the cold so fierce she couldn’t tell whether it was from the temperature or

the aftermath of the magic. At some point, she was awoken by the laughing and

singing  of  the  returning  revelers.  After  a  while,  even  the  drunkest  found  their bed or someone else’s. She was almost asleep again, teeth still chattering, when

her  window  groaned  open  in  the  breeze.  She  was  too  cold  and  sore  to  get  up. 

There was a flutter of wings and a flash of light, and before she could roll over, 

he’d scooped her up, blanket and all. 

If  she’d  had  any  energy,  she  might  have  objected.  But  he  carried  her  up  the two flights of stairs, down the hall, and then—

A roaring fire, warm sheets, and a soft mattress. And a heavy quilt that was

tucked in with surprising gentleness. The fire dimmed on a phantom wind, and

then the mattress shifted. 

In  the  flickering  dark,  he  said  roughly,  “You’re  staying  with  me  from  now

on.” She found him lying as far away from her as he could get without falling off

the mattress. “The bed is for tonight. Tomorrow, you’ll get a cot. You’ll clean up

after yourself or you’ll be back in that room.” 

She  nestled  into  her  pillow.  “Very  well.”  The  fire  dimmed,  yet  the  room

remained toasty. It was the first warm bed she’d had in months. But she said, “I

don’t want your pity.” 

“This  is  not  pity.  Maeve  decided  not  to  tell  me  what  happened  to  you.  You

have to know that I—I wasn’t aware you had—” 

She slid an arm across the bed to grasp his hand. She knew that if she wanted

to, she could strike him a wound so deep it would fracture him. “I knew. At first, 

I  was  afraid  you’d  mock  me  if  I  told  you,  and  I  would  kill  you  for  it.  Then  I didn’t want you to pity me. And more than any of that, I didn’t want you to think

it was ever an excuse.” 

“Like  a  good  soldier,”  he  said.  She  had  to  look  away  for  a  moment  to  keep from letting him see just what that meant to her. He took a long breath that made

his  broad  chest  expand.  “Tell  me  how  you  were  sent  there—and  how  you  got

out.” 

She was tired in her bones, but she rallied her energy one last time and told

him  of  the  years  in  Rifthold,  of  stealing  Asterion  horses  and  racing  across  the desert,  of  dancing  until  dawn  with  courtesans  and  thieves  and  all  the  beautiful, wicked creatures in the world. And then she told him about losing Sam, and of

that  first  whipping  in  Endovier,  when  she’d  spat  blood  in  the  Chief  Overseer’s face, and what she had seen and endured in the following year. She spoke of the

day she had snapped and sprinted for her own death. Her heart grew heavy when

at last she got to the evening when the Captain of the Royal Guard prowled into

her life, and a tyrant’s son had offered her a shot at freedom. She told him what

she  could  about  the  competition  and  how  she’d  won  it,  until  her  words  slurred and her eyelids drooped. 

There  would  be  more  time  to  tell  him  of  what  happened  next—of  the

Wyrdkeys  and  Elena  and  Nehemia  and  how  she  had  become  so  broken  and

useless. She yawned, and Rowan rubbed his eyes, his other hand still in hers. But

he didn’t let go. And when she awoke before dawn, warm and safe and rested, 

Rowan was still holding her hand, clasped to his chest. 

Something molten rushed through her, pouring over every crack and fracture

still left gaping and open. Not to hurt or mar—but to weld. 

To forge. 

Chapter 43

Rowan didn’t let her get out of bed that day. He brought trays of food, going so

far  as  to  make  sure  she  consumed  every  last  drop  of  beef  stew,  half  a  loaf  of crusty  bread,  a  bowl  of  the  first  spring  berries,  and  a  mug  of  ginger  tea.  He hardly  needed  to  offer  any  encouragement  to  eat;  she  was  starving.  But  if  she didn’t know better, she’d say he was fussing. 

Emrys  and  Luca  visited  once  to  see  if  she  was  alive,  took  one  look  at

Rowan’s  stone-cold  face,  heard  the  ripple  of  a  growl,  and  took  off,  saying  she was  in  more  than  competent  hands  and  promising  to  come  back  when  she  was

feeling better. 

“You know,” Celaena said, propped in bed with her fourth mug of tea of the

day, “I highly doubt anyone is going to attack me  now, if they’ve already put up with my nonsense for this long.” 

Rowan, who was yet again poring over the map of the location of the bodies, 

didn’t even look up from his seat at his worktable. “This isn’t negotiable.” 

She might have laughed had her body not given a burst of twisting, blinding

pain.  She  bore  down  on  it,  clenching  her  mug,  focusing  on  her  breathing.  That was why she’d allowed him to fuss. Thanks to her magical meltdown last night, 

every damn part of her was sore. The constant throb and stinging and twisting, 

the headache between her brows, the fuzziness on the edge of her vision … even

sliding her gaze across the room sent sparks of pain through her head. 

“So you mean to tell me that whenever someone comes close to burnout, she

not only goes through all this misery, but if she’s female, the males around her

go this berserk?” 

He set down his pen and twisted to examine her. “This is hardly berserk. At

least you can defend yourself by physical means when your magic is useless. For

other Fae, even if they’ve had weapons and defense training, if they can’t touch

their  magic,  they’re  vulnerable,  especially  when  they’re  drained  and  in  pain. 

That  makes  people—usually  males,  yes—somewhat  edgy.  Others  have  been

known to kill without thought any perceived threat, real or otherwise.” 

“What  sort  of  threat?  Maeve’s  lands  are  peaceful.”  She  leaned  over  to  set

down her tea, but he was already moving, so swift that he intercepted her mug

before it could hit the table. He took it from her with surprising gentleness, saw

that she’d drained it, and poured another cup. 

“Threats  from  anywhere—males,  females,  creatures  …  You  can’t  reason against  it.  Even  if  it  wasn’t  in  our  culture,  there  would  still  be  an  instinct  to protect the defenseless, regardless of whether they’re female or male, young or

old.” He reached for a slice of bread and a bowl of beef broth. “Eat this.” 

“It pains me to say this, but one more bite and I’ll be sick all over the place.” 

Oh, he was definitely fussing, and though it warmed her miserable heart, it was

becoming rather irritating. 

The  bastard  just  dipped  the  bread  into  the  broth  and  held  them  out  to  her. 

“You  need  to  keep  up  your  energy.  You  probably  came  so  close  to  burnout

because you didn’t have enough food in your stomach.” 

Fine; it smelled too good to resist, anyway. She took the bread and the broth. 

While she ate, he made sure the room passed inspection: the fire was still high

(suffocatingly  hot,  as  it  had  been  since  morning,  thanks  to  the  chills  that  had racked her), only one window was cracked (to allow in the slightest of breezes

when she had hot flashes), the door was shut (and locked), and yet another pot of

tea  was  waiting  (currently  steeping  on  his  worktable).  When  he  was  done

ensuring all was accounted for and no threats lurked in the shadows, he looked

her over with the same scrutiny: skin (wan and gleaming from the remnants of

those hot flashes), lips (pale and cracked), posture (limp and useless), eyes (pain-

dimmed and increasingly full of irritation). Rowan frowned again. 

After  handing  the  empty  bowl  to  him,  she  rubbed  her  thumb  and  forefinger

against the persistent headache between her eyebrows. “So when the magic runs

out,” she said, “that’s it—either you stop or you burn out?” 

Rowan  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  “Well,  there’s  the   carranam.”  The  Old Language word was beautiful on his tongue—and if she’d had a death wish, she

might have begged him to speak only in the ancient language, just to savor the

exquisite sounds. 

“It’s hard to explain,” Rowan went on. “I’ve only ever seen it used a handful

of  times  on  killing  fields.  When  you’re  drained,  your   carranam  can  yield  their power  to  you,  as  long  as  you’re  compatible  and  actively  sharing  a  blood

connection.” 

She  tilted  her  head  to  the  side.  “If  we  were   carranam,  and  I  gave  you  my power,  would  you  still  only  be  using  wind  and  ice—not  my  fire?”  He  nodded

gravely. “How do you know if you’re compatible with someone?” 

“There’s  no  way  of  telling  until  you  try.  And  the  bond  is  so  rare  that  the majority  of  Fae  never  meet  someone  who  is  compatible,  or  whom  they  trust

enough to test it out. There’s always a threat that they could take too much—and

if  they’re  unskilled,  they  could  shatter  your  mind.  Or  you  could  both  burn  out

completely.” 

Interesting. “Could you ever just steal magic from someone?” 

“Less  savory  Fae  once  attempted  to  do  so—to  win  battles  and  add  to  their

own power—but it never worked. And if it did, it was because the person they

held hostage was coincidentally compatible. Maeve outlawed any forced bonds

long before I was born, but … I’ve been sent a few times to hunt down corrupt

Fae who keep their  carranam as slaves. Usually, the slaves are so broken there’s no way to rehabilitate them. Putting them down is the only mercy I can offer.” 

His  face  and  voice  didn’t  change,  but  she  said  softly,  “Doing  that  must  be

harder than all the wars and sieges you’ve ever waged.” 

A shadow darted across his harsh face. “Immortality is not as much of a gift

as mortals would believe. It can breed monsters that even you would be sick to

learn  about.  Imagine  the  sadists  you’ve  encountered—and  then  imagine  them

with millennia to hone their craft and warped desires.” 

Celaena  shuddered.  “This  conversation’s  become  too  awful  to  have  after

eating,” she said, slumping against the pillows. “Tell me which one of your little

cadre is the handsomest, and if he would fancy me.” 

Rowan choked. “The thought of you with any of my companions makes my

blood run cold.” 

“They’re that awful? Your kitty-cat friend looked decent enough.” 

Rowan’s brows rose high. “I don’t think my  kitty-cat friend would know what

to do with you—nor would any of the others. It would likely end in bloodshed.” 

She kept grinning, and he crossed his arms. “They would likely have very little

interest in you, as you’ll be old and decrepit soon enough and thus not worth the

effort it would take to win you.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Killjoy.” 

Silence fell, and he looked her over again (lucid, if drained and moody), and

she wasn’t that surprised when he glanced at her bare wrists—one of the few bits

of skin showing thanks to all the blankets he’d piled on top of her. They hadn’t

discussed it last night, but she knew he’d been working up to it. 

There  was  no  judgment  in  his  eyes  as  he  said,  “A  skilled  healer  could

probably get rid of those scars—definitely the ones on your wrist, and most on

your back.” 

She clenched her jaw, but after a moment loosed a long breath. Even though

she knew he would understand without much explanation, she said, “There were

cells  in  the  bowels  of  the  mines  that  they  used  to  punish  slaves.  Cells  so  dark you  would  wake  up  in  them  and  think  you’d  been  blinded.  They  locked  me  in

there sometimes—once for three weeks straight. And the only thing that got me

through  it  was  reminding  myself  of  my  name,  over  and  over  and  over— I  am Celaena Sardothien.” 

Rowan’s face was drawn, but she went on. “When they would let me out, so

much  of  my  mind  had  shut  down  in  the  darkness  that  the  only  thing  I  could remember  was  that  my  name  was  Celaena.  Celaena  Sardothien,  arrogant  and

brave and skilled, Celaena who did not know fear or despair, Celaena who was a

weapon  honed  by  Death.”  She  ran  a  shaking  hand  through  her  hair.  “I  don’t

usually let myself think about that part of Endovier,” she admitted. “After I got

out, there were nights when I would wake up and think I was back in those cells, 

and I would have to light every candle in my room to prove I wasn’t. They don’t

just kill you in the mines—they break you. 

“There  are  thousands  of  slaves  in  Endovier,  and  a  good  number  are  from

Terrasen. Regardless of what I do with my birthright, I’m going to find a way to

free them someday. I  will free them. Them, and all the slaves in Calaculla, too. 

So my scars serve as a reminder of that.” 

She’d never said it, but there it was. Once she dealt with the King of Adarlan, 

if  destroying  him  somehow  didn’t  put  an  end  to  the  labor  camps,  she  would. 

Stone by stone, if necessary. 

Rowan asked, “What happened ten years ago, Aelin?” 

“I’m not going to talk about that.” 

“If you took up your crown, you could free Endovier far more easily than—” 

“I  can’t talk about it.” 

“Why?” 

There was a pit in the memory—a pit she couldn’t climb out of if she ever fell

in. It wasn’t her parents’ deaths. She had been able to tell others in vague terms

about their murders. That pain was still staggering, still haunted her. But waking

up between their corpses wasn’t the moment that had shattered everything Aelin

Galathynius  was  and  might  have  been.  In  the  back  of  her  mind,  she  heard

another woman’s voice, lovely and frantic, another woman who—

She rubbed her brows again. “There is this … rage,” she said hoarsely. “This

despair and hatred and  rage that lives and breathes inside me. There is no sanity to  it,  no  gentleness.  It  is  a  monster  dwelling  under  my  skin.  For  the  past  ten years, I have worked every day, every hour, to keep that monster locked up. And

the moment I talk about those two days, and what happened before and after, that

monster is going to break loose, and there will be no accounting for what I do. 

“That is how I was able to stand before the King of Adarlan, how I was able

to befriend his son and his captain, how I was able to live in that palace. Because

I did not give that rage, those memories, one inch. And right now I am looking
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for  the  tools  that  might  destroy  my  enemy,  and  I  cannot  let  out  the  monster, because it will make me use those tools against the king, not put them back as I

should—and I might very well destroy the world for spite. So  that is why I must

be  Celaena,  not  Aelin—because  being  Aelin  means  facing  those  things,  and

unleashing that monster. Do you understand?” 

“For  whatever  it’s  worth,  I  don’t  think  you  would  destroy  the  world  from

spite.”  His  voice  turned  hard.  “But  I  also  think  you  like  to  suffer.  You  collect scars  because  you  want  proof  that  you  are  paying  for  whatever  sins  you’ve

committed.  And  I  know  this  because  I’ve  been  doing  the  same  damn  thing  for

two  hundred  years.  Tell  me,  do  you  think  you  will  go  to  some  blessed

Afterworld,  or  do  you  expect  a  burning  hell?  You’re  hoping  for  hell—because

how could you face them in the After-world? Better to suffer, to be damned for

eternity and—” 

“That’s  enough,”  she  whispered.  She  must  have  sounded  as  miserable  and

small as she felt, because he turned back to the worktable. She shut her eyes, but

her heart was thundering. 

She  didn’t  know  how  much  time  passed.  After  a  while,  the  mattress  shifted

and groaned, and a warm body pressed against hers. Not holding her, just lying

beside  her.  She  didn’t  open  her  eyes,  but  she  breathed  in  the  smell  of  him,  the pine and snow, and her pain settled a bit. 

“At least if you’re going to hell,” he said, the vibrations in his chest rumbling

against her, “then we’ll be there together.” 

“I feel bad for the dark god already.” He brushed a large hand down her hair, 

and  she  almost  purred.  She  hadn’t  realized  just  how  much  she  missed  being

touched—by anyone, friend or lover. “When I’m back to normal, can I assume

you’re going to yell at me about almost burning out?” 

He let out a soft laugh but continued stroking her hair. “You have no idea.” 

She smiled against the pillow, and his hand stilled for a moment—then started

again. 

After a long while he murmured, “I have no doubt that you’ll be able to free

the slaves from the labor camps some day. No matter what name you use.” 

Her eyes burned behind their lids, but she leaned into his touch some  more, 

even  going  so  far  as  to  put  a  hand  on  his  broad  chest,  savoring  the  steady, assured heartbeat pounding beneath. 

“Thank  you  for  looking  after  me,”  she  said.  He  grunted—acceptance  or

dismissal, she didn’t know. Sleep tugged at her, and she followed it into oblivion. 
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Rowan kept her cooped up in his room for a few more days, and even once she

told him she was feeling fine, he made her spend an extra half day in bed. She

supposed  it  was  nice,  having  someone,  even  an  overbearing,  snarling  Fae

warrior, bothering to care whether she lived or died. 

Her  birthday  arrived—nineteen  somehow  felt  rather  dull—and  her  sole

present  was  that  Rowan  left  her  alone  for  a  few  hours.  He  came  back  with  the news of another demi-Fae corpse found near the coast. She asked him to let her

see  it,  but  he  flat-out  refused  (barked  at  her  was  more  like  it)  and  said  he’d already gone to see it himself. It was the same pattern: a dried nosebleed, a body

drained until only a husk remained, and then a careless dumping. He’d also gone

back to that town—where they had been more than happy to see him, since he’d

brought gold and silver. 

And he’d returned to Celaena with chocolates, since he claimed to be insulted

that she considered his absence a proper birthday present. She tried to embrace

him, but he would have none of that, and told her as much. Still, the next time

she  used  the  bathing  room,  she’d  snuck  behind  his  chair  at  the  worktable  and planted a great, smacking kiss on his cheek. He’d waved her off and wiped his

face with a snarl, but she had the suspicion that he’d let her get past his defenses. 

It was a mistake to think that finally going back outdoors would be delightful. 

Celaena was standing across a mossy clearing from Rowan, her knees slightly

bent,  hands  in  loose  fists.  Rowan  hadn’t  told  her  to,  but  she’d  gotten  into  a defensive position upon seeing the faint gleam in his eyes. 

Rowan only looked like this when he was about to make her life a living hell. 

And since they hadn’t gone to the temple ruins, she assumed he thought she’d at

least  mastered  one  element  of  her  power,  despite  the  events  of  Beltane.  Which meant they were on to mastering the next. 

“Your magic lacks shape,” Rowan said at last, standing so still that she envied

him  for  it.  “And  because  it  has  no  shape,  you  have  little  control.  As  a  form  of attack,  a  fireball  or  wave  of  flame  is  useful,  yes.  But  if  you  are  engaging  a skilled combatant—if you want to be able to  use your power—then you have to

learn  to  fight  with  it.”  She  groaned.  “But,”  he  added  sharply,  “you  have  one advantage that many magic-wielders do not: you already know how to fight with

weapons.” 

“First chocolates on my birthday, now an actual compliment?” 

His eyes narrowed, and they had yet another of their wordless conversations. 

[image: Image 595]

 The more you talk, the more I’m going to make you pay in a moment. 

She smiled slightly.  Apologies, master. I am yours to instruct. 

 Brat. He jerked his chin at her. “Your fire can take whatever form you wish—

the only limit being your imagination. And considering your upbringing, should

you go on the offensive—” 

“You want me to make a sword out of fire?” 

“Arrows, daggers—you direct the power. Visualize it, and use it as you would

a mortal weapon.” 

She swallowed. 

He smirked.  Afraid to play with fire, Princess? 

 You won’t be happy if I singe your eyebrows off. 

 Try  me.  “When  you  trained  as  an  assassin,  what  was  the  first  thing  you learned?” 

“How to defend myself.” 

She understood why he’d looked so amused for the past few minutes when he

said, “Good.” 

Not surprisingly, having ice daggers thrown at her was miserable. 

Rowan hurled dagger after magical dagger at her—and every damn time, the

shield of fire that she tried (and failed) to imagine did nothing. If it appeared at

all, it always manifested too far to the left or right. 

Rowan didn’t want a wall of flame. No—he wanted a small, controlled shield. 

And  it  didn’t  matter  how  many  times  he  nicked  her  hands  or  arms  or  face,  it didn’t  matter  that  dried  blood  was  now  itching  down  her  cheeks.  One  shield—

that was all she had to craft and he would stop. 

Sweating  and  panting,  Celaena  was  beginning  to  wonder  if  she  should  step

directly into the path of his next dagger and put herself out of her suffering when

Rowan growled. “Try harder.” 

“I am trying,” she snapped, rolling aside as he sent two gleaming ice daggers

at her head. 

“You’re acting like you’re on the verge of a burnout.” 

“Maybe I am.” 

“If you believe for one moment that you’re close to a burnout after an hour of

practicing—” 

“It happened that quickly on Beltane.” 
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“That was  not the end of your power.” His next ice dagger hovered in the air

beside his head. “You fell into the lure of the magic and let it do what it wanted

—let  it  consume  you.  Had  you  kept  your  head,  you  could  have  had  those  fires burning for weeks—months.” 

“No.” She didn’t have any better answer than that. 

His  nostrils  flared  slightly.  “I  knew  it.  You  wanted  your  power  to  be

insignificant—you were relieved when you thought that was all you had.” 

Without warning, he sent the dagger, then the next, then the next at her. She

raised her left arm as she would raise a shield, picturing the flame surrounding

her arm, blocking those daggers, obliterating them, but—

She  cursed  so  loudly  that  the  birds  stopped  their  chatter.  She  clutched  her

forearm  as  blood  welled  and  soaked  into  her  tunic.  “Stop   hitting  me!  I  get  the point!” 

But another dagger came. And another. 

Ducking  and  dodging,  raising  her  bloodied  arm  again  and  again,  she  gritted

her teeth and swore at him. He sent a dagger twirling with deadly efficiency—

and  she  couldn’t  move  fast  enough  to  avoid  the  thin  scratch  along  her

cheekbone. She hissed. 

He  was  right—he  was  always  right,  and  she   hated  that.  Almost  as  much  as she  hated  the  power  that  flooded  her  and  did  what  it  wanted.  It  was   hers  to command—not  the  other  way  around.  She  was  not  its  slave.  She  was  no  one’s

slave anymore. And if Rowan threw one more damned dagger at her  face—

He did. 

The ice crystal didn’t make it past her upraised forearm before it vanished in a

hiss of steam. 

Celaena  gazed  over  the  flickering  edge  of  the  compact  red-burning  flame

before her arm. Shaped like—a shield. 

Rowan smiled slowly. “We’re done for today. Go eat something.” 

The circular shield did not burn her, though its flames swirled and sizzled. As

she’d commanded. It had … worked. 

So she raised her eyes to Rowan. “No.  Again.” 

After a week of making shields of various sizes and temperatures, Celaena could

have multiple defenses burning at once, and encircle the entire glen with half a

thought  to  protect  it  from  outside  assault.  And  when  she  awoke  one  morning

before dawn, she couldn’t say why she did it, but she slipped from the room she shared with Rowan and went down to the ward-stones. 

She  shivered  from  more  than  the  early  morning  cold  as  the  power  of  the

curving gate-stones zinged against her skin when she passed through. But none

of the sentries on the battlements ordered her to stop as she walked along the line

of  towering,  carved  rocks  until  she  found  a  bit  of  even  ground  and  began  to practice. 

Chapter 44

As one the Thirteen flew; as one the Thirteen led the other Blackbeak covens in

the  skies.  Drill  after  drill,  through  rain  and  sun  and  wind,  until  they  were  all tanned  and  freckled.  Even  though  Abraxos  had  yet  to  make  the  Crossing,  the

Spidersilk patching on his wings improved his flying significantly. 

It  was  all  going  beautifully.  Abraxos  had  gotten  into  a  brawl  for  dominance

with Lin’s bull and emerged victorious, and after that, none in her coven or any

other challenged him. The War Games were fast approaching, and though Iskra

hadn’t been any trouble since the night Manon had half killed her, they watched

their backs: in  the baths, around  every dark corner,  double-checking every  rein

and strap before they mounted their wyverns. 

Yes,  it  was  all  going  beautifully,  until  Manon  was  summoned  to  her

grandmother’s room. 

“Why is it,” her grandmother said by way of greeting, pacing the room, teeth

always  out,  “that  I  have  to  hear  from  gods-damned  Cresseida  that  your  runty, useless wyvern hasn’t made the Crossing? Why is it that I am in the middle of a

meeting, planning these War Games so  you can win, and the other Matrons tell

me that  you aren’t allowed to participate because your mount will not make the

Crossing and therefore isn’t allowed to fly in the host?” 

Manon  glimpsed  the  flash  of  nails  before  they  raked  down  her  cheek.  Not

hard enough to scar, but enough to bleed. 

“You  and  that  beast  are  an  embarrassment,”  her  grandmother  hissed,  teeth

snapping in her face. “All I want is for you to win these Games—so we can take

our  rightful  place  as  queens,  not  High  Witches.  Queens  of  the  Waste,  Manon. 

And you are doing your best to  ruin it.” Manon kept her eyes on the ground. Her

grandmother dug a nail into her chest, cutting through her red cloak, piercing the

flesh right above her heart. “Has your heart melted?” 

“No.” 

“No,” her grandmother sneered. “No, it cannot melt, because you  do not have

 a heart, Manon. We are not born with them, and we are glad of it.” She pointed

to the stone floor. “Why is it that I am informed  today that Iskra caught a gods-damned  Crochan  spying  on  us?  Why  am  I  the  last  to  know  that  she  is  in  our dungeons and that they have been interrogating her for  two days?” 

Manon  blinked,  but  that  was  all  the  surprise  she  let  show.  If  Crochans  were
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spying on them … Another slice to the face, marring the other cheek. 

“You will make the Crossing tomorrow, Manon. Tomorrow, and I don’t care

if  you  splatter  yourself  on  the  rocks.  If  you  live,  you  had  better  pray  to  the Darkness that you win those Games. Because if you don’t…” Her grandmother

sliced a nail across Manon’s throat. A scratch to set the blood running. 

And a promise. 

Everyone  came  this  time  to  watch  the  Crossing.  Abraxos  was  saddled,  focus

pinned  on  the  cave  mouth  open  to  the  night  beyond.  Asterin  and  Sorrel  were

behind  her—but  beside  their  mounts,  not  astride  them.  Her  grandmother  had

gotten  wind  of  how  they  planned  to  save  her  and  forbidden  it.  It  was  Manon’s own stupidity and pride that had to pay, she’d said. 

Witches lined the viewing platform, and from high above, the High Witches

and  their  heirs  watched  from  a  small  balcony.  The  noise  was  near  deafening. 

Manon glanced at Asterin and Sorrel and found them looking stone-cold fierce, 

but tense. 

“Keep to the walls so he doesn’t spook your wyverns,” she told them. They

nodded grimly. 

Since grafting the Spidersilk onto Abraxos’s wings, Manon had been careful

not  to  push  him  too  hard  until  the  healing  was  absolutely  complete.  But  the Crossing, with its plunge and winds … his wings could be shredded in a matter

of seconds if the silk didn’t hold. 

“We’re waiting, Manon,” her grandmother barked from above. She waved a

hand toward the cave mouth. “But by all means, take your time.” 

Laughter—from  the  Yellowlegs,  Blackbeaks  …  everyone.  Yet  Petrah  wasn’t

smiling. And none of the Thirteen, gathered closest along the viewing platform, 

were smiling, either. 

Manon turned to Abraxos, looking into those eyes. “Let’s go.” She tugged on

the reins. 

But he refused to move—not from fear or terror. He slowly lifted his head—

looking  to  where  her  grandmother  stood—and  let  out  a  low,  warning  growl.  A

threat. 

Manon knew she should reprimand him for the disrespect, but the fact that he

could grasp what was occurring in this hall … it should have been impossible. 

“The  night  is  waning,”  her  grandmother  called,  heedless  of  the  beast  that

stared at her with such rage in his eyes. 

Sorrel  and  Asterin  exchanged  glances,  and  she  could  have  sworn  her

Second’s hand twitched toward the hilt of her sword. Not to hurt Abraxos, but …

Every  single  one  of  the  Thirteen  was  casually  reaching  for  their  weapons.  To fight their way out—in case her grandmother gave the order to have Manon and

Abraxos put down. They’d heard the challenge in Abraxos’s growl—understood

that the beast had drawn a line in the sand. 

They were not born with hearts, her grandmother said. They had all been told

that. Obedience, discipline, brutality. Those were the things they were supposed

to cherish. 

Asterin’s  eyes  were  bright—stunningly  bright—and  she  nodded  once  at

Manon. 

It  was  that  same  feeling  she’d  gotten  when  Iskra  whipped  Abraxos—that

thing she couldn’t describe, but it blinded her. 

Manon  gripped  Abraxos’s  snout,  forcing  his  gaze  away  from  her

grandmother. “Just once,” she whispered. “All you have to do is make this jump

just  once, Abraxos, and then you can  shut them up forever.” 

Then, rising up from the deep, there came a steady two-note beat. The beat of

the  chained  bait  beasts,  who  hauled  the  massive  machines  around.  Like  a

thudding heart. Or beating wings. 

Louder the beat sounded, as if the wyverns down in the pits knew what was

happening. It grew and grew, until it reached the cavern—until Asterin reached

for  her  shield  and  joined  in.  Until  each  one  of  the  Thirteen  took  up  the  beat. 

“You hear that?  That is for you.” 

For  a  moment,  as  the  beat  pulsed  around  them,  phantom  wings  from  the

mountain itself, Manon thought that it would not be so bad to die—if it was with

him, if she was not alone. 

“You are one of the Thirteen,” she said to him. “From now until the Darkness

cleaves us apart. You are mine, and I am yours. Let’s show them why.” 

He huffed into her palms as if to say he already knew all that and that she was

just wasting time. She smiled faintly, even as Abraxos cast another challenging

glare in her grandmother’s direction. The wyvern lowered himself to the ground

for Manon to climb into the saddle. 

The  distance  to  the  entrance  seemed  so  much  shorter  in  the  saddle  than  on

foot, but she did not let herself doubt him as she blinked her inner lid into place

and retracted her teeth. The Spidersilk would hold—she would consider no other

alternative. “Fly, Abraxos,” she told him, and dug her spurs into his sides. 

Like  a  roaring  star,  he  thundered  down  the  long  shoot,  and  Manon  moved

with him, meeting each gallop of his powerful body, each step in time with the beat  of  the  wyverns  locked  in  the  belly  of  the  mountain.  Abraxos  flapped  his wings  open,  pounding  them  once,  twice,  gathering  speed,  fearless,  unrelenting, 

ready. 

Still, the beat did not stop, not from the wyverns or from the Thirteen or from

the  Blackbeak  covens,  who  picked  it  up,  stomping  their  feet  or  clapping  their hands. Not from the Blueblood heir, who clapped her sword against her dagger, 

or  the  Blueblood  witches  who  followed  her  lead.  The  entire  mountain  shook

with the sound. 

Faster and faster, Abraxos raced for the drop, and Manon held on tight. The

cave mouth opened wide. Abraxos tucked in his wings, using the movement to

give  his  body  one  last  shove  over  the  lip  as  he  took  Manon  with  him  and

plunged. 

Fast as lightning arcing across the sky, he plummeted toward the Gap floor. 

Manon  rose  up  into  the  saddle,  clinging  as  her  braid  ripped  free  from  her

cloak, then came loose from its bonds, pulling painfully behind her, making her

eyes  water  despite  the  lids.  Down  and  down  he  fell,  wings  tucked  in  tight,  tail straight and balanced. 

Down into hell, into eternity, into that world where, for a moment, she could

have sworn that something tightened in her chest. 

She  did  not  shut  her  eyes,  not  as  the  moon-illuminated  stones  of  the  Gap

became closer, clearer. She did not need to. 

Like the sails of a mighty ship, Abraxos’s wings unfurled, snapping tight. He

tilted them upward, pulling against the death trying to drag them down. 

And  it  was  those  wings,  covered  in  glimmering  patches  of  Spidersilk,  that

stayed strong and sturdy, sending them soaring clean up the side of the Omega

and into the starry sky beyond. 

Chapter 45

To  their  credit,  the  sentries  didn’t  jump  when  Rowan  shifted  beside  them  atop the battlement wall. They had eyes keen enough to have detected his arrival as

he  swooped  in.  A  slight  tang  of  fear  leaked  from  them,  but  that  was  to  be expected, even if it troubled him more than it had in the past. But they did stir

slightly when he spoke. “How long has she been down there?” 

“An hour, Prince,” one said, watching the flashing flames below. 

“For how many mornings in a row?” 

“This is the fourth, Prince,” the same sentry replied. 

The first three days she’d slipped from bed before dawn, he’d assumed she’d

been  helping  in  the  kitchens.  But  when  they’d  trained  yesterday  she’d  …

 improved at a rate she shouldn’t have, as if overnight. He had to give her credit for resourcefulness. 

The girl stood outside the ward-stones, fighting with herself. 

A  dagger  of  flame  flew  from  her  hand  toward  the  invisible  barrier  between

two stones, then another, as if racing for the head of an opponent. It hit the magic

wall  with  a  flash  of  light  and  bounced  back,  reflected  off  the  protective  spell encircling  the  fortress.  And  when  it  reached  her,  she  shielded—swift,  strong, 

sure. A warrior on a battlefield. 

“I’ve never seen anyone … fight like that,” the sentry said. 

It was a question, but Rowan didn’t bother to answer. It wasn’t their business, 

and he wasn’t entirely certain if his queen would be pleased with the demi-Fae

learning  to  use  their  powers  in  such  a  way.  Though  he  fully  planned  to  tell Lorcan, his commander and the only male who outranked him in Doranelle, just

to see whether they could use it in their training. 

The girl moved from throwing weapons to hand-to-hand combat: a punch of

power,  a  sweeping  kick  of  flame.  Her  flames  had  become  gloriously  varied—

golds and reds and oranges. And her technique—not the magic, but the way she

moved … Her master had been a monster, there was no doubt of that. But he had

trained  her  thoroughly.  She  ducked  and  flipped  and  twisted,  relentless,  raging, and—

She swore with her usual color as the wall sent the punch of ruby flame back

at her. She managed to shield, but still got knocked on her ass. Yet none of the

sentries  laughed.  Rowan  didn’t  know  if  it  was  because  of  his  presence  or
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because of her. 

He got his answer a heartbeat later, as he waited for her to shout or shriek or

walk away. But the princess just slowly got to her feet, not bothering to brush off

the dirt and leaves, and kept practicing. 

The  next  corpse  appeared  a  week  later,  setting  a  rather  wretched  tone  for  the crisp spring morning as Celaena and Rowan ran for the site. 

They’d  spent  the  past  week  fighting  and  defending  and  manipulating  her

magic,  interrupted  only  by  a  rather  miserable  visit  from  some  Fae  nobility

traveling  through  the  area—which  left  Celaena  in  no  hurry  to  set  foot  in

Doranelle.  Thankfully,  the  guests  stayed  for  one  night,  hardly  disrupting  her

lessons. 

They  worked  only  with  fire,  ignoring  the  drop  of  water  affinity  that  she’d

been  given.  She  tried  again  and  again  to  summon  the  water,  when  she  was

drinking, while in the bath, when it rained, but to no avail. Fire it was, then. And

while  she  knew  Rowan  was  aware  of  her  early  morning  practicing,  he  never

lightened  her  training,  though  she  could  have  sworn  she  occasionally  felt  their magic … playing together, her flame taunting his ice, his wind dancing amongst

her  embers.  But  each  morning  brought  something  new,  something  harder  and

different  and  miserable.  Gods,  he  was  brilliant.  Cunning  and  wicked  and

brilliant. 

Even when he beat the hell out of her. Every. Damn. Day. 

Not  from  malice,  not  like  it  had  been  before,  but  to  prove  his  point—her

enemies would give no quarter. If she needed to pause, if her power faltered, she

died. 

So he knocked her into the mud or the stream or the grass with a blast of wind

or ice. So she rose, shooting arrows of flame, her shield now her strongest ally. 

Again  and  again,  hungry  and  exhausted  and  soaking  with  rain  and  mist  and

sweat. Until shielding was an instinct, until she could hurl arrows and daggers of

flame  together,  until  she  knocked   him  on  his  ass.  There  was  always  more  to learn; she lived and breathed and dreamt of fire. 

Sometimes,  though,  her  dreams  were  of  a  brown-eyed  man  in  an  empire

across  the  sea.  Sometimes  she’d  awaken  and  reach  for  the  warm,  male  body

beside hers, only to realize it was not the captain—that she would never again lie

next to Chaol, not after what had happened. And when she remembered that, it

sometimes hurt to breathe. 

There was nothing romantic about sharing a bed with Rowan, and they kept to  their  own  sides.  There  certainly  was  nothing  romantic  about  it  when  they

reached  the  site  of  the  corpse  and  she  peeled  off  her  shirt  to  cool  down.  In nothing  but  her  underclothes,  Celaena’s  skin  was  bitten  by  the  sea  air  with  a delightful  chill,  and  even  Rowan  unbuttoned  his  heavy  jacket  as  they  carefully approached the coordinates. 

“Well,  I  can  certainly  smell  him  this  time,”  Celaena  said  between  panting

breaths.  They’d  reached  the  site  in  little  less  than  three  hours,  guessing  by  the sun. That was faster and longer than she’d ever run, thanks to the Fae form she’d

been training in. 

“This  body  has  been  rotting  here  longer  than  the  demi-Fae  from  three  days

ago.” 

She bit back her retort. There had been another demi-Fae body found, and he

hadn’t let her go see it, instead forcing her to practice all day while he flew to the

site. But this morning, he’d taken one look at the fire smoldering in her eyes and

relented. 

Celaena stepped carefully on the pine carpet, scanning for any signs of a fight

or of the attacker. The ground was churned up, and despite the rushing stream, 

the flies were buzzing near what appeared to be a heap of clothing peeking from

behind a small boulder. 

Rowan  swore,  low  and  viciously,  even  lifting  his  forearm  to  cover  his  nose

and  mouth  as  he  examined  the  husk  that  remained,  the  demi-Fae  male’s  face

twisted in horror. Celaena might done the same, except … except—

That second smell was here, too. Not as strong as it had been at the first site, 

but  it  lingered.  She  shoved  back  against  the  memory  that  wanted  to  rise  in

response  to  the  smell,  the  memory  that  had  overwhelmed  her  that  day  in  the

barrow-field. 

“It  has  our  attention  and  it  knows  it,”  she  said.  “It’s  targeting  demi-Fae—

either to send a message, or because they … taste good. But—” She pictured the

map Rowan kept in his room, detailing the wide area where the corpses had been

found, and winced. “What if there’s more than one?” Rowan looked back at her, 

brows high. She didn’t say anything else until she had moved to where he stood

by the body, careful not to disturb any clues. Her stomach lurched and bile stung

the back of her throat, but she clamped down on the horror with a wall of ice that

even  her  fire  could  not  melt.  “You’re  old  as  hell,”  she  said.  “You  must  have considered that we’re dealing with a few of them, given how vast the territory is. 

What if the one we saw in the barrows wasn’t even the creature responsible for

these bodies?” 

He narrowed his eyes, but conceded a nod. She studied the hollowed-out face, the torn clothes. 

Torn clothes, what looked like small cuts along the palms—as if he’d dug in

his fingernails. The others had barely been touched, but this …

“Rowan.” She waved away flies. “Rowan, tell me you see what I’m seeing.” 

Another vicious curse. He crouched, using the tip of a dagger to push back a

bit of clothing torn at the collar. “This male—” 

“Fought. He fought back against it. None of the others did, according to the

reports.” 

The stench of the corpse was nearly enough to bring her to her knees. But she

squatted by the decaying hand and forearm, shriveled and wasted from the inside

out. She held out a hand for Rowan’s dagger, still possessing none of her own. 

He hesitated as she looked up at him. 

 Only  for  the  afternoon,  he  seemed  to  growl  as  he  pressed  the  hilt  into  her open palm. 

She  yanked  down  the  dagger.  I  know,  I  know.  I  haven’t  earned  my  weapons

 back yet. Don’t get your feathers ruffled. 

She  turned  back  to  the  husk,  cutting  off  their  wordless  conversation  and

getting  a  snarl  in  response.  Butting  heads  with  Rowan  was  the  least  of  her

concerns, even if it had become one of her favorite activities. 

There  was  something  so  familiar  about  doing  this,  she  thought  as  she

carefully, as gently and respectfully as she could, ran the tip of the dagger under

the male’s cracked and filthy nails, then smeared the contents on the back of her

own hand. Dirt and black … black …

“What  the  hell  is  that?”  Rowan  demanded,  kneeling  beside  her,  sniffing  her

outstretched hand. He jerked back, snarling. “That’s not dirt.” 

No, it wasn’t. It was blacker than night, and reeked just as badly as it had the

first time she’d smelled it, in the catacombs beneath the library, an obsidian, oily

pool  of  blood.  Slightly  different  from  that  other,  horrific  smell  that  loitered around this place, but similar. So similar to—

“This  isn’t  possible,”  she  said,  jolting  to  her  feet.  “This—this—this—”  She

paced, if only to keep from shaking. “I’m wrong. I have to be wrong.” 

There  had  been  so  many  cells  in  that  forgotten  dungeon  beneath  the  library, 

beneath the king’s Wyrdstone clock tower. The creature she’d encountered there

had possessed a human heart. It had been left, she’d suspected, because of some

defect. What if … what if the perfected ones had been moved elsewhere? What

if they were now … ready? 
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“Tell me,” Rowan growled, the words barely understandable as he seemed to

struggle  to  rein  in  the  killing  edge  he  rode  in  response  to  the  threat  lurking somewhere in these woods. 

She lifted her hand to rub her eyes, but realized what was on her fingers and

went to wipe them on her shirt. Only to recall that she was wearing nothing but

the soft white band around her breasts, and that she was cold to her very bones. 

She rushed to the nearby stream to scrub off the dried black blood, hating even

that the trace of it would be in the water, in the world, and quickly, quietly told

Rowan of the creature in the library, the Wyrdkeys, and the information Maeve

held hostage regarding how to destroy that power. Power that was being used by

the  king  to   make  things—and  targeting  people  with  magic  in  their  blood  to  be their hosts. 

A warm breeze wrapped around her, heating her bones and blood, steadying

her. “How did it get here?” Rowan asked, his features now set with icy calm. 

“I don’t know. I hope I’m wrong. But that  smell—I’ll never forget that smell

as long as I live. Like it had rotted from the inside out, its very essence ruined.” 

“But  it  retained  some  cognitive  abilities.  And  whatever  this  is,  it  must  have them, too, if it’s dumping the bodies.” 

She  tried  to  swallow—twice—but  her  mouth  was  dry.  “Demi-Fae  …  they

would make perfect hosts, with so many of them able to use magic and no one in

Wendlyn or Doranelle caring if they live or die. But these corpses—if he wanted

to kidnap them, why kill them?” 

“Unless  they  weren’t  compatible,”  Rowan  said.  “And  if  they  weren’t

compatible, then what better use for them than to drain them dry?” 

“But what’s the point of leaving the bodies where we can find them? To drum

up fear?” 

Rowan  ground  his  jaw  and  stalked  through  the  area,  examining  the  ground, 

the trees, the rocks. “Burn the body, Aelin.” He removed the sheath and belt that

had housed the dagger still dangling from her hand and tossed them to her. She

caught them with her free hand. “We’re going hunting.” 

They  found  nothing,  even  when  Rowan  shifted  into  his  other  form  and  circled

high above. As the light grew dim, they climbed into the biggest, densest tree in

the area. They squeezed onto a massive branch, huddling together, as he would

not let her summon even a flicker of flame. 

When she complained about the conditions, Rowan pointed out that there was

no moon that night, and worse things than the skinwalkers prowled the woods. 

That  shut  her  up  until  he  asked  her  to  tell  him  more  about  the  creature  in  the library, to explain every detail and weakness and strength. 

After  she  finished,  he  took  out  one  of  his  long  knives—a  fraction  of  the

marvelous  assortment  he  carried—and  began  cleaning  it.  With  her  heightened

senses, she could see enough in the starlight to make out the steel, his hands, and

the  shifting  muscles  in  his  shoulders  as  he  wiped  the  blade.  He  himself  was  a beautiful weapon, forged by centuries of ruthless training and warring. 

“Do you think I was mistaken?” she said as he put away the knife and reached

for the ones hidden beneath his clothes. Like the first, none of them were dirty, 

but she didn’t point it out. “About the creature, I mean.” 

Rowan slung his shirt over his head to get at the weapons strapped beneath, 

revealing  his  broad  back,  muscled  and  scarred  and  glorious.  Fine—some  very

feminine,  innate  part  of  her  appreciated   that.  And  she  didn’t  mind  his  half-nakedness. He’d seen every inch of her now. She supposed there was no part of

him  that  would  be  much  of  a  surprise,  either,  thanks  to  Chaol.  But—no,  she

wouldn’t  think  about  Chaol.  Not  when  she  was  feeling  balanced  and  clear-

headed and  good. 

“We’re  dealing  with  a  cunning,  lethal  predator,  regardless  of  where  it

originated  and  how  many  there  are,”  he  said,  cleaning  a  small  dagger  that  had been  strapped  across  his  pectoral  muscle.  She  followed  the  path  of  his  tattoo down his face, neck, shoulders, and arm. Such a stark, brutal marking. Had the

scars  on  Chaol’s  face  healed,  or  would  they  be  a  permanent  reminder  of  what she’d done to him? “If you were mistaken, I’d consider it a blessing.” 

She slumped against the trunk. That was twice now she’d thought of Chaol. 

She  must  truly  be  exhausted,  because  the  only  other  option  was  that  she  just wanted to make herself feel miserable. 

She didn’t want to know what Chaol had been doing these months, or what he

now  thought  of  her.  If  he’d  sold  the  information  about  her  past  to  the  king, maybe  the  king  had  sent  one  of  those  things  here,  to  hunt  her.  And  Dorian—

gods,  she’d  been  so  lost  in  her  own  misery  that  she’d  hardly  wondered  about him, whether he’d managed to keep his magic secret. She prayed he was safe. 

She suffered with her own thoughts until Rowan finished with his weapons, 

then  took  out  their  skin  of  water  and  rinsed  his  hands,  neck,  and  chest.  She watched him sidelong, the way the water gleamed on his skin in the starlight. It

was a damn good thing Rowan had no interest in her, either, because she knew

she  was  stupid  and  reckless  enough  to  consider  whether  moving  on  in  the

physical sense might solve the problem of Chaol. 

There was still such a mighty hole in her chest. A hole that grew bigger, not smaller,  and  that  no  one  could  fix,  not  even  if  she  took  Rowan  to  bed.  There were  some  days  when  the  amethyst  ring  was  her  most  precious  belonging—

others  when  it  was  all  she  could  do  not  to  melt  it  down  in  a  flame  of  her  own making.  Maybe  she  had  been  a  fool  to  love  a  man  who  served  the  king,  but

Chaol had been what she needed after losing Sam, after surviving the mines. 

But these days … she didn’t know what she needed. What she wanted. If she

felt like admitting it, she actually didn’t have the faintest clue who the hell she

was anymore. All she knew was that whatever and whoever climbed out of that

abyss of despair and grief would not be the same person who had plummeted in. 

And maybe that was a good thing. 

Rowan put his clothes back on and settled against the trunk, his body warm

and solid against hers. They sat in the dark for a little until she said quietly, “You

once  told  me  that  when  you  find  your  mate,  you  can’t  stomach  the  idea  of

hurting them physically. Once you’re mated, you’d sooner harm yourself.” 

“Yes; why?” 

“I  tried  to  kill  him.  I  mauled  his  face,  then  held  a  dagger  over  his  heart because I thought he was responsible for Nehemia’s death. I would have done it

if someone hadn’t stopped me. If Chaol—if he’d truly been my mate, I wouldn’t

have been able to do that, would I?” 

He  was  silent  for  a  long  while.  “You  hadn’t  been  in  your  Fae  form  for  ten years,  so  perhaps  your  instincts  weren’t  even  able  to  take  hold.  Sometimes, 

mates can be together intimately before the actual bond snaps into place.” 

“It’s a useless hope to cling to, anyway.” 

“Do you want the truth?” 

She tucked her chin into her tunic and closed her eyes. “Not tonight.” 

Chapter 46

Shielding  her  eyes  from  the  glare,  Celaena  scanned  the  cliffs  and  the  spit  of beach far below. It was scorching, with hardly a breeze, but Rowan remained in

his  heavy  pale-gray  jacket  and  wide  belt,  vambraces  strapped  to  his  forearms. 

He’d deigned to give her a few of his weapons that morning—as a precaution. 

They’d returned to the latest site at dawn to retrace their steps—and that was

where Celaena had picked up a trail. Well, she’d spied a droplet of dark blood on

a  nearby  rock,  and  then  Rowan  had  followed  the  scent  back  toward  the  cliffs. 

She looked down the beach, at the naturalcut arches of the many caves along its

curving length. But there was nothing here—and the trail, thanks to the sea and

wind  and  elements,  had  gone  cold.  They’d  been  here  for  the  past  half  hour, 

looking for any other signs, but there was nothing. Nothing, except—

There. A sagging curve in the cliff edge, as if many pairs of feet had worn the

lip  down  as  they  slid  carefully  over  the  edge.  Rowan  gripped  her  arm  as  she leaned to view the crumbled, hidden stair. She glared at him, but he didn’t let go. 

“I’m trying not to be insulted,” she said. “Look.” 

They  were  hardly  steps  now—just  lumps  of  rock  and  sand  peppered  with

shrubs.  The  water  beyond  the  beach  was  so  clear  and  calm  that  a  slight  break could be seen in the barrier reef that guarded these shores. It was one of the few

ways to make a safe landing here without shattering your boat, only wide enough

for  a  small  craft  to  pass  through.  No  warships  or  merchant  vessels  would  fit, undoubtedly  one  reason  this  area  had  never  been  developed.  It  was  the  perfect place,  however,  if  you  wanted  to  surreptitiously  enter  the  country—and  stay

hidden. 

She began sketching in the sandy earth, a long, hard line, then drew dot after

dot after dot. 

“The bodies were dumped in streams and rivers,” she said. 

“The sea was never far off,” he said, kneeling beside her. “They could have

dumped the bodies there. But—” 

“But then those bodies probably would drift right back to shore, and prompt

people to look along the beach. Look here,” she said, pointing to the stretch of

coastline  she’d  sketched—and  where  they  were  currently  sitting,  smack  dab  in

the middle of it. 

“There are countless caves along this section of the shore.” 
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She  indicated  where  the  waves  broke  on  the  reef  and  the  small,  calm  space

between them. “It’s an easy access point from—” She swore. She couldn’t say it. 

There  were  no  ships  along  here,  but  that  didn’t  mean  that  one  or  two  or  more couldn’t  have  come  from  Adarlan,  sneaking  in  at  night,  and  slipped  in  their

violent, vicious cargo using smaller boats. 

Rowan stood. “We’re leaving. Now.” 

“Don’t you think they would already have attacked if they’d seen us?” 

Rowan pointed to the sun. If he was about to tell her it wasn’t safe for a queen

to  be  throwing  herself  into  danger,  then  he  could—“If  we’re  going  to  explore, then  we’re  going  to  do  it  under  cover  of  darkness.  So  we’re  going  back  to  the stream,  and  we’re  going  to  find  something  to  eat.  And  then,  Princess,”  he  said with a wild grin, “we are going to have some fun.” 

Some god must have decided to take pity on them, because the rain started right

after sunset, thundering clouds rolling in with a vengeance to conceal any sound

they  made  as  they  returned  to  the  beach  and  began  a  thorough  search  of  the caves. 

But that was about where their favor from the gods ended, because what they

found, while lying on their bellies on a narrow cliff overhanging a barren beach, 

was worse than anything they’d anticipated. It wasn’t only monsters of the king’s

making. 

It was a host of soldiers. 

A  few  men  came  out  of  the  massive  cave  mouth,  which  was  camouflaged

among  the  rocks  and  sand.  They  might  have  missed  them  had  it  not  been  for

Rowan’s  keen  sense  of  smell.  He  did  not  have  the  words,  he  said,  to  describe what that smell was like. But she knew it. 

Celaena’s mouth had gone dry, her stomach a knot as the dark figures slipped

in and out of the cave with disciplined, economic movements that suggested they

were highly trained. They weren’t rabid, half-feral monsters like the one in the

library,  or  cold,  flawless  creatures  like  what  she’d  seen  in  the  barrows,  but mortal soldiers. All of them aware, disciplined, ruthless. 

“The crab-monger,” Celaena murmured to Rowan. “In the village. He said—

he said he found weapons in his nets. They must be taking ships and then getting

close  enough  to  swim  through  the  reef  without  attracting  attention.  We  need  to get  a  closer  look.”  She  raised  her  brows  at  Rowan,  who  gave  her  a  hunter’s smile. “I knew you’d be useful someday.” 

Rowan just snorted and shifted, a flicker of light that she hoped was gobbled up  by  the  storm.  He  flapped  over  the  cliff  edge  and  glided  across  the  water, nothing more than a predator looking for a meal, then circled back until he rested

on  a  rock  just  beyond  the  breaking  waves.  She  watched  him  hunt,  moving

toward  the  cave  itself,  an  animal  looking  for  shelter  from  the  rain.  And  then, keeping close to the towering ceiling of the cave, he swept inside. 

She  didn’t  breathe  the  entire  time  he  was  out  of  her  sight.  She  counted  the gaps between the thunder and the lightning, her fingers itching to grab on to the

hilt of her sword. 

But at long last, Rowan swooped out of the cave in a leisurely flight. He made

his way up to her, then flew past, heading into the woods. A message to follow. 

Carefully, she dragged herself through the dirt and mud and rocks until she was

far enough away to slip between the trees. She followed Rowan for a ways, the

forest growing denser, the rain masking all sounds. 

She found him standing with crossed arms against a gnarled pine. “There are

about  two  hundred  mortal  soldiers  and  three  of  those  creatures  in  the  caves. 

There’s a hidden network of them all along the shore.” 

Her throat closed up. She made herself wait for him to go on. 

“They  are  under  the  command  of  someone  called  General  Narrok.  The

soldiers  all  look  highly  trained,  but  they  keep  well  away  from  the  three

creatures.” Rowan wiped at his nose, and in the flash of lightning, she beheld the

blood.  “You  were  right.  The  three  creatures  look  like  men,  but  aren’t  men. 

Whatever dwells inside their skin is … disgusting isn’t the right word. It was as

if my magic, my blood—my very essence was repelled by them.” He examined

the blood on his fingers. “All of them seem to be waiting.” 

Three of those things. Just one had nearly killed her. “Waiting for what?” 

Rowan’s animal eyes glowed as they fixed on her. “Why don’t you tell me?” 

“The  king  never  said   anything  about  this.  He—he  …”  Had  something  gone wrong  in  Adarlan?  Had  Chaol  somehow  told  the  king  who  and  what  she  was, 

and the king sent these men here to … No, it had to have taken weeks, months, 

to  get  these  creatures  smuggled  here.  “Send  word  for  Wendlyn’s  forces—warn

them right now.” 

“Even if I reached Varese tomorrow, it would take over a week to get here on

foot. Most of the units have been deployed in the north all spring.” 

“We still need to warn them that they’re at risk.” 

“Use your head. There are endless caves and places to hide along the western

coastline. And yet they pick here, this access point.” 

She  visualized  the  map  of  the  area.  “The  mountain  road  will  take  them  past

the fortress.” Her blood chilled, and even her magic, flickering in an attempt to soothe  her,  could  not  warm  her  as  she  said,  “No—not  past.  To  the  fortress. 

They’re going after the demi-Fae.” 

A slow, grave nod. “I think those bodies we found were experiments. To learn

the  weaknesses  and  strengths  of  the  demi-Fae,  to  learn  which  ones  were  …

compatible with whatever it is they do to warp beings. With these numbers, I’d

suggest this unit was sent here to capture and retrieve the demi-Fae, or to wipe

out a potential threat.” 

Because  if  they  could  not  be  converted  and  enslaved  to  Adarlan,  then  the

demi-Fae  could  be  convinced  to  potentially  fight  for  Wendlyn  in  a  war.  They

could be the strongest warriors in Wendlyn’s forces—and cause more than a bit

of trouble for Adarlan as a result. 

She lifted her chin and said, “Then right now—right now, we’ll go down to

that  beach  and  unleash  our  magic  on  them  all.  While  they’re  sleeping.”  She

turned, even as part of her soul started bucking and thrashing at the thought of it. 

Rowan grabbed her elbow. “If I had thought there was a way to do it, I would

have suffocated them all. But we can’t—not without endangering our lives in the

process.” 

“Believe  me,  I  can  and  I  will.”  They  were  Adarlan’s  soldiers—they  had

butchered and pillaged and done more evil than she could stomach. She could do

it. She  would do it. 

“No.  You  physically  cannot  harm  them,  Aelin.  Not  right  now.  They  know

enough about those Wyrdmarks to have protected their whole rutting camp from

our  kind  of  magic.  Wards—like  the  stones  around  the  fortress,  but  different. 

They  wear  iron  everywhere  they  can,  in  their  weapons,  in  their  armor.  They

know their enemy well. We might be good, but we can’t take them on alone and

walk out of those caves alive.” 

Celaena paced, running her hands through her rain-wet hair, and then realized

he hadn’t finished. “Say it,” she demanded. 

“Narrok  is  in  the  very  back  of  the  caves,  in  a  private  chamber.  He  is  like them, a creature wearing the skin of a man. He sends out his three monsters to

retrieve  the  demi-Fae,  and  they  bring  them  back  to  the  cave—for  him  to

experiment on.” 

She knew, then, why Rowan had moved her into the trees, far from the beach. 

Not for safety, but because—because there was a demi-Fae in there right now. 

“I tried to cut off her air—to make it easier for her,” Rowan said. “But they

have her in too much iron, and … she won’t make it through the night, even if

we  go  in  there  now.  She  is  already  a  husk,  barely  able  to  breathe.  There  is  no

coming  back  from  what  they’ve  done.  They’ve  fed  on  the  very  life  of  her, trapping her in her mind, making her relive whatever horrors and miseries she’s

already encountered.” 

Even the fire in her blood froze. “It truly fed on me that day in the barrows,” 

she  whispered.  “If  I  hadn’t  managed  to  escape,  it  would  have  drained  me  like that.” A low, confirming growl rippled out of Rowan. 

Nauseated,  Celaena  scrubbed  at  her  face—tipped  her  head  back  to  the  rain

trickling  in  from  the  canopy  above,  then  finally  took  a  long  breath  and  faced Rowan.  “We  cannot  kill  them  with  our  magic  while  they  are  encamped. 

Wendlyn’s forces are too far away, and Narrok is going after the demi-Fae with

three of those monsters plus two hundred soldiers.” She was thinking aloud, but

Rowan  nodded  anyway.  “How  many  of  the  sentries  at  Mistward  have  actually

seen battle?” 

“Thirty or less. And some, like Malakai, are too old, but will fight anyway—

and die.” 

Rowan walked deeper into the woods. She followed him, if only because she

knew  if  she  took  one  step  closer  to  the  beach,  she  would  go  after  that  female. 

From the tension in Rowan’s shoulders, she knew he felt the same. 

The  rain  ceased,  and  Celaena  pulled  back  her  hood  to  let  the  misty  air  soak into her too-hot face. This area was full of shepherds and farmers and fishermen. 

Aside from the demi-Fae, there was no one else to fight the creatures. They had

no  advantage,  save  for  knowing  their  territory  better  than  their  enemy.  They

would send word to Wendlyn, of course, and maybe, maybe help would arrive in

the next week. 

Rowan  held  up  a  fist,  and  she  halted  as  he  scanned  the  trees  ahead  and

behind. With expert quietness, he unsheathed one of the blades in his vambraces. 

The  smell  hit  her  a  second  later—the  stench  of  whatever  those  creatures  were beneath the mortal meat. 

“Only one.” He was so quiet she could hardly hear even with her Fae ears. 

“That’s  not  reassuring,”  she  said  with  equal  softness,  drawing  her  own

dagger. 

Rowan  pointed.  “He’s  coming  dead  at  us.  You  head  to  the  right  for  twenty

yards,  I’ll  go  left.  When  he’s  between  us,  wait  for  my  signal,  then  strike.  No magic—it  might  attract  too  much  attention  if  others  are  nearby.  Keep  it  quick and quiet and fast.” 

“Rowan, this thing—” 

 “Quick and quiet and fast.” 

His  green  eyes  flashed,  but  she  held  his  stare.  It  fed  on  me  and  would   have

 turned me into a husk, she silently said.  We could easily meet that fate right now. 

 You were unprepared, he seemed to say.  And I was not with you. 

 This is insane. I faced one of the defective ones, too, and it almost killed me. 

 Scared, Princess? 

 Yes, and wisely so. 

But he was right. These were their woods, and they were warriors. This time, 

it  would  be  different.  So  she  nodded,  a  soldier  accepting  orders,  and  did  not bother  with  farewells  before  she  slipped  into  the  trees.  She  made  her  footfalls light,  counting  the  distance,  listening  to  the  forest  around  them,  keeping  her breathing steady. 

She  ducked  behind  a  mossy  tree  and  drew  her  other  blade.  The  smell

deepened into a steady reek that made her head pound. As the clouds overhead

cleared further, the starlight faintly illuminated the low-lying mist on the loamy

earth. Nothing. 

She  was  starting  to  wonder  whether  Rowan  had  been  mistaken  when  the

creature appeared between the trees ahead—closer to her than she’d anticipated. 

Much, much closer. 

She  felt  him  first:  the  smudge  of  blackness,  the  silence  that  enveloped  him

like an extra cloak. Even the fog seemed to pull away from him. 

Beneath his hood, she could only glimpse pale skin and sensual lips. He did

not bother with weapons. But it was his nails that made her breath catch. Long, 

sharp nails that she remembered all too well—how they’d felt when they ripped

into her in the library. 

Unlike those nails, these were unbroken, the polished black curves gleaming. 

The skin on his fingers was bone-white and flawless, too smooth to be natural. 

Indeed,  she  could  have  sworn  she  saw  dark,  glittering  veins,  a  mockery  of  the blood that had once flowed there. 

Celaena didn’t dare bat an eyelash as the thing turned his hooded head toward

her. Rowan still didn’t give the signal. Did he realize how close it was? 

A  wet  trickle  of  warmth  flowed  onto  her  lips  from  one  of  her  nostrils.  She tensed, bracing herself, and wondered how fast he could move and how deeply

she would have to slice with her long knives. The sword would be a last resort, 

as it was more cumbersome. Even if using the knives meant getting in close. 

He scanned the trees, and Celaena pressed behind hers. The creature beneath

the  library  had  torn  through  metal  doors  as  if  they  were  curtains.  And  it  knew how to use the Wyrdmarks—

She glanced out in time to see him step toward her tree, the movement deadly elegant and promising a long, painful end. He had not had his mind broken; he

still retained the ability to think, to calculate. These things were so good at their

work, it seemed that the king had thought only three were necessary here. How

many others remained hidden on her continent? 

The  forest  had  fallen  so  still  that  she  could  hear  a  huffing  sound.  He  was scenting  her.  Her  magic  flared,  and  she  shoved  it  down.  She  didn’t  want  her magic  touching  this  thing,  with  or  without  Rowan’s  command.  The  creature

sniffed  again—and  took  another  step  in  her  direction.  Just  like  that  day  at  the barrows, the air began to hollow out, pulsing against her ears. Her other nostril

began to bleed.  Shit. 

The  thought  hit  her  then,  and  the  world  stumbled.  What  if  it  had  gotten  to Rowan first? She dared another glance around the tree. 

The creature was gone. 

Chapter 47

Celaena silently swore, scanning the trees. Where in hell had the creature gone? 

The rain began again, but the dead scent still clung to everything. She lifted her

long dagger to angle it in Rowan’s direction—to signal him to indicate whether

he was breathing. He had to be; she would accept no other alternative. The blade

was so clean she could see her face in it, see the trees and the sky and—

And the creature now standing behind her. 

Celaena  pivoted,  swiping  for  its  exposed  side,  one  blade  angled  to  sink

straight into its ribs, the other slashing for the throat. A move she’d practiced for

years and years, as easy as breathing. 

But  its  black,  depthless  eyes  met  hers,  and  Celaena  froze.  In  her  body,  her mind, her soul. Her magic sputtered and went out. 

She scarcely heard the damp thud of her blades hitting the earth. The rain on

her face dulled to a distant sensation. 

The  darkness  around  them  spread,  welcoming,  embracing.  Comforting.  The

creature pulled back the cowl of its cloak. 

The  face  was  young  and  male—unearthly  perfection.  Around  his  neck,  a

torque  of  dark  stone—Wyrdstone,  she  vaguely  recalled—gleamed  in  the  rain. 

This was the god of death incarnate. It was not with any mortal man’s expression

or voice that he smiled and said, “You.” 

She  couldn’t  look  away.  There  were  screams  in  the  darkness—screams  she

had drowned out for so many years. But now they beckoned. 

His smile widened, revealing too-white teeth, and he reached a hand for her

throat. 

So  gentle,  those  icy  fingers,  as  his  thumb  brushed  her  neck,  as  he  tilted  her face  up  to  better  stare  into  her  eyes.  “Your  agony  tasted  like  wine,”  he

murmured, peering into the core of her. 

Wind  was  tearing  at  her  face,  her  arms,  her  stomach,  roaring  her  name.  But

there was eternity and calm in his eyes, a promise of such sweet darkness, and

she  could  not  look  away.  It  would  be  a  blessed  relief  to  let  go.  She  need  only surrender  to  the  dark,  just  as  he  asked.  Take  it,  she  wanted  to  say,  tried  to  say. 

 Take everything. 

A  flash  of  silver  and  steel  pierced  the  inky  veil,  and  another  creature—a

monster  made  of  fangs  and  rage  and  wind—was  there,  ripping  her  away.  She clawed at him, but he was ice—he was … Rowan. 

Rowan was hauling her away, shouting her name, but she couldn’t reach him, 

couldn’t stop that pull toward the other creature. 

Teeth  pierced  the  spot  between  her  neck  and  shoulder,  and  she  jerked, 

latching on to the pain as if it were a rope yanking her out of that sea of stupor, 

up, up, until—

Rowan crushed her against him with one arm, sword out, her blood dripping

down his chin as he backed away from the creature that lingered by the tree. Pain

—that was why the body that morning had been marred. The demi-Fae had tried

to use physical pain to break free of these things, to remind the body of what was

real and not real. 

The  creature  huffed  a  laugh.  Oh  gods.  It  had  placed  her  in  its  thrall.  That swiftly,  that  easily.  She  hadn’t  stood  a  chance,  and  Rowan  wasn’t  attacking

because—

Because  in  the  dark,  with  limited  weapons  against  an  enemy  who  did  not

need  blades  to  kill  them,  even  Rowan  was  outmatched.  A  true  warrior  knew

when to walk away from a fight. Rowan breathed, “We have to run.” 

There  was  another  low  laugh  from  the  creature,  who  stepped  closer.  Rowan

pulled  them  farther  back.  “You  can  try,”  it  said  in  that  voice  that  did  not  come from her world. 

That was all Celaena needed to hear. She flung out her magic. 

A  wall  of  flame  sprang  up  as  she  and  Rowan  sprinted  away,  a  shield  into

which  she  poured  every  ounce  of  will  and  horror  and  shame,  damning  the

consequences. The creature hissed, but she didn’t know if it was due to the light

stinging its eyes or merely frustration. 

She didn’t care. It bought them time, a whole minute hurtling uphill through

the  trees.  Then  crashing  came  from  behind,  that  reeking  stain  of  darkness

spreading like a web. 

Rowan  knew  the  woods,  knew  how  to  hide  their  trail.  It  bought  them  more

time  and  distance.  The  creature  stalked  them,  even  as  Rowan  used  his  wind  to blow their scent away. 

Mile after mile they ran, until her breath was like shards of glass in her lungs

and  even  Rowan  seemed  to  be  tiring.  They  weren’t  going  to  the  fortress—no, 

they wouldn’t lead this thing within ten miles of there. Rather, they headed into

the  Cambrian  Mountains,  the  air  growing  chilled,  the  hills  steeper.  Still  the creature followed. 

“He  won’t  stop,”  Celaena  panted  as  they  hauled  themselves  up  a  harrowing

[image: Image 601]

incline, almost on all fours. She pushed against the urge to fall to her knees and

vomit. “He’s like a hound on a scent.”  Her scent. Far below, the thing prowled

after them. 

Rowan bared his teeth, rain sluicing down his face. “Then I’ll run him down

until he drops dead.” 

Lightning  illuminated  a  deer  path  atop  the  hill.  “Rowan,”  she  panted. 

“Rowan, I have an idea.” 

Celaena wondered if she still had a death wish. 

Or perhaps the god of death just liked to play with her too much. 

It was another uphill trek to the trees whose bark had been skinned off. And

then  she  made  herself  a  merry  fire  and  burned  a  torch  beside  a  forgotten  road, the light shining through those skinless trees. 

Far below, she prayed that Rowan was keeping the creature occupied the way

she’d told him to—leading it in circles with the scent on her tunic. 

 Screee went the whetting stone down her dagger as she perched atop a large

rock.  Despite  her  incessant  trembling,  she  hummed  as  she  sharpened,  a

symphony  she’d  gone  to  see  performed  in  Rifthold  every  year  until  her

enslavement. She controlled her breathing and focused on counting the minutes, 

wondering  how  long  she  could  remain  before  she  had  to  find  another  way. 

 Screee. 

A  rotting  scent  stuffed  itself  up  her  nose,  and  the  already  quiet  forest  went still. 

 Screee. Not her own blade sharpening but another’s, almost in answer to her

own. 

She  sagged  in  relief  and  ran  the  whetting  stone  down  her  dagger  one  more

time before standing, willing strength to her knees. She did not allow herself to

flinch when she beheld the five of them standing beyond the skinned trees, tall

and lean and bearing their wicked tools. 

 Run, her body screamed, but she held her ground. Lifted her chin and smiled

into  the  dark.  “I’m  glad  you  received  my  invitation.”  Not  a  hint  of  sound  or movement. “Your four friends decided to come uninvited to my last campfire—

and it didn’t end well for them. But I’m sure you know that already.” 

Another  one  sharpened  his  blades,  firelight  shivering  on  the  jagged  metal. 

“Fae bitch. We’ll take our sweet time with you.” 
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She  sketched  a  bow,  even  though  her  stomach  was  heaving  at  the  reek  of

carrion, and waved her torch as if it were a baton at what awaited below. “Oh, I

certainly hope you do,” she said. 

Before they could surround her, she burst into a sprint. 

Celaena knew they were near not because of the crashing brush or the whip of

their blades through the air but from the stench that tore gnarled fingers through

her  senses.  Clutching  her  torch  in  one  hand,  she  used  the  other  to  keep  herself aloft as she bounded down the steep road, dodging rocks and brambles and loose

stones. 

It  was  a  mile  down  to  where  she’d  told  Rowan  to  lead  the  creature,  a  mad

flight through the dark. Ankles and knees barking in protest, she leapt and ran, 

the skinwalkers closing in around her like wolves on a deer. 

The  key  was  not  to  panic—panic  made  you  stupid.  Panic  got  you  killed. 

There  was  a  piercing  cry—a  hawk’s  screech.  Rowan  was  exactly  where  they’d

planned,  the  king’s  creature  perhaps  a  minute  behind  and  slinking  through  the brush.  Right  by  the  creek,  where  she  dumped  her  torch.  Right  where  the  road curved around a boulder. 

The  ancient  road  went  one  way,  but  she  went  another.  A  wind  shoved  past, 

going in the direction of the road. She threw herself behind a tree, a hand over

her  mouth  to  keep  her  jagged  breaths  contained  as  the  wind  pushed  her  scent away. 

A heartbeat later, a hard body enveloped hers, shielding and sheltering. And

then  five  pairs  of  bare  feet  slithered  along  the  road,  after  the  scent  that  now darted and hurtled down, down to the creature running right at them. 

She  pressed  her  face  into  Rowan’s  chest.  His  arms  were  solid  as  walls,  his

assortment of weapons just as reassuring. 

At last, he tugged at her sleeve, nudging her upward—to climb. In a few deft

movements,  she  hauled  herself  up  the  tree  to  a  wide  branch  near  its  top.  A moment  later,  Rowan  was  behind  her,  sitting  against  the  trunk.  He  pulled  her against  him,  her  back  to  his  chest  as  he  folded  his  arms  around  her,  hiding  her scent from the monsters raging below. 

A  minute  passed  before  the  screaming  began—bleating  shrieks  and  shouts

and roars of two different sets of monsters who knew death was upon them, and

the face it bore was not kind. 

For the better part of half an hour, the creatures fought in the rainy dark, until

those  wretched  shrieks  turned  victorious,  and  the  unearthly  roars  sounded  no more. 

Celaena and Rowan held tight to each other and did not dare close their eyes

for the entirety of the night. 

Chapter 48

There  was  no  uproar,  no  hysteria  when  they  told  the  fortress  what  they’d

discovered.  Malakai  immediately  dispatched  messengers  to  Wendlyn’s  king  to

beg  for  help;  to  the  other  demi-Fae  settlements  to  order  those  who  could  not fight to flee; and to the healers’ compound, to help every single patient who was

not bed-bound evacuate. 

Messengers  returned  from  the  king,  promising  as  many  men  as  could  be

spared.  It  was  a  relief,  Celaena  thought—but  a  bit  of  a  terror,  too.  If  Galan showed up, if any of her mother’s kin arrived here … She wouldn’t care, she told

herself.  There  were  bigger  matters  at  hand.  And  so  she  prayed  for  their  swift arrival, and prepared with the rest of the fortress’s residents. They would face the

threat  head-on,  starting  by  taking  out  the  two  hundred  mortal  soldiers  that

accompanied Narrok and his three creatures as soon as they left their protected

caves. 

Rowan  seized  control  of  the  fortress  with  no  fuss—only  gratitude  from  the

others, actually. Even Malakai thanked the prince as Rowan set about organizing

rotations,  delegating  tasks,  and  planning  their  survival.  They  had  a  few  days until reinforcements arrived and they could launch their assault, but should their

enemy  march  sooner,  Rowan  wanted  them  slowed  down  and  incapacitated  as

much as possible until help arrived. The demi-Fae were not an army and did not

have the resources of a fully stocked fortress, so Rowan declared they’d make do

with  what  they  did  possess:  their  wits,  determination,  and  knowledge  of  the

terrain. From the sound of it, somehow the skinwalkers had brought down one of

the creatures, so they weren’t truly invincible—but without a body the following

morning, they hadn’t learned how it had been killed. 

Rowan  and  Celaena  went  out  with  the  small  groups  that  were  preparing  the

forest for the attack. If Narrok’s force was going to take the deer path to sack the

fortress,  then  they’d  find  themselves  taking  it  through  pitfall-laden  territory: through  glens  of  venomous  creatures,  over  concealed  holes  full  of  spikes,  and into  snares  at  every  turn.  It  might  not  kill  them,  but  it  would  slow  them  down enough to buy more time for aid to come. And should they wind up under siege, 

there  was  a  secret  tunnel  leading  out  of  the  fortress  itself,  so  ancient  and neglected that most of the residents hadn’t even known it existed until Malakai

mentioned it. It was better than nothing. 

A few days later, Rowan assembled a small group of captains around a table in  the  dining  hall.  “Bas’s  scouting  team  reported  that  the  creatures  look  like they’re  readying  to  move  in  a  few  days,”  he  said,  pointing  to  a  map.  “Are  the first  and  second  miles  of  traps  almost  done?”  The  captains  gave  their

confirmation. “Good. Tomorrow, I want your men preparing the next few miles, 

too.” 

Standing beside Rowan, Celaena watched as he led them through the meeting, 

keeping  track  of  all  the  various  legs  and  arms  of  their  plan—not  to  mention remembering  all  the  names  of  the  captains,  their  soldiers,  and  what  they  were responsible  for.  He  remained  calm  and  steady—fierce,  even—despite  the  hell

that might soon be upon them. 

Glancing  at  the  demi-Fae  assembled,  their  attention  wholly  on  Rowan,  she

could  see  that  they  clung  to  that  steadiness,  that  cold  determination  and  clever mind—and  centuries  of  experience.  She  envied  him  for  it.  And  beneath  that, 

with  a  growing  heaviness  she  could  not  control,  she  wished  that  when  she  left this continent … she wouldn’t go alone. 

“Get some sleep. You’re no use to me completely dazed.” 

She  blinked.  She’d  been  staring  at  him.  The  meeting  was  over,  the  captains

already walking away to attend to their various tasks. 

“Sorry.”  She  rubbed  her  eyes.  They’d  been  up  since  before  dawn,  readying

the last few miles of path, checking that all the traps were secure. Working with

him  was  so  effortless.  There  was  no  judgment,  no  need  to  explain  herself.  She knew no one would ever replace Nehemia, and she never wanted anyone to, but

Rowan  made  her  feel  …  better.  As  if  she  could  finally  breathe  after  months  of suffocating. Yet now …

He was still watching her, frowning. “Just say it.” 

She examined the map on the table between them. “We can handle the mortal

soldiers,  but  those  creatures  and  Narrok  …  if  we  had  Fae  warriors—like  your

companion  who  came  to  receive  his  tattoo”—she  didn’t  think  calling  him

Rowan’s   kitty-cat  friend  would  help  her  case  this  time—“or  all  five  of  your cadre,  even,  it  could  turn  the  tide.”  She  traced  the  line  of  mountains  that separated these lands from the immortal ones beyond. “But you have not sent for

them. Why?” 

“You know why.” 

“Would Maeve order you home out of spite for the demi-Fae?” 

His jaw tightened. “For a few reasons, I think.” 

“And this is the person you chose to serve.” 

“I knew what I was doing when I drank her blood to seal the oath.” 
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“Then let’s hope Wendlyn’s reinforcements get here quickly.” She pursed her

lips and turned to go to their room. He gripped her wrist. 

“Don’t do that.” A muscle feathered in his jaw. “Don’t look at me like that.” 

“Like what?” 

“With that … disgust.” 

“I’m  not—”  But  he  gave  her  a  sharp  look.  She  sighed.  “This  …  all  this, 

Rowan …” She waved a hand to the map, to the doors the demi-Fae had passed

through,  to  the  sounds  of  people  readying  their  supplies  and  defenses  in  the courtyard.  “For  whatever  it’s  worth,  all  of  this  just  proves  that  she  doesn’t deserve you. I think you know that, too.” 

He looked away. “That isn’t your concern.” 

“I know. But I thought you should still hear it.” 

He  didn’t  respond,  wouldn’t  even  meet  her  eyes,  so  she  walked  away.  She

looked  over  her  shoulder  once,  to  find  him  still  hunched  over  the  table,  hands braced on its surface, the powerful muscles of his back visible through his shirt. 

And she knew he wasn’t looking at the map, not really. 

But saying that she wished he could return with her to Adarlan, to Terrasen, 

was pointless. He had no way to break his oath to Maeve, and she had nothing to

entice him with even if he could. She was not a queen. She had no plans to be

one, and even if she had a kingdom to give him if he were free … Telling him all

that was useless. 

So she left Rowan in the hall. But it did not stop her from wishing she could

keep him. 

The next afternoon, after washing her face and bandaging a burn on her forearm

in  Rowan’s  room,  Celaena  was  just  coming  down  to  help  with  the  dinner

preparations  when  she  felt,  rather  than  heard,  the  ripple  of  silence  through  the fortress,  deeper  and  heavier  than  the  nervous  quiet  that  had  hovered  over  the compound the last few days. 

The  fortress  had  not  been  this  tense  since  that  first  night  Maeve  had  been

here. 

It was too soon for her aunt to be checking on her. She had little to show so

far other than a few somewhat useful tricks and her various shields. 

She  took  the  stairs  two  at  a  time  until  she  reached  the  kitchen.  If  Maeve

learned about the invasion and ordered Rowan to leave … Breathing, thinking—

those were the key tools to enduring this encounter. 

The heat and yeasty scent hit her as she bounded down the last steps, slowing

her gait, lifting her chin, even though she doubted her aunt would condescend to

meet in the kitchen. Unless she wanted her unbalanced. But—

But Maeve was not in the kitchen. 

Rowan was, and his back was to her as he stood at the other end with Emrys, 

Malakai,  and  Luca,  talking  quietly.  Celaena  stopped  dead  as  she  beheld  at

Emrys’s too pale face, the hand gripping Malakai’s arm. 

As Rowan turned to her, lips thin and eyes wide with—with shock and horror

and grief—the world stopped dead, too. 

Rowan’s arms hung slack at his sides, his fingers clenching and unclenching. 

For a heartbeat, she wondered if she went back upstairs, whatever he had to say

would not be true. 

Rowan took a step toward her—one step, and that was all it took before she

began shaking her head, before she lifted her hands in front of her as if to push

him away. “Please,” she said, and her voice broke. “Please.” 

Rowan  kept  approaching,  the  bearer  of  some  inescapable  doom.  And  she

knew that she could not outrun it, and could not fall on her knees and beg for it

to be undone. 

Rowan  stopped  within  reach  but  did  not  touch  her,  his  features  hardening

again—not from cruelty. Because he knew, she realized, that one of them would

have  to  hold  it  together.  He  needed  to  be  calm—needed  to  keep  his  wits  about him for this. 

Rowan  swallowed  once.  Twice.  “There  was  …  there  was  an  uprising  at  the

Calaculla labor camp,” he said. 

Her heart stumbled on a beat. 

“After  Princess  Nehemia  was  assassinated,  they  say  a  slave  girl  killed  her

overseer  and  sparked  an  uprising.  The  slaves  seized  the  camp.”  He  took  a

shallow  breath.  “The  King  of  Adarlan  sent  two  legions  to  get  the  slaves  under control. And they killed them all.” 

“The  slaves  killed  his  legions?”  A  push  of  breath.  There  were  thousands  of

slaves in Calaculla—all of them together would be a mighty force, even for two

of Adarlan’s legions. 

With  horrific  gentleness,  Rowan  grasped  her  hand.  “No.  The  soldiers  killed

every slave in Calaculla.” 

A  crack  in  the  world,  through  which  a  keening  wail  pushed  in  like  a  wave. 

“There are thousands of people enslaved in Calaculla.” 

The  resolve  in  Rowan’s  countenance  splintered  as  he  nodded.  And  when  he opened  and  closed  his  mouth,  she  realized  it  was  not  over.  The  only  word  she could breathe was “Endovier?” It was a fool’s plea. 

Slowly, so slowly, Rowan shook his head. “Once he got word of the uprising

in Eyllwe, the King of Adarlan sent two other legions north. None were spared

in Endovier.” 

She did not see Rowan’s face when he gripped her arms as if he could keep

her from falling into the abyss. No, all she could see were the slaves she’d left

behind, the ashy mountains and those mass graves they dug every day, the faces

of  her  people,  who  had  worked  beside  her—her  people  whom  she  had  left

behind.  Whom  she  had  let  herself  forget,  had  let  suffer;  who  had  prayed  for salvation, holding out hope that someone, anyone would remember them. 

She had abandoned them—and she had been too late. 

Nehemia’s  people,  the  people  of  other  kingdoms,  and—and  her  people.  The

people  of  Terrasen.  The  people  her  father  and  mother  and  court  had  loved  so fiercely. There had been rebels in Endovier—rebels who fought for her kingdom

when she … when she had been …

There were children in Endovier. In Calaculla. 

She had not protected them. 

The kitchen walls and ceiling crushed her, the air too thin, too hot. Rowan’s

face swam as she panted, panted, faster and faster—

He murmured her name too softly for the others to hear. 

And the sound of it, that name that had once been a promise to the world, the

name she had spat on and defiled, the name she did not deserve …

She  tore  off  his  grip,  and  then  she  was  walking  out  the  kitchen  door,  across the courtyard, through the ward-stones, and along the invisible barrier—until she

found a spot just out of sight of the fortress. 

The world was full of screaming and wailing, so loud she drowned in it. 

Celaena  did  not  utter  a  sound  as  she  unleashed  her  magic  on  the  barrier,  a blast that shook the trees and set the earth rumbling. She fed her power into the

invisible  wall,  begging  the  ancient  stones  to  take  it,  to  use  it.  The  wards,  as  if sensing her intent, devoured her power whole, absorbing every last ember until it

flickered, hungry for more. 

So she burned and burned and burned. 

Chapter 49

For  weeks  now,  Chaol  hadn’t  had  any  contact  with  any  of  his  friends—allies, 

whatever they had been. So, one last time, Chaol slipped into the rhythm of his

old  duties.  Though  it  was  more  difficult  than  ever  to  oversee  the  king’s

luncheons,  though  making  his  reports  was  an  effort  of  will,  he  did  it.  He  had heard nothing from Aedion or Ren, and still hadn’t yet asked Dorian to use his

magic to test out their theories about the spell. He was starting to wonder if he

was done playing his part in Aelin’s growing rebellion. 

He’d gathered enough information, crossed enough lines. Perhaps it was time

to  learn  what  could  be  done  from  Anielle.  He  would  be  closer  to  Morath,  and maybe he could uncover what the king was brewing down there. The king had

accepted  his  plans  to  take  up  his  mantle  as  heir  to  Anielle  with  hardly  any objections. Soon, he was to present options for a replacement. 

Chaol  was  currently  standing  guard  at  a  state  luncheon  in  the  great  hall, 

which Aedion and Dorian were both attending. The doors had been thrown open

to  welcome  in  the  spring  air,  and  Chaol’s  men  were  standing  at  each  one, 

weapons at the ready. 

Everything was normal, everything was going smoothly, until the king stood, 

his  black  ring  seeming  to  gobble  up  the  midday  sun  streaming  in  through  the towering windows. He lifted a goblet, and the room fell silent. Not in the way it

did when Aedion spoke. Chaol hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what the

general had said to him about choosing a side, or what Dorian had said about his

refusal to accept Celaena and the prince for what they really were. Over and over

again, he’d contemplated it. 

But  nothing  could  prepare  Chaol,  or  anyone  in  that  silent  hall,  as  the  king smiled  to  the  tables  below  his  dais  and  said,  “Good  news  arrived  this  morning from Eyllwe and the north. The Calaculla slave rebellion has been dealt with.” 

They’d heard nothing of it, and Chaol wished he could cover his ears as the

king said, “We’ll have to work to replenish the mines, there and in Endovier, but

the rebel taint has been purged.” 

Chaol was glad he was leaning against a pillar. It was Dorian who spoke, his

face bone-white. “What are you talking about?” 

His father smiled at him. “Forgive me. It seems the slaves in Calaculla got it

into their heads to start an uprising after Princess Nehemia’s unfortunate death. 
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We got it into our heads not to allow it. Or any other potential uprisings. And as

we didn’t have the resources to devote to interrogating each and every slave to

weed out the traitors…” 

Chaol  understood  what  strength  it  took  for  Dorian  not  to  shake  his  head  in

horror as he did the calculations and understood just how many people had been

slaughtered. 

“General  Ashryver,”  the  king  said.  Aedion  sat  motionless.  “You  and  your

Bane  will  be  pleased  to  know  that  since  the  purge  in  Endovier,  many  of  the rebels in your territory have ceased their … antics. It seems they did not want a

fate similar to that of their friends in the mines.” 

Chaol  didn’t  know  how  Aedion  found  the  courage  and  will,  but  the  general

smiled and bowed his head. “Thank you, Majesty.” 

Dorian burst into Sorscha’s workroom. She jumped from her spot at the table, a

hand on her chest. “Did you hear?” he asked, shutting the door behind him. 

Her  eyes  were  red  enough  to  suggest  that  she  had.  He  took  her  face  in  his hands, pressing his brow against hers, needing that cool strength. He didn’t know

how  he’d  kept  from  weeping  or  vomiting  or  killing  his  father  on  the  spot.  But looking at her, breathing in her rosemary-and-mint scent, he knew why. 

“I  want  you  out  of  this  castle,”  he  said.  “I’ll  give  you  the  funds,  but  I  want you  away  from  here  as  soon  as  you  can  find  a  way  to  go  without  raising

suspicion.” 

She yanked out of his grasp. “Are you mad?” 

No, he’d never seen anything more clearly. “If you stay, if we are caught … I

will give you whatever money you need—” 

“No money you could offer could convince me to leave.” 

“I’ll tie you to a horse if I have to. I’m getting you out—” 

“And who will look after you? Who will make your tonics? You’re not even

talking to the captain anymore. How could I leave now?” 

He  gripped  her  shoulders.  She  had  to  understand—he  had  to  make  her

understand. Her loyalty was one of the things he loved, but now … it would only

get  her  killed.  “He  murdered   thousands  of  people  in  one  sweep.  Imagine  what he’ll do if he finds you’ve been helping me. There are worse things than death, 

Sorscha. Please— please, just go.” 

Her fingers found his, entwining tight. “Come with me.” 
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“I can’t. It will get worse if I leave, if my brother is made heir. And I think …

I know of some people who might be trying to stop him. If I am here, perhaps I

can help them in some way.” 

Oh,  Chaol.  He  understood  completely  now  why  he  had  sent  Celaena  to

Wendlyn—understood that his return to Anielle … Chaol had sold himself to get

Celaena to safety. 

“If you stay, I stay,” Sorscha said. “You cannot convince me otherwise.” 

“Please,” he said, because he didn’t have it in him to yell, not with the deaths

of those people hanging over him. “Please…” 

But  she  brushed  her  thumb  across  his  cheek.  “Together.  We’ll  face  this

together.” 

And it was selfish and horrible of him, but he put up no further argument. 

Chaol went to the tomb for privacy, to mourn, to scream. But he was not alone. 

Aedion was sitting on the steps of the spiral stairwell, his forearms braced on

his knees. He didn’t turn as Chaol set down his candle and sat beside him. 

“What  do  you  suppose,”  Aedion  breathed,  staring  into  the  darkness,  “the

people on other continents, across all those seas, think of us? Do you think they

hate  us  or  pity  us  for  what  we  do  to  each  other?  Perhaps  it’s  just  as  bad  there. 

Perhaps  it’s  worse.  But  to  do  what  I  have  to  do,  to  get  through  it  …  I  have  to believe it’s better. Somewhere, it’s better than this.” 

Chaol had no answer. 

“I  have…”  Aedion’s  teeth  gleamed  in  the  light.  “I  have  been  forced  to  do

many,  many  things.  Depraved,  despicable  things.  Yet  nothing  made  me  feel  as

filthy as I did today, thanking that man for murdering my people.” 

There was nothing he could say to console him, nothing he could promise. So

Chaol left Aedion staring into the darkness. 

There was not one empty seat in the Royal Theater that night. Every box and tier

was crammed with nobility, merchants, whoever could afford the ticket. Jewels

and silk gleamed in the light of the glass chandeliers, the riches of a conquering

empire. 

The  news  about  the  slave  massacres  had  struck  that  afternoon,  spreading

through  the  city  on  a  wave  of  murmuring,  leaving  only  silence  behind.  The upper tiers of the theater were unusually still, as if the audience had come to be

soothed, to let the music sweep away the stain of the news. 

Only the boxes were full of chatter. About what this meant for the fortunes of

those  seated  in  the  plush  crimson  velvet  chairs,  debates  over  where  the  new

slaves  would  come  from  to  ensure  there  was  no  pause  in  labor,  and  about  how they  should  treat  their  own  slaves  afterward.  Despite  the  chiming  bells  and  the raising and dimming of the chandeliers, it took the boxes far longer to quiet than

usual. 

They were still talking when the red curtains pulled back to reveal the seated

orchestra, and it was a miracle they bothered to applaud for the conductor as he

hobbled across the stage. 

That  was  when  they  noticed  that  every  musician  on  the  stage  was  wearing

mourning black. That was when they shut up. And when the conductor raised his

arms, it was not a symphony that filled the cavernous space. 

It was the Song of Eyllwe. 

Then the Song of Fenharrow. And Melisande. And Terrasen. Each nation that

had people in those labor camps. 

And  finally,  not  for  pomp  or  triumph,  but  to  mourn  what  they  had  become, 

they played the Song of Adarlan. 

When  the  final  note  finished,  the  conductor  turned  to  the  crowd,  the

musicians  standing  with  him.  As  one,  they  looked  to  the  boxes,  to  all  those jewels bought with the blood of a continent. And without a word, without a bow

or another gesture, they walked off the stage. 

The next morning, by royal decree, the theater was shut down. 

No one saw those musicians or their conductor again. 

Chapter 50

A cooling breeze kissed down Celaena’s neck. The forest had gone silent, as if

the birds and insects had been quieted by her assault on the invisible wall. The

barrier  had  gobbled  down  every  spark  of  magic  she’d  launched  at  it,  and  now seemed to hum with fresh power. 

The  scent  of  pine  and  snow  wrapped  around  her,  and  she  turned  to  find

Rowan  standing  against  a  nearby  tree.  He’d  been  there  for  some  time  now, 

giving her space to work herself into exhaustion. 

But she was not tired. And she was not done. There was still wildfire in her

mind,  writhing,  endless,  damning.  She  let  it  dim  to  embers,  let  the  grief  and horror die down, too. 

Rowan  said,  “Word  just  arrived  from  Wendlyn.  Reinforcements  aren’t

coming.” 

“They didn’t come ten years ago,” she said, her throat raw though she had not

spoken  in  hours.  Cold,  glittering  calm  was  now  flowing  in  her  veins.  “Why

should they bother helping now?” 

His  eyes  flickered.  “Aelin.”  When  she  only  gazed  into  the  darkening  forest, 

he suddenly said, “You do not have to stay—we can go to Doranelle tonight, and

you can retrieve your knowledge from Maeve. You have my blessing.” 

“Do not insult me by asking me to leave. I am fighting. Nehemia would have

stayed. My parents would have stayed.” 

“They  also  had  the  luxury  of  knowing  that  their  bloodline  did  not  end  with

them.” 

She  gritted  her  teeth.  “You  have  experience— you  are  needed  here.  You  are the  only  person  who  can  give  the  demi-Fae  a  chance  of  surviving;  you  are

trusted  and  respected.  So  I  am  staying.  Because  you  are  needed,  and  because  I will  follow  you  to  whatever  end.”  And  if  the  creatures  devoured  her  body  and soul, then she would not mind. She had earned that fate. 

For  a  long  moment,  he  said  nothing.  But  his  brows  narrowed  slightly.  “To

whatever end?” 

She nodded. He had not needed to mention the massacres, had not needed to

try to console her. He knew—he understood without her having to say a word—

what it was like. 
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Her magic thrummed in her blood, wanting out, wanting  more. But it would

wait—it had to wait until it was time. Until she had Narrok and his creatures in

her sight. 

She realized that Rowan saw each of those thoughts and more as he reached

into his tunic and pulled out a dagger. Her dagger. He extended it to her, its long

blade gleaming as if he’d been secretly polishing and caring for it these months. 

And  when  she  grasped  the  dagger,  its  weight  lighter  than  she  remembered, 

Rowan looked into her eyes, into the very core of her, and said, “Fireheart.” 

Reinforcements  from  Wendlyn  weren’t  coming—not  out  of  spite  but  because  a

legion of Adarlan’s men had attacked the northern border. Three thousand men

in ships had launched a full-on assault. Wendlyn had sent every last soldier to the

northern coast, and there they would remain. The demi-Fae were to face Narrok

and his forces alone. Rowan calmly encouraged the nonfighters at the fortress to

flee. 

But no one fled. Even Emrys refused, and Malakai merely said that where his

mate went, he went. 

For  hours,  they  adjusted  their  plans  to  accommodate  the  lack  of

reinforcements. In the end they didn’t have to change much, thankfully. Celaena

contributed what she could to the planning, letting Rowan order everyone about

and  adjust  the  masterful  strategy  in  that  brilliant  head  of  his.  She  tried  not  to think  about  Endovier  and  Calaculla,  but  the  knowledge  of  it  still  simmered  in her, brewing during the long hours that they debated. 

They  planned  until  Emrys  hauled  up  a  pot  from  the  kitchen  and  began

whacking  it  with  a  spoon,  ordering  them  out  because  dawn  would  come  too

soon. 

Within  a  minute  of  returning  to  their  room,  Celaena  was  undressed  and

flopping  into  bed.  Rowan  took  his  time,  however,  peeling  off  his  shirt  and

striding to the washbasin. “You did well helping me plan tonight.” 

She watched him wash his face, then his neck. “You sound surprised.” 

He  wiped  his  face  with  a  towel,  then  leaned  against  the  dresser,  bracing  his hands against either end. The wood groaned, but his face remained still. 

 Fireheart, he had called her. Did he know what that name meant to her? She

wanted  to  ask,  still  had  so  many  questions  for  him,  but  right  now,  after  all  the news of the day, she needed to sleep. 
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“I sent word,” Rowan said, letting go of the dresser and approaching the bed. 

She’d left the sword from the mountain cave on the bedpost, and its smoldering

ruby now glinted in the dim light as he ran a finger down the golden hilt. “To my

…  cadre, as you like to call them.” 

She braced herself on her elbows. “When?” 

“A few days ago. I don’t know where they all are or whether they’ll arrive in

time. Maeve might not let them come—or some of them might not even ask her. 

They can be … unpredictable. And it may be that I just get the order to return to

Doranelle, and—” 

“You actually called for aid?” 

His eyes narrowed.  I just said that I did. 

She stood, and he retreated a step.  What changed your mind? 

 Some things are worth the risk. 

He didn’t back away again as she approached and said with every ember left

in  her  shredded  heart,  “I  claim  you,  Rowan  Whitethorn.  I  don’t  care  what  you say and how much you protest. I claim you as my friend.” 

He just turned to the washbasin again, but she caught the unspoken words that

he’d  tried  to  keep  her  from  reading  on  his  face.  It  doesn’t  matter.  Even  if  we survive, when we go to Doranelle, you will walk out of Maeve’s realm alone. 

Emrys joined them—along with all the demi-Fae at Mistward who had not been

dispatched with messages—in traveling down to the healers’ compound the next

morning to help cart the patients to safety. Anyone who could not fight remained

to help the sick and wounded, and Emrys declared he would stay there until the

very  end.  So  they  left  him,  along  with  a  small  contingent  of  sentries  in  case things  went  very,  very  wrong.  When  Celaena  headed  off  into  the  trees  with

Rowan,  she  did  not  bother  with  good-byes.  Many  of  the  others  did  not  say

farewell,  either—it  seemed  like  an  invitation  for  death,  and  Celaena  was  fairly certain she wasn’t on the good side of the gods. 

She was awoken that night by a large, callused hand on her shoulder, shaking

her awake. It seemed that death was already waiting for them. 
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Chapter 51

“Get your sword and your weapons, and  hurry,” Rowan said to Celaena as she

instantly came to her feet, reaching for the dagger beside the bed. 

He was already halfway across the room, slinging on his clothes and weapons

with lethal efficiency. She didn’t bother with questions—he would tell her what

was necessary. She hopped into her pants and boots. 

“I  think  we’ve  been  betrayed,”  Rowan  said,  and  her  fingers  caught  on  a

buckle of her swordbelt as she turned to the open window. Quiet. Absolute quiet

in the forest. 

And  along  the  horizon,  a  growing  smear  of  blackness.  “They’re  coming

tonight,” she breathed. 

“I did a sweep of the perimeter.” Rowan stuffed a knife into his boot. “It’s as

if someone told them where every trap, every warning bell is located. They’ll be

here within the hour.” 

“Are  the  ward-stones  still  working?”  She  finished  braiding  her  hair  and

strapped her sword across her back. 

“Yes—they’re  intact.  I  raised  the  alarm,  and  Malakai  and  the  others  are

readying our defenses on the walls.” A small part of her smiled at the thought of

what  it  must  have  been  like  for  Malakai  to  find  a  half-naked  Rowan  shouting orders in his room. 

She asked, “Who would have betrayed us?” 

“I don’t know, and when I find them, I’ll splatter them on the walls. But for

now, we have bigger problems to worry about.” 

The  darkness  on  the  horizon  had  spread,  devouring  the  stars,  the  trees,  the

light. “What  is that?” 

Rowan’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “Bigger problems.” 

The ward-stones were the last line of defense before the fortress itself. If Narrok

planned  to  lay  siege  to  Mistward,  they  couldn’t  outlast  him  forever—but

hopefully  the  barrier  would  wear  down  the  creatures  and  their  power  a  bit.  On the  battlements,  in  the  courtyard  and  atop  the  towers,  stood  the  demi-Fae. 

Archers would take down as many men as possible once the barrier fell, and they would use the oak doors of the fortress as a bottleneck into the courtyard. 

But  there  were  still  the  creatures  and  Narrok,  along  with  the  darkness  that

they carried with them. Birds and animals streamed past the fortress as they fled

—an  exodus  of  flapping  wings,  padding  feet,  claws  clicking  on  stone.  Herding

the  animals  to  safety  were  the  Little  Folk,  hardly  more  than  a  gleam  of  nightseeing  eyes.  Whatever  darkness  Narrok  and  the  creatures  brought  …  once  you

went in, you did not come out. 

She  was  standing  with  Rowan  just  beyond  the  gates  of  the  courtyard,  the

grassy expanse of earth between the fortress and the ward-stones feeling far too

small. The animals and Little Folk had stopped appearing moments before, and

even the wind had died. 

“As  soon  as  the  barrier  falls,  I  want  you  to  put  arrows  through  their  eyes,” 

Rowan  said  to  her,  his  bow  slack  in  his  hands.  “Don’t  give  them  a  chance  to enthrall you—or anyone. Leave the soldiers to the others.” 

They  hadn’t  heard  or  seen  any  of  the  two  hundred  men,  but  she  nodded, 

gripping her own bow. “What about magic?” 

“Use it sparingly, but if you think you can destroy them with it, don’t hesitate. 

And  don’t  get  fancy.  Take  them  down  by  any  means  possible.”  Such  icy

calculation.  Purebred,  undiluted  warrior.  She  could  almost  feel  the  aggression

pouring off him. 

A  reek  was  rising  from  beyond  the  barrier,  and  some  of  the  sentries  in  the courtyard  behind  them  began  murmuring.  A  smell  from  another  world,  from

whatever  hellish  creature  lurked  under  mortal  skin.  Some  straggling  animals

darted  out  of  the  trees,  foaming  at  the  mouth,  the  darkness  behind  them

thickening. “Rowan,” she said as she felt rather than saw them. “They’re here.” 

At the edge of the trees, hardly five yards from the ward-stones, the creatures

emerged. 

Celaena started. Three. 

Three, not two. “But the skinwalkers—” She couldn’t finish the words as the

three  men  surveyed  the  fortress.  They  were  clad  in  deepest  black,  their  tunics open  to  reveal  the  Wyrdstone  torques  at  their  throats.  The  skinwalkers  hadn’t killed it—no, because there was that same perfect male, looking straight at her. 

Smiling at her. As if he could already taste her. 

A rabbit bolted out of the bushes, racing for the ward-stones. Like the paw of

a massive beast, the darkness behind the creatures lashed out, sweeping over the

fleeing animal. 

The rabbit fell midleap, its fur turning dull and matted, bones pushing through

as  the  life  was  sucked  out  of  it.  The  sentries  on  the  walls  and  towers  stirred, some  swearing.  She  had  stood  a  chance  of  escaping  the  clutches  of  just  one  of those  creatures.  But  all  three  together  became  something  else,  something

infinitely powerful. 

“The  barrier  cannot  be  allowed  to  fall,”  Rowan  said  to  her.  “That  blackness

will  kill  anything  it  touches.”  Even  as  he  spoke,  the  darkness  stretched  around the fortress. Trapping them. The barrier hummed, and the reverberations zinged

against the soles of her boots. 

She  shifted  into  her  Fae  form,  wincing  against  the  pain.  She  needed  the

sharper hearing, the  strength and healing.  Still, the three  creatures remained on

the forest edge, the darkness spreading. No sign of the two hundred soldiers. 

As one, the three half turned to the shadows behind them and stepped aside, 

heads bowed. Then, stalking out of the trees, Narrok appeared. 

Unlike the others,  Narrok was not  beautiful. He was  scarred and powerfully

built, and armed to the teeth. But he, too, had skin carved with those glittering

black veins, and wore that torque of obsidian. Even from this distance, she could

see  the  devouring  emptiness  in  his  eyes.  It  seeped  toward  them  like  blood  in  a river. 

She  waited  for  him  to  say  something,  to  parlay  and  offer  a  choice  between

yielding to the king’s power or death, to give some speech to break their morale. 

But  Narrok  looked  upon  Mistward  with  a  slow,  almost  delighted  sweep  of  the

head, drew his iron blade, and pointed at the curving ward-stone gates. 

There was nothing Celaena or Rowan could do as a whip of darkness snapped

out and struck the invisible barrier. The air shuddered, and the stones whined. 

Rowan  was  already  moving  toward  the  oak  doors,  shouting  orders  to  the

archers  to  ready  themselves  and  use  whatever  magic  they  had  to  shield  against the  oncoming  darkness.  Celaena  remained  where  she  was.  Another  strike,  and

the barrier rippled. 

“Aelin,”  Rowan  snapped,  and  she  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  him.  “Get

inside the gates.” 

But she slung her bow across her back, and when she raised her hand, it was

consumed with fire. “In the woods that night, it balked from the flame.” 

“To use it, you’ll have to get outside the barrier, or it’ll just rebound against

the walls.” 

“I know,” she said quietly. 

“The last time, you took one look at that thing and fell under its spell.” 

The darkness lashed again. 

“It won’t be like last time,” she said, eyes on Narrok, on his three creatures. 

Not when she had a score to settle. Her blood heated, but she said, “I don’t know

what else to do.” 

Because if that darkness reached them, then all the blades and arrows would

be useless. They wouldn’t have a chance to strike. 

A cry sounded behind them, followed by a few more, then the clash of metal

on  metal.  Someone  shouted,  “The  tunnel!  They’ve  been  let  in  through  the

tunnel!” 

For  a  moment,  Celaena  just  stood  there,  blinking.  The  escape  tunnel.  They

 had  been  betrayed.  And  now  they  knew  where  the  soldiers  were:  creeping through the underground network, let in perhaps because the ward-stones, with

that strange sentience, were too focused on the threat above to be able to contain

the one below. 

The  shouting  and  fighting  grew  louder.  Rowan  had  stationed  their  weaker

fighters  inside  to  keep  them  safe—right  in  the  path  of  the  tunnel  entrance.  It would be a slaughterhouse. “Rowan—” 

Another  blow  to  the  barrier  from  the  darkness,  and  another.  She  began

walking toward the stones, and Rowan growled. “Do not take one more step—” 

She kept going. Inside the fortress, screaming had begun—pain and death and

terror. Each step away from it tore at her, but she headed to the stones, toward

the megalith gates. Rowan grabbed her elbow. “That was an  order.” 

She knocked his hand away. “You’re needed inside. Leave the barrier to me.” 

“You don’t know if it’ll work—” 

“It will work,” she snarled. “I’m the expendable one, Rowan.” 

“You are heir to the throne of—” 

“Right now, I am a woman who has a power that might save lives. Let me do

this. Help the others.” 

Rowan looked at the ward-stones, at the fortress and the sentries scrambling

to help below. Weighing, calculating. At last, Rowan said, “Do not engage them. 

You  focus  on  that  darkness  and  keeping  it  away  from  the  barrier,  and  that’s  it. 

Hold the line, Aelin.” 

But she didn’t want to hold the line—not when her enemy was so close. Not

when  the  weight  of  those  souls  at  Calaculla  and  Endovier  pressed  on  her, 

screaming as loudly as the soldiers inside the fortress. She had failed all of them. 

She had been too late. And it was  enough. But she nodded, like the good soldier

Rowan believed she was, and said, “Understood.” 

“They will attack you the moment you set foot outside the barrier,” he said, 

releasing her arm. Her magic began to boil in her veins. “Have a shield ready.” 

“I know” was her only answer as she neared the barrier and the swirling dark

beyond.  The  curving  stones  of  the  gateway  loomed,  and  she  drew  the  sword

from her back with her right hand, her left hand enveloped in flame. 

Nehemia’s people, butchered. Her own people, butchered.  Her people. 

Celaena stepped under the archway of stones, magic zinging and kissing her

skin. Just a few steps would take her outside the barrier. She could feel Rowan

lingering, waiting to see if she would survive the first moments. But she would

—she was going to burn these things into ash and dust. 

This was the least she owed those murdered in Endovier and Calaculla—the

least she could do, after so long. A monster to destroy monsters. 

The  flames  on  her  left  hand  burned  brighter  as  Celaena  stepped  beyond  the

archway and into the beckoning abyss. 

Chapter 52

The  darkness  lashed  at  Celaena  the  moment  she  passed  beyond  the  invisible

barrier. 

A  wall  of  flame  seared  across  the  spear  of  blackness,  and,  just  as  she’d

gambled, the blackness recoiled. Only to strike again, swift as an asp. 

She  met  it  blow  for  blow,  willing  the  fire  to  spread,  a  wall  of  red  and  gold encasing  the  barrier  behind  her.  She  ignored  the  reek  of  the  creatures,  the

hollowness  of  the  air  at  her  ears,  the  overwhelming  throbbing  in  her  head,  so much  worse  beyond  the  protection  of  the  wards,  especially  now  that  all  three creatures  were  gathered.  But  she  did  not  give  them  one  inch,  even  as  blood

began trickling from her nose. 

The  darkness  lunged  for  her,  simultaneously  assaulting  the  wall,  punching

holes through her flame. She patched them by reflex, allowing the power to do

as it willed, but with the command to protect—to keep that barrier shielded. She

took another step beyond the stone gateway. 

Narrok was nowhere to be seen, but the three creatures were waiting for her. 

Unlike  the  other  night  in  the  woods,  they  were  armed  with  long,  slender

swords that they drew with their unearthly grace. And then they attacked. 

Good. 

She did not look them in the eyes, nor did she acknowledge the bleeding from

her nose and the pressure in her ears. She merely called in a shield of fire around

her left forearm and begin swinging that ancient sword. 

Whether  Rowan  lingered  to  see  her  break  his  first  order,  then  his  next,  then his next, she didn’t know. 

The three creatures kept coming at her, swift and controlled, as if they’d had

eons to practice swordplay, as if they were all of one mind, one body. Where she

deflected  one,  another  was  there;  where  she  punched  one  with  flame  and  steel, another  was  ducking  beneath  it  to  grab  her.  She  could  not  let  them  touch  her, could not let herself meet their gaze. 

The  shield  around  the  barrier  burned  hot  at  her  back,  the  darkness  of  the

creatures stinging and biting at it, but she held firm. She had not lied to Rowan

about that—about protecting the wall. 

One of them swept its blade at her—not to kill. To incapacitate. 

It  was  second  nature,  somehow,  that  flames  leapt  down  her  blade  as  she struck back, willing fire into the sword itself. When it met the black iron of the

creature,  blue  sparks  danced,  so  bright  that  she  dared  look  into  the  creature’s face to glimpse—surprise. Horror. Rage. 

The hilt of the sword was warm—comforting—in her hand, and the red stone

glowed as if with a fire of its own. 

The three creatures stopped in unison, their sensual mouths pulling back from

their too-white teeth in a snarl. The one in the center, the one who had tasted her

before, hissed at the sword, “Goldryn.” 

The darkness paused, and she used its distraction to patch her shields, a chill

snaking up her spine even as the flames warmed her. She lifted the sword higher

and advanced another step. 

“But  you  are  not  Athril,  beloved  of  the  dark  queen,”  one  of  them  said. 

Another said, “And you are not Brannon of the Wildfire.” 

“How do you—” But the words caught in her throat as a memory struck, from

months  ago—a  lifetime  ago.  Of  a  realm  that  was  in-between,  of  the  thing  that lived inside Cain speaking. To her, and—Elena. Elena, daughter of Brannon.  You

 were brought back, it said.  All the players in the unfinished game. 

A game that had begun at the dawn of time, when a demon race had forged

the Wyrdkeys and used them to break into this world, and Maeve had used their

power  to  banish  them.  But  some  demons  had  remained  trapped  in  Erilea  and

waged  a  second  war  centuries  later,  when  Elena  fought  against  them.  What  of

the others, who had been sent back to their realm? What if the King of Adarlan, 

in  learning  of  the  keys,  had  also  learned  where  to  find  them?  Where  to  …

harness them? 

Oh gods. “You are the Valg,” she breathed. 

The  three  things  inside  those  mortal  bodies  smiled.  “We  are  princes  of  our

realm.” 

“And what realm is that?” She poured her magic into the shield behind her. 

The Valg prince in the center seemed to reach toward her without moving an

inch. She sent a punch of flame at him, and he curled back. “A realm of eternal

dark and ice and wind,” he said. “And we have been waiting a very, very long

time to taste your sunshine again.” 

The King of Adarlan was either more powerful than she could imagine, or the

most foolish man to ever live if he thought he could control these demon princes. 

Blood dripped onto her tunic from her nose. Their leader purred, “Once you

let me in, girl, there shall be no more blood, or pain.” 

She sent another wall of flame searing at them. “Brannon and the others beat
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you into oblivion once,” she said, though her lungs were burning. “We can do it

again.” 

Low laughter. “We were not beaten. Only contained. Until a mortal man was

foolish enough to invite us back in, to use these glorious bodies.” 

Were  the  men  who  had  once  occupied  them  still  inside?  If  she  cut  off  their heads—that torque of Wyrdstone—would the creatures vanish, or be unleashed

in another form? 

This was far, far worse than she had expected. 

“Yes,” the leader said, taking a step toward her and sniffing. “You should fear

us. And embrace us.” 

“Embrace this,” she snarled, and flung a hidden dagger from her vambrace at

his head. 

He was so swift that it scraped his cheek rather than wedging itself between

its  eyes.  Black  blood  welled  and  flowed;  he  raised  a  moon-white  hand  to

examine  it.  “I  shall  enjoy  devouring  you  from  the  inside  out,”  he  said,  and  the darkness lunged for her again. 

The battle was still raging inside the fortress, which was good, because it meant

they  hadn’t  all  died  yet.  And  Celaena  was  still  swinging  Goldryn  against  the three  Valg  princes—though  it  grew  heavier  by  the  moment,  and  the  shield

behind her was beginning to fray. She had not had time to tunnel down into her

power, or to consider rationing it. 

The darkness that the Valg brought with them continued to strike the wall, so

Celaena threw up shield after shield, fire flaming through her blood, her breath, 

her mind. She gave her magic free rein, only asking it to keep the shield behind

her alive. It did so, gobbling up her reserves. 

Rowan had not come back to help. But she told herself he would come, and

he would help, because it was not weakness to admit she needed him, needed his

help and—

Her lower back cramped, and it was all she could do to keep her grip on the

legendary blade as the leader of the Valg princes swiped for her neck.  No. 

A muscle twinged near her spine, twisting until she had to bite down a scream

as  she  deflected  the  blow.  It  couldn’t  be  a  burnout.  Not  so  soon,  not  after practicing so much, not—

A hole tore through the shield behind her, and the darkness slammed into the

barrier, making the magic ripple and shriek. She flung a thought toward it, and as the flame patched it up, her blood began to pound. 

The princes were closing in again. She growled, sending a wall of white-hot

flame at them, pushing them back, back, back while she took a deep breath. 

But blood came coughing out instead of air. 

If she ran inside the gates, how long would the shield last before it fell to the

princes  and  their  ancient  darkness?  How  long  would  any  of  those  inside  last? 

She didn’t dare look behind to see who was winning. It didn’t sound good. There

were no cries of victory, only pain and fear. 

Her  knees  quaked,  but  she  swallowed  the  blood  in  her  mouth  and  took

another breath. 

She  had  not  imagined  it  would  end  like  this.  And  maybe  it  was  what  she

deserved, after turning her back on her kingdom. 

One  of  the  Valg  princes  ripped  a  hand  through  the  wall  of  flame  separating

them, the darkness shielding his flesh from being melted off. She was about to

send another blast at him when a movement from the trees caught her eye. 

Far up the hill, as if they had come racing down from the mountains and had

not stopped for food or water or sleep, were a towering man, a massive bird, and

three of the largest predators she had ever seen. 

Five in all. 

Answering their friend’s desperate call for aid. 

They  hurtled  through  the  trees  and  over  stones:  two  wolves,  one  black  and

one  moon-white;  the  powerfully  built  male;  the  bird  swooping  low  over  them; 

and  a  familiar  mountain  cat  racing  behind.  Heading  for  the  darkness  looming

between them and the fortress. 

The  black  wolf  skidded  to  a  halt  as  they  neared  the  darkness,  as  if  sensing what  it  could  do.  The  screaming  in  the  fortress  rose.  If  the  newcomers  could destroy the soldiers, the survivors could take the tunnel and flee before the dark

consumed everything. 

Sweat  stung  Celaena’s  eyes,  and  pain  sliced  into  her  so  deep  that  she

wondered if it was permanent. But she had not lied to Rowan about saving lives. 

So  she  did  not  stop  to  doubt  or  consider  as  she  flung  the  remnants  of  her power  toward  Rowan’s  five  friends,  a  bridge  of  flame  through  the  darkness, 

cleaving it in two. 

A path toward the gates behind her. 

To  their  credit,  Rowan’s  friends  did  not  hesitate  as  they  raced  for  it,  the wolves  leading  the  way,  the  bird—an  osprey—close  behind.  She  poured  her

[image: Image 611]

power into the bridge, gritting her teeth against the agony as the five rushed past, 

not  sparing  her  a  glance.  But  the  golden  mountain  cat  slowed  as  he  charged

through  the  gates  behind  her,  as  her  chest  seized  and  she  coughed,  her  blood bright on the grass. 

“He’s inside,” she choked out. “Help him.” 

The  great  cat  lingered,  assessing  her,  and  the  wall,  and  the  princes  fighting against  her  flame.  “Go,”  she  wheezed.  The  bridge  through  the  darkness

collapsed, and she staggered back a step as that black power slammed into her, 

the shield, the world. 

The blood was roaring so loudly in her ears that she could barely hear when

the mountain cat raced for the fortress. Rowan’s friends had come. Good. Good

that he would not be alone, that he had people in the world. 

She  coughed  blood  again,  splattering  it  on  the  ground—on  the  legs  of  the

Valg prince. 

She barely moved before he slammed her into her own flames, and she hit the

magical wall beneath, as hard and unforgiving as if it were made of stone. The

only way into the fortress was through the ward-gates. She swiped with Goldryn, 

but  the  blow  was  feeble.  Against  the  Valg,  against  this  horrible  power  that  the King  of  Adarlan  possessed,  the  army  at  his  disposal  …  it  was  all  useless.  As useless  as  the  vow  she’d  made  to  Nehemia’s  grave.  As  useless  as  an  heir  to  a broken throne and a broken name. 

The  magic  was  boiling  her  blood.  The  darkness—it  would  be  a  relief

compared  to  the  hell  smoldering  in  her  veins.  The  Valg  prince  advanced,  and

part  of  her  was  screaming—screaming  at  herself  to  get  up,  to  keep  fighting,  to rage  and  roar  against  this  horrible  end.  But  moving  her  limbs,  even  breathing, had become a monumental effort. 

She was so tired. 

The  fortress  was  a  hell  of  yelling  and  fighting  and  gore,  but  Rowan  kept

swinging  his  blades,  holding  his  position  at  the  tunnel  mouth  as  soldier  after soldier poured in. The scout leader, Bas, had let them in, Luca had told Rowan. 

The other demi-Fae who had conspired with Bas wanted the power the creatures

offered—wanted a place in the world. From the devastation in the bleeding boy’s

eyes, Rowan knew that Bas had already met his end. He hoped Luca hadn’t been

the one to do it. 

The  soldiers  kept  coming,  highly  trained  men  who  were  not  afraid  of  the

demi-Fae, or of the little magic that they bore. They were armed with iron and did  not  differentiate  between  young  and  old,  male  and  female,  as  they  hacked and slaughtered. 

Rowan  was  not  drained,  not  in  the  least.  He  had  fought  for  longer  and  in

worse conditions. But the others were flagging, especially as soldiers continued

flooding the fortress. Rowan yanked his sword from the gut of a falling soldier, 

dagger  already  slicing  across  the  neck  of  the  next,  when  growling  shook  the

stones of the fortress. Some of the demi-Fae froze, but Rowan nearly shuddered

with relief as twin wolves leapt down the staircase and closed their jaws around

the necks of two Adarlanian soldiers. 

Great  wings  flapped,  and  then  a  glowering,  dark-eyed  male  was  in  front  of

him,  swinging  a  sword  older  than  the  occupants  of  Mistward.  Vaughan  merely

nodded at him before taking up a position, never one to waste words. 

Beyond  him,  the  wolves  were  nothing  short  of  lethal,  and  did  not  bother  to

shift  into  their  Fae  forms  as  they  took  down  soldier  after  soldier,  leaving  those that got through to the male waiting behind them. That was all Rowan had to see

before he sprinted for the stairs, dodging the stunned and bloodied demi-Fae. 

Darkness had not fallen, which meant she had to still be breathing, she had to

still be holding the line, but—

A mountain cat skidded to a halt on the stairwell landing and shifted. Rowan

took one look at Gavriel’s tawny eyes and said, “Where is she?” 

Gavriel  held  out  an  arm.  As  if  to  stop  him.  “She’s  in  bad  shape,  Rowan.  I think—” 

Rowan  ran,  shoving  aside  his  oldest  friend,  shouldering  past  the  other

towering male who now appeared—Lorcan. Even  Lorcan had answered his call. 

The time for gratitude would come later, and the dark-haired demi-Fae didn’t say

anything as Rowan rushed to the battlement gates. What he saw beyond almost

drove him to his knees. 

The wall of flame was in tatters, but still protecting the barrier. But the three

creatures …

Aelin was standing in front of them, hunched and panting, sword limp in her

hand.  They  advanced,  and  a  feeble  blue  flame  sprang  up  before  them.  They

swiped  it  away  with  wave  of  their  hands.  Another  flame  sprang  up,  and  her

knees buckled. 

The  shield  of  flame  surged  and  receded,  pulsing  like  the  light  around  her

body. She was burning out. Why hadn’t she retreated? 

Another  step  closer  and  the  things  said  something  that  had  her  raising  her

head. Rowan knew he could not reach her, didn’t even have the breath to shout a

warning as Aelin gazed into the face of the creature before her. 

She had lied to him. She had wanted to save lives, yes. But she had gone out

there with no intention of saving her own. 

He  drew  in  a  breath—to  run,  to  roar,  to  summon  his  power,  but  a  wall  of

muscle slammed into him from behind, tackling him to the grass. Though Rowan

shoved  and  twisted  against  Gavriel,  he  could  do  nothing  against  the  four

centuries  of  training  and  feline  instinct  that  had  pinned  him,  keeping  him  from running through those gates and into the blackness that destroyed worlds. 

The  creature  took  Aelin’s  face  in  its  hands,  and  her  sword  thudded  to  the

ground, forgotten. 

Rowan was screaming as the creature pulled her into its arms. As she stopped

fighting. As her flames winked out and darkness swallowed her whole. 

Chapter 53

There was blood everywhere. 

As  before,  Celaena  stood  between  the  two  bloody  beds,  reeking  breath

caressing  her  ear,  her  neck,  her  spine.  She  could  feel  the  Valg  princes  roving around her, circling with predators’ gaits, devouring her misery and pain bit by

bit, tasting and savoring. 

There was no way out, and she could not move as she looked from one bed to

the other. 

Nehemia’s corpse, mangled and mutilated. Because she had been too late, and

because she had been a coward. 

And her parents, throats slit from ear to ear, gray and lifeless. Dead from an

attack  they  should  have  sensed.  An  attack   she  should  have  sensed.  Maybe  she had sensed it, and that was why she had crept in that night. But she had been too late then as well. 

Two  beds.  Two  fractures  in  her  soul,  cracks  through  which  the  abyss  had

come  pouring  in  long  before  the  Valg  princes  had  ever  seized  her.  A  claw

scraped  along  her  neck  and  she  jerked  away,  stumbling  toward  her  parents’

corpses. 

The moment that darkness had swept around her, snuffing out her exhausted

flame,  it  began  eating  away  at  the  reckless  rage  that  had  compelled  her  to  step out of the barrier. Here in the dark, the silence was complete—eternal. She could

feel  the  Valg  slinking  around  her,  hungry  and  eager  and  full  of  cold,  ancient malice. She’d expected to have the life sucked from her instantly, but they had

just stayed close in the dark, brushing up against her like cats, until a faint light

had formed and she’d found herself between these two beds. She was unable to

look  away,  unable  to  do  anything  but  feel  her  nausea  and  panic  rise  bit  by  bit. 

And now … Now …

Though  her  body  remained  unmoving  on  the  bed,  Nehemia’s  voice

whispered,  Coward. 

Celaena vomited. A faint, hoarse laugh sounded behind her. 

She backed up, farther and farther from the bed where Nehemia lay. Then she

was standing in a sea of red—red and white and gray, and—

She now stood like a wraith in her parents’ bed, where she had lain ten years

ago, awakening between their corpses to the servant woman’s screaming. It was
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those screams she could hear now, high and endless, and— Coward. 

Celaena  fell  against  the  headboard,  as  real  and  smooth  and  cold  as  she

remembered it. There was nowhere else for her to go. It was a memory—these

were not real things. 

She  pressed  her  palms  against  the  wood,  fighting  her  building  scream. 

 Coward. Nehemia’s voice again filled the room. Celaena squeezed her eyes shut

and said into the wall, “I know. I know.” 

She  did  not  fight  as  cold,  claw-tipped  fingers  stroked  at  her  cheeks,  at  her brow, at her shoulders. One of the claws severed clean through her long braid as

it  whipped  her  around.  She  did  not  fight  as  darkness  swallowed  her  whole  and dragged her down deep. 

The darkness had no end and no beginning. 

It was the abyss that had haunted her steps for ten years, and she free-fell into

it, welcomed it. 

There  was  no  sound,  only  the  vague  sense  of  going  toward  a  bottom  that

might  not  exist,  or  that  might  mean  her  true  end.  Maybe  the  Valg  princes  had devoured her, turning her into a husk. Maybe her soul was forever trapped here, 

in this plunging darkness. 

Perhaps this was hell. 

The  blackness  was  rippling  now,  shifting  with  sound  and  color  that  she  passed through.  She  lived  through  each  image,  each  memory  worse  than  the  next. 

Chaol’s face as he saw what she truly was; Nehemia’s mutilated body; her final

conversation with her friend, the damning things she’d said.  When your people

 are lying dead around you, don’t come crying to me. 

It had come true—now thousands of slaves from Eyllwe had been slaughtered

for their bravery. 

She tumbled through a maelstrom of the moments when she had proved her

friend right. She was a waste of space and breath, a stain on the world. Unworthy

of her birthright. 

This was hell—and looked like hell, as she saw the bloodbath she’d created

on the day she rampaged through Endovier. The screams of the dying—the men
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she’d cut apart—tore at her like phantom hands. 

This was what she deserved. 

She went mad during that first day in Endovier. 

Went mad as the descent slowed and she was stripped and strapped between

two  blood-splattered  posts.  The  cold  air  nipped  at  her  bare  breasts,  a  bite  that was nothing compared to the terror and agony as a whip cracked and—

She jerked against the ropes binding her. She scarcely had time to draw in a

breath  before  the  crack  sounded  again,  cleaving  the  world  like  lightning, 

cleaving her skin. 

“Coward,”  Nehemia  said  behind  her,  and  the  whip  cracked.  “Coward.”  The

pain  was  blinding.  “Look  at  me.”  She  couldn’t  lift  her  head,  though.  Couldn’t turn.  “Look at me.” 

She sagged against her ropes, but managed to look over her shoulder. 

Nehemia  was  whole,  beautiful  and  untouched,  her  eyes  full  of  damning

hatred.  And  then  from  behind  her  emerged  Sam,  handsome  and  tall.  His  death

had been so similar to Nehemia’s, and yet so much worse, drawn out over hours. 

She  had  not  saved  him,  either.  When  she  beheld  the  iron-tipped  whip  in  his

hands,  when  he  stepped  past  Nehemia  and  let  the  whip  unfurl  onto  the  rocky

earth, Celaena let out a low, quiet laugh. 

She  welcomed  the  pain  with  open  arms  as  he  took  a  deep  breath,  clothes

shifting  with  the  movement  as  he  snapped  the  whip.  The  iron  tip—oh  gods,  it ripped her clean open, knocked her legs out from underneath her. 

“Again,” Celaena told him, the word little more than a rasp.  “Again.” 

Sam  obeyed.  There  was  only  the  thud  of  leather  on  wet  flesh  as  Sam  and

Nehemia took turns, and a line of people formed behind them, waiting for what

they deserved as payment for what she had failed to do. 

Such  a  long  line  of  people.  So  many  lives  that  she  had  taken  or  failed  to protect. 

Again. 

Again. 

Again. 
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She had not walked past the barrier expecting to defeat the Valg princes. 

She  had  walked  out  there  for  the  same  reason  she  had  snapped  that  day  in

Endovier. 

But the Valg princes had not killed her yet. 

She  had  felt  their  pleasure  as  she  begged  for  the  whipping.  It  was  their

sustenance. Her mortal flesh was nothing to them—it was the agony within that

was the prize. They would draw this out forever, keep her as their pet. 

There was no one to save her, no one who could enter their darkness and live. 

One  by  one,  they  groped  through  her  memories.  She  fed  them,  gave  them

everything  they  wanted  and  more.  Back  and  back,  sorting  through  the  years  as they plunged into the dark, twining together. She did not care. 

She  had  not  looked  into  the  Valg  prince’s  eyes  expecting  to  ever  again  see

sunrise. 

She did not know how long she fell with them. 

But  then  there  was  a  rushing,  roaring  below—a  frozen  river.  Whispers  and

foggy light were rising to meet them. No, not rising—this was the bottom. 

An end to the abyss. And an end to her, perhaps, at last. 

She  didn’t  know  if  the  Valg  princes’  hissing  was  from  anger  or  pleasure  as

they slammed into that frozen river at the bottom of her soul. 

Chapter 54

Trumpets  announced  his  arrival.  Trumpets  and  silence  as  the  people  of  Orynth

crowded the steep streets winding up to the white palace that watched over them

all.  It  was  the  first  sunny  day  in  weeks—the  snow  on  the  cobblestone  streets melting quickly, though the wind still had a final bite of winter to it, enough so

that the King of Adarlan and his entire massive party were bundled in furs that

covered their regalia. 

Their gold and crimson flags, however, flapped in the crisp wind, the golden

poles shining as brightly as the armor of their bearers, who trotted at the head of

the party. She watched them approach from one of the balconies off the throne

room, Aedion at her side running a constant commentary about the state of their

horses, armor, weapons—about the King of Adarlan himself, who rode near the

front on a great black warhorse. There was a pony beside him, bearing a smaller

figure. “His sniveling son,” Aedion told her. 

The  whole  castle  was  miserably  quiet.  Everyone  was  dashing  around,  but

silently, tensely. Her father had been on edge at breakfast, her mother distracted, 

the whole court snarly and wearing far more weapons than usual. Only her uncle

seemed  the  same—only  Orlon  had  smiled  at  her  today,  said  she  looked  very

pretty in her blue dress and golden crown, and tugged one of her freshly pressed

curls.  No  one  had  told  her  anything  about  this  visit,  but  she  knew  it  was

important, because even Aedion was wearing clean clothes, a crown,  and a new

dagger, which he’d taken to tossing in the air. 

“Aedion,  Aelin,”  someone  hissed  from  inside  the  throne  room—Lady

Marion,  her  mother’s  dearest  friend  and  handmaiden.  “On  the  dais,  now.” 

Behind the lovely lady peeked a night-black head of hair and onyx eyes—Elide, 

her daughter. The girl was too quiet and breakable for her to bother with usually. 

And Lady Marion,  her nursemaid, coddled her own daughter endlessly. 

“Rat’s  balls,”  Aedion  cursed,  and  Marion  went  red  with  anger,  but  did  not

reprimand. Proof enough that today was different—dangerous, even. 

Her  stomach  shifted.  But  she  followed  Lady  Marion  inside,  Aedion  at  her

heels as always, and preched on her little throne set beside her father’s. Aedion

took  up  his  place  flanking  her,  shoulders  back  and  head  high,  already  her

protector and warrior. 

The whole of Orynth was silent as the King of Adarlan entered their mountain
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home. 

She hated the King of Adarlan. 

He did not smile—not when he stalked into the throne room to greet her uncle

and  parents,  not  when  he  introduced  his  eldest  son,  Crown  Prince  Dorian

Havilliard,  and  not  when  they  came  to  the  great  hall  for  the  largest  feast  she’d ever seen. He’d only looked at her twice so far: once during that initial meeting, 

when  he’d  stared  at  her  long  and hard enough that her father had demanded to

know what he found so interesting about his daughter, and their whole court had

tensed. But she hadn’t broken his dark stare. She hated his scarred, brutish face

and furs. Hated the way he ignored his dark-haired son, who stood like a pretty

doll  beside  him,  his  manners  so  elegant  and  graceful,  his  pale  hands  like  little birds as they moved. 

The second time the king had looked at her had been at this table, where she

now  sat  a  few  seats  down,  flanked  by  Lady  Marion  on  the  side  closest  to  the king  and  Aedion  on  the  other.  There  were  daggers  on  Lady  Marion’s  legs

beneath  her  dress—she  knew  because  she  kept  bumping  into  them.  Lord  Cal, 

Marion’s husband, sat beside his wife, the steel on him gleaming. 

Elide, along with all the other children, had been sent upstairs. Only she and

Aedion—and Prince Dorian—were allowed here. Aedion puffed with pride and

barely restrained temper when the King of Adarlan viewed her a second time, as

if he could see through to her bones. Then the king was swept into conversation

with  her  parents  and  uncle  and  all  the  lords  and  ladies  of  the  court  who  had placed themselves around the royal family. 

She had always known her court took no chances, not with her and not with

her  parents  or  uncle.  Even  now,  she  noticed  the  eyes  of  her  father’s  closest friends  darting  to  the  windows  and  doorways  as  they  maintained  conversation

with those around them. 

The  rest  of  the  hall  was  filled  with  the  party  from  Adarlan  and  the  outer

circles of Orlon’s court, along with key merchants from the city who wanted to

make  ties  with  Adarlan.  Or  something  like  that.  But  her  attention  was  on  the prince  across  from  her,  who  seemed  utterly  ignored  by  his  father  and  his  own court, shoved down near the end with her and Aedion. 

He  ate  so  beautifully,  she  thought,  watching  him  cut  into  his  roast  chicken. 

Not  a  drop  moved  out  of  place,  not  a  scrap  fell  on  the  table.  She  had  decent manners,  while  Aedion  was  hopeless,  his  plate  littered  with  bones  and  crumbs

scattered everywhere, even some on her own dress. She’d kicked him for it, but his attention was too focused on the royals down the table. 

So both she and the Crown Prince were to be ignored, then. She looked at the

boy again, who was around her age, she supposed. His skin was from the winter, 

his  blue-black  hair  neatly  trimmed;  his  sapphire  eyes  lifted  from  his  plate  to meet hers. 

“You eat like a fine lady,” she told him. 

His lips thinned and color stained his ivory cheeks. Across from her, Quinn, 

her uncle’s Captain of the Guard, choked on his water. 

The prince glanced at his father—still busy with her uncle—before replying. 

Not for approval, but in fear. “I eat like a prince,” Dorian said quietly. 

“You do not need to cut your bread with a fork and knife,” she said. A faint

pounding started in her head, followed by a flickering warmth, but she ignored

it. The hall was hot, as they’d shut all the windows for some reason. 

“Here  in  the  North,”  she  went  on  as  the  prince’s  knife  and  fork  remained

where they were on his dinner roll, “you need not be so formal. We don’t put on

airs.” 

Hen,  one  of  Quinn’s  men,  coughed  pointedly  from  a  few  seats  down.  She

could  almost  hear  him  saying,  Says  the  little  lady  with  her  hair  pressed  into careful curls and wearing her new dress that she threatened to skin us over if we

 got dirty. 

She  gave  Hen  an  equally  pointed  look,  then  returned  her  attention  to  the

foreign prince. He’d already looked down at his food again, as if he expected to

be neglected for the rest of the night. And he looked lonely enough that she said, 

“If  you  like,  you  could  be  my  friend.”  Not  one  of  the  men  around  them  said anything, or coughed. 

Dorian lifted his chin. “I have a friend. He is to be Lord of Anielle someday, 

and the fiercest warrior in the land.” 

She doubted Aedion would like that claim, but her cousin remained focused

down  the  table.  She  wished  she’d  kept  her  mouth  closed.  Even  this  useless

foreign prince had friends. The pounding in her head increased, and she took a

drink of her water. Water—always water to cool her insides. 

Reaching for her glass, however, sent spikes of red-hot pain through her head, 

and she winced. “Princess?” Quinn said, always the first to notice. 

She blinked, black spots forming. But the pain stopped. 

No, not a stop, but a pause. A pause, then—

Right between her eyes, it ached and pressed at her head, trying to get in. She

rubbed her brows. Her throat closed up, and she reached for the water, thinking of  coolness,  of  calm  and  cold,  exactly  as  her  tutors  and  the  court  had  told  her. 

But  the  magic  was  churning  in  her  gut—burning  up.  Each  pulse  of  pain  in  her head made it worse. 

“Princess,”  Quinn  said  again.  She  got  to  her  feet,  legs  wobbling.  The

blackness  in  her  vision  grew  with  each  blow  from  the  pain,  and  she  swayed. 

Distantly, as if she were underwater, she heard Lady Marion say her name, reach

for her, but she wanted her mother’s cool touch. 

Her mother turned in her seat, face drawn, her golden earrings catching in the

light. She stretched out an arm, beckoning. “What is it, Fireheart?” 

“I don’t feel well,” she said, barely able to get the words out. She gripped her

mother’s  velvet-clad  arm,  for  comfort  and  to  keep  her  buckling  knees  from

giving out. 

“What  feels  wrong?”  her  mother  asked,  even  as  she  put  a  hand  to  her

forehead. A flicker of worry, then a glance back at her father, who watched from

beside  the  King  of  Adarlan.  “She’s  burning  up,”  she  said  softly.  Lady  Marion was suddenly behind her, and her mother looked up to say, “Have the healer go

to her room.” Marion was gone in an instant, hurrying to a side door. 

She  didn’t  need  a  healer,  and  she  gripped  her  mother’s  arm  to  tell  her  as

much.  Yet  no  words  would  come  out  as  the  magic  surged  and  burned.  Her

mother  hissed  and  jerked  back—smoke  rising  from  her  dress,  from  where  she

had gripped her. “Aelin.” 

Her head gave a throb—a blast of pain, and then …

A wriggling, squirming inside her head. 

A worm of darkness, pushing its way in. Her magic roiled, thrashing, trying to

get it out, to burn it up, to save them both, but—“Aelin.” 

“Get it out,” she rasped, pushing at her temples as she backed away from the

table.  Two  of  the  foreign  lords  grabbed  Dorian  from  the  table  and  swept  him from the room. 

Her  magic  bucked  like  a  stallion  as  the  worm  wriggled  farther  in.  “Get  it out.” 

“Aelin.” Her father was on his feet now, hand on his sword. Half the others

were standing too, but she flung out a hand—to keep them away, to warn them. 

Blue flame shot out. Two people dove in time to avoid it, but everyone was

on their feet as the vacated seats went up in flames. 

The worm would latch into her mind and never let go. 

She  grabbed  at  her  head,  her  magic  screaming,  so  loud  it  could  shatter  the
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world. And then she was burning, a living column of turquoise flame, sobbing as

the dark worm continued its work and the walls of her mind began to give. 

Above  her  own  voice,  above  the  shouting  in  the  hall,  she  heard  her  father’s bellow—a  command  to  her  mother,  who  was  on  her  knees,  hands  outstretched

toward her in supplication.  “Do it, Evalin!” 

The pillar of flame grew hotter, hot enough that people were fleeing now. 

Her mother’s eyes met her own, full of pleading and pain. 

Then  water—a  wall  of  water  crashing  down  on  her,  slamming  her  to  the

stones, flowing down her throat, into her eyes, choking her. 

Drowning  her.  Until  there  was  no  air  for  her  flame,  only  water  and  its

freezing embrace. 

The King of Adarlan looked at her for a third time—and smiled. 

The Valg princes enjoyed that memory, that terror and pain. And as they paused

to savor it, Celaena understood. The King of Adarlan had used his power on her

that night. Her parents could not have known that the person responsible for that

dark  worm,  which  had  vanished  as  soon  as  she’d  lost  consciousness,  was  the

man sitting beside them. 

There  was  another  one  of  them  now—a  fourth  prince,  living  inside  Narrok, 

who said, “The soldiers have almost taken the tunnel. Be ready to move soon.” 

She could feel him hovering over her, observing. “You’ve found me a prize that

will interest our liege. Do not waste her. Sips only.” 

She  tried  to  summon  horror—tried  to  feel  anything  at  the  thought  of  where

they would take her, what they would do to her. But she could feel nothing as the

princes murmured their understanding, and the memory tumbled onward. 

Her mother thought it was an attack from Maeve, a vicious reminder of whatever

debt  she  owed,  to  make  them  look  vulnerable.  In  the  hours  afterward,  as  she’d lain  in  the  ice-cold  bath  adjacent  to  her  bedroom,  she  had  used  her  Fae  ears  to overhear  her  parents  and  their  court  debating  it  from  the  sitting  room  of  their suite. 

It  had  to  be  Maeve.  No  one  else  could  do  anything  like  that,  or  know  that such  a  demonstration—in  front  of  the  King  of  Adarlan,  who  already  loathed

magic—would be detrimental. 

She  did  not  want  to  talk,  even  once  she  was  again  capable  of  walking  and

speaking  and  acting  like  a  princess.  Insisting  some  normalcy  might  help,  her

mother  made  her  go  to  a  tea  the  next  afternoon  with  Prince  Dorian,  carefully guarded and monitored, with Aedion sitting between them. And when Dorian’s

flawless  manners  faltered  and  he  knocked  over  the  teapot,  spilling  on  her  new dress, she’d made a good show of having Aedion threaten to pummel him. 

But she didn’t care about the prince, or the tea, or the dress. She could barely

walk  back  to  her  room,  and  that  night  she  dreamt  of  the  maggot  invading  her mind, waking with screams and flames in her mouth. 

At  dawn,  her  parents  took  her  out  of  the  castle,  headed  for  their  manor  two days away. Their foreign visitors might have caused too much stress, the healer

said. She suggested Lady Marion take her, but her parents insisted they go. Her

uncle  approved.  The  King  of  Adarlan,  it  seemed,  would  not  stay  in  the  castle with her magic running rampant, either. 

Aedion remained in Orynth, her parents promising he would be sent for when

she was settled again. But she knew it was for his safety. Lady Marion went with

them, leaving her husband and Elide at the palace—for their safety, too. 

A  monster,  that  was  what  she  was.  A  monster  who  had  to  be  contained  and

monitored. 

Her  parents  argued  the  first  two  nights  at  the  manor,  and  Lady  Marion  kept

her company, reading to her, brushing her hair, telling her stories of her home in

Perranth.  Marion  had  been  a  laundress  in  the  palace  from  her  childhood.  But

when Evalin arrived, they had become friends—mostly because the princess had

stained  her  new  husband’s  favorite  shirt  with  ink  and  wanted  to  get  it  cleaned before he noticed. 

Evalin  soon  made  Marion  her  lady-in-waiting,  and  then  Lord  Lochan  had

returned  from  a  rotation  on  the  southern  border.  Handsome  Cal  Lochan,  who

somehow became the dirtiest man in the castle and constantly needed Marion’s

advice  on  how  to  remove  various  stains.  Who  one  day  asked  a  bastard-born

servant  to  be  his  wife—and  not  just  wife,  but  Lady  of  Perranth,  the  second-

largest  territory  in  Terrasen.  Two  years  later,  she  had  borne  him  Elide,  heir  of Perranth. 

She loved Marion’s stories, and it was those stories she clung to in the quiet

and tension of the next few days, when winter still gripped the world and made

the manor groan. 

The house was creaking in the brisk winds the night her mother walked into

her  bedroom—far  less  grand  than  the  one  in  the  palace,  but  still  lovely.  They
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only  summered  here,  as  the  house  was  too  drafty  for  winter,  and  the  roads  too perilous. The fact that they’d come …

“Still not asleep?” her mother asked. Lady Marion rose from beside the bed. 

After a few warm words, Marion left, smiling at them both. 

Her mother curled up on the mattress, drawing her in close. “I’m sorry,” her

mother whispered onto her head. For the nightmares had also been of drowning

—of icy water closing over her head. “I am so sorry, Fireheart.” 

She buried her face in her mother’s chest, savoring the warmth. 

“Are you still frightened of sleeping?” 

She nodded, clinging tighter. 

“I  have  a  gift,  then.”  When  she  didn’t  move,  her  mother  said,  “Don’t  you

wish to see it?” 

She shook her head. She didn’t want a gift. 

“But this will protect you from harm—this will keep you safe always.” 

She  lifted  her  head  to  find  her  mother  smiling  as  she  removed  the  golden

chain and heavy, round medallion from beneath her nightgown and held it out to

her. 

She looked at the amulet, then at her mother, eyes wide. 

The Amulet of Orynth. The heirloom honored above all others of their house. 

Its  round  disk  was  the  size  of  her  palm,  and  on  its  cerulean  front,  a  white  stag had been carved of horn—horn gifted from the Lord of the Forest. Between his

curling antlers was a burning crown of gold, the immortal star that watched over

them and pointed the way home to Terrasen. She knew every inch of the amulet, 

had  run  her  fingers  over  it  countless  times  and  memorized  the  shape  of  the

symbols  etched  into  the  back—words  in  a  strange  language  that  no  one  could

remember. 

“Father gave this to you when you were in Wendlyn. To protect you.” 

The smile remained. “And before that, his uncle gave it to him when he came

of age. It is a gift meant to be given to people in our family—to those who need

its guidance.” 

She was too stunned to object as her mother slipped the chain over her head

and  arranged  the  amulet  down  her  front.  It  hung  almost  to  her  navel,  a  warm, heavy  weight.  “Never  take  it  off.  Never  lose  it.”  Her  mother  kissed  her  brow. 

“Wear it, and know that you are loved, Fireheart—that you are safe, and it is the

strength of this”—she placed a hand on her heart—“that matters. Wherever you

go, Aelin,” she whispered, “no matter how far, this will lead you home.” 

She had lost the Amulet of Orynth. Lost it that very same night. 

She could not bear it. She tried begging the Valg princes to put her out of her

misery and drain her into nothing, but she had no voice here. 

Hours  after  her  mother  had  given  her  the  Amulet  of  Orynth,  a  storm  had

struck. 

It was a storm of unnatural darkness, and in it she felt that wriggling, horrific

 thing pushing against her mind again. Her parents remained unconscious along

with everyone else in the manor, even though a strange smell coated the air. 

She had clutched the amulet to her chest when she awoke to the pure dark and

the thunder—clutched it and prayed to every god she knew. But the amulet had

not  given  her  strength  or  courage,  and  she  had  slunk  to  her  parents’  room,  as black as her own, save for the window flapping in the gusting wind and rain. 

The  rain  had  soaked  everything,  but—but  they  had  to  be  exhausted  from

dealing with her, and from the anxiety they tried to hide. So she shut the window

for  them,  and  carefully  crawled  into  their  damp  bed  so  that  she  did  not  wake them. They didn’t reach for her, didn’t ask what was wrong, and the bed was so

cold—colder  than  her  own,  and  reeking  of  copper  and  iron,  and  that  scent  that did not sit well with her. 

It was to that scent that she awoke when the maid screamed. 

Lady  Marion  rushed  in,  eyes  wide  but  clear.  She  did  not  look  at  her  dead

friends, but went straight to the bed and leaned across Evalin’s corpse. The lady-

in-waiting  was  small  and  delicately  boned,  but  she  somehow  lifted  her  away

from  her  parents,  holding  her  tightly  as  she  rushed  from  the  room.  The  few

servants  at  the  manor  were  in  a  panic,  some  racing  for  help  that  was  at  least  a day away—some fleeing. 

Lady Marion stayed. 

Marion  stayed  and  drew  a  bath,  helping  her  peel  away  the  cold,  bloody

nightgown. They did not talk, did not try. Lady Marion bathed her, and when she

was clean and dry, she carried her down to the cold kitchen. Marion sat her at the

long table, bundled in a blanket, and set about building the hearth fire. 

She had not spoken today. There were no sounds or words left in her, anyway. 

One of the few remaining servants burst in, shouting to the empty house that

King Orlon was dead, too. Murdered in his bed just like—

Lady Marion was out of the kitchen with her teeth bared before the man could

enter.  She  didn’t  listen  to  gentle  Marion  slapping  him,  ordering  him  to  get  out and find help—find  real help and not useless news. 

Murdered.  Her  family  was—dead.  There  was  no  coming  back  from  death, and her parents … What had the servants done with their … their …

Shaking hit her so hard the blanket tumbled away. She couldn’t stop her teeth

from clacking. It was a miracle she stayed in the chair. 

It couldn’t be true. This was another nightmare, and she would awaken to her

father stroking her hair, her mother smiling, awaken in Orynth, and—

The warm weight of the blanket wrapped around her again, and Lady Marion

scooped her into her lap, rocking. “I know. I’m not going to leave—I’m going to

stay with you until help comes. They’ll be here tomorrow. Lord Lochan, Captain

Quinn,  your  Aedion—they’re  all  going  to  be  here  tomorrow.  Maybe  even  by

dawn.” But Lady Marion was shaking, too. “I know,” she kept saying, weeping

quietly. “I know.” 

The fire died down, along with Marion’s crying. They held on to each other, 

rooted  to  that  kitchen  chair.  They  waited  for  the  dawn,  and  for  the  others  who would help, somehow. 

A clopping issued from outside—faint, but the world was so silent that they

heard  the  lone  horse.  It  was  still  dark.  Lady  Marion  scanned  the  kitchen

windows, listening to the horse slowly circling, until—

They  were  under  the  table  in  a  flash,  Marion  pressing  her  into  the  freezing floor, covering her with her delicate body. The horse headed toward the darkened

front of the house. 

The  front,  because—because  the  kitchen  light  might  suggest  to  whoever  it

was  that  someone  was  inside.  The  front  was  better  for  sneaking  in  …  to  finish what had begun the night before. 

“Aelin,”  Marion  whispered,  and  small,  strong  hands  found  her  face,  forcing

her  to  look  at  the  white-as-snow  features,  the  bloodred  lips.  “Aelin,  listen  to me.” Though Marion was breathing quickly, her voice was even. “You are going

to run for the river. Do you remember the way to the footbridge?” 

The  narrow  rope  and  wood  bridge  across  the  ravine  and  the  rushing  River

Florine below. She nodded. 

“Good  girl.  Make  for  the  bridge,  and  cross  it.  Do  you  remember  the  empty

farm down the road? Find a place to hide there—and do not come out, do not let

yourself be seen by  anyone except someone you recognize. Not even if they say

they’re a friend. Wait for the court—they will find you.” 

She was shaking again. But Marion gripped her shoulders. “I am going to buy

you  what  time  I  can,  Aelin.  No  matter  what  you  hear,  no  matter  what  you  see, don’t look back, and don’t stop until you find a place to hide.” 

She shook her head, silent tears finding their way out at last. The front door

groaned—a quick movement. 

Lady  Marion  reached  for  the  dagger  in  her  boot.  It  glinted  in  the  dim  light. 

“When I say run, you run, Aelin. Do you understand?” 

She didn’t want to, not at all, but she nodded. 

Lady Marion brushed a kiss to her brow. “Tell my Elide…” Her voice broke. 

“Tell my Elide that I love her very much.” 

A  soft  thud  of  approaching  footsteps  from  the  front  of  the  house.  Lady

Marion dragged her from under the table and eased open the kitchen door only

wide enough for her to squeeze through. 

“Run  now,” Lady Marion said, and shoved her into the night. 

The door shut behind her, and then there was only the cold, dark air and the

trees  that  led  toward  the  path  to  the  bridge.  She  staggered  into  a  run.  Her  legs were leaden, her bare feet tearing on the ground. But she made it to the trees—

just as there was a crash from the house. 

She gripped a trunk, her knees buckling. Through the open window, she could

see  Lady  Marion  standing  before  a  hooded,  towering  man,  her  daggers  out  but

trembling. “You will not find her.” 

The man said something that had Marion backing to the door—not to run, but

to block it. 

She  was  so  small,  her  nursemaid.  So  small  against  him.  “She  is  a   child,” 

Marion  bellowed.  She  had  never  heard  her  scream  like  that—with  rage  and

disgust and despair.  Marion raised her  daggers, precisely how  her husband had

shown her again and again. 

She should help, not cower in the trees. She had learned to hold a knife and a

small sword. She should help. 

The man lunged for Marion, but she darted out of the way—and then leapt on

him, slicing and tearing and biting. 

And  then  something  broke—something  broke  so  fundamentally  she  knew

there  was  no  coming  back  from  it,  either  for  her  or  Lady  Marion—as  the  man grabbed the woman and threw her against the edge of the table. A crack of bone, 

then the arc of his blade going for her stunned form—for her head. Red sprayed. 

She knew enough about death to understand that once a head was severed like

that,  it  was  over.  Knew  that  Lady  Marion,  who  had  loved  her  husband  and

daughter so much, was gone. Knew that this—this was called sacrifice. 

She ran. Ran through the barren trees, the brush ripping her clothes, her hair, 

shredding  and  biting.  The  man  didn’t  bother  to  be  quiet  as  he  flung  open  the kitchen door, mounted his horse, and galloped after her. The hoofbeats were so
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powerful they seemed to echo through the forest—the horse had to be a monster. 

She  tripped  over  a  root  and  slammed  into  the  earth.  In  the  distance,  the

melting river was roaring. So close, but—her ankle gave a bolt of agony. Stuck

—she  was  stuck  in  the  mud  and  roots.  She  yanked  at  the  roots  that  held  her, wood  ripping  her  nails,  and  when  that  did  nothing,  she  clawed  at  the  muddy

ground. Her fingers burned. 

A sword whined as it was drawn from its sheath, and the ground reverberated

with the pounding hooves of the horse. Closer, closer it came. 

A sacrifice—it had been a sacrifice, and now it would be in vain. 

More than death, that was what she hated most—the wasted sacrifice of Lady

Marion. She clawed at the ground and yanked at the roots, and then—

Tiny  eyes  in  the  dark,  small  fingers  at  the  roots,  heaving  them  up,  up.  Her foot slipped free and she was up again, unable to thank the Little Folk who had

already vanished, unable to do anything but  run, limping now. The man was so

close, the bracken cracking behind, but she knew the way. She had come through

here so many times that the darkness was no obstacle. 

She only had to make it to the bridge. His horse could not pass, and she was

fast enough to outrun him. The Little Folk might help her again. She only had to


make it to the bridge. 

A  break  in  the  trees—and  the  river’s  roar  grew  overpowering.  She  was  so

close now. She felt and heard, rather than saw, his horse break through the trees

behind her, the whoosh of his sword as he lifted it, preparing to cleave her head

right there. 

There were the twin posts, faint on the moonless night. The bridge. She had

made it, and now she had only yards, now a few feet, now—

The breath of his horse was hot on her neck as she flung herself between the

two posts of the bridge, making a leap onto the wood planks. 

Making a leap onto thin air. 

She had not missed it—no, those were the posts and—

He had cut the bridge. 

It was her only thought as she plummeted, so fast she had no time to scream

before she hit the icy water and was pulled under. 

That. 

That moment Lady Marion had chosen a desperate hope for her kingdom over

herself, over her husband and the daughter who would wait and wait for a return that would never come. 

That was the moment that had broken everything Aelin Galathynius was and

had promised to be. 

Celaena was lying on the ground—on the bottom of the world, on the bottom

of hell. 

That was the moment she could not face—had not faced. 

For even then, she had known the enormity of that sacrifice. 

There  was  more,  after  the  moment  she’d  hit  the  water.  But  those  memories

were  hazy,  a  mix  of  ice  and  black  water  and  strange  light,  and  then  she  knew nothing  more  until  Arobynn  was  crouched  over  her  on  the  reedy  riverbank, 

somewhere far away. She awoke in a strange bed in a cold keep, the Amulet of

Orynth  lost  to  the  river.  Whatever  magic  it  had,  whatever  protection,  had  been used up that night. 

Then  the  process  of  taking  her  fear  and  guilt  and  despair  and  twisting  them into  something  new.  Then  the  hate—the  hate  that  had  rebuilt  her,  the  rage  that had fueled her, smothering the memories she buried in a grave within her heart

and never let out. 

She had taken Lady Marion’s sacrifice and become a monster, almost as bad

as the one who had murdered Lady Marion and her own family. 

That was why she could not, did not, go home. 

She had never looked for the death tolls in those initial weeks of slaughter, or

the  years  afterward.  But  she  knew  Lord  Lochan  had  been  executed.  Quinn  and

his men. And so many of those children … such bright lights, all hers to protect. 

And she had failed. 

Celaena clung to the ground. 

It  was  what  she  had  not  been  able  to  tell  Chaol,  or  Dorian,  or  Elena:  that when Nehemia arranged for her own death so it would spur her into action, that

sacrifice … that worthless sacrifice …

She  could  not  let  go  of  the  ground.  There  was  nothing  beneath  it,  nowhere

else to go, nowhere to outrun this truth. 

She  didn’t  know  how  long  she  lay  on  the  bottom  of  wherever  this  was,  but

eventually  the  Valg  princes  started  up  again,  barely  more  than  shadows  of

thought  and  malice  as  they  stalked  from  memory  to  memory  as  if  sampling

platters  at  a  feast.  Little  bites—sips.  They  did  not  even  look  her  way,  for  they had won. And she was glad of it. Let them do what they wanted, let Narrok carry

her back to Adarlan and throw her at the king’s feet. 

There  was  a  scrape  and  crunch  of  shoes,  then  a  small,  smooth  hand  slid toward her. But it was not Chaol or Sam or Nehemia who lay across from her, 

watching her with those sad turquoise eyes. 

Her  cheek  against  the  moss,  the  young  princess  she  had  been—Aelin

Galathynius—reached a hand for her. “Get up,” she said softly. 

Celaena shook her head. 

Aelin strained for her, bridging that rift in the foundation of the world. “Get

up.” A promise—a promise for a better life, a better world. 

The Valg princes paused. 

She  had  wasted  her  life,  wasted  Marion’s  sacrifice.  Those  slaves  had  been

butchered because she had failed—because she had not been there in time. 

“Get up,” someone said beyond the young princess. Sam. Sam, standing just

beyond where she could see, smiling faintly. 

“Get up,” said another voice—a woman’s. Nehemia. 

“Get up.” Two voices together—her mother and father, faces grave but eyes

bright. Her uncle was beside them, the crown of Terrasen on his silver hair. “Get

up,” he told her gently. 

One by one, like shadows emerging from the mist, they appeared. The faces

of the people she had loved with her heart of wildfire. 

And then there was Lady Marion, smiling beside her husband. “Get up,” she

whispered,  her  voice  full  of  that  hope  for  the  world,  and  for  the  daughter  she would never seen again. 

A tremor in the darkness. 

Aelin still lay before her, hand still reaching. The Valg princes turned. 

As  the  demon  princes  moved,  her  mother  stepped  toward  her,  face  and  hair

and build so like her own. “You are a disappointment,” she hissed. 

Her father crossed his muscular arms. “You are everything I hated about the

world.” 

Her uncle, still wearing the antler crown long since burned to ash: “Better that

you had died with us than shame us, degrade our memory, betray our people.” 

Their  voices  swirled  together.  “Traitor.  Murderer.  Liar.  Thief.  Coward.” 

Again and again, worming in just as the King of Adarlan’s power had wriggled

in her mind like a maggot. 

The king hadn’t done it merely to cause a disruption and hurt her. He had also

done  it  to  separate  her  family,  to  get  them  out  of  the  castle—to  take  the  blame away from Adarlan and make it look like an outside attack. 

She  had  blamed  herself  for  dragging  them  to  the  manor  house  to  be

butchered.  But  the  king  had  planned  it  all,  every  minute  detail.  Except  for  the mistake  of  leaving  her  alive—perhaps  because  the  power  of  the  amulet  did

indeed save her. 

“Come with us,” her family whispered. “Come with us into the ageless dark.” 

They reached for her, faces shadowed and twisted. Yet—yet even those faces, 

so warped with hatred … she still loved them—even if they loathed her, even if

it  ached;  loved  them  until  their  hissing  faded,  until  they  vanished  like  smoke, leaving only Aelin lying beside her, as she had been all along. 

She  looked  at  Aelin’s  face—the  face  she’d  once  worn—and  at  her  still

outstretched  hand,  so  small  and  unscarred.  The  darkness  of  the  Valg  princes

flickered. 

There  was  solid  ground  beneath  her.  Moss  and  grass.  Not  hell—earth.  The

earth on which her kingdom lay, green and mountainous and as unyielding as its

people.  Her people. 

Her people, waiting for ten years, but no longer. 

She could see the snow-capped Staghorns, the wild tangle of Oakwald at their

feet, and … and Orynth, that city of light and learning, once a pillar of strength

—and her home. 

It would be both again. 

She would not let that light go out. 

She would fill the world with it, with her light—her gift. She would light up

the darkness, so brightly that all who were lost or wounded or broken would find

their way to it, a beacon for those who still dwelled in that abyss. It would not

take a monster to destroy a monster—but light, light to drive out darkness. 

She was not afraid. 

She would remake the world—remake it for them, those she had loved with

this  glorious,  burning  heart;  a  world  so  brilliant  and  prosperous  that  when  she saw them again in the Afterworld, she would not be ashamed. She would build it

for her people, who had survived this long, and whom she would not abandon. 

She  would  make  for  them  a  kingdom  such  as  there  had  never  been,  even  if  it took until her last breath. 

She was their queen, and she could offer them nothing less. 

Aelin Galathynius smiled at her, hand still outreached. “Get up,” the princess

said. 

Celaena  reached  across  the  earth  between  them  and  brushed  her  fingers

against Aelin’s. 

And arose. 

Chapter 55

The barrier fell. 

But the darkness did not advance over the ward-stones, and Rowan, who had

been  restrained  by  Gavriel  and  Lorcan  in  the  grass  outside  the  fortress,  knew why. 

The creatures and Narrok had captured a prize far greater than the demi-Fae. 

The joy of feeding on her was something they planned to relish for a long, long

while.  Everything  else  was  secondary—as  if  they’d  forgotten  to  continue

advancing, swept up in the frenzy of feasting. 

Behind  them,  the  fighting  continued,  as  it  had  for  the  past  twenty  minutes. 

Wind  and  ice  were  of  no  use  against  the  darkness,  though  Rowan  had  hurled

both against it the moment the barrier fell. Again and again, anything to pierce

that  eternal  black  and  see  what  was  left  of  the  princess.  Even  as  he  started hearing  a  soft,  warm  female  voice,  beckoning  to  him  from  the  darkness—that

voice he had spent centuries forgetting, which now tore him to shreds. 

Rowan  had  hurled  both  against  it  the  moment  the  barrier  fell.  Again  and

again, anything to pierce that eternal black and see what was left of the princess. 

Even as he started hearing a soft, warm female voice, beckoning to him from the

darkness—that  voice  he  had  spent  centuries  forgetting,  which  now  tore  him  to

shreds. 

“Rowan,”  Gavriel  murmured,  tightening  his  grip  on  Rowan’s  arm.  Rain  had

begun pouring. “We are needed inside.” 

“No,”  he  snarled.  He  knew  Aelin  was  alive,  because  during  all  these  weeks

that they had been breathing each other’s scents, they had become bonded. She

was alive, but could be in any level of torment or decay. That was why Gavriel

and Lorcan were holding him back. If they didn’t, he would run for the darkness, 

where Lyria beckoned. 

But for Aelin, he had tried to break free. 

“Rowan, the others—” 

 “No.” 

Lorcan  swore  over  the  roar  of  the  torrential  rain.  “She  is   dead,  you  fool,  or close enough to it. You can still save other lives.” 

They began hauling him to his feet, away from her. “If you don’t let me go, 

I’ll  rip  your  head  from  your  body,”  he  snarled  at  Lorcan,  the  commander  who had offered him a company of warriors when he had nothing and no one left. 

Gavriel flicked his eyes to Lorcan in some silent conversation. Rowan tensed, 

preparing  to  fling  them  off.  They  would  knock  him  unconscious  sooner  than

allow him into that dark, where Lyria’s beckoning had now turned to screaming

for mercy. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. 

But  Aelin   was  real,  and  was  being  drained  of  life  with  every  moment  they held him here. All he needed to get them unconscious was for Gavriel to drop his

magical  shield—which  he’d  had  up  against  Rowan’s  own  power  from  the

moment he’d pinned him. He had to get into that dark, had to find her. “Let go,” 

he growled again. 

A rumbling shook the earth, and they froze. Beneath them some huge power

was surging—a behemoth rising from the deep. 

They turned toward the darkness. And Rowan could have sworn that a golden

light arced through it, then disappeared. 

“That’s impossible,” Gavriel breathed. “She burned out.” 

Rowan didn’t dare blink. Her burnouts had always been self-imposed, some

inner barrier composed of fear and a lingering desire for normalcy that kept her

from accepting the true depth of her power. 

The  creatures  fed  on  despair  and  pain  and  terror.  But  what  if—what  if  the

victim let go of those fears? What if the victim walked through them—embraced

them? 

As if in answer, flame erupted from the wall of darkness. 

The fire unfurled, filling the rainy night, vibrant as a red opal. Lorcan swore, 

and Gavriel threw up additional shields of his own magic. Rowan didn’t bother. 

They did not fight him as he shrugged off their grip, surging to his feet. The

flame didn’t singe a hair on his head. It flowed above and past him, glorious and

immortal and unbreakable. 

And  there,  beyond  the  stones,  standing  between  two  of  those  creatures,  was

Aelin, a strange mark glowing on her brow. Her hair flowed around her, shorter

now  and  bright  like  her  fire.  And  her  eyes—though  they  were  red-rimmed,  the

gold in her eyes was a living flame. 

The two creatures lunged for her, the darkness sweeping in around them. 

Rowan  ran  all  of  one  step  before  she  flung  out  her  arms,  grabbing  the

creatures  by  their  flawless  faces—her  palms  over  their  open  mouths  as  she

exhaled sharply. 

As if she’d breathed fire into their cores, flames shot out of their eyes, their
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ears,  their  fingers.  The  two  creatures  didn’t  have  a  chance  to  scream  as  she burned them into cinders. 

She lowered her arms. Her magic was raging so fiercely that the rain turned to

steam before it hit her. A weapon bright from the forging. 

He forgot Gavriel and Lorcan as he bolted for her—the gold and red and blue

flames  utterly  hers,  this  heir  of  fire.  Spying  him  at  last,  she  smiled  faintly.  A queen’s smile. 

But there was exhaustion in that smile, and her bright magic flickered. Behind

her, Narrok and the remaining creature—the one they had faced in the woods—

were spooling the darkness into themselves, as if readying for attack. She turned

toward  them,  swaying  slightly,  her  skin  deathly  pale.  They  had  fed  on  her,  and she  was  drained  after  shredding  apart  their  brethren.  A  very  real,  very  final burnout was steadily approaching. 

The  wall  of  black  swelled,  one  final  hammer  blow  to  squash  her,  but  she

stood  fast,  a  golden  light  in  the  darkness.  That  was  all  Rowan  needed  to  see before he knew what he had to do. Wind and ice were of no use here, but there

were other ways. 

Rowan drew his dagger and sliced his palm open as he sprinted through the

gate-stones. 

The darkness built and built, and she knew it would hurt, knew it would likely

kill her and Rowan when it came crashing down. But she would not run from it. 

Rowan reached her, panting and bloody. She did not dishonor him by asking

him to flee as he extended his bleeding palm, offering his raw power to harness

now  that  she  was  well  and  truly  emptied.  She  knew  it  would  work.  She  had

suspected it for some time now. They were  carranam. 

He had come for her. She held his gaze as she grabbed her own dagger and

cut  her  palm,  right  over  the  scar  she’d  given  herself  at  Nehemia’s  grave.  And though  she  knew  he  could  read  the  words  on  her  face,  she  said,  “To  whatever end?” 

He nodded, and she joined hands with him, blood to blood and soul to soul, 

his  other  arm  coming  around  to  grip  her  tightly.  Their  hands  clasped  between them, he whispered into her ear, “I claim you, too, Aelin Galathynius.” 

The  wave  of  impenetrable  black  descended,  roaring  as  it  made  to  devour

them. 

Yet  this  was  not  the  end—this  was  not   her  end.  She  had  survived  loss  and pain  and  torture;  she  had  survived  slavery  and  hatred  and  despair;  she  would survive this, too. Because hers was not a story of darkness. So she was not afraid

of that crushing black, not with the warrior holding her, not with the courage that

having one true friend offered—a friend who made living not so awful after all, 

not if she were with him. 

Rowan’s  magic  punched  into  her,  old  and  strange  and  so  vast  her  knees

buckled. He held her with that unrelenting strength, and she harnessed his wild

power as he opened his innermost barriers, letting it flow through her. 

The  black  wave  was  not  halfway  fallen  when  they  shattered  it  apart  with

golden light, leaving Narrok and his remaining prince gaping. 

She did not give them a moment to spool the darkness back. Drawing power

from  the  endless  well  within  Rowan,  she  pulled  up  fire  and  light,  embers  and warmth,  the  glow  of  a  thousand  dawns  and  sunsets.  If  the  Valg  craved  the

sunshine of Erilea, then she would give it to them. 

Narrok and the prince were shrieking. The Valg did not want to go back; they

did not want to be ended, not after so long spent waiting to return to her world. 

But she crammed the light down their throats, burning up their black blood. 

She clung to Rowan, gritting her teeth against the sounds. There was a sudden

silence, and she looked to Narrok, standing so still, watching, waiting. A spear of

black punched into her head—offering one more vision in a mere heartbeat. Not

a memory, but a glimpse of the future. The sounds and smell and look of it were

so real that only her grip on Rowan kept her anchored in the world. Then it was

gone, and the light was still building, enveloping them all. 

The light became unbearable as she willed it into the two Valg who had now

dropped to their knees, pouring it into every shadowy corner of them. And she

could have sworn that the blackness in Narrok’s eyes faded. Could have sworn

that  his  eyes  became  a  mortal  brown,  and  that  gratitude  flickered  just  for  a moment. Just for a moment; then she burned both demon and Narrok to ash. 

The remaining Valg prince crawled only two steps before he followed suit, a

silent  scream  on  his  perfect  face  as  he  was  incinerated.  When  the  light  and flames  receded,  all  that  remained  of  Narrok  and  the  Valg  were  four  Wyrdstone collars steaming in the wet grass. 
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Chapter 56

A  few  days  after  the  unforgivable,  despicable  slave  massacre,  Sorscha  was

finishing up a letter to her friend when there was a knock on her workroom door. 

She jumped, scrawling a line of ink down the center of the page. 

Dorian  popped  his  head  in,  grinning,  but  the  grin  faltered  when  he  saw  the

letter. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said, slipping in and shutting the door. As

he turned, she balled up the ruined paper and chucked it into the rubbish pail. 

“Not at all,” she said, toes curling as he nuzzled her neck and slipped his arms

around her waist. “Someone might walk in,” she protested, squirming out of his

grip. He let her go, but his eyes gleamed in a way that told her when they were

alone again tonight, he might not be so easy to convince. She smiled. 

“Do that again,” he breathed. 

So  Sorscha  smiled  again,  laughing.  And  he  looked  so  baffled  by  it  that  she

asked, “What?” 

“That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” he said. 

She had to look away, go find something to do with her hands. They worked

together in silence, as they were prone to doing now that Dorian knew his way

around the workroom. He liked helping her with her tonics for other patients. 

Someone  coughed  from  the  doorway,  and  they  straightened,  Sorscha’s  heart

flying into her throat. She hadn’t even noticed the door opening—or the Captain

of the Guard now standing in it. 

The captain walked right in, and Dorian stiffened beside her. 

“Captain,” she said, “are you in need of my assistance?” 

Dorian  said  nothing,  his  face  unusually  grim—those  beautiful  eyes  haunted

and heavy. He slipped a warm hand around her waist, resting it on her back. The

captain  quietly  shut  the  door,  and  seemed  to  listen  to  the  outside  hall  for  a moment before speaking. 

He looked even  graver than her  prince—his broad shoulders  seeming to sag

under  an  invisible  burden.  But  his  golden-brown  eyes  were  clear  as  they  met

Dorian’s. “You were right.” 

Chaol supposed it was a miracle in itself that Dorian had agreed to do this. The grief on Dorian’s face this morning had told him he could ask. And that Dorian

would say yes. 

Dorian made Chaol explain everything—to both of them. That was Dorian’s

price: the truth owed to him, and to the woman who deserved to know what she

was risking herself for. 

Chaol  quietly,  quickly,  explained  everything:  the  magic,  the  Wyrdkeys,  the

three towers … all of it. To her credit, Sorscha didn’t fall apart or doubt him. He

wondered if she was reeling, if she was upset with Dorian for not telling her. She

revealed nothing, not with that healer’s training and self-control. But the prince

watched  Sorscha  as  if  he  could  read  her  impregnable  mask  and  see  what  was

brewing beneath. 

The  prince  had  somewhere  to  be.  He  kissed  Sorscha  before  he  left, 

murmuring something in her ear that made her smile. Chaol hadn’t suspected to

find Dorian so … happy with his healer. Sorscha. It was an embarrassment that

Chaol had never known her name until today. And from the way Dorian looked

at her, and she him … He was glad that his friend had found her. 

When Dorian had gone, Sorscha was still smiling, despite what she’d learned. 

It made her truly stunning—it made her whole face open up. 

“I think,” Chaol said, and Sorscha turned, brows high, ready to get to work. “I

think,” he said again, smiling faintly, “that this kingdom could use a healer as its

queen.” 

She did not smile at him, as he’d hoped. Instead she looked unfathomably sad

as she returned to her work. Chaol left without further word to ready himself for

his experiment with Dorian—the only person in this castle, perhaps in the world, 

who could help him. Help them all. 

Dorian had raw power, Celaena had said, power to be shaped as he willed it. 

That  was  the  only  thing  similar  enough  to  the  power  of  the  Wyrdkeys,  neither good nor evil. And crystals, Chaol had once read in Celaena’s magic books, were

good conduits for magic. It hadn’t been hard to buy several from the market—

each about as long as his finger, white as fresh snow. 

Everything was nearly ready when Dorian finally arrived in one of the secret

tunnels and took a seat on the ground. Candles burned around them, and Chaol

explained his plan as he finished pouring the last line of red sand—from the Red

Desert, the merchant had claimed—between the three crystals. Equidistant from

one  another,  they  made  the  shape  Murtaugh  had  drawn  on  the  map  of  their

continent. In the center of the triangle sat a small bowl of water. 

Dorian pinned him with a stare. “Don’t blame me if they shatter.” 

“I have replacements.” He did. He’d bought a dozen crystals. 

Dorian stared at the first crystal. “You just want me to … focus my power on

it?” 

“Then draw a line of power to the next crystal, then the next, imagining that

your goal is to freeze the water in the bowl. That’s all.” 

A raised brow. “That’s not even a spell.” 

“Just humor me,” Chaol said. “I wouldn’t have asked if this wasn’t the only

way.” He dipped a finger in the bowl of water, setting it rippling. Something in

his  gut  said  that  maybe  the  spell  required  nothing  more  than  power  and  sheer will. 

The  prince’s  sigh  filled  the  stone  hall,  echoing  off  the  stones  and  vaulted

ceiling.  Dorian  gazed  at  the  first  crystal,  roughly  representing  Rifthold.  For minutes,  there  was  nothing.  But  then  Dorian  began  sweating,  swallowing

repeatedly. 

“Are you—” 

“I’m fine,” Dorian gasped, and the first crystal began to glow white. 

The light grew brighter, Dorian sweating and grunting as if he were in pain. 

Chaol was about to ask him to stop when a line shot toward the next crystal—so

fast it was nearly undetectable save for the slight ripple in the sand. The crystal

flashed  bright,  and  then  another  line  shot  out,  heading  south.  Again,  the  sand rippled in its wake. 

The  water  remained  fluid.  The  third  crystal  glowed,  and  the  final  line

completed  the  triangle,  making  all  three  crystals  flash  for  a  moment.  And  then

… slowly, crackling softly, the water froze. Chaol shoved back against his horror

—horror and awe at how much Dorian’s control had grown. 

Dorian’s skin was pasty and gleamed with sweat. “This is how he did it, isn’t

it?” 

Chaol  nodded.  “Ten  years  ago,  with  those  three  towers.  They  were  all  built

years before so that this could happen precisely when his invading forces were

ready, so no one could strike back. Your father’s spell must be far more complex, 

to  have  frozen  magic  entirely,  but  on  a  basic  level,  this  is  probably  similar  to what occurred.” 

“I want to see where they are—the towers.” Chaol shook his head, but Dorian

said, “You’ve told me everything else already. Show me the damn map.” 

With a wipe of his hand, a god destroying a world, Dorian knocked down a

crystal,  releasing  the  power.  The  ice  melted,  the  water  rippling  and  sloshing against the bowl. Just like that. Chaol blinked. 

If they could knock out one tower … It was such a risk. They needed to be sure before acting. Chaol pulled out the map Murtaugh had marked, the map he

didn’t  dare  to  leave  anywhere.  “Here,  here,  and  here,”  he  said,  pointing  to

Rifthold,  Amaroth,  and  Noll.  “That’s  where  we  know  towers  were  built. 

Watchtowers, but all three had the same traits: black stone, gargoyles …” 

“You mean to tell me that the clock tower in the garden is one of them?” 

Chaol nodded, ignoring the laugh of disbelief. “That’s what we think.” 

The prince leaned over the map, bracing a hand against the floor. He traced a

line from Rifthold to Amaroth, then from Rifthold to Noll. “The northward line

cuts through the Ferian Gap; the southern cuts directly through Morath. You told

Aedion that you thought my father had sent Roland and Kaltain to Morath, along

with  any  other  nobles  with  magic  in  their  blood.  What  are  the  odds  that  it’s  a mere coincidence?” 

“And the Ferian Gap…” Chaol had to swallow. “Celaena said she’d heard of

wings  in  the  Gap.  Nehemia  said  her  scouts  did  not  come  back,  that  something was brewing there.” 

“Two spots for him to breed whatever army he’s making, perhaps drawing on

this power as it makes a current through them.” 

“Three.” Chaol pointed to the Dead Islands. “We had a report that something

strange was being bred there … and that it’s been sent to Wendlyn.” 

“But  my  father  sent  Celaena.”  The  prince  swore.  “There’s  no  way  to  warn

them?” 

“We’ve already tried.” 

Dorian  wiped  the  sweat  from  his  brow.  “So  you’re  working  with  them—

you’re on their side.” 

“No. I don’t know. We just share information. But this is all information that

helps us. You.” 

Dorian’s eyes hardened, and Chaol winced as a cool breeze swept in. 

“So what are you going to do?” Dorian asked. “Just … knock down the clock

tower?” 

Destroying the clock tower was an act of war—an act that could endanger the

lives of too many people. There would be no going back. He didn’t even want to

tell Aedion or Ren, for fear of what they’d do. They wouldn’t think twice before

incinerating  it,  perhaps  killing  everyone  in  this  castle  in  the  process.  “I  don’t know. I don’t know what to do. You were right about that.” 

He wished he had something more to say to Dorian, but even small talk was

an effort now. He was closing in on candidates to replace him as Captain of the

Guard,  sending  more  trunks  to  Anielle  every  week,  and  he  could  barely  bring himself  to  look  at  his  own  men.  As  for  Dorian  …  there  was  so  much  left

between them. 

“Now’s not the time,” Dorian said quietly, as if he could read Chaol’s mind. 

Chaol swallowed. “I want to thank you. I know what you’re risking is—” 

“We’re all risking something.” There was so little of the friend he’d grown up

with. The prince glanced at his pocket watch. “I need to go.” Dorian stalked to

the stairs, and there was no fear in his face, no doubt, as he said, “You gave me

the truth today, so I’ll share mine: even if it meant us being friends again, I don’t

think  I  would  want  to  go  back  to  how  it  was  before—who   I  was  before.  And this…” He jerked his chin toward the scattered crystals and the bowl of water. “I

think this is a good change, too. Don’t fear it.” 

Dorian left, and Chaol opened his mouth, but no words came out. He was too

stunned. When Dorian had spoken, it hadn’t been a prince who looked at him. 

It had been a king. 

Chapter 57

Celaena slept for two days. 

She hardly remembered what had happened after she incinerated Narrok and

the  Valg  prince,  though  she  had  a  vague  sense  of  Rowan’s  men  and  the  others having  the  fortress  under  control.  They’d  lost  only  about  fifteen  in  total,  since the soldiers had not wanted to kill the demi-Fae but to capture them for the Valg

princes  to  haul  back  to  Adarlan.  When  they  subdued  the  surviving  enemy

soldiers, locking them in the dungeon, they’d come back hours later to find them

all  dead.  They’d  carried  poison  with  them—and  it  seemed  they  had  no

inclination to be interrogated. 

Celaena stumbled up the blood-soaked steps and into bed, briefly stopping to

frown at the hair that now fell just past her collarbones thanks to the razor-sharp

nails of the Valg princes, and collapsed into a deep sleep. By the time she awoke, 

the gore was cleaned away, the soldiers were buried, and Rowan had hidden the

four Wyrdstone collars somewhere in the woods. He would have flown them out

to the sea and dumped them there, but she knew he’d stayed to look after her—

and did not trust his friends to do anything but hand them over to Maeve. 

Rowan’s cadre was leaving when she finally awoke, having lingered to help

with repairs and healing, but it was only Gavriel who bothered to acknowledge

her. She and Rowan were heading into the woods for a walk (she’d had to bully

him  into  letting  her  out  of  bed)  when  they  passed  by  the  golden-haired  male lingering by the back gate. 

Rowan  stiffened.  He’d  asked  her  point-blank  what  had  happened  when  his

friends had arrived—if any of them had tried to help. She had tried to avoid it, 

but he was relentless, and she finally told him that only Gavriel had shown any

inclination. She didn’t blame his men. They didn’t know her, owed her nothing, 

and Rowan had been inside, in harm’s way. She didn’t know why it mattered so

much to Rowan, and he told her it was none of her business. 

But  there  was  Gavriel,  waiting  for  them  at  the  back  gate.  Since  Rowan  was

stone-faced, she smiled for both of them as they approached. 

“I thought you’d be gone by now,” Rowan said. 

Gavriel’s tawny eyes flickered. “The twins and Vaughan left an hour ago, and

Lorcan left at dawn. He said to tell you good-bye.” 

Rowan nodded in a way that made it very clear he knew Lorcan had done no
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such thing. “What do you want?” 

She wasn’t quite sure they had the same definition of  friend that she did. But

Gavriel  looked  at  her  from  head  to  toe  and  back  up  again,  then  at  Rowan,  and said, “Be careful when you face Maeve. We’ll have given our reports by then.” 

Rowan’s  stormy  expression  didn’t  improve.  “Travel  swiftly,”  he  said,  and

kept walking. 

Celaena  lingered,  studying  the  Fae  warrior,  the  glimmer  of  sadness  in  his

golden  eyes.  Like  Rowan,  he  was  enslaved  to  Maeve—and  yet  he  thought  to

warn them. With the blood oath, Maeve could order him to divulge every detail, 

including this moment. And punish him for it. But for his friend …

“Thank you,” she  said to the  golden-haired warrior. He  blinked, and Rowan

froze. Her arms ached from the inside out, and her cut hand was bandaged and

still tender, but she extended it to him. “For the warning. And for hesitating that

day.” 

Gavriel  looked  at  her  hand  for  a  moment  before  shaking  it  with  surprising

gentleness. “How old are you?” he asked. 

“Nineteen,” she said, and he loosed a breath that could have been sadness or

relief  or  maybe  both,  and  told  her  that  made  her  magic  even  more  impressive. 

She  debated  saying  that  he  would  be  less  impressed  once  he  learned  of  her

nickname for him, but winked at him instead. 

Rowan  was  frowning  when  she  caught  up  to  him,  but  said  nothing.  As  they

walked away, Gavriel murmured, “Good luck, Rowan.” 

Rowan brought her to a forest pool she’d never seen before, the clear water fed

by  a  lovely  waterfall  that  seemed  to  dance  in  the  sunlight.  He  took  a  seat  on  a broad, flat, sun-warmed rock, pulling off his boots and rolling up his pants to dip

his feet in the water. She winced at every sore muscle and bone in her body as

she  sat.  Rowan  scowled,  but  she  gave  him  a  look  that  dared  him  to  order  her back to bed rest. 

When her own feet were in the pool and they had let the music of the forest

sink into them, Rowan spoke. “There is no undoing what happened with Narrok. 

Once  the  world  hears  that  Aelin  Galathynius  fought  against  Adarlan,  they  will know you are alive.  He will know you are alive, and where you are, and that you

do not plan to cower. He will hunt you for the rest of your life.” 

“I accepted that fate from the moment I stepped outside the barrier,” she said

quietly.  She  kicked  at  the  water,  the  ripples  spreading  out  across  the  pool.  The

movement  sent  shuddering  pain  through  her  magic-ravaged  body,  and  she hissed. 

Rowan  handed  her  the  skein  of  water  he’d  brought  with  him  but  hadn’t

touched. She took a sip and found it contained the pain-killing tonic she’d been

guzzling since she’d awoken that morning. 

 Good luck, Rowan,  Gavriel  had  said  to  his  friend.  There  was  a  day  coming, all  too  soon,  when  she  would  also  have  to  bid  him  farewell.  What  would  her parting words be? Would she be able to offer him only a blessing for luck? She

wished  she  had  something  to  give  him—some  kind  of  protection  against  the

queen  who  held  his  leash.  The  Eye  of  Elena  was  with  Chaol.  The  Amulet  of

Orynth—she would have offered him that, if she hadn’t lost it. Heirloom or no, 

she would rest easier if she knew it was protecting him. 

The amulet, decorated with the sacred stag on one side … and Wyrdmarks on

the other. 

Celaena stopped breathing. Stopped seeing the prince beside her, hearing the

forest  humming  around  her.  Terrasen  had  been  the  greatest  court  in  the  world. 

They had never been invaded, had never been conquered, but they had prospered

and become so powerful that every kingdom knew to provoke them was folly. A

line of uncorrupted rulers, who had amassed all the knowledge of Erilea in their

great  library.  They  had  been  a  beacon  that  drew  the  brightest  and  boldest  to them. 

She knew where it was—the third and final Wyrdkey. 

It had been around her neck the night she fell into the river. 

And  around  the  neck  of  every  one  of  her  ancestors,  going  back  to  Brannon

himself, when he stopped at the Sun Goddess’s temple to take a medallion from

Mala’s  High  Priestess—and  then  destroyed  the  entire  site  to  prevent  anyone

from tracing his steps. 

The  medallion  of  cerulean  blue,  with  the  gold  sun-stag  crowned  with

immortal flame—the stag of Mala Fire-Bringer. Upon leaving Wendlyn’s shores, 

Brannon  had  stolen  those  same  stags  away  to  Terrasen  and  installed  them  in

Oakwald. Brannon had placed the third sliver of Wyrdkey inside the amulet and

never told a soul what he had done with it. 

The Wyrdkeys weren’t inherently bad or good. What they were depended on

how  their  bearers  used  them.  Around  the  necks  of  the  kings  and  queens  of

Terrasen, one of them had been unknowingly used for good, and had protected

its bearers for millennia. 

It  had  protected  her,  that  night  she  fell  into  the  river.  For  it  had  been

Wyrdmarks  she’d  seen  glowing  in  the  frozen  depths,  as  if  she  had  summoned

them  with  her  watery  cries  for  help.  But  she  had  lost  the  Amulet  of  Orynth.  It had fallen into that river and—no. 

No. It couldn’t have, because she wouldn’t have made it to the riverbank, let

alone survived the hours she lay here. The cold would have claimed her. Which

meant she’d had it when … when … Arobynn Hamel had taken it from her and

kept it all these years, a prize whose power he had never guessed the depth of. 

She had to get it back. She had to get it away from him and make sure that no

one knew what lay inside. And if she had it … She didn’t let herself think that

far. 

She had to hurry to Maeve, retrieve the information she needed, and go home. 

Not to Terrasen, but to Rifthold. She had to face the man who had made her into

a weapon, who had destroyed another part of her life, and who could prove to be

her greatest threat. 

Rowan said, “What is it?” 

“The  third  Wyrdkey.”  She  swore.  She  could  tell  no  one,  because  if  anyone

knew … they would head straight to Rifthold. Straight to the Assassins’ Keep. 

“Aelin.” Was it fear, pain, or both in his eyes? “Tell me what you learned.” 

“Not while you are bound to her.” 

“I am bound to her  forever.” 

“I know.” He was Maeve’s slave—worse than a slave. He had to obey every

command, no matter how wretched. 

He leaned over his knees, dipping a large hand in the water. “You’re right. I

don’t want you to tell me. Any of it.” 

“I hate that,” she breathed. “I hate her.” 

He looked away, toward Goldryn, discarded behind them on the rock. She’d

told him its history this morning as she scarfed down enough food for three full-

grown  Fae  warriors.  He  hadn’t  seemed  particularly  impressed,  and  when  she

showed  him  the  ring  she’d  found  in  the  scabbard,  he  had  nothing  to  say  other than “I hope you find a good use for it.” Indeed. 

But  the  silence  that  was  building  between  them  was  unacceptable.  She

cleared  her  throat.  Perhaps  she  couldn’t  tell  him  the  truth  about  the  third

Wyrdkey, but she could offer him another. 

The truth. The truth of her, undiluted and complete. And after all that they had

been through, all that she still wanted to do …

So  she  steeled  herself.  “I  have  never  told  anyone  this  story.  No  one  in  the world  knows  it.  But  it’s  mine,”  she  said,  blinking  past  the  burning  in  her  eyes, 

“and it’s time for me to tell it.” 
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Rowan leaned back on the rock, bracing his palms behind him. 

“Once upon a time,” she said to him, to the world, to herself, “in a land long

since burned to ash, there lived a young princess who loved her kingdom … very

much.” 

And then she told him of the princess whose heart had burned with wildfire, 

of the mighty kingdom in the north, of its downfall and of the sacrifice of Lady

Marion.  It  was  a  long  story,  and  sometimes  she  grew  quiet  and  cried—and

during those times he leaned over to wipe away her tears. 

When she finished, Rowan merely passed her more of the tonic. She smiled at

him,  and  he  looked  at  her  for  a  while  before  he  smiled  back,  a  different  smile than all the others he’d given her before. 

They were quiet for some time, and she didn’t know why she did it, but she

held out a hand in front of her, palm facing the pool beneath. 

And slowly, wobbling, a droplet of water the size of a marble rose from the

surface to her cupped palm. 

“No  wonder  your  sense  of  self-preservation  is  so  pathetic,  if  that’s  all  the water  you  can  conjure.”  But  Rowan  flicked  her  chin,  and  she  knew  he

understood what it meant, to have summoned even a droplet to her hand. To feel

her mother smiling at her from realms away. 

She grinned at Rowan through her tears, and sent the droplet splashing onto

his face. 

Rowan  tossed  her  into  the  pool.  A  moment  later,  laughing,  he  jumped  in

himself. 

After a week of regaining her strength, she and the other injured demi-Fae had

recovered enough to attend a celebration thrown by Emrys and Luca. Before she

and  Rowan  headed  downstairs  to  join  the  festivities,  Celaena  peered  in  the

mirror—and stopped dead. 

The somewhat shorter hair was the least of the changes. 

She was now flushed with color, her eyes bright and clear, and though she’d

regained  the  weight  she’d  lost  that  winter,  her  face  was  leaner.  A  woman—a

woman  was  smiling  back  at  her,  beautiful  for  every  scar  and  imperfection  and mark  of  survival,  beautiful  for  the  fact  that  the  smile  was  real,  and  she  felt  it kindle the long-slumbering joy in her heart. 

She danced that night. The morning after, she knew it was time. 

When she and Rowan had finished saying their good-byes to the others, she paused at the edge of the trees to look at the crumbling stone fortress. Emrys and

Luca were waiting for them at the tree line, faces pale in the morning light. The

old  male  had  already  stuffed  their  bags  full  of  food  and  supplies,  but  he  still pressed a hot loaf into Celaena’s hands as they looked at each other. 

She  said,  “It  might  take  a  while,  but  if— when  I  reclaim  my  kingdom,  the demi-Fae  will  always  have  a  home  there.  And  you  two—and  Malakai—will

have a place in my household, should you wish it. As my friends.” 

Emrys’s eyes were gleaming as he nodded, gripping Luca’s hand. The young

man, who had opted to keep a long, wicked scratch bestowed in battle down his

face, merely stared at her, wide-eyed. A part of her heart ached at the shadows

that now lay in his face. Bas’s betrayal would haunt him, she knew. But Celaena

smiled at him, ruffled his hair, and made to turn away. 

“Your mother would be proud,” Emrys said. 

Celaena put a hand on her heart and bowed in thanks. 

Rowan  cleared  his  throat,  and  Celaena  gave  them  one  last  parting  smile

before  she  followed  the  prince  into  the  trees—to  Doranelle,  and  to  Maeve,  at last. 

Chapter 58

“Just be ready to leave for Suria in two days,” Aedion ordered Ren as the three

of  them  gathered  at  midnight  in  the  apartment  where  Ren  and  Murtaugh  had

stayed, still unaware of who it belonged to. “Take the southern gate—it’ll be the

least monitored at that hour.” 

It  had  been  weeks  since  they’d  last  met,  and  three  days  since  a  vague  letter had arrived for Murtaugh from Sol of Suria, a friendly invitation to a long-lost

friend to visit him. The wording was simple enough that they all knew the young

lord  was  feeling  them  out,  hinting  at  interest  in  the  “opportunity”  Murtagh  had mentioned  in  an  earlier  letter.  Since  then,  Aedion  had  combed  every  path

northward, calculating the movements and locations of every legion and garrison

along  the  way.  Two  more  days;  then  perhaps  this  court  could  begin  to  rebuild itself. 

“Why does it feel like we’re fleeing, then?” Ren paused his usual pacing. The

young  Lord  of  Allsbrook  had  healed  up  just  fine,  though  he’d  now  converted

some  of  the  great  room  into  his  own  personal  training  space  to  rebuild  his

strength. Aedion wondered just how thrilled their queen would be to learn about

 that. 

“You  are fleeing,” Aedion drawled, biting into one of the apples he’d picked

up at the market for Ren and the old man. “The longer you stay here,” he went

on,  “the  bigger  the  risk  of  being  discovered  and  of  all  our  plans  falling  apart. 

You’re too recognizable now, and you’re of better use to me in Terrasen. There’s

no negotiating, so don’t bother trying.” 

“And  what  about  you?”  Ren  asked  the  captain,  who  was  seated  in  his  usual

chair. 

Chaol  frowned  and  said  quietly,  “I’m  going  to  Anielle  in  a  few  days.”  To

fulfill the bargain he’d made when he sold his freedom to get Aelin to Wendlyn. 

If Aedion let himself think too much about it, he knew he might feel bad—might

try to convince the captain to stay, even. It wasn’t that Aedion liked the captain, 

or  even  respected  him.  In  fact,  he  wished  Chaol  had  never  caught  him  in  that stairwell, mourning the slaughter of his people in the labor camps. But here they

were, and there was no going back. 

Ren paused his pacing to stare down the captain. “As our spy?” 

“You’ll need someone on the inside, regardless of whether I’m in Rifthold or

Anielle.” 

“I have people on the inside,” Ren said. 

Aedion waved a hand. “I don’t care about your people on the inside, Ren. Just

be ready to go, and stop being a pain in my ass with your endless questions.” He

would chain Ren to a horse if he had to. 

Aedion  was  about  to  turn  to  go  when  feet  thundered  up  the  stairs.  They  all had their swords drawn as the door flew open and Murtaugh appeared, panting

and grasping the doorframe. The old man’s eyes were wild, his mouth opening

and  closing.  Behind  him,  the  stairwell  revealed  no  sign  of  a  threat,  no  pursuit. 

But Aedion kept his sword out and angled himself into a better position. 

Ren rushed to Murtaugh, slipping an arm under his shoulders, but the old man

planted his heels in the rug. “She’s alive,” he said, to Ren, to Aedion, to himself. 

“She’s—she’s truly alive.” 

Aedion’s heart stopped. Stopped, then started, then stopped again. Slowly, he

sheathed  his  sword,  calming  his  racing  mind  before  he  said,  “Out  with  it,  old man.” 

Murtaugh  blinked  and  let  out  a  choked  laugh.  “She’s  in  Wendlyn,  and  she’s

alive.” 

The  captain  stalked  across  the  floor.  Aedion  might  have  joined  him  had  his

legs not stopped working. For Murtaugh to have heard about her … The captain

said, “Tell me everything.” 

Murtaugh shook his head. “The city’s swarming with the news. People are in

the streets.” 

“Get to the point,” Aedion snapped. 

“General  Narrok’s  legion  did  indeed  go  to  Wendlyn,”  Murtaugh  said.  “And

no  one  knows  how  or  why,  but  Aelin  …  Aelin  was  there,  in  the  Cambrian

Mountains, and was part of a host that met them in battle. They’re saying she’s

been hiding in Doranelle all this time.” 

 Alive, Aedion had to tell himself—alive, and not dead after the battle, even if

Murtaugh’s information about her whereabouts was wrong. 

Murtaugh was smiling. “They slaughtered Narrok and his men, and she saved

a great number of people—with magic. Fire, they say—power the likes of which

the world has not seen since Brannon himself.” 

Aedion’s chest tightened to the point of hurting. The captain was just staring

at the old man. 

It was a message to the world. Aelin was a warrior, able to fight with blade or

magic. And she was done with hiding. 
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“I’m  riding  north  today.  It  cannot  wait  as  we  had  planned,”  Murtaugh  said, 

turning toward the door. “Before the king tries to keep the news from spreading, 

I  need  to  let  Terrasen  know.”  They  trailed  him  down  the  stairs  and  into  the warehouse below. Even from inside, Aedion’s  Fae  hearing  picked  up  the  rising

commotion in the streets. The moment he entered the palace, he would have to

consider his every step, every breath. Too many eyes would be on him now. 

Aelin. His Queen. Aedion slowly smiled. The king would never suspect, not

in a thousand years, who he’d actually sent to Wendlyn—that his own Champion

had  destroyed  Narrok.  Few  had  ever  known  about  the  Galathyniuses’  deeply

rooted distrust of Maeve—so Doranelle  would be a believable place to hide and

raise a young queen all these years. 

“Once I get out of the city,” Murtaugh said, going to the horse he’d tied inside

the  warehouse,  “I’ll  send  riders  to  every  contact,  to  Fenharrow  and  Melisande. 

Ren, you stay here. I’ll take care of Suria.” 

Aedion gripped the man’s shoulder. “Get word to my Bane—tell them to lie

low until I return, but keep those supply lines with the rebels open at any cost.” 

He didn’t let go until Murtaugh gave him a nod. 

“Grandfather,”  Ren  said,  helping  the  man  into  the  saddle.  “Let  me  go

instead.” 

“You stay here,” Aedion ordered, and Ren bristled. 

Murtaugh  murmured  his  agreement.  “Gather  what  information  you  can,  and

then you’ll come to me when I’m ready.” 

Aedion didn’t give Ren time to refuse as he hauled open the warehouse door

for Murtaugh. Brisk night air poured in, bringing with it the ruckus from the city. 

Aelin—Aelin had done this, caused this clamor of sound. The stallion pawed and

huffed, and Murtaugh might have galloped off had the captain not surged to grab

his reins. 

“Eyllwe,” Chaol breathed. “Send word to Eyllwe. Tell them to hold on—tell

them  to  prepare.”  Perhaps  it  was  the  light,  perhaps  it  was  the  cold,  but  Aedion could have sworn there were tears in the captain’s eyes as he said, “Tell them it’s

time to fight back.” 

Murtaugh  Allsbrook  and  his  riders  spread  the  news  like  wildfire.  Down  every

road,  over  every  river,  to  the  north  and  south  and  west,  through  snow  and  rain and mist, their hooves churning up the dust of each kingdom. 

And  for  every  town  they  told,  every  tavern  and  secret  meeting,  more  riders
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went out. 

More  and  more,  until  there  was  not  a  road  they  had  not  covered,  until  there was  not  one  soul  who  did  not  know  that  Aelin  Galathynius  was  alive—and

willing to stand against Adarlan. 

Across  the  White  Fangs  and  the  Ruhnns,  all  the  way  to  the  Western  Wastes

and  the  red-haired  queen  who  ruled  from  a  crumbling  castle.  To  the  Deserted

Peninsula and the oasis-fortress of the Silent Assassins. Hooves, hooves, hooves, 

echoing  through  the  continent,  sparking  against  cobblestones,  all  the  way  to

Banjali and the riverfront palace of the King and Queen of Eyllwe, still in their

midnight mourning clothes. 

 Hold on, the riders told the world. 

 Hold on. 

Dorian’s  father  was  in  a  rage  the  likes  of  which  he’d  not  seen  before.  Two ministers had been executed this morning, for no worse crime than attempting to

calm the king. 

A day after the news arrived of what Aelin had done in Wendlyn, his father

was still livid, still demanding answers. 

Dorian  might  have  found  it  funny—so  typically  Celaena  to  make  such  a

flamboyant return—had he not been utterly petrified. She had drawn a line in the

sand. Worse than that, she’d defeated one of the king’s deadliest generals. 

No one had done that and lived. Ever. 

Somewhere in Wendlyn, his friend was changing the world. She was fulfilling

the  promise  she’d  made  him.  She  had  not  forgotten  him,  or  any  of  them  still here. 

And  perhaps  when  they  figured  out  a  way  to  destroy  that  tower  and  free

magic from his father’s yoke, she would know her friends had not forgotten her, 

either. That  he had not forgotten her. 

So Dorian let his father rage. He sat in on those meetings and shut down his

revulsion  and  horror  when  his  father  sent  a  third  minister  to  the  butchering block. For Sorscha, for the promise of keeping her safe, of someday, perhaps, not

having  to  hide  what  and  who  he  was,  he  kept  on  his  well-worn  mask,  offered banal  suggestions  about  what  to  do  regarding  Aelin,  and  pretended.  One  last

time. 

When Celaena got back, when she returned as she’d sworn she would …

Then they would set about changing the world together. 

Chapter 59

It  took  a  week  for  Celaena  and  Rowan  to  reach  Doranelle.  They  traveled  over the rough, miserable mountains where Maeve’s wild wolves monitored them day

and night, then down into the lush valley through forests and fields, the air heavy

with spices and magic. 

The  temperature  grew  warmer  the  farther  south  they  traveled,  but  breezes

kept it from being too unpleasant. After a while, they began spotting pretty stone

villages in the distance, but Rowan kept them away, hidden, until they crested a

rocky hill and Doranelle spread before them. 

It took her breath away. Even Orynth could not compare to this. 

They had called it the City of Rivers for a reason. The pale-stoned city was

built  on  a  massive  island  smack  in  the  center  of  several  of  them,  the  waters raging  as  the  tributaries  from  the  surrounding  hills  and  mountains  blended.  On the island’s north end, the rivers toppled over the mouth of a mighty waterfall, its

basin  so  huge  that  the  mist  floated  into  the  clear  day,  setting  the  domed

buildings,  pearlescent  spires,  and  blue  rooftops  shining.  There  were  no  boats

moored to the city edges, though there were two elegant stone bridges spanning

the river—heavily guarded. Fae moved across the bridges, and carts loaded with

everything  from  vegetables  to  hay  to  wine.  Somewhere,  there  had  to  be  fields and farms and towns to supply them. Though she’d bet Maeve had a stronghold

of goods stocked up. 

“I assume you normally fly right in and don’t deign to use the bridges,” she

said  to  Rowan,  who  was  frowning  at  the  city,  not  looking  very  much  like  a

warrior about to return home. He nodded distantly. He’d fallen silent in the past

day—not  rude,  but  quiet  and  vague,  as  if  he  were  rebuilding  the  wall  between them. This morning, she’d awoken in their hilltop camp to find him staring at the

sunrise, looking for all the world as if he’d been having a conversation with it. 

She  hadn’t  had  the  nerve  to  ask  if  he’d  been  praying  to  Mala  Fire-Bringer,  or what  he  would  even  ask  of  the  Sun  Goddess.  But  there  had  been  a  strangely

familiar  warmth  wrapped  around  the  camp,  and  she  could  have  sworn  that  she

felt her magic leap in joyous response. She didn’t let herself think about it. 

Because for the past day, she, too, had been lost in herself, busy gathering her

strength and clarity. She hadn’t been able to talk much, and even now, focusing

on  the  present  required  an  immense  effort.  “Well,”  she  said,  taking  an
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exaggerated breath and patting Goldryn’s hilt, “let’s go see our beloved aunt. I’d

hate to keep her waiting.” 

It took them until nightfall to reach the bridge, and Celaena was glad: there were

fewer Fae to witness their arrival, even though the winding, elegant streets were

now  full  of  musicians  and  dancing  and  vendors  selling  hot  food  and  drinks. 

There had been plenty of that in Adarlan, but here there was no empire weighing

on them, no darkness or cold or despair. Maeve had not sent aid ten years ago—

and  while  the  Fae  danced  and  drank  mulled  cider,  Celaena’s  people  had  been

butchered  and  burned.  She  knew  it  wasn’t  their  fault,  but  as  she  headed  across the city, toward the northern edge by the waterfall, she couldn’t bring herself to

smile at the merriment. 

She reminded herself that  she had danced and drunk and done whatever she

pleased  while  her  own  people  had  suffered  for  ten  years,  too.  She  was  in  no position to resent the Fae, or anyone except the queen who ruled over this city. 

None of the guards stopped them, though she did note shadows trailing them

from  the  rooftops  and  alleys,  a  few  birds  of  prey  circling  above.  Rowan  didn’t acknowledge them, though she caught his teeth glinting in the golden lamplight. 

Apparently, the escort wasn’t making the prince too happy, either. How many of

them did he know personally? How many had he fought beside, or ventured with

to unmapped lands? 

They saw no sign of his friends, and he made no comment about whether or

not he expected to see them. Even though his gaze was straight ahead, she knew

he was aware of every sentry watching them, every breath issued nearby. 

She  didn’t  have  the  space  left  in  her  for  doubt  or  fear.  As  they  walked,  she played  with  the  ring  tucked  into  her  pocket,  turning  it  over  and  over  as  she reminded  herself  of  her  plan  and  of  what  she  needed  to  accomplish  before  she left  this  city.  She  was  as  much  a  queen  as  Maeve.  She  was  the  sovereign  of  a strong people and a mighty kingdom. 

She was the heir of ash and fire, and she would bow to no one. 

They  were  escorted  through  a  shining  palace  of  pale  stone  and  sky-blue

gossamer curtains, the floors a mosaic of delicate tiles depicting various scenes, 

from dancing maidens to pastorals to the night sky. Throughout the building, the

river itself ran in tiny streams, sometimes gathering in pools freckled with night-blooming  lilies.  Jasmine  wove  around  the  massive  columns,  and  lights  of

colored glass hung from the arched ceilings. Enough of the palace was open to

the elements to suggest that the weather here was always this mild. Music played

from distant rooms, but it was faint and placid compared to the riot of sound and

color in the city outside the mammoth marble palace walls. 

Sentries were everywhere. They lurked just out of sight, but in her Fae body

she  could  smell  them,  the  steel  and  the  crisp  scent  of  whatever  soap  they  must use  in  the  barracks.  Not  too  different  from  the  glass  castle.  But  Maeve’s

stronghold had been built from stone—so much stone, everywhere, all of it pale

and carved and polished and gleaming. She knew Rowan had private quarters in

this palace, and that the Whitethorn family had various residences in Doranelle, 

but  they  saw  nothing  of  his  kin.  He’d  told  her  on  their  journey  that  there  were several  other  princes  in  his  family,  with  his  father’s  brother  ruling  over  them. 

Fortunately  for  Rowan,  his  uncle  had  three  sons,  keeping  him  free  of

responsibility, though they certainly tried to use Rowan’s position with Maeve to

their  advantage.  As  scheming  and  sycophantic  as  any  royal  family  in  Adarlan, 

she supposed. 

After  an  eternity  of  walking  in  silence,  Rowan  led  her  onto  a  wide  veranda

overhanging  the  river.  He  was  tense  enough  to  suggest  he  was  scenting  and

hearing things she couldn’t, but he offered no warning. The waterfall beyond the

palace roared, though not loud enough to drown out conversation. 

Across the veranda sat Maeve on her throne of stone. 

Sprawled on either side of the throne were the twin wolves, one black and one

white,  monitoring  their  approach  with  cunning  golden  eyes.  There  was  no  one

else—no smell of Rowan’s other friends lurking nearby as they crossed the tiled

floor. She wished Rowan had let her freshen up in his suite, but … she supposed

that wasn’t what this meeting was about, anyway. 

Rowan kept pace with her as she stalked to the small dais before the carved

railing,  and  when  they  stopped,  he  dropped  to  his  knees  and  bowed  his  head. 

“Majesty,” he murmured. 

Her aunt did not even glance at Rowan or bid him to rise. She left her nephew

kneeling  as  she  turned  her  violet,  starry  eyes  to  Celaena  and  gave  her  that spider’s smile. 

“It would seem that you have accomplished your task, Aelin Galathynius.” 

Another test—using her name to elicit a reaction. 

She smiled right back at Maeve. “Indeed.” 

Rowan kept his head down, eyes on the floor. Maeve could make him kneel

there  for  a  hundred  years  if  she  wished.  The  wolves  beside  the  throne  didn’t move an inch. 

Maeve  deigned  a  glance  at  Rowan  and  then  gave  Celaena  that  little  smile

again. “I will admit that I am surprised that you managed to gain his approval so

swiftly.  So,”  Maeve  said,  lounging  in  her  throne,  “show  me,  then.  A

demonstration of what you have learned these months.” 

Celaena clenched the ring in her pocket, not lowering her chin one millimeter. 

“I would prefer to first retrieve the knowledge you’re keeping to yourself.” 

A feminine click of the tongue. “You don’t trust my word?” 

“You can’t believe I’d give you everything you want with no proof you can

deliver your side of the bargain.” 

Rowan’s shoulders tensed, but his head remained down. 

Maeve’s eyes narrowed slightly. “The Wyrdkeys.” 

“How  they  can  be  destroyed,  where  they  are,  and  what  else  you  know  of

them.” 

“They cannot be destroyed. They can only be put back in the gate.” 

Celaena’s  stomach  twisted.  She’d  known  that  already,  but  hearing  the

confirmation was hard, somehow. “How can they be put back in the gate?” 

“Don’t  you  think  they  would  already  have  been  restored  to  their  home  if

anyone knew?” 

“You said you knew about them.” 

An adder’s smile. “I  do know about them. I know they can be used to create, 

to  destroy,  to  open  portals.  But  I  do  not  know  how  to  put  them  back.  I  never learned  how,  and  then  they  were  taken  by  Brannon  across  the  sea  and  I  never saw them again.” 

“What did they look like? What did they  feel like?” 

Maeve  cupped  her  palm  and  looked  at  it,  as  if  she  could  see  the  keys  lying there.  “Black  and  glittering,  no  more  than  slivers  of  stone.  But  they  were  not stone—they were like nothing on this earth, in any realm. It was like holding the

living flesh of a god, like containing the breath of every being in every realm all

at once. It was madness and joy and terror and despair and eternity.” 

The thought of Maeve possessing all three of the keys, even for brief moment, 

was  horrifying  enough  that  Celaena  didn’t  let  herself  fully  contemplate  it.  She just said, “And what else can you tell me about them?” 

“That’s all I can recall, I’m afraid.” Maeve settled back in her throne. 

No—no, there had to be  some way. She couldn’t have spent all these months

in a fool’s bargain, couldn’t have been tricked  that badly. But if Maeve did not

know,  then  there  were  other  bits  of  information  to  extract;  she  would  not  walk out of here empty-handed. 

“The Valg princes—what can you tell me of them?” 

For a few heartbeats, Maeve remained silent, as if contemplating the merits of

answering more than she’d originally promised. Celaena wasn’t entirely sure that

she wanted to know why Maeve decided in her favor as the queen said, “Ah—

yes.  My  men  informed  me  of  their  presence.”  Maeve  paused  again,  no  doubt

dredging  up  the  information  from  some  ancient  corner  of  her  memory.  “There

are  many  different  races  of  Valg—creatures  that  even  your  darkest  nightmares

would  flee  from.  They  are  ruled  by  the  princes,  who  themselves  are  made  of

shadow  and  despair  and  hatred  and  have  no  bodies  to  occupy  save  those  that

they infiltrate. There aren’t many princes—but I once witnessed an entire legion

of Fae warriors devoured by six of them within hours.” 

A chill went down her spine, and even the wolves’ hackles rose. “But I killed

them with my fire and light—” 

“How do you think Brannon won himself such glory and a kingdom? He was

a  discarded  son  of  nobody,  unclaimed  by  either  parent.  But  Mala  loved  him

fiercely, so his flames were sometimes all that held the Valg princes at bay until

we could summon a force to push them back.” 

She opened to her mouth to ask the next question, but paused. Maeve wasn’t

the  sort  to  toss  out  random  bits  of  information.  So  Celaena  slowly  asked, 

“Brannon wasn’t royal-born?” 

Maeve cocked her head. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you what the mark on your

brow means?” 

“I was told it was a sacred mark.” 

Maeve’s  eyes  danced  with  amusement.  “Sacred  only  because  of  the  bearer

who  established  your  kingdom.  But  before  that,  it  was  nothing.  Brannon  was

born  with  the  bastard’s  mark—the  mark  every  unclaimed,  unwanted  child

possessed, marking them as nameless, nobody. Each of Brannon’s heirs, despite

their noble lineage, has since been graced with it—the nameless mark.” 

And  it  had  burned  that  day  she’d  dueled  with  Cain.  Burned  in  front  of  the

King  of  Adarlan.  A  shudder  went  down  her  spine.  “Why  did  it  glow  when  I

dueled  Cain,  and  when  I  faced  the  Valg  princes?”  She  knew  Maeve  was  well

informed  about  the  shadow-creature  that  had  lived  inside  Cain.  Perhaps  not  a

Valg prince, but something small enough to be contained by the Wyrdstone ring

he’d worn instead of a collar. It had recognized Elena—and it had said to both of

them,  You were brought here—all of you were. All the players in the unfinished

 game. 

“Perhaps  your  blood  merely  recognized  the  presence  of  the  Valg  and  was trying to tell you something. Perhaps it meant nothing.” 

She  didn’t  think  so.  Especially  when  the  reek  of  the  Valg  had  been  in  her

parents’  bedroom  the  morning  after  they’d  been  murdered.  Either  the  assassin

had been possessed, or he’d known how to use their power to keep her parents

unconscious  while  he  slaughtered  them.  All  bits  of  information  to  be  pieced

together  later,  when  she  was  away  from  Maeve.  If  Maeve  let  her  walk  out  of here. 

“Are fire and light the only way to kill the Valg princes?” 

“They  are  hard  to  kill,  but  not  invincible,”  Maeve  admitted.  “With  the  way

the  Adarlanian  king  compels  them,  cutting  off  their  heads  to  sever  the  collar might  do  the  trick.  If  you  are  to  return  to  Adarlan,  that  will  be  the  only  way,  I suspect.” 

Because in Adarlan, magic was still locked up by the king. If she faced one of

the  Valg  princes  again,  she’d  have  to  kill  it  by  blade  and  wits.  “If  the  king  is indeed summoning the Valg to his armies, what can be done to stop them?” 

“The  King  of  Adarlan,  it  seems,  is  doing  what  I  never  had  the  nerve  to  do while  the  keys  were  briefly  in  my  possession.  Without  all  three  keys,  he  is limited. He can only open the portal between our worlds for short periods, long

enough to let in perhaps one prince to infiltrate a body he has prepared. But with

all  three  keys,  he  could  open  the  portal  at  will—he  could  summon  all  the  Valg armies,  to  be  led  by  the  princes  in  their  mortal  bodies,  and…”  Maeve  looked more intrigued than horrified. “And with all three keys, he might not need to rely

on magically gifted hosts for the Valg. There are countless lesser spirits amongst

the Valg, hungry for entrance to this world.” 

“He’d have to make countless collars for them, then.” 

“He would not need to, not with all three keys. His control would be absolute. 

And he would not need living hosts—only bodies.” 

Celaena’s  heart  stumbled  a  beat,  and  Rowan  tensed  from  his  spot  on  the

ground. “He could have an army of the dead, inhabited by the Valg.” 

“An  army  that  does  not  need  to  eat  or  sleep  or  breathe—an  army  that  will

sweep like a plague across your continent, and others. Maybe other worlds, too.” 

But he would need all three keys for it. Her chest tightened, and though they

were  in  the  open  air,  the  palace,  the  river,  the  stars  seemed  to  push  in  on  her. 

There would be no army that she could raise to stop them, and without magic …

they were doomed. She was doomed. She was—

A calming warmth wrapped around her, as if someone had pulled her into an

embrace. Feminine, joyous, infinitely powerful.  This  doom  has  not  yet  come  to

 pass, it seemed to whisper in her ear.  There is still time. Do not succumb to fear yet. 

Maeve was watching her with a feline interest, and Celaena wondered what it

was that the dark queen beheld—if she, too, could sense that ancient, nurturing

presence. But Celaena was warm again, the panic gone, and though the feeling

of  being  held  disappeared,  she  still  could  have  sworn  the  presence  lingered

nearby. There  was time—the king still did not have the third key. 

Brannon—he had possessed all three, yet had chosen to hide them, rather than

put them back. And somehow, suddenly, that became the greatest question of all:

why? 

“As  for  the  locations  of  the  three  keys,”  Maeve  said,  “I  do  not  know  where they are. They were brought across the sea, and I have not heard of them again

until these past ten years. It would seem that the king has at least one, probably

two. The third, however …” She looked her up and down, but Celaena refused to

flinch. “You have some inkling of its whereabouts, don’t you?” 

She opened her mouth, but Maeve’s fingers clenched the arm of her throne—

just  enough  to  make  Celaena  glance  at  the  stone.  So  much  stone  here—in  this palace and in the city. And that word Maeve had used earlier,  taken …

“Don’t you?” Maeve pressed. 

Stone—and not a sign of wood, save for plants and furniture …

“No, I don’t,” said Celaena. 

Maeve cocked her head. “Rowan, rise and tell me the truth.” 

His  hands  clenched,  but  he  stood,  his  eyes  on  his  queen  as  he  swallowed. 

Twice. “She found a riddle, and she knows the King of Adarlan has at least the

first key, but doesn’t know where he keeps it. She also learned what Brannon did

with the third—and where it is. She refused to tell me.” There was a glimmer of

horror  in  his  eyes,  and  his  fists  were  trembling,  as  if  some  invisible  force  had compelled him to say it. The wolves only watched. 

Maeve tutted. “Keeping secrets, Aelin? From your aunt?” 

“Not for all the world would I tell you where the third key is.” 

“Oh, I know,” Maeve purred. She snapped her fingers, and the wolves rose to

their  feet,  shifting  in  flashes  of  light  into  the  most  beautiful  men  she’d  ever beheld.  Warriors  from  the  size  of  them,  from  the  lethal  grace  with  which  they moved; one light and one dark, but stunning—perfect. 

Celaena  went  for  Goldryn,  but  the  twins  went  for  Rowan,  who  did  nothing, 

didn’t  even  struggle  as  they  gripped  his  arms,  forcing  him  again  to  his  knees. 

Two  others  emerged  from  the  shadows  behind  them.  Gavriel,  his  tawny  eyes

carefully empty, and Lorcan, face stone-cold. And in their hands …

At  the  sight  of  the  iron-tipped  whip  each  bore,  Celaena  forgot  to  breathe. 

Lorcan didn’t hesitate as he ripped Rowan’s jacket and tunic and shirt from him. 

“Until she answers me,” Maeve said, as if she had just ordered a cup of tea. 

Lorcan  unfurled  the  whip,  the  iron  tip  clinking  against  the  stones,  and  drew back  his  arm.  There  was  nothing  merciful  on  his  rugged  face,  no  glimmer  of

feeling for the friend on his knees. 

“Please,” Celaena whispered. There was a crack, and the world fragmented as

Rowan bowed when the whip sliced into his back. He gritted his teeth, hissing, 

but did not cry out. 

“Please,” Celaena said. Gavriel sent his whip flying so fast Rowan had only a

breath to recover. There was no remorse on Gavriel’s lovely face, no sign of the

male she’d thanked weeks ago. 

Across  the  veranda,  Maeve  said,  “How  long  this  lasts  depends  entirely  on

you, niece.” 

Celaena did not dare drag her gaze away from Rowan, who took the whipping

as if he had done this before—as if he knew how to pace himself and how much

pain  to  expect.  His  friends’  eyes  were  dead,  as  if  they,  too,  had  given  and received this manner of punishment. 

Maeve  had harmed Rowan before. How many of his scars had she given him? 

“Stop it,” Celaena growled. 

“Not for all the world, Aelin? But what about for Prince Rowan?” 

Another  strike,  and  blood  was  on  the  stones.  And  the  sound—that  sound  of

the  whip  …  the  sound  that  echoed  in  her  nightmares,  the  sound  that  made  her blood run cold …

“Tell me where the third Wyrdkey is, Aelin.” 

 Crack. Rowan jerked against the twins’ iron grip. Was this why he had been

praying to Mala that morning? Because he knew what to expect from Maeve? 

She opened her mouth, but Rowan lifted his head, teeth bared, his face savage

with  pain  and  rage.  He  knew  she  could  read  the  word  in  his  eyes,  but  he  still said, “Don’t.” 

It was that word of defiance that broke the hold she’d kept on herself for the

past day, the damper she’d put on her power as she secretly spiraled down to the

core of her magic, pulling up as much as she could gather. 

The heat spread from her, warming the stones so swiftly that Rowan’s blood

turned  to  red  steam.  His  companions  swore  and  near-invisible  shields  rippled

around them and their sovereign. 

She knew the gold in her eyes had shifted to flame, because when she looked

to Maeve, the queen’s face had gone bone-white. 

And then Celaena set the world on fire. 

Chapter 60

Maeve  was  not  burning,  and  neither  were  Rowan  or  his  friends,  whose  shields

Celaena  tore  through  with  half  a  thought.  But  the  river  was  steaming  around

them, and shouting arose from the palace, from the city, as a flame that did not

burn or hurt enveloped everything. The entire island was wreathed in wildfire. 

Maeve was standing now, stalking off the dais. Celaena let a little more heat

seep through her hold on the flame, warming Maeve’s skin as she moved to meet

her  aunt.  Wide-eyed,  Rowan  hung  from  his  friends’  arms,  his  blood  fizzing  on the stones. 

“You wanted a demonstration,” Celaena said quietly. Sweat trickled down her

back, but she gripped the magic with everything she had. “One thought from me, 

and your city will burn.” 

“It is stone,” Maeve snapped. 

Celaena smiled. “Your people aren’t.” 

Maeve’s  nostrils  flared  delicately.  “Would  you  murder  innocents,  Aelin? 

Perhaps. You did it for years, didn’t you?” 

Celaena’s smile didn’t falter. “Try me. Just try to push me,  Aunt, and see what

comes  of  it.  This  was  what  you  wanted,  wasn’t  it?  Not  for  me  to  master  my magic,  but  for  you  to  learn  just  how  powerful  I  am.  Not  how  much  of  your

sister’s  blood  flows  in  my  veins—no,  you’ve  known  from  the  start  that  I  have very little of Mab’s power. You wanted to know how much I got from Brannon.” 

The flames rose higher, and the shouts—of fright, not pain—rose with them. 

The  flames  would  not  hurt  anyone  unless  she  willed  it.  She  could  sense  other magics  fighting  against  her  own,  tearing  holes  into  her  power,  but  the

conflagration surrounding the veranda burned strong. 

“You never gave the keys to Brannon. And you didn’t journey with Brannon

and Athril to retrieve the keys from the Valg,” Celaena went on, a crown of fire

wreathing  her  head.  “You  went  to  steal  them  for  yourself.  You  wanted  to  keep them.  Once  Brannon  and  Athril  realized  that,  they  fought  you.  And  Athril…” 

Celaena drew Goldryn, its hilt glowing bloodred. “Your beloved Athril, dearest

friend of Brannon … when Athril fought you, you killed him. You, not the Valg. 

And in your grief and shame, you were weakened enough that Brannon took the

keys  from  you.  It  wasn’t  some  enemy  force  who  sacked  the  Sun  Goddess’s

temple. It was Brannon. He burned any last trace of himself, any clue of where

he was going so  you would not find him. He left only Athril’s sword to honor his friend—in  the  cave  where  Athril  had  first  carved  out  the  eye  of  that  poor  lake creature—and never told you. After Brannon left these shores, you did not dare

follow him, not when he had the keys, not when his magic— my magic—was so

strong.” 

It was why Brannon had hidden the Wyrdkey in his household’s heirloom—to

give them that extra ounce of power. Not against ordinary enemies, but in case

Maeve  ever  came  for  them.  Perhaps  he  had  not  put  the  keys  back  in  the  gate because he wanted to be able to call upon their power should Maeve ever decide

to install herself as mistress of all lands. 

“That  was  why  you  abandoned  your  land  in  the  foothills  and  left  it  to  rot. 

That was why you built a city of stone surrounded by water: so Brannon’s heirs

could not return and roast you alive. That was why you wanted to see me, why

you  bargained  with  my  mother.  You  wanted  to  know  what  manner  of  threat  I

would pose. What would happen when Brannon’s blood mixed with Mab’s line.” 

Celaena opened her arms wide, Goldryn burning bright in one hand. “Behold my

power, Maeve. Behold what I grapple with in the deep dark, what prowls under

my skin.” 

Celaena exhaled a breath and extinguished each and every flame in the city. 

The  power  wasn’t  in  might  or  skill.  It  was  in  the  control—the  power  lay  in controlling  herself. She’d known all along how vast and deadly her fire was, and a few months ago, she would have killed and sacrificed and slaughtered anyone

and  anything  to  fulfill  her  vow.  But  that  hadn’t  been  strength—it  had  been  the rage  and  grief  of  a  broken,  crumbling  person.  She  understood  now  what  her

mother had meant when she had patted her heart that night she’d given her the

amulet. 

As  every  light  went  out  in  Doranelle,  plunging  the  world  into  darkness, 

Celaena stalked over to Rowan. One look and a flash of her teeth had the twins

releasing  him.  Their  bloodied  whips  still  in  hand,  Gavriel  and  Lorcan  made  no move toward her as Rowan sagged against her, murmuring her name. 

Lights  kindled.  Maeve  remained  where  she  stood,  dress  soot-stained,  face

shining  with  sweat.  “Rowan,  come  here.”  Rowan  stiffened,  grunting  with  pain, 

but staggered to the dais, blood trickling from the hideous wounds on his back. 

Bile  stung  Celaena’s  throat,  but  she  kept  her  eyes  on  the  queen.  Maeve  barely gave  Celaena  a  glance  as  she  seethed,  “Give  me  that  sword  and   get  out.”  She extended a hand toward Goldryn. 

Celaena  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  think  so.  Brannon  left  it  in  that  cave  for anyone  but you to find. And so it is mine, through blood and fire and darkness.” 
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She  sheathed  Goldryn  at  her  side.  “Not  very  pleasant  when  someone  doesn’t

give you what you want, is it?” 

Rowan was just standing there, his face a mask of calm despite his wounds, 

but his eyes—was it sorrow there? His friends were silently watching, ready to

attack should Maeve give the word. Let them try. 

Maeve’s lips thinned. “You will pay for this.” 

But  Celaena  stalked  to  Maeve  again,  took  her  hand,  and  said,  “Oh,  I  don’t

think I will.” She threw her mind open to the queen. 

Well, part of her mind—the vision Narrok had given her as she burned him. 

He  had  known.  Somehow  he  had  seen  the  potential,  as  if  he’d  figured  it  out while the Valg princes sorted through her memories. It was not a future etched in

stone,  but  she  did  not  let  her  aunt  know  that.  She  yielded  the  memory  as  if  it were truth, as if it were a plan. 

 The deafening crowd echoed through the pale stone corridors of the royal castle

 of  Orynth.  They  were  chanting  her  name,  almost  wailing  it.  Aelin.  A  two-beat pulse  that  sounded  through  each  step  she  made  up  the  darkened  stairwell. 

 Goldryn  was  heavy  at  her  back,  its  ruby  smoldering  in  the  light  of  the  sun trickling from the landing above. Her tunic was beautiful yet simple, though her

 steel gauntlets—armed with hidden blades—were as ornate as they were deadly. 

 She  reached  the  landing  and  stalked  down  it,  past  the  towering,  muscled

 warriors  who  lurked  in  the  shadows  just  beyond  the  open  archway.  Not  just warriors—her   warriors.  Her  court.  Aedion  was  there,  and  a  few  others  whose faces were obscured by shadow, but their teeth gleamed faintly as they gave her

 feral grins. A court to change the world. 

 The  chanting  increased,  and  the  amulet  bounced  between  her  breasts  with

 each step. She kept her eyes ahead, a half smile on her face as she emerged at

 last onto the balcony and the cries grew frantic, as overpowering as the frenzied

 crowd  outside  the  palace,  in  the  streets,  thousands  gathered  and  chanting  her name. In the courtyard, young priestesses of Mala danced to each pulse of her

 name, worshipping, fanatic. 

 With  this  power—with  the  keys  she’d  attained—what  she  had  created  for

 them,  the  armies  she  had  made  to  drive  out  their  enemies,  the  crops  she  had grown, the shadows she had chased away … these things were nothing short of a

 miracle. She was more than human, more than queen. 

Aelin. 

[image: Image 631]

[image: Image 632]

 Beloved. Immortal. Blessed. 

Aelin. 

 Aelin of the Wildfire. Aelin Fireheart. Aelin Light-Bringer. 

Aelin. 

 She  raised  her  arms,  tipping  back  her  head  to  the  sunlight,  and  their  cries made the entirety of the White Palace tremble. On her brow, a mark—the sacred

 mark of Brannon’s line—glowed blue. She smiled at the crowd, at her people, at

 her world, so ripe for the taking. 

Celaena pulled back from Maeve. The queen’s face was pale. 

Maeve had bought the lie. She did not see that the vision had been given to

Celaena not to taunt her but as a warning—of what she might become if she did

indeed find the keys and keep them. A gift from the man Narrok had once been. 

“I  suggest,”  Celaena  said  to  the  Fae  Queen,  “that  you  think  very,  very

carefully before threatening me or my own, or hurting Rowan again.” 

“Rowan belongs to me,” Maeve hissed. “I can do what I wish with him.” 

Celaena looked at the prince, who was standing so stalwart, his eyes dull with

pain.  Not  from  the  wounds  on  his  back,  but  from  the  parting  that  had  been

creeping up on them with each step that took them closer to Doranelle. 

Slowly, carefully, Celaena pulled the ring from her pocket. 

It was not Chaol’s ring that she had been clutching these past few days. 

It  was  the  simple  golden  ring  that  had  been  left  in  Goldryn’s  scabbard.  She had  kept  it  safe  all  these  weeks,  asking  Emrys  to  tell  story  after  story  about Maeve as she carefully pieced together the truth about her aunt, just for this very

moment, for this very task. 

Maeve  went  as  still  as  death  while  Celaena  lifted  the  ring  between  two

fingers. 

“I think you’ve been looking for this for a long time,” Celaena said. 

“That does not belong to you.” 

“Doesn’t it? I found it, after all. In Goldryn’s scabbard, where Brannon left it

after  grabbing  it  off  Athril’s  corpse—the  family  ring  Athril  would  have  given you someday. And in the thousands of years since then, you never found it, so …

I  suppose  it’s  mine  by  chance.”  Celaena  closed  her  fist  around  the  ring.  “But who would have thought you were so sentimental?” 

Maeve’s lips thinned. “Give it to me.” 

Celaena  barked  out  a  laugh.  “I  don’t  have  to  give  you  a  damn  thing.”  Her

smile faded. Beside Maeve’s throne, Rowan’s face was unreadable as he turned

toward the waterfall. 

All of it—all of it for him. For Rowan, who had known exactly what sword

he was picking up that day in the mountain cave, who had thrown it to her across

the  ice  as  a  future  bargaining  chip—the  only  protection  he  could  offer  her

against Maeve, if she was smart enough to figure it out. 

She  had  only  realized  what  he’d  done—that  he’d  known  all  along—when

she’d mentioned the ring to him weeks ago and he’d told her he hoped she found

some use for it. He didn’t yet understand that she had no interest in bargaining

for power or safety or alliance. 

So  Celaena  said,  “I’ll  make  a  trade  with  you,  though.”  Maeve’s  brows

narrowed. Celaena jerked her chin. “Your beloved’s ring—for Rowan’s freedom

from his blood oath.” 

Rowan stiffened. His friends whipped their heads to her. 

“A blood oath is eternal,” Maeve said tightly. Celaena didn’t think his friends

were breathing. 

“I don’t care. Free him.” Celaena held out the ring again. “Your choice. Free

him, or I melt this right here.” 

Such  a  gamble;  so  many  weeks  of  scheming  and  planning  and  secretly

hoping. Even now, Rowan did not turn. 

Maeve’s  eyes  remained  on  the  ring.  And  Celaena  understood  why—it  was

why  she’d  dared  try  it.  After  a  long  silence,  Maeve’s  dress  rustled  as  she

straightened, her face pale and tight. “Very well. I’ve grown rather bored of his

company these past few decades, anyway.” 

Rowan faced her—slowly, as if he didn’t quite believe what he was hearing. 

It was Celaena’s gaze, not Maeve’s, that he met, his eyes shining. 

“By my blood that flows in you,” Maeve said. “Through no dishonor, through

no act of treachery, I hereby free you, Rowan Whitethorn, of your blood oath to

me.” 

Rowan  just  stared  and  stared  at  her,  and  Celaena  hardly  heard  the  rest,  the words  Maeve  spoke  in  the  Old  Language.  But  Rowan  took  out  a  dagger  and

spilled his own blood on the stones—whatever that meant. She had never heard

of a blood oath being broken before, but had risked it regardless. Perhaps not in

all the history of the world had one ever been broken honorably. His friends were

wide-eyed and silent. 

Maeve said, “You are free of me, Prince Rowan Whitethorn.” 

That  was  all  Celaena  needed  to  hear  before  she  tossed  the  ring  to  Maeve, 

before Rowan rushed to her, his hands on her cheeks, his brow against her own. 

“Aelin,”  he  murmured,  and  it  wasn’t  a  reprimand,  or  a  thank-you,  but  …  a

prayer.  “Aelin,”  he  whispered  again,  grinning,  and  kissed  her  brow  before  he

dropped to both knees before her. 

And when he reached for her wrist, she jerked back. “You’re free. You’re free

now.” 

Behind them, Maeve watched, brows high. But Celaena could not accept this

—could not agree to it. 

Complete and utter submission, that’s what a blood oath was. He would yield

everything to her—his life, any property, any free will. 

Rowan’s face was calm, though—steady, assured.  Trust me. 

 I don’t want you enslaved to me. I won’t be that kind of queen. 

 You  have  no  court—you  are  defenseless,  landless,  and  without  allies.  She

 might let you walk out of here today, but she could come after you tomorrow. She

 knows  how  powerful  I  am—how  powerful  we  are  together.  It  will  make  her

 hesitate. 

 Please don’t do this—I will give you anything else you ask, but not this. 

 I claim you, Aelin. To whatever end. 

She  might  have  continued  to  silently  argue  with  him,  but  that  strange, 

feminine  warmth  that  she’d  felt  at  the  campsite  that  morning  wrapped  around

her,  as  if  assuring  her  it  was  all  right  to  want  this  badly  enough  that  it  hurt, telling  her  that  she  could  trust  the  prince,  and  more  than  that—more  than

anything,  she  could  trust  herself.  So  when  Rowan  reached  for  her  wrist  again, she did not fight him. 

“Together,  Fireheart,”  he  said,  pushing  back  the  sleeve  of  her  tunic.  “We’ll

find  a  way  together.”  He  looked  up  from  her  exposed  wrist.  “A  court  that  will change the world,” he promised. 

And then she was nodding—nodding and smiling, too, as he drew the dagger

from his boot and offered it to her. “Say it, Aelin.” 

Not  daring  to  let  her  hands  shake  in  front  of  Maeve  or  Rowan’s  stunned

friends, she took his dagger and held it over her exposed wrist. “Do you promise

to serve in my court, Rowan Whitethorn, from now until the day you die?” She

did not know the right words or the Old Language, but a blood oath wasn’t about

pretty phrases. 
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“I do. Until my last breath, and the world beyond. To whatever end.” 

She would have paused then, asked him again if he really wanted to do this, 

but Maeve was still there, a shadow lurking behind them. That was why he had

done it now, here—so Celaena could not object, could not try to talk him out of

it. 

It was such a Rowan thing to do, so pigheaded, that she could only grin as she

drew the dagger across her wrist, leaving a trail of blood in its wake. She offered

her arm to him. 

With  surprising  gentleness,  he  took  her  wrist  in  his  hands  and  lowered  his

mouth to her skin. 

For  a  heartbeat,  something  lightning-bright  snapped  through  her  and  then

settled—a thread binding them, tighter and tighter with each pull Rowan took of

her blood. Three mouthfuls—his canines pricking against her skin—and then he

lifted his head, his lips shining with her blood, his eyes glittering and alive and

full of steel. 

There  were  no  words  to  do  justice  to  what  passed  between  them  in  that

moment. 

Maeve  saved  them  from  trying  to  remember  how  to  speak  as  she  hissed, 

“Now that you have insulted me further, get out. All of you.” His friends were

gone  in  an  instant,  padding  off  for  the  shadows,  taking  those  wretched  whips with them. 

Celaena helped Rowan to his feet, letting him heal the wound on her wrist as

his back knitted together. Shoulder to shoulder, they looked at the Fae Queen one

last time. 

But there was only a white barn owl flapping off into the moonlit night. 

They  hurried  out  of  Doranelle,  not  stopping  until  they  found  a  quiet  inn  in  a small, half-forgotten town miles away. Rowan didn’t even dare to swing by his

quarters  to  collect  his  belongings,  and  claimed  he  had  nothing  worthwhile  to

take, anyway. His friends did not come after them, did not try to bid them good-

bye  as  they  slipped  across  the  bridge  and  into  the  night-veiled  lands  beyond. 

After hours of running, Celaena tumbled into bed and slept like the dead. But at

dawn, she begged Rowan to retrieve his needles and ink from his pack. 

She  bathed  while  he  readied  what  he  needed,  and  she  scrubbed  herself  with

coarse salt in the tiny inn bathroom until her skin gleamed. Rowan said nothing

as  she  walked  back  into  the  bedroom,  hardly  gave  her  more  than  a  passing

glance as she removed her robe, bare to the waist, and laid on her stomach on the worktable  he’d  ordered  brought  in.  His  needles  and  ink  were  already  on  the

table,  his  sleeves  had  been  rolled  up  to  the  elbows,  and  his  hair  was  tied  back, making the elegant, brutal lines of his tattoo all the more visible. 

“Deep breath,” he said. She obeyed, resting her hands under her chin as she

played with the fire, weaving her own flames among the embers. “Have you had

enough water and food?” 

She nodded. She’d devoured a full breakfast before getting into the bath. 

“Let me know when you need to get up,” he said. He gave her the honor of

not second-guessing her decision or warning her of the oncoming pain. Instead, 

he brushed a steady hand down her scarred back, an artist assessing his canvas. 

He ran strong, callused fingers along each scar, testing, and her skin prickled. 

Then he began the process of drawing the marks, the guide he would follow

in the hours ahead. Over breakfast, he’d already sketched a few designs for her

approval.  They  were  so  perfect  it  was  as  if  he’d  reached  into  her  soul  to  find them. It hadn’t surprised her at all. 

He let her use the bathing room when he’d finished with the outline, and soon

she was again facedown on the table, hands under her chin. “Don’t move from

now on. I’m starting.” 

She  gave  a  grunt  of  acknowledgment  and  kept  her  gaze  on  the  fire,  on  the

embers, as the heat of his body hovered over hers. She heard his slight intake of

breath, and then—

The first prick stung—holy gods, with the salt and iron, it hurt. She clamped

her teeth together, mastered it, welcomed it. That was what the salt was for with

this  manner  of  tattoo,  Rowan  had  told  her.  To  remind  the  bearer  of  the  loss. 

Good—good, was all she could think as the pain spiderwebbed through her back. 

Good. 

And when Rowan made the next mark, she opened her mouth and began her

prayers. 

They were prayers she should have said ten years ago: an even-keeled torrent

of words in the Old Language, telling the gods of her parents’ death, her uncle’s

death, Marion’s death—four lives wiped out in those two days. With each sting

of Rowan’s needle, she beseeched the faceless immortals to take the souls of her

loved ones into their paradise and keep them safe. She told them of their worth

—told  them  of  the  good  deeds  and  loving  words  and  brave  acts  they’d

performed.  Never  pausing  for  more  than  a  breath,  she  chanted  the  prayers  she owed them as daughter and friend and heir. 

For  the  hours  Rowan  worked,  his  movements  falling  into  the  rhythm  of  her

words, she chanted and sang. He did not speak, his mallet and needles the drum to her chanting, weaving their work together. He did not disgrace her by offering

water when her voice turned hoarse, her throat so ravaged she had to whisper. In

Terrasen she would sing from sunrise to sunset, on her knees in gravel without

food  or  drink  or  rest.  Here  she  would  sing  until  the  markings  were  done,  the agony in her back her offering to the gods. 

When  it  was  done  her  back  was  raw  and  throbbing,  and  it  took  her  a  few

attempts  to  rise  from  the  table.  Rowan  followed  her  into  the  nearby  night-dark field,  kneeling  with  her  in  the  grass  as  she  tilted  her  face  up  to  the  moon  and sang the final song, the sacred song of her household, the Fae lament she’d owed

them for ten years. 

Rowan  did  not  utter  a  word  while  she  sang,  her  voice  broken  and  raw.  He

remained in the field with her until dawn, as permanent as the markings on her

back.  Three  lines  of  text  scrolled  over  her  three  largest  scars,  the  story  of  her love and loss now written on her: one line for her parents and uncle; one line for

Lady Marion; and one line for her court and her people. 

On  the  smaller,  shorter  scars,  were  the  stories  of  Nehemia  and  of  Sam.  Her

beloved dead. 

No longer would they be locked away in her heart. No longer would she be

ashamed. 

Chapter 61

The War Games came. 

All the Ironteeth Clans were granted time to rest the day before, but none took

it, instead squeezing in last-minute drills or going over plans and strategies. 

Officials  and  councilors  from  Adarlan  had  been  arriving  for  days,  come  to

monitor the Games from the top of the Northern Fang. They would report back

to the King of Adarlan about what the witches and their mounts were like—and

who the victor was. 

Weeks ago, after Abraxos had made the Crossing, Manon had returned to the

Omega to grins and applause. Her grandmother was nowhere to be seen, but that

was expected. Manon had not accomplished anything; she had merely done what

was expected of her. 

She saw and heard nothing of the Crochan prisoner in the belly of the Omega, 

and no one else seemed to know anything about her. She was half tempted to ask

her  grandmother,  but  the  Matron  didn’t  summon  her,  and  Manon  wasn’t  in  the

mood to be beaten again. 

These days her own temper was fraying as the Clans closed in tight, kept to

their own halls, and hardly spoke to each other. Whatever unity they’d shown on

the  night  of  Abraxos’s  crossing  was  long  gone  by  the  time  the  War  Games

arrived, replaced by centuries’ worth of competition and blood feuding. 

The  Games  were  to  take  place  in,  around,  and  between  the  two  peaks, 

including the nearest canyon, visible from the Northern Fang. Each of the three

Clans  would  have  its  own  nest  atop  a  nearby  mountain  peak—a  literal  nest  of twigs and branches. In the center of each lay a glass egg. 

The eggs were to be their source of victory and downfall. Each Clan was to

capture the eggs of the two enemy teams, but also leave behind a host to protect

their own egg. The winning Clan would be the one who gained possession of the

two other eggs by stealing them from the nests, where they could not be touched

by  their  guardians,  or  from  whatever  enemy  forces  carried  them.  If  an  egg

shattered, it meant automatic disqualification for whoever carried it. 

Manon  donned  her  light  armor  and  flying  leathers.  She  wore  metal  on  her

shoulders, wrists, and thighs—any place that could be hit by an arrow or sliced

at  by  wyverns  or  enemy  blades.  She  was  used  to  the  weight  and  limited

movement,  and  so  was  Abraxos,  thanks  to  the  training  she’d  forced  the

Blackbeaks to endure these past few weeks. 

Though they were under strict orders not to maim or kill, they were allowed

to  carry  two  weapons  each,  so  Manon  took  Wind-Cleaver  and  her  best  dagger. 

The  Shadows,  Asterin,  Lin,  and  the  demon-twins  would  wield  the  bows.  They

were capable of making kill shots from their wyverns now—had taken run after

run  at  targets  in  the  canyons  and  made  bulls-eyes  each  time.  Asterin  had

swaggered into the mess hall that morning, well aware that she was lethal as all

hell. 

Each  Clan  wore  braided  strips  of  dyed  leather  across  their  brows—black, 

blue,  yellow—their  wyverns  painted  with  similar  streaks  on  their  tails,  necks, and  sides.  When  all  the  covens  were  airborne,  they  gathered  in  the  skies, 

presenting  the  entirety  of  the  host  to  the  little  mortal  men  in  the  mountains below. The Thirteen rode at the head of the Blackbeak covens, keeping perfect

rank. 

“Fools,  for  not  knowing  what  they’ve  unleashed,”  Asterin  murmured,  the

words carried to Manon on the wind. “Stupid, mortal fools.” 

Manon hissed her agreement. 

They  flew  in  formation:  Manon  at  the  head,  Asterin  and  Vesta  flanking

behind,  then  three  rows  of  three:  Imogen  framed  by  the  green-eyed  demons, 

Ghislaine flanked by Kaya and Thea, the two Shadows and Lin, then Sorrel solo

in the back. A battering ram, balanced and flawless, capable of punching through

enemy lines. 

If  Manon  didn’t  bring  them  down,  then  the  vicious  swords  of  Asterin  and

Vesta got them. If that didn’t stop them, the six in the middle were a guaranteed

death trap. Most wouldn’t even make it to the Shadows and Lin, who would be

fixing their keen eyes on their surroundings. Or to Sorrel, guarding their rear. 

They  would  take  out  the  enemy  forces  one  by  one,  with  hands  and  feet  and

elbows  where  weapons  would  ordinarily  do  the  job.  The  objective  was  to

retrieve the eggs, not kill the others, she reminded herself and the Thirteen again. 

And again. 

The Games began with the ringing of a mighty bell somewhere in the Omega. 

The skies erupted with wings and claws and shrieks a heartbeat later. 

They went after the Blueblood egg first, because Manon knew the Yellowlegs

would go for the Blackbeak nest, which they did immediately. Manon signaled

to  her  witches  and  one  third  of  her  force  doubled  back,  falling  behind  home lines,  putting  up  a  solid  wall  of  teeth  and  wings  for  the  Yellowlegs  to  break against. 

The  Bluebloods,  who  had  probably  done  the  least  planning  in  favor  of  all

their  various  rituals  and  prayers,  sent  their  forces  to  the  Blackbeaks  as  well,  to see if extra wings could break that iron-clad wall. Another mistake. 

Within ten minutes, Manon and the Thirteen surrounded the Blueblood nest—

and the home guard yielded their treasure. 

There were whoops and hoots—not from the Thirteen, who were stone-faced, 

eyes  glittering,  but  from  the  other  Blackbeaks,  the  back  third  of  whom  peeled off,  circled  around,  and  joined  Manon  and  her  returning  force  to  smash  the

Bluebloods and Yellowlegs between them. 

The witches and their wyverns dove high and low, but this was as much for

show  as  it  was  to  win,  and  Manon  did  not  yield  them  one  inch  as  they  pushed from  the  front  and  behind,  an  aerial  vise  that  had  wyverns  nearly  bucking  off their riders in panic. 

This— this  was  what  she  had  been  built  for.  Even  battles  she’d  waged  on  a broom  hadn’t  been  this  fast,  brilliant,  and  deadly.  And  once  they  faced  their enemies,  once  they  added  in  an  arsenal  of  weapons  …  Manon  was  grinning  as

she placed the Blueblood egg in the Blackbeak nest on the flat mountaintop. 

Moments later, Manon and Abraxos were gliding over the fray, the Thirteen

coming  up  from  behind  to  regroup.  Asterin,  the  only  one  who’d  kept  close  the entire  time,  was  grinning  like  mad—and  as  her  cousin  and  her  wyvern  swept

past  the  Northern  Fang  and  its  gathered  observers,  the  golden-haired  witch

sprang up from her saddle and took a running leap right off the wing. 

The  Yellowlegs  witch  on  the  wyvern  below  didn’t  see  Asterin  until  she’d

landed  on  her,  a  hand  on  her  throat  where  a  dagger  would  have  been.  Even

Manon gasped in delight as the Yellowlegs witch lifted her hands in surrender. 

Asterin  let  go,  lifting  her  arms  to  be  gathered  up  into  the  claws  of  her  own wyvern.  After  a  toss  and  a  harrowing  fall,  Asterin  returned  to  her  own  saddle, swooping  until  she  was  again  beside  Manon  and  Abraxos.  He  swung  toward

Asterin’s  blue  wyvern,  swiping  with  his  wing—a  playful,  almost  flirtatious

gesture that made the female mount shriek in delight. 

Manon  raised  her  brows  at  her  Second.  “You’ve  been  practicing,  it  seems,” 

she called. 

Asterin grinned. “I didn’t claw my way to Second by sitting on my ass.” 

Then Asterin was swooping low again, but still within formation, a wing-beat

away. Abraxos roared, and the Thirteen fell into formation around Manon, four

covens  flanking  them  behind.  They  just  had  to  capture  the  Yellowlegs  egg  and bring it back to the Blackbeak nest, and it would be done. 

They  dodged  and  soared  over  fighting  covens,  and  when  they  reached  the

Yellowlegs line, the Thirteen pulled up—and back, sending the other four covens
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behind them shooting in like an arrow, punching a line through the barrier that

the Thirteen then swept through. 

Closest to the Northern Fang, the Yellowlegs nest was circled by not three but

four  covens,  a  good  chunk  of  the  host  to  keep  behind  the  lines.  They  rose  up from the nest—not individual units, but as one—and Manon smiled to herself. 

They raced for them, and the Yellowlegs held, held …

Manon  whistled.  She  and  Sorrel  went  up  and  down  respectively,  and  her

coven split in three, exactly as they’d practiced. Like the limbs of one creature, 

they struck the Yellowlegs lines—lines where every coven had mixed, now next

to strangers and wyverns with whom they had never ridden closely before. The

confusion  got  worse  as  the  Thirteen  scattered  them  and  pushed  them  about. 

Orders were shouted, names were screamed, but the chaos was complete. 

They were closing in on the nest when four Blueblood covens swept in out of

nowhere, led by Petrah herself on her mount, Keelie. She was nearly free-falling

for  the  nest,  which  had  been  left  wide  open  while  the  Blackbeaks  and  the

Yellowlegs fought. She’d been waiting for this, like a fox in its hole. 

She swept in, and Manon dove after her, swearing viciously. A flash of yellow

and a shriek of fury, and Manon and Abraxos were back-flapping, veering away

as Iskra flashed past the nest—and slammed right into Petrah. 

The two heirs and their wyverns locked talons and went sprawling, crashing

through the air, clawing and biting. Shouts rose from the mountain and from the

airborne witches. 

Manon panted, righting  her spinning head  as Abraxos leveled  out above the

nest, swooping back in to seal their victory. She was about to nudge him to dive

when Petrah screamed. Not in fury, but pain. 

Agonizing,  soul-shredding  pain,  the  likes  of  which  Manon  had  never  heard, 

as Iskra’s wyvern clamped its jaws on Keelie’s neck. 

Iskra let out a howl of triumph, and her bull shook Keelie—Petrah clinging to

the saddle. 

Now.  Now  was  the  time  to  grab  the  egg.  She  nudged  Abraxos.  “Go,”  she hissed, leaning in, bracing for the dive. 

Abraxos did not move, but hovered, watching Keelie fight to no avail, wings

barely flapping as Petrah screamed again. Begging—begging Iskra to stop. 

“Now, Abraxos!” She kicked him with her spurs. He again refused to dive. 

Then  Iskra  barked  a  command  to  her  wyvern  …  and  the  beast  let  go  of

Keelie. 

There  was  a  second  scream  then,  from  the  mountain.  From  the  Blue-blood Matron, screaming for her daughter as she plummeted down to the rocks below. 

The  other  Bluebloods  whirled,  but  they  were  too  far  away,  their  wyverns  too

slow to stop that fatal plunge. 

But Abraxos was not. 

And  Manon  didn’t  know  if  she  gave  the  command  or  thought  it,  but  that

scream,  that  mother’s  scream  she’d  never  heard  before,  made  her  lean  in. 

Abraxos dove, a shooting star with his glistening wings. 

They dove and dove, for the broken wyvern and the still-living witch upon it. 

Keelie was still breathing, Manon realized as they neared, the wind tearing at

her  face  and  clothes.  Keelie  was  still  breathing,  and  fighting  like  hell  to  keep steady.  Not  to  survive.  Keelie  knew  she  would  be  dead  any  moment.  She  was

fighting for the witch on her back. 

Petrah had passed out, twisted in her saddle, from the plunge or the loss of air. 

She dangled precariously, even as Keelie fought with her last heartbeats to keep

the fall smooth and slow. The wyvern’s wings buckled and she yelped in pain. 

Abraxos hurtled in, wings spread as he made one pass and then a second, the

canyon  appearing  too  fast  below.  By  the  time  he  finished  the  second  glide, 

almost close enough to touch that bloodstained leathery hide, Manon understood. 

He couldn’t stop Keelie—she was too heavy and he too small. Yet they could

save  Petrah.  He’d  seen  Asterin  make  that  jump,  too.  She  had  to  get  the

unconscious witch out of the saddle. 

Abraxos roared at Keelie, and Manon could have sworn that he was speaking

some alien language, bellowing some command, as Keelie made one final stand

for her rider and leveled out flat. A landing platform. 

 My Keelie, Petrah had said. Had smiled as she said it. 

Manon told herself it was for an alliance. Told herself it was for show. 

But all she could see was the unconditional love in that dying wyvern’s eyes

as she unbuckled her harness, stood from the saddle, and leapt off Abraxos. 
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Chapter 62

Manon hit Keelie and the beast screamed, but held on as Manon hauled herself

against the wind and into the saddle where Petrah dangled. Her hands were stiff, 

her  gloves  making  her  even  clumsier  as  she  sliced  with  a  blade  through  the

leathers,  one  after  another.  Abraxos  roared  his  warning.  The  canyon  mouth

loomed closer. 

Darkness have mercy on her. 

Then Manon had Petrah free, the Blueblood heir a dead weight in her arms, 

her  hair  whipping  Manon’s  face  like  a  thousand  small  knives.  She  lashed  a

length of leather around herself and Petrah. Once. Twice. She tied it, lacing her

arms through Petrah’s. Keelie kept steady. The canyon lips closed around them, 

shadow  everywhere.  Manon  bellowed  at  the  weight  as  she  hauled  the  witch  up

out of the stirrups and the saddle. 

Rock rushed past, but a shadow blotted out the sun, and there was Abraxos, 

diving for her, plummeting, small and sleek. He was the only wyvern she’d seen

bank at that speed in this canyon. 

“Thank you,” she said to Keelie as she flung herself and Petrah into the air. 

They  fell  for  a  heartbeat,  twisting  and  dropping  too  fast,  but  then  Abraxos

was there, his claws outstretched. He swept them up, banking along the side of

the canyon and over the lip, rising into the safety of the air. 

Keelie hit the floor of the canyon with a crash that could be heard across the

mountains. 

She did not rise again. 

The Blackbeaks won the War Games, and Manon was crowned Wing Leader in

front of all those frilly, sweating men from Adarlan. They called her a hero, and

a  true  warrior,  and  more  nonsense  like  that.  But  Manon  had  seen  her

grandmother’s face when she had set Petrah down on the viewing platform. Seen

the disgust. 

Manon ignored the Blueblood Matron, who had gotten on her knees to thank

her. She did not even see Petrah as she was carried off. 

The next day, rumor had it, Petrah would not rise from bed. They said she had been broken in her soul when Keelie died. 

An  unfortunate  accident  brought  on  by  uncontrollable  wyverns,  the

Yellowlegs  Matron  had  claimed,  and  Iskra  had  echoed.  But  Manon  had  heard

Iskra’s command to kill. 

She might have called Iskra out, might have challenged her, if Petrah hadn’t

heard that command, too. The vengeance was Petrah’s to claim. 

She should have let the witch die, her grandmother screamed at her that night

as she struck Manon again and again for her lack of obedience. Lack of brutality. 

Lack of discipline. 

Manon  did  not  apologize.  She  could  not  stop  hearing  the  sound  made  as

Keelie  hit  the  earth.  And  some  part  of  her,  perhaps  a  weak  and  undisciplined part, did not regret ensuring the animal’s sacrifice had not been in vain. 

From  everyone  else,  Manon  endured  the  praise  heaped  on  her  and  accepted

the bows from every gods-damned coven no matter their bloodline. 

Wing  Leader.  She  said  it  to  herself,  silently,  as  she  and  Asterin,  half  of  the Thirteen  trailing  behind  them,  approached  the  mess  hall  where  the  celebration

was to be held. 

The  other  half  were  already  there,  scouting  ahead  for  any  possible  threat  or trap. Now that she was Wing Leader, now that she had humiliated Iskra, others

would be even more vicious—to put her down and claim her position. 

The  crowd  was  merry,  iron  teeth  glinting  all  around  and  ale—real,  fresh  ale

brought in by those awful men from Adarlan—sloshing in mugs. Manon had one

shoved into her hand, and Asterin yanked it away, drank a mouthful, and waited

a moment before she gave it back. 

“They’re  not  above  poisoning  you,”  her  Second  said,  winking  as  they  made

their way to the front of the room where the three Matrons were waiting. Those

men at the Games had held a small ceremony, but this was for the witches—this

was for Manon. 

She hid her smile as the crowd parted, letting her through. 

The  three  High  Witches  were  seated  in  makeshift  thrones,  little  more  than

ornate chairs they’d found. The Blueblood Matron smiled as Manon pressed two

fingers to her brow. The Yellowlegs Matron, on the other end, did nothing. But

her grandmother, seated in the center, smiled faintly. 

A snake’s smile. 

“Welcome, Wing Leader,” her grandmother said, and a cry went up from the

witches, save for the Thirteen—who stayed cool and quiet. They did not need to

cheer, for they were immortal and infinite and gloriously, wonderfully deadly. 

“What gift can we give you, what crown can we bestow, to honor what you shall  do  for  us?”  her  grandmother  mused.  “You  have  a  fine  blade,  a  fearsome coven”—the  Thirteen  all  allowed  a  hint  of  a  smirk—“what  else  could  we  give

you that you do not possess?” 

Manon  bowed  her  head.  “There  is  nothing  I  wish  for,  save  the  honor  which

you have already given me.” 

Her grandmother laughed. “What about a new cloak?” 

Manon  straightened.  She  could  not  refuse,  but  …  this  was  her  cloak,  it  had

always been. 

“That  one  is  looking  rather  shabby,”  her  grandmother  went  on,  waving  her

hand  to  someone  in  the  crowd.  “So  here  is  our  gift  to  you,  Wing  Leader:  a replacement.” 

There  were  grunts  and  curses,  but  the  crowd  gasped—in  hunger,  in

anticipation—as  a  brown-haired,  shackled  witch  was  hauled  forward  by  three

Yellowlegs cronies and forced to her knees before Manon. 

If her broken face, shattered fingers, lacerations, and burns did not give away

what she was, then the bloodred cloak she wore did. 

The Crochan witch, her eyes the solid color of freshly tilled earth, looked up

at  Manon.  How  those  eyes  were  so  bright  despite  the  horrors  written  on  her

body, how she didn’t collapse right there or start begging, Manon didn’t know. 

“A  gift,”  said  her  grandmother,  extending  an  iron-tipped  hand  toward  the

Crochan. “Worthy of my granddaughter. End her life and take your new cloak.” 

Manon  recognized  the  challenge.  Yet  she  drew  her  dagger,  and  Asterin

stepped in close, eyes on the Crochan. 

For  a  moment,  Manon  stared  down  at  the  witch,  her  mortal  enemy.  The

Crochans had cursed them, made them eternal exiles. They deserved to die, each

and every one of them. 

But  it  was  not  her  voice  that  said  those  things  in  her  head.  No,  for  some reason, it was her grandmother’s. 

“At your leisure, Manon,” her grandmother cooed. 

Choking,  her  lips  cracked  and  bleeding,  the  Crochan  witch  looked  up  at

Manon  and  chuckled.  “Manon  Blackbeak,”  she  whispered  in  what  might  have

been  a  drawl  had  her  teeth  not  been  broken,  her  throat  ringed  with  bruises.  “I know you.” 

“Kill the bitch!” a witch shouted from the back of the room. 

Manon looked into her enemy’s face and raised her brows. 

“You know what we call you?” Blood welled as the Crochan’s lips peeled into

a  smile.  She  closed  her  eyes  as  if  savoring  it.  “We  call  you  the  White  Demon. 

You’re on our list—the list of all you monsters to kill on sight if we ever run into

you. And you…” She opened her eyes and grinned, defiant, furious. “You are at

the  top of that list. For all that you have done.” 

“It’s an honor,” Manon said to the Crochan, smiling enough to show her teeth. 

“Cut out her tongue!” someone else called. 

“End her,” Asterin hissed. 

Manon flipped the dagger, angling it to sink into the Crochan’s heart. 

The witch laughed, but it turned into a cough that had her heaving until blue

blood splattered on the floor, until tears were leaking from her eyes and Manon

caught a glimpse of the deep, infected wounds on her chest. When she lifted her

head, blood staining the corners of her mouth, she smiled again. “Look all you

want. Look at what they did to me, your sisters. How it must pain them to know

they couldn’t break me in the end.” 

Manon stared down at her, at her ruined body. 

“Do you know what this is, Manon Blackbeak?” the Crochan said. “Because I

do. I heard them say what you did during your Games.” 

Manon wasn’t sure why she was letting the witch talk, but she couldn’t have

moved if she wanted to. 

“This,”  the  Crochan  said  for  all  to  hear,  “is  a  reminder.  My  death—my

 murder at your hands, is a reminder. Not to them,” she breathed, pinning Manon

with that soil-brown stare. “But to you. A reminder of what they made you to be. 

They  made you this way. 

“You want to know the grand Crochan secret?” she went on. “Our great truth

that we keep from you, that we guard with our lives? It is not where we hide, or

how  to  break  your  curse.  You  have  known  all  this  time  how  to  break  it—you

have known for five hundred years that your salvation lies in your hands alone. 

No, our great secret is that we pity you.” 

No one was speaking now. 

But  the  Crochan  did  not  break  Manon’s  stare,  and  Manon  did  not  lower  her

dagger. 

“We pity you, each and every one of you. For what you do to your children. 

They are not born evil. But you force them to kill and hurt and hate until there is

nothing  left  inside  of  them—of  you.  That  is  why  you  are  here  tonight,  Manon. 

Because of the threat you pose to that monster you call grandmother. The threat

you  posed  when  you  chose  mercy  and  saved  your  rival’s  life.”  She  gasped  for breath, tears flowing unabashedly as she bared her teeth. “They have made you

into monsters.  Made, Manon.  And we feel sorry for you.” 
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“Enough,” the Matron said from behind. But the whole room was silent, and

Manon slowly raised her eyes to her grandmother’s. 

In them, Manon beheld a promise of the violence and pain that would come if

she  disobeyed.  Beyond  that,  there  gleamed  nothing  but  satisfaction.  As  if  the Crochan  had  spoken  true,  but  only  the  Black-beak  Matron  knew  she  had  done

so. 

The  Crochan’s  eyes  were  still  bright  with  a  courage  Manon  could  not

comprehend. 

“Do it,” the Crochan whispered. Manon wondered if anyone else understood

that it was not a challenge, but a plea. 

Manon  angled  her  dagger  again,  flipping  it  in  her  palm.  She  did  not  look  at the Crochan, or her grandmother, or anyone as she gripped the witch by the hair

and yanked back her head. 

And then spilled her throat on the floor. 

Legs dangling off a cliff edge, Manon sat on a plateau atop a peak in the Ruhnns, 

Abraxos sprawled at her side, smelling the night-blooming flowers on the spring

meadow. 

She’d  had  no  choice  but  to  take  the  Crochan’s  cloak,  to  dump  her  old  one

atop the body once it fell, once the witches gathered around to rip her apart. 

 They have made you into monsters. 

Manon  looked  at  her  wyvern,  the  tip  of  his  tail  waving  like  a  cat’s.  No  one had  noticed  when  she  left  the  celebration.  Even  Asterin  was  drunk  on  the

Crochan’s  blood,  and  had  lost  sight  of  Manon  slipping  through  the  crowd.  She told Sorrel, though, that she was going to see Abraxos. And her Third, somehow, 

had let her go alone. 

They’d  flown  until  the  moon  was  high  and  she  could  no  longer  hear  the

shrieks and cackles of the witches in the Omega. Together they sat on the last of

the Ruhnns, and she gazed across the endless flat expanse between the peaks and

the western sea. Somewhere out there, beyond the horizon, was a home that she

had never known. 

Crochans  were  liars  and  insufferably  preachy.  The  witch  had  probably

enjoyed  giving  her  little  speech—making  some  grand  last  stand.  We  feel  sorry for you. 

Manon rubbed at her eyes and braced her elbows on her knees, peering into

the drop below. 

She  would  have  dismissed  her,  wouldn’t  have  thought  twice  about  it,  if  it

hadn’t  been  for  that  look  in  Keelie’s  eyes  as  she  fell,  fighting  with  every  last scrap  of  strength  to  save  her  Petrah.  Or  for  Abraxos’s  wing,  sheltering  Manon against icy rain. 

The wyverns were meant to kill and maim and strike terror into the hearts of

their enemies. And yet …

And yet. Manon looked toward the star-flecked horizon, leaning her face into

a warm spring breeze, grateful for the steady, solid companion lounging behind

her. A strange feeling, that gratitude for his existence. 

Then  there  was  that  other  strange  feeling  that  pushed  and  pulled  at  her, 

making her replay the scene in the mess hall again and again. 

She had never known regret—not true regret, anyway. 

But  she  regretted  not  knowing  the  Crochan’s  name.  She  regretted  not

knowing who the new cloak on her shoulders had belonged to—where she had

come from, how she had lived. 

Somehow, even though her long life had been gone for ten years …

Somehow, that regret made her feel incredibly, heavily mortal. 

Chapter 63

Aedion let out a low whistle and offered Chaol the bottle of wine between them

on  the  rooftop  of  Celaena’s  apartment.  Chaol,  not  feeling  at  all  like  drinking, shook his head. 

“I  wish  I  had  been  there  to  see  it.”  He  gave  Chaol  a  wolfish  smile.  “I’m

surprised you’re not condemning me for saying that.” 

“Whatever  creatures  the  king  sent  with  Narrok,  I  do  not  think  they  were

innocent men,” Chaol said. “Or really men at all anymore.” 

She had done it—had made such a statement that even days later, Aedion was

still celebrating. Quietly, of course. 

Chaol had come here tonight planning to tell Aedion and Ren what he knew

of the spell the king had used and how they might destroy it. But he hadn’t yet. 

He still wondered what Aedion would do with that knowledge. Especially once

Chaol left for Anielle in three days. 

“When she gets home, you need to lie low in Anielle,” Aedion said, swigging

from the bottle. “Once it comes out who she was all these years.” 

And  it  would,  Chaol  knew.  He  was  already  preparing  to  get  Dorian  and

Sorscha out of the castle. Even if they had done nothing wrong, they had been

her friends. If the king knew that Celaena was Aelin, it could be just as deadly as

if he discovered that Dorian had magic. When she came home, everything would

change. 

Yes,  Aelin  would  come  home.  But  not  to  Chaol.  She  would  come  home  to

Terrasen, to Aedion and Ren and the court that was regathering in her name. She

would  come  home  to  war  and  bloodshed  and  responsibility.  Part  of  him  still

could  not  fathom  what  she’d  done  to  Narrok,  the  battle  cry  she’d  issued  from across  the  sea.  He  could  not  accept  that  part  of  her,  so  bloodthirsty  and

unyielding.  Even  as  Celaena,  it  had  been  hard  to  swallow  at  times,  and  he  had tried to look past it, but as Aelin … He’d known, since the moment he figured

out who she was, that while Celaena would always pick him, Aelin would not. 

And  it  would  not  be  Celaena  Sardothien  who  returned  to  this  continent.  It

would take time, he knew—for it to stop hurting, to let go. But the pain wouldn’t

last forever. 

“Is there…” Aedion clenched his jaw as if debating saying the rest. “Is there

anything  you  want  me  to  tell  her,  or  give  her?”  At  any  moment,  any  time, 
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Aedion might have to flee to Terrasen and to his queen. 

The Eye of Elena was warm at his neck, and Chaol almost reached for it. But

he  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  send  her  that  message,  or  to  let  go  of  her  that completely—not  yet.  Just  as  he  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  tell  Aedion  about  the clock tower. 

“Tell her,” Chaol said quietly, “that I had nothing to do with you. Tell her you

barely spoke to me. Or Dorian. Tell her I am fine in Anielle, and that we are all

safe.” 

Aedion  was  quiet  long  enough  that  Chaol  got  up  to  leave.  But  then  the

general said, “What would you have given—just to see her again?” 

Chaol couldn’t turn around as he said, “It doesn’t matter now.” 

Sorscha  rested  her  head  on  the  soft  spot  between  Dorian’s  shoulder  and  chest, breathing  in  the  smell  of  him.  He  was  already  sleeping  deeply.  Almost—they

had almost taken things over the edge tonight, but she had again hesitated, again

let that stupid doubt creep in when he asked her if she was ready, and though she

wanted to say yes, she had said no. 

She  lay  awake,  stomach  tight  and  mind  racing.  There  was  so  much  she

wanted to do and see with him. But she could feel the world shifting—the wind

changing. Aelin Galathynius was alive. And even if Sorscha gave everything to

Dorian,  the  upcoming  weeks  and  months  would  be  trying  enough  for  him

without having to worry about her. 

If the captain and the prince decided to act on their knowledge, if magic was

freed  …  it  would  be  chaos.  People  might  go  as  mad  from  its  sudden  return  as they’d gone from its departure. She didn’t want to think what the king would do. 

Yet no matter what happened tomorrow, or next week, or next year, she was

grateful. Grateful to the gods, to fate, to herself for being brave enough to kiss

him that night. Grateful for this little bit of time she’d been given with him. 

She still thought about what the captain had said all those weeks ago—about

being queen. 

But Dorian needed a true queen if he was to survive this. Someday, perhaps, 

she’d have to face the choice of letting him go for the greater good. She was still

quiet, and small. If she could hardly stand up to Amithy, how could she ever be

expected to fight for her country? 

No, she could not be queen, for there were limits to her bravery, and to what
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she could offer. 

But for now … for now, she could be selfish for a little longer. 

For two days, Chaol continued to plan an escape for Dorian and Sorscha, Aedion

working  with  him.  They  hadn’t  objected  when  he’d  explained—and  there  had

even been a hint of relief in the prince’s eyes. They would all go tomorrow, when

Chaol  left  for  Anielle.  It  was  the  perfect  excuse  to  get  them  out  of  the  castle: they  wanted  to  accompany  their  friend  for  a  day  or  two  before  bidding  him

farewell. He knew Dorian would try to return to Rifthold, that he’d have to fight

him on it, but at least they could both agree that Sorscha was to get out. Some of

Aedion’s own belongings were already at the apartment, where Ren continued to

gather resources for them all. 

Just in case. Chaol had turned in his formal suggestions for his replacement to

the  king,  and  the  announcement  would  be  made  tomorrow  morning.  After  all

these years, all that planning and hoping and working, he was leaving. He hadn’t

been  able  to  bring  himself  to  leave  his  sword  to  his  replacement,  as  he  should have done. Tomorrow—he only had to get through tomorrow. 

But there was no way Chaol could prepare for the summons he received from

the  King  of  Adarlan  to  meet  him  in  his  private  council  chamber.  When  he

arrived, Aedion was already inside, surrounded by fifteen guards Chaol did not

recognize,  all  wearing  those  tunics  with  the  royal  wyvern  embroidered  with

black thread. 

The King of Adarlan was grinning. 

Dorian heard within minutes that Aedion and Chaol had been summoned to his

father’s private council room. As soon as he heard, he ran—not for Chaol, but to

Sorscha. 

He almost collapsed with relief when he found her in her workroom. But he

willed strength to his knees as he crossed the room in a few strides and grabbed

her hand. “We’re getting out. Now. You are getting out of this castle right now, 

Sorscha.” 

She pulled back. “What happened? Tell me, what—” 

“We’re going  now,” he panted. 

“Oh, I don’t think so,” someone purred from the open doorway. 

He turned to find Amithy—the old healer—standing there, arms crossed and

smiling  faintly.  Dorian  could  do  nothing  as  half  a  dozen  unfamiliar  guards

appeared  behind  her  and  she  said,  “The  king  wants  to  see  you  both  in  his

chambers. Immediately.” 

Chapter 64

In the council room high in the glass castle, Aedion had already marked the exits

and considered what furniture he could use as a defense or as a weapon. They’d

taken  his  sword  when  they’d  come  for  him  in  his  rooms,  though  they  hadn’t

shackled him. A lethal mistake. The captain wasn’t shackled, either; in fact, the

fools  had  left  him  armed.  The  captain  was  doing  his  best  to  look  vaguely

confused as the king watched them from his glass throne. 

“What  an  interesting  night  this  has  turned  out  to  be.  What  interesting

information my spies have brought me,” the king said, looking from Aedion to

Chaol to Dorian and his woman. 

“My  most  talented  general  is  found  to  be  sneaking  around  Rifthold  in  the

dead of night—after spending so much of my gold on parties he does not even

bother attending. And he has somehow, despite years of animosity, become close

with my Captain of the Guard. While my son”—Aedion did not envy the smile

the king gave the Crown Prince—“has apparently been dabbling with the rabble. 

Again.” 

To  his  credit,  Dorian  snarled  and  said,  “Consider  your  words  carefully, 

Father.” 

“Oh?” The king raised a thick, scarred brow. “I had it on good authority that

you were planning to run away with this healer. Why would you ever do such a

thing?” 

The prince’s throat bobbed, but he kept his head high. “Because I can’t stand

the thought of her spending another minute in this festering shithole that you call

a court.” Aedion couldn’t help but admire him for it—for yielding nothing until

the king showed his hand. Smart man—brave man. But it might not be enough to

get them out of this alive. 

“Good,” the king said. “Neither can I.” 

He  waved  a  hand,  and  before  Aedion  could  bark  a  warning,  the  guards

separated the prince and the girl. Four held Dorian back, and two forced Sorscha

to kneel with a kick behind the knees. 

She  cried  out  as  she  hit  the  marble,  but  went  silent—the  whole  room  went

silent—as a third guard pulled a sword and placed it lightly on the back of her

slender neck. 

“Don’t you dare,” Dorian growled. 
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Aedion  looked  to  Chaol,  but  the  captain  was  frozen.  These  were  not  his

guards. Their uniforms were those of the men who had hunted Ren. They had the

same  dead  eyes,  the  same  vileness,  that  had  made  him  not  at  all  regret  killing their  colleagues  in  the  alley.  He’d  taken  down  six  that  night  with  minimal

damage—how many could he cut down now? His gaze met the captain’s, and the

captain  flicked  his  eyes  to  the  guard  who  held  Aedion’s  sword.  That  would  be one of his first moves—get Aedion a sword so they could fight. 

Because they would fight. They would fight their way out of this, or to their

deaths. 

The king said to Dorian, “I would choose your next words carefully, Prince.” 

Chaol  couldn’t  start  the  fight,  not  with  that  sword  resting  on  Sorscha’s  neck. 

That  was  his  first  goal:  get  the  girl  out  alive.  Then  Aedion.  Dorian,  the  king wouldn’t  kill—not  here,  not  in  this  way.  But  Aedion  and  Sorscha  had  to  get

away. And that could not happen until the king called off the guard. Then Dorian

spoke. 

“Let her go and I’ll tell you anything.” Dorian took a step toward his father, 

palms  out.  “She  has  nothing  to  do  with—with  whatever  this  is.  Whatever  you

think has happened.” 

“But  you  do?”  The  king  was  still  smiling.  There  was  a  carved,  round  bit  of familiar black stone resting on the small table beside the king. From the distance, 

Chaol  couldn’t  see  what  it  was,  but  it  made  his  stomach  turn  over  regardless. 

“Tell me,  son: why were General Ashryver and Captain Westfall meeting these

months?” 

“I don’t know.” 

The king clicked his tongue, and the guard raised his sword to strike. Chaol

started forward as Sorscha sucked in a breath. 

“No—stop!” Dorian flung out a hand. 

“Then answer the question.” 

“I am! You bastard, I  am! I don’t know why they were meeting!” 

The  guard’s  sword  still  remained  up,  ready  to  fall  before  Chaol  could  move

an inch. 

“Do you know that there has been a spy in my castle for several months now, 

Prince?  Someone  feeding  information  to  my  enemies  and  plotting  against  me

with a known rebel leader?” 

Shit.  Shit. He had to mean Ren—the king knew who Ren was, had sent those men to hunt him down. 

“Just  tell  me  who,  Dorian,  and  you  can  do  whatever  you  wish  with  your

friend.” 

The king didn’t know, then—if it was he or Aedion or both of them who had

been  meeting  with  Ren.  He  didn’t  know  how  much  they’d  learned  about  his

plans, his control over magic. Aedion was somehow still keeping his mouth shut, 

somehow still looking ready for battle. 

Aedion,  who  had  survived  for  so  long  without  hope,  holding  together  his

kingdom  as  best  he  could  …  who  would  never  see  the  queen  he  so  fiercely

loved. He deserved to meet her, and she deserved to have him serve in her court. 

Chaol took a breath, preparing himself for the words that would doom him. 

But it was Aedion who spoke. 

“You  want  a  spy?  You  want  a  traitor?”  the  general  drawled,  and  flung  his

replicated black ring on the floor. “Then here I am. You want to know why the

captain and I were meeting? It was because your stupid bastard of a boy-captain

figured out that I’d been working with one of the rebels. He’s been blackmailing

information out of me for months to give to his father to offer  you when the Lord of Anielle needed a favor. And you know what?” Aedion grinned at them all, the

Northern Wolf incarnate. If the king was shocked about the ring, he didn’t show

it.  “All  you  monsters  can  burn  in  hell.  Because  my  queen  is  coming—and  she

will spike you to the walls of your gods-damned castle. And I can’t wait to help

her gut you like the pigs you are.” He spat at the king’s feet, right on top of the

fake ring that had stopped bouncing. 

It was flawless—the rage and the arrogance and the triumph. But as he stared

each of them down, Chaol’s heart fractured. 

Because for a flicker, as those turquoise eyes met with his, there was none of

that rage or triumph. Only a message to the queen that Aedion would never see. 

And there were no words to convey it—the love and the hope and the pride. The

sorrow  at  not  knowing  her  as  the  woman  she  had  become.  The  gift  Aedion

thought he was giving her in sparing Chaol’s life. 

Chaol  nodded  slightly,  because  he  understood  that  he  could  not  help,  not  at

this  point—not  until  that  sword  was  removed  from  Sorscha’s  neck.  Then  he

could fight, and he might still get them out alive. 

Aedion didn’t struggle  as the guards  clapped shackles around  his wrists and

ankles. 

“I’ve always wondered about that ring,” the king said. “Was it the distance, or

some  true  strength  of  spirit  that  made  you  so  unresponsive  to  its  suggestions? 
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But  regardless,  I  am  so  glad  that  you  confessed  to  treason,  Aedion.”  He  spoke with slow, deliberate glee. “So glad you did it in front of all these witnesses, too. 

It will make your execution that much easier. Though I think…” The king smiled

and looked at the fake black ring. “I think I’ll wait. Perhaps give it a month or

two. Just in case any last-minute guests have to travel a long, long way for the

execution. Just in case someone gets it into her head that she can rescue you.” 

Aedion snarled. Chaol bit back his own reaction. Perhaps the king had never

had  anything  on  them—perhaps  this  had  only  been  a  ruse  to  get  Aedion  to

confess to something, because the king knew that the general would offer up his

own life instead of an innocent’s. The king wanted to savor this, and savor the

trap  that  he  had  now  set  for  Aelin,  even  if  it  cost  him  a  fine  general  in  the process.  Because  once  she  heard  that  Aedion  was  captured,  once  she  knew  the

execution date … she would run to Rifthold. 

“After she comes for you,” Aedion promised the king, “they’ll have to scrape

what’s left of you off the walls.” 

The king only smiled. Then he looked to Dorian and Sorscha, who seemed to

be hardly breathing. The healer remained on the floor and did not lift her head as

the king braced his massive forearms on his knees and said, “And what do you

have to say for yourself, girl?” 

She trembled, shaking her head. 

“That’s   enough,”  Dorian  snapped,  sweat  gleaming  on  his  brow.  The  prince winced  in  pain  as  his  magic  was  repressed  by  the  iron  in  his  system.  “Aedion confessed; now let her go.” 

“Why should I release the true traitor in this castle?” 

Sorscha couldn’t stop shaking as the king spoke. 

All her years of remaining invisible, all her training, first from those rebels in

Fenharrow,  then  the  contacts  they’d  sent  her  family  to  in  Rifthold  …  all  of  it ruined. 

“Such interesting letters you send to your friend. Why, I might not ever have

read them,” the king said, “if you hadn’t left one in the rubbish for your superior

to find. See—you rebels have your spies, and I have mine. And as soon as you

decided to start using my son…” She could feel the king smirking at her. “How

many  of  his  movements  did  you  report  to  your  rebel  friends?  What  secrets  of mine have you given away over the years?” 

“Leave her alone,” Dorian growled. It was enough to set her crying. He still
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thought she was innocent. 

And maybe, maybe he could get out of this if he was surprised enough by the

truth, if the king saw his son’s shock and disgust. 

So  Sorscha  lifted  her  head,  even  as  her  mouth  trembled,  even  as  her  eyes

burned, and stared down the King of Adarlan. 

“You  destroyed  everything  that  I  had,  and  you  deserve  everything  that’s  to

come,” she said. Then she looked at Dorian, whose eyes were indeed wide, his

face bone-white. “I was not supposed to love you. But I did. I do. And there is so

much I wish … I wish we could have done together, seen together.” 

The prince just stared at her, then walked to the foot of the dais and dropped

to his knees. “Name your price,” he said to his father. “Ask it of me, but let her

go. Exile her. Banish her. Anything—say it, and it will be done.” 

She  began  shaking  her  head,  trying  to  find  the  words  to  tell  him  that  she

hadn’t  betrayed  him—not  her  prince.  The  king,  yes.  She  had  reported  his

movements for years, in each carefully written letter to her “friend.” But never

Dorian. 

The king looked at his son for a long moment. He looked at the captain  and

Aedion, so quiet and so tall—beacons of hope for their future. 

Then he looked again at his son, on his knees before the throne, on his knees

for her, and said, “No.” 

“No.” 

Chaol thought he had not heard it, the word that cleaved through the air just

before the guard’s sword did. 

One blow from that mighty sword. 

That was all it took to sever Sorscha’s head. 

The  scream  that  erupted  out  of  Dorian  was  the  worst  sound  that  Chaol  had

ever heard. 

Worse even than the wet, heavy thud of her head hitting the red marble. 

Aedion began roaring—roaring and cursing at the king, thrashing against his

chains,  but  the  guards  hauled  him  away,  and  Chaol  was  too  stunned  to  do

anything other than watch the rest of Sorscha’s body topple to the ground. And

then  Dorian,  still  screaming,  was  scrambling  through  the  blood  toward  it—

toward her head, as if he could put it back. 

As if he could piece her together. 
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Chapter 65

Chaol  hadn’t  been  able  to  move  a  muscle  from  the  moment  the  guard  cut  off

Sorscha’s  head  to  the  moment  Dorian,  still  kneeling  in  a  pool  of  her  blood, stopped screaming. 

“That is what awaits traitors,” the king said to the silent room. 

And Chaol looked at the king, at his shattered friend, and drew his sword. 

The king rolled his eyes. “Put away your sword, Captain. I’ve no interest in

your noble antics. You’re to go home to your father tomorrow. Don’t leave this

castle in disgrace.” 

Chaol  kept  his  sword  drawn.  “I  will  not  go  to  Anielle,”  he  growled.  “And  I will not serve you a moment longer. There is one true king in this room—there

always has been. And he is not sitting on that throne.” 

Dorian stiffened. 

But Chaol went on. “There is a queen in the north, and she has already beaten

you once. She will beat you again. And again. Because what she represents, and

what  your  son  represents,  is  what  you  fear  most:  hope.  You  cannot  steal  it,  no matter how many you rip from their homes and enslave. And you cannot break

it, no matter how many you murder.” 

The king shrugged. “Perhaps. But maybe I can start with you.” He flicked his

fingers at the guards. “Kill him, too.” 

Chaol  whirled  to  the  guards  behind  him  and  crouched,  ready  to  fight  a  path

out for himself and Dorian. 

Then a crossbow snapped and he realized there had been others in the room—

hidden behind impossibly thick shadows. 

He had only enough time to twist—to see the bolt firing for him with deadly

accuracy. 

Only  enough  time  to  see  Dorian’s  eyes  widen,  and  the  whole  room  plunge

into ice. 

The  arrow  froze  midflight  and  dropped  to  the  floor,  shattering  into  a  hundred pieces. 
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Chaol  stared  at  Dorian  in  mute  horror  as  his  friend’s  eyes  glowed  a  deep, 

raging blue, and the prince snarled at the king, “Don’t you touch him.” 

The  ice  spread  across  the  room,  up  the  legs  of  the  shocked  guards,  freezing over Sorscha’s blood, and Dorian got to his feet. He raised both hands, and light

shimmered along his fingers, a cold breeze whipping through his hair. 

“I knew you had it, boy—” the king started, standing, but Dorian threw out a

hand  and  the  king  was  blasted  into  his  chair  by  a  gust  of  frozen  wind,  the window  behind  him  shattering.  Wind  roared  into  the  room,  drowning  out  all

sound. 

All sound except Dorian’s words as he turned to Chaol, his hands and clothes

soaked with Sorscha’s blood. “Run. And when you come back…” The king was

getting  to  his  feet,  but  another  wave  of  Dorian’s  magic  slammed  into  him, 

knocking  him  down.  There  were  tears  staining  Dorian’s  bloody  cheeks  now. 

“When you come back,” the prince said, “burn this place to the ground.” 

A wall of crackling black hurtled toward them from behind the throne. 

“Go,” Dorian ordered, turning toward the onslaught of his father’s power. 

Light  exploded  from  Dorian,  blocking  out  the  wave,  and  the  entire  castle

shook. 

People  screamed,  and  Chaol’s  knees  buckled.  For  a  moment,  he  debated

making a stand with his friend, right there and then. 

But he knew that this had been the other trap. One for Aedion and Aelin, one

for Sorscha. And this one—this one to draw out Dorian’s power. 

Dorian  had  known  it,  too.  Known  it,  and  still  walked  into  it  so  Chaol  could escape—to find Aelin and tell her what had happened here today. Someone had

to get out. Someone had to survive. 

He looked at his friend, perhaps for the last time, and said what he had always

known, from the moment they’d met, when he’d understood that the prince was

his brother in soul. “I love you.” 

Dorian  merely  nodded,  eyes  still  blazing,  and  lifted  his  hands  again  toward

his father. Brother. Friend. King. 

As another wave of the king’s power filled the room, Chaol shoved through

the still-frozen guards and fled. 

Aedion  knew  everything  had  gone  to  hell  as  the  castle  shuddered.  But  he  was already on his way to the dungeons, bound from head to toe. 
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It had been such an easy choice to make. When the captain had been about to

take the fall for both of them, he’d thought only of Aelin, what it would do to her

if her friend died. Even if he never got to see her, it was still better than having to

face her when he explained that the captain was dead. 

From the sound of it, it seemed the prince was providing a distraction so the

captain  could  flee—and  because  there  was  no  way  in  hell  the  prince  would  let his  father  go  unpunished  for  that  woman’s  death.  So  Aedion  Ashryver  let

himself be led into the darkness. 

He did not bother with prayers, for himself or for the captain. The gods had

not helped him these past ten years, and they would not save him now. 

He did not mind dying. 

Though he still wished he’d gotten a chance to see her—just once. 

Dorian slammed into the marble floor, where the puddle of Sorscha’s blood had

now melted. 

Even as his father sent a wave of blinding, burning black power crashing onto

him, filling his mouth and his veins; even as he screamed, all he could see was

that moment—when the sword cut through flesh and tendon and bone. He could

still see her wide eyes, her hair glimmering in the light as it, too, was severed. 

He should have saved her. It had been so sudden. 

But  when  the  arrow  had  fired  at  Chaol  …  that  was  the  death  he  could  not

endure. Chaol had drawn his line—and Dorian was on his side of it. Chaol had

called him his king. 

So revealing his power to his father did not frighten him. 

No, to save his friend, dying did not scare him one bit. 

The  blast  of  power  receded,  and  Dorian  was  left  panting  on  the  stones.  He

had nothing left. 

Chaol had gotten away. It was enough. 

He reached out an arm toward where Sorscha’s body lay. His arm burned—

maybe it was broken, or maybe it was his father’s power still branding him—but

he reached for her nonetheless. 

By the time his father stood over him, he’d managed to move his hand a few

inches. 

“Do it,” Dorian rasped. He was choking—on blood and the gods knew what. 

“Oh, I don’t think so,” his father said, digging a knee into his chest. “It won’t
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be death for you, my gifted son.” 

There was something dark and gleaming in his father’s hands. 

Dorian  fought  like  hell  against  the  guards  now  pinning  his  arms,  trying  to

drag up any ounce of power as his father brought the collar of Wyrdstone toward

his neck. 

A collar, like the ones worn by those  things Chaol had said were in the Dead

Islands. 

 No—no. 

He  was  screaming  it—screaming  it  because  he’d  seen  that  creature  in  the

catacombs, and heard what was being done to Roland and Kaltain. He had seen

what a mere ring could do. This was an entire collar, with no visible keyhole …

“Hold him still,” his father barked, digging his knee in deeper. 

The  breath  was  sucked  from  his  chest,  and  his  ribs  groaned  in  agony.  But

there was nothing Dorian could do to stop it. 

He wrenched his arm from one of the guards—wrenched it free and reached, 

bellowing. 

He had just touched Sorscha’s limp hand when cool stone gripped his throat, 

there was a faint click and hiss, and the darkness swept in to tear him apart. 

Chaol ran. He did not have the time to take anything except what he had on him

as  he  sprinted  like  hell  for  Dorian’s  rooms.  Fleetfoot  was  waiting,  as  she  had been all night, and he scooped her over a shoulder and hauled her to Celaena’s

room and into the secret passage. Down and down they went, the dog unusually

obedient. 

Three  blasts  shook  the  castle,  shaking  dust  from  the  stones  above.  He  kept

running, knowing each blast meant Dorian was alive a bit longer, and dreading

the silence to come. 

Hope—that  was  what  he  carried  with  him.  The  hope  of  a  better  world  that

Aedion and Sorscha and Dorian had sacrificed themselves for. 

He made one stop, with Fleetfoot still gripped over his shoulder. 

With  a  silent  prayer  to  the  gods  for  their  forgiveness,  Chaol  hurtled  into  the tomb to grab Damaris, shoving the sacred blade through his belt and stuffing a

few  handfuls  of  gold  into  his  cloak  pockets.  And  though  the  skull-shaped

knocker  didn’t  move,  he  told  Mort  precisely  where  he  would  be.  “Just  in  case she comes back. In case … in case she doesn’t know.” 
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Mort remained stationary, but Chaol had the sense he’d been listening all the

same  as  he  grabbed  the  satchel  containing  Dorian  and  Celaena’s  magic  books

and fled to the passage that would take him to the sewer tunnel. A few minutes

later,  he  was  raising  the  heavy  iron  grate  over  the  sewer  stream.  The  outside beyond was wholly dark and still. 

As he heaved Fleetfoot back into his arms to swing them both around the wall

and  onto  the  stream  bank  beyond,  the  castle  went  silent.  There  were  screams, yes,  but  silence  lurked  beneath  them.  He  did  not  want  to  know  if  Dorian  was alive or dead. 

He couldn’t decide which was worse. 

When Chaol got to the hidden apartment, Ren was pacing. “Where’s—” 

There was blood on him, he realized. The spray from Sorscha’s neck.  Chaol

didn’t know how he found the words, but he told Ren what had happened. 

“So  it’s  just  us?”  Ren  asked  quietly.  Chaol  nodded.  Fleetfoot  was  sniffing

around  in  the  apartment,  having  made  her  inspection  and  decided  Ren  wasn’t

worth  eating—even  after  Ren  had  protested  that  the  dog  might  draw  too  much

attention. She was staying; that was nonnegotiable. 

A  muscle  feathered  in  Ren’s  jaw.  “Then  we  find  a  way  to  free  Aedion.  As

soon  as  possible.  You  and  me.  Between  your  knowledge  of  the  castle  and  my

contacts,  we  can  find  a  way.”  Then  he  whispered,  “You  said  Dorian’s  woman

was—was a healer?” When Chaol nodded, Ren looked like he was about to be

sick, but he asked, “Was she named Sorscha?” 

“You were the friend she sent those letters to,” Chaol breathed. 

“I kept pressing her for information, kept…” Ren covered his face and took a

shuddering breath. When his eyes at last met Chaol’s, they were bright. Slowly, 

Ren held out a hand. “You and me, we’ll find a way to free them. Both Aedion

and your prince.” 

Chaol didn’t hesitate as he gripped the rebel’s outstretched hand. 
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Chapter 66

“Morath,” Manon said, wondering if she’d heard right. “For battle?” 

Her grandmother turned from the desk, eyes flashing. “To serve the duke, just

as  the  king  ordered.  He  wants  the  Wing  Leader  in  Morath  with  half  the  host ready  to  fly  at  a  moment’s  notice.  The  others  are  to  stay  here  under  Iskra’s command to monitor the north.” 

“And you—where will you be?” 

Her  grandmother  hissed,  rising.  “So  many  questions  now  that  you’re  Wing

Leader.” 

Manon  bowed  her  head.  They  had  not  spoken  of  the  Crochan.  Manon  had

gotten the message: next time, it would be one of the Thirteen on her knees. So

she kept her head down as she said, “I only ask because I would not be parted

with you, Grandmother.” 

“Liar. And a pathetic one.” Her grandmother turned back to the desk. “I shall

remain  here,  but  come  to  you  in  Morath  during  the  summer.  We  have  work  to

finish here.” 

Manon lifted her chin, her new red cloak pooling around her, and asked, “And

when shall we fly to Morath?” 

Her grandmother smiled, iron teeth shining. “Tomorrow.” 

Even under the cover of darkness, the warm spring breeze was full of new grass

and snow-melted rivers, only disrupted by the booming of wings as Manon led

the host south along the Fangs. 

They kept to the shadows of the mountains, shifting ranks and dipping out of

sight to prevent anyone from getting an accurate count of their numbers. Manon

sighed through her nose, and the wind ripped the sound away, just as it streamed

her long red cloak behind her. 

Asterin and Sorrel flanked her, silent like the rest of the covens for the long

hours  they’d  flown  down  the  mountains.  They  would  cross  Oakwald  where

Morath’s mountains were closest, then rise above the cover of the cloud line for

the rest of the journey. Unseen and as quiet as possible—that was how the king

wanted them to arrive at the duke’s mountain fortress. They flew all night down the  Fangs,  swift  and  sleek  as  shadows,  and  the  earth  below  quivered  in  their wake. 

Sorrel  was  stone-faced,  monitoring  the  skies  around  them,  but  Asterin  was

smiling  faintly.  It  was  not  a  wild  grin,  or  one  that  promised  death,  but  a  calm smile. To be aloft and skimming the clouds. Where every Blackbeak belonged. 

Where Manon belonged. 

Asterin caught her stare and smiled wider, as if there wasn’t a host of witches

flying behind them and Morath lying ahead. Her cousin turned her face into the

wind, breathing it in, exultant. 

Manon  did  not  let  herself  savor  that  beautiful  breeze  or  open  herself  to  that joy. She had work to do; they all did. Despite what the Crochan had said, Manon

had not been born with a heart, or a soul. She did not need them. 

Once they fought the king’s war, when his enemies were bleeding out around

them … only then would they ride to reclaim their broken kingdom. 

And she would go home at last. 

Chapter 67

The rising sun was staining the Avery River with gold as the cloaked man strode

onto  a  rickety  dock  in  the  slums.  Fishermen  were  heading  out  for  the  day, 

revelers were stumbling in for the night, and Rifthold was still asleep—unaware

of what had happened the night before. 

The man pulled out a lovely blade, its eagle pommel glinting in the first light

of dawn. For a long moment, he stared at the sword, thinking of all that it had

once embodied. But there was a new sword at his side—an ancient king’s blade, 

from a time when good men had served noble rulers and the world had prospered

for it. 

He would see that world reborn, even if it took his last breath. Even if he had

no name now, no position or title save Oath-Breaker, Traitor, Liar. 

No  one  noticed  when  the  sword  was  jettisoned  over  the  river,  its  pommel

catching  the  sun  and  burning  like  golden  fire,  a  flash  of  light  before  it  was swallowed by the dark water, never to be seen again. 

Chapter 68

It  turned  out  that  the  “submission”  part  of  a  blood  oath  was  something  Rowan liked to interpret as it suited him. During their two-week trek to the nearest port

in Wendlyn, he bossed Celaena around even more—seeming to believe that now

he was part of her court, it entitled him to certain nonnegotiable rights regarding

her safety, her movements, and her plans. 

She  was  starting  to  wonder,  as  they  approached  the  docks  at  the  end  of  the cobblestone  street,  if  she  had  made  a  teensy  mistake  in  binding  him  to  her

forever. They’d been arguing for the past three days about her next move—about

the ship she’d hired to take her back to Adarlan. 

“This  plan  is  absurd,”  Rowan  said  for  the  hundredth  time,  stopping  in  the

shadows of a tavern by the docks. The sea air was light and crisp. “Going back

alone seems like suicide.” 

“One, I’m going back as Celaena, not Aelin—” 

“Celaena, who did not accomplish the king’s mission, and who they are now

going to hunt down.” 

“The King and Queen of Eyllwe should have gotten their warning by now.” 

She’d sent it the first time they’d gone into town while investigating the murder

of  those  poor  people.  Though  letters  were  nearly  impossible  to  send  into  the empire, Wendlyn had certain ways of getting around that. And as for Chaol …

well, that was another reason why she was here, on this dock, about to get onto

this  ship.  She  had  awoken  this  morning  and  slipped  the  amethyst  ring  off  her finger. It had felt like a blessed release, a final shadow lifted from her heart. But

there were still words left unsaid between them, and she needed to make sure he

was safe—and would remain that way. 

“So  you’re  going  to  get  the  key  from  your  old  master,  find  the  captain,  and then what?” 

Complete submission to her indeed. “Then I go north.” 

“And  I’m  supposed  to  sit  on  my  ass  for  the  next  gods  know  how  many

months?” 

She  rolled  her  eyes.  “You’re  not  exactly  inconspicuous,  Rowan.  If  your

tattoos don’t attract attention, then the hair, the ears, the  teeth…” 

“I have another form, you know.” 

“And,  just like I said, magic doesn’t work there anymore. You’d be trapped in that  form.  Though  I  do  hear  that  Rifthold  rats  are  particularly  delicious,  if  you want to eat them for months.” 

He  glared  at  her,  then  scanned  the  ship—even  though  she  knew  he’d  snuck

out  of  their  room  at  the  inn  last  night  to  inspect  it  already.  “We’re  stronger together than apart.” 

“If I’d known you would be such a pain in the ass, I never would have let you

swear that oath.” 

“Aelin.”  At  least  he  wasn’t  calling  her  “Majesty”  or  “My  Lady.”  “Either  as

yourself or as Celaena, they will try to find you and kill you. They are probably

already tracking you down. We could go to Varese right now and approach your

mother’s mortal kin, the Ashryvers. They might have a plan.” 

“My chance at success in getting the Wyrdkey out of Rifthold lies in stealth

as Celaena.” 

“Please,” he said. 

But she merely lifted her chin. “I am going, Rowan. I will gather the rest of

my  court— our  court—and  then  we  will  raise  the  greatest  army  the  world  has ever witnessed. I will call in every favor, every debt owed to Celaena Sardothien, 

to my parents, to my bloodline. And then…” She looked toward the sea, toward

home. “And then I am going to rattle the stars.” She put her arms around him—a

promise. “Soon. I will send for you soon, when the time is right. Until then, try

to make yourself useful.” He shook his head, but gripped her in a bone-crushing

embrace. 

He  pulled  back  far  enough  to  look  at  her.  “Perhaps  I’ll  go  help  repair

Mistward.” 

She nodded. “You never told me,” she said, “what you were praying to Mala

for that morning before we entered Doranelle.” 

For a moment, it looked like he wouldn’t tell her. But then he quietly said, “I

prayed  for  two  things.  I  asked  her  to  ensure  you  survived  the  encounter  with Maeve—to guide you and give you the strength you needed.” 

That strange, comforting warmth, that presence that had reassured her … the

setting sun kissed her cheeks as if in confirmation, and a shiver went down her

spine. “And the second?” 

“It was a selfish wish, and a fool’s hope.” She read the rest of it in his eyes. 

 But it came true. 

“Dangerous,  for  a  prince  of  ice  and  wind  to  pray  to  the  Fire-Bringer,”  she

managed to say. 

Rowan  shrugged,  a  secret  smile  on  his  face  as  he  wiped  away  the  tear  that

escaped down her cheek. “For some reason, Mala likes me, and agreed that you and I make a formidable pair.” 

But  she  didn’t  want  to  know—didn’t  want  to  think  about  the  Sun  Goddess

and  her  agenda  as  she  flung  herself  on  Rowan,  breathing  in  his  scent, 

memorizing the feel of him. The first member of her court—the court that  would

change the world. The court that would rebuild it. Together. 

She  boarded  the  boat  as  night  fell,  herded  into  the  galley  with  the  other

passengers to keep them from learning the route through the reef. With little fuss

they set sail, and when they were at last allowed out of the galley, she emerged

onto  the  deck  to  find  dark,  open  ocean  around  them.  A  white-tailed  hawk  still flew  overhead,  and  it  swooped  low  to  brush  its  star-silvered  wing  against  her cheek in farewell before it turned back with a sharp cry. 

In the moonless light, she traced the scar on her palm, the oath to Nehemia. 

She  would  retrieve  the  first  Wyrdkey  from  Arobynn  and  track  down  the

others, and then find a way to put the Wyrdkeys back in their Gate. She would

free  magic  and  destroy  the  king  and  save  her  people.  No  matter  the  odds,  no matter how long it took, no matter how far she had to go. 

She lifted her face to the stars. She was Aelin Ashryver Galathynius, heir of

two  mighty  bloodlines,  protector  of  a  once-glorious  people,  and  Queen  of

Terrasen. 

She was Aelin Ashryver Galathynius—and she would not be afraid. 
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PART ONE



LADY OF SHADOWS
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 1 



There was a thing waiting in the darkness. 

It was ancient, and cruel, and paced in the shadows leashing his mind. It was

not of his world, and had been brought here to fill him with its primordial cold. 

Some  invisible  barrier  still  separated  them,  but  the  wall  crumbled  a  little  more every time the thing stalked along its length, testing its strength. 

He could not remember his name. 

That  was  the  first  thing  he’d  forgotten  when  the  darkness  enveloped  him

weeks or months or eons ago. Then he’d forgotten the names of the others who

had meant so much to him. He could recall horror and despair—only because of

the solitary moment that kept interrupting the blackness like the steady beat of a

drum: a few minutes of screaming and blood and frozen wind. There had been

people  he  loved  in  that  room  of  red  marble  and  glass;  the  woman  had  lost  her head—

 Lost, as if the beheading were her fault. 

A  lovely  woman  with  delicate  hands  like  golden  doves.  It  was  not  her  fault, even if he could not remember her name. It was the fault of the man on the glass

throne, who had ordered that guard’s sword to sever flesh and bone. 

There  was  nothing  in  the  darkness  beyond  the  moment  when  that  woman’s

head thudded to the ground. There was nothing  but that moment, again and again

and again—and that thing pacing nearby, waiting for him to break, to yield, to let

it in. A prince. 

He could not remember if the thing was the prince, or if he himself had once

been a prince. Not likely. A prince would not have allowed that woman’s head to

be  cut  off.  A  prince  would  have  stopped  the  blade.  A  prince  would  have  saved her. 

Yet he had not saved her, and he knew there was no one coming to save him. 

There was still a real world beyond the shadows. He was forced to participate

in it by the man who had ordered the slaughter of that lovely woman. And when

he  did,  no  one  noticed  that  he  had  become  hardly  more  than  a  marionette, 

struggling to speak, to act past the shackles on his mind. He hated them for not

noticing. That was one of the emotions he still knew. 

 I was not supposed to love you. The woman had said that—and then she died. 

She  should  not  have  loved  him,  and  he  should  not  have  dared  to  love  her.  He deserved  this  darkness,  and  once  the  invisible  boundary  shattered  and  the

waiting thing pounced, infiltrating and filling him … he’d have earned it. 

So he remained bound in night, witnessing the scream and the blood and the

impact of flesh on stone. He knew he should struggle, knew he  had struggled in

those final seconds before the collar of black stone had clamped around his neck. 

But there was a thing waiting in the darkness, and he could not bring himself

to fight it for much longer. 
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Aelin  Ashryver  Galathynius,  heir  of  fire,  beloved  of  Mala  Light-Bringer,  and

rightful  Queen  of  Terrasen,  leaned  against  the  worn  oak  bar  and  listened

carefully to the sounds of the pleasure hall, sorting through the cheers and moans

and bawdy singing. Though it had chewed up and spat out several owners over

the past few years, the subterranean warren of sin known as the Vaults remained

the  same:  uncomfortably  hot,  reeking  of  stale  ale  and  unwashed  bodies,  and

packed to the rafters with lowlifes and career criminals. 

More  than  a  few  young  lords  and  merchants’  sons  had  swaggered  down  the

steps  into  the  Vaults  and  never  seen  daylight  again.  Sometimes  it  was  because they flashed their gold and silver in front of the wrong person; sometimes it was

because they were vain or drunk enough to think that they could jump into the

fighting pits and walk out alive. Sometimes they mishandled one of the women

for  hire  in  the  alcoves  flanking  the  cavernous  space  and  learned  the  hard  way about which people the owners of the Vaults really valued. 

Aelin sipped from the mug of ale the sweating barkeep had slid her moments

before.  Watery  and  cheap,  but  at  least  it  was  cold.  Above  the  tang  of  filthy bodies,  the  scent  of  roasting  meat  and  garlic  floated  to  her.  Her  stomach

grumbled, but she wasn’t stupid enough to order food. One, the meat was usually

courtesy of rats in the alley a level above; two, wealthier patrons usually found it

laced  with  something  that  left  them  awakening  in  the  aforementioned  alley, 

purse empty. If they woke up at all. 

Her  clothes  were  dirty,  but  fine  enough  to  mark  her  as  a  thief’s  target.  So she’d carefully examined her ale, sniffing and then sipping it before deeming it

safe. She’d still have to find food at some point soon, but not until she learned

what  she  needed  to  from  the  Vaults:  what  the  hell  had  happened  in  Rifthold  in the months she’d been gone. 

And what client Arobynn Hamel wanted to see so badly that he was risking a

meeting  here—especially  when  brutal,  black-uniformed  guards  were  roaming

the city like packs of wolves. 

She’d managed to slip past one such patrol during the chaos of docking, but

not  before  noting  the  onyx  wyvern  embroidered  on  their  uniforms.  Black  on

black—perhaps  the  King  of  Adarlan  had  grown  tired  of  pretending  he  was

anything but a menace and had issued a royal decree to abandon the traditional crimson  and  gold  of  his  empire.  Black  for  death;  black  for  his  two  Wyrdkeys; black  for  the  Valg  demons  he  was  now  using  to  build  himself  an  unstoppable

army. 

A shudder crawled along her spine, and she drained the rest of her ale. As she

set down the mug, her auburn hair shifted and caught the light of the wrought-

iron chandeliers. 

She’d hurried from the docks to the riverside Shadow Market—where anyone

could  find  anything  they  wanted,  rare  or  contraband  or  commonplace—and

purchased a brick of dye. She’d paid the merchant an extra piece of silver to use

the small room in the back of the shop to dye her hair, still short enough to brush

just  below  her  collarbones.  If  those  guards  had  been  monitoring  the  docks  and had  somehow  seen  her,  they  would  be  looking  for  a  golden-haired  young

woman.  Everyone  would  be  looking  for  a  golden-haired  young  woman,  once

word arrived in a few weeks that the King’s Champion had failed in her task to

assassinate Wendlyn’s royal family and steal its naval defense plans. 

She’d sent a warning to the King and Queen of Eyllwe months ago, and knew

they’d take the proper precautions. But that still left one person at risk before she

could  fulfill  the  first  steps  of  her  plan—the  same  person  who  might  be  able  to explain the new guards by the docks. And why the city was noticeably quieter, 

tenser. Hushed. 

If  she  were  to  overhear  anything  regarding  the  Captain  of  the  Guard  and

whether  he  was  safe,  it  would  be  here.  It  was  only  a  matter  of  listening  to  the right  conversation  or  sitting  with  the  right  card  partners.  What  a  fortunate

coincidence, then, that she’d spotted Tern—one of Arobynn’s favored assassins

—buying the latest dose of his preferred poison at the Shadow Market. 

She’d followed him here in time to spy several more of Arobynn’s assassins

converging  on  the  pleasure  hall.  They  never  did  that—not  unless  their  master

was  present.  Usually  only  when  Arobynn  was  taking  a  meeting  with  someone

very, very important. Or dangerous. 

After  Tern  and  the  others  had  slipped  inside  the  Vaults,  she’d  waited  on  the street  for  a  few  minutes,  lingering  in  the  shadows  to  see  whether  Arobynn

arrived, but no such luck. He must have already been within. 

So she’d come in on the heels of a group of drunken merchants’ sons, spotted

where  Arobynn  was  holding  court,  and  done  her  best  to  remain  unnoticed  and

unremarkable while she lurked at the bar—and observed. 

With  her  hood  and  dark  clothes,  she  blended  in  well  enough  not  to  garner

much  attention.  She  supposed  that  if  anyone  was  foolish  enough  to  attempt  to rob her, it made them fair game to be robbed right back. She  was running low on

money. 

She  sighed  through  her  nose.  If  her  people  could  only  see  her:  Aelin  of  the Wildfire,  assassin  and  pickpocket.  Her  parents  and  uncle  were  probably

thrashing in their graves. 

Still.  Some  things  were  worth  it.  Aelin  crooked  a  gloved  finger  at  the  bald barkeep, signaling for another ale. 

“I’d mind how much you drink, girl,” sneered a voice beside her. 

She glanced sidelong at the average-sized man who had slipped up beside her

at  the  bar.  She  would  have  known  him  for  his  ancient  cutlass  if  she  hadn’t recognized  the  disarmingly  common  face.  The  ruddy  skin,  the  beady  eyes  and

thick brows—all a bland mask to hide the hungry killer beneath. 

Aelin  braced  her  forearms  on  the  bar,  crossing  one  ankle  over  the  other. 

“Hello, Tern.” Arobynn’s second in command—or he had been two years ago. A

vicious,  calculating  little  prick  who  had  always  been  more  than  eager  to  do

Arobynn’s  dirty  work.  “I  figured  it  was  only  a  matter  of  time  before  one  of Arobynn’s dogs sniffed me out.” 

Tern  leaned  against  the  bar,  flashing  her  a  too-bright  smile.  “If  memory

serves, you were always his favorite bitch.” 

She chuckled, facing him fully. They were nearly equal in height— and with

his  slim  build,  Tern  had  been  unnervingly  good  at  getting  into  even  the  most well-guarded places. The barkeep, spotting Tern, kept well away. 

Tern inclined his head over a shoulder, gesturing to the shadowy back of the

cavernous  space.  “Last  banquette  against  the  wall.  He’s  finishing  up  with  a

client.” 

She flicked her gaze in the direction Tern indicated. Both sides of the Vaults

were  lined  with  alcoves  teeming  with  whores,  barely  curtained  off  from  the

crowds. She skipped over the writhing bodies, over the gaunt-faced, hollow-eyed

women waiting to earn their keep in this festering shit-hole, over the people who

monitored  the  proceedings  from  the  nearest  tables—guards  and  voyeurs  and

fleshmongers.  But  there,  tucked  into  the  wall  adjacent  to  the  alcoves,  were

several wooden booths. 

Exactly the ones she’d been discreetly monitoring since her arrival. 

And  in  the  one  farthest  from  the  lights  …  a  gleam  of  polished  leather  boots stretched out beneath the table. A second pair of boots, worn and muddy, were

braced on the floor across from the first, as if the client were ready to bolt. Or, if

he were truly stupid, to fight. 

He was certainly stupid enough to have let his personal guard stay visible, a

beacon alerting anyone who cared to notice that something rather important was

happening in that last booth. 

The client’s guard—a slender, hooded young woman armed to the teeth—was leaning  against  a  wooden  pillar  nearby,  her  silky,  shoulder-length  dark  hair

shining in the light as she carefully monitored the pleasure hall. Too stiff to be a

casual  patron.  No  uniform,  no  house  colors  or  sigils.  Not  surprising,  given  the client’s need for secrecy. 

The  client  probably  thought  it  was  safer  to  meet  here,  when  these  sorts  of

meetings  were  usually  held  at  the  Assassins’  Keep  or  one  of  the  shadowy  inns owned  by  Arobynn  himself.  He  had  no  idea  that  Arobynn  was  also  a  major

investor in the Vaults, and it would take only a nod from Aelin’s former master

for the metal doors to lock—and the client and his guard to never walk out again. 

It still left the question of why Arobynn had agreed to meet here. 

And still left Aelin looking across the hall toward the man who had shattered

her life in so many ways. 

Her  stomach  tightened,  but  she  smiled  at  Tern.  “I  knew  the  leash  wouldn’t

stretch far.” 

Aelin pushed off the bar, slipping through the crowd before the assassin could

say  anything  else.  She  could  feel  Tern’s  stare  fixed  right  between  her  shoulder blades, and knew he was aching to plunge his cutlass there. 

Without bothering to glance back, she gave him an obscene gesture over her

shoulder. 

His barked string of curses was far better than the bawdy music being played

across the room. 

She  noted  each  face  she  passed,  each  table  of  revelers  and  criminals  and

workers. The client’s personal guard now watched her, a gloved hand slipping to

the ordinary sword at her side. 

 Not your concern, but nice try. 

Aelin was half tempted to smirk at the woman. Might have done so, actually, 

if  she  wasn’t  focused  on  the  King  of  the  Assassins.  On  what  waited  for  her  in that booth. 

But she was ready—or as ready as she could ever be. She’d spent long enough

planning. 

Aelin had given herself a day at sea to rest and to miss Rowan. With the blood

oath now eternally binding her to the Fae Prince—and him to her—his absence

was like a phantom limb. She still felt that way, even when she had so much to

do, even though missing her  carranam was useless and he’d no doubt kick her

ass for it. 

The  second  day  they’d  been  apart,  she’d  offered  the  ship’s  captain  a  silver

coin  for  a  pen  and  a  stack  of  paper.  And  after  locking  herself  in  her  cramped stateroom, she’d begun writing. 

There  were  two  men  in  this  city  responsible  for  destroying  her  life  and  the people she’d loved. She would not leave Rifthold until she’d buried them both. 

So  she’d  written  page  after  page  of  notes  and  ideas,  until  she  had  a  list  of names and places and targets. She’d memorized every step and calculation, and

then she’d burned the pages with the power smoldering in her veins, making sure

every last scrap was nothing more than ash floating out the porthole window and

across the vast, night-darkened ocean. 

Though she had braced herself, it had still been a shock weeks later when the

ship had passed some unseen marker just off the coast and her magic vanished. 

All that fire she’d spent so many months carefully mastering … gone as if it had

never  existed,  not  even  an  ember  left  flickering  in  her  veins.  A  new  sort  of emptiness—different from the hole Rowan’s absence left in her. 

Stranded  in  her  human  skin,  she’d  curled  up  on  her  cot  and  recalled  how  to breathe, how to think, how to move her damn body without the immortal grace

she’d  become  so  dependent  on.  She  was  a  useless  fool  for  letting  those  gifts become a crutch, for being caught unguarded when they were again ripped from

her. Rowan definitely would have kicked her ass for  that—once he’d recovered

himself. It was enough to make her glad she’d asked him to stay behind. 

So  she  had  breathed  in  the  brine  and  the  wood,  and  reminded  herself  that

she’d been trained to kill with her bare hands long before she’d ever learned to

melt bones with her fire. She did not need the extra strength, speed, and agility

of her Fae form to bring down her enemies. 

The  man  responsible  for  that  initial  brutal  training—the  man  who  had  been

savior and tormentor, but never declared himself father or brother or lover—was

now steps away, still speaking with his oh-so-important client. 

Aelin pushed against the tension threatening to lock up her limbs and kept her

movements feline-smooth as she closed the final twenty feet between them. 

Until Arobynn’s client rose to his feet, snapping something at the King of the

Assassins, and stormed toward his guard. 

Even with the hood, she knew the way he moved. She knew the shape of the

chin poking from the shadows of the cowl, the way his left hand tended to brush

against his scabbard. 

But the sword with the eagle-shaped pommel was not hanging at his side. 

And  there  was  no  black  uniform—only  brown,  nondescript  clothes,  spotted

with dirt and blood. 

She grabbed an empty chair and pulled it up to a table of card players before

the client had taken two steps. She slid into the seat and focused on breathing, on

listening, even as the three people at the table frowned at her. 

She didn’t care. 

From the corner of her eye, she saw the guard jerk her chin toward her. 

“Deal me in,” Aelin muttered to the man beside her. “Right now.” 

“We’re in the middle of a game.” 

“Next round, then,” she said, relaxing her posture and slumping her shoulders

as Chaol Westfall cast his gaze in her direction. 
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Chaol was Arobynn’s client. 

Or he wanted something from her former master badly enough to risk meeting

here. 

What the  hell had happened while she was away? 

She watched the cards being slapped down on the ale-damp table, even as the

captain’s  attention  fixed  on  her  back.  She  wished  she  could  see  his  face,  see anything in the gloom underneath that hood. Despite the splattering of blood on

his clothes, he moved as though no injuries plagued him. 

Something  that  had  been  coiled  tightly  in  her  chest  for  months  slowly

loosened. 

Alive—but where had the blood come from? 

He must have deemed her nonthreatening, because he merely motioned to his

companion  to  go,  and  they  both  strolled  toward  the  bar—no,  toward  the  stairs beyond.  He  moved  at  a  steady,  casual  pace,  though  the  woman  at  his  side  was too  tense  to  pass  for  unconcerned.  Fortunately  for  them  all,  no  one  looked  his way as he left, and the captain didn’t glance in her direction again. 

She’d moved fast enough that he likely hadn’t been able to detect that it was

her. Good. Good, even if she would have known him moving or still, cloaked or

bare. 

There he went, up the stairs, not even glancing down, though his companion

continued  watching  her.  Who  the  hell  was   that?  There  hadn’t  been  any  female guards at the palace when she’d left, and she had been fairly certain the king had

an absurd no-women rule. 

Seeing Chaol changed nothing—not right now. 

She  curled  her  hand  into  a  fist,  keenly  aware  of  the  bare  finger  on  her  right hand. It hadn’t felt naked until now. 

A card landed before her. “Three silvers to join,” the bald, tattooed man beside

her said as he dealt the cards, inclining his head toward the tidy pile of coins in

the center. 

Meeting  with  Arobynn—she’d  never  thought  Chaol  was  stupid,  but   this  …

Aelin rose from the chair, cooling the wrath that had started to boil in her veins. 

“I’m dead broke,” she said. “Enjoy the game.” 
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The  door  atop  the  stone  stairs  was  already  shut,  Chaol  and  his  companion

gone. 

She gave herself a second to wipe any expression beyond mild amusement off

her face. 

Odds were, Arobynn had planned the whole thing to coincide with her arrival. 

He’d probably sent Tern to the Shadow Market just to catch her eye, to draw her

here. Maybe he knew what the captain was up to, whose side the young lord was

now on; maybe he’d just lured her here to worm his way into her mind, to shake

her up a bit. 

Getting answers from Arobynn would come at a price, but it was smarter than

running after Chaol into the night, though the urge had her muscles locking up. 

Months—months  and  months  since  she’d  seen  him,  since  she’d  left  Adarlan, 

broken and hollow. 

But no more. 

Aelin swaggered the last few steps to the banquette and paused in front of it, 

crossing her arms as she beheld Arobynn Hamel, the King of the Assassins and

her former master, smiling up at her. 



Lounging in the shadows of the wooden banquette, a glass of wine before him, 

Arobynn  looked  exactly  as  he  had  the  last  time  she’d  seen  him:  a  fine-boned aristo face, silky auburn hair that grazed his shoulders, and a deep-blue tunic of

exquisite make, unbuttoned with an assumed casualness at the top to reveal the

toned chest beneath. No sign at all of a necklace or chain. His long, muscled arm

was  draped  across  the  back  of  the  bench,  and  his  tanned,  scar-flecked  fingers drummed a beat in time with the hall music. 

“Hello, darling,” he purred, his silver eyes bright even in the dimness. 

No weapons save for a beautiful rapier at his side, its ornate, twisting guards

like a swirling wind bound in gold. The only overt sign of the wealth that rivaled

the riches of kings and empresses. 

Aelin slid onto the bench across from him, too aware of the wood still warm

from  Chaol.  Her  own  daggers  pressed  against  her  with  every  movement. 

Goldryn  was  a  heavy  weight  at  her  side,  the  massive  ruby  in  its  hilt  hidden  by her  dark  cloak—the  legendary  blade  utterly  useless  in  such  tight  quarters.  No doubt why he’d picked the booth for this meeting. 

“You look more or less the same,” she said, leaning against the hard bench and

tugging back her hood. “Rifthold continues to treat you well.” 

It was true. In his late thirties, Arobynn remained handsome, and as calm and

collected as he’d been at the Assassins’ Keep during the dark blur of days after Sam had died. 

There were many, many debts to be paid for what happened back then. 

Arobynn looked her up and down—a slow, deliberate examination. “I think I

preferred your natural hair color.” 

“Precautions,”  she  said,  crossing  her  legs  and  surveying  him  just  as  slowly. 

No indication that he was wearing the Amulet of Orynth, the royal heirloom he’d

stolen from her when he found her half-dead on the banks of the Florine. He’d

allowed  her  to  believe  the  amulet  that  secretly  contained  the  third  and  final Wyrdkey  had  been  lost  to  the  river.  For  a  thousand  years,  her  ancestors  had unwittingly worn the amulet, and it had made their kingdom— her  kingdom—a

powerhouse: prosperous and safe, the ideal to which all courts in all lands were

held. Still, she’d never seen Arobynn wear any sort of chain around his neck. He

probably  had  it  squirreled  away  somewhere  at  the  Keep.  “I  wouldn’t  want  to

wind up back in Endovier.” 

Those silver eyes sparkled. It was an effort to keep from reaching for a dagger

and throwing it hard. 

But too much was dependent on him to kill him right away. She’d had a long, 

long while to think this over—what she wanted to do, how she wanted to do it. 

Ending it here and now would be a waste. Especially when he and Chaol were

somehow tangled up. 

Perhaps  that was why he’d lured her here—so she would spy Chaol with him

… and hesitate. 

“Indeed,” Arobynn said, “I’d hate to see you back in Endovier, too. Though I

will  say  these  past  two  years  have  made  you  even  more  striking.  Womanhood

suits you.” He cocked his head, and she knew it was coming before he amended, 

“Or should I say queen-hood?” 

It had been a decade since they’d spoken baldly of her heritage, or of the title

he had helped her walk away from, had taught her to hate and fear. Sometimes

he’d mentioned it in veiled terms, usually as a threat to keep her bound to him. 

But  he  had  never  once  said  her  true  name—not  even  when  he’d  found  her  on

that icy riverbank and carried her into his house of killers. 

“What makes you think I have any interest in that?” she said casually. 

Arobynn shrugged his  broad shoulders. “One  can’t put much  faith in gossip, 

but word arrived about a month ago from Wendlyn. It claimed that a certain lost

queen  put  on  a  rather  spectacular  show  for  an  invading  legion  from  Adarlan. 

Actually, I believe the title our esteemed friends in the empire now like to use is

‘fire-breathing bitch-queen.’” 

Honestly,  she  almost  found  it  funny—flattering,  even.  She’d  known  word

would  spread  about  what  she  had  done  to  General  Narrok  and  the  three  other Valg  princes  squatting  like  toads  inside  human  bodies.  She  just  hadn’t  realized everyone  would  learn  of  it  so  quickly.  “People  will  believe  anything  they  hear these days.” 

“True,” Arobynn said. At the other end of the Vaults, a frenzied crowd roared

at  the  fighters  slugging  it  out  in  the  pits.  The  King  of  the  Assassins  looked toward it, smiling faintly. 

It had been almost two years since she’d stood in that crowd, watching Sam

take on vastly inferior fighters, hustling to raise enough money to get them out

of  Rifthold  and  away  from  Arobynn.  A  few  days  later,  she’d  wound  up  in  a

prison wagon bound for Endovier, but Sam …

She’d  never  discovered  where  they’d  buried  Sam  after  Rourke  Farran—

second in command to Ioan Jayne, the Crime Lord of Rifthold—had tortured and

killed him. She’d killed Jayne herself, with a dagger hurled into his meaty face. 

And Farran … She’d later learned that Farran had been murdered by Arobynn’s

own bodyguard, Wesley, as retribution for what had been done to Sam. But that

wasn’t  her  concern,  even  if  Arobynn  had  killed  Wesley  to  mend  the  bond

between the Assassins’ Guild and the new Crime Lord. Another debt. 

She  could  wait;  she  could  be  patient.  She  merely  said,  “So  you’re  doing

business here now? What happened to the Keep?” 

“Some  clients,”  Arobynn  drawled,  “prefer  public  meetings.  The  Keep  can

make people edgy.” 

“Your client must be new to the game, if he didn’t insist on a private room.” 

“He  didn’t  trust  me  that  much,  either.  He  thought  the  main  floor  would  be

safer.” 

“He must not know the Vaults, then.” No, Chaol had never been here, as far as

she  knew.  She’d  usually  avoided  telling  him  about  the  time  she’d  spent  in  this festering place. Like she’d avoided telling him a good many things. 

“Why don’t you just ask me about him?” 

She  kept  her  face  neutral,  disinterested.  “I  don’t  particularly  care  about  your clients. Tell me or don’t.” 

Arobynn  shrugged  again,  a  beautiful,  casual  gesture.  A  game,  then.  A  bit  of

information  to  hold  against  her,  to  keep  from  her  until  it  was  useful.  It  didn’t matter if it was valuable information or not; it was the withholding, the power of

it, that he loved. 

Arobynn sighed. “There is so much I want to ask you—to know.” 

“I’m surprised you’re admitting that you don’t already know everything.” 

He  rested  his  head  against  the  back  of  the  booth,  his  red  hair  gleaming  like fresh blood. As an investor in the Vaults, she supposed he didn’t need to bother

hiding  his  face  here.  No  one—not  even  the  King  of  Adarlan—would  be  stupid enough to go after him. 

“Things have been wretched since you left,” Arobynn said quietly. 

Left. As if she’d willingly gone to Endovier; as if he hadn’t been responsible

for it; as if she had just been away on holiday. But she knew him too well. He

was still feeling her out, despite having lured her here. Perfect. 

He glanced at the thick scar across her palm—proof of the vow she’d made to

Nehemia to free Eyllwe. Arobynn clicked his tongue. “It hurts my heart to see so

many new scars on you.” 

“I rather like them.” It was the truth. 

Arobynn  shifted  in  his  seat—a  deliberate  movement,  as  all  his  movements

were—and  the  light  fell  on  a  wicked  scar  stretching  from  his  ear  to  his

collarbone. 

“I  rather  like  that  scar,  too,”  she  said  with  a  midnight  smile.  That  explained why he’d left the tunic unbuttoned, then. 

Arobynn waved a hand with fluid grace. “Courtesy of Wesley.” 

A  casual  reminder  of  what  he  was  capable  of  doing,  what  he  could  endure. 

Wesley had been one of the finest warriors she’d ever encountered. If he hadn’t

survived the fight with Arobynn, few existed who would. “First Sam,” she said, 

“then me, then Wesley—what a tyrant you’ve become. Is there anyone at all left

in  the  Keep  besides  darling  Tern,  or  have  you  put  down  every  person  who

displeased you?” She glanced at Tern, loitering at the bar, and then at the other

two assassins seated at separate tables halfway across the room, trying to pretend

they  weren’t  monitoring  every  movement  she  made.  “At  least  Harding  and

Mullin are alive, too. But they’ve always been so good at kissing your ass that I

have a hard time imagining you ever bringing yourself to kill them.” 

A  low  laugh.  “And  here  I  was,  thinking  my  men  were  doing  a  good  job  of

keeping  hidden  in  the  crowd.”  He  sipped  from  his  wine.  “Perhaps  you’ll  come

home and teach them a few things.” 

Home.  Another  test,  another  game.  “You  know  I’m  always  happy  to  teach

your sycophants a lesson—but I have other lodgings prepared while I’m here.” 

“And how long will your visit be, exactly?” 

“As long as necessary.” To destroy him and get what she needed. 

“Well,  I’m  glad  to  hear  it,”  he  said,  drinking  again.  No  doubt  from  a  bottle brought in just for him, as there was no way in the dark god’s burning realm that

Arobynn  would  drink  the  watered-down  rat’s  blood  they  served  at  the  bar. 

“You’ll have to be here for a few weeks at least, given what happened.” 

Ice coated her veins. She gave Arobynn a lazy grin, even as she began praying

to Mala, to Deanna, the sister-goddesses who had watched over her for so many

years. 

“You  do  know  what  happened,  don’t  you?”  he  said,  swirling  the  wine  in  his glass. 

Bastard—bastard  for  making  her  confirm  she  didn’t  know.  “Does  it  explain

why the royal guard has such spectacular new uniforms?”  Not Chaol or Dorian, 

 not Chaol or Dorian, not Chaol or—

“Oh,  no.  Those  men  are  merely  a  delightful  new  addition  to  our  city.  My

acolytes have such fun tormenting them.” He drained his glass. “Though I’d bet

good money that the king’s new guard was present the day it happened.” 

She kept her hands from shaking, despite the panic devouring every last shred

of common sense. 

“No one knows what, exactly, went on that day in the glass castle,” Arobynn

began. 

After  all  that  she  had  endured,  after  what  she  had  overcome  in  Wendlyn,  to

return to this … She wished Rowan were beside her, wished she could smell his

pine-and-snow  scent  and  know  that  no  matter  what  news  Arobynn  bore,  no

matter how it shattered her, the Fae warrior would be there to help put the pieces

back together. 

But  Rowan  was  across  an  ocean—and  she  prayed  he’d  never  get  within  a

hundred miles of Arobynn. 

“Why  don’t  you  get  to  the  point,”  she  said.  “I  want  to  have  a  few  hours  of sleep tonight.” Not a lie. With every breath, exhaustion wrapped tighter around

her bones. 

“I would have thought,” Arobynn said, “given how close you two were, and

your   abilities,  that  you’d  somehow  be  able  to  sense  it.  Or  at  least  hear  of  it, considering what he was accused of.” 

The prick was enjoying every second of this. If Dorian was dead or hurt—

“Your  cousin  Aedion  has  been  imprisoned  for  treason—for  conspiring  with

the rebels here in Rifthold to depose the king and put you back on the throne.” 

The world stopped. 

Stopped, and started, then stopped again. 

“But,” Arobynn went on, “it seems you had no idea about that little plot of his, 

which makes me wonder whether the king was merely looking for an excuse to

lure  a  certain  fire-breathing  bitch-queen  back  to  these  shores.  Aedion  is  to  be executed in three days at the prince’s birthday party as the main entertainment. 

Practically screams  trap, doesn’t it? I’d be a little more subtle if I’d planned it, but you can’t blame the king for sending a loud message.” 

Aedion. She mastered the swarm of thoughts that clouded her mind—batted it

aside  and  focused  on  the  assassin  in  front  of  her.  He  wouldn’t  tell  her  about

Aedion without a damn good reason. 

“Why  warn  me  at  all?”  she  said.  Aedion  was  captured  by  the  king;  Aedion

was destined for the gallows—as a trap for her. Every plan she had was ruined. 

No—she could still see those plans through to the end, still do what she had

to. But Aedion … Aedion had to come first. Even if he later hated her, even if he

spat in her face and called her a traitor and a whore and a lying murderer. Even if

he resented what she had done and become, she would save him. 

“Consider the tip a favor,” Arobynn said, rising from the bench. “A token of

good faith.” 

She’d  bet  there  was  more—perhaps  tied  to  a  certain  captain  whose  warmth

lingered in the wooden bench beneath her. 

She  stood  as  well,  sliding  out  of  the  booth.  She  knew  that  more  spies  than Arobynn’s  lackeys  monitored  them—had  seen  her  arrive,  wait  at  the  bar,  and

then head to this banquette. She wondered if her old master knew, too. 

Arobynn  only  smiled  at  her,  taller  by  a  head.  And  when  he  reached  out,  she allowed him to brush his knuckles down her cheek. The calluses on his fingers

said enough about how often he still practiced. “I do not expect you to trust me; I

do not expect you to love me.” 

Only  once,  during  those  days  of  hell  and  heartbreak,  had  Arobynn  ever  said

that  he  loved  her  in  any  capacity.  She’d  been  about  to  leave  with  Sam,  and  he had come to her warehouse apartment, begging her to stay, claiming that he was

angry with her for leaving and that everything he’d done, every twisted scheme, 

had  been  enacted  out  of  spite  for  her  moving  out  of  the  Keep.  She’d  never

known in what way he’d meant those three words— I love you—but she’d been

inclined  to  consider  them  another  lie  in  the  days  that  followed,  after  Rourke Farran had drugged her and put his filthy hands all over her. After she’d rotted

away in that dungeon. 

Arobynn’s eyes softened. “I missed you.” 

She stepped out of his reach. “Funny—I was in Rifthold this fall and winter, 

and you never tried to see me.” 

“How could I dare? I thought you’d kill me on sight. But then I got word this

evening that you had returned at last—and I hoped you might have changed your

mind. You’ll forgive me if my methods of getting you here were … roundabout.” 

Another move and countermove, to admit to the how but not the real why. She

said, “I have better things to do than care about whether you live or die.” 

“Indeed. But you would care a great deal if your beloved Aedion died.” Her

heartbeat  thundered  through  her,  and  she  braced  herself.  Arobynn  continued, 

“My resources are yours. Aedion is in the royal dungeon, guarded day and night. 

Any help you need, any support—you know where to find me.” 

“At what cost?” 

Arobynn  looked  her  over  once  more,  and  something  low  in  her  abdomen

twisted at the gaze that was anything but that of a brother or father. “A favor—

just one favor.” Warning bells pealed in her head. She’d be better off making a

bargain with one of the Valg princes. “There are creatures lurking in my city,” he

said. “Creatures who wear the bodies of men like clothing. I want to know what

they are.” 

Too many threads were now poised to tangle. 

She said carefully, “What do you mean?” 

“The  king’s  new  guard  has  a  few  of  them  among  its  commanders.  They’re

rounding  up  people  suspected  of  being  sympathetic  to  magic—or  those  who

once  possessed  it.  Executions  every  day,  at  sunrise  and  sunset.  These   things seem to thrive on them. I’m surprised you didn’t notice them lurking about the

docks.” 

“They’re  all  monsters  to  me.”  But  Chaol  hadn’t  looked  or  felt  like  them.  A

small mercy. 

He waited. 

So did she. 

She let herself break first. “Is this my favor, then? Telling you what I know?” 

There was little use in denying she was aware of the truth—or asking how he’d

become aware that she knew it. 

“Part of it.” 

She snorted. “Two favors for the price of one? How typical.” 

“Two sides of the same coin.” 

She stared flatly at him, and then said, “Through years of stealing knowledge

and  some  strange,  archaic  power,  the  king  has  been  able  to  stifle  magic,  while also  summoning  ancient  demons  to  infiltrate  human  bodies  for  his  growing

army. He uses rings or collars of black stone to allow the demons to invade their

hosts, and he’s been targeting former magic-wielders, as their gifts make it easier

for  the  demons  to  latch  on.”  Truth,  truth,  truth—but  not  the  whole  truth.  Not about  the  Wyrdmarks  or  Wyrdkeys—never  to  Arobynn.  “When  I  was  in  the

castle,  I  encountered  some  of  the  men  he’d  corrupted,  men  who  fed  off  that

power  and  became  stronger.  And  when  I  was  in  Wendlyn,  I  faced  one  of  his

generals, who had been seized by a demon prince of unimaginable power.” 

“Narrok,”  Arobynn  mused.  If  he  was  horrified,  if  he  was  shocked,  his  face

revealed none of it. 

She nodded. “They devour life. A prince like that can suck the soul right out

of you, feed on you.” She swallowed, and real fear coated her tongue. “Do the

men  you’ve  seen—these  commanders—have  collars  or  rings?”  Chaol’s  hands

had been bare. 

“Just rings,” Arobynn said. “Is there a difference?” 

“I think only a collar can hold a prince; the rings are for lesser demons.” 

“How do you kill them?” 

“Fire,” she said. “I killed the princes with fire.” 

“Ah. Not the usual sort, I take it.” She nodded. “And if they wear a ring?” 

“I’ve  seen  one  of  them  killed  with  a  sword  through  the  heart.”  Chaol  had

killed Cain that easily. A small relief, but … “Beheading might work for the ones

with collars.” 

“And the people who used to own those bodies—they’re gone?” 

Narrok’s pleading, relieved face flashed before her. “It would seem so.” 

“I want you to capture one and bring it to the Keep.” 

She started. “Absolutely not. And why?” 

“Perhaps it will be able to tell me something useful.” 

“Go capture it yourself,” she snapped. “Find me another favor to fulfill.” 

“You’re  the  only  one  who  has  faced  these  things  and  lived.”  There  was

nothing merciful in his gaze. “Capture one for me at your earliest convenience—

and I’ll assist you with your cousin.” 

To face one of the Valg, even a lesser Valg …

“Aedion comes first,” she said. “We rescue Aedion, and then I’ll risk my neck

getting one of the demons for you.” 

Gods help them all if Arobynn ever realized that he might control that demon

with the amulet he had hidden away. 

“Of course,” he said. 

She  knew  it  was  foolish,  but  she  couldn’t  help  the  next  question.  “To  what

end?” 

“This is my city,” he purred. “And I don’t particularly care for the direction in

which it’s headed. It’s bad for my investments, and I’m sick of hearing the crows

feasting day and night.” 

Well, at least they agreed on something. “A businessman through and through, 

aren’t you?” 

Arobynn  continued  to  pin  her  with  that  lover’s  gaze.  “Nothing  is  without  a

price.”  He  brushed  a  kiss  against  her  cheekbone,  his  lips  soft  and  warm.  She fought the shudder that trembled through her, and made herself lean into him as

he brought his mouth against her ear and whispered, “Tell me what I must do to

atone; tell me to crawl over hot coals, to sleep on a bed of nails, to carve up my

flesh. Say the word, and it is done. But let me care for you as I once did, before

… before that madness poisoned my heart. Punish me, torture me, wreck me, but

let  me  help  you.  Do  this  small  thing  for  me—and  let  me  lay  the  world  at  your

feet.” 

Her  throat  went  dry,  and  she  pulled  back  far  enough  to  look  into  that

handsome, aristocratic face, the eyes shining with a grief and a predatory intent

she could almost taste. If Arobynn knew about her history with Chaol, and had

summoned the captain here … Had it been for information, to test her, or some

grotesque way to assure himself of his dominance? “There is nothing—” 

“No—not yet,” he said, stepping away. “Don’t say it yet. Sleep on it. Though, 

before  you  do—perhaps  pay  a  visit  to  the  southeastern  section  of  the  tunnels tonight. You might find the person you’re looking for.” She kept her face still—

bored,  even—as  she  tucked  away  the  information.  Arobynn  moved  toward  the

crowded room, where his three assassins were alert and ready, and then looked

back at her. “If you are allowed to change so greatly in two years, may I not be

permitted to have changed as well?” 

With that, he sauntered off between the tables. Tern, Harding, and Mullin fell

into step behind him—and Tern glanced in her direction just once, to give her the

exact same obscene gesture she’d given him earlier. 

But  Aelin  stared  only  at  the  King  of  the  Assassins,  at  his  elegant,  powerful steps, at the warrior’s body disguised in nobleman’s clothes. 

Liar. Trained, cunning liar. 

There were too many eyes in the Vaults for her to scrub at her cheek, where

the  phantom  imprint  of  Arobynn’s  lips  still  whispered,  or  at  her  ear,  where  his warm breath lingered. 

Bastard.  She  glanced  at  the  fighting  pits  across  the  hall,  at  the  prostitutes clawing out a living, at the men who ran this place, who had profited for too long

from  so  much  blood  and  sorrow  and  pain.  She  could  almost  see  Sam  there—

almost picture him fighting, young and strong and glorious. 

She tugged on her gloves. There were many, many debts to be paid before she

left Rifthold and took back her throne. Starting now. Fortunate that she was in a

killing sort of mood. 

It  was  only  a  matter  of  time  before  either  Arobynn  showed  his  hand  or  the

King  of  Adarlan’s  men  found  the  trail  she’d  carefully  laid  from  the  docks. 

Someone  would  be  coming  for  her—within  moments,  actually,  if  the  shouts

followed  by  utter  silence  behind  the  metal  door  atop  the  stairs  were  any

indication.  At  least  that  much  of  her  plan  remained  on  course.  She’d  deal  with Chaol later. 

With a gloved hand, she plucked up one of the coppers Arobynn had left on

the table. She stuck out her tongue at the brutish, unforgiving profile of the king

stamped  on  one  side—then  at  the  roaring  wyvern  gracing  the  other.  Heads, 

Arobynn had betrayed her again. Tails, the king’s men. The iron door at the top

of the stairs groaned open, cool night air pouring in. 

With a half smile, she flipped the coin with her thumb. 

The coin was still rotating when four men in black uniforms appeared atop the

stone  stairs,  an  assortment  of  vicious  weapons  strapped  to  their  bodies.  By  the time the copper thudded on the table, the wyvern glinting in the dim light, Aelin

Galathynius was ready for bloodshed. 
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Aedion Ashryver knew he was going to die—and soon. 

He didn’t bother trying to bargain with the gods. They’d never answered his

pleas, anyway. 

In  the  years  he’d  been  a  warrior  and  a  general,  he’d  always  known  that  he

would die some way or another—preferably on a battlefield, in a way that would

be worthy of a song or a tale around a fire. 

This would not be that sort of death. 

He would either be executed at whatever grand event the king had planned to

make  the  most  of  his  demise¸  or  he  would  die  down  here  in  this  rotting,  damp cell, from the infection that was slowly and surely destroying his body. 

It had started off as a small wound in his side, courtesy of the fight he’d put up

three  weeks  ago  when  that  butchering  monster  had  murdered  Sorscha.  He’d

hidden the slice along his ribs from the guards who looked him over, hoping that

he’d either bleed out or that it’d fester and kill him before the king could use him

against Aelin. 

Aelin. His execution was to be a trap for her, a way to lure her into risking an

attempt to save him. He’d die before he would allow it. 

He just hadn’t expected it to hurt so damn much. 

He  concealed  the  fever  from  the  sneering  guards  who  fed  and  watered  him

twice  a  day,  pretending  to  slowly  fall  into  sullen  silence,  feigning  that  the prowling,  cursing  animal  had  broken.  The  cowards  wouldn’t  get  close  enough

for  him  to  reach,  and  they  hadn’t  noticed  that  he’d  given  up  trying  to  snap  the chains that allowed him to stand and walk a few paces, but not much else. They

hadn’t noticed that he was no longer standing very much at all, except to see to

his body’s needs. The degradation of that was nothing new. 

At least he hadn’t been forced into one of those collars, though he’d seen one

beside  the  king’s  throne  that  night  everything  went  to  shit.  He  would  bet  good money that the Wyrdstone collar was for the king’s own son—and he prayed that

the prince had died before he’d allowed his father to leash him like a dog. 

Aedion shifted on his pallet of moldy hay and bit back his bark of agony at the

pain exploding along his ribs. Worse—worse by the day. His diluted Fae blood

was  the  only  thing  that  had  kept  him  alive  this  long,  trying  desperately  to  heal

him, but soon even the immortal grace in his veins would bow to the infection. 

It would be such a relief—such a blessed relief to know he couldn’t be used

against  her,  and  that  he  would  soon  see  those  he  had  secretly  harbored  in  his shredded heart all these years. 

So he bore down on every spike of fever, every roiling fit of nausea and pain. 

Soon—soon Death would come to greet him. 

Aedion just hoped Death arrived before Aelin did. 

[image: Image 663]

[image: Image 664]

 5 



The  night  might  very  well  end  in   her  blood  being  shed,  Aelin  realized  as  she hurtled  down  the  crooked  streets  of  the  slums,  sheathing  her  bloodied  fighting knives to keep from dripping a trail behind her. 

Thanks  to  months  of  running  through  the  Cambrian  Mountains  with  Rowan, 

her  breathing  remained  steady,  her  head  clear.  She  supposed  that  after  facing skinwalkers, after escaping ancient creatures the size of small cottages, and after

incinerating four demon princes, twenty men in pursuit wasn’t all that horrific. 

But  still  a  giant,  raging  pain  in  her  ass.  And  one  that  would  not  likely  end pleasantly for her. No sign of Chaol—no whisper of his name on the lips of the

men  who  had  surged  into  the  Vaults.  She  hadn’t  recognized  any  of  them,  but

she’d  felt  the   offness  that  marked  most  of  those  who  had  been  in  contact  with Wyrdstone, or been corrupted by it. They wore no collars or rings, but something

inside these men had rotted nonetheless. 

At least Arobynn hadn’t betrayed her—though how  convenient  that  he’d  left

only  minutes  before  the  king’s  new  guards  had  finally  found  the  winding  trail she’d  left  from  the  docks.  Perhaps  it  was  a  test,  to  see  whether  her  abilities remained  up  to  Arobynn’s  standards,  should  she  accept  their  little  bargain.  As she’d  hacked  her  way  through  body  after  body,  she  wondered  if  he’d  even

realized  that  this  entire  evening  had  been  a  test  for   him  as  well,  and  that  she’d brought  those  men  right  to  the  Vaults.  She  wondered  how  furious  he  would  be when  he  discovered  what  was  left  of  the  pleasure  hall  that  had  brought  him  so much money. 

It had also filled the coffers of the people who had slaughtered Sam—and who

had  enjoyed  every  moment  of  it.  What  a  shame  that  the  current  owner  of  the Vaults,  a  former  underling  of  Rourke  Farran  and  a  dealer  of  flesh  and  opiates, had accidentally run into her knives. Repeatedly. 

She’d left the Vaults in bloody splinters, which she supposed was merciful. If

she’d  had  her  magic,  she  probably  would  have  burned  it  to  ash.  But  she  didn’t have magic, and her mortal body, despite months of hard training, was starting to

feel  heavy  and  cumbersome  as  she  continued  her  sprint  down  the  alley.  The

broad street at its other end was too bright, too open. 

She  veered  toward  a  stack  of  broken  crates  and  rubbish  heaped  against  the

wall of a brick building, high enough that if she timed it right, she could jump for the windowsill a few feet above. 

Behind her, closer now, rushing footsteps and shouts sounded. They had to be

fast as hell to have kept up with her all this way. 

Well, damn. 

She leaped onto the crates, the pile shaking and swaying as she scaled it, each

movement concise, swift, balanced. One wrong step and she would go shooting

through  the  rotten  wood,  or  topple  the  whole  thing  to  the  ground.  The  crates groaned, but she kept moving up and up and up, until she reached the pinnacle

and jumped for the overhanging windowsill. 

Her fingers barked in pain, digging into the brick so hard that her nails broke

inside her gloves. She gritted her teeth and pulled, hauling herself onto the ledge

and then through the open window. 

She  allowed  herself  two  heartbeats  to  take  in  the  cramped  kitchen:  dark  and

clean,  a  candle  burning  from  the  narrow  hall  beyond.  Palming  her  knives,  the shouting coming closer from the alley below, she raced for the hall. 

Someone’s home—this was someone’s home, and she was leading those men

through it. She charged down the hall, the wooden floors shuddering under her

boots, scanning. There were two bedrooms, both occupied. Shit.  Shit. 

Three  adults  were  sprawled  on  dirty  mattresses  in  the  first  room.  And  two

more  adults  slept  in  the  other  bedroom,  one  of  them  shooting  upright  as  she thundered past. “Stay down,” she hissed, the only warning she could give before

reaching the remaining door in the hall, barricaded with a chair wedged beneath

the knob. It was about as much protection as they could find in the slums. 

She hurled the chair aside, sending it clattering against the walls of the narrow

hallway, where it would slow her pursuers for a few seconds at least. She yanked

the  apartment  door  open,  the  feeble  lock  splintering  with  a  snap.  Half  a

movement had her hurling a silver coin behind her to pay for the damage—and a

better lock. 

A  communal  stairwell  lay  beyond,  the  wooden  steps  stained  and  rotted. 

Completely dark. 

Male voices echoed too close behind, and banging began at the bottom of the

stairwell. 

Aelin  raced  for  the  ascending  stairs.  Around  and  around,  her  breath  now

shards  of  glass  in  her  lungs,  until  she  passed  the  third  level—until  the  stairs narrowed, and—

Aelin  didn’t  bother  being  quiet  as  she  slammed  into  the  roof  door.  The  men

already knew where she was. Balmy night air smothered her, and she gulped it

down  as  she  scanned  the  roof  and  the  streets  below.  The  alley  behind  was  too
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wide;  the  broad  street  to  her  left  wasn’t  an  option,  but—there.  Down  the  alley. 

That sewer grate. 

 Perhaps  pay  a  visit  to  the  southeastern  section  of  the  tunnels  tonight.  You might find the person you’re looking for. 

She knew who he meant. Another little present of his, then—a piece in their

game. 

With feline ease, she shimmied down the drainpipe anchored to the side of the

building. Far above, the shouts grew. They’d reached the roof. She dropped into

a  puddle  of  what  smelled  undoubtedly  like  piss,  and  was  running  before  the

impact had fully shuddered through her bones. 

She hurtled toward the grate, dropping onto her knees and sliding the last few

feet  until  her  fingers  latched  onto  the  lid,  and  she  hauled  it  open.  Silent,  swift, efficient. 

The sewers below were mercifully empty. She bit back a gag against the reek

already rising up to meet her. 

By the time the guards peered over the roof edge, she was gone. 



Aelin loathed the sewers. 

Not because they were filthy, reeking, and full of vermin. They were actually

a  convenient  way  to  get  around  Rifthold  unseen  and  undisturbed,  if  you  knew

the way. 

She’d hated them ever since she’d been bound up and left to die, courtesy of a

bodyguard who hadn’t taken so well to her plans to kill his master. The sewers

had flooded, and after freeing herself from her bonds, she had swum—actually

 swum—through the festering water. But the exit had been sealed. Sam, by pure

luck,  had  saved  her,  but  not  before  she’d  nearly  drowned,  swallowing  half  the sewer along the way. 

It had taken her days and countless baths to feel clean. And endless vomiting. 

So climbing into that sewer, then sealing the grate above her … For the first

time that night, her hands shook. But she forced herself past the echo of fear and

began creeping through the dim, moonlit tunnels. 

Listening. 

Heading southeast, she took a large, ancient tunnel, one of the main arteries of

the  system.  It  had  probably  been  here  from  the  moment  Gavin  Havilliard

decided  to  establish  his  capital  along  the  Avery.  She  paused  every  so  often  to listen, but there were no signs of her pursuers behind her. 

An  intersection  of  four  different  tunnels  loomed  ahead,  and  she  slowed  her

steps, palming her fighting knives. The first two were clear; the third—the one that  would  take  her  right  into  the  path  of  the  captain  if  he  was  headed  to  the castle—darker, but wide. And the fourth … Southeast. 

She  didn’t  need  her  Fae  senses  to  know  that  the  darkness  leaking  from  the

southeastern  tunnel  wasn’t  of  the  usual  sort.  The  moonlight  from  the  grates

above didn’t pierce it. No noise issued, not even the scampering of rats. 

Another trick of Arobynn’s—or a gift? The faint sounds she’d been following

had come from this direction. But any trail died here. 

She  paced  with  feline  quiet  in  front  of  the  line  where  the  murky  light  faded into  impenetrable  blackness.  Silently,  she  plucked  up  a  bit  of  fallen  stone  and chucked it into the gloom ahead. 

There was no answering sound when it should have landed. 

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” 

Aelin turned toward the cool female voice, casually angling her knives. 

The  hooded  guard  from  the  Vaults  was  leaning  against  the  tunnel  wall  not

twenty paces behind her. 

Well, at least one of them was here. As for Chaol …

Aelin  held  up  a  knife  as  she  stalked  toward  the  guard,  gobbling  down  every

detail.  “Sneaking  up  on  strangers  in  the  sewers  is  also  something  I’d  advise against.” 

When  Aelin  got  within  a  few  feet,  the  woman  lifted  her  hands—delicate  but

scarred,  her  skin  tan  even  in  the  pale  glow  from  the  streetlights  in  the  avenue above. If she’d managed to sneak up this close, she had to be trained—in combat

or stealth or both. Of course she was skilled, if Chaol had her watching his back

at the Vaults. But where had he gone now? 

“Disreputable pleasure halls and sewers,” Aelin said, keeping her knives out. 

“You certainly live the good life, don’t you?” 

The young woman pushed off the wall, her curtain of inky hair swaying in the

shadows  of  her  hood.  “Not  all  of  us  are  blessed  enough  to  be  on  the  king’s payroll, Champion.” 

She  recognized  her,  then.  The  real  question  was  whether  she’d  told  Chaol—

and  where  he  now  was.  “Dare  I  ask  why  I  shouldn’t  throw  stones  down  that

tunnel?” 

The  guard  pointed  toward  the  tunnel  closest  behind  her—bright,  open  air. 

“Come with me.” 

Aelin chuckled. “You’ll have to do better than that.” 

The  slender  woman  stepped  nearer,  the  moonlight  illuminating  her  hooded

face. Pretty, if grave, and perhaps two or three years older. 

The  stranger  said  a  bit  flatly,  “You’ve  got  twenty  guards  on  your  ass,  and

they’re  cunning  enough  to  start  looking  down  here  very  soon.  I’d  suggest  you come along.” 

Aelin was half tempted to suggest she go to hell, but smiled instead. “How’d

you find me?” She didn’t care; she just needed to feel her out a bit more. 

“Luck. I’m on scouting duty, and popped onto the street to discover that you’d

made  new  friends.  Usually,  we  have  a  strike-first,  ask-questions-later  policy

about people wandering the sewers.” 

“And who is this ‘we’?” Aelin said sweetly. 

The  woman  just  began  walking  down  the  bright  tunnel,  completely

unconcerned  with  the  knives  Aelin  still  held.  Arrogant  and  stupid,  then.  “You can  come  with  me,  Champion,  and  learn  some  things  you  probably  want  to

know, or you can stay here and wait to see what answers that rock you threw.” 

Aelin  weighed  the  words—and  what  she’d  heard  and  seen  so  far  that  night. 

Despite the shiver down her spine, she fell into step beside the guard, sheathing

her knives at her thighs. 

With each block they trudged through the sewer muck, Aelin used the quiet to

gather her strength. 

The  woman  strode  swiftly  but  smoothly  down  another  tunnel,  and  then

another.  Aelin  marked  each  turn,  each  unique  feature,  each  grate,  forming  a

mental map as they moved. 

“How did you recognize me?” Aelin said at last. 

“I’ve  seen  you  around  the  city—months  ago.  The  red  hair  was  why  I  didn’t

immediately identify you at the Vaults.” 

Aelin  watched  her  from  the  corner  of  her  eye.  The  stranger  might  not  know

who  Chaol  really  was.  He  could  have  used  a  different  name,  despite  what  the woman claimed to know about whatever it was she thought Aelin was seeking. 

The  woman  said  in  that  cool,  calm  voice,  “Are  the  guards  chasing  you

because  they  recognized  you,  or  because  you  picked  the  fight  you  were  so

desperate to have at the Vaults?” 

Point  for  the  stranger.  “Why  don’t  you  tell  me?  Do  the  guards  work  for

Captain Westfall?” 

The  woman  laughed  under  her  breath.  “No—those  guards  don’t  answer  to

him.” Aelin bit back her sigh of relief, even as a thousand more questions rattled

in her skull. 

Her  boots  squished  something  too  soft  for  comfort,  and  she  repressed  a

shudder  as  the  woman  stopped  before  the  entrance  to  another  long  tunnel,  the first  half  illuminated  by  moonlight  streaming  in  through  the  scattered  grates. 

Unnatural darkness drifted out from the far end. A predatory stillness crept over

Aelin as she peered into the gloom. Silence. Utter silence. 

“Here,”  the  stranger  said,  approaching  an  elevated  stone  walkway  built  into the  side  of  the  tunnel.  Fool—fool  for  exposing  her  back  like  that.  She  didn’t even see Aelin slide free a knife. 

They’d gone far enough. 

The woman stepped onto the small, slick staircase leading to the walkway, her

movements  long-limbed  and  graceful.  Aelin  calculated  the  distance  to  the

nearest exits, the depth of the little stream of filth running through the tunnel’s

center. Deep enough to dump a body, if need be. 

Aelin angled her knife and slipped up behind the woman, as close as a lover, 

and pressed the blade against her throat. 
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“You  get  one  sentence,”  Aelin  breathed  in  the  woman’s  ear  as  she  pressed  the dagger harder against her neck. “One sentence to convince me not to spill your

throat on the ground.” 

The woman stepped off the stairs and, to her credit, wasn’t stupid enough to

go  for  the  concealed  weapons  at  her  side.  With  her  back  against  Aelin’s  chest, her  weapons  were  beyond  reach,  anyway.  She  swallowed,  her  throat  bobbing

against  the  dagger  Aelin  held  along  her  smooth  skin.  “I’m  taking  you  to  the captain.” 

Aelin dug the knife in a bit more. “Not all that compelling to someone with a

blade at your throat.” 

“Three  weeks  ago,  he  abandoned  his  position  at  the  castle  and  fled.  To  join our cause. The  rebel cause.” 

Aelin’s knees threatened to buckle. 

She  supposed  she  should  have  included  three  parties  in  her  plans:  the  king, 

Arobynn,  and  the  rebels—who  might  very  well  have  a  score  to  settle  with  her after she’d gutted Archer Finn last winter. Even if Chaol was working with them. 

She shut the thought down before its full impact hit her. “And the prince?” 

“Alive, but still at the castle,” the rebel hissed. “Is that enough for you to put

the knife down?” 

Yes. No. If Chaol was now working with the rebels … Aelin lowered her knife

and stepped back into a pool of moonlight trickling in from an overhead grate. 

The rebel whirled and reached for one of her knives. Aelin clicked her tongue. 

The woman’s fingers paused on the well-polished hilt. 

“I  decide  to  spare  you,  and  that’s  how  you  repay  me?”  Aelin  said,  tugging

back her hood. “I don’t particularly know why I’m surprised.” 

The rebel let go of her knife and pulled off her own hood, revealing her pretty, 

tanned  face—solemn  and  wholly  unafraid.  Her  dark  eyes  fixed  on  Aelin, 

scanning. Ally or enemy? 

“Tell me why you came here,” the rebel said quietly. “The captain says you’re

on our side. Yet you hid from him at the Vaults tonight.” 

Aelin  crossed  her  arms  and  leaned  against  the  damp  stone  wall  behind  her. 

“Let’s start with you telling me your name.” 

“My name is not your concern.” 

Aelin lifted a brow. “You demand answers but refuse to give me any in return. 

No wonder the captain had you sit out the meeting. Hard to play the game when

you don’t know the rules.” 

“I heard what happened this winter. That you went to the warehouse and killed

so  many  of  us.  You  slaughtered  rebels—my  friends.”  That  cool,  calm  mask

didn’t so much as flinch. “And yet I’m now supposed to believe you were on our

side all along. Forgive me if I’m not forthright with you.” 

“Should  I  not  kill  the  people  who  kidnap  and  beat  my  friends?”  Aelin  said

softly.  “Am  I  not  supposed  to  react  with  violence  when  I  receive  notes

threatening  to   kill  my  friends?  Am  I  not  supposed  to  gut  the  self-serving  prick who  had  my  beloved  friend  assassinated?”  She  pushed  off  the  wall,  stalking

toward  the  woman.  “Would  you  like  me  to  apologize?  Should  I  grovel  on  my

knees for any of that?” The rebel’s face showed nothing—either from training or

genuine iciness. Aelin snorted. “I thought so. So why don’t you take me to the

captain and save the self-righteous bullshit for later?” 

The  woman  glanced  toward  the  darkness  again  and  shook  her  head  slightly. 

“If you hadn’t put a blade to my throat, I would have told you that we’d arrived.” 

She pointed to the tunnel ahead. “You’re welcome.” 

Aelin debated slamming the woman into the filthy, wet wall just to remind her

who, exactly, the King’s Champion was, but then ragged breathing scraped past

her ears, coming from that darkness. Human breathing—and whispers. 

Boots  sliding  and  thumping  against  stone,  more  whispers—hushed  demands

from voices she didn’t recognize to  hurry, and  quiet now, and—

Aelin’s  muscles  locked  up  as  one  male  voice  hissed,  “We’ve  got  twenty

minutes until that ship leaves.  Move.” 

She knew that voice. 

But  she  still  couldn’t  brace  herself  for  the  full  impact  of  Chaol  Westfall

staggering out of the darkness at the end of the tunnel, holding a limp, too-thin

man  between  himself  and  a  companion,  another  armed  man  guarding  their

backs. 

Even from the distance, the captain’s eyes locked onto Aelin’s. 

He didn’t smile. 
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There  were  two  injured  people  in  total,  one  held  between  Chaol  and  his

companion,  the  other  sagging  between  two  men  she  didn’t  recognize.  Three

others—two men and another woman—guarded the rear. 

The rebel they dismissed with a glance. A friend. 

Aelin held each of their gazes as they hurried toward her, their weapons out. 

Blood was splattered on them all—red blood and black blood that she knew too

well. And the two nearly unconscious people …

She also knew that emaciated, dried-out look. The hollowness on their faces. 

She’d been too late with the ones in Wendlyn. But somehow Chaol and his allies

had  gotten  these  two  out.  Her  stomach  flipped.  Scouting—the  young  woman

beside  her  had  been  scouting  the  path  ahead,  to  make  sure  it  was  safe  for  this rescue. 

The  guards  in  this  city  weren’t  corrupted  just  by  ordinary  Valg,  as  Arobynn

had suggested. 

No,  there  was  at  least  one  Valg  prince  here.  In  these  tunnels,  if  the  darkness was any indicator.  Shit. And Chaol had been—

Chaol paused long enough for a companion to step in to help carry the injured

man  away.  Then  he  was  striding  ahead.  Twenty  feet  away  now.  Fifteen.  Ten. 

Blood  leaked  from  the  corner  of  his  mouth,  and  his  bottom  lip  was  split  open. 

They’d  fought their way out—

“Explain,” she breathed to the woman at her side. 

“It’s not my place,” was the woman’s response. 

She  didn’t  bother  to  push  it.  Not  with  Chaol  now  in  front  of  her,  his  bronze eyes wide as he took in the blood on Aelin herself. 

“Are you hurt?” His voice was hoarse. 

Aelin  silently  shook  her  head.  Gods.  Gods.  Without  that  hood,  now  that  she could  see  his  features  …  He  was  exactly  as  she  remembered—that  ruggedly

handsome, tan face perhaps a bit more gaunt and stubbly, but still Chaol. Still the

man she’d come to love, before … before everything had changed. 

There were so many things she had thought she’d say, or do, or feel. 

A slender white scar slashed down his cheek. She’d given him that. The night

Nehemia had died, she’d given him that, and tried to kill him. 

Would have killed him. If Dorian hadn’t stopped her. 

Even then, she’d understood that what Chaol had done, whom he had chosen, 

had forever cleaved what was between them. It was the one thing she could not

forget, could not forgive. 

Her  silent  answer  seemed  enough  for  the  captain.  He  looked  to  the  woman

beside Aelin—to his scout.  His scout—who reported to him. As though he were

leading them all. 

“The path ahead is clear. Stick to the eastern tunnels,” she said. 

Chaol  nodded.  “Keep  moving,”  he  said  to  the  others,  who  had  now  reached

his side. “I’ll catch up in a moment.” No hesitation—and no softness, either. As

if he’d done this a hundred times. 

They  wordlessly  continued  on  through  the  tunnels,  casting  glances  Aelin’s

way as they swept past. Only the young woman lingered. Watching. 

“Nesryn,” Chaol said, the name an order in itself. 

Nesryn stared at Aelin—analyzing, calculating. 

Aelin gave her a lazy grin. 

“Faliq,” Chaol growled, and the woman slid her midnight eyes toward him. If

Nesryn’s family name didn’t give away her heritage, it was those eyes, slightly

uptilted  at  the  corners  and  lightly  lined  with  kohl,  that  revealed  at  least  one  of her parents was from the Southern Continent. Interesting that the woman didn’t

try  to  hide  it,  that  she  chose  to  wear  the  kohl  even  while  on  a  mission,  despite Rifthold’s  less-than-pleasant  policies  toward  immigrants.  Chaol  jerked  his  chin

toward their vanishing companions. “Get to the docks.” 

“It’s safer to have one of us remain here.” Again that cool voice—steady. 

“Help them get to the docks, then get the hell back to the craftsman district. 

Your garrison commander will notice if you’re late.” 

Nesryn looked Aelin up and down, those grave features never shifting. “How

do we know she didn’t come here on his orders?” 

Aelin knew very well who she meant. She winked at the young woman. “If I’d

come  here  on  the  king’s  orders,  Nesryn  Faliq,  you’d  have  been  dead  minutes

ago.” 

No flicker of amusement, no hint of fear. The woman could give Rowan a run

for his money for sheer iciness. 

“Sunset  tomorrow,”  Chaol  said  sharply  to  Nesryn.  The  young  woman  stared

him down, her shoulders tight, before she headed into the tunnel. She moved like

water, Aelin thought. 

“Go,” Aelin said to Chaol, her voice a thin rasp. “You should go—help them.” 

Or whatever he was doing. 

Chaol’s bloodied mouth formed a thin line. “I will. In a moment.” 

No invitation for her to join. Maybe she should have offered. 

“You came back,” he said. His hair was longer, shaggier than it’d been months

ago. “It—Aedion—it’s a trap—” 

“I know about Aedion.” Gods, what could she even  say? 

Chaol nodded distantly, blinking. “You … You look different.” 

She fingered her red hair. “Obviously.” 

“No,” he said, taking one step closer, but only one. “Your face. The way you

stand. You …” He shook his head, glancing toward the darkness they’d just fled. 

“Walk with me.” 

She  did.  Well,  it  was  more  like  walking-as-fast-as-they-could-without-

running. Ahead, she could just make out the sounds of his companions hurrying

through the tunnels. 

All the words she’d wanted to say rushed around in her head, fighting to get

out, but she pushed back against them for a moment longer. 

 I love you—that’s what he’d said to her the day she left. She hadn’t given him

an answer other than  I’m sorry. 

“A rescue mission?” she said, glancing behind them. No whisper of pursuit. 

Chaol grunted in confirmation. “Former magic-wielders are being hunted and

executed again. The king’s new guards bring them into the tunnels to hold until

it’s time for the butchering block. They like the darkness—seem to thrive on it.” 

“Why not the prisons?” They were plenty dark enough, even for the Valg. 

“Too public. At least for what they do to them before they’re executed.” 

A chill snaked down her spine. “Do they wear black rings?” A nod. Her heart

nearly stopped. “I don’t care how many people they take into the tunnels. Don’t

go in again.” 

Chaol  gave  a  short  laugh.  “Not  an  option.  We  go  in  because  we’re  the  only

ones who can.” 

The sewers began to reek of brine. They had to be nearing the Avery, if she’d

correctly counted the turns. “Explain.” 

“They  don’t  notice  or  really  care  about  the  presence  of  ordinary  humans—

only  people  with  magic  in  their  bloodline.  Even  dormant  carriers.”  He  glanced sidelong at her. “It’s why I sent Ren to the North—to get out of the city.” 

She almost tripped over a loose stone. “Ren … Allsbrook?” 

Chaol nodded slowly. 

The  ground  rocked  beneath  her.  Ren  Allsbrook.  Another  child  of  Terrasen. 

Still alive.  Alive. 

“Ren’s the reason we learned about it in the first place,” Chaol said. “We went

into one of their nests. They looked right at him. Ignored Nesryn and me entirely. 

We  barely  got  out.  I  sent  him  to  Terrasen—  to  rally  the  rebels  there—the  day

after. He wasn’t too happy about it, believe me.” 

Interesting.  Interesting,  and  utterly  insane.  “Those  things  are  demons.  The

Valg. And they—” 

“Drain the life out of you, feed on you, until they make a show of executing

you?” 

“It’s not a joke,” she snapped. Her dreams were haunted by the roaming hands

of those Valg princes as they fed on her. And every time she would awaken with

a scream on her lips, reaching for a Fae warrior who wasn’t there to remind her

that they’d made it, they’d survived. 

“I know it’s not,” Chaol said. His eyes flicked to where Goldryn peeked over

her shoulder. “New sword?” 

She  nodded.  There  were  perhaps  only  three  feet  between  them  now—three

feet and months and months of missing and hating him. Months of crawling out

of that abyss he’d shoved her into. But now that she was here … Everything was

an effort not to say she was sorry. Sorry not for what she’d done to his face, but

for  the  fact  that  her  heart  was  healed—still  fractured  in  spots,  but  healed—and he … he was not in it. Not as he’d once been. 

“You  figured  out  who  I  am,”  she  said,  mindful  of  how  far  ahead  his

companions were. 

“The day you left.” 

She monitored the darkness behind them for a moment. All clear. 

He didn’t move closer—didn’t seem at all inclined to hold her or kiss her or

even touch her. Ahead, the rebels veered into a smaller tunnel, one she knew led

directly toward the ramshackle docks in the slums. 

“I grabbed Fleetfoot,” he said after a moment of silence. 

She tried not to exhale too loudly. “Where is she?” 

“Safe. Nesryn’s father owns a few popular bakeries in Rifthold, and has done

well  enough  that  he’s  got  a  country  house  in  the  foothills  outside  the  city.  He said his staff there would care for her in secret. She seemed more than happy to

torture  the  sheep,  so—I’m  sorry  I  couldn’t  keep  her  here,  but  with  the  barking

—” 

“I  understand,”  she  breathed.  “Thank  you.”  She  cocked  her  head.  “A  land-

owning man’s daughter is a rebel?” 

“Nesryn  is  in  the  city  guard,  despite  her  father’s  wishes.  I’ve  known  her  for years.” 

That didn’t answer her question. “She can be trusted?” 

“As you said, we’d all be dead already if she was here on the king’s orders.” 

“Right.” She swallowed hard, sheathing her knives and tugging off her gloves, 

if  only  because  it  gave  her  something  to  do  with  her  hands.  But  then  Chaol

[image: Image 670]

looked—to  the  empty  finger  where  his  amethyst  ring  had  once  been.  The  skin

was soaked with the blood that had seeped in through the fabric, some red, some

black and reeking. 

Chaol  gazed  at  that  empty  spot—and  when  his  eyes  rose  to  hers  again,  it

became  hard  to  breathe.  He  stopped  at  the  entrance  to  the  narrow  tunnel.  Far enough,  she  realized.  He’d  taken  her  as  far  as  he  was  willing  to  allow  her  to follow. 

“I  have  a  lot  to  tell  you,”  she  said  before  he  could  speak.  “But  I  think  I’d rather  hear  your  story  first.  How  you  got  here;  what  happened  to  Dorian.  And Aedion. All of it.”  Why you were meeting with Arobynn tonight. 

That tentative tenderness in his face hardened into a cold, grim resolve—and

her heart cracked a bit at the sight of it. Whatever he had to say wasn’t going to

be pleasant. 

But  he  just  said,  “Meet  me  in  forty  minutes,”  and  named  an  address  in  the

slums. “I have to deal with this first.” 

He  didn’t  wait  for  a  response  before  jogging  down  the  tunnel  after  his

companions. 

Aelin followed anyway. 



Aelin watched from a rooftop, monitoring the docks of the slums as Chaol and

his  companions  approached  the  small  boat.  The  crew  didn’t  dare  lay  anchor—

only  tying  the  boat  to  the  rotted  posts  long  enough  for  the  rebels  to  pass  the sagging  victims  into  the  arms  of  the  waiting  sailors.  Then  they  were  rowing

hard,  out  into  the  dark  curve  of  the  Avery  and  hopefully  to  a  larger  ship  at  its mouth. 

She observed Chaol speak quickly to the rebels, Nesryn lingering when he’d

finished. A short, clipped fight about something she couldn’t hear, and then the

captain  was  walking  alone,  Nesryn  and  the  others  headed  off  in  the  opposite

direction without so much as a backward glance. 

Chaol  made  it  a  block  before  Aelin  silently  dropped  down  beside  him.  He

didn’t flinch. “I should have known better.” 

“You really should have.” 

Chaol’s jaw tightened, but he kept walking farther into the slums. 

Aelin  examined  the  night-dark,  sleeping  streets.  A  few  feral  urchins  darted

past,  and  she  eyed  them  from  beneath  her  hood,  wondering  which  were  on

Arobynn’s payroll and might report to him that she’d been spotted blocks away

from  her  old  home.  There  was  no  point  in  trying  to  hide  her  movements—she
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hadn’t wanted to, anyway. 

The  houses  here  were  ramshackle  but  not  wrecked.  Whatever  working-class

families  dwelled  within  tried  their  best  to  keep  them  in  shape.  Given  their

proximity to the river, they were likely occupied by fishermen, dockworkers, and

maybe  the  occasional  slave  on  loan  from  his  or  her  master.  But  no  sign  of

trouble, no vagrants or pimps or would-be thieves lurking about. 

Almost charming, for the slums. 

“The story isn’t a pleasant one,” the captain began at last. 



Aelin let Chaol talk as they strode through the slums, and it broke her heart. 

She kept her mouth shut as he told her how he’d met Aedion and worked with

him, and then how the king had captured Aedion and interrogated Dorian. It took

considerable  effort  to  keep  from  shaking  the  captain  to  demand  how  he  could

have been so reckless and stupid and taken so long to act. 

Then  Chaol  got  to  the  part  where  Sorscha  was  beheaded,  each  word  quieter

and more clipped than the last. 

She had never learned the healer’s name, not in all the times the woman had

patched and sewn her up. For Dorian to lose her … Aelin swallowed hard. 

It got worse. 

So much worse, as Chaol explained what Dorian had done to get him out of

the  castle.  He’d  sacrificed  himself,  revealing  his  power  to  the  king.  She  was shaking so badly that she tucked her hands into her pockets and clamped her lips

together to lock up the words. 

But they danced in her skull anyway, around and around. 

 You  should  have  gotten  Dorian  and  Sorscha  out  the  day  the  king  butchered those  slaves.  Did  you  learn  nothing   from  Nehemia’s  death?  Did  you  somehow think you could win with your honor intact, without sacrificing something? You

 shouldn’t have left him; how could you let him face the king alone? How could

 you, how could you, how could you? 

The grief in Chaol’s eyes kept her from speaking. 

She took a breath as he fell silent, mastering the anger and the disappointment

and the shock. It took three blocks before she could think straight. 

Her  wrath  and  tears  would  do  no  good.  Her  plans  would  change  again—but

not  by  much.  Free  Aedion,  retrieve  the  Wyrdkey  …  she  could  still  do  it.  She squared her shoulders. They were mere blocks away from her old apartment. 

At least she could have a place to lie low, if Arobynn hadn’t sold the property. 

He  probably  would  have  taunted  her  about  it  if  he  had—or  perhaps  left  her  to

find it had a new owner. He loved surprises like that. 

“So  now  you’re  working  with  the  rebels,”  she  said  to  Chaol.  “Or  leading

them, from the look of it.” 

“There are a few of us in charge. My territory covers the slums and docks—

there are others responsible for different sections of the city. We meet as often as

we  dare.  Nesryn  and  some  of  the  city  guards  have  been  able  to  get  in  contact with a few of my men. Ress and Brullo, mostly. They’ve been looking for ways

to  get  Dorian  out.  And  Aedion.  But  that  dungeon  is  impenetrable,  and  they’re watching  the  secret  tunnels.  We  only  went  into  their  nest  in  the  sewer  tonight because  we’d  received  word  from  Ress  that  there  was  some  big  meeting  at  the palace. Turns out they’d left more sentries behind than we’d anticipated.” 

The  castle  was  impossible  to  get  into—unless  she  accepted  Arobynn’s  help. 

Another decision. For tomorrow. “What have you heard about Dorian since you

fled?” 

A  flicker  of  shame  shone  in  his  bronze  eyes.  He   had  fled,  though.  He’d  left Dorian in his father’s hands. 

She  clenched  her  fingers  into  fists  to  keep  from  slamming  his  head  into  the side of a brick building. How could he have served that monster? How could he

not  have  seen  it,  not  have  tried  to  kill  the  king  anytime  he  got  within  striking range? 

She hoped that whatever Dorian’s father had done to him, however he’d been

punished,  the  prince  knew  he  was  not  the  only  one  grieving.  And  after  she

retrieved Dorian, she would let him know, when he was ready to listen, that she

understood—and that it would be hard and long and painful, but he might come

back from it, the loss. When he did, with that raw magic of his, free when hers

was not … It could be critical in defeating the Valg. 

“The king hasn’t publicly punished Dorian,” Chaol said. “Hasn’t even locked

him  up.  As  far  as  we  can  tell,  he’s  still  attending  events,  and  will  be  at  this execution–birthday party of his.” 

Aedion—oh, Aedion. He knew who she was, what she had become, but Chaol

hadn’t  suggested  whether  her  cousin  might  spit  in  her  face  the  moment  he  laid eyes on her. She wouldn’t care about it until Aedion was safe, until he was free. 

“So,  we’ve  got  Ress  and  Brullo  inside,  and  eyes  on  the  castle  walls,”  Chaol went  on.  “They  say  that  Dorian  seems  to  be  behaving  normally,  but  his

demeanor  is  off.  Colder,  more  distant—but  that’s  to  be  expected  after  Sorscha was—” 

“Did they report him wearing a black ring?” 

Chaol shuddered. “No—not a ring.” There was something about his tone that

made  her  look  at  him  and  wish  she  didn’t  have  to  hear  his  next  words.  Chaol

said,  “But  one  of  the  spies  claimed  that  Dorian  has  a  torque  of  black  stone around his neck.” 

A Wyrdstone collar. 

For  a  moment,  all  Aelin  could  manage  to  do  was  stare  at  Chaol.  The

surrounding  buildings  pressed  on  her,  a  giant  pit  opening  beneath  the

cobblestones she walked upon, threatening to swallow her whole. 

“You’re pale,” Chaol said, but he made no move to touch her. 

Good.  She  wasn’t  entirely  certain  she  could  handle  being  touched  without

ripping his face off. 

But  she  took  a  breath,  refusing  to  let  the  enormity  of  what  had  happened  to Dorian  hit  her—for  now  at  least.  “Chaol,  I  don’t  know  what  to  say—about

Dorian,  and  Sorscha,  and  Aedion.  About  you  being   here.”  She  gestured  to  the slums around them. 

“Just tell me what happened to you all these months.” 

She told him. She told him what had happened in Terrasen ten years ago, and

what had happened to her in Wendlyn. When she got to the Valg princes, she did

not tell him about those collars, because—because he already looked sick. And

she  did  not  tell  him  of  the  third  Wyrdkey—only  that  Arobynn  had  stolen  the

Amulet  of  Orynth,  and  she  wanted  it  back.  “So  now  you  know  why  I’m  here, 

and what I did, and what I plan to do.” 

Chaol didn’t reply for an entire block. He’d been silent throughout. He had not

smiled. 

There was so little left of the guard she’d come to care for as he at last met her

gaze, his lips a thin line. He said, “So you’re here alone.” 

“I told Rowan it would be safer for him to remain in Wendlyn.” 

“No,” he said a bit sharply, facing the street ahead. “I mean—you came back, 

but without an army. Without allies. You came back empty-handed.” 

 Empty-handed.  “I  don’t  know  what  you  expected.  You— you  sent  me  to Wendlyn.  If  you’d  wanted  me  to  bring  back  an  army,  you  should  have  been  a

little more specific.” 

“I sent you there for your safety, so you could get away from the king. And as

soon  as  I  realized  who  you  were,  how  could  I  not  assume  you’d  run  to  your cousins, to Maeve—” 

“Have you not been listening to anything I said? About what Maeve is like? 

The Ashryvers are at her beck and call, and if Maeve does not send aid,  they will not send aid.” 

“You didn’t even try.” He paused on a deserted corner. “If your cousin Galan

is a blockade runner—” 

“My  cousin  Galan  is  none  of  your  concern.  Do  you  even  understand  what  I

faced?” 

“Do you understand what it was like for us here? While you were off playing

with  magic,  off  gallivanting  with  your  faerie  prince,  do  you  understand  what

happened to me—to Dorian? Do you understand what’s happening every day in

this city? Because your antics in Wendlyn might very well have been the cause

of all this.” 

Each  word  was  like  a  stone  to  the  head.  Yes—yes,  maybe,  but  …  “My

 antics?” 

“If you hadn’t been so dramatic about it, hadn’t flaunted your defeat of Narrok

and  practically   shouted  at  the  king  that  you  were  back,  he  would  never  have called us to that room—” 

“You do not get to blame me for that. For  his actions.” She clenched her fists

as she looked at him—really  looked at him, at the scar that would forever remind her of what he’d done, what she could not forgive. 

“So  what   do  I  get  to  blame  you  for?”  he  demanded  as  she  started  walking again, her steps swift and precise. “Anything?” 

He  couldn’t  mean  that—couldn’t  possibly  mean  it.  “Are  you   looking  for

things  to  blame  me  for?  How  about  the  fall  of  the  kingdoms?  The  loss  of

magic?” 

“The second one,” he said through his teeth, “at least I know without a doubt

is not your doing.” 

She paused again. “What did you say?” 

His shoulders tightened. That was all she needed to see to know he’d planned

to  keep  it  from  her.  Not  from  Celaena,  his  former  friend  and  lover,  but  from Aelin—Queen  of  Terrasen.  A  threat.  Whatever  this  information  about  magic

was, he hadn’t planned to tell her. 

“What, exactly, did you learn about magic, Chaol?” she said too quietly. 

He didn’t reply. 

“Tell me.” 

He  shook  his  head,  a  gap  in  the  streetlights  shadowing  his  face.  “No.  Not  a chance. Not with you so unpredictable.” 

 Unpredictable.   It  was  a  mercy,  she  supposed,  that  magic  was  indeed  stifled here,  or  else  she  might  have  turned  the  street  to  cinders  around  them,  just  to show him how very predictable she was. 

“You found a way to free it, didn’t you. You know how.” 

He  didn’t  try  to  pretend  otherwise.  “Having  magic  free  would  result  only  in

chaos—it would make things worse. Perhaps make it easier for those demons to

find and feed on magic-wielders.” 

“You  might  very  well  regret  those  words  when  you  hear  the  rest  of  what  I

have  to  say,”  she  hissed,  raging  and  roaring  inside.  She  kept  her  voice  low enough that no one nearby might overhear as she continued. “That collar Dorian

is  wearing—let  me  tell  you  what  it  does,  and  let’s  see  if  you  refuse  to  tell  me then, if you dismiss what I’ve been doing these past months.” With every word, 

his face further drained of color. A small, wicked part of her reveled in it. “They

target  magic-wielders,  feeding  off  the  power  in  their  blood.  They  drain  the  life from  those  that  aren’t  compatible  to  take  in  a  Valg  demon.  Or,  considering

Rifthold’s new favorite pastime, just execute them to drum up fear. They feed on

it—fear, misery, despair. It’s like wine to them. The lesser Valg, they can seize a

mortal’s  body  through  those  black  rings.  But  their  civilization—a  whole  damn

 civilization,”  she  said,  “is  split  into  hierarchies  like  our  own.  And  their  princes want  to  come  to  our  world  very,  very  badly.  So  the  king  uses  collars.  Black Wyrdstone  collars.”  She  didn’t  think  Chaol  was  breathing.  “The  collars  are

stronger,  capable  of  helping  the  demons  stay  inside  human  bodies  while  they

devour the person and power inside. Narrok had one inside him. He  begged me

at the end to kill him. Nothing else could. I witnessed monsters you cannot begin

to imagine take on one of them and fail. Only flame, or beheading, ends it. 

“So you see,” she finished, “considering the gifts I have, you’ll find that you

 want  to  tell  me  what  you  know.  I  might  be  the  only  person  capable  of  freeing Dorian,  or  at  least  giving  him  the  mercy  of  killing  him.  If  he’s  even  in  there.” 

The last words tasted as horrible as they sounded. 

Chaol shook his head. Once. Twice. And she might have felt bad for the panic, 

for the grief and despair on his face. Until he said, “Did it even occur to you to

send us a warning? To let  any of us know about the king’s collars?” 

It was like a bucket of water had been dumped on her. She blinked. She  could

have warned them—could have tried. Later—she’d think about that later. 

“That  doesn’t  matter,”  she  said.  “Right  now,  we  need  to  help  Aedion  and

Dorian.” 

“There is no  we.” He unfastened the Eye of Elena from around his neck and

chucked  it  at  her.  It  glimmered  in  the  streetlights  as  it  flew  between  them.  She caught  it  with  one  hand,  the  metal  warm  against  her  skin.  She  didn’t  look  at  it before  sliding  it  into  her  pocket.  He  went  on.  “There  hasn’t  been  a   we  for  a while, Celaena—” 

“It’s  Aelin  now,”  she  snapped  as  loudly  as  she  dared.  “Celaena  Sardothien

doesn’t exist anymore.” 

“You’re still the same assassin who walked away. You came back only when it

was useful for  you.” 

It was an effort to keep from sending her fist into his nose. Instead she pulled

the silver amethyst ring out of her pocket and grabbed his hand, slamming it into

his gloved palm. “Why were you meeting with Arobynn Hamel tonight?” 

“How—” 

“It doesn’t matter. Tell me why.” 

“I wanted his help to kill the king.” 

Aelin started. “Are you insane? Did you  tell him that?” 

“No, but he guessed it. I’d been trying to meet with him for a week now, and

tonight he summoned me.” 

“You’re  a  fool  for  going.”  She  began  walking  again.  Staying  in  one  spot, 

however deserted, wasn’t wise. 

Chaol fell into step beside her. “I didn’t see any  other assassins offering their services.” 

She opened her mouth, then shut it. She curled her fingers, then straightened

them one by one. “The price won’t be gold or favors. The price will be the last

thing  you  see  coming.  Likely  the  death  or  suffering  of  the  people  you  care

about.” 

“You think I didn’t know that?” 

“So  you  want  to  have  Arobynn  kill  the  king,  and  what?  Put  Dorian  on  the

throne? With a Valg demon inside him?” 

“I didn’t know that until now. But it changes nothing.” 

“It changes everything. Even if you get that collar off, there’s no guarantee the

Valg hasn’t taken root inside him. You might replace one monster with another.” 

“Why  don’t  you  say  whatever  it  is  you’re  getting  at,  Aelin?”  He  hissed  her name barely loud enough for her to hear. 

“Can you kill the king? When it comes down to it, could you kill your king?” 

“Dorian is my king.” 

It was an effort not to flinch. “Semantics.” 

“He killed Sorscha.” 

“He  killed  millions  before  her.”  Perhaps  a  challenge,  perhaps  another

question. 

His eyes flared. “I need to go. I’m meeting Brullo in an hour.” 

“I’ll come with you,” she said, glancing toward the glass castle towering over

the northeastern quarter of the city. Perhaps she’d learn a bit more about what the

Weapons  Master  knew  about  Dorian.  And  how  she  might  be  able  to  put  down

her friend. Her blood turned icy, sluggish. 

“No, you won’t,” Chaol said. Her head snapped toward him. “If you’re there, I

have  to  answer  too  many  questions.  I  won’t  jeopardize  Dorian  to  satisfy  your curiosity.” 

He  kept  walking  straight,  but  she  turned  the  corner  with  a  tight  shrug.  “Do what you want.” 

Noticing  she  was  heading  away,  he  halted.  “And  what  are   you  going  to  be doing?” 

Too  much  suspicion  in  that  voice.  She  paused  her  steps  and  arched  an

eyebrow. “Many things. Wicked things.” 

“If you give us away, Dorian will—” 

She cut him off with a snort. “You refused to share your information, Captain. 

I don’t think it’s unreasonable for me to withhold mine.” She made to walk down

the street, toward her old apartment. 

“Not captain,” he said. 

She looked over her shoulder and studied him again. “What happened to your

sword?” 

His eyes were hollow. “I lost it.” 

Ah. “So is it Lord Chaol, then?” 

“Just Chaol.” 

For a heartbeat, she pitied him, and part of her wished she could say it more

kindly, more compassionately. “There’s no getting Dorian out. There’s no saving

him.” 

“Like hell there isn’t.” 

“You’d be better off considering other contenders to put on the throne—” 

“Do  not finish that sentence.” His eyes were wide, his breathing uneven. 

She’d  said  enough.  She  rolled  her  shoulders,  leashing  her  temper.  “With  my

magic, I could help him—I could try to find a way to free him.” 

But  most  likely  kill  him.  She  wouldn’t  admit  that  aloud.  Not  until  she  could see him for herself. 

“And what then?” Chaol asked. “Will you hold all of Rifthold hostage the way

you did Doranelle? Burn anyone who doesn’t agree with you? Or will you just

incinerate  our  kingdom  from  spite?  And  what  of  others  like  you,  who  feel  that they  have  a  score  to  settle  with  Adarlan?”  He  huffed  a  bitter  laugh.  “Perhaps we’re better off without magic. Perhaps magic doesn’t exactly make things fair

amongst us mere mortals.” 

“Fair? You think that any part of this is  fair?” 

“Magic makes people dangerous.” 

“Magic has saved your life a few times now, if I recall correctly.” 

“Yes,” he breathed, “you and Dorian both—and I’m grateful, I am. But where

are  the  checks  against  your  kind?  Iron?  Not  much  of  a  deterrent,  is  it?  Once magic is free, who is to stop the monsters from coming out again? Who is to stop

 you?” 

A spear of ice shot through her heart. 

 Monster. 
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It truly had been horror and revulsion that she’d seen on his face that day she

revealed  her  Fae  form  in  the  other  world—the  day  she’d  cleaved  the  earth  and called down fire to save him, to save Fleetfoot. Yes, there would always need to

be checks against any sort of power, but …  Monster. 

She wished he’d struck her instead. “So Dorian is allowed to have magic. You

can come to terms with his power, and yet my power is an abomination to you?” 

“Dorian has never killed anyone. Dorian didn’t gut Archer Finn in the tunnels

or torture and kill Grave and then chop him up into pieces. Dorian didn’t go on a

killing spree at Endovier that left dozens dead.” 

It  was  an  effort  to  put  up  that  old,  familiar  wall  of  ice  and  steel.  Everything behind  it  was  crumbling  and  shaking.  “I’ve  made  my  peace  with  that.”  She

sucked on her teeth, trying so damn hard not to go for her weapons as she might

once have done, as she still ached to do, and said, “I’ll be at my old apartment, 

should you decide to take your head out of your ass. Good night.” 

She didn’t give him a chance to reply before she stalked down the street. 



Chaol  stood  in  the  small  bedroom  of  the  ramshackle  house  that  had  been  his

squadron’s  primary  headquarters  for  the  past  three  weeks,  staring  at  a  desk

littered  with  maps  and  plans  and  notes  regarding  the  palace,  the  guards’

rotations,  and  Dorian’s  habits.  Brullo  had  nothing  to  offer  during  their  meeting an  hour  earlier—just  grim  reassurance  that  Chaol  had  done  the  right  thing  in leaving the king’s service and walking away from everything he’d ever worked

for. The older man still insisted on calling him captain, despite Chaol’s protests. 

Brullo had been the one who’d found Chaol and offered to be his eyes inside

the  castle,  not  three  days  after  he’d  run.  Fled,  Aelin  had  said.  She’d  known exactly what word she wielded. 

A  queen—raging  and  fiery  and  perhaps  more  than  a  little  cruel—had  found

him  tonight.  He’d  seen  it  from  the  moment  he’d  staggered  out  of  the  Valg’s

darkness to find her standing with a predator’s stillness beside Nesryn. Despite

the  dirt  and  blood  on  her,  Aelin’s  face  was  tan  and  flushed  with  color,  and—

different. Older, as if the stillness and power she radiated had honed not just her

soul but also the very shape of her. And when he had seen her bare finger …

Chaol  took  out  the  ring  he’d  tucked  into  his  pocket  and  glanced  at  the  unlit hearth. It would be a matter of minutes to light a blaze and chuck the ring into it. 

He  turned  the  ring  over  between  his  fingers.  The  silver  was  dull  and  marred with countless scratches. 

No,  Celaena  Sardothien  certainly  did  not  exist  anymore.  That  woman—the

woman he had loved … Perhaps she’d drowned in the vast, ruthless sea between here  and  Wendlyn.  Perhaps  she’d  died  at  the  hands  of  the  Valg  princes.  Or

maybe he’d been a fool all this time, a fool to look at the lives she’d taken and

blood she’d so irreverently spilled, and not be disgusted. 

There had been  blood on her tonight—she’d killed many men before finding

him. She hadn’t even bothered to wash it off, hadn’t even seemed to notice she

was wearing the blood of her enemies. 

A  city—she’d  encircled  a   city  with  her  flames,  and  made  a  Fae  Queen

tremble. No one should possess that sort of power. If she could make an entire

city burn as retribution for a Fae Queen whipping her friend … What would she

do to the empire that had enslaved and butchered her people? 

He  would  not  tell  her  how  to  free  magic—not  until  he  knew  for  certain  that she wouldn’t turn Rifthold into cinders on the wind. 

There was a knock on his door—two efficient beats. “You should be on your

shift, Nesryn,” he said by way of greeting. 

She  slipped  in,  smooth  as  a  cat.  In  the  three  years  he’d  known  her,  she’d

always  had  that  quiet,  sleek  way  of  moving.  A  year  ago,  a  bit  shattered  and reckless from Lithaen’s betrayal, it had intrigued him enough that he’d spent the

summer sharing her bed. 

“My commander’s drunk with his hand up the shirt of whatever new barmaid

was  in  his  lap.  He  won’t  notice  my  absence  for  a  while  yet.”  A  faint  sort  of amusement shone in her dark eyes. The same sort of amusement that had been

there last year whenever they would meet, at inns or in rooms above taverns or

sometimes even up against the wall of an alley. 

He’d needed it—the distraction and release—after Lithaen had left him for the

charms  of  Roland  Havilliard.  Nesryn  had  just  been  bored,  apparently.  She’d

never  sought  him  out,  never  asked  when  she  would  see  him  again,  so  their

encounters had always been initiated by him. A few months later, he hadn’t felt

particularly bad when he’d gone to Endovier and stopped seeing her. He’d never

told Dorian—or Aelin. And when he’d run into Nesryn three weeks ago at one

of the rebel gatherings, she hadn’t seemed to be holding a grudge. 

“You look like a man who got punched in the balls,” she said at last. 

He  cut  a  glare  in  her  direction.  And  because  he  did  indeed  feel  that  way, 

because  maybe  he  was  again  feeling  a  bit  shattered  and  reckless,  he  told  her what had happened. Who it had happened with. 

He  trusted  her,  though.  In  the  three  weeks  they’d  been  fighting  and  plotting and surviving together, he’d had no choice  but to trust her. Ren had trusted her. 

Yet Chaol still hadn’t told Ren who Celaena truly was before he’d left. Perhaps

he should have. If he’d known that she would come back like this, act this way, 

he  supposed  Ren  should  have  learned  who  he  was  risking  his  life  for.  He supposed Nesryn deserved to know, too. 

Nesryn  cocked  her  head,  her  hair  shimmering  like  black  silk.  “The  King’s

Champion—and Aelin Galathynius. Impressive.” He didn’t need to bother to ask

her  to  keep  it  to  herself.  She  knew  exactly  how  precious  that  information  was. 

He  hadn’t  asked  her  to  be  his  second  in  command  for  nothing.  “I  should  be

flattered she held a knife to my throat.” 

Chaol  glanced  again  at  the  ring.  He  should  melt  it,  but  money  was  scarce. 

He’d already used up much of what he’d snatched from the tomb. 

And he would need it now more than ever. Now that Dorian was …

Was …

Dorian was gone. 

Celaena— Aelin had lied about many things, but she wouldn’t have lied about

Dorian. And she might be the only person able to save him. But if she tried to

kill him instead …

He sank into the desk chair, staring blankly at the maps and plans he’d been

cultivating. Everything—everything was for Dorian, for his friend. For himself, 

he had nothing left to lose. He was nothing more than a nameless oath-breaker, a

liar, a traitor. 

Nesryn took a step toward him. There was little concern in her face, but he’d

never  expected  coddling  from  her.  Never  wanted  it.  Perhaps  because  she  alone

understood it—what it was like to face a father’s disapproval to follow the path

that  called.  But  while  Nesryn’s  father  had  eventually  accepted  her  choice, 

Chaol’s own father … He didn’t want to think about his father right now, not as

Nesryn said, “What she claimed about the prince—” 

“It changes nothing.” 

“It sounds like it changes everything. Including the future of this kingdom.” 

“Just drop it.” 

Nesryn  crossed  her  thin  arms.  She  was  slender  enough  that  most  opponents

underestimated her—to their own misfortune. Tonight, he’d seen her rip into one

of  those  Valg  soldiers  like  she  was  filleting  a  fish.  “I  think  you’re  letting  your personal history get in the way of considering every route.” 

He opened his mouth to object. Nesryn lifted a groomed brow and waited. 

Maybe he’d been hotheaded just now. 

Maybe it had been a mistake to refuse to tell Aelin how to free magic. 

And if it cost him Dorian in the process—

He swore softly, the rush of breath guttering the candle on the desk. 

The  captain  he’d  once  been  would  have  refused  to  tell  her.  Aelin  was  an

enemy of his kingdom. 
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But that captain was no more. That captain had died alongside Sorscha in that

tower room. “You fought well tonight,” he said, as if that were an answer. 

Nesryn clicked her tongue. “I came back because I received a report that three

of the city garrisons were called to the Vaults not thirty minutes after we left. Her

Majesty,” Nesryn said drily, “killed a great number of the king’s men, the owners

and investors of the hall, and took it upon herself to wreck the place. They won’t

be open again anytime soon.” 

Gods above. “Do they know it was the King’s Champion?” 

“No. But I thought I should warn you. I bet she had a reason for doing it.” 

Maybe. Maybe not. “You’ll find that she tends to do what she wants, when she

wants,  and  doesn’t  ask  for  permission  first.”  Aelin  probably  had  just  been  in  a pissy mood and decided to unleash her temper on the pleasure hall. 

Nesryn  said,  “You  should  have  known  better  than  to  get  tangled  up  with  a

woman like that.” 

“And  I  suppose  you  would  know  everything  about  getting  tangled  up  with

people, given how many suitors are lined up outside your father’s bakeries.” A

cheap  shot,  maybe,  but  they’d  always  been  blunt  with  each  other.  She  hadn’t

ever seemed bothered by it, anyway. 

That faint gleam of amusement returned to her eyes as Nesryn put her hands

in  her  pockets  and  turned  away.  “This  is  why  I  never  get  too  involved.  Too messy.” 

Why she didn’t let anyone in. Ever. He debated asking why—pushing about it. 

But limiting the questions about their pasts was part of their deal, and had been

from the start. 

Honestly, he didn’t know what he’d expected when the queen returned. 

Not this. 

 You do not get to pick and choose which parts of her to love, Dorian had once

said to him. He’d been right. So painfully right. 

Nesryn let herself out. 

At  first  light,  Chaol  went  to  the  nearest  jeweler  and  pawned  the  ring  for  a handful of silver. 



Exhausted  and  miserable,  Aelin  trudged  back  to  her  old  apartment  above  the

unremarkable  warehouse.  She  didn’t  dare  linger  outside  the  large,  two-level

wooden  building  that  she’d  purchased  when  she’d  at  last  paid  off  her  debts  to Arobynn—purchased for herself, to get out of the Keep. But it had only started

to  feel  like  a  home  once  she’d  paid  off  Sam’s  debts  as  well,  and  he’d  come  to

live here with her. A few weeks—that was all she’d been able to share with him. 

Then he was dead. 

The  lock  on  the  large,  rolling  door  was  new,  and  inside  the  warehouse,  the

towering stacks of crates full of ink remained in prime condition. No dust coated

the  stairs  in  the  back.  Either  Arobynn  or  another  face  from  her  past  would  be inside. 

Good. She was ready for another fight. 

When she opened the green door, a knife angled behind her, the apartment was

dark. Empty. 

But it smelled fresh. 

It was a matter of a few moments to check the apartment—the great room, the

kitchen  (a  few  old  apples,  but  no  other  signs  of  an  occupant),  her  bedroom

(untouched), and the guest room. It was there that someone’s scent lingered; the

bed was not quite perfectly made, and a note lay on the high dresser beside the

door. 

 The captain said I could stay here for a while. Sorry for trying to kill you this

 winter. I was the one with the twin swords. Nothing personal. —Ren

She swore.  Ren had been staying here? And—and he still thought she was the

King’s Champion. The night the rebels had kept Chaol hostage in a warehouse, 

she had tried to kill him, and had been surprised when he’d held his ground. Oh, 

she remembered him. 

At least he was safe in the North. 

She  knew  herself  well  enough  to  admit  that  the  relief  was  partially  that  of  a coward—that she didn’t have to face Ren and see how he might react to who she

was, what she’d done with Marion’s sacrifice. Given Chaol’s own reaction, “not

well” seemed like a fair guess. 

She walked back into the darkened great room, lighting candles as she went. 

The  large  dining  table  occupying  one  half  of  the  space  was  still  set  with  her elegant plates. The couch and two red velvet armchairs before the ornate mantel

were a bit rumpled, but clean. 

For a few moments, she just stared at the mantel. A beautiful clock had once

sat  there—until  the  day  she’d  learned  Sam  had  been  tortured  and  killed  by

Rourke Farran. That the torture had gone on for  hours while she’d sat on her ass in this apartment, packing trunks that were now nowhere to be seen. And when

Arobynn  had  come  to  deliver  the  news,  she’d  taken  that  beautiful  clock  and

hurled it across the room, where it had shattered against the wall. 

She  hadn’t  been  back  here  since  then,  though  someone  had  cleaned  up  the

glass. Either Ren or Arobynn. 

A look at one of the many bookshelves gave her the answer. 

Every book she’d packed for that one-way trip to the Southern Continent, for that  new  life  with  Sam,  had  been  put  back  in  place.  Exactly  where  she’d  once kept them. 

And  there  was  only  one  person  who  would  know  those  details—who  would

use  the  unpacked  trunks  as  a  taunt  and  a  gift  and  a  quiet  reminder  of  what leaving  him  would  cost  her.  Which  meant  Arobynn  had  no  doubt  known  she

would return here. At some point. 

She padded into her bedroom. She didn’t dare to check whether Sam’s clothes

had been unpacked into the drawers—or thrown out. 

A bath—that’s what she needed. A long, hot bath. 

She  hardly  noticed  the  room  that  had  once  been  her  sanctuary.  She  lit  the

candles in the white-tiled bathroom, casting the chamber in flickering gold. 

After  turning  the  brass  knobs  on  the  oversized  porcelain  bathtub  to  start  the water  flowing,  she  unstrapped  each  of  her  weapons.  She  peeled  off  her  filthy, bloody clothes layer by layer, until she stood in her own scarred skin and gazed

at her tattooed back in the mirror above the sink. 

A  month  ago,  Rowan  had  covered  her  scars  from  Endovier  with  a  stunning, 

scrolling tattoo, written in the Old Language of the Fae—the stories of her loved

ones and how they’d died. 

She would not have Rowan ink another name on her flesh. 

She  climbed  into  the  tub,  moaning  at  the  delicious  heat,  and  thought  of  the empty place on the mantel where the clock should have been. The place that had

never quite been filled again since that day she’d shattered the clock. Maybe—

maybe she’d also stopped in that moment. 

Stopped living and started just … surviving. Raging. 

And maybe it had taken until this spring, when she had been sprawled on the

ground while three Valg princes fed on her, when she had at last burned through

that pain and darkness, for the clock to start again. 

No, she would not add another name of her beloved dead to her flesh. 

She yanked a washcloth from beside the tub and scrubbed at her face, bits of

mud and blood clouding the water. 

 Unpredictable. The arrogance, the sheer single-minded selfishness …

Chaol  had  run.  He’d   run,  and  Dorian  had  been  left  to  be  enslaved  by  the collar. 

Dorian. She’d come back—but too late. Too late. 

She dunked the washcloth again and covered her face with it, hoping it would

somehow ease the stinging in her eyes. Maybe she’d sent too strong a message

from  Wendlyn  by  destroying  Narrok;  maybe  it   was  her  fault  that  Aedion  had been captured, Sorscha killed, and Dorian enslaved. 

 Monster. 

And yet …

For her friends, for her family, she would gladly be a monster. For Rowan, for

Dorian, for Nehemia, she would debase and degrade and ruin herself. She knew

they would have done the same for her. She slung the washcloth into the water

and sat up. 

Monster or no, never in ten thousand years would she have let Dorian face his

father alone. Even if Dorian had told her to go. A month ago, she and Rowan had

chosen to face the Valg princes  together—to die together, if need be, rather than do so alone. 

 You  remind  me  of  what  the  world  ought  to  be;  what  the  world  can  be,  she’d once said to Chaol. 

Her face burned. A girl had said those things; a girl so desperate to survive, to

make  it  through  each  day,  that  she  hadn’t  questioned  why  he  served  the  true monster of their world. 

Aelin slipped back under the water, scrubbing at her hair, her face, her bloody

body. 

She  could  forgive  the  girl  who  had  needed  a  captain  of  the  guard  to  offer

stability after a year in hell; forgive the girl who had needed a captain to be her

champion. 

But she was her own champion now. And she would not add another name of

her beloved dead to her flesh. 

So  when  she  awoke  the  next  morning,  Aelin  wrote  a  letter  to  Arobynn, 

accepting his offer. 

One Valg demon, owed to the King of the Assassins. 

In  exchange  for  his  assistance  in  the  rescue   and  safe  return  of  Aedion Ashryver, the Wolf of the North. 
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Manon Blackbeak, heir of the Blackbeak Witch-Clan, bearer of the blade Wind-

Cleaver, rider of the wyvern Abraxos, and Wing Leader of the King of Adarlan’s

aerial host, stared at the portly man sitting across the black glass table and kept

her temper on a tight leash. 

In  the  weeks  that  Manon  and  half  the  Ironteeth  legion  had  been  stationed  in Morath,  the  mountain  stronghold  of  Duke  Perrington,  she  had  not  warmed  to

him.  Neither  had  any  of  her  Thirteen.  Which  was  why  Asterin’s  hands  were

within  easy  reach  of  her  twin  blades  as  she  leaned  against  the  dark  stone  wall, why  Sorrel  was  posted  near  the  doors,  and  why  Vesta  and  Lin  stood  guard

outside them. 

The duke either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He showed interest in Manon only

when  giving  orders  about   her  host’s  training.  Other  than  that,  he  appeared relentlessly focused on the army of strange-smelling men that waited in the camp

at  the  foot  of  the  mountain.  Or  on  whatever  dwelled  under  the  surrounding

mountains—whatever screamed and roared and moaned within the labyrinth of

catacombs  carved  into  the  heart  of  the  ancient  rock.  Manon  had  never  asked

what was kept or done inside those mountains, though her Shadows had reported

whispers  of  stone  altars  stained  with  blood  and  dungeons  blacker  than  the

Darkness  itself.  If  it  didn’t  interfere  with  the  Ironteeth  legion,  Manon  didn’t particularly care. Let these men play at being gods. 

Usually  though,  especially  in  these  wretched  meetings,  the  duke’s  attention

was  fixed  upon  the  beautiful,  raven-haired  woman  who  was  never  far  from  his

side, as though tethered to him by an invisible chain. 

It was to her that Manon now looked while the duke pointed out the areas on

the map he wanted Ironteeth scouts to survey. Kaltain—that was her name. 

She  never  said  anything,  never  looked  at  anyone.  A  dark  collar  was  clasped

around her moon-white throat, a collar that made Manon keep her distance. Such

a  wrong scent around all these people. Human, but also not human. And on this

woman, the scent was strongest and strangest. Like the dark, forgotten places of

the world. Like tilled soil in a graveyard. 

“By next week I want reports on what the wild men of the Fangs are up to,” 

the duke said. His well-groomed rust-colored mustache seemed so at odds with

his  dark,  brutal  armor.  A  man  equally  comfortable  battling  in  council  rooms  or on killing fields. 

“Anything in particular to look for?” Manon said flatly, already bored. It was

an honor to be Wing Leader, she reminded herself; an honor to lead the Ironteeth

host.  Even  if  being  here  felt  like  a  punishment,  and  even  if  she  hadn’t  yet received  word  from  her  grandmother,  the  High  Witch  of  the  Blackbeak  Clan, 

about  what  their  next  move  was  to  be.  They  were  allies  with  Adarlan—not

lackeys at the king’s beck and call. 

The duke stroked an idle hand down Kaltain’s thin arm, its white flesh marred

with too many bruises to be accidental. 

And  then  there  was  the  thick  red  scar  just  before  the  dip  of  her  elbow,  two inches long, slightly raised. It had to be recent. 

But the woman didn’t flinch at the duke’s intimate touch, didn’t show a flicker

of pain as his thick fingers caressed the violent scar. “I want an up-to-date list of

their  settlements,”  the  duke  said.  “Their  numbers,  the  major  paths  they  use  to cross the mountains. Stay invisible, and do not engage.” 

Manon might have tolerated everything about being stuck in Morath—except

for that last order.  Do not engage. No killing, no fighting, no bleeding men. 

The  council  chamber  had  only  one  tall,  narrow  window,  its  view  cut  off  by

one of the many stone towers of Morath. Not enough open space in this room, 

not with the duke and his broken woman beside him. Manon lifted her chin and

stood. “As you will it.” 

“Your Grace,” the duke said. 

Manon paused, half turning. 

The duke’s dark eyes weren’t wholly human. “You will address me as ‘Your

Grace,’ Wing Leader.” 

It was an effort to keep her iron teeth from snapping down from the slits in her

gums. “You’re not my duke,” she said. “Nor are you  my grace.” 

Asterin had gone still. 

Duke Perrington boomed out a laugh. Kaltain showed no indication that she’d

heard any of it. “The White Demon,” the duke mused, looking Manon over with

eyes  that  roved  too  freely.  Had  he  been  anyone  else,  she  would  have  gouged

those eyes out with her iron nails—and let him scream for a bit before she ripped

out  his  throat  with  her  iron  teeth.  “I  wonder  if  you  won’t  seize  the  host  for yourself and snatch up my empire.” 

“I have no use for human lands.” It was the truth. 

Only  the  Western  Wastes,  home  of  the  once-glorious  Witch  Kingdom.  But

until they fought in the King of Adarlan’s war, until his enemies were defeated, 

they would not be allowed to reclaim it. Besides, the Crochan curse that denied

[image: Image 676]

them true possession of the land held firm—and they were no closer to breaking

it than Manon’s elders had been five hundred years ago, when the last Crochan

Queen damned them with her dying breath. 

“And for that, I thank the gods every day.” He waved a hand. “Dismissed.” 

Manon stared him down, again debating the merits of slaughtering him right

at the table, if only to see how Kaltain would react to  that, but Asterin shifted her foot against the stone—as good as a pointed cough. 

So Manon turned from the duke and his silent bride and walked out. 



Manon  stalked  down  the  narrow  halls  of  Morath  Keep,  Asterin  flanking  her, 

Sorrel a step behind, Vesta and Lin bringing up the rear. 

Through every slitted window they passed, roars and wings and shouts burst

in along with the final rays of the setting sun—and beyond them, the relentless

striking of hammers on steel and iron. 

They  passed  a  cluster  of  guards  outside  the  entrance  to  the  duke’s  private

tower—one  of  the  few  places  where  they  weren’t  allowed.  The  smells  that

leaked from behind the door of dark, glittering stone raked claws down Manon’s

spine, and she and her Second and Third kept a wary distance. Asterin even went

so far as to bare her teeth at the guards posted in front of that door, her golden

hair  and  the  rough  leather  band  she  wore  across  her  brow  glinting  in  the

torchlight. 

The men didn’t so much as blink, and their breathing didn’t hitch. She knew

their training had nothing to do with it—they had a reek to them, too. 

Manon glanced over her shoulder at Vesta, who was smirking at every guard

and trembling servant they passed. Her red hair, creamy skin, and black-and-gold

eyes  were  enough  to  stop  most  men  in  their  tracks—to  keep  them  distracted

while  she  used  them  for  pleasure,  and  then  let  them  bleed  out  for  amusement. 

But these guards yielded no reaction to her, either. 

Vesta noticed Manon’s attention and lifted her auburn brows. 

“Get the others,” Manon ordered her. “It’s time for a hunt.” Vesta nodded and

peeled  away  down  a  darkened  hallway.  She  jerked  her  chin  at  Lin,  who  gave

Manon a wicked little grin and faded into the shadows on Vesta’s heels. 

Manon  and  her  Second  and  Third  were  silent  as  they  ascended  the  half-

crumbling tower that housed the Thirteen’s private aerie. By day, their wyverns

perched on the massive posts jutting out from the tower’s side to get some fresh

air and to watch the war camp far, far below; by night, they hauled themselves

into the aerie to sleep, chained in their assigned areas. 

It  was  far  easier  than  locking  them  in  the  reeking  cells  in  the  belly  of  the mountain  with  the  rest  of  the  host’s  wyverns,  where  they  would  only  rip  each other to shreds and get cramps in their wings. They’d tried housing them there—

just  once,  upon  arriving.  Abraxos  had  gone  berserk  and  taken  out  half  his  pen, rousing  the  other  mounts  until  they,  too,  were  bucking  and  roaring  and

threatening  to  bring  the  Keep  down  around  them.  An  hour  later,  Manon  had

commandeered this tower for the Thirteen. It seemed that the strange scent riled

Abraxos, too. 

But in the aerie, the reek of the animals was familiar, welcoming. Blood and

shit and hay and leather. Hardly a whiff of that  off smell—perhaps because they

were so high up that the wind blew it away. 

The straw-coated floor crunched beneath their boots, a cool breeze sweeping

in from where the roof had been ripped half off thanks to Sorrel’s bull. To keep

the wyverns from feeling less caged—and so Abraxos could watch the stars, as

he liked to do. 

Manon ran an eye over the feeding troughs in the center of the chamber. None

of  the  mounts  touched  the  meat  and  grain  provided  by  the  mortal  men  who

maintained the aerie. One of those men was laying down fresh hay, and a flash of

Manon’s  iron  teeth  had  him  scurrying  down  the  stairs,  the  tang  of  his  fear

lingering in the air like a smear of oil. 

“Four  weeks,”  Asterin  said,  glancing  at  her  pale-blue  wyvern,  visible  on  her

perch  through  one  of  the  many  open  archways.  “Four  weeks,  and  no  action. 

What are we even doing here? When will we  move?” 

Indeed, the restrictions were grating on them all. Limiting flying to nighttime

to  keep  the  host  mostly  undetected,  the  stench  of  these  men,  the  stone,  the forges,  the  winding  passages  of  the  endless  Keep—they  took  little  bites  out  of Manon’s patience every day. Even the small mountain range in which the Keep

was nestled was dense, made only of bare rock, with few signs of the spring that

had now blanketed most of the land. A dead, festering place. 

“We move when we’re told to move,” Manon said to Asterin, gazing toward

the  setting  sun.  Soon—as  soon  as  that  sun  vanished  over  those  jagged  black

peaks—they  could  take  to  the  skies.  Her  stomach  grumbled.  “And  if  you’re

going to question orders, Asterin, then I’ll be happy to replace you.” 

“I’m  not  questioning,”  Asterin  said,  holding  Manon’s  gaze  for  longer  than

most witches dared. “But it’s a waste of our skills to be sitting here like hens in a

coop, at the duke’s bidding. I’d like to rip open that worm’s belly.” 

Sorrel  murmured,  “I  would  advise  you,  Asterin,  to  resist  the  urge.”  Manon’s

tan-skinned  Third,  built  like  a  battering  ram,  kept  her  attention  solely  on  the quick, lethal movements of her Second. The stone to Asterin’s flame, ever since

they’d been witchlings. 

“The King of Adarlan can’t steal our mounts from us. Not now,” Asterin said. 

“Perhaps  we  should  move  deeper  into  the  mountains  and  camp  there,  where  at

least the air is clean. There’s no point squatting here.” 

Sorrel  let  out  a  warning  growl,  but  Manon  jerked  her  chin,  a  silent  order  to stand down as she herself stepped closer to her Second. “The last thing I need,” 

Manon  breathed  in  Asterin’s  face,  “is  to  have  that  mortal  swine  question  the suitability of my Thirteen. Keep yourself in line. And if I hear you telling your

scouts any of this—” 

“You think I would speak ill of you to inferiors?” A snap of iron teeth. 

“I think you—and all of us—are sick of being confined to this shit-hole, and

you have a tendency to say what you think and consider the consequences later.” 

Asterin had always been that way—and that wildness was exactly why Manon

had chosen her as her Second a century ago. The flame to Sorrel’s stone … and

to Manon’s ice. 

The  rest  of  the  Thirteen  began  filing  in  as  the  sun  vanished.  They  took  one glance  at  Manon  and  Asterin  and  wisely  kept  away,  their  eyes  averted.  Vesta

even muttered a prayer to the Three-Faced Goddess. 

“I  want  only  for  the  Thirteen—for  all  the  Blackbeaks—to  win  glory  on  the

battlefield,” Asterin said, refusing to break Manon’s stare. 

“We  will,”  Manon  promised,  loud  enough  for  the  others  to  hear.  “But  until

then,  keep  yourself  in  check,  or  I’ll  ground  you  until  you’re  worthy  of  riding with us again.” 

Asterin lowered her eyes. “Your will is mine, Wing Leader.” 

Coming from anyone else, even Sorrel, the honorific would have been normal, 

expected. Because none of them would ever have dared to cast that  tone to it. 

Manon  lashed  out,  so  fast  that  even  Asterin  couldn’t  retreat.  Manon’s  hand

closed  around  her  cousin’s  throat,  her  iron  nails  digging  into  the  soft  skin beneath  her  ears.  “You  step  one  foot  out  of  line,  Asterin,  and  these”—Manon

dug  her  nails  in  deeper  as  blue  blood  began  sliding  down  Asterin’s  golden-tan neck—“find their mark.” 

Manon didn’t care that they’d been fighting at each other’s sides for a century, 

that  Asterin  was  her  closest  relative,  or  that  Asterin  had  gone  to  the  mat  again and  again  to  defend  Manon’s  position  as  heir.  She’d  put  Asterin  down  the

moment she became a useless nuisance. Manon let Asterin see all of that in her

eyes. 

Asterin’s gaze flicked to the bloodred cloak Manon wore—the cloak Manon’s

grandmother  had  ordered  her  to  take  from  that  Crochan  after  Manon  slit  her

throat,  after  the  witch  bled  out  on  the  floor  of  the  Omega.  Asterin’s  beautiful, 
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wild face went cold as she said, “Understood.” 

Manon released her throat, flicking Asterin’s blood off her nails as she turned

to the Thirteen, now standing by their mounts, stiff-backed and silent. “We ride. 

Now.” 



Abraxos shifted and bobbed beneath Manon as she climbed into the saddle, well

aware  that  one  misstep  off  the  wooden  beam  on  which  he  was  perched  would

lead to a very long, very permanent drop. 

Below and to the south, countless army campfires flickered, and the smoke of

the forges among them rose high in plumes that marred the starry, moonlit sky. 

Abraxos growled. 

“I know, I know, I’m hungry, too,” Manon said, blinking the lid above her eye

into place as she secured the harnesses that kept her firmly in the saddle. To her

left and right, Asterin and Sorrel mounted their wyverns and turned to her. Her

cousin’s wounds had already clotted. 

Manon  gazed  at  the  unforgiving  plunge  straight  down  the  side  of  the  tower, 

past the jagged rocks of the mountain, and into the open air beyond. Perhaps that

was  why  these  mortal  fools  had  insisted  that  every  wyvern  and  rider  make  the Crossing at the Omega—so they could come to Morath and not balk at the sheer

drop, even from the lowest levels of the Keep. 

A chill, reeking wind brushed her face, clogging her nose. A pleading, hoarse

scream  broke  from  inside  one  of  those  hollowed-out  mountains—then  went

silent. Time to go—if not to fill her belly, then to get away from the rot of this

place for a few hours. 

Manon dug her legs into Abraxos’s scarred, leathery side, and his Spidersilk-

reinforced  wings  glittered  like  gold  in  the  light  of  the  fires  far  below.  “Fly, Abraxos,” she breathed. 

Abraxos  sucked  in  a  great  breath,  tucked  his  wings  in  tight,  and   fell  off  the side of the post. 

He liked to do that—just tumble off as though he’d been struck dead. 

Her wyvern, it seemed, had a wicked sense of humor. 

The first time he’d done it, she’d roared at him. Now he did it just to show off, 

as  the  wyverns  of  the  rest  of  the  Thirteen  had  to  jump  up  and  out  and  then plunge, their bodies too big to nimbly navigate the narrow drop. 

Manon  kept  her  eyes  open  as  they  tumbled  down,  the  wind  battering  them, 

Abraxos  a  warm  mass  beneath  her.  She  liked  to  watch  every  stunned  and

terrified  mortal  face,  liked  to  see  how  close  Abraxos  got  to  the  stones  of  the

tower, to the jagged, black mountain rock before—

Abraxos  flung  out  his  wings  and  banked  hard,  the  world  tilting  and  then

shooting  behind.  He  let  out  a  fierce  cry  that  reverberated  over  every  stone  of Morath,  echoed  by  the  shrieks  of  the  Thirteen’s  mounts.  On  a  tower’s  exterior stairs, a servant hauling a basket of apples cried out and dropped his burden. The

apples tumbled one by one by one down the steps winding around the tower, a

cascade of red and green in time to the pounding of the forges. 

Then Abraxos was flapping up and away over the dark army, over the sharp

peaks, the Thirteen falling smoothly into rank behind him. 

It  was  a  strange  sort  of  thrill,  to  ride  like  this,  with  just  her  coven—a  unit capable  of  sacking  whole  cities  by  themselves.  Abraxos  flew  hard  and  fast,  he and  Manon  both  scanning  the  earth  as  they  broke  free  from  the  mountains  and cruised over the flat farmland before the Acanthus River. 

Most humans had fled this region, or had been butchered for war or sport. But

there were still a few, if you knew where to look. 

On and on they flew, the sliver of a crescent moon rising higher: the Crone’s

Sickle. A good night for hunting, if the unkind face of the Goddess now watched

over them, even though the dark of the new moon—the Crone’s Shadow—was

always preferred. 

At  least  the  Sickle  gave  off  enough  light  to  see  by  as  Manon  scanned  the

earth. Water—mortals liked to live near water, so she headed toward a lake she’d

spotted weeks ago but hadn’t yet explored. 

Fast and sleek as shadows, the Thirteen soared over the night-shrouded land. 

At  last,  moonlight  dimly  glinted  over  a  small  body  of  water,  and  Abraxos

glided for it, down and down, until Manon could see their reflection on the flat

surface, see her red cape fluttering behind her like a trail of blood. 

Behind,  Asterin  whooped,  and  Manon  turned  to  watch  her  Second  fling  her

arms  out  and  lean  back  in  her  saddle  until  she  was  lying  flat  on  her  mount’s spine,  her  golden  hair  unbound  and  streaming.  Such  wild  ecstasy—there  was

always a fierce, untamed joy when Asterin flew. 

Manon occasionally wondered if her Second sometimes snuck out at night to

ride in nothing but her skin, forgoing even a saddle. 

Manon  faced  forward,  frowning.  Thank  the  Darkness  that  the  Blackbeak

Matron  wasn’t  here  to  see  this,  or  more  than  Asterin  would  be  threatened.  It would  be  Manon’s  own  neck,  too,  for  allowing  such  wildness  to  bloom.  And

being unwilling to stomp it out entirely. 

Manon  spied  a  small  cottage  with  a  fenced  field.  A  light  flickered  in  the

window—perfect.  Beyond  the  house,  tufts  of  solid  white  gleamed,  bright  as

snow. Even better. 

Manon steered Abraxos toward the farm, toward the family that—if they were smart—had heard the booming wings and taken cover. 

No children. It was an unspoken rule among the Thirteen, even if some of the

other  Clans  had  no  qualms  about  it,  especially  the  Yellowlegs.  But  men  and

women were fair game, if there was fun to be had. 

And after her earlier encounters with the duke, with Asterin, Manon was truly

in the mood for some amusement. 
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After Aelin wrote the damning letter to Arobynn and sent it via one of his feral

street  urchins,  hunger  dragged  her  from  the  apartment  into  the  gray  morning. 

Bone-tired, she hunted down breakfast, also buying enough for lunch and dinner, 

and returned to the warehouse an hour later to find a large, flat box waiting on

the dining table. 

No  sign  of  the  lock  having  been  tampered  with,  none  of  the  windows  open

any farther than they’d been when she cracked them to let in the river breeze that

morning. 

But  she  expected  no  less  from  Arobynn—no  less  than  a  reminder  that  he

might  be  King  of  the  Assassins,  but  he’d  clawed  and  slaughtered  his  way  onto that self-made throne. 

It seemed fitting, somehow, that the skies opened up just then, the patter and

clink of the downpour washing away the too-heavy silence of the room. 

Aelin tugged at the emerald silk ribbon around the cream-colored box until it

dropped  away.  Setting  aside  the  lid,  she  stared  at  the  folded  cloth  within  for  a long  moment.  The  note  placed  atop  it  read,  I  took  the  liberty  of  having  some improvements made since the last time. Go play. 

Her  throat  tightened,  but  she  pulled  out  the  full-body  suit  of  black  cloth—

tight,  thick,  and  flexible  like  leather,  but  without  the  sheen  and  suffocation. 

Beneath  the  folded  suit  lay  a  pair  of  boots.  They’d  been  cleaned  since  the  last time  she’d  worn  them  years  ago,  the  black  leather  still  supple  and  pliable,  the special grooves and hidden blades as precise as ever. 

She  lifted  the  heavy  sleeve  of  the  suit  to  reveal  the  built-in  gauntlets  that concealed thin, vicious swords as long as her forearm. 

She  hadn’t  seen  this  suit,  hadn’t  worn  it,  since  …  She  glanced  at  the  empty spot on the mantel. Another test—a quiet one, to see just how much she would

forgive and forget, how much she would stomach to work with him. 

Arobynn  had  paid  for  the  suit  years  ago,  an  exorbitant  fee  demanded  by  a

master tinkerer from Melisande who had crafted it by hand, built exactly to her

measurements.  He’d  insisted  his  two  best  assassins  be  outfitted  in  the  stealthy, lethal  suits,  so  hers  had  been  a  gift,  one  of  many  he’d  heaped  on  her  as

reparation for beating her to hell and then packing her off to the Red Desert to

train.  She  and  Sam  had   both  taken  brutal  beatings  for  their  disobedience—and yet  Arobynn  had  made  Sam  pay  for  his  suit.  And  then  given  him  second-rate

jobs to keep him from swiftly paying off the debt. 

She set the suit back in the box and began undressing, breathing in the scent of

rain on stone that wafted in through the open windows. 

Oh,  she  could  play  the  devoted  protégée  again.  She  could  go  along  with  the

plan she’d let him create—the plan she’d modify slightly, just enough. She’d kill

whoever was needed, whore herself, wreck herself, if it meant getting Aedion to

safety. 

Two days—just two days—until she could see him again, until she could see

with  her  own  eyes  that  he’d  made  it,  that  he’d  survived  all  these  years  they’d been apart. And even if Aedion hated her, spat on her as Chaol had practically

done … it would be worth it. 

Naked, she stepped into the suit, the smooth, slick material whispering against

her skin. Typical of Arobynn not to mention what modifications he’d made—to

make it a lethal puzzle for her to sort out, if she was clever enough to survive. 

She shimmied into it, careful to avoid triggering the mechanism that brought

forth those hidden blades, feeling for any other concealed weapons or tricks. It

was the work of another moment before the suit enveloped her completely, and

she buckled her feet into the boots. 

As  she  headed  for  the  bedroom,  she  could  already  sense  the  reinforcement

added to every weak spot she possessed. The specifications must have been sent

months before the suit arrived, by the man who did indeed know about the knee

that  sometimes  twanged,  the  body  parts  she  favored  in  combat,  the  speed  with which  she  moved.  All  of  Arobynn’s  knowledge  of  her,  wrapped  around  her  in

cloth and steel and darkness. She paused before the standing mirror against the

far wall of the bedroom. 

A  second  skin.  Perhaps  made  less  scandalous  by  the  exquisite  detailing,  the

extra  padding,  the  pockets,  the  bits  of  armored  decoration—but  there  was  not

one inch left to the imagination. She let out a low whistle. Very well, then. 

She  could  be  Celaena  Sardothien  again—for  a  little  longer,  until  this  game

was finished. 

She might have brooded over it more had splashing hooves and wheels halting

outside the warehouse not echoed through the open windows. 

She doubted Arobynn would show up so soon to gloat—no, he’d wait until he

learned whether she actually went to play with the suit. 

That  left  one  other  person  who’d  bother  to  come  by,  though  she  doubted

Chaol  would  waste  money  on  a  carriage,  even  in  the  rain.  Keeping  away  from

sight, she peered out the window through the downpour, taking in the details of
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the nondescript carriage. No one on the rainy street to observe it—and no sign of

who might be within. 

Heading  for  the  door,  Aelin  flicked  her  wrist,  releasing  the  blade  on  her  left arm.  It  made  no  sound  as  it  shot  free  from  the  hidden  slot  in  the  gauntlet,  the metal gleaming in the rain-dim light. 

Gods, the suit was as wondrous as it’d been that first day she tried it on; the

blade cutting as smoothly through the air as it had when she’d plunged it into her

targets. 

Her  footsteps  and  the  drumming  of  the  rain  on  the  warehouse  roof  were  the

only  sounds  as  she  descended  the  stairs,  then  padded  between  the  crates  piled high on the main floor. 

Left  arm  angled  to  hide  the  blade  within  the  folds  of  her  cloak,  she  hauled open the giant rolling warehouse door to reveal the veils of rain billowing past. 

A cloaked woman waited under the narrow awning, an unmarked hansom cab

for hire loitering behind her on the curb. The driver was watching carefully, rain

dripping off the broad rim of his hat. Not a trained eye—just looking out for the

woman who’d hired him. Even in the rain, her cloak was a deep, rich gray, the

fabric clean and heavy enough to suggest lots of money, despite the carriage. 

The heavy hood concealed the stranger’s face in shadow, but Aelin glimpsed

ivory  skin,  dark  hair,  and  fine  velvet  gloves  reaching  into  her  cloak—for  a

weapon? 

“Start  explaining,”  Aelin  said,  leaning  against  the  door  frame,  “or  you’re  rat meat.” 

The  woman  stepped  back  into  the  rain—not  back,  exactly,  but  toward  the

carriage, where Aelin noted the small form of a child waiting inside. Cowering. 

The woman said, “I came to warn you,” and pulled back her hood just enough

to reveal her face. 

Large, slightly uptilted green eyes, sensuous lips, sharp cheekbones, and a pert

nose  combined  to  create  a  rare,  staggering  beauty  that  caused  men  to  lose  all common sense. 

Aelin  stepped  under  the  narrow  awning  and  drawled,  “As  far  as  memory

serves me, Lysandra, I warned  you that if I ever saw you again, I’d kill you.” 



“Please,” Lysandra begged. 

That  word—and  the  desperation  behind  it—made  Aelin  slide  her  blade  back

into its sheath. 

In  the  nine  years  that  she’d  known  the  courtesan,  never  once  had  she  heard

Lysandra say please—or sound desperate for anything at all. Phrases like “thank you,” “may I,” or even “lovely to see you” had never been uttered by Lysandra

within Aelin’s hearing. 

They  could  have  been  friends  as  easily  as  enemies—both  of  them  orphaned, 

both found by Arobynn as children. But Arobynn had handed Lysandra over to

Clarisse, his good friend and a successful brothel madam. And though Aelin had

been  trained  for  killing  fields  and  Lysandra  for  bedrooms,  they’d  somehow

grown up rivals, clawing for Arobynn’s favor. 

When  Lysandra  turned  seventeen  and  had  her  Bidding,  it  was  Arobynn  who

had  won,  using  the  money  Aelin  had  given  him  to  pay  off  her  own  debts.  The courtesan had then thrown what Arobynn had done with Aelin’s blood money in

her face. 

So Aelin had thrown something back at her: a dagger. They hadn’t seen each

other since. 

Aelin  figured  she  was  perfectly  justified  in  tugging  back  her  hood  to  reveal her  own  face  and  saying,  “It  would  take  me  less  than  a  minute  to  kill  you  and your  driver,  and  to  make  sure  your  little  protégée  in  the  carriage  doesn’t  say  a peep about it. She’d probably be happy to see you dead.” 

Lysandra stiffened. “She is not my protégée, and she is not in training.” 

“So she’s to be used as a shield against me?” Aelin’s smile was razor-sharp. 

“Please—please,” Lysandra said over the rain, “I need to talk to you, just for a

few minutes, where it’s safe.” 

Aelin  took  in  the  fine  clothes,  the  hired  cab,  the  rain  splashing  on  the

cobblestones. So typical of Arobynn to throw this at her. But she’d let him play

this hand; see where it got her. 

Aelin squeezed the bridge of her nose with two fingers, then lifted her head. 

“You know I have to kill your driver.” 

“No, you don’t!” the man cried, scrambling to grab the reins. “I swear—swear

I won’t breathe a word about this place.” 

Aelin  stalked  to  the  hansom  cab,  the  rain  instantly  soaking  her  cloak.  The

driver could report the location of the warehouse, could endanger everything, but

—

Aelin peered at the rain-flecked cab permit framed by the door, illuminated by

the little lantern hanging above. “Well, Kellan Oppel of sixty-three Baker Street, 

apartment two, I suppose you  won’t tell anyone.” 

White as death, the driver nodded. 

Aelin  yanked  open  the  carriage  door,  saying  to  the  child  within,  “Get  out. 

Both of you inside, now.” 

“Evangeline can wait here,” Lysandra whispered. 
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Aelin  looked  over  her  shoulder,  rain  splattering  her  face  as  her  lips  pulled back from her teeth. “If you think for one moment that I’m leaving a child alone

in a hired carriage in the slums, you can go right back to the cesspit you came

from.” She peered into the carriage again and said to the cowering girl, “Come

on, you. I won’t bite.” 

That seemed to be enough assurance for Evangeline, who scooted closer, the

lantern  light  gilding  her  tiny  porcelain  hand  before  she  gripped  Aelin’s  arm  to hop  from  the  cab.  No  more  than  eleven,  she  was  delicately  built,  her  red-gold hair braided back to reveal citrine eyes that gobbled up the drenched street and

women before her. As stunning as her mistress—or would have been, were it not

for  the  deep,  jagged  scars  on  both  cheeks.  Scars  that  explained  the  hideous, branded-out tattoo on the inside of the girl’s wrist. She’d been one of Clarisse’s

acolytes—until she’d been marred and lost all value. 

Aelin winked at Evangeline and said with a conspirator’s grin as she led her

through the rain, “You look like my sort of person.” 



Aelin  propped  open  the  rest  of  the  windows  to  let  the  rain-cooled  river  breeze into  the  stuffy  apartment.  Thankfully,  no  one  had  been  on  the  street  in  the minutes they’d been outside, but if Lysandra was here, she had no doubt it would

get back to Arobynn. 

Aelin  patted  the  armchair  before  the  window,  smiling  at  the  brutally  scarred

little girl. “This is my favorite place to sit in the whole apartment when there’s a

nice breeze coming through. If you want, I have a book or two that I think you’d

like. Or”—she gestured to the kitchen to her right—“you might be able to find

something delicious on the kitchen table— blueberry tart, I think.” Lysandra was

stiff, but Aelin didn’t particularly give a damn as she added to Evangeline, “Your

choice.” 

As a child in a high-end brothel, Evangeline had probably had too few choices

in  her  short  life.  Lysandra’s  green  eyes  seemed  to  soften  a  bit,  and  Evangeline said,  her  voice  barely  audible  above  the  patter  of  the  rain  on  the  roof  and windows, “I would like a tart, please.” A moment later, she was gone. Smart girl

—to know to stay out of her mistress’s way. 

With  Evangeline  occupied,  Aelin  slung  off  her  soaked  cloak  and  used  the

small  remaining  dry  section  to  wipe  her  wet  face.  Keeping  her  wrist  angled  in case she needed to draw the hidden blade, Aelin pointed to the couch before the

unlit fire and told Lysandra, “Sit.” 

To her surprise, the woman obeyed—but then said, “Or you’ll threaten to kill

me again?” 

“I don’t make threats. Only promises.” 

The  courtesan  slumped  against  the  couch  cushions.  “Please.  How  can  I  ever

take anything that comes out of that big mouth seriously?” 

“You took it seriously when I threw a dagger at your head.” 

Lysandra gave her a little smile. “You missed.” 

True—but  she’d  still  grazed  the  courtesan’s  ear.  As  far  as  she’d  been

concerned, it had been deserved. 

But it was a woman sitting before her—they were both women now, not the

girls they’d been at seventeen. Lysandra looked her up and down. “I prefer you

as a blonde.” 

“I’d  prefer  you  get  the  hell  out  of  my  house,  but  that  doesn’t  seem  likely  to happen  anytime  soon.”  She  glanced  at  the  street  below;  the  cab  lingered,  as

ordered. “Arobynn couldn’t send you in one of his carriages? I thought he was

paying you handsomely.” 

Lysandra  waved  her  hand,  the  candlelight  catching  on  a  golden  bracelet  that

barely  covered  a  snakelike  tattoo  stamped  on  her  slender  wrist.  “I  refused  his carriage. I thought it’d set the wrong tone.” 

Too late for that. “So he did send you, then. To warn me about what, exactly?” 

“He sent me to tell you his plan. He doesn’t trust messengers these days. But

the warning comes from me.” 

An  utter  lie,  no  doubt.  But  that  tattoo—the  sigil  of  Clarisse’s  brothel,  etched on the flesh of all her courtesans from the moment they were sold into her house

… The girl in the kitchen, the driver below—they could make everything very, 

very difficult if she gutted Lysandra. But the dagger was tempting as she beheld

that tattoo. 

Not the sword—no, she wanted the intimacy of a knife, wanted to share breath

with the courtesan as she ended her. Aelin asked too quietly, “Why do you still

have Clarisse’s sigil tattooed on you?” 

 Do  not  trust  Archer,  Nehemia  had  tried  to  warn  her,  drawing  a  perfect rendering of the snake in her coded message. But what about anyone else with

that  sigil?  The  Lysandra  that  Aelin  had  known  years  ago  …  Two-faced,  lying, 

and conniving were among the nicer words Aelin had used to describe her. 

Lysandra  frowned  down  at  it.  “We  don’t  get  it  stamped  out  until  we’ve  paid

off our debts.” 

“The last time I saw your whoring carcass, you were weeks away from paying

them off.” Indeed, Arobynn had paid so much at the Bidding two years ago that

Lysandra should have been free almost immediately. 

The courtesan’s eyes flickered. “Do you have a problem with the tattoo?” 

“That piece of shit Archer Finn had one.” They’d belonged to the same house, the same madam. Maybe they’d worked together in other regards, too. 

Lysandra held her gaze. “Archer’s dead.” 

“Because I gutted him,” Aelin said sweetly. 

Lysandra braced a hand on the back of the couch. “You—” she breathed. But

then  she  shook  her  head  and  said  softly,  “Good.  Good  that  you  killed  him.  He was a self-serving pig.” 

It could be a lie to win her over. “Say your piece, and then get out.” 

Lysandra’s sensuous mouth tightened. But she laid out Arobynn’s plan to free

Aedion. 

It was brilliant, if Aelin felt like being honest—clever and dramatic and bold. 

If the King of Adarlan wanted to make a spectacle of Aedion’s execution, then

they would make a spectacle of his rescue. But to tell her through Lysandra, to

draw in another person who might betray her or stand witness against her … One

more  reminder  of  how  easily  Aedion’s  fate  could  be  sealed,  should  Arobynn

decide to make Aelin’s life a living hell. 

“I know, I know,” the courtesan said, taking in the cold gleam in Aelin’s eyes. 

“You needn’t remind me that you’ll skin me alive if I betray you.” 

Aelin felt a muscle flicker in her cheek. “And the warning you came to give

me?” 

Lysandra shifted on the couch. “Arobynn wanted me to tell you the plans so

that I might check up on you—test you, see how much you’re on his side, see if

you’re going to betray him.” 

“I’d be disappointed if he didn’t.” 

“I think … I think he also sent me here as an offering.” 

Aelin knew what she meant, but she said, “Unfortunately for you, I don’t have

any interest in women. Even when they’re paid for.” 

Lysandra’s nostrils flared delicately. “I think he sent me here so you could  kill

 me. As a present.” 

“And you came to beg me to reconsider?” No wonder she’d brought the child, 

then.  The  selfish,  spineless  coward,  to  use  Evangeline  as  a  shield.  To  bring  a child into this world of theirs. 

Lysandra glanced at the knife strapped to Aelin’s thigh. “Kill me if you want. 

Evangeline already knows what I suspect, and won’t say a word.” 

Aelin willed her face into a mask of icy calm. 

“But  I  did  come  to  warn  you,”  Lysandra  went  on.  “He  might  offer  you

presents, might help you with this rescue, but he is having you watched—and he

has his own agenda. That favor you offered him—he didn’t tell me what it is, but

it’s  likely  to  be  a  trap,  in  one  way  or  another.  I’d  consider  whether  his  help  is

worth it, and see if you can get out of it.” 

She wouldn’t—couldn’t. Not for about a dozen different reasons. 

When Aelin didn’t respond, Lysandra took a sharp breath. “I also came to give

you this.” She reached a hand into the folds of her rich indigo gown, and Aelin

subtly shifted into a defensive position. 

Lysandra merely pulled out a worn, faded envelope and gingerly set it on the

low table before the couch. It shook the whole way down. 

“This is for you. Please read it.” 

“So you’re Arobynn’s whore  and courier now?” 

The  courtesan  took  the  verbal  slap.  “This  isn’t  from  Arobynn.  It’s  from

Wesley.”  Lysandra  seemed  to  sink  into  the  couch,  and  there  was  such  an

unspeakable grief in her eyes that for a moment, Aelin believed it. 

“Wesley,” Aelin said. “Arobynn’s bodyguard. The one who spent most of his

time hating me, and the rest of it contemplating ways to kill me.” The courtesan

nodded. “Arobynn murdered Wesley for killing Rourke Farran.” 

Lysandra flinched. 

Aelin  glanced  at  the  old  envelope.  Lysandra  dropped  her  gaze  to  her  hands, 

clutched together so tightly that her knuckles were bone-white. 

Worn  lines  marred  the  envelope,  but  the  chipped  seal  had  yet  to  be  broken. 

“Why have you been carrying a letter to me from Wesley for almost two years?” 

Lysandra wouldn’t look up, and her voice broke as she said, “Because I loved

him very much.” 

Well, of all the things she’d expected Lysandra to say. 

“It  started  off  as  a  mistake.  Arobynn  would  send  me  back  to  Clarisse’s  with him  in  the  carriage  as  an  escort,  and  at  first  we  were  just—just  friends.  We talked,  and  he  expected  nothing.  But  then  …  then  Sam  died,  and  you—” 

Lysandra jerked her chin at the letter, still lying unopened between them. “It’s all

in there. Everything Arobynn did, everything he planned. What he asked Farran

to do to Sam, and what he ordered done to you. All of it. Wesley wanted you to

know,  because  he  wanted  you  to  understand—he  needed  you  to  understand, 

Celaena, that he didn’t know until it was too late. He tried to stop it, and did the

best  he  could  to  avenge  Sam.  If  Arobynn  hadn’t  killed  him  …  Wesley  was

planning to go to Endovier to get you out. He even went to the Shadow Market

to find someone who knew the layout of the mines, and got a map of them. I still

have it. As proof. I—I can go get it …” 

The  words  slammed  into  her  like  a  barrage  of  arrows,  but  she  shut  out  the

sorrow for a man she had never taken the time to consider as anything but one of

Arobynn’s dogs. She wouldn’t put it past Arobynn to use Lysandra, to make up

this entire story to get her to trust the woman. The Lysandra she’d known would

have been more than happy to do it. And Aelin could have played along just to learn where it would take her, what Arobynn was up to and whether he’d trip up

enough to reveal his hand, but …

 What he asked Farran to do to Sam. 

She’d always assumed Farran had just tortured Sam in the way he so loved to

hurt  and  break  people.  But  for  Arobynn  to  request  specific  things  be  done  to Sam … It was good she didn’t have her magic. Good it was stifled. 

Because she might have erupted into flames and burned and burned for days, 

cocooned in her fire. 

“So you came here,” Aelin said, as Lysandra discreetly wiped at her eyes with

a  handkerchief,  “to  warn  me  that  Arobynn   might  be  manipulating  me,  because you finally realized what a monster Arobynn truly is after he killed your lover?” 

“I promised Wesley I would personally give you that letter—” 

“Well, you gave it to me, so get out.” 

Light footsteps sounded, and Evangeline burst from the kitchen, rushing to her

mistress with a quiet, nimble grace. With surprising tenderness, Lysandra slipped

a  reassuring  arm  around  Evangeline  as  she  rose  to  her  feet.  “I  understand, 

Celaena, I do. But I am begging you: read that letter. For him.” 

Aelin bared her teeth. “Get out.” 

Lysandra  walked  to  the  door,  keeping  herself  and  Evangeline  a  healthy

distance  from  Aelin.  She  paused  in  the  doorway.  “Sam  was  my  friend,  too.  He and Wesley were my only friends. And Arobynn took them both away.” 

Aelin just raised her brows. 

Lysandra didn’t bother with a good-bye as she vanished down the stairs. 

But Evangeline lingered on the threshold, glancing between her disappearing

mistress and Aelin, her lovely hair glimmering like liquid copper. 

Then the girl gestured to her scarred face and said, “She did this to me.” 

It  was  an  effort  to  keep  seated,  to  keep  from  leaping  down  the  stairs  to  slit Lysandra’s throat. 

But Evangeline went on, “I cried when my mother sold me to Clarisse. Cried

and cried. And I think Lysandra had annoyed the mistress that day, because they

gave me to her as an acolyte, even though she was weeks away from paying her

debts. That night, I was supposed to begin training, and I cried so hard I made

myself sick. But Lysandra—she cleaned me up. She told me that there was a way

out, but it would hurt, and I would not be the same. I couldn’t run, because she

had tried running a few times when she was my age, and they had found her and

beat her where no one could see.” 

She  had  never  known—never  wondered.  All  those  times  she  had  sneered  at

and mocked Lysandra while they’d grown up …

Evangeline continued, “I said I’d do anything to get out of what the other girls had  told  me  about.  So  she  told  me  to  trust  her—and  then  gave  me  these.  She started shouting loud enough for the others to come running. They thought she

cut me out of anger, and said she’d done it to keep me from being a threat. And

she  let  them  believe  it.  Clarisse  was  so  mad  that  she  beat  Lysandra  in  the courtyard, but Lysandra didn’t cry—not once. And when the healer said my face

couldn’t be fixed, Clarisse made Lysandra buy me for the amount I would have

cost if I had been a full courtesan, like her.” 

Aelin had no words. 

Evangeline said, “That’s  why she’s still  working for Clarisse,  why she’s still

not free and won’t be for a while. I thought you should know.” 

Aelin  wanted  to  tell  herself  not  to  trust  the  girl,  that  this  could  be  part  of Lysandra  and  Arobynn’s  plan,  but  …  but  there  was  a  voice  in  her  head,  in  her bones,  that  whispered  to  her,  over  and  over  and  over,  each  time  clearer  and louder:

 Nehemia would have done the same. 

Evangeline  curtsied  and  went  down  the  stairs,  leaving  Aelin  staring  at  the

worn envelope. 

If she herself could change so much in two years, perhaps so could Lysandra. 

And  for  a  moment,  she  wondered  how  another  young  woman’s  life  would

have  been  different  if  she  had  stopped  to  talk  to  her—really   talk  to  Kaltain Rompier,  instead  of  dismissing  her  as  a  vapid  courtier.  What  would  have

happened if Nehemia had tried to see past Kaltain’s mask, too. 

Evangeline  was  climbing  into  the  rain-gleaming  carriage  beside  Lysandra

when Aelin appeared at the warehouse door and said, “Wait.” 
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Aedion’s vision was swimming, his every breath gloriously difficult. 

Soon. He could feel Death squatting in the corner of his cell, counting down

the  last  of  his  breaths,  a  lion  waiting  to  pounce.  Every  so  often,  Aedion  would smile toward those gathered shadows. 

The  infection  had  spread,  and  with  two  days  until  the  spectacle  at  which  he was to be executed, his death was coming none too soon. The guards assumed he

was sleeping to pass the time. 

Aedion was waiting for his food, watching the small barred window in the top

of the cell door for any sign of the guards’ arrival. But he was fairly sure he was

hallucinating when the door opened and the Crown Prince strolled in. 

There were no guards behind him, no sign of any escort as the prince stared

from the doorway. 

The  prince’s  unmoving  face  told  him  immediately  what  he  needed  to  know:

this  was  not  a  rescue  attempt.  And  the  black  stone  collar  around  the  prince’s throat  told  him  everything  else:  things  had  not  gone  well  the  day  Sorscha  had been murdered. 

He managed to grin. “Good to see you, princeling.” 

The  prince  ran  an  eye  over  Aedion’s  dirty  hair,  the  beard  that  had  grown

during the past few weeks, and then over to the pile of vomit in the corner from

when he hadn’t been able to make it to the bucket an hour ago. 

Aedion drawled as best he could, “The least you could do is take me to dinner

before looking at me like that.” 

The  prince’s  sapphire  eyes  flicked  to  his,  and  Aedion  blinked  past  the  haze

covering his vision. What studied him was cold, predatory, and not quite human. 

Quietly, Aedion said, “Dorian.” 

The thing that was now the prince smiled a little. The captain had said those

rings  of  Wyrdstone  enslaved  the  mind—the  soul.  He’d  seen  the  collar  waiting

beside the king’s throne, and had wondered if it was the same. Worse. 

“Tell  me  what  happened  in  the  throne  room,  Dorian,”  Aedion  wheezed,  his

head pounding. 

The prince blinked slowly. “Nothing happened.” 

“Why  are  you  here,  Dorian?”  Aedion  had  never  addressed  the  prince  by  his
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given name, but using it, reminding him, somehow seemed important. Even if it

only provoked the prince into killing him. 

“I  came  to  look  at  the  infamous  general  before  they  execute  you  like  an

animal.” 

No chance of being killed today, then. 

“The same way they executed your Sorscha?” 

Though  the  prince  didn’t  move,  Aedion  could  have  sworn  he  recoiled,  as  if

someone yanked on a leash, as if there was still someone in  need of leashing. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the thing inside the prince said. But

its nostrils flared. 

“Sorscha,”  Aedion  breathed,  his  lungs  aching.  “Sorscha—your  woman,  the

healer.  I  was  standing  beside  you  when  they  cut  off  her  head.  I  heard  you

screaming  as  you  dove  for  her  body.”  The  thing  went  a  bit  rigid,  and  Aedion pressed, “Where did they bury her, Dorian? What did they do with her body, the

body of the woman you loved?” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” it said again. 

“Sorscha,” Aedion panted, his breathing uneven. “Her name was Sorscha, and

she  loved  you—and  they  killed  her.  The  man  who  put  that  collar  around  your

neck killed her.” 

The  thing  was  quiet.  Then  it  tilted  its  head.  The  smile  it  gave  him  was

horrifying in its beauty. “I shall enjoy watching you die, General.” 

Aedion  coughed  out  a  laugh.  The  prince—the  thing  he’d  become—turned

smoothly  and  strode  out.  And  Aedion  might  have  laughed  again,  for  spite  and

defiance, had he not heard the prince say to someone in the hall, “The general is

sick. See to it that he’s attended to immediately.” 

 No. 

The thing must have smelled it on him. 

Aedion could do nothing as a healer was summoned—an older woman named

Amithy—and  he  was  held  down,  too  weak  to  fight  back  as  she  attended  his

wounds.  She  shoved  a  tonic  down  his  throat  that  made  him  choke;  his  wound

was washed and bound, and his shackles were shortened until he couldn’t move

his hands enough to rip out the stitching. The tonics kept coming, every hour, no

matter  how  hard  he  bit,  no  matter  how  forcefully  he  tried  to  clamp  his  mouth shut. 

So  they  saved  him,  and  Aedion  cursed  and  swore  at  Death  for  failing  him, 

even  as  he  silently  prayed  to  Mala  Light-Bringer  to  keep  Aelin  away  from  the party, away from the prince, and away from the king and his Wyrdstone collars. 

 

The thing inside him left the dungeons and headed into the glass castle, steering

his body like a ship. And now it forced him to be still as they stood before the

man he often saw in those moments that pierced through the darkness. 

The man was seated on a glass throne, smiling faintly as he said, “Bow.” 

The  thing  inside  him  yanked  hard  on  their  bond,  lightning  spearing  his

muscles,  ordering  them  to  obey.  It  was  how  he’d  been  forced  to  descend  into those  dungeons,  where  that  golden-haired  warrior  had  said  her  name—said  her

name so many times that he began screaming, even if he made no sound. He was


still screaming as his muscles betrayed him yet again, bringing him to his knees, 

the tendons on his neck lashing with pain, forcing him to bow his head. 

“Still  resisting?”  the  man  said,  glancing  at  the  dark  ring  on  his  finger  as though  it  possessed  the  answer  already.  “I  can  feel  both  of  you  in  there. 

Interesting.” 

Yes—that  thing  in  the  darkness  was  growing  stronger,  now  able  to  reach

through the invisible wall between them and puppet him, speak through him. But

not  entirely,  not  for  long  amounts  of  time.  He  patched  up  the  holes  as  best  he could, but it kept breaking through. 

Demon. A demon prince. 

And  he  saw  that  moment—over  and  over  and  over—when  the  woman  he’d

loved  had  lost  her  head.  Hearing  her  name  on  the  general’s  raspy  tongue  had made him start whaling on the other wall in his mind, the barrier that kept him

locked in the dark. But the darkness in his mind was a sealed tomb. 

The man on the throne said, “Report.” 

The  command  shuddered  through  him,  and  he  spit  out  the  details  of  his

encounter, every word and action. And the thing—the  demon—delighted in his

horror at it. 

“Clever of Aedion to try to quietly die on me,” the man said. “He must think

his cousin has a good chance of arriving at your party, then, if he’s so desperate

to rob us of our entertainment.” 

He  kept  silent,  as  he  had  not  been  instructed  to  speak.  The  man  looked  him over, those black eyes full of delight. “I should have done this years ago. I don’t

know why I wasted so much time waiting to see whether you’d have any power. 

Foolish of me.” 

He tried to speak, tried to move, tried to do anything with that mortal body of

his. But the demon gripped his mind like a fist, and the muscles of his face slid

into a smile as he said, “It is my pleasure to serve, Majesty.” 
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The  Shadow  Market  had  operated  along  the  banks  of  the  Avery  for  as  long  as Rifthold  had  existed.  Maybe  longer.  Legend  claimed  it  had  been  built  on  the

bones of the god of truth so that it would keep the vendors and would-be thieves

honest. Chaol supposed it was ironic, considering there was no god of truth. As

far as he knew. Contraband, illicit substances, spices, clothes, flesh: the market

catered to any and all clientele, if they were brave or foolish or desperate enough

to venture inside. 

When he’d first come here weeks ago, Chaol had been all of those things as he

climbed  down  the  half-rotted  wooden  stairs  from  a  crumbling  section  of  the

docks  into  the  embankment  itself,  where  alcoves  and  tunnels  and  shops  were

tunneled into the riverbank. 

Cloaked, armed figures patrolled the long, broad quay that served as the only

path to the market. During rainy periods, the Avery would often rise high enough

to  flood  the  quay,  and  sometimes  unlucky  merchants  and  shoppers  drowned

inside the labyrinth of the Shadow Market. During drier months, you never knew

what or who you might find selling their wares or meandering through the dirty, 

damp tunnels. 

The market was packed tonight, even after a day of rain. A small relief. And

another  small  relief  as  thunder  reverberated  through  the  subterranean  warren, 

setting  everyone  murmuring.  The  vendors  and  lowlifes  would  be  too  busy

preparing for the storm to take notice of Chaol and Nesryn as they strode down

one of the main passageways. 

The thunder rattled the hanging lanterns of colored glass—strangely beautiful, 

as if someone had once been determined to give this place some loveliness—that

served as the main lights in the brown caverns, casting plenty of those shadows

the  market  was  so  notorious  for.  Shadows  for  dark  dealings,  shadows  to  slip  a knife between the ribs or to spirit someone away. 

Or for conspirators to meet. 

No  one  had  bothered  them  as  they’d  slipped  through  one  of  the  rough  holes

that  served  as  an  entrance  to  the  Shadow  Market’s  tunnels.  They  connected  to the  sewers  somewhere—and  he  would  bet  that  the  more  established  vendors

possessed  their  own  secret  exits  beneath  their  stalls  or  shops.  Vendor  after

vendor had set up stalls of wood or stone, with some wares displayed on tables or  crates  or  in  baskets,  but  most  valuable  goods  hidden.  A  spice  dealer  offered everything from saffron to cinnamon—but even the most fragrant spices couldn’t

conceal the cloyingly sweet stench of the opium stashed beneath his displays. 

Once,  long  ago,  Chaol  might  have  cared  about  the  illegal  substances,  about

the vendors selling whatever they pleased. He might have bothered to try to shut

this place down. 

Now, they were nothing but resources. As a city guard, Nesryn probably felt

the  same  way.  Even  if,  just  by  being  in  here,  she  was  jeopardizing  her  own safety. This was a neutral zone—but its denizens didn’t take kindly to authority. 

He  didn’t  blame  them.  The  Shadow  Market  had  been  one  of  the  first  places

the King of Adarlan had purged after magic vanished, seeking out vendors who

claimed  to  have  banned  books  or  still-working  charms  and  potions,  as  well  as magic-wielders  desperate  for  a  cure  or  a  glimmer  of  magic.  The  punishments

hadn’t been pretty. 

Chaol almost heaved a sigh of relief when he spotted the two cloaked figures

with a spread of knives for sale at a makeshift stand tucked into a dark corner. 

Exactly  where  they’d  planned,  and  they’d  done  a  hell  of  a  job  making  it  look authentic. 

Nesryn  slowed  her  steps,  pausing  at  various  vendors,  no  more  than  a  bored

shopper killing time until the rain ceased. Chaol kept close to her, his weapons

and prowling gait enough to deter any foolish pickpockets from trying their luck. 

The punch he’d taken to his ribs earlier that night made maintaining his crawling

pace and scowl all the easier. 

He  and  a  few  others  had  interrupted  a  Valg  commander  in  the  midst  of

dragging a young man into the tunnels. And Chaol had been so damn distracted

by  Dorian,  by  what  Aelin  had  said  and  done,  that  he’d  been  sloppy.  So  he’d earned  that  blow  to  the  ribs,  and  the  painful  reminder  of  it  each  time  he  drew breath. No distractions; no slip-ups. Not when there was so much to do. 

At last, Chaol and Nesryn paused by the little stall, staring down at the dozen

knives and short swords displayed across the threadbare blanket. 

“This  place  is  even  more  depraved  than  the  rumors  suggested,”  Brullo  said

from the shadows of his hood. “I feel like I should cover poor Ress’s eyes in half

these chambers.” 

Ress  chuckled.  “I’m  nineteen,  old  man.  Nothing  here  surprises  me.”  Ress

glanced  at  Nesryn,  who  was  fingering  one  of  the  curved  blades.  “Apologies, 

Lady—” 

“I’m twenty-two,” she said flatly. “And I think we city guards see a great deal

more than you palace princesses.” 

What  Chaol  could  see  of  Ress’s  face  flushed.  He  could  have  sworn  even Brullo  was  smiling.  And  for  a  moment,  he  couldn’t  breathe  under  the  crushing weight  that  pushed  in  on  him.  There  had  been  a  time  when  this  teasing  was

normal, when he’d sat in public with his men and laughed. When he hadn’t been

two days away from unleashing hell on the castle that had once been his home. 

“Any news?” he managed to say to Brullo, who was watching him too closely, 

as if his old mentor could see the agony ripping through him. 

“We  got  the  layout  of  the  party  this  morning,”  Brullo  said  tightly.  Chaol

picked up a blade as Brullo reached into the pocket of his cloak. He made a good

show of examining the dagger, then holding up a few fingers as if haggling for it. 

Brullo went on, “The new Captain of the Guard spread us all out—none of us in

the  Great  Hall  itself.”  The  Weapons  Master  held  up  his  own  fingers,  leaning

forward, and Chaol shrugged, reaching into his cloak for the coins. 

“You think he suspects anything?” Chaol said, handing over the coins. Nesryn

closed in, blocking any outside view as Chaol’s hand met Brullo’s and coppers

crunched  against  paper.  The  small,  folded  maps  were  in  Chaol’s  pocket  before

anyone noticed. 

“No,”  Ress  answered.  “The  bastard  just  wants  to  demean  us.  He  probably

thinks some of us are loyal to you, but we’d be dead if he suspected any of us in

particular.” 

“Be careful,” Chaol said. 

He  sensed  Nesryn  tensing  a  heartbeat  before  another  female  voice  drawled, 

“Three coppers for a Xandrian blade. If I’d known there was a sale happening, I

would have brought more money.” 

Every muscle in Chaol’s body locked up as he discovered Aelin now standing

at Nesryn’s side. Of course. Of course she’d tracked them here. 

“Holy gods,” Ress breathed. 

Beneath  the  shadows  of  her  dark  hood,  Aelin’s  grin  was  nothing  short  of

wicked.  “Hello,  Ress.  Brullo.  Sorry  to  see  your  palace  jobs  aren’t  paying  you enough these days.” 

The  Weapons  Master  was  glancing  between  her  and  the  passageways.  “You

didn’t say she was back,” he said to Chaol. 

Aelin  clicked  her  tongue.  “Chaol,  it  seems,  likes  to  keep  information  to

himself.” 

He clenched his fists at his sides. “You’re drawing too much attention to us.” 

“Am  I?”  Aelin  lifted  a  dagger,  weighing  it  in  her  hands  with  expert  ease.  “I need to talk to Brullo and my old friend Ress. Since you refused to let me come

the other night, this was the only way.” 

So typical of her. Nesryn had taken a casual step away, monitoring the carved

tunnels. Or avoiding the queen. 

Queen. The word struck him again. A queen of the realm was in the Shadow

Market,  in  head-to-toe  black,  and  looking  more  than  happy  to  start  slitting

throats. He hadn’t been wrong to fear her reunion with Aedion—what they might

do together. And if she had her magic …

“Take off your hood,” Brullo said quietly. Aelin looked up. 

“Why, and no.” 

“I want to see your face.” 

Aelin went still. 

But  Nesryn  turned  back  and  leaned  a  hand  on  the  table.  “I  saw  her  face  last night,  Brullo,  and  it’s  as  pretty  as  before.  Don’t  you  have  a  wife  to  ogle, anyway?” 

Aelin snorted. “I think I rather like you, Nesryn Faliq.” 

Nesryn gave Aelin a half smile. Practically beaming, coming from her. 

Chaol  wondered  whether  Aelin  would  like  Nesryn  if  she  knew  about  their

history. Or whether the queen would even care. 

Aelin tugged back her hood only far enough for the light to hit her face. She

winked  at  Ress,  who  grinned.  “I  missed  you,  friend,”  she  said.  Color  stained Ress’s cheeks. 

Brullo’s  mouth  tightened  as  Aelin  looked  at  him  again.  For  a  moment,  the

Weapons  Master  studied  her.  Then  he  murmured,  “I  see.”  The  queen  stiffened

almost imperceptibly. Brullo bowed his head, ever so slightly. “You’re going to

rescue Aedion.” 

Aelin  pulled  her  hood  into  place  and  inclined  her  head  in  confirmation,  the

swaggering assassin incarnate. “I am.” 

Ress swore filthily under his breath. 

Aelin leaned closer to Brullo. “I know I’m asking a great deal of you—” 

“Then  don’t  ask  it,”  Chaol  snapped.  “Don’t  endanger  them.  They  risk

enough.” 

“That’s not your call to make,” she said. 

Like  hell  it  wasn’t.  “If  they’re  discovered,  we  lose  our  inside  source  of

information. Not to mention their lives. What do you plan to do about Dorian? 

Or is it only Aedion you care about?” 

They were all watching far too closely. 

Her nostrils flared. But Brullo said, “What is it you require of us, Lady?” 

Oh,  the  Weapons  Master  definitely  knew,  then.  He  must  have  seen  Aedion

recently  enough  to  have  recognized  those  eyes,  that  face  and  coloring,  the

moment she pulled back her hood. Perhaps he had suspected it for months now. 

Aelin  said  softly,  “Don’t  let  your  men  be  stationed  at  the  southern  wall  of  the
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gardens.” 

Chaol blinked. Not a request or an order—but a warning. 

Brullo’s  voice  was  slightly  hoarse  as  he  said,  “Anywhere  else  we  should

avoid?” 

She was already backing away, shaking her head as if she were a disinterested

buyer. “Just tell your men to pin a red flower on their uniforms. If anyone asks, 

say it’s to honor the prince on his birthday. But wear them where they can easily

be seen.” 

Chaol  glanced  at  her  hands.  Her  dark  gloves  were  clean.  How  much  blood

would  stain  them  in  a  few  days?  Ress  loosed  a  breath  and  said  to  her,  “Thank you.” 

It wasn’t until she’d vanished into the crowd with a jaunty swagger that Chaol

realized thanks were indeed in order. 

Aelin Galathynius was about to turn the glass palace into a killing field, and

Ress, Brullo, and his men had all been spared. 

She  still  hadn’t  said  anything  about  Dorian.  About  whether   he  would  be spared. Or saved. 



Aelin  had  known  she  had  eyes  on  her  from  the  moment  she’d  left  the  Shadow

Market after finishing some shopping of her own. She strode right into the Royal

Bank of Adarlan anyway. 

She  had  business  to  attend  to,  and  though  they’d  been  minutes  away  from

closing for the day, the Master of the Bank had been more than happy to assist

her  with  her  inquiries.  He  never  once  questioned  the  fake  name  her  accounts

were under. 

As  the  Master  talked  about  her  various  accounts  and  the  interest  they’d

gathered over the years, she took in the details of his office: thick, oak-paneled

walls, pictures that had revealed no hidey-holes in the bare minute she’d had to

snoop while he summoned his secretary to bring in tea, and ornate furniture that

cost more than most citizens of Rifthold made in a lifetime, including a gorgeous

mahogany armoire where many of his wealthiest clients’ files—including hers—

were kept, locked up with a little gold key he kept on his desk. 

She’d  risen  as  he  again  scuttled  through  the  double  doors  of  his  office  to

withdraw the sum of money she would take with her that night. While he was in

the anteroom, giving the order to his secretary, Aelin had casually made her way

over to his desk, surveying the papers stacked and strewn about, the various gifts

from clients, keys, and a little portrait of a woman who could be either a wife or
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a daughter. With men like him, it was impossible to tell. 

He’d returned just as she casually slid a hand into the pocket of her cloak. She

made  small  talk  about  the  weather  until  the  secretary  appeared,  a  little  box  in hand. Dumping the contents into her coin purse with as much grace as she could

muster,  Aelin  had  thanked  the  secretary  and  the  Master  and  breezed  out  of  the office. 

She took side streets and alleys, ignoring the stench of rotting flesh that even

the  rain  couldn’t  conceal.  Two—she’d  counted   two  butchering  blocks  in  once-pleasant city squares. 

The  bodies  left  for  the  crows  had  been  mere  shadows  against  the  pale  stone

walls where they’d been nailed. 

Aelin wouldn’t risk capturing one of the Valg until after Aedion was saved—if

she made it out alive—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t get a head start on it. 



A  chill  fog  had  blanketed  the  world  the  night  before,  seeping  in  through  every nook and cranny. Nestled under layers of quilts and down blankets, Aelin rolled

over  in  bed  and  stretched  a  hand  across  the  mattress,  reaching  lazily  for  the warm male body beside hers. 

Cold, silken sheets slid against her fingers. 

She opened an eye. 

This  wasn’t  Wendlyn.  The  luxurious  bed  bedecked  in  shades  of  cream  and

beige belonged to her apartment in Rifthold. And the other half of the bed was

neatly made, its pillows and blankets undisturbed. Empty. 

For  a  moment,  she  could  see  Rowan  there—that  harsh,  unforgiving  face

softened into handsomeness by sleep, his silver hair glimmering in the morning

light,  so  stark  against  the  tattoo  stretching  from  his  left  temple  down  his  neck, over his shoulder, all the way to his fingertips. 

Aelin loosed a tight breath, rubbing her eyes. Dreaming was bad enough. She

would  not  waste  energy  missing  him,  wishing  he  were  here  to  talk  everything

through,  or  to  just  have  the  comfort  of  waking  up  beside  him  and  knowing  he existed. 

She swallowed hard, her body too heavy as she rose from the bed. 

She had told herself once that it wasn’t a weakness to need Rowan’s help, to

 want  his  help,  and  that  perhaps  there  was  a  kind  of  strength  in  acknowledging that, but … He wasn’t a crutch, and she never wanted him to become one. 

Still,  as  she  downed  her  cold  breakfast,  she  wished  she  hadn’t  felt  such  a

strong need to prove that to herself weeks ago. 

Especially when word arrived via urchin banging on the warehouse door that she’d been summoned to the Assassins’ Keep. Immediately. 
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An  emotionless  guard  delivered  the  duke’s  summons,  and  Manon—who  had

been  about  to  take  Abraxos  for  a  solo  ride—ground  her  teeth  for  a  good  five minutes as she paced the aerie floor. 

She  was  not  a  dog  to  be  called  for,  and  neither  were  her  witches.  Humans

were  for  sport  and  blood  and  the  occasional,  very  rare  siring  of  witchlings. 

Never commanders; never superiors. 

Manon  stormed  down  from  the  aerie,  and  as  she  hit  the  base  of  the  tower

stairs,  Asterin  fell  into  step  behind  her.  “I  was  just  coming  to  get  you,”  her Second murmured, her golden braid bouncing. “The duke—” 

“I know what the duke wants,” Manon snapped, her iron teeth out. 

Asterin lifted an eyebrow, but kept silent. 

Manon  checked  her  growing  inclination  to  start  eviscerating.  The  duke

summoned her endlessly for meetings with the tall, thin man who called himself

Vernon and who looked at Manon with not nearly enough fear and respect. She

could  hardly  get  in  a  few  hours  of  training  with  the  Thirteen,  let  alone  be airborne for long periods of time, without being called for. 

She breathed in through her nose and out her mouth, again and again, until she

could retract her teeth and nails. 

Not  a  dog,  but  not  a  brash  fool,  either.  She  was  Wing  Leader,  and  had  been heir of the Clan for a hundred years. She could handle this mortal pig who would

be  worm  food  in  a  few  decades—and  then  she  could  return  to  her  glorious, 

wicked, immortal existence. 

Manon flung open the doors to the duke’s council room, earning her a glance

from  the  guards  posted  outside—a  glance  that  held  no  reaction,  no  emotion. 

Human in shape, but nothing more. 

The duke was studying a giant map spread across his table, his companion or

advisor  or  jester,  Lord  Vernon  Lochan,  standing  at  his  side.  Down  a  few  seats, staring at the dark glass surface, sat Kaltain, unmoving save for the flutter of her

white throat as she breathed. The brutal scar on her arm had somehow darkened

into a purplish red. Fascinating. 

“What do you want?” Manon demanded. 

Asterin took up her place by the door, arms crossed. 

The duke pointed to the chair across from him. “We have matters to discuss.” 

Manon  remained  standing.  “My  mount  is  hungry,  and  so  am  I.  I  suggest

telling me swiftly, so I can get on with my hunt.” 

Lord  Vernon,  dark-haired,  slim  as  a  reed,  and  clothed  in  a  bright-blue  tunic that  was  far  too  clean,  looked  Manon  over.  Manon  bared  her  teeth  at  him  in silent  warning.  Vernon  just  smiled  and  said,  “What’s  wrong  with  the  food  we

provide, Lady?” 

Manon’s iron teeth slid down. “I don’t eat food made by mortals. And neither

does my mount.” 

The duke at last lifted his head. “Had I known you would be so picky, I would

have asked for the Yellowlegs heir to be made Wing Leader.” 

Manon casually flicked her nails out. “I think you would find Iskra Yellowlegs

to be an undisciplined, difficult, and useless Wing Leader.” 

Vernon  slid  into  a  chair.  “I’ve  heard  about  the  rivalry  between  Witch  Clans. 

Got something against the Yellowlegs, Manon?” 

Asterin let out a low growl at the informal address. 

“You mortals have your rabble,” Manon said. “We have the Yellowlegs.” 

“What an elitist,” Vernon muttered to the duke, who snorted. 

A  line  of  cold  flame  went  down  Manon’s  spine.  “You  have  five  minutes, 

duke.” 

Perrington  rapped  his  knuckles  on  the  glass  table.  “We  are  to  begin  …

experimenting.  As  we  look  to  the  future,  we  need  to  expand  our  numbers—to

improve the soldiers we already have. You witches, with your history, allow us

the chance to do just that.” 

“Explain.” 

“I am not in the business of explaining every last detail of my plans,” the duke

said. “All I need you to do is give me a Blackbeak coven under your command

to test.” 

“Test  how?” 

“To determine whether they are compatible for breeding with our allies from

another realm—the Valg.” 

Everything stopped. The man had to be mad, but—

“Not  breed  as  humans  do,  of  course.  It  would  be  an  easy,  relatively  painless procedure—a  bit  of  stone  sewn  just  beneath  the  belly  button.  The  stone  allows them  in,  you  see.  And  a  child  born  of  Valg  and  witch  bloodlines  …  You  can understand what an investment that would be. You witches value your offspring

so ardently.” 

Both men were smiling blandly, waiting for her acceptance. 

The  Valg—the  demons  that  had  bred  with  the  Fae  to  create  the  witches—

somehow returned, and in contact with the duke and the king … She shut down the questions. “You have thousands of humans here. Use them.” 

“Most are not innately gifted with magic and compatible with the Valg, as you

witches are. And only witches have Valg blood already flowing in their veins.” 

Did  her  grandmother  know  of  this?  “We  are  to  be  your  army,  not  your

whores,”  Manon  said  with  lethal  quiet.  Asterin  came  up  to  her  side,  her  face tight and pale. 

“Pick a coven of Blackbeaks,” was the duke’s only reply. “I want them ready

in  a  week.  Interfere  with  this,  Wing  Leader,  and  I’ll  make  dog  meat  of  your precious mount. Perhaps do the same for your Thirteen.” 

“You touch Abraxos, and I’ll peel the skin from your bones.” 

The duke went back to his map and waved a hand. “Dismissed. Oh—and go

down to the aerial blacksmith. He sent word that your latest batch of blades are

ready for inspection.” 

Manon  stood  there,  calculating  the  weight  of  the  black  glass  table—if  she

could flip it over and use the shards to slowly, deeply cut up both men. 

Vernon flicked his brows up in a silent, taunting move, and it was enough to

send  Manon  turning  away—out  the  door  before  she  could  do  something  truly

stupid. 

They  were  halfway  to  her  room  when  Asterin  said,  “What  are  you  going  to

do?” 

Manon  didn’t  know.  And  she  couldn’t  ask  her  grandmother,  not  without

looking unsure or incapable of following orders. “I’ll figure it out.” 

“But  you’re  not  going  to  give  a  Blackbeak  Coven  over  to  him  for  this—this

breeding.” 

“I  don’t  know.”  Maybe  it  wouldn’t  be  bad—to  join  their  bloodline  with  the

Valg. Maybe it’d make their forces stronger. Maybe the Valg would know how to

break the Crochan curse. 

Asterin  grabbed  her  by  the  elbow,  nails  digging  in.  Manon  blinked  at  the

touch, at the outright  demand in it. Never before had Asterin even come  close to

—

“You cannot allow this to happen,” Asterin said. 

“I’ve had enough of orders for one day. You give me another, and you’ll find

your tongue on the floor.” 

Asterin’s face went splotchy. “Witchlings are sacred— sacred, Manon. We do

not give them away, not even to other Clans.” 

It was true. Witchlings were so rare, and all of them female, as a gift from the

Three-Faced  Goddess.  They  were  sacred  from  the  moment  the  mother  showed

the  first  signs  of  pregnancy  to  when  they  came  of  age  at  sixteen.  To  harm  a

pregnant  witch,  to  harm  her  unborn  witchling  or  her  daughter,  was  a  breach  of code  so  profound  that  there  was  no  amount  of  suffering  that  could  be  inflicted upon the perpetrator to match the heinousness of the crime. Manon herself had

participated  in  the  long,  long  executions  twice  now,  and  the  punishment  had

never seemed enough. 

Human children didn’t count—human children were as good as veal to some

of the Clans. Especially the Yellowlegs. But witchlings … there was no greater

pride than to bear a witch-child for your Clan; and no greater shame than to lose

one. 

Asterin said, “What coven would you pick?” 

“I haven’t decided.” Perhaps she’d pick a lesser coven—just in case—before

allowing a more powerful one to join with the Valg. Maybe the demons would

give their dying race the shot of vitality they had so desperately needed for the

past few decades. Centuries. 

“And if they object?” 

Manon  hit  the  stairs  to  her  personal  tower.  “The  only  person  who  objects  to anything these days, Asterin, is you.” 

“It’s not right—” 

Manon sliced out with a hand, tearing through the fabric and skin right above

Asterin’s breasts. “I’m replacing you with Sorrel.” 

Asterin didn’t touch the blood pooling down her tunic. 

Manon began walking again. “I warned you the other day to stand down, and

since you’ve chosen to ignore me, I have no use for you in those meetings, or at

my  back.”  Never—not  once  in  the  past  hundred  years—had  she  changed  their

rankings. “As of right now, you are Third. Should you prove yourself to possess

a shred of control, I’ll reconsider.” 

“Lady,” Asterin said softly. 

Manon pointed to the stairs behind. “You get to be the one to tell the others. 

 Now.” 

“Manon,” Asterin said, a plea in her voice that Manon had never heard before. 

Manon  kept  walking,  her  red  cloak  stifling  in  the  stairwell.  She  did  not

particularly care to hear what Asterin had to say—not when her grandmother had

made it clear that any step out of line, any disobedience, would earn them all a

brutal and swift execution. The cloak around her would never allow her to forget

it. 

“I’ll see you at the aerie in an hour,” Manon said, not bothering to look back

as she entered her tower. 

And smelled a human inside. 
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The young servant knelt before the fireplace, a brush and dustpan in her hands. 

She was trembling only slightly, but the tang of her fear had already coated the

room.  She’d  likely  been  panicked  from  the  moment  she’d  set  foot  inside  the

chamber. 

The girl ducked her head, her sheet of midnight hair sliding over her pale face

—but not before Manon caught the flash of assessment in her dark eyes. 

“What  are  you  doing  in  here?”  Manon  said  flatly,  her  iron  nails  clicking

against each other—just to see what the girl would do. 

“C-c-cleaning,” the girl stammered—too brokenly, too perfectly. Subservient, 

docile, and terrified, exactly the way the witches preferred. Only the scent of fear

was real. 

Manon retracted her iron teeth. 

The  servant  eased  to  her  feet,  wincing  in  pain.  She  shifted  enough  that  the threadbare,  homespun  skirts  of  her  dress  swayed,  revealing  a  thick  chain

between  her  ankles.  The  right  ankle  was  mangled,  her  foot  twisted  on  its  side, glossy with scar tissue. 

Manon  hid  her  predator’s  smile.  “Why  would  they  give  me  a  cripple  for  a

servant?” 

“I-I only follow orders.” The voice was watery, unremarkable. 

Manon  snorted  and  headed  for  the  nightstand,  her  braid  and  bloodred  cloak

flowing behind her. Slowly, listening, she poured herself some water. 

The servant gathered her supplies quickly and deftly. “I can come back when

it won’t disturb you, Lady.” 

“Do  your  work,  mortal,  and  then  be  gone.”  Manon  turned  to  watch  the  girl

finish. 

The servant limped through the room, meek and breakable and unworthy of a

second glance. 

“Who did that to your leg?” Manon asked, leaning against the bedpost. 

The  servant  didn’t  even  lift  her  head.  “It  was  an  accident.”  She  gathered  the ashes into the pail she’d lugged up here. “I fell down a flight of stairs when I was

eight, and there was nothing to be done. My uncle didn’t trust healers enough to

let them into our home. I was lucky to keep it.” 

“Why the chains?” Another flat, bored question. 

“So I couldn’t ever run away.” 

“You would never have gotten far in these mountains, anyway.” 

There—the slight stiffening in her thin shoulders, the valiant effort to hide it. 

“Yes,” the girl said, “but I grew up in Perranth, not here.” She stacked the logs

she must have hauled in, limping more with every step. The trek down—hauling the heavy pail of ashes—would be another misery, no doubt. “If you have need

of me, just call for Elide. The guards will know where to find me.” 

Manon watched every single limping step she took toward the door. 

Manon almost let her out, let her think she was free, before she said, “No one

ever punished your uncle for his stupidity about healers?” 

Elide looked over her shoulder. “He’s Lord of Perranth. No one could.” 

“Vernon  Lochan  is  your  uncle.”  Elide  nodded.  Manon  cocked  her  head, 

assessing  that  gentle  demeanor,  so  carefully  constructed.  “Why  did  your  uncle

come here?” 

“I don’t know,” Elide breathed. 

“Why bring  you here?” 

“I don’t know,” she said again, setting down the pail. She shifted, leaning her

weight onto her good leg. 

Manon said too softly, “And who assigned you to this room?” 

She almost laughed when the girl’s shoulders curved in, when she lowered her

head farther. “I’m not—not a spy. I swear it on my life.” 

“Your  life  means  nothing  to  me,”  Manon  said,  pushing  off  the  bedpost  and

prowling  closer.  The  servant  held  her  ground,  so  convincing  in  her  role  of

submissive human. Manon poked an iron-tipped nail beneath Elide’s chin, tilting

her  head  up.  “If  I  catch  you  spying  on  me,  Elide  Lochan,  you’ll  find  yourself with  two useless legs.” 

The stench of her fear stuffed itself down Manon’s nose. “My lady, I—I swear

I won’t t-touch—” 

“Leave.”  Manon  sliced  her  nail  underneath  Elide’s  chin,  leaving  a  trickle  of

blood  in  its  wake.  And  just  because,  Manon  pulled  back  and  sucked  Elide’s

blood off her iron nail. 

It was an effort to keep her face blank as she tasted the blood. The truth it told. 

But Elide had seen enough, it seemed, and the first round of their game was

over. Manon let the girl limp out, that heavy chain clinking after her. 

Manon stared at the empty doorway. 

It  had  been  amusing,  at  first,  to  let  the  girl  think  Manon  had  been  fooled  by her  cowering,  sweet-tongued,  harmless  act.  Then  Elide’s  heritage  had  been

revealed—and Manon’s every predatory instinct had kicked in as she monitored

the way the girl hid her face so her reactions would be veiled, the way she told

Manon  what  she  wanted  to  hear.  As  though  she  was  feeling  out  a  potential

enemy. 

The  girl  might  still  be  a  spy,  Manon  told  herself,  turning  toward  the  desk, where Elide’s scent was strongest. 
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Sure  enough,  the  sprawling  map  of  the  continent  held  traces  of  Elide’s

cinnamon-and-elderberries scent in concentrated spots. Fingerprints. 

A spy for Vernon, or one with her own agenda? Manon had no idea. 

But anyone with witch-blood in their veins was worth keeping an eye on. 

Or Thirteen. 



The smoke of countless forges stung Manon’s eyes enough that she blinked her

clear eyelid into place upon landing in the heart of the war camp to the sound of

pounding hammers and crackling flames. Abraxos hissed, pacing in a tight circle

that  set  the  dark-armored  soldiers  who’d  spotted  her  landing  on  edge.  They

found  another  place  to  be  when  Sorrel  landed  in  the  mud  beside  Manon  a

moment later, her bull snarling at the nearest group of onlookers. 

Abraxos  let  out  a  snarl  of  his  own,  directed  at  Sorrel’s  mount,  and  Manon

gave  him  a  sharp  nudge  with  her  heels  before  dismounting.  “No  fighting,”  she growled at him, taking in the little clearing amid the roughly built shelters for the

blacksmiths.  The  clearing  was  reserved  for  the  wyvern  riders,  complete  with

deeply  rooted  posts  around  its  perimeter  to  tie  their  mounts.  Manon  didn’t

bother, though Sorrel tied up hers, not trusting the creature. 

Having  Sorrel  in  Asterin’s  position  was  …  strange.  As  if  the  balance  of  the world had shifted to one side. Even now, their wyverns were skittish around each

other,  though  neither  male  had  yet  launched  into  outright  combat.  Abraxos

usually made space for Asterin’s sky-blue female—even brushed up against her. 

Manon  didn’t  wait  for  Sorrel  to  wrangle  her  bull  before  striding  into  the

blacksmith’s  lair,  the  building  little  more  than  a  sprawl  of  wooden  posts  and  a makeshift  roof.  The  forges—sleeping  giants  of  stone—provided  the  light,  and

around them men hammered and heaved and shoveled and honed. 

The aerial blacksmith was already waiting just past the first post, gesturing to

them  with  a  scarred,  red  hand.  On  the  table  before  the  muscled,  middle-aged

man  lay  an  array  of  blades—Adarlanian  steel,  glossy  from  polishing.  Sorrel

remained beside Manon as she paused before the spread, picked up a dagger, and

weighed it in her hands. 

“Lighter,”  Manon  said  to  the  blacksmith,  who  watched  her  with  dark,  keen

eyes.  She  plucked  up  another  dagger,  then  a  sword,  weighing  them  as  well.  “I need lighter weapons for the covens.” 

The blacksmith’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he picked up the sword she’d set

down  and  weighed  it  as  she  had.  He  cocked  his  head,  tapping  at  the  decorated hilt and shaking his head. 

“I  don’t  care  whether  it’s  pretty,”  Manon  said.  “There’s  only  one  end  that matters to me. Cut down on the frills and maybe you’ll shave off some weight.” 

He  glanced  to  where  Wind-Cleaver  peeked  over  her  back,  its  hilt  dull  and

ordinary.  But  she’d  seen  him  admire  the  blade  itself—the  real  masterpiece—

when they met the other week. 

“Only  you  mortals  care  whether  the  blade  looks  good,”  she  said.  His  eyes

flashed, and she wondered whether he would have told her off—if he’d had the

tongue to do so. Asterin, through whatever way she charmed or terrified people

into yielding information, had learned that the man’s tongue had been cut out by

one of the generals here, to keep him from spilling their secrets. He must not be

able to write or read, then. Manon wondered what other things they held against

him—maybe a family—to keep such a skilled man their prisoner. 

Perhaps  it  was  because  of  that,  but  she  said,  “The  wyverns  will  be  bearing

enough  weight  during  battle.  Between  our  armor,  weapons,  supplies,  and  the

wyverns’  armor,  we  need  to  find  places  to  lighten  the  load.  Or  else  they  won’t stay airborne for long.” 

The  blacksmith  braced  his  hands  on  his  hips,  studying  the  weapons  he’d

made, and held up a hand to motion her to wait while he hurried deeper into the

maze of fire and molten ore and anvils. 

The strike and clang of metal on metal was the only sound as Sorrel weighed

one of the blades herself. “You know I support any decision you make,” she said. 

Sorrel’s  brown  hair  was  pulled  tightly  back,  her  tan  face—probably  pretty  for mortals—steady and solid as ever. “But Asterin …” 

Manon  stifled  a  sigh.  The  Thirteen  hadn’t  dared  show  any  reaction  when

Manon  had  taken  Sorrel  for  this  visit  before  the  hunt.  Vesta  had  kept  close  to Asterin  in  the  aerie,  though—out  of  solidarity  or  silent  outrage,  Manon  didn’t know.  But  Asterin  had  met  Manon’s  stare  and  nodded—gravely,  but  she  had

nodded. 

“Do you not want to be Second?” Manon said. 

“It  is  an  honor  to  be  your  Second,”  Sorrel  said,  her  rough  voice  cutting

through the hammers and fires. “But it was also an honor to be your Third. You

know  Asterin  toes  a  fine  line  with  wildness  on  a  good  day.  Stuff  her  in  this castle, tell her she can’t kill or maim or hunt, tell her to keep away from the men

… She’s bound to be on edge.” 

“We’re all on edge.” Manon had told the Thirteen about Elide—and wondered

if the girl’s keen eyes would notice that she now had a coven of witches sniffing

after her. 

Sorrel  heaved  a  breath,  her  powerful  shoulders  lifting.  She  set  down  the

dagger. “At the Omega, we knew our place and what was expected of us. We had

a routine; we had purpose. Before that, we hunted the Crochans. Here, we are no more  than  weapons  waiting  to  be  used.”  She  gestured  to  the  useless  blades  on the  table.  “Here,  your  grandmother  is  not  around  to  …  influence  things.  To

provide strict rules; to instill fear. She would make that duke’s life a living hell.” 

“Are you saying that I’m a poor leader, Sorrel?” A too-quiet question. 

“I’m  saying  the  Thirteen  know  why  your  grandmother  made  you  kill  the

Crochan for that cloak.” Dangerous—such dangerous ground. 

“I think you sometimes forget what my grandmother can do.” 

“Trust me, Manon, we don’t,” Sorrel said softly as the blacksmith appeared, a

set of blades in his powerful arms. “And more than any of us, Asterin has never

for a second forgotten what your grandmother is capable of.” 

Manon knew she could demand more answers—but she also knew that Sorrel

was stone, and stone would not break. So she faced the approaching blacksmith

as he laid his other examples on the table, her stomach tight. 

With hunger, she told herself. With hunger. 
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Aelin didn’t know whether she should be comforted by the fact that despite the

changes  two  years  had  heaped  upon  her  life,  despite  the  hells  she’d  walked

through,  the  Assassins’  Keep  hadn’t  altered.  The  hedges  flanking  the  towering

wrought-iron  fence  around  the  property  were  the  exact  same  height,  still

trimmed with masterful precision; the curving gravel drive beyond still bore the

same gray stones; and the sweeping manor home was still pale and elegant, its

polished oak doors gleaming in the midmorning sunlight. 

No  one  on  the  quiet  residential  street  paused  to  look  at  the  house  that  held some of the fiercest assassins in Erilea. For years now, the Assassins’ Keep had

remained  anonymous,  unremarkable,  one  of  many  palatial  homes  in  a  wealthy

southwestern district of Rifthold. Right under the King of Adarlan’s nose. 

The iron gates were open, and the assassins disguised as common watchmen

were unfamiliar to her as she strolled down the drive. But they didn’t stop her, 

despite the suit and weapons she wore, despite the hood covering her features. 

Night  would  have  been  better  for  sneaking  across  the  city.  Another  test—to

see  if  she  could  make  it  here  in  daylight  without  attracting  too  much  attention. 

Thankfully, most of the city was preoccupied with preparations for the prince’s

birthday celebrations the next day: vendors were already out, selling everything

from  little  cakes  to  flags  bearing  the  Adarlanian  wyvern  to  blue  ribbons  (to match the prince’s eyes, of course). It made her stomach turn. 

Getting  here  undetected  had  been  a  minor  test,  though,  compared  to  the  one

looming before her. And the one waiting tomorrow. 

Aedion—every  breath  she  took  seemed  to  echo  his  name.  Aedion,  Aedion, 

 Aedion. 

But  she  shoved  away  the  thought  of  him—of  what  might  have  already  been

done to him in those dungeons—as she strode up the expansive front steps of the

Keep. 

She hadn’t been in this house since the night everything had gone to hell. 

There, to her right, were the stables where she’d knocked Wesley unconscious

as he tried to warn her about the trap that had been laid for her. And there, a level

up,  looking  out  over  the  front  garden,  were  the  three  windows  of  her  old

bedroom. They were open, the heavy velvet curtains blowing in the cool spring

breeze,  as  if  the  room  were  being  aired  out  for  her.  Unless  Arobynn  had  given her quarters to someone else. 

The  carved  oak  doors  swung  open  as  she  hit  the  top  step,  revealing  a  butler she’d never seen before, who bowed nonetheless and gestured behind him. Just

past  the  grand  marble  foyer,  the  double  doors  of  Arobynn’s  study  were  open

wide. 

She  didn’t  glance  at  the  threshold  as  she  passed  over  it,  sweeping  into  the house that had been a haven and a prison and a hellhole. 

Gods,  this  house.  Beneath  the  vaulted  ceilings  and  glass  chandeliers  of  the

entry hall, the marble floors were polished so brightly that she could see her own

dark reflection as she walked. 

Not  a  soul  in  sight,  not  even  wretched  Tern.  They  were  either  out  or  under orders to stay away until this meeting was done—as though Arobynn didn’t want

to be overheard. 

The smell of the Keep wrapped around her, tugging at her memory. Fresh-cut

flowers and baking bread barely masked the tang of metal, or the lightning-crisp

feeling of violence throughout. 

Every step toward that ornate study had her bracing herself. 

There he was, seated at the massive desk, his auburn hair like molten steel in

the  sunlight  pouring  in  from  the  floor-to-ceiling  windows  flanking  one  side  of the wood-paneled room. She shut out the information she’d learned in Wesley’s

letter and kept her posture loose, casual. 

But  she  couldn’t  help  glancing  at  the  rug  before  the  desk—a  movement

Arobynn  either  noted  or  expected.  “A  new  rug,”  he  said,  looking  up  from  the papers before him. “The bloodstains on the other one never really came out.” 

“Pity,” she said, slumping into one of the chairs before his desk, trying not to

look  at  the  chair  beside  hers,  where  Sam  had  usually  sat.  “The  other  rug  was prettier.” 

Until  her  blood  had  soaked  it  when  Arobynn  had  beaten  her  for  ruining  his

slave  trade  agreement,  making  Sam  watch  the  entire  time.  And  when  she  was

unconscious, he’d beaten Sam into oblivion, too. 

She  wondered  which  of  the  scars  on  Arobynn’s  knuckles  were  from  those

beatings. 

She  heard  the  butler  approach,  but  didn’t  deign  to  look  at  him  as  Arobynn

said, “We’re not  to be disturbed.”  The butler murmured  his understanding, and

the study doors clicked shut. 

Aelin  slung  a  leg  over  the  arm  of  her  chair.  “To  what  do  I  owe  this

summoning?” 

Arobynn  rose,  a  fluid  movement  limned  with  restrained  power,  and  came

around the desk to lean against its edge. “I merely wanted to see how you were doing the day before your grand event.” His silver eyes flickered. “I wanted to

wish you luck.” 

“And to see if I was going to betray you?” 

“Why would I ever think that?” 

“I don’t think you want to get into a conversation about trust right now.” 

“Certainly not. Not when you need all your focus for tomorrow. So many little

things that could go wrong. Especially if you’re caught.” 

She felt the dagger of the implied threat slide between her ribs. “You know I

don’t break easily under torture.” 

Arobynn  crossed  his  arms  over  his  broad  chest.  “Of  course  not.  I  expect

nothing less from my protégée than to shield me if the king catches you.” 

So that explained the summons. 

“I never asked,” Arobynn went on. “Will you be doing this as Celaena?” 

As  good  a  time  as  any  to  cast  a  bored  glance  around  the  study,  ever  the

irreverent protégée. Nothing on the desk, nothing on the shelves, not even a box

that might contain the Amulet of Orynth. She allowed herself one sweep before

turning indolent eyes on him. “I hadn’t planned on leaving a calling card.” 

“And what explanation will you give your cousin when you are reunited? The

same you gave the noble captain?” She didn’t want to know how he was aware

of that disaster. She hadn’t told Lysandra—since Lysandra still had no idea who

she was. She’d think about it later. 

“I’ll tell Aedion the truth.” 

“Well, let’s hope that’s excuse enough for him.” 

It was a physical effort to clamp down on her retort. “I’m tired and don’t feel

like having a verbal sparring match today. Just tell me what you want so I can go

soak in my tub.” Not a lie. Her muscles ached from tracking Valg foot soldiers

across Rifthold the night before. 

“You  know  my  facilities  are  at  your  disposal.”  Arobynn  pinned  his  attention

on her right leg, slung over the arm of the chair, as if he’d somehow figured out

that  it  was  giving  her  trouble.  As  if  he  knew  that  the  fight  at  the  Vaults  had somehow  aggravated  the  old  wound  she’d  received  during  her  duel  with  Cain. 

“My healer could rub down that leg for you. I wouldn’t want you to be in pain. 

Or handicapped for tomorrow.” 

Training  kept  her  features  bored.  “You  truly  do  like  hearing  yourself  talk, 

don’t you?” 

A sensual laugh. “Fine—no verbal sparring.” 

She waited, still lounging in the chair. 

Arobynn ran an eye down the suit, and when his gaze met hers, there was only

a  cold,  cruel  killer  staring  out  at  her.  “I  have  it  on  good  authority  that  you’ve been  monitoring  patrols  of  the  king’s  guard—but  leaving  them  undisturbed. 

Have you forgotten our little bargain?” 

She smiled a little. “Of course not.” 

“Then why is my promised demon not in my dungeon?” 

“Because I’m not capturing one until after Aedion is freed.” 

A blink. 

“These  things  might  lead  the  king  right  to  you.  To  us.  I’m  not  jeopardizing Aedion’s  safety  to  satisfy  your  morbid  curiosity.  And  who’s  to  say  you  won’t forget to help me when you’re busy playing with your new toy?” 

Arobynn  pushed  off  the  desk  and  approached,  bending  over  her  chair  close

enough to share breath. “I’m a man of my word, Celaena.” 

Again, that name. 

He took a step back and cocked his head. “Though you, on the other hand … I

recall  you  promising  to  kill  Lysandra  years  ago.  I  was  surprised  when  she

returned unharmed.” 

“You  did  your  best  to  ensure  that  we  hated  each  other.  I  figured  why  not  go the opposite way for once? Turns out she’s not nearly as spoiled and selfish as

you made me believe.” Ever the petulant protégée, ever the smart-ass. “Though

if  you  want  me  to  kill  her,  I’ll  gladly  turn  my  attention  to  that  instead  of  the Valg.” 

A  soft  laugh.  “No  need.  She  serves  me  well  enough.  Replaceable,  though, 

should you decide you’d like to uphold your promise.” 

“Was that the test, then? To see if I follow through on my promises?” Beneath

her gloves, the mark she’d carved into her palm burned like a brand. 

“It was a present.” 

“Stick with jewelry and clothes.” She rose and glanced down at her suit. “Or

useful things.” 

His  eyes  followed  hers  and  lingered.  “You  fill  it  out  better  than  you  did  at seventeen.” 

And  that  was  quite  enough.  She  clicked  her  tongue  and  turned  away,  but  he

gripped her arm—right where those invisible blades would snap out. He knew it, 

too. A dare; a challenge. 

“You  will  need  to  lie  low  with  your  cousin  once  he  escapes  tomorrow,” 

Arobynn said. “Should you decide not to fulfill your end of the bargain … you’ll

find out very quickly, Celaena darling, how deadly this city can be for those on

the run—even fire-breathing bitch-queens.” 

“No more declarations of love or offers to walk over coals for me?” 

A sensual laugh. “You were always my favorite dance partner.” He came close

enough to graze his lips against hers if she should sway a fraction of an inch. “If you want me to whisper sweet nothings into your ear, Majesty, I’ll do just that. 

But you’ll still get me what I need.” 

She didn’t dare pull back. There was always such a gleaming in his silver eyes

—like the cold light before dawn. She’d never been able to look away from it. 

He  angled  his  head,  the  sun  catching  in  his  auburn  hair.  “What  about  the

prince, though?” 

“Which prince?” she said carefully. 

Arobynn  gave  a  knowing  smile,  retreating  a  few  inches.  “There  are  three

princes,  I  suppose.  Your  cousin,  and  then  the  two  that  now  share  Dorian

Havilliard’s body. Does the brave captain know that his friend is currently being

devoured by one of those demons?” 

“Yes.” 

“Does he know that you might decide to do the smart thing and put the king’s

son down before he can become a threat?” 

She  held  his  stare.  “Why  don’t  you  tell  me?  You’re  the  one  who’s  been

meeting with him.” 

His answering chuckle sent ice skittering over her bones. “So the captain has a

hard  time  sharing  with  you.  He  seems  to  share  everything  just  fine  with  his former lover—that Faliq girl. Did you know that her father makes the best pear

tarts  in  the  entire  capital?  He’s  even  supplying  some  for  the  prince’s  birthday. 

Ironic, isn’t it?” 

It was her turn to blink. She’d known Chaol had at least one lover other than

Lithaen, but … Nesryn? And how convenient for him not to tell her, especially

when  he’d  thrown  whatever  nonsense  he  believed  about  her  and  Rowan  in  her

face.  Your  faerie  prince,  he’d  snapped.  She  doubted  Chaol  had  done  anything with the young woman since she’d left for Wendlyn, but … But she was feeling

exactly what Arobynn wanted her to feel. 

“Why don’t you stay out of our business, Arobynn?” 

“Don’t you want to know why the captain came to me again last night?” 

Bastards,  both  of  them.  She’d  warned  Chaol  not  to  tangle  with  Arobynn.  To

reveal  that  she  didn’t  know  or  to  conceal  that  vulnerability  …  Chaol  wouldn’t jeopardize her safety or her plans for tomorrow, regardless of what information

he  kept  from  her.  She  smirked  at  Arobynn.  “No.  I  was  the  one  who  sent  him there.”  She  sauntered  toward  the  study  doors.  “You  must  truly  be  bored  if  you summoned me merely to taunt me.” 

A glimmer of amusement. “Good luck tomorrow. All the plans are in place, in

case you were worried.” 

“Of course they are. I’d expect nothing less from you.” She flung open one of
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the doors and waved her hand in lazy dismissal. “See you around, Master.” 



Aelin visited at the Royal Bank again on her way home, and when she returned

to her apartment, Lysandra was waiting, as they’d planned. 

Even better, Lysandra had brought food. Lots of food. 

Aelin plunked down at the kitchen table where Lysandra currently lounged. 

The  courtesan  was  gazing  toward  the  wide  window  above  the  kitchen  sink. 

“You do realize you’ve got a shadow on the roof next door, don’t you?” 

“He’s  harmless.”  And  useful.  Chaol  had  men  watching  the  Keep,  the  palace

gates, and the apartment—all to monitor Arobynn. Aelin cocked her head. “Keen

eyes?” 

“Your  master  taught  me  a  few  tricks  over  the  years.  To  protect  myself,  of

course.”  To  protect  his  investment,  was  what  she  didn’t  need  to  say.  “You  read the letter, I take it?” 

“Every damn word.” 

Indeed,  she’d  read  through  Wesley’s  letter  again  and  again,  until  she  had

memorized  the  dates  and  names  and  accounts,  until  she  had  seen  so  much  fire that she was glad her magic was currently stifled. It changed little of her plans, 

but it helped. Now she knew she wasn’t wrong, that the names on her own list

were correct. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep it,” Aelin said. “Burning it was the only

way to stay safe.” 

Lysandra  just  nodded,  picking  at  a  piece  of  lint  on  the  bodice  of  her  rust-colored gown. The red sleeves were loose and billowing, with tight black velvet

cuffs and gold buttons that glinted in the morning light as she reached for one of

the hothouse grapes Aelin had bought yesterday. An elegant gown, but modest. 

“The Lysandra I knew used to wear far less clothing,” Aelin said. 

Lysandra’s  green  eyes  flickered.  “The  Lysandra  you  knew  died  a  long  time

ago.” 

So  had  Celaena  Sardothien.  “I  asked  you  to  meet  me  today  so  we  could  …

talk.” 

“About Arobynn?” 

“About you.” 

Elegant brows narrowed. “And when do we get to talk about you?” 

“What do you want to know?” 

“What are you doing in Rifthold? Aside from rescuing the general tomorrow.” 

Aelin said, “I don’t know you well enough to answer that question.” 

Lysandra merely cocked her head. “Why Aedion?” 

“He’s more useful to me alive than dead.” Not a lie. 

Lysandra tapped a manicured nail on the worn table. After a moment she said, 

“I used to be so jealous of you. Not only did you have Sam but also Arobynn …

I was such a fool, believing that he gave you everything and denied you nothing, 

hating you because I always knew, deep down, that I was just a pawn for him to

use against you—a way to make you fight for his affection, to keep you on your

toes,  to  hurt  you.  And  I  enjoyed  it,  because  I  thought  it  was  better  to  be someone’s  pawn  than  nothing  at  all.”  Her  hand  shook  as  she  raised  it  to  brush back  a  strand  of  her  hair.  “I  think  I  would  have  continued  on  that  way  for  my whole  life.  But  then—then  Arobynn  killed  Sam  and  arranged  for  your  capture, 

and … and summoned me the night you were hauled to Endovier. Afterward, on

the  carriage  ride  home,  I  just  cried.  I  didn’t  know  why.  But  Wesley  was  in  the carriage  with  me.  That  was  the  night  that  everything  changed  between  us.” 

Lysandra  glanced  at  the  scars  around  Aelin’s  wrists,  then  at  the  tattoo  marring her own. 

Aelin  said,  “The  other  night,  you  didn’t  just  come  to  warn  me  about

Arobynn.” 

When Lysandra raised her head, her eyes were frozen. “No,” she said with soft

savagery. “I came to help you destroy him.” 

“You must trust me a great deal to have said that.” 

“You wrecked the Vaults,” Lysandra said. “It was for Sam, wasn’t it? Because

those people—they all worked for Rourke Farran, and were there when …” She

shook  her  head.  “It’s  all  for  Sam,  whatever  you  have  planned  for  Arobynn. 

Besides,  if  you  betray  me,  there’s  little  that  can  hurt  me  more  than  what  I’ve already endured.” 

Aelin leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs, trying not to think about

the darkness the woman across from her had survived. “I went too long without

demanding retribution. I have no interest in forgiveness.” 

Lysandra smiled—and there was no joy in it. “After he murdered Wesley, I lay

awake  in  his  bed  and  thought  about  killing  him  right  there.  But  it  didn’t  seem like enough, and the debt didn’t belong only to me.” 

For  a  moment,  Aelin  couldn’t  say  anything.  Then  she  shook  her  head.  “You

honestly mean to imply that you’ve been waiting for me this whole time?” 

“You loved Sam as much as I loved Wesley.” 

Her  chest  hollowed  out,  but  she  nodded.  Yes,  she’d  loved  Sam—more  than

she’d  ever  loved  anyone.  Even  Chaol.  And  reading  in  Wesley’s  letter  exactly

what Arobynn had ordered Rourke Farran to do to Sam had left a raging wound

in  the  core  of  her.  Sam’s  clothes  were  still  in  the  two  bottom  drawers  of  her dresser, where Arobynn had indeed unpacked them. She’d worn one of his shirts

to bed these past two nights. 

Arobynn would pay. 

“I’m sorry,” Aelin said. “For the years I spent being a monster toward you, for

whatever  part  I  played  in  your  suffering.  I  wish  I’d  been  able  to  see  myself better. I wish I’d seen  everything better. I’m sorry.” 

Lysandra  blinked.  “We  were  both  young  and  stupid,  and  should  have  seen

each other as allies. But there’s nothing to prevent us from seeing each other that

way  now.”  Lysandra  gave  her  a  grin  that  was  more  wolfish  than  refined.  “If

you’re in, I’m in.” 

That  fast—that  easily—the  offer  of  friendship  was  tossed  her  way.  Rowan

might  have  been  her  dearest  friend,  her   carranam,  but  …  she  missed  female companionship. Deeply. Though an old panic rose up at the thought of Nehemia

not being there anymore to provide it— and part of her wanted to throw the offer

back in Lysandra’s face just because she  wasn’t Nehemia—she forced herself to

stare down that fear. 

Aelin said hoarsely, “I’m in.” 

Lysandra  heaved  a  sigh.  “Oh,  thank  the  gods.  Now  I  can  talk  to  someone

about clothes without being asked how so-and-so would approve of it, or gobble

down a box of chocolates without someone telling me I’d better watch my figure

—tell  me  you  like  chocolates.  You  do,  right?  I  remember  stealing  a  box  from your room once when you were out killing someone. They were delicious.” 

Aelin waved a hand toward the boxes of goodies on the table. “You brought

chocolate—as far as I’m concerned, you’re my new favorite person.” 

Lysandra chuckled, a surprisingly deep, wicked sound—probably a laugh she

never let Arobynn or her clients hear. “Some night soon, I’ll sneak back in here

and we can eat chocolates until we vomit.” 

“We’re such refined, genteel ladies.” 

“Please,” Lysandra said, waving a manicured hand, “you and I are nothing but

wild beasts wearing human skins. Don’t even try to deny it.” 

The  courtesan  had  no  idea  how  close  she  was  to  the  truth.  Aelin  wondered

how  the  woman  would  react  to  her  other  form—to  the  elongated  canines. 

Somehow,  she  doubted  Lysandra  would  call  her  a  monster  for  it—or  for  the

flames at her command. 

Lysandra’s smile flickered. “Everything’s set for tomorrow?” 

“Is that worry I detect?” 

“You’re just going to waltz into the palace and think a different hair color will

keep you from being noticed? You trust Arobynn that much?” 

“Do you have a better idea?” 

Lysandra’s shrug was the definition of nonchalance. “I happen to know a thing

or  two  about  playing  different  roles.  How  to  turn  eyes  away  when  you  don’t want to be seen.” 

“I   do  know  how  to  be  stealthy,  Lysandra.  The  plan  is  sound.  Even  if  it  was Arobynn’s idea.” 

“What if we killed two birds with one stone?” 

She might have dismissed it, might have shut her down, but there was such a

wicked, feral gleam in the courtesan’s eyes. 

So Aelin rested her forearms on the table. “I’m listening.” 
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For  every  person  Chaol  and  the  rebels  saved,  it  seemed  there  were  always

several more who made it to the butchering block. 

The  sun  was  setting  as  he  and  Nesryn  crouched  on  a  rooftop  flanking  the

small  square.  The  only  people  who’d  bothered  to  watch  were  the  typical

lowlifes, content to breathe in the misery of others. That didn’t bother him half

as  much  as  the  decorations  that  had  been  put  up  in  honor  of  Dorian’s  birthday tomorrow: red and gold streamers and ribbons hung across the square like a net, 

while  baskets  of  blue  and  white  flowers  bordered  its  outer  edges.  A  charnel

house bedecked in late-spring cheer. 

Nesryn’s bowstring groaned as she pulled it back farther. 

“Steady,” he warned her. 

“She knows what she’s doing,” Aelin muttered from a few feet away. 

Chaol cut her a glance. “Remind me why you’re here?” 

“I wanted to help—or is this an Adarlanians-only rebellion?” 

Chaol stifled his retort and turned his glare onto the square below. 

Tomorrow,  everything  he  cared  about  depended  on  her.  Antagonizing  her

wouldn’t be smart, even if it killed him to leave Dorian in her hands. But—

“About  tomorrow,”  he  said  tightly,  not  taking  his  attention  off  the  execution about to unfold. “You don’t touch Dorian.” 

“Me? Never,” Aelin purred. 

“It’s not a joke. You. Don’t. Hurt. Him.” 

Nesryn ignored them and angled her bow to the left. “I can’t get a clear shot at

any of them.” 

Three  men  now  stood  before  the  block,  a  dozen  guards  around  them.  The

boards of the wooden platform were already deeply stained with red from weeks

of  use.  Gatherers  monitored  the  massive  clock  above  the  execution  platform, 

waiting for the iron hand to hit the six o’clock evening marker. They’d even tied

gold and crimson ribbons to the clock’s lower rim. Seven minutes now. 

Chaol made himself look at Aelin. “Do you think you’ll be able to save him?” 

“Maybe. I’ll try.” No reaction in her eyes, in her posture. 

Maybe.  Maybe.   He  said,  “Does  Dorian  actually  matter,  or  is  he  a  pawn  for Terrasen?” 

“Don’t even start with that.” For a moment he thought she was done, but then she spat, “Killing him, Chaol, would be a mercy. Killing him would be a gift.” 

“I can’t make the shot,” Nesryn said again—a bit more sharply. 

“Touch him,” Chaol said, “and I’ll make sure those bastards down there find

Aedion.” 

Nesryn  silently  turned  to  them,  slackening  her  bow.  It  was  the  only  card  he had to play, even if it made him a bastard as well. 

The wrath Chaol found in Aelin’s eyes was world-ending. 

“You bring my court into this, Chaol,” Aelin said with lethal softness, “and I

don’t care what you were to me, or what you have done to help me. You betray

them, you hurt them, and I don’t care how long it takes, or how far you go: I’ll

burn  you  and  your  gods-damned  kingdom  to  ash.  Then  you’ll  learn  just  how

much of a monster I can be.” 

Too far. He’d gone too far. 

“We’re  not  enemies,”  Nesryn  said,  and  though  her  face  was  calm,  her  eyes

darted between them. “We have enough shit to worry about tomorrow. And right

now.” She pointed with her arrow toward the square. “Five minutes until six. Do

we go down there?” 

“Too public,” Aelin said. “Don’t risk exposing yourself. There’s another patrol

a quarter mile away, headed in this direction.” 

Of course she knew about it. “Again,” Chaol said, “why are you here?” She’d

just … snuck up on them. With far too much ease. 

Aelin  studied  Nesryn  a  bit  too  thoughtfully.  “How  good’s  your  accuracy, 

Faliq?” 

“I don’t miss,” Nesryn said. 

Aelin’s  teeth  gleamed.  “My  kind  of  woman.”  She  gave  Chaol  a  knowing

smile. 

And he knew—he knew that she was aware of the history between them. And

she didn’t particularly care. He couldn’t tell whether or not it was a relief. 

“I’m debating ordering Arobynn’s men off the mission tomorrow,” Aelin said, 

those turquoise eyes fixed on Nesryn’s face, on her hands, on her bow. “I want

Faliq on wall duty instead.” 

“No,” Chaol said. 

“Are you her keeper?” He didn’t deign to respond. Aelin crooned, “I thought

so.” 

But  Nesryn  wouldn’t  be  on  wall  duty—and  neither  would  he.  He  was  too

recognizable  to  risk  being  close  to  the  palace,  and  Aelin  and  her  piece-of-shit master had apparently decided he’d be better off running interference along the

border  of  the  slums,  making  sure  the  coast  was  clear.  “Nesryn  has  her  orders

already.” 

In the square, people began swearing at the three men who were watching the

clock  with  pale,  gaunt  faces.  Some  of  the  onlookers  even  threw  bits  of  spoiled food  at  them.  Maybe  this  city  did  deserve  Aelin  Galathynius’s  flames.  Maybe

Chaol deserved to burn, too. 

He turned back to the women. 

“Shit,” Aelin swore, and he looked behind him in time to see the guards shove

the  first  victim—a  sobbing,  middle-aged  man—toward  the  block,  using  the

pommels of their swords to knock his knees out from under him. They weren’t

waiting until six. Another prisoner, also middle-aged, began shaking, and a dark

stain spread across the front of his pants. Gods. 

Chaol’s  muscles  were  locked,  and  even  Nesryn  couldn’t  draw  her  bow  fast

enough as the ax rose. 

A  thud  silenced  the  city  square.  People  applauded— applauded.  The  sound

covered the second thud of the man’s head falling and rolling away. 

Then Chaol was in another room, in the castle that had once been his home, 

listening to the thud of flesh and bone on marble, red mist coating the air, Dorian

screaming—

Oath-breaker.  Liar.  Traitor.  Chaol  was  all  of  those  things  now,  but  not  to

Dorian. Never to his true king. 

“Take  out  the  clock  tower  in  the  garden,”  he  said,  the  words  barely  audible. 

He  felt  Aelin  turn  toward  him.  “And  magic  will  be  free.  It  was  a  spell—three towers, all built of Wyrdstone. Take out one, and magic is free.” 

She glanced northward without so much as a blink of surprise, as though she

could see all the way to the glass castle. “Thank you,” she murmured. That was

it. 

“It’s for Dorian’s sake.” Perhaps cruel, perhaps selfish, but true. “The king is

expecting you tomorrow,” he went on. “What if he stops caring about the public

knowing  and  unleashes  his  magic  on  you?  You  know  what  happened  with

Dorian.” 

She scanned the roof tiles as if reading her mental map of the celebration—the

map he’d given her. Then she swore. “He could lay traps for me—and Aedion. 

With the Wyrdmarks, he could write out spells on the floor or in the doors, keyed

to me or Aedion, and we would be helpless—the exact same way I trapped that

thing in the library. Shit,” she breathed. “Shit.” 

Gripping her slackened bow, Nesryn said, “Brullo told us the king has his best

men  escorting  Aedion  from  the  dungeons  to  the  hall—perhaps  spelling  those

areas, too.  If he spells them.” 

“If is too big a gamble to make. And it’s too late to change our plans,” Aelin
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said.  “If  I  had  those  gods-damned  books,  I  could  maybe  find  some  sort  of

protection  for  me  and  Aedion,  some  spell,  but  I  won’t  have  enough  time

tomorrow to grab them from my old rooms. The gods know if they’re even still

there.” 

“They’re not,” Chaol said. Aelin’s brows flicked up. “Because I have them. I

grabbed them when I left the castle.” 

Aelin pursed her lips in what he could have sworn was reluctant appreciation. 

“We don’t have much time.” She began climbing over the roof and out of sight. 

“There are two prisoners left,” she clarified. “And I think those streamers would

look better with some Valg blood on them, anyway.” 



Nesryn remained on the rooftop while Aelin went to another across the square—

faster than Chaol had thought possible. That left him on street level. 

He  hurried  as  swiftly  as  he  could  through  the  crowd,  spotting  his  three  men gathered near the other edge of the platform—ready. 

The  clock  struck  six  just  as  Chaol  positioned  himself,  after  making  sure  two more  of  his  men  were  waiting  down  a  narrow  alley.  Just  as  the  guards  finally cleared away the body of the first prisoner and dragged forward the second. The

man was sobbing, begging them as he was forced to kneel in the puddle of his

friend’s blood. 

The executioner lifted his ax. 

And  a  dagger,  courtesy  of  Aelin  Galathynius,  went  clean  through  the

executioner’s throat. 

Black  blood  sprayed—some  onto  the  streamers,  as  Aelin  had  promised. 

Before the guards could shout, Nesryn opened fire from the other direction. That

was  all  the  distraction  Chaol  needed  as  he  and  his  men  surged  toward  the

platform  amid  the  panicking,  fleeing  crowd.  Nesryn  and  Aelin  had  both  fired

again by the time he hit the stage, the wood treacherously slick with blood. He

grabbed the two prisoners and roared at them to  run, run, run! 

His  men  were  blade-to-blade  with  the  guards  as  he  rushed  the  stumbling

prisoners down the steps and into the safety of the alley—and the rebels waiting

beyond. 

Block after block they fled, leaving the chaos of the square behind, until they

hit the Avery, and Chaol set about attaining them a boat. 

Nesryn  found  him  leaving  the  docks  an  hour  later,  unharmed  but  splattered

with dark blood. “What happened?” 

“Pandemonium,”  Nesryn  said,  scanning  the  river  under  the  setting  sun. 
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“Everything fine?” 

He nodded. “And you?” 

“Both of us are fine.” A kindness, he thought with a flicker of shame, that she

knew he couldn’t bring himself to ask about Aelin. Nesryn turned away, heading

back in the direction she’d come. 

“Where are you going?” he asked. 

“To wash and change—and then go tell the family of the man who died.” 

It was protocol, even if it was horrible. Better to have the families genuinely

mourn  than  risk  being  looked  on  any  longer  as  rebel  sympathizers.  “You  don’t have to do that,” he said. “I’ll send one of the men.” 

“I’m a city guard,” she said plainly. “My presence won’t be unexpected. And

besides,”  she  said,  her  eyes  glinting  with  her  usual  faint  amusement,  “you

yourself  said  I  don’t  exactly  have  a  line  of  suitors  waiting  outside  my  father’s house, so what else do I have to do with myself tonight?” 

“Tomorrow’s  an  important  day,”  he  said,  even  as  he  cursed  himself  for  the

words  he’d  spat  the  other  night.  An  ass—that’s  what  he’d  been,  even  if  she’d never let on that it bothered her. 

“I  was  just  fine  before  you  came  along,  Chaol,”  she  said—tired,  possibly

bored. “I know my limits. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

But he said, “Why go to the families yourself?” 

Nesryn’s  dark  eyes  shifted  toward  the  river.  “Because  it  reminds  me  what  I

have to lose if I’m caught—or if we fail.” 



Night fell, and Aelin knew she was being followed as she stalked from rooftop

to rooftop. Right now, even hours later, hitting the street was the most dangerous

thing she could possibly do, given how pissed off the guards were after she and

the rebels had stolen their prisoners right out from under them. 

And she knew  that because she’d been listening to them curse and hiss for the

past  hour  as  she  trailed  a  patrol  of  black-uniformed  guards  on  the  route  she’d noted  the  night  before:  along  the  docks,  then  keeping  to  the  shadows  off  the main  drag  of  taverns  and  brothels  in  the  slums,  and  then  near—but  keeping  a healthy  distance  from—the  riverside  Shadow  Market.  Interesting  to  learn  how

their  route  did  or  didn’t  change  when  chaos  erupted—what  hidey-holes  they

rushed to, what sort of formations they used. 

What streets were left unmonitored when all hell broke loose. 

As it would tomorrow, with Aedion. 

But Arobynn’s claims had been right—matching the maps Chaol and Nesryn

had made, too. 

She’d known that if she told Chaol why she’d shown up at the execution, he

would  get  in  the  way  somehow—send  Nesryn  to  follow  her,  perhaps.  She’d

needed to see how skilled they were— all the parties that would be so crucial in

tomorrow’s events—and then see this. 

Just  as  Arobynn  had  told  her,  each  guard  wore  a  thick  black  ring,  and  they moved  with  jerks  and  twitches  that  made  her  wonder  how  well  the  demons

squatting inside their bodies were adjusting. Their leader, a pale man with night-

dark hair, moved the most fluidly, like ink in water, she thought. 

She had left them to stalk toward another part of the city while she continued

on  toward  where  the  craftsman  district  jutted  out  into  the  curve  of  the  Avery, until all was silent around her and the scent of those rotting corpses faded away. 

Atop the roof of a glass-blowing warehouse, the tiles still warm from the heat

of the day or the massive furnaces inside, Aelin surveyed the empty alley below. 

The  infernal  spring  rain  began  again,  tinkling  on  the  sloped  roof,  the  many

chimneys. 

Magic—Chaol  had  told  her  how  to  free  it.  So  easy,  and  yet—a  monumental

task.  In  need  of  careful  planning.  After  tomorrow,  though—if  she  survived—

she’d set about doing it. 

She  shimmied  down  a  drainpipe  on  the  side  of  a  crumbling  brick  building, 

splashing  down  a  bit  too  loudly  in  a  puddle  of  what  she  hoped  was  rain.  She whistled  as  she  strolled  down  the  empty  alley,  a  jaunty  little  tune  she’d

overheard at one of the slums’ many taverns. 

Still, she was honestly a little surprised that she got nearly halfway down the

alley before a patrol of the king’s guards stepped into her path, their swords like

quicksilver in the dark. 

The  commander  of  the  patrol—the  demon  inside  him—looked  at  her  and

smiled as though it already knew what her blood tasted like. 

Aelin  grinned  right  back  at  him,  flicking  her  wrists  and  sending  the  blades

shooting out of her suit. “Hello, gorgeous.” 

Then she was upon them, slicing and twirling and ducking. 

Five guards were dead before the others could even move. 

The  blood  they  leaked  wasn’t  red,  though.  It  was  black,  and  slid  down  the

sides of her blades, dense and shining as oil. The stench, like curdled milk and

vinegar, hit her as hard as the clashing of their swords. 

The  reek  grew,  overpowering  the  lingering  smoke  from  the  glass  factories

around them, worsening as Aelin dodged the demon’s blow and swiped low. The

man’s stomach opened up like a festering wound, and black blood and the gods

knew what else sloshed onto the street. 
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Disgusting.  Almost  as  bad  as  what  wafted  from  the  sewer  grate  at  the  other

end of the alley—already open. Already oozing that too-familiar darkness. 

The rest of the patrol closed in. Her wrath became a song in her blood as she

ended them. 

When blood and rain lay in puddles on the broken cobblestones, when Aelin

stood in a field of fallen men, she began slicing. 

Head after head tumbled away. 

Then she leaned against the wall, waiting. Counting. 

They did not rise. 

Aelin  stalked  from  the  alley,  kicking  shut  the  sewer  grate,  and  vanished  into the rainy night. 



Dawn broke, the day clear and warm. Aelin had been up half the night scouring

the books Chaol had saved, including her old friend  The Walking Dead. 

Reciting  what  she’d  learned  in  the  quiet  of  her  apartment,  Aelin  donned  the

clothes  Arobynn  had  sent  over,  checking  and  rechecking  that  there  were  no

surprises and everything was where she needed it to be. She let each step, each

reminder of her plan anchor her, keep her from dwelling too long on what would

come when the festivities began. 

And then she went to save her cousin. 
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Aedion Ashryver was ready to die. 

Against  his  will,  he’d  recovered  over  the  past  two  days,  the  fever  breaking

after  sunset  last  night.  He  was  strong  enough  to  walk—albeit  slowly—as  they

escorted him to the dungeon’s washroom, where they chained him down to wash

and  scrub  him,  and  even  risked  shaving  him,  despite  his  best  efforts  to  slit  his own throat on the razor. 

It appeared that they wanted him presentable for the court when they cut off

his head with his own blade, the Sword of Orynth. 

After cleaning his wounds, they shoved him into pants and a loose white shirt, 

yanked back his hair, and dragged him up the stairs. Guards with dark uniforms

flanked him three deep on both sides, four in front and behind, and every door

and exit had one of the bastards posted by it. 

He  was  too  drained  from  dressing  to  provoke  them  into  putting  a  sword

through  him,  so  he  let  them  lead  him  through  the  towering  doors  into  the

ballroom.  Red  and  gold  banners  hung  from  the  rafters,  springtime  blossoms

covered every table, and an archway of hothouse roses had been crafted over the

dais  from  which  the  royal  family  would  watch  the  festivities  before  his

execution.  The  windows  and  doors  beyond  the  platform  where  he  would  be

killed opened onto one of the gardens, a guard stationed every other foot, others

positioned  in  the  garden  itself.  If  the  king  wanted  to  set  a  trap  for  Aelin,  he certainly hadn’t bothered to be very subtle about it. 

It  was  civilized  of  them,  Aedion  realized  as  he  was  shoved  up  the  wooden

steps of the platform, to give him a stool to sit on. At least he wouldn’t have to

lounge  on  the  floor  like  a  dog  while  he  watched  them  all  pretend  that  they weren’t  here  just  to  see  his  head  roll.  And  a  stool,  he  realized  with  grim satisfaction, would make a good-enough weapon when the time came. 

So  Aedion  let  them  chain  him  in  the  shackles  anchored  to  the  floor  of  the

platform. Let them put the Sword of Orynth on display a few feet behind him, its

scarred bone pommel glinting in the morning light. 

It  was  just  a  matter  of  finding  the  right  moment  to  meet  the  end  of  his  own choosing. 
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The  demon  made  him  sit  on  a  dais,  on  a  throne  beside  a  crowned  woman  who

had not noticed that the thing using his mouth wasn’t the person who had been

born of her flesh. To his other side lounged the man who controlled the demon

inside him. And in front of him, the ballroom was full of tittering nobility who

could not see that he was still in here, still screaming. 

The  demon  had  broken  a  little  farther  through  the  barrier  today,  and  it  now looked through his eyes with an ancient, glittering malice. It was starved for this

world. 

Perhaps the world deserved to be devoured by the thing. 

Maybe it was that traitorous thought alone that had caused such a hole to rip

in the barrier between them. Maybe it was winning. Maybe it had already won. 

So he was forced to sit on that throne, and speak with words that were not his

own,  and  share  his  eyes  with  something  from  another  realm,  who  gazed  at  his sunny world with ravenous, eternal hunger. 



The costume itched like hell. The paint all over her didn’t help. 

Most of the important guests had arrived in the days preceding the party, but

those  who  dwelled  inside  the  city  or  in  the  outlying  foothills  now  formed  a glittering  line  stretching  through  the  massive  front  doors.  Guards  were  posted there, checking invitations, asking questions, peering into faces none too keen to

be  interrogated.  The  entertainers,  vendors,  and  help,  however,  were  ordered  to use one of the side entrances. 

That  was  where  Aelin  had  found  Madam  Florine  and  her  troupe  of  dancers, 

clad  in  costumes  of  black  tulle  and  silk  and  lace,  like  liquid  night  in  the midmorning sun. 

Shoulders back, core tight, arms loose at her sides, Aelin eased into the middle

of the flock. With her hair dyed a ruddy shade of brown and her face coated in

the heavy cosmetics the dancers all wore, she blended in well enough that none

of the others looked her way. 

She  focused  entirely  on  her  role  of  trembling  novice,  on  looking  more

interested in how the other dancers perceived her than in the six guards stationed at  the  small  wooden  door  in  the  side  of  the  stone  wall.  The  castle  hallway beyond  was  narrow—good  for  daggers,  bad  for  swords,  and  deadly  for  these

dancers if she got into trouble. 

If Arobynn had indeed betrayed her. 

Head down, Aelin subtly monitored the first test of trust. 

The chestnut-haired Florine walked along her line of dancers like an admiral

aboard a ship. 

Aging but beautiful, Florine’s every movement was layered with a grace that

Aelin herself had never been able to replicate, no matter how many lessons she’d

had with her while growing up. The woman had been the most celebrated dancer

in  the  empire—and  since  her  retirement,  she  remained  its  most  valued  teacher. 

 Instructor Overlord, Aelin had called her in the years that she’d trained under the woman,  learning  the  most  fashionable  dances  and  ways  to  move  and  hone  her

body. 

Florine’s  hazel  eyes  were  on  the  guards  ahead  as  she  paused  beside  Aelin,  a frown on her thin lips. “You still need to work on your posture,” the woman said. 

Aelin met Florine’s sidelong gaze. “It’s an honor to be an understudy for you, 

Madam. I do hope Gillyan soon recovers from her illness.” 

The  guards  waved  through  what  looked  to  be  a  troupe  of  jugglers,  and  they

inched forward. 

“You look in good-enough spirits,” Florine murmured. 

Aelin made a show of ducking her head, curling in her shoulders, and willing

a blush to rise to her cheeks—the new understudy, bashful at the compliments of

her mistress. “Considering where I was ten months ago?” 

Florine sniffed, and her gaze lingered on the thin bands of scars across Aelin’s

wrists that even the painted whorls couldn’t conceal. They’d raised the top of the

dancers’ open-backed costumes, but even so, and even with the body paint, the

upper ends of her tattoo-covered scars peeked through. 

“If you think I had anything to do with the events that led up to that—” 

Aelin’s  words  were  barely  louder  than  the  crunch  of  silk  shoes  on  gravel  as she  said,  “You’d  already  be  dead  if  you  had.”  It  wasn’t  a  bluff.  When  she’d written  her  plans  on  that  ship,  Florine’s  name  had  been  one  that  she’d  written down—and then crossed out, after careful consideration. 

Aelin  continued,  “I  trust  you  made  the  proper  adjustments?”  Not  just  the

slight change in the costumes to accommodate the weapons and supplies Aelin

would  need  to  smuggle  in—all  paid  for  by  Arobynn,  of  course.  No,  the  big

surprises would come later. 

“A bit late to be asking that, isn’t it?” Madam Florine purred, the dark jewels

at her neck and ears glimmering. “You must trust me a great deal to have even appeared.” 

“I trust that you like getting paid more than you like the king.” Arobynn had

given  a  massive  sum  to  pay  off  Florine.  She  kept  an  eye  on  the  guards  as  she said,  “And  since  the  Royal  Theater  was  shut  down  by  His  Imperial  Majesty,  I trust  we  both  agree  that  what  was  done  to  those  musicians  was  a  crime  as

unforgivable as the massacres of the slaves in Endovier and Calaculla.” 

She  knew  she’d  gambled  correctly  when  she  saw  agony  flicker  in  Florine’s

eyes. 

“Pytor  was  my  friend,”  Florine  whispered,  the  color  leeching  from  her  tan

cheeks.  “There  was  no  finer  conductor,  no  greater  ear.  He  made  my  career.  He helped  me  establish  all  this.”  She  waved  a  hand  to  encompass  the  dancers,  the castle, the prestige she’d acquired. “I miss him.” 

There  was  nothing  calculated,  nothing  cold,  when  Aelin  put  a  hand  over  her

own  heart.  “I  will  miss  going  to  hear  him  conduct  the   Stygian  Suite  every autumn.  I  will  spend  the  rest  of  my  life  knowing  that  I  may  never  again  hear finer music, never again experience a shred of what I felt sitting in that theater

while he conducted.” 

Madam  Florine  wrapped  her  arms  around  herself.  Despite  the  guards  ahead, 

despite the task that neared with every tick of the clock, it took Aelin a moment

to be able to speak again. 

But  that  hadn’t  been  what  made  Aelin  agree  to  Arobynn’s  plan—to  trust

Florine. 

Two years ago, finally free of Arobynn’s leash but nearly beggared thanks to

paying  her  debts,  Aelin  had  continued  to  take  lessons  with  Florine  not  only  to keep current with the popular dances for her work but also to keep flexible and

fit. Florine had refused to take her money. 

Moreover, after each lesson Florine had allowed Aelin to sit at the pianoforte

by the window and play until her fingers were sore, since she had been forced to

leave  her  beloved  instrument  at  the  Assassins’  Keep.  Florine  had  never

mentioned it, never made her feel like it was charity. But it had been a kindness

when Aelin had desperately needed one. 

Aelin said under her breath, “You’ve memorized the preparations for you and

your girls?” 

“Those who wish to flee may come on the ship Arobynn hired. I have made

space for all, just in case. If they’re stupid enough to stay in Rifthold, then they

deserve their fate.” 

Aelin  hadn’t  risked  being  seen  meeting  with  Florine  until  now,  and  Florine

hadn’t  even  dared  to  pack  her  belongings  for  fear  of  being  discovered.  She

would  take  only  what  she  could  carry  with  her  to  the  performance—money, jewels—and  flee  to  the  docks  the  moment  chaos  erupted.  There  was  a  good

chance  she  wouldn’t  make  it  out  of  the  palace—and  neither  would  her  girls, 

despite the escape plans provided by Chaol and Brullo and the cooperation of the

kinder guards. 

Aelin found herself saying, “Thank you.” 

Florine’s  mouth  quirked  to  the  side.  “Now  there’s  something  you  never

learned from your master.” 

The  dancers  at  the  front  of  the  line  reached  the  guards,  and  Florine  sighed loudly  and  strutted  toward  them,  bracing  her  hands  on  her  narrow  hips,  power and grace lining every step closer to the black-uniformed guard studying a long

list. 

One by one, he looked over the dancers, comparing them with the list he bore. 

Checking rosters—detailed ones. 

But  thanks  to  Ress  having  broken  into  the  barracks  last  night  and  adding  a

fake name along with her description, Aelin would be on the list. 

They inched closer, Aelin keeping toward the back of the group to buy time to

note details. 

Gods, this castle—the same in every possible way, but different. Or maybe it

was she who was different. 

One  by  one  the  dancers  were  allowed  between  the  blank-faced  guards  and

hurried down the narrow castle hallway, giggling and whispering to one another. 

Aelin rose up onto her toes to study the guards at the doors, no more than the

novice scrunching her face in impatient curiosity. 

Then she saw them. 

Written  across  the  threshold  stones  in  dark  paint  were  Wyrdmarks.  They’d

been beautifully rendered, as though merely decorative, but—

They must be at every door, every entrance. 

Sure enough, even the windows a level up had small, dark symbols on them, 

no doubt keyed to Aelin Galathynius, to alert the king to her presence or to trap

her in place long enough to be captured. 

A  dancer  elbowed  Aelin  in  the  stomach  to  get  her  to  stop  leaning  on  her

shoulder  to  peer  over  their  heads.  Aelin  gaped  at  the  girl—and  then  let  out  an oomph of pain. 

The dancer glared over her shoulder, mouthing to shut up. 

Aelin burst into tears. 

Loud,  blubbering,  hu-hu-hu  tears.  The  dancers  froze,  the  one  ahead  of  her stepping back, glancing to either side. 

“T-that hurt,” Aelin said, clutching her stomach. 

“I didn’t do anything,” the woman hissed. 

Aelin kept crying. 

Ahead,  Florine  ordered  her  dancers  to  step  aside,  and  then  her  face  was  in

Aelin’s. “What in the name of every god in the realm is this nonsense about?” 

Aelin pointed a shaking finger at the dancer. “She h-hit me.” 

Florine  whirled  on  the  wide-eyed  dancer  who  was  already  proclaiming  her

innocence. Then followed a series of accusations, insults, and more tears—now

from the dancer, weeping over her surely ruined career. 

“W-water,”  Aelin  blubbered  to  Florine.  “I  need  a  glass  of  waaater.”  The

guards had begun pushing toward them. Aelin squeezed Florine’s arm hard. “N-

 now.” 

Florine’s eyes sparked, and she faced the guards who approached, barking her

demands. Aelin held her breath, waiting for the strike, the slap … but there was

one of Ress’s friends—one of Chaol’s friends, wearing a red flower pinned to his

breast, as she’d asked—running off to get water. Exactly where Chaol had said

he’d  be,  just  in  case  something  went  wrong.  Aelin  clung  to  Florine  until  the water  appeared—a  bucket  and  ladle,  the  best  the  man  could  come  up  with.  He

wisely didn’t meet her gaze. 

With  a  little  sob  of  thanks,  Aelin  grabbed  both  from  his  hands.  They  were

shaking slightly. 

She gave Florine a subtle nudge with her foot, urging her forward. 

“Come with me,” seethed Florine, dragging her to the front of the line. “I’ve

had enough of this idiocy, and you’ve nearly wrecked your makeup.” 

Careful not to spill the water, Aelin allowed Florine to pull her to the stone-

faced guard at the doors. “My foolish, useless understudy, Dianna,” she said to

the  guard  with  flawless  steel  in  her  voice,  unfazed  by  the  black-eyed  demon

looking out at her. 

The man studied the list in his hands, scanning, scanning—

And crossed off a name. 

Aelin  took  a  shivering  sip  of  water  from  the  ladle,  and  then  dunked  it  back into the bucket. 

The  guard  looked  once  more  at  Aelin—and  she  willed  her  lower  lip  to

wobble, the tears to well again as the demon inside devoured her with his eyes. 

As if all these lovely dancers were dessert. 

“Get in,” the man grunted, jerking his chin to the hall behind him. 

With  a  silent  prayer,  Aelin  stepped  toward  the  Wyrdmarks  written  over  the

threshold stones. 

And tripped, sending the bucket of water spraying over the marks. 

She wailed as she hit the ground, knees barking in genuine pain, and Florine

was instantly upon her, demanding she stop being so clumsy and such a crybaby, and then shoving her in—shoving her over the ruined marks. 

And into the glass castle. 
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Once Florine and the rest of the dancers were allowed in, they were all stuffed

down a narrow servants’ hallway. In a matter of moments, the door at the far end

would  open  into  the  side  of  the  ballroom  and  they  would  flutter  out  like

butterflies.  Black,  glittering  butterflies,  here  to  perform  the  “Handmaidens  of Death” dance from one of the more popular symphonies. 

They  weren’t  stopped  or  questioned  by  anyone  else,  though  the  guards  in

every hall watched them like hawks. And not the shape-shifting Fae Prince kind. 

So few of Chaol’s men were present. No sign of Ress or Brullo. But everyone

was  where  Chaol  had  promised  they  would  be,  based  on  Ress  and  Brullo’s

information. 

A  platter  of  honey-roasted  ham  with  crackling  sage  was  carried  past  on  a

servant’s shoulder, and Aelin tried not to appreciate it, to savor the scents of the

food of her enemy. Even if it was damn fine food. 

Platter  after  platter  went  by,  hauled  by  red-faced  servants,  no  doubt  winded

from the trek up from the kitchens. Trout with hazelnuts, crisped asparagus, tubs

of freshly whipped cream, pear tarts, meat pies—

Aelin cocked her head, watching the line of servants. A half smile grew on her

face.  She  waited  for  the  servants  to  return  with  empty  hands,  on  their  return journey  to  the  kitchens.  Finally  the  door  opened  again,  and  a  slim  servant  in  a crisp white apron filed into the dim hall, the loose strands of her inky hair falling

out  of  her  braid  as  she  hurried  to  retrieve  the  next  tray  of  pear  tarts  from  the kitchen. 

Aelin kept her face blank, disinterested, as Nesryn Faliq glanced her way. 

Those  dark,  upturned  eyes  narrowed  slightly—surprise  or  nerves,  Aelin

couldn’t tell. But before she could decide how to deal with it, one of the guards

signaled to Florine that it was time. 

Aelin kept her head down, even as she felt the demon within the man rake its

attention over her and the others. Nesryn was gone—vanished down the stairs—

when Aelin turned back. 

Florine strode down the line of dancers waiting by the door, her hands clasped

behind  her.  “Backs  straight,  shoulders  back,  necks  uplifted.  You  are  light,  you are air, you are grace. Do not disappoint me.” 

Florine  took  up  the  basket  of  black  glass  flowers  she’d  had  her  steadiest dancer  carry  in,  each  exquisite  bloom  flickering  like  an  ebony  diamond  in  the dim hall light. “If you break these before it is time to throw them down, you are

finished. They cost more than you’re worth, and there are no extras.” 

One  by  one,  she  handed  the  flowers  down  the  line,  each  of  them  sturdy

enough not to snap in the next few minutes. 

Florine  reached  Aelin,  the  basket  empty.  “Watch  them,  and  learn,”  she  said

loud  enough  for  the  demon  guard  to  hear,  and  put  a  hand  on  Aelin’s  shoulder, ever the consoling teacher. The other dancers, now shifting on their feet, rolling

their heads and shoulders, didn’t look in her direction. 

Aelin nodded demurely, as if trying to hide bitter tears of disappointment, and

ducked out of line to stand at Florine’s side. 

Trumpets  blasted  in  through  the  cracks  around  the  door,  and  the  crowd

cheered loud enough to make the floor rumble. 

“I peeked into the Great Hall,” Florine said so quietly Aelin could barely hear

her. “To see how the general is faring. He is gaunt and pale, but alert. Ready—

for you.” 

Aelin went still. 

“I always wondered where Arobynn found you,” Florine murmured, staring at

the door as if she could see through it. “Why he took such pains to break you to

his will, more so than all the others.” The woman closed her eyes for a moment, 

and when she opened them, steel gleamed there. “When you shatter the chains of

this world and forge the next, remember that art is as vital as food to a kingdom. 

Without it, a kingdom is nothing, and will be forgotten by time. I have amassed

enough  money  in  my  miserable  life  to  not  need  any  more—so  you  will

understand me clearly when I say that wherever you set your throne, no matter

how long it takes, I will come to you, and I will bring music and dancing.” 

Aelin  swallowed  hard.  Before  she  could  say  anything,  Florine  left  her

standing  at  the  back  of  the  line  and  strolled  to  the  door.  She  paused  before  it, looking down the line at each dancer. She spoke only when her eyes met Aelin’s. 

“Give our king the performance he deserves.” 

Florine  opened  the  door,  flooding  the  hallway  with  light  and  music  and  the

scent of roasted meats. 

The  other  dancers  sucked  in  a  collective  breath  and  sprang  forward,  one  by

one, waving those dark glass flowers overhead. 

As she watched them go, Aelin willed the blood in her veins into black fire. 

Aedion—her  focus  was  on  Aedion,  not  on  the  tyrant  seated  at  the  front  of  the room,  the  man  who  had  murdered  her  family,  murdered  Marion,  murdered  her

people. If these were her last moments, then at least she would go down fighting, 
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to the sound of exquisite music. 

It was time. 

One breath—another. 

She was the heir of fire. 

She  was fire, and light, and ash, and embers. She was Aelin Fireheart, and she

bowed  for  no  one  and  nothing,  save  the  crown  that  was  hers  by  blood  and

survival and triumph. 

Aelin squared her shoulders and slipped into the bejeweled crowd. 



Aedion  had  been  watching  the  guards  in  the  hours  he’d  been  chained  to  the

stool, and had figured out who best to attack first, who favored a certain side or

leg,  who  might  hesitate  when  faced  with  the  Wolf  of  the  North,  and,  most

importantly,  who  was  impulsive  and  stupid  enough  to  finally  run  him  through

despite the king’s command. 

The  performances  had  begun,  drawing  the  attention  of  the  crowd  that  had

been  shamelessly  gawking  at  him,  and  as  the  two  dozen  women  floated  and

leaped  and  twirled  into  the  wide  space  between  the  dais  and  his  execution

platform, for a moment Aedion felt … bad for interrupting. These women had no

cause to be caught up in the bloodshed he was about to unleash. 

It  did  seem  fitting,  though,  that  their  sparkling  costumes  were  of  darkest

black,  accented  with  silver—Death’s  Handmaidens,  he  realized.  That  was  who

they portrayed. 

It  was  as  much  a  sign  as  anything.  Perhaps  the  dark-eyed  Silba  would  offer

him  a  kind  death  instead  of  a  cruel  one  at  the  blood-drenched  hands  of  Hellas. 

Either way, he found himself smiling. Death was death. 

The dancers were tossing fistfuls of black powder, coating the floor with it—

representing  ashes  of  the  fallen,  probably.  One  by  one,  they  made  pretty  little spins and bowed before the king and his son. 

Time  to  move.  The  king  was  distracted  by  a  uniformed  guard  whispering  in

his  ear;  the  prince  was  watching  the  dancers  with  bored  disinterest,  and  the queen was chatting with whichever courtier she favored that day. 

The  crowd  clapped  and  cooed  over  the  unfolding  performance.  They’d  all

come in their finery—such careless wealth. The blood of an empire had paid for

those jewels and silks. The blood of his people. 

An  extra  dancer  was  moving  through  the  crowd:  some  understudy,  no  doubt

trying  to  get  a  better  view  of  the  performance.  And  he  might  not  have  thought twice  about  it,  had  she  not  been  taller  than  the  others—bigger,  curvier,  her

shoulders  broader.  She  moved  more  heavily,  as  if  somehow  rooted  innately  to the earth. The light hit her, shining through the lace of the costume’s sleeves to

reveal  swirls  and  whorls  of  markings  on  her  skin.  Identical  to  the  paint  on  the dancers’ arms and chests, save for her back, where the paint was a little darker, a

little different. 

Dancers like that didn’t have tattoos. 

Before  he  could  see  more,  between  one  breath  and  the  next,  as  a  cluster  of ladies  in  massive  ball  gowns  blocked  her  from  sight,  she  vanished  behind  a

curtained-off doorway, walking right past the guards with a sheepish smile, as if

she were lost. 

When she emerged again not a minute later, he only knew it was her from the

build,  the  height.  The  makeup  was  gone,  and  her  flowing  tulle  skirt  had

disappeared—

No—not  disappeared,  he  realized  as  she  slipped  back  through  the  doorway

without the guards so much as looking at her. The skirt had been reversed into a

silken cape, its hood covering her ruddy brown hair, and she moved … moved

like a swaggering man, parading for the ladies around him. 

Moved closer to him. To the stage. 

The dancers were still tossing their black powder everywhere, circling around

and around, flitting their way across the marble floor. 

None of the guards noticed the dancer-turned-noble prowling toward him. One

of  the  courtiers  did—but  not  to  cry  an  alarm.  Instead,  he  shouted  a  name—a

man’s name. And the dancer in disguise turned, lifting a hand in greeting toward

the man who’d called and giving a cocky grin. 

She wasn’t just in disguise. She’d become someone else completely. 

Closer and closer she strutted, the music from the gallery orchestra rising into

a  clashing,  vibrant  finale,  each  note  higher  than  the  last  as  the  dancers  raised their glass roses above their heads: a tribute to the king, to Death. 

The  disguised  dancer  stopped  outside  the  ring  of  guards  flanking  Aedion’s

stage,  patting  herself  down  as  if  checking  for  a  handkerchief  that  had  gone

missing, muttering a string of curses. 

An ordinary, believable pause—no cause for alarm. The guards went back to

watching the dancers. 

But the dancer looked up at Aedion beneath lowered brows. Even disguised as

an aristo man, there was wicked, vicious triumph in her turquoise-and-gold eyes. 

Behind them, across the hall, the dancers shattered their roses on the floor, and

Aedion grinned at his queen as the entire world went to hell. 
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It  wasn’t  just  the  glass  flowers  that  had  been  rigged  with  a  reactive  powder, quietly purchased by Aelin at the Shadow Market. Every bit of sparkling dust the

dancers  had  tossed  about  had  been  full  of  it.  And  it  was  worth  every  damned silver  she’d  spent  as  smoke  erupted  through  the  room,  igniting  the  powder

they’d been scattering everywhere. 

The  smoke  was  so  thick  she  could  barely  see  more  than  a  foot  ahead,  and

blended  perfectly  with  the  gray  cloak  that  had  doubled  as  the  skirt  of  her

costume. Just as Arobynn had suggested. 

Screaming halted the music. Aelin was already moving for the nearby stage as

the  clock  tower—that  clock  tower  that  would  save  or  damn  them  all—struck

noon. 

There was no black collar around Aedion’s neck, and that was all she needed

to  see,  even  as  relief  threatened  to  wobble  her  knees.  Before  the  clock’s  first strike finished, she had drawn the daggers built into the bodice of her costume—

all  the  silver  thread  and  beading  masking  the  steel  on  her—and  slashed  one

across the throat of the nearest guard. 

Aelin  spun  and  shoved  him  into  the  man  closest  to  him  as  she  plunged  her

other blade deep into the gut of a third. 

Florine’s voice rose above the crowd, ushering her dancers  out-out-out. 

The  second  strike  of  the  clock  tower  sounded,  and  Aelin  yanked  her  dagger

from the belly of the groaning guard, another surging at her from the smoke. 

The rest would go to Aedion on instinct, but they’d be slowed by the crowds, 

and she was already close enough. 

The  guard—one  of  those  black-uniformed  nightmares—stabbed  with  his

sword, a direct attack to her chest. Aelin parried the thrust aside with one dagger, 

spinning  into  his  exposed  torso.  Hot,  reeking  blood  shot  onto  her  hand  as  she shoved her other blade into his eye. 

He  was  still  falling  as  she  ran  the  last  few  feet  to  the  wooden  platform  and hurled herself onto it, rolling, keeping low until she was right up under two other

guards who were still trying to wave away the veils of smoke. They screamed as

she disemboweled them both in two swipes. 

The fourth strike of the clock sounded, and there was Aedion, the three guards

around him impaled by shards of his stool. 

He  was  huge—even  bigger  up  close.  A  guard  charged  for  them  out  of  the

smoke,  and  Aelin  shouted  “Duck! ”  before  throwing  her  dagger  at  the  man’s approaching face. Aedion barely moved fast enough to avoid the blow, and the

guard’s blood splattered on the shoulder of her cousin’s tunic. 

She  lunged  for  the  chains  around  Aedion’s  ankles,  sheathing  her  remaining

blade at her side. 

A jolt shocked through her, and blue light seared her vision as the Eye flared. 

She didn’t dare pause, not even for a heartbeat. Whatever spell the king had put

on Aedion’s chains burned like blue fire as she sliced open her forearm with her

dagger and used her blood to draw the symbols she’d memorized on the chains:

 Unlock. 

The chains thudded to the ground. 

Seventh strike of the clock. 

The  screaming  shifted  into  something  louder,  wilder,  and  the  king’s  voice

boomed over the panicking crowd. 

A guard rushed at them, his sword out. Another benefit of the smoke: too risky

to start firing arrows. But she’d only give Arobynn credit if she got out of this

alive. 

She  unsheathed  another  blade,  hidden  in  the  lining  of  her  gray  cloak.  The

guard went down clutching at his throat, now split ear to ear. Then she whirled to

Aedion, pulled the long chain of the Eye from around her neck, and threw it over

his head. She opened her mouth, but he gasped out, “The sword.” 

And that’s when she noticed the blade displayed behind his stool. The Sword

of Orynth. 

Her father’s blade. 

She’d been too focused on Aedion, on the guards and the dancers, to realize

what blade it was. 

“Stay  close,”  was  all  she  said  as  she  grabbed  the  sword  from  the  stand  and shoved it into his hands. She didn’t let herself think too much about the weight

of that blade, or about how it had even gotten there. She just grasped Aedion by

the  wrist  and  raced  across  the  platform  toward  the  patio  windows,  where  the

crowd was shrieking and guards were trying to establish a line. 

The clock issued its ninth strike. She’d unlock Aedion’s hands as soon as they

got  to  the  garden;  they  didn’t  have  another  second  to  spend  in  the  suffocating smoke. 

Aedion staggered but kept upright, close behind as she leaped off the platform

into the smoke, right where Brullo claimed two guards would hold their position. 

One died with a dagger to the spine, the other a blow to the side of the neck. She
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squeezed the hilts of her daggers against the slippery blood now coating them—

and every inch of her. 

His  sword  gripped  in  both  hands,  Aedion  jumped  down  beside  her,  and  his

knees buckled. 

He  was  injured,  but  not  from  any  wound  she  could  see.  She’d  discerned  as

much in the moments she’d weaved through the crowd, altering her demeanor as

Lysandra  had  instructed.  The  paleness  of  Aedion’s  face  had  nothing  to  do  with fear, nor did his shallow breaths. They’d hurt him. 

It made killing these men very, very easy. 

The  crowd  was  bottlenecking  by  the  patio  doors,  just  as  she  had  calculated. 

All it took was her shouting “Fire!  Fire!” and the screaming turned frantic. 

The  crowd  began  shattering  the  windows  and  the  glass  doors,  trampling  one

another  and  the  guards.  People  grabbed  buckets  to  douse  the  flames,  water

spraying everywhere and splashing away the Wyrdmarks on the thresholds. 

The smoke billowed out ahead, leading the way into the garden. Aelin pushed

Aedion’s  head  down  as  she  shoved  him  into  the  mass  of  fleeing  courtiers  and servants. Thrashing, squeezing, shouting, ripping at her clothes, until—until the

noontime sun blinded her. 

Aedion hissed. Weeks  in the dungeons  had probably wrecked  his eyes. “Just

hold on to me,” she said, putting his massive hand on her shoulder. He gripped

her  hard,  his  chains  knocking  against  her  as  she  waded  through  the  crowd  and into open, clear air beyond. 

The  clock  tower  bellowed  its  twelfth  and  final  strike  as  Aelin  and  Aedion

skidded to a halt before a line of six guards blocking the entrance to the garden

hedges. 

Aelin stepped out of Aedion’s grip, and her cousin swore as his eyes adjusted

enough to see what now lay between them and escape. “Don’t get in my way,” 

she said to him, then launched herself at the guards. 



Rowan had taught her a few new tricks. 

She was a whirling cloud of death, a queen of shadows, and these men were

already carrion. 

Slashing  and  ducking  and  twirling,  Aelin  gave  herself  completely  to  that

killing calm, until the blood was a mist around her and the gravel was slick with

it.  Four  of  Chaol’s  men  came  racing  up—then  ran  the  other  way.  Allies  or  just smart, she didn’t care. 

And when the last of those black-uniformed guards had slumped to the bloody

ground,  she  surged  for  Aedion.  He’d  been  gaping—but  he  let  out  a  low,  dark laugh as he stumbled into a sprint beside her, into the hedges. 

Archers—they had to clear the archers who were sure to begin firing as soon

as the smoke vanished. 

They dashed around and between the hedges she’d traversed dozens of times

during  her  stay  here,  when  she’d  run  every  morning  with  Chaol.  “Faster, Aedion,”  she  breathed,  but  he  was  already  lagging.  She  paused  and  sliced  into her blood-soaked wrist with a dagger before sketching the unlocking Wyrdmarks

on  each  of  his  manacles.  Again,  light  flared  and  burned.  But  then  the  cuffs sprang open silently. 

“Nice trick,” he panted, and she yanked the chains off him. She was about to

chuck the metal aside when the gravel crunched behind them. 

Not the guards, and not the king. 

It was with no small amount of horror that she found Dorian strolling toward

them. 
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“Going somewhere?” Dorian said, his hands in the pockets of his black pants. 

The  man  who  spoke  those  words  was  not  her  friend—she  knew  that  before

he’d  even  opened  his  mouth.  The  collar  of  his  ebony  tunic  was  unbuttoned, 

revealing the glimmering Wyrdstone torque at the base of his throat. 

“Unfortunately, Your Highness, we have another party to get to.” She marked

the slender red maple to the right, the hedges, the glass palace towering beyond

them. They were too deep in the garden to be shot at, but every wasted second

was as good as signing her own death sentence. And Aedion’s. 

“Pity,” said the Valg prince inside Dorian. “It was just getting exciting.” 

He struck. 

A  wave  of  black  lashed  for  her,  and  Aedion  shouted  in  warning.  Blue  flared

before her, deflecting the assault from Aedion, but she was shoved back a step, 

as if by a hard, dark wind. 

When  the  black  cleared,  the  prince  stared.  Then  he  gave  a  lazy,  cruel  smile. 

“You warded yourself. Clever, lovely human thing.” 

She’d  spent  all  morning  painting  every  inch  of  her  body  with  Wyrdmarks  in

her own blood, mixed with ink to hide the color. 

“Aedion,  run  for  the  wall,”  she  breathed,  not  daring  to  take  her  eyes  off  the prince. 

Aedion did no such thing. “He’s not the prince—not anymore.” 

“I know. Which is why you need to—” 

“Such heroics,” said the thing squatting in her friend. “Such foolish hope, to

think you can get away.” 

Like an asp, he struck again with a wall of black-tainted power. It knocked her

clean  into  Aedion,  who  grunted  in  pain  but  set  her  upright.  Her  skin  began

tickling  beneath  her  costume,  as  if  the  blood-wards  were  flaking  off  with  each assault. Useful, but short-lived. Precisely why she hadn’t wasted them on getting

into the castle. 

They had to get out of here— now. 

She  shoved  the  chains  into  Aedion’s  hands,  took  the  Sword  of  Orynth  from

him, and stepped toward the prince. 

Slowly, she unsheathed the blade. Its weight was flawless, and the steel shone

as brightly as it had the last time she’d seen it. In her father’s hands. 

The Valg prince snapped another whip of power at her, and she stumbled but

kept walking, even as the blood-wards beneath her costume crumbled away. 

“One sign, Dorian,” she said. “Just give me one sign that you’re in there.” 

The  Valg  prince  laughed  low  and  harsh,  that  beautiful  face  twisted  with

ancient  brutality.  His  sapphire  eyes  were  empty  as  he  said,  “I  am  going  to

destroy everything you love.” 

She raised her father’s sword in both hands, advancing still. 

“You’d never do it,” the thing said. 

“Dorian,” she repeated, her voice breaking. “You are  Dorian.” Seconds—she

had  seconds  left  to  give  him.  Her  blood  dripped  onto  the  gravel,  and  she  let  it pool there, her eyes fixed on the prince as she began tracing a symbol with her

foot. 

The demon chuckled again. “Not anymore.” 

She gazed into those eyes, at the mouth she’d once kissed, at the friend she’d

once cared for so deeply, and begged, “Just one sign, Dorian.” 

But  there  was  nothing  of  her  friend  in  that  face,  no  hesitation  or  twinge  of muscle against the attack as the prince lunged. 

Lunged, and then froze as he passed over the Wyrdmark she’d drawn on the

ground  with  her  foot—a  quick  and  dirty  mark  to  hold  him.  It  wouldn’t  last  for more  than  a  few  moments,  but  that  was  all  she  needed  as  he  was  forced  to  his knees, thrashing and pushing against the power. Aedion quietly swore. 

Aelin raised the Sword of Orynth over Dorian’s head. One strike. Just one to

cleave through flesh and bone, to spare him. 

The thing was roaring with a voice that didn’t belong to Dorian, in a language

that did not belong in this world. The mark on the ground flared, but held. 

Dorian  looked  up  at  her,  such  hatred  on  his  beautiful  face,  such  malice  and rage. 

For Terrasen, for their future, she could do this. She could end this threat here

and now. End  him, on his birthday—not a day past twenty. She would suffer for

it later, grieve later. 

Not one more name would she etch into her flesh, she’d promised herself. But

for her kingdom … The blade dipped as she decided, and—

Impact slammed into her father’s sword, knocking her off balance as Aedion

shouted. 

The arrow ricocheted into the garden, hissing against the gravel as it landed. 

Nesryn  was  already  approaching,  another  arrow  drawn,  pointed  at  Aedion. 

“Strike the prince, and I’ll shoot the general.” 

Dorian let out a lover’s laugh. 
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“You’re  a  shit  spy,”  Aelin  snapped  at  her.  “You  didn’t  even  try  to  remain

hidden when you watched me inside.” 

“Arobynn  Hamel  told  the  captain  you  were  going  to  try  to  kill  the  prince

today,” Nesryn said. “Put your sword down.” 

Aelin ignored the command.  Nesryn’s father makes the best pear tarts in the

 capital.  She  supposed  Arobynn  had  tried  to  warn  her—and  she’d  been  too distracted  by  everything  else  to  contemplate  the  veiled  message.  Stupid.  So

profoundly  stupid of her. 

Only seconds left before the wards failed. 

“You  lied  to  us,”  Nesryn  said.  The  arrow  remained  pointed  at  Aedion,  who

was  sizing  up  Nesryn,  his  hands  curling  as  if  he  were  imagining  his  fingers wrapped around her throat. 

“You and Chaol are fools,” Aelin said, even as a part of her heaved in relief, 

even as she wanted to admit that what she’d been about to do made her a fool as

well. Aelin lowered the sword to her side. 

The thing inside Dorian hissed at her, “You will regret this moment, girl.” 

Aelin just whispered, “I know.” 

Aelin  didn’t  give  a  shit  what  happened  to  Nesryn.  She  sheathed  the  sword, 

grabbed Aedion, and ran. 



Aedion’s  breath  was  like  shards  of  glass  in  his  lungs,  but  the  blood-covered woman— Aelin—was tugging him along, cursing at him for being so slow. The

garden was enormous, and shouts rose over the hedges behind them, closing in. 

Then they were at a stone wall already Wyrdmarked in blood, and there were

strong hands reaching down to help him up and over. He tried to tell her to go

first,  but  she  was  shoving  at  his  back  and  then  his  legs,  pushing  him  up  as  the two men atop the wall grunted with his weight. The wound in his ribs stretched

and burned in agony. The world grew bright and spun as the hooded men eased

him  down  to  the  quiet  city  street  on  the  other  side.  He  had  to  brace  a  hand against the wall to keep from slipping in the pooled blood of the downed royal

guards  beneath.  He  recognized  none  of  their  faces,  some  still  set  in  silent

screams. 

There was the hiss of a body on stone, and then his cousin swung down beside

him, wrapping her gray cloak around her bloody costume, slinging the hood over

her  blood-spattered  face.  She  had  another  cloak  in  her  hands,  courtesy  of  the wall  patrol.  He  could  hardly  stand  upright  as  she  wrapped  it  around  him  and shoved the hood over his head. 

[image: Image 715]

“Run,” she said. The two men atop the wall remained there, bows groaning as

they were drawn. No sign of the young archer from the garden. 

Aedion  stumbled,  and  Aelin  swore,  darting  back  to  wrap  an  arm  around  his

middle.  And  damn  his  strength  for  failing  him  now,  he  put  his  arm  around  her shoulders, leaning on her as they hurried down the too-quiet residential street. 

Shouts  were  now  erupting  behind,  accented  by  the  whiz  and  thud  of  arrows

and the bleating of dying men. 

“Four blocks,” she panted. “Just four blocks.” 

That didn’t seem nearly far enough away to be safe, but he had no breath to

tell her. Keeping upright was task enough. The stitches in his side had split, but

—holy gods, they’d cleared the palace grounds. A miracle, a miracle, a mir—

“Hurry, you hulking ass! ” she barked. 

Aedion forced himself to focus and willed strength to his legs, to his spine. 

They  reached  a  street  corner  bedecked  in  streamers  and  flowers,  and  Aelin

glanced in either direction before rushing through the intersection. The clash of

steel on steel and the screams of wounded men shattered through the city, setting

the throngs of merry-faced revelers around them to murmuring. 

But Aelin continued down the street, and then down another. At the third, she

slowed her steps and rocked into him, beginning to sing a bawdy tune in a very

off-key,  drunken  voice.  And  thus  they  became  two  ordinary  citizens  out  to

celebrate  the  prince’s  birthday,  staggering  from  one  tavern  to  the  next.  No  one paid them any heed—not when all eyes were fixed on the glass castle towering

behind them. 

The  swaying  made  his  head  spin.  If  he  fainted  …  “One  more  block,”  she

promised. 

This  was  all  some  hallucination.  It  had  to  be.  No  one  would  actually  have

been  stupid  enough  to  try  to  rescue  him—and  especially  not  his  own  queen. 

Even if he’d seen her cut down half a dozen men like so many stalks of wheat. 

“Come on, come on,” she panted, scanning the decorated street, and he knew

she  wasn’t  talking  to  him.  People  were  milling  about,  pausing  to  ask  what  the palace commotion was about. Aelin led them through the crowd, mere cloaked

and stumbling drunks, right up to the black carriage-for-hire that pulled along the

curb as though it had been waiting. The door sprang open. 

His  cousin  shoved  him  inside,  right  onto  the  floor,  and  shut  the  door  behind her. 



“They’re  already  stopping  every  carriage  at  the  major  intersections,”  Lysandra

said  as  Aelin  pried  open  the  hidden  luggage  compartment  beneath  one  of  the benches.  It  was  big  enough  to  fit  a  very  tightly  curled  person,  but  Aedion  was absolutely massive, and—

“In. Get in,  now,” she ordered, and didn’t wait for Aedion to move before she

heaved him into the compartment. He groaned. Blood had started seeping from

his side, but—he’d live. 

That  is,  if   any  of  them  lived  through  the  next  few  minutes.  Aelin  shut  the panel beneath the cushion, wincing at the thud of wood on flesh, and grabbed the

wet rag Lysandra had pulled from an old hatbox. 

“Are  you  hurt?”  Lysandra  asked  as  the  carriage  started  into  a  leisurely  pace through the reveler-clogged streets. 

Aelin’s  heart  was  pounding  so  wildly  that  she  thought  she  would  vomit,  but

she shook her head as she wiped her face. So much blood—then the remnants of

her makeup, then more blood. 

Lysandra  handed  her  a  second  rag  to  wipe  down  her  chest,  neck,  and  hands, 

and then held out the loose, long-sleeved green dress she’d brought. “Now, now, 

now,” Lysandra breathed. 

Aelin ripped her bloodied cloak away and tossed it to Lysandra, who rose to

shove it into the compartment beneath her own seat as Aelin shimmied into the

dress. Lysandra’s fingers  were surprisingly steady  as she buttoned  up the back, 

then made quick work of Aelin’s hair, handed her a pair of gloves, and slung a

jeweled  necklace  around  her  throat.  A  fan  was  pressed  into  her  hands  the

moment the gloves were on, concealing any trace of blood. 

The carriage halted at the sound of harsh male voices. Lysandra had just rolled

up the curtains when stomping steps approached, followed by four of the king’s

guard peering into the carriage with sharp, merciless eyes. 

Lysandra thrust open the window. “Why are we being stopped?” 

The  guard  yanked  open  the  door  and  stuck  his  head  in.  Aelin  noticed  a

smudge  of  blood  on  the  floor  a  moment  before  he  did  and  flinched  back, 

covering it with her skirts. 

“Sir!” Lysandra cried. “An explanation is necessary  at once!” 

Aelin waved her fan with a lady’s horror, praying that her cousin kept quiet in

his little compartment. On the street beyond, some revelers had paused to watch

the  inspection—wide-eyed,  curious,  and  not  at  all  inclined  to  help  the  two

women inside the carriage. 

The guard looked them over with a sneer, the expression deepening as his eyes

alighted on Lysandra’s tattooed wrist. “I owe you nothing, whore.” He spat out

another filthy word at both of them, and then shouted, “Search the compartment

in the back.” 

“We are on our way to an  appointment,” Lysandra hissed, but he slammed the door  in  her  face.  The  carriage  jostled  as  the  men  leaped  onto  the  back  and opened  the  rear  compartment.  After  a  moment,  someone  slammed  a  hand  onto

the side of the carriage and shouted, “Move on!” 

They  didn’t  dare  stop  looking  offended,  didn’t  dare  stop  fanning  themselves

for the next two blocks, or the two after that, until the driver thumped the top of

the carriage twice. All clear. 

Aelin  jumped  off  the  bench  and  flung  open  the  compartment.  Aedion  had

vomited, but he was awake and looking more than a bit put out as she beckoned

him to emerge. “One more stop, and then we’re there.” 

“Quick,”  said  Lysandra,  peering  casually  out  the  window.  “The  others  are

almost here.” 

The  alley  was  barely  wide  enough  to  fit  both  of  the  carriages  that  ambled

toward each other, no more than two large vehicles slowing to avoid colliding as

they  passed.  Lysandra  flung  open  the  door  just  as  they  were  aligned  with  the other  carriage,  and  Chaol’s  tight  face  appeared  across  the  way  as  he  did  the same. 

“Go, go, go,” she said to Aedion, shoving him over the small gap between the

coaches. He stumbled, grunting as he landed against the captain. Lysandra said

behind her, “I’ll be there soon. Good luck.” 

Aelin  leaped  into  the  other  carriage,  shutting  the  door  behind  her,  and  they continued on down the street. 

She was breathing so hard that she thought she’d never get enough air. Aedion

slumped onto the floor, keeping low. 

Chaol said, “Everything all right?” 

She could only manage a nod, grateful he didn’t push for any other answers. 

But it wasn’t all right. Not at all. 

The  carriage,  driven  by  one  of  Chaol’s  men,  took  them  another  few  blocks, 

right to the border of the slums, where they got out on a deserted, decrepit street. 

She trusted Chaol’s men—but only so far. Taking Aedion right to her apartment

seemed like asking for trouble. 

With  Aedion  sagging  between  them,  she  and  Chaol  hurried  down  the  next

several  blocks,  taking  the  long  way  back  to  the  warehouse  to  dodge  any  tail, listening so hard they barely breathed. But then they were at the warehouse, and

Aedion  managed  to  stand  long  enough  for  Chaol  to  slide  the  door  open  before they rushed inside, into the dark and safety at last. 

Chaol  took  Aelin’s  place  at  Aedion’s  side  as  she  lingered  by  the  door. 

Grunting at the weight, he managed to get her cousin up the stairs. “He’s got an

injury  along  his  ribs,”  she  said  as  she  forced  herself  to  wait—to  monitor  the
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warehouse  door  for  any  signs  of  pursuers.  “It’s  bleeding.”  Chaol  gave  her  a

confirming nod over his shoulder. 

When her cousin and the captain were almost to the top of the stairs, when it

became clear no one was about to burst in, she followed them. But pausing had

cost her; pausing had let the razor-sharp focus slip, let every thought she’d kept

at bay come sweeping in. Every step she took was heavier than the last. 

One foot up, then the next, then the next. 

By the time she made it to the second floor, Chaol had taken Aedion into the

guest bedroom. The sound of running water gurgled out to greet her. 

Aelin  left  the  front  door  unlocked  for  Lysandra,  and  for  a  moment,  she  just stood  in  her  apartment,  bracing  a  hand  on  the  back  of  the  couch,  staring  at nothing. 

When she was certain she could move again, she strode into her bedroom. She

was naked before she reached the bathing chamber, and she sat herself right in

the cold, dry tub before she turned on the water. 



Once she emerged, clean and wearing one of Sam’s old white shirts and a pair of

his undershorts, Chaol was waiting for her on the couch. She didn’t dare look at

his face—not yet. 

Lysandra popped her head in from the guest room. “I’m just finishing cleaning

him  up.  He  should  be  fine,  if  he  doesn’t  burst  the  stitches  again.  No  infection, thank the gods.” 

Aelin  lifted  a  limp  hand  in  thanks,  also  not  daring  to  look  into  the  room

behind Lysandra to see the massive figure lying on the bed, a towel around his

waist.  If  Chaol  and  the  courtesan  had  been  introduced,  she  didn’t  particularly care. 

There was no good place to have this talk with Chaol, so she just stood in the

center of the room and watched as the captain rose from his seat, his shoulders

tight. 

“What happened?” he demanded. 

She  swallowed  once.  “I  killed  a  lot  of  people  today.  I’m  not  in  the  mood  to analyze it.” 

“That’s never bothered you before.” 

She  couldn’t  dredge  up  the  energy  to  even  feel  the  sting  of  the  words.  “The next time you decide you don’t trust me, try not to prove it at a time when my

life or Aedion’s is on the line.” 

A  flash  of  his  bronze  eyes  told  her  he’d  somehow  already  seen  Nesryn. 

Chaol’s  voice  was  hard  and  cold  as  ice  as  he  said,  “You  tried  to   kill  him.  You said you’d try to get him out, to help him, and you tried to kill him.” 

The bedroom where Lysandra was working had gone silent. 

Aelin  let  out  a  low  snarl.  “You  want  to  know  what  I  did?  I  gave  him  one

minute. I gave up  one minute of my escape to him. Do you understand what can

happen in one minute? Because I gave one to Dorian when he attacked Aedion

and me today—to  capture us. I gave him a minute, in which the fate of my entire

kingdom could have changed forever. I chose the son of my enemy.” 

He  gripped  the  back  of  the  sofa  as  though  physically  restraining  himself. 

“You’re a liar. You’ve always  been a liar. And today was no exception. You had

a sword over his head.” 

“I did,” she spat. “And before Faliq arrived to wreck everything, I was going

to  do  it.  I  should  have  done  it,  as  anyone  with  common  sense  would  have, 

because Dorian is  gone.” 

And there was her breaking heart, fracturing at the monster she’d seen living

in Dorian’s eyes, the demon that would hunt her and Aedion down, that would

stalk her dreams. 

“I do not owe you an apology,” she said to Chaol. 

“Don’t talk down to me like you’re my queen,” he snapped. 

“No, I’m not your queen. But you are going to have to decide soon whom you

serve,  because  the  Dorian  you  knew  is  gone  forever.  Adarlan’s  future  does  not depend on him anymore.” 

The  agony  in  Chaol’s  eyes  hit  her  like  a  physical  blow.  And  she  wished  she had  mastered  herself  better  when  explaining  it,  but  …  she  needed  him  to

understand the risk she’d taken, and the danger he’d let Arobynn manipulate him

into putting her in. He had to know that there was a hard line that she must draw, 

and that she would hold, to protect her own people. 

So she said, “Go to the roof and take the first watch.” 

Chaol blinked. 

“I’m  not  your  queen,  but  I’m  going  to  attend  to  my  cousin  right  now.  And

since I hope Nesryn is lying low, someone needs to take the watch. Unless you’d

like for us all to be caught unawares by the king’s men.” 

Chaol  didn’t  bother  replying  as  he  turned  on  his  heel  and  strode  out.  She

listened to him storming up the stairs and onto the roof, and it was only then that

she loosed a breath and scrubbed at her face. 

When  she  lowered  her  hands,  Lysandra  was  standing  in  the  guest  bedroom

doorway, her eyes wide. “What do you mean,  queen?” 

Aelin winced, swearing under her breath. 

“That’s exactly the word I’d use,” Lysandra said, her face pale. 

Aelin said, “My name—” 

“Oh, I know what your real name is,  Aelin.” 

Shit. “You understand why I had to keep it a secret.” 

“Of  course  I  do,”  Lysandra  said,  pursing  her  lips.  “You  don’t  know  me,  and

more lives than yours are at stake.” 

“No—I  do  know  you.”  Gods,  why  were  the  words  so  damn  hard  to  get  out? 

The  longer  the  hurt  flickered  in  Lysandra’s  eyes,  the  wider  the  gap  across  the room felt. Aelin swallowed. “Until I had Aedion back, I wasn’t going to take any

chances.  I  knew  I  would  have  to  tell  you  the  moment  you  saw  us  in  a  room together.” 

“And Arobynn knows.” Those green eyes were hard as chips of ice. 

“He’s  always  known.  This—this  changes  nothing  between  us,  you  know. 

Nothing.” 

Lysandra  glanced  behind  her,  to  the  bedroom  where  Aedion  now  lay

unconscious, and loosed a long breath. “The resemblance  is uncanny. Gods, the

fact  that  you  went  undiscovered  for  so  many  years  boggles  the  mind.”  She

studied Aedion again. “Even though he’s a handsome bastard, it’d be like kissing

you.” Her eyes were still hard, but—a flicker of amusement gleamed there. 

Aelin  grimaced.  “I  could  have  lived  without  knowing  that.”  She  shook  her

head.  “I  don’t  know  why  I  was  ever  nervous  you  would  start  bowing  and

scraping.” 

Light and understanding danced in Lysandra’s eyes. “Where would the fun be

in that?” 
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Several days after running into the Wing Leader, Elide Lochan’s ankle was sore, 

her  lower  back  a  tight  knot,  and  her  shoulders  aching  as  she  took  the  last  step into  the  aerie.  At  least  she’d  made  it  without  encountering  any  horrors  in  the halls—though the climb had nearly killed her. 

She hadn’t grown accustomed to the steep, endless steps of Morath in the two

months  since  she’d  been  dragged  to  this  horrible  place  by  Vernon.  Just

completing  her  daily  tasks  made  her  ruined  ankle  throb  with  pain  she  hadn’t

experienced in years, and today was the worst yet. She would have to scrounge

up some herbs from the kitchen tonight to soak her foot; maybe even some oils, 

if the ornery cook was feeling generous enough. 

Compared with some of the other denizens of Morath, he was fairly mild. He

tolerated  her  presence  in  the  kitchen,  and  her  requests  for  herbs—especially

when she oh-so-sweetly offered to clean a few dishes or prepare meals. And he

never  blinked  twice  when  she  inquired  about  when  the  next  shipment  of  food

and supplies would come in, because  Oh, she’d loved his whatever-fruit pie, and

 it would be so nice to have it again.  Easy to flatter, easy to trick. Making people see and hear what they wanted to: one of the many weapons in her arsenal. 

 A gift from Anneith, the Lady of Wise Things,  Finnula had claimed—the only

gift,  Elide  often  thought,  that  she’d  ever  received,  beyond  her  old  nursemaid’s good heart and wits. 

She’d  never  told  Finnula  that  she  often  prayed  to  the  Clever  Goddess  to

bestow another gift on those who made the years in Perranth a living hell: death, 

and not the gentle sort. Not like Silba, who offered peaceful ends, or Hellas, who

offered  violent,  burning  ones.  No,  deaths  at  Anneith’s  hands—at  the  hands  of

Hellas’s consort—were brutal, bloody, and slow. 

The kind of death Elide expected to receive at any moment these days, from

the  witches  who  prowled  the  halls  or  from  the  dark-eyed  duke,  his  lethal

soldiers, or the white-haired Wing Leader who’d tasted her blood like fine wine. 

She’d had nightmares about it ever since. That is, when she could sleep at all. 

Elide had needed to rest twice on her way to the aerie, and her limp was deep

by the time she reached the top of the tower, bracing herself for the beasts and

the monsters who rode them. 

An  urgent  message  had  come  for  the  Wing  Leader  while  Elide  was  cleaning her  room—and  when  Elide  explained  that  the  Wing  Leader  was  not  there,  the

man  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief,  shoved  the  letter  in  Elide’s  hand,  and  said  to  find her. 

And then the man had run. 

She should have suspected it. It had taken two heartbeats to note and catalog

the man’s details, his tells and ticks. Sweaty, his face pale, pupils diluted—he’d

sagged at the sight of Elide when she opened the door. Bastard. Most men, she’d

decided,  were  bastards  of  varying  degrees.  Most  of  them  were  monsters.  None

worse than Vernon. 

Elide scanned the aerie. Empty. Not even a handler to be seen. 

The  hay  floor  was  fresh,  the  feeding  troughs  full  of  meat  and  grain.  But  the food  was  untouched  by  the  wyverns  whose  massive,  leathery  bodies  loomed

beyond the archways, perched on wooden beams jutting over the plunge as they

surveyed  the  Keep  and  the  army  below  like  thirteen  mighty  lords.  Limping  as

close as she dared to one of the massive openings, Elide peered out at the view. 

It was exactly as the Wing Leader’s map had depicted it in the spare moments

when she could sneak a look. 

They were surrounded by ashy mountains, and though she’d been in a prison

wagon for the long journey here, she had taken note of the forest she spied in the

distance  and  the  rushing  of  the  massive  river  they  had  passed  days  before  they ascended  the  broad,  rocky  mountain  road.  In  the  middle  of  nowhere—that’s

where  Morath  was,  and  the  view  before  her  confirmed  it:  no  cities,  no  towns, and an entire army surrounding her. She shoved back the despair that crept into

her veins. 

She had never seen an army before coming here. Soldiers, yes, but she’d been

eight  when  her  father  passed  her  up  onto  Vernon’s  horse  and  kissed  her  goodbye, promising to see her soon. She hadn’t been in Orynth to witness the army

that  seized  its  riches,  its  people.  And  she’d  been  locked  in  a  tower  at  Perranth Castle by the time the army reached her family’s lands and her uncle became the

king’s ever-faithful servant and stole her father’s title. 

 Her  title.  Lady  of  Perranth—that’s  what  she  should  have  been.  Not  that  it mattered now. There wasn’t much of Terrasen’s court left to belong to. None of

them  had  come  for  her  in  those  initial  months  of  slaughter.  And  in  the  years since,  none  had  remembered  that  she  existed.  Perhaps  they  assumed  she  was

dead—like Aelin, that wild queen-who-might-have-been. Perhaps they were all

dead  themselves.  And  maybe,  given  the  dark  army  now  spread  before  her,  that

was a mercy. 

Elide  gazed  across  the  flickering  lights  of  the  war  camp,  and  a  chill  went

down  her  spine.  An  army  to  crush  whatever  resistance  Finnula  had  once whispered  about  during  the  long  nights  they  were  locked  in  that  tower  in

Perranth. Perhaps the white-haired Wing Leader herself would lead that army, on

the wyvern with shimmering wings. 

A  fierce,  cool  wind  blew  into  the  aerie,  and  Elide  leaned  into  it,  gulping  it down as if it were fresh water. There had been so many nights in Perranth when

only the wailing wind had kept her company. When she could have sworn it sang

ancient songs to lull her into sleep. Here … here the wind was a colder, sleeker

thing—serpentine,  almost.  Entertaining  such  fanciful  things  will  only  distract you, Finnula would have chided. She wished her nurse were here. 

But  wishing  had  done  her  no  good  these  past  ten  years,  and  Elide,  Lady  of

Perranth, had no one coming for her. 

Soon,  she  reassured  herself—soon  the  next  caravan  of  supplies  would  crawl

up the mountain road, and when it went back down, Elide would be stowed away

in one of the wagons, free at long last. And then she would run somewhere far, 

far  away,  where  they’d  never  heard  of  Terrasen  or  Adarlan,  and  leave  these

people  to  their  miserable  continent.  A  few  weeks—then  she  might  stand  a

chance of escaping. 

If  she  survived  until  then.  If  Vernon  didn’t  decide  he  truly  did  have  some

wicked  purpose  in  dragging  her  here.  If  she  didn’t  wind  up  with  those  poor

people,  caged  inside  the  surrounding  mountains,  screaming  for  salvation  every

night. She’d overheard the other servants whisper about the dark, fell things that

went on under those mountains: people being splayed open on black stone altars

and  then  forged  into  something  new,  something   other.  For  what  wretched purpose, Elide had not yet learned, and mercifully, beyond the screaming, she’d

never  encountered  whatever  was  being  broken  and  pieced  together  beneath  the

earth. The witches were bad enough. 

Elide shuddered as she took another step into the vast chamber. The crunching

of  hay  under  her  too-small  shoes  and  the  clank  of  her  chains  were  the  only sounds. “W-Wing Lea—” 

A roar blasted through the air, the stones, the floor, so loud that her head swam

and she cried out. Tumbling back, her chains tangled as she slipped on the hay. 

Hard, iron-tipped hands dug into her shoulders and kept her upright. 

“If  you  are  not  a  spy,”  a  wicked  voice  purred  in  her  ear,  “then  why  are  you here, Elide Lochan?” 

Elide  wasn’t  faking  it  when  her  hand  shook  as  she  held  out  the  letter,  not daring to move. 

The Wing Leader stepped around her, circling Elide like prey, her long white

braid stark against her leather flying gear. 

The  details  hit  Elide  like  stones:  eyes  like  burnt  gold;  a  face  so  impossibly beautiful  that  Elide  was  struck  dumb  by  it;  a  lean,  honed  body;  and  a  steady, fluid  grace  in  every  movement,  every  breath,  that  suggested  the  Wing  Leader

could  easily  use  the  assortment  of  blades  on  her.  Human  only  in  shape—

immortal and predatory in every other sense. 

Fortunately, the Wing Leader was alone. Unfortunately, those gold eyes held

nothing but death. 

Elide  said,  “Th-this  came  for  you.”  The  stammer—that  was  faked.  People

usually couldn’t wait to get away when she stammered and stuttered. Though she

doubted  the  people  who  ran  this  place  would  care  about  the  stammer  if  they

decided  to  have  some  fun  with  a  daughter  of  Terrasen.  If  Vernon  handed  her

over. 

The Wing Leader held Elide’s gaze as she took the letter. 

“I’m  surprised  the  seal  isn’t  broken.  Though  if  you  were  a  good  spy,  you

would know how to do it without breaking the wax.” 

“If I were a good spy,” Elide breathed, “I could also read.” 

A bit of truth to temper the witch’s distrust. 

The  witch  blinked,  and  then  sniffed,  as  if  trying  to  detect  a  lie.  “You  speak well for a mortal, and your uncle is a lord. Yet you cannot read?” 

Elide nodded. More than the leg, more than the drudgery, it was that miserable

shortcoming  that  hounded  her.  Her  nurse,  Finnula,  couldn’t  read—but  Finnula

had been the one to teach her how to take note of things, to listen, and to think. 

During the long days when they’d had nothing to do but needlepoint, her nurse

had  taught  her  to  mark  the  little  details—each  stitch—while  also  never  losing sight of the larger image.  There will come a day when I am gone, Elide, and you

 will need to have every weapon in your arsenal sharp and ready to strike. 

Neither of them had thought that Elide might be the one who left first. But she

would  not  look  back,  not  even  for  Finnula,  once  she  ran.  And  when  she  found that  new  life,  that  new  place  …  she  would  never  gaze  northward,  to  Terrasen, and wonder, either. 

She  kept  her  eyes  on  the  ground.  “I—I  know  basic  letters,  but  my  lessons

stopped when I was eight.” 

“At  your  uncle’s  behest,  I  assume.”  The  witch  paused,  rotating  the  envelope

and showing the jumble of letters to her, tapping on them with an iron nail. “This

says ‘Manon Blackbeak.’ You see anything like this again, bring it to me.” 

Elide  bowed  her  head.  Meek,  submissive—just  the  way  these  witches  liked

their humans. “Of-of course.” 

“And  why  don’t  you  stop  pretending  to  be  a  stammering,  cowering  wretch

while you’re at it.” 

Elide  kept  her  head  bent  low  enough  that  her  hair  hopefully  covered  any glimmer of surprise. “I’ve tried to be pleasing—” 

“I smelled your human fingers all over my map. It was careful, cunning work, 

not to put one thing out of order, not to touch anything but the map … Thinking

of escaping after all?” 

“Of course not, mistress.” Oh, gods. She was so, so dead. 

“Look at me.” 

Elide obeyed. The witch hissed, and Elide flinched as she shoved Elide’s hair

out of her eyes. A few strands fell to the ground, sliced off by the iron nails. “I

don’t  know  what  game  you’re  playing—if  you’re  a  spy,  if  you’re  a  thief,  if

you’re just looking out for yourself. But do not pretend that you are some meek, 

pathetic little girl when I can see that vicious mind working behind your eyes.” 

Elide didn’t dare drop the mask. 

“Was it your mother or father who was related to Vernon?” 

Strange  question—but  Elide  had  known  for  a  while  she  would  do  anything, 

say  anything,  to  stay  alive  and  unharmed.  “My  father  was  Vernon’s  elder

brother,” she said. 

“And where did your mother come from?” 

She didn’t give that old grief an inch of room in her heart. “She was low-born. 

A laundress.” 

“Where did she come from?” 

Why  did  it  matter?  The  golden  eyes  were  fixed  on  her,  unyielding.  “Her

family was originally from Rosamel, in the northwest of Terrasen.” 

“I know where it is.” Elide kept her shoulders bowed, waiting. “Get out.” 

Hiding  her  relief,  Elide  opened  her  mouth  to  make  her  good-byes,  when

another roar set the stones vibrating. She couldn’t conceal her flinch. 

“It’s just Abraxos,” Manon said, a hint of a smile forming on her cruel mouth, 

a  bit  of  light  gleaming  in  those  golden  eyes.  Her  mount  must  make  her  happy, then—if witches could be happy. “He’s hungry.” 

Elide’s mouth went dry. 

At the sound of his name, a massive triangular head, scarred badly around one

eye, poked into the aerie. 

Elide’s knees wobbled, but the witch went right up to the beast and placed her

iron-tipped  hands  on  his  snout.  “You  swine,”  the  witch  said.  “You  need  the

whole mountain to know you’re hungry?” 

The  wyvern  huffed  into  her  hands,  his  giant  teeth—oh,  gods,  some  of  them

were  iron—so close to Manon’s arms. One bite, and the Wing Leader would be

dead. One bite, and yet—

The wyvern’s eyes lifted and met Elide’s. Not looked at, but  met, as if …
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Elide kept perfectly still, even though every instinct was roaring at her to run

for the stairs. The wyvern nudged past Manon, the floor shuddering beneath him, 

and sniffed in Elide’s direction. Then those giant, depthless eyes moved down—

to her legs. No, to the chain. 

There  were  so  many  scars  all  over  him—so  many  brutal  lines.  She  did  not

think Manon had made them, not with the way she spoke to him. Abraxos was

smaller than the others, she realized. Far smaller. And yet the Wing Leader had

picked him. Elide tucked that information away, too. If Manon had a soft spot for

broken things, perhaps she would spare her as well. 

Abraxos lowered himself to the ground, stretching out his neck until his head

rested on the hay not ten feet from Elide. Those giant black eyes stared up at her, 

almost doglike. 

“Enough,  Abraxos,”  Manon  hissed,  grabbing  a  saddle  from  the  rack  by  the

wall. 

“How  do  they—exist?”  Elide  breathed.  She’d  heard  stories  of  wyverns  and

dragons, and she remembered glimpses of the Little Folk and the Fae, but …

Manon hauled the leather saddle over to her mount. “The king made them. I

don’t know how, and it doesn’t matter.” 

The King of Adarlan  made them, like whatever was being made inside those

mountains. The man who had shattered her life, murdered her parents, doomed

her to  this …  Don’t be angry, Finnula had said,  be smart.  And soon the king and his miserable empire wouldn’t be her concern, anyway. 

Elide  said,  “Your  mount  doesn’t  seem  evil.”  Abraxos’s  tail  thumped  on  the

ground, the iron spikes in it glinting. A giant, lethal dog. With wings. 

Manon huffed a cold laugh, strapping the saddle into place. “No. However he

was made, something went wrong with that part.” 

Elide didn’t think that constituted going  wrong, but kept her mouth shut. 

Abraxos was still staring up at her, and the Wing Leader said, “Let’s go hunt, 

Abraxos.” 

The  beast  perked  up,  and  Elide  jumped  back  a  step,  wincing  as  she  landed

hard on her ankle. The wyvern’s eyes shot to her, as if aware of the pain. But the

Wing Leader was already finishing with the saddle, and didn’t bother to look in

her direction as Elide limped out. 



“You  soft-hearted  worm,”  Manon  hissed  at  Abraxos  once  the  cunning,  many-

faced girl was gone. The girl might be hiding secrets, but her lineage wasn’t one

of them. She had no idea that witch-blood flowed strong in her mortal veins. “A
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crippled leg and a few chains, and you’re in love?” 

Abraxos  nudged  her  with  his  snout,  and  Manon  gave  him  a  firm  but  gentle

slap before leaning against his warm hide and ripping open the letter addressed

in her grandmother’s handwriting. 

Just like the High Witch of the Blackbeak Clan, it was brutal, to the point, and

unforgiving. 

 Do  not  disobey  the  duke’s  orders.  Do  not  question  him.  If  there  is  another letter  from  Morath  about  your  disobedience,  I  will  fly  down  there  myself  and hang you by your intestines, with your Thirteen and that runt of a beast beside

 you. 

 Three  Yellowlegs  and  two  Blueblood  covens  are  arriving  tomorrow.  See  to  it there are no fights or trouble. I do not need the other Matrons breathing down

 my neck about their vermin. 

Manon turned the paper over, but that was it. Crunching it in a fist, she sighed. 

Abraxos nudged at her again, and she idly stroked his head. 

 Made, made, made. 

That  was  what  the  Crochan  had  said  before  Manon  slit  her  throat.  You  were made into monsters. 

She tried to forget it—tried to tell herself that the Crochan had been a fanatic

and a preachy twat, but … She ran a finger down the deep red cloth of her cloak. 

The thoughts opened up like a precipice before her, so many all at once that

she stepped back. Turned away. 

 Made, made, made. 

Manon climbed into the saddle and was glad to lose herself in the sky. 



“Tell  me  about  the  Valg,”  Manon  said,  shutting  the  door  to  the  small  chamber behind her. 

Ghislaine didn’t look up from the book she was poring over. There was a stack

of  them  on  the  desk  before  her,  and  another  beside  the  narrow  bed.  Where  the eldest  and  cleverest  of  her  Thirteen  had  gotten  them  from,  who  she’d  likely

gutted to steal them, Manon didn’t care. 

“Hello, and come right in, why don’t you” was the response. 

Manon leaned against the door and crossed her arms. Only with books, only

when  reading, was Ghislaine so snappish. On the battlefield, in the air, the dark-skinned witch was quiet, easy to command. A solid soldier, made more valuable

by  her  razor-sharp  intelligence,  which  had  earned  her  the  spot  among  the

Thirteen. 

Ghislaine  shut  the  book  and  twisted  in  her  seat.  Her  black,  curly  hair  was braided  back,  but  even  the  plait  couldn’t  keep  it  entirely  contained.  She

narrowed her sea-green eyes—the shame of her mother, as there wasn’t a trace

of gold in them. “Why would you want to know about the Valg?” 

“Do  you know about them?” 

Ghislaine  pivoted  on  her  chair  until  she  was  sitting  backward  in  it,  her  legs straddling the sides. She was in her flying leathers, as if she couldn’t be bothered

to  remove  them  before  falling  into  one  of  her  books.  “Of  course  I  know  about the Valg,” she said with a wave of her hand—an impatient,  mortal gesture. 

It  had  been  an  exception—an  unprecedented  exception—when  Ghislaine’s

mother had convinced the High Witch to send her daughter to a mortal school in

Terrasen  a  hundred  years  ago.  She  had  learned  magic  and  book-things  and

whatever  else  mortals  were  taught,  and  when  Ghislaine  had  returned  twelve

years later, the witch had been … different. Still a Blackbeak, still bloodthirsty, 

but somehow more human. Even now, a century later, even after walking on and

off killing fields, that sense of impatience, of  life clung to her. Manon had never known what to make of it. 

“Tell me everything.” 

“There’s too much to tell you in one sitting,” Ghislaine said. “But I’ll give you

the basics, and if you want more, you can come back.” 

An order, but this was Ghislaine’s space, and books and knowledge were her

domain. Manon motioned with an iron-tipped hand for her sentinel to go on. 

“Millennia ago, when the Valg broke into our world, witches did not exist. It

was the Valg, and the Fae, and humans. But the Valg were … demons, I suppose. 

They  wanted  our  world  for  their  own,  and  they  thought  a  good  way  to  get  it would be to ensure that their offspring could survive here. The humans weren’t

compatible—too  breakable.  But  the  Fae  …  The  Valg  kidnapped  and  stole

whatever Fae they could, and because your eyes are getting that glazed look, I’m

just  going  to  jump  to  the  end  and  say  the  offspring  became  us.  Witches.  The Ironteeth took after our Valg ancestors more, while the Crochans got more of the

Fae traits. The people of these lands didn’t want us here, not after the war, but

the Fae King Brannon didn’t think it was right to hunt us all down. So he gave us

the  Western  Wastes,  and  there  we  went,  until  the  witch  wars  made  us  exiles

again.” 

Manon picked at her nails. “And the Valg are … wicked?” 

“We  are  wicked,”  Ghislaine  said.  “The  Valg?  Legend  has  it  that  they’re  the origin of evil. They are blackness and despair incarnate.” 

“Sounds like our kind of people.” And maybe good ones indeed to ally with, 

to breed with. 
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But  Ghislaine’s  smile  faded.  “No,”  she  said  softly.  “No,  I  do  not  think  they would be our kind of people at all. They have no laws, no codes. They would see

the  Thirteen  as  weak  for  our  bonds  and  rules—as  something  to  break  for

amusement.” 

Manon stiffened slightly. “And if the Valg were ever to return here?” 

“Brannon  and  the  Fae  Queen  Maeve  found  ways  to  defeat  them—to  send

them back. I would hope that someone would find a way to do so again.” 

More to think about. 

She  turned,  but  Ghislaine  said,  “That’s  the  smell,  isn’t  it?  The  smell  here, around  some  of  the  soldiers—like  it’s  wrong,  from  another  world.  The  king

found some way to bring them here and stuff them into human bodies.” 

She hadn’t thought  that far, but … “The duke described them as allies.” 

“That word does not exist for the Valg. They find the alliance useful, but will

honor it only as long as it remains that way.” 

Manon  debated  the  merits  of  ending  the  conversation  there,  but  said,  “The

duke  asked  me  to  pick  a  Blackbeak  coven  for  him  to  experiment  on.  To  allow him to insert some sort of stone in their bellies that will create a Valg-Ironteeth

child.” 

Slowly,  Ghislaine  straightened,  her  ink-splattered  hands  hanging  slack  on

either side of the chair. “And do you plan to obey, Lady?” 

Not a question from a scholar to a curious student, but from a sentinel to her

heir. 

“The  High  Witch  has  given  me  orders  to  obey  the  duke’s  every  command.” 

But maybe … maybe she would write her grandmother another letter. 

“Who will you pick?” 

Manon opened the door. “I don’t know. My decision is due in two days.” 

Ghislaine—whom  Manon  had  seen  glut  herself  on  the  blood  of  men—had

paled by the time Manon shut the door. 



Manon  didn’t  know  how,  didn’t  know  if  the  guards  or  the  duke  or  Vernon  or

some  eavesdropping  human  filth  said  something,  but  the  next  morning,  the

witches  all  knew.  She  knew  better  than  to  suspect  Ghislaine.  None  of  the

Thirteen talked. Ever. 

But everyone knew about the Valg, and about Manon’s choice. 

She  strode  into  the  dining  hall,  its  black  arches  glinting  in  the  rare  morning sun.  Already,  the  pounding  of  the  forges  was  ringing  out  in  the  valley  below, made louder by the silence that fell as she strode between the tables, headed for
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her seat at the front of the room. 

Coven  after  coven  watched,  and  she  met  their  gazes,  teeth  out  and  nails

drawn, Sorrel a steady force of nature at her back. It wasn’t until Manon slid into

her  place  beside  Asterin—and  realized  it  was  now  the  wrong  place,  but  didn’t move—that chatter resumed in the hall. 

She pulled a hunk of bread toward her but didn’t touch it. None of them ate

the food. Breakfast and dinner were always for show, to have a presence here. 

The Thirteen didn’t say a word. 

Manon stared each and every one of them down, until they dropped their eyes. 

But when her gaze met Asterin’s, the witch held it. “Do you have something you

want to say,” Manon said to her, “or do you just want to start swinging?” 

Asterin’s eyes flicked over Manon’s shoulder. “We have guests.” 

Manon  found  the  leader  of  one  of  the  newly  arrived  Yellowlegs  covens

standing  at  the  foot  of  the  table,  eyes  downcast,  posture  unthreatening—

complete submission. 

“What?” Manon demanded. 

The coven leader kept her head low. “We would request your consideration for

the duke’s task, Wing Leader.” 

Asterin stiffened, along with many of the Thirteen. The nearby tables had also

gone silent. “And why,” Manon asked, “would you want to do that?” 

“You  will  force  us  to  do  your  drudgery  work,  to  keep  us  from  glory  on  the killing fields. That is the way of our Clans. But we might win a different sort of

glory in this way.” 

Manon held in her sigh, weighing, contemplating. “I will consider it.” 

The  coven  leader  bowed  and  backed  away.  Manon  couldn’t  decide  whether

she was a fool or cunning or brave. 

None of the Thirteen spoke for the rest of breakfast. 



“And what coven, Wing Leader, have you selected for me?” 

Manon  met  the  duke’s  stare.  “A  coven  of  Yellowlegs  under  a  witch  named

Ninya arrived earlier this week. Use them.” 

“I wanted Blackbeaks.” 

“You’re getting Yellowlegs,” Manon snapped. Down the table, Kaltain did not

react. “They volunteered.” 

Better  than  Blackbeaks,  she  told  herself.  Better  that  the  Yellowlegs  had

offered themselves. 

Even if Manon could have refused them. 

She doubted Ghislaine was wrong about the nature of the Valg, but … Maybe this could work to their advantage, depending on how the Yellowlegs fared. 

The  duke  flashed  his  yellowing  teeth.  “You  toe  a  dangerous  line,  Wing

Leader.” 

“All witches have to, in order to fly wyverns.” 

Vernon  leaned  forward.  “These  wild,  immortal  things  are  so  diverting,  Your

Grace.” 

Manon gave him a long, long look that told Vernon that one day, in a shadowy

hallway, he would find himself with the claws of this wild, immortal thing in his

belly. 

Manon  turned  to  go.  Sorrel—not  Asterin—stood  stone-faced  by  the  door. 

Another jarring sight. 

Then Manon turned back to the duke, the question forming even as she willed

herself not to say it. “To what end? Why do all of this—why ally with the Valg, 

why  raise  this  army  …  Why?”  She  could  not  understand  it.  The  continent

already belonged to them. It made no sense. 

“Because we can,” the duke said simply. “And because this world has too long

dwelled  in  ignorance  and  archaic  tradition.  It  is  time  to  see  what  might  be improved.” 

Manon made a show of contemplating and then nodding as she strode out. 

But  she  had  not  missed  the  words— this  world.  Not   this  land,  not   this continent. 

 This world. 

She  wondered  whether  her  grandmother  had  considered  the  idea  that  they

might  one  day  have  to  fight  to  keep  the  Wastes—fight  the  very  men  who  had

helped them take back their home. 

And wondered what would become of these Valg-Ironteeth witchlings in that

world. 
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He had tried. 

When the blood-soaked woman had spoken to him, when those turquoise eyes

had  seemed  so  familiar,  he  had  tried  to  wrest  away  control  of  his  body,  his tongue. But the demon prince in him had held firm, delighting in his struggle. 

He had sobbed with relief when she trapped it and raised an ancient blade over

his head. Then she had hesitated—and then that other woman had fired an arrow, 

and she had put down the sword and left. 

Left him still trapped with the demon. 

He  could  not  remember  her  name—refused  to  remember  her  name,  even  as

the man on the throne questioned him about the incident. Even as he returned to

the  exact  spot  in  the  garden  and  prodded  the  discarded  shackles  lying  in  the gravel. She had left him, and with good reason. The demon prince had wanted to

feed on her, and then hand her over. 

But he wished she had killed him. He hated her for not killing him. 
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Chaol  left  his  watch  on  the  roof  of  Aelin’s  apartment  the  moment  the  hooded head of one of the rebels appeared and signaled that he would take over. Thank

the gods. 

He didn’t bother stopping in the apartment to see how Aedion was holding up. 

Each of his pounding steps on the wooden stairs accented the raging, thunderous

beat of his heart, until it was all he could hear, all he could feel. 

With  the  other  rebels  lying  low  or  monitoring  the  city  and  Nesryn  gone  to

make sure her father wasn’t in danger, Chaol found himself alone as he stalked

through  the  city  streets.  Everyone  had  their  orders;  everyone  was  where  they

were supposed to be. Nesryn had already told him Ress and Brullo had given her

the signal that all was clear on their end—and now …

Liar. Aelin was and had always been a gods-damned liar. She was as much an

oath-breaker as he was. Worse. 

Dorian  wasn’t  gone.  He  wasn’t.  And  he  didn’t  give  a  shit  how  much  Aelin

trumpeted about  mercy for Dorian, or that she said it was a weakness not to kill him.  The  weakness  lay  in  his  death—that’s  what  he  should  have  said.  The

weakness lay in giving up. 

He  stormed  down  an  alley.  He  should  have  been  hiding  as  well,  but  the

roaring in his blood and bones was unrelenting. A sewer grate rang beneath his

feet. He paused, and peered into the blackness below. 

There were still things to do—so many things to do, so many people to keep

from  harm.  And  now  that  Aelin  had  yet  again  humiliated  the  king,  he  had  no doubt that the Valg would round up more people as punishment, as a statement. 

With the city still in an uproar, perhaps it was the perfect time for him to strike. 

To even the odds between them. 

No one saw as he climbed into the sewer, closing the lid overhead. 

Tunnel  after  tunnel,  his  sword  gleaming  in  the  afternoon  light  streaming  in

through the grates, Chaol hunted those Valg pieces of filth, his steps near-silent. 

They usually kept to their nests of darkness, but every now and then, stragglers

prowled the tunnels. Some of their nests were small—only three or four of them

guarding  their  prisoners—or  meals,  he  supposed.  Easy  enough  for  him  to

ambush. 

And wouldn’t it be wonderful to see those demon heads roll. 

 Gone.  Dorian is gone. 

Aelin didn’t know everything. Fire or beheading couldn’t be the only choices. 

Maybe he would keep one of the Valg commanders alive, see just how far gone

the  man  inside  of  the  demon  truly  was.  Maybe  there  was  another  way—there

 had to be another way …

Tunnel after tunnel after tunnel, all the usual haunts, and no sign of them. 

Not one. 

Chaol  hurried  into  a  near-run  as  he  headed  for  the  largest  nest  he  knew  of, where they’d always been able to find civilians in need of rescuing, if they were

lucky enough to catch the guards unawares. He would save them—because they

deserved it, and because he  had to keep at it, or else he would crumble and—

Chaol stared at the gaping mouth of the main nest. 

Watery sunlight filtering from above illuminated the gray stones and the little

river at the bottom. No sign of the telltale darkness that usually smothered it like

a dense fog. 

Empty. 

The Valg soldiers had vanished. And taken their prisoners with them. 

He didn’t think they’d gone into hiding from fear. 

They’d  moved  on,  concealing  themselves  and  their  prisoners,  as  a  giant, 

laughing go-to-hell to every rebel who’d actually thought they were winning this

secret war. To Chaol. 

He  should  have  thought  of  pitfalls  like  this,  should  have  considered  what

might happen when Aelin Galathynius made a fool of the king and his men. 

He should have considered the cost. 

Maybe  he was the fool. 

There  was  a  numbness  in  his  blood  as  he  emerged  from  the  sewers  onto  a

quiet  street.  It  was  the  thought  of  sitting  in  his  ramshackle  apartment,  utterly alone  with  that  numbness,  that  sent  him  southward,  trying  to  avoid  the  streets that  still  teemed  with  panicked  people.  Everyone  demanded  to  know  what  had

happened,  who  had  been  killed,  who  had  done  it.  The  decorations  and  baubles

and food vendors had been entirely forgotten. 

The  sounds  eventually  died  away,  the  streets  clearing  out  as  he  reached  a

residential district where the homes were of modest size but elegant, well kept. 

Little streams and fountains of water from the Avery flowed throughout, lending

themselves to the surplus of blooming spring flowers at every gate, windowsill, 

and tiny lawn. 

He  knew  the  house  from  the  smell  alone:  fresh-baked  bread,  cinnamon,  and

some other spice he couldn’t name. Taking the alley between the two pale-stoned
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houses, he kept to the shadows as he approached the back door, peering through

the  pane  of  glass  to  the  kitchen  within.  Flour  coated  a  large  worktable,  along with baking sheets, various mixing bowls, and—

The door swung open, and Nesryn’s slim form filled the entryway. “What are

you doing here?” 

She was back in her guard’s uniform, a knife tucked behind her thigh. She’d

no doubt spotted an intruder approaching her father’s house and readied herself. 

Chaol  tried  to  ignore  the  weight  pushing  down  on  his  back,  threatening  to

snap  him  in  two.  Aedion  was  free—they’d  accomplished  that  much.  But  how

many other innocents had they doomed today? 

Nesryn didn’t wait for his reply before she said, “Come in.” 



“The guards came and went. My father sent them on their way with pastries.” 

Chaol glanced up from his own pear tart and scanned the kitchen. Bright tiles

accented  the  walls  behind  the  counters  in  pretty  shades  of  blue,  orange,  and turquoise. He’d never been to Sayed Faliq’s house before, but he’d known where

it was—just in case. 

He’d never let himself consider what that “just in case” might entail. Showing

up like a stray dog at the back door hadn’t been it. 

“They didn’t suspect him?” 

“No.  They  just  wanted  to  know  whether  he  or  his  workers  saw  anyone  who

looked suspicious before Aedion’s rescue.” Nesryn pushed another pastry—this

one almond and sugar—toward him. “Is the general all right?” 

“As far as I know.” 

He told her about the tunnels, the Valg. 

Nesryn only said, “So we’ll find them again. Tomorrow.” 

He waited for her to pace, to shout and swear, but she remained steady—calm. 

Some tight part of him uncoiled. 

She tapped a finger on the wooden table—lovingly worn, as if the kneading of

a thousand loaves of bread had smoothed it out. “Why did you come here?” 

“For distraction.” There was a suspicious gleam in those midnight eyes of hers

—enough so that he said, “Not for that.” 

She didn’t even blush, though his own cheeks burned. If she had offered, he

probably would have said yes. And hated himself for it. 

“You’re welcome here,” she said, “but surely your friends at the apartment—

the general, at least—would provide better company.” 

“Are they my friends?” 

“You and Her Majesty have done a great job trying to be anything but.” 

“It’s hard to be friends without trust.” 

“You  are the one who went to Arobynn again, even after she warned you not

to.” 

“And  he  was  right,”  Chaol  said.  “He  said  she  would  promise  not  to  touch

Dorian,  and  then  do  the  opposite.”  And  he  would  be  forever  grateful  for  the warning shot Nesryn had fired. 

Nesryn  shook  her  head,  her  dark  hair  glimmering.  “Let’s  just  imagine  that

Aelin is right. That Dorian is gone. What then?” 

“She’s not right.” 

“Let’s just imagine—” 

He  slammed  his  fist  on  the  table  hard  enough  to  rattle  his  glass  of  water. 

“She’s not right! ” 

Nesryn pursed her lips, even as her eyes softened. “Why?” 

He  scrubbed  at  his  face.  “Because  then  it’s  all  for  nothing.  Everything  that happened … it’s all for  nothing. You wouldn’t understand.” 

“I  wouldn’t?”  A  cold  question.  “You  think  that  I  don’t  understand  what’s  at

stake? I don’t care about your prince—not the way you do. I care about what he

represents  for  the  future  of  this  kingdom,  and  for  the  future  of  people  like  my family. I won’t allow another immigrant purge to happen. I don’t ever want my

sister’s children coming home with broken noses again because of their foreign

blood. You told me Dorian would fix the world, make it better. But if he’s gone, 

if  we made the mistake today in keeping him alive, then I will find another way

to attain that future. And another one after that, if I have to. I will keep getting

back up, no matter how many times those butchers shove me down.” 

He’d never heard so many words from her at once, had never … never even

known she had a sister. Or that she was an aunt. 

Nesryn  said,  “Stop  feeling  sorry  for  yourself.  Stay  the  course,  but  also  plot another one. Adapt.” 

His mouth had gone dry. “Were you ever hurt? For your heritage?” 

Nesryn glanced toward the roaring hearth, her face like ice. “I became a city

guard  because  not  a  single  one  of  them  came  to  my  aid  the  day  the  other

schoolchildren surrounded me with stones in their hands. Not one, even though

they  could  hear  my  screaming.”  She  met  his  stare  again.  “Dorian  Havilliard

offers a better future, but the responsibility also lies with us. With how common

people choose to act.” 

True—so true, but he said, “I won’t abandon him.” 

She sighed. “You’re even more hardheaded than the queen.” 

“Would you expect me to be anything else?” 

A  half  smile.  “I  don’t  think  I  would  like  you  if  you  were  anything  but  a stubborn ass.” 

“You actually admit to liking me?” 

“Did last summer not tell you enough?” 

Despite himself, Chaol laughed. 

“Tomorrow,” Nesryn said. “Tomorrow, we continue on.” 

He  swallowed.  “Stay  the  course,  but  plot  a  new  path.”  He  could  do  that;  he could try it, at least. 

“See you in the sewers bright and early.” 
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 23 



Aedion  rose  to  consciousness  and  took  in  every  detail  that  he  could  without

opening  his  eyes.  A  briny  breeze  from  a  nearby  open  window  tickled  his  face; fishermen  were  shouting  their  catches  a  few  blocks  away;  and—and  someone

was breathing evenly, deeply, nearby. Sleeping. 

He  opened  an  eye  to  find  that  he  was  in  a  small,  wood-paneled  room

decorated with care and a penchant for the luxurious. He knew this room. Knew

this apartment. 

The  door  across  from  his  bed  was  open,  revealing  the  great  room  beyond—

clean and empty and bathed in sunshine. The sheets he slept between were crisp

and silken, the pillows plush, the mattress impossibly soft. Exhaustion coated his

bones,  and  pain  splintered  through  his  side,  but  dully.  And  his  head  was

infinitely clearer as he looked toward the source of that even, deep breathing and

beheld the woman asleep in the cream-colored armchair beside the bed. 

Her long, bare legs were sprawled over one of the rolled arms, scars of every

shape  and  size  adorning  them.  She  rested  her  head  against  the  wing,  her

shoulder-length golden hair—the ends stained a reddish brown, as if a cheap dye

had  been  roughly  washed  out—strewn  across  her  face.  Her  mouth  was  slightly

open as she dozed, comfortable in an oversized white shirt and what looked to be

a pair of men’s undershorts. Safe. Alive. 

For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. 

Aelin. 

He mouthed her name. 

As if she heard it, she opened her eyes—coming fully alert as she scanned the

doorway,  the  room  beyond,  then  the  bedroom  itself  for  any  danger.  And  then

finally, finally she looked at him and went utterly still, even as her hair shifted in

the gentle breeze. 

The pillow beneath his face had become damp. 

She just stretched out her legs like a cat and said, “I’m ready to accept your

thanks for my spectacular rescue at any time, you know.” 

He couldn’t stop the tears leaking down his face, even as he rasped, “Remind

me never to get on your bad side.” 

A  smile  tugged  at  her  lips,  and  her  eyes—their  eyes—sparkled.  “Hello, 

Aedion.” 

Hearing his name on her tongue snapped something loose, and he had to close

his eyes, his body barking in pain as it shook with the force of the tears trying to

get  out  of  him.  When  he’d  mastered  himself,  he  said  hoarsely,  “Thank  you  for your spectacular rescue. Let’s never do it again.” 

She  snorted,  her  eyes  lined  with  silver.  “You’re  exactly  the  way  I  dreamed

you’d be.” 

Something  in  her  smile  told  him  that  she  already  knew—that  Ren  or  Chaol

had told her about him, about being Adarlan’s Whore, about the Bane. So all he

could say was, “You’re a little taller than I’d imagined, but no one’s perfect.” 

“It’s a miracle the king managed to resist executing you until yesterday.” 

“Tell me he’s in a rage the likes of which have never been seen before.” 

“If  you  listen  hard  enough,  you  can  actually  hear  him  shrieking  from  the

palace.” 

Aedion laughed, and it made his wound ache. But the laugh died as he looked

her over from head to toe. “I’m going to throttle Ren and the captain for letting

you save me alone.” 

“And here we go.” She looked at the ceiling and sighed loudly. “A minute of

pleasant conversation, and then the territorial Fae bullshit comes raging out.” 

“I waited an extra thirty seconds.” 

Her mouth quirked to the side. “I honestly thought you’d last ten.” 

He laughed again, and realized that though he’d loved her before, he’d merely

loved  the  memory—the  princess  taken  away  from  him.  But  the  woman,  the

queen—the last shred of family he had …

“It  was  worth  it,”  he  said,  his  smile  fading.  “You  were  worth  it.  All  these years, all the waiting. You’re worth it.” He’d known the moment she had looked

up at him as she stood before his execution block, defiant and wicked and wild. 

“I think that’s the healing tonic talking,” she said, but her throat bobbed as she

wiped  at  her  eyes.  She  lowered  her  feet  to  the  floor.  “Chaol  said  you’re  even meaner than I am most of the time.” 

“Chaol is already on his way to being throttled, and you’re not helping.” 

She  gave  that  half  smile  again.  “Ren’s  in  the  North—I  didn’t  get  to  see  him before Chaol convinced him to go there for his own safety.” 

“Good,”  he  managed  to  say,  and  patted  the  bed  beside  him.  Someone  had

stuffed him into a clean shirt, so he was decent enough, but he managed to haul

himself halfway into a sitting position. “Come here.” 

She  glanced  at  the  bed,  at  his  hand,  and  he  wondered  whether  he’d  crossed

some line, assumed  some bond between  them that no  longer existed—until her

shoulders  slumped  and  she  uncoiled  from  the  chair  in  a  smooth,  feline  motion
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before plopping down on the mattress. 

Her scent hit him. For a second, he could only breathe it deep into his lungs, 

his  Fae  instincts  roaring  that  this  was  his  family,  this  was  his  queen,  this  was Aelin. He would have known her even if he were blind. 

Even  if  there  was  another  scent  entwined  with  hers.  Staggeringly  powerful

and ancient and—male. Interesting. 

She plumped up the pillows, and he wondered if she knew how much it meant

to him, as a demi-Fae male, to have her lean over to straighten his blankets, too, 

then run a sharp, critical eye down his face. To fuss over him. 

He stared right back, scanning for any wounds, any sign that the blood on her

the  other  day  hadn’t  belonged  only  to  those  men.  But  save  for  a  few  shallow, scabbed cuts on her left forearm, she was unharmed. 

When  she  seemed  assured  that  he  wasn’t  about  to  die,  and  when  he  was

assured the wounds on her arm weren’t infected, she leaned back on the pillows

and folded her hands over her abdomen. “Do you want to go first, or should I?” 

Outside, gulls were crying to each other, and that soft, briny breeze kissed his

face. “You,” he whispered. “Tell me everything.” 

So she did. 



They  talked  and  talked,  until  Aedion’s  voice  became  hoarse,  and  then  Aelin

bullied  him  into  drinking  a  glass  of  water.  And  then  she  decided  that  he  was looking  peaky,  so  she  padded  to  the  kitchen  and  dug  up  some  beef  broth  and bread.  Lysandra,  Chaol,  and  Nesryn  were  nowhere  to  be  seen,  so  they  had  the apartment  to  themselves.  Good.  Aelin  didn’t  feel  like  sharing  her  cousin  right now. 

As  Aedion  devoured  his  food,  he  told  her  the  unabridged  truth  of  what  had

happened to him these past ten years, just as she’d done for him. And when they

were  both  finished  telling  their  stories,  when  their  souls  were  drained  and

grieving—but gilded with growing joy—she nestled down across from Aedion, 

her cousin, her friend. 

They’d  been  forged  of  the  same  ore,  two  sides  of  the  same  golden,  scarred

coin. 

She’d known it when she spied him atop the execution platform. She couldn’t

explain it. No  one could understand  that instant bond,  that soul-deep assurance

and rightness, unless they, too, had experienced it. But she owed no explanations

to anyone—not about Aedion. 

They were still sprawled on the bed, the sun now settling into late afternoon, 
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and Aedion was just staring at her, blinking, as if he couldn’t quite believe it. 

“Are you ashamed of what I’ve done?” she dared to ask. 

His brow creased. “Why would you ever think that?” 

She couldn’t quite look him in the eye as she ran a finger down the blanket. 

“Are you?” 

Aedion was silent long enough that she lifted her head—but found him gazing

toward the door, as though he could see through it, across the city, to the captain. 

When he turned to her, his handsome face was open—soft in a way she doubted

many ever saw. “Never,” he said. “I could never be ashamed of you.” 

She  doubted  that,  and  when  she  twisted  away,  he  gently  grabbed  her  chin, 

forcing her eyes to him. 

“You survived; I survived. We’re together again. I once begged the gods to let

me  see  you—if  only  for  a  moment.  To  see  you  and  know  you’d  made  it.  Just

once; that was all I ever hoped for.” 

She couldn’t stop the tears that began slipping down her face. 

“Whatever  you  had  to  do  to  survive,  whatever  you  did  from  spite  or  rage  or selfishness … I don’t give a damn. You’re here—and you’re perfect. You always

were, and you always will be.” 

She hadn’t realized how much she needed to hear that. 

She  flung  her  arms  around  him,  careful  of  his  injuries,  and  squeezed  him  as tightly as she dared. He wrapped an arm around her, the other bracing them, and

buried his face in her neck. 

“I  missed  you,”  she  whispered  onto  him,  breathing  in  his  scent—that  male

warrior’s scent she was just learning, remembering. “Every day, I missed you.” 

Her skin grew damp beneath his face. “Never again,” he promised. 



It was honestly no surprise that after Aelin had trashed the Vaults, a new warren

of sin and debauchery had immediately sprung up in the slums. 

The  owners  weren’t  even  trying  to  pretend  it  wasn’t  a  complete  imitation  of

the original—not with a name like the Pits. But while its predecessor had at least

provided  a  tavern-like  atmosphere,  the  Pits  didn’t  bother.  In  an  underground

chamber  hewn  from  rough  stone,  you  paid  for  your  alcohol  with  your  cover

charge—and if you wanted to drink, you had to brave the casks in the back and

serve  yourself.  Aelin  found  herself  somewhat  inclined  to  like  the  owners:  they operated by a different set of rules. 

But some things remained the same. 

The  floors  were  slick  and  reeking  of  ale  and  piss  and  worse,  but  Aelin  had

anticipated that. What she hadn’t expected, exactly, was the deafening noise. The rock walls and close quarters magnified the wild cheers from the fighting pits the

place had been named after, where onlookers were betting on the brawls within. 

Brawls like the one she was about to participate in. 

Beside her, Chaol, cloaked and masked, shifted on his feet. “This is a terrible

idea,” he murmured. 

“You  said  you  couldn’t  find  the  Valg  nests,  anyway,”  she  said  with  equal

quiet, tucking a loose strand of her hair—dyed red once more—back under her

hood. “Well, here are some lovely commanders and minions, just waiting for you

to  track  them  home.  Consider  it  Arobynn’s  form  of  an  apology.”  Because  he

knew  that  she  would  bring  Chaol  with  her  tonight.  She’d  guessed  as  much, 

debated not bringing the captain, but in the end she needed him here, needed to

be here herself, more than she needed to upend Arobynn’s plans. 

Chaol sliced a glare in her direction, but then shifted his attention to the crowd

around them, and said again, “This is a terrible idea.” 

She  followed  his  stare  toward  Arobynn,  who  stood  across  the  sandy  pit  in

which two men were fighting, now so bloodied up she couldn’t tell who was in

worse shape. “He summons, I answer. Just keep your eyes open.” 

It was the most they’d said to each other all night. But she had other things to

worry about. 

It  had  taken  just  one  minute  in  this  place  to  understand  why  Arobynn  had

summoned her. 

The  Valg  guards  flocked  to  the  Pits—not  to  arrest  and  torture,  but  to  watch. 

They were interspersed among the crowd, hooded, smiling, cold. 

As if the blood and rage fueled them. 

Beneath her black mask, Aelin focused on her breathing. 

Three  days  after  his  rescue,  Aedion  was  still  injured  badly  enough  that  he

remained  bedridden,  one  of  Chaol’s  most  trusted  rebels  watching  over  the

apartment.  But  she  needed  someone  at  her  back  tonight,  so  she’d  asked  Chaol

and Nesryn to come. Even if she knew it would play into Arobynn’s plans. 

She’d tracked them down at a covert rebel meeting, to no one’s delight. 

Especially  when,  apparently,  the  Valg  had  vanished  with  their  victims  and

couldn’t be found despite days of tracking them. One look at Chaol’s pursed lips

had  told  her  exactly  whose   antics  he  thought  were  to  blame  for  it.  So  she  was glad to talk to Nesryn instead, if only to take her mind off the new task pressing

on  her,  its  chiming  now  a  mocking  invitation  from  the  glass  castle.  But

destroying the clock tower—freeing magic—had to wait. 

At least she’d been right about Arobynn wanting Chaol here, the Valg clearly

an offering meant to entice the captain to continue trusting and confiding in him. 

Aelin  sensed  Arobynn’s  arrival  at  her  side  moments  before  his  red  hair  slid into her peripheral vision. 

“Any plans to wreck this establishment, too?” 

A dark head appeared at his other side, along with the wide-eyed male stares

that  followed  it  everywhere.  Aelin  was  grateful  for  the  mask  that  hid  the

tightness  in  her  face  as  Lysandra  inclined  her  head  in  greeting.  Aelin  made  a good  show  of  looking  Lysandra  up  and  down,  and  then  turned  to  Arobynn, 

dismissing the courtesan as if she were no more than a bit of ornamentation. 

“I just cleaned the suit,” Aelin drawled to Arobynn. “Wrecking this shit-hole

would only mess it up again.” 

Arobynn chuckled. “In case you were wondering, a certain celebrated dancer

was on a ship heading south with all her dancers before word of your escapades

even reached the docks.” The roar of the crowd nearly drowned out his words. 

Lysandra  frowned  at  a  reveler  who  nearly  spilled  his  ale  on  the  skirts  of  her mint-and-cream gown. 

“Thank  you,”  Aelin  said,  and  meant  it.  She  didn’t  bring  up  Arobynn’s  little

game of playing her and Chaol against each other—not when that was precisely

what  he  wanted.  Arobynn  gave  her  a  smile  smug  enough  to  make  her  ask,  “Is

there  a  particular  reason  that  my  services  are  necessary  here  tonight,  or  is  this another present of yours?” 

“After you so gleefully wrecked the Vaults, I’m now in the market for a new

investment.  The  owners  of  the  Pits,  despite  being  public  about   wanting  an investor, are hesitant to accept my offer. Participating tonight will go a long way

toward convincing them of my considerable assets and … what I might bring to

the  table.”  And  make  a  threat  to  the  owners,  to  show  off  his  deadly  arsenal  of assassins—and how they might help turn an even higher profit with fixed fights

against  trained  killers.  She  knew  exactly  what  he  would  say  next.  “Alas,  my

fighter fell through,” Arobynn went on. “I needed a replacement.” 

“And who am I fighting as, exactly?” 

“I told the owners you were trained by the Silent Assassins of the Red Desert. 

You remember them, don’t you? Give the pit-lord whatever name you want.” 

Prick. She’d never forget those months in the Red Desert. Or who had sent her

there. 

She  jerked  her  chin  at  Lysandra.  “Aren’t  you  a  little  fussy  for  this  sort  of place?” 

“And  here  I  was  thinking  you  and  Lysandra  had  become  friends  after  your

dramatic rescue.” 

“Arobynn, let’s go watch somewhere else,” Lysandra murmured. “The fight’s

ending.” 

She wondered what it was like to have to endure the man who had slaughtered your  lover.  But  Lysandra’s  face  was  a  mask  of  worried,  wary  mindlessness—

another skin she wore as she idly cooled herself with a gorgeous fan of lace and

ivory. So out of place in this cesspit. 

“Pretty, isn’t it? Arobynn gave it to me,” Lysandra said, noticing her attention. 

“A small trinket for such a tremendously talented lady,” Arobynn said, leaning

down to kiss Lysandra’s bare neck. 

Aelin clamped down on her disgust so hard that she choked on it. 

Arobynn sauntered off into the crowd like a snake through the grass, catching

the eye of the willowy pit-lord. When he was deep enough into the crowd, Aelin

stepped  closer  to  Lysandra.  The  courtesan  glanced  away  from  her,  and  Aelin

knew it wasn’t an act. 

So softly no one could hear, Aelin said, “Thank you—for the other day.” 

Lysandra  kept  her  eyes  on  the  crowd  and  the  bloodied  fighters  around  them. 

They landed on the Valg, and she quickly looked at Aelin again, shifting so that

the  crowd  formed  a  wall  between  her  and  the  demons  across  the  pit.  “Is  he  all right?” 

“Yes—just  resting  and  eating  as  much  as  he  can,”  Aelin  said.  And  now  that

Aedion  was  safe  …  she  would  soon  have  to  begin  fulfilling  her  little  favor  to Arobynn. Though she doubted her former master had long to live once Aedion

recovered  and  found  out  what  sort  of  danger  Arobynn  was  putting  her  in.  Let alone what he’d done to her throughout the years. 

“Good,” Lysandra said, the crowd keeping them cocooned. 

Arobynn clapped the  pit-lord on the  shoulder and stalked  back toward them. 

Aelin tapped her foot until the King of the Assassins was between them again. 

Chaol subtly moved within earshot, a hand on his sword. 

Aelin just braced her hands on her hips. “Who shall my opponent be?” 

Arobynn inclined his head toward a pack of the Valg guards. “Whichever one

of them you desire. I just hope you choose one in less time than it’s taken you to

decide which one to hand over to me.” 

So that was what this was about. Who had the upper hand. And if she refused, 

with the debt unpaid … He could do worse. So much worse. 

“You’re insane,” Chaol said to Arobynn, following his line of sight. 

“So he speaks,” Arobynn purred. “You’re welcome, by the way—for the little

tip.”  He  flicked  his  gaze  toward  the  gathered  Valg.  So  they  were  a  gift  for  the captain, then. 

Chaol glared. “I don’t need you to do my work—” 

“Stay out of it,” Aelin snapped, hoping Chaol would understand the ire wasn’t

for him. He turned back toward the blood-splattered sand, shaking his head. Let

him be mad; she had plenty to rage at him for anyway. 

The crowd died down, and the pit-lord called for the next fighter. 

“You’re up,” Arobynn said, smiling. “Let’s see what those things are capable

of.” 

Lysandra squeezed his arm, as if pleading for him to let it go. “I would keep

back,” Aelin said to her, cracking her neck. “You wouldn’t want to get blood on

that pretty dress.” 

Arobynn  chuckled.  “Put  on  a  good  show,  would  you?  I  want  the  owners

impressed—and pissing themselves.” 

Oh,  she  would  put  on  a  show.  After  days  cooped  up  in  the  apartment  at

Aedion’s side, she had energy to spare. 

And she didn’t mind spilling some Valg blood. 

She shoved through the crowd, not daring to draw more attention to Chaol by

saying  good-bye.  People  took  one  look  at  her  and  backed  away.  With  the  suit, the boots, and the mask, she knew she was Death incarnate. 

Aelin  dropped  into  a  swagger,  her  hips  shifting  with  each  step,  rolling  her

shoulders as if loosening them. The crowd grew louder, restless. 

She  sidled  up  to  the  willowy  pit-lord,  who  looked  her  over  and  said,  “No

weapons.” 

She merely cocked her head and lifted her arms, turning in a circle, and even

allowed  the  pit-lord’s  little  minion  to  pat  her  down  with  his  sweaty  hands  to prove that she was unarmed. 

As far as they could tell. 

“Name,” the pit-lord demanded. Around her, gold was already flashing. 

“Ansel of Briarcliff,” she said, the mask distorting her voice to a gravelly rasp. 

“Opponent.” 

Aelin looked across the pit, to the crowd gathered, and pointed. “Him.” 

The Valg commander was already grinning at her. 
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Chaol didn’t know what the hell to think as Aelin leaped into the pit, landing on

her haunches. But the crowd had seen whom she’d pointed to and was already in

a frenzy, shoving to the front, passing gold as last-minute bets were made. 

He had to plant his heels to keep from being knocked over the open lip of the

pit. No ropes or railings here. If you fell in, you were fair game. A small part of

him was glad Nesryn was on watch in the back. And a smaller part of him was

glad for a night without more fruitless hunting for the new Valg nests. Even if it

meant  dealing  with  Aelin  for  a  few  hours.  Even  if  Arobynn  Hamel  had  given

him  this  little   gift.  A  gift  that,  he  hated  to  admit,  he  sorely  needed  and  did appreciate. But that was no doubt how Arobynn operated. 

Chaol  wondered  what  the  price  would  be.  Or  whether  his  fear  of  a  potential

price was payment enough for the King of the Assassins. 

Dressed head to toe in black, Aelin was a living shadow, pacing like a jungle

cat  on  her  side  of  the  pit  as  the  Valg  commander  jumped  in.  He  could  have sworn the ground shuddered. 

They  were  both  insane—Aelin   and  her  master.  Arobynn  had  said  to  choose any one of the Valg. She’d picked their leader. 

They’d  barely  spoken  since  their  fight  after  Aedion’s  rescue.  Frankly,  she

didn’t deserve a word out of him, but when she’d hunted him down an hour ago, 

interrupting a meeting that was so secret that they’d disclosed the location to the

rebel  leaders  only  an  hour  before  …  Maybe  he  was  a  fool,  but  he  couldn’t  in good conscience say no. If only because Aedion would have slaughtered him for

it. 

But since the Valg were here … Yes, this night had been useful after all. 

The  pit-lord  began  shouting  the  rules.  Simply:  there  were  none,  save  for  no

blades. Just hands and feet and wits. 

Gods above. 

Aelin  stilled  her  pacing,  and  Chaol  had  to  elbow  an  overeager  man  in  the

stomach to keep from being shoved into the pit. 

The Queen of Terrasen was in a fighting pit in the slums of Rifthold. No one

here, he’d wager, would believe it. He was hardly able to believe it himself. 

The pit-lord roared for the match to begin, and then—

They moved. 

The commander lunged with a punch so swift most men would have had their

heads spun around. But Aelin dodged and caught his arm in one hand, locking it

into a hold he knew was bone-snapping. As the commander’s face twisted with

pain, she drove her knee up into the side of his head. 

It  was  so  fast,  so  brutal,  even  the  crowd  didn’t  know  what  the  hell  had

happened until the commander was staggering back, and Aelin was dancing on

her toes. 

The commander laughed, straightening. It was the only break Aelin gave him

before she went on the offensive. 

She  moved  like  a  midnight  storm.  Whatever  training  she’d  had  in  Wendlyn, 

whatever that prince had taught her … Gods help them all. 

Punch  after  punch,  block,  lunge,  duck,  spin  …  The  crowd  was  a  writhing

thing, foaming at the mouth at the swiftness, the skill. 

Chaol had seen her kill. It had been a while since he’d seen her fight for the

enjoyment of it. 

And she was enjoying the hell out of this. 

An  opponent  worthy  of  her,  he  supposed  as  she  locked  her  legs  around  the

commander’s head and rolled, flipping him. 

Sand sprayed around them. She wound up on top, driving her fist down into

the man’s cold, handsome face—

Only to be hurled off with a twist so swift that Chaol could hardly follow the

movement.  Aelin  hit  the  bloodied  sand  and  uncoiled  to  her  feet  just  as  the

commander attacked once more. 

Then they were again a blur of limbs and blows and darkness. 

Across  the  pit,  Arobynn  was  wide-eyed,  grinning,  a  starving  man  before  a

feast. Lysandra clung to his side, her knuckles white as she gripped his arm. Men

were  whispering  in  Arobynn’s  ear,  their  eyes  locked  on  the  pit,  as  hungry  as Arobynn. Either the owners of the Pits or prospective clients, bargaining for the

use of the woman fighting with such wild wrath and wicked delight. 

Aelin landed a kick to the commander’s stomach that sent him slamming into

the rock wall. He slumped, gasping for air. The crowd cheered, and Aelin flung

out her arms, turning in a slow circle, Death triumphant. 

The  crowd’s  answering  roar  made  Chaol  wonder  if  the  ceiling  would  come

crashing down. 

The commander hurtled for her, and Aelin whirled, catching him and locking

his arms and neck into a hold not easily broken. She looked at Arobynn, as if in

question. 

Her master glanced at the wide-eyed, ravenous men beside him—then nodded

to her. 

Chaol’s stomach turned over. Arobynn had seen enough. Proved enough. 

It  hadn’t  even  been  a  fair  fight.  Aelin  had  let  it  go  on  because  Arobynn  had wanted it to go on. And once she took out that clock tower and her magic was

back … What checks would there be against her? Against Aedion, and that Fae

Prince of hers, and all the warriors like them? A new world, yes. But a world in

which the ordinary human voice would be nothing more than a whisper. 

Aelin  twisted  the  commander’s  arms,  and  the  demon  shrieked  in  pain,  and

then—

Then Aelin was staggering back, clutching at her forearm, at the blood shining

bright through the shred in her suit. 

It  was  only  when  the  commander  whirled,  blood  slipping  down  his  chin,  his

eyes  pitch  black,  that  Chaol  understood.  He’d  bitten  her.  Chaol  hissed  through his teeth. 

The  commander  licked  his  lips,  his  bloody  grin  growing.  Even  with  the

crowd,  Chaol  could  hear  the  Valg  demon  say,  “I  know  what  you  are  now,  you

half-breed bitch.” 

Aelin lowered the hand she’d clapped on her arm, blood shining on her dark

glove. “Good thing I know what you are, too, prick.” 

End it. She had to end it  now. 

“What’s your name?” she said, circling the demon commander. 

The demon inside the man’s body chuckled. “You cannot pronounce it in your

human tongue.” The voice skittered down Chaol’s veins, icing them. 

“So condescending for a mere grunt,” she crooned. 

“I  should  bring  you  down  to  Morath  myself,  half-breed,  and  see  how  much

you talk then. See what you make of all the delicious things we do to your kind.” 

Morath—Duke  Perrington’s  Keep.  Chaol’s  stomach  turned  leaden.  That  was

where they brought the prisoners who weren’t executed. The ones who vanished

in the night. To do the gods knew what with them. 

Aelin didn’t give him time to say anything more, and Chaol again wished he

could see her face, if only to know what the hell was going on in her head as she

tackled the commander. She slammed his considerable weight into the sand and

grabbed his head. 

 Crack went the commander’s neck. 

Her  hands  lingering  on  either  side  of  the  demon’s  face,  Aelin  stared  at  the empty eyes, at the open mouth. The crowd screamed its triumph. 

Aelin panted, her shoulders hunched, and then she straightened, brushing the

sand off the knees of her suit. 

She gazed up at the pit-lord. “Call it.” 
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The man blanched. “Victory is yours.” 

She didn’t bother looking up again as she knocked her boot against the stone

wall, freeing a thin, horrible blade. 

Chaol  was  grateful  for  the  screams  of  the  crowd  as  she  stomped  it  down

through the neck of the commander. Again. Again. 

In the dim lighting, no one else could tell the stain in the sand wasn’t the right

color. 

No  one  but  the  stone-faced  demons  gathered  around  them,  marking  Aelin, 

watching each movement of her leg as she severed the commander’s head from

his body and then left it in the sand. 



Aelin’s arms were trembling as she took Arobynn’s hand and was hauled out of

the pit. 

Her  master  crushed  her  fingers  in  a  lethal  grip,  pulling  her  close  in  what

anyone  else  would  have  thought  was  an  embrace.  “That’s  twice  now,  darling, 

you haven’t delivered. I said  unconscious.” 

“Bloodlust got the better of me, it seems.” She eased back, her left arm aching

from the vicious bite the thing had given her. Bastard. She could almost feel its

blood seeping through the thick leather of her boot, feel the weight of the gore

clinging onto the toe. 

“I expect results,  Ansel—and soon.” 

“Don’t worry,  Master.” Chaol was making his way toward a darkened corner, 

Nesryn a shadow behind him, no doubt readying to track the Valg once they left. 

“You’ll get what’s owed to you.” Aelin looked toward Lysandra, whose attention

wasn’t on the corpse being hauled out of the pit by the grunts, but fixed—with

predatory focus—on the other Valg guards sneaking out. 

Aelin cleared her throat, and Lysandra blinked, her expression smoothing into

unease and repulsion. 

Aelin  made  to  slip  out,  but  Arobynn  said,  “Aren’t  you  the  least  bit  curious where we buried Sam?” 

He’d known his words would register like a blow. He’d had the upper hand, 

the sure-kill shot, the entire time. Even Lysandra recoiled a bit. 

Aelin slowly turned. “Is there a price for learning that information?” 

A flick of his attention to the pit. “You just paid it.” 

“I  wouldn’t  put  it  past  you  to  give  me  a  fake  location  and  have  me  bring

stones to the wrong grave.” 

Not flowers—never flowers in Terrasen. Instead, they carried small stones to

graves to mark their visits, to tell the dead that they still remembered. 

Stones were eternal—flowers were not. 

“You wound me with such accusations.” Arobynn’s elegant face told another

story.  He  closed  the  distance  between  them,  and  said  so  quietly  that  Lysandra couldn’t hear, “Do you think you will not have to pay up at some point?” 

She bared her teeth. “Is that a threat?” 

“It  is  a  suggestion,”  he  said  smoothly,  “that  you  remember  what  my

considerable influences are, and what I might have to offer you and yours during

a time when you are desperate for so many things: money, fighters …” A glance

at the vanishing captain and Nesryn. “Things your friends need, too.” 

For  a  price—always  for  a  price.  “Just  tell  me  where  you  buried  Sam  and  let me leave. I need to clean my shoes.” 

He smiled, satisfied  that he’d won  and she’d accepted  his little offering—no

doubt soon to make another bargain, and then another, for whatever she needed

from him. He named the location, a small graveyard by the river’s edge. Not in

the  crypts  of  the  Assassins’  Keep,  where  most  of  them  were  entombed.  Likely

meant as an insult to Sam—not realizing Sam wouldn’t have wanted to be buried

in the Keep anyway. 

Still,  she  choked  out,  “Thank  you.”  And  then  she  made  herself  look  at

Lysandra and drawl, “I hope he’s paying you enough.” 

Lysandra’s attention, however, was on the long scar marring Arobynn’s neck

—the scar Wesley had left. But Arobynn was too busy smiling at Aelin to notice. 

“We’ll  be  seeing  each  other  again  soon,”  he  said.  Another  threat.  “Hopefully

when you’ve upheld your end of the bargain.” 

The  hard-faced  men  who  had  been  at  Arobynn’s  side  during  the  fight  still

lingered  several  feet  away.  The  owners  of  the  Pits.  They  gave  her  a  slight  nod that she didn’t return. “Tell your new partners I’m officially retired,” she said by

way of farewell. 

It was an effort of will to leave Lysandra with him in that hellhole. 

She  could  feel  the  Valg  sentries  monitoring  her,  feel  their  indecision  and

malice, and hoped that Chaol and Nesryn didn’t run into trouble as she vanished

into the open, cool night air. 

She  hadn’t  asked  them  to  come  just  to  watch  her  back,  but  to  make  them

realize precisely how stupid they’d been in trusting a man like Arobynn Hamel. 

Even if Arobynn’s gift was the reason they were now able to track the Valg back

to wherever they were squatting. 

She  just  hoped  that  despite  her  former  master’s  gift,  they  at  last  understood that she should have killed Dorian that day. 
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Elide  was  washing  dishes,  carefully  listening  to  the  cook  complain  about  the

next scheduled shipment of supplies. A few wagons would arrive in two weeks, 

it seemed, carrying wine and vegetables and perhaps, if they were lucky, salted

meat. Yet it wasn’t what was coming that interested her, but how it was carried, 

what sort of wagons might bear it. And where Elide might best hide in one. 

That was when one of the witches walked in. 

Not  Manon,  but  the  one  named  Asterin,  golden-haired  with  eyes  like  a  star-

flecked  night  and  a  wildness  in  her  very  breath.  Elide  had  long  ago  noted  how quick  she  was  to  grin,  and  had  marked  the  moments  when  Asterin  thought  no

one was looking  and gazed across  the horizon, her  face tight. Secrets—Asterin

was a witch with secrets. And secrets made people deadly. 

Elide  kept  her  head  down,  shoulders  tucked  in,  as  the  kitchen  quieted  in  the Third’s presence. Asterin just swaggered right up to the cook, who had gone pale

as death. He was a loud, kind man most days, but a coward at heart. 

“Lady Asterin,” he said, and everyone—Elide included—bowed. 

The witch smiled—with white, normal teeth, thank the gods. “I was thinking I

might help with the dishes.” 

Elide’s blood chilled. She felt the eyes of everyone in the kitchen fix on her. 

“As much as we appreciate it, Lady—” 

“Are  you  rejecting  my  offer,  mortal?”  Elide  didn’t  dare  to  turn  around. 

Beneath  the  soapy  water,  her  pruny  hands  shook.  She  fisted  them.  Fear  was

useless; fear got you killed. 

“N-no. Of course, Lady. We—and Elide—will be glad for the help.” 

And that was that. 

The  clatter  and  chaos  of  the  kitchen  slowly  resumed,  but  conversation

remained  hushed.  They  were  all  watching,  waiting—either  for  Elide’s  blood  to

spill on the gray stones, or to overhear anything juicy from the ever-smiling lips

of Asterin Blackbeak. 

She felt each step the witch took toward her—unhurried, but powerful. 

“You wash. I’ll dry,” the sentinel said at her side. 

Elide peeked out from behind the curtain of her hair. Asterin’s black-and-gold

eyes glittered. 

“Th-thank you,” she made herself stammer. 

The amusement in those immortal eyes grew. Not a good sign. 

But Elide continued her work, passing the witch the pots and plates. 

“An interesting task, for a lord’s daughter,” Asterin observed, quietly enough

that no one else in the bustling kitchen could hear. 

“I’m happy to help.” 

“That chain says otherwise.” 

Elide  didn’t  falter  with  the  washing;  didn’t  let  the  pot  in  her  hands  slip  an inch. Five minutes, and then she could murmur some explanation and run. 

“No  one  else  in  this  place  is  chained  up  like  a  slave.  What  makes  you  so

dangerous, Elide Lochan?” 

Elide gave a little shrug. An interrogation—that’s what this was. Manon had

called her a spy. It seemed her sentinel had decided to assess what level of threat

she posed. 

“You  know,  men  have  always  hated  and  feared  our  kind,”  Asterin  went  on. 

“It’s rare for them to catch us, to kill us, but when they do … Oh, they delight in

such  horrible  things.  In  the  Wastes,  they’ve  made  machines  to  break  us  apart. 

The fools never realized that all they needed to do to torture our kind, to make us

beg”—she glanced down at Elide’s legs—“was to chain us. Keep us tied to the

earth.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

Two  of  the  fowl-pluckers  had  hooked  their  hair  behind  their  ears  in  a  futile attempt to overhear them. But Asterin knew how to keep her voice low. 

“You’re, what—fifteen? Sixteen?” 

“Eighteen.” 

“Small for your age.” Asterin gave her a look that made Elide wonder if she

could see through the homespun dress to the bandage she used to flatten her full

breasts  into  an  unnoticeable  chest.  “You  must  have  been  eight  or  nine  when

magic fell.” 

Elide scrubbed at the pot. She’d finish it and go. Talking about magic around

these people, so many of them eager to sell any bit of information to the dread-

lords who ruled this place … It would earn her a trip to the gallows. 

“The witchlings who were your age at the time,” the sentinel went on, “never

even had a chance to fly. The power doesn’t set in until their first bleeding. At

least now they have the wyverns. But it’s not the same, is it?” 

“I wouldn’t know.” 

Asterin  leaned  in  close,  an  iron  skillet  in  her  long,  deadly  hands.  “But  your uncle does, doesn’t he?” 

Elide made herself smaller and bought herself a few more seconds of time as

she pretended to consider. “I don’t understand.” 

“You’ve never heard the wind calling your name, Elide Lochan? Never felt it

tug at you? You’ve never listened to it and yearned to fly toward the horizon, to

foreign lands?” 

She’d spent most of her life locked in a tower, but there had been nights, wild

storms …

Elide  managed  to  get  the  last  bit  of  burnt  food  off  the  pot  and  rinsed  it, handing it to the witch before wiping her hands on her apron. “No, Lady. I don’t

see why I would.” 

Even if she  did want to flee—wanted to run to the other end of the world and

wash  her  hands  of  these  people  forever.  But  it  had  nothing  to  do  with  the

whispering wind. 

Asterin’s black eyes seemed to devour her whole. “You would hear that wind, 

girl,” she said with expert quiet, “because anyone with Ironteeth blood does. I’m

surprised your mother never told you. It’s passed on through the maternal line.” 

Witch-blood.  Ironteeth blood. In her veins—in her  mother’s lineage. 

It  wasn’t  possible.  Her  blood  flowed  red;  she  had  no  iron  teeth  or  nails.  Her mother had been the same. If there was ancestry, it was so old that it had been

forgotten, but …

“My mother died when I was a child,” she said, turning away and nodding her

farewell to the head cook. “She never told me anything.” 

“Pity,” Asterin said. 

The  servants  all  gawked  at  Elide  as  she  limped  out,  their  questioning  eyes

telling her enough: they hadn’t heard. A small relief, then. 

Gods—oh, gods. Witch-blood. 

Elide  took  the  stairs  up,  each  movement  sending  shooting  pains  through  her

leg. Was that why Vernon had kept her chained? To keep her from flying off if

she  ever  showed  a  lick  of  power?  Was  that  why  the  windows  in  that  tower  in Perranth had been barred? 

No—no. She was human. Fully human. 

But  at  the  very  moment  these  witches  had  gathered,  when  she’d  heard  those

rumors about the demons who wanted to … to …  breed, Vernon had brought her

here. And had become very, very close with Duke Perrington. 

She  prayed  to  Anneith  with  every  step  upward,  prayed  to  the  Lady  of  Wise

Things that she was wrong, that the Third was wrong. It wasn’t until she reached

the  foot  of  the  Wing  Leader’s  tower  that  Elide  realized  she  had  no  idea  where she was going. 

She had nowhere to go at all. No one to run to. 

The  delivery  wagons  wouldn’t  arrive  for  another  few  weeks.  Vernon  could
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hand her over whenever he wished. Why hadn’t he done so immediately? What

was he waiting for? To see if the first of the experiments worked before offering

her as a bargaining chip for more power? 

If  she   was  such  a  valuable  commodity,  she’d  have  to  go  farther  than  she’d suspected to escape Vernon. Not just to the Southern Continent, but beyond, to

lands  she’d  never  heard  of.  But  with  no  money,  how  would  she?  No  money—

except for the bags of coins the Wing Leader left scattered around her room. She

peered up the stairs stretching into the gloom. Maybe she could use the money to

bribe someone—a guard, a lower-coven witch—to get her out. Immediately. 

Her ankle barked in pain as she hurried up the staircase. She wouldn’t take an

entire  bag,  but  rather  a  few  coins  from  each,  so  the  Wing  Leader  wouldn’t

notice. 

Mercifully,  the  witch’s  room  was  empty.  And  the  various  bags  of  coins  had

been  left  out  with  a  carelessness  only  an  immortal  witch  more  interested  in

bloodshed could achieve. 

Elide carefully set about stuffing coins into her pocket, the binding around her

breasts,  and  her  shoe  so  that  they  wouldn’t  be  discovered  all  at  once,  so  they wouldn’t jingle. 

“Are you out of your mind?” 

Elide froze. 

Asterin was leaning against the wall, her arms crossed. 



The  Third  was  smiling,  each  of  those  razor-sharp  iron  teeth  glinting  in  the

afternoon light. 

“Bold, mad little thing,” the witch said, circling Elide. “Not as docile as you

pretend, eh?” 

Oh, gods. 

“To steal from our Wing Leader …” 

“Please,”  Elide  whispered.  Begging—maybe  that  would  work.  “Please—I

need to leave this place.” 

“Why?” A glance at the pouch of money clenched in Elide’s hands. 

“I heard what they’re doing with the Yellowlegs. My uncle—if I have … if I

have your blood, I can’t let him use me like that.” 

“Running  away  because  of  Vernon  …  At  least  now  we  know  you’re  not  his

spy,  witchling.”  The  witch  grinned,  and  it  was  almost  as  terrifying  as  one  of Manon’s smiles. 

That  was  why  she’d  ambushed  her  with  the  knowledge:  to  see  where  Elide
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would run to after. 

“Don’t call me that,” Elide breathed. 

“Is it so bad to be a witch?” Asterin spread her fingers, appreciating her iron

nails in the dim light. 

“I’m not a witch.” 

“What are you, then?” 

“Nothing—I’m nobody. I’m nothing.” 

The  witch  clicked  her  tongue.  “Everybody  is  something.  Even  the  most

common witch has her coven. But who has your back, Elide Lochan?” 

“No one.” Only Anneith, and Elide sometimes thought even that could be her

imagination. 

“There is no such thing as a witch being alone.” 

“I’m not a witch,” she said again. And once she got away, once she left this

festering empire, she’d be no one at all. 

“No,  she’s  certainly  not  a  witch,”  Manon  snapped  from  the  doorway,  gold

eyes cold. “Start talking. Now.” 



Manon had endured a fairly shitty day, which was saying something, given her

century of existence. 

The  Yellowlegs  coven  had  been  implanted  in  a  subterranean  chamber  of  the

Keep, the room carved into the mountain rock itself. Manon had taken one sniff

of  that  bed-lined  room  and  walked  right  back  out  again.  The  Yellowlegs  didn’t want her there, anyway, while they were cut open by men, while that bit of stone

was  sewn  inside  them.  No,  a  Blackbeak  had  no  place  in  a  room  where

Yellowlegs were vulnerable, and she’d likely make them vicious and lethal as a

result. 

So  she’d  gone  to  training,  where  Sorrel  had  kicked  her  ass  in  hand-to-hand

combat. Then there had been not one, not two, but  three different fights to break apart between the various covens, including the Bluebloods, who were somehow

 excited  about  the  Valg.  They  had  gotten  their  noses  broken  by  suggesting  to  a Blackbeak  coven  that  it  was  their  divine   duty  not  just  to  go  through  with  the implantation but also to go so far as to physically mate with the Valg. 

Manon didn’t blame her Blackbeaks for shutting down the talk. But she’d had

to dole out equal punishment between the two groups. 

And then this. Asterin and Elide in her rooms, the girl wide-eyed and reeking

of terror, her Third seeming to try to convince the girl to join their ranks. 

“Start talking  now.” 
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Temper—she  knew  she  should  rein  it  in,  but  the  room  smelled  like  human

fear, and this was  her space. 

Asterin stepped in front of the girl. “She’s not a spy for Vernon, Manon.” 

Manon did them the honor of listening as Asterin told her what had happened. 

When she finished, Manon crossed her arms. Elide was cowering by the bathing

chamber door, the bag of coins still gripped in her hands. 

“Where does the line get drawn?” Asterin said quietly. 

Manon  flashed  her  teeth.  “Humans  are  for  eating  and  rutting  and  bleeding. 

Not helping. If she’s got witch-blood in her, it’s a drop. Not enough to make her

our  own.”  Manon  stalked  toward  her  Third.  “You  are  one  of  the  Thirteen.  You have duties and obligations, and yet this is how you spend your time?” 

Asterin held her ground. “You said to keep an eye on her, and I did. I got to

the  bottom  of  things.  She’s  barely  past  being  a  witchling.  You  want  Vernon

Lochan  bringing  her  down  to  that  chamber?  Or  over  to  one  of  the  other

mountains?” 

“I don’t give a shit what Vernon does with his human pets.” 

But once the words were out, they tasted foul. 

“I brought her here so you could know—” 

“You brought her here as a prize to win back your position.” 

Elide was still trying her best to vanish through the wall. 

Manon snapped her fingers in the girl’s direction. “I’m escorting you back to

your room. Keep the money, if you want. My  Third has an aerie full of wyvern

shit to clean out.” 

“Manon,” Asterin began. 

“Wing  Leader,”  Manon  growled.  “When  you’ve  stopped  acting  like  a

simpering mortal, you may again address me as Manon.” 

“And yet you tolerate a wyvern who sniffs flowers and makes puppy eyes at

this girl.” 

Manon  almost  struck  her—almost  went  for  her  throat.  But  the  girl  was

watching, listening. So Manon grabbed Elide by the arm and yanked her toward

the door. 



Elide kept her mouth shut as Manon led her down the stairs. She didn’t ask how

the Wing Leader knew where her room was. 

She wondered if Manon would kill her once they reached it. 

Wondered if she’d beg and grovel for mercy when the time came. 

But after a while, the witch said, “If you try to bribe anyone here, they’ll just

turn you in. Save the money for when you run.” 

Elide hid the shaking in her hands and nodded. 

The  witch  gave  her  a  sidelong  glance,  her  golden  eyes  shimmering  in  the

torchlight.  “Where  the  hell  would  you  have  run  to,  anyway?  There’s  nothing

within a hundred miles. The only way you would stand a chance is if you got on

the …” Manon snorted. “The supply wagons.” 

Elide’s heart sank. “Please—please don’t tell Vernon.” 

“Don’t  you  think  if  Vernon  wanted  to  use  you  like  that,  he’d  have  done  it

already? And why make you play servant?” 

“I don’t know. He likes games; he might be waiting for one of you to confirm

what I am.” 

Manon fell silent again—until they rounded a corner. 

Elide’s stomach dropped down to her feet when she beheld who stood in front

of her door as if she’d summoned him by mere thought. 

Vernon was wearing his usual vibrant tunic—today a Terrasen green—and his

brows rose at the sight of Manon and Elide. 

“What  are  you  doing  here?”  Manon  snapped,  coming  to  a  stop  in  front  of

Elide’s little door. 

Vernon smiled. “Visiting my beloved niece, of course.” 

Though  Vernon  was  taller,  Manon  seemed  to  look  down  her  nose  at  him, 

seemed  bigger than him as she kept her grip on Elide’s arm and said, “For what

purpose?” 

“I was hoping to see how you two were getting along,” her uncle purred. “But

…”  He  looked  at  the  hand  Manon  had  around  Elide’s  wrist.  And  the  door

beyond them. “It seems I needn’t have worried.” 

It took Elide longer to catch it than Manon, who bared her teeth and said, “I’m

not in the habit of forcing my servants.” 

“Only slaughtering men like pigs, correct?” 

“Their deaths equate to their behavior in life,” Manon replied with a kind of

calm that made Elide wonder whether she should start running. 

Vernon let out a low laugh. He was so unlike her father, who had been warm

and handsome and broad-shouldered—a year past thirty when he was executed

by the king. Her uncle had watched that execution and smiled. And then come to

tell her all about it. 

“Allying  yourself  with  the  witches?”  Vernon  asked  Elide.  “How  ruthless  of

you.” 

Elide  lowered  her  eyes  to  the  ground.  “There  is  nothing  to  ally  against, 

Uncle.” 

“Perhaps I kept you too sheltered for all those years, if you believe that’s so.” 

Manon cocked her head. “Say your piece and be gone.” 

“Careful, Wing Leader,” Vernon said. “You know precisely where your power

ends.” 

Manon shrugged. “I also know precisely where to bite.” 

Vernon  grinned  and  bit  the  air  in  front  of  him.  His  amusement  honed  itself

into  something  ugly  as  he  turned  to  Elide.  “I  wanted  to  check  on  you.  I  know how hard today was.” 

Her  heart  stopped.  Had  someone  told  him  about  the  conversation  in  the

kitchens? Had there been a spy in the tower just now? 

“Why would it be hard for her, human?” Manon’s stare was as cold as iron. 

“This  date  is  always  difficult  for  the  Lochan  family,”  Vernon  said.  “Cal

Lochan, my brother, was a traitor, you know. A rebel leader for the few months

after Terrasen was inherited by the king. But he was caught like the rest of them

and  put  down.  Difficult  for  us  to  curse  his  name  and  still  miss  him,  isn’t  it, Elide?” 

It  hit  her  like  a  blow.  How  had  she  forgotten?  She  hadn’t  said  the  prayers, hadn’t beseeched the gods to look after him. Her father’s death-day, and she had

forgotten him, as surely as the world had forgotten her. Keeping her head down

wasn’t an act now, even with the Wing Leader’s eyes on her. 

“You’re  a  useless  worm,  Vernon,”  Manon  said.  “Go  spew  your  nonsense

elsewhere.” 

“Whatever  would  your  grandmother  say,”  Vernon  mused,  stuffing  his  hands

into his pockets, “about such … behavior?” Manon’s growl chased after him as

he sauntered down the hall. 

Manon flung open Elide’s door, revealing a room barely big enough for a cot

and a pile of clothes. She hadn’t been permitted to bring any belongings, none of

the keepsakes that Finnula had hidden all these years: the small doll her mother

had  brought  back  from  a  trip  to  the  Southern  Continent,  her  father’s  seal  ring, her  mother’s  ivory  comb—the  first  gift  Cal  Lochan  had  given  Marion  the

Laundress  while  courting  her.  Apparently,  Marion  the  Ironteeth  Witch  would

have been a better name. 

Manon shut the door with a backward kick. 

Too  small—the  room  was  too  small  for  two  people,  especially  when  one  of

them was ancient and dominated the space just by breathing. Elide slumped onto

the cot, if only to put more air between her and Manon. 

The  Wing  Leader  stared  at  her  for  a  long  moment,  and  then  said,  “You  can

choose, witchling. Blue or red.” 

“What?” 

“Does  your  blood  run  blue  or  red?  You  decide.  If  it  runs  blue,  it  turns  out  I

have  jurisdiction  over  you.  Little  shits  like  Vernon  can’t  do  as  they  will  to  my kind—not  without  my  permission.  If  your  blood  runs  red  …  Well,  I  don’t

particularly care about humans, and seeing what Vernon does with you might be

entertaining.” 

“Why would you offer this?” 

Manon gave her a half smile, all iron teeth and no remorse. “Because I can.” 

“If my blood runs … blue, won’t it confirm what Vernon suspects? Won’t he

act?” 

“A  risk  you’ll  have  to  take.  He  can  try  to  act  on  it—and  learn  where  it  gets him.” 

A trap. And Elide was the bait. Claim her heritage as a witch, and if Vernon

took her to be implanted, Manon could have the grounds to kill him. 

She had a feeling Manon might hope for that. It was not just a risk; it was a

suicidal,  stupid risk. But better than nothing. 

The witches, who lowered their eyes for no man … Until she could get away, 

perhaps she might learn a thing or two about what it was like to have fangs and

claws. And how to use them. 

“Blue,” she whispered. “My blood runs blue.” 

“Good choice, witchling,” Manon said, and the word was a challenge and an

order.  She  turned  away,  but  glanced  over  her  shoulder.  “Welcome  to  the

Blackbeaks.” 

 Witchling. Elide stared after her. She had likely just made the biggest mistake

of her life, but … it was strange. 

Strange, that feeling of belonging. 
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“I’m not about to keel over dead,” Aedion said to his cousin, his queen, as she

helped  him  walk  around  the  roof.  This  was  their  third  rotation,  the  moon

shimmering on the tiles beneath them. It was an effort to keep upright, not from

the  steady  throb  in  his  side,  but  from  the  fact  that  Aelin— Aelin—was  beside him, an arm around his waist. 

A  cool  night  breeze  laced  with  the  plume  of  smoke  on  the  horizon  wrapped

around him, chilling the sweat on his neck. 

But  he  angled  his  face  away  from  the  smoke,  breathing  in  another,  better

smell.  And  found  the  source  of  it  frowning  up  at  him.  Aelin’s  exquisite  scent soothed him, awakened him. He’d never get sick of that scent. It was a miracle. 

But her frown— that was not a miracle. “What?” he demanded. It had been a

day since she’d fought in the Pits—a day of more sleeping. Tonight, under cover

of darkness, was the first he’d been able to get out of bed. If he were cooped up

for another moment, he’d start tearing down the walls. 

He’d had enough of cages and prisons. 

“I’m making my professional assessment,” she said, keeping pace beside him. 

“As an assassin, queen, or pit-brawler?” 

Aelin  gave  him  a  grin—the  sort  that  told  him  she  was  debating  kicking  his

ass. “Don’t be jealous that you didn’t get a shot at those Valg bastards.” 

It  wasn’t  that.  She’d  been  fighting   Valg  last  night,  while  he’d  lain  in  bed, unaware she was in any sort of danger at all. He tried to convince himself that

despite the peril, despite how she’d returned reeking of blood and injured from

where one of them had bitten her, she’d at least learned that Morath was where

the people with magic were being turned into Valg vessels. 

Tried  to  convince  himself,  and  failed.  But—he  had  to  give  her  space.  He

wouldn’t be an overbearing, territorial Fae bastard, as she liked to call them. 

“And if I pass your assessment,” Aedion said at last, “will we go directly to

Terrasen, or are we waiting here for Prince Rowan?” 

“Prince Rowan,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You keep needling me for details

about  Prince Rowan—” 

“You befriended one of the greatest warriors in history—perhaps the greatest

warrior alive. Your father, and his men, all told me stories about Prince Rowan.” 

“What?” 

Oh, he’d been waiting to drop this particular gem of information. “Warriors in

the North still talk about him.” 

“Rowan’s never been to this continent.” 

She said it with such casualness— Rowan. She really had no clue who she now

considered a member of her court, who she’d freed from his oath to Maeve. Who

she frequently referred to as a pain in her ass. 

Rowan was the most powerful full-blooded Fae male alive. And his scent was

all over her. Yet she had no gods-damned idea. 

“Rowan Whitethorn is a legend. And so is his—what do you call them?” 

“Cadre,” she said glumly. 

“The  six  of  them  …”  Aedion  loosed  a  breath.  “We  used  to  tell  stories  about them around fires. Their battles and exploits and adventures.” 

She sighed through her nose. “Please,  please don’t ever tell him that. I’ll never hear the end of it, and he’ll use it in every argument we have.” 

Honestly, Aedion didn’t know what he would say to the male—because there

were  many,  many  things  to  say.  Expressing  his  admiration  would  be  the  easy

part. But when it came to thanking him for what he’d done for Aelin this spring, 

or what, exactly, Rowan expected as a member of their court—if the Fae Prince

expected  to  be  offered  the  blood  oath,  then  …  It  was  an  effort  to  keep  from tightening his grip on Aelin. 

Ren  already  knew  that  the  blood  oath  was  Aedion’s  by  right,  and  any  other

child  of  Terrasen  would  know,  too.  So  first  thing  Aedion  would  do  when  the

prince arrived would be to make sure he understood that little fact. It wasn’t like

in Wendlyn, where warriors were offered the oath whenever their ruler pleased. 

No—since  Brannon  had  founded  Terrasen,  its  kings  and  queens  had  picked

only   one  of  their  court  to  swear  the  blood  oath,  usually  at  their  coronation  or soon after. Just one, for their entire lives. 

Aedion  had  no  interest  in  yielding  the  honor,  even  to  the  legendary  warrior-

prince. 

“Anyway,”  Aelin  said  sharply  as  they  rounded  the  corner  of  the  roof  again, 

“we’re  not  going  to  Terrasen—not  yet.  Not  until  you’re  well  enough  to  travel hard and fast. Right now, we need to get the Amulet of Orynth from Arobynn.” 

Aedion  was  half  tempted  to  hunt  down  her  former  master  and  rip  him  to

shreds  as  he  interrogated  him  about  where  the  amulet  was  kept,  but  he  could play along with her plan. 

He was still weak enough that until now, he’d barely been able to stand long

enough to piss. Having Aelin help him the first time had been awkward enough

that he couldn’t even go until she started singing a bawdy tune at the top of her

lungs  and  turned  on  the  sink  faucet,  all  the  while  helping  him  stand  over  the toilet. 

“Give me another day or two, and I’ll help you hunt down one of those demon

pricks for him.” Rage slammed into him, as hard as any physical blow. The King

of the Assassins had demanded she put herself in such danger—as if her life, as

if the fate of their kingdom, were a gods-damned game to him. 

But Aelin … Aelin had struck that bargain. For him. 

Again,  breathing  became  hard.  How  many  scars  would  she  add  to  that  lithe, 

powerful body because of him? 

Then Aelin said, “You’re not going to hunt the Valg with me.” 

Aedion stumbled a step. “Oh, yes, I am.” 

“No, you’re not,” she said. “One, you’re too recognizable—” 

“Don’t even start.” 

She observed him for a long moment, as if assessing his every weakness and

strength. At last she said, “Very well.” 

He almost sagged in relief. “But after all that—the Valg, the amulet,” Aedion

pushed, “will we free magic?” A nod. “I assume you have a plan.” Another nod. 

He gritted his teeth. “Do you care to share it?” 

“Soon,” she said sweetly. 

Gods help him. “And after completing your mysterious, wonderful plan, we’ll

go to Terrasen.” He didn’t want to ask about Dorian. He’d seen the anguish on

her face that day in the garden. 

But if she couldn’t put the princeling down, he’d do it. He wouldn’t enjoy it, 

and the captain might very well kill him in return, but to keep Terrasen safe, he’d

cut off Dorian’s head. 

Aelin nodded. “Yes, we’ll go, but—you have only one legion.” 

“There are men who would fight, and other territories that might come if you

call.” 

“We can discuss this later.” 

He leashed his temper. “We need to be in Terrasen before the summer is out—

before  the  snow  starts  falling  in  autumn,  or  else  we  wait  until  spring.”  She nodded  distantly.  Yesterday  afternoon,  she’d  dispatched  the  letters  Aedion  had

asked her to write to Ren, the Bane, and the remaining loyal lords of Terrasen, 

letting  them  know  they’d  been  reunited,  and  that  anyone  with  magic  in  their

veins was to lie low. He knew the remaining lords—the old, cunning bastards—

wouldn’t appreciate orders like that, even from their queen. But he had to try. 

“And,” he added, because she really was going to shut him down about this, 

“we’ll need money for that army.” 

She said quietly, “I know.” 

Not an answer. Aedion tried again. “Even if men agree to fight on their honor alone, we stand a better chance of having greater numbers if we can pay them. 

Not to mention feeding our forces, and arming and supplying them.” For years

now, he and the Bane had traversed from tavern to tavern, quietly raising funds

for  their  own  efforts.  It  still  killed  him  to  see  the  poorest  of  his  people  plunk hard-earned  coins  into  the  pans  they’d  passed  around,  to  see  the  hope  in  their gaunt, scarred faces. “The King of Adarlan emptied our royal coffers; it was one

of  the  first  things  he  did.  The  only  money  we  have  comes  from  whatever  our people can donate—which isn’t much—or whatever is granted by Adarlan.” 

“Another way of keeping control all these years,” she murmured. 

“Our people are beggared. They don’t have two coppers to rub together these

days, let alone to pay taxes.” 

“I wouldn’t raise taxes to pay for a war,” she said sharply. “And I’d rather not

whore ourselves to foreign nations for loans, either. Not yet, anyway.” Aedion’s

throat  tightened  at  the  bitterness  coating  her  tone  as  they  both  considered  the other  way  money  and  men  could  be  obtained.  But  he  couldn’t  bring  himself  to mention selling her hand in marriage to a wealthy foreign kingdom—not yet. 

So  he  just  said,  “It’s  something  to  start  contemplating.  If  magic  is  indeed

freed,  we  could  recruit  the  wielders  to  our  side—offer  them  training,  money, 

shelter.  Imagine  a  soldier  who  can  kill  with  blade  and  magic.  It  could  turn  the tide of a battle.” 

Shadows flickered in her eyes. “Indeed.” 

He  weighed  her  posture,  the  clarity  of  her  gaze,  her  tired  face.  Too  much—

she’d already faced and survived too much. 

He’d  seen  the  scars—the  tattoos  that  covered  them—peeking  over  the  collar

of  her  shirt  every  now  and  then.  He  hadn’t  yet  dared  to  ask  to  see  them.  The bandaged  bite  on  her  arm  was  nothing  compared  to  that  pain,  and  the  many

others  she  hadn’t  mentioned,  the  scars  all  over  her.  The  scars  all  over  both  of them. 

“And  then,”  he  said,  clearing  his  throat,  “there’s  the  blood  oath.”  He’d  had endless  hours  in  bed  to  compile  this  list.  She  stiffened  enough  that  Aedion

quickly added, “You don’t have to—not yet. But when you’re ready, I’m ready.” 

“You still want to swear it to me?” Her voice was flat. 

“Of course I do.” He damned caution to hell and said, “It was my right then—

and now. It can wait until we get to Terrasen, but it’s going to be me who takes

it. No one else.” 

Her throat bobbed. “Right.” A breathless answer that he couldn’t read. 

She let go of him and stalked toward one of the little training areas to test out

her  injured  arm.  Or  maybe  she  wanted  to  get  away  from  him—maybe  he’d

broached the topic the wrong way. 

He might have hobbled off the roof had the door not opened and the captain

appeared. 

Aelin was already striding toward Chaol with predatory focus. He’d hate to be

on the receiving end of that gait. “What is it?” she said. 

He’d hate to be on the receiving end of that greeting, too. 

Aedion  limped  for  them  as  Chaol  kicked  the  door  shut  behind  him.  “The

Shadow Market is gone.” 

Aelin drew up short. “What do you mean?” 

The  captain’s  face  was  tight  and  pale.  “The  Valg  soldiers.  They  went  to  the market tonight and sealed the exits with everyone inside. Then they  burnt it. The people  who  tried  to  escape  through  the  sewers  found  garrisons  of  soldiers

waiting there, swords ready.” 

That explained the smoke in the air, the plume on the horizon. Holy gods. The

king  had  to  have  lost  his  mind  entirely—had  to  have  stopped  caring  what  the general public thought. 

Aelin’s  arms  slackened  at  her  sides.  “Why?”  The  slight  tremor  in  her  voice

had Aedion’s hackles rising, those Fae instincts roaring to shut the captain up, to

rip out his throat, to end the cause of her pain and fear—

“Because  it  got  out  that  the  rebels  who  freed   him”—Chaol  sent  a  cutting glance  in  Aedion’s  direction—“were  meeting  in  the  Shadow  Market  to  buy

supplies.” 

Aedion  reached  her  side,  close  enough  now  to  see  the  tightness  of  the

captain’s  face,  the  gauntness  that  hadn’t  been  there  weeks  ago.  The  last  time they’d spoken. 

“And I suppose you blame me?” Aelin said with midnight softness. 

A  muscle  flickered  on  the  captain’s  jaw.  He  didn’t  even  nod  a  greeting  to

Aedion,  or  acknowledge  the  months  they’d  spent  working  together,  what  had

happened in that tower room—

“The king could have ordered their slaughter by any means,” Chaol said, the

slender scar on his face stark in the moonlight. “But he chose fire.” 

Aelin went impossibly still. 

Aedion  snarled.  “You’re  a  prick  for  suggesting  the  attack  was  a  message  for

her.” 

Chaol at last turned his attention toward him. “You think it’s not true?” 

Aelin  cocked  her  head.  “You  came  all  this  way  to  fling  accusations  in  my

face?” 

“You told me to stop by tonight,” Chaol retorted, and Aedion was half tempted

to punch his teeth down his throat for the tone he used. “But I came to ask why

you  haven’t  moved  on  the  clock  tower.  How  many  more  innocent  people  are going to be caught in the crossfire of this?” 

It was an effort to keep his mouth shut. He didn’t need to speak for Aelin, who

said with flawless venom, “Are you suggesting that I don’t care?” 

“You risked everything—multiple lives—to get out  one man. I think you find

this city and its citizens to be expendable.” 

Aelin hissed, “Need I remind you,  Captain, that you went to Endovier and did

not blink at the slaves, at the mass graves? Need I remind you that I was starved

and chained, and you let Duke Perrington force me to the ground at Dorian’s feet

while you did  nothing? And now you have the nerve to accuse  me of not caring, when many of the people in this city have profited off the blood and misery of

the very people  you ignored?” 

Aedion stifled the snarl working its way up his throat. The captain had never

said that about the initial meeting with his queen. Never said he hadn’t stepped

in while she was manhandled, humiliated. Had the captain even flinched at the

scars  on  her  back,  or  merely  examined  them  as  though  she  were  some  prize

animal? 

“You don’t get to blame me,” Aelin breathed. “You don’t get to blame me for

the Shadow Market.” 

“This city still needs protecting,” Chaol snapped. 

Aelin shrugged, heading for the roof door. “Or maybe this city should burn,” 

she  murmured.  A  chill  went  down  Aedion’s  spine,  even  though  he  knew  she’d

said  it  to  piss  off  the  captain.  “Maybe  the  world  should  burn,”  she  added,  and stalked off the roof. 

Aedion turned to the captain. “You want to pick a fight, you come to me, not

her.” 

The captain just shook his head and stared across the slums. Aedion followed

his gaze, taking in the capital twinkling around them. 

He’d hated this city from the very first time he’d spotted the white walls, the

glass castle. He’d been nineteen, and had bedded and reveled his way from one

end of Rifthold to the other, trying to find something, anything, to explain why

Adarlan thought it was so gods-damned superior, why Terrasen had fallen to its

knees before these people. And when Aedion had finished with the women and

the parties, after Rifthold had dumped its riches at his feet and begged him for

 more, more, more,  he’d still hated it—even more than before. 

And  all  that  time,  and  every  time  after,  he’d  had  no  idea  that  what  he  truly sought,  what  his  shredded  heart  still  dreamed  of,  was  dwelling  in  a  house  of killers mere blocks away. 

At last, the captain said, “You look more or less in one piece.” 

Aedion gave him a wolf’s grin. “And you won’t be, if you speak to her that way again.” 

Chaol shook his head. “Did you learn anything about Dorian while you were

in the castle?” 

“You insult my queen and yet have the nerve to ask me for that information?” 

Chaol rubbed his brows with his thumb and forefinger. “Please—just tell me. 

Today has been bad enough.” 

“Why?” 

“I’ve  been  hunting  the  Valg  commanders  in  the  sewers  since  the  fight  in  the Pits.  We  tracked  them  to  their  new  nests,  thank  the  gods,  but  found  no  sign  of humans  being  held  prisoner.  Yet  more  people  have  vanished  than  ever—right

under  our  noses.  Some  of  the  other  rebels  want  to  abandon  Rifthold.  Establish ourselves in other cities in anticipation of the Valg spreading.” 

“And you?” 

“I don’t leave without Dorian.” 

Aedion didn’t have the heart to ask if that meant alive or dead. He sighed. “He

came to me in the dungeons. Taunted me. There was no sign of the man inside

him. He didn’t even know who Sorscha was.” And then, maybe because he was

feeling  particularly  kind,  thanks  to  the  golden-haired  blessing  in  the  apartment beneath, Aedion said, “I’m sorry—about Dorian.” 

Chaol’s  shoulders  sagged,  as  if  an  invisible  weight  pushed  against  them. 

“Adarlan needs to have a future.” 

“So make yourself king.” 

“I’m  not  fit  to  be  king.”  The  self-loathing  in  those  words  made  Aedion  pity the  captain  despite  himself.  Plans—Aelin  had  plans  for  everything,  it  seemed. 

She  had  invited  the  captain  over  tonight,  he  realized,  not  to  discuss  anything with  her,  but  for  this  very  conversation.  He  wondered  when  she  would  start

confiding in him. 

These  things  took  time,  he  reminded  himself.  She  was  used  to  a  lifetime  of

secrecy; learning to depend on him would take a bit of adjustment. 

“I can think of worse alternatives,” Aedion said. “Like Hollin.” 

“And what will you and Aelin do about Hollin?” Chaol asked, gazing toward

the smoke. “Where do you draw the line?” 

“We don’t kill children.” 

“Even ones who already show signs of corruption?” 

“You don’t get the right to fling that sort of horseshit in our faces—not when

 your king murdered our family. Our people.” 

Chaol’s eyes flickered. “I’m sorry.” 

Aedion shook his head. “We’re not enemies. You can trust us—trust Aelin.” 
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“No, I can’t. Not anymore.” 

“Then it’s your loss,” Aedion said. “Good luck.” 

It was all he really had to offer the captain. 



Chaol  stormed  out  of  the  warehouse  apartment  and  across  the  street  to  where

Nesryn was leaning against a building, arms crossed. Beneath the shadows of her

hood, her mouth quirked to the side. “What happened?” 

He continued down the street, his blood roaring in his veins. “Nothing.” 

“What did they say?” Nesryn kept up with him, meeting him step for step. 

“None  of  your  business,  so  drop  it.  Just  because  we  work  together  doesn’t

mean you’re entitled to know everything that goes on in my life.” 

Nesryn  stiffened  almost  imperceptibly,  and  part  of  Chaol  flinched,  already

yearning to take the words back. 

But  it  was  true.  He’d  destroyed  everything  the  day  he  fled  the  castle—and

maybe he’d taken to hanging around with Nesryn because there was no one else

who didn’t look at him with pity in their eyes. 

Maybe it had been selfish of him to do it. 

Nesryn didn’t bother with a good-bye before vanishing down an alley. 

At least he couldn’t hate himself any more than he already did. 



Lying to Aedion about the blood oath was … awful. 

She would tell him—she would find a way to tell him. When things were less

new. When he stopped looking at her as though she were a gods-damned miracle

and not a lying, cowardly piece of shit. 

Maybe the Shadow Market  had been her fault. 

Crouched on a rooftop, Aelin shook off the cloak of guilt and temper that had

been  smothering  her  for  hours  and  turned  her  attention  to  the  alley  below. 

Perfect. 

She’d  tracked  several  different  patrols  tonight,  noting  which  of  the

commanders  wore  black  rings,  which  seemed  more  brutal  than  the  rest,  which

didn’t  even  try  to  move  like  humans.  The  man—or  was  he  a  demon  now?—

hauling open a sewer grate in the street below was one of the milder ones. 

She’d wanted to shadow this commander to wherever he made his nest, so she

could at least give Chaol that information—prove to him how invested she was

in the welfare of this piss-poor city. 

This  commander’s  men  had  headed  for  the  glowing  glass  palace,  the  thick

river  fog  casting  the  entire  hillside  in  greenish  light.  But  he  had  veered  away, going deeper into the slums and to the sewers beneath them. 

She watched him disappear through the sewer grate, then nimbly climbed off

the roof, hurrying for the closest entrance that would connect to his. Swallowing

that  old  fear,  she  quietly  entered  the  sewers  a  block  or  two  down  from  where he’d climbed in, and listened carefully. 

Dripping water, the reek of refuse, the scurrying of rats …

And  splashing  steps  ahead,  around  the  next  big  intersection  of  tunnels. 

Perfect. 

Aelin  kept  her  blades  concealed  in  her  suit,  not  wanting  them  to  rust  in  the sewer dampness. She clung to the shadows, her steps soundless as she neared the

crossroads and peered around the corner. Sure enough, the Valg commander was

striding down the tunnel, his back to her, headed deeper into the system. 

When he was far enough ahead, she slipped around the corner, keeping to the

darkness, avoiding the patches of light that shone through the overhead grates. 

Tunnel after tunnel, she trailed him, until he reached a massive pool. 

It was surrounded by crumbling walls covered in grime and moss, so ancient

that she wondered if they’d been among the first built in Rifthold. 

But  it  wasn’t  the  man  kneeling  before  the  pool,  its  waters  fed  by  rivers

snaking in from either direction, that made her breath catch and panic flood her

veins. 

It was the creature that emerged from the water. 
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The  creature  rose,  its  black  stone  body  cutting  through  the  water  with  hardly  a ripple. 

The Valg commander knelt before it, head down, not moving a muscle as the

horror uncoiled to its full height. 

Her heart leaped into a wild beat, and she willed it to calm as she took in the

details of the creature that now stood waist-deep in the pool, water dripping off

its massive arms and elongated, serpentine snout. 

She’d seen it before. 

One of eight creatures carved into the clock tower itself; eight gargoyles that

she’d once sworn had … watched her. Smiled at her. 

Was there currently one missing from the clock tower, or had the statues been

molded after this monstrosity? 

She willed strength to her knees. A faint blue light began pulsing from beneath

her suit—shit. The Eye. Never a good sign when it flared—never, never, never. 

She put a hand over it, smothering the barely perceptible glow. 

“Report,” the thing hissed through a mouth of dark stone teeth. Wyrdhound—

that’s what she would call it. Even if it didn’t look remotely like a dog, she had

the  feeling  the  gargoyle- thing  could  track  and  hunt  as  well  as  any  canine.  And obeyed its master well. 

The commander kept his head lowered. “No sign of the general, or those who

helped him get away. We received word that he’d been spotted heading down the

southern  road,  riding  with  five  others  for  Fenharrow.  I  sent  two  patrols  after them.” 

She could thank Arobynn for that. 

“Keep looking,” the Wyrdhound said, the dim light glinting on the iridescent

veins running through its obsidian skin. “The general was injured—he can’t have

gotten far.” 

The creature’s voice stopped her cold. 

Not the voice of a demon, or a man. 

But the king. 

She didn’t want to know what sort of things he’d done in order to see through

this thing’s eyes, speak through its mouth. 
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A shudder crawled down her spine as she backed down the tunnel. The water

running beside the raised walkway was shallow enough that the creature couldn’t

possibly swim there, but … she didn’t dare breathe too loudly. 

Oh, she’d give Arobynn his Valg commander, all right. Then she’d let Chaol

and Nesryn hunt them all into extinction. 

But not until she had the chance to speak to one on her own. 



It  took  Aelin  ten  blocks  to  stop  the  shaking  in  her  bones,  ten  blocks  to  debate whether she would even tell them what she’d seen and what she had planned—

but walking in the door and seeing Aedion pacing by the window was enough to

set her on edge again. 

“Would  you  look  at  that,”  she  drawled,  throwing  back  her  hood.  “I’m  alive

and unharmed.” 

“You said two hours—you were gone four.” 

“I had things to do—things that only  I can do. So to accomplish those things, I

needed  to  go  out.  You’re  in  no  shape  to  be  in  the  streets,  especially  if  there’s danger—” 

“You swore there wasn’t any danger.” 

“Do I look like an oracle? There is always danger— always.” 

That wasn’t even the half of it. 

“You  reek  of  the  gods-damned  sewers,”  Aedion  snapped.  “Want  to  tell  me

what you were doing  there?” 

No. Not really. 

Aedion rubbed at his face. “Do you understand what it was like to sit on my

ass while you were gone? You said two hours. What was I supposed to think?” 

“Aedion,”  she  said  as  calmly  as  she  could,  and  pulled  off  her  filthy  gloves before taking his broad, callused hand. “I get it. I do.” 

“What were you doing that was so important it couldn’t wait a day or two?” 

His eyes were wide, pleading. 

“Scouting.” 

“You’re good at this, aren’t you—half truths.” 

“One, just because you’re …  you, it doesn’t entitle you to information about

everything I do.  Two—” 

“There you go with the  lists again.” 

She  squeezed  his  hand  hard  enough  to  shatter  a  lesser  man’s  bones.  “If  you

don’t like my lists, then don’t pick fights with me.” 

He stared at her; she stared right back. 

Unyielding, unbreakable. They’d been cut from the same cloth. 

Aedion loosed a breath and looked at their joined hands—then opened his to

examine  her  scarred  palm,  crisscrossed  with  the  marks  of  her  vow  to  Nehemia

and  the  cut  she’d  made  the  moment  she  and  Rowan  became   carranam,  their magic joining them in an eternal bond. 

“It’s hard not to think all of your scars are my fault.” 

Oh.  Oh. 

It  took  her  a  breath  or  two,  but  she  managed  to  cock  her  chin  at  a  devious angle and say, “Please. Half of these scars I rightly deserved.” She showed him a

small  scar  down  the  inside  of  her  forearm.  “See  that  one?  A  man  in  a  tavern sliced me open with a bottle after I cheated him in a round of cards and tried to

steal his money.” 

A choked sound came from him. 

“You don’t believe me?” 

“Oh,  I  believe  you.  I  didn’t  know  you  were  so  bad  at  cards  that  you  had  to resort to cheating.” Aedion chuckled quietly, but the fear lingered. 

So  she  peeled  back  the  collar  of  her  tunic  to  reveal  a  thin  necklace  of  scars. 

“Baba  Yellowlegs,  Matron  of  the  Yellowlegs  Witch-Clan,  gave  me  these  when

she  tried  to  kill  me.  I  cut  off  her  head,  then  cut  her  corpse  into  little  bits,  then shoved it all into the oven of her wagon.” 

“I  wondered  who  killed  Yellowlegs.”  She  could  have  embraced  him  for  that

sentence alone—for the lack of fear or disgust in those eyes. 

She walked to the buffet table and pulled out a bottle of wine from inside the

cabinet.  “I’m  surprised  you  beasts  didn’t  drink  all  my  good  alcohol  these  past months.”  She  frowned  at  the  cabinet.  “Looks  like  one  of  you  got  into  the

brandy.” 

“Ren’s  grandfather,”  Aedion  said,  tracking  her  movements  from  his  spot  by

the window. She opened the bottle of wine and didn’t bother with a glass as she

slumped onto the couch and swigged. 

“This  one,”  she  said,  pointing  to  a  jagged  scar  by  her  elbow.  Aedion  came

around  the  couch  to  sit  beside  her.  He  took  up  nearly  half  of  the  damn  thing. 

“The  Pirate  Lord  of  Skull’s  Bay  gave  that  to  me  after  I  trashed  his  entire  city, freed his slaves, and looked damn good while doing it.” 

Aedion  took  the  bottle  of  wine  and  drank  from  it.  “Has  anyone  ever  taught

you humility?” 

“You didn’t learn it, so why should I?” 

Aedion  laughed,  and  then  showed  her  his  left  hand.  Several  of  the  fingers

were  crooked.  “In  the  training  camps,  one  of  those  Adarlanian  bastards  broke

every finger when I mouthed off. Then he broke them in a second place because
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I wouldn’t stop swearing at him after.” 

She  whistled  through  her  teeth,  even  as  she  marveled  at  the  bravery,  the

defiance. Even as pride for her cousin mingled with the slightest tinge of shame

for  herself.  Aedion  yanked  up  his  shirt  to  reveal  a  muscled  abdomen  where  a thick,  jagged  slash  plunged  from  his  ribs  to  his  belly  button.  “Battle  near

Rosamel. Six-inch serrated hunting knife, curved on the tip. Rutting prick got me

here”—he pointed to the top, then dragged his finger down—“and sliced south.” 

“Shit,” she said. “How the hell are you still breathing?” 

“Luck—and  I  was  able  to  move  as  he  dragged  it  down,  keeping  him  from

gutting me. At least I learned the value of shielding after that.” 

So they went on through the evening and the night, passing the wine between

them. 

One by one, they told the stories of the wounds accumulated in the years spent

apart. And after a while, she peeled off her suit and turned to show him her back

—to show him the scars, and the tattoos she’d had etched over them. 

When she again reclined on the couch, Aedion showed her the scar across his

left pectoral, from the first battle he’d fought, when he’d finally been able to win

back the Sword of Orynth—her father’s sword. 

He  padded  to  what  she  now  considered  his  room,  and  when  he  returned,  he

held the sword in his hands as he knelt. “This belongs to you,” he said hoarsely. 

Her swallow was loud in her ears. 

She folded Aedion’s hands around the scabbard, even as her heart fractured at

the  sight  of  her  father’s  blade,  at  what  he  had  done  to  attain  it,  to  save  it.  “It belongs to you, Aedion.” 

He didn’t lower the blade. “It was just for safekeeping.” 

“It  belongs  to  you,”  she  said  again.  “There  is  no  one  else  who  deserves  it.” 

Not even her, she realized. 

Aedion took a shuddering breath and bowed his head. 

“You’re a sad drunk,” she told him, and he laughed. 

Aedion  set  the  sword  on  the  table  behind  him  and  slumped  back  onto  the

couch.  He  was  large  enough  that  she  was  nearly  popped  off  her  own  cushion, 

and she glared at him as she straightened. “Don’t break my couch, you hulking

brute.” 

Aedion ruffled her hair and stretched his long legs out before him. “Ten years, 

and that’s the treatment I get from my beloved cousin.” 

She elbowed him in the ribs. 



Two  more  days  passed,  and  Aedion  was  going  out  of  his  mind,  especially  as Aelin  kept  sneaking  out  only  to  return  covered  in  filth  and  reeking  to  Hellas’s fiery realm. Going to the rooftop for fresh air wasn’t the same as going  out, and the apartment was small enough that he was starting to contemplate sleeping in

the warehouse downstairs to have some sense of space. 

He  always  felt  that  way,  though—whether  in  Rifthold  or  Orynth  or  at  the

finest of palaces—if he went too long without walking through forests or fields, 

without the kiss of the wind on his face. Gods above, he’d even take the Bane’s

war camp over this. It had been too long since he’d seen his men, laughed with

them,  listened  to  and  secretly  envied  their  stories  about  their  families,  their homes. But no longer—not now that his own family had been returned to him; 

not now that  Aelin was his home. 

Even if the walls of  her home now pushed on him. 

He must have looked as caged as he felt, because Aelin rolled her eyes when

she came back into the apartment that afternoon. 

“All  right,  all  right,”  she  said,  throwing  up  her  hands.  “I’d  rather  have  you wreck  yourself  than  destroy  my  furniture  from  boredom.  You’re  worse  than  a

dog.” 

Aedion bared his teeth in a smile. “I aim to impress.” 

So  they  armed  and  cloaked  themselves  and  made  it  two  steps  outside  before

he  detected  a  female  scent—like  mint  and  some  spice  he  couldn’t  identify—

approaching them. Fast. He’d caught that scent before, but couldn’t place it. 

Pain  whipped  his  ribs  as  he  reached  for  his  dagger,  but  Aelin  said,  “It’s

Nesryn. Relax.” 

Indeed,  the  approaching  woman  lifted  a  hand  in  greeting,  though  she  was

cloaked so thoroughly that Aedion could see nothing of the pretty face beneath. 

Aelin met her halfway down the block, moving with ease in that wicked black

suit  of  hers,  and  didn’t  bother  waiting  for  Aedion  as  she  said,  “Is  something wrong?” 

The woman’s attention flicked from Aedion to his queen. He hadn’t forgotten

that  day  at  the  castle—the  arrow  she’d  fired  and  the  one  she’d  pointed  at  him. 

“No. I came to deliver the report on the new nests we’ve found. But I can return

later, if you two are busy.” 

“We were just going out,” Aelin said, “to get the general a drink.” 

Nesryn’s  shoulder-length  night-dark  hair  shifted  beneath  her  hood  as  she

cocked her head. “You want an extra set of eyes watching your back?” 

Aedion  opened  his  mouth  to  say  no,  but  Aelin  looked  contemplative.  She

glanced over her shoulder at him, and he knew she was assessing his condition

to  decide  whether  she  might  indeed  want  another  sword  among  them.  If  Aelin

were in the Bane, he might have tackled her right there. 

Aedion drawled to the young rebel, “What I want is a pretty face that doesn’t

belong to my cousin. Looks like you’ll do the trick.” 

“You’re  insufferable,”  Aelin  said.  “And  I  hate  to  tell  you,  Cousin,  but  the

captain wouldn’t be very pleased if you made a move on Faliq.” 

“It’s not like that,” Nesryn said tightly. 

Aelin  lifted  a  shoulder.  “It  would  make  no  difference  to  me  if  it  was.”  The bare, honest truth. 

Nesryn  shook  her  head.  “I  wasn’t  considering  you,  but—it’s  not  like  that.  I

think  he’s  content  to  be  miserable.”  The  rebel  waved  a  hand  in  dismissal.  “We could die any day, any hour. I don’t see a point in brooding.” 

“Well, you’re in luck, Nesryn Faliq,” Aelin said. “Turns out I’m as sick of my

cousin as he is of me. We could use some new company.” 

Aedion  sketched  a  bow  to  the  rebel,  the  motion  making  his  ribs  positively

ache, and gestured to the street ahead. “After you.” 

Nesryn stared him down, as though she could see exactly where his injury was

groaning in agony, and then followed after the queen. 

Aelin  took  them  to  a  truly  disreputable  tavern  a  few  blocks  away.  With

impressive swagger and menace, she kicked out a couple of thieves sitting at a

table in the back. They took one look at her weapons, at that utterly wicked suit

of hers, and decided they liked having their organs inside their bodies. 

The three of them stayed at the taproom until last call, hooded so heavily they

could hardly recognize one another, playing cards and refusing the many offers

to  join  other  players.  They  didn’t  have  money  to  waste  on  real  games,  so  for currency  they  used  some  dried  beans  that  Aedion  sweet-talked  the  harried

serving girl into bringing them. 

Nesryn  barely  spoke  as  she  won  round  after  round,  which  Aedion  supposed

was  good,  given  that  he  hadn’t  quite  decided  if  he  wanted  to  kill  her  for  that arrow  she’d  fired.  But  Aelin  asked  her  questions  about  her  family’s  bakery, 

about  life  for  her  parents  on  the  Southern  Continent,  about  her  sister  and  her nieces  and  nephews.  When  at  last  they  left  the  drinking  hall,  none  of  them

having  dared  to  get  inebriated  in  public,  and  none  of  them  too  eager  to  go  to sleep just yet, they meandered through the alleys of the slums. 

Aedion  savored  every  step  of  freedom.  He’d  been  locked  in  that  cell  for

weeks. It had hit an old wound, one he hadn’t spoken about to Aelin or anyone

else,  though  his  highest-ranking  warriors  in  the  Bane  knew,  if  only  because

they’d  helped  him  exact  his  revenge  years  after  the  fact.  Aedion  was  still

brooding about it when they strode down a narrow, foggy alley, its dark stones

silvered with the light of the moon peeking out above. 

He picked up the scrape of boots on stone before his companions did, his Fae ears catching the sound, and threw out an arm in front of Aelin and Nesryn, who

froze with expert silence. 

He sniffed the air, but the stranger was downwind. So he listened. 

Just one person, judging from the near-silent footfalls that pierced through the

wall of fog. Moving with a predator’s ease that made Aedion’s instincts rise to

the forefront. 

Aedion palmed his fighting knives as the male’s scent hit him—unwashed, but

with  a  hint  of  pine  and  snow.  And  then  he  smelled   Aelin  on  the  stranger,  the scent complex and layered, woven into the male himself. 

The  male  emerged  from  the  fog;  tall—maybe  taller  than  Aedion  himself,  if

only  by  an  inch—powerfully  built,  and  heavily  armed  both  above  and  beneath

his pale gray surcoat and hood. 

Aelin took a step forward. 

One step, as if in a daze. 

She  loosed  a  shuddering  breath,  and  a  small,  whimpering  noise  came  out  of

her—a sob. 

And  then  she  was  sprinting  down  the  alley,  flying  as  though  the  winds

themselves pushed at her heels. 

She flung herself on the male, crashing into him hard enough that anyone else

might have gone rocking back into the stone wall. 

But  the  male  grabbed  her  to  him,  his  massive  arms  wrapping  around  her

tightly and lifting her up. Nesryn made to approach, but Aedion stopped her with

a hand on her arm. 

Aelin was laughing as she cried, and the male was just holding her, his hooded

head buried in her neck. As if he were breathing her in. 

“Who is that?” Nesryn asked. 

Aedion smiled. “Rowan.” 
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She  was  shaking  from  head  to  toe,  and  couldn’t  stop  crying,  not  as  the  full weight  of  missing  Rowan  crashed  into  her,  the  weight  of  these  weeks  alone. 

“How did you get here? How did you  find me?” Aelin withdrew far enough to

study the harsh face shadowed by his hood, the tattoo peeking out along the side

of it, and the grim line of his smile. 

He was here, he was here, he was here. 

“You made it clear my kind wouldn’t be welcome on your continent,” he said. 

Even the sound of his voice was a balm and a blessing. “So I stowed away on a

ship.  You’d  mentioned  a  home  in  the  slums,  so  when  I  arrived  this  evening,  I wandered  until  I  picked  up  your  scent.”  He  scanned  her  with  a  warrior’s

unflinching assessment, his mouth tight. “You have a lot to tell me,” he said, and

she  nodded.  Everything—she  wanted  to  tell  him  everything.  She  gripped  him

harder, savoring the corded muscle of his forearms, the eternal strength of him. 

He brushed back a loose strand of her hair, his callused fingers scraping against

her cheek in the lightest caress. The gentleness of it made her choke on another

sob. “But you’re not hurt,” he said softly. “You’re safe?” 

She  nodded  again  and  buried  her  face  in  his  chest.  “I  thought  I  gave  you  an order to stay in Wendlyn.” 

“I  had  my  reasons,  best  spoken  somewhere  secure,”  he  said  onto  her  hood. 

“Your friends at the fortress say hello, by the way. I think they miss having an

extra scullery maid. Especially Luca— especially in the mornings.” 

She laughed, and squeezed him. He was here, and he wasn’t something she’d

made up, some wild dream she’d had, and—

“Why are you crying?” he asked, trying to push her back far enough to read

her face again. 

But  she  held  on  to  him,  so  fiercely  she  could  feel  the  weapons  beneath  his clothes. It would all be fine, even if it went to hell, so long as he was here with

her.  “I’m  crying,”  she  sniffled,  “because  you  smell  so  rutting  bad  my  eyes  are watering.” 

Rowan  let  out  a  roar  of  laughter  that  made  the  vermin  in  the  alley  go  silent. 

She  at  last  pulled  away,  flashing  a  grin.  “Bathing  isn’t  an  option  for  a

stowaway,” he said, releasing her only to flick her nose. She gave him a playful

shove,  but  he  glanced  down  the  alley,  where  Nesryn  and  Aedion  were  waiting. 

He’d likely been monitoring every move they made. And if he had deemed them

a  true  threat  to  her  safety,  they’d  have  been  dead  minutes  ago.  “Are  you  just going to make them stand there all night?” 

“Since  when  are  you  a  stickler  for  manners?”  She  slung  an  arm  around  his

waist,  unwilling  to  let  go  of  him  lest  he  turn  into  wind  and  vanish.  His  casual arm  around  her  shoulders  was  a  glorious,  solid  weight  as  they  approached  the others. 

If  Rowan  fought  Nesryn,  or  even  Chaol,  there  would  be  no  contest.  But

Aedion  …  She  hadn’t  seem  him  fight  yet—and  from  the  look  her  cousin  was

giving Rowan, despite  all of his  professed admiration, she  wondered if Aedion

was  also  wondering  who’d  emerge  from  that  fight  alive.  Rowan  stiffened  a  bit beneath her grip. 

Neither male broke their stare as they neared. 

Territorial nonsense. 

Aelin  squeezed  Rowan’s  side  hard  enough  that  he  hissed  and  pinched  her

shoulder right back. Fae warriors: invaluable in a fight—and raging pains in her

ass at all other times. “Let’s get inside,” she said. 

Nesryn  had  retreated  slightly  to  observe  what  was  sure  to  be  a  battle  of

warrior-arrogance for the ages. “I’ll see you later,” the rebel said to none of them

in  particular,  the  corners  of  her  mouth  twitching  upward  before  she  headed  off into the slums. 

Part of Aelin debated calling her back—the same part that had made her invite

Nesryn  along.  The  woman  had  seemed  lonely,  a  bit  adrift.  But  Faliq  had  no

reason to stay. Not right now. 

Aedion fell into step in front of her and Rowan, silently leading the way back

to the warehouse. 

Even through his layers of clothes and weapons, Rowan’s muscles were tense

beneath  her  fingers  as  he  monitored  Rifthold.  She  debated  asking  him  what, 

exactly,  he  picked  up  with  those  heightened  senses,  what  layers  of  the  city  she might never know existed. She didn’t envy him his excellent sense of smell, not

in the slums, at least. But it wasn’t the time or place to ask—not until they got to

safety. Until she talked to him. Alone. 

Rowan examined the warehouse without comment before stepping aside to let

her go in front of him. She’d forgotten how beautifully he moved that powerful

body of his—a storm given flesh. 

Tugging  him  by  the  hand,  she  led  him  up  the  stairs  and  into  the  great  room. 

She  knew  he  had  taken  in  every  detail,  every  entrance  and  exit  and  method  of escape, by the time they were halfway across it. 
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Aedion stood before the fireplace, hood still on, hands still within easy reach

of  his  weapons.  She  said  over  her  shoulder  to  her  cousin  as  they  passed, 

“Aedion, meet Rowan. Rowan, meet Aedion. His Highness needs a bath or I’ll

vomit if I have to sit next to him for more than a minute.” 

She  offered  no  other  explanation  before  dragging  Rowan  into  her  bedroom

and shutting the door behind them. 



Aelin leaned against the door as Rowan paused in the center of the bedroom, his

face darkened by the shadows of his heavy gray hood. The space between them

went taut, every inch of it crackling. 

She bit her bottom lip as she took him in: the familiar clothes; the assortment

of  wicked  weapons;  the  immortal,  preternatural  stillness.  His  presence  alone

stole the air from the room, from her lungs. 

“Take off your hood,” he said with a soft growl, his eyes fixed on her mouth. 

She crossed her arms. “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine, Prince.” 

“From tears to sass in a few minutes. I’m glad the month apart hasn’t dimmed

your usual good spirits.” He yanked back his hood, and she started. 

“Your hair! You cut it all off!” She pulled off her own hood as she crossed the

distance  between  them.  Indeed,  the  long  silver-white  hair  was  now  cropped

short. It made him look younger, made his tattoo stand out more, and … fine, it

made him more handsome, too. Or maybe that was just her missing him. 

“Since you seemed to think that we would be doing a good amount of fighting

here,  shorter  hair  is  more  useful.  Though  I  can’t  say  that   your  hair  might  be considered the same. You might as well have dyed it blue.” 

“Hush. Your hair was so  pretty. I was hoping you’d let me braid it one day. I

suppose I’ll have to buy a pony instead.” She cocked her head. “When you shift, 

will your hawk form be plucked, then?” 

His nostrils flared, and she clamped her lips together to keep from laughing. 

He  surveyed  the  room:  the  massive  bed  she  hadn’t  bothered  to  make  that

morning, the marble fireplace adorned with trinkets and books, the open door to

the giant closet. “You weren’t lying about your taste for luxury.” 

“Not  all  of  us  enjoy  living  in  warrior-squalor,”  she  said,  grabbing  his  hand again.  She  remembered  these  calluses,  the  strength  and  size  of  his  hands.  His fingers closed around hers. 

Though  it  was  a  face  she’d  memorized,  a  face  that  had  haunted  her  dreams

these past few weeks … it was new, somehow. And he just looked at her, as if he

were thinking the same thing. 

He  opened  his  mouth,  but  she  pulled  him  into  the  bathroom,  lighting  a  few candles by the sink and on the ledge above the tub. “I meant it about the bath,” 

she said, twisting the faucets and plugging the drain. “You stink.” 

Rowan  watched  as  she  bent  to  grab  a  towel  from  the  small  cabinet  by  the

toilet. “Tell me everything.” 

She plucked up a green vial of bath salts and another of bath oil and dumped

in  generous  amounts  of  each,  turning  the  rushing  water  milky  and  opaque.  “I

will, when you’re soaking in the bath and don’t smell like a vagrant.” 

“If memory serves,  you smelled even worse when we first met. And I didn’t

shove you into the nearest trough in Varese.” 

She glared. “Funny.” 

“You made my eyes water for the entire damn journey to Mistward.” 

“Just   get  in.”  Chuckling,  he  obeyed.  She  shrugged  off  her  own  cloak,  then began unstrapping her various weapons as she headed out of the bathroom. 

She might have taken longer than usual to remove her weapons, peel off her

suit,  and  change  into  a  loose  white  shirt  and  pants.  By  the  time  she  finished, Rowan was in the bath, the water so clouded she could see nothing of the lower

body beneath. 

The  powerful  muscles  of  his  scarred  back  shifted  as  he  scrubbed  at  his  face with his hands, then his neck, then his chest. His skin had deepened to a golden

brown—he  must  have  spent  time  outdoors  these  past  weeks.  Without  clothing, 

apparently. 

He splashed water on his face again, and she started into movement, reaching

for the washcloth she’d set on the sink. “Here,” she said a bit hoarsely. 

He  just  dunked  it  in  the  milky  water  and  attacked  his  face,  the  back  of  his neck, the strong column of his throat. The full tattoo down his left arm gleamed

with the water sliding off him. 

Gods,  he  took  up  the  entire  bathtub.  She  mutely  handed  him  her  favorite

lavender-scented soap, which he sniffed at, sighed in resignation, and then began

using. 

She took a seat on the curved lip of the tub and told him everything that had

happened since they’d left. Well, mostly everything. He washed while she spoke, 

scrubbing himself down with brutal efficiency. He lifted the lavender soap to his

hair, and she squeaked. 

“You don’t use that in your hair,” she hissed, jolting from her perch to reach

for  one  of  the  many  hair  tonics  lining  the  little  shelf  above  the  bath.  “Rose, lemon  verbena,  or  …”  She  sniffed  the  glass  bottle.  “Jasmine.”  She  squinted

down at him. 

He was staring up at her, his green eyes full of the words he knew he didn’t

have to say.  Do I look like I care what you pick? 

She clicked her tongue. “Jasmine it is, you buzzard.” 

He  didn’t  object  as  she  took  up  a  place  at  the  head  of  the  tub  and  dumped some  of  the  tonic  into  his  short  hair.  The  sweet,  night-filled  scent  of  jasmine floated up, caressing and kissing her. Even Rowan breathed it in as she scrubbed

the  tonic  into  his  scalp.  “I  could  still  probably  braid  this,”  she  mused.  “Very teensy-tiny braids, so—” He growled, but leaned back against the tub, his eyes

closed. “You’re no better than a house cat,” she said, massaging his head. He let

out a low noise in his throat that might very well have been a purr. 

Washing  his  hair  was  intimate—a  privilege  she  doubted  he’d  ever  allowed

many people; something she’d never done for anyone else. But lines had always

been  blurred  for  them,  and  neither  of  them  had  particularly  cared.  He’d  seen every bare inch of her several times, and she’d seen  most of him. They’d shared

a  bed  for  months.  On  top  of  that,  they  were   carranam.  He’d  let  her  inside  his power,  past  his  inner  barriers,  to  where  half  a  thought  from  her  could  have shattered his mind. So washing his hair, touching him … it was an intimacy, but

it was essential, too. 

“You haven’t said anything about your magic,” she murmured, her fingers still

working his scalp. 

He tensed. “What about it?” 

Fingers  in  his  hair,  she  leaned  down  to  peer  at  his  face.  “I  take  it  it’s  gone. 

How does it feel to be as powerless as a mortal?” 

He opened his eyes to glare. “It’s not funny.” 

“Do I look like I’m laughing?” 

“I spent the first few days sick to my stomach and barely able to move. It was

like having a blanket thrown over my senses.” 

“And now?” 

“And now I’m dealing with it.” 

She  poked  him  in  the  shoulder.  It  was  like  touching  velvet-wrapped  steel. 

“Grumpy, grumpy.” 

He gave a soft snarl of annoyance, and she pursed her lips to keep the smile

in. She pushed down on his shoulders, beckoning him to dunk under the water. 

He obeyed, and when he emerged, she rose from the tiles and grabbed the towel

she’d left on the sink. “I’m going to find you some clothes.” 

“I have—” 

“Oh,  no.  Those  are  going  right  to  the  laundress.  And  you’ll  get  them  back

only if she can make them smell decent again. Until then, you’ll wear whatever I

give you.” 

She  handed  him  the  towel,  but  didn’t  let  go  as  his  hand  closed  around  it. 

“You’ve become a tyrant, Princess,” he said. 

She  rolled  her  eyes  and  released  the  towel,  turning  as  he  stood  in  a  mighty movement,  water  sloshing  everywhere.  It  was  an  effort  not  to  peek  over  her

shoulder. 

 Don’t you even dare, a voice hissed in her head. 

Right. She’d call  that voice Common Sense—and she’d listen to it from now

on. 

Striding  into  her  closet,  she  went  to  the  dresser  in  the  back  and  knelt  before the  bottom  drawer,  opening  it  to  reveal  folded  men’s  undershorts,  shirts,  and pants. 

For a moment, she stared at Sam’s old clothes, breathing in the faint smell of

him  clinging  to  the  fabric.  She  hadn’t  mustered  the  strength  to  go  to  his  grave yet, but—

“You  don’t  have  to  give  those  to  me,”  Rowan  said  from  behind  her.  She

started a bit, and twisted in place to face him. He was so damn stealthy. 

Aelin tried not to look too jolted by the sight of him with the towel wrapped

around  his  hips,  at  the  tan  and  muscled  body  that  gleamed  with  the  oils  of  the bath,  at  the  scars  crisscrossing  it  like  the  stripes  of  a  great  cat.  Even  Common Sense was at a loss for words. 

Her mouth was a little dry as she said, “Clean clothes are scarce in the house

right now, and these are of no use sitting here.” She pulled out a shirt and held it

up. “I hope it fits.” Sam had been eighteen when he died; Rowan was a warrior

honed by three centuries of training and battle. 

She  pulled  out  undershorts  and  pants.  “I’ll  get  you  proper  clothes  tomorrow. 

I’m pretty sure you’ll start a riot if the women of Rifthold see you walking down

the streets in nothing but a towel.” 

Rowan huffed a laugh and strode to the clothes hanging along one wall of the

closet:  dresses,  tunics,  jackets,  shirts  …  “You  wore  all  this?”  She  nodded  and uncoiled  to  her  feet.  He  flicked  through  some  of  the  dresses  and  embroidered tunics. “These are … very beautiful,” he admitted. 

“I would have pegged you for a proud member of the anti-finery crowd.” 

“Clothes are weapons, too,” he said, pausing on a black velvet gown. Its tight

sleeves  and  front  were  unadorned,  the  neckline  skimming  just  beneath  the

collarbones, unremarkable save for the tendrils of embroidered, shimmering gold

creeping  over  the  shoulders.  Rowan  angled  the  dress  to  look  at  the  back—the

true masterpiece. The gold embroidery continued from the shoulders, sweeping

to form a serpentine dragon, its maw roaring toward the neck, the body curving

down  until  the  narrow  tail  formed  the  border  of  the  lengthened  train.  Rowan

loosed a breath. “I like this one best.” 

She  fingered  the  solid  black  velvet  sleeve.  “I  saw  it  in  a  shop  when  I  was sixteen  and  bought  it  immediately.  But  when  the  dress  was  delivered  a  few

weeks later, it seemed too … old. It overpowered the girl I was. So I never wore

it, and it’s hung here for three years.” 

He ran a scarred finger down the golden spine of the dragon. “You’re not that

girl anymore,” he said softly. “Someday, I want to see you wear this.” 

She dared to look up at him, her elbow brushing his forearm. “I missed you.” 

His mouth tightened. “We weren’t apart that long.” 

Right. To an immortal, several weeks were nothing. “So? Am I not allowed to

miss you?” 

“I once told you that the people you care about are weapons to be used against

you. Missing me was a foolish distraction.” 

“You’re  a  real  charmer,  you  know  that?”  She  hadn’t  expected  tears  or

emotion, but it would have been nice to know he’d missed her at least a fraction

as badly as she had. She swallowed, her spine locking, and pushed Sam’s clothes

into his arms. “You can get dressed in here.” 

She left him in the closet, and went right to the bathroom, where she splashed

cold water on her face and neck. 

She returned to her bedroom to find him frowning. 

Well, the pants fit—barely. They were too short, and did wonders for showing

off his backside, but— “The shirt is too small,” he said. “I didn’t want to rip it.” 

He handed it to her, and she looked a bit helplessly at the shirt, then at his bare

torso. “I’ll go out first thing.” She sighed sharply through her nose. “Well, if you

don’t mind meeting Aedion shirtless, I suppose we should go say hello.” 

“We need to talk.” 

“Good talk or bad talk?” 

“The kind that will make me glad you don’t have access to your power so you

don’t spew flames everywhere.” 

Her  stomach  tightened,  but  she  said,  “That  was   one  incident,  and  if  you  ask me, your absolutely  wonderful former lover deserved it.” 

More than deserved it. The encounter with the visiting group of highborn Fae

at  Mistward  had  been  miserable,  to  say  the  least.  And  when  Rowan’s  former

lover had refused to stop touching him, despite his request to do so, when she’d

threatened to have Aelin whipped for stepping in … Well, Aelin’s new favorite

nickname— fire-breathing  bitch-queen—had  been  fairly  accurate  during  that

dinner. 

A twitch of his lips, but shadows flickered in Rowan’s eyes. 

Aelin sighed again and looked at the ceiling. “Now or later?” 

“Later. It can wait a bit.” 
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She  was  half  tempted  to  demand  he  tell  her  whatever  it  was,  but  she  turned toward the door. 



Aedion rose from his seat at the kitchen table as Aelin and Rowan entered. Her

cousin  looked  Rowan  over  with  an  appreciative  eye  and  said,  “You  never

bothered to tell me how handsome your faerie prince is, Aelin.” Aelin scowled. 

Aedion just jerked his chin at Rowan. “Tomorrow morning, you and I are going

to train on the roof. I want to know everything you know.” 

Aelin clicked her tongue. “All I’ve heard from your mouth these past few days

is  Prince Rowan this and  Prince Rowan that, and yet  this is what you decide to say to him? No bowing and scraping?” 

Aedion  slid  back  into  his  chair.  “If  Prince  Rowan  wants  formalities,  I  can

grovel, but he doesn’t look like someone who particularly cares.” 

With a flicker of amusement in his green eyes, the Fae Prince said, “Whatever

my queen wants.” 

Oh, please. 

Aedion caught the words, too.  My queen. 

The two princes stared at each other, one gold and one silver, one her twin and

one her soul-bonded. There was nothing friendly in the stares, nothing human—

two Fae males locked in some unspoken dominance battle. 

She leaned against the sink. “If you’re going to have a pissing contest, can you

at least do it on the roof?” 

Rowan  looked  at  her,  brows  high.  But  it  was  Aedion  who  said,  “She  says

we’re  no  better  than  dogs,  so  I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  she  actually  believes we’d piss on her furniture.” 

Rowan didn’t smile, though, as he tilted his head to the side and sniffed. 

“Aedion needs a bath, too, I know,” she said. “He insisted on smoking a pipe

at the taproom. He said it gave him an air of dignity.” 

Rowan’s  head  was  still  angled  as  he  asked,  “Your  mothers  were  cousins, 

Prince, but who sired you?” 

Aedion lounged in his chair. “Does it matter?” 

“Do you know?” Rowan pressed. 

Aedion shrugged. “She never told me—or anyone.” 

“I’m guessing you have some idea?” Aelin asked. 

Rowan said, “He doesn’t look familiar to you?” 

“He looks like me.” 

“Yes, but—” He sighed. “You met his father. A few weeks ago. Gavriel.” 
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Aedion stared at the shirtless warrior, wondering if he’d strained his injuries too

much tonight and was now hallucinating. 

The  prince’s  words  sank  in.  Aedion  just  kept  staring.  A  wicked  tattoo  in  the Old  Language  stretched  down  the  side  of  Rowan’s  face  and  along  his  neck, 

shoulder, and muscled arm. Most people would take one look at that tattoo and

run in the other direction. 

Aedion had seen plenty of warriors in his day, but this male was a Warrior—

law unto himself. 

Just like Gavriel. Or so the legends claimed. 

Gavriel, Rowan’s friend, one of his cadre, whose other form was a mountain

lion. 

“He asked me,” Aelin murmured. “He asked me how old I was, and seemed

relieved when I said nineteen.” 

Nineteen  was  too  young,  apparently,  to  be  Gavriel’s  daughter,  though  she

looked so similar to the woman he’d once bedded. Aedion didn’t remember his

mother well; his last memories were of a gaunt, gray face as she sighed her final

breath.  As  she  refused  the  Fae  healers  who  could  have  cured  the  wasting

sickness in her. But he had heard she’d once looked almost identical to Aelin and

her mother, Evalin. 

Aedion’s voice was hoarse as he asked, “The Lion is my father?” 

A nod from Rowan. 

“Does he know?” 

“I bet seeing Aelin was the first time he wondered if he’d sired a child with

your mother. He probably still doesn’t have any idea, unless that prompted him

to start looking.” 

His mother had never told anyone—anyone but Evalin—who his father was. 

Even  when  she  was  dying,  she’d  kept  it  to  herself.  She’d  refused  those  Fae

healers because of it. 

Because  they  might  identify  him—and  if  Gavriel  knew  he  had  a  son  …  If

Maeve knew …

An old ache ripped through him. She’d kept him safe—had  died to keep him

out of Maeve’s hands. 

Warm fingers slid around his hand and squeezed. He hadn’t realized how cold

he was. 

Aelin’s  eyes—their  eyes,  the  eyes  of  their  mothers—were  soft.  Open.  “This

changes  nothing,”  she  said.  “About  who  you  are,  what  you  mean  to  me. 

Nothing.” 

But  it  did.  It  changed  everything.  Explained  everything:  the  strength,  the speed, the senses; the lethal, predatory instincts he’d always struggled to keep in

check. Why Rhoe had been so hard on him during his training. 

Because if Evalin knew who his father was, then Rhoe certainly did, too. And

Fae males, even half-Fae males, were deadly. Without the control Rhoe and his

lords had drilled into him from an early age, without the focus … They’d known. 

And kept it from him. 

Along with the fact that after he swore the blood oath to Aelin one day … he

might very well remain young while she grew old and died. 

Aelin  brushed  her  thumb  against  the  back  of  his  hand,  and  then  pivoted

toward  Rowan.  “What  does  this  mean  where  Maeve  is  concerned?  Gavriel  is

bound through the blood oath, so would she have a claim on his offspring?” 

“Like  hell  she  does,”  Aedion  said.  If  Maeve  tried  to  claim  him,  he’d  rip  out her  throat.  His  mother  had   died  for  fear  of  the  Fae  Queen.  He  knew  it  in  his bones. 

Rowan said, “I don’t know. Even if she thought so, it would be an act of war

to steal Aedion from you.” 

“This  information  doesn’t  leave  this  room,”  Aelin  said.  Calm.  Calculating—

already  sorting  through  every  plan.  The  other  side  of  their  fair  coin.  “It’s ultimately  your  choice,  Aedion,  whether  to  approach  Gavriel.  But  we  have

enough  enemies  gathering  around  us  as  it  is.  I  don’t  need  to  start  a  war  with Maeve.” 

But she would. She would go to war for him. He saw it in her eyes. 

It  nearly  knocked  the  breath  from  him.  Along  with  the  thought  of  what  the

carnage  would  be  like  on  both  sides,  if  the  Dark  Queen  and  the  heir  of  Mala Fire-Bringer collided. 

“It stays with us,” Aedion managed to say. He could feel Rowan assessing and

weighing  him  and  bit  back  a  snarl.  Slowly,  Aedion  lifted  his  gaze  to  meet  the prince’s. 

The sheer dominance in that stare was like being hit in the face with a stone. 

Aedion  held  it.  Like  hell  he’d  back  down;  like  hell  he’d  yield.  And  there

 would  be  a  yielding—somewhere,  at  some  point.  Probably  when  Aedion  took that blood oath. 

Aelin  clicked  her  tongue  at  Rowan.  “Stop  doing  that  alpha-male  nonsense. 

Once was enough.” 

Rowan  didn’t  so  much  as  blink.  “I’m  not  doing  anything.”  But  the  prince’s

mouth quirked into a smile, as if saying to Aedion,  You think you can take me, 

 cub? 

Aedion grinned.  Any place, any time, Prince. 

Aelin  muttered,  “Insufferable,”  and  gave  Rowan  a  playful  shove  in  the  arm. 

He  didn’t  move  an  inch.  “Are  you   actually  going  to  get  into  a  pissing  contest with every person we meet? Because if that’s the case, then it’ll take us an hour

just  to  make  it  down  one  block  of  this  city,  and  I  doubt  the  residents  will  be particularly happy.” 

Aedion fought the urge to take a deep breath as Rowan broke his stare to give

their queen an incredulous look. 

She crossed her arms, waiting. 

“It’ll take time to adjust to a new dynamic,” Rowan admitted. Not an apology, 

but from what Aelin had told him, Rowan didn’t often bother with such things. 

She looked downright shocked by the small concession, actually. 

Aedion  tried  to  lounge  in  his  chair,  but  his  muscles  were  taut,  his  blood

thrumming in his veins. He found himself saying to the prince, “Aelin never said

anything about sending for you.” 

“Does  she  answer  to  you,  General?”  A  dangerous,  quiet  question.  Aedion

knew  that  when  males  like  Rowan  spoke  softly,  it  usually  meant  violence  and

death were on their way. 

Aelin rolled her eyes. “You know he didn’t mean it that way, so don’t pick a

fight, you prick.” 

Aedion stiffened. He could fight his own battles. If Aelin thought he needed

protecting, if she thought Rowan was the superior warrior—

Rowan  said,  “I’m  blood-sworn  to  you—which  means  several  things,  one  of

which being that I don’t particularly care for the questioning of others, even your

cousin.” 

The words echoed in his head, his heart. 

 Blood-sworn. 

Aelin went pale. 

Aedion asked, “What did he just say?” 

Rowan had taken the blood oath to Aelin.  His blood oath. 

Aelin squared her shoulders, and said clearly, steadily, “Rowan took the blood

oath to me before I left Wendlyn.” 

A roaring sound went through him. “You let him do  what?” 

Aelin exposed her scarred palms. “As far as I knew, Aedion, you were loyally

serving the king. As far as I knew, I was never going to see you again.” 

“You let him take the blood oath to you? ” Aedion bellowed. 

She had lied to his face that day on the roof. 

He  had  to  get  out,  out  of  his  skin,  out  of  this  apartment,  out  of  this  gods-damned  city.  Aedion  lunged  for  one  of  the  porcelain  figurines  atop  the  hearth mantel, needing to shatter  something to just get that roaring out of his system. 

She flung out a vicious finger, advancing on him. “You break one thing, you shatter just  one of my possessions, and I will shove the shards down your rutting throat.” 

A command—from a queen to her general. 

Aedion spat on the floor, but obeyed. If only because ignoring that command

might very well shatter something far more precious. 

He instead said, “How  dare you? How dare you let him take it ? ” 

“I dare because it is  my blood to give away; I dare because you did not exist

for me then. Even if neither of you had taken it yet, I would still give it to him

because he is my  carranam, and he has earned my unquestioning loyalty!” 

Aedion  went  rigid.  “And  what  about   our  unquestioning  loyalty?  What  have you  done  to  earn  that?  What  have  you  done  to  save  our  people  since  you’ve

returned? Were you ever going to tell me about the blood oath, or was that just

another of your many lies?” 

Aelin snarled with an animalistic intensity that reminded him she, too, had Fae

blood in her veins. “Go have your temper tantrum somewhere else. Don’t come

back until you can act like a human being. Or half of one, at least.” 

Aedion swore at her, a filthy, foul curse that he immediately regretted. Rowan

lunged  for  him,  knocking  back  his  chair  hard  enough  to  flip  it  over,  but  Aelin threw out a hand. The prince stood down. 

That easily, she leashed the mighty, immortal warrior. 

Aedion laughed, the sound brittle and cold, and smiled at Rowan in a way that

usually made men throw the first punch. 

But  Rowan  just  set  his  chair  upright,  sat  down,  and  leaned  back,  as  if  he

already knew where he’d strike Aedion’s death blow. 

Aelin pointed at the door. “Get the hell out. I don’t want to see you again for a

good while.” 

The feeling was mutual. 

All  his  plans,  everything  he’d  worked  for  …  Without  the  blood  oath  he  was

just a general; just a landless prince of the Ashryver line. 

Aedion stalked to the front door and flung it open so hard he almost ripped it

off its hinges. 

Aelin didn’t call after him. 
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Rowan Whitethorn debated for a good minute if it was worthwhile to hunt down

the demi-Fae prince and tear him into bloody ribbons for what he’d called Aelin, 

or  if  he  was  better  off  here,  with  his  queen,  while  she  paced  in  front  of  her bedroom  fireplace.  He  understood—he  really  did—why  the  general  was

enraged. He’d have felt the same. But it wasn’t a good-enough excuse. Not even

close. 

Perched on the edge of the plush mattress, he watched her move. 

Even without her magic, Aelin was a living wildfire, more so now with the red

hair—a  creature  of  such  roaring  emotions  that  he  could  sometimes  only  watch

her and marvel. 

And her face. 

That gods-damned face. 

While  they’d  been  in  Wendlyn,  it  had  taken  him  a  while  to  realize  she  was

beautiful.  Months,  actually,  to  really  notice  it.  And  for  these  past  few  weeks, against his better judgment, he’d thought often about that face—especially that

smart-ass mouth. 

But he hadn’t remembered just how stunning she was until she’d taken off her

hood earlier, and it had struck him stupid. 

These weeks apart had been a brutal reminder of what life had been like until

he  had  found  her  drunk  and  broken  on  that  rooftop  in  Varese.  The  nightmares had  started  the  very  night  she’d  left—such  relentless  dreams  that  he’d  nearly vomited  when  he  flung  himself  out  of  them,  Lyria’s  screaming  ringing  in  his

ears.  The  memory  of  it  sent  cold  licking  down  his  spine.  But  even  that  was burned away by the queen before him. 

Aelin was well on her way to wearing a track in the rug before the fireplace. 

“If that’s any indication of what to expect from our court,” Rowan said at last, 

flexing his fingers in an attempt to dislodge the hollow shakiness he hadn’t been

able to master since his magic had been smothered, “then we’ll never have a dull

moment.” 

She flung out a hand in a dismissive wave of irritation. “Don’t tease me right

now.” She scrubbed at her face and huffed a breath. 

Rowan  waited,  knowing  she  was  gathering  the  words,  hating  the  pain  and

sorrow and guilt on every line of her body. He’d sell his soul to the dark god to never have her look like that again. 

“Every time I turn around,” she said, approaching the bed and leaning against

the  carved  post,  “I  feel  like  I’m  one  wrong  move  or  word  away  from  leading them  to  ruin.  People’s  lives— your  life—depend  on  me.  There’s  no  room  for error.” 

There it was, the weight that had been slowly crushing her. It killed him that

he’d  have  to  add  to  it  when  he  told  her  the  news  he  carried—the  reason  he’d disobeyed her first order to him. 

He  could  offer  her  nothing  but  the  truth.  “You  will  make  mistakes.  You  will make  decisions,  and  sometimes  you  will  regret  those  choices.  Sometimes  there

won’t be a right choice, just the best of several bad options. I don’t need to tell

you that you can do this—you know you can. I wouldn’t have sworn the oath to

you if I didn’t think you could.” 

She slid onto the bed beside him, her scent caressing him. Jasmine, and lemon

verbena,  and  crackling  embers.  Elegant,  feminine,  and  utterly  wild.  Warm,  and

steadfast—unbreakable, his queen. 

Save for the weakness they both shared: that bond between them. 

For in his nightmares, he sometimes heard Maeve’s voice over the crack of a

whip, cunning and cold.  Not for all the world, Aelin? But what about for Prince

 Rowan? 

He tried not to think about it: the fact that Aelin would hand over one of the

Wyrdkeys for him. He locked that knowledge up so tightly that it could escape

only in his dreams, or when he woke reaching across a cold bed for a princess

who was thousands of miles away. 

Aelin shook her head. “It was so much easier being alone.” 

“I know,” he said, clamping down on the instinct to sling his arm around her

shoulders and tuck her in close. He focused on listening to the city around them

instead. 

He could hear more than mortal ears, but the wind no longer sang its secrets to

him.  He  no  longer  felt  it  tugging  at  him.  And  stuck  in  his  Fae  body,  unable  to shift  …  Caged.  Restless.  Made  worse  by  the  fact  that  he  couldn’t  shield  this apartment from any enemy attacks while they were here. 

Not  powerless,  he  reminded  himself.  He  had  been  bound  head  to  toe  in  iron

before  and  had  still  killed.  He  could  keep  this  apartment  secure—the  old-

fashioned  way.  He  was  just  …  off-balance.  At  a  time  when  being  off-balance could be fatal to her. 

For a while, they sat there in silence. 

“I said some appalling things to him,” she said. 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,”  he  said,  unable  to  help  the  growl.  “He  said  some equally appalling things to you. Your tempers are evenly matched.” 

She  let  out  a  breathy  chuckle.  “Tell  me  about  the  fortress—what  it  was  like when you went back to help rebuild.” 

So he did, until he got to the knowledge he’d been holding in all night. 

“Just say it,” she said, with a direct, unyielding sort of look. He wondered if

she realized that for all she complained about  his alpha nonsense, she was pure-

blooded alpha herself. 

Rowan took a long breath. “Lorcan’s here.” 

She straightened. “That’s why you came.” 

Rowan nodded. And why keeping his distance was the smarter move; Lorcan

was  wicked  and  cunning  enough  to  use  their  bond  against  them.  “I  caught  his scent  sneaking  around  near  Mistward  and  tracked  it  to  the  coast,  then  onto  a ship. I picked up his trail when I docked this evening.” Her face was pale, and he

added, “I made sure to cover my tracks before hunting you down.” 

Over five centuries old, Lorcan was the strongest male in the Fae realm, equal

only to Rowan himself. They’d never been true friends, and after the events of a

few  weeks  ago,  Rowan  would  have  liked  nothing  more  than  to  slit  the  male’s

throat  for  leaving  Aelin  to  die  at  the  hands  of  the  Valg  princes.  He  might  very well get the chance to do that—soon. 

“He  doesn’t  know  you  well  enough  to  immediately  pick  up  your  scent,” 

Rowan  went  on.  “I’d  bet  good  money  that  he  got  on  that  boat  just  to  drag  me here so I’d lead him to you.” But it was better than letting Lorcan find her while

he remained in Wendlyn. 

Aelin  swore  with  creative  colorfulness.  “Maeve  probably  thinks  we’ll  also

lead him right to the third Wyrdkey. Do you think she gave him the order to put

us down—either to get the key, or afterward?” 

“Maybe.” The thought was enough to shoot icy rage through him. “I won’t let

that happen.” 

Her mouth quirked to the side. “You think I could take him?” 

“If  you  had  your  magic,  possibly.”  Irritation  rippled  in  her  eyes—enough  so

that he knew something else nagged at her. “But without magic, in your human

form … You’d be dead before you could draw your sword.” 

“He’s that good.” 

He gave her a slow nod. 

She looked him over with an assassin’s eye. “Could  you take him?” 

“It’d be so destructive, I wouldn’t risk it. You remember what I told you about

Sollemere.”  Her  face  tightened  at  the  mention  of  the  city  he  and  Lorcan  had obliterated at Maeve’s request nearly two centuries ago. It was a stain that would

forever  linger,  no  matter  what  he  told  himself  about  how  corrupt  and  evil  its residents  had  been.  “Without  our  magic,  it’s  hard  to  call  who’d  win.  It  would depend on who wanted it more.” 

Lorcan, with his unending cold rage and a talent for killing gifted to him by

Hellas himself, never allowed himself to lose. Battles, riches, females—Lorcan

always won, at any cost. Once, Rowan might have let him win, let Lorcan end

him  just  to  put  a  stop  to  his  own  miserable  life,  but  now  …  “Lorcan  makes  a move against you, and he dies.” 

She didn’t blink at the violence that laced every word. Another part of him—a

part  that  had  been  knotted  from  the  moment  she  left—uncoiled  like  some  wild

animal stretching out before a fire. Aelin cocked her head. “Any idea where he’d

hide?” 

“None. I’ll start hunting him tomorrow.” 

“No,” she said. “Lorcan will easily find us without you hunting him. But if he

expects me to lead him to the third key so he can bring it back to Maeve, then

maybe  …”  He  could  almost  see  the  wheels  turning  in  her  head.  She  let  out  a hum. “I’ll think about that tomorrow. Do you think Maeve wants the key merely

to keep me from using it, or to use it herself?” 

“You know the answer to that.” 

“Both,  then.”  Aelin  sighed.  “The  question  is,  will  she  try  to  use  us  to  hunt down  the  other  two  keys,  or  does  she  have  another  one  of  your  cadre  out

searching for them now?” 

“Let’s hope she hasn’t sent anyone else.” 

“If Gavriel knew that Aedion is his son …” She glanced toward the bedroom

door, guilt and pain flickering on her lovely features. “Would he follow Maeve, 

even if it meant hurting or killing Aedion in the process? Is her control over him

that strong?” 

It had been a shock earlier to realize whose son lounged at the kitchen table. 

“Gavriel …” He’d seen the warrior with lovers over the centuries, and seen him

leave them at Maeve’s order. He’d also seen him ink the names of his fallen men

onto his flesh. And of all his cadre, only Gavriel had stopped that night to help

Aelin against the Valg. 

“Don’t answer now,” Aelin cut in with a yawn. “We should go to bed.” 

Rowan had surveyed every inch of the apartment within moments of arriving, 

but he asked as casually as he could, “Where should I sleep?” 

She patted the bed behind them. “Just like old times.” 

He clenched his jaw. He’d been bracing himself for this all night—for weeks

now. “It’s not like the fortress, where no one thinks twice about it.” 

“And what if I want you to stay in here with me?” 

He  didn’t  allow  those  words  to  sink  in  fully,  the  idea  of  being  in  that  bed. 

He’d  worked  too  damn  hard  at  shutting  out  those  thoughts.  “Then  I’ll  stay.  On the couch. But you need to be clear to the others about what my staying in here

means.” 

There  were  so  many  lines  that  needed  to  be  held.  She  was  off-limits—

completely  off-limits,  for  about  a  dozen  different  reasons.  He’d  thought  he

would be able to deal with it, but—

No, he would deal with it. He’d find a way to deal with it, because he wasn’t a

fool,  and  he  had  some  gods-damned  self-control.  Now  that  Lorcan  was  in

Rifthold, tracking them, hunting for the Wyrdkey, he had bigger things to worry

about. 

She shrugged, irreverent as always. “Then I’ll issue a royal decree about my

honorable intentions toward you over breakfast.” 

Rowan snorted. Though he didn’t want to, he said, “And—the captain.” 

“What about him?” she said too sharply. 

“Just consider how he might interpret things.” 

“Why?” She’d done an excellent job of not mentioning him at all. 

But  there  was  enough  anger,  enough  pain  in  that  one  word,  that  Rowan

couldn’t back down. “Tell me what happened.” 

She didn’t meet his eyes. “He said what occurred here—to my friends, to him

and Dorian, while I was away in Wendlyn—that it was my fault. And that I was

a monster.” 

For a moment, a blinding, blistering wrath shot through him. It was instinct to

lunge  for  her  hand,  to  touch  the  face  that  remained  downturned.  But  he  held himself in check. She still didn’t look at him as she said, “Do you think—” 

“Never,” he said. “Never, Aelin.” 

At last she met his stare, with eyes that were too old, too sad and tired to be

nineteen.  It  had  been  a  mistake  to  ever  call  her  a  girl—and  there  were  indeed moments when Rowan forgot how young she truly was. The woman before him

shouldered burdens that would break the spine of someone three times her age. 

“If you’re a monster, I’m a monster,” he said with a grin broad enough to show

off his elongated canines. 

She let out a rough laugh, close enough that it warmed his face. “Just sleep in

the bed,” she said. “I don’t feel like digging up bedding for the couch.” 

Maybe it was the laugh, or the silver lining her eyes, but he said, “Fine.” Fool

—he was such a stupid fool when it came to her. He made himself add, “But it

sends a message, Aelin.” 

She  lifted  her  brows  in  a  way  that  usually  meant  fire  was  going  to  start

flickering—but none came. Both of them were trapped in their bodies, stranded
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without magic. He’d adapt; he’d endure. 

“Oh?” she purred, and he braced himself for the tempest. “And what message

 does it send? That I’m a whore? As if what I do in the privacy of my own room, 

with  my body, is anyone’s concern.” 

“You think I don’t agree?” His temper slipped its leash. No one else had ever

been able to get under his skin so fast, so deep, in the span of a few words. “But

 things are different now, Aelin. You’re a queen of the realm. We have to consider how  it  looks,  what  impact  it  might  have  on  our  relationships  with  people  who find it to be improper. Explaining that it’s for your safety—” 

“Oh, please. My safety? You think Lorcan or the king or whoever the hell else

has it in for me is going to slither through the window in the middle of the night? 

I  can protect myself, you know.” 

“Gods above, I know you can.” He’d never been in doubt of that. 

Her  nostrils  flared.  “This  is  one  of  the  stupidest  fights  we’ve  ever  had.  All thanks  to   your  idiocy,  I  might  add.”  She  stalked  toward  her  closet,  her  hips swishing as if to accentuate every word as she snapped, “Just get in bed.” 

He loosed a tight breath as she and those hips vanished into the closet. 

 Boundaries. Lines. Off-limits. 

Those were his new favorite words, he reminded himself as he grimaced at the

silken sheets, even as the huff of her breath still touched his cheek. 



Aelin  heard  the  bathroom  door  close,  then  running  water  as  Rowan  washed  up

with the toiletries she’d left out for him. 

Not a monster—not for what she’d done, not for her power, not when Rowan

was there. She’d thank the gods every damn day for the small mercy of giving

her a friend who was her match, her equal, and who would never look at her with

horror in his eyes. No matter what happened, she’d always be grateful for that. 

But …  Improper. 

Improper indeed. 

He didn’t know how improper she could be. 

She opened the top drawer of the oak dresser. And slowly smiled. 

Rowan  was  in  bed  by  the  time  she  strutted  toward  the  bathroom.  She  heard, 

rather than saw, him jolt upright, the mattress groaning as he barked, “What in

hell is  that?” 

She  kept  going  toward  the  bathroom,  refusing  to  apologize  or  look  down  at

the  pink,  delicate,  very  short  lace  nightgown.  When  she  emerged,  face  washed and clean, Rowan was sitting up, arms crossed over his bare chest. “You forgot

the bottom part.” 

She merely blew out the candles in the room one by one. His eyes tracked her

the entire time. “There is no bottom part,” she said, flinging back the covers on

her  side.  “It’s  starting  to  get   so  hot,  and  I  hate  sweating  when  I  sleep.  Plus, you’re practically a furnace. So it’s either this or I sleep naked. You can sleep in

the bathtub if you have a problem with it.” 

His growl rattled the room. “You’ve made your point.” 

“Hmm.” She slid into bed beside him, a healthy,  proper distance away. 

For  a  few  heartbeats,  there  was  only  the  sound  of  rustling  blankets  as  she

nestled down. 

“I need to fill in the ink a bit more in a few places,” he said flatly. 

She could barely see his face in the dark. “What?” 

“Your tattoo,” he said, staring at the ceiling. “There are a few spots I need to

fill in at some point.” 

Of course. He wasn’t like other men—not even close. There was so little she

could do to jar him, taunt him. A naked body was a naked body. Especially hers. 

“Fine,” she said, turning so that her back was to him. 

They  were  silent  again.  Then  Rowan  said,  “I’ve  never  seen—clothing  like

that.” 

She  rolled  over.  “You  mean  to  tell  me  the  females  in  Doranelle  don’t  have

scandalous nightclothes? Or anywhere else in the world?” 

His eyes gleamed like an animal’s in the dark. She’d forgotten what it was like

to  be  Fae,  to  have  one  foot  always  in  the  forest.  “My  encounters  with  other females usually didn’t involve parading around in nightclothes.” 

“And what clothes did they involve?” 

“Usually, none at all.” 

She clicked her tongue, shoving away the image. “Having had the utter delight

of meeting Remelle  this spring, I  have a hard  time believing   she  didn’t  subject you to clothing parades.” 

He turned his face toward the ceiling again. “We’re not talking about this.” 

She chuckled. Aelin: one, Rowan: zero. 

She was still smiling when he asked, “Are all your nightclothes like that?” 

“So  curious  about  my  negligees,  Prince.  Whatever  would  the  others  say? 

Maybe you should issue a decree to clarify.” He growled, and she grinned into

her pillow. “Yes, I have more, don’t worry. If Lorcan is going to murder me in

my sleep, I might as well look good.” 

“Vain until the bitter end.” 

She  pushed  back  against  the  thought  of  Lorcan,  of  what  Maeve  might  want, 

and  said,  “Is  there  a  specific  color  you’d  like  me  to  wear?  If  I’m  going  to
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scandalize you, I should at least do it in something you like.” 

“You’re a menace.” 

She  laughed  again,  feeling  lighter  than  she  had  in  weeks,  despite  the  news

Rowan had given her. She was fairly certain they were done talking for the night

when his voice rumbled across the bed. “Gold. Not yellow—real, metallic gold.” 

“You’re out of luck,” she said into her pillow. “I would never own anything so

ostentatious.” 

She could almost feel him smiling at her as she fell asleep. 



Thirty minutes later, Rowan was still staring up at the ceiling, teeth gritted as he

calmed  the  roaring  in  his  veins  that  was  steadily  shredding  through  his  self-control. 

That gods-damned nightgown. 

Shit. 

He was in such deep, unending shit. 



Rowan  was  asleep,  his  massive  body  half  covered  with  blankets,  as  dawn

streamed in through the lace curtains. Silently rising, Aelin stuck out her tongue

at  him  as  she  shrugged  on  her  pale-blue  silk  robe,  tied  her  already-fading  red hair into a knot atop her head, and padded into the kitchen. 

Until the Shadow Market had burned to cinders, that miserable merchant there

had  been  making  a  small  fortune  off  all  the  bricks  of  dye  she’d  kept  buying. 

Aelin  winced  at  the  thought  of  having  to  track  down  the  vendor  again—the

woman  had  seemed  the  sort  who  would  have  escaped  the  flames.  And  would

now charge double, triple, on her already overpriced dyes to make up for her lost

goods.  And  since  Lorcan  could  track  her  by  scent  alone,  changing  the  color  of her hair would have no impact on him. Though she supposed that with the king’s

guard on the lookout for her … Oh, it was too damn early to consider the giant

pile of horseshit that had become her life. 

Groggy,  she  made  tea  mostly  by  muscle  memory.  She  started  on  toast,  and

prayed  they  had  eggs  left  in  the  cooling  box—they  did.  And  bacon,  to  her

delight. In this house, food tended to vanish as soon as it came in. 

One of the biggest pigs of all approached the kitchen on immortal-silent feet. 

She braced herself as, arms full of food, she nudged the small cooling box shut

with a hip. 

Aedion eyed her warily while she went to the small counter beside the stove

and began pulling down bowls and utensils. “There are mushrooms somewhere,” 

he said. 

“Good. Then you can clean and cut them. And you get to chop the onion.” 

“Is that punishment for last night?” 

She cracked the eggs one by one into a bowl. “If that’s what you think is an

acceptable punishment, sure.” 

“And  is  making  breakfast  at  this  ungodly  hour  your  self-imposed

punishment?” 

“I’m  making  breakfast  because  I’m  sick  of  you  burning  it  and  making  the

whole house smell.” 

Aedion laughed quietly and came up beside her to begin slicing the onion. 

“You  stayed  on  the  roof  the  whole  time  you  were  out,  didn’t  you?”  She

yanked  an  iron  skillet  from  the  rack  over  the  stove,  set  it  on  a  burner,  and chucked a thick pat of butter onto its dark surface. 

“You  kicked  me  out  of  the  apartment,  but  not  the  warehouse,  so  I  figured  I might as well make myself useful and take watch.” The twisty, bendy Old Ways

manner  of  warping  orders.  She  wondered  what  the  Old  Ways  had  to  say  about

queenly propriety. 

She grabbed a wooden spoon and pushed the melting butter around a bit. “We

both  have  atrocious  tempers.  You  know  I  didn’t  mean  what  I  said,  about  the

loyalty thing. Or about the half-human thing. You know none of that matters to

me.” Gavriel’s son—holy gods. But she would keep her mouth shut about it until

Aedion felt like broaching the subject. 

“Aelin, I’m ashamed of what I said to you.” 

“Well,  that  makes  two  of  us,  so  let’s  leave  it  at  that.”  She  whisked  the  eggs, keeping  an  eye  on  the  butter.  “I—I  understand,  Aedion,  I  really  do,  about  the blood  oath.  I  knew  what  it  meant  to  you.  I  made  a  mistake  not  telling  you.  I don’t normally admit to that kind of thing, but … I should have told you. And

I’m sorry.” 

He sniffed at the onions, his expert slicing leaving a neat heap of them on one

end of the cutting board, and then started on the small brown mushrooms. “That

oath  meant  everything  to  me.  Ren  and  I  used  to  be  at  each  other’s  throats

because of it when we were children. His father hated me because I was the one

favored to take it.” 

She  took  the  onions  from  him  and  chucked  them  into  the  butter,  sizzling

filling the kitchen. “There’s nothing that says you can’t take the oath, you know. 

Maeve has several blood-sworn members in her court.” Who were now making

Aelin’s life a living hell. “You can take it, and so can Ren—only if you want to, 

but … I won’t be upset if you don’t want to.” 

“In Terrasen, there was only one.” 

She  stirred  the  onions.  “Things  change.  New  traditions  for  a  new  court.  You

can swear it right now if you wish.” 

Aedion  finished  the  mushrooms  and  set  down  the  knife  as  he  leaned  against

the counter. “Not now. Not until I see you crowned. Not until we can be in front

of a crowd, in front of the world.” 

She dumped in the mushrooms. “You’re even more dramatic than I am.” 

Aedion snorted. “Hurry up with the eggs. I’m going to die of starvation.” 

“Make the bacon, or you don’t get to eat any.” 

Aedion could hardly move fast enough. 
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There was a room deep below the stone castle that the demon lurking inside him

liked to visit. 

The  demon  prince  even  let  him  out  sometimes,  through  the  eyes  that  might

have once been his. 

It was a room cloaked in endless night. Or maybe the darkness was from the

demon. 

But they could see; they had always been able to see in the blackness. Where

the demon prince had come from, so little light existed that it had learned to hunt

in the shadows. 

There  were  pedestals  arranged  in  the  round  room  in  an  elegant  curve,  each

topped with a black pillow. And on each pillow sat a crown. 

Kept down here like trophies—kept in darkness. Like him. 

A secret room. 

The prince stood in the center of it, surveying the crowns. 

The demon had taken control of the body completely. He’d let him, after that

woman with the familiar eyes had failed to kill him. 

He  waited  for  the  demon  to  leave  the  room,  but  the  demon  prince  spoke

instead. A hissing, cold voice that came from between the stars, speaking to him

—only to him. 

 The  crowns  of  the  conquered  nations,  the  demon  prince  said.  More  will  be added soon.  Perhaps the crowns of other worlds, too. 

He did not care. 

 You should care—you will enjoy it as we rip the realms to shreds. 

He  backed  away,  tried  to  retreat  into  a  pocket  of  darkness  where  even  the

demon prince couldn’t find him. 

The demon laughed.  Spineless human. No wonder she lost her head. 

He tried to shut out the voice. 

Tried to. 

He wished that woman had killed him. 

[image: Image 760]

[image: Image 761]

 31 



Manon  stormed  into  Perrington’s  massive  war  tent,  shoving  aside  the  heavy

canvas  flap  so  violently  that  her  iron  nails  slashed  through  the  material.  “Why are my Thirteen being denied access to the Yellowlegs coven? Explain.  Now.” 

As the last word snapped out of her, Manon stopped dead. 

Standing  in  the  center  of  the  dim  tent,  the  duke  whirled  toward  her,  his  face dark—and, Manon had to admit with a thrill, a bit terrifying. “Get out,” he said, his eyes flaring like embers. 

But Manon’s attention was fixed on what—who—stood beyond the duke. 

Manon stepped forward, even as the duke advanced on her. 

Her  black,  filmy  dress  like  woven  night,  Kaltain  was  facing  a  kneeling, 

trembling young soldier, her pale hand outstretched toward his contorted face. 

And all over her, an unholy aura of dark fire burned. 

“What is that?” Manon said. 

“Out,” the duke barked, and actually had the nerve to lunge for Manon’s arm. 

She  swiped  with  her  iron  nails,  sidestepping  the  duke  without  so  much  as

glancing at him. All her focus, every pore of her, was pinned on the dark-haired

lady. 

The young soldier—one of Perrington’s own—was silently sobbing as tendrils

of  that  black  fire  floated  from  Kaltain’s  fingertips  and  slithered  over  his  skin, leaving no marks. The human turned pain-filled gray eyes to Manon.  Please, he

mouthed. 

The duke snatched for Manon again, and she darted past him. “Explain this.” 

“You do not give orders, Wing Leader,” the duke snapped. “Now get out.” 

“What is that?” Manon repeated. 

The  duke  surged  for  her,  but  then  a  silken  female  voice  breathed, 

“Shadowfire.” 

Perrington froze, as if surprised she had spoken. 

“Where  does  this  shadowfire  come  from?”  Manon  demanded.  The  woman

was so small, so thin. The dress was barely more than cobwebs and shadows. It

was cold in the mountain camp, even for Manon. Had she refused a cloak, or did

they just not care? Or perhaps, with this fire … Perhaps she did not need one at

all. 

“From me,” Kaltain said, in a voice that was dead and hollow and yet vicious. 

“It has always been there—asleep. And now it has been awoken. Shaped anew.” 

“What does it do?” Manon said. The duke had stopped to observe the young

woman,  like  he  was  figuring  out  some  sort  of  puzzle,  like  he  was  waiting  for something else. 

Kaltain  smiled  faintly  at  the  soldier  shaking  on  the  ornate  red  carpet,  his

golden-brown hair shimmering in the light of the dimmed lantern above him. “It

does this,” she whispered, and curled her delicate fingers. 

The  shadowfire  shot  from  her  hand  and  wrapped  around  the  soldier  like  a

second skin. 

He  opened  his  mouth  in  a  silent  scream—convulsing  and  thrashing,  tipping

his head back to the ceiling of the tent and sobbing in quiet, unheard agony. 

But no burns marred his skin. As if the shadowfire summoned only pain, as if

it tricked the body into thinking it was being incinerated. 

Manon didn’t take her eyes away from the man spasming on the carpet, tears

of  blood  now  leaking  from  his  eyes,  his  nose,  his  ears.  Quietly  she  asked  the duke, “Why are you torturing him? Is he a rebel spy?” 

Now  the  duke  approached  Kaltain,  peering  at  her  blank,  beautiful  face.  Her

eyes were wholly fixed on the young man, enthralled. She spoke again. “No. Just

a simple man.” No inflection, no sign of empathy. 

“Enough,”  the  duke  said,  and  the  fire  vanished  from  Kaltain’s  hand.  The

young man sagged on the carpet, panting and weeping. The duke pointed to the

curtains in the back of the tent, which no doubt concealed a sleeping area. “Lie

down.” 

Like a doll, like a ghost, Kaltain turned, that midnight gown swirling with her, 

and stalked toward the heavy red curtains, slipping through them as if she were

no more than mist. 

The duke walked over to the young man and knelt before him on the ground. 

The captive lifted his head, blood and tears mingling on his face. But the duke’s

eyes  met  Manon’s  as  he  put  his  massive  hands  on  either  side  of  his  soldier’s face. 

And snapped his neck. 

The  death-crunch  shuddered  through  Manon  like  the  twanging  of  a  harp. 

Normally, she would have chuckled. 

But for a heartbeat she felt warm, sticky blue blood on her hands, felt the hilt

of  her  knife  imprinted  against  her  palm  as  she  gripped  it  hard  and  slashed  it across the throat of that Crochan. 

The soldier slumped to the carpet as the duke rose. “What is it that you want, 

Blackbeak?” 

Like the Crochan’s death, this had been a warning. Keep her mouth shut. 

But  she  planned  to  write  to  her  grandmother.  Planned  to  tell  her  everything

that had happened: this, and that the Yellowlegs coven hadn’t been seen or heard

from since entering the chamber beneath the Keep. The Matron would fly down

here and start shredding spines. 

“I want to know why we have been blocked from the Yellowlegs coven. They

are under my jurisdiction, and as such, I have the right to see them.” 

“It was successful; that’s all you need to know.” 

“You’re  to  tell  your  guards  immediately  to  grant  me  and  mine  permission  to

enter.” Indeed, dozens of guards had blocked her path—and short of killing her

way through, Manon had no way in. 

“You choose to ignore my orders. Why should I follow yours, Wing Leader?” 

“You won’t have a gods-damned army to ride those wyverns if you lock them

all up for your  breeding experiments.” 

They were warriors—they were Ironteeth witches. They weren’t chattel to be

bred. They weren’t to be experimented upon. Her grandmother would slaughter

him. 

The duke merely shrugged. “I told you I wanted Blackbeaks. You refused to

give them to me.” 

“Is this punishment?” The words snapped out of her. The Yellowlegs were still

Ironteeth, after all. Still under her command. 

“Oh, no. Not at all. But if you disobey my orders again, the next time, it might

be.” He cocked his head, and the light gilded his dark eyes. “There are princes, 

you  know—among  the  Valg.  Powerful,  cunning  princes,  capable  of  splattering

people  on  walls.  They’ve  been  very  keen  to  test  themselves  against  your  kind. 

Perhaps they’ll pay a visit to your barracks. See who survives the night. It’d be a

good way to weed out the lesser witches. I have no use for weak soldiers in my

armies, even if it decreases your numbers.” 

For a moment, there was a roaring silence in her head. A threat. 

A  threat  from  this   human,  this  man  who  had  lived  but  a  fraction  of  her existence, this mortal  beast—

 Careful, a voice said in her head.  Proceed with cunning. 

So  Manon  allowed  herself  to  nod  slightly  in  acquiescence,  and  asked,  “And

what  of  your  other  …  activities?  What  goes  on  beneath  the  mountains  circling this valley?” 

The  duke  studied  her,  and  she  met  his  gaze,  met  every  inch  of  blackness


within it. And found something slithering inside that had no place in this world. 

At last he said, “You do not wish to learn what is being bred and forged under

those  mountains,  Blackbeak.  Don’t  bother  sending  your  scouts  in.  They  won’t
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see daylight again. Consider yourself warned.” 

The  human  worm  clearly  didn’t  know  precisely  how  skilled  her  Shadows

were,  but  she  wasn’t  about  to  correct  him,  not  when  it  could  be  used  to  her advantage  one  day.  Yet  whatever  did  go  on  inside  those  mountains  wasn’t  her

concern—not with the Yellowlegs and the rest of the legion to deal with. Manon

jerked  her  chin  toward  the  dead  soldier.  “What  do  you  plan  to  use  this

shadowfire for? Torture?” 

A  flash  of  ire  at  yet  another  question.  The  duke  said  tightly,  “I  have  not  yet decided.  For  now,  she  will  experiment  like  this.  Perhaps  later,  she  will  learn  to incinerate the armies of our enemies.” 

A  flame  that  did  not  leave  burns—loosed  upon  thousands.  It  would  be

glorious, even if it was grotesque. “And are there armies of enemies gathering? 

Will you use this shadowfire on them?” 

The  duke  again  cocked  his  head,  the  scars  on  his  face  thrown  into  stark

contrast in the dim lantern light. “Your grandmother didn’t tell you, then.” 

“About what?” she bit out. 

The  duke  strode  toward  the  curtained-off  part  of  the  room.  “About  the

weapons she has been making for me—for you.” 

“What weapons?” She didn’t bother wasting time with tactical silence. 

The duke just grinned at her as he disappeared, the curtains swinging enough

to reveal Kaltain lying on a low bed covered in furs, her thin, pale arms at her

sides, her eyes open and unseeing. A shell. A weapon. 

Two weapons—Kaltain, and whatever her grandmother was making. 

That  was  why  the  Matron  had  stayed  in  the  Fangs  with  the  other  High

Witches. 

If the three of them were combining their knowledge, wisdom, and cruelty to

develop a weapon to use against the mortal armies …

A shiver skidded down Manon’s spine as she glanced once more at the broken

human on the rug. 

Whatever  this  new  weapon  was,  whatever  the  three  High  Witches  came  up

with …

The humans wouldn’t stand a chance. 



“I  want  you  all  spreading  the  word  to  the  other  covens.  I  want  sentinels  on constant  surveillance  at  the  entrances  to  the  barracks.  Three-hour  watch

rotations,  no  longer—we  don’t  need  anyone  passing  out  and  letting  the  enemy

slip in. I’ve dispatched a letter to the Matron already.” 

Elide  awoke  with  a  jolt  inside  the  aerie,  warm  and  rested  and  not  daring  to breathe. It was still dark, but the moonlight was gone, dawn far off. And in the

blackness,  she  could  faintly  make  out  the  gleam  of  snow-white  hair  and  the

flicker of a few sets of iron teeth and nails. Oh, gods. 

She’d planned to sleep for only an hour. She must have slept for at least four. 

Abraxos didn’t move behind her, his wing still shielding her. 

Since that encounter with Asterin and Manon, every hour, waking or sleeping, 

had  been  a  nightmare  for  Elide,  and  even  days  afterward  she  caught  herself

holding her breath at odd moments, when the shadow of the fear gripped her by

the throat. The witches hadn’t bothered with her, even though she’d claimed her

blood ran blue. But neither had Vernon. 

But  tonight  …  she’d  been  limping  back  to  her  room,  the  stairwell  dark  and

quiet—too quiet, even with the scraping of her chains on the floor. And by her

door,  a  pocket  of  utter  silence,  as  if  even  the  dust  mites  had  held  their  breath. 

Someone was inside her room. Waiting for her. 

So  she’d  kept  walking,  all  the  way  to  the  moonlit  aerie,  where  her  uncle

wouldn’t dare go. The wyverns of the Thirteen had been curled up on the floor

like  cats  or  perched  on  their  posts  over  the  drop.  To  her  left,  Abraxos  had watched  her  from  where  he’d  sprawled  on  his  belly,  his  depthless  eyes  wide, 

unblinking.  When  she’d  come  close  enough  to  smell  the  carrion  on  his  breath, she’d said, “I need somewhere to sleep. Just for tonight.” 

His tail moved slightly, the iron spikes clinking on the stones. Wagging. Like

a dog—sleepy, but pleased to see her. There was no growl to be heard, no glint

of  iron  teeth  readying  to  gulp  her  down  in  two  bites.  She  would   rather  be gobbled down than face whoever had been in her room. 

Elide had slid down against the wall, tucking her hands under her armpits and

curling her knees to her chest. Her teeth began clacking against each other, and

she curled tighter. It was so cold in here that her breath clouded in front of her. 

Hay crunched, and Abraxos sidled closer. 

Elide had tensed—might have sprung to her feet and bolted. The wyvern had

extended one wing toward her as if in invitation. To sit beside him. 

“Please don’t eat me,” she’d whispered. 

He’d huffed, as if to say,  You wouldn’t be much of a mouthful. 

Shivering,  Elide  rose.  He  seemed  bigger  with  every  step.  But  that  wing

remained extended, as if she were the animal in need of calming. 

As she reached his side, she could hardly breathe as she extended a hand and

stroked  the  curving,  scaly  hide.  It  was  surprisingly  soft,  like  worn  leather.  And toasty, as if he were a furnace. Carefully, aware of the head he angled to watch

her every move, she sat down against him, her back instantly warmed. 

That  wing  had  gracefully  lowered,  folding  down  until  it  became  a  wall  of warm  membrane  between  her  and  the  chill  wind.  She’d  leaned  farther  into  his

softness and delightful heat, letting it sink into her bones. 

She hadn’t even realized that she’d tumbled into sleep. And now …  they were

here. 

Abraxos’s  reek  must  be  concealing  her  own  human  scent,  or  else  the  Wing

Leader  would  have  found  her  by  now.  Abraxos  kept  still  enough  that  she

wondered if he knew that, too. 

The  voices  moved  toward  the  center  of  the  aerie,  and  Elide  gauged  the

distance between Abraxos and the door. Perhaps she could slip away before they

noticed—

“Keep it quiet; keep it secret. If anyone reveals our defenses, they die at my

hand.” 

“As you will it,” Sorrel said. 

Asterin said, “Do we tell the Yellowlegs and Bluebloods?” 

“No,” Manon said, her voice like death and bloodshed. “Blackbeaks only.” 

“Even  if  another  coven  winds  up  volunteering  for  the  next  round?”  Asterin

said. 

Manon gave a snarl that made the hair on Elide’s neck rise. “We can only tug

so much at the leash.” 

“Leashes can snap,” Asterin challenged. 

“So can your neck,” Manon said. 

Now—now, while they were fighting. Abraxos remained unmoving, as if not

daring  to  draw  attention  to  himself  while  Elide  prepared  to  hurry  out.  But  the chains  …  Elide  sat  back  down  and  carefully,  slowly,  lifted  her  foot  just  a  little off  the  floor,  holding  the  chains  so  they  wouldn’t  drag.  With  one  foot  and  one hand, she began pushing herself across the stones, sliding for the door. 

“This  shadowfire,”  Sorrel  mused,  as  if  trying  to  diffuse  the  brewing  storm

between the Wing Leader and her cousin. “Will he use it on us?” 

“He seemed inclined to think it could be used on entire armies. I wouldn’t put

it past him to hold it over our heads.” 

Closer and closer, Elide edged for the open doorway. 

She was almost there when Manon crooned, “If you had any backbone, Elide, 

you would have stayed beside Abraxos until we left.” 

[image: Image 763]

[image: Image 764]

 32 



Manon  had  spotted  Elide  sleeping  against  Abraxos  the  moment  they’d  entered

the  aerie,  and  she’d  become  aware  of  her  presence  moments  before  that—

tracking  her  from  scent  alone  up  the  stairs.  If  Asterin  and  Sorrel  had  noticed, they made no comment. 

The servant girl was sitting on her ass, almost to the doorway, one foot in the

air  to  keep  her  chains  from  dragging.  Smart,  even  if  she’d  been  too  stupid  to realize how well they saw in the dark. 

“There was someone in my room,” Elide said, lowering her foot and standing. 

Asterin stiffened. “Who?” 

“I don’t know,” Elide said, keeping near the doorway, even if it would do her

no good. “It didn’t seem wise to go inside.” 

Abraxos  had  tensed,  his  tail  shifting  over  the  stones.  The  useless  beast  was worried for the girl. Manon narrowed her eyes at him. “Isn’t your kind supposed

to eat young women?” 

He glared at her. 

Elide held her ground as Manon prowled closer. And Manon, despite herself, 

was impressed. She looked at the girl—really looked at her. 

A girl who was not afraid to sleep against a wyvern, who had enough common

sense to tell when danger might be approaching … Perhaps that blood really did

run blue. 

“There is a chamber beneath this castle,” Manon said, and Asterin and Sorrel

fell into rank behind her. “Inside it is a coven of Yellowlegs witches, all taken by

the  duke  to  …  create  demon  offspring.  I  want  you  to  get  into  that  chamber.  I want you to tell me what’s happening in there.” 

The human went pale as death. “I can’t.” 

“You can, and you will,” Manon said. “You’re mine now.” She felt Asterin’s

attention on her—the disapproval and surprise. Manon went on, “You find a way

into that chamber, you give me the details, you keep  quiet about what you learn, and you live. If you betray me, if you tell anyone … then we’ll toast to you at

your wedding party to a handsome Valg husband, I suppose.” 

The girl’s hands were shaking. Manon smacked them down to her sides. “We

do not tolerate cowards in the Blackbeak ranks,” she hissed. “Or did you think

your  protection  was  free?”  Manon  pointed  to  the  door.  “You’re  to  stay  in  my chambers if your own are compromised. Go wait at the bottom of the stairs.” 

Elide  glanced  behind  Manon  to  her  Second  and  Third,  as  if  she  was

considering begging them to help. But Manon knew that their faces were stony

and unyielding. Elide’s terror was a tang in Manon’s nose as she limped away. It

took her far too long to get down the stairs, that wasted leg of hers slowing her to

a crone’s pace. Once she was at the bottom, Manon turned to Sorrel and Asterin. 

“She could go to the duke,” Sorrel said. As Second, she had the right to make

that remark—to think through all threats to the heir. 

“She’s not that ruthless.” 

Asterin  clicked  her  tongue.  “That  was  why  you  spoke,  knowing  she  was

here.” 

Manon didn’t bother nodding. 

“If she’s caught?” Asterin asked. Sorrel glanced sharply at her. Manon didn’t

feel like reprimanding. It was on Sorrel to sort out the dominance between them

now. 

“If she’s caught, then we’ll find another way.” 

“And you have no qualms about them killing her? Or using that shadowfire on

her?” 

“Stand down, Asterin,” Sorrel ground out. 

Asterin did no such thing. “You should be asking these questions,  Second.” 

Sorrel’s  iron  teeth  snapped  down.  “It  is  because  of  your  questioning  that

you’re now Third.” 

“Enough,”  Manon  said.  “Elide  is  the  only  one  who  might  get  into  that

chamber  and  report.  The  duke  has  his  grunts  under  orders  not  to  let  a  single witch  near.  Even  the  Shadows  can’t  get  close  enough.  But  a  servant  girl, 

cleaning up whatever mess …” 

“You were the one waiting in her room,” Asterin said. 

“A dose of fear goes a long way in humans.” 

“Is she human, though?” Sorrel asked. “Or do we count her among us?” 

“It  makes  no  difference  if  she’s  human  or  witch-kind.  I’d  send  whoever  was

the most qualified down into those chambers, and at this moment, only Elide can

gain access to them.” 

Cunning—that was how she would get around the duke, with his schemes and

his weapons. She might work for his king, but she would not tolerate being left

ignorant. 

“I  need  to  know  what’s  happening  in  those  chambers,”  Manon  said.  “If  we

lose one life to do that, then so be it.” 

“And  what  then?”  Asterin  asked,  despite  Sorrel’s  warning.  “Once  you  learn, 
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what then?” 

Manon hadn’t decided. Again, that phantom blood coated her hands. 

Follow orders—or else she and the Thirteen would be executed. Either by her

grandmother  or  by  the  duke.  After  her  grandmother  read  her  letter,  maybe  it

would be different. But until then—

“Then we continue as we’ve been commanded,” Manon said. “But I will not

be led into this with a blindfold over my eyes.” 



Spy. 

A spy for the Wing Leader. 

Elide supposed it was no different than being a spy for herself—for her own

freedom. 

But  learning  about  the  supply  wagons’  arrival   and  trying  to  get  into  that chamber  while  also  going  about  her  duties  …  Maybe  she  would  get  lucky. 

Maybe she could do both. 

Manon had a pallet of hay brought up to her room, setting it near the fire to

warm  Elide’s  mortal  bones,  she’d  said.  Elide  hardly  slept  that  first  night  in  the witch’s  tower.  When  she  stood  to  use  the  privy,  convinced  that  the  witch  was asleep, she’d made it two steps before Manon had said, “Going somewhere?” 

Gods, her voice. Like a snake hidden up a tree. 

She’d  stammered  out  an  explanation  about  needing  the  bathing  room.  When

Manon hadn’t replied, Elide had stumbled out. She’d returned to find the witch

asleep—or at least her eyes were closed. 

Manon  slept  naked.  Even  with  the  chill.  Her  white  hair  cascaded  down  her

back, and there wasn’t a part of the witch that didn’t seem lean with muscle or

flecked with faint scarring. No part that wasn’t a reminder of what Manon would

do to her if she failed. 

Three  days  later,  Elide  made  her  move.  The  exhaustion  that  had  tugged

relentlessly  on  her  vanished  as  she  clutched  the  armful  of  linens  she’d  taken from the laundry and peered down the hallway. 

Four guards stood at the door to the stairwell. 

It had taken her three days of helping in the laundry, three days of chatting up

the laundresses, to learn if linens were ever needed in the chamber at the bottom

of those stairs. 

No one wanted to talk to her the first two days. They just eyed her and told her

where to haul things or when to singe her hands or what to scrub until her back

hurt. But yesterday—yesterday she had seen the torn, blood-soaked clothes come

in. 

Blue blood, not red. 

Witch-blood. 

Elide  kept  her  head  down,  working  on  the  soldiers’  shirts  she’d  been  given

once  she’d  proved  her  skill  with  a  needle.  But  she  noted  which  laundresses

intercepted the clothes. And then she kept working through the hours it took to

clean and dry and press them, staying later than most of the others. Waiting. 

She  was  nobody  and  nothing  and  belonged  to  no  one—but  if  she  let  Manon

and  the  Blackbeaks  think  she  accepted  their  claim  on  her,  she  might  very  well still get free once those wagons arrived. The Blackbeaks didn’t care about her—

not really. Her heritage was convenient for them. She doubted they would notice

when she vanished. She’d been a ghost for years now, anyway, her heart full of

the forgotten dead. 

So she worked, and waited. 

Even  when  her  back  was  aching,  even  when  her  hands  were  so  sore  they

shook,  she  marked  the  laundress  who  hauled  the  pressed  clothes  out  of  the

chamber and vanished. 

Elide  memorized  every  detail  of  her  face,  of  her  build  and  height.  No  one

noticed when she slipped out after her, carrying an armful of linens for the Wing

Leader. No one stopped her as she trailed the laundress down hall after hall until

she reached this spot. 

Elide  peered  down  the  hall  again  just  as  the  laundress  came  up  out  of  the

stairwell, arms empty, face drawn and bloodless. 

The guards didn’t stop her. Good. 

The  laundress  turned  down  another  hall,  and  Elide  loosed  the  breath  she’d

been holding. 

Turning toward Manon’s tower, she silently thought through her plan over and

over. 

If she was caught …

Perhaps  she  should  throw  herself  from  one  of  the  balconies  rather  than  face

one of the dozens of awful deaths awaiting her. 

No—no,  she  would  endure.  She  had  survived  when  so  many—nearly

everyone  she’d  loved—had  not.  When  her  kingdom  had  not.  So  she  would

survive for them, and when she left, she would build herself a new life far away

in their honor. 

Elide hobbled up a winding stairwell. Gods, she hated stairs. 

She  was  about  halfway  up  when  she  heard  a  man’s  voice  that  stopped  her

cold. 

“The duke said you spoke—why will you not say a word to me?” 

Vernon. 

Silence greeted him. 

Back down the stairs—she should go right back down the stairs. 

“So  beautiful,”  her  uncle  murmured  to  whomever  it  was.  “Like  a  moonless

night.” 

Elide’s mouth went dry at the tone in his voice. 

“Perhaps it’s fate that we ran into each other here. He watches you so closely.” 

Vernon paused. “Together,” he said quietly, reverently. “Together, we shall create

wonders that will make the world tremble.” 

Such dark, intimate words, filled with such …  entitlement. She didn’t want to

know what he meant. 

Elide took as silent a step as she could down the stairs. She had to get away. 

“Kaltain,” her uncle rumbled, a demand and a threat and a promise. 

The  silent  young  woman—the  one  who  never  spoke,  who  never  looked  at

anything, who had such marks on her. Elide had seen her only a few times. Had

seen how little she responded. Or fought back. 

And then Elide was walking up the stairs. 

Up  and  up,  making  sure  her  chains  clanked  as  loudly  as  possible.  Her  uncle

fell silent. 

She rounded the next landing, and there they were. 

Kaltain had been shoved up against the wall, the neck of that too-flimsy gown

tugged to the side, her breast nearly out. There was such emptiness on her face—

as if she weren’t even there at all. Vernon stood a few paces away. Elide clutched

her linens so hard she thought she’d shred them. Wished she had those iron nails, 

for once. 

“Lady Kaltain,” she said to the young woman, barely a few years older than

she. 

She did not expect her own rage. Did not expect herself to go on to say, “I was

sent to find you, Lady. This way, please.” 

“Who sent for her?” Vernon demanded. 

Elide  met  his  gaze.  And  did  not  bow  her  head.  Not  an  inch.  “The  Wing

Leader.” 

“The Wing Leader isn’t authorized to meet with her.” 

“And you are?” Elide set herself between them, though it would do no good

should her uncle decide to use force. 

Vernon  smiled.  “I  was  wondering  when  you’d  show  your  fangs,  Elide.  Or

should I say your iron teeth?” 

He knew, then. 

Elide stared him down and put a light hand on Kaltain’s arm. She was as cold
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as ice. 

She didn’t even look at Elide. 

“If  you’d  be  so  kind,  Lady,”  Elide  said,  tugging  on  that  arm,  clutching  the laundry with her other hand. Kaltain mutely started into a walk. 

Vernon chuckled. “You two could be sisters,” he said casually. 

“Fascinating,” Elide said, guiding the lady up the steps—even as the effort to

keep balanced made her leg throb in agony. 

“Until  next  time,”  her  uncle  said  from  behind  them,  and  she  didn’t  want  to

know who he meant. 

In  silence,  her  heart  pounding  so  wildly  that  she  thought  she  might  vomit, 

Elide led Kaltain up to the next landing, and let go of her long enough to open

the door and guide her into the hall. 

The lady paused, staring at the stone, at nothing. 

“Where do you need to go?” Elide asked her softly. 

The lady just stared. In the torchlight, the scar on her arm was gruesome. Who

had done that? 

Elide put a hand on the woman’s elbow again. “Where can I take you that is

safe?” 

Nowhere—there was nowhere here that was safe. 

But slowly, as if it took her a lifetime to remember how to do it, the lady slid

her eyes to Elide. 

Darkness and death and black flame; despair and rage and emptiness. 

And yet—a kernel of understanding. 

Kaltain  merely  walked  away,  that  dress  hissing  on  the  stones.  There  were

bruises  that  looked  like  fingerprints  around  her  other  arm.  As  if  someone  had gripped her too hard. 

This place. These  people—

Elide fought her nausea, watching until the woman vanished around a corner. 



Manon was seated at her desk, staring at what appeared to be a letter, when Elide

entered the tower. “Did you get into the chamber?” the witch said, not bothering

to turn around. 

Elide swallowed hard. “I need you to get me some poison.” 
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Standing in a wide clearing among the stacks of crates, Aedion blinked against

the late-morning sun slanting through the windows high up in the warehouse. He

was already sweating, and in dire need of water as the heat of the day turned the

warehouse suffocating. 

He  didn’t  complain.  He’d  demanded  to  be  allowed  to  help,  and  Aelin  had

refused. 

He’d insisted he was fit to fight, and she had merely said, “Prove it.” 

So here they were. He and the Fae Prince had been going through a workout

routine  with  sparring  sticks  for  the  past  thirty  minutes,  and  it  was  thoroughly kicking  his  ass.  The  wound  on  his  side  was  one  wrong  move  away  from

splitting, but he gritted through it. 

The  pain  was  welcome,  considering  the  thoughts  that  had  kept  him  up  all

night.  That  Rhoe  and  Evalin  had  never  told  him,  that  his  mother  had  died  to conceal  the  knowledge  of  who  sired  him,  that  he  was  half  Fae—and  that  he

might  not  know  for  another  decade  how  he  would  age.  If  he  would  outlast  his queen. 

And  his  father—Gavriel.  That  was  a  whole  other  path  to  be  explored.  Later. 

Perhaps  it’d  be  useful,  if  Maeve  made  good  on  the  threat  she  posed,  now  that one of his father’s legendary companions was hunting Aelin in this city. 

Lorcan. 

Shit.  The  stories  he’d  heard  about  Lorcan  had  been  full  of  glory  and  gore—

mostly the latter. A male who didn’t make mistakes, and who was ruthless with

those who did. 

Dealing  with  the  King  of  Adarlan  was  bad  enough,  but  having  an  immortal

enemy  at  their  backs  …  Shit.  And  if  Maeve  ever  saw  fit  to  send  Gavriel  over here  …  Aedion  would  find  a  way  to  endure  it,  as  he’d  found  a  way  to  endure everything in his life. 

Aedion was finishing a maneuver with the stick that the prince had shown him

twice  now  when  Aelin  paused  her  own  exercising.  “I  think  that’s  enough  for

today,” she said, barely winded. 

Aedion  stiffened  at  the  dismissal  already  in  her  eyes.  He’d  been  waiting  all morning for this. For the past ten years, he had learned everything he could from

mortals.  If  warriors  came  to  his  territory,  he’d  use  his  considerable  charms  to convince  them  to  teach  him  what  they  knew.  And  whenever  he’d  ventured

outside  of  his  lands,  he’d  made  a  point  to  glean  as  much  as  he  could  about fighting  and  killing  from  whoever  lived  there.  So  pitting  himself  against  a

purebred  Fae  warrior,  direct  from  Doranelle,  was  an  opportunity  he  couldn’t

waste. He wouldn’t let his cousin’s pity wreck it. 

“I  heard  a  story,”  Aedion  drawled  to  Rowan,  “that  you  killed  an  enemy

warlord using a table.” 

“Please,” Aelin said. “Who the hell told you that?” 

“Quinn—your  uncle’s  Captain  of  the  Guard.  He  was  an  admirer  of  Prince

Rowan’s. He knew all the stories.” 

Aelin slid her eyes to Rowan, who smirked, bracing his sparring stick on the

floor. “You can’t be serious,” she said. “What—you squashed him to death like a

pressed grape?” 

Rowan choked. “No, I didn’t squash him like a grape.” He gave the queen a

feral smile. “I ripped the leg off the table and impaled him with it.” 

“Clean through the chest and into the stone wall,” Aedion said. 

“Well,”  said  Aelin,  snorting,  “I’ll  give  you  points  for  resourcefulness,  at

least.” 

Aedion rolled his neck. “Let’s get back to it.” 

But  Aelin  gave  Rowan  a  look  that  pretty  much  said,  Don’t  kill  my  cousin, please.  Call it off. 

Aedion gripped the wooden sparring stick tighter. “I’m fine.” 

“A week ago,” Aelin said, “you had one foot in the Afterworld. Your wound is

still healing. We’re done for today, and you’re not coming out.” 

“I know my limits, and I say I’m fine.” 

Rowan’s slow grin was nothing short of lethal. An invitation to dance. 

And that primal part of Aedion decided it didn’t want to flee from the predator

in Rowan’s eyes. No, it very much wanted to stand its ground and roar back. 

Aelin groaned, but kept her distance.  Prove it, she’d said. Well, he would. 

Aedion  gave  no  warning  as  he  attacked,  feinting  right  and  aiming  low.  He’d

killed  men  with  that  move—sliced  them  clean  in  half.  But  Rowan  dodged  him

with  brutal  efficiency,  deflecting  and  positioning  to  the  offensive,  and  that  was all that Aedion managed to see before he brought up his stick on pure instinct. 

Bracing himself against the force of Rowan’s blow had his side bleating in pain, 

but he kept focused—even though Rowan had almost knocked the stick from his

hands. 

He  managed  to  strike  the  next  blow  himself.  But  as  Rowan’s  lips  tugged

upward, Aedion had the feeling that the prince was toying with him. 

Not for amusement—no, to prove some point. Red mist coated his vision. 

Rowan  went  to  sweep  his  legs  out,  and  Aedion  stomped  hard  enough  on

Rowan’s stick that it snapped in two. As it did, Aedion twisted, lunging to bring

his own stick straight into Rowan’s face. Gripping the two pieces in either hand, 

the Fae warrior dodged, going low, and—

Aedion didn’t see the second blow coming to his legs. Then he was blinking at

the wooden beams of the ceiling, gasping for breath as the pain from his wound

arced through his side. 

Rowan  snarled  down  at  him,  one  piece  of  the  stick  angled  to  cut  his  throat while the other pushed against his abdomen, ready to spill his guts. 

Holy burning hell. 

Aedion had known he’d be fast, and strong, but this … Having Rowan fight

alongside the Bane might very well decide battles in any sort of war. 

Gods, his side hurt badly enough he thought he might be bleeding. 

The  Fae  Prince  spoke  so  quietly  that  even  Aelin  couldn’t  hear.  “Your  queen

gave you an order to stop—for your own good. Because she needs you healthy, 

and  because  it  pains  her  to  see  you  injured.  Do  not  ignore  her  command  next time.” 

Aedion was wise enough not to snap a retort, nor to move as the prince dug in

the tips of his sticks a little harder. “And,” Rowan added, “if you ever speak to

her again the way you did last night, I’ll rip out your tongue and shove it down

your throat. Understand?” 

With the stick at his neck, Aedion couldn’t nod without impaling himself on

the jagged end. But he breathed, “Understood, Prince.” 

Aedion  opened  his  mouth  again  as  Rowan  backed  away,  about  to  say

something he would surely regret, when a bright hello sounded. 

They all whirled, weapons up, as Lysandra closed the rolling door behind her, 

boxes  and  bags  in  her  arms.  She  had  an  uncanny  way  of  sneaking  into  places unnoticed. 

Lysandra  took  two  steps,  that  stunning  face  grave,  and  stopped  dead  as  she

beheld Rowan. 

Then  his  queen  was  suddenly  moving,  snatching  some  of  the  bags  from

Lysandra’s arms and steering her into the apartment a level above. 

Aedion eased from where he’d been sprawled on the ground. 

“Is that Lysandra?” Rowan asked. 

“Not too bad on the eyes, is she?” 

Rowan snorted. “Why is she here?” 

Aedion  gingerly  prodded  the  wound  in  his  side,  making  sure  it  was  indeed

intact. “She probably has information about Arobynn.” 
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Whom Aedion would soon begin hunting, once his gods-damned wound was

finally  healed,  regardless  of  whether  Aelin  deemed  him  fit.  And  then  he’d  cut the King of the Assassins into little, tiny pieces over many, many days. 

“Yet she doesn’t want you to hear it?” 

Aedion  said,  “I  think  she  finds  everyone  but  Aelin  boring.  Biggest

disappointment of my life.” A lie, and he didn’t know why he said it. 

But Rowan smiled a bit. “I’m glad she found a female friend.” 

Aedion  marveled  for  a  heartbeat  at  the  softness  in  the  warrior’s  face.  Until Rowan shifted his eyes toward him and they were full of ice. “Aelin’s court will

be  a  new  one,  different  from  any  other  in  the  world,  where  the  Old  Ways  are honored again. You’re going to learn them. And I’m going to teach you.” 

“I know the Old Ways.” 

“You’re going to learn them again.” 

Aedion’s shoulders pushed back as he rose to his full height. “I’m the general

of  the  Bane,  and  a  prince  of  both  Ashryver  and  Galathynius  houses.  I’m  not

some untrained foot soldier.” 

Rowan  gave  a  sharp  nod  of  agreement—and  Aedion  supposed  he  should  be

flattered. Until Rowan said, “My cadre, as Aelin likes to call them, was a lethal

unit because we stuck together and abided by the same code. Maeve might be a

sadist, but she ensured that we all understood and followed it. Aelin would never

force  us  into  anything,  and  our  code  will  be  different—better—than  Maeve’s. 

You and I are going to form the backbone of this court. We will shape and decide

our own code.” 

“What?  Obedience  and  blind  loyalty?”  He  didn’t  feel  like  getting  a  lecture. 

Even if Rowan was right, and every word out of the prince’s mouth was one that

Aedion  had  dreamed  of  hearing  for  a  decade.  He  should  have  been  the  one  to initiate  this  conversation.  Gods  above,  he’d   had  this  conversation  with  Ren weeks ago. 

Rowan’s eyes glittered. “To protect and serve.” 

“Aelin?” He could do that; he had already planned on doing that. 

“Aelin.  And  each  other.  And  Terrasen.”  No  room  for  argument,  no  hint  of

doubt. 

A small part of Aedion understood why his cousin had offered the prince the

blood oath. 



“Who is that?” Lysandra said too innocently as Aelin escorted her up the stairs. 

“Rowan,” Aelin said, kicking open the apartment door. 

“He’s  spectacularly  built,”  she  mused.  “I’ve  never  been  with  a  Fae  male.  Or female, for that matter.” 

Aelin shook her head to try to clear the image from her mind. “He’s—” She

swallowed. Lysandra was  grinning, and Aelin  hissed, setting down  the bags on

the great room floor and shutting the door. “Stop that.” 

“Hmm,”  was  all  Lysandra  said,  dropping  her  boxes  and  bags  beside  Aelin’s. 

“Well, I have two things. One, Nesryn sent me a note this morning saying that

you  had  a  new,  very  muscled  guest  staying  and  to  bring  some  clothes.  So  I

brought clothes. Looking at our guest, I think Nesryn undersold him a good deal, 

so the clothes might be tight—not that I’m objecting to  that one bit—but he can

use them until you get others.” 

“Thank you,” she said, and Lysandra waved a slender hand. She’d thank Faliq

later. 

“The other thing I brought you is news. Arobynn received a report last night

that two prison wagons were spotted heading south to Morath—chock full of all

those missing people.” 

She wondered if Chaol knew, and if he had tried to stop it. “Does he know that

former magic-wielders are being targeted?” 

A nod. “He’s been tracking which people disappear and which get sent south

in  the  prison  wagons.  He’s  looking  into  all  his  clients’  lineages  now,  no  matter how the families tried to conceal their histories after magic was banned, to see if

he  can  use  anything  to  his  advantage.  It’s  something  to  consider  when  dealing with him … given your talents.” 

Aelin chewed on her lip. “Thank you for telling me that, too.” 

Fantastic.  Arobynn,  Lorcan,  the  king,  the  Valg,  the  key,  Dorian  …  She  had

half a mind to stuff her face with every remaining morsel of food in the kitchen. 

“Just prepare yourself.” Lysandra glanced at a small pocket watch. “I need to

go. I have a lunch appointment.” No doubt why Evangeline wasn’t with her. 

She was almost to the door when Aelin said, “How much longer—until you’re

free of your debts?” 

“I still have a great deal to pay off, so—a while.” Lysandra paced a few steps, 

and  then  caught  herself.  “Clarisse  keeps  adding  money  as  Evangeline  grows, 

claiming that someone so beautiful would have made her double, triple what she

originally told me.” 

“That’s despicable.” 

“What can I do?” Lysandra held up her wrist, where the tattoo had been inked. 

“She’ll hunt me until the day I die, and I can’t run with Evangeline.” 

“I  could  dig  Clarisse  a  grave  no  one  would  ever  discover,”  Aelin  said.  And

meant it. 
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Lysandra knew she meant it, too. “Not yet—not now.” 

“You say the word, and it’s done.” 

Lysandra’s smile was a thing of savage, dark beauty. 



Standing  before  a  crate  in  the  cavernous  warehouse,  Chaol  studied  the  map

Aelin had just handed him. He focused on the blank spots—trying not to stare at

the warrior-prince on guard by the door. 

It was hard to avoid doing so when Rowan’s presence somehow sucked out all

the air in the warehouse. 

Then there was the matter of the delicately pointed ears peeking out from the

short  silver  hair.  Fae—he’d  never  seen  one  other  than  Aelin  in  those  brief, petrifying moments. And Rowan … Conveniently, in all her storytelling, Aelin

had forgotten to mention that the prince was so handsome. 

A handsome Fae Prince, whom she’d spent months living and training with—

while Chaol’s own life fell apart, while people  died because of her actions—

Rowan  was  watching  Chaol  as  if  he  might  be  dinner.  Depending  on  his  Fae

form, that might not be too far wrong. 

Every  instinct  was  screaming  at  him  to  run,  despite  the  fact  that  Rowan  had been nothing but polite. Distant and intense, but polite. Still, Chaol didn’t need

to see the prince in action to know that he would be dead before he could even

draw his sword. 

“You know, he won’t bite,” Aelin crooned. 

Chaol leveled a stare at her. “Can you just explain what these maps are for?” 

“Anything  you,  Ress,  or  Brullo  can  fill  in  regarding  these  gaps  in  the  castle defenses would be appreciated,” she said. Not an answer. There was no sign of

Aedion  among  the  stacked  crates,  but  the  general  was  probably  listening  from

somewhere nearby with his keen Fae hearing. 

“For  you  to  bring  down  the  clock  tower?”  Chaol  asked,  folding  up  the  map

and tucking it into the inner pocket of his tunic. 

“Maybe,”  she  said.  He  tried  not  to  bristle.  But  there  was  something  settled

about her now—as if some invisible tension in her face had vanished. He tried

not to look toward the door again. 

“I  haven’t  heard  from  Ress  or  Brullo  for  a  few  days,”  he  said  instead.  “I’ll make contact soon.” 

She nodded, pulling out a second map—this one of the labyrinthine network

of the sewers—and weighted down the ends with whatever small blades she had

on her. A good number of them, apparently. 

“Arobynn learned that the missing prisoners were taken to Morath last night. 

Did you know?” 

Another failure that fell on his shoulders—another disaster. “No.” 

“They  can’t  have  gotten  far.  You  could  gather  a  team  and  ambush  the

wagons.” 

“I know I could.” 

“Are you going to?” 

He laid a hand on the map. “Did you bring me here to prove a point about my

uselessness?” 

She straightened. “I asked you to come because I thought it would be helpful

for the both of us. We’re both—we’re both under a fair amount of pressure these

days.” 

Her turquoise-and-gold eyes were calm—unfazed. 

Chaol said, “When do you make your move?” 

“Soon.” 

Again, not an answer. He said as evenly as he could, “Anything else I should

know?” 

“I’d start avoiding the sewers. It’s your death warrant if you don’t.” 

“There are people trapped down there—we’ve found the nests, but no sign of

the prisoners. I won’t abandon them.” 

“That’s all well and good,” she said, and he clenched his teeth at the dismissal

in  her  tone,  “but  there  are  worse  things  than  Valg  grunts  patrolling  the  sewers, and I bet they won’t turn a blind eye to anyone in their territory. I would weigh

the risks if I were you.” She dragged a hand through her hair. “So are you going

to ambush the prison wagons?” 

“Of  course  I  am.”  Even  though  the  rebels’  numbers  were  down.  So  many  of

their people were either fleeing the city altogether or refusing to risk their necks

in an increasingly futile battle. 

Was that concern flickering in her eyes? But she said, “They use warded locks

on the wagons. And the doors are reinforced with iron. Bring the right tools.” 

He drew in a breath to snap at her about talking down to him, but—

She would know about the wagons; she’d spent weeks in one. 

He couldn’t quite meet her stare as he straightened up to go. 

“Tell Faliq that Prince Rowan says thank you for the clothes,” Aelin said. 

What the hell was she talking about? Perhaps it was another jab. 

So  he  made  for  the  door,  where  Rowan  stepped  aside  with  a  murmured

farewell.  Nesryn  had  told  him  she’d  spent  the  evening  with  Aedion  and  Aelin, but  he  hadn’t  realized  they  might  be  …  friends.  He  hadn’t  considered  that

Nesryn might wind up unable to resist the allure of Aelin Galathynius. 

Though he supposed that Aelin was a queen. She did not falter. She did not do anything but plow ahead, burning bright. 

Even if it meant killing Dorian. 

They  hadn’t  spoken  of  it  since  the  day  of  Aedion’s  rescue.  But  it  still  hung between them. And when she went to free magic … Chaol would again have the

proper precautions in place. 

Because he did not think she would put her sword down the next time. 
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Aelin  knew  she  had  things  to  do—vital  things,  terrible  things—but  she  could

sacrifice one day. 

Keeping to the shadows whenever possible, she spent the afternoon showing

Rowan  the  city,  from  the  elegant  residential  districts  to  the  markets  crammed with vendors selling goods for the summer solstice in two weeks. 

There was no sign or scent of Lorcan, thank the gods. But the king’s men were

posted at a few busy intersections, giving Aelin an opportunity to point them out

to  Rowan.  He  studied  them  with  trained  efficiency,  his  keen  sense  of  smell

enabling him to pick out which ones were still human and which were inhabited

by lesser Valg demons. From the look on his face, she honestly felt a little bad

for  any  guard  that  came  across  him,  demon  or  human.  A  little,  but  not  much. 

Especially  given  that  their  presence  alone  somewhat  ruined  her  plans  for  a

peaceful, quiet day. 

She  wanted  to  show  Rowan  the  good  parts  of  the  city  before  dragging  him

into its underbelly. 

So she took him to one of Nesryn’s family’s bakeries, where she went so far as

to buy a few of those pear tarts. At the docks, Rowan even convinced her to try

some pan-fried trout. She’d once sworn never to eat fish, and had cringed as the

fork  had  neared  her  mouth,  but—the  damned  thing  was  delicious.  She  ate  her

entire fish, then snuck bites of Rowan’s, to his snarling dismay. 

Here—Rowan  was  here  with  her,  in  Rifthold.  And  there  was  so  much  more

she  wanted  him  to  see,  to  learn  about  what  her  life  had  been  like.  She’d  never wanted to share any of it before. 

Even  when  she’d  heard  the  crack  of  a  whip  after  lunch  as  they  cooled

themselves by the water, she’d wanted him with her to witness it. He’d silently

stood with a hand on her shoulder as they watched the cluster of chained slaves

hauling cargo onto one of the ships. Watched—and could do nothing. 

Soon, she promised herself. Putting an end to  that was a high priority. 

They  meandered  back  through  the  market  stalls,  one  after  another,  until  the

smell  of  roses  and  lilies  wafted  by,  the  river  breeze  sweeping  petals  of  every shape and color past their feet as the flower girls shouted about their wares. 

She turned to him. “If you were a gentleman, you’d buy me—” 
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Rowan’s face had gone blank, his eyes hollow as he stared at one of the flower

girls  in  the  center  of  the  square,  a  basket  of  hothouse  peonies  on  her  thin  arm. 

Young, pretty, dark-haired, and— Oh, gods. 

She  shouldn’t  have  brought  him  here.  Lyria  had  sold  flowers  in  the  market; 

she’d been a poor flower girl before Prince Rowan had spotted her and instantly

known she was his mate. A faerie tale—until she’d been slaughtered by enemy

forces. Pregnant with Rowan’s child. 

Aelin  clenched  and  unclenched  her  fingers,  any  words  lodged  in  her  throat. 

Rowan was still staring at the girl, who smiled at a passing woman, aglow with

some inner light. 

“I didn’t deserve her,” Rowan said quietly. 

Aelin  swallowed  hard.  There  were  wounds  in  both  of  them  that  had  yet  to

heal, but this one … Truth. As always, she could offer him one truth in exchange

for another. “I didn’t deserve Sam.” 

He looked at her at last. 

She’d do anything to get rid of the agony in his eyes. Anything. 

His gloved fingers brushed her own, then dropped back to his side. 

She  clenched  her  hand  into  a  fist  again.  “Come.  I  want  to  show  you

something.” 



Aelin scrounged up some dessert from the street vendors while Rowan waited in

a shadowed alley. Now, sitting on one of the wooden rafters in the gilded dome

of the darkened Royal Theater, Aelin munched on a lemon cookie and swung her

legs in the open air below. The space was the same as she remembered it, but the

silence, the darkness …

“This  used  to  be  my  favorite  place  in  the  entire  world,”  she  said,  her  words too loud in the emptiness. Sunlight poured in from the roof door they’d broken

into,  illuminating  the  rafters  and  the  golden  dome,  gleaming  faintly  off  the

polished brass banisters and the bloodred curtains of the stage below. “Arobynn

owns  a  private  box,  so  I  went  any  chance  I  could.  The  nights  I  didn’t  feel  like dressing up or being seen, or maybe the nights I had a job and only an hour free, 

I’d creep in here through that door and listen.” 

Rowan  finished  his  cookie  and  gazed  at  the  dark  space  below.  He’d  been  so

quiet for the past thirty minutes—as if he’d pulled back into a place where she

couldn’t reach him. 

She nearly sighed with relief as he said, “I’ve never seen an orchestra—or a

theater like this, crafted around sound and luxury. Even in Doranelle, the theaters
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and amphitheaters are ancient, with benches or just steps.” 

“There’s no place like this anywhere, perhaps. Even in Terrasen.” 

“Then you’ll have to build one.” 

“With what money? You think people are going to be happy to starve while I

build a theater for my own pleasure?” 

“Perhaps  not  right  away,  but  if  you  believe  one  would  benefit  the  city,  the country, then do it. Artists are essential.” 

Florine  had  said  as  much.  Aelin  sighed.  “This  place  has  been  shut  down  for

months, and yet I swear I can still hear the music floating in the air.” 

Rowan  angled  his  head,  studying  the  dark  with  those  immortal  senses. 

“Perhaps the music does live on, in some form.” 

The thought made her eyes sting. “I wish you could have heard it—I wish you

had  been  there  to  hear  Pytor  conduct  the   Stygian  Suite.  Sometimes,  I  feel  like I’m still sitting down in that box, thirteen years old and weeping from the sheer

glory of it.” 

“You cried?” She could almost see the memories of their training this spring

flash  in  his  eyes:  all  those  times  music  had  calmed  or  unleashed  her  magic.  It was a part of her soul—as much as he was. 

“The  final  movement—every  damn  time.  I  would  go  back  to  the  Keep  and

have the music in my mind for days, even as I trained or killed or slept. It was a

kind of madness, loving that music. It was why I started playing the pianoforte—

so I could come home at night and make my poor attempt at replicating it.” 

She’d never told anyone that—never taken anyone here, either. 

Rowan said, “Is there a pianoforte in here?” 



“I haven’t played in months and months. And this is a horrible idea for about a

dozen different reasons,” she said for the tenth time as she finished rolling back

the curtains on the stage. 

She’d  stood  here  before,  when  Arobynn’s  patronage  had  earned  them

invitations  to  galas  held  on  the  stage  for  the  sheer  thrill  of  walking  on  sacred space.  But  now,  amid  the  gloom  of  the  dead  theater,  lit  with  the  single  candle Rowan had found, it felt like standing in a tomb. 

The chairs of the orchestra were still arranged as they probably had been the

night  the  musicians  had  walked  out  to  protest  the  massacres  in  Endovier  and

Calaculla.  They  were  all  still  unaccounted  for—and  considering  the  array  of

miseries the king now heaped upon the world, death would have been the kindest

option. 

Clenching her jaw, Aelin leashed the familiar, writhing anger. 

Rowan  was  standing  beside  the  pianoforte  near  the  front  right  of  the  stage, 

running a hand over the smooth surface as if it were a prize horse. 

She  hesitated  before  the  magnificent  instrument.  “It  seems  like  sacrilege  to

play that thing,” she said, the word echoing loudly in the space. 

“Since when are you the religious type, anyway?” Rowan gave her a crooked

smile. “Where should I stand to best hear it?” 

“You might be in for a lot of pain at first.” 

“Self-conscious today, too?” 

“If Lorcan’s snooping about,” she grumbled, “I’d rather he not report back to

Maeve  that  I’m  lousy  at  playing.”  She  pointed  to  a  spot  on  the  stage.  “There. 

Stand there, and stop talking, you insufferable bastard.” 

He chuckled, and moved to the spot she’d indicated. 

She  swallowed  as  she  slid  onto  the  smooth  bench  and  folded  back  the  lid, 

revealing the gleaming white and black keys beneath. She positioned her feet on

the pedals, but made no move to touch the keyboard. 

“I  haven’t  played  since  before  Nehemia  died,”  she  admitted,  the  words  too

heavy. 

“We can come back another day, if you want.” A gentle, steady offer. 

His silver hair glimmered in the dim candlelight. “There might not be another

day.  And—and  I  would  consider  my  life  very  sad  indeed  if  I  never  played

again.” 

He nodded and crossed his arms. A silent order. 

She faced the keys and slowly set her hands on the ivory. It was smooth and

cool and waiting—a great beast of sound and joy about to be awakened. 

“I  need  to  warm  up,”  she  blurted,  and  plunged  in  without  another  word, 

playing as softly as she could. 

Once  she  had  started  seeing  the  notes  in  her  mind  again,  when  muscle

memory had her fingers reaching for those familiar chords, she began. 

It was not the sorrowful, lovely piece she had once played for Dorian, and it

was  not  the  light,  dancing  melodies  she’d  played  for  sport;  it  was  not  the

complex  and  clever  pieces  she  had  played  for  Nehemia  and  Chaol.  This  piece

was  a  celebration—a  reaffirmation  of  life,  of  glory,  of  the  pain  and  beauty  in breathing. 

Perhaps  that  was  why  she’d  gone  to  hear  it  performed  every  year,  after  so

much killing and torture and punishment: as a reminder of what she was, of what

she struggled to keep. 

Up and up it built, the sound breaking from the pianoforte like the heart-song

of  a  god,  until  Rowan  drifted  over  to  stand  beside  the  instrument,  until  she
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whispered to him, “Now,” and the crescendo shattered into the world, note after

note after note. 

The music crashed around them, roaring through the emptiness of the theater. 

The hollow silence that had been inside her for so many months now overflowed

with sound. 

She brought the piece home to its final explosive, triumphant chord. 

When she looked up, panting slightly, Rowan’s eyes were lined with silver, his

throat bobbing. Somehow, after all this time, her warrior-prince still managed to

surprise her. 

He  seemed  to  struggle  for  words,  but  he  finally  breathed,  “Show  me—show

me how you did that.” 

So she obliged him. 



They  spent  the  better  part  of  an  hour  seated  together  on  the  bench,  Aelin

teaching  him  the  basics  of  the  pianoforte—explaining  the  sharps  and  flats,  the pedals,  the  notes  and  chords.  When  Rowan  heard  someone  at  last  coming  to

investigate the music, they slipped out. She stopped at the Royal Bank, warning

Rowan to wait in the shadows across the street as she again sat in the Master’s

office  while  one  of  his  underlings  rushed  in  and  out  on  her  business.  She

eventually  left  with  another  bag  of  gold—vital,  now  that  there  was  one  more

mouth  to  feed  and  body  to  clothe—and  found  Rowan  exactly  where  she’d  left

him, pissed off that she’d refused to let him accompany her. But he’d raise too

many questions. 

“So  you’re  using  your  own  money  to  support  us?”  Rowan  asked  as  they

slipped down a side street. A flock of beautifully dressed young women passed

by  on  the  sunny  avenue  beyond  the  alley  and  gaped  at  the  hooded,  powerfully built  male  who  stormed  past—and  then  all  turned  to  admire  the  view  from

behind. Aelin flashed her teeth at them. 

“For now,” she said to him. 

“And what will you do for money later?” 

She glanced sidelong at him. “It’ll be taken care of.” 

“By whom?” 

“Me.” 

“Explain.” 

“You’ll  find  out  soon  enough.”  She  gave  him  a  little  smile  that  she  knew

drove him insane. 

Rowan made to grab her by the shoulder, but she ducked away from his touch. 

“Ah, ah. Better not move too swiftly, or someone might notice.” He snarled, the sound definitely not human, and she chuckled. Annoyance was better than guilt

and grief. “Just be patient and don’t get your feathers ruffled.” 
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Gods, he hated the smell of their blood. 

But damn if it wasn’t a glorious thing to be covered in when two dozen Valg

lay dead around him, and good people were finally safe. 

Drenched in Valg blood from head to toe, Chaol Westfall searched for a clean

bit  of  fabric  with  which  to  wipe  down  his  black-stained  blade,  but  came  up

empty. Across the hidden clearing, Nesryn was doing the same. 

He’d killed four; she’d taken down seven. Chaol knew only because he’d been

watching  her  the  entire  time;  she’d  paired  off  with  someone  else  during  the

ambush.  He’d  apologized  for  snapping  at  her  the  other  night,  but  she’d  just

nodded—and still teamed up with another rebel. But now … She gave up trying

to wipe down her blade and looked toward him. 

Her  midnight  eyes  were  bright,  and  even  with  her  face  splattered  in  black

blood, her smile—relieved, a bit wild with the thrill of the fight, their victory—

was … beautiful. 

The  word  clanged  through  him.  Chaol  frowned,  and  the  expression  was

instantly wiped from her face. His mind was always a jumble after a fight, as if it

had  been  spun  around  and  around  and  twisted  upside  down,  and  then  given  a

heavy  dose  of  liquor.  But  he  strode  toward  her.  They’d  done  this—together, 

they’d  saved  these  people.  More  at  once  than  they’d  ever  rescued  before,  and with no loss of life beyond the Valg. 

Gore and blood were splattered on the grassy forest floor, the only remnants of

the  decapitated  Valg  bodies  that  had  already  been  hauled  away  and  dumped

behind  a  boulder.  When  they  left,  they’d  pay  the  bodies’  former  owners  the

tribute of burning them. 

Three of his group had set to unchaining the huddled prisoners now seated in

the  grass.  The  Valg  bastards  had  stuffed  so  many  of  them  into  the  two  wagons that Chaol had nearly gagged at the smell. Each wagon had only a small, barred

window high up on the wall, and a man had fainted inside. But all of them were

safe now. 

He  wouldn’t  stop  until  the  others  still  hidden  in  the  city  were  out  of  harm’s way as well. 

A  woman  reached  up  with  her  filthy  hands—her  nails  split  and  fingertips

swollen  as  if  she’d  tried  to  claw  her  way  out  of  whatever  hellhole  she’d  been kept in. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. Probably from screaming

that had gone unanswered. 

Chaol’s  throat  tightened  as  he  gave  the  woman’s  hands  a  gentle  squeeze, 

mindful  of  her  near-broken  fingers,  and  stepped  to  where  Nesryn  was  now

wiping her blade on the grass. “You fought well,” he told her. 

“I know I did.” Nesryn looked over her shoulder at him. “We need to get them

to the river. The boats won’t wait forever.” 

Fine—he  didn’t  expect  warmth  or  camaraderie  after  a  battle,  despite  that

smile, but … “Maybe once we’re back in Rifthold, we can go for a drink.” He

needed one. Badly. 

Nesryn  rose  from  her  crouch,  and  he  fought  the  urge  to  wipe  a  splatter  of

black  blood  from  her  tan  cheek.  The  hair  she’d  tied  back  had  come  loose,  and the warm forest breeze set the strands floating past her face. “I thought we were

friends,” she said. 

“We are friends,” he said carefully. 

“Friends don’t spend time with each other only when they’re feeling sorry for

themselves. Or bite each other’s heads off for asking difficult questions.” 

“I told you I was sorry for snapping the other night.” 

She  sheathed  her  blade.  “I’m  fine  with  distracting  each  other  for  whatever

reason, Chaol, but at least be honest about it.” 

He  opened  his  mouth  to  object,  but  …  maybe  she  was  right.  “I  do  like  your company,” he said. “I wanted to go for a drink to celebrate—not … brood. And

I’d like to go with you.” 

She pursed her lips. “That was the most half-assed attempt at flattery I’ve ever

heard.  But  fine—I’ll  join  you.”  The  worst  part  was  that  she  didn’t  even  sound mad—she genuinely meant it. He could go drinking with or without her, and she

wouldn’t particularly care. The thought didn’t sit well. 

Personal  conversation  decidedly  over,  Nesryn  surveyed  the  clearing,  the

wagon, and the carnage. “Why now? The king has had ten years to do this; why

the sudden rush to get these people all down to Morath? What’s it building to?” 

Some of the rebels turned their way. Chaol studied the bloody aftermath as if

it were a map. 

“Aelin Galathynius’s return might have started it,” Chaol said, aware of those

who listened. 

“No,” Nesryn said simply. “Aelin announced herself barely two months ago. 

Something this large … It’s been in the works for a long, long time.” 

Sen—one of the leaders with whom Chaol met regularly— said, “We should

consider  yielding  the  city.  Move  to  other  places  where  their  foothold  isn’t  as
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secure;  maybe  try  to  establish  a  border  somehow.  If  Aelin  Galathynius  is

lingering  near  Rifthold,  we  should  meet  with  her—maybe  head  for  Terrasen, 

push Adarlan out, and hold the line.” 

“We  can’t  abandon  Rifthold,”  Chaol  said,  glancing  at  the  prisoners  being

helped to their feet. 

“It might be suicide to stay,” Sen challenged. Some of the others nodded their

agreement. 

Chaol  opened  his  mouth,  but  Nesryn  said,  “We  need  to  head  for  the  river. 

Fast.” 

He gave her a grateful look, but she was already moving. 



Aelin  waited  until  everyone  was  asleep  and  the  full  moon  had  risen  before

climbing out of bed, careful not to jostle Rowan. 

She  slipped  into  the  closet  and  dressed  swiftly,  strapping  on  the  weapons

she’d casually dumped there that afternoon. Neither male had commented when

she’d plucked Damaris from the dining table, claiming she wanted to clean it. 

She strapped the ancient blade onto her back along with Goldryn, the two hilts

peeking over either shoulder as she stood in front of the closet mirror and hastily

braided  back  her  hair.  It  was  short  enough  now  that  braiding  had  become  a

nuisance, and the front bits slipped out, but at least it wasn’t in her face. 

She crept from the closet, a spare cloak in hand, past the bed where Rowan’s

tattooed torso gleamed in the light of the full moon leaking in from the window. 

He didn’t stir as she snuck from the bedroom and out of the apartment, no more

than a shadow. 
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It didn’t take long for Aelin to set her trap. She could feel the eyes monitoring

her as she found the patrol led by one of the more sadistic Valg commanders. 

Thanks  to  Chaol  and  Nesryn’s  reports,  she  knew  their  new  hideouts.  What

Chaol and Nesryn didn’t know—what she had spent these nights sneaking out to

track on her own—was which sewer entrances the commanders used when going

to speak to one of the Wyrdhounds. 

They seemed to prefer the most ancient waterways to swimming through the

filth of the more recent main tunnels. She’d been getting as close as she dared, 

which usually was not near enough to overhear anything. 

Tonight,  she  slipped  down  into  the  sewers  after  the  commander,  her  steps

nearly silent on the slick stones, trying to stifle her nausea at the stench. She’d

waited until Chaol, Nesryn, and their top lieutenants were out of the city, chasing

down  those  prison  wagons,  if  only  so  no  one  would  get  in  her  way  again.  She couldn’t risk it. 

As  she  walked,  keeping  far  enough  behind  the  Valg  commander  that  he

wouldn’t hear, she began speaking softly. 

“I got the key,” she said, a sigh of relief passing over her lips. 

Twisting  her  voice  just  as  Lysandra  had  showed  her,  she  replied  in  a  male

tenor, “You brought it with you?” 

“Of course I did. Now show me where you wanted to hide it.” 

“Patience,” she said, trying not to smile too much as she turned down a corner, 

creeping along. “It’s just up this way.” 

On  she  went,  offering  whispers  of  conversation,  until  she  neared  the

crossroads  where  the  Valg  commanders  liked  to  meet  with  their  Wyrdhound

overseer  and  fell  silent.  There,  she  dumped  the  spare  cloak  she’d  brought,  and then backtracked to a ladder leading up to the street. 

Aelin’s breath caught as she pushed against the grate, and it mercifully gave. 

She  heaved  herself  onto  the  street,  her  hands  unsteady.  For  a  moment,  she

contemplated  lying  there  on  the  filthy,  wet  cobblestones,  savoring  the  free  air around her. But he was too close. So she silently sealed the grate again. 

It  took  only  a  minute  before  near-silent  boots  scraped  on  stone  below,  and  a figure moved past the ladder, heading to where she’d left the cape, tracking her
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as he’d done all night. 

As she’d let him do all night. 

And  when  Lorcan  walked  right  into  that  den  of  Valg  commanders  and  the

Wyrdhound  that  had  come  to  retrieve  their  reports,  when  the  clash  of  weapons and  roar  of  dying  filled  her  ears,  Aelin  merely  sauntered  down  the  street, 

whistling to herself. 



Aelin was striding down an alley three blocks from the warehouse when a force

akin to a stone wall slammed her face-first into the side of a brick building. 

“You little  bitch,” Lorcan snarled in her ear. 

Both  of  her  arms  were  somehow  already  pinned  behind  her  back,  his  legs

digging hard enough into hers that she couldn’t move them. 

“Hello, Lorcan,” she said sweetly, turning her throbbing face as much as she

could. 

From the corner of her eye, she could make out cruel features beneath his dark

hood,  along  with  onyx  eyes  and  matching  shoulder-length  hair,  and—damn. 

Elongated canines shone far too near her throat. 

One hand gripped her arms like a steel vise; Lorcan used the other to push her

head  against  the  damp  brick  so  hard  her  cheek  scraped.  “You  think  that  was

funny?” 

“It was worth a shot, wasn’t it?” 

He reeked of blood—that awful, otherworldly Valg blood. He pushed her face

a little harder into the wall, his body an immovable force against her. “I’m going

to kill you.” 

“Ah, about that,” she said, and shifted her wrist just enough for him to feel the

blade she’d flicked free in the moment before she’d sensed his attack—the steel

now  resting  against  his  groin.  “Immortality  seems  like  a  long,  long  time  to  go without your favorite body part.” 

“I’ll rip out your throat before you can move.” 

She pressed the blade harder against him. “Big risk to take, isn’t it?” 

For a moment, Lorcan remained unmoving, still shoving her into the wall with

the force of five centuries of lethal training. Then cool air nipped at her neck, her

back. By the time she whirled, Lorcan was several paces away. 

In the darkness, she could barely make out the granite-hewn features, but she

remembered enough from that day in Doranelle to guess that beneath his hood, 

the  unforgiving  face  was  livid.  “Honestly,”  she  said,  leaning  against  the  wall, 

“I’m a little surprised you fell for it. You must think I’m truly stupid.” 

“Where’s  Rowan?”  he  sneered.  His  close-fitting  dark  clothes,  armored  with black  metal  at  the  forearms  and  shoulders,  seemed  to  gobble  up  the  dim  light. 

“Still warming your bed?” 

She  didn’t  want  to  know  how  Lorcan  knew  that.  “Isn’t  that  all  you  pretty

males are good for?” She looked him up and down, marking the many weapons

both  visible  and  concealed.  Massive—as  massive  as  Rowan  and  Aedion.  And

utterly unimpressed by her. “Did you kill all of them? There were only three by

my count.” 

“There were six of them, and one of those stone  demons, you bitch, and you

knew it.” 

So he had found a way to kill one of the Wyrdhounds. Interesting—and good. 

“You know, I’m really rather tired of being called that. You’d think five centuries

would give you enough time to come up with something more creative.” 

“Come a little closer, and I’ll show you just what five centuries can do.” 

“Why  don’t  I  show  you  what  happens  when  you  whip  my  friends,  you

spineless prick?” 

Violence danced across those brutal features. “Such a big mouth for someone

without her fire tricks.” 

“Such a big mouth for someone who needs to mind his surroundings.” 

Rowan’s knife was angled along Lorcan’s throat before he could so much as

blink. 

She’d been wondering how long it would take him to find her. He’d probably

awakened  the  moment  she  pushed  back  the  covers.  “Start  talking,”  Rowan

ordered Lorcan. 

Lorcan gripped his sword—a mighty, beautiful weapon that she had no doubt

had  ended  many  lives  on  killing  fields  in  distant  lands.  “You  don’t  want  to  get into this fight right now.” 

“Give me a good reason not to spill your blood,” Rowan said. 

“If I die, Maeve will offer aid to the King of Adarlan against you.” 

“Bullshit,” Aelin spat. 

“Friends close but enemies closer, right?” Lorcan said. 

Slowly, Rowan let go of him and stepped away. All three of them monitored

every  movement  the  others  made,  until  Rowan  was  at  Aelin’s  side,  his  teeth

bared at Lorcan. The aggression pouring off the Fae Prince was enough to make

her jumpy. 

“You made a fatal mistake,” Lorcan said to her, “the moment you showed my

queen  that  vision  of  you  with  the  key.”  He  flicked  his  black  eyes  to  Rowan. 

“And   you.  You  stupid  fool.  Allying  yourself— binding  yourself  to  a  mortal queen.  What  will  you  do,  Rowan,  when  she  grows  old  and  dies?  What  about
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when she looks old enough to be your mother? Will you still share her bed, still

—” 

“That’s enough,” Rowan said softly. She didn’t let one flicker of the emotions

that shot through her show, didn’t dare to even think about them for fear Lorcan

could smell them. 

Lorcan  just  laughed.  “You  think  you  beat  Maeve?  She   allowed  you  to  walk out of Doranelle—both of you.” 

Aelin yawned. “Honestly, Rowan, I don’t know how you put up with him for

so many centuries. Five minutes and I’m bored to tears.” 

“Watch  yourself,  girl,”  Lorcan  said.  “Maybe  not  tomorrow,  maybe  not  in  a

week, but someday you will trip up. And I’ll be waiting.” 

“Really—you  Fae  males  and  your  dramatic  speeches.”  She  turned  to  walk

away, a move she could make only because of the prince standing between them. 

But she looked back over her shoulder, dropping all pretense of amusement, of

boredom.  Let  that  killing  calm  rise  close  enough  to  the  surface  that  she  knew there was nothing human in her eyes as she said to Lorcan, “I will never forget, 

not for one moment, what you did to him that day in Doranelle. Your miserable

existence is at the bottom of my priority list, but one day, Lorcan …” She smiled

a little. “One day, I’ll come to claim that debt, too. Consider tonight a warning.” 



Aelin  had  just  unlocked  the  warehouse  door  when  Rowan’s  deep  voice  purred

from behind, “Busy night, Princess?” 

She  hauled  open  the  door,  and  the  two  of  them  slipped  into  the  near-black

warehouse, illuminated only by a lantern near the back stairs. She took her time

locking the sliding door behind her. “Busy, but enjoyable.” 

“You’re going to have to try a lot harder to sneak past me,” Rowan said, the

words laced with a growl. 

“You  and  Aedion  are  insufferable.”  Thank  the  gods  Lorcan  hadn’t  seen

Aedion—hadn’t  scented  his  heritage.  “I  was  perfectly  safe.”  Lie.  She  hadn’t

been  sure  whether  Lorcan  would  even  show  up—or  whether  he  would  fall  for

her little trap. 

Rowan poked her cheek gently, and pain rippled. “You’re lucky scraping you

is all he did. The next time you sneak out to pick a fight with Lorcan, you will

 tell me beforehand.” 

“I will do no such thing. It’s my damn business, and—” 

“It’s  not just your business, not anymore. You will take me along with you the

next time.” 

“The  next  time  I  sneak  out,”  she  seethed,  “if  I  catch  you  following  me  like some overprotective nursemaid, I will—” 

“You’ll  what?” He stepped up close enough to share breath with her, his fangs

flashing. 

In  the  light  of  the  lantern,  she  could  clearly  see  his  eyes—and  he  could  see hers  as  she  silently  said,  I  don’t  know  what  I’ll  do,  you  bastard,  but  I’ll  make your life a living hell for it. 

He  snarled,  and  the  sound  stroked  down  her  skin  as  she  read  the  unspoken

words  in  his  eyes.  Stop  being  stubborn.  Is  this  some  attempt  to  cling  to  your independence? 

 And so what if it is? she shot back.  Just—let me do these things on my own. 

“I can’t promise that,” he said, the dim light caressing his tan skin, the elegant

tattoo. 

She punched him in the bicep—hurting herself more than him. “Just because

you’re older and stronger doesn’t mean you’re entitled to order me around.” 

“It’s exactly because of those things that I can do whatever I please.” 

She  let  out  a  high-pitched  sound  and  went  to  pinch  his  side,  and  he  grabbed her  hand,  squeezing  it  tightly,  dragging  her  a  step  closer  to  him.  She  tilted  her head back to look at him. 

For  a  moment,  alone  in  that  warehouse  with  nothing  but  the  crates  keeping

them  company,  she  allowed  herself  to  take  in  his  face,  those  green  eyes,  the strong jaw. 

Immortal. Unyielding. Blooded with power. 

“Brute.” 

“Brat.” 

She loosed a breathy laugh. 

“Did you really lure Lorcan into a sewer with one of those creatures?” 

“It was such an easy trap that I’m actually disappointed he fell for it.” 

Rowan chuckled. “You never stop surprising me.” 

“He hurt you. I’m never going to forgive that.” 

“Plenty of people have hurt me. If you’re going to go after every one, you’ll

have a busy life ahead of you.” 

She didn’t smile. “What he said—about me getting old—” 

“Don’t. Just—don’t start with that. Go to sleep.” 

“What about you?” 

He  studied  the  warehouse  door.  “I  wouldn’t  put  it  past  Lorcan  to  return  the favor  you  dealt  him  tonight.  He  forgets  and  forgives  even  less  easily  than  you do. Especially when someone threatens to cut off his manhood.” 

“At  least  I  said  it  would  be  a   big  mistake,”  she  said  with  a  fiendish  grin.  “I

was tempted to say ‘little.’” 

Rowan  laughed,  his  eyes  dancing.  “Then  you  definitely  would  have  been

dead.” 
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There were men screaming in the dungeons. 

He knew because the demon had forced him to take a walk there, past every

cell and rack. 

He  thought  he  might  know  some  of  the  prisoners,  but  he  couldn’t  remember

their names; he could never remember their names when the man on the throne

ordered the demon to watch their interrogation. The demon was happy to oblige. 

Day after day after day. 

The  king  never  asked  them  any  questions.  Some  of  the  men  cried,  some

screamed,  and  some  stayed  silent.  Defiant,  even.  Yesterday,  one  of  them—

young,  handsome,  familiar—had  recognized  him  and  begged.  He’d  begged  for

mercy, insisted he knew nothing, and wept. 

But there was nothing he could do, even as he watched them suffer, even as

the chambers filled with the reek of burning flesh and the coppery tang of blood. 

The  demon  savored  it,  growing  stronger  each  day  it  went  down  there  and

breathed in their pain. 

He added their suffering to the memories that kept him company, and let the

demon take him back to those dungeons of agony and despair the next day, and

the next. 
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Aelin didn’t dare to go back to the sewers—not until she was certain Lorcan was

out of the area and the Valg weren’t lurking about. 

The  next  night,  they  were  all  eating  a  dinner  Aedion  had  scraped  together

from  whatever  was  lying  around  the  kitchen  when  the  front  door  opened  and

Lysandra breezed in with a chirped hello that had them all releasing the weapons

they’d grabbed. 

“How do you  do that?” Aedion demanded as she paraded into the kitchen. 

“What  a  miserable-looking  meal,”  was  all  Lysandra  said,  peering  over

Aedion’s  shoulder  at  the  spread  of  bread,  pickled  vegetables,  cold  eggs,  fruit, dried meat, and leftover breakfast pastries. “Can’t any of you cook?” 

Aelin,  who’d  been  swiping  grapes  off  Rowan’s  plate,  snorted.  “Breakfast,  it

seems,  is  the  only  meal  any  of  us  are  decent  at.  And  this  one”—she  jabbed  a thumb in Rowan’s direction—“only knows how to cook meat on a stick over a

fire.” 

Lysandra nudged Aelin down the bench and squeezed onto the end, her blue

dress like liquid silk as she reached for some bread. “Pathetic—utterly pathetic

for such esteemed and mighty leaders.” 

Aedion  braced  his  arms  on  the  table.  “Make  yourself  at  home,  why  don’t

you.” 

Lysandra  kissed  the  air  between  them.  “Hello,  General.  Good  to  see  you’re

looking well.” 

Aelin would have been content to sit back and watch—until Lysandra turned

those uptilted green eyes toward Rowan. “I don’t think we were introduced the

other day. Her Queenliness had something rather urgent to tell me.” 

A sly cat’s glance in Aelin’s direction. 

Rowan, seated on Aedion’s right, cocked his head to the side. “Do you need

an introduction?” 

Lysandra’s smile grew. “I like your fangs,” she said sweetly. 

Aelin choked on her grape. Of course Lysandra did. 

Rowan  gave  a  little  grin  that  usually  sent  Aelin  running.  “Are  you  studying

them so you can replicate them when you take my form, shape-shifter?” 

Aelin’s fork froze in midair. 

“Bullshit,” Aedion said. 

All amusement had vanished from the courtesan’s face. 

Shape-shifter. 

Holy gods. What was fire magic, or wind and ice, compared to shape-shifting? 

Shifters:  spies  and  thieves  and  assassins  able  to  demand  any  price  for  their services; the bane of courts across the world, so feared that they’d been hunted

nearly to extinction even before Adarlan had banned magic. 

Lysandra  plucked  up  a  grape,  examined  it,  and  then  flicked  her  eyes  to

Rowan. “Perhaps I’m just studying you to know where to sink  my fangs if I ever

get my gifts back.” 

Rowan laughed. 

It explained so much.  You and I are nothing but beasts wearing human skins. 

Lysandra  turned  her  attention  to  Aelin.  “No  one  knows  this.  Not  even

Arobynn.” Her face was hard. A challenge and a question lay in those eyes. 

Secrets—Nehemia had kept secrets from her, too. Aelin didn’t say anything. 

Lysandra’s mouth tightened as she turned to Rowan. “How’d you know?” 

A  shrug,  even  as  Aelin  felt  his  attention  on  her  and  knew  he  could  read  the emotions biting at her. “I met a few shifters, centuries ago. Your scents are the

same.” 

Lysandra sniffed at herself, but Aedion murmured, “So  that’s what it is.” 

Lysandra looked at Aelin again. “Say something.” 

Aelin held up a hand. “Just—just give me a moment.” A moment to sort out

one  friend  from  another—the  friend  she  had  loved  and  who  had  lied  to  her  at every  chance,  and  the  friend  she  had  hated  and  who  she  had  kept  secrets  from herself … hated, until love and hate had met in the middle, fused by loss. 

Aedion asked, “How old were you when you found out?” 

“Young—five or six. I knew even then to hide it from everyone. It wasn’t my

mother,  so  my  father  must  have  had  the  gift.  She  never  mentioned  him.  Or

seemed to miss him.” 

 Gift—interesting choice of words. Rowan said, “What happened to her?” 

Lysandra shrugged. “I don’t know. I was seven when she beat me, then threw

me out of the house. Because we lived here—in this city—and that morning, for

the first time, I’d made the mistake of shifting in her presence. I don’t remember

why,  but  I  remember  being  startled  enough  that  I  changed  into  a  hissing  tabby right in front of her.” 

“Shit,” Aedion said. 

“So you’re a full-powered shifter,” Rowan said. 

“I’d known what I was for a long time. From even before that moment, I knew

that  I  could  change  into  any  creature.  But  magic  was  outlawed  here.  And

everyone,  in  every  kingdom,  was  distrustful  of  shape-shifters.  How  could  they not  be?”  A  low  laugh.  “After  she  kicked  me  out,  I  was  left  on  the  streets.  We were  poor  enough  that  it  was  hardly  different,  but—I  spent  the  first  two  days crying on the doorstep. She threatened to turn me in to the authorities, so I ran, 

and I never saw her again. I even went back to the house months later, but she

was gone—moved away.” 

“She sounds like a wonderful person,” Aedion said. 

Lysandra hadn’t lied to her. Nehemia had lied outright, kept things that were

vital. What Lysandra was … They were even: after all, she hadn’t told Lysandra

she was queen. 

“How’d you survive?” Aelin asked at last, her shoulders relaxing. “A seven-

year-old on the streets of Rifthold doesn’t often meet a happy end.” 

Something  sparked  in  Lysandra’s  eyes,  and  Aelin  wondered  if  she  had  been

waiting for the blow to fall, waiting for the order to get out. “I used my abilities. 

Sometimes  I  was  human;  sometimes  I  wore  the  skins  of  other  street  children

with high standing in their packs; sometimes I became an alley cat or a rat or a

gull.  And  then  I  learned  that  if  I  made  myself  prettier—if  I  made  myself

beautiful—when  I  begged  for  money,  it  came  far  faster.  I  was  wearing  one  of those beautiful faces the day magic fell. And I’ve been stuck in it ever since.” 

“So this face,” Aelin said, “isn’t your real face? Your real body?” 

“No. And what kills me is that I can’t remember what my real face was. That

was  the  danger  of  shifting—that  you  would  forget  your  real  form,  because  it’s the memory of it that guides the shifting. I remember being plain as a dormouse, 

but … I don’t remember if my eyes were blue or gray or green; I can’t remember

the shape of my nose or my chin. And it was a child’s body, too. I don’t know

what I would look like now, as a woman.” 

Aelin  said,  “And  this  was  the  form  that  Arobynn  spotted  you  in  a  few  years later.” 

Lysandra  nodded  and  picked  at  an  invisible  fleck  of  lint  on  her  dress.  “If

magic is free again—would you be wary of a shape-shifter?” 

So  carefully  phrased,  so  casually  asked,  as  if  it  weren’t  the  most  important question of all. 

Aelin  shrugged  and  gave  her  the  truth.  “I’d  be   jealous  of  a  shape-shifter. 

Shifting into any form I please would come in rather handy.” She considered it. 

“A  shape-shifter  would  make  a  powerful  ally.  And  an  even  more  entertaining

friend.” 

Aedion  mused,  “It  would  make  a  difference  on  a  battlefield,  once  magic  is

freed.” 

Rowan just asked, “Did you have a favorite form?” 
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Lysandra’s grin was nothing short of wicked. “I liked anything with claws and

big, big fangs.” 

Aelin  swallowed  her  laugh.  “Is  there  a  reason  behind  this  visit,  Lysandra,  or are you here just to make my friends squirm?” 

All amusement faded as Lysandra held up a velvet sack that sagged with what

looked to be a large box. “What you requested.” The box thumped as she set the

sack onto the worn wooden table. 

Aelin  slid  the  sack  toward  herself,  even  as  the  males  raised  their  brows  and subtly sniffed at the box within. “Thank you.” 

Lysandra  said,  “Arobynn  is  going  to  call  in  your  favor  tomorrow,  to  be

delivered the following night. Be ready.” 

“Good.” It was an effort to keep her face blank. 

Aedion  leaned  forward,  glancing  between  them.  “Does  he  expect  only  Aelin

to deliver it?” 

“No—all of you, I think.” 

Rowan said, “Is it a trap?” 

“Probably, in some way or another,” Lysandra said. “He wants you to deliver

it and then join him for dinner.” 

“Demons and dining,” Aelin said. “A delightful combination.” 

Only Lysandra smiled. 

“Will he poison us?” Aedion asked. 

Aelin scratched at a piece of dirt on the table. “Poison isn’t Arobynn’s style. If

he  were  to  do  anything  to  the  food,  it  would  be  to  add  some  drug  that  would incapacitate us while he had us moved wherever he wanted. It’s the control that

he loves,” she added, still staring at the table, not quite feeling like seeing what

was  written  on  Rowan’s  or  Aedion’s  face.  “The  pain  and  fear,  yes—but  the

power  is  what  he  really  thrives  on.”  Lysandra’s  face  had  lost  its  softness,  her eyes  cold  and  sharp—a  reflection  of  Aelin’s  own,  no  doubt.  The  only  person

who could understand, who had also learned firsthand exactly how far that lust

for control went. Aelin rose from her seat. “I’ll walk you to your carriage.” 



She and Lysandra paused among the stacks of crates in the warehouse. 

“Are you ready?” Lysandra asked, crossing her arms. 

Aelin nodded. “I’m not sure the debt could ever be paid for what he … what

they all did. But it will have to be enough. I’m running out of time.” 

Lysandra  pursed  her  lips.  “I  won’t  be  able  to  risk  coming  here  again  until

afterward.” 
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“Thank you—for everything.” 

“He could still have a few tricks up his sleeve. Be on your guard.” 

“And you be on yours.” 

“You’re not … mad that I didn’t tell you?” 

“Your secret could get you killed just as easily as mine, Lysandra. I just felt …

I don’t know. If anything, I wondered if I’d done something wrong, something to

make you not trust me enough to tell me.” 

“I wanted to—I’ve been dying to.” 

Aelin  believed  her.  “You  risked  those  Valg  guards  for  me—for  Aedion  that

day we rescued him,” Aelin said. “They’d probably be beside themselves if they

learned  there  was  a  shifter  in  this  city.”  And  that  night  at  the  Pits,  when  she’d kept turning away from the Valg and hiding behind Arobynn … It had been to

avoid their notice. “You have to be insane.” 

“Even  before  I  knew  who  you  were,  Aelin,  I  knew  that  what  you  were

working toward … It was worth it.” 

“What is?” Her throat tightened. 

“A world where people like me don’t have to hide.” Lysandra turned away, but

Aelin grabbed her by the hand. Lysandra smiled a bit. “Times like these, I wish I

had your particular skill set instead.” 

“Would you do it if you could? About two nights from now, I mean.” 

Lysandra  gently  let  go  of  her  hand.  “I’ve  thought  about  it  every  single  day since Wesley died. I would do it, and gladly. But I don’t mind if you do it. You

won’t hesitate. I find that comforting, somehow.” 



The invitation arrived by street urchin at ten o’clock the next morning. 

Aelin  stared  at  the  cream-colored  envelope  on  the  table  before  the  fireplace, its  red  wax  seal  imprinted  with  crossed  daggers.  Aedion  and  Rowan,  peering

over her shoulders, studied the box it had come with. Both males sniffed—and

frowned. 

“It smells like almonds,” Aedion said. 

She pulled out the card. A formal invitation for dinner tomorrow at eight—for

her and two guests—and a request for the favor owed to him. 

His  patience  was  at  an  end.  But  in  typical  Arobynn  fashion,  dumping  the

demon at his doorstep wouldn’t be enough. No—she’d deliver it on his terms. 

The dinner was late enough in the day to give her time to stew. 

There was a note at the end of the invitation, in an elegant yet efficient scrawl. 

 A gift—and one I hope you’ll wear tomorrow night. 

She chucked the card onto the table and waved a hand to Aedion or Rowan to open the box as she walked to the window and looked out toward the castle. It

was  blindingly  bright  in  the  morning  sun,  glimmering  as  though  it  had  been

crafted from pearl and gold and silver. 

The slither of ribbon, the thud of the box lid opening, and—

“What the hell is that?” 

She glanced over her shoulder. Aedion held a large glass bottle in his hands, 

full of amber liquid. 

She said flatly, “Perfumed skin oil.” 

“Why does he want you to wear it?” Aedion asked too quietly. 

She  looked  out  the  window  again.  Rowan  stalked  over  and  perched  on  the

armchair  behind  her,  a  steady  force  at  her  back.  Aelin  said,  “It’s  just  another move in the game we’ve been playing.” 

She’d have to rub it into her skin. His scent. 

She told herself that she’d expected nothing less, but …

“And you’re going to use it?” Aedion spat. 

“Tomorrow, our one goal is to get the Amulet of Orynth from him. Agreeing

to wear that oil will put him on unsure footing.” 

“I don’t follow.” 

“The invitation is a threat,” Rowan replied for her. She could feel him inches

away, was aware of his movements as much as her own. “Two companions—he

knows how many of us are here, knows who you are.” 

“And you?” Aedion asked. 

The  fabric  of  his  shirt  sighed  against  Rowan’s  skin  as  he  shrugged.  “He’s

probably figured out by now that I’m Fae.” 

The thought of Rowan facing Arobynn, and what Arobynn might try to do—

“And  what  about  the  demon?”  Aedion  demanded.  “He  expects  us  to  bring  it

over in all our finery?” 

“Another test. And yes.” 

“So when do we go catch ourselves a Valg commander?” 

Aelin  and  Rowan  glanced  at  each  other.  “You’re  staying  here,”  she  said  to

Aedion. 

“Like hell I am.” 

She  pointed  to  his  side.  “If  you  hadn’t  been  a  hotheaded  pain  in  my  ass  and torn  your  stitches  when  you  sparred  with  Rowan,  you  could  have  come.  But

you’re still on the mend, and I’m not going to risk exposing your wounds to the

filth in the sewers just so you can feel better about yourself.” 

Aedion’s  nostrils  flared  as  he  reined  in  his  temper.  “You’re  going  to  face  a demon—” 

“She’ll be taken care of,” Rowan said. 

“I  can  take  care  of  myself,”  she  snapped.  “I’m  going  to  get  dressed.”  She

grabbed her suit from where she’d left it drying over an armchair before the open

windows. 

Aedion  sighed  behind  her.  “Please—just  be  safe.  And  Lysandra  is  to  be

trusted?” 

“We’ll find out tomorrow,” she said. She trusted Lysandra—she wouldn’t have

let  her  near  Aedion  otherwise—but  Lysandra  wouldn’t  necessarily  know  if

Arobynn was using her. 

Rowan lifted his brows.  Are  you all right? 

She nodded.  I just want to get through these two days and be done with it. 

“That will never stop being strange,” Aedion muttered. 

“Deal with it,” she told him, carrying the suit into the bedroom. “Let’s go hunt

ourselves a pretty little demon.” 
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“Dead  as  dead  can  be,”  Aelin  said,  toeing  the  upper  half  of  the  Wyrdhound’s remains.  Rowan,  crouching  over  one  of  the  bottom  bits,  growled  his

confirmation.  “Lorcan  doesn’t  pull  punches,  does  he?”  she  said,  studying  the

reeking, blood-splattered sewer crossroads. There was hardly anything left of the

Valg captains, or the Wyrdhound. In a matter of moments, Lorcan had massacred

them all as if they were chattel. Gods above. 

“Lorcan probably spent the entire fight imagining each of these creatures was

you,” Rowan said, rising from his crouch bearing a clawed arm. “The stone skin

seems  like  armor,  but  inside  it’s  just  flesh.”  He  sniffed  at  it,  and  snarled  in disgust. 

“Good.  And  thank  you,  Lorcan,  for  finding  that  out  for  us.”  She  strode  to

Rowan,  taking  the  heavy  arm  from  him,  and  waved  at  the  prince  with  the

creature’s stiff fingers. 

“Stop that,” he hissed. 

She  wriggled  the  demon’s  fingers  a  bit  more.  “It’d  make  a  good  back-

scratcher.” 

Rowan only frowned. 

“Killjoy,” she said, and chucked the arm onto the torso of the Wyrdhound. It

landed  with  a  heavy  thump  and  click  of  stone.  “So,  Lorcan  can  bring  down  a Wyrdhound.” Rowan snorted at the name she’d coined. “And once it’s down, it

seems like it stays down. Good to know.” 

Rowan eyed her warily. “This trap wasn’t just to send Lorcan a message, was

it?” 

“These  things  are  the  king’s  puppets,”  she  said,  “so  his  Grand  Imperial

Majesty now has a read on Lorcan’s face and smell, and I suspect he will not be

very  pleased  to  have  a  Fae  warrior  in  his  city.  Why,  I’d  bet  that  Lorcan  is currently  being  pursued  by  the  seven  other  Wyrdhounds,  who  no  doubt  have  a

score to settle on behalf of their king  and their fallen brother.” 

Rowan shook his head. “I don’t know whether to throttle you or clap you on

the back.” 

“I think there’s a long line of people who feel the same way.” She scanned the

sewer-turned-charnel-house.  “I  needed  Lorcan’s  eyes  elsewhere  tonight  and
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tomorrow. And I needed to know whether these Wyrdhounds could be killed.” 

“Why?” He saw too much. 

Slowly,  she  met  his  gaze.  “Because  I’m  going  to  use  their  beloved  sewer

entrance  to  get  into  the  castle—and  blow  up  the  clock  tower  right  from  under them.” 

Rowan let out a low, wicked chuckle. “That’s how you’re going to free magic. 

Once Lorcan kills the last of the Wyrdhounds, you’re going in.” 

“He really should have killed me, considering the world of trouble that’s now

hunting him through this city.” 

Rowan bared his teeth in a feral smile. “He had it coming.” 



Cloaked,  armed,  and  masked,  Aelin  leaned  against  the  stone  wall  of  the

abandoned  building  while  Rowan  circled  the  bound  Valg  commander  in  the

center of the room. 

“You’ve signed your death warrant, you maggots,” the thing inside the guard’s

body said. 

Aelin clicked her tongue. “You must not be a very good demon to be captured

so easily.” 

It  had  been  a  joke,  really.  Aelin  had  picked  the  smallest  patrol  led  by  the mildest of the commanders. She and Rowan had ambushed the patrol just before

midnight in a quiet part of the city. She’d barely killed two guards before the rest

were  dead  at  Rowan’s  hand—and  when  the  commander  tried  to  run,  the  Fae

warrior had caught him within heartbeats. 

Rendering him unconscious had been the work of a moment. The hardest part

had been dragging his carcass across the slums, into the building, and down into

the cellar, where they’d chained him to a chair. 

“I’m—not a demon,” the man hissed, as if every word burned him. 

Aelin  crossed  her  arms.  Rowan,  bearing  both  Goldryn  and  Damaris,  circled

the man, a hawk closing in on prey. 

“Then what’s the ring for?” she said. 

A gasp of breath—human, labored. “To enslave us—corrupt us.” 

“And?” 

“Come  closer,  and  I  might  tell  you.”  His  voice   changed  then,  deeper  and colder. 

“What’s your name?” Rowan asked. 

“Your  human  tongues  cannot  pronounce  our  names,  or  our  language,”  the

demon said. 

She mimicked, “Your human tongues cannot pronounce our names. I’ve heard that one before, unfortunately.” Aelin let out a low laugh as the creature inside

the man seethed. “What is your name—your  real name?” 

The man thrashed, a violent jerking motion that made Rowan step closer. She

carefully monitored the battle between the two beings inside that body. At last it

said, “Stevan.” 

“Stevan,” she said. The man’s eyes were clear, fixed on her. “Stevan,” she said

again, louder. 

“Quiet, ” the demon snapped. 

“Where are you from, Stevan?” 

“Enough of— Melisande.” 

“Stevan,”  she  repeated.  It  hadn’t  worked  on  the  day  of  Aedion’s  escape—it

hadn’t been enough then, but now … “Do you have a family, Stevan?” 

“Dead.  All  of  them.  Just  as  you  will  be.”  He  stiffened,  slumped,  stiffened, slumped. 

“Can you take off the ring?” 

“Never,” the thing said. 

“Can you come back, Stevan? If the ring is gone?” 

A shudder that left his head hanging between his shoulders. “I don’t want to, 

even if I could.” 

“Why?” 

“The  things—things  I  did,  we  did  …   He  liked  to  watch  while  I  took  them, while I ripped them apart. ” 

Rowan stopped his circling, standing beside her. Despite his mask, she could

almost see the look on his face—the disgust and pity. 

“Tell me about the Valg princes,” Aelin said. 

Both man and demon were silent. 

“Tell me about the Valg princes,” she ordered. 

“They are darkness, they are glory, they are eternal. ” 

“Stevan, tell me. Is there one here—in Rifthold?” 

“Yes.” 

“Whose body is it inhabiting?” 

“The Crown Prince’s.” 

“Is the prince in there, as you are in there?” 

“I  never  saw  him—never  spoke  to  him.  If—if  it’s  a  prince  inside  him  …  I

can’t  hold  out,  can’t  stand  this  thing.  If  it’s  a  prince  …   the  prince  will  have broken him, used and taken him. ” 

Dorian, Dorian …

The man breathed, “Please,” his voice so empty and soft com- pared to that of
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the thing inside him. “Please—just end it. I can’t hold it.” 

“Liar,” she purred. “You gave yourself to it.” 

“No  choice,”  the  man  gasped  out.  “They  came  to  our  homes,  our  families. 

They  said  the  rings  were  part  of  the  uniform,  so  we  had  to  wear  them.”  A

shudder went through him, and something ancient and cold smiled at her. “What

are  you, woman?” It licked its lips. “Let me taste you. Tell me what you are.” 

Aelin  studied  the  black  ring  on  its  finger.  Cain—once  upon  a  time,  months

and lifetimes ago, Cain had fought the thing inside him. There had been a day, in

the halls of the castle, when he’d looked hounded, hunted. As if, despite the ring

…

“I am death,” she said simply. “Should you want it.” 

The man sagged, the demon vanishing. “Yes,” he sighed. “Yes.” 

“What would you offer me in exchange?” 

“Anything,” the man breathed. “Please.” 

She looked at his hand, at his ring, and reached into her pocket. “Then listen

carefully.” 



Aelin awoke, drenched in sweat and twisted in the sheets, fear clenching her like

a fist. 

She willed herself to breathe, to blink—to look at the moon-bathed room, to

turn her head and see the Fae Prince slumbering across the bed. 

Alive—not tortured, not dead. 

Still,  she  reached  a  hand  out  over  the  sea  of  blankets  between  them  and

touched his bare shoulder. Rock-hard muscle encased in velvet-soft skin. Real. 

They’d  done  what  they  needed  to,  and  the  Valg  commander  was  locked  in

another building, ready and waiting for tomorrow night, when they would bring

him to the Keep, Arobynn’s favor at last fulfilled. But the words of the demon

rang through her head. And then they blended with the voice of the Valg prince

that had used Dorian’s mouth like a puppet. 

 I will destroy everything that you love. A promise. 

Aelin loosed a breath, careful not to disturb the Fae Prince sleeping beside her. 

For  a  moment,  it  was  hard  to  pull  back  the  hand  touching  his  arm—for  a

moment, she was tempted to stroke her fingers down the curve of muscle. 

But she had one last thing to do tonight. 

So she withdrew her hand. 

And this time, he didn’t wake when she crept out of the room. 
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It was almost four in the morning when she slipped back into the bedroom, her

boots clutched in one hand. She made it all of two steps—two immensely heavy, 

exhausted steps—before Rowan said from the bed, “You smell like ash.” 

She  just  kept  going,  until  she’d  dropped  her  boots  off  in  the  closet,  stripped down into the first shirt she could find, and washed her face and neck. 

“I had things to do,” she said as she climbed into bed. 

“You  were  stealthier  this  time.”  The  rage  simmering  off  him  was  almost  hot

enough to burn through the blankets. 

“This wasn’t particularly high risk.” Lie. Lie, lie, lie. She’d just been lucky. 

“And I suppose you’re not going to tell me until you want to?” 

She  slumped  against  the  pillows.  “Don’t  get  pissy  because  I  out-stealthed

you.” 

His snarl reverberated across the mattress. “It’s not a joke.” 

She closed her eyes, her limbs leaden. “I know.” 

“Aelin—” 

She was already asleep. 



Rowan wasn’t pissy. 

No, pissy didn’t cover a fraction of it. 

The rage was still riding him the next morning, when he awoke before she did

and  slipped  into  her  closet  to  examine  the  clothes  she’d  shucked  off.  Dust  and metal and smoke and sweat tickled his nose, and there were streaks of dirt and

ash  on  the  black  cloth.  Only  a  few  daggers  lay  scattered  nearby—no  sign  of

Goldryn or Damaris having been moved from where he’d dumped them on the

closet floor last night. No whiff of Lorcan, or the Valg. No scent of blood. 

Either  she  hadn’t  wanted  to  risk  losing  the  ancient  blades  in  a  fight,  or  she hadn’t wanted the extra weight. 

She  was  sprawled  across  the  bed  when  he  emerged,  his  jaw  clenched.  She

hadn’t even bothered to wear one of those ridiculous nightgowns. She must have

been  exhausted  enough  not  to  bother  with  anything  other  than  that  oversized

shirt.  His shirt, he noticed with no small amount of male satisfaction. 

It  was  enormous  on  her.  It  was  so  easy  to  forget  how  much  smaller  she  was than  him.  How  mortal.  And  how  utterly  unaware  of  the  control  he  had  to

exercise  every  day,  every  hour,  to  keep  her  at  arm’s  length,  to  keep  from

touching her. 

He  glowered  at  her  before  striding  out  of  the  bedroom.  In  the  mountains,  he
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would have made her go on a run, or chop wood for hours, or pull extra kitchen

duty. 

This apartment was too small, too full of males used to getting their own way

and  a  queen  used  to  getting  hers.  Worse,  a  queen  hell-bent  on  keeping  secrets. 

He’d  dealt  with  young  rulers  before:  Maeve  had  dispatched  him  to  enough

foreign courts that he knew how to get them to heel. But Aelin …

She’d  taken  him  out  to  hunt   demons.  And  yet  this  task,  whatever  she  had done, required even him to be kept in ignorance. 

Rowan  filled  the  kettle,  focusing  on  each  movement—if  only  to  keep  from

throwing it through the window. 

“Making breakfast? How domestic of you.” Aelin leaned against the doorway, 

irreverent as always. 

“Shouldn’t you be sleeping like the dead, considering your busy night?” 

“Can we  not get into a fight about it before my first cup of tea?” 

With lethal calm, he set the kettle on the stove. “After tea, then?” 

She  crossed  her  arms,  sunlight  kissing  the  shoulder  of  her  pale-blue  robe. 

Such  a  creature  of  luxury,  his  queen.  And  yet—yet  she  hadn’t  bought  a  single new thing for herself lately. She loosed a breath, and her shoulders slumped a bit. 

The  rage  roaring  through  his  veins  stumbled.  And  stumbled  again  when  she

chewed on her lip. “I need you to come with me today.” 

“Anywhere you need to go,” he said. She looked toward the table, at the stove. 

“To Arobynn?” He hadn’t forgotten for one second where they would be going

tonight—what she would be facing. 

She  shook  her  head,  then  shrugged.  “No—I  mean,  yes,  I  want  you  to  come

tonight,  but  …  There’s  something  else  I  need  to  do.  And  I  want  to  do  today, before everything happens.” 

He waited, restraining himself from going to her, from asking her to tell him

more.  That  had  been  their  promise  to  each  other:  space  to  sort  out  their  own miserable  lives—to  sort  out  how  to  share  them.  He  didn’t  mind.  Most  of  the

time. 

She rubbed at her brows with her thumb and forefinger, and when she squared

her shoulders—those silk-clad shoulders that bore a weight he’d do anything to

relieve—she lifted her chin. “There’s a grave I need to visit.” 



She  didn’t  have  a  black  gown  fit  for  mourning,  but  Aelin  figured  Sam  would

have preferred to see her in something bright and lovely anyway. So she wore a

tunic the color of spring grass, its sleeves capped with dusty golden velvet cuffs. 

 Life, she thought  as she strode  through the small,  pretty graveyard overlooking the Avery. The clothes Sam would have wanted her to wear reminded her of life. 

The  graveyard  was  empty,  but  the  headstones  and  grass  were  well  kept,  and

the  towering  oaks  were  budding  with  new  leaves.  A  breeze  coming  in  off  the

glimmering river set them sighing and ruffled her unbound hair, which was back

now to its normal honey-gold. 

Rowan had stayed near the little iron gate, leaning against one of those oaks to

keep  passersby  on  the  quiet  city  street  behind  them  from  noticing  him.  If  they did, his black clothes and weapons painted him as a mere bodyguard. 

She  had  planned  to  come  alone.  But  this  morning  she’d  awoken  and  just  …

needed him with her. 

The new grass cushioned each step between the pale headstones bathed in the

sunlight streaming down. 

She  picked  up  pebbles  along  the  way,  discarding  the  misshapen  and  rough

ones,  keeping  those  that  gleamed  with  bits  of  quartz  or  color.  She  clutched  a fistful of them by the time she approached the last line of graves at the edge of

the large, muddy river flowing lazily past. 

It was a lovely grave—simple, clean—and on the stone was written:

Sam Cortland

Beloved

Arobynn had left it blank—unmarked. But Wesley had explained in his letter

how  he’d  asked  the  tombstone  carver  to  come.  She  approached  the  grave, 

reading it over and over. 

Beloved—not just by her, but by many. 

Sam. Her Sam. 

For  a  moment,  she  stared  at  that  stretch  of  grass,  at  the  white  stone.  For  a moment  she  could  see  that  beautiful  face  grinning  at  her,  yelling  at  her,  loving her.  She  opened  her  fist  of  pebbles  and  picked  out  the  three  loveliest—two  for the  years  since  he’d  been  taken  from  her,  one  for  what  they’d  been  together. 

Carefully, she placed them at the apex of the headstone’s curve. 

Then she sat down against the stone, tucking her feet beneath her, and rested

her head against the smooth, cool rock. 

“Hello, Sam,” she breathed onto the river breeze. 

She said nothing for a time, content to be near him, even in this form. The sun

warmed her hair, a kiss of heat along her scalp. A trace of Mala, perhaps, even

here. 

She  began  talking,  quietly  and  succinctly,  telling  Sam  about  what  had

happened to her ten years ago, telling him about these past nine months. When

she was done, she stared up at the oak leaves rustling overhead and dragged her

fingers through the soft grass. 

“I miss you,” she said. “Every day, I miss you. And I wonder what you would

have  made  of  all  this.  Made  of  me.  I  think—I  think  you  would  have  been  a

wonderful king. I think they would have liked you more than me, actually.” Her

throat  tightened.  “I  never  told  you—how  I  felt.  But  I  loved  you,  and  I  think  a part of me might always love you. Maybe you were my mate, and I never knew

it. Maybe I’ll spend the rest of my life wondering about that. Maybe I’ll see you

again in the Afterworld, and then I’ll know for sure. But until then … until then

I’ll miss you, and I’ll wish you were here.” 

She  would  not  apologize,  nor  say  it  was  her  fault.  Because  his  death  wasn’t her fault. And tonight … tonight she would settle that debt. 

She wiped at her face with the back of her sleeve and got to her feet. The sun

dried her tears. She smelled the pine and snow before she heard him, and when

she turned, Rowan stood a few feet away, staring at the headstone behind her. 

“He was—” 

“I know who he was to you,” Rowan said softly, and held out his hand. Not to

take hers, but for a stone. 

She  opened  her  fist,  and  he  sorted  through  the  pebbles  until  he  found  one—

smooth  and  round,  the  size  of  a  hummingbird’s  egg.  With  a  gentleness  that

cracked her heart, he set it on the headstone beside her own pebbles. 

“You’re going to kill Arobynn tonight, aren’t you?” he said. 

“After  the  dinner.  When  he’s  gone  to  bed.  I’m  going  back  to  the  Keep  and

ending it.” 

She’d  come  here  to  remind  herself—remind  herself  why  that  grave  before

them existed, and why she had those scars on her back. 

“And the Amulet of Orynth?” 

“An endgame, but also a distraction.” 

The sunlight danced on the Avery, nearly blinding. “You’re ready to do it?” 

She  looked  back  at  the  gravestone,  and  at  the  grass  concealing  the  coffin

beneath. “I have no choice but to be ready.” 
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Elide  spent  two  days  on  voluntary  kitchen  duty,  learning  where  and  when  the

laundresses ate and who brought their food. By that point, the head cook trusted

her enough that when she volunteered to bring the bread up to the dining hall, he

didn’t think twice. 

No one noticed when she sprinkled the poison onto a few rolls of bread. The

Wing Leader had sworn it wouldn’t kill—just make the laundress sick for a few

days. And maybe it made her selfish for placing her own survival first, but Elide

didn’t hesitate as she dumped the pale powder onto some of the rolls, blending it

into the flour that dusted them. 

Elide marked one roll in particular to make sure she gave it to the laundress

she’d noted days before, but the others would be given out at random to the other

laundresses. 

Hell—she was likely going to burn in Hellas’s realm forever for this. 

But she could think about her damnation when she had escaped and was far, 

far away, beyond the Southern Continent. 

Elide  limped  into  the  raucous  dining  hall,  a  quiet  cripple  with  yet  another

platter of food. She made her way down the long table, trying to keep the weight

off  her  leg  as  she  leaned  in  again  and  again  to  deposit  rolls  onto  plates.  The laundress didn’t even bother to thank her. 



The next day, the Keep was abuzz with the news that a third of the laundresses

were sick. It must have been the chicken at dinner, they said. Or the mutton. Or

the soup, since only some of them had had it. The cook apologized—and Elide

had tried not to apologize to  him when she saw the terror in his eyes. 

The  head  laundress  actually  looked  relieved  when  Elide  limped  in  and

volunteered to help. She told her to pick any station and get to work. 

Perfect. 

But  guilt  pushed  down  on  her  shoulders  as  she  went  right  to  that  woman’s

station. 

She worked all day, and waited for the bloodied clothes to arrive. 
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When  they  finally  did,  there  was  not  as  much  blood  as  before,  but  more  of  a substance that looked like vomit. 

Elide  almost  vomited  herself  as  she  washed  them  all.  And  wrung  them  out. 

And dried them. And pressed them. It took hours. 

Night was falling when she folded the last of them, trying to keep her fingers

from  shaking.  But  she  went  up  to  the  head  laundress  and  said  softly,  no  more than a nervous girl, “Should—should I bring them back?” 

The  woman  smirked.  Elide  wondered  if  the  other  laundress  had  been  sent

down there as a punishment. 

“There’s a stairwell over that way that will take you to the subterranean levels. 

Tell the guards you’re Misty’s replacement. Bring the clothes to the second door

on the left and drop them outside.” The woman looked at Elide’s chains. “Try to

run out, if you can.” 



Elide’s bowels had turned to water by the time she reached the guards. 

But they didn’t so much as question her as she recited what the head laundress

had said. 

Down,  down,  down  she  walked,  into  the  gloom  of  the  spiral  stairwell.  The

temperature plummeted the farther she descended. 

And then she heard the moaning. 

Moans of pain, of terror, of despair. 

She held the basket of clothes to her chest. A torch flickered ahead. 

Gods, it was so cold here. 

The stairs widened toward the bottom, flaring out into a straight descent and

revealing a broad hallway, lit with torches and lined with countless iron doors. 

The moans were coming from behind them. 

Second  door  on  the  left.  It  was  gouged  with  what  looked  like  claw  marks, 

pushing out from within. 

There  were  guards  down  here—guards  and  strange  men,  patrolling  up  and

down,  opening  and  closing  the  doors.  Elide’s  knees  wobbled.  No  one  stopped

her. 

She set the basket of laundry in front of the second door and rapped quietly. 

The iron was so cold that it burned. “Clean clothes,” she said against the metal. 

It was absurd. In this place, with these people, they still insisted on clean clothes. 

Three  of  the  guards  had  paused  to  watch.  She  pretended  not  to  notice—

pretended to back away slowly, a scared little rabbit. 
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Pretended to catch her mangled foot on something and slip. 

But it was real pain that roared through her leg as she went down, her chains

snapping and tugging at her. The floor was as cold as the iron door. 

None of the guards made to help her up. 

She hissed, clutching her ankle, buying as much time as she could, her heart

thundering-thundering-thundering. 

And then the door cracked open. 



Manon watched Elide vomit again. And again. 

A Blackbeak sentinel had found her curled in a ball in a corner of a random

hallway, shaking, a puddle of piss beneath her. Having heard that the servant was

now Manon’s property, the sentinel had dragged her up here. 

Asterin and Sorrel stood stone-faced behind Manon as the girl puked into the

bucket again—only bile and spittle this time—and at last raised her head. 

“Report,” Manon said. 

“I saw the chamber,” Elide rasped. 

They all went still. 

“Something  opened  the  door  to  take  the  laundry,  and  I  saw  the  chamber beyond.” 

With those keen eyes of hers, she’d likely seen too much. 

“Out  with  it,”  Manon  said,  leaning  against  the  bedpost.  Asterin  and  Sorrel

lingered by the door, monitoring for eavesdroppers. 

Elide stayed on the floor, her leg twisted out to the side. But the eyes that met

Manon’s sparked with a fiery temper that the girl rarely revealed. 

“The thing that opened the door was a beautiful man—a man with golden hair

and a collar around his neck. But he was  not a man. There was nothing human in

his eyes.” One of the princes—it had to be. “I—I’d pretended to fall so I could

buy  myself  more  time  to  see  who  opened  the  door.  When  he  saw  me  on  the

ground, he smiled at me—and this  darkness leaked out of him …” She lurched

toward  the  bucket  and  leaned  over  it,  but  didn’t  vomit.  After  another  moment, she said, “I managed to look past him into the room behind.” 

She stared at Manon, then at Asterin and Sorrel. “You said they were to be …

implanted.” 

“Yes,” Manon said. 

“Did you know how many times?” 

“What?” Asterin breathed. 

“Did you know,” Elide said, her voice uneven with rage or fear, “how many

times they were each to be implanted with offspring before they were let go?” 

Everything went quiet in Manon’s head. “Go on.” 

Elide’s face was white as death, making her freckles look like dried, splattered

blood.  “From  what  I  saw,  they’ve  delivered  at  least  one  baby  each.  And  are

already about to give birth to another.” 

“That’s impossible,” Sorrel said. 

“The witchlings?” Asterin breathed. 

Elide really did vomit again this time. 

When  she  was  done,  Manon  mastered  herself  enough  to  say,  “Tell  me  about

the witchlings.” 

“They are not witchlings. They are not babies,” Elide spat, covering her face

with her hands as if to rip out her eyes. “They are  creatures. They are  demons. 

Their skin is like black diamond, and they—they have these snouts, with teeth. 

 Fangs.  Already,  they  have  fangs.  And  not  like  yours.”  She  lowered  her  hands. 

“They have teeth of black stone. There is nothing of you in them.” 

If Sorrel and Asterin were horrified, they showed nothing. 

“What of the Yellowlegs?” Manon demanded. 

“They have them chained to tables. Altars. And they were sobbing. They were

begging the man to let them go. But they’re … they’re so close to giving birth. 

And then I ran. I ran from there as fast as I could, and … oh, gods.  Oh, gods.” 

Elide began weeping. 

Slowly, slowly Manon turned to her Second and Third. 

Sorrel was pale, her eyes raging. 

But Asterin met Manon’s gaze—met it with a fury that Manon had never seen

directed at her. “You let them do this.” 

Manon’s nails flicked out. “These are my orders. This is our task.” 

“It is an abomination!” Asterin shouted. 

Elide paused her weeping. And backed away to the safety of the fireplace. 

Then there were tears— tears—in Asterin’s eyes. 

Manon snarled. “Has your heart softened?” The voice might as well have been

her grandmother’s. “Do you have no stomach for—” 

“You let them do this! ” Asterin bellowed. 

Sorrel got right into Asterin’s face. “Stand down.” 

Asterin  shoved  Sorrel  away  so  violently  that  Manon’s  Second  went  crashing

into the dresser. Before Sorrel could recover, Asterin was inches from Manon. 

“You gave him those witches. You gave him witches!” 

Manon  lashed  out,  her  hand  wrapping  around  Asterin’s  throat.  But  Asterin

gripped her arm, digging in her iron nails so hard that blood ran. 

For a moment, Manon’s blood dripping on the floor was the only sound. 
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Asterin’s life should have been forfeited for drawing blood from the heir. 

Light  glinted  off  Sorrel’s  dagger  as  she  approached,  ready  to  tear  it  into

Asterin’s spine if Manon gave the order. Manon could have sworn Sorrel’s hand

wobbled slightly. 

Manon met Asterin’s gold-flecked black eyes. “You do not question. You do

not demand. You are no longer Third. Vesta will replace you. You—” 

A  harsh,  broken  laugh.  “You’re  not  going  to  do  anything  about  it,  are  you? 

You’re  not  going  to  free  them.  You’re  not  going  to  fight  for  them.  For  us. 

Because  what  would  Grandmother  say?  Why  hasn’t  she  answered  your  letters, 

Manon?  How  many  have  you  sent  now?”  Asterin’s  iron  nails  dug  in  harder, 

shredding flesh. Manon embraced the pain. 

“Tomorrow morning at breakfast, you will receive your punishment,” Manon

hissed, and shoved her Third away, sending Asterin staggering toward the door. 

Manon let her bloodied arm hang at her side. She’d need to bind it up soon. The

blood—on her palm, on her fingers—felt so familiar …

“If  you  try  to  free  them,  if  you  do  anything  stupid,  Asterin  Blackbeak,” 

Manon  went  on,  “the  next  punishment  you’ll  receive  will  be  your  own

execution.” 

Asterin let out another joyless laugh. “You would not have disobeyed even if

it had been Blackbeaks down there, would you? Loyalty, obedience, brutality—

that is what you are.” 

“Leave while you can still walk,” Sorrel said softly. 

Asterin whirled toward the Second, and something like hurt flashed across her

face. 

Manon blinked. Those  feelings …

Asterin turned on her heel and left, slamming the door behind her. 



Elide  had  managed  to  clear  her  head  by  the  time  she  offered  to  clean  and

bandage Manon’s arm. 

What she’d seen today, both in this room and in that chamber below …

 You let them do this. She didn’t blame Asterin for it, even if it had shocked her to see the witch lose control so completely. She had never seen any of them react

with anything but cool amusement, indifference, or raging bloodlust. 

Manon hadn’t said a word since she’d ordered Sorrel away, to follow Asterin

and keep her from doing something profoundly stupid. 

As  if  saving  those  Yellowlegs  witches  might  be  foolish.  As  if  that  sort  of

mercy was reckless. 

Manon was staring at nothing as Elide finished applying the salve and reached for  the  bandages.  The  puncture  wounds  were  deep,  but  not  bad  enough  to

warrant stiches. “Is your broken kingdom worth it?” Elide dared to ask. 

Those burnt-gold eyes shifted toward the darkened window. 

“I do not expect a human to understand what it is like to be an immortal with

no homeland. To be cursed with eternal exile.” Cold, distant words. 

Elide  said,  “My  kingdom  was  conquered  by  the  King  of  Adarlan,  and

everyone I loved was executed. My father’s lands and my title were stolen from

me  by  my  uncle,  and  my  best  chance  of  safety  now  lies  in  sailing  to  the  other end of the world. I understand what it is like to wish—to hope.” 

“It is not hope. It is survival.” 

Elide gently rolled a bandage around the witch’s forearm. “It is hope for your

homeland that guides you, that makes you obey.” 

“And  what  of  your  future?  For  all  your  talk  of  hope,  you  seem  resigned  to

fleeing. Why not return to your kingdom—to fight?” 

Perhaps  the  horror  she’d  witnessed  today  gave  her  the  courage  to  say,  “Ten

years ago, my parents were murdered. My father was executed on a butchering

block in front of thousands. But my mother … My mother died defending Aelin

Galathynius,  the  heir  to  the  throne  of  Terrasen.  She  bought  Aelin  time  to  run. 

They followed Aelin’s tracks to the frozen river, where they said she must have

fallen in and drowned. 

“But  you  see,  Aelin  had  fire  magic.  She  could  have  survived  the  cold.  And

Aelin … Aelin never really liked me or played with me because I was so shy, but

…  I  never  believed  them  when  they  said  she  was  dead.  Every  day  since  then, I’ve told myself that she got away, and that she’s still out there, biding her time. 

Growing up, growing strong, so that she might one day come to save Terrasen. 

And you are my enemy—because if she returns, she will fight you. 

“But  for  ten  years,  until  I  came  here,  I  endured  Vernon  because  of  her. 

Because of the hope that she got away, and my mother’s sacrifice wasn’t in vain. 

I  thought  that  one  day,  Aelin  would  come  to  save  me—would  remember  I

existed and rescue me from that tower.” There it was, her great secret, which she

had never dared tell anyone, even her nursemaid. “Even though … even though

she never came, even though I’m here now, I can’t let go of that. And I think that

is  why  you  obey.  Because  you  have  been  hoping  every  day  of  your  miserable, 

hideous life that you’ll get to go home.” 

Elide finished wrapping the bandage and stepped back. Manon was staring at

her now. 

“If  this  Aelin  Galathynius  were  indeed  alive,  would  you  try  to  run  to  her? 

Fight with her?” 

“I would fight with tooth and claw to get to her. But there are lines I would not cross. Because I don’t think I could face her if … if I couldn’t face myself for

what I’d done.” 

Manon said nothing. Elide stepped away, heading to the bathing room to wash

her hands. 

The Wing Leader said from behind her, “Do you believe monsters are born, or

made?” 

From  what  she’d  seen  today,  she  would  say  some  creatures  were  very  much

born evil. But what Manon was asking … “I’m not the one who needs to answer

that question,” Elide said. 
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The  oil  was  sitting  on  the  edge  of  the  bathtub,  gleaming  like  amber  in  the afternoon light. 

Naked, Aelin stood before it, unable to reach for the bottle. 

It  was  what  Arobynn  wanted—for  her  to  think  of  him  as  she  rubbed  the  oil

into  every  inch  of  her  skin.  For  her  breasts,  her  thighs,  her  neck  to  smell  like almond— his chosen scent. 

His scent, because he knew that a Fae male had come to stay with her, and all

signs pointed to their being close enough for scent to matter to Rowan. 

She closed her eyes, steeling herself. 

“Aelin,” Rowan said through the door. 

“I’m  fine,”  she  said.  Only  a  few  more  hours.  And  then  everything  would

change. 

She opened her eyes and reached for the oil. 



It took Rowan a jerk of his chin to get Aedion to follow him to the roof. Aelin

was still in her room dressing, but Rowan wasn’t going far. He would hear any

enemies on the street long before they had a chance to get into the apartment. 

Despite  the  Valg  prowling  the  city,  Rifthold  was  one  of  the  milder  capitals

he’d  encountered—its  people  mostly  prone  to  avoiding  trouble.  Perhaps  from

fear of being noticed by the monster who dwelled in that godawful glass castle. 

But  Rowan  would  keep  his  guard  up  all  the  same—here,  in  Terrasen,  or

wherever else their paths might lead. 

Aedion was now lounging in a small chair one of them had dragged up here at

some point. Gavriel’s son—a surprise and a shock every time he saw that face or

caught  a  whiff  of  his  scent.  Rowan  couldn’t  help  but  wonder  if  Aelin  had  sent the Wyrdhounds hunting after Lorcan not just to keep him from tracking her and

to  pave  the  way  for  her  to  free  magic  but  also  to  keep  him  from  getting  close enough to Aedion to detect his lineage. 

Aedion  crossed  his  legs  with  a  lazy  grace  that  probably  served  to  hide  his

speed and strength from opponents. “She’s going to kill him tonight, isn’t she?” 
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“After  the  dinner  and  whatever  Arobynn  plans  to  do  with  the  Valg

commander. She’s going to circle back and put him down.” 

Only  a  fool  would  think  Aedion’s  grin  sprang  from  amusement.  “That’s  my

girl.” 

“And if she decides to spare him?” 

“It’s her decision to make.” 

Smart answer. “What if she were to say we could take care of it?” 

“Then I’d hope you’d join me for a hunt, Prince.” 

Another smart answer, and what he’d been waiting to hear. Rowan said, “And

when the time comes?” 

“You  took  the  blood  oath,”  Aedion  said,  and  there  wasn’t  any  hint  of  a

challenge  in  his  eyes—only  the  truth,  spoken  warrior  to  warrior.  “I  get

Arobynn’s killing blow.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Primal  wrath  flickered  in  Aedion’s  face.  “It’s  not  going  to  be  quick,  and  it’s not going to be clean. That man has many, many debts to pay before he meets his

end.” 



By  the  time  Aelin  emerged,  the  males  were  talking  in  the  kitchen,  already

dressed.  On  the  street  outside  the  apartment,  the  Valg  commander  was  bound, 

blindfolded, and locked in the trunk of the carriage Nesryn had acquired. 

Aelin squared her shoulders, shaking loose the breath that had become a tight

knot  in  her  chest,  and  crossed  the  room,  each  step  bringing  her  too  quickly toward their inevitable departure. 

Aedion, facing her in a fine tunic of deep green, was the first to notice. He let

out  a  low  whistle.  “Well,  if  you  didn’t  already  scare  the  living  shit  out  of  me, you’ve certainly done it now.” 

Rowan turned to her. 

He went completely and utterly still as he took in the dress. 

The  black  velvet  hugged  every  curve  and  hollow  before  pooling  at  her  feet, 

revealing each too-shallow breath as Rowan’s eyes grazed over her body. Down, 

then up—to the hair she’d swept back with golden bat-wing-shaped combs that

rose above either side of her head like a primal headdress; to the face she’d kept

mostly clean, save for a sweep of kohl along her upper eyelid and the deep red

lips she’d painstakingly colored. 

With  the  burning  weight  of  Rowan’s  attention  upon  her,  she  turned  to  show

them the back—the roaring golden dragon clawing up her body. She looked over

her shoulder in time to see Rowan’s eyes again slide south, and linger. 

Slowly,  his  gaze  lifted  to  hers.  And  she  could  have  sworn  that  hunger—

ravenous hunger—flickered there. 

“Demons  and  dining,”  Aedion  said,  clapping  Rowan  on  the  shoulder.  “We

should go.” 

Her cousin passed her by with a wink. When she turned back to Rowan, still

breathless, only cool observation remained on his face. 

“You said you wanted to see me in this dress,” she said a bit hoarsely. 

“I  hadn’t  realized  the  effect  would  be  so  …”  He  shook  his  head.  He  took  in her face, her hair, the combs. “You look like—” 

“A queen?” 

“The fire-breathing bitch-queen those bastards claim you are.” 

She  chuckled,  waving  a  hand  toward  him:  the  formfitting  black  jacket  that

showed off those powerful shoulders, the silver accents that matched his hair, the

beauty  and  elegance  of  the  clothes  that  made  an  enthralling  contrast  with  the tattoo  down  the  side  of  his  face  and  neck.  “You  don’t  look  too  bad  yourself, Prince.” 

An  understatement.  He  looked  …  she  couldn’t  stop  staring,  that’s  how  he

looked. 

“Apparently,”  he  said,  walking  toward  her  and  offering  an  arm,  “we  both

clean up well.” 

She gave him a sly grin as she took his elbow, the scent of almonds wrapping

around  her  again.  “Don’t  forget  your  cloak.  You’d  feel  rather  guilty  when  all those poor mortal women combust at the sight of you.” 

“I’d say likewise, but I think you’d enjoy seeing men bursting into flames as

you strutted by.” 

She winked at him, and his chuckle echoed through her bones and blood. 
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The  front  gates  of  the  Assassins’  Keep  were  open,  the  gravel  drive  and

manicured lawn lit with shimmering glass lamps. The pale stone estate itself was

bright, beautiful, and inviting. 

Aelin had told them what to expect on the carriage ride over, but even as they

came to a stop at the foot of the steps, she looked at the two males crammed in

with her and said, “Be on your guard, and keep your fat mouths shut. Especially

with  the  Valg  commander.  No  matter  what  you  hear  or  see,  just   keep  your  fat mouths shut. No psychotic territorial bullshit.” 

Aedion chuckled. “Remind me to tell you tomorrow how charming you are.” 

But she wasn’t in the mood to laugh. 

Nesryn  jumped  down  from  the  driver’s  seat  and  opened  the  carriage  door. 

Aelin  stepped  out,  leaving  her  cloak  behind,  and  didn’t  dare  look  to  the  house across  the  street—to  the  roof  where  Chaol  and  a  few  rebels  were  providing

backup in case things went very, very wrong. 

She was halfway up the marble steps when the carved oak doors swung open, 

flooding  the  threshold  with  golden  light.  It  wasn’t  the  butler  standing  there, smiling at her with too-white teeth. 

“Welcome home,” Arobynn purred. 

He  beckoned  them  into  the  cavernous  entry  hall.  “And  welcome  to  your

friends.” Aedion and Nesryn moved around the carriage to the trunk in the back. 

Her cousin’s nondescript sword was drawn as they opened the compartment and

yanked out the chained, hooded figure. 

“Your favor,” Aelin said as they hauled him to his feet. The Valg commander

thrashed and stumbled in their grip as they led him toward the house, the hood

over his head swaying this way and that. A low, vicious hissing noise crept out

from under the coarse-knit fibers. 

“I  would  have  preferred  the  servants’  door  for  our  guest,”  Arobynn  said

tightly. He was in green—green for Terrasen, though most would assume it was

to  offset  his  auburn  hair.  A  way  to  confuse  their  assumptions  about  his

intentions,  his  allegiance.  He  wore  no  weapons  she  could  see,  and  there  was

nothing  but  warmth  in  those  silver  eyes  as  he  held  out  his  hands  to  her,  as  if Aedion  wasn’t  now  tugging  a  demon  up  the  front  steps.  Behind  them,  Nesryn

steered the carriage away. 

She could feel Rowan bristling, sense Aedion’s disgust, but she blocked them

out. 

She  took  Arobynn’s  hands—dry,  warm,  callused.  He  squeezed  her  fingers

gently,  peering  into  her  face.  “You  look  ravishing,  but  I’d  expect  nothing  less. 

Not  even  a  bruise  after  trapping  our  guest.  Impressive.”  He  leaned  closer, 

sniffing. “And you smell divine, too. I’m glad my gift was put to good use.” 

From the corner of her eye, she saw Rowan straighten, and she knew he’d slid

into the killing calm. Neither Rowan nor Aedion wore visible weapons save for

the  single  blade  her  cousin  now  had  out—but  she  knew  they  were  both  armed

beneath  their  clothes,  and  knew  Rowan  would  snap  Arobynn’s  neck  if  he  so

much as blinked wrong at her. 

It  was  that  thought  alone  that  made  her  smile  at  Arobynn.  “You  look  well,” 

she said. “I suppose you already know my companions.” 

He faced Aedion, who was busy digging his sword into the commander’s side

as a gentle reminder to keep moving. “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting your

cousin.” 

She  knew  Arobynn  took  in  every  detail  as  Aedion  came  closer,  pushing  his

charge before him; trying to find any weakness, anything to use to his advantage. 

Aedion just continued into the house, the Valg commander stumbling across the

threshold.  “You’ve  recovered  well,  General,”  Arobynn  said.  “Or  should  I  call

you ‘Your Highness,’ in honor of your Ashryver lineage? Whichever you prefer, 

of course.” 

She  knew  then  that  Arobynn  had  no  plans  to  let  the  demon—and  Stevan—

leave this house alive. 

Aedion gave Arobynn a lazy grin over his shoulder. “I don’t give a shit what

you  call  me.”  He  shoved  the  Valg  commander  farther  inside.  “Just  take  this

rutting  thing off my hands.” 

Arobynn  smiled  blandly,  unfazed—he’d  calculated  Aedion’s  hatred.  With

deliberate slowness, he turned to Rowan. 

“You, I don’t know,” Arobynn mused, having to lift his head to see Rowan’s

face. He made a show of looking Rowan over. “It’s been an age since I saw one

of the Fae. I don’t remember them being quite so large.” 

Rowan  moved  deeper  into  the  entry  hall,  every  step  laced  with  power  and

death, coming to a stop at her side. “You can call me Rowan. That’s all you need

to know.” He cocked his head to the side, a predator assessing prey. “Thank you

for the oil,” he added. “My skin was a little dry.” 

Arobynn blinked—as much surprise as he’d show. 

It took her a moment to process what Rowan had said, and to realize that the
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almond smell hadn’t just been coming from her. He’d worn it, too. 

Arobynn flicked his attention to Aedion and the Valg commander. “Third door

on the left—take him downstairs. Use the fourth cell.” 

Aelin didn’t dare look at her cousin as he dragged Stevan along. There was no

sign of the other assassins—not even a servant. Whatever Arobynn had planned

… he didn’t want any witnesses. 

Arobynn trailed after Aedion, his hands in his pockets. 

But Aelin remained in the hall for a moment, looking at Rowan. 

His brows were high as she read the words in his eyes, his posture.  He never

 specified that only  you had to wear it. 

Her throat tightened and she shook her head. 

 What? he seemed to ask. 

 You just … She shook her head again.  Surprise me sometimes. 

 Good. I’d hate for you to get bored. 

Despite  herself,  despite  what  was  to  come,  a  smile  tugged  on  her  lips  as

Rowan took her hand and gripped it tightly. 

When  she  turned  to  head  into  the  dungeons,  her  smile  faded  as  she  found

Arobynn watching. 



Rowan  was  about  a  hair’s  breadth  from  ripping  out  the  King  of  the  Assassins’

throat as he led them down, down, down into the dungeons. 

Rowan kept a step behind Aelin while they descended the long, curving stone

staircase, the reek of mildew and blood and rust growing stronger with each step. 

He’d  been  tortured  enough,  and  done  enough  torturing  himself,  to  know  what

this place was. 

To know what sort of training Aelin had received down here. 

A  girl—she’d  been  a  girl  when  the  red-haired  bastard  a  few  steps  ahead  had

brought  her  here  and  taught  her  how  to  cut  up  men,  how  to  keep  them  alive while she did it, how to make them scream and plead. How to end them. 

There was no part of her that disgusted him, no part of her that scared him, but

the thought of her in this place, with these smells, in this darkness …

With every step down the stairs, Aelin’s shoulders seemed to droop, her hair

seeming to grow duller, her skin paler. 

This was where she’d last seen Sam, he realized. And her master knew it. 

“We  use  this  for  most  of  our  meetings—harder  to  eavesdrop  or  be  caught

unawares,” Arobynn said to no one in particular. “Though it also has other uses, 

as  you’ll  soon  see.”  He  opened  door  after  door,  and  it  seemed  to  Rowan  that
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Aelin was counting them, waiting, until—

“Shall we?” Arobynn said, gesturing toward the cell door. 

Rowan touched her elbow. Gods, his self-control had to be in shreds tonight; 

he couldn’t stop making excuses to touch her. But this touch was essential. Her

eyes  met  his,  dim  and  cold.  You  give  the  word—just  one  damn  word  and  he’s dead, and then we can search this house from top to bottom for that amulet. 

She shook her head as she entered the cell, and he understood it well enough. 

 Not yet. Not yet. 



She’d almost balked on the stairs to the dungeons, and it was only the thought of

the amulet, only the warmth of the Fae warrior at her back that made her put one

foot in front of the other and descend into the dark stone interior. 

She would never forget this room. 

It still haunted her dreams. 

The  table  was  empty,  but  she  could  see  him  there,  broken  and  almost

unrecognizable, the scent of gloriella clinging to his body. Sam had been tortured

in ways she hadn’t even known until she read Wesley’s letter. The worst of it had

been  requested  by  Arobynn.  Requested,  as  punishment  for  Sam’s  loving  her—

punishment for tampering with Arobynn’s belongings. 

Arobynn  sauntered  into  the  room,  hands  in  his  pockets.  Rowan’s  sharp  sniff

told her enough about what this place smelled like. 

Such a dark, cold room where they’d put Sam’s body. Such a dark, cold room

where she’d vomited and then lain beside him on that table for hours and hours, 

unwilling to leave him. 

Where Aedion now chained Stevan to the wall. 

“Get  out,”  Arobynn  said  simply  to  Rowan  and  Aedion,  who  stiffened.  “The

two  of  you  can  wait  upstairs.  We  don’t  need  unnecessary  distractions.  And

neither does our guest.” 

“Over my rotting corpse,” Aedion snapped. Aelin shot him a sharp look. 

“Lysandra is waiting for you in the drawing room,” Arobynn said with expert

politeness, his eyes now fixed on the hooded Valg chained to the wall. Stevan’s

gloved  hands  tugged  at  the  chains,  his  incessant  hissing  rising  with  impressive violence. “She’ll entertain you. We’ll be up for dinner shortly.” 

Rowan was watching Aelin very, very carefully. She gave him a slight nod. 

Rowan met Aedion’s gaze—the general stared right back. 

Honestly,  had  she  been  anywhere  else,  she  might  have  pulled  up  a  chair  to

watch  this  latest  little  dominance  battle.  Thankfully,  Aedion  just  turned  toward
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the stairs. A moment later, they were gone. 

Arobynn stalked to the demon and snatched the hood from his head. 

Black, rage-filled eyes glared at them and blinked, scanning the room. 

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” Arobynn drawled. 

Stevan just smiled. 



Aelin  listened  to  Arobynn  interrogate  the  demon,  demanding  to  know  what  it

was,  where  it  had  come  from,  what  the  king  wanted.  After  thirty  minutes  and minimal slicing, the demon was talking about anything and everything. 

“How does the king control you?” Arobynn pushed. 

The demon laughed. “Wouldn’t you like to know.” 

Arobynn  half  turned  to  her,  holding  up  his  dagger,  a  trickle  of  dark  blood

sliding  down  the  blade.  “Would  you  like  to  do  the  honors?  This  is  for  your benefit, after all.” 

She frowned at her dress. “I don’t want to get blood on it.” 

Arobynn smirked and slashed his dagger down the man’s pectoral. The demon

screeched,  drowning  out  the  pitter-patter  of  blood  on  the  stones.  “The  ring,”  it panted  after  a  moment.  “We’ve  all  got  them.”  Arobynn  paused,  and  Aelin

cocked her head. “Left—left hand,” it said. 

Arobynn yanked off the man’s glove, revealing the black ring. 

“How?” 

“He  has  a  ring,  too—uses  it  to  control  us  all.  Ring  goes  on,  and  it  doesn’t come off. We do what he says, whatever he says.” 

“Where did he get the rings from?” 

“Made  ’em,  I  don’t  know.”  The  dagger  came  closer.  “I  swear!  We  wear  the

rings, and he makes a cut on our arms—licks our blood so it’s in him, and then

he can control us however he wants. It’s the blood that links us.” 

“And  what  does  he  plan  to  do  with  you  all,  now  that  you’re  invading  my

city?” 

“We’re searching for the general. I won’t—won’t tell anyone he’s here … Or

that   she’s  here,  I  swear.  The  rest—the  rest  I  don’t  know.”  His  eyes  met  hers—

dark, pleading. 

“Kill him,” she said to Arobynn. “He’s a liability.” 

“Please,” Stevan said, his eyes still holding hers. She looked away. 

“He does seem to have run out of things to tell me,” Arobynn mused. 

Swift as an adder, Arobynn lunged for him, and Stevan screamed so loudly it

hurt her ears as Arobynn sliced off his finger—and the ring that held it—in one
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brutal  movement.  “Thank  you,”  Arobynn  said  above  Stevan’s  screaming,  and

then slashed his knife across the man’s throat. 

Aelin  stepped  clear  of  the  spray  of  blood,  holding  Stevan’s  stare  as  the  light faded from his gaze. When the spray had slowed, she frowned at Arobynn. “You

could have killed him and  then cut off the ring.” 

“Where  would  the  fun  be  in  that?”  Arobynn  held  up  the  bloody  finger  and

pried off the ring. “Lost your bloodlust?” 

“I’d dump that ring in the Avery if I were you.” 

“The king is enslaving people to his will with these things. I plan to study this

one as best I can.” Of course he did. He pocketed the ring and inclined his head

toward the door. “Now that we’re even, darling … shall we eat?” 

It  was  an  effort  to  nod  with  Stevan’s  still-bleeding  body  sagging  from  the

wall. 



Aelin  was  seated  to  Arobynn’s  right,  as  she’d  always  been.  She’d  expected

Lysandra  to  be  across  from  her,  but  instead  the  courtesan  was  beside  her.  No doubt meant to reduce her options to two: deal with her longtime rival, or talk to

Arobynn. Or something like that. 

She  had  bid  hello  to  Lysandra,  who’d  been  keeping  Aedion  and  Rowan

company  in  the  drawing  room,  keenly  aware  of  Arobynn  on  her  heels  as  she

shook  Lysandra’s  hand,  subtly  passing  over  the  note  she’d  kept  hidden  in  her dress all night. 

The note was gone by the time Aelin leaned in to kiss the courtesan’s cheek, 

the peck of someone not entirely thrilled to be doing so. 

Arobynn  had  seated  Rowan  to  his  left,  with  Aedion  beside  the  warrior.  The

two  members  of  her  court  were  separated  by  the  table  to  keep  them  from

reaching  her,  and  to  leave  her  unprotected  from  Arobynn.  Neither  had  asked

what happened in the dungeon. 

“I have to say,” Arobynn mused as their first course—tomato and basil soup, 

courtesy of vegetables grown in the hothouse in the back—was cleared away by

silent  servants  who  had  been  summoned  now  that  Stevan  had  been  dealt  with. 

Aelin recognized some, though they didn’t look at her. They had never looked at

her,  even  when  she  was  living  here.  She  knew  they  wouldn’t  dare  whisper  a

word  about  who  dined  at  this  table  tonight.  Not  with  Arobynn  as  their  master. 

“You’re a rather quiet group. Or has my protégée scared you into silence?” 

Aedion, who had watched every bite she took of that soup, lifted an eyebrow. 

“You  want  us  to  make  small  talk  after  you  just  interrogated  and  butchered  a

demon?” 

Arobynn waved a hand. “I’d like to hear more about you all.” 

“Careful,” she said too quietly to Arobynn. 

The  King  of  the  Assassins  straightened  the  silverware  flanking  his  plate. 

“Shouldn’t I be concerned about who my protégée is living with?” 

“You  weren’t  concerned  about  who  I  was  living  with  when  you  had  me

shipped off to Endovier.” 

A slow blink. “Is that what you think I did?” 

Lysandra  stiffened  beside  her.  Arobynn  noted  the  movement—as  he  noted

every movement—and said, “Lysandra can tell you the truth: I fought tooth and

nail  to  free  you  from  that  prison.  I  lost  half  my  men  to  the  effort,  all  of  them tortured and killed by the king. I’m surprised your friend the captain didn’t tell

you. Such a pity he’s on rooftop watch tonight.” 

He missed nothing, it seemed. 

Arobynn  looked  to  Lysandra—waiting.  She  swallowed  and  murmured,  “He

did try, you know. For months and months.” 

It was so convincing that Aelin might have believed it. Through some miracle, 

Arobynn  had  no  idea  that  the  woman  had  been  meeting  with  them  in  secret. 

Some miracle—or Lysandra’s own wits. 

Aelin drawled to Arobynn, “Do you plan on telling me why you insisted we

stay for dinner?” 

“How else would I get to see you? You would have just dumped that thing on

my  doorstep  and  left.  And  we  learned  so  much—so  much  that  we  could  use, 

together.”  The  chill  down  her  spine  wasn’t  faked.  “Though  I  have  to  say,  this new you is much more … subdued. I suppose for Lysandra that’s a good thing. 

She  always  looks  at  the  hole  you  left  in  the  entry  wall  when  you  threw  that dagger at her head. I kept it there as a little reminder of how much we all missed

you.” 

Rowan  was  watching  her,  an  asp  ready  to  strike.  But  his  brows  bunched

slightly, as if to say,  You really threw a dagger at her head? 

Arobynn  began  talking  about  a  time  Aelin  had  brawled  with  Lysandra  and

they’d rolled down the stairs, scratching and yowling like cats, so Aelin looked

at Rowan a moment longer.  I was a tad hotheaded. 

 I’m  beginning  to  admire  Lysandra  more  and  more.  Seventeen-year-old  Aelin must have been a delight to deal with. 

She fought the twitching in her lips.  I would pay good money to see seventeen-

 year-old Aelin meet seventeen-year-old Rowan. 

His green eyes glittered. Arobynn was still talking.  Seventeen-year-old Rowan

 wouldn’t  have  known  what  to  do  with  you.  He  could  barely  speak  to  females

 outside his family. 

 Liar—I don’t believe that for a second. 

 It’s  true.  You  would  have  scandalized  him  with  your  nightclothes—even  with that dress you have on. 

She sucked on her teeth.  He would probably have been even more scandalized

 to learn I’m not wearing any undergarments beneath this dress. 

The table rattled as Rowan’s knee banged into it. 

Arobynn paused, but continued when Aedion asked about what the demon had

told him. 

 You can’t be serious, Rowan seemed to say. 

 Did  you  see  any  place  where  this  dress  might  hide  them?  Every  line  and

 wrinkle would show. 

Rowan  shook  his  head  subtly,  his  eyes  dancing  with  a  light  that  she’d  only

recently come to glimpse—and cherish.  Do you delight in shocking me? 

She  couldn’t  stop  her  smile.  How  else  am  I  supposed  to  keep  a  cranky

 immortal entertained? 

His  grin  was  distracting  enough  that  it  took  her  a  moment  to  notice  the

silence, and that everyone was staring at them—waiting. 

She  glanced  at  Arobynn,  whose  face  was  a  mask  of  stone.  “Did  you  ask  me

something?” 

There  was  only  calculating  ire  in  his  silver  eyes—which  might  have  once

made  her  start  begging  for  mercy.  “I  asked,”  Arobynn  said,  “if  you’ve  had  fun these  past  few  weeks,  wrecking  my  investment  properties  and  ensuring  that  all my clients won’t touch me.” 
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Aelin leaned back in her chair. Even Rowan was staring at her now, surprise and

annoyance written on his face. Lysandra was doing a good job of feigning shock

and confusion—even though it had been she who had fed Aelin the details, who

had  made  her  plan  so  much  better  and  broader  than  it  had  been  when  Aelin

scribbled it out on that ship. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said with a little smile. 

“Oh?”  Arobynn  swirled  his  wine.  “You  mean  to  tell  me  that  when  you

wrecked the Vaults beyond repair, it wasn’t a move against my investment in that

property—and  my  monthly  cut  of  their  profits?  Don’t  pretend  it  was  just

vengeance for Sam.” 

“The king’s men showed up. I had no choice but to fight for my life.” After

she’d led them directly from the docks to the pleasure hall, of course. 

“And  I  suppose  it  was  an  accident  that  the  lockbox  was  hacked  open  so  its

contents could be snatched up by the crowd.” 

It had worked—worked so spectacularly that she was surprised Arobynn had

lasted this long without going for her throat. 

“You know how those lowlifes get. A little chaos, and they turn into animals

foaming at the mouth.” 

Lysandra cringed; a stellar performance of a woman witnessing a betrayal. 

“Indeed,”  Arobynn  said.  “But  especially  the  lowlifes  at  establishments  from

which I receive a handsome monthly sum, correct?” 

“So  you  invited  me  and  my  friends  here  tonight  to  fling  accusations  at  me? 

Here I was, thinking I’d become your personal Valg hunter.” 

“You deliberately disguised yourself as Hinsol Cormac, one of my most loyal

clients and investors, when you freed your cousin,” Arobynn snapped. Aedion’s

eyes widened slightly. “I could dismiss it as coincidence, except a witness says

he  called  out  Cormac’s  name  at  the  prince’s  party,  and  Cormac   waved  to  him. 

The witness told the king that, too—that he saw Cormac heading toward Aedion

right before the explosions happened. And what a coincidence that the very day

Aedion  disappeared,  two  carriages,  belonging  to  a  business  that  Cormac  and  I

own   together,  went  missing—carriages  Cormac  then  told  all  my  clients  and partners that  I used to get Aedion to safety when  I freed the general that day by
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impersonating  him,  because   I,  apparently,  have  become  a   gods-damned  rebel sympathizer strutting about town at all hours of the day.” 

She dared a look at Rowan, whose face remained carefully blank, but saw the

words there anyway.  You wicked, clever fox. 

 And here you were, thinking the red hair was just for vanity. 

 I shall never doubt again. 

She turned to Arobynn. “I can’t help it if your prissy clients turn on you at the

slightest hint of danger.” 

“Cormac  has  fled  the  city,  and  continues  to  drag  my  name  through  the  mud. 

It’s a miracle the king hasn’t come to haul me to his castle.” 

“If  you’re  worried  about  losing  money,  you  could  always  sell  the  house,  I

suppose. Or stop using Lysandra’s services.” 

Arobynn hissed, and Rowan and Aedion reached casually under the table for

their  hidden  weapons.  “What  will  it  take,  dearest,  for  you  to  stop  being  such  a raging pain in my ass?” 

There  they  were.  The  words  she’d  wanted  to  hear,  the  reason  she’d  been  so

careful not to wreck him altogether but merely to annoy him just enough. 

She picked at her nails. “A few things, I think.” 



The sitting room was oversized and made to entertain parties of twenty or thirty, 

with  couches  and  chairs  and  chaises  spread  throughout.  Aelin  lounged  in  an

armchair before the fire, Arobynn across from her, fury still dancing in his eyes. 

She could feel Rowan and Aedion in the hall outside, monitoring every word, 

every  breath.  She  wondered  whether  Arobynn  knew  they’d  disobeyed  his

command to remain in the dining room; she doubted it. They were stealthier than

ghost  leopards,  those  two.  But  she  didn’t  want  them  in  here,  either—not  until she’d done what she needed to do. 

She crossed one leg over the other, revealing the simple black velvet shoes she

wore, and her bare legs. 

“So all of this was punishment—for a crime I didn’t commit,” Arobynn said at

last. 

She ran a finger down the rolled arm of the chair. “First thing, Arobynn: let’s

not bother with lies.” 

“I suppose you’ve told your friends the truth?” 

“My  court  knows  everything  there  is  to  know  about  me.  And  they  know

everything you’ve done, too.” 

“Casting yourself as the victim, are you? You’re forgetting that it didn’t take

much encouragement to put those knives in your hands.” 

“I am what I am. But it doesn’t erase the fact that you knew very well who I

was when you found me. You took my family necklace off me, and told me that

anyone  who  came  looking  for  me  would  wind  up  killed  by  my  enemies.”  She

didn’t dare let her breathing hitch, didn’t let him consider the words too much as

she plowed ahead. “You wanted to shape me into your own weapon—why?” 

“Why not? I was young and angry, and my kingdom had just been conquered

by that bastard king. I believed I could give you the tools you needed to survive, 

to  someday  defeat  him.  That   is  why  you’ve  come  back,  isn’t  it?  I’m  surprised you  and  the  captain  haven’t  killed  him  yet—isn’t  that  what  he  wants,  why  he tried to work with me? Or are you claiming that kill for yourself?” 

“You honestly expect me to believe that your end goal was to have me avenge

my family and reclaim my throne.” 

“Who  would  you  have  become  without  me?  Some  pampered,  quaking

princess. Your beloved cousin would have locked you up in a tower and thrown

away  the  key.  I   gave  you  your  freedom—I  gave  you  the  ability  to  bring  down men like Aedion Ashryver with a few blows. And all I get for it is contempt.” 

She clenched her fingers, feeling the weight of the pebbles she’d carried that

morning to Sam’s grave. 

“So what else do you have in store for me, O Mighty Queen? Shall I save you

the trouble and tell you how else you might continue to be a thorn in my side?” 

“You know the debt isn’t anywhere near paid.” 

“Debt? For what? For trying to free you from Endovier? And when that didn’t

work, I did the best I could. I bribed those guards and officials with money from

my  own  coffers  so  that  they  wouldn’t  hurt  you  beyond  repair.  All  the  while,  I tried to find ways to get you out—for a year straight.” 

Lies  and  truth,  as  he’d  always  taught  her.  Yes,  he’d  bribed  the  officials  and guards to ensure she would still be functioning when he eventually freed her. But

Wesley’s  letter  had  explained  in  detail  just  how  little  effort  Arobynn  had  put forth once it became clear she was headed for Endovier. How he’d adjusted his

plans—embracing the idea of her spirit being broken by the mines. 


“And what about Sam?” she breathed. 

“Sam  was  murdered  by  a  sadist,  whom  my  useless  bodyguard  got  it  into  his

head  to  kill.  You  know  I  couldn’t  allow  that  to  go  unpunished,  not  when  we needed the new Crime Lord to continue working with us.” 

Truth  and  lies,  lies  and  truth.  She  shook  her  head  and  looked  toward  the

window,  ever  the  confused  and  conflicted  protégée  falling  for  Arobynn’s

poisoned words. 

“Tell me what I need to do to make you  understand,” he said. “Do you know

why  I  had  you  capture  that  demon?  So  that   we  could  attain  its  knowledge.  So you and I could take on the king, learn what he knows. Why do you think I let

you  in  that  room?  Together—we’ll  bring  that  monster  down   together,  before we’re  all  wearing  those  rings.  Your  friend  the  captain  can  even  join  in,  free  of charge.” 

“You expect me to believe a word you say?” 

“I  have  had  a  long,  long  while  to  think  on  the  wretched  things  I’ve  done  to you, Celaena.” 

“Aelin,” she snapped. “My name is Aelin. And you can start proving you’ve

mended  your  ways  by  giving  me  back  my  family’s  gods-damned  amulet.  Then

you  can  prove  it  some  more  by  giving  me  your  resources—by  letting  me  use

your men to get what I need.” 

She  could  see  the  wheels  turning  in  that  cold  and  cunning  head.  “In  what

capacity?” 

No word about the amulet—no denying he had it. 

“You want to take down the king,” she murmured, as if to keep the two Fae

males outside the door from hearing. “Then let’s take down the king. But we do

it my way. The captain and my court stay out of it.” 

“What’s in it for me? These are dangerous times, you know. Why, just today, 

one  of  the  top  opiate  dealers  was  caught  by  the  king’s  men  and  killed.  Such  a pity;  he  escaped  the  slaughter  at  the  Shadow  Market  only  to  be  caught  buying dinner a few blocks away.” 

More nonsense to distract her. She merely said, “I won’t send a tip to the king

about this place—about how you operate and who your clients are. Or mention

the  demon  in  your  dungeon,  its  blood  now  a  permanent  stain.”  She  smiled  a

little. “I’ve tried; their blood doesn’t wash away.” 

“Threats,  Aelin? And what if I make threats of my own? What if I mention to

the  king’s  guard  that  his  missing  general  and  his  Captain  of  the  Guard  are

frequently visiting a certain warehouse? What if I let it slip that a Fae warrior is

wandering his city? Or, worse, that his mortal enemy is living in the slums?” 

“I suppose it’ll be a race to the palace, then. It’s too bad the captain has men

stationed by the castle gates, messages in hand, ready for the signal to send them

this very night.” 

“You’d have to get out of here alive to give that signal.” 

“The signal is us not returning, I’m afraid. All of us.” 

Again, that cold stare. “How cruel and ruthless you’ve become, my love. But

will  you  become  a  tyrant  as  well?  Perhaps  you  should  start  slipping  rings  onto the fingers of your followers.” 

He  reached  into  his  tunic.  She  kept  her  posture  relaxed  as  a  golden  chain

glinted around his long white fingers, and then a tinkling sounded, and then—

The amulet was exactly as she remembered it. 

It had been with a child’s hands that she’d last held it, and with a child’s eyes

that she’d last seen the cerulean blue front with the ivory stag and the golden star

between  its  antlers.  The  immortal  stag  of  Mala  Fire-Bringer,  brought  over  to

these  lands  by  Brannon  himself  and  set  free  in  Oakwald  Forest.  The  amulet

glinted in Arobynn’s hands as he removed it from his neck. 

The third and final Wyrdkey. 

It  had  made  her  ancestors  mighty  queens  and  kings;  had  made  Terrasen

untouchable,  a  powerhouse  so  lethal  no  force  had  ever  breached  its  borders. 

Until she’d fallen into the Florine River that night—until this man had removed

the  amulet  from  around  her  neck,  and  a  conquering  army  had  swept  through. 

And Arobynn had risen from being a local lord of assassins to crown himself this

continent’s  unrivaled  king  of  their  Guild.  Perhaps  his  power  and  influence

derived solely from the necklace— her necklace—that he’d worn all these years. 

“I’ve become rather attached to it,” Arobynn said as he handed it over. 

He’d known she would ask for it tonight, if he was wearing it. Perhaps he’d

planned  to  offer  it  to  her  all  along,  just  to  win  her  trust—or  get  her  to  stop framing his clients and interrupting his business. 

Keeping her face neutral was an effort as she reached for it. 

Her fingers grazed the golden chain, and she wished then and there that she’d

never  heard  of  it,  never  touched  it,  never  been  in  the  same  room  with  it.  Not right, her blood sang, her bones groaned.  Not right, not right, not right. 

The amulet was heavier than it looked—and warm from his body, or from the

boundless power dwelling inside of it. 

The Wyrdkey. 

Holy gods. 

That  quickly,  that  easily,  he’d  handed  it  over.  How  Arobynn  hadn’t  felt  it, 

noticed it … Unless you needed magic in your veins to feel it. Unless it never …

 called to him as it did to her now, its raw power brushing up against her senses like a cat rubbing along her legs. How had her mother, her father—any of them

—never felt it? 

She almost walked out right then and there. But she slid the Amulet of Orynth

around  her  neck,  its  weight  becoming  heavier  still—a  force  pressing  down  on

her bones, spreading through her blood like ink in water.  Not right. 

“Tomorrow  morning,”  she  said  coldly,  “you  and  I  are  going  to  talk  again. 

Bring  your  best  men,  or  whoever  is  licking  your  boots  these  days.  And  then

we’re going to plan.” She rose from the chair, her knees wobbling. 

“Any other requests, Your Majesty?” 

“You think I don’t realize you have the upper hand?” She willed calm to her veins, her heart. “You’ve agreed to help me far too easily. But I like this game. 

Let’s keep playing it.” 

His answering smile was serpentine. 

Each  step  toward  the  door  was  an  effort  of  will  as  she  forced  herself  not  to think  about  the  thing  thudding  between  her  breasts.  “If  you  betray  us  tonight, Arobynn,” she added, pausing before the door, “I’ll make what was done to Sam

seem like a mercy compared to what I do to you.” 

“Learned some new tricks these past few years, have you?” 

She smirked, taking in the details of how he looked at this exact moment: the

sheen  of  his  red  hair,  his  broad  shoulders  and  narrow  waist,  the  scars  on  his hands,  and  those  silver  eyes,  so  bright  with  challenge  and  triumph.  They’d

probably haunt her dreams until the day she died. 

“One more thing,” Arobynn said. 

It  was  an  effort  to  lift  a  brow  as  he  came  close  enough  to  kiss  her,  embrace her. But he just took her hand in his, his thumb caressing her palm. “I’m going to

enjoy having you back,” he purred. 

Then, faster than she could react, he slid the Wyrdstone ring onto her finger. 

[image: Image 816]

[image: Image 817]

[image: Image 818]

 44 



The  hidden  dagger  Aelin  had  drawn  clattered  to  the  wooden  floor  the  moment

the cool black stone slid against her skin. She blinked at the ring, at the line of

blood  that  had  appeared  on  her  hand  beneath  Arobynn’s  sharp  thumbnail  as  he

raised her hand to his mouth and brushed his tongue along the back of her palm. 

Her blood was on his lips as he straightened. 

Such  a  silence  in  her  head,  even  now.  Her  face  stopped  working;  her  heart

stopped working. 

“Blink,” he ordered her. 

She did. 

“Smile.” 

She did. 

“Tell me why you came back.” 

“To kill the king; to kill the prince.” 

Arobynn  leaned  in  close,  his  nose  grazing  her  neck.  “Tell  me  that  you  love

me.” 

“I love you.” 

“My name—say my name when you tell me that you love me.” 

“I love you, Arobynn Hamel.” 

His breath warmed her skin as he huffed a laugh onto her neck, then brushed a

kiss where it met her shoulder. “I think I’m going to like this.” 

He pulled back, admiring her blank face, her features, now empty and foreign. 

“Take my carriage. Go home and sleep. Do not tell anyone of this; do not show

your friends the ring. And tomorrow, report here after breakfast. We have plans, 

you and I. For our kingdom, and Adarlan.” 

She just stared, waiting. 

“Do you understand?” 

“Yes.” 

He lifted her hand again and kissed the Wyrdstone ring. “Good night, Aelin,” 

he murmured, his hand grazing her backside as he shooed her out. 
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Rowan  was  trembling  with  restrained  rage  as  they  took  Arobynn’s  carriage

home, none of them speaking. 

He’d heard every word uttered inside that room. So had Aedion. He’d seen the

final touch Arobynn had made, the proprietary gesture of a man convinced that

he had a new, very shiny toy to play with. 

But Rowan didn’t dare grab for Aelin’s hand to see the ring. 

She didn’t move; she didn’t speak. She just sat there and stared at the wall of

the carriage. 

A perfect, broken, obedient doll. 

 I love you, Arobynn Hamel. 

Every  minute  was  an  agony,  but  there  were  too  many  eyes  on  them—too

many, even as they finally reached the warehouse and climbed out. They waited

until  Arobynn’s  carriage  had  driven  off  before  Rowan  and  Aedion  flanked  the

queen as she slipped inside the warehouse and up the stairs. 

The  curtains  were  already  shut  inside  the  house,  a  few  candles  left  burning. 

The  flames  caught  on  the  golden  dragon  embroidered  on  the  back  of  that

remarkable gown, and Rowan didn’t dare breathe as she just stood in the center

of the room. A slave awaiting orders. 

“Aelin?” Aedion said, his voice hoarse. 

Aelin lifted her hands in front of her and turned. 

She  pulled  off  the  ring.  “So   that  was  what  he  wanted.  I  honestly  expected something grander.” 



Aelin slapped the ring down on the small table behind the couch. 

Rowan frowned at it. “He didn’t check Stevan’s other hand?” 

“No,”  she  said,  still  trying  to  clear  the  horror  of  betrayal  from  her  mind. 

Trying  to  ignore  the   thing  hanging  from  her  neck,  the  abyss  of  power  that beckoned, beckoned—

Aedion snapped, “One of you needs to explain  now.” 

Her cousin’s face was drained of color, his eyes so wide that the whites shone

all around them as he glanced from the ring to Aelin and back again. 

She’d  held  it  together  during  the  carriage  ride,  maintaining  the  mask  of  the puppet Arobynn believed she’d become. She crossed the room, keeping her arms

at  her  sides  to  avoid  chucking  the  Wyrdkey  against  the  wall.  “I’m  sorry,”  she said. “You couldn’t know—” 

“I could have rutting known. You really think I can’t keep my mouth shut?” 

“Rowan didn’t even know until last night,” she snapped. 
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Deep in that abyss, thunder rumbled. 

Oh, gods. Oh,  gods—

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 

Rowan crossed his arms. “It is, considering the fight we had about it.” 

Aedion shook his head. “Just … explain.” 

Aelin  picked  up  the  ring.  Focus.  She  could  focus  on  this  conversation,  until she could safely hide the amulet. Aedion couldn’t know what she carried, what

weapon she’d claimed tonight. “In Wendlyn, there was a moment when Narrok

…  came  back.  When  he  warned  me.  And  thanked  me  for  ending  him.  So  I

picked  the  Valg  commander  who  seemed  to  have  the  least  amount  of  control

over the human’s body, out of hope that the man might be in there, wishing for

redemption in some form.” Redemption for what the demon had made him do, 

hoping to die knowing he’d done one good thing. 

“Why?” 

Speaking normally was an effort. “So I could offer him the mercy of death and

freedom from the Valg, if he would only tell Arobynn all the wrong information. 

He tricked Arobynn into thinking that a bit of blood could control these rings—

and that the ring he bore was the real thing.” She held up the ring. “I got the idea

from you, actually. Lysandra has a very good jeweler, and had a fake made. The

real  thing  I  cut  off  the  Valg  commander’s  finger.  If  Arobynn  had  taken  off  his other glove, he would have found him without a digit.” 

“You’d need weeks to plan all that—” 

Aelin nodded. 

“But why? Why bother with any of it? Why not just kill the prick?” 

Aelin set down the ring. “I had to know.” 

“Know what? That Arobynn is a monster?” 

“That  there  was  no  redeeming  him.  I  knew,  but  …  It  was  his  final  test.  To show his hand.” 

Aedion hissed. “He would have made you into his own personal figurehead—

he  touched—” 

“I know what he touched, and what he wanted to do.” She could still feel that

touch on her. It was nothing compared to the hideous weight pressing against her

chest. She rubbed her thumb across the scabbed-over slice on her hand. “So now

we know.” 

Some small, pathetic part of her wished she didn’t. 



Still in their finery, Aelin and Rowan stared at the amulet lying on the low table

before the darkened fireplace in her bedroom. 

She’d taken it off the moment she entered the room—Aedion having gone to

the  roof  to  take  watch—and  slumped  onto  the  couch  facing  the  table.  Rowan

took  a  seat  beside  her  a  heartbeat  later.  For  a  minute,  they  said  nothing.  The amulet gleamed in the light of the two candles Rowan had lit. 

“I  was  going  to  ask  you  to  make  sure  it  wasn’t  a  fake;  that  Arobynn  hadn’t switched it somehow,” Rowan said at last, his eyes fixed on the Wyrdkey. “But I

can feel it—a glimmer of whatever is inside that thing.” 

She  braced  her  forearms  on  her  knees,  the  black  velvet  of  her  dress  softly

caressing.  “In  the  past,  people  must  have  assumed  that  feeling  came  from  the magic of whoever was wearing it,” she said. “With my mother, with Brannon …

it would never have been noticed.” 

“And your father and uncle? They had little to no magic, you said.” 

The  ivory  stag  seemed  to  stare  at  her,  the  immortal  star  between  its  horns

flickering  like  molten  gold.  “But  they  had  presence.  What  better  place  to  hide this thing than around the neck of a swaggering royal?” 

Rowan tensed as she reached for the amulet and flipped it over as quickly as

she could. The metal was warm, its surface unmarred despite the millennia that

had passed since its forging. 

There, exactly as she’d remembered, were carved three Wyrdmarks. 

“Any idea what those mean?” Rowan said, shifting close enough that his thigh

grazed  hers.  He  moved  away  an  inch,  though  it  did  nothing  to  stop  her  from feeling the heat of him. 

“I’ve never seen—” 

“That  one,”  Rowan  said,  pointing  to  the  first  one.  “I’ve  seen  that  one.  It

burned on your brow that day.” 

“Brannon’s  mark,”  she  breathed.  “The  mark  of  the  bastard-born—the

nameless.” 

“No one in Terrasen  ever looked into these symbols?” 

“If they did, it was never revealed—or they wrote it in their personal accounts, 

which  were  stored  in  the  Library  of  Orynth.”  She  chewed  on  the  inside  of  her lip. “It was one of the first places the King of Adarlan sacked.” 

“Maybe the librarians smuggled out the rulers’ accounts first—maybe they got

lucky.” 

Her  heart  sank  a  bit.  “Maybe.  We  won’t  know  until  we  return  to  Terrasen.” 

She  tapped  her  foot  on  the  carpet.  “I  need  to  hide  this.”  There  was  a  loose floorboard in her closet under which she stashed money, weapons, and jewelry. It

would  be  good  enough  for  now.  And  Aedion  wouldn’t  question  it,  since  she

couldn’t risk wearing the damn thing in public anyway, even under her clothes—

not until she was back in Terrasen. She stared down at the amulet. 

“So do it,” he said. 

“I don’t want to touch it.” 

“If it was that easy to trigger, your ancestors would have figured out what it

was.” 

“You pick it up,” she said, frowning. 

He just gave her a look. 

She  bent  down,  willing  her  mind  blank  while  she  lifted  the  amulet  off  the

table. Rowan stiffened as if bracing himself, despite his reassurance. 

The key was a millstone in her hand, but that initial sense of wrongness, of an

abyss of power … It was quiet. Slumbering. 

She made quick work of pulling back the rug in her closet and yanking loose

the  floorboard.  She  felt  Rowan  come  up  behind  her,  peering  over  her  shoulder where she knelt and into the small compartment. 

She  had  picked  up  the  amulet  to  drop  it  into  the  little  space  when  a  thread tugged  inside  her—no,  not  a  thread,  but  …  a  wind,  as  if  some  force  barreled from  Rowan   into  her,  as  if  their  bond  were  a  living  thing,  and  she  could  feel what it was to  be him—

She  dropped  the  amulet  into  the  compartment.  It  thudded  only  once,  a  dead

weight. 

“What?” Rowan asked. 

She twisted to peer up at him. “I felt—I felt you.” 

“How?” 

So she told him—about his essence sliding into her, of feeling like she wore

his skin, if only for a heartbeat. 

He didn’t look entirely pleased. “That sort of ability could be a helpful tool for

later.” 

She scowled. “Typical warrior-brute thinking.” 

He shrugged. Gods, how did he handle it, the weight of his power? He could

crush bones into dust even without his magic; he could bring this whole building

down with a few well-placed blows. 

She’d  known—of  course  she’d  known—but  to   feel  it  …  The  most  powerful

purebred  Fae  male  in  existence.  To  an  ordinary  human,  he  was  as  alien  as  the Valg. 

“But I think you’re right: it can’t just blindly act on my will,” she said at last. 

“Or else my ancestors would have razed Orynth to the ground anytime they were

royally  pissed  off.  I—I  think  these  things  might  be  neutral  by  nature;  it’s  the bearer who guides how they are used. In the hands of someone pure of heart, it

would only be beneficial. That was how Terrasen thrived.” 
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Rowan  snorted  as  she  replaced  the  wooden  plank,  tamping  it  down  with  the

heel of her hand. “Trust me, your ancestors weren’t utterly holy.” He offered her

a  hand  up,  and  she  tried  not  to  stare  at  it  as  she  gripped  it.  Hard,  callused, unbreakable—nearly impossible to kill. But there was a gentleness to his grip, a

care reserved only for those he cherished and protected. 

“I don’t think any of them were assassins,” she said as he dropped her hand. 

“The keys can corrupt an already black heart—or amplify a pure one. I’ve never

heard anything about hearts that are somewhere in between.” 

“The fact that you worry says enough about your intentions.” 

She stepped all around the area to ensure that no creaking boards gave away

the  hiding  place.  Thunder  rumbled  above  the  city.  “I’m  going  to  pretend  that’s not an omen,” she muttered. 

“Good  luck  with  that.”  He  nudged  her  with  an  elbow  as  they  reentered  the

bedroom. “We’ll keep an eye on things—and if you appear to be heading toward

Dark Lorddom, I promise to bring you back to the light.” 

“Funny.” The little clock on her nightstand chimed, and thunder boomed again

through Rifthold. A swift-moving storm. Good—maybe it would clear her head, 

too. 

She went to the box Lysandra had brought her and pulled out the other item. 

“Lysandra’s jeweler,” Rowan said, “is a very talented person.” 

Aelin  held  up  a  replica  of  the  amulet.  She’d  gotten  the  size,  coloring,  and weight almost perfect. She set it on her vanity like a discarded piece of jewelry. 

“Just in case anyone asks where it went.” 



The downpour had softened to a steady drizzle by the time the clock struck one, 

yet  Aelin  hadn’t  come  down  from  the  roof.  She’d  gone  up  there  to  take  over Aedion’s  watch,  apparently—and  Rowan  had  waited,  biding  his  time  as  the

clock neared midnight and then passed it. Chaol had come by to give Aedion a

report on the movements of Arobynn’s men, but slipped back out around twelve. 

Rowan was done waiting. 

She was standing in the rain, facing westward—not toward the glowing castle

to her right, not toward the sea at her back, but across the city. 

He didn’t mind that she’d gotten that glimpse into him. He wanted to tell her

that he didn’t care what she knew about him, so long as it didn’t scare her away

—and would have told her before if he still hadn’t been so stupidly distracted by

how she looked tonight. 

The lamplight glinted off the combs in her hair and along the golden dragon

on the dress. 

“You’ll ruin that dress standing out here in the rain,” he said. 

She half turned toward him. The rain had left streaks of kohl down her face, 

and  her  skin  was  as  pale  as  a  fish’s  belly.  The  look  in  her  eyes—guilt,  anger, agony—hit him like a blow to the gut. 

She turned again toward the city. “I was never going to wear this dress again, 

anyway.” 

“You  know  I’ll  take  care  of  it  tonight,”  he  said,  stepping  beside  her,  “if  you don’t want to be the one to do it.” And after what that bastard had tried to do to

her, what he’d  planned to do to her … He and Aedion would take a long, long

time ending Arobynn’s life. 

She  gazed  across  the  city,  toward  the  Assassins’  Keep.  “I  told  Lysandra  she

could do it.” 

“Why?” 

She wrapped her arms around herself, hugging tight. “Because more than me, 

more than you or Aedion, Lysandra deserves to be the one who ends him.” 

It was true. “Will she be needing our assistance?” 

She  shook  her  head,  spraying  droplets  of  rain  off  the  combs  and  the  damp

strands of hair that had come loose. “Chaol went to ensure everything goes fine.” 

Rowan allowed himself a moment to look at her—at the relaxed shoulders and

uplifted chin, the grip she had on her elbows, the curve of her nose against the

streetlight, the thin line of her mouth. 

“It feels wrong,” she said, “to still wish that there had been some other way.” 

She took an uneven breath, the air clouding in front of her. “He was a bad man,” 

she  whispered.  “He  was  going  to  enslave  me  to  his  will,  use  me  to  take  over Terrasen,  maybe  make  himself  king—maybe  sire  my—”  She  shuddered  so

violently  that  light  shimmered  off  the  gold  in  her  dress.  “But  he  also  …  I  also owe him my life. All this time I thought it would be a relief, a joy to end him. 

But all I feel is hollow. And tired.” 

She was like ice when he slid an arm around her, folding her into his side. Just

this once—just this once, he would let himself hold her. If he’d been asked to put

down Maeve, and one of his cadre had done it instead—if Lorcan had done it—

he would have felt the same. 

She twisted slightly to peer up at him, and though she tried to hide it, he could

see  the  fear  in  her  gaze,  and  the  guilt.  “I  need  you  to  hunt  down  Lorcan

tomorrow. See if he’s accomplished the little task I gave him.” 

If he’d killed those Wyrdhounds. Or been killed by them. So she could at last

free magic. 

Gods.  Lorcan  was  his  enemy  now.  He  shut  out  the  thought.  “And  if  it’s
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necessary to eliminate him?” 

He watched her throat bob as she swallowed. “It’s your call then, Rowan. Do

as you see fit.” 

He  wished  she’d  told  him  one  way  or  another,  but  giving  him  the  choice, 

respecting  their  history  enough  to  allow  him  to  make  that  decision  …  “Thank

you.” 

She rested her head against his chest, the tips of the bat-wing combs digging

into  him  enough  that  he  eased  them  one  at  a  time  from  her  hair.  The  gold  was slick and cold in his hands, and as he admired the craftsmanship, she murmured, 

“I want you to sell those. And burn this dress.” 

“As  you  wish,”  he  said,  pocketing  the  combs.  “Such  a  pity,  though.  Your

enemies would have fallen to their knees if they ever saw you in it.” 

He’d almost fallen to his knees when he’d first seen her earlier tonight. 

She huffed a laugh that might have been a sob and wrapped her arms around

his  waist  as  if  trying  to  steal  his  warmth.  Her  sodden  hair  tumbled  down,  the scent  of  her—jasmine  and  lemon  verbena  and  crackling  embers—rising  above

the smell of almonds to caress his nose, his senses. 

Rowan  stood  with  his  queen  in  the  rain,  breathing  in  her  scent,  and  let  her steal his warmth for as long as she needed. 



The rain lightened to a soft sprinkle, and Aelin stirred from where Rowan held

her. From where she’d been standing, soaking up his strength, thinking. 

She  twisted  slightly  to  take  in  the  strong  lines  of  his  face,  his  cheekbones gilded with the rain and the light from the street. Across the city, in a room she

knew too well, Arobynn was hopefully bleeding out. Hopefully dead. 

A hollow thought—but also the clicking of a lock finally opened. 

Rowan  turned  his  head  to  look  at  her,  rain  dripping  off  his  silver  hair.  His features  softened  a  bit,  the  harsh  lines  becoming  more  inviting—vulnerable, 

even. “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he murmured. 

“I’m thinking that the next time I want to unsettle you, all I need to do is tell

you how rarely I wear undergarments.” 

His pupils flared. “Is there a  reason you do that, Princess?” 

“Is there any reason  not to?” 

He  flattened  his  hand  against  her  waist,  his  fingers  contracting  once  as  if

debating  letting  her  go.  “I  pity  the  foreign  ambassadors  who  will  have  to  deal with you.” 

She  grinned,  breathless  and  more  than  a  little  reckless.  Seeing  that  dungeon

room tonight, she’d realized she was tired. Tired of death, and of waiting, and of saying good-bye. 

She lifted a hand to cup Rowan’s face. 

So smooth, his skin, the bones beneath strong and elegant. 

She waited for him to pull back, but he just stared at her—stared  into  her  in

that way he always did. Friends, but more. So much more, and she’d known it

longer  than  she  wanted  to  admit.  Carefully,  she  stroked  her  thumb  across  his cheekbone, his face slick with the rain. 

It hit her like a stone—the wanting. She was a fool to have dodged it, denied

it,  even  when  a  part  of  her  had  screamed  it  every  morning  that  she’d  blindly reached for the empty half of the bed. 

She  lifted  her  other  hand  to  his  face  and  his  eyes  locked  onto  hers,  his

breathing ragged as she traced the lines of the tattoo along his temple. 

His  hands  tightened  slightly  on  her  waist,  his  thumbs  grazing  the  bottom  of

her ribcage. It was an effort not to arch into his touch. 

“Rowan,”  she  breathed,  his  name  a  plea  and  a  prayer.  She  slid  her  fingers

down the side of his tattooed cheek, and—

Faster  than  she  could  see,  he  grabbed  one  wrist  and  then  the  other,  yanking them away from his face and snarling softly. The world yawned open around her, 

cold and still. 

He dropped her hands as if they were on fire, stepping away, those green eyes

flat and dull in a way she hadn’t seen for some time now. Her throat closed up

even before he said, “Don’t do that. Don’t—touch me like that.” 

There was a roaring in her ears, a burning in her face, and she swallowed hard. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Oh, gods. 

He was over three hundred years old. Immortal. And she—she …

“I didn’t mean—” She backed away a step, toward the door on the other side

of the roof. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “It was nothing.” 

“Good,” he said, going for the roof door himself. “Fine.” 

Rowan didn’t say anything else as he stalked downstairs. Alone, she scrubbed

at her wet face, at the oily smear of cosmetics. 

 Don’t touch me like that. 

A clear line in the sand. A line—because he was three hundred years old, and

immortal,  and  had  lost  his  flawless  mate,  and  she  was  …  She  was  young  and

inexperienced  and  his   carranam  and  queen,  and  he  wanted  nothing  more  than that. If she hadn’t been so foolish, so stupidly unaware, maybe she would have

realized  that,  understood  that  though  she’d  seen  his  eyes  shine  with  hunger—

hunger for  her—it didn’t mean he wanted to act on it. Didn’t mean he might not

[image: Image 823]

hate himself for it. 

Oh, gods. 

What had she done? 



The rain sliding down the windows cast slithering shadows on the wooden floor, 

on the painted walls of Arobynn’s bedroom. 

Lysandra  had  been  watching  it  for  some  time  now,  listening  to  the  steady

rhythm of the storm and to the breathing of the man sleeping beside her. Utterly

unconscious. 

If  she  were  to  do  it,  it  would  have  to  be  now—when  his  sleep  was  deepest, when the rain covered up most sounds. A blessing from Temis, Goddess of Wild

Things, who had once watched over her as a shape-shifter and who never forgot

the caged beasts of the world. 

Three words—that was all that had been written on the note Aelin slipped her

earlier  that  night;  a  note  still  tucked  into  the  hidden  pocket  of  her  discarded underwear. 

 He’s all yours. 

A  gift,  she  knew—a  gift  from  the  queen  who  had  nothing  else  to  give  a  no-

name whore with a sad story. 

Lysandra turned onto her side, staring now at the naked man sleeping inches

away, at the red silk of his hair spilled across his face. 

He’d never once suspected who had fed Aelin the details about Cormac. But

that  had  always  been  her  ruse  with  Arobynn—the  skin  she’d  worn  since

childhood. He had never thought otherwise of her vapid and vain behavior, never

bothered  to.  If  he  had,  he  wouldn’t  keep  a  knife  under  his  pillow  and  let  her sleep in this bed with him. 

He hadn’t been gentle tonight, and she knew she would have a bruise on her

forearm from where he’d gripped her too tightly. Victorious, smug, a king certain

of his crown, he hadn’t even noticed. 

At  dinner,  she’d  seen  the  expression  flash  across  his  face  when  he  caught

Aelin  and  Rowan  smiling  at  each  other.  All  of  Arobynn’s  jabs  and  stories  had failed  to  find  their  mark  tonight  because  Aelin  had  been  too  lost  in  Rowan  to hear. 

She wondered whether the queen knew. Rowan did. Aedion did. And Arobynn

did. He had understood that with Rowan, she was no longer afraid of him; with

Rowan, Arobynn was now utterly unnecessary. Irrelevant. 

 He’s all yours. 

After  Aelin  had  left,  as  soon  as  he’d  stopped  strutting  about  the  house, convinced  of  his  absolute  mastery  over  the  queen,  Arobynn  had  called  in  his

men. 

Lysandra  hadn’t  heard  the  plans,  but  she  knew  the  Fae  Prince  would  be  his

first  target.  Rowan  would  die—Rowan   had  to  die.  She’d  seen  it  in  Arobynn’s eyes  as  he  watched  the  queen  and  her  prince  holding  hands,  grinning  at  each other despite the horrors around them. 

Lysandra  slid  her  hand  beneath  the  pillow  as  she  sidled  up  to  Arobynn, 

nestling against him. He didn’t stir; his breathing remained deep and steady. 

He’d never had trouble sleeping. The night he’d killed Wesley he slept like the

dead, unaware of the moments when even her iron will couldn’t keep the silent

tears from falling. 

She  would  find  that  love  again—one  day.  And  it  would  be  deep  and

unrelenting and unexpected, the beginning and the end and eternity, the kind that

could change history, change the world. 

The hilt of the stiletto was cool in her hand, and as Lysandra rolled back over, 

no more than a restless sleeper, she pulled it with her. 

Lightning gleamed on the blade, a flicker of quicksilver. 

For Wesley. For Sam. For Aelin. 

And  for  herself.  For  the  child  she’d  been,  for  the  seventeen-year-old  on  her Bidding  night,  for  the  woman  she’d  become,  her  heart  in  shreds,  her  invisible wound still bleeding. 

It was so very easy to sit up and slice the knife across Arobynn’s throat. 
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The man strapped to the table was screaming as the demon ran its hands down

his bare chest, its nails digging in and leaving blood in their wake. 

 Listen to him, the demon prince hissed.  Listen to the music he makes. 

Beyond  the  table,  the  man  who  usually  sat  on  the  glass  throne  said,  “Where

are the rebels hiding?” 

“I don’t know, I don’t know!” the man shrieked. 

The  demon  ran  a  second  nail  down  the  man’s  chest.  There  was  blood

everywhere. 

 Do not cringe, spineless beast. Watch; savor. 

The  body—the  body  that  might  once  have  been  his—had  betrayed  him

entirely. The demon gripped him tightly, forcing him to watch as his own hands

gripped  a  cruel-looking  device,  fitting  it  onto  the  man’s  face,  and  began

tightening. 

“Answer me, rebel,” the crowned man said. 

The man screamed as the mask tightened. 

He might have begun screaming, too—might have begun begging the demon

to stop. 

 Coward—human coward. Do you not taste his pain, his fear? 

He could, and the demon shoved every bit of delight it felt into him. 

Had he been able to vomit, he would have. Here there was no such thing. Here

there was no escape. 

“Please,” the man on the table begged. “Please! ” 

But his hands did not stop. 

And the man went on screaming. 
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Today,  Aelin  decided,  was  already  forfeited  to  hell,  and  there  was  no  use  even trying to salvage it—not with what she had to do next. 

Armed to the teeth, she tried not to think about Rowan’s words from the night

before  as  they  took  the  carriage  across  the  city.  But  she  heard  them  beneath every  clop  of  the  horses’  hooves,  just  as  she’d  heard  them  all  night  long  while she lay awake in bed, trying to ignore his presence.  Don’t touch me like that. 

She sat as far from Rowan as she could get without hanging out the carriage

window. She’d spoken to him, of course—distantly and quietly—and he’d given

her clipped answers. Which made the ride truly delightful. Aedion, wisely, didn’t

ask about it. 

She  needed  to  be  clear-headed,  relentless,  in  order  to  endure  the  next  few

hours. 

Arobynn was dead. 

Word  had  come  an  hour  ago  that  Arobynn  had  been  found  murdered.  Her

presence  was  requested  immediately  by  Tern,  Harding,  and  Mullin,  the  three

assassins  who  had  seized  control  of  the  Guild  and  estate  until  everything  was sorted out. 

She’d  known  last  night,  of  course.  Hearing  it  confirmed  was  a  relief—that

Lysandra had done it, and survived it, but …

Dead. 

The carriage pulled up in front of the Assassins’ Keep, but Aelin didn’t move. 

Silence fell as they looked up at the pale stone manor looming above. But Aelin

closed her eyes, breathing in deep. 

 One  last  time—you  have  to  wear  this  mask  one  last  time,  and  then  you  can bury Celaena Sardothien forever. 

She opened her eyes, her shoulders squaring and her chin lifting, even as the

rest of her went fluid with feline grace. 

Aedion  gaped,  and  she  knew  there  was  nothing  of  the  cousin  he’d  come  to

know  in  her  face.  She  glanced  at  him,  then  Rowan,  a  cruel  smile  spreading  as she leaned over to open the carriage door. 

“Don’t get in my way,” she told them. 

She  swept  from  the  carriage,  her  cloak  flapping  in  the  spring  wind  as  she

stormed up the steps of the Keep and kicked open the front doors. 
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“What  the   rutting  hell  happened?”  Aelin  roared  as  the  front  doors  to  the Assassins’  Keep  banged  behind  her.  Aedion  and  Rowan  followed  on  her  heels, 

both concealed beneath heavy hoods. 

The  front  hall  was  empty,  but  a  glass  crashed  from  the  closed  sitting  room, and then—

Three  males,  one  tall,  one  short  and  slender,  and  one  monstrously  muscled, 

stalked into the hall. Harding, Tern, and Mullin. She bared her teeth at the men—

Tern  in  particular.  He  was  the  smallest,  oldest,  and  the  most  cunning,  the

ringleader of their little group. He’d probably hoped that she’d kill Arobynn that

night they ran into each other in the Vaults. 

“Start talking now,” she hissed. 

Tern braced his feet apart. “Not unless you do the same.” 

Aedion let out a low growl as the three assassins looked over her companions. 

“Never mind the guard dogs,” she snapped, drawing their attention back to her. 

“Explain yourselves.” 

There  was  a  muffled  sob  from  the  sitting  room  behind  the  men,  and  she

flicked her eyes over Mullin’s towering shoulder. “Why are those two pieces of

whoring trash in this house?” 

Tern glowered. “Because Lysandra was the one who woke up screaming next

to his body.” 

Her fingers curled into claws. “Was she, now?” she murmured, such wrath in

her eyes that even Tern stepped aside as she stalked into the sitting room. 

Lysandra  was  slumped  in  an  armchair,  a  handkerchief  pressed  to  her  face. 

Clarisse, her madam, stood behind the chair, her face pale and tight. 

Blood  stained  Lysandra’s  skin  and  matted  her  hair,  and  patches  had  soaked

through the thin silk robe that did little to hide her nakedness. 

Lysandra jerked upright, her eyes red and face splotchy. “I didn’t—I swear I

didn’t—” 

A  spectacular  performance.  “Why  the  hell  should  I  believe  you?”  Aelin

drawled. “You’re the only one with access to his room.” 

Clarisse,  golden-haired  and  aging  gracefully  for  a  woman  in  her  forties, 

clicked  her  tongue.  “Lysandra  would  never  harm  Arobynn.  Why  would  she, 

when he was doing so much to pay off her debts?” 

Aelin  cocked  her  head  at  the  madam.  “Did  I  ask  for  your  gods-damned

opinion,  Clarisse?” 

Poised  for  violence,  Rowan  and  Aedion  kept  silent,  though  she  could  have

sworn  a  hint  of  shock  flashed  in  their  shadowed  eyes.  Good.  Aelin  flicked  her attention to the assassins. “Show me where you found him.  Now.” 

Tern  gave  her  a  long  look,  considering  her  every  word.  A  valiant  effort,  she thought,  to try to catch me in knowing more than I should. The assassin pointed

to the sweeping stairs visible through the open sitting room doors. “In his room. 

We moved his body downstairs.” 

“You moved it before I could study the scene myself?” 

It was tall, quiet Harding who said, “You were told only as a courtesy.” 

 And to see if I’d done it. 

She  stalked  from  the  sitting  room,  pointing  a  finger  behind  her  at  Lysandra

and Clarisse. “If either of them tries to run,” she said to Aedion, “gut them.” 

Aedion’s grin shone from beneath his hood, his hands hovering within casual

reach of his fighting knives. 

Arobynn’s  bedroom  was  a  bloodbath.  And  there  was  nothing  feigned  as  she

paused  on  the  threshold,  blinking  at  the  blood-drenched  bed  and  the  blood

pooled on the floor. 

What the hell had Lysandra  done to him? 

She clenched her hands against their trembling, aware that the three assassins

at  her  back  could  see  it.  They  were  monitoring  her  every  breath  and  blink  and swallow. “How?” 

Mullin  grunted.  “Someone  sliced  his  throat  open  and  let  him  choke  to  death

on his own blood.” 

Her  stomach  turned—honestly  turned.  Lysandra,  it  seemed,  hadn’t  been

content to let him go quickly. “There,” she said, and her throat closed. She tried

again. “There’s a footprint in the blood.” 

“Boots,” Tern said at her side. “Big—probably male.” He gave Aelin’s slender

feet  a  pointed  look.  Then  he  studied  Rowan’s  feet  where  the  prince  loomed

behind her, even though he’d probably already examined them. The little shit. Of

course, the footprints Chaol had deliberately left were made with boots different

from what any of them wore. 

“The lock shows no sign of tampering,” she said, touching the door. “Does the

window?” 

“Go check,” Tern said. 

She would have to walk through Arobynn’s blood to reach it. “Just tell me,” 

she said quietly. Wearily. 

“Lock’s broken from the outside,” Harding said, and Tern shot him a glare. 

She  stepped  back  into  the  cool  darkness  of  the  hall.  Rowan  silently  kept  his distance,  his  Fae  heritage  still  undetected  beneath  that  hood—and  it  would

remain  that  way  so  long  as  he  didn’t  open  his  mouth  to  reveal  his  elongated canines. Aelin said, “No one reported signs of anything being amiss?” 

Tern shrugged. “There was a storm. The murderer probably waited until then

to kill him.” He gave her another long look, wicked violence dancing in his dark

eyes. 

“Why  don’t  you  just  say  it,  Tern?  Why  don’t  you  ask  me  where  I  was  last

night?” 

“We know where you were,” Harding said, coming to tower over Tern. There

was nothing kind on his long, bland face. “Our eyes saw you at home all night. 

You were on the roof of your house, and then you went to bed.” 

Exactly as she’d planned. 

“Are you telling me that detail because you’d like me to hunt down your little

 eyes and blind them?” Aelin replied sweetly. “Because after I sort out  this mess, that’s exactly what I plan to do.” 

Mullin  sighed  sharply  through  his  nose  and  glared  at  Harding,  but  said

nothing. He was always a man of few words—perfect for dirty work. 

“You don’t touch our men, and we won’t touch yours,” Tern said. 

“I don’t make bargains with piece-of-shit, second-rate assassins,” she chirped, 

and gave him a nasty smile as she swept down the hall, past her old room, and

down the stairs, Rowan a step behind. 

She  gave  Aedion  a  nod  as  she  entered  the  sitting  room.  He  kept  up  his

watchful position, still smiling like a wolf. Lysandra hadn’t moved an inch. “You

can go,” she said to her. Lysandra’s head snapped up. 

“What?” Tern barked. 

Aelin pointed to the door. “Why would these two money-grubbing whores kill

their biggest client? If anything,” she said over her shoulder, “I’d think you three

would have more to gain.” 

Before they could start barking, Clarisse coughed pointedly. 

“Yes?” Aelin hissed. 

Clarisse’s  face  was  deathly  pale,  but  she  held  her  head  high  as  she  said,  “If you would allow it, the Master of the Bank will be here soon to read Arobynn’s

will. Arobynn …” She dabbed at her eyes, the perfect portrait of grief. “Arobynn

informed  me  that  we  were  named.  We  would  like  to  remain  until  it  has  been

read.” 

Aelin  grinned.  “Arobynn’s  blood  hasn’t  yet  dried  on  that  bed,  and  you’re

already swooping in for your bequest. I don’t know why I’m surprised. Maybe
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I’ve  dismissed  you  as  his  murderer  too  soon,  if  you’re  that  eager  to  snatch whatever he’s left you.” 

Clarisse  paled  again,  and  Lysandra  began  shaking.  “Please,  Celaena,” 

Lysandra begged. “We didn’t—I would never—” 

Someone knocked on the front door. 

Aelin slid her hands into her pockets. “Well, well. What good timing.” 



The  Master  of  the  Bank  looked  as  if  he  might  vomit  at  the  sight  of  blood-

covered  Lysandra,  but  then  he  sighed  with  something  like  relief  when  he  spied Aelin. Lysandra and Clarisse now sat in twin armchairs while the Master took a

seat behind the little writing desk before the towering bay windows, Tern and his

cronies hovering like vultures. Aelin leaned against the wall beside the doorway, 

arms crossed, Aedion flanking her left side and Rowan her right. 

As  the  Master  went  on  and  on  with  his  condolences  and  apologies,  she  felt

Rowan’s eyes on her. 

He  took  a  step  nearer,  as  if  to  brush  his  arm  against  hers.  She  sidled  out  of reach. 

Rowan was still staring at her when the Master opened a sealed envelope and

cleared  his  throat.  He  spouted  some  legal  jargon  and  offered  his  condolences

again,  which  gods-damned  Clarisse  had  the  audacity  to  accept  as  though  she

were Arobynn’s widow. 

Then  came  the  long  list  of  Arobynn’s  assets—his  business  investments,  his

properties,  and  the  enormous,  outrageous  fortune  left  in  his  account.  Clarisse was practically drooling  on the carpet,  but Arobynn’s three  assassins kept  their

faces carefully neutral. 

“It is my will,” the Master read, “that the sole beneficiary of all my fortune, 

assets, and holdings should be my heir, Celaena Sardothien.” 

Clarisse whipped around in her chair, fast as an adder. “What? ” 

“Bullshit,” Aedion blurted. 

Aelin just stared at the Master, her mouth a bit open, her hands falling slack to

her sides. “Say that again,” she breathed. 

The  Master  gave  a  nervous,  watery  smile.  “Everything—all  of  it,  is  left  to

you.  Well,  except  for  …  this  sum  to  Madam  Clarisse,  to  settle  his  debts.”  He showed Clarisse the paper. 

“That’s impossible,” the madam hissed. “He  promised I was in that will.” 

“And  you  are,”  Aelin  drawled,  pushing  off  the  wall  to  peer  over  Clarisse’s

shoulder at the small number. “Don’t get greedy, now.” 

“Where are the duplicates?” Tern demanded. “Have you inspected them?” He stormed around the table to examine the will. 

The  Master  flinched,  but  held  up  the  parchment—signed  by  Arobynn  and

utterly legal. “We verified the copies in our vaults this morning. All identical, all

dated from three months ago.” 

When she’d been in Wendlyn. 

She  stepped  forward.  “So,  aside  from  that  teensy  sum  for  Clarisse  …  all  of

this—this house, the Guild, the other properties, his fortune—it’s all mine?” 

The  Master  nodded  again,  already  scrambling  to  pack  up  his  case. 

“Congratulations, Miss Sardothien.” 

Slowly, she turned her head toward Clarisse and Lysandra. “Well, if that’s the

case  …”  She  bared  her  teeth  in  a  vicious  smile.  “Get  your  whoring,  blood-

sucking carcasses the  hell off my property.” 

The Master choked. 

Lysandra  couldn’t  move  fast  enough  as  she  rushed  for  the  door.  Clarisse, 

however, remained seated. “How  dare you—” the madam began. 

“Five,” Aelin said, holding up five fingers. She lowered one, and reached for

her dagger with her other hand. “Four.” Another. “Three.” 

Clarisse hauled ass from the room, bustling after a sobbing Lysandra. 

Then Aelin looked at the three assassins. Their hands hung limp at their sides, 

fury and shock and—wisely enough—something like fear on their faces. 

She  said  too  quietly,  “You  held  Sam  back  while  Arobynn  beat  me  into

oblivion, and then didn’t raise a finger to stop it when Arobynn beat him, too. I

don’t know what role you played in his death, but I will never forget the sounds

of your voices outside my bedroom door as you fed me the details about Rourke

Farran’s  house.  Was  it  easy  for  you  three?  To  send  me  to  that  sadist’s  house, knowing what he’d done to Sam and what he was aching to do to me? Were you

just following orders, or were you more than happy to volunteer?” 

The  Master  had  recoiled  in  his  chair,  trying  to  make  himself  as  invisible  as possible in a room full of professional killers. 

Tern’s lip curled. “We don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Pity. I might have been willing to listen to some paltry excuses.” She looked

at the clock on the mantel. “Pack your clothes and get the hell out. Right now.” 

They blinked. “What?” Tern said. 

“Pack your clothes,” she said, enunciating each word. “Get the hell out. Right

now.” 

“This is our home,” Harding said. 

“Not  anymore.”  She  picked  at  her  nails.  “Correct  me  if  I’m  wrong,  Master,” 

she  purred,  and  the  man  cringed  at  the  attention.  “I  own  this  house  and

everything in it. Tern, Harding, and Mullin haven’t yet paid back their debts to poor  Arobynn,  so  I  own  everything  they  have  here—even  their  clothes.  I’m

feeling  generous,  so  I’ll  let  them  keep  those,  since  their  taste  is  shit-awful anyway. But their weapons, their client lists, the Guild … All of that is mine. I

get to decide who’s in and who’s out. And since these three saw fit to accuse  me

of murdering my master, I say they’re out. If they try to work again in this city, 

on this continent, then by law and by the laws of the Guild, I have the right to

hunt them down and chop them into itty-bitty pieces.” She batted her eyelashes. 

“Or am I wrong?” 

The Master’s gulp was audible. “You are correct.” 

Tern took a step toward her. “You can’t—you can’t do this.” 

“I  can,  and  I  will.  Queen  of  the  Assassins  sounds  so  nice,  doesn’t  it?”  She waved to the door. “See yourselves out.” 

Harding  and  Mullin  made  to  move,  but  Tern  flung  his  arms  out,  stopping

them. “What the hell do you want from us?” 

“Honestly,  I  wouldn’t  mind  seeing  you  three  gutted  and  hanging  from  the

chandeliers by your insides, but I think it would ruin these very beautiful carpets

that I’m now the owner of.” 

“You can’t just toss us out. What will we do? Where will we go?” 

“I hear hell is particularly nice at this time of year.” 

“Please—please,” Tern said, his breath coming fast. 

She stuffed her hands into her pockets and surveyed the room. “I suppose …” 

She  made  a  thoughtful  sound.  “I  suppose  I  could   sell  you  the  house,  and  the land, and the Guild.” 

“You   bitch—”  Tern  spat,  but  Harding  stepped  forward.  “How  much?”  he

asked. 

“How much were the property and the Guild valued at, Master?” 

The Master looked like a man walking up to the gallows as he opened his file

again and found the sum. Astronomical, outrageous, impossible for the three of

them to pay. 

Harding  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  Tern  had  turned  a  spectacular  shade  of purple. 

“I  take  it  you  don’t  have  that  much,”  Aelin  said.  “Too  bad.  I  was  going  to offer to sell it all to you at face value—no markup.” 

She made to turn away, but Harding said, “Wait. What if we all paid together

—the three of us and the others. So we all owned the house and the Guild.” 

She  paused.  “Money’s  money.  I  don’t  give  a  shit  where  you  get  it  from,  so

long as it’s given to me.” She angled her head toward the Master. “Can you have

the  papers  drawn  up  today?  Providing  they  come  through  with  the  money,  of
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course.” 

“This is insane,” Tern murmured to Harding. 

Harding shook his head. “Be quiet, Tern. Just—be quiet.” 

“I … ,” the Master said. “I—I can have them made up and ready within three

hours. Will that be adequate time for you to provide proof of sufficient funds?” 

Harding nodded. “We’ll find the others and tell them.” 

She smiled at the Master and at the three men. “Congratulations on your new

freedom.” She pointed to the door again. “And as I am mistress of this house for

another  three  hours  …   get  out.  Go  find  your  friends,  get  your  money  together, and then sit on the curb like the trash you are until the Master returns.” 

They  wisely  obeyed,  Harding  clamping  down  on  Tern’s  hand  to  keep  him

from giving her a vulgar gesture. When the Master of the Bank left, the assassins

spoke to their colleagues, and every inhabitant of the house filed outside one by

one, even the servants. She didn’t care what the neighbors made of it. 

Soon  the  giant,  beautiful  manor  house  was  empty  save  for  her,  Aedion,  and

Rowan. 

They silently followed as she walked through the door to the lower levels and

descended into the dark to see her master one last time. 



Rowan  didn’t  know  what  to  make  of  it.  A  whirlwind  of  hate  and  rage  and

violence, that was what she’d become. And none of these piss-poor assassins had

been  surprised—not  even  a  blink  at  her  behavior.  From  Aedion’s  pale  face,  he knew  the  general  was  thinking  the  same  thing,  contemplating  the  years  she’d

spent as that unyielding and vicious creature. Celaena Sardothien—that was who

she’d been then, and who she’d become today. 

He hated it. Hated that he couldn’t reach her when she was that person. Hated

that he’d snapped at her last night, had panicked at the touch of her hands. Now

she’d shut him out entirely. This person she’d become today had no kindness, no

joy. 

He followed her down into the dungeons, where candles lit a path toward the

room where her master’s body was being kept. She was still swaggering, hands

in her pockets, not caring that Rowan lived or breathed or even existed.  Not real, he told himself.  An act. 

But  she’d  avoided  him  since  last  night,  and  today  she  had  actually  stepped

away from his touch when he’d dared to reach for her.  That had been real. 

She  strode  through  the  open  door  into  the  same  room  where  Sam  had  lain. 

Red  hair  spilled  out  from  underneath  the  white  silk  sheet  covering  the  naked

body  on  the  table,  and  she  paused  before  it.  Then  she  turned  to  Rowan  and Aedion. 

She stared at them, waiting. Waiting for them to—

Aedion swore. “You switched the will, didn’t you?” 

She  gave  a  small,  cold  smile,  her  eyes  shadowed.  “You  said  you  needed

money for an army, Aedion. So here’s your money—all of it, and every coin for

Terrasen. It was the least Arobynn owed us. That night I fought at the Pits, we

were only there because I’d contacted the owners days before and told them to

send  out  subtle  feelers  to  Arobynn  about  investing.  He  took  the  bait—didn’t

even question the timing of it. But I wanted to make sure he quickly earned back

all the money he lost when I trashed the Vaults. So we wouldn’t be denied one

coin owed to us.” 

Holy burning hell. 

Aedion shook his head. “How—how the hell did you even do it?” 

She opened her mouth, but Rowan said quietly, “She snuck into the bank—all

those  times  that  she  slipped  out  in  the  middle  of  the  night.  And  used  all  those daytime meetings with the Master of the Bank to get a better sense of the layout, 

where things were kept.” This woman, this queen of his … A familiar thrill raced

through his blood. “You burned the originals?” 

She  didn’t  even  look  at  him.  “Clarisse  would  have  been  a  very  rich  woman, 

and  Tern  would  have  become  King  of  the  Assassins.  And  you  know  what  I

would have received? The Amulet of Orynth. That was all he left me.” 

“That was how you knew he truly had it—and where he kept it,” Rowan said. 

“From reading the will.” 

She  shrugged  again,  dismissing  the  shock  and  admiration  he  couldn’t  keep

from his face. Dismissing  him. 

Aedion scrubbed at his face. “I don’t even know what to say. You should have

told me so I didn’t act like a gawking fool up there.” 

“Your  surprise  needed  to  be  genuine;  even  Lysandra  didn’t  know  about  the

will.”  Such  a  distant  answer—closed  and  heavy.  Rowan  wanted  to  shake  her, 

demand she talk to him,  look at him. But he wasn’t entirely sure what he would

do  if  she  wouldn’t  let  him  near,  if  she  pulled  away  again  while  Aedion  was watching. 

Aelin  turned  back  to  Arobynn’s  body  and  flipped  the  sheet  away  from  his

face, revealing a jagged wound that sliced across his pale neck. 

Lysandra had mangled him. 

Arobynn’s  face  had  been  arranged  in  an  expression  of  calm,  but  from  the

blood  Rowan  had  seen  in  the  bedroom,  the  man  had  been  very  much  awake

while he choked on his own blood. 

Aelin  peered  down  at  her  former  master,  her  face  blank  save  for  a  slight tightening around her mouth. “I hope the dark god finds a special place for you

in his realm,” she said, and a shiver went down Rowan’s spine at the midnight

caress in her tone. 

She extended a hand behind her to Aedion. “Give me your sword.” 

Aedion drew the Sword of Orynth and handed it to her. Aelin gazed down at

the blade of her ancestors as she weighed it in her hands. 

When  she  raised  her  head,  there  was  only  icy  determination  in  those

remarkable eyes. A queen exacting justice. 

Then she lifted her father’s sword and severed Arobynn’s head from his body. 

It rolled to the side with a vulgar thud, and she smiled grimly at the corpse. 

“Just to be sure,” was all she said. 

PART TWO



QUEEN OF LIGHT
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Manon beat Asterin in the breakfast hall the morning after her outburst regarding

the Yellowlegs coven. No one asked why; no one dared. 

Three unblocked blows. 

Asterin didn’t so much as flinch. 

When Manon was finished, the witch just stared her down, blue blood gushing

from her broken nose. No smile. No wild grin. 

Then Asterin walked away. 

The  rest  of  the  Thirteen  monitored  them  warily.  Vesta,  now  Manon’s  Third, 

looked half inclined to sprint after Asterin, but a shake of Sorrel’s head kept the

red-haired witch still. 

Manon was off-kilter all day afterward. 

She’d  told  Sorrel  to  stay  quiet  about  the  Yellowlegs,  but  wondered  if  she

should tell Asterin to do the same. 

She hesitated, thinking about it. 

 You let them do this. 

The  words  danced  around  and  around  in  Manon’s  head,  along  with  that

preachy little speech Elide had made the night before.  Hope. What drivel. 

The  words  were  still  dancing  when  Manon  stalked  into  the  duke’s  council

chamber twenty minutes later than his summons demanded. 

“Do you delight in offending me with your tardiness, or are you incapable of

telling time?” the duke said from his seat. Vernon and Kaltain were at the table, 

the former smirking, the latter staring blankly ahead. No sign of shadowfire. 

“I’m  an  immortal,”  Manon  said,  taking  a  seat  across  from  them  as  Sorrel

stood guard by the doors, Vesta in the hall outside. “Time means nothing to me.” 

“A little sass from you today,” Vernon said. “I like it.” 

Manon leveled a cold look at him. “I missed breakfast this morning, human. 

I’d be careful if I were you.” 

The lord only smiled. 

She leaned back in her chair. “Why did you summon me this time?” 

“I need another coven.” 

Manon kept her face blank. “What of the Yellowlegs you already have?” 

“They are recovering well and will be ready for visitors soon.” 
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Liar. 

“A Blackbeak coven this time,” the duke pressed. 

“Why?” 

“Because I want one, and you’ll provide one, and that’s all you need to know.” 

 You let them do this. 

She could feel Sorrel’s gaze on the back of her head. 

“We’re not whores for your men to use.” 

“You are sacred vessels,” the duke said. “It is an honor to be chosen.” 

“I find that a very male thing to assume.” 

A  flash  of  yellowing  teeth.  “Pick  your  strongest  coven,  and  send  them

downstairs.” 

“That will require some consideration.” 

“Do it fast, or I will pick myself.” 

 You let them do this. 

“And  in  the  meantime,”  the  duke  said  as  he  rose  from  his  seat  in  a  swift, powerful movement, “prepare your Thirteen. I have a mission for you.” 



Manon  sailed  on  a  hard,  fast  wind,  pushing  Abraxos  even  as  clouds  gathered, 

even  as  a  storm  broke  around  the  Thirteen.  Out.  She  had  to  get  out,  had  to remember the bite of the wind on her face, what unchecked speed and unlimited

strength were like. 

Even if the rush of it was somewhat diminished by the rider she held in front

of her, her frail body bundled up against the elements. 

Lightning  cleaved  the  air  so  close  by  that  Manon  could  taste  the  tang  of  the ether, and Abraxos veered, plunging into rain and cloud and wind. Kaltain didn’t

so much as flinch. Shouts burst from the men riding with the rest of the Thirteen. 

Thunder cracked, and  the world went  numb with the  sound. Even Abraxos’s

roar was muted in her dulled ears. The perfect cover for their ambush. 

 You let them do this. 

The rain soaking through her gloves turned to warm, sticky blood. 

Abraxos  caught  an  updraft  and  ascended  so  fast  that  Manon’s  stomach

dropped. She held Kaltain tightly, even though the woman was harnessed in. Not

one reaction from her. 

Duke  Perrington,  riding  with  Sorrel,  was  a  cloud  of  darkness  in  Manon’s

peripheral vision as they soared through the canyons of the White Fangs, which

they had so carefully mapped all these weeks. 

The wild tribes would have no idea what was upon them until it was too late. 
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She knew there was no way to outrun this—no way to avoid it. 

Manon kept flying through the heart of the storm. 



When they reached the village, blended into the snow and rock, Sorrel swooped

in close enough for Kaltain to hear Perrington. “The houses. Burn them all.” 

Manon glanced at the duke, then at her charge. “Should we land—” 

“From  here,”  the  duke  ordered,  and  his  face  became  grotesquely  soft  as  he

spoke to Kaltain. “Do it now, pet.” 

Below, a small female figure slipped out of one of the heavy tents. She looked

up, shouting. 

Dark  flames—shadowfire—engulfed  her  from  head  to  toe.  Her  scream  was

carried to Manon on the wind. 

Then  there  were  others,  pouring  out  as  the  unholy  fire  leaped  upon  their

houses, their horses. 

“All  of  them,  Kaltain,”  the  duke  said  over  the  wind.  “Keep  circling,  Wing

Leader.” 

Sorrel  met  Manon’s  stare.  Manon  quickly  looked  away  and  reeled  Abraxos

back around the pass where the tribe had been camped. There were rebels among

them; Manon knew because she’d tracked them herself. 

Shadowfire ripped through the camp. People dropped to the ground, shrieking, 

pleading in tongues Manon didn’t understand. Some fainted from the pain; some

died  from  it.  The  horses  were  bucking  and  screaming—such  wretched  sounds

that even Manon’s spine stiffened. 

Then it vanished. 

Kaltain sagged in Manon’s arms, panting, gasping down raspy breaths. 

“She’s done,” Manon said to the duke. 

Irritation flickered on his granite-hewn face. He observed the people running

about, trying to help those who were weeping or unconscious—or dead. Horses

fled in every direction. 

“Land, Wing Leader, and put an end to it.” 

Any  other  day,  a  good  bloodletting  would  have  been  enjoyable.  But  at  his

order …

She’d scouted this tribe for him. 

 You let them do this. 

Manon  barked  the  command  to  Abraxos,  but  his  descent  was  slow—as  if

giving  her  time  to  reconsider.  Kaltain  was  shuddering  in  Manon’s  arms,  nearly convulsing.  “What’s  wrong  with  you?”  Manon  said  to  the  woman,  half

wondering if she should stage an accident that would end with the woman’s neck snapped on the rocks. 

Kaltain said nothing, but the lines of her body were locked tight, as if frozen

despite the fur she’d been wrapped in. 

Too  many  eyes—there  were  too  many  eyes  on  them  for  Manon  to  kill  her. 

And if she was so valuable to the duke, Manon had no doubt he’d take one—or

all—of the Thirteen as retribution. “Hurry, Abraxos,” she said, and he picked up

his  pace  with  a  snarl.  She  ignored  the  disobedience,  the  disapproval,  in  the sound. 

They landed on a flattened bit of mountain ledge, and Manon left Kaltain in

Abraxos’s care as she stomped through the sleet and snow toward the panicking

village. 

The Thirteen silently fell into rank behind her. She didn’t glance at them; part

of her didn’t dare to see what might be on their faces. 

The  villagers  halted  as  they  beheld  the  coven  standing  atop  the  rock

outcropping jutting over the hollow where they’d made their home. 

Manon drew Wind-Cleaver. And then the screaming started anew. 
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 49 



By  midafternoon,  Aelin  had  signed  all  the  documents  the  Master  of  the  Bank

brought  over,  abandoned  the  Keep  to  its  horrible  new  owners,  and  Aedion   still hadn’t wrapped his mind around everything that she had done. 

Their  carriage  deposited  them  at  the  edge  of  the  slums,  and  they  kept  to  the shadows as they made their way home, silent and unseen. Yet when they reached

the warehouse, Aelin kept walking toward the river several blocks away without

so much as a word. Rowan took a step to follow, but Aedion cut him off. 

He must have had a death wish, because Aedion even raised his brows a bit at

the  Fae  Prince  before  he  sauntered  down  the  street  after  her.  He’d  heard  their little fight on the roof last night thanks to his open bedroom window. Even now, 

he  honestly  couldn’t  decide  if  he  was  amused  or  enraged  by  Rowan’s  words—

 Don’t touch me like that—when it was obvious the warrior-prince felt quite the

opposite. But Aelin—gods above, Aelin was still figuring it out. 

She  was  stomping  down  the  street  with  delightful  temper  as  she  said,  “If

you’ve  come  along  to  reprimand—oh.”  She  sighed.  “I  don’t  suppose  I  can

convince you to turn around.” 

“Not a chance in hell, sweetheart.” 

She  rolled  her  eyes  and  continued  on.  They  walked  silently  for  block  after

block until they reached the glimmering brown river. A decrepit, filthy length of

cobblestone  walkway  ran  along  the  water’s  edge.  Below,  abandoned  and

crumbling posts were all that was left of an ancient dock. 

She stared out across the muddy water, crossing her arms. The afternoon light

was nearly blinding as it reflected off the calm surface. “Out with it,” she said. 

“Today—who you were today … that wasn’t entirely a mask.” 

“That bothers you? You saw me cut down the king’s men.” 

“It bothers me that the people we met today didn’t bat an eye at that person. It

bothers me that you  were that person for a time.” 

“What do you want me to tell you? Do you want me to apologize for it?” 

“No—gods, no. I just …” The words were coming out all wrong. “You know

that when I went to those war camps, when I became general … I let the lines

blur, too. But I was still in the North, still home, among our people. You came

here instead, and had to grow up with those piece-of-shit men, and … I wish I’d

been here. I wish Arobynn had somehow found me, too, and raised us together.” 

“You were older. You never would have let Arobynn take us. The moment he

looked away, you would have grabbed me and run.” 

True—very true, but … “The person you were today, and a few years ago—

that person had no joy, or love.” 

“Gods, I had  some, Aedion. I wasn’t a complete monster.” 

“Still, I just wanted you to know all that.” 

“That  you  feel  guilty  that  I  became  an  assassin  while  you  endured  the  war

camps and battlefields?” 

“That  I  wasn’t   there.  That  you  had  to  face  those  people  alone.”  He  added, 

“You came up with that whole plan by yourself and didn’t trust any of us with it. 

You took on the burden of getting that money. I could have found a way—gods, 

I would have married whatever wealthy princess or empress you asked me to, if

they promised men and money.” 

“I’m   never  going  to  sell  you  off  like  chattel,”  she  snapped.  “And  we  have enough now to pay for an army, don’t we?” 

“Yes.” And then some. “But that’s beside the point, Aelin.” He took a breath. 

“The point is—I should have been there then, but I  am here now. I’m healed. Let

me share this burden.” 

She tipped her head back, savoring the breeze off the river. “And what could I

ever ask of you that I couldn’t do myself?” 

“That’s the problem. Yes, you can do most things on your own. That doesn’t

mean you have to.” 

“Why should I risk your life?” The words were clipped. 

Ah.  Ah. “Because I’m still more expendable than you are.” 

“Not to me.” The words were barely more than a whisper. 

Aedion put a hand on her back, his own reply clogged in his throat. Even with

the  world  going  to  hell  around  them,  just  hearing  her  say  that,  standing  here beside her—it was a dream. 

She  stayed  silent,  so  he  mastered  himself  enough  to  say,  “What,  exactly,  are we going to do now?” 

She  glanced  at  him.  “I’m  going  to  free  magic,  take  down  the  king,  and  kill Dorian. The order of the last two items on that list could be flipped, depending

on how it all goes.” 

His heart stopped. “What?” 

“Was something about that not clear?” 

All of it. Every damn part of it. He had no doubt she would do it—even the

part  about  killing  her  friend.  If  Aedion  objected,  she’d  only  lie  and  cheat  and trick him. 
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“What and when and  how?” he asked. 

“Rowan’s working on the first leg of it.” 

“That sounds a lot like, ‘I have more secrets that I’m going to spring on you

whenever I feel like stopping your heart dead in your chest.’” 

But her answering smile told him he would get nowhere with her. He couldn’t

decide if it charmed or disappointed him. 



Rowan was half-asleep in bed by the time Aelin returned hours later, murmuring

good  night  to  Aedion  before  slipping  into  her  room.  She  didn’t  so  much  as

glance in his direction as she began unbuckling her weapons and piling them on

the table before the unlit hearth. 

Efficient, quick, quiet. Not a sound from her. 

“I went hunting for Lorcan,” he said. “I tracked his scent around the city, but

didn’t see him.” 

“Is he dead, then?” Another dagger clattered onto the table. 

“The scent was fresh. Unless he died an hour ago, he’s still very much alive.” 

“Good,” she said simply as she walked into the open closet to change. Or just

to avoid looking at him some more. 

She  emerged  moments  later  in  one  of  those  flimsy  little  nightgowns,  and  all

the  thoughts  went  right  out  of  his  damn  head.  Well,  apparently  she’d  been

mortified  by  their  earlier  encounter—but  not  enough  to  wear  something  more

matronly to bed. 

The pink silk clung to her waist and slid over her hips as she approached the

bed, revealing the glorious length of her bare legs, still lean and tan from all the

time  they’d  spent  outdoors  this  spring.  A  strip  of  pale  yellow  lace  graced  the plunging neckline, and he tried—gods damn him, he honestly tried—not to look

at the smooth curve of her breasts as she bent to climb into bed. 

He  supposed  any  lick  of  self-consciousness  had  been  flayed  from  her  under

the whips of Endovier. Even though he’d tattooed over the bulk of the scars on

her  back,  their  ridges  remained.  The  nightmares,  too—when  she’d  still  startle

awake and light a candle to drive away the blackness they’d shoved her into, the

memory  of  the  lightless  pits  they’d  used  for  punishment.  His  Fireheart,  shut  in the dark. 

He owed the overseers of Endovier a visit. 

Aelin  might  have  an  inclination  to  punish  anyone  who’d  hurt  him,  but  she

didn’t seem to realize that he—and Aedion, too—might also have scores to settle

on her behalf. And as an immortal, he had infinite patience where those monsters

were concerned. 

Her scent hit him as she unbound her hair and nestled into the pile of pillows. 

That scent had always struck him, had always been a call and a challenge. It had

shaken  him  so  thoroughly  from  centuries  encased  in  ice  that  he’d  hated  her  at first. And now … now that scent drove him out of his mind. 

They  were  both  really  damn  lucky  that  she  currently  couldn’t  shift  into  her

Fae  form  and  smell  what  was  pounding  through  his  blood.  It  had  been  hard

enough  to  conceal  it  from  her  until  now.  Aedion’s  knowing  looks  told  him

enough about what her cousin had detected. 

He’d  seen  her  naked  before—a  few  times.  And  gods,  yes,  there   had  been moments  when  he’d  considered  it,  but  he’d  mastered  himself.  He’d  learned  to

keep those useless thoughts on a short, short leash. Like that time she’d moaned

at  the  breeze  he  sent  her  way  on  Beltane—the  arch  of  her  neck,  the  parting  of that mouth of hers, the  sound that came out of her—

She was now lying on her side, her back to him. 

“About last night,” he said through his teeth. 

“It’s fine. It was a mistake.” 

 Look at me. Turn over and look  at me. 

But  she  remained  with  her  back  to  him,  the  moonlight  caressing  the  silk

bunched over the dip of her waist, the slope of her hip. 

His blood heated. “I didn’t mean to—snap at you,” he tried. 

“I know you didn’t.” She tugged the blanket up as if she could feel the weight

of his gaze lingering on that soft, inviting place between her neck and shoulder

—one  of  the  few  places  on  her  body  that  wasn’t  marked  with  scars  or  ink.  “I don’t  even  know  what  happened,  but  it’s  been  a  strange  few  days,  so  let’s  just chalk it up to that, all right? I need to sleep.” 

He debated telling her that it was  not all right, but he said, “Fine.” 

Moments later, she was indeed asleep. 

He rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling, tucking a hand beneath his

head. 

He needed to sort this out—needed to get her to just  look at him again, so he

could  try  to  explain  that  he  hadn’t  been  prepared.  Having  her  touch  the  tattoo that told the story of what he’d done and how he’d lost Lyria … He hadn’t been

ready for what he felt in that moment. The desire hadn’t been what shook him at

all. It was just … Aelin had driven him insane these past few weeks, and yet he

hadn’t considered what it would be like to have her look at him with interest. 

It wasn’t at all the way it had been with the lovers he’d taken in the past: even

when  he’d  cared  for  them,  he  hadn’t  really   cared.  Being  with  them  had  never made  him  think  of  that  flower  market.  Never  made  him  remember  that  he  was
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alive and touching another woman while Lyria—Lyria was dead. Slaughtered. 

And Aelin … If he went down that road, and if something happened to her …

His chest seized at the thought. 

So he needed to sort it out—needed to sort himself out, too, no matter what he

wanted from her. 

Even if it was agony. 



“This  wig  is  horrible,”  Lysandra  hissed,  patting  her  head  as  she  and  Aelin

elbowed their way into the packed bakery alongside a nicer stretch of the docks. 

“It won’t stop itching.” 

“Quiet,”  Aelin  hissed  back.  “You  only  have  to  wear  it  for  another  few

minutes, not your whole damn life.” 

Lysandra  opened  her  mouth  to  complain  some  more,  but  two  gentlemen

approached,  boxes  of  baked  goods  in  hand,  and  gave  them  appreciative  nods. 

Both  Lysandra  and  Aelin  had  dressed  in  their  finest,  frilliest  dresses,  no  more than  two  wealthy  women  on  an  afternoon  stroll  through  the  city,  monitored  by two bodyguards each. 

Rowan,  Aedion,  Nesryn,  and  Chaol  were  leaning  against  the  wooden  dock

posts  outside,  discreetly  watching  them  through  the  large  glass  window  of  the shop.  They  were  clothed  and  hooded  in  black,  wearing  two  separate  coats  of

arms—both  fake,  acquired  from  Lysandra’s  stash  for  when  she  met  with

secretive clients. 

“That one,” Aelin said under her breath as they pushed through the lunchtime

crowd,  fixing  her  attention  on  the  most  harried-looking  woman  behind  the

counter.  The  best  time  to  come  here,  Nesryn  had  said,  was  when  the  workers

were too busy to really note their clientele and would want them out of the way

as  quickly  as  possible.  A  few  gentlemen  parted  to  let  them  pass,  and  Lysandra cooed her thanks. 

Aelin caught the eye of the woman behind the counter. 

“What  can  I  get  you,  miss?”  Polite,  but  already  sizing  up  the  customers

clustering behind Lysandra. 

“I  want  to  talk  to  Nelly,”  Aelin  said.  “She  was  to  make  me  a  brambleberry

pie.” 

The woman narrowed her eyes. Aelin flashed a winning smile. 

The woman sighed and hustled through the wooden door, allowing a glimpse

of the chaos of the bakery behind it. A moment later she came back out, giving

Aelin a  She’ll be out in a minute look and going right to another customer. 

Fine. 

Aelin leaned against one of the walls and crossed her arms. Then she lowered

them. A lady didn’t loiter. 

“So  Clarisse  has  no  idea?”  Aelin  said  under  her  breath,  watching  the  bakery

door. 

“None,” Lysandra said. “And any tears she shed were for her own losses. You

should have seen her raging when we got into the carriage with those few coins. 

You’re not frightened of having a target on your back?” 

“I’ve had a target on my back since the day I was born,” Aelin said. “But I’ll

be gone soon enough, and I’ll never be Celaena again, anyway.” 

Lysandra let out a little hum. “You know I could have done this for you on my

own.” 

“Yes, but two ladies asking questions are less suspicious than one.” Lysandra

gave her a knowing look. Aelin sighed. “It’s hard,” she admitted. “To let go of

the control.” 

“I wouldn’t know.” 

“Well, you’re close to paying off your debts, aren’t you? You’ll be free soon.” 

A  casual  shrug.  “Not  likely.  Clarisse  increased  all  of  our  debts  since  she  got shut out of Arobynn’s will. It seems she made some advance purchases and now

has to pay for them.” 

Gods—she  hadn’t  even  considered  that.  Hadn’t  even   thought  about  what  it might mean for Lysandra and the other girls. “I’m sorry for any extra burden it’s

caused you.” 

“To have seen the look on Clarisse’s face when the will was read, I’ll gladly

endure another few years of this.” 

A lie, and they both knew it. “I’m sorry,” Aelin said again. And because it was

all  she  could  offer,  she  added,  “Evangeline  looked  well  and  happy  just  now.  I could see if there was a way to take her when we go—” 

“And drag an eleven-year-old girl across kingdoms and into a potential war? I

think  not.  Evangeline  will  remain  with  me.  You  don’t  need  to  make  me

promises.” 

“How are you feeling?” Aelin asked. “After the other night.” 

Lysandra watched three young women giggle to one another as they passed a

handsome young man. “Fine. I can’t quite believe I got away with it, but … We

both pulled it off, I suppose.” 

“Do you regret doing it?” 

“No. I regret … I regret that I didn’t get to tell him what I really thought of

him.  I  regret  that  I  didn’t  tell  him  what  I’d  done  with  you—to  see  the  betrayal and shock in his eyes. I did it so fast, and had to go for the throat, and after I did, 

I just rolled over and listened—until it was done, but …” Her green eyes were shadowed. “Do you wish you had been the one to do it?” 

“No.” 

And that was that. 

She glanced at her friend’s saffron-and-emerald gown. “That dress suits you.” 

She jerked her chin toward Lysandra’s chest. “And does wonders for them, too. 

The poor men in here can’t stop looking.” 

“Trust  me,  having  larger  ones  isn’t  a  blessing.  My  back  hurts  all  the  time.” 

Lysandra frowned down at her full breasts. “As soon as I get my powers back, 

these things will be the first to go.” 

Aelin chuckled. Lysandra would get her powers back—once that clock tower

was gone. She tried not to let the thought sink in. “Really?” 

“If  it  wasn’t  for  Evangeline,  I  think  I’d  just  turn  into  something  with  claws and fangs and live in the wilderness forever.” 

“No more luxury for you?” 

Lysandra pulled a bit of lint off Aelin’s sleeve. “Of course I like luxury—you

think I don’t love these gowns and jewels? But in the end … they’re replaceable. 

I’ve come to value the people in my life more.” 

“Evangeline is lucky to have you.” 

“I  wasn’t  just  talking  about  her,”  Lysandra  said,  and  she  chewed  on  her  full lip. “You—I’m grateful for you.” 

Aelin  might  have  said  something  back,  something  to  adequately  convey  the

flicker  of  warmth  in  her  heart,  had  a  slim,  brown-haired  woman  not  emerged

from the kitchen door. Nelly. 

Aelin  pushed  off  the  wall  and  flounced  up  to  the  counter,  Lysandra  in  tow. 

Nelly said, “You came to see me about a pie?” 

Lysandra  smiled  prettily,  leaning  close.  “Our  supplier  of  pies,  it  seems, 

vanished  with  the  Shadow  Market.”  She  spoke  so  softly  that  even  Aelin  could

barely hear. “Rumor has it you know where he is.” 

Nelly’s blue eyes shuttered. “Don’t know anything about that.” 

Aelin  delicately  placed  her  purse  on  the  counter,  leaning  in  so  that  the  other customers and workers couldn’t see as she slid it toward Nelly, making sure the

coins  clinked.  Heavy  coins.  “We  are  very,  very  hungry  for  …  pie,”  Aelin  said, letting some desperation show. “Just tell us where he went.” 

“No one escaped the Shadow Market alive.” 

Good. Just as Nesryn had assured them, Nelly didn’t talk easily. It would be

too  suspicious  for  Nesryn  to  ask  Nelly  about  the  opium  dealer,  but  two  vapid, spoiled rich women? No one would think twice. 

Lysandra  set  another  coin  purse  on  the  counter.  One  of  the  other  workers

glanced  their  way,  and  the  courtesan  said,  “We’d  like  to  place  an  order.”  The worker focused on her customer again, unfazed. Lysandra’s smile turned feline. 

“So tell us where to pick it up, Nelly.” 

Someone  barked  Nelly’s  name  from  the  back,  and  Nelly  glanced  between

them,  sighing.  She  leaned  forward  and  whispered,  “They  got  out  through  the

sewers.” 

“We heard guards were down there, too,” Aelin said. 

“Not down far enough. A few went to the catacombs beneath. Still hiding out

down  there.  Bring  your  guards,  but  don’t  let  ’em  wear  their  sigils.  Not  a  place for rich folk.” 

Catacombs.  Aelin  had  never  heard  of  catacombs   beneath  the  sewers. 

Interesting. 

Nelly  withdrew,  striding  back  into  the  bakery.  Aelin  looked  down  at  the

counter. 

Both bags of coins were gone. 

They  slipped  out  of  the  bakery  unnoticed  and  fell  into  step  with  their  four bodyguards. 

“Well?” Nesryn murmured. “Was I right?” 

“Your  father  should  fire  Nelly,”  Aelin  said.  “Opium  addicts  are  piss-poor

employees.” 

“She makes good bread,” Nesryn said, and then fell back to where Chaol was

walking behind them. 

“What’d you learn?” Aedion demanded. “And do you care to explain  why you

needed to know about the Shadow Market?” 

“Patience,”  Aelin  said.  She  turned  to  Lysandra.  “You  know,  I  bet  the  men

around here would cut out their snarling if you turned into a ghost leopard and

snarled back at them.” 

Lysandra’s brows rose. “Ghost leopard?” 

Aedion swore. “Do me a favor and never turn into one of those.” 

“What  are  they?”  Lysandra  said.  Rowan  chuckled  under  his  breath  and

stepped  a  bit  closer  to  Aelin.  She  tried  to  ignore  it.  They’d  barely  spoken  all morning. 

Aedion shook his head. “Devils cloaked in fur. They live up in the Staghorns, 

and  during  the  winter  they  creep  down  to  prey  on  livestock.  As  big  as  bears, some of them. Meaner. And when the livestock runs out, they prey on us.” 

Aelin patted Lysandra’s shoulder. “Sounds like your kind of creature.” 

Aedion went on, “They’re white and gray, so you can barely make them out

against  the  snow  and  rock.  You  can’t  really  tell  they’re  on  you  until  you’re staring right into their pale green eyes …” His smile faltered as Lysandra fixed
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 her green eyes on him and cocked her head. 

Despite herself, Aelin laughed. 



“Tell  us  why  we’re  here,”  Chaol  said  as  Aelin  climbed  over  a  fallen  wooden

beam  in  the  abandoned  Shadow  Market.  Beside  her,  Rowan  held  a  torch  high, 

illuminating  the  ruins—and  the  charred  bodies.  Lysandra  had  gone  back  to  the

brothel, escorted by Nesryn; Aelin had swiftly changed into her suit in an alley, 

and stashed her gown behind a discarded crate, praying no one snatched it before

she could return. 

“Just be quiet for a moment,” Aelin said, tracing the tunnels by memory. 

Rowan shot her a glance, and she lifted a brow.  What? 

“You’ve  come  here  before,”  Rowan  said.  “You  came  to  search  the  ruins.” 

 That’s why you smelled of ash, too. 

Aedion said, “Really, Aelin? Don’t you ever sleep?” 

Chaol was watching her now, too, though maybe that was to avoid looking at

the  bodies  littered  around  the  halls.  “What   were  you  doing  here  the  night  you interrupted my meeting with Brullo and Ress?” 

Aelin  studied  the  cinders  of  the  oldest  stalls,  the  soot  stains,  the  smells.  She paused before one shop whose wares were now nothing but ash and twisted bits

of  metal.  “Here  we  are,”  she  trilled,  and  strode  into  the  hewn-rock  stall,  its stones burned black. 

“It  still  smells  like  opium,”  Rowan  said,  frowning.  Aelin  brushed  her  foot

over the ashy ground, kicking away cinders and debris. It had to be somewhere

—ah. 

She swept away more and more, the ash staining her black boots and suit. At

last  a  large,  misshapen  stone  appeared  beneath  her  feet,  a  worn  hole  near  its edge. 

She said casually, “Did you know that in addition to dealing opium, this man

was rumored to sell hellfire?” 

Rowan whipped his gaze to her. 

Hellfire—nearly impossible to attain or make, mostly because it was so lethal. 

Just a vat of it could take out half of a castle’s retainer wall. 

“He  would  never  talk  to  me  about  it,  of  course,”  Aelin  went  on,  “no  matter how many times I came here. He claimed he didn’t have it, yet he had some of

the  ingredients  around  the  shop—all  very  rare—so  …  There  must  have  been  a

supply of it here.” 

She  hauled  open  the  stone  trapdoor  to  reveal  a  ladder  descending  into  the

gloom. None of the males spoke as the reek of the sewers unfurled. 

She  crouched,  sliding  onto  the  first  rung,  and  Aedion  tensed,  but  he  wisely

said nothing about her going first. 

Smoke-scented  darkness  enveloped  her  as  she  climbed  down,  down,  down, 

until  her  feet  hit  smooth  rock.  The  air  was  dry,  despite  their  proximity  to  the river.  Rowan  came  next,  dropping  his  torch  onto  the  ancient  stones  to  reveal  a cavernous tunnel—and bodies. 

Several  bodies,  some  of  them  nothing  but  dark  mounds  in  the  distance,  cut

down  by  the  Valg.  There  were  fewer  to  the  right,  toward  the  Avery.  They’d

probably anticipated an ambush at the river mouth and gone the other way—to

their doom. 

Not  waiting  for  Aedion  or  Chaol  to  climb  down,  Aelin  began  following  the

tunnel, Rowan silent as a shadow at her side—looking, listening. After the stone

door groaned closed above, she said into the darkness, “When the king’s men set

this place alight, if the fire had hit that supply … Rifthold probably wouldn’t be

here anymore. At least not the slums, and probably more.” 

“Gods above,” Chaol murmured from a few paces behind. 

Aelin paused at what looked like an ordinary grate in the sewer floor. But no

water ran beneath, and only dusty air floated up to meet her. 

“That’s  how  you’re  planning  to  blow  up  the  clock  tower—with  hellfire,” 

Rowan said, crouching at her side. He made to grab her elbow as she reached for

the  grate,  but  she  sidled  out  of  range.  “Aelin—I’ve  seen  it  used,  seen  it  wreck cities. It can literally  melt people.” 

“Good. So we know it works, then.” 

Aedion  snorted,  peering  down  into  the  gloom  beyond  the  grate.  “So  what? 

You think he kept his supply down there?” If he had a professional opinion about

hellfire, he kept it to himself. 

“These sewers were too public, but he had to keep it near the market,” Aelin

said, yanking on the grate. It gave a little, and Rowan’s scent caressed her as he

leaned to help haul it off the opening. 

“It smells like bones and dust down there,” Rowan said. His mouth quirked to

the side. “But you suspected that already.” 

Chaol  said  from  a  few  feet  behind,  “That’s  what  you  wanted  to  know  from

Nelly—where he was hiding. So he can sell it to you.” 

Aelin  lit  a  bit  of  wood  from  Rowan’s  torch.  She  carefully  poised  it  just

beneath the lip of the hole before her, the flame lighting a drop of about ten feet, 

with cobblestones beneath. 

A wind pushed from behind, toward the hole. Into it. 

She set aside the flame and sat on the lip of the hole, her legs swinging in the

dimness  beneath.  “What  Nelly  doesn’t  know  yet  is  that  the  opium  monger  was actually caught two days ago. Killed on sight by the king’s men. You know, I do

think  Arobynn  sometimes  had  no  idea  whether  he  really  wanted  to  help  me  or

not.”  It  had  been  his  casual  mention  of  it  at  dinner  that  had  set  her  thinking, planning. 

Rowan murmured, “So his supply in the catacombs is now unguarded.” 

She peered into the gloom below. “Finders keepers,” she said, and jumped. 
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“How did those lowlifes keep this place a secret?” Aelin breathed as she turned

to Chaol. 

The  four  of  them  stood  atop  a  small  staircase,  the  cavernous  space  beyond

them illuminated in flickering gold by the torches Aedion and Rowan bore. 

Chaol  was  shaking  his  head,  surveying  the  space.  Not  a  sign  of  scavengers, 

thank the gods. “Legend has it that the Shadow Market was built on the bones of

the god of truth.” 

“Well, they got the bones part right.” 

In every wall, skulls and bones were artfully arranged—and every wall, even

the ceiling, had been formed from them. Even the floor at the foot of the stairs

was laid with bones of varying shapes and sizes. 

“These aren’t ordinary catacombs,” Rowan said, setting down his torch. “This

was a temple.” 

Indeed,  altars,  benches,  and  even  a  dark  reflection  pool  lay  in  the  massive

space. Still more sprawled away into shadow. 

“There’s writing on the bones,” Aedion said, striding down the steps and onto

the bone floor. Aelin grimaced. 

“Careful,” Rowan said as Aedion went to the nearest wall. Her cousin lifted a

hand in lazy dismissal. 

“It’s  in  every  language—all  in  different  handwriting,”  Aedion  marveled, 

holding  his  torch  aloft  as  he  moved  along  the  wall.  “Listen  to  this  one  here:  ‘I am a liar. I am a thief. I took my sister’s husband and laughed while I did it.’” A

pause. He silently read another. “None of this writing … I don’t think these were

good people.” 

Aelin scanned the bone temple. “We should be quick,” she said. “Really damn

quick. Aedion, you take that wall; Chaol, the center; Rowan, the right. I’ll grab

the  back.  Careful  of  where  you  wave  your  fire.”  Gods  help  them  if  they

unwittingly placed a torch near the hellfire. 

She took a step down, and then another. Then the last one, onto the bone floor. 

A shudder crawled through her, and she glanced at Rowan out of instinct. His

tight face told her all she needed to know. But he still said, “This is a bad place.” 

Chaol strode past them, his sword out. “Then let’s find this hellfire supply and
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get out.” 

Right. 

All  around  them,  the  empty  eyes  of  the  skulls  in  the  walls,  in  the  structures, the pillars in the center of the room, seemed to watch. 

“Seems  like  this  god  of  truth,”  Aedion  called  from  his  wall,  “was  more  of  a Sin-Eater than anything. You should read some of the things people wrote—the

horrible  things  they  did.  I  think  this  was  a  place  for  them  to  be  buried,  and  to confess on the bones of other sinners.” 

“No  wonder  no  one  wanted  to  come  here,”  Aelin  muttered  as  she  strode  off

into the dark. 



The  temple  went  on  and  on,  and  they  found  supplies—but  no  whisper  of

scavengers or other residents. Drugs, money, jewelry, all hidden inside skulls and

within some of the bone crypts on the floor. But no hellfire. 

Their cautious steps on the bone floor were the only sounds. 

Aelin moved deeper and deeper into the gloom. Rowan soon cleared his side

of  the  temple  and  joined  her  in  the  back,  exploring  the  alcoves  and  little

hallways that branched off into the slumbering dark. “The language,” Aelin said

to him. “It gets older and older the farther back we go. The way they spell the

words, I mean.” 

Rowan  twisted  toward  her  from  where  he’d  been  carefully  opening  a

sarcophagus. She doubted an ordinary man would be able to shift the stone lid. 

“Some of them even date their confessions. I just saw one from seven hundred

years ago.” 

“Makes you seem young, doesn’t it?” 

He gave her a wry smile. She quickly looked away. 

The bone floor clicked as he stepped toward her. “Aelin.” 

She swallowed hard, staring at a carved bone near her head.  I killed a man for

 sport  when  I  was  twenty  and  never  told  anyone  where  I  buried  him.  I  kept  his finger bone in a drawer. 

Dated nine hundred years ago. 

Nine hundred—

Aelin  studied  the  darkness  beyond.  If  the  Shadow  Market  dated  back  to

Gavin, then this place had to have been built before it—or around the same time. 

The god of truth …

She drew Damaris from across her back, and Rowan tensed. “What is it?” 

She  examined  the  flawless  blade.  “The  Sword  of  Truth.  That’s  what  they
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called  Damaris.  Legend  said  the  bearer—Gavin—could  see  the  truth  when  he

wielded it.” 

“And?” 

“Mala blessed Brannon, and she blessed Goldryn.” She peered into the gloom. 

“What if there was a god of truth—a Sin-Eater? What if he blessed Gavin, and

this sword?” 

Rowan now stared toward the ancient blackness. “You think Gavin used this

temple.” 

Aelin weighed the mighty sword in her hands. “What sins did you confess to, 

Gavin?” she whispered into the dark. 



Deep  into  the  tunnels  they  went,  so  far  that  when  Aedion’s  triumphant  cry  of

“Found  it!”  reached  Aelin  and  Rowan,  she  could  barely  hear  it.  And  barely

cared. 

Not  when  she  stood  before  the  back  wall—the  wall  behind  the  altar  of  what

had  no  doubt  been  the  original  temple.  Here  the  bones  were  nearly  crumbling

with age, the writing almost impossible to read. 

The  wall  behind  the  altar  was  of  pure  stone—white  marble—and  carved  in

Wyrdmarks. 

And in the center was a giant rendering of the Eye of Elena. 

Cold.  It  was  so  cold  in  here  that  their  breath  clouded  in  front  of  them, 

mingling. 

“Whoever  this  god  of  truth  was,”  Rowan  murmured,  as  if  trying  not  to  be

overheard by the dead, “he was not a benevolent sort of deity.” 

No;  with  a  temple  built  from  the  bones  of  murderers  and  thieves  and  worse, 

she  doubted  this  god  had  been  a  particular  favorite.  No  wonder  he’d  been

forgotten. 

Aelin stepped up to the stone. 

Damaris  turned  icy  in  her  hand—so  frigid  her  fingers  splayed,  and  she

dropped the sword on the altar floor and backed away. Its clang against the bones

was like thunder. 

Rowan was instantly at her side, his swords out. 

The stone wall before them groaned. 

It  began  shifting,  the  symbols  rotating,  altering  themselves.  From  the  flicker of  her  memory  she  heard  the  words:   It  is  only  with  the  Eye  that  one  can  see rightly. 

“Honestly,”  Aelin  said  as  the  wall  at  last  stopped  rearranging  itself  from  the

proximity  of  the  sword.  A  new,  intricate  array  of  Wyrdmarks  had  formed.  “I don’t know why these coincidences keep surprising me.” 

“Can  you  read  it?”  Rowan  asked.  Aedion  called  their  names,  and  Rowan

called back, telling them both to come. 

Aelin stared up at the carvings. “It might take me some time.” 

“Do it. I don’t think it was chance that we found this place.” 

Aelin shook off her shiver. No—nothing was ever chance. Not when it came

to Elena and the Wyrdkeys. So she loosed a breath and began. 

“It’s  …  it’s  about  Elena  and  Gavin,”  she  said.  “The  first  panel  here”—she

pointed to a stretch of symbols—“describes them as the first King and Queen of

Adarlan, how they were mated. Then … then it jumps back. To the war.” 

Footsteps  sounded  and  light  flickered  as  Aedion  and  Chaol  reached  them. 

Chaol whistled. 

“I  have  a  bad  feeling  about  this,”  Aedion  said.  He  frowned  at  the  giant

rendering of the Eye, and then at the one around Aelin’s neck. 

“Get comfortable,” she said. 

Aelin  read  a  few  more  lines,  deciphering  and  decoding.  So  hard—the

Wyrdmarks  were  so  damn  hard  to  read.  “It  describes  the  demon  wars  with  the

Valg that had been left here after the First War. And …” She read the line again. 

“And  the  Valg  this  time  were  led  …”  Her  blood  chilled.  “By  one  of  the  three kings—the king who remained trapped here after the gate was sealed. It says that

to look upon a king—to look upon a Valg king was to gaze into …” She shook

her  head.  “Madness?  Despair?  I  don’t  know  that  symbol.  He  could  take  any

form,  but  he  appeared  to  them  now  as  a  handsome  man  with  golden  eyes.  The

eyes of the Valg kings.” 

She scanned the next panel. “They did not know his true name, so they called

him Erawan, the Dark King.” 

Aedion said, “Then Elena and Gavin battled him, your magic necklace saved

their  asses,  and  Elena  called  him  by  his  true  name,  distracting  him  enough  for Gavin to slay him.” 

“Yes, yes,” Aelin said, waving a hand. “But—no.” 

“No?” Chaol said. 

Aelin  read  further,  and  her  heart  skipped  a  beat.  “What  is  it?”  Rowan

demanded, as if his Fae ears had noted her heart’s stutter. 

She swallowed hard, running a shaking finger under a line of symbols. “This

… this is Gavin’s confessional. From his deathbed.” 

None of them spoke. 

Her voice trembled as she said, “They did not slay him. Not by sword, or fire, 

or water, or might could Erawan be slain or his body be destroyed. The Eye …” 

Aelin  touched  her  hand  to  the  necklace;  the  metal  was  warm.  “The  Eye contained  him.  Only  for  a  short  time.  No—not  contained.  But  …  put  him  to

sleep?” 

“I have a very,  very bad feeling about this,” Aedion said. 

“So they built him a sarcophagus of iron and some sort of indestructible stone. 

And they put it in a sealed tomb beneath a mountain—a crypt so dark … so dark

that there was no air, no light. Upon the labyrinth of doors,” she read, “they put

symbols, unbreakable by any thief or key or force.” 

“You’re saying that they never killed Erawan,” Chaol said. 

Gavin had been Dorian’s childhood hero, she recalled. And the story had been

a lie.  Elena had lied to her—

“Where did they bury him?” Rowan asked softly. 

“They buried him …” Her hands shook so badly that she lowered them to her

sides. “They buried him in the Black Mountains, and built a keep atop the tomb, 

so that the noble family who dwelled above might forever guard it.” 

“There are no Black Mountains in Adarlan,” Chaol said. 

Aelin’s mouth went dry. “Rowan,” she said quietly. “How do you say ‘Black

Mountains’ in the Old Language?” 

A pause, and then a loosened breath. 

“Morath,” Rowan said. 

She turned to them, her eyes wide. For a moment, they all just stared at one

another. 

“What  are  the  odds,”  she  said,  “that  the  king  is  sending  his  forces  down  to Morath by mere coincidence?” 

“What are the odds,” Aedion countered, “that our illustrious king has acquired

a key that can unlock any door—even a door between worlds—and his second in

command happens to own the very place where Erawan is buried?” 

“The king is insane,” Chaol said. “If he plans to raise Erawan—” 

“Who says he hasn’t already?” Aedion asked. 

Aelin  glanced  at  Rowan.  His  face  was  grim.  If  there  is  a  Valg  king  in  this world,  we  need  to  move  fast.  Get  those  Wyrdkeys  and  banish  them  all  back  to their hellhole. 

She nodded. “Why now, though? He’s had the two keys for at least a decade. 

Why bring the Valg over now?” 

“It would make sense,” Chaol said, “if he’s doing it in anticipation of raising

Erawan again. To have an army ready for him to lead.” 

Aelin’s  breathing  was  shallow.  “The  summer  solstice  is  in  ten  days.  If  we

bring  magic  down  on  the  solstice,  when  the  sun  is  strongest,  there’s  a  good chance my power will be greater then, too.” She turned to Aedion. “Tell me you

found a lot of hellfire.” 

His nod wasn’t as reassuring as she’d hoped. 
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Manon and her Thirteen stood around a table in a room deep within the witches’

barracks. 

“You know why I called you here,” Manon said. None of them replied; none

of them sat. They’d barely spoken to her since butchering that tribe in the White

Fangs. And then today—more news. More requests. 

“The duke asked me to pick another coven to use. A Blackbeak coven.” 

Silence. 

“I’d like your suggestions.” 

They didn’t meet her eyes. Didn’t utter a word. 

Manon snapped down her iron teeth. “You would dare defy me? ” 

Sorrel cleared her throat, attention on the table. “Never you, Manon. But we

defy that human worm’s right to use our bodies as if they were his own.” 

“Your High Witch has given orders that will be  obeyed.” 

“You  might  as  well  name  the  Thirteen,”  Asterin  said,  the  only  one  of  them

holding Manon’s gaze. Her nose was still swollen and bruised from the beating. 

“For we would sooner that be our fate than hand over our sisters.” 

“And  you  all  agree  with  this?  That  you  wish  to  breed  demon  offspring  until

your bodies break apart?” 

“We  are  Blackbeaks,”  Asterin  said,  her  chin  high.  “We  are  no  one’s  slaves, 

and will not be used as such. If the price for that is never returning to the Wastes, 

then so be it.” 

None of the others so much as flinched. They’d all met—they’d discussed this

beforehand. What to say to her. 

As if she were in need of managing. 

“Was there anything else you all decided in your little council meeting?” 

“There are … things, Manon,” Sorrel said. “Things you need to hear.” 

Betrayal—this was what mortals called betrayal. 

“I don’t give a shit about what you fools dared believe I  need to hear. The only thing I need to hear is the sound of you saying  Yes, Wing Leader. And the name

of a  gods-damned coven.” 

“Pick one yourself,” Asterin snapped. 

The witches shifted. Not a part of the plan, was it? 
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Manon stalked around the table to Asterin, past the other witches who didn’t

dare turn to face her. “You have been nothing but a waste from the minute you

set foot in this Keep. I don’t care if you have flown at my side for a century—I

am going to put you down like the yapping dog you are—” 

“Do  it,”  Asterin  hissed.  “Rip  my  throat  out.  Your  grandmother  will  be  so proud that you finally did.” 

Sorrel was at Manon’s back. 

“Is that a challenge?” Manon said too quietly. 

Asterin’s gold-flecked black eyes danced. “It’s a—” 

But the door opened and shut. 

A young man with golden hair now stood in the room, his black stone collar

gleaming in the torchlight. 



He shouldn’t have gotten in. 

There  had  been  witches  everywhere,  and  she’d  set  sentinels  from  another

coven  to  guard  the  halls  so  that  none  of  the  duke’s  men  could  catch  them

unawares. 

As one, the Thirteen turned toward the handsome young man. 

And as one, they flinched as he smiled, and a wave of darkness crashed into

them. 

Darkness without end, darkness even Manon’s eyes couldn’t penetrate, and—

And  Manon  was  again  standing  before  that  Crochan  witch,  a  dagger  in  her

hand. 

“We pity you … for what you do to your children … You force them to kill and

 hurt and hate until there is nothing left inside of them—of you. That is why you

 are here,” the Crochan wept … “Because of the threat you posed to the monster

 you call grandmother when you chose mercy and you saved your rival’s life.” 

Manon violently shook her head, blinking. Then it was gone. There was only

darkness, and the Thirteen, shouting to one another, struggling, and—

A golden-haired young man had been in that room with the Yellowlegs, Elide

had said. 

Manon  started  prowling  through  the  darkness,  navigating  the  room  by

memory and smell. Some of her Thirteen were nearby; some had backed against

the walls. And the otherworldly reek of the man, of the demon inside him—

The smell wrapped around her fully, and Manon drew Wind- Cleaver. 

Then  there  he  was,  chuckling  as  someone—Ghislaine—started  screaming. 

Manon had never heard that sound. She’d never heard any of them scream with

… with fear. And pain. 

Manon hurtled into a blind sprint and tackled him to the ground. No sword—

she didn’t want a sword for this execution. 

Light  cracked  around  her,  and  there  was  his  handsome  face,  and  that  collar. 

“Wing Leader,” he grinned, in a voice that was not from this world. 

Manon’s  hands  were  around  his  throat,  squeezing,  her  nails  ripping  through

his skin. 

“Were you sent here?” she demanded. 

Her  eyes  met  his—and  the  ancient  malice  in  them  shrank  back.  “Get  away,” 

he hissed. 

Manon did no such thing. “Were you sent here? ” she roared. 

The young man surged up, but then Asterin was there, pinning his legs. “Make

him bleed,” she said from behind Manon. 

The creature continued  thrashing. And in  the darkness, some  of the Thirteen

were still shouting in agony and terror. “Who sent you? ” Manon bellowed. 

His eyes shifted—turning blue, turning clear. It was with a young man’s voice

that  he  said,  “Kill  me.  Please—please  kill  me.  Roland—my  name  was  Roland. 

Tell my—” 

Then  blackness  spread  across  his  eyes  again,  along  with  pure  panic  at

whatever  he  beheld  in  Manon’s  face,  and  in  Asterin’s  over  her  shoulder.  The

demon inside the man shrieked: “Get away! ” 

She’d  heard  and  seen  enough.  Manon  squeezed  harder,  her  iron  nails

shredding  through  mortal  flesh  and  muscle.  Black,  reeking  blood  coated  her

hand,  and  she  ripped  harder  into  him,  until  she  got  to  the  bone  and  slashed through it, and his head thumped against the floor. 

Manon could have sworn he sighed. 

The  darkness  vanished,  and  Manon  was  instantly  on  her  feet,  gore  dripping

from her hands as she surveyed the damage. 

Ghislaine sobbed in the corner, all the color leeched from her rich, dark skin. 

Thea  and  Kaya  were  both  tearstained  and  silent,  the  two  lovers  gaping  at  each other.  And  Edda  and  Briar,  both  of  her  Shadows,  both  born  and  raised  in

darkness  …  they  were  on  their  hands  and  knees,  puking.  Right  alongside  the

green-eyed demon twins, Faline and Fallon. 

The rest of the Thirteen were unharmed. Still flush with color, some panting

from the momentary surge of rage and energy, but … Fine. 

Had only some of them been targeted? 

Manon looked at Asterin—at Sorrel, and Vesta, and Lin, and Imogen. 

Then at the ones that had been drained. 

They all met her gaze this time. 
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 Get away, the demon had screamed—as if in surprise and terror. 

After looking her in the eyes. 

Those who had been affected … their eyes were ordinary colors. Brown and

blue and green. But the ones who hadn’t …

Black eyes, flecked with gold. 

And when he’d looked at Manon’s eyes …

Gold eyes had always been prized among Blackbeaks. She’d never wondered

why. 

But now wasn’t the time. Not with this reeking blood soaking into her skin. 

“This  was  a  reminder,”  Manon  said,  her  voice  bouncing  hollowly  off  the

stones.  She  turned  from  the  room.  Leave  them  to  each  other.  “Get  rid  of  that body.” 



Manon waited until Kaltain was alone, drifting up one of the forgotten spiraling

staircases of Morath, before she pounced. 

The woman didn’t flinch as Manon pinned her against the wall, her iron nails

digging  into  Kaltain’s  pale,  bare  shoulders.  “Where  does  the  shadowfire  come

from?” 

Dark, empty eyes met hers. “From me.” 

“Why you? What magic is it? Valg power?” 

Manon studied the collar around the woman’s thin throat. 

Kaltain  gave  a  small,  dead  smile.  “It  was  mine—to  start.  Then  it  was  …

melded with another source. And now it is the power of every world, every life.” 

Nonsense.  Manon  pushed  her  harder  into  the  dark  stone.  “How  do  you  take

that collar off?” 

“It does not come off.” 

Manon  bared  her  teeth.  “And  what  do  you  want  with  us?  To  put  collars  on

us?” 

“They  want  kings,”  Kaltain  breathed,  her  eyes  flickering  with  some  strange, 

sick delight. “Mighty kings. Not you.” 

More drivel. Manon growled—but then there was a delicate hand on her wrist. 

And it burned. 

Oh,  gods,  it  burned,  and  her  bones  were  melting,  her  iron  nails  had  become molten ore, her blood was boiling—

Manon leaped back from Kaltain, and only gripping her wrist told her that the

injuries weren’t real. “I’m going to kill you,” Manon hissed. 

But shadowfire danced on Kaltain’s fingertips even as the woman’s face went

blank again. Without a word, as if she had done nothing, Kaltain walked up the stairs and vanished. 

Alone  in  the  stairwell,  Manon  cradled  her  arm,  the  echo  of  pain  still

reverberating through her bones. Slaughtering that tribe with Wind-Cleaver, she

told herself, had been a mercy. 
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As they left the Sin-Eater’s temple, Chaol marveled at how strange it was to be

working with Aelin and her court. How strange it was to not be fighting her for

once. 

He  shouldn’t  have  even  gone  with  them,  given  how  much  there  was  to  do. 

Half  the  rebels  had  left  Rifthold,  more  fleeing  every  day,  and  those  who

remained  were  pushing  to  relocate  to  another  city.  He’d  kept  them  in  line  as much  as  he  could,  relying  on  Nesryn  to  back  him  up  whenever  they  started  to bring up his own past with the king. There were still people going missing, being

executed—still  people  whom  they  rescued  as  often  as  they  could  from  the

butchering blocks. He would keep doing it until he was the last rebel left in this

city;  he  would  stay  to  help  them,  to  protect  them.  But  if  what  they’d  learned about Erawan was true …

Gods help them all. 

Back on the city street, he turned in time to see Rowan offer a helping hand to

pull Aelin out of the sewers. She seemed to hesitate, but then gripped it, her hand

swallowed by his. 

A team, solid and unbreaking. 

The  Fae  Prince  hoisted  her  up  and  set  her  on  her  feet.  Neither  of  them

immediately let go of the other. 

Chaol  waited—waited  for  that  twist  and  tug  of  jealousy,  for  the  bile  of  it  to sting him. 

But there was nothing. Only a flickering relief, perhaps, that …

That Aelin had Rowan. 

He must be feeling truly sorry for himself, he decided. 

Footsteps sounded, and they all went still, weapons drawn, just as—

“I’ve been looking for you for an hour,” Nesryn said, hurrying out of the alley

shadows. “What’s—” She noticed their grim faces. They’d left the hellfire down

there,  hidden  in  a  sarcophagus,  for  safekeeping—and  to  keep  themselves  from

being melted should things go very wrong. 

He was surprised Aelin had let him know that much—though  how she planned

to get into the castle, she hadn’t told him. 

 Just tell Ress and Brullo and the others to stay the hell away from the clock

 tower  was  her  only  warning  so  far.  He’d  almost  demanded  to  know  what  her plans were for the other innocents in the castle, but … It had been nice. To have

one afternoon with no fighting, with no one hating him. To feel like he was part

of their unit. 

“I’ll fill you in later,” Chaol said to her. But Nesryn’s face was pale. “What is

it?” 

Aelin,  Rowan,  and  Aedion  stalked  up  to  them  with  that  unnatural,  immortal

silence. 

Nesryn squared her shoulders. “I received word from Ren. He got into some

minor  trouble  on  the  border,  but  he’s  fine.  He  has  a  message  for  you—for  us.” 

She brushed back a strand of her inky hair. Her hand trembled slightly. 

Chaol braced himself, fought against the urge to put a hand on her arm. “The

king,” Nesryn went on, “has been building an army down in Morath, under Duke

Perrington’s supervision. The Valg guards around Rifthold are the first of them. 

More are coming up this way.” 

Valg footsoldiers, then. Morath, it seemed, might very well be their first or last

battleground. 

Aedion cocked his head, the Wolf incarnate. “How many?” 

“Too many,” Nesryn said. “We haven’t gotten a full count. Some are camped

inside mountains surrounding the war camp—never out all at once, never in full

sight. But it’s an army greater than any he’s assembled before.” 

Chaol’s palms became slick with sweat. 

“And  more  than  that,”  Nesryn  said,  her  voice  hoarse,  “the  king  now  has  an

aerial  cavalry  of  Ironteeth  witches—a  host  three  thousand  strong—who  have

been  secretly  training  in  the  Ferian  Gap  to  ride  wyverns  that  the  king  has

somehow managed to create and breed.” 

Gods above. 

Aelin lifted her head, gazing up at the brick wall as if she could see that aerial

army there, the movement revealing the ring of scars around her neck. 

Dorian—they needed Dorian on the throne. Needed this shut down. 

“You are certain of this?” Aedion said. 

Rowan  was  staring  at  Nesryn,  his  face  the  portrait  of  a  cold,  calculating

warrior, and yet—yet he’d somehow moved closer to Aelin. 

Nesryn said tightly, “We lost many spies to attain that information.” 

Chaol wondered which of them had been her friends. 

Aelin spoke, her voice flat and hard. “Just to make sure I have it right: we are

now  facing  three  thousand  bloodthirsty  Ironteeth  witches  on  wyverns.  And  a

host  of  deadly  soldiers  gathering  in  the  south  of  Adarlan,  likely  to  cut  off  any alliance between Terrasen and the southern kingdoms.” 

Leaving Terrasen stranded.  Say it, Chaol silently beseeched her.  Say that you need Dorian—free and alive. 

Aedion  mused,  “Melisande  might  be  capable  of  uniting  with  us.”  He  pinned

Chaol  with  an  assessing  stare—a  general’s  stare.  “Do  you  think  your  father

knows  about  the  wyverns  and  witches?  Anielle  is  the  closest  city  to  the  Ferian Gap.” 

His blood chilled. Was that why his father had been so keen to get him home? 

He sensed Aedion’s next question before the general spoke. “He doesn’t wear a

black  ring,”  Chaol  said.  “But  I  doubt  you’d  find  him  a  pleasant  ally—if  he

bothered to ally with you at all.” 

“Things to consider,” Rowan said, “should we need an ally to punch through

the southern lines.” Gods, they were actually talking about this. War—war was

coming. And they might not all survive it. 

“So what are they waiting for?” Aedion said, pacing. “Why not attack now?” 

Aelin’s  voice  was  soft—cold.  “Me.  They’re  waiting  for  me  to  make  my

move.” 

None of them contradicted her. 

Chaol’s  voice  was  strained  as  he  shoved  aside  his  swarming  thoughts. 

“Anything else?” 

Nesryn reached into her tunic and pulled out a letter. She handed it to Aedion. 

“From your second in command. They all worry for you.” 

“There’s a tavern down the block. Give me five minutes, and I’ll have a reply

for you,” Aedion said, already striding away. Nesryn followed him, giving Chaol

a silent nod. The general said over his shoulder to Rowan and Aelin, his heavy

hood concealing any telltale features, “I’ll see you at home.” 

Meeting over. 

But Aelin suddenly said, “Thank you.” 

Nesryn paused, somehow knowing the queen had spoken to her. 

Aelin put a hand on her heart. “For all that you’re risking—thank you.” 

Nesryn’s eyes flickered as she said, “Long live the queen.” 

But Aelin had already turned away. 

Nesryn met Chaol’s gaze, and he followed after her and Aedion. 

An indestructible army, possibly led by Erawan, if the King of Adarlan were

insane enough to raise him. 

An army that could crush any human resistance. 

But … but maybe not if they allied with magic-wielders. 

That  is,  if  the  magic-wielders,  after  all  that  had  been  done  to  them,  even

wanted to bother saving their world. 
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“Talk  to  me,”  Rowan  said  from  behind  her  as  Aelin  stormed  down  street  after street. 

She couldn’t. She couldn’t form the thoughts, let alone the words. 

How  many  spies  and  rebels  had  lost  their  lives  to  get  that  information?  And how much worse would it feel when  she sent people to their deaths—when she

had to watch her soldiers butchered by those monsters? If Elena had thrown her

a bone tonight, somehow leading that opium monger to the Sin-Eater’s temple so

that they might find it, she wasn’t feeling particularly grateful. 

“Aelin,” Rowan said, quietly enough for only her and the alley rats to hear. 

She’d barely survived Baba Yellowlegs. How would  anyone survive an army

of witches trained in combat? 

He  gripped  her  elbow,  forcing  her  to  stop.  “We’ll  face  this  together,”  he

breathed, his eyes shining bright and canines gleaming. “As we have in the past. 

To whatever end.” 

She  trembled—trembled  like  a  gods-damned  coward—and  yanked  free, 

stalking away. She didn’t even know where she was going—only that she had to

walk, had to find a way to sort herself out, sort the world out, before she stopped

moving, or else she would never move again. 

Wyverns.  Witches.  A  new,  even  bigger  army.  The  alley  pressed  in  on  her, 

sealing as tightly as one of those flooded sewer tunnels. 

“Talk to me,” Rowan said again, keeping a respectful distance behind. 

She  knew  these  streets.  A  few  blocks  down,  she  would  find  one  of  the  Valg

sewer  entrances.  Maybe  she’d  jump  right  in  and  hack  a  few  of  them  to  pieces. 

See  what  they  knew  about  the  Dark  King  Erawan,  and  whether  he  was  still

slumbering under that mountain. 

Maybe she wouldn’t bother with questions at all. 

There was a strong, broad hand at her elbow, yanking her back against a hard

male body. 

But the scent wasn’t Rowan’s. 

And the knife at her throat, the blade pressing so hard that her skin stung and

split …

“Going somewhere, Princess?” Lorcan breathed into her ear. 



Rowan had thought he knew fear. He had thought he could face any danger with

a clear head and ice in his veins. 

Until  Lorcan  appeared  from  the  shadows,  so  fast  that  Rowan  hadn’t  even

scented him, and put that knife against Aelin’s throat. 

“You move,” Lorcan snarled in Aelin’s ear, “and you die. You speak, and you

die. Understand?” 

Aelin  said  nothing.  If  she  nodded,  she’d  slice  her  throat  open  on  the  blade. 

Blood was shining there already, just above her collarbone, filling the alley with

its scent. 

The smell of it alone sent Rowan sliding into a frozen, murderous calm. 

“Understand? ” Lorcan hissed, jostling her enough that her blood flowed a bit

faster.  Still  she  said  nothing,  obeying  his  order.  Lorcan  chuckled.  “Good.  I

thought so.” 

The  world  slowed  and  spread  around  Rowan  with  sharp  clarity,  revealing

every  stone  of  the  buildings  and  the  street,  and  the  refuse  and  rubbish  around them. Anything to give him an advantage, to use as a weapon. 

If he’d had his magic, he would have choked the air from Lorcan’s lungs by

now,  would  have  shattered  through  Lorcan’s  own  dark  shields  with  half  a

thought. If he’d had his magic, he would have had a shield of their own around

them from the start, so this ambush could never happen. 

Aelin’s eyes met his. 

And fear—that was genuine fear shining there. 

She knew she was in a compromised position. They both knew that no matter

how fast he was, she was, Lorcan’s slice would be faster. 

Lorcan smiled at Rowan, his dark hood off for once. No doubt so that Rowan

could see every bit of triumph in Lorcan’s black eyes. “No words, Prince?” 

“Why?” was all Rowan could ask. Every action, every possible plan still left

him  too  far  away.  He  wondered  whether  Lorcan  realized  that  if  he  killed  her, Lorcan himself would be next. Then Maeve. And maybe the world, for spite. 

Lorcan  craned  his  head  to  look  at  Aelin’s  face.  Her  eyes  narrowed  to  slits. 

“Where is the Wyrdkey?” 

Aelin  tensed,  and  Rowan  willed  her  not  to  speak,  not  to  taunt  Lorcan.  “We

don’t  have  it,”  Rowan  said.  Rage—unending,  cataclysmic  rage—pounded

through him. 

Exactly what Lorcan wanted. Exactly how Rowan had witnessed the demi-Fae

warrior  manipulate  their  enemies  for  centuries.  So  Rowan  locked  that  rage

down. Tried to, at least. 

“I  could  snap  this  neck  of  yours  so  easily,”  Lorcan  said,  grazing  his  nose

against the side of her throat. Aelin went rigid. The possessiveness in that touch

alone  half  blinded  him  with  feral  wrath.  It  was  an  effort  to  stifle  it  again  as Lorcan  murmured  onto  her  skin,  “You’re  so  much  better  when  you  don’t  open

that hideous mouth.” 

“We don’t have the key,” Rowan said again. He’d slaughter Lorcan in the way only  immortals  learned  and  liked  to  kill:  slowly,  viciously,  creatively.  Lorcan’s suffering would be thorough. 

“What if I told you we were working for the same side?” Lorcan said. 

“I’d tell you that Maeve works for only one side: her own.” 

“Maeve didn’t send me here.” 

Rowan  could  almost  hear  the  words  Aelin  was  struggling  to  keep  in.  Liar. 

 Piece-of-shit liar. 

“Then who did?” Rowan demanded. 

“I left.” 

“If  we’re  on  the  same  side,  then  put  your  rutting  knife  down,”  Rowan

growled. 

Lorcan chuckled. “I don’t want to hear the princess yapping. What I have to

say  applies  to  both  of  you.”  Rowan  waited,  taking  every  second  to  assess  and reassess their surroundings, the odds. At last, Lorcan loosened the blade slightly. 

Blood  slid  down  Aelin’s  neck,  onto  her  suit.  “You  made  the  mistake  of  your

short, pathetic mortal life when you gave Maeve that ring.” 

Through the lethal calm, Rowan felt the blood drain from his face. 

“You should have known better,” Lorcan said, still gripping Aelin around the

waist.  “You  should  have  known  she  wasn’t  some  sentimental  fool,  pining  after

her  lost  love.  She  had  plenty  of  things  from  Athril—why  would  she  want  his

ring? His ring, and not Goldryn?” 

“Stop dancing around it and tell us what it is.” 

“But I’m having so much fun.” 

Rowan leashed his temper so hard that he choked on it. 

“The ring,” Lorcan said, “wasn’t some family heirloom from Athril. She  killed

Athril.  She  wanted  the  keys,  and  the  ring,  and  he  refused,  and  she  killed  him. 

While they fought, Brannon stole them away, hiding the ring with Goldryn and

bringing  the  keys  here.  Didn’t  you  ever  wonder  why  the  ring  was  in  that

scabbard? A demon-hunting sword—and a ring to match.” 

“If Maeve wants to kill demons,” Rowan said, “we won’t complain.” 

“The  ring  doesn’t  kill  them.  It  grants  immunity  from  their  power.  A  ring

forged by Mala herself. The Valg could not harm Athril when he wore it.” 

Aelin’s  eyes  widened  even  more,  the  scent  of  her  fear  shifting  to  something

far deeper than dread of bodily harm. 

“The  bearer  of  that  ring,”  Lorcan  went  on,  smiling  at  the  terror  coating  her smell, “need never fear being enslaved by Wyrdstone. You handed her your own

immunity.” 

“That doesn’t explain why you left.” 
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Lorcan’s face tightened. “She slaughtered her lover for the ring, for the keys. 

She  will  do  far  worse  to  attain  them  now  that  they  are  on  the  playing  board again. And once she has them … My queen will make herself a god.” 

“So?” The knife remained too close to Aelin’s neck to risk attacking. 

“It will destroy her.” 

Rowan’s rage stumbled. “You plan to get the keys—to keep them from her.” 

“I plan to destroy the keys. You give me your Wyrdkey,” Lorcan said, opening

the fist he’d held against Aelin’s abdomen, “and I’ll give you the ring.” 

Sure enough, in his hand shone a familiar gold ring. 

“You shouldn’t be alive,” Rowan said. “If you had stolen the ring and fled, she

would have killed you already.” It was a trap. A pretty, clever trap. 

“I move quickly.” 

Lorcan  had been hauling ass out of Wendlyn. It didn’t prove anything, though. 

“The others—” 

“None of them know. You think I trust them not to say anything?” 

“The blood oath makes betrayal impossible.” 

“I’m doing this for  her  sake,”  Lorcan  said.  “I’m  doing  this  because  I  do  not wish  to  see  my  queen  become  a  demon  herself.  I  am  obeying  the  oath  in  that regard.” 

Aelin was bristling now, and Lorcan closed his fingers around the ring again. 

“You’re  a  fool,  Rowan.  You  think  only  of  the  next  few  years,  decades.  What  I am  doing  is  for  the  sake  of  the  centuries.  For  eternity.  Maeve  will  send  the others,  you  know.  To  hunt  you.  To  kill  you  both.  Let  tonight  be  a  reminder  of your  vulnerability.  You  will  never  know  peace  for  a  single  moment.  Not  one. 

And even if we don’t kill Aelin of the Wildfire … time will.” 

Rowan shut out the words. 

Lorcan peered at Aelin, his black hair shifting with the movement. “Think it

over,  Princess.  What  is  immunity  worth  in  a  world  where  your  enemies  are

waiting  to  shackle  you,  where  one  slip  could  mean  becoming  their  eternal

slave?” 

Aelin just bared her teeth. 

Lorcan shoved her away, and Rowan was already moving, lunging for her. 

She whirled, the built-in blades in her suit flashing free. 

But Lorcan was gone. 



After  deciding  that  the  slices  on  her  neck  were  shallow  and  that  she  was  in  no danger of dying from them, Rowan didn’t talk to her for the rest of the journey

home. 

If  Lorcan  was  right  …  No,  he  wasn’t  right.  He  was  a  liar,  and  his  bargain reeked of Maeve’s tricks. 

Aelin pressed a handkerchief to her neck as they walked, and by the time they

reached the apartment, the wounds had clotted. Aedion, mercifully, was already

in bed. 

Rowan strode right into their bedroom. 

She  followed  him  in,  but  he  reached  the  bathroom  and  quietly  shut  the  door

behind him. 

Running water gurgled a heartbeat later. A bath. 

He’d done a good job concealing it, and his rage had been … she’d never seen

someone  that  wrathful.  But  she’d  still  seen  the  terror  on  his  face.  It  had  been enough  to  make  her  master  her  own  fear  as  fire  started  crackling  in  her  veins. 

And she’d tried—gods damn it, she’d tried—to find a way out of that hold, but

Lorcan … Rowan had been right. Without her magic, she was no match for him. 

He could have killed her. 

All  she  had  been  able  to  think  about,  in  spite  of  her  kingdom,  in  spite  of  all she still had to do, was the fear in Rowan’s eyes. 

And that it would be a shame if he never knew … if she never told him …

Aelin cleaned her neck in the kitchen, washed the little bit of blood from her

suit and hung it in the living room to dry, then pulled on one of Rowan’s shirts

and climbed into bed. 

She barely heard any splashing. Maybe he was just lying in the tub, staring at

nothing  with  that  hollow  expression  he’d  worn  since  Lorcan  had  removed  the

knife from her throat. 

Minutes passed, and she shouted good night to Aedion, whose echoing good

night rumbled through the walls. 

Then  the  bathroom  door  opened,  a  veil  of  steam  rippled  out,  and  Rowan

appeared, a towel slung low across his hips. She took in the muscled abdomen, 

the powerful shoulders, but—

But the emptiness in those eyes. 

She patted the bed. “Come here.” 

He stood there, his eyes lingering on her scabbed neck. 

“We both are experts at clamming up, so let’s make an agreement to talk right

now like even-tempered, reasonable people.” 

He  didn’t  meet  her  gaze  as  he  padded  toward  the  bed  and  slumped  down

beside her, stretching out over the blankets. She didn’t even reprimand him for

getting the sheets wet—or mention that he could have taken half a minute to put

on some clothes. 

“Looks like our days of fun are over,” she said, propping her head with a fist and staring down at him. He gazed blankly at the ceiling. “Witches, dark lords, 

Fae Queens … If we make it through this alive, I’m going to take a nice, long

vacation.” 

His eyes were cold. 

“Don’t shut me out,” she breathed. 

“Never,” he murmured. “That’s not—” He rubbed his eyes with his thumb and

forefinger. “I failed you tonight.” His words were a whisper in the darkness. 

“Rowan—” 

“He  got  close  enough  to  kill  you.  If  it  had  been  another  enemy,  they  might have.” The bed rumbled as he took a shuddering sigh and lowered his hand from

his eyes. The raw emotion there made her bite her lip. Never— never did he let

her see those things. “I failed you. I swore to protect you, and I failed tonight.” 

“Rowan, it’s fine—” 

“It’s  not fine.” His hand was warm as it clamped on her shoulder. She let him

turn  her  onto  her  back,  and  found  him  half  on  top  of  her  as  he  peered  into  her face. 

His  body  was  a  massive,  solid  force  of  nature  above  hers,  but  his  eyes—the

panic lingered. “I broke your trust.” 

“You  did  no  such  thing.  Rowan,  you  told  him  you  wouldn’t  hand  over  the

key.” 

He sucked in a breath, his broad chest expanding. “I would have. Gods, Aelin

—he had me, and he didn’t even know it. He could have waited another minute

and I would have told him, ring or no ring. Erawan, witches, the king, Maeve …

I  would  face  all  of  them.  But  losing  you  …”  He  bowed  his  head,  his  breath warming her mouth as he closed his eyes. “I failed you tonight,” he murmured, 

his voice hoarse. “I’m sorry.” 

His pine-and-snow scent wrapped around her. She should move away, roll out

of reach.  Don’t touch me like that. 

Yet  there  he  was,  his  hand  a  brand  on  her  bare  shoulder,  his  body  nearly

covering  hers.  “You  have  nothing  to  be  sorry  for,”  she  whispered.  “I  trust  you, Rowan.” 

He gave her a barely perceptible nod. 

“I missed you,” he said quietly, his gaze darting between her mouth and eyes. 

“When I was in Wendlyn. I lied when I said I didn’t. From the moment you left, 

I missed you so much I went out of my mind. I was  glad for the excuse to track

Lorcan here, just to see you again. And tonight, when he had that knife at your

throat …” The warmth of his callused finger bloomed through her as he traced a

path over the cut on her neck. “I kept thinking about how you might never know

that I missed you with only an ocean between us. But if it was death separating us  …  I  would  find  you.  I  don’t  care  how  many  rules  it  would  break.  Even  if  I had  to  get  all  three  keys  myself  and  open  a  gate,  I  would  find  you  again. 

Always.” 

She blinked back the burning in her eyes as he reached between their bodies

and took her hand, guiding it up to lay against his tattooed cheek. 

It  was  an  effort  to  remember  how  to  breathe,  to  focus  on  anything  but  that smooth,  warm  skin.  He  didn’t  tear  his  eyes  away  from  hers  as  she  grazed  her thumb  along  his  sharp  cheekbone.  Savoring  each  stroke,  she  caressed  his  face, that tattoo, never breaking his stare, even as it stripped her naked. 

 I’m sorry, he still seemed to say. 

She kept her stare locked on his as she let go of his face and slowly, making

sure  he  understood  every  step  of  the  way,  tilted  her  head  back  until  her  throat was arched and bared before him. 

“Aelin,” he breathed. Not in reprimand or warning, but … a plea. It sounded

like  a  plea.  He  lowered  his  head  to  her  exposed  neck  and  hovered  a  hair’s

breadth away. 

She arched her neck farther, a silent invitation. 

Rowan let out a soft groan and grazed his teeth against her skin. 

One bite, one movement, was all it would take for him to rip out her throat. 

His elongated canines slid along her flesh—gently, precisely. She clenched the

sheets  to  keep  from  running  her  fingers  down  his  bare  back  and  drawing  him

closer. 

He braced one hand beside her head, his fingers twining in her hair. 

“No one else,” she whispered. “I would never allow anyone else at my throat.” 

Showing him was the only way he’d understand that trust, in a manner that only

the predatory, Fae side of him would comprehend. “No one else,” she said again. 

He  let  out  another  low  groan,  answer  and  confirmation  and  request,  and  the

rumble echoed inside her. Carefully, he closed his teeth over the spot where her

lifeblood thrummed and pounded, his breath hot on her skin. 

She  shut  her  eyes,  every  sense  narrowing  on  that  sensation,  on  the  teeth  and mouth  at  her  throat,  on  the  powerful  body  trembling  with  restraint  above  hers. 

His tongue flicked against her skin. 

She made a small noise that might have been a moan, or a word, or his name. 

He  shuddered  and  pulled  back,  the  cool  air  kissing  her  neck.  Wildness—pure

wildness sparked in those eyes. 

Then he thoroughly, brazenly surveyed her body, his nostrils flaring delicately

as he scented exactly what she wanted. 

Her  breathing  turned  ragged  as  he  dragged  his  stare  to  hers—hungry,  feral, 

unyielding. 

“Not yet,” he said roughly, his own breathing uneven. “Not now.” 

“Why?” It was an effort to remember speech with him looking at her like that. 

Like he might eat her alive. Heat pounded through her core. 

“I  want  to  take  my  time  with  you—to  learn  …  every  inch  of  you.  And  this

apartment has very, very thin walls. I don’t want to have an audience,” he added

as  he  leaned  down  again,  brushing  his  mouth  over  the  cut  at  the  base  of  her throat, “when I make you moan, Aelin.” 

Oh, by the Wyrd. She was in trouble. So much rutting trouble. And when he

said her name like that …

“This changes things,” she said, hardly able to get the words out. 

“Things  have  been  changing  for  a  while  already.  We’ll  deal  with  it.”  She

wondered how long his resolve to wait would last if she lifted her face to claim

his mouth with her own, if she ran her fingers down the groove of his spine. If

she touched him lower than that. But—

Wyverns. Witches. Army. Erawan. 

She loosed a heavy breath. “Sleep,” she mumbled. “We should sleep.” 

He swallowed again, slowly peeling himself away from her and strode to the

closet to dress. Honestly, it was an effort not to leap after him and rip that damn

towel away. 

Maybe she should make Aedion go stay somewhere else. Just for a night. 

And  then  she  would  burn  in  hell  for  all  eternity  for  being  the  most  selfish, awful person to ever grace the earth. 

She forced herself to put her back to the closet, not trusting herself to so much

as look at Rowan without doing something infinitely stupid. 

Oh, she was in  so much gods-damned trouble. 
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 Drink, the demon prince coaxed in a lover’s croon.  Savor it. 

The prisoner was sobbing on the floor of the dungeon cell, his fear and pain

and memories leaking from him. The demon prince inhaled them as though they

were opium. 

 Delicious. 

It was. 

He hated himself, cursed himself. 

But  the  despair  coming  from  the  man  as  his  worst  memories  ripped  him  to

shreds … it was intoxicating. It was strength; it was life. 

He had nothing and no one, anyway. If he got the chance, he would find a way

to end it. For now, this was eternity, this was birth and death and rebirth. 

So he drank the man’s pain, his fear, his sorrow. 

And he learned to like it. 
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Manon stared at the letter that the trembling messenger had just delivered. Elide

was  trying  her  best  to  look  as  though  she  wasn’t  observing  every  flick  of

Manon’s eyes across the page, but it was hard not to stare when the witch snarled

with every word she read. 

Elide  lay  on  her  pallet  of  hay,  the  fire  already  dying  down  to  embers,  and groaned  as  she  sat  up,  her  sore  body  aching.  She’d  found  a  water  skein  in  the larder, and had even asked the cook if she could take it for the Wing Leader. He

didn’t  dare  object.  Or  begrudge  her  the  two  little  bags  of  nuts  she  had  also nabbed “for the Wing Leader.” Better than nothing. 

She’d stored it all under her pallet, and Manon hadn’t noticed. Any day now, 

the  wagon  would  be  arriving  with  supplies.  When  it  left,  Elide  would  be  on  it. 

And never have to deal with any of this darkness again. 

Elide  reached  for  the  pile  of  logs  and  added  two  to  the  fire,  sending  sparks shooting up in a wave. She was about to lie down again when Manon said from

the desk, “In three days, I’ll be heading out with my Thirteen.” 

“To where?” Elide dared ask. From the violence with which the Wing Leader

had read the letter, it couldn’t be anywhere pleasant. 

“To a forest in the North. To—” Manon caught herself and moved across the

floor,  her  steps  light  but  powerful  as  she  came  to  the  hearth  and  chucked  the letter in. “I’ll be gone for at least two days. If I were you, I’d suggest using that

time to lie low.” 

Elide’s stomach twisted at the thought of what, exactly, it might mean for the

Wing Leader’s protection to be thousands of miles away. But there was no point

in telling Manon that. She wouldn’t care, even if she’d claimed Elide as one of

her kind. 

It  meant  nothing,  anyway.  She  wasn’t  a  witch.  She’d  be  escaping  soon.  She

doubted anyone here would really think twice about her disappearance. 

“I’ll lie low,” Elide said. 

Perhaps  in  the  back  of  a  wagon,  as  it  made  its  way  out  of  Morath  and  to

freedom beyond. 

 

It took three whole days to prepare for the meeting. 

The Matron’s letter had contained no mention of the breeding and slaughter of

witches.  In  fact,  it  was  as  if  her  grandmother  hadn’t  received  any  of  Manon’s messages.  As  soon  as  Manon  got  back  from  this  little  mission,  she’d  start

questioning the Keep’s messengers. Slowly. Painfully. 

The  Thirteen  were  to  fly  to  coordinates  in  Adarlan—smack  in  the  middle  of

the kingdom, just inside the tangle of Oakwald Forest—and arrive a day before

the arranged meeting to establish a safe perimeter. 

For  the  King  of  Adarlan  was  to  at  last  see  the  weapon  her  grandmother  had

been building, and apparently wanted to inspect Manon as well. He was bringing

his son, though Manon doubted it was for guarding his back in the way that the

heirs protected their Matrons. She didn’t particularly care—about any of it. 

A  stupid,  useless  meeting,  she’d  almost  wanted  to  tell  her  grandmother.  A

waste of her time. 

At  least  seeing  the  king  would  provide  an  opportunity  to  meet  the  man  who

was sending out these orders to destroy witches and make monstrosities of their

witchlings. At least she would be able to tell her grandmother in person about it

—maybe even witness the Matron make mincemeat of the king once she learned

the truth about what he’d done. 

Manon  climbed  into  the  saddle,  and  Abraxos  walked  out  onto  the  post, 

adjusting  to  the  latest  armor  the  aerial  blacksmith  had  crafted—finally  light

enough for the wyverns to manage, and now to be tested on this trip. Wind bit at

her, but she ignored it. Just as she’d ignored her Thirteen. 

Asterin wouldn’t speak to her—and none of them had spoken about the Valg

prince that the duke had sent to them. 

It had been a test, to see who would survive, and to remind her what was at

stake. 

Just as unleashing shadowfire on that tribe had been a test. 

She  still  couldn’t  pick  a  coven.  And  she  wouldn’t,  until  she’d  spoken  to  her grandmother. 

But she doubted that the duke would wait much longer. 

Manon gazed into the plunge, at the ever-growing army sweeping across the

mountains and valleys like a carpet of darkness and fire—so many more soldiers

hidden  beneath  it.  Her  Shadows  had  reported  that  very  morning  about  spotting

lean, winged creatures with twisted human forms soaring through the night skies

—too swift and agile to track before they vanished into the heavy clouds and did

not  return.  The  majority  of  Morath’s  horrors,  Manon  suspected,  had  yet  to  be revealed. She wondered if she’d command them, too. 
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She felt the eyes of her Thirteen on her, waiting for the signal. 

Manon dug her heels into Abraxos’s side, and they free-fell into the air. 



The scar on her arm ached. 

It  always  ached—more  than  the  collar,  more  than  the  cold,  more  than  the

duke’s  hands  on  her,  more  than  anything  that  had  been  done  to  her.  Only  the shadowfire was a comfort. 

She had once believed that she’d been born to be queen. 

She had since learned that she’d been born to be a wolf. 

The  duke  had  even  put  a  collar  on  her  like  a  dog,  and  had  shoved  a  demon prince inside her. 

She’d let it win for a time, curling up so tightly inside herself that the prince

forgot she was there. 

And she waited. 

In  that  cocoon  of  darkness,  she  bided  her  time,  letting  him  think  her  gone, letting  them  do  what  they  wanted  to  the  mortal  shell  around  her.  It  was  in  that cocoon  where  the  shadowfire  began  to  flicker,  fueling  her,  feeding  her.  Long

ago, when she was small and clean, flames of gold had crackled at her fingers, 

secret and hidden. Then they had vanished, as all good things had vanished. 

And now they had returned—reborn within that dark shell as phantom fire. 

The prince inside her did not notice when she began to nibble at him. 

Bit  by  bit,  she  stole  morsels  of  the  otherworldly  creature  that  had  taken  her body for its skin, who did such despicable things with it. 

The  creature  noticed  the  day  she  took  a  bigger  bite—big  enough  that  it

screamed in agony. 

Before  it  could  tell  anyone,  she  leaped  upon  it,  tearing  and  ripping  with  her shadowfire  until  only  ashes  of  malice  remained,  until  it  was  no  more  than  a whisper of thought. Fire—it did not like fire of any kind. 

For weeks now, she had been here. Waiting again. Learning about the flame in

her  veins—how  it  bled  into  the  thing  in  her  arm  and  reemerged  as  shadowfire. 

The  thing  spoke  to  her  sometimes,  in  languages  she  had  never  heard,  that  had maybe never existed. 

The  collar  remained  around  her  neck,  and  she  let  them  order  her  around,  let them  touch  her,  hurt  her.  Soon  enough—soon  enough  she  would  find  true

purpose, and then she would howl her wrath at the moon. 

She’d forgotten the name she’d been given, but it made no difference. She had

only one name now:

Death, devourer of worlds. 
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Aelin fully believed in ghosts. 

She just didn’t think they usually came out during the day. 

Rowan’s  hand  clamped  onto  her  shoulder  right  before  sunrise.  She  took  one

look  at  his  tight  face  and  braced  herself.  “Someone’s  broken  into  the

warehouse.” 

Rowan was out of the room, armed and fully ready to shed blood before Aelin

could  grab  her  own  weapons.  Gods  above—he   moved  like  the  wind,  too.  She could still feel his canines at her throat, rasping against her skin, pressing down

lightly—

On  near-silent  feet,  she  went  after  him,  finding  him  and  Aedion  standing

before  the  apartment  door,  blades  in  hand,  their  muscled,  scarred  backs  rigid. 

The windows—they were their best options for escape if it was an ambush. She

reached the two males just as Rowan eased open the door to reveal the gloom of

the stairwell. 

Collapsed in a heap, Evangeline was sobbing on the stair landing, her scarred

face  deathly  pale  and  those  citrine  eyes  wide  with  terror  as  she  peered  up  at Rowan and Aedion. Hundreds of pounds of lethal muscle and bared teeth—

Aelin shoved past them, taking the stairs by twos and threes until she reached

the girl. She was clean—not a scratch on her. “Are you hurt?” 

She  shook  her  head,  her  red-gold  hair  catching  the  light  of  the  candle  that Rowan  brought  down.  The  staircase  shuddered  with  every  step  he  and  Aedion

took. 

“Tell me,” Aelin panted, silently praying it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. “Tell

me everything.” 

“They took her, they took her, they took her.” 

“Who?”  Aelin  said,  brushing  back  the  girl’s  hair,  wondering  whether  she

would panic if she held her. 

“The  king’s  men,”  Evangeline  whispered.  “They  came  with  a  letter  from

Arobynn. Said it was in Arobynn’s will that they be told about Lysandra’s b-b-

bloodline.” 

Aelin’s heart stopped dead. Worse—far worse than what she’d braced for—

“They said she was a shape-shifter. They  took her, and they were going to take

me, too, but she fought them, and she made me run, and Clarisse wouldn’t help

—” 

“Where did they take her?” 

Evangeline  sobbed.  “I  don’t  know.  Lysandra  said  I  was  to  come  here  if

anything ever happened; she told me to tell you to  run—” 

She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Rowan knelt down beside them and slid

his  arms  around  the  girl,  scooping  her  up,  his  hand  so  big  that  it  nearly

enveloped the entire back of her head. Evangeline buried her face in his tattooed

chest, and Rowan murmured wordless sounds of comfort. 

He met Aelin’s eyes over the girl’s head.  We need to be out of this house in ten

 minutes—until we figure out if he betrayed you, too. 

As if he’d heard it, Aedion edged past them, going to the warehouse window

that  Evangeline  had  somehow  slipped  in  through.  Lysandra,  it  seemed,  had

taught her charge a few things. 

Aelin  scrubbed  at  her  face  and  braced  a  hand  on  Rowan’s  shoulder  as  she

stood,  his  skin  warm  and  soft  beneath  her  callused  fingers.  “Nesryn’s  father. 

We’ll ask him to look after her today.” 

Arobynn had done this. A final card up his sleeve. 

He’d known. About Lysandra—about their friendship. 

He didn’t like to share his belongings. 

Chaol  and  Nesryn  burst  into  the  warehouse  a  level  below,  and  Aedion  was

halfway to them before they even realized he was there. 

They had more news. One of Ren’s men had contacted them moments ago: a

meeting was to take place tomorrow in Oakwald, between the king, Dorian, and

the Wing Leader of his aerial cavalry. 

With a delivery of one new prisoner headed for Morath. 

“You have to get her out of the tunnels,” Aelin said to Chaol and Nesryn, as

she stormed down the stairs. “Right now. You’re human; they won’t notice you

at first. You’re the only ones who can go into that darkness.” 

Chaol and Nesryn exchanged glances. 

Aelin stalked up to them. “You have to get her out right now.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  she  wasn’t  in  the  warehouse.  For  a  heartbeat,  she  was

standing  in  a  beautiful  bedroom,  before  a  bloody  bed  and  the  wrecked  body

splayed upon it. 

Chaol  held  out  his  hands.  “We’re  better  off  spending  the  time  setting  up  an ambush.” 

The  sound  of  his  voice  …  The  scar  on  his  face  was  stark  in  the  dim  light. 

Aelin clenched her fingers into a fist, her nails—the nails that had shredded his

face—digging in. “They could be feeding on her,” she managed to say. 

Behind  her,  Evangeline  let  out  a  sob.  If  they  made  Lysandra  endure  what Aelin had endured when she fought the Valg prince … “Please,” Aelin said, her

voice breaking on the word. 

Chaol  noticed,  then,  where  her  eyes  had  focused  on  his  face.  He  paled,  his

mouth opening. 

But  Nesryn  reached  for  her  hand,  her  slim,  tan  fingers  cool  against  Aelin’s

clammy palms. “We will get her back. We will save her. Together.” 

Chaol just held Aelin’s gaze, his shoulders squaring as he said, “Never again.” 

She wanted to believe him. 
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A few hours later, seated on the floor of a ramshackle inn on the opposite side of

Rifthold, Aelin peered at a map they’d marked with the meeting’s location spot

—about  half  a  mile  from  the  temple  of  Temis.  The  tiny  temple  was  just  inside the cover of Oakwald, perched atop a towering slice of rock in the middle of a

deep  ravine.  It  was  accessible  only  via  two  dangling  footbridges  attached  to

either  side  of  the  ravine,  which  had  spared  it  from  invading  armies  over  the years. The surrounding forest would likely be empty, and if wyverns were flying

in, they would no doubt arrive under cover of darkness the night before. Tonight. 

Aelin, Rowan, Aedion, Nesryn, and Chaol sat around the map, sharpening and

polishing their blades as they talked over their plan. They’d given Evangeline to

Nesryn’s  father,  along  with  more  letters  for  Terrasen  and  the  Bane—and  the

baker hadn’t asked any questions. He’d only kissed his youngest daughter on the

cheek  and  announced  that  he  and  Evangeline  would  bake  special  pies  for  their return. 

If they returned. 

“What  if  she  has  a  collar  or  a  ring  on?”  Chaol  asked  from  across  their  little circle. 

“Then she loses a head or a finger,” Aedion said baldly. 

Aelin shot him a look. “You don’t make that call without me.” 

“And Dorian?” Aedion asked. 

Chaol was staring at the map as if he would burn a hole through it. “Not my

call,” Aelin said tightly. 

Chaol’s eyes flashed to hers. “You don’t touch him.” 

It was a terrible risk, to bring them all within range of a Valg prince, but …

“We paint ourselves in Wyrdmarks,” Aelin said. “All of us. To ward against the

prince.” 

In  the  ten  minutes  it  had  taken  them  to  grab  their  weapons,  clothes,  and

supplies from the warehouse apartment, she’d remembered to get her books on

Wyrdmarks,  which  now  sat  on  the  little  table  before  the  sole  window  in  the

room.  They’d  rented  three  for  the  night:  one  for  Aelin  and  Rowan,  one  for

Aedion, and the other for Chaol and Nesryn. The gold coin she’d slapped onto

the  innkeeper’s  counter  had  been  enough  to  pay  for  at  least  a  month.  And  his

silence. 

“Do we take out the king?” Aedion said. 

“We  don’t  engage,”  Rowan  replied,  “until  we  know  for  sure  we  can  kill  the

king  and  neutralize  the  prince  with  minimal  risk.  Getting  Lysandra  out  of  that wagon comes first.” 

“Agreed,” Aelin said. 

Aedion’s gaze settled on Rowan. “When do we leave?” 

Aelin wondered at his yielding to the Fae Prince. 

“I  don’t  want  those  wyverns  or  witches  sniffing  us  out,”  Rowan  said,  the

commander bracing for the battlefield. “We arrive just before the meeting takes


place—long  enough  to  find  advantageous  spots  and  to  locate  their  scouts  and

sentries. The witches’ sense of smell is too keen to risk discovery. We move in

fast.” 

She couldn’t decide whether or not she was relieved. 

The clock chimed noon. Nesryn rose to her feet. “I’ll order lunch.” 

Chaol  got  up,  stretching.  “I’ll  help  you  bring  it  up.”  Indeed,  in  a  place  like this,  they  would  get  no  kitchen-to-room  service.  Though  in  a  place  like  this, Aelin supposed, Chaol might very well be going to keep an eye on Faliq’s back. 

Good. 

Once they left, Aelin picked up one of Nesryn’s blades and began polishing it:

a decent dagger, but not great. If they lived past tomorrow, maybe she would buy

her a better one as a thank-you. 

“Too  bad  Lorcan’s  a  psychotic  bastard,”  she  said.  “We  could  use  him

tomorrow.” Rowan’s mouth tightened. “What will he do when he finds out about

Aedion’s heritage?” 

Aedion set down the dagger he’d been honing. “Will he even care?” 

Halfway through polishing a short sword, Rowan paused. “Lorcan might not

give  a  shit—or  he  might  find  Aedion  intriguing.  But  he  would  more  likely  be interested in how Aedion’s existence can be used against Gavriel.” 

She  eyed  her  cousin,  his  golden  hair  now  seeming  more  proof  of  his  ties  to Gavriel than to her. “Do you want to meet him?” Perhaps she’d brought this up

only to keep from thinking about tomorrow. 

A  shrug.  “I’d  be  curious,  but  I’m  not  in  any  rush.  Not  unless  he’s  going  to drag his cadre over here to help with the fighting.” 

“Such a pragmatist.” She faced Rowan, who was back at work on the sword. 

“Would  they  ever  be  convinced  to  help,  despite  what  Lorcan  said?”  They  had

provided aid once—during the attack on Mistward. 

“Unlikely,”  Rowan  said,  not  looking  up  from  the  blade.  “Unless  Maeve

decides  that  sending  you  succor  is  the  next  move  in  whatever  game  she’s
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playing. Maybe she’ll want to ally with you to kill Lorcan for his betrayal.” He

mused,  “Some  of  the  Fae  who  used  to  dwell  here  might  still  be  alive  and  in hiding. Perhaps they could be trained—or already have training.” 

“I  wouldn’t  count  on  it,”  Aedion  said.  “The  Little  Folk  I’ve  seen  and  felt  in Oakwald. But the Fae … Not a whisper of them there.” He didn’t meet Rowan’s

eyes,  and  instead  started  cleaning  Chaol’s  final  unsharpened  blade.  “The  king

wiped  them  out  too  thoroughly.  I  would  bet  any  survivors  are  stuck  in  their animal forms.” 

Aelin’s  body  became  heavy  with  a  familiar  grief.  “We’ll  figure  all  that  out

later.” 

If they lived long enough to do so. 



For the rest of the day and well into the evening, Rowan planned their course of

action with the same efficiency she’d come to expect and cherish. But it didn’t

feel  comforting  now—not  when  the  danger  was  so  great,  and  everything  could

change  in  a  matter  of  minutes.  Not  when  Lysandra  might  already  be  beyond

saving. 

“You should be sleeping,” Rowan said, his deep voice rumbling across the bed

and along her skin. 

“The bed’s lumpy,” Aelin said. “I hate cheap inns.” 

His low laugh echoed in the near-dark of the room. She’d rigged the door and

window to alert them to any intruder, but with the ruckus coming from the seedy

tavern  downstairs,  they  would  have  a  hard  time  hearing  anyone  in  the  hall. 

Especially when some of the rooms were rented by the hour. 

“We’ll get her back, Aelin.” 

The bed was much smaller than hers—small enough that her shoulder brushed

his  as  she  turned  over.  She  found  him  already  facing  her,  his  eyes  gleaming  in the dark. “I can’t bury another friend.” 

“You won’t.” 

“If anything ever happened to you, Rowan—” 

“Don’t,” he breathed. “Don’t even say it. We dealt with that enough the other

night.” 

He  lifted  a  hand—hesitated,  and  then  brushed  back  a  strand  of  hair  that  had fallen across her face. His callused fingers scraped against her cheekbone, then

caressed the shell of her ear. 

It was foolish to even start down this road, when every other man she’d let in

had left some wound, in one way or another, accidentally or not. 

There was nothing soft or tender on his face. Only a predator’s glittering gaze. 

“When  we  get  back,”  he  said,  “remind  me  to  prove  you  wrong  about  every

thought that just went through your head.” 

She lifted an eyebrow. “Oh?” 

He  gave  her  a  sly  smile  that  made  thinking  impossible.  Exactly  what  he

wanted—to distract her from the horrors of tomorrow. “I’ll even let you decide

how I tell you: with words”—his eyes flicked once to her mouth—“or with my

teeth and tongue.” 

A thrill went through her blood, pooling in her core. Not fair—not fair at all to

tease her like that. “This miserable inn is rather loud,” she said, daring to slide a

hand over his bare pectoral, then up to his shoulder. She marveled at the strength

beneath  her  palm.  He  shuddered,  but  his  hands  remained  at  his  sides,  clenched and  white  knuckled.  “It’s  too  bad  Aedion  could  still  probably  hear  through  the wall.” 

She  gently  scraped  her  nails  across  his  collarbone,  marking  him,  claiming

him,  before  leaning  in  to  press  her  mouth  to  the  hollow  of  his  throat.  His  skin was so smooth, so invitingly warm. 

“Aelin,” he groaned. 

Her  toes  curled  at  the  roughness  in  his  voice.  “Too  bad,”  she  murmured

against his neck. He growled, and she chuckled quietly as she rolled back over

and closed her eyes, her breathing easier than it had been moments before. She’d

get through tomorrow, regardless of what happened. She wasn’t alone—not with

him, and not with Aedion also beside her. 

She  was  smiling  when  the  mattress  shifted,  steady  footsteps  padded  toward

the  dresser,  and  the  sounds  of  splashing  filled  the  room  as  Rowan  dunked  the pitcher of cold water over himself. 
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“I  can  smell  them  all  right,”  Aedion  said,  his  whisper  barely  audible  as  they crept through the underbrush, each of them clothed in green and brown to remain

concealed  in  the  dense  forest.  He  and  Rowan  walked  several  paces  ahead  of

Aelin, arrows loosely nocked in their bows as they picked out the way with their

keen hearing and smell. 

If  she  had  her  damn  Fae  form,  she  could  be  helping  instead  of  lingering

behind with Chaol and Nesryn, but—

 Not a useful thought, she told herself. She would make do with what she had. 

Chaol  knew  the  forest  best,  having  come  hunting  this  way  with  Dorian

countless times. He’d laid out a path for them the night before, but had yielded

leading  to  the  two  Fae  warriors  and  their  impeccable  senses.  His  steps  were

unfaltering  on  the  leaves  and  moss  beneath  their  boots,  his  face  drawn  but

steady. Focused. 

Good. 

They passed through the trees of Oakwald so silently that the birds didn’t stop

their chirping. 

Brannon’s forest. Her forest. 

She  wondered  if  its  denizens  knew  what  blood  flowed  in  her  veins,  and  hid

their  little  party  from  the  horrors  waiting  ahead.  She  wondered  if  they’d

somehow help Lysandra when it came time. 

Rowan paused ten feet ahead and pointed to three towering oaks. She halted, 

her ears straining as she scanned the forest. 

Growls  and  roars  of  beasts  that  sounded  far  too  large  rumbled  toward  them, 

along with the scrape of leathery wings on stone. 

Bracing herself, she hurried to where Rowan and Aedion were waiting by the

oak trees, her cousin pointing skyward to indicate their next movement. 

Aelin  took  the  center  tree,  hardly  disturbing  a  leaf  or  twig  as  she  climbed. 

Rowan waited until she’d reached a high branch before coming up after her—in

about the same amount of time she had done it, she noted a bit smugly. Aedion

took the tree to the right, with Chaol and Nesryn scaling the left. They all kept

climbing,  as  smoothly  as  snakes,  until  the  foliage  blocked  their  view  of  the ground below and they could see into a little meadow up ahead. 

Holy gods. 

The  wyverns  were  enormous.  Enormous,  vicious,  and  …  and  those  were

indeed saddles on their backs. “Poisoned barbs on the tail,” Rowan mouthed in

her ear. “With that wingspan, they can probably fly hundreds of miles a day.” 

He would know, she supposed. 

Only  thirteen  wyverns  were  grounded  in  the  meadow.  The  smallest  of  them

was  sprawled  on  his  belly,  face  buried  in  a  mound  of  wildflowers.  Iron  spikes gleamed  on  his  tail  in  lieu  of  bone,  scars  covered  his  body  like  a  cat’s  stripes, and his wings … she knew the material grafted there. Spidersilk. That much of it

must have cost a fortune. 

The other wyverns were all normal, and all capable of ripping a man in half in

one bite. 

They would be dead within moments against  one of these things. But an army

three thousand strong? Panic pushed in. 

 I am Aelin Ashryver Galathynius—

“That  one—I  bet  she’s  the  Wing  Leader,”  Rowan  said,  pointing  now  to  the

women gathered at the edge of the meadow. 

Not women. Witches. 

They  were  all  young  and  beautiful,  with  hair  and  skin  of  every  shade  and

color. But even from the distance, she picked out the one Rowan had pointed to. 

Her hair was like living moonlight, her eyes like burnished gold. 

She was the most beautiful person Aelin had ever seen. 

And the most horrifying. 

She  moved  with  a  swagger  that  Aelin  supposed  only  an  immortal  could

achieve,  her  red  cloak  snapping  behind  her,  the  riding  leathers  clinging  to  her lithe body. A living weapon—that’s what the Wing Leader was. 

The  Wing  Leader  prowled  through  the  camp,  inspecting  the  wyverns  and

giving  orders  Aelin’s  human  ears  couldn’t  hear.  The  other  twelve  witches

seemed to track her every movement, as if she were the axis of their world, and

two of them followed behind her especially closely. Lieutenants. 

Aelin fought to keep her balance on the wide bough. 

Any  army  that  Terrasen  might  raise  would  be  annihilated.  Along  with  the

friends around her. 

They were all so, so dead. 

Rowan  put  a  hand  on  her  waist,  as  if  he  could  hear  the  refrain  pounding

through her with every heartbeat. “You took down one of their Matrons,” he said

in her ear, barely more than a rustling leaf. “You can take down her inferiors.” 

Maybe. Maybe not, given the way the thirteen witches in the clearing moved

and interacted. They were a tight-knit, brutal unit. They did not look like the sort

that took prisoners. 

If they did, they likely ate them. 

Would  they  fly  Lysandra  to  Morath  once  the  prison  wagon  arrived?  If  so  …

“Lysandra doesn’t get within thirty feet of the wyverns.” If she got hauled onto

one of them, then it would already be too late. 

“Agreed,” Rowan murmured. “Horses approaching from the north. And more

wings from the west. Let’s go.” 

The Matron, then. The horses would be the king and the prison wagon. And

Dorian. 

Aedion  looked  ready  to  start  ripping  out  witch  throats  as  they  reached  the

ground and slunk through the forest again, heading for the clearing. Nesryn had

an arrow nocked in her bow as she slipped into the brush to provide cover, her

face grave—ready for anything. At least that made one of them. 

Aelin  fell  into  step  beside  Chaol.  “No  matter  what  you  see  or  hear,  do  not move. We need to assess Dorian before we act. Just one of those Valg princes is

lethal.” 

“I know,” he said, refusing to meet her stare. “You can trust me.” 

“I need you to make sure Lysandra gets out. You know this forest better than

any of us. Get her somewhere safe.” 

Chaol nodded. “I promise.” She didn’t doubt it. Not after this winter. 

She reached out, paused—and then put a hand on his shoulder. “I won’t touch

Dorian,” she said. “I swear it.” 

His bronze eyes flickered. “Thank you.” 

They kept moving. 

Aedion  and  Rowan  had  them  all  doubling  back  to  the  area  they’d  scouted

earlier,  a  little  outcropping  of  boulders  with  enough  brush  for  them  to  crouch unseen and observe everything that was happening in the clearing. 

Slowly, like lovely wraiths from a hell-realm, the witches appeared. 

The  white-haired  witch  strode  to  greet  an  older,  black-haired  female  who

could only be the Matron of the Blackbeak Clan. Behind the Matron, a cluster of

witches  hauled  a  large  covered  wagon,  much  like  the  one  the  Yellowlegs  had

once parked before the glass palace. The wyverns must have carried it between

them. It looked ordinary—painted black and blue and yellow—but Aelin had a

feeling that she didn’t want to know what was inside. 

Then the royal party arrived. 

She  didn’t  know  where  to  look:  at  the  King  of  Adarlan,  at  the  small,  too-

familiar prison wagon in the center of the riders …

Or at Dorian, riding at his father’s side, that black collar around his neck and

nothing human in his face. 
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Manon Blackbeak hated this forest. 

The  trees  were  unnaturally  close—so  close  that  they’d  had  to  leave  the

wyverns behind in order to make their way to the clearing a half mile from the

crumbling  temple.  At  least  the  humans  hadn’t  been  stupid  enough  to  pick  the

temple  itself  as  a  meeting  site.  It  was  too  precariously  perched,  the  ravine  too open  to  spying  eyes.  Yesterday,  Manon  and  the  Thirteen  had  scouted  all  the

clearings  within  a  mile  radius,  weighing  them  for  their  visibility,  accessibility, and  cover,  and  finally  settled  on  this  one.  Near  enough  to  where  the  king  had originally  demanded  they  meet—but  a  far  more  protected  spot.  Rule  one  of

dealing with mortals: never let them pick the exact location. 

First,  her  grandmother  and  her  escort  coven  strode  through  the  trees  from

wherever they’d landed, a covered wagon in tow, no doubt carrying the weapon

she’d  created.  She  assessed  Manon  with  a  slashing  glance  and  merely  said, 

“Keep  silent  and  out  of  our  way.  Speak  only  when  spoken  to.  Don’t  cause

trouble, or I’ll rip out your throat.” 

Later, then. She would talk to her grandmother about the Valg later. 

The  king  was  late,  and  his  party  made  enough  gods-damned  noise  as  they

traipsed  through  the  woods  that  Manon  heard  them  a  good  five  minutes  before

the  king’s  massive  black  warhorse  appeared  around  the  bend  in  the  path.  The

other riders flowed behind him like a dark shadow. 

The scent of the Valg slithered along her body. 

They’d  brought  a  prison  wagon  with  them,  containing  a  prisoner  to  be

transferred to Morath. Female, from the smell of her—and strange. She’d never

come across that scent before: not Valg, not Fae, not entirely human. Interesting. 

But the Thirteen were warriors, not couriers. 

Her hands behind her back, Manon waited as her grandmother glided toward

the king, monitoring his human-Valg entourage while they surveyed the clearing. 

The  man  closest  to  the  king  didn’t  bother  glancing  around.  His  sapphire  eyes went right to Manon, and stayed there. 

He would have been beautiful were it not for the dark collar around his throat

and the utter coldness in his perfect face. 

He smiled at Manon as though he knew the taste of her blood. 

She stifled the urge to bare her teeth and shifted her focus to the Matron, who had  now  stopped  before  the  mortal  king.  Such  a  reek  from  these  people.  How

was her grandmother not grimacing as she stood before them? 

“Your Majesty,” her grandmother said, her black robes like liquid night as she

gave  the  slightest  of  bobs.  Manon  shut  down  the  bark  of  protest  in  her  throat. 

Never— never had her grandmother bowed or curtsied or so much as nodded for

another ruler, not even the other Matrons. 

Manon shoved the outrage down deep as the king dismounted in one powerful

movement.  “High  Witch,”  he  said,  angling  his  head  in  not  quite  a  bow,  but

enough to show some kernel of acknowledgment. A massive sword hung at his

side. His clothes were dark and rich, and his face …

Cruelty incarnate. 

Not  the  cold,  cunning  cruelty  that  Manon  had  honed  and  delighted  in,  but

base,  brute  cruelty,  the  kind  that  sent  all  those  men  to  break  into  her  cottages, thinking her in need of a lesson. 

This was the man to whom they were to bow. To whom her grandmother had

lowered her head a fraction of an inch. 

Her  grandmother  gestured  behind  her  with  an  iron-tipped  hand,  and  Manon

lifted  her  chin.  “I  present  to  you  my  granddaughter,  Manon,  heir  of  the

Blackbeak Clan and Wing Leader of your aerial cavalry.” 

Manon stepped forward, enduring the raking gaze of the king. The dark-haired

young man who had ridden at his side dismounted with fluid grace, still smirking

at her. She ignored him. 

“You  do  your  people  a  great  service,  Wing  Leader,”  the  king  said,  his  voice like granite. 

Manon  just  stared  at  him,  keenly  aware  of  the  Matron  judging  her  every

move. 

“Aren’t you going to say anything?” the king demanded, his thick brows—one

scarred—high. 

“I  was  told  to  keep  my  mouth  shut,”  Manon  said.  Her  grandmother’s  eyes

flashed. “Unless you’d prefer I get on my knees and grovel.” 

Oh,  there  would  certainly  be  hell  to  pay  for  that  remark.  Her  grandmother

turned to the king. “She’s an arrogant thing, but you’ll find no deadlier warrior.” 

But the king was smiling—though it didn’t reach his dark eyes. “I don’t think

you’ve ever groveled for anything in your life, Wing Leader.” 

Manon  gave  him  a  half  smile  in  return,  her  iron  teeth  out.  Let  his  young

companion  wet  himself  at  the  sight.  “We  witches  aren’t  born  to  grovel  before humans.” 

The king chuckled mirthlessly and faced her grandmother, whose iron-tipped
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fingers had curved as if she were imagining them around Manon’s throat. “You

chose our Wing Leader well, Matron,” he said, and then gestured to the wagon

painted  with  the  Ironteeth  banner.  “Let  us  see  what  you’ve  brought  for  me.  I hope it will be equally impressive—and worth the wait.” 

Her grandmother grinned, revealing iron teeth that had begun to rust in some

spots, and ice licked up Manon’s spine. “This way.” 

Shoulders back, head high, Manon waited at the bottom of the wagon steps to

follow  the  Matron  and  the  king  inside,  but  the  man—so  much  taller  and  wider than she up close—frowned at the sight of her. “My son can entertain the Wing

Leader.” 

And that was it—she was shut out as he and her grandmother vanished within. 

Apparently, she wasn’t to see this weapon. At least, not as one of the first, Wing

Leader or not. Manon took a breath and checked her temper. 

Half  of  the  Thirteen  encircled  the  wagon  for  the  Matron’s  safety,  while  the

others  dispersed  to  monitor  the  royal  party  around  them.  Knowing  their  place, their inadequacy in the face of the Thirteen, the escort coven faded back into the

tree  line.  Black-uniformed  guards  watched  them  all,  some  armed  with  spears, 

some with crossbows, some with vicious swords. 

The prince was now leaning against a gnarled oak. Noticing her attention, he

gave her a lazy grin. 

It was enough. King’s son or not, she didn’t give a damn. 

Manon  crossed  the  clearing,  Sorrel  behind  her.  On  edge,  but  keeping  her

distance. 

There  was  no  one  in  earshot  as  Manon  stopped  a  few  feet  away  from  the

Crown Prince. “Hello, princeling,” she purred. 



The  world  kept  slipping  out  from  underneath  Chaol’s  feet,  so  much  so  that  he grabbed a handful of dirt just to remember where he was and that this was real, 

not some nightmare. 

Dorian. 

His friend; unharmed, but—but not Dorian. 

Not even close to Dorian, as the prince smirked at that beautiful, white-haired

witch. 

The face was the same, but the soul gazing out of those sapphire eyes had not

been created in this world. 

Chaol squeezed the dirt harder. 

He had run. He had run from Dorian, and let  this happen. 
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It hadn’t been hope that he carried when he fled, but stupidity. 

Aelin had been right. It would be a mercy to kill him. 

With the king and Matron occupied … Chaol glanced toward the wagon and

then at Aelin, lying on her stomach in the brush, a dagger out. She gave him a

quick nod, her mouth a tight line. Now. If they were going to make their move to

free Lysandra, it would have to be now. 

And  for  Nehemia,  for  the  friend  vanished  beneath  a  Wyrdstone  collar,  he

would not falter. 



The  ancient,  cruel  demon  squatting  inside  him  began  thrashing  as  the  white-

haired witch sauntered up to him. 

It had been content to sneer from afar.  One of us, one of ours, it hissed to him. 

 We made it, so we’ll take it. 

Every  step  closer  made  her  unbound  hair  shimmer  like  moonlight  on  water. 

But the demon began scrambling away as the sun lit up her eyes. 

 Not too close, it said.  Do not let the witchling too close.  The eyes of the Valg kings—

“Hello,  princeling,”  she  said,  her  voice  bedroom-soft  and  full  of  glorious

death. 

“Hello, witchling,” he said. 

And the words were his own. 

For  a  moment  he  was  so  stunned  that  he  blinked.  He  blinked.  The  demon inside of him recoiled, clawing at the walls of his mind.  Eyes of the Valg kings, 

 eyes of our masters, it shrieked.  Do not touch that one! 

“Is there a reason you’re smiling at me,” she said, “or shall I interpret it as a

death wish?” 

 Do not speak to it. 

He  didn’t  care.  Let  this  be  another  dream,  another  nightmare.  Let  this  new, 

lovely monster devour him whole. He had nothing beyond the here and now. 

“Do I need a reason to smile at a beautiful woman?” 

“I’m not a woman.” Her iron nails glinted as she crossed her arms. “And you

…” She sniffed. “Man or demon?” 

“Prince,” he said. That’s what the thing inside him was; he had never learned

its name. 

 Do not speak to it! 

He cocked his head. “I’ve never been with a witch.” 

Let her rip out his throat for that. End it. 
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A row of iron fangs snapped down over her teeth as her smile grew. “I’ve been

with plenty of men. You’re all the same. Taste the same.” She looked him over

as if he were her next meal. 

“I dare you,” he managed to say. 

Her  eyes  narrowed,  the  gold  like  living  embers.  He’d  never  seen  anyone  so

beautiful. 

This witch had been crafted from the darkness between the stars. 

“I  think  not,  Prince,”  she  said  in  her  midnight  voice.  She  sniffed  again,  her nose crinkling slightly. “But would you bleed red, or black?” 

“I’ll bleed whatever color you tell me to.” 

 Step away, get away.  The demon prince inside him yanked so hard he took a

step. But not away. Toward the white-haired witch. 

She let out a low, vicious laugh. “What is your name, Prince?” 

His name. 

He didn’t know what that was. 

She  reached  out,  her  iron  nails  glimmering  in  the  dappled  sunlight.  The

demon’s screaming was so loud in his head that he wondered if his ears would

bleed. 

Iron clinked against stone as she grazed the collar around his neck. Higher—if

she just slashed higher—

“Like a dog,” she murmured. “Leashed to your master.” 

She  ran  a  finger  along  the  curve  of  the  collar,  and  he  shuddered—in  fear,  in pleasure, in anticipation of the nails tearing into his throat. 

“What  is  your  name.”  A  command,  not  a  question,  as  eyes  of  pure  gold  met

his. 

“Dorian,” he breathed. 

 Your  name  is  nothing,  your  name  is  mine,   the  demon  hissed,  and  a  wave  of that human woman’s screaming swept him away. 



Crouched in the brush just twenty feet from the prison wagon, Aelin froze. 

 Dorian. 

It  couldn’t  have  been.  There  wasn’t  a  chance  of  it,  not  when  the  voice  that Dorian had spoken with was so empty, so hollow, but—

Beside her, Chaol’s eyes were wide. Had he heard the slight shift? 

The  Wing  Leader  cocked  her  head,  her  iron-tipped  hand  still  touching  the

Wyrdstone collar. “Do you want me to kill you, Dorian?” 

Aelin’s blood went cold. 

Chaol tensed, his hand going to his sword. Aelin gripped the back of his tunic in silent reminder. She had no doubt that across the clearing, Nesryn’s arrow was

already pointed with lethal accuracy at the Wing Leader’s throat. 

“I want you to do lots of things to me,” the prince said, raking his eyes along

the witch’s body. 

The humanity was gone again. She’d imagined it. The way the king had acted

… That was a man who held pure control over his son, confident that there was

no struggle inside. 

A soft, joyless laugh, and then the Wing Leader released Dorian’s collar. Her

red  cloak  flowed  around  her  on  a  phantom  wind  as  she  stepped  back.  “Come

find me again, Prince, and we’ll see about that.” 

A  Valg  prince  inhabited  Dorian—but  Aelin’s  nose  did  not  bleed  in  its

presence,  and  there  was  no  creeping  fog  of  darkness.  Had  the  king  muted  its powers so his son could deceive the world around him? Or was that battle still

being waged inside the prince’s mind? 

Now—they had to move  now, while the Matron and the king remained in that

painted wagon. 

Rowan  cupped  his  hands  to  his  mouth  and  signaled  with  a  bird’s  call,  so

lifelike  that  none  of  the  guards  shifted.  But  across  the  clearing,  Aedion  and Nesryn heard, and understood. 

She  didn’t  know  how  they  managed  to  accomplish  it,  but  a  minute  later,  the

wyverns  of  the  High  Witch’s  coven  were  roaring  with  alarm,  the  trees

shuddering  with  the  sound.  Every  guard  and  sentinel  turned  toward  the  racket, away from the prison wagon. 

It was all the distraction Aelin needed. 

She’d spent two weeks in one of those wagons. She knew the bars of the little

window, knew the hinges and the locks. And Rowan, fortunately, knew exactly

how  to  dispatch  the  three  guards  stationed  at  the  back  door  without  making  a sound. 

She didn’t dare breathe too loudly as she climbed the few steps to the back of

the wagon, pulled out her lock-picking kit, and set to work. One look over here, 

one shift of the wind—

There—the  lock  sprang  open,  and  she  eased  back  the  door,  bracing  for

squeaky hinges. By some god’s mercy, it made no sound, and the wyverns went

on bellowing. 

Lysandra  was  curled  against  the  far  corner,  bloody  and  dirty,  her  short

nightgown torn and her bare legs bruised. 

No collar. No ring on either hand. 

Aelin bit back her cry of relief and flicked her fingers to tell the courtesan to

 hurry—

On near-silent feet, Lysandra hurtled past her, right into the speckled brown-

and-green cloak Rowan was holding out. Two heartbeats later she was down the

steps  and  into  the  brush.  Another  beat,  and  the  dead  guards  were  inside  the wagon with the door locked. Aelin and Rowan slipped back into the forest amid

the roars of the wyverns. 

Lysandra  was  shivering  where  she  knelt  in  the  thicket,  Chaol  before  her, 

inspecting  her  wounds.  He  mouthed  to  Aelin  that  she  was  fine  and  helped  the courtesan rise to her feet before hauling her deeper into the woods. 

It  had  taken  less  than  two  minutes—and  thank  the  gods,  because  a  moment

later the painted wagon’s door was flung open and the Matron and king stormed

out to see what the noise was about. 

A  few  paces  from  Aelin,  Rowan  monitored  every  step,  every  breath  their

enemy  took.  There  was  a  flash  of  movement  beside  her,  and  then  Aedion  and

Nesryn  were  there,  dirty  and  panting,  but  alive.  The  grin  on  Aedion’s  face

faltered as he peered back at the clearing behind them. 

The king stalked to the heart of the clearing, demanding answers. 

Butchering bastard. 

And  for  a  moment,  they  were  again  in  Terrasen,  at  that  dinner  table  in  her family’s  castle,  where  the  king  had  eaten  her  family’s  food,  drunk  their  finest wine, and then he’d tried to shatter her mind. 

Aedion’s  eyes  met  hers,  his  body  trembling  with  restraint—waiting  for  her

order. 

She knew she might live to regret it, but Aelin shook her head. Not here—not

now. There were too many variables, and too many players on the board. They

had Lysandra. It was time to go. 

The king told his son to get onto his horse and barked orders to the others as

the  Wing  Leader  backed  away  from  the  prince  with  a  casual,  lethal  grace.  The Matron waited across the clearing, her voluminous black robes billowing despite

her stillness. 

Aelin prayed that she and her companions would never run into the Matron—

at least not without an army behind them. 

Whatever  the  king  had  seen  inside  the  painted  wagon  had  been  important

enough that they hadn’t risked letters about its specific details. 

Dorian mounted his horse, his face cold and empty. 

 I’ll come back for you,  she’d promised him. She had not thought it would be

in this way. 

The  king’s  party  departed  with  eerie  silence  and  efficiency,  seemingly

unaware that they were now missing three of their own. The stench of the Valg

faded as they vanished, cleared away by a brisk wind as if Oakwald itself wanted to wipe away any trace. 

Headed in the opposite direction, the witches prowled into the trees, lugging

the wagon behind them with inhuman strength, until only the Wing Leader and

her horrifying grandmother remained in the clearing. 

The blow happened so fast that Aelin couldn’t detect it. Even Aedion flinched. 

The  smack  reverberated  through  the  forest,  and  the  Wing  Leader’s  face

snapped  to  the  side  to  reveal  four  lines  of  blue  blood  now  running  down  her cheek. 

“Insolent  fool,”  the  Matron  hissed.  Lingering  near  the  trees,  the  beautiful, 

golden-haired  lieutenant  observed  every  movement  the  Matron  made—so

intensely that Aelin wondered if she would go for the Matron’s throat. “Do you

wish to cost me everything?” 

“Grandmother, I sent you letters—” 

“I received your whining, sniveling letters. And I burned them. You are under

orders  to  obey.  Did  you  think  my  silence  was  not  intentional?  Do  as  the  duke says.” 

“How can you allow these—” 

Another  strike—four  more  lines  bleeding  down  the  witch’s  face.  “You  dare

question  me?  Do  you  think  yourself  as  good  as  a  High  Witch,  now  that  you’re Wing Leader?” 

“No,  Matron.”  There  was  no  sign  of  that  cocky,  taunting  tone  of  minutes

before; only cool, lethal rage. A killer by birth and training. But the golden eyes

turned toward the painted wagon—a silent question. 

The  Matron  leaned  in,  her  rusted  iron  teeth  within  shredding  distance  of  her granddaughter’s throat. “Ask it, Manon. Ask what’s inside that wagon.” 

The golden-haired witch by the trees was ramrod straight. 

But  the  Wing  Leader—Manon—bowed  her  head.  “You’ll  tell  me  when  it’s

necessary.” 

“Go look. Let’s see if it meets my granddaughter’s standards.” 

With that, the Matron strode into the trees, the second coven of witches now

waiting for her. 

Manon Blackbeak didn’t wipe away the blue blood sliding down her face as

she  walked  up  the  steps  of  the  wagon,  pausing  on  the  landing  for  only  a

heartbeat before entering the gloom beyond. 

It  was  as  good  a  sign  as  any  to  get  the  hell  out.  With  Aedion  and  Nesryn guarding  their  backs,  Aelin  and  Rowan  hurried  for  the  spot  where  Chaol  and

Lysandra would be waiting. Not without magic would she take on the king and

Dorian. She didn’t have a death wish—either for herself or her friends. 

She  found  Lysandra  standing  with  a  hand  braced  against  a  tree,  wide-eyed, breathing hard. 

Chaol was gone. 
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The demon seized control the moment the man who wielded the collar returned. 

It shoved him back into that pit of memory until he was the one screaming again, 

until he was small and broken and fragmented. 

But those golden eyes lingered. 

 Come find me again, Prince. 

A promise—a promise of death, of release. 

 Come find me again. 

The  words  soon  faded,  swallowed  up  by  screaming  and  blood  and  the

demon’s  cold  fingers  running  over  his  mind.  But  the  eyes  lingered—and  that

name. 

Manon. 

 Manon. 



Chaol  couldn’t  let  the  king  take  Dorian  back  to  the  castle.  He  might  never  get this chance again. 

He had to do it now. Had to kill him. 

Chaol  hurtled  through  the  brush  as  quietly  as  he  could,  sword  out,  bracing

himself. 

A dagger through the eye—a dagger, and then—

Talking from ahead, along with the rustling of leaves and wood. 

Chaol neared the party, beginning to pray, beginning to beg for forgiveness—

for what he was about to do and for how he had run. He’d kill the king later; let

that kill be his last. But this would be the kill that broke him. 

He  drew  his  dagger,  cocking  his  arm.  Dorian  had  been  directly  behind  the

king.  One  throw,  to  knock  the  prince  off  the  horse,  then  a  sweep  of  his  sword, and  it  could  be  over.  Aelin  and  the  others  could  deal  with  the  aftermath;  he’d already be dead. 

Chaol broke through the trees into a field, the dagger a burning weight in his

hand. 

It was not the king’s party that stood there in the tall grass and sunlight. 

[image: Image 875]

Thirteen witches and their wyverns turned to him. 

And smiled. 



Aelin ran through the trees as Rowan tracked Chaol by scent alone. 

If he got them killed, if he got them hurt—

They’d  left  Nesryn  to  guard  Lysandra,  ordering  them  to  head  for  the  forest

across  the  nearby  temple  ravine  and  to  wait  under  an  outcropping  of  stones. 

Before herding Lysandra between the trees, Nesryn had tightly grabbed Aelin’s

arm and said, “Bring him back.” 

Aelin had only nodded before bolting. 

Rowan  was  a  streak  of  lightning  through  the  trees,  so  much  faster  than  her

when she was stuck in this body. Aedion sprinted close behind him. She ran as

quickly as she could, but—

The  path  veered  away,  and  Chaol  had  taken  the  wrong  fork.  Where  the  hell

had Chaol even been going? 

She  could  scarcely  draw  breath  fast  enough.  Then  light  flooded  in  through  a

break in the trees—the other side of the wide meadow. 

Rowan and Aedion stood a few feet into the swaying grass, their swords out—

but downcast. 

She saw why a heartbeat later. 

Not thirty feet from them, Chaol’s lip bled down his chin as the white-haired

witch held him against her, iron nails digging into his throat. The prison wagon

was open beyond them to reveal the three dead soldiers inside. 

The  twelve  witches  behind  the  Wing  Leader  were  all  grinning  with

anticipatory delight as they took in Rowan and Aedion, then her. 

“What’s  this?”  the  Wing  Leader  said,  a  killing  light  in  her  golden  eyes. 

“Spies? Rescuers? Where did you take our prisoner?” 

Chaol  struggled,  and  she  dug  her  nails  in  farther.  He  stiffened.  A  trickle  of blood leaked down his neck and onto his tunic. 

Oh, gods. Think—think, think, think. 

The Wing Leader shifted those burnt-gold eyes to Rowan. 

“Your kind,” the Wing Leader mused, “I have not seen for a time.” 

“Let the man go,” Rowan said. 

Manon’s smile revealed a row of flesh-shredding iron teeth, far, far too close

to Chaol’s neck. “I don’t take orders from Fae bastards.” 

“Let him go,” Rowan said too softly. “Or it will be the last mistake you make, 

Wing Leader.” 
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In the field behind them, the wyverns were stirring, their tails lashing, wings

shifting. 

The white-haired witch peered at Chaol, whose breathing had turned ragged. 

“The king is not too far down the road. Perhaps I should hand you over to him.” 

The  cuts  on  her  cheeks,  scabbed  in  blue,  were  like  brutal  war  paint.  “He’ll  be furious to learn you stole his prisoner from me. Maybe you’ll appease him, boy.” 

Aelin  and  Rowan  shared  all  of  one  look  before  she  stepped  up  to  his  side, 

drawing Goldryn. “If you want a prize to give to the king,” Aelin said, “then take

me.” 

“Don’t,” Chaol gasped out. 

The  witch  and  all  twelve  of  her  sentinels  now  fixed  their  immortal,  deadly

attention on Aelin. 

Aelin dropped Goldryn into the grass and lifted her hands. Aedion snarled in

warning. 

“Why should I bother?” the Wing Leader said. “Perhaps we’ll take you all to

the king.” 

Aedion’s sword lifted slightly. “You can try.” 

Aelin  carefully  approached  the  witch,  her  hands  still  up.  “You  enter  into  a

fight with us, and you and your companions will die.” 

The Wing Leader looked her up and down. “Who are you.” An order—not a

question. 

“Aelin Galathynius.” 

Surprise—and  perhaps  something  else,  something  Aelin  couldn’t  identify—

sparked in the Wing Leader’s golden eyes. “The Queen of Terrasen.” 

Aelin bowed, not daring to take her attention off the witch. “At your service.” 

Only three feet separated her from the Blackbeak heir. 

The  witch  sliced  a  glance  at  Chaol,  and  then  at  Aedion  and  Rowan.  “Your

court?” 

“What’s it to you?” 

The Wing Leader studied Aedion again. “Your brother?” 

“My cousin, Aedion. Almost as pretty as me, wouldn’t you say?” 

The witch didn’t smile. 

But Aelin was now near enough, so close that the spatters of Chaol’s blood lay

in the grass before the tip of her boots. 



The Queen of Terrasen. 

Elide’s hope had not been misplaced. 

Even if the young queen was now toeing the dirt and grass, unable to keep still while she bargained for the man’s life. 

Behind her, the Fae warrior observed every flicker of movement. 

He’d be the deadly one—the one to look out for. 

It  had  been  fifty  years  since  she’d  fought  a  Fae  warrior.  Bedded  him,  then

fought him. He’d left the bones of her arm in pieces. 

She’d just left him in pieces. 

But he had been young, and arrogant, and barely trained. 

This  male  …  He  might  very  well  be  capable  of  killing  at  least  a  few  of  her Thirteen  if  she  so  much  as  harmed  a  hair  on  the  queen’s  head.  And  then  there was the golden-haired one—as large as the Fae male, but possessing his cousin’s

bright arrogance and honed wildness. He might be problematic, if left alive too

long. 

The  queen  kept  fidgeting  her  foot  in  the  grass.  She  couldn’t  be  more  than

twenty. And yet, she moved like a warrior, too—or she had, until the incessant

shifting  around.  But  she  halted  the  movement,  as  if  realizing  that  it  gave  away her nerves, her inexperience. The wind was blowing in the wrong direction for

Manon to detect the queen’s true level of fear. “Well, Wing Leader?” 

Would  the  king  put  a  collar  around  her  fair  neck,  as  he  had  the  prince’s?  Or would he kill her? It made no difference. She would be a prize the king would

welcome. 

Manon  shoved  away  the  captain,  sending  him  stumbling  toward  the  queen. 

Aelin reached out with an arm, nudging him to the side—behind her. Manon and

the queen stared at each other. 

No fear in her eyes—in her pretty, mortal face. 

None. 

It’d be more trouble than it was worth. 

Manon  had  bigger  things  to  consider,  anyway.  Her  grandmother  approved. 

Approved of the breeding, the breaking of the witches. 

Manon needed to get into the sky, needed to lose herself in cloud and wind for

a few hours. Days. Weeks. 

“I have no interest in prisoners or battling today,” Manon said. 

The Queen of Terrasen gave her a grin. “Good.” 

Manon turned away, barking at her Thirteen to get to their mounts. 

“I  suppose,”  the  queen  went  on,  “that  makes  you  smarter  than  Baba

Yellowlegs.” 

Manon stopped, staring straight ahead and seeing nothing of the grass or sky

or trees. 

Asterin whirled. “What do you know of Baba Yellowlegs?” 
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The  queen  gave  a  low  chuckle,  despite  the  warning  growl  from  the  Fae

warrior. 

Slowly, Manon looked over her shoulder. 

The  queen  tugged  apart  the  lapels  of  her  tunic,  revealing  a  necklace  of  thin scars as the wind shifted. 

The scent—iron and stone and pure hatred—hit Manon like a rock to the face. 

Every Ironteeth witch knew the scent that forever lingered on those scars: Witch

Killer. 

Perhaps Manon would lose herself in blood and gore instead. 

“You’re carrion,” Manon said, and lunged. 

Only to slam face-first into an invisible wall. 

And then freeze entirely. 



“Run,” Aelin breathed, snatching up Goldryn and bolting for the trees. The Wing

Leader was frozen in place, her sentinels wide-eyed as they rushed to her. 

Chaol’s human blood wouldn’t hold the spell for long. 

“The  ravine,”  Aedion  said,  not  looking  back  from  where  he  sprinted  ahead

with Chaol toward the temple. 

They hurtled through the trees, the witches still in the meadow, still trying to

break the spell that had trapped their Wing Leader. 

“You,” Rowan said as he ran beside her, “are one very lucky woman.” 

“Tell me that again when we’re out of here,” she panted, leaping over a fallen

tree. 

A roar of fury set the birds scattering from the trees, and Aelin ran faster. Oh, 

the Wing Leader was pissed. Really, really pissed. 

Aelin  hadn’t  believed  for  one  moment  that  the  witch  would  have  let  them

walk away without a fight. She had needed to buy whatever time they could get. 

The  trees  cleared,  revealing  a  barren  stretch  of  land  jutting  toward  the  deep ravine and the temple perched on the spit of rock in the center. On the other side, 

Oakwald sprawled onward. 

Connected  only  by  two  chain-and-wood  bridges,  it  was  the  sole  way  across

the  ravine  for  miles.  And  with  the  dense  foliage  of  Oakwald  blocking  the

wyverns, it was the only way to escape the witches, who would no doubt pursue

on foot. 

“Hurry,” Rowan shouted as they made for the crumbling temple ruins. 

The temple was small enough that not even the priestesses had dwelled here. 

The only decorations on the stone island were five weather-stained pillars and a

crumbling, domed roof. Not even an altar—or at least one that had survived the centuries. 

Apparently,  people  had  given  up  on  Temis  long  before  the  King  of  Adarlan

came along. 

She just prayed that the bridges on either side—

Aedion hurled himself to a stop before the first footbridge, Chaol thirty paces

behind,  Aelin  and  Rowan  following.  “Secure,”  Aedion  said.  Before  she  could

bark a warning, he thundered across. 

The  bridge  bounced  and  swayed,  but  held—held  even  as  her  damn  heart

stopped.  Then  Aedion  was  at  the  temple  island,  the  single,  thin  pillar  of  rock carved out by the rushing river flowing far, far below. He waved Chaol on. “One

at a time,” he ordered. Beyond him the second bridge waited. 

Chaol  hurried  through  the  stone  pillars  that  flanked  the  entrance  to  the  first bridge, the thin iron chains on the sides writhing as the bridge bounced. He kept

upright, flying toward the temple, faster than she’d ever seen him run during all

those morning exercises through the castle grounds. 

Then Aelin and Rowan were at the columns, and— “Don’t even try to argue,” 

Rowan hissed, shoving her ahead of him. 

Gods above, that was a wicked drop beneath them. The roar of the river was

barely a whisper. 

But  she  ran—ran  because  Rowan  was  waiting,  and  there  were  the  witches

breaking through the trees with Fae swiftness. The bridge bucked and swayed as

she  shot  over  the  aging  wooden  planks.  Ahead,  Aedion  had  cleared  the  second

bridge to the other side, and Chaol was now sprinting across it. Faster—she had

to go faster. She leaped the final few feet onto the temple rock. 

Ahead, Chaol exited the second bridge and drew his blade as he joined Aedion

on the grassy cliff beyond, an arrow nocked in her cousin’s bow—aimed at the

trees  behind  her.  Aelin  lunged  up  the  few  stairs  onto  the  bald  temple  platform. 

The entire circular space was barely more than thirty feet across, bordered on all

sides by a sheer plunge—and death. 

Temis, apparently, was not the forgiving sort. 

She twisted to look behind. Rowan was running across the bridge, so fast that

the bridge hardly moved, but—

Aelin  swore.  The  Wing  Leader  had  reached  the  posts,  flinging  herself  over

and  jumping  through  the  air  to  land  a  third  of  the  way  down  the  bridge.  Even Aedion’s warning shot went long, the arrow imbedding where any mortal  should

have landed. But not a witch. Holy burning hell. 

“Go,” Rowan roared at Aelin, but she palmed her fighting knives, bending her

knees as—

As  an  arrow  fired  by  the  golden-haired  lieutenant  shot  for  Aelin  from  the other side of the ravine. 

Aelin twisted to avoid it, only to find a second arrow from the witch already

there, anticipating her maneuver. 

A  wall  of  muscle  slammed  into  her,  shielding  her  and  shoving  her  to  the

stones. 

And the witch’s arrow went clean through Rowan’s shoulder. 
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For a moment, the world stopped. 

Rowan slammed onto the temple stones, his blood spraying on the aging rock. 

Aelin’s scream echoed down the ravine. 

But  then  he  was  up  again,  running  and  bellowing  at  her  to   go.  Beneath  the dark arrow protruding through his shoulder, blood already soaked his tunic, his

skin. 

If he had been one inch farther behind, it would have hit his heart. 

Not forty paces down the bridge, the Wing Leader closed in on them. Aedion

rained arrows on her sentinels with preternatural precision, keeping them at bay

by the tree line. 

Aelin wrapped an arm around Rowan and they raced across the temple stones, 

his face paling as the wound gushed blood. She might have still been screaming, 

or sobbing—there was such a roaring silence in her. 

Her heart—it had been meant for  her heart. 

And he had taken that arrow for her. 

The killing calm spread through her like hoarfrost. She’d kill them all. Slowly. 

They reached the second bridge just as Aedion’s barrage of arrows halted, his

quiver no doubt emptied. She shoved Rowan onto the planks. “Run,” she said. 

“No—” 

“Run.” 

It was a voice that she’d never heard herself use—a queen’s voice—that came

out,  along  with  the  blind   yank  she  made  on  the  blood  oath  that  bound  them together. 

His  eyes  flashed  with  fury,  but  his  body  moved  as  though  she’d  compelled

him. He staggered across the bridge, just as—

Aelin whirled, drawing Goldryn and ducking just as the Wing Leader’s sword

swiped for her head. 

It hit stone, the pillar groaning, but Aelin was already moving—not toward the

second bridge but back toward the first one, on the witches’ side. 

Where  the  other  witches,  without  Aedion’s  arrows  to  block  them,  were  now

racing from the cover of the woods. 

“You,” the Wing Leader growled, attacking again. Aelin rolled—right through
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Rowan’s blood—again dodging the fatal blow. She uncurled to her feet right in

front of the first bridge, and two swings of Goldryn had the chains snapping. 

The witches skidded to a stop at the lip of the ravine as the bridge collapsed, 

cutting them off. 

The air behind her shifted, and Aelin moved—but not fast enough. 

Cloth and flesh tore in her upper arm, and she barked out a cry as the witch’s

blade sliced her. 

She whirled, bringing Goldryn up for the second blow. 

Steel met steel and sparked. 

Rowan’s blood was at her feet, smeared across the temple stones. 

Aelin Galathynius looked at Manon Blackbeak over their crossed swords and

let out a low, vicious snarl. 



Queen, savior, enemy, Manon didn’t give a shit. 

She was going to kill the woman. 

Their laws demanded it; honor demanded it. 

Even if she hadn’t slaughtered Baba Yellowlegs, Manon would have killed her

just for that spell she’d used to freeze her in place. 

That  was  what  she’d  been  doing  with  her  feet.  Etching  some  foul  spell  with

the man’s blood. 

And now she was going to die. 

Wind-Cleaver  pressed  against  the  queen’s  blade.  But  Aelin  held  her  ground

and hissed, “I’m going to rip you to shreds.” 

Behind them, the Thirteen gathered on the ravine’s edge, cut off. One whistle

from  Manon  had  half  of  them  scrambling  for  the  wyverns.  She  didn’t  get  to

sound the second whistle. 

Faster  than  a  human  had  a  right  to  be,  the  queen  swept  out  a  leg,  sending Manon  tripping  back.  Aelin  didn’t  hesitate;  she  flipped  the  sword  in  her  hand and lunged. 

Manon  deflected  the  blow,  but  Aelin  got  past  her  guard  and  pinned  her, 

slamming her head against stones that were damp with the Fae warrior’s blood. 

Splotches of dark bloomed in her vision. 

Manon drew in breath for the second whistle—the one to call off Asterin and

her arrows. 

She was interrupted by the queen slamming her fist into Manon’s face. 

Black splintered further across her vision—but she twisted, twisted with every

bit of her immortal strength, and they went flipping across the temple floor. The
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drop loomed, and then—

An  arrow  whizzed  right  for  the  queen’s  exposed  back  as  she  landed  atop

Manon. 

Manon twisted again, and the arrow bounced off the pillar instead. She threw

Aelin from her, but the queen was instantly on her feet again, nimble as a cat. 

“She’s mine,” Manon barked across the ravine to Asterin. 

The queen laughed, hoarse and cold, circling as Manon got to her feet. 

Across the other side of the ravine, the two males were helping the wounded

Fae warrior off the bridge, and the golden-haired warrior charged—

“Don’t  you  dare,  Aedion,”  Aelin  said,  throwing  out  a  hand  in  the  male’s

direction. 

He  froze  halfway  across  the  bridge.  Impressive,  Manon  admitted,  to  have

them under her command so thoroughly. 

“Chaol, keep an eye on him,” the queen barked. 

Then,  holding  Manon’s  gaze,  Aelin  sheathed  her  mighty  blade  across  her

back, the giant ruby in the pommel catching in the midday light. 

“Swords are boring,” the queen said, and palmed two fighting knives. 

Manon sheathed Wind-Cleaver along her own back. She flicked her wrists, the

iron nails shooting out. She cracked her jaw, and her fangs descended. “Indeed.” 

The queen looked at the nails, the teeth, and grinned. 

Honestly—it was a shame that Manon had to kill her. 



Manon Blackbeak lunged, as swift and deadly as an adder. 

Aelin  darted  back,  dodging  each  swipe  of  those  lethal  iron  nails.  For  her

throat, for her face, for her guts. Back, and back, circling around the pillars. 

It was only a matter of minutes before the wyverns arrived. 

Aelin  jabbed  with  her  daggers,  and  the  witch  sidestepped  her,  only  to  slash

with her nails, right at Aelin’s neck. 

Aelin  spun  aside,  but  the  nails  grazed  her  skin.  Blood  warmed  her  neck  and

shoulders. 

The witch was so damn fast. And one hell of a fighter. 

But Rowan and the others were across the second bridge. 

Now she just had to get there, too. 

Manon Blackbeak feinted left and slashed right. 

Aelin ducked and rolled aside. 

The pillar shuddered as those iron claws gouged four lines deep into the stone. 

Manon hissed. Aelin made to drive her dagger into her spine; the witch lashed

out with a hand and wrapped it clean around the blade. 

Blue blood welled, but the witch bore down on the blade until it snapped into

three pieces in her hand. 

Gods above. 

Aelin  had  the  sense  to  go  in  low  with  her  other  dagger,  but  the  witch  was already  there—and  Aedion’s  shout  rang  in  her  ears  as  Manon’s  knee  drove  up

into her gut. 

The air knocked from her in a whoosh, but Aelin kept her grip on the dagger, 

even as the witch threw her into another pillar. 

The  stone  column  rocked  against  the  blow,  and  Aelin’s  head  cracked,  agony

arcing through her, but—

A slash, directly for her face. 

Aelin ducked. 

Again, the stone shuddered beneath the impact. 

Aelin squeezed air into her body.  Move—she had to keep moving, smooth as a

stream, smooth as the wind of her  carranam, bleeding and hurt across the way. 

Pillar to pillar, she retreated, rolling and ducking and dodging. 

Manon swiped and slashed, slamming into every column, a force of nature in

her own right. 

And then back around, again and again, pillar after pillar absorbing the blows

that should have shredded her face, her neck. Aelin slowed her steps, let Manon

think she was tiring, growing clumsy—

“Enough, coward,” Manon hissed, making to tackle Aelin to the ground. 

But Aelin swung around a pillar and onto the thin lip of bare rock beyond the

temple platform, the drop looming, just as Manon collided with the column. 

The pillar groaned, swayed—and toppled to the side, hitting the pillar beside

it, sending them both cracking to the ground. 

Along with the domed roof. 

Manon  didn’t  even  have  time  to  lunge  out  of  the  way  as  the  marble  crashed

down on her. 

One of the few remaining witches on the other side of the ravine screamed. 

Aelin was already running, even as the rock island itself began trembling, as if

whatever  ancient  force  held  this  temple  together  had  died  the  moment  the  roof crumbled. 

 Shit. 

Aelin  sprinted  for  the  second  bridge,  dust  and  debris  burning  her  eyes  and

lungs. 

The island jolted with a thunderous  crack, so violent that Aelin stumbled. But

there were the posts and the bridge beyond, Aedion waiting on the other side—

an arm held out, beckoning. 

The island swayed again—wider and longer this time. 

It was going to collapse beneath them. 

There was a flicker of blue and white, a flash of red cloth, a glimmer of iron—

A hand and a shoulder, grappling with a fallen column. 

Slowly, painfully, Manon heaved herself onto a slab of marble, her face coated

in pale dust, blue blood leaking down her temple. 

Across the ravine, cut off entirely, the golden-haired witch was on her knees. 

“Manon! ” 

 I don’t think you’ve ever groveled for anything in your life, Wing Leader,  the

king had said. 

But  there  was  a  Blackbeak  witch  on  her  knees,  begging  whatever  gods  they

worshipped;  and  there  was  Manon  Blackbeak,  struggling  to  rise  as  the  temple

island crumbled away. 

Aelin took a step onto the bridge. 

Asterin—that  was  the  golden-haired  witch’s  name.  She  screamed  for  Manon

again, a plea to rise, to survive. 

The island jolted. 

The  remaining  bridge—the  bridge  to  her  friends,  to  Rowan,  to  safety—still

held. 

Aelin had felt it before: a thread in the world, a current running between her

and  someone  else.  She’d  felt  it  one  night,  years  ago,  and  had  given  a  young healer the money to get the hell out of this continent. She’d felt the tug—and had

decided to tug back. 

Here  it  was  again,  that  tug—toward  Manon,  whose  arms  buckled  as  she

collapsed to the stone. 

Her enemy—her new enemy, who would have killed her and Rowan if given

the chance. A monster incarnate. 

But  perhaps  the  monsters  needed  to  look  out  for  each  other  every  now  and

then. 

“Run! ” Aedion roared from across the ravine. 

So she did. 

Aelin  ran  for  Manon,  leaping  over  the  fallen  stones,  her  ankle  wrenching  on

loose debris. 

The  island  rocked  with  her  every  step,  and  the  sunlight  was  scalding,  as  if Mala  were  holding  that  island  aloft  with  every  last  bit  of  strength  the  goddess could summon in this land. 

Then Aelin was upon Manon Blackbeak, and the witch lifted hate-filled eyes

to her. Aelin hauled off stone after stone from her body, the island beneath them
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buckling. 

“You’re  too  good  a  fighter  to  kill,”  Aelin  breathed,  hooking  an  arm  under

Manon’s  shoulders  and  hauling  her  up.  The  rock  swayed  to  the  left—but  held. 

Oh, gods. “If I die because of you, I’ll beat the shit out of you in hell.” 

She could have sworn the witch let out a broken laugh as she got to her feet, 

nearly a dead weight in Aelin’s arms. 

“You—should let me die,” Manon rasped as they limped over the rubble. 

“I know, I know,” Aelin panted, her sliced arm aching with the weight of the

witch  it  supported.  They  hurried  over  the  second  bridge,  the  temple  rock

swaying  to  the  right—stretching  the  bridge  behind  them  tightly  over  the  drop

and the shining river far, far below. 

Aelin  tugged  at  the  witch,  gritting  her  teeth,  and  Manon  stumbled  into  a

staggering run. Aedion remained between the posts across the ravine, an arm still

extended toward her—while his other lifted his sword high, ready for the Wing

Leader’s arrival. The rock behind them groaned. 

Halfway—nothing but a death-plunge waiting for them. Manon coughed blue

blood onto the wooden slats. Aelin snapped, “What the hell good are your beasts

if they can’t save you from this kind of thing?” 

The  island  veered  back  in  the  other  direction,  and  the  bridge  went  taut—oh, 

shit— shit,  it  was  going  to  snap.  Faster  they  ran,  until  she  could  see  Aedion’s straining fingers and the whites of his eyes. 

The rock cracked, so loudly it deafened her. Then came the tug and stretch of

the bridge as the island began to crumble into dust, sliding to the side—

Aelin lunged the last few steps, gripping Manon’s red cloak as the chains of

the bridge snapped. The wooden slats dropped out from beneath them, but they

were already leaping. 

Aelin  let  out  a  grunt  as  she  slammed  into  Aedion.  She  whirled  to  see  Chaol grabbing  Manon  and  hauling  her  over  the  lip  of  the  ravine,  her  cloak  torn  and covered in dust, fluttering in the wind. 

When Aelin looked past the witch, the temple was gone. 



Manon gasped for air, concentrating on her breathing, on the cloudless sky above

her. 

The  humans  left  her  lying  between  the  stone  bridge  posts.  The  queen  hadn’t

even bothered to say good-bye. She’d just dashed for the injured Fae warrior, his

name like a prayer on her lips. 

 Rowan. 

Manon  had  looked  up  in  time  to  see  the  queen  fall  to  her  knees  before  the injured  warrior  in  the  grass,  demanding  answers  from  the  brown-haired  man—

Chaol—who pressed a hand to the arrow wound in Rowan’s shoulder to stanch

the bleeding. The queen’s shoulders were shaking. 

 Fireheart,  the  Fae  warrior  murmured.  Manon  would  have  watched—would

have, had she not coughed blood onto the bright grass and blacked out. 

When she awoke, they were gone. 

Only  minutes  had  passed—because  then  there  were  booming  wings,  and

Abraxos’s roar. And there were Asterin and Sorrel, rushing for her before their

wyverns had fully landed. 

The Queen of Terrasen had saved her life. Manon didn’t know what to make

of it. 

For she now owed her enemy a life debt. 

And  she  had  just  learned  how  thoroughly  her  grandmother  and  the  King  of

Adarlan intended to destroy them. 
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The  trek  back  through  Oakwald  was  the  longest  journey  of  Aelin’s  miserable

life.  Nesryn  had  removed  the  arrow  from  Rowan’s  shoulder,  and  Aedion  had

found some herbs to chew and shove into the open wound to stanch the bleeding. 

But Rowan still sagged against Chaol and Aedion as they hurried through the

forest. 

Nowhere  to  go.  She  had  nowhere  to  take  an  injured  Fae  male  in  the  capital

city, in this entire shit-hole kingdom. 

Lysandra was pale and shaking, but she’d squared her shoulders and offered to

help carry Rowan when one of them tired. None of them accepted. When Chaol

at last asked Nesryn to take over, Aelin glimpsed the blood soaking his tunic and

hands—Rowan’s blood—and nearly vomited. 

Slower—every step was slower as Rowan’s strength flagged. 

“He  needs  to  rest,”  Lysandra  said  gently.  Aelin  paused,  the  towering  oaks

pressing in around her. 

Rowan’s eyes were half-closed, his face drained of all color. He couldn’t even

lift his head. 

She should have let the witch die. 

“We can’t just camp out in the middle of the woods,” Aelin said. “He needs a

healer.” 

“I  know  where  we  can  take  him,”  Chaol  said.  She  dragged  her  eyes  to  the

captain. 

She should have let the witch kill him, too. 

Chaol wisely averted his gaze and faced Nesryn. “Your father’s country house

—the man who runs it is married to a midwife.” 

Nesryn’s  mouth  tightened.  “She’s  not  a  healer,  but—yes.  She  might  have

something.” 

“Do  you  understand,”  Aelin  said  very  quietly  to  them,  “that  if  I  suspect

they’re going to betray us, they will die?” 

It was true, and maybe it made her a monster to Chaol, but she didn’t care. 

“I know,” Chaol said. Nesryn merely nodded, still calm, still solid. 

“Then lead the way,” Aelin said, her voice hollow. “And pray they can keep

their mouths shut.” 

[image: Image 885]

[image: Image 886]



Joyous,  frenzied  barking  greeted  them,  rousing  Rowan  from  the  half

consciousness  he’d  fallen  into  during  the  last  few  miles  to  the  little  stone farmhouse. Aelin had barely breathed the entire time. 

But  despite  herself,  despite  Rowan’s  injuries,  as  Fleetfoot  raced  across  the

high grass toward them, Aelin smiled a little. 

The  dog  leaped  upon  her,  licking  and  whining  and  wagging  her  feathery, 

golden tail. 

She hadn’t realized how filthy and bloody her hands were until she put them

on Fleetfoot’s shining coat. 

Aedion  grunted  as  he  took  all  of  Rowan’s  weight  while  Chaol  and  Nesryn

jogged  for  the  large,  brightly  lit  stone  house,  dusk  having  fallen  fully  around them. Good. Fewer eyes to see as they exited Oakwald and crossed the freshly

tilled fields. Lysandra tried to help Aedion, but he refused her again. She hissed

at him and helped anyway. 

Fleetfoot  danced  around  Aelin,  then  noticed  Aedion,  Lysandra,  and  Rowan, 

and  that  tail  became  a  bit  more  tentative.  “Friends,”  she  told  her  dog.  She’d become huge since Aelin had last seen her. She wasn’t sure why it surprised her, 

when everything else in her life had changed as well. 

Aelin’s  assurance  seemed  good  enough  for  Fleetfoot,  who  trotted  ahead, 

escorting them to the wooden door that had opened to reveal a tall midwife with

a no-nonsense face that took one look at Rowan and tightened. 

One word. One damn word that suggested she might turn them in, and she was

dead. 

But  the  woman  said,  “Whoever  put  that  bloodmoss  on  the  wound  saved  his

life. Get him inside—we need to clean it before anything else can be done.” 



It  took  a  few  hours  for  Marta,  the  housekeeper’s  wife,  to  clean,  disinfect,  and patch  up  Rowan’s  wounds.  Lucky,  she  kept  saying— so  lucky  it  didn’t  hit anything vital. 

Chaol didn’t know what to do with himself other than carry away the bowls of

bloodied water. 

Aelin  just  sat  on  a  stool  beside  the  cot  in  the  spare  room  of  the  elegant, comfortable house, and monitored every move Marta made. 

Chaol wondered if Aelin knew that she was a bloodied mess. That she looked

even worse than Rowan. 

Her neck was brutalized, blood had dried on her face, her cheek was bruised, 

and the left sleeve of her tunic was torn open to reveal a vicious slice. And then there were the dust, dirt, and blue blood of the Wing Leader coating her. 

But Aelin perched on the stool, never moving, only drinking water, snarling if

Marta so much as looked at Rowan funny. 

Marta, somehow, endured it. 

And when the midwife was done, she faced the queen. With no clue at all who

sat in her house, Marta said, “You have two choices: you can either go wash up

in the spigot outside, or you can sit with the pigs all night. You’re dirty enough

that one touch could infect his wounds.” 

Aelin glanced over her shoulder at Aedion, who was leaning against the wall

behind her. He nodded silently. He’d look after him. 

Aelin rose and stalked out. 

“I’ll  inspect  your  other  friend  now,”  Marta  said,  and  hurried  to  where

Lysandra had fallen asleep in the adjoining room, curled up on a narrow bed cot. 

Upstairs,  Nesryn  was  busy  dealing  with  the  staff—ensuring  their  silence.  But

he’d  seen  the  tentative  joy  on  their  faces  when  they’d  arrived:  Nesryn  and  the Faliq family had earned their loyalty long ago. 

Chaol gave Aelin two minutes, and then followed her outside. 

The stars were bright overhead, the full moon nearly blinding. The night wind

whispered  through  the  grass,  barely  audible  over  the  clunk  and  sputter  of  the spigot. 

He found the queen crouched before it, her face in the stream of water. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

She rubbed at her face and heaved the lever until more water poured over her. 

Chaol went on, “I just wanted to end it for him. You were right—all this time, 

you  were  right.  But  I  wanted  to  do  it  myself.  I  didn’t  know  it  would  …  I’m sorry.” 

She released the lever and pivoted to look up at him. 

“I  saved  my  enemy’s  life  today,”  she  said  flatly.  She  uncoiled  to  her  feet, wiping  the  water  from  her  face.  And  though  he  stood  taller  than  her,  he  felt smaller  as  Aelin  stared  at  him.  No,  not  just  Aelin.  Queen  Aelin  Ashryver

Galathynius, he realized, was staring at him. “They tried to shoot my … Rowan

through the heart. And I saved her anyway.” 

“I know,” he said. Her scream when that arrow had gone through Rowan …

“I’m sorry,” he said again. 

She  gazed  up  at  the  stars—toward  the  North.  Her  face  was  so  cold.  “Would

you truly have killed him if you’d had the chance?” 

“Yes,” Chaol breathed. “I was ready for that.” 

She slowly turned to him. “We’ll do it—together. We’ll free magic, then you
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and I will go in there and end it together.” 

“You’re not going to insist I stay back?” 

“How can I deny you that last gift to him?” 

“Aelin—” 

Her shoulders sagged slightly. “I don’t blame you. If it had been Rowan with

that collar around his neck, I would have done the same thing.” 

The words hit him in the gut as she walked away. 

A monster, he’d called her weeks ago. He had believed it, and allowed it to be

a shield against the bitter tang of disappointment and sorrow. 

He was a fool. 



They moved Rowan before dawn. By whatever immortal grace lingering in his

veins,  he’d  healed  enough  to  walk  on  his  own,  and  so  they  slipped  out  of  the lovely country house before any of the staff awoke. Aelin said good-bye only to

Fleetfoot,  who  had  slept  curled  by  her  side  during  the  long  night  that  she’d watched over Rowan. 

Then  they  were  off,  Aelin  and  Aedion  flanking  Rowan,  his  arms  slung  over

their shoulders as they hurried across the foothills. 

The  early-morning  mist  cloaked  them  as  they  made  their  way  into  Rifthold

one last time. 
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Manon  didn’t  bother  looking  pleasant  as  she  sent  Abraxos  slamming  into  the

ground  in  front  of  the  king’s  party.  The  horses  whinnied  and  bucked  while  the Thirteen circled above the clearing in which they’d spotted the party. 

“Wing Leader,” the king said from astride his warhorse, not at all perturbed. 

Beside him, his son—Dorian—cringed. 

Cringed the way that blond thing in Morath had when it attacked them. 

“Was there something you wanted?” the king asked coolly. “Or a reason you

look halfway to Hellas’s realm?” 

Manon  dismounted  Abraxos  and  walked  toward  the  king  and  his  son.  The

prince focused on his saddle, careful not to meet her eyes. “There are rebels in

your woods,” she said. “They took your little prisoner out of the wagon, and then

tried  to  attack  me  and  my  Thirteen.  I  slaughtered  them  all.  I  hope  you  don’t mind. They left three of your men dead in the wagon—though it seems their loss

wasn’t noticed.” 

The king merely said, “You came all this way to tell me that?” 

“I came all this way to tell you that when I face your rebels, your enemies, I

shall  have  no  interest  in  prisoners.  And  the  Thirteen  are  not  a  caravan  to

transport them as you will.” 

She stepped closer to the prince’s horse. “Dorian,” she said. A command and a

challenge. 

Sapphire eyes snapped to hers. No trace of otherworldly darkness. 

Just a man trapped inside. 

She faced the king. “You should send your son to Morath. It’d be his sort of

place.” Before the king could reply, Manon walked back to Abraxos. 

She’d  planned  on  telling  the  king  about  Aelin.  About  the  rebels  who  called

themselves Aedion and Rowan and Chaol. 

But  …  they  were  human  and  could  not  travel  swiftly—not  if  they  were

injured. 

She owed her enemy a life debt. 

Manon  climbed  into  Abraxos’s  saddle.  “My  grandmother  might  be  High

Witch,” she said to the king, “but I ride at the head of the armies.” 

The king chuckled. “Ruthless. I think I rather like you, Wing Leader.” 
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“That  weapon  my  grandmother  made—the  mirrors.  You  truly  plan  to  use

shadowfire with it?” 

The  king’s  ruddy  face  tightened  with  warning.  The  replica  inside  the  wagon

had  been  a  fraction  of  the  size  of  what  was  depicted  in  the  plans  nailed  to  the wall:  giant,  transportable  battle  towers,  a  hundred  feet  high,  their  insides  lined with the sacred mirrors of the Ancients. Mirrors that were once used to build and

break and mend. Now they would be amplifiers, reflecting and multiplying any

power the king chose to unleash, until it became a weapon that could be aimed at

any target. If the power were Kaltain’s shadowfire …

“You ask too many questions, Wing Leader,” the king said. 

“I  don’t  like  surprises,”  was  her  only  reply.  Except  this—this  had  been  a

surprise. 

The weapon wasn’t for winning glory or triumph or the love of battle. It was

for extermination. A full-scale slaughter that would involve little fighting at all. 

Any opposing army—even Aelin and her warriors—would be defenseless. 

The king’s face was turning purple with impatience. 

But Manon was already taking to the skies, Abraxos beating his wings hard. 

She watched the prince until he was a speck of black hair. 

And wondered what it was like to be trapped within that body. 



Elide Lochan waited for the supply wagon. It didn’t come. 

A day late; two days late. She hardly slept for fear it would arrive when she

was  dozing.  When  she  awoke  on  the  third  day,  her  mouth  dry,  it  was  already habit to hurry down to help in the kitchen. She worked until her leg nearly gave

out. 

Then,  just  before  sunset,  the  whinny  of  horses  and  the  clatter  of  wheels  and the shouts of men bounced off the dark stones of the long Keep bridge. 

Elide  slipped  from  the  kitchen  before  they  could  notice  her,  before  the  cook could conscript her into performing some new task. She hurried up the steps as

best she could with her chain, her heart in her throat. She should have kept her

things downstairs, should have found some hiding spot. 

Up and up, into Manon’s tower. She’d refilled the water skein each morning, 

and had amassed a little supply of food in a pouch. Elide threw open the door to

Manon’s room, surging for the pallet where she kept her supplies. 

But Vernon was inside. 

He sat on the edge of Manon’s bed as if it were his own. 

“Going somewhere, Elide?” 
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“Where on earth could you be headed?” Vernon said as he stood, smug as a cat. 

Panic bleated in her veins. The wagon—the  wagon—

“Was that the plan all along? To hide among those witches, and then run?” 

Elide backed toward the door. Vernon clicked his tongue. 

“We both know there’s no point in running. And the Wing Leader isn’t going

to be here anytime soon.” 

Elide’s knees wobbled. Oh, gods. 

“But is my beautiful, clever niece human—or witch-kind? Such an important

question.” He grabbed her by the elbow, a small knife in his hand. She could do

nothing  against  the  stinging  slice  in  her  arm,  the  red  blood  that  welled.  “Not  a witch at all, it seems.” 

“I  am  a  Blackbeak,”  Elide  breathed.  She  would  not  bow  to  him,  would  not

cower. 

Vernon circled her. “Too bad they’re all up north and can’t verify it.” 

 Fight, fight, fight,  her blood sang— do not let him cage you. Your mother went down fighting. She was a witch, and you are a witch, and you do not yield—you

 do not yield—

Vernon  lunged,  faster  than  she  could  avoid  in  her  chains,  one  hand  gripping

her under the arm while the other slammed her head into the wood so hard that

her body just—stopped. 

That  was  all  he  needed—that  stupid  pause—to  pin  her  other  arm,  gripping

both in his hand while the other now clenched on her neck hard enough to hurt, 

to  make  her  realize  that  her  uncle  had  once  trained  as  her  father  had.  “You’re coming with me.” 

“No.” The word was a whisper of breath. 

His  grip  tightened,  twisting  her  arms  until  they  barked  in  pain.  “Don’t  you

know what a prize you are? What you might be able to do?” 

He yanked her back, opening the door. No—no, she wouldn’t let him take her, 

wouldn’t—

But screaming would do her no good. Not in a Keep full of monsters. Not in a

world  where  no  one  remembered  she  existed,  or  bothered  to  care.  She  stilled, and he took that as acquiescence. She could feel his smile at the back of her head
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as he nudged her into the stairwell. 

“Blackbeak blood is in your veins—along with our family’s generous line of

magic.” He hauled her down the stairs, and bile burned her throat. There was no

one  coming  for  her—because  she  had  belonged  to  no  one.  “The  witches  don’t

have magic, not like us. But you, a hybrid of both lines …” Vernon gripped her

arm harder, right over the cut he’d made, and she cried out. The sound echoed, 

hollow and small, down the stone stairwell. “You do your house a great honor, 

Elide.” 



Vernon left her in a freezing dungeon cell. 

No light. 

No sound, save for the dripping of water somewhere. 

Shaking, Elide didn’t even have the words to beg as Vernon tossed her inside. 

“You brought this upon yourself, you know,” he said, “when you allied with that

witch and confirmed my suspicions that their blood flows through your veins.” 

He  studied  her,  but  she  was  gobbling  down  the  details  of  the  cell—anything, 

 anything  to  get  her  out.  She  found  nothing.  “I’ll  leave  you  here  until  you’re ready. I doubt anyone will notice your absence, anyway.” 

He slammed the door, and darkness swallowed her entirely. 

She didn’t bother trying the handle. 



Manon was summoned by the duke the moment she set foot in Morath. 

The messenger was cowering in the archway to the aerie, and could barely get

the words out as he took in the blood and dirt and dust that still covered Manon. 

She’d  contemplated  snapping  her  teeth  at  him  just  for  trembling  like  a

spineless fool, but she was drained, her head was pounding, and anything more

than basic movement required far too much thought. 

None of the Thirteen had dared say anything about her grandmother—that she

had approved of the breeding. 

Sorrel and Vesta trailing mere steps behind her, Manon flung open the doors to

the duke’s council chamber, letting the slamming wood say enough about what

she thought of being summoned immediately. 

The duke—only Kaltain beside him—flicked his eyes over her. “Explain your

… appearance.” 

Manon opened her mouth. 

If  Vernon  heard  that  Aelin  Galathynius  was  alive—if  he  suspected  for  one

heartbeat the debt that Aelin might feel toward Elide’s mother for saving her life, he  might  very  well  decide  to  end  his  niece’s  life.  “Rebels  attacked  us.  I  killed them all.” 

The duke chucked a file of papers onto the table. They hit the glass and slid, 

spreading out in a fan. “For months now, you’ve wanted explanations. Well, here

they  are.  Status  reports  on  our  enemies,  larger  targets  for  us  to  strike  …  His Majesty sends his best wishes.” 

Manon approached. “Did he also send that demon prince into my barracks to

attack us?” She stared at the duke’s thick neck, wondering how easily the rough

skin would tear. 

Perrington’s  mouth  twisted  to  the  side.  “Roland  had  outlived  his  usefulness. 

Who better to take care of him than your Thirteen?” 

“I hadn’t realized we were to be your executioners.” She should indeed rip out

his  throat  for  what  he’d  tried  to  do.  Beside  him,  Kaltain  was  wholly  blank,  a shell. But that shadowfire … Would she summon it if the duke were attacked? 

“Sit and read the files, Wing Leader.” 

She didn’t appreciate the command, and let out a snarl to tell him so, but she

sat. 

And read. 

Reports  on  Eyllwe,  on  Melisande,  on  Fenharrow,  on  the  Red  Desert,  and

Wendlyn. 

And on Terrasen. 

According  to  the  report,  Aelin  Galathynius—long  believed  to  be  dead—had

appeared  in  Wendlyn  and  bested  four  of  the  Valg  princes,  including  a  lethal

general in the king’s army. Using fire. 

 Aelin had fire magic, Elide had said.  She could have survived the cold. 

But—but  that  meant  that  magic  …  Magic  still  worked  in  Wendlyn.  And  not

here. 

Manon would bet a great deal of the gold hoarded at Blackbeak Keep that the

man in front of her—and the king in Rifthold—was the reason why. 

Then  a  report  of  Prince  Aedion  Ashryver,  former  general  of  Adarlan,  kin  to

the  Ashryvers  of  Wendlyn,  being  arrested  for  treason.  For  associating  with

rebels.  He  had  been  rescued  from  his  execution  mere  weeks  ago  by  unknown

forces. 

Possible suspects: Lord Ren Allsbrook of Terrasen …

And Lord Chaol Westfall of Adarlan, who had loyally served the king as his

Captain  of  the  Guard  until  he’d  joined  forces  with  Aedion  this  past  spring  and fled  the  castle  the  day  of  Aedion’s  capture.  They  suspected  the  captain  hadn’t gone far—and that he would try to free his lifelong friend, the Crown Prince. 

Free him. 

The prince had taunted her, provoked her—as if trying to get her to kill him. 

And Roland had begged for death. 

If  Chaol  and  Aedion  were  both  now  with  Aelin  Galathynius,  all  working

together …

They hadn’t been in the forest to spy. 

But  to  save  the  prince.  And  whoever  that  female  prisoner  had  been.  They’d

rescued one friend, at least. 

The duke and the king didn’t know. They didn’t know how close they’d been

to all their targets, or how close their enemies had come to seizing their prince. 

That was why the captain had come running. 

He  had  come  to  kill  the  prince—the  only  mercy  he  believed  he  could  offer

him. 

The rebels didn’t know that the man was still inside. 

“Well?” the duke demanded. “Any questions?” 

“You  have  yet  to  explain  the  necessity  of  the  weapon  my  grandmother  is

building. A tool like that could be catastrophic. If there’s no magic, then surely

obliterating the Queen of Terrasen can’t be worth the risk of using those towers.” 

“Better to be overprepared than surprised. We have full control of the towers.” 

Manon tapped an iron nail on the glass table. 

“This is a base of information, Wing Leader. Continue to prove yourself, and

you will receive more.” 

Prove  herself?  She  hadn’t  done  anything  lately  to  prove  herself,  except—

except  shred  one  of  his  demon  princes  and  butcher  that  mountain  tribe  for  no good  reason.  A  shiver  of  rage  went  through  her.  Unleashing  the  prince  in  the barracks  hadn’t  been  a  message,  then,  but  a  test.  To  see  if  she  could  hold  up against his worst, and still obey. 

“Have you picked a coven for me?” 

Manon  forced  herself  to  give  a  dismissive  shrug.  “I  was  waiting  to  see  who

behaved themselves the best while I was away. It’ll be their reward.” 

“You have until tomorrow.” 

Manon stared him down. “The moment I leave this room, I’m going to bathe

and  sleep  for  a  day.  If  you  or  your  little  demon  cronies  bother  me  before  then, you’ll  learn  just  how  much  I  enjoy  playing  executioner.  The  day  after  that,  I’ll make my decision.” 

“You wouldn’t be avoiding it, would you, Wing Leader?” 

“Why should I bother handing out favors to covens that don’t deserve them?” 

Manon  didn’t  give  herself  one  heartbeat  to  contemplate  what  the  Matron  was

letting these men do as she gathered up the files, shoved them into Sorrel’s arms, 
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and strode out. 

She had just reached the stairs to her tower when she spotted Asterin leaning

against the archway, picking at her iron nails. 

Sorrel and Vesta sucked in their breath. 

“What is it?” Manon demanded, flicking out her own nails. 

Asterin’s face was a mask of immortal boredom. “We need to talk.” 



She  and  Asterin  flew  into  the  mountains,  and  she  let  her  cousin  lead—let

Abraxos follow Asterin’s sky-blue female until they were far from Morath. They

alighted on a little plateau covered in purple and orange wildflowers, its grasses

hissing in the wind. Abraxos was practically grunting with joy, and Manon, her

exhaustion as heavy as the red cloak she wore, didn’t bother to reprimand him. 

They  left  their  wyverns  in  the  field.  The  mountain  wind  was  surprisingly

warm,  the  day  clear  and  the  sky  full  of  fat,  puffy  clouds.  She’d  ordered  Sorrel and  Vesta  to  remain  behind,  despite  their  protests.  If  things  had  gotten  to  the point where Asterin could not be trusted to be alone with her … Manon did not

want to consider it. 

Perhaps that was why she had agreed to come. 

Perhaps it was because of the scream Asterin had issued from the other side of

the ravine. 

It had been so like the scream of the Blueblood heir, Petrah, when her wyvern

had been ripped to shreds. Like the scream of Petrah’s mother when Petrah and

her wyvern, Keelie, had tumbled into thin air. 

Asterin walked to the edge of the plateau, the wildflowers swaying about her

calves,  her  riding  leathers  shining  in  the  bright  sun.  She  unbraided  her  hair, shaking  out  the  golden  waves,  then  unbuckled  her  sword  and  daggers  and  let

them thud to the ground. “I need you to listen, and not talk,” she said as Manon

came to stand beside her. 

A high demand to make of her heir, but there was no challenge, no threat in it. 

And Asterin had never spoken to her like that. So Manon nodded. 

Asterin stared out across the mountains—so vibrant here, now that they were

far from the darkness of Morath. A balmy breeze flitted between them, ruffling

Asterin’s curls until they looked like sunshine given form. 

“When I was twenty-eight, I was off hunting Crochans in a valley just west of

the Fangs. I had a hundred miles to go before the next village, and when a storm

rolled in, I didn’t feel like landing. So I tried to outrace the storm on my broom, 

tried to fly over it. But the storm went on and on, up and up. I don’t know if it

was  the  lightning  or  the  wind,  but  suddenly  I  was  falling.  I  managed  to  get control  of  my  broom  long  enough  to  land,  but  the  impact  was  brutal.  Before  I blacked  out,  I  knew  my  arm  was  broken  in  two  different  places,  my  ankle

twisted beyond use, and my broom shattered.” 

Over eighty years ago—this had been over eighty years ago, and Manon had

never  heard  of  it.  She’d  been  off  on  her  own  mission—where,  she  couldn’t

remember  now.  All  those  years  she’d  spent  hunting  Crochans  had  blurred

together. 

“When I awoke, I was in a human cabin, my broom in pieces beside the bed. 

The man who had found me said he’d been riding home through the storm and

saw me fall from the sky. He was a young hunter—mostly of exotic game, which

was why he had a cabin out in the deep wild. I think I would have killed him if

I’d had any strength, if only because I wanted his resources. But I faded in and

out of consciousness for a few days while my bones knitted together, and when I

awoke  again  …  he  fed  me  enough  that  he  stopped  looking  like  food.  Or  a

threat.” 

A long silence. 

“I stayed there for five months. I didn’t hunt a single Crochan. I helped him

stalk  game,  found  ironwood  and  began  carving  a  new  broom,  and  …  And  we

both knew what I was, what he was. That I was long-lived and he was human. 

But we were the same age at that moment, and we didn’t care. So I stayed with

him until my orders bade me report back to Blackbeak Keep. And I told him … I

said I’d come back when I could.” 

Manon could hardly think, hardly breathe over the silence in her head. She’d

never heard of this. Not a whisper. For Asterin to have ignored her sacred duties

… For her to have taken up with this human man …

“I was a month pregnant when I arrived back at Blackbeak Keep.” 

Manon’s knees wobbled. 

“You were already gone—off on your next mission. I told no one, not until I

knew that the pregnancy would actually survive those first few months.” 

Not unexpected, as most witches lost their offspring during that time. For the

witchling to grow past that threshold was a miracle in itself. 

“But  I  made  it  to  three  months,  then  four.  And  when  I  couldn’t  hide  it

anymore, I told your grandmother. She was pleased, and ordered me on bed rest

in the Keep, so nothing disturbed me or the witchling in my womb. I told her I

wanted to go back out, but she refused. I knew better than to tell her I wanted to

return  to  that  cabin  in  the  forest.  I  knew  she’d  kill  him.  So  I  remained  in  the tower for months, a pampered prisoner. You even visited, twice, and she didn’t

tell you I was there. Not until the witchling was born, she said.” 

A long, uneven breath. 

It  wasn’t  uncommon  for  witches  to  be  overprotective  of  those  carrying

witchlings.  And  Asterin,  bearing  the  Matron’s  bloodline,  would  have  been  a

valued commodity. 

“I  made  a  plan.  The  moment  I  recovered  from  the  birth,  the  moment  they

looked  away,  I’d  take  the  witchling  to  her  father  and  present  her  to  him.  I thought  maybe  a  life  in  the  forest,  quiet  and  peaceful,  would  be  better  for  my witchling than the bloodshed we had. I thought maybe it would be better … for

me.” 

Asterin’s voice broke on the last two words. Manon couldn’t bring herself to

look at her cousin. 

“I gave birth. The witchling almost ripped me in two coming out. I thought it

was  because  she  was  a  fighter,  because  she  was  a  true  Blackbeak.  And  I  was proud. Even as I was screaming, even as I was bleeding, I was so proud of her.” 

Asterin fell silent, and Manon looked at her at last. 

Tears were rolling down her cousin’s face, gleaming in the sunshine. Asterin

closed her eyes and whispered into the wind. “She was stillborn. I waited to hear

that  cry  of  triumph,  but  there  was  only  silence.  Silence,  and  then  your

grandmother …” She opened her eyes. “Your grandmother struck me. She beat

me.  Again  and  again.  All  I  wanted  was  to  see  my  witchling,  and  she  ordered them to have her burned instead. She refused to let me see her. I was a disgrace

to  every  witch  who  had  come  before  me;  I  was  to  blame  for  a  defective

witchling;  I  had  dishonored  the  Blackbeaks;  I  had  disappointed  her.  She

screamed it at me again and again, and when I sobbed, she … she …” 

Manon didn’t know where to stare, what to do with her arms. 

A  stillborn  was  a  witch’s  greatest  sorrow—and  shame.  But  for  her

grandmother …

Asterin  unbuttoned  her  jacket  and  shrugged  it  off  into  the  flowers.  She

removed  her  shirt,  and  the  one  beneath,  until  her  golden  skin  glowed  in  the sunlight, her breasts full and heavy. Asterin turned, and Manon fell to her knees

in the grass. 

There, branded on Asterin’s abdomen in vicious, crude letters was one word:

 UNCLEAN

“She  branded  me.  Had  them  heat  up  the  iron  in  the  same  flame  where  my

witchling burned and stamped each letter herself. She said I had no business ever

trying to conceive a Blackbeak again. That most men would take one look at the

word and run.” 

Eighty  years.  For  eighty  years  she  had  hidden  this.  But  Manon  had  seen  her

naked, had—

No. No, she hadn’t. Not for decades and decades. When they were witchlings, yes, but …

“In my shame, I told no one. Sorrel and Vesta … Sorrel knew because she was

in that room. Sorrel fought for me. Begged your grandmother. Your grandmother

snapped  her  arm  and  sent  her  out.  But  after  the  Matron  chucked  me  into  the snow and told me to crawl somewhere and die, Sorrel found me. She got Vesta, 

and  they  brought  me  to  Vesta’s  aerie  deep  in  the  mountains,  and  they  secretly took care of me for the months that I … that I couldn’t get out of bed. Then one

day, I just woke up and decided to fight. 

“I  trained.  I  healed  my  body.  I  grew  strong—stronger  than  I’d  been  before. 

And I stopped thinking about it. A month later I went hunting for Crochans, and

walked  back  into  the  Keep  with  three  of  their  hearts  in  a  box.  If  your

grandmother was surprised I hadn’t died, she didn’t show it. You were there that

night  I  came  back.  You  toasted  in  my  honor,  and  said  you  were  proud  to  have such a fine Second.” 

Still on her knees, the damp earth soaking into her pants, Manon stared at that

hideous brand. 

“I never went back to the hunter. I didn’t know how to explain the brand. How

to  explain  your  grandmother,  or  apologize.  I  was  afraid  he’d  treat  me  as  your grandmother had. So I never went back.” Her mouth wobbled. “I’d fly overhead

every few years, just … just to see.” She wiped at her face. “He never married. 

And even when he was an old man, I’d sometimes see him sitting on that front

porch. As if he were waiting for someone.” 

Something … something was cracking and aching in Manon’s chest, caving in

on itself. 

Asterin  sat  among  the  flowers  and  began  pulling  on  her  clothes.  She  was

weeping  silently,  but  Manon  didn’t  know  if  she  should  reach  out.  She  didn’t

know how to comfort, how to soothe. 

“I stopped caring,” Asterin said at last. “About anything and everything. After

that, it was all a joke, and a thrill, and nothing scared me.” 

That wildness, that untamed fierceness … They weren’t born of a free heart, 

but  of  one  that  had  known  despair  so  complete  that  living  brightly,  living

violently, was the only way to outrun it. 

“But I told myself”—Asterin finished buttoning her jacket—“I would dedicate

my  life  wholly  to  being  your  Second.  To  serving   you.  Not  your  grandmother. 

Because I knew your grandmother had hidden me from you for a reason. I think

she knew you would have fought for me. And whatever your grandmother saw

in  you  that  made  her  afraid  …  It  was  worth  waiting  for.  Worth  serving.  So  I have.” 

That  day  Abraxos  had  made  the  Crossing,  when  her  Thirteen  had  looked ready to fight their way out should her grandmother give the order to kill her …

Asterin met her stare. “Sorrel, Vesta, and I have known for a very long time

what your grandmother is capable of. We never said anything because we feared

that  if  you  knew,  it  could  jeopardize  you.  The  day  you  saved  Petrah  instead  of letting  her  fall  …  You  weren’t  the  only  one  who  understood  why  your

grandmother made you slaughter that Crochan.” Asterin shook her head. “I am

begging  you,  Manon.  Do  not  let  your  grandmother  and  these  men  take  our

witches  and  use  them  like  this.  Do  not  let  them  turn  our  witchlings  into

monsters. What they’ve already done … I am begging you to help me undo it.” 

Manon swallowed hard, her throat achingly tight. “If we defy them, they will

come after us, and they will kill us.” 

“I know. We all know. That’s what we wanted to tell you the other night.” 

Manon  looked  at  her  cousin’s  shirt,  as  if  she  could  see  through  to  the  brand beneath. “That is why you’ve been behaving this way.” 

“I  am  not  foolish  enough  to  pretend  that  I  don’t  have  a  weak  spot  where

witchlings are concerned.” 

This  was  why  her  grandmother  had  pushed  for  decades  to  have  Asterin

demoted. 

“I  don’t  think  it’s  a  weak  spot,”  Manon  admitted,  and  glanced  over  her

shoulder  to  where  Abraxos  was  sniffing  at  the  wildflowers.  “You’re  to  be

reinstated as Second.” 

Asterin bowed her head. “I am sorry, Manon.” 

“You  have  nothing  to  be  sorry  for.”  She  dared  add,  “Are  there  others  whom

my grandmother treated this way?” 

“Not in the Thirteen. But in other covens. Most let themselves die when your

grandmother cast them out.” And Manon had never been told. She had been  lied

to. 

Manon gazed westward across the mountains.  Hope, Elide had said—hope for

a better future. For a home. 

Not obedience, brutality, discipline. But hope. 

“We need to proceed carefully.” 

Asterin  blinked,  the  gold  flecks  in  her  black  eyes  glittering.  “What  are  you planning?” 

“Something very stupid, I think.” 
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Rowan  barely  remembered  anything  of  the  agonizing  trip  back  to  Rifthold.  By

the time they had snuck across the city walls and through the alleys to reach the

warehouse,  he  was  so  exhausted  that  he’d  hardly  hit  the  mattress  before

unconsciousness dragged him under. 

He awoke that night—or was it the next?—with Aelin and Aedion sitting on

the side of the bed, talking. 

“Solstice is in six days; we need to have everything lined up by then,” she was

saying to her cousin. 

“So you’re going to ask Ress and Brullo to just leave a back door open so you

can sneak in?” 

“Don’t be so simpleminded. I’m going to walk in through the front door.” 

Of  course  she  was.  Rowan  let  out  a  groan,  his  tongue  dry  and  heavy  in  his mouth. 

She whirled to him, half lunging across the bed. “How are you feeling?” She

brushed a hand over his forehead, testing for fever. “You seem all right.” 

“Fine,” he grunted. His arm and shoulder ached. But he’d endured worse. The

blood  loss  had  been  what  knocked  his  feet  out  from  under  him—more  blood

than he’d ever lost at once, at least so quickly, thanks to his magic being stifled. 

He  ran  an  eye  over  Aelin.  Her  face  was  drawn  and  pale,  a  bruise  kissed  her cheekbone, and four scratches marred her neck. 

He was going to slaughter that witch. 

He said as much, and Aelin smiled. “If you’re in the mood for violence, then I

suppose you’re just fine.” But the words were thick, and her eyes gleamed. He

reached  out  with  his  good  arm  to  grip  one  of  her  hands  and  squeezed  tightly. 

“Please don’t ever do that again,” she breathed. 

“Next time, I’ll ask them not to fire arrows at you—or me.” 

Her mouth tightened and wobbled, and she rested her brow on his good arm. 

He lifted the other arm, sending burning pain shooting through him as he stroked

her hair. It was still matted in a few spots with blood and dirt. She must not have

even bothered with a full bath. 

Aedion cleared his throat. “We’ve been thinking up a plan for freeing magic—

and taking out the king and Dorian.” 
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“Just—tell  me  tomorrow,”  Rowan  said,  a  headache  already  blooming.  The

mere thought of explaining to them again that every time he’d seen hellfire used

it had been more destructive than anyone could anticipate made him want to go

back to sleep. Gods, without his magic … Humans were remarkable. To be able

to survive without leaning on magic … He had to give them credit. 

Aedion  yawned—the  lousiest  attempt  at  one  Rowan  had  ever  seen—and

excused himself. 

“Aedion,” Rowan said, and the general paused in the doorway. “Thank you.” 

“Anytime, brother.” He walked out. 

Aelin was looking between them, her lips pursed again. 

“What?” he said. 

She shook her head. “You’re too nice when you’re wounded. It’s unsettling.” 

Seeing the tears shine in her eyes just now had nearly unsettled  him. If magic

had  already  been  freed,  those  witches  would  have  been  ashes  the  moment  that

arrow hit him. “Go take a bath,” he growled. “I’m not sleeping next to you while

you’re covered in that witch’s blood.” 

She examined her nails, still slightly lined with dirt and blue blood. “Ugh. I’ve

washed them ten times already.” She rose from her seat on the side of the bed. 

“Why,” he asked. “Why did you save her?” 

She dragged a hand through her hair. A white bandage around her upper arm

peeked through her shirt with the movement. He hadn’t even been conscious for

that wound. He stifled the urge to demand to see it, assess the injury himself—

and tug her close against him. 

“Because  that  golden-haired  witch,  Asterin  …  ,”  Aelin  said.  “She  screamed

Manon’s name the way I screamed yours.” 

Rowan stilled. His queen gazed at the floor, as if recalling the moment. 

“How can I take away somebody who means the world to someone else? Even

if she’s my enemy.” A little shrug. “I thought you were dying. It seemed like bad

luck  to  let  her  die  out  of  spite.  And  …”  she  snorted.  “Falling  into  a  ravine seemed  like  a  pretty  shitty  way  to  die  for  someone  who  fights  that

spectacularly.” 

Rowan  smiled,  drinking  in  the  sight  of  her:  the  pale,  grave  face;  the  dirty clothes;  the  injuries.  Yet  her  shoulders  were  back,  chin  high.  “You  make  me

proud to serve you.” 

A jaunty slant to her lips, but silver lined her eyes. “I know.” 



“You look like shit,” Lysandra said to Aelin. Then she remembered Evangeline, 

who stared at her wide-eyed, and winced. “Sorry.” 

Evangeline refolded her napkin in her lap, every inch the dainty little queen. 

“You said I’m not to use such language—and yet you do.” 

“I can curse,” Lysandra said as Aelin suppressed a smile, “because I’m older, 

and  I  know  when  it’s  most  effective.  And  right  now,  our  friend  looks  like

absolute shit.” 

Evangeline  lifted  her  eyes  to  Aelin,  her  red-gold  hair  bright  in  the  morning sun  through  the  kitchen  window.  “You  look  even  worse  in  the  morning, 

Lysandra.” 

Aelin  choked  out  a  laugh.  “Careful,  Lysandra.  You’ve  got  a  hellion  on  your

hands.” 

Lysandra gave her young ward a long look. “If you’ve finished eating the tarts

clean off our plates, Evangeline, go onto the roof and raise hell for Aedion and

Rowan.” 

“Take  care  with  Rowan,”  Aelin  added.  “He’s  still  on  the  mend.  But  pretend

that he isn’t. Men get pissy if you fuss.” 

A  wicked  gleam  in  her  eye,  Evangeline  bounded  for  the  front  door.  Aelin

listened  to  make  sure  the  girl  did  indeed  go  upstairs,  and  then  turned  to  her friend. “She’s going to be a handful when she’s older.” 

Lysandra groaned. “You think I don’t know that? Eleven years old, and she’s

already  a  tyrant.  It’s  an  endless  stream  of   Why?   and   I  would  prefer  not  to  and why, why, why and  no, I should not  like to listen to your good advice, Lysandra.” 

She rubbed her temples. 

“A tyrant, but a brave one,” Aelin said. “I don’t think there are many eleven-

year-olds  who  would  do  what  she  did  to  save  you.”  The  swelling  had  gone

down,  but  bruises  still  marred  Lysandra’s  face,  and  the  small,  scabbed  cut  near her lip remained an angry red. “And I don’t think there are many nineteen-year-olds who would fight tooth and nail to save a child.” Lysandra stared down at the

table.  “I’m  sorry,”  Aelin  said.  “Even  though  Arobynn  orchestrated  it—I’m

sorry.” 

“You came for me,” Lysandra said so quietly that it was hardly a breath. “All

of  you—you  came  for  me.”  She  had  told  Nesryn  and  Chaol  in  detail  of  her

overnight  stay  in  a  hidden  dungeon  beneath  the  city  streets;  already,  the  rebels were  combing  the  sewers  for  it.  She  remembered  little  of  the  rest,  having  been blindfolded  and  gagged.  Wondering  if  they  would  put  a  Wyrdstone  ring  on  her

finger had been the worst of it, she said. That dread would haunt her for a while. 

“You thought we wouldn’t come for you?” 

“I’ve never had friends who cared what happened to me, other than Sam and

Wesley. Most people would have let me be taken—dismissed me as just another
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whore.” 

“I’ve been thinking about that.” 

“Oh?” 

Aelin  reached  into  her  pocket  and  pushed  a  folded  piece  of  paper  across  the table. “It’s for you. And her.” 

“We  don’t  need—”  Lysandra’s  eyes  fell  upon  the  wax  seal.  A  snake  in

midnight ink: Clarisse’s sigil. “What is this?” 

“Open it.” 

Glancing  between  her  and  the  paper,  Lysandra  cracked  the  seal  and  read  the

text. 

“I, Clarisse DuVency, hereby declare that any debts owed to me by—” 

The paper began shaking. 

“Any debts owed to me by Lysandra and Evangeline are now paid in full. At

their earliest convenience, they may receive the Mark of their freedom.” 

The paper fluttered to the table as Lysandra’s hands slackened. She raised her

head to look at Aelin. 

“Och,”  Aelin  said,  even  as  her  own  eyes  filled.  “I  hate  you  for  being  so

beautiful, even when you cry.” 

“Do you know how much money—” 

“Did you think I’d leave you enslaved to her?” 

“I don’t … I don’t know what to say to you. I don’t know how to thank you

—” 

“You don’t need to.” 

Lysandra put her face in her hands and sobbed. 

“I’m sorry if you wanted to do the proud and noble thing and stick it out for

another decade,” Aelin began. 

Lysandra only wept harder. 

“But  you  have  to  understand  that  there  was  no  rutting  way  I  was  going  to

leave without—” 

“Shut  up,  Aelin,”  Lysandra  said  through  her  hands.  “Just—shut  up.”  She

lowered her hands, her face now puffy and splotchy. 

Aelin sighed. “Oh, thank the gods. You  can look hideous when you cry.” 

Lysandra burst out laughing. 



Manon  and  Asterin  stayed  in  the  mountains  all  day  and  night  after  her  Second revealed  her  invisible  wound.  They  caught  mountain  goats  for  themselves  and

their wyverns and roasted them over a fire that night as they carefully considered
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what they might do. 

When Manon eventually dozed off, curled against Abraxos with a blanket of

stars  overhead,  her  head  felt  clearer  than  it  had  in  months.  And  yet  something nagged at her, even in sleep. 

She  knew  what  it  was  when  she  awoke.  A  loose  thread  in  the  loom  of  the

Three-Faced Goddess. 

“You  ready?”  Asterin  said,  mounting  her  pale-blue  wyvern  and  smiling—a

real smile. 

Manon  had  never  seen  that  smile.  She  wondered  how  many  people  had. 

Wondered if she herself had ever smiled that way. 

Manon  gazed  northward.  “There’s  something  I  need  to  do.”  When  she

explained  it  to  her  Second,  Asterin  didn’t  hesitate  to  declare  that  she  would  go with her. 

So  they  stopped  by  Morath  long  enough  to  get  supplies.  They  let  Sorrel  and

Vesta  know  the  bare  details,  and  instructed  them  to  tell  the  duke  she’d  been called away. 

They  were  airborne  within  an  hour,  flying  hard  and  fast  above  the  clouds  to keep hidden. 

Mile after mile they flew. Manon couldn’t tell why that thread kept yanking, 

why it felt so urgent, but she pushed them hard, all the way to Rifthold. 



Four days. Elide had been in this freezing, festering dungeon for four days. 

It was so cold that she could hardly sleep, and the food they chucked in was

barely  edible.  Fear  kept  her  alert,  prompting  her  to  test  the  door,  to  watch  the guards  whenever  they  opened  it,  to  study  the  halls  behind  them.  She  learned

nothing useful. 

Four days—and Manon had not come for her. None of the Blackbeaks had. 

She  didn’t  know  why  she  expected  it.  Manon  had  forced  her  to  spy  on  that

chamber, after all. 

She tried not to think about what might await her now. 

Tried,  and  failed.  She  wondered  if  anyone  would  even  remember  her  name

when she was dead. If it would ever be carved anywhere. 

She knew the answer. And knew there was no one coming for her. 
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Rowan was more tired than he’d admit to Aelin or Aedion, and in the flurry of

planning,  he  hardly  had  a  moment  alone  with  the  queen.  It  had  taken  him  two days of rest and sleeping like the dead before he was back on his feet and able to

go through his training exercises without being winded. 

After  finishing  his  evening  routine,  he  was  so  exhausted  by  the  time  he

staggered into bed that he was asleep before Aelin had finished washing up. No, 

he hadn’t given humans nearly enough credit all these years. 

It would be such a damn relief to have his magic back—if their plan worked. 

Considering  the  fact  that  they  were  using  hellfire,  things  could  go  very,  very wrong. Chaol hadn’t been able to meet with Ress or Brullo yet, but tried every

day to get messages to them. The real difficulty, it seemed, was that over half the

rebels had fled as more Valg soldiers poured in. Three executions a day was the

new  rule:  sunrise,  noon,  and  sunset.  Former  magic-wielders,  rebels,  suspected

rebel sympathizers—Chaol and Nesryn managed to save some, but not all. The

cawing of crows could now be heard on every street. 

A  male  scent  in  the  room  snapped  Rowan  from  sleep.  He  slid  his  knife  out

from under his pillow and sat up slowly. 

Aelin slumbered beside him, her breathing deep and even, yet again wearing

one of his shirts. Some primal part of him snarled in satisfaction at the sight, at

knowing she was covered in his scent. 

Rowan rolled to his feet, his steps silent as he scanned the room, knife at the

ready. 

But the scent wasn’t inside. It was drifting in from beyond. 

Rowan edged to the window and peered out. No one on the street below; no

one on the neighboring rooftops. 

Which meant Lorcan had to be on the roof. 



His old commander was waiting, arms crossed over his broad chest. He surveyed

Rowan  with  a  frown,  noting  the  bandages  and  his  bare  torso.  “Should  I  thank you  for  putting  on  pants?”  Lorcan  said,  his  voice  barely  more  than  a  midnight

wind. 

“I didn’t want you to feel inadequate,” Rowan replied, leaning against the roof

door. 

Lorcan huffed a laugh. “Did your queen claw you up, or are the wounds from

one of those beasts she sent after me?” 

“I was wondering who would ultimately win—you or the Wyrdhounds.” 

A flash of teeth. “I slaughtered them all.” 

“Why’d you come here, Lorcan?” 

“You  think  I  don’t  know  that  the  heir  of  Mala  Fire-Bringer  is  planning

something for the summer solstice in two days? Have you fools considered my

offer?” 

A carefully worded question, to bait him into revealing what Lorcan had only

guessed at. “Aside from drinking the first of the summer wine and being a pain

in my ass, I don’t think she’s planning anything at all.” 

“So  that’s  why  the  captain  is  trying  to  set  up  a  meeting  with  guards  at  the palace?” 

“How am I supposed to keep up with what he does? The boy used to serve the

king.” 

“Assassins,  whores,  traitors—what  fine  company  you  keep  these  days, 

Rowan.” 

“Better than being a dog leashed by a psychotic master.” 

“Is  that  what  you  thought  of  us?  All  those  years  that  we  worked  together, 

killed men and bedded females together? I never heard you complain.” 

“I didn’t realize there was anything to complain about. I was as blind as you.” 

“And then a fiery princess flounced into your life, and you decided to change

for her, right?” A cruel smile. “Did you tell her about Sollemere?” 

“She knows everything.” 

“Does  she  now.  I  suppose  her  own  history  makes  her  even  more

understanding of the horrors you committed on our queen’s behalf.” 

“Your  queen’s  behalf.  What  is  it,  exactly,  about  Aelin  that  gets  under  your skin, Lorcan? Is it that she’s not afraid of you, or is it that I walked away from

you for her?” 

Lorcan  snorted.  “Whatever  you’re  planning,  it  won’t  work.  You’ll  all  die  in

the process.” 

That  was  highly  likely,  but  Rowan  said,  “I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking

about.” 

“You owe me more than that horseshit.” 

“Careful,  Lorcan,  or  you’ll  sound  like  you  care  about  someone  other  than

yourself.”  As  a  discarded  bastard  child  growing  up  on  the  back  streets  of

Doranelle,  Lorcan  had  lost  that  ability  centuries  before  Rowan  had  even  been born. He’d never pitied him for it, though. Not when Lorcan had been blessed in

every other regard by Hellas himself. 

Lorcan spat on the roof. “I was going to offer to bring your body back to your

beloved mountain to be buried alongside Lyria once I finish with the keys. Now

I’ll just let you rot here. Alongside your pretty little princess.” 

He  tried  to  ignore  the  blow,  the  thought  of  that  grave  atop  his  mountain.  “Is that a threat?” 

“Why would I bother? If you’re truly planning something, I won’t need to kill

her—she can do that all on her own. Maybe the king will put her in one of those

collars. Just like his son.” 

A  chord  of  horror  struck  so  deep  in  Rowan  that  his  stomach  turned.  “Mind

what you say, Lorcan.” 

“I bet Maeve would offer good coin for her. And if she gets her hands on that

Wyrdkey … You can imagine just as well as I what sort of power Maeve would

wield then.” 

Worse—so  much  worse  than  he  could  imagine  if  Maeve  wanted  Aelin  not

dead  but  enslaved.  A  weapon  without  limit  in  one  hand,  and  the  heir  of  Mala Fire-Bringer in her other. There would be no stopping her. 

Lorcan read the hesitation, the doubt. Gold gleamed in his hand. “You know

me, Prince. You know I’m the only one qualified to hunt down and destroy those

keys. Let your queen take on the army gathering in the south—leave this task to

me.”  The  ring  seemed  to  glow  in  the  moonlight  as  Lorcan  extended  it. 

“Whatever  she’s  planning,  she’ll  need  this.  Or  else  you  can  say  good-bye.” 

Lorcan’s  eyes  were  chips  of  black  ice.  “We  all  know  how  well  you  handled

saying it to Lyria.” 

Rowan leashed his rage. “Swear it.” 

Lorcan smiled, knowing he’d won. 

“Swear  that  this  ring  grants  immunity  to  the  Valg,  and  I’ll  give  it  to  you,” 

Rowan said, and he pulled the Amulet of Orynth from his pocket. 

Lorcan’s  focus  snapped  to  the  amulet,  to  the  otherworldly  strangeness  it

radiated, and swore. 

A  blade  flashed,  and  then  the  scent  of  Lorcan’s  blood  filled  the  air.  He

clenched  his  fist,  lifting  it.  “I  swear  on  my  blood  and  honor  that  I  have  not deceived you in any of this. The ring’s power is genuine.” 

Rowan watched the blood drip onto the roof. One drop; two; three. 

Lorcan might have been a prick, but Rowan had never seen him break an oath

before. His word was his bond; it had always been the one currency he valued. 

They  both  moved  at  once,  chucking  the  amulet  and  the  ring  into  the  space
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between  them.  Rowan  caught  the  ring  and  swiftly  pocketed  it,  but  Lorcan  just stared at the amulet in his hands, his eyes shadowed. 

Rowan avoided the urge to hold his breath and stayed silent. 

Lorcan  slid  the  chain  around  his  neck  and  tucked  the  amulet  into  his  shirt. 

“You’re all going to die. Carrying out this plan, or in the war that follows.” 

“You  destroy  those  keys,”  Rowan  said,  “and  there  might  not  be  a  war.”  A

fool’s hope. 

“There will be a war. It’s too late to stop it now. Too bad that ring won’t keep

any of you from being spiked on the castle walls.” 

The image flashed through his head—made all the worse, perhaps, because of

the times he’d seen it himself, done it himself. “What happened to you, Lorcan? 

What happened in your miserable existence to make you this way?” He’d never

asked  for  the  full  story,  had  never  cared  to.  It  hadn’t  bothered  him  until  now. 

Before, he would have stood beside Lorcan and taunted the poor fool who dared

defy their queen. “You’re a better male than this.” 

“Am I? I still serve my queen, even if she cannot see it. Who was the one who

abandoned her the first time a pretty human thing opened her legs—” 

 “That is enough.” 

But Lorcan was gone. 

Rowan  waited  a  few  minutes  before  going  back  downstairs,  turning  the  ring

over and over in his pocket. 

Aelin was awake in the bed when he entered, the windows shut and curtained, 

the hearth dark. “Well?” she said, the word barely audible above the rustling of

the blankets as he climbed in beside her. 

His  night-keen  eyes  allowed  him  to  see  the  scarred  palm  she  held  out  as  he dropped  the  ring  into  it.  She  slid  it  onto  her  thumb,  wriggled  her  fingers,  and frowned  when  nothing  particularly  exciting  happened.  A  laugh  caught  in  his

throat. 

“How mad is Lorcan going to be,” Aelin murmured as they lay down face-to-

face,  “when  he  eventually  opens  up  that  amulet,  finds  the  Valg  commander’s

ring inside, and realizes we gave him a fake?” 



The  demon  ripped  down  the  remaining  barriers  between  their  souls  as  though

they were paper, until only one remained, a tiny shell of self. 

He did not remember waking, or sleeping, or eating. Indeed, there were very

few moments when he was even there, looking out through his eyes. Only when

the demon prince fed on the prisoners in the dungeons—when he allowed him to
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feed, to drink alongside him—that was the only time he now surfaced. 

Whatever control he’d had that day—

What day? 

He could not remember a time when the demon had not been there inside of

him. 

And yet—

 Manon. 

A name. 

 Do not think of that one—do not think of her.  The demon hated that name. 

Manon. 

 Enough.  We do not speak of them, the descendants of our kings. 

Speak of whom? 

 Good. 



“You’re ready for tomorrow?” Aelin said to Chaol as they stood on the roof of

her apartment, gazing toward the glass castle. In the setting sun, it was awash in

gold and orange and ruby—as if it were already aflame. 

Chaol prayed it wouldn’t come to that, but … “As ready as I can be.” 

He’d tried not to look too hesitant, too wary, when he’d arrived minutes ago to

run  through  tomorrow’s  plan  one  last  time  and  Aelin  had  instead  asked  him  to join her up here. Alone. 

She  was  wearing  a  loose  white  shirt  tucked  into  tight  brown  pants,  her  hair unbound,  and  hadn’t  even  bothered  to  put  on  shoes.  He  wondered  what  her

people would think of a barefoot queen. 

Aelin braced her forearms on the roof rail, hooking one ankle over the other as

she said, “You know that I won’t unnecessarily endanger any lives.” 

“I know. I trust you.” 

She  blinked,  and  shame  washed  through  him  at  the  shock  on  her  face.  “Do

you regret,” she said, “sacrificing your freedom to get me to Wendlyn?” 

“No,” he said, surprising himself to find it true. “Regardless of what happened

between  us,  I  was  a  fool  to  serve  the  king.  I  like  to  think  I  would  have  left someday.” 

He  needed  to  say  that  to  her—had  needed  to  say  it  from  the  moment  she’d

returned. 

“With me,” she said, her voice hoarse. “You would have left with me—when I

was just Celaena.” 

“But you were never just Celaena, and I think you knew that, deep down, even

before everything happened. I understand now.” 

She studied him with eyes that were far older than nineteen. “You’re still the

same person, Chaol, that you were before you broke the oath to your father.” 

He wasn’t sure whether or not that was an insult. He supposed he deserved it, 

after all he’d said and done. 

“Maybe I don’t want to be that person anymore,” he said. That person—that

stupidly  loyal,  useless  person—had  lost  everything.  His  friend,  the  woman  he

loved, his position, his honor. Lost everything, with only himself to blame. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “About Nehemia—about everything.” It wasn’t enough. 

It never would be. 

But  she  gave  him  a  grim  smile,  eyes  darting  to  the  faint  scar  on  his  cheek. 

“I’m  sorry  I  mauled  your  face,  then  tried  to  kill  you.”  She  turned  to  the  glass castle again. “It’s still hard for me, to think about what happened this winter. But

in the end I’m grateful you sent me to Wendlyn, and made that bargain with your

father.”  She  closed  her  eyes  and  took  a  shallow  breath.  When  she  opened  her eyes,  the  setting  sun  filled  them  with  liquid  gold.  Chaol  braced  himself.  “It meant  something  to  me.  What  you  and  I  had.  More  than  that,  your  friendship

meant  something  to  me.  I  never  told  you  the  truth  about  who  I  was  because   I couldn’t face that truth. I’m sorry if what I said to you on the docks that day—

that  I’d  pick  you—made  you  think  I’d  come  back,  and  it  would  all  be  fixed. 

Things changed. I changed.” 

He’d  waited  for  this  conversation  for  weeks  now,  months  now—and  he’d

expected  himself  to  yell,  or  pace,  or  just  shut  her  out  entirely.  But  there  was nothing  but  calm  in  his  veins,  a  steady,  peaceful  calm.  “You  deserve  to  be

happy,” he said. And meant it. She deserved the joy he so often glimpsed on her

face  when  Rowan  was  near—deserved  the  wicked  laughter  she  shared  with

Aedion, the comfort and teasing with Lysandra. She deserved happiness, perhaps

more than anyone. 

She  flicked  her  gaze  over  his  shoulder—to  where  Nesryn’s  slim  silhouette

filled  the  doorway  onto  the  roof,  where  she’d  been  waiting  for  the  past  few minutes. “So do you, Chaol.” 

“You know she and I haven’t—” 

“I know. But you should. Faliq—Nesryn is a good woman. You deserve each

other.” 

“This is assuming she has any interest in me.” 

A knowing gleam in those eyes. “She does.” 

Chaol again glanced toward Nesryn, who gazed at the river. He smiled a bit. 

But then Aelin said, “I promise I’ll make it quick and painless. For Dorian.” 

His breathing locked up. “Thank you. But—if I ask …” He couldn’t say it. 
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“Then the blow is yours. Just say the word.” She ran her fingers over the Eye

of Elena, its blue stone gleaming in the sunset. “We do not look back, Chaol. It

helps no one and nothing to look back. We can only go on.” 

There  she  was,  that  queen  looking  out  at  him,  a  hint  of  the  ruler  she  was becoming.  And  it  knocked  the  breath  out  of  him,  because  it  made  him  feel  so strangely  young—when  she  now  seemed  so  old.  “What  if  we  go  on,”  he  said, 

“only  to  more  pain  and  despair?  What  if  we  go  on,  only  to  find  a  horrible  end waiting for us?” 

Aelin looked northward, as if she could see all the way to Terrasen. “Then it is

not the end.” 



“Only  twenty  of  them  left.  I  hope  to  hell  they’re  ready  tomorrow,”  Chaol  said under his breath as he and Nesryn left a covert gathering of rebels at a run-down

inn beside the fishing docks. Even inside the inn, the cheap ale hadn’t been able

to cover the reek of fish coming from both the guts still splattered on the wooden

planks outside and the hands of the fishmongers who shared the tavern room. 

“Better than only two—and they will be,” Nesryn said, her steps light on the

dock as they strode down the riverfront. Lanterns on the boats docked alongside

the walkway bobbed and swayed with the current; from far across the Avery, the

faint sound of music trickled from one of the pretty country estates on its banks. 

A party on the eve of the summer solstice. 

Once,  a  lifetime  ago,  he  and  Dorian  had  gone  to  those  parties,  dropping  by

several in one night. He’d never enjoyed it, had only gone to keep Dorian safe, 

but …

He  should  have  enjoyed  it.  He  should  have  savored  every  second  with  his

friend. 

He’d never realized how precious the calm moments were. 

But—but he wouldn’t think about it, what he had to do tomorrow. What he’d

say good-bye to. 

They walked in silence, until Nesryn turned down a side street and walked up

to a small stone temple wedged between two market warehouses. The gray rock

was worn, the columns flanking the entrance imbedded with various shells and

bits of coral. Golden light spilled from the inside, revealing a round, open space

with a simple fountain in its center. 

Nesryn climbed the few steps and dropped a coin into the sealed bin beside a

pillar. “Come with me.” 

And  maybe  it  was  because  he  didn’t  want  to  sit  alone  in  his  apartment  and

brood over what was to come tomorrow; maybe it was because visiting a temple, however useless, couldn’t hurt. 

Chaol followed her inside. 

At this hour, the Sea God’s temple was empty. A small door at the back of the

space was padlocked. Even the priest and priestess had gone to sleep for a few

hours  before  they  had  to  awake  ahead  of  the  dawn,  when  the  sailors  and

fishermen would make their offerings, reflect, or ask for blessings before setting

off with the sun. 

Two lanterns, crafted from sun-bleached coral, hung from the domed ceiling, 

setting  the  mother-of-pearl  tiles  above  them  glimmering  like  the  surface  of  the sea.  Nesryn  took  a  seat  on  one  of  four  benches  set  along  the  curved  walls—a bench for each direction a sailor might journey in. 

She picked south. 

“For the Southern Continent?” Chaol asked, sitting beside her on the smooth

wood. 

Nesryn  stared  at  the  little  fountain,  the  bubbling  water  the  only  sound.  “We went to the Southern Continent a few times. Twice when I was a child, to visit

family;  once  to  bury  my  mother.  Her  whole  life,  I’d  always  catch  her  gazing south. As if she could see it.” 

“I thought only your father came from there.” 

“Yes.  But  she  fell  in  love  with  it,  and  said  it  felt  more  like  home  than  this place. My father never agreed with her, no matter how many times she begged

him to move back.” 

“Do you wish he had?” 

Her  night-dark  eyes  shifted  toward  him.  “I’ve  never  felt  as  though  I  had  a

home. Either here, or in the Milas Agia.” 

“The  …  god-city,”  he  said,  recalling  the  history  and  geography  lessons  that

had  been  drilled  into  him.  It  was  more  frequently  called  by  its  other  name—

Antica—and  was  the  largest  city  on  the  Southern  Continent,  home  to  a  mighty

empire  in  its  own  right,  which  claimed  it  had  been  built  by  the  hands  of  gods. 

Also home to the Torre Cesme, the best mortal healers in the world. He’d never

known Nesryn’s family had been from the city itself. 

“Where do you think home might be?” he asked. 

Nesryn  braced  her  forearms  on  her  knees.  “I  don’t  know,”  she  admitted, 

twisting her head to look back at him. “Any ideas?” 

 You deserve to be happy, Aelin had said earlier that night. An apology and a

shove out the door, he supposed. 

He didn’t want to waste the calm moments. 

So  he  reached  for  her  hand,  sliding  closer  as  he  interlaced  their  fingers. 
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Nesryn stared at their hands for a heartbeat, then sat up. “Maybe once all this …

once  everything  is  over,”  Chaol  said  hoarsely,  “we  could  figure  that  out. 

Together.” 

“Promise me,” she breathed, her mouth shaking. Indeed, that was silver lining

her eyes, which she closed long enough to master herself. Nesryn Faliq, moved

to tears. “Promise me,” she repeated, looking at their hands again, “that you will

walk out of that castle tomorrow.” 

He’d wondered why she’d brought him in here. The Sea God—and the God of

Oaths. 

He squeezed her hand. She squeezed back. 

Gold light rippled on the surface of the Sea God’s fountain, and Chaol offered

up a silent prayer. “I promise.” 



Rowan was in bed, casually testing his left shoulder with careful rotations. He’d

pushed  himself  hard  today  while  training,  and  soreness  now  throbbed  in  his

muscles. Aelin was in her closet, preparing for bed—quiet, as she’d been all day

and evening. 

With two urns of hellfire now hidden a block away in an abandoned building, 

everyone  should  be  tiptoeing  around.  One  small  accident,  and  they  would  be

incinerated so thoroughly that no ash would remain. 

But he’d made sure that wasn’t her concern. Tomorrow, he and Aedion would

be the ones bearing the urns through the network of sewer tunnels and into the

castle itself. 

Aelin  had  tracked  the  Wyrdhounds  to  their  secret  entrance—the  one  that  fed

right to the clock tower—and now that she’d tricked Lorcan into killing them all

for  her,  the  way  would  be  clear  for  him  and  Aedion  to  plant  the  vats,  set  the fuses, and use their Fae swiftness to get the hell out before the tower exploded. 

Then Aelin … Aelin and the captain would play their part, the most dangerous

of  all.  Especially  since  they  hadn’t  been  able  to  get  a  message  in  to  the  palace beforehand. 

And Rowan wouldn’t be there to help her. 

He’d gone over the plan with her again and again. Things could go wrong so

easily, and yet she hadn’t looked nervous as she downed her dinner. But he knew

her well enough to see the storm brewing beneath the surface, to feel its charge

even from across the room. 

Rowan  rotated  his  shoulder  again,  and  soft  footsteps  sounded  on  the  carpet. 

“I’ve been thinking,” Rowan started, and then forgot everything he was going to

say as he bolted upright in bed. 

Aelin leaned against the closet doorway, clad in a nightgown of gold. 

Metallic gold—as he’d requested. 

It could have been painted on her for how closely it hugged every curve and

dip, for all that it concealed. 

A  living  flame,  that’s  what  she  looked  like.  He  didn’t  know  where  to  look, 

where he wanted to touch first. 

“If I recall correctly,” she drawled, “someone said to remind him to prove me

wrong  about  my  hesitations.  I  think  I  had  two  options:  words,  or  tongue  and teeth.” 

A low growl rumbled in his chest. “Did I now.” 

She took a step, and the full scent of her desire hit him like a brick to the face. 

He was going to rip that nightgown to shreds. 

He didn’t care how spectacular it looked; he wanted bare skin. 

“Don’t  even  think  about  it,”  she  said,  taking  another  step,  as  fluid  as  molten metal. “Lysandra lent it to me.” 

His  heartbeat  thundered  in  his  ears.  If  he  moved  an  inch,  he’d  be  on  her, 

would  take  her  in  his  arms  and  begin  learning  just  what  made  the  Heir  of  Fire really burn. 

But he got out of bed, risking all of one step, drinking down the sight of the

long, bare legs; the curve of her breasts, peaked despite the balmy summer night; 

the bob of her throat as she swallowed. 

“You said that things had changed—that we’d deal with it.” Her turn to dare

another step. Another. “I’m not going to ask you for anything you’re not ready or

willing to give.” 

He froze as she stopped directly before him, tipping back her head to study his

face as her scent twined around him, awakening him. 

Gods,  that  scent.  From  the  moment  he’d  bitten  her  neck  in  Wendlyn,  the

moment he’d tasted her blood and loathed the beckoning wildfire that crackled

in it, he’d been unable to get it out of his system. “Aelin, you deserve better than

this—than me.” He’d wanted to say it for a while now. 

She  didn’t  so  much  as  flinch.  “Don’t  tell  me  what  I  do  and  don’t  deserve. 

Don’t tell me about tomorrow, or the future, or any of it.” 

He took her hand; her fingers were cold—shaking slightly.  What do you want

 me to tell you, Fireheart? 

She  studied  their  joined  hands,  and  the  gold  ring  encircling  her  thumb.  He

squeezed  her  fingers  gently.  When  she  lifted  her  head,  her  eyes  were  blazing bright. “Tell me that we’ll get through tomorrow. Tell me that we’ll survive the

war. Tell me—” She swallowed hard. “Tell me that even if I lead us all to ruin, 

we’ll burn in hell together.” 

“We’re  not  going  to  hell,  Aelin,”  he  said.  “But  wherever  we  go,  we’ll  go

together.” 

Her mouth wobbled slightly, and she released his hand only to brace her own

on his chest. “Just once,” she said. “I want to kiss you just once.” 

Every thought went out of his head. “That sounds like you’re expecting not to

do it again.” 

The flicker of fear in her eyes told him enough—told him that her behavior at

dinner might have been mostly bravado to keep Aedion calm. “I know the odds.” 

“You and I have always relished damning the odds.” 

She  tried  and  failed  to  smile.  He  leaned  in,  sliding  a  hand  around  her  waist, the lace and silk smooth against his fingers, her body warm and firm beneath it, 

and  whispered  in  her  ear,  “Even  when  we’re  apart  tomorrow,  I’ll  be  with  you every step of the way. And every step after—wherever that may be.” 

She sucked in a shuddering breath, and he pulled back far enough for them to

share breath. Her fingers shook as she brushed them against his mouth, and his

control nearly shredded apart right there. 

“What are you waiting for?” he said, the words near guttural. 

“Bastard,” she murmured, and kissed him. 

Her mouth was soft and warm, and he bit back a groan. His body went still—

his  entire  world  went  still—at  that  whisper  of  a  kiss,  the  answer  to  a  question he’d  asked  for  centuries.  He  realized  he  was  staring  only  when  she  withdrew

slightly. His fingers tightened at her waist. 

“Again,” he breathed. 

She slid out of his grip. “If we live through tomorrow, you’ll get the rest.” 

He  didn’t  know  whether  to  laugh  or  roar.  “Are  you  trying  to  bribe  me  into

surviving?” 

She smiled at last. And damn if it didn’t kill him, the quiet joy in her face. 

They  had  walked  out  of  darkness  and  pain  and  despair  together.  They  were

still walking out of it. So that smile … It struck him stupid every time he saw it

and realized it was for him. 

Rowan  remained  rooted  to  the  center  of  the  room  as  Aelin  climbed  into  bed

and blew out the candles. He stared at her through the darkness. 

She  said  softly,  “You  make  me  want  to  live,  Rowan.  Not  survive;  not  exist. 

 Live.” 

He didn’t have the words. Not when what she said hit him harder and deeper

than any kiss. 

So he climbed into bed and held her tightly all through the night. 
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Aelin  ventured  out  at  dawn  to  snag  breakfast  from  the  vendors  in  the  main

market  of  the  slums.  The  sun  was  already  warming  the  quiet  streets,  and  her cloak and hood quickly turned stuffy. At least it was a clear day; at least that bit

had  gone  right.  Despite  the  crows  cackling  over  the  corpses  in  the  execution squares. 

The sword at her side was a dead weight. Too soon she’d be swinging it. 

Too soon she’d face the man who had murdered her family and enslaved her

kingdom. Too soon she would put an end to her friend’s life. 

Maybe she wouldn’t even walk out of the castle alive. 

Or perhaps she would walk out wearing a black collar of her own, if Lorcan

had betrayed them. 

Everything  was  prepared;  every  possible  pitfall  had  been  considered;  every

weapon had been sharpened. 

Lysandra  had  taken  Evangeline  to  have  their  tattoos  formally  stamped  off

yesterday,  and  then  collected  her  belongings  from  the  brothel.  Now  they  were

staying in an upscale inn across the city, paid for with the small savings Lysandra

had  squirreled  away  for  years.  The  courtesan  had  offered  her  help  again  and

again,  but  Aelin  ordered  her  to  get  the  hell  out  of  the  city  and  to  head  for Nesryn’s country home. The courtesan warned her to be careful, kissed both her

cheeks,  and  set  off  with  her  ward—both  of  them  beaming,  both  of  them  free. 

Hopefully they were on their way out now. 

Aelin  bought  a  bag  of  pastries  and  some  meat  pies,  barely  listening  to  the

market around her, already abuzz with early revelers out to celebrate the solstice. 

They  were  more  subdued  than  most  years,  but  given  the  executions,  she  didn’t blame them. 

“Miss?” 

She stiffened, going for her sword—and realized that the pie vendor was still

waiting for his coppers. 

He flinched and retreated a few steps behind his wooden cart. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled, dumping the coins into his outstretched hand. 

The  man  gave  her  a  wary  smile.  “Everyone’s  a  bit  jumpy  this  morning,  it

seems.” 

She half turned. “More executions?” 

The vendor jerked his round chin toward a street leading off the market. “You

didn’t see the message on your way in?” She gave a sharp shake of the head. He

pointed.  She’d  thought  the  crowd  by  the  corner  was  watching  some  street

performer. “Oddest thing. No one can make any sense of it. They say it’s written

in what looks like blood, but it’s darker—” 

Aelin was already heading toward the street the man had indicated, following

the throng of people pressing to see it. 

She  trailed  the  crowd,  weaving  around  curious  revelers  and  vendors  and

common  market  guards  until  they  all  flowed  around  a  corner  into  a  brightly  lit dead-end alley. 

The  crowd  had  gathered  at  the  pale  stone  wall  at  its  end,  murmuring  and

milling about. 

“What does it mean?” “Who wrote it?” “Sounds like bad news, especially on

the solstice.” “There are more, all saying the same thing, right near every major

market in the city.” 

Aelin  pushed  through  the  crowd,  an  eye  on  her  weapons  and  purse  lest  a

pickpocket get any bad ideas, and then—

The message had been written in giant black letters, the reek coming off them

sure  enough  that  of  Valg  blood,  as  if  someone  with  very,  very  sharp  nails  had ripped open one of the guards and used him as a paint bucket. 

Aelin turned on her heel and ran. 

She  hurtled  through  the  bustling  city  streets  and  the  slums,  alley  after  alley, until  she  reached  Chaol’s  decrepit  house  and  flung  open  the  door,  shouting  for him. 

The message on the wall had only been one sentence. 

Payment for a life debt. 

One  sentence  just  for  Aelin  Galathynius;  one  sentence  that  changed

everything:



 WITCH KILLER—

 THE HUMAN IS STILL INSIDE HIM
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Aelin and Chaol helped Rowan and Aedion carry the two urns of hellfire into the

sewers, all of them barely breathing, none of them talking. 

Now they stood in the cool, reeking dark, not daring a flame with the two vats

sitting  next  to  them  on  the  stone  walkway.  Aedion  and  Rowan,  with  their  Fae eyesight, wouldn’t need a torch, anyway. 

Rowan shook Chaol’s hand, wishing him luck. When the Fae Prince turned to

Aelin, she focused instead on a torn corner of his cloak—as if it had snagged on

some long-ago obstacle and been ripped off. She kept staring at that ripped-off

bit  of  cloak  as  she  embraced  him—quickly,  tightly,  breathing  in  his  scent

perhaps for the last time. His hands lingered on her as if he’d hold her a moment

longer, but she turned to Aedion. 

Ashryver eyes met her own, and she touched the face that was the other side

of her fair coin. 

“For Terrasen,” she said to him. 

“For our family.” 

“For Marion.” 

“For  us.” 

Slowly,  Aedion  drew  his  blade  and  knelt,  his  head  bowed  as  he  lifted  the

Sword of Orynth. “Ten years of shadows, but no longer. Light up the darkness, 

Majesty.” 

She did not have room in her heart for tears, would not allow or yield to them. 

Aelin took her father’s sword from him, its weight a steady, solid reassurance. 

Aedion rose, returning to his place beside Rowan. 

She  looked  at  them,  at  the  three  males  who  meant  everything—more  than

everything. 

Then she smiled with every last shred of courage, of desperation, of hope for

the glimmer of that glorious future. “Let’s go rattle the stars.” 
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Lysandra’s carriage meandered through the packed city streets. Every block took

thrice as long as usual, thanks to the streaming crowds headed to the markets and

squares to celebrate the solstice. None of them were aware of what was to occur, 

or who was making her way across the city. 

Lysandra’s  palms  turned  sweaty  within  her  silk  gloves.  Evangeline,  drowsy

with the morning heat, dozed lightly, her head resting on Lysandra’s shoulder. 

They should have left last night, but … But she’d had to say good-bye. 

Brightly  dressed  revelers  pushed  past  the  carriage,  and  the  driver  shouted  to clear out of the street. Everyone ignored him. 

Gods, if Aelin wanted an audience, she’d picked the perfect day for it. 

Lysandra  peered  out  the  window  as  they  halted  in  an  intersection.  The  street offered  a  clear  view  of  the  glass  palace,  blinding  in  the  midmorning  sun,  its upper spires like lances piercing the cloudless sky. 

“Are we there yet?” Evangeline mumbled. 

Lysandra stroked her arm. “A while yet, pet.” 

And  she  began  praying—praying  to  Mala  Fire-Bringer,  whose  holiday  had

dawned so bright and clear, and to Temis, who never forgot the caged things of

this world. 

But  she  was  no  longer  in  a  cage.  For  Evangeline,  she  could  stay  in  this

carriage,  and  she  could  leave  this  city.  Even  if  it  meant  leaving  her  friends behind. 



Aedion  gritted  his  teeth  against  the  weight  he  held  so  delicately  between  his hands.  It  was  going  to  be  a  damn  long  trek  to  the  castle.  Especially  when  they had  to  ease  across  waterways  and  over  crumbling  bits  of  stone  that  made  even their Fae balance unsteady. 

But  this  was  the  way  the  Wyrdhounds  had  come.  Even  if  Aelin  and  Nesryn

hadn’t provided a detailed path, the lingering stench would have led the way. 

“Careful,”  Rowan  said  over  his  shoulder  as  he  hoisted  the  vat  he  carried

higher  and  edged  around  a  loose  bit  of  rock.  Aedion  bit  back  his  retort  at  the

obvious order. But he couldn’t blame the prince. One tumble, and they’d risk the various substances mixing inside. 

A  few  days  ago,  not  trusting  Shadow  Market  quality,  Chaol  and  Aedion  had

found an abandoned barn outside the city to test an urn barely a tenth the size of

the ones they carried. 

It had worked  too well. As they’d hurried back to Rifthold before curious eyes

could see them, the smoke could be seen for miles. 

Aedion shuddered to think about what a vat this size—let alone two of them—

might do if they weren’t careful. 

But  by  the  time  they  rigged  up  the  triggering  mechanisms  and  ignited  the

wicks they would trail a long, long distance away … Well, Aedion just prayed he

and Rowan were swift enough. 

They  entered  a  sewer  tunnel  so  dark  that  it  took  even  his  eyes  a  moment  to adjust.  Rowan  just  continued  ahead.  They  were  damn  lucky  that  Lorcan  had

killed those Wyrdhounds and cleared the way. Damn lucky that Aelin had been

ruthless and clever enough to trick Lorcan into doing it for them. 

He  didn’t  stop  to  consider  what  might  happen  if  that  ruthlessness  and

cleverness failed her today. 

They turned down another pathway, the reek now smothering. Rowan’s sharp

sniff was the only sign of his mutual disgust. The gateway. 

The iron gates were in shambles, but Aedion could still make out the markings

etched in them. 

Wyrdmarks. Ancient, too. Perhaps this had once been a path Gavin had used

to visit the Sin-Eater’s temple unseen. 

The  otherworldly  stench  of  the  creatures  pushed  and  pulled  at  Aedion’s

senses, and he paused, scanning the darkness of the looming tunnel. 

Here  the  water  ended.  Past  the  gates,  a  broken,  rocky  path  that  looked  more ancient than any they’d yet seen sloped up into the impenetrable gloom. 

“Watch where you step,” Rowan said, scanning the tunnel. “It’s all loose stone

and debris.” 

“I can see just as well as you,” Aedion said, unable to stop the retort this time. 

He rotated his shoulder, the cuff of his tunic slipping up to reveal the Wyrdmarks

Aelin had instructed them to paint in their own blood all over their torsos, arms, 

and legs. 

“Let’s go,” was Rowan’s only reply as he hauled his vat along as if it weighed

nothing. 

Aedion debated snapping a response, but … perhaps that was why the warrior-

prince kept giving him stupid warnings. To piss him off enough to distract him—

and maybe Rowan himself—from what was happening above them. What they
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carried between them. 

The  Old  Ways—to  look  out  for  their  queen  and  their  kingdom—but  also  for

each other. 

Damn, it was almost enough to make him want to embrace the bastard. 

So Aedion followed Rowan through the iron gates. 

And into the castle catacombs. 



Chaol’s  chains  clanked,  the  manacles  already  rubbing  his  skin  raw  as  Aelin

tugged him down the crowded street, a dagger poised to sink into his side. One

block remained until they reached the iron fence that surrounded the sloping hill

on which the castle perched. 

Crowds  streamed  past,  not  noticing  the  chained  man  in  their  midst  or  the

black-cloaked woman who hauled him closer and closer to the glass castle. 

“You remember the plan?” Aelin murmured, keeping her head down and her

dagger pressed against his side. 

“Yes,” he breathed. It was the only word he could manage. 

Dorian  was  still  in  there—still  holding  on.  It  changed  everything.  And

nothing. 

The crowds quieted near the fence, as if wary of the black-uniformed guards

that surely monitored the entrance. The first obstacle they’d encounter. 

Aelin  stiffened  almost  imperceptibly  and  paused  so  suddenly  that  Chaol

almost slammed into her. “Chaol—” 

The crowd shifted, and he beheld the castle fence. 

There were corpses hanging from the towering wrought-iron bars. 

Corpses in red and gold uniforms. 

“Chaol—” 

He  was  already  moving,  and  she  swore  and  walked  with  him,  pretending  to

lead him by the chains, keeping the dagger tight to his ribs. 

He didn’t know how he hadn’t heard the crows jabbering as they picked at the

dead flesh tied along each iron post. With the crowd, he hadn’t thought to notice. 

Or maybe he’d just gotten used to the cawing in every corner of the city. 

His men. 

Sixteen of them. His closest companions, his most loyal guards. 

The  first  one  had  the  collar  of  his  uniform  unbuttoned,  revealing  a  chest

crisscrossed with welts and cuts and brands. 

Ress. 

How  long  had  they  tortured  him—tortured  all  the  men?  Since  Aedion’s

rescue? 

He racked his mind to think of the last time they’d had contact. He’d assumed

the difficulty was because they were lying low. Not because—because they were

being—

Chaol noticed the man strung up beside Ress. 

Brullo’s  eyes  were  gone,  either  from  torture  or  the  crows.  His  hands  were

swollen and twisted—part of his ear was missing. 

Chaol had no sounds in his head, no feeling in his body. 

It was a message, but not to Aelin Galathynius or Aedion Ashryver. 

His fault.  His. 

He  and  Aelin  didn’t  speak  as  they  neared  the  iron  gates,  the  death  of  those men lingering over them. Every step was an effort. Every step was too fast. 

His fault. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Aelin  murmured,  nudging  him  closer  to  the  gates,  where  black-

uniformed  guards  were  indeed  monitoring  every  face  that  passed  on  the  street. 

“I’m so sorry—” 

“The plan,” he said, his voice shaking. “We change it. Now.” 

“Chaol—” 

He told her what he needed to do. When he finished, she wiped away her tears

as she gripped his hand and said, “I’ll make it count.” 

The tears were gone by the time they broke from the crowd, nothing between

them and those familiar gates but open cobblestones. 

Home—this had once been his home. 

He  did  not  recognize  the  guards  standing  watch  at  the  gates  he  had  once

protected so proudly, the gates he had ridden through not even a year ago with an

assassin newly freed from Endovier, her chains tied to his saddle. 

Now she led him in chains through those gates, an assassin one last time. 

Her walk became a swagger, and she moved with fluid ease toward the guards

who drew their swords, their black rings gobbling up the sunlight. 

Celaena  Sardothien  halted  a  healthy  distance  away  and  lifted  her  chin.  “Tell

His Majesty that his Champion has returned—and she’s brought him one hell of

a prize.” 
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Aelin’s black cloak flowed behind her as she led the fallen Captain of the Guard

through  the  shining  halls  of  the  palace.  Hidden  at  her  back  was  her  father’s sword,  its  pommel  wrapped  in  black  cloth.  None  of  their  ten-guard  escort

bothered to take her weapons. 

Why would they, when Celaena Sardothien was weeks early for her expected

return, and still loyal to king and crown? 

The halls were so quiet. Even the queen’s court was sealed and silent. Rumor

had it the queen had been cloistered in the mountains since Aedion’s rescue and

had taken half her court with her. The rest had vanished as well, to escape either

the rising summer heat—or the horrors that had come to rule their kingdom. 

Chaol said nothing, though he put on a good show of looking furious, like a

pursued man desperate to find a way back to freedom. No sign of the devastation

that had been on his face upon finding his men hanging from the gates. 

He  jerked  against  the  chains,  and  she  leaned  in  close.  “I  don’t  think  so, 

Captain,” she purred. Chaol didn’t deign a response. 

The  guards  glanced  at  her.  Wyrdmarks  written  in  Chaol’s  blood  covered  her

beneath her clothes, its human scent hopefully masking any hints of her heritage


that the Valg might otherwise pick up. There were only two demons in this group

—a small mercy. 

So they went, up and up, into the glass castle itself. 

The halls seemed too bright to contain such evil. The few servants they passed

averted their eyes and scurried along. Had  everyone fled since Aedion’s rescue? 

It was an effort to not look too long at Chaol as they neared the massive red-

and-gold  glass  doors,  already  open  to  reveal  the  crimson-marbled  floor  of  the king’s council room. 

Already open to reveal the king, seated on his glass throne. 

And Dorian standing beside him. 



Their faces. 

They were faces that tugged at him. 
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 Human filth, the demon hissed. 

The woman—he recognized that face as she yanked back her dark hood and

knelt before the dais on which he stood. 

“Majesty,” she said. Her hair was shorter than he remembered. 

No—he did not remember. He did not know her. 

And the man in chains beside her, bloodied and filthy …

Screaming, wind, and—

 Enough, the demon snapped. 

But their faces—

He did not know those faces. 

He did not care. 



The King of Adarlan, the murderer of her family, the destroyer of her kingdom, 

lounged in his glass throne. “Isn’t this an interesting turn of events, Champion.” 

She smiled, hoping  the cosmetics she’d  dabbed around her  eyes would mute

the turquoise and gold of her irises, and that the drab shade of blond she’d dyed

her  hair  would  disguise  its  near-identical  hue  with  Aedion’s.  “Do  you  want  to hear an interesting story, Your Majesty?” 

“Does it involve my enemies in Wendlyn being dead?” 

“Oh, that, and much, much more.” 

“Why has word not arrived, then?” 

The ring on his finger seemed to suck in the light. But she could spy no sign

of the Wyrdkeys, couldn’t  feel them here, as she’d felt the presence of the one in the amulet. 

Chaol was pale, and kept glancing at the floor of the room. 

This  was  where  everything  had  happened.  Where  they’d  murdered  Sorscha. 

Where  Dorian  had  been  enslaved.  Where,  once  upon  a  time,  she’d  signed  her

soul away to the king under a fake name, a coward’s name. 

“Don’t blame me for the piss-poor messengers,” she said. “I sent word the day

before  I  left.”  She  pulled  out  two  objects  from  her  cloak  and  looked  over  her shoulder at the guards, jerking her chin at Chaol. “Watch him.” 

She  strode  to  the  throne  and  extended  her  hand  to  the  king.  He  reached

forward, the reek of him—

Valg. Human. Iron. Blood. 

She dropped two rings into his palm. The clink of metal on metal was the only

sound. 

“The seal rings of the King and Crown Prince of Wendlyn. I’d have brought

their heads, but … Immigration officials can get so pissy.” 

The king plucked up one of the rings, his face stony. Lysandra’s jeweler had

yet again done a stunning job of re-creating the royal crest of Wendlyn and then

wearing  down  the  rings  until  they  looked  ancient,  like  heirlooms.  “And  where

were  you during Narrok’s attack on Wendlyn?” 

“Was I supposed to be anywhere but hunting my prey?” 

The king’s black eyes bored into hers. 

“I  killed  them  when  I  could,”  she  went  on,  crossing  her  arms,  careful  of  the hidden blades in the suit. “Apologies for not making it the grand statement you

wanted. Next time, perhaps.” 

Dorian hadn’t moved a muscle, his features stone-cold above the collar around

his neck. 

“And how did you wind up with my Captain of the Guard in chains?” 

Chaol was only gazing at Dorian, and she didn’t think his distraught, pleading

face was an act. 

“He was waiting for me at the docks, like a good dog. When I saw that he was

without  his  uniform,  I  got  him  to  confess  to  everything.  Every  last  little

conspiratorial thing he’s done.” 

The king eyed the captain. “Did he, now.” 

Aelin avoided the urge to check the grandfather clock ticking in the far corner

of the room, or the position of the sun beyond the floor-to-ceiling window. Time. 

They needed to bide their time a bit longer. But so far, so good. 

“I  do  wonder,”  the  king  mused,  leaning  back  on  his  throne,  “who  has  been

conspiring more: the captain, or you, Champion. Or should I call you Aelin?” 
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This place smelled like death, like hell, like the dark spaces between the stars. 

Centuries of training kept Rowan’s steps light, kept him focused on the lethal

weight  he  carried  as  he  and  the  general  crept  through  the  dry,  ancient

passageway. 

The ascending stone path had been gouged by brutal claws, the space so dark

that  even  Rowan’s  eyes  were  failing  him.  The  general  trailed  close  behind, 

making  no  sound  save  for  the  occasional  pebble  skittering  from  beneath  his

boots. 

Aelin would be in the castle by now, the captain in tow as her ticket into the

throne room. 

Only a few minutes more, if they’d calculated right, and then they could ignite

their deadly burden and get the hell out. 

Minutes after, he’d be at her side, rife with magic that he’d use to choke the

air  clean  out  of  the  king’s  lungs.  And  then  he’d  enjoy  watching  as  she  burned him alive. Slowly. 

Though he knew his satisfaction would pale in comparison to what the general

would feel. What every child of Terrasen would feel. 

They  passed  through  a  door  of  solid  iron  that  had  been  peeled  back  as  if

massive,  clawed  hands  had  ripped  it  off  its  hinges.  The  walkway  beyond  was

smooth stone. 

Aedion sucked in a breath at the same moment the pounding struck Rowan’s

brain, right between his eyes. 

Wyrdstone. 

Aelin had warned him of the tower—that the stone had given her a headache, 

but this …

She had been in her human body then. 

It was unbearable, as if his very blood recoiled at the wrongness of the stone. 

Aedion cursed, and Rowan echoed it. 

But there was a wide sliver in the stone wall ahead, and open air beyond it. 

Not daring to breathe too loudly, Rowan and Aedion eased through the crack. 

A large, round chamber greeted them, flanked by eight open iron doors. The

bottom of the clock tower, if their calculations were correct. 

The darkness of the chamber was nearly impenetrable, but Rowan didn’t dare light  the  torch  he’d  brought  with  them.  Aedion  sniffed,  a  wet  sound.  Wet, 

because—

Blood dribbled down Rowan’s lip and chin. A nosebleed. 

“Hurry,”  he  whispered,  setting  down  his  vat  at  the  opposite  end  of  the

chamber. 

Just a few more minutes. 

Aedion  stationed  his  vat  of  hellfire  across  from  Rowan’s  at  the  chamber

entrance. Rowan knelt, his head pounding, worse and worse with each throb. 

He kept moving, shoving the pain down as he set the fuse wire and led it over

to where Aedion crouched. The dripping of their nosebleeds on the black stone

floor was the only sound. 

“Faster,” Rowan ordered, and Aedion snarled softly—no longer willing to be

annoyed  with  warnings  as  a  distraction.  He  didn’t  feel  like  telling  the  general he’d stopped doing it minutes ago. 

Rowan  drew  his  sword,  making  for  the  doorway  through  which  they’d

entered.  Aedion  backed  toward  him,  unspooling  the  joined  fuses  as  he  went. 

They  had  to  be  far  enough  away  before  they  could  light  it,  or  else  they’d  be turned to ash. 

He  sent  up  a  silent  prayer  to  Mala  that  Aelin  was  biding  her  time—and  that the  king  was  too  focused  on  the  assassin  and  the  captain  to  consider  sending anyone below. 

Aedion reached him, unrolling inch after inch of fuse, the line a white streak

through the dark. Rowan’s other nostril began bleeding. 

Gods, the smell of this place. The death and reek and misery of it. He could

hardly think. It was like having his head in a vise. 

They retreated into the tunnel, that fuse their only hope and salvation. 

Something dripped onto his shoulder. An ear bleed. 

He wiped it away with his free hand. 

But it was not blood on his cloak. 

Rowan and Aedion went rigid as a low growling filled the passage. 

Something on the ceiling moved, then. 

Seven somethings. 

Aedion dropped the spool and drew his sword. 

A piece of fabric—gray, small, worn—dropped from the maw of the creature

clinging to the stone ceiling. His cloak—the missing corner of his cloak. 

Lorcan had lied. 

He hadn’t killed the remaining Wyrdhounds. 

He’d just given them Rowan’s scent. 

[image: Image 922]



Aelin Ashryver Galathynius faced the King of Adarlan. 

“Celaena, Lillian, Aelin,” she drawled, “I don’t particularly care what you call

me.” 

None of the guards behind them stirred. 

She  could  feel  Chaol’s  eyes  on  her,  feel  the  relentless  attention  of  the  Valg prince inside Dorian. 

“Did  you  think,”  the  king  said,  grinning  like  a  wolf,  “that  I  could  not  peer inside  my  son’s  mind  and  ask  what  he  knows,  what  he  saw  the  day  of  your

cousin’s rescue?” 

She hadn’t known, and she certainly hadn’t planned on revealing herself this

way. “I’m surprised it took you this long to notice who you’d let in by the front

door. Honestly, I’m a little disappointed.” 

“So  your  people  might  say  of  you.  What  was  it  like,  Princess,  to  climb  into bed  with  my  son?  Your  mortal  enemy?”  Dorian  didn’t  so  much  as  blink.  “Did

you end it with him because of the guilt—or because you’d gained a foothold in

my castle and no longer needed him?” 

“Is that fatherly concern I detect?” 

A low laugh. “Why doesn’t the captain stop pretending that he’s stuck in those

manacles and come a bit closer.” 

Chaol stiffened. But Aelin gave him a subtle nod. 

The king didn’t bother glancing at his guards as he said, “Get out.” 

As  one,  the  guards  left,  sealing  the  door  behind  them.  The  heavy  glass

groaned shut, the floor shuddering. Chaol’s shackles clattered to the ground, and

he flexed his wrists. 

“Such traitorous filth, dwelling in my own home. And to think I once had you

in  chains—once  had  you  so  close  to  execution,  and  had  no  idea  what  prize  I instead  sentenced  to  Endovier.  The  Queen  of  Terrasen—slave  and  my

Champion.” The king unfurled his fist to look at the two rings in his palm. He

chucked them aside. They bounced on the red marble, pinging faintly. “Too bad

you don’t have your flames now, Aelin Galathynius.” 

Aelin  tugged  the  cloth  from  the  pommel  of  her  father’s  blade  and  drew  the

Sword of Orynth. 

“Where are the Wyrdkeys?” 

“At least you’re direct. But what shall you do to me, heir of Terrasen, if I do

not tell you?” He gestured to Dorian, and the prince descended the steps of the

dais, stopping at the bottom. 

Time—she  needed  time.  The  tower  wasn’t  down  yet.  “Dorian,”  Chaol  said

softly. 

The prince didn’t respond. 

The king chuckled. “No running today, Captain?” 

Chaol leveled his stare at the king, and drew Damaris—Aelin’s gift to him. 

The  king  tapped  a  finger  on  the  arm  of  his  throne.  “What  would  the  noble

people  of  Terrasen  say  if  they  knew  Aelin  of  the  Wildfire  had  such  a  bloody history?  If  they  knew  that  she  had  signed  her  services  over  to  me?  What  hope would it give them to know that even their long-lost princess was corrupted?” 

“You certainly like to hear yourself speak, don’t you?” 

The  king’s  finger  stilled  on  the  throne.  “I’ll  admit  that  I  don’t  know  how  I didn’t  see  it.  You’re  the  same  spoiled  child  who  strutted  about  her  castle.  And here  I  was,  thinking  I’d  helped  you.  I  saw  into  your  mind  that  day,  Aelin

Galathynius. You loved your home and your kingdom, but you had such a wish

to be ordinary, such a wish for freedom from your crown, even then. Have you

changed  your  mind?  I  offered  you  freedom  on  a  platter  ten  years  ago,  and  yet you wound up a slave anyway. Funny.” 

Time, time, time. Let him talk …

“You had the element of surprise then,” Aelin said. “But now we know what

power you wield.” 

“Do you? Do you understand the cost of the keys? What you must become to

use one?” 

She tightened her grip on the Sword of Orynth. 

“Would you like to go head-to-head with me, then, Aelin Galathynius? To see

if  the  spells  you  learned,  the  books  you  stole  from  me,  will  hold  out?  Little tricks, Princess, compared to the raw power of the keys.” 

“Dorian,”  Chaol  said  again.  The  prince  remained  fixated  on  her,  a  hungry

smile now on those sensuous lips. 

“Let me demonstrate,” the king said. Aelin braced herself, her gut clenching. 

He pointed at Dorian. “Kneel.” 

The prince dropped to his knees. She hid her wince at the impact of bone on

marble. The king’s brows knotted. A darkness began to build, cracking from the

king like forks of lightning. 

“No,” Chaol breathed, stepping forward. Aelin grabbed the captain by the arm

before he could do something incredibly stupid. 

A tendril of night slammed into Dorian’s back and he arched, groaning. 

“I think there is more that you know, Aelin Galathynius,” the king said, that

too-familiar  blackness  growing.  “Things  that  perhaps  only  the  heir  of  Brannon

Galathynius might have learned.” 

The third Wyrdkey. 

“You wouldn’t dare,” Aelin said. The prince’s neck was taut as he panted, as the darkness whipped him. 

Once—twice. Lashings. 

She knew that pain. “He’s your son—your heir.” 

“You forget, Princess,” the king said, “that I have two sons.” 

Dorian  screamed  as  another  whip  of  darkness  slashed  his  back.  Black

lightning flitted across his exposed teeth. 

She  lunged—and  was  thrown  back  by  the  very  wards  she’d  drawn  on  her

body.  An  invisible  wall  of  that  black  pain  lay  around  Dorian  now,  and  his

screams became unending. 

Like  a  beast  snapped  from  its  leash,  Chaol  flung  himself  against  it,  roaring Dorian’s  name,  the  blood  crumbling  from  the  cuff  of  his  jacket  with  each

attempt. 

Again. Again. Again. 

Dorian was sobbing, darkness pouring out of his mouth, shackling his hands, 

branding his back, his neck—

Then it vanished. 

The  prince  sagged  to  the  floor,  chest  heaving.  Chaol  halted  midstrike,  his

breathing ragged, face drawn. 

“Rise,” the king said. 

Dorian  got  to  his  feet,  his  black  collar  gleaming  as  his  chest  heaved. 

“Delicious,” the thing inside the prince said. Bile burned Aelin’s throat. 

“Please,” Chaol said hoarsely to the king, and her heart cracked at the word, at

the agony and desperation. “Free him. Name your price. I’ll give you anything.” 

“Would  you  hand  over  your  former  lover,  Captain?  I  see  no  use  in  losing  a

weapon if I don’t gain one in return.” The king waved a hand toward her. “You

destroyed  my  general  and  three  of  my  princes.  I  can  think  of  a  few  other  Valg who are aching to get their claws into you for that—who would very much enjoy

the chance to slip into your body. It’s only fair.” 

Aelin dared a glance toward the window. The sun climbed higher. 

“You  came  into  my  family’s  home  and  murdered  them  in  their  sleep,”  Aelin

said.  The  grandfather  clock  began  chiming  twelve.  A  heartbeat  later,  the

miserable,  off-kilter  clanging  of  the  clock  tower  sounded.  “It’s  only   fair,”  she said  to  the  king  as  she  backed  a  step  toward  the  doors,  “that  I  destroy  you  in return.” 

She tugged the Eye of Elena from under her suit. The blue stone glowed like a

small star. 

Not just a ward against evil. 

But a key in its own right, that could be used to unlock Erawan’s tomb. 

The king’s eyes went wide and he rose from his throne. “You’ve just made the mistake of your life, girl.” 

He might have a point. 

The noontime bells were ringing. 

Yet the clock tower still stood. 
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Rowan  swung  his  sword  and  the  Wyrdhound  fell  back,  howling  as  his  blade

pierced through stone and into the tender flesh beneath. But not enough to keep

it  down,  to  kill  it.  Another  Wyrdhound  leaped.  Where  they  lunged,  Rowan

struck. 

Side by side, he and Aedion had been pushed against a wall, conceding foot

after  foot  of  the  passage—driven  farther  and  farther  from  the  spool  of  fuse

Aedion had been forced to drop. 

A clanging, miserable noise rang out. 

In  the  span  between  clangs,  Rowan  slashed  for  two  different  Wyrdhounds, 

blows that would have disemboweled most creatures. 

The clock tower. Noon. 

The  Wyrdhounds  were  herding  them  back,  dodging  sure-kill  blows,  keeping

out of their reach. 

To keep them from getting to the fuse. 

Rowan swore and launched into an assault that engaged three of them at once, 

Aedion flanking him. The Wyrdhounds held their line. 

Noon,  he  had  promised  Aelin.  As  the  sun  began  to  reach  its  apex  on  the

solstice, they’d bring the tower crashing down. 

The final clang of the clock tower sounded. 

Noon had come and gone. 

And his Fireheart, his queen, was in that castle above them—left with only her

mortal training and wits to keep her alive. Perhaps not for much longer. 

The  thought  was  so  abhorrent,  so  outrageous,  that  Rowan  roared  his  fury, 

louder than the shrieks of the beasts. 

The  bellow  cost  his  brother.  One  creature  shot  past  Rowan’s  guard,  leaping, 

and  Aedion  barked  out  a  curse  and  staggered  back.  Rowan  smelled  Aedion’s

blood before he saw it. 

It must have been a dinner bell to the Wyrdhounds, that demi-Fae blood. Four

of  them  leaped  for  the  general  as  one,  their  maws  revealing  flesh-shredding

stone teeth. 

The three others whirled for Rowan, and there was nothing he could do to get

to that fuse. 
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To save the queen who held his heart in her scarred hands. 



A few steps ahead of him, Chaol watched Aelin back toward the glass doors, just

as they’d planned after seeing his men dead. 

The  king’s  attention  was  fixed  on  the  Eye  of  Elena  around  her  neck.  She

removed it, holding it in a steady hand. “Been looking for this, have you? Poor

Erawan, locked in his little tomb for so long.” 

It was an effort to hold his position as Aelin kept retreating. 

“Where did you find that?” the king seethed. 

Aelin reached Chaol, brushing against him, a comfort and a thank-you and a

good-bye as she continued past. “Turns out your ancestor didn’t approve of your

hobbies. We Galathynius women stick together, you know.” 

For the first time in his life, Chaol saw the king’s face go slack. But then the

man said, “And did that ancient fool tell you what will happen if you wield the

other key you already possess?” 

She  was  so  close  to  the  doors.  “Let  the  prince  go,  or  I’ll  destroy  this  right here, and Erawan can stay locked up.” She slid the chain into her pocket. 

“Very well,” the king said. He looked at Dorian, who showed no sign of even

remembering his own name, despite what the witch had written on the walls of

their city. “Go. Retrieve her.” 

Darkness  surged  from  Dorian,  leaking  like  blood  in  water,  and  Chaol’s  head

gave a burst of pain as—

Aelin ran, exploding through the glass doors. 

Faster  than  he  should  be,  Dorian  raced  after  her,  ice  coating  the  floor,  the room. The cold of it knocked the breath from him. But Dorian didn’t glance once

in his direction before he was gone. 

The king took a step down the dais, his breath clouding in front of him. 

Chaol  lifted  his  sword,  holding  his  position  between  the  open  doors  and  the

conqueror of their continent. 

The king took another step. “More heroic antics? Don’t you ever get bored of

them, Captain?” 

Chaol did not yield. “You murdered my men. And Sorscha.” 

“And a good many more.” 

Another  step.  The  king  stared  over  Chaol’s  shoulder  to  the  hallway  where

Aelin and Dorian had vanished. 

“It ends now,” Chaol said. 

 

The  Valg  princes  had  been  lethal  in  Wendlyn.  But  when  inhabiting  Dorian’s

body, with Dorian’s magic …

Aelin hurtled down the hallway, glass windows flanking her, marble beneath

—nothing but open sky around her. 

And behind, charging after her like a black storm, was Dorian. 

Ice spread from him, hoarfrost splintering along the windows. 

The moment that ice hit her, Aelin knew she would not run another step. 

She’d  memorized  every  hallway  and  stairwell  thanks  to  Chaol’s  maps.  She

pushed herself harder, praying that Chaol bought her time as she neared a narrow

flight of stairs and hurled herself up, taking the steps by twos and threes. 

Ice cracked along the glass right behind her, and cold bit at her heels. 

Faster— faster. 

Around  and  around,  up  and  up  she  flew.  It  was  past  noon.  If  something  had

gone wrong with Rowan and Aedion …

She hit the top of the stairs, and ice made the landing so slick that she skidded, 

going sideways, going down—

She caught herself with a hand against the floor, her skin ripping open on the

ice. She slammed into a glass wall and rebounded, then she was running again as

the ice closed in around her. 

Higher—she had to get higher. 

And Chaol, facing the king—

She didn’t let herself think about that. Spears of ice shot out from the walls, 

narrowly missing her sides. 

Her breath was a flame in her throat. 

“I  told  you,”  a  cold  male  voice  said  from  behind,  not  at  all  winded.  Ice

spiderwebbed  across  the  windows  on  either  side.  “I  told  you  that  you  would

regret sparing me. That I would destroy everything you love.” 

She reached a glass-covered bridge that stretched between two of the highest

spires. The floor was utterly transparent, so clear that she could see every inch of

the plunge to the ground far, far below. 

Hoarfrost coated the windows, groaning—

Glass exploded, and a cry shattered from her throat as it sliced into her back. 

Aelin veered to the side, for the now-broken window, its too-small iron frame, 

and the drop beyond. 

She flung herself through it. 
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Bright, open air, the wind roaring in her ears, then—

Aelin landed on the open glass bridge a level below, her knees popping as she

absorbed the impact and rolled. Her body shrieked in agony at the slices in her

arms  and  back  where  bits  of  glass  stuck  clean  through  her  suit,  but  she  was already sprinting for the tower door at the other end of the bridge. 

She looked in time to see Dorian hurtle right through the space she’d cleared, 

his eyes fixed on her. 

Aelin flung open the door as the  boom of Dorian hitting the bridge sounded. 

She slammed the door behind her, but even that couldn’t seal out the growing

cold. 

Just a little farther. 

Aelin  raced  up  the  spiraling  tower  stairs,  half  sobbing  through  her  gritted

teeth. 

Rowan. Aedion. Chaol. 

Chaol—

The  door  shattered  off  its  hinges  at  the  base  of  the  spire  and  cold  exploded through, stealing her breath. 

But  Aelin  had  reached  the  top  of  the  tower.  Beyond  it,  another  glass

footbridge, thin and bare, stretched far across to one of the other spires. 

It  was  still  shaded  as  the  sun  crept  across  the  other  side  of  the  building,  the uppermost turrets of the glass castle surrounding and smothering her like a cage

of darkness. 



Aelin had gotten out, and taken Dorian with her. 

Chaol had bought her that time, in one final attempt to save his friend and his

king. 

When she had burst into his house this morning, sobbing and laughing, she’d

explained what the Wing Leader had written, the payment the witch had given in

exchange for saving her life. Dorian was still in there, still fighting. 

She had planned to take them both on at once, the king and the prince, and he

had  agreed  to  help  her,  to  try  to  talk  Dorian  back  into  humanity,  to  try  to convince the prince to fight. Until that moment he’d seen his men hanging from

the gates. 

Now he had no interest in talking. 

If  Aelin  were  to  stand  a  chance—any  chance—of  freeing  Dorian  from  that

collar, she needed the king out of the picture. Even if it cost her the vengeance

for her family and kingdom. 

Chaol was glad to settle that score on her behalf—and on the behalf of many

more. 

The king looked at Chaol’s sword, then at his face, and laughed. 

“You’ll kill me, Captain? Such dramatics.” 

They’d  gotten  away.  Aelin  had  gotten  Dorian  out,  her  bluff  so  flawless  even

Chaol had believed the Eye in her hands was the real thing, with the way she’d

angled it into the sun so the blue stone glowed. He had no idea where she’d put

the real one. If she was even wearing it. 

All  of  it—all  that  they  had  done,  and  lost,  and  fought  for.  All  of  it  for  this moment. 

The king kept approaching, and Chaol held his sword before him, not yielding

one step. 

For  Ress.  For  Brullo.  For  Sorscha.  For  Dorian.  For  Aelin,  and  Aedion,  and

their family, for the thousands massacred in those labor camps. And for Nesryn

—who  he’d  lied  to,  who  would  wait  for  a  return  that  wouldn’t  come,  for  time they wouldn’t have together. 

He had no regrets but that one. 

A  wave  of  black  slammed  into  him,  and  Chaol  staggered  back  a  step,  the

marks of protection tingling on his skin. 

“You  lost,”  Chaol  panted.  The  blood  was  flaking  away  beneath  his  clothes, 

itching. 

Another  wave  of  black,  identical  to  the  one  that  had  struck  Dorian—which

Dorian hadn’t been able to stand against. 

Chaol  felt  it  that  time:  the  throb  of  unending  agony,  the  whisper  of  pain  to come. 

The king approached. Chaol lifted his sword higher. 

“Your wards are failing, boy.” 

Chaol smiled, tasting blood in his mouth. “Good thing steel lasts longer.” 

The sun through the windows warmed Chaol’s back—as if in an embrace, as

if in comfort. As if it to tell him it was time. 

 I’ll make it count, Aelin had promised him. 

He had bought her time. 

A wave of black reared up behind the king, sucking the light out of the room. 

Chaol spread his arms wide as the darkness hit him, shattered him, obliterated

him until there was nothing but light—burning blue light, warm and welcoming. 

Aelin and Dorian had gotten away. It was enough. 

When the pain came, he was not afraid. 
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It was going to kill her. 

He wanted it to. 

Her face—that  face—

He  neared  the  woman,  step  by  step  across  the  narrow,  shaded  bridge,  the

turrets high above them gleaming with blinding light. 

Blood  covered  her  arms,  and  she  panted  as  she  backed  away  from  him,  her

hands out before her, a gold ring shining on her finger. He could smell her now

—the immortal, mighty blood in her veins. 

“Dorian,” she said. 

He did not know that name. 

And he was going to kill her. 
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Time.  She  needed  to  buy  more  time,  or  steal  it,  while  the  bridge  still  lay  in shadow, while the sun slowly, slowly moved. 

“Dorian,” Aelin pleaded again. 

“I’m going to rip you apart from the inside out,” the demon said. 

Ice spread across the bridge. The glass in her back shifted and ripped into her

with each step she retreated toward the tower door. 

Still the clock tower had not come down. 

But the king had not yet arrived. 

“Your  father  is  currently  in  his  council  room,”  she  said,  fighting  the  pain

splintering through her. “He is in there with Chaol—with your  friend—and your

father has likely already killed him.” 

“Good.” 

“Chaol,”  Aelin  said,  her  voice  breaking.  Her  foot  slid  against  a  patch  of  ice, and the world tilted as she steadied her balance. The drop to the ground hundreds

of feet below hit her in the gut, but she kept her eyes on the prince even as agony

rippled down her body again. “Chaol. You sacrificed yourself. You let them put

that collar on you—so he could get out.” 

“I’m going to let him put a collar on you, and then we can play.” 

She hit the tower door, fumbling for the latch. 

But it was iced over. 

She clawed at the ice, glancing between the prince and the sun that had begun

to peek around the corner of the tower. 

Dorian was ten steps away. 

She  whirled  back  around.  “Sorscha—her  name  was  Sorscha,  and  she  loved

you. You loved her. And  they took her away from you.” 

Five steps. 

There was nothing human in that face, no flicker of memory in those sapphire

eyes. 

Aelin began weeping, even as blood leaked down her nose from his nearness. 

“I came back for you. Just like I promised.” 

A  dagger  of  ice  appeared  in  his  hand,  its  lethal  tip  glinting  like  a  star  in  the sunlight. “I don’t care,” Dorian said. 
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She shoved a hand between them as if she could push him away, grabbing one

of his own hands tight. His skin was so cold as he used the other to plunge the

knife into her side. 



Rowan’s  blood  sprayed  from  his  mouth  as  the  creature  slammed  into  him, 

knocking him to the ground. 

Four were dead, but three remained between him and the fuse. 

Aedion bellowed in pain and fury, holding the line, keeping the other three at

bay as Rowan drove his blade home—

The creature flipped back, away out of reach. 

The three beasts converged again, wild with the Fae blood now covering the

passage. His blood. Aedion’s. The general’s face was already pale from the loss

of it. They couldn’t stand this much longer. 

But he had to get that tower down. 

As  though  they  were  of  one  mind,  one  body,  the  three  Wyrdhounds  lunged, 

driving him and Aedion apart, one leaping for the general, two snapping for him

—

Rowan went down as stone jaws clamped onto his leg. 

Bone snapped, and black crushed in—

He roared against the darkness that meant death. 

Rowan  slammed  his  fighting  knife  into  the  creature’s  eye,  driving  up  and

deep, just as the second beast lunged for his outstretched arm. 

But  something  massive  slammed  into  the  creature,  and  it  yelped  as  it  was

thrown  against  the  wall.  The  dead  one  was  hurled  away  a  heartbeat  later,  and then—

And then there was Lorcan, swords out and swinging, a battle cry on his lips

as he tore into the remaining creatures. 

Rowan  bellowed  against  the  agony  in  his  lower  leg  as  he  got  to  his  feet, 

balancing his weight. Aedion was already up, his face a bloody mess but his eyes

clear. 

One of the creatures lunged for Aedion, and Rowan hurled his fighting knife

—hurled  it  hard  and  true,  right  into  its  gaping  mouth.  The  Wyrdhound  hit  the ground not six inches from the general’s feet. 

Lorcan  was  a  whirlwind  of  steel,  his  fury  unmatched.  Rowan  drew  his  other

knife, readying to throw it—

Just as Lorcan drove his sword clean down into the creature’s skull. 

Silence—utter silence in the bloodied tunnel. 

Aedion  scrambled,  limping  and  swaying,  for  the  fuse  twenty  paces  away.  It was still attached to the spool. 

“Now,”  Rowan  barked.  He  didn’t  care  if  they  didn’t  make  it  out.  For  all  he knew—

A phantom pain lanced through his ribs, brutally violent and nauseating. 

His knees buckled. Not pain from a wound of his—but another’s. 

 No. 

 No, no, no, no, no. 

He might have been screaming it, might have been roaring it, as he surged for

the passage exit—as he felt that agony, that lick of cold. 

Things had gone very, very wrong. 

He made it another step before his leg gave out, and it was only that invisible

bond, straining and fraying, that kept him conscious. A hard, blood-soaked body

slammed into his, an arm wrapping around his waist, hauling him up. “Run, you

stupid fool,” Lorcan hissed, hauling him from the fuse. 

Aedion was crouched over it, his bloody hands steady as he grasped the flint

and struck. 

Once. Twice. 

Then a spark, and a flame that went roaring off into the darkness. 

They ran like hell. 

“Faster,”  Lorcan  said,  and  Aedion  caught  up  to  them,  taking  Rowan’s  other arm and adding his strength and speed. 

Down the passage. Past the broken iron gates, into the sewers. 

There was not enough time and space between them and the tower. 

And Aelin—

The bond stretched tighter, splintering.  No. 

Aelin—

They heard it before they felt it. 

The  utter  lack  of  sound,  like  the  world  had  paused.  Followed  by  a  cracking

 boom. 

“Move,” Lorcan said, a barked order that had Rowan blindly obeying just as

he had for centuries. 

Then the wind—the dry, burning wind that flayed his skin. 

Then a flash of blinding light. 

Then heat—such heat that Lorcan swore, shoving them into an alcove. 

The tunnels shook; the  world shook. 

The ceilings came crashing down. 

When the dust and debris cleared, when Rowan’s body was singing with pain

and  joy  and  power,  the  way  into  the  castle  was  blocked.  And  behind  them, 
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stretching  into  the  gloom  of  the  sewers,  were  a  hundred  Valg  commanders  and

foot soldiers, armed and smiling. 



Reeking  to  Hellas’s  realm  with  Valg  blood,  Manon  and  Asterin  were  soaring

down the continent, back to Morath, when—

A soft wind, a shudder in the world, a silence. 

Asterin  barked  a  cry,  her  wyvern  banking  right  as  if  the  reins  had  been

yanked.  Abraxos  loosed  a  yelp  of  his  own,  but  Manon  just  peered  down  at  the land, where birds were taking flight at the shimmer that seemed to rush past …

At the magic that now rippled through the world, free. 

Darkness embrace her. 

 Magic. 

Whatever had happened, however it had been freed, Manon didn’t care. 

That  mortal,  human  weight  vanished.  Strength  coursed  through  her,  coating

her bones like armor. Invincible, immortal, unstoppable. 

Manon tipped her head back to the sky, spread her arms wide, and roared. 



The Keep was in chaos. Witches and humans were running around, shouting. 

Magic. 

Magic was free. 

Not possible. 

But she could feel it, even with the collar around her neck and that scar on her

arm. 

The loosing of some great beast inside her. 

A beast who purred at the shadowfire. 



Aelin  crawled  away  from  the  door  stained  with  her  blood,  away  from  the  Valg prince who laughed as she clutched at her side and inched across the bridge, her

blood a smear behind her. 

The sun was still creeping around that tower. 

“Dorian,” she said, her legs pushing against the glass, her blood dribbling out

from between her freezing fingers, warming them. “Remember.” 

The Valg prince stalked her, smiling faintly as she collapsed onto her front in

the center of the bridge. The shadowed spires of the glass castle loomed around

her—a tomb. Her tomb. 

“Dorian,  remember,” she gasped out. He’d missed her heart—barely. 

“He said to retrieve you, but perhaps I’ll have my fun first.” 

Two knives appeared in his hands, curved and vicious. 

The sun began glinting just above the tower overhead. 

“Remember Chaol,” she begged. “Remember Sorscha. Remember me.” 

A  boom shook the castle from somewhere on the other side of the building. 

And then a great wind, a soft wind, a lovely wind, as if the heart-song of the

world were carried on it. 

She  closed  her  eyes  for  a  moment  and  pressed  her  hand  against  her  side, 

drawing in a breath. 

“We get to come back,” Aelin said, pushing her hand harder and harder into

her  wound  until  the  blood  stopped,  until  it  was  only  her  tears  that  flowed. 

“Dorian,  we  get  to  come  back  from  this  loss—from  this  darkness.  We  get  to come back, and I came back for you.” 

She  was  weeping  now,  weeping  as  that  wind  faded  away  and  her  wound

knitted closed. 

The prince’s daggers had gone slack in his hands. 

And on his finger, Athril’s golden ring glowed. 

“Fight it,” she panted. The sun angled closer. “Fight it.  We get to come back.” 

Brighter and brighter, the golden ring pulsed at his finger. 

The prince staggered back a step, his face twisting. “You human worm.” 

He  had  been  too  busy  stabbing  her  to  notice  the  ring  she’d  slipped  onto  his finger when she’d grabbed his hand as if to shove him away. 

“Take it off,” he growled, trying to touch it—and hissing as though it burned. 

“Take it off! ” 

Ice  grew,  spreading  toward  her,  fast  as  the  rays  of  sunlight  that  now  shot

between the towers, refracting across every glass parapet and bridge, filling the

castle with Mala Fire-Bringer’s glorious light. 

The bridge—this bridge that she and Chaol had selected for this purpose, for

this one moment at the apex of the solstice—was smack in the middle of it. 

The light hit her, and it filled her heart with the force of an exploding star. 

With a roar, the Valg prince sent a wave of ice for her, spears and lances aimed

at her chest. 

So Aelin flung her hands out toward the prince, toward her friend, and hurled

her magic at him with everything she had. 
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There was fire, and light, and darkness, and ice. 

But the woman—the woman was there, halfway across the bridge, her hands

out before her as she got to her feet. 

No  blood  leaked  from  where  the  ice  had  stabbed  her.  Only  clean,  polished

skin peeked through the black material of her suit. 

Healed—with magic. 

All around him there was so much fire and light, tugging at him. 

 We get to come back, she said. As if she knew what this darkness was, what

horrors existed.  Fight it. 

A light was burning at his finger—a light that cracked  inside him. 

A light that cracked a sliver into the darkness. 

 Remember, she said. 

Her flames tore at him, and the demon was screaming. But it did not hurt him. 

Her flames only kept the demon at bay. 

 Remember. 

A sliver of light in the blackness. 

A cracked doorway. 

 Remember. 

Over the demon’s screaming, he pushed— pushed, and looked out through its

eyes.  His eyes. 

And saw Celaena Sardothien standing before him. 



Aedion spat blood onto the debris. Rowan was barely remaining conscious as he

leaned against the cave-in behind them, while Lorcan tried to cut a path through

the onslaught of Valg fighters. 

More and more poured in from the tunnels, armed and bloodthirsty, alerted by

the blast. 

Drained  and  unable  to  summon  the  full  depths  of  their  magic  so  soon,  even

Rowan and Lorcan wouldn’t be able to keep the Valg occupied for long. 

Aedion had two knives left. He knew they weren’t getting out of these tunnels

alive. 

The  soldiers  came  in  like  an  unending  wave,  their  hollow  eyes  lit  with

bloodlust. 

Even down here, Aedion could hear the people screaming in the streets, either

from the explosion or the magic returning to flood their land. That wind … he’d

never smelled anything like it, never would again. 

They’d taken out the tower. They’d done it. 

Now his queen would have her magic. Maybe now she’d stand a chance. 

Aedion gutted the Valg commander nearest him, black blood splattering on his

hands, and engaged the two that stepped in to replace him. Behind him, Rowan’s

breaths were rasping. Too labored. 

The prince’s magic, draining with his blood loss, had begun faltering moments

ago,  no  longer  able  to  choke  the  air  out  of  the  soldiers’  lungs.  Now  it  was  no more than a cold wind shoving against them, keeping the bulk at bay. 

Aedion hadn’t recognized Lorcan’s magic as it had blasted from him in near-

invisible dark winds. But where it struck, soldiers went down. And did not rise. 

It, too, had now failed him. 

Aedion could scarcely lift his sword arm. Just a little longer; just a few more

minutes  of  keeping  these  soldiers  engaged  so  that  his  queen  could  remain

distraction-free. 

With a grunt of pain, Lorcan was engulfed by half a dozen soldiers and shoved

out of sight into the blackness. 

Aedion kept swinging and swinging until there were no Valg before him, until

he realized that the soldiers had pulled back twenty feet and regrouped. 

A  solid  line  of  Valg  foot  soldiers,  their  numbers  stretching  away  into  the

gloom, stood watching him, holding their swords. Waiting for the order to strike. 

Too many. Too many to escape. 

“It’s been an honor, Prince,” Aedion said to Rowan. 

Rowan’s only reply was a rasping breath. 

The  Valg  commander  stalked  to  the  front  of  the  line,  his  own  sword  out. 

Somewhere  back  in  the  sewer,  soldiers  began  screaming.  Lorcan—that  selfish

prick—must have cut a path through them after all. And run. 

“Charge on my mark,” the commander said, his black ring glinting as he lifted

a hand. 

Aedion stepped in front of Rowan, useless as it would be. They’d kill Rowan

once  he  was  dead,  anyway.  But  at  least  he’d  go  down  fighting,  defending  his brother. At least he would have that. 

People  were  still  screaming  on  the  street  above—shrieking  with  blind  terror, 

the sounds of their panic growing closer, louder. 
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“Steady,” the commander said to the swordsmen. 

Aedion took a breath—one of his last, he realized. Rowan straightened as best

he could, stalwart against the death that now beckoned, and Aedion could have

sworn the prince whispered Aelin’s name. More shouting from the soldiers in the

back; some in the front turning to see what the panic was about behind them. 

Aedion didn’t care. Not with a row of swords before them, gleaming like the

teeth of some mighty beast. 

The commander’s hand came down. 

And was ripped clean off by a ghost leopard. 



For Evangeline, for her freedom, for her future. 

Where Lysandra lunged, slashing with claws and fangs, soldiers died. 

She’d made it halfway across the city before she got out of that carriage. She

told Evangeline to take it all the way to the Faliqs’ country house, to be a good

girl and  stay safe. Lysandra had sprinted two blocks toward the castle, not caring if she had little to offer them in their fight, when the wind slammed into her and

a wild song sparkled in her blood. 

Then she shed her human skin, that mortal cage, and  ran, tracking the scents

of her friends. 

The soldiers in the sewer were screaming as she tore into them— a death for

every day in hell, a death for the childhood taken from her and from Evangeline. 

She was fury, she was wrath, she was vengeance. 

Aedion and Rowan were backed up against the cave-in, their faces bloody and

gaping as she leaped upon the back of a sentry and shredded his spine clean out

of his skin. 

Oh, she  liked this body. 

More  soldiers  rushed  into  the  sewers  and  Lysandra  whirled  toward  them, 

giving  herself  wholly  to  the  beast  whose  form  she  wore.  She  became  death

incarnate. 

When there were none left, when blood soaked her pale fur—blood that tasted

 vile—she paused at last. 

“The  palace,”  Rowan  gasped  from  where  he’d  slumped  against  the  stones, 

Aedion pressing a hand to a wound in the Fae warrior’s leg. Rowan pointed to

the open sewer behind them, littered with gore. “To the queen.” 

An order and a plea. 

Lysandra nodded her furry head, that disgusting blood leaking from her maw, 

black gore in her fangs, and bolted back the way she’d come. 

People  screamed  at  the  ghost  leopard  that  shot  down  the  street,  sleek  as  an arrow, dodging whinnying horses and carriages. 

The  glass  castle  loomed,  half  shrouded  by  the  smoking  ruins  of  the  clock

tower, and light— fire—exploded between its turrets.  Aelin. 

Aelin was still alive, and fighting like hell. 

The iron gates of the castle appeared ahead, strung with reeking corpses. 

Fire  and  darkness  slammed  into  each  other  atop  the  castle,  and  people  fell

silent as they pointed. Lysandra raced for the gates, and the crowd spied her at

last, scrambling and bleating to get out of her way. They cleared a path right to

the open entrance. 

Revealing  thirty  Valg  guards  armed  with  crossbows  lined  up  in  front  of  it, 

ready to fire. 

They all trained their weapons on her. 

Thirty  guards  with  bolts—and  beyond  them,  an  open  path  to  the  castle.  To

Aelin. 

Lysandra  leaped.  The  closest  guard  fired  a  clean,  spiraling  shot  right  for  her chest. 

She knew, with that leopard’s senses, that it would hit home. 

Yet Lysandra did not slow. She did not stop. 

For  Evangeline.  For  her  future.  For  her  freedom.  For  the  friends  who  had

come for her. 

The bolt neared her heart. 

And was knocked from the air by an arrow. 

Lysandra landed on the guard’s face and shredded it with her claws. 

There was only one sharpshooter with that sort of aim. 

Lysandra loosed a roar, and became a storm of death upon the guards nearest

her while arrows rained on the rest. 

When  Lysandra  dared  look,  it  was  in  time  to  see  Nesryn  Faliq  draw  another

arrow  atop  the  neighboring  rooftop,  flanked  by  her  rebels,  and  fire  it  clean through the eye of the final guard between Lysandra and the castle. 

“Go! ” Nesryn shouted over the panicking crowd. 

Flame and night warred in the highest spires, and the earth shuddered. 

Lysandra was already running up the sloped, curving path between the trees. 

Nothing but the grass and the trees and the wind. 

Nothing  but  this  sleek,  powerful  body,  her  shape-shifter’s  heart  burning, 

glowing, singing with each step, each curve she took, fluid and swift and  free. 

Faster  and  faster,  every  movement  of  that  leopard’s  body  a  joy,  even  as  her queen battled for her kingdom and their world high, high above. 
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Aelin panted, fighting against the throbbing in her head. 

Too  soon;  too  much  power  too  soon.  She  hadn’t  had  time  to  draw  it  up  the

safe way, spiraling slowly to its depths. 

Shifting  into  her  Fae  form  hadn’t  helped—it  had  only  made  the  Valg  smell

worse. 

Dorian  was  on  his  knees,  clawing  at  his  hand,  where  the  ring  kept  glowing, 

branding his flesh. 

He  sent  darkness  snapping  for  her  again  and  again—and  each  time,  she

slammed it away with a wall of flame. 

But her blood was heating. 

“Try, Dorian,” she begged, her tongue like paper in her parched mouth. 

 “I will kill you, you Fae bitch.  ” 

A low laugh sounded behind her. 

Aelin  half  turned—not  daring  to  put  her  back  to  either  of  them,  even  if  it meant exposing herself to the open fall. 

The King of Adarlan stood in the open doorway at the other end of the bridge. 

Chaol—

“Such  a  noble  effort  from  the  captain.  To  try  to  buy  you  time  so  you  might save my son.” 

She’d tried— tried, but—

“Punish her,” the demon hissed from the other end of the bridge. 

“Patience.”  But  the  king  stiffened  as  he  took  in  the  gold  ring  burning  on

Dorian’s hand. That harsh, brutal face tightened. “What have you done?” 

Dorian thrashed, shuddering, and let out a scream that set her Fae ears ringing. 

Aelin drew her father’s sword. “You killed Chaol,” she said, the words hollow. 

“The boy didn’t even land a single blow.” He smirked at the Sword of Orynth. 

“I doubt you will, either.” 

Dorian went silent. 

Aelin snarled, “You killed him.” 

The king approached, his footfalls thudding on the glass bridge. 

“My one regret,” the king said to her, “is that I did not get to take my time.” 

She backed up a step—just one. 
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The king drew Nothung. “I’ll take my time with you, though.” 

Aelin lifted her sword in both hands. 

Then—

“What did you say?” 

Dorian. 

The voice was hoarse, broken. 

The king and Aelin both turned toward the prince. 

But Dorian’s eyes were on his father, and they were burning like stars. “What

did you say. About Chaol . ” 

The king snapped. “Silence.” 

“Did you kill him.” Not a question. 

Aelin’s  lips  began  trembling,  and  she  tunneled  down,  down,  down  inside

herself. 

“And if I did?” the king said, brows high. 

 “Did you kill Chaol?” 

The light at Dorian’s hand burned and burned—

But the collar remained around his neck. 

“You,”  the  king  snapped—and  Aelin  realized  he  meant  her  just  as  a  spear  of darkness shot for her so fast, too fast—

The darkness shattered against a wall of ice. 



Dorian. 

His name was Dorian. 

Dorian Havilliard, and he was the Crown Prince of Adarlan. 

And Celaena Sardothien—Aelin Galathynius, his friend … she had come back

for him. 

She faced him, an ancient sword in her hands. 

“Dorian?” she breathed. 

The demon inside him was screaming and pleading, ripping at him, trying to

bargain. 

A wave of black slammed into the shield of ice he’d thrown up between the

princess and his father. Soon—soon the king would break through it. 

Dorian lifted his hands to the Wyrdstone collar—cold, smooth, thrumming. 

 Don’t, the demon shrieked.  Don’t! 

There were tears running down Aelin’s face as Dorian gripped the black stone

encircling his throat. 

And,  bellowing  his  grief,  his  rage,  his  pain,  he  snapped  the  collar  from  his

neck. 
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The Wyrdstone collar broke in two—severing along a hairline fracture where the

ring’s power had sliced through. 

Dorian was panting, and blood was running from his nose, but—

“Aelin,” he gasped out, and the voice was his. It was him. 

She  ran,  sheathing  the  Sword  of  Orynth,  reaching  his  side  as  the  wall  of  ice exploded beneath a hammer of darkness. 

The king’s power surged for them, and Aelin flung out a single hand. A shield

of fire blasted into existence, and the darkness was shoved back. 

“Neither  of  you  are  leaving  here  alive,”  the  king  said,  his  rough  voice

slithering through the fire. 

Dorian sagged against her, and Aelin slipped a hand around his waist to hold

him up. 

Pain  flickered  in  her  gut,  and  a  throbbing  began  in  her  blood.  She  couldn’t hold out, not so unprepared, even as the sun held at its peak, as if Mala herself

willed it to linger just a little longer to amplify the gifts she’d already showered

on a Princess of Terrasen. 

“Dorian,” Aelin said, pain lancing down her spine as burnout neared. 

He  turned  his  head,  an  eye  still  on  the  wall  of  flickering  flames.  Such  pain, and grief, and rage in those eyes. Yet, somehow, beneath it all—a spark of spirit. 

Of hope. 

Aelin extended her hand—a question and an offer and a promise. 

“To a better future,” she said. 

“You came back,” he said, as if that were an answer. 

They joined hands. 

So the world ended. 

And the next one began. 



They were infinite. 

They were the beginning and the ending; they were eternity. 

The king standing before them gaped as the shield of flame died out to reveal
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Aelin  and  Dorian,  hand  in  hand,  glowing  like  newborn  gods  as  their  magic

entwined. 

“You’re  mine,”  the  man  raged.  He  became  darkness;  folded  himself  into  the power he carried, as if he were nothing but malice on a dark wind. 

He struck them, swallowed them. 

But  they  held  tighter  to  each  other,  past  and  present  and  future;  flickering between  an  ancient  hall  in  a  mountain  castle  perched  above  Orynth,  a  bridge

suspended  between  glass  towers,  and  another  place,  perfect  and  strange,  where

they had been crafted from stardust and light. 

A wall of night knocked them back. But they could not be contained. 

The darkness paused for breath. 

They erupted. 



Rowan blinked against the sunlight as it poured from beyond Aedion. 

Soldiers had infiltrated the sewers again, even after Lysandra had saved their

sorry  asses.  Lorcan  had  rushed  back,  bloodied,  and  told  them  the  way  out  was barred, and whatever way Lysandra had gotten in was now overrun. 

With battlefield efficiency, Rowan had healed his leg as best he could with his

remaining  power.  While  he’d  patched  himself  up,  bone  and  skin  knitting

together hastily enough to make him bark in pain, Aedion and Lorcan clawed a

path  through  the  cave-in,  just  as  the  sewer  had  filled  with  the  sounds  of  the soldiers rushing in. They’d hauled ass back to the castle grounds, where they hit

another cave-in. Aedion had started ripping at the top of it, shouting and roaring

at the earth as if his will alone could move it. 

But now there was a hole. It was all Rowan needed. 

Rowan shifted, his leg flashing in agony as he exchanged his limbs for wings

and talons. He loosed a cry, shrill and raging. A white-tailed hawk soared out of

the small opening, past Aedion. 

Rowan did not linger as he took in his surroundings. They were somewhere in

the castle gardens, the glass castle looming beyond. The reek of the smoke from

the ruin of the clock tower clogged his senses. 

Light exploded from the uppermost castle spires, so bright that he was blinded

for a moment. 

 Aelin. 

Alive.  Alive.  He  flapped,  bending  the  wind  to  his  will  with  the  dregs  of  his magic,  soaring  faster  and  faster.  He  sent  another  wind  toward  the  clock  tower, rerouting the smoke toward the river, away from them. 
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Rowan rounded the corner of the castle. 

He had no words for what he saw. 



The  King  of  Adarlan  bellowed  as  Aelin  and  Dorian  fractured  his  power. 

Together  they  broke  down  every  spell,  every  ounce  of  evil  that  he’d  bent  and shackled to his command. 

Infinite—Dorian’s power was infinite. 

They  were  full  of  light,  of  fire  and  starlight  and  sunshine.  They  overflowed with  it  as  they  snapped  the  final  tether  on  the  king’s  power  and  cleaved  his darkness away, burning it up until it was nothing. 

The king fell to his knees, the glass bridge thudding with the impact. 

Aelin  released  Dorian’s  hand.  Cold  emptiness  flooded  her  so  violently  that

she,  too,  fell  to  the  glass  floor,  gulping  down  air,  reeling  herself  back  in, remembering who she was. 

Dorian was staring at his father: the man who had broken him, enslaved him. 

In a voice she had never heard, the king whispered, “My boy.” 

Dorian didn’t react. 

The  king  gazed  up  at  his  son,  his  eyes  wide—bright—and  said  again,  “My

boy.” 

Then  the  king  looked  to  where  she  was  on  her  knees,  gaping  at  him.  “Have

you come to save me at last, Aelin Galathynius?” 
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Aelin Galathynius stared at the butcher of her family, her people, her continent. 

“Don’t listen to his lies,” Dorian said, flat and hollow. 

Aelin  studied  the  king’s  hand,  where  the  dark  ring  had  been  shattered  away. 

Only a pale band of skin remained. “Who are you?” she said quietly. 

Human—more and more, the king looked … human. Softer. 

The  king  turned  to  Dorian,  exposing  his  broad  palms.  “Everything  I  did—it

was all to keep you safe. From him.” 

Aelin went still. 

“I found the key,” the king went on, the words tumbling out. “I found the key

and  brought  it  to  Morath.  And  he  …   Perrington.  We  were  young,  and  he  took me  under  the  Keep  to  show  me  the  crypt,  even  though  it  was  forbidden.  But  I opened it with the key …” Tears, real and clear, flowed down his ruddy face. “I

opened  it,  and   he  came;  he  took  Perrington’s  body—and  …”  He  gazed  at  his bare hand. Watched it shake. “He let his minion take me.” 

“That’s enough,” Dorian said. 

Aelin’s  heart  stumbled.  “Erawan  is  free,”  she  breathed.  And  not  only  free—

Erawan   was  Perrington.  The  Dark  King  himself  had  manhandled  her,  lived  in this  castle  with  her—and  had  never  known,  by  luck  or  Fate  or  Elena’s  own

protection, that she was here.  She had never known, either—never detected it on

him. Gods above, Erawan had forced her to bow that day in Endovier and neither

of them had scented or marked what the other was. 

The  king  nodded,  setting  his  tears  splattering  on  his  tunic.  “The  Eye—you

could have sealed him back in with the Eye …” 

The  look  on  the  king’s  face  when  she’d  revealed  the  necklace  …  He’d  been

seeing a tool not of destruction, but of salvation. 

Aelin said, “How is it possible he’s been inside Perrington all this time and no

one noticed?” 

“He can hide inside a body like a snail in its shell. But cloaking his presence

also stifles his own abilities to scent others—like you. And now you are back—

all the players in the unfinished game. The Galathynius line—and the Havilliard, 

which  he  has  hated  so  fiercely  all  this  time.  Why  he  targeted  my  family,  and yours.” 

“You  butchered  my  kingdom,”  she  managed  to  say.  That  night  her  parents died,  there  had  been  that   smell  in  the  room  …  The  scent  of  the  Valg.  “You slaughtered millions.” 

“I tried to stop it.” The king braced a hand on the bridge, as if to keep from

collapsing  under  the  weight  of  the  shame  now  coating  his  words.  “They  could

find  you  based  on  your  magic  alone,  and  wanted  the  strongest  of  you  for

themselves.  And  when  you  were  born  …”  His  craggy  features  crumpled  as  he

again  addressed  Dorian.  “You  were  so  strong—so  precious.  I  couldn’t  let  them

take you. I wrested control away for just long enough.” 

“To do what,” Dorian said hoarsely. 

Aelin glanced at the smoke wafting toward the river far beyond. “To order the

towers built,” she said, “and use that spell to banish magic.” And now that they

had  freed  magic  …  the  magic-wielders  would  be  sniffed  out  by  every  Valg

demon in Erilea. 

The king gasped a shuddering breath. “But he didn’t know how I’d done it. He

thought the magic vanished as punishment from our gods and knew nothing of

why  the  towers  were  built.  All  this  time  I  used  my  strength  to  keep  the

knowledge  of  it  away  from  him—from  them.  All  my  strength—so  I  could  not

fight the demon, stop it when … when it did those things. I kept that knowledge

safe.” 

“He’s  a  liar,”  Dorian  said,  turning  on  his  heel.  There  was  no  mercy  in  his voice. “I still wound up able to use my magic—it didn’t protect me at all. He’ll

say anything.” 

 The  wicked  will  tell  us  anything  to  haunt  our  thoughts  long  after,  Nehemia had warned her. 

“I  didn’t  know,”  the  king  pleaded.  “Using  my  blood  in  the  spell  must  have

made my line immune. It was a mistake. I’m sorry.  I’m sorry. My boy—Dorian

—” 

“You don’t get to call him that,” Aelin snapped. “You came to my home and

murdered my family.” 

“I came to find you.  I came to have you burn it out of me! ” the king sobbed. 

“Aelin of the Wildfire. I tried to get you to do it. But your mother knocked you

unconscious  before  you  could  kill  me,  and  the  demon  …  The  demon  became

devoted to wiping out your line after that, so no fire could ever cleanse him from

me.” 

Aelin’s blood turned to ice. No—no, it couldn’t be true, couldn’t be right. 

“All of it was to find you,” the king said to her. “So you could save me—so

you  could  end  me  at  last.  Please.  Do  it.”  The  king  was  weeping  now,  and  his body  seemed  to  waste  away  bit  by  bit,  his  cheeks  hollowing  out,  his  hands

thinning. 

As if his life force and the demon prince inside him had indeed been bonded

—and one could not exist without the other. 

“Chaol  is  alive,”  the  king  murmured  through  his  emaciated  hands,  lowering

them  to  reveal  red-rimmed  eyes,  already  milky  with  age.  “Broken,  but  I  didn’t make the kill. There was—a light around him. I left him alive.” 

A sob ripped from her throat. She had hoped, had tried to give him a shot at

survival—

“You are a liar,” Dorian said again, his voice cold. So cold. “And you deserve

this.” Light sparked at Dorian’s fingertips. 

Aelin  mouthed  his  name,  trying  to  reel  herself  back  in,  gather  her  wits.  The demon inside the king had hunted her not because of the threat Terrasen posed—

but for the fire in her veins. The fire that could end them both. 

She lifted a hand as Dorian stepped toward his father. They had to ask more, 

learn more—

The Crown Prince tipped his head back to the sky and roared, and it was the

battle cry of a god. 

Then the glass castle shattered. 
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The bridge exploded from beneath her, and the world turned into shards of flying

glass. 

Aelin plummeted into open air, towers crashing down around her. 

She flung out her magic in a cocoon, burning through the glass as she fell and

fell and fell. 

People  were  screaming—screaming  as  Dorian  brought  the  castle  down  for

Chaol, for Sorscha, and sent a tidal wave of glass rushing toward the city lying

below. 

Down and down Aelin went, the ground surging up, the buildings around her

rupturing, the light so bright on all the fragments—

Aelin pulled out every last drop of her magic as the castle collapsed, the lethal

wave of glass cascading toward Rifthold. 

Wildfire raced for the gates, raced against the wind, against death. 

And as the wave of glass crested the iron gates, shredding through the corpses

tied  there  as  if  they  were  paper,  a  wall  of  fire  erupted  before  it,  shooting  sky-high, spreading wide. Halting it. 

A  wind  shoved  against  her,  brutal  and  unforgiving,  her  bones  groaning  as  it

pushed her up, not down. She didn’t care—not when she yielded the entirety of

her  magic,  the  entirety  of  her  being,  to  holding  the  barrier  of  flame  now

shielding Rifthold. A few more seconds, then she could die. 

The wind tore at her, and it sounded like it was roaring her name. 

Wave after wave of glass and debris slammed into her wildfire. 

But  she  kept  that  wall  of  flame  burning—for  the  Royal  Theater.  And  the

flower girls at the market. For the slaves and the courtesans and the Faliq family. 

For the city that had offered her joy and pain, death and rebirth, for the city that

had given her music, Aelin kept that wall of fire burning bright. 

There  was  blood  raining  down  among  the  glass—blood  that  sizzled  on  her

little cocoon of flame, reeking of darkness and pain. 

The wind kept blowing until it swept that dark blood away. 

Still Aelin held the shield around the city, held on to the final promise she’d

made to Chaol. 

 I’ll make it count. 
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She held on until the ground rose up to meet her—

And she landed softly in the grass. 

Then darkness slammed into the back of her head. 



The world was so bright. 

Aelin  Galathynius  groaned  as  she  pushed  herself  onto  her  elbows,  the  small

hill of grass beneath her untouched and vibrant. Only a moment—she’d been out

for only a moment. 

She raised her head, her skull throbbing as she shoved her unbound hair from

her eyes and looked at what she had done. 

What Dorian had done. 

The glass castle was gone. 

Only the stone castle remained, its gray stones warming under the midday sun. 

And  where  a  cascade  of  glass  and  debris  should  have  destroyed  a  city,  a

massive, opaque wall glittered. 

A wall of glass, its upper lip curved as if it indeed had been a cresting wave. 

The glass castle was gone. The king was dead. And Dorian—

Aelin scrambled up, her arms buckling under her. There, not three feet away, 

was Dorian, sprawled on the grass, eyes closed. 

But his chest was rising and falling. 

Beside  him,  as  if  some  benevolent  god  had  indeed  been  looking  after  them, 

lay Chaol. 

His face was bloody, but he breathed. No other wounds that she could detect. 

She  began  shaking.  She  wondered  if  he  had  noticed  when  she’d  slipped  the

real Eye of Elena into his pocket as she’d fled the throne room. 

The scent of pine and snow hit her, and she realized how they had survived the

fall. 

Aelin got to her feet, swaying. 

The sloping hill down to the city had been demolished, its trees and lampposts

and greenery shredded by the glass. 

She didn’t want to know about the people who had been on the grounds—or

in the castle. 

She forced herself to walk. 

Toward  the  wall.  Toward  the  panicked  city  beyond.  Toward  the  new  world

that beckoned. 

Two  scents  converged,  then  a  third.  A  strange,  wild  scent  that  belonged  to

everything and nothing. 

But Aelin did not look at Aedion, or Rowan, or Lysandra as she descended the hill to the city. 

Every  step  was  an  effort,  every  breath  a  trial  to  pull  herself  back  from  the brink, to hold on to the here and now, and what had to be done. 

Aelin approached the towering glass wall that now separated the castle from

the city, that separated death from life. 

She punched a battering ram of blue flame through it. 

More yelling arose as the flame ate away at the glass, forming an archway. 

The people beyond, crying and holding one another or gripping their heads or

covering their mouths, went quiet as she strode through the door she’d made. 

The gallows still stood just beyond the wall. It was the only raised surface that

she could see. 

Better than nothing. 

Aelin  ascended  the  butchering  block,  her  court  falling  into  rank  behind  her. 

Rowan was limping, but she didn’t allow herself to examine him, to even ask if

he was all right. Not yet. 

Aelin kept her shoulders back, her face grave and unyielding as she stopped at

the edge of the platform. 

“Your king is dead,” she said. The crowd stirred. “Your prince lives.” 

“All  hail  Dorian  Havilliard,”  someone  shouted  down  the  street.  No  one  else

echoed it. 

“My name is Aelin Ashryver Galathynius,” she said. “And I am the Queen of

Terrasen.” 

The crowd murmured; some onlookers stepped away from the platform. 

“Your prince is in mourning. Until he is ready, this city is mine.” 

Absolute silence. 

“If you loot, if you riot, if you cause one lick of trouble,” she said, looking a

few in the eye, “I will find you, and I will burn you to ash.” She lifted a hand, 

and flames danced at her fingertips. “If you revolt against your new king, if you

try to take his castle, then this wall”—she gestured with her burning hand—“will

turn to molten glass and flood your streets, your homes, your throats.” 

Aelin  lifted  her  chin,  her  mouth  cutting  a  hard,  unforgiving  line  as  she

surveyed the crowd filling the streets, people craning to see her, see the Fae ears

and elongated canines, see the flames flickering around her fingers. 

“I killed your king. His empire is over. Your slaves are now free people. If I

catch  you  holding  on  to  your  slaves,  if  I  hear  of  any  household  keeping  them captive, you are dead. If I hear of you whipping a slave, or trying to sell one, you

are dead. So I suggest that you tell your friends, and families, and neighbors. I

suggest  that  you  act  like  reasonable,  intelligent  people.  And  I  suggest  that  you

stay on your best behavior until your king is ready to greet you, at which time I swear on my crown that I will yield control of this city to him. If anyone has a

problem  with  it,  you  can  take  it  up  with  my  court.”  She  motioned  behind  her. 

Rowan, Aedion, and Lysandra—bloodied, battered, filthy—grinned like hellions. 

“Or,” Aelin said, the flames winking out on her hand, “you can take it up with

me.” 

Not a word. She wondered whether they were breathing. 

But  Aelin  didn’t  care  as  she  strode  off  the  platform,  back  through  the  gate she’d made, and all the way up the barren hillside to the stone castle. 

She  was  barely  inside  the  oak  doors  before  she  collapsed  to  her  knees  and

wept. 
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Elide had been in the dungeon so long that she’d lost track of time. 

But  she’d  felt  that  ripple  in  the  world,  could  have  sworn  she  heard  the  wind singing her name, heard panicked shouts—and then nothing. 

No one explained what it was, and no one came. No one was coming for her. 

She wondered how long Vernon would wait before he gave her to one of those

things. She tried counting meals to track time, but the food they gave her was the

same for breakfast and dinner, and her meal times changed around … As if they

wanted her to lose track. As if they wanted her to fold herself into the darkness

of the dungeon so that when they came for her, she’d be willing, desperate just to

see the sun again. 

The  door  to  her  cell  clicked  open,  and  she  staggered  to  her  feet  as  Vernon slipped inside. He left the door ajar behind him, and she blinked at the torchlight

as it stung her eyes. The stone hallway beyond was empty. He probably hadn’t

brought guards with him. He knew how futile running would be for her. 

“I’m glad to see they’ve been feeding you. A shame about the smell, though.” 

She refused to be embarrassed by it. Smell was the least of her concerns. 

Elide  pressed  herself  against  the  slick,  freezing  stone  wall.  Maybe  if  she  got lucky, she’d find a way to get the chain around his throat. 

“I’ll send someone to clean you up tomorrow.” Vernon began to turn, as if his

inspection were done. 

“For what?” she managed to ask. Her voice was already hoarse with disuse. 

He looked over his thin shoulder. “Now that magic has returned …” 

 Magic. That was what the ripple had been. 

“I want to learn what lies dormant in your bloodline— our bloodline. The duke

is even more curious what will come of it.” 

“Please,”  she  said.  “I’ll  disappear.  I’ll  never  bother  you.  Perranth  is  yours—

it’s all yours. You’ve won. Just let me go.” 

Vernon  clicked  his  tongue.  “I  do  like  it  when  you  beg.”  He  glanced  into  the hall beyond and snapped his fingers. “Cormac.” 

A young man stepped into view. 

He was a man of unearthly beauty, with a flawless face beneath his red hair, 

but his green eyes were cold and distant. Horrific. 
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There was a black collar around his throat. 

Darkness leaked from him in tendrils. And as his eyes met with hers …

Memories tugged at her, horrible memories, of a leg that had slowly broken, 

of years of terror, of—

“Leash it,” Vernon snapped. “Or she’ll be no fun for you tomorrow.” 

The  red-haired  young  man  sucked  the  darkness  back  into  himself,  and  the

memories stopped. 

Elide vomited her last meal onto the stones. 

Vernon  chuckled.  “Don’t  be  so  dramatic,  Elide.  A  little  incision,  a  few

stitches, and you’ll be perfect.” 

The demon prince smiled at her. 

“You’ll be given into his care afterward, to make sure that everything takes as

it should. But with magic so strong in your bloodline, how could it not? Perhaps

you’ll  outshine  those  Yellowlegs.  After  the  first  time,”  Vernon  mused,  “maybe

His  Highness  will  even  perform  his  own  experiments  with  you.  The

acquaintance  that  sold  him  out  mentioned  in  his  letter  that  Cormac  enjoyed  …

playing with young women, when he lived in Rifthold.” 

Oh, gods. Oh, gods. “Why?” she begged. “Why? ” 

Vernon shrugged. “Because I can.” 

He walked out of the cell, taking the demon prince—her betrothed—with him. 

As  soon  as  the  door  clicked  shut,  Elide  bolted  for  it,  yanking  on  the  handle, tugging until the metal bit into her hands and rubbed them raw, begging Vernon, 

begging  anyone, to hear her, remember her. 

But there was no one. 



Manon was more than ready to fall into bed at last. After all that had happened

…  She  hoped  that  the  young  queen  was  lingering  around  Rifthold,  and  had

understood the message. 

The  halls  of  the  Keep  were  in  an  uproar,  bustling  with  messengers  who

avoided  looking  at  her.  Whatever  it  was,  she  didn’t  care.  She  wanted  to  bathe, and then sleep. For days. 

When  she  awoke,  she’d  tell  Elide  what  she’d  learned  about  her  queen.  The

final piece of the life debt she owed. 

Manon  shouldered  into  her  room.  Elide’s  pallet  of  hay  was  tidy,  the  room

spotless.  The  girl  was  probably  skulking  about  somewhere,  spying  on  whoever

seemed most useful to her. 

Manon was halfway to the bathing room when she noticed the smell. 

Or lack of it. 

Elide’s scent was worn—stale. As if she hadn’t been here for days. 

Manon looked toward the fire. No embers. She reached a hand over it. Not a

hint of warmth. 

Manon scanned the room. 

No signs of a struggle. But …

Manon was out the door the next moment, headed back downstairs. 

She made it three steps before her prowl turned into a full-on sprint. She took

the stairs two and three at a time and leaped the last ten feet onto the landing, the

impact shuddering through her legs, now strong, so wickedly strong, with magic

returned. 

If  there  had  been  a  time  for  Vernon  to  get  back  at  her  for  taking  Elide  from him, it would have been while she was away. And if magic ran in Elide’s family

along  with  the  Ironteeth  blood  in  her  veins  …  Its  return  might  have  awakened something. 

 They want kings, Kaltain had said that day. 

Hall after hall, stairwell after stairwell, Manon ran, her iron nails sparking as

she  gripped  corners  to  swing  herself  around.  Servants  and  guards  darted  out  of her way. 

She  reached  the  kitchens  moments  later,  iron  teeth  out.  Everyone  went  dead

silent as she leaped down the stairs, heading right for the head cook. “Where  is

 she? ” 

The man’s ruddy face went pale. “W-who?” 

“The girl—Elide .  Where is she?” 

The  cook’s  spoon  clattered  to  the  floor.  “I  don’t  know;  I  haven’t  seen  her  in days, Wing Leader. She sometimes volunteers at the laundry, so maybe—” 

Manon was already sprinting out. 

The  head  laundress,  a  haughty  bull,  snorted  and  said  she  hadn’t  seen  Elide, 

and  perhaps  the  cripple  had  gotten  what  was  coming  to  her.  Manon  left  her

screaming on the floor, four lines gouged across her face. 

Manon  hurtled  up  the  stairs  and  across  an  open  stone  bridge  between  two

towers, the black rock smooth against her boots. 

She had just reached the other side when a woman shouted from the opposite

end of the bridge, “Wing Leader!” 

Manon  slammed  to  a  stop  so  hard  she  almost  collided  with  the  tower  wall. 

When  she  whirled,  a  human  woman  in  a  homespun  gown  was  running  for  her, 

reeking of whatever soaps and detergents they used in the laundry. 

The woman gulped down great breaths of air, her dark skin flushed. She had

to brace her hands on her knees to catch her breath, but then she lifted her head

and said, “One of the laundresses sees a guard who works in the Keep dungeons. 

She said that Elide’s locked up down there. No one’s allowed in but her uncle. 

Don’t know what they’re planning to do, but it can’t be good.” 

“What  dungeons?”  There  were  three  different  ones  here—along  with  the

catacombs in which they kept the Yellowlegs coven. 

“She didn’t know. He’ll only tell her so much. Some of us girls were trying to

—to see if there was anything to be done, but—” 

“Tell  no  one  that  you  spoke  to  me.”  Manon  turned.  Three  dungeons,  three

possibilities. 

“Wing Leader,” the young woman said. Manon looked over her shoulder. The

woman put a hand on her heart. “Thank you.” 

Manon didn’t let herself think about the laundress’s gratitude, or what it meant

for those weak, helpless humans to have even considered trying to rescue Elide

on their own. 

She did not think that woman’s blood would be watery or taste of fear. 

Manon  launched  into  a  sprint—not  to  the  dungeon,  but  to  the  witches’

barracks. 

To the Thirteen. 
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Elide’s  uncle  sent  two  stone-faced  female  servants  down  to  scrub  her,  both

bearing  buckets  of  water.  She  tried  to  fight  when  they  stripped  her,  but  the women  were  walls  of  iron.  Any  sort  of  Blackbeak  blood  in  Elide’s  veins,  she realized,  had  to  be  the  diluted  kind.  When  she  was  naked  before  them,  they

dumped the water on her and attacked her with their brushes and soaps, not even

hesitating  as  they  washed  her   everywhere,  even  when  she  shrieked  at  them  to stop. 

A sacrificial offering; a lamb to the slaughter. 

Shaking, weak from the effort of fighting them, Elide had hardly any strength

to retaliate as they dragged combs through her hair, yanking hard enough that her

eyes watered. They left it unbound, and dressed her in a plain green robe. With

nothing beneath. 

Elide begged them, over and over. They might as well have been deaf. 

When they left, she tried to squeeze out the cell door after them. The guards

shoved her back in with a laugh. 

Elide backed up until she was pressed against the wall of her cell. 

Every minute was closer to her last. 

A  stand.  She’d  make  a  stand.  She  was  a  Blackbeak,  and  her  mother  had

secretly  been  one,  and  they  would  both  go  down  swinging.  Force  them  to  gut

her, to kill her before they could touch her, before they could implant that stone

inside her, before she could birth those monsters—

The door clicked open. Four guards appeared. 

“The prince is waiting in the catacombs.” 

Elide dropped to her knees, shackles clanking. “Please. Please—” 

 “Now.” 

Two  of  them  shoved  into  the  cell,  and  she  couldn’t  fight  back  against  the

hands  that  grabbed  under  her  arms  and  dragged  her  toward  that  door.  Her  bare feet  tore  on  the  stones  as  she  kicked  and  thrashed,  despite  the  chain,  trying  to claw free. 

Closer  and  closer,  they  hauled  her  like  a  bucking  horse  toward  the  open  cell door. 

The two waiting guards sniggered, eyes on the flap of the robe that fell open
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as  she  kicked,  revealing  her  thighs,  her  stomach,  everything  to  them.  Elide

sobbed,  even  as  she  knew  the  tears  would  do  her  no  good.  They  just  laughed, devouring her with their eyes—

Until  a  hand  with  glittering  iron  nails  shoved   through  the  throat  of  one  of them, puncturing it wholly. The guards froze, the one at the door whirling at the

spray of blood—

He  screamed  as  his  eyes  were  slashed  into  ribbons  by  one  hand,  his  throat

shredded by another. 

Both  guards  collapsed  to  the  ground,  revealing  Manon  Blackbeak  standing

behind them. 

Blood ran down her hands, her forearms. 

And Manon’s golden eyes glowed as if they were living embers as she looked

at the two guards gripping Elide. As she beheld the disheveled robe. 

They released Elide to grab their weapons, and she sagged to the floor. 

Manon just said, “You’re already dead men.” 

And then she moved. 

Elide  didn’t  know  if  it  was  magic,  but  she’d  never  seen  anyone  in  her  life move like that, as if she were a phantom wind. 

Manon snapped the neck of the first guard with a brutal crunch. As the second

lunged for her, Elide scrambling out of the way, Manon only laughed—laughed

and twirled away, moving behind him to plunge her hand into his back, into his

body. 

His  shriek  blasted  through  the  cell.  Flesh  tore,  revealing  a  white  column  of bone—his  spine—which  she  gripped,  her  nails  shredding  deep,  and  broke  in

two. 

Elide trembled—at the man who fell to the ground, bleeding and broken, and

at the witch standing over him, bloodied and panting. The witch who had come

for her. 

“We need to run,” Manon said. 



Manon knew rescuing Elide would be a statement—and knew there were others

who would want to make it with her. 

But  chaos  had  broken  out  in  the  Keep  as  she  had  raced  to  summon  her

Thirteen. News had come. 

The King of Adarlan was dead. Destroyed by Aelin Galathynius. 

She had shattered his glass castle, used her fire to spare the city from a deadly

wave of glass, and declared Dorian Havilliard King of Adarlan. 

The Witch Killer had done it. 

People  were  in  a  panic;  even  the  witches  were  looking  to  her  for  answers. 

What would they do now that the mortal king was dead? Where would they go? 

Were they free of their bargain? 

Later—Manon would think of those things later. Now she had to act. 

So  she  had  found  her  Thirteen  and  ordered  them  to  get  the  wyverns  saddled

and ready. 

Three dungeons. 

 Hurry, Blackbeak,  whispered a strange, soft female voice in her head that was

at once old and young and wise.  You race against doom. 

Manon had hit the nearest dungeon, Asterin, Sorrel, and Vesta at her back, the

green-eyed demon twins behind them. Men began dying—fast and bloody. 

No  use  arguing—not  when  the  men  took  one  look  at  them  and  drew  their

weapons. 

The  dungeon  held  rebels  of  all  kingdoms,  who  pleaded  for  death  when  they

saw  them,  in  such  states  of  unspeakable  torment  that  even  Manon’s  stomach

turned. But no sign of Elide. 

They  had  swept  the  dungeon,  Faline  and  Fallon  lingering  to  make  sure  they

hadn’t missed anything. 

The second dungeon held more of the same. Vesta stayed this time to sweep it

again. 

 Faster, Blackbeak, that wise female voice begged her, as if there were only so

much she might interfere.  Faster—

Manon ran like hell. 

The  third  dungeon  was  above  the  catacombs,  and  so  heavily  guarded  that

black  blood  became  a  mist  around  them  as  they  launched  themselves  into  tier

after tier of soldiers. 

Not one more. Not one more female would she allow them to take. 

Sorrel  and  Asterin  plunged  into  the  soldiers,  plowing  a  path  for  her.  Asterin ripped out the throat of one man with her teeth while she gutted another with her

nails.  Black  blood  sprayed  from  Asterin’s  mouth  as  she  pointed  to  the  stairs ahead and roared, “Go! ” 

So  Manon  had  left  her  Second  and  Third  behind,  leaping  down  the  stairs, 

around and around. There had to be a secret entrance from these dungeons into

the catacombs, some quiet way to transport Elide—

 Faster, Blackbeak!  that sage voice barked. 

And as a little wind pushed at Manon’s feet as if it could hurry her along, she

knew that it was a goddess peering over her shoulder, a lady of wise things. Who

perhaps  had  watched  over  Elide  her  entire  life,  muted  without  magic,  but  now

that it was free …

Manon hit the lowest level of the dungeon, a mere floor above the catacombs. 

Sure enough, at the end of the hall, a door opened onto a descending staircase. 

Between  her  and  that  staircase  were  two  guards  sniggering  at  an  open  cell

door as a young woman begged for their mercy. 

It  was  the  sound  of  Elide’s  weeping—that  girl  of  quiet  steel  and  quicksilver wit  who  had  not  wept  for  herself  or  her  sorry  life,  only  faced  it  with  grim determination—that made Manon snap entirely. 

She killed those guards in the hall. 

She saw what they had been laughing at: the girl gripped between two other

guards,  her  robe  tugged  open  to  reveal  her  nakedness,  the  full  extent  of  that ruined leg—

Her grandmother had sold them to these people. 

She was a Blackbeak; she was no one’s slave. No one’s prize horse to breed. 

Neither was Elide. 

Her  wrath  was  a  song  in  her  blood,  and  Manon  had  merely  said,  “You’re

already dead men,” before she unleashed herself on them. 

When  she’d  chucked  the  last  guard’s  body  onto  the  ground,  when  she  was

covered in black and blue blood, Manon looked at the girl on the floor. 

Elide tugged her green robe shut, shaking so badly Manon thought she’d puke. 

She could smell vomit already in the cell. They had kept her here, in this rotting

place. 

“We need to run,” Manon said. 

Elide tried to rise, but couldn’t so much as get to her knees. 

Manon stalked to her, helping the girl to her feet, leaving a smear of blood on

her forearm. Elide swayed, but Manon was looking at the old chain around her

ankles. 

With a swipe of her iron nails, she snapped through it. 

She’d  unlock  the  shackles  later.  “Now,”  Manon  said,  tugging  Elide  into  the

hall. 

There were more soldiers shouting from the way she’d come, and Asterin and

Sorrel’s  battle  cries  rang  out  down  the  stairs.  But  behind  them,  from  the

catacombs below …

More men—Valg—curious about the clamor leaking in from above. 

Bringing Elide into the melee might very well kill her, but if the soldiers from

the  catacombs  attacked  from  behind  …  Worse,  if  they  brought  one  of  their

princes …

Regret. It had been regret she’d felt that night she’d killed the Crochan. Regret

and guilt and shame, for acting on blind obedience, for being a coward when the

Crochan had held her head high and spoken truth. 

 They have made you into monsters. Made, Manon. And we feel sorry for you. 

It  was  regret  that  she’d  felt  when  she  heard  Asterin’s  tale.  For  not  being

worthy of trust. 

And for what she had allowed to happen to those Yellowlegs. 

She did not want to imagine what she might feel should she bring Elide to her

death. Or worse. 

Brutality. Discipline. Obedience. 

It  did  not  seem  like  a  weakness  to  fight  for  those  who  could  not  defend

themselves. Even if they weren’t true witches. Even if they meant nothing to her. 

“We’re going to have to battle our way out,” Manon said to Elide. 

But the girl was wide-eyed, gaping at the cell doorway. 

Standing there, her dress flowing around her like liquid night, was Kaltain. 
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Elide stared at the dark-haired young woman. 

And Kaltain stared back. 

Manon  let  out  a  warning  snarl.  “Unless  you  want  to  die,  get  the  rutting  hell out of the way.” 

Kaltain,  her  hair  unbound,  her  face  pale  and  gaunt,  said,  “They  are  coming

now. To find out why she has not yet arrived.” 

Manon’s bloodied hand was sticky and damp as it clamped around Elide’s arm

and  tugged  her  toward  the  door.  The  single  step,  the  freedom  of  movement

without that chain … Elide almost sobbed. 

Until she heard the fighting ahead. Behind them, from the dark stairwell at the

other end of the hall, the rushing feet of more men approached from far below. 

Kaltain stepped aside as Manon pushed past. 

“Wait,” Kaltain said. “They will turn this Keep upside down looking for you. 

Even  if  you  get  airborne,  they  will  send  out  riders  after  you  and  use  your  own people against you, Blackbeak.” 

Manon dropped Elide’s arm. Elide hardly dared to breathe as the witch said, 

“How  long  has  it  been  since  you  destroyed  the  demon  inside  that  collar, 

Kaltain?” 

A low, broken laugh. “A while.” 

“Does the duke know?” 

“My  dark  liege  sees  what  he  wants  to  see.”  She  shifted  her  eyes  to  Elide. 

Exhaustion,  emptiness,  sorrow,  and  rage  danced  there  together.  “Remove  your

robe and give it to me.” 

Elide backed up a step. “What?” 

Manon looked between them. “You can’t trick them.” 

“They see what they want to see,” Kaltain said again. 

The  men  closing  in  on  either  side  grew  nearer  with  every  uneven  heartbeat. 

“This is insane,” Elide breathed. “It’ll never work.” 

“Take off your robe and give it to the lady,” Manon ordered. “Do it now.” 

No room for disobedience. So Elide listened, blushing at her own nakedness, 

trying to cover herself. 

Kaltain  merely  let  her  black  dress  slip  from  her  shoulders.  It  rippled  on  the

ground. 

Her body—what they had done to her body, the bruises on her, the thinness …

Kaltain wrapped herself in the robe, her face empty again. 

Elide  slid  on  the  gown,  its  fabric  horribly  cold  when  it  should  have  been

warm. 

Kaltain  knelt  before  one  of  the  dead  guards—oh,  gods,  those  were  corpses

lying  there—and  ran  her  hand  over  the  hole  in  the  guard’s  neck.  She  smeared and flicked blood over her face, her neck, her arms, the robe. She ran it through

her hair, tugging it forward, hiding her face until bits of blood were all that could

be seen, folding her shoulders inward, until—

Until Kaltain looked like Elide. 

 You could be sisters, Vernon had said. Now they could be twins. 

“Please—come with us,” Elide whispered. 

Kaltain laughed quietly. “Dagger, Blackbeak.” 

Manon pulled out a dagger. 

Kaltain  sliced  it  deep  into  the  hideous  scarred  lump  in  her  arm.  “In  your

pocket,  girl,”  Kaltain  said  to  her.  Elide  reached  into  the  dress  and  pulled  out  a scrap of dark fabric, frayed and ripped at the edges, as if it had been torn from

something. 

Elide held it toward the lady as Kaltain reached into her arm, no expression of

pain on that beautiful, bloodied face, and pulled out a glimmering sliver of dark

stone. 

Kaltain’s  red  blood  dripped  off  it.  Carefully,  the  lady  set  it  onto  the  scrap  of fabric Elide held out, and folded Elide’s fingers around it. 

A dull, strange thudding pounded through Elide as she grasped the shard. 

“What is that?” Manon asked, sniffing subtly. 

Kaltain just squeezed Elide’s fingers. “You find Celaena Sardothien. Give her

this. No one else.  No one else.  Tell her that you can open any door, if you have the key. And tell her to remember her promise to me—to punish them all. When

she asks why, tell her I said that they would not let me bring the cloak she gave

me, but I kept a piece of it. To remember that promise she made. To remember to

repay her for a warm cloak in a cold dungeon.” 

Kaltain stepped away. 

“We can take you with us,” Elide tried again. 

A small, hateful smile. “I have no interest in living. Not after what they did. I

don’t think my body could survive without their power.” Kaltain huffed a laugh. 

“I shall enjoy this, I think.” 

Manon tugged Elide to her side. “They’ll notice you without the chains—” 

“They’ll be dead before they do,” Kaltain said. “I suggest you run.” 
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Manon  didn’t  ask  questions,  and  Elide  didn’t  have  time  to  say  thank  you

before the witch grabbed her and they ran. 



She was a wolf. 

She was death, devourer of worlds. 

The  guards  found  her  curled  up  in  the  cell,  shuddering  at  the  carnage.  They didn’t ask questions, didn’t look twice at her face before they hauled her down

the hall and into the catacombs. 

Such screaming here. Such terror and despair. But the horrors under the other

mountains  were  worse.  So  much  worse.  Too  bad  she  would  not  have  the

opportunity to also spare them, slaughter them. 

She was a void, empty without that sliver of power that built and ate and tore

apart worlds inside of her. 

His precious gift, his key, he had called her. A living gate, he promised. Soon, 

he had said he would add the other. And then find the third. 

So that the king inside him might rule again. 

They led her into a chamber with a table in the center. A white sheet covered

it, and men watched as they shoved her onto the table—the altar. They chained

her down. 

With the blood on her, they did not notice the cut on her arm, or whose face

she wore. 

One  of  the  men  came  forward  with  a  knife,  clean  and  sharp  and  gleaming. 

“This won’t take but a few minutes.” 

Kaltain smiled up at him. Smiled broadly, now that they had brought her into

the bowels of this hellhole. 

The man paused. 

A red-haired young man walked into the room, reeking of the cruelty born in

his human heart and amplified by the demon inside him. He froze as he saw her. 

He opened his mouth. 

Kaltain Rompier unleashed her shadowfire upon them all. 

This was not the ghost of shadowfire they had made her kill with—the reason

why they had first approached her, lied to her when they invited her to that glass

castle—but the real thing. The fire she had harbored since magic had returned—

golden flame now turned to black. 

The room became cinders. 

Kaltain pushed the chains off her as though they were cobwebs and arose. 

She disrobed as she walked out of the room. Let them see what had been done
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to her, the body they’d wasted. 

She  made  it  two  steps  into  the  hall  before  they  noticed  her,  and  beheld  the black flames rippling off her. 

Death, devourer of worlds. 

The hallway turned to black dust. 

She  strode  toward  the  chamber  where  the  screaming  was  loudest,  where

female cries leaked through the iron door. 

The  iron  did  not  heat,  did  not  bend  to  her  magic.  So  she  melted  an  archway through the stones. 

Monsters and witches and men and demons whirled. 

Kaltain  flowed  into  the  room,  spreading  her  arms  wide,  and  became

shadowfire,  became  freedom  and  triumph,  became  a  promise  hissed  in  a

dungeon beneath a glass castle:

 Punish them all. 

She burned the cradles. She burned the monsters within. She burned the men

and  their  demon  princes.  And  then  she  burned  the  witches,  who  looked  at  her with gratitude in their eyes and embraced the dark flame. 

Kaltain  unleashed  the  last  of  her  shadowfire,  tipping  her  face  to  the  ceiling, toward a sky she’d never see again. 

She took out every wall and every column. As she brought it all crashing and

crumbling around them, Kaltain smiled, and at last burned herself into ash on a

phantom wind. 



Manon ran. But Elide was so slow—so painfully slow with that leg. 

If Kaltain unleashed her shadowfire before they got out …

Manon grabbed Elide and hauled her over a shoulder, the beaded dress cutting

into Manon’s hand as she sprinted up the stairs. 

Elide  didn’t  say  a  word  as  Manon  reached  the  dungeon  landing  and  beheld

Asterin and Sorrel finishing off the last of the soldiers. “Run! ” she barked. 

They were coated in that black blood, but they’d live. 

Up and up, they hurtled out of the dungeons, even as Elide became a weight

borne  on  pure  defiance  of  the  death  surely  racing  toward  them  from  levels

below. 

There was a shudder—

“Faster!” 

Her  Second  made  it  to  the  giant  dungeon  doors  and  hurled  herself  against

them,  heaving  them  open.  Manon  and  Sorrel  dashed  through;  Asterin  shoved

them sealed with a bang. It would only delay the flame a second, if that. 

Up and up, toward the aerie. 

Another shudder and a boom—

Screaming, and heat—

Down the halls they flew, as if the god of wind were pushing at their heels. 

They hit the base of the aerie tower. The rest of the Thirteen were gathered in

the stairwell, waiting. 

“Into the skies,” Manon ordered as they took the stairs, one after one, Elide so

heavy now that she thought she’d drop her. Only a few more feet to the top of

the tower, where the wyverns were hopefully saddled and prepared. They were. 

Manon  hurtled  for  Abraxos  and  shoved  the  shuddering  girl  into  the  saddle. 

She  climbed  up  behind  her  as  the  Thirteen  scrambled  onto  their  mounts. 

Wrapping her arms around Elide, Manon dug her heels into Abraxos’s side. “Fly

 now! ” she roared. 

Abraxos leaped through the opening, soaring up and out, the Thirteen leaping

with them, wings beating hard, beating wildly—

Morath exploded. 

Black  flame  erupted,  taking  out  stone  and  metal,  racing  higher  and  higher. 

People shouted and then were silenced, as even rock melted. 

The air hollowed out and ruptured in Manon’s ears, and she curled her body

around Elide’s, twisting them so the heat of the blast singed her own back. 

The aerie tower was incinerated, and crumbled away behind them. 

The blast sent them tumbling, but Manon gripped the girl tight, clenching the

saddle  with  her  thighs  as  hot,  dry  wind  blasted  past  them.  Abraxos  screeched, shifting and soaring into the gust. 

When Manon dared to look, a third of Morath was a smoldering ruin. 

Where  those  catacombs  had  once  been—where  those  Yellowlegs  had  been

tortured and broken, where they had bred monsters—there was nothing left. 
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Aelin slept for three days. 

Three days, while Rowan sat by her bed, healing his leg as best he could while

the abyss of his power refilled. 

Aedion  assumed  control  of  the  castle,  imprisoning  any  surviving  guards. 

Most, Rowan had been viciously pleased to learn, had been killed in the storm of

glass  the  prince  had  called  down.  Chaol  had  survived,  by  some  miracle—

probably the Eye of Elena, which they’d found tucked into his pocket. It was an

easy guess who had put it there. Though Rowan honestly wondered if, when the

captain  woke  up,  he  might  wish  he  hadn’t  made  it  after  all.  He’d  encountered enough soldiers who felt that way. 

After  Aelin  had  so  spectacularly  leashed  the  people  of  Rifthold,  they  found

Lorcan waiting by the doors to the stone castle. The queen hadn’t even noticed

him as she sank to her knees and cried and cried, until Rowan scooped her into

his  arms  and,  limping  slightly,  carried  her  through  the  frenzied  halls,  servants dodging them as Aedion led the way to her old rooms. 

It  was  the  only  place  to  go.  Better  to  establish  themselves  in  their  enemy’s former stronghold than retreat to the warehouse apartment. 

A  servant  named  Philippa  was  asked  to  look  after  the  prince,  who  had  been

unconscious  the  last  time  Rowan  had  seen  him—when  he  plummeted  to  earth

and Rowan’s wind stopped his fall. 

He didn’t know what had happened in the castle. Through her weeping, Aelin

hadn’t said anything. 

She  had  been  unconscious  by  the  time  Rowan  reached  her  lavish  suite  of

rooms, not even stirring as he kicked open the locked door. His leg had burned in

pain,  the  rough  healing  he’d  done  barely  holding  the  wound  together,  but  he

didn’t care. He’d barely set Aelin on the bed before Lorcan’s scent hit him again, 

and he whirled, snarling. 

But there was already someone in Lorcan’s face, blocking the warrior’s path

into the queen’s bedchamber. Lysandra. 

“May  I  help  you?”  the  courtesan  had  said  sweetly.  Her  dress  was  in  shreds, 

and blood both black and red coated most of her, but she held her head high and

her  back  straight.  She’d  made  it  as  far  as  the  upper  levels  of  the  stone  castle

before  the  glass  one  above  it  had  exploded.  And  showed  no  plans  of  leaving anytime soon. 

Rowan had thrown a shield of hard air around Aelin’s room as Lorcan stared

down at Lysandra, his blood-splattered face impassive. “Out of my way, shifter.” 

Lysandra had held up a slender hand—and Lorcan paused. The shape-shifter

pressed  her  other  hand  against  her  stomach,  her  face  blanching.  But  then  she smiled and said, “You forgot to say ‘please.’” 

Lorcan’s  dark  brows  flattened.  “I  don’t  have  time  for  this.”  He  made  to  step around her, shove her aside. 

Lysandra vomited black blood all over him. 

Rowan didn’t know whether to laugh or cringe as Lysandra, panting, gaped at

Lorcan,  and  at  the  blood  on  his  neck  and  chest.  Slowly,  too  slowly,  Lorcan

looked down at himself. 

She pressed a hand over her mouth. “I am—so sorry—” 

Lorcan  didn’t  even  step  out  of  the  way  as  Lysandra  vomited  on  him  again, 

black blood and bits of gore now on the warrior and on the marble floor. 

Lorcan’s dark eyes flickered. 

Rowan decided to do them both a favor and joined them in the antechamber, 

shutting the queen’s bedroom door behind him as he stepped around the puddle

of blood, bile, and gore. 

Lysandra gagged again, and wisely darted to what looked to be a bathing room

off the foyer. 

All  of  the  men  and  demons  she’d  wasted,  it  seemed,  did  not  sit  well  in  her human stomach. The sounds of her purging leaked out from beneath the bathing

room door. 

“You deserved that,” Rowan said. 

Lorcan didn’t so much as blink. “That’s the thanks I get?” 

Rowan leaned against the wall, crossing his arms and keeping the weight off

his  now-healing  leg.  “You  knew  we’d  try  to  use  those  tunnels,”  Rowan  said, 

“and yet you lied about the Wyrdhounds being dead. I should rip out your gods-

damned throat.” 

“Go ahead. Try.” 

Rowan  remained  against  the  door,  calculating  every  move  of  his  former

commander.  A  fight  right  here,  right  now  would  be  too  destructive,  and  too

dangerous with his queen unconscious in the room behind him. “I wouldn’t have

given a shit about it if it had just been me. But when you let me walk into that

trap, you endangered my queen’s life—” 

“Looks like she did just fine—” 

“—and the life of a brother in my court.” 

Lorcan’s mouth tightened—barely. 

“That’s why you came to help, isn’t it?” Rowan said. “You saw Aedion when

we left the apartment.” 

“I did not know Gavriel’s son would be in that tunnel with you. Until it was

too late.” 

Of course, Lorcan would never have warned them about the trap after learning

Aedion  would  be  there.  Not  in  a  thousand  years  would  Lorcan  ever  admit  to  a mistake. 

“I wasn’t aware that you even cared.” 

“Gavriel  is  still  my  brother,”  Lorcan  said,  his  eyes  flashing.  “I  would  have faced him with dishonor if I had let his son die.” 

Only  for  honor,  for  the  blood  bond  between  them—not  for  saving  this

continent.  The  same  twisted  bond  was  leading  him  now  to  destroy  the  keys

before Maeve could acquire them. Rowan had no doubt that Lorcan meant to do

it, even if Maeve killed him for it later. 

“What are you doing here, Lorcan? Didn’t you get what you wanted?” 

A  fair  question—and  a  warning.  The  male  was  now  inside  his  queen’s  suite, 

closer  than  most  people  in  her  court  would  ever  get.  Rowan  began  a  silent

countdown in his head. Thirty seconds seemed generous. Then he would throw

Lorcan out on his ass. 

“It’s not over,” the warrior said. “Not even close.” 

Rowan  lifted  his  brows.  “Idle  threats?”  But  Lorcan  had  only  shrugged  and

walked  out,  covered  in  Lysandra’s  vomit,  and  did  not  look  back  before

disappearing down the hall. 

That  had  been  three  days  ago.  Rowan  hadn’t  seen  or  scented  Lorcan  since. 

Lysandra, mercifully, had stopped hurling her guts up—or someone else’s guts, 

he supposed. The shape-shifter had claimed a room across the hall, between the

two chambers in which the Crown Prince and Chaol still slept. 

After  what  Aelin  and  the  Crown  Prince  had  done,  the  magic  they’d  wielded

together and alone, three days of sleep was hardly surprising. 

Yet it drove Rowan out of his mind. 

There were so many things he needed to say to her—though perhaps he would

just ask how the hell she’d gotten stabbed in the side. She’d healed herself, and

he wouldn’t have even known were it not for the rips in the ribs, back, and arms

of that black assassin’s suit. 

When the healer had inspected the sleeping queen, she’d found that Aelin had

healed  herself  too  quickly,  too  desperately—and  had  sealed  her  flesh  around

some shards of glass in her back. Watching as the healer stripped her naked, then

began carefully opening the dozens of little wounds to dig out the glass almost

made him tear down the walls. 

Aelin  slept  through  it,  which  he  supposed  was  a  mercy,  given  how  deep  the

healer had to dig to get the glass out. 

 She’s lucky it didn’t hit anything permanent, the healer had said. 

Once every shard was gone, Rowan had used his strained magic to slowly—so

slowly,  damn  him—heal  the  wounds  again.  It  left  the  tattoo  on  her  back  in

ribbons. 

He’d  have  to  fill  it  in  when  she  recovered.  And  teach  her  more  about

battlefield healing. 

If she ever woke up. 

Sitting in a chair beside her bed, Rowan toed off his boots and rubbed at the

faint, lingering soreness in his leg. Aedion had just finished giving a report about

the current status of the castle. Three days later, the general still hadn’t spoken

about what had happened—that he’d been willing to lay down his life to protect

Rowan from the Valg foot soldiers, or that the King of Adarlan was dead. As far

as  the  former,  Rowan  had  thanked  him  for  that  in  the  only  way  he  knew  how: offering  Aedion  one  of  his  own  daggers,  forged  by  the  greatest  of  Doranelle’s blacksmiths. Aedion had initially refused, insisting he needed no thanks, but had

worn the blade at his side ever since. 

But in regard to the latter … Rowan had asked, just once, what the general felt

about  the  king  being  dead.  Aedion  had  merely  said  he  wished  the  bastard  had suffered longer, but dead was dead, so it was fine by him. Rowan wondered if he

truly meant it, but Aedion would tell him when he was good and ready. Not all

wounds  could  be  healed  with  magic.  Rowan  knew  that  too  well.  But  they  did

heal. Eventually. 

And the wounds on this castle, on the city—those would heal, too. He’d stood

on  battlefields  after  the  killing  had  stopped,  the  earth  still  wet  with  blood,  and lived to see the scars slowly heal, decade after decade, on the land, the people. 

So, too, would Rifthold heal. 

Even  if  Aedion’s  latest  report  on  the  castle  was  grim.  Most  of  the  staff  had survived, along with a few courtiers, but it seemed that a good number of those

who  had  remained  at  court—courtiers  Aedion  had  known  to  be  worthless, 

scheming devils—hadn’t made it. As if the prince had wiped clean the stain from

his castle. 

Rowan shuddered at the thought, gazing at the doors Aedion had vacated. The

Crown Prince had such tremendous power. Rowan had never seen its like. He’d

need to find a way to train it—hone it—or risk it destroying him. 

And  Aelin—that  brilliant,  insane  fool—had  taken  a  tremendous  risk  in

weaving her power with his. The prince had raw magic that could be shaped into
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anything. Aelin could have burnt herself out in a second. 

Rowan turned his head and glared at her. 

And found Aelin glaring back. 



“I save the world,” Aelin said, her voice like gravel, “and yet I wake up to you

being pissy.” 

“It was a group effort,” Rowan said from a chair nearby. “And I’m pissy for

about  twenty  different  reasons,  most  of  them  having  to  do  with  you  making

some of the most reckless decisions I’ve ever—” 

“Dorian,” she blurted. “Is Dorian—” 

“Fine. Asleep. He’s been out as long as you.” 

“Chaol—” 

“Asleep. Recovering. But alive.” 

A weight eased from her shoulders. And then … she looked at the Fae Prince

and  understood  that  he  was  unharmed,  that  she  was  in  her  old  room,  that  they weren’t in chains or collars, and that the king … What the king had said before

he died …

“Fireheart,” Rowan murmured, starting from his chair, but she shook her head. 

The movement made her skull throb. 

She  took  a  steadying  breath,  wiping  at  her  eyes.  Gods,  her  arm  ached,  her

back  ached,  her  side  ached  …  “No  more  tears,”  she  said.  “No  more  weeping.” 

She lowered her hands to the blankets. “Tell me—everything.” 

So he did. About the hellfire, and the Wyrdhounds, and Lorcan. And then the

past  three  days,  of  organizing  and  healing  and  Lysandra  scaring  the  living  shit out  of  everyone  by  shifting  into  a  ghost  leopard  anytime  one  of  Dorian’s

courtiers stepped out of line. 

When he’d finished, Rowan said, “If you can’t talk about it, you don’t—” 

“I need to talk about it.” To him—if only to him. The words tumbled out, and

she  did  not  cry  as  she  explained  what  the  king  had  said,  what  he’d  claimed. 

What  Dorian  had  still  done.  Rowan’s  face  remained  drawn,  thoughtful, 

throughout. At last, she said, “Three days?” 

Rowan  nodded  gravely.  “Distracting  Aedion  with  running  the  castle  is  the

only way I’ve kept him from chewing on the furniture.” 

She met those pine-green eyes, and he opened his mouth again, but she made

a small noise. “Before we say anything else …” She glanced at the door. “I need

you to help me get to the bathing room. Or else I’m going to wet myself.” 

Rowan burst out laughing. 

She  glared  at  him  again  as  she  sat  up,  the  movement  agonizing,  exhausting. 

She was naked save for the clean undergarments someone had stuffed her into, 

but she supposed she was decent enough. He’d seen every part of her, anyway. 

Rowan was still chuckling as he helped her up, letting her lean against him as

her legs—useless, wobbling like a newborn fawn—tried to work. It took her so

long to go three steps that she didn’t object when he swept her up and carried her

to the bathing room. She growled when he tried to set her on the toilet itself, and

he left with his hands upraised, his eyes dancing as if to say  Can you blame me

 for trying?  You might very well fall into it instead. 

He laughed once more at the profanities in her eyes, and when she was done, 

she managed to stand and walk the three steps to the door before he hefted her in

his arms again. No limp, she realized—his leg, mercifully, was mostly healed. 

Her arms draped around him, she pressed her face into his neck as he carried

her  toward  the  bed,  and  breathed  in  his  scent.  When  he  made  to  set  her  down, she held on to him, a silent request. 

So  Rowan  sat  on  the  bed,  holding  her  in  his  lap  as  he  stretched  out  his  legs and settled into the rows of pillows. For a moment, they said nothing. 

Then, “So this was your room. And that was the secret passage.” 

A lifetime ago, a whole other person ago. “You don’t sound impressed.” 

“After all your stories, it just seems so … ordinary.” 

“Most people would hardly call this castle ordinary.” 

A huff of laughter warmed her hair. She grazed her nose against the bare skin

of his neck. 

“I thought you were dying,” he said roughly. 

She held him tighter, even if it made her back ache. “I was.” 

“Please don’t ever do that again.” 

It was her turn to puff out a laugh. “Next time, I’ll just ask Dorian not to stab

me.” 

But Rowan pulled back, scanning her face. “I felt it—I felt every second of it. 

I went out of my mind.” 

She brushed a finger along his cheek. “I thought something had gone wrong

for  you,  too—I  thought  you  might  be  dead,  or  hurt.  And  it  killed  me  not  to  be able to go to you.” 

“Next time we need to save the world, we do it together.” 

She smiled faintly. “Deal.” 

He shifted his arm so he could brush her hair back. His fingers lingered along

her jaw. “You make me want to live, too, Aelin Galathynius,” he said. “Not exist

—but  live.”  He  cupped  her  cheek,  and  took  a  steadying  breath—as  if  he’d

thought  about  every  word  these  past  three  days,  over  and  over  again.  “I  spent
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centuries wandering the world, from empires to kingdoms to wastelands, never

settling, never stopping—not for one moment. I was always looking toward the

horizon,  always  wondering  what  waited  across  the  next  ocean,  over  the  next

mountain. But I think … I think that whole time, all those centuries, I was just

looking for you.” 

He  brushed  away  a  tear  that  escaped  her  then,  and  Aelin  gazed  at  the  Fae

Prince  who  held  her—at  her  friend,  who  had  traveled  through  darkness  and

despair and ice and fire with her. 

She didn’t know which one of them moved first, but then Rowan’s mouth was

on  hers,  and  Aelin  gripped  his  shirt,  pulling  him  closer,  claiming  him  as  he claimed her. 

His  arms  wrapped  tighter  around  her,  but  gently—so  careful  of  the  wounds

that  ached.  He  brushed  his  tongue  against  hers,  and  she  opened  her  mouth  to him. Each movement of their lips was a whisper of what was to come once they

were both healed, and a promise. 

The kiss was slow—thorough. As if they had all the time in the world. 

As if they were the only ones in it. 



Realizing  he’d  forgotten  to  tell  Rowan  about  the  letter  he’d  received  from  the Bane,  Aedion  Ashryver  walked  into  Aelin’s  suite  of  rooms  in  time  to  see  that Aelin  was  awake—finally  awake,  and  lifting  her  face  to  Rowan’s.  They  were

sitting on the bed, Aelin in Rowan’s lap, the Fae warrior’s arms locked around

her  as  he  looked  at  her  the  way  she  deserved  to  be  looked  at.  And  when  they kissed, deeply, without hesitation—

Rowan didn’t so much as glance Aedion’s way before a wind snapped through

the suite, slamming the bedroom door in Aedion’s face. 

Point taken. 

A  strange,  ever-changing  female  scent  hit  him,  and  Aedion  found  Lysandra

leaning against the hallway door. Tears gleamed in her eyes even as she smiled. 

She gazed at the closed bedroom door, as if she could still see the prince and

queen inside. “That,” she said, more to herself than to him. “That is what I am

going to find one day.” 

“A gorgeous Fae warrior?” Aedion said, shifting a bit. 

Lysandra  chuckled,  wiping  away  her  tears,  and  gave  him  a  knowing  look

before walking away. 



Apparently,  Dorian’s  golden  ring  was  gone—and  Aelin  knew  exactly  who  had been responsible for the momentary blackness when she’d hit the ground as the

castle  collapsed,  who  had  bestowed  the  unconsciousness  courtesy  of  a  blow  to

the back of her head. 

She didn’t know why Lorcan hadn’t killed her, but she didn’t particularly care

—not when he was long gone. She supposed he’d never promised  not to steal the

ring back. 

Though he’d also never made them verify that the Amulet of Orynth wasn’t a

fake. Too bad she wouldn’t be there to see his face when he realized it. 

The  thought  was  enough  to  make  Aelin  smile  the  next  day,  despite  the  door

she stood before—despite who waited behind it. 

Rowan lingered at the end of the hallway, guarding the only way in or out. He

gave her a nod, and even from the distance, she read the words in his eyes.  I’ll be

 right here. One shout, and I’ll be at your side. 

She rolled her eyes at him.  Overbearing, territorial Fae beast. 

She’d lost track of how long they’d kissed for, how long she’d lost herself in

him. But then she’d taken his hand and laid it on her breast, and he’d growled in

a  way  that  made  her  toes  curl  and  her  back  arch  …  and  then  wince  at  the

remnant of pain flickering in her body. 

He  had  pulled  back  at  that  wince,  and  when  she’d  tried  to  convince  him  to

keep going, he’d told her that he had no interest in bedding an invalid, and since

they’d  already  waited  this  long,  she  could  cool  her  heels  and  wait  some  more. 

Until she was able to keep up with him, he’d added with a wicked grin. 

Aelin  shoved  away  the  thought  with  another  glare  in  Rowan’s  direction, 

loosed a steadying breath, and pushed down on the handle. 

He  was  standing  by  the  window  overlooking  the  wrecked  gardens  where

servants were struggling to repair the catastrophic damage he’d caused. 

“Hello, Dorian,” she said. 
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Dorian Havilliard had awoken alone, in a room he didn’t recognize. 

But he was free, even though a pale band of skin now marred his neck. 

For a moment, he had lain in bed, listening. 

No  screaming.  No  wailing.  Just  a  few  birds  tentatively  chirping  outside  the

window, summer sunshine leaking in, and … silence. Peace. 

There was such an emptiness in his head. A hollowness in him. 

He’d even put a hand over his heart to see if it was beating. 

The  rest  was  a  blur—and  he  lost  himself  in  it,  rather  than  think  about  that emptiness. He bathed, he dressed, and he spoke to Aedion Ashryver, who looked

at him as if he had three heads and who was apparently now in charge of castle

security. 

Chaol  was  alive  but  still  recovering,  the  general  said.  Not  yet  awake—and

maybe  that  was  a  good  thing,  because  Dorian  had  no  idea  how  he’d  face  his

friend, how he’d explain everything. Even when most of it was mere shards of

memory, pieces he knew would further break him if he ever put them together. 

A few hours later, Dorian was still in that bedroom, working up the nerve to

survey what he’d done. The castle he’d destroyed; the people he’d killed. He’d

seen the wall: proof of his enemy’s power … and mercy. 

Not his enemy. 

Aelin. 

“Hello, Dorian,” she said. He turned from the window as the door shut behind

her. 

She  lingered  by  the  door,  in  a  tunic  of  deep  blue  and  gold,  unbuttoned  with careless  grace  at  the  neck,  her  hair  loose  at  her  shoulders,  her  brown  boots scuffed. But the way she held herself, the way she stood with utter stillness … A

queen looked out at him. 

He didn’t know what to say. Where to begin. 

She prowled for the little sitting area where he stood. “How are you feeling?” 

Even the way she talked was slightly different. He’d already heard what she’d

said to his people, the threats she’d made and the order she’d demanded. 

“Fine,”  he  managed  to  say.  His  magic  rumbled  deep  inside  him,  but  it  was

barely more than a whisper, as if it was drained. As if it was as empty as him. 

“You wouldn’t be hiding in here, would you?” she said, slumping into one of the low chairs on the pretty, ornate rug. 

“Your  men  put  me  in  here  so  they  could  keep  an  eye  on  me,”  he  said, 

remaining by the window. “I wasn’t aware that I was allowed to leave.” Perhaps

that was a good thing—considering what the demon prince had made him do. 

“You can leave whenever you please. This is your castle—your kingdom.” 

“Is it?” he dared ask. 

“You’re the King of Adarlan now,” she said softly, but not gently. “Of course

it is.” 

His father was dead. Not even a body was left to reveal what they’d done that

day. 

Aelin had publicly declared she’d killed him, but Dorian knew he’d ended his

father when he shattered the castle. He had done it for Chaol, and for Sorscha, 

and he knew she’d claimed the kill because to tell his people … to tell his people

that he’d killed his father—

“I  still  have  to  be  crowned,”  he  said  at  last.  His  father  had  stated  such  wild things in those last few moments; things that changed everything and nothing. 

She crossed her legs, leaning back in her seat, but there was nothing casual in

her face. “You say that like you hope it doesn’t happen.” 

Dorian stifled the urge to touch his neck and confirm that the collar was still

gone and clenched his hands behind his back. “Do I deserve to be king after all I

did? After all that happened?” 

“Only you can answer that question.” 

“Do you believe what he said?” 

Aelin sucked on her teeth. “I don’t know what to believe.” 

“Perrington’s going to war with me—with us. My being king won’t stop that

army.” 

“We’ll figure it out.” She loosed a breath. “But your being king is the first step

of it.” 

Beyond  the  window,  the  day  was  bright,  clear.  The  world  had  ended  and

begun anew, and yet nothing at all had changed, either. The sun would still rise

and  fall,  the  seasons  would  still  change,  heedless  of  whether  he  was  free  or enslaved,  prince  or  king,  heedless  of  who  was  alive  and  who  was  gone.  The

world would keep moving on. It didn’t seem right, somehow. 

“She died,” he said, his breathing ragged, the room crushing him. “Because of

me.” 

Aelin got to her feet in a smooth movement and walked to where he stood by

the window, only to tug him down onto the sofa beside her. “It is going to take a

while. And it might never be right again. But you …” She gripped his hand, as if
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he hadn’t used those hands to hurt and maim, to stab her. “You will learn to face

it, and to endure it. What happened, Dorian, was not your fault.” 

“It was. I tried to  kill you. And what happened to Chaol—” 

“Chaol chose. He chose to buy you time—because your father was to blame. 

Your father, and the Valg prince inside him, did that to you, and to Sorscha.” 

He almost vomited at the name. It would dishonor her to never say it again, to

never  speak  of  her  again,  but  he  didn’t  know  if  he  could  let  out  those  two syllables without a part of him dying over and over again. 

“You’re not going to believe me,” Aelin went on. “What I’ve just said, you’re

not going to believe me. I know it—and that’s fine. I don’t expect you to. When

you’re ready, I’ll be here.” 

“You’re the Queen of Terrasen. You can’t be.” 

“Says  who?  We  are  the  masters  of  our  own  fates— we  decide  how  to  go

forward.” She squeezed his hand. “You’re my friend, Dorian.” 

A flicker of memory, from the haze of darkness and pain and fear.  I came back

 for you. 

“You both came back,” he said. 

Her  throat  bobbed.  “You  pulled  me  out  of  Endovier.  I  figured  I  could  return the favor.” 

Dorian looked at the carpet, at all the threads woven together. “What do I do

now?” They were gone: the woman he’d loved—and the man he’d hated. He met

her  stare.  No  calculation,  no  coldness,  no  pity  in  those  turquoise  eyes.  Just unflinching honesty, as there had been from the very start with her. “What do I

do?” 

She had to swallow before she said, “You light up the darkness.” 



Chaol Westfall opened his eyes. 

The Afterworld looked an awful lot like a bedroom in the stone castle. 

There  was  no  pain  in  his  body,  at  least.  Not  like  the  pain  that  had  slammed into him, followed by warring blackness and blue light. And then nothing at all. 

He might have yielded to the exhaustion that threatened to drag him back into

unconsciousness,  but  someone—a  man—let  out  a  rasping  breath,  and  Chaol

turned his head. 

There were no sounds, no words in him as he found Dorian seated in a chair

beside  the  bed.  Bruised  shadows  were  smudged  beneath  his  eyes;  his  hair  was

unkempt,  as  if  he’d  been  running  his  hands  through  it,  but—but  beyond  his

unbuttoned jacket, there was no collar. Only a pale line marring his golden skin. 

And his eyes … Haunted, but clear. Alive. 

Chaol’s vision burned and blurred. 

She had done it. Aelin had done it. 

Chaol’s face crumpled. 

“I didn’t realize I looked that bad,” Dorian said, his voice raw. 

He knew then—that the demon inside the prince was gone. 

Chaol wept. 

Dorian  surged  from  the  chair  and  dropped  to  his  knees  beside  the  bed.  He

grabbed  Chaol’s  hand,  squeezing  it  as  he  pressed  his  brow  against  his.  “You

were dead,” the prince said, his voice breaking. “I thought you were dead.” 

Chaol at last mastered himself, and Dorian pulled back far enough to scan his

face. “I think I was,” he said. “What—what happened?” 

So Dorian told him. 

Aelin had saved his city. 

And saved his life, too, when she’d slipped the Eye of Elena into his pocket. 

Dorian’s hand gripped Chaol’s a bit tighter. “How do you feel?” 

“Tired,”  Chaol  admitted,  flexing  his  free  hand.  His  chest  ached  from  where

the blast had hit him, but the rest of him felt—

He didn’t feel anything. 

He couldn’t feel his legs. His toes. 

“The  healers  that  survived,”  Dorian  said  very  quietly,  “said  you  shouldn’t

even be alive. Your spine—I think my father broke it in a few places. They said

Amithy might have been able to …” A flicker of rage. “But she died.” 

Panic, slow and icy, crept in. He couldn’t move, couldn’t—

“Rowan  healed  two  of  the  injuries  higher  up.  You  would  have  been  …

paralyzed”—Dorian choked on the word—“from the neck down otherwise. But

the lower fracture … Rowan said it was too complex, and he didn’t dare trying

to heal it, not when he could make it worse.” 

“Tell me there’s a ‘but’ coming,” Chaol managed to say. 

If he couldn’t walk—if he couldn’t  move—

“We  won’t  risk  sending  you  to  Wendlyn,  not  with  Maeve  there.  But  the

healers at the Torre Cesme could do it.” 

“I’m not going to the Southern Continent.” Not now that he’d gotten Dorian

back, not now that they’d all somehow survived. “I’ll wait for a healer here.” 

“There  are  no  healers  left  here.  Not  magically  gifted  ones.  My  father  and

Perrington wiped them out.” Cold flickered in those sapphire eyes. Chaol knew

that  what  his  father  had  claimed,  what  Dorian  had  still  done  to  him  despite  it, would haunt the prince for a while. 

Not the prince—the king. 

“The Torre Cesme might be your only hope of walking again,” Dorian said. 

“I’m not leaving you. Not again.” 

Dorian’s  mouth  tightened.  “You  never  left  me,  Chaol.”  He  shook  his  head

once, sending tears slipping down his face. “You never left me.” 

Chaol squeezed his friend’s hand. 

Dorian  glanced  toward  the  door  a  moment  before  a  hesitant  knock  sounded, 

and  smiled  faintly.  Chaol  wondered  just  what  Dorian’s  magic  allowed  him  to

detect, but then the king wiped away his tears and said, “Someone’s here to see

you.” 

The handle quietly lowered and the door cracked open, revealing a curtain of

inky black hair and a tan, pretty face. Nesryn beheld Dorian and bowed deeply, 

her hair swaying with her. 

Dorian rose to his feet, waving a hand in dismissal. “Aedion might be the new

head  of  castle  security,  but  Miss  Faliq  is  my  temporary  Captain  of  the  Guard. 

Turns out, the guards find Aedion’s style of leadership to be … What’s the word, 

Nesryn?” 

Nesryn’s mouth twitched, but her eyes were on Chaol, as if he were a miracle, 

as if he were an illusion. “Polarizing,” Nesryn murmured, striding right for him, 

her gold-and-crimson uniform fitting her like a glove. 

“There’s  never  been  a  woman  in  the  king’s  guard  before,”  Dorian  said, 

heading  for  the  door.  “And  since  you’re  now  Lord  Chaol  Westfall,  the  King’s

Hand, I needed someone to fill the position. New traditions for a new reign.” 

Chaol broke Nesryn’s wide-eyed stare to gape at his friend. “What?” 

But Dorian was at the door, opening it. “If I have to be stuck with king duty, 

then you’re going to be stuck right there with me. So go to the Torre Cesme and

heal  fast,  Chaol.  Because  we’ve  got  work  to  do.”  The  king’s  gaze  flicked  to Nesryn.  “Fortunately,  you  already  have  a  knowledgeable  guide.”  Then  he  was

gone. 

Chaol stared up at Nesryn, who was holding a hand over her mouth. 

“Turns out I wound up breaking my promise to you after all,” he said. “Since I

technically  can’t walk out of this castle.” 

She burst into tears. 

“Remind  me  to  never  make  a  joke  again,”  he  said,  even  as  the  crushing, 

squeezing  panic  set  in.  His  legs—no.  No  …  They  wouldn’t  be  sending  him  to

the Torre Cesme unless they knew there was a possibility he would walk again. 

He would accept no other alternative. 

Nesryn’s thin shoulders shook as she wept. 

“Nesryn,” he croaked. “Nesryn—please.” 

She slid onto the floor beside his bed and buried her face in her hands. “When

the  castle  shattered,”  she  said,  her  voice  cracking,  “I  thought  you  were  dead. 

And when I saw the glass coming for me, I thought  I’d be dead. But then the fire came, and I prayed … I prayed she’d somehow saved you, too.” 

Rowan had been the one who’d done that, but Chaol wasn’t about to correct

her. 

She lowered her hands, at last looking at his body beneath the blankets. “We

will  fix  this.  We  will  go  to  the  Southern  Continent,  and  I  will   make  them  heal you .  I’ve seen the wonders they can do, and I know they can do it. And—” 

He reached for her hand. “Nesryn.” 

“And  now  you’re  a  lord,”  she  went  on,  shaking  her  head.  “You  were  a  lord

before,  I  mean,  but—you  are  the  king’s  second  in  command.  I  know  it’s—I

know we—” 

“We’ll figure it out,” Chaol said. 

She met his stare at last. “I don’t expect anything of you—” 

“We’ll figure it out. You might not even want a crippled man.” 

She pulled back. “Do not insult me by assuming I’m that shallow or fickle.” 

He choked on a laugh. “Let’s have an adventure, Nesryn Faliq.” 
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Elide couldn’t stop crying as the witches flew northward. 

She didn’t care that she was  flying, or that death loomed on every side. 

What Kaltain had done … She didn’t dare open her clenched fist for fear the

fabric and the little stone would be ripped away in the wind. 

At  sunset,  they  landed  somewhere  in  Oakwald.  Elide  didn’t  care  about  that, 

either. She lay down and passed into a deep sleep, still wearing Kaltain’s dress, 

that bit of cloak clutched in her hand. 

Someone  covered  her  with  a  cloak  in  the  night,  and  when  she  awoke,  there

was  a  set  of  clothes—flying  leathers,  a  shirt,  pants,  boots—beside  her.  The

witches were sleeping, their wyverns a mass of muscle and death around them. 

None of them stirred as Elide strode to the nearest stream, stripped off that dress, 

and sat in the water, watching the two pieces of her loose chain swaying in the

current until her teeth were chattering. 

When she had dressed, the clothes a bit big, but warm, Elide tucked that scrap

of cloak and the stone it contained into one of her inner pockets. 

Celaena Sardothien. 

She’d  never  heard  that  name—didn’t  know  where  to  start  looking.  But  to

repay the debt she owed Kaltain …

“Don’t  waste  your  tears  on  her,”  Manon  said  from  a  few  feet  away,  a  pack

dangling from her clean hands. She must have washed off the blood and dirt the

night before. “She knew what she was doing, and it wasn’t for your sake.” 

Elide  wiped  at  her  face.  “She  still  saved  our  lives—and  put  an  end  to  those poor witches in the catacombs.” 

“She  did  it  for  herself.  To  free  herself.  And  she  was  entitled  to.  After  what they did, she was entitled to rip the entire damn world to shreds.” 

Instead, she’d taken out a third of Morath. 

Manon  was  right.  Kaltain  hadn’t  cared  if  they’d  cleared  the  blast.  “What  do

we do now?” 

“We’re going back to Morath,” Manon said plainly. “But you’re not.” 

Elide started. 

“This  is  as  far  as  we  can  take  you  without  raising  suspicions,”  Manon  said. 

“When  we  return,  if  your  uncle  survived,  I’ll  tell  him  you  must  have  been

incinerated in the blast.” 

And with that blast, all evidence of what Manon and her Thirteen had done to

get Elide out of the dungeons would also have been erased. 

But  to  leave  her  here  …  The  world  opened  wide  and  brutal  around  her. 

“Where do I go?” Elide breathed. Endless woods and hills surrounded them. “I

—I can’t read, and I have no map.” 

“Go where you will, but if I were you, I’d head north, and stick to the forest. 

Stay out of the mountains. Keep going until you hit Terrasen.” 

That had never been part of the plan. “But—but the king—Vernon—” 

“The  King  of  Adarlan  is  dead,”  Manon  said.  The  world  stopped.  “Aelin

Galathynius killed him and shattered his glass castle.” 

Elide covered her mouth with a hand, shaking her head. Aelin … Aelin …

“She was aided,” Manon went on, “by Prince Aedion Ashryver.” 

Elide began sobbing. 

“And rumor has it Lord Ren Allsbrook is working in the North as a rebel.” 

Elide buried her face in her hands. Then there was a hard, iron-tipped hand on

her shoulder. 

A tentative touch. 

“Hope,” Manon said quietly. 

Elide lowered her hands and found the witch smiling at her. Barely a tilt to her

lips, but—a smile, soft and lovely. Elide wondered if Manon even knew she was

doing it. 

But to go to Terrasen … “Things will get worse, won’t they,” Elide said. 

Manon’s nod was barely perceptible. 

South—she  could  still  go  south,  run  far,  far  away.  Now  that  Vernon  thought

she was dead, no one would ever come looking for her. But Aelin was alive. And

strong.  And  maybe  it  was  time  to  stop  dreaming  of  running.  Find  Celaena

Sardothien—she would do that, to honor Kaltain and the gift she’d been given, 

to honor the girls like them, locked in towers with no one to speak for them, no

one who remembered them. 

But Manon had remembered her. 

No—she would not run. 

“Go  north,  Elide,”  Manon  said,  reading  the  decision  in  Elide’s  eyes  and

extending the pack. “They are in Rifthold, but I bet they won’t be there for long. 

Get  to  Terrasen  and  lie  low.  Keep  off  the  roads,  avoid  inns.  There’s  money  in that pack, but use it sparingly. Lie and steal and cheat if you have to, but get to

Terrasen.  Your  queen  will  be  there.  I’d  suggest  not  mentioning  your  mother’s

heritage to her.” 

Elide  considered,  shouldering  the  pack.  “Having  Blackbeak  blood  does  not

seem like such a horrible thing,” she said quietly. 

Those gold eyes narrowed. “No,” Manon said. “No, it does not.” 

“How can I thank you?” 

“It  was  a  debt  already  owed,”  Manon  said,  shaking  her  head  when  Elide

opened her mouth to ask more. The witch handed her three daggers, showing her

where to tuck one into her boot, storing one in her pack, and then sheathing the

other  at  her  hip.  Finally,  she  bade  Elide  to  take  off  her  boots,  revealing  the shackles  she’d  squeezed  inside.  Manon  removed  a  small  skeleton  key  and

unlocked the chains, still clamped to her ankles. 

Cool,  soft  air  caressed  her  bare  skin,  and  Elide  bit  her  lip  to  keep  from

weeping again as she tugged her boots back on. 

Through the trees, the wyverns were yawning and grumbling, and the sounds

of the Thirteen laughing flitted past. Manon looked toward them, that faint smile

returning  to  her  mouth.  When  Manon  turned  back,  the  heir  of  the  Blackbeak

Witch-Clan said, “When war comes—which it will if Perrington survived—you

should hope you do not see me again, Elide Lochan.” 

“All the same,” Elide said, “I hope I do.” She bowed to the Wing Leader. 

And to her surprise, Manon bowed back. 

“North,”  Manon  said,  and  Elide  supposed  it  was  as  much  of  a  good-bye  as

she’d get. 

“North,” Elide repeated, and set off into the trees. 

Within  minutes,  she’d  passed  beyond  the  sounds  of  the  witches  and  their

wyverns and was swallowed up by Oakwald. 

She gripped the straps of her pack as she walked. 

Suddenly,  the  animals  went  silent,  and  the  leaves  rustled  and  whispered.  A

moment  later,  thirteen  great  shadows  passed  overhead.  One  of  them—the

smallest—lingered, sweeping back a second time, as if in farewell. 

Elide  didn’t  know  if  Abraxos  could  see  through  the  canopy,  but  she  raised  a hand in farewell anyway. A joyous, fierce cry echoed in response, and then the

shadow was gone. 

North. 

To Terrasen. To fight, not run. 

To Aelin and Ren and Aedion—grown and strong and alive. 

She did not know how long it would take or how far she would have to walk, 

but she would make it. She would not look back. 

Walking under the trees, the forest buzzing around her, Elide pressed a hand

against  the  pocket  inside  her  leather  jacket,  feeling  the  hard  little  lump  tucked there.  She  whispered  a  short  prayer  to  Anneith  for  wisdom,  for  guidance—and

could have sworn a warm hand brushed her brow as if in answer. It straightened

her spine, lifted her chin. 

Limping, Elide began the long journey home. 
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“This is the last of your clothes,” Lysandra said, toeing the trunk that one of the

servants  had  just  dropped  off.  “I  thought   I  had  a  shopping  problem.  Don’t  you ever throw anything away?” 

From  her  perch  on  the  velvet  ottoman  in  the  center  of  the  enormous  closet, 

Aelin stuck out her tongue. “Thank you for getting it all,” she said. There was no

point in unpacking the clothes Lysandra had brought from her old apartment, just

as there was no point in returning there. It didn’t help that Aelin couldn’t bring

herself  to  leave  Dorian  alone.  Even  if  she’d  finally  managed  to  get  him  out  of that room and walking around the castle. 

He  looked  like  the  living  dead,  especially  with  that  white  line  around  his

golden throat. She supposed he had every right to. 

She’d  been  waiting  for  him  outside  of  Chaol’s  room.  When  she  heard  Chaol

speak at last, she had summoned Nesryn as soon as she’d mastered the tears of

relief  that  had  threatened  to  overwhelm  her.  After  Dorian  had  emerged,  when

he’d looked at her and his smile had crumpled, she’d taken the king right back

into his bedroom and sat with him for a good long while. 

The guilt—that would be as heavy a burden for Dorian as his grief. 

Lysandra put her hands on her hips. “Any other tasks for me before I retrieve

Evangeline tomorrow?” 

Aelin owed Lysandra more than she could begin to express, but—

She pulled a small box from her pocket. 

“There’s one more task,” Aelin said, holding the box out to Lysandra. “You’ll

probably hate me for it later. But you can start by saying yes.” 

“Proposing to me? How unexpected.” Lysandra took the box but didn’t open

it. 

Aelin waved a hand, her heart pounding. “Just—open it.” 

With a wary frown, Lysandra opened the lid and cocked her head at the ring

inside—the  movement  purely  feline.  “Are  you  proposing  to  me,  Aelin

Galathynius?” 

Aelin  held  her  friend’s  gaze.  “There’s  a  territory  in  the  North,  a  small  bit  of fertile  land  that  used  to  belong  to  the  Allsbrook  family.  Aedion  took  it  upon himself to inform me that the Allsbrooks have no use for it, so it’s been sitting

open for a while.” Aelin shrugged. “It could use a lady.” 

The blood drained from Lysandra’s face. “What.” 

“It’s  plagued  by  ghost  leopards—hence  the  engraving  on  the  ring.  But  I

suppose if there were anyone capable of handling them, it’d be you.” 

Lysandra’s hands shook. “And—and the key symbol above the leopard?” 

“To remind you of who now holds your freedom. You.” 

Lysandra covered her mouth, staring at the ring, then at Aelin. “Are you out of

your mind?” 

“Most people would probably think so. But as the land was officially released

by  the  Allsbrooks  years  ago,  I  can  technically  appoint  you  lady  of  it.  With Evangeline as your heir, should you wish it.” 

Her friend had not voiced any plans for herself or her ward beyond retrieving

Evangeline, had not asked to come with them, to start over in a new land, a new

kingdom. Aelin had hoped it meant she wanted to join them in Terrasen, but—

Lysandra sank to the carpeted floor, staring at the box, at the ring. 

“I know it’ll be a great deal of work—” 

“I  don’t  deserve  this.  No  one  will   ever  want  to  serve  me.  Your  people  will resent you for appointing me.” 

Aelin  slid  onto  the  ground,  knee  to  knee  with  her  friend,  and  took  the  box from the shape-shifter’s trembling hands. She pulled out the gold ring that she’d

commissioned weeks ago. It had only been ready this morning, when Aelin and

Rowan had slipped out to retrieve it, along with the real Wyrdkey. 

“There  is  no  one  who  deserves  it  more,”  Aelin  said,  grabbing  her  friend’s

hand and putting the ring on her finger. “There is no one else I’d want guarding

my back. If my people cannot see the worth of a woman who sold herself into

slavery for the sake of a child, who defended my court with no thought for her

own life, then they are not my people. And they can burn in hell.” 

Lysandra  traced  a  finger  over  the  coat  of  arms  that  Aelin  had  designed. 

“What’s the territory called?” 

“I have no idea,” Aelin said. “‘Lysandria’ sounds good. So does ‘Lysandrius,’

or maybe ‘Lysandraland.’” 

Lysandra gaped at her. “You  are out of your mind.” 

“Will you accept?” 

“I don’t know the first thing about ruling a territory—about being a lady.” 

“Well,  I  don’t  know  the  first  thing  about  ruling  a  kingdom.  We’ll  learn

together.” She flashed her a conspirator’s grin. “So?” 

Lysandra  gazed  at  the  ring,  then  lifted  her  eyes  to  Aelin’s  face—  and  threw her arms around her neck, squeezing tight. She took that as a yes. 

Aelin grimaced at the dull throb of pain, but held on. “Welcome to the court, 
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Lady.” 



Aelin  honestly  wanted  nothing  more  than  to  climb  into  bed  that  evening, 

hopefully  with  Rowan  beside  her.  But  as  they  finished  up  dinner—their  first

meal together as a court—a knock sounded on the door. Aedion was answering it

before Aelin could so much as set down her fork. 

He returned with Dorian in tow, the king glancing between them all. “I wanted

to see if you’d eaten—” 

Aelin pointed with her fork to the empty seat beside Lysandra. “Join us.” 

“I don’t want to impose.” 

“Sit  your  ass  down,”  she  told  the  new  King  of  Adarlan.  That  morning  he’d

signed a decree freeing all the conquered kingdoms from Adarlan’s rule. She’d

watched him do it, Aedion holding her hand tightly throughout, and wished that

Nehemia had been there to see it. 

Dorian  moved  to  the  table,  amusement  sparking  in  those  haunted  sapphire

eyes.  She  introduced  him  again  to  Rowan,  who  bowed  his  head  deeper  than

Aelin  expected.  Then  she  introduced  Lysandra,  explaining  who  she  was  and

what she had become to Aelin, to her court. 

Aedion watched them, his face tight, his lips a thin line. Their eyes met. 

Ten years later, and they were all sitting together at a table again—no longer

children, but rulers of their own territories. Ten years later, and here they were, 

friends despite the forces that had shattered and destroyed them. 

Aelin looked at the kernel of hope glowing in that dining room and lifted her

glass. 

“To a new world,” the Queen of Terrasen said. 

The  King  of  Adarlan  lifted  his  glass,  such  endless  shadows  dancing  in  his

eyes, but—there. A glimmer of life. “To freedom.” 
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The duke survived. So did Vernon. 

A  third  of  Morath  had  been  blown  out,  and  a  good  number  of  guards  and

servants with it, along with two covens and Elide Lochan. 

A  solid  loss,  but  not  nearly  as  devastating  as  it  might  have  been.  Manon

herself  had  spilled  three  drops  of  her  own  blood  in  thanks  to  the  Three-Faced Goddess that most of the covens had been out on a training exercise that day. 

Manon stood in the duke’s council chamber, hands behind her back as the man

ranted. 

A major setback, he hissed at the other men who were assembled: war leaders

and  councilmen.  It  would  take  months  to  repair  Morath,  and  with  so  many  of

their supplies incinerated, they would have to put their plans on hold. 

Day and night, men hauled away the stones piled high above the ruins of the

catacombs—searching, Manon knew, for the body of a woman who was no more

than ash, and the stone she’d borne. Manon had not even told her Thirteen who

now limped northward with that stone. 

“Wing  Leader,”  the  duke  snapped,  and  Manon  lazily  turned  her  eyes  toward

him.  “Your  grandmother  will  be  arriving  in  two  weeks.  I  want  your  covens

trained with the latest battle plans.” 

She nodded. “As you will it.” 

Battles. There would be battles, because even now that Dorian Havilliard was

king, the duke had no plans to let go—not with this army. As soon as those witch

towers were built and he found another source of shadowfire, Aelin Galathynius

and her forces would be obliterated. 

Manon quietly hoped that Elide would not be on those battlefields. 

The  council  meeting  was  soon  over,  and  Manon  paused  as  she  walked  past

Vernon on her way out. She put a hand on his shoulder, her nails digging into his

skin, and he yelped as she brought her iron teeth close to his ear. “Just because

she is dead, Lord, do not think that I will forget what you tried to do to her.” 

Vernon paled. “You can’t touch me.” 

Manon  dug  her  nails  in  deeper.  “No,  I  can’t,”  she  purred  into  his  ear.  “But Aelin Galathynius is alive. And I hear that she has a score to settle.” She yanked

out her nails and squeezed his shoulder, setting the blood running down Vernon’s
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green tunic before she stalked from the room. 



“What  now?”  Asterin  said  as  they  studied  the  new  aerie  they’d  commandeered

from one of the lesser covens. “Your grandmother arrives, and then we fight in

this war?” 

Manon  gazed  out  the  open  archway  to  the  ashy  sky  beyond.  “For  now,  we

stay. We wait for my grandmother to bring those towers.” 

She didn’t know what she’d do when she saw her grandmother. She glanced

sidelong at her Second. “That human hunter … How did he die?” 

Asterin’s eyes gleamed. For a moment she said nothing. Then: “He was old—

very old. I think he went into the woods one day and lay down somewhere and

never came back. He would have liked that, I think. I never found his body.” 

But she’d looked. 

“What was it like?” Manon asked quietly. “To love.” 

For  love  was  what  it  had  been—what  Asterin  perhaps  alone  of  all  the

Ironteeth witches had felt, had learned. 

“It was like dying a little every day. It was like being alive, too. It was joy so

complete it was pain. It destroyed me and unmade me and forged me. I hated it, 

because I knew I couldn’t escape it, and knew it would forever change me. And

that witchling … I loved her, too. I loved her in a way I cannot describe—other

than  to  tell  you  that  it  was  the  most  powerful  thing  I’ve  ever  felt,  greater  than rage,  than  lust,  than  magic.”  A  soft  smile.  “I’m  surprised  you’re  not  giving  me the ‘Obedience. Discipline. Brutality’ speech.” 

 Made into monsters. 

“Things are changing,” Manon said. 

“Good,” Asterin said. “We’re immortals. Things should change, and often, or

they’ll get boring.” 

Manon lifted her brows, and her Second grinned. 

Manon shook her head and grinned back. 
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With  Rowan  circling  high  above  the  castle  on  watch,  and  with  their  departure scheduled for dawn, Aelin took it upon herself to make one last trip to Elena’s

tomb as the clock struck twelve. 

Her plans, however, were ruined: the way to the tomb was blocked by rubble

from the explosion. She’d spent fifteen minutes searching for a way in, with both

her  hands  and  her  magic,  but  had  no  luck.  She  prayed  Mort  hadn’t  been

destroyed—though  perhaps  the  skull  door  knocker  would  have  embraced  his

strange, immortal existence coming to an end at last. 

The  sewers  of  Rifthold,  apparently,  were  as  clear  of  the  Valg  as  the  castle tunnels  and  catacombs,  as  if  the  demons  had  fled  into  the  night  when  the  king had fallen. For the moment, Rifthold was safe. 

Aelin emerged from the hidden passageway, wiping the dust off her. “You two

make so much noise, it’s ridiculous.” With her Fae hearing, she’d detected them

minutes ago. 

Dorian  and  Chaol  were  seated  before  her  fireplace,  the  latter  in  a  special

wheeled chair that they’d acquired for him. 

The king looked at her pointed ears, the elongated canines, and lifted a brow. 

“You look good, Majesty.” She supposed he hadn’t really noticed that day on the

glass bridge, and she’d been in her human form until now. She grinned. 

Chaol  turned  his  head.  His  face  was  gaunt,  but  a  flicker  of  determination

shone there. Hope. He would not let his injury destroy him. 

“I  always  look  good,”  Aelin  said,  plopping  onto  the  armchair  across  from

Dorian’s. 

“Find anything interesting down there?” Chaol asked. 

She shook her head. “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to look one last time. For old

time’s sake.” And maybe bite Elena’s head off. After she got answers to all her

questions. But the ancient queen was nowhere to be found. 

The three of them looked at each other, and silence fell. 

Aelin’s  throat  burned,  so  she  turned  to  Chaol  and  said,  “With  Maeve  and

Perrington  breathing  down  our  necks,  we  might  need  allies  sooner  rather  than

later,  especially  if  the  forces  in  Morath  block  access  to  Eyllwe.  An  army  from the  Southern  Continent  could  cross  the  Narrow  Sea  within  a  few  days  and
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provide reinforcements—push Perrington from the south while we hammer from

the  north.”  She  crossed  her  arms.  “So  I’m  appointing  you  an  official

Ambassador for Terrasen. I don’t care what Dorian says. Make friends with the

royal  family,  woo  them,  kiss  their  asses,  do  whatever  you  have  to  do.  But  we need that alliance.” 

Chaol glanced at Dorian in silent request. The king nodded, barely a dip of his

chin. “I’ll try.” It was the best answer she could hope for. Chaol reached into the

pocket of his tunic and chucked the Eye toward her. She caught it in a hand. The

metal  had  been  warped,  but  the  blue  stone  remained.  “Thank  you,”  he  said

hoarsely. 

“He was wearing that for months,” Dorian said as she tucked the amulet into

her pocket, “yet it never reacted—even in peril. Why now?” 

Aelin’s throat tightened. “Courage of the heart,” she said. “Elena once told me

that courage of the heart was rare—and to let it guide me. When Chaol chose to

…”  She  couldn’t  form  the  words.  She  tried  again.  “I  think  that  courage  saved him,  made  the  amulet  come  alive  for  him.”  It  had  been  a  gamble,  and  a  fool’s one, but—it had worked. 

Silence fell again. 

Dorian said, “So here we are.” 

“The end of the road,” Aelin said with a half smile. 

“No,” Chaol said, his own smile faint, tentative. “The beginning of the next.” 



The following morning, Aelin yawned as she leaned against her gray mare in the

castle courtyard. 

Once  Dorian  and  Chaol  had  left  last  night,  Lysandra  had  entered  and  passed

out in her bed with no explanation for why or what she’d been doing beforehand. 

And  since  she  was  utterly  unconscious,  Aelin  had  just  climbed  into  bed  beside her. She had no idea where Rowan had curled up for the night, but she wouldn’t

have been surprised to look out her window and spy a white-tailed hawk perched

on the balcony rail. 

At dawn, Aedion had burst in, demanding why they weren’t ready to leave—

to go  home. 

Lysandra  had  shifted  into  a  ghost  leopard  and  chased  him  out.  Then  she

returned, lingering in her massive feline form, and again sprawled beside Aelin. 

They  managed  to  get  another  thirty  minutes  of  sleep  before  Aedion  came  back

and chucked a bucket of water on them. 

He was lucky to escape alive. 

But he was right—they had little reason to linger. Not with so much to do in the North, so much to plan and heal and oversee. 

They  would  travel  until  nightfall,  where  they’d  pick  up  Evangeline  at  the

Faliqs’ country home and then continue north, hopefully uninterrupted, until they

reached Terrasen. 

Home. 

She was going home. 

Fear and doubt curled in her gut—but joy flickered alongside them. 

They’d  readied  themselves  quickly,  and  now  all  that  was  left,  she  supposed, 

was good-bye. 

Chaol’s  injuries  made  taking  the  stairs  impossible,  but  she’d  crept  into  his

room that morning to say good-bye—only to find Aedion, Rowan, and Lysandra

already there, chatting with him and Nesryn. When they’d left, Nesryn following

them out, the captain had merely squeezed Aelin’s hand and said, “Can I see it?” 

She knew what he meant, and had held up her hands before her. 

Ribbons  and  plumes  and  flowers  of  red  and  gold  fire  danced  through  his

room, bright and glorious and elegant. 

Chaol’s  eyes  had  been  lined  with  silver  when  the  flames  winked  out.  “It’s

lovely,” he said at last. 

She’d  only  smiled  at  him  and  left  a  rose  of  gold  flame  burning  on  his

nightstand—where it would burn without heat until she was out of range. 

And  for  Nesryn,  who  had  been  called  away  on  captain  duty,  Aelin  had  left

another gift: an arrow of solid gold, presented to her last Yulemas as a blessing

of  Deanna—her  own  ancestor.  Aelin  figured  the  sharpshooter  would  love  and

appreciate that arrow more than she ever would have, anyway. 

“Do  you  need  anything  else?  More  food?”  Dorian  asked,  coming  to  stand

beside  her.  Rowan,  Aedion,  and  Lysandra  were  already  mounting  their  horses. 

They’d packed light, taking only the barest supplies. Mostly weapons, including

Damaris,  which  Chaol  had  given  to  Aedion,  insisting  the  ancient  blade  remain

on these shores. The rest of their belongings would be shipped to Terrasen. 

“With this group,” Aelin said to Dorian, “it’ll probably be a daily competition

to see who can hunt the best.” 

Dorian chuckled. Silence fell, and Aelin clicked her tongue. “You’re wearing

the same tunic you had on a few days ago. I don’t think I ever saw you wear the

same thing twice.” 

A flicker in those sapphire eyes. “I think I have bigger things to worry about

now.” 

“Will you—will you be all right?” 

“Do I have any option but to be?” 

She touched his arm. “If you need anything, send word. It’ll be a few weeks before  we  reach  Orynth,  but—I  suppose  with  magic  returned,  you  can  find  a

messenger to get word to me quickly.” 

“Thanks to you—and to your friends.” 

She glanced over her shoulder at them. They were all trying their best to look

like they weren’t eavesdropping. “Thanks to all of us,” she said quietly. “And to

you.” 

Dorian  gazed  toward  the  city  horizon,  the  rolling  green  foothills  beyond.  “If you  had  asked  me  nine  months  ago  if  I  thought  …”  He  shook  his  head.  “So

much has changed.” 

“And  will  keep  changing,”  she  said,  squeezing  his  arm  once.  “But  …  There

are things that won’t change. I will always be your friend.” 

His throat bobbed. “I wish I could see her, just one last time. To tell her … to

say what was in my heart.” 

“She knows,” Aelin said, blinking against the burning in her eyes. 

“I’ll miss you,” Dorian said. “Though I doubt the next time we meet will be in

such  …  civilized  circumstances.”  She  tried  not  to  think  about  it.  He  gestured over  her  shoulder  to  her  court.  “Don’t  make  them  too  miserable.  They’re  only trying to help you.” 

She smiled. To her surprise, a king smiled back. 

“Send me any good books that you read,” she said. 

“Only if you do the same.” 

She  embraced  him  one  last  time.  “Thank  you—for  everything,”  she

whispered. 

Dorian squeezed her, and then stepped away as Aelin mounted her horse and

nudged it into a walk. 

She  moved  to  the  head  of  the  company,  where  Rowan  rode  a  sleek  black

stallion. The Fae Prince caught her eye.  Are you all right? 

She  nodded.  I  didn’t  think  saying  good-bye  would  be  so  hard.  And  with everything that’s to come—

 We’ll face it together. To whatever end. 

She  reached  across  the  space  between  them  and  took  his  hand,  gripping  it

tightly. 

They  held  on  to  each  other  as  they  rode  down  the  barren  path,  through  the

gateway  she’d  made  in  the  glass  wall,  and  into  the  city  streets,  where  people paused what they were doing and gaped or whispered or stared. 

But as they rode out of Rifthold, that city that had been her home and her hell

and her salvation, as she memorized each street and building and face and shop, 

each smell and the coolness of the river breeze, she didn’t see one slave. Didn’t
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hear one whip. 

And as they passed by the domed Royal Theater, there was music—beautiful, 

exquisite music—playing within. 



Dorian  didn’t  know  what  awoke  him.  Perhaps  it  was  that  the  lazy  summer

insects  had  stopped  their  nighttime  buzzing,  or  perhaps  it  was  the  chilled  wind that slithered into his old tower room, ruffling the curtains. 

The  moonlight  gleaming  on  the  clock  revealed  it  was  three  in  the  morning. 

The city was silent. 

He  rose  from  the  bed,  touching  his  neck  yet  again—just  to  make  sure. 

Whenever  he  woke  from  his  nightmares,  it  took  him  minutes  to  tell  if  he  was indeed awake—or if it was merely a dream and he was still trapped in his own

body, enslaved to his father and that Valg prince. He had not told Aelin or Chaol

about the nightmares. Part of him wished he had. 

He  could  still  barely  remember  what  had  happened  while  he’d  worn  that

collar. He’d turned twenty—and had no recollection of it. There were only bits

and  pieces,  glimpses  of  horror  and  pain.  He  tried  not  to  think  about  it.  Didn’t want to remember. He hadn’t told Chaol or Aelin that, either. 

He  already  missed  her,  and  the  chaos  and  intensity  of  her  court.  He  missed

having anyone around at all. The castle was too big, too quiet. And Chaol was to

leave in two days. He didn’t want to think about what missing his friend would

be like. 

Dorian padded onto his balcony, needing to feel the river breeze on his face, to

know that this was real and he was free. 

He opened the balcony doors, the stones cool on his feet, and gazed out across

the razed grounds. He’d done that. He loosed a breath, taking in the glass wall as

it sparkled in the moonlight. 

There was a massive shadow perched atop it. Dorian froze. 

Not a shadow but a giant beast, its claws gripping the wall, its wings tucked

into its body, shimmering faintly in the glow of the full moon. Shimmering like

the white hair of the rider atop it. 

Even  from  the  distance,  he  knew  she  was  staring  right  at  him,  her  hair

streaming to the side like a ribbon of moonlight, caught in the river breeze. 

Dorian lifted a hand, the other rising to his neck. No collar. 

The rider on the wyvern leaned down in her saddle, saying something to her

beast. It spread its massive, glimmering wings and leaped into the air. Each beat

of its wings sent a hollowed-out, booming gust of wind toward him. 
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It flapped higher, her hair streaming behind her like a glittering banner, until

they vanished into the night, and he couldn’t hear its wings beating anymore. No

one sounded the alarm. As if the world had stopped paying attention for the few

moments they’d looked at each other. 

And through the darkness of his memories, through the pain and despair and

terror he’d tried to forget, a name echoed in his head. 



Manon Blackbeak sailed into the starry night sky, Abraxos warm and swift under

her, the blazingly bright moon—the Mother’s full womb—above her. 

She didn’t know why she’d bothered to go; why she’d been curious. 

But there had been the prince, no collar to be seen around his neck. 

And he had lifted his hand in greeting—as if to say  I remember you. 

The  winds  shifted,  and  Abraxos  rode  them,  rising  higher  into  the  sky,  the

darkened kingdom below passing by in a blur. 

Changing winds—a changing world. 

Perhaps a changing Thirteen, too. And herself. 

She didn’t know what to make of it. 

But Manon hoped they’d all survive it. 

She hoped. 
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For three weeks they rode straight north, keeping off the main roads and out of

the villages. There was no need to announce that Aelin was on her way back to

Terrasen.  Not  until  she  saw  her  kingdom  for  herself  and  knew  what  she  faced, both  from  within  and  from  what  gathered  down  in  Morath.  Not  until  she  had

somewhere safe to hide the great, terrible thing in her saddlebag. 

With  her  magic,  no  one  noticed  the  Wyrdkey’s  presence.  But  Rowan  would

occasionally  glance  at  the  saddlebag  and  angle  his  head  in  inquiry.  Each  time, she’d silently tell him she was fine, and that she hadn’t noticed anything strange

regarding the amulet. Or regarding the Eye of Elena, which she again wore at her

throat. She wondered if Lorcan was indeed on his way to hunt down the second

and third keys, perhaps where Perrington—Erawan—had held them all along. If

the king hadn’t been lying. 

She had a feeling Lorcan would start looking in Morath. And prayed the Fae

warrior  would  defy  the  odds  stacked  against  him  and  emerge  triumphant.  It

would certainly make her life easier. Even if he’d one day come to kick her ass

for deceiving him. 

The summer days grew cooler the farther north they rode. Evangeline, to her

credit,  kept  pace  with  them,  never  complaining  about  having  to  sleep  on  a

bedroll night after night. She seemed perfectly happy to curl up with Fleetfoot, 

her new protector and loyal friend. 

Lysandra  used  the  journey  to  test  out  her  abilities—sometimes  flying  with

Rowan overhead, sometimes running as a pretty black dog alongside Fleetfoot, 

sometimes  spending  days  in  her  ghost  leopard  form  and  pouncing  on  Aedion

whenever he least expected it. 

Three  weeks  of  grueling  travel—but  also  three  of  the  happiest  weeks  Aelin

had ever experienced. She would have preferred a little more privacy, especially

with Rowan, who kept looking at her in that way that made her want to combust. 

Sometimes when no one was watching, he’d sneak up behind her and nuzzle her

neck  or  tug  at  her  earlobe  with  his  teeth,  or  just  slide  his  arms  around  her  and hold her against him, breathing her in. 

One night—just one gods-damned night with him was all she wanted. 

They  didn’t  dare  stop  at  an  inn,  so  she  was  left  to  burn,  and  to  endure

Lysandra’s quiet teasing. 

The  terrain  grew  steeper,  hillier,  and  the  world  turned  lush  and  green  and

bright, the rocks becoming jagged granite outcroppings. 

The  sun  had  barely  risen  as  Aelin  walked  beside  her  horse,  sparing  it  from

having  to  carry  her  up  a  particularly  steep  hill.  She  was  already  on  her  second meal of the day—already sweaty and dirty and cranky. Fire magic, it turned out, 

came  in  rather  handy  while  traveling,  keeping  them  warm  on  the  chill  nights, lighting their fires, and boiling their water. She would have killed for a tub big

enough to fill with water and bathe in, but luxuries could wait. 

“It’s just up this hill,” Aedion said from her left. 

“What  is?”  she  asked,  finishing  her  apple  and  chucking  the  remains  behind

her. Lysandra, wearing the form of a crow, squawked in outrage as the core hit

her. “Sorry,” Aelin called. 

Lysandra  cawed  and  soared  skyward,  Fleetfoot  barking  merrily  at  her  as

Evangeline giggled from atop her shaggy pony. 

Aedion pointed to the hillcrest ahead. “You’ll see.” 

Aelin looked at Rowan, who had been scouting ahead for part of the morning

as  a  white-tailed  hawk.  Now  he  walked  beside  her,  guiding  his  black  stallion along. He lifted his brows at her silent demand for information.  I’m not going to

 tell you. 

She glowered at him.  Buzzard. 

Rowan  grinned.  But  with  every  step,  Aelin  did  the  calculations  about  what

day it was, and—

They crested the hill and halted. 

Aelin  released  the  reins  and  took  a  staggering  step,  the  emerald  grass  soft

underfoot. 

Aedion touched her shoulder. “Welcome home, Aelin.” 

A  land  of  towering  mountains—the  Staghorns—spread  before  them,  with

valleys and rivers and hills; a land of untamed, wild beauty. 

Terrasen. 

And  the  smell—of  pine  and  snow  …  How  had  she  never  realized  that

Rowan’s  scent  was  of  Terrasen,  of  home?  Rowan  came  close  enough  to  graze

her  shoulder  and  murmured,  “I  feel  as  if  I’ve  been  looking  for  this  place  my entire life.” 

Indeed—with  the  wicked  wind  flowing  fast  and  strong  between  the  gray, 

jagged Staghorns in the distance, with the dense spread of Oakwald to their left, 

and the rivers and valleys sprawling toward those great northern mountains—it

was paradise for a hawk. Paradise for her. 

“Right there,” Aedion said, pointing to a small, weather-worn granite boulder

carved with whorls and swirls. “Once we pass that rock, we’re on Terrasen soil.” 

Not  quite  daring  to  believe  she  wasn’t  still  asleep,  Aelin  walked  toward  that rock, whispering the Song of Thanks to Mala Fire-Bringer for leading her to this

place, this moment. 

Aelin ran a hand over the rough rock, and the sun-warmed stone tingled as if

in greeting. 

Then she stepped beyond the stone. 

And at long last, Aelin Ashryver Galathynius was home. 
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NIGHTFALL

The  bone  drums  had  been  pounding  across  the  jagged  slopes  of  the  Black

Mountains since sundown. 

From  the  rocky  outcropping  on  which  her  war  tent  groaned  against  the  dry

wind,  Princess  Elena  Galathynius  had  monitored  the  dread-lord’s  army  all

afternoon as it washed across those mountains in ebony waves. And now that the

sun had long since vanished, the enemy campfires flickered across the mountains

and valley below like a blanket of stars. 

So  many  fires—so  many,  compared  to  those  burning  on  her  side  of  the

valley. 

She  did  not  need  the  gift  of  her  Fae  ears  to  hear  the  prayers  of  her  human army,  both  spoken  and  silent.  She’d  offered  up  several  herself  in  the  past  few hours, though she knew they would go unanswered. 

Elena  had  never  considered  where  she  might  die—never  considered  that  it

might  be  so  far  from  the  rocky  green  of  Terrasen.  That  her  body  might  not  be burned, but devoured by the dread-lord’s beasts. 

There would be no marker to tell the world where a Princess of Terrasen had

fallen. There would be no marker for any of them. 

“You need rest,” a rough male voice said from the tent entrance behind her. 

Elena  looked  over  her  shoulder,  her  unbound  silver  hair  snagging  on  the

intricate  leather  scales  of  her  armor.  But  Gavin’s  dark  gaze  was  already  on  the two  armies  stretching  below  them.  On  that  narrow  black  band  of  demarcation, 

too soon to be breached. 

For all his talk of rest, Gavin hadn’t removed his own armor upon entering

their tent hours before. Only minutes ago had his war leaders finally shoved out

of the tent, bearing maps in their hands and not a shred of hope in their hearts. 

She could scent it on them—the fear. The despair. 

Gavin’s steps hardly crunched on the dry, rocky earth as he approached her

lonely vigil, near-silent thanks to his years roaming the wilds of the South. Elena

again faced those countless enemy fires. 

He said hoarsely, “Your father’s forces could still make it.” 

A fool’s hope. Her immortal hearing had picked up every word of the hours of debate raging inside the tent behind them. “This valley is now a death trap,” 

Elena said. 

And she had led them all here. 

Gavin did not answer. 

“Come dawn,” Elena went on, “it will be bathed in blood.” 

The  war  leader  at  her  side  remained  silent.  So  rare  for  Gavin,  that  silence. 

Not  a  flicker  of  that  untamed  fierceness  shone  in  his  uptilted  eyes,  and  his shaggy  brown  hair  hung  limp.  She  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  either  of

them had bathed. 

Gavin  turned  to  her  with  that  frank  assessment  that  had  stripped  her  bare

from  the  moment  she’d  first  met  him  in  her  father’s  hall  nearly  a  year  ago. 

Lifetimes ago. 

Such a different time, a different world—when the lands had still been full of

singing and light, when magic hadn’t begun to flicker in the growing shadow of

Erawan and his demon soldiers. She wondered how long Orynth would hold out

once the slaughter here in the South had ended. Wondered if Erawan would first

destroy  her  father’s  shining  palace  atop  the  mountain,  or  if  he  would  burn  the royal library—burn the heart and knowledge of an age. And then burn its people. 

“Dawn is yet hours away,” said Gavin, his throat bobbing. “Time enough for

you to make a run for it.” 

“They’d tear us to shreds before we could clear the passes—” 

“Not us. You.” The firelight cast his tan face in flickering relief. “You alone.” 

“I will not abandon these people.” Her fingers grazed his. “Or you.” 

Gavin’s face didn’t stir. “There is no avoiding tomorrow. Or the bloodshed. 

You  overheard  what  the  messenger  said—I  know  you  did.  Anielle  is  a

slaughterhouse. Our allies from the North are gone. Your father’s army is too far

behind. We will all die before the sun is fully risen.” 

“We’ll all die one day anyway.” 

“No.” Gavin squeezed her hand. “I will die. Those people down there—they

will die. Either by sword or time. But you…” His gaze flicked to her delicately

pointed ears, the heritage of her father. “You could live for centuries. Millennia. 

Do not throw it away for a doomed battle.” 

“I would sooner die tomorrow than live for a thousand years with a coward’s

shame.” 

But  Gavin  stared  across  the  valley  again.  At  his  people,  the  last  line  of

defense against Erawan’s horde. 

“Get  behind  your  father’s  lines,”  he  said  roughly,  “and  continue  the  fight from there.” 

She swallowed hard. “It would be no use.” 

Slowly,  Gavin  looked  at  her.  And  after  all  these  months,  all  this  time,  she confessed,  “My  father’s  power  is  failing.  He  is  close—decades  now—from  the

fading.  Mala’s  light  dims  inside  him  with  every  passing  day.  He  cannot  stand against  Erawan  and  win.”  Her  father’s  last  words  before  she’d  set  out  on  this doomed  quest  months  ago:   My  sun  is  setting,  Elena.  You  must  find  a  way  to ensure yours still rises. 

Gavin’s face leeched of color. “You choose now to tell me this?” 

“I  choose  now,  Gavin,  because  there  is  no  hope  for  me,  either—whether  I

flee tonight or fight tomorrow. The continent will fall.” 

Gavin shifted toward the dozen tents on the outcropping. His friends. 

Her friends. 

“None of us are walking away tomorrow,” he said. 

And  it  was  the  way  his  words  broke,  the  way  his  eyes  shone,  that  had  her

reaching for his hand once more. Never—not once in all their adventures, in all

the horrors that they had endured together—had she seen him cry. 

“Erawan  will  win  and  rule  this  land,  and  all  others,  for  eternity,”  Gavin

whispered. 

Soldiers stirred in their camp below. Men and women, murmuring, swearing, 

weeping. Elena tracked the source of their terror—all the way across the valley. 

One by one, as if a great hand of darkness wiped them away, the fires of the

dread-lord’s camp went out. The bone drums beat louder. 

He had arrived at last. 

Erawan himself had come to oversee the final stand of Gavin’s army. 

“They  are  not  going  to  wait  until  dawn,”  Gavin  said,  a  hand  lurching  to

where Damaris was sheathed at his side. 

But  Elena  gripped  his  arm,  the  hard  muscle  like  granite  beneath  his  leather

armor. 

 Erawan had come. 

Perhaps  the  gods  were  still  listening.  Perhaps  her  mother’s  fiery  soul  had

convinced them. 

She took in Gavin’s harsh, wild face—the face that she had come to cherish

above all others. And she said, “We are not going to win this battle. And we are

not going to win this war.” 

His body quivered with the restraint to keep from going to his war leaders, 

but he gave her the respect of listening. They’d both given each other that, had learned it the hard way. 

With her free hand, Elena lifted her fingers in the air between them. The raw

magic in her veins now danced, from flame to water to curling vine to cracking

ice. Not an endless abyss like her father’s, but a versatile, nimble gift of magic. 

Granted  by  her  mother.  “We  are  not  going  to  win  this  war,”  Elena  repeated, 

Gavin’s face aglow in the light of her uncut power. “But we can delay it a little

while. I can get across that valley in an hour or two.” She curled her fingers into

a fist, and snuffed out her magic. 

Gavin’s brows furrowed. “What you speak of is madness, Elena. Suicide. His

lieutenants will catch you before you can even slip through the lines.” 

“Exactly.  They’ll  bring  me  right  to  him,  now  that  he  has  come.  They’ll

consider me his prized prisoner—not his assassin.” 

“No.” An order and a plea. 

“Kill Erawan, and his beasts will panic. Long enough for my father’s forces

to arrive, unite with whatever remains of ours, and crush the enemy legions.” 

“You say ‘kill Erawan’ as if that is some easy task. He is a Valg  king, Elena. 

Even if they bring you to him, he will leash you to his will before you can make

a move.” 

Her  heart  strained,  but  she  forced  the  words  out.  “That  is  why…”  She

couldn’t  stop  her  wobbling  lips.  “That  is  why  I  need  you  to  come  with  me

instead of fight with your men.” 

Gavin only stared at her. 

“Because I need…” Tears slid down her cheeks. “I need you as a distraction. 

I  need  you  to  buy  me  time  to  get  past  his  inner  defenses.”  Just  as  the  battle tomorrow would buy them time. 

Because Erawan would go for Gavin first. The human warrior who had been

a bastion against the Dark Lord’s forces for so long, who had fought him when

no other would … Erawan’s hatred for the human prince was rivaled only by his

hatred for her father. 

Gavin studied her for a long moment, then reached to brush her tears away. 

“He cannot be killed, Elena. You heard what your father’s oracle whispered.” 

She nodded. “I know.” 

“And even if we manage to contain him—trap him…” Gavin considered her

words.  “You  know  that  we  are  only  pushing  the  war  onto  someone  else—to

whoever one day rules these lands.” 

“This war,” she said quietly, “is but the second movement in a game that has

been played since those ancient days across the sea.” 

“We put it off for someone else to inherit if he’s freed. And it will not save

those soldiers down there from slaughter tomorrow.” 

“If  we  do  not  act,  there  won’t  be  anyone  to  inherit  this  war,”  Elena  said. 

Doubt  danced  in  Gavin’s  eyes.  “Even  now,”  she  pushed,  “our  magic  is  failing, our gods abandoning us. Running from us. We have no Fae allies beyond those

in my father’s army. And their power, like his, is fading. But perhaps, when that

third  movement  comes  …  perhaps  the  players  in  our  unfinished  game  will  be

different. Perhaps it will be a future in which Fae and humans fight side by side, 

ripe  with  power.  Maybe  they  will  find  a  way  to  end  this.  So  we  will  lose  this battle,  Gavin,”  she  said.  “Our  friends  will  die  on  that  killing  field  come  dawn, and we will use it as our distraction to contain Erawan so that Erilea might have

a future.” 

His lips tightened, his sapphire eyes wide. 

“No one must know,” she said, her voice breaking. “Even if we succeed, no

one must know what we do.” 

Doubt etched deep lines into his face. She gripped his hand harder. “No one, 

Gavin.” 

Agony rippled across his features. But he nodded. 

Hand  in  hand,  they  stared  toward  the  darkness  coating  the  mountains,  the

dread-lord’s bone drums pounding like hammers on iron. Too soon, those drums

would  be  drowned  out  by  the  screams  of  dying  soldiers.  Too  soon,  the  valley fields would be carved with streams of blood. 

Gavin said, “If we are to do this, we need to leave now.” His attention again

snagged on the nearby tents. No good-byes. No last words. “I’ll give Holdren the

order to lead tomorrow. He’ll know what to tell the others.” 

She  nodded,  and  it  was  confirmation  enough.  Gavin  released  her  hand, 

striding  for  the  tent  closest  to  their  own,  to  where  his  dearest  friend  and  most loyal war leader was likely making the best of his final hours with his new wife. 

Elena  drew  her  eyes  away  before  Gavin’s  broad  shoulders  pushed  through

the heavy flaps. 

She  gazed  over  the  fires,  across  the  valley,  to  the  darkness  perched  on  the other  side.  She  could  have  sworn  it  stared  back,  sworn  she  heard  the  thousand whetstones as the dread-lord’s beasts sharpened their poison-slick claws. 

She  lifted  her  eyes  toward  the  smoke-stained  sky,  the  plumes  parting  for  a

heartbeat to reveal a star-flecked night. 

The Lord of the North flickered down at her. Perhaps the final gift of Mala to

these  lands—in  this  age,  at  least.  Perhaps  a  thank-you  to  Elena  herself,  and  a farewell. 

Because for Terrasen, for Erilea, Elena would walk into the eternal darkness

lurking across the valley to buy them all a chance. 

Elena sent up a final prayer on a pillar of smoke rising from the valley floor

that the unborn, faraway scions of this night, heirs to a burden that would doom

or save Erilea, would forgive her for what she was about to do. 

PART ONE

 THE FIRE-BRINGER
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Elide  Lochan’s  breath  scorched  her  throat  with  every  gasping  inhale  as  she

limped up the steep forest hill. 

Beneath  the  soggy  leaves  coating  Oakwald’s  floor,  loose  gray  stones  made

the slope treacherous, the towering oaks stretching too high above for her to grip

any  branches  should  she  tumble  down.  Braving  the  potential  fall  in  favor  of

speed, Elide scrambled over the lip of the craggy summit, her leg twanging with

pain as she slumped to her knees. 

Forested  hills  rolled  away  in  every  direction,  the  trees  like  the  bars  of  a never-ending cage. 

Weeks. It had been weeks since Manon Blackbeak and the Thirteen had left

her  in  this  forest,  the  Wing  Leader  ordering  her  to  head  north.  To  find  her  lost queen,  now  grown  and  mighty—and  to  also  find  Celaena  Sardothien,  whoever

she was, so that Elide might repay the life debt she owed to Kaltain Rompier. 

Even  weeks  later,  her  dreams  were  plagued  by  those  final  moments  in

Morath:  the  guards  who  had  tried  to  drag  her  to  be  implanted  with  Valg

offspring, the Wing Leader’s complete massacre of them, and Kaltain Rompier’s

final act—carving the strange, dark stone from where it had been sewn into her

arm and ordering Elide to take it to Celaena Sardothien. 

Right before Kaltain turned Morath into a smoldering ruin. 

Elide put a dirty, near-trembling hand to the hard lump tucked in the breast

pocket  of  the  flying  leathers  she  still  wore.  She  could  have  sworn  a  faint

throbbing echoed into her skin, a counterbeat to her own racing heart. 

Elide  shuddered  in  the  watery  sunlight  trickling  through  the  green  canopy. 

Summer  lay  heavy  over  the  world,  the  heat  now  oppressive  enough  that  water

had become her most precious commodity. 

It had been from the start—but now her entire day, her  life, revolved around

it. 

Fortunately,  Oakwald  was  rife  with  streams  after  the  last  of  the  melted

mountain snows had snaked from their peaks. Unfortunately, Elide had learned

the hard way about what water to drink. 

Three  days,  she’d  been  near  death  with  vomiting  and  fever  after  gulping down that stagnant pond water. Three days, she’d shivered so badly she thought

her bones would crack apart. Three days, quietly weeping in pitiful despair that

she’d die here, alone in this endless forest, and no one would ever know. 

And through it all, that stone in her breast pocket thrummed and throbbed. In

her fevered dreams, she could have sworn it whispered to her, sang lullabies in

languages that she did not think human tongues could utter. 

She hadn’t heard it since, but she still wondered. Wondered if most humans

would have died. 

Wondered  whether  she  carried  a  gift  or  a  curse  northward.  And  if  this

Celaena Sardothien would know what to do with it. 

 Tell  her  that  you  can  open  any  door,  if  you  have  the  key,  Kaltain  had  said. 

Elide often studied the iridescent black stone whenever she halted for a needed

break. It certainly didn’t look like a key: rough-hewn, as if it had been cleaved

from a larger chunk of stone. Perhaps Kaltain’s words were a riddle meant only

for its recipient. 

Elide  unslung  her  too-light  pack  from  her  shoulders  and  yanked  open  the

canvas flap. She’d run out of food a week ago and had taken to scavenging for

berries.  They  were  all  foreign,  but  a  whisper  of  a  memory  from  her  years  with her nursemaid, Finnula, had warned her to rub them on her wrist first—to see if

they raised any reaction. 

Most of the time, too much of the time, they did. 

But every now and then she’d stumble across a bush sagging with the right

ones,  and  she’d  gorge  herself  before  filling  her  pack.  Fishing  inside  the  pink-and-blue-stained canvas interior, Elide dug out the last handful, wrapped in her

spare shirt, the white fabric now a splotchy red and purple. 

One handful—to last until she found her next meal. 

Hunger gnawed at her, but Elide ate only half. Maybe she’d find more before

she stopped for the night. 

She  didn’t  know  how  to  hunt—and  the  thought  of  catching  another  living

thing, of snapping its neck or bashing in its skull with a rock … She was not yet

that desperate. 

Perhaps  it  made  her  not  a  Blackbeak  after  all,  despite  her  mother’s  hidden

bloodline. 

Elide  licked  her  fingers  clean  of  the  berry  juice,  dirt  and  all,  and  hissed  as she  stood  on  stiff,  sore  legs.  She  wouldn’t  last  long  without  food  but  couldn’t risk venturing into a village with the money Manon had given her, or toward any

of the hunters’ fires she’d spotted these past few weeks. 

No—she  had  seen  enough  of  the  kindness  and  mercy  of  men.  She  would

never forget how those guards had leered at her naked body, why her uncle had

sold her to Duke Perrington. 

Wincing, Elide swung her pack over her shoulders and carefully set off down

the hill’s far slope, picking her way among the rocks and roots. 

Maybe she’d made a wrong turn. How would she know when she’d crossed

Terrasen’s border, anyway? 

And how would she ever find her queen—her court? 

Elide shoved the thoughts away, keeping to the murky shadows and avoiding

the splotches of sunlight. It’d only make her thirstier, hotter. 

Find water, perhaps more important than finding berries, before darkness set

in. 

She reached the foot of the hill, suppressing a groan at the labyrinth of wood

and stone. 

It seemed she now stood in a dried streambed wending between the hills. It

curved sharply ahead—northward. A sigh rattled out of her. Thank Anneith. At

least the Lady of Wise Things had not abandoned her yet. 

She’d  follow  the  streambed  for  as  long  as  possible,  staying  northward,  and

then—

Elide didn’t know what sense, exactly, picked up on it. Not smell or sight or

sound, for nothing beyond the rot of the loam and the sunlight and stones and the

whispering of the high-above leaves was out of the ordinary. 

But—there.  Like  some  thread  in  a  great  tapestry  had  snagged,  her  body

locked up. 

The humming and rustling of the forest went quiet a heartbeat later. 

Elide scanned the hills, the streambed. The roots of an oak atop the nearest

hill  jutted  from  the  slope’s  grassy  side,  providing  a  thatch  of  wood  and  moss over the dead stream. Perfect. 

She limped for it, ruined leg barking, stones clattering and wrenching at her

ankles. She could nearly touch the tips of the roots when the first hollowed-out

 boom echoed. 

Not  thunder.  No,  she  would  never  forget  this  one  particular  sound—for  it, 

too, haunted her dreams both awake and asleep. 

The beating of mighty, leathery wings. Wyverns. 

And  perhaps  more  deadly:  the  Ironteeth  witches  who  rode  them,  senses  as

sharp and fine-tuned as their mounts’. 

Elide  lunged  for  the  overhang  of  thick  roots  as  the  wing  beats  neared,  the forest silent as a graveyard. Stones and sticks ripped at her bare hands, her knees

banging  on  the  rocky  dirt  as  she  pressed  herself  into  the  hillside  and  peered  at the canopy through the latticework of roots. 

One  beat—then  another  not  even  a  heartbeat  after.  Synced  enough  that

anyone  in  the  forest  might  think  it  was  only  an  echo,  but  Elide  knew:  two

witches. 

She’d  picked  up  enough  in  her  time  in  Morath  to  know  the  Ironteeth  were

under  orders  to  keep  their  numbers  hidden.  They’d  fly  in  perfect,  mirrored

formation, so listening ears might only report one wyvern. 

But these two, whoever they were, were sloppy. Or as sloppy as one of the

immortal, lethal witches could be. Lower-level coven members, perhaps. Out on

a scouting mission. 

 Or hunting for someone, a small, petrified voice whispered in her head. 

Elide  pressed  harder  into  the  soil,  roots  digging  into  her  back  as  she

monitored the canopy. 

And  there. The blur of a swift-moving, massive shape gliding right above the

canopy,  rattling  the  leaves.  A  leathery,  membranous  wing,  its  edge  tipped  in  a curved, poison-slick talon, flashed in the sunlight. 

Rarely—so rarely—were they ever out in daylight. Whatever they hunted—it

had to be important. 

Elide didn’t dare breathe too loudly until those wing beats faded, sailing due

north. 

Toward the Ferian Gap—where Manon had mentioned the second half of the

host was camped. 

Elide only moved when the forest’s buzzing and chittering resumed. Staying

still  for  so  long  had  caused  her  muscles  to  cramp,  and  she  groaned  as  she

stretched out her legs, then her arms, then rolled her shoulders. 

Endless—this journey was endless. She’d give anything for a safe roof over

her  head.  And  a  hot  meal.  Maybe  seeking  them  out,  if  only  for  a  night,  was worth the risk. 

Picking  her  way  along  the  bone-dry  streambed,  Elide  made  it  two  steps

before that sense-that-was-not-a-sense twanged again, as if a warm, female hand

had gripped her shoulder to stop. 

The tangled wood murmured with life. But she could feel it—feel something

out there. 

Not  witches  or  wyverns  or  beasts.  But  someone—someone  was  watching
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her. 

Someone was following her. 

Elide  casually  unsheathed  the  fighting  knife  Manon  had  given  her  upon

leaving this miserable forest. 

She wished the witch had taught her how to kill. 

Lorcan Salvaterre had been running from those gods-damned beasts for two days

now. 

He  didn’t  blame  them.  The  witches  had  been  pissed  when  he’d  snuck  into

their forest camp in the dead of night, slaughtered three of their sentinels without

them  or  their  mounts  noticing,  and  dragged  a  fourth  into  the  trees  for

questioning. 

It had taken him two hours to get the Yellowlegs witch to break, hidden so

deep down the throat of a cave that even her screams had been contained. Two

hours, and then she was singing for him. 

Twin  witch  armies  now  stood  poised  to  take  the  continent:  one  in  Morath, 

one  in  the  Ferian  Gap.  The  Yellowlegs  knew  nothing  of  what  power  Duke

Perrington  wielded—knew  nothing  of  what  Lorcan  hunted:  the  other  two

Wyrdkeys,  the  siblings  to  the  one  he  wore  on  a  long  chain  around  his  neck. 

Three  slivers  of  stone  cleaved  from  an  unholy  Wyrdgate,  each  key  capable  of

tremendous  and  terrible  power.  And  when  all  three  Wyrdkeys  were  united  …

they  could  open  that  gate  between  worlds.  Destroy  those  worlds—or  summon

their armies. And far, far worse. 

Lorcan had granted the witch the gift of a swift death. 

Her sisters had been hunting him since. 

Crouched in a thicket tucked into the side of a steep slope, Lorcan watched

the girl ease from the roots. He’d been hiding here first, listening to the clamor

of her clumsy approach, and had watched her stumble and limp when she finally

heard what swept toward them. 

She was delicately built, small enough that he might have thought her barely

past  her  first  bleed  were  it  not  for  the  full  breasts  beneath  her  close-fitting leathers. 

Those clothes had snared his interest immediately. The Yellowlegs had been

wearing similar ones—all the witches had. Yet this girl was human. 

And when she turned in his direction, those dark eyes scanned the forest with

an  assessment  that  was  too  old,  too  practiced,  to  belong  to  a  child.  At  least eighteen—maybe  older.  Her  pale  face  was  dirty,  gaunt.  She’d  likely  been  out

here for a while, struggling to find food. And the knife she palmed shook enough

to suggest she likely had no idea what to do with it. 

Lorcan remained hidden, watching her scan the hills, the stream, the canopy. 

She knew he was out there, somehow. 

Interesting. When he wanted to stay hidden, few could find him. 

Every  muscle  in  her  body  was  tense—but  she  finished  scanning  the  gully, 

forcing a soft breath through her pursed lips, and continued on. Away from him. 

Each step was limping; she’d likely hurt herself crashing through the trees. 

The length of her braid snapped against her pack, her silky hair dark like his

own. Darker. Black as a starless night. 

The wind shifted, blowing her scent toward him, and Lorcan breathed it in, 

allowing his Fae senses—the senses he’d inherited from his prick of a father—to

assess, analyze, as they had done for over five centuries. 

Human. Definitely human, but—

He knew that scent. 

During  the  past  few  months,  he’d  slaughtered  many,  many  creatures  who

bore its reek. 

Well, wasn’t this convenient. Perhaps a gift from the gods: someone useful to

interrogate. But later—once he had a chance to study her. Learn her weaknesses. 

Lorcan eased from the thicket, not even a twig rustling at his passing. 

The  demon-possessed  girl  limped  up  the  streambed,  that  useless  knife  still

out, her grip on its hilt wholly ineffective. Good. 

And so Lorcan began his hunt. 
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The  patter  of  rain  trickling  through  the  leaves  and  low-lying  mists  of  Oakwald Forest nearly drowned out the gurgle of the swollen stream cutting between the

bumps and hollows. 

Crouched beside the brook, empty skins forgotten on the mossy bank, Aelin

Ashryver Galathynius extended a scarred hand over the rushing water and let the

song of the early-morning storm wash over her. 

The groaning of breaking thunderheads and the sear of answering lightning

had  been  a  violent,  frenzied  beat  since  the  hour  before  dawn—now  spreading

farther  apart,  calming  their  fury,  as  Aelin  soothed  her  own  burning  core  of

magic. 

She  breathed  in  the  chill  mists  and  fresh  rain,  dragging  them  deep  into  her lungs. Her magic guttered in answer, as if yawning good morning and tumbling

back to sleep. 

Indeed,  around  the  camp  just  within  view,  her  companions  still  slept, 

protected from the storm by an invisible shield of Rowan’s making, and warmed

from  the  northern  chill  that  persisted  even  in  the  height  of  summer  by  a  merry ruby flame that she’d kept burning all night. It was the flame that had been the

difficult thing to work around—how to keep it crackling while also summoning

the small gift of water her mother had given her. 

Aelin flexed her fingers over the stream. 

Across  the  brook,  atop  a  mossy  boulder  tucked  into  the  arms  of  a  gnarled

oak,  a  pair  of  tiny  bone-white  fingers  flexed  and  cracked,  a  mirror  to  her  own movements. 

Aelin  smiled  and  said  so  quietly  it  was  barely  audible  over  the  stream  and

rain, “If you have any pointers, friend, I’d love to hear them.” 

The  spindly  fingers  darted  back  over  the  crest  of  the  rock—which,  like  so

many in these woods, had been carved with symbols and whorls. 

The  Little  Folk  had  been  tracking  them  since  they  crossed  the  border  into

Terrasen.  Escorting, Aedion had insisted whenever they spotted large, depthless

eyes  blinking  from  a  tangle  of  brambles  or  peering  through  a  cluster  of  leaves

atop one of Oakwald’s famed trees. They hadn’t come close enough for Aelin to even get a solid look at them. 

But they’d left small gifts just outside the border of Rowan’s nightly shields, 

somehow deposited without alerting whichever of them was on watch. 

One  morning,  it  had  been  a  crown  of  forest  violets.  Aelin  had  given  it  to

Evangeline, who had worn the crown on her red-gold head until it fell apart. The

next  morning,  two  crowns  waited:  one  for  Aelin,  and  a  smaller  one  for  the

scarred  girl.  Another  day,  the  Little  Folk  left  a  replica  of  Rowan’s  hawk  form, crafted from gathered sparrow feathers, acorns, and beetle husks. Her Fae Prince

had smiled a bit when he’d found it—and carried it in his saddlebag since. 

Aelin  herself  smiled  at  the  memory.  Though  knowing  the  Little  Folk  were

following their every step, listening and watching, had made things … difficult. 

Not in any real way that mattered, but slipping off into the trees with Rowan was

certainly  less  romantic  knowing  they  had  an  audience.  Especially  whenever

Aedion and Lysandra got so sick of their silent, heated glances that the two made

up flimsy excuses to get Aelin and Rowan out of sight and scent for a while: the

lady  had  dropped  her  nonexistent  handkerchief  on  the  nonexistent  path  far

behind; they needed more logs for a fire that did not require wood to burn. 

And as for her current audience…

Aelin splayed her fingers over the stream, letting her heart become as still as

a sun-warmed forest pool, letting her mind shake free of its normal boundaries. 

A  ribbon  of  water  fluttered  up  from  the  stream,  gray  and  clear,  and  she

wended it through her spread fingers as if she were threading a loom. 

She  tilted  her  wrist,  admiring  the  way  she  could  see  her  skin  through  the

water,  letting  it  slip  down  her  hand  and  curl  about  her  wrist.  She  said  to  the faerie watching from the other side of the boulder, “Not much to report to your

companions, is it?” 

Soggy  leaves  crunched  behind  her,  and  Aelin  knew  it  was  only  because

Rowan wanted her to hear his approach. “Careful, or they’ll leave something wet

and cold in your bedroll next time.” 

Aelin made herself release the water into the stream before she looked over a

shoulder. “Do you think they take requests? Because I’d hand over my kingdom

for a hot bath right about now.” 

Rowan’s eyes danced as she eased to her feet. She lowered the shield she’d

put around herself to keep dry—the steam off the invisible flame blending with

the mist around them. The Fae Prince lifted a brow. “Should I be concerned that

you’re so chatty this early in the morning?” 

She  rolled  her  eyes  and  turned  toward  the  rock  where  the  faerie  had  been monitoring her shoddy attempts to master water. But only rain-slick leaves and

snaking mist remained. 

Strong  hands  slid  over  her  waist,  tugging  her  into  his  warmth,  as  Rowan’s

lips grazed her neck, right under her ear. 

Aelin arched back into him while his mouth roved across her throat, heating

mist-chilled skin. “Good morning to you,” she breathed. 

Rowan’s responding grumble set her toes curling. 

They hadn’t dared stop at an inn, even after crossing into Terrasen three days

ago,  not  when  there  were  still  so  many  enemy  eyes  fixed  on  the  roads  and

taprooms.  Not  when  there  were  still  streaming  lines  of  Adarlanian  soldiers

finally marching out of her gods-damned territory—thanks to Dorian’s decrees. 

Especially when those soldiers might very well march right back here, might

choose to ally themselves with the monster squatting down in Morath rather than

their true king. 

“If you want to take a bath so badly,” Rowan murmured against her neck, “I

spotted a pool about a quarter mile back. You could heat it—for both of us.” 

She ran her nails down the back of his hands, up his forearms. “I’d boil all

the fish and frogs inside it. I doubt it’d be very pleasant then.” 

“At least we’d have breakfast prepared.” 

She  laughed  under  her  breath,  and  Rowan’s  canines  scratched  the  sensitive

spot  where  her  neck  met  her  shoulder.  Aelin  dug  her  fingers  into  the  powerful muscles  of  his  forearms,  savoring  the  strength  there.  “The  lords  won’t  be  here until sundown. We’ve got time.” Her words were breathless, barely more than a

whisper. 

Upon  crossing  the  border,  Aedion  had  sent  messages  to  the  few  lords  he

trusted,  coordinating  the  meeting  that  was  to  happen  today—in  this  clearing, 

which Aedion himself had used for covert rebel meetings these long years. 

They’d arrived early to scope out the land, the pitfalls and advantages. Not a

trace  of  any  humans  lingered:  Aedion  and  the  Bane  had  always  ensured  any

evidence  was  wiped  away  from  unfriendly  eyes.  Her  cousin  and  his  legendary

legion  had  already  done  so  much  to  ensure  the  safety  of  Terrasen  this  past

decade. But they were still taking no risks, even with lords who had once been

her uncle’s banner men. 

“Tempting as it might be,” Rowan said, nipping her ear in a way that made it

hard to think, “I need to be on my way in an hour.” To scout the land ahead for

any  threats.  Featherlight  kisses  brushed  over  her  jaw,  her  cheek.  “And  what  I

said still holds. I’m not taking you against a tree the first time.” 

“It  wouldn’t  be  against  a  tree—it’d  be  in  a  pool.”  A  dark  laugh  against  her now-burning  skin.  It  was  an  effort  to  keep  from  taking  one  of  his  hands  and guiding  it  up  to  her  breasts,  to  beg  him  to  touch,  take,  taste.  “You  know,  I’m starting to think you’re a sadist.” 

“Trust  me,  I  don’t  find  it  easy,  either.”  He  tugged  her  a  bit  harder  against him,  letting  her  feel  the  evidence  pushing  with  impressive  demand  against  her backside. She nearly groaned at that, too. 

Then Rowan pulled away, and she frowned at the loss of his warmth, at the

loss of those hands and that body and that mouth. She turned, finding his pine-

green  eyes  pinned  on  her,  and  a  thrill  sparked  through  her  blood  brighter  than any magic. 

But he said, “Why  are you so coherent this early?” 

She stuck out her tongue. “I took over the watch for Aedion, since Lysandra

and  Fleetfoot  were  snoring  loud  enough  to  wake  the  dead.”  Rowan’s  mouth

twitched upward, but Aelin shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep anyway.” 

His jaw tightened as he glanced to where the amulet was hidden beneath her

shirt and the dark leather jacket atop it. “Is the Wyrdkey bothering you?” 

“No,  it’s  not  that.”  She’d  taken  to  wearing  the  amulet  after  Evangeline  had

looted through her saddlebags and donned the necklace. They’d only discovered

it  because  the  child  had  returned  from  washing  herself  with  the  Amulet  of

Orynth proudly displayed over her traveling clothes. Thank the gods they’d been

deep in Oakwald at the time, but—Aelin wasn’t taking any other chances. 

Especially since Lorcan still believed he had the real thing. 

They  hadn’t  heard  from  the  immortal  warrior  since  he’d  left  Rifthold,  and

Aelin often wondered how far south he’d gotten—if he’d yet realized he bore a

fake  Wyrdkey  within  an  equally  fake  Amulet  of  Orynth.  If  he’d  discovered

where  the  other  two  had  been  hidden  by  the  King  of  Adarlan  and  Duke

Perrington. 

Not Perrington—Erawan. 

A  chill  snaked  down  her  back,  as  if  the  shadow  of  Morath  had  taken  form

behind her and run a clawed finger along her spine. 

“It’s just … this meeting,” Aelin said, waving a hand. “Should we have done

it in Orynth? Out in the woods like this just seems so … cloak-and-dagger.” 

Rowan’s  eyes  again  drifted  toward  the  northern  horizon.  At  least  another

week  lay  between  them  and  the  city—the  once-glorious  heart  of  her  kingdom. 

Of  this  continent.  And  when  they  got  there,  it  would  be  an  endless  stream  of

councils and preparations and decisions that only she could make. This meeting Aedion had arranged would just be the start of it. 

“Better  to  go  into  the  city  with  established  allies  than  to  enter  not  knowing what you might find,” Rowan said at last. He gave her a wry smile and aimed a

pointed  look  at  Goldryn,  sheathed  across  her  back,  and  the  various  knives

strapped  to  her.  “And  besides:  I  thought  ‘cloak-and-dagger’  was  your  middle

name.” 

She offered him a vulgar gesture in return. 

Aedion had been so careful with his messages while setting up the meeting—

had selected this spot far from any possible casualties or spying eyes. And even

though he trusted the lords, whom he’d familiarized her with these past weeks, 

Aedion still hadn’t informed them how many traveled in their party—what their

talents were. Just in case. 

No matter that Aelin was the bearer of a weapon capable of wiping out this

entire valley, along with the gray Staghorn Mountains watching over it. And that

was just her magic. 

Rowan played with a strand of her hair—grown almost to her breasts again. 

“You’re worried because Erawan hasn’t made a move yet.” 

She sucked on a tooth. “What is he waiting for? Are we fools for expecting

an invitation to march on him? Or is he letting us gather our strength, letting  me

return with Aedion to get the Bane and raise a larger army around it, only so he

can savor our utter despair when we fail?” 

Rowan’s  fingers  stilled  in  her  hair.  “You  heard  Aedion’s  messenger.  That

blast took out a good chunk of Morath. He might be rebuilding himself.” 

“No one has claimed that blast as their doing. I don’t trust it.” 

“You trust nothing.” 

She met his eyes. “I trust you.” 

Rowan  brushed  a  finger  along  her  cheek.  The  rain  turned  heavy  again,  its

soft patter the only sound for miles. 

Aelin lifted onto her toes. She felt Rowan’s eyes on her the whole time, felt

his body go still with predatory focus, as she kissed the corner of his mouth, the

bow of his lips, the other corner. 

Soft, taunting kisses. Designed to see which one of them yielded first. 

Rowan did. 

With a sharp intake of breath, he gripped her hips, tugging her against him as

he slanted his mouth over hers, deepening the kiss until her knees threatened to

buckle. His tongue brushed hers—lazy, deft strokes that told her precisely what

he was capable of doing elsewhere. 

Embers  sparked  in  her  blood,  and  the  moss  beneath  them  hissed  as  rain

turned to steam. 

Aelin broke the kiss, breathing ragged, satisfied to find Rowan’s own chest

rising  and  falling  in  an  uneven  rhythm.  So  new—this  thing  between  them  was

still so new, so … raw. Utterly consuming. The desire was only the start of it. 

Rowan  made  her  magic  sing.  And  maybe  that  was  the   carranam  bond

between  them,  but  …  her  magic  wanted  to  dance  with  his.  And  from  the  frost sparkling in his eyes, she knew his own demanded the same. 

Rowan leaned forward until they were brow-to-brow. “Soon,” he promised, 

his voice rough and low. “Let’s get somewhere safe—somewhere defensible.” 

Because her safety always would come first. For him, keeping her protected, 

keeping her alive, would always come first. He’d learned it the hard way. 

Her heart strained, and she pulled back to lift a hand to his face. Rowan read

the softness in her eyes, her body, and his own inherent fierceness slipped into a

gentleness  that  so  few  would  ever  see.  Her  throat  ached  with  the  effort  of

keeping the words in. 

She’d  been  in  love  with  him  for  a  while  now.  Longer  than  she  wanted  to

admit. 

She tried not to think about it, whether he felt the same. Those things—those

wishes—were at the bottom of a very, very long and bloody priority list. 

So Aelin kissed Rowan gently, his hands again locking around her hips. 

“Fireheart,” he said onto her mouth. 

“Buzzard,” she murmured onto his. 

Rowan laughed, the rumble echoing in her chest. 

From  the  camp,  Evangeline’s  sweet  voice  chirped  through  the  rain,  “Is  it

time for breakfast?” 

Aelin snorted. Sure enough, Fleetfoot and Evangeline were now nudging at

poor  Lysandra,  sprawled  out  as  a  ghost  leopard  by  the  immortal-burning  fire. 

Aedion, across the fire, lay as unmoving as a boulder. Fleetfoot would likely leap

on him next. 

“This cannot end well,” Rowan muttered. 

Evangeline  howled,  “Fooooood! ”  Fleetfoot’s  answering  howl  followed  a

heartbeat later. 

Then Lysandra’s snarl rippled toward them, silencing girl and hound. 

Rowan laughed again—and Aelin thought she might never get sick of it, that

laugh. That smile. 
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“We  should  make  breakfast,”  he  said,  turning  toward  the  camp,  “before

Evangeline and Fleetfoot ransack the whole site.” 

Aelin chuckled but glanced over her shoulder to the forest stretching toward

the  Staghorns.  Toward  the  lords  who  were  hopefully  making  their  way

southward—to decide how they would proceed with war … and rebuilding their

broken kingdom. 

When she looked back, Rowan was halfway to the camp, Evangeline’s red-

gold hair flashing as she bounded through the dripping trees, begging the prince

for toast and eggs. 

Her family—and her kingdom. 

Two dreams long believed lost, she realized as the northern wind ruffled her

hair. That she would do anything—ruin herself, sell herself—to protect. 

Aelin  was  about  to  head  for  the  camp  to  spare  Evangeline  from  Rowan’s

cooking when she noticed the object atop the boulder across the stream. 

She  cleared  the  stream  in  one  bound  and  carefully  studied  what  the  faerie

had left. 

Fashioned  with  twigs,  cobwebs,  and  fish  scales,  the  tiny  wyvern  was

unnervingly accurate, its wings spread wide and thorn-fanged mouth roaring. 

Aelin  left  the  wyvern  where  it  was,  but  her  eyes  shifted  southward,  toward

the  ancient  flow  of  Oakwald,  and  Morath  looming  far  beyond  it.  To  Erawan

reborn, waiting for her with his host of Ironteeth witches and Valg foot soldiers. 

And Aelin Galathynius, Queen of Terrasen, knew the time would soon come

to prove just how much she’d bleed for Erilea. 

It  was  useful,  Aedion  Ashryver  thought,  to  travel  with  two  gifted  magic-

wielders. Especially during piss-poor weather. 

The  rains  lingered  throughout  the  day  as  they  prepared  for  the  meeting. 

Rowan had flown northward twice now to track the progress of the lords, but he

hadn’t seen or scented them. 

No  one  braved  the  notoriously  muddy  Terrasen  roads  in  this  weather.  But

with Ren Allsbrook in their company, Aedion had little doubt they’d stay hidden

until  sunset  anyway.  Unless  the  weather  had  delayed  them.  Which  was  a  good

possibility. 

Thunder  boomed,  so  close  that  the  trees  shuddered.  Lightning  flashed  with

little  pause  for  breath,  limning  the  soaked  leaves  with  silver,  illuminating  the

world so brightly that his Fae senses were blinded. But at least he was dry. And warm. 

They’d  avoided  civilization  so  much  that  Aedion  had  hardly  witnessed  or

been  able  to  track  how  many  magic-wielders  had  crept  out  of  hiding—or  who

was now enjoying the return of their gifts. He’d only seen one girl, no older than

nine,  weaving  tendrils  of  water  above  her  village’s  lone  fountain  for  the

entertainment and delight of a gaggle of children. 

Stone-faced,  scarred  adults  had  looked  on  from  the  shadows,  but  none  had

interfered  for  better  or  worse.  Aedion’s  messengers  had  already  confirmed  that most  people  now  knew  the  King  of  Adarlan  had  wielded  his  dark  powers  to

repress  magic  these  last  ten  years.  But  even  so,  he  doubted  those  who  had

suffered its loss, then the extermination of their kind, would comfortably reveal

their powers anytime soon. 

At least until people like his companions, and that girl in the square, showed

the world it was safe to do so. That a girl with a gift of water could ensure her

village and its farmlands thrived. 

Aedion  frowned  at  the  darkening  sky,  idly  twirling  the  Sword  of  Orynth

between  his  palms.  Even  before  magic  had  vanished,  there  had  been  one  kind

feared above all others, its bearers pariahs at best, dead at worst. Courts in every

land had sought them as spies and assassins for centuries. But  his court—

A  delighted,  throaty  purr  rumbled  through  their  little  camp,  and  Aedion

shifted his stare to the subject of his thoughts. Evangeline was kneeling on her

sleeping  mat,  humming  to  herself  as  she  gently  ran  the  horse’s  brush  through Lysandra’s fur. 

It  had  taken  him  days  to  get  used  to  the  ghost  leopard  form.  Years  in  the Staghorns  had  drilled  the  gut-level  terror  into  him.  But  there  was  Lysandra, 

claws retracted, sprawled on her belly as her ward groomed her. 

Spy  and  assassin  indeed.  A  smile  tugged  on  his  lips  at  the  pale  green  eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure. That’d be a fine sight for the lords to see when they

arrived. 

The shape-shifter had used these weeks of travel to try out new forms: birds, 

beasts,  insects  that  had  a  tendency  to  buzz  in  his  ear  or  bite  him.  Rarely—so rarely—had Lysandra taken the human form he’d met her in. Given all that had

been  done  to  her  and  all  she’d  been  forced  to  do  in  that  human  body,  Aedion didn’t blame her. 

Though she’d have to take human form soon, when she was introduced as a

lady  in  Aelin’s  court.  He  wondered  if  she’d  wear  that  exquisite  face,  or  find

another human skin that suited her. 

More than that, he often wondered what it felt like to be able to change bone

and  skin  and  color—though  he  hadn’t  asked.  Mostly  because  Lysandra  hadn’t

been in human form long enough to do so. 

Aedion looked to Aelin, seated across the fire with Fleetfoot sprawled in her

lap,  playing  with  the  hound’s  long  ears—waiting,  as  they  all  were.  His  cousin, however,  was  studying  the  ancient  blade—her  father’s  blade—that  Aedion  so

unceremoniously twirled and tossed from hand to hand, every inch of the metal

hilt  and  cracked  bone  pommel  as  familiar  to  him  as  his  own  face.  Sorrow

flickered in her eyes, as fast as the lightning above, and then vanished. 

She’d  returned  the  sword  to  him  upon  their  departure  from  Rifthold, 

choosing to bear Goldryn instead. He’d tried to convince her to keep Terrasen’s

sacred blade, but she’d insisted it was better off in his hands, that he deserved the

honor more than anyone else, including her. 

She’d grown quieter the farther north they’d traveled. Perhaps weeks on the

road had sapped her. 

After  tonight,  depending  on  what  the  lords  reported,  he’d  try  to  find  her  a quiet place to rest for a day or two before they made the last leg of the trek to

Orynth. 

Aedion uncoiled to his feet, sheathing the sword beside the knife Rowan had

gifted him, and stalked to her. Fleetfoot’s feathery tail thumped in greeting as he

sat beside his queen. 

“You could use a haircut,” she said. Indeed, his hair had grown longer than

he usually kept it. “It’s almost the same length as mine.” She frowned. “It makes

us look like we coordinated it.” 

Aedion snorted, stroking the dog’s head. “So what if we did?” 

Aelin shrugged. “If you want to start wearing matching outfits as well, I’m

in.” 

He grinned. “The Bane would never let me live it down.” 

His legion now camped just outside of Orynth, where he’d ordered them to

shore up the city’s defenses and wait. Wait to kill and die for her. 

And  with  the  money  Aelin  had  schemed  and  butchered  to  claim  from  her

former master this spring, they could buy themselves an army to follow behind

the Bane. Perhaps mercenaries, too. 

The  spark  in  Aelin’s  eyes  died  a  bit  as  if  she,  too,  considered  all  that

commanding  his  legion  implied.  The  risks  and  costs—not  of  gold,  but  lives. 

Aedion could have sworn the campfire guttered as well. 

She had slaughtered and fought and nearly died again and again for the past ten years. Yet he knew she would balk at sending soldiers—at sending  him—to

fight. 

That, above all else, would be her first test as queen. 

But before that … this meeting. “You remember everything I told you about

them?” 

Aelin gave him a flat look. “Yes, I remember everything, cousin.” She poked

him hard in the ribs, right where the still-healing tattoo Rowan had inked on him

three  days  ago  now  lay.  All  their  names,  entwined  in  a  complex  Terrasen  knot right  near  his  heart.  Aedion  winced  as  she  jabbed  the  sore  flesh,  and  he  batted away her hand as she recited, “Murtaugh was a farmer’s son, but married Ren’s

grandmother. Though he wasn’t born into the Allsbrook line, he still commands

the seat, despite his insistence that Ren take up the title.” She looked skyward. 

“Darrow  is  the  wealthiest  landowner  after  yours  truly,  and  more  than  that,  he holds  sway  over  the  few  surviving  lords,  mostly  through  his  years  of  carefully handling Adarlan during the occupation.” She gave him a glare sharp enough to

slice skin. 

Aedion  lifted  his  hands.  “Can  you  blame  me  for  wanting  to  make  sure  this

goes smoothly?” 

She shrugged but didn’t bite his head off. 

“Darrow  was  your  uncle’s  lover,”  he  added,  stretching  his  legs  out  before

him. “For decades. He’s never spoken once to me about your uncle, but … they

were  very  close,  Aelin.  Darrow  didn’t  publicly  mourn  Orlon  beyond  what  was

required  after  the  passing  of  a  king,  but  he  became  a  different  man  afterward. 

He’s a hard bastard now, but still a fair one. Much of what he’s done has been

out of his unfading love for Orlon—and for Terrasen. His own maneuvering kept

us  from  becoming  completely  starved  and  destitute.  Remember  that.”  Indeed, 

Darrow  had  long  straddled  a  line  between  serving  the  King  of  Adarlan  and

undermining him. 

“I.  Know,”  she  said  tightly.  Pushing  too  far—that  tone  was  likely  her  first

and  last  warning  that  he  was  starting  to  piss  her  off.  He’d  spent  many  of  the miles they’d traveled these past few days telling her about Ren, and Murtaugh, 

and Darrow. Aedion knew she could likely now recite their land holdings, what

crops  and  livestock  and  goods  they  yielded,  their  ancestors,  and  dead  and

surviving  family  members  from  this  past  decade.  But  pushing  her  about  it  one last time, making sure she knew … He couldn’t shut the instincts down to ensure

it all went well. Not when so much was at stake. 
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From  where  he’d  been  perched  on  a  high  branch  to  monitor  the  forest, 

Rowan clicked his beak and flapped into the rain, sailing through his shield as if

it parted for him. 

Aedion  eased  to  his  feet,  scanning  the  forest,  listening.  Only  the  trickle  of rain on leaves filled his ears. Lysandra stretched, baring her long teeth as she did

so, her needlelike claws slipping free and glinting in the firelight. 

Until Rowan gave the all clear—until it was just those lords and no one else

—the safety protocols they’d established would hold. 

Evangeline, as they had taught her, crept to the fire. The flames pulled apart

like  drawn  curtains  to  allow  her  and  Fleetfoot,  sensing  the  child’s  fear  and pressing close, passage to an inner ring that would not burn her. But would melt

the bones of their enemies. 

Aelin  merely  glanced  at  Aedion  in  silent  order,  and  he  stepped  toward  the

western  side  of  the  fire,  Lysandra  taking  up  a  spot  at  the  southern  point.  Aelin took the northern but gazed west—toward where Rowan had flapped away. 

A dry, hot breeze flowed through their little bubble, and sparks danced like

fireflies  at  Aelin’s  fingers,  her  hand  hanging  casually  at  her  side.  The  other gripped Goldryn, the ruby in its hilt bright as an ember. 

Leaves rustled and branches snapped, and the Sword of Orynth gleamed gold

and red in the light of Aelin’s flames as he drew it free. He angled the ancient

dagger  Rowan  had  gifted  him  in  his  other  hand.  Rowan  had  been  teaching

Aedion—teaching all of them, really—about the Old Ways these weeks. About

the  long-forgotten  traditions  and  codes  of  the  Fae,  mostly  abandoned  even  in

Maeve’s court. But reborn here, and enacted now, as they fell into the roles and

duties that they had sorted out and decided for themselves. 

Rowan emerged from the rain in his Fae form, his silver hair plastered to his

head, his tattoo stark on his tan face. No sign of the lords. 

But  Rowan  held  his  hunting  knife  against  the  bared  throat  of  a  young, 

slender-nosed  man  and  escorted  him  toward  the  fire—the  stranger’s  travel-

stained, soaked clothes bearing Darrow’s crest of a striking badger. 

“A messenger,” Rowan ground out. 

Aelin decided right then and there she didn’t particularly enjoy surprises. 

The  messenger’s  blue  eyes  were  wide,  but  his  rain-slick,  freckled  face  was

calm. Steady. Even as he took in Lysandra, her fangs gilded with firelight. Even

as Rowan nudged him forward, that cruel knife still angled at his throat. 

Aedion  jerked  his  chin  at  Rowan.  “He  can’t  very  well  deliver  the  message

with a blade at his windpipe.” 

Rowan  lowered  his  weapon,  but  the  Fae  Prince  didn’t  sheathe  his  knife. 

Didn’t move more than a foot from the man. 

Aedion demanded, “Where are they?” 

The  man  bowed  swiftly  to  her  cousin.  “At  a  tavern,  four  miles  from  here, 

General—” 

The words died as Aelin at last stepped around the curve of the fire. She kept

it burning high, kept Evangeline and Fleetfoot ensconced within. The messenger

let out a small noise. 

He knew. With the way he kept glancing between her and Aedion, seeing the

same eyes, the same hair color … he knew. And as if the thought had hit him, the

messenger bowed. 

Aelin watched the way the man lowered his eyes, watched the exposed back

of  his  neck,  his  skin  shining  with  rain.  Her  magic  simmered  in  response.  And that thing—that hideous power hanging between her breasts—seemed to open an

ancient eye at all the commotion. 

The  messenger  stiffened,  wide-eyed  at  Lysandra’s  silent  approach,  her

whiskers  twitching  as  she  sniffed  at  his  wet  clothes.  He  was  smart  enough  to remain still. 

“Is the meeting canceled?” Aedion said tightly, scanning the woods again. 

The  man  winced.  “No,  General—but  they  want  you  to  come  to  the  tavern

where they’re staying. Because of the rain.” 

Aedion rolled his eyes. “Go tell Darrow to drag his carcass out here. Water

won’t kill him.” 

“It’s  not  Lord  Darrow,”  the  man  said  quickly.  “With  all  due  respect,  Lord

Murtaugh’s slowed down this summer. Lord Ren didn’t want him out in the dark

and rain.” 

The  old  man  had  ridden  across  the  kingdoms  like  a  demon  from  hell  this

spring,  Aelin  remembered.  Perhaps  it  had  taken  its  toll.  Aedion  sighed.  “You

know  we’ll  need  to  scout  the  tavern  first.  The  meeting  will  be  later  than  they want.” 

“Of  course,  General.  They’ll  expect  that.”  The  messenger  cringed  as  he  at

last  spotted  Evangeline  and  Fleetfoot  within  the  flame’s  ring  of  safety.  And

despite  the  Fae  Prince  armed  beside  him,  despite  the  ghost  leopard  with

unsheathed  claws  sniffing  at  him,  the  sight  of  Aelin’s  fire  made  his  face  go

deathly  pale.  “But  they  are  waiting—and  Lord  Darrow  is  impatient.  Being outside Orynth’s walls makes him anxious. Makes us all anxious, these days.” 

Aelin snorted softly.  Indeed. 
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Manon  Blackbeak  stood  at  attention  by  one  end  of  the  long,  dark  bridge  into Morath and watched her grandmother’s coven descend from the gray clouds. 

Even  with  the  plumes  and  pillars  of  smoke  from  the  countless  forges,  the

High  Witch  of  the  Blackbeak  Witch-Clan’s  voluminous  obsidian  robes  were

unmistakable.  No  other  dressed  as  the  Matron  did.  Her  coven  swept  from  the

heavy cloud cover, keeping a respectful distance from the Matron and the extra

rider flanking her massive bull. 

Manon, her Thirteen in rank behind her, made no movement as the wyverns

and their riders landed on the dark stones of the courtyard across the bridge. Far

below, the rushing of a filthy, ruined river roared, vying with the scrape of talons

on stone and the rustle of settling wings. 

Her grandmother had come to Morath. 

Or what was left of it, when one-third was nothing more than rubble. 

Asterin hissed in a breath as Manon’s grandmother dismounted in a smooth

movement,  scowling  at  the  black  fortress  looming  above  Manon  and  her

Thirteen.  Duke  Perrington  was  already  waiting  in  his  council  chamber,  and

Manon had no doubt his pet, Lord Vernon, would do his best to undermine and

shake her at every turn. If Vernon were to make a move to be rid of Manon, it

would be now—when her grandmother was seeing for herself what Manon had

accomplished. 

And failed to do. 

Manon  kept  her  back  straight  as  her  grandmother  strode  across  the  broad

stone bridge, her steps drowned out by the rush of the river, the beat of distant

wings,  and  those  forges  working  day  and  night  to  equip  their  army.  When  she could see the white in her grandmother’s eyes, Manon bowed. 

The creak of flying leathers told her the Thirteen had followed suit. 

When Manon lifted her head, her grandmother was before her. 

Death, cruel and cunning, waited in that gold-flecked onyx stare. 

“Take me to the duke,” the Matron said by way of greeting. 

Manon  felt  her  Thirteen  stiffen.  Not  at  the  words,  but  at  the  High  Witch’s

coven  now  following  on  her  heels.  Rare—so  rare  for  them  to  track  her,  guard her. 

But this was a citadel of men—and demons. And this would be an extended

stay,  if  not  permanent,  judging  by  the  fact  that  her  grandmother  had  brought along  the  beautiful,  dark-haired  young  witch  currently  warming  her  bed.  The

Matron  would  be  a  fool  not  to  take  extra  protection.  Even  if  the  Thirteen  had always been enough. Should have been enough. 

It was an effort not to flick out her iron nails at the imagined threat. 

Manon  bowed  again  and  turned  in  to  the  towering,  open  doors  to  Morath. 

The Thirteen parted for Manon and the Matron as they passed, then closed ranks

like  a  lethal  veil.  No  chances—not  when  the  heir  and  the  Matron  were

concerned. 

Manon’s steps were near-silent as she led her grandmother through the dark

halls, the Thirteen and the Matron’s coven trailing close. The servants,  through

either spying or some human instinct, were nowhere to be found. 

The Matron spoke as they ascended the first of many spiral stairwells toward

the duke’s new council chamber. “Anything to report?” 

“No, Grandmother.” Manon avoided the urge to glance sidelong at the witch

—at the silver-streaked dark hair, the pale features carved with ancient hate, the

rusted teeth on permanent display. 

The face of the High Witch who had branded Manon’s Second. Who had cast

Asterin’s stillborn witchling into the fire, denying her the right to hold her once. 

Who  had  then  beaten  and  broken  her  Second,  thrown  her  into  the  snow  to  die, and lied to Manon about it for nearly a century. 

Manon wondered what thoughts now churned through Asterin’s head as they

walked.  Wondered  what  went  through  the  heads  of  Sorrel  and  Vesta,  who  had

found Asterin in the snow. Then healed her. 

And never told Manon about it, either. 

Her  grandmother’s  creature—that’s  what  Manon  was.  It  had  never  seemed

like a hateful thing. 

“Did  you  discover  who  caused  the  explosion?”  The  Matron’s  robes  swirled

behind  her  as  they  entered  the  long,  narrow  hallway  toward  the  duke’s  council chamber. 

“No, Grandmother.” 

Those  gold-flecked  black  eyes  snapped  to  her.  “How  convenient,  Wing

Leader, that you complain about the duke’s breeding experiments—only for the

Yellowlegs to be incinerated days later.” 

 Good  riddance,  Manon  almost  said.  Despite  the  covens  lost  in  the  blast, good rutting riddance that the breeding of those Yellowlegs-Valg witchlings had

stopped. But Manon felt, rather than saw or heard, her Thirteen’s attention fix on

her grandmother’s back. 

And perhaps something like fear went through Manon. 

At  the  Matron’s  accusation—and  the  line  her  Thirteen  were  drawing.  Had

drawn for some time now. 

Defiance.  That’s  what  it  had  been  these  past  months.  If  the  High  Witch

learned  of  it,  she’d  tie  Manon  to  a  post  and  whip  her  back  until  her  skin  was hanging in strips. She’d make the Thirteen watch, to prove their powerlessness

to  defend  their  heir,  and  then  give  them  the  same  treatment.  Perhaps  chucking salted water on them when she was done. Then do it again, day after day. 

Manon  said  coolly,  “I  heard  a  rumor  it  was  the  duke’s  pet—that  human

woman.  But  as  she  was  incinerated  in  the  blaze,  no  one  can  confirm.  I  didn’t want to waste your time with gossip and theories.” 

“She was leashed to him.” 

“It  would  seem  her  shadowfire  was  not.”  Shadowfire—the  mighty  power

that would have melted their enemies within heartbeats when combined with the

mirror-lined witch towers the three Matrons had been building in the Ferian Gap. 

But with Kaltain gone … so was the threat of pure annihilation. 

Even if the duke would suffer no other master now that his king was dead. 

He’d rejected the Crown Prince’s claim to the throne. 

Her grandmother said nothing as they continued onward. 

The other piece on the board—the sapphire-eyed prince who had once been

in thrall to a Valg prince himself. Now free. And allied with that golden-haired

young queen. 

They  reached  the  council  room  doors,  and  Manon  wiped  all  thoughts  from

her head as the blank-faced guards opened the black rock for them. 

Manon’s  senses  honed  to  a  killing  calm  the  moment  she  laid  eyes  on  the

ebony glass table and who stood at it. 

Vernon: tall, lanky, ever-smirking, clad in Terrasen green. 

And a golden-haired man, his skin pale as ivory. 

No  sign  of  the  duke.  The  stranger  twisted  toward  them.  Even  her

grandmother gave pause. 

Not at the man’s beauty, not at the strength in his sculpted body or the fine

black clothes he wore. But at those gold eyes. Twin to Manon’s. 

The eyes of the Valg kings. 
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Manon assessed the exits, the windows, the weapons she would use when they

fought  their  way  out.  Instinct  had  her  stepping  in  front  of  her  grandmother; training had her palming two knives before the golden-eyed man could blink. 

But the man fixed those Valg eyes on her. He smiled. 

“Wing  Leader.”  He  looked  to  her  grandmother  and  inclined  his  head. 

“Matron.” 

The voice was carnal and lovely and cruel. But the tone, the demand in it …

Something in Vernon’s smirk now seemed too strained, his tan skin too pale. 

“Who are you,” Manon said to the stranger, more an order than a question. 

The man jerked his chin toward the unclaimed seats at the table. “You know

perfectly well who I am, Manon Blackbeak.” 

Perrington. In another body, somehow. Because…

Because  that  otherworldly,  foul  thing  she  had  sometimes  glimpsed  staring

out through his eyes … Here it was, given flesh. 

The Matron’s tight face told her she’d already guessed. 

“I grew tired of wearing that sagging meat,” he said, sliding with feline grace

into  the  chair  beside  Vernon.  A  wave  of  long,  powerful  fingers.  “My  enemies

know who I am. My allies might as well, too.” 

Vernon bowed his head and murmured, “My Lord Erawan, if it would please

you, allow me to fetch the Matron refreshments. Her journey has been long.” 

Manon assessed the tall, reedy man. Two gifts he had offered them: respect

to her grandmother, and the knowledge of the duke’s true name. Erawan. 

She wondered what Ghislaine, on guard in the hall beyond, knew of him. 

The  Valg  king  nodded  his  approval.  The  Lord  of  Perranth  hustled  to  the

small  buffet  table  against  the  wall,  grabbing  a  ewer  as  Manon  and  the  Matron slid into the seats across from the demon king. 

Respect—something  Vernon  had  not  once  offered  without  a  mocking  grin. 

But now…

Perhaps now that the Lord of Perranth realized what manner of monster held

his leash, he was desperate for allies. Knew, perhaps, that Manon … that Manon

might have indeed been part of that explosion. 

Manon  accepted  the  carved-horn  cups  of  water  Vernon  set  before  them  but

did not drink. Neither did her grandmother. 

Across  the  table,  Erawan  smiled  faintly.  No  darkness,  no  corruption  leaked

from him—as if he were powerful enough to keep it contained, unnoticed, save

for those eyes. Her eyes. 

Behind them, the rest of the Thirteen and her grandmother’s coven remained

in  the  hall,  only  their  Seconds  lingering  in  the  room  as  the  doors  were  sealed again. 

Trapping them all with the Valg king. 

“So,” Erawan said, looking them over in a way that had Manon clamping her

lips to keep from baring her teeth, “are the forces at the Ferian Gap prepared?” 

Her  grandmother  yielded  a  short  dip  of  her  chin.  “They  move  at  sundown. 

They’ll be in Rifthold two days after that.” 

Manon didn’t dare shift in her seat. “You’re sending the host to Rifthold?” 

The  demon  king  flashed  her  a  narrowed  glance.  “I  am  sending   you  to

Rifthold,  to  take  back  my  city.  When  you  have  finished  your  task,  the  Ferian legion will be stationed there under the command of Iskra Yellowlegs.” 

To  Rifthold.  To  finally,  finally  fight,  to  see  what  their  wyverns  could  do  in battle— “Do they suspect the attack?” 

A lifeless smile. “Our forces will move too swiftly for word to reach them.” 

No doubt why this information had been contained until now. 

Manon tapped a foot on the slate floor, already itching to move, to command

the  others  in  preparations.  “How  many  of  the  Morath  covens  do  I  bring

northward?” 

“Iskra flies with the second half of our aerial legion. I would think that only a

few covens from Morath would be necessary.” A challenge—and a test. 

Manon considered. “I fly with my Thirteen and two escort covens.” No need

for  their  enemies  to  get  a  good  count  on  how  many  covens  flew  in  the  aerial legion—or  for  the  entirety  to  go  when  she’d  bet  good  money  that  even  the

Thirteen would be enough to sack the capital. 

Erawan  just  inclined  his  head  in  agreement.  Her  grandmother  gave  her  a

barely perceptible nod—as close to approval as she’d ever get. 

But Manon asked, “What of the prince?” King. King Dorian. 

Her  grandmother  shot  her  a  look,  but  the  demon  said,  “I  want  you  to

personally bring him to me. If he survives the attack.” 

And  with  the  fiery  queen  now  gone,  Dorian  Havilliard  and  his  city  were

defenseless. 

It mattered little to her. It was war. 

Fight this war, and go home to the Wastes at the end of it. Even if this man, 

this demon king, might very well renege on his word. 

She’d deal with that later. But first … open battle. She could already hear its

wild song in her blood. 

The  demon  king  and  her  grandmother  were  speaking  again,  and  Manon

cleared away the melody of clashing shields and sparking swords long enough to

process their words. 

“Once the capital is secured, I want those boats on the Avery.” 

“The  men  of  the  Silver  Lake  have  agreed?”  Her  grandmother  studied  the

map weighted to the glass table by smooth stones. Manon followed the Matron’s

stare  to  the  Silver  Lake,  at  the  other  end  of  the  Avery,  and  to  its  city,  nestled against the White Fangs: Anielle. 

Perrington—Erawan—shrugged  his  broad  shoulders.  “Its  lord  has  not  yet

declared allegiance to me or the boy-king. I suspect when word reaches him of

Rifthold’s  demise,  we  will  find  his  messengers  groveling  on  our  doorstep.”  A

flicker  of  a  smile.  “Their  Keep  along  the  Western  Falls  of  the  lake  still  bears scars  from  the  last  time  my  armies  marched.  I  have  seen  the  countless

monuments  in  Anielle  to  that  war—its  lord  will  know  how  easily  I  can  again

turn his city into a charnel house.” 

Manon studied the map again, shutting out the questions. 

Old.  The  Valg  king  was  so  old  as  to  make  her  feel  young.  To  make  her

grandmother look like a child, too. 

Fool—perhaps  her  grandmother  had  been  a  fool  to  sell  them  into  an

unwitting  alliance  with  this  creature.  She  made  herself  meet  Erawan’s  stare. 

“With  strongholds  in  Morath,  Rifthold,  and  Anielle,  that  only  covers  the

southern  half  of  Adarlan.  What  of  north  of  the  Ferian  Gap?  Or  south  of

Adarlan?” 

“Bellhaven  remains  under  my  control—its  lords  and  merchants  love  their

gold  too  much.  Melisande…”  The  demon  king’s  golden  eyes  fixed  on  the

western  country  across  the  mountains.  “Eyllwe  lies  shattered  beneath  her, 

Fenharrow in barren shambles to the east. It remains in Melisande’s best interest

to  continue  allying  her  forces  with  my  own,  especially  when  Terrasen  hasn’t  a copper to its name.” The king’s stare roamed northward. “Aelin Galathynius will

have reached her seat by now. And when Rifthold is gone, she will also find how

very alone she is in the North. Brannon’s heir has no allies on this continent. Not

anymore.” 

But Manon noted the way the demon king’s eyes darted to Eyllwe—just for a

flicker. 

She  looked  to  her  grandmother,  silent  yet  watching  Manon  with  an

expression that promised death if she pushed too far. But Manon said to Erawan, 

“Your capital is the heart of your commerce. If I unleash my legion upon it, you will have few human allies—” 

“Last I looked, Manon Blackbeak, it was  my legion.” 

Manon  held  Erawan’s  burning  gaze,  even  as  it  stripped  her  bare.  “Turn

Rifthold  into  a  complete  ruin,”  she  said  flatly,  “and  rulers  like  the  Lord  of Anielle  or  the  Queen  of  Melisande  or  the  Lords  of  Fenharrow  might  very  well find  it  worth  the  risk  to  rally  against  you.  If  you  wreck  your  own  capital,  why should they believe your claims of alliance? Send a decree ahead of us that the

king,  the  queen  are  enemies  to  the  continent.  Establish  us  as  liberators  of

Rifthold,  not  conquerors,  and  you  will  have  the  other  rulers  thinking  twice

before allying with Terrasen. I will sack the city for you enough to display our

might—but keep the Ironteeth host from leaving it in rubble.” 

Those gold eyes narrowed with consideration. 

She knew her grandmother was one more word away from gouging her nails

down Manon’s cheek, but she kept her shoulders back. She didn’t care about the

city, its people. But this war could indeed turn against them if the annihilation of

Rifthold  united  their  scattered  enemies.  And  delay  the  Blackbeaks  that  much

more from returning to the Wastes. 

Vernon’s eyes flicked to meet hers. Fear—and calculation. He murmured to

Erawan, “The Wing Leader has a point, milord.” What did Vernon know that she

didn’t? 

But Erawan angled his head, his golden hair sliding across his brow. “That is

why you are my Wing Leader, Manon Blackbeak, and why Iskra Yellowlegs did

not win the position.” 

Disgust and pride warred in her, but she nodded. 

“One more thing.” 

She remained still, waiting. 

The  demon  king  lounged  in  his  seat.  “There  is  a  glass  wall  in  Rifthold. 

Impossible to miss.” She knew it—had perched atop it. “Damage the city enough

to instill fear, show our power. But that wall … Bring it down.” 

She only said, “Why?” 

Those  golden  eyes  simmered  like  hot  coals.  “Because  destroying  a  symbol

can break the spirits of men as much as bloodshed.” 

That  glass  wall—Aelin  Galathynius’s  power.  And  mercy.  Manon  held  that

gaze long enough to nod. The king jerked his chin toward the shut doors in silent

dismissal. 

Manon  was  out  of  the  room  before  he’d  turned  back  to  Vernon.  It  did  not
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occur to her until she was long gone that she should have remained to protect the

Matron. 

The Thirteen did not speak until they had landed at their personal armory in the

army camp below, had not even risked it while saddling their wyverns in the new

aerie. 

Sweeping  through  the  smoke  and  gloom  that  always  wreathed  Morath,  the

two escort covens Manon had selected—both Blackbeaks—steered for their own

armories. Good. 

Now  standing  in  the  mud  of  the  valley  floor  outside  the  cobbled-together

labyrinth of forges and tents, Manon said to her assembled Thirteen, “We fly in

thirty minutes.” Behind them, blacksmiths and handlers were already rushing to

haul armor onto the chained-down wyverns. 

If  they  were  smart,  or  fast,  they  wouldn’t  wind  up  between  those  jaws. 

Already, Asterin’s sky-blue mare was sizing up the man closest to her. 

Manon was half tempted to see if she’d take a bite out of him, but she said to

her coven, “If we are lucky, we will arrive before Iskra and set the tone for how

the sacking unfolds. If we are not, we seek out Iskra and her coven upon arriving

and  staunch  the  slaughter.  Leave  the  prince  to  me.”  She  didn’t  dare  look  at Asterin as she said it. “I have no doubt the Yellowlegs will try to claim his head. 

Stop any one of them who dares take it.” 

And perhaps put an end to Iskra as well. Accidents happened all the time in

battle. 

The  Thirteen  bowed  their  heads  in  acquiescence.  Manon  jerked  her  head

over a shoulder, to the armory under the shoddy canvas tents. “Full armor.” She

gave  them  a  slashing  grin.  “We  don’t  want  to  make  our  grand  appearance

looking anything but our best.” 

Twelve matching grins met hers, and they peeled away, heading toward the

tables and dummies where their armor had been carefully and meticulously built

these past months. 

Only  Asterin  remained  at  her  side  as  Manon  grabbed  Ghislaine  by  an  arm

when the curly-haired sentinel strode past. 

She  murmured  over  the  clank  of  forges  and  roar  of  wyverns,  “Tell  us  what

you know of Erawan.” Ghislaine opened her mouth, dark skin wan, and Manon

snapped, “Concisely.” 

Ghislaine swallowed hard, nodding as the rest of the Thirteen readied beyond them. The warrior-scholar whispered so only Manon and Asterin could hear. “He

was one of the three Valg kings who invaded this world at the dawn of time. The

other  two  were  either  killed  or  sent  back  to  their  dark  world.  He  was  stranded here,  with  a  small  army.  He  fled  to  this  continent  after  Maeve  and  Brannon

squashed his forces, and spent a thousand years rebuilding his numbers in secret, 

deep  beyond  the  White  Fangs.  When  he  was  ready,  when  he  noticed  that  King

Brannon’s  flame  was  dimming,  Erawan  launched  his  attack  to  claim  this

continent.  Legend  has  it  that  he  was  defeated  by  Brannon’s  own  daughter  and

her human mate.” 

Asterin snorted. “It would seem that legend is wrong.” 

Manon released Ghislaine’s arm. “Get ready. Tell the others when you can.” 

Ghislaine bowed her head and stalked into the arsenal. 

Manon  ignored  Asterin’s  narrow  stare.  Now  was  not  the  time  for  this

conversation. 

She found the mute blacksmith by his usual forge, sweat streaming down his

soot-stained  brow.  But  his  eyes  were  solid,  calm,  as  he  pulled  back  the  canvas tarp on his worktable to reveal her armor. Polished, ready. 

The  suit  of  dark  metal  had  been  fashioned  like  intricate  wyvern  scales. 

Manon ran a finger along the overlapping plates and lifted a gauntlet, perfectly

formed to her own hand. “It’s beautiful.” 

Horrible,  yet  beautiful.  She  wondered  what  he  made  of  the  fact  that  he’d

forged this armor for her to wear while ending the lives of his countrymen. His

ruddy face revealed nothing. 

She stripped off her red cloak and began donning the armor bit by bit. It slid

over  her  like  a  second  skin,  flexible  and  pliant  where  she  needed  it  to  be, unyielding where her life depended on it. 

When  she  was  done,  the  blacksmith  looked  her  over  and  nodded,  then

reached  below  his  table  to  place  another  object  on  its  surface.  For  a  heartbeat, Manon only stared at the crowned helmet. 

It  had  been  forged  of  the  same  dark  metal,  the  nose  and  brow  guards

fashioned  so  that  most  of  her  face  would  be  in  shadow—save  for  her  mouth. 

And her iron teeth. The six lances of the crown jutted upward like small swords. 

A conqueror’s helm. A demon’s helm. 

Manon felt the eyes of her Thirteen, now armed, upon her as she tucked her

braid into the neck of her armor and lifted the helmet over her head. 

It fitted easily, its interior cool against her hot skin. Even with the shadows

that hid most of her face, she could see the blacksmith with perfect clarity as his chin dipped in approval. 

She had no idea why she bothered, but Manon found herself saying, “Thank

you.” 

Another shallow nod was his only reply before she swept from his table. 

Soldiers cowered from her storming path as she signaled to the Thirteen and

mounted Abraxos, her wyvern preening in his new armor. 

She didn’t look back at Morath as they took to the gray skies. 
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Aedion and Rowan did not let Darrow’s messenger go ahead to warn the lords of

their arrival. If this was some maneuver to get them on uneven footing, despite

all  that  Murtaugh  and  Ren  had  done  for  them  this  spring,  then  they’d  gain  the advantage whatever way they could. 

Aelin supposed that she should have taken the stormy weather as an omen. 

Or perhaps Murtaugh’s age provided a convenient excuse for Darrow to test her. 

She leashed her temper at the thought. 

The  tavern  was  erected  at  a  crossroads  just  inside  the  tangle  of  Oakwald. 

With the rain and night settling in, it was packed, and they had to pay double to

stable their horses. Aelin was fairly certain that one word from her, one flicker of

that telltale fire, would have cleared out not only the stables, but also the tavern

itself. 

Lysandra had padded off half a mile away, and when they arrived, she slunk

from the bushes and nodded her fuzzy, drenched head at Aelin. All clear. 

Inside  the  inn,  there  were  no  rooms  to  be  found  for  rent,  and  the  taproom

itself was crammed full of travelers, hunters, and whoever else was escaping the

downpour. Some even sat against the walls—and Aelin supposed that it was how

she  and  her  friends  might  very  well  spend  their  evening  once  this  meeting

concluded. 

A few heads twisted their way as they entered, but dripping hoods and cloaks

concealed  their  faces  and  weapons,  and  those  heads  quickly  returned  to  their

drinks or cards or drunken songs. 

Lysandra had finally shifted back into her human form—and true to her oath

months ago, her once-full breasts were now smaller. Despite what awaited them

in the private dining room at the back of the inn, Aelin caught the shape-shifter’s

eye and smirked. 

“Better?”  she  murmured  over  Evangeline’s  head  as  Darrow’s  messenger, 

Aedion at his side, strolled through the crowd. 

Lysandra’s grin was half feral. “Oh, you have no idea.” 

Behind them, Aelin could have sworn Rowan chuckled. 

The  messenger  and  Aedion  turned  down  a  hallway,  the  dim  candlelight flickering  amongst  the  raindrops  still  sliding  off  the  round,  scarred  shield

strapped across her cousin’s back. The Wolf of the North, who, even though he

had  won  battles  with  his  Fae  speed  and  strength,  had  earned  the  respect  and loyalty  of  his  legion  as  a  man—as  a  human.  Aelin,  still  in  her  Fae  form, 

wondered if she should have shifted herself. 

Ren Allsbrook waited in there. Ren, another childhood friend, whom she had

almost killed,  tried to kill this past winter, and who had no idea who she really was.  Who  had  stayed  at  her  apartment  without  realizing  it  belonged  to  his  lost queen. And Murtaugh … She had vague memories of the man, mostly involving

him sitting at her uncle’s table, slipping her extra blackberry tarts. 

Any  good  that  remained,  any  shred  of  safety,  it  was  thanks  to  Aedion,  the

dents and scratches marring his shield utter proof of it, and to the three men who

awaited her. 

Aelin’s  shoulders  began  to  curve  inward,  but  Aedion  and  the  messenger

paused before a wooden door, knocking once. Fleetfoot brushed against her calf, 

tail  wagging,  and  Aelin  smiled  down  at  the  hound,  who  shook  herself  again, 

flinging  droplets  of  water.  Lysandra  snorted.  Bringing  a  wet  dog  into  a  covert meeting—very queenly. 

But Aelin had promised herself, months and months ago, that she would not

pretend to be anything but what she was. She had crawled through darkness and

blood and despair—she had survived. And even if Lord Darrow could offer men

and funding for a war … she had both, too. More would be better, but—she was

not empty-handed. She had done that for herself. For them all. 

Aelin  squared  her  shoulders  as  Aedion  stepped  into  the  room,  already

speaking to those inside: “Just like you bastards to make us trudge through the

rain  because  you  don’t  want  to  get  wet.  Ren,  looking  put-out,  as  usual. 

Murtaugh, always a pleasure. Darrow—your hair looks as bad as mine.” 

Someone  said  from  within  in  a  dry,  cold  voice,  “Given  the  secrecy  with

which  you  arranged  this  meeting,  one  would  think  you  were  sneaking  through

your own kingdom, Aedion.” 

Aelin  reached  the  ajar  door,  debating  whether  it  was  worth  it  to  open  the

conversation by telling the fools inside to keep their voices down, but—

They were. With her Fae ears, she picked up more sounds than the average

human.  She  stepped  ahead  of  Lysandra  and  Evangeline,  letting  them  enter

behind her as she paused in the doorway to survey the private dining room. 

One  window,  cracked  to  soothe  the  stifling  heat  of  the  inn.  A  large

rectangular table before a roaring hearth, littered with empty plates, crumbs, and worn serving platters. Two old men sat at it, one with the messenger whispering

something  in  his  ear  too  softly  for  her  Fae  hearing  before  he  bowed  to  all  of them and saw himself out. Both old men straightened as they looked past where

Aedion stood before the table—to her. 

But  Aelin  focused  upon  the  dark-haired  young  man  by  the  hearth,  an  arm

braced against the mantel, his scarred, tan face slack. 

She remembered those twin swords at his back. Those dark, burning eyes. 

Her mouth had gone slightly dry by the time she tugged back her hood. Ren

Allsbrook started. 

But the old men had risen to their feet. She knew one of them. 

Aelin  didn’t  know  how  she  hadn’t  recognized  Murtaugh  that  night  she’d

gone to the warehouse to end so many of them. Especially when he’d been the

one who halted her slaughtering. 

The  other  old  man,  though  …  while  wrinkled,  his  face  was  strong—hard. 

Without amusement or joy or warmth. A man used to getting his way, to being

obeyed  without  question.  His  body  was  thin  and  wiry,  but  his  spine  was  still straight. Not a warrior of the sword, but of the mind. 

Her great-uncle, Orlon, had been both. And kind—she’d never heard a stern

or raging word from Orlon. This man, though … Aelin held Darrow’s gray-eyed

gaze, predator recognizing predator. 

“Lord Darrow,” she  said, inclining her  head. She couldn’t  help the crooked

grin. “You look toasty.” 

Darrow’s plain face remained unmoved. Unimpressed. 

Well, then. 

Aelin watched Darrow, waiting—refusing to break his stare until he bowed. 

A dip of his head was all he offered. 

“A bit lower,” she purred. 

Aedion’s gaze snapped to her, full of warning. 

Darrow did no such thing. 

It  was  Murtaugh  who  bowed  deeply  at  the  waist  and  said,  “Majesty.  We

apologize  for  sending  the  messenger  to  fetch  you—but  my  grandson  worries

after my health.” An attempt at a smile. “To my chagrin.” 

Ren  ignored  his  grandfather  and  pushed  off  the  mantel,  his  boot-steps  the

only sound as he rounded the table. “You knew,” he breathed to Aedion. 

Lysandra, wisely, shut the door and bid Evangeline and Fleetfoot to stand by

the  window—to  watch  for  any  peering  eyes.  Aedion  gave  Ren  a  little  smile. 

“Surprise.” 

Before the young lord could retort, Rowan stepped to Aelin’s side and pulled

back his hood. 

The men stiffened as the Fae warrior was revealed in his undimmed glory—

glazed violence already in his eyes. Already focused on Lord Darrow. 

“Now, that is a sight I have not seen for an age,” Darrow murmured. 

Murtaugh mastered his shock—and perhaps a bit of fear—enough to extend

a hand toward the empty chairs across from them. “Please, sit. Apologies for the

mess.  We  hadn’t  realized  the  messenger  might  retrieve  you  so  swiftly.”  Aelin

made  no  move  to  sit.  Neither  did  her  companions.  Murtaugh  added,  “We  can

order fresh food if you wish. You must be famished.” Ren shot his grandfather

an  incredulous  look  that  told  her  everything  she  needed  to  know  about  the

rebel’s opinion of her. 

Lord Darrow was watching her again. Assessing. 

Humility—gratitude.  She  should  try;  she   could  try,  damn  it.  Darrow  had sacrificed  for  her  kingdom;  he  had  men  and  money  to  offer  in  the  upcoming

battle  with  Erawan.  She  had  called  this  meeting;  she  had  asked  these  lords  to meet them. Who cared if it was in another location? They were all here. It was

enough. 

Aelin  forced  herself  to  walk  to  the  table.  To  claim  the  chair  across  from

Darrow and Murtaugh. 

Ren remained standing, monitoring her with dark fire in his eyes. 

She  said  quietly  to  Ren,  “Thank  you—for  helping  Captain  Westfall  this

spring.” 

A  muscle  flickered  in  Ren’s  jaw,  but  he  said,  “How  does  he  fare?  Aedion

mentioned his injuries in his letter.” 

“Last  I  heard,  he  was  on  his  way  to  the  healers  in  Antica.  To  the  Torre

Cesme.” 

“Good.” 

Lord Darrow said, “Would you care to enlighten me on how you know each

other, or shall I be required to guess?” 

Aelin  began  counting  to  ten  at  the  tone.  But  it  was  Aedion  who  said  as  he claimed a seat, “Careful, Darrow.” 

Darrow  interlaced  his  gnarled  but  manicured  fingers  and  set  them  on  the

table. “Or what? Shall you burn me to ash, Princess? Melt my bones?” 

Lysandra  slipped  into  a  chair  beside  Aedion  and  asked  with  the  sweet, 

unthreatening politeness that had been trained into her, “Is there any water left in

that pitcher? Traveling through the storm was rather taxing.” 

Aelin could have kissed her friend for the attempt at dulling the razor-sharp

tension. 

“Who,  pray  tell,  are  you?”  Darrow  frowned  at  the  exquisite  beauty,  the

uptilted eyes that did not shy from his despite her gentle words. Right—he had

not known who traveled with her and Aedion. Or what gifts they bore. 

“Lysandra,”  Aedion  answered,  unbuckling  his  shield  and  setting  it  on  the

floor behind them with a heavy thunk. “Lady of Caraverre.” 

“There is no Caraverre,” Darrow said. 

Aelin  shrugged.  “There  is  now.”  Lysandra  had  settled  on  the  name  a  week

ago, whatever it meant, bolting upright in the middle of the night and practically

shouting  it  at  Aelin  once  she’d  mastered  herself  long  enough  to  shift  back  into her  human  form.  Aelin  doubted  she’d  soon  forget  the  image  of  a  wide-eyed

ghost leopard trying to speak. She smiled a bit at Ren, still watching her like a

hawk.  “I  took  the  liberty  of  buying  the  land  your  family  yielded.  Looks  like you’ll be neighbors.” 

“And  what  bloodline,”  Darrow  asked,  his  mouth  tightening  at  the  brand

across  Lysandra’s  tattoo,  the  mark  visible  no  matter  what  form  she  took,  “does Lady Lysandra hail from?” 

“We  didn’t  arrange  this  meeting  to  discuss  bloodlines  and  heritage,”  Aelin

countered evenly. She looked to Rowan, who gave a confirming nod that the inn

staff was far from the room and no one was within hearing range. 

Her Fae Prince stalked to the serving table against the wall to fetch the water

Lysandra had asked for. He sniffed it, and she knew his magic swept through it, 

probing the water for any poison or drug, while he floated four glasses over to

them on a phantom wind. 

The  three  lords  watched  in  wide-eyed  silence.  Rowan  sat  and  casually

poured  the  water,  then  summoned  a  fifth  cup,  filled  it,  and  floated  it  to

Evangeline. The girl beamed at the magic and went back to staring out the rain-

splattered  window.  Listening  while  pretending  to  be  pretty,  to  be  useless  and small, as Lysandra had taught her. 

Lord  Darrow  said,  “At  least  your  Fae  warrior  is  good  for  something  other

than brute violence.” 

“If  this  meeting  is  interrupted  by  unfriendly  forces,”  Aelin  said  smoothly, 

“you’ll be glad for that brute violence, Lord Darrow.” 

“And what of your particular skill set? Should I be glad of that, too?” 

She  didn’t  care  how  he’d  learned.  Aelin  cocked  her  head,  choosing  each

word,  forcing  herself  to  think  it  through  for  once.  “Is  there  a  skill  set  that  you would prefer I possess?” 

Darrow  smiled.  It  didn’t  reach  his  eyes.  “Some  control  would  do  Your

Highness well.” 

On either side of her, Rowan and Aedion were taut as bowstrings. But if  she

could keep her temper leashed, then they could—

 Your Highness. Not  Majesty. 

“I’ll take that into consideration,” she said with a little smile of her own. “As

for why my court and I wished to meet with you today—” 

“Court?”  Lord  Darrow  raised  his  silver  brows.  Then  he  slowly  raked  his

stare  over  Lysandra,  then  Aedion,  and  finally  Rowan.  Ren  was  gaping  at  them

all,  something  like  longing—and  dismay—on  his  face.  “This  is  what  you

consider a court?” 

“Obviously, the court will be expanded once we’re in Orynth—” 

“And for that matter, I do not see how there can even  be a court, as you are

not yet queen.” 

She kept her chin high. “I’m not sure I catch your meaning.” 

Darrow sipped from his tankard of ale. The plunk as he set it down echoed

through the room. Beside him, Murtaugh had gone still as death. “Any ruler of

Terrasen must be approved by the ruling families of each territory.” 

Ice,  cold  and  ancient,  cracked  through  her  veins.  Aelin  wished  she  could

blame it on the thing hanging from her neck. 

“Are you telling me,” she said too quietly, fire flickering in her gut, dancing

along her tongue, “that even though I am the last living Galathynius, my throne

does not yet belong to me?” 

She felt Rowan’s attention fix upon her face, but she didn’t look away from

Lord Darrow. 

“I  am  telling  you,  Princess,  that  while  you  might  be  the  last  living  direct descendant  of  Brannon,  there  are  other  possibilities,  other  directions  to  go  in, should you be deemed unfit.” 

“Weylan, please,” Murtaugh cut in. “We did not accept the offer to meet for

this. It was to discuss rebuilding, to  help her and work with her.” 

They all ignored him. 

“Other possibilities such as yourself?” Aelin asked Darrow. Smoke curled in

her mouth. She swallowed it down, nearly choking on it. 

Darrow  didn’t  so  much  as  flinch.  “You  can  hardly  expect  us  to  allow  a

nineteen-year-old assassin to parade into our kingdom and start yapping orders, 

regardless of her bloodline.” 

 Think  it  through,  take  a  deep  breath.  Men,  money,  support  from  your

 already-broken people. That’s what Darrow offers, what you can stand to gain, if

 you just control your rutting temper. 

She  stifled  the  fire  in  her  veins  into  murmuring  embers.  “I  understand  that

my personal history might be considered problematic—” 

“I find everything about you, Princess, to be problematic. The least of which

is  your  choice  in  friends  and   court  members.  Can  you  explain  to  me  why  a common whore is in your company and being passed as a lady? Or why one of

Maeve’s  minions  is  now  sitting  at  your  side?”  He  tossed  a  sneer  in  Rowan’s

direction. “Prince Rowan, is it?” He must have pieced it together from what the

messenger had whispered in his ear upon arriving. “Oh, yes, we’ve heard of you. 

What an interesting turn of events, that when our kingdom is weakest and its heir

so young, one of Maeve’s most trusted warriors manages to gain a foothold, after

so many years of gazing at our kingdom with such longing. Or perhaps the better

question  is,  why  serve  at  Maeve’s  feet  when  you  could  rule  beside  Princess

Aelin?” 

It took considerable effort to keep her fingers from curling into fists. “Prince

Rowan is my  carranam. He is above any doubt.” 

“Carranam. A long-forgotten term. What other things did Maeve teach you

in Doranelle this spring?” 

She bit back her retort as Rowan’s hand grazed hers beneath the table—his

face bored, uninterested. The calm of a feral, frozen storm.  Permission to speak, 

Majesty ? 

She had a feeling Rowan would very, very much enjoy the task of shredding

Darrow  into  little  pieces.  She  also  had  the  feeling  that  she’d  very,  very  much enjoy joining him. 

Aelin gave a slight nod, at a loss for words herself as she struggled to keep

her flames at bay. 

Honestly, she felt slightly bad for Darrow as the Fae Prince gave him a look

laced with three hundred years of cold violence. “Are you accusing me of taking

the blood oath to my queen with dishonor?” 

Nothing human, nothing merciful in those words. 

To  his  credit,  Darrow  didn’t  shrink.  Rather,  he  raised  his  brows  at  Aedion, 

then turned and shook his head at Aelin. “You gave away the sacred oath to this

… male?” 

Ren gaped a bit as he surveyed Aedion, that scar stark against his tan skin. 

She had not been there to protect him from it. Or to protect Ren’s sisters when their  magic  academy  became  a  slaughterhouse  during  Adarlan’s  invasion. 

Aedion caught Ren’s surprise and subtly shook his head, as if to say,  I’ll explain

 later. 

But  Rowan  leaned  back  in  his  chair  with  a  faint  smile—and  it  was  a

horrifying,  terrible  thing.  “I  have  known  many  princesses  with  kingdoms  to

inherit, Lord Darrow, and I can tell you that absolutely none of them were ever

stupid  enough  to  allow  a  male  to  manipulate  them  that  way,  least  of  all  my queen. But if I were going to scheme my way onto a throne, I’d pick a far more

peaceful and prosperous kingdom.” He shrugged. “But I do not think my brother

and sister in this room would allow me to live for very long if they suspected I

meant their queen ill—or their kingdom.” 

Aedion  gave  a  grim  nod,  but  beside  him,  Lysandra  straightened—not  in

anger or surprise, but pride. It broke Aelin’s heart as much as it lightened it. 

Aelin smiled slowly at Darrow, flames banking. “How long did it take you to

come up with a list of every possible thing to insult me with and accuse me of

during this meeting?” 

Darrow  ignored  her  and  jerked  his  chin  at  Aedion.  “You’re  rather  quiet

tonight.” 

“I don’t think you particularly want to hear my thoughts right now, Darrow,” 

Aedion replied. 

“Your blood oath is stolen by a foreign prince, your queen is an assassin who

appoints common whores to serve her, and yet you have nothing to say?” 

Aedion’s  chair  groaned,  and  Aelin  dared  a  look—to  find  him  gripping  the

sides of it so hard his knuckles were white. 

Lysandra, though stiff-backed, did not give Darrow the pleasure of blushing

with shame. 

And she was done. Sparks danced at her fingertips beneath the table. 

But  Darrow  went  on  before  Aelin  could  speak  or  incinerate  the  room. 

“Perhaps, Aedion, if you hope to still gain an official position in Terrasen, you

could see if your kin in Wendlyn have reconsidered the betrothal proposition of

so many years ago. See if they’ll recognize you as family. What a difference it

might have made, if you and our beloved Princess Aelin had been betrothed—if

Wendlyn  had  not  rejected  the  offer  to  formally  unite  our  kingdoms,  likely  at Maeve’s behest.” A smile in Rowan’s direction. 

Her world tilted a bit. Even Aedion had paled. No one had ever hinted that

there had been an official attempt at betrothing them. Or that the Ashryvers had

truly left Terrasen to war and ruin. 

“Whatever  will  the  adoring  masses  say  of  their  savior  princess,”  Darrow

mused, putting his hands flat on the table, “when they hear of how she has spent

her  time  while  they  suffered?”  A  slap  in  the  face,  one  after  another.  “But,” 

Darrow  added,  “you’ve  always  been  good  at  whoring  yourself  out,  Aedion. 

Though I wonder if Princess Aelin knows what—” 

Aelin lunged. 

Not with flame, but steel. 

The dagger shuddering between Darrow’s fingers flickered with the light of

the crackling hearth. 

She snarled in the old man’s face, Rowan and Aedion half out of their chairs, 

Ren  reaching  for  a  weapon,  but  looking  sick—sick  at  the  sight  of  the  ghost

leopard now sitting where Lysandra had been a moment ago. 

Murtaugh  gaped  at  the  shape-shifter.  But  Darrow  glared  at  Aelin,  his  face

white with rage. 

“You want to sling insults at me, Darrow, then go ahead,” Aelin hissed, her

nose almost touching his. “But you insult my own again, and I won’t miss next

time.” She flicked her eyes to the dagger between the old man’s splayed fingers, 

a hairsbreadth separating the blade from his speckled flesh. 

“I see you inherited your father’s temper,” Darrow sneered. “Is this how you

plan  to  rule?  When  you  don’t  like  someone,  you’ll  threaten  them?”  He  slid  his hand from the blade and pulled back far enough to cross his arms. “What would

Orlon think of this behavior, this bullying?” 

“Choose your words wisely, Darrow,” Aedion warned. 

Darrow lifted his brows. “All the work I have done, all that I have sacrificed

these  past  ten  years,  has  been  in  Orlon’s  name,  to  honor  him  and  to  save  his kingdom— my kingdom. I do not plan to let a spoiled, arrogant child destroy that

with  her  temper  tantrums.  Did  you  enjoy  the  riches  of  Rifthold  these  years, 

Princess?  Was  it  very  easy  to  forget  us  in  the  North  when  you  were  buying

clothes and serving the monster who butchered your family and friends?” 

 Men, and money, and a unified Terrasen. 

“Even  your  cousin,  despite  his  whoring,  helped  us  in  the  North.  And  Ren

Allsbrook”—a wave of the hand in Ren’s direction—“while you were living in

luxury, did you know that Ren and his grandfather were scraping together every

copper  they  could,  all  to  find  a  way  to  keep  the  rebel  effort  alive?  That  they squatted in shanties and slept under horses?” 

“That’s enough,” Aedion said. 

“Let him go on,” Aelin said, sitting back in her seat and crossing her arms. 

“What else is there to say, Princess? Do you think the people of Terrasen will

be glad to have a queen who served their enemy? Who shared a bed with the son

of their enemy?” 

Lysandra snarled softly, rattling the glasses. 

Darrow was unfazed. “And a queen who now undoubtedly shares a bed with

a  Fae  Prince  who  served  the  other  enemy  at  our  backs—what  do  you  suppose

our people will make of  that?” 

She didn’t want to know how Darrow had guessed, what he’d read between

them. 

“Who shares my bed,” she said, “is none of your concern.” 

“And  that  is  why  you  are  not  fit  to  rule.  Who  shares  the  queen’s  bed  is

 everyone’s  concern.  Will  you  lie  to  our  people  about  your  past,  deny  that  you served the deposed king—and served his son, too, in a different manner?” 

Beneath the table, Rowan’s hand shot out to grip her own, his fingers coated

in  ice  that  soothed  the  fire  starting  to  flicker  at  her  nails.  Not  in  warning  or reprimand—just  to  tell  her  that  he,  too,  was  struggling  with  the  effort  to  keep from using the pewter food platter to smash in Darrow’s face. 

So  she  didn’t  break  Darrow’s  stare,  even  as  she  laced  her  fingers  with

Rowan’s. 

“I will tell  my people,” Aelin said quietly but not weakly, “the entire truth. I will show them the scars on my back from Endovier, the scars on my body from

my  years  as  Celaena  Sardothien,  and  I  will  tell  them  that  the  new  King  of

Adarlan  is  not  a  monster.  I  will  tell  them  that  we  have  one  enemy:  the  bastard down  in  Morath.  And  Dorian  Havilliard  is  the  only  chance  for  survival—and

future peace between our two kingdoms.” 

“And if he is not? Will you shatter his stone castle as you shattered the glass

one?” 

Chaol had mentioned this—months ago. She should have considered it more, 

that  ordinary  humans  might  demand  checks  against  her  power.  Against  the

power of the court gathering around her. But let Darrow believe she’d shattered

the glass castle; let him believe she’d killed the king. Better than the potentially

disastrous truth. 

“Should  you  still  wish  to  be  a  part  of  Terrasen,”  Darrow  continued  when

none of them replied, “I’m sure Aedion can find some use for you in the Bane. 

But I will have no use for you in Orynth.” 

She  flicked  her  brows  up.  “Is  there  anything  else  that  you  have  to  say  to

me?” 

His  gray  eyes  turned  flinty.  “I  do  not  recognize  your  right  to  rule;  I  do  not recognize  you  as  the  rightful  Queen  of  Terrasen.  Neither  do  the  Lords  Sloane, Ironwood, and Gunnar, who make up the remaining surviving majority of what

was once your uncle’s court. Even if the Allsbrook family sides with you, that is

still one vote against four. General Ashryver has no lands or title here—and no

say as a result. As for  Lady Lysandra, Caraverre is not a recognized territory, nor do we recognize her lineage or your  purchase of those lands.” Formal words, for

a formal declaration. “Should you return to Orynth and seize your throne without

our invitation, it will be considered an act of war and treason.” Darrow pulled a

piece  of  paper  from  his  jacket—lots  of  fancy  writing  and  four  different

signatures on the bottom. “As of this moment, until it is otherwise decided, you

shall remain a princess by blood—but not queen.” 
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Aelin stared and stared at that piece of paper, at the names that had been signed

long before tonight, the men who had decided against her without meeting her, 

the men who had changed her future, her kingdom, with just their signatures. 

Perhaps she should have waited to call this meeting until she was in Orynth

—until her people saw her return and it would have been harder to kick her to

the curb of the palace. 

Aelin breathed, “Our doom gathers in the South of Adarlan—yet this is what

you focus on?” 

Darrow  sneered,  “When  we  have  need  of  your  …  skill  set,  we  will  send

word.” 

No fire burned in her, not even an ember. As if Darrow had clenched it in his

fist, snuffed it out. 

“The  Bane,”  Aedion  said  with  a  hint  of  that  legendary  insolence,  “will

answer to none but Aelin Galathynius.” 

“The Bane,” Darrow spat, “is now ours to command. In the event that there

is no fit ruler on the throne, the lords control the armies of Terrasen.” He again

surveyed  Aelin,  as  if  sensing  the  vague  plan  to  publicly  return  to  her  city,  to make  it  harder  for  him  to  shut  her  out,  glimmering  as  it  formed.  “Set  foot  in Orynth, girl, and you will pay.” 

“Is that a threat?” Aedion snarled, a hand darting to grip the hilt of the Sword

of Orynth sheathed at his side. 

“It is the  law,” Darrow said  simply. “One generations  of Galathynius rulers

have honored.” 

There was such a roaring in her head, and such a still emptiness in the world

beyond. 

“The  Valg  march  on  us—a  Valg   king  marches  on  us,”  Aedion  pushed,  the general incarnate. “And  your queen,  Darrow,  might  be  the  only  person  capable of keeping them at bay.” 

“War is a game of numbers, not magic. You know this, Aedion. You fought

at  Theralis.”  The  great  plain  before  Orynth,  host  to  the  final,  doomed  battle  as

the  empire  had  swept  down  upon  them.  Most  of  Terrasen’s  forces  and commanders had not walked away from the bloodbath, so thorough streams ran

red for days afterward. If Aedion had fought in it … Gods, he must have been

barely fourteen. Her stomach turned. Darrow concluded, “Magic failed us once

before. We will not trust in it again.” 

Aedion snapped, “We will need allies—” 

“There  are  no  allies,”  Darrow  said.  “Unless  Her  Highness  decides  to  be

useful and gain us men and arms through marriage”—a sharp glance at Rowan

—“we are alone.” 

Aelin debated revealing what she knew, the money she’d schemed and killed

to attain, but—

Something cold and oily clanged through her. Marriage to a foreign king or

prince or emperor. 

Would this be the cost? Not just in blood shed, but in dreams yielded? To be

a princess eternal, but never a queen? To fight with not just magic, but the other

power in her blood: royalty. 

She could not look at Rowan, could not face those pine-green eyes without

being sick. 

She  had  laughed  once  at  Dorian— laughed  and  scolded  him  for  admitting

that the thought of marriage to anyone but his soul-bonded was abhorrent. She’d

chided him for choosing love over the peace of his kingdom. 

Perhaps the gods did hate her. Perhaps this was her test. To escape one form

of  enslavement  only  to  walk  into  another.  Perhaps  this  was  the  punishment  for those years in Rifthold’s riches. 

Darrow gave her a small, satisfied smile. “Find me allies, Aelin Galathynius, 

and perhaps we shall consider your role in Terrasen’s future. Think on it. Thank

you for asking us to meet.” 

Silently, Aelin rose to her feet. The others did as well. Save for Darrow. 

Aelin  plucked  up  the  piece  of  paper  he  had  signed  and  examined  the

damning words, the scribbled signatures. The crackling fire was the only sound. 

Aelin silenced it. 

And the candles. And the wrought-iron chandelier over the table. 

Darkness fell, cleaved only by twin sharp inhales of breath—Murtaugh and

Ren. The patter of rain filled the black room. 

Aelin spoke into the dark, toward where Darrow was seated. “I suggest, Lord

Darrow,  that  you  become  accustomed  to  this.  For  if  we  lose  this  war,  darkness will reign forever.” 

There was a scratch and a hiss—then a match sputtered as it lit a candle on the  table.  Darrow’s  wrinkled,  hateful  face  flickered  into  view.  “Men  can  make their own light, Heir of Brannon.” 

Aelin  stared  at  the  sole  flame  Darrow  had  sparked.  The  paper  in  her  hands

wilted into ashes. 

Before  she  could  speak,  Darrow  said,  “That  is  our  law—our  right.  You

ignore  that  decree,  Princess,  and  you  defile  all  that  your  family  stood  and  died for. The Lords of Terrasen have spoken.” 

Rowan’s hand was solid against her lower back. But Aelin looked to Ren, his

face tight. And over the roaring in her head, she said, “Whether or not you vote

in my favor, there is a spot for you in this court. For what you helped Aedion and

the captain do. For Nehemia.” Nehemia, who had worked with Ren, fought with

him.  Something  like  pain  rippled  in  Ren’s  eyes,  and  he  opened  his  mouth  to

speak, but Darrow cut him off. 

“What  a  waste  of  a  life  that  was,”  Darrow  spat.  “A  princess  actually

dedicated to her people, who fought until her last breath for—” 

“One  more  word,”  Rowan  said  softly,  “and  I  don’t  care  how  many  lords

support you or what your laws are. One more word about that, and I will gut you

before you can get up from that chair. Understand?” 

For  the  first  time,  Darrow  looked  into  Rowan’s  eyes  and  blanched  at  the

death he found waiting there. But the lord’s words had found their mark, leaving

a shuddering sort of numbness in their wake. 

Aedion snatched Aelin’s dagger off the table. “We’ll take your thoughts into

consideration.” He scooped up his shield and put a hand on Aelin’s shoulder to

guide her from the room. It was only the sight of that dented and scarred shield, 

the  ancient  sword  hanging  at  his  side,  that  set  her  feet  moving,  slicing  through that thick numbness. 

Ren moved to open the door, stepping into the hall beyond to scan it, giving

Lysandra a wide berth as she padded past, Evangeline and Fleetfoot on her fluffy

tail, secrecy be damned. 

Aelin met the young lord’s eyes and drew in breath to say something, when

Lysandra snarled down the hall. 

A dagger was instantly in Aelin’s hand, angled and ready. 

But it was Darrow’s messenger, hurtling for them. 

“Rifthold,” he panted as he skidded to a stop, flinging rain on them. “One of

the  scouts  from  the  Ferian  Gap  just  raced  past.  The  Ironteeth  host  flies  for Rifthold. They mean to sack the city.” 
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Aelin stood in a clearing just past the inn’s glow, the cold rain plastering her hair

and raising bumps on her skin. Soaking them all, because Rowan now buckled

on the extra blades she handed him, conserving each drop of his magic for what

he was about to do. 

They’d  let  the  messenger  spill  the  information  he’d  received—not  much  at

all. 

The Ironteeth host lingering in the Ferian Gap were now flying for Rifthold. 

Dorian Havilliard would be their target. Dead or alive. 

They’d be upon the city by nightfall tomorrow, and once Rifthold was taken

… Erawan’s net across the middle of the continent would be complete. No forces

from  Melisande,  Fenharrow,  or  Eyllwe  could  reach  them—and  none  of

Terrasen’s forces could get to them, either. Not without wasting months to trek

around the mountains. 

“There’s  nothing  to  be  done  for  the  city,”  Aedion  said,  his  voice  cutting

through the rain. The three of them lingered under the cover of a large oak, all

keeping an eye on Ren and Murtaugh, who were speaking with Evangeline and

Lysandra, now back in her human form. Her cousin went on, rain pinging against

the shield across his back, “If the witches fly on Rifthold, then Rifthold already

is gone.” 

Aelin wondered if Manon Blackbeak would be leading the attack—if it’d be

a blessing. The Wing Leader had saved them once before, but only as a payment

for a life debt. She doubted the witch would feel obliged to throw them a bone

anytime soon. 

Aedion  met  Rowan’s  gaze.  “Dorian  must  be  saved  at  all  costs.  I  know

Perrington’s—Erawan’s—style.  Don’t  believe  any  promises  they  make,  and

don’t let Dorian be taken again.” Aedion dragged a hand through his rain-soaked

hair and added, “Or yourself, Rowan.” 

They  were  the  most  hideous  words  she’d  ever  heard.  Rowan’s  confirming

nod  made  her  knees  buckle.  She  tried  not  to  think  about  the  two  glass  vials Aedion had handed the prince moments before. What they contained. She didn’t

even know when or where he’d acquired them. 

Anything but that. Anything but—

Rowan’s hand brushed hers. “I will save him,” he murmured. 

“I wouldn’t ask this of you unless it was … Dorian is vital. Lose him, and we

lose  any  support  in  Adarlan.”  And  one  of  the  few  magic-wielders  who  could

stand against Morath. 

Rowan’s nod was grim. “I serve you, Aelin. Do not apologize for putting me

to use.” 

Because only Rowan, riding the winds with his magic, could reach Rifthold

in  time.  Even  now,  he  might  be  too  late.  Aelin  swallowed  hard,  fighting  the feeling that the world was being ripped from under her feet. 

A  glimmer  of  movement  near  the  tree  line  caught  her  eye,  and  Aelin

schooled  her  face  into  neutrality  as  she  studied  what  had  been  left  by  little, spindly  hands  at  the  base  of  a  gnarled  oak.  None  of  the  others  so  much  as blinked in its direction. 

Rowan finished with his weapons, glancing between her and Aedion with a

warrior’s frankness. “Where do I meet you once I’ve secured the prince?” 

Aedion said, “Run north. Stay clear of the Ferian Gap—” 

Darrow  appeared  at  the  other  end  of  the  clearing,  barking  an  order  for

Murtaugh to come to him. 

“No,” Aelin said. Both warriors turned. 

She stared northward into the roiling rain and lightning. 

She would not set foot in Orynth; she would not see her home. 

 Find me allies, Darrow had sneered. 

She didn’t dare glance at what the Little Folk had left in the shadow of that

rain-lashed tree mere feet away. 

Aelin said to Aedion, “If Ren is to be trusted, you tell him to get to the Bane, 

and to be ready to march and press from the North. If we are not to lead them, 

then they will have to work around Darrow’s orders as best they can.” 

Aedion’s brows rose. “What are you thinking?” 

Aelin  jerked  her  chin  at  Rowan.  “Get  a  boat  and  travel  south  with  Dorian. 

Land is too risky, but your winds on the seas can get you there in a few days. To

Skull’s Bay.” 

“Shit,” Aedion breathed. 

But Aelin pointed with a thumb over a shoulder to Ren and Murtaugh as she

said to her cousin, “You told me that they were in communication with Captain

Rolfe. Get one of them to write a letter of recommendation for us. Right now.” 

“I thought  you knew Rolfe,” Aedion said. 

Aelin gave him a grim smile. “He and I parted on … bad terms, to say the

least. But if Rolfe can be turned to our side…” 

Aedion finished for her, “Then we’d have a small fleet that could unite North

and South—brave the blockades.” 

And it was a good thing she’d taken all that gold from Arobynn to pay for it. 

“Skull’s  Bay  might  be  the  only  safe  place  for  us  to  hide—to  contact  the  other kingdoms.” She didn’t dare tell them that Rolfe might have far more than a fleet

of  blockade  runners  to  offer  them,  if  she  played  it  right.  She  said  to  Rowan, 

“Wait  for  us  there.  We’ll  strike  out  for  the  coast  tonight,  and  sail  to  the  Dead Islands. We’ll be two weeks behind you.” 

Aedion clasped Rowan on the shoulder in farewell and headed for Ren and

Murtaugh. A heartbeat later, the old man was hobbling into the inn, Darrow on

his heels, demanding answers. 

As long as Murtaugh wrote that letter to Rolfe, she didn’t care. 

Alone with Rowan, Aelin said, “Darrow expects me to take this order lying

down. But if we can rally a host in the South, we can push Erawan right onto the

blades of the Bane.” 

“It still might not convince Darrow and the others—” 

“I’ll  deal  with  that  later,”  she  said,  spraying  water  as  she  shook  her  head. 

“For now, I have no plans to lose this war because some old bastard has learned

he likes playing king.” 

Rowan’s  grin  was  fierce,  wicked.  He  leaned  in,  grazing  his  mouth  against

hers. “I have no plans to let him keep that throne, either, Aelin.” 

She  only  breathed,  “Come  back  to  me.”  The  thought  of  what  awaited  him

down  in  Rifthold  struck  her  again.  Gods—oh,  gods.  If  anything  happened  to

him…

He  brushed  a  knuckle  down  her  wet  cheek,  tracing  her  mouth  with  his

thumb.  She  put  a  hand  on  his  muscled  chest,  right  where  those  two  vials  of poison were now hidden. For a heartbeat, she debated turning the deadly liquid

within into steam. 

But if Rowan was caught, if Dorian was caught … “I can’t—I can’t let you

go—” 

“You  can,”  he  said  with  little  room  for  argument.  The  voice  of  her  prince-

commander.  “And  you  will.”  Rowan  again  traced  her  mouth.  “When  you  find

me  again,  we  will  have  that  night.  I  don’t  care  where,  or  who  is  around.”  He pressed  a  kiss  to  her  neck  and  said  onto  her  rain-slick  skin,  “You  are  my

Fireheart.” 

She grabbed his face in both hands, drawing him down to kiss her. 

Rowan  wrapped  his  arms  around  her,  crushing  her  against  him,  his  hands

roaming  as  if  he  were  branding  the  feel  of  her  into  his  palms.  His  kiss  was savage—ice and fire twining together. Even the rain seemed to pause as they at

last drew away, panting. 

And  through  the  rain  and  fire  and  ice,  through  the  dark  and  lightning  and

thunder,  a  word  flickered  into  her  head,  an  answer  and  a  challenge  and  a  truth she immediately denied, ignored. Not for herself, but for him—for  him—

Rowan shifted in a flash brighter than lightning. 

When she finished blinking, a large hawk was flapping up through the trees

and  into  the  rain-tossed  night.  Rowan  loosed  a  shriek  as  he  banked  right—

toward the coast—the sound a farewell and a promise and a battle cry. 

Aelin  swallowed  the  tightness  in  her  throat  as  Aedion  approached  and

gripped  her  shoulder.  “Lysandra  wants  Murtaugh  to  take  Evangeline.  For  ‘lady

training.’ The girl refuses to go. You might need to … help.” 

The  girl  was  indeed  clinging  to  her  mistress,  shoulders  shaking  with  the

force of her weeping. Murtaugh looked on helplessly, now back from the inn. 


Aelin  stalked  through  the  mud,  the  ground  squelching.  How  far  away,  how

long ago, their merry morning now seemed. 

She touched Evangeline’s soaked hair, and the girl pulled back long enough

for Aelin to say to her, “You are a member of my court. And as such, you answer

to me. You are wise, and brave, and a joy—but we are headed into dark, horrible

places where even I fear to tread.” 

Evangeline’s  lip  wobbled.  Something  in  Aelin’s  chest  strained,  but  she  let

out  a  low  whistle,  and  Fleetfoot,  who  had  been  cowering  from  the  rain  under their horses, slunk over. 

“I  need  you  to  care  for  Fleetfoot,”  Aelin  said,  stroking  the  hound’s  damp

head, her long ears. “Because in those dark, horrible places, a dog would be in

peril.  You  are  the  only  one  I  trust  with  her  safety.  Can  you  look  after  her  for me?”  She  should  have  cherished  them  more—those  happy,  calm,  boring

moments on the road. Should have savored each second they were all together, 

all safe. 

Above  the  girl,  Lysandra’s  face  was  tight—her  eyes  shone  with  more  than

just the rain. But the lady nodded at Aelin, even as she surveyed Murtaugh once

more with a predator’s focus. 

“Stay  with  Lord  Murtaugh,  learn  about  this  court  and  its  workings,  and

protect my friend,” Aelin said to Evangeline, squatting to kiss Fleetfoot’s sodden

head.  Once.  Twice.  The  dog  absently  licked  the  rain  off  her  face.  “Can  you  do that?” Aelin repeated. 

Evangeline stared at the dog, at her mistress. And nodded. 

Aelin kissed the girl’s cheek and whispered into her ear, “Work your magic

on these miserable old men while you’re at it.” She pulled away to wink at the girl. “Win me back my kingdom, Evangeline.” 

But the girl was beyond smiles, and nodded again. 

Aelin  kissed  Fleetfoot  one  last  time  and  turned  to  her  awaiting  cousin  as

Lysandra  knelt  in  the  mud  before  the  girl,  brushing  back  her  wet  hair  and

speaking too low for her Fae ears to detect. 

Aedion’s mouth was a hard line as he dragged his eyes away from Lysandra

and the girl and inclined his head toward Ren and Murtaugh. Aelin fell into step

beside him, pausing a few feet from the Allsbrook lords. 

“Your letter, Majesty,” Murtaugh said, extending a wax-sealed tube. 

Aelin took it, bowing her head in thanks. 

Aedion  said  to  Ren,  “Unless  you  want  to  swap  one  tyrant  for  another,  I

suggest you get the Bane and any others ready to push from the North.” 

Murtaugh answered for his grandson, “Darrow means well—” 

“Darrow,” Aedion interrupted, “is now a man of limited days.” 

They all looked to her. But Aelin watched the inn flickering through the trees

—and  the  old  man  once  again  storming  for  them,  a  force  of  nature  in  his  own right. She said, “We don’t touch Darrow.” 

“What?” Aedion snapped. 

Aelin said, “I’d bet all my money that he’s already taken the steps to ensure

that if he meets an untimely death, we never set foot in Orynth again.” Murtaugh

gave her a grim, confirming nod. Aelin shrugged. “So we don’t touch him. We

play his game—play by rules and laws and oaths.” 

Several  feet  away,  Lysandra  and  Evangeline  still  spoke  softly,  the  girl  now

crying in her mistress’s arms, Fleetfoot anxiously nuzzling her hip. 

Aelin met Murtaugh’s stare. “I do not know you, Lord, but you were loyal to

my  uncle—to  my  family  these  long  years.”  She  slid  a  dagger  free  of  a  hidden sheath along her thigh. They flinched as she sliced into her palm. Even Aedion

started. Aelin clenched her bloodied palm into a fist, holding it in the air between

them. “Because of that loyalty, you will understand  what  blood  promises  mean

to  me when I say if that girl comes to harm, physical or otherwise, I do not care what laws exist, what rules I will break.” Lysandra had now turned to them, her

shifter senses detecting blood. “If Evangeline is hurt, you will burn.  All of you.” 

“Threatening your loyal court?” sneered a cold voice as Darrow halted a few

feet away. Aelin ignored him. Murtaugh was wide-eyed—so was Ren. 

Her blood seeped into the sacred earth. “Let this be your test.” 

Aedion  swore.  He  understood.  If  the  Lords  of  Terrasen  could  not  keep  one

child safe in their kingdom, could not find it in themselves to save Evangeline, to look after someone who could do them no good, gain them no wealth or rank …

they would deserve to perish. 

Murtaugh  bowed  again.  “Your  will  is  mine,  Majesty.”  He  added  quietly,  “I

lost my granddaughters. I will not lose another.” With that, the old man walked

toward where Darrow waited, pulling the lord aside. 

Her heart strained, but Aelin said to Ren, that scar hidden by the shadows of

his rain-drenched hood, “I wish we had time to speak. Time for me to explain.” 

“You’re  good  at  walking  away  from  this  kingdom.  I  don’t  see  why  now

would be different.” 

Aedion  let  out  a  snarl,  but  Aelin  cut  him  off.  “Judge  me  all  you  like,  Ren Allsbrook. But do not fail this kingdom.” 

She saw the unspoken retort flash in Ren’s eyes.  Like you did for ten years. 

The  blow  struck  low  and  deep,  but  she  turned  away.  As  she  did,  she  noted

how  Ren’s  eyes  fell  on  the  little  girl—on  the  brutal  scars  across  Evangeline’s face. Near-twins to the ones on his own. Something in his gaze softened, just a

bit. 

But  Darrow  was  now  thundering  toward  Aelin,  pushing  past  Murtaugh,  his

face white with anger. “You—” he started. 

Aelin  held  up  a  hand,  flame  leaping  at  her  fingertips,  rain  turning  to  steam above it. Blood snaked down her wrist from the deep cut, sibling to the other on

her  right  hand,  bright  as  Goldryn’s  ruby,  peeking  over  her  shoulder.  “I’ll  make one more promise,” she said, folding her bloodied hand into a fist as she lowered

it before them. Darrow tensed. 

Her  blood  dripped  onto  the  sacred  soil  of  Terrasen,  and  her  smile  turned

lethal. Even Aedion held his breath beside her. 

Aelin  said,  “I  promise  you  that  no  matter  how  far  I  go,  no  matter  the  cost, when  you  call  for  my  aid,  I  will  come.  I  promise  you  on  my  blood,  on  my

family’s name, that I will not turn my back on Terrasen as you have turned your

back on me. I promise you, Darrow, that when the day comes and you crawl for

my help, I will put my kingdom before my pride and not kill you for this. I think

the  true  punishment  will  be  seeing  me  on  the  throne  for  the  rest  of  your

miserable life.” 

His face had gone from white to purple. 

She just turned away. 

“Where  do  you  think  you’re  going?”  Darrow  demanded.  So  Murtaugh  had

not filled him in on her plan to go to the Dead Islands. Interesting. 

She looked over her shoulder. “To call in old debts and promises. To raise an army  of  assassins  and  thieves  and  exiles  and  commoners.  To  finish  what  was

started long, long ago.” 

Silence was his answer. 

So  Aelin  and  Aedion  strode  to  where  Lysandra  now  monitored  them, 

solemn-faced in the rain, Evangeline hugging herself as Fleetfoot leaned against

the silently weeping girl. 

Aelin said to the shape-shifter and the general, locking out the sorrow from

her heart, locking out the pain and worry from her mind, “We travel now.” 

And  when  they  dispersed  to  gather  the  horses,  Aedion  brushing  a  kiss  to

Evangeline’s soaked head before Murtaugh and Ren led her back to the inn with

considerable  gentleness,  Darrow  striding  ahead  with  no  farewell  whatsoever, 

when Aelin was alone, she finally approached that shadowed, gnarled tree. 

The Little Folk had known about the wyvern attack this morning. 

So she’d supposed that this little effigy, already falling apart under the torrent

of rain, was another message of sorts. One just for her. 

Brannon’s  temple  on  the  coast  had  been  rendered  carefully—a  clever  little

contraption of twigs and rocks to form the pillars and altar … And on the sacred

rock in its center, they’d created a white stag from raw sheep’s wool, his mighty

antlers no more than curling thorns. 

An order—where to go, what she needed to obtain. She was willing to listen, 

play along. Even if it had meant telling the others only half the truth. 

Aelin broke apart the temple reconstruction but left the stag in her palm, the

wool deflating in the rain. 

Horses  nickered  as  Aedion  and  Lysandra  hauled  them  closer,  but  Aelin  felt

him  a  heartbeat  before  he  emerged  between  the  distant,  night-veiled  trees.  Too far in the wood to be anything but a ghost, a figment of an ancient god’s dream. 

Barely breathing, she watched him for as long as she dared, and when Aelin

mounted  her  horse,  she  wondered  if  her  companions  could  tell  that  it  was  not rain gleaming on her face as she tugged on her black hood. 

Wondered if they, too, had spied the Lord of the North standing watch deep

in the forest, the white stag’s immortal glow muted in the rain, come to bid Aelin

Galathynius farewell. 
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Dorian Havilliard, King of Adarlan, hated the silence. 

It  had  become  his  companion,  walking  beside  him  through  the  near-empty

halls  of  his  stone  castle,  crouching  in  the  corner  of  his  cluttered  tower  room  at night, sitting across the table at each meal. 

He had always known he would one day be king. 

He had not expected to inherit a shattered throne and vacant stronghold. 

His  mother  and  younger  brother  were  still  ensconced  in  their  mountain

residence  in  Ararat.  He  had  not  sent  for  them.  He’d  given  the  order  to  remain, actually. 

If only because it would mean the return of his mother’s preening court, and

he’d  gladly  take  the  silence  over  their  tittering.  If  only  because  it  would  mean looking  into  his  mother’s  face,  his  brother’s  face,  and  lying  about  who  had

destroyed the glass castle, who had slaughtered most of their courtiers, and who

had ended his father. Lying about  what his father had been—the demon that had

dwelled inside him. 

A demon that had reproduced with his mother—not once, but twice. 

Standing on the small stone balcony atop his private tower, Dorian gazed at

the glittering sprawl of Rifthold beneath the setting sun, at the sparkling ribbon

of the Avery as it wended inland from the sea, curving around the city like the

coils of a snake, and then flowing straight through the continent’s heart. 

He  lifted  his  hands  before  the  view,  his  palms  callused  from  the  exercises

and swordplay he’d made himself start learning once more. His favorite guards

—Chaol’s men—were all dead. 

Tortured and killed. 

His  memories  of  his  time  beneath  the  Wyrdstone  collar  were  dim  and

blurred. But in his nightmares, he sometimes stood in a dungeon far beneath this

castle, blood that was not his own coating his hands, screams that were not his

own ringing in his ears, begging him for mercy. 

Not him, he told himself. The Valg prince had done it. His  father had done it. 

He’d still had difficulty meeting the stare of the new Captain of the Guard, a

friend  of  Nesryn  Faliq,  as  he’d  asked  the  man  to  show  him  how  to  fight,  help him become stronger, faster. 

Never again. Never again would he be weak and useless and frightened. 

Dorian cast his gaze southward, as if he could see all the way to Antica. He

wondered  if  Chaol  and  Nesryn  had  gotten  there—wondered  if  his  friend  was

already at the Torre Cesme, having his broken body healed by its gifted masters. 

The demon inside his father had done that, too—snapped Chaol’s spine. 

The man fighting inside his father had kept the blow from being fatal. 

Dorian  had  possessed  no  such  control,  no  such  strength,  when  he  watched

the demon use his own body—when the demon had tortured and killed and taken

what  it  wanted.  Maybe  his  father  had  been  the  stronger  man  in  the  end.  The better man. 

Not that he’d ever had a chance to know him as a man. As a human. 

Dorian flexed his fingers, frost sparking in his palm. Raw magic—yet there

was no one here to teach him. No one he dared ask. 

He leaned against the stone wall beside the balcony door. 

He  lifted  his  hand  toward  the  pale  band  marking  his  throat.  Even  with  the

hours he’d spent outside training, the skin where the collar had once laid had not

darkened to a golden tan. Maybe it always would remain pale. 

Maybe his dreams would always be haunted by that demon prince’s hissing

voice.  Maybe  he  would  always  wake  up  with  his  sweat  feeling  like  Sorscha’s

blood on him, like Aelin’s blood as he stabbed her. 

Aelin. Not a word from her—or from anyone regarding the queen’s return to

her kingdom. He tried not to worry, to contemplate why there was such silence. 

Such  silence,  when  Nesryn  and  Chaol’s  scouts  now  brought  him  news  that

Morath was stirring. 

Dorian  glanced  inside,  toward  the  pile  of  papers  on  his  cluttered  desk,  and

winced. He still had a disgusting amount of paperwork to do before sleep: letters

to sign, plans to read—

Thunder murmured across the city. 

Perhaps a sign that he should get to work, unless he wanted to be up until the

black  hours  of  the  morning  once  again.  Dorian  turned  inside,  sighing  sharply

through his nose, and thunder boomed again. 

Too soon, and the sound too short-lived. 

Dorian  scanned  the  horizon.  No  clouds—nothing  but  the  red-and-pink-and-

gold sky. 

But the city lounging at the foot of the castle’s hill seemed to pause. Even the
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muddy Avery seemed to halt its slithering as the  boom sounded again. 

He had heard that sound before. 

His magic roiled in his veins, and he wondered what it sensed as ice coated

his balcony against his will, so swift and cold the stones groaned. 

He tried to reel it back in—as if it were a ball of yarn that had tumbled from

his  hands—but  it  ignored  him,  spreading  thicker,  faster  over  the  stones.  Along the arch of the doorway behind him, down the curving face of the tower—

A horn sounded in the west. A high, bleating note. 

It was cut off before it finished. 

With the angle of the balcony, he couldn’t see its source. He rushed into his

room, leaving his magic to the stones, and hurtled for the open western window. 

He  was  halfway  through  the  pillars  of  books  and  papers  when  he  spied  the

horizon. When his city began screaming. 

Spreading into the distance, blotting out the sunset like a storm of bats, flew

a legion of wyverns. 

Each bore armed witches, roaring their battle cries to the color-stained sky. 

Manon and her Thirteen had been flying without stop, without sleep. They’d left

the two escort covens behind yesterday, their wyverns too exhausted to keep up. 

Especially when the Thirteen had been going on all those extra runs and patrols

for months—and had quietly, solidly built up their stamina. 

They flew high to keep hidden, and through gaps in the clouds, the continent

had  flashed  below  in  varying  shades  of  summer  green  and  butter  yellow  and

sparkling sapphire. Today had been clear enough that no clouds concealed them

as they hurtled for Rifthold, the sun beginning its final descent toward the west. 

Toward her lost homeland. 

With the height and distance, Manon fully beheld the carnage as the horizon

at last revealed the sprawl of the capital city. 

The attack had begun without her. Iskra’s legion was still falling upon it, still

spearing for the palace and the glass wall that crested over the city at its eastern

edge. 

She nudged Abraxos with her knees, a silent command to go faster. 

He did—but barely. He was drained. They all were. 

Iskra wanted the victory for herself. Manon had no doubt the Yellowlegs heir

had received orders to yield … but only once Manon arrived. Bitch.  Bitch to get

here first, not to wait—

Closer and closer they swept for the city. 

The screams reached them soon enough. Her red cape became a millstone. 

Manon  aimed  Abraxos  for  the  stone  castle  atop  the  hill,  barely  peeking

above  that  shining  glass  wall—the  wall  she  had  been  ordered  to  bring  down—

and hoped she had not been too late in one regard. 

And that she knew what the hell she was doing. 
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Dorian  had  sounded  the  alarm,  but  the  guards  already  knew.  And  when  he’d

gone to rush down the tower stairs, they blocked his path, telling him to stay in

his  tower.  He  tried  to  go  again,  to  help—but  they  begged  him  to  stay.  Begged him, so that they would not lose him. 

It  was  the  desperation,  how   young  their  voices  were,  that  kept  him  in  the tower. But not useless. 

Dorian stood atop his balcony, a hand raised before him. 

From  the  distance,  he  could  do  nothing  as  the  wyverns  unleashed  hell

beyond the glass wall. They shredded through buildings, ripping apart roofs with

their talons, snatching up people— his people—from the street. 

They covered the skies like a blanket of fangs and claws, and though arrows

from the city guards hit true, the wyverns did not pause. 

Dorian rallied his magic, willing it to obey, summoning ice and wind to his

palm, letting it build. 

He  should  have  trained,  should  have  asked  Aelin  to  teach  him   something

when she was here. 

The wyverns sailed closer to the castle and the glass wall still around it, as if

they’d  wanted  to  show  him  precisely  how  powerless  he  was  before  they  came

for him. 

Let them come. Let them get close enough for his magic. 

He might not have Aelin’s long range, might not be able to encircle the city

with his power, but if they got close enough…

He would not be weak or cowering again. 

The first of the wyverns crested the glass wall. Huge—so much bigger than

the white-haired witch and her scarred mount. Six of them flapped for his castle, 

for his tower. For its king. 

He’d give them a king. 

He  let  them  draw  nearer,  clenching  his  fingers  into  a  fist,  burrowing  down, 

down, down into his magic. Many witches lingered at the glass wall, slamming

their wyverns’ tails into it, cracking that opaque glass bit by bit. Like the six who

sailed for the castle were all it would take to sack it. 

He  could  see  their  figures  now—see  their  iron-studded  leather,  the  setting

sun  glinting  on  the  massive  breastplates  of  the  wyverns  as  they  raced  over  the still-healing castle grounds. 

And when Dorian could see their iron teeth as they grinned at him, when the

shouts  of  the  guards  so  valiantly  firing  arrows  from  the  castle  doors  and

windows became a din in his ears, he extended his hand toward the witches. 

Ice and wind tore into them, shredding through beast and rider. 

The guards shouted in alarm—then fell into a stunned silence. 

Dorian gasped for breath, gasped to remember his name and what he was as

the magic drained out of him. He’d killed while enslaved, but never of his own

free will. 

And as the dead meat rained down, thudding on the castle grounds, as their

blood misted the air …  More, his magic moaned, spiraling down and up at the

same time, dragging him again into its icy eddies. 

Beyond the cracking glass wall, his city was bleeding. Screaming in terror. 

Four  more  wyverns  crossed  the  now-crumbling  glass  wall,  banking  as  the

riders beheld their shredded sisters. Cries shattered from their immortal throats, 

the  tendrils  of  the  yellow  bands  across  their  brows  snapping  in  the  wind.  They shot their wyverns into the sky, as if they’d rise and rise and then plunge down

directly atop him. 

A  smile  danced  on  Dorian’s  lips  as  he  unleashed  his  magic  again,  a  two-

pronged whip snapping for the ascending wyverns. 

More  blood  and  chunks  of  wyvern  and  witch  fell  to  the  ground,  all  coated

with ice so thick they shattered upon the courtyard flagstones. 

Dorian tunneled deeper. Maybe if he could get into the city, he could cast a

wider net—

That was when the other attack hit. Not from ahead or above or below. 

But from behind. 

His tower rocked to the side, and Dorian was flung forward, slamming into

the stone balcony, narrowly avoiding flipping over the edge. 

Stone cracked and wood splintered, and he was spared from a crushing bit of

rock only by the magic he’d flung around himself as he covered his head. 

He whirled toward the interior of his bedroom. A giant, gaping hole had been

ripped  into  the  side  and  roof.  And  perched  on  the  broken  stone,  a  solidly  built witch now smiled at him with flesh-shredding iron teeth, a faded band of yellow

leather around her brow. 

He rallied his magic, but it sputtered to a flicker. 

Too  soon,  too  fast,  he  realized.  Too  uncontrolled.  Not  enough  time  to  draw

up the full depths of his power. The wyvern’s head snaked into the tower. 

Behind  him,  six  other  wyverns  crested  the  wall,  soaring  for  his  exposed

back. And the wall itself … Aelin’s wall … Beneath those frantic, furious claws

and tails … it collapsed entirely. 

Dorian  eyed  the  door  to  the  tower  stairs,  where  the  guards  should  have

already been charging through. Only silence waited. 

So  close—but  getting  to  it  would  require  passing  in  front  of  the  wyvern’s

maw. Exactly why the witch was smiling. 

One chance—he’d have one chance to do this. 

Dorian clenched his fingers, not granting the witch time to study him further. 

He  flung  out  a  hand,  ice  shattering  from  his  palm  and  into  the  eyes  of  the wyvern. It roared, rearing back, and he ran. 

Something  sharp  nicked  his  ear  and  embedded  in  the  wall  before  him.  A

dagger. 

He kept sprinting for the door—

The  tail  whipped  through  his  vision  a  heartbeat  before  it  slammed  into  his

side. 

His  magic  was  a  film  around  him,  shielding  his  bones,  his  skull,  as  he  was hurled against the stone wall. Hard enough that the stones cracked. Hard enough

that most humans would have been dead. 

Stars and darkness danced in his vision. The door was so close. 

Dorian tried to rise, but his limbs wouldn’t obey. 

Stunned; stunned by—

Wet warmth leaked just below his ribs. Blood. Not a deep cut, but enough to

hurt, courtesy of one of the spines on that tail. Spines coated in a greenish sheen. 

Venom. Some sort of venom that weakened and paralyzed before it killed—

He wouldn’t be taken again, not to Morath, not to the duke and his collars—

His  magic  thrashed  against  the  venom’s  paralyzing,  lethal  kiss.  Healing

magic. But slow, weakened by his careless expenditure moments before. 

Dorian tried to crawl for the door, panting through his gritted teeth. 

The  witch  barked  a  command  to  her  wyvern,  and  Dorian  rallied  enough  to

crane his head. To see her draw her swords and begin to dismount. 

No, no,  no—

The witch didn’t make it to the ground. 

One heartbeat she was perched in her saddle, swinging a leg over. 
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The next, her head was gone, her blood spraying her wyvern as it roared and

turned—

And  was  slammed  off  the  tower  by  another,  smaller  wyvern.  Scarred  and

vicious, with glimmering wings. 

Dorian didn’t wait to see what happened, didn’t wonder. 

He  crawled  for  the  door,  his  magic  devouring  the  venom  that  should  have

killed  him,  a  raging  torrent  of  light  fighting  with  all  of  its  considerable  force against that greenish darkness. 

Cleaved skin, muscle, and bone itched as they slowly knit together—and that

spark flickered and guttered in his veins. 

Dorian  was  reaching  for  the  door  handle  when  the  small  wyvern  landed  in

the ruined hole of his tower, its enormous fangs dripping blood onto the scattered

paperwork  he’d  been  grousing  over  mere  minutes  ago.  Its  armored,  lithe  rider

nimbly leaped off, the arrows in the quiver across her back clacking against the

hilt of the mighty sword now strapped alongside it. 

She hauled away the helmet crowned with slender, lancelike blades. 

He knew her face before he remembered her name. 

Knew  the  white  hair,  like  moonlight  on  water,  that  spilled  over  her  dark, 

scalelike armor; knew the burnt-gold eyes. 

Knew  that  impossibly  beautiful  face,  full  of  cold  bloodlust  and  wicked

cunning. 

“Get up,” Manon Blackbeak snarled. 

 Shit. 

The word was a steady chant in Manon’s head as she stalked across the ruins

of the king’s tower, armor thundering against the fallen stones, fluttering paper, 

and scattered books. 

 Shit, shit, shit. 

Iskra  was  nowhere  to  be  found—not  by  the  castle,  at  least.  But  her  coven

was. 

And  when  Manon  had  spied  that  Yellowlegs  sentinel  perched  inside  the

tower, readying to claim this kill for herself … a century of training and instinct

had barreled into Manon. 

All  it  had  taken  was  one  swipe  of  Wind-Cleaver  as  Abraxos  flew  by,  and

Iskra’s sentinel was dead. 

 Shit, shit, shit. 

Then  Abraxos  attacked  the  remaining  mount,  a  dull-eyed  bull  who  hadn’t

even  the  chance  to  roar  before  Abraxos’s  teeth  were  clamped  around  his  broad throat and blood and flesh were flying as they tumbled through the air. 

She didn’t have a heartbeat to spare to marvel that Abraxos had not balked at

the fight, that he had not yielded. Her warrior-hearted wyvern. She’d give him an

extra ration of meat. 

The  young  king’s  dark,  bloody  jacket  was  coated  in  dust  and  dirt.  But  his

sapphire  eyes  were  clear,  if  not  wide,  as  she  snarled  again  over  the  screaming city, “Get up.” 

He reached a hand toward the iron door handle. Not to call for help or flee, 

she realized, now a foot from him, but to raise himself. 

Manon  studied  his  long  legs,  more  muscled  than  the  last  time  she’d  seen

him. Then she noted the wound peeking through the side of his torn jacket. Not

deep and not gushing, but—

 Shit, shit, shit. 

The  venom  of  the  wyvern’s  tail  was  deadly  at  worst,  paralyzing  at  best. 

Paralyzing with just a scratch. He should be dead. Or dying. 

“What do you want?” he rasped, eyes darting between her and Abraxos, who

was  busy  monitoring  the  skies  for  any  other  attackers,  his  wings  rustling  with impatience. 

The king was buying himself time—while his wound healed. 

Magic.  Only  the  strongest  magic  could  have  kept  him  from  death.  Manon

snapped, “Quiet,” and hauled him to his feet. 

He  didn’t  flinch  at  her  touch,  or  at  the  iron  nails  that  snagged  and  ripped through  his  jacket.  He  was  heavier  than  she’d  estimated—as  if  he’d  packed  on more muscle beneath those clothes, too. But with her immortal strength, heaving

him to a standing position required little energy. 

She’d  forgotten  how  much  taller  he  was.  Face-to-face,  Dorian  panted  as  he

stared down at her and breathed, “Hello, witchling.” 

Some  ancient,  predatory  part  of  her  awoke  at  the  half  smile.  It  sat  up, 

cocking its ears toward him. Not a whiff of fear. Interesting. 

Manon purred back, “Hello, princeling.” 

Abraxos  gave  a  warning  growl,  and  Manon  whipped  her  head  to  discover

another wyvern sailing hard and fast for them. 

“Go,”  she  said,  letting  him  support  himself  as  she  hauled  open  the  tower door.  The  screams  of  the  men  levels  below  rose  to  meet  them.  Dorian  sagged

against  the  wall,  as  if  focusing  all  his  attention  on  staying  upright.  “Is  there another exit? Another way out?” 

The king assessed her with a frankness that had her snarling. 

Behind  them,  as  if  the  Mother  had  stretched  out  her  hand,  a  mighty  wind

buffeted the wyvern and rider away from the tower, sending them tumbling into

the  city.  Even  Abraxos  roared,  clinging  to  the  tower  stones  so  hard  the  rock cracked beneath his claws. 

“There are passages,” the king said. “But you—” 

“Then find them. Get out.” 

He didn’t move from his spot against the wall. “Why.” 

The pale line still sliced across his throat, so stark against the golden tan of

his  skin.  But  she  did  not  take  questioning  from  mortals.  Not  even  kings.  Not anymore. 

So she ignored his question and said, “Perrington is not as he seems. He is a

demon  in  a  mortal  body,  and  has  shed  his  former  skin  to  don  a  new  one.  A golden-haired  man.  He  breeds  evil  in  Morath  that  he  plans  to  unleash  any  day now. This is a taste.” She flicked an iron-tipped hand to the destruction around

them.  “A  way  to  break  your  spirits  and  win  favor  from  other  kingdoms  by

casting you as the enemy. Rally your forces before he is given a chance to grow

his numbers to an unconquerable size. He means to take not just this continent, 

but the whole of Erilea.” 

“Why would his crowned rider tell me this?” 

“My  reasons  are  none  of  your  concern.  Flee.”  Again,  that  mighty  wind

blasted  the  castle,  shoving  back  any  approaching  forces,  setting  the  stones

groaning.  A  wind  that  smelled  of  pine  and  snow—a  familiar,  strange  scent. 

Ancient and clever and cruel. 

“You  killed  that  witch.”  Indeed,  the  sentinel’s  blood  freckled  the  stones.  It coated Wind-Cleaver and her discarded helmet.  Witch Killer. 

Manon shoved the thought away, along with his implied question. “You owe

me a life debt, King of Adarlan. Prepare yourself for the day I come to claim it.” 

His  sensuous  mouth  tightened.  “Fight  with  us.  Now—fight  with  us   now

against him.” 

Through  the  doorway,  screams  and  battle  cries  rent  the  air.  Witches  had

managed  to  land  somewhere—had  infiltrated  the  castle.  It’d  be  a  matter  of

moments before they were found. And if the king was not gone … She yanked

him off the wall and shoved him into the stairwell. 

His legs buckled, and he braced a tan hand against the ancient stone wall as

he shot her a glare over a broad shoulder. A  glare. 

“Do you not know death when you see it?” she hissed, low and vicious. 

“I  have  seen  death,  and  worse,”  he  said,  those  sapphire  eyes  frozen  as  he

surveyed  her  from  head  to  armored  boot-tip  and  back  again.  “The  death  you’d

offer is kind compared to that.” 

It struck something in her, but the king was already limping down the stairs, 

a hand braced on the wall. Moving so damn slowly while that poison worked its

way out of him, his magic surely battling with everything it had to keep him on

this side of life. 

The door at the base of the tower shattered. 

Dorian halted at the four Yellowlegs sentinels who rushed in, snarling up the

hollow center of the tower. The witches paused, blinking at their Wing Leader. 

Wind-Cleaver  twitched  in  her  hand.  Kill  him—kill  him  now,  before  they

could spread the word that she’d been spotted with him …  Shit, shit, shit. 

Manon  didn’t  have  to  decide.  In  a  whirlwind  of  steel,  the  Yellowlegs  died

before they could turn toward the warrior who exploded through the doorway. 

Silver hair, tattooed face and neck, and slightly pointed ears. The source of

that wind. 

Dorian  swore,  staggering  down  a  step,  but  the  Fae  warrior’s  eyes  were  on

her. Only lethal rage flickered there. 

The air in Manon’s throat choked away into nothing. 

A  strangled  sound  came  out  of  her,  and  she  stumbled  back,  clawing  at  her

throat as if she could carve an airway. But the male’s magic held firm. 

He’d kill her for what she’d tried to do to his queen. For the arrow Asterin

had shot, meaning to strike the queen’s heart. An arrow he had jumped in front

of. 

Manon crashed to her knees. The king was instantly at her side, studying her

for a heartbeat before he roared down the stairs, “NO! ” 

That  was  all  it  took.  Air  flooded  her  mouth,  her  lungs,  and  Manon  gasped, 

back arching as she drank it in. 

Her  kind  had  no  magical  shields  against  attacks  like  that.  Only  when  most

desperate, most enraged, could a witch summon the core of magic in her—with

devastating consequences. Even the most bloodthirsty and soulless of them only

whispered of that act: the Yielding. 

Dorian’s face swam in her watery vision. Manon still gasped for that fresh, 

lifesaving air as he said, “Find me when you change your mind, Blackbeak.” 

Then the king was gone. 
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Rowan Whitethorn had flown without food or water or rest for two days. 

He’d still reached Rifthold too late. 

The capital was in chaos under the claws of the witches and their wyverns. 

He’d  seen  enough  cities  fall  over  the  centuries  to  know  that  this  one  was  done for. 

Even  if  the  people  rallied,  it  would  only  be  to  meet  their  deaths  head-first. 

The  witches  had  already  brought  down  Aelin’s  glass  wall.  Another  calculated

move by Erawan. 

It had been an effort to leave the innocent to fight on their own, to race hard

and fast for the stone castle and the king’s tower. He had one order, given to him

by his queen. 

He’d still come too late—but not without a glimmer of hope. 

Dorian Havilliard stumbled as they hurried down the castle hallway, Rowan’s

keen ears and sense of smell keeping them from areas where the fighting raged. 

If the secret tunnels were watched, if they could not reach the sewers … Rowan

calculated plan after plan. None ended well. 

“This  way,”  the  king  panted.  It  was  the  first  thing  Dorian  had  said  since

rushing down the stairs. They were in a residential part of the palace Rowan had

only seen from his own scouting outside—in hawk form. The queen’s quarters. 

“There’s a secret exit from my mother’s bedroom.” 

The pale white doors to the queen’s suite were locked. 

Rowan  blasted  through  them  with  half  a  thought,  wood  splintering  and

impaling  the  lavish  furniture,  the  art  on  the  walls.  Baubles  and  valuables

shattered. “Sorry,” Rowan said to the king—not sounding like it at all. 

His  magic  flickered,  a  distant  flutter  to  let  him  know  it  was  draining.  Two days  of  riding  the  winds  at  breakneck  speed,  then  fighting  off  those  wyverns outside, had taken its toll. 

Dorian surveyed the casual damage. “Someone would have done it anyway.” 

No feeling, no sorrow behind it. He hurried through the room, limping a bit. If

the  king  had  possessed  a  fraction  less  magic,  he  might  have  succumbed  to  the

wyvern’s venomous tail. 

Dorian  reached  a  large,  gilded  portrait  of  a  beautiful  auburn-haired  young

woman with a sapphire-eyed babe in her arms. 

The  king  looked  at  it  for  a  heartbeat  longer  than  necessary,  enough  to  tell Rowan everything. But Dorian hauled the painting toward him. It pulled away to

reveal a small trapdoor. 

Rowan saw to it that the king went inside first, candle in hand, before using

his magic to float the painting back into its resting place, then shutting the door

behind them. 

The  hall  was  cramped,  the  stones  dusty.  But  the  wind  ahead  whispered  of

open spaces, of dampness and mold. Rowan sent a tendril of magic to probe the

stairs  they  now  strode  down  and  the  many  halls  ahead.  No  sign  of  the  cave-in from when they’d destroyed the clock tower. No signs of enemies lying in wait, 

or the corrupt reek of the Valg and their beasts. A small mercy. 

His  Fae  ears  picked  up  the  muffled  screams  and  shouts  of  the  dying  above

them. 

“I should stay,” Dorian said softly. 

A  gift  of  the  king’s  magic,  then—the  enhanced  hearing.  Raw  magic  that

could  grant  him  any  gifts:  ice,  flame,  healing,  heightened  senses  and  strength. 

Perhaps shape-shifting, if he tried. 

“You  are  more  useful  to  your  people  alive,”  Rowan  said,  his  voice  rough

against the stones. Exhaustion nagged at him, but he shoved it aside. He’d rest

when they were safe. 

The king didn’t respond. 

Rowan said, “I have seen many cities fall. I have seen entire kingdoms fall. 

And the destruction I saw as I flew in was thorough enough that even with your

considerable  gifts,  there  is  nothing  you  could  have  done.”  He  wasn’t  entirely sure  what  they’d  do  if  that  destruction  were  brought  to  Orynth’s  doorstep.  Or why Erawan was waiting to do it. He’d think about that later. 

“I should die with them,” was the king’s answer. 

They  reached  the  bottom  of  the  stairs,  the  passage  now  widening  into

breathable chambers. Rowan again snaked his magic through the many tunnels

and  stairs.  The  one  to  the  right  suggested  a  sewer  entrance  lay  at  its  bottom. 

Good. 

“I was sent here to keep you from doing just that,” Rowan said at last. 

The  king  glanced  over  his  shoulder  at  him,  wincing  a  bit  as  the  motion

stretched  his  still-healing  skin.  Where  Rowan  suspected  a  gaping  wound  had

been minutes before, now only an angry red scar peeked through the side of his torn jacket. Dorian said, “You were going to kill her.” 

He knew whom the king meant. “Why did you tell me not to?” 

So  the  king  told  him  of  the  encounter  as  they  descended  deeper  into  the

castle’s  bowels.  “I  wouldn’t  trust  her,”  Rowan  said  after  Dorian  had  finished, 

“but perhaps the gods will throw us a bone. Perhaps the Blackbeak heir will join

our cause.” 

If  her  crimes  weren’t  discovered  first.  But  even  if  they  only  had  thirteen

witches and their wyverns, if that coven was the most skilled of all the Ironteeth

…  it  could  mean  the  difference  between  Orynth  falling  or  standing  against

Erawan. 

They reached the castle sewers. Even the rats were fleeing through the small

stream entrance, as if the bellowing of the wyverns were a death knell. 

They passed an archway sealed off by collapsed stones—no doubt from the

hellfire eruption this summer. 

Aelin’s passageway, Rowan realized with a tug deep in his chest. And a few

steps ahead, an old pool of dried blood stained the stones along the water’s edge. 

A human reek lingered around it, tainted and foul. 

“She gutted Archer Finn right there,” Dorian said, following his stare. 

Rowan  didn’t  let  himself  think  about  it,  or  that  these  fools  had  unwittingly given an assassin a room that connected to their queen’s chambers. 

There was a boat moored to a stone post, its hull almost rotted through, but

solid  enough.  And  the  grate  to  the  little  river  snaking  past  the  castle  remained open. 

Rowan  again  speared  his  magic  into  the  world,  tasting  the  air  beyond  the

sewers. No wings cleaved it, no blood scented its path. A quiet, eastern part of

the castle. If the witches had been smart, they’d have sentries monitoring every

inch of it. 

But  from  the  screaming  and  pleading  going  on  above,  Rowan  knew  the

witches  were  too  lost  in  their  bloodlust  to  think  straight.  At  least  for  a  few minutes. 

Rowan jerked his chin to the boat. “Get in.” 

Dorian  frowned  at  the  mold  and  rot.  “We’ll  be  lucky  if  it  doesn’t  collapse

around us.” 

“You,” Rowan corrected. “Around you. Not me. Get in.” 

Dorian heard his tone and wisely got in. “What are you—” 

Rowan yanked off his cloak and threw it over the king. “Lie down, and put

that over you.” 

Face a bit pale, Dorian obeyed. Rowan snapped the ropes with a flash of his

knives. 

He  shifted,  wings  flapping  loudly  enough  to  inform  Dorian  what  had

happened. Rowan’s magic groaned and strained while it pushed what looked like

an  empty,  meandering  vessel  out  of  the  sewers,  as  if  someone  had  accidentally loosed it. 

Flying through the sewer mouth, he shielded the boat with a wall of hard air

—containing the king’s scent and keeping any stray arrows from piercing it. 

Rowan looked back only once as he flew down the little river, high above the

boat. 

Only once, at the city that had forged and broken and sheltered his queen. 

Her glass wall was no more than chunks and shards gleaming in the streets

and the grass. 

These past weeks of travel had been torture—the need to claim her, taste her, 

driving him out of his wits. And given what Darrow had said … perhaps, despite

his promise when he’d left, it had been a good thing that they had not taken that

final step. 

It  had  been  in  the  back  of  his  mind  long  before  Darrow  and  his  horse-shit

decrees: he was a prince, but in name only. 

He  had  no  army,  no  money.  The  substantial  funds  he  possessed  were  in

Doranelle—and  Maeve  would  never  allow  him  to  claim  them.  They’d  likely

already been distributed amongst his meddlesome cousins, along with his lands

and residences. It wouldn’t matter if some of them—the cousins he’d been raised

with—might refuse to accept out of typical Whitethorn loyalty and stubbornness. 

All Rowan now had to offer his queen were the strength of his sword, the depth

of his magic, and the loyalty of his heart. 

Such things did not win wars. 

He’d scented the despair on her, though her face had hidden it, when Darrow

had spoken. And he knew her fiery soul: she would do it. Consider marriage to a

foreign prince or lord. Even if this thing between them … even if he knew it was

not mere lust, or even just love. 

This thing between them, the force of it, could devour the world. 

And if they picked it, picked  them, it might very well cause the end of it. 

It was why he had not uttered the words he’d meant to tell her for some time, 

even when every instinct was roaring for him to do it as they parted. And maybe

having  Aelin  only  to  lose  her  was  his  punishment  for  letting  his  mate  die;  his

punishment for finally letting go of that grief and loathing. 

The  lap  of  waves  was  barely  audible  over  the  roar  of  wyverns  and  the

innocents screaming for help that would never come. He shut out the ache in his

chest, the urge to turn around. 

This  was  war.  These  lands  would  endure  far  worse  in  the  coming  days  and

months. His queen, no matter how he tried to shield her, would endure far worse. 

By  the  time  the  boat  drifted  down  the  little  river  snaking  toward  the  Avery delta,  a  white-tailed  hawk  soaring  high  above  it,  the  walls  of  the  stone  castle were bathed in blood. 
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Elide Lochan knew she was being hunted. 

For  three  days  now,  she’d  tried  to  lose  whatever  tracked  her  through  the

endless sprawl of Oakwald. And in the process, she herself had become lost. 

Three  days  hardly  sleeping,  barely  stopping  long  enough  to  scavenge  for

food and water. 

She’d  turned  south  once—to  backtrack  and  shake  it  off  her  trail.  She’d

wound  up  heading  a  day  in  that  direction.  Then  west,  toward  the  mountains. 

Then south, possibly  east; she couldn’t  tell. She’d been  running then, Oakwald

so  dense  that  she  could  hardly  track  the  sun.  And  without  a  clear  view  of  the stars, not daring to stop and find an easy tree to climb, she couldn’t find the Lord

of the North—her beacon home. 

By noon on the third day, she was close to weeping. From exhaustion, from

rage, from bone-deep fear. Whatever took its time hunting her would surely take

its time killing her. 

Her knife trembled in her hand as she paused in a clearing, a swift, nimble

stream  dancing  through  it.  Her  leg  ached—her  ruined,  useless  leg.  She’d  offer the dark god her soul for a few hours of peace and safety. 

Elide dropped the knife into the grass beside her, falling to her knees before

the stream and drinking swift and deep. Water filled the gaps in her belly left by

berries and roots. She refilled her canteen, hands shaking uncontrollably. 

Shaking so hard she dropped the metal cap into the stream. 

She swore, plunging into the cold water up to her elbows as she fumbled for

the  cap,  patting  the  rocks  and  slick  tendrils  of  river  weed,  begging  for  one solitary  break—

Her fingers closed on the cap as the first howl sounded through the forest. 

Elide and the forest went still. 

She had heard dogs baying, had listened to the unearthly choruses of wolves

when she’d been hauled from Perranth down to Morath. 

This was neither. This was…

There  had  been  nights  in  Morath  when  she’d  been  yanked  from  sleep

[image: Image 1021]

because  of  howls  like  that.  Howls  she’d  believed  were  imagined  when  they

didn’t sound again. No one ever mentioned them. 

But there was the sound.  That sound. 

 We shall create wonders that will make the world tremble. 

Oh, gods. Elide blindly screwed the cap onto the canteen. Whatever it might

be,  it  was  closing  in  fast.  Maybe  a  tree—high  up  a  tree—might  save  her.  Hide her. Maybe. 

Elide twisted to shove her canteen into her bag. 

But a warrior was crouched across the stream, a long, wicked knife balanced

on his knee. 

His black eyes devoured her, his face harsh beneath equally dark, shoulder-

length hair as he said in a voice like granite, “Unless you want to be lunch, girl, I

suggest you come with me.” 

A  small,  ancient  voice  whispered  in  her  ear  that  she’d  at  last  found  her

relentless hunter. 

And they’d now both become someone else’s prey. 

Lorcan Salvaterre listened to the rising snarls in the ancient wood and knew they

were likely about to die. 

Well, the girl was about to die. Either at the claws of whatever pursued them

or at the end of Lorcan’s blade. He hadn’t yet decided. 

Human—the  cinnamon-and-elderberries  scent  of  her  was  utterly  human—

and yet that  other smell remained, that tinge of darkness fluttering about her like a hummingbird’s wings. 

He might have suspected she’d summoned the beasts were it not for the tang

of fear staining the air. And for the fact that he’d been tracking her for three days

now, letting her lose herself in the tangled labyrinth of Oakwald, and had found

little to indicate she was under Valg thrall. 

Lorcan  rose  to  his  feet,  and  her  dark  eyes  widened  as  she  took  in  his

towering height. She remained kneeling by the stream, a dirty hand reaching for

the dagger she’d foolishly discarded in the grass. She wasn’t stupid or desperate

enough to lift it against him. “Who are you?” 

Her hoarse voice was low—not the sweet, high thing he’d expected from her

delicate, fully curved frame. Low and cold and steady. 

“If  you  want  to  die,”  Lorcan  said,  “then  go  ahead:  keep  asking  questions.” 

He turned away—northward. 

And  that  was  when  the  second  set  of  snarling  began.  From  the  other

direction. 

Two packs, closing in. Grass and cloth rustled, and when he looked, the girl

was  on  her  feet,  dagger  angled,  face  sickly  pale  as  she  realized  what  was

happening: they were being herded. 

“East or west,” Lorcan said. In the five centuries he’d been slaughtering his

way  across  the  world,  he’d  never  heard  snarls  like  that  from  any  manner  of

beast. He thumbed free his hatchet from where it was strapped at his side. 

“East,”  the  girl  breathed,  eyes  darting  to  either  direction.  “I—I  was  told  to stay out of the mountains. Wyverns—large, winged beasts—patrol them.” 

“I know what a wyvern is,” he said. 

Some  temper  snapped  in  her  dark  eyes  at  his  tone,  but  the  fear  washed  it

away. She began backing toward the direction she’d chosen. One of the creatures

loosed a keening cry. Not a canine sound. No, this was high-pitched, screeching

—like a bat. But deeper. Hungrier. “Run,” he said. 

She did. 

Lorcan  had  to  give  the  girl  credit:  despite  the  still-injured  leg,  despite  the exhaustion that had made her sloppy these past few days, she bolted like a doe

through  the  trees,  her  terror  likely  leeching  away  any  pain.  Lorcan  leaped  the wide  stream  in  an  easy  movement,  closing  the  distance  between  them  in  mere

heartbeats. Slow; these humans were so damned slow. Her breathing was already

ragged  as  she  hauled  herself  up  a  hill,  making  enough  noise  to  alert  their

trackers. 

Crashing  from  the  brush  behind  them—from  the  south.  Two  or  three  from

the sound of it. Big, from the snapping branches and thudding of footfalls. 

The  girl  hit  the  top  of  the  hill,  stumbling.  She  stayed  upright,  and  Lorcan eyed the leg again. 

There was no point in having tracked her for so long if she died now. For a

heartbeat, he contemplated the weight in his jacket—the Wyrdkey tucked away. 

His magic was strong, the strongest of any demi-Fae male in any kingdom, any

realm. But if he used the key—

If he used the key, then he’d deserve the damnation it’d call down upon him. 

So  Lorcan  flung  out  a  net  of  his  power  behind  them,  an  invisible  barrier

wafting black tendrils of wind. The girl stiffened, whipping her head to him as

the power rippled away in a wave. Her skin blanched further, but she continued, 

half falling, half running down the hill. 

The impact of four massive bodies against his magic struck a moment later. 

The  tang  of  her  blood  as  she  sliced  herself  open  on  rock  and  root  shoved

itself up his nose. She was nowhere near fast enough. 

Lorcan  opened  his  mouth  to  order  her  to  hurry  when  the  invisible  wall

snapped. 

Not snapped, but  cracked, as if those beasts had cleaved it. 

Impossible.  No  one  could  get  through  those  shields.  Not  even  Rowan-

rutting-Whitethorn. 

But sure enough, the magic had been sundered. 

The  girl  hit  the  gully  at  the  bottom  of  the  hill,  near-sobbing  at  the  flat expanse  of  forest  sprawling  ahead.  She  sprinted,  dark  braid  thrashing,  pack

bouncing  against  her  slim  back.  Lorcan  moved  after  her,  eyeing  the  trees  to

either side as the snarling and rustling began again. 

They were being herded, but toward what? And if these things had ripped his

magic apart…

It had been a long, long while since he’d had a new enemy to study, to break. 

“Keep  going,”  he  growled,  and  the  girl  didn’t  so  much  as  look  over  her

shoulder  as  Lorcan  slammed  to  a  stop  between  two  towering  oaks.  He’d  been

spiraling down into his magic for days, planning to use it on the human-but-not

girl  when  he  grew  bored  of  stalking  her.  Now  his  body  was  rife  with  it,  the power aching to get out. 

Lorcan  flipped  his  axe  in  his  hand—once,  twice,  the  metal  singing  through

the dense forest. A chill wind edged in black mist danced between the fingers of

his other hand. 

Not wind like Whitethorn’s, and not light and flame like Whitethorn’s bitch-

queen. Not even raw magic like the new King of Adarlan. 

No, Lorcan’s magic was that of will—of death and thought and destruction. 

There was no name for it. 

Not even his queen had known what it was, where it had come from. A gift

from  the  dark  god,  from  Hellas,  Maeve  had  mused—a  dark  gift,  for  her  dark

warrior. And left it at that. 

A wild smile danced on Lorcan’s lips as he let his magic rise to the surface, 

let its black roar fill his veins. 

He had crumbled cities with this power. 

He did not think these beasts, however fell, would fare much better. 

They slowed as they closed in, sensing a predator was waiting—sizing him

up. 

For  the  first  time  in  a  damn  long  while,  Lorcan  had  no  words  for  what  he saw. 

Maybe  he  should  have  killed  the  girl.  Death  at  his  hand  would  be  a  mercy

compared  to  what  snarled  before  him,  crouching  low  on  massive,  flesh-

shredding claws. Not a Wyrdhound. No, these things were far worse. 

Their  skin  was  a  mottled  blue,  so  dark  as  to  be  almost  black.  Each  long, 

lightly muscled limb had been ruthlessly crafted and honed. For the long claws

at the end of their hands—five-fingered hands—now curled as if in anticipation

of a strike. 

But it was not their bodies that stunned him. 

It  was  the  way  the  creatures  halted,  smiling  beneath  their  smashed  in,  bat-

like noses to reveal double rows of needlelike teeth, and then stood on their hind

legs. 

Stood to their full height, as a crawling man might rise. They dwarfed him by

a foot at least. 

And the physical attributes that seemed unnervingly familiar were confirmed

when  the  one  closest  to  him  opened  its  hideous  mouth  and  said,  “We  have  not tasted your kind’s flesh yet.” 

Lorcan’s axe twitched up. “I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure, either.” 

There were very, very few beasts who could speak in the tongues of mortal

and Fae. Most had developed it through magic, ill-gained or blessed. 

But  there,  slitted  with  pleasure  in  anticipation  of  violence,  gleamed  dark, 

human eyes. 

Whitethorn  had  warned  of  what  was  occurring  in  Morath—had  mentioned

the Wyrdhounds might be the first of many awful things to be unleashed. Lorcan

hadn’t realized those things would be nearly eight feet tall and part human, part

whatever Erawan had done to turn it into  this. 

The  closest  one  dared  a  step  but  hissed—hissed  at  the  invisible  line  he’d

drawn.  Lorcan’s  power  flickered  and  throbbed  at  the  poisoned  claw-tips  of  the creature as it prodded the shield. 

Four against one. Usually easy odds for him. 

Usually. 

But he bore the Wyrdkey they sought, and that golden ring he’d stolen from

Maeve,  then  given  to  and  stolen  from  Aelin  Galathynius.  Athril’s  ring.  And  if they brought either to their master…

Then Erawan would possess all three Wyrdkeys. And would be able to open

a door between worlds to unleash his awaiting Valg hordes upon them all. And

as  for  Athril’s  golden  ring  …  Lorcan  had  no  doubt  Erawan  would  destroy  the ring forged by Mala herself—the one object in Erilea that granted immunity to

its bearer against Wyrdstone … and the Valg. 

So Lorcan moved. Faster than even they could detect, he hurled his axe at the

creature  farthest  from  him,  its  focus  pinned  on  its  companion  as  it  prodded  his shield. 

They  all  whirled  toward  their  companion  as  the  axe  slammed  into  its  neck, 

deep  and  permanent.  All  turned  away  to  see  it  fall.  Lethal  by  nature,  but

untrained. 

The beasts’ attention diverted for a heartbeat, Lorcan’s next two knives flew. 

Both  blades  embedded  to  the  hilt  in  their  ridged  foreheads,  their  heads

reeling back as the blows sent them clattering to their knees. 

The one in the center, the one who had spoken, loosed a primal scream that

set Lorcan’s ears ringing. It lunged for the shield. 

It rebounded, the magic denser this time. Lorcan drew his long-sword and a

knife. 

And could only watch as the thing roared at the shield and slammed against

it with both ruined, clawed hands … and his magic, his shield,  melted under its

touch. 

It stepped through his shield like it was a doorway. “Now we’ll play.” 

Lorcan  crouched  into  a  defensive  stance,  wondering  how  far  the  girl  had

made  it,  if  she’d  even  turned  to  look  at  what  pursued  them.  The  sounds  of  her flight had faded away. 

Behind the creature, its companions were twitching. 

No—reviving. 

They each lifted a strong, clawed hand to the daggers through their skulls—

and yanked them out. Metal rasped on bone. 

Only the one with its head now attached by a few tendons remained down. 

Beheading, then. 

Even if it meant getting close enough to do so. 

The creature before him smiled in savage delight. 

“What are you?” Lorcan ground out. 

The  two  others  were  now  on  their  feet,  the  wounds  in  their  heads  already

healed, bristling with menace. 

“We  are  hunters  for  His  Dark  Majesty,”  the  leader  said  with  a  mock  bow. 

“We are the ilken. And we have been sent to retrieve our quarry.” 

Those witches had dispatched these beasts for him? Cowards, not to do their

own hunting. 

The  ilken  went  on,  stepping  toward  him  on  legs  that  bent  backward.  “We

were  going  to  let  you  have  a  quick  death—a  gift.”  Its  broad  nostrils  flared, scenting the silent forest. “But as you have stood between us and our prey … we

will savor your long end.” 

Not  him.  He  was  not  what  the  wyverns  had  been  stalking  these  days,  what

these creatures had come to claim. They had no idea what he bore—who he was. 

“What do you  want with her?”  he asked, monitoring  the creeping approach

of the three. 

“It is none of your concern,” the leader said. 

“If there is a reward in it, I will help you.” 

Dark, soulless eyes flashed toward him. “You do not protect the girl?” 

Lorcan gave a shrug, praying they couldn’t scent his bluff as he bought her

more time, bought himself time to work out the puzzle of their power. “I don’t

even know her name.” 

The  three  ilken  looked  at  one  another,  a  glance  of  question  and  decision. 

Their leader said, “She is important to our king. Retrieve her, and he will fill you

with power far greater than feeble shields.” 

Was  that  the  price  for  the  humans  they’d  once  been—magic  that  was

somehow  immune  to  what  flowed  naturally  in  this  world?  Or  had  the  choice

been taken from them, as surely as their souls had been stolen, too? 

“Why is she important?” 

They  were  now  within  spitting  range.  He  wondered  how  long  it’d  take  to

replenish the supply of whatever power allowed them to cleave through magic. 

Perhaps they were buying themselves time, too. 

The  ilken  said,  “She  is  a  thief  and  a  murderer.  She  must  be  brought  to  our king for justice.” 

Lorcan could have sworn an invisible hand touched his shoulder. 

He knew that touch—had trusted it his entire life. It had kept him alive this

long. 

A touch on his back to go forward, to fight and kill and breathe in death. A

touch on his shoulder to instead run. To know that only doom waited ahead, and

life lay behind. 

The ilken smiled once more, its teeth bright in the gloom of the wood. 

As if in answer, a scream shattered from the forest behind him. 
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Elide Lochan stood before a creature birthed from a dark god’s nightmares. 

Across  the  clearing,  it  towered  over  her,  its  talons  digging  into  the  loam  of the  forest  floor.  “There  you  are,”  it  hissed  through  teeth  sharper  than  a  fish’s. 

“Come with me, girl, and I will grant you a quick end.” 

Lies.  She  saw  how  it  sized  her  up,  claws  curling  as  if  it  could  already  feel them  shredding  into  her  soft  belly.  The  thing  had  appeared  in  her  path  as  if  a cloud  of  night  had  dropped  it  there,  and  had  laughed  when  she  screamed.  Her knife shook as she raised it. 

It stood like a man—spoke like one. And its eyes … Utterly soulless, yet the

shape  of  them  …  They  were  human,  too.  Monstrous—what  terrible  mind  had

dreamed up such a thing? 

She knew the answer. 

Help. She needed help. But that man from the stream was likely dead at  the

claws of the other beasts. She wondered how long that magic of his had held out. 

The  creature  stepped  toward  her,  its  muscled  legs  closing  the  distance  too

quickly. She backed toward the trees, the direction she’d come from. 

“Is your blood as sweet as your face, girl?” Its grayish tongue tasted the air

between them. 

 Think, think, think. 

What would Manon do before such a creature? 

Manon, she remembered, came equipped with claws and fangs of her own. 

But a small voice whispered in her ear,  So do you.  Use what you have. 

There were other weapons than those made of iron and steel. 

Though her knees shook, Elide lifted her chin and met the black, human eyes

of the creature. 

“Careful,”  she  said,  dropping  her  voice  into  the  purr  Manon  had  so  often

used  to  frighten  the  wits  out  of  everyone.  Elide  reached  into  the  pocket  of  her coat,  pulling  out  the  shard  of  stone  and  clenching  it  in  her  fist,  willing  that otherworldly  presence  to  fill  the  clearing,  the  world.  She  prayed  the  creature wouldn’t look at her fist, wouldn’t ask what was in it as she drawled, “Do you

think the Dark King will be pleased if you harm me?” She looked down her nose at it. Or as best as she could while standing several feet shorter. “I have been sent

to look for the girl. Do not interfere.” 

The creature seemed to recognize the fighting leathers then. 

Seemed to scent that strange,  off scent surrounding the rock. 

And it hesitated. 

Elide kept her face a mask of cold displeasure. “Get out of my sight.” 

She almost vomited as she began stalking toward it, toward sure death. But

she  stomped  along,  prowling  as  Manon  had  so  often  done.  Elide  made  herself

look up into the bat-like, hideous face as she passed. “Tell your brethren that if

you interfere again, I will personally oversee what delights you experience upon

Morath’s tables.” 

Doubt  still  danced  in  its  eyes—along  with  real  fear.  A  lucky  guess,  those

words  and  phrases,  based  on  what  she’d  overheard.  She  didn’t  let  herself

consider what had been done to make such a creature quake at the mention. 

Elide was five paces from the creature, keenly aware that her spine was now

vulnerable to those shredding claws and teeth, when it asked, “Why did you flee

at our approach?” 

She said without turning, in that cold, vicious voice of Manon Blackbeak, “I

do not tolerate the questions of underlings. You have already disrupted my hunt

and injured my ankle with your useless attack. Pray that I do not remember your

face when I return to the Keep.” 

She knew her mistake the moment it sucked in a hissing breath. 

Still, she kept her legs moving, back straight. 

“What a coincidence,” it mused, “that our prey is similarly lamed.” 

Anneith save her. Perhaps it had not noticed the limp until then. Fool.  Fool. 

Running  would  do  her  no  good—running  would  proclaim  the  creature  had

won, that it was right. She halted, as if her temper had yanked on its leash, and

snapped her face toward the creature. “What is that you’re hissing about?” 

Utter conviction, utter rage. 

Again  the  creature  paused.  One  chance—just  one  chance.  It’d  learn  soon

enough that it had been duped. 

Elide held its gaze. It was like staring a dead snake in the eyes. 

She  said  with  that  lethal  quiet  the  witches  liked  to  use,  “Do  not  make  me

reveal what His Dark Majesty put inside  me on that table.” 

As if in response, the stone in her hand throbbed, and she could have sworn

darkness flickered. 
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The creature shuddered, backing away a step. 

Elide didn’t consider what she held as she sneered one last time and stalked

away. 

She made it perhaps half a mile before the forest was again full of chittering

life. 

She fell to her knees and vomited. 

Nothing  but  bile  and  water  came  out.  She  was  so  busy  hurling  up  her  guts

with stupid fear and relief that she didn’t notice anyone’s approach until it was

too late. 

A broad hand clamped on her shoulder, whirling her around. 

She drew her dagger, but too slowly. The same hand released her to slap the

blade to the grass. 

Elide  found  herself  staring  into  the  dirt-splattered  face  of  the  man  from  the stream. No, not dirt. Blood that reeked—black blood. 

“How?” she said, stumbling away a step. 

“You first,” he snarled, but whipped his head toward the forest behind them. 

She followed his gaze. Saw nothing. 

When she looked at his harsh face, a sword lay against her throat. 

She tried to fall back, but he gripped her arm, holding her as steel bit into her

skin. “Why do you smell of one of them? Why do they chase you?” 

She’d pocketed the stone, or else she might have shown him. But movement

might  cause  him  to  strike—and  that  small  voice  whispered  to  keep  the  stone

concealed. 

She offered another truth. “Because I have spent the past several months in

Morath, living amongst that scent. They seek me because I managed to get free. 

I flee north—to safety.” 

Faster  than  she  could  see,  he  lowered  his  blade—only  to  slice  it  across  her arm. A scratch, barely more than a whisper of pain. 

They both watched as her red blood surged and dribbled. 

It seemed answer enough for him. 

“You can call me Lorcan,” he said, though she hadn’t asked. And with that, 

he hauled her over his broad shoulder like a sack of potatoes and ran. 

Elide knew two things within seconds:

That the remaining creatures—however many there were—had to be on their

trail and closing in fast. Had to have realized she’d bluffed her way free. 

And that the man, moving swift as a wind between the oaks, was demi-Fae. 

Lorcan ran and ran, his lungs gobbling down great gulps of the forest’s stifling air.  Slung  over  his  shoulder,  the  girl  didn’t  even  whimper  as  the  miles  passed. 

He’d carried packs heavier than her over entire mountain ranges. 

Lorcan slowed when his strength at last began to flag, spent quicker thanks

to the magic he’d used to get those three beasts into a stranglehold, battering past

their  natural-born  immunity  to  it,  then  kill  two  while  he  pinned  the  other  long enough to sprint for the girl. 

He’d been lucky. 

The girl, it seemed, had been smart. 

He  jogged  into  a  stop,  setting  her  down  hard  enough  that  she  winced—

winced and hopped a bit on that hurt ankle. Her blood had flowed red instead of

the  reeking  black  that  implied  Valg  possession,  but  it  still  didn’t  explain  how she’d been able to intimidate that ilken into submission. 

“Where are we going?” she said, swinging her pack to pull out her canteen. 

He waited for the tears and prayers and begging. She just unscrewed the cap of

the leather-coated container and swigged deep. Then, to his surprise, offered him

some. 

Lorcan didn’t take it. She merely drank again. 

“We’re going to the edge of the forest—to the Acanthus River.” 

“Where—where  are  we?”  The  hesitation  said  enough:  she’d  calculated  the

risk of revealing how vulnerable she was with that question … and decided she

was too desperate for the answer. 

“What is your name?” 

“Marion.”  She  held  his  gaze  with  a  sort  of  unflinching  steel  that  had  him

angling his head. 

An  answer  for  an  answer.  He  said,  “We’re  in  the  middle  of  Adarlan.  You

were about a day’s hike from the Avery River.” 

Marion blinked. He wondered if she even knew that—or had considered how

she’d  cross  the  mighty  body  of  water  that  had  claimed  ships  captained  by  the most seasoned of men and women. 

She said, “Are we running, or can I sit for a moment?” 

He listened to the sounds of the forest for any hint of danger, then jerked his

chin. 

Marion  sighed  as  she  sat  on  the  moss  and  roots.  She  surveyed  him.  “I

thought all the Fae were dead. Even the demi-Fae.” 

“I’m  from  Wendlyn.  And  you,”  he  said,  brows  rising  slightly,  “are  from

Morath.” 

“Not from.  Escaping from.” 

“Why—and how.” 

Her narrowed eyes told him enough: she knew he still didn’t believe her, not

entirely, red blood or no. Yet she didn’t answer, instead leaning over her legs to

unlace a boot. Her fingers trembled a bit, but she got through the laces, yanking

off the boot, removing the sock, and rolling up her leather pant leg to reveal—

Shit. He’d seen plenty of ruined bodies in his day, had done plenty of ruining

himself, but rarely were they left so untreated. Marion’s leg was a mess of scar

tissue  and  twisted  bone.  And  right  above  her  misshapen  ankle  lay  still-healing wounds where shackles had unmistakably been. 

She  said  quietly,  “Allies  of  Morath  are  usually  whole.  Their  dark  magic

could surely cure a cripple—and they surely would have no use for one.” 

That  was  why  she’d  managed  so  well  with  the  limp.  She’d  had  years  to

master it, from the coloring of the scar tissue. 

Marion  rolled  her  pant  leg  back  down  but  left  her  foot  bare,  massaging  it. 

She hissed through her teeth. 

He  sat  on  a  fallen  log  a  few  feet  away,  taking  off  his  own  pack  to  rifle through it. “Tell me what you know of Morath,” he said, and chucked her a tin of

salve straight from Doranelle. 

The girl stared at it, those sharp eyes putting together what he was, where he

was from, and what that tin likely contained. When she lifted them to his face, 

she  nodded  silently  in  agreement  of  his  offer:  relief  from  the  pain  for  answers. 

She unscrewed the lid, and he caught the way her mouth parted as she breathed

in the pungent herbs. 

Pain and pleasure danced across her face as she began rubbing the salve into

her old injuries. 

And as she worked, she spoke. 

Marion told him of the Ironteeth host, of the Wing Leader and the Thirteen, 

of  the  armies  camped  around  the  mountain  Keep,  of  the  places  where  only

screaming  echoed,  of  the  countless  forges  and  blacksmiths.  She  described  her

own  escape:  without  warning,  she  didn’t  know  how,  the  castle  had  exploded. 

She’d seen it as her chance, disguising herself in a witch’s attire, grabbing one of

their packs, and running. In the chaos, no one had chased her. 

“I’ve  been  running  for  weeks,”  she  said.  “Apparently,  I’ve  barely  covered

half the distance.” 

“To where?” 

Marion looked northward. “Terrasen.” 

Lorcan stifled a snarl. “You’re not missing much.” 

“Have you news of it?” Alarm filled those eyes. 

“No,” he said, shrugging. She finished rubbing her foot and ankle. “What’s

in Terrasen? Your family?” He had not asked why she’d been brought to Morath. 

He didn’t particularly care to hear her sad story. Everyone had one, he’d found. 

The girl’s face tightened. “I owe a debt to a friend—someone who helped me

get out of Morath. She bade me to find someone named Celaena Sardothien. So

that  is  my  first  task:  learning  who  she  is,  where  she  is.  Terrasen  seems  like  a better place to start than Adarlan.” 

No guile, no whisper of this meeting being anything but chance. 

“And then,” the girl went on, the brightness in her eyes growing, “I need to

find Aelin Galathynius, the Queen of Terrasen.” 

It was an effort not to go for his sword. “Why?” 

Marion  glanced  toward  him,  as  if  she’d  somehow  even  forgotten  he  was

there.  “I  heard  a  rumor  that  she’s  raising  an  army  to  stop  the  one  in  Morath.  I plan to offer my services.” 

“Why?”  he  said  again.  Aside  from  the  wits  that  had  kept  her  out  of  the

ilken’s claws, he saw no other reason for the bitch-queen to need the girl. 

Marion’s  full  mouth  tightened.  “Because  I  am  from  Terrasen  and  believed

my queen dead. And now she is alive, and fighting, so I will fight with her. So

that  no  other  girls  will  be  taken  from  their  homes  and  brought  to  Morath  and forgotten.” 

Lorcan debated telling her what he knew: that her two quests were one and

the same. But that would lead to questions from her, and he was in no mood—

“Why do you wish to go to Morath? Everyone else is fleeing from it.” 

“I was sent by my mistress to stop the threat it poses.” 

“You’re one man—male.” Not an insult, but Lorcan stared her down anyway. 

“I have my skills, just as you have yours.” 

Her  eyes  darted  to  his  hands,  now  crusted  in  dried  black  blood.  He

wondered, though, if she was imagining the magic that had sparked there. 

He waited for Marion to ask more, but she pulled on her sock, then her boot, 

and laced it up. “We shouldn’t rest for long.” Indeed. 

She eased to her feet, wincing a bit, but gave an appreciative frown toward

her leg. Lorcan took that as answer enough regarding the salve’s efficiency. She

bent down to retrieve the tin, her dark curtain of hair sweeping over her face. At

some point, it had come free of its braid. 

She rose, chucking him the tin. He caught it in one hand. “Once we reach the

Acanthus, what then?” 

He  pocketed  the  tin  in  his  cloak.  “There  are  countless  merchants’  caravans

and  seasonal  carnivals  wandering  the  plains—I  passed  many  on  my  way  down

here. Some might even be trying to cross the river. We’ll get in with one of them. 

Hide  out.  Once  we’ve  crossed  and  wandered  far  enough  onto  the  grasslands, 

you’ll take one north; I’ll head south.” 

Her eyes narrowed slightly. But Marion said, “Why travel with me at all?” 

“There are more details regarding Morath’s interior that I want from you. I’ll

keep you from danger, and you’ll provide them for me.” 

The sun began its final descent, bathing the woods in gold. Marion frowned

slightly. “You swear it? That you will protect me?” 

“I didn’t leave you to the ilken today, did I?” 

She eyed him with a clarity and frankness that made him pause. “Swear it.” 

He  rolled  his  eyes.  “I  promise.”  The  girl  had  no  idea  that  for  the  past  five centuries,  promises  were  the  only  currency  he  really  traded  in.  “I  will  not

abandon you.” 

She  nodded,  seemingly  satisfied  with  that.  “Then  I  will  tell  you  what  I

know.” 

He started eastward, slinging his pack over his shoulder. 

But  Marion  said,  “They’ll  be  hunting  for  us  at  every  crossing,  searching

wagons. If they could find me here, they’ll find me on any main road.” 

And find him, too, if the witches were still out for his blood. 

Lorcan said, “And you have some idea around this?” 

A  faint  smile  danced  around  her  rosebud  mouth,  despite  the  horrors  they’d

escaped, her misery in the woods. “I might.” 
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Manon Blackbeak landed in Morath more than ready to start slitting throats. 

Everything had gone to shit. 

Everything. 

She’d ended that Yellowlegs bitch and her wyvern, saved the sapphire-eyed

king, and watched the Fae Prince slaughter those four other Yellowlegs sentinels. 

Five.  Five  Yellowlegs  witches  now  lay  dead,  either  by  her  hand  or  through

her inaction. Five members of Iskra’s coven. 

In  the  end,  she’d  barely  participated  in  Rifthold’s  destruction,  leaving  it  to the others. But she’d again donned her crowned helm, then ordered Abraxos to

sail to the highest spire of the stone castle and roar his victory—and command. 

Even  at  the  distant  white  walls  of  the  city,  ripping  apart  the  guards  and

fleeing folk, the wyverns had paused at his order to stand down. Not one coven

disobeyed. 

The  Thirteen  had  found  her  moments  later.  She  didn’t  tell  them  what  had

happened, but both Sorrel and Asterin stared closely at her: the former to inspect

for  any  cuts  or  wounds  received  during  the  “attack”  Manon  had  claimed

occurred, the latter because she had been with Manon that day they’d flown to

Rifthold and painted a message to the Queen of Terrasen in Valg blood. 

With the Thirteen perched on the castle towers, some draped along them like

cats or serpents, Manon had waited for Iskra Yellowlegs. 

As Manon now stalked down the dim, reeking halls of Morath, that crowned

helm tucked into the crook of her arm, Asterin and Sorrel on her heels, she went

over that conversation again. 

Iskra had landed on the only space left: a lower bit of roofing below Manon. 

The positioning had been intentional. 

Iskra’s brown hair had come untangled from her tight braid, and her haughty

face was splattered with human blood as she’d snarled at Manon, “This was my

 victory.” 

Her  face  veiled  in  shadow  beneath  the  helm,  Manon  had  said,  “The  city  is

mine.” 

“Rifthold was  mine to take—you were only to oversee.” A flash of iron teeth. 

On  the  spire  to  Manon’s  right,  Asterin  growled  in  warning.  Iskra  cast  her  dark eyes  on  the  blond  sentinel  and  snarled  again.  “Get  your  pack  of  bitches  out  of my city.” 

Manon  sized  up  Fendir,  Iskra’s  bull.  “You’ve  left  your  mark  enough.  Your

work is noted.” 

Iskra trembled with rage. Not from the words. 

The wind had shifted, blowing toward Iskra. 

Blowing Manon’s scent at her. 

“Who?” Iskra seethed.  “Who of mine did you butcher?” 

Manon  had  not  yielded,  had  not  allowed  one  flicker  of  regret  or  worry  to

shine  through.  “Why  should  I  know  any  of  your  names?  She  attacked  me  as  I

closed in on my prey, wanting to get the king for herself and willing to strike an

heir  for  it.  She  deserved  her  punishment.  Especially  because  my  prey  slipped

away while I dealt with her.” 

 Liar liar liar. 

Manon  bared  her  iron  teeth,  the  only  bit  of  her  face  visible  beneath  that

crowned  helm.  “Four  others  lie  dead  inside  the  castle—at  the  hand  of  the  Fae Prince  who  came  to  rescue  the  king  while   I  dealt  with  your  unruly  bitch. 

Consider yourself lucky, Iskra Yellowlegs, that I do not take that loss out of your

hide as well.” 

Iskra’s  tan  face  had  gone  pale.  She  surveyed  Manon,  all  of  the  Thirteen

assembled. Then she said, “Do what you want with the city. It’s yours.” A flash

of  a  smile  as  she  lifted  her  hand  and  pointed  at  Manon.  The  Thirteen  tensed around  her,  arrows  silently  drawn  and  aimed  at  the  Yellowlegs  heir.  “But   you, Wing Leader…” That smile grew and she reined her wyvern, preparing to take to

the skies. “You are a liar,  Witch Killer.” 

Then she was gone. 

Soaring not for the city, but the skies. 

Within minutes, she’d vanished from sight—sailing toward Morath. 

Toward Manon’s grandmother. 

Manon  now  glanced  at  Asterin,  then  at  Sorrel,  as  they  slowed  to  a  stop

before  turning  the  corner  that  would  lead  to  Erawan’s  council  chamber.  Where

she knew Iskra, and her grandmother, and the other Matrons would be waiting. 

Indeed,  a  glance  around  the  corner  revealed  the  Thirds  and  Fourths  of  several covens  on  guard,  eyeing  one  another  as  suspiciously  as  the  blank-faced  men

posted beside the double doors. 

Manon said to her Second and Third, “This will be messy.” 

Sorrel said quietly, “We’ll deal with it.” 

Manon clenched the helmet a bit harder. “If it goes poorly, you are to take the

Thirteen and leave.” 

Asterin breathed, “You cannot go in there, Manon, accepting defeat. Deny it

until your last breath.” Whether Sorrel had realized Manon had killed that witch

to save their enemy, she didn’t let on. Asterin demanded, “Where would we even

go?” 

Manon said, “I don’t know or care. But when I am dead, the Thirteen will be

targeted  by  anyone  with  a  score  to  settle.”  A  very,  very  long  list.  She  held  her Second’s stare. “You get them out. At any cost.” 

They  glanced  at  each  other.  Sorrel  said,  “We  will  do  as  you  ask,  Wing

Leader.” 

Manon  waited—waited  for  any  objection  from  her  Second,  but  Asterin’s

dark eyes were bright as she bowed her head and murmured her agreement. 

A knot in Manon’s chest loosened, and she rolled her shoulders once before

turning away. But Asterin gripped her hand. “Be careful.” 

Manon debated snapping to not be a spineless fool, but … she’d seen what

her grandmother was capable of. It was carved into Asterin’s flesh. 

She  would  not  go  into  this  looking  guilty,  looking  like  a  liar.  No—she’d

make Iskra crawl by the end. 

So  Manon  took  a  solid  breath  before  she  resumed  her  usual  storming  pace, 

red cape flapping behind her on a phantom wind. 

Everyone stared as they approached. But that was to be expected. 

Manon  didn’t  deign  to  acknowledge  the  Thirds  and  Fourths  assembled, 

though  she  took  them  in  through  her  peripheral  vision.  Two  young  ones  from

Iskra’s coven. Six old ones, iron teeth flecked with rust, from the covens of the

Matrons. And—

There were two other young sentinels in the hall, braided bands of dyed blue

leather upon their brows. 

Petrah Blueblood had come. 

If the heirs and their Matrons were all assembled…

She did not have room for fear in her husk of a heart. 

Manon flung open the doors, Asterin on her heels, Sorrel falling back to join

the others in the hall. 

Ten  witches  turned  toward  Manon  as  she  entered.  Erawan  was  nowhere  in

sight. 

And though her grandmother was in the center of where they all stood in the room,  her  own  Second  against  the  stone  wall  behind  Manon,  lined  up  with  the four other Seconds gathered, Manon’s attention went to the golden-haired heir. 

To Petrah. 

She had not seen the Blueblood heir since the day of the War Games, when

Manon had saved her life from a sure-kill fall. Saved her life, but was unable to

save  the  life  of  Petrah’s  wyvern—whose  throat  had  been  ripped  to  shreds  by

Iskra’s bull. 

The Blueblood heir stood beside her mother, Cresseida, both of them tall and

thin.  A  crown  of  iron  stars  sat  upon  the  Matron’s  pale  brow,  the  face  below unreadable. 

Unlike  Petrah’s.  Caution—warning  shone  in  her  deep  blue  eyes.  She  wore

her riding leathers, a cloak of midnight blue hanging from bronze clasps at her

shoulders, her golden braid snaking over her chest. Petrah had always been odd, 

head  in  the  clouds,  but  that  was  the  way  of  the  Bluebloods.  Mystics,  fanatics, zealots were among the pleasanter terms used to describe them and their worship

of the Three-Faced Goddess. 

But there was a hollowness in Petrah’s face that had not been there months

ago.  Rumor  had  claimed  that  losing  her  wyvern  had  broken  the  heir—that  she

had not gotten out of bed for weeks. 

Witches  did  not  mourn,  because  witches  did  not  love  enough  to  allow  it  to

break them. Even if Asterin, now taking up her place by the Blackbeak Matron’s

Second, had proved otherwise. 

Petrah nodded, a slight dip of the chin—more than a mere acknowledgment

of an heir to an heir. Manon turned toward her grandmother before anyone could

notice. 

Her grandmother stood in her voluminous black robes, her dark hair plaited

over the crown of her head. Like the crown her grandmother sought for them—

for  her  and  Manon.  High  Queens  of  the  Wastes,  she’d  once  promised  Manon. 

Even if it meant selling out every witch in this room. 

Manon bowed to her grandmother, to the other two Matrons assembled. 

Iskra  snarled  from  beside  the  Yellowlegs  Matron,  an  ancient,  bent-backed

crone with bits of flesh still in her teeth from lunch. Manon fixed the heir with a

cool stare as she straightened. 

“Three stand gathered,” her grandmother began, and every bone in Manon’s

body  went  stiff.  “Three  Matrons,  to  honor  the  three  faces  of  our  Mother.” 

Maiden, Mother, Crone. It was why the Yellowlegs Matron was always ancient, 

why the Blackbeak was always a witch in her prime, and why Cresseida, as the Blueblood Matron, still looked young and fresh. 

But Manon did not care about that. Not when the words were being spoken. 

“The  Crone’s  Sickle  hangs  above  us,”  Cresseida  intoned.  “Let  it  be  the

Mother’s blade of justice.” 

This was not a meeting. 

This was a trial. 

Iskra began smiling. 

As  if  a  thread  wove  between  them,  Manon  could  feel  Asterin  straightening

behind her, feel her Second readying for the worst. 

“Blood calls for blood,” the Yellowlegs crone rasped. “We shall decide how

much is owed.” 

Manon kept still, not daring to show one inch of fear, of trepidation. 

Witch trials were brutal, exact. Usually, problems were settled with the three

blows to face, ribs, and stomach. Rarely, only in the gravest circumstances, did

the three Matrons gather to mete out judgment. 

Manon’s  grandmother  said,  “You  stand  accused,  Manon  Blackbeak,  of

cutting  down  a  Yellowlegs  sentinel  with  no  provocation  beyond  your  own

pride.” 

Iskra’s eyes positively burned. 

“And,  as  the  sentinel  was  a  part  of  the  Yellowlegs’  heir’s  own  coven,  it  is also a crime against Iskra.” Her grandmother’s face was tight with rage—not for

what Manon had done, but for getting caught. “Through either your own neglect

or ill-planning, the lives of four other coven members were ended. Their blood, 

too,  stains  your  hands.”  Her  grandmother’s  iron  teeth  shone  in  the  candlelight. 

“Do you deny these charges?” 

Manon kept her back straight, looked each of them in the eye. “I do not deny

that  I  killed  Iskra’s  sentinel  when  she  tried  to  claim  my  rightful  prize.  I  do  not deny that the other four were slaughtered by the Fae Prince. But I do deny any

wrongdoing on my part.” 

Iskra hissed. “You can smell Zelta’s blood on her—smell the fear and  pain.” 

Manon  sneered,  “You  smell  that,  Yellowlegs,  because  your  sentinel  had  a

coward’s heart and attacked another sister-in-arms. When she realized she would

not win our fight, it was already too late for her.” 

Iskra’s face contorted with fury.  “Liar—” 

“Tell us, Blackbeak Heir,” Cresseida said, “what happened in Rifthold three

days past.” 

So Manon did. 

And  for  the  first  time  in  her  century  of  miserable  existence,  she  lied  to  her elders.  She  wove  a  fine  tapestry  of  falsehoods,  believing  the  stories  she  told them.  As  she  finished,  she  gestured  to  Iskra  Yellowlegs.  “It’s  common

knowledge the Yellowlegs heir has long coveted my position. Perhaps she rushed

back here to fling accusations at me so she might steal my place as Wing Leader, 

just as her sentinel tried to steal my prey.” 

Iskra bristled but kept her mouth shut. Petrah took a step forward, however, 

and  spoke.  “I  have  questions  for  the  Blackbeak  heir,  if  it  would  not  be  an impertinence.” 

Manon’s grandmother looked like she’d rather have her own nails ripped out, 

but the other two nodded. 

Manon  straightened,  bracing  herself  for  whatever  Petrah  thought  she  was

doing. 

Petrah’s blue eyes were calm as she met Manon’s stare. “Would you consider

me your enemy or rival?” 

“I  consider  you  an  ally  when  the  occasion  demands  it,  but  always  a  rival, 

yes.” The first true thing Manon had said. 

“And yet you saved me from sure death at the War Games. Why?” 

The other Matrons glanced at one another, faces unreadable. 

Manon lifted her chin. “Because Keelie fought for you as she died. I would

not allow her death to be wasted. I could offer a fellow warrior nothing less.” 

At the sound of her dead wyvern’s name, pain flickered across Petrah’s face. 

“You remember her name?” 

Manon knew it wasn’t an intended question. But she nodded all the same. 

Petrah faced the Matrons. “That day, Iskra Yellowlegs nearly killed me, and

her bull slaughtered my mare.” 

“We  have  dealt  with  that,”  Iskra  cut  in,  teeth  flashing,  “and  dismissed  it  as accidental—” 

Petrah held up a hand. “I am not finished, Iskra Yellowlegs.” 

Nothing  but  brutal  steel  in  those  words  as  she  addressed  the  other  heir.  A

small part of Manon was glad not to be on the receiving end of it. 

Iskra saw the unfinished business that waited in that tone and backed down. 

Petrah  lowered  her  hand.  “Manon  Blackbeak  had  the  chance  to  let  me  die

that day. The easier choice would have been to let me die, and she would not be

standing accused as she is now. But she risked her life, and the life of her mount, 

to spare me from death.” 

A  life  debt—that  was  what  lay  between  them.  Did  Petrah  think  to  fill  it  by speaking in her favor now? Manon reined in her sneer. 

Petrah  went  on,  “I  do  not  comprehend  why  Manon  Blackbeak  would  save

me  only  to  later  turn  on  her  Yellowlegs  sisters.  You  crowned  her  Wing  Leader for  her  obedience,  discipline,  and  brutality—do  not  let  the  anger  of  Iskra

Yellowlegs  sully  the  qualities  you  saw  in  her  then,  and  which  still  shine  forth today. Do not lose your Wing Leader over a misunderstanding.” 

The  Matrons  again  glanced  among  them  as  Petrah  bowed,  backing  into  her

place  at  her  mother’s  right.  But  the  three  witches  continued  that  unspoken

discussion waging between them. Until Manon’s grandmother stepped forward, 

the other two falling back—yielding the decision to her. Manon almost sagged in

relief. 

She’d  corner  Petrah  the  next  time  the  heir  was  foolish  enough  to  be  out

alone, get her to admit why she’d spoken in Manon’s favor. 

Her grandmother’s black-and-gold gaze was hard. Unforgiving. 

“Petrah Blueblood has spoken true.” 

That tense, tight string between Manon and Asterin loosened, too. 

“It would be a waste to lose our obedient,  faithful Wing Leader.” 

Manon  had  been  beaten  before.  She  could  endure  her  grandmother’s  fists

again. 

“Why should the heir of the Blackbeak Witch-Clan yield her life for that of a

mere sentinel? Wing Leader or not, it is still the word of heir against heir in this

matter. But the blood has still been shed. And blood must be paid.” 

Manon again gripped her helm. Her grandmother smiled a little. 

“The  blood  shed  must  be  equal,”  her  grandmother  intoned.  Her  attention

flicked over Manon’s shoulder. “So you, Granddaughter, will not die for this. But

one of your Thirteen will.” 

For the first time in a long, long while, Manon knew what fear, what human

helplessness,  tasted  like  as  her  grandmother  said,  triumph  lighting  her  ancient eyes,  “Your  Second,  Asterin  Blackbeak,  shall  pay  the  blood  debt  between  our

clans. She dies at sunrise tomorrow.” 
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Without  Evangeline  slowing  them  down,  Aelin,  Aedion,  and  Lysandra  traveled

with little rest as they hauled ass for the coast. 

Aelin remained in her Fae form to keep up with Aedion, who she begrudgingly

admitted was by far the better rider, while Lysandra shifted in and out of various

bird shapes to scout the land ahead for any danger. Rowan had been instructing

her on how to do it, what things to note and what to avoid or get a closer look at, 

while  they’d  been  on  the  road  these  weeks.  But  Lysandra  found  little  to  report from the skies, and Aelin and Aedion encountered few dangers on the ground as

they crossed the valleys and plains of Terrasen’s lowlands. 

So little remained of the once-rich territory. 

Aelin  tried  not  to  dwell  on  it  too  much—on  the  threadbare  estates,  the

abandoned  farms,  the  gaunt-faced  people  whenever  they  ventured  into  town, 

cloaked  and  disguised,  for  desperately  needed  supplies.  Though  she  had  faced

darkness and emerged full of light, a voice whispered in her head,  You did this, 

 you did this, you did this. 

That voice often sounded like Weylan Darrow’s icy tones. 

Aelin left gold pieces in her wake—tucked under a mug of watery tea offered

to  her  and  Aedion  on  a  stormy  morning;  dropped  in  the  bread  box  of  a  farmer who’d given them slices and a bit of meat for Lysandra in falcon form; slipped

into the coin drawer of an innkeeper who had offered them a free extra bowl of

stew upon seeing how swiftly they devoured their lunches. 

But  that  gold  didn’t  ease  the  cracking  in  her  heart—that  hideous  voice  that

haunted her waking and dreaming thoughts. 

By the time they reached the ancient port town of Ilium a week later, she’d

stopped leaving gold behind. 

It’d started to feel more like a bribe. Not to her people, who had no inkling

she’d been among them, but to her own conscience. 

The  green  flatlands  eventually  yielded  to  rocky,  arid  coastline  miles  before

the  white-walled  town  rose  between  the  thrashing  turquoise  sea  and  the  broad

mouth of the Florine River snaking inland, all the way to Orynth. The town of

Ilium  was  as  ancient  as  Terrasen  itself,  and  would  likely  have  already  been forgotten  by  traders  and  history  were  it  not  for  the  crumbling  temple  at  the northeastern edge of the city, drawing enough pilgrims to keep it thriving. 

The Temple of the Stone, it was called, had been built around the very rock

where Brannon had first placed his foot upon the continent before sailing up the

Florine to its source at the base of the Staghorns. How the Little Folk had known

how to render the temple for her, she had no idea. 

Ilium’s  stout,  sprawling  temple  had  been  erected  on  a  pale  cliff  with

commanding  views  of  the  storm-worn,  pretty  town  behind  it  and  the  endless

ocean  beyond—so  blue  that  it  reminded  Aelin  of  the  tranquil  waters  of  the

South. 

Waters where Rowan and Dorian should now be headed, if they were lucky. 

Aelin tried not to dwell on that, either. Without the Fae Prince at her side, there

was a horrible, endless silence. 

Almost  as  quiet  as  the  white  walls  of  the  town—and  the  people  inside. 

Hooded  and  armed  to  the  teeth  beneath  their  heavy  cloaks,  Aelin  and  Aedion

rode through the open gates, no more than two cautious pilgrims on their way to

the  temple.  Disguised  for  secrecy—and  for  the  little  fact  that  Ilium  was  now under Adarlanian occupation. 

Lysandra had brought the news that morning after flying ahead, lingering in

human form only long enough to inform them. 

“We should have gone north to Eldrys,” Aedion murmured as they rode past

a  cluster  of  hard-faced  sentries  in  Adarlanian  armor,  the  soldiers  only  glancing their  way  to  note  the  sharp-eyed,  sharper-beaked  falcon  perched  on  Aelin’s

shoulder.  None  marked  the  shield  hidden  amongst  Aedion’s  saddlebags, 

carefully veiled by the folds of his cloak. Or the swords they’d both concealed as

well. Damaris remained where she’d stored it these weeks on the road: strapped

beneath the heavy bags containing the ancient spellbooks she’d  borrowed  from

Dorian’s royal library in Rifthold. “We can still turn around.” 

Aelin  shot  him  a  glare  beneath  the  shadows  of  her  hood.  “If  you  think  for

one  moment  I’m  leaving  this  city  in  Adarlan’s  hands,  you  can  go  to  hell.” 

Lysandra clicked her beak in agreement. 

The Little Folk had not been wrong to send the message to come here, their

rendering  of  the  temple  near-perfect.  Through  whatever  magic  they  possessed, 

they  had  foreseen  the  news  long  before  it  ever  reached  Aelin  on  the  road:

Rifthold  had  indeed  fallen,  its  king  vanished  and  the  city  sacked  by  witches. 

Emboldened by this, and by the rumor that  she  was  not  taking  back  her  throne

but rather running as well, the Lord of Meah, Roland Havilliard’s father and one of  the  most  powerful  lords  in  Adarlan,  had  marched  his  garrison  of  troops  just over the border into Terrasen. And claimed this port for himself. 

“Fifty soldiers are camped here,” Aedion warned her and Lysandra. 

The shifter only puffed out her feathers as if to say,  So? 

His jaw clenched. “Believe me, I want a piece of them, too. But—” 

“I am not hiding in my own kingdom,” Aelin cut in. “And I am not going to

leave without sending a reminder of who this land belongs to.” 

Aedion kept quiet as they rounded a corner, aiming for the small seaside inn

Lysandra had also scouted that morning. On the other side of the city from the

temple. 

The temple the soldiers had the  nerve to use as their barracks. 

“Is this about sending a message to Adarlan, or to Darrow?” Aedion asked at

last. 

“It is about freeing my people, who have dealt with these Adarlanian pieces

of shit for too long,” Aelin snapped, reining her mare in to a halt before the inn

courtyard. Lysandra’s talons dug into her shoulder in silent agreement. Mere feet

beyond  the  weatherworn  courtyard  wall,  the  sea  gleamed  sapphire-bright.  “We

move at nightfall.” 

Aedion remained quiet, his face partially hidden as the inn’s owner scuttled

out  and  they  secured  a  room  for  the  night.  Aelin  let  her  cousin  brood  a  bit, wrangling  her  magic  under  control.  She  hadn’t  released  any  of  it  this  morning, wanting it to be at full force for what they were to do tonight, but the strain now

tugged at her, an itch with no relief, an edge she could not dull. 

Only  when  they  were  ensconced  in  their  tiny,  two-bed  chamber,  Lysandra

perched  on  the  windowsill,  did  Aedion  say,  “Aelin,  you  know  I’ll  help—you

know I want these bastards out of here. But the people of Ilium have lived here

for centuries, aware that in war, they are the first to be attacked.” 

And these soldiers could easily return as soon as they left, he didn’t need to

add. 

Lysandra  pecked  the  window—a  quiet  request.  Aelin  strode  over,  shoved

open the window to let the sea breeze flit in. “Symbols have power, Aedion,” she

said,  watching  the  shifter  fan  her  speckled  wings.  She’d  read  books  and  books on it during that ridiculous competition in Rifthold. 

He  snorted.  “I  know.  Believe  me—I’ve  wielded  them  to  my  advantage  as

often  as  I  can.”  He  patted  the  bone  pommel  of  the  Sword  of  Orynth  for

emphasis. “Come to think of it, I said the same exact thing once to Dorian and

Chaol.” He shook his head at the memory. 

Aelin just leaned against the windowsill. “Ilium used to be the stronghold of

the Mycenians.” 

“The  Mycenians  are  nothing  more  than  a  myth—they  were  banished  three

hundred years ago. If you’re looking for a symbol, they’re fairly outdated—and

divisive.” 

She  knew  that.  The  Mycenians  had  once  ruled  Ilium  not  as  nobility,  but

crime lords. And during some long-ago war, their lethal fleet had been so crucial

in winning that they’d been turned legitimate by whatever king ruled at the time. 

Until they had been exiled centuries later for their refusal to come to Terrasen’s

aid in another war. 

She  met  Lysandra’s  green-eyed  stare  as  the  shifter  lowered  her  wings, 

sufficiently cooled. She’d been distant on the road this week, preferring feathers

or fur to skin. Perhaps because some piece of her heart now rode for Orynth with

Ren  and  Murtaugh.  Aelin  stroked  her  friend’s  silken  head.  “The  Mycenians

abandoned Terrasen so they would not die in a war they did not believe in.” 

“And they disbanded and vanished soon after that, never to be seen again,” 

Aedion countered. “What’s your point? You think liberating Ilium will summon

them again? They’re long gone, Aelin, their sea dragons with them.” 

Indeed,  there  was  no  sign  anywhere  in  this  city  of  the  legendary  fleet  and

warriors who had sailed to wars across distant, violent seas, who had defended

these borders with their own blood spilled upon the waves beyond the windows. 

And the blood of their sea dragons, both allies and weapons. Only when the last

of the dragons had died, heartsick to be banished from Terrasen’s waters, had the

Mycenians  truly  been  lost.  And  only  when  the  sea  dragons  returned  would  the

Mycenians, too, come home. Or so their ancient prophecies claimed. 

Aedion began removing the extra blades hidden in their saddlebags, save for

Damaris,  and  strapped  them  on,  one  by  one.  He  double-checked  that  Rowan’s

knife was securely buckled at his side before he said to Aelin and Lysandra, still

by  the  window,  “I  know  you  two  are  of  the  opinion  that  we  males  are  here  to provide  you  with  a  pretty  view  and  meals,  but  I   am  a  general  of  Terrasen.  We need to find a real army—not spend our time chasing ghosts. If we don’t get a

host  to  the  North  by  mid-fall,  the  winter  storms  will  keep  it  away  by  land  and sea.” 

“If  you’re  so  versed  in  symbols  wielding  such  power,  Aedion,”  she  said, 

“then  you  know  why  Ilium  is  vital.  We  can’t  allow  Adarlan  to  hold  it.  For  a dozen reasons.” She was certain her cousin had already calculated all of them. 

“So take back the town,” Aedion challenged. “But we need to sail by dawn.” 

Her  cousin’s  eyes  narrowed.  “The  temple.  It’s  also  that  they  took  the  temple, isn’t it?” 

“That temple is my birthright,” Aelin said. “I cannot allow that insult to go

unchecked.” She rolled her shoulders. Revealing her plans, explaining herself …

It would take some getting used to. But she’d promised she’d try to be more …

open  about  her  plotting.  And  for  this  matter,  at  least,  she  could  be.  “Both  for Adarlan and for Darrow. Not if I am to one day reclaim my throne.” 

Aedion  considered.  Then  snorted,  a  hint  of  a  smile  on  his  face.  “An

undisputed  queen  of  not  just  blood,  but  also  of  legends.”  His  face  remained

contemplative. “You would be the undisputed queen if you got the kingsflame to

bloom again.” 

“Too  bad  Lysandra  can  only  shift  herself  and  not  things,”  Aelin  muttered. 

Lysandra clicked her beak in agreement, puffing her feathers. 

“They  say  the  kingsflame  bloomed  once  during  Orlon’s  reign,”  Aedion

mused. “Just one blossom, found in Oakwald.” 

“I  know,”  Aelin  said  quietly.  “He  kept  it  pressed  within  glass  on  his  desk.” 

She  still  remembered  that  small  red-and-orange  flower,  so  simple  in  its  make, but so vibrant it had always snatched her breath away. It had bloomed in fields

and across mountains throughout the kingdom the day Brannon set foot on this

continent. And for centuries afterward, if a solitary blossom was ever found, the

current sovereign was deemed blessed, the kingdom truly at peace. 

Before  the  flower  was  found  in  Orlon’s  second  decade  of  kingship,  the  last

one  had  been  spotted  ninety-five  years  earlier.  Aelin  swallowed  hard.  “Did

Adarlan—” 

“Darrow has it,” Aedion said. “It was the only thing of Orlon’s he managed

to grab before the soldiers took the palace.” 

Aelin nodded, her magic flickering in answer. Even the Sword of Orynth had

fallen  into  Adarlan’s  hands—until  Aedion  had  won  it  back.  Yes,  her  cousin

understood  perhaps  more  than  anyone  else  the  power  a  single  symbol  could

wield. How the loss or reclaiming of one could shatter or rally an army, a people. 

Enough—it was  enough destruction and pain inflicted on her kingdom. 

“Come  on,”  she  said  to  Lysandra  and  Aedion,  heading  for  the  door.  “We’d

better eat before we raise hell.” 
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It had been a long while since Dorian had seen so many stars. 

Far behind them, smoke still stained the sky, the plumes illuminated by the

crescent moon overhead. At least the screams had faded miles ago. Along with

the thump of mighty wings. 

Seated behind him in the one-masted skiff, Prince Rowan Whitethorn gazed

over the calm black expanse of the sea. They’d sail south, pushed by the prince’s

own magic, to the Dead Islands. The Fae warrior had gotten them quickly to the

coast,  where  he’d  had  no  qualms  about  stealing  this  boat  while  its  owner  was focused  on  the  panicking  city  to  the  west.  And  all  the  while,  Dorian  had  been silent,  useless.  As  he  had  been  while  his  city  was  destroyed,  his  people

murdered. 

“You should eat,” Rowan said from the other end of the small boat. 

Dorian  glanced  toward  the  sack  of  supplies  Rowan  had  also  stolen.  Bread, 

cheese, apples, dried fish … Dorian’s stomach turned. 

“You  were  impaled  by  a  poisoned  barb,”  Rowan  said,  his  voice  no  louder

than  the  waves  lapping  against  their  boat  as  the  swift  wind  pushed  them  from behind.  “Your  magic  was  drained  keeping  you  alive  and  walking.  You  need  to

eat, or else it won’t replenish.” A pause. “Didn’t Aelin warn you about that?” 

Dorian  swallowed.  “No.  She  didn’t  really  have  the  time  to  teach  me  about

magic.”  He  looked  toward  the  back  of  the  boat,  where  Rowan  sat  with  a  hand braced  on  the  rudder.  The  sight  of  those  pointed  ears  was  still  a  shock,  even months after meeting the male. And that silver hair—

Not like Manon’s hair, which was the pure white of moonlight on snow. 

He  wondered  what  had  become  of  the  Wing  Leader—who  had  killed  for

him, spared him. 

Not spared him. Rescued him. 

He wasn’t a fool. He knew she’d done it for whatever reasons were useful to

her. She was as alien to him as the warrior sitting at the other end of the boat—

more so. 

And yet, that darkness, that violence and stark, honest way of looking at the

world … There would be no secrets with her. No lies. 

“You  need  to  eat  to  keep  up  your  strength,”  Rowan  went  on.  “Your  magic

feeds  on  your  energy—feeds  on   you.  The  more  rested  you  are,  the  greater  the strength. More important, the greater the control. Your power is both part of you

and its own entity. If left to its own devices, it will consume you, wield  you like a  tool.”  A  flash  of  teeth  as  Rowan  smiled.  “A  certain  person  we  know  likes  to siphon  off  her  power,  use  it  on  frivolous  things  to  keep  its  edge  dull.”  Dorian could feel Rowan’s stare pin him like a physical blow. “The choice is yours how

much  you  allow  it  into  your  life,  how  to  use  it—but  go  any  longer  without

mastering it, Majesty, and it will destroy you.” 

A chill went down Dorian’s spine. 

And  maybe  it  was  the  open  ocean,  or  the  endless  stars  above  them,  but

Dorian  said,  “It  wasn’t  enough.  That  day  …  that  day  Sorscha  died,  it  wasn’t enough to save her.” He spread his hands on his lap. “It only wishes to destroy.” 

Silence fell, long enough that Dorian wondered if Rowan had fallen asleep. 

He hadn’t dared ask when the prince himself had last slept; he’d certainly eaten

enough for a starved man. 

“I  was  not  there  to  save  my  mate  when  she  was  murdered,  either,”  Rowan

said at last. 

Dorian straightened. Aelin had told him plenty of the prince’s history, but not

this. He supposed it wasn’t her secret, her sorrow to share. “I’m sorry,” Dorian

said. 

His magic had felt the bond between Aelin and Rowan—the bond that went

deeper than blood, than their magic, and he’d assumed it was just that they were

mates, and hadn’t announced it to anyone. But if Rowan already had a mate, and

had lost her…

Rowan said, “You’re going to hate the world, Dorian. You are going to hate

yourself. You will hate your magic, and you will hate any moment of peace or

happiness.  But  I  had  the  luxury  of  a  kingdom  at  peace  and  no  one  depending upon me. You do not.” 

Rowan  shifted  the  rudder,  adjusting  their  course  farther  out  to  sea  as  the

coastline jutted to meet them, a rising wall of steep cliffs. He’d known they were

traveling swiftly, but they had to be almost halfway to the southern border—and

traveling far faster than he’d realized under the cover of darkness. 

Dorian said at last, “I am the sovereign of a broken kingdom. My people do

not  know  who  rules  them.  And  now  that  I  am  fleeing…”  He  shook  his  head, 

exhaustion  gnawing  on  his  bones.  “Have  I  yielded  my  kingdom  to  Erawan? 

What—what do I even  do from here?” 

The  ship’s  creaking  and  the  rush  of  water  were  the  only  sounds.  “Your

people  will  have  learned  by  now  that  you  were  not  among  the  dead.  It  is  upon you to tell them how to interpret it—if they are to see you as abandoning  them, 

or if they are to see you as a man who is leaving to find help—to save them. You

must make that clear.” 

“By going to the Dead Islands.” 

A nod. “Aelin, unsurprisingly, has a fraught history with the Pirate Lord. You

don’t.  It’s  in  your  best  interest  to  make  him  see  you  as  an  advantageous  ally. 

Aedion  told  me  the  Dead  Islands  were  once  overrun  by  General  Narrok  and

several  of  Erawan’s  forces.  Rolfe  and  his  fleet  fled—and  though  Rolfe  is  now once  more  ruler  of  Skull’s  Bay,  that  disgrace  might  be  your  way  in  with  him. 

Convince him you are not your father’s son—and that you’ll grant Rolfe and his

pirates privileges.” 

“You mean turn them into privateers.” 

“You  have  gold,  we  have  gold.  If  promising  Rolfe  money  and  free  rein  to

loot Erawan’s ships will secure us an armada in the South, we’d be fools to shy

from it.” 

Dorian considered the prince’s words. “I’ve never met a pirate.” 

“You  met  Aelin  when  she  was  still  pretending  to  be  Celaena,”  Rowan  said

drily. “I can promise you Rolfe won’t be much worse.” 

“That’s not reassuring.” 

A huffed laugh. Silence fell between them again. At last, Rowan said, “I’m

sorry—about Sorscha.” 

Dorian shrugged, and hated himself for the gesture, as if it diminished what

Sorscha had meant, how brave she’d been—how special. “You know,” he said, 

“sometimes I wish Chaol were here—to help me. And then sometimes I’m glad

he’s not, so he wouldn’t be at risk again. I’m glad he’s in Antica with Nesryn.” 

He  studied  the  prince,  the  lethal  lines  of  his  body,  the  predatory  stillness  with which  he  sat,  even  as  he  manned  their  boat.  “Could  you—could  you  teach  me

about magic? Not everything, I mean, but … what you can, whenever we can.” 

Rowan considered for a moment, and then said, “I have known many kings

in my life, Dorian Havilliard. And it was a rare man indeed who asked for help

when he needed it, who would put aside pride.” 

Dorian was fairly certain his pride had been shredded under the claws of the

Valg prince. 

“I’ll  teach  you  as  much  as  I  can  before  we  arrive  in  Skull’s  Bay,”  Rowan

said.  “We  may  find  someone  there  who  escaped  the  butchers—someone  to instruct you more than I can.” 

“You taught Aelin.” 

Again,  silence.  Then,  “Aelin  is  my  heart.  I  taught  her  what  I  knew,  and  it worked because our magics understood each other deep down—just as our souls

did.  You  are  …  different.  Your  magic  is  something  I  have  rarely  encountered. 

You  need  someone  who  grasps  it,  or  at  least  how  to  train  you  in  it.  But  I  can teach  you  control;  I  can  teach  you  about  spiraling  down  into  your  power,  and taking care of yourself.” 

Dorian nodded his thanks. “The first time you met Aelin, did you know … ?” 

A  snort.  “No.  Gods,  no.  We  wanted  to  kill  each  other.”  The  amusement

flickered. “She was … in a very dark place. We both were. But we led each other

out of it. Found a way—together.” 

For a heartbeat, Dorian could only stare. As if reading his mind, Rowan said, 

“You will find your way, too, Dorian. You’ll find your way out.” 

He didn’t have the right words to convey what was in his heart, so he sighed

up at the starry, endless sky. “To Skull’s Bay, then.” 

Rowan’s smile was a slash of white in the darkness. “To Skull’s Bay.” 

[image: Image 1031]

[image: Image 1032]

14

Clothed in battle-black from head to toe, Aedion Ashryver kept to the shadows

of  the  street  across  from  the  temple  and  watched  his  cousin  scale  the  building beside him. 

They’d already secured passage on a ship for tomorrow morning, along with

another  messenger  ship  to  sail  to  Wendlyn,  bearing  letters  beseeching  the

Ashryvers for aid and signed by both Aelin and Aedion himself. Because what

they’d learned today…

He’d  been  to  Ilium  enough  times  over  the  past  decade  to  know  his  way

around.  Usually,  he  and  his  Bane  had  camped  outside  the  town  walls  and

enjoyed  themselves  so  thoroughly  at  the  taverns  that  he’d  wound  up  puking  in his own helmet the next morning. A far cry from the stunned silence as he and

Aelin had walked down the pale, dusty streets, disguised and unsociable. 

In  all  those  visits  to  the  town,  he’d  never  imagined  traversing  these  streets with his queen—or that her face would be so grave as she took in the frightened, 

unhappy people, the scars of war. 

No  flowers  thrown  in  their  path,  no  trumpets  singing  their  return.  Just  the

crash  of  the  sea,  the  howl  of  the  wind,  and  the  beating  sun  overhead.  And  the rage rippling off Aelin at the sight of the soldiers stationed around the town…

All  strangers  were  watched  enough  that  they’d  had  to  be  careful  about

securing their ship. To the town, the world, they’d be boarding the  Summer Lady

at midmorning, heading north to Suria. But they would instead be sneaking onto

the  Wind-Singer just before sunrise to sail south come dawn. They’d paid in gold for the captain’s silence. 

And for his information. They had been about to leave the man’s cabin when

he’d said, “My brother is a merchant. He specializes in goods from distant lands. 

He brought me news last week that ships were spotted rallying along the western

coast of the Fae territory.” 

Aelin  had  asked,  “To  sail  here?”  at  the  same  time  Aedion  had  demanded, 

“How many ships?” 

“Fifty—all warships,” the captain had said, looking them over carefully. No

doubt assuming they were agents of one of the many crowns at play in this war. 

“An  army  of  Fae  warriors  camped  on  the  beach  beyond.  They  seemed  to  be

waiting for the order to sail.” 

The  news  would  likely  spread  fast.  Panic  the  people.  Aedion  had  made  a

note  to  send  warning  to  his  Second  to  brace  the  Bane  for  it—and  counter  any wild rumors. 

Aelin’s  face  had  gone  a  bit  bloodless,  and  he’d  braced  a  steadying  hand

between her shoulder blades. But she had only stood straighter at his touch and

asked the captain, “Did your brother get the sense that Queen Maeve has allied

with Morath, or that she is coming to assist Terrasen?” 

“Neither,”  the  captain  had  cut  in.  “He  was  only  sailing  past,  though  if  the armada was out like that, I doubt it was secret. We know nothing else—perhaps

the ships were for another war.” 

His  queen’s  face  yielded  nothing  in  the  dimness  of  her  hood.  Aedion  made

his do the same. 

Except her face had remained like that the entire walk back, and in the hours

since,  when  they’d  honed  their  weapons  and  then  slipped  back  onto  the  streets under cover of darkness. If Maeve was indeed rallying an army to stand against

them…

Aelin paused atop the roof, Goldryn’s bright hilt wrapped in cloth to hide its

gleaming,  and  Aedion  glanced  between  her  shadowy  figure  and  the  Adarlan

watch patrolling the temple walls mere feet below. 

But his cousin turned her head toward the nearby ocean, as if she could see

all  the  way  to  Maeve  and  her  awaiting  fleet.  If  the  immortal  bitch  allied  with Morath  …  Surely  Maeve  would  not  be  so  stupid.  Perhaps  the  two  dark  rulers

would destroy each other in their bid for power. And likely destroy this continent

in the process. 

But a Dark King and a Dark Queen united against the Fire-Bringer…

They  had  to  act  quickly.  Cut  off  one  snake’s  head  before  dealing  with  the

other. 

Cloth on skin hissed, and Aedion glanced at where Lysandra waited behind

him,  on  the  lookout  for  Aelin’s  signal.  She  was  in  her  traveling  clothes—a  bit worn  and  dirty.  She’d  been  reading  an  ancient-looking  book  all  afternoon. 

 Forgotten Creatures of the Deep or whatever it had been called. A smile tugged

at his lips as he wondered whether she’d borrowed or stolen the title. 

The  lady  looked  to  where  Aelin  still  stood  on  the  roof,  no  more  than  a

shadow. Lysandra cleared her throat a bit and said too softly for anyone to hear, 

either  the  queen  or  the  soldiers  across  the  street,  “She’s  accepted  Darrow’s decree too calmly.” 

“I’d hardly call any of this calm.” But he knew what the shifter meant. Since

Rowan had gone, since word of Rifthold’s fall had arrived, Aelin had been half

present. Distant. 

Lysandra’s pale green eyes pinned him to the spot. “It’s the calm before the

storm, Aedion.” 

Every one of his predatory instincts perked. 

Lysandra’s eyes again drifted to Aelin’s lithe figure. “A storm is coming. A

great storm.” 

Not  the  forces  lurking  in  Morath,  not  Darrow  plotting  in  Orynth  or  Maeve

assembling her armada—but the woman on that roof, hands braced on the edge

as she crouched down. 

“You’re  not  frightened  of  …  ?”  He  couldn’t  say  the  rest.  He’d  somehow

grown accustomed to having the shifter guard Aelin’s back—had found the idea

mighty appealing. Rowan at her right, Aedion at her left, Lysandra at her back:

nothing and no one would get to their queen. 

“No—no,  never,”  Lysandra  said.  Something  eased  in  his  chest.  “But  the

more  I  think  about  it,  the  more  …  the  more  it  seems  like  this  was  all  planned, laid out long ago. Erawan had decades before Aelin was born to strike—decades

during which no one with her powers, or Dorian’s powers, existed to challenge

him. Yet, as fate or fortune would have it, he moves now. At a time when a Fire-

Bringer walks the earth.” 

“What are you getting at?” He’d considered all this before, during those long

watches  on  the  road.  It  was  all  horrifying,  impossible,  but—so  much  of  their lives defied logic or normalcy. The shifter next to him proved that. 

“Morath  is  unleashing  its  horrors,”  Lysandra  said.  “Maeve  stirs  across  the

sea.  Two  goddesses  walk  hand  in  hand  with  Aelin.  More  than  that,  Mala  and

Deanna  have  watched  over  her  the  entirety  of  her  life.  But  perhaps  it  wasn’t watching.  Perhaps  it  was  …  shaping.  So  they  might  one  day  unleash  her,  too. 

And I wonder if the gods have weighed the costs of that storm. And deemed the

casualties worth it.” 

A chill snaked down his spine. 

Lysandra  went  on,  so  quietly  that  Aedion  wondered  if  she  feared  not  the

queen  hearing,  but  those  gods.  “We  have  yet  to  see  the  full  extent  of  Erawan’s darkness. And I think we have yet to see the full extent of Aelin’s fire.” 

“She’s  not  some  unwitting  pawn.”  He’d  defy  the  gods,  find  a  way  to

slaughter  them,  if  they  threatened  Aelin,  if  they  deemed  these  lands  a  worthy sacrifice to defeat the Dark King. 

“Is it really  that hard for you to just agree with me for once?” 

“I never  disagree.” 

“You  always  have  an  answer  to  everything.”  She  shook  her  head.  “It’s

insufferable.” 

Aedion grinned. “Good to know I’m finally getting under your skin. Or is it

skins?” 

That staggeringly beautiful face turned positively wicked. “Careful, Aedion. 

I bite.” 

Aedion  leaned  in  a  bit  closer.  He  knew  there  were  lines  with  Lysandra—

knew there were boundaries he wouldn’t cross, wouldn’t push at. Not after what

she’d  endured  since  childhood,  not  after  she’d  regained  her  freedom.  Not  after what he’d been through, too. 

Even  if  he  hadn’t  yet  told  Aelin  about  it.  How  could  he?  How  could  he

explain what had been done to him, what he’d been forced to do in those early

years of conquest? 

But flirting with Lysandra was harmless—for both him and the shifter. And

gods,  it  was  good  to  talk  to  her  for  more  than  a  minute  between  forms.  So  he snapped  his  teeth  at  her  and  said,  “Good  thing  I  know  how  to  make  women

purr.” 

She  laughed  softly,  but  the  sound  died  as  she  looked  toward  their  queen

again,  the  sea  breeze  shifting  her  dark  silken  hair.  “Any  minute  now,”  she

warned him. 

Aedion  didn’t  give  a  shit  what  Darrow  thought,  what  he  sneered  about. 

Lysandra  had  saved  his  life—had  fought  for  their  queen  and  put  everything  on the line, including her ward, to rescue him from execution and reunite him with

Aelin.  He’d  seen  how  often  the  shifter’s  eyes  had  darted  behind  them  the  first few  days—as  if  she  could  see  Evangeline  with  Murtaugh  and  Ren.  He  knew

even now part of her remained with the girl, just as part of Aelin remained with

Rowan. He wondered if he’d ever feel it—that degree of love. 

For Aelin, yes—but … it was a part of him, as his limbs were a part of him. 

It  had  never  been  a  choice,  as  Lysandra’s  selflessness  with  that  little  girl  had been,  as  Rowan  and  Aelin  had  chosen  each  other.  Perhaps  it  was  stupid  to

consider, given what he’d been trained to do and what awaited them in Morath, 

but  …  He’d  never  tell  her  this  in  a  thousand  years,  but  looking  at  Aelin  and Rowan, he sometimes envied them. 

He  didn’t  even  want  to  think  about  what  else  Darrow  had  implied—that  a union  between  Wendlyn  and  Terrasen   had  been  attempted  over  ten  years  ago, with  marriage  between  him  and  Aelin  the  asking  price,  only  to  be  rejected  by their kin across the sea. 

He  loved  his  cousin,  but  the  thought  of  touching  her  like  that  made  his

stomach turn. He had a feeling she returned the sentiment. 

She hadn’t shown him the letter she’d written to Wendlyn. It hadn’t occurred

to him until now to ask to see it. Aedion stared up at the lone figure before the

vast, dark sea. 

And realized he didn’t want to know. 

He was a general, a warrior honed by blood and rage and loss; he had seen

and done things that still drew him from his sleep, night after night, but … He

did not want to know. Not yet. 

Lysandra said, “We should leave before dawn. I don’t like the smell of this

place.” 

He  inclined  his  head  toward  the  fifty  soldiers  camped  inside  the  temple

walls. “Obviously.” 

But  before  she  could  speak,  blue  flames  sparked  at  Aelin’s  fingertips.  The

signal. 

Lysandra shifted into a ghost leopard, and Aedion faded into the shadows as

she loosed a roar that set the nearby homes tumbling awake. People spilled out

of their doors just as the soldiers threw open the gates to the temple to see what

the commotion was about. 

Aelin was off the roof in a few nimble maneuvers, landing with feline grace

as the soldiers shoved into the street, weapons out and eyes wide. 

Those  eyes  grew  wider  as  Lysandra  slunk  up  beside  Aelin,  snarling.  As

Aedion  fell  into  step  on  her  other  side.  Together,  they  pulled  off  their  hoods. 

Someone gasped behind them. 

Not at their golden hair, their faces. But at the hand wreathed in blue flame

as  Aelin  lifted  it  above  her  head  and  said  to  the  soldiers  pointing  crossbows  at them, “Get the hell out of my temple.” 

The soldiers blinked. One of the townsfolk behind them began weeping as a

crown  of  fire  appeared  atop  Aelin’s  hair.  As  the  cloth  smothering  Goldryn

burned away and the ruby glowed bloodred. 

Aedion  smiled  at  the  Adarlanian  bastards,  unhooked  his  shield  from  across

his back, and said, “My lady gives you a choice: leave now … or never leave at

all.” 

The  soldiers  exchanged  glances.  The  flame  around  Aelin’s  head  burned brighter, a beacon in the dark.  Symbols have power indeed. 

There  she  was,  crowned  in  flame,  a  bastion  against  the  gathered  night.  So

Aedion  drew  the  Sword  of  Orynth  from  its  sheath  along  his  spine.  Someone

cried out at the sight of that ancient, mighty blade. 

More  and  more  soldiers  filled  the  open  temple  courtyard  beyond  the  gate. 

And some dropped their weapons outright, lifting their hands. Backing away. 

“You  bleeding  cowards,”  a  soldier  snarled,  shoving  to  the  front.  A

commander,  from  the  decorations  on  his  red-and-gold  uniform.  Human.  No

black  rings  on  any  of  them.  His  lip  curled  as  he  beheld  Aedion,  the  shield  and sword he held angled and ready for bloodletting. “The Wolf of the North.” The

sneer deepened. “And the fire-breathing bitch herself.” 

Aelin,  to  her  credit,  only  looked  bored.  And  she  said  one  last  time  to  the human  soldiers  gathered  there,  shifting  on  their  feet,  “Live  or  die;  it’s  your choice. But make it now.” 

“Don’t  listen  to  the  bitch,”  the  commander  snapped.  “Simple  parlor  tricks, 

Lord Meah said.” 

But five more soldiers dropped their weapons and ran. Outright sprinted into

the streets. “Anyone else?” Aelin asked softly. 

Thirty-five  soldiers  remained,  weapons  out,  faces  hard.  Aedion  had  fought

against  and  alongside  such  men.  Aelin  looked  to  him  in  question.  Aedion

nodded. The commander had his claws in them—they would only retreat when

the man did. 

“Come on, then. Let’s see what you have to offer,” the commander taunted. 

“I’ve got a lovely farmer’s daughter I want to finish—” 

As if she were blowing out a candle, Aelin exhaled a breath toward the man. 

First  the  commander  went  quiet.  As  if  every  thought,  every  feeling  had

halted. Then his body seemed to stiffen, like he’d been turned to stone. 

And for a heartbeat, Aedion thought the man  had been turned to stone as his

skin, his Adarlanian uniform, turned varying shades of gray. 

But as the sea breeze brushed past, and the man simply  fell apart into nothing

but ashes, Aedion realized with no small amount of shock what she had done. 

She’d burned him alive. From the inside out. Someone screamed. 

Aelin merely said, “I warned you.” A few soldiers now bolted. 

But  most  held  their  ground,  hate  and  disgust  shining  in  their  eyes  at  the

magic, at his queen—at him. 

And Aedion smiled like the wolf he was as he lifted the Sword of Orynth and
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unleashed himself upon the line of soldiers raising weapons on the left, Lysandra

lunging to the right with a guttural snarl, and Aelin rained down flames of gold

and ruby upon the world. 

They took back the temple in twenty minutes. 

It  was  only  ten  before  they  had  control  of  it,  the  soldiers  either  dead  or,  if they’d surrendered, hauled to the town dungeon by the men and women who had

joined  the  fight.  The  other  ten  minutes  were  spent  scouring  the  place  for  any ambushers. But they found only their trappings and refuse, and the sight of the

temple in such disrepair, the sacred walls carved with the names of Adarlanian

brutes,  the  ancient  urns  of  never-ending  fire  extinguished  or  used  for  chamber pots…

Aelin  had  let  them  all  see  when  she  sent  a  razing  fire  through  the  place, 

gobbling up any trace of those soldiers, removing years of dirt and dust and gull

droppings  to  reveal  the  glorious,  ancient  carvings  beneath,  etched  into  every

pillar and step and wall. 

The temple complex comprised three buildings around a massive courtyard:

the archives, the residence for the long-dead priestesses, and the temple proper, 

where the ancient Rock was held. It was in the archives, the most defensible area

by far, that she left Aedion and Lysandra to find anything suitable for bedding, a

wall of flame now encompassing the entire site. 

Aedion’s  eyes  still  shone  with  the  thrill  of  battle  when  she  claimed  she

wanted a moment alone by the Rock. He’d fought beautifully—and she’d made

sure to leave some men alive for him to take down. She was not the only symbol

here tonight, not the only one watched. 

And  as  for  the  shifter  who  had  ripped  into  those  soldiers  with  such  feral

savagery … Aelin left her again in falcon form, perched on a rotting beam in the

cavernous  archives,  staring  at  the  enormous  rendering  of  a  sea  dragon  carved

into the floor, at last revealed by that razing fire. One of many similar carvings

throughout, the heritage of a people long since exiled. 

From every space inside the temple, the crashing of waves on the shore far

below whispered or roared. There was nothing to absorb the sound, to soften it. 

Great, sprawling rooms and courtyards where there should have been altars and

statues and gardens of reflection were wholly empty, the smoke of her fire still

lingering. 

Good. Fire could destroy—but also cleanse. 

She  crept  across  the  darkened  temple-complex  grounds  to  where  the

innermost,  holiest  of  sanctuaries  sprawled  to  the  lip  of  the  sea.  Golden  light leaked  onto  the  rocky  ground  before  the  inner  sanctum’s  steps—light  from  the

now-eternally-burning vats of flame to honor Brannon’s gift. 

Still  clothed  in  black,  Aelin  was  little  more  than  a  shadow  as  she  dimmed

those fires to sleepy, murmuring embers and entered the heart of the temple. 

A  great  sea  wall  had  been  built  to  push  back  the  wrath  of  storms  from  the stone itself, but even then, the space was damp, the air thick with brine. 

Aelin cleared the massive antechamber and strode between the two fat pillars

that  framed  the  inner  sanctuary.  At  its  far  end,  open  to  the  wrath  of  the  sea beyond, arose the massive black Rock. 

It was smooth as glass, no doubt from the reverent hands that had touched it

over  the  millennia,  and  perhaps  as  big  as  a  farmer’s  market  wagon.  It  jutted upward,  overhanging  the  sea,  and  starlight  bounced  off  its  pocked  surface  as

Aelin extinguished every flame but the sole white candle fluttering in the center

of the Rock. 

The  temple  carvings  revealed  no  Wyrdmarks  or  further  messages  from  the

Little Folk. Just swirls and stags. 

She’d have to do this the old-fashioned way, then. 

Aelin mounted the small stairs that allowed pilgrims to gaze upon the sacred

Rock—then stepped onto it. 
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The sea seemed to pause. 

Aelin tugged the Wyrdkey from her jacket, letting it rest between her breasts

as  she  took  a  seat  on  the  overhanging  lip  of  the  stone  and  peered  out  into  the night-veiled sea. 

And waited. 

The  sliver  of  crescent  moon  was  beginning  to  descend  when  a  deep  male

voice said behind her, “You look younger than I thought.” 

Aelin  stared  at  the  sea,  even  as  her  stomach  tightened.  “But  just  as  good-

looking, right?” 

She did not hear any footsteps, but the voice was definitely closer as he said, 

“At least my daughter was right about your humility.” 

“Funny, she never implied you had a sense of humor.” 

A  whisper  of  wind  to  her  right,  then  long,  muscled  legs  beneath  ancient

armor  appeared  beside  hers,  sandaled  feet  dangling  into  the  surf.  She  finally dared to turn her head, finding that armor continued to a powerful male body and

a  broad-boned,  handsome  face.  He  might  have  fooled  anyone  into  thinking  he

was  flesh  and  blood—were  it  not  for  the  pale  glimmer  of  blue  light  along  his edges. 

Aelin bowed her head slightly to Brannon. 

A half smile was his only acknowledgment, his red-gold hair shifting in the

moonlight. “A brutal but efficient battle,” he said. 

She shrugged. “I was told to come to this temple. I found it occupied. So I

unoccupied it. You’re welcome.” 

His lips twitched toward a smile. “I cannot stay long.” 

“But  you’re  going  to  manage  to  cram  in  as  many  cryptic  warnings  as  you

can, right?” 

Brannon’s brows rose, his brandy-colored eyes crinkling with amusement. “I

had my friends send you a message to come for a reason, you know.” 

“Oh,  I’m  sure  of  it.”  She  wouldn’t  have  risked  reclaiming  the  temple

otherwise.  “But  first  tell  me  about  Maeve.”  She’d  had  enough  of  waiting  until

 they  dumped  their  message  into  her  lap.  She  had  her  own  gods-damned questions. 

Brannon’s mouth tightened. “Specify what you need to know.” 

“Can she be killed?” 

The king’s head whipped toward her. “She is old, Heir of Terrasen. She was

old when I was a child. Her plans are far-reaching—” 

“I know, I know. But will she die if I shove a blade into her heart? Cut off her

head?” 

A pause. “I don’t know.” 

“What?” 

Brannon shook his head. “I don’t know. All Fae may be killed, yet she has

outlived  even  our  extended  life  spans,  and  her  power  …  no  one  really

understands her power.” 

“But you journeyed with her to get the keys back—” 

“I do not know. But she long feared my flame. And yours.” 

“She’s not Valg, is she?” 

A low laugh. “No. As cold as one, but no.” Brannon’s edges began to blur a

bit. 

But he saw the question in her eyes and nodded for her to go on. 

Aelin  swallowed,  her  jaw  clenching  a  bit  as  she  forced  out  a  breath.  “Does

the power ever get easier to handle?” 

Brannon’s  gaze  softened  a  fraction.  “Yes  and  no.  How  it  impacts  your

relationships with those around you becomes harder than managing the power—

yet is tied to it as well. Magic is no easy gift in any form, yet fire … We burn not

just  within  our  magic,  but  also  in  our  very  souls.  For  better  or  worse.”  His attention flicked to Goldryn, peeking over her shoulder, and he laughed in quiet

surprise. “Is the beast in the cave dead?” 

“No, but he told me that he misses you and you should pay him a visit. He’s

lonely out there.” 

Brannon chuckled again. “We would have had fun together, you and I.” 

“I’m  starting  to  wish  they’d  sent  you  to  deal  with  me  instead  of  your

daughter. The sense of humor must skip a generation.” 

Perhaps  it  was  the  wrong  thing  to  say.  For  that  sense  of  humor  instantly

faded  from  that  beautiful  tan  face,  those  brandy  eyes  going  cold  and  hard. 

Brannon gripped her hand, but his fingers went through hers—right down to the

stone  itself.  “The  Lock,  Heir  of  Terrasen.  I  summoned  you  here  for  it.  In  the Stone Marshes, there lies a sunken city—the Lock is hidden there. It is needed to

bind the keys back into the broken Wyrdgate. It is the  only way to get them back into that gate and seal it permanently. My daughter begs you—” 

“What Lock—” 

“Find the Lock.” 

“Where in the Stone Marshes? It’s not exactly a small—” 

Brannon was gone. 

Aelin  scowled  and  shoved  the  Amulet  of  Orynth  back  into  her  shirt.  “Of

course there’s a gods-damned lock,” she muttered. 

She groaned a bit as she eased to her feet, and frowned at the night-dark sea

crashing mere yards away. At the ancient queen across it, readying her armada. 

Aelin stuck out her tongue. 

“Well, if Maeve wasn’t already poised to attack, that’ll certainly set her off,” 

Aedion drawled from the shadows of a nearby pillar. 

Aelin stiffened, hissing. 

Her  cousin  grinned  at  her,  his  teeth  moon  white.  “You  think  I  didn’t  know

you  had  something  else  up  your  sleeve  for  why  we  took  back  this  temple?  Or that this spring in Rifthold taught me nothing about your tendency to be planning

a few things at once?” 

She  rolled  her  eyes,  stepping  off  the  sacred  stone  and  stomping  down  the

stairs. “I assume you heard everything.” 

“Brannon even winked at me before he vanished.” 

She clenched her jaw. 

Aedion  leaned  his  shoulder  against  the  carved  pillar.  “A  Lock,  eh?  And

when, precisely, were you going to inform us about this new shift in direction?” 

She stalked up to him. “When I rutting felt like it, that’s when. And it’s not a

shift  in  direction—not  yet.  Allies  remain  our  goal,  not  cryptic  commands  from dead royals.” 

Aedion just smiled. A ripple in the murky shadows of the temple snagged her

attention, and Aelin heaved a sigh. “You two are honestly insufferable.” 

Lysandra flapped onto the top of a nearby statue and clicked her beak rather

saucily. 

Aedion  slid  an  arm  around  Aelin’s  shoulders,  guiding  her  back  toward  the

ramshackle  residence  within  the  compound.  “New  court,  new  traditions,  you

said. Even for  you.  Starting  with  fewer  schemes  and  secrets  that  take  years  off my life every time you do a grand reveal. Though I certainly enjoyed that new

trick with the ash. Very artistic.” 

Aelin jabbed him in the side. “Do  not—” 
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The  words  halted  as  footsteps  crunched  on  the  dry  earth  from  the  nearby

courtyard. The wind drifted by, carrying a scent they knew too well. 

Valg. A powerful one, if he’d walked through her wall of flame. 

Aelin  drew  Goldryn  as  Aedion’s  own  blade  whined  softly,  the  Sword  of

Orynth  gleaming  like  freshly  forged  steel  in  the  moonlight.  Lysandra  remained

aloft, ducking deeper into the shadows. 

“Sold out or shit-poor luck?” Aedion murmured. 

“Likely  both,”  Aelin  muttered  back  as  the  figure  appeared  through  two

pillars. 

He was stocky, slightly overweight—not at all the impossible beauty that the

Valg  princes  preferred  when  inhabiting  a  human  body.  But  the  inhuman  reek, 

even with that collar on his wide neck … So much stronger than usual. 

Of course, Brannon couldn’t have been bothered to warn her. 

The Valg stepped into the light of the sacred braziers. 

The thoughts eddied from her head as she saw his face. 

And Aelin knew  that Aedion had  been right: her  actions tonight   had  sent  a

message.  An  outright  declaration  of  her  location.  Erawan  had  been  waiting  for this meeting far longer than a few hours. And the Valg king knew both sides of

her history. 

For it was the Chief Overseer of Endovier who now grinned at them. 

She still dreamt of him. 

Of that ruddy, common face leering at her, at the other women in Endovier. 

Of his laughter when she was stripped to the waist and whipped in the open, then

left to hang from her shackles in the bitter cold or blazing sun. Of his smile as

she was shoved into those lightless pits; the grin still stretching wide when they

removed her from them days or weeks later. 

Goldryn’s  hilt  became  slimy  in  her  hand.  Flame  instantly  burned  along  the

fingers  of  her  other.  She  cursed  Lorcan  for  stealing  back  the  golden  ring,  for taking away that one bit of immunity, of redemption. 

Aedion was glancing between them, reading the recognition in her eyes. 

The Overseer of Endovier sneered at her, “Aren’t you going to introduce us, 

slave?” 

The  utter  stillness  that  crept  over  her  cousin’s  face  told  her  enough  about

what he’d pieced together—along with the glance at the faint scars on her wrists

where shackles had been. 

Aedion slid a step between them, no doubt reading every sound and shadow

and scent to see if the man was alone, estimating how hard and long they’d have

to fight their way out of here. Lysandra flapped to another pillar, poised to shift

and pounce at a single word. 

Aelin tried to rally the swagger that had shielded and bluffed her way out of

everything.  But  all  she  saw  was  the  man  dragging  those  women  behind  the

buildings; all she heard was the slam of that iron grate over her lightless pit; all

she smelled were the salt and the blood and the unwashed bodies; all she felt was

the burning, wet slide of blood down her ravaged back—

 I will not be afraid; I will not be afraid—

“Have they run out of pretty boys in the kingdoms for you to wear?” Aedion

drawled, buying them time to figure out the odds. 

“Come  a  bit  closer,”  the  overseer  smirked,  “and  we’ll  see  if  you  make  a

better fit, General.” 

Aedion  let  out  a  low  chuckle,  the  Sword  of  Orynth  lifting  a  bit  higher.  “I don’t think you’d walk away from it.” 

And  it  was  the  sight  of  that  blade,  her  father’s  blade,  the  blade  of  her

people…

Aelin  lifted  her  chin,  and  the  flames  encircling  her  left  hand  flickered

brighter. 

The  overseer’s  watery  blue  eyes  slid  to  hers,  narrowing  with  amusement. 

“Too bad you didn’t have that little gift when I put you in those pits. Or when I

painted the earth with your blood.” 

A low snarl was Aedion’s answer. 

But  Aelin  made  herself  smile.  “It’s  late.  I  just  trounced  your  soldiers.  Let’s get this chat out of the way so I can have some rest.” 

The  overseer’s  lip  curled.  “You’ll  learn  proper  manners  soon  enough,  girl. 

All of you will.” 

The amulet between her breasts seemed to grumble, a flicker of raw, ancient

power. 

Aelin  ignored  it,  shutting  out  any  thought  of  it.  If  the  Valg,  if  Erawan,  got one whiff that she possessed what he so desperately sought—

The overseer again opened his mouth. She attacked. 

Fire  blasted  him  into  the  nearest  wall,  surging  down  his  throat,  through  his ears, up his nose. Flame that did not burn, flame that was mere light, blindingly

white—

The  overseer  roared,  thrashing  as  her  magic  swept  into  him,  melded  with him. 

But  there  was  nothing  inside  to  grab  on  to.  No  darkness  to  burn  out,  no

remaining ember to breathe life into. Only—

Aelin reeled back, magic vanishing and knees buckling as if struck. Her head

gave a throb, and nausea roiled in her gut. She knew that feeling—that taste. 

Iron. As if the man’s core was made of it. And that oily, hideous aftertaste …

Wyrdstone. 

The demon inside the overseer let out a choked laugh. “What are collars and

rings  compared  to  a  solid  heart?  A  heart  of  iron  and  Wyrdstone,  to  replace  the coward’s heart beating within.” 

“Why,” she breathed. 

“I  was  planted  here  to  demonstrate  what  is  waiting  should  you  and  your

court visit Morath.” 

Aelin  slammed  her  fire  into  him,  scouring  his  insides,  striking  that  core  of pure darkness inside.  Again, again, again.  The overseer kept  roaring, but Aelin

kept attacking, until—

She vomited all over the stones between them. Aedion hauled her upright. 

Aelin lifted her head. She’d burned off his clothes, but not touched the skin. 

And  there—pulsing  against  his  ribs  as  if  it  were  a  fist  punching  through—

was his heart. 

It slammed into his skin, stretching bone and flesh. 

Aelin flinched back. Aedion threw a hand in her path as the overseer arched

in agony, his mouth open in a silent scream. 

Lysandra  flapped  down  from  the  rafters,  shifting  into  leopard  form  at  their

side and snarling. 

Again,  that  fist  struck  from  inside.  And  then  bones  snapped,  punching

outward, ripping through muscle and skin as if his chest cavity were the petals of

a blooming flower. There was nothing inside. No blood, no organs. 

Only  a  mighty,  ageless  darkness—and  two  flickering  golden  embers  at  its

core. 

Not  embers.  Eyes.  Simmering  with  ancient  malice.  They  narrowed  in

acknowledgment and pleasure. 

It took every ounce of her fire to steel her spine, to tilt her head at a jaunty

angle and drawl, “At least you know how to make a good entrance, Erawan.” 

[image: Image 1037]

[image: Image 1038]

16

The  overseer  spoke,  but  the  voice  was  not  his.  And  the  voice  was  not

Perrington’s. 

It was a new voice, an old voice, a voice from a different world and lifetime, 

a voice that fed on screams and blood and pain. Her magic thrashed against the

sound, and even Aedion swore softly, still trying to herd her behind him. 

But  Aelin  stood  fast  against  the  darkness  peering  at  them  from  the  man’s

cracked  chest.  And  she  knew  that  even  if  his  body  hadn’t  been  irreparably

broken, there was nothing left inside him to save anyway. Nothing worth saving

to begin with. 

She  flexed  her  fingers  at  her  sides,  rallying  her  magic  against  the  darkness that coiled and swirled inside the man’s shattered chest. 

Erawan said, “I would think gratitude is in order, Heir of Brannon.” 

She flicked her brows up, tasting smoke in her mouth.  Easy, she murmured

to  her  magic.  Careful—she’d  have  to  be  so  careful  he  did  not  see  the  amulet around  her  neck,  sense  the  presence  of  the  final  Wyrdkey  inside.  With  the  first two already in his possession, if Erawan suspected that the third key was in this

temple,  and  that  his  utter  dominance  over  this  land  and  all  others  was  close enough to grab … She had to keep him distracted. 

So Aelin snorted. “Why should I thank you, exactly?” 

The  embers  of  eyes  slid  upward,  as  if  surveying  the  hollow  body  of  the

overseer. “For this small warning present. For ridding the world of one more bit

of vermin.” 

 And  for  making  you  realize  how  fruitless  standing  against  me  will  be,  that voice whispered right into her skull. 

She slammed fire outward in a blind maneuver, stumbling back into Aedion

at  the  caress  in  that  hideous,  beautiful  voice.  From  her  cousin’s  pale  face,  she knew he’d heard it, too, felt its violating touch. 

Erawan chuckled. “I’m surprised you tried to save him first. Given what he

did to you at Endovier. My prince could scarcely stand to be inside his mind, it

was  already  so  vile.  Do  you  find  pleasure  in  deciding  who  shall  be  saved  and

who is beyond it? So easy, to become a little, burning god.” 

Nausea, true and cold, struck her. 

But  it  was  Aedion  who  smirked,  “I’d  think  you’d  have  better  things  to  do, 

Erawan, than taunt us in the dead hours of the morning. Or is this all just a way

to make yourself feel better about Dorian Havilliard slipping through your nets?” 

The darkness hissed. Aedion squeezed her shoulder in silent warning. End it

now.  Before  Erawan  might  strike.  Before  he  could  sense  that  the  Wyrdkey  he

sought was mere feet away. 

So  Aelin  inclined  her  head  to  the  force  staring  at  them  through  flesh  and

bone. “I suggest you rest and gather your strength, Erawan,” she purred, winking

at him with every shred of bravado left in her. “You’re going to need it.” 

A low laugh as flames started to flicker in her eyes, heating her blood with

welcome, delicious warmth. “Indeed. Especially considering the plans I have for

the would-be King of Adarlan.” 

Aelin’s heart stopped. 

“Perhaps  you  should  have  told  your  lover  to  disguise  himself  before  he

snatched Dorian Havilliard out of Rifthold.” Those eyes narrowed to slits. “What

was his name … Oh, yes,” Erawan breathed, as if someone had whispered it to

him. “Prince Rowan Whitethorn of Doranelle. What a prize he shall be.” 

Aelin plummeted down into fire and darkness, refusing to yield one inch to

the terror creeping over her. 

Erawan crooned, “My hunters are already tracking them. And I am going to

hurt  them,  Aelin  Galathynius.  I  am  going  to  hone  them  into  my  most  loyal

generals. Starting with your Fae Prince—” 

A  battering  ram  of  hottest  blue  slammed  into  that  pit  in  the  man’s  chest

cavity, into those burning eyes. 

Aelin kept her magic focused on that chest, on the bones and flesh melting

away,  leaving  only  that  heart  of  iron  and  Wyrdstone  untouched.  Her  magic

flowed around it like a stream surging past a rock, burning his body, that  thing

inside him—

“Don’t bother saving any part of him,” Aedion snarled softly. 

Her  magic  roaring  out  of  her,  Aelin  glanced  over  a  shoulder.  Lysandra  was

now in human form beside Aedion, teeth gritted at the overseer—

The look cost her. 

She heard Aedion’s shout before she felt Erawan’s punch of darkness crash

into her chest. 

Felt  the  air  snap  against  her  as  she  was  hurled  back,  felt  her  body  bark

against  the  stone  wall  before  the  agony  of  that  darkness  really  sank  in.  Her breath stalled, her blood halted—

 Get up get up get up. 

Erawan  laughed  softly  as  Aedion  was  instantly  at  her  side,  dragging  her  to

her feet as her mind, her body tried to reorder itself—

Aelin threw out her power again, letting Aedion believe she allowed him to

hold her upright simply because she forgot to step away, not because her knees

were shaking so violently she wasn’t sure she  could stand. 

But her hand remained steady, at least, as she extended it. 

The temple around them shuddered at the force of the power she hurled out

of  herself.  Dust  and  kernels  of  debris  trickled  from  the  ceiling  high  above; columns swayed like drunken friends. 

Aedion’s  and  Lysandra’s  faces  glowed  in  the  blue  light  of  her  flame,  their

features  wide-eyed  but  set  with  solid  determination—and  wrath.  She  leaned

farther into Aedion as her magic roared from her, his grip tightening at her waist. 

Each heartbeat was a lifetime; each breath ached. 

But  the  overseer’s  body  at  last  ripped  apart  under  her  power—the  dark

shields around it yielding to her. 

And some small part of her realized that it only did so when Erawan deigned

to leave, those amused, ember-like eyes guttering into nothing. 

When  the  man’s  body  was  only  ashes,  Aelin  reeled  back  her  magic, 

cocooned  her  heart  in  it.  She  gripped  Aedion’s  arm,  trying  not  to  breathe  too loudly,  lest  he  hear  the  rasp  of  her  battered  lungs,  realize  how  hard  that  single plume of darkness had hit. 

A  heavy   thud  echoed  through  the  silent  temple  as  the  lump  of  iron  and Wyrdstone fell. 

That was the cost—Erawan’s plan. To realize that the only mercy she might

offer her court would be death. 

If they were ever captured … he’d make her watch as they were all carved

apart  and  filled  with  his  power.  Make  her  look  into  their  faces  when  he’d

finished, and find no trace of their souls within. Then he’d get to work on her. 

And Rowan and Dorian … If Erawan was hunting them at this very moment, 

if he learned that they were in Skull’s Bay, and how hard he’d actually struck her

—

Aelin’s  flames  banked  to  a  quiet  ember,  and  she  finally  found  enough

strength in her legs to push away from Aedion’s grip. 

“We need to be on that ship before dawn, Aelin,” he said. “If Erawan wasn’t

bluffing…” 

Aelin only nodded. They had to get to Skull’s Bay as fast as the winds and

currents could carry them. 

But  as  she  turned  toward  the  archway  out  of  the  temple,  heading  for  the

archives,  she  glanced  at  her  chest—utterly  untouched,  though  Erawan’s  power

had hit her like a hurled spear. 

He’d  missed.  By  three  inches,  Erawan  had  narrowly  missed  hitting  the

amulet. And possibly sensing the Wyrdkey inside it. 

Yet the blow still reverberated against her bones in brutal ripples. 

A reminder that she might be the heir of fire … but Erawan was King of the

Darkness. 
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Manon Blackbeak watched the black skies above Morath bleed to rotted gray on

the last morning of Asterin’s life. 

She had not slept the entirety of the night; had not eaten or drank; had done

nothing but sharpen Wind-Cleaver in the frigid openness of the wyvern’s aerie. 

Over  and  over,  she  had  honed  the  blade,  leaning  against  Abraxos’s  warm  side, until her fingers were too stiff with cold to grip sword or stone. 

Her  grandmother  had  ordered  Asterin  locked  in  the  deepest  bowels  of  the

Keep’s dungeon, so heavily guarded that escape was impossible. Or rescue. 

Manon had toyed with the idea for the first few hours after the sentence had

been given. But to rescue Asterin would be to betray her Matron, her Clan. Her

mistake—it was  her own mistake, her own damned choices, that had led to this. 

And  if  she  stepped  out  of  line  again,  the  rest  of  the  Thirteen  would  be  put down.  She  was  lucky  she  hadn’t  been  stripped  of  her  title  as  Wing  Leader.  At least she could still lead her people, protect them. Better than allowing someone

like Iskra to take command. 

The Ferian Gap legion’s assault on Rifthold under Iskra’s command had been

sloppy, chaotic—not the systematic, careful sacking Manon would have planned

had they asked her. It made no difference now whether the city was in full or half

ruin. It didn’t alter Asterin’s fate. 

So  there  was  little  to  be  done,  other  than  to  sharpen  her  ancient  blade  and memorize  the  Words  of  Request.  Manon  would  have  to  utter  them  at  the  right

moment. This last gift, she could give her cousin. Her only gift. 

Not  the  long,  slow  torture  and  beheading  that  was  typical  of  a  witch

execution. 

But the swift mercy of Manon’s own blade. 

Boots scuffed on stone and crunched the hay littering the aerie floor. Manon

knew that step—knew it as well as Asterin’s own gait. “What,” she said to Sorrel

without looking behind her. 

“Dawn approaches,” her Third said. 

Soon  to  be  Second.  Vesta  would  become  Third,  and  …  and  maybe  Asterin
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would  at  last  see  that  hunter  of  hers,  see  the  stillborn  witchling  they’d  had together. 

Never again would Asterin ride the winds; never again would Asterin soar on

the back of her sky-blue mare. Manon’s eyes slid to the wyvern across the aerie

—shifting on her two legs, awake when the others were not. 

As  if  she  could  sense  her  mistress’s  doom  beckoning  with  each  passing

moment. 

What would become of the mare when Asterin was gone? 

Manon  rose  to  her  feet,  Abraxos  nudging  the  backs  of  her  thighs  with  his

snout. She reached down, brushing his scaly head. She didn’t know who it was

meant to comfort. Her crimson cape, as bloody and filthy as the rest of her, was

still clasped at her collarbone. 

The Thirteen would become twelve. 

Manon  met  Sorrel’s  gaze.  But  her  Third’s  attention  was  on  Wind-Cleaver, 

bare in Manon’s hand. 

Her Third said, “You mean to make the Words of Request.” 

Manon  tried  to  speak.  But  she  could  not  open  her  mouth.  So  she  only

nodded. 

Sorrel stared toward the open archway beyond Abraxos. “I wish she had the

chance to see the Wastes. Just once.” 

Manon forced herself to lift her chin. “We do not wish. We do not hope,” she

said to her soon-to-be Second. Sorrel’s eyes snapped to her, something like hurt

flashing there. Manon took the inner blow. She said, “We will move on, adapt.” 

Sorrel  said  quietly,  but  not  weakly,  “She  goes  to  her  death  to  keep  your

secrets.” 

It was the closest Sorrel had ever come to outright challenge. To resentment. 

Manon sheathed Wind-Cleaver at her side and strode for the stairwell, unable

to meet Abraxos’s curious stare. “Then she will have served me well as Second, 

and will be remembered for it.” 

Sorrel said nothing. 

So Manon descended into the gloom of Morath to kill her cousin. 

The execution was not to be held in the dungeon. 

Rather, her grandmother had selected a broad veranda overlooking one of the

endless drops into the ravine curled around Morath. Witches were crowded onto

the balcony, practically thrumming with bloodlust. 

The Matrons stood before the gathered group, Cresseida and the Yellowlegs

Matron flanked by each of their heirs, all facing the open doors through which

Manon and the Thirteen exited the Keep proper. 

Manon did not hear the murmur of the crowd; did not hear the roaring wind

ripping between the high turrets; did not hear the strike of hammers in the forges

of the valley below. 

Not  when  her  attention  went  to  Asterin,  on  her  knees  before  the  Matrons. 

She, too, was facing Manon, still in her riding leathers, her golden hair limp and

knotted, flecked with blood. She lifted her face—

“It was only fair,” Manon’s grandmother drawled, the crowd silencing, “for

Iskra  Yellowlegs  to  also  avenge  the  four  sentinels  slaughtered  on  your  watch. 

Three blows apiece for each of the sentinels killed.” 

Twelve blows total. But from the cuts and bruises on Asterin’s face, the split

lip, from the way she cradled her body as she bent over her knees … It had been

far more than that. 

Slowly, Manon looked at Iskra. Cuts marred her knuckles—still raw from the

beating she’d given Asterin in the dungeon. 

While Manon had been upstairs, brooding. 

Manon  opened  her  mouth,  her  rage  a  living  thing  thrashing  in  her  gut,  her

blood. But Asterin spoke instead. 

“Be  glad  to  know,  Manon,”  her  Second  rasped  with  a  faint,  cocky  smile, 

“that she had to chain me up to beat me.” 

Iskra’s eyes flashed. “You still screamed, bitch, when I whipped you.” 

“Enough,” Manon’s grandmother cut in, waving a hand. 

Manon barely heard the order. 

They had  whipped her sentinel like some underling, like some mortal beast—

Someone snarled, low and vicious, to her right. 

The breath went out of her as she found Sorrel—unmovable rock, unfeeling

stone—baring her teeth at Iskra, at those assembled here. 

Manon’s  grandmother  stepped  forward,  brimming  with  displeasure.  Behind

Manon, the Thirteen were a silent, unbreakable wall. 

Asterin  began  scanning  their  faces,  and  Manon  realized  her  Second

understood that it was the last time she’d do so. 

“Blood shall be paid with blood,” Manon’s grandmother and the Yellowlegs

Matron said in unison, reciting from their eldest rituals. Manon steeled her spine, 

waiting  for  the  right  moment.  “Any  witch  who  wishes  to  extract  blood  in  the

name of Zelta Yellowlegs may come forward.” 

Iron nails slid out from the hands of the entire Yellowlegs coven. 

Asterin only stared at the Thirteen, her bloody face unmoved, eyes clear. 

The Yellowlegs Matron said, “Form the line.” 

Manon pounced. 

“I invoke the right of execution.” 

Everyone froze. 

Manon’s grandmother’s face went pale with rage. But the other two Matrons, 

even Yellowlegs, just waited. 

Manon said, head high, “I claim the right to my Second’s head. Blood shall


be paid with blood—but at my sword’s edge. She is mine, and so shall her death

be mine.” 

For  the  first  time,  Asterin’s  mouth  tightened,  eyes  gleaming.  Yes,  she

understood the only gift Manon could give her, the only honor left. 

It  was  Cresseida  Blueblood  who  cut  in  before  the  other  two  Matrons  could

speak. “For saving my daughter’s life, Wing Leader, it shall be granted.” 

The Yellowlegs Matron whipped her head to Cresseida, a retort on her lips, 

but it was too late. The words had been spoken, and the rules were to be obeyed

at any cost. 

The  Crochan’s  red  cape  fluttering  behind  her  in  the  wind,  Manon  dared  a

look at her grandmother. Only hatred glowed in those ancient eyes—hatred, and

a  flicker  of  satisfaction  that  Asterin  would  be  ended  after  decades  of  being deemed an unfit Second. 

But at least this death was now hers to give. 

And in the east, slipping over the mountains like molten gold, the sun began

to rise. 

A hundred years she’d had with Asterin. She’d always thought they’d have a

hundred more. 

Manon said softly to Sorrel, “Turn her around. My Second shall see the dawn

one last time.” 

Sorrel  obediently  stepped  forward,  pivoting  Asterin  to  face  the  High

Witches, the crowd by the rail—and the rare sunrise piercing through Morath’s

gloom. 

Blood soaked through the back of her Second’s leathers. 

And yet Asterin knelt, shoulders square and head high, as she looked not at

the dawn—but at Manon herself while she stalked around her Second to take a

place a few feet before the Matrons. 

“Sometime before breakfast, Manon,” her grandmother said from a few feet behind. 

Manon  drew  Wind-Cleaver,  the  blade  singing  softly  as  it  slid  free  of  its

sheath. 

The  sunlight  gilded  the  balcony  as  Asterin  whispered,  so  softly  that  only

Manon could hear, “Bring my body back to the cabin.” 

Something in Manon’s chest broke—broke so violently that she wondered if

it was possible for no one to have heard it. 

Manon lifted her sword. 

All  it  would  take  was  one  word  from  Asterin,  and  she  could  save  her  own

hide.  Spill  Manon’s  secrets,  her  betrayals,  and  she’d  walk  free.  Yet  her  Second uttered no other word. 

And  Manon  understood  in  that  moment  that  there  were  forces  greater  than

obedience, and discipline, and brutality. Understood that she had not been born

soulless; she had not been born without a heart. 

For there were both, begging her not to swing that blade. 

Manon looked to the Thirteen, standing around Asterin in a half circle. 

One by one, they lifted two fingers to their brows. 

A murmur went through the crowd. The gesture not to honor a High Witch. 

But a Witch-Queen. 

There had not been a Queen of Witches in five hundred years, either among

the Crochans or the Ironteeth. Not one. 

Forgiveness  shone  in  the  faces  of  her  Thirteen.  Forgiveness  and

understanding  and  loyalty  that  was  not  blind  obedience,  but  forged  in  pain  and battle,  in  shared  victory  and  defeat.  Forged  in  hope  for  a  better  life—a  better world. 

At  last,  Manon  found  Asterin’s  gaze,  tears  now  rolling  down  her  Second’s

face.  Not  from  fear  or  pain,  but  in  farewell.  A  hundred  years—and  yet  Manon wished she’d had more time. 

For  a  heartbeat,  she  thought  of  that  sky-blue  mare  in  the  aerie,  the  wyvern that would wait and wait for a rider who would never return. Thought of a green

rocky land spreading to the western sea. 

Hand trembling, Asterin pressed her fingers to her brow and extended them. 

“Bring our people home, Manon,” she breathed. 

Manon angled Wind-Cleaver, readying for the strike. 

The Blackbeak Matron snapped, “Be done with it, Manon.” 

Manon met Sorrel’s eyes, then Asterin’s. And Manon gave the Thirteen her

final order. 

 “Run.” 

Then  Manon  Blackbeak  whirled  and  brought  Wind-Cleaver  down  upon  her

grandmother. 
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Manon saw only the flash of her grandmother’s rusted iron teeth, the glimmer of

her iron nails as she raised them to ward against the sword—but too late. 

Manon slashed Wind-Cleaver down, a blow that would have cut most men in

half. 

Yet her grandmother darted back fast enough that the sword sliced down her

torso, ripping fabric and skin as it cut between her breasts in a shallow line. Blue

blood  sprayed,  but  the  Matron  was  moving,  blocking  Manon’s  next  blow  with

her iron nails—iron so hard that Wind-Cleaver bounced off. 

Manon did not look to see if the Thirteen obeyed. But Asterin was roaring; 

roaring and shouting to  stop. The cries grew more distant, then echoed, as if she were now inside the hall, being dragged away. 

No sounds of pursuit—as if the onlookers were too stunned. Good. 

Iskra  and  Petrah  had  swords  out,  iron  teeth  down  as  they  stepped  between

their Matrons and Manon, herding their two High Witches away. 

The Blackbeak Matron’s coven lunged forward, only to be halted by a hand. 

“Stay back,” her grandmother commanded, panting as Manon circled her. Blue

blood leaked down her grandmother’s front. An inch closer, and she’d have been

dead. 

Dead. 

Her grandmother bared her rusted teeth. “She’s mine.” She jerked her chin at

Manon. “We do this the ancient way.” 

Manon’s stomach roiled, but she sheathed her sword. 

A  flick  of  her  wrists  had  her  nails  out,  and  a  snap  of  her  jaw  had  her  teeth descending. 

“Let’s  see  how  good  you  are,  Wing  Leader,”  her  grandmother  hissed,  and

attacked. 

Manon had never seen her grandmother fight, never trained with her. 

And some small part of Manon wondered if it was because her grandmother

did not want others to know how skilled she was. 

Manon  could  hardly  move  fast  enough  to  avoid  the  nails  ripping  into  her

face, her neck, her gut, yielding step after step after step. 

She  only  had  to  do  this  long  enough  to  buy  the  Thirteen  time  to  get  to  the skies. 

Her grandmother slashed for her cheek, and Manon blocked the blow with an

elbow, slamming the joint down hard into her grandmother’s forearm. The witch

barked in pain, and Manon spun out of reach, circling again. 

“It  is  not  so  easy  to  strike  now  is  it,  Manon  Blackbeak?”  her  grandmother

panted  as  they  surveyed  each  other.  No  one  around  them  dared  move;  the

Thirteen  had  vanished—every  last  one  of  them.  She  almost  sagged  with  relief. 

Now  to  keep  her  grandmother  occupied  long  enough  to  avoid  her  giving  the

onlookers the order to pursue. “So much easier with a blade, the weapon of those

cowardly humans,” her  grandmother seethed. “With  the teeth, the  nails … You

have to  mean it.” 

They  lunged  for  each  other,  some  fundamental  part  of  her  cracking  with

every slash and swipe and block. They darted apart again. 

“As pathetic as your mother,” her grandmother spat. “Perhaps you’ll die like

her, too—with my teeth at your throat.” 

Her mother, whom she’d killed coming out of, who had died birthing her—

“For years, I tried to train her weakness out of you.” Her grandmother spat

blue  blood  onto  the  stones.  “For  the  good  of  the  Ironteeth,  I  made  you  into  a force of nature, a warrior equal to none. And this is how you repay me—” 

Manon didn’t let the words unnerve her. She went for the throat, only to feint

and slash. 

Her grandmother barked in pain—genuine  pain—as Manon’s claws shredded

her shoulder. 

Blood showered her hand, flesh clinging to her nails—

Manon staggered back, bile burning her throat. 

She  saw  the  blow  coming,  but  still  didn’t  have  time  to  stop  it  as  her

grandmother’s right hand slashed across her belly. 

Leather, cloth, and skin ripped. Manon screamed. 

Blood,  hot  and  blue,  rushed  out  of  her  before  her  grandmother  had  darted

back. 

Manon  shoved  a  hand  against  her  abdomen,  pushing  against  the  shredded

skin. Blood dribbled through her fingers, splattering onto the stones. 

High above, a wyvern roared. 

Abraxos. 

The  Blackbeak  Matron  laughed,  flicking  Manon’s  blood  off  her  nails.  “I’m

going to dice your wyvern into tiny pieces and feed him to the hounds.” 

Despite  the  agony  in  her  belly,  Manon’s  vision  honed.  “Not  if  I  kill  you

first.” 

Her grandmother chuckled, still circling, assessing. “You are stripped of your

title as Wing Leader. You are stripped of your title as heir.” Step after step, closer

and  closer,  an  adder  looping  around  its  prey.  “From  this  day,  you  are  Manon Witch Killer, Manon Kin Slayer.” 

The  words  pelted  her  like  stones.  Manon  backed  toward  the  balcony  rail, 

pushing  against  the  wound  in  her  stomach  to  keep  the  blood  in.  The  crowd

parted like water around them. Just a little longer—just another minute or two. 

Her grandmother paused, blinking toward the open doors, as if realizing the

Thirteen had vanished. Manon attacked again before she could give the order to

pursue. 

Swipe, lunge, slash, duck—they moved in a whirlwind of iron and blood and

leather. 

But as Manon twisted away, the wounds in her stomach gave more, and she

stumbled. 

Her grandmother didn’t miss a beat. She struck. 

Not with her nails or teeth, but with her foot. 

The  kick  to  Manon’s  stomach  set  her  screaming,  a  roar  again  answered  by

Abraxos, locked high above. Soon to die, as she would. She prayed the Thirteen

would spare him, let him join them wherever they would flee. 

Manon slammed into the stone rail of the balcony and crumpled to the black

tiles. Blue blood leaked from her, staining the thighs of her pants. 

Her grandmother slowly approached, panting. 

Manon grabbed the balcony rail, hauling herself to her feet one last time. 

“Do you want to know a secret, Kin Slayer?” her grandmother breathed. 

Manon slumped against the balcony rail, the drop below endless and a relief. 

They’d  take  her  to  the  dungeons—either  use  her  for  Erawan’s  breeding,  or

torture her until she begged for death. Maybe both. 

Her grandmother spoke so softly that even Manon could barely hear over her

own gasps for air. “As your mother labored to push you out, she confessed who

your father was. She said you …  you would be the one who broke the curse, who

saved us. She said your father was a rare-born Crochan Prince. And she said that

your  mixed  blood  would  be  the  key.”  Her  grandmother  lifted  her  nails  to  her mouth and licked off Manon’s blue blood. 

No. 
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 No. 

“So  you  have  been  a  Kin  Slayer  your  whole  life,”  her  grandmother  purred. 

“Hunting  down  those  Crochans—your   relatives.  When  you  were  a  witchling, your  father  searched  the  lands  for  you.  He  never  stopped  loving  your  mother. 

 Loving her,” she spat. “And loving you. So I killed him.” 

Manon gazed at the drop below, the death that beckoned. 

“His  despair  was  delicious  when  I  told  him  what  I’d  done  to  her.  What  I

would make you into. Not a child of peace—but war.” 

 Made. 

 Made. 

 Made. 

Manon’s  iron  nails  chipped  on  the  dark  stone  of  the  balcony  rail.  And  then

her grandmother said the words that broke her. 

“Do you know why that Crochan was spying in the Ferian Gap this spring? 

She  had  been  sent  to  find   you.  After  a  hundred  and  sixteen  years  of  searching, they had finally learned the identity of their dead prince’s lost child.” 

Her grandmother’s smile was hideous in its absolute triumph. Manon willed

strength to her arms, to her legs. 

“Her name was Rhiannon, after the last Crochan Queen. And she was  your

half sister. She confessed it to me upon our tables. She thought it’d save her life. 

And  when  she  saw  what  you  had  become,  she  chose  to  let  the  knowledge  die

with her.” 

“I am a Blackbeak,” Manon rasped, blood choking her words. 

Her  grandmother  took  a  step,  smiling  as  she  crooned,  “You  are  a  Crochan. 

The last of their royal bloodline with the death of your sister at your own hand. 

You are a Crochan  Queen.” 

Absolute silence from the witches gathered. 

Her grandmother reached for her. “And you’re going to die like one by the

time I’m finished with you.” 

Manon didn’t let her grandmother’s nails touch her. 

A boom sounded nearby. 

Manon used the strength she’d gathered in her arms, her legs, to hurl herself

onto the stone ledge of the balcony. 

And roll off it into the open air. 

Air and rock and wind and blood—

Manon  slammed  into  a  warm,  leathery  hide,  screaming  as  pain  from  her

wounds blacked out her vision. 

Above, somewhere far away, her grandmother was shrieking orders—

Manon dug her nails into the leathery hide, burying her claws deep. Beneath

her, a bark of discomfort she recognized. Abraxos. 

But  she  held  firm,  and  he  embraced  the  pain  as  he  banked  to  the  side, 

swerving out of Morath’s shadow—

She felt them around her. 

Manon managed to open her eyes, flicking the clear lid against the wind into

place. 

Edda and Briar, her Shadows, were now flanking her. She knew they’d been

there, waiting in the shadows with their wyverns, had heard every one of those

damning  last  words.  “The  others  have  flown  ahead.  We  were  sent  to  retrieve

you,”  Edda,  the  eldest  of  the  sisters,  shouted  over  the  roar  of  the  wind.  “Your wound—” 

“It’s shallow,” Manon snapped, forcing the pain aside to focus on the task at

hand. She was on Abraxos’s neck, the saddle a few feet behind her. One by one, 

every breath an agony, she released her nails from his skin and slid toward the

saddle.  He  evened  out  his  flight,  offering  smooth  air  to  buckle  herself  into  the harness. 

Blood leaked from the gouges in her belly—soon the saddle was slick with

it. 

Behind them, several roars set the mountains trembling. 

“We can’t let them get to the others,” Manon managed to say. 

Briar,  black  hair  streaming  behind  her,  swept  in  closer.  “Six  Yellowlegs  on

our tail. From Iskra’s personal coven. Closing in fast.” 

With a score to settle, they’d no doubt been given free rein to slaughter them. 

Manon surveyed the peaks and ravines of the mountains around them. 

“Two apiece,” she ordered. The Shadows’ black wyverns were enormous—

skilled  at  stealth,  but  devastating  in  a  fight.  “Edda,  you  drive  two  to  the  west; Briar, you slam the other two to the east. Leave the last two to me.” 

No sign of the rest of the Thirteen in the gray clouds or mountains. 

Good—they had gotten away. It was enough. 

“You  kill  them,  then  you  find  the  others,”  Manon  ordered,  an  arm  draped

over her wound. 

“But, Wing Leader—” 

The title almost sapped her will. But Manon barked, “That’s an order.” 

The  Shadows  bowed  their  heads.  Then,  as  if  sharing  one  mind,  one  heart, 

they  banked  to  either  direction,  peeling  away  from  Manon  like  petals  in  the

wind. 

Bloodhounds on a scent, four Yellowlegs split from their group to deal with

each Shadow. 

The  two  in  the  center  flew  faster,  harder,  spreading  apart  to  close  in  on

Manon. Her vision blurred. 

Not a good sign—not a good sign at all. 

She breathed to Abraxos, “Let’s make it a final stand worthy of song.” 

He bellowed in answer. 

The  Yellowlegs  swept  near  enough  for  Manon  to  count  their  weapons.  A

battle cry shattered from the one to her right. 

Manon dug her left heel into Abraxos’s side. 

Like  a  shooting  star,  he  blasted  down  toward  the  peaks  of  the  ashy

mountains. The Yellowlegs dove with them. 

Manon aimed for a ravine running through the spine of the mountain range, 

her vision flashing black and white and foggy. A chill crept into her bones. 

The walls of the ravine closed around them like the maw of a mighty beast, 

and she pulled on the reins once. 

Abraxos flung out his wings and coasted along the side of the ravine before

catching  a  current  and  leveling  out,  flapping  like  hell  through  the  heart  of  the crevasse, pillars of stone jutting from the floor like lances. 

The Yellowlegs, too ensnared in their bloodlust, their wyverns too large and

bulky, balked at the ravine—at the sharp turn—

A boom and a screech, and the whole ravine shuddered. 

Manon swallowed her bark of agony to peer behind. One of the wyverns had

panicked, too big for the space, and slammed into a stone column. Broken bone

and blood rained down. 

But  the  other  wyvern  had  managed  to  bank,  and  now  sailed  toward  them, 

wings so wide they nearly grazed either side of the ravine. 

Manon panted through her bloody teeth, “Fly, Abraxos.” 

And her gentle, warrior-hearted mount flew. 

Manon focused on keeping to the saddle, on keeping the arm pressed against

her wound to hold the blood in, keep that lethal cold away. She’d gotten enough

injuries to know her grandmother had struck deep and true. 

The  ravine  swerved  right,  and  Abraxos  took  the  turn  with  expert  skill.  She

prayed for the boom and roar of the pursuing wyvern to hit the walls, but none came. 

But  Manon  knew  these  deadly  canyons.  She’d  flown  this  path  countless

times on the endless, inane patrols these months. The Yellowlegs, sequestered in

the Ferian Gap, did not. 

“To the very end, Abraxos,” she said. His roar was his only confirmation. 

One  shot.  She’d  have  one  shot.  Then  she  could  gladly  die,  knowing  the

Thirteen wouldn’t be pursued. Not today, at least. 

Turn  after  turn,  Abraxos  hurtled  through  the  ravine,  snapping  his  own  tail

against the rock to send debris flying into the Yellowlegs sentinel. 

The  rider  dodged  the  rocks,  her  wyvern  bobbing  on  the  wind.  Closer—

Manon  needed  her  closer.  She  tugged  on  Abraxos’s  reins,  and  he  checked  his

speed. 

Turn after turn after turn, black rock flashing by, blurring like her own fading

vision. 

The Yellowlegs was near enough to throw a dagger. 

Manon looked over a shoulder with her failing eyesight in time to see her do

just that. 

Not one dagger—but two, metal gleaming in the dim canyon light. 

Manon braced herself for the impact of metal in flesh and bone. 

Abraxos  took  the  final  turn  as  the  sentinel  hurled  her  daggers  at  Manon.  A

towering, impenetrable wall of black stone arose, mere feet away. 

But  Abraxos  soared  up,  catching  the  updraft  and  sailing  out  of  the  heart  of the ravine, so close Manon could touch the dead-end wall. 

The two daggers struck the rock where Manon had been moments before. 

And the Yellowlegs sentinel, on her bulky, heavy wyvern, did as well. 

Rock groaned as wyvern and rider splattered against it. And fell to the ravine

floor. 

Panting,  her  breath  a  wet,  bloody  rasp,  Manon  patted  Abraxos’s  side.  Even

the motion was feeble. “Good,” she managed to say. 

Mountains  became  small  again.  Oakwald  spread  before  her.  Trees—the

cover of trees might hide her … “Oak … ,” she rasped. 

Manon didn’t finish the command before the Darkness swept in to claim her. 
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Elide Lochan kept quiet during the two days she and Lorcan trekked through the

eastern edges of Oakwald, heading for the plains beyond. 

She had not asked him the questions that seemed to matter the most, letting

him think her a foolish girl, blinded by gratitude that he had saved her. 

He’d quickly forgotten that though he’d carried her out, she’d saved herself. 

And he’d accepted her name—her  mother’s name—without question. If Vernon

was on her trail … It had been a fool’s mistake, but there was no undoing it, not

without raising Lorcan’s suspicions. 

So  she  kept  her  mouth  shut,  swallowed  her  questions.  Like  why  he’d  been

hunting  her.  Or  who  his  mistress  was  to  command  such  a  powerful  warrior—

why  he  wanted  to  get  into  Morath,  why  he  kept  touching  some  object  beneath

his dark jacket. And why he had looked so surprised—though he’d tried to hide

it—when she’d mentioned Celaena Sardothien and Aelin Galathynius. 

Elide  had  no  doubt  the  warrior  was  keeping  secrets  of  his  own,  and  that

despite his promise to protect her, the moment he got every answer he needed, 

that protection would end. 

But  she  still  slept  soundly  these  last  two  nights—thanks  to  the  belly  full  of meat  courtesy  of  Lorcan’s  hunting.  He’d  scrounged  up  two  rabbits,  and  when

she’d devoured all of hers in minutes, he’d given her half of what was left of his. 

She hadn’t bothered being polite by refusing. 

It was midmorning by the time the light in the forest turned brighter, the air

fresher. And then the roaring of mighty waters—the Acanthus. 

Lorcan  stalked  ahead,  and  Elide  could  have  sworn  even  the  trees  leaned

away from him as he held up a hand in a silent motion to wait. 

She  obeyed,  lingering  in  the  gloom  of  the  trees,  praying  he  wouldn’t  make

them return to the tangle of Oakwald, that she wouldn’t be denied this step into

the bright, wide-open world…

Lorcan motioned again—to come forward. All was clear. 

Elide  was  silent  as  she  stepped,  blinking  at  the  flood  of  sunshine,  from  the last line of trees to stand beside Lorcan on a high, rocky riverbank. 

The river was enormous, shades of rushing gray and brown—the last of the ice melt from the mountains. So wide and wild that she knew she could not swim

it,  and  that  the  crossing  had  to  be  somewhere  else.  But  past  the  river,  as  if  the water were a boundary between two worlds…

Hills and meadows of high emerald grasses swayed on the other side of the

Acanthus, like a hissing sea under a cloudless blue sky, stretching away forever

to the horizon. 

“I can’t remember,” she murmured, the words barely audible over the roaring

song of the river, “the last time I saw…” In Perranth, locked in that tower, she’d

only had a view of the city, perhaps the lake if the day was clear enough. Then

she’d  been  in  that  prison  wagon,  then  in  Morath,  where  it  was  only  mountains and  ash  and  armies.  And  during  the  flight  with  Manon  and  Abraxos,  she  had

been too lost in terror and grief to notice anything at all. But now … She could

not  remember  the  last  time  she’d  seen  sunlight  dancing  on  a  meadow,  or  little brown birds bobbing and swooping on the warm breeze over it. 

“The road is about a mile upriver,” Lorcan said, his dark eyes unmoved by

the  Acanthus  or  the  rippling  grasses  beyond.  “If  you  want  your  plan  to  work, now would be the time to prepare.” 

She  cut  him  a  glance.  “You  need  the  most  work.”  A  flick  of  black  brows. 

Elide clarified, “If this ruse is to succeed, you at least need to … pretend to be

human.” 

Nothing about the man suggested his human heritage held sway. 

“Hide more of your weapons,” she went on. “Leave only the sword.” 

Even  the  mighty  blade  would  be  a  dead  giveaway  that  Lorcan  was  no

ordinary traveler. 

She fished an extra strap of leather out of her jacket pocket. “Tie back your

hair.  You’ll  look  less…”  She  trailed  off  at  the  faint  amusement  tinged  with

warning  in  his  eyes.  “Savage,”  she  made  herself  say,  dangling  the  leather  strap between them. Lorcan’s broad fingers closed around it, a frown on his lips as he

obeyed.  “And  unbutton  your  jacket,”  she  said,  rummaging  through  her  mental

catalog of traits she had noted seemed less threatening, less intimidating. Lorcan

obeyed that order, too, and soon the dark gray shirt beneath his tight-fitting black

jacket was showing, revealing the broad, muscled chest. It looked more inclined

for solid labor than killing fields, at least. 

“And you?” he said, brows still high. 

Elide surveyed herself, and set down her pack. First, she removed the leather

jacket, even though it left her feeling like a layer of skin had peeled off, then she

rolled up the sleeves of her white shirt. But without the tight leather, the full size of  her  breasts  could  be  seen—marking  her  as  a  woman  and  not  a  slip  of  a  girl that people assumed she was. She then took to her hair, ruffling it out of its braid

and restyling it into a knot atop her head. A married woman’s hairstyle, not the

free-flowing locks or plait of youth. 

She stuffed her jacket into her pack, standing up straight to face Lorcan. 

His eyes traveled from her feet to her head, and he frowned again. “Bigger

tits won’t prove or hide anything.” 

Her  cheeks  heated.  “Perhaps  they’ll  keep  men  distracted  just  enough  that

they won’t ask questions.” 

With  that,  she  started  upstream,  trying  not  to  think  about  the  men  who  had

touched and sneered in that cell. But if it got her safely across the river, she’d use

her body to her advantage. Men would see what they wanted to: a pretty young

woman  who  did  not  bristle  at  their  attention,  who  spoke  kindly  and  warmly. 

Someone trustworthy, someone sweet yet unremarkable. 

Lorcan  trailed,  then  caught  up  to  walk  beside  her  like  an  actual  companion

and not some promise-bound escort for the final half mile around the bend of the

river. 

Horses and wagons and shouts greeted them before the sight did. 

But there it was: a broad if worn stone bridge, wagons and carts and riders

lined  up  in  droves  on  either  side.  And  about  two  dozen  guards  in  Adarlanian colors monitoring either bank, collecting tolls, and—

Checking wagons, inspecting every face and person. 

The ilken had known about her limp. 

Elide slowed, keeping close to Lorcan as they neared the two-story, derelict

barracks  on  their  side  of  the  river.  Down  the  road,  flanked  by  the  trees,  a  few equally  sorry-looking  buildings  were  a  flurry  of  activity.  An  inn  and  a  tavern. 

For travelers to wait out the lines with a drink or meal, or perhaps rent a room

during inclement weather. 

So many people—humans. No one appeared panicked or hurt or sickly. And

the  guards,  despite  their  uniforms,  moved  like  men  while  they  searched  the

wagons passing the barracks that served as tollhouse and sleeping quarters. 

She  said  quietly  to  Lorcan  as  they  headed  for  the  dirt  road  and  the  distant back of the line, “I don’t know what magic you possess, but if you can make my

limp less noticeable—” 

Before  she  could  finish,  a  force  like  a  cool  night  wind  pushed  against  her

ankle and calf, then wrapped around it in a solid grip. A brace. 

Her steps evened out, and she had to bite back her urge to gawk at the feeling of  walking  straight  and  sure.  She  didn’t  allow  herself  to  enjoy  it,  savor  it,  not when it would likely only last until they cleared the bridge. 

Merchants’  wagons  idled,  crammed  with  goods  from  those  who  hadn’t

wanted  to  risk  the  Avery  river  to  the  north,  their  drivers  tight-faced  at  the  wait and  impending  inspections.  Elide  scanned  the  drivers,  the  merchants,  the  other travelers … Each one of them made her instincts shout that they’d be betrayed

the second they asked to ride or offered a coin to keep quiet. 

To trawl the line would catch the eye of the guards, so Elide used every step

to study it while seemingly heading toward the back. But she reached the end of

the line empty-handed. 

Lorcan,  however,  gave  a  pointed  glance  behind  her—toward  the  tavern, 

whitewashed to no doubt hide the near-crumbling stones. “Let’s get a bite before

we  wait,”  he  said,  loud  enough  for  the  wagon  in  front  of  them  to  hear  and dismiss it. 

She nodded. Someone else might be inside, and her stomach was grumbling. 

Except—

“I  don’t  have  any  money,”  she  murmured  as  they  approached  the  pale

wooden door. Lie. She had gold and silver from Manon. But she wasn’t about to

flash it in front of Lorcan, promise or no. 

“I’ve got plenty,” he said tightly, and she delicately cleared her throat. 

He lifted his brows. 

“You’ll  win  us  no  allies  looking  like  that,”  she  said,  and  gave  him  a  sweet little smile. “Walk in there looking like a warrior and you’ll get noticed.” 

“And what am I to be, then?” 

“Whatever we need you to be when the time comes. But … don’t glower.” 

He  opened  the  door,  and  by  the  time  her  eyes  adjusted  to  the  glow  of  the

wrought-iron  chandeliers,  Lorcan’s  face   had  changed.  His  eyes  might  never  be warm,  but  a  bland  smile  was  on  his  face,  his  shoulders  relaxed—as  if  he  were slightly inconvenienced by the wait but eager for a good meal. 

He almost looked human. 

The  tavern  was  packed,  the  noise  so  deafening  that  she  could  barely  speak

loudly  enough  to  the  nearest  barmaid  to  order  lunch.  They  squeezed  between

crammed tables, and Elide noticed that more than a few pairs of eyes went to her

chest, then her face. And lingered. 

She pushed against the crawling feeling and kept her steps unhurried as she

aimed for a table tucked against the back wall that a weary-looking couple had

just vacated. 

A boisterous party of eight was crammed around the table a few feet away, a

middle-aged woman with a booming laugh instantly singling herself out as their

leader.  The  others  at  the  table—a  beautiful,  raven-haired  woman;  a  barrel-

chested  bearded  man  whose  hands  were  as  large  as  dinner  plates;  and  a  few

rough-looking  people—all  kept  looking  to  the  older  woman,  gauging  her

responses and listening carefully to what she had to say. 

Elide slid into the worn wooden chair, Lorcan claiming the one across from

her—his  size  earning  him  a  look  from  the  bearded  man  and  the  middle-aged

woman at the table. 

Elide weighed that look. 

Assessment.  Not  for  a  fight;  not  for  a  threat.  But  in  appreciation  and

calculation. 

Elide  wondered  for  a  heartbeat  if  Anneith  herself  had  nudged  that  other

couple to move away—to free up this one table for them. For that very look. 

Elide laid her hand out on the table, palm up, and gave Lorcan a sleepy smile

she’d  once  seen  a  kitchen  maid  give  a  Morath  cook.  “Husband,”  she  said

sweetly, wriggling her fingers. 

Lorcan’s mouth tightened, but he took her hand—her fingers dwarfed in his. 

His calluses scraped against her own. He noticed it at the same moment she

did,  sliding  his  hand  to  cup  hers  so  he  might  inspect  her  palm.  She  closed  her hand, rotating it to grip his again. 

“Brother,” Lorcan murmured so no one else could hear. “I am your brother.” 

“You  are  my  husband,”  she  said  with  equal  quiet.  “We  have  been  married

three months. Follow my lead.” 

He glanced around, not having noticed the assessing stare they’d been given. 

Doubt still danced in his eyes, along with a silent question. 

She  said  simply,  “Men  will  not  fear  the  threat  of  a  brother.  I  would  still  be unclaimed—still  be  open  for  …  invitations.  I  have  seen  how  little  respect  men have for anything they think they are entitled to. So you are my husband,” she

hissed, “until I say otherwise.” 

A shadow flickered  in Lorcan’s eyes,  along with another  question. One she

didn’t want to and couldn’t answer. His hand tightened on hers, demanding she

look at him. She refused. 

Their food arrived, mercifully, before Lorcan could ask it. 

Stew—root vegetables and rabbit. She dug in, nearly melting the roof of her

mouth at the first bite. 

The  group  behind  them  began  talking  again,  and  she  listened  as  she  ate, selecting bits and pieces as if they were shells on a shore. 

“Maybe we’ll offer them a performance and they’ll cut the toll fee in half.” 

From the blond, bearded man. 

“Unlikely,”  the  leader  said.  “Those  pricks  would  charge   us  to  perform. 

Worse, they enjoy our performance and demand we stay awhile. We can’t afford

that wait. Not when other companies are already on the move. We don’t want to

hit all the plains towns after everyone else.” 

Elide  almost  choked  on  her  stew.  Anneith   must  have  freed  this  table,  then. 

Her plan had been to find a troupe or carnival to fall into, disguise themselves as

workers, and this…

“We pay full price on that toll,” the beautiful woman said, “and we might get

to that first town half starved and barely able to perform at all.” 

Elide lifted her eyes to Lorcan’s—he gave a nod. 

She  took  a  sip  of  her  stew,  steeling  herself,  thinking  of  Asterin  Blackbeak. 

Charming,  confident,  fearless.  She’d  always  had  her  head  at  a  jaunty  angle,  a looseness to her limbs, a hint of a smile on her lips. Elide took a breath, letting

those memories sink into muscle and flesh and bone. 

Then she pivoted in her chair, an arm draped around the back as she leaned

toward  their  table  and  said  with  a  grin,  “Sorry  to  interrupt  your  meal,  but  I couldn’t  help  but  overhear  your  conversation.”  They  all  turned  toward  her, 

brows  high,  the  eyes  of  the  leader  going  right  to  Elide’s  face.  She  saw  the assessment:  young,  pretty,  unblemished  by  a  hard  life.  Elide  kept  her  own

expression  pleasant,  willed  her  eyes  to  brighten.  “Are  you  some  sort  of

performing  troupe?”  She  motioned  to  Lorcan  with  a  tilt  of  her  head.  “My

husband  and  I  have  been  looking  to  fall  in  with  one  for  weeks  with  no  luck—

everyone’s full.” 

“So are we,” their leader said. 

“Right,” Elide replied merrily. “But that toll is steep—for anyone. And if we

were to be in business together, perhaps on a temporary basis…” Lorcan’s knee

brushed hers in warning. She ignored him. “We’d be glad to chip in on the fee—

make up any difference owed.” 

The  woman’s  assessment  turned  wary.  “We  are  a  carnival  indeed.  But  we

have no need of new members.” 

The  bearded  man  and  beautiful  woman  shot  glances  at  the  woman, 

reprimand in their eyes. 

Elide  shrugged.  “All  right,  then.  But  in  case  you  change  your  mind  before

you depart, my husband”—a gesture to Lorcan, who was giving his best attempt at  an  easy  smile—“is  an  expert  sword-thrower.  And  in  our  previous  troupe,  he made good coin matching himself against men who sought to best him in feats of

strength.” 

The leader turned her keen eyes on Lorcan—on the height and muscles and

posture. 

Elide knew she’d guessed right on the vacancy they’d needed filled when the

woman said to her, “And what did you do for them?” 

“I worked as a fortune-teller—they called me their oracle.” A shrug. “Mostly

just shadows and guesswork.” It’d have to be, considering the little fact that she

couldn’t read. 

The woman remained unimpressed. “And what was your troupe’s name?” 

They likely knew them—knew every troupe that patrolled the plains. 

She scanned her memory for anything helpful, anything—

Yellowlegs.  The  witches  in  Morath  had  once  mentioned  Baba  Yellowlegs, 

who had traveled in a carnival to avoid detection, who had died in Rifthold this

winter with no explanation.… Detail after detail, buried in the catacombs of her

memory, poured out. 

“We  were  in  the  Carnival  of  Mirrors,”  Elide  said.  Recognition—surprise, 

respect—sparked  in  the  leader’s  eyes.  “Until  Baba  Yellowlegs,  our  owner,  was

killed  in  Rifthold  this  past  winter.  We  left,  and  have  been  looking  for  work since.” 

“Where did you come from, then?” the bearded man asked. 

It  was  Lorcan  who  replied,  “My  family  lives  on  the  western  side  of  the

Fangs.  We’ve  spent  the  past  few  months  with  them—waited  until  the  snows

melted, since the pass was so treacherous. Strange things happening,” he added, 

“in the mountains these days.” 

The company stilled. 

“Indeed,”  the  raven-haired  woman  said.  She  looked  to  their  leader.  “They

could help pay the toll, Molly. And since Saul left, that act has been empty…” 

Likely their sword-thrower. 

“Like I said,” Elide chimed in with Asterin’s pretty smile, “we’ll be here for

a little while, so if you change your minds … let us know. If not…” She saluted

with her dented spoon. “Safe travels.” 

Something  flashed  in  Molly’s  eyes,  but  the  woman  looked  them  over  once

more. “Safe travels,” she murmured. 

Elide and Lorcan returned to their meal. 
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And  when  the  barmaid  came  to  take  their  money  for  it,  Elide  reached  into

her inner pocket and pulled out a silver coin. 

The  barmaid’s  eyes  were  wide,  but  it  was  the  sharp  eyes  of  Molly,  of  the

others  at  that  table,  that  Elide  noted  as  the  girl  slipped  away  and  brought  back their change. 

Lorcan  kept  silent  as  Elide  left  a  generous  tip  on  the  table,  but  they  both offered pleasant smiles to the troupe as they vacated their table and the tavern. 

Elide went right to the back of the line, still keeping that smile on her face, 

her back straight. 

Lorcan sidled up close, not at all noteworthy for the front they were putting

on. “You have no money, do you?” 

She gave him a sidelong glance. “Looks like I was mistaken.” 

A flash of white teeth as he smiled—genuinely this time. “Well, you’d better

hope  you  and  I  have  enough,  Marion,  because  Molly’s  about  to  make  you  an

offer.” 

Elide  turned  at  the  crunch  of  dirt  beneath  black  boots  and  found  Molly

before  them,  the  others  lingering—some  slipping  around  the  corner  of  the

tavern, to no doubt retrieve the wagons. 

Molly’s  hard  face  was  flushed—as  if  they’d  been  arguing.  But  she  just

clicked her tongue and said, “Temporary stint. If you’re shit, you’re out, and we

won’t pay back the money for the toll.” 

Elide  smiled,  not  entirely  faking  it.  “Marion  and  Lorcan,  at  your  service, 

madam.” 

His wife. Gods above. 

He  was  over  five  hundred  years  old—and  this  …  this  girl,  young  woman, 

she-devil,  whatever  she  was,  had  just  bluffed  and  lied  her  way  into  a  job.  A sword-thrower indeed. 

Lorcan  lingered  outside  the  tavern,  Marion  at  his  side.  A  small  troupe—

hence  the  lack  of  funds—and  one  that  had  seen  better  days,  he  realized  as  the two  yellow-painted  wagons  clattered  and  wobbled  into  view,  pulled  by  four

nags. 

Marion  carefully  observed  Molly  climb  into  the  driver’s  seat  beside  the

raven-haired beauty, who paid Lorcan absolutely no heed. 

Well,  having  Marion  as  his  gods-damned   wife  certainly  put  an  end  to

anything more than appreciation of the stunning woman. 

It was an effort not to growl. He hadn’t been with a woman in months now. 

And of course— of course—he’d have the time and interest in one … only to be

shackled by another one’s lies. 

His wife. 

Not  that  Marion  was  hard  on  the  eyes,  he  noted  as  she  obeyed  Molly’s

barked order to climb into the back of the second wagon. Some of the other party

members followed on piss-poor horses. 

Marion took the bearded man’s extended hand and he easily hauled her into

the  wagon.  Lorcan  trailed,  assessing  everyone  in  the  party,  everyone  in  the

makeshift little town. A number of men, and some women, had noticed Marion

when she strode by. 

The  sweet  face  paired  with  sinful  curves—and  without  the  limp,  with  her

hair  out  of  her  face  …  She  knew  exactly  what  she  was  doing.  Knew  people

would notice those things, think about those things, instead of the cunning mind

and lies she fed them. 

Lorcan ignored the hand the bearded man offered and jumped into the back

of the wagon, reminding himself to sit close to Marion, to put an arm around her

bony shoulders and look relieved and happy to have a troupe again. 

Supplies  filled  the  wagon,  along  with  five  other  people  who  all  smiled  at

Marion—and then quickly looked away from him. 

Marion put a hand on his knee, and Lorcan avoided the urge to flinch. It had

been a shock, earlier, to feel how rough those delicate hands were. 

Not just a prisoner in Morath—but a slave. 

The calluses were old and dense enough that she’d likely worked for years. 

Hard labor, from the looks of it—and with that ruined leg…

He tried not to think about that tang of fear and pain he’d sensed when she’d

told him how little she believed in the kindness and decency of men. He didn’t

let his imagination delve too deep regarding why she might feel that way. 

The  wagon  was  hot,  the  air  soaked  with  human  sweat,  hay,  the  shit  of  the

horses lined up before them, the tang of iron from the weapons. 

“Not much by way of belongings?” asked the bearded man—Nik, he’d called

himself. 

Shit.  He’d  forgotten  humans  traveled  with  baggage  as  if  they  were  moving

somewhere—

“We lost most of it on our trip out of the mountains. My  husband,” Marion

said with charming annoyance, “insisted we ford a rushing stream. I’m lucky he

even bothered to help  me out, since he certainly didn’t go after our supplies.” 

A low chuckle from Nik. “I suspect he was more focused on saving you than

on the packs.” 

Marion  rolled  her  eyes,  patting  Lorcan’s  knee.  He  nearly  cringed  at  every

touch. 

Even  with  his  lovers,  outside  the  bed  itself,  he  didn’t  like  casual,  careless contact. Some found that intolerable. Some thought they could break him into a

decent male who just wanted a home and a good female to work beside him. Not

one of them had succeeded. 

“I  can  save  myself,”  Marion  said  brightly.  “But  his  throwing  swords,  our

cooking  supplies,  my   clothes…”  A  shake  of  the  head.  “His  act  might  be  a  bit lackluster until we can find somewhere to purchase more supplies.” 

Nik met Lorcan’s eyes, holding them for longer than most men dared. What

he did for the carnival, Lorcan wasn’t sure. Sometime performer—but definitely

security.  Nik’s  smile  faded  a  bit.  “The  land  beyond  the  Fangs  isn’t  kind.  Your people must be hardy folk to live out there.” 

Lorcan nodded. “A rougher life,” he said, “than I want for my wife.” 

“Life on the road isn’t much better,” Nik countered. 

“Ah,”  Marion  chimed  in,  “but  isn’t  it?  A  life  of  open  skies  and  roads,  of

wandering where the wind takes you, answering to no one and nothing? A life of

freedom…”  She  shook  her  head.  “What  more  could  I  ask  than  to  live  a  life

unchecked by cages?” 

Lorcan knew the words were no lie. He had seen her face when they beheld

the grassy plain. 

“Spoken like someone who has spent long enough on the road,” Nik said. “It

always goes either way with our kind: you settle down and never travel again, or

you wander forever.” 

“I want to see life—see the world,” Marion said, her voice softening. “I want

to see everything.” 

Lorcan wondered if Marion would even get to do that if he failed in his task, 

if the Wyrdkey he carried wound up in the wrong hands. 

“Best not wander too far,” Nik said, frowning. “Not with what happened in

Rifthold—or what’s brewing down in Morath.” 

“What  happened  in  Rifthold?”  Lorcan  cut  in,  sharply  enough  that  Marion

squeezed his knee. 

Nik  idly  scratched  his  wheat-colored  beard.  “Whole  city’s  been  sacked—

overrun, they say, by flying terrors and demon-women as their riders. Witches, if

one is to believe the rumors. Ironteeth, straight out of legend.” A shudder. 

Holy gods. The destruction would have been a sight to behold. Lorcan forced

himself to listen, to concentrate and not begin calculating casualties and what it

would mean for this war, as Nik continued, “No word on the young king. But the

city  belongs  to  the  witches  and  their  beasts.  They  say  to  travel  north  is  to  now face a death trap; to travel south is another death trap … So”—a shrug—“we’ll

head  east.  Maybe  we  can  find  a  way  to  bypass  whatever’s  waiting  in  either

direction. Maybe war will come and we’ll all scatter to the winds.” Nik looked

him over. “Men like you and me might be conscripted.” 

Lorcan bit back a dark chuckle. No one could force him into anything—save

for  one  person,  and  she  …  His  chest  tightened.  It  was  best  not  to  think  of  his queen. 

“You think either side would do that? Force men to fight?” Marion’s words

were breathless. 

“Don’t know,” Nik said, the scent and sound of the river now overwhelming

enough that Lorcan knew they were near the toll. He reached into his jacket for

the  money  Molly  had  demanded.  Far  more  than  their  fair  share,  but  he  didn’t care. These people could go to hell the moment they were safely hidden deep in

the endless plains. “Duke Perrington’s forces might not even want us, if they’ve

got witches and beasts on their side.” 

And much worse, Lorcan wanted to say. Wyrdhounds and ilken and the gods

knew what. 

“But Aelin Galathynius,” Nik mused. Marion’s hand went limp on Lorcan’s

knee.  “Who  knows  what  she  will  do.  She  has  not  called  for  aid,  has  not  asked soldiers  to  come  to  her.  Yet  she  held  Rifthold  in  her  grip—killed  the  king, destroyed his castle. But gave the city back.” 

The  bench  beneath  them  groaned  as  Marion  leaned  forward.  “What  do  you

know of Aelin?” 

“Rumors, here and there,” Nik said, shrugging. “They say she’s beautiful as

sin—and colder than ice. They say she’s a tyrant, a coward, a whore. They say

she’s  gods-blessed—or  gods-damned.  Who  knows?  Nineteen  seems  awfully

young  to  have  such  burdens  …  Rumor  claims  her  court  is  strong,  though.  A

shape-shifter guards her back—and two warrior-princes flank her on either side.” 

Lorcan  thought  of  that  shape-shifter,  who  had  so  unceremoniously  vomited

not once, but twice, all over him; thought of those two warrior-princes … One of

them Gavriel’s son. 

“Will she save or damn us all?” Nik considered, now monitoring the snaking

line behind their wagon. “I don’t know if I much like the thought of everything resting in her hands, but … if she wins, perhaps the land will get better—life will

get better. And if she fails … perhaps we all deserve to be damned anyway.” 

“She will win,” Marion said with quiet strength. Nik’s brows rose. 

Men shouted, and Lorcan said, “I’d save talk of her for another time.” 

Boots crunched, and then uniformed men were peering into the back of the

wagon. “Out,” one ordered. “Line up.” The man’s eyes snagged on Marion. 

Lorcan’s  arm  tightened  around  her  as  an  ugly,  too-familiar  light  filled  the

soldier’s eyes. 

Lorcan bit back his snarl as he said to her, “Come, wife.” 

The soldier noticed him, then. The man backed away a step, a bit pale, then

ordered the supplies be searched. 

Lorcan  jumped  out  first,  bracing  his  hands  on  Marion’s  waist  as  he  helped

her off the wagon. When she made to step away, he tugged her back against him, 

an  arm  across  her  abdomen.  He  met  each  soldier’s  stare  as  they  passed  and

wondered who was looking after the dark-haired beauty in the front. 

A moment later, she and Molly came around. A dark, rimmed hat was slung

over  the  beauty’s  head,  half  of  her  light  brown  face  obscured,  her  body

concealed  in  a  heavy  coat  that  drew  the  eye  away  from  any  feminine  curves. 

Even  the  cast  of  her  mouth  was  unpleasant—as  if  the  woman  had  slipped  into

another person’s skin entirely. 

Still,  Molly  nudged  the  woman  between  Lorcan  and  Nik.  Then  took  the

money pouch from Lorcan’s free hand without so much as a thank-you. 

The  dark-haired  beauty  leaned  forward  to  murmur  to  Marion,  “Don’t  look

them in the eye, and don’t talk back.” 

Marion nodded, chin dipping as she focused on the ground. Against him, he

could  feel  her  racing  heart—wild,  despite  the  calm  submission  written  over

every line of her body. 

“And  you,”  the  beauty  hissed  at  him  as  the  soldiers  searched  their  wares—

and took what they wanted. “Molly says if you get into a fight, you’re gone, and

we’re  not  bailing  you  out  of  prison.  So  let  them  talk  and  laugh,  but  don’t interfere.” 

Lorcan  debated  saying  he  could  slaughter  this  entire  garrison  if  he  pleased, 

but nodded. 

After five minutes, another order was shouted. Molly handed over Lorcan’s

money and her own to pay the toll, plus more for “expedited passage.” Then they

were  all  back  in  the  wagon  again,  none  of  them  daring  to  see  what  had  been

pilfered. Marion was shaking slightly against where he kept her tucked into his side, but her face was blank, bored. 

The guards hadn’t so much as questioned them—hadn’t asked after a woman

with a limp. 

The Acanthus roared beneath them as they crossed the bridge, wagon wheels

clattering on ancient stones. Marion kept shaking. 

Lorcan  studied  her  face  again—the  hint  of  red  along  her  high  cheekbones, 

her tight mouth. 

Not shaking from fear, he realized as he caught a whiff of her scent. A slight

tang of it, perhaps, but mostly something red-hot, something wild and raging and

—

Anger.  It  was  boiling  rage  that  made  her  shake.  At  the  inspection,  at  the

leering of the guards. 

An idealist—that’s what Marion was. Someone who wanted to fight for her

queen, who believed, as Nik did, that this world could be better. 

As  they  cleared  the  other  side  of  the  bridge,  the  soldiers  letting  them  pass without fuss, as they meandered past the line on  that side, and emerged onto the plains  themselves,  Lorcan  wondered  at  that  anger—at  that  belief  in  a  better

world. 

He didn’t feel like telling either Marion or Nik that their dream was a fool’s

one. 

Marion  relaxed  enough  to  peer  out  the  back  of  the  wagon—at  the  grasses

flanking the wide dirt road, at the blue sky, at the roaring river and the looming

sprawl of Oakwald behind them. And for all her rage, a tentative sort of wonder

grew in her dark eyes. He ignored it. 

Lorcan had seen the worst and best in men for five hundred years. 

There was no such thing as a better world—no such thing as a happy end. 

Because there were no endings. 

And there would be nothing waiting for them in this war, nothing waiting for

an escaped slave girl, but a shallow grave. 
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Rowan  Whitethorn  just  needed  a  place  to  rest.  He  didn’t  give  a  shit  if  it  was  a bed or a pile of hay or even beneath a horse in a stable. As long as it was quiet

and there was a roof to keep out the driving veils of rain, he didn’t care. 

Skull’s  Bay  was  what  he  expected,  and  yet  not.  Ramshackle  buildings, 

painted  every  color  but  mostly  in  cracking  disrepair,  were  bustling  as  residents shuttered windows and hauled in clotheslines against the storm that had chased

Rowan and Dorian into the harbor minutes ago. 

Hooded and cloaked, no one had asked them any questions once Rowan had

flipped  a  five-copper  mark  to  the  dockmaster.  Enough  to  keep  his  mouth  shut, but not enough to warrant any of the would-be thieves monitoring the docks to

come after them. 

Dorian  had  mentioned  twice  now  that  he  wasn’t  sure  how  Rowan  was  still

functioning. To be honest, Rowan wasn’t, either. He’d allowed himself  to  doze

only for hours at a time over the past few days. The burnout loomed—steadily

fraying his grip on his magic, his focus. 

When Rowan hadn’t been wrangling the winds to propel their skiff through

the vibrant warm waters of the Dead Islands’ archipelago, he’d been soaring high

above to monitor for approaching enemies. He’d seen none. Just turquoise ocean

and  white  sands  flecked  with  dark,  volcanic  stone.  All  of  it  ringing  the  dense emerald foliage crusting mountainous islands that spread as far as even a hawk’s

eye could see. 

Thunder  grumbled  across  Skull’s  Bay,  and  the  turquoise  sea  beyond  the

harbor  seemed  to  glow  brighter,  as  if  a  distant  lightning  strike  had  lit  up  the entire ocean. Along the docks, a cobalt-painted tavern remained lightly guarded, 

even with the storm bearing down on them. 

The  Sea  Dragon.  Rolfe’s  own  headquarters,  named  after  his  ship,  from

Aelin’s  reports.  Rowan  debated  going  right  up  to  it,  no  more  than  two  lost

travelers seeking shelter from the storm. 

But he and the young king had chosen another route, during the many hours

he’d made good on his promise to teach Dorian about magic. They’d worked for

only minutes at a time—since it’d be no use if the king wrecked their little boat should his power slip its leash. So it had been exercises with ice: summoning a

ball of frost to his palm, letting it melt. Over and over. 

Even now, standing like a stone amid the stream of people hauling in wares

from  the  storm’s  fury,  the  king  was  curling  and  relaxing  his  fingers,  letting Rowan glean their bearings while he gazed across the horseshoe-shaped bay to

the colossal chain stretched across its mouth—currently beneath the surface. 

Ship-Breaker,  the  chain  was  called.  Crusted  with  barnacles  and  draped  in

scarves of seaweed, it was connected to a watchtower on either side of the bay, 

where guards would raise and lower the chain to let ships out. Or keep ships in

until  they’d  paid  the  hefty  tolls.  They’d  been  lucky  that  the  chain  had  already been lowered in anticipation of the storm. 

Since their plan for announcing themselves would be … calm. Diplomatic. 

Which  it  would  need  to  be,  given  that  the  last  time  Aelin  had  set  foot  in Skull’s Bay, two years ago, she’d wrecked that chain. And taken out one of the

now-rebuilt  watchtowers  (Rolfe,  it  seemed,  had  added  a  sister-tower  across  the bay since then), plus half the town. And disabled the rudders on every ship in the

harbor, including Rolfe’s prized one, the  Sea Dragon. 

Rowan wasn’t surprised, but seeing the  scope of the hell she had unleashed

… Holy gods. 

So  Dorian’s  announcement  of  his  arrival  would  be  the  opposite  of   that. 

They’d  take  rooms  at  a  reputable  inn  and  then  request  an  audience  with  Rolfe. 

Proper and dignified. 

Lightning  flashed,  and  Rowan  swiftly  scanned  the  street  ahead,  a  hand

gripping his hood to keep the wind from revealing his Fae heritage. 

An  emerald-painted  inn  lay  at  the  other  end  of  the  block,  its  gilded  sign

clacking in the wild wind. THE OCEAN ROSE. 

The nicest inn in town, the dockmaster had claimed when they asked. Since

they  at  least  needed  to  appear  like  they  could  make  good  on  the  money  they’d offer Rolfe. 

And get some rest, if only for a few hours. Rowan stepped toward it, nearly

sagging with relief, and looked over a shoulder to motion the king to follow. 

But as if the gods themselves wanted to test him, a gust of rain-cooled wind

sprayed  into  their  faces,  and  some  sense  pricked  in  its  wake.  A  shift  in  the  air. 

Like a great pocket of power gathered close, beckoning. 

The  knife  at  his  side  was  instantly  in  his  soaked  hand  as  he  searched  the

rooftops, revealing only plumes of rain. Rowan quieted his mind, listening to the
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city and storm around them. 

Dorian swept his dripping hair out of his face, mouth open to speak—until he

noted the knife. “You feel it, too.” 

Rowan nodded, rain sliding down his nose. “What do you sense?” 

The king’s raw power might pick up different feelings, different clues, than

what his wind and ice and instinct could detect. But without the training, it might

not be clear. 

“It feels … old.” Dorian winced, and said over the storm, “Feral. Ruthless. I

can’t glean anything more.” 

“Does it remind you of the Valg?” 

If there was one person who’d know, it’d be the king before him. 

“No,” Dorian said, gaze shuttering. “They were abhorrent to my magic. This

thing  out  there  …  It  just  makes  my  magic  curious.  Wary,  but  curious.  But  it’s concealed—somehow.” 

Rowan sheathed his knife. “Then stay close and keep alert.” 

Dorian had never been in such a place as Skull’s Bay. 

Even  with  the  heavy  rain  lashing  them  as  they  hunted  the  source  of  that

power  down  the  main  street,  he’d  marveled  at  the  blend  of  lawlessness  and

complete  order  of  the  island-city.  It  bowed  to  no  king  of  royal  blood—yet  was ruled  by  a  Pirate  Lord  who  had  clawed  his  way  to  power  thanks  to  hands

tattooed with a map of the world’s oceans. 

A  map,  rumor  claimed,  that  had  revealed  where  enemies,  treasure,  and

storms awaited him. The cost: his eternal soul. 

Aelin  had  once  confirmed  that  Rolfe  was  indeed  soulless   and  indeed

tattooed.  As  for  the  map  …  She’d  shrugged,  saying  Rolfe  claimed  it  stopped

moving when magic fell. Dorian wondered if that map now indicated that he and

Rowan walked through his city—if it marked them as enemies. 

Perhaps  Aelin’s  arrival  would  be  known  well  before  she  set  foot  on  this

island. 

Cloaked and hooded and thoroughly soaked, Dorian and Rowan made a wide

circuit of the surrounding streets. People had quickly vanished, and the ships in

the  harbor  rocked  wildly  with  the  waves  lapping  over  the  broad  quay  and  onto the cobblestones. Palms thrashed and hissed, and not even gulls stirred. 

His  magic  remained  dormant,  rumbling  when  he’d  stiffen  at  a  loud  noise

from within the taverns, inns, homes, and shops they passed. At his side, Rowan plowed through the storm, the rain and wind seeming to part for him. 

They  reached  the  quay,  Rolfe’s  massive  prize  ship  looming  out  in  the

heaving waters, sails tied down against the storm. 

At least Rolfe was here. At least that had gone right. 

Dorian was so busy observing the ship that he nearly slammed into Rowan’s

back as the warrior-prince halted. 

He  staggered  back,  Rowan  mercifully  not  commenting  on  it,  then  scanned

the building that had snagged the prince’s attention. 

His magic perked up like a startled deer. 

“I shouldn’t even be surprised,” Rowan grumbled, and the blue-painted sign

clattered in the winds above the tavern entrance. THE SEA DRAGON. 

Two guards stood halfway down the block—guards not for any uniform, but

for the fact that they were standing in this storm, hands on their swords. 

Rowan  angled  his  head  in  a  way  that  told  Dorian  the  prince  was  likely

contemplating whether it was worth it to chuck the men into the roiling harbor. 

But no one stopped them as Rowan gave Dorian a warning look and opened the

door  to  the  Pirate  Lord’s  personal  tavern.  Golden  light,  spices,  polished  wood floors and walls greeted them. 

It  was  empty,  despite  the  storm.  Utterly  empty,  save  for  the  dozen  or  so

tables. 

Rowan  shut  the  door  behind  Dorian,  scanning  the  room,  the  small  stairs  in

the back. From where they stood, Dorian could see the letters covering most of

the tables. 

 Storm-Chaser. Lady Ann. Tiger-Star. 

The sterns of ships. Every table was made from them. 

They  hadn’t  been  taken  from  wrecks.  No,  this  was  a  trophy  room—a

reminder to those who met with the Pirate Lord of how, exactly, he had gained

his crown. 

All the tables seemed centered around one in the back, bigger and more worn

than the others.  Thresher. The enormous slats were flecked with burn marks and

gouges—but  the  lettering  remained  clear.  As  if  Rolfe  never  wanted  to  forget

what ship was used as his personal dining table. 

But as for the man himself and that power they’d felt … No sign of either. 

A  door  behind  the  bar  opened,  and  a  slim,  brown-haired  young  woman

stepped out. Her apron marked her as the barmaid, but her shoulders were back, 

head  high—gray  eyes  sharp  and  clear  as  she  scanned  them  and  remained
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unimpressed.  “He  was  wondering  when  you  two  would  come  snooping,”  she

said, her accent rich and thick—like Aedion’s. 

Rowan said, “Oh?” 

The  barmaid  jerked  her  delicate  chin  toward  the  narrow  wood  stairs  in  the

back.  “Captain  wants  to  see  you—in  his  office.  One  flight  up,  second  door

down.” 

“Why.” 

Even Dorian knew not to ignore that tone. But the girl just grabbed a glass, 

held it to the candlelight to inspect for smudges, and pulled a rag from her apron. 

Twin  tattoos  of  roaring  gray  sea  dragons  snaked  around  her  tan  forearms,  the beasts seeming to slither as her muscles shifted with the movement. 

Their scales, he realized, matched her eyes perfectly as she flicked her stare

over Dorian and Rowan once more and said coolly, “Don’t keep him waiting.” 

Dorian murmured to Rowan as they ascended the creaky, dim stairs, “It could be

a trap.” 

“Possibly,” Rowan said with equal quiet. “But consider that we were allowed

to come to him. If it was a trap, the smarter move would have been to catch us

unawares.” 

Dorian nodded, something in his chest easing. “And you—your magic is …

better?” 

That hard face yielded nothing. “I’ll manage.” Not an answer. 

Along  the  second-level  hallway,  four  steely-eyed  young  men  had  been

stationed,  each  armed  with  fine  swords  whose  hilts  were  fashioned  after

attacking sea dragons—surely the mark of their captain. None bothered to speak

as he and Rowan made for the indicated door. 

The Fae Prince knocked once. A grunt was all they got in response. 

Dorian didn’t know what he expected from the Lord of Pirates. 

But  a  dark-haired  man,  a  day  past  thirty  if  that,  lounging  on  a  red  velvet chaise before the rain-splattered curve of windows was not it. 
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The Pirate Lord of Skull’s Bay did not turn from where he was sprawled on the

chaise,  piles  of  papers  littering  the  worn  cobalt  rug  beneath  it.  From  the  neat columns  that  Dorian  could  barely  make  out  from  where  he  and  Rowan  stood  a

few feet into the man’s office, the papers seemed crammed with tallies of goods

or expenses—ill-gained or otherwise. 

But Rolfe continued monitoring the ships tilting and bobbing in the harbor, 

the  shadow  of  Ship-Breaker’s  sagging  chain  cleaving  the  storm-tossed  world

beyond them. 

Rolfe had likely learned of their arrival not due to any magic map, but from

sitting here. Indeed, dark leather gloves adorned his hands—the material scarred

and cracked with age. Not a hint of the legendary tattoos lurking beneath. 

Rowan  didn’t  move;  barely  blinked  as  he  took  in  the  captain,  the  office. 

Dorian himself had been part of enough political maneuverings to know the uses

of silence—the power in who spoke first. The power in making someone wait. 

The  rain  drumming  on  the  windows  and  the  muffled  dripping  of  their  own

soaked clothes on the threadbare carpet filled the quiet. 

Captain Rolfe tapped a gloved finger on the arm of the chaise, watching the

harbor for a heartbeat longer—as if to make sure the  Sea Dragon still floated—

and finally turned to them. 

“Take off your hoods. I want to know who I’m talking to.” 

Dorian  stiffened  at  the  command,  but  Rowan  said,  “Your  barmaid  implied

that you know damn well who we are.” 

A wry half smile tugged on Rolfe’s lips, the upper-left corner flecked with a

small scar. Hopefully not from Aelin. “My barmaid talks too much.” 

“Then why keep her?” 

“Easy on the eyes—hard to come by around here,” Rolfe said, uncoiling to

his  feet.  He  was  about  Dorian’s  height  and  clothed  in  simple  but  well-made

black. An elegant rapier hung at his side, along with a matching parrying knife. 

Rowan snorted, but to Dorian’s surprise, removed his hood. 

Rolfe’s sea-green eyes flared—no doubt at the silver hair, pointed ears, and

slightly elongated canines. Or the tattoo. “A man who likes ink as much as I do,” 

Rolfe said with an appreciative nod. “I think you and I will get along just fine, 

Prince.” 

“Male,” Rowan corrected. “Fae males are not human men.” 

“Semantics,” Rolfe said, flicking his attention to Dorian. “So you’re the king

everyone’s in such a tizzy over.” 

Dorian finally tugged back his hood. “What of it?” 

With that gloved hand, Rolfe pointed toward a paper-covered desk and two

upholstered  chairs  before  it.  Like  the  man  himself,  it  was  elegant,  but  worn—

either  from  age,  use,  or  battles  past.  And  those  gloves  …  To  cover  the  maps inked there? 

Rowan  gave  Dorian  a  nod  to  sit.  The  flames  on  the  candles  burning

throughout guttered as they passed, and claimed their seats. 

Rolfe edged around the stacks of papers on the floor and took up his spot at

the desk. His carved, high-backed chair might very well have been a throne from

some  distant  kingdom.  “You  seem  remarkably  calm  for  a  king  who’s  just  been

declared a traitor to his crown and robbed of his throne.” 

Dorian was glad he was in the process of sitting down. 

Rowan lifted a brow. “According to whom?” 

“According  to  the  messengers  who  arrived  yesterday,”  Rolfe  said,  leaning

back in his seat and crossing his arms. “Duke Perrington—or should I call him

King  Perrington  now?—issued  a  decree,  signed  by  the  majority  of  Adarlan’s

lords and ladies, naming  you, Majesty, an enemy to your kingdom, and claiming

that he liberated Rifthold from  your claws after you and the Queen of Terrasen

slaughtered  so  many  innocents  this  spring.  It  also  claims  that  any  ally”—a  nod toward Rowan—“is an enemy. And that you will be crushed under his armies if

you do not yield.” 

Silence  filled  his  head.  Rolfe  went  on,  perhaps  a  bit  more  gently,  “Your

brother has been named Perrington’s heir and Crown Prince.” 

Oh  gods.  Hollin  was  a  child,  but  still  …  something  had  rotted  in  him, 

festered—

He  had  left  them  there.  Rather  than  deal  with  his  mother  and  brother,  he’d

told  them  to  stay  in  those  mountains.  Where  they  were  now  as  good  as  lambs surrounded by a pack of wolves. 

He wished Chaol were with him. Wished for time to just …  stop so he might

sort out all these fractured pieces of himself, put them into some kind of order, if

not back together entirely. 

Rolfe  said,  “From  the  look  on  your  face,  I’m  guessing  your  arrival  indeed has something to do with the fact that Rifthold now lies in ruin, its people fleeing

wherever they can.” 

Dorian shoved out the insidious thoughts and drawled, “I came to learn what

side of the line you stand on, Captain, in regard to this conflict.” 

Rolfe sat forward, resting his forearms on the desk. “You must be desperate

indeed, then.” A glance at Rowan. “And is your queen equally desperate for my

aid?” 

“My queen,” Rowan said, “is not a part of this discussion.” 

Rolfe  only  grinned  at  Dorian.  “You  wish  to  know  what  side  of  the  line  I

stand on? I stand on the side that keeps the hell out of my territory.” 

“Rumor has it,” Rowan countered smoothly, “that the easternmost part of this

archipelago is no longer your territory at all.” 

Rolfe  held  Rowan’s  gaze.  A  heartbeat  passed.  Then  another.  A  muscle

flickered in Rolfe’s jaw. 

Then  he  pulled  off  those  gloves  to  reveal  hands  tattooed  from  fingertip  to

wrist. He turned them palm up, revealing a map of the archipelago, and what—

Dorian and Rowan leaned forward as the blue waters did indeed flow, little

dots among it sailing by. And in the easternmost tip of the archipelago, curving

out to sea…

Those waters were gray, the islands a ruddy brown. But nothing moved—no

dots indicated ships. As if the map had frozen. 

“They  have  magic  that  shields  them—even  from  this,”  Rolfe  said.  “I  can’t

get  a  count  of  their  ships,  or  men,  or  beasts.  Scouts  never  return.  This  winter, we’d  hear  roaring  from  the  islands—some  almost-human,  some  definitely  not. 

Often, we’d spy … things standing out on those rocks. Men, but not. We let it go

unchecked for too long—and paid the price.” 

“Beasts,” Dorian said. “What sort of beasts?” 

A  grim  smile,  scar  stretching.  “Ones  to  make  you  consider  fleeing  this

continent, Majesty.” 

The  condescension  snapped  something  loose  in  Dorian’s  temper.  “I  have

walked through more nightmares than you realize, Captain.” 

Rolfe snorted, but his eyes went to that pale line across Dorian’s throat. 

Rowan  leaned  back  in  his  chair  with  lazy  grace—the  War

Commander  incarnate.  “It  must  be  a  solid  truce  you  hold,  then,  if  you’re  still camped here with minimal ships in your harbor.” 

Rolfe  simply  tugged  on  his  worn  gloves.  “My  fleet  does  have  to  do  a  little

pirating every now and then, you know. Bills to pay and all that.” 

“I’m sure. Especially when you employ four guards to watch your hallway.” 

Dorian caught Rowan’s train of thought and said to the Fae Prince, “I didn’t

scent  the  Valg  in  town.”  No,  whatever  that  power  had  been  …  it  had  flickered into nothing now. 

“That’s because,” Rolfe drawled, cutting them off, “we killed most of them.” 

Wind rattled the windows, smearing the rain across them. 

“And  as  for  the  four  men  in  the  hall—they  are  all  that’s  left  of  my  crew. 

Thanks  to  the  battle  we  had  early  this  spring  to  reclaim  this  island  after

Perrington’s general stole it from us.” 

Dorian swore low and viciously. The captain nodded. 

“But I am again Pirate Lord of Skull’s Bay, and if the eastern islands are as

far  as  Morath  plans  to  go,  then  Perrington  and  his  beasts  can  have  them.  The Dead End is barely more than caves and rock anyway.” 

“What manner of beasts,” Dorian said again. 

Rolfe’s pale green eyes darkened. “Sea-wyverns. Witches rule the skies with

their  wyverns—but  these  waters  are  now  ruled  by  beasts  bred  for  naval  battle, foul  corruptions  of  an  ancient  template.  Imagine  a  creature  half  the  size  of  a first-rate ship—faster than a racing dolphin—and the damage it can cause with

tooth and claw and a poisoned tail big as a mast. Worse, if you kill one of their

vicious  offspring,  the  adults  will  hunt  you  to  the  ends  of  the  earth.”  Rolfe shrugged.  “So  you  will  find,  Majesty,  that  I  have  no  interest  in  disturbing  the eastern islands if they do not disturb me any further. I have no interest in doing

anything but continuing to profit from my endeavors.” He waved a vague hand

to the papers scattered throughout. 

Dorian held his tongue. The offer he’d been planning to make … His coffers

belonged to Morath now. He doubted privateers would volunteer based on credit. 

Rowan  gave  him  a  look  that  said  the  same.  Another  route  to  win  Rolfe  to

their cause, then. Dorian surveyed the office, the taste leaning toward finery and

yet  so  little  that  was  not  worn.  The  half-wrecked  town  around  them.  The  four surviving crew. The way Rolfe had looked at that band of white along his throat. 

Rowan  opened  his  mouth,  but  Dorian  said,  “They  weren’t  just  killed,  your

crew. Some were taken, weren’t they?” 

Rolfe’s sea-green eyes went cold. 

Dorian  pushed,  “Captured,  along  with  others,  and  taken  into  the  Dead

Islands. Used for information about how and where to strike you. The only way

to free them when they were sent back to you, demons wearing their bodies, was

to behead them. Burn them.” 

Rowan asked roughly, “Was it rings or collars they wore, Captain?” 

Rolfe’s throat bobbed once. After a long moment, he said, “Rings. They said

they’d  been  set  free.  But  they  weren’t  the  men  who…”  A  shake  of  the  head. 

“Demons,”  he  breathed,  as  if  it  explained  something.  “That’s  what  he  put  in

them.” 

So Rowan told him. Of the Valg, their princes, and of Erawan, the last Valg

king. 

Even Rolfe had the wits to look unnerved as Rowan concluded, “He has cast

off  the  disguise  as  Perrington.  He  is  only  Erawan  now—King  Erawan, 

apparently.” 

Rolfe’s eyes again drifted to Dorian’s neck, and it was an effort not to touch

the scar there. “How did you survive it? We even cut the rings off—but my men

… they were gone.” 

Dorian shook his head. “I don’t know.” No answer didn’t make Rolfe’s men

sound  …  lesser  for  not  having  survived.  Maybe  he’d  been  infested  by  a  Valg

prince who’d savored taking his time. 

Rolfe shifted a piece of paper on his desk, reading it again for a heartbeat—

as if it were a mere distraction while he thought. He said at last, “Wiping what’s

left of them from the Dead Islands won’t do shit against the might of Morath.” 

“No,”  Rowan  countered,  “but  if  we  hold  the  archipelago,  we  can  use  these

islands to wage a battle from the seas while we strike from the land. We can use

these islands to house fleets from other kingdoms, other continents.” 

Dorian  added,  “My  Hand  is  currently  in  the  southern  continent—in  Antica

itself.  He  will  persuade  them  to  send  a  fleet.”  Chaol  would  do  nothing  less  for him, for Adarlan. 

“None  will  come,”  Rolfe  said.  “They  didn’t  come  ten  years  ago;  they

certainly won’t come now.” He surveyed Rowan and added with a small smirk, 

“Especially not with the latest news.” 

This couldn’t end well, Dorian decided as Rowan asked flatly, “What news?” 

Rolfe didn’t answer, instead watching the stormy bay, or whatever out there

held  his  interest.  A  rough  few  months  for  the  man,  Dorian  realized.  Someone

holding  on  to  this  place  through  sheer  arrogance  and  will.  And  all  those  tables below, assembled from the wreckage of conquered ships … How many enemies

were circling, waiting for a shot at revenge? 

Rowan  opened  his  mouth,  no  doubt  to  demand  an  answer,  when  Rolfe

thumped his booted foot thrice on the worn floorboards. An answering thump on

the wall sounded. 

Silence fell. Given Rolfe’s hatred for the Valg, Dorian doubted Morath was

about  to  spring  shut  a  trap,  but  …  he  slid  deep  into  his  magic  as  footsteps thudded down the hall. From the tight cast of Rowan’s tattooed face, he knew the

prince was doing the same. Especially as Dorian felt his magic reach toward the

Fae Prince’s, as it had done that day with Aelin atop the glass castle. 

Those  footsteps  paused  outside  the  office  door,  and  again,  that  pulse  of

foreign,  mighty  magic  rose  up.  Rowan’s  hand  slid  into  casual  distance  of  the hunting knife at his thigh. 

Dorian focused on his breathing, on hauling up lines and pieces of his magic. 

Ice bit into his palms as the office door opened. 

Two golden-haired males appeared in the doorway. 

Rowan’s snarl reverberated through the floorboards and along Dorian’s feet

as  he  took  in  the  muscle,  the  pointed  ears,  the  gaping  mouths  that  revealed elongated canines…

The two strangers, the source of that power … They were Fae. 

The  one  with  night-dark  eyes  and  an  edged  grin  looked  Rowan  over  and

drawled, “I liked your hair longer.” 

A  dagger  embedding  itself  in  the  wall  not  an  inch  from  the  male’s  ear  was

Rowan’s only answer. 
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Dorian  didn’t  see  the  Fae  Prince  throw  the  dagger  until  the  blade  thudded  into the wooden wall, its hilt still bobbing with the impact. 

But  the  dark-eyed,  bronze-skinned  male—so  handsome  that  Dorian  blinked

—smirked  at  the  dagger  shivering  beside  his  head.  “Was  your  aim  that  shitty

when you cut your own hair?” 

The other male beside him—tan, tawny-eyed, with a steady sort of quiet to

him—lifted his broad, tattooed hands. “Rowan, put your blades down. We’re not

here for you.” 

For  there  were  already  more  weapons  gripped  in  Rowan’s  hands.  Dorian

hadn’t even heard him stand, let alone draw the sword, or the elegant hatchet in

the other hand. 

Dorian’s magic writhed in his veins as it studied the two strangers.  Here you

 are, it sang. 

Alone  with  Rowan,  his  magic  had  become  accustomed  to  the  prince’s

staggering  abyss  of  power,  but  the  three  of  these  males  together,  ancient  and powerful and primal … They were their own maelstrom. They could wreck this

city without even trying. He wondered if Rolfe realized it. 

The Pirate Lord said drily, “I take it you know each other.” 

The  solemn,  golden-eyed  one  nodded,  his  pale  clothes  so  like  the  ones

Rowan  favored:  layered,  efficient  fabric,  fit  for  battlefields.  A  band  of  black tattoos  encircled  the  male’s  muscled  neck.  Dorian’s  stomach  lurched.  From  a

distance, it might very well have been another sort of black collar. 

Rowan said tightly, “Gavriel and Fenrys used to … work with me.” 

Rolfe’s sea-green eyes darted among them all, assessing, weighing. 

Fenrys—Gavriel.  Dorian  knew  those  names.  Rowan  had  mentioned  them

during their journey here … Two members of Rowan’s cadre. 

Rowan explained to Dorian, “They are blood-sworn to Maeve. As I used to

be.” 

Meaning  they  were  here  under  her  orders.  And  if  Maeve  had  sent  not  one, 

but  two of her lieutenants to this continent, when Lorcan was already here…

Rowan  said  through  his  teeth  but  sheathed  his  weapons,  “What  is  your business with Rolfe?” 

Dorian  released  his  magic  into  himself.  It  settled  into  his  core  like  a  bit  of dropped ribbon. 

Rolfe  waved  a  hand  to  the  two  males.  “They’re  the  bearer  of  the  news  I

promised you—among other things.” 

“And  we  were  just  sitting  down  to  lunch,”  Fenrys  said,  those  dark  eyes

dancing. “Shall we?” 

Fenrys didn’t wait for them as he ducked back into the hall and walked out. 

The tattooed one—Gavriel—sighed quietly. “It’s a long tale, Rowan, and one

you  and  the  King  of  Adarlan”—a  flick  of  tawny  eyes  in  his  direction—“must

hear.”  He  gestured  to  the  hall  and  said,  utterly  stone-faced,  “You  know  how

cranky Fenrys gets when he doesn’t eat.” 

“I heard that,” called a deep male voice from the hall. 

Dorian reined in his smile, watching Rowan for his reaction instead. But the

Fae Prince only jerked his head at Gavriel in silent order to lead the way. 

None of them, not even Rolfe, spoke as they descended into the main room. 

The barmaid was gone, only sparkling glasses behind the bar hinting that she’d

been there. And, indeed digging into a steaming bowl of what smelled like fish

stew, Fenrys now waited for them at a table in the back. 

Gavriel slid into a seat beside the warrior, his mostly full bowl sloshing a bit

as the table shifted, and said to Rowan when the prince halted halfway through

the  room,  “Is…”  The  Fae  warrior  paused,  as  if  weighing  the  words  and  how

Rowan might react if the question was posed poorly. Dorian knew why the exact

next moment. “Is Aelin Galathynius with you?” 

Dorian didn’t know where to look: at the warriors now at the table, at Rowan

beside him, or at Rolfe, brows raised as he leaned against the stair banister, with

no idea that the queen was his great enemy. 

Rowan shook his head once, a swift, cutting move. “My queen is not in our

company.” 

Fenrys  flicked  his  brows  up  but  continued  devouring  his  meal,  his  gray

jacket unbuttoned to reveal the muscled brown chest peeking through the vee of

his white shirt. Gold embroidery swirled along the lapels of the jacket—the only

sign of wealth among them. 

Dorian didn’t quite know what had happened this past spring with Rowan’s

cadre, but … they obviously hadn’t parted on good terms. At least on Rowan’s

end. 

Gavriel  rose  to  drag  over  two  chairs—closest  to  the  exit,  Dorian  noticed. 

Perhaps Gavriel was the one who kept the peace among the cadre. 

Rowan didn’t make a move for them. It was so easy to forget that the prince

had centuries of handling foreign courts—had gone to war and back again. With

these males. 

Rowan didn’t bother with diplomacy, however, as he said, “Tell me whatever

the hell this news is.” 

Fenrys  and  Gavriel  exchanged  a  look.  The  former  just  rolled  his  eyes  and

gestured with his spoon for Gavriel to speak. 

“Maeve’s armada sails for this continent.” 

Dorian was glad he didn’t have anything in his stomach. 

Rowan’s  words  were  guttural  as  he  asked,  “Is  that  bitch  allying  with

Morath?”  He  cut  what  Dorian  considered  to  be  the  definition  of  an  icy  stare  at Rolfe. “Are  you allying with her?” 

“No,” Gavriel said evenly. 

Rolfe, to his credit, just shrugged. “I told you, I want no part in this war.” 

“Maeve isn’t the sort to share power,” Gavriel cut in calmly. “But before we

left, she was readying her armada to leave—for Eyllwe.” 

Dorian  whooshed  out  a  breath.  “Why  Eyllwe?  Is  it  possible  she  could  be

sending aid?” 

From  the  look  on  Rowan’s  face,  Dorian  could  tell  the  prince  was  already

cataloging and marking, analyzing what he knew of his former queen, of Eyllwe, 

and how it tied to everything else. 

Dorian tried to control his thundering heart, knowing they could likely hear

its shift in rhythm. 

Fenrys  set  down  his  spoon.  “I  doubt  she’s  sending  aid  to  anyone  at  all—at

least  not  where  this  continent  is  concerned.  And  again,  she  didn’t  tell  us  her specific reasons.” 

“She always tells us,” Rowan countered. “She’s never contained information

like that.” 

Fenrys’s dark eyes flickered. “That was before you humiliated her by leaving

her  for  Aelin  of  the  Wildfire.  And  before  Lorcan  abandoned  her  as  well.  She trusts none of us now.” 

Eyllwe … Maeve had to know how dear the kingdom was to Aelin. But to

launch  an  armada  …  There  had  to  be  something  there,  something  worth  her

while. Dorian ran through every lesson he’d been taught, every book he’d read

on the kingdom. But nothing sparked. 

Rowan said, “Maeve cannot believe she can conquer Eyllwe—at least not for any  extended  period  of  time,  not  without  drawing  all  her  armies  here,  and

leaving her realm undefended.” 

But  perhaps  it’d  spread  Erawan  thin,  even  if  the  cost  of  Maeve’s  invasion

would be steep…

“Again,” Fenrys drawled, “we don’t know details. We only told him”—a jerk

of  the  chin  toward  where  Rolfe  still  leaned  against  the  banister  with  crossed arms—“as a courtesy warning—among other things.” 

Dorian noted that Rowan didn’t ask if they’d have extended the courtesy to

them  had  they  not  been  here.  Or  what,  exactly,  those  other   things  were.  The prince said to Rolfe, “I need to dispatch messages. Immediately.” 

Rolfe  studied  his  gloved  hands.  “Why  bother?  Won’t  the  recipient  arrive

soon enough?” 

“What?” Dorian braced himself at the simmering temper in Rowan’s tone. 

Rolfe  smiled.  “Rumor  has  it  Aelin  Galathynius  destroyed  General  Narrok

and his lieutenants over in Wendlyn. And that she accomplished this with a Fae

Prince at her side. Impressive.” 

Rowan’s canines flashed. “And your point is, Captain?” 

“I  just  wish  to  know  whether  Her  Majesty,  Queen  of  Fire,  expects  a  grand

parade when she arrives.” 

Dorian  doubted  Rolfe  would  very  much  like  her  other  title—Adarlan’s

Assassin. 

Rowan’s snarl was soft. “Again, she’s not coming here.” 

“Oh? You mean to tell me that her lover goes to rescue the King of Adarlan, 

and  instead  of  taking  him  north,  he  brings  him   here—and  it  doesn’t  somehow mean I’m to soon play host to her?” 

At  the  mention  of   lover,  Rowan  gave  Fenrys  a  lethal  stare.  The  beautiful male—really, there was no way to describe him other than that—just shrugged. 

But Rowan said to Rolfe, “She asked me to bring King Dorian to persuade

you to join our cause. But as you have no interest in any agenda but your own, it

seems  our  trip  was  wasted.  So  we  have  no  further  use  for  you  at  this  table, especially  if  you’re  incapable  of  dispatching  messengers.”  Rowan  flicked  his

eyes toward the stairs behind Rolfe. “You’re dismissed.” 

Fenrys choked on a dark laugh, but Gavriel straightened as Rolfe hissed, “I

don’t care who you are and what power you wield. You don’t give me orders in

my territory.” 

“You’d  better  get  used  to  taking  them,”  Rowan  said,  his  voice  calm  in  that
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way  that  made  Dorian’s  every  instinct  prepare  to  run.  “For  if  Morath  wins  this war, they will not be content to let you flounce about these islands, pretending to

be  king.  They  will  lock  you  out  of  every  port  and  river,  deny  you  trade  with cities that you have come to depend upon. Who shall your buyers be when there

are none left to purchase your goods? I doubt Maeve will bother—or remember

you.” 

Rolfe  snapped,  “If  these  islands  are  sacked,  we  will  sail  to  others—and

others. The seas are my haven—upon the waves, we will always be free.” 

“I’d hardly call squatting in your tavern in fear of Valg assassins free.” 

Rolfe’s  gloved  hands  flexed  and  unfurled,  and  Dorian  wondered  if  he’d  go

for  the  rapier  at  his  side.  But  then  the  Pirate  Lord  said  to  Fenrys  and  Gavriel, 

“We  will  meet  here  tomorrow  at  eleven.”  When  his  gaze  shifted  to  Rowan,  it

hardened.  “Send  however  many  damn  messages  you  want.  You  may  stay  until

your queen arrives, which I have no doubt she  will. At that time, I will hear what the  legendary  Aelin  Galathynius  has  to  say  for  herself.  Until  then,  get  the  hell out.” He jerked his chin toward Gavriel and Fenrys. “You can talk to the  princes at their own damn lodgings.” Rolfe stalked to the front door, yanking it open to

reveal a wall of rain and the four young but hard-looking men lingering on the

soaked  quay.  Their  hands  shot  to  their  weapons,  but  Rolfe  made  no  move  to

summon them. He only pointed out the door. 

Rowan  stared  down  the  man  for  a  moment,  then  said  to  his  former

companions, “Let’s go.” 

They weren’t stupid enough to argue. 

This was bad. Undeniably bad. 

Rowan’s magic frayed apart as he worked to keep the shields around him and

Dorian intact. But he didn’t let Fenrys or Gavriel get a whiff of that exhaustion, 

didn’t reveal one bit of the effort it took to hold the magic  and concentrate. 

Rolfe might very well be a lost cause against Erawan or Maeve—especially

once  he  saw  Aelin.  If  Aelin  had  been  present  during  this  conversation,  Rowan had  a  feeling  it  would  have  ended  with  the   Sea  Dragon—both  the  inn  and  the ship  anchored  in  the  harbor—aflame.  But  those  sea-wyverns  …  And  Maeve’s

armada … He’d think about that later. But shit. Just— shit. 

The no-nonsense innkeeper at the Ocean Rose asked no questions as Rowan

purchased  two  rooms—the  best  the  inn  had  to  offer.  Not  when  he  laid  a  gold

piece on the counter. Two weeks’ accommodations, plus all meals, plus stabling of  their  horses  if  they  had  them,  and  unlimited  laundry,  she’d  offered  with  a knowing look at his clothes. 

And whatever guests he wished, she added as Rowan whistled sharply, and

Dorian,  Fenrys,  and  Gavriel  crossed  the  flagstone  courtyard,  hoods  on  as  they edged around the burbling fountain. Rain pattered on the potted palms, rustling

the  magenta  bougainvillea  crawling  up  the  walls  toward  the  white-painted

balconies, still shuttered against the storm. 

Rowan asked the woman to send up what was likely enough food for eight

people, then stalked for the polished stairs at the back of the dim dining room, 

the  others  falling  in  behind  him.  Fenrys,  mercifully,  kept  his  mouth  shut  until they reached Rowan’s room, discarded their cloaks, and Rowan lit a few candles. 

The act alone left a hole in his chest. 

Fenrys  sank  into  one  of  the  cushioned  chairs  before  the  dark  fireplace, 

running  a  finger  down  the  black-painted  arm.  “Such  fine  accommodations. 

Which of the royals is paying, then?” 

Dorian,  who  had  been  about  to  claim  the  seat  by  the  small  desk  before  the

shuttered  windows,  stiffened.  Gavriel  gave  Fenrys  a  look  that  said,  Please  no brawling. 

“Does  it  make  a  difference?”  Rowan  asked  as  he  went  wall  to  wall,  lifting

the  framed  pictures  of  lush  flora  for  any  spy  holes  or  access  points.  Then  he checked  beneath  the  white-sheeted  bed,  its  posts  of  twirled  black  wood  kissed with  the  candlelight,  trying  not  to  consider  that  for  all  his  resolutions  …  she’d share this room with him. This bed. 

The  space  was  secure—serene,  even,  with  the  beat  of  the  rain  in  the

courtyard and on the roof, the smell of sweet fruit heavy in the air. 

“Someone’s got to have money to finance this war,” Fenrys purred, watching

Rowan  at  last  lean  against  a  low  dresser  beside  the  door.  “Though  maybe

considering  yesterday’s  decree  from  Morath,  you’ll  be  moving  to  more  …

economical quarters.” 

Well,  that  said  enough  about  what  Fenrys  and  Gavriel  knew  regarding

Erawan’s  decree  concerning  Dorian  and  his  allies.  “Worry  over  your  own

business, Fenrys,” Gavriel said. 

Fenrys snorted, toying with a small curl of golden hair at his nape. “How you

even manage to walk with that much steel on you, Whitethorn, has always been

a mystery to me.” 

Rowan said smoothly, “How no one has ever cut out your tongue just to shut

you up has always been a mystery to me as well.” 

An edged chuckle. “I’ve been told it’s my best feature. At least the women

think so.” 

A  low  laugh  escaped  Dorian—the  first  sound  like  it  Rowan  had  witnessed

from the king. 

Rowan  braced  his  hands  on  the  dresser.  “How  did  you  keep  your  scents

hidden?” 

Gavriel’s tawny eyes darkened. “A new trick of Maeve’s—to keep us nearly

invisible in a land that does not receive our kind warmly.” He jerked his chin at

Dorian and Rowan. “Though it seems it’s not wholly effective.” 

Rowan said, “You two better have a damn good explanation for why you’re

here—and why you dragged Rolfe into whatever it is.” 

Fenrys  drawled,  “You  get  everything  you  want,  Rowan,  yet  you’re  still  a

stone-cold bastard. Lorcan would be proud.” 

“Where’s Connall?” was Rowan’s mocking reply, naming Fenrys’s twin. 

Fenrys’s  face  tightened.  “Where  do  you  think?  One  of  us  is  always  the

anchor.” 

“She’d stop keeping him as collateral if you didn’t make your discontent so

obvious.” 

Fenrys had always been a pain in his ass. And Rowan had not forgotten that

it was Fenrys who had wanted the task of handling Aelin Galathynius this past

spring.  Fenrys  loved  anything  that  was  wild  and  beautiful,  and  to  dangle  Aelin before him … Maeve had known it was torture. 

Perhaps it was torture, too, for Fenrys to be so far from Maeve’s grip—but to

know  that  his  twin  was  back  in  Doranelle,  that  if  Fenrys  never  came  back  …

Connall  would  be  punished  in  unspeakable  ways.  It  was  how  the  queen  had

ensnared them in the first place: offspring were rare among the Fae—but twins? 

Even  rarer.  And  for  twins  to  be  born  gifted  with  strength,  to  grow  into  males whose dominance rivaled that of warriors centuries older than them…

Maeve had coveted them. Fenrys had refused the offer to join her service. So

she’d  gone  after  Connall—the  dark  to  Fenrys’s  gold,  quiet  to  Fenrys’s  roar, 

thoughtful to Fenrys’s recklessness. 

Fenrys got what he wanted: women, glory, wealth. Connall, though skilled, 

was forever in his twin’s shadow. So when the queen approached him about the

blood oath, at a time when Fenrys, not Connall, had been selected to fight in the

war with the Akkadians … Connall had sworn it. 

And  when  Fenrys  returned  to  find  his  brother  bound  to  the  queen,  and

learned  what  Maeve  forced  him  to  do  behind  closed  doors  …  Fenrys  had bargained: he’d swear the oath, but only to get Maeve to back off his brother. For

over a century now, Fenrys had served in the queen’s bedroom, had sat chained

by invisible shackles beside her dark throne. 

Rowan  might  have  liked  the  male.  Respected  him.  If  it  weren’t  for  that

damned mouth of his. 

“So,”  Fenrys  said,  well  aware  he  had  not  answered  Rowan’s  demand  for

information, “are we soon to call you King Rowan?” 

Gavriel  murmured,  “Gods  above,  Fenrys.”  He  gave  the  sigh  of  the  long-

suffering and added before Fenrys could open that stupid mouth, “Your arrival, 

Rowan, was a fortunate turn of events.” 

Rowan faced the male beside him—second-in-command for Maeve now that

Rowan had vacated the title. As if the golden-haired warrior read the name from

his eyes, Gavriel asked, “Where is Lorcan?” 

Rowan  had  been  debating  how  to  answer  that  question  from  the  moment

he’d seen them. That Gavriel had asked … Why  had they come to Skull’s Bay? 

“I don’t know where Lorcan is,” Rowan said. Not a lie. If they were lucky, 

his  former  commander  would  get  the  other  two  Wyrdkeys,  realize  Aelin  had

tricked  him,  and  come  running—delivering  the  two  keys  for  Aelin  to  then

destroy. 

If they were lucky. 

Gavriel  said,  “You  don’t  know  where  he  is—but  you’ve  seen  him.”  Rowan

nodded. 

Fenrys snorted. “Are we really going to play truths and lies? Just tell us, you

bastard.” 

Rowan pinned Fenrys with a look. The White Wolf of Doranelle smiled right

back at him. 

Gods help them all if Fenrys and Aedion ever sat in a room together. 

Rowan said, “Are you here on Maeve’s command—ahead of the armada?” 

Gavriel  shook  his  head.  “Our  presence  has  nothing  to  do  with  the  armada

sailing. She sent us to hunt him. You already know the crime he committed.” 

An  act  of  love—though  only  in  the  twisted  way  that  Lorcan  could  love

things. Only in the twisted way he loved Maeve. 

“He claims to be doing it in her best interest,” Rowan said casually, aware of

the  king  seated  beside  him.  Rowan  knew  most  underestimated  the  sharp

intelligence  under  that  disarming  smile.  Knew  that  Dorian’s  value  wasn’t  his

godlike magic, but his mind. He’d latched on to Rolfe’s fear and trauma at the

hands  of  the  Valg  and  laid  the  foundation—one  he’d  make  sure  Aelin  would exploit. 

“Lorcan’s  always  been  arrogant  that  way,”  Fenrys  drawled.  “This  time,  he

crossed the line.” 

“So you’ve been sent here to bring Lorcan back?” 

Those tattoos on Gavriel’s throat—marks Rowan himself had inked—bobbed

with each word as he said, “We’ve been sent here to kill him.” 
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Holy gods. 

Rowan froze. “That explains the two of you, then.” 

Fenrys  tossed  his  hair  out  of  his  dark  eyes.  “Three,  actually.  Vaughan  left

yesterday  afternoon  to  fly  north—while  we  take  the  South.”  Vaughan,  with  his

osprey form, could cover the far harsher terrain more easily. “We landed in this

shithole town to see if Rolfe had dealings with Lorcan—to bribe him to tip us off

if Lorcan should come through here again, looking to hire a boat.” Skull’s Bay

would  be  one  of  the  few  ports  where  Lorcan  could  do  such  a  thing  without

questions.  “Warning  Rolfe  about  Maeve’s  armada  was  part  of  convincing  the

bastard  to  help  us.  We’re  to  make  our  way  onto  the  continent  from  here—start our hunt in the South. And since these lands are rather large…” A flash of white

teeth  in  a  feral  smile.  “Any  inkling  about  his  general  whereabouts  would  be

much appreciated,  Prince.” 

Rowan  debated  it.  But  if  they  caught  Lorcan,  and  the  commander  had

possession of even one of the Wyrdkeys … If they brought both commander and

keys  back  to  Maeve,  especially  if  she  was  already  sailing  for  Eyllwe  for

whatever reasons of her own…

Rowan  shrugged.  “I  washed  my  hands  of  you  all  this  spring.  Lorcan’s

business is his own.” 

“You  prick—” Fenrys snarled. 

Gavriel cut in, “If we could bargain?” 

There  was  something  like  pain—and  regret—in  Gavriel’s  eyes.  Of  all  of

them, Gavriel had probably been his only friend. 

Rowan debated if he should tell him about the son who now was making his

way here. Debated if Aedion would like the chance to meet his father … perhaps

before war made corpses of them all. 

But Rowan said, “Has Maeve given you leave to bargain on her behalf?” 

“We only received  our orders,” Fenrys  drawled, “and the  permission to use

any  means  necessary  to  kill  Lorcan.  She  did  not  mention  your  queen  at  all.  So that amounts to a  yes.” 

Rowan crossed his arms. “You send me an army of Doranelle warriors, and I’ll tell you where Lorcan is, and where he plans to go.” 

Fenrys  let  out  a  harsh  laugh.  “Mother’s  tits,  Rowan.  Even  if  we  could,  the

armada’s already in use.” 

“I suppose I’ll have to make do with you two, then.” 

Dorian  had  the  good  sense  not  to  look  as  surprised  as  Rowan’s  former

brothers-in-arms. 

Fenrys  burst  out  laughing.  “What—work  for  your  queen?  Fight  in  your

battles?” 

“Isn’t that what you want, Fenrys?” Rowan fixed him with a stare. “To serve

my queen? You’ve been pulling on the leash for months. Well, here’s your shot.” 

All  amusement  faded  from  Fenrys’s  beautiful  face.  “You’re  a  bastard, 

Rowan.” 

Rowan turned to Gavriel. “I’m assuming Maeve didn’t specify  when you had

to do this.” A shallow nod was his only confirmation. “And you will technically

be  fulfilling  her  command  to  you.”  The  blood  oath  operated  on  specific,  clear demands. And relied on close physical contact to enable that  tug to get the body to yield. This far away … they had to obey Maeve’s orders—but could use any

loopholes in the language to their own advantage. 

“Lorcan might very well be gone by the time you’ve considered our bargain

fulfilled,” Fenrys countered. 

Rowan  smiled  a  bit.  “Ah,  but  the  thing  is  …  Lorcan’s  path  will  eventually

lead him right back to me. To my queen. Who knows how long it will take, but

he will find us again. At which time, he’ll be yours.” He tapped a finger against

his  bicep.  “People  are  going  to  be  talking  about  this  war  for  a  thousand  years. 

Longer.” Rowan jerked his chin at Fenrys. “You’ve never shied from a fight.” 

“That’s if we survive,” Fenrys said. “And what of Brannon’s gifts? How long

will a single flame last against the darkness that gathers? Maeve hid her motives

about  the  armada  and  Eyllwe,  but  she  at  least  told  us  who  really  reigns  in Morath.” 

When  Rowan  had  walked  through  the  door  of  the  Sea  Dragon,  he’d

wondered what god had sent the storm that had pushed them to arrive in Skull’s

Bay on this day, at this time. 

Together,  he  and  the  cadre  had  taken  on  a  legion  of  Adarlan’s  forces  this

spring and won—easily. 

And  even  if  Lorcan,  Vaughan,  and  Connall  weren’t  with  them  …  One  Fae

warrior was as good as a hundred mortal soldiers. Maybe more. 

Terrasen needed more troops. Well, here was a three-male army. 

And  against  the  aerial  Ironteeth  legions,  they  would  need  Fae  speed  and

strength and centuries of experience. 

Together, they had sacked cities and kingdoms for Maeve; together, they had

waged war and ended it. 

Rowan said, “Ten years ago, we did nothing to stop this. If Maeve had sent a

force, we might have kept it from growing so out of control. Our brethren were

hunted  and  killed  and  tortured.  Maeve  let  it  happen  for  spite,  because  Aelin’s mother would not yield to her wishes. So yes—my Fireheart is one flame in the

sea  of  darkness.  But  she  is  willing  to  fight,  Fenrys.  She  is  willing  to  take  on Erawan, take on Maeve and the gods themselves, if it means peace can be had.” 

Across the room, Dorian’s eyes had shuttered. Rowan knew the king would

fight—and  go  down  swinging—and  that  his  gift  could  make  a  difference

between  victory  and  defeat.  Yet  …  he  was  untrained.  Still  untried,  despite  all he’d endured. 

“But Aelin is one person,” Rowan went on. “And even her gifts might not be

enough to win. Alone,” he breathed, meeting Fenrys’s stare, then Gavriel’s, “she

will  die.  And  once  that  flame  goes  out,  it  is  done.  There  is  no  second  chance. 

Once that fire extinguishes, we are all doomed, in every land and every world.” 

The words were poison on his tongue, his very bones aching at the thought

of that death—what he’d do if it should happen. 

Gavriel and Fenrys looked at each other, speaking in that silent way he used

to do with them. There was one card Rowan had to play to convince them—to

convince Gavriel. 

Even  if  the  specificity  of  Maeve’s  command  might  allow  it,  she  could  very

well  punish  them  for  acting   around  her  orders.  She’d  done  it  before;  they  all bore scars from it. They knew the risk of it as well as Rowan did. Gavriel shook

his head slightly at Fenrys. 

Before they could turn to say no, Rowan said to Gavriel, “If you do not fight

in this war, Gavriel, then you doom your son to die.” 

Gavriel froze. 

Fenrys spat, “Bullshit.” Even Dorian was gaping a bit. 

Rowan wondered just how pissed Aedion would be as he said, “Think on my

proposal. But know that your son makes for Skull’s Bay. You may want to wait

to decide until you meet him.” 

“Who…” Rowan wasn’t sure Gavriel was breathing properly. The warrior’s

hands were clenched so tightly the scars over his knuckles were moon white. “I

have a son?” 

Some  part  of  Rowan  felt  like  the  prick  Fenrys  claimed  he  was  and  not  the

male that Aelin believed him to be as he nodded. 

The information would have gotten out sooner or later. 

If  Maeve  had  learned  first,  she  might  have  schemed  to  ensnare  Aedion—

might have sent the cadre to kill or steal him. But now, Rowan supposed, he’d

ensnared  the  cadre  himself.  It  was  only  a  matter  of  how  desperately  Gavriel

wanted  to  meet  his  son  …  and  how  afraid  they  were  of  failing  Maeve  should

they not find Lorcan. 

So Rowan said coldly, “Stay out of our way until they arrive and we’ll stay

out of yours.” 

Putting  his  back  to  them  went  against  every  instinct,  but  Rowan  kept  his

shields tight, his magic spread to alert him if either so much as breathed wrong

while he twisted to open the bedroom door in silent dismissal. He had much to

do.  Starting  with  writing  a  warning  to  the  Eyllwe  royals  and  Terrasen’s  forces. 

Ending with trying to figure out how the hell they could fight two wars at once. 

Gavriel rose, slack-faced, pale—something like devastation written there. 

Rowan  caught  the  spark  of  realization  that  flashed  across  Dorian’s  eyes  a

heartbeat  before  the  king  buried  it.  Yes—at  first  glance,  Aedion  and  Aelin

looked  like  siblings,  but  it  was  Aedion’s  smile  that  gave  away  his  heritage. 

Gavriel would know in a heartbeat … if Aedion’s scent didn’t give it away first. 

Fenrys stepped closer to the male, a hand on his shoulder as they entered the

hallway.  For  both  Rowan  and  Fenrys,  Gavriel  had  always  been  their  sounding

board. Never each other—no, he and Fenrys … it was easier to be at each other’s

throats instead. 

Rowan said to both of his former companions, “If you so much as hint about

Gavriel’s  son  to  Maeve,  our  bargain  is  over.  You’ll  never  find  Lorcan.  And  if Lorcan does show up … I’ll gladly help him kill you.” Rowan prayed it wouldn’t

come to it—to a fight that brutal and devastating. 

This was war, though. And he had no intention of losing it. 
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The  Wind-Singer  left  Ilium  at  dawn,  its  crew  and  captain  unaware  that  the  two hooded  individuals—and  their  pet  falcon—who  had  paid  in  gold  had  no

intention of going the entire journey to Leriba. Whether they pieced together that

those  two  individuals  were  also  the  general  and  queen  who  had  liberated  their town the night before, they didn’t let on. 

It was considered an easy trip down the coast of the continent, though Aelin

wondered if voicing that statement would guarantee it  wasn’t an easy trip. First, there  was  the  matter  of  sailing  through  Adarlan’s  waters—near  Rifthold, 

specifically. If the witches patrolled far out to sea…

But they had no other choice, not with the net Erawan had stretched across

the  continent.  Not  with  his  threat  to  find  and  capture  Rowan  and  Dorian  still ringing fresh in her mind, along with the throbbing of the deep purple bruise on

her chest, right over her heart. 

Standing on the deck of the ship, the rising sun staining the turquoise bay of

Ilium  with  gold  and  pink,  Aelin  wondered  if  the  next  time  she’d  see  these

waters, they’d be red. Wondered how long the Adarlanian soldiers would remain

on their side of the border. 

Aedion  stepped  to  her  side,  finished  with  his   third  inspection.  “Everything looks fine.” 

“Lysandra said all was clear.” Indeed, from high up on the mainmast of the

ship, Lysandra’s falcon eyes missed nothing. 

Aedion  frowned.  “You  know,  you  ladies   can  let  us  males  do  things  every now and then.” 

Aelin  lifted  a  brow.  “Where  would  the  fun  be  in  that?”  But  she  knew  this

would  be  an  ongoing  argument—stepping  back  so  that  others,  so  that  Aedion, 

might fight for her. It’d been bad enough in Rifthold, bad enough knowing that

those rings and collars might enslave them—but what Erawan had done to that

overseer … as an  experiment. 

Aelin  glanced  toward  the  scurrying  crew,  biting  back  her  demand  to   hurry. 

Every minute delayed could be one that Erawan closed in on Rowan and Dorian. 

It was only a matter of time before a report reached him regarding where they’d been spotted. Aelin tapped her foot on the deck. 

The rocking of the ship on the calm waves echoed the beat of her foot. She’d

always loved the smell and feel of the sea. But now … even the lapping of those

waves seemed to say,  Hurry, hurry. 

“The King of Adarlan—and Perrington, I suppose—had me in their grasp for

years,” Aedion said. His voice was tight enough that Aelin turned from the sea to

face him. He’d gripped the wooden railing, the scars on his hands stark against

his summer-tanned skin. “They met with me in Terrasen, in Adarlan. He had me

in his rutting  dungeon, gods above. And yet he didn’t do  that to me. He offered me the ring but didn’t notice I wore a fake instead. Why not cleave me open and

corrupt me? He had to know—he  had to know that you’d come for me.” 

“The king left Dorian alone for as long as he could—perhaps that goodness

extended to you, too. Perhaps he knew that if you were gone, I might very well

have decided to let this world go to hell and never free him for spite.” 

“Would you have done that?” 

 The people you love are just weapons that will be used against you, Rowan

had  once  told  her.  “Don’t  waste  your  energy  worrying  about  what  could  have

been.” She knew she hadn’t answered his question. 

Aedion  didn’t  look  at  her  as  he  said,  “I  knew  what  happened  in  Endovier, 

Aelin,  but  seeing  that  overseer,  hearing  what  he  said…”  His  throat  bobbed.  “I was  so  close  to  the  salt  mines.  That  year—I  was  camped  with  the  Bane  right over the border for three months.” 

She  whipped  her  head  to  him.  “We’re  not  starting  down  this  road.  Erawan

sent  that  man  for  a  reason—for   this  reason.  He  knows  my  past— wants  me  to know  he’s  aware  of  it—and  will  use  it  against  me.  Against  us.  He’ll  use

everyone we know, if he needs to.” 

Aedion sighed. “Would you have told me what happened last night if I hadn’t

been there?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I  bet  you  would  have  awoken  as  soon  as  I  unleashed  my

power on him.” 

He snorted. “It’s hard to miss.” 

The crying of gulls swooping overhead filled the quiet that followed. Despite

her  declaration  not  to  linger  in  the  past,  Aelin  said  carefully,  “Darrow  claimed you  fought  at  Theralis.”  She’d  been  meaning  to  ask  for  weeks,  but  hadn’t

worked up the nerve. 

Aedion fixed his stare on the churning water. “It was a long time ago.” 

She swallowed against the burning in her throat. “You were barely fourteen.” 

“I  was.”  His  jaw  tightened.  She  could  only  imagine  the  carnage.  And  the

horror—not just of a boy killing and fighting, but seeing the people they cared

for fall. One by one. 

“I’m sorry,” she breathed. “That you had to endure it.” 

Aedion turned toward  her. No hint  of the haughty  arrogance and  insolence. 

“Theralis  is  the  battlefield  I  see  the  most—in  my  dreams.”  He  scratched  at  a fleck on the rail. “Darrow made sure I stayed out of the thick of it, but we were

overwhelmed. It was unavoidable.” 

He’d  never  told  her—that  Darrow  had  tried  to  shield  him.  She  put  a  hand

atop  Aedion’s  and  squeezed.  “I’m  sorry,”  she  said  again.  She  couldn’t  bring

herself to ask more. 

He shrugged with a shoulder. “My life as a warrior was chosen long before

that battlefield.” 

Indeed,  she  couldn’t  imagine  him  without  that  sword  and  shield—both

currently strapped across his back. She couldn’t decide if it was a good thing. 

Silence settled between them, heavy and old and weary. 

“I don’t blame him,” Aelin said at last. “I don’t blame Darrow for blocking

me from Terrasen. I would do the same, judge the same, if I were him.” 

Aedion frowned. “I thought you were going to fight his decree.” 

“I am,” she swore. “But… I understand why Darrow did it.” 

Aedion  observed  her  before  nodding.  A  grave  nod,  from  one  soldier  to

another. 

She  put  a  hand  against  the  amulet  beneath  her  clothes.  Its  ancient, 

otherworldly  power  rubbed  up  against  her,  and  a  shiver  went  down  her  spine. 

 Find the Lock. 

Good thing Skull’s Bay was on their way to the Stone Marshes of Eyllwe. 

And good thing that its ruler possessed a magical map inked on his hands. A

map that revealed enemies, storms … and hidden treasure. A map to find things

that did not wish to be found. 

Aelin  lowered  her  hand,  propping  both  on  the  rail  and  examining  the  scar

across each palm. So many promises and oaths made. So many debts and favors

to still call in. 

Aelin  wondered  what  answers  and  oaths  she  might  find  waiting  in  Skull’s

Bay. 

If they got there before Erawan did. 
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Manon Blackbeak awoke to the sighing of leaves, the distant call of wary birds, 

and the reek of loam and ancient wood. 

She  groaned  as  she  opened  her  eyes,  squinting  at  the  dappled  sunlight

through heavy canopy cover. 

She knew these trees. Oakwald. 

She  was  still  strapped  in  the  saddle,  Abraxos  sprawled  beneath  her,  neck

craned so he could monitor her breaths. His dark eyes widened with panic as she

moaned,  trying  to  sit  up.  She’d  fallen  flat  onto  her  back,  had  undoubtedly  lain here for some time, judging by the blue blood coating Abraxos’s sides. 

Manon lifted her head to peer at her stomach and bit back a cry as muscles

pulled. 

Wet warmth trickled from her abdomen. The wounds had barely set, then, if

they were tearing so easily. 

Her  head  pounded  like  a  thousand  forges.  And  her  mouth  was  so  dry  she

could barely shift her tongue. 

First order of business: get out of this saddle. Then try to assess herself. Then

water. 

A  stream  babbled  nearby,  close  enough  that  she  wondered  if  Abraxos  had

chosen this spot for it. 

He  huffed,  shifting  in  worry,  and  she  hissed  as  her  stomach  tore  more. 

“Stop,” she rasped. “I’m … fine.” 

She wasn’t fine, not even close. 

But she wasn’t dead. 

And that was a start. 

The  other  bullshit—her  grandmother,  the  Thirteen,  the  Crochan  claim  …

She’d deal with it once she didn’t have one foot in the Darkness. 

Manon lay there for long minutes, breathing against the pain. 

Clean the wound; staunch the bleeding. 

She had nothing on her but her leathers—but her shirt … She didn’t have the

strength to boil the linen first. 
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She’d  just  have  to  pray  that  the  immortality  gracing  her  blood  would  drive

off any infection. 

The Crochan blood in her—

Manon sat up in a sudden jerk, not giving herself time to balk, biting down

on her scream so hard her lip bled, a coppery tang filling her mouth. 

But  she  was  up.  Blood  dribbled  from  beneath  her  flying  leathers,  but  she

focused on unstrapping the harness, one buckle at a time. 

She was not dead. 

The Mother still had some use for her. 

Free  of  the  harness,  Manon  stared  at  the  drop  off  Abraxos  onto  the  mossy

ground. 

Darkness save her, this was going to hurt. 

Just  shifting  her  body  to  pivot  her  leg  over  one  side  made  her  clench  her

teeth against the sobbing. If her grandmother’s nails had been poisoned, she’d be

dead. 

But they had been left jagged—jagged instead of honed, and full of rust. 

A  large  head  nudged  at  her  knee,  and  she  found  Abraxos  there,  neck

stretched—his head just below her feet, the offer in his eyes. 

Not trusting consciousness to keep its grip much longer, Manon slid onto his

wide, broad head, breathing through the ripples of fiery pain. His breath warmed

her chilled skin as he gently lowered her onto the grassy clearing. 

She lay on her back, letting Abraxos nose her, a faint whine breaking from

him. 

“Fine …,” she breathed. “I’m…” 

Manon awoke at twilight. 

Abraxos  was  curled  around  her,  his  wing  angled  to  form  a  makeshift

covering. 

At least she was warm. But her thirst…

Manon  groaned,  and  the  wing  instantly  snapped  back,  revealing  a  leathery

head and concerned eyes. “You … mother hen,” she gasped out, sliding her arms

beneath her and pushing up. 

Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods—

But she was in a sitting position. 

Water. That stream…

Abraxos  was  too  big  to  reach  it  through  the  trees—but  she  needed  water. 

Soon. How many days had it been? How much blood had she lost? 

“Help,” she breathed. 

Powerful  jaws  closed  around  the  collar  of  her  tunic,  hoisting  her  up  with

such  gentleness  Manon’s  chest  tightened.  She  swayed,  bracing  a  hand  on  his

leathery side, but stayed upright. 

Water—then she could sleep more. 

“Wait  here,”  she  said,  stumbling  to  the  nearest  tree,  a  hand  on  her  belly, 

Wind-Cleaver a weight on her back. She debated leaving the sword behind, but

any  extra  movement,  even  unbuckling  the  belt  from  across  her  chest,  was

unthinkable. 

Tree  to  tree,  she  staggered,  nails  digging  into  each  trunk  to  keep  herself

upright, her ragged breathing filling the silent forest. 

She was alive; she was alive…

The stream was barely more than a trickle through some mossy boulders. But

it was clear and fast and the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. 

Manon surveyed the water. If she knelt, could she get back up? 

She’d sleep here if she had to. Once she drank. 

Carefully, muscles trembling, she knelt at the bank. She swallowed her cry as

she  bowed  over  the  stream,  as  more  blood  slid  out.  She  drank  the  first  few handfuls without stop—then slowed, her stomach aching inside and out now. 

A twig snapped, and Manon was on her feet, instinct overriding pain so fast

the agony hit her a breath later. But she scanned the trees, the rocks and canopy

and little hills. 

A cool female voice said from across the stream, “It seems you have fallen

far from your aerie, Blackbeak.” 

Manon couldn’t place who it belonged to, what witch she’d met…

From behind the shadows of a tree, a stunning young woman emerged. 

Her body was supple yet lithe—her unbound auburn hair draping to partially

cover  her  nakedness.  Not  a  stitch  of  clothing  covered  that  cream-colored  skin. 

Not  a  scar  or  mark  marred  flesh  as  pure  as  snow.  The  woman’s  silken  hair

moved with her as she stepped closer. 

But the woman was no witch. And her blue eyes…

Run.  Run. 

Eyes  of  glacier  blue  gleamed  even  in  the  shadowed  wood.  And  a  full  red

mouth made for the bedroom parted in a too-white smile as she took in Manon, 

the blood, the injury. Abraxos roared in warning, shaking the ground, the trees, 

the leaves. 

“Who are you,” Manon said, her voice raw. 

The  young  woman  cocked  her  head—a  robin  studying  a  writhing  worm. 

“The Dark King calls me his Bloodhound.” 

Manon made every breath count as she rallied her strength. 

“Never heard of you,” Manon rasped. 

Something too dark to be blood slithered under the cream-colored skin of the

woman’s abdomen, then vanished. She traced a small, beautiful hand over where

it had squirmed across the curve of her taut belly. “You would not have heard of

me. Until your treachery, I was kept beneath those other mountains. But when he

honed the power within my own blood…” Those blue eyes pierced Manon, and

it was madness that glittered there. “He could do much with you, Blackbeak. So

much. He sent me to bring his crowned rider to his side once more…” 

Manon backed away a step—just one. 

“There is nowhere to flee. Not with your belly barely inside you.” She tossed

her auburn hair over a shoulder. “Oh, what fun we’ll have now that I’ve found

you, Blackbeak. All of us.” 

Manon braced herself, drawing Wind-Cleaver as the woman’s form glowed

like a black sun, then rippled, the edges expanding, morphing, until—

The woman had been an illusion. A glamour. The creature that stood before

her had been birthed in darkness, so white she doubted it had ever felt the kiss of

the  sun  until  now.  And  the  mind  that  had  invented  it  …  The  imagination  of

someone born in another world—one where nightmares prowled the dark, cold

earth. 

The  body  and  face  were  vaguely  human.  But—Bloodhound.  Yes,  that  was

fitting. The nostrils were enormous, the eyes so large and lidless she wondered if

Erawan himself had spread her eyelids apart, and her mouth … The teeth were

black stumps, the tongue thick and red—for tasting the air. And spreading from

that white body—the method of Manon’s transportation: wings. 

“You  see,”  the  Bloodhound  purred.  “You  see  what  he  can  give  you?  I  can

now taste the wind; smell its very marrow. Just as I smelled you across the land.” 

Manon  kept  an  arm  cradled  over  her  belly  as  the  other  trembled,  lifting

Wind-Cleaver. 

The Bloodhound laughed, low and soft. “I shall enjoy this, I think,” she said

—and pounced. 

Alive—she was  alive, and she would stay that way. 

Manon jumped back, sliding between two trees, so close that the creature hit

them,  a  wall  of  wood  in  her  way.  Those  calf  eyes  narrowed  in  rage,  and  her white  hands—tipped  with  earth-digging  claws—sank  into  the  wood  as  she

backtracked—

Only to be stuck. 

Maybe the Mother was watching over her. 

The Bloodhound had lodged herself between the two trees, half in, half out, 

thanks to those wings, wood squeezing—

Manon  ran.  Pain  ripped  at  her  with  each  step,  and  she  sobbed  through  her

teeth  as  she  sprinted  between  the  trees.  A  snap  and  crash  of  wood  and  leaves from behind. 

Manon  pushed  herself,  a  hand  shoved  against  her  wound,  gripping  Wind-

Cleaver tight enough it shook. But there was Abraxos, eyes wild, wings already

flapping, preparing for flight. 

“Go,” she rasped, flinging herself at him as wood crunched behind her. 

Abraxos launched for her as she leaped for him—not onto him, but into his

claws,  into  the  mighty  talons  that  wrapped  her  under  her  breasts,  her  stomach tearing a bit more as he hefted her up, up, up, through wood and leaf and nest. 

The air snapped beneath her boots, and Manon, eyes streaming, peered down

to see the Bloodhound’s claws reaching wildly. But too late. 

A shriek of rage on her lips, the Bloodhound backed a few steps to the edge

of the clearing, preparing to get a running leap into the air, as Abraxos’s wings

beat like hell—

They  cleared  the  canopy,  his  wings  shattering  branches,  raining  them  onto

the Bloodhound. 

The  wind  tore  at  Manon  as  Abraxos  sailed  with  her,  higher  and  higher, 

heading east, toward the plains—east and south…

The thing wouldn’t be detained long. Abraxos realized it, too. 

Had planned for it. 

A flicker of white broke through the canopy below them. 

Abraxos lunged, a swift, lethal dive, his roar of rage making Manon’s head

buzz. 

The Bloodhound didn’t have time to bank as Abraxos’s mighty tail slammed

into her, poison-coated steel barbs hitting home. 

Black festering blood sprayed; ivory membranous wings sundered. 

Then they were sweeping back up and the Bloodhound was tumbling down

through the canopy—dying or injured, Manon didn’t care. 

“I will find you,” the Bloodhound screeched from the forest floor. 

It was miles before the screamed words faded. 

Manon and Abraxos paused only long enough for her to crawl onto his back

and  strap  herself  in.  No  signs  of  other  wyverns  in  the  skies,  no  hint  of  the Bloodhound  pursuing  them.  Perhaps  that  poison  would  keep  her  down  for  a

while—if not permanently. 

“To the coast,” Manon said over the wind as the sky bled crimson into a final

blackness. “Somewhere safe.” 

Blood trickled from between her fingers—faster, stronger than before—only

a moment before the Darkness claimed her again. 
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Even after two weeks in Skull’s Bay, being utterly ignored by Rolfe despite their

requests  to  meet  with  him,  Dorian  still  wasn’t  entirely  used  to  the  heat  and humidity.  It  hounded  him  day  and  night,  driving  him  from  sleep  to  wake

drenched in sweat, chasing him inside the Ocean Rose when the sun was at its

zenith. 

And since Rolfe refused to see them, Dorian tried to fill his days with things

 other than complaining about the heat. Mornings were for practicing his magic

in  a  jungle  clearing  a  few  miles  away.  Worse,  Rowan  made  him  run  there  and back; and when they returned at lunch, he had the “choice” of eating before or

after one of Rowan’s grueling workouts. 

Honestly,  Dorian  had  no  idea  how  Aelin  had  survived  months  of  this—let

alone fallen in love with the warrior while she did. Though he supposed both the

queen and prince possessed a sadistic streak that made them compatible. 

Some  days,  Fenrys  and  Gavriel  met  them  in  the  inn’s  courtyard  to  either

exercise  or  give  unwanted  pointers  on  Dorian’s  technique  with  a  sword  and

dagger. Some days, Rowan let them stay; others, he kicked them out with a snarl. 

The  latter,  Dorian  realized,  usually  happened  when  even  the  heat  and  sun

couldn’t drive away the shadows of the past few months—when he awoke with

his sweat feeling like Sorscha’s blood, when he couldn’t abide even the brush of

his tunic against his neck. 

He  wasn’t  sure  whether  to  thank  the  Fae  Prince  for  noticing  or  to  hate  him for the kindness. 

During the afternoons, he and Rowan prowled the city for gossip and news, 

watching  Rolfe’s  men  as  closely  as  they  were  watched.  Only  seven  captains  of Rolfe’s depleted armada were on the island—eight including Rolfe, with fewer

ships anchored in the bay. Some had fled after the Valg attack; some now slept

with the fishes at the bottom of the harbor, their ships with them. 

Reports poured in from Rifthold: of the city under witch command, of most

of it in ruin, its nobility and merchants fleeing to country estates and leaving the

poor to fend for themselves. The witches controlled the city gates and the docks

—nothing  and  no  one  got  in  without  them  knowing.  Worse,  ships  from  the Ferian  Gap  were  sailing  down  the  Avery  toward  Rifthold,  carrying  strange

soldiers and beasts that turned the city into their own personal hunting ground. 

Erawan was no fool with planning this war. Those ships prowling the Avery

were too small, Rowan had claimed, and there was no way the force at the Dead

End was the entirety of Erawan’s armada. So where had Adarlan’s fleet been all

this time? 

Rowan  discovered  the  answer  five  days  into  their  stay:  the  Gulf  of  Oro. 

Some  of  the  fleet  had  been  positioned  near  Eyllwe’s  northwestern  coast,  some

hidden  in  Melisande’s  ports,  where,  rumor  had  it,  their  queen  was  allowing

Morath  soldiers  in  through  any  direction  they  pleased.  Erawan  had  skillfully

divided his fleet, placing it in enough key locations that Rowan informed Dorian

they’d have to sacrifice land, allies, and geographical advantages in order to hold

others. 

Dorian  had  hated  to  admit  to  the  Fae  warrior  that  he’d  never  heard  any  of

these  plans  these  past  years—his  council  meetings  had  all  been  on  policy  and trade and slaves. A distraction, he realized—a way to keep the lords and rulers of

the  continent  focused  on  one  thing  while  other  plans  were  set  in  motion.  And now  …  if  Erawan  summoned  the  fleet  from  the  gulf,  they’d  likely  sail  around Eyllwe’s  southern  coast  and  sack  every  city  until  they  reached  Orynth’s

doorstep. 

Perhaps they’d get lucky and Erawan’s fleet would collide with Maeve’s. Not

that  they’d  heard  anything  of  the  latter.  Not  even  a  whisper  of  where  and  how fast her ships sailed. Or a whisper of where Aelin Galathynius had gone. It was

for news of her, Dorian knew, that Rowan hunted through the city streets. 

So Dorian and Rowan collected kernels of information and would return to

the inn each night to analyze them over spiced prawns from the warm waters of

the  archipelago  and  steaming  rice  from  traders  in  the  southern  continent,  their glasses  of  orange-infused  water  resting  atop  the  maps  and  charts  they’d

purchased  in  town.  Information  was  mostly  second-  or  third-hand—and  a

common  whore  patrolling  the  streets  seemed  to  know  as  much  as  the  sailors

laboring at the docks. 

But  none  of  the  whores  or  the  sailors  or  the  traders  had  news  of  Prince

Hollin’s or Queen Georgina’s fates. War was coming—and the fate of a child and

a flippant queen who had never bothered to take power for herself was of little

concern to anyone but Dorian, it seemed. 

On  a  particularly  steamy  afternoon,  cooling  off  now  thanks  to  a  dazzling
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thunderstorm, Dorian set down his fork beside his plate of steamed reef fish and

said to Rowan, “I find I’m tired of waiting for Rolfe to meet with us.” 

Rowan’s  fork  clinked  against  his  plate  as  he  lowered  it—and  waited  with

preternatural  stillness.  Where  Gavriel  and  Fenrys  were  for  the  afternoon,  he

didn’t  care.  Dorian  was  actually  grateful  for  their  absence  as  he  said,  “I  need some paper—and a messenger.” 

Rolfe summoned them and the cadre to the Sea Dragon tavern three hours later. 

Rowan  had  been  teaching  him  about  shielding  these  past  few  days—and

Dorian  erected  one  around  himself  as  Rolfe  led  the  four  of  them  along  the

upstairs hall of the tavern, heading for his office. 

His idea had unfolded smoothly—perfectly. 

No  one  had  noticed  that  the  letter  Rowan  mailed  after  lunch  was  the  same

one that was later delivered to Dorian at the inn. 

But Rolfe’s spies noticed the shock that Dorian displayed while reading it—

the  dismay  and  fear  and  rage  at  whatever  news  he’d  received.  Rowan,  true  to form,  had  paced  and  snarled  at  the   news  he’d  attained.  They  made  sure  the servant  washing  the  hallway  had  overheard  their  mention  of  the  war-altering

information, that Rolfe himself could gain much from it—or lose everything. 

And  now,  striding  for  the  man’s  office,  Dorian  couldn’t  tell  if  it  pleased  or unnerved  him  that  they  were  so  closely  watched  that  his  plan  had  worked. 

Gavriel and Fenrys, thankfully, asked no questions. 

The Pirate Lord, clad in a faded blue-and-gold jacket, paused before the oak

door  to  his  office.  His  gloves  were  on,  his  face  a  bit  haggard.  He  doubted  that expression would improve when Rolfe realized there was no news whatsoever—

and he’d have this meeting whether he wanted to or not. 

Dorian caught the three Fae males assessing Rolfe’s each breath, his posture, 

listening  to  the  sounds  of  the  first  mate  and  quartermaster  a  level  below.  All three exchanged barely perceptible nods. Allies—at least until Rolfe heard them

out. 

Rolfe unlocked the door, muttering, “This had better be worth my time,” and

stalked into the awaiting dimness beyond. Then stopped dead. 

Even  in  the  watery  light,  Dorian  could  perfectly  see  the  woman  sitting  at

Rolfe’s desk, her black clothes dirty, weapons gleaming, and her feet propped on

the dark wooden surface. 

Aelin Galathynius, her hands laced behind her head, grinned at them all and said, “I like this office far better than your other one, Rolfe.” 
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Dorian  didn’t  dare  move  as  Rolfe  let  out  a  snarl.  “I  have  a  distinct  memory, Celaena Sardothien, of saying that if you set foot in my territory again, your life

was forfeit.” 

“Ah,”  Aelin  said,  lowering  her  hands  but  leaving  her  feet  still  propped  on

Rolfe’s desk, “but where would the fun be in that?” 

Rowan  was  still  as  death  beside  him.  Aelin’s  grin  became  feline  as  she

finally lowered her feet and ran her hands along either side of the desk, assessing

the  smooth  wood  as  if  it  was  a  prize  horse.  She  inclined  her  head  to  Dorian. 

“Hello, Majesty.” 

“Hello,  Celaena,”  he  said  as  calmly  as  he  could,  well  aware  that  two  Fae

males  behind  him  could  hear  his  thundering  heart.  Rolfe  whipped  his  head

toward him. 

Because it was Celaena who sat here—for whatever purpose, it was Celaena

Sardothien in this room. 

She jerked her chin at Rolfe. “You’ve seen better days, but considering half

your fleet has abandoned you, I’d say you look decent enough.” 

“Get out of my chair,” Rolfe said too quietly. 

Aelin  did  no  such  thing.  She  just  gave  Rowan  a  sultry  sweep  from  foot  to

face. Rowan’s expression remained unreadable, eyes intent—near-glowing. And

then Aelin said to Rowan with a secret smile, “You, I don’t know. But I’d like

to.” 

Rowan’s lips tugged upward. “I’m not on the market, unfortunately.” 

“Pity,” Aelin said, cocking her head as she noticed a bowl of small emeralds

on Rolfe’s desk.  Don’t do it, don’t—

Aelin swiped up the emeralds in a hand, picking them over as she glanced at

Rowan beneath her lashes. “She must be a rare, staggering beauty to make you

so faithful.” 

Gods save them all. He could have sworn Fenrys coughed behind him. 

Aelin chucked the emeralds into the metal dish as if they were bits of copper, 

their  plunking  the  only  sound.  “She  must  be  clever”— plunk—“and

fascinating”— plunk—“and  very,  very  talented.”  Plunk,  plunk,  plunk  went  the emeralds. She examined the four gems remaining in her hand. “She must be the

most wonderful person who ever existed.” 

Another cough from behind him—from Gavriel this time. But Aelin only had

eyes for Rowan as the warrior said to her, “She is indeed that. And more.” 

“Hmmm,”  Aelin  said,  rolling  the  emeralds  in  her  scarred  palm  with  expert

ease. 

Rolfe growled, “What. Are. You. Doing. Here.” 

Aelin  dumped  the  emeralds  into  their  dish.  “Is  that  any  way  to  speak  to  an old friend?” 

Rolfe  stalked  toward  the  desk,  and  Rowan  trembled  with  restraint  as  the

Pirate Lord braced his hands on the wooden surface. “Last I heard, your master

was dead and you sold the Guild to his underlings. You’re a free woman. What

are you doing in  my city?” 

Aelin met his sea-green eyes with an irreverence that Dorian wondered if she

had been born with or had honed through skill and blood and adventure. “War is

coming, Rolfe. Am I not allowed to weigh my options? I thought to see what  you

planned to do.” 

Rolfe looked over his broad shoulder at Dorian. “Rumor has it she was your

Champion this fall. Do you wish to deal with  this?” 

Dorian  said  smoothly,  “You  will  find,  Rolfe,  that  one  does  not   deal  with Celaena Sardothien. One survives her.” 

A flash of a grin from Aelin. Rolfe rolled his eyes and said to the assassin-

queen, “So, what is the plan, then? You made a bargain to get out of Endovier, 

became the King’s Champion, and now that he is dead, you wish to see how you

might profit?” 

Dorian tried not to flinch. Dead—his father was dead, at his own hands. 

“You  know  how  my  tastes  run,”  Aelin  said.  “Even  with  Arobynn’s  fortune

and  the  sale  of  the  Guild  …  War  can  be  a  profitable  time  for  people  who  are smart with their business.” 

“And  where  is  the  sixteen-year-old  self-righteous  brat  who  wrecked  six  of

my  ships,  stole  two  of  them,  and  destroyed  my  town,  all  for  the  sake  of  two hundred slaves?” 

A  shadow  flickered  in  Aelin’s  eyes  that  sent  a  chill  down  Dorian’s  spine. 

“Spend a year in Endovier, Rolfe, and you quickly learn how to play a different

sort of game.” 

“I told you”—Rolfe seethed with quiet venom—“that you’d one day pay for

that arrogance.” 

Aelin’s smile became lethal. “Indeed I did. And so did Arobynn Hamel.” 

Rolfe  blinked—just  once,  then  straightened.  “Get  out  of  my  seat.  And  put

back that emerald you slipped up your sleeve.” 

Aelin  snorted,  and  with  a  flash  of  her  fingers,  an  emerald—the  fourth  one

Dorian  had  forgotten—appeared  between  her  fingers.  “Good.  At  least  your

eyesight isn’t failing in your old age.” 

“And the other one,” Rolfe said through clenched teeth. 

Aelin  grinned  again.  And  then  leaned  back  in  Rolfe’s  chair,  tipped  up  her

head,  and  spat  out  an  emerald  she’d  somehow  kept  hidden  under  her  tongue. 

Dorian watched the gem arc neatly through the air. 

Its plunk in the dish was the only sound. 

Dorian  glanced  at  Rowan.  But  delight  shone  in  the  prince’s  eyes—delight

and pride and simmering lust. Dorian quickly looked away. 

Aelin said to the Pirate Lord, “I have two questions for you.” 

Rolfe’s hand twitched toward his rapier. “You’re in no rutting position to ask

questions.” 

“Aren’t I? After all, I made you a promise two and a half years ago. One that

you signed.” 

Rolfe snarled. 

Aelin  propped  her  chin  on  a  fist.  “Have  you  or  have  any  of  your  ships

bought, traded, or transported slaves since that … unfortunate day?” 

“No.” 

A satisfied little nod. “And have you provided sanctuary for them here?” 

“We  haven’t  gone  out  of  our  way,  but  if  any  arrived,  yes.”  Each  word  was

tighter  than  the  last,  a  spring  about  to  burst  forward  and  throttle  the  queen. 

Dorian  prayed  the  man  wouldn’t  be  dumb  enough  to  draw  on  her.  Not  with

Rowan watching his every breath. 

“Good  and  good,”  Aelin  said.  “Smart  of  you,  not  to  lie  to  me.  As  I  took  it upon  myself  when  I  arrived  this  morning  to  look  into  your  warehouses,  to  ask around  in  the  markets.  And  then  I  came  here…”  She  ran  her  hands  over  the

papers and books on the desk. “To see your ledgers for myself.” She dragged a

finger down a page containing various columns and numbers. “Textiles, spices, 

porcelain dining ware, rice from the southern continent, and various contraband, 

but … no slaves. I have to say, I’m impressed. Both at you honoring your word

and at your thorough record keeping.” 

A low snarl. “Do you know what your stunt cost me?” 

Aelin  flicked  her  eyes  toward  a  piece  of  parchment  on  the  wall,  various daggers,  swords,  and  even  scissors  embedded  in  it—target  practice,  apparently, 

for Rolfe. “Well, there’s the bar tab I left unpaid … ,” she said of the document, 

which  was  indeed  a  list  of  items,  and—holy  gods,  that  was  a  large  sum  of

money. 

Rolfe turned to Rowan, Fenrys, and Gavriel. “You want my assistance in this

war? Here’s the cost. Kill her. Now. Then my ships and men are yours.” 

Fenrys’s dark eyes glittered, but not at Rolfe, as Aelin rose to her feet. Her

black clothes were travel-worn, her golden hair gleaming in the gray light. And

even  in  a  room  of  professional  killers,  she  took  the  lion’s  share  of  air.  “Oh,  I don’t think they will,” she said. “Or even can.” 

Rolfe  whirled  to  her.  “You’ll  find  that  you  are  not  so  skilled  in  the  face  of Fae warriors.” 

She pointed to one of the chairs before the desk. “You might want to sit.” 

“Get the  hell out of—” 

Aelin  let  out  a  low  whistle.  “Allow  me  to  introduce  to  you,  Captain  Rolfe, 

the   incomparable,  the  beautiful,  and  the  absolutely  and  all-around  flawless Queen of Terrasen.” 

Dorian’s brows creased. But footsteps sounded, and then—

The males shifted as Aelin Galathynius indeed strode into the room, clad in a

dark green tunic of equal wear and dirt, her golden hair unbound, her turquoise-

and-gold  eyes  laughing  as  she  strode  past  a  slack-jawed  Rolfe  and  perched  on the arm of Aelin’s chair. 

Dorian couldn’t tell—without a Fae’s sense of smell, he couldn’t tell. 

“What—what devilry is this,” Rolfe hissed, yielding a single step. 

Aelin  and  Aelin  looked  at  each  other.  The  one  in  black  grinned  up  at  the

newcomer. “Oh, you  are gorgeous, aren’t you?” 

The one in green smiled, but for all its delight, all its wicked mischief … It

was a softer smile, made with a mouth that was perhaps less used to snarling and

teeth-baring and getting away with saying hideous, swaggering things. Lysandra, 

then. 

The two queens faced Rolfe. 

“Aelin Galathynius had no twin,” he growled, a hand on his sword. 

Aelin in black—the true Aelin, who had been among them all along—rolled

her eyes. “Ugh, Rolfe. You ruin my fun.  Of course I don’t have a twin.” 

She  jerked  her  chin  at  Lysandra,  and  the  shifter’s  flesh  glowed  and  melted, 

hair  becoming  a  heavy,  straight  fall  of  dark  tresses,  her  skin  sun-kissed,  her

uptilted eyes a striking green. 

Rolfe  barked  in  alarm  and  staggered  back—only  for  Fenrys  to  steady  him

with a hand on his shoulder as the Fae warrior stepped forward, eyes wide. “A

shifter,” Fenrys breathed. 

Aelin  and  Lysandra  fixed  the  warrior  with  an  unimpressed  look  that  would

have sent lesser men running. 

Even  Gavriel’s  placid  face  was  slack  at  the  sight  of  the  shape-shifter—his

tattoos bobbing as he swallowed. Aedion’s father. And if Aedion was here with

Aelin…

“As intrigued as I am to see that the cadre is present,” Aelin said, “will you

verify to His Pirateness that I am who I say I am, and we can move on to more

pressing matters?” 

Rolfe’s face was white with fury as he realized they’d all known who truly

sat before them. 

Dorian said, “She is Aelin Galathynius. And Celaena Sardothien.” 

But it was to Fenrys and Gavriel, the outside party, that Rolfe turned. Gavriel

nodded, Fenrys’s eyes now fixed on the queen. “She is who she says she is.” 

Rolfe  turned  to  Aelin,  but  the  queen  frowned  up  at  Lysandra  as  the  shifter

handed her a wax-sealed tube. “You made your hair shorter.” 

“You try hair that long and see if you last more than a day,” Lysandra said, 

fingering the hair brushing her collarbone. 

Rolfe  gaped  at  them.  Aelin  grinned  at  her  companion  and  faced  the  Pirate

Lord. 

“So,  Rolfe,”  the  queen  drawled,  tossing  the  tube  from  hand  to  hand,  “let’s

discuss this little business of you refusing to aid my cause.” 
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Aelin Galathynius didn’t bother to contain her smugness as Rolfe pointed to the

large  table  on  the  right  side  of  his  office—far  grander  than  the  piece-of-shit office where he’d once had her and Sam meet him. 

She managed all of one step toward her designated seat before Rowan was at

her side, a hand on her elbow. 

His  face—oh,  gods,  she’d  missed  that  harsh,  unyielding  face—was  tight  as

he leaned in to whisper with Fae softness, “The cadre is working with us on the

condition  that  it’ll  lead  them  to  Lorcan,  since  Maeve  sent  them  to  kill  him.  I refused to divulge his whereabouts. Most of Adarlan’s fleet is in the Gulf of Oro

thanks  to  some  foul  agreement  with  Melisande  to  use  their  ports,  and  Maeve’s own armada sails for Eyllwe—whether to attack or aid, we don’t know.” 

Well, it was nice to know absolute hell awaited them and that the information

about Maeve’s armada was correct. But then Rowan added, “And I missed you

like hell.” 

She  smiled  despite  what  he’d  told  her,  pulling  back  to  look  at  him. 

Untouched, unharmed. 

It  was  more  than  she  could  have  hoped  for.  Even  with  the  news  he’d

delivered. 

Aelin decided she didn’t particularly give a shit who was watching and rose

up  on  her  toes  to  brush  her  mouth  against  his.  It  had  taken  all  her  wits  and abilities  to  avoid  leaving  traces  of  her  scent  today  for  him  to  detect—and  the shocked delight on his face had been utterly worth it. 

Rowan’s  hand  on  her  arm  tightened  as  she  pulled  away.  “The  feeling, 

Prince,” she murmured, “is mutual.” 

The  others  were  doing  their  best  not  to  watch  them—save  for  Rolfe,  who

was still seething. 

“Oh, don’t look so put out, Captain,” she said, turning away from Rowan and

sliding  into  a  seat  across  from  Rolfe.  “You  hate  me,  I  hate  you,  we   both  hate being told what to do by busybody, overlording empires—it’s a perfect pairing.” 

Rolfe  spat,  “You  nearly  wrecked  everything  I’ve  worked  for.  Your  silver

tongue and arrogance won’t get you through this.” 

Just for the hell of it, she smiled and stuck out her tongue. Not the real thing

—but a forked tongue of silver fire that wriggled like a snake’s in the air. 

Fenrys  choked  on  a  dark  laugh.  She  ignored  him.  She’d  deal  with   their

presence later. She just prayed she’d be able to warn Aedion before he ran into

his father—who was now sitting two seats down from her, gawking at her as if

she had ten heads. 

Gods,  even  the  expression  was  like  Aedion’s.  How  hadn’t  she  noticed  that

this spring in Wendlyn? Aedion had been a boy the last time she’d seen him—

but  as  a  man  …  With  Gavriel’s  immortality,  they  even  looked  the  same  age. 

Different in many ways, but that look … it was a reflection. 

Rolfe wasn’t smiling. “A queen who plays with fire is not one who makes a

solid ally.” 

“And a pirate whose men abandoned him at the first test of allegiance makes

for a shit naval commander, yet here I am, at this table.” 

“Careful, girl. You need me more than I need you.” 

“Do  I?”  A  dance—that  was  all  this  was.  Long  before  she’d  set  foot  on  this

horrible  island,  it  had  been  a  dance,  and  she  was  now  to  enter  into  its  second movement.  She  set  Murtaugh’s  sealed  letter  of  recommendation  on  the  table

between them. “The way I see it, I have the gold, and I have the ability to raise

you  up  from  a  common  criminal  to  a  respectable,  established  businessman. 

Fenharrow can dispute who owns these islands, but … what if I were to throw

my  support  behind  you?  What  if  I  were  to  make  you  not  a  Pirate  Lord  but  a Pirate King?” 

“And who would verify the word of a nineteen-year-old princess?” 

She jerked her chin at the wax-sealed tube. “Murtaugh Allsbrook would. He

wrote you a nice, long letter about it.” 

Rolfe picked up the tube, studied it, and chucked it in a neat arc—right into

his rubbish bin. The thud echoed through the office. 

“And I would,” Dorian said, leaning forward before Aelin could snarl at the

ignored letter. “We win this war, and you have the two largest kingdoms on this

continent  proclaiming  you  the  undisputed  King  of  all  Pirates.  Skull’s  Bay  and the  Dead  Islands  become  not  a  hideout  for  your  people,  but  a  proper  home.  A new kingdom.” 

Rolfe let out a low laugh. “The talk of young idealists and dreamers.” 

“The world,” Aelin said, “will be saved and remade by the dreamers, Rolfe.” 

“The world will be saved by the warriors, by the men and women who will
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spill their blood for it. Not for empty promises and gilded dreams.” 

Aelin laid her hands flat on the table. “Perhaps. But if we win this war, it will

be a new world—a free world. That is my promise—to you, to anyone who will

march under my banner. A better world. And you will have to decide where your

place in it shall be.” 

“That  is  the  promise  of  a  little  girl  who  still  doesn’t  know  how  the  world truly works,” Rolfe said. “Masters are needed to maintain order—to keep things

running and profitable. It will not end well for those who seek to upend it.” 

Aelin purred, “Do you want gold, Rolfe? Do you want a title? Do you want

glory or women or land? Or is it just the bloodlust that drives you?” She gave a

pointed glance at his gloved hands. “What was the cost for the map? What was

the end goal if that sacrifice had to be made?” 

“There is nothing you can offer or say, Aelin Galathynius, that I cannot attain

myself.” A sly smile. “Unless you plan to offer me your hand and make me king

of your territory … which might be an interesting proposition.” 

Bastard.  Self-serving,  awful  bastard.  He’d  seen  her  with  Rowan.  He  was

drinking in the stillness with which both of them now sat, the death in Rowan’s

eyes. 

“Looks like you bid on the wrong horse,” Rolfe crooned. He flicked his eyes

to Dorian. “What news did you receive?” 

But that wrong horse cut in smoothly, “There was none. But you’ll be glad to

know  your  spies  at  the  Ocean  Rose  are  certainly  doing  their  job.  And  that  His Majesty is quite an accomplished actor.” Aelin held in her laugh. 

Rolfe’s face darkened. “Get out of my office.” 

Dorian said coldly, “For a petty grudge, you’d refuse to consider allying with

us?” 

Aelin snorted. “I’d hardly call wrecking his shit-poor city and ships a ‘petty

grudge.’” 

“You  have  two  days  to  get  yourselves  off  this  island,”  Rolfe  said,  teeth

flashing. “After that, my promise from two and a half years ago still holds.” A

sneer at her companions. “Take your … menagerie with you.” 

Smoke curled in her mouth. She had expected debate, but … It was time to

regroup—time  to  see  what  Rowan  and  Dorian  had  done  and  plan  out  the  next

steps. 

Let Rolfe think she was leaving the dance unfinished for now. 

Aelin hit the narrow hallway, a wall of muscle at her back and by her side, and faced another dilemma: Aedion. 

He was loitering outside the inn to monitor for any unfriendly forces. If she

stormed right to him, she’d bring him face-to-face with his long-lost, completely

oblivious father. 

Aelin made it all of three steps down the hall when Gavriel said behind her, 

“Where is he?” 

Slowly,  she  looked  back.  The  warrior’s  tan  face  was  tight,  his  eyes  full  of sorrow and steel. 

She smirked. “If you are referring to sweet, darling Lorcan—” 

“You know who I’m referring to.” 

Rowan took a step between them, but his harsh face yielded nothing. Fenrys

slipped into the hall, shutting Rolfe’s office door, and monitored them with dark

amusement.  Oh,  Rowan  had  told  her  lots  about  him.  A  face  and  body  women

and men would kill to possess. What Maeve made him do, what he’d given for

his twin. 

But  Aelin  sucked  on  a  tooth  and  said  to  Gavriel,  “Isn’t  the  better  question

‘ Who is he?’” 

Gavriel didn’t smile. Didn’t move. Buy herself time, buy Aedion time…

“You  don’t  get  to  decide  when  and  where  and  how  you  meet  him,”  Aelin

said. 

“He’s my gods-damned son. I think I do.” 

Aelin shrugged. “You don’t even get to decide if you’re allowed to call him

that.” 

Those  tawny  eyes  flashed;  the  tattooed  hands  curled  into  fists.  But  Rowan

said, “Gavriel, she does not intend to keep you from him.” 

“Tell me where my son is.  Now.” 

Ah—there it was. The face of the Lion. The warrior who had felled armies, 

whose  reputation  made  wintered  soldiers  shudder.  Whose  fallen  warriors  were

tattooed all over him. 

But Aelin picked at her nails, then frowned at the now-empty hall behind her. 

“Hell if I know where he’s gone off to.” 

They blinked, then started as they beheld where Lysandra had once been. To

where  she  had  now  vanished,  flying  or  slithering  or  crawling  out  of  the  open window. To get Aedion away. 

Aelin  just  said  to  Gavriel,  her  voice  flat  and  cold,  “Don’t  ever  give  me

orders.” 
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Aedion  and  Lysandra  were  already  waiting  at  the  Ocean  Rose,  and  as  they

entered  the  pretty  courtyard,  Aelin  barely  dragged  up  the  energy  to  remark  to Rowan that she was shocked he hadn’t opted for warrior-squalor. 

Dorian, a few steps behind, laughed quietly—which was good, she supposed. 

Good that he was laughing. He had not been the last time she saw him. 

And it had been weeks since she’d laughed herself, felt that weight lift long

enough to do so. 

She  gave  Rowan  a  look  that  told  him  to  meet  her  upstairs,  and  halted

halfway across the courtyard. Dorian, sensing her intent, paused as well. 

The  evening  air  was  heavy  with  sweet  fruit  and  climbing  flowers,  the

fountain  in  the  center  gurgling  softly.  She  wondered  if  the  owner  of  the  inn hailed  from  the  Red  Desert—if  they’d  seen  the  use  of  water  and  stone  and

greenery at the Keep of the Silent Assassins. 

But Aelin murmured to Dorian, “I’m sorry. About Rifthold.” 

The king’s summer-tanned face tightened. “Thank you—for the help.” 

Aelin  shrugged.  “Rowan’s  always  looking  for  an  excuse  to  show  off. 

Dramatic rescues give him purpose and fulfillment in his dull, immortal life.” 

There was a pointed cough from the open balcony doors above them, sharp

enough to inform her that Rowan had heard and wouldn’t forget that little quip

when they were alone. 

She held in her smile. It had been a surprise and a delight, she supposed, that

an easy, respectful calm flowed between Rowan and Dorian on their walk over

here. 

She motioned for the king to continue with her and said quietly, well aware

of how many spies Rolfe employed within the building, “It seems you and I are

currently without crowns, thanks to a few bullshit pieces of paper.” 

Dorian  didn’t  return  her  smile.  The  stairs  groaned  beneath  them  as  they

headed for the second floor. They were almost to the room Dorian had indicated

when he said, “Maybe that’s a good thing.” 

She  opened  and  closed  her  mouth—and  opted,  for  once,  to  keep  quiet, 

shaking her head a bit as she entered the chamber. 

Their meeting was hushed, thorough. Rowan and Dorian laid out in precise

detail  what  had  happened  to  them,  Aedion  pushing  for  counts  of  the  witches, 

their armor, how they flew, what formations they used. Anything to feed to the

Bane,  to  amplify  their  northern  defenses,  regardless  of  who  commanded  them. 

The  general  of  the  North—who  would  take  all  those  pieces  and  build  their resistance.  But  the  sheer  ease  with  which  the  Ironteeth  legion  had  taken  the city…

“Manon Blackbeak,” Aedion mused, “would be a valuable ally, if we can get

her to turn.” 

Aelin  glanced  at  Rowan’s  shoulder—where  a  faint  scar  now  marred  the

golden skin beneath his clothes. 

“Perhaps  getting  Manon  to  turn  on  her  kin  would  ignite  an  internal  battle

among  the  witches,”  she  said.  “Maybe  they’ll  save  us  the  task  of  killing  them and just destroy each other.” 

Dorian straightened in his chair, but only cold calculation swirled in his eyes

as he countered, “But what is it that they want? Beyond our heads, I mean. Why

ally with Erawan at all?” 

And all of them then looked to the thin necklace of scars marring the base of

Aelin’s throat—where the scent permanently marked her as a Witch Killer. Baba

Yellowlegs had visited the castle this winter for that alliance, but had there been

anything else? 

“We can contemplate the whys and hows of it later,” Aelin declared. “If we

encounter  any  of  the  witches,  we  take  them  alive.  I  want  some  questions

answered.” 

Then she explained what they’d witnessed in Ilium. The order Brannon had

given her: Find the Lock. Well, he and his little quest could get in line. 

It  was  never-ending,  she  supposed  while  they  dined  that  night  on  peppered

crab and spiced rice. This burden, these threats. 

Erawan had been planning this for decades. Maybe for centuries, while he’d

slept,  he’d  planned  all  this  out.  And  she  was  to  be  given  nothing  more  than obscure  commands  by  long-dead  royals  to  find  a  way  to  stop  it,  nothing  more than gods-damned  months to rally a force against him. 

She  doubted  it  was  a  coincidence  that  Maeve  was  sailing  for  Eyllwe  at  the

same  moment  Brannon  had  commanded  she  go  to  the  Stone  Marshes  on  its

southwestern peninsula. Or that the gods-damned Morath fleet was squatting in

the Gulf of Oro—right on its other side. 

There was not enough time, not enough  time to do what she needed to, to  fix

things. 

But … small steps. 

She had Rolfe to deal with. The little matter of securing his people’s alliance. 

And  the  map  she  still  needed  to  persuade  him  to  use  to  assist  her  in  tracking

down that Lock. 

But first … best to ensure that infernal map actually worked. 
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Too many animals loitering about the streets at this hour would attract the wrong

sort of attention. 

But Aedion still wished that the shifter was wearing fur or feathers compared

to … this. 

Not that she was sore on the eyes as an auburn-haired and green-eyed young

woman.  She  could  have  passed  for  one  of  the  lovely  mountain  maidens  of

northern Terrasen with that coloring. It was  who Lysandra was supposed to be as

they waited just inside an alley. Who  he was supposed to be, too. 

Lysandra leaned against the brick wall, a foot propped against it to reveal a

length of creamy-white thigh. And Aedion, with his hand braced against the wall

beside her head, was no more than an hourly customer. 

No  sound  in  the  alley  but  scuttling  rats  digging  through  rotten,  discarded

fruit. Skull’s Bay was precisely the shithole he expected it to be, right down to

its Pirate Lord. 

Who  now  unwittingly  held  the  only  map  to  the  Lock  that  Aelin  had  been

commanded to find. When Aedion had complained that  of course it was a map

they  could  not  steal,  Rowan  had  been  the  one  to  suggest  this  …  plan.  Trap. 

Whatever it was. 

He glanced at the delicate gold chain dangling around Lysandra’s pale throat, 

tracing its length down the front of her bodice, to where the Amulet of Orynth

was now hidden beneath. 

“Admiring the view?” 

Aedion snapped his eyes up from the generous swells of her breasts. “Sorry.” 

But the shifter somehow saw the thoughts churning in his head. “You think

this won’t work?” 

“I think there are plenty of valuable things on this island—why would Rolfe

bother to go after this?” Storms, enemies, and treasure—that was what the map

showed.  And  since  he  and  Lysandra  were  not  the  first  two  …  only  one,  it

seemed, would be able to appear on that map inked on Rolfe’s hands. 


“Rowan claimed Rolfe would find the amulet interesting enough to go after

it.” 

“Rowan  and  Aelin  have  a  tendency  to  say  one  thing  and  mean  something

else  entirely.”  Aedion  heaved  a  breath  through  his  nose.  “We’ve  already  been

here an hour.” 

She arched an auburn brow. “Do you have somewhere else to be?” 

“You’re tired.” 

“We’re all tired,” she said sharply. 

He shut his mouth, not wanting his head ripped off just yet. 

Each shift took something out of Lysandra. The bigger the change, the bigger

the animal, the steeper the cost. Aedion had witnessed her morph from butterfly

to bumblebee to hummingbird to bat within the span of a few minutes. But going

from human to ghost leopard to bear or elk or horse, she’d  once  demonstrated, 

took longer between shifts, the magic having to draw up the strength to  become

that size, to fill the body with all its inherent power. 

Casual footsteps sounded, accented by a two-note whistle. Lysandra’s breath

brushed against his jaw at the sound. Aedion, however, stiffened slightly as those

steps  grew  closer,  and  he  found  himself  staring  at  the  son  of  his  great  enemy. 

King, now. 

But  still  a  face  he’d  hated,  sneered  at,  debated  cutting  into  tiny  pieces  for many,  many  years.  A  face  he’d  seen  drunk  out  of  his  mind  at  parties  mere

seasons ago; a face he’d seen buried against the necks of women whose names

he’d never bothered to learn; a face that had taunted him in that dungeon cell. 

That face was now hooded, and for all the world, he looked like he was here

to  inquire  about  Lysandra’s  services—once  Aedion  had  finished  with  her.  The

general clenched his teeth. “What?” 

Dorian looked over Lysandra, as if surveying the goods, and Aedion fought

the  urge  to  bristle.  “Rowan  sent  me  to  see  if  you  had  any  developments.”  The prince and Aelin were back at the inn, drinking in the dining room—where all of

Rolfe’s  spying  eyes  might  see  and  report  them.  Dorian  blinked  at  the  shifter, starting. “And gods above—you really  can take on any human form.” 

Lysandra shrugged, the irreverent street whore debating her rate. “It’s not as

interesting as you’d think. I’d like to see if I could become a plant. Or a bit of

wind.” 

“Can you …  do that?” 

“Of course she can,” Aedion said, pushing off the wall and crossing his arms. 

“No,”  Lysandra  said,  cutting  a  glare  in  Aedion’s  direction.  “And  there’s

nothing to report. Not even a whiff of Rolfe or his men.” 

Dorian nodded, sliding his hands into his pockets. Silence. 

Aedion’s ankle barked in pain as Lysandra subtly kicked him. 

He reined in his scowl as he said to the king, “So, you and Whitethorn didn’t

kill each other.” 

Dorian’s brows scrunched. “He saved my life, nearly got himself burned out

to do it. Why should I be anything but grateful?” Lysandra gave Aedion a smug

smile. 

But the king asked him, “Are you going to see your father?” 

Aedion cringed. He’d been glad for their venture tonight to avoid deciding. 

Aelin hadn’t brought it up, and he had been content to come out here, even if it

put him at risk of running into the male. 

“Of  course  I’ll  see  him,”  Aedion  said  tightly.  Lysandra’s  moon-white  face

was  calm,  steady  as  she  watched  him,  the  face  of  a  woman  trained  to  listen  to men, to never show surprise—

He  did  not  resent  what  she  had  been,  what  she  portrayed  now,  only  the

monsters who had seen the beauty the child would grow into and taken her into

that brothel. Aelin had told him what Arobynn had done to the man she’d loved. 

It was a miracle the shifter could smile at all. 

Aedion jerked his chin at Dorian. “Go tell Aelin and Rowan we don’t need

their hovering. We can manage on our own.” 

Dorian  stiffened,  but  backed  down  the  alley,  no  more  than  a  disgruntled

would-be customer. 

Lysandra  shoved  a  hand  against  Aedion’s  chest  and  hissed,  “That  man  has

endured  enough, Aedion. A little kindness wouldn’t kill you.” 

“He  stabbed Aelin. If you knew him as I have, you wouldn’t be so willing to

fawn over—” 

“No one expects you to fawn over him. But a kind word, some  respect—” 

He rolled his eyes. “Keep your voice down.” 

She  did—but  went  on,  “He  was  enslaved;  he  was   tortured  for  months.  Not just by his father, but by that  thing inside of him. He was  violated,  and  even  if you cannot draw up forgiveness for stabbing Aelin against his own will, then try

to  have  some  compassion  for   that.”  Aedion’s  heart  stuttered  at  the  anger  and pain on her face. And that word she’d used—

He  swallowed  hard,  checking  the  street  behind  them.  No  sign  of  anyone

hunting for the treasure they bore. “I knew Dorian as a reckless, arrogant—” 

“I knew your queen as the same. We were children then. We are allowed to

make mistakes, to figure out who we wish to be. If you will allow Aelin the gift

of your acceptance—” 

“I don’t care if he was as arrogant and vain as Aelin, I don’t  care if he was

enslaved  to  a  demon  that  took  his  mind.  I  look  at  him  and  see  my  family

 butchered,  see  those  tracks  to  the  river,  and  hear  Quinn  tell  me  that  Aelin  was drowned  and   dead.”  His  breathing  was  uneven,  and  his  throat  burned,  but  he ignored it. 

Lysandra said, “Aelin forgave him. Aelin never once held it against him.” 

Aedion snarled at her. Lysandra snarled right back and held his stare with the

face  not  trained  or  built  for  bedrooms,  but  the  true  one  beneath—wild  and

unbroken  and  indomitable.  No  matter  what  body  she  wore,  she  was  the

Staghorns given form, the heart of Oakwald. 

Aedion said hoarsely, “I’ll try.” 

“Try harder. Try better.” 

Aedion braced his palm against the wall again and leaned in to glower in her

face.  She  did  not  yield  an  inch.  “There  is  an  order  and  rank  in  our  court,  lady, and last I checked, you were  not number three. You don’t give me commands.” 

“This  isn’t  a  battlefield,”  Lysandra  hissed.  “Any  ranks  are  formalities.  And

the  last   I  checked…”  She  poked  his  chest,  right  between  his  pectorals,  and  he could  have  sworn  the  tip  of  a  claw  pierced  the  skin  beneath  his  clothes.  “You weren’t pathetic enough to enforce rank to hide from being in the wrong.” 

His  blood  sparked  and  thrummed.  Aedion  found  himself  taking  in  the

sensuous curves of her mouth, now pressed thin with anger. 

The hot temper in her eyes faded, and as she retracted her finger as if she’d

been burned, he froze at the panic that filled her features instead. Shit.  Shit—

Lysandra  backed  away  a  step,  too  casual  to  be  anything  but  a  calculated

move. But Aedion tried—for her sake, he tried to stop thinking about her mouth

—

“You truly want to meet your father?” she asked calmly. Too calmly. 

He  nodded,  swallowing  hard.  Too  soon—she  wouldn’t  want  a  man’s  touch

for  a  long  time.  Maybe  forever.  And  he’d  be  damned  if  he  pushed  her  into  it before she wanted to. And gods above, if Lysandra ever looked at  any man with

interest like that … he’d be glad for her. Glad she was choosing for herself, even

if it wasn’t him she picked—

“I…” Aedion swallowed, forcing himself to remember what she’d asked. His

father. Right. “Did he want to see me?” was all he could think to ask. 

She cocked her head to the side, the movement so feline he wondered if she

was  spending  too  much  time  in  that  ghost  leopard’s  fur.  “He  nearly  bit  Aelin’s

head  off  when  she  refused  to  tell  him  where  and  who  you  are.”  Ice  filled  his veins. If his father had been rude to her—“But I got the sense,” Lysandra quickly

clarified as he tensed, “that he is the sort of male who would respect your wishes

if  you  chose  not  to  see  him.  Yet  in  this  small  town,  with  the  company  we’re keeping … that might prove impossible.” 

“Did you also get the sense that it could persuade him to help us? Knowing

me?” 

“I  don’t  think  Aelin  would  ever  ask  that  of  you,”  Lysandra  said,  laying  a

hand on the arm still braced beside her head. 

“What do I even say to him?” Aedion murmured. “I’ve heard so many stories

about  him—the  Lion  of  Doranelle.  He’s  a  gods-damned  white  knight.  I  don’t

think he’ll approve of a son most people call Adarlan’s Whore.” She clicked her

tongue, but Aedion pinned her with a look. “What would you do?” 

“I  can’t  answer  that  question.  My  own  father…”  She  shook  her  head.  He

knew about that—the shifter-father who had either abandoned her mother or not

even known she was pregnant. And then the mother who had thrown Lysandra

into the street when she discovered her heritage. “Aedion, what do  you want to

do? Not for us, not for Terrasen, but for  you.” 

He  bowed  his  head  a  bit,  glancing  sidelong  at  the  quiet  street  again.  “My

whole life has been … not about what I want. I don’t know how to choose those

things.” 

No, from the moment he’d arrived in Terrasen at age five, he’d been trained

—his  path  chosen.  And  when  Terrasen  had  burned  beneath  Adarlan’s  torches, 

another hand had gripped the leash of his fate. Even now, with war upon them …

Had he truly never wanted something for himself? All he’d wanted had been the

blood oath. And Aelin had given that away to Rowan. He didn’t resent her for it, 

not anymore, but … He had not realized he had asked for so little. 

Lysandra said quietly, “I know. I know what that feels like.” 

He  lifted  his  head,  finding  her  green  eyes  again  in  the  darkness.  He

sometimes  wished  Arobynn  Hamel  were  still  alive—just  so  he  could  kill  the

assassin-king himself. 

“Tomorrow morning,” he murmured. “Will you come with me? To see him.” 

She was quiet for a moment before she said, “You really want me to go with

you?” 

He did. He couldn’t explain why, but he wanted her there. She got under his

skin  so  damn  easily,  but  …  Lysandra  steadied  him.  Perhaps  because  she  was

something new. Something he had not encountered, had not filled with hope and

pain and wishes. Not too many of them, at least. 

“If you wouldn’t mind … yes. I want you there.” 

She didn’t respond. He opened his mouth, but steps sounded. 

Light. Too casual. 

They ducked deeper into the shadows of the alley, its dead-end wall looming

behind them. If this went poorly…

If it went poorly, he had a shape-shifter capable of shredding apart droves of

men at his side. Aedion flashed Lysandra a grin as he leaned over her once more, 

his nose within grazing distance of her neck. 

Those steps neared, and Lysandra loosed a breath, her body going pliant. 

From  the  shadows  of  his  hood,  he  monitored  the  alley  ahead,  the  shadows

and shafts of moonlight, bracing himself. They’d picked the dead-end alley for a

reason. 

The girl realized her mistake a step too late. “Oh.” 

Aedion  looked  up,  his  own  features  hidden  within  his  hood,  as  Lysandra

purred  to  the  young  woman  who  perfectly  matched  Rowan’s  description  of

Rolfe’s barmaid, “I’ll be done in two minutes, if you want to wait your turn.” 

Color  stained  the  girl’s  cheeks,  but  she  gave  them  a  flinty  look,  scanning

them from head to toe. “Wrong turn,” she said. 

“You sure?” Lysandra crooned. “A bit late in the evening for a stroll.” 

Rolfe’s  barmaid  fixed  them  with  that  sharp  stare  and  sauntered  back  down

the street. 

They waited. A minute. Five. Ten. No others came. 

Aedion at last  pulled away, Lysandra  now watching the  alley entrance. The

shifter wound an auburn curl around her finger. “She seems an unlikely thief.” 

“Some would say similar things about you and Aelin.” Lysandra hummed in

agreement. Aedion mused, “Perhaps she was just a scout—Rolfe’s eyes.” 

“Why bother? Why not just come take the thing?” 

Aedion  glanced  again  at  the  amulet  that  disappeared  beneath  Lysandra’s

bodice. “Maybe she thought she was looking for something else.” 

Lysandra,  wisely,  didn’t  fish  the  Amulet  of  Orynth  out  from  her  dress.  But

his  words  hung  between  them  as  they  carefully  picked  their  way  back  to  the

Ocean Rose. 
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After  two  weeks  of  inching  across  the  muddy  open  plains,  Elide  was  tired  of using her mother’s name. 

Tired of constantly being on alert to hear it barked by Molly to clean up after

every  meal  (a  mistake,  no  doubt,  to  have  ever  told  the  woman  she  had  some

experience  washing  dishes  in  busy  kitchens),  tired  of  hearing  Ombriel—the

dark-haired  beauty  not  a  carnival  act  at  all  but  Molly’s  niece  and  their  money-keeper—use it when questioning about how she’d hurt her leg, where her family

came  from,  and  how  she’d  learned  to  observe  others  so  keenly  that  she  could turn a coin as an oracle. 

At  least  Lorcan  barely  used  it,  as  they’d  hardly  spoken  while  the  caravan

trudged  through  the  mud-laden  fields.  The  ground  was  so  saturated  with  the

daily afternoon summer rain that the wagons often became stuck. They’d barely

covered  any  distance  at  all,  and  when  Ombriel  would  catch  Elide  gazing

northward, she’d ask—yet another recurring question—what lay in the North to

draw her attention so frequently. Elide always lied, always evaded. The sleeping

situation between Elide and her  husband, fortunately, was more easily avoided. 

With the sodden earth, sleeping on it was nearly impossible. So the women

laid out wherever they could in the two wagons, leaving the men to draw straws

each night for who would get any remaining space and who would sleep on the

ground atop a makeshift floor of reeds. Lorcan, somehow, always got the short

straw, either by his own devices, sleight of hand from Nik, who ran security and

the nightly straw-drawing, or simply from sheer bad luck. 

But at least it kept Lorcan far, far away from her, and kept their interactions

to a minimum. 

Those  few  conversations  they’d  had—held  when  he  escorted  her  to  draw

water from a swollen stream or gather whatever firewood could be found on the

plain—weren’t  much  to  bother  her,  either.  He  pressed  her  for  more  details

regarding  Morath,  more  information  about  the  guards’  clothes,  the  armies

camped around it, the servants and witches. 

She’d  started  at  the  top  of  the  Keep—with  the  aeries  and  wyverns  and

witches.  Then  she’d  descended,  floor  by  floor.  It  had  taken  them  these  two weeks  to  work  their  way  down  to  the  sublevels,  and  their  companions  had  no

idea  that  while  the  young,  married  couple  snuck  off  for  more  “firewood,” 

whispering sweet nothings was the last thing on their minds. 

When the caravan stopped that night, Elide aimed for a copse of trees in the

heart of the field to see what could be used at their large campfire. Lorcan trailed

at  her  side,  as  quiet  as  the  hissing  grasses  around  them.  The  nickering  of  the horses  and  clamor  of  their  companions  readying  for  the  evening  meal  faded

behind,  and  Elide  frowned  as  her  boot  sank  deep  into  a  pocket  of  mud.  She

yanked on it, ankle barking at bearing her weight, and gritted her teeth until—

Lorcan’s  magic  pushed  against  her  leg,  an  invisible  hand  freeing  her  boot, 

and she tumbled into him. His arm and side were as hard and unyielding as the

magic  he’d  used,  and  she  rebounded  away,  tall  grass  crunching  beneath  her. 

“Thank you,” she murmured. 

Lorcan  stalked  ahead  and  said  without  looking  back,  “We  finished  at  the

three dungeons and their entrances yesterday night. Tell me about what’s inside

them.” 

Her  mouth  went  a  bit  dry  as  she  recalled  the  cell  she’d  squatted  in,  the

darkness and tight air…

“I don’t know what’s inside,” she lied, following him. “Suffering people, no

doubt.” 

Lorcan stooped, his dark head disappearing beneath a wave of grass. When

he  emerged,  two  sticks  were  gripped  in  his  massive  hands.  He  snapped  them

with little effort. “You described everything else with no problem. Yet your scent

changed just now. Why?” 

She  strode  past  him,  bending  over  and  over  to  collect  whatever  scattered

wood  she  could  find.  “They  did  horrible  things  down  there,”  she  said  over  a shoulder.  “You  could  sometimes  hear  people  screaming.”  She  prayed  Terrasen

would be better. It  had to be. 

“Who did they keep down there? Enemy soldiers?” Potential allies, no doubt, 

for whatever he planned to do. 

“Whoever they wanted to torture.” The hands of those guards, their sneers—

“I  assume  you’re  going  to  leave  as  soon  as  I  finish  describing  the  last  pit  of Morath?” She plucked up stick after stick, ankle objecting with each shift in her

balance. 

“Is there a problem if I do? That was our bargain. I’ve stayed longer than I

intended.” 

She turned, finding him with an armful of larger sticks. He unceremoniously dumped them into the small pile in her arms and thumbed free the hatchet at his

side before prowling to the curving, fallen branch behind him. “So, am I just to

play the abandoned wife, then?” 

“You’re  already  playing  the  oracle,  so  what  difference  does  another  role

make?” Lorcan brought his hatchet down upon the branch with a solid  thwack! 

The blade sank unnervingly deep; wood groaned. “Describe the dungeons.” 

It  was  only  fair,  and  it  had  been  their  bargain,  after  all:  his  protection  and help to get her out of harm’s way, in exchange for what she knew. And he’d been

complacent  in  all  the  lies  she’d  spun  to  their  company—quiet,  but  he’d  gone

along with it. 

“The  dungeons  are  gone,”  Elide  managed  to  say.  “Or  most  of  them  should

be. Along with the catacombs.” 

 Thwack, thwack, thwack. Lorcan severed the branch, the wood yielding with

a  splintering  cry.  He  set  to  cutting  another  section  apart.  “Taken  out  in  that blast?” He lifted his axe, the muscles in his powerful back shifting beneath his

dark  shirt,  but  paused.  “You  said  you  were  near  the  courtyard  when  the  blast happened—how do you know the dungeons are gone?” 

Fine. She had lied about it. But … “The explosion came from the catacombs

and took out some of the towers. One would assume the dungeons would be in

its path, too.” 

“I  don’t  make  plans  based  on  assumptions.”  He  resumed  hacking  apart  the

branch, and Elide rolled her eyes at his back. “Tell me the layout of the northern

dungeon.” 

Elide turned toward the sinking sun staining the fields with orange and gold

beyond them. “Figure it out yourself.” 

The thud of metal on wood halted. Even the wind in the grasses died down. 

But  she  had  endured  death  and  despair  and  terror,  and  she  had  told  him

enough—turned  over  every  horrible  stone,  looked  around  every  dark  corner  at

Morath for him. His rudeness, his arrogance … He could go to hell. 

She had barely set one foot into the swaying grasses when Lorcan was before

her,  no  more  than  a  lethal  shadow  himself.  Even  the  sun  seemed  to  avoid  the broad planes of his tan face, though the wind dared ruffle the silken black strands

of his hair across it. 

“We have a bargain, girl.” 

Elide met that depthless gaze. “You did not specify when I had to tell you. So

I may take as much time as I wish to recall details, if you desire to wring every

last one of them from me.” 

His teeth flashed. “Do  not toy with me.” 

“Or what?” She stepped around him as if he were no more than a rock in a

stream. Of course, walking with temper was a bit difficult when every other step

was limping, but she kept her chin high. “Kill me, hurt me, and you’ll still be out

of answers.” 

Faster  than  she  could  see,  his  arm  lashed  out—gripping  her  by  the  elbow. 

“Marion,” he growled. 

That  name. She looked up at his harsh, wild face—a face born in a different

age, a different world. “Take your hand off me.” 

Lorcan, to her surprise, did so immediately. 

But  his  face  did  not  change—not  a  flicker—as  he  said,  “You  will  tell  me

what I wish to know—” 

The thing in her pocket began thrumming and beating, a phantom heartbeat

in her bones. 

Lorcan yielded a step, his nostrils flaring delicately. As if he could sense that

stone awakening. “What are you,” he said quietly. 

“I  am  nothing,”  she  said,  voice  hollow.  Maybe  once  she  found  Aelin  and

Aedion, she’d find some purpose, some way to be of use to the world. For now, 

she  was  a  messenger,  a  courier  of  this  stone—to  Celaena  Sardothien.  However

Elide might find one person in such an endless, vast world. She had to get north

—and quickly. 

“Why do you go to Aelin Galathynius?” 

The  question  was  too  tense  to  be  casual.  No,  every  inch  of  Lorcan’s  body

seemed restrained. Leashed rage and predatory instincts. 

“You know the queen,” she breathed. 

He blinked. Not in surprise, but to buy himself time. 

He did know—and he was considering what to tell her, how to tell her—

“Celaena Sardothien is in the queen’s service,” he said. “Your two paths are

one. Find one and you’ll find the other.” 

He paused, waiting. 

Would  this  be  her  life,  then?  Wretched  people,  always  looking  out  for

themselves, every kindness coming at a cost? Would her own queen at least gaze

at her with warmth in her eyes? Would Aelin even remember her? 

“Marion,” he said again—the word laced with a growl. 

Her  mother’s  name.  Her  mother—and  her  father.  The  last  people  who  had

looked  at  her  with  true  affection.  Even  Finnula,  all  those  years  locked  in  that
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tower, had always watched her with some mixture of pity and fear. 

She  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  she’d  been  held.  Or  comforted.  Or

smiled at with any genuine love for who she was. 

Words were suddenly hard, the energy to dredge up a lie or retort too much

to bother with. So Elide ignored Lorcan’s command and headed back toward the

cluster of painted wagons. 

Manon had come for her, she reminded herself with each step. Manon, and

Asterin, and Sorrel. But even they had left her alone in the woods. 

Pity,  she  reminded  herself—self-pity  would  do  her  no  good.  Not  with  so

many  miles  between  her  and  whatever  shred  of  a  future  she  stood  a  chance  of finding. But even when she arrived, handed over her burden, and found Aelin …

what could she offer? She couldn’t even read, gods above. The mere thought of

explaining that to Aelin, to anyone—

She’d think on it later. She’d wash the queen’s clothes if she had to. At least

she didn’t need to be literate for that. 

Elide didn’t hear Lorcan this time as he approached, arms laden with massive

logs. 

“You  will  tell  me  what  you  know,”  he  said  through  his  teeth.  She  almost

sighed, but he added, “Once you are … better.” 

She  supposed  that,  to  him,  sorrow  and  despair  would  be  some  sort  of

sickness. 

“Fine.” 

“Fine,” he said right back. 

Their  companions  were  smiling  when  she  and  Lorcan  returned.  They  had

found dry ground on the other side of the wagons—solid enough for tents. 

Elide  spied  the  one  that  had  been  raised  for  her  and  Lorcan  and  wished  it

would rain. 

Lorcan  had  trained  enough  warriors  to  know  when  not  to  push.  He’d  tortured

enough enemies to know when they were one slice or snap away from breaking

in ways that would make them useless. 

So  Marion,  when  her  scent  had  changed,  when  he’d  felt  even  the  strange, 

otherworldly  power  hidden  in  her  blood  shift  to  sorrow  …  worse,  to

hopelessness…

He’d wanted to tell her not to bother with hope anyway. 

But  she  was  barely  into  womanhood.  Perhaps  hope,  foolish  as  it  was,  had gotten her out of Morath. At least her cleverness had, lies and all. 

He’d  dealt  with  enough  people,  killed  and  bedded  and  fought  alongside

enough people, to know Marion wasn’t wicked, or conniving, or wholly selfish. 

He wished she was, because it’d make it easier—make his task so much easier. 

But  if  she  didn’t  tell  him  about  Morath,  if  he  broke  her  from  pushing  too

much … He needed every advantage when he slipped into that Keep. And when

he slipped out again. 

She’d  done  it  once.  Perhaps  Marion  was  the  only  person  alive  who  had

managed to escape. 

He was about to explain that to her when he saw what she was staring at—

the tent. 

 Their tent. 

Ombriel  came  forward,  throwing  her  usual  wary  glance  his  way,  and  slyly

informed Elide they’d finally have a night  alone together. 

Arms full of logs, Lorcan could only watch as that pale face of sorrow and

despair transformed into youth and mischief, into blushing anticipation, as easily

as  if  Marion  had  held  up  a  mask.  She  even  gave  him  a  flirting  glance  before beaming at Ombriel and rushing to dump her armful of sticks and twigs into the

pit they’d cleared for the nightly fire. 

He  possessed  the  good  sense  to  at  least  smile  at  the  woman  who  was

supposed to be his wife, but by the time he’d followed to drop his own burden

into the fire pit, she’d stalked off for the tent set a good distance away from the

others. 

It was small, he realized with no tiny amount of horror. Probably meant for

the  sword-thrower  who’d  last  used  it.  Marion’s  slim  figure  slipped  through  the white canvas flaps with hardly a ripple. Lorcan just frowned a bit before ducking

inside. 

And  remained  ducking  slightly.  His  head  would  go  straight  through  the

canvas if he stood to his full height. Woven mats atop gathered rushes covered

the stuffy interior, and Marion stood on the other side of the tent, cringing at the

sleeping roll on the makeshift floor. 

The  tent  probably  had  enough  room  for  a  proper  bed  and  table,  if  need  be, 

but unless they were camping longer than a night, he doubted they’d get any of

those things. 

“I’ll sleep on the ground,” he offered blandly. “You take the roll.” 

“What if someone comes in?” 

“Then you’ll say we got into a fight.” 

“Every  night?”  Marion  pivoted,  her  rich  eyes  meeting  his.  The  cold,  weary

face was back. 

Lorcan  considered  her  words.  “If  someone  walks  into  our  tent  without

permission tonight, no one here will make the same mistake again.” 

He’d punished men in his war camps for less. 

But  her  eyes  remained  weary—wholly  unimpressed  and  unmoved.  “Fine,” 

she said again. 

Too close—far too close to the edge of snapping entirely. “I could find some

buckets,  heat  water,  and  you  could  bathe  in  here,  if  you  want.  I’ll  stand  watch outside.” 

Creature comforts—to get her to trust him, be grateful to him, to want to help

him. To ease that dangerous brittleness. 

Indeed,  Marion  peered  down  at  herself.  The  white  shirt  that  was  now  dirt-

flecked, the brown leather pants that were filthy, the boots…

“I’ll offer Ombriel a coin to wash it all for you tonight.” 

“I have no other clothes to wear.” 

“You can sleep without them.” 

Wariness faded in a flash of dismay. “With you in here?” 

He avoided the urge to roll his eyes. 

She blurted, “What about your own clothes?” 

“What of them?” 

“You … they’re filthy, too.” 

“I can wait another night.” She’d likely beg to sleep in the wagon if he was

naked in here—

“Why should I be the only one naked? Wouldn’t the ruse work better if you

and I both took the opportunity at once?” 

“You are very young,” he said carefully. “And I am very old.” 

“How old?” 

She’d never asked. 

“Old.” 

She shrugged. “A body is a body. You reek as badly as I do. Go sleep outside

if you won’t wash.” 

A test—not driven by any desire or logic, but … to see if he’d listen to her. 

Who  was  in  control.  Get  her  a  bath,  do  as  she  asked  …  Let  her  get  a  sense  of control over the situation. He gave her a thin smile. “Fine,” he echoed. 

When Lorcan pushed through the tent again, laden with water, he discovered

Marion seated on the bedroll, boots off, that ruined ankle and foot stretched out before her. Her small hands were braced on the mangled, discolored flesh, as if

she’d been rubbing the ache from it. 

“How badly does it hurt every day?” He sometimes used his magic to brace

the ankle.  When he remembered. Which wasn’t often. 

Marion’s focus, however, went right to the steaming cauldron he’d set on the

floor, then the bucket he’d hauled over a shoulder for her to use as well. 

“I’ve  had  it  since  I  was  a  child,”  she  said  distantly,  as  if  hypnotized  by  the clean water. She rose on uneven feet, wincing at her wrecked leg. “I learned to

live with it.” 

“That’s not an answer.” 

“Why do you even care?” The words were barely more than a breath as she

unbraided her long, thick hair, still fixated on the bath. 

He  was  curious;  he  wanted  to  know  how  and  when  and  why.  Marion  was

beautiful—surely marring her like that had been done with some ill intent. Or to

prevent something worse. 

She  at  last  cut  him  a  glance.  “You  said  you’d  stand  watch.  I  thought  you

meant  outside.” 

He snorted. Indeed he did. “Enjoy yourself,” he said, pushing out of the tent

once more. 

Lorcan stood in the grasses, monitoring the busy camp, the wide bowl of the

darkening sky. He hated the plains. Too much open space; too much visibility. 

Behind him, his ears picked up the sigh and hiss of leather sliding down skin, 

the rustle of rough-woven cloth being peeled off. Then fainter, softer sounds of

more delicate fabric sliding away. Then silence—followed by a very, very quiet

rustling.  Like  she  didn’t  want  even  the  gods  hearing  what  she  was  doing.  Hay crunched. Then a thud of the mattress roll lifting and falling—

The  little  witch  was  hiding  something.  The  hay  snapped  again  as  she

returned to the cauldron. 

Hiding  something  under  the  mattress—something  she’d  been  carrying  with

her  and  didn’t  want  him  knowing  about.  Water  splashed,  and  Marion  let  out  a moan of surprising depth and sincerity. He shut out the sound. 

But  even  as  he  did,  Lorcan’s  thoughts  drifted  toward  Rowan  and  his  bitch-

queen. 

Marion  and  the  queen  were  about  the  same  age—one  dark,  one  golden. 

Would  the  queen  bother  at  all  with  Marion  once  she  arrived?  Likely,  if  her

curiosity  was  piqued  about  why  she  wished  to  see  Celaena  Sardothien,  but  …

what about after? 

It  wasn’t  his  concern.  He’d  left  his  conscience  on  the  cobblestones  of  the

back  streets  of  Doranelle  five  centuries  ago.  He’d  killed  men  who  had  begged for  their  lives,  wrecked  entire  cities  and  never  once  looked  back  at  the

smoldering rubble. 

Rowan  had,  too.  Gods-damned  Whitethorn  had  been  his  most  effective

general,  assassin,  and  executioner  for  centuries.  They  had  laid  waste  to

kingdoms  and  then  drunk  and  bedded  themselves  into  stupors  in  the  following

days-long celebrations on the ruins. 

This  winter,  he’d  had  a  damn  fine  commander  at  his  disposal,  brutal  and

vicious and willing to do just about anything Lorcan ordered. 

The  next  time  he’d  seen  Rowan,  the  prince  had  been  roaring,  desperate  to

fling  himself  into  lethal  darkness  to  save  the  life  of  a  princess  with  no  throne. 

Lorcan had known—in that moment. 

Lorcan had known,  as he’d pinned  Rowan into the  grass outside Mistward, 

the  prince  thrashing  and  screaming  for  Aelin  Galathynius,  that  everything  was

about to change. Knew that the commander he’d valued was altered irrevocably. 

No  longer  would  they  glut  themselves  on  wine  and  women;  no  longer  would

Rowan gaze toward a horizon without some glimmer of longing in his eyes. 

Love had broken a perfect killing tool. Lorcan wondered if it would take him

centuries more to stop being so pissed about it. 

And the queen—princess,  whatever Aelin called  herself … She  was a fool. 

She could have bartered Athril’s ring for Maeve’s armies, for an alliance to wipe

Morath off the earth. Even not knowing what the ring was, she could have used

it to her advantage. 

But she’d chosen Rowan. A prince with no crown, no army, no allies. 

They deserved to perish together. 

Marion’s soaked head popped out of the tent, and Lorcan twisted to see the

heavy wool blanket wrapped around her like a gown. “Can you bring the clothes

now?”  She  chucked  her  pile  out.  She’d  bundled  her  underthings  in  her  white

shirt, and the leathers … They’d never be dry before morning—and would likely

shrink beyond use if washed improperly. 

Lorcan stooped, picking up the bundle of clothes and trying not to peer into

the  tent  to  learn  what  she’d  hidden  beneath  the  bedroll.  “What  about  standing guard?” 

Her  hair  was  plastered  to  her  head,  heightening  the  sharp  lines  in  her

cheekbones,  her  fine  nose.  But  her  eyes  were  bright  again,  her  full  lips  once

more like a rosebud, as she said, “Please get them washed. Quickly.” 

Lorcan didn’t bother confirming as he carried her clothes away from the tent, 

leaving  her  to  sit  in  partial  nakedness  inside.  Ombriel  was  in  the  middle  of cooking whatever was in the pot over the fire. Likely rabbit stew. Again. Lorcan

examined the clothes in his hands. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  he  returned  to  the  tent,  plate  of  food  in  hand.  Marion was perched on the bedroll, foot stretched out before her, blanket tucked under

her shoulders. 

Her skin was so pale. He’d never seen such white unmarred skin. 

As if she’d never been let outside. 

Her dark brows furrowed at the plate—then at the bundle under his arm. 

“Ombriel was busy—so I washed your clothes myself.” 

She flushed. 

“A body is a body,” he repeated simply to her. “So are undergarments.” 

She frowned, but her attention was again riveted on the plate. He set it down

before  her.  “I  got  you  dinner,  since  I  assumed  you  didn’t  want  to  sit  among everyone in your blanket.” He dumped the pile of clothes on her bedroll. “And I

got  you  clothes  from  Molly.  She’s  charging  you,  of  course.  But  at  least  you won’t sleep naked.” 

She dug into the stew without so much as thanking him. 

Lorcan was about to leave when she said, “My uncle … He is a commander

at Morath.” 

Lorcan froze. And looked right to the bedroll. 

But  Marion  continued  between  bites,  “He  …  locked  me  in  the  dungeon

once.” 

The wind in the grasses died; the campfire far beyond their tent flickered, the

people around it huddling closer together as the nighttime insects went silent and

the small, furred creatures of the plains scampered into their burrows. 

Marion either didn’t notice the surge of his dark power, the magic kissed by

Death  himself,  or  didn’t  care.  She  said,  “His  name  is  Vernon,  and  he  is  clever and cruel, and he will likely try to keep you alive if you are caught. He wields

people to gain power for himself. He has no mercy, no soul. There is no moral

code that guides him.” 

She went back to her food, done for the night. 

Lorcan said quietly, “Would you like me to kill him for you?” 

Her limpid, dark eyes rose to his face. And for a moment, he could see the

woman  she’d  become—was  already  becoming.  Someone  who,  regardless  of

where  she’d  been  born,  any  queen  would  prize  at  her  side.  “Would  there  be  a cost?” 

Lorcan hid his smile. Smart, cunning little witch. “No,” he said, and meant it. 

“Why did he lock you in the dungeon?” 

Marion’s  white  throat  bobbed  once.  Twice.  She  seemed  to  hold  his  stare

through effort of will, through a refusal not to back down from him, but from her

own fears. “Because he wished to see if his bloodline could be crossed with the

Valg. That was why I was brought to Morath. To be bred like a prize mare.” 

Every thought emptied out of Lorcan’s head. 

He  had  seen  and  dealt  and  endured  many,  many  unspeakable  things,  but

this…

“Did he succeed?” he managed to ask. 

“Not with me. There were others before me who … Help came too late for

them.” 

“That explosion was not accidental, was it.” 

A small shake of the head. 

“You did it?” He glanced to the bedroll—to whatever she hid beneath. 

Again  that  shake  of  the  head.  “I  will  not  say  who,  or  how.  Not  without

risking the lives of the people who saved me.” 

“Are the ilken—” 

“No. The ilken are not the creatures that were bred in the catacombs. Those

… those came from the mountains around Morath. Through far darker methods.” 

Maeve had to know. She had to know what they were doing in Morath. The

horrors  being  bred  there,  the  army  of  demons  and  beasts  to  rival  any  from

legend.  She  would  never  ally  with  such  evil—never  be  foolish  enough  to  ally

with the Valg. Not when she warred with them millennia ago. But if she did not

fight  …  How  long  would  it  be  before  these  beasts  were  howling  around

Doranelle? Before it was his own continent under siege? 

Doranelle could hold out. But he would likely be dead, once he found some

way  to  destroy  the  keys  and  Maeve  punished  him.  And  with  him  dead  and

Whitethorn  likely  carrion,  too  …  how  long  would  Doranelle  last?  Decades? 

Years? 

A  question  snagged  in  Lorcan’s  mind,  drawing  him  to  the  present,  to  the

stuffy little tent. “Your foot has been ruined for years, though. He locked you in

the dungeon that long?” 

“No,” she said, not even flinching at his rough description. “I was only in the

dungeon for a week. The ankle, the chain … He did that to me long before.” 

“What chain.” 

She  blinked.  And  he  knew  she’d  meant  to  avoid  telling  him  that  one

particular detail. 

But  now  that  he  looked  …  he  could  make  out,  among  the  mass  of  scars,  a

white band. And there, around her perfect, lovely other ankle, was its twin. 

A wind laced with the dust and coldness of a tomb gnawed through the field. 

Marion merely said, “When you kill my uncle, ask him yourself.” 
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Well, on the one hand, at least Rolfe’s map worked. 

It  had  been  Rowan’s  idea,  actually.  And  she  might  have  felt  slightly  guilty

for letting Aedion and Lysandra believe the Pirate Lord had only gone after the

Amulet  of  Orynth,  but  …  at  least  they  now  knew  his  unholy  map  functioned. 

And that the Pirate Lord was indeed living in terror of the Valg returning to this

harbor. 

She wondered what Rolfe made of it—what his map had shown him of the

Wyrdkey.  If  it  revealed  the  difference  between  it  and  the  Wyrdstone  rings  his men had been enslaved with. Whatever the reason, the Pirate Lord had sent his

barmaid to scout for any hint of the Valg, not realizing Rowan had selected that

dead-end alley to ensure  only someone sent by Rolfe would venture so far down

it.  And  since  Aelin  had  no  doubt  whatsoever  that  Aedion  and  Lysandra  had

snuck through the streets unnoticed … Well, at least that part of her evening had

gone right. 

As for the rest of it … It was just past midnight when Aelin wondered how

the  hell  she  and  Rowan  would  ever  go  back  to  normalcy  if  they  survived  this war. If there’d be a day when it wasn’t easy to leap over rooftops as if they were

stones  on  a  stream,  to  break  into  someone’s  room  and  hold  a  blade  to  the

occupant’s throat. 

They did the first two within the span of fifteen minutes. 

And as they found Gavriel and Fenrys waiting for them in their shared room

in the Sea Dragon inn, Aelin supposed she needn’t bother with the third. Even if

both she and Rowan kept their hands within casual reach of their daggers while

they  leaned  against  the  wall  beside  the  now-shut  window.  They’d  unlocked  it

with  Rowan’s  wind—only  to  have  a  candle  ignite  the  moment  the  window

swung away. Revealing two stone-faced Fae warriors, both dressed and armed. 

“You  could  have  used  the  door,”  Fenrys  said,  arms  crossed—a  bit  too

casually. 

“Why  bother  when  a  dramatic  entrance  is  so  much  more  fun?”  Aelin

countered. 

Fenrys’s  beautiful  face  twitched  with  amusement  that  didn’t  quite  meet  his onyx eyes. “What a shame it’d be for you to miss out on any of that.” 

She grinned at him. He grinned at her. 

She  supposed  both  of  their  smiles  were  less  of  a  grin  and  more  …  teeth-

exposing. 

She  snorted.  “You  two  look  like  you  enjoyed  your  summer  in  Doranelle. 

How’s sweet Aunt Maeve?” 

Gavriel’s tattooed hands closed into loose fists. “You deny me the right to see

my son and yet you barge into our room in the dead of the night to demand we

divulge information about our blood-sworn queen.” 

“One,  I did not deny you anything, kitty-cat.” 

Fenrys let out what might have been a choking sound. 

“It’s  your  son’s  decision,  not  mine.  I  don’t  have  enough  time  to  oversee  or really care.” Lies. 

“It must be hard to find the time to care at all,” Fenrys cut in, “when you are

facing  a  mortal  life  span.”  A  sly,  cutting  glance  at  Rowan.  “Or  is  she  due  to Settle soon?” 

Oh, he was a bastard. A bitter, hard-edged bastard, the laughing side of the

coin to Lorcan’s sullen brooding. Maeve certainly had a type. 

Rowan’s  face  yielded  nothing.  “The  matter  of  Aelin’s  Settling  is  none  of

your concern.” 

“Isn’t it? Knowing if she’s immortal changes things. Many things.” 

“Fenrys,” Gavriel warned. 

She knew enough about it—the transition pureblooded Fae, and some demi-

Fae, went through once their bodies locked into immortal youth. It was a rough

process, their bodies and magic needing months to adjust to the sudden freezing

and reordering of their aging process. Some Fae had no control over their power

—some lost it entirely during the time it took to Settle. 

And  demi-Fae  …  some  might  be  longer-lived,  some  might  have  the  true

immortal gift given to them. Like Lorcan. And possibly Aedion. They’d find out

in the next few years if he’d take after his mother … or the male sitting across

the room from her. If they survived the war. 

And  as  for  her  …  She  did  not  let  herself  think  about  it.  Precisely  for  the reasons  Fenrys  claimed.  “I  don’t  see  what  it  would  change,”  she  said  to  him. 

“There’s already one immortal queen. Surely a second would be nothing new.” 

“And will you hand out blood oaths to males who catch your eye, or will it

just be Whitethorn at your side?” 

She could feel the aggression beginning to pour off Rowan, and she was half tempted  to  grumble,  They’re  your  friends.  Deal  with  them.   But  he  kept  quiet, containing himself, as she said, “You didn’t seem nearly so interested in me that

day at Mistward.” 

“Trust me, he was,” Gavriel muttered. 

Aelin  lifted  a  brow.  But  Fenrys  was  giving  Gavriel  a  look  that  promised  a

slow death. 

Rowan  explained,  “Fenrys  was  the  one  who  …  volunteered  to  train  you

when Maeve told us you’d come to Wendlyn.” 

Was he, now. Interesting. “Why?” 

Rowan opened his mouth, but Fenrys cut him off. “It would have gotten me

out of Doranelle. And we likely would have had far more fun, anyway. I know

what a bastard Whitethorn can be when it comes to training.” 

“You two would have stayed on that rooftop in Varese and drunk yourselves

to death,” Rowan said. “And as for training … You’re alive today because of that

training, boyo.” 

Fenrys rolled his eyes. Younger, she realized. Still old by human standards, 

but Fenrys was and felt younger. Wilder. 

“Speaking of Varese,” Aelin said with cool amusement. “And Doranelle…” 

“I will warn you,” Gavriel said quietly, “that there is little we know regarding

Maeve’s plans, and less still we can reveal with the blood oath’s constraints.” 

“How  does  she  do  it?”  Aelin  asked  baldly.  “With  Rowan,  it’s  not  …  Every

order I give him, even casual ones, are his to decide what to do with. Only when

I actively pull on the bond can I get him to … yield. And even then it’s more of a

suggestion.” 

“It  is  different  with  her,”  Gavriel  said  softly.  “Dependent  on  the  ruler  it  is sworn to. You two took the oath to each other with love in your hearts. You had

no desire to own or rule him.” 

Aelin  tried  not  to  flinch  at  the  truth  of  that  word— love.  That  day  …  when Rowan had looked into her eyes as he drank her blood … she’d started to realize

what it was. That the feeling that passed between them, so powerful there was no

language to describe it … It was not mere friendship, but something born of and

strengthened by it. 

“Maeve,”  Fenrys  added,  “offers  it  with  those  things  in  mind.  And  so  the

bond itself is born of obedience to her—no matter what. She orders, we submit. 

For  whatever  she  wishes.”  Shadows  danced  in  those  eyes,  and  Aelin’s  fingers

curled into fists. That Maeve felt the need to force any of them into her bed …

Rowan had told her their familial bloodline, while distant, was still close enough that it had kept Maeve from seeking him out, but the others…

“So you couldn’t break it on your own.” 

“Never—if  we  did  so,  the  magic  that  binds  us  to  her  would  kill  us  in  the

process,” Fenrys said. She wondered if he’d tried. How many times. He angled

his head to the side, the movement purely lupine. “Why are you asking this?” 

 Because if Maeve somehow can claim ownership over Aedion’s life thanks to

 his bloodline, I can’t do a damn thing to help him. 

Aelin shrugged. “Because you sidetracked me.” She gave him a little smile

that  she  knew  drove  Rowan  and  Aedion  insane,  and—yes.  It  seemed  it  was  a

surefire  way  to  piss  off   any  Fae  male,  because  ire  flashed  across  Fenrys’s stupidly perfect face. 

She picked at her nails. “I know you two are old and up past your bedtime, 

so I’ll keep this quick: Maeve’s armada sails for Eyllwe. We are now allies. But

my  path  might  take  me  into  direct  conflict  with  that  fleet,  maybe  with  her, whether  I  desire  it  or  not.”  Rowan  had  tensed  slightly,  and  she  wished  it

wouldn’t  look  weak  to  glance  at  him,  try  to  read  whatever  had  sparked  the

reaction. 

Fenrys looked to Rowan—as if it were habit. “I think the bigger concern is

whether Maeve sails to join Erawan. She could go either way.” 

“Our—her  network  of  information  is  too  vast,”  Rowan  countered.  “There’s

not  a  chance  she  doesn’t  already  know  the  empire’s  fleet  is  camped  out  in  the Gulf of Oro.” 

Aelin  wondered  how  often  her  Fae  Prince  had  to  silently  correct  himself

about what terms to use.  Our,  her … Wondered if he ever missed the two males frowning at them. 

“Maeve could be going to intercept it,” Gavriel mused. “Vanquish Morath’s

fleet as proof of her intentions to assist you, then … play it into whatever agenda

she has beyond that.” 

Aelin  clicked  her  tongue.  “Even  with  Fae  soldiers  on  those  ships,  she

couldn’t  be  stupid  enough  to  risk  such  catastrophic  losses  just  to  get  into  my good  graces  again.”  No  matter  that  Aelin  knew  she’d  accept  any  offer  of  aid from Maeve, risk or no. 

Fenrys’s edged smile flashed. “Oh, the losses of Fae lives would be of little

concern to her. It likely just increases her excitement about it.” 

“Careful,”  Gavriel  said.  Gods,  he  nearly  sounded  identical  to  Aedion  with

that tone. 

Aelin went on, “Regardless. You two know what we face with Erawan; you know what Maeve wanted from me in Doranelle. What Lorcan left to do.” Their

faces had resumed their warrior-calm and didn’t so much as flicker as she asked, 

“Did Maeve give you an order to take those keys from Lorcan as well? And the

ring? Or is it just his life you’ll be claiming?” 

“If we say she gave us the order to take everything,” Fenrys drawled, bracing

his hands behind him on the bed, “will you kill us, Heir of Fire?” 

“It’ll depend on how useful you prove to be as an ally,” Aelin simply said. 

The  weight  hanging  between  her  breasts  beneath  her  shirt  rumbled  as  if  in

answer. 

“Rolfe has weapons,” Gavriel said quietly. “Or will be receiving them.” 

Aelin lifted a brow. “And will hearing about it cost me?” 

Gavriel  wasn’t  stupid  enough  to  ask  for  Aedion.  The  warrior  just  said, 

“They’re called firelances. Alchemists in the southern continent developed them

for their own territory wars. More than that, we don’t know, but the device can

be wielded by one man—to devastating effect.” 

And  with  magic-users  still  so  new  to  their  returned  gifts,  or  mostly  dead

thanks to Adarlan…

She would not be alone. Not the only fire-wielder on that battlefield. 

But only if Rolfe’s armada became hers. If he did what she was carefully, so

carefully, guiding him to do. Reaching out to the southern continent could take

months  she  didn’t  have.  But  if  Rolfe  had  already  ordered  a  supply  …  Aelin

nodded at Rowan once more, and they pushed off the wall. 

“That’s it?” Fenrys demanded. “Do we get to know what you plan to do with

this information, or are we just your lackeys, too?” 

“You don’t trust me; I don’t trust you,” Aelin said. “It’s easier that way.” She

nudged open the window with her elbow. “But thank you for the information.” 

Fenrys’s  brows  rose  high  enough  that  she  wondered  if  Maeve  had  uttered

those words in his hearing. And she honestly wished she’d melted her aunt that

day in Doranelle. 

She and Rowan leaped and climbed the rooftops of Skull’s Bay, the ancient

shingles still slick from the day’s rain. 

When the Ocean Rose glittered like a pale jewel a block ahead, Aelin paused

in the shadows beside a chimney and murmured, “There is no room for error.” 

Rowan laid a hand on her shoulder. “I know. We’ll make it count.” 

Her  eyes  burned.  “We’re  playing  a  game  against  two  monarchs  who  have

ruled and schemed longer than most kingdoms have existed.” And even for her, 

the  odds  of  outsmarting  and  outmaneuvering  them  …  “Seeing  the  cadre,  how Maeve  contains  them  …  She  came  so  close  to  separating  us  this  spring.  So

close.” 

Rowan  traced  his  thumb  over  her  mouth.  “Even  if  Maeve  had  kept  me

enslaved,  I  would  have  fought  her.  Every  day,  every  hour,  every  breath.”  He

kissed her softly and said onto her lips, “I would have fought for the rest of my

life to find a way to return to you again. I knew it the moment you emerged from

the Valg’s darkness and smiled at me through your flames.” 

She  swallowed  the  tightness  in  her  throat  and  raised  a  brow.  “You  were

willing to do that before all this? So few benefits back then.” 

Amusement and something deeper danced in his eyes. “What I felt for you in

Doranelle and what I feel for you now are the same. I just didn’t think I’d ever

get the chance to act on it.” 

She  knew  why  she  needed  to  hear  it—he  knew,  too.  Darrow’s  and  Rolfe’s

words danced around in her head, an endless chorus of bitter threats. But Aelin

only smirked at him. “Then act away, Prince.” 

Rowan let out a low laugh, and said nothing else as he claimed her mouth, 

nudging  her  back  against  the  crumbling  chimney.  She  opened  for  him,  and  his

tongue swept in, thorough, lazy. 

Oh, gods—this. This was what drove her out of her mind—this fire between

them. 

They could burn the entire world to ashes with it. He was hers and she was

his, and they had found each other across centuries of bloodshed and loss, across

oceans and kingdoms and war. 

Rowan pulled back, breathing heavily, and whispered against her lips, “Even

when  you’re  in  another  kingdom,  Aelin,  your  fire  is  still  in  my  blood,  my

mouth.”  She  let  out  a  soft  moan,  arching  into  him  as  his  hand  grazed  her

backside, not caring if anyone spotted them in the streets below. 

“You said you wouldn’t take me against a tree the first time,” she breathed, 

sliding  her  hands  up  his  arms,  across  the  breadth  of  his  sculpted  chest.  “What about a chimney?” 

Rowan huffed another laugh and nipped at her bottom lip. “Remind me again

why I missed you.” 

Aelin  chuckled,  but  the  sound  was  quickly  silenced  as  Rowan  claimed  her

mouth again and kissed her deeply in the moonlight. 
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Aedion had been up half the night, debating the merits of every possible place to

meet  his  father.  On  the  beach  seemed  like  it  was  asking  for  a  private

conversation he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted to have; in Rolfe’s headquarters

felt too public; the inn courtyard felt too formal … He’d tossed and turned on his

cot, nearly asleep when he heard Aelin and Rowan  returning well past midnight. 

Not surprising they’d snuck out without telling anyone. But at least she’d gone

with the Fae Prince. 

Lysandra, sleeping like the dead, hadn’t stirred as their steps had creaked in

the  hall  outside.  She’d  barely  made  it  through  the  door  hours  earlier,  Dorian already  asleep  on  his  cot,  before  she’d  shifted  back  into  her  usual  body  and swayed on her feet. 

Aedion  had  hardly  noticed  her  nakedness—not  when  she  teetered  and  he

lunged to grab her before she ate carpet. 

She’d  blinked  dazedly  at  him,  her  skin  drained  of  color.  So  he’d  gently  set her on the edge of the bed, grabbed the throw across it, and draped it around her. 

“You’ve  seen  naked  women  plenty,”  she’d  said,  not  bothering  to  hold  it  in

place. “It’s too hot for wool.” 

So the blanket slid off her back as she leaned forward, bracing her forearms

on her knees and breathing deep. “Gods, it makes me so dizzy.” 

Aedion put a hand on her bare back and gently stroked. She stiffened at the

touch,  but  he  made  broad,  light  circles  over  that  velvet-soft  skin.  After  a

moment, she let out a sound that might have been a purr. 

The  silence  went  on  for  long  enough  that  Aedion  realized  she’d  somehow

fallen  asleep.  And  not  normal  sleep,  but  the  sleep  that  Aelin  and  Rowan

sometimes went into in order to let their magic recover. So deep and thorough no

training  could  pierce  it,  no  instincts  could  override  it.  The  body  had  claimed what it needed, at any cost, at any vulnerability. 

Easing  her  into  his  arms  before  she  could  fall  right  onto  her  face,  Aedion

hauled  her  over  a  shoulder  and  carried  her  around  to  the  head  of  the  bed.  He flipped  back  the  crisp  cotton  sheets  with  one  hand  and  then  laid  her  down,  her

[image: Image 1082]

once-again long hair covering her high, firm breasts. So much smaller than the

ones  he’d  first  seen  her  with.  He  didn’t  care  what  size  they  were—they  were beautiful in both forms. 

She hadn’t awoken again, and he’d drifted to his own cot. He only slept once

the  light  had  shifted  to  the  watery  gray  trickle  before  dawn,  awoke  just  past sunrise, and gave up on sleep entirely. He doubted any sort of rest would come

until this meeting was past him. 

So  Aedion  bathed  and  dressed,  debating  if  it  made  him  a  fool  to  brush  his

hair for his father. 

Lysandra  was  awake  as  he  padded  back  into  the  room,  the  color  mercifully

returned to her cheeks, the king still asleep on his cot. 

But the shifter looked Aedion over and said, “That’s what you’re wearing?” 

Lysandra made him change out of his dirty travel clothes, barged into Aelin and

Rowan’s room wearing no more than her own bedsheet, and took whatever she

wanted from the Fae Prince’s armoire. 

Aelin’s barked  Get out!  was likely heard from across the bay, and Lysandra

was smirking with feline wickedness as she returned, chucking the green jacket

and pants at him. 

When he emerged from the bathing room, the lady was in clothes of her own

—where she’d gotten them, he had no idea. They were simple: black, tight pants, 

knee-high boots, and a tucked-in white shirt. She’d left her hair half down, half

up, and now twisted the silken mass of it over a shoulder. Lysandra surveyed him

with  an  approving  smirk.  “Much  better.  Much  more  princely  and  less  …

derelict.” 

Aedion gave her a mocking bow. 

Dorian  stirred,  a  cool  breeze  fluttering  in  as  if  his  magic  awoke  as  well, 

squinted  at  them  both,  then  at  the  clock  atop  the  mantel.  He  hauled  the  pillow over his eyes and went back to sleep. 

“Very kingly,” Aedion told him, heading for the door. 

Dorian  grumbled  something  through  the  pillow  that  Aedion  chose  not  to

hear. 

He  and  Lysandra  grabbed  a  quiet  breakfast  in  the  dining  room—though  he

had  to  force  half  the  food  down.  The  shifter  asked  no  questions,  either  from consideration  or  because  she  was  so  busy  stuffing  her  face  with  every  single

morsel offered at the buffet table. 

Gods, the females in his court ate more than he did. He supposed the magic

burned  through  their  energy  reserves  so  fast  it  was  a  miracle  they  weren’t

constantly biting his head off. 

They walked to Rolfe’s tavern in silence, too, the sentries out front stepping

aside without so much as a question. He reached for the handle when Lysandra

finally said, “You’re sure?” 

He nodded. And that was that. 

Aedion  opened  the  door,  finding  the  cadre  precisely  where  he’d  guessed

they’d be at this hour: eating breakfast in the taproom. The two males halted as

they entered. 

And Aedion’s eyes went right to the golden-haired man—one of two, but …

there was no denying which one was … his. 

Gavriel set his fork on his half-eaten plate. 

He  wore  clothes  like  Rowan’s—and  like  the  Fae  Prince,  he  was  heavily

armed, even at breakfast. 

Aelin was the other side of his fair coin, but Gavriel was a murky reflection. 

The  honed,  broad  features;  the  harsh  mouth—that  was  where  he’d  gotten  them

from.  The  cropped  golden  hair  was  different;  more  sunshine  to  Aedion’s

shoulder-length  honey  gold.  And  Aedion’s  skin  was  Ashryver  golden—not  the

sun-kissed, deep tan. 

Slowly, Gavriel stood. Aedion wondered if he’d also inherited that grace, the

predatory  stillness,  the  unreadable,  intent  face—or  if  they’d  both  been  trained that way. 

The Lion incarnate. 

He’d  wanted  to  do  it  this  way,  little  more  than  an  ambush,  so  his  father

wouldn’t have time to prepare pretty speeches. He wanted to see what his father

would do when confronted with him, what sort of male he was, how he reacted

to  anything—

The other warrior, Fenrys, was glancing between them, a fork still raised to

his open mouth. 

Aedion made himself walk, knees surprisingly steady, even if his body felt as

if it belonged to someone else. Lysandra kept at his side, solid and bright-eyed. 

With every step he took, his father surveyed him, face yielding nothing, until—

“You look … ,” Gavriel breathed, sinking into his chair. “You look so much

like her.” 

Aedion  knew  Gavriel  didn’t  mean  Aelin.  Even  Fenrys  looked  at  the  Lion

now, at the grief rippling in those tawny eyes. 

But  Aedion  barely  remembered  his  mother.  Barely  recalled  anything  more

than her dying, wrecked face. 

So he said, “She died so your  queen wouldn’t get her claws on me.” 

He  wasn’t  sure  his  father  was  breathing.  Lysandra  stepped  closer,  a  solid

rock in the thrashing sea of his rage. 

Aedion pinned his father with a look, not sure where the words came from, 

the  wrath,  but  there  they  were,  snapping  from  his  lips  like  whips.  “They  could have cured her in the Fae compounds, but she wouldn’t go near them, wouldn’t

let them come for fear of Maeve”—he spat the name—“knowing I existed. For

fear I’d be enslaved to her as  you were.” 

His  father’s  tan  face  had  drained  of  all  color.  Whatever  Gavriel  had

suspected until now, Aedion didn’t care. The Wolf snarled at the Lion, “She was

twenty-three  years  old.  She  never  married,  and  her  family  shunned  her.  She

refused to tell anyone who’d sired me, and took their disdain, their humiliation, 

without an ounce of self-pity. She did it because she loved  me, not you.” 

And  he  suddenly  wished  he’d  asked  Aelin  to  come,  so  he  could  tell  her  to

burn this warrior into ashes like that commander in Ilium, because looking at the

face— his face … he hated him. He hated him for the twenty-three-year-old his

mother  had  been,  younger  than  he  now  was  when  she’d  died,  alone  and

sorrowful. 

Aedion growled, “If your bitch of a queen tries to take me, I’ll slit her throat. 

If she hurts my family any more than she already has, I’ll slit yours, too.” 

His father rasped, “Aedion.” 

The  sound  of  the  name  his  mother  had  given  him  on  his  lips  …  “I  want

nothing from you. Unless you plan to help us, in which case I will not object to

the … assistance. But beyond that, I want nothing from you.” 

“I’m  sorry,”  his  father  said,  those  Lion’s  eyes  full  of  such  grief  Aedion

wondered if he’d just struck a male already down. 

“I’m not the one you need to apologize to,” he said, turning toward the door. 

His father’s chair scraped against the floor. “Aedion.” 

Aedion kept walking, Lysandra falling into place beside him. 

“Please,” his father said as Aedion’s hand clamped down on the handle. 

“Go to hell,” Aedion said, and left. 

He  didn’t  return  to  the  Ocean  Rose.  And  he  couldn’t  stand  to  be  around

people,  to  be  around  their  sounds  and  smells.  So  he  strode  for  the  dense

mountain  above  the  bay,  losing  himself  in  the  jungle  of  leaves  and  shade  and

damp soil. Lysandra stayed a step behind him, silent as he was. 

It  wasn’t  until  he’d  found  a  rocky  outcropping  jutting  from  the  side  of  the mountain  to  overlook  the  bay,  the  town,  the  pristine  waters  beyond,  that  he

paused. That he sat. And breathed. 

Lysandra sat beside him on the flat rock, crossing her legs beneath her. 

He said, “I didn’t expect to say any of that.” 

She  was  gazing  toward  the  nearby  watchtower  nestled  at  the  base  of  the

mountain. He watched her green eyes survey the lower level where Ship-Breaker

was  wrapped  around  a  massive  wheel,  the  spiraling  exterior  staircase  up  the

tower  itself,  all  the  way  up  to  the  upper  levels,  where  a  catapult,  and  a  turret-mounted, massive harpoon—or was it a giant crossbow?—was locked into place, 

its wielder’s seat and arrow aimed at an invisible enemy in the bay below. With

the size of the weapon and the machine that had been rigged to launch it into the

bay,  he  had  no  doubt  it  could  smash  through  a  hull  and  do  lethal  damage  to  a ship. Or spear three men on it. 

Lysandra  said  simply,  “You  spoke  from  your  heart.  Perhaps  it’s  good  he

heard that.” 

“We need them to work with us. I might have made an enemy of him.” 

She  tucked  her  hair  over  a  shoulder.  “Trust  me,  Aedion,  you  have  not.  If

you’d told him to crawl over hot coals, he would have.” 

“He’ll  realize  soon  enough  who,  exactly,  I  am,  and  perhaps  not  be  so

desperate.” 

“Who,  exactly,  do  you  think  you  are?”  She  frowned  at  him.  “Adarlan’s

Whore?  Is  that  what  you  still  think  of  yourself?  The  general  who  held  his

kingdom together, who saved his people when they were forgotten even by their

own queen—that’s the man I know.” She snarled softly, and not at him. “And if

he starts pointing fingers, I’ll remind him that he’s served that bitch in Doranelle

for centuries without question.” 

Aedion snorted. “I’d pay good money to see you go toe-to-toe with him. And

Fenrys.” 

She  nudged  him  with  an  elbow.  “You  say  the  word,  General,  and  I’ll

transform into the face of their nightmares.” 

“And what creature is that?” 

She gave him a knowing little smile. “Something I’ve been working on.” 

“I don’t want to know, do I?” 

White teeth flashed. “No, you really don’t.” 

He  laughed,  surprised  he  could  even  do  so.  “He’s  a  handsome  bastard,  I’ll
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give him that.” 

“I think Maeve likes to collect pretty men.” 

Aedion  snorted.  “Why  not?  She  has  to  deal  with  them  for  eternity.  They

might as well be pleasant to look at.” 

She laughed again, and the sound loosed a weight from his shoulders. 

Bearing both Goldryn and Damaris for once, Aelin walked into the Sea Dragon

two hours later and wished for the days when she could sleep without the dread

or urgency of  something pulling at her. 

Wished  for  the  days  when  she  might  have  had  the  time  to  bed  her  gods-

damned lover and not choose to catch a few hours of sleep instead. 

She’d meant to. Last night, they’d returned to the inn, and she’d bathed faster

than  she’d  ever  washed  before.  She’d  even  emerged  from  the  bathing  room

naked  …  and  found  her  Fae  Prince  asleep  atop  the  glowingly  white  bed,  still clothed, looking for all the world like he’d intended to close his eyes while she

washed. 

And  the  heavy  exhaustion  on  him  …  She  let  Rowan  rest.  Had  curled  up

beside him above the blankets, still naked, and had been unconscious before her

head had settled against his chest. There would be a time, she knew, when they

would not be able to sleep so safely, so soundly. 

A grand total of five minutes before Lysandra barged in, Rowan had awoken

—and  begun  the  process  of  awakening  her,  too.  Slowly,  with  taunting, 

proprietary  strokes  down  her  bare  torso,  her  thighs,  accented  with  little  biting kisses to her mouth, her ear, her neck. 

But as soon as Lysandra had thundered through the room to steal clothes for

Aedion, as soon as she’d explained  where Aedion was going … the interruption

had lasted. Made her remember what, exactly, she needed to accomplish today. 

With a man currently inclined to kill her and a scattered, petrified fleet. 

Gavriel and Fenrys were now sitting with Rolfe at the table in the back of the

taproom, no sign of Aedion, both a bit wide-eyed as she swaggered in. 

She might have preened at the look, had Rowan not prowled in right behind

her, already prepared to slit their throats. 

Rolfe shot to his feet. “What are you doing here?” 

“I would be very, very careful how you speak to her today, Captain,” Fenrys

said  with  more  wariness  and  consideration  than  she’d  seen  him  use  yesterday. 

His  eyes  were  fixed  on  Rowan,  who  was  indeed  watching  Rolfe  as  if  he  were dinner. “Choose your words wisely.” 

Rolfe glanced at Rowan, saw his face, and seemed to get it. 

Maybe that caution would make Rolfe more inclined to agree to her request

today. If she played it right. If she’d played all of it right. 

Aelin  gave  Rolfe  a  little  smile  and  leaned  against  the  vacant  table  beside

theirs, the chipped gold lettering on the slats reading  Mist-Cutter. Rowan took up a spot beside her, his knee brushing hers. Like even a few feet of distance was

unbearable. 

But  she  smiled  a  bit  wider  at  Rolfe.  “I  came  to  see  if  you’d  changed  your mind. About my alliance.” 

Rolfe  drummed  his  tattooed  fingers  on  the  table,  right  over  some  gilded

letters  that  read   Thresher.  And  beside  it  …  a  map  of  the  continent  had  been spread between Rolfe and the Fae warriors. 

Not  the  map  she  really,  truly  needed  now  that  she  knew  the  damn  thing

worked, but—Aelin stiffened at what she beheld. 

“What is that,” she said, noting the silver figurines camped across the middle

of  the  continent,  an  impenetrable  line  from  the  Ferian  Gap  to  the  mouth  of  the Avery.  And  the  additional  figures  in  the  Gulf  of  Oro.  And  in  Melisande  and

Fenharrow and near Eyllwe’s northern border. 

Gavriel, looking a bit like someone had knocked him in the head—gods, how

had  the  meeting  with  Aedion  gone?—said  before  Rolfe  could  get  his  throat

ripped  out  by  Rowan  with  whatever  response  he  had  brewing,  “Captain  Rolfe

received word this morning. He wanted our counsel.” 

“What   is  this,”  she  said,  stabbing  a  finger  near  the  main  line  of  figures stretched across the middle of the continent. 

“It’s the latest report,” Rolfe drawled, “of the locations of Morath’s armies. 

They  have  moved  into  position.  Aid  to  the  North  is  now  impossible.  And  they stand poised to strike Eyllwe.” 
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“Eyllwe has no standing army,” Aelin said, feeling the blood drain from her face. 

“There  is  nothing  and  no  one  to  fight  after  this  spring—save  for  rebel  militia bands.” 

Rowan said to Rolfe, “Do you have exact numbers?” 

“No,” the captain said. “The news was given only as a warning—to keep any

shipments  away  from  the  Avery.  I  wanted  their  opinions”—a  nod  of  the  chin

toward the cadre—“for handling it. Though I suppose I should have invited you, 

too, since they seem intent on telling you my business.” 

None  of  them  deigned  to  respond.  Aelin  scanned  that  line—that  line  of

 armies. 

Rowan said, “How fast do they move?” 

“The  legions  departed  Morath  nearly  three  weeks  ago,”  Gavriel  supplied. 

“They moved faster than any army I’ve ever seen.” 

The timing of it…

No. No—no, it couldn’t be because of Ilium, because she’d taunted him…

“It’s an extermination,” Rolfe said baldly. 

She closed her eyes, swallowing hard. Even the captain didn’t dare speak. 

Rowan  slid  a  hand  along  her  lower  back,  a  silent  comfort.  He  knew—was

piecing it together, too. 

She  opened  her  eyes,  that  line  burning  into  her  vision,  her  heart,  and  said, 

“It’s a message. For me.” She unfurled her fist, gazing at the scar there. 

“Why attack Eyllwe, though?” Fenrys asked. “And why move into position

but not sack it?” 

She  couldn’t  say  the  words  aloud.  That  she’d  brought  this  upon  Eyllwe  by

mocking Erawan, because he knew who Celaena Sardothien had cared for, and

he  wanted  to  break  her  spirit,  her  heart,  by  showing  her  what  his  armies  could do. What they  would do, whenever he now felt like it. Not to Terrasen … but to

the kingdom of the friend she’d loved so dearly. 

The kingdom she had sworn to protect, to save. 

Rowan said, “We have personal ties to Eyllwe. He knows it matters to her.” 

Fenrys’s  eyes  lingered  on  her,  scanning.  But  Gavriel,  voice  steady,  said, 

“Erawan  now  holds  everything  south  of  the  Avery.  Save  for  this  archipelago. 

And even here, he has a foothold in the Dead End.” 

Aelin stared at that map, at the space that now seemed so small to the north. 

To the west, the vast expanse of the Wastes spread beyond the mountainous

continental  divide.  And  her  gaze  snagged  on  a  small  name  along  the  western

coast. 

Briarcliff. 

The  name  clanged  through  her,  shuddering  her  awake,  and  she  realized

they’d been talking, debating how such an army might move so quickly over the

terrain. 

She rubbed her temple, staring at that speck on the map. 

Considering the life debt owed to her. 

Her gaze dragged down—south. To the Red Desert. Where another life debt, 

many life debts, waited for her to claim them. 

Aelin realized they had asked her something, but she didn’t care to figure it

out as she said quietly to Rolfe, “You’re going to give me your armada. You’re

going to arm it with those firelances I know you’ve ordered, and you will ship

any extras to the Mycenian fleet when they arrive.” 

Silence. 

Rolfe barked a laugh and sat again. “Like hell I am.” He waved that tattooed

hand over the map, the waters inked on it churning and changing in some pattern

she wondered if only he could read. A pattern she  needed him to be able to read, to find that Lock. “This just shows how utterly outmatched you are.” He chewed

over her words. “The Mycenian fleet is little more than a myth. A bedside tale.” 

Aelin  looked  to  the  hilt  of  Rolfe’s  sword,  to  the  inn  itself  and  his  ship

anchored just outside. 

“You are the heir of the Mycenian people,” Aelin said. “And I have come to

claim the debt you owe my bloodline on that account, too.” 

Rolfe did not move, did not blink. 

“Or  were  all  the  sea  dragon  references  from  some  personal  fetish?”  Aelin

asked. 

“The Mycenians are gone,” Rolfe said flatly. 

“I don’t think so. I think they have been hiding here, in the Dead Islands, for

a long, long time. And you somehow managed to claw your way back to power.” 

The three Fae males were glancing between them. 

Aelin  said  to  Rolfe,  “I  have  liberated  Ilium  from  Adarlan.  I  took  back  the

city—your ancient home—for you. For the Mycenians. It is yours, if you dare to claim your people’s inheritance.” 

Rolfe’s hand shook slightly. He fisted it, tucking it beneath the table. 

She  allowed  a  flicker  of  her  magic  to  rise  to  the  surface  then,  allowed  the gold in her eyes to glow like bright flame. Gavriel and Fenrys straightened as her

power  filled  the  room,  filled  the  city.  The  Wyrdkey  between  her  breasts  began thrumming, whispering. 

She knew there was nothing human, nothing mortal on her face. 

Knew it because Rolfe’s golden-brown skin had paled to a sickly sheen. 

She closed her eyes and loosed a breath. 

The  tendril  of  power  she’d  gathered  rippled  away  in  an  invisible  line.  The

world shuddered in its wake. A city bell chimed once, twice, in its force. Even

the waters in the bay shivered as it swept past and out into the archipelago. 

When Aelin opened her eyes, the mortality had returned. 

“What the rutting hell was that?” Rolfe at last demanded. 

Fenrys and Gavriel became  very interested in the map before them. 

Rowan said smoothly, “Milady has to release bits of her power daily or it can

consume her.” 

Despite herself, despite what she’d done, she decided she wanted Rowan to

call her  milady at least once every day. 

Rowan  continued  on,  pressing  Rolfe  about  the  moving  army.  The  Pirate

Lord,  who  Lysandra  had  confirmed  weeks  ago   was  Mycenian  thanks  to

Arobynn’s  own  spying  on  his  business  partners,  seemed  barely  able  to  speak, 

thanks to the offer she’d laid out for him. But Aelin merely waited. 

Aedion  and  Lysandra  arrived  after  some  time—and  her  cousin  only  spared

Gavriel  a  passing  glance  as  he  stood  over  the  map  and  fell  into  that  general’s mindset, demanding details large and minute. 

But Gavriel silently stared up at his son, watching her cousin’s eyes dart over

the map, listening to the sound of his voice as if it were a song he was trying to

memorize. 

Lysandra drifted to the window, monitoring the bay. 

Like she could see that ripple Aelin had sent out into the world. 

The  shifter  had  told  Aedion  by  now—of  why  they  had  truly  gone  to  Ilium. 

Not only to see Brannon, not only to save its people … but for this. She and the

shifter had hatched the plan during the long night watches together on the road, 

considering all pitfalls and benefits. 

Dorian strolled in ten minutes later, his eyes going straight to Aelin. He’d felt

it, too. 

The  king  gave  a  polite  greeting  to  Rolfe,  then  remained  silent  as  he  was

briefed on the positioning of Erawan’s armies. Then he slid into a seat beside her

while the other males continued discussing supply routes and weapons, being led

in circle after circle by Rowan. 

Dorian just gave her an unreadable glance and folded his ankle over a knee. 

The clock struck eleven, and Aelin rose to her feet in the middle of whatever

Fenrys had been saying about various armor and Rolfe possibly investing in the

ore to supply the demand. 

Silence fell again. Aelin said to Rolfe, “Thank you for your hospitality.” 

And then turned away. She made it a step before he demanded, “That’s it?” 

She looked over her shoulder, Rowan approaching her side. Aelin let a bit of

that flame rise to the surface. “Yes. If you will not give me an armada, if you will

not  unite  what  is  left  of  the  Mycenians  and  return  to  Terrasen,  then  I’ll  find someone else who will.” 

“There is no one else.” 

Again, her eyes went to the map on his table. “You once said I would pay for

my  arrogance.  And  I  did.  Many  times.  But  Sam  and  I  took  on  your  entire  city and  fleet  and  destroyed  it.  All  for  two  hundred  lives  you  deemed  less  than

human. So perhaps I’ve been underestimating myself. Perhaps I do not need you

after all.” 

She turned again, and Rolfe sneered, “Did Sam die still pining after you, or

did you finally stop treating him like filth?” 

There  was  a  choking  sound,  and  a  slam  and  rattle  of  glasses.  She  looked

slowly  to  find  Rowan  with  his  hand  around  Rolfe’s  neck,  the  captain  pressed

onto the map, the figures scattered everywhere, Rowan’s snarling teeth close to

ripping off Rolfe’s ear. 

Fenrys smirked a bit. “I told you to choose your words carefully, Rolfe.” 

Aedion  seemed  to  be  doing  his  best  to  ignore  his  father  as  he  said  to  the captain, “Nice to meet you.” Then he strolled toward where Aelin, Dorian, and

Lysandra waited by the door. 

Rowan leaned in, murmuring something in Rolfe’s ear that made him blanch, 

then shoved him a bit harder into the table before stalking for Aelin. 

Rolfe set his hands on the table, pushing up to bark some surely stupid words

at them, but went rigid. As if some pulse thrashed through his body. 

He turned his hands over, fitting the edges of his palms together. 

His eyes lifted—but not to her. To the windows. 

To  the  bells  that  had  begun  ringing  in  the  twin  watchtowers  flanking  the mouth of the bay. 

The frantic pealing set the streets beyond them halting, silencing. 

Each bleat’s meaning was clear enough. 

Rolfe’s face went pale. 

Aelin  watched  as  black—darker  than  the  ink  that  had  been  etched  there—

spread across his fingers, to his palms. Black such as only the Valg could bring. 

Oh, there was no doubt now that the map worked. 

She said to her companions, “We leave. Now.” 

Rolfe was already storming toward her—toward the door. He said nothing as

he flung it open, striding onto the quay, where his first mate and quartermaster

were already sprinting for him. 

Aelin shut the door behind Rolfe and surveyed her friends. And the cadre. 

It  was  Fenrys  who  spoke  first,  rising  to  his  feet  and  watching  through  the

window  as  Rolfe  and  his  men  rushed  about.  “Remind  me  never  to  get  on  your

bad side.” 

Dorian said quietly, “If that force reaches this town, these people—” 

“It won’t,” Aelin said, meeting Rowan’s stare. Pine-green eyes held her own. 

 Show them why you’re my blood-sworn, she silently told him. 

A hint of a wicked smile. Rowan turned to them. “Let’s go.” 

“Go,” Fenrys blurted, pointing to the window. “Where?” 

“There’s a boat,” Aedion said, “anchored on the other side of the island.” He

inclined  his  head  toward  Lysandra.  “You’d  think  they’d  notice  a  skiff  being

tugged out to sea by a shark last night, but—” 

The door banged open, and Rolfe’s towering figure filled it. “You.” 

Aelin put a hand on her chest. “Me?” 

“You sent that magic out there;  you summoned them.” 

She barked a laugh, pushing off the table. “If I ever learn such a useful talent, 

I’d use it for summoning my allies, I think. Or the Mycenians, since you seem so

adamant  they  don’t  exist.”  She  glanced  over  his  shoulder—the  sky  was  still

clear. “Good luck,” she said, stepping around him. 

Dorian blurted, “What?” 

Aelin  looked  the  King  of  Adarlan  over.  “This  isn’t  our  battle.  And  I  won’t

sacrifice  my  kingdom’s  fate  over  a  skirmish  with  the  Valg.  If  you  have  any

sense, you won’t, either.” Rolfe’s face contorted with wrath—even as fear, deep

and true, shone in his eyes. She took a step toward the chaotic streets but paused, 

turning  to  the  Pirate  Lord.  “I  suppose  the  cadre  will  be  coming  with  me,  too. 

Since they’re now my allies.” 

Silently,  Fenrys  and  Gavriel  approached,  and  she  could  have  sighed  with

relief that they did so without question, that Gavriel was willing to do whatever

it took to stay near his son. 

Rolfe  hissed,  “You  think  withholding  your  assistance  will  sway  me  into

helping  you?”  But  far  beyond  the  bay,  between  the  distant,  humped  islands,  a cloud of darkness gathered. 

“I  meant  what  I  said,  Rolfe.  I  can  do  fine  without  you,  armada  or  no. 

Mycenians or no. And this island has now become dangerous for my cause.” She

inclined her head toward the sea. “I’ll offer a prayer to Mala for you.” She patted

the hilt of Goldryn. “A bit of advice, from one professional criminal to the other:

cut  off  their  heads.  It’s  the  only  way  to  kill  them.  Unless  you  burn  them  alive, but I bet most would jump ship and swim to shore before your flaming arrows

can do much damage.” 

“And  what  of  your  idealism—what  of  that   child  who  stole  two  hundred

slaves from me? You’d leave the people of this island to perish?” 

“Yes,”  she  said  simply.  “I  told  you,  Rolfe,  that  Endovier  taught  me  some

things.” 

Rolfe swore. “Do you think  Sam would stand for this?” 

“Sam  is  dead,”  she  said,  “because  men  like  you  and  Arobynn  have  power. 

But Arobynn’s reign is now over.” She smiled at the darkening horizon. “Seems

like yours might end rather soon as well.” 

“You  bitch—” 

Rowan snarled, taking all of a step before Rolfe flinched away. 

Rushing  footsteps  sounded,  then  Rolfe’s  quartermaster  filled  the  doorway. 

He  panted  as  he  rested  a  hand  on  the  threshold,  the  other  gripping  the  sea dragon-shaped pommel of his sword. “We are knee-deep in shit.” 

Aelin paused. Rolfe’s face tightened. “How bad?” the captain asked. 

He wiped the sweat from his brow. “Eight warships teeming with soldiers—

at  least  a  hundred  on  each,  more  on  the  lower  levels  I  couldn’t  see.  They’re flanked by two sea-wyverns. All moving so fast that it’s like storm winds carry

them.” 

Aelin cut a glance at Rowan. “How quickly can we get to that boat?” 

Rolfe  was  gazing  at  the  few  ships  in  his  harbor,  his  face  deathly  pale.  At Ship-Breaker  out  in  the  bay,  the  chain  currently  beneath  the  calm  surface. 

Fenrys, seeing the captain’s stare, observed, “Those sea-wyverns will  snap  that

chain.  Get  your  people  off  this  island.  Use  every  skiff  and  sloop  you  have  and
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get them  out.” 

Rolfe  slowly  turned  to  Aelin,  his  sea-green  eyes  simmering  with  hate.  And

resignation. “Is this an attempt to call my bluff?” 

Aelin toyed with the end of her braid. “No. It’s convenient timing, but no.” 

Rolfe surveyed them all—the power that could level this island if they chose. 

His voice was hoarse as he at last spoke. “I want to be admiral. I want this entire

archipelago. I want Ilium. And when this war is over, I want  Lord in front of my name, as it was before my ancestors’ names long ago. What of my payment?” 

Aelin  surveyed  him  in  turn,  the  entire  room  deathly  quiet  compared  to  the

chaos of outside. “For every Morath ship you sack, you can keep whatever gold

and treasure is aboard it. But weapons and ammunition go to the front. I’ll give

you  land,  but  no  royal  titles  beyond  those  of  Lord  of  Ilium  and  King  of  the Archipelago. If you bear any offspring, I will recognize them as your heirs—as I

would any children Dorian might bear.” 

Dorian nodded gravely. “Adarlan will recognize you and your heirs, and this

land as yours.” 

Rolfe ground out, “You send those bastards down to the inky black, and my

fleet  is  yours.  I  cannot  guarantee  the  Mycenians  will  rise,  though.  We’ve  been scattered too far and too long. Only a small number live here, and they will not

stir  without  proper  …  motivation.”  He  glanced  toward  the  bar,  as  if  he’d

expected to see someone behind it. 

But Aelin held out her hand, smiling faintly. “Leave that to me.” 

Tattooed  skin  met  scarred  flesh  as  Rolfe  shook  her  hand.  Hard  enough  to

break bones, but she did it right back. Sent a little flame searing into his fingers. 

He  hissed,  pulling  back  his  hand,  and  Aelin  grinned.  “Welcome  to  Her

Majesty’s army, Privateer Rolfe.” She gestured to the open door. “Shall we?” 

Aelin was insane, Dorian realized. Brilliant and wicked, but insane. 

And perhaps the greatest, most unremorseful liar he’d ever encountered. 

He’d  felt  her  summons  sweep  through  the  world.  Felt  fire  hum  against  his

skin.  There  was  no  mistaking  who  it  belonged  to.  And  there  was  no  mistaking that  it  had  gone  right  to  the  Dead  End,  where  the  forces  dwelling  there  would know  there  was  one  person  alive  with  that  kind  of  flame  at  her  disposal,  and track the magic back here. 

He didn’t know what had triggered it, why she’d chosen now, but—

But  Rowan  had  informed  Aelin  how  the  Valg  haunted  Rolfe.  How  he  had this city watched day and night, terrified of their return. So Aelin had used it to

her advantage. The Mycenians—holy gods. They were little more than a bedtime

story and cautionary tale. But here they were, carefully hidden away. Until Aelin

had smoked them out. 

And as the Pirate Lord and Queen of Terrasen shook hands and she grinned

at Rolfe, Dorian realized he … perhaps he could do with a bit more wickedness

and insanity, too. 

This war would not be won on smiles and manners. 

It would be won by a woman willing to gamble with an entire  island full of

people  to  get  what  she  needed  to  save  them  all.  A  woman  whose  friends  were equally  willing  to  play  along,  to  rip  their  souls  to  shreds  if  it  meant  saving  the greater population. They knew the weight of the lives panicking around them if

they gambled wrong. Aelin perhaps more than anyone else. 

Aelin and Rolfe stalked through the open tavern doorway and into the street

beyond. Behind him, Fenrys let out a low whistle. “Gods help you, Rowan, that

woman is…” 

Dorian  didn’t  wait  to  hear  the  rest  as  he  followed  the  pirate  and  the  queen into the street, Aedion and Lysandra trailing. Fenrys kept at a distance from the

others,  but  Gavriel  remained  close,  his  gaze  still  fixed  on  his  son.  Gods,  they looked so much alike,  moved alike, the Lion and the Wolf. 

Rolfe  barked  to  his  men  waiting  in  a  line  before  him,  “Every  ship  that  can bear men sails  now.”  He  rattled  off  orders,  delegating  his  men  to  various  ships long  bereft  of  crew  to  run  them,  including  his  own,  while  Aelin  stood  there, hands braced on her hips, watching them all. 

She said to the captain, “What’s your fastest ship?” 

He pointed at his own. 

She held his stare, and Dorian waited for the wild, reckless plan. But she said

without looking at any of them, “Rowan, Lysandra, Fenrys, and Gavriel, you’re

with  me.  Aedion,  you  get  on  the  northern  watchtower  and  man  the  mounted

harpoon.  Any  ship  gets  too  close  to  the  chain,  you  blast  a  hole  through  their gods-damned  side.”  Dorian  stiffened  as  she  at  last  addressed  him,  seeing  the

orders already in her eyes. He opened his mouth to object, but Aelin said simply, 

“This battle is no place for a king.” 

“And it’s one for a queen?” 

There was no amusement, nothing but icy calm as she handed him a sword

he hadn’t realized she’d been carrying at her side. Damaris. 

Goldryn  was  still  strapped  across  her  back,  its  ruby  glowing  like  a  living ember  as  she  said,  “One  of  us  has  to  live,  Dorian.  You  take  the  southern

watchtower—stay at the base, and get your magic ready. Any forces that try to

cross the chain, you take them out.” 

Not with steel, but magic. He fastened Damaris to his sword belt, its weight

foreign.  “And  what  are  you  going  to  do?”  he  demanded.  As  if  in  answer,  his power writhed in his gut, like an asp curling to strike. 

Aelin  glanced  at  Rowan,  at  his  tattooed  hand.  “Rolfe,  get  whatever  iron

chains you have left from your slave-mongering. We’re going to need them.” 

For her—for Rowan. As a check against their magic, if it got out of control. 

Because Aelin … Aelin was going to sail that ship right into the heart of the

enemy fleet and blow them all out of the water. 
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She  was  a  liar,  and  a  murderer,  and  a  thief,  and  Aelin  had  a  feeling  she’d  be called  much  worse  by  the  end  of  this  war.  But  as  that  unnatural  darkness

gathered on the horizon, she wondered if she might have bitten off more than she

and all her fanged friends could chew. 

She did not give her fear an inch of space. 

Did not do anything but let black fire ripple through her. 

Securing this alliance was only part of it. The other part, the bigger part …

was the message. Not to Morath. 

But to the world. 

To  any  potential  allies  watching  this  continent,  contemplating  if  it  was

indeed a lost cause. 

Today her message would thunder across the realms. 

She was not a rebel princess, shattering enemy castles and killing kings. 

She was a force of nature. She was a calamity and a commander of immortal

warriors of legend. And if those allies did not join with her … she wanted them

to  think  of  today,  of  what  she  would  do,  and  wonder  if  they  might  find  her  on their shores, in their harbors, one day, too. 

They  had  not  come  ten  years  ago.  She  wanted  them  to  know  she  had  not

forgotten it. 

Rolfe finished barking orders to his men and rushed aboard the  Sea Dragon, 

Aedion  and  Dorian  hurtling  for  horses  to  carry  them  to  their  respective

watchtowers. Aelin turned to Lysandra, the shifter calmly monitoring all. Aelin

said quietly, “Do you know what I need you to do?” 

Lysandra’s moss-green eyes were bright as she nodded. 

Aelin did not allow herself to embrace the shifter. Did not allow herself to so

much as touch her friend’s hand. Not with Rolfe watching. Not with the citizens

of  this  town  watching,  the  lost  Mycenians  among  them.  So  Aelin  merely  said, 

“Good hunting.” 

Fenrys  let  out  a  choked  sound,  as  if  he  realized  what  she  had  indeed

demanded  of  the  shape-shifter.  Beside  him,  Gavriel  was  still  too  busy  staring

after  Aedion,  who  hadn’t  so  much  as  glanced  at  his  father  before  fastening  his shield and sword across his back, mounting a sorry-looking mare, and galloping

for the watchtower. 

Aelin  said  to  Rowan,  the  wind  already  dancing  in  the  silver  hair  of  her

warrior-prince, “We move now.” 

So they did. 

People  were  panicking  in  the  streets  as  the  dark  force  took  shape  on  the

horizon:  massive  ships  with  black  sails,  converging  on  the  bay  as  if  they  were indeed carried on a preternatural wind. 

But  Aelin,  Lysandra  close  to  her,  stalked  for  the  towering   Sea  Dragon, Rowan and his two companions falling into step behind them. 

People  halted  and  gawked  while  they  ascended  the  gangway,  securing  and

rearranging their weapons. Knives and swords, Rowan’s hatchet gleaming while

he  hooked  it  at  his  side,  a  bow  and  quiver  full  of  black-feathered  arrows  that Aelin assumed Fenrys could fire with deadly accuracy, and more blades. As they

prowled onto the gently rocking deck of the  Sea Dragon, the wood meticulously

polished, Aelin supposed that together they formed a walking armory. 

Gavriel had no sooner set foot on board than the gangway was hauled up by

Rolfe’s  men.  The  others,  seated  on  benches  flanking  the  deck,  lifted  oars,  two men  to  a  seat.  Rowan  jerked  his  chin  at  Gavriel  and  Fenrys,  and  the  two

wordlessly  went  to  join  the  men,  his  cadre  falling  into  rank  and  rhythms  that were older than some kingdoms. 

Rolfe stalked out a door that no doubt led to his chambers, two men behind

him bearing enormous iron chains. 

Aelin strode for them. “Anchor them to the mainmast and make sure there’s

enough  room  for  them  to  reach  right  …  here.”  She  pointed  to  where  she  now

stood in the heart of the deck. Enough space clear of everyone, enough space for

her and Rowan to work. 

Rolfe barked an order to begin rowing, glancing once at Fenrys and Gavriel

—who  each  manned  an  oar  themselves,  teeth  bared  as  they  threw  their

considerable strength into the motion. 

Slowly, the ship began moving—the others around them stirring as well. 

But they had to be out of the bay first, had to get past the boundary of Ship-

Breaker. 

Rolfe’s  men  looped  the  chains  around  the  mast,  leaving  enough  length  to

reach Aelin. 

Iron  would  provide  a  bite,  an  anchor  to  remind  her  who  she  was,  what  she

was.  Iron  would  keep  her  tethered  when  the  sheer  vastness  of  her  magic,  of Rowan’s magic, threatened to sweep her away. 

The  Sea Dragon inched over the harbor, the call and grunting of Rolfe’s men

as they rowed drowning out the din of the town behind them. 

She  flicked  a  glance  toward  either  watchtower  to  see  Dorian  arrive—then

Aedion’s  golden  hair  racing  up  the  outer  spiral  staircase  to  the  enormous

mounted  harpoon  at  the  top.  Her  heart  strained  for  a  moment  as  she  flashed

between  now  and  a  time  when  she’d  seen  Sam  running  up  those  same  stairs—

not to defend this town, but to wreck it. 

She shook off the icy grip of memory and turned to Lysandra, standing at the

deck rail, watching her cousin as well. “Now.” 

Even Rolfe paused his ordering at the word. 

Lysandra  gracefully  sat  on  the  broad  wooden  railing,  pivoted  her  legs  over

the side … and dropped into the water. 

Rolfe’s men rushed to the rail. People in boats flanking them did the same, 

spotting the woman plunge into the vivid blue. 

But it was not a woman who came out. 

Below, deep down, Aelin could make out the glow and shift and spread. Men

began cursing. 

But Lysandra kept growing and growing beneath the surface, along the sandy

harbor floor. 

Faster, the men rowed. 

But the ship’s speed was nothing compared to the speed of the creature that

emerged from the waves. 

A  broad  jade-green  snout,  peppered  with  shredding  white  teeth,  huffed  a

mighty  breath  then  arced  back  under  the  water,  revealing  a  flash  of  a  massive head and cunning eyes as she disappeared. 

Some men screamed. Rolfe braced a hand on the wheel. His first mate, that

sea dragon sword freshly polished at his side, dropped to his knees. 

Lysandra dove, and she let them see the long, powerful body that broke the

surface bit by bit as she plunged down, her jade scales gleaming like jewels in

the  blinding  midday  sun.  See  the  legend  straight  from  their  prophecies:  the

Mycenians would only return when the sea dragons did. 

And  so  Aelin  had  ensured  that  one  appeared  right  in  their  gods-damned

harbor. 

“Holy gods,” Fenrys muttered from where he rowed. 

Indeed, that was about the only reaction Aelin could muster as the sea dragon
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dove down deep, then swam ahead. 

For those were mighty fins— wings  that  Lysandra  spread  beneath  the  water, 

tucking in her small front arms and back legs, her massive, spiked tail acting as a

rudder. 

Some of Rolfe’s men were murmuring, “A dragon—a dragon to defend our

own ship … The legends of our fathers…” Indeed, Rolfe’s face was pale as he

stared  toward  where  Lysandra  had  vanished  into  the  blue,  still  clutching  the

wheel as if it’d keep him from falling. 

Two sea-wyverns … against one sea dragon. 

For  all  the  fire  in  the  world  would  not  work  beneath  the  sea.  And  if  they were to stand a chance of decimating those ships, there could be no interference

from beneath the surface. 

“Come  on,  Lysandra,”  Aelin  breathed,  and  sent  a  prayer  to  Temis,  the

Goddess  of  Wild  Things,  to  keep  the  shifter  swift  and  unfaltering  beneath  the waves. 

Aedion  chucked  off  the  shield  from  his  back  and  slammed  into  the  seat  before the giant iron harpoon, its length perhaps a hand taller than him, its head bigger

than his own. There were only three spears. He’d have to make his shots count. 

Across  the  bay,  he  could  just  make  out  the  king  taking  up  a  position  along the battlement on the lowest level of the tower. 

In  the  bay  itself,  Rolfe’s  ship  rowed  closer  and  closer  to  Ship-Breaker’s

lowered chain. 

Aedion  stomped  on  one  of  the  three  operating  pedals  that  allowed  him  to

pivot  the  mounted  launcher,  gripping  the  handles  on  either  side  that  positioned the spear into place. Carefully, precisely, he aimed the harpoon toward the very

outer edge of the bay, where the two branches of the island leaned toward each

other to provide a narrow passage into the harbor. 

Waves broke just beyond—a reef. Good for breaking ships against—and no

doubt  where  Rolfe  would  plant  his  ship,  in  order  to  fool  Morath’s  fleet  into skewering themselves on it. 

“What  the  hell  is  that?”  one  of  the  sentries  manning  the  gunner  breathed, 

pointing toward the bay waters. 

A  mighty,  long  shadow  swept  under  the  water  ahead  of  the   Sea  Dragon, faster  than  the  ship,  faster  than  a  dolphin.  Its  long,  serpentine  body  soared
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through the sea, carried on wings that might have also been fins. 

Aedion’s heart stopped dead. “It’s a sea dragon,” he managed to say. 

Well, at least he now knew what secret form Lysandra had been working on. 

And why Aelin had insisted on getting inside Brannon’s temple. Not just to

see the king, not just to reclaim the city for the Mycenians and Terrasen, but …

for  Lysandra  to  study  the  life-size,  detailed  carvings  of  those  sea  dragons.  To become a living myth. 

The  two  of  them  …  Oh,  those  crafty,  scheming  devils.  A  queen  of  legends

indeed. 

“How  …  how…”  The  sentry  turned  toward  the  others,  babbling  among

themselves. “It’s gonna defend us?” 

Lysandra approached Ship-Breaker, still lowered under the surface, twirling

and arcing, banking along rocks as if getting a feel for her new form. Getting a

feel  for  it  in  whatever  little  time  they  had.  “Yes,”  Aedion  breathed  as  terror flooded his veins. “Yes, she is.” 

The water was warm, and quiet, and ageless. 

And she was a scaled shadow that set the jewel-colored fish darting into their

coral  homes;  she  was  a  soaring  menace  through  the  water  that  made  the  white birds bobbing on the surface scatter into flight as they sensed her passing below. 

Sunbeams streamed in pillars through the water, and Lysandra, in the small

part of her that remained human, felt as if she were gliding through a temple of

light and shadow. 

But there—far out, carried on echoes of sound and vibration—she felt them. 

Even the larger predators of these waters flitted off, taking to the open seas

beyond the islands. Not even the promise of water stained red could keep them

in the path of the two forces about to collide. 

Ahead,  the  mighty  links  of  Ship-Breaker  sagged  into  the  deep,  like  the

colossal necklace of some goddess leaning down to drink the sea. 

She  had  been  reading  about  them—the  long-forgotten  and  long-dead  sea

dragons—at  Aelin’s  behest.  Because  her  friend  had  known  that  strong-arming

Rolfe with the Mycenians would only get them so far, but if they were to wield

the power of myth instead … its people might rally around it. And with a home

to finally offer them, among these islands and in Terrasen…

Lysandra  had  studied  the  carvings  of  the  sea  dragons  at  the  temple,  once

Aelin  had  burned  away  the  dirt  on  them.  Her  magic  had  filled  in  gaps  the carvings  didn’t  show.  Like  the  nostrils  that  picked  apart  each  scent  on  the

current, the ears that unraveled varying layers of sound. 

Lysandra  swept  for  the  reef  just  beyond  the  parted  lips  of  the  island.  She’d have to retract the wings, but here … here she would make her stand. 

Here she would have to unleash every wild instinct, yielding the part of her

that felt and cared. 

These beasts, however they were made, were only that: beasts. Animals. 

They would not fight with morals and codes. They would fight to the death, 

and fight for survival. There would be no mercy, no compassion. 

She  would  have  to  fight  as  they  did.  She  had  done  so  before—had  turned

feral  not  just  that  day  the  glass  castle  had  shattered,  but  the  night  she’d  been captured and those men had tried to take Evangeline. This would be no different. 

Lysandra  dug  her  bone-shredding,  curved  talons  into  the  reef  shelf  to  hold

her  position  against  the  current’s  nudging,  and  peered  into  the  silent  blue

stretching endlessly ahead. 

So she began her death vigil. 
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Perched on the rail of the  Sea Dragon, gripping the rope ladder flowing from the looming  mast,  Aelin  savored  the  cooling  spindrift  that  sprayed  her  face  as  the ship  plowed  through  the  waves.  Once  the  ship  was  clear  of  the  others,  Rowan had  let  his  winds  fill  its  sails,  setting  the   Sea  Dragon  flying  toward  the mammoth chain. 

It was hard not to look back as they passed over the submerged chain … and

then Ship-Breaker began to rise from the water. 

Sealing  them  out  of  the  bay—where  Rolfe’s  other  ships  would  wait  safely

behind the chain’s line—to guard the town now silently watching them. 

If all went well, they would only need this boat, she’d told Rolfe. 

And if it went badly, then his ships wouldn’t make a difference anyway. 

Tightly grasping the rope, Aelin leaned out, the vibrant blue and white below

passing in a swift blur.  Not too fast, she’d told Rowan.  Don’t waste your strength

— you barely slept last night. 

He’d  just  leaned  in  to  nip  at  her  ear  before  sliding  onto  Gavriel’s  bench  to concentrate. 

He was still there, his power letting the men cease their rowing and prepare

for what swept toward them. Aelin again looked ahead—toward those black sails

blotting the horizon. 

The Wyrdkey at her chest murmured in response. 

She could feel them—her magic could  taste their corruption on the wind. No

sign of Lysandra, but she was out there. 

The sun was blinding on the waves as Rowan’s magic slowed, bringing them

into  a  steady  glide  toward  the  two  peaks  of  the  island  that  curved  toward  each other. 

It was time. 

Aelin swung off the railing, boots thudding on the soaked wood of the deck. 

So many eyes turned to her, to the chains spread across the main deck. 

Rolfe  stalked  toward  her,  descending  from  the  raised  quarterdeck,  where

he’d been manning the wheel himself. 

She  picked  up  a  heavy  iron  chain,  wondering  who  it’d  previously  held. 

Rowan  rose  to  his  feet  in  a  steady,  graceful  movement.  He  reached  her  when

Rolfe did. 

The captain demanded, “What now?” 

Aelin  jerked  her  chin  toward  the  ships  near  enough  to  make  out  figures

crammed  onto  the  various  decks.  Many,  many  figures.  “We  draw  them  in  as close as we can. When you can see the whites of their eyes, you shout at us.” 

Rowan  added,  “And  then  you  lay  anchor  off  the  starboard  side.  Swing  us

around.” 

“Why?”  Rolfe  asked  as  Rowan  helped  her  fasten  the  manacle  around  her

wrist. 

She balked at the iron, her magic twisting. Rowan gripped her chin between

his thumb and forefinger, making her meet his unflinching gaze, even as he said

to Rolfe, “Because we don’t want the masts in the way when we open fire. They

seem like a rather important part of the ship.” 

Rolfe growled and stalked off. 

Rowan’s fingers slid to cup her jaw, his thumb brushing her cheek. “We draw

out our power, slow and steady.” 

“I know.” 

He  angled  his  head,  brows  lifting.  A  half  smile  curved  his  sinful  mouth. 

“You’ve been spiraling down into your power for days now, haven’t you?” 

She nodded. It had taken most of her focus, had been such an effort to stay in

the present, to stay active and aware while she was burrowing down and down, 

drawing up as much of her power as she could without attracting any notice. “I

didn’t  want  to  take  any  chances  here.  Not  if  you  were  drained  from  saving

Dorian.” 

“I’ve recovered, I’ll have you know. So this morning’s little display…” 

“A way to take off the power’s full edge,” she said wryly. “And make Rolfe

piss himself.” He chuckled and released her face to pass her the other manacle. 

She hated its ancient, hideous touch on her skin, on his, as she clamped it around

his tattooed wrist. 

“Hurry,” Rolfe said from where he’d returned to his spot at the wheel. 

Indeed,  the  ships  were  gaining  on  them.  No  sign  of  those  sea-wyverns—

though the shifter also remained out of sight. 

Rowan  palmed  his  hunting  knife,  the  steel  bright  in  the  blazing  sun.  High

noon. 

Precisely why she’d gone into Rolfe’s office nearly two hours beforehand. 

She’d  practically  rung  the  dinner  bell  for  the  host  in  the  Dead  End.  She’d gambled  that  they  wouldn’t  wait  until  nightfall,  but  they  apparently  feared  the wrath  of  their  master  if  she  slipped  their  nets  more  than  they  feared  the  light itself. Or were too stupid to realize Mala’s heir would be at her most powerful. 

“Do  you  want  to  do  the  honors,  or  should  I?”  Rowan  said.  Fenrys  and

Gavriel had risen to their feet, blades out as they monitored from a safe distance. 

Aelin held out her free hand, her palm scarred, and took the knife from him. A

quick slice had her skin stinging, warm blood heating her seawater-sticky skin. 

Rowan  had  the  knife  a  heartbeat  later,  and  the  scent  of  his  blood  filled  her nose, set her senses on edge. But she extended her bloodied palm. 

Her magic swirled into the world with it, crackling in her veins, her ears. She

reined in the urge to tap her foot on the ground, to roll her shoulders. 

“Slow,”  Rowan  repeated,  as  if  sensing  the  hair-trigger  that  her  power  was

now on, “and steady.” His shackled arm slid around her waist to hold her to him. 

“I’ll be with you every step of the way.” 

She lifted her head to study his face, the harsh planes and the curving tattoo. 

He  leaned  in  to  brush  a  kiss  to  her  mouth.  And  as  his  lips  met  hers,  he  joined their bleeding palms. 

Magic  jolted  through  her,  ancient  and  wicked  and  cunning,  and  she  arched

against him, knees buckling as his cataclysmic power roared into her. 

All anyone on deck saw, she knew, was two lovers embracing. 

But  Aelin  tunneled  down,  down,  down  into  her  power,  felt  him  doing  the

same with his, felt every ounce of ice and wind and lightning go slamming from

him into her. And when it reached her, the core of his power yielded to her own, 

melted and became embers and wildfire. Became the molten heart of the earth, 

shaping the world and birthing new lands. 

Deeper and deeper, she went. 

Aelin had a vague sense of the ship rocking beneath them, felt the faint bite

of  the  iron  as  it  rejected  her  magic,  felt  the  presence  of  Fenrys  and  Gavriel flickering around them like candles. 

It  had  been  months  since  she’d  drawn  from  so  deep  in  the  abyss  of  her

power. 

During the time she’d trained with Rowan in Wendlyn, her power’s limit had

been  self-imposed.  And  then  that  day  with  the  Valg,  she’d  broken  through  it—

had  discovered  an  entire  hidden  level  beneath.  She  had  drawn  from  it  when

she’d encircled Doranelle with her power, had taken a whole day to tunnel that

far, to draw up what she needed. 

Aelin had begun this descent three days ago. 

She’d expected it to stop after the first day. To hit that bottom she’d sensed

once before. 

She had not. 

And now … now with Rowan’s power joining hers…

Rowan’s  arm  still  held  her  tightly  against  him,  and  she  had  the  distant, 

murky sensation of his coat scratching lightly against her face, of the hardness of

the weapons strapped beneath, the scent of him washing over her, soothing her. 

She was a stone plunked into the sea of her power—their power. 

Down

and

down

and

down

There—there  was  the  bottom.  The  ash-lined  bottom,  the  pit  of  a  dormant

crater. 

Only the feeling of her own feet against the wood deck kept her from sinking

into that ash, learning what might slumber beneath it. 

Her magic whispered to start digging through that ash and silt. But Rowan’s

grip tightened on her waist. “Easy,” he murmured in her ear. “Easy.” 

Still  more  of  his  power  flowed  into  her,  wind  and  ice  churning  with  her

power, eddying into a maelstrom. 

“Close now,” Rolfe warned from nearby—from another world. 

“Aim  for  the  middle  of  the  fleet,”  Rowan  ordered  her.  “Send  the  flanking

ships  scattering  onto  the  reef.”  Where  they’d  founder,  leaving  any  survivors  to be  picked  off  with  arrows  shot  by  Fenrys  and  Rolfe’s  men.  Rowan  had  to  be

alert, then—watching the approaching force. 

She  could  feel  them—feel  her  magic’s  hackles  rise  in  response  to  the

blackness gathering beyond the horizon of her consciousness. 

“Almost in range,” Rolfe called. 

She began pulling up, dragging the abyss of flame and embers with her. 

“Steady,” Rowan murmured. 

Higher, higher, Aelin rose, back toward the sea and sunlight. 

 Here, that sunlight seemed to beckon.  To me. 

Her magic surged for it, for that voice. 

“Now! ” Rolfe barked. 

And like a feral beast freed of its leash, her magic erupted. 
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She’d been doing well as Rowan had handed over his power to her. 

She’d  balked  and  bobbed  a  few  times,  but  …  she  had  the  descent  under

control. 

Even  if  her  power  …  the  well  had  gone  deeper  than  before.  It  was  easy  to

forget she was still growing—that her power would mature with her. 

And  when  Rolfe  shouted,  Now!   Rowan  knew  he  had  forgotten  to  his

detriment. 

A pillar of flame that did not burn erupted from Aelin, slamming into the sky, 

turning the world into red and orange and gold. 

Aelin was ripped from his arms with the force of it, and Rowan grabbed her

hand in a crushing grip, refusing to let her break that line of contact. Men around

them stumbled back, falling onto their asses as they gawked upward in terror and

wonder. 

Higher,  that  column  of  flame  swirled,  a  maelstrom  of  death  and  life  and

rebirth. 

“Holy gods,” Fenrys whispered behind him. 

Still Aelin’s magic poured into the world. Still she burned hotter, wilder. 

Her teeth were gritted, her head arched back as she panted, eyes shut. 

“Aelin,”  Rowan  warned.  The  pillar  of  flame  began  expanding,  laced  now

with blue and turquoise. Flame that could melt bone, crack the earth. 

Too much. He had given her too much, and she had delved too deep into her

power—

Through the flames encasing them, Rowan glimpsed the frantic enemy fleet, 

now hurling themselves into motion to flee, to get out of range. 

Aelin’s ongoing display was not for them. 

Because there was no escape, not with the power she’d dragged up with her. 

The display was for the others, for the city watching them. 

For the world to know she was no mere princess playing with pretty embers. 

“Aelin,” Rowan said again, trying to tug on that bond between them. 

But there was nothing. 

Only  the  gaping  maw  of  some  immortal,  ancient  beast.  A  beast  that  had

opened an eye, a beast that spoke in the tongue of a thousand worlds. 

Ice flooded his veins. She was wearing the Wyrdkey. 

“Aelin.” But Rowan felt it then. Felt that bottom of her power crack open as

if  the  beast  within  that  Wyrdkey  stomped  its  foot,  and  ash  and  crusted  rock

crumbled away beneath it. 

And revealed a roiling, molten core of magic beneath it. 

As if it were the fiery heart of Mala herself. 

Aelin plunged into that power. Bathed in it. 

Rowan tried to move, tried to scream at her to stop—

But Rolfe, eyes wide with what could only be terror and awe, roared at her, 

“Open fire! ” 

She heard that. And as violently as it had pierced the sky, that pillar of fire

shot  down,  shot  back  into   her,  coiling  and  wrapping  inside  her,  fusing  into  a kernel of power so hot it sizzled into him, searing his very soul—

The  flames  winked  out  at  the  same  second  she  reached  into  Rowan  with

burning hands and  tore the last remnants of his power from him. 

Just  as  she  ripped  her  hand  from  his.  Just  as  her  power  and  the  Wyrdkey

between her breasts merged. 

Rowan  collapsed  to  his  knees,  and  there  was  a  crack  inside  his  head,  as  if thunder cleaved through him. 

As Aelin opened her eyes, he realized it wasn’t thunder—but the sound of a

door slamming open. 

Her face turned expressionless. Cold as the gaps between the stars. And her

eyes…

Turquoise  burned  bright  …  around  a  core  of  silver.  No  hint  of  gold  to  be

found. 

“That’s not Aelin,” Fenrys breathed. 

A  faint  smile  blossomed  on  her  full  mouth,  born  of  cruelty  and  arrogance, 

and she examined the iron chain wrapped around her wrist. 

The iron melted away, molten ore sizzling through the wooden deck and into

the  dark  below.  The  creature  that  stared  out  through  Aelin’s  eyes  furled  her fingers into a fist. Light leaked through her clenched fingers. 

Cold white light. Tendrils flickered—silver flame…

“Get away,” Gavriel warned him.  “Get away and don’t look.” 

Gavriel  was  indeed  on  his  knees,  head  bowed  and  eyes  averted.  Fenrys

followed suit. 

For  what  gazed  at  the  dark  fleet  assembled,  what  had  filled  his  beloved’s

body … He knew. Some primal, intrinsic part of him knew. 

“Deanna,”  Rowan  whispered.  She  flicked  her  eyes  to  him  in  question  and

confirmation. 

And  she  said  to  him,  in  a  voice  that  was  deep  and  hollow,  young  and  old, 
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“Every key has a lock. Tell the Queen Who Was Promised to retrieve it soon, for

all  the  allies  in  the  world  shall  make  no  difference  if  she  does  not  wield  the Lock,  if  she  does  not  put  those  keys  back  with  it.  Tell  her  flame  and  iron, together bound, merge into silver to learn what must be found. A mere step is all

it shall take.” Then she looked away again. 

And Rowan realized what the power in her hand was. Realized that the flame

she  would  unleash  would  be  so  cold  it  burned,  realized  it  was  the  cold  of  the stars, the cold of stolen light. 

Not wildfire—but moonfire. 

One moment she was there. And then she was not. 

And then she was shoved aside, locked into a box with no key, and the power

was not hers, her body was not hers, her name was not hers. 

And  she  could  feel  the  Other  there,  filling  her,  laughing  silently  as  she

marveled at the heat of the sun on her face, at the damp sea breeze coating her

lips with salt, at the pain of the hand now healed of its wound. 

So long—it had been so long since the Other had felt such things, felt them

 wholly and not as something in between and diluted. 

And those flames— her flames and her beloved’s magic … they belonged to

the Other now. 

To a goddess who had walked through the temporary gate hanging between

her breasts and seized her body as if it were a mask to wear. 

She had no words, for she had no voice, no self,  nothing—

And  she  could  only  watch  as  if  through  a  window  as  she  felt  the  goddess, 

who had perhaps not protected her but  hunted her the entirety of her life, for this moment, this opportunity, examine the dark fleet ahead. 

So easy to destroy it. 

But more life glimmered— behind. More life to obliterate, to hear their dying

cries with her own ears, to witness firsthand what it was to cease to be in a way

the goddess never could…

She  watched  as  her  own  hand,  wreathed  in  pulsing  white  flame,  began  to

move from where it had been aimed toward the dark fleet. 

Toward the unprotected city at the heart of the bay. 

Time slowed and stretched as her body pivoted toward that town, as her own

arm lifted, her fist aimed toward the heart of it. There were people on the docks, 

the scions of a lost clan, some running from the display of fire she’d unleashed moments ago. Her fingers began to unfurl. 

 “No!” 

The word was a roar, a plea, and silver and green flashed in her vision. 

A name. A name clanged through her as he hurled himself in the path of that

fist,  that  moonfire,  not  just  to  save  those  innocents  in  the  city,  but  to  spare   her soul from the agony if she destroyed them all—

Rowan. And as his face became clear, his tattoo stark in the sun, as that fist

full of unimaginable power now opened toward  his heart—

There was no force in any world that could keep her contained. 

And Aelin Galathynius remembered her own name as she shattered through

the  cage  that  goddess  had  shoved  her  into,  as  she  grabbed  that  goddess  by  the damned  throat and hurled her  out,  out,  out  through  that  gaping  hole  where  she had infiltrated her, and sealed it—

Aelin snapped into her body, her power. 

Fire like ice, fire stolen from the stars—

Rowan’s  hair  was  still  moving  as  he  slammed  into  a  stop  before  her

uncoiling fist. 

Time launched again, full and fast and unrelenting. Aelin had only enough of

it to throw herself sideways, to angle that now-open fist away from him, point it

 anywhere but at him—

The ship beneath her, the center and left flank of the dark fleet beyond her, 

and the outer edge of the island behind it blew apart in a storm of fire and ice. 
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There was such quiet beneath the waves, even as the muffled sounds of shouting, 

of collision, of death echoed toward her. 

Aelin  drifted  down,  as  she  had  drifted  into  her  power,  the  weight  of  the

Wyrdkey around her neck like a millstone—

Deanna. She didn’t know how, didn’t know why—

 The Queen Who Was Promised. 

Her lungs constricted and burned. 

Shock. Perhaps this was shock. 

Down she drifted, trying to feel her way back into her body, her mind. 

Salt water stung her eyes. 

A large, strong hand gripped the back of her collar and  yanked, hauling her

up in tugs—in steady strokes. 

What had she done what had she done what had she done—

Light  and  air  shattered  around  her,  and  that  hand  grasping  her  collar  now

banded around her chest, tugging her against a hard male body, keeping her head

above the roiling waves. 

“I’ve got you,” said a voice that was not Rowan’s. 

Others.  There  had  been  others  on  the  ship,  and  she  had  as  good  as  killed

them all—

“Majesty,” the male said, a question and quiet order. 

Fenrys. That was his name. 

She blinked, and her name, her title, her gutted power came thrashing back

into her—the sea and the battle and the threat of Morath swarming. 

Later. Later, she’d deal with that rutting goddess who had thought to use  her

like  some  temple  priestess.  Later,  she’d  contemplate  how  she’d  shred  through

every world to find Deanna and make her pay. 

“Hold  on,”  Fenrys  said  over  the  chaos  now  filtering  in:  the  screaming  of

men, the groaning of breaking things, the crackle of flames. “Don’t let go.” 

Before she could remember how to speak, they vanished into—nothing. Into

darkness that was both solid and insubstantial as it squeezed her tightly. 

Then  they  were  in  the  water  again,  bobbing  beneath  the  waves  as  she reoriented  herself  and  sputtered  for  air.  He’d  moved  them,  somehow—jumped

between  distances,  judging  by  the  wholly  different  flotsam  spinning  around

them. 

Fenrys  held  her  against  him,  his  panting  labored.  As  if  whatever  magic  he

possessed to leap between short distances took everything he had. He sucked in a

deep breath. 

Then they were gone again, into that dark, hollow, yet squeezing space. Only

a handful of heartbeats passed before the water and sky returned. 

Fenrys grunted, arm tightening around her as he swam with the other toward

the shore, shoving aside debris. His breathing was a wet rasp now. Whatever that

magic was, it was spent. 

But Rowan—where was  Rowan—

She made a sound that might have been his name, might have been a sob. 

Fenrys panted, “He’s on the reef—he’s fine.” 

She  didn’t  believe  him.  Thrashing  against  the  Fae  warrior’s  arm  until  he

released her, she slid into the cold open water and twisted toward where Fenrys

had  been  headed.  Another  small  sound  cracked  from  her  as  she  beheld  Rowan

standing  knee-deep  in  water  atop  the  reef.  His  arm  was  already  outstretched, 

even though thirty yards still separated them. 

Fine.  Unscathed.  Alive.  And  an  equally  soaked  Gavriel  stood  beside  him, 

facing—

Oh, gods, oh, gods. 

Blood  stained  the  water.  There  were  bodies  everywhere.  And  Morath’s

fleet…

Most  of  it  was  gone.  Nothing  more  than  black  wood  splintered  across  the

archipelago and burning bits of canvas and rope. But three ships remained. 

Three  ships  now  converging  on  the  ruins  of  the   Sea  Dragon  as  it  took  on water, looming like thunderclouds—

“You  have  to  swim,”  Fenrys  growled  beside  her,  his  sodden  golden  hair

plastered to his head. “Right now. As fast as you can.” 

She whipped her head toward him, blinking away burning seawater. 

“Swim   now,”  Fenrys  snapped,  canines  flashing,  and  she  didn’t  let  herself consider  what  was  prowling   beneath  them  as  he  grabbed  her  collar  again  and practically  threw her ahead of him. 

Aelin didn’t wait.  She focused on  Rowan’s outstretched hand  as she  swam, 

his  face  so  carefully  calm—the  commander  on  a  battlefield.  Her  magic  was

barren,  her  magic  was  a  wasteland,  and  his  …  She  had  stolen  his  power  from him—

Think  of  that  later.  Aelin  shoved  through  and  ducked  under  larger  bits  of

debris, past…

Past  men.  Rolfe’s  men.  Dead  in  the  water.  Was  the  captain  among  them

somewhere? 

She’d  likely  killed  her  first  and  only  human  ally  in  this  war—and  her  only

direct path to that Lock. And if news of the former spread—

“Faster! ” Fenrys barked. 

Rowan sheathed his sword, his knees bent—

Then he was swimming to her, fast and smooth, cutting between and beneath

the  waves,  the  water  seeming  to  part  for  him.  She  wanted  to  growl  she  could make it herself, but—

He reached her, saying nothing before he slipped behind her. Guarding with

Fenrys. 

And what could he do in the water with no magic, against a gaping maw of a

sea-wyvern? 

She  ignored  the  crushing  tightness  in  her  chest  and  hurtled  for  the  reef, 

Gavriel now waiting where Rowan had been. Beneath her, the shelf of the coral

at last spread, and she nearly sobbed, her muscles trembling as Gavriel crouched

so she could reach his outstretched hand. 

The Lion easily hauled her out of the water. Her knees buckled as her boots

steadied  on  the  uneven  coral  heads,  but  Gavriel  kept  his  grip  on  her,  subtly letting  her  lean  against  him.  Rowan  and  Fenrys  were  out  a  heartbeat  later,  and the prince instantly was there, hands on her face, slicking back her soaked hair, 

scanning her eyes. 

“I’m fine,” she rasped, her voice hoarse. From the magic or the goddess or

the salt water she’d swallowed. “I’m me.” 

That  was  good  enough  for  Rowan,  who  faced  the  three  ships  now  bearing

down on them. 

On her other side, Fenrys had doubled over, hands on his knees as he panted. 

He lifted his head at her gaze, hair dripping, but said to Rowan, “I’m out—we’ll

have to either wait for it to replenish or swim to shore.” 

Rowan  gave  him  a  sharp  nod  that  Aelin  interpreted  as  understanding  and

thanks, and she glanced behind them. The reef seemed to be an extension of the

black rocky shore far behind, but with the tide out, they’d indeed have to swim

in spots. Have to risk what was beneath the water…
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Beneath the water. With Lysandra. 

There was no sign of wyvern or dragon. 

Aelin didn’t know if that was a good or bad thing. 

Aelin  and  the  Fae  males  had  made  it  to  the  reef  and  now  stood  knee-deep  in water atop it. 

Whatever  had  happened  …  it  had  gone  horribly  wrong.  So  wrong  that

Lysandra  could  have  sworn  the  feral,  wild  presence  who  had  never  once

forgotten her had ducked into her long shadow as the world above exploded. 

She’d  tumbled  off  the  coral,  the  current  cleaving  and  eddying.  Wood  and

rope and canvas rained onto the surface, some plunging deep. Then bodies and

arms and legs. 

But—there were the captain and his first mate thrashing against the flotsam

that tangled them, trying to drag them down to the sandy floor. 

Shaking off her shock, Lysandra swept for them both. 

Rolfe and his man froze at her approach, reaching for weapons at their sides

beneath the waves. But she ripped away the debris surely drowning them, then

let herself go still—let them grab on to her. She didn’t have much time…

Rolfe and his first mate latched on to her legs, clinging like barnacles as she

propelled  them  through  the  water—past  the  now-scorched  ruin.  The  work  of  a

minute had her depositing them onto a rocky shelf, and she emerged only long

enough to gulp down a breath before diving. 

There were more men struggling in the water. She aimed for them, dodging

debris, until—

Blood  laced  the  current.  And  not  the  puffs  that  had  been  staining  the  water since the ship exploded. 

Great,  roiling  clouds  of  blood.  As  if  massive  jaws  clamped  around  a  body

and squeezed. 

Lysandra  launched  forward,  mighty  tail  snapping  back  and  forth,  body

undulating, racing for the three boats bearing down on the survivors. She had to

act  now, while the wyverns were distracted with glutting themselves. 

The  stench  of  the  black  boat  reached  her  even  under  the  waves.  As  if  the

dark wood had been soaked in rotted blood. 

And as she approached the closest ship’s fat underbelly, two mighty shapes

took form out in the blue. 

Lysandra  felt  their  attention  lock  on  her  the  moment  she  slammed  her  tail into the hull. 

Once. Twice. 

Wood cracked. Muffled shouts reached her from above. 

She drifted back, coiling, and slammed her tail into the hull a third time. 

Wood  tore  and  ripped  into  her,  peeling  away  scales,  but  the  damage  was

done. Water sucked in past her, more and more, tearing through the wood as its

death-wound grew and grew. She backtracked out of the water’s pull—flipping

down, down, down as the two wyverns feasting on frantic men paused. 

Lysandra raced for the next ship. Get the ships sinking, then their allies could

pick off the struggling soldiers one by one as they swam to shore. 

The second ship was wiser. 

Spears  and  arrows  whizzed  through  the  water,  lancing  for  her.  She  dove  to

the sandy floor, then shot up, up, up, aiming for the vulnerable belly of the ship, 

body bracing for impact—

She didn’t reach the ship before another impact came. 

Faster  than  she  could  sense,  slipping  around  the  side  of  the  ship,  the  sea-

wyvern slammed into her. 

Talons tore and sliced, and she flipped on instinct, whipping her tail so hard

that the wyvern went tumbling out into the water. 

Lysandra lunged back, getting an eyeful of it as it stared her down. 

Oh, gods. 

It was nearly double her size, made of the deepest blue, its underside white

and speckled with paler blue. The body was almost serpentine, wings little more

than fins along its sides. Built not for speed or cruising through oceans, but …

but  for  the  long,  curving  talons,  for  the  maw  that  was  now  open,  tasting  the blood and salt and scent of her, revealing teeth as narrow and sharp as an eel’s. 

Hooked teeth. For clamping down and shredding. 

Behind the wyvern, the other fell into formation. 

Men were splashing and screaming above her. If she did not get those enemy

ships down…

Lysandra tucked her wings in tight. She wished she had taken a bigger gulp

of air, had filled these lungs to capacity. Fanning her tail in the current, she let

the blood still leaking from where the ship’s wood had pierced her hide drift to

them. 

She knew the moment it reached the wyverns. 

The moment they realized she was not just an ordinary animal. 

And then Lysandra dove. 

Fast and smooth, she plunged into the deep. If they had been bred for brute

killing, then she’d use speed. 

Lysandra swept beneath them, passing under their dark shadows before they

could so much as pivot. Toward the open ocean. 

 Come on, come on, come on—

Like hounds after a hare, they gave chase. 

There was a sandbar flanked by reefs just to the north. 

She aimed for it, swimming like hell. 

One of the wyverns was faster than the other, swift enough that its snapping

maw rippled the water at her tail—

The  water  became  clearer,  brighter.  Lysandra  shot  straight  for  the  reef

looming  up  out  of  the  deep,  a  pillar  of  life  and  activity  gone  still.  She  curved around the sandbar—

The other wyvern appeared in front of her, the second still close on her tail. 

Clever things. 

But Lysandra threw herself to the side—into the shallows of the sandbar, and

let  momentum  flip  her,  over  and  over,  closer  and  closer  to  that  narrow  spit  of sand. She dug her claws in deep, slowing to a stop, sand spraying and crusting

her, and had her tail lifted, her body so much heavier out of the water—

The wyvern that had thought to catch her off guard by swimming around the

other way launched itself out of the water and onto the sandbar. 

She struck, fast as an asp. 

Its neck exposed, she clamped her jaws around it and bit down. 

It bucked, tail slashing, but she slammed her own onto its spine. Cracking its

back as she cracked its neck. 

Black blood that tasted of rancid meat flooded her throat. 

Dropping the dead wyvern, she scanned the turquoise seas, the flotsam, the

two remaining ships and harbor—

Where was the second wyvern? Where the hell was it? 

Clever enough, she realized, to know when death was upon it and to seek an

easier quarry. 

For that was a spiked dorsal fin now submerging. Heading toward…

Toward where Aelin, Rowan, Gavriel, and Fenrys stood atop the reef, swords

out. Surrounded by water on all sides. 

Lysandra plunged into the waves, sand and blood washing away. One more

—just one more wyvern, then she could wreck the boats…

The remaining wyvern reached the coral outcropping, gathering speed, as if it’d leap from the water and swallow the queen down whole. 

It didn’t get within twenty feet of the surface. 

Lysandra  hurled  into  it,  both  of  them  hitting  the  coral  so  hard  it  shuddered beneath them. But her claws were in its spine, her mouth around the back of its

neck, shaking, yielding wholly to the song of survival, to the screaming demands

of this body to  kill, kill, kill—

They tumbled into open water, the wyvern still fighting, her grip on its neck

loosening—

 No. A warship loomed overhead, and Lysandra dug down deep, rallying her

strength one last time as she spread those wings and flapped  up—

She slammed the sea-wyvern into the hull of the boat now above them. The

beast roared its fury. She slammed it again, and again. The hull snapped. And so

did the sea-wyvern’s body. 

She watched the beast go limp. Watched the water rush into the cleaved belly

of the ship. Listened to the soldiers aboard begin shouting. 

She eased her claws from the beast and let it drift to the bottom of the sea. 

One more ship. Just one more…

She  was  so  tired.  Shifting  afterward  might  not  even  be  possible  for  a  few

hours. 

Lysandra broke the surface, drawing down air, bracing herself. 

Aelin’s screaming hit her before she could submerge again. 

Not in pain … but warning. One word, over and over. One word for her. 

 Swim. 

Lysandra  craned  her  head  toward  where  the  queen  stood  atop  the  reef.  But

Aelin was pointing behind Lysandra. Not at the remaining ship … but the open

water. 

Where three massive forms raged through the waves, aiming right for her. 
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Aedion’s  queen  was  on  the  reef,  Rowan  beside  her,  his  father  and  Fenrys

flanking them. Rolfe and most of his men had made it to the opposite side of the

narrow bay mouth—atop the reef there. 

And through the channel between them…

One warship. 

One sea dragon. 

And three sea-wyverns. 

 Adult sea-wyverns. The first two … they hadn’t been full-grown. 

“Oh, shit,” the sentry beside Aedion on the watchtower began chanting. “Oh, 

shit. Oh, shit. Oh, shit.” 

The sea-wyverns that, Rolfe had claimed, would go to the ends of the earth

to  slaughter  whoever  killed  their  offspring.  Only  being  in  the  heart  of  the

continent might save you—but even then, waterways would never be safe. 

And Lysandra had just killed two. 

It  seemed  they  had  not  come  alone.  And  from  the  cheering  of  the  Valg

soldiers on that remaining warship … it had been a trap. The offspring had been

the bait. 

They  had  been  only  slightly  bigger  than  Lysandra.  The  adults—the  bulls—

were thrice her size. 

Longer than the warship now sitting there, archers firing at the men trying to

swim  ashore  in  the  channel  that  had  become  a  death  trap  for  the  green  sea

dragon. 

The green sea dragon who now stood between the three monstrous creatures

and his queen, stranded on those rocks with not even an ember of magic left in

her veins. His queen, screaming over and over and over at Lysandra to  swim, to

 shift, to  run. 

But Aedion had seen Lysandra take on the two offspring. 

By the second, she’d been lagging. And he’d seen her change shapes so often

these past months to know she couldn’t shift fast enough now, perhaps might not

have enough strength left to do it at all. 

She was stranded in her form, as surely as his companions were stuck on the reef. And if Lysandra even tried to climb onto shore … He knew the bulls would

reach her before she could so much as haul her body out of the shallows. 

Faster and faster, those three bulls closed in. Lysandra remained at the mouth

of the bay. 

Holding the line. 

Aedion’s heart stopped. 

“She’s dead,” one of the sentries hissed. “Oh, gods, she’s dead—” 

“Shut  your  rutting  mouth,”  Aedion  snarled,  scanning  the  bay,  slipping  into that  cold,  calculating  place  that  allowed  him  to  make  decisions  in  battle,  to weigh the costs and risks. 

Dorian, however, got the idea before he did. 

Across the bay, hand uplifted and flickering bright as a star, Dorian signaled

Lysandra again and again with his power.  Come to me, come to me, come to me, 

the king seemed to call. 

The three bulls sank beneath the waves. 

Lysandra turned, plunging down—

But not toward Dorian. 

Aelin stopped shouting. And Dorian’s magic winked out. 

Aedion  could  only  watch  as  the  shape-shifter’s  shadow  soared  toward  the

three bulls, meeting them head-on. 

The three wyverns spread out, so huge Aedion’s throat went dry. 

And for the first time, he hated his cousin. 

He  hated  Aelin  for  asking  this  of  Lysandra,  both  to  defend  them  and  to

secure the Mycenians to fight for Terrasen. Hated the people who had left such

scars on the shifter that Lysandra was so willing to throw her life away. Hated …

hated  himself  for  being  stuck  in  this  useless  tower,  with  a  war  machine  only capable of firing one shot at a time. 

Lysandra  aimed  for  the  wyvern  in  the  middle,  and  when  only  a  hundred

yards separated them, she veered left. 

They  broke  formation,  one  diving  low,  one  keeping  to  the  surface,  and  the

other falling back. They were going to herd her. Herd her to a spot where they’d

surround her from every angle and then rip her to shreds. It would be messy and

vicious. 

But Lysandra shot across the channel. Headed—

Headed right for the final remaining warship. 

Arrows rained down on her. 

Blood bloomed as some found their mark through her jade scales. 

She  kept  swimming,  her  blood  sending  the  bull  closest  to  her,  the  one  near

the surface, into a frenzy, pushing himself faster to grab her, bite her—

Lysandra  neared  the  ship,  taking  arrow  after  arrow,  and  leaped  out  of  the

water. 

She  crashed  into  soldiers  and  wood  and  the  mast,  rolling,  writhing,  and

bucking, the twin masts snapping under her tail. 

She  hit  the  other  side,  flipping  down  into  the  water,  red  blood  shining

everywhere—

Just as the wyvern on her ass leaped onto the ship in a mighty arc that took

Aedion’s  breath  away.  But  with  the  jagged  stumps  of  the  masts  jutting  up  like lances…

The bull landed atop them with a crunch that Aedion heard across the bay. 

He bucked, but—that was wood now piercing through his back. 

And beneath his enormous weight … the ship began to crack and sink. 

Lysandra  wasted  no  time  in  getting  clear,  and  Aedion  could  barely  draw

breath as she shot across the bay again, the two bulls so horribly close that their

wakes merged. 

One dove, the depths swallowing him from sight. But the second one, still on

her tail…

Lysandra led that one right into Dorian’s range. 

She  drew  in  as  close  to  the  shore  and  looming  tower  as  she  could  get, 

bringing the second bull with her. The king stretched out both hands. 

The  bull  raged  past—only  to  halt  as  ice  lashed  across  the  water.  Solid  ice, such as there had never been here. 

The  sentries  beside  Aedion  fell  silent.  The  bull  roared,  trying  to  wrest

himself  free—but  the  king’s  ice  grew  thicker,  trapping  the  wyvern  within  its

frozen grip. When  the beast stopped  moving, hoarfrost like  scales covered him

from snout to tail. 

Dorian loosed a battle cry. 

And Aedion had to admit the king wasn’t that useless after all as the catapult

behind Dorian sprang free, and a rock the size of a wagon jettisoned into the bay. 

Right atop the frozen wyvern. 

Rock met ice and flesh. And the wyvern shattered into a thousand pieces. 

Rolfe  and  some  of  his  men  were  cheering—people  were  cheering  from  the

docks in town. 

But there was one bull left in the harbor. And Lysandra was…

She had no idea where the bull was. 

The long green body thrashed in the water, dipping beneath the waves, near-

frantic. 

Aedion scanned the bay, rotating in the gunner chair as he did, searching for

any hint of that colossal dark shadow—

“YOUR  LEFT! ”  Gavriel  roared  across  the  bay,  magic  no  doubt  amplifying

his voice. 

Lysandra twisted—and there the bull was, speeding out of the depths, as if he

were a shark ambushing prey. 

Lysandra threw herself into movement. A field of floating debris lay around

her,  the  sinking  ships  of  their  enemy  like  islands  of  death,  and  there  was  the chain … If she could maybe get on it and climb high … No, she was too heavy, 

too slow. 

She  again  streaked  past  Dorian’s  tower,  but  the  bull  wouldn’t  get  near.  He

knew doom awaited him there. He kept just out of range, playing with her as she

launched back into the field of debris between the enemy ships. Toward the open

sea. 

Aelin and the others watched helplessly from the reef outcropping as the two

monsters swept by, the bull sending bits of broken hulls and masts into the air—

aiming at the shifter. 

One struck Lysandra in the side, and she went down. 

Aedion  shot  out  of  his  seat,  a  roar  on  his  lips.  But  there  she  was,  blood streaming from her as she swam and swam, as she led that bull through the heart

of debris, then cut back—sharply. The bull followed through the blood clouding

the water, blasting through debris that she nimbly dodged. 

She’d worked him into a blood-frenzy. 

And  Lysandra,  damn  her,  led  him  to  the  remnants  of  enemy  ships,  where

Valg soldiers were trying to save themselves. The bull exploded through soldier

and wood as if they were veils of gossamer. 

Leaping through the water, twining around debris and coral and bodies,  the

sunlight  glinting  on  green  scales  and  ruby  blood,  Lysandra  led  the  bull  into  a dance of death. 

Each movement slower as more of her blood leaked into the water. 

And then she changed course. Heading into the bay. To the chain. 

And cut north—toward him. 

Aedion examined the massive bolt before him. 

Three hundred yards of open water separated her from the range of his arrow. 

“SWIM,” Aedion roared, even if she couldn’t hear. “SWIM, LYSANDRA! ” 

Silence fell across the entirety of Skull’s Bay as that jade sea dragon swam

for her life. 

The bull gained on her, diving down. 

Lysandra  passed  under  the  links  of  the  chain,  and  the  shadow  of  the  bull

spread beneath her. 

So small. She was so small compared to him—one bite was all it would take. 

Aedion slammed himself back into the gunner chair, gripping the levers and

pivoting the machine as she swam and swam for him. 

One shot. That was all he’d have. One gods-damned shot. 

Lysandra  hurled  herself  forward,  and  Aedion  knew  she  was  aware  of  the

death  that  loomed.  Knew  she  was  pushing  that  sea  dragon’s  heart  to  near-

stopping. Knew that the bull had reached the bottom and now launched himself

up, up, up toward her vulnerable belly. 

Only a few more yards, only a few more heartbeats. 

Sweat slid down Aedion’s brow, his own heart hammering so violently all he

could hear was its thunder. He shifted the spear, slightly, adjusting his aim. 

The bull raged up from the deep, maw open, ready to rip her in half with one

blow. 

Lysandra  passed  into  range  and  leaped—leaped  clean  out  of  the  water,  all

sparkling scales and blood. The bull jumped with her, water streaming from his

open jaws as they arced up. 

Aedion fired, slamming his palms into the lever. 

Lysandra’s  long  body  arched  away  from  those  jaws  as  the  bull  lifted  clean

out of the water, baring his white throat—

As Aedion’s massive spear went clean through it. 

Blood spurted from the open jaws, and the creature’s eyes went wide as he

reared back. 

Lysandra slammed into the water, sending a plume so high it blocked out the

sight of both of them as they crashed into the sea. 

When it subsided, there was only the shadow of them—and a growing pool

of black blood. 

“You … you … ,” the sentry babbled. 

“Load another one,” he ordered, standing from his seat to scan the bubbling

water. 

Where was she, where was she—

Aelin was perched on Rowan’s shoulders, scanning the bay. 

And  then  a  green  head  shot  from  the  water,  black  blood  spraying  like spindrift as she hurled the severed head of the bull across the waves. 

Cheering—riotous, wild cheering—exploded from every corner of the bay. 

But  Aedion  was  already  up  and  running,  half  leaping  down  the  stairs  that

would  take  him  toward  the  beach  that  Lysandra  now  swam  for,  her  own  blood

replacing the black ichor that stained the water. 

So slow, each of her movements was so painfully slow. He lost track of her

as he descended below the tree line, his chest heaving. 

Roots and stones wrenched at him, but his Fae-swift feet flew over the loam

until  it  turned  to  sand,  until  light  broke  through  the  trees  and  there  she  was, sprawled on the beach, bleeding everywhere. 

Beyond  them,  out  in  the  bay,  Ship-Breaker  dropped  low,  and  Rolfe’s  fleet

swept out to pick off the surviving soldiers—and save any of their own still out

there. 

He  vaguely  noted  Aelin  and  the  others  diving  into  the  sea,  swimming  hard

for land. 

Aedion dropped to his knees, wincing as sand sprayed onto her. Her scaled

head  was  nearly  as  big  as  he  was,  but  her  eyes  …  those  green  eyes,  the  same color as her scales…

Full of pain. And exhaustion. 

He lifted a hand toward her, but she showed her teeth—a low snarl slipping

out of her. 

He held up his hands, scooting back. 

It was not the woman who looked at him, but the beast she’d become. As if

she  had  given  herself  so  fully  to  its  instincts,  that  it  had  been  the  only  way  to survive. 

There  were  gashes  and  slices  everywhere.  All  dribbling  blood,  soaking  the

white sand. 

Rowan and Aelin—one of them could help. If they could summon any power

after what the queen had done. Lysandra closed her eyes, her breathing shallow. 

“Open your gods-damned eyes,” Aedion snarled. 

She snarled back but cracked open an eye. 

“You made it this far. Don’t die on the rutting beach.” 

The eye narrowed—with a hint of female temper. He had to get the woman

back. Let her take control. Or else the beast would never allow them near enough

to help. 

“You can thank me when your sorry ass is healed.” 

Again,  that  eye  watched  him  warily,  temper  flickering.  But  an  animal remained. 

Aedion  drawled,  even  as  his  relief  began  to  crumble  his  mask  of  arrogant

calmness, “The useless sentries in the watchtower are now all half in love with

you,” he lied. “One said he wanted to marry you.” 

A low snarl. He yielded a foot but held eye contact with her as he grinned. 

“But you know what I told them? I said that they didn’t stand a chance in hell.” 

Aedion  lowered  his  voice,  holding  her  pained,  exhausted  stare.  “Because   I  am going to marry you,” he promised her. “One day. I am going to marry you. I’ll be

generous and let you pick when, even if it’s ten years from now. Or twenty. But

one day, you are going to be my wife.” 

Those  eyes  narrowed—in  what  he  could  only  call  female  outrage  and

exasperation. 

He shrugged. “Princess Lysandra Ashryver sounds nice, doesn’t it?” 

And then the dragon huffed. In amusement. Exhaustion, but … amusement. 

She opened her jaws, as if she’d try to speak, but realized she couldn’t in this

body. Blood leaked through her enormous teeth, and she shuddered in pain. 

Brush snapped and crashed, and there were Aelin and Rowan, and his father

and Fenrys. All of them soaked, covered in sand, and gray as death. 

His queen staggered for Lysandra with a sob, flinging herself onto the sand

before Aedion could bark a warning. 

But Lysandra only winced as the queen laid a hand on her, saying over and

over, “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.” 

Fenrys and Gavriel, who had maybe saved her life with that amplified shout

about  the  bull’s  location,  lingered  near  the  tree  line  as  Rowan  approached, 

surveying the wounds. 

Fenrys  spotted  Aedion’s  glance,  spotted  the  warning  wrath  on  his  face  if

either of them got near the shifter, and said, “That was one hell of a shot, boyo.” 

His father nodded in silent agreement. 

Aedion  ignored  them  both.  Whatever  well  of  magic  his  cousin  and  Rowan

had depleted was  already refilling. The  shifter’s wounds knitted  closed, one by

one. Slowly—painfully slowly, but … the bleeding stopped. 

“She lost a lot of blood,” Rowan observed to none of them in particular. “Too

much.” 

“I’ve  never  seen  anything  like  that  in  my  life,”  Fenrys  murmured.  None  of

them had. 

Aelin was trembling, a hand on her friend—face so white and drawn that any

harsh words he’d reserved for her were unnecessary. His queen knew the cost. It had taken her so damn long to trust any of them to do anything. If Aedion roared

at  her  now,  even  if  he  still  yearned  to  …  Aelin  might  never  delegate  again. 

Because  if  Lysandra  hadn’t  been  in  the  water  when  things  had  gone  so,  so

badly…

“What  happened?”  he  breathed,  catching  Aelin’s  eye.  “What  the  hell

happened out there?” 

“I  lost  control,”  Aelin  said  hoarsely.  As  if  she  couldn’t  help  it,  her  hand drifted to her chest. Where, through the white of her shirt, he could make out the

Amulet of Orynth. 

He  knew  then.  Knew  precisely  what  Aelin  carried.  What  would  have

snagged Rolfe’s interest on that map of his—similar enough to the Valg essence

to get him to come running. 

Knew  why  it  had  been  so  important,  so  vital,  she  risk  everything  to  get  it from  Arobynn  Hamel.  Knew  that  she  had  used  a   Wyrdkey  today,  and  it  had almost killed them all—

He  was  shaking  now,  that  rage  indeed  taking  over.  But  Rowan  snarled  at

him, low and vicious, “Save it for later.” Because Fenrys and Gavriel had tensed

—watching. 

Aedion growled right back at him. Rowan gave him a cold, steady look that

said if he so much as began to hint at what their queen carried, he’d rip out his

tongue. Literally. 

Aedion  shoved  down  the  anger.  “We  can’t  carry  her,  and  she’s  too  weak  to

shift.” 

“Then we wait here until she can,” Aelin said. But her eyes drifted to the bay, 

where  Rolfe  was  now  being  helped  onto  those  rescue  ships.  And  to  the  city

beyond, still cheering. 

A victory—but very nearly a loss. The remnants of the Mycenians, saved by

one  of  their  long-lost  sea  dragons.  Aelin  and  Lysandra  had  woven  ancient

prophecies into tangible fact. 

“I’ll stay,” Aedion said. “You deal with Rolfe.” 

His  father  offered  from  behind  him,  “I  can  get  some  supplies  from  the

watchtower.” 

“Fine,” he said. 

Aelin  groaned,  getting  to  her  feet,  but  stared  down  at  him  before  she  took

Rowan’s extended hand. She said softly, “I’m sorry.” 

Aedion knew she meant it. He still didn’t bother replying. 
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Lysandra groaned, the reverberations running up his knees and straight into

his gut, and Aedion whirled back to the shifter. 

Aelin left without further good-bye. 

The  Lion  lingered  in  the  brush,  keeping  out  of  sight  and  sound  as  the  Wolf watched over the dragon still sprawled across the beach. 

For  hours,  the  Wolf  remained  there.  While  the  outgoing  tide  cleared  the

harbor of blood. While the Pirate Lord’s ships sent any remaining enemy bodies

to the crushing blue. While the young queen returned to the city in the heart of

the bay to handle any fallout. 

Once  the  sun  had  begun  to  set,  the  dragon  stirred,  and  slowly,  her  form

shimmering and shrinking, scales were smoothed into skin, a snout melted back

into a flawless human face, and stumpy limbs lengthened into golden legs. Sand

crusted her naked body, and she tried and failed to rise. The Wolf moved then, 

slinging his cloak around her and sweeping her into his arms. 

The  shifter  didn’t  object,  and  her  eyes  were  again  closed  by  the  time  the

Wolf began striding up the beach to the trees, her head leaning against his chest. 

The  Lion  remained  out  of  sight  and  held  in  the  offer  of  help.  Held  in  the words  he  needed  to  say  to  the  Wolf,  who  had  downed  a  sea-wyvern  with  one

arrow. Twenty-four years old and already a myth whispered over campfires. 

Today’s  events  would  no  doubt  be  told  around  fires  in  lands  even  the  Lion

had not roamed in all his centuries. 

The Lion watched the Wolf vanish into the trees, heading for the town at the

end of the sandy road, the shifter unconscious in his arms. 

And  the  Lion  wondered  if  he  himself  would  ever  be  mentioned  in  those

whispered stories—if his son would ever allow the world to know who had sired

him. Or even care. 
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The meeting with Rolfe once the harbor was again safe was quick. Frank. 

And Aelin knew if she didn’t get the hell out of this city for an hour or two, 

she might very well explode again. 

 Every key has a lock, Deanna had said, a little reminder of Brannon’s order. 

Using  her voice. And had called her that title … that title that struck some chord of  horror  and  understanding  in  her,  so  deep  she  was  still  working  out  what  it meant.  The Queen Who Was Promised. 

Aelin stormed onto a spit of beach on the far side of the island, having run

here, needing to get her blood roaring, needing it to silence the thoughts in her

head. Behind her, Rowan’s steps were quiet as death. 

Only the two of them had been in that meeting with Rolfe. Bloodied, soaked, 

the Pirate Lord had met them in the main room of his inn, the name of it now a


permanent  reminder  of  the  ship  she’d  wrecked.  He  demanded,  “What  the   hell happened?” 

And she had been so tired, so pissed off and full of disgust and despair, that it

had  been  nearly  impossible  to  muster  the  swagger.  “When  you  are  blessed  by

Mala, you find that sometimes your control can slip.” 

“Slip?  I don’t know what you fools were talking about down there, but from

where I was standing, it looked like you lost your gods-damned mind and were

about to fire on  my town.” 

Rowan,  leaning  against  the  edge  of  a  nearby  table,  explained,  “Magic  is  a

living thing. When you are that deep in it, remembering yourself, your purpose, 

is an effort. That my queen did so before it was too late is a feat in itself.” 

Rolfe  wasn’t  impressed.  “It  looks  to  me  like  you  were  a  little  girl  playing with power too big for you to handle, and only your prince jumping in your path

made you decide  not to slaughter my innocent people.” 

Aelin closed her eyes for a heartbeat, the image of Rowan leaping in front of

that fist of moonfire flashing before her. When she opened her eyes, she let the

crackling assuredness fade into something frozen and hard. “It looks to  me,” she said,  “like  the  Pirate  Lord  of  Skull’s  Bay  and  long-lost  Mycenian  heir  has  just

allied with a young queen so powerful she can decimate  cities if she wishes. It looks to me like you have made yourself untouchable with that alliance, and any

fool  who  seeks  to  harm  you,  usurp  you,  will  have   me  to  contend  with.  So  I suggest you salvage what you can of your precious ship, mourn the dozen men I

take  full  responsibility  for  losing  and  whose  families  I  will  compensate

accordingly, and shut your rutting mouth.” 

She turned toward the door, exhaustion and rage nipping at her bones. 

Rolfe  said  to  her  back,  “Do  you  want  to  know  what  the  cost  of  this  map

was?” 

She halted, Rowan glancing between them, face unreadable. 

She smirked over her shoulder. “Your soul?” 

Rolfe  let  out  a  hoarse  laugh.  “Yes—in  a  way.  When  I  was  sixteen,  I  was

barely more than a slave on one of these festering ships, my Mycenian heritage

just  a  one-way  ticket  to  a  beating.”  He  laid  a  tattooed  hand  on  the   Thresher’s lettering.  “Every  coin  I  earned  came  back  here—to  my  mother  and  sister.  And

one  day  the  ship  I  was  on  got  caught  in  a  storm.  The  captain  was  a  haughty bastard, refused to find safe harbor, and the ship was destroyed. Most of the crew

drowned.  I  drifted  for  a  day,  washed  up  on  an  island  at  the  edge  of  the

archipelago, and awoke to find a man staring down at me. I asked if I was dead, 

and he laughed and inquired what I wanted for myself. I was so delirious I told

him that I wanted to be captain—I wanted to be Pirate Lord of Skull’s Bay and

make  the  arrogant  fools  like  the  captain  who  had  killed  my  friends   bow  before me. I thought I was dreaming when he explained that if he were to grant me the

skills to do it, there would be a price. What I valued most in the world, he would

have.  I  said  I’d  pay  it—whatever  it  was.  I  had  no  belongings,  no  wealth,  no people anyway. A few coppers would be nothing. He smiled before he vanished

into sea mist. I awoke with the ink on my hands.” 

Aelin waited. 

Rolfe  shrugged.  “I  made  it  back  here,  finding  friendly  ships  using  the  map

the  stranger  had  inked  there.  A  gift  from  a  god—or  so  I  thought.  But  it  wasn’t until  I  saw  the  black  sheets  over  my  cottage’s  windows  that  I  began  to  worry. 

And  it  wasn’t  until  I  learned  that  my  mother  and  sister  had  used  their  little money  to  hire  a  skiff  to  go  looking  for  me—and  that  the  skiff  had  returned  to harbor  but  they  had  not—that  I  realized  the  price  I’d  handed  over.  That’s  what the sea claimed. What  he claimed. And it made me soulless enough that I loosed

myself upon this city, this archipelago.” Rolfe’s green eyes were as merciless as

the Sea God who had gifted and damned him. “That was the price of my power. 

What shall yours be, Aelin Galathynius?” 

She  didn’t  reply  to  him  before  storming  out.  Though  Deanna’s  voice  had

echoed in her mind. 

 The Queen Who Was Promised. 

Now, standing on that empty beach and monitoring the glimmering expanse

of  the  sea  as  the  last  of  the  sun  vanished,  Rowan  said  beside  her,  “Did  you willingly use the key?” 

No hint of judgment, of condemnation. Just curiosity—and concern. 

Aelin  rasped,  “No.  I  don’t  know  what  happened.  One  minute  it  was  us  …

then  she came.” She rubbed at her chest, avoiding the touch of the golden chain

against  it.  Her  throat  tightened  as  she  took  in  that  spot  on  his  own  chest,  right between his pectorals. Where her fist had been aimed. 

“How could you?” she breathed, a tremor running through her. “How could

you put yourself in front of me like that?” 

Rowan took a step closer but no farther. The crashing of waves and cries of

gulls  heading  home  for  the  night  filled  the  space  between  them.  “If  you  had destroyed  that  city,  it  would  have  destroyed   you,  and  any  sort  of  hope  at  an alliance.” 

Shaking  began  in  her  hands,  spreading  to  her  arms,  her  chest,  her  knees. 

Flame and ash curled on her tongue. “If I had killed you,” she hissed, but choked

on the words, unable to finish the thought, the idea of it. Her throat burned, and

she  squeezed  her  eyes  shut,  warm  flames  rippling  around  her.  “I  thought  I’d

found  the  bottom  of  my  power,”  she  admitted,  magic  already  overflowing,  so

soon, too soon after she’d emptied herself. “I thought what I found in Wendlyn

was the bottom. I had no idea it was all just an … antechamber.” 

Aelin  lifted  her  hands,  opening  her  eyes  to  find  her  fingers  wreathed  in

flame.  Darkness  spread  over  the  world.  Through  the  veil  of  gold  and  blue  and red,  she  looked  at  her  prince.  She  raised  her  burning  hands  helplessly  between them. “She stole me—she  took me. And I could feel her—feel her consciousness. 

It was like she was a spider, waiting in a web for  decades, knowing I’d one day

be  strong  and  stupid  enough  to  use  my  magic  and  the  key  together.  I  might  as well  have  rung  the  dinner  bell.”  Her  fire  burned  hotter,  brighter,  and  she  let  it build and rise and flicker. 

A  wry,  bitter  smile.  “It  seems  she  wants  us  to  make  finding  this  Lock  a

priority, if you were given the message  twice. ” 

Indeed.  “Isn’t  it  enough  to  contend  with  Erawan  and  Maeve,  to  do  the

bidding of Brannon and Elena? Now I have to face the gods breathing down my

neck about it as well?” 

“Perhaps it was a warning—perhaps Deanna wished to show you how a not-

so-friendly god might use you if you’re not careful.” 

“She enjoyed every rutting second of it. She  wanted to see what my power

might  do,  what  she  could  do  with  my  body,  with  the  key.”  Her  flames  burned hotter,  shredding  through  her  clothes  until  they  were  ash,  until  she  was  naked and  clothed  in  only  her  own  fire.  “And  what  she  called  me—the  Queen  Who

Was  Promised.  Promised  when?  To  whom?  To  do  what?  I’ve  never  heard  that

phrase in my life, not even before Terrasen fell.” 

“We’ll figure it out.” And that was that. 

“How  can  you  be  so  …   fine  with  this?”  Embers  sprayed  from  her  like  a swarm of fireflies. 

Rowan’s mouth tightened. “Trust me, Aelin, I am anything but  fine with the

idea  that  you  are  fair  game  to  those  immortal  bastards.  I  am  anything  but   fine with the idea that you could be taken from me like that. If I could, I would hunt

Deanna down and pay her back for it.” 

“She’s the Goddess of the Hunt. You might be at a disadvantage.” Her flames

eased a bit. 

A half smile. “She’s a haughty immortal. She’s bound to slip up. And besides

… ” A shrug. “I have her sister on my side.” He angled his head, studying her

fire, her face. “Perhaps that’s why Mala appeared to me that morning, why she

gave me her blessing.” 

“Because  you’re  the  only  one  arrogant  and  insane  enough  to  hunt  a

goddess?” 

Rowan  shucked  off  his  boots,  tossing  them  onto  the  dry  sand  behind  him. 

“Because I’m the only one arrogant and insane enough to ask Mala Fire-Bringer

to let me stay with the woman I love.” 

Her  flames  turned  to  pure  gold  at  the  words—at  that  word.  But  she  said, 

“Perhaps you’re just the only one arrogant and insane enough to love  me.” 

That  unreadable  mask  cracked.  “This  new  depth  to  your  power,  Aelin, 

changes  nothing.  What  Deanna  did  changes  nothing.  You  are  still  young;  your

power is still growing. And if this new well of power gives us even the slightest

advantage against Erawan, then thank the rutting darkness for it. But you and I

will learn to manage your power together. You do not face this alone; you do not

decide  that  you  are  unlovable  because  you  have  powers  that  can  save   and

destroy. If you start to resent that power…” He shook his head. “I do not think

we will win this war if you start down that road.” 

Aelin strode into the lapping waves and sank to her knees in the surf, steam rising  around  her  in  great  plumes.  “Sometimes,”  she  admitted  over  the  hissing water, “I wish someone else could fight this war.” 

Rowan stepped into the bubbling surf, his magic shielding against the heat of

her. “Ah,” he said, kneeling beside her as she still gazed out over the dark sea, 

“but  who  else  would  be  able  to  get  under  Erawan’s  skin?  Never  underestimate

the power of that insufferable swagger.” 

She chuckled, starting to feel the cool kiss of the water on her naked body. 

“As far as memory serves, Prince, it was that insufferable swagger that won your

cranky, immortal heart.” 

Rowan  leaned  into  the  thin  veil  of  flame  now  melting  into  night-sweet  air

and nipped her lower lip. A sharp, wicked bite. “There’s my Fireheart.” 

Aelin let him pivot her in the surf and sand to face him fully, let him slide his

mouth  along  her  jaw,  the  curve  of  her  cheekbone,  the  point  of  her  Fae

ear.“These,”  he  said,  nibbling  at  her  earlobe,  “have  been  tempting  me  for

months.”  His  tongue  traced  the  delicate  tip,  and  her  back  arched.  The  strong hands  at  her  hips  tightened.  “Sometimes,  you’d  be  sleeping  beside  me  at

Mistward, and it’d take all my concentration  not to lean over and bite them. Bite you all over.” 

“Hmmm,” she said, tipping back her head to grant him access to her neck. 

Rowan obliged her silent demand, pressing kisses and soft, growling nips to

her throat. “I’ve never taken a woman on a beach,” he purred against her skin, 

sucking gently on the space between her neck and shoulder. “And look at that—

we’re far from any sort of … collateral.” One hand drifted from her hip to caress

the  scars  on  her  back,  the  other  sliding  to  cup  her  backside,  drawing  her  fully against him. 

Aelin spread her hands over his chest, tugging his white shirt over his head. 

Warm  waves  crashed  against  them,  but  Rowan  held  her  fast—unmovable, 

unshakable. 

Aelin remembered herself enough to say, “Someone might come looking for

us.” 

Rowan  huffed  a  laugh  against  her  neck.  “Something  tells  me,”  he  said,  his

breath skittering along her skin, “you might not mind if we were discovered. If

someone saw how thoroughly I plan to worship you.” 

She felt the words dangling there, felt herself dangling there, off the edge of

the cliff. She swallowed. But Rowan had caught her each time she had fallen—

first, when she had plummeted into that abyss of despair and grief; second, when

that  castle  had  shattered  and  she  had  plunged  to  the  earth.  And  now  this  time, this third time … She was not afraid. 

Aelin met Rowan’s stare and said clearly and baldly and without a speckle of

doubt, “I love you. I am in love with you, Rowan. I have been for a while. And I

know there are limits to what you can give me, and I know you might need time

—” 

His lips crushed into hers, and he said onto her mouth, dropping words more

precious than rubies and emeralds and sapphires into her heart, her soul, “I love

you. There is no limit to what I can give to you, no time I need. Even when this

world is a forgotten whisper of dust between the stars, I will love you.” 

Aelin  didn’t  know  when  she  started  crying,  when  her  body  began  shaking

with the force of it. She had never said such words—to anyone. Never let herself

be that vulnerable, never felt this burning and unending  thing, so consuming she might die from the force of it. 

Rowan  pulled  back,  wiping  away  her  tears  with  his  thumbs,  one  after

another.  He  said  softly,  barely  audible  over  the  crashing  waves  around  them, 

“Fireheart.” 

She sniffed back tears. “Buzzard.” 

He roared a laugh and she let him lay her down on the sand with a gentleness

near reverence. His sculpted chest heaved slightly as he ran an eye over her bare

body. “You … are so beautiful.” 

She knew he didn’t just mean the skin and curves and bones. 

But Aelin still smiled, humming. “I know,” she said, lifting her arms above

her head, setting the Amulet of Orynth onto a safe, high part of the beach. Her

fingers dug into the soft sand as she arched her back in a slow stretch. 

Rowan tracked every movement, every flicker of muscle and skin. When his

gaze  lingered  on  her  breasts,  gleaming  with  seawater,  his  expression  turned

ravenous. 

Then  his  gaze  slid  lower.  Lower.  And  when  it  lingered  on  the  apex  of  her

thighs  and  his  eyes  glazed,  Aelin  said  to  him,  “Are  you  going  to  stand  there gawking all night?” 

Rowan’s  mouth  parted  slightly,  his  breathing  shallow,  his  body  already

showing her precisely where this was going to end. 

A  phantom  wind  hissed  through  the  palms,  whispered  over  the  sand.  Her

magic tingled as she felt, more than saw, Rowan’s shield fall into place around

them. She sent her own power tracing over it, knocking and tapping at the shield

in sparks of flame. 

Rowan’s canines gleamed. “Nothing is getting past that shield. And nothing is going to hurt me, either.” 

Something  tight  in  her  chest  eased.  “Is  it  that  different?  With  someone  like me.” 

“I don’t know,” Rowan admitted. Again, his eyes slid along her body, as if he

could see through skin to her burning heart beneath. “I’ve never been with … an

equal. I’ve never allowed myself to be that unleashed.” 

For every bit of power she threw at him, he’d throw back at her. She braced

herself  on  her  elbows,  lifting  her  mouth  to  the  new  scar  on  his  shoulder,  the wound small and jagged—as broad as an arrowhead. She kissed it once, twice. 

Rowan’s body was so tense above hers she thought his muscles would snap. 

But his hands were gentle as they drifted to her back, stroking her scars and the

tattoos he’d inked over them. 

The waves tickled and caressed her, and he made to settle over her, but she

lifted  a  hand  to  his  chest—halting  him  dead.  She  smiled  against  his  mouth.  “If we’re equals, then I don’t understand why you’re still half clothed.” 

She didn’t give him the chance to explain as she traced her tongue over the

seam of his lips, as her fingers unlatched the buckle of his worn sword belt. She

wasn’t sure he was breathing. 

And just to see what he’d do, she palmed him through his pants. 

Rowan barked a curse. 

She laughed quietly, kissed his newest scar again, and dragged a finger down

lazily, indolently, holding his gaze for every single inch she touched. 

And when Aelin laid her palm flat on him again, she said, “You are mine.” 

Rowan’s  breathing  started  again,  jagged  and  savage  as  the  waves  breaking

around  them.  She  flicked  open  the  top  button  of  his  pants.  “I’m  yours,”  he

ground out. 

Another button popped free. “And you love me,” she said. Not a question. 

“To whatever end,” he breathed. 

She  popped  the  third  and  final  button  free,  and  he  let  go  of  her  to  toss  his pants  into  the  sand  nearby,  taking  his  undershorts  with  them.  Her  mouth  went dry as she took in the sight of him. 

Rowan had been bred and honed for battle, and every inch of him was pure-

blooded warrior. 

He was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Hers—he was  hers, and—

“You are mine,” Rowan breathed, and she felt the claiming in her bones, her

soul. 

“I am yours,” she answered. 

“And  you  love  me.”  Such  hope  and  quiet  joy  in  his  eyes,  beneath  all  that

fierceness. 

“To  whatever  end.”  For  too  long—for  too  long  had  he  been  alone  and

wandering. No longer. 

Rowan  kissed  her  again.  Slow.  Soft.  A  hand  slid  up  the  plane  of  her  torso

while he lowered himself over her, his hips nestling against hers. She gasped a

bit  at  the  touch,  gasped  a  bit  more  as  his  knuckle  grazed  the  heavy,  aching underside of her breast. As he leaned down to kiss the other. 

His teeth grazed over her nipple, and her eyes drifted closed, a moan slipping

out of her. 

Oh,  gods.  Oh,  burning,  rutting  gods.  Rowan  knew  what  he  was  doing;  he

really gods-damned did. 

His tongue flicked against her nipple, and her head tipped back, her fingers

digging into his shoulders, urging him to take more, take  harder. 

Rowan growled his approval, her breast still in his mouth, on his tongue, his

hand  making  lazy  strokes  from  her  ribs  down  her  waist,  down  her  thighs,  then back up. She arched in silent demand—

A  phantom  touch,  like  the  northern  wind  given  form,  flicked  over  her  bare

breast. 

Aelin burst into flames. 

Rowan  laughed  darkly  at  the  reds  and  golds  and  blues  that  erupted  around

them,  illumining  the  palms  that  towered  over  the  edge  of  the  beach,  the  waves breaking behind him. She might have panicked, might have been mortified, had

he not lifted his mouth to hers, had those phantom hands of ice-kissed wind not

kept  working  her  breasts,  had  his  own  hand  not  continued  stroking,  closer  and closer  to  where  she  needed  him.  “You’re  magnificent,”  he  murmured  onto  her

lips, his tongue sliding into her mouth. 

The hardness of him pushed against her, and she bucked her hips, needing to

grind herself against him, to do anything to ease the building ache between her

legs. Rowan groaned, and she wondered if there was any other male in the world

who would be so naked and prone with a woman on fire, who would not look at

those flames with any ounce of fear. 

She  slid  her  hand  between  them,  and  when  she  closed  her  fingers  around

him, marveling at the velvet-wrapped steel, Rowan groaned again, pushing into

her  hand.  She  pulled  her  mouth  from  his,  staring  into  those  pine-green  eyes  as she slid her hand along him. He lowered his head—not to kiss her, but to watch

where she stroked him. 

A roaring wind full of ice and snow blasted around them. And it was her turn

to  huff  a  laugh.  But  Rowan  gripped  her  wrist,  drawing  her  hand  away.  She

opened  her  mouth  in  protest,  wanting  to  touch  more,  taste  more.  “Let  me,” 

Rowan growled onto the sea-slick skin between her breasts. “Let me touch you.” 

His  voice  trembled  enough  that  Aelin  lifted  his  chin  with  her  thumb  and

forefinger. 

A  flicker  of  fear  and  relief  shone  beneath  the  glazed  lust.  As  if  doing  this, touching  her,  was  as  much  to  remind  him  that  she  had  made  it  today,  that  she was  safe,  as  it  was  to  pleasure  her.  She  leaned  up,  brushing  her  mouth  against his. “Do your worst, Prince.” 

Rowan’s smile was nothing short of wicked as he pulled away to run a broad

hand  from  her  throat  down  to  the  juncture  of  her  thighs.  She  shuddered  at  the sheer  possession  in  the  touch,  her  breath  coming  in  tight  pants  as  he  gripped either thigh and spread her legs, baring her fully for him. 

Another wave crashed, parting around them, the cool water like a thousand

kisses along her skin. Rowan kissed her navel, then her hip. 

Aelin couldn’t take her eyes from his silver hair shining with salt water and

moonlight, from the hands holding her wide for him as his head dipped between

her legs. 

And as Rowan tasted her on that beach, as he laughed against her slick skin

while  her  hoarse  cries  of  his  name  shattered  across  palm  trees  and  sand  and water, Aelin let go of all pretense at reason. 

She  moved,  hips  undulating,  begging  him  to   go,  go,   go.  So  Rowan  did, sliding a finger into her as his tongue flicked that one spot, and oh, gods, she was

going to explode into starfire—

“Aelin,” he growled, her name a plea. 

“Please,” she moaned.  “Please.” 

The  word  was  his  undoing.  Rowan  rose  over  her  again,  and  she  let  out  a

sound that might have been a whimper, might have been his name. 

Then Rowan had a hand braced in the sand beside her head, fingers twining

in her hair, while the other guided himself into her. At the first nudge of him, she

forgot  her  own  name.  And  as  he  slid  in  with  gentle,  rolling  thrusts,  filling  her inch by inch, she forgot that she was queen and that she had a separate body and

a kingdom and a world to look after. 

When  Rowan  was  seated  deep  in  her,  trembling  with  restraint  as  he  let  her

adjust,  she  lifted  her  burning  hands  to  his  face,  wind  and  ice  tumbling  and

roaring  around  them,  dancing  across  the  waves  with  ribbons  of  flame.  There were no words in his eyes; none in hers, either. 

Words did not do it justice. Not in any language, in any world. 

He  leaned  in,  claiming  her  mouth  as  he  began  to  move,  and  they  let  go

entirely. 

She  might  have  been  crying,  or  it  might  have  been  his  tears  on  her  face, 

turning to steam amid her flames. 

She  dragged  her  hands  down  his  powerful,  muscled  back,  over  scars  from

battles and terrors long since past. And as his thrusts turned deeper, she dug in

her fingers, dragging her nails across his back, claiming him, marking him. His

hips slammed home at the blood she drew, and she arched, baring her throat to

him. For him—only him. 

Rowan’s  magic  went  wild,  though  his  mouth  on  her  neck  was  so  careful, 

even as his canines dragged along her skin. And at the touch of those lethal teeth

against  her,  the  death  that  hovered  nearby  and  the  hands  that  would  always  be gentle with her, always love her—

Release  blasted  through  her  like  wildfire.  And  though  she  could  not

remember  her  name,  she  remembered  Rowan’s  as  she  cried  it  while  he  kept

moving,  wringing  every  last  ounce  of  pleasure  from  her,  fire  searing  the  sand around them to glass. 

Rowan’s own release barreled through him at the sight of it, and he groaned

her name so that she remembered it at last, lightning joining wind and ice over

the water. 

Aelin  held  him  through  it,  sending  the  fire-opal  of  her  magic  to  twine  with his power. On and on, as he spilled himself in her, lightning and flame danced on

the sea. 

The lightning continued to strike, silent and lovely, even after he stilled. The

sounds of the world came pouring back in, his breathing as ragged as the hiss of

the  crashing  waves  while  he  brushed  lazy  kisses  to  her  temple,  her  nose,  her mouth. Aelin drew her eyes away from the beauty of their magic, the beauty of

 them, and found his face to be the most beautiful of all. 

She was trembling—and so was Rowan as he remained in her. He buried his

face in the crook of her neck and shoulder, his uneven breath warming her skin. 

“I never … ,” he tried, voice hoarse. “I didn’t know it could be…” 

She  ran  her  fingers  down  his  scarred  back,  over  and  over.  “I  know,”  she

breathed. “I know.” 

Already, she wanted more, already she was calculating how long she’d have

to  wait.  “You  once  told  me  that  you  don’t  bite  the  females  of  other  males.” 

Rowan  stiffened  a  bit.  But  she  went  on  coyly,  “Does  that  mean  …  you’ll  bite your own female, then?” 

Understanding  flashed  in  those  green  eyes  as  he  raised  his  head  from  her

neck to study the spot where those canines had once pierced her skin. “That was

the first time I really lost control around you, you know. I wanted to chuck you

off a cliff, yet I bit you before I knew what I was doing. I think my body knew, 

my magic knew. And you tasted…” Rowan loosed a jagged breath. “So good. I

hated you for it. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I’d wake up at night with that

taste  on  my  tongue—wake  up  thinking  about  your  foul,  beautiful  mouth.”  He

traced his thumb over her lips. “You don’t want to know the depraved things I’ve

thought about this mouth.” 

“Hmmm, likewise, but you didn’t answer my question,” Aelin said, even as

her toes curled in the wet sand and warm water. 

“Yes,”  Rowan  said  thickly.  “Some  males  enjoy  doing  it.  To  mark  territory, 

for pleasure…” 

“Do females bite males?” 

He began to harden again inside her as the question lingered. Oh, gods—Fae

lovers. Everyone should be so damn lucky to have one. Rowan rasped, “Do you

 want to bite me?” 

Aelin eyed his throat, his glorious body, and the face she had once so fiercely

hated. And she wondered if it were possible to love someone enough to die from

it. If it were possible to love someone enough that time and distance and death

were of no concern. “Am I limited to your neck?” 

Rowan’s eyes flared, and his answering thrust was answer enough. 

They moved together, undulating like the sea before them, and when Rowan

roared  her  name  again  into  the  star-flecked  black,  Aelin  hoped  the  gods

themselves heard it and knew their days were now numbered. 
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Rowan didn’t know whether to be amused, thrilled, or slightly terrified that he’d

been  blessed  with  a  queen  and  lover  who  had  so  little  care  for  public  decency. 

He’d taken her three times on that beach—twice in the sand, then a third out in

the  warm  waters.  And  yet  his  very  blood  was  still  electrified.  And  yet  he  still wanted more. 

They’d  swum  into  the  shallows  to  wash  off  the  sand  crusted  on  them,  but

Aelin had wrapped her legs around his waist, kissed his neck, then licked his ear

the  way  he’d  nibbled  hers,  and  he  was  buried  in  her  again.  She  knew  why  he needed the contact, why he’d needed to taste her on his tongue, and then with the

rest of his body. She’d needed the same. 

He  still  needed  it.  When  they’d  finished  after  that  first  time,  he’d  been  left reeling,  to  pull  his  sanity  back  together  after  the  joining  that  had  …  unleashed him. Broken and remade him. His magic had been a song, and she had been…

He’d  never  had  anything  like  her.  Everything  he’d  given  her,  she’d  given

right back to him. And when she had bit him during that second coupling in the

sand  …  His  magic  had  left  six  nearby  palm  trees  in  splinters  as  he’d  climaxed hard enough that he thought his body would shatter. 

But  once  they  were  finished,  when  she’d  actually  made  to  walk  back  to

Skull’s Bay in nothing but her flames, he’d given her his shirt and belt. Which

did little to cover her up, especially those beautiful legs, but at least it was less

likely to start a riot. 

Barely,  though.  And  it’d  be  obvious  what  they’d  done  on  that  beach  the

moment they stepped within scenting range of anyone with a preternatural sense

of smell. 

He’d marked her—richer than the scent that had clung to her before. Marked

her  deep  and  true,  and  there  was  no  undoing  it,  no  washing  it  away.  She’d

claimed him, and he’d claimed her, and he knew she was well aware of what that

claiming meant—just as he knew … He knew it had been a choice on her part. A

final decision regarding the matter of who would be in her royal bed. 

He  would  try  to  live  up  to  that  honor—try  to  find   some  way  to  prove  he

deserved  it.  That  she  hadn’t  bet  on  the  wrong  horse.  Somehow.  He’d  earn  it. 

Even with so little to offer beyond his own magic and heart. 

But  he  also  knew  his  queen.  And  knew  that  despite  the  enormity  of  what

they’d  done,  Aelin  had  also  kept  him  on  that  beach  to  avoid  the  others.  Avoid answering  their  questions  and  demands.  But  he  made  it  one  foot  inside  the

Ocean Rose, saw the light in Aedion’s room, and knew their friends would not

be so easily deterred. 

Indeed, Aelin was scowling up at the light—though worry quickly replaced it

as  she  remembered  the  shifter  who  had  been  so  thoroughly  unconscious.  Her

bare  feet  were  silent  on  the  stairs  and  hallway  as  she  hurried  for  the  room,  not bothering to knock before flinging open the door. 

Rowan loosed a sharp breath, trying to draw up his magic to cool the fire still

in his blood. To calm the instincts roaring and raging at him. Not to take her—

but to eliminate any other threat. 

A  dangerous  time,  for  any  Fae  male,  when  they  first  took  a  lover.  Worse, 

when it meant something more. 

Dorian  and  Aedion  sat  in  the  two  armchairs  before  the  darkened  fireplace, 

arms crossed. 

And  her  cousin’s  face  went  pale  with  what  might  have  been  terror  as  he

scented Aelin—the markings both seen and invisible on them. 

Lysandra sat in bed, face drawn but eyes narrowed at the queen. It was the

shifter who purred, “Enjoy your ride?” 

Aedion  didn’t  dare  move  and  was  giving  Dorian  a  warning  look  to  do  the

same.  Rowan  bit  down  against  the  rage  at  the  sight  of  other  males  near  his queen, reminding himself that they were his friends, but—

That primal rage stumbled as he felt Aelin’s shuddering relief upon finding

the shifter mostly healed and lucid. But his queen only shrugged. “Isn’t that all

these Fae males are good for?” 

Rowan  raised  his  brows,  chuckling  as  he  debated  reminding  her  how  she’d

begged  him  throughout,  how  she’d  said  words  like   please,  and   oh,  gods,  and then a few extra  please s thrown in for good measure. He’d enjoy wringing those

rarely seen manners from her again. 

Aelin  shot  him  a  glare,  daring  him  to  say  it.  And  despite  just  having  her, despite  the  fact  that  he  could  still  taste  her,  Rowan  knew  that  whenever  they found  their  bed  again,  she  would  not  get  the  rest  she  wanted.  Color  stained Aelin’s  cheeks,  as  if  she  saw  his  plans  unfold,  but  she  lifted  the  amulet  from around  her  neck,  dropped  it  onto  the  low-lying  table  between  Aedion  and
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Dorian, and said, “I learned that this was the third Wyrdkey when I was still in

Wendlyn.” 

Silence. 

Then, as if she hadn’t shattered any sense of safety they still possessed, Aelin

withdrew  the  mangled  Eye  of  Elena  from  her  pack,  chucked  it  once  in  the  air, and  jerked  her  chin  at  the  King  of  Adarlan.  “I  think  it’s  time  you  met  your ancestor.” 

Dorian listened to Aelin’s story. 

About the Wyrdkey she’d secretly carried, about what had happened today in

the  bay,  about  how  she’d  tricked  Lorcan  and  how  it  would  eventually  lead  the warrior  back  to  them—hopefully  with  the  other  two  keys  in  his  hands.  And,  if they were lucky, they would have already found this Lock she had been ordered

twice  now  to  retrieve  from  the  Stone  Marshes—the  only  thing  capable  of

binding  the  Wyrdkeys  back  into  the  gate  from  which  they’d  been  hewn  and

ending the threat of Erawan forever. 

No number of allies would make a difference if they could not stop Erawan

from  using  those  keys  to  unleash  the  Valg  hordes  from  his  own  realm  upon

Erilea. His possession of two keys had already led to such darkness. If he gained

the  third,  gained  mastery  over  the  Wyrdgate  and  could  open  it  to  any  world  at will,  use  it  to  summon  any  conquering  army  …  They  had  to  find  that  Lock  to nullify those keys. 

When  the  queen  was  done,  Aedion  was  silently  fuming,  Lysandra  was

frowning, and Aelin was now snuffing out the candles in the room with hardly a

wave  of  her  hand.  Two  ancient  tomes,  withdrawn  from  Aedion’s  crammed

saddlebags, lay open on the table. He knew those books—he had no idea she’d

taken them from Rifthold. The warped metal of the Eye of Elena amulet sat atop

one of them as Aelin double-checked the markings on an age-spotted page. 

Darkness  fell  as  she  used  her  own  blood  to  etch  those  markings  on  the

wooden floor. 

“Looks  like  our  bill  of  damages  to  this  city  is  going  to  rise,”  Lysandra

muttered. 

Aelin snorted. “We’ll just move the rug to cover it.” She finished making a

mark—a Wyrdmark, Dorian realized with a chill, and stepped back, plucking up

the Eye in her fist. 

“Now what?” Aedion said. 

“Now we keep our mouths shut,” Aelin said sweetly. 

The moonlight spread on the floor, devoured by the dark lines she’d etched. 

Aelin  drifted  over  to  where  Rowan  sat  on  the  edge  of  the  bed,  still  shirtless thanks to the queen currently  wearing his shirt, and took up a spot beside him, a hand on his knee. 

Lysandra was the first to notice. 

She  sat  up  in  the  bed,  green  eyes  glowing  with  animal  brightness  as  the

moonlight  on  the  blood-marks  seemed  to  shimmer.  Aelin  and  Rowan  jerked  to

their  feet.  Dorian  just  stared  at  the  marks,  at  the  moonlight,  at  the  beam  of  it shining through the open balcony doors. 

As  if  the  light  itself  were  a  doorway,  the  shaft  of  moonlight  turned  into  a humanoid figure. 

It flickered, its form barely there. Like a figment of a dream. 

The hair on Dorian’s arms rose. And he had the good sense to slide out of his

chair and onto a knee as he bowed his head. 

He was the only one who did so. The only one, he realized, who had spoken

to Elena’s mate, Gavin. Long ago—another lifetime ago. He tried not to consider

what it meant that he now carried Gavin’s sword, Damaris. Aelin had not asked

for it back—did not seem inclined to do so. 

A muffled female voice, as if it were calling from far away, flickered in and

out with the image. “Too—far,” a light, young voice said. 

Aelin  stepped  forward  and  shut  those  ancient  spellbooks  before  stacking

them  with  a  thump.  “Well,  Rifthold  isn’t  exactly  available,  and  your  tomb  is trashed, so  tough luck.” 

Dorian’s head lifted as he glanced between the flickering figure of moonlight

and the young queen of flesh and blood. 

Elena’s roughly formed body vanished, then reappeared, as if the wind itself

disturbed her. “Can’t—hold—” 

“Then  I’ll  make  it  quick.”  Aelin’s  voice  was  sharp  as  a  blade.  “No  more

games. No more half-truths.  Why did Deanna arrive today? I get it: finding  the

Lock is important. But  what is it? And tell me what she meant by calling me the

Queen Who Was Promised.” 

As  if  the  words  jolted  the  dead  queen  like  lightning,  his  ancestor  appeared, fully corporeal. 

She was exquisite: her face young and grave, her hair long and silvery-white

—like  Manon’s—and  her  eyes  …  Startling,  dazzling  blue.  They  now  fixed  on

him, the pale gown she wore fluttering on a phantom breeze. “Rise, young king.” 

Aelin snorted. “Can we not play the holier-than-thou-ancient-spirit game?” 

But Elena surveyed Rowan, Aedion. Her slender, fair neck bobbed. 

And  Aelin,  gods  above,  snapped  her  fingers  at  the  queen—once,  twice—

drawing  her  attention  back  to  her.  “Hello,  Elena,”  she  drawled,  “so  nice  to  see you. It’s been a while. Care to answer some questions?” 

Irritation flickered in the dead queen’s eyes. But Elena’s chin remained high, 

her slender shoulders back. “I do not have much time. The connection is too hard

to maintain so far from Rifthold.” 

“What a surprise.” 

The two queens stared each other down. 

Elena,  Wyrd  damn  him,  broke  first.  “Deanna  is  a  god.  She  does  not  have

rules and morals and codes the way we do.  Time does not exist for her the way it does  for  us.  You  let  your  magic  touch  the  key,  the  key  opened  a  door,  and Deanna happened to be watching at that exact moment. That she spoke to you at

all is a gift. That you managed to shove her out before she was ready … She will

not soon forget that insult,  Majesty.” 

“She can get in line,” Aelin said. 

Elena shook her head. “There is … there is so much I did not get to tell you.” 

“Like  the  fact  that  you  and  Gavin  never  killed  Erawan,  lied  to  everyone

about it, and then left him for us to deal with?” 

Dorian risked a glance at Aedion, but his face was hard, calculating, ever the

general—fixed  on  the  dead  queen  now  standing  in  this  room  with  them. 

Lysandra—Lysandra was gone. 

No, in ghost leopard form, slinking through the shadows. Rowan’s hand was

resting  casually  on  his  sword,  though  Dorian’s  own  magic  swept  the  room  and

realized  the  weapon  was  to  be  the  physical  distraction  from  the  magical  blow he’d deal Elena if she so much as looked funny at Aelin. Indeed, a hard shield of

air now lay between the two queens—and sealed this room, too. 

Elena  shook  her  head,  her  silver  hair  flowing.  “You  were  meant  to  retrieve

the Wyrdkeys before Erawan could get this far.” 

“Well, I didn’t,” Aelin snapped. “Forgive me if you weren’t entirely  clear on

your directions.” 

Elena said, “I do not have time to explain, but know it was the  only choice. 

To save us, to save Erilea, it was the  only choice I could make.” And for all their snapping at each other, the queen exposed her palms to Aelin. “Deanna and my

father spoke true. I’d thought … I’d thought it was broken, but if they told you to

find the Lock … ” She bit her lip. 

Aelin said, “Brannon said to go to the Stone Marshes of Eyllwe to find the

Lock.  Where, precisely, in the marshes?” 

“There was once a great city in the heart of the marshes,” Elena breathed. “It

is now half drowned on the plain. In a temple at its center, we laid the remnants

of the Lock. I didn’t … My father attained the Lock at terrible cost. The cost …

of my mother’s body, her mortal life. A Lock for the Wyrdkeys—to seal shut the

gate,  and  bind  the  keys  inside  them  forever.  I  did  not  understand  what  it  had been intended for; my father never told me about any of it until it was too late. 

All I knew was that the Lock was only able to be used once—its power capable

of sealing  anything we wished. So I stole it. I used it for myself, for my people. I have been paying for that crime since.” 

“You used it to seal Erawan in his tomb,” Aelin said quietly. 

The pleading faded from Elena’s face. “My friends died in the valley of the

Black Mountains that day so I might have the chance to stop him. I heard their

screaming, even in the heart of Erawan’s camp. I will not apologize for trying to

end the slaughter so that the survivors could have a future. So  you could have a future.” 

“So you used the Lock, then chucked it into a ruin?” 

“We placed it inside the holy city on the plain—to be a commemoration of

the lives lost. But a great cataclysm rocked the land decades later … and the city

sank,  the  marsh  water  flowed  in,  and  the  Lock  was  forgotten.  No  one  ever

retrieved  it.  Its  power  had  already  been  used.  It  was  just  a  bit  of  metal  and glass.” 

“And now it’s not?” 

“If  both  my  father  and  Deanna  mentioned  it,  it  must  be  vital  in  stopping

Erawan.” 

“Forgive me if I do not trust the word of a goddess who tried to use me like a

puppet to blow this town into smithereens.” 

“Her methods are roundabout, but she likely meant you no harm—” 

“Bullshit.” 

Elena flickered again. “Get to the Stone Marshes. Find the Lock.” 

“I told Brannon, and I’ll tell you: we have more pressing matters at hand—” 

“My  mother   died  to  forge  that  Lock,”  Elena  snapped,  eyes  blazing  bright. 

“She let go of her mortal body so that she could forge the Lock for my father. I

was the one who broke the promise for how it was to be used.” 

Aelin  blinked,  and  Dorian  wondered  if  he  should  indeed  be  worried  when

even she was speechless. But Aelin only whispered, “Who was your mother?” 

Dorian ransacked his memory, all his history lessons on his royal house, but

couldn’t recall. 

Elena  made  a  sound  that  might  have  been  a  sob,  her  image  fading  into

cobwebs  and  moonlight.  “She  who  loved  my  father  best.  She  who  blessed  him

with such mighty gifts, and then bound herself in a mortal body and offered him

the gift of her heart.” 

Aelin’s arms slackened at her sides. 

Aedion blurted, “Shit.” 

Elena laughed humorlessly as she said to Aelin, “Why do you think you burn

so brightly? It is not just Brannon’s blood that is in your veins. But Mala’s.” 

Aelin breathed, “Mala Fire-Bringer was your mother.” 

Elena was already gone. 

Aedion said, “Honestly, it’s a miracle you two didn’t kill each other.” 

Dorian didn’t bother to correct him that it was technically impossible, given

that  one  of  them  was  already  dead.  Rather,  he  weighed  all  that  the  queen  had said  and  demanded.  Rowan,  remaining  silent,  seemed  to  be  doing  the  same. 

Lysandra sniffed around the blood-marks, as if testing for whatever remnants of

the ancient queen might be around. 

Aelin stared out the open balcony doors, eyes hooded and mouth a tight line. 

She unfurled her fist and examined the Eye of Elena, still held in her palm. 

The clock struck one in the morning. Slowly, Aelin turned to them. To him. 

“Mala’s blood flows in our veins,” she said hoarsely, fingers closing around

the Eye before she slipped it into the shirt’s pocket. 

He blinked, realizing that it indeed did. That perhaps both of them had been

so  considerably  gifted  because  of  it.  Dorian  said  to  Rowan,  if  only  because  he might have heard or witnessed something in all his travels, “Is it truly possible—

for a god to become mortal like that?” 

Rowan,  who  had  been  watching  Aelin  a  bit  warily,  twisted  to  him.  “I’ve

never heard of such a thing. But … Fae have given up their immortality to bind

their  lives  to  that  of  their  mortal  mates.”  Dorian  had  the  distinct  feeling  Aelin was  deliberately  examining  a  spot  on  her  shirt.  “It’s  certainly  possible  Mala found a way to do it.” 

“It’s not just possible,” Aelin murmured. “She  did it. That … pit of power I

uncovered  today  …  That  was  from  Mala  herself.  Elena  might  be  many  things, 

but she wasn’t lying about that.” 

Lysandra  shifted  back  into  her  human  form,  swaying  enough  that  she  set

herself down on the bed before Aedion could move to steady her. “So what do we do now?” she asked, her voice gravelly. “Erawan’s fleet squats in the Gulf of

Oro; Maeve sails for Eyllwe. But neither knows that we possess this Wyrdkey—

or that this Lock exists … and lies directly between their forces.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  Dorian  felt  like  a  useless  fool  as  they  all,  including  him, looked  to  Aelin.  He  was  King  of  Adarlan,  he  reminded  himself.  Equal  to  her. 

Even if his lands and people had been stolen, his capital captured. 

But  Aelin  rubbed  her  eyes  with  her  thumb  and  forefinger,  loosing  a  long

breath.  “I  really,  really  hate  that  old  windbag.”  She  lifted  her  head,  surveying them all, and said simply, “We sail for the Stone Marshes in the morning to hunt

down that Lock.” 

“Rolfe and the Mycenians?” Aedion asked. 

“He  takes  half  his  fleet  to  find  the  rest  of  the  Mycenians,  wherever  they’re hiding. Then they all sail north to Terrasen.” 

“Rifthold  lies  between  here  and  there,  with  wyverns  patrolling  it,”  Aedion

countered.  “And  this  plan  depends  on   if  we  can  trust  Rolfe  to  actually  follow through on his promise.” 

“Rolfe knows how to stay out of range,” Rowan said. “We have little choice

but  to  trust  him.  And  he  honored  the  promise  he  made  to  Aelin  regarding  the slaves two and a half years ago.” No doubt why Aelin had made him confirm it

so thoroughly. 

“And the other half of Rolfe’s fleet?” Aedion pushed. 

“Some remain to hold the archipelago,” Aelin said. “And some come with us

to Eyllwe.” 

“You  can’t  fight  Maeve’s  armada  with  a  fraction  of  Rolfe’s  fleet,”  Aedion

said, crossing his arms. Dorian bit back his own agreement, leaving the general

to it. “Let alone Morath’s forces.” 

“I’m not going there to pick a fight,” was all Aelin said. And that was that. 

They dispersed then, Aelin and Rowan slipping off to their own room. 

Dorian  lay  awake,  even  when  his  companions’  breathing  became  deep  and

slow.  He  mulled  over  each  word  Elena  had  uttered,  mulled  over  that  long-ago

appearance  of  Gavin,  who  had  awoken  him  to  stop  Aelin  from  opening  that

portal. Perhaps Gavin had done it not to spare Aelin from damnation, but to keep

those waiting, cold-eyed gods from seizing her as Deanna had today. 

He  tucked  the  speculation  away  to  consider  when  he  was  less  prone  to

leaping to conclusions. But the threads lay in a lattice across his mind, in hues of

red  and  green  and  gold  and  blue,  glimmering  and  thrumming,  whispering  their
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secrets in languages not spoken in this world. 

An hour past dawn, they departed Skull’s Bay on the swiftest ship Rolfe could

spare.  Rolfe  didn’t  bother  to  say  good-bye,  already  preoccupied  with  readying

his  fleet,  before  they  sailed  out  of  the  sparkling  harbor  and  into  the  lush archipelago  beyond.  He  did  grant  Aelin  one  parting  gift:  vague  coordinates  for the  Lock.  His  map  had  found  it—or  rather,  the  general  location.  Some  sort  of wards must be placed around it, the captain warned them, if his tattoo could not

pinpoint its resting place. But it was better than nothing, Dorian supposed. Aelin

had grumbled as much. 

Rowan circled high above in hawk form, scouting behind and ahead. Fenrys

and Gavriel were at the oars, helping row them out of the harbor—Aedion doing

so as well, at a comfortable distance from his father.Dorian himself stood at the

wheel  beside  the  surly,  short  captain—an  older  woman  who  had  no  interest  in

speaking to him, king or not. Lysandra swam in the surf below in some form or

another, guarding them from any threats beneath the surface. 

But  Aelin  stood  alone  on  the  prow,  her  golden  hair  unbound  and  flowing

behind her, so still that she might have been the twin to the figurehead mere feet

beneath. The rising sun cast her in shimmering gold, no hint of the moonfire that

had threatened to destroy them all. 

But even as the queen stood undimming before the shadows of the world …

a lick of cold traced the contours of Dorian’s heart. 

And he wondered if Aelin was somehow watching the archipelago, and the

seas, and the skies, as if she might never see them again. 

Three  days  later,  they  were  nearly  out  of  the  archipelago’s  strangling  grasp. 

Dorian was again at the helm, Aelin at the prow, the others scattered on various

rounds of scouting and resting. 

His  magic  felt  it  before  he  did.  A  sense  of  awareness,  of  warning  and

awakening. 

He scanned the horizon. The Fae warriors fell silent before the others. 

It looked like a cloud at first—a wind-tossed little cloud on the horizon. Then

a large bird. 

When the sailors began rushing for their weapons, Dorian’s mind at last spat

out  a  name  for  the  beast  that  swept  toward  them  on  shimmering,  wide  wings. 

 Wyvern. 

There was only one. And only one rider atop it. A rider who did not move, 

whose white hair was unbound—listing toward the side. As the rider now was. 

The wyvern dropped lower, skimming over the water. Lysandra was instantly

ready, waiting for the queen’s order to shift into whatever form would fight it—

“No.” The word ripped from Dorian’s lips before he could think. But then it

came out, over and over, as the wyvern and rider sailed closer to the ship. 

The witch was unconscious, her body leaning to the side because she was not

awake, because that was blue blood all over her.  Don’t shoot; don’t shoot—

Dorian was roaring the order as he hurtled for where Fenrys had drawn his

longbow,  a  black-tipped  arrow  aimed  at  the  witch’s  exposed  neck.  His  words

were swallowed by the shouting of the sailors and their captain. Dorian’s magic

swelled as he unsheathed Damaris—

But then Aelin’s voice cut over the fray— Hold your fire! 

All of them halted. The wyvern sailed close, then banked, circling the boat. 

Blue blood crusted the beast’s scarred sides. So much blood. The witch was

barely in the saddle. Her tan face was leeched of color, her lips paler than whale

bone. 

The wyvern completed its circle, sweeping lower this time, readying to land

as near the boat as possible. Not to attack … but for help. 

One moment, the wyvern was soaring smoothly over the cobalt waves. Then

the  witch  listed  so  far  that  her  body  seemed  to  go  boneless.  As  if  in  that heartbeat, when help was mere feet away, whatever luck had kept her astride at

last abandoned her. 

Silence fell on the ship as Manon Blackbeak tumbled from her saddle, falling

through wind and spindrift, and hit the water. 

PART TWO

 FIREHEART

[image: Image 1108]

[image: Image 1109]

40

The smoke had been stinging Elide’s eyes for the better part of the gray muggy

morning. 

Just  farmers  burning  fields  left  to  fallow,  Molly  had  claimed,  so  the  ashes

might fertilize the earth for next year’s harvest. They had to be miles away, but

the smoke and ash would travel far on the brisk northward wind. The wind that

led home to Terrasen. 

But  they  weren’t  headed  to  Terrasen.  They  were  headed  due  east,  straight

toward the coast. 

Soon she’d have to cut northward. They had passed through one town—only

one,  and  its  denizens  had  already  been  fatigued  of  roving  carnivals  and

performers.  Even  with  the  night  barely  under  way,  Elide  already  knew  they

would likely only make enough money to cover their expenses for staying. 

She  had  attracted  a  grand  total  of  four  customers  to  her  little  tent  so  far, mostly  young  men  looking  to  know  which  of  the  village  girls  fancied  them, 

barely  noticing  that  Elide—beneath  the  makeup  pasted  thick  as  cream  on  her

face—was no older than they were. They’d scampered off when their friends had

rushed  by,  whispering  through  the  star-painted  flaps  that  a  swordsman  was

putting  on  the  show  of  a  lifetime,  and  his  arms  were  nearly  the  size  of  tree trunks. 

Elide  had  glowered,  both  at  the  feckless  young  men  who  vanished—one

without paying—and at Lorcan, for stealing the show. 

She waited all of two minutes before shoving out of the tent, the enormous, 

ridiculous headdress Molly had plunked on her hair snagging on the flaps. Bits

of dangling beads and charms hung from the arching crest, and Elide batted them

out of her eyes, nearly tripping over her matching bloodred robes as she went to

see what all the fuss was about. 

If  the  young  men  of  the  town  had  been  impressed  by  Lorcan’s  muscles,  it

was nothing on what those muscles were doing to the young women. 

And  older  women,  Elide  realized,  not  bothering  to  squeeze  through  the

tightly packed crowd before the makeshift stage on which Lorcan stood, juggling

and throwing swords and knives. 

Lorcan  was  not  a  natural  performer.  No,  he  had  the  gall  to  actually  look

 bored up there, bordering on outright sullen. 

But  what  he  lacked  in  charm  he  made  up  for  with  his  shirtless,  oiled  body. 

And holy gods…

Lorcan made the young men who had visited her tent look like … children. 

He balanced and hurled his weapons as if they were nothing, and she had the

feeling the warrior was merely going through one of his daily exercise routines. 

But the crowd still  ooh ed and  aah ed at every twist and toss and catch, and coins still trickled into the pan at the edge of the stage. 

With the torches around him, Lorcan’s dark hair seemed to swallow the light, 

his onyx eyes flat and dull. Elide wondered if he was contemplating the murder

of everyone drooling over him like dogs around a bone. She couldn’t blame him. 

A  trickle  of  sweat  slid  through  the  crisp  spattering  of  dark  hair  on  his

sculpted  chest.  Elide  watched,  a  bit  transfixed,  as  that  bead  of  sweat  wended down the muscled grooves of his stomach. Lower. 

No  better  than  those  ogling  women,  she  said  to  herself,  about  to  head  back

into her tent when Molly observed from beside her, “Your husband could just be

sitting up there, fixing your stockings, and women would empty their pockets for

the chance to stare at him.” 

“He had that effect wherever we went with our former carnival,” Elide lied. 

Molly  clicked  her  tongue.  “You’re  lucky,”  she  murmured  as  Lorcan  hurled

his sword high in the air and people gasped, “that he still looks at you the way he

does.” 

Elide  wondered  if  Lorcan  would  look  at  her  at  all  if  she  told  him  what  her name  was,  who  she  was,  what  she  carried.  He’d  slept  on  the  floor  of  the  tent each night—not that she’d ever once bothered to offer him the roll. He usually

came in after she’d fallen asleep, and left before she awoke. To do what, she had

no idea—perhaps exercise, since his body was … like that. 

Lorcan chucked three knives in the air, bowing without one bit of humility or

amusement to the crowd. They gasped again as the blades aimed for his exposed

spine. 

But in an easy, beautiful maneuver, Lorcan rolled, catching each blade, one

after another. 

The crowd cheered, and Lorcan coolly looked at his pan of coins. 

More copper—and some silver—flowed, like the patter of rain. 

Molly let out a low laugh. “Desire and fear can loosen any purse strings.” A

sharp glance. “Shouldn’t you be in your tent?” 

Elide  didn’t  bother  responding  as  she  left,  and  could  have  sworn  she  felt

Lorcan’s gaze narrow on her, on the headdress and swaying beads, on the long, 

voluminous  robes.  She  kept  going,  and  endured  a  few  more  young  men—and

some  young  women—asking  about  their  love  lives  before  she  found  herself

again alone in that silly tent, the dark only illuminated by dangling crystal orbs

with tiny candles inside. 

She  was  waiting  for  Molly  to  finally  shout  the  carnival  was  over  when

Lorcan shouldered through the flaps, wiping his face with a scrap of fabric that

was most definitely not his shirt. 

Elide said, “Molly will be begging you to stay, you realize.” 

He  slid  into  the  folding  chair  before  her  round  table.  “Is  that  your

professional prediction?” 

She  swatted  at  a  strand  of  beads  that  swayed  into  her  eyes.  “Did  you  sell

your shirt, too?” 

Lorcan gave a feral grin. “Got ten coppers from a farmer’s wife for it.” 

Elide scowled. “That’s disgusting.” 

“Money  is  money.  I  suppose  you  don’t  need  to  worry  about  it,  with  all  the

gold you’ve got stashed.” 

Elide  held  his  stare,  not  bothering  to  look  pleasant.  “You’re  in  a  rare  good mood.” 

“Having two women and one man offer a spot in their beds tonight will do

that to a person.” 

“Then why are you here?” It came out sharper than she intended. 

He  surveyed  the  hanging  orbs,  the  woven  carpet,  the  black  tablecloth,  and

then her hands, scarred and calloused and small, gripping the edge of the table. 

“Wouldn’t  it  ruin  your  ruse  if  I  slipped  off  into  the  night  with  someone  else? 

You’d be expected to throw me out on my ass—to be heartbroken and raging for

the rest of your time here.” 

“You  might  as  well  enjoy  yourself,”  she  said.  “You’re  going  to  leave  soon

anyway.” 

“So are you,” he reminded her. 

Elide  tapped  a  finger  on  the  tablecloth,  the  rough  fabric  scratching  against

her skin. 

“What is it?” he demanded. As if it were an inconvenience to be polite. 

“Nothing.” 

It  wasn’t  nothing,  though.  She  knew  why  she’d  been  delaying  that  turn
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northward, the inevitable departure from this group and final trek on her own. 

She  could  barely  make  an  impact  at  a  backwater  carnival.  What  the  hell

would she do in a court of such powerful people—especially without being able

to  read?  While  Aelin  could  destroy  kings  and  save  cities,  what  the  hell  would she do to prove her worth? Wash their clothes? Clean their dishes? 

“Marion,” he said roughly. 

She  looked  up,  surprised  to  find  him  still  there.  Lorcan’s  dark  eyes  were

unreadable in the dimness. “You had plenty of young men unable to stop staring

at you tonight. Why not have some fun with them?” 

“Why?”  she  snapped.  The  thought  of  a  stranger  touching  her,  of  some

faceless, nameless man pawing at her in the dark…

Lorcan stilled. He said too calmly, “When you were in Morath, did someone

—” 

“No.” She knew what he meant. “No—it didn’t get that far.” But the memory

of  those  men  touching  her,  laughing  at  her  nakedness  …  She  shoved  it  away. 

“I’ve never been with a man. Never had the chance or the interest.” 

He  cocked  his  head,  his  dark,  silken  hair  sliding  over  his  face.  “Do  you

prefer women?” 

She  blinked  at  him.  “No—I  don’t  think  so.  I  don’t  know  what  I  prefer. 

Again, I’ve never … I’ve never had the opportunity to feel … that.” Desire, lust, 

she  didn’t  know.  And  she  didn’t  know  how  or  why  they’d  wound  up  talking

about this. 

“Why?”  And  with  all  of  Lorcan’s  considerable  focus  honed  in  on  her,  with

the way he’d glanced at her red-painted mouth, Elide wanted to tell him. About

the  tower,  and  Vernon,  and  her  parents.  About  why,  if  she  were  to  ever  feel desire,  it’d  be  a  result  of  trusting  someone  so  much  that  those  horrors  faded away, a result of knowing they would fight tooth and claw to keep her free and

never lock her up or hurt her or leave her. 

Elide opened her mouth. Then the screaming started. 

Lorcan  didn’t  know  why  the  hell  he  was  in  Marion’s  ridiculous  little  oracle’s tent. He needed to wash, needed to clean away the sweat and oil and  feel of all

those ogling eyes on him. 

But  he’d  spotted  Marion  in  the  crowd  while  he’d  finished  up  his  piss-poor

performance. He hadn’t seen her earlier in the evening before she’d put on that

headdress  and  those  robes,  but  …  maybe  it  was  the  cosmetics,  the  heavy  kohl around her eyes, the way the red-painted lips made her mouth look like a fresh

piece of fruit, but … he’d noticed her. 

Noticed  the  way  the  men  had  spotted  her,  too.  Some  had  outright  gawked, 

wonder and lust written across their bodies, as Marion lingered, oblivious, at the

edge of the crowd and watched Lorcan instead. 

Beautiful.  After  a  few  weeks  of  eating,  of  safety,  the  terrified,  gaunt  young woman had somehow gone from pretty to beautiful. He’d ended his performance

sooner  than  he’d  intended,  and  by  the  time  he  looked  up  again,  Marion  was

gone. 

Like  a  gods-damned  dog,  he’d  picked  up  her  scent  among  the  crowd  and

followed her back to this tent. 

In  the  shadows  and  glowing  lights  within,  with  the  headdress  and  dangling

beads and dark red robes … the oracle incarnate. Serene, exquisite … and utterly

forbidden. 

And  he’d  been  so  focused  on  cursing  himself  for  staring  at  that  ripe,  sinful mouth  while  she  admitted  she  was  still  untouched,  that  he  hadn’t  detected

anything amiss until the screaming started. 

No,  he’d  been  too  busy  contemplating  what  sounds  might  come  from  that

full mouth if he slowly, gently, taught her the art of the bedroom. 

The  attack,  Lorcan  supposed,  was  Hellas’s  way  of  telling  him  to  keep  his

cock in his pants and mind out of the gutter. 

“Get  under  a  wagon  and  stay  there,”  he  snapped  before  hurtling  out  of  the tent.  He  didn’t  wait  to  see  if  she  obeyed.  Marion  was  smart—she  knew  she’d

stand a better chance at survival if she listened to him and found shelter. 

Lorcan loosed his gift through the panicking carnival site—a wave of dark, 

terrible  power  sweeping  out  in  a  ripple,  then  rushing  back  to  tell  him  what  it sensed. His power was gleeful, breathless in a way he knew too well: death. 

At  one  end  of  the  field  lay  the  outskirts  of  the  little  town.  At  the  other,  a copse of trees and endless night—and wings. 

Towering, sinewy forms plunged down from the skies—his magic picked up

four. Four ilken as they landed, claws out and baring those flesh-shredding teeth. 

The leathery wings, it seemed, marked them as some slight variation of the ones

who  had  tracked  them  in  Oakwald.  A  variation—or  a  refining  of  an  already

ruthless hunter. 

People ran, screaming—toward the town, toward the cover of the dark fields

beyond. 

Those distant fires had not been set by farmers to burn their idle fields. 

They had been set to cloud the skies, to hide the scent of these beasts. From

him. Or any other gifted warriors. 

Marion. They were hunting Marion. 

The  carnival  was  in  chaos,  the  horses  were  shrieking  and  bucking.  Lorcan

plunged toward where the four ilken had landed in the heart of the camp, right

where  he’d  been  performing  minutes  before,  in  time  to  see  one  land  atop  a

fleeing young man and flip him onto his back. 

The  young  man  was  still  screaming  for  gods  who  would  not  answer  as  the

ilken  leaned  down,  flicking  free  a  long  talon,  and  opened  up  his  belly  in  a smooth swipe. He was still screaming when the ilken lowered his mutilated face

and feasted. 

“What in burning hell  are those beasts?” It was Ombriel, a long-sword out—

and  gripped  in  a  way  that  told  him  she  knew  how  to  wield  it.  Nik  came

thundering up behind her, two rough, near-rusted blades in his meaty hands. 

“Soldiers from Morath,” was all Lorcan supplied. Nik was eyeing the blade

and hatchet Lorcan had drawn, and he didn’t think to pretend to not know how to

use  either,  to  be  a  simple  man  from  the  wilds,  as  he  said  with  cold  precision, 

“They’re  naturally  able  to  cut  through  most  magic—and  only  beheading  will

keep them down.” 

“They’re nearly eight feet,” Ombriel said, face pale. 

Lorcan left them to their assessments and fear, stepping into the ring of light

in the heart of the camp as the four ilken finished playing with the young man. 

The human was still alive, silently mouthing pleas for help. 

Lorcan lashed out with his power and could have sworn the young man had

gratitude in his eyes as death kissed him in greeting. 

The ilken looked up as one, hissing softly. Blood slid from their teeth. 

Lorcan tunneled into his power, preparing to distract and addle them, if their

resistance to magic held true. Perhaps Marion would have time to run. The ilken

who had ripped open the belly of the young man said to him, laughter dancing

on its gray tongue, “Are you the one in charge?” 

Lorcan simply said, “Yes.” 

It  told  him  enough.  They  did  not  know  who  he  was,  his  role  in  Marion’s

escape. 

The four ilken smiled. “We seek a girl. She murdered our kin—and several

others.” 

They blamed her for the ilken’s death those weeks ago? Or was it an excuse

to further their own ends? “We tracked her to the Acanthus crossing … She may be hiding here, among your people.” A sneer. 

Lorcan willed Nik and Ombriel to keep their mouths shut. If they so much as

started to reveal them, the hatchet in his hands would move. 

“Check another carnival. We’ve had this crew for months.” 

“She is small,” it went on, those too-human eyes flickering. “Crippled on one

leg.” 

“We don’t know anyone like that.” 

They’d hunt her to the ends of the earth. 

“Then line up your crew so we might … inspect them.” 

Make  them  walk.  Look  them  over.  Look  for  a  dark-haired  young  woman

with a limp and whatever other markers her uncle had provided. 

“You’ve  scared  them  all  away.  It  might  be  days  before  they  return.  And, 

again,” Lorcan said, hatchet flicking a bit higher, “there is no one in my caravan

who  matches  such  a  description.”  Behind  him,  Nik  and  Ombriel  were  silent, 

their terror a reek that shoved itself up his nose. Lorcan willed Marion to remain

hidden. 

The  ilken  smiled—the  most  hideous  smile  Lorcan  had  beheld  in  all  his

centuries.  “We  have  gold.”  Indeed,  the  ilken  beside  it  had  a  hip-pouch  sagging with  it.  “Her  name  is  Elide  Lochan.  Her  uncle  is  Lord  of  Perranth.  He  will reward you handsomely to turn her over.” 

The words hit Lorcan like stones. Marion— Elide had … lied. Had managed

to  keep  him  from  even  sniffing  the  lie  on  her,  had  used  enough  truths  and  her own general fear to keep the scent of it hidden—

“We know no one by such a name,” Lorcan said again. 

“Pity,” the sentinel crooned. “For if you had her in your company, we would

have  taken  her  and  left.  But  now…”  The  ilken  smiled  at  its  three  companions, and their dark wings rustled. “Now it seems we have flown a very long way for

nothing. And we are very hungry.” 
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Elide had squeezed herself into a hidden floor compartment in the largest of the

wagons  and  prayed  that  no  one  discovered  her.  Or  began  burning  things.  Her

frantic  breathing  was  the  only  sound.  The  air  grew  tight  and  hot,  her  legs

trembled and cramped from staying curled in a ball, but still she waited, still she

kept hidden. 

Lorcan had run out—he’d just run into the fray. She’d fled the tent in time to

see  four  ilken— winged  ilken—descend  upon  the  camp.  She  had  not  lingered long enough to see what happened after. 

Time passed—minutes or perhaps hours, she couldn’t tell. 

She had done this. She had brought these things here, to these people, to the

caravan…

The screaming grew louder, then faded. Then nothing. 

Lorcan might be dead. Everyone might be dead. 

Her ears strained, and she tried to quiet her breathing to  listen for any sounds of  life,  of  action  beyond  her  small,  hot  hiding  space.  No  doubt,  it  was  usually reserved for smuggling contraband—not at all intended for a human being. 

She  couldn’t  stay  hidden  much  longer.  If  the  ilken  slaughtered  them  all, 

they’d search for any survivors. Could likely sniff her out. 

She  would  have  to  make  a  run  for  it.  Have  to  break  out,  observe  what  she

could, and sprint for the dark fields and pray no others waited out there. Her feet

and  calves  had  gone  numb  minutes  before  and  now  tingled  incessantly.  She

might very well not even be able to walk, and her stupid, useless leg—

She listened again, praying to Anneith to turn the ilken’s attention elsewhere. 

Only silence greeted her. No more screaming. 

Now. She should go  now, while she had the cover of darkness. 

Elide  did  not  give  her  fear  another  heartbeat  to  whisper  its  poison  into  her blood. She had survived Morath, survived weeks alone. She’d make it, she  had

to  make  it,  and  she  wouldn’t  at  all  mind  being  the  queen’s  gods-damned

dishwasher if it meant she could  live—

Elide  uncoiled,  shoulders  aching  as  she  quietly  eased  the  trapdoor  up,  the
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little  area  rug  sliding  back.  She  scanned  the  interior  of  the  wagon—the  empty benches on either side—then studied the night beckoning beyond. Light spilled

from  the  camp  behind  her,  but  ahead  …  a  sea  of  blackness.  The  field  was

perhaps thirty feet away. 

Elide winced as the wood groaned while she hefted the trapdoor high enough

for  her  to  slither,  belly-down,  over  the  floorboards.  But  her  robe  snagged, 

yanking her into a stop. Elide gritted her teeth, tugging blindly. But it had caught

inside the crawl space. Anneith save her—

“Tell me,” drawled a deep male voice behind her, from near the driver’s seat. 

“What would you have done if I were an ilken soldier?” 

Relief  turned  her  bones  to  liquid,  and  Elide  held  in  her  sob.  She  twisted  to find Lorcan covered in black blood, sitting on the bench behind the driver’s seat, 

legs spread before him. His axe and sword lay discarded beside  him,  coated  in

that black blood as well, and Lorcan idly chewed on a long stalk of wheat as he

gazed at the canvas wall of the wagon. 

“The  first  thing  I  might  have  done  in  your  place,”  Lorcan  mused,  still  not

looking at her, “would have been to ditch the robe. You’d fall flat on your face if

you ran—and the red would be as good as ringing the dinner bell.” 

She  tugged  at  the  robe  again,  and  the  fabric  ripped  at  last.  Scowling,  she

patted where it had come free and found a loose bit of wood paneling. 

“The second thing I might have done,” Lorcan went on, not even bothering

to wipe away the blood splattered on his face, “is tell me the gods-damned truth. 

Did you know those ilken beasts  love to talk with the right encouragement? And

they told me some very, very interesting things.” Those dark eyes at last slid to

her, utterly vicious. “But you didn’t tell me the truth, did you, Elide?” 

Her eyes were wide, her face leeched of color beneath the cosmetics. She’d lost

the headdress somewhere, and her dark sheet of hair slid free of some of its pins

as she climbed from the hidden compartment. Lorcan watched every movement, 

assessing and weighing and debating what, exactly, to do with her. 

Liar. Cunning little liar. 

Elide Lochan, rightful Lady of Perranth, crawled out, slamming the trapdoor

shut and glaring at him from where she knelt on the floor. He glared right back. 

“Why should I have trusted you,” she said with impressive coldness, “when you

were  stalking  me  for   days  in  the  forest?  Why  should  I  have  told  you  a  thing

about me when you could have sold me to the highest bidder?” 

His body ached; his head throbbed from the slaughter he’d barely managed

to survive. The ilken had gone down—but not willingly. And the one he’d kept

alive, the one Nik and Ombriel had begged him to kill and be done with, had told

him very little, actually. 

But  Lorcan  had  decided  his   wife  didn’t  need  to  know  that.  Decided  it  was time to see what she might reveal if he let some lies of his own fool her. 

Elide glanced at his weapons, at the reeking blood coating him like oil. “You

killed them all?” 

He lowered the wheat stalk from his mouth. “Do you think I’d be sitting here

if I hadn’t?” 

Elide Lochan wasn’t some mere human trying to return to her homeland and

serve  her  queen.  She  was  a  royal-blooded   lady  who  wanted  to  get  back  to  that fire-breathing bitch in the North to offer whatever aid she could. She and Aelin

would  be  well  suited  for  each  other,  he  decided.  The  sweet-faced  liar  and  the insufferable, haughty princess. 

Elide slumped onto the bench, massaging her feet and calves. 

“I’m risking my neck for you,” he said too quietly, “and yet you decided not

to tell me that your uncle isn’t just a mere commander at Morath, but Erawan’s

right hand—and  you are his prized possession.” 

“I told you enough of the truth. Who I am makes no difference. And I am no

one’s possession.” 

His  temper  yanked  at  the  leash  he’d  been  careful  to  keep  short  before

tracking  her  scent  to  this  wagon.  Outside,  the  others  were  hurriedly  packing, readying to flee into the night before the villagers decided to blame them for the

disaster. “It does make a difference who you are. With your queen on the move, 

your  uncle  knows  she’d  pay  a  steep  price  to  get  you  back.  You  are  not  a  mere breeding asset—you are a negotiation tool. You might very well be what brings

that bitch to her knees.” 

Rage  flashed  in  her  fine-boned  face.  “You  keep  plenty  of  secrets,  too, 

 Lorcan.” She spat his name like a curse. “And I still haven’t been able to decide if I find it insulting or amusing that you think I’m too stupid to notice. That you

thought  I  was  some  fear-addled  girl,  too  grateful  for  the  presence  of  such  a strong,  brooding  warrior  to  even  question  why  you  were  there  or  what  you

wanted or what your stake in all this is. I gave you exactly what you wanted to

see: a lost young woman in need of help, perhaps a bit skilled at lying and deceit, 

but ultimately not worth more than a few seconds’ consideration. And you, in all

your immortal arrogance, didn’t think twice. Why should you, when humans are so useless? Why should you even bother, when you planned to abandon me the

moment you got what you needed?” 

Lorcan blinked, bracing his feet on the floor. She didn’t back down an inch. 

He  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  anyone  had  spoken  to  him  like  that.  “I

would be careful what you say to me.” 

Elide  gave  him  a  hateful  little  smile.  “Or  what?  You’ll  sell  me  to  Morath? 

Use me as your ticket in?” 

“I hadn’t thought to do that, but thank you for the idea.” 

Her throat bobbed, the only sign of her fear. And she said clearly and without

a  hint  of  hesitation,  “If  you  try  to  bring  me  to  Morath,  I  will  end  my  own  life before you can carry me over the Keep’s bridge.” 

It was the threat, the promise, that checked his anger, his utter  rage that …

that  she  had  indeed  played  into  his  expectations  of  her,  his  arrogance  and

prejudices.  He  said  carefully,  “What  is  it  that  you’re  carrying  that  makes  them hunt  you  so  relentlessly?  Not  your  royal  blood,  not  your  magic  and  use  for

breeding. The object you carry with you—what is it?” 

Perhaps it was a night for truth, perhaps death hovered close enough to make

her  a  bit  reckless,  but  Elide  said,  “It’s  a  gift—for  Celaena  Sardothien.  From  a woman kept imprisoned in Morath, who had waited a long time to repay her for

a past kindness. More than that, I don’t know.” 

A  gift  for  an  assassin—not  the  queen.  Perhaps  nothing  of  note,  but—  “Let

me see it.” 

“No.” 

They stared each other down again. And Lorcan knew that if he wanted, he

could wait until she was asleep, take it for himself, and vanish. See what might

make her so protective of it. 

But he knew … some small, stupid part of him knew that if he took from this

woman  who  had  already  had  too  much  stolen  from  her  …  He  didn’t  know  if

there was any coming back from that. He’d done such despicable, vicious things

over the centuries and hadn’t thought twice. He’d reveled in them, relished them, 

the cruelty. 

But  this  …  there  was  a  line.  Somehow  …  somehow  there  was  a  gods-

damned line here. 

She  seemed  to  pick  up  on  his  decision—with  whatever  gift  she  had.  Her

shoulders  slumped,  and  she  stared  blankly  at  the  canvas  wall  as  the  sounds  of their group now grew closer, their urging to hurry and pack, leave what could be

spared. 

Elide  said  quietly,  “Marion  was  my  mother’s  name.  She  died  defending

Aelin  Galathynius  from  her  assassin.  My  mother  bought  Aelin  time  to  run—to

get away so she could one day return to save us all. My uncle, Vernon, watched

and smiled as my father, the Lord of Perranth, was executed outside our castle. 

Then he took my father’s title and lands and home. And for the next ten years, 

my  uncle  locked  me  in  the  highest  tower  of  Perranth  Castle,  with  only  my

nursemaid  for  company.  When  I  broke  my  foot  and  ankle,  he  did  not  trust

healers enough to let them treat it. He kept bars on the tower windows to keep

me from killing myself, and shackled my ankles to keep me from running. I left

for  the  first  time  in  a  decade  when  he  shoved  me  into  a  prison  wagon  and

dragged  me  down  to  Morath.  There,  he  made  me  work  as  a  servant—for  the

humiliation  and  terror  he  delights  in.  I  planned  and  dreamed  of  escaping  every day.  And  when  the  time  came  …  I  took  my  chance.  I  did  not  know  about  the ilken, had only heard rumors of fell things being bred in the mountains beyond

the Keep. I have no lands, no money, no army to offer Aelin Galathynius. But I

will find her—and help her in whatever way I can. If only to keep just one girl, 

just  one, from ever enduring what I did.” 

He let the truth in her words sink into him. Let them adjust his view of her. 

His … plans. 

Lorcan said roughly, “I am over five hundred years old. I am blood-sworn to

Queen  Maeve  of  the  Fae,  and  I  am  her  second-in-command.  I  have  done  great

and terrible things in her name, and I will do more before death comes to claim

me.  I  was  born  a  bastard  on  the  streets  of  Doranelle,  ran  wild  with  the  other discarded children until I realized my talents were different. Maeve noticed, too. 

I can kill faster—I can sense when death is near. I think my magic  is death, given to me by Hellas himself. I am in these lands on behalf of my queen—though I

came without her permission. She might very well hunt me down and kill me for

it. If her sentinels arrive looking for me, it is in your best interest to pretend not

to  know  who  and  what  I  am.”  There  was  more,  but  …  Elide  had  remaining

secrets, too. They’d offered each other enough for now. 

No fear tainted her scent—not even a trace of it. All Elide said was, “Do you

have a family?” 

“No.” 

“Do you have friends?” 

“No.”  His  cabal  of  warriors  didn’t  count.  Gods-damned  Whitethorn  hadn’t

seemed  to  care  when  he  abandoned  them  to  serve  Aelin  Galathynius;  Fenrys

made no secret he hated the bond; Vaughan was barely around; he couldn’t stand Gavriel’s unbreakable restraint; and Connall was too busy rutting Maeve like an

animal most of the time. 

Elide  angled  her  head,  her  hair  sliding  across  her  face.  He  almost  lifted  a hand to brush it back and read her dark eyes. But his hands were covered in that

filthy  blood.  And  he  had  the  feeling  Elide  Lochan  did  not  wish  to  be  touched unless she asked to be. 

“Then,” she murmured, “you and I are the same in that regard, at least.” 

No  family,  no  friends.  It  hadn’t  seemed  quite  so  pathetic  until  she  said  it, until he suddenly saw himself through her eyes. 

But Elide shrugged, rising to her feet as Molly’s voice barked from nearby. 

“You should clean up—you look like a warrior again.” 

He  wasn’t  sure  if  she  meant  it  as  a  compliment.  “Nik  and  Ombriel, 

unfortunately, realized you and I are perhaps not what we seem.” 

Alarm flashed in her eyes. “Should we leave—” 

“No. They’ll keep our secrets.” If only because they’d seen Lorcan lay into

those  ilken,  and  knew  precisely  what  he  could  do  to  them  if  they  so  much  as breathed wrong in their direction. “We can stay awhile yet—until we get clear of

this.” 

Elide nodded, her limp deep as she headed for the back of the wagon. She sat

on the edge before climbing off, her wrecked ankle too weak and painful to ever

jump. Yet she moved with quiet dignity, hissing a little as her foot made contact

with the ground. 

Lorcan  watched  her  limp  into  the  night  without  so  much  as  a  backward

glance at him. 

And he wondered what the hell he was doing. 
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Death smelled like salt and blood and wood and rot. 

And it hurt. 

Darkness  embrace  her,  it  hurt  like  hell.  The  Ancient  Ones  had  lied  that  it

cured all ills, if the slice of pain across her abdomen was any indication. Not to

mention  the  pounding  headache,  the  sheer  dryness  of  her  mouth,  the  burning

sting in the other cut on her arm. 

Perhaps the Darkness was another world, another realm. Perhaps she’d gone

to the hell-realm the humans so feared. 

She hated Death. 

And Death could go to hell, too—

Manon  Blackbeak  cracked  open  eyelids  that  were  too  heavy,  too  burning,  and

squinted against the flickering lantern light that swayed upon the wood panels of

the room in which she lay. 

Not a real bedroom, she realized by the reek of salt and rocking and creaking

of the world around her. A cabin—on a ship. 

A small, dingy one, with barely space for this bed, a porthole too small for

her shoulders to even squeeze through—

She bolted upright. Abraxos. Where was  Abraxos—

“Relax,” drawled a too-familiar female voice from the shadowed space near

the foot of the bed. 

Pain  flared  in  Manon’s  belly,  a  delayed  response  to  her  sudden  movement, 

and  she  glanced  between  the  white  bandages  that  now  scratched  against  her

fingers and the young queen, lounging in the chair by the door. Glanced between

the  woman  and  the  chains  now  around  Manon’s  wrists,  around  her  ankles—

anchored into the walls with what appeared to be freshly drilled holes. 

“Looks  like  you  owe  me  a  life  debt  once  more,  Blackbeak,”  Aelin

Galathynius  said,  cold  humor  in  her  turquoise  eyes.  Elide.   Had  Elide  made  it

here—

“Your  fussy  nursemaid  of  a  wyvern  is  fine,  by  the  way.  I  don’t  know  how

you wound up with a sweet thing like that for a mount, but he’s content to sprawl

in  the  sun  on  the  foredeck.  Can’t  say  it  makes  the  sailors  particularly  happy—

especially cleaning up after him.” 

 Find  somewhere  safe,   she’d  told  Abraxos.  Had  he  somehow  found  the

queen?  Somehow  known  this  was  the  only  place  she  might  stand  a  chance  of

surviving? 

Aelin braced her feet on the floor, boots thudding softly. There was a frank

sort of impatience with any sort of bullshit that had not been there the last time

Manon had seen the woman. As if the warrior who had laughed her way through

their  battle  atop  Temis’s  temple  had  lost  a  bit  of  that  wicked  amusement  but gained more of the cunning cruelty. 

Manon’s belly gave a throb of pain that made her bite her lip to keep from

hissing. 

“Whoever gave you that wound wasn’t joking,” the queen said. “Trouble at

home?” 

It wasn’t the queen’s business, or anyone else’s. “Let me heal, and then I’ll

be on my way,” Manon rasped, her tongue a dried, heavy husk. 

“Oh,  no,”  Aelin  purred.  “You’re  not  going  anywhere.  Your  mount  may  do

whatever he pleases, but you are now officially our prisoner.” 

Manon’s head started spinning, but she forced herself to say, “Our?” 

A knowing little smile. Then the queen rose gracefully. Her hair was longer, 

face leaner, those turquoise eyes hard and haunted. The queen said simply, “Here

are the rules, Blackbeak. You try to escape, you die. You hurt anyone, you die. 

You somehow bring any of us into trouble … I think you get where I’m going

with this. You step one foot out of line, and I’ll finish what we started that day in

the forest, life debt or no. This time I don’t need steel to do it.” 

As she spoke, gold flames seemed to flicker in her eyes. And Manon realized

with  no  small  thrill,  even  with  her  pain,  that  the  queen  could  indeed  end  her before she’d get close enough to kill. 

Aelin  turned  for  the  door,  her  scarred  hand  on  the  knob.  “I  found  iron

splinters  in  your  belly  before  I  healed  you.  I  suggest  you  don’t  lie  to  whoever can tolerate being around you long enough to get the full story.” She jerked her

chin  toward  the  floor.  A  pitcher  and  cup  lay  there.  “Water’s  next  to  the  bed.  If you can reach it.” 

Then she was gone. 
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Manon  listened  to  her  steady  footsteps  fade.  No  other  voices  or  sounds

beyond  the  lap  of  waves  against  the  ship,  the  groan  of  the  wood,  and—gulls. 

They  had  to  still  be  within  range  of  the  coast,  then.  Sailing  to  where  …  she’d have to figure that out. 

Once  she  healed.  Once  she  got  out  of  these  irons.  Once  she  got  onto

Abraxos. 

But to go where? To whom? 

There  was  no  aerie  to  receive  her,  no  Clan  who  would  shield  her  from  her

grandmother. And the Thirteen … Where were they now? Had they been hunted

down? 

Manon’s stomach burned, but she reached for the water. Pain lashed her hard

enough that she gave up after a heartbeat. 

They had heard, no doubt—what she was. The Thirteen had heard. 

Not just a half-blooded Crochan … but the last Crochan Queen. 

And her sister … her half sister…

Manon stared at the shadowed, wooden ceiling. 

She could feel that Crochan’s blood on her hands. And her cape … that red

cape  was  draped  over  the  edge  of  the  bed.  Her  sister’s  cape.  That  her

grandmother  had  made  her  wear,  knowing  who  it  belonged  to,  knowing  whose

throat Manon had slit. 

No longer the Blackbeak heir, Crochan blood or no. 

Despair curled like a cat around the pain in Manon’s belly. She was no one

and nothing. 

She did not remember falling asleep. 

The  witch  slept  for  three  days  after  Aelin  reported  that  she  had  awakened. 

Dorian went into that cramped cabin with Rowan and the queen every time they

healed  a  little  bit  more  of  her,  observing  the  way  their  magic  worked,  but  not daring to try it on the unconscious Blackbeak. 

Even unconscious, Manon’s every breath, every twitch, was a reminder that

she was a born predator, her agonizingly beautiful face a careful mask to lure the

unwary to their doom. 

It felt fitting, somehow, considering that  they were likely sailing to their own doom. 

As  Rolfe’s  two  ships  had  escorted  them  down  the  coast  of  Eyllwe,  they’d

kept  well  away  from  the  shore.  A  wicked  storm  had  them  mooring  among  the small  cluster  of  islands  off  Leriba’s  waters,  and  they’d  only  survived  thanks  to Rowan’s own winds shielding them. Most of them had still spent the entirely of

it with their head in a bucket. Himself included. 

They were nearing Banjali now—and Dorian had tried and failed not to think

of his dead friend with every league closer to the lovely city. Tried and failed not

to consider if Nehemia would have been with them on this very ship had things

not  gone  so  terribly  wrong.  Tried  and  failed  not  to  contemplate  if  that  touch she’d  once  given  him—the  Wyrdmark  she’d  sketched  over  his  chest—had

somehow  …  awakened  that  power  of  his.  If  it  had  been  a  curse  as  much  as  a blessing. 

He hadn’t had the nerve to ask what Aelin was feeling, though he found her

frequently  staring  toward  the  coast—even  if  they  couldn’t  see  it,  even  if  they wouldn’t get close. 

Another week—perhaps less, if Rowan’s magic helped—would have them at

the eastern edge of the Stone Marshes. And once they were in range … they’d

have to trust Rolfe’s vague directions to guide them. 

And  avoid  Melisande’s  armada—Erawan’s  armada  now,  he  supposed—

waiting just around the peninsula in the Gulf of Oro. 

But for now … Dorian was on watch in Manon’s room, none of them taking

any risks where the Blackbeak heir was concerned. 

He cleared his throat as her eyelids shifted, her dark lashes bobbing up—then

lifting wholly. 

Gold sleep-murky eyes met his. 

“Hello, witchling,” he said. 

Her full, sensuous mouth tightened slightly, either in a repressed grimace or

smile, he couldn’t tell. But she sat up, her moon-white hair sliding forward—her

chains  clanking.  “Hello,  princeling,”  she  said.  Gods,  her  voice  was  like

sandpaper. 

He glanced at the water jug. “Care for a drink?” 

She  had  to  be  parched.  They’d  barely  been  able  to  get  a  trickle  down  her

throat, not wanting to risk her choking or freeing those iron teeth from wherever

she kept them. 

Manon studied the pitcher, then him. “Am I your prisoner, too?” 

“My life debt is paid,” he said simply. “You’re nothing to me at all.” 

“What happened,” she rasped. An order—and one he allowed her to make. 

But he filled the glass, trying not to look like he was calculating her range in

those chains as he handed it to her. No sign of her iron nails as her slim fingers wrapped around the cup. She winced slightly, winced a bit more as she lifted it to

her still-pale lips—and drank. And drank. 

She drained the glass. Dorian silently refilled it for her. Once. Twice. Thrice. 

When  she  at  last  finished,  he  said,  “Your  wyvern  flew  straight  as  an  arrow

for us. You tumbled off the saddle and into the water barely fifty yards from our

ship.  How  he  found  us,  we  don’t  know.  We  got  you  out  of  the  water—Rowan

himself had to temporarily bind your stomach on the deck before we could even

move  you  down  here.  It’s  a  miracle  you’re  not  dead  from  blood  loss  alone. 

Never  mind  infection.  We  had  you  down  here  for  a  week,  Aelin  and  Rowan

working  on  you—they  had  to  cut  you  open  again  in  some  spots  to  get  the  bad flesh out. You’ve been in and out of it since.” 

Dorian didn’t feel like mentioning that he’d been the one who’d jumped into

the water. He’d just … acted, as Manon had acted when she’d saved him in his

tower. He owed her nothing less. Lysandra, in sea dragon form, had caught up to

them moments later, and he’d held the water-heavy Manon in his arms as he’d

climbed onto the shifter’s back. The witch had been so pale, and the wound on

her stomach … He’d almost lost his breakfast at the sight of it. She looked like a

fish who’d been sloppily gutted. 

Gutted, Aelin had confirmed an hour later when she held up a small sliver of

metal, by someone with very, very sharp iron nails. 

None  of  them  had  mentioned  that  it  might  have  been  punishment—for

saving him. 

Manon was assessing the room with eyes quickly clearing. “Where are we.” 

“On the sea.” 

Aelin  had  ordered  he  not  give  her  any  information  about  their  plans  and

whereabouts. 

“Are you hungry?” he asked, wondering what, exactly, she might eat. 

Indeed, those gold eyes slashed to his throat. 

“Really?” He lifted a brow. 

Her nostrils flared slightly. “Only for sport.” 

“Aren’t you … partially human, at least?” 

“Not in the ways that count.” 

Right—because  the  other  parts  …  Fae,  Valg  …  It  was  Valg  blood  that  had

shaped the witches. The very prince that had infested him shared blood with her. 

From  the  black  pit  of  his  memory,  images  and  words  slithered  out—of  that

prince seeing the gold eyes Dorian now met, screeching at him to get away …

Eyes of the Valg kings. He said carefully, “So would you consider yourself more Valg than human, then?” 

“The Valg are my enemy—Erawan is my enemy.” 

“And does that make us allies?” 

She  revealed  no  indication  either  way.  “Is  there  a  young  woman  in  your

company named Elide?” 

“No.”  Who  in  hell  was  that?  “We’ve  never  encountered  anyone  with  that

name.” 

Manon closed her eyes for a heartbeat. Her slender throat bobbed. “Have you

heard news of my Thirteen?” 

“You’re  the  first  rider  and  wyvern  we’ve  seen  in  weeks.”  He  contemplated

why she’d asked, why she’d gone so still. “You don’t know if they’re alive.” 

And with those iron shavings in her gut…

Manon’s  voice  was  flat  and  cold  as  death.  “Tell  Aelin  Galathynius  not  to

bother using me for negotiations. The Blackbeak Matron will not acknowledge

me, either as heir or witch, and all you will get out of it is revealing your precise

location.” 

His magic flickered. “What happened after Rifthold?” 

Manon lay back down, angling her head away from him. Spindrift from the

open  porthole  caught  in  her  white  hair  and  set  it  shimmering  in  the  dim  cabin. 

“Everything has a price.” 

And it was those words, the fact that the witch had turned her face away and

seemed to be waiting for death to claim her, that made him croon, “I once told

you  to  find  me  again—it  seems  like  you  couldn’t  wait  to  see  my  handsome

face.” 

Her shoulders stiffened slightly. “I’m hungry.” 

He smiled slowly. 

As if she’d heard that smile, Manon glared. “Food.” 

But  there  was  still  an  edge—a  too-fragile  edge  limning  every  line  of  her

body.  Whatever  had  happened,  whatever  she  had  endured  …  Dorian  draped  an

arm along the back of his chair. “It’s coming in a few minutes. I’d hate for you to

waste away into nothing. It’d be a shame to lose the most beautiful woman in the

world so soon into her immortal, wicked life.” 

“I  am  not  a  woman,”  was  all  she  said.  But  hot  temper  laced  those  molten

gold eyes. 

He  gave  her  an  indolent  shrug,  perhaps  only  because  she  was  indeed  in

chains, perhaps because, even though the death she radiated thrilled him, it did

not strike a chord of fear. “Witch, woman … as long as the parts that matter are there, what difference does it make?” 

She  eased  into  a  sitting  position,  disbelief  and  exhausted  outrage  on  that

perfect face. She bared her teeth in a silent snarl. 

Dorian  offered  a  lazy  grin  in  return.  “Believe  it  or  not,  this  ship  has  an unnatural number of attractive men and women on board. You’ll fit right in. And

fit in with the cranky immortals, I suppose.” 

She  glanced  toward  the  door  moments  before  he  heard  approaching

footsteps.  They  were  silent  until  the  knob  turned,  revealing  Aedion’s  frowning face. “Awake and ready to rip out throats, it seems,” the general said by way of

greeting. Dorian rose, taking the tray of what looked to be fish stew from him. 

He  wondered  if  he  should  test  it  for  poison  from  the  look  Aedion  was  giving Manon. She glared right back at the golden-haired warrior. 

Aedion said, “I would have shot you and your runt of a wyvern clean out of

the sky if given my way. Be grateful my queen finds you more useful alive.” 

Then he was gone. 

Dorian  set  the  tray  within  Manon’s  reach  and  watched  her  sniff  at  it.  She

took a slow, cautious bite—as if letting it slide into her healing belly and seeing

how it settled there. As if indeed testing it for poison. While she waited, Manon

said, “You don’t give orders on this ship?” 

It was a focused effort not to bristle. “You know my circumstances. I am now

at the mercy of my friends.” 

“And the Queen of Terrasen is your friend?” 

“There is no one else I’d want guarding my back.” Other than Chaol, but …

it was no use even thinking about him, missing him. 

Manon at last took another bite of her fish stew. Then another. And another. 

And he realized she was avoiding speaking to him. Enough so that he asked, 

“It was your grandmother who did that to you, wasn’t it?” 

Her  spoon  stilled  in  the  chipped  wooden  bowl.  Slowly,  she  turned  her  face

toward him. Unreadable, a face crafted of nightmares and midnight fantasies. 

“I’m sorry,” he admitted, “if the cost of saving me that day in Rifthold was

… was this.” 

“Find  out  if  my  Thirteen  are  alive,  princeling.  Do  that,  and  I  am  yours  to command.” 

“Where did you last see them?” 

Nothing. She swallowed another spoonful. 

He pushed, “Were they present when your grandmother did that to you?” 
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Her  shoulders  curved  a  bit,  and  she  scooped  another  spoonful  of  cloudy

liquid but didn’t sip. “The cost of Rifthold was the life of my Second. I refused

to pay it. So I bought my Thirteen time to run. The moment I swung my sword at

my grandmother, my title, my legion, was forfeit. I lost the Thirteen while I fled. 

I  do  not  know  if  they  are  alive,  or  if  they  have  been  hunted  down.”  Her  eyes snapped to his, bright from more than the steam of her stew. “Find them for me. 

Learn if they live or if they have returned to the Darkness.” 

“We’re  in  the  middle  of  the  ocean.  There  won’t  be  news  of  anything  for  a

while.” 

She went back to eating. “They are all I have left.” 

“Then I suppose you and I are both heirs without crowns.” 

A humorless snort. Her white hair shifted in the sea breeze. 

Dorian rose and walked to the door. “I’ll do what I can.” 

“And—Elide.” 

Again, that name. “Who is she?” 

But  Manon  was  back  at  her  stew.  “Just  tell  Aelin  Galathynius  that  Elide

Lochan is alive—and looking for her.” 

The conversation with the king took everything out of her. Once that food was in

her belly, once she’d downed more water, Manon lay back in bed and slept. 

And slept. 

And slept. 

The door banged open at one point, and she had the vague recollection of the

Queen  of  Terrasen,  then  her  general-prince,  demanding  answers  about

something. Elide, perhaps. 

But  Manon  had  lain  there,  half  awake,  unwilling  to  think  or  speak.  She

wondered  if  she  would  have  stopped  bothering  to  breathe,  if  her  body  hadn’t

done it all on its own. 

She  had  not  realized  how  impossible  the  survival  of  the  Thirteen  might

indeed  have  been  until  she  was  practically  begging  Dorian  Havilliard  to  find

them for her. Until she had found herself desperate enough to sell her sword for

any news of them. 

If  they  even  wanted  to  serve  her  after  everything.  A  Blackbeak—and  a

Crochan. 

And  her  parents  …  murdered  by  her  grandmother.  They  had  promised  the

world a child of peace. And she had let her grandmother hone her into a child of war. 

The  thoughts  swirled  and  eddied,  sapping  her  strength,  muting  colors  and

sounds.  She  awoke  and  saw  to  her  needs  when  necessary,  ate  when  food  was

left, but she let that heavy, meaningless sleep take hold. 

Sometimes, Manon dreamed that she was in that room in the Omega, her half

sister’s  blood  on  her  hands  and  in  her  mouth.  Sometimes,  she  stood  beside  her grandmother, a witch fully grown and not the witchling she’d been at the time, 

and helped the Matron carve up a handsome, bearded man who begged for her

life—his offspring’s life. Sometimes, she flew over a lush green land, the song of

a western wind singing her home. 

Often,  the  dream  was  that  a  great  cat,  pale  and  speckled  like  old  snow  on

granite,  sat  in  the  cabin  with  her,  its  long  tail  slashing  back  and  forth  when  it noticed  her  glazed  attention.  Sometimes,  it  was  a  grinning  white  wolf.  Or  a

calm-eyed golden mountain lion. 

Manon wished they’d put their jaws around her throat and crunch down. 

They never did. 

So Manon Blackbeak slept. And so she dreamed. 
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Lorcan was still wondering what the hell he was doing three days later. They’d

left that plains town far behind them, but the terror of that night lay draped over

the  carnival  caravan  like  a  heavy  blanket  with  each  mile  the  wagons  hurried

down the roads. 

The  others  hadn’t  wised  up  to  how,  exactly,  they’d  survived  the  ilken—

hadn’t realized the ilken were near-impossible to kill, and no mere mortal could

have slain one, let alone four. Nik and Ombriel gave him and Elide a wide berth

—and  only  catching  their  wary,  examining  stares  at  the  dinner  campfire  every

night revealed they were still piecing together who and what he was. 

Elide kept well away from him, too. They hadn’t had a chance to set up their

usual tents thanks to fleeing so quickly, but tonight, safely within the walls of a

small  plains  town,  they’d  have  to  share  a  room  at  the  cheap  inn  Molly  had

begrudgingly paid for. 

It  was  hard  not  to  watch  Elide  as  she  took  in  the  town,  then  the  inn—the

keen-eyed observation, the hint of surprise and confusion that sometimes crossed

her face. 

He  used  a  tendril  of  his  magic  to  keep  her  foot  stabilized.  She  never

commented  on  it.  And  sometimes  that  dark,  fell  magic  of  his  would  brush  up

against  whatever  it  was  she  carried—the  gift  from  a  dying  woman  to  a

hotheaded assassin—and recoil. 

Lorcan hadn’t pushed to see it since that night, though he’d spent a great deal

of  time  contemplating  what  might  have  come  out  of  Morath.  Collars  and  rings

were likely the start of it. 

Whitethorn and the bitch-queen had no idea about the ilken—perhaps about

the majority of horrors Elide had shared with him. He wondered what a wall of

wildfire  would  do  to  the  creatures—wondered  if  the  ilken  were  somehow

training  against  Aelin  Galathynius’s  arsenal.  If  Erawan  was  smart,  he’d  have

something in mind. 

While the others trudged into the ramshackle inn in search of food and rest, 

Elide informed Molly that she was going on a walk along the river, and headed

into  the  cobblestone  streets.  And  though  his  stomach  was  grumbling,  Lorcan trailed her, ever the husband wishing to guard his beautiful wife in a town that

had  seen  better  days—decades.  No  doubt  caused  by  Adarlan’s  relentless  road-

building  across  the  continent  and  the  fact  that  this  town  had  been  left  far  from any artery through the land. 

The thunderstorm he’d scented building on the horizon lumbered toward the

stone-wrought  town,  the  light  shifting  from  gold  to  silver.  Within  minutes,  the thick humidity was washed away by a sweep of welcome coolness. Lorcan gave

Elide all of three blocks before he fell into step beside her and said, “It’s going to

rain.” 

She slid a flat glance at him. “I do know what thunder means.” 

The walled town had been built on either side of a small, half-forgotten river

—two  large  water  gates  on  either  end  demanding  tolls  to  enter  the  city  and

tracking  the  goods  that  passed  through.  Old  water,  fish,  and  rotting  wood

reached him before the sight of the muddy, calm waters did, and it was precisely

at the edge of the river docks that Elide paused. 

“What are you looking for?” he asked at last, an eye on the darkening skies. 

The  dockworkers,  sailors,  and  merchants  monitored  the  clouds,  too,  as  they

scurried  about.  Some  lingered  to  tie  up  the  long,  flat-bellied  barges  and  latch down  the  smooth  poles  they  used  to  navigate  the  river.  He’d  seen  a  kingdom, perhaps three hundred years ago, that relied on barges to sail its goods from one

end  to  another.  Its  name  eluded  him,  lost  to  the  catacombs  of  his  memory. 

Lorcan  wondered  if  it  still  existed,  tucked  away  between  two  mountain  ranges

on the other side of the world. 

Elide’s  bright  eyes  tracked  a  group  of  well-dressed  men  heading  into  what

looked  to  be  a  tavern.  “Storms  mean  looking  for  shelter,”  she  murmured. 

“Shelter means being stuck inside with nothing to do but gossip. Gossip means

news from merchants and sailors about the rest of the land.” Those eyes cut to

him, dry humor dancing there. “That is what thunder means.” 

Lorcan  blinked  as  she  followed  after  the  men  who’d  entered  the  dockside

tavern.  The  first  fat  drops  of  the  storm  plunked  onto  the  moss-speckled

cobblestones of the quay. 

Lorcan followed Elide inside the tavern, some part of him admitting that for

all his five hundred years of surviving and killing and serving, he’d never quite

encountered  someone  so  …  unimpressed  with  him.  Even  gods-damned  Aelin

had some sense of the threat he posed. Maybe living with monsters had stripped

away a healthy fear of them. He wondered how Elide hadn’t become one in the

process. 

Lorcan  took  in  the  details  of  the  taproom  by  instinct  and  training,  finding

nothing worth a second thought. The reek of the place—unwashed bodies, piss, 

mold, wet wool—threatened to suffocate him. But in the span of a few moments, 

Elide had grabbed herself a table near a cluster of those people from the docks

and ordered two tankards of ale and whatever was the lunch special. 

Lorcan slid into the ancient wooden chair beside hers, wondering if the damn

thing would collapse under him as it groaned. Thunder cracked overhead, and all

eyes  shifted  to  the  bay  of  windows  overlooking  the  quay.  Rain  fell  in  earnest, setting the barges bobbing and swaying. 

Lunch was dropped before them, the bowls clattering and sending the goopy

brown stew splashing over the chipped rims. Elide didn’t so much as look at it, 

or touch the ales that were plunked down with equal disinterest for a tip, as she

scanned the room. 

“Drink,” Elide commanded him. 

Lorcan debated telling her not to give him orders, but … he liked seeing this

small, fine-boned creature in action. Liked seeing her size up a room of strangers

and  select  her  prey.  Because  it  was  a  hunt—for  the  best  and  safest  source  of information.  The  person  who  wouldn’t  report  to  a  town  garrison  still  under

Adarlan’s  control  that  a  dark-haired  young  woman  was  asking  questions  about

enemy forces. 

So  Lorcan  drank  and  watched  her  while  she  watched  others.  So  many

calculating  thoughts  beneath  that  pale  face,  so  many  lies  ready  to  spill  from those rosebud lips. Part of him wondered if his own queen could find her useful

—if  Maeve  would  also  pick  up  on  the  fact  that  it  was  perhaps  Anneith  herself who’d taught the girl to look and listen and lie. 

Part  of  him  dreaded  the  thought  of  Elide  in  Maeve’s  hands.  What  she’d

become.  What  Maeve  would  ask  her  to  do  as  a  spy  or  courtier.  Perhaps  it  was good that Elide was mortal, life span too short for Maeve to bother honing her

into quite possibly her most vicious sentinel. 

He  was  so  damn  busy  thinking  about  it  that  he  nearly  didn’t  notice  when

Elide  leaned  back  casually  in  her  chair  and  interrupted  the  table  of  merchants and captains behind them. “What do you mean, Rifthold is gone?” 

Lorcan snapped to attention. But they’d heard the news weeks ago. 

The  captain  nearest  them—a  woman  in  her  early  thirties—sized  up  Elide, 

then  Lorcan,  then  said,  “Well,  it’s  not  gone,  but  …  witches  now  control  it,  on behalf of Duke Perrington. Dorian Havilliard’s been ousted.” 

Elide,  the  cunning  little  liar,  looked  outright  shocked.  “We’ve  been  in  the deep wild for weeks. Is Dorian Havilliard dead?” She whispered the words, as if

in horror … and as if to avoid being heard. 

Another  person  at  the  table—an  older,  bearded  man—said,  “They  never

found  his  body,  but  if  the  duke’s  declaring  him  not  to  be  king  anymore,  I’d assume he’s alive. No use making proclamations against a dead man.” 

Thunder rattled, almost drowning out her whisper as she said, “Would he—

would he go to the North? To … her?” 

They knew precisely who Elide meant. And Lorcan knew exactly why she’d

come here. 

She was going to leave. Tomorrow, whenever the carnival rolled out. She’d

likely  hire  one  of  these  boats  to  take  her  northward,  and  he  …  he  would  go south. To Morath. 

The  companions  swapped  glances,  weighing  the  appearance  of  the  young

woman—and  then  Lorcan.  He  attempted  to  smile,  to  look  bland  and

unthreatening.  None  of  them  returned  the  look,  though  he  must  have  done

something right, because the bearded man said, “She’s not in the North.” 

It was Elide’s turn to go still. 

The  bearded  man  went  on,  “Rumor  has  it,  she  was  in  Ilium,  trouncing

soldiers. Then they say she was in Skull’s Bay last week, raising hell. Now she’s

sailing  elsewhere—some  say  to  Wendlyn,  some  say  to  Eyllwe,  some  say  she’s

fleeing to the other side of the world. But she’s not in the North. Won’t be for a

while,  it  seems.  Not  wise  to  leave  your  home  undefended,  if  you  ask  me.  But she’s barely a woman; she can’t know much about warfare at all.” 

Lorcan  doubted  that,  and  doubted  the  bitch  didn’t  make  a  move  without

Whitethorn or Gavriel’s son weighing in. But Elide loosed a shuddering breath. 

“Why leave Terrasen at all?” 

“Who  knows?”  The  woman  turned  back  to  her  food  and  company.  “Seems

like the queen has a habit of showing up where she’s least expected, unleashing

chaos, and vanishing again. There’s good money to be had from the betting pool

about  where  she’ll  show  up  next.  I  say  Banjali,  in  Eyllwe—Vross  here  says

Varese in Wendlyn.” 

“Why Eyllwe?” Elide pushed. 

“Who  knows?  She’d  be  a  fool  indeed  to  announce  her  plans.”  The  woman

gave Elide a sharp look as if to say to keep quiet about it. 

Elide returned to her food and ale, the rain and thunder drowning the chatter

in the room. 

Lorcan watched her drink the entire tankard in silence. And when it seemed the least suspicious, she rose and left. 

Elide  went  to  two  other  taverns  in  the  town—followed  the  same  exact

pattern.  The  news  shifted  slightly  with  each  recounting,  but  the  general

consensus  was  that  Aelin  was  on  the  move,  perhaps  south  or  east,  and  no  one knew what to expect. 

Elide  walked  out  of  the  third  tavern,  Lorcan  on  her  heels.  They  hadn’t

spoken  once  since  she’d  gone  into  that  first  inn.  He’d  been  too  lost  in

contemplating  what  it  would  be  like  to  suddenly  travel  on  his  own  again.  To leave her … and never see her again. 

And now, staring up at the rain and the thunder, Elide said, “I was supposed

to go north.” 

Lorcan found himself not wanting to confirm or object. Like a useless fool, 

he found himself … hesitating to push her toward that original path. 

She lowered her face, water and light gilding her high cheekbones. “Where

do I head now? How do I find her?” 

He dared say, “What did you glean from the rumors?” He’d been analyzing

each tidbit of information, but wanted to see that clever mind at work. 

And  some  small  part  of  him  wanted  to  see  what  she’d  decide  about  their

splitting ways, too. 

Elide said softly, “Banjali—in Eyllwe. I think she’s going to Banjali.” 

He tried not to look too relieved. He’d arrived at the same conclusion, if only

because it was what Whitethorn would have done—and he’d trained the prince

himself for a few decades. 

She scrubbed at her face. “How … how far is it?” 

“Far.” 

She  lowered  her  hands,  her  features  stark  and  bone  white.  “How  do  I  get

there? How do …” She rubbed at her chest. 

“I can get you a map,” he found himself saying. Just to see if she’d ask him

to stay. 

Her throat bobbed, and she shook her head, her black hair flowing. “It’d be

no use.” 

“Maps are always useful.” 

“Not if you can’t read.” 

Lorcan blinked, wondering if he’d heard her right. But color stained her pale

cheeks, and that was indeed shame and despair clouding her dark eyes. “But you

…”  There  had  been  no  opportunity  for  it  these  weeks,  he  realized—no  chance
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where she might have revealed it. 

“I learned my letters, but when—when everything happened,” she said, “and

I was put in that tower … My nursemaid was illiterate. So I never learned more. 

So I forgot what I did know.” 

He  wondered  if  he  would  have  ever  noticed  if  she  hadn’t  told  him.  “You

seem to have survived rather impressively without it.” 

He spoke without considering, but it seemed to be the right thing to say. The

corners of her mouth twitched upward. “I suppose I have,” she mused. 

Lorcan’s magic picked up on the garrison before he heard or scented them. 

It slithered along their swords—rudimentary, half-rusted weapons—and then

bathed in their rising fear, excitement, perhaps even a tinge of bloodlust. 

Not good. Not when they were headed right to them. 

Lorcan  closed  the  distance  to  Elide.  “It  seems  our  friends  at  the  carnival

wanted to make an easy silver coin.” 

The  helpless  desperation  on  her  face  sharpened  into  wide-eyed  alertness. 

“Guards are coming?” 

Lorcan nodded, the footsteps now close enough for him to count how many

approached  from  the  garrison  in  the  heart  of  the  town,  no  doubt  meant  to  trap them between their swords and the river. If he were the betting sort, he’d gamble

that the two bridges that spanned the river—ten blocks up on either side of them

—were already full of guards. 

“You get a choice,” he said. “Either I can end this matter here, and we can go

back  to  the  inn  to  learn  if  Nik  and  Ombriel  wanted  to  get  rid  of  us  …”  Her mouth tightened, and he knew her choice before he offered, “Or we can get on

one of those barges and get the hell out right now.” 

“The second,” she breathed. 

“Good,” was his only reply as he gripped her hand and tugged her forward. 

Even with his power supporting her leg, she was too slow—

“Just do it,” she snapped. 

So  Lorcan  hauled  her  over  a  shoulder,  freeing  his  hatchet  with  his  other

hand, and ran for the water. 

Elide  bounced  and  slammed  into  Lorcan’s  broad  shoulder,  craning  her  head

enough  to  watch  the  street  behind  them.  No  sign  of  guards,  but  …  that  little voice who often whispered in her ear now tugged and begged her to go. To get

out. 

“The gates at the city entrance,” she gasped as muscle and bone pummeled

into her gut. “They’ll be there, too.” 

“Leave them to me.” 

Elide tried not to imagine what that meant, but then they were at the docks, 

Lorcan sprinting for a barge, thundering down the steps of the quay and onto the

long wooden dock. The barge was smaller than the others, its one-room chamber

in the center painted bright green. Empty—aside from a few boxes of cargo on

its prow. 

Lorcan pocketed the axe he’d thumbed free, and Elide gripped his shoulder, 

fingers digging into muscle, as he set her over the high lip of the barge and onto

the  wooden  planks.  She  stumbled  a  step  as  her  legs  adjusted  to  the  bobbing  of the river, but—

Lorcan was already whirling toward the reed-slim man who barreled toward

them,  a  knife  out.  “That’s   my  boat,”  he  bleated.  He  realized  who,  exactly,  he would be fighting as he cleared the short wooden ladder onto the dock and took

in  Lorcan’s  size,  the  hatchet   and  sword  now  in  the  warrior’s  broad  hands,  and the expression of death surely on his face. 

Lorcan said simply, “It’s our boat now.” 

The  man  glanced  between  them.  “You—you  won’t  clear  the  bridges  or  the

city walls—” 

Moments. They had only moments before the guards came—

Lorcan said to the man, “Get in.  Now.” 

The man began backing away. 

Elide braced her hand on the broad, raised side of the boat and said calmly, 

“He will kill you before you clear the ladder. Get us out of the city, and I swear

you’ll be set free once we’re clear.” 

“You’ll slit my throat then, as good as you will now,” the man said, gulping

in air. 

Indeed,  Lorcan’s  hatchet  bobbed  in  that  way  she’d  learned  meant  he  was

about to throw it. 

“I would ask you to reconsider,” Elide said. 

Lorcan’s wrist twitched ever so slightly. He’d do it—he’d kill this innocent

man, just to get them free—

The man’s knife drooped, then vanished into the sheath at his side. “There’s

a bend in the river past the town. Drop me off there.” 

That  was  all  Elide  needed  to  hear  as  the  man  rushed  toward  them,  untying

lines  and  leaping  into  the  boat  with  the  ease  of  someone  who’d  done  it  a thousand times. He and Lorcan grabbed the poles to push out into the river, and

as  soon  as  they  were  loose,  Lorcan  hissed,  “If  you  betray  us,  you’ll  be  dead before the guards can even board.” The man nodded, now steering them toward

the eastern exit of the town, as Lorcan dragged her into the one-room cabin. 

The  cabin  interior  was  lined  with  windows,  all  clean  enough  to  suggest  the

man  took  some  pride  in  his  boat.  Lorcan  half  shoved  her  under  a  table  in  its center, the embroidered cloth covering it shielding her from anything but sounds:

Lorcan’s  footsteps  going  silent,  though  she  could  feel  him  taking  up  a  hiding place to monitor the proceedings from within the cabin; the patter of rain on the

flat  roof;  the  thud  of  the  pole  as  it  occasionally  knocked  into  the  side  of  the barge. 

Her body soon ached from holding herself still and quiet. 

Was this to be her life for the foreseeable future? Hunted and hounded across

the world? 

And  finding  Aelin  …  How  would  she  ever  do  that?  She  could  go  back  to

Terrasen,  but  she  didn’t  know  who  ruled  from  Orynth.  If  Aelin  had  not  taken back  her  throne  …  Perhaps  it  was  an  unspoken  message  that  danger  lay  there. 

That all was not well in Terrasen. 

But  to  go  to  Eyllwe  on  a  bit  of  speculation  …  Of  all  the  rumors  Elide  had listened to in the past two hours, that captain’s reasons had been the wisest. 

The world seemed to still with some unspoken tension, a ripple of fear. 

But then the man’s voice was calling out again, and metal groaned—a gate. 

The city gates. 

She  stayed  under  the  table,  counting  her  breaths,  thinking  through  all  that

she’d heard. She doubted the carnival would miss them. 

And she’d bet all the money in her boot that Nik and Ombriel had been the

ones who’d set the guards on them, deciding she and Lorcan were too much of a

threat—especially with the ilken hunting her. She wondered if Molly had known

all along, from that very first meeting, that they were liars and had let Nik and

Ombriel  sell  them  out  when  the  bounty  was  too  good  to  pass  up,  the  cost  of loyalty too great. 

Elide  sighed  through  her  nose.  A  splash  sounded,  but  the  boat  ambled

onward. 

At  least  she’d  taken  the  little  bit  of  stone  with  her,  though  she’d  miss  her clothes,  shabby  as  they  were.  These  leathers  were  growing  stuffy  in  the

oppressive heat, and if she were to go to Eyllwe, they’d be sweltering—

Lorcan’s footsteps sounded. “Get out.” 

Wincing  as  her  ankle  barked  in  pain,  she  crawled  from  under  the  table  and

peered around. “No trouble?” 

He  shook  his  head.  He  was  splattered  with  rain  or  river  water.  She  peered

around him to where the man had been steering the boat. No one there—or in the

rear of the boat. 

“He swam to shore back at the bend,” Lorcan explained. 

Elide  loosed  a  breath.  “He  might  very  well  run  to  town  and  tell  them.  It

won’t take long for them to catch up.” 

“We’ll  deal  with  it,”  Lorcan  said,  turning  away.  Too  fast.  He  avoided  her

eyes too fast—

She took in the water, the stains now on the sleeves of his shirt. Like … like

he’d washed his hands quickly, sloppily. 

She  glanced  at  the  hatchet  at  his  side  as  he  strode  out  of  the  cabin.  “You killed  him,  didn’t  you?”  That  was  what  the  splash  had  been.  A  body  being

dumped over the side. 

Lorcan  halted.  Looked  over  a  broad  shoulder.  There  was  nothing  human  in

his  dark  eyes.  “If  you  want  to  survive,  you  have  to  be  willing  to  do  what  is necessary.” 

“He  might  have  had  a  family  depending  on  him.”  She’d  seen  no  wedding

ring, but it didn’t mean anything. 

“Nik and Ombriel didn’t give us that consideration when they reported us to

the  garrison.”  He  stalked  onto  the  deck,  and  she  stormed  after  him.  Lush  trees lined the river, a living shield around them. 

And there—there was a  stain on the planks, shining and dark. Her stomach

rose. 

“You  planned  to  lie  to  me  about  it,”  she  seethed.  “But  how  would  you

explain  that?” 

A shrug. Lorcan took up the pole and moved with fluid grace to the side of

the barge, where he pushed them away from an approaching sandbank. 

He had  killed that man— “I  swore to him he’d be set free.” 

“You swore it, not me.” 

Her fingers curled into fists. And that thing—that stone—wrapped in that bit

of cloth inside her jacket began to stir. 

Lorcan stilled, the pole gripped tight in his hands. “What is that,” he said too

softly. 

She  held  her  ground.  Like  hell  she’d  back  down  from  him,  like  hell  she’d

allow him to intimidate her, overrule her,  kill people so they could escape—

“What. Is. That.” 

She refused to speak, to even touch the lump in her pocket. It thrummed and

grumbled, a beast opening an eye, but she didn’t dare to reach out, to so much as

acknowledge that strange, otherworldly presence. 

Lorcan’s  eyes  widened  slightly,  then  he  was  setting  down  the  pole  and

stalking  across  the  deck  and  into  the  cabin.  She  lingered  by  the  edge,  unsure whether to follow or perhaps jump into the water and swim to shore, but—

There was a thud of metal on metal, as if something was being cracked open, 

and then—

Lorcan’s  roar  shook  the  boat,  the  river,  the  trees.  Long-legged  river  birds

hauled themselves into flight. 

Then Lorcan flung open the door, so violently it nearly ripped off its hinges, 

and hurled what looked to be the shards of a broken amulet into the river. Or he

tried  to.  Lorcan  threw  it  hard  enough  that  it  cleared  the  river  entirely  and slammed into a tree, gouging out a chunk of wood. 

He whirled, and Elide’s anger stumbled a step at the blistering wrath twisting

his features. He prowled for her, grabbing the pole as if to keep from throttling

her, and said, “What is it that you carry? ” 

And the demand, the violence and entitlement and arrogance, had her seeing

red, too. So Elide said with quiet venom, “Why don’t you just slit my throat and

find out for yourself?” 

Lorcan’s  nostrils  flared.  “If  you  have  a  problem  with  my  killing  someone

who  reeked of itching to betray us the moment he got the chance, then you are

going to  love your queen.” 

For a while now, he’d hinted that he knew of her, that he knew of her well

enough to call her horrible things, but— “What do you mean?” 

Lorcan, gods above, looked as if his temper had at last slipped its leash as he

said, “Celaena Sardothien is a nineteen-year-old assassin—who calls herself the

best in the world.” A snort. “She killed and reveled and shopped her way through

life and never once apologized for it. She gloried in it. And then this spring, one

of  my sentinels, Prince Rowan Whitethorn, was tasked to deal with her when she

washed up on Wendlyn’s shores. Turns out, he fell in love with her instead, and

she  with  him.  Turns  out,  whatever  they  were  doing  up  in  the  Cambrian

Mountains  got  her  to  stop  calling  herself  Celaena  and  start  going  by  her  true name again.” A brutal smile. “Aelin Galathynius.” 

Elide could barely feel her body. “What?” was about the only word she could

manage. 

“Your  fire-breathing  queen?  She’s  a  gods-damned  assassin.  Trained  to  be  a

killer from the moment your mother died defending her. Trained to be no better

than the man who butchered your mother and your royal family.” 

Elide shook her head, her hands slackening. “What?” she said again. 

Lorcan  laughed  mirthlessly.  “While  you  were  locked  in  that  tower  for  ten

years,  she  was  indulging  in  the  riches  of  Rifthold,  spoiled  and  coddled  by  her master—the  King  of  the  Assassins—whom  she  murdered  in  cold  blood  this

spring. So you’ll find that your long-lost savior is little better than I am. You’ll

find  that  she  would  have  killed  that  man  the  same  as  I  did,  and  would  have  as little tolerance for your whining as I do.” 

Aelin … an assassin. Aelin—the same person she’d been tasked to give the

stone to …

“You  knew,”  she  said.  “This  whole  time  we’ve  been  together—you  knew  I

was looking for the same person.” 

“I told you that to find one would be to find the other.” 

“You  knew, and you didn’t tell me. Why?” 

“You  still  haven’t  told  me  your  secrets.  I  don’t  see  why  I  should  tell  all  of mine, either.” 

She  squeezed  her  eyes  shut,  trying  to  ignore  the  dark  stain  on  the  wood—

trying to soothe the sting of his words and seal the hole that had opened beneath

her feet. What had been in that amulet? Why had he roared and—

“Your little queen,” Lorcan sneered, “is a murderer, and a thief, and a liar. So

if you’re going to call me such things, then be prepared to fling them at her, too.” 

Her  skin  was  too  tight,  her  bones  too  brittle  to  bear  the  anger  that  took

control.  She  scrambled  for  the  right  words  to  hurt  him,  wound  him,  as  if  they were fistfuls of rocks that she could hurl at Lorcan’s head. 

Elide hissed, “I was wrong. I said you and I were the same—that we had no

family, no friends. But I have none because land and circumstance separate me

from them. You have none because no one can stomach being around you.” She

tried—and  succeeded,  if  the  ire  that  rippled  in  his  eyes  was  any  indication—to look  down  her  nose  at  him,  even  with  him  towering  over  her.  “And  you  know

what is the biggest lie you tell everyone, Lorcan? It’s that you prefer it that way. 

But what I hear, when you rant about my  bitch-queen? All I hear are the words

of someone who is deeply, deeply jealous, and lonely, and  pathetic. All I hear are the words of someone who saw Aelin and Prince Rowan fall in love and resented

them  for  their  happiness—because   you  are  so  unhappy.”  She  couldn’t  stop  the
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words once they started flinging out. “So call Aelin a murderer and a thief and a

liar. Call her a bitch-queen and a fire-breather. But forgive me if I take it upon

myself  to  be  the  judge  of  those  things  when  I  meet  her.  Which  I   will  do.”  She pointed  to  the  muddy  gray  river  flowing  around  them.  “I’m  going  to  Eyllwe. 

Take me ashore and I’ll wash my hands of you as easily as you washed the blood

of that man off yours.” 

Lorcan looked her over, teeth bared enough to show those slightly elongated

canines.  But  she  didn’t  care  about  his  Fae  heritage,  or  his  age,  or  his  ability  to kill. 

After a moment, he went back to pushing the pole against the river bottom—

not to bring them to shore, but to guide them along. 

“Did you not hear what I said?  Take me to shore. ” 

“No.” 

Her rage overcame any sort of common sense, any warning from Anneith as

she stormed over to him.  “No?” 

He let the pole drag in the water and turned his face to her. No emotion—not

even anger lingered there. “The river veered southward two miles ago. From the

map  in  the  cabin,  we  can  take  it  straight  south,  then  find  the  fastest  route  to Banjali.” She wiped the rain from her dripping brow as Lorcan brought his face

close  enough  for  them  to  share  breath.  “Turns  out,  I  now  have  business  with Aelin Galathynius, too. Congratulations, Lady. You just got yourself a guide to

Eyllwe.” 

A  cold,  killing  light  was  in  his  eyes,  and  she  wondered  what  the  hell  he’d roared about. 

But those eyes dipped to her mouth, clamped tight in her rage. And a part of

her that had nothing to do with fear went still at the attention, even as other parts

went a bit molten. 

Lorcan’s eyes at last found her own, and his voice was a midnight growl as

he said, “As far as anyone’s concerned, you’re still my wife.” 

Elide didn’t object—even as she walked back into the cabin, his insufferable

magic  helping  with  her  limp,  and  slammed  the  door  shut  so  hard  the  glass

rattled. 

Storm  clouds  drifted  away  to  reveal  a  star-flecked  night  and  a  moon  bright

enough for Lorcan to navigate the narrow, sleepy river. 

He steered them hour after hour, contemplating precisely how he was going to murder Aelin Galathynius without Elide or Whitethorn getting in the way, and

then how he was going to slice up her corpse and feed it to the crows. 

She had lied to him. She  and Whitethorn had tricked him that day the prince

had handed over the Wyrdkey. 

There’d  been  nothing  inside  the  amulet  but  one  of  those  rings—an  utterly

useless Wyrdstone ring, wrapped in a bit of parchment. And on it was written in

a feminine scrawl:

 Here’s hoping you discover more creative terms than “bitch” to call me when you find this. 

 With all my love, 

 A.A.G. 

He’d kill her. Slowly. Creatively. He’d been forced to swear a blood promise

that  Mala’s  ring  truly  offered  immunity  from  the  Valg  when  it  was  worn—he

hadn’t thought to demand that their Wyrdkey was real, too. 

And Elide—what Elide carried, what had made him realize it … He’d think

about that later. Contemplate what to do with the Lady of Perranth later. 

His  only  consolation  was  that  he’d  stolen  Mala’s  ring  back,  but  the  little

 bitch still had the key. And if Elide needed to go to Aelin anyway … Oh, he’d

find Aelin for Elide. 

And he’d make the Queen of Terrasen crawl before the end of it. 
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44

The world began and ended in fire. 

A  sea  of  fire  with  no  room  for  air,  for  sound  beyond  the  cascading  molten

earth. The true heart of fire—the tool of creation and destruction. And she was

drowning in it. 

Its  weight  smothered  her  as  she  thrashed,  seeking  a  surface  or  a  bottom  to

push off from. Neither existed. 

As  it  flooded  her  throat,  surging  into  her  body  and  melting  her  apart,  she

began screaming noiselessly, begging it to halt—

 Aelin. 

The  name,  roared  into  the  core  of  flame  at  the  heart  of  the  world,  was  a

beacon,  a  summons.  She’d  been  born  waiting  to  hear  that  voice,  had  blindly

sought it her whole life, would follow it unto the ending of all things—

“AELIN.” 

Aelin  bowed  off  the  bed,  flame  in  her  mouth,  her  throat,  her  eyes.  Real

flame. 

Golds  and  blues  wove  among  simmering  swaths  of  reds.  Real  flame, 

erupting from her, the sheets scorched, the room and the rest of the bed spared

from incineration, the  ship in the middle of the sea spared from incineration, by an uncompromising, unbreakable wall of air. 

Hands  wrapped  in  ice  squeezed  her  shoulders,  and  through  the  flame, 

Rowan’s snarling face appeared, commanding her to breathe—

She took a breath. More flame rushed down her throat. 

There was no tether, no leash to bring her magic to heel. Oh, gods—oh, gods, 

she couldn’t even feel a burnout threatening nearby. There was nothing but this

flame—

Rowan gripped her face in his hands, steam rippling where his ice and wind

met her fire. “You are its master;  you control it. Your fear grants it the right to take over.” 

Her body arced off the mattress again, utterly naked. She must have burned

her clothes—Rowan’s favorite shirt. Her flames burned wilder. 

He gripped her hard, forcing her to meet his eyes as he snarled, “I see you. I see every part of you. And I am not afraid.” 

 I will not be afraid. 

A line in the burning brightness. 

 My name is Aelin Ashryver Galathynius …

 And I will not be afraid. 

As surely as if she grabbed it in her hand, the leash appeared. 

Darkness  flowed  in,  blessed  and  calm  where  that  burning  pit  of  flame  had

raged. 

She swallowed once, twice. “Rowan.” 

His eyes gleamed with near-animal brightness, scanning every inch of her. 

His heartbeat was rampant, thundering—panicked. “Rowan,” she repeated. 

Still he did not move, did not stop staring at her, searching for signs of harm. 

Something in her own chest shifted at his panic. 

Aelin  grasped  his  shoulder,  digging  in  her  nails  at  the  violence  rampant  on

every line of his body, as if he’d loosed whatever leashes he kept on himself in

anticipation of fighting to keep  her in this body and not some goddess or worse. 

“Calm down.  Now.” 

He did no such thing. Rolling her eyes, she tugged his hands from her face to

lean over and throw the sheets off them. “I am fine,” she said, enunciating each

word. “You saw to that. Now, get me some water. I’m thirsty.” 

A basic, easy command. To serve, in the way he’d explained that Fae males

 liked to be needed, to fulfill some part of them that wanted to fuss and dote. To drag him back up to that level of civilization and reason. 

Rowan’s  face  was  still  harsh  with  feral  wrath—and  the  insidious  terror

running beneath it. 

So  Aelin  leaned  in,  nipped  his  jaw,  making  sure  her  canines  scratched,  and

said onto his skin, “If you don’t start acting like a prince, you can sleep on the

floor.” 

Rowan pulled back, his savage face not wholly of this world, but slowly, as

if the words sank in, his features softened. He was still looking pissy, but not so

near  killing that invisible threat against her, as he leaned in, nipping her jaw in return, and said into her ear, “I’m going to make you regret using such threats, 

Princess.” 

Oh, gods. Her toes curled, but she gave him a simpering smile as he rose to

his  feet,  every  muscle  in  his  naked  body  rippling  with  the  movement,  and

watched him pad with feline grace to the washstand and ewer atop it. 

The bastard had the nerve to look her over as he lifted the jug. And then give her  a  satisfied,  male  smile  as  he  poured  a  glass  right  to  the  brim,  halting  with expert precision. 

She debated sending a lick of flame to burn his bare ass as he set down the

jug with emphasized care and calm. And then stalked back to the bed, eyes on

her every step of the way, and set the water on the small table beside it. 

Aelin rose on surprisingly steady knees and faced him. 

Only  the  creaking  of  the  ship  and  hissing  of  the  waves  against  it  filled  the room. 

“What was that?” she asked quietly. 

His eyes shuttered. “It was … me losing control.” 

“Why?” 

He glanced at the porthole and moon-kissed sea beyond. So rare for him to

avoid her stare. 

“Why?” she pushed. 

Rowan  at  last  met  her  gaze.  “I  didn’t  know  if  she’d  taken  you  again.”  No

matter that the Wyrdkey now lay beside the bed and not around her neck. “Even

when I realized you were just in the magic’s thrall, I still … The magic took you

away. It’s been a long time since I wasn’t certain … since I didn’t know how to

get  you  back.”  He  bared  his  teeth,  loosing  a  jagged  breath,  the  wrath  now

directed  inward.  “Before  you  call  me  a  territorial  Fae  bastard,  allow  me  to

apologize and explain that it is  very difficult—” 

“Rowan.” He stilled. She crossed the small lingering distance between them, 

every  step  like  the  answer  to  some  question  she’d  asked  from  the  moment  her soul had sparked into existence. “You are not human. I do not expect you to be.” 

He  almost  seemed  to  recoil.  But  she  put  a  hand  on  his  bare  chest,  over  his heart. It still thundered beneath her palm. 

She said softly, feeling that heart beneath her hand, “I do not care if you are

Fae, or human, if you are Valg or a gods-damned skinwalker. You are what you

are.  And  what  I  want  …  what  I   need,  Rowan,  is  someone  who  does  not apologize  for  it.  For  who  they  are.  You  have  never  once  done  so.”  She  leaned forward to kiss the bare skin where her hand had been. “Please don’t start doing

it now. Yes, sometimes you piss me the hell off with that Fae territorial nonsense, 

but … I heard your voice. It woke me up. It led me out of that … place.” 

He bowed his head until his brow leaned against hers. “I wish I had more to

offer you—during this war, and beyond it.” 

She  slid  her  arms  around  his  bare  waist.  “You  offer  me  more  than  I  ever

hoped for.” He seemed to object, but she said, “And I figured since both Darrow and Rolfe informed me I needed to sell my hand in marriage for the sake of this

war, I should do the opposite.” 

A snort. “Typical. But if Terrasen needs—” 

“Here is the way I see it,” she said, pulling back to examine his harsh face. 

“We do not have the luxury of time. And a marriage to a foreign kingdom, with

its contracts and distances, plus the months it takes to raise and send an army …

we do not  have that time. We only have  now. And what I don’t need is a husband who  will  try  to  get  into  a  pissing  contest  with  me,  or  who  I’ll  have  to  cloister somewhere for his own safety, or who will hide in a corner when I wake up with

flames  all  around  me.”  She  kissed  his  tattooed  chest  again,  right  over  that

mighty, thundering heart. “This, Rowan— this is all I need. Just this.” 

The reverberations of his deep, rattling breath echoed into her cheek, and he

stroked  a  hand  over  her  hair,  along  her  bare  back.  Lower.  “A  court  that  can change the world.” 

She kissed the corner of his mouth. “We’ll find a way—together.” The words

he’d given her once, the words that had begun the healing of her shattered heart. 

And his own. “Did I hurt—” Her words were a rasp. 

“No.” He brushed a thumb over her cheekbone. “No, you didn’t hurt me. Or

anything else.” 

Something in her chest caved in, and Rowan gathered her in his arms as she

buried her face in his neck. His calloused hands caressed her back, over each and

every scar and the tattoos he’d inked on her. 

“If  we  survive  this  war,”  she  murmured  after  a  while  onto  his  bare  chest, 

“you and I are going to have to learn how to relax. To sleep through the night.” 

“If we survive this war, Princess,” he said, running a finger down the groove

of her spine, “I’ll be happy to do anything you want. Even learn how to relax.” 

“And  if  we  never  have  a  moment’s  peace,  even  after  we  get  the  Lock,  the

keys, and send Erawan back to his hellhole realm?” 

The  amusement  faded,  replaced  by  something  more  intent  as  his  fingers

stilled on her back. “Even if we have threats of war every other day, even if we

have to host fussy emissaries, even if we have to visit god-awful kingdoms and

play nice, I’ll be happy to do it, if you’re at my side.” 

Her lips trembled. “Och, you. Since when did you learn to make such pretty

speeches?” 

“I just needed the right excuse to learn,” he said, kissing her cheek. 

Her  body  went  taut  and  molten  in  all  the  right  places  as  his  mouth  moved
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lower,  pressing  gentle,  biting  kisses  to  her  jaw,  her  ear,  her  neck.  She  dug  her fingers into his back, baring her throat as his canines scratched lightly. 

“I love you,” Rowan breathed onto her skin, and flicked his tongue over the

spot  where  his  canines  had  scratched.  “I’d  walk  into  the  burning  heart  of  hell itself to find you.” 

He almost had mere minutes ago, she wanted to say. But Aelin only arched

her  back  a  bit  more,  a  small,  needy  noise  coming  out  of  her.  This— him  …

Would it ever stop—the wanting? The need to not only be near him, but to have

him so deep in her she felt their souls twining, their magic dancing … The tether

that had led her out of that burning core of madness and destruction. 

“Please,” she breathed, nails digging into his lower back in emphasis. 

Rowan’s low groan was his only answer as he hoisted her up. She wrapped

her  legs  around  his  waist,  letting  him  carry  her  not  to  the  bed,  but  to  the  wall, and  the  sensation  of  the  cool  wood  against  her  back,  compared  to  the  heat  and hardness of him pushing into her front—

Aelin  panted  through  her  gritted  teeth  as  he  again  dragged  his  tongue  over

that spot on her neck. “Please. ” 

She  felt  his  smile  against  her  skin  as  Rowan  thrust  into  her  in  a  long, 

powerful stroke—and bit down on her neck. 

A claiming, mighty  and true, that  she understood he  so desperately needed. 

That  she needed, and with his teeth in her, his body in her … She was going to

combust, she was going to splinter apart from the overwhelming  need—

Rowan’s  hips  began  to  move,  setting  a  lazy,  smooth  pace  as  he  kept  his

canines buried in her neck. As his tongue slid along the twin points of pleasure

edged with finest pain, and he tasted her very essence as if it were wine. 

He laughed, low and wicked, as release had her biting down on his shoulder

to  keep  from  screaming  loud  enough  to  wake  the  creatures  sleeping  on  the

bottom of the sea. 

When Rowan finally drew his mouth away from her neck, his magic healing

the  small  holes  he’d  left,  his  hands  tightened  on  her  thighs,  pinning  her  to  the wall as he moved deeper, harder. 

Aelin  only  dragged  her  fingers  through  his  hair  as  she  gave  him  a  savage

kiss, and tasted her own blood on his tongue. 

She whispered onto his mouth, “I’ll always find a way back to you.” 

This time, when Aelin went over the edge, Rowan plummeted with her. 

Manon Blackbeak awoke. 

There had been no sound, no smell, no hint of  why she’d awoken, but those

predatory  instincts  had  sensed  something  amiss  and  sent  her  tumbling  from

sleep. 

She blinked as she sat up, her wound now a dull ache—and found her head

clear of whatever that haze had been. 

The  room  was  near-black,  save  for  the  moonlight  that  trickled  through  the

porthole  to  illuminate  her  cramped  cabin.  How  long  had  she  been  lost  to  sleep and hideous melancholy? 

She listened carefully to the creaking of the ship. A faint grumbling sounded

from  above—Abraxos.  Still  alive.  Still—sleeping,  if  she  knew  that  drowsy, 

wheezing grumble. 

She  tested  the  manacles  on  her  wrists,  lifting  them  to  peer  at  the  lock.  A clever  sort  of  contraption,  the  chains  thick  and  anchored  soundly  into  the  wall. 

Her ankles were no better. 

She  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  she’d  been  in  chains.  How  had  Elide

endured it for a decade? 

Maybe  she’d  find  the  girl  once  she  got  out  of  here.  She  doubted  the

Havilliard  king  had  any  news  of  the  Thirteen  anyway.  She’d  sneak  onto

Abraxos’s back, fly for the coast, and find Elide before tracking down her coven. 

And  then  …  she  didn’t  know  what  she’d  do.  But  it  was  better  than  lying  here like a worm in the sun, letting whatever despair had seized control these days or

weeks wreak havoc on her. 

But as if she’d summoned him, the door opened. 

Dorian stood there, a candle in his—

Not  a  candle.  Pure  flame  wreathed  his  fingers.  It  set  his  sapphire  eyes

glowing  bright  as  he  found  her  lucid.  “Was  it  you—who  sent  that  ripple  of

power?” 

“No.”  Though  it  didn’t  take  much  guessing  to  suspect  who  it’d  been,  then. 

“Witches don’t have magic like that.” 

He  angled  his  head,  his  blue-black  hair  stained  gold  by  his  flames.  “But

you’re long-lived.” 

She  nodded,  and  he  took  that  as  an  invitation  to  slide  into  his  usual  chair. 

“It’s called the Yielding,” she said, a chill brushing down her spine. “The bit of

magic we have. We usually cannot summon or wield, but for one moment in a

witch’s life, she can summon great power to unleash upon her enemies. The cost

is  that  she  is  incinerated  in  the  blast,  her  body  yielded  to  the  Darkness.  In  the

witch  wars,  witches  on  both  sides  made  Yieldings  during  every  battle  and skirmish.” 

“It’s  suicide—to  blow  yourself  into  smithereens  …  and  take  enemies  with

you.” 

“It is, and it’s not pretty. As the Ironteeth witch yields life to the Darkness, its

power  fills  her,  and  unleashes  from  her  in  an  ebony  wave.  A  manifestation  of what lies in our souls.” 

“Have you seen it done?” 

“Once. By a scared young witch who knew she wouldn’t win glory any other

way. Only, she took out half our Ironteeth force as well as the Crochans.” 

Her mind snagged on the word.  Crochans.  Her people—

 Not her people. She was a gods-damned Blackbeak—

“Will the Ironteeth use it on us?” 

“If you’re facing lower-level covens, yes. Older covens are too arrogant, too

skilled  to  choose  the  Yielding  instead  of  fighting  their  way  out.  But  younger, weaker covens get spooked, or wish to win valor through sacrifice.” 

“It’s murder.” 

“It’s  war.  War  is  sanctioned  murder,  no  matter  what  side  you’re  on.”  Ire

flickered on his face, and she asked, “Have you ever killed a man?” 

He opened his mouth to say no, but the light in his hand died. 

He  had.  When  he’d  been  collared,  she  guessed.  The  Valg  inside  him  had

done it. Multiple times. And not cleanly. 

“Remember  what  they  made  you  do,”  Manon  said,  “when  you  face  them

again.” 

“I doubt I’ll ever forget it, witchling.” He stood, heading for the door. 

Manon  said,  “These  chains  are  rubbing  my  skin  raw.  Surely  you’ve  some

sympathy  for  chained  things.”  Dorian  paused.  She  lifted  her  hands,  displaying

the chains. “I’ll give my word not to do any harm.” 

“It’s  not  my  call.  Now  that  you’re  talking  again,  maybe  telling  Aelin  what

she’s been pushing you about will get you on her good side.” 

Manon had no idea what the queen had been demanding of her. None. “The

longer  I  stay  in  here,  princeling,  the  more  likely  I  am  to  do  something  stupid when you release me. Let me at least feel the wind on my face.” 

“You’ve got a window. Go stand in front of it.” 

Part of her sat up straight at the harshness, the  maleness in that tone, in the

set of those broad shoulders. She purred, “If I had been asleep, would you have

lingered to stare at me for a while?” 

Icy amusement gleamed there. “Would you have objected?” 

And perhaps she was reckless and wild and still a bit stupid from blood loss, 

but she said, “If you plan to sneak in here in the darkest hours of the night, you

should at least have the decency to ensure I get something out of it.” 

His  lips  twitched,  though  the  smile  was  cold  and  sensuous  in  a  way  that

made  her  wonder  what  playing  with  a  king  blessed  with  raw  magic  might  be

like. If he’d make her beg for the first time in her long life. He looked capable of

it—perhaps willing to let a little cruelty into the bedroom. Her blood thrummed. 

“As  tempting  as  seeing  you  naked  and  chained  might  be  …”  A  soft  lover’s

laugh. “I don’t think you’d enjoy the loss of control.” 

“And you’ve been with so many women to be able to judge a witch’s wants

so easily?” 

That smile turned lazy. “A gentleman never tells.” 

“How  many?”  He  was  only  twenty—though  he  was  a  prince,  now  a  king. 

Women  had  likely  been  falling  over  themselves  for  him  since  his  voice  had

deepened. 

“How many men have  you been with?” he countered. 

She  smirked.  “Enough  to  know  how  to  handle  the  needs  of  mortal

princelings.  To  know  what  will  make  you  beg.”  Never  mind  that  she  was

contemplating the opposite. 

He drifted across the room, past the range of her chains, right into her own

breathing space. He leaned over her, nearly nose-to-nose, nothing at all amused

in his face, in the cut of his cruel, beautiful mouth, as he said, “I don’t think you

can  handle  the  sort  of  things  I  need,  witchling.  And  I  am  never  begging  for anything again in my life.” 

And  then  he  left.  Manon  stared  after  him,  a  hiss  of  rage  slipping  from  her own lips. At the opportunity she hadn’t taken to grab him, hold him hostage, and

demand  her  freedom;  at  the  arrogance  in  his  assumption;  at  the  heat  that  had gathered in her core and now throbbed insistently enough that she clamped her

legs together. 

She had never been denied. Men had fallen to pieces, sometimes literally, to

crawl into her bed. And she … She didn’t know what she would have done if he

had taken up her offer, if she would have decided to learn what the king could

do,  exactly,  with  that  beautiful  mouth  and  toned  body.  A  distraction—and  an

excuse to loathe herself even more, she supposed. 

She was still seething at the door when it opened again. 

Dorian  leaned  against  the  aged  wood,  his  eyes  still  glazed  in  a  way  she

couldn’t tell was lust or hatred or both. He slid the lock shut without looking at it. 

Her  heartbeat  picked  up,  her  entire  immortal  focus  narrowed  to  his  steady, 

unhurried breathing, the unreadable face. 

His  voice  was  rough  as  he  said,  “I  won’t  waste  my  breath  telling  you  how

stupid it would be to try to take me hostage.” 

“I  won’t  waste  mine  telling  you  to  take  only  what  I  offer  you  and  nothing

more.” 

Her ears strained to listen, but even his damned heart was a solid beat. Not a

whiff  of  fear.  He  said,  “I  need  to  hear  you  say  yes.”  His  eyes  flicked  to  the chains. 

It  took  her  a  moment  to  comprehend,  but  she  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “So

considerate, princeling. But yes. I do this of my own free will. It can be our little

secret.” 

She was nothing and no one now anyway. Sharing a bed with her enemy was

nothing compared to the Crochan blood that flowed in her veins. 

She began to unbutton the white shirt she’d been wearing for gods knew how

long, but he growled, “I’ll do it myself.” 

Like hell he would. She touched the second button. 

Invisible hands wrapped around her wrists, tightly enough that she dropped

the shirt. 

Dorian prowled to her. “I said that I’d do it.” Manon took in each inch of him

as he towered over her, and a shiver of pleasure rippled through her. “I suggest

you listen.” 

The pure male  arrogance in that statement alone—

“You’re courting death if you—” 

Dorian lowered his mouth to hers. 

It was a featherlight graze, barely a whisper of touch. Intent, calculated, and

so unexpected she arched into it a bit. 

He kissed the corner of her mouth with the same silken gentleness. Then the

other corner. She didn’t move, didn’t even breathe—like every part of her body

was waiting to see what he’d do next. 

But Dorian pulled back, studying her eyes with a cool detachment. Whatever

he beheld there made him step away. 

The  invisible  fingers  on  her  wrists  vanished.  The  door  unlatched.  And  that

cocky  grin  returned  as  Dorian  shrugged  with  one  shoulder  and  said,  “Maybe

another night, witchling.” 

Manon almost bellowed as he slipped out the door—and didn’t return. 
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The witch was lucid but pissed off. 

Aedion  had  the  pleasure  of  serving  her  breakfast  and  tried  not  to  note  the

lingering  scent  of  female  arousal  in  the  cabin,  or  that  Dorian’s  scent  was

entwined among it. 

The king was entitled to move on, Aedion reminded himself hours later as he

scanned the late afternoon horizon from the ship’s helm. In the quiet hours of his

watches, he’d often mulled over the thorough scolding Lysandra had given him

regarding  his  anger  and  cruelty  toward  the  king.  And  maybe—just  maybe—

Lysandra was right. And maybe the fact that Dorian could even look at a female

with  interest  after  seeing  Sorscha  beheaded  was  a  miracle.  But  …  the  witch? 

 That was what he wanted to tangle with? 

He  asked  Lysandra  as  much  when  she  joined  him  thirty  minutes  later,  still

soaked from patrolling the waters ahead. All clear. 

Lysandra finger-combed her inky sheet of hair, frowning. “I had clients who

lost  their  wives  or  lovers,  and  wanted  something  to  distract  them.  Wanted  the opposite  of  who  their  beloved  had  been,  perhaps  to  make  the  act  feel  wholly separate. What he went through would change anyone. He might very well find

himself now attracted to dangerous things.” 

“He already had a penchant for them,” Aedion murmured, glancing to where

Aelin  and  Rowan  sparred  on  the  main  deck,  sweat  gleaming  golden  as  the

afternoon light shifted toward evening. Dorian perched on the nearby steps up to

the quarterdeck, Damaris braced over his knees, half awake in the heat. Part of

Aedion smiled, knowing Rowan would no doubt kick his ass for it. 

“Aelin  was  dangerous,  but  still  human,”  Lysandra  observed.  “Manon  is  …

not. He probably likes it that way. And I’d stay out of it if I were you.” 

“I’m  not  getting  in  the  middle  of  that  disaster,  don’t  worry.  Though  I

wouldn’t  let  those  iron  teeth  near  my  favorite  part  if  I  were  him.”  Aedion

grinned  as  Lysandra  tipped  her  head  back  and  laughed.  He  added,  “Besides, 

watching  Aelin  and  the  witch  go  head-to-head  this  morning  about  Elide  was

enough to remind me to stay the hell back and enjoy the spectacle.” 

Little  Elide  Lochan—alive  and  out  there,  searching  for  them.  Gods  above. 

The  look  on  Aelin’s  face  when  Manon  had  revealed  detail  after  detail,  what

Vernon had tried to do to the girl …

There would be a reckoning in Perranth for that. Aedion himself would hang

the  lord  by  his  intestines.  While  Vernon  was  still  breathing.  And  then  he’d  get started on paying Vernon back for the ten years of horror Elide had endured. For

the maimed foot and the chains. For the tower. 

Locked in a tower—in a city he’d visited so many times in the past ten years

he had no count. She might have even watched the Bane from that spire as they

came and left the city. Possibly thinking he’d forgotten or didn’t care about her, 

either. 

And now she was out there. Alone. 

With  a  permanently  mangled  foot,  no  training,  and  no  weapons.  If  she  was

lucky,  perhaps  she’d  run  into  the  Bane  first.  His  commanders  would  recognize

her name, protect her. That is, if she dared to reveal herself at all. 

It had taken all his self-control not to strangle Manon for abandoning the girl

in the middle of Oakwald, for not flying her right to Terrasen. 

Aelin, however, hadn’t bothered with restraint. 

Two strikes, both so fast even the Wing Leader didn’t see them. 

A backhanded blow to Manon’s face. For leaving Elide. 

And then a ring of fire around Manon’s throat, slamming her into the wood, 

as Aelin made her swear the information was correct. 

Rowan  had  drily  reminded  Aelin  that  Manon  was  responsible  for  Elide’s

escape  and  rescue,  too.  Aelin  had  merely  said  if  Manon  hadn’t  been,  the  fire would already be down her throat. 

And that was that. 

Aelin, from the fervor with which she sparred with Rowan across the deck, 

was still pissed. 

The witch, from the snarling and scent in her cabin, was still pissed. 

Aedion  was  more  than  ready  to  get  to  the  Stone  Marshes—even  if  what

awaited them there might not be so pleasant. 

Three more days lay between them and the eastern coast. And then … then

they’d all see how much Rolfe’s alliance was worth, if the man could be trusted. 

“You  can’t  avoid  him  forever,  you  know,”  Lysandra  said,  drawing  his

attention to the  other reason he needed to get off this ship. 

His father sat near where Abraxos had curled along the prow, guarding and

observing the wyvern. Learning how to kill them—where to strike. 

No  matter  that  the  wyvern  was  little  more  than  an  oversized  hound,  docile enough  that  they  hadn’t  bothered  to  chain  him.  They  had  none  big  enough

anyway,  and  the  beast  would  likely  refuse  to  leave  this  ship  until  Manon  did. 

Abraxos only moved to hunt for fish or larger game, Lysandra escorting him in

sea  dragon  form  beneath  the  waves.  And  when  the  beast  was  sprawled  on  the

deck … the Lion kept him company. 

Aedion had barely spoken to Gavriel since Skull’s Bay. 

“I’m  not  avoiding  him,”  Aedion  said.  “I  just  have  no  interest  in  talking  to him.” 

Lysandra  flipped  her  wet  hair  over  a  shoulder,  frowning  at  the  damp

splotches on her white shirt. “I, for one, would like to hear the story of how he

crossed  paths  with  your  mother.  He’s  kind—for  one  of  Maeve’s  cadre.  Better

than Fenrys.” 

Indeed, Fenrys made Aedion want to shatter things. That laughing face, the

swaggering, dark arrogance … It was another mirror, he realized. But one who

tracked Aelin everywhere like some dog. Or wolf, he supposed. 

Aedion hadn’t pitted himself against the male in the sparring ring, but he’d

carefully watched Fenrys take on Rowan and Gavriel, both of whom had trained

the  male.  Fenrys  fought  as  he’d  expect  a  warrior  with  centuries  of  training  by two lethal killers to fight. But he had not glimpsed another whisper of the magic

that allowed Fenrys to leap between places as if walking through some invisible

doorway. 

As  if  his  thoughts  summoned  the  immortal  warrior,  Fenrys  swaggered  out

from the shadows below deck and smirked at them all before taking up his sentry

position near the foremast. They were all on a schedule of watches and patrols, 

Lysandra and Rowan usually tasked with flying far out of sight to survey behind

and  ahead  or  communicate  with  the  two  escort  ships.  Aedion  hadn’t  dared  tell the  shifter  that  he  often  counted  the  minutes  until  she  returned,  that  his  chest always felt unbearably tight until he spotted whatever winged or finned form she

wore returning to them. 

Like his cousin, he had no doubt the shifter wouldn’t take well to his  fussing. 

Lysandra  was  carefully  watching  Aelin  and  Rowan,  their  blades  like

quicksilver, as they met each other blow for blow. “You’ve been doing well with

your lessons,” Aedion told the shifter. 

Lysandra’s  green  eyes  crinkled.  They’d  all  been  taking  turns  walking  the

shifter  through  handling  various  weapons  and  hand-to-hand  combat.  Lysandra

knew some from her time with Arobynn—he’d taught her as a way of ensuring

the survival of his  investment, she’d told him. 

But  she  wanted  to  know  more.  How  to  kill  men  in  a  myriad  of  ways.  It

shouldn’t  have  thrilled  him  as  much  as  it  had.  Not  when  she’d  laughed  off  the claim  Aedion  had  made  on  the  beach  that  day  in  Skull’s  Bay.  She  hadn’t

mentioned it again. He hadn’t been stupid enough to, either. 

Aedion  trailed  Lysandra,  unable  to  help  it,  as  she  drifted  toward  where  the

queen and prince sparred, Dorian scooting over on the steps to silently offer her

a  space.  Aedion  marked  the  gesture  and  the  king’s  respect,  shoving  aside  his own  warring  feelings  about  it  as  he  lingered  above  them,  and  focused  on  his cousin and Rowan. 

But  they’d  worked  themselves  into  an  impasse—enough  so  that  Rowan

called it off and sheathed his sword. Then flicked Aelin’s nose when she looked

pissy at not winning. Aedion laughed under his breath, glancing to the shifter as

the queen and prince strode for the water jug and glasses against the stair railing

and helped themselves. 

He  was  about  to  offer  Lysandra  a  final  round  in  the  ring  before  the  sun  set when  Dorian  braced  his  arms  on  his  knees  and  said  to  Aelin  through  the  stair railing, “I don’t think she’ll do anything if we let her out.” 

Aelin took a dainty sip of her water, still breathing hard. “Did you arrive at

that  conclusion  before,  during,  or  after  you  visited  her  in  the  middle  of  the night?” 

Oh, gods. It was going to be that sort of conversation. 

Dorian  gave  a  half  smile.  “You  have  a  preference  for  immortal  warriors. 

Why can’t I?” 

It was the faint click of her glass on the small table that made Aedion brace

himself—really  start  calculating  the  layout  of  the  various  decks.  Fenrys  still monitored  them  from  the  foremast,  Lysandra  remained  on  Dorian’s  other  side. 

He  supposed  that,  standing  above  Dorian  on  the  stairs  and  Aelin  beside  them, he’d be right in the middle. 

Exactly where he’d sworn not to be. 

Rowan,  on  the  other  side  of  Aelin,  said  to  Dorian,  “Is  there  a  reason, 

Majesty, that you believe the witch should be free?” 

Aelin  shot  him  a  look  of  pure  flame.  Good—let  the  prince  deal  with  her

wrath. Even days after the claiming that had left everyone pretending they didn’t

notice  the  two  puncture  wounds  on  Rowan’s  neck  or  the  delicate,  vicious

scratches  over  his  shoulders,  the  Fae  Prince  still  looked  like  a  male  who  had barely survived a storm and had enjoyed every wild second of it. 

Not to mention the twin wounds on Aelin’s neck this morning. He’d almost begged her to find a scarf. 

“Why don’t we lock one of you in a room”—Dorian pointed with his chin at

the  Fae  warriors  across  the  deck,  at  Lysandra  to  his  right—“and  see  how  well you fare after so much time.” 

Aelin  said,  “Every  inch  of  her  has  been  designed  to  ensnare  men.  To  make

them think she’s harmless.” 

“Trust me, Manon Blackbeak is anything but harmless.” 

Aelin  charged  on,  “She  and  her  kind  are  killers.  They  are  raised  without

conscience.  Regardless  of  what  her  grandmother  did  to  her,  she  will  always  be that way. I will not endanger the lives of the people on this ship so you can sleep

better at night.” Her eyes shone with the unspoken jab. 

They all shifted, and Aedion was about to ask Lysandra to spar, conversation

closed, when Dorian said a bit too quietly, “I am king, you know.” 

Turquoise-and-gold  eyes  snapped  to  Dorian.  Aedion  could  almost  see  the

words  Aelin  fought  to  think  through,  her  temper  begging  her  to  shut  down  the challenge.  With  a  few  choice  sentences,  she  could  fillet  his  spirit  like  a  fish, further shredding the scraps of the man who remained after the Valg prince had

violated him. And in doing so, lose a strong ally she’d need not just in this war, 

but if they survived it. And—those eyes softened a bit. A friend. She’d lose that, 

too. 

Aelin rubbed at the scars on her wrists, stark in the golden light of the setting

sun. Ones that made Aedion sick to look at. She said to Dorian after a moment, 

“Controlled movements. If she leaves the room, she stays under guard—one of

the  Fae  at  any  given  time,  plus  one  of  us.  Shackles  on  her  wrists,  not  feet.  No chains for the room, but a guard outside the door.” 

Aedion  caught  the  thumb  Rowan  brushed  over  one  of  those  scars  on  her

wrist. 

Dorian just said, “Fine.” 

Aedion  debated  telling  the  king  that  a  compromise  from  Aelin  should  be

outright celebrated. 

Aelin’s voice dropped to that lethal purr. “After you finished flirting with her

that day in Oakwald, she and her coven tried to kill me.” 

“You  provoked  her,”  Dorian  countered.  “And  I  sit  here  today  because  of

what she risked when she came to Rifthold  twice.” 

Aelin wiped the sweat from her brow. “She has her own reasons, and I highly

doubt it was because she, in her one hundred years of killing, decided your pretty
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face would turn her good.” 

“Yours turned Rowan from three centuries of a blood oath.” 

It was Aedion’s father who said calmly as he left his perch near Abraxos on

the  prow  to  approach  them,  “I’d  suggest,  Majesty,  that  you  pick  another

argument.” 

Indeed,  Aedion’s  every  instinct  came  to  attention  at  the  frozen  anger  now

limning the prince’s every muscle. 

Dorian  noticed  it,  too,  and  said,  perhaps  a  bit  guiltily,  “I  meant  no  offense, Rowan.” 

Gavriel angled his head, golden hair sliding over his broad shoulder, and said

with  a  ghost  of  a  smile,  “Don’t  worry,  Majesty.  Fenrys  has  given  Whitethorn

enough shit for it to last him another three centuries.” 

Aedion blinked at the humor, the hint of a smile. 

But  Aelin  saved  him  the  effort  of  deciding  whether  or  not  to  answer  that

smile  by  saying  to  Dorian,  “Well?  Let’s  see  if  the  Wing  Leader  would  like  to take a turn about the deck before dinner.” 

Dorian  was  right  to  look  wary,  Aedion  decided.  But  Aelin  was  already

heading for the opposite side of the deck, Fenrys peeling off from his post by the

foremast, that edged, bitter gaze sliding over them all while they passed. 

But Fenrys would follow, no doubt. Like hell would they unleash the witch

without all of them there. Even the cadre seemed to understand that. 

So Aedion trailed after his queen into the dimness of the ship, night setting in

above them, and prayed Aelin and Manon weren’t about to rip the boat to shreds. 

Climbing  into  bed  with  a  witch.  Aelin  ground  her  teeth  as  she  headed  for

Manon’s room. 

Dorian had once  been notorious when  it came to  women, but   this  …  Aelin

snorted, wishing Chaol were present, if only to see the look on  his face. 

Even if it eased something tight in her chest to know Chaol and Faliq were in

the  South.  Perhaps  raising  an  army  to  cross  the  Narrow  Sea  and  march


northward. If they were all lucky. 

 If.  Aelin hated that word. But … her friendship with Dorian was precarious

enough. She’d yielded to his request partially out of some scrap of kindness, but

mostly because she knew there was more Manon had to tell them about Morath. 

About Erawan. Lots more. 

And  she  doubted  the  witch  would  be  forthcoming—especially  when  Aelin had  lost  her  temper  just  a   little  bit  this  morning.  And  maybe  it  made  her  a conniving,  hideous  person  for  using  Dorian’s  interest  as  a  veil  to  butter  up  the witch, but … it was war. 

Aelin flexed her hand as she neared the witch’s room, the lights swaying in

the rougher waves they’d encountered since midday. 

Rowan  had  healed  the  bruise  on  the  back  of  her  knuckles  from  the  blow

she’d dealt the witch—and she’d thanked him by locking the door to their room

and getting on her knees before him. She could still feel his fingers fisted in her

hair, still hear his groan—

Rowan, now a step beside her, whipped his head in her direction.  What  the

 hell are you thinking about? 

But his pupils had flared enough that she was well aware he knew precisely

where her mind had gone as they walked down to the witch’s cabin. That Fenrys

hung far back down the hall told her enough about the change in her scent. 

 The  usual  things,  she  shot  back  at  Rowan  with  a  simpering  smile.  Killing, crocheting, how to make you emit those noises again—

Rowan’s face took on a pained expression that had her grinning. Especially

as  his  throat  bobbed  while  he  swallowed—hard.  Round  two,  he  seemed  to  say. 

 As soon as this is dealt with. We’re having round two.  This time,  I  get to see what noises you make. 

Aelin nearly walked into the doorpost of Manon’s open cabin. Rowan’s low

laugh made her focus, made her stop smiling like a lust-addled, lovesick idiot—

Manon  was  sitting  upright  in  bed,  golden  eyes  darting  between  Rowan  and

Dorian and her. 

Fenrys slid in behind them, his attention going right to the witch. No doubt

stunned by the beauty, the grace, the  blah-blah-blah perfectness of her. 

Manon said, low and flat, “Who is this?” 

Dorian  lifted  a  brow,  following  her  gaze.  “You’ve  met  him  before.  He’s

Fenrys—sworn warrior of Queen Maeve.” 

It  was  the  narrowing  of  Manon’s  eyes  that  had  some  instinct  pricking.  The

flare of the witch’s nostrils as she scented the male, his smell barely detectable in

the cramped cabin—

“No, he’s not,” Manon said. 

The witch’s iron nails flashed out a heartbeat before Fenrys struck. 
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It was still instinct to go for a knife before Aelin went for her magic. 

And  as  Fenrys  leaped  for  Manon  with  a  snarl,  it  was  Rowan’s  power  that

sent him slamming through the room. 

Before  the  male  had  finished  sliding  across  the  floor,  Aelin  had  a  wall  of

flame up between them. “What the  hell,” she spat. 

On his knees, Fenrys clawed at his throat—at the air Rowan was choking off. 

The  cabin  was  too  small  for  them  all  to  fit  without  getting  too  close.  Ice danced at Dorian’s fingertips as he slid beside Manon, still chained by the bed. 

“What  did  you  mean,  that’s  not  Fenrys?”  Aelin  said  to  the  witch  without

taking her eyes off him. Rowan let out a grunt behind her. 

And  Aelin  watched  with  a  mix  of  horror  and  fascination  as  Fenrys’s  chest

expanded  in  a  mighty  breath.  As  he  got  to  his  feet  and  surveyed  that  wall  of flame. 

As if Rowan’s magic had worn off. 

And as Fenrys’s skin seemed to glow and melt away, as a creature as pale as

fresh snow emerged from the vanishing illusion, Aelin gave Aedion a subtle look

over her shoulder. 

Her  cousin  instantly  moved,  keys  to  Manon’s  chains  appearing  from  his

pocket. 

But  Manon  didn’t  move  as  the  thing  took  form,  all  the  spindly  limbs,  its

wings tucked in tight; the hideous warped face sniffing them—

Manon’s chains clanked free. 

Aelin said to the thing beyond her wall of flame, “What are you?” 

Manon answered for it. “Erawan’s Bloodhound.” 

The thing smiled, revealing rotted black stumps of teeth. “At your service,” it

said.  She  said,  Aelin  realized  as  she  noted  the  small,  shriveled  breasts  on  its narrow chest. “So your guts stayed in,” it purred to Manon. 

“Where is Fenrys?” Aelin demanded. 

The  Bloodhound’s  smile  didn’t  falter.  “On  patrol  of  the  ship,  on  another

level, I assume. Unaware, just as you were unaware, that one of your own wasn’t

truly with you while I—” 

“Ugh, another talker,” Aelin said, flipping her braid over a shoulder. “Let me

guess: you killed a sailor, took his place, learned what you needed to about how

to  get  Manon  off  this  ship  and  our  patrols,  and  …  what?  You  planned  to  carry her  off  into  the  night?”  Aelin  frowned  at  the  thing’s  thin  body.  “You  look  like you could barely lift a fork—and haven’t in months.” 

The Bloodhound blinked at her—then hissed. 

Manon let out a low laugh. 

Aelin said, “Honestly? You could have just snuck in here and saved yourself

a thousand stupid steps—” 

“Shifter,” the thing hissed, hungrily enough that Aelin’s words stumbled. 

Its enormous eyes had gone right to Lysandra, snarling softly in the corner in

ghost leopard form. 

“Shifter,” it hissed again, that longing twisting its features. 

And  Aelin  had  a  feeling  she  knew  what  this  thing  had  begun  as.  What

Erawan had trapped and mutilated in the mountains around Morath. 

“As I was saying,” Aelin drawled as best she could, “you really brought this

upon yourself—” 

“I  came  for  the  Blackbeak  heir,”  the  Bloodhound  panted.  “But  look  at  you

all: a trove worth your weight in gold.” 

Its  eyes  went  murky,  as  if  it  were  no  longer  here,  as  if  it  had  drifted  into another room—

 Shit. 

Aelin attacked with her flame. 

The Bloodhound screamed—

And Aelin’s flame melted away into steam. 

Rowan was instantly there, shoving her back, sword out. Her magic—

“You should have given me the witch,” the Bloodhound laughed, and ripped

the  porthole  clean  out  of  the  side  of  the  ship.  “Now  he  knows  who  you  travel with, what ship you sail …” 

The creature lunged for the hole it had hewn in the side of the ship, spindrift

misting in. 

A black-tipped arrow slammed into its knee, then another one. 

The Bloodhound went down an inch from freedom. 

Snarling  as  he  stepped  into  the  room,  Fenrys  fired  another,  pinning  its

shoulder into the wood planks. 

Apparently,  he  didn’t  take  well  to  being  impersonated.  He  gave  Rowan  a
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seething look that said as much. And that demanded how they all hadn’t noticed

the difference. 

But  the  Bloodhound  wrenched  herself  up,  black  blood  spraying  the  room, 

filling  it  with  her  reek.  Aelin  had  a  dagger  angled,  ready  to  fly;  Manon  was about to pounce; Rowan’s hatchet was cocked—

The Bloodhound chucked a strap of black leather into the center of the room. 

Manon stopped dead. 

“Your Second screamed when Erawan broke her,” the Bloodhound said. “His

Dark Majesty sends this to remember her by.” 

Aelin  didn’t  dare  take  her  eyes  off  the  creature.  But  she  could  have  sworn

Manon swayed. 

And then the Bloodhound said to the witch, “A gift from a King of the Valg

… to the last living Crochan Queen.” 

Manon stared and stared at that braided leather band—the one Asterin had worn

every  day,  even  when  battle  did  not  demand  it—and  did  not  care  what  the

Bloodhound  had  declared  to  the  others.  Did  not  care  if  she  was  heir  to  the Blackbeak Witch-Clan or Queen of the Crochans. Did not care if—

Manon did not finish the thought over the roar that silenced everything in her

head. 

The  roar  that  came  out  of  her  mouth  as  she  launched  herself  at  the

Bloodhound. 

The  arrows  through  the  beast  scratched  at  Manon  as  she  tackled  that  dewy, 

bony body into the wood. Claws and teeth slashed for her face, but Manon got

her hands around that neck, and iron tore through damp skin. 

Then those claws were pinned in the wood beneath phantom hands as Dorian

sauntered over, face so unyieldingly unmoved. The Bloodhound thrashed, those

claws trying to wrench free—

The creature screamed as those invisible hands crunched down on bone. 

Then through it. 

Manon  gaped  at  the  severed  hands  a  moment  before  the  Bloodhound

screamed, so loud her own ears rang. But Dorian crooned, “Be done with it.” 

Manon lifted her other hand, wanting iron to shred her and not steel. 

The others watched behind them, weapons ready. 

But  the  Bloodhound  panted,  “Don’t  you  want  to  know  what  your  Second

said before she died? What she  begged for?” 

Manon hesitated. 

“What a horrible brand on her stomach— unclean. Did you do that yourself, 

Blackbeak?” 

No. No, no, no—

“A baby; she said she’d birthed a stillborn witchling.” 

Manon froze entirely. 

And  didn’t  particularly  care  as  the  Bloodhound  lunged  for  her  throat,  teeth

bared. 

It was not flame or wind that snapped the Bloodhound’s neck. 

But invisible hands. 

The  crunch  echoed  through  the  room,  and  Manon  whirled  on  Dorian

Havilliard. His sapphire eyes were utterly merciless. Manon snarled. “How  dare

you take my kill—” 

Men on the deck began screaming, and Abraxos roared. 

 Abraxos. 

Manon  turned  on  her  heel  and  sprinted  through  the  wall  of  warriors, 

careening down the hall, up the stairs—

Her iron nails tore chunks out of the slippery wood as she hauled herself up, 

stomach aching. Muggy night air hit her, then the sea’s scent, then—

There were six of them. 

Their  skin  was  not  bone  white  like  the  Bloodhound’s,  but  rather  a  mottled

darkness—bred  for  shadows  and  stealth.  Winged,  all  with  humanoid  faces  and

bodies—

 Ilken, one of them hissed as it disemboweled a man in one swipe of its claws. 

 We  are  the  ilken,  and  we  have  come  to  feast.  Indeed,  pirates  were  dead  on  the deck,  blood  a  coppery  tang  that  filled  her  senses  as  she  raced  for  where

Abraxos’s roar had sounded. 

But he was airborne, flapping high, tail swinging. 

The shape-shifter in wyvern form at his side. 

Taking on three of the smaller figures, so much more nimble as they—

Flame blasted into the night, along with wind, and ice. 

One  ilken  melted.  The  second  had  its  wings  snapped.  And  the  third—the

third froze into a solid block and shattered upon the deck. 

Eight  more  ilken  landed,  one  ripping  into  a  screaming  sailor’s  neck  on  the

foredeck—

Manon’s  iron  teeth  snapped  down.  Flame  blasted  again,  spearing  for  the
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approaching terrors. 

Only for them to sail through it. 

The ship became a melee as wings and talons tore into delicate human hides, 

as the immortal warriors unleashed themselves upon the ilken that landed on the

deck. 

Aedion hurtled after Aelin the moment the wyvern roared. 

He got as far as the main deck before those  things attacked. 

Before  Aelin’s  flame  ruptured  from  the  deck  ahead,  and  he  realized  his

cousin could look after herself because  shit, the Valg king had been busy.  Ilken, they’d called themselves. 

There were two of them now before him on the quarterdeck, where he’d run

to  spare  the  first  mate  and  captain  from  having  their  organs  ripped  out  of  their bellies.  Both  beasts  were  nearly  eight  feet  and  born  of  nightmares,  but  in  their eyes  …  those  were  human  eyes.  And  their  scents  …  like  rotted  meat,  but  …

human. Partially. 

They  stood  between  him  and  the  stairs  back  to  the  main  deck.  “What  a

bounty this hunt has yielded,” one said. 

Aedion  didn’t  dare  take  his  attention  off  them,  though  he  vaguely  heard

Aelin  ordering  Rowan  to  go  help  the  other  ships.  Vaguely  heard  a  wolf  and  a lion’s snarl, and felt the kiss of cold as ice slammed into the world. 

Aedion gripped his sword, flipping it once, twice. Had the Pirate Lord sold

them out to Morath? The way that Bloodhound had looked at Lysandra—

His rage became a song in his blood. 

They sized him up, and Aedion flipped his sword again. Two against one—

he might stand a chance. 

That was when the third lunged from the shadows behind him. 

Aelin killed one with Goldryn. Beheading. 

The  other  two  …  They  hadn’t  been  too  pleased  by  it,  if  their  incessant

shrieking in the moments following was any indication. 

A  lion’s  roar  cleaved  the  night,  and  Aelin  prayed  Gavriel  was  with  Aedion

somewhere—

The two in front of her, blocking the way belowdecks, finally stopped their

hissy fits long enough to ask, “Where are your flames now?” 

Aelin opened her mouth. But then Fenrys leaped out of a patch of night as if

he’d simply run through a doorway, and slammed into the one nearest. He had a

score to settle, it seemed. 

Fenrys’s  jaws  went  around  the  ilken’s  throat,  and  the  other  whirled,  claws

out. 

She was not fast enough to stop it as two sets of claws slashed through the

white  coat,  through  the  shield  he  kept  on  himself,  and  Fenrys’s  cry  of  pain barked across the water. 

Twin swords of flame plunged through two ilken necks. 

Heads rolled onto the blood-slick deck. 

Fenrys  staggered  back,  making  it  all  of  a  step  before  he  crashed  to  the

planks. Aelin surged for him, swearing. 

Blood  and  bone  and  greenish  slime—poison.  Like  those  on  the  wyverns’

tails. 

Like blowing out a thousand candles, she pushed aside her flame, rallied that

healing water. Fenrys shifted back into a male, his teeth clenched, swearing low

and vicious, a hand against his torn ribs. “Don’t move,” she told him. 

She’d immediately sent Rowan to the other ships, and he’d tried to argue, but

…  had  obeyed.  She  had  no  idea  where  the  Wing  Leader  was—the   Crochan

 Queen. Holy gods. 

Aelin readied her magic, trying to calm her raging heart—

“The others,” panted Aedion, limping for them, coated in black blood, “are

fine.” She almost sobbed in relief—until she noticed the way her cousin’s eyes

shone, and that … that Gavriel, bloodied and limping worse than Aedion, was a

step behind his son. What the hell had happened? 

Fenrys  groaned,  and  she  focused  on  his  wounds,  that  poison  slithering  into

his  blood.  She  opened  her  mouth  to  tell  Fenrys  to  lower  his  hand  when  wings flapped. 

Not the kind she loved. 

Aedion was instantly before them, sword out, grimacing in pain—but one of

the ilken lifted a claw-tipped hand.  Parley. 

Her cousin halted. But Gavriel shifted imperceptibly closer to the ilken as it

sniffed at Fenrys and smiled. 

“Don’t bother,” the thing told Aelin, laughing quietly. “He won’t have much

longer to live.” 

Aedion  snarled,  palming  his  fighting  knives.  Aelin  rallied  her  flame.  Only

the  hottest  of  her  fire  could  kill  them—anything  less  and  they  remained unscathed. She’d think about the long-term implications of it later. 

“I  was  sent  to  deliver  a  message,”  the  ilken  said,  smiling  over  a  shoulder

toward  the  horizon.  “Thank  you  for  confirming  in  Skull’s  Bay  that  you  carry

what His Dark Majesty seeks.” 

Aelin’s stomach dropped to her feet. 

The key. Erawan knew she had the Wyrdkey. 
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Rowan hauled ass back to their ship, his magic near-flinging him through the air. 

The other two ships had been left undisturbed—they’d even had the nerve to

demand what the hell all the shouting was about. 

Rowan  hadn’t  bothered  to  explain  other  than  an  enemy  attack  and  to  drop

anchor until it was over before he’d left. He’d returned to carnage. 

Returned with his heart beating so wildly he thought he’d vomit with relief

as he swept in for the landing and beheld Aelin kneeling on the deck. Until he

saw Fenrys bleeding beneath her hands. 

Until that last ilken landed before them. 

His  rage  honed  itself  into  a  lethal  spear,  his  magic  rallying  as  he  dove

through  the  sky,  aiming  for  the  deck.  Concentrated  bursts,  he’d  discovered, 

could get through whatever repellant had been bred into them. 

He’d rip the thing’s head right off. 

But then the ilken laughed right as Rowan landed and shifted, looking over

its  thin  shoulder.  “Morath  looks  forward  to  welcoming  you,”  the  creature

smirked, and launched skyward before Rowan could lunge for it. 

But  Aelin  wasn’t  moving.  Gavriel  and  Aedion,  bloodied  and  limping,  were

barely moving. Fenrys, his chest a bloody mess with greenish slime— poison …

Power  glowed  at  Aelin’s  hands  as  she  knelt  over  Fenrys,  concentrating  on

that bit of water she’d been given, a drop of water in a sea of fire …

Rowan  opened  his  mouth  to  offer  to  help  when  Lysandra  panted  from  the

shadows, “Is anyone going to deal with that thing, or should I?” 

Indeed, the ilken was flapping for the distant coast, barely more than a bit of

blackness against the darkened sky, hurtling for the coast, no doubt to fly right to

Morath to report. 

Rowan snatched up Fenrys’s fallen bow and quiver of black-tipped arrows. 

None  of  them  stopped  him  as  he  strode  to  the  railing,  blood  splashing

beneath his boots. 

The only sounds were the tapping waves, the whimpering of the injured, and

the  groan  of  the  mighty  bow  as  he  nocked  an  arrow  and  drew  back  the  string. 
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Farther  and  farther.  His  arms  strained,  but  he  honed  in  on  that  dark  speck

flapping away. 

“A gold coin says he misses,” Fenrys rasped. 

“Save your breath for healing,” Aelin snapped. 

“Make it two,” Aedion said behind him. “I say he hits.” 

“You  can  all  go  to  hell,”  Aelin  snarled.  But  then  added,  “Make  it  five.  Ten says he downs it with the first shot.” 

“Deal,” Fenrys groaned, his voice thick with pain. 

Rowan gritted his teeth. “Remind me why I bother with any of you.” 

Then he fired. 

The arrow was nearly invisible as it sailed through the night. 

And with his Fae sight, Rowan saw with perfect clarity as that arrow found

its mark. 

Right through the thing’s head. 

Aelin  laughed  quietly  as  it  hit  the  water,  its  splash  visible  even  from  the distance. 

Rowan turned and scowled down at her. Light shimmered at her fingertips as

she held them over Fenrys’s ravaged chest. But he turned his glare on the male, 

then on Aedion, and said, “Pay up, pricks.” 

Aedion  chuckled,  but  Rowan  caught  the  shadow  in  Aelin’s  eyes  as  she

resumed  healing  his  former  sentinel.  Understood  why  she’d  made  light  of  it, 

even  with  Fenrys  injured  before  her.  Because  if  Erawan  now  knew  their

whereabouts … they had to move. Fast. 

And pray Rolfe’s directions to the Lock weren’t wrong. 

Aedion was sick of surprises. 

Sick of feeling his heart stop dead in his chest. 

As  it  had  when  Gavriel  had  leaped  to  save  his  ass  with  the  ilken,  the  Lion tearing into them with a ferocity that had left Aedion standing there like a novice

with his first practice sword. 

The stupid bastard had injured himself in the process, earning a swipe down

his  arm  and  ribs  that  set  the  male  roaring  in  pain.  The  venom  coating  those claws, mercifully, had been used up on other men. 

But it was the tang of his father’s blood that launched Aedion into action—

that  coppery,  mortal  scent.  Gavriel  had  only  blinked  at  him  as  Aedion  had

ignored the throbbing pain in his leg, courtesy of a blow moments before right above  his  knee,  and  they’d  fought  back-to-back  until  those  creatures  were

nothing but twitching heaps of bone and flesh. 

He hadn’t said a word to the male before sheathing sword and shield across

his back and stalking to find Aelin. 

She  still  knelt  over  Fenrys,  offering  Rowan  nothing  more  than  a  pat  on  his

thigh as he stormed past to help with the other wounded. A pat on the thigh—for

making  a  shot  that  Aedion  was  fairly  certain  most  of  his  Bane  would  have

judged to be impossible. 

Aedion set down the pail of water she’d asked him to get for Fenrys, trying

not  to  wince  as  she  wiped  away  the  green  poison  that  oozed  out.  A  few  feet away, his father was tending to a blubbering pirate—who had barely more than a

tear to the thigh. 

Fenrys  hissed,  and  Aelin  let  out  a  grunt  of  pain  herself.  Aedion  pushed  in. 

“What?” 

Aelin shook her head once, a sharp dismissal. But he watched as she locked

eyes with Fenrys—locked and held them in a way that told Aedion whatever she

was about to do would hurt. He’d seen that same look pass between healer and

soldier a hundred times on killing fields and in the healers’ tents afterward. 

“Why,” Fenrys panted, “didn’t”—another pant—“you just melt them?” 

“Because I wanted to get some information out of them before you charged

in,  you  bossy  Fae  bastard.”  She  gritted  her  teeth  again,  and  Aedion  braced  a hand on her back as the poison no doubt brushed against her magic. As she tried

to wash it out. She leaned a bit into his touch. 

“Can heal on my own,” Fenrys rasped, noting the strain. “Get to the others.” 

“Oh, please,” she snapped. “You’re all insufferable. That thing had  poison on

its claws—” 

“The others—” 

“Tell  me  how  your  magic  works—how  you  can  leap  between  places  like

that.” A clever, easy way to keep him focused elsewhere. 

Aedion scanned the deck, making sure he wasn’t needed, and then carefully

sopped up the blood and poison leaking from Fenrys’s chest. It had to hurt like

hell. The insistent throbbing in his leg was likely nothing by comparison. 

“No  one  knows  where  it  comes  from—what  it  is,”  Fenrys  said  between

shallow  breaths,  fingers  curling  and  uncurling  at  his  sides.  “But  it  lets  me  slip between  folds  in  the  world.  Only  short  distances,  and  only  a  few  times  before I’m drained, but … it’s useful on a killing field.” He panted through his clenched

teeth as the outer edges of his gash began to reach for each other. “Aside from that,  I’ve  got  nothing  special.  Speed,  strength,  swift  healing  …  more  than  the average Fae, but the same stock of gifts. I can shield myself and others, but can’t

summon an element.” 

Aelin’s hand wavered slightly over his wound. “What’s your shield made of, 

then?” 

Fenrys tried and failed to shrug. But Gavriel muttered from where he worked

on the still-whimpering pirate, “Arrogance.” 

Aelin  snorted,  but  didn’t  dare  take  her  eyes  off  Fenrys’s  injury  as  she  said, 

“So you do have a sense of humor, Gavriel.” 

The Lion of Doranelle gave a wary smile over his shoulder. The rare-sighted, 

restrained  twin  to  Aedion’s  own  flashing  grins.  Aelin  had  called  him   Uncle Kitty-Cat  all  of  one  time  before  Aedion  had  snarled  viciously  enough  to  make her think carefully before using the term again. Gavriel, to his credit, had merely

given  Aelin  a  long-suffering  sigh  that  seemed  to  be  used  only  when  she  or

Fenrys were around. 

“That sense of humor only appears about once every century,” Fenrys rasped, 

“so you’d better hope you Settle, or else that’s the last time you’ll see it.” Aelin

chuckled,  though  it  faded  quickly.  Something  cold  and  oily  slid  into  Aedion’s gut. “Sorry,” Fenrys added, wincing either at the words or the pain. 

Aelin asked before Aedion let his words sink in, “Where did you come from? 

Lorcan, I know, was a bastard in the slums.” 

“Lorcan was a bastard in Maeve’s palace, don’t worry,” Fenrys smirked, his

bronze face wan. Aelin’s lips twitched toward a smile. “Connall and I were the

sons  of  nobles  who  dwell  in  the  southeastern  part  of  Maeve’s  lands  …”  He

hissed. 

“Your  parents?”  Aedion  pressed  when  Aelin  herself  seemed  to  be  straining

for words. He’d seen her heal little cuts, and slowly repair Manon’s wound over

days, but …

“Our mother was a warrior,” Fenrys said, each word labored. “She trained us

as  such.  Our  father  was,  too,  but  was  often  away  at  war.  She  was  tasked  with defending  our  home,  our  lands.  And  reporting  to  Maeve.”  Rasping,  laboring

breaths  from  both  of  them.  Aedion  shifted  so  that  Aelin  could  lean  wholly

against  him,  biting  down  on  the  weight  it  put  on  his  already-swollen  knee. 

“When Con and I were thirty, we were straining at the leash to go to Doranelle

with her—to see the city, meet the queen, and do … what young males like to do

with money in their pockets and youth on their sides. Only Maeve took one look

at us and …” He needed longer to catch his breath this time. “It didn’t go well from there.” 

Aedion knew the rest; so did Aelin. 

The  last  of  the  green  slime  slid  out  of  Fenrys’s  chest.  And  Aelin  breathed, 

“She knows you hate the oath, doesn’t she?” 

“Maeve knows,” Fenrys said. “And I have no doubt she sent me here, hoping

I’d be tortured by the temporary freedom.” 

Aelin’s  hands  were  shaking,  her  body  shuddering  against  his  own.  Aedion

slipped an arm around her waist. “I’m sorry you’re bound to her,” was all Aelin

managed. 

The wounds in Fenrys’s chest began knitting together. Rowan stalked over as

if sensing she was fading. 

Fenrys’s face was still grayish, still taut, as he glanced up at Rowan and said

to Aelin, “This is what we are meant to do—protect, serve, cherish. What Maeve

offers  is  …  a  mockery  of  that.”  He  surveyed  the  wounds  now  healing  on  his

chest,  mending  so  slowly.  “But  it  is  what  calls  to  a  Fae  male’s  blood,  what guides him. What we’re all looking for, even when we say we’re not.” 

Aedion’s father had gone still over the wounded pirate. 

Aedion, surprising even himself, said over his shoulder to Gavriel, “And do

you find Maeve fulfills that—or are you like Fenrys?” 

His father blinked, about all the shock he’d show, and then straightened, the

wounded sailor before him now sleeping off the healing. Aedion bore the brunt

of his tawny stare, tried to shut out the kernel of hope that shone in the Lion’s

eyes.  “I  come  from  a  noble  house  as  well,  the  youngest  of  three  brothers.  I wouldn’t inherit or rule, so I took to soldiering. It earned Maeve’s eye, and her

offer. There was—is no greater honor.” 

“That’s not an answer,” Aedion said quietly. 

His father rolled his shoulders. Fidgeting. “I only hated it once. Only wanted

to leave once.” 

He didn’t continue. And Aedion knew what the unspoken words were. 

Aelin brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “You loved her that much?” 

Aedion tried not to let his gratitude that she’d asked for him show. 

Gavriel’s  hands  were  white-knuckled  as  they  folded  into  fists.  “She  was  a

bright star in centuries of darkness. I would have followed that star to the ends of

the  earth,  if  she  had  let  me.  But  she  didn’t,  and  I  respected  her  wishes  to  stay away.  To  never  seek  her  out  again.  I  went  to  another  continent  and  didn’t  let myself look back.” 

The  ship’s  creaking  and  the  groaning  of  the  injured  were  the  only  sounds. 

Aedion  clamped  down  on  the  urge  to  stand  and  walk  away.  He’d  look  like  a

child—not  a  general  who’d  fought  his  way  through  knee-deep  gore  on  killing

fields. 

Aelin  said,  again  because  Aedion  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  say  the  words, 

“You would have tried to break the blood oath for her? For them?” 

“Honor is my code,” Gavriel said. “But if Maeve had tried to harm either you

or her, Aedion, I would have done everything in my power to get you out.” 

The words hit Aedion, then flowed through him. He didn’t let himself think

about it, the truth he’d felt in each word. The way his name had sounded on his

father’s lips. 

His father checked  the injured pirate  for any lingering  injuries, then moved

on  to  another.  Those  tawny  eyes  slid  to  Aedion’s  knee,  swollen  beneath  his

pants. “You need to tend to that, or it’ll be too stiff to function in a few hours.” 

Aedion  felt  Aelin’s  attention  snap  to  him,  scanning  him  for  injury,  but  he

held  his  father’s  gaze  and  said,  “I  know  how  to  treat  my  own  injuries.”  The battlefield healers and the Bane had taught him enough over the years. “Tend to

your  own  wounds.”  Indeed,  the  male  had  blood  crusting  his  shirt.  Lucky—so

lucky the venom had already been wiped off those claws. Gavriel blinked down

at himself, his band of tattoos bobbing as he swallowed, then continued without

another word. 

Aelin pushed off Aedion at last, trying and failing to get to her feet. Aedion

reached  for  her  as  the  focus  went  out  of  her  now-dull  eyes,  but  Rowan  was

already there, smoothly sweeping her up before she kissed the planks. Too fast—

she must have drained her reserves too fast, and without any food in her system. 

Rowan  held  his  stare,  Aelin’s  hair  limp  as  she  rested  her  head  against  his

chest. The strain—Aedion’s guts twisted at it. Morath knew what it was going up

against.  Who  it  was  going  up  against.  Erawan  had  built  his  commanders

accordingly. Rowan nodded as if in confirmation of Aedion’s thoughts, but only

said, “Elevate that knee.” 

Fenrys had slipped into a light sleep before Rowan carried Aelin below. 

So  Aedion  kept  his  own  company  for  the  rest  of  the  night:  first  on  watch, 

then  sitting  against  the  mast  on  the  quarterdeck  for  a  few  hours,  knee  indeed elevated, unwilling to descend into the cramped, dim interior. 

Sleep  was  finally  starting  to  tug  at  him  when  wood  groaned  a  few  feet

behind, and he knew it did so only because she willed it, to keep from startling

him. 

The  ghost  leopard  sat  beside  him,  tail  twitching,  and  met  his  eyes  for  a moment before she laid her enormous head on his thigh. 

In  silence,  they  watched  the  stars  flicker  over  the  calm  waves,  Lysandra

nuzzling her head against his hip. 

The  starlight  stained  her  coat  with  muted  silver,  and  a  smile  ghosted

Aedion’s lips. 
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They worked through the night, weighing anchor only long enough for the crew

to  patch  up  the  hole  in  Manon’s  room.  It  would  hold  for  now,  the  captain  told Dorian,  but  gods  help  them  if  they  hit  another  storm  before  they  got  to  the marshes. 

They tended to the wounded for hours, and Dorian was grateful for the little

healing  magic  Rowan  had  taught  him  as  he  pieced  flesh  back  together. 

Pretending  it  was  a  puzzle,  or  bits  of  torn  cloth,  kept  his  meager  dinner  from coming back up. But the poison … He left that to Rowan, Aelin, and Gavriel. 

By  the  time  the  morning  had  shifted  into  a  sickly  gray,  their  faces  were

sallow,  dark  smudges  etched  deep  beneath  their  eyes.  Fenrys,  at  least,  was

limping around, and Aedion had let Aelin tend to his knee only long enough to

get him walking again, but … They’d seen better days. 

Dorian’s  legs  were  wobbling  a  bit  as  he  scanned  the  blood-soaked  deck. 

Someone  had  dumped  the  creatures’  bodies  overboard,  along  with  the  worst  of

the gore, but … If what the Bloodhound had said was true, they didn’t have the

luxury of pulling into a harbor to fix the rest of the damage to the ship. 

A  low,  rumbling  growl  sounded,  and  Dorian  looked  across  the  deck,  to  the

prow. 

The witch was still there. Still tending to Abraxos’s wounds, as she had been

all night. One of the creatures had bit him a few times—thankfully, no poison in

their teeth, but … he’d lost some blood. Manon had not let anyone near him. 

Aelin  had  tried  once,  and  when  Manon  snarled  at  her,  Aelin  had  cursed

enough  to  make  everyone  else  halt,  saying  she’d  rutting  deserve  it  if  the  beast died.  Manon  had  threatened  to  rip  out  her  spine,  Aelin  had  given  her  a  vulgar gesture, and Lysandra had been forced to monitor the space between them for an

hour, perched in the rigging of the mainmast in ghost leopard form, tail swaying

in the breeze. 

But now … Manon’s white hair was limp, the warm morning wind tugging

lazily at the strands as she leaned against Abraxos’s side. 

Dorian  knew  he  was  toeing  a  dangerous  line.  The  other  night,  he’d  been

ready to slowly strip her naked, to put those chains to good use. And when he’d found her gold eyes devouring him as intently as he wanted to devour other parts

of her …

As if sensing his stare, Manon peered over at him. 

Even from across the deck, every inch between them went taut. 

Of  course,  Aedion  and  Fenrys  instantly  noted  it,  pausing  where  they  now

washed  blood  off  the  deck,  and  the  latter  snorted.  Both  had  healed  enough  to walk, but neither moved to interfere as Manon prowled toward him. If she hadn’t

fled or attacked yet, they must have decided she wasn’t going to bother doing so

now. 

Manon took up a space at the rail, gazing out at the endless water, the wisps

of  pink  clouds  smeared  along  the  horizon.  Dark  blood  stained  her  shirt,  her

palms. “Do I have you to thank for this freedom?” 

He braced his forearms on the wooden rail. “Maybe.” 

Gold eyes slid to him. “The magic—what is it?” 

“I don’t know,” Dorian said, studying his hands. “It felt like an extension of

me. Like real hands I could command.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  he  thought  of  how  they’d  felt  pinning  her  wrists—how  her

body  had  reacted,  loose  and  tense  where  he  usually  liked  it  to  be,  while  his mouth had barely caressed hers. Her golden eyes flared as if recalling it as well, 

and Dorian found himself saying, “I wouldn’t harm you.” 

“You liked killing the Bloodhound, though.” 

He didn’t bother keeping the ice from his eyes. “Yes.” 

Manon stepped close enough to brush a finger over the pale band around his

throat,  and  he  forgot  that  there  was  a  ship  full  of  people  watching.  “You  could have made her suffer—you went for a clean blow instead. Why?” 

“Because even with our enemies, there’s a line.” 

“Then you have your answer.” 

“I didn’t ask a question.” 

Manon  snorted.  “You’ve  had  that  look  in  your  eyes  all  night—if  you’re

becoming a monster like the rest of us. The next time you kill, remind yourself

of that line.” 

“Where do you stand on that line, witchling?” 

She met his gaze, as if willing him to see a century of all that she’d done. “I

am  not  mortal.  I  do  not  play  by  your  rules.  I  have  killed  and  hunted  men  for sport. Do not mistake me for a human woman,  princeling.” 

“I have no interest in human women,” he purred. “Too breakable.” 

Even as he said it, the words struck some deep, aching wound in him. 

“The ilken,” he said, pushing past that pain. “Did you know about them?” 

“I assume they are a part of whatever is in those mountains.” 

A  hoarse  female  voice  snapped,  “What  do  you  mean,  whatever  is  in  those

 mountains?” 

Dorian nearly leaped out of his skin. Aelin, it seemed, had been taking some

notes from her ghost leopard friend. Even Manon blinked at the blood-drenched

queen now behind them. 

Manon  eyed  Aedion  and  Fenrys  as  they  heard  Aelin’s  demand  and  came

over,  followed  by  Gavriel.  Fenrys’s  shirt  was  still  hanging  in  strips.  At  least Rowan  was  now  keeping  watch  from  the  rigging,  and  Lysandra  was  off  flying

overhead, scouting for danger. 

The  witch  said,  “I  never  saw  the  ilken.  Only  heard  of  them—heard  their

screaming  as  they  died,  then  their  roaring  as  they  were  remade.  I  didn’t  know that’s what they were. Or that Erawan would send them so far from their aerie. 

My  Shadows  caught  a  glimpse  of  them,  just  once.  Their  description  matches

what attacked last night.” 

“Are the ilken mostly scouts or warriors?” Aelin said. 

The  fresh  air  seemed  to  have  made  Manon  amenable  to  divulging

information, because she leaned her back against the railing, facing the cabal of

killers  around  them.  “We  don’t  know.  They  used  the  cloud  cover  to  their

advantage. My Shadows can find anything that doesn’t want to be found, and yet

they could not hunt or track these things.” 

Aelin  tensed  a  bit,  scowling  at  the  water  flowing  past  them.  And  then  she

said  nothing,  as  if  the  words  had  vanished  and  exhaustion—something  heavier

than that—had set in. 

“Snap out of it,” Manon said. 

Aedion loosed a warning growl. 

Aelin slowly lifted her eyes to the witch, and Dorian braced himself. 

“So  you  miscalculated,”  Manon  said.  “So  they  tracked  you.  Don’t  get

distracted  with  the  minor  defeats.  This  is  war.  Cities  will  be  lost,  people

slaughtered. And if I were you, I would be more concerned about  why they sent

so few of the ilken.” 

“If you were me,” Aelin murmured in a tone that had Dorian’s magic rising, 

ice cooling his fingertips. Aedion’s hand slid to his sword. “If you were me.” A

low, bitter laugh. Dorian had not heard that sound since … since a blood-soaked

bedroom  in  a  glass  castle  that  no  longer  existed.  “Well,  you  are   not  me, 

Blackbeak, so I’ll trust you to keep your musings on the matter to yourself.” 

“I am not a Blackbeak,” Manon said. 

They all stared at her. But the witch merely watched the queen. 

Aelin  said  with  a  wave  of  her  scar-flecked  hand,  “Right.  That  matter  of business. Let’s hear the story, then.” 

Dorian wondered if they would come to blows, but Manon simply waited a

few  heartbeats,  looked  toward  the  horizon  again,  and  said,  “When  my

grandmother stripped me of my title as heir and Wing Leader, she also stripped

my  heritage.  She  told  me  that  my  father  was  a  Crochan  Prince,  and  she  had

killed  my  mother  and  him  for  conspiring  to  end  the  feud  between  our  peoples and break the curse on our lands.” 

Dorian  glanced  to  Aedion.  The  Wolf  of  the  North’s  face  was  taut,  his

Ashryver  eyes  shining  bright,  churning  at  the  possibilities  of  all  that  Manon implied. 

Manon said a bit numbly, as if it was the first time she’d even spoken it to

herself,  “I  am  the  last  Crochan  Queen—the  last  direct  descendant  of  Rhiannon

Crochan herself.” 

Aelin only sucked on a tooth, brows lifting. 

“And,” Manon continued, “whether my grandmother acknowledges it or not, 

I am heir to the Blackbeak Clan. My witches, who have fought at my side for a

hundred years, have spent most of it killing Crochans. Dreaming of a homeland

that  I promised to return them to. And now I am banished, my Thirteen scattered

and lost. And now I am heir to our enemy’s crown. So you are not the only one, 

 Majesty,  who  has  plans  that  go  awry.  So  get  yourself  together  and  figure  out what to do next.” 

Two queens—there were two queens among them, Dorian realized. 

Aelin  closed  her  eyes  and  let  out  a  rough,  breathy  laugh.  Aedion  again

tensed, as if that laugh might easily end in violence or peace, but Manon stood

there. Weathering the storm. 

When  Aelin  opened  her  eyes,  her  smile  subdued  but  edged,  she  said  to  the

Witch-Queen, “I knew I saved your sorry ass for a reason.” 

Manon’s answering smile was terrifying. 

The males all seemed to loosen a tight breath, Dorian himself included. 

But then Fenrys pulled at his lower lip, scanning the skies. “What I don’t get

is  why  wait  so  long  to  do  any  of  this?  If  Erawan  wants  you  lot  dead”—a  nod toward Dorian and Aelin—“why let you mature, grow powerful?” 

Dorian tried not to shudder at the thought. How unprepared they’d been. 

“Because I escaped Erawan,” Aelin said. Dorian tried not to remember that night  ten  years  ago,  but  the  memory  of  it  snapped  through  him,  and  her,  and Aedion. “He thought I was dead. And Dorian … his father shielded him. As best

he could.” 

Dorian  shut  out  that  memory,  too.  Especially  as  Manon  angled  her  head  in

question. 

Fenrys said, “Maeve knew you were alive. Odds are, so did Erawan.” 

“Maybe she told Erawan,” Aedion said. 

Fenrys  whipped  his  head  to  the  general.  “She’s  never  had  any  contact  with

Erawan, or Adarlan.” 

“As  far  as  you  know,”  Aedion  mused.  “Unless  she’s  a  talker  in  the

bedroom.” 

Fenrys’s eyes darkened. “Maeve does not share power. She saw Adarlan as

an inconvenience. Still does.” 

Aedion countered, “Everyone can be bought for a price.” 

“Nameless is the price of Maeve’s allegiance,” Fenrys snapped. “It can’t be

purchased.” 

Aelin went utterly still at the warrior’s words. 

She  blinked  at  him,  her  brows  narrowing  as  her  lips  silently  mouthed  the

words he’d said. 

“What is it?” Aedion demanded. 

Aelin  murmured,  “Nameless  is  my  price.”  Aedion  opened  his  mouth,  no

doubt to ask what had snagged her interest, but Aelin frowned at Manon. “Can

your kind see the future? See it as an oracle can?” 

“Some,” Manon admitted. “The Bluebloods claim to.” 

“Can other Clans?” 

“They say that for the Ancients, past and present and future bleed together.” 

Aelin  shook  her  head  and  walked  toward  the  door  that  led  to  the  hall  of

cramped cabins. Rowan swooped off the rigging and shifted, his feet hitting the

planks just as he finished. He didn’t so much as look at them as he followed her

into the hall and shut the door behind them. 

“What was that about?” Fenrys asked. 

“An Ancient,” Dorian mused, then murmured to Manon, “Baba Yellowlegs.” 

They all turned to him. But Manon’s fingers brushed against her collarbone

—where  the  necklace  of  Aelin’s  scars  from  Yellowlegs  still  ringed  her  neck  in stark white. 

“This  winter,  she  was  at  your  castle,”  Manon  said  to  him.  “Working  as  a
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fortune-teller.” 

“And  what—she  said  something  to  that  degree?”  Aedion  crossed  his  arms. 

He’d known of the visit, Dorian recalled. Aedion had always kept an eye on the

witches—on all the power players of the realm, he’d once said. 

Manon  stared  the  general  down.  “Yellowlegs   was  a  fortune-teller—a

powerful  oracle.  I  bet  she  knew  who  the  queen  was  the  moment  she  saw  her. 

And  saw  things  she  planned  to  sell  to  the  highest  bidder.”  Dorian  tried  not  to flinch at the memory. Aelin had butchered Yellowlegs when she’d threatened to

sell   his  secrets.  Aelin  had  never  implied  a  threat  against  her  own.  Manon continued, “Yellowlegs wouldn’t have told the queen anything outright, only in

veiled terms. So it’d drive the girl mad when she figured it out.” 

A pointed glance at the door through which Aelin had vanished. 

None  of  them  said  anything  else,  even  as  they  later  ate  cold  porridge  for

breakfast. 

The cook, it seemed, hadn’t made it through the night. 

Rowan  knocked  on  the  door  of  their  private  bathing  room.  She’d  locked  it. 

Walked into their room, then into the bathing room, and locked him out. 

And now she was puking her guts up. 

“Aelin,” he growled softly. 

A ragged intake of breath, then retching, then—more vomiting. 

“Aelin,”  he  snarled,  debating  how  long  until  it  was  socially  acceptable  for him  to  break  down  the  door.  Act  like  a  prince,  she’d  snarled  at  him  the  other night. 

“I don’t feel well,” was her muffled response. Her voice was hollow, flat in a

way he hadn’t heard for some time now. 

“Then let me in so I can take care of you,” he said as calmly and rationally as

he could. 

She’d locked him out— locked him out. 

“I don’t want you to see me like this.” 

“I’ve seen you wet yourself. I can handle vomiting. Which I have  also seen

you do before.” 

Ten  seconds.  Ten  more  seconds  seemed  like  a  fair  enough  amount  of  time

before he crunched down on the handle and splintered the lock. 

“Just—give me a minute.” 

“What was it about Fenrys’s words that set you off?” He’d heard it all from his post on the mast. 

Utter silence. Like she was spooling the raw terror back into herself, shoving

it down into a place where she wouldn’t look at it or feel it or acknowledge it. Or

tell him about it. 

 “Aelin.” 

The lock turned. 

Her face was gray, her eyes red-rimmed. Her voice broke as she said, “I want

to talk to Lysandra.” 

Rowan  looked  at  the  bucket  she’d  half  filled,  then  at  her  bloodless  lips.  At the sweat beaded on her brow. 

His heart stopped dead in his chest as he contemplated that … that she might

not be lying. 

And  why  she  might  be  ill.  He  tried  to  scent  her,  but  the  vomit  was  too

overpowering,  the  space  too  small  and  full  of  brine.  He  stumbled  back  a  step, shutting out the thoughts. Without another word, he left their room. 

He  was  numb  as  he  hunted  down  the  shifter,  now  returned  and  in  human

form as she devoured a cold, soggy breakfast. With a concerned look, Lysandra

silently did as he commanded. 

Rowan shifted and soared so high that the ship turned into a bobbing speck

below.  Clouds  cooled  his  feathers;  the  wind  roared  over  the  pure  panic

thundering in his heart. 

He planned to lose himself in the awakening sky while scouting for danger, 

to sort himself out before he returned to her and started asking questions that he

might not be ready to hear the answers to. 

But the coast appeared—and only his magic kept him from tumbling out of

the sky at what the first rays of the sun revealed. 

Broad,  sparkling  rivers  and  snaking  streams  flowed  throughout  the

undulating  emerald  and  gold  of  the  grasslands  and  reeds  lining  them,  the  burnt gold of the sandbanks flanking either side. 

And where little fishing villages had once watched over the sea … Fire. 

Dozens of those villages burning. 

On the ship beneath him, the sailors began to shout, calling to one another as

the coast at last broke over the horizon and the smoke became visible. 

Eyllwe. 

Eyllwe was burning. 
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Elide didn’t speak to Lorcan for three days. 

She  wouldn’t  have  spoken  to  him  for  another  three,  maybe  for  three  damn

months, if necessity hadn’t required them to break their hateful silence. 

Her  cycle  had  come.  And  through  whatever  steady,  healthy  diet  she’d  been

consuming this past month, it had gone from an inconsistent trickle to the deluge

she’d awoken to this morning. 

She’d hurtled from the narrow bed in the cabin to the small privy on board, 

rifled through every drawer and box she could find, but … clearly, a woman had

never  spent  any  time  on  this  infernal  boat.  She  resorted  to  ripping  up  the

embroidered  tablecloth  for  liners,  and  by  the  time  she’d  cleaned  herself  up, 

Lorcan was awake and already steering the boat. 

She said flatly to him, “I need supplies.” 

“You still reek of blood.” 

“I  suspect  I   will  reek  of  blood  for  several  more  days,  and  it  will  get  worse before it gets better, so I  need supplies.  Now.” 

He  turned  from  his  usual  spot  near  the  prow,  sniffing  once.  Her  face  was

burning, her stomach a knotted mess of cramping. “I’ll stop at the next town.” 

“When will that be?” The map was of no use to her. 

“By nightfall.” 

They’d sailed right through every town or outpost along the river, surviving

on the fish Lorcan had caught. She’d been so annoyed at her own helplessness

that  after  the  first  day,  she’d  started  copying  his  movements—and  had  earned

herself a fat trout in the process. She’d made him kill it and gut it and cook it, 

but … she’d at least caught the thing. 

Elide said, “Fine.” 

Lorcan said, “Fine.” 

She  aimed  for  the  cabin  to  find  some  other  fabrics  to  tide  her  over,  but

Lorcan said, “You barely bled the last time.” 

The  last  thing  she  wanted  to  do  was  have  this  conversation.  “Perhaps  my

body finally felt safe enough to be normal.” 
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Because even with him murdering that man, lying, and then spitting the truth

about  Aelin  in  her  face  …  Lorcan  would  go  up  against  any  threat  without  a

second thought. Perhaps for his own survival, but he’d promised her protection. 

She was able to sleep through the night because he lay on the floor between her

and the door. 

“So  …  there’s  nothing  wrong,  then.”  He  didn’t  bother  to  look  at  her  as  he

said it. 

But she cocked her head, studying the hard muscles of his back. Even while

refusing to speak to him, she’d watched him—and made excuses to watch as he

went through his exercises each day, usually shirtless. 

“No, there’s nothing wrong,” she said. At least, she hoped. But Finnula, her

nursemaid, had always clicked her tongue and said her cycles were spotty—too

light  and  irregular.  For  this  one  to  have  come  precisely  a  month  later  …  She didn’t feel like wondering about it. 

Lorcan said, “Good. It’d delay us if it were otherwise.” 

She rolled her eyes at his back, not at all surprised by the answer, and limped

into the cabin. 

He’d  needed  to  stop  anyway,  Lorcan  told  himself  as  he  watched  Elide  barter

with an innkeeper in town for the supplies she needed. 

She’d  wrapped  her  dark  hair  in  a  discarded  red  kerchief  she  must  have

scrounged up on that pitiful little barge, and even used a nasally accent while she

spoke  to  the  woman,  her  entire  countenance  a  far  cry  from  the  graceful,  quiet woman he’d spent three days ignoring. 

Which  had  been  fine.  He’d  used  these  three  days  to  sort  out  his  plans  for

Aelin Galathynius, how he’d return the favor she’d dealt him. 

The  inn  seemed  safe  enough,  so  Lorcan  left  Elide  to  her  bartering—turned

out,  she  wanted  new   clothes,  too—and  wandered  the  ramshackle  streets  of  the backwater town in search of supplies. 

The  streets  were  abuzz  with  river  traders  and  fisherfolk  mooring  for  the

night. Lorcan managed to intimidate his way into buying a crate of apples, dried

venison,  and  some  oats  for  half  their  usual  price.  Just  to  get  him  away,  the merchant  along  the  crumbling  quay  threw  in  a  few  pears—for  the  lovely  lady, 

he’d said. 

Lorcan,  arms  full  of  his  wares,  was  almost  to  the  barge  when  the  words
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echoed in his head, an off-kilter pealing. 

He  hadn’t  taken  Elide  past  that  section  of  the  quay.  Hadn’t  spied  the  man

while  he’d  been  docking,  or  when  they’d  left.  Rumor  could  account  for  it,  but this  was  a  river  town:  strangers  were  always  coming  and  going,  and  paid  for their anonymity. 

He hurried back to the barge. Fog had rippled in from the river, clouding the

town and the opposite bank. By the time he dumped the crate and wares onto the

boat, not even bothering to tie them down, the streets had emptied. 

His  magic  stirred.  He  scanned  the  fog,  the  splotches  of  gold  where  candles

shone in windows.  Not right, not right, not right, his magic whispered. 

Where was she? 

 Hurry, he willed her, counting the blocks they’d taken to the inn. She should

have been back by now. 

The fog pressed in. Squeaking sounded at his boots. 

Lorcan snarled at the cobblestones as rats streamed past—toward the water. 

They flung themselves into the river, crawling and clawing over one another. 

Something wasn’t coming—something was  here. 

The  innkeeper  insisted  she  try  on  the  clothes  before  she  bought  them.  She

bundled them in Elide’s arms and pointed her toward a room in the back of the

inn. 

Men  stared  at  her—too  eagerly—as  she  passed  and  strode  down  a  narrow  hall. 

Typical  of  Lorcan  to  leave  her  while  he  sought  whatever  he  needed.  Elide

shoved  into  the  room,  finding  it  black  and  chilled.  She  twisted,  scanning  for  a candle and flint. 

The door snapped shut, sealing her in. 

Elide  lunged  for  the  handle  as  that  little  voice  whispered,  Run  run  run  run run run. 

She slammed into something muscled, bony, and leathery. 

It reeked of spoiled meat and old blood. 

A  candle  sparked  to  life  across  the  room.  Revealing  a  wooden  table,  an

empty hearth, sealed windows, and …

Vernon. Sitting on the other side of the table, smiling at her like a cat. 

Strong hands tipped in claws clamped on her shoulders, nails cutting through

her leathers. The ilken held her firmly as her uncle drawled, “What an adventure

you’ve had, Elide.” 

[image: Image 1144]

[image: Image 1145]

50

“How did you find me?” Elide breathed, the reek of the ilken nearly enough to

make her vomit. 

Her  uncle  rose  to  his  feet  in  a  fluid,  unhurried  movement,  straightening  his green tunic. “Asking questions to buy yourself time? Clever, but expected.” He

jerked his chin to the creature. It loosed a low, guttural clicking sound. 

The door opened behind it, revealing two other ilken now crowding the hall

with their wings and hideous faces. Oh gods. Oh, gods. 

 Think think think think think. 

“Your  companion,  last  we  heard,  was  putting  supplies  on  his  boat  and

unmooring it. You probably should have paid him more.” 

“He’s  my  husband,”  she  hissed.  “You  have  no  right  to  take  me  from  him

— none.”  Because  once  she  was  married,  Vernon’s  wardenship  over  her  life ended. 

Vernon  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “Lorcan  Salvaterre,  Maeve’s  second-in-

command, is your husband? Really, Elide.” He waved a lazy hand to the ilken. 

“We depart now.” 

Fight now—now, before they had the chance to move her, to get her away. 

But  where  to  run?  The  innkeeper  had  sold  her  out,  someone  had  betrayed

their location on this river—

The  ilken  tugged  at  her.  She  planted  her  heels  onto  the  wooden  slats,  little good it would do. 

It  let  out  a  low  laugh  and  brought  its  mouth  to  her  ear.  “Your  blood  smells clean.” 

She  recoiled,  but  it  gripped  her  hard,  its  grayish  tongue  tickling  the  side  of her  neck.  Thrashing,  she  still  could  do  nothing  as  it  twisted  them  into  the  hall and  toward  the  two  waiting  ilken  in  it.  To  the  back  door,  not  ten  feet  away, already open to the night beyond. 

“You  see  what  I  shielded  you  from  at  Morath,  Elide?”  Vernon  crooned, 

falling into step behind them. She slammed her feet into the wooden floor, over

and over, straining for the wall, for anything to have leverage to push and fight

against it—

 No. 

 No. 

 No. 

Lorcan had left—he’d gotten everything he needed from her and left. She’d

slowed him down, had brought enemy after enemy after him. 

“And  whatever  will  you  do  back  at  Morath,”  Vernon  mused,  “now  that

Manon Blackbeak is dead?” 

Elide’s chest cracked open at the words.  Manon—

“Gutted by her own grandmother and thrown off the side of the Keep for her

disobedience. Of course, I’ll shield you from your  relatives, but … Erawan will

be interested to learn what you’ve been up to. What you … took from Kaltain.” 

The stone in her jacket’s breast pocket. 

It thrummed and whispered, awakening as she bucked. 

No one in the now-silent inn at the opposite end of the hall bothered to come

around the corner and investigate her wordless shouting. Another ilken stepped

into view just beyond the open back door. 

Four of them. And Lorcan had left—

The stone at her breast began to seethe. 

But a voice that was young and old, wise and sweet, whispered,  Do not touch

 it. Do not use it. Do not acknowledge it. 

It had been inside Kaltain—had driven her mad. Had made her into that …

shell. 

A shell for something else to fill. 

The open door loomed. 

 Think think think. 

She  couldn’t  breathe  enough  to  think,  the  ilken  reek  around  her  promising

the sort of horrors she’d endure when they got her back to Morath—

No, she wouldn’t go. She wouldn’t let them take her, break and use her—

One shot. She’d have one shot. 

 No, whispered the voice in her head.  No—

But  there  was  a  knife  at  her  uncle’s  side  as  he  strolled  ahead  and  out  the door. It was all she’d need. She’d seen Lorcan do it enough while hunting. 

Vernon  paused  in  the  back  courtyard,  a  large,  rectangular  iron  box  waiting

before him. 

There was a small window in it. 

And handles on two of its edges. 
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She knew what the ilken were for as the three others fell into place around it. 

They’d shove her inside, lock the door, and  fly her back to Morath. 

The box was little bigger than a coffin standing upright. 

Its door was already open. 

The  ilken  would  have  to  release  her  to  throw  her  inside.  For  a  heartbeat, 

they’d let go. She’d have to use it to her advantage. 

Vernon loitered beside the box. She didn’t dare look at his knife. 

A  sob  broke  from  her  throat.  She’d  die  here—in  this  filthy  courtyard,  with

these awful things around her. She’d never see the sun again, or laugh, or hear

music—

The ilken stirred around the box, wings rustling. 

Five feet. Four. Three. 

 No, no, no, the wise voice begged her. 

She  would  not  be  taken  back  to  Morath.  She  would  not  let  them  touch  her

and corrupt her—

The ilken shoved her forward, a violent thrust meant to send her staggering

into the box. 

Elide twisted, slamming face-first into the edge instead, her nose crunching, 

but  she  whirled  on  her  uncle.  Her  ankle  roared  as  she  set  her  weight  on  it  to lunge for the knife at his side. 

Vernon  didn’t  have  time  to  realize  what  she  intended  as  she  whipped  the

knife free from its sheath at his hip. As she flipped the knife in her fingers, her

other hand wrapping around the hilt. 

As  her  shoulders  curved  inward,  her  chest  caving,  and  she  drove  the  blade

home. 

Lorcan had the kill shot. 

Hidden  in  the  fog,  the  four  ilken  couldn’t  detect  him  as  the  man  he  was

certain was Elide’s uncle had that ilken haul her toward that prison-box. 

It was on him that Lorcan had trained his hatchet. 

Elide was sobbing. In terror and despair. 

Each  sound  whetted  his  rage  into  something  so  lethal  Lorcan  could  barely

see straight. 

Then the ilken threw her into that iron box. 

And Elide proved she wasn’t bluffing in her claim to never return to Morath. 

He heard her nose break as she hit the rim of the box, heard her uncle’s cry of surprise as she rebounded and lunged for him—

And grabbed his dagger. Not to kill him. 

For the first time in five centuries, Lorcan knew true fear as Elide turned that

knife on herself, the blade angled to plunge up and into her heart. 

He threw his hatchet. 

As the tip of that dagger pierced the leather over her ribs, the wooden handle

of his hatchet slammed into her wrist. 

Elide went down with a cry, the dagger flying wide—

Lorcan  was  already  moving  as  they  whirled  toward  where  he’d  perched  on

the rooftop. He leaped to the nearest one, to the weapons he’d positioned there

minutes before, knowing they’d emerge from this door—

His  next  knife  went  through  the  wing  of  an  ilken.  Then  another  to  keep  it

down  before  they  pinpointed  his  location.  But  Lorcan  was  already  sprinting  to the third rooftop flanking the courtyard. To the sword he’d left there. He hurled

it right through the face of the closest one. 

Two left, along with Vernon, screaming now to get the girl in the box—

Elide was running like hell for the narrow alley out of the courtyard, not the

broad street. The alley, too small for the ilken to fit, especially with all the debris

and trash littered throughout. Good girl. 

Lorcan leaped and rolled onto the next roof, to the two remaining daggers—

He threw them, but the ilken had already learned his aim, his throwing style. 

They hadn’t learned Elide’s. 

She  hadn’t  just  gone  into  the  alley  to  save  herself.  She’d  gone  after  the

hatchet. 

And Lorcan watched as that woman crept up behind the distracted ilken and

drove the hatchet into its wings. 

With an injured wrist. With her nose leaking blood down her face. 

The ilken screamed, thrashing to grab her, even as it crashed to its knees. 

Where she wanted it. 

The axe was swinging again before its scream finished sounding. 

The sound was cut off a heartbeat later as its head bounced to the stones. 

Lorcan hurtled off the roof, aiming for the one remaining ilken now seething

at her—

But  it  pivoted  and  ran  to  where  Vernon  was  cowering  by  the  door,  his  face

bloodless. 

Sobbing,  her  own  blood  sprayed  on  the  stones,  Elide  whirled  toward  her

uncle, too. Axe already lifting. 

But  the  ilken  reached  her  uncle,  snatched  him  up  in  its  strong  arms,  and

launched them both into the sky. 

Elide threw the hatchet anyway. 

It missed the ilken’s wing by a whisper of wind. 

The axe slammed to the cobblestones, taking out a chunk of rock. Right near

the ilken with the shredded wings—now crawling toward the courtyard exit. 

Lorcan  watched  as  Elide  picked  up  his  axe  and  walked  toward  the  hissing, 

broken beast. 

It lashed at her with its claws. Elide easily sidestepped the swipe. 

It  screamed  as  she  stomped  on  its  wrecked  wing,  halting  its  crawl  to

freedom. 

When it fell silent, she said in a quiet, merciless voice he’d never heard her

use,  clear  despite  the  blood  clogging  one  nostril,  “I  want  Erawan  to  know  that the next time he sends you after me like a pack of dogs, I’ll return the favor. I

want Erawan to know that the next time I see him, I will carve Manon’s name on

his gods-damned heart.” Tears rolled down her face, silent and unending as the

wrath that now sculpted her features into a thing of mighty and terrible beauty. 

“But  it  seems  like  tonight  isn’t  really  your  night,”  Elide  said  to  the  ilken, lifting the hatchet again over a shoulder. The ilken might have been whimpering

as she smiled grimly. “Because it takes only one to deliver a message. And your

companions are already on their way.” 

The axe fell. 

Flesh and bone and blood spilled onto the stones. 

She stood there, staring at the corpse, at the reeking blood that dribbled from

its neck. 

Lorcan, perhaps a bit numbly, walked over and took the axe from her hands. 

How she’d been able to use it with the sore wrist—

She hissed and whimpered at the movement. As if whatever force had rushed

through her blood had vanished, leaving only pain behind. 

She clutched her wrist, utterly silent as he circled the dead ilken and severed

their  heads  from  their  bodies.  One  after  another,  retrieving  his  weapons  as  he went. 

People  inside  the  inn  were  stirring,  wondering  at  the  noise,  wondering  if  it was  safe  to  come  out  to  see  what  had  happened  to  the  girl  they’d  so  willingly betrayed. 

For a heartbeat, Lorcan debated ending that innkeeper. 

But Elide said, “Enough death.” 

Tears streaked through the splattered black blood on her cheeks—blood that

was a mockery of the smattering of freckles. Blood, crimson and pure, ran from

her nose down her mouth and chin, already caking. 

So he sheathed the hatchet and scooped her into his arms. She didn’t object. 

He carried her through the fog-wrapped town, to where their boat was tied. 

Already,  onlookers  had  gathered,  no  doubt  to  scavenge  their  supplies  when  the ilken left. A snarl from Lorcan had them skittering into the mist. 

As he stepped onto the barge, the boat rocking beneath him, Elide said, “He

told me you’d left.” 

Lorcan still didn’t set her down, holding her aloft with one arm as he untied

the ropes. “You believed him.” 

She  wiped  at  the  blood  on  her  face,  then  winced  at  the  tender  wrist—and

broken nose. He’d have to tend to that. Even then, it might very well be slightly

crooked forever. He doubted she’d care. 

Knew  she’d  perhaps  see  that  crooked  nose  as  a  sign  that  she’d  fought  and

survived. 

Lorcan put her down at last, atop the crate of apples—right where he could

see her. She sat silently as he took up the pole and pushed them away from the

dock,  from  that  hateful  town,  glad  for  the  cover  of  mist  as  they  drifted

downstream.  They  could  perhaps  afford  two  more  days  on  the  river  before

they’d  have  to  cut  inland  to  shake  any  enemies  trailing  them.  Good  thing  they were close enough to Eyllwe now to make it in a matter of days on foot. 

When there was nothing but wafting mist and the lapping of the river against

the boat, Lorcan spoke again. “You wouldn’t have stopped that dagger.” 

She  didn’t  respond,  and  the  silence  went  on  long  enough  that  he  turned  to

where she perched on the crate. 

Tears rolled down her face as she stared at the water. 

He didn’t know how to comfort, how to soothe—not in the way she needed. 

So he set down the pole and sat beside her on the crate, the wood groaning. 

“Who is Manon?” 

He’d heard most of what Vernon had hissed inside that private dining room

while  he’d  been  setting  his  trap  in  the  courtyard,  but  some  details  had  evaded him. 

“The Wing Leader of the Ironteeth legion,” Elide said, voice trembling, the

words snagging on the blood clogging her nose. 

Lorcan took a shot in the dark. “She was the one who got you out. That day

—she  was  why  you’re  in  witch  leathers,  why  you  wound  up  wandering  in Oakwald.” 

A nod. 

“And  Kaltain—who  was  she?”  The  person  who’d  given  her  that  thing  she

carried. 

“Erawan’s mistress—his slave. She was my age. He put the stone inside her

arm and made her into a living ghost. She bought me and Manon time to run; she

incinerated most of Morath in the process, and herself.” 

Elide reached into her jacket, her breathing thick with tears still sliding down

her face. Lorcan’s breath caught as she pulled out a scrap of dark fabric. 

The scent clinging to it was female, foreign—broken and sad and cold. But

there was another scent beneath it, one he knew and hated …

“Kaltain said to give this to Celaena—not to Aelin,” Elide said, shaking with

her  tears.  “Because  Celaena  …  she  gave  her  a  warm  cloak  in  a  cold  dungeon. 

And they wouldn’t let Kaltain take the cloak with her when they brought her to

Morath, but she managed to save this scrap. To remember to repay Celaena for

that  kindness.  But  …  what  sort  of  gift  is  this  thing?  What   is  this?”  She  pulled back the fold of cloth, revealing a dark sliver of stone. 

Every drop of blood in his body went cold and hot, awake and dead. 

She  was  sobbing  quietly.  “Why  is  this  payment?  My  very  bones  say  to  not

touch it. My—a voice told me not to even think about it …” 

It  was  wrong.  The  thing  in  her  beautiful,  filthy  hand  was  wrong.  It  did  not belong here, should not  be here—

The god who had watched over him his whole life had recoiled. 

Even death feared it. 

“Put it away,” he said roughly. “Right now.” 

Hand shaking, she did so. Only when it was hidden inside her jacket did he

say, “Let’s clean you up first. Set that nose and wrist. I’ll tell you what I know

while I do.” 

She nodded, gaze on the river. 

Lorcan  reached  out,  grasping  her  chin  and  forcing  her  to  look  at  him. 

Hopeless,  bleak  eyes  met  his.  He  brushed  away  a  stray  tear  with  his  thumb.  “I made a promise to protect you. I will not break it, Elide.” 

She made to pull away, but he gripped her a little harder, keeping her eyes on

him. 

“I will always find you,” he swore to her. 

Her throat bobbed. 
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Lorcan whispered, “I promise.” 

Elide sifted through all Lorcan had told her while he cleaned her face, inspected

her nose and wrist, bound the latter in soft cloth, and quickly, but not viciously, 

set her nose. 

Wyrdkeys. Wyrdgates. 

Aelin had one Wyrdkey. Was looking for the other two. 

Soon to be only one more, once Elide gave her the key she carried. 

Two keys—against one. Perhaps they would win this war. 

Even if Elide didn’t know how Aelin could use them and not destroy herself. 

But … she’d leave it up to her. Erawan might have the armies, but if Aelin had

two keys …

She tried not to think about Manon. Vernon had lied about Lorcan leaving—

to  break  her  spirit,  to  get  her  to  come  willingly.  Perhaps  Manon  was  not  dead, either. 

She wouldn’t believe it until she had proof. Until the whole world screamed

at her that the Wing Leader was gone. 

Lorcan was back at the prow by the time she’d changed into one of his own

shirts while her leathers dried. Her wrist throbbed, a dull, insistent ache, her face

was no better and Lorcan had promised she’d likely have a black eye from it, but

… her head was clear. 

She  came  up  beside  him,  watching  him  push  the  pole  against  the  mucky

bottom of the river. “I killed those things.” 

“You did a fine job of it,” he said. 

“I don’t regret it.” 

Dark, depthless eyes slid to her. “Good.” 

She  didn’t  know  why  she  said  it,  why  she  felt  a  need  or  like  it  was  worth anything  to  him  at  all,  but  Elide  stood  on  her  toes,  kissed  his  stubble-rough cheek, and said, “I will always find you, too, Lorcan.” 

She felt him staring at her, even when she’d climbed into bed minutes later. 

When she awoke, clean strips of linen for her cycle were next to the bed. 

His own shirt, washed and dried overnight—now cut up for her to use as she

would. 
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Eyllwe’s coast was burning. 

For three days, they sailed past village after village. Some still burning, some

only cinders. And at each of them, Aelin and Rowan had labored to put out those

flames. 

Rowan, in his hawk form, could fly in, but … It killed her. Absolutely killed

her  that  they  could  not  afford  to  halt  long  enough  to  go  to  shore.  So  she  did  it from the ship, burrowing deep into her power, stretching it as far as it could go

across sea and sky and sand, to wink out those fires one by one. 

By  the  end  of  the  third  day,  she  was  flagging,  so  thirsty  that  no  amount  of water was able to slake it, her lips chapped and peeling. 

Rowan had gone to shore three times now to ask who had done it. 

Each  time  the  answer  was  the  same:  darkness  had  swept  over  them  in  the

night,  the  kind  that  blotted  out  the  stars,  and  then  the  villages  were  burning beneath flaming arrows not spotted until they had found their targets. 

But where that darkness, where Erawan’s forces were … there was no sign of

them. 

No sign of Maeve, either. 

Rowan and Lysandra had flown high and wide, searching for either force, but

… nothing. 

Ghosts, some villagers were now claiming, had attacked them. The ghosts of

their unburied dead, raging home from distant lands. 

Until they started whispering another rumor. 

That  Aelin  Galathynius  herself  was  burning  Eyllwe,  village  by  village.  For

vengeance that they had not aided her kingdom ten years ago. 

No matter that she was putting out the flames. They did not believe Rowan

when he tried to explain who soothed their fires from aboard the distant ship. 

He told her not to listen, not to let it sink in. So she tried. 

And  it  had  been  during  one  of  those  times  that  Rowan  had  run  his  thumb

over the scar on her palm, leaning to kiss her neck. He’d breathed her in, and she

knew  he  detected  an  answer  to  the  question  that  had  caused  him  to  flee  that
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morning on the ship. No, she was not carrying his child. 

They  had  only  discussed  the  matter  once—last  week.  When  she’d  crawled

off him, panting and coated in sweat, and he’d asked if she was taking a tonic. 

She merely told him no. 

He’d gone still. 

And  then  she  had  explained  that  if  she’d  inherited  so  much  of  Mab’s  Fae

blood,  she  might  very  well  have  inherited  the  Fae’s  struggle  to  conceive.  And even  if  the  timing  was  horrible  …  if  this  was  to  be  the  one  shot  she  had  of providing  Terrasen  a  bloodline,  a  future  …  she  would  not  waste  it.  His  green eyes  turned  distant,  but  he’d  nodded,  kissing  her  shoulder.  And  that  had  been that. 

She hadn’t mustered the nerve to ask if he wanted to sire her children. If he

 wanted to have children, given what had happened to Lyria. 

And  during  that  brief  moment  before  he’d  flown  back  to  shore  to  put  out

more  flames,  she  hadn’t  possessed  the  nerve  to  explain  why  she’d  hurled  her

guts up that morning, either. 

The  past  three  days  had  been  a  blur.  From  the  moment  Fenrys  had  uttered

those  words,  Nameless  is  my  price,  everything  had  been  a  blur  of  smoke  and flame and waves and sun. 

But as the sun set on the third day, Aelin again shoved those thoughts away

as  the  escort  ship  began  signaling  ahead,  the  crew  frantically  working  to  drop anchor. 

Sweat  beaded  on  her  brow,  her  tongue  parchment-dry.  But  she  forgot  her

thirst, her exhaustion, as she beheld what Rolfe’s men had spied moments ago. 

A flat, waterlogged land under a cloudy sky spread inland as far as the eye

could see. Moldy green and bone-white grasses crusted the bumps and hollows, 

little  islands  of  life  among  the  mirror-smooth  gray  water  between  them.  And

among them all, jutting up from brackish water and humped land like the limbs

of  an  ill-buried  corpse  …  ruins.  Great,  crumbling  ruins,  a  once-lovely  city

drowned on the plain. 

The Stone Marshes. 

Manon let the humans and Fae meet with the captains of the other two ships. 

She heard the news soon enough: what they sought lay about a day and a half

inland. Precisely where, they didn’t know—or how long it’d take to find its exact

location. Until they returned, the ships would remain anchored here. 

And Manon, it seemed, would join them on their trip inland. As if the queen

suspected that if she were left behind, their little fleet would not be intact when

they returned. 

Clever woman. 

But  that  was  the  other  problem.  The  one  facing  Manon  right  now,  already

looking anxious and put-out. 

Abraxos’s  tail  lashed  a  bit,  the  iron  spikes  scraping  and  scratching  the

pristine ship deck. As if he’d heard the queen’s order a minute ago:  the wyvern

 has to go. 

On the flat, open expanse of the marshes, he’d be too noticeable. 

Manon  placed  a  hand  on  his  scarred  snout,  meeting  those  depthless  black

eyes. “You need to lie low somewhere.” 

A warm, sorrowful huff into her palm. 

“Don’t whine about it,” Manon said, even as something twisted and roiled in

her belly. “Stay out of sight, keep alert, and come back in four days’ time.” She

allowed  herself  to  lean  forward,  resting  her  brow  against  his  snout.  His  growl rumbled  her  bones.  “We’ve  been  a  pair,  you  and  I.  A  few  days  is  nothing,  my friend.” 

He nudged her head with his own. 

Manon  swallowed  hard.  “You  saved  my  life.  Many  times.  I  never  thanked

you for it.” 

Abraxos let out another low whine. 

“You and me,” she promised him. “From now until the Darkness claims us.” 

She  made  herself  pull  away.  Made  herself  stroke  his  snout  just  once  more. 

Then backed a step. Then another. “Go.” 

He didn’t move. She bared her iron teeth.  “Go.” 

Abraxos gave her a look full of reproach, but his body tensed, wings lifting. 

And  Manon  decided  she  had  never  hated  anyone  more  than  she  hated  the

Queen  of  Terrasen  and  her  friends.  For  making  him  leave.  For  causing  this

parting, when so many dangers had not been able to cleave them. 

But Abraxos was airborne, the sails groaning in the wind of his wings, and

Manon  watched  until  he  was  a  speck  on  the  horizon,  until  the  longboats  were being  readied  to  bring  them  to  the  high  grasses  and  stagnant  gray  water  of  the marshes beyond. 

The queen and her court readied, donning weapons like some people adorned

themselves  with  jewelry,  moving  about  in  question  and  answer  to  one  another. 

So  similar,  to  her  Thirteen—similar  enough  that  she  had  to  turn  away,  ducking into  the  shadows  of  the  foremast  and  schooling  her  breathing  into  an  even

rhythm. 

Her hands trembled. Asterin was not dead. The Thirteen were not dead. 

She’d  kept  the  thoughts  about  it  at  bay.  But  now,  with  that  flower-smelling

wyvern vanishing over the horizon …

The last piece of the Wing Leader had vanished with him. 

A muggy wind tugged her inland—toward those marshes. Dragging her red

cape with it. 

Manon  ran  a  finger  down  the  crimson  cloak  she’d  made  herself  wear  this

morning. 

Rhiannon. 

She’d never heard a whisper that the Crochan royal bloodline had walked off

that  final  killing  field  five  centuries  ago.  She  wondered  if  any  of  the  Crochans beyond  her  half  sister  knew  the  child  of  Lothian  Blackbeak  and  a  Crochan

Prince had survived. 

Manon  unfastened  the  brooch  clasping  the  cloak  at  her  shoulders.  She

weighed the thick bolt of red fabric in her hands. 

A  few  easy  swipes  of  her  nails  had  her  clutching  a  long,  thin  strip  of  the cloak. A few more motions had her tying it around the end of her braid, the red

stark against the moon white of her hair. 

Manon stepped out of the shadows behind the foremast and peered over the

edge of the ship. 

No one commented when she dumped her half sister’s cloak into the sea. 

The wind carried it a few feet over the waves before it fluttered like a dying

leaf  to  land  atop  the  swells.  A  pool  of  blood—that’s  how  it  looked  from  the distance as the tide carried it out, out, out into the ocean. 

She found the King of Adarlan and Queen of Terrasen waiting at the railing

of the main deck, their companions climbing into the awaiting longboat bobbing

on the waves. 

She met eyes of sapphire, then those of turquoise and gold. 

She knew they’d seen it. Perhaps not understood what the cloak had meant, 

but … understood the gesture for what it was. 

Manon flicked her iron teeth and nails back into their slits as she approached

them. 

Aelin Galathynius said quietly, “You never stop seeing their faces.” 

It was only when they were rowing for the shore, spindrift soaking them, that

Manon  realized  the  queen  hadn’t  meant  the  Thirteen.  And  Manon  wondered  if Aelin, too, had watched that cloak floating out to sea and thought it looked like

spilled blood. 
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They didn’t get to Leriba. Or to Banjali. They didn’t even get close. 

Lorcan felt the push on his shoulder that had guided and shaped the course of

his life—that invisible, insistent hand of shadow and death. So they went south, 

then west, sailing swiftly down the network of waterways through Eyllwe. 

Elide didn’t object or question when he explained that if Hellas himself was

nudging him, that the queen they hunted was likely in that direction. Wherever it

would lead. There were no cities out there, only endless grasslands that skirted

Oakwald’s  southernmost  tip,  then  marshes.  The  abandoned  peninsula  full  of

ruins among the marshes. 

But  if  that  was  where  he  was  told  to  go  …  The  dark  god’s  touch  on  his

shoulder had never steered him wrong. So he’d see what he’d find. 

He  did  not  let  himself  dwell  too  long  on  the  fact  that  Elide  carried  a

Wyrdkey.  That  she  was  trying  to  bring  it  to  his  enemy.  Perhaps  his  power’s

summons would lead them both to it—to her. 

And then he’d have two keys, if he played his cards right. 

If he was smarter and faster and more ruthless than the others. 

Then  the  most  dangerous  part  of  all:  traveling  with  two  keys  in  his

possession, into the heart of Morath, to hunt down the third. Speed would be his

best ally and only shot at survival. 

And he’d likely never see Elide or any of the others again. 

They’d  at  last  abandoned  their  barge  that  morning,  cramming  whatever

supplies would fit into their packs before setting off through the rippling grasses. 

Hours  later,  Elide’s  breathing  was  ragged  as  they  ascended  a  steep  hill  deep  in the  plain.  He’d  been  scenting  brine  for  two  days  now—they  had  to  be  close  to the edge of the marshes. Elide swallowed hard, and he passed her the canteen as

they crested the summit of the hill. 

But Elide halted, arms slackening at her sides. 

And Lorcan himself froze at what spread before them. 

“What is this place?” Elide breathed, as if fearful the land itself would hear. 

As  far  as  the  eye  could  see,  flowing  into  the  horizon,  the  land  had  sunk  a
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good  thirty  feet—a  severe,  brutal  crack  from  the  edge  of  the  cliff,  not  hill,  on which they stood, as if some furious god had stomped a foot across the plain and

left an imprint. 

Silvery brackish water covered most of it, still as a mirror, interrupted only

by grassy islands and mounds of earth—and crumbling, exquisite ruins. 

“This is a bad place,” Elide whispered. “We shouldn’t be here.” 

Indeed, the hair on his arms had risen, every instinct on alert as he scanned

the marshes, the ruins, the brambles, and thick foliage that had choked some of

the islands. 

Even  the  god  of  death  halted  his  nudging  and  ducked  behind  Lorcan’s

shoulder. 

“What do you sense?” 

Her lips were bloodless. “Silence. Life, but such … silence. As if …” 

“As if what?” he pushed. 

Her  words  were  a  shudder  of  breath.  “As  if  all  the  people  who  once  lived

here, long ago, are still trapped inside—still … beneath.” She pointed to a ruin—

a curved, broken dome of what had likely been a ballroom attached to the spire. 

A palace. “I don’t think this is a place for the living, Lorcan. The beasts in these

waters … I do not think they tolerate trespassers. Nor do the dead.” 

“Is it the stone or the goddess who watches you telling you such things?” 

“It’s  my  heart  that  murmurs  a  warning.  Anneith  is  silent.  I  don’t  think  she wants to be anywhere near. I don’t think she will follow.” 

“She came to Morath, but not here?” 

“What  is  inside  these  marshes?”  she  asked  instead.  “Why  is  Aelin  headed

into them?” 

That,  it  seemed,  was  the  question.  For  if  they  picked  up  on  it,  surely  the queen  and  Whitethorn  would  sense  it,  too—and  only  a  great  reward  or  threat

would drive them here. 

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “No towns or outposts exist anywhere nearby.” 

Yet this was where the dark god had led him—and where that hand still pushed

him to venture, even if it quaked. 

Nothing but ruins and dense foliage on those too-small islands of safety from

whatever dwelled beneath the glassy water. 

But  Lorcan  obeyed  the  nudging  god  at  his  shoulder  and  led  the  Lady  of

Perranth onward. 

“Who  lived  here?”  Elide  asked,  staring  at  the  weather-worn  face  of  the  statue jutting from a near-collapsed stone wall. It teetered on the outer edge of the little

island they were standing on, and the moss-speckled woman carved there had no

doubt once been beautiful, as well as a bit of support for beams and a roof that

had since rotted away. But the veil she’d been carved wearing now seemed like a

death shroud. Elide shivered. 

“This  place  was  forgotten  and  wrecked  centuries  before  I  was  even  born,” 

Lorcan said. 

“Did it belong to Eyllwe?” 

“It  was  a  part  of  a  kingdom  that  is  now  gone,  a  lost  people  who  wandered

and merged with those of different lands.” 

“They must have been very talented, to have made such beautiful buildings.” 

Lorcan  grunted  in  agreement.  It  had  been  two  days  of  inching  across  the

marshes—no  sign  of  Aelin.  They  had  slept  in  the  shelter  of  the  ruins,  though neither of them really got true rest. Elide’s dreams had been filled with the pale, 

milky-eyed faces of people she’d never met, crying out in supplication as water

shoved  down  their  throats,  their  noses.  Even  waking,  she  could  see  them,  hear their cries on the wind. 

Just the breeze through the stones, Lorcan grumbled that first day. 

But she’d seen it in his eyes. He heard the dead, too. 

Heard  the  thunder  of  the  cataclysm  that  had  dropped  the  land  right  from

underneath  them,  heard  the  rushing  water  that  devoured  them  all  before  they

could  run.  Curious  beasts  from  sea  and  swamp  and  river  had  converged  in  the years  following,  making  the  ruins  a  hunting  ground,  feasting  on  one  another

when the waterlogged corpses ran out. Changing, adapting—growing fatter and

cleverer than their ancestors had been. 

It was thanks to those beasts that it took so long to cross the marshes. Lorcan

would scan the too-still water between those islands of safety. Sometimes it was

clear to wade through the chest-deep, salty water. Sometimes it was not. 

Sometimes even the islands were not safe. Twice now, she’d spotted a long, 

scaled  tail—plated  like  armor—sliding  behind  a  stone  wall  or  broken  pillar. 

Thrice, she’d seen great golden eyes, slitted down the pupil, watching from the

reeds. 

Lorcan had hauled her over a shoulder and run whenever they realized they

were not alone. 

Then  there  were  the  snakes—who  liked  to  dangle  from  the  wraithlike  trees

draining  an  existence  from  the  islands.  And  the  incessant,  biting  midges,  who

were  nothing  compared  to  the  clouds  of  mosquitoes  that  sometimes  hounded them  for  hours.  Or  until  Lorcan  sent  a  wave  of  his  dark  power  into  them  and they all dropped to the earth in a dark rain. 

But every time he killed … she felt the earth shudder. Not in fear of him …

but as if it were awakening. Listening. 

Wondering who dared walk across it. 

On the fourth night, Elide was so tired, so on edge, she wanted to whimper as

they curled into a rare sanctuary: a ruined hall, with part of its mezzanine intact. 

It was open to the sky, and vines choked the three walls, but the stone stair had

been solid—and was high enough off the island that nothing might crawl out of

the  water  to  prey  upon  them.  Lorcan  had  rigged  the  base  and  top  of  the  stairs with trip wires of vines and branches—to alert them if any beasts slithered up the

steps. 

They didn’t dare risk a fire, but it was warm enough that she didn’t miss one. 

Lying beside Lorcan, his body a solid wall between her and the stone to her left, 

Elide watched the flickering stars, the drowsy buzz of insects a constant drone in

her ears. Something roared in the distance. 

The insects paused. The marsh seemed to turn its attention toward that feral, 

deep roar. 

Slowly,  life  resumed  again—though  quieter.  Lorcan  murmured,  “Sleep, 

Elide.” 

She swallowed, her fear thick in her blood. “What was that?” 

“One of the beasts—either a mating call or territorial warning.” 

She didn’t want to know how big they were. Glimpses of eyes and tails were

enough. 

“Tell me about her,” Elide whispered. “Your queen.” 

“I doubt it’ll help you sleep any better.” 

She turned onto her other side, finding him lying on his back, watching the

sky. “Will she truly kill you for what you’ve done?” A nod. “Yet you risk it—for

her sake.” She propped her head up with a fist. “Do you love her?” 

Those eyes, darker than the gaps between the stars, slid to her. “I have been

in love with Maeve since I first laid eyes on her.” 

“Are you—are you her lover?” She had not dared ask it, hadn’t really wanted

to know. 

“No.  I  offered  once.  She  laughed  at  me  for  the  insolence.”  His  mouth

tightened. “So I have made myself invaluable in other ways.” 

Again, that roar in the distance that silenced the world for a few heartbeats. 

Was it closer, or had she imagined it? When she glanced back at him, Lorcan’s eyes were on her mouth. 

She said, “Perhaps she uses your love to her own advantage. Perhaps it’s in

her  best  interest  to  drag  you  along.  Maybe  she’ll  change  her  mind  when  you

seem the most likely to … leave.” 

“I am blood-sworn to her. I will never leave.” 

Her chest hurt at that. “Then she can rest assured knowing you’ll pine after

her for eternity.” 

The words came out sharper than she intended, and she made to look at the

stars,  but  Lorcan  gripped  her  chin,  faster  than  she  could  detect.  He  peered  into her  eyes,  scanning  them.  “Do  not  make  the  mistake  of  believing  me  to  be  a

romantic fool. I do not hold any shred of hope for her.” 

“Then that does not seem like love at all.” 

“And what do you know of love?” He was so close—had neared without her

realizing it. 

“I think love should make you happy,” Elide said, remembering her mother

and father. How often they had smiled and laughed, how they had gazed at each

other. “It should make you into the best possible version of yourself.” 

“Are you implying I am neither of those things?” 

“I don’t think you even know what happiness is.” 

His face grew grave—thoughtful. “I do not mind … being around you.” 

“Is that a compliment?” 

A half smile cut across his granite-hewn face. And she wanted … wanted to

touch  it.  That  smile,  that  mouth.  With  her  fingers,  her  own  lips.  It  made  him younger, made him … handsome. 

So she reached up with trembling fingers and touched his lips. 

Lorcan froze, still half above her, his eyes solemn and intent. 

But  she  traced  the  contours  of  his  mouth,  finding  the  skin  there  soft  and

warm, such a contrast to the harsh words that usually came out of it. 

She reached the outer corner of his lips, and he turned his face into her hand, 

resting  his  rough  cheek  against  her  palm.  His  eyes  grew  heavy-lidded  as  she

brushed a thumb over the hard plane of his cheekbone. 

Elide  whispered,  “I  would  hide  you.  In  Perranth.  If  you  …  if  you  do  what

you  need  to  do,  and  need  somewhere  to  go  …  You  would  have  a  place  there. 

With me.” 

His eyes snapped open, but there was nothing hard, nothing cold, about the

light  shining  in  them.  “I  would  be  a  dishonored  male—it’d  reflect  poorly  upon

you.” 

“If anyone thinks that, they would have no place in Perranth.” 

His throat bobbed. “Elide, you need to—” 

But she rose up slightly, replacing her mouth where her fingers had been. 

The  kiss  was  soft,  and  quiet,  and  brief.  Barely  a  grazing  of  her  lips  against his. 

She thought Lorcan might have been trembling as she pulled back. As heat

bloomed across her cheeks. But she made herself say, surprised to find her voice

steady, “You don’t need to answer me now. Or ever. You could show up on my

doorstep in ten years, and the offer would still stand. But there is a place for you, 

in Perranth—if you should ever need or wish for it.” 

Something like agony rippled in his eyes, the most human expression she’d

seen him make. 

But he leaned forward, and despite the marshes, despite what gathered in the

world,  for  the  first  time  in  ten  years,  Elide  found  herself  not  at  all  afraid  as Lorcan caressed her lips with his own. Not afraid of anything as he did it again, 

kissing one corner of her mouth, then the other. 

Such  gentle,  patient  kisses—his  hands  equally  so  as  they  stroked  the  hair

back  from  her  brow,  as  they  trailed  over  her  hips,  her  ribs.  She  lifted  her  own hands  to  his  face  and  dragged  her  fingers  into  his  silken  hair  as  she  arched  up into him, craving the weight of his body on hers. 

Lorcan’s tongue brushed against the seam of her mouth, and Elide marveled

at  how  natural  it  felt  to  open  for  him,  how  her  body   sang  at  the  contact,  his hardness  against  her  softness.  Lorcan  groaned  at  the  first  caress  of  his  tongue against  her  own,  his  hips  grinding  against  hers  in  a  way  that  made  heat  scorch through her, made her own body undulate against his in answer and demand. 

He kissed her deeper at that request, a hand sliding down to grip her thigh, 

spreading her legs a bit wider so he could settle fully between them. And as all

of him lined up with her … She was panting, she realized, as she ground herself

against him, as Lorcan tore his mouth from hers and kissed her jaw, her neck, her

ear.  She  was  trembling—not  with  fear,  but  with   want  as  Lorcan  breathed  her name over and over onto her skin. 

Like a prayer, that was how her name sounded on his lips. She took his face

in her hands, finding his eyes blazing, his breathing as ragged as her own. 

Elide  dared  to  run  her  fingers  from  his  cheek  down  his  neck,  right  beneath

the collar of his shirt. His skin was like heated silk. He shuddered at the touch, 

head bowing so that his inky hair spilled onto her brow, and his hips drove into

hers  just  enough  that  a  small  gasp  came  out  of  her.  More,  she  realized—she wanted  more. 

His eyes met hers in silent question, her hand pausing over the skin above his

heart. It was a raging, thunderous beat. 

She  lifted  her  head  to  kiss  him,  and  as  her  mouth  again  met  his,  she

whispered her answer—

Lorcan’s head snapped up. He was instantly on his feet, whirling toward the

northeast. 

Where a darkness had begun to spread across the stars, wiping them out one

by one. 

Any bit of heat, of desire, winked out of her. 

“Is that a storm?” 

“We need to run,” Lorcan said. But it was the dead of the night—dawn was

at  least  six  hours  off.  To  cross  the  marshes  now  …  More  and  more  stars  were gobbled up by that gathering darkness. 

“What is that?” It spread farther with each heartbeat. Far out, even the marsh

beasts stopped roaring. 

“Ilken,” Lorcan murmured. “That is an army of ilken.” 

Elide knew they weren’t coming for her. 
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Two days into the endless labyrinth of the Stone Marshes— two, not the day and

a  half  that  gods-damned  Rolfe  had  suggested—Aelin  was  inclined  to  burn  the

whole  place  to  the  ground.  With  the  water  and  humidity,  she  was  never  dry, 

always sweating and sticky. And worse: the insects. 

She  kept  the  little  demons  away  with  a  shield  of  invisible  flame,  revealed

only by the zinging as they slammed into it. She might have felt bad, had they

not tried to eat her alive the first day here. Had she not scratched at the dozens of

swollen red bites until her skin bled—and Rowan stepped in to heal them. 

After  the  Bloodhound’s  attack,  her  own  healing  abilities  had  remained

depleted.  So  Rowan  and  Gavriel  played  healer  for  all  of  them,  tending  to  the itching  bites,  the  welts  from  stinging  plants,  the  scratches  from  submerged, 

jagged  chunks  of  the  ruins  that  sliced  into  them  if  they  weren’t  careful  while wading through the brackish water. 

Only Manon seemed immune to the marshes’ drain, finding the feral, rotting

beauty of the marshes to be pleasing. She indeed reminded Aelin of one of the

horrid  river  beasts  that  ruled  this  place—with  those  golden  eyes,  those  sharp, gleaming  teeth  …  Aelin  tried  not  to  think  on  it  too  much.  Tried  to  imagine getting  out of this place and onto dry, crisp land. 

But in the heart of this dead, wretched sprawl was Mala’s Lock. 

Rowan  was  scouting  ahead  in  hawk  form  as  the  sun  inched  toward  the

horizon,  Lysandra  surveying  the  waters  between  the  small  hills  as  some  slimy, scaled  marsh  thing  that  Aelin  had  grimaced  at,  eliciting  an  indignant  hiss  of  a forked tongue before the shifter splashed into the water. 

Aelin  grimaced  again  as  she  trudged  up  one  of  those  little  hills,  crusted  in thorny brambles and crowned with two fallen pillars. A maze designed to scratch

and stub and tear. 

So she sent a blast of fire across the hill, turning it to wilting ashes. It clung

to her wet boots as she passed over it, a sodden gray mush. 

Fenrys chuckled at her side as they descended the hill. “Well, that’s one way

to get through it.” He held out a hand to lead her through the water, and part of

her balked at the idea of being escorted, but … she’d be damned if she fell into a watery pit. She had a very, very good idea of what was deep beneath them. She

had no interest in swimming among the rotted remnants of people. 

Fenrys gripped her hand tightly as they waded through the chest-deep water. 

He hauled her onto the bank first, then climbed out himself. He could no doubt

leap  the  gaps  between  the  islands  in  wolf  form,  as  could  Gavriel.  Why  they

bothered staying in Fae form was beyond her. 

Aelin used her magic to dry off as best she could, then used a tendril to dry

Fenrys’s and Gavriel’s clothes, too. 

A  harmless,  casual  expenditure  of  power.  Even  if  using  it  for  three  days

straight  on  Eyllwe’s  burning  coast  had  drained  her.  Not  the  flame,  but  just  …

physically. Mentally. She still felt like she could sleep for a week. But the magic

murmured.  Incessantly,  relentlessly.  Even  if   she  was  tired  …  the  power demanded more. Drying their clothes between dips into the marsh water, at least, 

kept the damn thing quiet. For now. 

Lysandra popped her hideous head up from a tangle of brambles, and Aelin

yelped,  falling  back  a  step.  The  shifter  grinned,  revealing  two  very,  very  sharp fangs. Fenrys loosed a low laugh, scanning the shifter as she slithered a few feet

ahead. “So you can change skin and bone, but the brand remains?” 

Lysandra  paused  a  few  inches  from  the  water,  and  on  the  island  ahead, 

Aedion seemed to go tense, even as he continued on. Good. At least she wasn’t

the only one who’d rip out anyone’s throat if they so much as mocked Lysandra. 

But her friend shifted, glowing and expanding, until her form became humanoid

—Fae. 

Until  Fenrys  was  looking  at  himself,  albeit  a  smaller  version  to  fit  into  the woman’s clothes. Gavriel, clearing the bank behind them, stumbled a step at the

sight. 

Lysandra said, her voice near-identical to Fenrys’s drawl, “I suppose it shall

always be my tell.” She extended her wrist, pushing back the sleeve of her jacket

to reveal his golden-brown skin, marred with that brand. 

But  she  kept  peering  down  at  herself  as  they  all  continued  wading  and

climbing,  and  finally  remarked,  “Your  hearing   is  better.”  Lysandra  ran  her tongue  over  the  slightly  elongated  canines.  Fenrys  cringed  a  bit.  “What’s  the point of these?” she asked. 

Gavriel  edged  closer  and  nudged  the  shape-shifter  along,  walking  a  few

paces  ahead  with  her.  “Fenrys  is  the  last  person  to  ask.  If  you  want  an

appropriate answer, that is.” 

Lysandra  chuckled,  smiling  at  the  Lion  as  they  ascended  the  hill.  Odd—to see  her  smile  on  Fenrys’s  face.  Fenrys  caught  Aelin’s  eye  and  grimaced  again, no doubt finding it equally unnerving. She chuckled. 

Wings  flapped  ahead,  and  Aelin  took  a  moment  to  marvel  as  Rowan  sailed

hard and fast to them. Swift, strong—unfaltering. 

Gavriel fell back a few paces as Lysandra stilled beside Aedion atop the hill

and  shifted  into  her  own  form.  She  swayed  a  bit,  and  Aelin  lunged—only  for

Aedion  to  beat  her  to  it,  gripping  Lysandra  gently  under  her  elbow  as  Rowan landed and shifted himself. They all needed a nice, long rest. 

Her Fae Prince said, “Dead ahead—we’ll be there by tomorrow afternoon.” 

Whenever she saw Rolfe again, they’d have a little chat about how, exactly, 

he calculated distances on that infernal map of his. 

But Rowan’s face had paled beneath the tattoos. After a moment, he added, 

“I can feel it—my magic can feel it.” 

“Tell me it’s not under twenty feet of water.” 

A  swift,  cutting  shake  of  the  head.  “I  didn’t  want  to  risk  getting  too  close. 

But it reminds me of the Sin-Eater’s temple.” 

“So, a really lovely, welcoming, and relaxing place to be, then,” she said. 

Aedion  laughed  under  his  breath,  eyes  on  the  horizon.  Dorian  and  Manon

hauled themselves onto the bank below, dripping wet, the witch scanning the sea

of islands ahead. If she noted anything, the witch said nothing. 

Rowan  surveyed  the  island  they  stood  atop:  high,  shielded  by  a  crumbling

stone wall on one side, thorns on the other. “We’ll camp here tonight. It’s secure

enough.” 

Aelin nearly sagged in relief. Lysandra uttered a faint thank-you to the gods. 

Within  minutes,  they’d  cleared  enough  of  a  general  area,  through  physical

and magical toiling, to find seats among the huge blocks of stone, and Aedion set

about cooking: a rather sad meal of hard bread and the swamp creatures Gavriel

and Rowan had hunted, deeming them safe enough to eat. Aelin didn’t watch her

cousin,  preferring  not  to  know  what  the  hell  she  was  about  to  shove  down  her throat. 

The  others  seemed  inclined  to  avert  their  attention  as  well,  and  though

Aedion managed to wield their meager spices with surprising talent, some of the

meat was … chewy. Slimy. Lysandra had politely, but thoroughly, gagged at one

point. 

Night set in, a sea of stars twinkling into existence. Aelin couldn’t recall the

last time she had been so far from civilization—perhaps on the ocean crossing to

and from Wendlyn. 

Aedion,  seated  beside  her,  passed  the  too-light  skin  of  wine.  She  swigged

from it, glad for the sour slide that washed away any lingering taste of the meat. 

“Don’t  ever  tell  me  what  that  was,”  Aelin  murmured  to  him,  watching  the

others quietly finish up their own food. Lysandra muttered her agreement. 

Aedion grinned a bit wickedly, surveying the others as well. A few feet away, 

half in shadow, Manon monitored it all. But Aedion’s gaze lingered on Dorian, 

and Aelin braced herself. But her cousin’s smile turned softer. “He still eats like

a fine lady.” 

Dorian’s  head  snapped  up—but  Aelin  bit  back  a  laugh  at  the  memory.  Ten

years ago, they’d sat around a table together and she’d told the Havilliard prince

what she thought of his table manners. Dorian blinked as the memory no doubt

resurfaced, even as the others glanced between them. 

The king gave a magnanimous bow. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” Indeed, 

his hands were mostly clean, his now-dry clothes immaculate. 

Her own hands … Aelin fished into a pocket for her handkerchief. The thing

was as filthy as the rest of her, but … better than using her pants. She plucked

out the Eye of Elena from where it was usually wrapped inside, setting it on her

knee as she wiped the smear of spices and fat from her fingers, then offered the

scrap  of  silk  to  Lysandra.  Aelin  casually  ran  her  fingers  over  the  bent  metal  of the Eye as the shifter cleaned her hands, the blue stone in its core flickering with

cobalt fire. 

“As far as I recall,” Dorian went on with a sly grin, “you two—” 

The attack happened so fast that Aelin didn’t sense or see it until it was over. 

One moment, Manon was seated at the edge of the fire, the marshes a dark

sprawl behind her. 

The  next,  scales  and  flashing  white  teeth  were  snapping  for  her,  erupting

from  the  brush  on  the  bank.  And  then—stillness  and  silence  as  the  enormous

marsh beast froze in place. 

Halted by invisible hands—strong ones. 

Manon’s  sword  was  half  out,  her  breathing  ragged  as  she  stared  down  the

milky-pink maw spread wide enough to snap off her head. The teeth were each

as long as Aelin’s thumb. 

Aedion swore. The others didn’t so much as move. 

But  Dorian’s  magic  held  the  beast  still,  frozen  with  no  ice  to  be  seen.  The same  power  as  the  one  he’d  wielded  against  the  Bloodhound.  Aelin  surveyed

him  for  any  tether,  any  gleaming  thread  of  power,  and  found  none.  He  hadn’t

even lifted a hand to direct it. Interesting. 

Dorian said to Manon, the witch still peering into the yawning death inches

before her face, “Shall I kill it or set it free?” 

Aelin most certainly had an opinion on the matter, but a warning look from

Rowan had her shutting her mouth. And gaping a bit at her prince. 

 Oh, you crafty old bastard.  His harsh, tattooed face revealed nothing. 

Manon glanced toward Dorian. “Free it.” 

The king’s face tightened—then the beast went careening off into the dark, as

if a god had hurled it across the marshes. A distant splash sounded. 

Lysandra sighed. “Aren’t they beautiful?” 

Aelin cut her a look. The shifter grinned. 

But  Aelin  looked  back  at  Rowan,  holding  his  stare.  How  convenient  that

 your  shield  vanished  right  as  that  thing  waddled  up.  What  an  excellent

 opportunity for a magic lesson. What if it had gone wrong? 

Rowan’s eyes glittered.  Why do you think the hole opened up by the witch? 

Aelin swallowed her  laugh of dismay.  But Manon Blackbeak  was taking in

the king, her hand still on her sword. Aelin didn’t bother to pretend looking as if

she wasn’t watching them as the witch shifted those gold eyes to her. To the Eye

of Elena still balanced on Aelin’s knee. 

Manon’s lip curled back from her teeth. “Where did you get that.” 

The hair on Aelin’s arms rose. “The Eye of Elena? It was a gift.” 

But  the  witch  again  glanced  to  Dorian—as  if  saving  her  from  that  thing  …

Oh,  Rowan  hadn’t  lowered  the  shield  just  for  a  magic  lesson,  had  he?  Aelin

didn’t  dare  glance  at  him  this  time,  not  as  Manon  dipped  her  fingers  into  the muddy earth to sketch a shape. 

A  large  circle—and  two  overlapping  circles,  one  atop  the  other,  within  its

circumference. “That is the Three-Faced Goddess,” Manon said, her voice low. 

“We  call  this  …”  She  drew  a  rough  line  in  the  centermost  circle,  in  the  eye-shaped space where they overlapped. “The Eye of the Goddess.  Not Elena.” She

circled the exterior again. “Crone,” she said of the outermost circumference. She

circled the interior top circle: “Mother.” She circled the bottom: “Maiden.” She

stabbed the eye inside: “And the heart of the Darkness within her.” 

It was Aelin’s turn to shake her head. The others didn’t so much as blink. 

Manon said again, “That is an Ironteeth symbol. Blueblood prophets have it

tattooed over their hearts. And those who won valor in battle, when we lived in

the  Wastes  …  they  were  once  given  those.  To  mark  our  glory—our  being

Goddess-blessed.” 

Aelin  debated  chucking  the  gods-damned  amulet  into  the  marsh,  but  said, 

“The day I first saw Baba Yellowlegs … the amulet turned heavy and warm in

her presence. I thought it was in warning. Perhaps it was in … recognition.” 

Manon  studied  the  necklace  of  scars  marring  Aelin’s  throat.  “Its  power

worked even with magic contained?” 

“I  was  told  that  certain  objects  were  …  exempt.”  Aelin’s  voice  strained. 

“Baba  Yellowlegs  knew  the  entire  history  of  the  Wyrdkeys  and  gates.  She  was

the one who told me about them. Is that a part of your history, too?” 

“No. Not in those terms,” Manon said. “But Yellowlegs was an Ancient—she

knew  things  now  lost  to  us.  She  ripped  down  the  walls  of  the  Crochan  city

herself.” 

“The legends claim the slaughter was … catastrophic,” Dorian said. 

Shadows  flickered  in  Manon’s  eyes.  “That  killing  field,  the  last  I  heard,  is still  barren.  Not  a  blade  of  grass  grows  on  it.  They  say  it’s  from  Rhiannon Crochan’s  curse.  Or  from  the  blood  that  soaked  it  for  the  final  three  weeks  of that war.” 

“What is the curse, exactly?” Lysandra asked, brows furrowing. 

Manon examined her iron nails, long enough that Aelin thought she wouldn’t

answer. Aedion chucked the wineskin back into her lap, and Aelin swigged from

it again as Manon at last replied. “Rhiannon Crochan held the gates to her city

for  three  days  and  three  nights  against  the  three  Ironteeth  Matrons.  Her  sisters were dead around her, her children slaughtered, her consort spiked to one of the

Ironteeth  war  caravans.  The  last  Crochan  Queen,  the  final  hope  of  their

thousand-year  dynasty  …  She  did  not  go  gently.  It  was  only  when  she  fell  at dawn on the fourth day that the city was truly lost. And as she lay dying on that

killing  field,  as  the  Ironteeth  ripped  down  the  walls  of  the  city  around  her  and butchered  her  people  …  she  cursed  us.  Cursed  the  three  Matrons,  and  through

them,  all  Ironteeth.  She  cursed  Yellowlegs  herself—who  gave  Rhiannon  her

finishing blow.” 

None of them moved or spoke or breathed too loudly. 

“Rhiannon swore on her last breath that we would win the war, but not the

land.  That  for  what  we  had  done,  we  would  inherit  the  land  only  to  see  it  wilt and  die  in  our  hands.  Our  beasts  would  shrivel  and  keel  over  dead;  our

witchlings would be stillborn, poisoned by the streams and rivers. Fish would rot

in  lakes  before  we  could  catch  them.  Rabbits  and  deer  would  flee  across  the mountains. And the once-verdant Witch Kingdom would become a wasteland. 

“The  Ironteeth  laughed  at  it,  drunk  on  Crochan  blood.  Until  the  first
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Ironteeth  witchling  was  born—dead.  And  then  another  and  another.  Until  the

cattle  rotted  in  the  fields,  and  the  crops  withered  overnight.  By  the  end  of  the month, there was no food. By the second, the three Ironteeth Clans were turning

on one another, ripping themselves to pieces. So the Matrons ordered us all into

exile.  Separated  the  Clans  to  cross  the  mountains  and  wander  as  we  would. 

Every few decades, they would send groups to try to work the land, to see if the

curse still held. Those groups never returned. We have been wanderers for five

hundred years—the wound made worse by the fact that humans eventually took

it for themselves. And the land responded to them.” 

“But you plan to return to it still?” Dorian asked. 

Those golden eyes were not of this earth. “Rhiannon Crochan said there was

one  way—only  one—to  break  the  curse.”  Manon  swallowed  and  recited  in  a

cold, tight voice, “Blood to blood and soul to soul, together this was done, and

 only  together  it  can  be  undone.  Be  the  bridge,  be  the  light.  When  iron  melts, when  flowers  spring  from  fields  of  blood—let  the  land  be  witness,  and  return home.” Manon toyed with the end of her braid, the scrap of red cloak she’d tied

around it. “Every Ironteeth witch in the world has pondered that curse. For five

centuries, we have tried to break it.” 

“And  your  parents  …  their  union  was  made  in  order  to  break  this  curse?” 

Aelin pushed—carefully. 

A  sharp  nod.  “I  did  not  know—that  Rhiannon’s  bloodline  survived.”  And

now ran through Manon’s blue veins. 

Dorian mused, “Elena predates the witch wars by a millennium. The Eye had

nothing to do with that.” He rubbed his neck. “Right?” 

Manon  didn’t  reply,  only  extending  a  foot  to  wipe  away  the  symbol  she’d

traced in the dirt. 

Aelin drained the rest of the wine and shoved the Eye back into her pocket. 

“Maybe now you understand,” she said to Dorian, “why I’ve found Elena just a

 bit difficult to deal with.” 

The  island  was  wide  enough  that  a  conversation  could  be  had  without  being

overheard. 

Rowan  supposed  that  was  precisely  what  his  former  cadre  wanted  as  they

found  him  on  watch  atop  the  vine-choked,  crumbling  spiral  stairwell  that

overlooked  the  island  and  its  surroundings.  Leaning  against  a  section  that  had

once been the curving wall, Rowan demanded, “What?” 

Gavriel said, “You should take Aelin a thousand miles from here. Tonight.” 

A  wave  of  his  magic  and  honed  instincts  told  him  all  was  safe  in  the

immediate vicinity, calming the killing rage he’d slipped into at the thought. 

Fenrys  said,  “Whatever  awaits  us  tomorrow,  it  has  been  waiting  for  a  long

time, Rowan.” 

“And how do either of you know this?” 

Gavriel’s tawny eyes gleamed animal-bright in the darkness. “Your beloved’s

life  and  the  witch’s  are  entwined.  They  have  been  led  here,  by  forces  even  we cannot understand.” 

“Think about it,” Fenrys pushed. “Two females whose paths crossed tonight

in a way we’ve rarely witnessed. Two queens, who might control either half of

this continent, two sides of one coin. Both half-breeds. Manon, an Ironteeth  and

a Crochan. Aelin …” 

“Human and Fae,” Rowan finished for him. 

“Between  them,  they  cover  the  three  main  races  of  this  earth.  Between  the

two  of  them,  they  are  mortal  and  immortal;  one  worships  fire,  the  other

Darkness. Do I need to go on? It feels as if we’re playing right into the hands of

whoever has been running this game—for eons.” 

Rowan gave Fenrys a stare that usually had men backing away. Even as he

considered it. 

Gavriel interrupted to say, “Maeve has been waiting, Rowan. Since Brannon. 

For someone who would lead her to the keys. For your Aelin.” 

Maeve had not mentioned the Lock this spring. She hadn’t mentioned Mala’s

ring,  either.  Rowan  said  slowly,  his  words  a  death  promise,  “Did  Maeve  send

you because of this Lock, too?” 

“No,” Fenrys said. “No—she never mentioned that.” He shifted on his feet, 

turning toward a distant, brutal roar. “If Maeve and Aelin go to war, Rowan, if

they meet on a battlefield …” 

He  tried  not  to  let  himself  imagine  it.  The  cataclysmic  carnage  and

destruction. 

Perhaps they should have remained in the North, shoring up their defenses. 

Fenrys  breathed,  “Maeve  will  not  allow  herself  to  lose.  Already,  she’s

replaced you.” 

Rowan whirled on Gavriel. “Who.” 

Those lion’s eyes darkened. “Cairn.” 

Rowan’s blood iced over, colder than his magic. “Is she insane?” 

“She told us of his promotion a day before we left. He was grinning like a cat with a canary in its mouth as we walked out of the palace.” 

“He’s a sadist.” Cairn … No amount of training, both off the battlefield and

on  it,  had  ever  broken  the  Fae  warrior  of  his  penchant  for  cruelty.  Rowan  had locked  him  up,  flogged  him,  disciplined  him,  wielded  whatever  shred  of

compassion  he  could  muster  in  himself  …  nothing.  Cairn  had  been  born

savoring the suffering of others. 

So Rowan had kicked him out of his own army—dumped him into Lorcan’s

lap. Cairn had lasted about a month with Lorcan before he was packed off to an

isolated legion, commanded by a general who was not cadre and had no interest

in  being  one.  The  tales  of  what  Cairn  did  to  the  soldiers  and  innocents  he encountered …

There  were  few  laws  against  murder  with  the  Fae.  And  Rowan  had

considered sparing the world of Cairn’s vileness every time he’d seen him. For

Maeve  to  appoint  him  to  the  cadre,  to  give  him  almost  unchecked  power  and

influence—

“I’d  bet  every  bit  of  gold  I  have  that  she’s  going  to  let  Aelin  nearly  break herself destroying Erawan … then strike when she’s weakest,” Fenrys mused. 

For Maeve not to have given either male a gag order through the blood oath

…  She  wanted  him—wanted  Aelin—to  have  this  knowledge.  To  worry  and

speculate. 

Fenrys  and  Gavriel  swapped  wary  glances.  “We  still  serve  her,  Rowan,” 

Gavriel murmured. “And we still have to kill Lorcan when the time comes.” 

“Why  bring  this  up  at  all?  I  won’t  get  in  your  way.  Neither  will  Aelin, 

believe me.” 

“Because,”  Fenrys  said,  “Maeve’s  style  isn’t  to  execute.  It’s  to  punish—

slowly. Over years. But she wants Lorcan  dead. And not half dead, or throat slit, but irrevocably dead.” 

“Beheaded and burned,” Gavriel said grimly. 

Rowan loosed a breath. “Why?” 

Fenrys cast his glance over the edge of the stairs—to where Aelin slept, her

golden  hair  shining  in  the  moonlight.  “Lorcan  and  you  are  the  most  powerful

males in the world.” 

“You  forget  Lorcan  and  Aelin  can’t  even  stand  to  be  in  the  same  breathing

space. I doubt there’s a chance of an alliance between them.” 

“All  we’re  saying,”  Fenrys  explained,  “is  that  Maeve  does  not  make

decisions  without  considerable  motive.  Be  ready  for  anything.  Sending  her

armada, wherever it is, is only the start.” 

The marsh beasts roared, and Rowan wanted to roar right back. If Aelin and

Cairn ever encountered each other, if Maeve had some plan beyond her greed for

the keys …

Aelin turned in her sleep, scowling at the ruckus, Lysandra dozing beside her

in ghost leopard form, that fluffy tail twitching. Rowan pushed off the wall, more

than ready to join his queen. But he found Fenrys staring at her as well, his face

tight  and  drawn.  Fenrys’s  voice  was  a  broken  whisper  as  he  said,  “Kill  me.  If that order is given. Kill me, Rowan, before I have to do it.” 

“You’ll be dead before you can get within a foot of her.” 

Not  a  threat—a  promise  and  a  plain  statement  of  fact.  Fenrys’s  shoulders

slumped in thanks. 

“I’m  glad,  you  know,”  Fenrys  said  with  unusual  graveness,  “that  I  got  this

time. That Maeve unintentionally gave me that. That I got to know what it was

like—to be here, as a part of this.” 

Rowan didn’t have words, so he looked to Gavriel. 

But the Lion was merely nodding as he stared down at the little camp below. 

At his sleeping son. 
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The last leg of the trek the next morning was the longest yet, Manon thought. 

Close—so  close  to  this  Lock  the  queen  with  a  witch  emblem  in  her  pocket

was seeking. 

She’d  fallen  asleep,  pondering  how  it  could  be  connected,  but  gleaned

nothing.  They’d  all  been  awake  before  dawn,  dragged  to  consciousness  by  the

oppressive  humidity,  so  heavy  it  felt  like  a  blanket  weighing  on  Manon’s

shoulders. 

The  queen  was  mostly  quiet  from  where  she  walked  at  the  head  of  their

company,  her  mate  scouting  overhead,  and  her  cousin  and  the  shape-shifter

flanking her, the latter wearing the skin of a truly horrific swamp viper. The Wolf

and the Lion brought up the rear, sniffing and listening for anything wrong. 

The  people  who  had  once  dwelled  within  these  lands  had  not  met  easy  or

pleasant ends. She could feel their pain even now, whispering through the stones, 

rippling through the water. That marsh beast that had snuck up on her last night

was  the  mildest  of  the  horrors  here.  At  her  side,  Dorian  Havilliard’s  tense  tan face seemed to suggest he felt the same. 

Manon waded waist-deep through a pool of warm, thick water and asked, if

only to get it out of where it rattled in her skull, “How will she use the keys to

banish Erawan and his Valg? Or, for that matter, get rid of the things he’s created

that aren’t of his original realm, but are some hybrid?” 

Sapphire eyes slid toward her. “What?” 

“Is  there  a  way  of  weeding  out  who  belongs  and  who  doesn’t?  Or  will  all

those with Valg blood”—she put a hand on her sodden chest—“be sent into that

realm of darkness and cold?” 

Dorian’s  teeth  gleamed  as  he  clenched  them.  “I  don’t  know,”  he  admitted, 

watching  Aelin  nimbly  hop  over  a  stone.  “If  she  does,  I  assume  she’ll  tell  us when it’s most convenient for her.” 

And the least convenient for them, he didn’t need to add. 

“And she gets to decide, I suppose? Who stays and who goes.” 

“Banishing  people  to  live  with  the  Valg  isn’t  something  Aelin  would
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willingly do.” 

“But she does decide, ultimately.” 

Dorian  paused  atop  a  little  hill.  “Whoever  holds  those  keys  gets  to  decide. 

And  you’d  better  pray  to  whatever  wicked  gods  you  worship  that  it’s  Aelin

holding them in the end.” 

“What about you?” 

“Why should I wish to go anywhere near those things?” 

“You’re as powerful as she is. You could wield them. Why not?” 

The  others  were  swiftly  pulling  ahead,  but  Dorian  remained  still.  Even  had

the  audacity  to  grip  her  wrist—hard.  “Why  not?”  There  was  such  unyielding

coldness  in  that  beautiful  face.  She  couldn’t  turn  away  from  it.  A  hot,  humid breeze shoved past, dragging her hair with it. The wind didn’t touch him, didn’t

ruffle  one  raven-dark  hair  on  his  head.  A  shield—he  was  shielding  himself. 

Against her, or whatever was in this swamp? He said softly, “Because I was the

one who did it.” 

She waited. 

His sapphire eyes were chips of ice. “I killed my father. I shattered the castle. 

I  purged  my  own  court.  So  if  I  had  the  keys,  Wing  Leader,”  he  finished  as  he released her wrist, “I have no doubt that I would do the same once more—across

this continent.” 

“Why?” she breathed, her blood chilling. 

She  was  indeed  a  bit  terrified  of  the  icy  rage  rippling  from  him  as  Dorian said, “Because she died. And even before she did, this world saw to it that she

suffered, and was afraid, and alone. And even though no one will remember who

she  was,  I  do.  I  will  never  forget  the  color  of  her  eyes,  or  the  way  she  smiled. 

And I will never forgive them for taking it away.” 

Too breakable—he’d said of human women. No wonder he’d come to her. 

Manon had no answer, and she knew he wasn’t looking for one, but she said

anyway, “Good.” 

She ignored the glimmer of relief that flashed across his face as she moved

ahead. 

Rowan’s calculations hadn’t been wrong: they reached the Lock by midday. 

Aelin supposed that even if Rowan hadn’t scouted ahead, it would have been

obvious from the moment they beheld the waterlogged, labyrinthine complex of

wrecked pillars that the Lock likely lay in the half-crumbling stone dome in its center.  Mostly  because  everything—every  choking  weed  and  drop  of  water—

seemed  to  be  leaning   away  from  it.  Like  the  complex  was  the  dark,  rippling heartbeat of the marshes. 

Rowan shifted as he landed before where they had all gathered on a grassy, 

dry bit of land on the outskirts of the sprawling complex, not even missing a step

as he walked to her side. She tried not to look too relieved as he safely returned. 

She  really  tortured  them,  she  realized,  by  shoving  her  way  into  danger

whenever she felt like it. Perhaps she’d try to be better about it, if this dread was

at all like what they felt. 

“This  whole  place  is  too  quiet,”  Rowan  said.  “I  probed  the  area,  but  …

nothing.” 

Aedion  drew  the  Sword  of  Orynth  from  across  his  back.  “We’ll  circle  the

perimeter,  making  smaller  passes  until  we  get  up  to  the  building  itself.  No

surprises.” 

Lysandra stepped back from them, bracing for the shift. “I’ll take the water—

if you hear two roars, get to higher ground. One quick roar, and it’s clear.” 

Aelin nodded in confirmation and order to go ahead. By the time Aedion had

strode for the outer wall of the complex, Lysandra had slipped into the water, all

scales and talons. 

Rowan jerked his chin to Gavriel and Fenrys. Both males silently shifted and

then trotted ahead, the latter joining Aedion, the former in the opposite direction. 

Rowan kept to Aelin’s side, Dorian and the witch at her back, as they waited

for the all clear. 

When  Lysandra’s  solitary,  swift  roar  cleaved  the  air,  Aelin  murmured  to

Rowan, “What’s the catch?  Where is the catch? It’s too easy.” Indeed, there was

nothing  and  no  one  here.  No  threat  beyond  what  might  be  rotting  away  in  the pits and sinkholes. 

“Believe me, I’ve been considering it.” 

She could almost feel him sliding into that frozen, raging place—where born

instinct and centuries of training had him seeing the world as a killing field, and

willing to do anything to eradicate any threats to her. Not just his Fae nature—

but  Rowan’s nature. To protect, to shield, to fight for what and who he loved. 

Aelin  stepped  close  and  kissed  him  on  the  neck.  Those  pine-green  eyes

warmed slightly as they shifted from the ruin to scan her face. 

“When we get back to civilization,” he said, his voice deepening as he kissed

her cheek, her ear, her brow, “I’m going to find you the nicest inn on the whole

gods-damned continent.” 

“Oh?” He kissed her mouth. Once, twice. 

“With good food, a disgustingly comfortable bed, and a big bathtub.” 

Even in the marshes, it was easy to become drunk on him, on the taste and

smell and sound and feel of him. “How big?” she murmured, not caring what the

others thought as they returned. 

“Big enough for two,” he said onto her lips. 

Her blood turned sparkling at the promise. She kissed him once—briefly but

deeply. “I have no defenses against such offers. Especially those made by such a

pretty male.” 

He scowled at  pretty, nipping at her ear with his canines. “I keep a tally, you

know, Princess. To remind myself to repay you the next time we’re alone for all

the truly wonderful things you say.” 

Her  toes  curled  in  her  soggy  boots.  But  she  patted  him  on  the  shoulder, 

looking  him  over  with  absolute  irreverence,  saying  as  she  walked  ahead,  “I

certainly hope you make me beg for it.” 

His answering growl from behind made heat bloom in her core. 

The feeling lasted for about a minute, however. Within a few turns into the

maze  of  crumbling  walls  and  pillars,  leaving  Dorian  to  guard  the  entrance  and Rowan slipping ahead, Aelin found herself beside the witch—who looked more

bored than anything. Fair enough. She’d been dragged here, after all. 

Wading  as  quietly  as  they  could  into  the  towering  archways  and  pillars  of

stone, Rowan signaled from a crossroads ahead. They were getting close. 

Aelin unsheathed Goldryn, Manon drawing her own sword in answer. 

Aelin lifted her brows as she glanced between their two blades. “What’s your

sword called?” 

“Wind-Cleaver.” 

Aelin clicked her tongue. “Good name.” 

“Yours?” 

“Goldryn.” 

A  slash  of  iron  teeth  as  they  were  bared  in  a  half  smile.  “Not  as  good  a name.” 

“Blame my ancestor.” She certainly did. For many, many things. 

They  reached  a  crossroads—one  leading  left,  one  right.  Neither  offering  a

hint of the direct path to the center of the ruin. 

Rowan said to Manon, “You go left. Whistle if you find anything.” 

Manon  stalked  off  among  the  stones  and  water  and  reeds,  shoulders  tight

enough to suggest she hadn’t appreciated the order, but she wasn’t dumb enough to tangle with him. 

Aelin  smiled  a  bit  at  the  thought  as  she  and  Rowan  continued  on.  Running

her free palm over the carved walls they passed, she said casually, “That sunrise

Mala appeared to you—what, exactly, did she say?” 

He slashed a glance in her direction. “Why?” 

Her heart turned thunderous, and maybe it made her a coward to say it now

—

Rowan  gripped  her  elbow  as  he  read  her  body,  scented  her  fear  and  pain. 

“Aelin.” 

She  braced  herself,  nothing  but  stone  and  water  and  bramble  around  them, 

and turned a corner. 

And there it was. 

Even  Rowan  forgot  to  demand  an  answer  to  what  she’d  been  about  to  tell

him as they surveyed the open space flanked by crumbling walls and punctuated

by  fallen  pillars.  And  at  its  northern  end  …  “Big  surprise,”  Aelin  muttered. 

“There’s an altar.” 

“It’s a chest,” Rowan corrected with a half smile. “It’s got a lid.” 

“Even better,” she said, nudging him with an elbow. Yes—yes, she’d tell him

later. 

The  water  separating  them  from  the  chest  was  still  and  silver  bright—too

murky to see if there was a bottom at all beyond the steps up to the dais. Aelin

reached  for  her  water  magic,  hoping  it’d  whisper  of  what  lay  beneath  that

surface, but her flames were burning too loudly. 

Splashing  issued  across  the  way,  and  Manon  appeared  around  an  opposite

wall.  Her  focus  went  to  the  enormous  stone  chest  at  the  rear  of  the  space,  the stone  cracked  and  overflowing  with  weeds  and  vines.  She  began  easing  across

the water, one step at a time. 

Aelin said, “Don’t touch the chest.” 

Manon just gave her a long look and kept heading for the dais. 

Trying not to slip on the slick floor, Aelin crossed the space, sloshing water

over the dais steps as she mounted them, Rowan close behind. 

Manon  leaned  over  the  chest  to  study  the  lid  but  did  not  open  it.  Studying, Aelin realized, the countless Wyrdmarks carved into the stone. 

Nehemia had known how to use the marks. Had been taught them and was

fluent enough in them to have wielded their power. Aelin had never asked how

or why or when. 

But here were Wyrdmarks, deep within Eyllwe. 

Aelin stepped up to Manon, examining the lid more closely. “Do you know

what those are?” 

Manon brushed back her long white hair. “I’ve never seen such markings.” 

Aelin  examined  a  few,  her  memory  straining  for  the  translation.  “Some  of

these  aren’t  symbols  I’ve  encountered  before.  Some  are.”  She  scratched  her

head. “Should we throw a rock at it—see what it does?” she asked, twisting to

where Rowan peered over her shoulder. 

But a hollow throb of air pulsed around them, silencing the incessant buzz of

the marshes’ inhabitants. And it was that utter silence, the bark of surprise from

Fenrys, that had Aelin and Manon shifting into flanking, defensive positions. As

if they’d done this a hundred times before. 

But Rowan had gone still as he scanned the gray skies, the ruins, the water. 

“What is it?” Aelin breathed. 

Before  her  prince  could  answer,  Aelin  felt  it  again.  A  pulsing,  dark  wind

 demanding  their  attention.  Not  the  Valg.  No,  this  darkness  was  born  of something else. 

“Lorcan,” Rowan breathed, a hand on his sword—but not drawing it. 

“Is that his magic?” Aelin shuddered as that death-kissed wind shoved at her. 

She batted it away as if it were a gnat. It snapped at her in answer. 

“It’s his warning signal,” Rowan murmured. 

“For what?” Manon asked sharply. 

Rowan was instantly moving, scaling the high walls with ease, even as stone

crumbled away. He balanced on its top, surveying the land on the other side of

the wall. 

Then  he  smoothly  climbed  back  down,  his  splash  as  he  landed  echoing  off

the stones. 

Lysandra slithered around a cluster of weeds and halted with a swift thrust of

her scaled tail as Rowan said too calmly, “There is an aerial legion approaching.” 

Manon breathed, “Ironteeth?” 

“No,” Rowan said, meeting Aelin’s gaze with an icy steadiness that had seen

him through centuries of battle. “Ilken.” 

“How many?” Aelin’s voice turned distant—hollow. 

Rowan’s  throat  bobbed,  and  she  knew  he’d  been  taking  in  the  horizon  and

surrounding  lands  not  for  any  chance  of  winning  the  battle  that  was  sure  to come, but for any shot at getting her out. Even if the rest of them had to buy her

time with their own lives. 

“Five hundred.” 
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Lorcan’s  breath  singed  his  throat  with  every  inhalation,  but  he  kept  running

through  the  marshes,  Elide  laboring  beside  him,  never  complaining,  only

scanning the skies with wide, dark eyes. 

Lorcan sent out another flickering blast of his power. Not toward the winged

army that raced not too far ahead, but farther—toward wherever Whitethorn and

his bitch-queen might be in this festering place. If those ilken reached them long

before Lorcan could arrive, that Wyrdkey the bitch carried would be as good as

lost. And Elide … He shut out the thoughts. 

The ilken flew hard and fast, heading toward what had to be the heart of the

marshes. What the hell had brought the queen out here? 

Elide flagged, and Lorcan gripped her under an elbow to keep her upright as

she  stumbled  over  a  bit  of  pockmarked  stone.  Faster.  If  the  ilken  caught  them unawares, if they stole his revenge and that key …

Lorcan sent out burst after burst of his power in every direction. 

Keys  aside,  he  didn’t  want  to  see  the  look  on  Elide’s  face  if  the  ilken  got there first. And they found whatever was left of the fire-breather and her court. 

There was nowhere to go. 

In the heart of this festering plain, there was nowhere to run, or hide. 

Erawan had tracked them here. Had sent five hundred ilken to retrieve them. 

If the ilken had found them on the sea and in this endless wasteland, they’d no

doubt be able to find them if they tried hiding among the ruins. 

They were all silent as they gathered on a grassy hill at the edge of the ruins, 

watching  that  black  mass  take  form.  Deep  in  the  ruins  behind  them,  the  chest still waited. Untouched. 

Aelin  knew  the  Lock  couldn’t  help—other  than  to  waste  their  time  by

opening its container. Brannon could get in line to complain. 

And  Lorcan  …  somewhere  out  there.  She’d  think  on  that  later.  At  least

Fenrys and Gavriel had remained, rather than charging off to fulfill Maeve’s kill order. 

Rowan  said,  eyes  pinned  on  those  swift,  leathery  wings  far  on  the  horizon, 

“We’ll  use  the  ruin  to  our  advantage.  Force  them  to  bottleneck  in  key  areas.” 

Like  a  cloud  of  locusts,  the  ilken  blocked  out  the  clouds,  the  light,  the  sky.  A dull, glazed sort of calm swept over Aelin. 

Eight against five hundred. 

Fenrys  quickly  tied  back  his  golden  hair.  “We  divide  it  up,  take  them  out. 

Before they can get close enough. While they’re still in the air.” He tapped his

foot on the ground, rolling his shoulders—as if shaking off the grip of that blood

oath roaring at him to hunt down Lorcan. 

Aelin rasped, “There’s another way.” 

“No,” was Rowan’s response. 

She  swallowed  hard  and  lifted  her  chin.  “There  is  nothing  and  no  one  out

here. The risk of using that key would be minimal—” 

Rowan’s teeth flashed as he snarled, “No, and that’s final.” 

Aelin said too quietly, “You don’t give me orders.” 

She saw as much as she felt Rowan’s temper rise with dizzying speed. “You

will have to pry that key out of my cold, dead hands.” 

He meant it, too—he’d make her kill him before he let her use the key in any

capacity beyond wielding the Lock. 

Aedion  let  out  a  low,  bitter  laugh.  “You  wanted  to  send  a  message  to  our

enemies  about  your  power,  Aelin.”  Closer  and  closer  that  army  came,  and

Rowan’s ice and wind licked at her as he tunneled down into his magic. Aedion

jerked his chin toward the army approaching. “It seems Erawan sent his answer.” 

Aelin hissed, “You blame me for this?” 

Aedion’s eyes darkened. “We should have stayed in the North.” 

“I had no choice, I’ll have you remember.” 

“You  did,”  Aedion  breathed,  none  of  the  others,  not  even  Rowan,  stepping

in. “You’ve had a choice all along, and you opted to flash your magic around.” 

Aelin knew very well that her eyes were now flickering with flames as she

took a step toward him. “So I guess the ‘you’re perfect’ stage is over, then.” 

Aedion’s  lip  curled  off  his  teeth.  “This  isn’t  a  game.  This  is   war,  and  you pushed and pushed Erawan to show his hand. You refused to run your schemes

by us first, to let us weigh in, when  we have fought wars—” 

“Don’t you  dare pin this on me.” Aelin peered inside herself—to the power

there. Down and down it went, to that pit of eternal fire. 

“This isn’t the time,” Gavriel offered. 

Aedion threw out a hand in his direction, a silent, vicious order for the Lion

to shut his mouth. “Where are our allies, Aelin? Where are our armies? All we

have  to  show  for  our  efforts  is  a  Pirate  Lord  who  might  very  well  change  his mind if he hears about this from the wrong lips.” 

She held in the words.  Time. She had needed  time—

“If  we’re  going  to  stand  a  chance,”  Rowan  said,  “we  need  to  get  into

position.” 

Embers sparked at her fingertips. “We do it together.” She tried not to look

offended  at  their  raised  brows,  their  slightly  gaping  mouths.  “Magic  might  not last against them. But steel will.” She jerked her chin at Rowan, at Aedion. “Plan

it.” 

So they did. Rowan stepped to her side, a hand on her lower back. The only

comfort he’d show—when he knew, they both knew, it hadn’t been his argument

to win. He said to the Fae males, “How many arrows?” 

“Ten quivers, fully stocked,” Gavriel said, eyeing Aedion as he removed the

Sword of Orynth from his back and rebuckled it at his side. 

Returned  to  her  human  form,  Lysandra  had  drifted  to  the  edge  of  the  bank, 

back stiff as the ilken gathered on the horizon. 

Aelin  left  the  males  to  sort  out  their  positions  and  slipped  up  beside  her

friend.  “You  don’t  have  to  fight.  You  can  stay  with  Manon—guard  the  other

direction.” 

Indeed,  Manon  was  already  scaling  one  of  the  ruin  walls,  a  quiver  with

unnervingly  few  arrows  slung  over  her  back  beside  Wind-Cleaver.  Aedion  had

ordered  her  to  scout  the  other  direction  for  any  nasty  surprises.  The  witch  had looked  ready  to  debate—until  she  seemed  to  realize  that,  on  this  battlefield  at least, she was not the apex predator. 

Lysandra  loosely  braided  her  black  hair,  her  golden  skin  sallow.  “I  don’t

know how they have done this so many times. For  centuries.” 

“Honestly, I don’t know, either,” Aelin said, glancing over a shoulder at the

Fae  males  now  analyzing  the  layout  of  the  marshes,  the  flow  of  the  wind, 

whatever else to use to their advantage. 

Lysandra rubbed at her face, then squared her shoulders. “The marsh beasts

are  easily  enraged.  Like  someone  I  know.”  Aelin  jabbed  the  shifter  with  an

elbow,  and  Lysandra  snorted,  even  with  the  army  ahead.  “I  can  rile  them  up—

threaten their nests. So that if the ilken land …” 

“They won’t just have us to deal with.” Aelin gave her a grim smile. 

But Lysandra’s skin was still pale, her breathing a bit shallow. Aelin threaded her fingers through the shifter’s and squeezed tightly. 

Lysandra  squeezed  back  once  before  letting  go  to  shift,  murmuring,  “I’ll

signal when I’m done.” 

Aelin  just  nodded,  lingering  on  the  bank  for  a  moment  to  watch  the  long-

legged white bird flap across the marsh—toward that building darkness. 

She turned back to the others in time to see Rowan jerk his chin to Aedion, 

Gavriel, and Fenrys. “You three herd them—to us.” 

“And you lot?” Aedion said, sizing up her, Rowan, and Dorian. 

“I get the first shot,” Aelin said, flames dancing in her eyes. 

Rowan  inclined  his  head.  “My  lady  wants  the  first  shot.  She  gets  the  first

shot. And when they’re scattering in a blind panic, we come in.” 

Aedion gave her a long look. “Don’t miss this time.” 

“Asshole,” she snapped. 

Aedion’s smile didn’t reach his eyes as he strode to fetch extra weapons from

their  packs,  grabbing  a  quiver  of  arrows  in  either  hand,  slinging  one  of  the longbows  across  his  broad  back  along  with  his  shield.  Manon  had  already

stationed  herself  atop  the  wall  behind  them,  grunting  as  she  strung  Aedion’s

other bow. 

Rowan was saying to Dorian, “Short bursts. Find your targets—the center of

groups—and use only what magic is necessary. Don’t waste it all at once. Aim

for the heads, if you can.” 

“What about once they start landing?” Dorian asked, sizing up the terrain. 

“Shield  yourself,  attack  when  you  can.  Keep  the  wall  to  your  back  at  all

times.” 

“I won’t be his prisoner again.” 

Aelin tried to shut out what he’d meant by it. 

But Manon said from the wall above them, an arrow now nocked loosely in

her bow, “If it comes to that, princeling, I’ll kill you before they can.” 

Aelin hissed, “You will do no such thing.” 

Both of them ignored her as Dorian said, “Thank you.” 

“None of you are being taken prisoner,” Aelin growled, and walked away. 

And there would be no second or third shots. 

Only the first shot. Only her shot. 

Perhaps  it  was  time  to  see  how  deep  that  new  well  of  power  went.  What

lived inside it. 

Perhaps it was time for Morath to learn to scream. 

Aelin  stepped  up  to  the  water’s  edge,  then  leaped  onto  the  next  island  of grass and stone. Rowan silently came up beside her, meeting her pace for pace. It

wasn’t  until  they  reached  the  next  hill  that  he  angled  his  face  toward  her,  his golden skin stretched taut, his eyes as cold as her own. 

Only that anger was directed at her—perhaps more livid than she’d seen him

since Mistward. She bared her teeth in a feral, grim smile. “I know, I know. Just

add suggesting to use the Wyrdkey to that tally of all the horrible things I do and

say.” 

Leathery,  massive  wings  beat  the  air,  and  shrieking  cries  at  last  began  to

trickle  toward  them.  Her  knees  quaked,  but  she  clamped  down  on  the  fear, 

knowing he could scent it, knowing the others could, too. 

So she willed herself to take another step onto the sodden, reed-laden plain—

toward that ilken army. They’d be upon them in minutes—less, maybe. 

And  horrible,  miserable  Lorcan  had  bought  them  that  extra  time.  Wherever

the bastard was. 

Rowan  didn’t  object  as  she  took  another  step,  then  another.  She  had  to  put

distance between them all—had to make sure that every last ember was capable

of reaching that army and that she didn’t waste her strength by traveling far to do

so. 

Which meant striding out into the marshes alone. To wait for those things to

be close enough to see their teeth. They had to know who now marched through

the reeds toward them. What she’d do to them. 

But still the ilken charged. 

In the distance, far to the right, marsh creatures began to roar—no doubt in

Lysandra’s wake. She prayed the beasts were hungry. And that they didn’t mind

Morath-bred meat. 

“Aelin.”  Rowan’s  voice  cut  across  water  and  plant  and  wind.  She  paused, 

looking over a shoulder at where he now stood on the sandbank, as if it’d been

impossible  not to follow her. 

The  strong,  unyielding  bones  of  his  face  were  set  with  that  warrior’s

brutality.  But  his  pine-green  eyes  were  bright—almost  soft—as  he  said, 

“Remember who you are. Every step of the way down, and every step of the way

back. Remember who you are. And that you’re mine.” 

She  thought  of  the  new,  delicate  scars  on  his  back—marks  from  her  own

nails, that he’d refused to heal with his magic, and instead had set with seawater, 

the  salt  locking  the  scars  into  place  before  the  immortal  body  could  smooth  it over. Her claiming marks, he’d breathed into her mouth the last time he’d been

inside her. So he and anyone who saw them would know that he belonged to her. 

That he was hers, just as she was his. 

And because he was hers, because they were  all hers …

Aelin turned away from him and sprinted across the plain. 

With every step toward the army whose wings she could just make out, she

watched  for  those  beasts  Lysandra  riled,  even  as  she  began  a  swift,  deadly

descent into the core of her magic. 

She had been hovering around the middle ledge of her power for days now, 

one  eye  on  the  churning,  molten  abyss  far  below.  Rowan  knew.  Fenrys  and

Gavriel,  definitely.  Shielding  them,  drying  their  clothes,  killing  the  insects  that plagued  them  …  all  little  ways  to  relieve  the  strain,  to  keep  herself  steady,  to grow accustomed to its depth and pressure. 

For  the  deeper  she  went  into  her  power,  the  more  her  body,  her  mind, 

squeezed  under  the  pressure  of  it.  That  was  the  burnout—when  that  pressure

won, when the magic was drained too fast or too greedily, when it was spent and

still the bearer tried to claw deeper than it should. 

Aelin  slammed  to  a  stop  in  the  heart  of  the  plain.  The  ilken  had  spied  her sprinting and now flapped toward her. 

Unaware  of  the  three  males  who  crept  far  out,  bows  at  the  ready  to  push

Erawan’s soldiers onto her flames. 

If she could burn through their defenses. She’d have to drag up every bit of

her  power  to  incinerate  them  all.  The  true  might  of  Aelin  Fire-Bringer.  Not  an ember less. 

So  Aelin  abandoned  every  trapping  of  civilization,  of  conscience  and  rules

and humanity, and plummeted into her fire. 

She  flew  for  that  flaming  abyss,  only  distantly  aware  of  the  humidity  lying

thick on her skin, of the pressure building in her head. 

She’d shoot straight down—and push off the bottom, bringing all that power

with her to the surface. The drag would be enormous. And it would be the test, 

the true test, of control and strength. Easy—so easy to spear into the heart of fire

and  ash.  The  hard  part  was  bringing  it  up;  that  was  when  the  cracking  would occur. 

Deeper and deeper, Aelin shot into her power. Through distant, mortal eyes, 

she  noted  the  ilken  sweeping  closer.  A  mercy—if  they  had  once  been  human, 

perhaps obliterating them would be a mercy. 

Aelin  knew  she’d  reached  the  former  edge  of  her  power  thanks  to  warning

bells  in  her  blood  that  pealed  in  her  wake.  That  pealed  as  she  launched  herself

into the burning depths of hell. 

The  Queen  of  Flame  and  Shadow,  the  Heir  of  Fire,  Aelin  of  the  Wildfire, 

Fireheart …

She burned through each title, even as she became them, became what those

foreign ambassadors had hissed when they reported on a child-queen’s growing, 

unstable  power  in  Terrasen.  A  promise  that  had  been  whispered  into  the

blackness. 

The pressure began to build in her head, in her veins. 

Far  behind,  safely  out  of  her  range,  she  felt  the  flickers  of  Rowan’s  and

Dorian’s magic as they rallied the blasts that would answer her own. 

Aelin soared into the uncharted core of her power. 

The inferno went on and on. 
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Lorcan knew they were still too slow, warning signal or not. 

Elide  was  gasping  for  breath,  weaving  on  her  feet  as  Lorcan  halted  on  the

outskirts of a massive, flooded plain. She pushed back a stray strand of hair from

her face, Athril’s ring glinting on her finger. She hadn’t questioned where it had

come from or what it did when he’d slipped it onto her finger this morning. He’d

only  warned  her  to  never  take  it  off,  that  it  might  be  the  one  thing  to  keep  her safe from the ilken, from Morath. 

The force had swept northward and away from where Lorcan and Elide had

hauled  ass,  no  doubt  to  secure  some  better  approach.  And  at  the  far  end  of  the plain, too distant for Elide’s human eyes to clearly make out, Whitethorn’s silver

hair  glinted,  the  King  of  Adarlan  at  his  side.  Magic,  bright  and  cold,  swirling around them. And farther out—

Gods  above.  Gavriel  and  Fenrys  were  in  the  reeds,  bows  drawn.  And

Gavriel’s son. Aimed at the army approaching. Waiting for—

Lorcan tracked where they were all facing. 

Not the army closing in on them. 

But the queen standing alone in the heart of the flooded plain. 

Lorcan realized a moment too late that he and Elide were on the wrong side

of the demarcation line—too far north of where Aelin’s companions stood safely

behind her. 

Realized  it  the  exact  heartbeat  that  Elide’s  eyes  fell  on  the  golden-haired

woman facing that army. 

Her arms slackened at her sides. Her face drained of color. 

Elide staggered one step—one step toward Aelin, a small noise coming out

of her. 

That’s when he felt it. 

Lorcan had sensed it once before, that day at Mistward. When the Queen of

Terrasen  had  laid  waste  to  the  Valg  princes,  when  her  power  had  been  a

behemoth surging from the deep, setting the world trembling. 

That was nothing— nothing—compared to the power that now roared into the
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world. 

Elide stumbled, gaping at the spongy earth as the marsh water rippled. 

Five hundred ilken closed in around them. They had taken his warning—and

set a trap. 

And  that  power  …  that  power  Aelin  was  now  dragging  up  from  whatever

hellhole was inside her, from whatever fiery pit she’d been damned to endure …

Its wake would wash over them. 

“What is … ,” Elide breathed, but Lorcan lunged for her, hurling them to the

ground,  covering  her  body  with  his.  He  threw  a  shield  over  them,  plummeting

hard and fast into his magic, the drop nearly uncontrolled. He didn’t have time to

do anything but pour every ounce of power into his shield, into the one barrier

that would keep them from being melted into nothing. 

He  shouldn’t  have  wasted  the  effort  warning  them.  Not  when  it  was  now

likely to get him and Elide killed. 

Whitethorn knew—even at Mistward—that the queen hadn’t yet stepped into

her birthright. Knew that this sort of power came around once in an eon, and to

serve it, to serve  her …

A court that wouldn’t just change the world. It would start the world over. 

A court that could conquer this world—and any other it wished. 

 If it wished. If that woman on the plain desired to. And that was the question, 

wasn’t it? 

“Lorcan,”  Elide  whispered,  her  voice  breaking  in  longing  for  the  queen,  or

terror of her, he didn’t know. 

Didn’t  have  time  to  guess,  as  a  feral  roar  went  up  from  the  reeds.  A

command. 

And  then  a  hail  of  arrows,  precisely  and  brutally  aimed,  flew  from  the

marshes  to  strike  at  the  outer  flanks  of  the  ilken.  He  marked  Fenrys’s  shots  by the black-tipped arrows that easily found their marks. Gavriel’s son didn’t miss, 

either.  Ilken  tumbled  from  the  sky,  and  the  others  panicked,  flapping  into  one another, careening inward. 

Right to where the Queen of Terrasen unleashed the full force of her magic

upon them. 

The moment Lysandra roared to signal that the marsh beasts were riled and she

was  safely  behind  their  lines  again,  the  moment  the  ilken  got  so  close  Aedion
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could shoot them out of the sky like geese, his queen erupted. 

Even with Aelin’s aim away from them, even with Rowan’s shield, the heat

of  that  fire   burned.  “Holy  gods,”  Aedion  found  himself  saying  as  he  stumbled back  through  the  reeds,  falling  farther  behind  her  line  of  attack.  “Holy  rutting gods.” 

The heart of the legion didn’t have the chance to scream as they were washed

away in a sea of flame. 

Aelin was no savior to rally behind, but a cataclysm to be weathered. 

The  fire  grew  hotter,  his  bones  groaning  as  sweat  beaded  on  his  brow.  But

Aedion  took  up  a  new  spot,  glancing  to  ensure  his  father  and  Fenrys  had  done the  same  across  the  drowned  plain,  and  aimed  for  the  ilken  veering  out  of  the flame’s path. He made his arrows count. 

Ashes fell to the earth in a slow, steady snow. 

Not fast enough. As if sensing Aelin’s dragging pace, ice and wind erupted

overhead. 

Where gold-and-red flame did not melt Erawan’s legion, Dorian and Rowan

ripped them apart. 

The  ilken  still  held  out,  as  if  they  were  a  stain  of  darkness,  harder  to  wash away. 

Still  Aelin  kept  burning.  Aedion  couldn’t  even  see  her  in  the  heart  of  that power. 

There was a cost—there had to be a cost to such power. 

She had been born knowing the weight of her crown, her magic. Had felt its

isolation  long  before  she’d  reached  adolescence.  And  that  seemed  like

punishment enough, but … there had to be a price. 

 Nameless is my price. That was what the witch had said. 

Understanding glimmered at the edge of Aedion’s mind, just out of grasp. He

fired his second-to-last arrow, straight between the eyes of a frantic ilken. 

One by one, their own foul-bred resistance to magic yielded to those bursts

of ice, and wind, and flame. 

And  then  Whitethorn  began  walking  into  the  firestorm  fifty  feet  ahead. 

Toward Aelin. 

Lorcan  pinned  Elide  to  the  earth,  throwing  every  last  shadow  and  pocket  of

darkness  into  that  shield.  The  flames  were  so  hot  that  sweat  dripped  down  his

brow,  right  into  her  silken  hair,  spread  on  the  green  moss.  The  marsh  water around them boiled. 

 Boiled.  Fish  floated  belly-up.  The  grasses  dried  out  and  caught  fire.  The entire world was a hell-realm, with no end and no beginning. 

Lorcan’s shredded, dark soul tipped its head back and roared in unison to her

power’s burning song. 

Elide was cringing, fists balled in his shirt, face buried against his neck as he

gritted his teeth and weathered the firestorm. Not just fire, he realized. But wind

and ice. Two other, mighty magics had joined her—shredding the ilken. And his

own shield. 

Wave after wave, the magic battered his power. A lesser gift might have been

broken against it—a lesser magic might have tried to fight back, and not just let

the power wash over them. 

If Erawan got a collar around Aelin Galathynius’s neck … it would be over. 

To leash that woman, that power … Would a collar even be able to contain

 that? 

There was movement through the flames. 

Whitethorn was prowling across the boiling marshes, his steps unhurried. 

The flame swirled around the dome of Rowan’s shield, eddying with his icy

wind. 

Only a male who’d lost his damn mind would wander into that storm. 

The ilken died and died and died, slowly and not at all cleanly, as their dark

magic failed them. Those that tried to flee the flame or ice or wind were felled

by  arrows.  Those  that  managed  to  land  were  shredded  apart  by  ambushes  of

claws and fangs and snapping, scaled tails. 

They’d made every minute of his warning count. Had easily set a trap for the

ilken. That they’d fallen for it so swiftly—

But  Rowan  reached  the  queen  in  the  heart  of  the  marshes  as  her  flames

winked out. As his own wind died out, and plumes of unforgiving ice shattered

the few ilken flapping in the skies. 


Ash  and  glittering  ice  rained  down,  thick  and  swirling  as  snow,  embers

dancing  between  the  clumps  that  had  once  been  the  ilken.  There  were  no

survivors. Not one. 

Lorcan didn’t dare lift his shield. 

Not  as  the  prince  stepped  onto  the  small  island  where  the  queen  was

standing. Not as Aelin turned toward Rowan, and the only flame that remained

was a crown of fire atop her head. 

Lorcan  watched  in  silence  as  Rowan  slid  a  hand  over  her  waist,  the  other cupping the side of her face, and kissed his queen. 

Embers  stirred  her  unbound  hair  as  she  wrapped  her  arms  around  his  neck

and pressed close. A golden crown of flame flickered to life atop Rowan’s head

—the twin to the one Lorcan had seen burning that day at Mistward. 

He knew Whitethorn. He knew the prince wasn’t ambitious—not in the way

that  immortals  could  be.  He  likely  would  have  loved  the  woman  if  she’d  been ordinary. But this power …

In his wasteland of a soul, Lorcan felt that tug. Hated it. 

It  was  why  Whitethorn  had  strode  to  her—why  Fenrys  was  now  halfway

across  the  plain,  dazed,  attention  wholly  fixed  on  where  they  stood,  tangled  in each other. 

Elide stirred beneath him. “Is—is it over?” 

Given  the  heat  with  which  the  queen  was  kissing  her  prince,  he  wasn’t

entirely  sure  what  to  tell  Elide.  But  he  let  her  squirm  out  from  beneath  him, twisting to her feet to spy the two figures on the horizon. He rose, watching with

her. 

“They killed them all,” she breathed. 

An entire legion—gone. Not easily, but—they’d done it. 

Ash  continued  to  fall,  clumping  on  Elide’s  silky  night-dark  hair.  He  gently

picked out a bit, then put a shield over her to keep it from landing on her again. 

He hadn’t touched her since last night. There hadn’t been time, and he hadn’t

wanted to think about what her kiss had done to him. How it had utterly wrecked

him and still twisted up his guts in ways he wasn’t sure he could live with. 

Elide said, “What do we do now?” 

It took him a moment to realize what she’d meant. Aelin and Rowan at last

pulled apart, though the prince leaned in to nuzzle her neck. 

Power  called  to  power  among  the  Fae.  Perhaps  Aelin  Galathynius  was

unlucky the cadre had been drawn to Maeve’s power long before she was born, 

had chained themselves to her instead. 

Perhaps they were the unlucky ones, for not holding out for something better. 

Lorcan shook his head to clear the useless, traitorous thoughts. 

That was Aelin Galathynius standing there. Drained of her power. 

He  felt  it  now—the  utter  lack  of  sound  or  feeling  or  heat  where  there  had

been such a riotous storm moments before. A creeping cold. 

She’d emptied her entire cache. They all had. Maybe Whitethorn had gone to

her, put his arms around her, not because he wanted to mount her in the middle

of the marshes, but to keep her upright once that power was gone. Once she was left vulnerable. 

Open to attack. 

 What do we do now?  Elide had asked. 

Lorcan smiled slightly. “We go say hello.” 

She balked at the shift in his tone. “You’re not on friendly terms.” 

Certainly not, and he wasn’t about to be, not when the queen was within his

sights. Not when she had that Wyrdkey … the sibling to the one Elide carried. 

“They  won’t  attack  me,”  he  said,  and  began  heading  for  them.  The  marsh

water  was  near-scalding,  and  he  grimaced  at  the  fish  floating,  milky  eyes  open wide  to  the  sky.  Frogs  and  other  beasts  bobbed  among  them,  wobbling  in  his

ripples. 

Elide hissed at entering the hot water but followed after him. 

Slowly, Lorcan closed in on his prey, too focused on the fire-breathing bitch

to notice that Fenrys and Gavriel had vanished from their positions in the reeds. 
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Every  step  toward  Aelin  was  an  eternity—and  every  step  was  somehow  too

swift. 

Elide  had  never  been  more  aware  of  her  limp.  Of  her  dirty  clothes;  of  her

long, unshaped hair; of her small body and lack of any discernible gifts. 

She had imagined Aelin’s power, dreamed of how it had shattered the glass

castle. 

She hadn’t considered that the reality of seeing it unleashed would make her

bones  quail  in  terror.  Or  that  the  others  would  possess  such  harrowing  gifts  as well—ice and wind twining with fire, until only death rained down. She almost

felt bad for the ilken they’d slaughtered. Almost. 

Lorcan was silent. Tense. 

She was able to read his moods now, the little tells that he believed no one

could detect. But there—that faint twitch on the left side of his mouth. That was

his attempt to suppress whatever rage was now riding him. And there, that slight

angle  of  his  head  to  the  right  …  that  was  his  assessing  and  reassessing  every surrounding,  every  weapon  and  obstacle  within  sight.  Whatever  this  meeting

was, Lorcan didn’t think it would go well. 

He expected to fight. 

But  Aelin— Aelin—had  now  turned  toward  them  from  where  she  stood  on

that  mound  of  grass.  Her  silver-haired  prince  pivoted  with  her.  Took  a  casual step in front of her. Aelin sidestepped around him. He tried to block her again. 

She  nudged  him  with  an  elbow  and  held  her  ground  at  his  side.  The  Prince  of Doranelle—her  queen’s  lover.  How  much  sway  would  his  opinion  hold  over

Aelin?  If  he  hated  Lorcan,  would  his  contempt  and  mistrust  for  her  as  well  be immediate? 

She should have thought of it—how it’d look to be with Lorcan. Approach

with Lorcan. 

“Regretting your choice in allies?” Lorcan said with cutting calm. Like he’d

been able to read her tells, too. 

“It sends a message, doesn’t it?” 

She  could  have  sworn  something  like  hurt  flashed  in  his  eyes.  But  it  was typical  Lorcan—even  when  she’d  ripped  into  him  atop  that  barge,  he’d  barely

flinched. 

He  said  coolly,  “It  would  seem  our  bargain  with  each  other  is  about  to  end anyway. I’ll be sure to explain the terms, don’t worry. I’d hate for them to think

you were slumming it with me.” 

“That’s not what I meant.” 

He snorted. “I don’t care.” 

Elide halted, wanting to call him a liar, half because she knew he  was lying

and  half  because  her  own  chest  tightened  at  the  words.  But  she  kept  silent, letting  him  walk  ahead,  that  distance  between  them  yawning  wider  with  his

every storming step. 

But what would she even say to Aelin?  Hello? How do you do? Please don’t

 burn me? Sorry I’m so filthy and lamed? 

A gentle hand touched her shoulder.  Pay attention. Look around. 

Elide glanced up from where she’d been wincing at her dirty clothes. Lorcan

was perhaps twenty feet ahead, the others mere figures near the horizon. 

The invisible hand on her shoulder squeezed.  Observe. See. 

See what? Ash and ice rained to the right, ruins rose up on the left, nothing

but open marshes spreading ahead. But Elide halted, scanning the world around

her. 

Something was wrong. Something made any creatures that had survived the

maelstrom of magic go silent again. The burnt grasses rustled and sighed. 

Lorcan  kept  walking,  his  back  stiff,  though  he  hadn’t  reached  for  his

weapons. 

 See see see. 

See  what? She turned in place but found nothing. She opened her mouth to

call to Lorcan. 

Golden eyes flickered in the brush not thirty paces ahead. 

Enormous  golden  eyes,  fixed  on  Lorcan  as  he  strode  mere  feet  away.  A

mountain lion, ready to pounce, to shred flesh and sever bone—

 No—

The beast exploded from the burnt grasses. 

Elide screamed Lorcan’s name. 

He whirled, but not to the lion. Toward her, that furious face shooting toward

 her—

But  she  was  running,  leg  shrieking  in  pain,  as  Lorcan  finally  sensed  the

attack about to swoop down on him. 

The mountain lion reached him, those thick claws going low while its teeth

went right for his throat. 

Lorcan drew his hunting knife, so fast it was only the glint of gray light on

steel. 

Beast and Fae male went down, right into the muddy water. 

Elide  hurtled  for  him,  a  wordless  scream  breaking  from  her.  Not  a  normal

mountain lion. Not even close. Not with the way it knew Lorcan’s every move as

they  rolled  through  the  water,  as  they  dodged  and  swiped  and  lunged,  blood

spurting, magic clashing, shield against shield—

Then the wolf attacked. 

A massive white wolf, sprinting out of nowhere, wild with rage and all of it

focused on Lorcan. 

Lorcan broke from the lion, blood streaming down his arm, his leg, panting. 

But the wolf had vanished into  nothing. Where was it, where was it—

It appeared out of thin air, as if it had stepped through an invisible bridge, ten

feet from Lorcan. 

Not an attack. An execution. 

Elide  cleared  a  gap  between  two  mounds  of  land,  icy  grass  slicing  into  her

palms, something crunching in her leg—

The  wolf  leaped  for  Lorcan’s  vulnerable  back,  eyes  glazed  with  bloodlust, 

teeth shining. 

Elide surged up the little hill, time spinning out beneath her. 

 No no no no no no. 

Vicious white fangs neared Lorcan’s spine. 

Lorcan  heard  her  then,  heard  the  shuddering  sob  as  she  threw  herself  into

him. 

His  dark  eyes  flared  in  what  looked  like  terror  as  she  slammed  into  his

unprotected back. 

As he noticed the death blow not coming from the lion at his front, but the

wolf whose jaws closed around her arm instead of Lorcan’s neck. 

She could have sworn the wolf’s eyes flared in horror as it tried to pull back

the  physical  blow,  as  a  dark,  hard  shield  slammed  into  her,  stealing  her  breath with its unflinching solidity—

Blood and pain and bone and grass and bellowing fury. 

The world tilted as she and Lorcan went down, her body thrown over his, the

wolf’s jaws wrenching out of her arm. 

She curled over Lorcan, waiting for the wolf and mountain lion to end it, to take her neck in their jaws and crunch down. 

No attack came. Silence cleaved the world. 

Lorcan flipped her over, his breathing ragged, his face bloody and pale as he

took in her face, her arm.  “ElideElideElide—” 

She couldn’t draw breath, couldn’t see around the sensation that her arm was

mere shredded flesh and splintered bone—

Lorcan grabbed her face before she could look and snapped, “Why did you

do  that?  Why? ”  He  didn’t  wait  for  an  answer.  He  lifted  his  head,  his  snarl  so vicious it echoed in her bones, made the pain in her arm surge violently enough

that she whimpered. 

He  growled  to  the  lion  and  the  wolf,  his  shield  a  swirling,  obsidian  wind

around them, “You’re dead. You’re both  dead—” 

Elide  shifted  her  head  enough  to  see  the  white  wolf  staring  at  them.  At

Lorcan. See the wolf change in a flash of light into the most beautiful man she’d

ever  beheld.  His  golden-brown  face  tightened  as  he  took  in  her  arm.  Her  arm, her arm—

“Lorcan, we were ordered,” said an unfamiliar, gentle male voice from where

the lion, too, had transformed into a Fae male. 

“Damn your orders to hell, you stupid bastard—” 

The wolf-warrior hissed, chest heaving, “We can’t fight against the command

much longer, Lorcan—” 

“Put the shield down,” the calmer one said. “I can heal the girl. Let her get

away.” 

“I’ll kill you both,” Lorcan swore. “I’ll  kill you—” 

Elide looked at her arm. 

There was a piece missing. From her forearm. There was blood gushing into

the burnt remnants of grass. White bone jutting out—

Maybe she started screaming or sobbing or silently shaking. 

“Don’t look,” Lorcan snapped, squeezing her face again to draw her eyes to

his  own.  His  face  was  lined  with  such  wrath  she  barely  recognized  it,  but  he made no move against the males. 

His  power  was  drained.  He’d  nearly  wiped  it  out  shielding  against  Aelin’s

flame and whoever had borne that other magic on the field. This shield … this

was all Lorcan had left. 

And  if  he  lowered  it  so  they  could  heal  her  …  they’d  kill  him.  He  had

warned them of the attack, and they’d still kill him. 
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Aelin—where was  Aelin—

The  world  was  blackening  at  the  edges,  her  body  begging  to  submit  rather

than endure the pain that reordered everything in her life. 

Lorcan  tensed  as  if  sensing  the  oblivion  that  threatened.  “You  heal  her,”  he said to the gentle-eyed male, “and then we continue—” 

“No,” she got out. Not for this, not for  her—

Lorcan’s  onyx  eyes  were  unreadable  as  he  scanned  her  face.  And  then  he

said quietly, “I wanted to go to Perranth with you.” 

Lorcan dropped the shield. 

It was not a hard choice. And it did not frighten him. Not nearly as much as the

fatal wound in her arm did. 

Fenrys had hit an artery. She’d bleed out in minutes. 

Lorcan had been born from and gifted with darkness. Returning to it was not

a difficult task. 

But letting that glimmering, lovely light before him die out … In his ancient, 

bitter bones, he could not accept it. 

She  had  been  forgotten—by  everyone  and  everything.  And  still  she  had

hoped. And still she had been kind to him. 

And still she had offered him a glimpse of peace in the time he’d known her. 

She had offered him a home. 

He knew Fenrys wouldn’t be able to fight Maeve’s kill order. Knew Gavriel

would stay true to his word and heal her, but Fenrys couldn’t hold out against the

blood oath’s command. 

He knew the bastard would regret it. Knew the wolf had been horrified the

moment Elide had jumped between them. 

Lorcan  let  go  of  his  shield,  praying  she  wouldn’t  watch  when  the

bloodletting  started.  When  he  and  Fenrys  went  claw-to-claw  and  fang-to-fang. 

He’d last against the warrior. Until Gavriel joined back in. 

The  shield  vanished,  and  Gavriel  was  instantly  kneeling,  reaching  with  his

broad hands for her arm. Pain paralyzed her, but she tried telling Lorcan to run, 

to put the shield back up—

Lorcan stood, shutting out her pleading. 

He  faced  Fenrys.  The  warrior  was  trembling  with  restraint,  his  hands

clenched at his sides to keep from going for any of his blades. 

Elide was still sobbing, still begging him. 

Fenrys’s taut features were lined with regret. 

Lorcan just smiled at the warrior. 

It snapped Fenrys’s leash. 

His  sentinel  leaped  for  him,  sword  out,  and  Lorcan  lifted  his  own,  already

knowing the move Fenrys planned to use. He’d trained him how to do it. And he

knew the guard Fenrys let drop on his left side, just for a heartbeat, exposing his

neck—

Fenrys landed before him, swiping low and dodging right. 

Lorcan angled his blade for that vulnerable neck. 

They were both blown back by an icy, unbreakable wind. Whatever was left

of it after the battle. 

Fenrys was up, lost to the blood fury, but the wind slammed into him. Again. 

Again. Holding him down. Lorcan struggled against it, but the shield Whitethorn

had thrown over them, the raw power he now used to keep them pinned, was too

strong when his own magic was depleted. 

Boots  crunched  on  the  burnt  grass.  Sprawled  on  the  bank  of  a  little  hill, 

Lorcan  lifted  his  head.  Whitethorn  stood  between  him  and  Fenrys,  the  prince’s eyes glazed with wrath. 

Rowan surveyed Gavriel and Elide, the latter still weeping, still begging for

it to stop. But her arm …

A  scratch  marred  that  moon-white  arm,  but  Gavriel’s  rough  battlefield

healing had filled the holes, the missing flesh and broken bones. He must have

used all his magic to—

Gavriel swayed ever so slightly. 

Whitethorn’s  voice  was  like  gravel.  “This  ends  now.  You  two  don’t  touch

them.  They’re  under  the  protection  of  Aelin  Galathynius.  If  you  harm  them,  it will be considered an act of war.” 

Specific,  ancient  words,  the  only  way  a  blood  order  could  be  detained.  Not

overridden—just delayed for a little while. To buy them all time. 

Fenrys panted, but relief flickered in his eyes. Gavriel sagged a bit. 

Elide’s dark eyes were still glassy with pain, the smattering of freckles on her

cheeks stark against the unnatural whiteness of her skin. 

Whitethorn said to Fenrys and Gavriel, “Are we clear on what the hell will

happen if you step out of line?” 

To Lorcan’s eternal shock, they lowered their heads and said, “Yes, Prince.” 

Rowan  let  the  shields  drop,  and  then  Lorcan  was  hurtling  to  Elide,  who
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struggled  to  sit  up,  gaping  at  her  nearly  healed  arm.  Gavriel,  wisely,  backed away. Lorcan examined her arm, her face, needing to touch her, smell her—

He  didn’t  notice  that  the  light  footsteps  in  the  grass  didn’t  belong  to  his former companions. 

But he knew the female voice that said from behind him, “What the rutting

hell is going on?” 

Elide had no words to express to Lorcan what she’d felt in that moment he’d let

the  shield  drop.  What  she’d  felt  when  the  silver-haired,  tattooed  warrior-prince had halted that fatal bloodshed. 

But  she  had  no  breath  in  her  body  when  she  looked  over  Lorcan’s  broad

shoulder and beheld the golden-haired woman striding toward them. 

Young,  and  yet  her  face  …  It  was  an  ancient  face,  wary  and  cunning  and

limned  with  power.  Beautiful,  with  the  sun-kissed  skin,  the  vibrant  turquoise

eyes. Turquoise eyes, with a core of gold around the pupil. 

Ashryver eyes. 

The  same  as  the  golden-haired,  handsome  man  who  came  up  beside  her, 

muscled  body  tense  as  he  assessed  whether  he’d  need  to  spill  blood,  a  bow

dangling from his hand. 

Two sides of the same golden coin. 

Aelin. Aedion. 

They were both staring at her with those Ashryver eyes. 

Aelin blinked. And her golden face crumpled as she said, “Are you Elide?” 

It  was  all  Elide  could  do  to  nod.  Lorcan  was  taut  as  a  bowstring,  his  body still half angled over her. 

Aelin  strode  closer,  eyes  never  leaving  Elide’s  face.  Young—she  felt  so

young  compared  to  the  woman  who  approached.  There  were  scars  all  over

Aelin’s hands, along her neck, around her wrists … where shackles had been. 

Aelin  slid  to  her  knees  not  a  foot  away,  and  it  occurred  to  Elide  that  she should be bowing, head to the dirt—

“You  look  …  so  much  like  your  mother,”  Aelin  said,  her  voice  cracking. 

Aedion silently knelt, putting a broad hand on Aelin’s shoulder. 

Her  mother,  who  had  gone  down  swinging,  who  had  died  fighting  so  this

woman could live—

“I’m  sorry,”  Aelin  said,  shoulders  curving  inward,  head  dropping  low  as

tears  slid  down  her  flushed  cheeks.  “I’m  so  sorry.”  How  many  years  had  those words been locked up? 

Elide’s  arm  ached,  but  it  didn’t  stop  her  from  touching  Aelin’s  hand, 

clenched in her lap. 

Touching that tanned, scarred hand. Warm, sticky skin met her fingertips. 

Real. This was— Aelin was—real. 

As if Aelin realized the same, her head lifted. She opened her mouth, but her

lips wobbled, and the queen clamped them together. 

None of the gathered company spoke. 

And at last Aelin said to Elide, “She bought me time.” 

Elide knew who the queen meant. 

Aelin’s hand began shaking. The queen’s voice broke entirely as she said, “I

am alive today because of your mother.” 

Elide only whispered, “I know.” 

“She told me to tell you …” A shuddering inhale. But Aelin didn’t break her

stare,  even  as  tears  continued  cutting  through  the  dirt  on  her  cheeks.  “Your mother told me to tell you that she loves you—very much. Those were her last

words to me. ‘Tell my Elide I love her very much.’” 

For over ten years, Aelin had been the sole bearer of those final words. Ten

years,  through  death  and  despair  and  war,  Aelin  had  carried  them  across

kingdoms. 

And here, at the edge of the world, they had found each other again. Here at

the  edge  of  the  world,  just  for  a  heartbeat,  Elide  felt  the  warm  hand  of  her mother brush her shoulder. 

Tears  stung  Elide’s  eyes  as  they  slipped  free.  But  then  the  grass  crunched

behind them. 

She saw the white hair first. Then the golden eyes. 

And Elide sobbed as Manon Blackbeak emerged, smiling faintly. 

As  Manon  Blackbeak  saw  her  and  Aelin,  knee-to-knee  in  the  grass,  and

mouthed one word. 

 Hope. 

Not dead. None of them were dead. 

Aedion said hoarsely, “Is your arm—” 

Aelin grabbed it—gently. Inspecting the shallow cut, the new pink skin that

revealed  what  had  been  missing  mere  moments  before.  Aelin  twisted  on  her

knees, snarling at the wolf-warrior. 

The golden-haired male averted his eyes as the queen glared her displeasure. 

“It wasn’t his fault,” Elide managed to say. 

“The bite,” Aelin said drily, turquoise eyes livid, “would suggest otherwise.” 

“I’m sorry,” the male said, either to the queen or Elide, she didn’t know. His

eyes lifted to Aelin—something like devastation there. 

Aelin  ignored  the  words.  The  male  flinched.  And  the  silver-haired  prince

seemed to give him a brief pitying glance. 

But if the order hadn’t come from Aelin to kill Lorcan …

Aelin  said  to  the   other  golden-haired  male  behind  Elide,  the  one  who  had healed her—the lion, “I assume Rowan told you the deal. You touch them, you

die. You so much as breathe wrong in their direction, and you’re dead.” 

Elide tried not to cringe at the viciousness. Especially when Manon smiled in

wicked delight. 

Aelin  tensed  as  the  witch  came  at  her  exposed  back  but  allowed  Manon  to

settle  on  her  right.  To  look  over  Elide  with  those  gold  eyes.  “Well  met, 

witchling,” Manon said to her. Manon faced Lorcan just as Aelin did. 

Aelin snorted. “You look a bit worse for wear.” 

“Likewise,” Lorcan snapped at her. 

Aelin’s grin was terrifying. “Got my note, did you?” 

Aedion’s hand had slid to his sword—

“The Sword of Orynth,” Elide blurted, noticing the bone pommel, the ancient

markings. Aelin and Lorcan paused being at each other’s throats. “The sword …

you …” 

Vernon had mocked her about it once. Said it had been taken by the King of

Adarlan and melted down. Burned, along with the antler throne. 

Aedion’s turquoise eyes softened. “It survived. We survived.” 

The three of them, the remnants of their court, their families. 

But Aelin was again sizing up Lorcan, bristling, that wicked grin returning. 

Elide  said  softly,  “I  survived,  Majesty,  because  of  him.”  She  pointed  with  her chin to Manon. “And because of her. I am here because of both of them.” 

Manon  nodded,  focus  going  to  the  pocket  where  she’d  seen  Elide  hide  that

scrap  of  stone.  The  confirmation  she’d  been  looking  for.  The  reminder  of  the third part of the triangle. 

“I’m  here,”  Elide  said  as  Aelin  fixed  those  unnervingly  vivid  eyes  on  her, 

“because of Kaltain Rompier.” Her throat clogged, but she pushed past it as her

trembling  fingers  fished  out  the  little  bit  of  cloth  from  her  inside  pocket.  The otherworldly  feel of it pulsed in her palm. 

“She  said  to  give  this  to  you.  To  Celaena  Sardothien,  I  mean.  She  didn’t

know  they  …  you  were  the  same.  She  said  it  was  payment  for  …  for  a  warm cloak offered in a cold dungeon.” She wasn’t ashamed of the tears that fell, not

in  honor  of  what  that  woman  had  done.  Aelin  studied  the  scrap  of  cloth  in

Elide’s  shaking  palm.  “I  think  she  kept  this  as  a  reminder  of  kindness,”  Elide said  hoarsely.  “They  …  they  broke  her,  and  hurt  her.  And  she  died  alone  in Morath.  She  died  alone,  so  I  wouldn’t  …  so  they  couldn’t  …”  None  of  them

spoke or moved. She couldn’t tell if it made it worse. If the hand that Lorcan laid

on her back made her cry harder. 

The  words  tumbled  out  of  Elide’s  shaking  mouth.  “She  said  t-to  remember

your promise to punish them all. And s-said that you can unlock any door, if you

only have the k-key.” 

Aelin clamped her lips together and closed her eyes. 

A beautiful, dark-haired man now approached. He was perhaps a few years

older than her, but carried himself so gracefully that she felt small and unmolded

before  him.  His  sapphire  eyes  fixed  on  Elide,  clever  and  unruffled—and  sad. 

“Kaltain Rompier saved your life? And gave you that?” 

He knew her—had known her. 

Manon  Blackbeak  said  in  a  faint,  amused  voice,  “Lady  Elide  Lochan  of

Perranth, meet Dorian Havilliard, King of Adarlan.” The king lifted his brows at

the witch. 

“M-majesty,”  she  stammered,  inclining  her  head.  She  should  really  get  up. 

Really stop lying on the ground like a worm. But the cloth and stone still lay in

her hand. 

Aelin  wiped  her  damp  face  on  a  sleeve,  then  straightened.  “Do  you  know

what it is you carry, Elide?” 

“Y-yes, Majesty.” 

Turquoise  eyes,  haunted  and  weary,  lifted  to  her  own.  Then  slid  to  Lorcan. 

“Why didn’t you take it?” The voice was hollow and hard. Elide suspected she’d

be lucky if it was never used on her. 

Lorcan met her gaze without flinching. “It wasn’t mine to take.” 

Aelin  now  glanced  between  them,  seeing  too  much.  And  there  was  no

warmth  on  the  queen’s  face,  but  she  said  to  Lorcan,  “Thank  you—for  bringing

her to me.” 

The others seemed to be trying not to look too shocked at the words. 

But Aelin turned to Manon. “I lay claim to her. Witch-blood in her veins or

no, she is Lady of Perranth, and she is  mine.” 

Gold  eyes  gleamed  with  the  thrill  of  challenge.  “And  if  I  claim  her  for  the

Blackbeaks?” 

“Blackbeaks—or the Crochans?” Aelin purred. 

Elide blinked. Manon—and the Crochans? What  was the Wing Leader doing

here? Where was Abraxos? The witch said, “Careful, Majesty. With your power

reduced to embers, you’ll have to fight me the old-fashioned way again.” 

That dangerous grin returned. “You know, I’ve been hoping for round two.” 

“Ladies,” the silver-haired prince said through clenched teeth. 

They  both  turned,  giving  Rowan  Whitethorn  horrifyingly  innocent  smiles. 

The Fae Prince, to his credit, only winced after they looked away again. 

Elide wished she could hide behind Lorcan as both women fixed that near-

feral attention on her again. Manon reached forward, tipping Elide’s hand over—

to where Aelin’s waited. “There you go, over and done with,” Manon said. 

Aelin  cringed  slightly  but  pocketed  the  cloth  and  the  key  inside.  A  shadow

instantly lifted from Elide’s heart, a whispering presence now silenced. 

Manon ordered, “On your feet. We were in the middle of something.” 

She  reached  to  pull  Elide  up,  but  Lorcan  stepped  in  and  did  it  himself.  He didn’t let go of Elide’s arm, and she tried not to lean into his warmth. Tried not

to make it seem like she hadn’t just met her queen, her friend, her court, and …

somehow now found Lorcan to be the safest of them all. 

Manon smirked at Lorcan. “Your claim on her, male, is at the very bottom of

the list.” Iron teeth slid out, turning that beautiful face petrifying. Lorcan didn’t

let  go.  Manon  crooned  in  that  way  that  usually  meant  death,  “Don’t.  Touch. 

Her.” 

“You  don’t  give  me  orders,  witch,”  Lorcan  said.  “And  you  have  no  say  in

what is between us.” 

Elide frowned at him. “You’re making it worse.” 

“We  like  to  call  it  ‘territorial  male  nonsense,’”  Aelin  confided.  “Or

‘territorial Fae bastard’ works just as nicely.” 

The Fae Prince coughed pointedly behind her. 

The  queen  looked  over  a  shoulder,  brows  raised.  “Am  I  forgetting  another

term of endearment?” 

The  warrior-prince’s  eyes  glowed,  even  as  his  face  remained  set  with

predatory intent. “I think you covered it.” 

Aelin winked at Lorcan. “You hurt her, and I’ll melt your bones,” she merely

said, and walked away. 

Manon’s iron-clad smile grew, and she gave Lorcan a mocking incline of the

head as she followed in the queen’s wake. 
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Aedion  looked  Lorcan  over  and  snorted.  “Aelin  does  whatever  she  wants, 

but  I  think  she’d  let  me  see  how  many  of  your  bones  I  can  break  before  she melts them.” Then he, too, was walking toward the two females. One silver, one

gold. 

Elide almost screamed as a ghost leopard appeared out of nowhere, twitched

its whiskers in Lorcan’s direction, and then trotted after the women, its puffy tail

swishing behind it. 

Then the king left, then the Fae males. Until only Prince Rowan Whitethorn

stood there. He gave Elide a Look. 

Elide  immediately  shrugged  out  of  Lorcan’s  grip.  Aelin  and  Aedion  had

stopped ahead, waiting for her. Smiling faintly—welcomingly. 

So Elide headed for them, her court, and did not look back. 

Rowan had kept quiet during the past few minutes, observing. 

Lorcan  had  been  willing  to  die  for  Elide.  Had  been  willing  to  put  aside  his quest for Maeve in order for Elide to live. And had then acted territorial enough

to make Rowan wonder if he seemed so ridiculous around Aelin all the time. 

Now alone, Rowan said to Lorcan, “How did you find us?” 

A cutting smile. “The dark god nudged me toward here. The ilken army did

the rest.” 

The same Lorcan he’d known for centuries, and yet … not. Some hard edge

had been dulled—no,  soothed. 

Lorcan stared toward the source of that soothing, but his jaw clenched as his

focus shifted to where Aelin walked beside her. “That power could just as easily

destroy her, you know.” 

“I know,” Rowan  admitted. What she’d  done minutes ago,  the power she’d

summoned and unleashed … It had been a song that had made his magic erupt in

kind. 

When  the  ilken’s  resistance  had  finally  yielded  beneath  flame  and  ice  and

wind,  Rowan  hadn’t  been  able  to  stifle  the  yearning  to  walk  into  the  burning heart of that power and see her glowing with it. 

Halfway  across  the  plain,  he’d  realized  it  wasn’t  just  the  allure  of  it  that tugged at him. It was the woman inside it, who might need physical contact with

another living being to remind herself that she had a body, and people who loved

her, and to pull back from that killing calm that so mercilessly wiped the ilken

from the skies. But then the flames had vanished, their enemies raining down as ash  and  ice  and  corpses,  and  she’d  looked  at  him  …  Holy  gods,  when  she’d

looked at him, he’d almost fallen to his knees. 

Queen,  and  lover,  and  friend—and  more.  He  hadn’t  cared  that  they  had  an

audience.  He had needed to touch her, to reassure himself that she was all right, to  feel  the  woman  who  could  do  such  great  and  terrible  things  and  still  look  at him with that beckoning, vibrant life in her eyes. 

 You make me want to live, Rowan. 

He  wondered  if  Elide  Lochan  had  somehow  made  Lorcan  want  to  do  the

same. 

He said to Lorcan, “And what about your mission?” 

Any softness vanished from Lorcan’s granite-hewn features. “Why don’t you

tell me why you’re in this shithole place, and then we’ll discuss  my plans.” 

“Aelin can decide what to tell you.” 

“Such a good dog.” 

Rowan gave him a lazy smile but refrained from commenting on the delicate, 

dark-haired young woman who now held Lorcan’s own leash. 
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Kaltain Rompier had just turned the tide in this war. 

Dorian had never been more ashamed of himself. 

He should have been better. Should have  seen better. They all should have. 

The  thoughts  swirled  and  eddied  as  Dorian  kept  back  in  the  half-drowned

temple complex, silently watching as Aelin studied the chest on the altar as if it

were an opponent. 

The queen was now flanked by Lady Elide, Manon on the dark-haired girl’s

other side, Lysandra sprawled in ghost leopard form at the queen’s feet. 

The  power  in  that  cluster  alone  was  staggering.  And  Elide  …  Manon  had

murmured  something  to  Aelin  on  their  walk  back  into  the  ruins  about  Elide

being watched over by Anneith. 

Watched over, as the rest of them seemed to be by other gods. 

Lorcan  stepped  into  the  ruins,  Rowan  at  his  side.  Fenrys,  Gavriel,  and

Aedion  approached  them,  hands  on  their  swords,  bodies  still  thrumming  with

tension as they kept Lorcan within sight. Especially Maeve’s warriors. 

Another ring of power. 

Lorcan—Lorcan,  blessed  by  Hellas  himself,  Rowan  had  told  him  on  that

skiff ride into the Dead Islands. Hellas, god of death. Who had traveled here with

Anneith, his consort. 

The hair on Dorian’s arms rose. 

Scions—each  of  them  touched  by  a  different  god,  each  of  them  subtly, 

quietly, guided here. It wasn’t a coincidence. It couldn’t be. 

Manon noticed him standing a few feet away, read whatever wariness was on

his face, and broke from the circle of quietly talking women to come to his side. 

“What?” 

Dorian clenched his jaw. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 

He waited for the dismissal, the mockery. Manon only said, “Explain.” 

He opened his mouth, but Aelin stepped up to the dais. 

The Lock—the Lock that would contain the Wyrdkeys, would allow Aelin to

put them back in their gate. Thanks to Kaltain, thanks to Elide, they only needed

one more. Wherever Erawan had it. But getting this Lock …

Rowan was instantly at the queen’s side as she peered into the chest. 

Slowly, she looked back at them. At Manon. 

“Get up here,” the queen said in an unnervingly calm voice. 

Manon, wisely, did not refuse. 

“This isn’t the place or time for exploring it,” Rowan said to the queen. “We

move it back to the ship, then figure it out from there.” 

Aelin murmured her agreement, her face paling. 

Manon asked them, “Was the Lock ever here to begin with?” 

“I don’t know.” Dorian had never heard Aelin utter the words. It was enough

to send him splashing up the stairs, dripping water behind him as he peered in. 

There was no Lock. Not in the way that they had expected, not in the way the

queen had been promised and instructed to find it. 

The stone chest held only one thing:

An  iron-bound  mirror,  the  surface  near-golden  with  age,  speckled,  and

covered in grime.  And along the  twining, intricately carved  border, tucked into

the upper right corner …

The marking of the Eye of Elena. A witch symbol. 

“What the hell is it?” Aedion demanded from the steps below. 

It  was  Manon  who  answered,  glancing  sidelong  at  the  grim-faced  queen, 

“It’s a witch mirror.” 

“A what?” Aelin asked. The others edged closer. 

Manon  tapped  a  nail  on  the  stone  rim  of  the  chest.  “When  you  killed

Yellowlegs,  did  she  give  any  hint  about  why  she  was  there,  what  she  wanted

from  you  or  the  former  king?”  Dorian  searched  his  own  memory  but  found

nothing. 

“No.” Aelin glanced to him in question, but Dorian shook his head as well. 

She asked the witch, “Do  you know why she was there?” 

A hint of a nod. A breath of hesitation. Dorian braced himself. “Yellowlegs

was there to meet with the king—to show him how her magic mirrors worked.” 

“I smashed most of them,” Aelin said, crossing her arms. 

“Whatever  you  destroyd  were  cheap  tricks  and  replicas.  Her  true  witch

mirrors … You cannot break those. Not easily, at least.” 

Dorian had a horrible feeling about where this was headed. “What can they

do?” 

“You  can  see  the  future,  past,  present.  You  can  speak  between  mirrors,  if

someone  possesses  the  sister-glass.  And  then  there  are  the  rare  silvers—whose
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forging demands something vital from the maker.” Manon’s voice dropped low. 

Dorian  wondered  if  even  among  the  Blackbeaks,  these  tales  had  only  been

whispered  at  their  campfires.  “Other  mirrors  amplify  and  hold  blasts  of  raw

power, to be unleashed if the mirror is aimed at something.” 

“A  weapon,”  Aedion  said,  eliciting  a  nod  from  Manon.  The  general  must

have been piecing things together as well because he asked before Dorian could, 

“Yellowlegs met with him about those weapons, didn’t she?” 

Manon  went  silent  for  long  enough  that  he  knew  Aelin  was  about  to  push. 

But Dorian gave her a warning stare to keep quiet. So she did. They all did. 

Finally,  the  witch  said,  “They’ve  been  making  towers.  Enormous,  yet

capable of being hauled across battlefields, lined with those mirrors. For Erawan

to use with his powers—to incinerate your armies in a few blasts.” 

Aelin closed her eyes. Rowan laid a hand on her shoulder. 

Dorian asked, “Is this …” He gestured to the chest, the mirror inside. “One

of the mirrors they plan to use?” 

“No,”  Manon  said,  studying  the  witch  mirror  within  the  chest.  “Whatever

 this mirror is … I’m not sure what it was meant for. What it can even do. But it surely isn’t that Lock you sought.” 

Aelin fished the Eye of Elena from her pocket, weighing it in her hand, and

loosed a sharp sigh through her nose. “I’m ready for today to be over.” 

Mile after mile, the Fae males carried the mirror between them. 

Rowan  and  Aedion  pushed  Manon  for  details  on  those  witch  towers.  Two

were already constructed, but she didn’t know how many more were being built. 

They were stationed in the Ferian Gap, but with others possibly elsewhere. No, 

she didn’t know the mode of transportation. Or how many witches to a tower. 

Aelin let their words settle into some deep, quiet part of her. She’d figure it

out tomorrow—after she slept. Figure out this damn witch mirror tomorrow, too. 

Her  magic  was  exhausted.  For  the  first  time  in  days,  that  pit  of  magic  now slumbered. 

She could sleep for a week. A month. 

Each step across the marshes, back toward where those three ships would be

waiting, was an effort. Lysandra frequently offered to shift into a horse and carry

her, but Aelin refused. The shifter was drained as well. They all were. 

She  wanted  to  talk  to  Elide,  wanted  to  ask  about  so  many  things  regarding

those  years  apart,  but  …  The  exhaustion  that  nagged  at  her  rendered  speech nearly impossible. She knew what kind of sleep beckoned—the deep, restorative

slumber  that  her  body  demanded  after  too  much  magic  had  been  spent,  after

she’d held on to it for too long. 

So  Aelin  hardly  spoke  to  Elide,  leaving  the  lady  to  lean  on  Lorcan  as  they hurried to the coast. As they hauled the mirror with them. 

Too many secrets—there were still too many secrets with Elena and Brannon

and their long-ago war. Had the Lock ever existed? Or was the witch mirror the

Lock? Too many questions with too few answers. She’d figure it out. Once they

were back to safety. Once she had a chance to sleep. 

Once  …  everything  else  fell  into  place,  too.  So  they  trudged  through  the

marshes without rest. 

It was Lysandra who picked up on it with that leopard’s senses, half a mile

from the white-sand beach and the calm gray sea beyond, a wall of grassy sand

dunes blocking the view ahead. 

They  all  had  weapons  drawn  as  they  scrambled  up  the  dune,  sand  slipping

from beneath them. Rowan didn’t shift—the only proof he’d shown of his utter

exhaustion. He made it up the hill first. Drew his sword from across his back. 

Aelin’s breath burned her throat as she halted beside him, Gavriel and Fenrys

gently setting down the mirror on her other side. 

Because a hundred gray sails stretched ahead, surrounding their own ships. 

They spread toward the western horizon, utterly silent save for the men they

could barely make out on board. Ships from the west … from the Gulf of Oro. 

Melisande’s fleet. 

And on the beach, waiting for them … a party of twenty warriors, led by a

gray-cloaked  woman.  Lysandra’s  claws  slipped  free  of  their  sheaths  as  she  let out a low snarl. 

Lorcan  shoved  Elide  behind  him.  “We  retreat  into  the  marshes,”  he  said  to

Rowan,  whose  face  was  set  in  stone  as  he  sized  up  the  party  on  the  beach,  the looming fleet. “We can outrun them.” 

Aelin slid her hands into her pockets. “They’re not going to attack.” 

Lorcan  sneered,  “You’re  guessing  this  based  on  your  many  years  of

experience in war?” 

“Watch it,” Rowan snarled. 

“This is absurd,” Lorcan spat, twisting away, as if he’d grab Elide, pale-faced

at his side. “Our reservoirs are drained—” 

Lorcan was halted from hauling Elide over a shoulder by a paper-thin wall of

fire. About as much as Aelin could summon. 

And  by  Manon  and  her  iron  nails  stepping  before  him  as  she  growled, 

“You’re not taking Elide anywhere. Not now, and not ever.” 

Lorcan rose to his full height. And before they could wreck everything with

their  brawling,  Elide  laid  a  delicate  hand  on  Lorcan’s  arm—his  own  hand

wrapped around the hilt of his sword. “I choose this, Manon.” 

Manon only glanced at the hand on Lorcan’s arm. “We’ll discuss this later.” 

Indeed.  Aelin  looked  Lorcan  over  and  jerked  her  chin.  “Go  brood

somewhere else.” The cloaked woman on the beach, along with her soldiers, was

now striding toward them. 

Lorcan growled, “It’s not over, this business between us.” 

Aelin smiled a bit. “You think I don’t know that?” 

But  Lorcan  prowled  to  Rowan,  his  dark  power  flickering,  rippling  away

across  the  waves  as  if  in  a  silent  boom  of  thunder.  Taking  up  a  defensive

position. 

Aelin  looked  to  her  stone-faced  prince,  then  to  Aedion,  her  cousin’s  sword

and shield angled and at the ready, then the others. “Let’s go say hello.” 

Rowan started. “Aelin—” 

But  she  was  already  striding  down  the  dune,  doing  her  best  to  keep  from

sliding on the treacherous sand, to keep her head high. The others trailing behind

were  taut  as  bowstrings,  but  their  breathing  remained  even—primed  for

anything. 

The soldiers were in heavy, worn gray armor, their faces rough and scarred, 

sizing them up as they hit the sand. Fenrys snarled at one of them, and the man

averted his eyes. 

But  the  cloaked  woman  removed  her  hood  as  she  approached  with  feline

grace, halting perhaps ten feet away. 

Aelin knew every detail about her. 

Knew  that  she  was  twenty  years  old  now.  Knew  that  the  medium-length, 

wine-red  hair  was  her  real  hair  color.  Knew  the  red-brown  eyes  were  the  only she’d seen in any land, on any adventure. Knew the wolf’s head on the pommel

of the mighty sword at her side was her family’s crest. She knew the smattering

of  freckles,  the  full,  laughing  mouth,  knew  the  deceptively  slim  arms  that  hid rock-hard muscle as she crossed them. 

That full mouth slanted into a half grin as Ansel of Briarcliff, Queen of the

Wastes,  drawled,  “Who  gave  you  permission  to  use  my  name  in  pit  fights, 

 Aelin?” 

“I gave myself permission to use your name however I please,  Ansel, the day I spared your life instead of ending you like the coward you are.” 

That cocky smile widened. “Hello, bitch,” Ansel purred. 

“Hello, traitor,” Aelin purred right back, surveying the armada spread before

them. “Looks like you made it on time after all.” 
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Aelin  felt  the  utter  shock  of  her  companions  ripple  from  them  as  Ansel  bowed dramatically, gesturing to  the ships behind  them, and said,  “As requested: your

fleet.” 

Aelin snorted. “Your soldiers look like they’ve seen better days.” 

“Oh, they always look like that. I’ve tried and tried to get them to focus on

 outside appearances as much as improving their inner beauty, but … you know

how men are.” 

Aelin  chuckled.  Even  as  she  sensed  her  companions’  shock  turning  into

something red-hot. 

Manon  stepped  forward,  the  sea  breeze  whipping  strands  of  her  white  hair

over her face, and said to Aelin, “Melisande’s fleet bows to Morath. You might

as well be signing an alliance with Erawan, too, if you’re working with this …

person.” 

Ansel’s  face  drained  of  color  at  the  iron  teeth,  the  nails.  And  Aelin

remembered  the  story  the  assassin-turned-queen  had  once  told  her,  whispered

atop  rolling  desert  sands  and  beneath  a  carpet  of  stars.  A  childhood  friend—

eaten alive by an Ironteeth witch. 

Then Ansel herself, after the slaughter of her family, had been spared when

she’d stumbled into an Ironteeth witch’s camp. 

Aelin said to Manon, “She is not from Melisande. The Wastes are allied with

Terrasen.” 

Aedion started, now sizing up the ships, the woman before them. 

Manon  Blackbeak  said  in  a  voice  like  death,  “Who  is  she  to  speak  for  the

Wastes?” 

Oh, gods above. Aelin schooled her face into bland irreverence and gestured

between the two women. “Manon Blackbeak, Heir to the Blackbeak Witch-Clan

and now the last Crochan Queen … meet Ansel of Briarcliff, assassin and Queen

of the Western Wastes.” 
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Roaring  filled  Manon’s  head  as  they  rowed  back  to  their  ship,  interrupted  only by the splashing of the oars through the calm waves. 

She was going to kill the red-haired bitch. Slowly. 

They  remained  silent  until  they  reached  the  towering  ship,  then  climbed  its

side. 

No sign of Abraxos. 

Manon scanned the skies, the fleet, the seas. Not a scale to be found. 

The  rage  in  her  gut  twisted  into  something  else,  something  worse,  and  she

took a step for the ruddy-faced captain to demand answers. 

But  Aelin  casually  stepped  in  her  path,  giving  her  an  adder’s  smile  as  she

glanced  between  Manon  and  the  red-haired  young  woman  who  now  leaned

against the stair post. “You two should have a little chat later.” 

Manon  stormed  around  her.  “Ansel  of  Briarcliff  does  not  speak  for  the

Wastes.” 

Where was Abraxos—

“But you do?” 

And Manon had to wonder if she’d somehow … somehow become tangled

in  whatever  plans  the  queen  had  woven.  Especially  as  Manon  found  herself

forced to halt again, forced to turn back to the smirking queen and say, “Yes. I

do.” 

Even Rowan blinked at Manon Blackbeak’s tone—the voice that was not witch

or warrior or predator. Queen. 

The last Crochan Queen. 

Rowan  sized  up  the  potentially  explosive  fight  brewing  between  Ansel  of

Briarcliff and Manon Blackbeak. 

He remembered all that Aelin had told him of Ansel—the betrayal while the

two  woman  had  trained  in  the  desert,  the  fight  to  the  death  that  had  left  Aelin sparing the red-haired woman. A life debt. 

Aelin had called in the life debt owed to her. 

Ansel, with a swaggering arrogance that completely explained why she and

Aelin had become fast friends, drawled to Manon from where she’d perched on

the quarterdeck stairs, “Well, last I heard, neither Crochan nor Ironteeth witches

bothered  to  look  after  the  Wastes.  I  suppose  that  as  someone  who  has  fed  and guarded its people these past two years, I do get to speak for them. And decide

who  we  help  and  how  we  do  it.”  Ansel  smirked  at  Aelin  like  the  witch  wasn’t staring at her throat as if she’d rip it out with her iron teeth. “You and I live next

door to each other, after all. It’d be un-neighborly of me not to help.” 

“Explain,”  Aedion  said  tightly,  his  heartbeat  thundering  loud  enough  for

Rowan  to  hear.  The  first  word  the  general  had  uttered  since  Ansel  had  pulled back  her  hood.  Since  Aelin’s  little  surprise  had  been  waiting  for  them  on  the beach. 

Ansel angled her head, the silky red hair catching the light, looking, Rowan

realized, like the richest red wine. Exactly as Aelin had once described it. “Well, 

months  ago,  I  was  minding  my  own  business  in  the  Wastes,  when  I  got  a

message out of the blue. From Aelin. She sent me a message loud and clear from

Rifthold.  Pit  fighting.”  She  chuckled,  shaking  her  head.  “And  I  knew  to  get

ready. To move my army to the edge of the Anascaul Mountains.” 

Aedion’s  breathing  snagged.  Only  centuries  of  training  kept  Rowan’s  from

doing  the  same.  His  cadre  remained  stalwart  behind  them  all,  positions  they’d taken  hundreds  of  times  over  the  centuries.  Ready  for  bloodshed—or  to  fight

their way out of it. 

Ansel  smiled,  a  winning  grin.  “Half  of  them  are  on  their  way  there  now. 

Ready to join with Terrasen. The country of my friend Celaena Sardothien, who

did  not  forget  it,  even  when  she  was  in  the  Red  Desert;  and  who  did  not  stop looking north every night that we could see the stars. There was no greater gift I

could  offer  to  repay  her  than  saving  the  kingdom  she  did  not  forget.  And  that was before I got her letter months ago, telling me who she was and that she’d gut

me if I didn’t assist in her cause. I was on my way with my army already, but …

then the next letter arrived. Telling me to go to the Gulf of Oro. To meet her here

and follow a specific set of instructions.” 

Aedion  snapped  his  head  to  Aelin,  salt  water  still  gleaming  on  his  tan  face from the boat over. “The dispatches from Ilium—” 

Aelin waved a lazy hand to Ansel. “Let the woman finish.” 

Ansel  strolled  to  Aelin  and  linked  her  arm  through  her  elbow.  She  smirked

like  a  fiend.  “I’m  assuming  you  lot  know  how  bossy  Her  Majesty  is.  But  I

followed  the  instructions.  I  brought  the  other  half  of  my  army  when  I  veered down  south,  and  we  hiked  through  the  White  Fangs  and  into  Melisande.  Its

queen assumed we arrived to offer aid. She let us right in the front gates.” 

Rowan held his breath. 

Ansel let out a sharp whistle, and on the nearest ship, clopping and nickering

sounded. 
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And then an Asterion horse emerged from the stables. 

The horse was a storm made flesh. 

Rowan  couldn’t  remember  the  last  time  he’d  seen  Aelin  beam  with  pure

delight as she breathed, “Kasida.” 

“Do  you  know,”  Ansel  went  on,  “that  I  rather  enjoy  pillaging?  With

Melisande’s  troops  spread  so  thin  for  Morath,  she  really  had  no  choice  but  to yield.  Though  she  was  particularly  furious  to  see  me  claim  the  horse—made

worse when I took her out of her dungeon to reveal that Terrasen’s flag now flies

alongside my wolf at her own damn house.” 

“What,” Aedion blurted. 

Aelin and Ansel faced them, brows high. Dorian staggered forward a step at

Ansel’s words, and the Queen of the Wastes gave him a look that said she’d like

to pillage  him. 

Ansel  gestured  to  the  ships  around  them  with  a  broad  sweep  of  her  arm. 

“Melisande’s fleet is now our fleet. And its capital is now ours, too.” She jerked

her chin at Aelin. “You’re welcome.” 

Manon Blackbeak burst out laughing. 

Aedion  didn’t  know  who  to  be  more  furious  with:  Aelin,  for  not  telling  him

about  Ansel  of  Briarcliff   and  the  gods-damned  army  she’d  quietly  ordered  to sack Melisande and seize its fleet, or himself, for not trusting her. For demanding

where their allies were, for implying all that he had in those moments before the

ilken attack. She’d just taken it. 

As Ansel’s words sank in to the company still gathered on the main deck, his

cousin said quietly, “Melisande meant to assist Morath in cleaving the North and

South. I did not take its city for glory or conquest, but I will not allow anything

to  come  between  me  and  defeating  Morath.  Melisande  will  now  clearly

understand the cost of allying with Erawan.” 

He tried not to bristle. He was her general-prince. Rowan was her consort—

or  close  enough  to  it.  And  yet  she  had  not  entrusted  them  with  this.  He  hadn’t even contemplated the Wastes as an ally. Perhaps that was why. He would have

told her not to bother. 

Aedion said to Ansel, “Melisande has likely already sent word to Morath. Its

own  armies  are  no  doubt  rushing  back  to  the  capital  city.  Get  your  remaining men across the Fangs again. We can lead the armada from here.” 

Ansel looked to Aelin, who nodded her agreement. The Queen of the Wastes then  asked  him,  “And  then  march  north  to  Terrasen  and  cross  at  the  Anascaul passes?” 

Aedion  gave  a  single  nod  of  confirmation,  already  calculating  where  he’d

place her men, who in the Bane he’d give command over them. Without seeing

Ansel’s men fight … Aedion began heading toward the stairs to the quarterdeck, 

not bothering to wait for permission. 

But Aelin halted him with a cleared throat. “Talk to Ansel before she leaves

tomorrow morning about where to bring her army once it’s whole again.” 

He  merely  nodded  and  continued  up  the  steps,  ignoring  his  father’s

concerned  look  as  he  went.  The  others  eventually  split  up,  and  Aedion  didn’t care where they went, only that he had a few minutes to himself. 

He leaned against the rail, peering into the sea lapping against the side of the

ship, trying not to notice the men on the surrounding ships sizing up him and his

companions. 

Some of their whispers hit him from across the water.  The Wolf of the North; 

 General  Ashryver.  Some  began  to  tell  stories—most  outright  lies,  a  few  close enough to the truth. Aedion let the sound of them bleed into the plunk and hiss

of the waves. 

Her  ever-changing  scent  hit  him,  and  something  in  his  chest  loosened. 

Loosened a bit further at the sight of her slim golden arms as she braced them on

the rail beside his own. 

Lysandra  glanced  over  her  shoulder  to  where  the  witch  and  Elide—gods

above,  Elide—had  gone  to  sit  by  the  foremast,  talking  quietly.  Probably recounting their own adventures since parting ways. 

The armada wouldn’t sail until morning, he’d overheard the captain saying. 

He doubted it had to do with Aelin waiting to see if the Wing Leader’s missing

mount would return. 

“We shouldn’t linger,” Aedion said, now scanning the northern horizon. The

ilken had come from that direction—and if they had found them so easily, even

with an armada now around them … “We’re carrying two keys and the Lock—or

whatever  the  hell  that  witch  mirror  actually  is.  The  tide’s  with  us.  We  should go.” 

Lysandra shot him a sharp look. “Go take it up with Aelin.” 

Aedion studied her from head to toe. “What’s chewing on you?” 

She’d  been  distant  for  the  past  few  days.  But  now  he  could  practically  see

that courtesan’s mask snap into place as she seemed to will her eyes to brighten, 

her  frowning  mouth  to  soften.  “Nothing.  I’m  just  tired.”  Something  about  the way she glanced toward the sea rubbed at him. 

Aedion  said  carefully,  “We’ve  been  battling  our  way  across  the  continent. 

Even  after  ten  years  of  this,  it  still  drains  me.  Not  just  physically,  but—in  my heart.” 

Lysandra ran a finger down the smooth wood of the railing. “I thought … It

all seemed a grand adventure. Even when the danger was so horrible, it was still

new, and I was no longer caged in dresses and bedrooms. But that day in Skull’s

Bay,  it  stopped  being  any  of  that.  It  started  being  …  survival.  And  some  of  us might not make it.” Her mouth wobbled a bit. “I never had friends—not as I do

now. And today on that beach, when I saw that fleet and thought it belonged to

our  enemy  …  For  a  moment,  I  wished  I’d  never  met  any  of  you.  Because  the

thought of any of you …” She sucked in a breath. “How do you do it? How have

you learned to enter a battlefield with your Bane and not fall apart with the terror

that not all of you might walk off it?” 

Aedion  listened  to  every  word,  assessed  every  shaking  breath.  And  he  said

plainly, “You have no choice but to learn to face it.” He wished she didn’t need

to  think  of  such  things,  have  such  weight  on  her.  “The  fear  of  loss  …  it  can destroy you as much as the loss itself.” 

Lysandra at last met his gaze. Those green eyes—the sadness in them hit him

like a blow to the gut. It was an effort not to reach for her. But she said, “I think

we will both need to remind ourselves of that in the times ahead.” 

He nodded, sighing through his nose. “And remember to enjoy what time we

do have.” She’d likely learned that as many times as he had. 

Her slender, lovely throat bobbed, and she glanced sidelong at him beneath

lowered lashes. “I do enjoy it, you know. This—whatever this is.” 

His  heart  ratcheted  to  a  thunderous  beat.  Aedion  debated  whether  or  not  to

go for subtlety and gave himself the span of three breaths to decide. In the end, 

he  went  for  his  usual  method,  which  had  served  him  well  both  on  and  off

battlefields: a precise sort of blunt attack, edged with enough outright arrogance

to  throw  his  opponents  off  their  guard.  “Whatever  this  is,”  he  said  with  a  half smile, “between  us?” 

Lysandra  indeed  went  on  the  defensive  and  showed  her  hand.  “I  know  my

history is … unappealing.” 

“I’m going to stop you right there,” Aedion said, daring a step closer. “And

I’m going to tell you that there is nothing unappealing about you.  Nothing. I’ve been with just as many people. Women, men … I’ve seen and tried it all.” 

Her  brows  had  risen.  Aedion  shrugged.  “I  find  pleasure  in  both,  depending on my mood and the person.” One of his former lovers still remained one of his

closest  friends—and  most  skilled  commanders  in  his  Bane.  “Attraction  is

attraction.”  He  steeled  his  nerve.  “And  I  know  enough  about  it  to  understand what you and I …” Something shuttered in her eyes, and the words slipped from

him.  Too  soon.  Too  soon  for  this  sort  of  talk.  “We  can  figure  it  out.  Make  no demands of each other beyond honesty.” That was really the only thing he cared

to request. It was nothing more than he’d ask of a friend. 

A small smile played about her lips. “Yes,” she breathed. “Let’s start there.” 

He dared another step closer, not caring who watched on the deck or in the

rigging  or  in  the  armada  around  them.  Color  bloomed  high  on  those  beautiful

cheekbones,  and  it  was  an  effort  not  to  stroke  a  finger  across  them,  then  his mouth. To taste her skin. 

But he’d take his time. Enjoy every moment, as he had told her to do. 

Because  this  would  be  his  last  hunt.  He  had  no  intention  of  wasting  each

glorious moment in one go. Of wasting any of the moments that fate had granted

him, and all he wanted to show her. 

Every stream and forest and sea in Terrasen. To see Lysandra laugh her way

through the autumnal circle dances; to weave ribbons around the maypoles in the

spring;  and  listen,  wide-eyed,  to  ancient  tales  of  war  and  ghosts  before  the roaring winter fires in the mountain halls. All of it. He’d show her all of it. And

walk onto those battlefields again and again to ensure he could. 

So Aedion smiled at Lysandra and brushed her hand with his own. “I’m glad

we’re in agreement, for once.” 
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60

Aelin and Ansel clinked bottles of wine over the long, scarred table in the galley

and drank deeply. 

They were to sail at first light tomorrow. North—back north. To Terrasen. 

Aelin braced her forearms on the slick table. “Here’s to dramatic entrances.” 

Lysandra, curled on the bench in ghost leopard form with her head on Aelin’s

lap, let out a little feline laugh. Ansel blinked in wonder. “So what now?” 

“It’d be nice,” Aedion grumbled from down the table, where he and Rowan

glared at them, “to be included in just  one of these schemes, Aelin.” 

“But your faces are so wonderful when I get to reveal them,” Aelin crooned. 

He and Rowan growled. Oh, she knew they were pissed. So pissed that  she

hadn’t told them about Ansel. But the thought of disappointing them, of failing

… She’d wanted to do this on her own. 

Rowan, apparently, mastered his annoyance enough to ask Ansel, “Were the

ilken or Valg not in Melisande?” 

“Are  you  implying  my  forces  weren’t  good  enough  to  take  the  city  if  they

had been?” Ansel swigged from her wine, laughter dancing in her eyes. Dorian

sat  at  the  table  between  Fenrys  and  Gavriel,  the  three  of  them  wisely  keeping quiet.  Lorcan  and  Elide  were  on  the  deck—somewhere.  “No,  Prince,”  Ansel

went on. “I asked the Queen of Melisande about the lack of Morath-bred horrors, 

and,  after  some  coaxing,  she  informed  me  that  through  whatever  wiles  and

scheming, she managed to keep Erawan’s claws from her. And her soldiers.” 

Aelin  straightened  a  bit,  wishing  she’d  had  more  wine  than  the  third  of  a

bottle  she’d  already  consumed  as  Ansel  added,  “When  this  war  is  over, 

Melisande  will  not  have  the  excuse  of  being  in  thrall  to  Erawan  or  the  Valg. 

Everything she and her armies have done, their choice in allying with him, was a

human choice.” A pointed glance to the darkest part of the galley, where Manon

Blackbeak sat alone. “At least Melisande will have the Ironteeth to commiserate

with.” 

Manon’s iron teeth flashed in the dim light. Her wyvern hadn’t been spotted

or heard from since he’d left, apparently. And she and Elide had talked for over

an hour on the deck this afternoon. 

Aelin  decided  to  do  them  all  a  favor  and  cut  in,  “I  need  more  men,  Ansel. 

And  I  do  not  have  the  ability  to  be  in  so  many  places  at  once.”  They  were  all watching now. 

Ansel set down the bottle. “You want me to raise  another army for you?” 

“I want you to find me the lost Crochan witches.” 

Manon jerked upright. “What.” 

Aelin scratched at a mark on the table. “They are in hiding, but they’re still

out  there,  if  the  Ironteeth  hunt  them.  They  might  have  significant  numbers. 

Promise to share the Wastes with them. You control Briarcliff and half the coast. 

Give them inland and the South.” 

Manon was prowling over, death in her eyes. “You do not have the right to

promise  such  things.”  Rowan’s  and  Aedion’s  hands  shot  to  their  swords.  But

Lysandra  opened  a  sleepy  eye,  stretched  out  a  paw  on  the  bench,  and  revealed the needle-sharp claws that now stood between Manon’s shins and Aelin. 

Aelin  said  to  Manon,  “You  cannot  hold  the  land,  not  with  the  curse.  Ansel

won it, through blood and loss and her own wits.” 

“It is  my home, my people’s home—” 

“That  was  the  asking  price,  wasn’t  it?  The  Ironteeth  get  their  homeland

returned, and Erawan probably promised to break the curse.” At Manon’s wide

eyes, Aelin snorted. “Oh—the Ancients didn’t tell you that, did they? Too bad. 

That’s what Ansel’s spies picked up.” She looked the Wing Leader over. “If you

and your people prove to be better than your Matrons, there will be a place for

you in that land, too.” 

Manon just stalked back to her seat and glared at the galley’s small brazier as

if she could freeze it over. 

Ansel murmured, “So touchy, these witches.” 

Aelin  clamped  her  lips  together,  but  Lysandra  let  out  another  breathy  cat

laugh. Manon’s nails clicked against each other from across the room. Lysandra

merely answered with her own. 

Aelin said to Ansel, “Find the Crochans.” 

“They’re  all  gone,”  Manon  cut  in  again.  “We’ve  hunted  them  to  near-

extinction.” 

Aelin slowly looked over a shoulder. “What if their queen summoned them?” 

“I am no more their queen than you are.” 

They’d see about that. Aelin laid a hand flat on the table. “Send anything and

anyone you find north,” she said to Ansel. “Sacking Melisande’s capital on the

sly will at least piss off Erawan, but we don’t want to be stuck down here when Terrasen is attacked.” 

“I  think  Erawan  was  probably  born  pissed.”  Only  Ansel,  who  had  once

laughed  at  death  as  she’d  leaped  a  ravine  and  convinced  Aelin  to  nearly  die doing  the  same,  would  mock  a  Valg  king.  But  Ansel  added,  “I’ll  do  it.  I  don’t know how effective it’ll be, but I have to go north anyway. Though I think Hisli

will be heartbroken to say farewell to Kasida once again.” 

It  was  no  surprise  at  all  that  Ansel  had  managed  to  hold  on  to  Hisli,  the Asterion  mare  she’d  stolen  for  herself.  But  Kasida—oh,  Kasida  was  just  as

beautiful  as  Aelin  remembered,  even  more  so  once  she’d  been  led  over  a

gangway  onto  the  ship.  Aelin  had  brushed  the  mare  down  when  she’d  led  her

into the cramped, wet stables, and bribed the horse to forgive her with an apple. 

Ansel  slugged  from  the  bottle.  “I  heard,  you  know.  When  you  went  to

Endovier. I was still fighting my way onto the throne, battling Lord Loch’s horde

with the lords I’d banded together, but … even out in the Wastes, we heard when

you were sent there.” 

Aelin picked at the table some more, well aware the others were listening. “It

wasn’t fun.” 

Ansel nodded. “Once I’d killed Loch, I had to stay to defend my throne, to

make it right again for my people. But I knew if anyone could survive Endovier, 

it’d be you. I set out last summer. I’d reached the Ruhnn Mountains when I got

word you were gone. Taken to the capital by …” She glanced at Dorian, stone-

faced across the table. “Him. But I couldn’t go to Rifthold. It was too far, and I

had been gone too long. So I turned around. Went home.” 

Aelin’s words were strangled. “You tried to get me out?” 

The  fire  cast  Ansel’s  hair  in  ruby  and  gold.  “There  was  not  one  hour  that  I did  not  think  about  what  I  did  in  the  desert.  How  you  fired  that  arrow  after twenty-one minutes. You told me twenty, that you’d shoot even if I wasn’t out of

range.  I  was  counting;  I  knew  how  many  it  had  been.  You  gave  me  an  extra

minute.” 

Lysandra stretched out, nuzzling Ansel’s hand. She idly scratched the shifter. 

Aelin said, “You were my mirror. That extra minute was as much for me as it

was for you.” Aelin clinked her bottle against Ansel’s again. “Thank you.” 

Ansel just said, “Don’t thank me yet.” 

Aelin straightened. The others halted their eating, utensils discarded in their

stew. 

“The  fires  along  the  coast  weren’t  set  by  Erawan,”  Ansel  said,  those  red-
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brown eyes flickering in the lantern light. “We interrogated Melisande’s Queen

and her lieutenants, but … it wasn’t an order from Morath.” 

Aedion’s low growl told her they all knew the answer before Ansel replied. 

“We  got  a  report  that  Fae  soldiers  were  spied  starting  them.  Firing  from

ships.” 

“Maeve,” Gavriel murmured. “But burning isn’t her style.” 

“It’s mine,” Aelin said. They all looked at her. She let out a humorless laugh. 

Ansel just nodded. “She’s been setting them, blaming you for it.” 

“To what end?” Dorian asked, dragging a hand through his blue-black hair. 

“To  undermine  Aelin,”  Rowan  said.  “To  make  her  look  like  a  tyrant,  not  a

savior. Like a threat worth banding against, rather than allying with.” 

Aelin sucked on a tooth. “Maeve plays the game well, I’ll give her that.” 

“So  she’s  reached  these  shores,  then,”  Aedion  said.  “But  where  the  hell  is

she?” 

A  stone  of  fear  plunked  into  Aelin’s  stomach.  She  couldn’t  bring  herself  to

say north. To suggest that perhaps Maeve now sailed for undefended Terrasen. A

glance at Fenrys and Gavriel revealed them already shaking their heads in silent

answer to Rowan’s pointed look. 

Aelin said, “We leave at first light.” 

In the dim light of their private cabin an hour later, Rowan drew a line across the

map  spread  in  the  center  of  the  floor,  then  a  second  line  beside  it,  then  a  third beside  that.  Three  lines,  roughly  spaced  apart,  broad  swaths  of  the  continent between. Aelin, standing beside him, studied them. 

Rowan  drew  an  inward  arrow  from  the  leftmost  line  toward  the  one  in  the

center, and said quietly so the others in the adjacent rooms or hall couldn’t hear, 

“Ansel and her army hammer from the western mountains.” Another arrow in an

opposite direction—toward the line on the far right. “Rolfe, the Mycenians, and

this armada strike from the eastern coast.” An arrow pointing down into the right

section of his little drawing, where the two arrows would meet. “The Bane and

the other half of Ansel’s army sweep down the center, from the Staghorns, to the

heart of the continent—all converging on Morath.” Those eyes were like green

fire. “You’ve been moving armies into position.” 

“I need more,” she said. “And I need more time.” 

His  brows  narrowed.  “And  what  army  will  you  be  fighting  in?”  His  mouth

twitched up at a corner. “I assume I won’t be able to persuade you to stay behind the lines.” 

“You know better than to even try.” 

“Where would the fun be, anyway, if I got to win all the glory while you sat

on your ass? I’d never let you hear the end of it.” 

She  snorted,  and  surveyed  the  other  maps  they’d  spread  across  the  floor  of

their  cabin.  Together,  they  formed  a  patchwork  of  their  world—not  just  the

continent, but the lands beyond. She stood, towering over it, as if she could spy

those armies, both near and far. 

Rowan, still kneeling, looked upon the world spread at her feet. 

And she realized it indeed was—if she won this war, won the continent back. 

Aelin scanned the sprawl of the world, which had once seemed so vast and

now, at her feet, seemed so … fragile. So small and breakable. 

“You  could,  you  know,”  Rowan  said,  his  tattoo  stark  in  the  lantern  light. 

“Take  it  for  yourself.  Take  it  all.  Use  Maeve’s  bullshit  maneuvers  against  her. 

Make good on that promise.” 

There  was  no  judgment.  Only  frank  calculation  and  contemplation.  “And

would you join me if I did? If I turned conqueror?” 

“You would unify, not pillage and burn. And yes—to whatever end.” 

“That’s the threat, isn’t it?” she mused. “The other kingdoms and territories

will spend the rest of their existence wondering if I will one day grow restless in

Terrasen.  They  will  do  their  best  to  ensure  we  stay  happily  within  our  borders, and  find  them  to  be  more  useful  as  allies  and  trade  partners  than  potential conquests.  Maeve  attacked  Eyllwe’s  coast,  posing  as  me,  perhaps  to  turn  those foreign lands against me—to hammer home the point I made with my power at

Skull’s Bay … and use it against us.” 

He nodded. “But if you could … would you?” 

For  a  heartbeat,  she  could  see  it—see  her  face,  carved  into  statues  in

kingdoms so far away they did not even know Terrasen existed. A living god—

Mala’s  heir  and  conqueror  of  the  known  world.  She  would  bring  music  and

books and culture, wipe out the corruption festering in corners of the earth …

She said softly, “Not now.” 

“But later?” 

“Perhaps if being queen bores me … I’ll think about making myself empress. 

To give my offspring not one kingdom to inherit, but as many as the stars.” 

There  was  no  harm  in  saying  it,  anyway.  In  thinking  about  it,  stupid  and

useless  as  it  was.  Even  if  wondering  about  the  possibilities  …  perhaps  it  made
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her no better than Maeve or Erawan. 

Rowan  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  nearest  map—toward  the  Wastes.  “Why

did you forgive Ansel? After what she did to you and the others in the desert?” 

Aelin  crouched  again.  “Because  she  made  a  bad  choice,  trying  to  heal  a

wound she couldn’t ever mend. Trying to avenge the people she loved.” 

“And you really set all this in motion when we were in Rifthold? When you

were fighting in those pits?” 

She gave him a roguish wink. “I knew if I gave the name Ansel of Briarcliff, 

it’d somehow make its way to her that a red-haired young woman was using  her

name to slaughter trained soldiers in the Pits. And that she’d know it was me.” 

“So the red hair back then—not just for Arobynn.” 

“Not even close.” Aelin frowned at the maps, dissatisfied she hadn’t spotted

any other armies hiding out around the world. 

Rowan  dragged  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “Sometimes  I  wish  I  knew  every

thought  in  that  head,  each  scheme  and  plot.  Then  I  remember  how  much  it

delights me when you reveal it—usually when it’s most likely to make my heart

stop dead in my chest.” 

“I knew you were a sadist.” 

He kissed her mouth once, twice, then the tip of her nose, nipping it with his

canines. She hissed and batted him away, and his deep chuckle rumbled against

the wooden walls. “That’s for not telling me,” he said. “Again.” 

But  despite  his  words,  despite  everything,  he  looked  so  …  happy.  So

perfectly content and happy to be there, kneeling among those maps, the lantern

down to its last dregs, the world going to hell. 

The joyless, cold male she’d first met, the one who had been waiting for an

opponent  good  enough  to  bring  him  death  …  He  now  looked  at  her  with

happiness in his face. 

She took his hand, gripping it hard. “Rowan.” 

The spark died from his eyes. 

She squeezed his fingers. “Rowan, I need you to do something for me.” 

Manon lay curled on her side in her narrow bed, unable to sleep. 

It  was  not  from  the  piss-poor  sleeping  conditions—no,  she’d  slept  in  far

worse, even considering the shoddily patched hole in the side of the wall. 

She  stared  at  that  gap  in  the  wall,  at  the  moonlight  leaking  in  on  the  salty

summer breeze. 

She  would  not  go  find  the  Crochans.  No  matter  what  the  Terrasen  Queen

called  her,  admitting  to  her  bloodline  was  different  from  …  claiming  it.  She doubted the Crochans would be willing to serve anyway, given that she’d killed

their princess. Her own half sister. 

And even if the Crochans did choose to serve her, fight for her … Manon put

a hand to the thick scar now across her belly. The Ironteeth would not share the

Wastes. 

But it was that mentality, she supposed as she twisted onto her back, peeling

her hair from her sweat-sticky neck, that had sent them all into exile. 

She again peered through the gaps in that hole to the sea beyond. Waiting to

spot a shadow in the night sky, to hear the boom of mighty wings. 

Abraxos should have been here already. She shut out the coiling dread in her

stomach. 

But instead of wings, footsteps creaked in the hall outside. 

A  heartbeat  later,  the  door  opened  on  near-silent  hinges,  then  shut  again. 

Locked. 

Manon didn’t sit up as she said, “What are you doing here.” 

The  moonlight  sifted  through  the  king’s  blue-black  hair.  “You  don’t  have

chains anymore.” 

She  sat  up  at  that,  examining  where  the  irons  draped  down  the  wall.  “Is  it more enticing for you if they’re on?” 

Sapphire eyes seemed to glow in the dark as he leaned against the shut door. 

“Sometimes it is.” 

She snorted, but found herself saying, “You never weighed in.” 

“On what?” he asked, though he knew what she’d meant. 

“What I am. Who I am.” 

“Does my opinion matter to you, witchling?” 

Manon stalked toward him, stopping a few feet away, aware of every inch of

night  between  them.  “You  do  not  seem  outraged  that  Aelin  sacked  Melisande

without telling anyone, you do not seem to care that I am a Crochan—” 

“Do not mistake my silence for lack of feeling. I have good reason to keep

my thoughts to myself.” 

Ice glittered at his fingertips. Manon tracked it. “Will it be you or the queen

against Erawan in the end, I wonder.” 

“Fire against darkness makes for a better story.” 

“Yes,  but  so  would  ripping  a  demon  king  to  shreds  without  using  your

hands.” 

A half smile. “I can think of better uses for my hands—invisible and flesh.” 

An invitation and a question. She held his gaze. 

“Then finish what you started,” Manon breathed. 

Dorian’s answering smile was soft—edged with that glimmer of cruelty that

made her blood heat as if the Fire-Queen herself had breathed flame into it. 

She  let  Dorian  back  her  against  the  wall.  Let  him  hold  her  gaze  while  he

tugged the top laces of her white shirt free. 

One. By. One. 

Let him lean in to brush his mouth against her bare neck, right under her ear. 

Manon arched slightly at that caress. At the tongue that flicked against where

his lips had been. Then he pulled back. Away. 

Even as those phantom hands continued to trail up her hips, over her waist. 

His mouth parted slightly, body trembling with restraint. Restraint, where most

males took and took when she offered it, gorging themselves on her. But Dorian

Havilliard said, “The Bloodhound was lying that night. What she said about your

Second. I felt her lie—tasted it.” 

Some tight part in her chest eased. “I don’t want to talk about that.” 

He stepped closer again, and those phantom hands trailed under her breasts. 

She gritted her teeth. “And what do you want to talk about, Manon?” 

She wasn’t sure he’d ever said her name before. And the way he’d said it …

“I don’t want to talk at all,” she countered. “And neither do you,” she added

with a pointed glance. 

Again,  that  dark,  edged  smile  appeared.  And  when  he  stepped  close  once

more, his hands replaced those phantom ones. 

Tracing her hips, her waist, her breasts. Unhurried, indolent circles that she

allowed him to make, simply because no one had ever dared. Each brush of his

skin against hers left a wake of fire and ice. She found herself transfixed by it—

by each coaxing, luxurious stroke. She did not even consider objecting as Dorian

slid off her shirt and surveyed her bare, scar-flecked flesh. 

His face turned ravenous as he took in her breasts, the plane of her stomach

—the scar slicing across it. 

That  hunger  shifted  into  something  icy  and  vicious:  “You  once  asked  me

where I stand on the line between killing to protect and killing for pleasure.” His

fingers grazed the seam of the scar across her abdomen. “I’ll stand on the other

side of the line when I find your grandmother.” 

A  chill  ran  down  her  body,  peaking  her  breasts.  He  watched  them,  then

circled  a  finger  around  one.  Dorian  bent,  his  mouth  following  the  path  where that finger had been. Then his tongue. She bit her lip against the groan rising up

her throat, her hands sliding into the silken locks of his hair. 

His  mouth  was  still  around  the  tip  of  her  breast  as  he  again  met  her  eyes, sapphire framed with ebony lashes, and said, “I want to taste every inch of you.” 

Manon let go of all pretense of reason as the king lifted his head and claimed

her mouth. 

And for all his wanting to taste her, as she opened for him, Manon thought

the king tasted like the sea, like a winter morning, something so foreign and yet

familiar it at last dragged that moan from deep in her. 

His  fingers  slid  to  her  jaw,  tipping  her  face  to  thoroughly  take  her  mouth, every movement of his tongue a sensuous promise that had her arching into him. 

Had her meeting him stroke for stroke as he explored and teased until she could

hardly think straight. 

She had never contemplated what it would be like—to yield control. And not

have it be weakness, but a freedom. 

Dorian’s  hands  slid  down  her  thighs,  as  if  savoring  the  muscle  there,  then

around—cupping  her  backside,  grinding  her  into  every  hard  inch  of  him.  The

small noise in her throat was cut off as he hoisted her from the wall in a smooth

movement. 

Manon wrapped her legs around his waist while he carried her to the bed, his

mouth  never  leaving  hers  as  he  devoured  and  devoured  her.  As  he  spread  her

beneath him. As he freed her pants button by button, then slid them off. 

But Dorian pulled back at last, leaving her panting as he surveyed her, utterly

bare  before  him.  He  caressed  a  finger  along  the  inside  of  her  thigh.  Higher.  “I wanted you from the first moment I saw you in Oakwald,” he said, his voice low

and rough. 

Manon  reached  up  to  peel  off  his  shirt,  white  fabric  sliding  away  to  reveal tan  skin  and  sculpted  muscle.  “Yes,”  was  all  she  told  him.  She  unbuckled  his belt, hands shaking. “Yes,” she said again, as Dorian brushed a knuckle over her

core. He let out an approving growl at what he found. 

His clothes joined hers on the floor. Manon let him raise her arms over her

head, his magic gently pinning her wrists to the mattress as he touched her, first

with those wicked hands. Then with his wicked mouth. And when Manon had to

bite his shoulder to muffle her moaning as he brought her over the edge, Dorian

Havilliard buried himself deep inside her. 

She  did  not  care  who  she  was,  who  she  had  been,  and  what  she  had  once

promised to be as he moved. She dragged her hands through his thick hair, over the muscles of his back as it flexed and rippled with each thrust that drove her

toward that shimmering edge again. Here, she was nothing but flesh and fire and

iron; here, there was only this selfish need of her body, his body. 

More. She wanted more—wanted  everything. 

She  might  have  whispered  it,  might  have  pleaded  for  it.  Because  Darkness

save her, Dorian gave it to her. To them both. 

He  remained  atop  her  when  he  at  last  stilled,  his  lips  barely  a  hairsbreadth above hers—hovering after the brutal kiss he’d given her to contain his roar as

release found him. 

She was trembling with … whatever he’d done to her, her body. He brushed

a strand of hair out of her face, his own fingers shaking. 

She  had  not  realized  how  silent  the  world  was—how  loud  they  might  have

been, especially with so many Fae ears nearby. 

He was still atop her, in her. Those sapphire eyes flicked to her mouth, still

panting slightly. “This was supposed to take the edge off.” 

She  kept  her  words  low  as  his  clothes  slid  over,  hauled  by  phantom  hands. 

“And did it?” 

He traced her lower lip with his thumb and shuddered as she sucked it into

her mouth, flicked it with her tongue. “No. Not even close.” 

But that was the gray light of dawn creeping into the room, staining the walls

silver.  He  seemed  to  notice  it  at  the  same  moment  she  did.  Groaning  softly,  he pulled  himself  off  her.  She  tugged  on  her  clothes  with  trained  efficiency,  and only when she was lacing up her shirt did Dorian say, “We’re not done, you and

I.” 

And  it  was  the  purely  male   promise  that  made  her  bare  her  teeth.  “Unless you would like to learn precisely what parts of me are made of iron the next time

you touch me, I decide those things.” 

Dorian gave another purely male smile, brows flicking up, and sauntered out

the door as silently as he’d arrived. He only seemed to pause on the threshold—

as if some word had snagged his interest. But he continued out, the door closing

with barely a click. Unruffled, utterly calm. 

Manon  gaped  after  him,  cursing  her  blood  for  heating  again,  for  …  what

she’d allowed him to do. 

She wondered what Dorian would say if she told him she had never allowed

a  male  atop  her  like  that.  Not  once.  Wondered  what  he’d  say  if  she  told  him she’d wanted to sink her teeth into his neck and find out what he tasted like. Put
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her mouth on other parts and see what he tasted like there. 

Manon dragged her hands through her hair and slumped onto the pillow. 

Darkness embrace her. 

She sent a silent prayer for Abraxos to return soon. Too much time—she had

spent too much damn time among these humans and Fae males. She needed to

leave.  Elide  was  safe  here—the  Queen  of  Terrasen  might  be  many  things,  but

Manon knew she’d protect Elide. 

But,  with  the  Thirteen  scattered  and  likely  dead,  regardless  of  what  Dorian

had  claimed,  Manon  wasn’t  entirely  sure  where  to  go  once  she  left.  The  world had never seemed quite so vast before. 

And so empty. 

Even utterly exhausted, Elide barely slept during the long night she and Lorcan

swayed in hammocks with the other sailors. The smells, the sounds, the rocking

of the sea … All of it nagged, none of it left her settled. A finger seemed to keep

prodding her awake, as if telling her to be alert, but … there was nothing. 

Lorcan  tossed  and  turned  for  hours.  As  if  the  same  force  begged  him  to

wake. 

As if he was waiting for something. 

His  strength  had  been  flagging  by  the  time  they’d  reached  the  ship,  though

he  had  showed  no  signs  of  strain  beyond  a  slight  tightening  in  his  mouth.  But Elide  knew  he  was  near  what  he’d  described  as  a  burnout.  Knew,  because  for

hours afterward, the small brace of magic around her ankle kept flickering in and

out of place. 

After  Manon  had  informed  her  of  the  uncertain  fates  of  the  Thirteen,  Elide

had  kept  mostly  out  of  her  companions’  way,  letting  them  talk  with  that  red-haired  young  woman  who  found  them  on  the  beach.  So  had  Lorcan.  He’d

listened  to  them  debate  and  plan,  his  face  taut,  as  if  something  coiled  in  him wound itself tighter with every passing moment. 

Watching him sleep mere feet away, that harsh face smoothed to softness by

slumber,  a  small  part  of  Elide  wondered  if  she’d  somehow  brought  another

danger  to  the  queen.  She  wondered  if  the  others  had  noted  how  often  Lorcan’s gaze had been fixed on Aelin’s back.  Aimed at her back. 

As if sensing her attention, Lorcan opened his eyes. Met her stare without so

much  as  blinking.  For  a  heartbeat,  she  took  in  that  depthless  gaze  mere  feet

away, made ethereal by the silver light before dawn. 

He had been willing to offer up his life for her own. 

Something  softened  in  that  harsh  face  as  his  eyes  dipped  to  where  her  arm

dangled out of her hammock, the skin still a bit sore, but … miraculously healed. 

She’d thanked Gavriel twice now, but he’d brushed it aside with a gentle nod and

shrug. 

A  faint  smile  bloomed  on  Lorcan’s  harsh  mouth  as  he  reached  across  the

space  between  them  and  ran  his  calloused  fingers  down  her  arm.  “You  choose

this?” he murmured so that it was little more than the groaning of the hammock

ropes. He brushed a thumb down her palm. 

Elide  swallowed  but  let  herself  take  in  every  line  of  that  face.  North—they

were going  home today. “I thought that was obvious,” she said with equal quiet, 

her cheeks heating. 

His  fingers  laced  through  hers,  some  emotion  she  couldn’t  place  flickering

like starlight in those black eyes. “We need to talk,” he rasped. 

It was the shout of the watch that jolted them. The one of pure terror. 

Elide  nearly  flipped  out  of  her  hammock,  the  sailors  rushing  past.  By  the

time she shoved her hair from her eyes, Lorcan was already gone. 

The various decks were packed, and she had to limp onto the stairs to view

what  had  roused  them.  The  other  ships  were  awake  and  frenzied.  With  good

reason. 

Sailing over the western horizon, another armada headed for them. 

And  Elide  knew  in  her  bones  it  was  not  one  that  Aelin  had  schemed  and

planned for. 

Not as Fenrys breathed, suddenly beside her on the steps. “Maeve.” 
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They  had  no  choice  but  to  meet  them.  Maeve’s  armada  had  the  wind  and  the

current, and they would not even reach the shore before they were caught. And

outrunning Fae soldiers … Not an option. 

Rowan and Aedion laid out every course for Aelin. All paths arrived at one

destination:  confrontation.  And  she  was  still  so  drained,  so  exhausted,  that  …

She knew how this would go. 

Maeve had a third more ships. And immortal warriors. With magic. 

It took far too little time for those black sails to fill the sky, for them to glean

that  their  enemy’s  boats  were  better-made,  their  soldiers  longer-trained.  Rowan and the cadre had overseen much of that training—and the details they provided

were not heartening. 

Maeve sent one ornately carved rowboat to them, bearing a message. 

Surrender—or  be  sent  to  the  bottom  of  the  ocean.  Aelin  had  until  dawn

tomorrow to decide. 

An entire day. So that the fear would fester and spread among their men. 

Aelin met with Rowan and Aedion again. The cadre was not summoned by

their queen, though Lorcan paced like a caged beast, Elide watching with a face

that impressively revealed nothing. 

She  had  no  solution.  Dorian  remained  quiet,  though  he  often  glanced

between her and Manon. As if some puzzle were laid before him. He never said

what. 

Aedion  pushed  for  attacking—quietly  rallying  the  boats  and  attacking.  But

Maeve  would  see  that  maneuver  coming.  And  they  could  strike  faster  with

magic than it’d take for them to fire arrows and harpoons. 

Time. That was all she had to play with. 

They  debated  and  theorized  and  planned.  Rowan  made  a  decent  attempt  at

trying  to  suggest  she  run.  She  let  him  talk,  only  to  let  him  realize  in  doing  so what a stupid idea it was. After last night, he should be well aware she was not

leaving him. Not willingly. 

So  the  sun  set.  And  Maeve’s  armada  waited,  poised  and  watching.  A
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lounging panther, ready to strike at first light. 

Time. Her only tool—and her downfall. And she had run out of it. 

Aelin counted those black sails again and again as night blanketed them. 

And had no idea what to do. 

It was unacceptable, Rowan had decided, during the long hours they’d debated. 

Unacceptable that they had done so much, only to be halted not by Erawan, 

but Maeve. 

She hadn’t deigned to make an appearance. But that wasn’t her style. 

She’d  do  it  at  dawn.  Accept  Aelin’s  surrender  in  person,  with  all  eyes

watching.  And  then  …  Rowan  didn’t  know  what  she’d  do  then.  What  Maeve

wanted, other than the keys. 

Aelin  had  been  so  calm.  Shock,  he’d  realized.  Aelin  had  gone  into  shock. 

Rowan had seen her rage and kill and laugh and weep, but he had never seen her

… lost. And he hated himself for it, but he couldn’t find a way out. Couldn’t find

a way for  her to get out of this. 

Aelin  was  sleeping  soundly  as  Rowan  stared  at  the  ceiling  above  their  bed, 

then slid his gaze over her. He took in the lines of her face, the golden waves of

her hair, every moon-white scar and dark swirl of ink. Leaning in, silent as snow

in a wood, he kissed her brow. 

He would not let it end here, not let this be what broke them. 

He knew the house flags that flew beneath Maeve’s own crest. Had counted

and cataloged them all day, sorting through the catacombs of his memory. 

Rowan  slid  into  his  clothes  and  waited  until  he’d  crept  into  the  hall  before buckling his sword belt. Still gripping the doorknob, he allowed himself one last

look at her. 

For a moment, the past snared him—for a moment, he saw her as he’d first

spied her on the rooftops of Varese, drunk and battered. He’d been in hawk form, 

assessing  his  new  charge,  and  she’d  noticed  him—broken  and  reeling,  she  had

still spotted him there. And stuck out her tongue at him. 

If  someone  had  told  him  that  the  drunken,  brawling,  bitter  woman  would

become the one thing he could not live without … Rowan shut the door. 

This was all he could offer her. 

Rowan  reached  the  main  deck  and  shifted,  little  more  than  a  gleam  of

moonlight as he shielded himself and flapped through the briny night—into the
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heart of Maeve’s fleet. 

Rowan’s cousin had enough good sense not to try to kill him on sight. 

They were close enough in age that Rowan had grown up with him, raised in

his uncle’s house beside him after his parents had faded. If his uncle ever faded, 

it  would  be  Enda  who  took  up  the  mantle  as  head  of  their  house—a  prince  of considerable title, property, and arms. 

Enda,  to  his  credit,  sensed  his  arrival  before  Rowan  slipped  through  the

flimsy  shield  on  the  windows.  And  Enda  remained  sitting  on  the  bed,  albeit

dressed for battle, a hand on his sword. 

His  cousin  looked  him  over  head  to  toe  as  Rowan  shifted.  “Assassin  or

messenger, Prince?” 

“Neither,” Rowan said, inclining his head slightly. 

Like him, Enda was silver-haired, though his green eyes were speckled with

brown that could sometimes swallow the color whole when he was in a rage. 

If  Rowan  had  been  bred  and  built  for  battlefields,  Enda  was  sculpted  for

intrigue  and  court  machinations.  His  cousin,  while  tall  and  muscled  enough, 

lacked Rowan’s breadth of shoulders and solid bulk—though that could also be

from  the  different  sorts  of  training  they’d  received.  Enda  knew  enough  about

fighting  to  warrant  being  here  to  lead  his  father’s  forces,  but  their  own

educations  had  crossed  little  after  those  first  decades  of  youth,  when  they  had run wild together at his family’s main estate. 

Enda kept his hand on the hilt of his fine sword, utterly calm. “You look …

different,” his cousin said, brows twitching toward each other. “Better.” 

There had been a time when Enda had been his friend—before Lyria. Before

…  everything.  And  Rowan  might  have  been  inclined  to  explain  who  and  what

was  responsible  for  this  change,  but  he  didn’t  have  time.  No,  time  was  not  his ally this night. 

But Rowan said, “You look different as well, Prince.” 

Enda gave a half smile. “You can thank my mate for that.” 

Once, it might have sent a pang of agony through him. That Enda spoke of it

reminded  him  that  his  cousin  might  not  be  a  battle-honed  warrior,  but  the

courtier was as good as any at marking important details—noting Aelin’s scent, 

now forever entwined with his own. So Rowan nodded, smiling a bit himself. “It

was Lord Kerrigan’s son, wasn’t it?” 

Indeed, there was another’s scent woven through Enda’s, the claiming deep and  true.  “It  was.”  Enda  again  smiled—now  at  a  ring  on  his  finger.  “We  were mated and married earlier this summer.” 

“You mean to tell me you waited a hundred years for him?” 

Enda shrugged, his grip on his sword lightening. “When it comes to the right

person, Prince, waiting a hundred years is worth it.” 

He  knew.  He  understood  him  so  damn  well  that  it  made  his  chest  crack  to

think of it. 

“Endymion,” he said hoarsely. “Enda, I need you to listen.” 

There  were  plenty  of  people  who  might  have  called  for  the  guards,  but  he

knew  Enda—or  had.  He  was  but  one  of  several  cousins  who’d  shoved  their

noses  into  his  business  for  years.  Tried,  Rowan  now  wondered,  not  for  gossip but  …  to  fight  to  keep  some  small  scrap  of  him  alive.  Enda  more  than  any  of them. 

So Endymion gave him the gift of listening. Rowan tried to keep it concise, 

tried to keep his hands from trembling. In the end, he supposed his request was

simple. 

When he finished, Enda studied him, any response hidden behind that court-

trained mask of neutrality. 

Then Enda said, “I will consider it.” 

It  was  the  best  Rowan  could  hope  for.  He  said  nothing  else  to  his  cousin

before  he  shifted  again  and  flapped  into  the  night—toward  another  banner  he

had once marched beside. 

And ship to ship, Rowan went. The same speech. The same request. 

All of them, all his cousins, had the same answer. 

 I will consider it. 
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Manon was awake when Dorian stormed into her room an hour before dawn. He

ignored  her  unlaced  shirt,  the  swell  of  those  lush  breasts  he’d  tasted  only

yesterday, as he said, “Put your clothes on and follow me.” 

Mercifully,  the  witch  obeyed.  Though  he  had  a  feeling  it  was  mostly  from

curiosity. 

When  he  reached  Aelin’s  chamber,  he  bothered  to  knock—just  in  case  the

queen and Rowan were utilizing their potentially last few hours together. But the

queen  was  already  awake  and  dressed,  the  prince  nowhere  to  be  found.  Aelin

took one look at Dorian’s face. “What is it?” 

He  didn’t  tell  either  woman  anything  as  he  led  them  down  into  the  cargo

hold, the upper levels of the ship already astir with battle preparations. 

While  they’d  debated  and  readied  for  the  past  day,  he’d  contemplated

Manon’s  warning,  after  she’d  made  his  very  blood  sing  with  pleasure.  Unless you would like to learn precisely what parts of me are made of iron the next time

 you touch me, I decide those things. 

Over  and  over,  he’d  considered  the  way  the  words  had  snagged  on  a  sharp

corner  of  memory.  He’d  lain  awake  all  night  while  he  descended  into  his  still-depleted well of magic. And as the light had begun to shift …

Dorian tugged the sheet off the witch mirror carefully held in place against

the wall. The Lock—or whatever it was. In the muted reflection, the two queens

were frowning at his back. 

Manon’s iron nails slid out. “I would be careful handling that if I were you.” 

“The warning is noted and appreciated,” he said, meeting those gold eyes in

the  mirror.  She  didn’t  return  his  smile.  Neither  did  Aelin.  He  sighed.  “I  don’t think this witch mirror has any power. Or, rather, not a tangible, brute power. I

think its power is knowledge.” 

Aelin’s steps were near-silent as she approached. “I was told the Lock would

allow me to bind the three keys into the gate. You think this mirror knows how

to do that?” 

He  simply  nodded,  trying  not  to  be  too  offended  by  the  skepticism

scrunching her face. 

Aelin picked at a loose thread on her jacket. “But what does the Lock-mirror-

whatever-it-is have to do with the armada breathing down our necks?” 

He tried not to roll his eyes. “It has to do with what Deanna said. What if the

Lock  wasn’t  just  for  binding  them  back  into  the  gate,  but  a  tool  for  safely controlling the keys?” 

Aelin  frowned  at  the  mirror.  “So  I’m  going  to  lug  that  thing  onto  the  deck and use it to blow apart Maeve’s armada with the two keys we have?” 

He took a steadying breath, beseeching the gods for patience. “I said I think

this mirror’s power is knowledge. I think it will  show you how to wield the keys safely. So you can come back here and wield them without consequence.” 

A slow blink. “What do you mean,  come back here?” 

Manon  answered,  now  stepping  close  as  she  studied  the  mirror.  “It’s  a

traveling mirror.” 

Dorian  nodded.  “Think  about  Deanna’s  words:  ‘ Flame  and  iron,  together

 bound, merge into silver to learn what must be found.  A mere step is all it shall take. ’” He pointed to the mirror. “Step into the silver—and  learn.” 

Manon clicked her tongue. “And I suppose she and I are flame and iron.” 

Aelin crossed her arms. 

Dorian cut the Queen of Terrasen a wry glance. “People other than you  can

solve things, you know.” 

Aelin  glared  at  him.  “We  don’t  have  time  for  what-ifs.  Too  many  things

could go wrong.” 

“You  have  little  magic  left,”  Dorian  countered,  waving  a  hand  toward  the

mirror. “You could be in and out of this mirror before dawn. And use what you

learn to send Maeve a message in no uncertain terms.” 

“I can still fight with steel—without the risks and waste of time.” 

“You  can  stop  this  battle  before  the  losses  are  too  great  on  either  side.”  He added carefully, “We’re out of time already, Aelin.” 

Those  turquoise  eyes  were  steady—if  not  still  furious  he’d  beat  her  to  the

riddle—but something flickered in them. “I know,” she said. “I was hoping …” 

She shook her head, more at herself. “I ran out of time,” she murmured as if it

were an answer, and considered the mirror, then Manon. Then blew out a breath. 

“This wasn’t my plan.” 

“I know,” Dorian said with a half smile. “That’s why you don’t like it.” 

Manon asked before Aelin could bite off his head, “But where will the mirror

lead?” 

Aelin clenched her jaw. “Hopefully not Morath.” Dorian tensed. Perhaps this plan—

“That symbol belongs to both of us,” Manon said, studying the Eye of Elena

etched  onto  it.  “And  if  it  takes  you  to  Morath,  you’re  going  to  need  someone who knows the way out.” 

Steps thudded down the stairs at the back of the hold. Dorian twisted toward

them, but Aelin smirked at Manon and approached the mirror. “Then I’ll see you

on the other side, witch.” 

Aedion’s  golden  head  appeared  between  the  crates.  “What  the  hell  are  you

—” 

Aelin’s shallow nod seemed all that Manon needed. She placed her hand atop

Aelin’s. 

Golden  eyes  met  Dorian’s  for  a  moment,  and  he  opened  his  mouth  to  say

something to her, the words surging from some barren field in his chest. 

But Aelin and Manon pressed their joined hands to the speckled glass. 

Aedion’s shout of warning rang through the hold as they vanished. 
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Elide  watched  the  ship  rally  against  the  armada  looming  before  them—then

descend into utter chaos as Aedion began roaring below. 

The  news  came  out  moments  later.  Came  out  as  Prince  Rowan  Whitethorn

landed on the main deck, face haggard, eyes full of nothing but fear as Aedion

burst out the door, Dorian on his heels, sporting an already-nasty bruise around

his eye. Pacing, seething, Aedion told them of Aelin and Manon walking into the

mirror—the  Lock—and  vanishing.  How  the  King  of  Adarlan  had  solved

Deanna’s  riddle  and  sent  them  into  its  silvery  realm  to  buy  them  a  shot  at  this battle. 

They  went  down  into  the  cargo  hold.  But  no  matter  how  Aedion  pushed

against the mirror, it did not open to him. No matter how Rowan searched it with

his magic, it did not yield where Aelin and Manon had gone. Aedion had spat on

the floor, looking inclined to give the king another black eye as Dorian explained

there  had  been  little  choice.  He  hadn’t  seemed  sorry  about  it—until  Rowan

refused to meet his gaze. 

Only when they were gathered on the deck again, the king and shape-shifter

off  speaking  to  the  captain  about  the  turn  of  events,  did  Elide  carefully  say  to Aedion as he paced, “What is done is done. We can’t wait for Aelin and Manon

to find a way to save us.” 

Aedion  halted,  and  Elide  tried  not  to  cringe  at  the  unrelenting  fury  as  it

narrowed on her. “When I want your opinion about how to deal with my missing

queen, I’ll ask you.” 

Lorcan  snarled  at  him.  But  Elide  lifted  her  chin,  even  as  the  insult  hit

something in her chest. “I waited as long as you did to find her again, Aedion. 

You are not the only one who fears to lose her once more.” 

Indeed,  Rowan  Whitethorn  now  rubbed  his  face.  She  suspected  it  was  as

much feeling as the Fae Prince would show. 

Rowan lowered his hands, the others watching him. Waiting—for his orders. 

Even Aedion. 

Elide started as realization slapped her. As she searched for proof but found

none. 

“We  continue  readying  for  battle,”  Rowan  said  hoarsely.  He  looked  to

Lorcan,  then  Fenrys  and  Gavriel,  and  his  entire  countenance  changed,  his

shoulders  pushing  back,  his  eyes  turning  hard  and  calculating.  “There’s  not  a chance  in  hell  Maeve  doesn’t  know  you’re  here.  She’ll  wield  the  blood  oath

when it’ll hurt us the most.” 

Maeve. Some small part of her wished to see the queen who could command

Lorcan’s relentless focus and affection for so many centuries. And perhaps give

Maeve a piece of her mind. 

Fenrys  put  a  hand  on  the  hilt  of  his  sword  and  said  with  more  quiet  than

Elide had witnessed so far, “I don’t know how to play this one.” 

Indeed, Gavriel seemed at a loss, scanning his tattooed hands as if the answer

lay there. 

It  was  Lorcan  who  said,  “If  you’re  spotted  fighting  on  this  side,  it’s  over. 

She’ll either kill you both or make you regret it in other ways.” 

“And what about  you?” Fenrys challenged. 

Lorcan’s eyes slid to hers, then back to the males before them. “It was over

for me months ago. It’s now a matter of waiting to see what she’ll do about it.” 

If she’d kill him. Or drag him back in chains. 

Elide’s  stomach  turned,  and  she  avoided  the  urge  to  grab  his  hand,  to  beg

him to run. 

“She’ll see that we’ve worked our way around her order to kill you,” Gavriel

at last said. “If fighting on this side of the line doesn’t damn us enough, then that

surely will. It likely already has.” 

“Dawn’s still half an hour off, if you two want to try again,” Lorcan crooned. 

Elide  tensed.  But  it  was  Fenrys  who  said,  “It’s  all  a  ploy.”  Elide  held  her breath  as  he  surveyed  the  Fae  males—his  companions.  “To  fracture  us  when

Maeve knows that unified, we could present a considerable threat.” 

“We’d never turn on her,” Gavriel countered. 

“No,” Fenrys agreed. “But we would offer that strength to another.” And he

looked at Rowan as he said, “When we got your call for aid this spring—when

you asked us to come defend Mistward, we left before Maeve could get wind of

it. We ran.” 

“That’s enough,” Lorcan growled. 

But  Fenrys  went  on,  holding  Rowan’s  steady  gaze,  “When  we  returned, 

Maeve whipped us within an inch of our lives. Tied Lorcan to the posts for two

days and let Cairn whip him whenever he wished. Lorcan ordered us not to tell
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you—for  whatever  reason.  But  I  think  Maeve  saw  what  we  did  together  in

Mistward and realized how dangerous we could be—to  her.” 

Rowan  didn’t  hide  the  devastation  in  his  eyes  as  he  faced  Lorcan—

devastation that Elide felt echo in her own heart. Lorcan had endured that … and

still remained loyal to Maeve. Elide brushed her fingers against his. The motion

didn’t go unnoticed by the others, but they wisely kept quiet about it. Especially

as Lorcan dragged his thumb down the back of her hand in answer. 

And  Elide  wondered  if  Rowan  also  understood  that  Lorcan  hadn’t  ordered

their  silence  for  strategy,  but  perhaps  to  spare  the  prince  from  guilt.  From wanting to retaliate against Maeve in a way that would surely harm him. 

“Did  you  know,”  Rowan  said  hoarsely  to  Lorcan,  “that  she’d  punish  you

before you came to Mistward?” 

Lorcan held the prince’s stare. “We all knew what the cost would be.” 

Rowan’s  throat  bobbed,  and  he  took  a  long  breath,  his  eyes  darting  toward

the  stairs,  as  if  Aelin  would  come  prowling  out,  salvation  in  hand.  But  she didn’t,  and  Elide  prayed  that  wherever  the  queen  now  was,  she  was  gleaning

what they so desperately needed to learn. Rowan said to his companions, “You

know  how  this  battle  will  likely  end.  Even  if  our  armada  teemed  with  Fae

soldiers, we’d still have the odds stacked against us.” 

The  sky  began  to  bleed  with  pink  and  purple  as  the  sun  stirred  beneath  the distant waves. 

Gavriel  only  said,  “We  have  had  the  odds  stacked  against  us  before.”  A

glance  at  Fenrys,  who  nodded  gravely.  “We  will  stay  until  we  are  commanded

otherwise.” 

It  was  to  Aedion  that  Gavriel  looked  as  he  said  this  last  piece.  There  was something in the general’s Ashryver eyes that looked almost like gratitude. 

Elide sensed Lorcan’s attention and found him still watching her as he said to

Rowan, “Elide gets to shore, under a guard of whatever men you can spare. My

sword is yours only if you do that.” 

Elide started. But Rowan said, “Done.” 

Rowan  spread  them  across  the  fleet,  each  given  command  of  a  few  ships.  He

stationed  Fenrys,  Lorcan,  and  Gavriel  on  ships  toward  the  center  and  back, 

farthest  away  from  Maeve’s  notice.  He  and  Aedion  took  the  front  lines,  with

Dorian and Ansel commanding the line of ships behind his. 

Lysandra  was  already  beneath  the  waves  in  sea  dragon  form,  ready  for  his order  to  do  damage  to  hull  and  prow  and  rudder  on  ships  he’d  marked  for  her. 

He’d bet that while the Fae ships might have shields around them, they wouldn’t

waste  valuable  reservoirs  of  power  on  shielding  below  the  surface.  Lysandra

would  strike  quick  and  hard—gone  before  they  could  realize  who  and  what

wrecked them from below. 

Dawn broke, clear and bright, staining the sails with gold. 

Rowan did not let himself think of Aelin—of wherever she might be. 

Minute after minute passed, and still Aelin did not return. 

A small oak rowboat slid out from Maeve’s fleet and headed for him. 

There were only three people on it—none of them Maeve. 

He  could  feel  thousands  of  eyes  on  either  side  of  that  too-narrow  band  of

empty water between their armadas, watching that boat approach. Watching  him. 

A  male  in  Maeve’s  livery  stood  with  preternatural  Fae  balance  as  the

oarsmen held the boat steady. “Her Majesty awaits your reply.” 

Rowan tunneled into his depleted reserve of power, keeping his face bland. 

“Inform Maeve that Aelin Galathynius is no longer present to give a reply.” 

A  blink  from  the  male  was  all  the  shock  he’d  let  show.  Maeve’s  creatures

were too well trained, too aware of the punishment for revealing her secrets. 

“Princess Aelin Galathynius is ordered to surrender,” the male said. 

“Queen Aelin Galathynius is not on this ship or any other in this fleet. She is, 

in fact, not on the shore, or in any nearby lands. So Maeve will find she came a

long way for nothing. We will leave your armada in peace, if you will grant us

the same courtesy.” 

The  male  sneered  up  at  him.  “Spoken  like  cowards  who  know  they’re

outnumbered. Spoken like a traitor.” 

Rowan gave the male a small smile. “Let’s see what Maeve has to say now.” 

The male spat into the water. But the ship rowed back into the embrace of the

armada. 

For a moment, Rowan recalled his last words to Dorian before he’d sent the

king to shield his own line of ships. 

They  were  beyond  apologies.  Aelin  would  either  return  or—he  didn’t  let

himself  consider  the  alternative.  But  they  could  buy  her  as  much  time  as

possible. Try to fight their way out—for her, and the future of this armada. 

Dorian’s face had revealed the same thoughts as he clasped hands with him

and said quietly, “It is not such a hard thing, is it—to die for your friends.” 

Rowan didn’t bother insisting they were going to live through this. The king

had  been  tutored  in  warfare,  even  if  he  hadn’t  yet  practiced  it.  So  Rowan  had given him a grim smile and replied, “No, it is not.” 

The words echoed through him again as that messenger’s boat disappeared. 

And  for  whatever  good  it  would  do,  whatever  time  it  would  buy  them,  Rowan

reinforced his shields again. 

The sun had fully risen over the horizon when Maeve’s reply came. 

Not a messenger in a longboat. 

But a barrage of arrows, so many that they blotted out the light as they arced

across the sky. 

“Shield,”  Rowan  bellowed,  not  only  at  the  magic-wielders,  but  also  at  the armed  men  who  raised  their  dented  and  battered  shields  above  them  as  arrows

rained across the line. 

The  arrows  struck,  and  his  magic  buckled  under  their  onslaught.  Their  tips

had been wrapped in magic of their own, and Rowan gritted his teeth against it. 

On other ships, where the shield was stretched thin, some men screamed. 

Maeve’s armada began crawling toward them. 
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Aelin had a body that was not a body. 

She knew only because in this void, this foggy twilight, Manon had a body. 

A nearly transparent, wraithlike body, but … a form nonetheless. 

Manon’s teeth and nails glinted in the dim light as she surveyed the swirling

gray  mists.  “What  is  this  place?”  The  mirror  had  transported  them  to  …

wherever this was. 

“Your guess is as good as mine, witch.” 

Had time stopped beyond the mists? Had Maeve held her fire upon learning

she  was  not  present—or  attacked  anyway?  Aelin  had  no  doubt  Rowan  would

hold the lines for as long as possible. Had no doubt he and Aedion would lead

them. But …

Whether  the  witch  mirror  was  the  Lock  she’d  sought,  she’d  expected  it  to

have  some immediate reaction to the two Wyrdkeys she’d snuck into her jacket. 

Not … this. Not absolutely  nothing. 

Aelin drew Goldryn. In the mist, the sword’s ruby flickered—the only color, 

only light. 

Manon said, “We stick close; we only speak when necessary.” 

Aelin  was  inclined  to  agree.  There  was  solid  ground  beneath  them,  but  the

mist  hid  her  feet—hid  any  inkling  that  they  stood  on  dirt  beyond  a  faint, 

crumbling scraping. 

“Any guess which way?” Aelin murmured. But they didn’t have to decide. 

The  eddying  fog  darkened,  and  Manon  and  Aelin  stepped  close  together, 

back to back. Pure night swept around them—blinding them. 

Then—a  murky,  dim  light  ahead.  No,  not  ahead.  Approaching  them. 

Manon’s  bony  shoulder  dug  into  her  own  as  they  pressed  tighter  together,  an

impenetrable wall. 

But the light rippled and expanded, figures within it appearing. Solidifying. 

Aelin  knew  three  things  as  the  light  and  color  enveloped  them  and  became

tangible:

They were not seen, or heard, or scented by those before them. 

And this was the past. A thousand years ago, to be exact. 

And  that  was  Elena  Galathynius  on  her  knees  in  a  black  barren  mountain

pass,  blood  dripping  from  her  nose,  tears  sliding  through  the  dirt  crusting  her face to splatter on her armor, an obsidian sarcophagus somehow stationed before

her. 

All across the sarcophagus, Wyrdmarks simmered with pale blue fire. And in

the  center  of  it  …  the  Eye  of  Elena,  the  amulet  held  within  the  stone  itself,  its pale gold unvarnished and gleaming. 

Then, as if a phantom breath blew over it, the Eye dimmed, along with the

Wyrdmarks. 

Elena reached with a trembling hand to twist the Eye, rotating it thrice in the

black  stone.  The  Eye  clicked  and  tumbled  into  Elena’s  awaiting  hand.  Sealing

the sarcophagus. 

Locking it. 

“You’ve  had  the  Lock  all  along,”  Manon  murmured.  “But  then  the  mirror

…” 

“I think,” Aelin breathed, “we have been deliberately misled about what we

must retrieve.” 

“Why?” Manon said with equal quiet. 

“I suppose we’re about to find out.” 

A  memory—that’s  what  this  was.  But  what  was  so  vital  that  they  had  been

sent to retrieve it when the whole damn world was falling apart around them? 

Aelin and Manon stood in silence as the scene unfolded. As the truth, at last

the truth, now wove together. 
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 Dawn at the Obsidian Passes

The Lock had crafted the sarcophagus from the mountain itself. 

It  had  taken  every  ember  of  its  power  to  bind  Erawan  within  the  stone,  to

seal him inside. 

She  could  feel  the  Dark  King  sleeping  within.  Hear  the  shrieks  of  his  fell

army  feasting  on  human  flesh  in  the  valley  far  below.  How  long  would  they

continue fighting when word spread that Erawan had fallen? 

She  wasn’t  foolish  enough  to  hope  her  companions  had  survived  the

slaughter. Not this long. 

On  her  knees  in  the  sharp  black  rock,  Elena  gazed  at  the  obsidian

sarcophagus,  the  symbols  carved  into  it.  They  initially  had  been  glowing,  but had  now  faded  and  cooled,  settled  into  place.  When  she  had  stolen  the  Lock

from her father all those months ago, she had not known—had not understood—

the truth depth of its power. Still did not know why he had forged it. Only that

once, just once, could the Lock’s power be wielded. And that power … oh, that

mighty, shattering power … it had saved them all. 

Gavin, sprawled and bloody behind her, stirred. His face was so mangled she

could barely see the handsome, fierce features beneath. His left arm was useless

at  his  side.  The  price  of  distracting  Erawan  while  she’d  unleashed  the  Lock’s power.  But  even  Gavin  had  not  known  what  she’d  been  planning.  What  she’d

stolen and harbored all these months. 

She did not regret it. Not when it had spared him from death. Worse. 

Gavin took in the sarcophagus, the empty, intricate amulet of the Lock in her

palm as it rested on her thigh. He recognized it instantly, having seen it around

her  father’s  neck  during  those  initial  weeks  in  Orynth.  The  blue  stone  in  its center was now drained, dim where it had once flickered with inner fire. Barely a

drop of its power left, if that. 

“What have you done?” His voice was a broken rasp from screaming during

Erawan’s ministrations. To buy her time, to save their people—

Elena folded her fingers into a fist around the Lock. “He is sealed. He cannot escape.” 

“Your father’s Lock—” 

“It  is  done,”  she  said,  shifting  her  attention  to  the  dozen  ancient,  immortal figures now on the other side of the sarcophagus. 

Gavin started, hissing at his broken body with the sudden movement. 

They had no forms. They were only figments of light and shadow, wind and

rain,  song  and  memory.  Each  individual,  and  yet  a  part  of  one  majority,  one consciousness. 

They were all gazing at the broken Lock in her hands, its stone dull. 

Gavin lowered his brow to the blood-soaked rock and averted his eyes. 

Elena’s very bones quailed in their presence, but she kept her chin high. 

“Our sister’s bloodline has betrayed us,” said one that was of sea and sky and

storms. 

Elena  shook  her  head,  trying  to  swallow.  Failing.  “I   saved  us.  I  stopped Erawan—” 

“Fool,” said the one of many shifting voices, both animal and human. “Half-

breed   fool.  Did  you  not  consider  why  your  father  carried  it,  why  he  bided  his time all these years, gathering his strength? He was to wield it—to seal the three

Wyrdkeys back into the gate, and send us  home before he shut the gate forever. 

Us, and the Dark King. The Lock was forged for us— promised to us. And you

 wasted it.” 

Elena braced a hand on the earth to keep from swaying. “My father bears the

Wyrdkeys?”  He  had  never  so  much  as   hinted  …   And  the  Lock  …  she  had thought it a mere weapon. A weapon he had  refused to wield in this bloody war. 

They did not answer, their silence confirmation enough. 

A small, broken noise came out of her throat. Elena breathed, “I’m sorry.” 

Their  rage  rattled  her  bones,  threatened  to  stop  her  heart  dead  in  her  chest. 

The one of flame and light and ashes seemed to withhold, seemed to pause in her

wrath. 

To remember. 

She had not seen or spoken to her mother since she had left her body to forge

the Lock. Since Rhiannon Crochan had helped Mala cast her very essence into it, 

the mass of its power contained within the small witch mirror disguised as a blue

stone, to be unleashed only once. They had never told Elena why. Never said it

was  anything  more  than  a  weapon  that  her  father  would  one  day  desperately

need to wield. 

The cost: her mother’s mortal body, the life she had wanted for herself with Brannon and their children. It had been ten years since then. Ten years, her father

had  never  stopped  waiting  for  Mala  to  return,  hoping  he’d  see  her  again.  Just once. 

 I  will  not  remember  you,  Mala  had  said  to  them  all  before  she  had  given herself  to  the  Lock’s  forging.  And  yet  there  she  was.  Pausing.  As  if  she

remembered. 

“Mother,” Elena whispered, a broken plea. 

Mala Light-Bringer looked away from her. 

The one who saw all with wise, calm eyes said, “Unleash him. So we have

been  betrayed  by  these  earth  beasts,  let  us  return  the  favor.  Unleash  the  Dark King from his coffin.” 

“No,” Elena pleaded, rising from her knees. “Please— please. Tell me what I must do to atone, but  please do not unleash him. I beg you.” 

“He  will  rise  again  one  day,”  said  the  one  of  darkness  and  death.  “He  will awaken.  You  have  wasted   our  Lock  on  a  fool’s  errand,  when  you  could  have solved all, had you only the patience and wits to understand.” 

“Then  let  him  awaken,”  Elena  begged,  her  voice  breaking.  “Let  someone

else inherit this war—someone better prepared.” 

“Coward,”  said  the  one  with  a  voice  of  steel  and  shields  and  arrows. 

“Coward to shove the burden to another.” 

“Please,” Elena said. “I will give you anything.  Anything. But not that.” 

As one, they looked to Gavin. 

 No—

But it was her mother who said, “We have waited this long to return home. 

We may wait a little longer. Watch over this … place a little longer.” 

Not just gods, but beings of a higher, different existence. For whom time was

fluid,  and  bodies  were  things  to  be  shifted  and  molded.  Who  could  exist  in

multiple  places,  spread  themselves  wide  like  nets  being  thrown.  They  were  as

mighty and vast and eternal as a human was to a mayfly. 

They had not been born in this world. Perhaps had become trapped here after

wandering  through  a  Wyrdgate.  And  they  had  struck  some  bargain  with  her

father, with Mala, to at last send them home, banishing Erawan with them. And

she had ruined it. 

The one with three faces said, “We will wait. But there must be a price. And

a promise.” 

“Name it,” Elena said. If they took Gavin, she’d follow. She was not the heir

to her father’s throne. It did not matter if she walked out of this mountain pass. 

She  wasn’t  entirely  certain  she  could  bear  to  see  him  again,  not  after  her

arrogance and pride and self-righteousness. Brannon had begged her to listen, to

wait.  She  had  instead  stolen  the  Lock  from  him  and  run  with  Gavin  into  the night, desperate to save these lands. 

The one with three faces studied her. “Mala’s bloodline shall bleed again to

forge  the  Lock  anew.  And   you  will  lead  them,  a  lamb  to  slaughter,  to  pay  the price of this choice  you made to waste its power here, for this petty battle.  You will show this future scion how to forge a new Lock with Mala’s gifts, how to

then use it to wield the keys and send us home. Our original bargain still holds:

we will take the Dark King with us. Tear him apart in our own world, where he

will be but dust and memory. When we are gone—you will show this scion how

to seal the gate behind us, the Lock holding it intact eternally. By yielding every

last drop of their life force. As your father was prepared to do when the time was

right.” 

“Please,” Elena breathed. 

The three-faced one said, “Tell Brannon of the Wildfire what occurred here; 

tell him the price his bloodline shall one day pay. Tell him to ready for it.” 

She let the words, the damnation, sink in. “I will,” she whispered. 

But  they  were  gone.  There  was  only  a  lingering  warmth,  as  if  a  beam  of

sunlight had brushed her cheek. 

Gavin  lifted  his  head.  “What  have  you  done?”  he  asked  again.  “What  have

you given them?” 

“Did you not—not hear it?” 

“Only you,” he rasped, his face so horribly pale. “No others.” 

She stared at the sarcophagus before them, its black stone rooted to the earth

of the pass. Immovable. They would have to build something around it, to hide

it, protect it. 

Elena said, “The price will be paid—later.” 

“Tell me.” His swollen, split lips could barely form the words. 

Since  she  had  already  damned  herself,  damned  her  bloodline,  she  figured

there was nothing left to lose in lying. Not this one time, this last time. “Erawan

will awaken again—one day. When the time comes, I will help those who must

fight him.” 

His eyes were wary. 

“Can  you  walk?”  she  asked,  extending  a  hand  to  help  him  rise.  The  rising

sun cast the black mountains in gold and red. She had no doubt the valley behind
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was bathed in the latter. 

Gavin released his grip, the fingers still broken, from where it had rested on

Damaris’s hilt. But he did not take her offered hand. 

And  he  did  not  tell  her  what  he’d  detected  while  he  touched  the  Sword  of

Truth, what lies he’d sensed and unraveled. 

They never spoke of them again. 

 Moonrise at the Temple of Sandrian, the Stone Marshes

The  Princess  of  Eyllwe  had  been  wandering  the  Stone  Marshes  for  weeks, 

searching for answers to riddles posed a thousand years ago. Answers that might

save her doomed kingdom. 

Keys  and  gates  and  locks—portals  and  pits  and  prophecies.  That  was  what

the  princess  murmured  to  herself  in  the  weeks  she’d  been  stalking  through  the marshes  alone,  hunting  to  keep  herself  alive,  fighting  the  beasts  of  teeth  and venom when necessary, reading the stars for entertainment. 

So when the princess at last reached the temple, when she stood before the

stone altar and the chest that was the light twin to the dark one beneath Morath, 

 she at last appeared. 

“You are Nehemia,” she said. 

The princess whirled, her hunting leathers stained and damp, the gold tips on

her braided hair clinking. 

An assessing look with eyes that were too old for barely eighteen; eyes that

had  stared  long  into  the  darkness  between  the  stars  and  yearned  to  know  its secrets. “And you are Elena.” 

Elena nodded. “Why have you come?” 

The Princess of Eyllwe jerked her elegant chin toward the stone chest. “Am I

not called to open it? To learn how to save us, and to pay the price?” 

“No,” Elena said quietly. “Not you. Not in this way.” 

A tightening of her lips was the only sign of the princess’s displeasure. “Then

in what way, Lady, am I required to bleed?” 

She had been watching, and waiting, and paying for her choices for so long. 

Too long. 

And now that darkness had fallen … now a new sun would rise.  Must rise. 

“It is Mala’s bloodline that will pay, not your own.” 

Her back stiffened. “You have not answered my question.” 

Elena wished she could hold back the words, keep them locked up. But this

was  the  price,  for  her  kingdom,  her  people.  The  price  for  these  people,  this kingdom. And others. 

“In  the  North,  two  branches  flow  from  Mala.  One  to  the  Havilliard  House, 

where  its  prince  with  my  mate’s  eyes  possesses  my  raw  magic—and  her  brute

power.  The  other  branch  flows  through  the  Galathynius  House,  where  it  bred

true: flame and embers and ashes.” 

“Aelin Galathynius is dead,” Nehemia said. 

“Not  dead.”  No,  she’d  ensured  that,  still  paying  for  what  she’d  done  that

wintry  night.  “Just  hiding,  forgotten  by  a  world  grateful  to  see  such  a  power extinguished before it matured.” 

“Where is she? And how does this tie to me, Lady?” 

“You  are  versed  in  the  history,  in  the  players  and  the  stakes.  You  know  the Wyrdmarks and how to wield them. You misread the riddles, thinking it was you

who must come here, to this place. This mirror is not the Lock—it is a pool of

memory.  Forged  by  myself,  my  father,  and  Rhiannon  Crochan.  Forged  so  the

heir of this burden might understand one day. Know everything before deciding. 

This encounter, too, shall be held in it. But you were called, so we might meet.” 

That wise, young face waited. 

“Go  north,  Princess,”  Elena  said.  “Go  into  your  enemy’s  household.  Make

the contacts, get the invitation, do what you must, but get to your enemy’s house. 

The two bloodlines will converge there. Already, they are on their way.” 

“Aelin Galathynius is headed to Adarlan?” 

“Not  Aelin.  Not  with  that  name,  that  crown.  Know  her  by  her  eyes—

turquoise with a core of gold. Know her by the mark on her brow—the bastard’s

mark, the mark of Brannon. Guide her. Help her. She will need you.” 

“And the price?” 

Elena hated them, then. 

Hated  the  gods  who  had  demanded  this.  Hated  herself.  Hated  that  this  was

asked, all these bright lights …

“You will not see Eyllwe again.” 

The princess stared at the stars as if they spoke to her, as if the answer were

written there. “Will my people survive?” A small, quiet voice. 

“I don’t know.” 

“Then  I  will  take  the  steps  for  that,  too.  Unite  the  rebels  while  I  am  in Rifthold, ready the continent for war.” 

Nehemia lowered her eyes from the stars. Elena wanted to fall to her knees before the young princess, beg her forgiveness. “One of them must be ready—to

do  what  needs  to  be  done,”  Elena  said,  if  only  because  it  was  the  sole  way  to explain, to apologize. 

Nehemia  swallowed.  “Then  I  shall  help  in  whatever  way  I  can.  For  Erilea. 

And my people.” 
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Aedion Ashryver had been trained to kill men and hold a line in battle since he

was old enough to lift a sword. Crown Prince Rhoe Galathynius had begun his

training  personally,  holding  Aedion  to  standards  that  some  might  have  deemed

unfair, too unyielding for a boy. 

But Rhoe had known, Aedion realized as he stood on the prow of the ship, 

Ansel  of  Briarcliff’s  men  armed  and  ready  behind  him.  Rhoe  had  known  even

then  that  Aedion  would  serve  Aelin,  and  when  foreign  armies  challenged  the

might of the Fire-Bringer … it might not be mere mortals that he faced. 

Rhoe— Evalin—had  gambled  that  the  immortal  army  now  stretching  away

before him would one day come to these shores. And they had wanted to ensure

that Aedion was ready when it did. 

“Shields up,” Aedion ordered the men as the second volley of arrows rained

from  Maeve’s  armada.  The  magical  cloak  around  their  ships  was  holding  well

enough thanks to Dorian Havilliard, and though he was glad for any bloodshed it

spared  them,  after  the  bullshit  the  king  had  pulled  with  Aelin  and  Manon, 

Aedion gritted his teeth at each ripple of color upon impact. 

“These are soldiers, the same as you,” Aedion went on. “Don’t let the pointy

ears  deceive  you.  They  bleed  like  the  rest  of  us.  And  can  die  from  the  same wounds, too.” 

He  didn’t  let  himself  glance  behind—to  where  his  father  commanded  and

shielded another line of ships. Gavriel had kept quiet while Fenrys divulged how

to keep a quick-healing Fae warrior down: go for slicing through muscles rather

than stabbing wounds. Snap a tendon and you’ll halt an immortal long enough to

kill. 

Easier said than done. The soldiers had gone pale-faced at the thought of it—

open combat, blade-to-blade, against Fae warriors. Rightly so. 

But Aedion’s duty wasn’t to remind them of the blunt facts. His duty was to

make them willing to die, to make this fight seem utterly necessary. Fear could

break a line faster than any enemy charge. 

Rhoe—his   real  father—had  taught  him  that.  And  Aedion  had  learned  it

[image: Image 1201]

during those years in the North. Learned it fighting knee-deep in mud and gore

with the Bane. 

He wished they flanked him, not unknown soldiers from the Wastes. 

But he would not let his own fear erode his resolve. 

Maeve’s second volley rose up, up, up, the arrows soaring faster and farther

than those from mortal bows. With better aim. 

The  invisible  shield  above  them  rippled  with  flickers  of  blue  and  purple  as

arrows hissed and slid off it. 

Buckling already, because those arrows came tipped with magic. 

The soldiers on the deck stirred, shields shifting, their anticipation and rising

terror  coating  Aedion’s  senses.  “Just  a  bit  of  rain,  boys,”  he  said,  grinning widely. “I thought you bastards were used to it out in the Wastes.” 

Some grumbles—but those metal shields stopped shivering. 

Aedion made himself chuckle. Made himself the Wolf of the North, eager to

spill  blood  upon  the  southern  seas.  As  Rhoe  had  taught  him,  as  Rhoe  had

prepared him, long before Terrasen fell to the shadow of Adarlan. 

Not again. Never again—and certainly not to Maeve. Certainly not here, with

no one to witness it. 

Ahead, at the front lines, Rowan’s magic flared white in silent signal. 

“Arrows at the ready,” Aedion ordered. 

Bows groaned, arrows pointing skyward. 

Another flash. 

“Volley! ” Aedion bellowed. 

The  world  darkened  beneath  their  arrows  as  they  sailed  toward  Maeve’s

armada. 

A storm of arrows—to distract from the real attack beneath the waves. 

The  water  was  dimmer  here,  the  sunlight  slim  shafts  that  slid  between  the  fat-bellied boats amassed above the waves. 

Other  creatures  had  gathered  at  the  ruckus,  flesh-shredders  looking  for  the

meals that would surely come when the two armadas at last met. 

A flash of light had sent Lysandra diving deep, weaving between the circling

scavengers,  blending  into  their  masses  as  best  as  she  could  while  she  launched into a sprint. 

She  had  modified  her  sea  dragon.  Given  it  longer  limbs—with  prehensile
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thumbs. 

Given her tail more strength, more control. 

Her  own  little  project,  during  the  long  days  of  travel.  To  take  one  original form and perfect it. To alter what the gods had made to her own liking. 

Lysandra reached the first ship Rowan had marked. A careful, precise map of

where and how to strike. A snap of her tail had the rudder in pieces. 

Their  shouts  reached  her  even  under  the  waves,  but  Lysandra  was  already

flying, soaring for the next marked boat. 

She  used  her  claws  this  time,  grabbing  the  rudder  and  ripping  it  clean  off. 

Then bashing a hole in the keel with her clubbed tail. Clubbed, not spiked—no, 

the spikes had gotten stuck in Skull’s Bay. So she’d made her tail into a battering

ram. 

Arrows  fired  with  better  accuracy  than  the  Valg  foot  soldiers,  shooting  like

those rays of sunshine into the water. She’d prepared for that, too. 

They  bounced  off  scales  of  Spidersilk.  Hours  spent  studying  the  material

grafted  onto  Abraxos’s  wings  had  taught  her  about  it—how  to  change  her  own

skin into the impenetrable fiber. 

Lysandra tore into another rudder, then another. And another. 

Fae  soldiers  were  screaming  in  advance  of  her.  But  the  harpoons  they  fired

were  too  heavy,  and  she  was  too  fast,  dove  too  deep  and  too  swift.  Whips  of water magic speared for her, trying to ensnare her. She outswam them, too. 

The  court  that  could  change  the  world,  she  told  herself  over  and  over,  as

exhaustion  weighed  her  down,  as  she  kept  disabling  rudder  after  rudder, 

punching holes in those selected Fae ships. 

She  had  made  a  promise  to  that  court,  that  future.  To  Aedion.  And  to  her

queen. She would not fail her. 

And if gods-damned Maeve wanted to go head-to-head with them, if Maeve

thought to strike them when they were weakest … Lysandra was going to make

the bitch regret it. 

Dorian’s  magic  roiled  as  Maeve’s  armada  went  from  firing  arrows  to  outright

chaos. But he kept his shields intact, patching the spots where arrows had broken

through. Already, his power wobbled, too swiftly drained. 

Either  through  some  trick  of  Maeve’s  or  whatever  magic  coated  those

arrows. 

But  Dorian  gritted  his  teeth,  leashing  his  magic  to  his  will,  Rowan’s bellowed  warnings  to  hold  echoing  off  the  water—amplified  in  the  way  that

Gavriel had used his voice in Skull’s Bay. 

But  even  with  the  chaos  of  Maeve’s  armada  finding  their  ships  under  siege

from beneath the water, the lines of it stretched away forever. 

Aelin and Manon had not returned. 

A Fae male in a raging, lethal panic was a terrifying thing to behold. Two of

them were near cataclysmic. 

When  Aelin  and  Manon  had  vanished  into  that  mirror,  Dorian  suspected  it

was only Aedion’s roaring that had made Rowan snap out of the blood fury he’d

descended  into.  And  only  the  throbbing  bruise  on  Dorian’s  cheek  that  made

Rowan refrain from giving him a matching one. 

Dorian  glanced  toward  the  front  lines,  where  the  Fae  Prince  stood  at  the

prow of his ship, his sword and hatchet out, a quiver of arrows and bow strapped

across  his  back,  various  hunting  knives  honed  razor-sharp.  The  prince  had  not snapped out of it at all, he realized. 

No, Rowan had already descended to a level of icy wrath that had Dorian’s

magic trembling, even from the distance now between them. 

He could feel it, Rowan’s power—feel it as he’d sensed Aelin’s surging up. 

Rowan had already been deep within his reservoir of power when Aelin and

Manon had left. He’d used the last hour, once Aedion had focused that fear and

anger on the battle ahead, to plunge even deeper. It now flowed around them like

the sea mere feet below. 

Dorian had followed suit, falling back on the training the prince had instilled

in him. Ice coated his veins, his heart. 

Aedion had said only one thing to him before departing for his own section

of the armada. The general-prince had looked him over once, his Ashryver eyes

lingering on the bruise he’d given him, and said, “Fear is a death sentence. When

you’re out there, remember that we don’t need to survive. Only put enough of a

dent in them so that when she comes back … she’ll wipe out the rest.” 

When.  Not  if.  But  when  Aelin  found  their  bodies,  or  whatever  was  left  of

them if the sea didn’t claim them … she might very well end the world for rage. 

Maybe she should. Maybe this world deserved it. 

Maybe Manon Blackbeak would help her do it. Maybe they’d rule over the

ruins together. 

He  wished  he’d  had  more  time  to  talk  to  the  witch.  To  get  to  know  her

beyond what his body had already learned. 

Because even with the rudders being disabled … ships now advanced. 

Fae warriors. Born and bred to kill. 

Aedion  and  Rowan  sent  another  volley  of  arrows  aiming  for  the  ships. 

Shields  disintegrated  them  before  they  could  meet  any  targets.  This  would  not end well. 

His  heart  thundered,  and  he  swallowed  as  the  ships  crept  around  their

foundering brethren, inching toward that demarcation line. 

His magic writhed. 

He’d have to be careful where to aim. Have to make it count. 

He did not trust his power to remain focused if he unleashed it all. 

And Rowan had told him not to. Had told him to wait until the armada was

truly upon them. Until they crossed that line. Until the Fae Prince gave the order

to fire. 

For it was fire—and ice—that warred in Dorian now, begging for release. 

He  kept  his  chin  high  as  more  ships  inched  toward  those  disabled  at  the

front, then slipped alongside them. 

Dorian knew it would hurt. Knew it would hurt to wreck his magic, and then

wreck his body. Knew it would hurt to see his companions go down, one by one. 

Still Rowan held the front line, did not let his ships turn to flee. 

Closer and closer, those enemy ships speared toward their front lines, hauled

by  waving  limbs  of  mighty  oars.  Archers  were  poised  to  fire,  and  sunlight

glinted off the burnished armor of the battle-hungry Fae warriors aboard. Ready

and rested, primed to slaughter. 

There  would  be  no  surrender.  Maeve  would  destroy  them  just  to  punish

Aelin. 

He’d failed them—in sending Manon and Aelin away. On that gamble, he’d

perhaps failed all of them. 

But Rowan Whitethorn had not. 

No,  as  those  enemy  ships  slid  into  place  among  their  foundering

companions, Dorian saw that they each bore the same flag:

A silver banner, with a screaming hawk. 

And where Maeve’s black flag of a perching owl had once flapped beside it

… now that black flag lowered. 

Now the dark queen’s flag vanished entirely, as Fae ships bearing the silver

banner of the House of Whitethorn opened fire upon their own armada. 
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Rowan had told Enda about Aelin. 

He  had  told  his  cousin  about  the  woman  he  loved,  the  queen  whose  heart

burned with wildfire. He had told Enda about Erawan, and the threat of the keys, 

and Maeve’s own desire for them. 

And then he had gotten on his knees and begged his cousin to help. 

To not open fire on Terrasen’s armada. 

But on Maeve’s. 

To  not  squander  this  one  chance  at  peace.  At  halting  the  darkness  before  it consumed  them  all,  both  from  Morath  and  Maeve.  To  fight  not  for  the  queen

who had enslaved him, but the one who had saved him. 

 I will consider it, Endymion had said. 

And so Rowan had gotten off his knees and flown to another cousin’s ship. 

Princess  Sellene,  his  youngest,  cunning-eyed  cousin,  had  listened.  Had  let  him beg. And with a small smile, she had said the same thing.  I will consider it. 

So he’d gone, ship to ship. To the cousins he knew might listen. 

An  act  of  treason—that  was  what  he  had  begged  them  for.  Treason  and

betrayal  so  great  they  could  never  go  home.  Their  lands,  their  titles,  would  be seized or destroyed. 

And  as  their  unharmed  ships  sailed  into  place  beside  those  Lysandra  had

already  disabled,  as  they  opened  an  assault  of  arrows  and  magic  upon  their

unsuspecting forces, Rowan roared at his own fleet, “Now, now, now!” 

Oars  splashed  into  the  waves,  men  grunting  as  they  rowed  like  hell  for  the

armada in utter chaos. 

Every single one of his cousins had attacked. 

Every  single  one.  As  if  they  had  all  met,  all  decided  to  risk  ruination

together. 

Rowan  had  not  possessed  an  army  of  his  own  to  give  to  Aelin.  To  give  to

Terrasen. 

So he had won an army for her. Through the only things Aelin had claimed

were all she wanted from him. 
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His heart. His loyalty. His friendship. 

And  Rowan  wished  his  Fireheart  were  there  to  see  it  as  the  House  of

Whitethorn  slammed  into  Maeve’s  fleet,  and  ice  and  wind  exploded  across  the

waves. 

Lorcan didn’t believe it. 

He didn’t believe what he was seeing as a third of Maeve’s fleet opened fire

upon the stunned majority of her ships. 

And he knew—he knew without having it confirmed that the banners flying

on those ships would be silver. 

However he’d convinced them, whenever he’d convinced them …

Whitethorn had done it. For her. 

All of it, for Aelin. 

Rowan bellowed the order to press their advantage, to break Maeve’s armada

between them. 

Lorcan, a bit dazed, passed on the order to his own ships. 

Maeve  wouldn’t  allow  it.  She’d  wipe  the  Whitethorn  line  off  the  map  for

this. 

But  there  they  were,  unleashing  their  ice  and  wind  upon  their  own  ships, 

accented with arrows and harpoons that speared through wood and soldiers. 

Wind  whipped  at  his  hair,  and  he  knew  Whitethorn  was  now  pushing  his

magic  to  the  breaking  point  to  haul  their  own  ships  into  the  fray  before  his cousins lost the advantage of surprise. Fools, all of them. 

Fools, and yet …

Gavriel’s son was bellowing Whitethorn’s name. A gods-damned victory cry. 

Over and over, the men taking up the call. 

Then  Fenrys’s  voice  lifted.  And  Gavriel’s.  And  that  red-haired  queen.  The

Havilliard king. 

Their  armada  soared  for  Maeve’s,  sun  and  sea  and  sails  all  around,  blades

glinting in the morning brightness. Even the rise and fall of the oars seemed to

echo the chant. 

On into battle, on into bloodshed, they called the prince’s name. 

For a heartbeat, Lorcan allowed himself to ponder it—the power of the thing

that  had  compelled  Rowan  to  risk  it  all.  And  Lorcan  wondered  if  it  would

perhaps be the one force that Maeve, that Erawan, would not see coming. 
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But Maeve—Maeve was in that armada somewhere. 

She would retaliate. She would strike back, make them all suffer—

Rowan  slammed  their  armada  into  Maeve’s  front  lines,  unleashing  the  fury

of his ice and wind alongside their arrows. 

And where Rowan’s power paused, Dorian’s magic leaped out. 

Not  a  chance  in  hell  of  winning  had  now  become  a  fool’s  chance.  If

Whitethorn and the others could hold their lines, keep themselves steady. 

Lorcan  found  himself  scanning  for  Fenrys  and  Gavriel  across  ship  and

soldier. 

And he knew Maeve’s answer had come when he spied them, one after the

other,  go  rigid.  Spied  Fenrys  take  a  running  leap  and  vanish  into  thin  air.  The White  Wolf  of  Doranelle  instantly  appeared  at  Gavriel’s  side,  men  shouting  at his appearance out of a pocket of nothing. 

But  he  gripped  Gavriel’s  arm,  and  then  they  were  both  gone  again,  their

faces taut. Only Gavriel managed to look toward Lorcan before they vanished—

his  eyes  wide  in  warning.  Gavriel  pointed,  then  they  were  nothing  but  sunlight and spindrift. 

Lorcan  stared  at  where  Gavriel  had  managed  to  point,  that  bit  of  defiance

that had likely cut deep. 

Lorcan’s blood went cold. 

Maeve was allowing the battle to explode across the water because she had

other games afoot. Because she was not on the seas at all. 

But on the shore. 

Gavriel  had  pointed  to  it.  Not  to  the  distant  beach,  but  up  the  shore—

westward. 

Precisely where he had left Elide hours ago. 

And Lorcan did not care about the battle, about what he’d agreed to do for

Whitethorn, the promise he’d made the prince. 

He had made a promise to her first. 

The soldiers weren’t stupid enough to try to stop him as Lorcan ordered one

of them in charge, and seized a longboat. 

Elide couldn’t view the battle from where she waited among the sand dunes, the

seagrasses  hissing  around  her.  But  she  could  hear  it,  the  shouting  and  the

booming. 

She tried not to listen to the din of battle, tried to instead beg Anneith to give her friends guidance. To keep Lorcan alive, and Maeve far from him. 

But Anneith was sticking close, hovering behind her shoulder. 

 See, she said, as she always did.  See, see, see. 

There  was  nothing  but  sand  and  grass  and  water  and  blue  sky.  Nothing  but

the eight guards Lorcan had commanded to stay with her, lounging on the dunes, 

looking either relieved or put-out to miss the battle raging on the waves around

the bend in the coast. 

The voice became urgent.  See, see, see. 

Then Anneith vanished entirely. No— fled. 

Clouds  gathered,  sweeping  from  the  marshes.  Heading  toward  the  sun

beginning its ascent. 

Elide got to her feet, sliding a bit on the steep dune. 

The  wind  whipped  and  hissed  through  the  grasses—and  warm  sand  turned

gray and muted as those clouds passed over the sun. Blotting it out. 

Something was coming. 

Something  that  knew  Aelin  Galathynius  drew  strength  from  sunlight.  From

Mala. 

Elide’s mouth dried. If Vernon found her here … there would be no escaping

him now. 

The  guards  on  the  dunes  behind  her  stirred,  noticing  the  strange  wind,  the

clouds.  Sensing  that  approaching  storm  was  not  of  natural  origin.  Would  they

stand  against  the  ilken  long  enough  for  help  to  come?  Or  would  Vernon  bring more of them this time? 

But  it  was  not  Vernon  who  appeared  on  the  beach,  as  if  walking  out  of  a

passing breeze. 
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It was an agony. 

An agony, to see Nehemia, young and strong and wise. Speaking to Elena in

the marshes, among those same ruins. 

And then there was the other agony. 

That Elena and Nehemia had known each other. Worked together. 

That Elena had laid these plans a thousand years ago. 

That Nehemia had gone to Rifthold knowing she’d die. 

Knowing  she’d  need  to  break  Aelin—use  her  death  to   break  her,  so  she could walk away from the assassin and ascend her throne. 

Aelin and Manon were shown another scene. Of a whispered conversation at

midnight, deep beneath the glass castle. 

A queen and a princess, meeting in secret. As they had for months. 

The  queen  asking  the  princess  to  pay  that  price  she’d  offered  back  in  the

marshes. To arrange for her own death—to set this all in motion. Nehemia had

warned Elena that she—that Aelin—would be broken. Worse, that she would go

so far into an abyss of rage and despair that she wouldn’t be able to get out. Not

as Celaena. 

Nehemia had been right. 

Aelin was shaking—shaking in her half-invisible body, shaking so badly she

thought her skin would ripple off her bones. Manon stepped closer, perhaps the

only comfort the witch knew how to offer: solidarity. 

They stared into the swirling mist again, where the scenes—the  memories—

had unfolded. 

Aelin wasn’t sure she could stomach another truth. Another revelation of just

how thoroughly Elena had sold her and Dorian to the gods, for the fool’s mistake

she’d  made,  not  understanding  the  Lock’s  true  purpose,  to  seal  Erawan  in  his tomb rather than let Brannon finally end it—and send the gods to wherever they

called home, dragging Erawan with them. 

Send them home … using the keys to open the Wyrdgate. And a new Lock to

seal it forever. 

 Nameless is my price. 

Using  her power, drained to the last drop,  her life to forge that new Lock. To wield the power of the keys only once—just once, to banish them all, and then

seal the gate forever. 

Memories flickered by. 

Elena and Brannon, screaming at each other in a room Aelin had not seen for

ten years—the king’s suite in the palace at Orynth. Her suite—or it would have

been.  A  necklace  glittered  at  Elena’s  throat:  the  Eye.  The  first  and  now-broken Lock,  that  Elena,  now  the  Queen  of  Adarlan,  seemed  to  wear  as  some  sort  of reminder of her foolishness, her promise to those furious gods. 

Her  argument  with  her  father  raged  and  raged—until  the  princess  walked

out.  And  Aelin  knew  Elena  had  never  returned  to  that  shining  palace  in  the

North. 

Then  the  reveal  of  that  witch  mirror  in  some  nondescript  stone  chamber,  a

black-haired  beauty  with  a  crown  of  stars  standing  before  Elena  and  Gavin, 

explaining how the witch mirror worked—how it would contain these memories. 

Rhiannon Crochan. Manon started at the sight of her, and Aelin glanced between

them. 

The  face  …  it  was  the  same.  Manon’s  face,  and  Rhiannon  Crochan’s.  The

last Crochan Queens—of two separate eras. 

Then  an  image  of  Brannon  alone—head  in  his  hands,  weeping  before  a

shrouded body atop a stone altar. A crone’s bent shape lay beneath. 

Elena, her immortal grace yielded in order to live out a human life span with

Gavin. Brannon still looked no older than thirty. 

Brannon, the heat of a thousand forges shining on his red-gold hair, his teeth

bared in a snarl as he pounded a metal disk on an anvil, the muscles of his back

rippling beneath golden skin as he struck and struck and struck. 

As he forged the Amulet of Orynth. 

As  he  placed  a  sliver  of  black  stone  within  either  side,  then  sealed  it, 

defiance written in every line of his body. 

Then wrote the message in Wyrdmarks on the back. 

One message. 

For her. 

For  his  true  heir,  should  Elena’s  punishment  and  promise  to  the  gods  hold

true.  The  punishment  and  promise  that  had  cleaved  them.  That  Brannon  could

not and would not accept. Not while he had strength left. 

 Nameless is my price. Written right there—in Wyrdmarks. The one who bore

Brannon’s mark, the mark of the bastard-born nameless …  She would be the cost to end this. 

The message on the back of the Amulet of Orynth was the only warning he

could  offer,  the  only  apology  for  what  his  daughter  had  done,  even  as  it

contained a secret inside so deadly no one must know, no one could ever be told. 

But there would be clues. For her. To finish what they’d started. 

Brannon  built  Elena’s  tomb  with  his  own  hands.  Carved  the  messages  in

there for Aelin, too. 

The riddles and the clues. The best he could offer to explain the truth while

keeping those keys hidden from the world, from powers who would use them to

rule, to destroy. 

Then  he  made  Mort,  the  metal  for  the  door  knocker  gifted  by  Rhiannon

Crochan, who brushed a hand over the king’s cheek before she left the tomb. 

Rhiannon  was  not  present  when  Brannon  hid  the  sliver  of  black  stone

beneath the jewel in Elena’s crown—the second Wyrdkey. 

Or  when  he  set  Damaris  in  its  stand,  near  the  second  sarcophagus.  For  the

mortal king he hated and had barely tolerated, but he had leashed that loathing

for his daughter’s sake. Even if Gavin had taken his daughter, the daughter of his

soul, away from him. 

The final key … he went to Mala’s temple. 


It was where he had wanted to end this all along anyway. 

The molten fire around the temple was a song in his blood, a beckoning. A

welcoming. 

Only  those  with  his  gifts— her  gifts—could  get  there.  Even  the  priestesses could not reach the island in the heart of the molten river. Only his heir would be

able to do that. Or whoever held another key. 

So he set the remaining key under a flagstone. 

And  then  he  walked  into  that  molten  river,  into  the  burning  heart  of  his

beloved. 

And Brannon, King of Terrasen, Lord of Fire, did not emerge again. 

Aelin  didn’t  know  why  it  surprised  her  to  be  able  to  cry  in  this  body.  That this body had tears to spill. 

But Aelin shed them for Brannon. Who knew what Elena had promised the

gods—and  had  raged  against  it,  the  passing  of  this  burden  onto  one  of  his

descendants. 

Brannon had done what he could for her. To soften the blow of that promise, 

if he could not change its course wholly. To give Aelin a fighting chance. 

 Nameless is my price. 

“I don’t understand what this means,” Manon said quietly. 

Aelin did not have the words to tell her. She had not been able to tell Rowan. 

But  then  Elena  appeared,  real  as  they  were  real,  and  stared  into  the  fading golden light of Mala’s temple as the memory vanished. “I’m sorry,” she said to

Aelin. 

Manon stiffened at Elena’s approach, taking a step from Aelin’s side. 

“It  was  the  only  way,”  Elena  offered.  That  was  genuine  pain  in  her  eyes. 

Regret. 

“Was it a choice, or just to spare Gavin’s precious bloodline, that I was the

one  who  was  selected?”  The  voice  that  came  from  Aelin’s  throat  was  raw, 

vicious. “Why spill Havilliard blood, after all, when you could fall back on old

habits and choose another to bear the burden?” 

Elena flinched. “Dorian was not ready. You were. The choice Nehemia and I

made was to ensure that things went according to plan.” 

“According  to  plan,”  Aelin  breathed.  “According  to  all  your  schemes  to

make me clean up the mess of what  you started with your gods-damned thieving

 and cowardice?” 

“They wanted me to suffer,” Elena said. “And I have. Knowing you must do

this, bear this burden … It has been a steady, endless shredding of my soul for a

thousand  years.  It  was  so  easy  to  say  yes,  to  imagine  you  would  be  a  stranger, someone  who  would  not  need  to  know  the  truth,  only  to  be  in  the  right  place with the right gift, and yet … and yet I was wrong. I was so wrong.” Elena lifted

her  hands  before  her,  palms  up.  “I  thought  Erawan  would  rise,  and  the  world would face him. I did not know … I did not know darkness would fall. I did not

know that your land would suffer. Suffer as I tried to keep mine from suffering. 

And  there  were  so  many  voices  …  so  many  voices  even  before  Adarlan

conquered. It was those voices that woke me. The voices of those wishing for an

answer,  for  help.”  Elena’s  eyes  slid  to  Manon,  then  back  to  hers.  “They  were from  all  kingdoms,  all  races.  Human,  witch-kind,  Fae  …  But  they  wove  a

tapestry of dreams, all begging for that one thing … A better world. 

“Then  you  were  born.  And  you  were  an  answer  to  the  gathering  darkness, 

with that flame. My father’s flame, my mother’s might—reborn at last. And you

were strong, Aelin. So strong, and so vulnerable. Not to outside threats, but the

threat of your own heart, the isolation of your power. But there were those who

knew  you  for  what  you  were,  what  you  could  offer.  Your  parents,  their  court, your  great-uncle  …  and  Aedion.  Aedion  knew  you  were  the  Queen  Who  Was

Promised without knowing what it meant, without knowing anything about you, or me, or what I did to spare my own people.” 

The words hit her like stones. “The Queen Who Was Promised,” Aelin said. 

“But not to the world. To the gods—to the keys.” 

To pay the price. To be their sacrifice in order to seal the keys in the gate at

last. 

Deanna’s appearance hadn’t been only to tell her how to use the mirror, but

to remind her that she  belonged to them. Had a debt owed to them. 

Aelin  said  too  quietly,  “I  didn’t  survive  that  night  in  the  Florine  River

because of pure luck, did I?” 

Elena shook her head. “We did not—” 

“No,” Aelin snapped. “Show me. ” 

Elena’s  throat  bobbed.  But  then  the  mists  turned  dark  and  colored,  and  the

very air around them became laced with frost. 

Breaking  branches,  ragged  breath  punctuated  with  gasping  sobs,  light

footsteps crashing through bramble and brush. A horse’s thunderous gait, closing

in—

Aelin  made  herself  stand  still  when  that  familiar,  frozen  wood  appeared, 

exactly  as  she  remembered  it.  As   she  appeared,  so  small  and  young,  white nightgown  torn  and  muddy,  hair  wild,  eyes  bright  with  terror  and  grief  so

profound it had broken her entirely. Frantic to reach the roaring river beyond, the

bridge—

There were the posts, and the forest on the other side. Her sanctuary—

Manon  swore  softly  as  Aelin  Galathynius  flung  herself  through  the  bridge

posts, realized the bridge had been cut … and plummeted into the raging, half-

frozen river below. 

She had forgotten how far that fall was. How violent the black river was, the

white rapids illuminated by the icy moon overhead. 

The  image  shifted,  and  then  it  was  dark,  and  silent,  and  they  were  being

tumbled, over and over as the river tossed her in its wrath. 

“There  was  so  much  death,”  Elena  whispered  as  they  watched  Aelin  being

thrown and twisted and dragged down by the river. The cold was crushing. 

“So  much  death,  and  so  many  lights  extinguished,”  Elena  said,  voice

breaking. “You were so small. And you fought … you fought so hard.” 

And there she was, clawing at the water, kicking and thrashing, trying to get

to  the  surface,  to  the  air,  and  she  could  feel  her  lungs  begin  to  seize,  feel  the pressure building—

Then  light  flickered  from  the  Amulet  of  Orynth  hanging  around  her  neck, greenish symbols fizzing like bubbles around her. 

Elena slid to her knees, watching that amulet glow beneath the water. “They

wanted  me  to  take  you,  right  then.  You  had  the  Amulet  of  Orynth,  everyone

thought you were dead, and the enemy was distracted with the slaughter. I could

take you, help you track down the other two keys. I was allowed to help you—to

do  that  much.  And  once  we  got  the  other  two,  I  was  to  force  you  to  forge  the Lock anew. To use every last drop of  you to make that Lock, summon the gate, 

put the keys back into it, send them home, and end it all. You had enough power, 

even then. It’d kill you to do it, but you were likely dead anyway. So they let me

form a body, to get you.” 

Elena took a shuddering breath as a figure plunged into the water. A silver-

haired, beautiful woman in an ancient dress. She grabbed Aelin around the waist, 

hauling her up, up, up. 

They  hit  the  surface  of  the  river,  and  it  was  dark  and  loud  and  wild,  and  it was all she could do to grab the log Elena shoved her onto, to dig her nails into

the soaked wood and cling to it while she was carried downriver, deep into the

night. 

“I hesitated,” Elena breathed. “You clung to that log with all your strength. 

Everything had been taken from you— everything—and yet you still fought. You

did not yield. And they told me to hurry, because even then their power to hold

me  in  that  solid  body  was  fading.  They  said  to  just  take  you  and  go,  but  …  I hesitated. I waited until you got to that riverbank.” 

Mud and reeds and trees looming overhead, snow still patching the steep hill

of the bank. 

Aelin watched herself crawl up that riverbank, inch by painful inch, and she

felt  the  phantom,  icy  mud  beneath  her  nails,  felt  her  broken,  frozen  body  as  it slumped onto the earth and shuddered, over and over. 

As  lethal  cold  gripped  her  while  Elena  hauled  herself  onto  the  bank  beside

her. 

As Elena lunged for her, screaming her name, cold and shock setting in …

“I thought the danger would be drowning,” Elena whispered. “I didn’t realize

being out in the cold for so long …” 

Her lips had gone blue. Aelin watched her own small chest rise, fall, rise …

Then stop moving all together. 

“You  died,”  Elena  whispered.  “Right  there,  you  died.  You  had  fought  so

hard, and I failed you. And in that moment, I didn’t care that I’d again failed the

gods, or my promise to make it right, or any of it. All I could think …” Tears ran down Elena’s face. “All I could think was how unfair it was. You had not even

lived, you had not even been given a chance … And all those people, who had

wished  and  waited  for  a  better  world  …  You  would  not  be  there  to  give  it  to them.” 

Oh gods. 

“Elena,” Aelin breathed. 

The Queen of Adarlan sobbed into her hands, even as her former self shook

Aelin, over and over. Trying to wake her, trying to revive the small body that had

given out. 

Elena’s voice broke. “I could not allow it. I could not endure it. Not for the

gods’ sake, but—but for your own.” 

Light flared at Elena’s hand, then down her arm, then along her whole body. 

Fire. She wrapped herself around Aelin, the heat melting the snow around them, 

drying her ice-crusted hair. 

Lips that were blue turned pink. And a chest that had stopped breathing now

lifted. 

Darkness faded to the gray light of dawn. “And then I defied them.” 

Elena set her down between the reeds and rose, scanning the river, the world. 

“I knew who had an estate near this river, so far away from your home that

your parents had tolerated its presence, as long as he was not stupid enough to

stir up trouble.” 

Elena, a mere flicker of light, tugged Arobynn from a deep sleep inside his

former residence in Terrasen. As if in a trance, he shoved on his boots, his red

hair  gleaming  in  the  light  of  dawn,  mounted  his  horse,  and  set  off  into  the woods. 

So young, her former master. Only a few years older than she was now. 

Arobynn’s horse paused as if an invisible hand had yanked its bridle, and the

assassin scanned the raging river, the trees, as if looking for something he didn’t

even know was there. 

But  there  was  Elena,  invisible  as  sunlight,  crouching  in  the  reeds  when

Arobynn’s  eyes  fell  upon  the  small,  dirty  figure  unconscious  on  the  riverbank. 

He  leaped  from  his  horse  with  feline  grace,  slinging  off  his  cloak  as  he  threw himself to his knees in the mud and felt for her breathing. 

“I knew what he was, what he’d likely do with you. What training you would

receive. But it was better than dead. And if you could survive, if you could grow

up strong, if you had the chance to reach adulthood, I thought perhaps you could

give those people who had wished and dreamed of a better world … at least give them a chance. Help them—before the debt was called in again.” 

Arobynn’s hands hesitated as he noticed the Amulet of Orynth. 

He  eased  the  amulet  from  around  her  neck  and  placed  it  in  his  pocket. 

Gently, he scooped her into his arms and carried her up the bank to his waiting

horse. 

“You were so young,” Elena said again. “And more than the dreamers, more

than the debt … I wanted to give you time. To at least know what it was to live.” 

Aelin rasped, “What was the price, Elena? What did they do to you for this?” 

Elena  wrapped  her  arms  around  herself  as  the  image  faded,  Arobynn

mounting  his  horse,  Aelin  in  his  arms.  Mist  swirled  again.  “When  it  is  done,” 

Elena managed to say, “I go, too. For the time I bought you, when this game is

finished, my soul will be melted back into the darkness. I will not see Gavin, or

my children, or my friends … I will be gone. Forever.” 

“Did you know that before you—” 

“Yes. They told me, over and over. But … I couldn’t. I couldn’t do it.” 

Aelin  slid  to  her  knees  before  the  queen.  Took  Elena’s  tearstained  face

between her hands. 

“Nameless is my price,” Aelin said, her voice breaking. 

Elena nodded. “The mirror was just that—a mirror. A ploy to get you here. 

So that you could understand everything we did.”  Just a bit of metal and glass, 

Elena had said when Aelin had summoned her in Skull’s Bay. “But now you are

here, and have seen. Now you comprehend the cost. To forge the Lock anew, to

put the three keys back in the gate …” 

A  mark  glowed  on  Aelin’s  brow,  heating  her  skin.  The  bastard  mark  of

Brannon. 

The mark of the nameless. 

“Mala’s  blood  must  be  spent—your  power  must  be  spent.  Every  drop,  of

magic, of blood. You are the cost—to make a new Lock, and seal the keys into

the gate. To make the Wyrdgate whole.” 

Aelin said softly, “I know.” She had known for some time now. 

Had been preparing for it as best she could. Preparing things for the others. 

Aelin said to the queen, “I have two keys. If I can find the third, steal it from

Erawan … will you come with me? Help me end it once and for all?” 

 Will you come with me, so I will not be alone? 

Elena nodded, but whispered, “I’m sorry.” 

Aelin  lowered  her  hands  from  the  queen’s  face.  Took  a  deep,  shuddering

breath. “Why didn’t you tell me—from the start?” 

Behind them, she had the vague sense that Manon was quietly assessing. 

“You  were  barely  climbing  out  of  slavery,”  Elena  said.  “Hardly  holding

yourself together, trying so hard to pretend that you were still strong and whole. 

There was only so much I could do to guide you, nudge you along. The mirror

was forged and hidden to one day show you all of this. In a way I couldn’t tell

you—not when I could only manage a few minutes at a time.” 

“Why  did  you  tell  me  to  go  to  Wendlyn?  Maeve  poses  as  great  a  threat  as

Erawan.” 

Glacier-blue eyes met hers at last. “I know. Maeve has long wished to regain

possession  of  the  keys.  My  father  believed  it  was  for  something  other  than

conquest.  Something  darker,  worse.  I  don’t  know  why  she  only  began  hunting

for  them  once  you  arrived.  But  I  sent  you  to  Wendlyn  for  the  healing.  And  so you would … find him. The one who had been waiting so long for you.” 

Aelin’s heart cracked. “Rowan.” 

Elena nodded. “He was a voice in the void, a secret, silent dreamer. And so

were his companions. But the Fae Prince, he was …” 

Aelin reined in her sob. “I know. I’ve known for a long time.” 

“I wanted you to know that joy, too,” Elena whispered. “However briefly.” 

“I did,” Aelin managed to say. “Thank you.” 

Elena covered her face at those words, shuddering. But after a moment, she

surveyed  Aelin,  then  Manon,  still  silent  and  watching.  “The  witch  mirror’s

power is fading; it will not hold you here for much longer. Please—let me show

you what must be done. How to end it. You won’t be able to see me after, but …

I will be with you. Until the very end, every step of the way, I will be with you.” 

Manon  only  put  a  hand  on  her  sword  as  Aelin  swallowed  and  said,  “Show

me, then.” 

So Elena did. And when she was done, Aelin was silent. Manon was pacing, 

snarling softly. 

But  Aelin  did  not  fight  it  as  Elena  leaned  in  to  kiss  her  brow,  where  that damning  mark  had  been  her  whole  life.  A  bit  of  chattel,  branded  for  the

slaughterhouse. 

Brannon’s mark. The mark of the bastard-born … the Nameless. 

 Nameless is my price. To buy them a future, she’d pay it. 

She’d done as much as she could to set things in motion to ensure that once

she was gone, help would still come. It was the only thing she could give them, 

her last gift to Terrasen. To those she loved with her heart of wildfire. 

Elena stroked her cheek. Then the ancient queen and the mists were gone. 

Sunlight  flooded  them,  blinding  Aelin  and  Manon  so  violently  that  they

hissed and slammed into each other. The brine of the sea, crash of nearby waves, 

and rustle of seagrasses greeted them. And beyond that, distantly: the clamor and

bellowing of all-out war. 

They were on the outskirts of the marshes, upon the lip of the sea itself, the

battle  miles  and  miles  out  to  sea.  They  must  have  traveled  within  the  mists, somehow—

A soft female laugh slithered through the grass. Aelin knew that laugh. 

And knew that somehow, perhaps they had not traveled through the mists …

But they had been placed here. By whatever forces were at work, whatever

gods watching. 

To stand in the sandy field before the turquoise sea, dead guards in Briarcliff

armor  slaughtered  upon  the  nearby  dunes,  still  bleeding  out.  To  stand  before

Queen Maeve of the Fae. 

Elide  Lochan  on  her  knees  before  her—with  a  Fae  warrior’s  blade  at  her

throat. 
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Aedion had faced armies, faced death more times than he could count, but this

…

Even with what Rowan had done … the enemy ships still outnumbered them. 

The  battling  between  ships  had  become  too  dangerous,  the  magic-wielders

too aware of Lysandra to allow her to attack beneath the waves. 

She was now fighting viciously beside Aedion in ghost leopard form, taking

down whatever Fae warriors tried to board their ship. Whatever soldiers made it

through the shredding gauntlet of Rowan’s and Dorian’s magic. 

His father had left. Fenrys and Lorcan, too. He’d last seen his father on the

quarterdeck  of  one  of  the  ships  that  had  been  under  his  command,  a  sword  in each hand, the Lion poised for the kill. And as if sensing Aedion’s gaze, a wall

of golden light had wrapped around him. 

Aedion  wasn’t  stupid  enough  to  demand  Gavriel  take  it  away,  not  as  the

shield shrank and shrank, until it covered Aedion like a second skin. 

Minutes later, Gavriel was gone—vanished. But that magic shield remained. 

That  had  been  the  start  of  the  sharp  turn  they’d  taken,  going  back  on  the

defensive as sheer numbers and immortal-versus-mortal fighting took its toll on

their fleet. 

He  had  no  doubt  Maeve  had  something  to  do  with  it.  But  that  bitch  wasn’t

his problem. 

No,  his  problem  was  the  armada  all  around  him;  his  problem  was  the  fact

that  the  enemy  soldiers  he  engaged  were  highly  trained  and  didn’t  go  down

easily.  His  problem  was  his  sword  arm  ached,  his  shield  was  embedded  with

arrows and dented, and still more of those ships stretched away into the distance. 

He  did  not  let  himself  think  about  Aelin,  about  where  she  was.  His  Fae

instincts pricked at the rumble of Rowan’s and Dorian’s magic surging up, then

snapping into the enemy flank. Ships broke in the wake of that power; warriors

drowned beneath the weight of their armor. 

Their own ship rocked back from the one they’d been engaging thanks to the

flood of power, and Aedion used the reprieve to whirl to Lysandra. Blood from

his  own  wounds  and  ones  he’d  inflicted  covered  him,  mixing  with  the  sweat running down his skin. He said to the shifter, “I want you to run.” 

Lysandra  turned  a  fuzzy  head  toward  him,  pale  green  eyes  narrowing

slightly. Blood and gore dripped from her maw onto the wood planks. 

Aedion  held  that  gaze.  “You  turn  into  a  bird  or  a  moth  or  a  fish—I  don’t

rutting care—and you go. If we’re about to fall, you run. That’s an order.” 

She hissed, as if to say,  You don’t give me orders. 

“I  technically  outrank  you,”  he  said,  slashing  his  sword  down  his  shield  to

clear  it  of  two  protruding  arrows  as  they  again  swung  in  toward  another  ship crammed full of well-rested Fae warriors. “So you’ll run. Or I’ll kick your ass in

the Afterworld.” 

Lysandra  stalked  up  to  him.  A  lesser  man  might  have  backed  away  from  a

predator that big prowling close. Some of his own soldiers did. 

But  Aedion  held  his  ground  as  she  rose  on  her  back  legs,  those  huge  paws

settling on his shoulders, and brought her bloodied feline face up to his. Her wet

whiskers twitched. 

Lysandra leaned in and nuzzled his cheek, his neck. 

Then she trotted back to her place, blood splashing beneath her silent paws. 

When  she  deigned  to  glance  his  way,  spitting  blood  onto  the  deck,  Aedion

said softly, “The next time, do that in your human form.” 

Her puffy tail just curled a bit in answer. 

But  their  ship  rocked  back  toward  their  latest  attacker.  The  temperature

plummeted,  either  from  Rowan  or  Dorian  or  one  of  the  Whitethorn  nobles, 

Aedion  couldn’t  tell.  They’d  been  lucky  that  Maeve  had  brought  a  fleet  whose magic-wielders hailed mostly from Rowan’s line. 

Aedion braced himself, spreading apart his feet as wind and ice tore into the

enemy  lines.  Fae  soldiers,  perhaps  ones  Rowan  himself  had  commanded, 

screamed. But Rowan and Dorian struck relentlessly. 

Line after line, Rowan and Dorian blasted their power into Maeve’s fleet. 

Yet more ships flooded past them, engaging Aedion and the others. Ansel of

Briarcliff held the left flank, and … the lines remained steady. Even if Maeve’s

armada still outnumbered them. 

The  first  Fae  soldier  who  cleared  the  railing  of  their  ship  headed  right  for Lysandra. 

It was the last mistake the male made. 

She leaped, dodging past his guard, and closed her jaws around his neck. 

Bone crunched and blood sprayed. 
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Aedion  leaped  forward  to  engage  the  next  soldier  over  the  railing,  cutting

through the grappling hooks that arced and landed true. 

Aedion  loosed  himself  into  a  killing  calm,  an  eye  on  the  shifter,  who  took

down soldier after soldier, his father’s gold shield holding strong around her, too. 

Death rained upon him. 

Aedion  did  not  let  himself  think  about  how  many  were  left.  How  many

Rowan  and  Dorian  felled,  the  ruins  of  ships  sinking  around  them,  blood  and

flotsam choking the sea. 

So Aedion kept killing. 

And killing. 

And killing. 

Dorian’s breath burned his throat, his magic was sluggish, a headache pulsed at

his  temples,  but  he  kept  unleashing  his  power  upon  the  enemy  lines  while

soldiers fought and died around him. 

So many. So many trained warriors, a scant few of whom were blessed with

magic—and had been wielding it to get past them. 

He didn’t dare see how the others were faring. All he heard were roars and

snarls of wrath, shrieks of dying people, and the crack of wood and the snap of

rope. Clouds had formed and gathered above, blocking out the sun. 

His magic sang as it froze the life out of ships, out of soldiers, as it bathed in

their death. But it still flagged. He’d lost track of how long it had been. 

Still, they kept coming. And still, Manon and Aelin did not return. 

Rowan  held  the  front  line,  weapons  angled,  ready  for  any  soldiers  stupid

enough  to  approach.  But  too  many  broke  past  their  magic.  Too  many  now

steadily overwhelmed them. 

As soon as he thought it, Aedion’s bark of pain cut across the waves. 

There was a roar of rage that echoed it. Was Aedion—

The  coppery  tang  of  blood  coated  Dorian’s  mouth—the  burnout.  Another

roar, deep and bellowing, cleaved the world. Dorian braced himself, rallying his

magic perhaps for the last time. 

That roar sounded again as a mighty shape shot down from the heavy clouds. 

A wyvern. A wyvern with shimmering wings. 

And  behind  it,  descending  upon  the  Fae  fleet  with  wicked  delight,  flew

twelve others. 
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Lysandra knew that roar. 

And then there was Abraxos, plunging from the heavy clouds, twelve other

wyverns with riders behind him. 

Ironteeth witches. 

“Hold  your  fire! ”  Rowan  bellowed  from  half  a  dozen  ships  away,  at  the archers who had trained their few remaining arrows on the golden-haired witch

closest to Abraxos, her pale-blue wyvern shrieking a war cry. 

The other witches and their wyverns unleashed hell upon the Fae, smashing

through the converging lines, snapping grappling ropes, buying them a moment’s

reprieve. How they knew who to attack, what side to fight for—

Abraxos and eleven others angled northward in one smooth movement, then

plowed into the panicking enemy fleet. The golden-haired rider, however, swept

for Lysandra’s ship, her sky-blue wyvern gracefully landing on the prow. 

The witch was beautiful, a strip of black braided leather across her brow, and

she called to none of them in particular, “Where is Manon Blackbeak?” 

“Who  are  you?”  Aedion  demanded,  his  voice  a  rasp.  But  there  was

recognition in his eyes, as if remembering that day at Temis’s temple—

The  witch  grinned,  revealing  white  teeth,  but  iron  glinted  at  her  fingertips. 

“Asterin Blackbeak, at your service.” She scanned the embattled ships. “Where

is Manon? Abraxos led—” 

“It’s  a  long  story,  but  she’s  here,”  Aedion  shouted  over  the  din.  Lysandra

crept closer, sizing up the witch, the coven that was now wreaking havoc upon

the Fae lines. “You and your Thirteen save our asses, witch,” Aedion said, “and

I’ll tell you anything you damn want.” 

A wicked grin and an incline of her head. “Then we shall clear the field for

you.” 

Then  Asterin  and  the  wyvern  soared  up,  and  blasted  between  the  waves, 

spearing for where the others were fighting. 

At  Asterin’s  approach,  the  wyverns  and  riders  reeled  back,  rising  high  into

the air, falling into formation. A hammer about to strike. 
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The Fae knew it. They began throwing up feeble shields, shooting wildly for

them,  their  panic  making  their  aim  sloppy.  But  the  wyverns  were  covered  in

armor—efficient, beautiful armor. 

The Thirteen laughed at their enemy as they slammed into its southern flank. 

Lysandra wished she had strength left to shift—one last time. To join them in

that glorious destruction. 

The Thirteen herded the panicking ships between them, smashed them apart, 

wielding  every  weapon  in  their  arsenal—wyverns,  blades,  iron  teeth.  What  got

past them received the brutal mercy of Rowan’s and Dorian’s magic. And what

got past that magic …

Lysandra found Aedion’s blood-splattered stare. The general-prince smirked

in  that  insolent  way  of  his,  sending  a  thrill  wilder  than  bloodlust  through  her. 

“We don’t want the witches to make us look bad, do we?” 

Lysandra returned his smirk and lunged back into the fray. 

Not many more. 

Rowan’s magic was strained to the breaking point, his panic a dull roaring in

the back of his mind, but he kept attacking, kept swinging his blades at any that

got  past  his  wind  and  ice,  or  Dorian’s  own  blasts  of  raw,  unchecked  power. 

Fenrys,  Lorcan,  and  Gavriel  had  bolted  an  hour  or  lifetimes  ago,  vanishing  to wherever  Maeve  had  no  doubt  summoned  them,  but  the  armada  held  fast. 

Whoever  Ansel  of  Briarcliff’s  men  were,  they  weren’t  cowed  by  Fae  warriors. 

And  they  were  no  strangers  to  bloodshed.  Neither  were  Rolfe’s  men.  None  of

them ran. 

The Thirteen continued to wreak havoc on Maeve’s panicking fleet. Asterin

Blackbeak barked commands high above them, the twelve witches breaking the

enemy lines with fierce, clever determination. If this was how one coven fought, 

then an army of them—

Rowan  gritted  his  teeth  as  the  remaining  ships  decided  to  be  smarter  than

their  dead  companions  and  began  to  peel  away.  If  Maeve  gave  the  order  to

retreat—

Too  bad.  Too  damn  bad.  He’d  send  her  own  ship  down  to  the  inky  black

himself. 

He gave Asterin a sharp whistle the next time she passed overhead, rallying

her  Thirteen  again.  She  whistled  back  in  confirmation.  The  Thirteen  launched

after the fleeing armada. 

The battle ebbed, red waves laden with debris flowing past on the swift tide. 

Rowan  gave  the  order  to  the  captain  to  hold  the  lines  and  deal  with  any

stupidity from Maeve’s armada if any ships decided not to turn tail. 

His legs trembling, his arms shaking so badly he was afraid that if he let  go

of  his  weapons  he  wouldn’t  be  able  to  pick  them  up  again,  Rowan  shifted  and soared high. 

His cousins had joined the Thirteen in their pursuit of the fleet now trying to

run. He avoided the urge to count. But—Rowan flew higher, scanning. 

There was one boat missing. 

A boat he’d sailed on, worked on, fought on in past wars and journeys. 

Maeve’s personal battleship, the  Nightingale, was nowhere to be seen. 

Not within the retreating fleet now fending off the Whitethorn royals and the

Thirteen. 

Not within the sinking hulks of ships now bleeding out in the water. 

Rowan’s blood chilled. But he dove fast and hard for Aedion and Lysandra’s

ship, where gore covered the deck so thickly it rippled as he shifted and set down

in it. 

Aedion  was  covered  in  blood,  both  his  own  and  others’;  Lysandra  was

purging a stomach full of it. Rowan managed to will his legs into maneuvering

around fallen Fae. He did not look too closely at their faces. 

“Is she back?” Aedion instantly demanded, wincing as he put weight on his

thigh.  Rowan  surveyed  his  brother’s  wound.  He’d  have  to  heal  him  soon—as

soon  as  his  magic  replenished.  In  a  place  like  this,  even  Aedion’s  Fae  blood couldn’t keep the infection away long. 

“I don’t know,” Rowan said. 

“Find  her,”  Aedion  growled.  He  broke  Rowan’s  stare  only  to  watch

Lysandra  shift  into  her  human  form—and  ran  an  eye  over  the  injuries  that

peppered her skin. 

Rowan’s  skin  tightened  over  his  bones.  He  had  the  feeling  that  the  ground

was about to slip from under his feet as Dorian appeared at the rail of the main

deck,  gaunt-faced  and  haggard,  no  doubt  having  used  the  last  of  his  magic  to propel a longboat over, and panted, “The coast. Aelin is out by the coast where

we sent Elide—they all are.” 

That was miles away. How the hell had they gotten there? 

“How do you know?” Lysandra demanded, tying back her hair with bloody

fingers. 

“Because I can  feel something out  there,” Dorian said.  “Flame and  shadow and  death.  Like  Lorcan  and  Aelin  and  someone  else.  Someone  ancient. 

Powerful.”  Rowan  braced  himself  for  it,  but  he  still  wasn’t  ready  for  the  pure terror when Dorian added, “And female.” 

Maeve had found them. 

The battle had not been for any sort of victory or conquest. 

But a distraction. While Maeve slipped away to get the real prize. 

They’d  never  arrive  fast  enough.  If  he  flew  on  his  own,  his  magic  already

drained  to  the  breaking  point,  he  would  be  of  little  help.  They  stood  a  better chance,  Aelin stood a better chance, if they were all there. 

Rowan  whirled  to  the  horizon  behind  them—to  the  wyverns  destroying  the

remnants of the fleet. Rowing would take too long; his magic was gutted. But a

wyvern … That might do. 
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The Queen of the Fae was exactly as Aelin remembered. Swirling dark robes, a

beautiful pale face beneath onyx hair, red lips set in a faint smile … No crown

adorned  her  head,  for  all  who  breathed,  even  the  dead  who  slumbered,  would

know her for what she was. 

Dreams and nightmares given form; the dark face of the moon. 

And kneeling before Maeve, a stone-faced sentry holding a blade to her bare

throat,  Elide  trembled.  Her  guards,  all  men  in  Ansel’s  armor,  had  likely  been killed before they could shout a warning. From the weapons that were only half

out of their sheaths, they hadn’t even had the chance to fight. 

Manon had gone still as death at the sight of Elide, her iron nails sliding free. 

Aelin forced a half smile to her mouth, shoved her raw, bleeding heart into a

box deep inside her chest. “Not as impressive as Doranelle, if you ask me, but at

least  a  swamp  really  reflects  your  true  nature,  you  know?  It’ll  be  a  wonderful new home for you. Definitely worth the cost of coming all this way to conquer

it.” 

At  the  edge  of  the  hill  that  flowed  down  to  the  beach  a  small  party  of  Fae warriors monitored them. Male and female, all armed, all strangers. A massive, 

elegant ship idled in the calm bay beyond. 

Maeve  smiled  slightly.  “What  a  joy,  to  learn  that  your  usual  good  spirits

remain undimmed in such dark days.” 

“How  could  they  not,  when  so  many  of  your  pretty  males  are  in  my

company?” 

Maeve cocked her head, her heavy curtain of dark hair sliding off a shoulder. 

And  as  if  in  answer,  Lorcan  appeared  at  the  edge  of  the  dunes,  panting,  wild-eyed, sword out. His focus—and horror, Aelin realized—on Elide. On the sentry

holding  the  blade  against  her  white  neck.  Maeve  gave  a  little  smile  to  the

warrior, but looked to Manon. 

With  her  attention  elsewhere,  Lorcan  took  up  a  place  at  Aelin’s  side—as  if

they were somehow allies in this, would fight back-to-back. Aelin didn’t bother

to say anything to him. Not as Maeve said to the witch, “I know your face.” 
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That face remained cold and impassive. “Let the girl go.” 

A small, breathy laugh. “Ah.” Aelin’s stomach clenched as that ancient focus

shifted to Elide. “Claimed by queen, and witch, and … my Second, it seems.” 

Aelin tensed. She didn’t think Lorcan was breathing beside her. 

Maeve toyed with a strand of Elide’s limp hair. The Lady of Perranth shook. 

“The girl who Lorcan Salvaterre summoned me to save.” 

That  ripple  of  Lorcan’s  power  the  day  Ansel’s  fleet  had  closed  in  …  She’d

known it was a summoning. The same way she’d summoned the Valg to Skull’s

Bay.  She’d  refused  to  immediately  explain  Ansel’s  presence,  wanting  to  enjoy

the surprise of it, and he had summoned Maeve’s armada to take on what he’d

believed to be an enemy fleet. To save Elide. 

Lorcan just said, “I’m sorry.” 

Aelin  didn’t  know  if  it  was  to  her  or  Elide,  whose  eyes  now  widened  with

outrage.  But  Aelin  said,  “You  think  I  didn’t  know?  That  I  didn’t  take

precautions?” 

Lorcan’s brows furrowed. Aelin shrugged. 

But  Maeve  went  on,  “Lady  Elide  Lochan,  daughter  of  Cal  and  Marion

Lochan. No wonder the witch itches to retrieve you, if her bloodline runs in your

veins.” 

Manon snarled a warning. 

Aelin drawled to the Fae Queen, “Well, you didn’t drag your ancient carcass

all  the  way  here  for  nothing.  So  let’s  get  on  with  it.  What  do  you  want  for  the girl?” 

That adder’s smile curled Maeve’s lips again. 

Elide  was  trembling;  every  bone,  every  pore  was  trembling  in  terror  at  the

immortal queen standing above her, at the guard’s blade at her throat. The rest of

the  queen’s  escort  remained  distant—but  it  was  to  the  escort  that  Lorcan  kept glancing, his face tight, his own body near-shaking with restrained wrath. 

This  was  the  queen  to  whom  he’d  given  his  heart?  This  cold  creature  who

looked at the world with mirthless eyes? Who had killed those soldiers without a

blink of hesitation? 

The  queen  whom  Lorcan  had  summoned  for   her.  He’d  brought  Maeve  to

save  her—

Elide’s breath turned sharp in her throat. He’d betrayed them. Betrayed  Aelin

for her—

“What should I demand as payment for the girl?” Maeve mused, taking a few

steps toward them, graceful as a moonbeam. “Why doesn’t my Second tell me? 

So busy, Lorcan. You’ve been so, so busy these months.” 

His voice was hoarse as he lowered his head. “I did it for you, Majesty.” 

“Then where is my ring? Where are my keys?” 

A  ring.  Elide  was  willing  to  bet  it  was  the  golden  one  on  her  own  finger, hidden beneath her other hand as she clenched them before her. 

But Lorcan pointed his chin toward Aelin. “She has them. Two keys.” 

Cold  clanged  through  Elide.  “Lorcan.”  The  guard’s  blade  twitched  at  her

throat. 

Aelin only leveled a cool stare at Lorcan. 

He didn’t look at either Elide or Aelin. Didn’t so much as acknowledge their

existence as he went on, “Aelin has two, and probably has a good inkling where

Erawan hides the third.” 

“Lorcan,” Elide pleaded. No—no, he wasn’t about to do this, about to betray

them again—

“Be quiet,” he growled at her. 

Maeve’s gaze again drifted down to Elide. The ancient, eternal darkness in it

was  smothering.  “What  familiarity  you  use  when  you  speak  his  name,  Lady  of

Perranth. What intimacy.” 

Aelin’s little snort was her only warning sign. “Don’t you have better things

to do than terrorize humans? Release the girl and let’s settle this the fun way.” 

Flame danced at Aelin’s fingertips. 

No. Her magic had been emptied, still hovered near burnout. 

But Aelin stepped forward, nudging Manon with the side of her body as she

passed—forcing  the  witch  to  back  away.  Aelin  grinned.  “Want  to  dance, 

Maeve?” 

But Aelin shot a cutting glance over her shoulder at Manon as if to say,  Run. 

 Grab Elide the moment Maeve’s guard is down and run. 

Maeve  returned  Aelin’s  smile.  “I  don’t  think  you’d  be  a  suitable  dance

partner  right  now.  Not  when  your  magic  is  nearly  depleted.  Did  you  think  my arrival  was  merely  dependent  upon  Lorcan’s  summoning?  Who  do  you  think

even  whispered  to  Morath  you  were  indeed  down  here?  Of  course,  the  fools

didn’t realize that when you had drained yourself on their armies, I’d be waiting. 

You were already exhausted after putting out the fires I had my armada ignite to

tire you on Eyllwe’s coast. It was a convenience that Lorcan gave your precise

location and saved me the energy of tracking you down myself.” 

A  trap.  An  enormous,  wicked  trap.  To  drain  Aelin’s  power  over  days—

weeks. But Aelin lifted a brow. “You brought an entire armada just to start a few

fires?” 

“I brought an armada to see if you’d rise to the occasion. Which, apparently, 

Prince Rowan has done.” 

Hope  soared  in  Elide’s  chest.  But  then  Maeve  said,  “The  armada  was  a

precaution. Just in case the ilken didn’t arrive for you to wholly drain yourself …

I figured a few hundred ships would make for good kindling until I was ready.” 

To  sacrifice  her  own  fleet—or  part  of  it—to  gain  one  prize  …  This  was

madness. The queen was utterly insane. “Do something,” Elide hissed at Lorcan, 

at Manon.  “Do something.” 

Neither of them responded. 

The flame around Aelin’s fingers grew to encompass her hand—then her arm

as she said to the ancient queen, “All I hear is a lot of chitchat.” 

Maeve glanced at her escort, and they stepped away. Hauled Elide with them, 

the blade still at her throat. 

Aelin said sharply to Manon, “Get out of range.” 

The witch fell back, but her eyes were on the guard holding Elide, gobbling

down every detail she could. 

“You can’t possibly hope to win,” Maeve said, as if they were about to play

cards. 

“At  least  we’ll  enjoy  ourselves  until  the  end,”  Aelin  crooned  back,  flame

now encasing her entirely. 

“Oh, I have no interest in killing you,” Maeve purred. 

Then they exploded. 

Flame slammed outward, red and golden—just as a wall of darkness lashed

for Aelin. 

The impact shook the world. 

Even Manon was thrown on her ass. 

But Lorcan was already moving. 

The  guard  holding  Elide  showered  her  hair  with  blood  as  Lorcan  slit  his

throat. 

The  other  two  guards  behind  him  died  with  a  hatchet  to  the  face,  one  after another.  Elide  surged  up,  her  leg  barking  in  pain,  running  for  Manon  on  pure, blind instinct, but Lorcan gripped her by the collar of her tunic. “Stupid fool,” he snapped, and she clawed at him—

“Lorcan,  hold  the  girl,”  Maeve  said  quietly,  not  even  looking  toward  them. 

“Don’t  get  any  stupid  ideas  about  fleeing  with  her.”  He  went  utterly  still,  his hold tightening. 

Maeve and Aelin struck again. 

Light and darkness. 

Sand shuddered down the dunes, the waves rippled. 

Only now—Maeve had only dared attack Aelin now. 

Because Aelin at her full strength …

Aelin could beat her. 

But Aelin, nearly depleted of her power …

“Please,”  Elide  begged  Lorcan.  But  he  held  her  firm,  slave  to  the  order

Maeve had given, one eye on the battling queens, the other on the escorts who

weren’t  foolish  enough  to  approach  after  witnessing  what  he’d  done  to  their

companions. 

“Run,” Lorcan said in her ear. “If you wish to live,  run, Elide. Shove me off

—work around her command. Push me, and  run.” 

She would not. She’d sooner die than flee like a coward, not when Aelin was

going to the mat for all of them, when—

Darkness devoured flame. 

And even Manon flinched as Aelin was slammed back. 

A paper-thin wall of flame kept that darkness from hitting home. A wall that

wavered—

Help. They needed help—

Maeve lashed to the left, and Aelin threw up a hand, fire deflecting. 

Aelin  didn’t  see  the  blow  to  the  right.  Elide  screamed  in  warning,  but  too

late. 

A whip of black sliced into Aelin. 

She went down. 

And Elide thought the impact of Aelin Galathynius’s knees hitting the sand

might have been the most horrible sound she’d ever heard. 

Maeve did not waste her advantage. 

Darkness poured down, pounding again and again. Aelin deflected, but it got

past her. 

There was nothing Elide could do as Aelin screamed. 

As that dark, ancient power struck her like a hammer over an anvil. 

Elide begged Manon, now mere feet away, “Do something.” 

Manon ignored her, eyes fixed on the battle before them. 

Aelin  crawled  backward,  blood  sliding  from  her  right  nostril.  Dripping  on her white shirt. 

Maeve advanced, the darkness swirling around her like a fell wind. 

Aelin tried to rise. 

Tried,  but  her  legs  had  given  out.  The  Queen  of  Terrasen  panted,  fire

flickering like dying embers around her. 

Maeve pointed with a finger. 

A black whip, faster than Aelin’s fire, lashed out. Wrapped around her throat. 

Aelin gripped it, thrashing, her teeth bared, flame flaring over and over. 

“Why don’t you use the keys, Aelin?” Maeve purred. “Surely you’d win that

way.” 

 Use them, Elide begged her.  Use them. 

But Aelin did not. 

The coil of darkness tightened around Aelin’s throat. 

Flames sparked and died out. 

Then the darkness expanded, encompassing Aelin again and squeezing tight, 

squeezing  until  she  was  screaming,  screaming  in  a  way  that  Elide  knew  meant

unfathomable agony—

A low, vicious snarl rippled from nearby, the only warning as a massive wolf

leaped through the seagrasses and shifted. Fenrys. 

A heartbeat later, a mountain lion charged over a dune, beheld the scene, and

shifted as well. Gavriel. 

“Let her go,” Fenrys growled at the dark queen, advancing a step. “Let her

go  now.” 

Maeve turned her head, that darkness still lashing Aelin. “Look who finally

arrived.  Another  set  of  traitors.”  She  smoothed  a  wrinkle  in  her  flowing  gown. 

“What a valiant effort you made, Fenrys, delaying your arrival on this beach for

as long as you could withstand my summons.” She clicked her tongue. “Did you

enjoy playing loyal subject while panting after the young Queen of Fire?” 

As if in answer, the darkness squeezed in tight—and Aelin screamed again. 

“Stop it,” Fenrys snapped. 

“Maeve, please,” Gavriel said, exposing his palms to her. 

“Maeve?” the queen crooned. “Not Majesty? Has the Lion gone a bit feral? 

Perhaps too much time with his unchecked, half-breed bastard?” 

“Leave him out of this,” Gavriel said too softly. 

But Maeve let the darkness around Aelin part. 

She  was  curled  on  her  side,  bleeding  from  both  nostrils  now,  more  blood

dribbling from her panting mouth. 

Fenrys lunged for her. A wall of black slammed up between them. 

“I don’t think so,” Maeve crooned. 

Aelin gasped for air, eyes glassy with pain. Eyes that slid to Elide’s. Aelin’s

bloody, chapped mouth formed the word again.  Run. 

She would not. Could not. 

Aelin’s arms shook as she tried to raise herself. And Elide knew there was no

magic left. 

No fire left in the queen. Not one ember. 

And  the  only  way  Aelin  could  face  this,  accept  this,  was  to  go  down

swinging. Like Marion had. 

Aelin’s wet, rasping  breaths were the  only sound above  the crashing waves

behind  them.  Even  the  battle  had  gone  quiet  in  the  distance.  Over—or  perhaps they were all dead. 

Manon  still  stood  there.  Still  did  not  move.  Elide  begged  her,  “Please. 

 Please.” 

Maeve smiled at the witch. “I have no quarrel with you, Blackbeak. Stay out

of this and you are free to go where you wish.” 

“Please,” Elide pleaded. 

Manon’s gold eyes were hard. Cold. She nodded to Maeve. “Agreed.” 

Something in Elide’s chest cleaved open. 

But  Gavriel  said  from  across  their  little  circle,  “Majesty—please.  Leave

Aelin Galathynius to her own war here. Let us return home.” 

“Home?” Maeve asked. The black wall between Fenrys and Aelin lowered—

but the warrior did not try to cross. He just stared at Aelin, stared at her in that

way Elide herself must be looking. He didn’t break that stare until Maeve said to

Gavriel, “Is Doranelle still your home?” 

“Yes, Majesty,” Gavriel said calmly. “It is an honor to call it such.” 

“Honor  …  ,”  Maeve  mused.  “Yes,  you  and  honor  go  hand  in  hand,  don’t

they? But what of the honor of your vow, Gavriel?” 

“I have kept my vow to you.” 

“Did I or did I not tell you to execute Lorcan on sight?” 

“There were … circumstances that prevented it from happening. We tried.” 

“Yet you failed. Am I not supposed to discipline my blood-bonded who fail

me?” 

Gavriel lowered his head. “Of course—we will accept it. And I will also take

on the punishment you intended for Aelin Galathynius.” 

Aelin lifted her head slightly, glazed eyes going wide. She tried to speak, but the words had been broken from her, her voice blown out from screaming. Elide

knew the word the queen mouthed.  No. 

Not  for  her.  Elide  wondered  if  Gavriel’s  sacrifice  was  not  only  for  Aelin’s

sake. But for Aedion’s. So the son would not have to bear the pain of his queen

being hurt—

“Aelin Galathynius,” Maeve mused. “So much talk about Aelin Galathynius. 

The Queen Who Was Promised. Well, Gavriel”—a vicious smile—“if you’re so

invested in her court, why don’t you join it?” 

Fenrys tensed, preparing to lunge in front of the dark power for his friend. 

But  Maeve  said,  “I  sever  the  blood  oath  with  you,  Gavriel.  Without  honor, 

without  good  faith.  You  are  dismissed  from  my  service  and  stripped  of  your

title.” 

“You  bitch,” Fenrys snapped as Gavriel’s breathing turned shallow. 

“Majesty, please—” Gavriel hissed, clapping a hand over his arm as invisible

claws raked two lines down his skin, drawing blood that spilled into the grass. A

similar mark appeared on Maeve’s arm, her blood spilling. 

“It is done,” she said simply. “Let the world know you, a male of honor, have

none. That you betrayed your queen for another, for a bastard get of yours.” 

Gavriel  stumbled  back—then  collapsed  in  the  sand,  a  hand  shoved  against

his  chest.  Fenrys  snarled,  his  face  more  lupine  than  Fae,  but  Maeve  laughed

softly. “Oh, you’d like for me to do the same, wouldn’t you, Fenrys? But what

greater  punishment  for  the  one  who  is  a  traitor  to  me  in  his  very  soul  than  to serve me forever?” 

Fenrys hissed, his breath coming in ragged gulps, and Elide wondered if he’d

leap upon the queen and try to kill her. 

But Maeve turned to Aelin and said, “Get up.” 

Aelin tried. Her body failed her. 

Maeve  clicked  her  tongue,  and  an  invisible  hand  hauled  Aelin  to  her  feet. 

Pain-fogged  eyes  cleared,  then  filled  with  cold  rage  as  Aelin  took  in  the

approaching queen. 

An assassin, Elide reminded herself. Aelin was an  assassin, and if Maeve got

close enough …

But Maeve didn’t. And those invisible hands cut the tethers on Aelin’s sword

belts. Goldryn thunked to the ground. Then daggers slid from their sheaths. 

“So  many  weapons,”  Maeve  contemplated  as  the  invisible  hands  disarmed

Aelin with brutal efficiency. Even blades hidden beneath clothes found their way

out—slicing as they went. Blood bloomed beneath Aelin’s shirt and pants. Why did she stand there—

Gathering her strength. For one last strike. One last stand. 

Let the queen believe her broken. “Why?” Aelin rasped. Buying herself time. 

Maeve toed a fallen dagger, the blade edged with Aelin’s blood. “Why bother

with  you  at  all?  Because  I  can’t  very  well  let  you  sacrifice  yourself  to  forge  a new Lock, can I? Not when you already have what I want. And I have known for

a very, very long time that you would give me what I seek, Aelin Galathynius, 

and have taken the steps toward ensuring that.” 

Aelin breathed, “What?” 

Maeve said, “Haven’t you figured it out? Why I wanted your mother to bring

you to me, why I demanded such things of you this spring?” 

None of them dared move. 

Maeve  snorted,  a  delicate,  feminine  sound  of  triumph.  “Brannon  stole  the

keys from me, after I took them from the Valg. They were mine, and he snatched

them. And then he mated with that goddess of yours, breeding the fire into the

bloodline, ensuring I would think hard before touching his land, his heirs. But all

bloodlines fade. And I knew a time would come when Brannon’s flames would

dim to a flicker, and I’d be poised to strike.” 

Aelin sagged against the hands that held her up. 

“But  in  my  dark  power,  I  saw  a  glimmer  of  the  future.  I  saw  that  Mala’s

power would surge again. And that you would lead me to the keys. Only you—

the one Brannon left clues for, the one who could find all three. And I saw who

you were, what you were. I saw who you loved. I saw your mate.” 

The sea breeze hissing through the grasses was the only sound. 

“What  a  powerhouse  you  two  would  be—you  and  Prince  Rowan.  And  any

offspring  of  that  union  …”  A  vicious  smirk.  “You  and  Rowan  could  rule  this

continent if you wished. But your children … your children would be powerful

enough to rule an empire that could sweep the world.” 

Aelin closed her eyes. The Fae males were shaking their heads slowly—not

believing it. 

“I didn’t know when  you would be born, but when Prince Rowan Whitethorn

came into this world, when he came of age and was the strongest purebred Fae

male in my realm … you were still not there. And I knew what I would have to

do.  To  leash  you.  To  break  you  to  my  will,  to  hand  over  those  keys  without thought once you were strong and trained enough to acquire them.” 

Aelin’s shoulders shook. Tears slid out past her closed eyes. 

“It was so easy to tug on the right psychic thread that day Rowan saw Lyria at  the  market.  To  shove  him  down  that  other  path,  to  trick  those  instincts.  A slight altering of fate.” 

“Oh, gods,” Fenrys breathed. 

Maeve said, “So your mate was given to another. And I let him fall in love, 

let him get her with child. And then I broke him. No one ever asked how those

enemy forces came to pass by his mountain home.” 

Aelin’s knees gave out completely. Only the invisible hands kept her upright

as she wept. 

“He  took  the  blood  oath  without  question.  And  I  knew  that  whenever  you

were born, whenever you’d come of age … I’d ensure that your paths crossed, 

and you’d take one look at each other and I’d have you by the throat. Anything I

asked for, you’d give to me. Even the keys. For your mate, you could do no less. 

You almost did that day in Doranelle.” 

Slowly, Aelin slid her feet under herself again, the movement so pained that

Elide cringed. But Aelin lifted her head, lip curling back from her teeth. 

“I will  kill you,” Aelin snarled at the Fae Queen. 

“That’s what you said to Rowan after you met him, wasn’t it?” Maeve’s faint

smile lingered. “I’d pushed and pushed your mother to bring you to me, so you

could meet him, so I could have you at last when Rowan felt the bond, but she

refused.  And  we  know  how  well  that  turned  out  for  her.  And  during  those  ten years afterward, I knew you were alive. Somewhere. But when  you came to  me

… when you and your mate looked at each other with only hate in your eyes …

I’ll  admit  I  did  not  anticipate  it.  That  I  had  broken  Rowan  Whitethorn  so

thoroughly that he did not recognize his own mate—that you were so broken by

your  own  pain  you  didn’t  notice,  either.  And  when  the  signs  appeared,  the

 carranam  bond  washed  away  any  suspicion  on  his  part  that  you  might  be  his. 

But not you. How long has it been, Aelin, since you realized he was your mate?” 

Aelin said nothing, her eyes churning with rage and grief and despair. 

Elide  whispered,  “Leave  her  alone.”  Lorcan’s  grip  on  her  tightened  in

warning. 

Maeve ignored her. “Well? When did you know?” 

“At Temis’s temple,” Aelin admitted, glancing to Manon. “The moment the

arrow went through his shoulder. Months ago.” 

“And  you’ve  hidden  it  from  him,  no  doubt  to  save  him  from  any  guilt

regarding  Lyria,  any  sort  of  emotional  distress  …”  Maeve  clicked  her  tongue. 

“What a noble little liar you are.” 

Aelin stared at nothing, her eyes going blank. 

“I  had  planned  for  him  to  be  here,”  Maeve  said,  frowning  at  the  horizon. 

“Since letting you two go that day in Doranelle was so that you could lead me to

the keys again. I even let you think you’d gotten away with it, by freeing him. 

You had no idea that I  unleashed you. But if he’s not here … I’ll have to make

do.” 

Aelin stiffened. Fenrys snarled in warning. 

Maeve  shrugged.  “If  it’s  any  consolation,  Aelin,  you  would  have  had  a

thousand years with Prince Rowan. Longer.” 

The world slowed, and Elide could hear her own blood roaring in her ears as

Maeve  said,  “My  sister  Mab’s  line  ran  true.  The  full  powers,  shifting  abilities, and  the  immortality  of  the  Fae.  You’re  likely  about  five  years  away  from

Settling.” 

Aelin’s  face  crumpled.  This  was  not  a  draining  of  magic  and  physical

strength, but of spirit. 

“Perhaps  we’ll  celebrate  your  Settling  together,”  Maeve  mused,  “since  I

certainly have no plans to waste you on that Lock. To waste the keys, when they

are meant to be  wielded, Aelin.” 

“Maeve, please,” Fenrys breathed. 

Maeve  examined  her  immaculate  nails.  “What  I  find  to  be  truly  amusing  is

that it seems I didn’t even need you to be Rowan’s mate. Or really need to break

him at all. A fascinating experiment in my own powers, if anything. But since I

doubt you’ll still go willingly, not at least without trying to die on me first, I’ll

let you have a choice.” 

Aelin seemed to be bracing herself as Maeve lifted a hand and said, “Cairn.” 

The males went rigid. Lorcan turned near-feral behind Elide, subtly trying to

drag her back, to work around the order he’d been given. 

A handsome, brown-haired warrior walked toward them from the cluster of

escorts. Handsome, if it weren’t for the sadistic cruelty singing in his blue eyes. 

If it wasn’t for the blades at his sides, the whip curled along one hip, the sneering

smile.  She’d  seen  that  smile  before—on  Vernon’s  face.  On  so  many  faces  at

Morath. 

“Allow me to introduce the newest member of my cadre, as you like to call

them. Cairn, meet Aelin Galathynius.” 

Cairn  stepped  up  to  his  queen’s  side.  And  the  look  the  male  gave  Elide’s

queen  made  her  stomach  turn  over.  Sadist—yes,  that  was  the  word  for  him, without him even saying one himself. 

“Cairn,”  Maeve  said,  “is  trained  in  abilities  that  you  have  in  common.  Of course, you only had a few years to learn the art of torment, but … perhaps Cairn

can teach you some of the things he’s learned in his centuries of practicing.” 

Fenrys was pale with rage. “Maeve,  I beg you—” 

Darkness slammed into Fenrys, shoving him to his knees, forcing his head to

the dirt. “That is enough,” Maeve hissed. 

Maeve was smiling again when she turned back to Aelin. “I said you have a

choice. And you do. Either you come willingly with me and get acquainted with

Cairn, or …” 

Those eyes slid to Lorcan. To Elide. 

And  Elide’s  heart  stopped  as  Maeve  said,  “Or  I  still  take  you—and  bring

Elide Lochan with us. I’m certain she and Cairn will get along wonderfully.” 
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Aelin’s body hurt. 

Everything hurt. Her blood, her breath, her bones. 

There was no magic left. Nothing left to save her. 

“No,” Lorcan said softly. 

Just  turning  her  head  sparked  agony  down  her  spine.  But  Aelin  looked  at

Elide, at Lorcan forced to hold her, his face white with pure terror as he glanced

between Cairn and Maeve and Elide. Manon was doing the same—sizing up the

odds, how fast she’d have to be to clear the area. 

Good.  Good—Manon  would  get  Elide  out.  The  witch  had  been  waiting  for

Aelin to make a move, not realizing that … she had nothing left. There was no

power left for a final strike. 

And  that  dark  power  was  still  coiled  around  her  bones,  so  tightly  that  one

move of aggression … one move, and her bones would snap. 

Maeve said to Lorcan, “No to what, Lorcan? Elide Lochan being taken with

us  if  Aelin  decides  to  put  up  a  fight,  or  my  generous  offer  to  leave  Elide  be  if Her Majesty comes willingly?” 

One look at the brown-haired Fae warrior—Cairn—standing at Maeve’s side, 

and Aelin had known what he was. She’d killed enough of them over the years. 

She’d  spent  time  with  Rourke  Farran.  What  he’d  do  to  Elide  …  Lorcan  also

knew  what  a  male  like  Cairn  would  do  to  a  young  woman.  And  if  he  was

sanctioned by Maeve herself …

Lorcan said, “She is innocent. Take the queen, and let us go.” 

Manon even snapped at Maeve, “She belongs to the Ironteeth. If you have no

quarrel with me, then you have no quarrel with her. Leave Elide Lochan out of

it.” 

Maeve  ignored  Manon  and  drawled  to  Lorcan,  “I  command  you  to  stand

down. I command you to watch and do nothing. I command you to not move or

speak until I say so. The order applies to you as well, Fenrys.” 

And Lorcan obeyed. So did Fenrys. Their bodies simply stiffened—and then

nothing. 

Elide twisted to beg Lorcan, “You can stop this, you can fight it—” 

Lorcan didn’t even look at her. 

Aelin  knew  Elide  would  fight.  Would  not  understand  that  Maeve  had  been

playing this game for centuries, and had waited until this moment, until the trap

was perfect, to seize her. 

Aelin found Maeve smiling at her. She had played, and gambled, and lost. 

Maeve nodded as if to say yes. 

The unspoken question danced in Aelin’s eyes as Elide screamed at Lorcan, 

at Manon, to help. But the witch knew her orders. Her task. 

Maeve read the question in Aelin’s face and said, “I will bear the keys in one

hand, and Aelin Fire-Bringer in the other.” 

She’d have to break her first. Kill her or break …

Cairn grinned. 

The  escorts  were  now  hauling  something  up  the  beach,  from  the  longboat

they’d  rowed  over  from  their  awaiting  ship.  Already,  the  dark  sails  were

unfurling. 

Elide faced Maeve, who did not deign to glance her way. “Please, please—” 

Aelin simply nodded at the Fae Queen. Her acceptance and surrender. 

Maeve  bowed  her  head,  triumph  dancing  on  her  red  lips.  “Lorcan,  release

her.” 

The warrior’s hands slackened at his sides. 

And because she had won, Maeve even loosened her power’s grip on Aelin’s

bones. Allowed Aelin to turn to Elide and say, “Go with Manon. She will take

care of you.” 

Elide began crying, shoving away from Lorcan. “I’ll go with you, I’ll come

with you—” 

The  girl  would.  The  girl  would  face  Cairn,  and  Maeve  …  But  Terrasen

would need that sort of courage. If it was to survive, if it was to heal, Terrasen

would need Elide Lochan. 

“Tell  the  others,”  Aelin  breathed,  trying  to  find  the  right  words.  “Tell  the others  that  I  am  sorry.  Tell  Lysandra  to  remember  her  promise,  and  that  I  will never stop being grateful. Tell Aedion … Tell him it is not his fault, and that …” 

Her voice cracked. “I wish he’d been able to take the oath, but Terrasen will look

to him now, and the lines must not break.” 

Elide nodded, tears sliding down her blood-splattered face. 

“And tell Rowan …” 

Aelin’s  soul  splintered  as  she  saw  the  iron  box  the  escorts  now  carried

between  them.  An  ancient,  iron  coffin.  Big  enough  for  one  person.  Crafted  for her. 

“And  tell  Rowan,”  Aelin  said,  fighting  her  own  sob,  “that  I’m  sorry  I  lied. 

But tell him it was all borrowed time anyway. Even before today, I knew it was

all just borrowed time, but I still wish we’d had more of it.” She fought past her

trembling  mouth.  “Tell  him  he  has  to  fight.  He   must  save  Terrasen,  and remember  the  vows  he  made  to  me.  And  tell  him  …  tell  him  thank  you—for

walking that dark path with me back to the light.” 

They opened the lid of the box, pulling out long, heavy chains within. 

One  of  the  escorts  handed  Maeve  an  ornate  iron  mask.  She  examined  it  in

her hands. 

The  mask,  the  chains,  the  box  …  they  had  been  crafted  long  before  now. 

Centuries ago. Forged to contain and break Mala’s scion. 

Aelin glanced at Lorcan, whose dark eyes were fixed on her own. 

And  gratitude  shone  there.  For  sparing  the  young  woman  he’d  given  his

heart to, whether he knew it or not. 

Elide begged Maeve one last time, “Don’t do this.” 

Aelin knew it would do her no good. So she said to Elide, “I’m glad we met. 

I’m proud to know you. And I think your mother would have been proud of you, 

too, Elide.” 

Maeve lowered the mask and drawled to Aelin, “Rumor claims you will bow

to no one, Heir of Fire.” That serpentine smile. “Well, now you will bow to me.” 

She pointed to the sand. 

Aelin obeyed. 

Her knees barked as she dropped to the ground. 

“Lower.” 

Aelin  slid  her  body  until  her  brow  was  in  the  sand.  She  did  not  let  herself feel it, let her soul feel it. 

“Good.” 

Elide was sobbing, wordlessly begging. 

“Take off your shirt.” 

Aelin hesitated—realizing where this was going. 

Why Cairn’s belt carried a whip. 

“Take off your shirt.” 

Aelin tugged her shirt out of her pants and slung it over her head, tossing it

in the sand beside her. Then she removed the flexible cloth around her breasts. 

“Varik, Heiron.” Two Fae males came forward. 

Aelin  didn’t  fight  as  they  each  gripped  her  by  an  arm  and  hauled  her  up. 

Spread her arms wide. The sea air kissed her breasts, her navel. 

“Ten lashes, Cairn. Let Her Majesty have a taste of what to expect when we

reach our destination, if she does not cooperate.” 

“It would be my pleasure, Lady.” 

Aelin held Cairn’s vicious gaze, willing ice into her veins as he thumbed free

his  whip.  As  he  raked  his  eyes  over  her  body  and  smiled.  A  canvas  for  him  to paint with blood and pain. 

Maeve said, the mask dangling from her fingers, “Why don’t you count for

us, Aelin?” 

Aelin kept her mouth shut. 

“Count,  or  we’ll  begin  again  with  each  stroke  you  miss.  You  decide  how

long this goes on for. Unless you’d rather Elide Lochan receive these strokes.” 

No. Never. 

Never anyone else but her.  Never. 

But  as  Cairn  walked  slowly,  savoring  each  step,  as  he  let  that  whip  drag

along the ground, her body betrayed her. Began shaking. 

She knew the pain. Knew what it’d feel like, what it’d sound like. 

Her dreams were still full of it. 

No doubt why Maeve had picked a whipping, why she’d done it to Rowan in

Doranelle. 

Cairn  halted.  She  felt  him  studying  the  tattoo  on  her  back.  Rowan’s  loving

words, written there in the Old Language. 

Cairn snorted. Then she felt him revel in how he’d destroy that tattoo. 

“Begin,” Maeve said. 

Cairn’s breath sucked in. 

And  even  bracing  herself,  even  clamping  down  hard,  there  was  nothing  to

prepare  for  the  crack,  the  sting,  the  pain.  She  did  not  let  herself  cry  out,  only hissed through her teeth. 

A whip wielded by an overseer at Endovier was one thing. 

One wielded by a full-blooded Fae male …

Blood slid down the back of her pants, her split skin screaming. 

But she knew how to pace herself. How to yield to the pain. How to take it. 

“What number was that, Aelin?” 

She would not. She would  never count for that rutting  bitch—

“Start over, Cairn,” Maeve said. 

A breathy laugh. Then the crack and the pain and Aelin arched, the tendons

in  her  neck  near  snapping  as  she  panted  through  clenched  teeth.  The  males holding her gripped her firm enough to bruise. 

Maeve and Cairn waited. 

Aelin refused to say the word. To start the count. She’d die before she did it. 

“Oh gods, oh gods,” Elide sobbed. 

“Start over,” Maeve merely ordered over the girl. 

So Cairn did. 

Again. 

Again. 

Again. 

They  started  over  nine  times  before  Aelin  finally  screamed.  The  blow  had

been right atop another one, tearing skin down to the bone. 

Again. 

Again. 

Again. 

Again. 

Cairn was panting. Aelin refused to speak. 

“Start over,” Maeve repeated. 

“Majesty,” murmured one of the males holding her. “It might be prudent to

postpone until later.” 

“There’s still plenty of skin,” Cairn snapped. 

But the male said, “Others are approaching—still far off, but approaching.” 

Rowan. 

Aelin whimpered then. Time—she had needed  time—

Maeve made a small noise of distaste. “We’ll continue later. Get her ready.” 

Aelin could barely lift her head as the males heaved her up. The movement

set  her  body  roaring  in  such  pain  that  darkness  swarmed  in.  But  she  fought  it, gritted her teeth and silently roared back at that agony, that darkness. 

A few feet away, Elide slid to her knees as if she’d beg until her body gave

out, but Manon caught her. “We’re going now,” Manon said, tugging her away—

inland. 

“No,” Elide spat, thrashing. 

Lorcan’s  eyes  widened,  but  with  Maeve’s  command,  he  couldn’t  move, 

couldn’t do anything as Manon slammed the hilt of Wind-Cleaver into the side

of Elide’s head. 

The girl dropped like a stone. That was all Manon needed to haul her over a

shoulder  and  say  to  Maeve,  “Good  luck.”  Her  eyes  slid  to  Aelin’s  once—only

once. Then she looked away. 

Maeve ignored the witch as Manon prowled toward the heart of the marshes. 

Lorcan’s body strained. 

Strained—like he was fighting that blood oath with everything in him. 

Aelin didn’t care. 

The males half dragged her toward Maeve. 

Toward the iron box. And the chains. And the iron mask. 

Whorls of fire, little suns, and embers had been shaped into its dark surface. 

A  mockery  of  the  power  it  was  to  contain—the  power  Maeve  had  needed  to

ensure was fully drained before she locked her up. The only way she could ever

lock her up. 

Every inch her feet dragged through the sand was a lifetime; every inch was

a  heartbeat.  Blood  soaked  her  pants.  She  likely  wouldn’t  be  able  to  heal  her wounds within all that iron. Not until Maeve decided to heal them herself. 

But Maeve wouldn’t let her die. Not with the Wyrdkeys in the balance. Not

yet. 

Time—she was grateful Elena had given her that stolen time. 

Grateful  she  had  met  them  all,  that  she  had  seen  some  small  part  of  the

world,  had  heard  such  lovely  music,  had  danced  and  laughed  and  known  true

friendship. Grateful that she had found Rowan. 

She was grateful. 

So Aelin Galathynius dried her tears. 

And  did  not  fight  when  Maeve  strapped  that  beautiful  iron  mask  over  her

face. 
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Manon kept walking. 

She didn’t dare look back. Didn’t dare give that ancient, cold-eyed queen one

hint that Aelin did not possess the Wyrdkeys. That Aelin had slipped them both

into  Manon’s  pocket  when  she’d  nudged  her.  Elide  would  hate  her  for  it—

already did hate her for it. 

Let that be the cost. 

One look from Aelin and she’d known what she had to do. 

Get the keys away from Maeve. Get Elide away. 

They had forged an iron box to contain the Queen of Terrasen. 

Elide stirred, at last coming to, just as they were nearly out of hearing range. 

She began thrashing, and Manon dumped her behind a dune, gripping the back

of her neck so tightly Elide stilled at the iron nails piercing her skin. 

“Silence,” Manon hissed, and Elide obeyed. 

Keeping  low,  they  peered  through  the  grasses.  Only  a  moment—she  could

spare only a moment to watch, to glean where Maeve was taking the Queen of

Terrasen. 

Lorcan  remained  frozen  as  Maeve  had  commanded.  Gavriel  was  barely

conscious, panting in the grass, as if ripping that blood oath from him had been

as grave as any physical wound. 

Fenrys—Fenrys’s  eyes  were  alive  with  hatred  as  he  watched  Maeve  and

Cairn. Blood coated Cairn’s whip, still dangling at his side as Maeve’s soldiers

finished strapping that mask over Aelin’s face. 

Then they clamped irons around her wrists. 

Ankles. 

Neck. 

No one healed her ravaged back, barely more than a bloody slab of meat, as

they guided her into the iron box. Made her lie upon her wounds. 

And then slid the lid into place. Locked it. 

Elide vomited in the grass. 

Manon  put  a  hand  on  the  girl’s  back  as  the  males  began  carrying  the  box

down the dunes, to the boat, and the ship beyond. 

“Fenrys, go,” Maeve ordered, pointing to the ship. 

Breathing  raggedly  but  unable  to  refuse  the  order,  Fenrys  followed.  He

glanced once at the white shirt discarded in the sand. It was splattered with blood

—spray from the whipping. 

Then he was gone, stepping through air and wind and into nothing. 

Alone with Lorcan, Maeve said to the warrior, “You have done all this—for

me?” 

He did not move. Maeve said, “Speak.” 

Lorcan  loosed  a  shuddering  breath  and  said,  “Yes.  Yes—it  was  all  for  you. 

All of it.” 

Elide  gripped  the  seagrass  in  fistfuls,  and  Manon  half  wondered  if  she’d

grow iron nails and shred it apart at the fury in her face. The hate. 

Maeve  stepped  over  Aelin’s  blood-splattered  shirt,  and  brushed  her  hand

over  Lorcan’s  cheek.  “I  have  no  use,”  she  crooned,  “for  self-righteous  males

who think they know best.” 

He stiffened. “Majesty—” 

“I strip you of the blood oath. I strip you of your assets and your titles and

your  properties.  You,  like  Gavriel,  are  released  with  dishonor  and  shame.  You are exiled from Doranelle for your disobedience, your treachery. Should you step

foot inside my borders, you will die.” 

“Majesty, I beg you—” 

“Go  beg  someone  else.  I  have  no  use  for  a  warrior  I  cannot  trust.  I  rescind my kill order. Letting you live with the shame will be far worse for you, I think.” 

Blood welled at his wrist, then hers. Spilling on the ground. 

Lorcan fell to his knees. 

“I  do  not  suffer  fools  gladly,”  Maeve  said,  leaving  him  in  the  sand,  and

walked away. 

As if she’d dealt him a blow, the twin to Gavriel’s, Lorcan couldn’t seem to

move,  to  think  or  breathe.  He  tried  crawling,  though.  Toward  Maeve.  The

bastard tried crawling. 

“We  need  to  go,”  Manon  murmured.  The  moment  Maeve  checked  to  see

where those keys were … They had to go. 

A roar grumbled on the horizon. 

Abraxos. 

Her heart thundered in her chest, joy sparking, but—

Elide  remained  in  the  grass.  Watching  Lorcan  crawl  toward  the  queen  now

striding across the beach, black gown flowing behind her. 

Watching  the  boat  row  to  the  awaiting  ship,  that  iron  coffin  in  its  center, Maeve sitting beside it, one hand on the lid. For her sanity, Manon prayed that

Aelin wouldn’t be awake the entire time she was inside. 

And for the sake of their world, Manon prayed the Queen of Terrasen could

survive it. 

If only so Aelin could then die for them all. 
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There was so much blood. 

It  had  spread  to  where  Lorcan  was  kneeling,  gleaming  bright  as  it  soaked

into the sand. 

It covered her shirt, discarded and forgotten beside him. It even speckled the

scabbards of her swords and knives, littered around him like bones. 

What Maeve had done …

What Aelin had done …

There was a hole in his chest. 

And there was so much blood. 

Wings  and  roaring  and  he  still  couldn’t  look  up.  Couldn’t  bring  himself  to

care. 

Elide’s voice cut  across the world,  saying to someone,  “The ship—the ship

just v anished; she left without realizing we have the—” 

Whoops of joy—female cries of happiness. 

Thunderous, swift steps. 

Then  a  hand  gripping  his  hair,  yanking  back  his  head  as  a  dagger  settled

along his throat. As Rowan’s face, calm with lethal wrath, appeared in his vision. 

“Where is Aelin.” 

There  was  pure  panic,  too—pure  panic  as  Whitethorn  saw  the  blood,  the

scattered blades, and the shirt. 

 “Where is Aelin.” 

What had he done, what had he done—

Pain sliced Lorcan’s neck, warm blood dribbled down his throat, his chest. 

Rowan hissed, “Where is my wife? ” 

Lorcan swayed where he knelt. 

Wife. 

 Wife. 

“Oh, gods,” Elide sobbed as she overheard, the words carrying the sound of

Lorcan’s own fractured heart. “Oh, gods …” 

And for the first time in centuries, Lorcan wept. 

Rowan  dug  the  dagger  deeper  into  Lorcan’s  neck,  even  as  tears  slid  down Lorcan’s face. 

What that woman had done …

Aelin had known. That Lorcan had betrayed her and summoned Maeve here. 

That she had been living on borrowed time. 

And she had married Whitethorn … so Terrasen could have a king. Perhaps

had been spurred into action because she knew Lorcan had already betrayed her, 

that Maeve was coming …

And Lorcan had not helped her. 

Whitethorn’s wife. 

His mate. 

Aelin  had  let  them  whip  and  chain  her,  had  gone  willingly  with  Maeve,  so

Elide didn’t enter Cairn’s clutches. And it had been just as much a sacrifice for

Elide as it had been a gift to him. 

She had bowed to Maeve. 

For Elide. 

“Please,” Rowan begged, his voice breaking as that calm fury fractured. 

“Maeve took her,” Manon said, approaching. 

Gavriel rasped from where he knelt nearby, reeling from the severing of his

blood  oath,  “She  used  the  oath  to  keep  us  down—keep  us  from  helping.  Even

Lorcan.” 

Rowan still didn’t remove the knife from Lorcan’s throat. 

Lorcan had been wrong. He had been so wrong. 

And he could not entirely regret it, not if Elide was safe, but …

Aelin had refused to count. Cairn had unleashed his full strength on her with

that whip, and she had refused to give them the satisfaction of counting. 

“Where  is  the  ship,”  Aedion  demanded,  then  swore  at  the  bloody  shirt

nearby.  He  grabbed  Goldryn,  frantically  wiping  the  blood  specks  off  the

scabbard with his jacket. 

“It vanished,” Elide said again. “It just …  vanished.” 

Whitethorn stared down at him, agony and despair in those eyes. And Lorcan

whispered, “I’m sorry.” 

Rowan dropped the knife, released the fist gripping Lorcan’s hair. Staggered

back  a  step.  In  the  grass  nearby,  Dorian  knelt  beside  Gavriel,  a  faint  light glowing around them. Healing the wounds in his arms. There was nothing to be

done for the soul-wound Maeve had dealt him, dealt Lorcan as well, in severing

that oath with such dishonor. 

Manon  came  closer,  her  witches  now  flanking  her.  They  all  sniffed  at  the blood. A golden-haired one swore softly. 

Manon told them about the Lock. 

About Elena. About the cost the gods demanded of her. Demanded of Aelin. 

But it was Elide who then took up the thread, leaning against Lysandra, who

was staring at that blood and that shirt as if it were a corpse, telling them what

had happened on these dunes. What Aelin had sacrificed. 

She told Rowan that he was Aelin’s mate. Told him about Lyria. 

She told them about the whipping, and the mask, and the box. 

When Elide finished, they were silent. And Lorcan only watched as Aedion

turned to Lysandra and snarled, “You knew. ” 

Lysandra did not flinch. “She asked me—that day on the boat. To help her. 

She told me the suspected price to banish Erawan and restore the keys. What I

needed to do.” 

Aedion snarled, “What could  you possibly …” 

Lysandra lifted her chin. 

Rowan  breathed,  “Aelin  would  die  to  forge  the  new  Lock  to  seal  the  keys

into  the  gate—to  banish  Erawan.  But  no  one  would  know.  No  one  but  us.  Not

while you wore her skin for the rest of your life.” 

Aedion  dragged  a  hand  through  his  blood-caked  hair.  “But  any  offspring

with Rowan wouldn’t look anything like—” 

Lysandra’s face was pleading. “You would fix that, Aedion. With me.” 

With the golden hair, the Ashryver eyes … If that line bred true, the shifter’s

offspring could pass as royal. Aelin wanted Rowan on the throne—but it would

be Aedion secretly siring the heirs. 

Aedion flinched as if he’d been struck. “And when were you going to reveal

this? Before or after I thought I was taking my gods-damned cousin to bed for

whatever reason you concocted?” 

Lysandra  said  softly,  “I  will  not  apologize  to  you.  I  serve  her.  And  I  am

willing to spend the rest of my life pretending to be her so that her  sacrifice isn’t in vain—” 

“You can go to hell,” Aedion snapped. “You can  go to hell, you lying bitch! ” 

Lysandra’s answering snarl wasn’t human. 

Rowan  just  took  Goldryn  from  the  general  and  walked  toward  the  sea,  the

wind tossing his silver hair. 

Lorcan rose to his feet, swaying again. But Elide was there. 

And there was nothing of the young woman he’d come to know in her pale, 
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taut face. Nothing of her in the raw voice as Elide said to Lorcan, “I hope you

spend  the  rest  of  your  miserable,  immortal  life  suffering.  I  hope  you  spend  it alone. I hope you live with regret and guilt in your heart and never find a way to

endure it.” 

Then  she  was  heading  for  the  Thirteen.  The  golden-haired  one  held  up  an

arm, and Elide slipped beneath it, entering a sanctuary of wings and claws and

teeth. 

Lysandra stormed to tend to Gavriel, who had the good sense not to flinch at

her  still-snarling  face,  and  Lorcan  looked  to  Aedion  to  find  the  young  general already watching him. 

Hatred shone in Aedion’s eyes. Pure hatred. “Even before you got the order

to stand down, you did nothing to help her. You summoned Maeve here. I will

never forget that.” 

Then he was striding for the beach—to where Rowan knelt in the sand. 

Asterin was alive. 

The Thirteen were alive. And it was joy in Manon’s heart—joy, she realized, 

as she beheld those smiling faces and smiled back. 

She  said  to  Asterin,  all  of  them  standing  among  their  wyverns  on  a  dune

overlooking the sea, “How?” 

Asterin  brushed  a  hand  over  Elide’s  hair  as  the  girl  wept  into  her  shoulder. 

“Your grandmother’s bitches gave us one hell of a chase, but we managed to gut

them.  We’ve  spent  the  past  month  looking  for  you.  But  Abraxos  found  us  and

seemed to know where you were, so we followed him.” She scratched at some

dried blood on her cheek. “And saved your ass, apparently.” 

Not  soon  enough,  Manon  thought,  seeing  Elide’s  silent  tears,  the  way  the

humans and Fae were either standing or arguing or just doing nothing. 

Not soon enough to stop this. To save Aelin Galathynius. 

“What  do  we  do  now?”  Sorrel  asked  from  where  she  leaned  against  her

bull’s flank, wrapping up a slice in her forearm. 

The Thirteen all looked to Manon, all waited. 

She  dared  to  ask,  “Did  you  hear  what  my  grandmother  said  before  …

everything?” 

“The Shadows told us,” Asterin said, eyes dancing. 

“And?” 
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“And what?” Sorrel grunted. “So you’re half Crochan.” 

“Crochan   Queen.”  And  heir  to  Rhiannon  Crochan’s  likeness.  Had  the

Ancients noted it? 

Asterin  shrugged.  “Five  centuries  of  pure-blooded  Ironteeth  couldn’t  bring

us home. Maybe you can.” 

A child not of war … but of peace. 

“And will you follow me?” Manon asked them quietly. “To do what needs to

be done before we can return to the Wastes?” 

Aelin  Galathynius  had  not  beseeched  Elena  for  another  fate.  She  had  only

asked for one thing, one request of the ancient queen:

 Will you come with me?  For the same reason Manon had now asked them. 

As one, the Thirteen lifted their fingers to their brows. As one, they lowered

them. 

Manon looked toward the sea, her throat tight. 

“Aelin Galathynius willingly handed over her freedom so an Ironteeth witch

could  walk  free,”  Manon  said.  Elide  straightened,  pulling  from  Asterin’s  arms. 

But Manon continued, “We owe her a life debt. And more than that … It is time

that we became better than our foremothers. We are all children of this land.” 

“What are you going to do?” Asterin breathed, her eyes so bright. 

Manon looked behind them. To the north. 

“I  am  going  to  find  the  Crochans.  And  I  am  going  to  raise  an  army  with

them. For Aelin Galathynius. And her people. And for ours.” 

“They’ll never trust us,” Sorrel said. 

Asterin drawled, “Then we’ll have to just be our charming selves.” 

Some of them smirked; some of them shifted on their feet. 

Manon said again to her Thirteen, “Will you follow me?” 

And  when  they  all  touched  their  fingers  to  their  brows  again,  Manon

returned the gesture. 

Rowan  and  Aedion  were  sitting  silently  on  the  beach.  Gavriel  had  recovered

enough  from  the  shock  of  the  oath’s  severing  that  he  and  Lorcan  were  now

standing  atop  the  bluff,  talking  quietly;  Lysandra  was  sitting  alone,  in  ghost leopard form, amongst the waving seagrasses; and Dorian was just … watching

them from the apex of a dune. 

What Aelin had done … what she’d lied about …

Some of the blood on the ground had dried. 

If Aelin was gone, if her life would indeed be the cost if she ever got free …

“Maeve doesn’t have the two keys,” Manon said from Dorian’s side, having

crept  up  silently.  Her  coven  lingered  behind  her,  Elide  ensconced  within  their ranks. “In case you were concerned.” 

Lorcan and Gavriel turned toward them. Then Lysandra. 

Dorian dared to ask, “Then where are they?” 

“I have them,” Manon said simply. “Aelin slid them into my pocket.” 

Oh, Aelin. Aelin. She’d worked Maeve into such a frenzy, made the queen so

focused  on  capturing   her  that  she  hadn’t  thought  to  confirm  if  Aelin  held  the keys before she vanished. 

She’d been dealt such a wicked, impossible hand—and yet Aelin had made it

count. One last time, she’d made it count. 

“It’s why I couldn’t do anything about it,” Manon said. “To help her. I had to

look uninvolved. Neutral.” From where he sat on the beach below, Aedion  had

twisted toward them, his keen Fae hearing feeding him every word. Manon said

to all of them, “I am sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t help.” 

She reached into the pocket of her riding leathers and extended the Amulet

of Orynth and a sliver of black stone to Dorian. He balked. 

“Elena said Mala’s bloodline can stop this. It runs in both your houses.” 

The golden eyes were weary—heavy. He realized what Manon was asking. 

Aelin had never planned to see Terrasen again. 

She had married Rowan knowing she would have months at best, days at the

worst, with him. But she would give Terrasen a legal king. To hold her territory

together. 

She had made plans for all of them—and none for herself. 

“The quest does not end here,” Dorian said softly. 

Manon shook her head. And he knew she meant more than the keys, than the

war, as she said, “No, it does not.” 

He took the keys from her. They throbbed and flickered, warming his palm. 

A  foreign,  horrible  presence,  and  yet  …  all  that  stood  between  them  and

destruction. 

No, the quest did not end here. Not even close. Dorian slid the keys into his

pocket. 

And  the  road  that  now  sprawled  away  before  him,  curving  into  unknown, 

awaiting shadow … it did not frighten him. 
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Rowan had married Aelin before dawn barely two days ago. 

Aedion  and  Lysandra  had  been  the  only  witnesses  as  they’d  awoken  the

bleary-eyed captain, who married them quickly and quietly and signed a vow of

secrecy. 

They’d had fifteen minutes in their cabin to consummate that marriage. 

Aedion still carried the formal documents; the captain bearing the duplicates. 

Rowan had been kneeling on that spit of beach for half an hour now. Silent, 

wandering  the  paths  of  his  churning  thoughts.  Aedion  had  kept  him  company, 

staring blankly at the sea. 

Rowan had known. 

Part of him had known that Aelin was his mate. And had turned away from

that knowledge, again and again, out of respect for Lyria, out of terror for what

it’d  mean.  He’d  leapt  in  front  of  her  at  Skull’s  Bay  knowing  it,  deep  down. 

Knowing mates aware of the bond could not bear to harm each other, and that it

might be the only force to compel her to regain control from Deanna. And even

when she had proved him right … He had turned from that proof, still unready, 

pushing it from his mind even as he claimed her in every other way. 

Aelin had known, though. That he was her mate. And she had not pushed it, 

or demanded he face it, because she loved him, and he knew she’d rather carve

out her own heart than cause him pain or distress. 

His Fireheart. 

His equal, his friend, his lover. His wife. 

His mate. 

That gods-damned bitch had put her in an iron box. 

She’d whipped his mate so brutally that he’d rarely seen such blood spilled

as  a  result.  Then  chained  her.  Then  put  Aelin  in  a  veritable  iron  coffin,  still bleeding, still hurting. 

To contain her. To break her. To torture her. 

His Fireheart, locked in the dark. 

She’d tried to tell him. Right before the ilken converged. 

Tried to tell him she’d vomited her guts up on the ship that day not because she was pregnant but because she’d realized she was going to die. That the cost

of sealing the gate, forging a new Lock to do so, was her life. Her immortal life. 

Goldryn lying beside him, its ruby dull in the bright sun, Rowan gathered up

two fistfuls of sand and let the grains slide out, let the wind carry them toward

the sea. 

 It was all borrowed time anyway. 

Aelin did not expect them to come for her. 

She, who had come for them, who had found them all. She had arranged for

everything  to  fall  into  place  when  she  yielded  her  life.  When  she  gave  up  a thousand years to save them. 

And  Rowan  knew  she  believed  they’d  make  the  right  choice,  the  wise

choice, and remain here. Lead their armies to victory—the armies she’d secured

for them, guessing that she wouldn’t be there to see it through. 

She did not think she’d ever see him again. 

He did not accept that. 

He would not accept that. 

And he would not accept that he had found her, and she had found him, and

they had survived such sorrow and pain and despair together, only to be cleaved

apart. He would not accept the fate that had been dealt to her, would not accept

that her life was the asking price for saving this world. Her life, or Dorian’s. 

He would not accept it for one heartbeat. 

Footsteps thudded on the sand, and he scented Lorcan before he bothered to

look. For half a breath, he debated killing the male where he stood. 

Rowan  knew  that  today—today  he’d  win.  Something  had  fractured  in

Lorcan, and if Rowan attacked now, the other male would die. Lorcan might not

even put up much of a fight. 

Lorcan’s  granite-hewn  face  was  hard,  but  his  eyes  …  That  was  agony  in

them. And regret. 

The others flowed down the dunes, the witch’s coven remaining behind, and

Aedion rose to his feet. 

They all stared at Rowan as he remained kneeling. 

The sea rolled away, undulating under the clearing blue sky. 

He speared that bond into the world, casting it wide as a net. Flinging it out

with his magic, his soul, his cracked heart. Searching for her. 

 Fight it, he willed her, sending the words down the bond—the mating bond, 

which perhaps had settled into place that first moment they’d become  carranam, 

hidden  beneath  flame  and  ice  and  hope  for  a  better  future.  Fight  her.  I  am coming for you. Even if it takes me a thousand years. I will find you, I will find

 you, I will find you. 

Only salt and wind and water answered him. 

Rowan rose to his feet. And slowly turned to face them. 

But  their  attention  snagged  on  the  ships  now  sailing  out  of  the  west—from

the  battle  site.  His  cousins’  ships,  with  what  remained  of  the  fleet  Ansel  of Briarcliff had won for them, and Rolfe’s three ships. 

But it was not those boats that made him pause. 

It was the one that rounded the eastern tip of the land—a longboat. It swept

closer on a phantom wind, too fast to be natural. 

Rowan  braced  himself.  The  boat’s  shape  didn’t  belong  to  any  of  the  fleets

assembled. But its style nagged at his memory. 

From  their  own  fleet,  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  and  Enda  were  soaring  over  the

waves in a longboat, aiming for this beach. 

But  Rowan  and  the  others  watched  in  silence  as  the  foreign  boat  crested

through the surf and slid onto the sand. 

Watched  the  olive-skinned  sailors  haul  it  up  the  beach.  A  broad-shouldered

young  man  nimbly  leaped  out,  his  slightly  curling  dark  hair  tossed  in  the  sea breeze. 

He did not emit a whiff of fear as he stalked for them—didn’t even go for the

comforting touch of the fine sword at his side. 

“Where  is  Aelin  Galathynius?”  the  stranger  asked  a  bit  breathlessly  as  he

scanned them. 

And his accent …

“Who are you,” Rowan ground out. 

But the young man was now close enough that Rowan could see the color of

his eyes. Turquoise—with a core of gold. 

Aedion breathed as if in a trance, “Galan.” 

Galan Ashryver, Crown Prince of Wendlyn. 

The  young  man’s  eyes  widened  as  he  took  in  the  warrior-prince.  “Aedion,” 

he  said  hoarsely,  something  like  awe  and  grief  in  his  face.  But  he  blinked  it away, self-assured and steady, and again asked, “Where is she?” 

None of them answered. Aedion demanded, “What are you doing here?” 

Galan’s  dark  brows  flicked  toward  each  other.  “I  thought  she  would  have

informed you.” 

“Informed us of  what?” Rowan said too quietly. 

Galan reached into the pocket of his worn blue tunic, pulling out a crinkled letter that looked like it had been read a hundred times. He silently handed it to

Rowan. 

Her scent still clung to it as he unfolded the paper, Aedion reading over his

shoulder. 

Aelin’s  letter  to  the  Prince  of  Wendlyn  had  been  short.  Brutal.  The  large

letters  were  sprawled  across  the  page  as  if  her  temper  had  gotten  the  better  of her:

 TERRASEN REMEMBERS EVALIN ASHRYVER. 

 DO YOU? 

 I FOUGHT AT MISTWARD FOR YOUR PEOPLE. 

 RETURN THE GODS-DAMNED FAVOR. 

And then coordinates—for this spot. 

“It only went to me,” Galan said softly. “Not to my father. Only to me.” 

To the armada that Galan controlled—as a blockade runner against Adarlan. 

“Rowan,” Lysandra murmured in warning. He followed her stare. 

Not to where Ansel and Enda now arrived at the edge of their group, giving

the Thirteen a wide berth as they lifted their brows at Galan. 

But to the small company of white-clad people that appeared on the cresting

dunes  behind  them,  splattered  in  mud  and  looking  like  they  had  trekked  across the marshes themselves. 

And Rowan knew. 

He knew who they were before they even reached the beach. 

Ansel  of  Briarcliff  had  gone  pale  at  the  sight  of  their  layered,  flowing

clothes.  And  as  the  tall  male  in  their  center  peeled  off  his  hood  to  reveal  a brown-skinned,  green-eyed  face  still  handsome  with  youth,  the  Queen  of  the

Wastes whispered, “Ilias.” 

Ilias,  son  of  the  Mute  Master  of  the  Silent  Assassins,  gaped  at  Ansel,  his

back  stiffening.  But  Rowan  stepped  toward  the  man,  drawing  his  attention. 

Ilias’s  eyes  narrowed  in  assessment.  And  he,  like  Galan,  scanned  them  all, 

searching  for  a  golden-haired  woman  who  was  not  there.  His  eyes  returned  to

Rowan as if he’d marked him as the axis of this group. 

In a voice hoarse from disuse, Ilias asked him, “We have come to fulfill our

life debt to Celaena Sardothien—to Aelin Galathynius. Where is she?” 

“You  are  the   sessiz  suikast,”  Dorian  said,  shaking  his  head.  “The  Silent

Assassins of the Red Desert.” 

Ilias nodded. And glanced at Ansel, who still seemed near vomiting, before

saying  to  Rowan,  “It  seems  my  friend  has  called  in  many  debts  in  addition  to ours.” 

As if the words themselves were a signal, more white-clad figures filled the

dunes behind them. 

Dozens. Hundreds. 

Rowan wondered if every single assassin from that desert Keep had come to

honor their debt to the young woman. A lethal legion in themselves. 

And Galan …

Rowan  turned  to  the  Crown  Prince  of  Wendlyn.  “How  many,”  he  asked. 

“How many did you bring?” 

Galan only smiled a bit and pointed to the eastern horizon. 

Where  white  sails  now  broke  over  its  rim.  Ship  after  ship  after  ship,  each

bearing the cobalt flag of Wendlyn. 

“Tell Aelin Galathynius that Wendlyn has never forgotten Evalin Ashryver,” 

Galan said to him, to Aedion. “Or Terrasen.” 

Aedion  fell  to  his  knees  in  the  sand  as  Wendlyn’s  armada  spread  before

them. 

 I promise you that no matter how far I go, no matter the cost, when you call

 for my aid, I will come, Aelin had told him she’d sworn to Darrow.  I’m going to call  in  old  debts  and  promises.  To  raise  an  army  of  assassins  and  thieves  and exiles and commoners. 

And she had. She had meant and accomplished every word of it. 

Rowan  counted  the  ships  that  slid  over  the  horizon.  Counted  the  ships  in

their  own  armada.  Added  Rolfe’s—and  the  Mycenians  he  was  rallying  in  the

North. 

“Holy  gods,”  Dorian  breathed  as  Wendlyn’s  armada  kept  spreading  wider

and wider. 

Tears  slid  down  Aedion’s  face  as  he  silently  sobbed.  Where  are  our  allies, Aelin? Where are our armies?  She had taken the criticism—taken it, because he

knew she hadn’t wanted to disappoint them if she failed. Rowan put a hand on

Aedion’s shoulder. 

 All of it for Terrasen, she had said that day she’d revealed she’d schemed her

way  into  getting  Arobynn’s  fortune.  And  Rowan  knew  that  every  step  she  had

taken, every plan and calculation, every secret and desperate gamble …

For Terrasen. For them. For a better world. 

Aelin Galathynius had raised an army not just to challenge Morath … but to rattle the stars. 

She’d known that she would not get to lead it. But she would still hold true

to her promise to Darrow:  I promise you on my blood, on my family’s name, that

 I will not turn my back on Terrasen as you have turned your back on me. 

And  the  last  piece  of  it  …  if  Chaol  Westfall  and  Nesryn  Faliq  could  rally

forces from the southern continent …

Aedion  at  last  looked  up  at  him,  eyes  wide  as  he  came  to  the  same

realization. 

A chance. His wife, his mate, had bought them a fool’s shot at this war. 

And she did not believe that they would come for her. 

“Galan?” 

Rowan  went  still  as  death  at  the  voice  that  floated  over  the  dunes.  At  the golden-haired woman who wore the skin of his beloved. 

Aedion shot to his feet, about to snarl, when Rowan gripped his arm. 

When  Lysandra,  as  Aelin,  as  she  had  promised,  swept  for  them,  grinning

wide. 

That  smile  …  It  punched  a  hole  through  his  heart.  Lysandra  had  taught

herself  Aelin’s  smile,  that  bit  of  wickedness  and  delight,  honed  with  that  razor edge of cruelty. 

Lysandra’s  acting,  honed  in  the  same  hellhole  Aelin  had  learned  hers,  was

flawless as she spoke to Galan. As she spoke to Ilias, embracing him like a long-

lost friend, and a relieved ally. 

Aedion was trembling beside him. But the world could not know. 

Their allies, their enemies, could not know that the immortal fire of Mala had

been stolen. Leashed. 

Galan said to the one whom he believed to be his cousin, “Where now?” 

Lysandra looked to him, then to Aedion, not a sign of regret or guilt or doubt

on her face. “We go north. To Terrasen.” 

Rowan’s  stomach  turned  leaden.  But  Lysandra  caught  his  eye,  and  said

steadily  and  casually,  “Prince—I  need  you  to  retrieve  something  for  me  before you join us in the North.” 

 Find her, find her, find her, the shifter seemed to beg. 

Rowan nodded, at a loss for words. Lysandra took his hand, squeezed it once

in thanks, a polite, public farewell between a queen and her consort, and stepped

away. 

“Come,”  Lysandra  said  to  Galan  and  Ilias,  motioning  them  toward  where  a

white-faced  Ansel  and  frowning  Enda  waited.  “We  have  matters  to  discuss before we head out.” 

Then their little company was alone once more. 

Aedion’s  hands  clenched  and  unclenched  at  his  sides  as  he  gazed  after  the

shape-shifter wearing Aelin’s skin, leading their allies down the beach. To give

them privacy. 

An army to take on Morath. To give them a fighting chance …

Sand whispered behind him as Lorcan stepped up to his side. “I will go with

you. I will help you get her back.” 

Gavriel rasped, “We’ll find her.” Aedion at last looked away from Lysandra

at  that.  But  he  said  nothing  to  his  father—had  said  nothing  to  him  at  all  since they’d landed on the beach. 

Elide  took  a  limping  step  closer,  her  voice  as  raw  as  Gavriel’s.  “Together. 

We’ll go together.” 

Lorcan gave the Lady of Perranth an assessing look that she made a point to

ignore. His eyes flickered as he said to Rowan, “Fenrys is with her. He’ll know

we’re coming for her—try to leave tracks if he can.” 

If  Maeve  didn’t  have  him  on  lockdown.  But  Fenrys  had  battled  the  blood

oath every day since swearing it. And if he was all that now stood between Cairn

and Aelin … Rowan didn’t let himself think about Cairn. About what Maeve had

already had him do, or would do to her before the end. No—Fenrys would fight

it. And Aelin would fight it. 

Aelin would never stop fighting. 

Rowan faced Aedion, and the warrior-prince again peeled his attention away

from  Lysandra  long  enough  to  meet  his  eyes.  Aedion  understood  the  look,  and

put a hand on the Sword of Orynth’s hilt. “I’ll go north. With—her. To oversee

the armies, make sure it’s all in place.” 

Rowan clasped Aedion’s forearm. “The lines have to hold. Buy us whatever

time you can, brother.” 

Aedion gripped his forearm in return, eyes burning bright. Rowan knew how

much it killed him. But if the world believed Aelin was returning north, then one

of  her  generals  had  to  be  at  her  side  to  lead  her  armies.  And  since  Aedion commanded  the  loyalty  of  the  Bane  …  “Bring  her  back,  Prince,”  Aedion  said, 

voice cracking. “Bring her home.” 

Rowan  held  his  brother’s  stare  and  nodded.  “We  will  see  you  again.  All  of

you.” 

He did not waste words persuading the warrior-prince to forgive the shifter. 

He wasn’t entirely sure what to even make of Aelin and Lysandra’s plan. What his role would have been in it. 

Dorian stepped forward, but glanced to Manon, who was staring toward the

sea  as  if  she  could  see  wherever  Maeve  had  spirited  away  her  ship.  Using  that cloaking power she’d wielded to hide Fenrys and Gavriel in Skull’s Bay—hide

her armada from the eyes of Eyllwe. “The witches fly north,” Dorian said. “And

I will go with them. To see if I can do what needs to be done.” 

“Stay with us,” Rowan offered. “We’ll find a way to deal with the keys and

the Lock and the gods—all of it.” 

Dorian shook his head. “If you go after Maeve, the keys should be kept far

away. If I can help by doing this, by finding the third … I will serve you better

that way.” 

“You’ll  likely  die,”  Aedion  cut  in  sharply.  “We  go  north  to  bloodshed  and

killing  fields—you  head  into  dangers  far  worse  than  that.  Morath  will  be

waiting.” Rowan cut him a glare. But his brother was beyond caring. No, Aedion

was riding a vicious, vulnerable edge right now—and it wouldn’t take much for

that edge to turn lethal. Especially when Dorian had played his part in separating

Aelin from their group. 

Dorian  again  looked  to  Manon,  who  now  smiled  faintly  at  him.  It  was  a

smile that softened her face, made it come alive. “He won’t die if I can help it,” 

the  witch  said,  then  surveyed  them  all.  “We  journey  to  find  the  Crochans—to

rally what forces they might have.” 

A witch army to counter the Ironteeth legions. 

Hope—precious, fragile hope—stirred Rowan’s blood. 

Manon  merely  jerked  her  chin  in  farewell  and  prowled  up  the  bluff  to  her

coven. 

So Rowan nodded to Dorian. But the man bowed his head—not the gesture

of a friend to a friend. But of one king to another. 

Consort, he wanted to say. He was just her consort. 

Even if she’d married him so he could have the legal right to save Terrasen

and  rebuild  it.  To  command  the  armies  she’d  given  everything  to  gather  for

them. 

“When  we  are  done,  I  will  join  you  in  Terrasen,  Aedion,”  the  King  of

Adarlan promised. “So that when you get back, Rowan—when  both of you get

back—there will be something left to fight for.” 

Aedion seemed to consider. To weigh the man’s words and expression. And

then  the  general-prince  stepped  forward  and  embraced  the  king.  It  was  quick, 

and hard, and Dorian flinched, but that edge in Aedion’s grief-dull eyes had been eased a bit. Silently, Aedion glanced at Damaris, sheathed at Dorian’s side. The

blade of Adarlan’s first and greatest king. Aedion seemed to weigh its presence, 

who  bore  it.  At  last,  the  general-prince  nodded,  more  to  himself  than  anyone. 

But Dorian still bowed his head in thanks. 

When Aedion had stalked toward the longboats, deliberately stepping around

Lysandra-Aelin  when  she  tried  to  speak  to  him,  Rowan  said  to  the  king,  “You trust the witches?” 

A nod. “They’re leaving two wyverns to guard your ship to the edge of the

continent.  From  there,  they’ll  join  us  again—and  you’ll  set  off  wherever  …

wherever you need to go.” 

Maeve could have taken her anywhere, vanished that ship halfway across the

world. 

Rowan said to Dorian, “Thank you.” 

“Don’t thank me.” A half smile. “Thank Manon.” 

If they all lived through this, if he got Aelin back, he would. 

He  embraced  Dorian,  wished  the  king  well,  and  watched  the  man  climb  up

the sandbank to the white-haired witch who waited for him. 

Lysandra was already giving orders to Galan and Ilias regarding transporting

the two hundred Silent Assassins onto Wendlyn’s ships, Aedion monitoring with

crossed arms. Ansel was deep in conversation with Endymion, who didn’t seem

to quite know what to do with the red-haired queen with a wolf’s smile. Ansel, 

however, seemed already inclined to raise hell and have a damn good time doing

it. Rowan wished he had more than a moment to spare to thank them both—to

thank Enda and each one of his cousins. 

All  was  set,  all  was  ready  for  that  desperate  push  north.  As  Aelin  had

planned. 

There would be no rest, no waiting. They did not have the time to spare. 

The  wyverns  stirred,  flapping  their  wings.  Dorian  climbed  into  the  saddle

behind  Manon  and  wrapped  his  arms  around  her  waist.  The  witch  said

something that made him smile. Truly smile. 

Dorian lifted his hand in farewell, wincing as Abraxos soared into the skies. 

Ten other wyverns took to the air behind them. 

The  grinning,  golden-haired  witch—Asterin—and  a  slender,  black-haired, 

green-eyed  one  named  Briar  waited  atop  their  mounts  for  Gavriel,  Lorcan,  and

Elide. To carry them to the ship that would take them hunting across the sea. 

Lorcan  made  to  step  toward  Elide  as  she  approached  Asterin’s  wyvern,  but

she  ignored  him.  Didn’t  even  look  at  the  male  as  she  took  Asterin’s  hand  and was hauled up into the saddle. And though Lorcan hid it well, Rowan caught the

glimmer of devastation on those centuries-hardened features. 

Gavriel’s barked curse as he gripped the golden-haired witch’s waist was the

only sound of his unease as they flapped into the sky. Only when they were all

airborne  did  Rowan  slowly  walk  up  the  sandy  hill,  tying  Goldryn’s  ancient

scabbard to his knife belt as he went. 

Her blood-splattered shirt was still lying there, just to the side of the pool of

her blood soaking the sand. He had no doubt Cairn had purposely left it. 

Rowan bent, picking up the shirt, running his thumbs over the soft fabric. 

The coven faded into the horizon; his companions reached their ship, and the

others  were  readying  to  move  the  army  his  mate  had  summoned  for  them, 

pushing the longboats into the surf. 

Rowan brought the shirt to his face and breathed in her scent. Felt something

stir in him—felt the bond flicker. 

He let the shirt drop, let the wind carry it far out to sea, far away from this

blood-drenched place that reeked of pain. 

 I will find you. 

Rowan  shifted  and  soared  high  on  a  fast,  wicked  wind  of  his  own  making, 

the glimmering sea sprawling to his right, the marshes a green-and-gray tangle to

his left. Chaining the wind to him, swiftly catching up with his companions now

flying down the coast, he committed her scent to memory, committed that flicker

in the bond to memory. 

That flicker he could have sworn he felt in answer, like the fluttering heart of

an ember. 

Unleashing  a  cry  that  set  the  world  trembling,  Prince  Rowan  Whitethorn

Galathynius, Consort of the Queen of Terrasen, began the hunt to find his wife. 
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PART ONE

THE GOD-CITY

 

1

Chaol Westfall, former Captain of the Royal Guard and now Hand to the newly

crowned  King  of  Adarlan,  had  discovered  that  he  hated  one  sound  above  all

others. 

Wheels. 

Specifically, their clattering along the planks of the ship on which he’d spent

the  past  three  weeks  sailing  through  storm-tossed  waters.  And  now  their  rattle and thunk over the shining green marble floors and intricate mosaics throughout

the Khagan of the Southern Continent’s shining palace in Antica. 

With  nothing  to  do  beyond  sit  in  the  wheeled  chair  that  he’d  deemed  had

become both his prison and his only path to seeing the world, Chaol took in the

details  of  the  sprawling  palace  perched  atop  one  of  the  capital  city’s  countless hills.  Every  bit  of  material  had  been  taken  from  and  built  in  honor  of  some portion of the khagan’s mighty empire:

Those  polished  green  floors  his  chair  now  clattered  over  were  hewn  from

quarries in the southwest of the continent. The red pillars fashioned like mighty

trees, their uppermost branches stretching across the domed ceilings high above

—all  part  of  one  endless  receiving  hall—had  been  hauled  in  from  the

northeastern, sand-blasted deserts. 

The  mosaics  that  interrupted  the  green  marble  had  been  assembled  by

craftsmen from Tigana, another of the khagan’s prized cities at the mountainous

southern end of the continent. Each portrayed a scene from the khaganate’s rich, 

brutal, glorious past: the centuries spent as a nomadic horse-people in the grassy steppes  of  the  continent’s  eastern  lands;  the  emergence  of  the  first  khagan,  a warlord  who  unified  the  scattered  tribes  into  a  conquering  force  that  took  the continent  piece  by  piece,  wielding  cunning  and  strategic  brilliance  to  forge  a sweeping  empire;  and  then  depictions  of  the  three  centuries  since—the  various

khagans  who  had  expanded  the  empire,  distributing  the  wealth  from  a  hundred

territories across the lands, building countless bridges and roads to connect them

all, ruling over the vast continent with precision and clarity. 

Perhaps  the  mosaics  provided  a  vision  of  what  Adarlan  might  have  been, 

Chaol mused as the murmurings of the gathered court flitted between the carved

pillars and gilded domes ahead. That is, if Adarlan hadn’t been ruled by a man

controlled  by  a  demon  king  hell-bent  on  turning  this  world  into  a  feast  for  his hordes. 

Chaol  twisted  his  head  to  peer  up  at  Nesryn,  stone-faced  behind  him  as  she

pushed  his  chair.  Only  her  dark  eyes,  darting  over  every  passing  face  and

window  and  column,  revealed  any  sort  of  interest  in  the  khagan’s  sprawling

home. 

They’d  saved  their  finest  set  of  clothes  for  today,  and  the  newly  appointed

Captain of the Guard was indeed resplendent in her crimson-and-gold uniform. 

Where Dorian had dug up one of the uniforms Chaol had once worn with such

pride, he had no idea. 

He’d initially wanted to wear black, simply because color … He’d never felt

comfortable  with  colors,  save  the  red  and  gold  of  his  kingdom.  But  black  had become the color of Erawan’s Valg-infested guards. They had worn those black-on-black uniforms as they’d terrorized Rifthold. As they’d rounded up, tortured, 

and then butchered his men. 

Then strung them along the palace gates to swing in the wind. 

He’d  barely  been  able  to  look  at  the  Antican  guards  they’d  passed  on  their

way here, both in the streets and in this very palace—standing proud and alert, 

swords at their backs and knives at their sides. Even now, he resisted the urge to glance to where he knew they’d be stationed in the hall, exactly where he would

have positioned his own men. Where he himself would undoubtedly have been

standing, monitoring all, while emissaries from a foreign kingdom arrived. 

Nesryn  met  his  stare,  those  ebony  eyes  cool  and  unblinking,  her  shoulder-

length black hair swaying with each step. Not a trace of nerves flickered across

her lovely, solemn face. No inkling that they were about to meet one of the most

powerful  men  in  the  world—a  man  who  could  alter  the  fate  of  their  own

continent in the war surely now breaking out across Adarlan and Terrasen. 

Chaol faced forward without saying a word. The walls and pillars and arched

doorways had ears and eyes and mouths, she’d warned him. 

It was that thought alone that kept Chaol from fiddling with the clothes he’d

finally  decided  upon:  light  brown  pants,  knee-high  chestnut-colored  boots,  a

white shirt of finest silk, mostly concealed by a dark teal jacket. The jacket was

simple  enough,  the  cost  of  it  only  revealed  by  the  fine  brass  buckles  down  the front  and  the  glimmer  of  delicate  golden  thread  skimming  the  high  collar  and edges.  No  sword  hung  from  his  leather  belt—the  absence  of  that  comforting

weight like some phantom limb. 

Or legs. 

Two  tasks.  He  had  two  tasks  while  here,  and  he  still  was  not  certain  which one would prove the more impossible:

Convincing the khagan and his six would-be heirs to lend their considerable

armies to the war against Erawan …

Or finding a healer in the Torre Cesme who could discover some way to get

him walking again. 

To—he thought with no small ripple of disgust—fix him. 

He hated that word. Almost as much as the clattering of the wheels.  Fix. Even

if  that’s  what  he  was  beseeching  the  legendary  healers  to  do  for  him,  the  word still grated, made his gut churn. 

He  shoved  the  word  and  the  thought  from  his  mind  as  Nesryn  followed  the near-silent  flock  of  servants  who  had  led  them  from  the  docks,  through  the

winding  and  dusty  cobblestoned  streets  of  Antica,  all  the  way  up  the  sloped

avenue to the domes and thirty-six minarets of the palace itself. 

Strips  of  white  cloth—from  silk  to  felt  to  linen—had  been  hanging  from

countless windows and lanterns and doorways. Likely because of some official

or  distant  royal  relation  dying  recently,  Nesryn  had  murmured.  Death  rituals

were varied and often a blend from the countless kingdoms and territories now

governed by the khaganate, but the white cloth was an ancient holdover from the

centuries when the khagan’s people had roamed the steppes and laid their dead

to rest under the watchful, open sky. 

The city had been hardly gloomy, though, as they traveled through it. People

still  hurried  about  in  clothes  of  various  makes,  vendors  still  called  out  their wares, acolytes in temples of wood or stone—every god had a home in Antica, 

Nesryn supplied—still beckoned to those on the street. All of it, even the palace, 

watched over by the shining, pale-stoned tower atop one of its southern hills. 

The  Torre.  The  tower  that  housed  the  finest  mortal  healers  in  the  world. 

Chaol had tried not to look too long at it through the carriage windows, even if

the  massive  tower  could  be  seen  from  nearly  every  street  and  angle  of  Antica. 

None of the servants had mentioned it, or pointed out the dominant presence that

seemed to rival even the khagan’s palace. 

No, the servants hadn’t said much at all on the trek here, even regarding the

mourning-banners flapping in the dry wind. Each of them remained silent, men

and women alike, their dark hair shining and straight, and each wore loose pants

and flowing jackets of cobalt and bloodred edged with pale gold. Paid servants

—but  descendants  of  the  slaves  who  had  once  been  owned  by  the  khagan’s

bloodline.  Until  the  previous  khagan,  a  visionary  and  firebrand,  had  outlawed

slavery  a  generation  ago  as  one  of  her  countless  improvements  to  the  empire. 

The khagan had freed her slaves but kept them on as paid servants—along with

their children. And now their children’s children. 

Not a single one of them appeared underfed or undercompensated, and none

had shown even a flicker of fear as they’d escorted Chaol and Nesryn from the

ship  to  the  palace.  The  current  khagan,  it  seemed,  treated  his  servants  well. 

Hopefully his yet-undecided Heir would as well. 

Unlike  Adarlan  or  Terrasen,  inheritance  of  the  empire  was  decided  by  the

khagan—not  by  birth  order  or  gender.  Having  as  many  children  as  possible  to

provide  him  or  her  with  a  wide  pool  to  choose  from  made  that  choice  only

somewhat easier. And rivalry amongst the royal children … It was practically a

blood  sport.  All  designed  to  prove  to  their  parent  who  was  the  strongest,  the wisest, the most suited to rule. 

The khagan was required by law to have a sealed document locked away in

an unmarked, hidden trove—a document that listed his or her Heir, should death

sweep  upon  them  before  it  could  be  formally  announced.  It  could  be  altered  at any time, but it was designed to avoid the one thing the khaganate had lived in

fear of since that first khagan had patched together the kingdoms and territories

of this continent: collapse. Not from outside forces, but from war within. 

That long-ago first khagan had been wise. Not once during the three hundred

years of the khaganate had a civil war occurred. 

And  as  Nesryn  pushed  him  past  the  graceful  bowing  of  the  servants  now

paused  between  two  enormous  pillars,  as  the  lush,  ornate  throne  room  spread

before them with its dozens of people gathered around the golden dais glittering

in the midday sun, Chaol wondered which of the five figures standing before the

enthroned man would one day be chosen to rule this empire. 

The only sounds came from the rustling clothing of the four dozen people—

he counted in the span of a few casual blinks—gathered along either side of that

glinting  dais,  forming  a  wall  of  silk  and  flesh  and  jewels,  a  veritable  avenue through which Nesryn wheeled him. 

Rustling  clothing—and  the  clatter  and  squeak  of  the  wheels.  She’d  oiled

them  this  morning,  but  weeks  at  sea  had  worn  on  the  metal.  Every  scrape  and shriek was like nails on stone. 

But he kept his head high. Shoulders back. 

Nesryn paused a healthy distance from the dais—from the wall of five royal

children,  all  in  their  prime,  male  and  female,  standing  between  them  and  their father. 

Defense of their emperor: a prince or princess’s first duty. The easiest way to

prove their loyalty, to angle for being tapped Heir. And the five before them …

Chaol  schooled  his  face  into  neutrality  as  he  counted  again.  Only  five.  Not

the six Nesryn had described. 

But  he  didn’t  scan  the  hall  for  the  missing  royal  sibling  as  he  bowed  at  the waist. He’d practiced the movement over and over this final week at sea, as the

weather  had  turned  hotter,  the  air  becoming  dry  and  sunbaked.  Doing  it  in  the chair  still  felt  unnatural,  but  Chaol  bowed  low—until  he  was  staring  at  his

unresponsive  legs,  at  his  spotless  brown  boots  and  the  feet  he  could  not  feel, could not move. 

From the whisper of clothing to his left, he knew Nesryn had come to his side

and was bowing deeply as well. 

They held it for the three breaths Nesryn claimed were required. 

Chaol  used  those  three  breaths  to  settle  himself,  to  shut  out  the  weight  of what was upon them both. 

He  had  once  been  skilled  at  maintaining  an  unfaltering  composure.  He’d

served Dorian’s father for years, had taken orders without so much as blinking. 

And before that, he’d endured his own father, whose words had been as cutting

as his fists. The true and current Lord of Anielle. 

The  Lord now in front of Chaol’s name was a mockery. A mockery and a lie

that Dorian had refused to abandon despite Chaol’s protests. 

Lord Chaol Westfall, Hand of the King. 

He  hated  it.  More  than  the  sound  of  wheels.  More  than  the  body  he  now

could not feel beneath his hips, the body whose stillness still surprised him, even all these weeks later. 

He was Lord of Nothing. Lord of Oath-Breakers. Lord of Liars. 

And  as  Chaol  lifted  his  torso  and  met  the  upswept  eyes  of  the  white-haired

man  on  that  throne,  as  the  khagan’s  weathered  brown  skin  crinkled  in  a  small, cunning smile … Chaol wondered if the khagan knew it as well. 
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There were two parts of her, Nesryn supposed. 

The  part  that  was  now  Captain  of  Adarlan’s  Royal  Guard,  who  had  made  a

vow to her king to see that the man in the wheeled chair beside her was healed—

and to muster an army from the man enthroned before her. That part of Nesryn

kept  her  head  high,  her  shoulders  back,  her  hands  within  a  nonthreatening

distance of the ornate sword at her hip. 

Then there was the other part. 

The part that had glimpsed the spires and minarets and domes of the god-city

breaking  over  the  horizon  as  they’d  sailed  in,  the  shining  pillar  of  the  Torre standing  proud  over  it  all,  and  had  to  swallow  back  tears.  The  part  that  had scented the smoky paprika and crisp tang of ginger and beckoning sweetness of

cumin as soon as she had cleared the docks and knew, deep in her bones, that she

was   home.  That,  yes,  she  lived  and  served  and  would  die  for  Adarlan,  for  the family still there, but this place, where her father had once lived and where even

her Adarlan-born mother had felt more at ease … These were her people. 

The skin in varying shades of brown and tan. The abundance of that shining

black  hair— her  hair.  The  eyes  that  ranged  from  uptilted  to  wide  and  round  to slender,  in  hues  of  ebony  and  chestnut  and  even  the  rare  hazel  and  green.  Her people. A blend of kingdoms and territories, yes, but … Here there were no slurs

hissed in the streets. Here there would be no rocks thrown by children. Here her

sister’s children would not feel different. Unwanted. 

And  that  part  of  her  …  Despite  her  thrown-back  shoulders  and  raised  chin, her knees indeed quaked at who—at  what—stood before her. 

Nesryn  had  not  dared  tell  her  father  where  and  what  she  was  leaving  to  do. 

Only that she was off on an errand of the King of Adarlan and would not be back

for some time. 

Her father wouldn’t have believed it. Nesryn didn’t quite believe it herself. 

The khagan had been a story whispered before their hearth on winter nights, 

his  offspring  legends  told  while  kneading  endless  loaves  of  bread  for  their

bakery. Their ancestors’ bedside tales to either lull her into sweet sleep or keep

her up all night in bone-deep terror. 

The khagan was a living myth. As much of a deity as the thirty-six gods who

ruled over this city and empire. 

There were as many temples to those gods in Antica as there were tributes to

the various khagans.  More. 

They  called  it  the  god-city  for  them—and  for  the  living  god  seated  on  the

ivory throne atop that golden dais. 

It was indeed pure gold, just as her father’s whispered legends claimed. 

And  the  khagan’s  six  children  …  Nesryn  could  name  them  all  without

introduction. 

After the meticulous research Chaol had done while on their ship, she had no

doubt he could as well. 

But that was not how this meeting was to go. 

For as much as  she had taught the former captain about her homeland these

weeks,  he’d  instructed  her  on  court  protocol.  He  had  rarely  been  so  directly involved, yes, but he had witnessed enough of it while serving the king. 

An observer of the game who was now to be a prime player. With the stakes

unbearably high. 

They waited in silence for the khagan to speak. 

She’d tried not to gawk while walking through the palace. She had never set

foot  inside  it  during  her  few  visits  to  Antica  over  the  years.  Neither  had  her father, or his father, or any of her ancestors. In a city of gods, this was the holiest

of temples. And deadliest of labyrinths. 

The khagan did not move from his ivory throne. 

A newer, wider throne, dating from a hundred years ago—when the seventh

khagan had chucked out the old one because his large frame didn’t fit in it. He’d

eaten and drunk himself to death, history claimed, but at least had the good sense

to name his Heir before he clutched his chest one day and slumped dead … right

in that throne. 

Urus,  the  current  khagan,  was  no  more  than  sixty,  and  seemed  in  far  better

condition.  Though  his  dark  hair  had  long  since  gone  as  white  as  his  carved

throne, though scars peppered his wrinkled skin as a reminder to all that  he had fought  for  this  throne  in  the  final  days  of  his  mother’s  life  …  His  onyx  eyes, slender and uptilted, were bright as stars. Aware and all-seeing. 

Atop  his  snowy  head  sat  no  crown.  For  gods  among  mortals  did  not  need

markers of their divine rule. 

Behind him, strips of white silk tied to the open windows fluttered in the hot

breeze. Sending the thoughts of the khagan and his family to where the soul of

the deceased—whoever they might be, someone important, no doubt—had now

rejoined the Eternal Blue Sky and Slumbering Earth that the khagan and all his

ancestors  still  honored  in  lieu  of  the  pantheon  of  thirty-six  gods  their  citizens remained free to worship. 

Or any other gods outside of it, should their territories be new enough to not

yet  have  had  their  gods  incorporated  into  the  fold.  There  had  to  be  several  of those,  since  during  his  three  decades  of  rule,  the  man  seated  before  them  had added a handful of overseas kingdoms to their borders. 

A  kingdom  for  every  ring  adorning  his  scar-flecked  fingers,  precious  stones

glinting among them. 

A  warrior  bedecked  in  finery.  Those  hands  slid  from  the  arms  of  his  ivory

throne—assembled  from  the  hewn  tusks  of  the  mighty  beasts  that  roamed  the central  grasslands—and  settled  in  his  lap,  hidden  beneath  swaths  of  gold-trimmed  blue  silk.  Indigo  dye  from  the  steamy,  lush  lands  in  the  west.  From Balruhn, where Nesryn’s own people had originally hailed, before curiosity and

ambition  drove  her  great-grandfather  to  drag  his  family  over  mountains  and

grasslands and deserts to the god-city in the arid north. 

The  Faliqs  had  long  been  tradesmen,  and  not  of  anything  particularly  fine. 

Just simple, good cloth and household spices. Her uncle still traded such things

and,  through  various  lucrative  investments,  had  become  a  moderately  wealthy

man,  his  family  now  dwelling  in  a  beautiful  home  within  this  very  city.  A

definitive  step  up  from  a  baker—the  path  her  father  had  chosen  upon  leaving

these shores. 

“It  is  not  every  day  that  a  new  king  sends  someone  so  important  to  our

shores,”  the  khagan  said  at  last,  using  their  own  tongue  and  not  Halha,  the language of the southern continent. “I suppose we should deem it an honor.” 

His  accent  was  so  like  her  father’s—but  the  tone  lacked  the  warmth,  the

humor. A man who had been obeyed his entire life, and fought to earn his crown. 

And  executed  two  of  the  siblings  who  proved  to  be  sore  losers.  The  surviving three  …  one  had  gone  into  exile,  and  the  other  two  had  sworn  fealty  to  their brother. By having the healers of the Torre render them infertile. 

Chaol inclined his head. “The honor is mine, Great Khagan.” 

Not  Majesty—that was for kings or queens. There was no term high or grand

enough for this man before them. Only the title that the first of his ancestors had

borne: Great Khagan. 

“Yours,”  the  khagan  mused,  those  dark  eyes  now  sliding  to  Nesryn.  “And

what of your companion?” 

Nesryn fought the urge to bow again. Dorian Havilliard was the opposite of

this  man,  she  realized.  Aelin  Galathynius,  however  …  Nesryn  wondered  if  the

young queen might have more in common with the khagan than she did with the

Havilliard  king.  Or  would,  if  Aelin  survived  long  enough.  If  she  reached  her throne. 

Nesryn  shoved  those  thoughts  down  as  Chaol  peered  at  her,  his  shoulders

tightening. Not at the words, not at the company, but simply because she knew

that  the  mere  act  of  having  to  look   up,  facing  this  mighty  warrior-king  in  that chair … Today would be a hard one for him. 

Nesryn inclined her head slightly. “I am Nesryn Faliq, Captain of the Royal

Guard of Adarlan. As Lord Westfall once was before King Dorian appointed him

as  his  Hand  earlier  this  summer.”  She  was  grateful  that  years  spent  living  in Rifthold  had  taught  her  not  to  smile,  not  to  cringe  or  show  fear—grateful  that she’d learned to keep her voice cool and steady even while her knees quaked. 

Nesryn  continued,  “My  family  hails  from  here,  Great  Khagan.  Antica  still

owns a piece of my soul.” She placed a hand over her heart, the fine threads of

her gold-and-crimson uniform, the colors of the empire that had made her family

often  feel  hunted  and  unwanted,  scraping  against  her  calluses.  “The  honor  of

being in your palace is the greatest of my life.” 

It was, perhaps, true. 

If she found time to visit her family in the quiet, garden-filled Runni Quarter

—home  mostly  to  merchants  and  tradesmen  like  her  uncle—they  would

certainly consider it so. 

The khagan only smiled a bit. “Then allow me to welcome you to your true

home, Captain.” 

Nesryn felt, more than saw, Chaol’s flicker of annoyance. She wasn’t entirely

certain what had triggered it: the claim on her homeland, or the official title that

had now passed to her. 

But Nesryn bowed her head again in thanks. 

The khagan said to Chaol, “I will assume you are here to woo me into joining

this war of yours.” 

Chaol  countered  a  shade  tersely,  “We’re  here  at  the  behest  of  my  king.”  A

note  of  pride  at  that  word.  “To  begin  what  we  hope  will  be  a  new  era  of prosperous trade and peace.” 

One of the khagan’s offspring—a young woman with hair like flowing night

and eyes like dark fire—exchanged a wry look with the sibling to her left, a man

perhaps three years her elder. 

Hasar  and  Sartaq,  then.  Third  and  secondborn,  respectively.  Each  wore

similar loose pants and embroidered tunics, with fine leather boots rising to their

knees. Hasar was no beauty, but those eyes … The flame dancing in them as she

glanced to her elder brother made up for it. 

And Sartaq—commander of his father’s ruk riders. The rukhin. 

The  northern  aerial  cavalry  of  his  people  had  long  dwelled  in  the  towering

Tavan  Mountains  with  their  ruks:  enormous  birds,  eagle-like  in  shape,  large

enough  to  carry  off  cattle  and  horses.  Without  the  sheer  bulk  and  destructive weight  of  the  Ironteeth  witches’  wyverns,  but  swift  and  nimble  and  clever  as foxes. The perfect mounts for the legendary archers who flew them into battle. 

Sartaq’s face was solemn, his broad shoulders thrown back. A man perhaps as

ill  at  ease  in  his  fine  clothes  as  Chaol.  She  wondered  if  his  ruk,  Kadara,  was perched on one of the palace’s thirty-six minarets, eyeing the cowering servants

and guards, waiting impatiently for her master’s return. 

That  Sartaq  was  here  …  They  had  to  have  known,  then.  Well  in  advance. 

That she and Chaol were coming. 

The  knowing  glance  that  passed  between  Sartaq  and  Hasar  told  Nesryn

enough: they, at least, had discussed the possibilities of this visit. 

Sartaq’s gaze slid from his sister to Nesryn. 

She  yielded  a  blink.  His  brown  skin  was  darker  than  the  others’—perhaps

from  all  that  time  in  the  skies  and  sunlight—his  eyes  a  solid  ebony.  Depthless and  unreadable.  His  black  hair  remained  unbound  save  for  a  small  braid  that

curved over the arch of his ear. The rest of his hair fell to just past his muscled

chest,  and  swayed  slightly  as  he  gave  what  Nesryn  could  have  sworn  was  a

mocking incline of his head. 

A ragtag, humbled pair, Adarlan had sent. The injured former captain, and the

common-bred  current  one.  Perhaps  the  khagan’s  initial  words  about   honor  had been a veiled mention of what he perceived as an insult. 

Nesryn dragged her attention away from the prince, even as she felt Sartaq’s

keen stare lingering like some phantom touch. 

“We arrive bearing gifts from His Majesty, the King of Adarlan,” Chaol was

saying,  and  twisted  in  his  chair  to  motion  the  servants  behind  them  to  come forward. 

Queen Georgina and her court had practically raided the royal coffers before

they’d  fled  to  their  mountain  estates  this  spring.  And  the  former  king  had

smuggled out much of what was left during those final few months. But before

they’d sailed here, Dorian had ventured into the many vaults beneath the castle. 

Nesryn  still  could  hear  his  echoed  curse,  filthier  than  she’d  ever  heard  him speak, as he found little more than gold marks within. 

Aelin, as usual, had a plan. 

Nesryn had been standing beside her new king when Aelin had flipped open

two trunks in her chambers. Jewelry fit for a queen—for a Queen of Assassins—

had sparkled within. 

 I’ve enough funds for now, Aelin had only said to Dorian when he began to

object.  Give the khagan some of Adarlan’s finest. 

In the weeks since, Nesryn had wondered if Aelin had been glad to be rid of

what she’d purchased with her blood money. The jewels of Adarlan, it seemed, 

would not travel to Terrasen. 

And now, as the servants laid out the four smaller trunks—divided from the

original  two  to  make  it  seem  like   more,  Aelin  had  suggested—as  they  flipped open the lids, the still-silent court pressed in to see. 

A murmur went through them at the glistening gems and gold and silver. 

“A  gift,”  Chaol  declared  as  even  the  khagan  himself  leaned  forward  to

examine  the  trove.  “From  King  Dorian  Havilliard  of  Adarlan,  and  Aelin Galathynius, Queen of Terrasen.” 

Princess Hasar’s eyes snapped to Chaol at the second name. 

Prince  Sartaq  only  glanced  back  at  his  father.  The  eldest  son,  Arghun, 

frowned at the jewels. 

Arghun—the politician amongst them, beloved by the merchants and power

brokers  of  the  continent.  Slender  and  tall,  he  was  a  scholar  who  traded  not  in coin and finery but in knowledge. 

 Prince of Spies, they called Arghun. While his two brothers had become the

finest  of  warriors,  Arghun  had  honed  his  mind,  and  now  oversaw  his  father’s

thirty-six viziers. So that frown at the treasure …

Necklaces  of  diamond  and  ruby.  Bracelets  of  gold  and  emerald.  Earrings—

veritable  small  chandeliers—of  sapphire  and  amethyst.  Exquisitely  wrought

rings,  some  crowned  with  jewels  as  large  as  a  swallow’s  egg.  Combs  and  pins and brooches. Blood-gained, blood-bought. 

The youngest of the assembled royal children, a fine-boned, comely woman, 

leaned the closest. Duva. A thick silver ring with a sapphire of near-obscene size

adorned  her  slender  hand,  pressed  delicately  against  the  considerable  swell  of her belly. 

Perhaps  six  months  along,  though  the  flowing  clothes—she  favored  purple

and  rose—and  her  slight  build  could  distort  that.  Certainly  her  first  child,  the result of her arranged marriage to a prince hailing from an overseas territory to

the far east, a southern neighbor of Doranelle that had noted the rumblings of its

Fae Queen and wanted to secure the protection of the southern empire across the

ocean.  Perhaps  the  first  attempt,  Nesryn  and  others  had  wondered,  of  the

khaganate greatly expanding its own considerable continent. 

Nesryn  didn’t  let  herself  look  too  long  at  the  life  growing  beneath  that

bejeweled hand. 

For if one of Duva’s siblings were crowned khagan, the first task of the new

ruler—after his or her sufficient offspring were produced—would be to eliminate any  other  challenges  to  the  throne.  Starting  with  the  offspring  of  his  or  her siblings, if they challenged their right to rule. 

She wondered how Duva was able to endure it. If she had come to love the

babe  growing  in  her  womb,  or  if  she  was  wise  enough  to  not  allow  such  a

feeling. If the father of that babe would do everything he could to get that child

to safety should it come to that. 

The  khagan  at  last  leaned  back  in  his  throne.  His  children  had  straightened

again, Duva’s hand falling back at her side. 

“Jewels,” Chaol explained, “set by the finest of Adarlanian craftsmen.” 

The  khagan  toyed  with  a  citrine  ring  on  his  own  hand.  “If  they  came  from

Aelin Galathynius’s trove, I have no doubt that they are.” 

A beat of silence between Nesryn and Chaol. They had known—anticipated

—that the khagan had spies in every land, on every sea. That Aelin’s past might

be just a tad difficult to work around. 

“For  you  are  not  only  Adarlan’s  Hand,”  the  khagan  went  on,  “but  also  the

Ambassador of Terrasen, are you not?” 

“Indeed I am,” Chaol said simply. 

The  khagan  rose  with  only  the  slightest  stiffness,  his  children  immediately

stepping aside to clear a path for him to step off the golden dais. 

The  tallest  of  them—strapping  and  perhaps  more  unchecked  than  Sartaq’s

quiet  intensity—eyed  up  the  crowd  as  if  assessing  any  threats  within.  Kashin. 

Fourthborn. 

If Sartaq commanded the ruks in the northern and central skies, then Kashin

controlled the armies on land. Foot soldiers and the horse-lords, mostly. Arghun

held sway over the viziers, and Hasar, rumor claimed, had the armadas bowing

to  her.  Yet  there  remained  something  less  polished  about  Kashin,  his  dark  hair braided  back  from  his  broad-planed  face.  Handsome,  yes—but  it  was  as  if  life amongst his troops had rubbed off on him, and not necessarily in a bad way. 

The khagan descended the dais, his cobalt robes whispering along the floor. 

And  with  every  step  over  the  green  marble,  Nesryn  realized  that  this  man  had indeed once commanded not just the ruks in the skies, but also the horse-lords, 

 and  swayed  the  armadas  to  join  him.  And  then  Urus  and  his  elder  brother  had gone  hand-to-hand  in  combat  at  the  behest  of  their  mother  while  she  lay  dying from a wasting sickness that even the Torre could not heal. The son who walked

off the sand would be khagan. 

The  former  khagan  had  a  penchant  for  spectacle.  And  for  this  final  fight

between  her  two  selected  offspring,  she  had  placed  them  in  the  great

amphitheater  in  the  heart  of  the  city,  the  doors  open  to  any  who  could  claw inside to find a seat. People had sat upon the archways and steps, with thousands

cramming  the  streets  that  flowed  to  the  white-stoned  building.  Ruks  and  their riders  had  perched  on  the  pillars  crowning  the  uppermost  level,  more  rukhin

circling in the skies above. 

The two would-be Heirs had fought for six hours. 

Not  just  against  each  other,  but  also  against  the  horrors  their  mother

unleashed  to  test  them:  great  cats  sprang  from  hidden  cages  beneath  the  sandy floor;  iron-spiked  chariots  with  spear-throwers  had  charged  from  the  gloom  of

the tunnel entrances to run them down. 

Nesryn’s father had been amongst the frenzied mob in the streets, listening to

the shouted reports from those dangling off the columns. 

The final blow hadn’t been an act of brutality or hate. 

The now-khagan’s elder brother, Orda, had taken a spear to the side thanks to

one of those charioteers. After six hours of bloody battle and survival, the blow

had kept him down. 

And  Urus  had  set  aside  his  sword.  Absolute  silence  had  fallen  in  the  arena. 

Silence as Urus had extended a bloodied hand to his fallen brother—to help him. 

Orda had sent a hidden dagger shooting for Urus’s heart. 

It had missed by two inches. 

And  Urus  had  ripped  that  dagger  free,  screaming,  and  plunged  it  right  back into his brother. 

Urus did not miss as his brother had. 

Nesryn  wondered  if  a  scar  still  marred  the  khagan’s  chest  as  he  now  strode

toward  her  and  Chaol  and  the  jewels  displayed.  If  that  long-dead  khagan  had

wept for her fallen son in private, slain by the one who would take her crown in

a  matter  of  days.  Or  if  she  had  never  allowed  herself  to  love  her  children, knowing what must befall them. 

Urus, Khagan of the Southern Continent, stopped before Nesryn and Chaol. 


He towered over Nesryn by a good half foot, his shoulders still broad, spine still

straight. 

He  bent  with  only  a  touch  of  age-granted  strain  to  pluck  up  a  necklace  of

diamond and sapphire from the chest. It glittered like a living river in his scar-

flecked, bejeweled hands. 

“My  eldest,  Arghun,”  said  the  khagan,  jerking  his  chin  toward  the  narrow-

faced  prince  monitoring  all,  “recently  informed  me  of  some  fascinating

information regarding Queen Aelin Ashryver Galathynius.” 

Nesryn waited for the blow. Chaol just held Urus’s gaze. 

But  the  khagan’s  dark  eyes—Sartaq’s  eyes,  she  realized—danced  as  he  said

to Chaol, “A queen at nineteen would make many uneasy. Dorian Havilliard, at

least,  has  been  trained  since  birth  to  take  up  his  crown,  to  control  a  court  and kingdom. But Aelin Galathynius …” 

The khagan chucked the necklace into the chest. Its thunk was as loud as steel

on stone. 

“I suppose some would call ten years as a trained assassin to be experience.” 

Murmurs  again  rippled  through  the  throne  room.  Hasar’s  fire-bright  eyes

practically glowed. Sartaq’s face did not shift at all. Perhaps a skill learned from

his  eldest  brother—whose  spies  had  to  be  skilled  indeed  if  they’d  learned  of Aelin’s  past.  Even  though  Arghun  himself  seemed  to  be  struggling  to  keep  a

smug smile from his lips. 

“We may be separated by the Narrow Sea,” the khagan said to Chaol, whose

features  did  not  so  much  as  alter,  “but  even  we  have  heard  of  Celaena

Sardothien. You bring me jewels, no doubt from her own collection. Yet they are

jewels for  me, when my daughter Duva”—a glance toward his pregnant, pretty

daughter standing closely beside Hasar—“has yet to receive any sort of wedding

gift  from  either  your  new  king  or  returned  queen,  while  every  other  ruler  sent theirs nearly half a year ago.” 

Nesryn  hid  her  wince.  An  oversight  that  could  be  explained  by  so  many

truths—but  not  ones  that  they  dared  voice,  not  here.  Chaol  didn’t  offer  any  of them as he remained silent. 

“But,” the khagan went on, “regardless of the jewels you’ve now dumped at

my  feet  like  sacks  of  grain,  I  would  still  rather  have  the  truth.  Especially  after Aelin Galathynius shattered your own glass castle, murdered your former king, 

and seized your capital city.” 

“If  Prince  Arghun  has  the  information,”  Chaol  said  at  last  with  unfaltering

coolness, “perhaps you do not need it from me.” 

Nesryn stifled her cringe at the defiance, the tone—

“Perhaps  not,”  the  khagan  said,  even  as  Arghun’s  eyes  narrowed  slightly. 

“But I think  you should like some truth from me.” 

Chaol didn’t ask for it. Didn’t look remotely interested beyond his, “Oh?” 

Kashin stiffened. His father’s fiercest defender, then. Arghun only exchanged

glances with a vizier and smiled toward Chaol like an adder ready to strike. 

“Here is why I think you have come, Lord Westfall, Hand to the King.” 

Only the gulls wheeling high above the dome of the throne room dared make

any noise. 

The khagan shut lid after lid on the trunks. 

“I think you have come to convince me to join your war. Adarlan is cleaved, 

Terrasen is destitute, and will no doubt have some issue convincing her surviving

lords  to  fight  for  an  untried  queen  who  spent  ten  years  indulging  herself  in Rifthold,  purchasing  these  jewels  with  blood  money.  Your  list  of  allies  is  short and  brittle.  Duke  Perrington’s  forces  are  anything  but.  The  other  kingdoms  on your  continent  are  shattered  and  separated  from  your  northern  territories  by

Perrington’s armies. So you have arrived here, fast as the eight winds can carry

you,  to  beg  me  to  send  my  armies  to  your  shores.  To  convince  me  to  spill  our blood on a lost cause.” 

“Some might consider it a noble cause,” Chaol countered. 

“I am not done yet,” the khagan said, lifting a hand. 

Chaol bristled but did not speak out of turn again. Nesryn’s heart thundered. 

“Many  would  argue,”  the  khagan  said,  waving  that  upraised  hand  toward  a

few viziers, toward Arghun and Hasar, “that we remain out of it. Or better yet, 

ally with the force sure to win, whose trade has been profitable for us these ten

years.” 

A wave of that hand toward some other men and women in the gold robes of

viziers.  Toward  Sartaq  and  Kashin  and  Duva.  “Some  would  say  that  we  risk

allying  with  Perrington  only  to  potentially  face  his  armies  in  our  harbors  one day. That the shattered kingdoms of Eyllwe and Fenharrow might again become

wealthy under new rule, and fill our coffers with good trade. I have no doubt you

will  promise  me  that  it  shall  be  so.  You  will  offer  me  exclusive  trading  deals, likely to your own disadvantage. But you are desperate, and there is nothing you

possess that I do not already own. That I cannot take if I wish.” 

Chaol  kept  his  mouth  shut,  thankfully.  Even  as  his  brown  eyes  simmered  at

the quiet threat. 

The  khagan  peered  into  the  fourth  and  final  trunk.  Jeweled  combs  and

brushes,  ornate  perfume  bottles  made  by  Adarlan’s  finest  glassblowers.  The

same  who  had  built  the  castle  Aelin  had  shattered.  “So,  you  have  come  to

convince  me  to  join  your  cause.  And  I  shall  consider  it  while  you  stay  here. 

Since you have undoubtedly come for another purpose, too.” 

A flick of that scarred, jeweled hand toward the chair. Color stained Chaol’s tan cheeks, but he did not flinch, did not cower. Nesryn forced herself to do the

same. 

“Arghun  informed  me  your  injuries  are  new—that  they  happened  when  the

glass  castle  exploded.  It  seems  the  Queen  of  Terrasen  was  not  quite  so  careful about shielding her allies.” 

A  muscle  feathered  in  Chaol’s  jaw  as  everyone,  from  prince  to  servant, 

looked to his legs. 

“Because your relations with Doranelle are now strained, also thanks to Aelin

Galathynius, I assume the only path toward healing that remains open to you is

here. At the Torre Cesme.” 

The  khagan  shrugged,  the  only  reveal  of  the  irreverent  warrior-youth  he’d

once been. “My beloved wife will be deeply upset if I were to deny an injured

man  a  chance  at  healing”—the  empress  was  nowhere  to  be  seen  in  this  room, 

Nesryn realized with a start—“so I, of course, shall grant you permission to enter

the Torre. Whether its healers will agree to work upon you shall be up to them. 

Even I do not control the will of the Torre.” 

The Torre—the Tower. It dominated the southern edge of Antica, nestled atop

its  highest  hill  to  overlook  the  city  that  sloped  down  toward  the  green  sea. 

Domain  of  its  famed  healers,  and  tribute  to  Silba,  the  healer-goddess  who

blessed them. Of the thirty-six gods this empire had welcomed into the fold over

the  centuries,  from  religions  near  and  far,  in  this  city  of  gods  …  Silba  reigned unchallenged. 

Chaol looked like he was swallowing hot coals, but he mercifully managed to

bow his head. “I thank you for your generosity, Great Khagan.” 

“Rest tonight—I will inform them that you shall be ready tomorrow morning. 

Since you cannot go to them, one will be sent to you. If they agree.” 

Chaol’s  fingers  shifted  in  his  lap,  but  he  did  not  clench  them.  Nesryn  still held her breath. 

“I am at their disposal,” Chaol said tightly. 

The  khagan  shut  the  final  trunk  of  jewels.  “You  may  keep  your  presents, 

Hand of the King, Ambassador to Aelin Galathynius. I have no use for them—

and no interest.” 

Chaol’s  head  snapped  up,  as  if  something  in  the  khagan’s  tone  had  snared

him. “Why.” 

Nesryn  barely  hid  her  cringe.  More  of  a  demand  than  anyone  ever  dared

make  of  the  man,  judging  by  the  surprised  anger  in  the  khagan’s  eyes,  in  the glances exchanged between his children. 

But Nesryn caught the flicker of something else within the khagan’s eyes. A

weariness. 

Something  oily  slid  into  her  gut  as  she  noted  the  white  banners  streaming

from the windows, all over the city. As she looked to the six heirs and counted

again. 

Not six. 

Five. Only five were here. 

Death-banners at the royal household. All over the city. 

They were not a mourning people—not in the way they could be in Adarlan, 

dressing all in black and moping for months. Even amongst the khagan’s royal

family, life picked up and went on, their dead not stuffed in stone catacombs or

coffins, but shrouded in white and laid beneath the open skies of their sealed-off, 

sacred reserve on the distant steppes. 

Nesryn  glanced  down  the  line  of  five  heirs,  counting.  The  eldest  five  were

present. And just as she realized that Tumelun, the youngest—barely seventeen

—was not there, the khagan said to Chaol, “Your spies are indeed useless if you

have not heard.” 

With that, he strode for his throne, leaving Sartaq to step forward, the second-

eldest  prince’s  depthless  eyes  veiled  with  sorrow.  Sartaq  gave  Nesryn  a  silent nod. Yes. Yes, her suspicions were right—

Sartaq’s  solid,  pleasant  voice  filled  the  chamber.  “Our  beloved  sister, Tumelun, died unexpectedly three weeks ago.” 

Oh,  gods.  So  many  words  and  rituals  had  been  passed  over;  merely  coming

here to demand their aid in war was uncouth, untoward—

Chaol  said  into  the  fraught  silence,  meeting  the  stares  of  each  taut-faced

prince and princess, then finally the weary-eyed khagan himself, “You have my

deepest condolences.” 

Nesryn breathed, “May the northern wind carry her to fairer plains.” 

Only Sartaq bothered to nod his thanks, while the others now turned cold and

stiff. 

Nesryn shot Chaol a silent, warning look not to ask about the death. He read

the expression on her face and nodded. 

The khagan scratched at a fleck on his ivory throne, the silence as heavy as

one of the coats the horse-lords still wore against that bitter northern wind on the

steppes and their unforgiving wooden saddles. 

“We’ve  been  at  sea  for  three  weeks,”  Chaol  tried  to  offer,  his  voice  softer now. 

The khagan did not bother to appear understanding. “That would also explain

why  you  are  so  unaware  of  the  other  bit  of  news,  and  why  these  cold  jewels might  be  of  more  use  for   you.”  The  khagan’s  lips  curled  in  a  mirthless  smile. 

“Arghun’s  contacts  also  brought  word  from  a  ship  this  morning.  Your  royal

coffers  in  Rifthold  are  no  longer  accessible.  Duke  Perrington  and  his  host  of flying terrors have sacked Rifthold.” 

Silence, pulsing and hollow, swept through Nesryn. She wasn’t sure if Chaol

was breathing. 

“We do not have word on King Dorian’s location, but he yielded Rifthold to

them.  Fled  into  the  night,  if  rumor  is  to  be  believed.  The  city  has  fallen. 

Everything to the south of Rifthold belongs to Perrington and his witches now.” 

Nesryn saw the faces of her nieces and nephews first. 

Then the face of her sister. Then her father. Saw their kitchen, the bakery. The pear tarts cooling on the long, wooden table. 

Dorian  had  left  them.  Left  them  all  to  …  to  do  what?  Find  help?  Survive? 

Run to Aelin? 

Had  the  royal  guard  remained  to  fight?  Had  anyone  fought  to  save  the

innocents in the city? 

Her hands were shaking. She didn’t care. Didn’t care if these people clad in

riches sneered. 

Her sister’s children, the great joy in her life …

Chaol was staring up at her. Nothing on his face. No devastation, no shock. 

That crimson-and-gold uniform became stifling. Strangling. 

Witches and wyverns. In her city. With those iron teeth and nails. Shredding

and bleeding and tormenting. Her family—her  family—

“Father.” 

Sartaq had stepped forward once more. Those onyx eyes slid between Nesryn

and  the  khagan.  “It  has  been  a  long  journey  for  our  guests.  Politics  aside,”  he said, giving a disapproving glance at Arghun, who seemed amused— amused  at

this news he’d brought, that had set the green marble floors roiling beneath her

boots—“we are still a nation of hospitality. Let them rest for a few hours. And

then join us for dinner.” 

Hasar came to Sartaq’s side, frowning at Arghun while she did. Perhaps not

from  reprimand  like  her  brother,  but  simply  for  Arghun  not  telling   her  of  this news first. “Let no guest pass through our home and find its comforts lacking.” 

Even though the words were welcoming, Hasar’s tone was anything but. 

Their  father  gave  them  a  bemused  glance.  “Indeed.”  Urus  waved  a  hand

toward the servants by the far pillars. “Escort them to their rooms. And dispatch

a  message  to  the  Torre  to  send  their  finest—Hafiza,  if  she’ll  come  down  from that tower.” 

Nesryn scarcely heard the rest. If the witches held the city, then the Valg who

had infested it earlier this summer … There would be no one to fight them. No one to shield her family. 

If they had survived. 

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. 

She should not have left. Should not have taken this position. 

They could be dead, or suffering. Dead. Dead. 

She did not notice the female servant who came to push Chaol’s chair. Barely

noticed the hand Chaol reached out to twine through her own. 

Nesryn didn’t so much as bow to the khagan as they left. 

She could not stop seeing their faces. 

The children. Her sister’s smiling, round-bellied children. 

She should not have come. 
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Nesryn had gone into shock. 

And Chaol could not go to her, could not scoop her into his arms and hold her

close. 

Not  when  she  had  walked,  silent  and  drifting  like  a  wraith,  right  into  a

bedroom of the lavish suite they’d been appointed on the first floor of the palace, 

and  shut  the  door  behind  her.  As  if  she  had  forgotten  anyone  else  in  the  world existed. 

He didn’t blame her. 

Chaol let the servant, a fine-boned young woman with chestnut hair that fell

in  heavy  curls  to  her  narrow  waist,  wheel  him  into  the  second  bedroom.  The

suite overlooked a garden of fruit trees and burbling fountains, cascades of pink

and  purple  blossoms  hanging  from  potted  plants  anchored  into  the  balcony

above.  They  provided  living  curtains  before  his  towering  bedroom  windows—

doors, he realized. 

The  servant  mumbled  something  about  drawing  a  bath,  her  use  of  his

language unwieldy compared to the skill of the khagan and his children. Not that

he  was  in  any  position  to  judge:  he  was  barely  fluent  in  any  of  the  other languages within his own continent. 

She slipped behind a carved wooden screen that no doubt led into his bathing

chamber, and Chaol peered through his still-open bedroom door, across the pale

marble foyer, to the shut doors of Nesryn’s bedroom. 

They should not have left. 

He  couldn’t  have  done  anything,  but  …  He  knew  what  the  not-knowing

would do to Nesryn. What it was already doing to him. 

Dorian was not dead, he told himself. He had gotten out. Fled. If he were in

Perrington’s  grip—Erawan’s  grip—they  would  have  known.  Prince  Arghun

would have known. 

His  city,  sacked  by  the  witches.  He  wondered  if  Manon  Blackbeak  had  led

the attack. 

Chaol tried and failed to recount where the debts were stacked between them. 

Aelin  had  spared  Manon’s  life  at  Temis’s  temple,  but  Manon  had  given  them

vital information about Dorian under the Valg thrall. Did it make them even? Or

tentative allies? 

It was a waste to hope that Manon would turn against Morath. But he sent up

a silent prayer to whatever god might be listening to protect Dorian, to guide his

king to friendlier harbors. 

Dorian  would  make  it.  He  was  too  clever,  too  gifted,  not  to.  There  was  no

other  alternative—none—that  Chaol  would  accept.  Dorian  was  alive,  and  safe. 

Or on his way to safety. And when Chaol got a moment, he was going to squeeze

the  information  out  of  the  eldest  prince.  Mourning  or  no.  Everything  Arghun

knew,  he  would  know.  And  then  he’d  ask  that  servant  girl  to  comb  every merchant ship for information about the attack. 

No  word—there  had  been  no  word  about  Aelin.  Where  she  was  now,  what

she’d  been  doing.  Aelin,  who  might  very  well  be  the  thing  that  cost  him  this alliance. 

He  ground  his  teeth,  and  was  still  grinding  them  as  the  suite  doors  opened

and a tall, broad-shouldered man strode in as if he owned the place. 

Chaol  supposed  he  did.  Prince  Kashin  was  alone  and  unarmed,  though  he

moved with the ease of a person confident in his body’s unfailing strength. 

How,  Chaol  supposed,  he  himself  had  once  walked  about  the  palace  in

Rifthold. 

Chaol  lowered  his  head  in  greeting  as  the  prince  shut  the  hall  door  and

surveyed  him.  It  was  a  warrior’s  assessment,  frank  and  thorough.  When  his

brown eyes at last met Chaol’s, the prince said in Adarlan’s tongue, “Injuries like

yours are not uncommon here, and I have seen many of them—especially among

the horse-tribes. My family’s people.” 

Chaol didn’t particularly feel like discussing his injuries with the prince, with

anyone, so he only nodded. “I’m sure you have.” 

Kashin  cocked  his  head,  scanning  Chaol  again,  his  dark  braid  slipping  over

his  muscled  shoulder.  Reading,  perhaps,  Chaol’s  desire  not  to  start  down  this particular  road.  “My  father  indeed  wishes  you  both  to  join  us  at  dinner.  And more than that, to join us every night afterward while you are here. And sit at the

high table.” 

It  wasn’t  a  strange  request  of  a  visiting  dignitary,  and  it  was  certainly  an honor  to  sit  at  the  khagan’s  own  table,  but  to  send  his  son  to  do  it  …  Chaol considered  his  next  words  carefully,  then  simply  chose  the  most  obvious  one. 

“Why?” 

Surely  the  family  wished  to  keep  close  to  one  another  after  losing  their

youngest member. Inviting strangers to join them—

The  prince’s  jaw  tightened.  Not  a  man  used  to  veiling  his  emotions,  as  his

three elder siblings were. “Arghun reports our palace is safe of spies from Duke

Perrington’s  forces,  that  his  agents  have  not  yet  come.  I  am  not  of  that  belief. 

And  Sartaq—”  The  prince  caught  himself,  as  if  not  wanting  to  bring  in  his

brother—or potential ally. Kashin grimaced. “There was a reason I chose to live

amongst soldiers. The double-talk of this court …” 

Chaol  was  tempted  to  say  he  understood.  Had  felt  that  way  for  most  of  his

life. But he asked, “You think Perrington’s forces have infiltrated this court?” 

How  much  did  Kashin,  or  Arghun,  know  of  Perrington’s  forces—know  the

truth  of  the  Valg  king  who  wore  Perrington’s  skin?  Or  the  armies  he

commanded,  worse  than  any  their  imaginations  might  conjure?  But  that information  …  He’d  keep  that  to  himself.  See  if  it  could  somehow  be  used,  if Arghun and the khagan did not know of it. 

Kashin  rubbed  at  his  neck.  “I  do  not  know  if  it  is  Perrington,  or  someone

from  Terrasen,  or  Melisande,  or  Wendlyn.  All  I  know  is  that  my  sister  is  now dead.” 

Chaol’s heart stumbled a beat. But he dared ask, “How did it come about?” 

Grief  flickered  in  Kashin’s  eyes.  “Tumelun  was  always  a  bit  wild,  reckless. 

Prone  to  moods.  One  day,  happy  and  laughing;  the  next,  withdrawn  and

hopeless.  They  …”  His  throat  bobbed.  “They  say  she  leaped  from  her  balcony

because of it. Duva and her husband found her later that night.” 

Any  death  in  a  family  was  devastating,  but  a  suicide  …  “I’m  sorry,”  Chaol

offered quietly. 

Kashin shook his head, sunlight from the garden dancing on his black hair. “I

do not believe it. My Tumelun would not have jumped.” 

 My  Tumelun.   The  words  told  enough  about  the  prince’s  closeness  to  his younger sister. 

“You suspect foul play?” 

“All I know is that no matter Tumelun’s moods … I knew her. As I know my

own heart.” He put a hand over it. “She would not have jumped.” 

Chaol considered his words carefully once again. “As sorry as I am for your

loss,  do  you  have  any  reason  to  suspect  why  a  foreign  kingdom  might  have

engineered it?” 

Kashin  paced  a  few  steps.  “No  one  within   our  lands  would  be  stupid

enough.” 

“Well, no one within Terrasen or Adarlan would ever do such a thing—even

to manipulate you into this war.” 

Kashin studied him for a heartbeat. “Even a queen who was once an assassin

herself?” 

Chaol didn’t let one flicker of emotion show. “Assassin she might have been, but Aelin had hard lines that she did not cross. Killing or harming children was

one of them.” 

Kashin paused before the dresser against the garden wall, adjusting a gilded

box on its polished dark surface. “I know. I read that in my brother’s reports, too. 

Details  of  her  kills.”  Chaol  could  have  sworn  the  prince  shuddered  before  he added, “I believe you.” 

No doubt why the prince was even having this conversation with him. 

Kashin went on, “Which leaves not many other foreign powers who might do

it—and Perrington at the top of that short list.” 

“But why target your sister?” 

“I do not know.” Kashin paced another few steps. “She was young, guileless

—she rode with me amongst the Darghan, our mother-clans. Had no  sulde of her

own yet.” 

At  Chaol’s  narrowed  brows,  the  prince  clarified,  “It  is  a  spear  all  Darghan

warriors carry. We bind strands of our favored horse’s hair to the shaft, beneath

the blade. Our ancestors believed that where those hairs waved in the wind, there

our destinies waited. Some of us still believe in such things, but even those who

think it mere tradition … we bring them everywhere. There is a courtyard in this

palace  where  my   sulde  and  those  of  my  siblings  are  planted  to  feel  the  wind while  we  remain  at  our  father’s  palace,  right  beside  his  own.  But  in  death  …” 

Again,  that  shadow  of  grief.  “In  death,  they  are  the  only  object  that  we  keep. 

They bear the soul of a Darghan warrior for eternity, and are left planted atop a

steppe in our sacred realm.” The prince closed his eyes. “Now her soul will roam

with the wind.” 

Nesryn had said as much earlier. Chaol only repeated, “I’m sorry.” 

Kashin  opened  his  eyes.  “Some  of  my  siblings  do  not  believe  me  about

Tumelun.  Some  do.  Our  father  …  he  remains  undecided.  Our  mother  will  not

even leave her room thanks to her grief, and mentioning my suspicions might—I

cannot  bring  myself  to  mention  them  to  her.”  He  rubbed  his  strong  jaw.  “So  I have convinced my father to have you join us at dinner every night, as a gesture

of diplomacy. But I should like you to watch with an outsider’s eyes. To report

on anything amiss. Perhaps you will see something we don’t.” 

Help them … and perhaps receive help in return. Chaol said baldly, “If you

trust me enough to have me do that, to tell me all this, then why not agree to join

with us in this war?” 

“It is not my place to say or guess.” A trained soldier. Kashin examined the

suite as if assessing any potential enemies lying in wait. “I march only when my

father gives the order.” 

If  Perrington’s  forces  were  already  here,  if  Morath  was  indeed  behind  the

princess’s murder … It’d be too easy. Too easy to sway the khagan into siding

with Dorian and Aelin. Perrington—Erawan was far smarter than that. 

But  if  Chaol  himself  were  to  win  over  the  commander  of  the  khagan’s

terrestrial armies to their cause—

“I  do  not  play  those  games,  Lord  Westfall,”  said  Kashin,  reading  whatever

sparked  in  Chaol’s  eyes.  “My  other  siblings  are  the  ones  you  will  wish  to

convince.” 

Chaol tapped a finger on the arm of his chair. “Any advice on that front?” 

Kashin  snorted,  smiling  faintly.  “Others  have  come  before  you—from

kingdoms far richer than your own. Some succeeded, some didn’t.” A glance at

Chaol’s legs, a flicker of pity entering the prince’s eyes. Chaol clenched the arms

of the chair at that pity, from a man who recognized a fellow warrior. “Wishes

for good luck are all I can offer you.” 

Then  the  prince  was  striding  for  the  doors,  his  long  legs  eating  up  the

distance. 

“If  Perrington  has  an  agent  here,”  Chaol  said  as  Kashin  reached  the  suite

doors, “then you’ve already seen that everyone in this palace is in grave danger. 

You must take action.” 

Kashin  paused  with  his  hand  on  the  carved  doorknob,  glancing  over  his shoulder. “Why do you think I’ve asked a foreign lord for assistance?” 

Then  the  prince  was  gone,  his  words  hanging  in  the  sweet-scented  air.  The

tone wasn’t cruel, wasn’t insulting, but the warrior’s frankness of it …

Chaol  struggled  to  master  his  breathing,  even  as  the  thoughts  swirled.  He’d

seen no black rings or collars, but then he hadn’t been looking for them. Had not

even considered that the shadow of Morath might have already stretched this far. 

Chaol rubbed at his chest. Careful. He’d have to be careful in this court. With

what he said publicly—with what he said in this room, too. 

Chaol was still staring at the shut door, mulling over all Kashin had implied, 

when  the  servant  emerged,  her  tunic  and  pants  replaced  by  a  tied  robe  of

thinnest, sheerest silk. It left nothing to the imagination. 

He  clamped  down  on  the  urge  to  shout  for  Nesryn  to  assist  him  instead. 

“Only wash me,” he said, as clearly and firmly as he could. 

She  showed  no  nerves,  no  tremor  of  hesitation.  And  he  knew  she  had  done

this before, countless times, as she only asked, “Am I not to your liking?” 

It  was  a  stark,  honest  question.  She  was  paid  well  for  her  services—all  the servants were. She chose to be here, and another could easily be found at no risk

to her status. 

“You are,” Chaol said, only half lying, refusing to let his gaze drop below her

eyes. “Very pleasing,” he clarified. “But I only want a bath.” He added, just to be

sure, “Nothing else from you.” 

He’d  expected  her  gratitude,  but  the  servant  only  nodded,  unruffled.  Even

with her, he’d have to be careful with what he said. What he and Nesryn might

discuss in these rooms. 

There  hadn’t  been  a  sound  or  flicker  of  movement  behind  Nesryn’s  closed

bedroom doors. And there certainly wasn’t now. 

So  he  motioned  to  let  the  servant  push  his  chair  into  the  bathing  chamber, 

veils of steam rippling through the white-and-blue-tiled room. 

The chair glided over carpet and tile, curving around the furniture with little effort. Nesryn herself had found the chair in the now-vacant healers’ catacombs

of  Rifthold’s  castle,  right  before  they’d  sailed  here.  One  of  the  few  items  the fleeing healers had left behind, it seemed. 

Lighter  and  sleeker  than  what  he’d  expected,  the  large  wheels  flanking  the

seat rotated easily, even when he used the slender metal hand rim to guide them

himself. Unlike the stiff bulk of others he’d seen, this chair came equipped with

two small front wheels, just on either side of the wooden footrests, each capable

of swiveling in any direction he chose. And now they smoothly turned into the

wafting steam of the bathing chamber. 

A large sunken pool filled most of it, oils gleaming on the surface, interrupted

only  by  scattered,  drifting  petals.  A  small  window  high  in  the  far  wall  peeked into the greenery of the garden, and candles gilded the billowing steam. 

Luxury. Utter luxury while his city suffered. While they pleaded for help that

had  not  come.  Dorian  would  have  wanted  to  stay.  Only  absolute  defeat,  no

chance  of  survival,  would  have  prompted  him  to  leave.  Chaol  wondered  if  his

magic had played any part. Helped any of them. 

Dorian would find his way to safety, to allies. He knew it in his bones, though

his  stomach  continued  to  roil.  There  was  nothing  he  could  do  to  help  his  king from here—save for forging this alliance. Even if every instinct screamed at him

to return to Adarlan, to find Dorian, he’d stay the course. 

Chaol  barely  noticed  the  servant  removing  his  boots  in  efficient  tugs.  And

though he could have done it himself, he barely remarked on her removing his

teal  jacket,  then  the  shirt  beneath.  But  he  dragged  himself  from  his  thoughts  at last when she began to remove his pants—when he leaned in to help, gritting his

teeth as they worked together in stilted silence. It was only when she reached to

remove his undershorts that he gripped her wrist. 

He  and  Nesryn  still  hadn’t  touched  each  other.  Beyond  an  ill-fated  bout  on

the ship three days ago, he hadn’t conveyed any sort of desire to take that step

once  again.  He’d  wanted  to,  though.  Woke  up  most  mornings  aching  to, especially  when  they’d  shared  that  bed  in  their  stateroom.  But  the  thought  of being so prone, of not being able to take her the way he’d once done … It had

curdled  any  brimming  lust.  Even  while  grateful  that  certain  parts  of  him  still undoubtedly worked. 

“I can get in on my own,” Chaol said, and before the servant could move, he

gathered  the  strength  in  his  arms,  his  back,  and  began  easing  himself  from  the chair.  It  was  an  unceremonious  process,  one  he’d  figured  out  during  the  long days at sea. 

First  he  flicked  the  locking  mechanism  on  the  wheels,  the  click  echoing  off

the stone and water. With a few motions, he maneuvered himself to the edge of

the  chair,  then  removed  his  feet  from  the  wooden  plates  and  onto  the  floor, angling his legs to his left as he did so. With his right hand, he gripped the edge

of  the  seat  by  his  knees,  while  he  curled  the  left  into  a  fist  as  he  bent  over  to brace it on the cool, steam-slick tiles. Slippery—

The servant only padded over, laid a thick white cloth before him, and backed

away. He gave her a grateful, close-lipped smile as he braced his left fist again

on  the  floor,  atop  the  plush  cloth,  distributing  his  weight  throughout  the  arm. 

With  an  inhaled  breath,  his  right  hand  still  gripping  the  edge  of  his  chair,  he carefully lowered himself to the ground, swinging his rear away from the chair

as his knees bent unbidden. 

He landed with a thud, but he was on the floor, at least—hadn’t toppled over, 

as he had the first half-dozen times he’d tried it on the ship. 

Carefully, he scooted to the edge of the pool stairs, until he could set his feet

into the warm water, right atop the second step. The servant strode into the water

a heartbeat later, graceful as an egret, her gossamer robe turning as insubstantial

as dew while water crept up its length. Her hands were gentle but steady while

she gripped him under the arm and helped him hoist himself the last bit into the

pool, setting himself down on the top step. Then she guided him down another

and  another,  until  he  was  sitting  up  to  his  shoulders.  Eye-level  with  her  full, peaked breasts. 

She  didn’t  seem  to  notice.  And  he  immediately  averted  his  gaze  toward  the

window as she reached for the small tray of supplies she’d left near the lip of the

pool.  Oils  and  brushes  and  soft-looking  cloths.  Chaol  slid  his  undershorts  off while she turned, setting them with a loud, wet smack upon the edge of the pool. 

Nesryn still didn’t emerge from her room. 

So  Chaol  closed  his  eyes,  submitting  himself  to  the  servant’s  ministrations, 

and wondered what the hell he was going to do. 

 

4

Of all the rooms in the Torre Cesme, Yrene Towers loved this one best. 

Perhaps  it  was  because  the  room,  located  at  the  very  pinnacle  of  the  pale-

stoned  tower  and  its  sprawling  complex  below,  had  unparalleled  views  of  the

sunset over Antica. 

Perhaps it was because this was the place where she’d felt the first shred of

safety  in  nearly  ten  years.  The  place  she  had  first  looked  upon  the  ancient woman now sitting across the paper- and book-strewn desk, and heard the words

that changed everything:  You are welcome here, Yrene Towers. 

It had been over two years since then. 

Two  years  of  working  here,  living  here,  in  this  tower  and  in  this  city  of  so many peoples, so many foods and caches of knowledge. 

It  had  been  all  she’d  dreamed  it  would  be—and  she  had  seized  every

opportunity,  every  challenge,  with  both  hands.  Had  studied  and  listened  and

practiced and saved lives, changed them, until she had climbed to the very top of

her class. Until an unknown healer’s daughter from Fenharrow was approached

by healers old and young, who had trained their entire lives, for her advice and

assistance. 

The magic helped. Glorious, lovely magic that could make her breathless or

so  tired  she  couldn’t  get  out  of  bed  for  days.  Magic  demanded  a  cost—to  both healer  and  patient.  But  Yrene  was  willing  to  pay  it.  She  had  never  minded  the aftermath of a brutal healing. 

If it meant saving a life … Silba had granted her a gift—and a young stranger had given her another gift, that final night in Innish two years ago. Yrene had no

plans to waste either. 

She waited in silence as the slender woman across from her finished reading

through some message on her chronically messy desk. Despite the servants’ best

efforts, the ancient rosewood desk was always chaotic, covered with formulas or

spells or vials and jars brewing some tonic. 

There  were  two  such  vials  on  the  desk  now,  clear  orbs  atop  silver  feet

fashioned after ibis legs. Being purified by the endless sunshine within the tower. 

Hafiza,  Healer  on  High  of  the  Torre  Cesme,  plucked  up  one  of  the  vials, 

swirled  its  pale  blue  contents,  frowned,  and  set  it  down.  “The  damned  thing

always  takes  twice  as  long  as  I  anticipate.”  She  asked  casually,  using  Yrene’s own language, “Why do you think that is?” 

Yrene leaned forward in the worn, tufted armchair on her side of the desk to

study  the  tonic.  Every  meeting,  every  encounter  with  Hafiza,  was  a  lesson—a

chance to learn. To be challenged. Yrene lifted the vial from its stand, holding it

to  the  golden  light  of  sunset  as  she  examined  the  thick  azure  liquid  within. 

“Use?” 

“Ten-year-old girl developed a dry cough six weeks ago. Saw the physicians, 

who advised honey tea, rest, and fresh air. Got better for a time, but returned a

week ago with a vengeance.” 

The physicians of the Torre Cesme were the finest in the world, distinguished

only from the Torre’s healers by the fact that they did not possess magic. They

were  the  first  line  of  inspection  for  the  healers  in  the  tower,  their  quarters occupying the sprawling complex around its base. 

Magic  was  precious,  its  demands  costly  enough  that  some  Healer  on  High

centuries ago had decreed that if they were to see a patient, a physician must first

inspect  the  person.  Perhaps  it  had  been  a  political  maneuver—a  bone  tossed  to the  physicians  so  often  passed  over  by  a  people  clamoring  for  the  cure-all

remedies of magic. 

Yet magic could not cure all things. Could not halt death, or bring someone

back from it. She’d learned it again and again these past two years, and earlier. 

And even with the protocols with the physicians, Yrene still—as she had always

done—found  herself  walking  toward  the  sound  of  coughing  in  the  narrow, 

sloped streets of Antica. 

Yrene  tilted  the  vial  this  way  and  that.  “The  tonic  might  be  reacting  to  the heat. It’s been unseasonably warm, even for us.” 

With the end of summer finally near, even after two years, Yrene was still not

entirely accustomed to the unrelenting, dry heat of the god-city. Mercifully, some

long-ago  mastermind  had  invented  the   bidgier,  wind-catching  towers  set  atop buildings to draw in fresh air to the rooms below, some even working in tandem

with the few underground canals winding beneath Antica to transform hot wind

into cool breezes. The city was peppered with the small towers, like a thousand

spears  jutting  toward  the  sky,  ranging  from  the  small  houses  made  of  earthen bricks to the great, domed residences full of shaded courtyards and clear pools. 

Unfortunately, the Torre had predated that stroke of brilliance, and though the

upper  levels  possessed  some  cunning  ventilation  that  cooled  the  chambers  far

below,  there  were  plenty  of  days  when  Yrene  wished  some  clever  architect

would  take  it  upon  themselves  to  outfit  the  Torre  with  the  latest  advances. 

Indeed, with the rising heat and the various fires burning throughout the tower, 

Hafiza’s room was near-sweltering. Which led Yrene to add, “You could put it in

a lower chamber—where it’s cooler.” 

“But the sunlight needed?” 

Yrene considered. “Bring in mirrors. Catch the sunlight through the window, 

and focus it upon the vial. Adjust it a few times a day to match the path of the

sun. The cooler temperature and more concentrated sunlight might have the tonic

ready sooner.” 

A little, pleased nod. Yrene had come to cherish those nods, the light in those

brown eyes. “Quick wits save lives more often than magic,” was Hafiza’s only reply. 

She’d said it a thousand times before, usually where Yrene was involved—to

her  eternal  pride—but  Yrene  bowed  her  head  in  thanks  and  set  the  vial  back

upon its stand. 

“So,”  Hafiza  said,  folding  her  hands  atop  each  other  on  the  near-glowing

rosewood desk, “Eretia informs me that she believes you are ready to leave us.” 

Yrene straightened in her seat, the very same chair she’d sat in that first day

she’d  climbed  the  thousand  steps  to  the  top  of  the  tower  and  begged  for

admittance. The begging had been the least of her humiliations that meeting, the

crowning  moment  being  when  she  dumped  the  bag  of  gold  on  Hafiza’s  desk, 

blurting that she didn’t care what the cost was and to take it all. 

Not realizing that Hafiza did not take money from students. No, they paid for

their education in other ways. Yrene had suffered through endless indignities and

degradations  during  her  year  working  at  the  backwater  White  Pig  Inn,  but  she had  never  been  more  mortified  than  the  moment  Hafiza  ordered  her  to  put  the money  back  in  that  brown  pouch.  Scraping  the  gold  off  the  desk  like  some

cardplayer  scrambling  to  collect  his  winnings,  Yrene  had  debated  leaping  right out the arc of windows towering behind Hafiza’s desk. 

Much  had  changed  since  then.  Gone  was  the  homespun  dress,  the  too-slim

body. Though Yrene supposed the endless stairs of the Torre had kept in check

the  weight  she’d  gained  from  steady,  healthy  eating,  thanks  to  the  Torre’s

enormous kitchens, the countless markets teeming with food stalls, and the dine-

in shops along every bustling street and winding alley. 

Yrene swallowed once, trying and failing to glean the Healer on High’s face. 

Hafiza  had  been  the  one  person  here  whom  Yrene  could  never  read,  never

anticipate.  She’d  never  once  shown  a  display  of  temper—something  that

couldn’t  be  said  of  many  of  the  instructors  here,  Eretia  especially—and  had

never raised her voice. Hafiza had only three expressions: pleased, neutral, and

disappointed. Yrene lived in terror of the latter two. 

Not  for  any  punishment.  There  was  no  such  thing  here.  No  rations  held,  no

pain  threatened.  Not  like  at  the  White  Pig,  where  Nolan  had  docked  her  pay  if she stepped out of line or was overgenerous with a customer, or if he caught her

leaving out nightly scraps for the half-feral urchins who had prowled the filthy

streets of Innish. 

She’d  arrived  here  thinking  it  would  be  the  same:  people  who  took  her

money,  who  made  it  harder  and  harder  to  leave.  She’d  spent  a  year  working  at the White Pig due to Nolan’s increases in her rent, decreases in her pay, his cut

of  her  meager  tips,  and  knowledge  that  most  women  in  Innish  worked  the

streets, and his place, disgusting as it had been, was a far better alternative. 

She’d told herself never again—until she’d arrived here. Until she’d dumped

that gold on Hafiza’s desk and had been ready to do it all over, indebt and sell

herself, just for a chance to learn. 

Hafiza did not even consider such things. Her work was in direct opposition

to  the  people  who  did,  the  people  like  Nolan.  Yrene  still  remembered  the  first time she’d heard Hafiza say in that thick, lovely accent of hers, nearly the same

words  that  Yrene’s  mother  had  told  her,  over  and  over:  they  did  not  charge, students or patients, for what Silba, Goddess of Healing, gifted them for free. 

In  a  land  of  so  many  gods  that  Yrene  was  still  struggling  to  keep  them  all straight, at least Silba remained the same. 

Yet another clever  thing the khaganate  had done upon  patching together the

kingdoms and territories during their years of conquest: keep and adapt the gods

of   everyone.  Including  Silba,  whose  dominance  over  the  healers  had  been established  in  these  lands  long  ago.  History  was  written  by  the  victors, 

apparently.  Or  so  Eretia,  Yrene’s  direct  tutor,  had  once  told  her.  Even  the  gods seemed no more immune to it than mere mortals. 

But it didn’t stop Yrene from offering up a prayer to Silba and whatever gods

might be listening as she said at last, “I am ready, yes.” 

“To leave us.” Such simple words, offered with that neutral face—calm and patient. “Or have you considered the other option I presented to you?” 

Yrene  had.  She’d  thought  about  it  endlessly  in  the  two  weeks  since  Hafiza

had summoned her to this office and spoke the one word that had clenched a fist

around her heart:  Stay. 

Stay,  and  learn  more—stay,  and  see  what  this  fledgling  life  she’d  built  here might grow into. 

Yrene rubbed at her chest as if she could still feel that viselike grip. “War is

coming  to  my  home  again—the  northern  continent.”  So  they  called  it  here. 

Yrene swallowed. “I want to be there to help those fighting against the empire’s

control.” 

At  last,  after  so  many  years,  a  force  was  rallying.  Adarlan  itself  had  been sundered, if rumors were to be believed, by Dorian Havilliard in the north, and

the  dead  king’s  Second,  Duke  Perrington,  in  the  south.  Dorian  was  backed  by

Aelin  Galathynius,  the  long-lost  queen  now  ripe  with  power  and  ravenous  for

vengeance,  judging  by  what  she’d  done  to  the  glass  castle  and  its  king.  And Perrington,  rumor  also  claimed,  was  aided  by  horrors  birthed  from  some  dark

nightmare. 

But if this was the only chance at freedom for Fenharrow …

Yrene  would  be  there  to  help,  in  whatever  way  she  could.  She  still  smelled

smoke, late at night or when she was drained after a hard healing. Smoke from

that fire those Adarlanian soldiers had built—and burned her mother upon. She

still  heard  her  mother’s  screaming  and  felt  the  wood  of  that  tree  trunk  dig beneath her nails as she’d hidden at the edge of Oakwald. As she watched them

burn her mother alive. After her mother had killed that soldier to buy Yrene time

to run. 

It had been ten years since then. Nearly eleven. And though she had crossed

mountains and oceans … there were some days when Yrene felt as if she were

still  standing  in  Fenharrow,  smelling  that  fire,  splinters  slicing  under  her  nails, 

watching as the soldiers took their torches and burned her cottage, too. 

The cottage that had housed generations of Towers healers. 

Yrene supposed it was fitting, somehow, she’d wound up  in a tower herself. 

With  only  the  ring  on  her  left  hand  as  proof  that  once,  for  hundreds  of  years, there  had  existed  a  line  of  prodigally  gifted  female  healers  in  the  south  of Fenharrow. A ring she now toyed with, that last shred of proof that her mother

and mother’s mother and all the mothers before them had once lived and healed

in peace. It was the first of only two objects Yrene would not sell—even before

selling herself. 

Hafiza had not replied, and so Yrene went on, the sun sinking farther toward

the jade waters of the harbor across the city, “Even with magic now returned to

the  northern  continent,  many  of  the  healers  might  not  have  the  training,  if  any survived at all. I could save many lives.” 

“War could also claim  your life.” 

She knew this. Yrene lifted her chin. “I am aware of the risks.” 

Hafiza’s dark eyes softened. “Yes, yes, you are.” 

It had come out during that first, mortifying meeting with the Healer on High. 

Yrene had not cried for years—since that day her mother had become ash on

the  wind—and  yet  the  moment  Hafiza  had  asked  about  Yrene’s  parents  …  she

had  buried  her  face  in  her  hands  and  wept.  Hafiza  had  come  from  around  that desk and held her, rubbing her back in soothing circles. 

Hafiza often did that. Not just to Yrene, but to all her healers, when the hours

were long and their backs had cramped and the magic had taken  everything and

it was still not enough. A quiet, steady presence who steeled them, soothed them. 

Hafiza  was  as  close  to  a  mother  as  Yrene  had  found  since  she  was  eleven. 

And now weeks away from twenty-two, she doubted she’d ever find another like

her. 

“I  have  taken  the  examinations,”  Yrene  said,  even  though  Hafiza  knew  that

already. She’d given them to Yrene herself, overseeing the grueling week of tests

on  knowledge,  skill,  and  actual  human  practice.  Yrene  had  made  sure  she received the highest marks of her class. As near to a perfect score as anyone had

ever been given here. “I’m ready.” 

“Indeed  you  are.  And  yet  I  still  wonder  how  much  you  might  learn  in  five

years, ten years, if you have already learned so much in two.” 

Yrene had been too skilled to begin with the acolytes in the lower levels of

the Torre. 

She’d  shadowed  her  mother  since  she  was  old  enough  to  walk  and  talk, 

learning  slowly,  over  the  years,  as  all  the  healers  in  her  family  had  done.  At eleven,  Yrene  had  learned  more  than  most  would  in  another  decade.  And  even

during the six years that had followed, where she’d pretended to be an ordinary

girl  while  working  on  her  mother’s  cousin’s  farm—the  family  unsure  what  to

really  do  with  her,  unwilling  to  get  to  know  her  when  war  and  Adarlan  might destroy them all—she’d quietly practiced. 

But not too much, not too noticeably. During those years, neighbor had sold

out  neighbor  for  even  the  whisper  of  magic.  And  even  though  magic  had

vanished,  taking  Silba’s  gift  with  it,  Yrene  had  been  careful  never  to  appear more than a simple farmer’s relative, whose grandmother had perhaps taught her

a few natural remedies for fevers or birthing pain or sprained and broken limbs. 

In  Innish,  she’d  been  able  to  do  more,  using  her  sparse  pocket  money  to

purchase herbs, salves. But she didn’t often dare, not with Nolan and Jessa, his

favored  barmaid,  watching  her  day  and  night.  So  these  past  two  years,  she’d

 wanted  to  learn  as  much  as  she  could.  But  it  had  also  been  an  unleashing.  Of years of stifling, of lying and hiding. 

And that day she’d walked off the boat and  felt her magic stir, felt it reach for a man limping down the street … She had fallen into a state of shock that had

not ended until she wound up weeping in this very chair three hours later. 

Yrene sighed through her nose. “I could return here one day to continue my

studies.  But—with  all  due  respect,  I   am  a  full  healer  now.”  And  she  could

venture wherever her gift called her. 

Hafiza’s white brows rose, stark against her brown skin. “And what of Prince

Kashin?” 

Yrene shifted in her seat. “What of him?” 

“You were once good friends. He remains fond of you, and that is no small

thing to ignore.” 

Yrene leveled a look few dared to direct toward the Healer on High. “Will he

interfere with my plans to leave?” 

“He is a prince, and has been denied nothing, save the crown he covets. He

may find that your leaving is not something he will tolerate.” 

Dread sluiced through her, starting at her spine and ending curled deep in her

gut.  “I’ve  given  him  no  encouragement.  I  made  my  thoughts  on  that  matter

perfectly clear last year.” 

It  had  been  a  disaster.  She’d  gone  over  it  again  and  again,  the  things  she’d said,  the  moments  between  them—everything  that  had  led  up  to  that  awful

conversation in that large Darghan tent atop the windswept steppes. 

It  had  started  a  few  months  after  she’d  arrived  in  Antica,  when  one  of

Kashin’s favored servants had fallen ill. To her surprise, the prince himself had

been  at  the  man’s  bedside,  and  during  the  long  hours  Yrene  worked,  the

conversation  had  flowed,  and  she’d  found  herself  …  smiling.  She’d  cured  the

servant,  and  upon  leaving  that  night,  she’d  been  escorted  by  Kashin  himself  to the gates of the Torre. And in the months that followed, friendship had sprung up

between them. 

Perhaps  freer,  lighter  than  the  friendship  she  also  wound  up  forming  with

Hasar, who had taken a liking to Yrene after requiring some healing of her own. 

And  while  Yrene  had  struggled  to  find  companions  within  the  Torre  thanks  to

her  and  her  fellow  students’  conflicting  hours,  the  prince  and  princess  had

become friends indeed. As had Hasar’s lover, the sweet-faced Renia—who was

as lovely inside as she was out. 

A  strange  group  they  made,  but  …  Yrene  had  enjoyed  their  company,  the dinners Kashin and Hasar invited her to, when Yrene knew she had no reason to

really  be  there.  Kashin  often  managed  to  find  a  way  to  sit  next  to  her,  or  near enough to engage her in conversation. For months, things had been fine—better

than fine. And then Hafiza had brought Yrene out to the steppes, the native home

of the khagan’s family, to oversee a grueling healing. With Kashin as their escort

and guide. 

The Healer on High now examined Yrene, frowning slightly. “Perhaps your

lack of encouragement has made him more eager.” 

Yrene  rubbed  her  eyebrows  with  her  thumb  and  forefinger.  “We’ve  barely

spoken since then.” It was true. Though mostly due to Yrene avoiding him at the

dinners to which Hasar and Renia still invited her. 

“The  prince  does  not  seem  like  a  man  easily  deterred—certainly  not  in

matters of the heart.” 

She knew that.  She’d liked that  about Kashin. Until  he’d wanted something

she couldn’t give him. Yrene groaned a bit. “Will I have to leave like a thief in

the night, then?” Hasar would never forgive her, though she had no doubt Renia

would  try  to  soothe  and  rationalize  it  to  the  princess.  If  Hasar  was  pure  flame, then Renia was flowing water. 

“Should you decide to remain, you will not have to worry about such things

at all.” 

Yrene  straightened.  “You  would  really  use  Kashin  as  a  way  to  keep  me

here?” 

Hafiza laughed, a crow of warmth. “No. But forgive an old woman for trying

to use any avenue necessary to convince you.” 

Pride and guilt eddied in her chest. But Yrene said nothing—had no answer. 

Returning  to  the  northern  continent  …  She  knew  there  was  no  one  and

nothing  left  there  for  her.  Nothing  but  unforgiving  war,  and  those  who  would need her help. 

She did not even know where to  go—where to sail, how to find those armies and their wounded. She’d traveled far and wide before, had evaded enemies bent

on  slaughtering  her,  and  the  thought  of  doing  it  all  again  …  She  knew  some would think her mad. Ungrateful for the offer Hafiza had laid before her. She’d

thought those things of herself for a long while now. 

Yet not a single day passed without Yrene gazing toward the sea at the foot of

the city—gazing northward. 

Yrene’s attention indeed slid from the Healer on High to the windows behind

her, to the distant, darkening horizon, as if it were a lodestone. 

Hafiza  said,  a  shade  more  gently,  “There  is  no  rush  to  decide.  Wars  take  a long time.” 

“But I will need—” 

“There is a task I would first have you do, Yrene.” 

Yrene stilled at that tone, the hint of command in it. 

She glanced to the letter Hafiza had been reading when she’d entered. “What

is it?” 

“There  is  a  guest  at  the  palace—a  special  guest  of  the  khagan.  I  would  ask you to treat him. Before you decide whether now is the right time to leave these

shores, or if it is better to remain.” 

Yrene angled her head. Rare—very rare for Hafiza to pass off a task from the

khagan  to  someone  else.  “What  is  his  ailment?”  Common,  standard  words  for

healers receiving cases. 

“He  is  a  young  man,  age  twenty-three.  Healthy  in  every  regard,  in  fit

condition. But he suffered a grave injury to his spine earlier this summer that left

him paralyzed from the hips downward. He cannot feel or move his legs, and has

been in a wheeled chair since. I am bypassing the initial physicians’ examination

to appeal directly to you.” 

Yrene’s mind churned. A complex, long process to heal that manner of injury. 

Spines were nearly as difficult as brains. Connected to them quite closely. With

that sort of healing, it wasn’t a matter of letting her magic wash over them—that wasn’t how it worked. 

It was finding the right places and channels, in finding the correct amount of

magic to wield. It was getting the brain to again send signals to the spine, down

those  broken  pathways;  it  was  replacing  the  damaged,  smallest  kernels  of  life within the body with new, fresh ones. And on top of it … learning to walk again. 

Weeks.  Months, perhaps. 

“He is an active young man,” Hafiza said. “The injury is akin to the warrior

you aided last winter on the steppes.” 

She’d  guessed  as  much  already—it  was  likely  why  she’d  been  asked.  Two

months  spent  healing  the  horse-lord  who’d  taken  a  bad  fall  off  his  mount  and injured his spine. It was not an uncommon injury among the Darghan, some of

whom rode horses and some of whom soared on ruks, and they had long relied

on the Torre’s healers. Working on the warrior had been her first time putting her

lessons on the subject into effect, precisely why Hafiza had accompanied her to

the steppes. Yrene was fairly confident she could do another healing on her own

this time, but it was the way Hafiza glanced down at the letter—just once—that

made Yrene pause. Made her ask, “Who is he?” 

“Lord  Chaol  Westfall.”  Not  a  name  from  the  khaganate.  Hafiza  added, 

holding  Yrene’s  gaze,  “He  was  the  former  Captain  of  the  Guard  and  is  now

Hand to the new King of Adarlan.” 

Silence. 

Yrene was silent, in her head, her heart. Only the crying of the gulls sailing

above the Torre and the shouts of vendors going home for the night in the streets

beyond the compound’s high walls filled the tower room. 

“No.” 

The word pushed out of Yrene on a breath. 

Hafiza’s slim mouth tightened. 

“No,” Yrene said again. “I will not heal him.” 

There was no softness, nothing motherly in Hafiza’s face, as she said, “You took an oath upon entering these halls.” 

“No.” It was all she could think to say. 

“I am well aware how difficult it may be for you—” 

Her hands started shaking. “No.” 

“Why?” 

“You know why.” The words were a strangled whisper. “Y-y-you know.” 

“If you see Adarlanian soldiers suffering on those battlefields, will you stomp

right over them?” 

It was the cruelest Hafiza had ever been to her. 

Yrene rubbed the ring on her finger. “If he was Captain of the Guard for the

last  king,  he—he  worked  for  the  man  who—”  The  words  spilled  and  stumbled

out. “He took  orders from him.” 

“And now works for Dorian Havilliard.” 

“Who  indulged  in  his  father’s  riches—the  riches  of   my  people.  Even  if Dorian  Havilliard  did  not  participate,  the  fact  that  he  stood   back  while  it happened …” The pale stone walls pressed in, even the solid tower beneath them

feeling unwieldy. “Do you know what the king’s men  did these years? What his

armies,  his  soldiers,  his  guards   did?  And  you  ask  me  to  heal  a  man  who commanded them?” 

“It is a reality of who you are—who  we are. A choice all healers must make.” 

“And you have made it so often? In your peaceful kingdom?” 

Hafiza’s face darkened. Not with ire, but memory. “I was once asked to heal a

man who was injured while evading capture. After he had committed a crime so

unspeakable … The guards told me what he’d done before I walked into his cell. 

They  wanted  him  patched  up  so  he  could  live  to  be  put  on  trial.  He’d

undoubtedly be executed—they had victims willing to testify and proof aplenty. 

Eretia  herself  saw  the  latest  victim.  His  last  one.  Gathered  all  the  evidence  she needed  and  stood  in  that  court  and  condemned  him  with  what  she  had  seen.” 

Hafiza’s  throat  bobbed.  “They  chained  him  down  in  that  cell,  and  he  was  hurt enough  that  I  knew  …  I  knew  I  could  use  my  magic  to  make  the  internal

bleeding  worse.  They’d  never  know.  He’d  be  dead  by  morning,  and  no  one

would dare question me.” She studied the vial of blue tonic. “It was the closest I

have ever come to killing. I  wanted to kill him for what he had done. The world

would be better for it. I had my hands on his chest—I was ready to do it. But I

remembered. I remembered that oath I had taken, and remembered that they had

asked me to heal him so that he would live—so that justice might be found for

his victims. And their families.” She met Yrene’s eyes. “It was not my death to

dole out.” 

“What happened?” The words were a wobble. 

“He tried to plead innocent. Even with what Eretia presented, with what that

victim  was  willing  to  talk  about.  He  was  a  monster  through  and  through.  They convicted him, and he was executed at sunrise the next day.” 

“Did you watch it?” 

“I did not. I came back up here. But Eretia did. She stood at the front of the

crowd  and  stayed  until  they  hauled  his  corpse  into  a  cart.  She  stayed  for  the victims who could not bear to watch. Then she returned here, and we both cried

for a long, long while.” 

Yrene was quiet for a few breaths, enough that her hands steadied. “So I am

to heal this man—so he may find justice elsewhere?” 

“You  do  not  know  his  story,  Yrene.  I  suggest  listening  to  it  before

contemplating such things.” 

Yrene shook her head. “There will be no justice for him—not if he served the

old and new king. Not if he’s cunning enough to remain in power. I know how

Adarlan works.” 

Hafiza watched her for a long moment. “The day you walked into this room, 

so  terribly  thin  and  covered  with  the  dust  of  a  hundred  roads  …  I  had  never sensed  such  a  gift.  I  looked  into  those  beautiful  eyes  of  yours,  and  I  nearly

gasped at the uncut power in you.” 

Disappointment. It was disappointment on the Healer on High’s face, in her

voice. 

“I  thought  to  myself,”  Hafiza  went  on,  “Where  has  this  young  woman  been

 hiding?  What  god  reared  you,  guided  you  to  my  doorstep?   Your  dress  was  in tatters around your ankles, and yet you walked in, straight-backed as any noble

lady. As if you were the heir to Kamala herself.” 

Until  Yrene  had  dumped  the  money  on  the  desk  and  fallen  apart  moments

later. She doubted the very first Healer on High had ever done such a thing. 

“Even  your  family  name:   Towers.  A  hint  at  your  foremothers’  long-ago

association  with  the  Torre,  perhaps.  I  wondered  in  that  moment  if  I  had  at  last found  my heir—my replacement.” 

Yrene  felt  the  words  like  a  blow  to  the  gut.  Hafiza  had  never  so  much  as

hinted …

 Stay, the Healer on High had offered. To not only continue the training, but to

also take up the mantle now laid before her. 

But it had not been Yrene’s own ambition, to one day claim this room as her

own. Not when her sights had always been set across the Narrow Sea. And even

now … it was an honor beyond words, yes. But one that rang hollow. 

“I  asked  what  you  wanted  to  do  with  the  knowledge  I  would  give  you,” 

Hafiza went on. “Do you remember what you said to me?” 

Yrene did. She had not forgotten it for a moment. “I said I wanted to use it to

do some good for the world. To do something with my useless, wasted life.” 

The words had guided her these years—along with the note she carried every

day,  moving  it  from  pocket  to  pocket,  dress  to  dress.  Words  from  a  mysterious stranger,  perhaps  a  god  who  had  worn  the  skin  of  a  battered  young  woman, 

whose gift of gold had gotten her here. Saved her. 

“And so you shall, Yrene,” Hafiza said. “You shall one day return home, and

you shall do good, you shall do  wonders. But before you do, I would ask this of

you.  Help  that  young  man.  You  have  done  the  healing  before—you  can  do  it again now.” 

“Why can’t you?” 

She’d never sounded so sullen, so … ungrateful. 

Hafiza gave her a small, sad smile. “It is not my own healing that is needed.” 

Yrene knew the Healer on High did not mean the man’s healing, either. She

swallowed against the thickness in her throat. 

“It is a soul-wound, Yrene. And letting it fester these years … I cannot blame

you. But I will hold you accountable if you let it turn into something worse. And

I will mourn you for it.” 

Yrene’s  lips  wobbled,  but  she  pressed  them  together,  blinking  back  the

burning in her eyes. 

“You  passed  the  tests,  better  than  anyone  who  has  ever  climbed  into  this

tower,”  Hafiza  said  softly.  “But  let  this  be  my  personal  test  for  you.  The  final one. So that when you decide to go, I may bid you farewell, send you off to war, 

and  know  …”  Hafiza  put  a  hand  on  her  chest.  “Know  that  wherever  the  road

takes you, however dark, you will be all right.” 

Yrene  swallowed  the  small  sound  that  tried  to  come  out  of  her  and  instead

looked toward the city, its pale stones resplendent in the last light of the setting

sun. Through the open windows behind the Healer on High, a night breeze laced

with lavender and cloves flitted in, cooling her face and ruffling Hafiza’s cloud

of white hair. 

Yrene slid a hand into the pocket of her pale blue dress, her fingers wrapping

around the familiar  smoothness of the  folded piece of  parchment. She clutched

it, as she had often done on the sailing over here, during those initial few weeks

of uncertainty even after Hafiza had admitted her, during the long hours and hard

days and moments that had nearly broken her while she trained. 

A note, written by a stranger who had saved her life and granted her freedom

in a matter of hours. Yrene had never learned her name, that young woman who

had worn her scars like some ladies wore their finest jewelry. The young woman who was a trained killer, but had purchased a healer’s education. 

So  many  things,  so  many  good  things,  had  come  from  that  night.  Yrene

sometimes  wondered  if  it  had  actually  happened—might  have  believed  she’d

dreamed  it  if  not  for  the  note  in  her  pocket,  and  the  second  object  Yrene  had never sold, even when the gold had thinned. 

The ornate gold-and-ruby brooch, worth more than entire blocks of Antica. 

Adarlan’s colors. Yrene had never learned where the young woman had come

from, who had bestowed the beating that had left lingering bruises on her pretty

face, but she had spoken of Adarlan as Yrene did. As all the children who had

lost  everything  to  Adarlan  did—those  children  with  their  kingdoms  left  in  ash and blood and ruin. 

Yrene ran a thumb over the note, the words inked there:

 For wherever you need to go—and then some. The world needs more healers. 

Yrene breathed in that first night breeze, the spices and brine it ushered into

the Torre. 

She looked back to Hafiza at last, the Healer on High’s face calm. Patient. 

Yrene  would  regret  it,  if  she  refused.  Hafiza  would  yield,  but  Yrene  knew

that whether she left here, whether she somehow decided to remain, she would

…  regret.  Think  back  on  this.  Wonder  if  she  had  repaid  the  extraordinary

kindness  she’d  been  given  rather  poorly.  Wonder  what  her  mother  would  have

thought of it. 

And even if this man hailed from Adarlan, even if he’d done the bidding of

that butcher …

“I will meet with him. Assess him,” Yrene conceded. Her voice only wobbled

slightly. She clutched that piece of paper in her pocket. “And then decide if I will

heal him.” 

Hafiza considered. “Fair enough, girl,” she said quietly. “Fair enough.” 

Yrene blew out a shaking breath. “When do I see him?” 

“Tomorrow,” Hafiza said, and Yrene winced. “The khagan has asked you to

come to Lord Westfall’s chambers tomorrow.” 
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Chaol had barely slept. Partially due to the unrelenting heat, partially due to the

fact that they were in a tentative ally’s fraught household, full of potential spies

and  unknown  dangers—perhaps  even  from  Morath  itself—and  partially  due  to

what had befallen Rifthold and all he held dear. 

And partially due to the meeting that he was now minutes away from having. 

Nesryn paced with uncharacteristic nerves through the sitting room that was

to be his sickroom. Low-lying couches and clusters of cushions filled the space, 

the shining floors interrupted only by rugs of thickest and finest weaving—from

the skilled hands of craftswomen in the west, Nesryn told him. Art and treasures

from  across  the  khagan’s  empire  adorned  the  space,  interspersed  with  potted

palms sagging in the heat and sunlight trickling through the garden windows and

doors. 

Ten  in  the  morning,  the  khagan’s  eldest  daughter  had  declared  to  him  at

dinner  last  night.  Princess  Hasar—plain  and  yet  fierce-eyed.  A  lovely  young

woman had sat at her side, the only person at whom Hasar smiled. Her lover or

wife, judging by the frequent touching and long looks. 

There had been enough of an edge to Hasar’s wicked grin as she told Chaol

when the healer would arrive that he’d been left to wonder who, precisely, they

were sending. 

He  still  did  not  know  what  to  make  of  these  people,  this  place.  This  city  of high  learning,  this  blend  of  so  many  cultures  and  history,  peacefully  dwelling

together  …  Not  at  all  like  the  raging  and  broken  spirits  dwelling  in  Adarlan’s shadow, living in terror, distrusting one another, enduring its worst crimes. 

They’d  asked  him  about  the  butchering  of  the  slaves  in  Calaculla  and

Endovier at dinner. 

Or  the  oily  one,  Arghun,  did.  Had  the  prince  been  among  Chaol’s  new

recruits to the royal guard, he would have easily gotten him to fall in line thanks

to  a  few  well-timed  shows  of  skill  and  sheer  dominance.  But  here,  he  had  no authority to bring the conniving, haughty prince to heel. 

Not even when Arghun wanted to know why the former King of Adarlan had

deemed it necessary to enslave his people. And then put them down like animals. 

Why  the  man  had  not  looked  to  the  southern  continent  for  education  on  the

horrors and stain of slavery—and avoided instituting it. 

Chaol had offered curt answers that verged on impolite. Sartaq, the only one

of them beyond Kashin whom Chaol was inclined to like, had finally tired of his

elder  brother’s  questioning  and  steered  the  conversation  away.  To  what,  Chaol

had  no  idea.  He’d  been  too  busy  fighting  against  the  roaring  in  his  ears  over Arghun’s razor-sharp inquiries. And then too busy monitoring every face—royal, 

vizier, or servant—who made an appearance in the khagan’s great hall. No signs

of black rings or collars; no strange behavior to remark on. 

He’d given Kashin a subtle shake of his head at one point to tell him as much. 

The  prince  had  pretended  not  to  see,  but  the  warning  flared  in  his  eyes:   Keep looking. 

So  Chaol  had,  half  paying  attention  to  the  meal  unfolding  before  him,  half

monitoring every word and glance and breath of those around him. 

Despite  their  youngest  sister’s  death,  the  heirs  made  the  meal  lively, 

conversation  flowing,  mostly  in  languages  Chaol  did  not  know  or  recognize. 

Such a wealth of kingdoms in that hall, represented by viziers and servants and

companions—the  now-youngest  princess,  Duva,  herself  wedded  to  a  dark-

haired, sad-eyed prince from a faraway land who kept close to his pregnant wife

and spoke little to anyone around him. But whenever Duva smiled softly at him

…  Chaol  did  not  think  the  light  that  filled  the  prince’s  face  was  feigned.  And wondered  if  the  man’s  silence  was  not  from  reticence  but  perhaps  not  yet

knowing enough of his wife’s language to keep up. 

Nesryn,  however,  had  no  such  excuse.  She’d  been  silent  and  haunted  at

dinner.  He’d  only  learned  that  she’d  bathed  before  it  thanks  to  the  shout  and slamming  door  in  her  chambers,  followed  by  a  huffy-looking  male  servant

scrambling  out  of  her  rooms.  The  man  did  not  come  back  again,  nor  did  a

replacement arrive. 

Kadja,  the  servant  assigned  to  Chaol,  had  helped  him  dress  for  dinner,  then

undress  for  bed,  and  had  brought  breakfast  this  morning  immediately  upon  his

awakening. 

The khagan certainly knew how to eat well. 

Exquisitely spiced and simmered meats, so tender they fell right off the bone; 

herbed  rice  of  various  colors;  flatbreads  coated  in  butter  and  garlic;  rich  wines and  liquors  from  the  vineyards  and  distilleries  across  his  empire.  Chaol  had

passed  on  the  latter,  accepting  only  the  ceremonial  glass  offered  before  the

khagan made a half-hearted toast to his new guests. For a grieving father, it was

a warmer welcome than Chaol had expected. 

Yet  Nesryn  had  a  sip  of  her  drink,  barely  a  bite  of  her  meal,  and  waited  a scant  minute  until  the  feast  was  cleared  before  asking  to  return  to  their  suite. 

He’d agreed—of course he’d agreed, but when they’d closed the suite doors and

he’d asked if she wanted to talk, she had said no. She wanted to sleep and would

see him in the morning. 

He’d had the nerve to ask Nesryn if she wanted to share his room or hers. 

The shutting of her door was emphasis enough. 

So  Kadja  had  helped  him  into  bed,  and  he  had  tossed  and  turned,  sweating

and wishing he could kick off the sheets instead of having to throw them back. 

Even  the  cool  breeze  that  drifted  in  through  the  cleverly  crafted  ventilation

system—the air hauled from wind-snaring towers amid the domes and spires to be  cooled  by  canals  beneath  the  palace,  then  scattered  amongst  the  rooms  and halls—had not offered any reprieve. 

He  and  Nesryn  had  never  been  good  at  talking.  They’d  tried,  usually  with

disastrous results. 

They’d done everything out of order, and he’d cursed himself again and again

for not making it right with her. Not trying to  be better. 

She’d barely looked at him these past ten minutes they’d been waiting for the

healer to arrive. Her face was haggard, her shoulder-length hair limp. She hadn’t

put on her captain’s uniform, but rather returned to her usual midnight-blue tunic

and black pants. As if she couldn’t stand to be in Adarlan’s colors. 

Kadja had dressed him again in his teal jacket, even going so far as to polish

the buckles down the front. There was a quiet pride to her work, not at all like

the timidity and fear of so many of the castle servants in Rifthold. 

“She’s  late,”  Nesryn  murmured.  Indeed,  the  ornate  wooden  clock  in  the

corner announced the healer was ten minutes late. “Should we call for someone

to find out if she’s coming?” 

“Give her time.” 

Nesryn paused before him, frowning deeply. “We need to begin immediately. 

There is no time to waste.” 

Chaol  took  a  breath.  “I  understand  that  you  want  to  return  home  to  your

family—” 

“I will not rush you. But even a day makes a difference.” 

He noted the lines of strain bracketing her mouth. He had no doubt twin ones

marked  his  own.  Forcing  himself  to  stop  contemplating  and  dreading  where

Dorian  might  now  be  had  been  an  effort  of  pure  will  this  morning.  “Once  the healer  arrives,  why  don’t  you  go  track  down  your  kin  in  the  city?  Perhaps

they’ve heard from your family in Rifthold.” 

A slicing wave of her slender hand. “I can wait until you’re done.” 

Chaol lifted his brows. “And pace the entire time?” 

Nesryn  sank  onto  the  nearest  sofa,  the  gold  silk  sighing  beneath  her  slight

weight. “I came here to help you—with this, and with our cause. I won’t run off

for my own needs.” 

“What if I give you an order?” 

She  only  shook  her  head,  her  dark  curtain  of  hair  swaying  with  the

movement. 

And  before  he  could  give  that  exact  order,  a  brisk  knock  thudded  on  the

heavy wood door. 

Nesryn shouted a word that he assumed meant  enter in Halha, and he listened

to the footsteps as they approached. One set—quiet and light. 

The  door  to  the  sitting  room  drifted  open  beneath  the  press  of  a  honey-

colored hand. 

It was her eyes that Chaol noticed first. 

She likely stopped people dead in the street with those eyes, a vibrant golden

brown that seemed lit from within. Her hair was a heavy fall of rich browns amid

flashes of dark gold, curling slightly at the ends that brushed her narrow waist. 

She moved with a nimble grace, her feet—clad in practical black slippers—

swift and unfaltering as she crossed the room, either not noticing or caring about

the ornate furnishings. 

Young, perhaps a year or two older than twenty. 

But those eyes … they were far older than that. 

She paused at the carved wooden chair across from the golden couch, Nesryn

shooting  to  her  feet.  The  healer—for  there  was  no  one  else  she  could  be,  with that  calm  grace,  those  clear  eyes,  and  that  simple,  pale  blue  muslin  dress—

glanced  between  them.  She  was  a  few  inches  shorter  than  Nesryn,  built  with

similar delicacy, yet despite her slender frame … He didn’t look long at the other

features the healer had been generously blessed with. 

“Are you from the Torre Cesme?” Nesryn asked in Chaol’s own tongue. 

The  healer  only  stared  at  him.  Something  like  surprise  and  anger  lighting those remarkable eyes. 

She  slid  a  hand  into  the  pocket  of  her  gown,  and  he  waited  for  her  to

withdraw  something,  but  it  remained  there.  As  if  she  was  grasping  an  object

within. 

Not  a  doe  ready  to  bolt,  but  a  stag,  weighing  the  options  of  fighting  or

fleeing, of standing its ground, lowering its head, and charging. 

Chaol  held  her  gaze,  cool  and  steady.  He’d  taken  on  plenty  of  young  bucks

during the years of being captain—had gotten them all to heel. 

Nesryn asked something in Halha, no doubt a repeat of her question. 

A thin scar sliced across the healer’s throat. Perhaps three inches long. 

He  knew  what  sort  of  weapon  had  given  that  scar.  All  the  possibilities  that burst into his head for why it might have happened were not pleasant ones. 

Nesryn fell silent, watching them. 

The  healer  only  turned  on  her  heel,  walked  to  the  desk  near  the  windows, 

took  a  seat,  and  pulled  a  piece  of  parchment  toward  her  from  the  neat  stack  in the corner. 

Whoever  these  healers  were,  the  khagan  was  right:  they  certainly  did  not

answer to his throne. Or find it in themselves to be impressed with any manner

of nobility and power. 

She opened a drawer, found a glass pen, and held it poised over the paper. 

“Name.” 

She did not have an accent—or, rather, the accent of these lands. 

“Chaol Westfall.” 

“Age.” 

The accent. It was from—

“Fenharrow.” 

Her pen stalled. “Age.” 

“You’re from Fenharrow?” 

 What are you doing here, so far from home? 

She leveled a cool, unimpressed stare at him. 

He swallowed and said, “Twenty-three.” 

She scribbled something down. “Describe where the injury begins.” 

Each word was clipped, her voice low. 

Had  it  been  an  insult  to  be  assigned  his  case?  Had  she  other  things  to  do when  she  was  summoned  here?  He  thought  again  of  Hasar’s  wicked  smile  the

night before. Perhaps the princess knew that this woman was not praised for her

bedside manner. 

“What is your name?” 

The question came from Nesryn, whose face was beginning to tighten. 

The  healer  stilled  as  she  took  in  Nesryn,  blinking  like  she  had  not  really

noticed her. “You—are from here?” 

“My father was,” Nesryn said. “He moved to Adarlan, wed my mother, and I

now  have  family  there—and  here.”  She  impressively  hid  any  trace  of  dread  at

the mention of them as she added coaxingly, “My name is Nesryn Faliq. I am the

Captain of the Royal Guard of Adarlan.” 

That surprise in the healer’s eyes turned wary. But she again gazed at him. 

She  knew  who  he  was.  The  look  conveyed  it—the  analysis.  She  knew  he’d

once  held  that  title,  and  now  was  something  else.  So  the  name,  the  age  …  the questions were bullshit.  Or some bureaucratic  nonsense. He doubted  it was the

latter. 

A woman from Fenharrow, meeting with two members from Adarlan’s court

…

It didn’t take much to read her. What she saw. Where that mark on her throat

might have come from. 

“If you don’t want to be here,” Chaol said roughly, “then send someone else.” 

Nesryn whirled on him. 

The  healer  only  held  his  stare.  “There  is  no  one  else  to  do  this.”  The

unspoken words said the rest:  They sent their best. 

With that steady, self-assured posture, he didn’t doubt it. She angled her pen

again. “Describe where the injury begins.” 

A  sharp  knock  on  the  sitting  room  door  cut  through  the  silence.  He  started, cursing himself for not having heard the approach. 

But  it  was  Princess  Hasar,  clad  in  green  and  gold  and  smirking  like  a  cat. 

“Good  morning,  Lord  Westfall.  Captain  Faliq.”  Her  braided  hair  swaying  with

each  swaggering  step,  Hasar  strolled  over  to  the  healer,  who  looked  up  at  her with an expression Chaol dared call exasperation, and leaned down to kiss her on

either cheek. “You’re not usually so grumpy, Yrene.” 

There—a name. 

“I  forgot  my   kahve  this  morning.”  The  thick,  spiced,  bitter  drink  Chaol  had choked down with his breakfast. An acquired taste, Nesryn had said when he’d

asked about it later. 

The princess took up a perch along the edge of the desk. “You didn’t come to

dinner last night. Kashin was sulking about it.” 

Yrene’s shoulders tightened. “I had to prepare.” 

“Yrene Towers locking herself in the Torre to work? I might die of shock.” 

From  the  princess’s  tone,  he  filled  in  enough.  The  best  healer  in  the  Torre Cesme had become so thanks to that grueling work ethic. 

Hasar looked him over. “Still in the chair?” 

“Healing  takes  time,”  Yrene  said  mildly  to  the  princess.  Not  an  ounce  of

subservience or respect to the tone. “We were just beginning.” 

“So you agreed to do it, then?” 

Yrene  cut  the  princess  a  sharp  glare.  “We  were  assessing  the  lord’s  needs.” 

She jerked her chin toward the doors. “Shall I find you when I’m done?” 

Nesryn gave Chaol an impressed, wary glance. A healer dismissing a princess

of the most powerful empire in the world. 

Hasar  leaned  forward  to  ruffle  Yrene’s  gold-brown  hair.  “If  you  weren’t

gods-blessed,  I’d  carve  out  your  tongue  myself.”  The  words  were  honeyed venom. Yrene only offered a faint, bemused smile before Hasar hopped off the

desk and gave him a mocking incline of the head. “Don’t worry, Lord Westfall. 

Yrene has healed injuries similar and far worse than your own. She’ll have you

back on your feet and able to do your master’s bidding again in no time.” With

that lovely parting shot, which left Nesryn cold-eyed, the princess vanished. 

They  waited  a  good  few  moments  to  make  sure  they  heard  the  outer  door

shut. 

“Yrene Towers,” was all Chaol said. 

“What of it.” 

Gone was the faint amusement. Fine. 

“The lack of feeling and movement begins at my hips.” 

Yrene’s eyes shot right to them, dancing over him. “Are you capable of using

your manhood?” 

He tried not to flinch. Even Nesryn blinked at the frank question. 

“Yes,” he said tightly, fighting the heat rising in his cheeks. 

She looked between them, assessing. “Have you used it to completion?” 

He clenched his jaw. “How is that relevant?” And how had she gleaned what

was between them? 

Yrene only wrote something down. 

“What are you writing?” he demanded, cursing the damned chair for keeping

him from storming to rip the paper out of her hands. 

“I’m writing a giant  no.” 

Which she then underlined. 

He growled, “I suppose you’ll ask about my bathroom habits now?” 

“It was next on my list.” 

“They are unchanged,” he bit out. “Unless you need Nesryn to confirm.” 

Yrene merely turned to Nesryn, unruffled. “Have you seen him struggle with

it?” 

“Do  not answer that,” he snarled at Nesryn. 

Nesryn had the good wits to sink into a chair and remain quiet. 

Yrene  rose,  setting  down  the  pen,  and  came  around  the  desk.  The  morning

sunlight caught in her hair, bouncing off her head in a corona. 

She knelt at his feet. “Shall you remove your boots or shall I?” 

“I’ll do it.” 

She  sat  back  on  her  heels  and  watched  him  move.  Another  test.  To  discern

how mobile and agile he was. The weight of his legs, having to constantly adjust

their position … Chaol gritted his teeth as he gripped his knee, lifting his foot off

the  wooden  slat,  and  bent  to  remove  his  boot  in  a  few  sharp  tugs.  When  he finished with the other one, he asked, “Pants, too?” 

Chaol knew he should be kind, should beseech her to help him, and yet—

“After  a  drink  or  two,  I  think,”  Yrene  only  said.  Then  looked  over  her

shoulder  to  a  bemused  Nesryn.  “Sorry,”  she  added—and  sounded  only  slightly

less sharp-tongued. 

“Why are you apologizing to her?” 

“I assume she has the misfortune of sharing your bed these days.” 

It took his self-restraint to keep from going for her shoulders and shaking her

soundly. “Have I  done something to you?” 

That  seemed  to  give  her  pause.  Yrene  only  yanked  off  his  socks,  throwing

them atop where he’d discarded his boots. “No.” 

A lie. He scented and tasted it. 

But it focused her, and Chaol watched as Yrene picked up his foot in her slim

hands.  Watched,  since  he  didn’t  feel  it—beyond  the  shift  in  his  abdominal

muscles.  He  couldn’t  tell  if  she  was  squeezing  or  holding  lightly,  if  her  nails were digging in; not without looking. So he did. 

A  ring  adorned  her  fourth  finger—a  wedding  band.  “Is  your  husband  from

here?” Or wife, he supposed. 

“I’m not—” She blinked, frowning at the ring. She didn’t finish the sentence. 

Not  married,  then.  The  silver  ring  was  simple,  the  garnet  no  more  than  a droplet. Likely worn to keep men from bothering her, as he’d seen many women

do in the streets of Rifthold. 

“Can you feel this?” Yrene asked. She was touching each toe. 

“No.” 

She did it on the other foot. “And this?” 

“No.” 

He’d been through such examinations before—at the castle, and with Rowan. 

“His initial injury,” Nesryn cut in, as if remembering the prince as well, “was

to the entire spine. A friend had some knowledge of healing and patched him up

as  best  he  could.  He  regained  movement  in  his  upper  body,  but  not  below  the hips.” 

“How was it attained—the injury?” 

Her  hands  were  moving  over  his  foot  and  ankle,  tapping  and  testing.  As  if

she’d indeed done this before, as Princess Hasar had claimed. 

Chaol didn’t immediately reply, sorting through those moments of terror and

pain and rage. 

Nesryn opened her mouth, but he cut her off. “Fighting. I received a blow to

my back while fighting. A magical one.” 

Yrene’s fingers were inching up his legs, patting and squeezing. He felt none

of it. Her brows bunched in concentration. “Your friend must have been a gifted

healer if you regained so much motion.” 

“He did what he could. Then told me to come here.” 

Her  hands  pushed  and  pressed  on  his  thighs,  and  he  watched  with  no  small

amount of growing horror as she slid them higher and higher. He was about to

demand if she planned to ascertain for herself about the life in his  manhood, but Yrene lifted her head and met his stare. 

This close, her eyes were a golden flame. Not like the cold metal of Manon

Blackbeak’s, not laced with a century of violence and predator’s instincts, but …

like a long-burning flame on a winter’s night. “I need to see your back,” was all Yrene said. Then she peeled away. “Lie down on the nearest bed.” 

Before Chaol could remind her that it wasn’t quite so easy to do that, Nesryn

was  instantly  in  motion,  wheeling  him  into  his  room.  Kadja  had  already  made

his bed, and left a bouquet of orange lilies on the table beside it. Yrene sniffed at

the scent—as if it was unpleasant. He refrained from asking. 

He  waved  off  Nesryn  when  she  tried  to  help  him  onto  the  bed.  It  was  low

enough that he could manage. 

Yrene  lingered  in  the  doorway,  observing  while  he  braced  one  hand  on  the

mattress,  one  on  the  arm  of  the  chair,  and  in  a  powerful  push,  heaved  himself into  a  sitting  position  on  the  bed.  He  unbuckled  each  of  those  newly  polished buttons on his jacket, then peeled it off. Along with the white shirt beneath. 

“Facedown, I assume?” 

Yrene gave him a curt nod. 

Gripping his knees, abdomen clenching, he pulled his legs onto the mattress

as he lay flat on his back. 

For a few heartbeats, spasms shook his legs. Not real, controlled motion, he’d

realized  after  the  first  time  it  had  happened  weeks  ago.  He  could  still  feel  that crushing  weight  in  his  chest  after  he’d  understood  it  was  some  effect  of  the injury—that it usually happened if he moved himself about a great deal. 

“Spasms  in  the  legs  are  common  with  such  an  injury,”  Yrene  supplied, 

observing  them  fade  away  into  stillness  once  again.  “These  may  calm  with

time.” She waved a hand to him in silent reminder to turn over onto his belly. 

Chaol  said  nothing  as  he  sat  up  to  fold  one  ankle  over  the  other,  lay  down again on his back, and then twisted over, his legs following suit. 

Whether  she  was  impressed  that  he’d  picked  up  on  the  maneuverings  so

quickly, she didn’t let on. Didn’t even lift a brow. 

Folding  his  hands  under  his  chin,  he  peered  over  his  shoulder  and  watched

her approach, watched her motion Nesryn to sit when the woman began pacing

again. 

He  scanned  Yrene  for  any  sort  of  flickering  magic.  What  it’d  look  like,  he

had not the faintest inkling. Dorian’s had been ice and wind and flashing light; 

Aelin’s had been raging, singing flame, but healing magic … Was it something

external,  something  tangible?  Or  something  only  his  bones  and  blood  might

witness? 

He’d once balked at those sorts of questions—might once have even balked

at the idea of letting magic touch him. But the man who had done those things, 

feared those things … He was glad to leave him in the shattered ruin of the glass

castle. 

Yrene stood over him for a moment, surveying his back. 

Her hands were as warm as the morning sun when she laid them palm-down

on  the  skin  between  his  shoulder  blades.  “You  were  hit  here,”  she  observed

quietly. 

There  was  a  mark.  A  faint,  splattering  paleness  to  his  skin  where  the  king’s blow had hit. Dorian had shown him using a trick with two hand-mirrors before

he’d left. 

“Yes.” 

Her  hands  trailed  along  the  groove  of  his  spine.  “It  rippled  down  here, 

shredding  and  severing.”  The  words  were  not  for  him—but  as  if  she  were

speaking to herself, lost in some trance. 

He  fought  against  the  memory  of  that  pain,  the  numbness  and  oblivion  it

summoned. 

“You can—tell that?” Nesryn asked. 

“My  gift  tells  me.”  Yrene’s  hand  stalled  along  the  middle  of  his  back, 

pushing and prodding. “It was terrible power—what struck you.” 

“Yes,” was all he said. 

Her hands went lower, lower, until they shoved down the waist of his pants a

few  inches.  He  hissed  through  his  teeth  and  glared  over  his  bare  shoulder.  “A

little warning.” 

Yrene ignored him and touched the lowest part of his back. He did not feel it. 

She  spider-walked  her  fingers  up  his  spine  as  if  counting  the  vertebrae. 

“Here?” 

“I can feel you.” 

She backtracked one step. “Here?” 

“Nothing.” 

Her face bunched, as if making a mental note of the location. She began on

the outer edges of his back, creeping up, asking where he stopped feeling it. She

took  his  neck  and  head  in  her  hands,  turning  it  this  way  and  that,  testing  and assessing. 

Finally, she ordered him to move. Not to rise, but to turn over again. 

Chaol stared up at the arched, painted ceiling as Yrene poked and prodded his

pectorals, the muscles of his abdomen, those along his ribs. She reached the vee

of  muscles  leading  beneath  his  pants,  kept  moving  lower,  and  he  demanded, 

“Really?” 

Yrene shot him an incredulous look. “Is there something you’re particularly

embarrassed for me to see?” 

Oh, she certainly had some fight in her, this Yrene Towers from Fenharrow. 

Chaol held her stare, the challenge in it. 

Yrene only snorted. “I had forgotten that men from the northern continent are

so proper and guarded.” 

“And here they are not?” 

“No. Bodies are celebrated, not shamed into hiding. Men and women both.” 

That would explain the servant who had no qualms about such things. 

“They seemed plenty dressed at dinner.” 

“Wait  until  the  parties,”  Yrene  countered  coolly.  But  she  lifted  her  hands

from the already-low waist of his pants. “If you have not noticed any problems

externally or internally with your manhood, then I don’t need to look.” 

He shoved against the feeling that he was again thirteen years old and trying to talk to a pretty girl for the first time and ground out, “Fine.” 

Yrene  withdrew  a  step  and  handed  him  his  shirt.  He  sat  up,  arms  and

abdominal muscles straining, and slid it on. 

“Well?” Nesryn asked, stalking close. 

Yrene toyed with a heavy, loose curl. “I need to think. Talk to my superior.” 

“I thought you were the best,” Nesryn said carefully. 

“I  am  one  of  many  who  are  skilled,”  Yrene  admitted.  “But  the  Healer  on

High assigned me to this. I should like to speak to her first.” 

“Is it bad?” Nesryn demanded. He was grateful she did—he didn’t have the

nerve to. 

Yrene only looked to him, her gaze frank and unafraid. “You know it is bad.” 

“But can you help him?” Nesryn pushed, sharper this time. 

“I have healed such injuries before. But this … it remains to be seen,” Yrene

said, meeting her gaze now. 

“When—when will you know?” 

“When I have had time to think.” 

To decide, Chaol realized. She wanted to  decide whether to help him. 

He held Yrene’s stare again, letting her see that he, at least, understood. He

was glad Nesryn had not entertained the idea. He had a feeling Yrene would be

face-first against the wall if she did. 

But for Nesryn … the healers were beyond reproach. Holy as one of the gods

here. Their ethic unquestionable. 

“When will you return?” Nesryn asked. 

 Never, he almost answered. 

Yrene slid her hands into her pockets. “I’ll send word,” was all she said, and

left. 

Nesryn stared after her, then rubbed her face. 

Chaol said nothing. 

But  Nesryn  straightened,  then  dashed  out—to  the  sitting  room.  Rustling paper, and then—

Nesryn  halted  in  the  doorway  to  his  room,  brows  crossed,  Yrene’s  paper  in

her hands. 

She handed it to him. “What does this even mean?” 

There were four names written on the paper, her handwriting messy. 

 Olgnia. 

 Marte. 

 Rosana. 

 Josefin. 

It was the final name that had been written down several times. 

The final name that had been underlined, over and over. 

 Josefin. Josefin. Josefin. 

“Perhaps they’re other healers in the Torre who could help,” he lied. “Perhaps

she feared spies overhearing her suggest someone else.” 

Nesryn’s  mouth  quirked  to  the  side.  “Let’s  see  what  she  says—when  she

returns.  At  least  we  know  Hasar  can  track  her  down  if  need  be.”  Or  Kashin, whose very name had set the healer on edge. Not that he’d force Yrene to work

on him, but … it was useful information. 

Chaol studied the paper again. The fervent underlining of that final name. 

As if Yrene had needed to remind herself while here. In his presence. As if

she needed whoever they were to know that she remembered them. 

He  had  met  another  talented  young  healer  from  Fenharrow.  His  king  had

loved  her  enough  to  consider  fleeing  with  her,  to  seek  a  better  life  for  them. 

Chaol  knew  what  had  gone  on  in  Fenharrow  during  their  youth.  Knew  what

Sorscha had endured there—and what she’d endured in Rifthold. 

He’d ridden through Fenharrow’s scarred grasslands over the years. Had seen

the  burned  or  abandoned  stone  cottages,  their  thatched  roofs  long  since  gone. 

Owners either enslaved, dead, or fled elsewhere. Far, far away. 

No, Chaol realized as he held that piece of paper, Yrene Towers would not be returning. 
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She’d known his age, but Yrene had still not expected the former captain to look

so … young. 

She  hadn’t  done  the  math  until  she’d  walked  into  that  room  and  seen  his

handsome  face,  a  mix  of  caution  and  hope  written  across  the  hardened,  broad

features. 

It was that hope that had made her see red. Had made her ache to give him a

matching scar to the slender one slicing across his cheek. 

She’d been unprofessional in the most horrific sense. Never— never  had  she

been so rude and unkind toward any of her patients. 

Mercifully,  Hasar  had  arrived,  cooling  her  head  slightly.  But  touching  the

man, thinking of ways to  help him …

She  had  not  meant  to  write  the  list  of  the  last  four  generations  of  Towers women.  Had  not  meant  to  write  her  mother’s  name  over  and  over  while

pretending  to  record  his  information.  It  had  not  helped  with  the  overwhelming roaring in her head. 

Sweating and dusty, Yrene burst into Hafiza’s office nearly an hour later, the

trek from the palace through the clogged, narrow streets, then the endless steps

up here, taking an eternity. 

She’d been late—that had been her first truly unprofessional moment. She’d

never  been  late  to  an  appointment.  Yet  right  at  ten,  she’d  found  herself  in  an alcove  of  the  hallway  outside  his  bedroom,  hands  over  her  face,  struggling  to

breathe. 

He hadn’t been the brute she’d expected. 

He’d  spoken  well,  more  lord  than  soldier.  Though  his  body  had  most

certainly  belonged  to  the  latter.  She  had  patched  up  and  healed  enough  of  the khagan’s  favored  warriors  to  know  the  feel  of  muscle  beneath  her  fingers.  The scars  covering  Lord  Westfall’s  tan  skin  spoke  volumes  about  how  the  muscles

had been earned the hard way. And now aided him in maneuvering through the

world with the chair. 

And the injury to his spine …

As  Yrene  halted  at  the  threshold  of  the  Healer  on  High’s  office,  Hafiza

looked up from where she sat beside a sniffling acolyte. 

“I need a word,” Yrene said tightly, one hand gripping the doorjamb. 

“You  shall  have  one  when  we  are  done,”  Hafiza  simply  replied,  handing  a

handkerchief to the weepy girl. 

Some male healers existed, but the majority of those who received Silba’s gift

were  female.  And  this  girl,  likely  no  more  than  fourteen  …  Yrene  had  been

laboring on her cousin’s farm at that age.  Dreaming of being here. Certainly not crying to anyone about her sorry lot in life. 

But  Yrene  walked  out,  shutting  the  door  behind  her,  and  waited  against  the

wall on the narrow landing. 

There  were  two  other  doors  up  here:  one  locked  that  led  into  Hafiza’s

personal workshop, and a door that led into the Healer on High’s bedroom; the

former  carved  with  an  owl  taking  flight,  the  latter  with  an  owl  at  rest.  Silba’s symbol. It was everywhere in the tower—owls carved and embossed in the stone

and wood, sometimes in unexpected places and with silly little expressions, as if

some  long-ago  acolyte  had  etched  them  as  a  secret  joke.  But  the  owl  on  the Healer on High’s private workshop …

Even though it perched atop a gnarled branch of iron that flowed across the

door itself, wings flared wide as it prepared to leap into the skies, it seemed …

alert.  Aware  of  all  who  passed  that  door,  who  perhaps  gazed  too  long  in  the direction of the workshop. None but Hafiza possessed the key to it, handed down

by  her  predecessor.  Ancient,  half-forgotten  knowledge  and  devices  lay  within, 

the  acolytes  whispered—unnatural  things  that  were  better  locked  up  than  set

loose in the world. 

Yrene  always  laughed  at  their  hushed  words,  but  didn’t  tell  them  she  and  a

few  select  others  had  been  granted  the  pleasure  of  joining  Hafiza  in  that

workshop, which, save for the sheer  age of some of the tools and furniture, held nothing  worth  gossiping  about.  But  the  mystery  of  the  Healer  on  High’s

workshop persisted, as it had likely done for centuries—yet another well-loved

myth of the Torre, passed on from acolyte to acolyte. 

Yrene  fanned  her  face,  still  out  of  breath  from  the  climb  and  the  heat.  She leaned her head back against the cool stone, and again felt for the scrap of paper

in her pocket. She wondered if the lord had noticed how often she’d grabbed that

stranger’s  note.  If  he’d  thought  she  was  reaching  for  a  weapon.  He’d  seen

everything, been aware of her every breath. 

A  man  trained  for  it.  He  had  to  be,  if  he’d  served  the  dead  king.  Just  as Nesryn Faliq, a child of this continent, now served the king of a territory that had

not treated outsiders very well at all. 

Yrene could not make sense of it. There was some romantic bond, she knew

from both the tension and comfort between them. But to what degree … It didn’t

matter. Save for the emotional healing the lord would need as well. A man not

used  to  voicing  his  feelings,  his  fears  and  hopes  and  hurts—that  much  was

obvious. 

The door to Hafiza’s office opened at last, and the acolyte emerged, smiling

apologetically at Yrene, red-nosed and glassy-eyed. 

Yrene  sighed  through  her  nose  and  offered  a  smile  back.  She  was  not  the

person who had just barged into the office. No, even busy as she was, Yrene had

always taken time for the acolytes, the homesick ones especially. 

No one had sat beside her in the mess hall below during those initial days. 

Yrene  still  remembered  those  lonely  meals.  Remembered  that  she’d  broken

after  two  days  and  began  taking  her  food  to  the  vast  healers’  library

belowground,  hiding  from  the  stiff-backed  librarians  who  forbade  such  things, 

with only the occasional mercurial Baast Cat and carved owl for company. 

Yrene  had  returned  to  the  mess  hall  once  her  lessons  had  garnered  enough

acquaintances  to  make  the  prospect  of  finding  a  place  to  sit  less  daunting, 

spotting  familiar  and  smiling  faces  giving  her  enough  courage  to  leave  the

library and its enigmatic cats behind for anything but research. 

Yrene  touched  the  acolyte  on  the  shoulder  and  whispered,  “Cook  made

almond cookies this morning. I smelled them on the way out. Tell her I want six, 

but take four of those for yourself.” She winked at the girl. “Leave the other two

for me at my room.” 

The girl beamed, nodding. Cook was perhaps Yrene’s first friend in the Torre. 

She’d  spied  Yrene  eating  alone  and  began  sneaking  extra  treats  onto  her  tray. 

Leaving them in her room. Even in her favorite secret spot in the library. Yrene

had  repaid  Cook  last  year  by  saving  her  granddaughter  from  an  insidious  lung sickness that had crept up on her. Cook still got weepy whenever they ran into

each  other,  and  Yrene  had  made  it  a  point  to  stop  by  the  girl’s  house  once  a month to check on her. 

When  she  left,  she’d  have  to  ask  someone  to  look  after  the  girl.  Cleaving

herself from this life she’d built … It would be no easy task. And come with no

small amount of guilt. 

Yrene watched the still-sniffling acolyte hop down the wide spiral stairs, then

took a deep breath and strode into Hafiza’s office. 

“Will  the  young  lord  walk  again?”  Hafiza  asked  by  way  of  greeting,  white

brows high on her forehead. 

Yrene  slid  into  her  usual  chair,  the  seat  still  warm  from  the  girl  who’d  just vacated it. 

“He will. The injury is nearly twin to the one I healed last winter. But it will be tricky.” 

“In regard to the healing, or you?” 

Yrene blushed. “I behaved … poorly.” 

“That was to be expected.” 

Yrene  wiped  the  sweat  from  her  brow.  “I’m  embarrassed  to  tell  you  how

badly.” 

“Then don’t. Do better the next time, and we’ll consider this another lesson.” 

Yrene sagged in her chair, stretching her aching legs on the worn carpet. No

matter  how  Hafiza’s  servants  begged,  she  refused  to  change  the  red-and-green

rug.  It  had  been  good  enough  for  the  last  five  of  her  predecessors,  and  it  was good enough for her. 

Yrene  leaned  her  head  against  the  soft  back  of  the  chair,  staring  at  the

cloudless day beyond the open windows. “I think I can heal him,” she said, more

to herself than Hafiza. “If he cooperates, I could get him walking again.” 

“And will he cooperate?” 

“I  was  not  the  only  one  who  behaved  poorly,”  she  said.  “Though  he’s  from

Adarlan—it could be his nature.” 

Hafiza huffed a laugh. “When do you return to him?” 

Yrene hesitated. 

“You  will return, won’t you?” Hafiza pushed. 

Yrene picked at the sun-blanched threads of the chair’s arm. “It was hard—

hard to look at him, hear his accent, and …” She stilled her hand. “But you are

right. I shall … try. If only so Adarlan may never hold it against me.” 

“Do you expect them to?” 

“He  has  powerful  friends  who  might  remember.  His  companion  is  the   new

Captain of the Guard. Her family hails from here, yet she serves them.” 

“And what does that tell you?” 

Always a lesson, always a test. “It tells me …” Yrene blew out a breath. “It

tells  me  I  don’t  know  as  much  as  I  assumed.”  She  straightened.  “But  it  also doesn’t forgive them of any sins.” 

Yet she had met plenty of bad people in her life. Lived among them, served

them, in Innish. She had taken one look at Lord Westfall’s brown eyes and had

known, deep down, he was not one of them. Neither was his companion. 

And with his age … He had been a boy when so many of those atrocities had

been committed. He still could have played some part, and plenty more had been

done in recent years—enough to make her ill at the thought—but …

“The injury to his spine,” Yrene said. “He claims some foul magic did it.” 

Her magic had recoiled against the splattered mark. Curved away. 

“Oh?” 

She  shivered.  “I’ve  never  …  I’ve  never  felt   anything  like  that.  As  if  it  was rotted, yet empty. Cold as the longest winter night.” 

“I shall have to take your word on that one.” 

Yrene snorted, grateful for the dry humor. Indeed, Hafiza had never so much

as seen snow. With Antica’s year-round warm climate, the closest they’d gotten

to winter these two years was perhaps a crust of frost sparkling over the lavender

and lemon trees one morning. 

“It was …” Yrene brushed off the memory of the echo still held within that

scar. “It was not any magic-wound I had encountered before.” 

“Will it impact the healing of his spine?” 

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried to probe with my power yet, but … I’ll let you

know.” 

“I’m at your disposal.” 

“Even if this is my final test?” 

“A good healer,” Hafiza said with a smile, “knows when to ask for help.” 

Yrene  nodded  absently.  And  when  she  sailed  back  home,  to  war  and

bloodshed, who would she turn to then? 

“I’ll  go  back,”  Yrene  said  at  last.  “Tomorrow.  I  want  to  look  into  spinal

[image: Image 1233]

injuries and paralysis in the library tonight.” 

“I’ll let Cook know where to find you.” 

Yrene gave Hafiza a wry grin. “Nothing escapes you, does it?” 

Hafiza’s knowing look wasn’t comforting. 

The  healer  didn’t  return  that  day.  Nesryn  waited  for  another  hour,  then  two, Chaol  filling  his  time  with  reading  in  the  sitting  room,  before  she  finally

declared she was going to see her family. 

It had been years since she’d seen her aunt and uncle and their children. She

prayed they were still in the house where she’d last visited. 

She’d barely slept. Had barely been able to think or feel things like hunger or

exhaustion thanks to the thoughts wreaking havoc within her. 

The healer with her lack of answers hadn’t soothed her. 

And with no formal meeting scheduled with the khagan or his children today

…

“I can entertain myself, you know,” Chaol said, setting his book on his lap as

Nesryn again looked to the foyer door. “I’d join you, if I could.” 

“You  soon  will  be  able  to,”  she  promised.  The  healer  had  seemed  skilled

enough, despite her refusal to even give them a shred of hope. 

If  the  woman  couldn’t  help  them,  then  Nesryn  would  find  another.  And

another. Even if she had to beg the Healer on High to help. 

“Go, Nesryn,” Chaol ordered. “You’ll get no peace until you do.” 

She rubbed her neck, then rose from her spot on the golden couch and strode

over to him. Braced her hands on either arm of his chair, currently positioned by

the open garden doors. She brought her face close to his, closer than it’d been in

days.  His  own  eyes  seemed  …  brighter,  somehow.  A  smidge  better  than

yesterday. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.” 

He  gave  her  a  quiet  smile.  “Take  your  time.  See  your  family.”  He  had  not

seen  his  mother  or  brother  in  years,  he’d  told  her.  His  father  …  Chaol  did  not talk about his father. 

“Perhaps,” she said quietly, “we could get an answer for the healer.” 

He blinked at her. 

She murmured, “About the completion.” 

That fast, the light winked out from his eyes. 

She withdrew quickly. He’d stopped her on the boat, when she’d practically

leaped atop him. And seeing him without his shirt earlier, those muscles rippling

along his back, his stomach … She’d almost begged the healer to let  her do the

inspecting. 

Pathetic. Though she’d never been particularly good at avoiding her  cravings. 

She’d started sleeping with him that summer because she didn’t see the point in

resisting where her interest tugged her. Even if she hadn’t cared for him, not as

she did now. 

Nesryn slid a hand through her hair. “I’ll be back by dinner.” 

Chaol waved her off, and was already reading his book again when she left

the room. 

They had made no promises, she reminded herself. She knew his tendencies

drove him to want to do right by her, to honor her, and this summer, when that

castle had collapsed and she’d thought him dead … She had never known such

fear.  She  had  never  prayed  as  she  had  in  those  moments—until  Aelin’s  flame

spared her from death, and Nesryn had prayed that she had spared him, too. 

Nesryn shut out the thoughts of those days as she strode through the palace

halls,  vaguely  remembering  where  to  find  the  gates  to  the  city  proper.  What

she’d  thought  she  wanted,  what  was  most  important—or  had  been.  Until  the

khagan had uttered the news. 

She had left her family. She should have been there. To protect the children, 

protect her aging father, her fierce and laughing sister. 

“Captain Faliq.” 

Nesryn  halted  at  the  pleasant  voice,  at  the  title  she  was  still  barely accustomed to answering. She was standing at one of the palace crossroads, the

path  ahead  to  take  her  to  the  front  gates  if  she  kept  going  straight.  She  had marked every exit they’d passed on the way in. 

And at the end of the hallway that bisected hers was Sartaq. 

Gone  were  the  fine  clothes  of  yesterday.  The  prince  now  wore  close-fitting

leathers,  the  shoulders  capped  with  simple  yet  sturdy  armor,  reinforced  at  the wrists,  knees,  and  shins.  No  breastplate.  His  long  black  hair  had  been  braided back, a thin strap of leather tying it off. 

She bowed deeply. Lower than she would have for the other children of the

khagan. But for a rumored Heir apparent, who might one day be Adarlan’s ally

—

If they survived. 

“You were in a hurry,” Sartaq said, noting the hall she’d been striding down. 

“I—I  have  family  in  the  city.  I  was  going  to  see  them.”  She  added

halfheartedly, “Unless Your Highness has need of me.” 

A  wry  smile  graced  his  face.  And  she  realized  she’d  replied  in  her  own

tongue.  Their  tongue.  “I’m  headed  for  a  ride  on  Kadara.  My  ruk,”  he  clarified, falling into his language as well. 

“I know,” she said. “I’ve heard the stories.” 

“Even in Adarlan?” He lifted a brow. A warrior and a charmer. A dangerous

combination,  though  she  could  not  recall  any  mention  of  a  spouse.  Indeed,  no ring marked his finger. 

“Even in Adarlan,” Nesryn said, though she did not mention that the average

person on the street might not know such tales. But in her household … Oh, yes. 

The Winged Prince, they called him. 

“May I escort you? The streets are a maze, even to me.” 

It was a generous offer, an honor. “I would not keep you from the skies.” If

only  because  she  did  not  know  how  to  talk  to  such  men—born  and  bred  to

power,  used  to  fine  ladies  and  scheming  politicians.  Though  his  ruk  riders, legend claimed, could come from anywhere. 

“Kadara is accustomed to waiting,” Sartaq said. “At least let me lead you to

the gates. There is a new guard out today, and I will tell them to mark your face

so you may be let back in.” 

Because with her clothes, her unadorned hair … Indeed, the guards might not

permit her past. Which would have been … mortifying. “Thank you,” she said, 

and fell into step beside him. 

They  were  silent  as  they  passed  white  banners  streaming  from  one  of  the

open  windows.  Chaol  had  told  her  yesterday  of  Kashin’s  worry  that  their

youngest  sister’s  death  had  been  through  foul  play—that  one  of  Perrington’s

agents  might  be  responsible.  It  was  enough  to  plant  a  seed  of  dread  in  her.  To make her mark each face she encountered, peer into every shadow. 

Keeping  a  smooth  pace  beside  him,  Nesryn  glanced  at  Sartaq  as  those

banners  flitted  by.  The  prince,  however,  nodded  to  a  few  bowing  men  and

women in the gold robes of viziers. 

Nesryn found herself asking, “Are there truly thirty-six of them?” 

“We have a fascination with the number, so yes.” He snorted, the sound most

un-princely. “My father debated halving them, but feared the gods’ wrath more

than political repercussions.” 

It felt like a breath of crisp autumn air, to hear and speak her own tongue. To

have  it  be  the  norm  and  not  be  gawked  at.  She’d  always  felt  so  when  coming here. 

“Did Lord Westfall meet with the healer?” 

There  was  no  harm  in  the  truth,  she  decided,  so  Nesryn  said,  “Yes.  Yrene

Towers.” 

“Ah. The famed Golden Lady.” 

“Oh?” 

“She is striking, no?” 

Nesryn smiled slightly. “You favor her, I see.” 

Sartaq  chuckled.  “Oh,  I  wouldn’t  dare.  My  brother  Kashin  would  not  be

pleased.” 

“They have an attachment?” Hasar had hinted at as much. 

“They  are  friends—or  were.  I  haven’t  seen  them  talk  in  months,  but  who

knows  what  happened?  Though  I  suppose  I’m  no  better  than  the  court  gossips

for telling you.” 

“It’s still useful to know, if we are working with her.” 

“Was her assessment of Lord Westfall a positive one?” 

Nesryn shrugged. “She was hesitant to confirm.” 

“Many  healers  will  do  that.  They  don’t  like  to  give  hope  and  take  it  away.” 

He  flicked  his  braid  over  a  shoulder.  “Though  I  will  also  tell  you  that  Yrene herself healed one of Kashin’s Darghan riders last winter of a very similar injury. 

And  the  healers  have  long  repaired  such  wounds  amongst  our  people’s  horse-

tribes and my own rukhin. They will know what to do.” 

Nesryn  swallowed  the  hope  that  blossomed  as  brightness  flared  ahead—the

open doors to the main courtyard and palace gates. “How long have you been a

ruk rider, Prince?” 

“I thought you’d heard the stories.” Humor danced in his face. 

“Only gossip. I prefer the truth.” 

Sartaq’s dark eyes settled on her, their unwavering focus enough to make her

glad  not  to  be  on  the  receiving  end  of  it  too  often.  Not  for  fear,  but  …  it  was unsettling,  to  have  the  weight  of  that  gaze  wholly  upon  you.  It  was  an  eagle’s gaze—a ruk’s gaze. Keen and piercing. 

“I was twelve when my father brought us all to the mountain aerie. And when

I snuck away and climbed onto the captain’s own ruk, soaring into the skies and

requiring them to chase me down … My father told me that if I had splattered on

the  rocks,  I  would  have  deserved  to  die  for  my  stupidity.  As  punishment,  he ordered  me  to  live  amongst  the  rukhin  until  I  could  prove  I  wasn’t  a  complete

fool—a lifetime, he suggested.” 

Nesryn  quietly  laughed,  and  blinked  against  the  sunshine  as  they  emerged

into  the  grand  courtyard.  Ornate  arches  and  pillars  had  been  carved  with  flora and fauna, the palace rising up behind them like a leviathan. 

“Thankfully,  I  did  not  die  of  stupidity,  and  instead  came  to  love  the  riding, their lifestyle. They gave me hell because I was a prince, but I proved my mettle

soon enough. Kadara hatched when I was fifteen, and I raised her myself. I have

had no other mount since.” Pride and affection brightened those onyx eyes. 

And  yet  Nesryn  and  Chaol  would  ask  him,  beg  him,  to  take  that  beloved

mount  into  battle  against  wyverns  many  times  the  weight  and  with  infinitely

more brute strength. With venom in their tails. Her stomach roiled. 

They  reached  the  towering  main  gates,  a  small  door  cut  into  the  enormous

slabs  of  studded  bronze,  left  open  to  allow  access  to  pedestrians  scurrying  on errands  to  and  from  the  palace.  Nesryn  remained  still  while  Sartaq  introduced her to the heavily armed guards on duty, ordering them to grant her unrestricted

access. The sun glinted on the hilts of the swords crossed over their backs as the

guards bowed their acquiescence, each with a fist over his heart. 

She’d  seen  how  Chaol  could  barely  look  at  them—the  palace  guards  and

those at the docks. 

Sartaq  led  her  through  the  small  door,  the  bronze  of  the  gate  nearly  a  foot thick, and onto the broad, cobblestoned avenue that sloped into the labyrinth of

city  streets.  Fine  houses  and  more  guards  lined  the  surrounding  streets, 

residences of the wealthy who wished to dwell in the palace’s shadow. But the

street itself was crammed with people about their business or leisure, even some

travelers who climbed all the way up here to gawk at the palace, and now tried to

peer through the small door through which Nesryn and Sartaq had walked for a

glimpse  to  the  courtyard  beyond.  None  seemed  to  recognize  the  prince  beside

her—though  she  knew  the  guards  on  the  street  and  stationed  at  the  gates

monitored every breath and word. 

One glance at Sartaq, and she had no doubt the prince was also well aware of his surroundings while he stood beyond the gates, as if he were an ordinary man. 

She studied the crowded streets ahead, listening to the clamor. It would take an

hour  on  foot  to  reach  her  family’s  house  across  the  city,  but  even  longer  in  a carriage or on horseback thanks to the clogged traffic. 

“Are you sure you don’t need an escort?” 

A  half  smile  tugged  on  Nesryn’s  mouth  as  she  found  him  watching  her

sidelong. “I can handle myself, Prince, but I thank you for the honor.” 

Sartaq looked her over, a quick warrior’s assessment. Indeed, he was a man

who had little to fear when stepping beyond the palace walls. “If you ever have

the  time  or  interest,  you  should  come  for  a  ride.  The  air  up  there  is  open—not like the dust and brine down here.” 

Open enough where listening ears might not hear them. 

Nesryn bowed deeply. “I should like that very much.” 

She  felt  the  prince  still  watching  while  she  strode  down  the  sunny  avenue, 

dodging  carts  and  conveyances  fighting  for  passage.  But  she  didn’t  dare  look

back. She wasn’t entirely sure why. 
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Chaol  waited  until  Nesryn  had  been  gone  for  a  good  thirty  minutes  before  he summoned Kadja. She’d been waiting in the exterior hallway and slipped inside

his  suite  mere  moments  after  he’d  called  her  name.  Lingering  in  the  foyer,  he watched the serving girl approach, her steps light and swift, her eyes downcast

as she awaited his order. 

“I  have  a  favor  to  ask  you,”  he  said  slowly  and  clearly,  cursing  himself  for not learning Halha during the years Dorian had studied it. 

A dip of the chin was her only answer. 

“I  need  you  to  go  down  to  the  docks,  to  wherever  information  comes  in,  to

see  if  there’s  any  news  about  the  attack  on  Rifthold.”  Kadja  had  been  in  the throne  room  yesterday—she’d  undoubtedly  heard  about  it.  And  he’d  debated

asking Nesryn to do some searching while she was out, but if the news was grim

… he didn’t want her learning it alone. Bearing it alone, all the way back up to

the palace. “Do you think you could do that?” 

Kadja  lifted  her  eyes  at  last,  though  she  kept  her  head  low.  “Yes,”  she  said simply. 

He  knew  she  was  likely  answering  to  one  of  the  royals  or  viziers  in  this

palace.  But  his  asking  for  more  information,  while  certainly  a  detail  to  mark, wasn’t  any  threat  to  his  cause.  And  if  they  deemed  it  weak  or  stupid  to  be concerned for his country, they could go to hell. 

“Good,” Chaol said, the chair beneath him groaning as he wheeled it forward
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a  foot  and  tried  not  to  scowl  at  the  sound,  at  his  silent  body.  “And  there  is another favor I would ask of you.” 

Just because Nesryn was occupied with her family didn’t mean he had to be idle. 

But as Kadja deposited him in Arghun’s chambers, he wondered if he should

have waited for Nesryn’s return to have this meeting. 

The eldest prince’s entry room was as large as Chaol’s entire suite. It was a

long, oval space, the far end opening into a courtyard adorned with a sparkling

fountain and patrolled by a pair of white peacocks. He watched them sweep by, 

the mass of their snowy feathers trailing over the slate tiles, their delicate crowns

bobbing with each step. 

“They are beautiful, are they not?” 

A sealed set of carved doors to the left had opened, revealing the slim-faced, 

cold-eyed prince, his attention on the birds. 

“Stunning,” Chaol admitted, hating the way he had to angle his head upward

to  look  the  man  in  the  eye.  Had  he  been  standing,  he’d  be  a  good  four  inches taller,  able  to  use  his  size  to  his  advantage  during  this  meeting.  Had  he  been standing—

He didn’t let himself continue down that path. Not now. 

“They  are  my  prized  pair,”  Arghun  said,  his  use  of  Chaol’s  home  tongue

utterly fluent. “My country home is full of their offspring.” 

Chaol searched for an answer, something Dorian or Aelin might have easily

supplied,  but  found  nothing.  Absolutely   nothing  that  didn’t  sound  inane  and insincere. So he said, “I’m sure it’s beautiful.” 

Arghun’s  mouth  tugged  upward.  “If  you  ignore  their  screaming  at  certain

points of the year.” 

Chaol  clenched  his  jaw.  His  people  were   dying  in  Rifthold,  if  not  already dead, and yet bandying words about screeching, preening birds …  this was what

he was to do? 

He debated it, whether to parry more or get to the point, but Arghun said, “I

suppose you are here to ask what I know regarding your city.” The prince’s cool

glance finally landed on him, and Chaol held the look. This—the staring contest

—was something he could do. He’d had plenty, with unruly guard and courtier

alike. 

“You  supplied  your  father  with  the  information.  I  want  to  know  who  gave

you the details of the attack.” 

Amusement lit up the prince’s dark brown eyes. “A blunt man.” 

“My people are suffering. I would like to know as much as I can.” 

“Well,”  Arghun  said,  picking  at  a  piece  of  lint  clinging  to  the  golden

embroidery  along  his  emerald  tunic,  “in  the  spirit  of  honesty,  I  can  tell  you absolutely nothing.” 

Chaol blinked—once, and slowly. 

Arghun went on, extending a hand toward the outer doors, “There are far too

many  eyes  watching,  Lord  Westfall,  and  my  being  seen  with  you  sends  a

message,  for  better  or  worse,  regardless  of  what  we  discuss.  So  while  I

appreciate your visit, I will ask you to leave.” The servants waiting at the door

came forward, presumably to wheel him away. 

And  the  sight  of  one  of  them  reaching  their  hands  toward  the  back  of  his

chair …

Chaol bared his teeth at the servant, stopping him dead. “Don’t.” 

Whether the man spoke his language, he clearly understood the expression on

his face. 

Chaol twisted back to the prince. “You really want to play this game?” 

“It  is  no  game,”  Arghun  said  simply,  striding  toward  the  office  where  he’d

been  ensconced.  “The  information  is  correct.  My  spies  do  not  invent  stories  to entertain. Good day to you.” 

And then the double doors to the prince’s office were sealed. 

[image: Image 1235]

Chaol  debated  banging  on  those  doors  until  Arghun  started  talking,  perhaps

pounding his fist into the prince’s face, too, but … the two servants behind him

were waiting. Watching. 

He’d  met  enough  courtiers  in  Rifthold  to  sense  when  someone  was  lying. 

Even if those senses had failed him so spectacularly these past few months. With

Aelin. With the others. With … everything. 

But he didn’t think Arghun was lying. About any of it. 

Rifthold  had  been  sacked.  Dorian  remained  missing.  His  people’s  fate

unknown. 

He didn’t fight the servant again when the man stepped up to escort him back

to his room. And that might have enraged him more than anything. 

Nesryn did not return for dinner. 

Chaol did not let the khagan, his children, or the thirty-six hawk-eyed viziers

get a whiff of the worry that wracked him with every passing minute that she did

not emerge from one of the hallways to join them in the great hall. She had been

gone hours with no word. 

Even Kadja had returned, an hour before dinner, and one look at her carefully

calm face told him everything: she’d learned nothing new at the docks about the

attack on Rifthold, either. She only confirmed what Arghun claimed: the captains

and merchants had spoken to credible sources who’d either sailed past Rifthold

or barely escaped. The attack had indeed happened, with no accurate number on

the lives lost or the status of the city. All trade from the southern continent was

halted—at least to Rifthold and anywhere north of it that required passing near

the city. No word had come at all of Dorian’s fate. 

It  pressed  on  him,  weighing  him  further,  but  that  soon  became  secondary, 

once  he’d  finished  dressing  for  dinner  and  found  Nesryn  had  not  arrived.  He

eventually yielded and let Kadja bring him to the banquet in the khagan’s great

hall,  but  when  long  minutes  passed  and  Nesryn  still  did  not  return,  it  was  an effort to remain unaffected. 

Anything  could  have  happened  to  her.  Anything.  Especially  if  Kashin’s

theory regarding his late sister was correct. If Morath’s agents were already here, 

he had little doubt that as soon as they learned of his and Nesryn’s arrival, they’d

begun hunting them. 

He  should  have  considered  it  before  she’d  gone  out  today.  Should  have

thought beyond his own damn problems. But demanding a guard be sent out to

search for her would only tell any potential enemies what he valued most. Where

to strike. 

So  Chaol  fought  to  get  his  food  down,  barely  able  to  focus  on  conversation

with  the  people  beside  him.  On  his  right:  Duva,  pregnant  and  serene,  asking

about the music and dancing now favored in his lands; on his left: Arghun, who

didn’t  mention  his  visit  that  afternoon,  and  instead  prodded  him  about  trade

routes old and proposed. Chaol made up half the answers, and the prince smiled

—as if well aware of it. 

Still, Nesryn didn’t appear. 

Though Yrene did. 

Halfway  through  the  meal,  she  entered,  in  a  slightly  finer  yet  still  simple

gown of amethyst that set her golden-brown skin glowing. Hasar and her lover

rose to greet the healer, clasping Yrene’s hands and kissing her cheeks, and the

princess kicked out the vizier seated on her left to make room for her. 

Yrene bowed to the khagan, who waved her off without more than a glance, 

then  to  the  royalty  assembled.  Arghun  did  not  bother  to  acknowledge  her

existence;  Duva  beamed  at  Yrene,  her  quiet  husband  offering  a  more  subdued

smile. Only Sartaq bowed his head, while the final sibling, Kashin, offered her a

close-lipped smile that didn’t meet his eyes. 

But  Kashin’s  gaze  lingered  long  enough  while  Yrene  took  her  seat  beside

Hasar that Chaol remembered what the princess had teased Yrene about earlier

that day. 

But  Yrene  did  not  return  the  prince’s  smile,  only  offering  a  distant  nod  in return,  and  claimed  the  seat  Hasar  had  conquered  for  her.  She  fell  into

conversation with Hasar and Renia, accepting the meat Renia piled on her plate, 

the  princess’s  lover  fussing  that  Yrene  looked  too  tired,  too  skinny,  too  pale. 

Yrene  accepted  every  morsel  offered  with  a  bemused  smile  and  nod  of  thanks. 

Deliberately not looking anywhere near Kashin. Or Chaol, for that matter. 

“I heard,” a male voice to Chaol’s right said in his own language, “that Yrene

has been assigned to you, Lord Westfall.” 

He was not at all surprised to find that Kashin had leaned forward to speak to

him. 

And  not  at  all  surprised  to  see  the  thinly  veiled  warning  in  the  male’s  gaze. 

Chaol had seen it often enough:  Territory claimed. 

Whether Yrene welcomed it or not. 

Chaol supposed it was a mark in her favor that she did not seem to pay the

prince  much  heed.  Though  he  could  only  wonder  why.  Kashin  was  the

handsomest  of  the  siblings,  and  Chaol  had  witnessed  women  literally  falling

over  themselves  for  Dorian’s  attention  during  those  years  in  the  castle.  Kashin had a self-satisfied look to him that he’d often glimpsed on Dorian’s face. 

Once—long ago. A different lifetime ago. Before an assassin and a collar and

everything. 

The guards stationed throughout the great hall somehow turned looming, as if

they were kindled flames that now tugged at his gaze. He refused to even glance

toward the nearest one, which he’d marked out of habit, standing twenty feet to

the  side  of  the  high  table.  Right  where  he’d  once  stood,  before  another  king, another court. 

“She has,” was all Chaol could manage to say. 

“Yrene  is  our  most  skilled  healer—save  for  the  Healer  on  High,”  Kashin

went on, glancing at the woman who still paid him no heed and indeed seemed

to fall deeper into conversation with Renia as if to emphasize it. 

“So I have heard.”  Certainly the sharpest-tongued. 

“She  received  the  highest  marks  anyone  has  ever  attained  on  her  formal

examinations,” Kashin continued while Yrene ignored him, something like hurt

flickering across the prince’s face. 

“See how he  trips over himself,”  Arghun muttered over  Duva, her  husband, 

 and Chaol to say to Sartaq. Duva swatted at Arghun’s arm, snapping at him for

interrupting her fork’s path to her mouth. 

Kashin did not appear to hear or care for his elder brother’s disapproval. And

to  his  credit,  Sartaq  didn’t,  either,  choosing  instead  to  turn  to  a  golden-robed vizier  while  Kashin  said  to  Chaol,  “Unheard  of  marks  for  anyone,  let  alone  a healer who has been here for just over two years.” 

Another seedling of information. Yrene had not spent long in Antica, then. 

Chaol  found  Yrene  watching  him  beneath  lowered  brows.  A  warning  not  to

drag her into the conversation. 

He  weighed  the  merits  of  either  option:  the  petty  revenge  for  her  taunting

earlier, or …

She was helping him. Or was debating it, at least. He’d be stupid to alienate

her further. 

So  he  said  to  Kashin,  “I  hear  you  usually  dwell  down  in  Balruhn  and  look

after the terrestrial armies.” 

Kashin straightened. “I do. For most of the year, I make my home there and

oversee the training of our troops. If I’m not there, then I’m out on the steppes

with our mother-people—the horse-lords.” 

“Thank  the  gods,”  Hasar  muttered  from  across  the  table,  earning  a  warning

look  from  Sartaq.  Hasar  only  rolled  her  eyes  and  whispered  something  in  her

lover’s ear that made Renia laugh, a bright, silvery sound. 

Yrene was still watching him, though, an ember of what he could have sworn

was annoyance in her face—as if Chaol’s mere presence at this table was enough

to  set  her  clenching  her  jaw—while  Kashin  began  explaining  his  various routines  in  his  city  on  the  southwestern  coast,  and  the  contrasting  life  amongst the horse-tribes on the steppes. 

Chaol shot Yrene back an equally displeased look the moment Kashin paused

to sip his wine, and then launched question after question to the prince regarding

his life. Helpful information, he realized, about their army. 

He was not the only one who realized it. Arghun cut in while his brother was

midsentence  about  the  forges  they  had  constructed  near  their  northern  climes, 

“Let us not discuss business at dinner, brother.” 

Kashin shut his mouth, ever the trained soldier. 

And somehow Chaol knew—that fast—that Kashin was not being considered

for the throne. Not when he obeyed his eldest brother like any common warrior. 

He seemed decent, though. A better alternative than the sneering, aloof Arghun, 

or the wolflike Hasar. 

It did not entirely explain Yrene’s utter need to distance herself from Kashin. 

Not that it was any of his business, or of any interest to him. Certainly not when

Yrene’s mouth tightened if she so much as turned her head in Chaol’s direction. 

He might have called her out on it, might have demanded if this meant she’d

decided  not to treat him. But if Kashin favored her, Yrene’s subtle rejections or not, it surely wouldn’t be a wise move to get into it with her at this table. 

Footsteps sounded from behind, but it was only a vizier’s husband, come to

murmur something in her ear before vanishing. 

Not Nesryn. 

Chaol  studied  the  dishes  strewn  over  the  table,  calculating  the  remaining

courses.  With  the  feasting,  last  night’s  meal  had  gone  on  for  ages.  Not  one dessert delicacy had been brought out yet. 

He  looked  again  to  the  exits,  skipping  over  the  guards  stationed  there, 

searching for her. 

Facing  the  table  again,  Chaol  found  Yrene  observing  him.  Wariness, 

displeasure still darkened those golden eyes, but … warning, too. 

She knew who he looked for. Whose absence gnawed at him. 

To his shock, she subtly shook her head.  Don’t reveal it,  she  seemed  to  say. 

 Don’t ask them to look for her. 

He knew it already but gave Yrene a terse nod back and continued on. 

Kashin  attempted  to  engage  Yrene  in  conversation,  but  each  time  he  was

promptly and politely shut down with simple answers. 

Perhaps  the  healer’s  disdain  toward  Chaol  that  morning  was  simply  her

nature, rather than hatred born of Adarlan’s conquest. Or perhaps she just hated

men. It was hard not to look toward the faint scar across her throat. 

Chaol  managed  to  wait  until  dessert  arrived  before  feigning  exhaustion  and

leaving the table. Kadja was already there, waiting by the farthest pillars of the

hall  with  the  other  servants,  and  said  nothing  as  she  wheeled  that  chair  away, every rattle making him grate his teeth. 

Yrene didn’t say a word of parting, or offer a promise of returning the next

day. She didn’t so much as look in his direction. 

But Nesryn was not in the room when he returned. And if he searched for her, 

if  he  drew  attention  to  the  threat,  to  their  closeness  and  how  any  enemy  might wield it against them …

So he waited. Listened to the garden fountain, the singing of the nightingale

perched  in  a  fig  tree  within  it,  listened  to  the  steady  count  of  the  clock  on  the sitting room mantel. 

Eleven. Twelve. He told Kadja to go to sleep—that he’d care for himself and

get  himself  in  bed.  She  did  not  leave,  only  took  up  a  place  against  the  painted foyer wall to wait. 

It was nearly one when the door opened. 

Nesryn  slipped  in.  He  knew  it,  simply  because  he’d  learned  her  sounds  of

moving. 

She saw the candles in the sitting room and strode in. 

Not a mark on her. Only—light. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes brighter than they’d been this morning. “I’m sorry I missed dinner,” was all she said. 

His reply was low, guttural. “Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been?” 

She halted, hair swaying with the movement. “I was not aware I had to send

word of my comings and goings. You told me to go.” 

“You  went  into  a  foreign  city  and  did  not  come  back  when  you  said  you

would.” Every word was biting, slicing. 

“It is not a foreign city—not to me.” 

He slammed his palm onto the arm of the chair. “One of the princesses was

murdered a few weeks ago. A  princess. In her own palace—the seat of the most

powerful empire in the world.” 

She crossed her arms. “We don’t know if it was murder. Kashin seems to be

the only one who thinks so.” 

It was utterly beside the point. Even if he’d barely remembered to study his

dinner  companions  tonight  for  any  sign  of  the  Valg’s  presence.  He  said  too

quietly, “I couldn’t even go looking for you. I didn’t  dare tell them that you were missing.” 

She blinked, slow and long. “My family was glad to see me, in case you were

wondering. And they received a brief letter from my father yesterday. They got

out.” She began unbuttoning her jacket. “They could be anywhere.” 

“I’m glad to hear it,” Chaol said through his teeth. Though he knew that  not

knowing where her family was would eat at her as much as the terror of the past

day  of  not  knowing  whether  they  lived.  He  said  as  calmly  as  he  could,  “This thing  between  us  doesn’t  work  if  you  don’t  tell  me  where  you  are,  or  if  your plans change.” 

“I was at their house, eating dinner. I lost track of time. They begged me to

stay with them.” 

“You  know  better  than  to  not  send  word.  Not  after  the  shit  we’ve  been

through.” 

“I have nothing to fear in this city—this place.” 

She  said  it  with  enough  bite  that  he  knew  she  meant  that  in  Rifthold  …  in Rifthold she did. 

He  hated  that  she  felt  that  way.  Hated  it  and  yet:  “Isn’t  that  what  we  are fighting for? So that our own lands might be so safe one day?” 

Her face shuttered. “Yes.” 

She finished unbuttoning her jacket, peeling it off to reveal the shirt beneath, 

and slung it over a shoulder. “I’m going to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

She didn’t wait for his farewell before she strode into her room and shut the

door. 

Chaol sat for long minutes in the sitting room, waiting for her to emerge. And

when he finally let Kadja bring him into his room and help change him into his

bedclothes,  after  she  blew  out  the  candles  and  left  on  silent  feet,  he  waited  for his door to open. 

But  Nesryn  did  not  come  in.  And  he  could  not  go  to  her—not  without

dragging  poor  Kadja  from  wherever  she  slept,  listening  for  any  sound  that  she might be needed. 

He was still waiting for Nesryn when sleep claimed him. 
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Yrene  made  sure  to  be  on  time  the  next  morning.  She  hadn’t  sent  word  ahead, but she was willing to gamble that Lord Westfall and the new captain would be

waiting at ten. Though from the glares he threw her way last night, she wondered

if he doubted she’d return at all. 

Let him think what he wanted. 

She debated waiting until eleven, since Hasar and Renia had dragged her out

drinking—or rather, Yrene had watched them drink, sipping at her own glass of

wine—and she hadn’t crawled into her room in the Torre until nearly two. Hasar

had offered her a suite at the palace for the night, but given the fact that they’d

narrowly  escaped  Kashin  joining  them  at  the  quiet,  elegant  taproom  in  the

bustling Rose Quarter, Yrene was not inclined to risk running into him again. 

Honestly,  whenever  the  khagan  ordered  his  children  back  to  their  various

outposts, it would not be soon enough. They’d lingered after Tumelun’s death—

which  Hasar  had  still  refused  to  even  mention.  Yrene  had  barely  known  the

youngest princess, the girl having spent most of her time with Kashin among the

Darghan on the steppes and the walled cities scattered around them. But in those

initial  days  after  Tumelun’s  body  had  been  found,  after  Hafiza  herself  had

confirmed that the girl had jumped from the balcony, Yrene had the urge to seek

out Kashin. To offer her sympathies, yes, but also to just see how he was doing. 

Yrene  knew  him  well  enough  to  understand  that  despite  the  easy,  unruffled

manner he presented to the world, the disciplined soldier who obeyed his father’s

every  order  and  fearlessly  commanded  his  terrestrial  armies  …  beneath  that smiling  face  lay  a  churning  sea  of  grief.  Wondering  what  he  could  have  done differently. 

Things had indeed turned awkward and awful between Yrene and Kashin, but

… she still cared. Yet she had not reached out to him. Had not wanted to open

that door she’d spent months trying to shut. 

She’d  hated  herself  for  it,  thought  about  it  at  least  once  a  day.  Especially when  she  spied  the  white  banners  flapping  throughout  the  city,  the  palace.  At dinner  last  night,  she’d  done  her  best  not  to  crumple  up  with  shame  as  she ignored  him,  suffered  through  his  praise,  the  pride  still  in  his  words  when  he spoke of her. 

 Fool, Eretia had called her more than once, after Yrene had confessed during

a  particularly  grueling  healing  what  had  occurred  on  the  steppes  last  winter. 

Yrene  knew  it  was  true—but  she  …  well,  she  had  other  plans  for  herself. 

Dreams she would not, could not, defer or yield entirely. So once Kashin, once

the other royals, returned to their ruling posts … it would be easier again. Better. 

She  only  wished  Lord  Westfall’s  own  return  to  his  hateful  kingdom  didn’t

rely so heavily upon her assistance. 

Biting  back  a  scowl,  Yrene  squared  her  shoulders  and  knocked  on  the  suite

doors,  the  lovely-faced  servant  answering  before  the  sound  had  even  finished

echoing in the hall. 

There were so many of them in the palace that Yrene had learned the names

of just a few, but she’d seen this one before, had marked her beauty. Enough that

Yrene nodded in recognition and strode in. 

Servants  were  paid  handsomely,  and  treated  well  enough  that  competition

was  fierce  to  land  a  spot  in  the  palace—especially  when  positions  tended  to

remain within families, and any openings went to those within them. The khagan

and  his  court  treated  their  servants  as  people,  with  rights  and  laws  to  protect them. 

Unlike  Adarlan,  where  so  many  lived  and  died  in  shackles.  Unlike  the enslaved in Calaculla and Endovier, never allowed to see the sun or breathe fresh

air, entire families torn asunder. 

She  had  heard  of  the  massacres  in  the  mines  this  spring.  The  butchering.  It was enough that any neutral expression vanished from her face by the time she

reached  the  lavish  sitting  room.  She  didn’t  know  what  their  business  was  with the khagan, but he certainly looked after his guests. 

Lord Westfall and the young captain were sitting precisely where they’d been

the previous morning. Neither looked happy. 

Indeed, neither was really glancing at the other. 

Well, at least none of them would bother to pretend to be pleasant today. 

The lord was already sizing Yrene up, no doubt marking the blue dress she’d

worn yesterday, the same shoes. 

Yrene  owned  four  dresses,  the  purple  one  she’d  worn  to  dinner  last  night

being  the  finest.  Hasar  had  always  promised  to  procure  finer  clothes  for  her  to wear,  but  the  princess  never  remembered  the  next  day.  Not  that  Yrene

particularly  cared.  If  she  received  the  clothes,  she’d  feel  obligated  to  visit  the palace  more  than  she  already  did,  and  …  Yes,  there  were  some  lonely  nights

when  she  wondered  what  the  hell  she  was  thinking  by  pushing  away  Kashin, 

when she reminded herself that most girls in the world would kill and claw their

way to an open palace invitation, but she would not stay here for much longer. 

There was no point. 

“Good morning,” said the new captain—Nesryn Faliq. 

The woman seemed more focused. Settled. And yet this new tension between

her and Lord Westfall …

Not her business. Only if it interfered with her healing. 

“I spoke to my superior.” A lie, though she technically  had spoken to Hafiza. 

“And?” 

Not  one  word  from  the  lord  so  far.  Shadows  were  smudged  beneath  his

brown eyes, his tan skin paler than yesterday. If he was surprised she’d returned, he revealed nothing. 

Yrene  scooped  the  upper  portions  of  her  hair  and  tied  it  back  with  a  small wooden  comb,  leaving  the  bottom  half  down.  Her  preferred  style  for  working. 

“And I should like to get you walking again, Lord Westfall.” 

No  emotion  flickered  in  the  lord’s  eyes.  Nesryn,  however,  loosed  a

shuddering breath and leaned back against the deep cushions of the golden sofa. 

“How likely is it that you will succeed?” 

“I  have  healed  spinal  injuries  before.  Though  it  was  a  rider  who  took  a  bad fall off his horse—not a wound in battle. Certainly not one from magic. I shall

do my best, but I make no guarantees.” 

Lord Westfall said nothing, didn’t so much as shift in his chair. 

 Say something, she demanded, meeting his cold and weary stare. 

His eyes slid to her throat, to the scar she had not let Eretia heal when she’d

offered last year. 

“Will  it  be  hours  every  day  that  you  work  on  him?”  Nesryn’s  words  were

steady, almost flat, and yet … The woman was not a creature who took well to a

cage. Even a gilded one such as this. 

“I  would  recommend,”  Yrene  said  to  Nesryn  over  a  shoulder,  “that  if  you

have other duties or tasks to attend to, Captain, these hours would be a good time

for that. I shall send word if you are needed.” 

“What about moving him around?” 

The lord’s eyes flashed at that. 

And though Yrene was predisposed to chuck them both to the ruks, she noted

the  lord’s  simmering  outrage  and  self-loathing  at  the  words  and  found  herself saying, “I can handle most of it, but I believe Lord Westfall is more than capable

of transporting himself.” 

Something  like  wary  gratitude  shot  across  his  face.  But  he  just  said  to

Nesryn, “And I can ask my own damn questions.” 

Guilt  flashed  across  Nesryn’s  face,  even  as  she  stiffened.  But  she  nodded, biting her lip, before she murmured to Chaol, “I had some invitations yesterday.” 

Understanding lit his eyes. “I plan to see about them.” 

Smart—not to speak too clearly of her movements. 

Chaol nodded gravely. “Send a message this time.” 

Yrene  had  noted  his  worry  at  dinner  last  night  when  the  captain  had  not

appeared. A man unused to having the people he cared for out of his sight, and

now  limited  in  how  he  might  look  for  them  himself.  She  tucked  away  the

information for later. 

Nesryn  bid  her  farewells,  perhaps  more  tersely  to  the  lord,  and  then  was

gone. 

Yrene waited until she heard the door shut. “She was wise to not speak aloud

of her plans.” 

“Why.” 

His first words to Yrene so far. 

She jerked her chin toward the open doors to the foyer. “The walls have ears

and mouths. And all the servants are paid by the khagan’s children. Or viziers.” 

“I thought the khagan paid them all.” 

“Oh, he does,” Yrene said, going to the small satchel she’d left by the door. 

“But  his  children  and  viziers  buy  the  servants’  loyalty  through  other  means. 

Favors and comforts and status in exchange for information. I’d be careful with

whoever was assigned to you.” 

Docile as the servant girl who’d let Yrene in might seem, she knew even the

smallest snakes could contain the most lethal venom. 

“Do you know who … owns them?” He said that word— owns—as if it tasted

foul. 

Yrene  said  simply,  “No.”  She  rooted  through  the  satchel,  pulling  out  twin

vials of amber liquid, a stub of white chalk, and some towels. He followed every

movement.  “Do  you  own  any  slaves  in  Adarlan?”  She  kept  the  question  mild, 

uninterested. Idle chatter while she readied. 

“No. Never.” 

She  set  a  black  leather  journal  upon  the  table  before  lifting  a  brow.  “Not

one?” 

“I believe in paying people for their work, as you do here. And I believe in a

human being’s intrinsic right to freedom.” 

“I’m surprised your king let you live if that is how you feel.” 

“I kept such opinions to myself.” 

“A wiser move. Better to save your hide through silence than speaking for the

thousands enslaved.” 

He went still at that. “The labor camps and slave trade have been shut down. 

It was one of the first decrees that my king made. I was there with him when he

drafted the document.” 

“New decrees for a new era, I suppose?” The words were sharper than the set

of knives she carried with her—for surgery, for scraping away rotting flesh. 

He  held  her  gaze  unflinchingly.  “Dorian  Havilliard  is  not  his  father.  It  was him I served these years.” 

“And  yet  you  were  the  former  king’s  honored  Captain  of  the  Guard.  I’m

surprised the khagan’s children aren’t clamoring to hear your secrets about how

you played both so well.” 

His hands clenched on the arms of the chair. “There are choices in my past,” 

he said tightly, “that I have come to regret. But I can only move on—and attempt

to  fix  them.  Fight  to  make  sure  they  do  not  occur  again.”  He  jerked  his  chin toward the supplies she’d set down. “Which I cannot do while in this chair.” 

“You  certainly  could  do  such  things  from  that  chair,”  she  said  tartly,  and

meant  it.  He  didn’t  respond.  Fine.  If  he  did  not  wish  to  talk  about  this  …  she certainly  didn’t  wish  to,  either.  Yrene  jerked   her  chin  toward  the  long,  deep golden sofa. “Get on that. Shirt off and facedown.” 

“Why not the bed?” 

“Captain Faliq was  here yesterday. I  would not enter  your bedroom without her present.” 

“She is not my …” He trailed off. “It would not be an issue.” 

“And yet you saw last night how it might present an issue for me.” 

“With—” 

“Yes.”  She  cut  him  off  with  a  sharp  look  toward  the  door.  “The  couch  will

do.” 

She had seen the look Kashin had given the captain at dinner. She’d wanted

to slide off her chair and hide beneath the table. 

“You have no interest where that is concerned?” he said, wheeling himself the

few feet to the couch, then unbuttoning his jacket. 

“I have no plans to seek such a life for myself.” Not when the risks were so

high. 

Execution  of  herself,  her  husband,  and  their  children  if  Kashin  should

challenge  the  new  khagan,  if  he  should  stake  a  claim  on  the  throne.  Being

rendered infertile by Hafiza at best—once the new khagan had produced enough

heirs to ensure the continuation of the bloodline. 

Kashin had waved away those concerns that night on the steppes, had refused

to understand the insurmountable wall they would always present. 

But  Chaol  nodded,  likely  well  aware  of  the  costs  of  wedding  into  the

bloodline if your spouse was not the Heir selected. As Kashin would never be—

not with Sartaq, Arghun, or Hasar likely to be chosen. 

Yrene  added  before  Chaol  could  inquire  further,  “And  it  is  none  of  your

concern.” 

He  looked  her  over  slowly.  Not  in  the  way  that  men  sometimes  did,  that

Kashin did, but … as if he was sizing up an opponent. 

Yrene crossed her arms, distributing her weight evenly between her feet, just

as  she  had  been  taught  and  now  instructed  others  to  do.  A  steady,  defensive stance. Ready to take on anyone. 

Even  lords  from  Adarlan.  He  seemed  to  note  that  stance,  and  his  jaw clenched. 

“Shirt,” she repeated. 

With a simmering glare, he reached over his head and shucked off his shirt, 

setting it neatly atop where he’d folded his jacket over the rolled arm of the sofa. 

Then he removed his boots and socks with swift, brutal tugs. 

“Pants this time,” she told him. “Leave the undershorts.” 

His hands went to his belt, and hesitated. 

He could not remove the pants without some degree of help—at least in the

chair. 

She didn’t let a flicker of pity show in her face as she waved a hand toward

the couch. “Get on, and I’ll unclothe you myself.” 

He  hesitated  again.  Yrene  put  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “While  I  wish  I  could say you were my sole patient today,” she lied, “I  do have other appointments to

keep. The couch, if you will.” 

A muscle beat in his jaw, but he braced one hand on the couch, another on the

edge of the chair, and lifted himself. 

The strength in the movement alone was worthy of some admiration. 

So easily, the muscles in his arms and back and chest hoisted him upward and

over. As if he’d been doing it his entire life. 

“You’ve  kept  up  your  exercising  since  …  how  long  has  it  been  since  the

injury?” 

“It  happened  on  Midsummer.”  His  voice  was  flat—hollow  as  he  lifted  his

legs up onto the couch with him, grunting at the weight. “And yes. I was not idle

before it happened, and I don’t see the point of being so now.” 

This  man  was  stone—rock.  The  injury  had  cracked  him  a  bit,  but  not

sundered him. She wondered if he knew it. 

“Good,” she simply said. “Exercising—both your upper body  and your legs

—will be a vital part of this.” 

He  peered  at  his  legs  as  those  faint  spasms  rocked  them.  “Exercising  my legs?” 

“I will explain in a moment,” she said, motioning him to turn over. 

He obeyed with another reproachful glare, but set himself facedown. 

Yrene took a few breaths to survey the length of him. He was large enough

that he nearly took up the entire couch. Well over six feet. If he stood again, he’d

tower over her. 

She strode to his feet and tugged his pants down in short, perfunctory bursts. 

His undershorts hid enough, though she could certainly see the shape of his firm

backside through the thin material. But his thighs … She’d felt the muscle still in

them yesterday, but studying them now …

They were starting to atrophy. They already lacked the healthy vitality of the

rest of him, the rippling muscle beneath that tan skin seeming looser—thinner. 

She laid a hand on the back of one thigh, feeling the muscle beneath the crisp

hairs. 

Her  magic  seeped  from  her  skin  into  his,  searching  and  sweeping  through

blood and bone. 

Yes—the disuse was beginning to wear on him. 

Yrene withdrew her hand and found him watching, hand angled on the throw

pillow he’d dragged beneath his chin. “They’re breaking down, aren’t they?” 

She kept her face set in a mask of stone. “Atrophied limbs may regain their

full strength. But yes. We shall have to focus on ways to keep them as strong as

we can, to exercise them throughout this process, so that when you stand”—she

made  sure  he  heard  the  slight  emphasis  on   when—“you  will  have  as  much support as possible in your legs.” 

“So it will not just be healing, but training as well.” 

“You  said  you  liked  to  be  kept  active.  There  are  many  exercises  we  can  do

with a spinal injury that will get blood and strength flowing to your legs, which

will aid in the healing process. I will oversee you.” 

She avoided the alternative words— help you. 

Lord  Chaol  Westfall  was  not  a  man  who  desired   help  from  people.  From anyone. 

She took  a  few steps  up  the length  of  his  body, to  peer  at his  spine.  At that pale,  strange  mark  just  beneath  his  nape.  At  that  first  prominent  knob  of  his spine. 

Even now, the invisible power that swirled along her palms seemed to recoil

into her. 

“What manner of magic gave that to you?” 

“Does it matter?” 

Yrene hovered her hand over it, but did not let her magic brush it. She ground

her  teeth.  “It  would  help  me  to  know  what  havoc  it  might  have  wreaked  upon your nerves and bones.” 

He didn’t answer. Typical Adarlanian bullishness. 

Yrene pushed, “Was it fire—” 

“Not fire.” 

A magic-given injury. It had to have happened … Midsummer, he’d said. The

day  rumors  claimed  that  magic  had  returned  to  the  northern  continent.  That  it had been freed by Aelin Galathynius. 

“Were you fighting against the magic-wielders who returned that day?” 

“I was not.” Clipped, sharp words. 

And she looked into his eyes—his hard stare. Really looked. 

Whatever had occurred, it had been horrible. Enough to leave such shadows

and reticence. 

She  had  healed  people  who’d  endured  horrors.  Who  could  not  reply  to  the

questions she asked. And he might have served that butcher, but … Yrene tried

not to grimace as she realized what lay ahead, what Hafiza had likely guessed at

before assigning her to him: healers often did not just repair wounds, but also the

trauma that went along with them. Not through magic, but … talking. Walking

alongside the patient as they traveled those hard, dark paths. 

And to do so with  him … Yrene shoved the thought aside. Later. She’d think

of it later. 

Closing  her  eyes,  Yrene  unspooled  her  magic  into  a  gentle,  probing  thread, 

and laid a palm on that splattered star atop his spine. 

The cold slammed into her, spikes of it firing through her blood and bones. 

Yrene reeled back as if she’d been given a physical blow. 

 Cold and dark and anger and agony—

She clenched her jaw, fighting past this echo in the bone, sending that thread-

thin probe of power a little farther into the dark. 

The pain would have been unbearable when it hit him. 

Yrene  pushed  back  against  the  cold—the  cold  and  the  lack  and  the  oily, 

unworldly  wrongness of it. 

No magic of this world, some part of her whispered. Nothing that was natural

or good. Nothing she knew, nothing she had ever dealt with. 

Her magic screamed to draw back that probe, move away—

“Yrene.”  His  words  were  far  away  while  the  wind  and  blackness  and

 emptiness of it roared around her—

And then that echo of nothingness … it seemed to awaken. 

Cold filled her, burned along her limbs, creeping wider, encircling. 

Yrene flung out her magic in a blind flare, the light pure as sea-foam. 

The  blackness  retreated,  a  spider  scuttling  into  a  shadowed  corner.  Just

enough—just  enough  that  she  yanked  back  her  hand,  yanked  back   herself,  and found Chaol gaping at her. 

Her hands trembled as she gazed down at them. As she gazed at that splotch

of paleness on his tan skin. That  presence … She coiled her magic deep within

herself, willing it to warm her own bones and blood, to steady herself. Even as

she steadied it, too—some internal, invisible hand stroking her power, soothing

it. 

Yrene  rasped,  “Tell  me  what  that  is.”  For  she  had  seen  or  felt  or  learned nothing like that. 

“Is it inside me?” That was fear—genuine fear in his eyes. 

Oh, he knew. Knew what manner of power had dealt this wound, what might

be lurking within it. Knew enough about it to be afraid. If such a power existed

in Adarlan …

Yrene  swallowed.  “I  think  …  I  think  it’s  only—only  the  echo  of  something

bigger.  Like  a  tattoo  or  a  brand.  It  is  not  living,  and  yet  …”  She  flexed  her fingers.  If  a  mere  probing  of  the  darkness  with  her  magic  had  triggered  such  a response, then a full-on onslaught … “Tell me what that is. If I am going to be

dealing with … with  that, I need to know. Everything you can tell me.” 

“I can’t.” 

Yrene opened her mouth. But the lord flicked his gaze toward the open door. 

Her warning to him silently echoed. “Then we shall try to work around it,” she

declared. “Sit up. I want to inspect your neck.” 

He obeyed, and she observed him while his heavily muscled abdomen eased

him upright, then he carefully swung his feet and legs to the floor. Good. That he

had  not  just  this  much  mobility,  but  the  steady,  calm  patience  to  work  with  his body … Good. 

Yrene kept that to herself while she strode on still-wobbly knees to the desk

where she’d left the vials of amber fluid—massage oils pressed from rosemary

and  lavender  from  estates  just  beyond  Antica’s  walls,  and  eucalyptus  from  the far south. 

She selected the eucalyptus, the crisp, smothering scent coiling around her as

she  pried  off  the  stopper  from  the  vial  and  took  up  a  place  beside  him  on  the couch. Soothing, that scent. For both of them. 

Seated  together  on  that  couch,  he  indeed  towered  over  her—the  muscled

mass  of  him  enough  to  make  her  understand  why  he’d  been  so  adept  at  his

position. Being perched beside him was different, somehow, than standing above
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him, touching him. Sitting beside a Lord of Adarlan …

Yrene didn’t let the thought settle as she pooled a small amount of the oil into

her  palm  and  rubbed  her  hands  together  to  warm  it.  He  inhaled  deeply,  as  if taking the scent into his lungs, and Yrene didn’t bother to speak as she laid her

hands upon his nape. 

Broad,  sweeping  strokes  around  and  down  the  broad  column  of  his  neck. 

Over his shoulders. 

He  let  out  a  deep  groan  as  she  passed  over  a  knot  between  his  neck  and

shoulder, the sound of it reverberating into her palms, then stiffened. “Sorry.” 

She  ignored  the  apology,  digging  her  thumbs  into  the  area.  Another  noise

rumbled  out  of  him.  Perhaps  it  made  her  cruel  not  to  comment  on  his  slight embarrassment,  not  to  dismiss  it.  But  Yrene  just  leaned  in,  sliding  her  palms down his back, giving a wide berth to that horrid mark. 

She  reined  her  magic  in  tightly,  not  letting  her  power  brush  up  against  it

again. 

“Tell me what you know,” she murmured in his ear, her cheek close enough

to scrape the faint stubble coating his jaw. “Now.” 

He  waited  a  moment,  listening  for  anyone  nearby.  And  as  Yrene’s  hands

stroked over his neck, kneading muscles that were knotted enough to make her

cringe, Lord Westfall began whispering. 

To Yrene Towers’s credit, her hands did not falter once while Chaol murmured

in her ear about horrors even a dark god could not conjure. 

Wyrdgates  and  Wyrdstone  and  Wyrdhounds.  The  Valg  and  Erawan  and  his

princes  and  collars.  Even  to  him,  it  sounded  no  more  than  a  bedtime  story, 

something  his  mother  might  have  once  whispered  during  those  long  winter

nights in Anielle, the wild winds howling around the stone keep. 

He  did  not  tell  her  of  the  keys.  Of  the  king  who  had  been  enslaved  for  two

decades.  Of  Dorian’s  own  enslavement.  He  did  not  tell  her  who  had  attacked him,  or  Perrington’s  true  identity.  Only  the  power  the  Valg  wielded,  the  threat they posed. That they sided with Perrington. 

“So  this—agent  of  these  …  demons.  It  was  his  power  that  hit  you  here,” 

Yrene  mused  in  a  near-whisper,  hand  hovering  over  the  spot  on  his  spine.  She didn’t dare touch it, had avoided that area completely while she’d massaged him, 

as  if  dreading  contact  with  that  dark  echo  again.  She  indeed  now  moved  her

hand over to his left shoulder and resumed her glorious kneading. He barely kept

in  his  groan  at  the  tension  she  eased  from  his  aching  back  and  shoulders,  his upper arms, his neck and lower head. 

He hadn’t known how knotted they were—how hard he’d worked himself in

training. 

“Yes,”  he  said  at  last,  his  voice  still  low.  “It  meant  to  kill  me,  but  …  I  was spared.” 

“By what?” The fear had long faded from her voice; no tremor lingered in her

hands. But little warmth had replaced them, either. 

Chaol angled his head, letting her work a muscle so tight it had him grinding

his teeth. “A talisman that guarded me against such evil—and a stroke of luck.” 

Of  mercy,  from  a  king  who  had  tried  to  pull  that  final  punch.  Not  just  as  a kindness to him, but to Dorian. 

Yrene’s miraculous hands stilled. She pulled back, searching his face. “Aelin

Galathynius destroyed the glass castle. That was why she did it—why she took

Rifthold, too. To defeat them?” 

 And where were you ?  was her unspoken demand. 

“Yes.” And he found himself adding into her ear, his words little more than a

rumble, “She, Nesryn, and I worked together. With many others.” 

Who  he  had  not  heard  from,  had  no  idea  where  they  were.  Off  fighting, 

scrambling  to  save  their  lands,  their  future,  while  he  was  here.  Unable  to  so much as even get a private audience with a prince, let alone the khagan. 

Yrene  considered.  “Those  are  the  horrors  allying  with  Perrington,”  she  said softly. “What the armies will be fighting.” 

Fear returned to blanch her face, but he offered what truth he could. “Yes.” 

“And you—you will be fighting them?” 

He gave her a bitter smile. “If you and I can figure this out.”  If you can do the

 impossible. 

But she did not return the amusement. Yrene only scooted back on the sofa, 

assessing him, wary and distant. For a moment, he thought she’d say something, 

ask  him  something,  but  she  only  shook  her  head.  “I  have  much  to  look  into. 

Before I dare go any further.” She gestured to his back, and he realized that he


was still sitting in his undershorts. 

He bit down on the urge to reach for his clothes. “Is there a risk—to you?” If

there was—

“I don’t know. I … I truly have never encountered anything like this before. I

should like to look into it, before I begin treating you and compose an exercise

regimen. I need to do some research in the Torre library tonight.” 

“Of  course.”  If  this  damned  injury  got  them  both  hurt  in  the  process,  he’d

refuse.  He  didn’t  know  what  the  hell  he’d  do,  but  he’d  refuse  to  let  her  touch him.  And  for  the  risk,  the  effort  …  “You  never  mentioned  your  fee.  For  your help.” 

It had to be exorbitant. If they’d sent their best, if she had such skill—

Yrene’s brows furrowed. “If you are so inclined, any donation may be made

to  help  the  upkeep  of  the  Torre  and  its  staff,  but  there  is  no  price,  no

expectation.” 

“Why?” 

Her hand slid into her pocket as she rose. “I was given this gift by Silba. It is

not right to charge for what was granted for free.” 

Silba—Goddess of Healing. 

He  had  known  one  other  young  woman  who  was  gods-blessed.  No  wonder

they both possessed such unbanked fire in their eyes. 

Yrene took her vial of that lovely-smelling oil and began packing up her bag. 

“Why did you decide to come back to help me?” 

Yrene paused, her slim body going rigid. Then she turned to him. 

A wind drifted in from the garden, blowing the strands of her hair, still half-

up, over her chest and shoulder. “I thought you and Captain Faliq would use my

refusal against me one day.” 

“We don’t plan to live here forever.” No matter what else she’d implied. 

Yrene shrugged. “Neither do I.” 

She packed up the rest of her bag and headed for the door. 

He stopped her with his next question. “You plan to return?”  To Fenharrow? 

 To hell? 

Yrene  looked  to  the  door,  to  the  servants  listening,  waiting,  in  the  foyer

beyond. “Yes.” 

She wished not just to return to Fenharrow, but also to help in the  war. For in

this war healers would be needed. Desperately. No wonder she had paled at the

horrors  he  had  whispered  into  her  ear.  Not  only  for  what  they  would  face,  but what might come to kill her, too. 

And though her face remained wan, as she noted his raised brows, she added, 

“It is the right thing to do. With all I have been granted—all the kindness thrown

my way.” 

He  debated  warning  her  to  stay,  to  remain  here,  safe  and  protected.  But  he

noted the wariness in her eyes as she awaited his answer. Others, he realized, had

likely already cautioned against her leaving. Perhaps made her doubt herself, just

a bit. 

So  Chaol  instead  said,  “Captain  Faliq  and  I  are  not  the  sort  of  people  who would hold a grudge against you—try to punish you for it.” 

“You served a man who did such things.”  And likely acted on his behalf. 

“Would  you  believe  me  if  I  told  you  that  he  left  his  dirty  work  to  others

beyond my command, and I was often not told?” 

Her expression told him enough. She reached for the doorknob. 

“I  knew,”  he  said  quietly.  “That  he  had  done  and  was  doing  unspeakable

things. I knew that forces had tried to fight against him when I was a boy, and he

had  smashed  them  to  bits.  I—to  become  captain,  I  had  to  yield  certain  …

privileges.  Assets.  I  did  so  willingly,  because  my  focus  was  on  protecting  the future.  On  Dorian.  Even  as  boys,  I  knew  he  was  not  his  father’s  son.  I  knew  a better future lay with him, if I could make sure Dorian lived long enough. If he

not only lived, but also survived—emotionally. If he had an ally, a true friend, in

that  court  of  vipers.  Neither  of  us  was  old  enough,  strong  enough  to  challenge his father. We saw what happened to those who whispered of rebellion. I knew

that if I, if  he set one foot out of line, his father would kill him, heir or no. So I craved the stability, the safety of the status quo.” 

Yrene’s face had not altered, not softened or hardened. “What happened?” 

He reached for his shirt at last. Fitting, he thought, that he’d laid some part of

himself bare while sitting here mostly naked. “We met someone. Who set us all

down a path I fought against until it cost me and others much. Too much. So you

may look at me with resentment, Yrene Towers, and I will not blame you for it. 

But  believe  me  when  I  say  that  there  is  no  one  in  Erilea  who  loathes  me  more than I do myself.” 

“For the path you found yourself forced down?” 

He slung his shirt over his head and reached for his pants. “For fighting that

path to begin with—for the mistakes I made in doing so.” 

“And what path do you walk now? How shall the Hand of Adarlan shape its

future?” 

No one had asked him. Not even Dorian. 

“I  am  still  learning—still  …  deciding,”  he  admitted.  “But  it  begins  with

wiping Perrington and the Valg from our homeland.” 

She  caught  the  word— our.  She  chewed  on  her  lip,  as  if  tasting  it  in  her

mouth.  “What  happened  on  Midsummer,  exactly?”  He’d  been  vague.  Had  not told her of the attack, the days and months leading to it, the aftermath. 

That chamber flashed in his mind—a head rolling across the marble, Dorian

screaming. Blending with another moment, of Dorian standing beside his father, 

face cold as death and crueler than any level of Hellas’s realm. “I told you what

happened,” he simply said. 

Yrene studied him, toying with the strap of her heavy leather satchel. “Facing

the emotional consequences of your injury will be a part of this process.” 

“I  don’t  need  to  face  anything.  I  know  what  happened  before,  during,  and

after.” 

Yrene  stood  perfectly  still,  those  too-old  eyes  utterly  unfazed.  “We’ll  see

about that.” 

The challenge hanging in the air between them, dread pooling in his stomach, 

the words curdled in Chaol’s mouth as she turned on her heel and left. 
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Two hours later, her head leaning against the lip of the tub carved into the stone

floor of the enormous cavern beneath the Torre, Yrene stared into the darkness

lurking high above. 

The Womb was nearly empty in the midafternoon. Her only company was the

trickle of the natural hot spring waters flowing through the dozen tubs built into

the  cave  floor,  and  the  drip  of  water  from  jagged  stalactites  landing  upon  the countless  bells  strung  on  chains  between  the  pillars  of  pale  stone  that  rose  up from the ancient rock. 

Candles had been tucked into natural alcoves, or had been clumped at either

end of each sunken tub, gilding the sulfurous steam and setting the owls carved

into every wall and slick pillar in flickering relief. 

A plush cloth cushioning her head against the unforgiving stone lip of the tub, 

Yrene  breathed  in  the  Womb’s  thick  air,  watching  it  rise  and  vanish  into  the clear, crisp darkness squatting far overhead. All around her echoed high-pitched, 

sweet ringing, occasionally interrupted by solitary clear notes. 

No one in the Torre knew who had first brought the various bells of silver and

glass  and  bronze  down  to  the  open  chamber  of  Silba’s  Womb.  Some  bells  had

been there so long they were crusted with mineral deposits, their ringing as water

dropped from the stalactites now no more than a faint  plunk. But it was tradition

—one Yrene herself had participated in—for each new acolyte to bring a bell of

her choosing. To have her name and date of entry into the Torre engraved on it, 

and to then find a place for it, before she first immersed herself in the bubbling waters  of  the  Womb  floor.  The  bell  to  hang  for  eternity,  offering  music  and guidance  to  all  healers  who  came  afterward;  the  voices  of  their  beloved  sisters forever singing to them. 

And  considering  how  many  healers  had  passed  through  the  Torre  halls, 

considering the number of bells, large and small, that now hung throughout the

space … The entire chamber, nearly the size of the khagan’s great hall, was full

of  the  echoing,  layered  ringing.  A  steady  hum  that  filled  Yrene’s  head,  her

bones, as she soaked in the delicious heat. 

Some  ancient  architect  had  discovered  the  hot  springs  far  beneath  the  Torre

and  constructed  a  network  of  tubs  built  into  the  floor  so  that  the  water  flowed between them, a constant stream of warmth and movement. Yrene held her hand

against one of the vents in the side of the tub, letting the water ripple through her

fingers on its way to the vent on the other end, to pass back into the stream itself

—and into the slumbering heart of the earth. 

Yrene took another deep breath, brushing back the damp hair clinging to her

brow. She’d washed before entering the tub, as all were required to do in one of

the small antechambers outside the Womb, to clean away the dust and blood and

stains of the world above. An acolyte had been waiting with a lightweight robe

of  lavender—Silba’s  color—for  Yrene  to  wear  into  the  Womb  proper,  where

she’d  discarded  it  beside  the  pool  and  stepped  in,  naked  save  for  her  mother’s ring. 

In  the  curling  steam,  Yrene  lifted  her  hand  before  her  and  studied  the  ring, the  way  the  light  bent  along  the  gold  and  smoldered  in  the  garnet.  All  around, bells rang and hummed and sang, blending with the trickling water until she was

adrift in a stream of living sound. 

Water—Silba’s element. To bathe in the sacred waters here, untouched by the

world  above,  was  to  enter  Silba’s  very  lifeblood.  Yrene  knew  she  was  not  the only healer who had taken the waters and felt as if she were indeed nestled in the

warmth of Silba’s womb. As if this space had been made for them alone. 

And  the  darkness  above  her  …  it  was  different  from  what  she  had  spied  in

Lord  Westfall’s  body.  The  opposite  of  that  blackness.  The  darkness  above  her

was that of creation, of rest, of unformed thought. 

Yrene  stared  into  it,  into  the  womb  of  Silba  herself.  And  could  have  sworn

she  felt  something  staring  back.  Listening,  while  she  thought  through  all  Lord Westfall had told her. 

Things out of ancient nightmares. Things from another realm. Demons. Dark

magics. Poised to unleash themselves upon her homeland. Even in the soothing, 

warm waters, Yrene’s blood chilled. 

On those northern, far-off battlefields, she had expected to treat stab wounds

and  arrows  and  shattered  bones.  Expected  to  treat  any  of  the  diseases  that  ran rampant in army camps, especially during the colder months. 

Not  wounds  from  creatures  that  destroyed  soul  as  well  as  body.  That  used

talons and teeth and poison. The maleficent power coiled around the injury to his

spine … It was not some fractured bone or tangled-up nerves. Well, it technically

 was, but that fell magic was tied to it. Bound to it. 

She still could not shake the oily feel, the sense that something inside it had

stirred. Awoken. 

The ringing of the bells flowed and ebbed, lulling her mind to rest, to open. 

She’d go to the library tonight. See if there was any information regarding all

the  lord  had  claimed,  if  perhaps  someone  before  her  had  any  thoughts  on

magically granted injuries. 

Yet it would not be an injury that solely relied upon her to heal. 

She’d suggested as much before leaving. But to battle that thing within him

…  How? 

Yrene mouthed the word into the steam and dark, into the ringing, bubbling

quiet. 

She  could  still  see  her  probe  of  magic  recoiling,  still  feel  its  repulsion  from

that demon-born power. The opposite of what she was, what her magic was. In the darkness hovering overhead, she could see it all. In the darkness far above, 

tucked into Silba’s earthly womb … it beckoned. 

As if to say,  You must enter where you fear to tread. 

Yrene  swallowed.  To  delve  into  that  festering  pit  of  power  that  had  latched

itself onto the lord’s back …

 You must enter, the sweet darkness whispered, the water singing along with it

while it flowed around and past her. As if she were swimming in Silba’s veins. 

 You must enter, it murmured again, the darkness above seeming to spread, to

inch closer. 

Yrene let it. And let herself stare deeper, move deeper, into that dark. 

To  fight  that  festering  force  within  the  lord,  to  risk  it  for  some  test  of Hafiza’s,  to  risk  it  for  a  son  of  Adarlan  when  her  own  people  were  being

attacked or battling in that distant war and every day delayed her …  I can’t. 

 You won’t, the lovely darkness challenged. 

Yrene  balked.  She  had  promised  Hafiza  to  remain,  to  heal  him,  but  what

she’d felt today … It could take an untold amount of time. If she could even find

a  way  to  help  him.  She’d  promised  to  heal  him,  and  though  some  injuries

required the healer to walk the road with their patient,  this injury of his—

The darkness seemed to recede. 

 I can’t, Yrene insisted. 

It did not answer again. Distantly, as if she were now far away, a bell rang, 

clear and pure. 

Yrene  blinked  at  the  sound,  the  world  tumbling  into  focus.  Her  limbs  and

breath returning, as if she’d drifted above them. 

She peered at the darkness—finding only smooth, veiling black. Hollow and

empty,  as  if  it  had  been  vacated.  There,  and  gone.  As  if  she  had  repelled  it, disappointed it. 

Yrene’s head spun slightly as she sat up, stretching limbs that had gone a bit

stiff, even in the mineral-rich water. How long had she soaked? 

She rubbed at her slick arms, heart thundering as she scanned the darkness, as

if it might still have another answer for what she must do, what lay before her. 

An alternative. 

None came. 

A  sound  shuffled  through  the  cavern,  distinctly  not  ringing  or  trickling  or

lapping. A quiet, shuddering intake of breath. 

Yrene  turned,  water  dripping  off  the  errant  strands  of  hair  that  had  escaped the knot atop her head, and found another healer had entered the Womb at some

point, claiming a tub on the opposite end of the parallel rows flanking either side

of  the  chamber.  With  the  drifting  veils  of  steam,  it  was  nearly  impossible  to identify her, though Yrene certainly didn’t know the name of every healer in the

Torre. 

The sound rasped through the Womb again, and Yrene sat up farther, hands

bracing on the cool, dark floor as she stood from the water. Steam curled off her

skin as she reached for the thin robe and tied it around her, the fabric clinging to

her soaked body. 

The  Womb’s  protocol  was  well  established.  It  was  a  place  for  solitude,  for

silence. Healers entered the waters to reconnect with Silba, to center themselves. 

Some  sought  guidance;  some  sought  absolution;  some  sought  to  release  a  hard

day’s worth of emotions they could not show before patients, perhaps could not

show before anyone. 

And  though  Yrene  knew  the  healer  across  the  Womb  was  entitled  to  her

space, though she was prepared to leave and grant the healer privacy to weep …

The woman’s shoulders shook. Another muffled sob. 

On near-silent feet, Yrene approached the healer in the tub. Saw the rivulets

down  her  young  face—her  light  brown  skin  and  gold-kissed  umber  hair  nearly

identical to Yrene’s own. Saw the bleakness in the woman’s tawny eyes as she

gazed at the darkness high above, tears dripping off her slender jaw and into the

rippling water. 

There were some wounds that could not be healed. Some illnesses that even

the healers’ power could not stop, if rooted too deeply. If they had come too late. 

If they did not mark the right signs. 

The healer did not look at her as Yrene silently sat beside her tub, curling her

knees  to  her  chest  before  she  picked  up  the  healer’s  hand  and  interlaced  their fingers. 

So  Yrene  sat  there,  holding  the  healer’s  hand  while  she  silently  wept,  the

drifting steam full of the clear, sweet ringing of those bells. 

After untold minutes, the woman in the tub murmured, “She was three years

old.” 

Yrene squeezed the healer’s damp hand. There were no words to comfort, to

soothe. 

“I  wish  …”  The  woman’s  voice  broke,  her  entire  body  shaking,  candlelight

jumping along her beige skin. “Sometimes I wish this gift had never been given

to me.” 

Yrene stilled at the words. 

The  woman  at  last  turned  her  head,  scanning  Yrene’s  face,  a  flicker  of

recognition  in  her  eyes.  “Do  you  ever  feel  that  way?”  A  raw,  unguarded

question. 

No.  She  hadn’t.  Not  once.  Not  even  when  the  smoke  of  her  mother’s

immolation had stung her eyes and she knew she could do nothing to save her. 

She had never once hated the gift she’d been given, because in all those years, 

she had never been alone thanks to it. Even with magic gone in her homeland, 

Yrene  had  still  felt  it,  like  a  warm  hand  clasping  her  shoulder.  A  reminder  of who she was, where she had come from, a living tether to countless generations

of Towers women who had walked this path before her. 

The  healer  searched  Yrene’s  eyes  for  the  answer  she  wanted.  The  answer

Yrene  could  not  give.  So  Yrene  just  squeezed  the  woman’s  hand  again  and
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stared into the darkness. 

 You must enter where you fear to tread. 

Yrene knew what she had to do. And wished she didn’t. 

“Well? Has Yrene healed you yet?” 

Seated  at  the  high  table  in  the  khagan’s  great  hall,  Chaol  turned  to  where

Princess  Hasar  sat  several  seats  down.  A  cooling  breeze  that  smelled  of

oncoming  rain  flowed  through  the  open  windows  to  rustle  the  white  death-

banners hanging from their upper frames. 

Kashin  and  Sartaq  glanced  their  way—the  latter  giving  his  sister  a

disapproving frown. 

“Talented as Yrene may be,” Chaol said carefully, aware that many listened

even without acknowledging them, “we are only in the initial stages of what will

likely be a long process. She left this afternoon to do some research at the Torre

library.” 

Hasar’s  lips  curled  into  a  poisoned  smile.  “How  fortunate  for  you,  that  we

shall have the pleasure of your company for a while yet.” 

As if he’d willingly stay here for a moment longer. 

But  Nesryn  answered,  still  glowing  from  hours  again  spent  with  her  family

that afternoon, “Any chance for our two lands to build bonds is a fortunate one.” 

“Indeed,” was all Hasar said, and went back to picking at the chilled tomato-

and-okra dish on her plate. Her lover was nowhere to be seen—but neither was

Yrene. The healer’s fear earlier … he’d been able to almost taste it in the air. But

sheer  will  had  steadied  her—will  and  temper,  Chaol  supposed.  He  wondered

which would win out in the end. 

Indeed,  some  small  part  of  him  hoped  Yrene  would  stay  away,  if  only  to

avoid  what  she  so  heavily  implied  they’d  also  be  doing:   talking.  Discussing things. Himself. 

He’d make it clear to her tomorrow that he could heal just fine without it. 

For long minutes, Chaol remained in silence, marking those at the table, the

servants flitting by. The guards at the windows and archways. 

The minced lamb turned leaden in his stomach at the sight of their uniforms, 

at  how  they  stood  so  tall  and  proud.  How  many  meals  had  he  himself  been

positioned by the doors, or out in the courtyard, monitoring his king? How many

times had he laid into his men for slouching, for chattering amongst themselves, 

and reassigned them to lesser watches? 

One of the khagan’s guards noticed his stare and gave a curt nod. 

Chaol looked away quickly, his palms clammy. But he forced himself to keep

observing  the  faces  around  him,  what  they  wore  and  how  they  moved  and

smiled. 

No  sign—none—of  any  wicked  force,  whether  dispatched  from  Morath  or

elsewhere. No sign beyond those white banners to honor their fallen princess. 

Aelin had claimed the Valg had a reek to them, and he’d seen their blood run

black  from  mortal  veins  more  times  than  he  cared  to  count,  but  short  of

demanding everyone in this hall cut open their hands …

It actually wasn’t a bad idea—if he could get an audience with the khagan to

convince him to order it. To mark whoever fled, or made excuses. 

An  audience  with  the  khagan  to  convince  him  of  the  danger,  and  perhaps

make  some progress with this alliance. So that the princes and princesses sitting around him might never wear a Valg collar. Their loved ones never know what it

was to look into their faces and see nothing but ancient cruelty smirking back. 

Chaol took a steadying breath and leaned forward, to where the khagan dined

a few seats down, immersed in conversation with a vizier and Princess Duva. 

The  khagan’s  now-youngest  seemed  to  watch  more  than  participate,  and

though her pretty face was softened with a sweet smile, her eyes missed nothing. 

It was only when the vizier paused for a sip of wine and Duva turned toward her

quiet husband on her left that Chaol cleared his throat and said to the khagan, “I

would thank you again, Great Khagan, for offering the services of your healers.” 

The khagan slid weary, hard eyes toward him. “They are no more my healers

than  they  are  yours,  Lord  Westfall.”  He  returned  to  the  vizier,  who  frowned  at Chaol for interrupting. 

But Chaol said, “I was hoping to perhaps be granted the honor of a meeting

with you in private.” 

Nesryn dug her elbow into his in warning as silence rippled down the table. 

Chaol refused to take his stare from anywhere but the man before him. 

The  khagan  only  said,  “You  may  discuss  such  things  with  my  Chief  Vizier, 

who maintains my daily schedule.” A jerk of the chin toward a shrewd-eyed man

monitoring from down the table. One glance at the Chief Vizier’s thin smile told

Chaol the meeting wasn’t going to happen. “My focus remains on assisting my

wife  through  her  mourning.”  The  gleam  of  sorrow  in  the  khagan’s  eyes  wasn’t

feigned. Indeed, there was no sign of the khagan’s wife at the table, not even a

place left out for her. 

Distant thunder grumbled in the thick silence that followed. Not the time or

the place to insist. A man grieving for a lost child … He’d be a fool to push. And

coarse beyond measure. 

Chaol  dipped  his  chin.  “Forgive  me  for  intruding  in  this  difficult  time.”  He ignored  the  smirk  twisting  Arghun’s  face  while  the  prince  observed  from  his

father’s side. Duva, at least, offered him a sympathetic smile-wince, as if to say, 

 You are not the first to be shut down.  Give him time. 

Chaol  gave  the  princess  a  shallow  nod  before  returning  to  his  own  plate.  If the  khagan  was  set  on  ignoring  him,  grief  or  no  …  perhaps  there  were  other avenues to convey information. 

Other ways to gain support. 

He  glanced  to  Nesryn.  She’d  informed  him  when  she’d  returned  before

dinner that she’d had no luck seeking out Sartaq this morning. And now, with the

prince  seated  across  from  them,  sipping  from  his  wine,  Chaol  found  himself

casually asking, “I heard that your legendary ruk, Kadara, is here, Prince.” 

“Ghastly  beast,”  Hasar  muttered  halfheartedly  into  her  okra,  earning  a  half

smile from Sartaq. 

“Hasar  is  still  sore  that  Kadara  tried  to  eat  her  when  they  first  met,”  Sartaq confided. 

Hasar rolled her eyes, though a glimmer of amusement shone there. 

Kashin supplied from a few seats down, “You could hear her screeching from

the harbor.” 

To Chaol’s surprise, Nesryn asked, “The princess or the ruk?” 

Sartaq  laughed,  a  startled,  bright  sound,  his  cool  eyes  lighting.  Hasar  only

gave Nesryn a warning look before turning to the vizier beside her. 

Kashin grinned at Nesryn and whispered, “Both.” 

A  chuckle  escaped  Chaol’s  throat,  though  he  reined  it  in  at  Hasar’s  glare. 

Nesryn smiled, inclining her head in good-willed apology to the princess. 

Yet  Sartaq  watched  them  closely  over  the  rim  of  his  golden  goblet.  Chaol

asked, “Are you able to fly Kadara much while you’re here?” 

Sartaq didn’t miss a beat as he nodded. “As often as I can, usually near dawn. 

I was in the skies right after breakfast today, and returned just in time for dinner, 

thankfully.” 

Hasar muttered to Nesryn without breaking from the vizier commanding her

attention, “He’s never missed a meal in his life.” 

Kashin barked a laugh that had even the khagan down the table glancing their

way, Arghun scowling with disapproval. When had the royals last laughed since

their sister’s passing? From the khagan’s tight face, perhaps a while. 

But Sartaq tossed his long braid over a shoulder before patting the flat, firm

stomach  beneath  his  fine  clothes.  “Why  do  you  think  I  come  home  so  often, 

sister, if not for the good food?” 

“To plot and scheme?” Hasar asked sweetly. 

Sartaq’s smile turned subdued. “If only I had time for such things.” 

A  shadow  seemed  to  pass  over  Sartaq’s  face—and  Chaol  marked  where  the prince’s  gaze  drifted.  The  white  banners  still  streamed  from  the  windows  set

high in the walls of the hall, now caught in what was surely the heralding wind

of  a  thunderstorm.  A  man  who  perhaps  wished  he’d  possessed  extra  time  for

more vital parts of his life. 

Nesryn asked a touch softly, “You fly every day, then, Prince?” 

Sartaq  dragged  his  stare  from  his  youngest  sister’s  death-banners  to  assess

Nesryn.  More  warrior  than  courtier,  yet  he  nodded—in  answer  to  an  unspoken

request. “I do, Captain.” 

When Sartaq turned to respond to a question from Duva, Chaol exchanged a

glance with Nesryn—all he needed to convey his order. 

 Be in the aerie at dawn. Find out where he stands in this war. 
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A summer storm galloped in off the Narrow Sea just before midnight. 

Even  tucked  into  the  sprawling  library  at  the  base  of  the  Torre,  Yrene  felt every shudder of thunder. Occasional flashes of lightning sliced down the narrow

corridors of the stacks and halls, chased by wind that crept through the cracks in

the pale stone, guttering the candles in its wake. Most were shielded within glass

lanterns,  the  books  and  scrolls  too  precious  to  risk  open  flame.  But  the  wind found  them  in  there,  too—and  set  the  glass  lanterns  hanging  from  the  arched

ceilings swinging and groaning. 

Seated  at  an  oak  desk  built  into  an  alcove  far  from  the  brighter  lights  and busier  areas  of  the  library,  Yrene  watched  the  metal  lantern  dangling  from  the arch above her sway in that storm wind. Stars and crescent moons had been cut

from its sides and filled with colored glass that cast splotches of blue and red and

green on the stone wall before her. The splotches bobbed and dipped, a living sea

of color. 

Thunder cracked, so loud she flinched, the ancient chair beneath her creaking

in objection. 

A few feminine yelps answered it, then giggles. 

Acolytes—studying late for their examinations next week. 

Yrene  huffed  a  laugh,  mostly  at  herself,  and  shook  her  head  as  she  focused

again upon the texts Nousha had dug up for her hours ago. 

Yrene and the Head Librarian had never been close, and Yrene was certainly

not  inclined  to  seek  out  the  woman  if  she  spotted  her  in  the  mess  hall,  but  …

Nousha  was  fluent  in  fifteen  languages,  some  of  them  dead,  and  had  trained  at the famed Parvani Library on the western coast, nestled amid the lush and spice-rich lands outside Balruhn. 

The  City  of  Libraries,  they  called  Balruhn.  If  the  Torre  Cesme  was  the

domain  of  healers,  the  Parvani  was  the  domain  of  knowledge.  Even  the  great

road that linked Balruhn to the mighty Sister-Road, the main artery through the

continent that flowed from Antica all the way to Tigana, had been named for it:

the Scholars’ Road. 

Yrene didn’t know what had brought Nousha here all those decades ago, or

what the Torre had offered her to stay, but she was an invaluable resource. And

for all of her unsmiling nature, Nousha had always found Yrene the information

she needed, no matter how outlandish the request. 

Tonight, the woman had not looked pleased when Yrene had approached her

in  the  mess  hall,  apologies  falling  from  her  lips  for  interrupting  the  librarian’s meal. Yrene might have waited until the morning, but she had lessons tomorrow, 

and Lord Westfall after that. 

Nousha  had  met  Yrene  here  after  finishing  her  meal,  and  had  listened,  long

fingers folded in front of her flowing gray robes, to Yrene’s story—and needs:

Information. Any she could find. 

Wounds  from  demons.  Wounds  from  dark  magic.  Wounds  from  unnatural

sources. Wounds that left echoes but did not appear to continue to wreak havoc

upon the victim. Wounds that left marks but no scar tissue. 

Nousha  had  found  them.  Stack  after  stack  of  books  and  bundles  of  scrolls. 

She’d piled them on the desk in silence. Some were in Halha. Some in Yrene’s

own tongue. Some in Eyllwe. Some were …

Yrene scratched her head at the scroll she’d weighted with the smooth onyx

stones from the jar set on each library desk. 

Even  Nousha  had  admitted  she  did  not  recognize  the  strange  markings—

runes of some sort. From where, she had no inkling, either, only that the scrolls had  been  wedged  beside  the  Eyllwe  tomes  in  a  level  of  the  library  so  deep

beneath the ground that Yrene had never ventured there. 

Yrene ran a finger over the marking before her, tracing its straight lines and

curving arcs. 

The  parchment  was  old  enough  that  Nousha  had  threatened  to  flay  Yrene

alive if she got any food, water, or drink on it. When Yrene had asked just how

old, Nousha had shook her head. 

 A hundred years?  Yrene had asked. 

Nousha  had  shrugged  and  said  that  judging  by  the  location,  the  type  of

parchment, and ink pigment, it was over ten times that. 

Yrene  cringed  at  the  paper  she  was  so  flagrantly  touching,  and  eased  the

weighting  stones  off  the  corners.  None  of  the  books  in  her  own  language  had yielded  anything  valuable—more  old  wives’  warnings  about  ill-wishers  and

spirits of air and rot. 

Nothing like what Lord Westfall had described. 

A faint, distant  click echoed from the gloom to her right, and Yrene lifted her

head,  scanning  the  darkness,  ready  to  leap  onto  her  chair  at  the  first  sign  of  a scurrying mouse. 

It seemed even the library’s beloved Baast Cats—thirty-six females, no more, 

no less—could not keep out all vermin, despite their warrior-goddess namesake. 

Yrene  again  scanned  the  gloom  to  her  right,  cringing,  wishing  she  could

summon one of the beryl-eyed cats to go hunting. 

But no one summoned a Baast Cat. No one. They appeared when and where

they willed, and not a moment before. 

The Baast Cats had dwelled in the Torre library for as long as it had existed, 

yet none knew where they had come from, or how they were replaced when age

claimed  them.  Each  was  as  individual  as  any  human,  save  for  those  beryl-

colored eyes they each bore, and the fact that all were just as prone to curl up in

a  lap  as  they  were  to  shun  company  altogether.  Some  of  the  healers,  old  and young  alike,  swore  the  cats  could  step  through  pools  of  shadow  to  appear  on another  level  of  the  library;  some  swore  the  cats  had  been  caught  pawing

through the pages of open books— reading. 

Well, it’d certainly be helpful if they bothered to read less and hunt  more. But the  cats  answered  to  no  one  and  nothing,  except,  perhaps,  their  namesake,  or whatever  god  had  found  a  quiet  home  in  the  library,  within  Silba’s  shadow.  To offend one Baast Cat was to insult them all, and even though Yrene loved most

animals—with the exception of some insects—she had been sure to treat the cats

kindly,  occasionally  leaving  morsels  of  food,  or  providing  a  belly  rub  or  ear scratch whenever they deigned to command them. 

But  there  was  no  sign  of  those  green  eyes  glinting  in  the  dark,  or  of  a

scurrying  mouse  fleeing  their  path,  so  Yrene  loosed  a  breath  and  set  aside  the ancient  scroll,  carefully  placing  it  at  the  edge  of  the  desk  before  pulling  an Eyllwe tome toward her. 

The book was bound in black leather, heavy as a doorstop. She knew a little

of the Eyllwe language thanks to living so close to its border with a mother who

spoke it fluently—certainly not from the father who had hailed from there. 

None  of  the  Towers  women  had  ever  married,  preferring  either  lovers  who

left them with a present that arrived nine months later or who perhaps stayed a

year or two before moving on. Yrene had never known her father, never learned

anything  about  who  he  was  other  than  a  traveler  who  had  stopped  at  her

mother’s cottage for the night, seeking shelter from a wild storm that swept over

the grassy plain. 

Yrene  traced  her  fingers  over  the  gilt  title,  sounding  out  the  words  in  the language she had not spoken or heard in years. 

“The  …  The  …”  She  tapped  her  finger  on  the  title.  She  should  have  asked

Nousha.  The  librarian  had  already  promised  to  translate  some  other  texts  that had  caught  her  eye,  but  …  Yrene  sighed  again.  “The  …”  Poem.  Ode.  Lyric

—“Song,” she breathed. “The Song of …” Start. Onset—“Beginning.” 

 The Song of Beginning. 

The  demons—the  Valg—were  ancient,  Lord  Westfall  had  said.  They  had

waited an eternity to strike. Part of near-forgotten myths; little more than bedside

stories. 

Yrene flipped open the cover, and cringed at the unfamiliar tangle of writing

within the table of contents. The type itself was old, the book not even printed on

a press. Handwritten. With some word variations that had long since died out. 

Lightning  flashed  again,  and  Yrene  rubbed  at  her  temple  as  she  leafed

through the musty, yellow-lined pages. 

A history book. That’s all it was. 

Her eye snagged on a page, and she paused, backtracking until the illustration

reappeared. 

It  had  been  done  in  sparing  colors:  blacks,  whites,  reds,  and  the  occasional yellow. 

All  painted  by  a  master’s  hand,  no  doubt  an  illustration  of  whatever  was

written beneath it. 

The  illustration  revealed  a  barren  crag,  an  army  of  soldiers  in  dark  armor

kneeling before it. 

Kneeling before what was  atop the crag. 

A  towering  gate.  No  wall  flanking  it,  no  keep  behind  it.  As  if  someone  had built the gateway of black stone out of thin air. 

There were no doors within the archway. Only swirling black  nothing. Beams

of  it  shot  from  the  void,  some  foul  corruption  of  the  sun,  falling  upon  the soldiers kneeling before it. 

She squinted at the figures in the foreground. Their bodies were human, but

the hands clutching their swords … Clawed. Twisted. 

“Valg,” Yrene whispered. 

Thunder cracked in answer. 

Yrene  scowled  at  the  swaying  lantern  as  the  reverberations  from  the thunderhead rumbled beneath her feet, up her legs. 

She  flipped  through  the  pages  until  the  next  illustration  appeared.  Three

figures  stood  before  the  same  gate,  the  drawing  too  distant  to  make  out  any features beyond their male bodies, tall and powerful. 

She ran a finger over the caption below and translated:

 Orcus. Mantyx. Erawan. 

 Three Valg Kings. 

 Wielders of the Keys. 

Yrene  chewed  on  her  bottom  lip.  Lord  Westfall  had  not  mentioned  such

things. 

But if there was a gate … then it would need a key to open. Or several. 

If the book was correct. 

Midnight chimed in the great clock of the library’s main atrium. 

Yrene  riffled  through  the  pages,  to  another  illustration.  It  was  divided  into three panels. 

Everything the lord had said—she had believed him, of course, but … it was

true. If the wound wasn’t proof enough, these texts offered no other alternative. 

For  there  in  the  first  panel,  tied  down  upon  an  altar  of  dark  stone  …  a

desperate  young  man  strained  to  free  himself  from  the  approach  of  a  crowned

dark  figure.  Something  swirled  around  the  figure’s  hand—some  asp  of  black

mist and wicked thought. No real creature. 

The second panel … Yrene cringed from it. 

For  there  was  that  young  man,  eyes  wide  in  supplication  and  terror,  mouth

forced open as that creature of black mist slithered down his throat. 

But it was the last panel that made her blood chill. 

Lightning flashed again, illumining the final illustration. 

The young man’s face had gone still. Unfeeling. His eyes … Yrene glanced

between the previous drawing and the final one. His eyes had been silver in the

first two. 

In  the  final  one  …  they  had  gone  black.  Passable  as  human  eyes,  but  the

silver had been wiped away by unholy obsidian. 

Not dead. For they had shown him rising, chains removed. Not a threat. 

No—whatever they had put inside him …

Thunder groaned again, and more shrieks and giggles followed. Along with

the slam and clatter of the acolytes leaving for the night. 

Yrene surveyed the book before her, the other stacks Nousha had laid out. 

Lord Westfall had described collars and rings to hold the Valg demons within

a  human  host.  But  even  after  they  were  removed,  he’d  said,  they  could  linger. 

They  were  merely  implantation  devices,  and  if  they  remained  on  too  long, 

feeding off their host …

Yrene shook her head. The man in the drawing had not been enslaved—he’d

been infested. The magic had come from someone  with that sort of power. Power

from the demon host within. 

A clash of lightning, then thunder immediately on its heels. 

And  then  another   click  sounded—faint  and  hollow—from  the  dim  stacks  to her right. Closer now than that earlier one had been. 

Yrene glanced again toward the gloom, the hair on her arms rising. 

Not a movement of a mouse. Or even the scrape of feline claws on stone or

bookshelf. 

She  had  never  once  feared  for  her  safety,  not  from  the  moment  she  had  set

foot within these walls, but Yrene found herself going still as she stared into that

gloom to her right. Then slowly looked over her shoulder. 

The  shelf-lined  corridor  was  a  straight  shot  toward  a  larger  hallway,  which

would, in three minutes’ walk, take her back to the bright, constantly monitored

main atrium. Five minutes at most. 

Only  shadows  and  leather  and  dust  surrounded  her,  the  light  bobbing  and

tilting with the swaying lanterns. 

Healing  magic  offered  no  defenses.  She’d  discovered  such  things  the  hard way. 

But during that year at the White Pig Inn, she’d learned to listen. Learned to

read a room, to  sense when the air had shifted. Men could unleash storms, too. 

The  grumbling  echo  of  the  thunder  faded,  and  only  silence  remained  in  its

wake. 

Silence, and the creaking of the ancient lanterns in the wind. No other click

issued. 

Foolish—foolish to read such things so late. And during a storm. 

Yrene  swallowed.  Librarians  preferred  the  books  remain  within  the  library

proper, but …

She  slammed  shut   The  Song  of  Beginning,  shoving  it  into  her  bag.  Most  of the  books  she’d  already  deemed  useless,  but  there  were  perhaps  six  more,  a

mixture of Eyllwe and other tongues. Yrene shoved those into her bag, too. And

gently placed the scrolls into the pockets of her cloak, tucked out of view. 

All  while  keeping  one  eye  over  her  shoulder—on  the  hall  behind  her,  the

stacks to her right. 

 You wouldn’t owe me anything if you’d used some common sense. The young

stranger  had  snapped  that  at  her  that  fateful  night—after  she’d  saved  Yrene’s life.  The  words  had  lingered,  biting  deep.  As  had  the  other  lessons  she’d  been taught by that girl. 

And though Yrene knew she’d laugh at herself in the morning, though maybe

it  was one of the Baast Cats stalking something in the shadows, Yrene decided to listen to that tug of fear, that trickle down her spine. 

Though  she  could  have  cut  down  dark  stacks  to  reach  the  main  hallway

faster,  she  kept  to  the  lights,  her  shoulders  back  and  head  high.  Just  as  the  girl had told her.  Look like you’d put up a fight—be more trouble than you’re worth. 

Her  heart  pounded  so  wildly  she  could  feel  it  in  her  arms,  her  throat.  But Yrene made her mouth a hard line, her eyes bright and cold. Looking as furious

as she’d ever been, her pace clipped and swift. As if she had forgotten something or someone had failed to retrieve a book for her. 

Closer and closer, she neared the intersection of that broad, main hallway. To

where the acolytes would be trudging up to bed in their cozy dormitory. 

She cleared her throat, readying to scream. 

 Not rape, not theft—not something that cowards would rather hide from. Yell

 fire, the stranger had instructed her.  A threat to all. If you are attacked, yell about a fire. 

Yrene had repeated the instructions so many times these past two and a half

years. To so many women. Just as the stranger had ordered her to. Yrene had not

thought she’d ever again need to recite them for herself. 

Yrene  hurried  her  steps,  jaw  angled.  She  had  no  weapons  save  for  a  small

knife  she  used  for  cleaning  out  wounds  or  cutting  bandages—currently  in  the

bottom of her bag. 

But that satchel, laden with books … She wrapped the leather straps around

her wrist, getting a good grip on it. 

A well-placed swing would knock someone to the ground. 

Closer and closer to the safety of that hallway—

From the corner of her eye, she saw it. Sensed it. 

Someone in the next stack over. Walking parallel to her. 

She didn’t dare look. Acknowledge it. 

Yrene’s eyes burned, even as she fought the terror that clawed its way up her

body. 

Glimpses of shadows and darkness. Stalking her. Hunting her. 

Quickening  its  pace  to  grab  her—cut  her  off  at  that  hallway  and  snatch  her

into the dark. 

 Common sense. Common sense. 

Running—it  would  know.  It  would  know  she  was  aware.  It  might  strike. 

Whoever it was. 

 Common sense. 

A  hundred  feet  left  until  the  hallway,  shadows  pooling  between  the  dim

lanterns, the lights now precious islands in a sea of darkness. 

She could have sworn fingers lightly thudded as they trailed over the books

on the other side of the shelf. 

So Yrene lifted her chin further and smiled, laughing brightly as she looked

ahead to the hallway. “Maddya! What are you doing here so late?” 

She  hurried  her  pace,  especially  as  whoever  it  was  slowed  in  surprise. 

Hesitation. 

Yrene’s  foot  slammed  into  something  soft—soft  and  yet  hard—and  she  bit

down her yelp—

She hadn’t seen the healer curled on her side in the shadows along the shelf. 

Yrene  bent,  hands  grappling  for  the  woman’s  thin  arms,  her  build  slender

enough that when she turned her over—

The  footsteps  began  once  more  just  as  she  turned  the  healer  over.  As  she

swallowed the scream that tried to shatter out of her. 

Light  brown  cheeks  turned  to  hollowed  husks,  eyes  stained  purple  beneath, 

lips pale and cracked. A simple healer’s gown that had likely fit her that morning

now hung loose, her slim form now emaciated, as if something had sucked the

life from her—

She knew that face, gaunt as it was. Knew the golden-brown hair, nearly the

twin to her own. The healer from the Womb, the very one she’d comforted only

hours earlier—

Yrene’s fingers shook as she fumbled for a pulse, the skin leathery and dry. 

Nothing. And her magic … There was no life for it to swirl toward. No life at

all. 

The footsteps on the other side of the stack neared. Yrene stood on trembling

knees,  taking  a  steadying  breath  as  she  forced  herself  to  walk  again.  Forced herself to leave that dead healer in the dark. Forced herself to lift her bag as if

nothing had happened, as if showing the satchel to someone ahead. 

But with the angle of the stacks—the person didn’t know that. 

“Just  finishing  up  my  reading  for  the  night,”  she  called  to  her  invisible

salvation ahead. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks to Silba that her voice held

steady and merry. “Cook is expecting me for a last cup of tea. Want to join?” 

Making it seem  like someone was  expecting her: another  trick she’d picked

up. 

Yrene cleared five more steps before she realized whoever it was had again

halted. 

Buying her ruse. 

Yrene  dashed  the  last  few  feet  to  the  hallway,  spotted  a  cluster  of  acolytes just emerging from another haze of stacks, and hurtled flat out toward them. 

Their eyes widened at Yrene’s approach, and all she whispered was, “Go.” 

The  three  girls,  barely  more  than  fourteen,  caught  the  tears  of  terror  in  her eyes, the sure whiteness of her face, and did not look behind Yrene. They did not

disobey. 

They were in her class. She’d trained them for months now. 

They saw the straps of her satchel wrapped around her fist and closed ranks

around her. Smiled broadly, nothing at all wrong. “Come to Cook’s to get tea,” 

Yrene told them, fighting to keep her scream from shattering out of her. Dead. A

healer was  dead—“She is expecting me.” 

 And will raise the alarm if I do not arrive. 

To their credit, those girls did not tremble, did not show one lick of dread as

they walked down the main hall. As they neared the atrium, with its roaring fire

and thirty-six chandeliers and thirty-six couches and chairs. 

A sleek black Baast Cat was lounging in one of those embroidered chairs by

the  fire.  And  as  they  neared,  she  leaped  up,  hissing  as  fiercely  as  her  feline-headed namesake. Not at Yrene or the girls … No, those beryl-colored eyes were

narrowed at the library  behind them. 

One of the girls tightened her grip on Yrene’s arm. But not one of them left Yrene’s side as she approached the massive desk of the Head Librarian and her

Heir.  Behind  them,  the  Baast  Cat  held  her  ground—held  the  line—as  the  Heir

Librarian, on duty for the night, looked up from her book at the commotion. 

Yrene  murmured  to  the  middle-aged  woman  in  gray  robes,  “A  healer  has

been gravely attacked in the stacks off the main hall. Get everyone out and call

for the royal guard.  Now.” 

The woman did not ask questions. Did not falter or shake. She only nodded

before she reached for the bell bolted onto the desk’s edge. 

The librarian rang it thrice. To an outsider, it was no more than a final call. 

But to those who lived here, who knew the library was open day and night …

First ring: Listen. 

Second: Listen  now. 

The  Heir  Librarian  rang  it  a  third  time,  loud  and  clear,  the  pealing  echoing down into the library, into every dark corner and hallway. 

Third ring:  Get out. 

Yrene  had  once  asked,  when  Eretia  had  explained  the  warning  bell  her  first

day  here,  after  she  had  taken  a  vow  never  to  repeat  its  meaning  to  an  outsider. 

They all had. And Yrene had asked why it was needed, who had installed it. 

Long  ago,  before  the  khaganate  had  conquered  Antica,  this  city  had  passed

from  hand  to  hand,  victim  to  a  dozen  conquests  and  rulers.  Some  invading

armies had been kind. A few had not. 

Tunnels still existed beneath the library that they had used to evade them—

long since boarded up. 

But the warning bell to those within remained. And for a thousand years, the

Torre  had  kept  it.  Occasionally  had  drills  with  it.  Just  in  case.  If  it  should  ever happen. 

The third ring echoed off stone and leather and wood. And Yrene could have

sworn she heard the sound of countless heads popping up from where they bent

over desks. Heard the sound of chairs shoved back and books dropped. 

 Run, she begged.  Keep to the lights. 

But  Yrene  and  the  others  lingered  in  silence,  counting  the  seconds.  The

minutes.  The  Baast  Cat  quieted  her  hissing  and  monitored  the  hall  beyond  the atrium, black tail slashing over the chair cushion. One of the girls beside Yrene

sprinted  off  to  the  guards  by  the  Torre  gates.  Who  had  likely  heard  that  bell pealing and were already running toward them. 

Yrene  was  shaking  by  the  time  quick  steps  and  rustling  clothing  drew  near. 

She and the Heir Librarian marked each face that emerged—each wide-eyed face

that hurried out of the library. 

Acolytes, healers, librarians. No one out of place. The Baast Cat seemed to be

checking them all, too—those beryl eyes seeing things perhaps beyond Yrene’s

comprehension. 

Armor and stomping steps, and Yrene clamped down on the weeping relief at

the approach of half a dozen Torre guards now stalking through the open library

doors, the acolyte at their heels. 

The  acolyte  and  her  two  companions  remained  with  Yrene  while  she

explained. While the guards called for reinforcements, while the Heir Librarian

summoned  Nousha,  Eretia,  and  Hafiza.  The  three  girls  remained,  two  holding

Yrene’s trembling hands. 

They did not let go. 
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Yrene was late. 

Chaol had come to expect her at ten, though she had given no indication of

when  she  might  arrive.  Nesryn  had  left  well  before  he’d  awoken  to  seek  out

Sartaq and his ruk, leaving him here to bathe and … wait. 

And wait. 

An hour in, Chaol began going through what exercises he could manage on

his own, unable to stand the silence, the heavy heat, the endless trickle of water

from  the  fountain  outside.  The  thoughts  that  kept  sliding  back  to  Dorian, 

wondering where his king was now headed. 

She’d mentioned exercises—some involving his legs, however she’d manage

to  accomplish  that—but  if  Yrene  didn’t  bother  to  arrive  on  time,  then  he

certainly wouldn’t bother to wait for her. 

His arms were trembling by the time the clock on the sideboard chimed noon, 

little silver bells atop the carved wood piece filling the space with clear, bright

ringing.  Sweat  slid  down  his  chest,  his  spine,  his  face  as  he  managed  to  haul himself  into  his  chair,  arms  trembling  with  the  effort.  He  was  about  to  call  for Kadja to bring him a jug of water and a cool cloth when Yrene appeared. 

In the sitting room, he listened as she entered the main door, then halted. 

She said to Kadja, waiting in the foyer, “I have a matter of discretion that I

need you to personally oversee.” 

Obedient silence. 

“Lord Westfall requires a tonic for a rash developing on his legs. Likely from some  oil  you  dumped  into  his  bath.”  The  words  were  calm,  yet  edged.  He

frowned down at his legs. He’d seen no such thing this morning, but he certainly

couldn’t  sense  an  itch  or  burning.  “I  need  willow  bark,  honey,  and  mint.  The kitchens will have them. Tell no one why. I don’t want word getting around.” 

Silence again—then a door closing. 

He watched the open doors to the sitting room, listening to  her listen to Kadja

leaving. Then her heavy sigh. Yrene emerged a moment later. 

She looked like hell. 

“What’s wrong?” 

The words were out before he could consider the fact that he had no right to

ask such things. 

But Yrene’s golden-brown face was ashen, her eyes smudged with purple, her

hair limp. 

She only said, “You exercised.” 

Chaol glanced down at his sweat-soaked shirt. “It seemed as good a way to

pass  the  time  as  anything  else.”  Each  of  her  steps  toward  the  desk  was  slow—

heavy. He repeated, “What’s wrong?” 

But  she  reached  the  desk  and  kept  her  back  to  him.  He  ground  his  teeth, 

debating wheeling the chair over just so he could see her face, as he might have

once stormed over to see—to push into her space until she told him what the hell

had happened. 

Yrene just set her satchel on the desk with a thud. “If you wish to exercise, 

perhaps  a  better  place  for  it  would  be  the  barracks.”  A  wry  look  at  the  carpet. 

“Rather than sweating all over the khagan’s priceless rugs.” 

His hands clenched at his sides. “No,” was all he said. All he  could say. 

She  lifted  a  brow.  “You  were  Captain  of  the  Guard,  weren’t  you?  Perhaps

training with the palace guard will be beneficial to—” 

 “No.” 

She  peered  over  her  shoulder,  those  golden  eyes  sizing  him  up.  He  didn’t balk, even as the still-shredded thing in his chest seemed to twist and rend itself

further. 

He  had  no  doubt  she  marked  it,  no  doubt  she’d  tucked  away  that  bit  of

information. Some small part of him hated her for it, hated himself for revealing

that  wound  through  his  obstinance,  but  Yrene  only  turned  from  the  desk  and

strode toward him, face unreadable. 

“I apologize if rumor now gets out that you have an unfortunate rash on your

legs.”  That  usual,  sure-footed  grace  had  been  replaced  by  trudging  feet.  “If

Kadja is as smart as I think she is, she’ll worry that the rash being a result of  her ministrations would get her in trouble and not tell anyone. Or at least realize that

if word gets out, we’ll know  she was the only one told of it.” 

Fine. She still didn’t want to answer his question. So he instead asked, “Why

did you want Kadja gone?” 

Yrene  slumped  onto  the  golden  sofa  and  rubbed  her  temples.  “Because

someone killed a healer in the library last night—and then hunted me, too.” 

Chaol went still. “What?” 

He  glanced  to  the  windows,  the  open  garden  doors,  the  exits.  Nothing  but

heat and gurgling water and birdsong. 

“I  was  reading—about  what  you  told  me,”  Yrene  said,  the  freckles  on  her

face so stark against her wan skin. “And I felt someone approaching.” 

“Who?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I  didn’t  see  them.  The  healer  …  I  found  her  as  I  fled.”  Her throat  bobbed.  “We  cleared  the  library  from  top  to  bottom  once  she  was  …

retrieved, but found no one.” She shook her head, jaw tight. 

“I’m  sorry,”  he  said,  and  meant  it.  Not  just  for  the  loss  of  life,  but  also  for what  seemed  like  the  loss  of  a  long-held  peace  and  serenity.  But  he  asked, 

because he could no more stop himself from getting answers, from assessing the

risks, than he could halt his own breathing, “What manner of injuries?” Half of

him didn’t want to know. 

Yrene leaned back against the sofa cushions, the down stuffing sighing as she

stared  at  the  gilded  ceiling.  “I’d  seen  her  before  in  passing.  She  was  young,  a little older than me. And when I found her on the floor, she looked like a long-desiccated corpse. No blood, no sign of injury. Just … drained.” 

His heart stumbled at the too-familiar description. Valg. He’d bet all he had

left, he’d bet everything on it. “And whoever did this just left her body there?” 

A  nod.  Her  hands  shook  as  she  dragged  them  through  her  hair,  closing  her

eyes. “I think they realized they’d attacked the wrong person—and moved away

quickly.” 

“Why?” 

She turned her head, opening her eyes. Exhaustion lay there. And utter fear. 

“She looks— looked like me,” Yrene rasped. “Our builds, our coloring. Whoever

it was … I think they were looking for  me.” 

“Why?” he asked again, scrambling to sort through all she’d said. 

“Because  what  I  was  reading  last  night,  about  the  potential  source  of  the

power that injured you … I left some books about it on the table. And when the

guards  searched  the  area,  the  books  were  gone.”  She  swallowed  again.  “Who

knew you were coming here?” 

Chaol’s blood chilled despite the heat. 

“We did not make it a secret.” It was instinct to rest his hand on a sword that

was  not  there—a  sword  he  had  chucked  in  the  Avery  months  ago.  “It  wasn’t

announced, but anyone could have learned. Long before we set foot here.” 

It  was  happening  again.  Here.  A  Valg  demon  had  come  to  Antica—an

underling at best, a prince at worst. It could be either. 

The  attack  Yrene  had  described  fit  Aelin’s  account  of  the  remains  she  and

Rowan  had  found  from  the  Valg  prince’s  victims  in  Wendlyn.  People  teeming

with life turned to husks as if the Valg drank their very souls. 

He  found  himself  saying  quietly,  “Prince  Kashin  suspects  Tumelun  was

killed.” 

Yrene  sat  up,  any  lingering  color  draining  from  her  face.  “Tumelun’s  body

was not drained. Hafiza—the Healer on High herself declared it was a suicide.” 

There  was,  of  course,  a  chance  the  two  deaths  weren’t  connected,  a  chance

that Kashin was wrong about Tumelun. Part of Chaol prayed it was so. But even

if they were unrelated, what had happened last night—

“You need to warn the khagan,” Yrene said, seeming to read his mind. 

He nodded. “Of course. Of course I will.” Damned as the entire situation was

… Perhaps it was the in he’d been waiting for with the khagan. But he studied

her haggard face, the fear there. “I’m sorry—to have brought you into this. Has

security been increased around the Torre?” 

“Yes.” A breathy push of sound. She scrubbed at her face. 

“And you? Did you come here under guard?” 

She threw him a frown. “In plain daylight? In the middle of the city?” 

Chaol crossed his arms. “I would put nothing past the Valg.” 

She waved a hand. “I won’t be heading alone into any dark corridors anytime

soon. None of us in the Torre will. Guards have been called in—stationed down

every  hall,  in  every  few  feet  of  the  library.  I  don’t  even  know  where  Hafiza summoned them from.” 

Valg  underlings  could  take  bodies  of  anyone  they  wished,  but  their  princes

were vain enough that Chaol doubted they’d bother to take the form of a lowly

guard. Not when they preferred beautiful young men. 

A collar and a dead, cold smile flashed before his eyes. 

Chaol blew out a breath. “I am truly sorry—about that healer.” Especially if

his  being  here  had  somehow  triggered  this  attack,  if  they  pursued  Yrene  only because  of  her  helping  him.  He  added,  “You  should  be  on  your  guard. 

Constantly.” 

She  ignored  the  warning  and  scanned  the  room,  the  carpets,  and  the  lush

palms. “The girls—the young acolytes … They’re frightened.” 

 And you? 

Before,  he  would  have  volunteered  to  stand  watch,  to  guard  her  door,  to

organize the soldiers because he  knew how these things operated. But he was no

captain, and he doubted the khagan or his men would be inclined to listen to a

foreign lord, anyway. 

But he couldn’t stop himself, that part of him, as he asked, “What can I do to

help?” 

Yrene’s  eyes  shifted  toward  him,  assessing.  Weighing.  Not  him,  but  he  had

the feeling it was something inside herself. So he kept still, kept his gaze steady, 

while  she  looked  inward.  While  she  at  last  took  a  breath  and  said,  “I  teach  a class. Once a week. After last night, they were all too tired, so I let them sleep

instead.  Tonight,  we  have  a  vigil  for  the  healer  who—who  died.  But  tomorrow

…” She chewed on her lip, again debating for a heartbeat before she added, “I

should like you to come.” 

“What sort of class?” 

Yrene toyed with a heavy curl. “There is no tuition for students here—but we

pay  our  way  in  other  forms.  Some  help  with  the  cooking,  the  laundry,  the

cleaning. But when I came, Hafiza … I told her I was good at all those things. 

I’d done them for—a while. She asked me what else I knew beyond healing, and

I told her …” She bit her lip. “Someone once taught me self-defense. What to do

against attackers. Usually the male kind.” 

It was an effort not to look at the scar across her throat. Not to wonder if she

had learned it after—or if even that had not been enough. 

Yrene sighed through her nose. “I told Hafiza that I knew a little about it, and

that … I had made a promise to someone, to the person who taught  me, to show

and teach it to as many women as possible. So I have. Once a week, I teach the

acolytes,  along  with  any  older  students,  healers,  servants,  or  librarians  who

would like to know.” 

This  delicate,  gentle-handed  woman  …  He  supposed  he’d  learned  that

strength could be hidden beneath the most unlikely faces. 

“The girls are deeply shaken. There hasn’t been an intruder in the Torre for a

great while. I think it would go a long way if you were to join me tomorrow—to

teach what you know.” 

For a long moment, he stared at her. Blinked. 

“You realize I’m in this chair.” 

“And? Your mouth still works.” Tart, crisp words. 

He blinked again. “They might not find me the most reassuring instructor—” 

“No, they’ll likely be swooning and sighing over you so much they’ll  forget

to be afraid.” 

His third and final blink made her smile slightly. Grimly. He wondered what

that smile would look like if she ever was truly amused—happy. 

“The scar adds a touch of mystery,” she said, cutting him off before he could

remember the slice down his cheek. 

He studied her as she rose from the sofa to stride back to the desk and unpack

her bag. “You would truly like me to be there tomorrow?” 

“We’ll  have  to  figure  out  how  to   get  you  there,  but  it  should  not  be  so difficult.” 

“Stuffing me into a carriage will be fine.” 

She  stiffened,  glancing  over  her  shoulder.  “Save  that  anger  for   our  training, Lord Westfall.” She fished out a vial of oil and set it on the table. “And you will

not be taking a carriage.” 

“A litter carried by servants, then?” He’d sooner crawl. 

“A horse. Ever heard of one?” 

He clenched the arms of his chair. “You need legs to ride.” 

“So it’s a good thing you still have both of them.” She went back to studying

whatever vials were in that bag. “I spoke to my superior this morning. She has

seen  similarly  injured  people  ride  until  they  could  meet  with  us—with  special straps  and  braces.  They  are  fashioning  them  for  you  in  the  workshops  as  we

speak.” 

He  let  those  words  sink  in.  “So  you  assumed  I  would  come  with  you

tomorrow.” 

Yrene turned at last, satchel in her hand now. “I assumed you would wish to

ride regardless.” 

He could only stare while she approached, vial in hand. Only a prim sort of

irritation on her face. Better than the stark fear. He asked, voice a bit raw, “You

think such a thing is possible?” 

“I do. I’ll arrive at dawn, so we have enough time to figure it out. The lesson

begins at nine.” 

To  ride—even  if  he  could  not  walk,  riding  …  “Please  do  not  give  me  this hope and let it crumble,” he said hoarsely. 

Yrene set the satchel and vial down on the low-lying table before the sofa and

motioned  him  to  move  closer.  “Good  healers  don’t  do  such  things,  Lord

Westfall.” 

He hadn’t bothered with a jacket today, and had left his belt in the bedroom. 

Sliding his sweat-soaked shirt over his head, he made quick work of unbuttoning

the  tops  of  his  pants.  “It’s  Chaol,”  he  said  after  a  moment.  “My  name—it’s

Chaol. Not Lord Westfall.” He grunted as he hoisted himself from the chair onto

the sofa. “Lord Westfall is my father.” 

“Well, you’re a lord, too.” 

“Just Chaol.” 

“Lord Chaol.” 

He  shot  her  a  look  as  he  positioned  his  legs.  She  did  not  reach  to  help,  to adjust. “Here I was, thinking you still resented me.” 

“If you help my girls tomorrow, I’ll reconsider.” 

From the gleam in those golden eyes, he very much doubted that, but a half

smile tugged on his mouth. “Another massage today?”  Please, he nearly added. 

His  muscles  already  ached  from  his  exercising,  and  moving  so  much  between

bed and sofa and chair and bath—

“No.”  Yrene  gestured  for  him  to  lie  facedown  on  the  sofa.  “I’m  going  to

begin today.” 

“You found information on it?” 

“No,” she repeated, tugging off his pants with that cool, swift efficiency. “But

after last night … I do not want to delay.” 

“I  will—I  can  …”  He  ground  his  teeth.  “We’ll  find  a  way  to  protect  you

while you research.” He hated the words, felt them curl like rancid milk on his

tongue, along his throat. 

“I think they know that,” she said quietly, and dabbed spots of oil along his

spine.  “I’m  not  sure  if  it’s  the  information,  though.  That  they  want  to  keep  me from finding.” 

His  gut  tightened,  even  as  she  ran  soothing  hands  down  his  back.  They

lingered near that splotch at its apex. “What do you think they want, then?” 

He  already  suspected,  but  he  wanted  to  hear  her  say  it—wanted  to  know  if

she thought the same, understood the risks as much as he did. 

“I wonder,” she said at last, “if it was not just what I was researching, but also

that I’m healing  you.” 

He craned his head to look at her as the words settled between them. She only

stared at that mark on his spine, her tired face drawn. He doubted she’d slept. “If

you’re too tired—” 

“I am not.” 

He  clenched  his  jaw.  “You  can  nap  here.  I’ll  look  after  you.”  Useless  as  it would be. “Then work on me later—” 

“I will work on you now. I am not going to let them scare me away.” 

Her voice did not tremble or waver. 

She  added,  more  quietly  but  no  less  fiercely,  “I  once  lived  in  fear  of  other people. I let other people walk all over me just because I was too afraid of the

consequences  for  refusing.  I  did  not  know   how  to  refuse.”  Her  hand  pushed

down  on  his  spine  in  a  silent  order  to  rest  his  head  again.  “The  day  I  reached these shores, I cast aside that girl. And I will be damned if I let her reemerge. Or

let someone tell  me what to do with my life, my choices again.” 

The  hair  on  his  arms  rose  at  the  simmering  wrath  in  her  voice.  A  woman

made of steel and crackling embers. Heat indeed flared beneath her palm as she

slid it up the column of his spine, toward that splotch of white. 

“Let’s see if it enjoys being pushed around for a change,” she breathed. 

Yrene laid her hand directly atop the scar. Chaol opened his mouth to speak

—

But a scream came out instead. 
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Burning, razor-sharp pain sliced down his back in brutal claws. 

Chaol arched, bellowing in agony. 

Yrene’s hand was instantly gone, and a crashing sounded. 

Chaol panted, gasping, as he pushed up onto his elbows to find Yrene sitting

on  the  low-lying  table,  her  vial  of  oil  overturned  and  leaking  across  the  wood. 

She gaped at his back, at where her hand had been. 

He had no words—none beyond the echoing pain. 

Yrene lifted her hands before her face as if she had never seen them before. 

She turned them this way and that. 

“It doesn’t just dislike my magic,” she breathed. 

His arms buckled, so he lay down again on the cushions, holding her stare as

Yrene declared, “It  hates my magic.” 

“You said it was an echo—not connected to the injury.” 

“Maybe I was wrong.” 

“Rowan healed me with none of those problems.” 

Her brows knotted at the name, and he silently cursed himself for revealing

that  piece  of  his  history  in  this  palace  of  ears  and  mouths.  “Were  you

conscious?” 

He considered. “No. I was—nearly dead.” 

She noticed the spilled oil then and cursed softly—mildly, compared to some

other filthy mouths he’d had the distinct pleasure of being around. 

Yrene lunged for her satchel, but he moved faster, grabbing his sweat-damp shirt from where he’d laid it on the sofa arm and chucking it over the spreading

puddle before it could drip onto the surely priceless rug. 

Yrene studied the shirt, then his outstretched arm, now nearly across her lap. 

“Either  your  lack  of  consciousness  during  that  initial  healing  kept  you  from

feeling this sort of pain, or perhaps whatever this is had not … settled.” 

His  throat  clogged.  “You  think  I’m  possessed?”  By  that   thing  that  had dwelled inside the king, that had done such unspeakable things—

“No. But pain can feel  alive. Maybe this is no different. And maybe it does

not want to let go.” 

“Is my spine even injured?” He barely managed to ask the question. 

“It is,” she said, and some part of his chest caved in. “I sensed the broken bits

—the  tangled  and  severed  nerves.  But  to  heal  those  things,  to  get  them

communicating with your brain again … I need to get past that echo. Or beat it

into submission enough to have space to work on you.” Her lips pressed into a

grim line. “This shadow, this thing that haunts you—your body. It will fight me

every  step  of  the  way,  fight  to  convince   you  to  tell  me  to  stop.  Through  pain.” 

Her eyes were clear—stark. “Do you understand what I am telling you?” 

His voice was low, rough. “That if you are to succeed, I will have to endure

that sort of pain. Repeatedly.” 

“I have herbs that can make you sleep, but with an injury like this … I think I

won’t  be  the  only  one  who  has  to  fight  back  against  it.  And  if  you  are

unconscious … I fear what it might try to do to you if you’re trapped there. In

your dreamscape—your psyche.” Her face seemed to pale further. 

Chaol  slid  his  hand  from  where  it  still  rested  atop  his  shirt-turned-mop  and squeezed her hand. “Do what you have to.” 

“It will hurt. Like that. Constantly. Worse, likely. I will have to work my way

down, vertebra by vertebra, before I even reach the base of your spine. Fighting

it and healing you at the same time.” 

His hand tightened on hers, so small compared to his. “Do what you have to,” 

he repeated. 

“And you,” she said quietly. “You will have to fight it as well.” 

He stilled at that. 

Yrene went on, “If these things feed upon us by nature … If they feed, and

yet you are healthy …” She gestured to his body. “Then it must be feeding upon

something else. Something within you.” 

“I sense nothing.” 

She studied their joined hands—then slid her fingers away. Not as violent as

dropping his hand, but the withdrawal was pointed enough. “Perhaps we should

discuss it.” 

“Discuss what.” 

She  brushed  her  hair  over  a  shoulder.  “What  happened—whatever  it  is  that

you feed this thing.” 

Sweat coated his palms. “There is nothing to discuss.” 

Yrene stared at him for a long moment. It was all he could do not to shrink

from  that  frank  gaze.  “From  what  I’ve  gleaned,  there  is  quite  a  bit  to  discuss regarding the past few months. It seems as if it’s been a … tumultuous time for

you  recently.  You  yourself  said  yesterday  that  there  is  no  one  who  loathes  you more than yourself.” 

To say the least. “And you’re suddenly so eager to hear about it?” 

She didn’t so much as flinch. “If that is what is required for you to heal and

be gone.” 

His brows rose. “Well, then. It finally comes out.” 

Yrene’s face was an unreadable mask that could have given Dorian a run for

his money. “I assume you do not wish to be here forever, what with war breaking

loose in  our homeland, as you called it.” 

“Is it not our homeland?” 

Silently,  Yrene  rose  to  grab  her  satchel.  “I  have  no  interest  in  sharing
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anything with Adarlan.” 

He  understood.  He  really  did.  Perhaps  it  was  why  he  still  had  not  told  her who, exactly, that lingering darkness belonged to. 

“And  you,”  Yrene  went  on,  “are  avoiding  the  topic  at  hand.”  She  rooted

through her satchel. “You’ll have to talk about what happened sooner or later.” 

“With all due respect, it’s none of your business.” 

Her eyes flicked to him at that. “You would be surprised by how closely the

healing of physical wounds is tied to the healing of emotional ones.” 

“I’ve faced what happened.” 

“Then what is that thing in your spine feeding on?” 

“I don’t know.” He didn’t care. 

She  fished  something  out  of  the  satchel  at  last,  and  when  she  strode  back

toward him, his stomach tightened at what she held. 

A bit. Crafted from dark, fresh leather. Unused. 

She offered it to him without hesitation. How many times had she handed one

over to patients, to heal injuries far worse than his? 

“Now would be the time to tell me to stop,” Yrene said, face grim. “In case

you’d rather discuss what happened these past few months.” 

Chaol only lay on his stomach and slid the bit into his mouth. 

Nesryn had watched the sunrise from the skies. 

She’d found Prince Sartaq waiting in his aerie in the hour before dawn. The

minaret was open to the elements at its uppermost level, and behind the leather-

clad  prince  …  Nesryn  had  braced  a  hand  on  the  archway  to  the  stairwell,  still breathless from the climb. 

Kadara was beautiful. 

Each of the ruk’s golden feathers shone like burnished metal, the white of her

breast bright as fresh snow. And her gold eyes had sized Nesryn up immediately. 

Before Sartaq even turned from where he’d been buckling on the saddle across her broad back. 

“Captain Faliq,” the prince had said by way of greeting. “You’re up early.” 

Casual words for any listening ears. 

“The storm last night kept me from sleep. I hope I am not disturbing you.” 

“On  the  contrary.”  In  the  dim  light,  his  mouth  quirked  in  a  smile.  “I  was

about to go for a ride—to let this fat hog hunt for her breakfast for once.” 

Kadara puffed her feathers in indignation, clicking her enormous beak—fully

capable  of  taking  a  man’s  head  off  in  one  snip.  No  wonder  Princess  Hasar

remained wary of the bird. 

Sartaq chuckled, patting her feathers. “Care to join?” 

With  the  words,  Nesryn  suddenly  had  a  sense  of  how  very,  very  high  the

minaret  was.  And  how  Kadara  would  likely  fly  above  it.  With  nothing  to  keep her from death but the rider and saddle now set in place. 

But to ride a ruk …

Even better, to ride a ruk with a prince who might have information for them

…

“I am not particularly skilled with heights, but it would be my honor, Prince.” 

It had been a matter of a few minutes. Sartaq had ordered her to switch from

her  midnight-blue  jacket  to  the  spare  leather  one  folded  in  a  chest  of  drawers shoved  against  the  far  wall.  He’d  politely  turned  his  back  when  she  changed

pants  as  well.  Since  her  hair  fell  only  to  her  shoulders,  she  had  difficulty braiding it back, but the prince had fished into his own pockets and supplied her

with a leather thong to pull it back into a knot. 

Always  carry  a  spare,  he  told  her.  Or  else  she’d  be  combing  her  hair  for

weeks. 

He’d  mounted  the  keen-eyed  ruk  first,  Kadara  lowering  herself  like  some

oversized  hen  to  the  floor.  He  climbed  her  side  in  two  fluid  movements,  then reached  down  a  hand  for  Nesryn.  She  gingerly  laid  her  palm  against  Kadara’s

ribs, marveling at the cool feathers smooth as finest silk. 

Nesryn  waited  for  the  ruk  to  shift  about  and  glare  while  Sartaq  hauled  her

into the saddle in front of him, but the prince’s mount remained docile. Patient. 

Sartaq had buckled and harnessed them both into the saddle, triple-checking

the leather straps. Then he clicked his tongue once, and—

Nesryn knew it wasn’t polite to squeeze a prince’s arms so hard the bone was

likely  to  break.  But  she  did  so  anyway  as  Kadara  spread  her  shining  golden

wings and leaped out. 

Leaped  down. 

Her stomach shot straight up her throat. Her eyes watered and blurred. 

Wind tore at her, trying to rip her from that saddle, and she clenched with her

thighs so tightly they ached, while she gripped Sartaq’s arms, holding the reins, 

so hard he chuckled in her ear. 

But  the  pale  buildings  of  Antica  loomed  up,  near-blue  in  the  early  dawn, 

rushing to meet them as Kadara dove and dove, a star falling from the heavens—

Then flared those wings wide and shot upward. 

Nesryn  was  glad  she  had  forgone  breakfast.  For  surely  it  would  have  come

spewing out of her mouth at what the motion did to her stomach. 

Within the span of a few beats, Kadara banked right—toward the horizon just

turning pink. 

The  sprawl  of  Antica  spread  before  them,  smaller  and  smaller  as  they  rose

into  the  skies.  Until  it  was  no  more  than  a  cobblestoned  road  beneath  them, spreading  into  every  direction.  Until  she  could  spy  the  olive  groves  and  wheat fields just outside the city. The country estates and small towns speckled  about. 

The rippling dunes of the northern desert to her left. The sparkling, snaking band

of rivers turning golden in the rising sun that crested over the mountains to her

right. 

Sartaq did not speak. Did not point out landmarks. Not even the pale line of

the Sister-Road that ran toward the southern horizon. 

No,  in  the  rising  light,  he  let  Kadara  have  her  head.  The  ruk  took  them floating  higher  still,  the  air  turning  crisp—the  awakening  blue  sky  brightening with each mighty flap of her wings. 

Open. So open. 

Not at all like the endless sea, the tedious waves and cramped ship. 

This was … this was  breath. This was …

She  could  not  look  fast  enough,  drink  it  all  in.  How  small  everything  was, 

how  lovely  and  pristine.  A  land  claimed  by  a  conquering  nation,  yet  loved  and nurtured. 

Her land. Her home. 

The  sun  and  the  scrub  and  the  undulating  grasslands  that  beckoned  in  the

distance. The lush jungles and rice fields to the west; the pale sand dunes of the

desert  to  the  northeast.  More  than  she  could  see  in  a  lifetime—farther  than

Kadara  could  fly  in  a  single  day.  An  entire  world,  this  land.  The  entire  world contained here. 

She could not understand why her father had left. 

Why he had stayed, when such darkness had crept into Adarlan. Why he had

kept them in that festering city where she so rarely looked up at the sky, or felt a

breeze that did not reek of the briny Avery or the rubbish rotting in the streets. 

“You are quiet,” the prince said, and it was more question than statement. 

Nesryn admitted in Halha, “I don’t have words to describe it.” 

She felt Sartaq smile near her shoulder. “That was what I felt—that first ride. 

And every ride since.” 

“I  understand  why  you  stayed  at  the  camp  those  years  ago.  Why  you  are

eager to return.” 

A beat of quiet. “Am I so easy to read?” 

“How could you  not wish to return?” 

“Some consider my father’s palace to be the finest in the world.” 

“It is.” 

His silence was question enough. 

“Rifthold’s palace was nothing so fine—so lovely and a part of the land.” 

Sartaq hummed, the sound reverberating into her back. Then he said quietly, 

“The  death  of  my  sister  has  been  hard  upon  my  mother.  It  is  for  her  that  I remain.” 

Nesryn winced a bit. “I’m so very sorry.” 

Only the rushing wind spoke for a time. 

Then Sartaq said, “You said  was. Regarding Rifthold’s royal palace. Why?” 

“You heard what befell it—the glass portions.” 

“Ah.”  Another  beat  of  quiet.  “Shattered  by  the  Queen  of  Terrasen.  Your  …

ally.” 

“My friend.” 

He craned his body around hers to peer at her face. “Is she truly?” 

“She  is  a  good  woman,”  Nesryn  said,  and  meant  it.  “Difficult,  yes,  but  …

some might say the same of any royalty.” 

“Apparently, she found the former King of Adarlan so difficult that she killed

him.” 

Careful words. 

“The  man  was  a  monster—and  a  threat  to  all.  His  Second,  Perrington, 

remains that way. She did Erilea a favor.” 

Sartaq  angled  the  reins  as  Kadara  began  a  slow,  steady  descent  toward  a

sparkling river valley. “She is truly that powerful?” 

Nesryn  debated  the  merits  of  the  truth  or  downplaying  Aelin’s  might.  “She

and  Dorian  both  possess  considerable  magic.  But  I  would  say  it  is  their

intelligence that is the stronger weapon. Brute power is useless without it.” 

“It’s dangerous without it.” 

“Yes,” Nesryn agreed, swallowing. “Are …” She had not been trained in the

mazelike way of speaking at court. “Is there such a threat within your court that

warranted us needing to speak in the skies?” 

He could very well be the threat posed, she reminded herself. 

“You have dined with my siblings. You see how they are. If I were to arrange

a meeting with you, it would send a message to them. That I am willing to hear

your  suit—perhaps  press  it  to  our  father.  They  would  consider  the  risks  and

benefits of undermining me. Or whether it would make them look better to try to

join … my side.” 

“And are you? Willing to hear us out?” 

Sartaq didn’t answer for a long moment, only the screaming wind filling the

quiet. 

“I would listen. To you and Lord Westfall. I would hear what you know, what

has happened to you both. I do not hold as much sway with my father as others, 

but he knows the ruk riders are loyal to me.” 

“I thought—” 

“That  I  was  his  favorite?”  A  low,  bitter  laugh.  “I  perhaps  stand  a  chance  at being  named  Heir,  but  the  khagan  does  not  select  his  Heir  based  on  whom  he loves best. Even so, that particular honor goes to Duva and Kashin.” 

Sweet-faced Duva, she could understand, but—“Kashin?” 

“He  is  loyal  to  my  father  to  a  fault.  He  has  never  schemed,  never

backstabbed. I’ve done it—plotted and maneuvered against them all to get what

I want. But Kashin … He may command the land armies and the horse-lords, he

may be brutal when required, but with my father, he is guileless. There has never

been  a  more  loving  or  loyal  son.  When  our  father  dies  …  I  worry.  What  the others will do to Kashin if he does not submit, or worse: what his death will do

to Kashin himself.” 

She  dared  ask,  “What  would  you  do  to  him?”  Destroy  him,  if  he  will  not

 swear fealty? 

“It  remains  to  be  seen  what  sort  of  threat  or  alliance  he  could  pose.  Only Duva  and  Arghun  are  married,  and  Arghun  has  yet  to  sire  offspring.  Though

Kashin, if he has his way, would likely sweep that young healer off her feet.” 

Yrene. “Strange that she has no interest in him.” 

“A mark in her favor. It is not easy to love a khagan’s offspring.” 

The green grasses, still dewy beneath the fresh sun, rippled as Kadara swept

toward  a  swift-moving  river.  With  those  enormous  talons  of  hers,  she  could

easily snatch up fistfuls of fish. 

But  it  was  not  the  prey  Kadara  sought  as  she  flew  over  the  river,  seeking

something—

“Someone  broke  into  the  Torre’s  library  last  night,”  Sartaq  said  as  he

monitored  the  ruk’s  hunt  over  the  dark  blue  waters.  Mist  off  the  surface  kissed Nesryn’s face, but the chill at his words went far deeper. “They killed a healer—

through some vile power that rendered her into a husk. We have never seen its

like in Antica.” 

Nesryn’s stomach turned over. With that description—“Who? Why?” 

“Yrene Towers sounded the alarm. We searched for hours and found no trace, 

beyond missing books from where she had been studying, and where it stalked

her. Yrene was rattled, but fine.” 

Researching—Chaol  had  informed  her  last  night  that  Yrene  had  planned  to

do some research regarding wounds from magic, from demons. 

Sartaq  asked  casually,  “Do  you  know  what  Yrene  might  have  been  looking

into that posed such dark interest and theft of her books?” 

Nesryn  considered.  It  could  be  a  trick—his  revealing  something  personal

from  his  family,  his  life,  to  lull  her  into  telling  him  secrets.  Nesryn  and  Chaol had not yielded any information of the keys, the Valg, or Erawan to the khagan

or his children. They had been waiting to do so—to assess whom to trust. For if

their enemies heard that they were hunting for the keys to seal the Wyrdgate …

“No,” she lied. “But perhaps they are unannounced enemies of ours who wish

to  scare  her  and  the  other  healers  out  of  helping  the  captain.  I  mean—Lord

Westfall.” 

Silence.  She  thought  he’d  push  her  on  it,  waited  for  it  as  Kadara  skimmed

closer to the river’s surface, as if closing in on some prey. “It must be strange, to bear a new title, with the former owner right beside you.” 

“I was only captain for a few weeks before we left. I suppose I shall have to

learn when I return.” 

“If Yrene is successful. Among other possible victories.” 

Like bringing that army with them. 

“Yes,” was all she managed to say. 

Kadara  dove,  a  sharp,  swift  motion  that  had  Sartaq  tightening  his  arms

around her, bracing her thighs with his own. 

She let him guide her, keeping them upright in the saddle as Kadara dipped

into  the  water,  thrashed,  and  sent  something  hurling  onto  the  riverbank.  A

heartbeat later, she was upon it, talons and beak spearing and slashing. The thing

beneath her fought, twisting and whipping—

A crunch. Then silence. 

The  ruk  calmed,  feathers  puffing,  then  smoothing  against  the  blood  now

splattered along her breast and neck. Some had splashed onto Nesryn’s boots as

well. 

“Be  careful,  Captain  Faliq,”  Sartaq  said  as  Nesryn  got  a  good  look  at  the

creature the ruk now feasted upon. 

It  was  enormous,  nearly  fifteen  feet,  covered  in  scales  thick  as  armor.  Like the  marsh  beasts  of  Eyllwe,  but  bulkier—fatter  from  the  cattle  it  no  doubt

dragged into the water along these rivers. 

“There  is  beauty  in  my  father’s  lands,”  the  prince  went  on  while  Kadara

ripped  into  that  monstrous  carcass,  “but  there  is  much  lurking  beneath  the

surface, too.” 
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Yrene panted, her legs sprawled before her on the rug, her back resting against

the couch on which Lord Chaol now gasped for breath as well. 

Her  mouth  was  dry  as  sand,  her  limbs  trembling  so  violently  that  she  could

barely keep her hands limp in her lap. 

A spitting sound and a little thump told her he’d removed the bit. 

He’d  roared  around  it.  His  bellowing  had  been  almost  as  bad  as  the  magic

itself. 

It was a void. It was a new, dark hell. 

Her  magic  had  been  a  pulsing  star  that  flared  against  the  wall  that  the

darkness had crafted between the top of his spine and the rest of it. She knew—

knew  without  testing—that  if  she  bypassed  it,  jumped  right  to  the  base  of  his spine … it would find her there, too. 

But she had pushed. Pushed and pushed, until she was sobbing for breath. 

Still, that wall did not move. 

It only seemed to laugh, quietly and sibilantly, the sound laced with ancient

ice and malice. 

She’d  hurled  her  magic  against  the  wall,  letting  its  swarm  of  burning  white

lights attack in wave after wave, but—nothing. 

And only at the end, when her magic could find no crack, no crevice to slide

into … Only when she made to pull back did that dark wall seem to transform. 

To morph into something … Other. 

Yrene’s magic had turned brittle before it. Any spark of defiance in the wake of that healer’s death had cooled. And she could not see, did not dare to look at

what  she  felt  gathering  there,  what  filled  the  dark  with  voices,  as  if  they  were echoing down a long hall. 

But it had loomed, and she had slid a glance over her shoulder. 

The dark wall was alive. Swimming with images, one after another. As if she

were looking through someone’s eyes. She knew on instinct they did not belong

to Lord Chaol. 

A  fortress  of  dark  stone  jutted  up  amid  ash-colored,  barren  mountains,  its

towers  sharp  as  lances,  its  edges  and  parapets  hard  and  slicing.  Beyond  it, 

coating the vales and plains amid the mountains, an army rippled away into the

distance, more campfires than she could count. 

And  she  knew  the  name  for  this  place,  the  assembled  host.  Heard  the  name

thunder through her mind as if it were the beat of a hammer on anvil. 

 Morath. 

She’d pulled out. Had yanked herself back to the light and heavy heat. 

Morath—whether  it  was  some  true  memory,  left  by  whatever  power  had

struck  him;  whether  it  was  something  the  darkness  conjured  from  her  own

darkest terrors …

Not real. At least not in this room, with its streaming sunlight and chattering

fountain in the garden beyond. But if it was indeed a true portrayal of the armies

that Lord Chaol had mentioned yesterday …

That  was  what  she  would  face.  The  victims  of  that  host,  possibly  even  the

soldiers within it, should things go very wrong. 

That was what awaited her back home. 

Not now—she would not think about this now, with him here. Fretting about

it, reminding him of what he must face, what might be sweeping down upon his

friends as they sat here … Not helpful. To either of them. 

So Yrene sat there on the rug, forcing her trembling to abate with each deep

breath she inhaled through her nose and out her mouth, letting her magic settle and  refill  within  her  as  she  calmed  her  mind.  Letting  Lord  Chaol  pant  on  the couch behind her, neither of them saying a word. 

No, this would not be a usual healing. 

But perhaps delaying her return, remaining here to heal him for however long

it took … There might be others like him on those battlefields—suffering from

similar injuries. Learning to face this now, however harrowing … Yes, this delay

might  turn  fruitful.  If  she  could  stomach,  if  she  could  endure,  that  darkness again. Find some way to shatter it. 

 Go where you fear to tread. 

Indeed. 

Her eyes drifted closed. At some point, the servant girl had come back with

the ingredients Yrene had invented. Had taken one look at them and vanished. 

It had been hours ago. Days ago. 

Hunger was a tight knot in her belly—a strangely mortal feeling compared to

the  hours  spent  attacking  that  blackness,  only  half  aware  of  the  hand  she’d

placed on his back, of the screaming that came from him every time her magic

shoved against that wall. 

He had not once asked her to stop. Had not begged for reprieve. 

Shaking  fingers  brushed  her  shoulder.  “Are  …  you  …”  Each  of  his  words

was a burnt rasp. She’d have to get him peppermint tea with honey. She  should

call  to  the  servant—if  she  could  remember  to  speak.  Muster  the  voice  herself. 

“… all right?” 

Yrene cracked her eyelids open as his hand settled on her shoulder. Not from

any affection or concern, but because she had a feeling that the exhaustion lay so

heavily upon him that he couldn’t move it again. 

And  she  was  drained  enough  that  she  couldn’t  muster  the  strength  to  brush

off  that  touch,  as  she’d  done  earlier.  “I  should  ask   you  if  you’re  all  right,”  she managed to say, voice raw. “Anything?” 

“No.”  The  sheer  lack  of  emotion  behind  the  word  told  her  enough  of  his thoughts, his disappointment. He paused for a few heartbeats before he repeated, 

“No.” 

She closed her eyes again. This could take weeks. Months. Especially if she

did not find some way to shove back that wall of darkness. 

She tried and failed to move her legs. “I should get you—” 

“Rest.” 

The hand tightened on her shoulder. 

“Rest,” he said again. 

“You’re done for the day,” she said. “No additional exercise—” 

“I mean—you.  Rest.” Each word was labored. 

Yrene  dragged  her  stare  toward  the  large  clock  in  the  corner.  Blinked  once. 

Twice. 

Five. 

They had been here for  five hours—

He had endured it all that time. Five  hours of this agony—

The  thought  alone  had  her  drawing  up  her  legs.  Groaning  as  she  braced  a

hand  on  the  low-lying  table  and  rallied  her  strength,  pushing  up,  up,  until  she was standing. Weaving on her feet, but—standing. 

His arms slid beneath him, the muscles of his bare back rippling as he tried to

push himself up. “Don’t,” she said. 

He  did  so  anyway.  The  considerable  muscles  in  his  arms  and  chest  did  not

fail him as he shoved upward, until he was sitting. Staring at her, glassy-eyed. 

Yrene rasped, “You need—tea.” 

“Kadja.” 

The name was little more than a push of breath. 

The servant immediately appeared. Too quickly. 

Yrene studied her closely as the girl slipped in. She’d been listening. Waiting. 

Yrene did not bother to smile as she said, “Peppermint tea. Lots of honey.” 

Chaol added, “Two of them.” 

Yrene  gave  him  a  look,  but  sank  onto  the  couch  beside  him.  The  cushions

were slightly damp—with his sweat, she realized as she saw it gleaming on the

contours of his bronzed chest. 

She shut her eyes—just for a moment. 

She  didn’t  realize  it  was  far  longer  than  that  until  Kadja  was  setting  two

delicate  teacups  before  them,  a  small  iron  kettle  steaming  in  the  center  of  the table.  The  woman  poured  generous  amounts  of  honey  into  both,  and  Yrene’s

mouth was too dry, tongue too heavy, to bother telling her to stop or she’d make

them ill from the sweetness. 

The servant stirred both in silence, then handed the first cup to Chaol. 

He merely passed it to Yrene. 

She was too tired to object as she wrapped her hands around it, trying to rally

the strength to raise it to her lips. 

He seemed to sense it. 

He told Kadja to leave his cup on the table. Told her to go. 

Yrene  watched  as  through  a  distant  window  while  Chaol  took  her  cup  and

lifted it to her lips. 

She debated shoving his hand out of her face. 

Yes,  she’d  work  with  him;  no,  he  was  not  the  monster  she’d  initially

suspected he’d be, not in the way she’d seen men be; but letting him this close, 

letting him  tend to her like this …

“You can either drink it,” he said, his voice a low growl, “or we can sit like

this for the next few hours.” 

She  slid  her  eyes  to  him.  Found  his  stare  to  be  level—clear,  despite  the

exhaustion. 

She said nothing. 

“So,  that’s  the  line,”  Chaol  murmured,  more  to  himself  than  her.  “You  can

stomach helping me, but I can’t return the favor. Or can’t do anything that steps

beyond your idea of what—who I am.” 

He was more astute than most people likely gave him credit for. 

She  had  a  feeling  the  hardness  in  his  rich  brown  eyes  was  mirrored  in  her

own. 

“Drink.”  Pure  command  laced  his  voice—a  man  used  to  being  obeyed,  to

giving orders. “Resent me all you want, but drink the damn thing.” 

And it was the faint kernel of worry in his eyes …

A man used to being obeyed, yes, but a man also inclined to care for others. 

Look  after  them.  Driven  to  do  it  by  a  compulsion  he  couldn’t  leash,  couldn’t train out of him. Couldn’t have broken out of him. 

Yrene parted her lips, a silent yielding. 

Gently, he set the porcelain teacup against her mouth and tipped it for her. 

She sipped once. He murmured in encouragement. She did so again. 

So tired. She had never been so tired in her  life—

Chaol  pushed  the  cup  against  her  mouth  a  third  time,  and  she  drank  a  full

gulp. 

Enough. He needed it more than she did—

He sensed she was likely to bark at him, withdrew the cup from her mouth, 

and merely sipped it. One gulp. Two. 

He  drained  it  and  grabbed  the  other  one,  offering  her  the  first  sips  again

before he took the dregs. 

Insufferable man. 

Yrene must have said as much, because a half smile kicked up on one side of

his face. “You’re not the first to call me that,” he said, his voice smoother. Less

hoarse. 

“I won’t be the last, I’m sure,” she muttered. 

Chaol simply gave her that half smile again and stretched to refill both cups. 

He added the honey himself—less than Kadja had. The right amount. He stirred

them, his hands steady. 

“I can do it,” Yrene tried to say. 

“So can I,” was all he said. 

She  managed  to  hold  the  cup  this  time.  He  made  sure  she  was  well  onto

drinking hers before he lifted his own to his lips. 

“I should go.” The thought of getting out of the palace, let alone the trek to

the Torre, then the walk up the stairs to her rooms …

“Rest. Eat—you must be starving.” 

She eyed him. “You’re not?” He’d exercised heavily before she’d arrived; he

had to be famished from that alone. 

“I  am.  But  I  don’t  think  I  can  wait  for  dinner.”  He  added,  “You  could  join me.” 

It was one thing to heal him, work with him, let him serve her tea. But to dine

with  him,  the  man  who  had  served  that  butcher,  the  man  who  had  worked  for

him  while  that  dark  army  was  amassed  down  in  Morath  …  There  it  was.  That

smoke in her nose, the crackle of flame and screaming. 

Yrene  leaned  forward  to  set  her  cup  on  the  table.  Then  stood.  Every

movement  was  stiff,  sore.  “I  need  to  return  to  the  Torre,”  she  said,  knees

wobbling. “The vigil is at sundown.” Still a good hour from now, thankfully. 

He noted her swaying and reached for her, but she stepped out of his range. 

“I’ll leave the supplies.” Because the thought of lugging that heavy bag back …

“Let me arrange a carriage for you.” 

“I can ask at the front gate,” she said. If someone was hunting her, she’d opt

for the safety of a carriage. 

She  had  to  grip  the  furniture  as  she  passed  to  keep  upright.  The  distance  to the door seemed eternal. 

“Yrene.” 

She could barely stand at the door, but she paused to look back. 

“The lesson tomorrow.” The focus had already returned to those brown eyes. 

“Where do you want me to meet you?” 
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She debated calling it off. Wondered what she’d been thinking, asking him of

all people to come. 

But … five hours. Five hours of agony, and he had not broken. 

Perhaps  it  was  for  that  alone  that  she  had  declined  dinner.  If  he  had  not

broken,  then  she  would  not  break—not  in  seeing  him  as  anything  but  what  he

was. What he’d served. 

“I’ll meet you in the main courtyard at sunrise.” 

Mustering the strength to walk was an effort, but she did it. Put one foot in

front of the other. 

Left him alone in that room, still staring after her. 

Five hours of agony, and she’d known it had not all been physical. 

She had sensed, shoving against that wall, that the darkness had also showed

him things on the other side of it. 

Glimmers had sometimes shivered past her. Nothing she could make out, but

they felt … they had  felt like memories. Nightmares. Perhaps both. 

Yet he had not asked her to stop. 

And  part  of  Yrene  wondered,  as  she  trudged  through  the  palace,  if  Lord

Chaol  had  not  asked  her  to  stop  not  just  because  he’d  learned  how  to  manage pain, but also because he somehow felt he deserved it. 

Everything hurt. 

Chaol  did  not  let  himself  think  about  what  he  had  seen.  What  had  flashed

through his mind as that pain had wracked him, burned and flayed and shattered

him.  What—and  who  he’d  seen.  The  body  on  the  bed.  The  collar  on  a  throat. 

The head that had rolled. 

He could not escape them. Not while Yrene had worked. 

So the pain had ripped through him, so he had seen it, over and over. 

So he had roared and screamed and bellowed. 

She’d stopped only when she’d slid to the floor. 

He’d been left hollow. Void. 

She still had not wanted to spend more than a moment necessary with him. 

He didn’t blame her. 

Not  that  it  mattered.  Though  he  reminded  himself  that  she’d  asked  him  to

help tomorrow. 

In whatever way he could. 

Chaol ate his meal where Yrene had left him, still in his undershorts. Kadja

didn’t  seem  to  notice  or  care,  and  he  was  too  aching  and  tired  to  bother  with modesty. 

Aelin would likely have laughed to see him now. The man who had stumbled

out  of  her  room  after  she’d  declared  that  her  cycle  had  arrived.  Now  sitting  in this fine room, mostly naked and not giving a shit about it. 

Nesryn returned before sundown, her face flushed and hair windblown. One

look  at  her  tentative  smile  told  him  enough.  At  least  she’d  been  somewhat

successful  with  Sartaq.  Perhaps  she’d  manage  to  do  what  it  seemed  he  himself was failing to: raising a host to bring back home. 

He’d meant to speak to the khagan today—about the threat last night’s attack

had posed. Meant to, and yet it was now late enough to prevent arranging such a

meeting. 

He barely heard Nesryn as she whispered about Sartaq’s possible sympathy. 

Her ride on his magnificent ruk. Exhaustion weighed on him so heavily he could

hardly keep his eyes open, even while he pictured those ruks squaring off against

Ironteeth witches and  wyverns, even while  he debated who  might survive such

battles. 

But  he  managed  to  give  the  order  that  curdled  on  his  tongue:   Go  hunting, Nesryn. 

If one of Erawan’s Valg minions had indeed come to Antica, time was not on

their  side.  Every  step,  every  request  might  be  reported  back  to  Erawan.  And  if
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they  were  pursuing  Yrene,  either  for  reading  up  on  the  Valg  or  for  healing  the Hand of the King of Adarlan … He didn’t trust anyone here enough to ask them

to do this. Anyone other than Nesryn. 

Nesryn  had  nodded  at  his  request.  Had  understood  why  he’d  nearly  spat  it

out. To let her go into danger, to  hunt that sort of danger …

But she’d done it before in Rifthold. She reminded him of that—gently. Sleep

beckoned, turning his body foreign and heavy, but he managed to make his final

request:  Be careful. 

Chaol didn’t resist when she helped him into the chair, then wheeled him into

his  room.  He  tried  and  failed  to  lift  himself  into  bed,  and  was  only  vaguely aware of her and Kadja hauling him onto it like a slab of meat. 

Yrene—she never did such things. Never wheeled him when he could do so

himself. Constantly told him to move himself instead. 

He wondered why. Was too damn tired to wonder why. 

Nesryn said she would make his apologies at dinner, and went to change. He

wondered  if  the  servants  heard  the  whine  of  the  whetstone  against  her  blades from her bedroom door. 

He was asleep before she left, the clock in the sitting room distantly chiming

seven. 

No  one  paid  Nesryn  much  heed  at  dinner  that  night.  And  no  one  paid  her  any heed later, when she donned her fighting knives, sword, and bow and quiver, and

slipped into the city streets. 

Not even the khagan’s wife. 

As  Nesryn  stalked  by  a  large  stone  garden  on  her  way  out  of  the  palace,  a glimmer of white caught her eye—and sent her ducking behind one of the pillars

flanking the courtyard. 

Within a heartbeat, she removed her hand from the long knife at her side. 

Clad in white silk, her long curtain of dark hair unbound, the Grand Empress strolled, silent and grave as a wraith, down a walkway wending through the rock

formations  of  the  garden.  Only  moonlight  filled  the  space—moonlight  and

shadow,  as  the  empress  strode  alone  and  unnoticed,  her  simple  gown  flowing

behind her as if on a phantom wind. 

White for grief—for death. 

The Grand Empress’s face was unadorned, her coloring far paler than that of

her children. No joy limned her features; no life. No interest in either. 

Nesryn lingered in the shadows of the pillar, watching the woman drift farther

away, as if she were wandering the paths of some dreamscape. Or perhaps some

empty, barren hell. 

Nesryn  wondered  if  it  was  at  all  similar  to  the  ones  she  herself  had  walked during those initial months after her mother’s passing. Wondered if the days also

bled  together  for  the  Grand  Empress,  if  food  was  ash  on  her  tongue  and  sleep was both craved and elusive. 

Only  when  the  khagan’s  wife  strode  behind  a  large  boulder,  vanishing  from

sight, did Nesryn continue on, her steps a little heavier. 

Antica  under  the  full  moon  was  a  wash  of  blues  and  silvers,  interrupted  by

the  golden  glow  of  lanterns  hanging  from  public  dining  rooms  and  the  carts  of vendors  selling   kahve  and  treats.  A  few  performers  plucked  out  melodies  on lutes and drums, a few gifted enough to make Nesryn wish she could pause, but

stealth and speed were her allies tonight. 

She stalked through the shadows, sorting through the sounds of the city. 

Various  temples  were  interspersed  amongst  the  main  thoroughfares:  some

crafted  of  marble  pillars,  some  beneath  peaked  wooden  roofs  and  painted

columns,  some  mere  courtyards  filled  with  pools  or  rock  gardens  or  sleeping

animals. Thirty-six gods watched over this city—and there were thrice as many

temples to them scattered throughout. 

And with each one Nesryn passed, she wondered if those gods were peering

out from the pillars or behind the carved rocks; if they watched from the eaves of that sloped roof, or from behind the spotted cat’s eyes where it lay half awake on

the temple steps. 

She  beseeched  all  of  them  to  make  her  feet  swift  and  silent,  to  guide  her

where she needed to go while she prowled the streets. 

If a Valg agent had come to this continent—or worse, a possible Valg prince

…  Nesryn  scanned  the  rooftops  and  the  gargantuan  pillar  of  the  Torre.  It

gleamed  bone  white  in  the  moonlight,  a  beacon  watching  over  this  city,  the

healers within. 

Chaol  and  Yrene  had  made  no  progress  today,  but—it  was  fine.  Nesryn

reminded  herself,  again  and  again,  that  it  was  fine.  These  things  took  a  while, even  if  Yrene  …  It  was  clear  she  had  some  personal  reservations  regarding

Chaol’s heritage. His former role in the empire. 

Nesryn  paused  near  an  alley  entrance  while  a  band  of  young  revelers

staggered  past,  singing  bawdy  songs  that  would  surely  make  her  aunt  scold

them. And later hum along herself. 

As  she  monitored  the  alley,  the  bordering,  flat  rooftops,  Nesryn’s  attention

snagged on a rough carving in the earthen brick wall. An owl at rest, its wings

tucked in, those unearthly large eyes wide and eternally unblinking. Perhaps no

more  than  vandalism,  yet  she  brushed  a  gloved  hand  over  it,  tracing  the  lines etched into the building’s side. 

Antica’s  owls.  They  were  everywhere  in  this  city,  tribute  to  the  goddess

worshipped perhaps more than any other of the thirty-six. No chief god ruled the

southern continent, yet Silba … Nesryn again studied the mighty tower, shining

brighter  than  the  palace  on  the  opposite  end  of  the  city.  Silba  reigned

unchallenged here. For anyone to break into that Torre, to  kill one of the healers, they had to be desperate. Or utterly insane. 

Or  a  Valg  demon,  with  no  fear  of  the  gods—only  of  their  master’s  wrath  if

they should fail. 

But if she were a Valg in this city, where to hide? Where to lurk? 

Canals  ran  beneath  some  of  the  homes,  but  it  was  not  like  the  vast  sewer

network of Rifthold. Yet perhaps if she studied the Torre’s walls …

Nesryn  aimed  for  the  gleaming  tower,  the  Torre  looming  with  each  nearing

step. She paused in the shadows beside one of the homes across the street from

the solid wall that enclosed the Torre’s entire compound. 

Torches flickered along brackets in the pale wall, guards stationed every few

feet.  And  atop  it.  Royal  guards,  judging  from  their  colors,  and  Torre  guards  in their  cornflower  blue  and  yellow—so  many  that  none  would  get  by  without

notice. Nesryn studied the iron gates, now sealed for the night. 

“Were they open last night, is the answer no guard wants to yield.” 

Nesryn whirled, her knife angled low and up. 

Prince Sartaq leaned against the building wall a few feet behind her, his gaze

on the looming Torre. Twin swords peeked above his broad shoulders, and long

knives hung from his belt. He’d changed from the finery of dinner back into his

flying  leathers—again  reinforced  with  steel  at  the  shoulders,  silver  gauntlets  at his wrists, and a black scarf at his neck. No, not scarf—but a cloth to pull over

his  mouth  and  nose  when  the  heavy  hood  of  his  cloak  was  on.  To  remain

anonymous, unmarked. 

She sheathed her knife. “Were you following me?” 

The  prince  flicked  his  dark,  calm  eyes  to  her.  “You  didn’t  exactly  try  to  be inconspicuous when you left through the front gate, armed to the teeth.” 

Nesryn  turned  toward  the  Torre  walls.  “I  have  no  reason  to  hide  what  I’m

doing.” 

“You think whoever attacked the healers is just going to be strolling around?” 

His boots were barely a scrape against the ancient stones as he approached her

side. 

“I thought to investigate how they might have gotten in. Get a better sense of

the layout and where they’d likely find appealing to hide.” 

A pause. “You sound as if you know your prey intimately.”  And didn’t think to mention this to me during our ride this morning, was the unspoken rest. 

Nesryn glanced sidelong at Sartaq. “I wish I could say otherwise, but I do. If

the  attack  was  made  by  whom  we  suspect  …  I  spent  much  of  this  spring  and

summer hunting their kind in Rifthold.” 

Sartaq  watched  the  wall  for  a  long  minute.  He  said  quietly,  “How  bad  was

it?” 

Nesryn swallowed as the images flickered: the bodies and the sewers and the

glass castle exploding, a wall of death flying for her—

“Captain Faliq.” 

A gentle prod. A softer tone than she’d expect from a warrior-prince. 

“What did your spies tell you?” 

Sartaq’s  jaw  tightened,  shadows  crossing  his  face  before  he  said,  “They

reported  that  Rifthold  was  full  of  terrors.  People  who  were  not   people.  Beasts from Vanth’s darkest dreams.” 

Vanth—Goddess of the Dead. Her presence in this city predated even Silba’s

healers,  her  worshippers  a  secretive  sect  that  even  the  khagan  and  his

predecessors  feared  and  respected,  despite  her  rituals  being  wholly  different

from  the  Eternal  Sky  to  which  the  khagan  and  the  Darghan  believed  they

returned. Nesryn had walked swiftly past Vanth’s dark-stoned temple earlier, the

entrance  marked  only  by  a  set  of  onyx  steps  descending  into  a  subterranean

chamber lit with bone-white candles. 

“I can see that none of this sounds outlandish to you,” said Sartaq. 

“A year ago, it might have.” 

Sartaq’s  gaze  swept  over  her  weapons.  “So  you  truly  faced  such  horrors, 

then.” 

“Yes,”  Nesryn  admitted.  “For  whatever  good  it  did,  considering  the  city  is

now held by them.” The words came out as bitterly as they felt. 

Sartaq considered. “Most would have fled, rather than face them at all.” 

She didn’t feel like confirming or denying such a statement, no doubt meant to console her. A kind effort from a man who did not need to do such things. She

found  herself  saying,  “I—I  saw  your  mother  earlier.  Walking  alone  through  a

garden.” 

Sartaq’s eyes shuttered. “Oh?” 

A careful question. 

Nesryn  wondered  if  she  perhaps  should  have  held  her  tongue,  but  she

continued, “I only mention it in case … in case it is something you might need, 

might want to know.” 

“Was there a guard? A handmaiden with her?” 

“None that I saw.” 

That was indeed worry tightening his face as he leaned against the wall of the

building. “Thank you for the report.” 

It was not her place to ask about it—not for anyone, and certainly not for the

most  powerful  family  in  the  world.  But  Nesryn  said  quietly,  “My  mother  died

when I was thirteen.” She gazed up at the near-glowing Torre. “The old king …

you  know  what  he  did  to  those  with  magic.  To  healers  gifted  with  it.  So  there was no one who could save my mother from the wasting sickness that crept up

on her. The healer we managed to find admitted to us that it was likely from a

growth  inside  my  mother’s  breast.  That  she  might  have  been  able  to  cure  her before magic vanished. Before it was forbidden.” 

She had never told anyone outside of her family this story. Wasn’t sure why

she was really telling him now, but she went on, “My father wanted to get her on

a boat to sail here. Was desperate to. But war had broken out up and down our

lands. Ships were conscripted into Adarlan’s service, and she was too sick to risk

a  land  journey  all  the  way  down  to  Eyllwe  to  try  to  cross  there.  My  father combed through every map, every trade route. By the time he found a merchant

who would sail with them—just the two of them—to Antica … My mother was

so sick she could not be moved. She would not have made it here, even if they’d

gotten on the boat.” 

Sartaq watched her, face unreadable, while she spoke. 

Nesryn slid her hands into her pockets. “So she stayed. And we were all there

when she … when it was over.” That old grief wrapped around her, burning her

eyes. “It took me a few years to feel right again,” she said after a moment. “Two

years before I started noticing things like the sun on my face, or the taste of food

—started enjoying them again. My father … he held us together. My sister and I. 

If he mourned, he did not let us see it. He filled our house with as much joy as he

could.” 

She fell silent, unsure how to explain what she’d meant by starting down this

road. 

Sartaq said at last, “Where are they now? After the attack on Rifthold?” 

“I don’t know,” she whispered, blowing out a breath. “They got out, but … I

don’t know where they fled, or if they will be able to make it here, with so many

horrors filling the world.” 

Sartaq  fell  quiet  for  a  long  minute,  and  Nesryn  spent  every  second  of  it

wishing she’d just kept her mouth shut. Then the prince said, “I will send word

—discreetly.” He pushed off the wall. “For my spies to keep an eye out for the

Faliq family, and to aid them, should they pass their way, in any form they can to

safer harbors.” 

Her  chest  tightened  to  the  point  of  pain,  but  she  managed  to  say,  “Thank

you.” It was a generous offer. More than generous. 

Sartaq  added,  “I  am  sorry—for  your  loss.  As  long  ago  as  it  was.  I  …  As  a warrior, I grew up walking hand-in-hand with Death. And yet this one … It has

been harder to endure than others. And my mother’s grief perhaps even harder to

face than my own.” He shook his head, the moonlight dancing on his black hair, 

and said with forced lightness, “Why do you think I was so eager to run out after

you into the night?” 

Nesryn, despite herself, offered him a slight smile in return. 

Sartaq  lifted  a  brow.  “Though  it  would  help  to  know  what,  exactly,  I’m supposed to be looking for.” 

Nesryn debated what to tell him—debated his very presence here. 

He  gave  a  low,  soft  laugh  when  her  hesitation  went  on  a  moment  too  long. 

“You think I’m the one who attacked that healer? After I was the one who told

you about it this morning?” 

Nesryn bowed her head. “I mean no disrespect.” Even if she’d seen another

prince  enslaved  this  spring—had  fired  an  arrow  at  a  queen  to  keep  him  alive. 

“Your spies were correct. Rifthold was … I would not wish to see Antica suffer

through anything similar.” 

“And you’re convinced the attack at the Torre was just the start?” 

“I’m out here, aren’t I?” 

Silence. 

Nesryn  added,  “If  anyone,  familiar  or  foreign,  offers  you  a  black  ring  or

collars,  if  you  see  anyone  with  something  like  it  …  Do  not  hesitate.  Not  for  a heartbeat.  Strike  fast,  and  true.  Beheading  is  the  only  thing  that  keeps  them down. The person within them is gone. Don’t try to save them—or it will be you

who winds up enslaved as well.” 

Sartaq’s  attention  drifted  to  the  sword  at  her  side,  the  bow  and  quiver

strapped to her back. He said quietly, “Tell me everything that you know.” 

“I can’t.” 

The refusal alone could end her life, but Sartaq nodded thoughtfully. “Tell me

what you can, then.” 

So  she  did.  Standing  in  the  shadows  beyond  the  Torre  walls,  she  explained

everything she could, save for the keys and gates, and Dorian’s enslavement, as

well as that of the former king. 

When she’d finished, Sartaq’s face had not changed, though he rubbed at his

jaw. “When did you plan to tell my father this?” 

“As soon as he’d grant us a private meeting.” 

Sartaq  swore,  low  and  creative.  “With  my  sister’s  death  …  It’s  been  harder for  him  than  he’ll  admit  to  return  to  our  usual  rhythms.  He  will  not  take  my counsel. Or anyone else’s.” 

It  was  the  worry  in  the  prince’s  tone—and  sorrow—that  made  Nesryn  say, 

“I’m sorry.” 

Sartaq shook his head. “I must think on what you told me. There are places

within  this  continent,  near  my  people’s  homeland  …”  He  rubbed  at  his  neck. 

“When  I  was  a  boy,  they  told  stories  at  the  aeries  of  similar  horrors.”  He  said, more to himself than her, “Perhaps it is time I paid my hearth-mother a visit. To

hear  her  stories  again.  And  how  that  ancient  threat  was  dealt  with,  long  ago. 

Especially if it is now stirring once more.” 

A record of the Valg … here? Her family had never told her any such tales, 

but then her own people had hailed from distant reaches of the continent. If the

ruk riders had somehow either known of the Valg or even faced them …

Footsteps scuffed on the street beyond, and they pressed into the walls of the

alley, hands on their sword hilts. But it was only a drunk stumbling home for the

night,  saluting  the  Torre  guards  along  the  wall  as  he  passed,  earning  a  few laughing grins in return. 

“Are  there  canals  beneath  here—nearby  sewers  that  might  connect  to  the

Torre?” Her question was little more than a push of air. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Sartaq  admitted  with  equal  quiet.  He  smiled  grimly  as  he

pointed toward an ancient grate in the sloped stones of the alley. “But it would

be my honor to accompany you in discovering one.” 
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Yrene didn’t care if someone came to murder her in her sleep. 

By the time the solemn, candlelit vigil in the Torre courtyard had finished, by

the  time  Yrene  crawled  to  her  room  near  the  top  of  the  Torre,  two  acolytes propping  her  between  them  after  she’d  collapsed  at  the  base  of  the  stairs,  she didn’t care about anything. 

Cook brought her dinner in bed. Yrene managed a bite before she passed out. 

She awoke past midnight with her fork on her chest and spiced, slow-cooked

chicken staining her favorite blue gown. 

She  groaned,  but  felt  slightly  more  alive.  Enough  so  that  she  sat  up  in  the near-darkness of her tower room, and rose only to see to her needs and haul her

tiny desk in front of the door. She stacked books and any spare objects she could

find  atop  it,  checked  the  locks  twice,  and  stumbled  back  into  bed,  still  fully clothed. 

She awoke at sunrise. 

Precisely when she said she’d meet Lord Chaol. 

Cursing, Yrene hauled away the desk, the books, undid the locks, and flung

herself down the tower stairs. 

She’d  ordered  the  brace  for  his  horse  to  be  brought  directly  to  the  castle

courtyard, and she’d left her supplies at his room yesterday, so there was nothing

for her to take beyond her own frantic self as she hurtled down the endless spiral

of the Torre, scowling at the carved owls passing silent judgment while she flew

by  doors  now  beginning  to  open  to  reveal  sleepy-faced  healers  and  acolytes blinking blearily at her. 

Yrene  thanked  Silba  for  the  restorative  powers  of  deep,  dreamless  sleep  as

she  sprinted  across  the  complex  grounds,  past  the  lavender-lined  pathways, 

through the just-opened gates. 

Antica  was  stirring,  the  streets  mercifully  quiet  as  she  raced  for  the  palace perched  on  its  other  side.  She  arrived  in  the  courtyard  thirty  minutes  late, gasping for breath, sweat pooling in every possible crevice of her body. 

Lord Westfall had started without her. 

Gulping down air, Yrene lingered by the towering bronze gates, the shadows

still lying thick with the sun so low on the horizon, and watched the unfolding

mounting. 

As  she’d  specified,  the  patient-looking  roan  mare  was  on  the  shorter  side—

the perfect height for him to reach the saddle horn with an upraised hand. Which

he was currently doing, Yrene noted with no small degree of satisfaction. But the

rest …

Well,  it  seemed  he’d  decided   not  to  use  the  wooden  ramp  that  she’d  also ordered crafted in lieu of a stepped mounting block. The mounting ramp now sat

by the still-shadowed horse pens against the eastern wall of the courtyard—as if

he’d  outright  refused  to  even  go  near  it,  and  instead  had  them  bring  over  the horse. To mount the mare on his own. 

It didn’t surprise her one bit. 

Chaol did not look at any of the guards clustered around him—at least, more

than was necessary. With their backs to her, she could only identify one or two

by name, but—

One  stepped  in  silently  to  let  Chaol  brace  his  other  hand  on  his  armor-clad shoulder as the lord pushed himself upright in a mighty heave. The mare stood

patiently while his right hand gripped the saddle horn to balance himself—

She  stepped  forward  just  as  Lord  Westfall  pushed  off  the  guard’s  shoulder

and  into  the  saddle,  the  guard  stepping  in  close  as  he  did  it.  It  left  him  sitting sidesaddle,  but  Chaol  still  did  not  give  the  guard  much  thanks  beyond  a  tight nod. 

Instead,  he  silently  studied  the  saddle  before  him,  assessing  how  he  was  to

get one leg over the other side of the horse. Color stained his cheeks, his jaw a

tight line. The guards lingered, and he stiffened, tighter and tighter—

But then he moved again, leaning back in the saddle and hauling his right leg

over the horn. The guard who’d helped him lunged to support his back, another

darting  from  the  other  side  to  keep  him  from  tumbling  off,  but  Chaol’s  torso remained solid. Unwavering. 

His  muscle  control  was  extraordinary.  A  man  who  had  trained  that  body  to

obey him no matter what, even now. 

And—he was in the saddle. 

Chaol  murmured  something  to  the  guards  that  had  them  backing  off  as  he

leaned to either side to buckle the straps of the brace around his legs. It had been

set  into  the  saddle—the  fit  perfect  based  on  the  estimations  she’d  given  the woman  in  the  workshop—designed  to  stabilize  his  legs,  replacing  where  his

thighs  would  have  clamped  to  keep  him  steady.  Just  until  he  became  used  to

riding. He might very well not need them at all, but … it was better to be safe for

this first ride. 

Yrene wiped her sweaty forehead and approached, offering a word of thanks

to  the  guards,  who  now  filtered  back  to  their  posts.  The  one  who’d  directly helped Lord Westfall turned in her direction, and Yrene gave him a broad smile

as she said in Halha, “Good morning, Shen.” 

The young guard returned her smile as he continued toward the small stables

in the far shadows of the courtyard, winking at her as he passed by. “Morning, 

Yrene.” 

She  found  Chaol  sitting  upright  in  the  saddle  when  she  faced  ahead  once

more—that stiff posture and clenched jaw gone as he watched her approach. 

Yrene  straightened  her  dress,  realizing  just  as  she  reached  him  that  she  still wore yesterday’s clothes. Now with a giant red splotch on her chest. 

Chaol  took  in  the  stain,  then  her  hair—oh,  gods,  her   hair—and  only  said, 

“Good morning.” 

Yrene swallowed, still panting from her run. “I’m sorry I’m late.” Up close, 

the  brace  indeed  blended  in  enough  for  most  people  not  to  notice.  Especially with the way he carried himself. 

He sat tall and proud on that horse, shoulders squared, hair still wet from his

morning bath. Yrene swallowed again and inclined her head toward the unused

mounting  ramp  across  the  courtyard.  “That  was  also  meant  for  your  use,  you

know.” 

He  lifted  his  brows.  “I  doubt  there  will  be  one  readily  available  on  a

battlefield,”  he  said,  mouth  twisting  to  the  side.  “So  I  might  as  well  learn  to mount on my own.” 

Indeed.  But  even  with  the  crisp  golden  dawn  around  them,  what  she’d

glimpsed  within  his  wound,  the  army  they  might  both  face,  flashed  before  her, stretching the long shadows—

Motion caught her eye, snapping Yrene to alertness as Shen led a small white

mare from those same shadows. Saddled and ready for her. She frowned at her

dress. 

“If I’m riding,” Chaol said simply, “so are you.” Perhaps  that was what he’d

muttered to the guards before they’d dispersed. 

Yrene blurted, “I’m not—it’s been a while since I rode one.” 

“If I can let four men help me onto this damned horse,” he said simply, the

color still blooming in his cheeks, “then you can get on one, too.” 

From  the  tone,  she  knew  it  must  have  been—embarrassing.  She’d   seen  the expression on his face just now. But he’d done it. Gritted his teeth and done it. 

And  with  the  guards  helping  him  …  She  knew  there  were  multiple  reasons

why  he  could  barely  glance  at  them.  That  it  was  not  just  the  lone  reminder  of
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what  he’d  once  been  that  made  him  tense  up  in  their  presence,  refuse  to  even consider training with them. 

But  that  was  not  a  conversation  to  be  had  now—not  here,  and  not  with  the

light starting to return to his eyes. 

So Yrene hitched up her hem and let Shen help her onto the horse. 

The skirts of her dress hiked up enough to reveal most of her legs, but she’d

seen far more revealed here. In this very courtyard. Neither Shen nor any other

guards  so  much  as  glanced  her  way.  She  turned  to  Chaol  to  order  him  to  go ahead, but found his eyes on her. 

On  the  leg  exposed  from  ankle  to  midthigh,  paler  than  most  of  her  golden-

brown skin. She darkened easily in the sun, but it had been months since she’d

gone swimming and basked in any sunlight. 

Chaol  noticed  her  attention  and  snapped  his  eyes  up  to  hers.  “You  have  a

good seat,” he told her, as clinically as she often remarked on the status of her

patients’ bodies. 

Yrene gave him an exasperated look before nodding her thanks to Shen and

nudging her horse into a walk. Chaol snapped the reins and did the same. 

She kept one eye on him as they rode toward the courtyard gates. 

The brace held. The saddle held. 

He was peering down at it—then at the gates, at the city awakening beyond

them,  the  tower  jutting  high  above  it  all  as  if  it  were  a  hand  raised  in  bold welcome. 

Sunlight broke through the open archway, gilding them both, but Yrene could

have sworn it was far more than the dawn that shone in the captain’s brown eyes

as they rode into the city. 

It was not walking again, but it was better than the chair. 

Better than better. 

The brace was cumbersome, going against all his instincts as a rider, but … it held  him  firm.  Allowed  him  to  guide  Yrene  through  the  gates,  the  healer

clutching at the pommel every now and then, forgetting the reins entirely. 

Well, he’d found one thing she wasn’t so self-assured at. 

The thought brought a small smile to his lips. Especially as she kept adjusting

her  skirts.  For  all  she’d  chided  him  about  his  modesty,  flashing  her  legs  had given her pause. 

Men  in  the  streets—workers  and  peddlers  and  city  guards—looked  twice. 

Looked their fill. 

Until they noticed his stare and averted their eyes. 

And Chaol made sure they did. 

Just  as  he’d  made  sure  the  guards  in  the  courtyard  had  kept  their  attention polite  the  moment  she’d  run  in,  huffing  and  puffing,  sun-kissed  and  flushed. 

Even with the stain on her clothes, even wearing yesterday’s dress and coated in

a faint sheen of sweat. 

It had been mortifying to be helped into the saddle like unruly baggage after

he’d refused the mounting ramp—mortifying to see those guards in their pristine

uniforms,  the  armor  on  their  shoulders  and  hilts  of  their  swords  glinting  in  the early  morning  sunlight,  all  watching  him  fumble  about.  But  he’d  dealt  with  it. 

And then he found himself forgetting that entirely at the appreciative glances the

guards  gave  her.  No  lady,  beautiful  or  plain,  young  or  old,  deserved  to  be

gawked at. And Yrene …

Chaol kept his mare close beside hers. Met the stare of any man who glanced

their way as they rode toward the towering spire of the Torre, the stones pale as

cream  in  the  morning  light.  Every  single  man  swiftly  found  somewhere  else  to gape. Some even looked apologetic. 

Whether  Yrene  noticed,  he  had  no  clue.  She  was  too  busy  lunging  for  the

saddle horn at any unexpected movements of the horse, too busy wincing as the

mare  increased  her  pace  up  a  particularly  steep  street,  causing  her  to  sway  and

slide back in her saddle. 

“Lean forward,” he instructed her. “Balance your weight.” He did the same—

as much as the brace allowed. 

Their horses slowly plowed up the streets, heads bobbing as they worked. 

Yrene gave him a sharp glare. “I  do know those things.” 

He lifted his brows in a look that said,  Could have fooled me. 

She scowled, but faced ahead. Leaned forward, as he’d instructed her. 

He’d  been  sleeping  like  the  dead  when  Nesryn  returned  late  last  night—but

she’d roused him long enough to say she hadn’t discovered anything in regard to

potential Valg in the city. No sewers connected to the Torre, and with the heavy

guard at the walls, no one was getting in that way. He’d managed to hold on to

consciousness  long  enough  to  thank  her,  and  hear  her  promise  to  keep  hunting today. 

But this cloudless, bright day … definitely not the Valg’s preferred darkness. 

Aelin had told him how the Valg princes could summon darkness for themselves

—darkness  that  struck  down  any  living  creature  in  its  path,  draining  them  dry. 

But  even  one  Valg  in  this  city,  regardless  of  whether  they  were  a  prince  or  an ordinary grunt …

Chaol  pushed  the  thought  from  his  mind,  frowning  up  at  the  mammoth

structure that grew more imposing with each street they crossed. 

“Towers,” he mused, glancing toward Yrene. “Is it coincidence you bear that

name, or did your ancestors once hail from the Torre?” 

Her knuckles were white as she gripped the pommel, as if turning to look at

him  would  send  her  toppling  off.  “I  don’t  know,”  she  admitted.  “My—it  was

knowledge that I never learned.” 

He  considered  the  words,  the  way  she  squinted  at  the  bright  pillar  of  the

tower ahead rather than meet his stare. A child of Fenharrow. He didn’t dare ask

why she might not know the answer. Where her family was. 

Instead, he jerked his chin to the ring on her finger. “Does the fake wedding

band really work?” 

She examined the ancient, scuffed ring. “I wish I could say otherwise, but it

does.” 

“You encounter that behavior here?”  In this wondrous city? 

“Very, very rarely.” She wriggled her fingers before settling them around the

saddle’s pommel again. “But it’s an old habit from home.” 

For a heartbeat, he recalled an assassin in a bloody white gown, collapsing at

the entrance to the barracks. Recalled the poisoned blade the man had sliced her

with—and had used with countless others. 

“I’m glad,” he said after a moment. “That you don’t need to fear such things

here.”  Even  the  guards,  for  all  their  ogling,  had  been  respectful.  She’d  even addressed one by name—and his returned warmth had been genuine. 

Yrene  clenched  the  saddle  horn  again.  “The  khagan  holds  all  people

accountable to the rule of the law, whether they’re servants or princes.” 

It shouldn’t have been such a novel concept, yet … Chaol blinked. “Truly?” 

Yrene shrugged. “As far as I have heard and observed. Lords cannot buy their

way  out  of  crimes  committed,  nor  rely  on  their  family  names  to  bail  them  out. 

And would-be criminals in the streets see the exacting hand of justice and rarely

dare to tempt it.” A pause. “Did you …” 

He knew what she’d balked at asking. “I was ordered to release or look the

other way for nobility who had committed crimes. At least, the ones who were of

value in court and in the king’s armies.” 

She studied the pommel before her. “And your new king?” 

“He is different.” 

If  he  was  alive.  If  he  had  made  it  out  of  Rifthold.  Chaol  forced  himself  to add,  “Dorian  has  long  studied  and  admired  the  khaganate.  Perhaps  he’ll  put

some of its policies into effect.” 

A long, assessing glance now. “Do you think the khagan will ally with you?” 

He  hadn’t  told  her  that,  but  it  was  fairly  obvious  why  he’d  come,  he

supposed. “I can only hope.” 

“Would his forces make that much of a difference against … the powers you

mentioned?” 

Chaol  repeated,  “I  can  only  hope.”  He  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  voice  the

truth—that their armies were few and scattered, if they existed at all. Compared

to the gathering might of Morath …

“What happened these months?” A quiet, careful question. 

“Trying to trick me into talking?” 

“I want to know.” 

“It’s nothing worth telling.” His story wasn’t worth telling at all. Not a single

part of it. 

She  fell  silent,  the  clopping  of  their  horses’  hooves  the  only  sound  for  a

block. Then, “You will need to talk about it. At some point. I … beheld glimpses

of it within you yesterday.” 

“Isn’t that enough?” The question was sharp as the knife at his side. 

“Not if it is what the thing inside you feeds on. Not if claiming ownership of

it might help.” 

“And  you’re  so  certain  of  this?”  He  should  mind  his  tongue,  he  knew  that, 

but—

Yrene  straightened  in  her  saddle.  “The  trauma  of  any  injury  requires  some

internal reflection during the healing and aftermath.” 

“I don’t want it. Need it. I just want to stand—to walk again.” 

She shook her head. 

He charged on, “And what about you, then? How about we make a deal: you

tell me all your deep, dark secrets, Yrene Towers, and I’ll tell you mine.” 

Indignation  lit  those  remarkable  eyes  as  she  glared  at  him.  He  glared  right

back. 

Finally, Yrene snorted, smiling faintly. “You’re as stubborn as an ass.” 

“I’ve been called worse,” he countered, the beginnings of a smile tugging on

his mouth. 

“I’m not surprised.” 

Chaol chuckled, catching the makings of a grin on her face before she ducked

her head to hide it. As if sharing one with a son of Adarlan were such a crime. 

Still,  he  eyed  her  for  a  long  moment—the  humor  lingering  on  her  face,  the

heavy, softly curling hair that was occasionally caught in the morning breeze off

the  sea.  And  found  himself  still  smiling  as  something  coiled  tight  in  his  chest began to loosen. 

They  rode  the  rest  of  the  way  to  the  Torre  in  silence,  and  Chaol  tipped  his head  back  as  they  neared,  walking  down  a  broad,  sunny  avenue  that  sloped

upward to the hilltop complex. 

The Torre was even more dominating up close. 

It  was  broad,  more  of  a  keep  than  anything,  but  still  rounded.  Buildings

flanked  its  sides,  connected  on  lower  levels.  All  enclosed  by  towering  white

walls, the iron gates—fashioned to look like an owl spreading its wings—thrown

wide  to  reveal  lavender  bushes  and  flower  beds  lining  the  sand-colored  gravel walkways. Not flower beds. Herb beds. 

The smells of them opening to the morning sun filled his nose: basil and mint

and sage and more of that lavender. Even their horses, hooves crunching on the

walkways, seemed to sigh as they approached. 

Guards in what he assumed were Torre colors—cornflower blue and yellow

—let them pass without question, and Yrene bowed her head in thanks. They did

not  look  at  her  legs.  Did  not  either  dare  or  have  the  inclination  to  disrespect. 

Chaol glanced away from them before he could meet their questioning stares. 

Yrene took the lead, guiding them through an archway and into the complex

courtyard.  Windows  of  the  three-story  building  wrapped  around  the  courtyard

gleamed with the light of the rising sun, but inside the courtyard itself …

Beyond the murmur of awakening Antica outside the compound, beyond the

hooves  of  their  horses  on  the  pale  gravel,  there  was  only  the  gurgle  of  twin

fountains  anchored  against  parallel  walls  of  the  courtyard—their  spouts  shaped like screeching owl beaks, spewing water into deep basins below. Pale pink and

purple flowers lined the walls between lemon trees, the beds tidy but left to grow

as the plants willed. 

It was one of the more serene places he had ever laid eyes on. And watching

them approach … Two dozen women in dresses of every color—though most of

the simple make Yrene favored. 

They stood in neat rows on the gravel, some barely more than children, some

well into their prime. A few were elderly. 

Including  one  woman,  dark-skinned  and  white-haired,  who  strode  from  the

front of the line and smiled broadly at Yrene. It was not a face that had ever held

any beauty, but there was a light in the woman’s eyes—a kindness and serenity

that made Chaol blink in wonder. 

All  the  others  watched  her,  as  if  she  were  the  axis  around  which  they  were ordered.  Even  Yrene,  who  smiled  at  the  woman  as  she  dismounted,  looking

grateful to be off the mare. One of the guards who had trailed them in came to

retrieve the horse, but hesitated as Chaol remained astride. 

Chaol ignored the man as Yrene finger-combed her tangled hair and spoke to

the  ancient  woman  in  his  tongue.  “I  take  it  the  good  crowd  this  morning  is thanks to you?” Light words—perhaps an attempt at normalcy, considering what

had happened in the library. 

The old woman smiled—such warmth. She was brighter than the sun peeking

above the compound walls. “The girls heard a rumor of a handsome lord coming

to teach. I was practically trampled in the stampede down the stairs.” 

She cast a wry grin to three red-faced girls, no older than fifteen, who looked

guiltily at their shoes. And then shot looks at him beneath their lashes that were

anything but. 

Chaol stifled a laugh. 

Yrene  turned  to  him,  assessing  the  brace  and  the  saddle  as  the  crunch  of

approaching wheels on gravel filled the courtyard. 

The amusement faded. Dismounting in front of these women …

 Enough. 

The word sounded through him. 

If he could not endure it in front of a group of the world’s best healers, then

he would deserve to suffer. He had offered his help. He would give it. 

For  indeed,  there  were  some  younger  girls  in  the  back  who  were  pale. 

Shifting on their feet. Nervous. 

This sanctuary, this lovely place … A shadow had crept over it. 

He would do what he could to push it back. 

“Lord  Chaol  Westfall,”  Yrene  said  to  him,  gesturing  to  the  ancient  woman, 

“may I present Hafiza, Healer on High of the Torre Cesme.” 

One of the blushing girls sighed at the sound of his name. 

Yrene’s  eyes  danced.  But  Chaol  inclined  his  head  to  the  old  woman  as  she

extended her hands up to him. The skin was leathery—as warm as her smile. She

squeezed his fingers tightly. “As handsome as Yrene said.” 

“I said no such thing,” Yrene hissed. 

One of the girls giggled. 

Yrene  cut  her  a  warning  look,  and  Chaol  lifted  his  brows  before  saying  to

Hafiza, “It is an honor and a pleasure, my lady.” 

“So dashing,” one of the girls murmured behind him. 

 Wait until you see my dismount, he almost said. 

Hafiza  squeezed  his  hands  once  more  and  dropped  them.  She  faced  Yrene. 

Waiting. 

Yrene only clapped her hands together and said to the girls assembled, “Lord

Westfall  has  suffered  a  severe  injury  to  his  lower  spine  and  finds  walking

difficult.  Yesterday,  Sindra  in  the  workshop  crafted  this  brace  for  him,  based upon the designs from the horse-tribes in the steppes, who have long dealt with

such injuries for their riders.” She waved a hand to indicate his legs, the brace. 

With every word, his shoulders stiffened. More and more. 

“If  you  are  faced  with  a  patient  in  a  similar  situation,”  Yrene  went  on,  “the freedom  of  riding  may  be  a  pleasant  alternative  to  a  carriage  or  palanquin. 

Especially if they were used to a certain level of independence beforehand.” She

added upon consideration, “Or even if they have faced mobility difficulties their

entire lives—it may provide a positive option while you heal them.” 

Little more than an experiment. Even the blushing girls had lost their smiles

as they studied the brace. His legs. 

Yrene asked them, “Who should like to assist Lord Westfall from his mount

to his chair?” 

A dozen hands shot up. 

He tried to smile. Tried and failed. 

Yrene pointed at a few, who rushed over. None looked up at him above the

waist, or even bid him good morning. 

Yrene  lifted  her  voice  as  they  crowded  around  her,  making  sure  those

assembled  in  the  courtyard  could  also  hear.  “For  patients  completely

immobilized, this may not be an option, but Lord Westfall retains the ability to

move above his waist and can steer the horse with the reins. Balance and safety, 

of course, remain concerns, but another is that he retains use and sensation of his

manhood—which also presents a few hiccups regarding the comfort of the brace

itself.” 

One  of  the  younger  girls  let  out  a  giggle  at  that,  but  most  only  nodded, 

looking directly at the area indicated, as if he had no clothes on whatsoever. Face

heating, Chaol restrained the urge to cover himself. 

Two young healers began unstrapping the brace, some examining the buckles

and rods. Still they did not look him in the eye. As if he were some new toy—

new lesson. Some oddity. 

Yrene  merely  went  on,  “Mind  you  don’t  jostle  him  too  much  when  you

— careful.” 

He fought to keep his features distant, found himself missing the guards from the palace. Yrene gave the girls firm, solid directions as they tugged him down

from the saddle. 

He didn’t try to help the acolytes, or fight them, when they pulled at his arms, 

someone  going  to  steady  his  waist,  the  world  tilting  as  they  hauled  him

downward.  But  the  weight  of  his  body  was  too  great,  and  he  felt  himself  slide farther from the saddle, the drop to the ground looming, the sun a brand on his

skin. 

The  girls  grunted,  someone  going  to  the  other  side  to  help  move  his  leg  up and over the horse—or he thought so. He only knew it because he saw her head

of curls just peek over the horse’s side. She pushed, jutting his leg upward, and

he  hung  there,  three  girls  gritting  their  teeth  while  they  tried  to  lower  him,  the others watching in observational silence—

One of the girls let out an  oomph and lost her grip on his shoulder. The world

plunged—

Strong,  unfaltering  hands  caught  him,  his  nose  barely  half  a  foot  from  the

pale gravel as the other girls shuffled and grunted, trying to heft him up again. 

He’d  come  free  of  the  horse,  but  his  legs  were  now  sprawled  beneath  him,  as distant from him as the very top of the Torre, high above. 

Roaring filled his head. 

A sort of nakedness crept over him. Worse than sitting in his undershorts for

hours. Worse than the bath with the servant. 

Yrene,  gripping  his  shoulder  from  where  she’d  just  barely  caught  him  in

time, said to the healers, “That could have been better, girls. A great deal better, 

for many reasons.” A sigh. “We can discuss what went wrong later, but for now, 

move him to the chair.” 

He  could  barely  stand  to  hear  her,  listen  to  her,  as  he  hung  between  those girls,  most  of  whom  were  half  his  weight.  Yrene  stepped  aside  to  let  the  girl who’d dropped him back into place, whistling sharply. 

Wheels hissed on gravel from nearby. He didn’t bother to look at the wheeled chair that an acolyte pushed closer. Didn’t bother to speak as they settled him in

it, the chair shuddering beneath his weight. 

“Careful.” Yrene warned again. 

The  girls  lingered,  the  rest  of  the  courtyard  still  watching.  Had  it  been

seconds  or  minutes  since  this  ordeal  had  begun?  He  clenched  the  arms  of  the chair as Yrene  rattled off some  directions and observations.  Clenched the  arms

harder as one of the girls stooped to touch his booted feet, to  arrange them for him. 

Words rose up his throat, and he knew they’d burst from him, knew he could

do little to stop his bellow to  back off as that acolyte’s fingers neared the dusty black leather—

Withered  brown  hands  landed  on  the  girl’s  wrist,  halting  her  mere  inches

away. 

Hafiza said calmly, “Let me.” 

The girls peeled back as Hafiza stooped to help him instead. 

“Get  the  ladies  ready,  Yrene,”  Hafiza  said  over  a  slim  shoulder,  and  Yrene

obeyed, ushering them back into their lines. 

The  ancient  woman’s  hands  lingered  on  his  boots—his  feet,  currently

pointing in opposite directions. “Shall I do it, lord, or would you like to?” 

Words failed him, and he wasn’t certain he could use his hands without them

shaking, so he gave the woman a nod of approval. 

Hafiza  straightened  one  foot,  waiting  until  Yrene  had  walked  a  few  steps

away and begun giving stretching instructions to the ladies. 

“This  is  a  place  for  learning,”  Hafiza  murmured.  “Older  students  teach  the

younger.”  Even  with  her  accent,  he  understood  her  perfectly.  “It  was  Yrene’s

instinct,  Lord  Westfall,  to  show  the  girls  what  she  did  with  the  brace—to  let them learn for themselves what it is to have a patient with similar difficulties. To

receive this training, Yrene herself had to venture out onto the steppes. Many of

these girls might not have that opportunity. At least not for several years.” 

Chaol  met  Hafiza’s  eyes  at  last,  finding  the  understanding  in  them  more

damning than being hauled off a horse by a group of girls half his weight. 

“She means well, my Yrene.” 

He didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure he had words. 

Hafiza  straightened  his  other  foot.  “There  are  many  other  scars,  my  lord. 

Beyond the one on her neck.” 

He wanted to tell the old woman that he knew that too damn well. 

But he shoved down that bareness, that simmering roar in his head. 

He had made these ladies a promise to teach them, to help them. 

Hafiza seemed to read that—sense it. She only patted his shoulder before she

rose to her full height, groaning a bit, and walked back to the place left for her in

line. 

Yrene  had  turned  toward  him,  stretching  done,  and  scanned  him.  As  if

Hafiza’s lingering presence had indicated something she’d missed. 

Her eyes settled on his, brows narrowing.  What’s wrong? 

He  ignored  the  question  within  her  look—ignored  the  bit  of  worry.  Shoved

whatever  he  felt  down  deep  and  rolled  his  chair  toward  her.  Inch  by  inch.  The gravel was not ideal, but he gritted his teeth. He’d given these ladies his word. 

He would not back down from it. 

“Where did we leave off the last lesson?” Yrene asked a girl in the front. 

“Eye gouge,” she said with a broad smile. 

Chaol nearly choked. 

“Right,”  Yrene  said,  rubbing  her  hands  together.  “Someone  demonstrate  for

me.” 

He watched in silence as hands shot up, and Yrene selected one—a smaller-

boned girl. Yrene took up the stance of attacker, grabbing the girl from the front

with surprising intensity. 

But the girl’s slim hands went right to Yrene’s face, thumbs to the corners of

her eyes. 

Chaol started from his chair—or would have, had the girl not pulled back. 

“And next?” Yrene merely asked. 

“Hook in my thumbs like this”—the girl made the motion in the air between

them for all to see—“and  pop.” 

Some of the girls laughed quietly at the accompanying  pop the girl made with

her mouth. 

Aelin would have been beside herself with glee. 

“Good,”  Yrene  said,  and  the  girl  strode  back  to  her  place  in  line.  Yrene

turned to him, that worry again flashing as she beheld whatever was in his eyes, 

and said, “This is our third lesson of this quarter. We have covered front-based

attacks only so far. I usually have the guards come in as willing victims”—some

snickers at that—“but today I would like for you to tell us what  you think ladies, young and old, strong and frail, could do against any sort of attack. Your list of

top maneuvers and tips, if you’d be so kind.” 

He’d trained young men ready to shed blood—not heal people. 

But defense was the first lesson he’d been taught, and had taught those young

guards. 

Before they’d wound up hanging from the castle gates. 

Ress’s battered, unseeing face flashed into his mind. 

What good had it done any of them when it mattered? 

Not one. Not one of that core group he’d trusted and trained, worked with for

years  …  not  one  had  survived.  Brullo,  his  mentor  and  predecessor,  had  taught him  all  he  knew—and  what  had  it  earned  any  of  them?  Anyone  he’d

encountered, he’d touched … they’d suffered. The lives he’d sworn to protect—

The sun turned bleaching, the gurgle of the twin fountains a distant melody. 

What good had  any of it done for his city, his people, when it was sacked? 

He  looked  up  to  find  the  lines  of  women  watching  him,  curiosity  on  their

faces. 

Waiting. 

There  had  been  a  moment,  when  he  had  hurled  his  sword  into  the  Avery. 

When  he  had  been  unable  to  bear  its  weight  at  his  side,  in  his  hand,  and  had chucked it and everything the Captain of the Guard had been, had meant, into the

dark, eddying waters. 

He’d been sinking and drowning since. Long before his spine. 

He wasn’t certain if he’d even tried to swim. Not since that sword had gone

into the river. Not since he’d left Dorian in that room with his father and told his

friend—his brother—that he loved him, and knew it was good-bye. He’d … left. 

In every sense of the word. 

Chaol forced himself to take a breath. To try. 

Yrene  stepped  up  to  his  side  as  his  silence  stretched  on,  again  looking  so

puzzled and concerned. As if she could not figure out why— why he might have

been the least bit … He shoved the thought down. And the others. 

Shoved  them  down  to  the  silt-thick  bottom  of  the  Avery,  where  that  eagle-

pommeled sword now lay, forgotten and rusting. 

Chaol  lifted  his  chin,  looking  each  girl  and  woman  and  crone  in  the  face. 

Healers and servants and librarians and cooks, Yrene had said. 

“When an attacker comes at you,” he said at last, “they will likely try to move

you somewhere else.  Never let them do it. If you do, wherever they take you will be  the  last  place  you  see.”  He’d  gone  to  enough  murder  sites  in  Rifthold,  read and looked into enough cases, to know the truth in that. “If they try to move you

from your current location, you make that your battleground.” 

“We  know  that,”  one  of  the  blushing  girls  said.  “That  was  Yrene’s  first

lesson.” 

Yrene nodded gravely at him. He again did not let himself look at her neck. 

“Stomping on the instep?” He could barely manage a word to Yrene. 

“First lesson also,” the same girl replied instead of Yrene. 

“What about how debilitating it is to receive a blow to the groin?” 

Nods all around. Yrene certainly knew her fair share of maneuvers. 

Chaol  smiled  grimly.  “What  about  ways  to  get  a  man  my  size  or  larger

flipped onto their backs in less than two moves?” 

Some of the girls smiled as they shook their heads. It wasn’t reassuring. 
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Yrene felt the anger simmering off Chaol as if it were heat rippling from a kettle. 

Not at the girls and women. They adored him. Grinned and laughed, even as

they  concentrated  on  his  thorough,  precise  lesson,  even  as  the  events  in  the library hung over them, the Torre, like a gray shroud. There had been many tears

last night at the vigil—and a few red eyes still in the halls this morning as she’d

hurtled past. 

Mercifully, there had been no sign of either when Lord Chaol called in three

guards  to  volunteer  their  bodies  for  the  girls  to  flip  into  the  gravel.  Over  and over. 

The  men  agreed,  perhaps  because  they  knew  that  any  injuries  would  be

fussed over and patched up by the greatest healers outside Doranelle. 

Chaol even returned their smiles, ladies and, to her shock, guards alike. 

But Yrene … she received none of them. Not one. 

Chaol’s face only went hard, eyes glinting with frost, whenever she stepped

in to ask a question or watch him walk an acolyte through the motions. He was

commanding, his unrelenting focus missing nothing. If they had so much as one

foot in the wrong position, he caught it before they moved an inch. 

The hour-long lesson ended with each one of them flipping a guard onto his

back.  The  poor  men  limped  off,  smiling  broadly.  Mostly  because  Hafiza

promised them a cask of ale each—and her strongest healing tonic. Which was

better than any alcohol. 

The  women  dispersed  as  the  bells  chimed  ten,  some  to  lessons,  some  to chores,  some  to  patients.  A  few  of  the  sillier  girls  lingered,  batting  their eyelashes  toward  Lord  Westfall,  one  even  looking  inclined  to  perch  in  his  lap before Hafiza drily reminded her of a pile of laundry with her name on it. 

Before  the  Healer  on  High  hobbled  after  the  acolyte,  Hafiza  merely  gave

Yrene what she could have sworn was a warning, knowing look. 

“Well,” Yrene said to Chaol when they were again alone—despite the gaggle

of  girls  peering  out  one  of  the  Torre  windows.  They  noticed  Yrene’s  stare  and snapped their heads back in, slamming the window with riotous giggles. 

Silba save her from teenage girls. 

She’d never been one—not like that. Not so carefree. She hadn’t even kissed

a man until last autumn. Certainly had never giggled over one. She wished she

had; wished for a lot of things that had ended with that pyre and those torches. 

“That went better than expected,” Yrene said to Chaol, who was frowning up

at  the  looming  Torre.  “I’m  sure  they’ll  be  begging  me  next  week  for  you  to return. If you’re interested, I suppose.” 

He said nothing. 

She  swallowed.  “I  would  like  to  try  again  today,  if  you’re  up  for  it.  Would you prefer I find a room here, or shall we ride back to the palace?” 

He met her stare then. His eyes were dark. “The palace.” 

Her stomach twisted at the icy tone. “All right,” was all she managed to say, 

and walked off in search of the guards and their horses. 

They rode back in silence. They’d been quiet during portions of the ride over, 

but this was … pointed. Heavy. 

Yrene wracked her memory for what she might have said during the lesson—

what she might have forgotten. Perhaps seeing the guards so active had reminded

him of what he did not currently have. Perhaps just seeing the guards themselves

had set him down this path. 

She mused over it as they returned to the palace, while he was aided by Shen

and  another  guard  into  the  awaiting  chair.  He  offered  only  a  tight  smile  in thanks. 

Lord Chaol looked up at her over a shoulder, the morning heat rising enough

to make the courtyard stifling. “Are you going to push it, or shall I?” 

Yrene blinked. 

“You can move it yourself just fine,” she said, her proverbial heels digging in

at that tone. 

“Perhaps  you  should  ask  one  of  your  acolytes  to  do  it.  Or  five  of  them.  Or whatever number you deem fit to deal with an Adarlanian lord.” 

She blinked again. Slowly. And didn’t give him any warning as she strode off

at a clip. Not bothering to wait to see if he followed, or how fast he did. 

The columns and halls and gardens of the palace passed in a blur. Yrene was

so intent on reaching his rooms that she barely noticed someone had called her

name. 

It  wasn’t  until  it  was  repeated  a  second  time  that  she  recognized  it—and

cringed. 

By the time she turned, Kashin—clad in armor and sweating enough to reveal

he’d likely been exercising with the palace guards—had reached her side. 

“I’ve  been  looking  for  you,”  he  said,  his  brown  eyes  immediately  going  to

her chest. No—to the stain still on her dress. Kashin’s brows lifted. “If you want

to send that to the laundry, I’m sure Hasar can lend you some clothes while it is

cleaned.” 

She’d forgotten she was still in it—the stained, wrinkled dress. Hadn’t really

felt like she was quite as much of a mess until now. Hadn’t felt like a barnyard

animal. 

“Thank you for the offer, but I’ll manage.” 

She  took  a  step  away,  but  Kashin  said,  “I  heard  about  the  assailant  in  the library.  I  arranged  for  additional  guards  to  arrive  at  the  Torre  after  sundown every night and stay until dawn. No one will get in without our notice.” 

It was generous—kind. As he had always been with her. “Thank you.” 

His face remained grave as he swallowed. Yrene braced herself for the words

he’d  voice,  but  Kashin  only  said,  “Please  be  careful.  I  know  you  made  your

thoughts clear, but—” 

“Kashin.” 

“—it doesn’t change the fact that we are, or were, friends, Yrene.” 

Yrene  made  herself  meet  his  eyes.  Made  herself  say,  “Lord  Westfall

mentioned your … thoughts about Tumelun.” 

For  a  moment,  Kashin  glanced  to  the  white  banners  streaming  from  the

nearby window. She opened her mouth, perhaps to finally offer her condolences, 

to  try  to  mend  this  thing  that  had  fractured  between  them,  but  the  prince  said, 


“Then you understand how dire this threat may be.” 

She nodded. “I do. And I will be careful.” 

“Good,”  he  said  simply.  His  face  shifted  into  an  easy  smile,  and  for  a

heartbeat,  Yrene  wished  she’d  been  able  to  feel  anything  beyond  mere

friendship. But it had never been that way with him, at least on her part. “How is

the healing of Lord Westfall? Have you made progress?” 

“Some,”  she  hedged.  Insulting  a  prince,  even  one  who  was  a  former  friend, 

by  striding  off  was  not  wise,  but  the  longer  this  conversation  went  on  …  She took a breath. “I would like to stay and talk—” 

“Then  stay.”  That  smile  broadened.  Handsome—Kashin  was  truly  a

handsome man. If he had been anyone else, bore any other title—

She shook her head, offering a tight smile. “Lord Westfall is expecting me.” 

“I heard you rode with him this morning to the Torre. Did he not come back

with you?” 

She tried to keep the pleading expression off her face as she bobbed a curtsy. 

“I have to go. Thank you again for the concern—and the guards, Prince.” 

The title hung between them, pealing like a struck bell. 

But Yrene walked on, feeling Kashin’s stare until she rounded a corner. 

She  leaned  against  the  wall,  closing  her  eyes  and  exhaling  deeply.  Fool.  So many others would call her a fool and yet—

“I almost feel bad for the man.” 

She  opened  her  eyes  to  find  Chaol,  breathless  and  eyes  still  smoldering, 

wheeling himself around the corner. 

“Of course,” he went on, “I was far back enough that I couldn’t hear you, but

I certainly saw  his face when he left.” 

“You  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  Yrene  said  blandly,  and

resumed walking toward his suite. Slower. 

“Don’t check your pace on my account. You made impressive time.” 

She sliced him a glare. “Did I  do something to offend you today?” 

His  level  stare  revealed  nothing,  but  his  powerful  arms  kept  working  the

wheels of his chair as he pushed himself along. 

“Well?” 

“Why do you shove away the prince? It seems like you two were once close.” 

It was not the time or the place for this conversation. “That is none of your

business.” 

“Indulge me.” 

“No.” 

He  easily  kept  pace  with  her  as  she  increased  her  own.  All  the  way  to  the doors to his suite. 

Kadja  was  standing  outside,  and  Yrene  gave  her  an  inane  order—“I  need

dried  thyme,  lemon,  and  garlic”—that  might  have  very  well  been  one  of  her

mother’s old recipes for fresh trout. 

The  servant  vanished  with  a  bow,  and  Yrene  flung  open  the  suite  doors, 

holding one wide for him to pass. 

“Just  so  you  know,”  Yrene  hissed  as  she  shut  the  doors  loudly  behind  him, 

“your piss-poor attitude helps no one and nothing.” 

Chaol slammed his chair to a halt in the middle of the foyer, and she winced

at what it must have done to his hands. He opened his mouth, but shut it. 

Right as the door to the other bedroom opened and Nesryn emerged, hair wet

and gleaming. 

“I was wondering where you went,” she said to him, then gave Yrene a nod

of greeting. “Early morning?” 

It took Yrene a few heartbeats to reorder the room, the dynamic with Nesryn

now in it. Yrene was not the primary … person. She was the help, the secondary

… whatever. 

Chaol  shook  out  his  hands—indeed  red  marks  marred  them—but  said  to

Nesryn, “I went to the Torre to help the girls with a defense lesson.” 

Nesryn looked at the chair. 

“On horseback,” he said. 

Nesryn’s eyes now shot to Yrene, bright and wide. “You—how?” 

“A brace,” Yrene clarified. “We were just about to resume our second attempt

at healing.” 

“And you could truly ride?” 

Yrene  felt  Chaol’s  inward  flinch—mostly  because  she  flinched  as  well.  At

the disbelief. 

“We didn’t try out anything more than a fast walk, but yes,” he said calmly. 

Evenly.  Like  he  expected  such  questions  from  Nesryn.  Had  grown  used  to  it. 

“Maybe tomorrow I’ll try a trot.” 

Though without leverage from his legs, the bouncing … Yrene went through

her mental archives on groin injuries. But she stayed quiet. 

“I’ll go with you,” Nesryn said, dark eyes lighting. “I can show you the city

—perhaps my uncle’s home.” 

Chaol  only  replied,  “I  would  like  that,”  before  Nesryn  pressed  a  kiss  to  his cheek. 

“I’m seeing them now for an hour or two,” said Nesryn. “Then meeting with

—you know. I’ll be back this afternoon. And resume my … duties afterward.” 

Careful words. Yrene didn’t blame her. Not with the weapons stacked on the desk in Nesryn’s bedroom—barely visible through the ajar door. Knives, swords, 

multiple bows and quivers … The captain had a small armory in her chamber. 

Chaol  just  grunted  his  approval,  smiling  slightly  as  Nesryn  strode  for  the

suite doors. The captain paused in the threshold, her grin broader than any Yrene

had seen before. 

Hope. Full of hope. 

Nesryn shut the door with a click. 

Alone in the silence again, still feeling very much the intruder, Yrene crossed

her arms. “Can I get you anything before we begin?” 

He just wheeled forward—into his bedroom. 

“I’d prefer the sitting room,” she said, snatching her supply bag from where

Kadja had set it on the foyer table. And likely rifled through it. 

“I’d prefer to be in bed while in agony.” He added over his broad shoulder, 

“And hopefully you won’t pass out on the floor this time.” 

He easily moved himself from the chair onto the bed, then began unbuckling

his jacket. 

“Tell me,” Yrene said, lingering in the doorway. “Tell me what I did to upset

you.” 

He peeled off his jacket. “You mean beyond displaying me like some broken

doll in front of your acolytes and having them haul me off that horse like a limp

fish?” 

She stiffened, pulling out the bit before dumping the supply bag on the floor. 

“Plenty of people help you here in the palace.” 

“Not as many as you’d think.” 

“The  Torre  is  a  place  of  learning,  and  people  with  your  injury  do  not  come often—not  when  we  usually  have  to  go  to  them.  I  was  showing  the  acolytes

things that might help with untold numbers of patients in the future.” 

“Yes, your prized, shattered horse. Look how well broken I am to you. How

docile.” 

“I did not mean that, and you know it.” 

He ripped off his shirt, nearly tearing it at the seams as he hauled it over his

head.  “Was  it  some  sort  of  punishment?  For  serving  the  king?  For  being  from Adarlan?” 

“No. ” That he believed she could be that cruel, that unprofessional—“It was

precisely what I just said: I wanted to  show them.” 

“I didn’t want you to show them!” 

Yrene straightened. 

Chaol  panted  through  his  gritted  teeth.  “I  didn’t  want  you  to  parade  me around.  To  let  them   handle  me.”  His  chest  heaved,  the  lungs  beneath  those muscles working like bellows. “Do you have  any idea what it is like? To go from

 that”—he waved a hand toward her, her body, her legs, her spine—“to  this?” 

Yrene had the sense of the ground sliding from beneath her. “I know it is hard

—” 

“It is. But you made it  harder today. You make me sit here mostly naked in

this  room,  and  yet  I  have   never  felt  more  bare  than  I  did  this  morning.”  He blinked, as if surprised he’d vocalized it—surprised he’d admitted to it. 

“I—I’m sorry.” It was all she could think to say. 

His  throat  bobbed.  “Everything  I  thought,  everything  I  had  planned  and

wanted … It’s gone. All I have left is my king, and this ridiculous, slim scrap of

hope that we survive this war and I can find a way to  make something of it.” 

“Of what?” 

“Of  everything that crumbled in my hands.  Everything.” 

His voice broke on the word. 

Her eyes stung. Shame or sorrow, Yrene didn’t know. 

And  she  didn’t  want  to  know—what  it  was,  or  what  had  happened  to  him. 

What  made  that  pain  gutter  in  his  eyes.  She  knew,  she  knew  he  had  to  face  it, had to talk about it, but …

“I’m sorry,” she repeated. She added stiffly, “I should have considered your feelings on the matter.” 

He  watched  her  for  a  long  moment,  then  removed  the  belt  from  his  waist. 

Then took off his boots. Socks. 

“You can leave the pants on, if—if you want.” 

He removed them. Then waited. 

Still  brimming  with  anger.  Still  gazing  at  her  with  such  resentment  in  his

eyes. 

Yrene  swallowed  once.  Twice.  Perhaps  she  should  have  scrounged  up

breakfast. 

But  walking  away,  even  for  that  …  Yrene  had  a  feeling,  one  she  couldn’t

quite place, that if she walked away from him, if he saw her back turn …

Healers and their patients required trust. A bond. 

If  she  turned  her  back  on  him  and  left,  she  didn’t  think  that  rift  would  be repaired. 

So  she  motioned  him  to  move  to  the  center  of  the  bed  and  turn  onto  his

stomach while she took up a seat on the edge. 

Yrene  hovered  a  hand  over  his  spine,  the  muscled  groove  cutting  deep

through it. 

She  hadn’t  considered—his  feelings.  That  he  might  have  them.  The  things

haunting him …

His  breathing  was  shallow,  quick.  Then  he  said,  “Just  to  be  clear:  is  your

grudge against me, or Adarlan in general?” 

He stared at the distant wall, the entrance to the bathing room blocked by that

carved wood screen. Yrene held her hand steady, poised over his back, even as

shame sluiced through her. 

No, she had not been in her best form these past few days. Not even close. 

That scar atop his spine was stark in the midmorning light, the shadow of her

hand upon his skin like some sister-mark. 

The  thing  that  waited  within  that  scar  …  Her  magic  again  recoiled  at  its proximity.  She’d  been  too  tired  last  night  and  too  busy  this  morning  to  even think  about  facing  it  again.  To  contemplate  what  she  might  see,  might  battle—

what he might endure, too. 

But he’d been good to his word, had instructed the girls despite her foolish, 

callous missteps. She supposed that she could only return the favor by doing as

she’d promised as well. 

Yrene took a steadying breath. There was no preparing for it, she knew. There

was  no  bracing  breath  steeling  enough  to  make  this  any  less  harrowing.  For

either of them. 

Yrene silently offered Chaol the leather bit. 

He slid it through his teeth and clamped down lightly. 

She stared at him, his body braced for pain, face unreadable as he angled it

toward the door. 

Yrene  said  quietly,  “Soldiers  from  Adarlan  burned  my  mother  alive  when  I

was eleven.” 

And before Chaol could answer, she laid her hand on the mark atop his spine. 
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There was only darkness, and pain. 

He  roared  against  it,  distantly  aware  of  the  bit  in  his  mouth,  the  rawness  of his throat. 

 Burned alive burned alive burned alive

The  void  showed  him  fire.  A  woman  with  golden-brown  hair  and  matching

skin screaming in agony toward the heavens. 

It showed him a broken body on a bloody bed. A head rolling across a marble

floor. 

 You did this you did this you did this

It  showed  a  woman  with  eyes  of  blue  flame  and  hair  of  pure  gold  poised

above him, dagger raised and angling to plunge into his heart. 

He wished. He sometimes wished that she hadn’t been stopped. 

The  scar  on  his  face—from  the  nails  she’d  gouged  into  it  when  she  first

struck  him  …  It  was  that  hateful  wish  he  thought  of  when  he  looked  in  the mirror. The body on the bed and that cold room and that scream. The collar on a

tan  throat  and  a  smile  that  did  not  belong  to  a  beloved  face.  The  heart  he’d offered  and  had  been  left  to  drop  on  the  wooden  planks  of  the  river  docks.  An assassin who had sailed away and a queen who had returned. A row of fine men

hanging from the castle gates. 

All held within that slim scar. What he could not forgive or forget. 

The void showed it to him, again and again. 

It  lashed  his  body  with  red-hot,  pronged  whips.  And  showed  him  those things, over and over. 

It showed him his mother. And his brother. And his father. 

Everything  he  had  left.  What  he’d  failed.  What  he’d  hated  and  what  he’d

become. 

The lines between the last two had blurred. 

And he had tried. He had tried these weeks, these months. 

The void did not want to hear of that. 

Black  fire  raced  down  his  blood,  his  veins,  trying  to  drown  out  those

thoughts. 

The burning rose left on a nightstand. The final embrace of his king. 

He had tried. Tried to  hope, and yet—

Women  little  more  than  children  hauling  him  off  a  horse.  Poking  and

prodding at him. 

Pain  struck,  low  and  deep  in  his  spine,  and  he  couldn’t  breathe  around  it, 

couldn’t out-scream it—

White light flared. 

A flutter. Far in the distance. 

Not the gold or red or blue of flame. But white like sunlight, clear and clean. 

A flicker through the dark, arcing like lightning riding through the night …

And then the pain converged again. 

His  father’s  eyes—his  father’s  raging  eyes  when  he  announced  he  was

leaving  to  join  the  guard.  The  fists.  His  mother’s  pleading.  The  anguish  on  her face the last time he’d seen her, as he’d ridden away from Anielle. The last time

he’d  seen  his  city,  his  home.  His  brother,  small  and  cowering  in  their  father’s long shadow. 

A brother he had traded for another. A brother he had left behind. 

The darkness squeezed, crushing his bones to dust. 

It would kill him. 

It would kill him, this pain, this … this endless, churning pit of  nothing. 

Perhaps  it  would  be  a  mercy.  He  wasn’t  entirely  certain  his  presence—his

presence   beyond  made  any  sort  of  difference.  Not  enough  to  warrant  trying. 

Coming back at all. 

The darkness liked that. Seemed to thrive on that. 

Even as it tightened the vise around his bones. Even as it boiled the blood in

his veins and he bellowed and bellowed—

White light slammed into him. Blinding him. 

Filling that void. 

The darkness shrieked, surging back, then rising like a tidal wave around him

—

Only  to  bounce  off  a  shell  of  that  white  light,  wrapped  around  him,  a  rock against which the blackness broke. 

A light in the abyss. 

It was warm, and quiet, and kind. It did not balk at the dark. 

As if it had dwelled in such darkness for a long, long time—and understood

how it worked. 

Chaol opened his eyes. 

Yrene’s hand had slipped from his spine. 

She  was  already  twisting  away  from  him,  lunging  for  his  discarded  shirt  on

the bedroom carpet. 

He saw the blood before she could hide it. 

Spitting out the bit, he gripped her wrist, his panting loud to his ears. “You’re

hurt.” 

Yrene wiped at her nose, her mouth, and her chin before she faced him. 

It didn’t hide the stains down her chest, soaking into the neckline of her dress. 

Chaol surged upright. “Holy gods, Yrene—” 

“I’m fine.” 

The words were stuffy, warped with the blood still sliding from her nose. 

“Is—is  that  common?”  He  filled  his  lungs  with  air  to  call  for  someone  to fetch  another healer—

“Yes.” 

“Liar.” He heard the falsehood in her pause. Saw it in her refusal to meet his

stare.  Chaol  opened  his  mouth,  but  she  laid  her  hand  on  his  arm,  lowering  the bloodied shirt. 

“I’m fine. I just need—rest.” 

She  appeared  anything  but,  with  blood  staining  and  crusting  her  chin  and

mouth. 

Yrene pressed his shirt again to her nose as a new trickle slid out. “At least,” 

she  said  around  the  fabric  and  blood,  “the  stain  from  earlier  now  matches  my dress.” 

A sorry attempt at humor, but he offered her a grim smile. “I thought it was

part of the design.” 

She gave him an exhausted but bemused glance. “Give me five minutes and I

can go back in and—” 

“Lie down. Right now.” He slid away a few feet on the mattress for emphasis. 

Yrene  surveyed  the  pillows,  the  bed  large  enough  for  four  to  sleep

undisturbed  beside  one  another.  With  a  groan,  she  pressed  the  shirt  to  her  face and slumped on the pillows, kicking off her slippers and curling her legs up. She

tipped her head upward to stop the bleeding. 

“What can I get you,” he said, watching her stare blankly at the ceiling. She’d

done this—done this while helping him, likely because of whatever shitty mood

he’d been in before—

Yrene only shook her head. 

In silence, he watched her press the shirt to her nose. Watched blood bloom

across it again and again. Until it slowed at last. Until it stopped. 

Her  nose,  mouth,  and  chin  were  ruddy  with  the  remnants,  her  eyes  fogged

with either pain or exhaustion. Perhaps both. 

So he found himself asking, “How?” 

She knew what he meant. Yrene dabbed at the blood on her chest. “I went in

there, to the site of the scar, and it was the same as before. A wall that no strike

of my magic could crumble. I think it showed me …” Her fingers tightened on

the shirt as she pressed it against the blood soaking her front. 

“What?” 

“Morath,”  she  breathed,  and  he  could  have  sworn  even  the  birds’  singing

faltered  in  the  garden.  “It  showed  some  memory,  left  behind  in   you.  It  showed me  a  great  black  fortress  full  of  horrors.  An  army  waiting  in  the  mountains around it.” 

His blood iced over as he realized whose memory it might belong to. “Real or

—was it some manipulation against you?” The way his own memories had been

wielded. 

“I  don’t  know,”  Yrene  admitted.  “But  then  I  heard  your  screaming.  Not  out

here, but … in there.” She wiped at her nose again. “And I realized that attacking

that solid wall was … I think it was a distraction. A diversion. So I followed the

sounds  of  your  screaming.  To  you.”  To  that  place  deep  within  him.  “It  was  so focused upon ripping you apart that it did not see me coming.” She shivered. “I

don’t  know  if  it  did  anything,  but  …  I  couldn’t  stand  it.  To  watch  and  listen.  I startled it when I leaped in, but I don’t know if it will be waiting the next time. If

it  will  remember.  There’s  a  …  sentience  to  it.  Not  a  living  thing,  but  as  if  a memory were set free in the world.” 

Chaol  nodded,  and  silence  fell  between  them.  She  wiped  at  her  nose  again, 

his shirt now coated in blood, then set the fabric on the table beside the bed. 

For  uncounted  minutes,  sunshine  drifted  across  the  floor,  wind  rustling  the

palms. 

Then Chaol said, “I’m sorry—about your mother.” 

Thinking through the timeline … It had likely occurred within a few months

of Aelin’s own terror and loss. 

So many of them—the children whom Adarlan had left such deep scars upon. 

If Adarlan had left them alive at all. 

“She was everything good in the world,” Yrene said, curling onto her side to

gaze  at  the  garden  windows  beyond  the  foot  of  the  bed.  “She  …  I  made  it  out because she …” Yrene did not say the rest. 

“She did what any mother would do,” he finished for her. 

A nod. 

As  healers,  they  had  been  some  of  the  first  victims.  And  continued  to  be

executed  long  after  magic  had  vanished.  Adarlan  had  always  ruthlessly  hunted

down  the  magically  gifted  healers.  Their  own  townsfolk  might  have  sold  them

out to Adarlan to make quick, cheap coin. 

Chaol swallowed. After a heartbeat, he said, “I watched the King of Adarlan

butcher the woman Dorian loved in front of me, and I could do nothing to stop it. 

To save her. And when the king went to kill me for planning to overthrow him

… Dorian stepped in. He took on his father and bought me time to run. And I ran

—I ran because … there was no one else to carry on the rebellion. To get word

to  the  people  who  needed  it.  I  let  him  take  on  his  father  and  face  the

consequences, and I  fled.” 

She watched him in silence. “He is fine now, though.” 

“I don’t know. He is free—he is alive. But is he fine? He suffered. Greatly. In

ways  I  can’t  begin  to  …”  His  throat  tightened  to  the  point  of  pain.  “It  should have been me. I had always planned for it to be me instead.” 

A tear slid over the bridge of her nose. 

Chaol scooped it up with his finger before it could slide to the other side. 

Yrene  held  his  stare  for  a  long  moment,  her  tears  turning  those  eyes  near-

radiant in the sun. He didn’t know how long had passed. How long it had taken

for her to even attempt to cleave that darkness—just a little. 

The door to the suite opened and closed, silently enough that he knew it was

Kadja. But it drew Yrene’s stare away from him. Without it—there was a sense

of cold. A quiet and a cold. 

Chaol clenched his fist, that tear seeping into his skin, to keep from turning

her face toward his again. To read her eyes. 

But her head whipped upward so fast she nearly knocked his nose. 

The gold in Yrene’s eyes flared. 

“Chaol,” she breathed, and he thought it might have been the first time she’d

called him such. 

But she looked down, dragging his stare with her. 

Down his bare torso, his bare legs. 

To his toes. 

To  his  toes,  slowly  curling  and  uncurling.  As  if  trying  to  remember  the

movement. 
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Nesryn’s cousins were off at school when she knocked on the outer door to her

aunt and uncle’s lovely home in the Runni Quarter. From the dusty street, all one

could glimpse of the house beyond the high, thick walls was the carved oak gate, 

reinforced with scrolling iron. 

But as it swung open under the hands of two guards who instantly beckoned

her  in,  it  revealed  a  shaded,  broad  courtyard  of  pale  stone,  flanked  by  pillars crawling with magenta bougainvillea, and a merry fountain inlaid with sea glass

burbling in its center. 

The  house  was  typical  of  Antica—and  of  the  Balruhni  people  from  whom

Nesryn and her family hailed. Long adjusted to desert climes, the entire building

had been erected around sun and wind: outer windows never placed near the heat

of  the  southern  exposure,  the  breeze-catching  narrow  towers  atop  the  building

facing  away  from  the  sand-filled  eastern  wind  to  keep  it  from  infiltrating  the rooms  it  cooled.  Her  family  was  not  fortunate  enough  to  have  a  canal  running beneath the house, as many of the wealthier in Antica did, but with the towering

plants  and  carved  wooden  awnings,  the  shade  kept  the  public  lower  levels

around the courtyard cool enough during the day. 

Indeed, Nesryn inhaled deeply as she strode through the pretty courtyard, her

aunt greeting her halfway across with, “Have you eaten yet?” 

She  had,  but  Nesryn  said,  “I  saved  myself  for  your  table,  Aunt.”  It  was  a

common Halha greeting amongst family— no one  visited  a  house,  especially  in

the Faliq family, without eating. At least once. 

Her  aunt—still  a  full-figured  beautiful  woman  whose  four  children  had  not

slowed her down one bit—nodded in approval. “I told Brahim just this morning

that our cook is better than the ones up at that palace.” 

A  snort  of  amusement  from  a  level  up,  from  the  wood-screened  window

overlooking the courtyard. Her uncle’s study. One of the few common rooms on

the usually private second level. “Careful, Zahida, or the khagan may hear you

and haul dear old Cook to his palace.” 

Her  aunt  rolled  her  eyes  at  the  figure  just  barely  visible  through  the  ornate wood  screen  and  looped  her  arm  through  Nesryn’s.  “Snoop.  Always

eavesdropping on our conversations down here.” 

Her uncle chuckled but made no further comment. 

Nesryn grinned, letting her aunt lead her toward the spacious interior of the

home, past the curvy-bodied statue of Inna, Goddess of Peaceful Households and

the  Balruhni  people,  her  arms  upraised  in  welcome  and  defense.  “Perhaps  the

palace’s inferior cook is why the royals are so skinny.” 

Her  aunt  huffed,  patting  her  belly.  “And  no  doubt  why  I’ve  added  so  much

padding these years.” She gave Nesryn a wink. “Perhaps I  should get rid of old

Cook, then.” 

Nesryn kissed her aunt’s petal-soft cheek. “You are more beautiful now than

you were when I was a child.” She meant it. 

Her  aunt  waved  her  off  but  still  beamed  as  they  entered  the  dim,  cool

interiors of the house proper. Pillars upheld the high ceilings of the long hallway, 

the wood beams and furniture carved and fashioned after the lush flora and fauna

of their distant, long-ago homeland. Her aunt led her deeper into the house than

most  guests  would  ever  see,  right  to  the  second,  smaller  courtyard  at  the  back. 

The  one  just  for  family,  most  of  it  occupied  by  a  long  table  and  deep-seated chairs beneath the shade of an overhanging awning. At this hour, the sun was on

the opposite side of the house—precisely why her aunt had chosen it. 

Her aunt guided her into a seat adjacent to the head of the table, the place of honor, and hurried off to inform the cook to bring out refreshments. 

In  the  silence,  Nesryn  listened  to  the  wind  sighing  through  the  jasmine

crawling up the wall to the balcony hanging above. As serene a home as she’d

ever seen—especially compared to the chaos of her family’s house in Rifthold. 

An ache tightened her chest, and Nesryn rubbed at it. They were alive; they

had gotten out. 

But it did not answer where they now were. Or what they might face on that

continent full of so many terrors. 

“Your father gets that same look when he’s thinking too hard,” her uncle said

from behind her. 

Nesryn  twisted  in  her  chair,  smiling  faintly  as  Brahim  Faliq  entered  the

courtyard. Her uncle was shorter than her father, but slimmer—mostly thanks to

 not baking pastries for his livelihood. No, her uncle was still trim for a man of his age, his dark hair peppered with silver, both perhaps due to the merchant life

that kept him so active. 

But Brahim’s face … it was Sayed Faliq’s face. Her father’s face. With less

than two years separating them, some had thought them twins while growing up. 

And it was the sight of that kind, still-handsome face that made Nesryn’s throat

tighten. “One of the few traits I inherited from him, it seems.” 

Indeed,  where  Nesryn  was  quiet  and  prone  to  contemplation,  her  father’s

booming laugh had been as constant in their house as her sister’s merry singing

and giggling. 

She felt her uncle studying her as he took the seat across from hers, leaving

the  head  of  the  table  for  Zahida.  Men  and  women  governed  the  household

together,  their  joint  rule  treated  as  law  by  their  children.  Nesryn  had  certainly fallen  into  line,  though  her  sister  …  She  could  still  hear  the  screeching  fights between  her  sister  and  father  as  Delara  had  grown  older  and  longed  for

independence. 

“For the Captain of the Royal Guard,” her uncle mused, “I am surprised you have the time to visit us so often.” 

Her  aunt  bustled  in,  bearing  a  tray  of  chilled  mint  tea  and  glasses.  “Hush. 

Don’t complain, Brahim, or she’ll stop coming.” 

Nesryn smiled, glancing between them as her aunt gave them each a glass of

the tea, set the tray on the table between them, and claimed the seat at the head

of the table. “I thought to come by now—while the children are at school.” 

Another  of  the  khaganate’s  many  wonderful  decrees:  every  child,  no  matter

how  poor  or  rich,  had  the  right  to  attend  school.  Free  of  charge.  As  a  result, nearly everyone in the empire was literate—far more than Nesryn could claim of

Adarlan. 

“And  here  I  was,”  her  uncle  said,  smiling  wryly,  “hoping  you’d  be  back  to

sing  more  for  us.  Since  you  left  the  other  day,  the  children  have  been  yowling your songs like alley cats. I haven’t the heart to tell them that their voices are not

quite up to the same standard as their esteemed cousin’s.” 

Nesryn  chuckled,  even  as  her  face  heated.  She  sang  for  very  few—only  her

family.  She’d  never  sung  for  Chaol  or  the  others,  or  even  mentioned  that  her voice was … better than good. It wasn’t something that could easily be brought

up in conversation, and the gods knew that the last several months had not been

conducive  to  singing.  But  she’d  found  herself  singing  to  her  cousins  the  other night—one  of  the  songs  her  father  had  taught  her.  A  lullaby  of  Antica.  By  the end  of  it,  her  aunt  and  uncle  had  been  gathered  round,  her  aunt  dabbing  at  her eyes, and … well, now there was no going back with it, was there? 

She’d likely be teased about it until she never opened her mouth again. 

But  if  only  she  had  come  here  just  for  singing.  She  sighed  a  bit,  steeling herself. 

In  the  silence,  her  aunt  and  uncle  exchanged  looks.  Her  aunt  asked  quietly, 

“What is it?” 

Nesryn  sipped  from  her  tea,  considering  her  words.  Her  aunt  and  uncle,  at

least,  gave  her  the  gift  of  waiting  for  her  to  speak.  Her  sister  would  have  been shaking her shoulders by now, demanding an answer. “There was an attack at the

Torre  the  other  night.  A  young  healer  was  killed  by  an  intruder.  The  murderer has not yet been found.” 

No matter how she and Sartaq had combed through the few sewers and canals

beneath Antica last night, they had not found a single path toward the Torre; nor

any sign of a Valg’s nest. All they’d discovered were typical, awful city smells

and rats scurrying underfoot. 

Her uncle swore, earning a look from her aunt. But even her aunt rubbed at

her chest before asking, “We’d heard the rumors, but … You have now come to

warn us?” 

Nesryn  nodded.  “The  attack  lines  up  with  the  techniques  of  enemies  in

Adarlan.  If  they  are  here,  in  this  city,  I  fear  it  may  be  in  connection  to  my arrival.” 

She had not dared tell her aunt and uncle too much. Not for lack of trust, but

for fear of who might be listening. So they did not know of the Valg, or Erawan, 

or the keys. 

They knew of her quest to raise an army, for that was no secret, but … She

did  not  risk  telling  them  of  Sartaq.  That  he  and  his  rukhin  might  be  the  path toward winning support from the khagan, that his people might know something

about the Valg that even they had not discovered in dealing with them. She did

not even risk telling them she’d been on the prince’s ruk. Not that they’d really

believe it. Well-off as her family might be, there was wealth, and then there was

royalty. 

Her uncle said, “Will they target our family—to get to you?” 

Nesryn swallowed. “I don’t believe so, but I would put nothing past them. I—

it  is  still  unknown  if  this  attack   was  in  relation  to  my  arrival,  or  if  we  are jumping to conclusions, but on the chance that it is true … I came to warn you to

hire more guards if you can.” She looked between them, laying her hands palm-

up on the table. “I am sorry to have brought this to your household.” 

Another glance between her aunt and uncle, then each took her by the hand. 

“There  is  nothing  to  be  sorry  for,”  her  aunt  said.  Just  as  her  uncle  added, 

“Getting to see you so unexpectedly has been a blessing beyond measure.” 

Her throat closed up. This—this was what Erawan was poised to destroy. 

She’d find a way to raise that army. Either to rescue her family from war, or

keep it from reaching these shores. 

Her aunt declared, “We will hire more guards, have an escort for the children

to and from school.” A nod to her husband. “And anywhere we go in this city.” 

Nesryn’s  uncle  added,  “And  what  of  you?  Traipsing  about  the  city  on  your

own.”  Nesryn  waved  a  hand,  though  their  concern  warmed  her.  She  refrained

from  telling  them  she’d  hunted  Valg  in  Rifthold’s  sewers  for  weeks,  that  she’d been  stalking  them  through  Antica’s  sewers  last  night.  And  most  certainly

refrained  from  telling  them  just  how  involved  she’d  been  in  the  glass  castle’s demise. She had no wish to see her uncle keel over in his chair, or see her aunt’s

thick, beautiful hair go white. “I can handle myself.” 

Her aunt and uncle did not look so convinced, but they nodded all the same. 

Just as Cook emerged, smiling broadly at Nesryn, little dishes of chilled salads

between her withered hands. 

For  long  moments,  Nesryn  ate  everything  her  aunt  and  uncle  piled  onto  her

plate, which was indeed as good as any food at the palace. By the time she was

stuffed to the point of exploding, by the time she’d drained her tea to its dregs, 

her aunt said slyly to her, “I had hoped you’d be bringing a guest, you know.” 

Nesryn snorted, brushing the hair from her face. “Lord Westfall is quite busy, 

Aunt.” But if Yrene had gotten him onto a horse this morning … perhaps she’d

indeed get him here tomorrow. Introduce him to her family—to the four children

who filled this house with chaos and joy. 

Her  aunt  sipped  daintily  from  her  tea.  “Oh,  I  didn’t  mean  him.”  A  wry  grin between Zahida and Brahim. “I meant Prince Sartaq.” 

Nesryn was glad she’d finished her tea. “What of him?” 

That  sly  smile  didn’t  fade.  “Rumor  claims   someone”—a  pointed  look  at

Nesryn—“was spotted riding with the prince at dawn yesterday. Atop his ruk.” 

Nesryn reined in her wince. “I … was.” She prayed no one had seen her with

him last night—that word would not reach the Valg agent’s ears they were being

hunted. 

Her  uncle  chuckled.  “And  you  planned  to  tell  us  when?  The  children  were

beside  themselves  with  excitement  that  their  beloved  cousin  had  ridden  on

Kadara herself.” 

“I did not want to brag.” A pathetic excuse. 

“Hmmm,” was all her uncle replied, mischief dancing in his gaze. 

But Nesryn’s aunt gave her a knowing look, steel in her brown eyes, as if she, 

too,  did  not  forget  for  one  moment  the  family  who  remained  in  Adarlan  and

perhaps  now  tried  to  flee  to  these  shores.  Her  aunt  simply  said,  “The  ruks  will not fear wyverns.” 
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Yrene’s  heart  thundered  as  she  knelt  beside  Chaol  on  the  bed  and  watched  his toes shift. 

“Can you—feel that?” 

Chaol was still staring as if he didn’t quite believe it. 

“I …” The words stalled in his throat. 

“Can you control the movement?” 

He seemed to concentrate. 

Then his toes stopped. 

“Good,” she said, sitting upright to watch more closely. “Now move them.” 

He again appeared to concentrate and concentrate, and then—

Two toes curled. Then three on the other foot. 

Yrene  smiled—broadly,  widely.  Remained  smiling  as  she  turned  her  head

toward him. 

He only stared at her. Her smile. A sort of focused intensity falling across his

features that made her go a bit still. 

“How?” he asked. 

“The—maybe  when  I  got  to  you,  when  my  magic  blasted  back  darkness  a

little …” It had been terrible. To find him inside all that dark. The void, the cold, 

the shrieking pain and horror. 

She had refused to acknowledge what it tried to show her at that wall, again

and again: that terrible fortress, the fate that awaited her when she returned. She

had refused to acknowledge it as she had struck the wall, her magic begging her to stop, to pull away. 

Until … until she’d heard  him. Far off and deeper within. 

She’d blindly lunged, a spear-throw toward that sound. And there he’d been

—or whatever it was  of him. As if  this was the core of the tether between man and injury, not the wall against the nerves far, far above. 

She’d wrapped herself around it, hugging tight even as the darkness pounded

in again and again. And in answer, she’d sent her magic slashing into it, a scythe

of light into the dark. A torch that burned just a fraction. 

Just enough, it seemed. 

“This is good,” Yrene declared—perhaps uselessly. “This is wonderful.” 

Chaol was still staring at her as he said, “It is.” 

She became aware of the blood on her—the state of her. 

“Let’s  start  with  this,”  she  said.  “Do  a  few  exercises  before  we  stop  for  the day.” 

What  she  had  admitted  about  her  mother  …  She  had  only  told  Hafiza  upon

entering  the  Torre.  No  one  else.  She  had  told  no  one  else,  not  since  she’d staggered onto her mother’s cousin’s farm and begged for sanctuary and shelter. 

She wondered how long his own story had been locked in his chest. 

“Let  me  order  food  first,”  Yrene  decided.  She  glanced  toward  the  wood

screen  shielding  the  bathing  room  from  sight,  then  down  at  her  blood-crusted

chest and dress. “While we wait … I might beg to use your bath. And borrow a

set of your clothes.” 

Chaol  was  still  watching  her  with  that  focused,  calm  face.  A  different  one

from any she’d seen on him before. As if in shaving off some of that darkness, it

had revealed this facet beneath. 

This man she had not yet met. 

She wasn’t sure what to do with it. With him. 

“Take whatever you want,” Chaol told her, his voice low—rough. 
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Yrene was light-headed when she crawled off the bed, taking his ruined shirt

with  her,  and  hurried  for  the  bathing  chamber.  From  the  blood  loss,  she  told herself. 

Even as she smiled throughout her bath. 

“I  can’t  help  but  feel  neglected,  you  know,”  Hasar  drawled  as  she  pored  over maps  Yrene  didn’t  dare  inquire  about.  From  across  the  princess’s  lavish

receiving  room,  she  couldn’t  view  them  properly—and  could  only  watch  as

Hasar moved several ivory figurines here and there, her dark brows scrunched in

concentration. 

“Renia, of course,” Hasar went on, sliding a figure two inches to the right and

frowning,  “says  I  should  not  expect  so  much  of  your  time,  but  perhaps  I’ve

grown spoiled these two years.” 

Yrene sipped her mint tea and did not comment one way or the other. Hasar

had  summoned  her  here  upon  learning  that  Yrene  had  been  healing  Lord

Westfall all day, sending a servant to fetch her to the princess’s rooms, with the

promise of some much-needed refreshments. And indeed, the carob cookies and

tea had pushed back the tide of her exhaustion just a fraction. 

Her  friendship  with  the  princess  had  been  purely  accidental.  In  one  of

Yrene’s first on-site lessons, Hafiza had brought her to tend to the princess, who

had  returned  from  her  seaside  palace  in  the  northeast  to  be  treated  for  an

unrelenting  stomach  pain.  They  were  both  of  similar  age,  and  during  the  hours that  Hafiza  went  about  removing  a  truly  horrific  tapeworm  from  the  princess’s intestines, Hasar had ordered Yrene to talk. 

So Yrene had, rambling about her lessons, occasionally mentioning the more

disgusting  moments  of  her  year  working  at  the  White  Pig.  The  princess

particularly enjoyed her tales of the rather messier bar fights. Her favorite story

to hear, which she’d ordered Yrene to narrate thrice during the days Hafiza had

extracted  the  magically  slaughtered  tapeworm  through  her  mouth—one  orifice or  the  other,  the  Healer  on  High  had  told  the  princess—was  of  the  young

stranger who had saved Yrene’s life, taught her to defend herself, and left her a

small fortune in gold and jewels. 

Yrene  had  deemed  it  idle  talk,  not  expecting  the  princess  to  remember  her

name  once  Hafiza  had  coaxed  the  last  inches  of  the  tapeworm  from  her  body. 

But two days later, she’d been called to the princess’s rooms, where Hasar was

busy  stuffing  her  face  with  all  manner  of  delicacies  to  make  up  for  the  weight she’d lost. 

Too thin, she’d told Yrene by way of greeting. She needed a fatter ass for her

lover to grip at night. 

Yrene  had  burst  out  laughing—the  first  bit  of  true  laughter  she’d  had  in  a

long, long time. 

Hasar had only smirked, offered Yrene some smoked fish from the river-rich

lowlands, and that had been that. Perhaps not a friendship of equals, but Hasar

seemed to enjoy her company, and Yrene was in no position to deny her. 

So the princess made a point to summon Yrene whenever she was in Antica

—and had eventually brought Renia to the palace, both to meet her father and to

meet  Yrene.  Renia,  if  Yrene  was  being  honest,  was  far  preferable  to  the

demanding  and  sharp-tongued  princess,  but  Hasar  was  prone  to  jealousy  and

territorialism, and often made sure Renia was kept well away from the court and

would-be contenders for her affections. 

Not that Renia had ever given cause for such a thing. No, the woman—older

than  Yrene  by  a  month—only  had  eyes  for  the  princess.  Loved  her  with

unflinching devotion. 

Hasar called her a lady, had granted Renia lands within her own territory. Yet

Yrene  had  heard  some  of  the  other  healers  whisper  that  when  Renia  had  first entered  Hasar’s  orbit,  Hafiza  had  been  discreetly  asked  to  heal  her  of  …

unpleasantries  from  her  former  life.  Former  profession,  apparently.  Yrene  had

never asked Hasar for the details, but given how loyal Renia was to the princess, she often wondered if the reason why Hasar so loved to hear Yrene’s own story

of her mysterious savior was because she, too, had once seen a woman suffering

and reached out to help. And then to hold her. 

“You’re  smiling  more  today,  too,”  Hasar  said,  setting  down  her  glass  pen. 

“Despite those hideous clothes.” 

“Mine  were  sacrificed  to  the  cause  of  healing  Lord  Westfall,”  Yrene  said, 

rubbing at the dull throbbing in her temple that even the tea and carob cookies

couldn’t chase away. “He was kind enough to lend me some of his own.” 

Hasar smirked. “Some might see you and assume you lost your clothes for a

far more pleasurable reason.” 

Yrene’s  face  heated.  “I’d  hope  they’d  remember  that  I  am  a  professional

healer at the Torre.” 

“It’d make it even more valuable gossip.” 

“I’d  think  they’d  have  better  things  to  do  than  whisper  about  a  nobody

healer.” 

“You are Hafiza’s unofficial heir. That makes you slightly interesting.” 

Yrene  wasn’t  insulted  by  the  frank  words.  She  didn’t  explain  to  Hasar  that

she’d  likely  be  leaving,  and  Hafiza  would  have  to  find  someone  else.  She

doubted  the  princess  would  approve—and  wasn’t  entirely  certain  that  Hasar

would  let her leave. She’d been worried about Kashin for so long, yet Hasar …

“Well, regardless, I have no designs on Lord Westfall.” 

“You should. He’s divertingly handsome. Even  I’m tempted.” 

“Really?” 

Hasar laughed. “Not at all. But I could see why  you might be.” 

“He and Captain Faliq are involved.” 

“And if they weren’t?” 

Yrene  took  a  long  sip  from  her  tea.  “He  is  my  patient,  and  I  am  his  healer. 

There are plenty of other handsome men.” 

“Like Kashin.” 

Yrene  frowned  at  the  princess  over  the  black-and-gold  rim  of  her  teacup. 

“You keep pushing your brother on me. Are  you encouraging him?” 

Hasar  put  a  hand  on  her  chest,  her  manicured  nails  gleaming  in  the  late

afternoon  sun.  “Kashin  had  no  trouble  with  women  until  you  came  along.  You

two were once such close friends. Why shouldn’t I wish that my dear friend and

brother form a deeper attachment?” 

“Because  if  you  are  appointed  khagan,  you  might  kill  us  if  he  doesn’t

submit.” 

“Him,  possibly,  if  he  doesn’t  bow.  And  if  you  prove  to  not  be  carrying  his offspring, I might let you take the cleansing once my own line is established and

keep your wealth.” 

Such  bald  casual  words.  Of  such  horrible  methods  meant  to  keep  this

wondrous,  sweeping  empire  from  fracturing.  She  wished  Kashin  were  here  to

listen, to understand. 

Yrene asked, “And what would you do—for producing offspring?” 

With Renia as the possible future Grand Empress, Hasar would need to find

 some way to produce a blood heir. 

Hasar began pushing her figures around the map again. “I have already told

my father, and it is no concern of yours.” 

Right.  For  if  she  had  selected  some  male  to  do  the  job  …  dangerous

knowledge.  Her  siblings  might  very  well  try  to  destroy  someone  whom  Hasar

and  Renia  trusted  enough  to  assist  in  that  way.  Or  would  pay  handsomely  to

know that Hasar and Renia were even  considering offspring at this point. 

But  Hasar  then  said,  “I  heard  that  killer  in  the  library  hunted  you.” 

Unforgiving will filled her face. “Why did you not come to me first?” 

Before  Yrene  could  answer,  Hasar  mercifully  went  on,  “They  said  it  was

some strange death—not a typical one at all.” 

Yrene tried and failed to block out the memory of the gaunt, leathery face. “It

was.” 

Hasar sipped her tea. “I don’t care if the attack was a deliberate move on your

life  or  whether  it  was  just  piss-poor  coincidence.”  She  set  down  her  cup  with delicate  precision.  “When  I  find  whoever  it  is,  I’ll  behead  them  myself.”  The princess tapped a hand on the sheathed blade discarded along the edge of her oak

desk. 

Yrene  didn’t  doubt  her.  But  she  said,  “I’ve  been  told  the  danger  is  …

considerable.” 

“I do not take lightly to my friends being hunted like beasts.” Not the voice

of  a  princess—but  a  warrior-queen.  “And  I  do  not  take  lightly  to  Torre  healers being killed and terrorized.” 

Hasar  was  many  things,  but  she  was  loyal.  To  her  core.  To  the  few,  few

people whom she favored. It had always warmed something in Yrene. To have

someone  who  actually  meant  what  they  said.  Hasar   would  behead  the  killer  if they  were  unfortunate  enough  to  encounter  her.  She  would  ask  no  questions, 

either. 

Yrene considered all she knew about the potential murderer and struggled to

refrain  from  telling  the  princess  that  beheading  was,  in  fact,  the  proper  way  to deal with a Valg demon. 

Unless you were facing the remnants of it within someone. In which case …

As  awful,  as  exhausting  as  today’s  session  with  Lord  Westfall  had  been,  she’d already  cataloged  and  tucked  away  the  small  scraps  of  information  she’d

gleaned. Not just for his healing, but if she should ever face it again—on those

battlefields. Even if the prospect of seeing those Valg demons in the flesh …

Taking  a  steadying  drink  of  her  tea,  Yrene  asked,  “Are  you  not  concerned

that perhaps it is no coincidence war is upon the northern continent, and now we

have enemies in our midst?” She didn’t dare mention Tumelun’s death. 

“Perhaps Lord Westfall and Captain Faliq brought in their own spies to track

you.” 

“That is not possible.” 

“Are you so certain? They are desperate. And desperation breeds people who

are willing to do anything to get what they need.” 

“And  what  would  they  need  from  me  beyond  what  I  am  already  giving

them?” 

Hasar  beckoned  Yrene  over  with  a  flick  of  her  fingers.  Yrene  set  down  her

teacup  and  strode  across  the  deep  blue  carpet  to  the  desk  before  the  windows. 

Hasar’s rooms commanded a view of the teal bay—the ships and the gulls and

the glittering sprawl of the Narrow Sea beyond. 

Hasar gestured to the map in front of her. “What do you see here?” 

Yrene’s  throat  tightened  as  she  recognized  the  landmass.  The  northern

continent—her own home. And all the figures on it, in red and green and black

…

“Are those—armies?” 

“This  is  Duke  Perrington’s  force,”  Hasar  said,  pointing  to  the  line  of  black figures  stretching  like  a  wall  across  the  middle  of  the  continent.  Other  clusters lay to the south. 

And to the north: one small green cluster. And a lone red figure just beyond

the shores of Rifthold. 

“What are the others?” 

Hasar  said,  “There  is  a  small  army  in  Terrasen.”  She  snickered  at  the  green figures clustered around Orynth. 

“And in Adarlan?” 

Hasar picked up the red figurine, twirling it between two figures. “No army

to  speak  of.  Dorian  Havilliard  remains  unaccounted  for.  Will  he  flee  north  or south?  Or  perhaps  cut  inland—though  there  is  certainly  nothing  beyond  the

mountains save for half-feral tribes.” 

“What is that figure?” Yrene asked, noting the gold pawn Hasar had set off

the map entirely. 

Hasar picked it up, too. “It is Aelin Galathynius.  Also unaccounted for.” 

“She is not in Terrasen? With her army?” 

“No.”  Hasar  patted  the  documents  she’d  been  referencing  as  she’d  adjusted

her own maps. Reports, Yrene realized. “The latest news indicates the Queen of

Terrasen is nowhere to be found in her own kingdom. Or in any other.” A slight

smile. “Perhaps you should ask your lord that.” 

“I doubt he’ll tell me.” She refrained from saying he wasn’t her lord. 

“Then perhaps you should make him.” 

Yrene carefully asked, “Why?” 

“Because I would like to know.” 

Yrene  read  between  the  words.  Hasar  wanted  the  information—before  her

father or siblings. 

“To what end?” 

“When  a  power  broker  of  the  realms  goes  missing,  it  is  not  a  cause  for

celebration. Especially one who destroys palaces and takes cities on a whim.” 

Fear.  Well  hidden,  but  Hasar  was  at  least  considering  the  possibility  that

Aelin Galathynius might set her sights beyond her own lands. 

But to play spy for Hasar … “You think the library attack has something to

do with this?” 

“I  think  that  perhaps  Lord  Westfall  and  Captain  Faliq  are  aware  of  how  to

play the game. And if they make it appear as if a threat from Perrington is in our

midst, why wouldn’t we consider allying with them?” 

Yrene didn’t think they played those sorts of games at all. “You think they’re

doing  this  to  help  Aelin  Galathynius?  Or  because  she  is  missing  and  they’re

frightened of losing a powerful ally themselves?” 

“That’s what I would like to know. Along with the queen’s location. Or their

best guess.” 

Yrene made herself hold the princess’s stare. “And why should I help you?” 

A  Baast  Cat’s  smile.  “Beyond  the  fact  that  we  are  dear  friends?  Is  there

nothing I could give you to sweeten the offer, lovely Yrene?” 

“I have all I need.” 

“Yes,  but  you  do  remember  that  the  armadas  are  mine.  The  Narrow  Sea  is

mine. And crossing it may be very, very difficult to those who forget.” 

Yrene did not dare back down. Didn’t dare break the princess’s dark gaze. 

Hasar knew. Knew, or guessed, that Yrene wanted to leave. And if she did not

aid the princess … Yrene had no doubt that as fiercely as Hasar loved, so, too, 

could  her  need  for  retribution  drive  her.  Enough  to  make  sure  Yrene  never  left these shores. 

“I shall see what I can learn,” Yrene said, refusing to soften her voice. 

“Good,” Hasar declared, and cleared the figurines off the map with a wipe of

her hand, scattering them into a drawer and shutting them inside. “To begin, why

don’t you join me at Tehome’s feast the night after tomorrow? I can keep Kashin

occupied, if it will clear the way for you.” 

Her stomach turned over. She’d forgotten that the sea goddess’s holiday was

in  two  days.  Frankly,  there  were  holidays  nearly  every  other  week,  and  Yrene participated when she could, but this one … With her fleet, with the Narrow Sea

and  several  others  under  her  jurisdiction,  Hasar  would  certainly  be  honoring

Tehome.  And  the  khaganate  would  certainly  not  fail  to  honor  the  Lady  of  the Great Deep, either—not when the oceans had been good to them these centuries. 

So  Yrene  didn’t  dare  object.  Didn’t  let  herself  so  much  as  hesitate  before

Hasar’s  piercing  eyes.  “As  long  as  you  don’t  mind  me  wearing  the  same  dress from the other night,” she said as casually as she could, plucking at her oversized

shirt. 

“No  need,”  Hasar  countered,  smiling  broadly.  “I  have  something  already

selected.” 
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Chaol kept moving his toes long after Yrene had left. He wriggled them inside

his boots, not quite  feeling them, but just enough to know they  were moving. 

However Yrene had done it …

He didn’t tell Nesryn when she returned before dinner, no sign of the Valg to

report.  And  he’d  only  quietly  explained  that  he  was  making  enough  progress

with Yrene that he’d like to put off tomorrow’s visit to her family until another

day. 

She’d seemed a tad crestfallen, but had agreed, that cool mask slipping back

over her face within a few blinks. 

He kissed her when she’d walked by to dress for dinner. 

He’d  grabbed  her  by  the  wrist  and  tugged  her  down,  and  kissed  her  once. 

Brief—but thorough. 

She’d been surprised enough that by the time he’d pulled away, she hadn’t so

much as laid a hand on him. 

“Get ready,” he told her, motioning to her room. 

With a backward glance at him, a half smile on her mouth, Nesryn obeyed. 

Chaol stared after her for a few minutes, shifting his toes in his boots. 

There had been no heat in it—the kiss. No real feeling. 

He  expected  it.  He’d  practically  shoved  her  away  these  weeks.  He  didn’t

blame her at all for the surprise. 

He was still flexing his toes in his boots when they arrived at dinner. Tonight, 

he’d  ask  the  khagan  for  an  audience.  Again.  Mourning  or  no,  protocol  or  no. 

And then he’d warn the man of what he knew. 

He  would  request  it  before  Yrene’s  usual  arrival—in  case  they  lost  time. 

Which seemed to be an occurrence. It had been three hours today. Three. 

His throat was still raw, despite the honeyed tea Yrene had made him drink

until he was nearly sick. Then she’d made him exercise, many of the movements

ones she had to assist him with: rotating his hips, rolling each leg from side to

side,  rotating  his  ankles  and  feet  in  circles.  All  designed  to  keep  the  blood flowing  to  the  muscles  beginning  to  atrophy,  all  designed  to  re-create  the

pathways between his spine and brain, she said. 

She’d repeated the sets over and over, until an hour had passed. Until she was

swaying again on her feet, and that glassy look had crept over her eyes. 

Exhaustion. For while she’d been rotating his legs, ordering him to move his

toes  every  now  and  then,  she’d  sent  tingles  of  her  magic  through  his  legs, 

bypassing his spine entirely. Little pinpricks in his toes—like swarms of fireflies

had landed on him. That was all he felt, even as she kept trying to patch up those

pathways  in  his  body.  What  little  she  could  do  now,  with  the  small  progress she’d made hours ago. 

But all that magic … When Yrene had swayed after his last set, he’d called

for Kadja. Ordered an armed carriage for the healer. 

Yrene,  to  his  surprise,  didn’t  object.  Though  he  supposed  it  was  hard  to, 

when  the  healer  was  nearly  asleep  on  her  feet  by  the  time  she  left,  Kadja

supporting her. Yrene only murmured something about being on his horse again

after breakfast, and was gone. 

But perhaps the luck he’d had that afternoon was the last of it. 

Hours later, the khagan was not at dinner. He was dining in private with his

beloved wife, they said. The unspoken rest of it lay beneath the words: mourning

was taking its natural course, and politics would be set aside. Chaol had tried to

look as understanding as possible. 

At least Nesryn seemed to be making some headway with Sartaq, even if the other royals had already grown bored with their presence. 

So he dined, so he kept wriggling his toes within his boots, and did not tell

anyone, even Nesryn, long after they’d returned to their suite and he’d tumbled

off to bed. 

He awoke with the dawn, found himself … eager to wash and dress. Found

himself  eating  breakfast  as  quickly  as  he  could,  while  Nesryn  only  raised  her brows. 

But she, too, was off early to meet Sartaq atop one of the palace’s thirty-six

minarets. 

There was some holiday tomorrow, to honor one of the thirty-six gods those

minarets  each  represented.  Their  sea  goddess,  Tehome.  There  would  be  a

ceremony  at  sunrise  down  by  the  docks,  with  all  the  royals,  even  the  khagan, attending  to  lay  wreaths  into  the  water.  Gifts  for  the  Lady  of  the  Great  Deep, Nesryn had said. Then a grand feast at the palace come sundown. 

He’d  been  indifferent  about  his  own  holidays  back  in  Adarlan,  found  them

outdated rites to honor forces and elements his ancestors could not explain, and

yet the buzz of activity, the wreaths of flowers and seashells being raised within

the palace to at last replace the white banners, the scent of shellfish simmering in

butter and spices … It intrigued him. Made him see a bit clearer, brighter, as he

wheeled through the busy palace toward the courtyard. 

The  courtyard  itself  was  a  melee  of  arriving  and  departing  vendors,  bearing

food and decorations and what seemed to be performers. All to beseech their sea

goddess  for  mercy  as  the  late  summer  gave  way  to  annual  violent  storms  that could rip apart ships and entire towns on the coastline. 

Chaol scanned the courtyard for Yrene, flexing his toes. He spotted his horse

and her mare alongside it in the few pens by the east wall, but … no sign of her. 

She’d been late yesterday, so he waited until a lull in the deliveries before he

motioned  the  stable  hands  to  help  him  mount.  But  it  was  the  guard  from
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yesterday—the one who’d aided him most—who came forward when the mare

was brought over. Shen, Yrene had called him; she’d greeted the guard as if she

knew him well. 

Shen  said  nothing,  though  Chaol  knew  every  guard  in  this  palace  spoke  an

assortment  of  languages  beyond  Halha,  only  offering  a  nod  of  greeting.  Which

Chaol  found  himself  returning  before  he  silently  mounted,  his  arms  straining

with  the  effort  to  haul  himself  upward.  But  he  made  it,  perhaps  easier  than yesterday, earning what he could have sworn was a wink of approval from Shen

before the guard sauntered back to his post. 

Shutting out what that did to his chest, Chaol buckled the straps on his brace

and surveyed the chaotic courtyard and open gates beyond. The guards inspected

every wagon, every piece of paper that confirmed a royal order had been placed

for the goods they bore. 

Good.  Regardless  of  whether  he’d  spoken  to  the  khagan  personally,  at  least

someone had warned the guard to be careful—perhaps Kashin. 

The sun drifted higher, raising the heat with it. Still Yrene did not come. 

A clock chimed deep in the palace. An hour late. 

The  mare  turned  skittish,  impatient  beneath  him,  and  he  patted  her  thick, 

sweaty neck, murmuring. 

Another fifteen minutes passed. Chaol studied the gates, the street beyond. 

No word of alarm had come from the Torre, but staying still, just waiting here

…

He  found  himself  snapping  the  reins,  tapping  the  horse’s  flank  to  launch  it

into a walk. 

He’d marked the path Yrene had taken yesterday. Perhaps he’d run into her

on her way over here. 

Antica was crawling with vendors and people setting up for tomorrow’s holiday. 

And those already toasting to the Lady of the Great Deep, filling the taverns and eating rooms lining the streets, musicians playing at each one. 

It  took  him  nearly  twice  as  long  to  get  to  the  Torre’s  owl-adorned  gates, 

though  part  of  that  slowness  was  due  to  his  scanning  for  Yrene  on  every

crammed street and passing alley. But he found no sign of the healer. 

He and his horse were sweating when they rode through the Torre gates, the

guards smiling at him—faces he’d marked from yesterday’s lesson. 

How  many  times  had  he  seen  such  a  greeting  in  Adarlan?  Taken  it  for

granted? 

He’d  always  ridden  through  the  black  iron  gates  to  the  glass  palace  without

hesitation,  without  really  doing  more  than  noting  who  was  stationed  there  and who wasn’t looking up to snuff. He’d trained with those men, learned about their

families and lives. 

His men. They had been  his men. 

So  Chaol’s  own  answering  smile  was  tight,  and  he  couldn’t  stand  to  meet

their  bright  eyes  for  more  than  a  passing  glance  as  he  rode  into  the  Torre courtyard, the scent of lavender wrapping around him. 

But  he  paused  a  few  feet  in,  wheeled  his  mare  around,  and  asked  the  guard

closest, “Has Yrene Towers left today?” 

Like those at the khagan’s palace, each of the Torre’s guards was fluent in at

least  three  languages:  Halha,  the  tongue  of  the  northern  continent,  and  the

language of the lands to the east. With visitors from all over Erilea, those at the

Torre gates  had to be fluent in the three common tongues. 

The guard before him shook his head, sweat sliding down his dark skin in the

rippling heat. “Not yet, Lord Westfall.” 

Perhaps it was rude to seek her out when she was likely too busy with other

things to immediately tend to him. She’d mentioned other patients, after all. 

With  a  nod  of  thanks,  he  again  turned  the  roan  mare  toward  the  Torre,  and

was  about  to  aim  for  the  courtyard  to  its  left  when  an  ancient  voice  said  from

below, “Lord Westfall. Good to see you out and about.” 

Hafiza. The Healer on High stood a few feet away, a basket draped over her

thin  arm  and  two  middle-aged  healers  flanking  her.  The  guards  bowed,  and

Chaol inclined his head. 

“I was looking for Yrene,” he said by way of greeting. 

Hafiza’s white brows rose. “Did she not come to you this morning?” 

Unease tightened his gut. “No, though perhaps I missed her—” 

One  of  the  healers  at  Hafiza’s  side  stepped  forward  and  murmured  to  the

Healer on High, “She is abed, my lady.” 

Hafiza now raised her brows at the woman. “Still?” 

A shake of the head. “Drained. Eretia checked on her an hour ago—she was

asleep.” 

Hafiza’s mouth tightened, though Chaol had a feeling he knew what she was

about  to  say.  Felt  guilty  enough  before  the  crone  spoke.  “Our  powers  can  do great  things,  Lord  Westfall,  but  they  also  demand  a  great  cost.  Yrene  was  …” 

She  sought  the  words,  either  from  not  using  her  native  tongue  or  to  spare  him from  further  guilt.  “She  was  asleep  in  the  carriage  when  she  arrived  last  night. 

She had to be carried to her room.” 

He cringed. 

Hafiza patted his boot, and he could have sworn he felt it in his toes. “It is of

no concern, my lord. A day of sleep, and she will be back at the palace tomorrow

morning.” 

“If tomorrow is a holiday,” he volunteered, “she can have the day off.” 

Hafiza  chuckled.  “You  do  not  know  Yrene  very  well  at  all  if  you  think  she

considers  these  holidays  to  be   days  off.  ”  She  pointed  at  him.  “Though  if   you want the day off, you should certainly tell her, because she’ll likely be knocking

at your door come sunrise.” 

Chaol smiled, even as he gazed at the tower looming overhead. 

“It  is  a  restorative  sleep,”  Hafiza  supplied.  “Utterly  natural.  Do  not  let  it
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burden you.” 

With  a  final  look  at  the  pale  tower  high  above,  he  nodded  and  wheeled  his

horse back to the gates. “May I escort you anywhere?” 

Hafiza’s  smile  was  bright  as  the  midday  sun.  “You  certainly  may,  Lord

Westfall.” 

The Healer on High was stopped every block by those wishing to merely touch

her hand, or have her touch  them. 

Sacred. Holy. Beloved. 

It  took  them  thirty  minutes  to  get  even  half  a  dozen  blocks  from  the  Torre. 

And  though  he  offered  to  wait  while  Hafiza  and  her  companions  entered  the

modest home on a quiet street, they waved him off. 

The streets were clogged enough to deter him from exploring, so Chaol soon

headed back toward the palace. 

But  even  as  he  steered  his  horse  through  the  crowds,  he  found  himself

glancing to that pale tower—a behemoth on the horizon. To the healer sleeping

within. 

Yrene slept for a day and a half. 

She hadn’t meant to. Had barely been able to rouse herself long enough to see

to her needs and wave off Eretia when she’d come to prod her, to make sure she

was still alive. 

The healing yesterday—two days ago, she realized as she dressed in the gray

light  before  dawn—had  decimated  her.  That  bit  of  progress,  the  nosebleed

afterward, had taken its toll. 

But  his  toes  had  moved.  And  the  pathways  she’d  sent  her  magic  floating

along,  dots  of  light  darting  through  him  …  Damaged,  yes,  but  if  she  could

slowly start to replace those frayed, tiny communicators within him … It would be long, and hard, yet …

Yrene  knew  it  was  not  guilt  alone  that  had  her  rising  so  early  on  Tehome’s Day. 

He was from Adarlan—she doubted he’d care if he got the day off. 

Dawn had barely broken by the time Yrene slipped into the Torre courtyard

and paused. 

The sun had crept over the compound walls, spearing a few shafts of golden

light into the purplish shadows. 

And in one of those shafts of sunlight, the faint strands of gold in his brown

hair gleaming …

“She wakes,” Lord Chaol said. 

Yrene strode for him, gravel crunching loudly in the drowsy dawn. “You rode

here?” 

“All by myself.” 

She only arched a brow at the white mare beside his. “And you brought the

other horse?” 

“A gentleman through and through.” 

She  crossed  her  arms,  frowning  up  at  where  he  sat  mounted.  “Any  further

movement?” 

The morning sun lit his eyes, turning the brown into near-gold. “How are you

feeling?” 

“Answer my question, please.” 

“Answer mine.” 

She  gaped  at  him  a  bit.  Debated  scowling.  “I’m  fine,”  she  said,  waving  a

hand. “But have you felt any further—” 

“Did you get the rest you needed?” 

Yrene  gaped  at  him  truly  this  time.  “Yes. ”  She  scowled  now,  too.  “And  it’s none of your concern—” 

“It certainly is.” 

He  said  it  so   calmly.  With  such   male  entitlement.  “I  know  that  in  Adarlan, women  bow  to  whatever  men  say,  but  here,  if  I  say  it’s  none  of  your  business, then  it isn’t.” 

Chaol gave her a half smile. “So we’re back to the animosity today.” 

She reined in her rising shriek. “We are not back to anything. I’m your healer, 

and you are my patient, and I asked you about the status of your—” 

“If  you’re  not  rested,”  he  said,  as  if  it  were  the  most  rational  thing  in  the world, “then I’m not letting you near me.” 

Yrene opened and closed her mouth. “And  how will you decide that?” 

Slowly, his eyes swept over her. Every inch. 

Her heart thundered at the long look. The relentless focus. “Good color,” he

said. “Good posture. Certainly good sass.” 

“I’m not some prize horse, as  you said yesterday.” 

“Two days ago.” 

She braced her hands on her hips. “I’m fine. Now, how are  you?” Each word

was accentuated. 

Chaol’s eyes danced. “I’m feeling quite well, Yrene. Thank you for asking.” 

Yrene.  If  she  wasn’t  inclined  to  leap  onto  his  horse  and  strangle  him,  she

might have contemplated how the way he said her name made her toes curl. 

But  she  hissed,  “Don’t  mistake  my  kindness  for  stupidity.  If  you  have  had

any progress, or regressions, I  will find them out.” 

“If this is your kindness, then I’d hate to see your bad side.” 

She knew he meant the words in jest, yet … Her back stiffened. 

He seemed to realize it, and leaned down in his saddle. “It was a joke, Yrene. 

You have been more generous than … It was a joke.” 

She shrugged, heading for the white horse. 

He said, perhaps an attempt to steer them back toward neutral ground, “How

are the other healers faring—after the attack?” 

A shiver crawled up her spine as she grabbed the mare’s reins, but made no move  to  mount.  Yrene  had  offered  to  help  with  the  burial,  but  Hafiza  had

refused, telling her to save her strength for Lord Westfall. But it hadn’t stopped

her  from  visiting  the  death  chamber  beneath  the  Torre  two  days  ago—from

seeing  the  desiccated  body  laid  out  on  the  stone  slab  in  the  center  of  the  rock-hewn chamber, the leathery, drained face, the bones that jutted out from paper-

thin skin. She’d offered up a prayer to Silba before she’d left, and had not been

awake yesterday when they’d buried her in the catacombs far beneath the tower. 

Yrene  now  frowned  up  at  the  tower  looming  overhead,  its  presence  always

such  a  comfort,  and  yet  …  Since  that  night  in  the  library,  despite  Hafiza’s  and Eretia’s best efforts, there had been a hush in the halls, the tower itself. As if the

light that had filled this place had guttered. 

“They  fight  to  retain  a  sense  of  normalcy,”  Yrene  said  at  last.  “I  think  in defiance  against  …  against  whoever  did  it.  Hafiza  and  Eretia  have  led  by

example,  staying  calm,  focused—smiling  when  they  can.  I  think  it  helps  the

other girls not to be so petrified.” 

“If you want me to help with another lesson,” he offered, “my services are at

your disposal.” 

She nodded absently, running her thumb over the bridle. 

Silence fell for a long moment, filled with the scent of swaying lavender and

the  potted  lemon  trees.  Then—“Were  you  really  planning  on  barging  into  my

room at dawn?” 

Yrene turned from the patient white mare. “You don’t seem the type to laze in

bed.” She raised her brows. “Though, if you and Captain Faliq are engaging in

—” 

“You can come at dawn, if you wish.” 

She nodded. Even though she usually  loved sleeping. “I was going to check

on a patient before I visited you. Since we tend to … lose time.” He didn’t reply, 

so she went on, “I can meet you back at the palace in two hours, if you—” 

“I can go with you. I don’t mind.” 

She dropped the reins. Surveyed him. His legs. “Before we go, I should like

to do some exercises with you.” 

“On the horse?” 

Yrene  strode  to  him,  gravel  hissing  beneath  her  shoes.  “It’s  actually  a

successful form of treatment for many—not just those with spinal injuries. The

movements  of  a  horse  during  riding  can  improve  sensory  processing,  among

other  benefits.”  She  unbuckled  the  brace  and  slid  his  foot  from  the  stirrup. 

“When I was on the steppes last winter, I healed a young warrior who had fallen

from his horse on a grueling hunt—the wound was nearly the same as yours. His

tribe devised the brace for him before I got there, since he was even less inclined

to remain indoors than you.” 

Chaol snorted, running a hand through his hair. 

Yrene lifted his foot and began to rotate it, mindful of the horse he sat atop. 

“Getting him to do any of the exercising—the therapy—was an ordeal. He hated

being cooped up in his  gir and wanted to feel the fresh air on his face. So, just to give myself a moment’s peace, I let him get into the saddle, ride a bit, and then

we’d  do  the  exercises  while  he  was  astride.  Only  in  exchange  for  later  doing more  comprehensive  exercises  in  the  tent.  But  he  made  such  progress  while astride  that  it  became  a  main  part  of  our  treatment.”  Yrene  gently  bent  and straightened his leg. “I know you can’t feel much beyond your toes—” 

“Nothing.” 

“—but  I  want  you  to  focus  on  wriggling  them.  As  much  as  you  can.  Along with the rest of your leg, but concentrate on your feet while I do this.” 

He  fell  silent,  and  she  didn’t  bother  to  look  up  as  she  moved  his  leg,  going through what exercises she could with the horse beneath him. The solid weight

of  his  leg  was  enough  to  get  her  sweating,  but  she  kept  at  it,  stretching  and bending,  pivoting  and  rolling.  And  beneath  his  boots,  the  thick  black  leather shifting … his toes indeed wriggled and pushed. 

“Good,” Yrene told him. “Keep at it.” 

His  toes  strained  against  the  leather  again.  “The  steppes—that’s  where  the

khagan’s people originally hailed from.” 

She went through another full set of the exercises, making sure his toes were

moving  the  entire  time,  before  she  answered.  Setting  his  leg  back  within  the brace and stirrup, giving the horse plenty of space as she went  around  its  front

and unbuckled his other leg, she said, “Yes. A beautiful, pristine land. The grassy

hills  roll  on  forever,  interrupted  only  by  sparse  pine  forests  and  a  few  bald mountains.” Yrene grunted against the weight of his leg as she began the same

set  of  exercises.  “Did  you  know  that  the  first  khagan  conquered  the  continent with only a hundred thousand men? And that he did it in four years?” She took

in  the  awakening  city  around  them,  marveling.  “I  knew  about  his  people’s

history,  about  the  Darghan,  but  when  I  went  to  the  steppes,  Kashin  told  me—” 

She fell silent, wishing she could take back the last bit. 

“The prince went with you?” A calm, casual question. She tapped his foot in

silent order to keep wriggling his toes. Chaol obeyed with a huff of laughter. 

“Kashin  and  Hafiza  came  with  me.  We  were  there  over  a  month.”  Yrene

flexed his foot, up and down, working through the repetitive motions with slow, 

deliberate  care.  Magic  aided  in  the  healing,  yes,  but  the  physical  element  of  it played equally as important a role. “Are you moving your toes as much as you

can?” 

A snort. “Yes, mistress.” 

She hid her smile, stretching his leg as far as his hip would allow and rotating

it in small circles. 

“I  assume  that  trip  to  the  steppes  was  when  Prince  Kashin  poured  his  heart

out.” 

Yrene nearly dropped his leg, but instead glared up at him, finding those rich

brown eyes full of dry humor. “It is none of your business.” 

“You do love to say that, for someone who seems so intent on demanding I

tell her everything.” 

She rolled her eyes and went back to bending his leg at the knee, stretching

and  easing.  “Kashin  was  one  of  the  first  friends  I  made  here,”  she  said  after  a long moment. “One of my first friends anywhere.” 

“Ah.” A pause. “And when he wanted more than friendship …” 

Yrene lowered Chaol’s leg at last, buckling it back into the brace and wiping

the dust from his boots off her hands. She set her hands on her hips as she peered

at him, squinting against the rising light. “I didn’t want more than that. I told him

as much. And that is that.” 

Chaol’s  lips  twitched  toward  a  smile,  and  Yrene  at  last  approached  her

waiting mare, hauling herself into the saddle. When she straightened, arranging

the  skirts  of  her  dress  over  her  legs,  she  said  to  him,  “My  aim  is  to  return  to Fenharrow,  to  help  where  I  am  needed  most.  I  felt  nothing  strong  enough  for Kashin to warrant yielding that dream.” 

Understanding filled his eyes, and he opened his mouth—as if he might say

something  about  it.  But  he  just  nodded,  smiling  again,  and  said,  “I’m  glad  you didn’t.”  She  lifted  a  brow  in  question,  and  his  smile  grew.  “Where  would  I  be without you here to bark orders at me?” 

Yrene scowled, scooping up the reins and steering the horse toward the gates

as she said sharply, “Let me know if you start to feel any discomfort or tingling

in that saddle—and try to keep your toes moving as often as you can.” 

To  his  credit,  he  didn’t  object.  He  only  said  with  that  half  smile,  “Lead  the way, Yrene Towers.” 

And though she told herself not to … a little smile tugged on Yrene’s mouth

as they rode into the awakening city. 
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With  most  of  the  city  down  by  the  docks  for  the  sunrise  ceremony  to  honor

Tehome,  the  streets  were  quiet.  Chaol  supposed  only  the  sickest  would  be

bedbound  today,  which  was  why,  when  they  approached  a  slender  house  on  a

sunny, dusty street, he wasn’t at all surprised to be greeted by violent coughing

before they’d even reached the door. 

Well, before Yrene had even reached the door. Without the chair, he’d remain

atop the horse, but Yrene didn’t so much as comment on it as she dismounted, 

tied her mare to the hitching post down the street, and strode for the house. He

kept  shifting  his  toes  every  so  often—as  much  as  he  could  manage  within  the boots.  The  movement  alone,  he  knew,  was  a  gift,  but  it  required  more

concentration than he’d expected; more energy, too. 

Chaol was still flexing them when an elderly woman opened the house door, 

sighing to see Yrene and speaking in very slow Halha. For Yrene to understand, 

apparently,  because  the  healer  replied  in  the  language  as  she  entered  the  house and  left  the  door  ajar,  her  use  of  the  words  tentative  and  unwieldy.  Better  than his own. 

From the street, he could see through the house’s open windows and door to

the  little  bed  tucked  just  under  the  painted  sill—as  if  to  keep  the  patient  in  the fresh air. 

It was occupied by an old man—the source of that coughing. 

Yrene spoke to the crone before striding to the old man, pulling up a squat, 

three-legged stool. 

Chaol  stroked  his  horse’s  neck,  wriggling  his  toes  again,  while  Yrene  took

the man’s withered hand and pressed another to his brow. 

Each movement was gentle, calm. And her face …

There was a soft smile on it. One he’d never seen before. 

Yrene said something he couldn’t hear to the old woman wringing her hands

behind them, then rolled down the thin blanket covering the man. 

Chaol  cringed  at  the  lesions  crusting  his  chest  and  stomach.  Even  the  old

woman did. 

But Yrene didn’t so much as blink, her serene countenance never shifting as

she lifted a hand before her. White light simmered along her fingers and palm. 

The  old  man,  though  unconscious,  sucked  in  a  breath  as  she  laid  a  hand  on

his chest. Right over the worst of those sores. 

For  long  minutes,  she  only  laid  her  hand  there,  brows  scrunched,  light

flowing from her palm to the man’s chest. 

And when she lifted her hand … the old woman wept. Kissed Yrene’s hands, 

one after the other. Yrene only smiled, kissing the woman’s sagging cheek, and

bade  her  farewell,  giving  what  had  to  be  firm  instructions  for  the  man’s

continued care. 

It  was  only  after  Yrene  shut  the  door  behind  her  that  the  beautiful  smile

faded.  That  she  studied  the  dusty  cobblestones  and  her  mouth  tightened.  As  if she’d forgotten he was there. 

His horse nickered, and her head snapped up. 

“Are you all right?” he asked. 

She only unhitched her horse and mounted, chewing on her lower lip as they

started into a slow walk. “He has a disease that will not go gently. We have been

battling  it  for  five  months  now.  That  it  flared  up  so  badly  this  time  …”  She shook her head—disappointed. With herself. 

“It doesn’t have a cure?” 
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“It has been defeated in other patients, but sometimes the host … He is very

old. And even when I think I’ve purged it from him, it comes back.” She blew

out a breath. “At this point, I feel as if I’m just buying him time, not giving him

a solution.” 

He studied the tightness in her jaw. Someone who demanded excellence from

herself—while perhaps not expecting the same from others. Or even hoping for

it. 

Chaol  found  himself  saying,  “Are  there  any  other  patients  you  need  to  see

to?” 

She frowned toward his legs. Toward the big toe he pushed against the top of

his boot, the leather shifting with the movement. “We can return to the palace—” 

“I  like  to  be  outside,”  he  blurted.  “The  streets  are  empty.  Let  me  …”  He

couldn’t finish. 

Yrene seemed to get it, though. “There’s a young mother across the city.” A

long,  long  ride  away.  “She’s  recovering  from  a  hard  labor  two  weeks  ago.  I’d like to visit her.” 

Chaol tried not to look too relieved. “Then let’s go.” 

So they went. The streets remained empty, the ceremony, Yrene told him, lasting

until  midmorning.  Even  though  the  empire’s  gods  had  been  cobbled  together, 

most people participated in their holidays. 

Religious  tolerance,  she’d  said,  was  something  the  very  first  khagan  had

championed—and  all  who  had  come  after  him,  too.  Oppressing  various  beliefs

only led to discord within his empire, so he’d absorbed them all. Some literally, 

twining  multiple  gods  into  one.  But  always  allowing  those  who  wished  to

practice the freedom to do so without fear. 

Chaol, in turn, told Yrene about the other use he’d learned while reading up

on the history of the khagan rule: in other kingdoms, where religious minorities

were ill-treated, he found  many willing spies. 

She’d known that already—and had asked him if he’d ever used spies for his

own … position. 

He told her no. Though he didn’t reveal that he’d once had men who worked

covertly,  but  they  weren’t  like  the  spies  Aedion  and  Ren  Allsbrook  had

employed. That he himself had worked within Rifthold this spring and summer. 

But talking about his former guards … He fell silent. 

She’d remained quiet after that, as if sensing his silence was not from lack of

conversation. 

She brought him into a quarter of the city that was full of small gardens and

parks, the houses modest yet well kept. Firmly middle-class. It reminded him a

bit  of  Rifthold  and  yet  …  Cleaner.  Brighter.  Even  with  the  streets  so  quiet  this morning, it teemed with life. 

Especially at the elegant little house they stopped before, where a merry-eyed

young  woman  spotted  them  from  the  window  a  level  above.  She  called  out  to

Yrene in Halha, then vanished inside. 

“Well,  that  answers   that  question,”  Yrene  murmured,  just  as  the  front  door opened and that woman appeared, a plump babe in her arms. 

The  mother  paused  upon  seeing  Chaol,  but  he  offered  a  polite  bob  of  his

head. 

The woman smiled prettily at him, but it turned outright devious as she faced

Yrene and waggled her eyebrows. 

Yrene laughed, and the sound … Beautiful as the sound was, it was nothing

like the smile on her face. The delight. 

He’d never seen a face so lovely. 

Not as Yrene dismounted and took the chubby baby—the portrait of newborn

health—from  the  mother’s  outstretched  arms.  “Oh,  she’s  beautiful,”  she  cooed, 

brushing a finger over a round cheek. 

The mother beamed. “Fat as a dirt-grub.” She spoke in Chaol’s own tongue, 

either  because  Yrene  used  it  with  her,  or  from  noticing  his  own  features,  so different from the various norms here in Antica. “Hungry as a pig, too.” 

Yrene bobbed and swayed with the baby, cooing at the girl. “The feeding is

going well?” 

“She’d be on my breast day and night if I let her,” the mother groused, not at

all embarrassed to be discussing such things with him present. 

Yrene  chuckled,  her  smile  growing  as  she  let  a  tiny  hand  wrap  around  her

finger.  “She  looks  healthy  as  can  be,”  she  observed.  Then  looked  over  the

mother. “And you?” 

“I’ve been following the regimen you gave me—the baths helped.” 

“No bleeding?” 

A shake of the head. Then she seemed to notice him, because she said a bit

more  quietly,  and  Chaol  suddenly  found  the  buildings  down  the  street   very interesting, “How long until I can—you know? With my husband.” 

Yrene snorted. “Give it another seven weeks.” 

The woman let out a squawk of outrage. “But you  healed me.” 

“And you nearly bled out before I could.” Words that brooked no argument. 

“Give your body time to rest. Other healers would tell you eight more weeks at a

minimum, but … try it at seven. If there is  any discomfort—” 

“I know, I know,” the woman said, waving a hand. “It’s just … been a while.” 

Yrene  let  out  another  laugh,  and  Chaol  found  himself  gazing  toward  her  as

the healer said, “Well, you can wait a little longer at this point.” 

The  woman  gave  Yrene  a  wry  smile  as  she  took  back  her  burbling  baby.  “I

certainly hope  you enjoy yourself, since I can’t.” 

Chaol caught her meaningful glance in his direction before Yrene did. 

And he got no small amount of smug satisfaction from watching Yrene blink, 

then stiffen, then go red. “What—oh. Oh,  no.” 

The way she spat that  no … He took no satisfaction in  that. 

The woman only laughed, hefting the baby a bit higher as she headed into her

charming house. “I certainly would.” 

The door shut. 

Still  red,  Yrene  turned  to  him,  distinctly  not  meeting  his  eyes.  “She’s

opinionated.” 

Chaol chuckled. “I hadn’t realized that I was a firm  no.” 

She  glared  at  him,  hauling  herself  onto  her  mare.  “I  don’t  share  a  bed  with patients. And you’re with Captain Faliq,” she added quickly. “And you’re—” 

“Not in fit form to pleasure a woman?” 

He  was  shocked  he  said  it.  But  again  more  than  a  tad  smug  to  see  her  eyes flare. 

“No,” Yrene said, somehow going redder. “Certainly not that. But you’re …

you.” 

“I’m trying not to be insulted.” 

She waved a hand, looking everywhere but at him. “You know what I mean.” 

That he was a man from Adarlan, that he’d served the king? He certainly did. 

But he said, deciding to have mercy on her, “I was joking, Yrene. I … am with

Nesryn.” 

She swallowed, still blushing like mad. “Where is she today?” 

“She  went  to  attend  the  ceremony  with  her  family.”  Nesryn  hadn’t  invited

him, and he’d claimed he wanted to put off their own ride through the city. Yet

here he now was. 

Yrene nodded distantly. “Are you going to the party tonight—at the palace?” 

“Yes. Are you?” 

Another nod. Stilted silence. Then she said, “I’m afraid to work on you today

—just in case we lose track of time again and miss the party.” 

“Would it be so bad if we did?” 

She eyed him while they turned a corner. “It would offend some of them. If it

didn’t offend the Lady of the Great Deep herself. I’m not sure which scares me

more.” He chuckled again as Yrene went on, “Hasar lent me a dress, so I have to

go. Or risk her wrath.” 

Some shadow passed over her face. And he was about to ask about it when

she said, “Do you want to have a tour?” 

He stared at her, at the offer she’d thrown his way. 

“I’ll admit I don’t know  that much about the history, but my work has taken

me to every quarter, so I can at least keep us from getting lost—” 

“Yes,” he breathed. “Yes.” 

Yrene’s smile was tentative. Quiet. 

But she led him onward, the streets beginning to fill as the ceremonies ended

and celebrating began. As laughing people streamed down the avenue and alleys, 

music pouring from everywhere, the smell of food and spices wrapping around

him. 

He forgot about the heat, the baking sun, forgot to keep moving his toes every

now  and  then,  as  they  rode  through  the  winding  quarters  of  the  city,  as  he marveled  at  the  domed  temples  and  free  libraries,  as  Yrene  showed  him  the

paper  money  they  used—mulberry  bark  backed  in  silk—in  lieu  of  unwieldy

coins. 

She bought him her favorite treats, a confection made from carob, and offered

smiles to anyone who came her way. Rarely to him, though. 

There was no street she balked at turning down, no neighborhood or alley she

seemed to fear. A god-city, yes—and also a city of learning, of light and comfort

and wealth. 

When  the  sun  reached  its  zenith,  she  led  them  into  a  lush  public  garden,  its overhanging  trees  and  vines  blocking  out  the  brutal  rays.  They  rode  down  the labyrinth of walkways, the garden near-empty thanks to everyone now partaking

in the midday meal. 

Raised  beds  of  flowers  overflowed  with  blossoms,  hanging  ferns  swayed  in

the  cool  breeze  off  the  sea,  birds  called  to  one  another  from  the  cover  of  the drooping fronds overhead. 

“Do you think …,” Yrene said after long minutes of quiet, “that one day …” 

She gnawed on her bottom lip. “That we could have a place like this?” 

“In Adarlan?” 

“In  anywhere,”  she  said.  “But  yes—in  Adarlan,  in  Fenharrow.  I  heard

Eyllwe’s cities were once as fine as this, before …” 

Before the shadow between them. Before the shadow in his heart. 

“They  were,”  Chaol  said,  sealing  away  the  thought  of  the  princess  who’d

lived in those cities, who’d loved them. Even as the scar on his face seemed to

twinge. But he considered her question. And from those shadows of his memory, 

he heard Aedion Ashryver’s voice. 

 What  do  you  suppose  the  people  on  other  continents,  across  all  those  seas, think of us? Do you think they hate us or pity us for what we do to each other? 

 Perhaps  it’s  just  as  bad  there.  Perhaps  it’s  worse.  But  …  I  have  to  believe  it’s better. Somewhere, it’s better than this. 

He  wondered  if  he’d  ever  get  to  tell  Aedion  that  he’d  found  such  a  place. 

Perhaps  he  would  tell  Dorian  what  he’d  seen  here.  Help  rebuild  the  ruins  of Rifthold, of his kingdom, into something like this. 

He realized he hadn’t finished. That Yrene was still waiting, as she brushed

aside  a  trailing  vine  of  small  purple  flowers.  “Yes,”  he  said  at  last,  at  the wariness hiding that tiny burning kernel of hope in her eyes. “I believe we can

build this for ourselves one day.” He added, “If we survive this war.” If he could

leave here with an army behind him to challenge Erawan. 

Time  pressed  on  him,  smothering  him.  Faster.  He  had  to  move   faster  with everything—

Yrene  scanned  his  face  in  the  heavy  heat  of  the  garden.  “You  love  your

people very much.” 

Chaol nodded, unable to find the words. 

She  opened  her  mouth,  as  if  she’d  say  something,  but  closed  it.  Then  said, 

“Even  the  people  of  Fenharrow  were  not  blameless  with  their  actions  this  past
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decade.” 

Chaol tried not to look at the faint scar across her throat. Had it been one of

her own countrymen who had—

She  sighed,  studying  the  rose  garden  wilting  in  the  blistering  heat.  “We

should head back. Before the crowds get impossible.” 

He  wondered  what  she’d  thought  of  saying  a  moment  ago  but  decided

against. What caused that shadow to lurk in her eyes. 

But Chaol only followed her, all those words hanging between them. 

They parted ways at the palace, the halls packed with servants readying for the

evening’s festivities. Yrene went right to find Hasar and the dress—and bath—

she’d been promised, and Chaol returned to his own suite, to wash off the dust

and sweat and find something suitable to wear. 

No sign of Nesryn until she’d returned midway through his bath, shouted that

she was taking one of her own, and closed the door to her suite. 

He’d  opted  for  his  teal  jacket,  and  waited  in  the  hall  for  Nesryn  to  emerge. 

When  she  did,  he  blinked  at  the  well-cut  amethyst  jacket  and  pants.  He  hadn’t seen a sign of her captain’s uniform for days. And wasn’t about to ask as he said, 

“You look beautiful.” 

Nesryn smiled, her glossy hair still damp from the bath. “You don’t look so

bad yourself.” She seemed to note the color on his face and asked, “You were in

the sun today?” Her slight accent had deepened, adding more of a twirl to certain

sounds. 

“I helped Yrene with some patients around the city.” 

Nesryn  smiled  as  they  headed  into  the  hallway.  “I’m  glad  to  hear  it.”  Not  a word  about  the  ride  and  visit  he’d  delayed  with  her—he  wondered  if  she  had

even remembered. 

He still hadn’t told her about his toes. But as they reached the great hall of the

palace … Later. They’d discuss it all later. 

The great hall of the palace was a wonder. 

That was the only word for it. 

The  party  was  not  as  large  as  he  would  have  assumed,  only  a  few  more

people  than  the  usual  gathering  of  the  viziers  and  royals,  but  no  expense  had been spared on the decorations. The feast. 

He gaped a bit, Nesryn doing the same, as they were led to their spots at the

high  table—an  honor  he  was  still  surprised  they  received.  The  khagan  and  his wife would not be joining them, he was told by Duva. Her mother had not been

doing  well  these  last  few  days  and  wished  to  celebrate  with  her  husband  in

private. 

No  doubt  seeing  those  mourning  banners  at  last  coming  down  had  been

difficult.  And  tonight  likely  wasn’t  the  time  to  press  the  khagan  about  their alliance anyway. 

A few more guests poured in, along with Hasar and Renia, arm in arm with

Yrene. 

When Yrene had left him at the crossroads of one of the palace’s main halls, 

she’d  been  gleaming  with  sweat  and  dust,  her  cheeks  rosy,  her  hair  curling

slightly around her ears. Her dress, too, had been wrinkled from a day of riding, 

the hem coated in dust. 

Certainly not at all like what she wore now. 

He felt the attention of half the men at the table slide toward Hasar—toward

Yrene—as they entered, trailed by two of the princess’s servant girls. Hasar was

smirking, Renia utterly stunning in ruby red, but Yrene …

For a beautiful woman clad in the finest clothes and jewels an empire could

purchase, there was something resigned about her. Yes, her shoulders were back, 

her spine straight, but the smile that had hit him in the gut earlier was long gone. 

Hasar  had  dressed  Yrene  in  cobalt  that  brought  out  the  warmth  of  her  skin

and set her brown hair glimmering as if it had indeed been gilded. The princess

had even dusted cosmetics along Yrene’s face—or perhaps the hint of color on her  freckled  cheeks  was  from  the  fact  that  the  gown  was  cut  low  enough  to

reveal the lushness of her figure. Cut low, and tight through the bodice. 

Yrene’s  dresses  certainly  didn’t  hide  her  body,  but  the  gown  …  He  hadn’t

quite realized how slim her waist was, how her hips flared beneath it. How her

other assets swelled above. 

He wasn’t the only one taking a second glance. Sartaq and Arghun had leaned

forward in their seats as their sister led Yrene to the high table. 

Yrene’s hair had been left mostly down, only the sides swept back and pinned

with  combs  of  gold  and  ruby.  Matching  earrings  dangled  to  brush  the  slender

column of her throat. 

“She looks regal,” Nesryn murmured to him. 

Yrene  indeed  looked  like  a  princess—albeit  one  heading  to  the  gallows  for

how solemn her face was as they reached the table. Whatever contentment she’d

possessed when they’d parted ways had since vanished upon the two hours she’d

spent with Hasar. 

The princes stood to greet Yrene this time, Kashin rising first. 

The  Healer  on  High’s  undeclared  heir;  a  woman  who  would  likely  wield

considerable  power  in  this  realm.  They  seemed  to  realize  it,  the  depth  of  that implication. Arghun especially, from the shrewd look he gave Yrene. A woman

of considerable power—and beauty. 

He saw the word in Arghun’s eyes:  prize. 

Chaol’s  jaw  tightened.  Yrene  certainly  didn’t  want  the  attentions  of  the

handsomest of the princes—he couldn’t imagine she’d be inclined to desire the

affections of the other two. 

Arghun opened his mouth to speak to Hasar, but the princess strode right to

Chaol and Nesryn and murmured in Nesryn’s ear, “Move.” 
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Nesryn blinked at Hasar. 

The princess smiled, cold as a snake, and clarified, “It is not polite to only sit

with your companion. We should have separated you two before now.” 

Nesryn  glanced  to  him.  Everyone  watched.  Chaol  had  no  idea—absolutely

none—what to say. Yrene seemed inclined to melt into the green marble floor. 

Sartaq cleared his throat. “Join me here, Captain Faliq.” 

Nesryn  stood  quickly,  and  Hasar  beamed  up  at  her.  The  princess  patted  the

back of the seat Nesryn had vacated and crooned to Yrene, lingering a few feet

away, “You sit here. In case you are needed.” 

Yrene  shot  Chaol  a  look  that  might  have  been  considered  pleading,  but  he

kept his face neutral and offered a close-lipped smile. 

Nesryn found her seat beside Sartaq, who had asked a vizier to move down

the table, and Hasar, satisfied that the adjustments had been done to  her  liking, 

deemed that her own usual seats were not to her taste and kicked out two viziers

down  by  Arghun.  The  second  seat  was  for  Renia,  who  gave  her  lover  a  mildly disapproving glance, but smiled to herself—as if it were typical. 

The  meal  resumed,  and  Chaol  slid  his  attention  to  Yrene.  The  vizier  on  her

other  side  paid  her  no  heed.  Platters  were  passed  around  by  servants,  food  and drink piled and poured. Chaol muttered under his breath, “Do I want to know?” 

Yrene  cut  into  the  simmered  lamb  and  saffron  rice  heaped  on  her  golden

plate. “No.” 

He was willing to bet whatever shadows had been in her eyes earlier today, the thing she’d halted herself from saying to him … It went hand in hand with

whatever was unfolding here. 

He  peered  down  the  table,  to  where  Nesryn  watched  them,  half  listening  to

Sartaq as the prince spoke about something Chaol could not hear over the clatter

of silverware and discussion. 

He shot her an apologetic look. 

Nesryn  threw  him  a  warning  one  in  answer—directed  toward  Hasar.  Be

 careful. 

“How are your toes?” Yrene said, taking tiny bites of her food. He’d seen her

devour  the  box  of  carob  sweets  she’d  gotten  for  them  atop  their  horses.  The dainty eating here—for show. 

“Active,” he said with a half smile. No matter that it had only been two hours

since they’d last seen each other. 

“Sensation?” 

“A tingle.” 

“Good.” Her throat bobbed, that scar shifting with it. 

He knew they were being watched. Listened to. She did as well. 

Yrene’s  knuckles  were  white  as  she  clenched  her  utensils,  her  back  ramrod

straight. No smile. Little light in her kohl-lined eyes. 

Had  the  princess  maneuvered  them  to  sit  together  to  talk,  or  to  manipulate

Kashin into some sort of action? The prince was indeed watching, even while he

engaged two gold-robed viziers in conversation. 

Chaol murmured to Yrene, “The role of pawn doesn’t suit you.” 

Those gold-brown eyes flickered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

But she did. The words weren’t meant for him. 

He  scrambled  for  topics  to  get  them  through  the  meal.  “When  do  you  meet

with the ladies for their next lesson?” 

Some of the tension drained from Yrene’s shoulders as she said, “Two weeks. 

It would normally be next week, but many of them have their examinations then, and will be focused on studying.” 

“Some exercise and fresh air might be helpful.” 

“I’d say so, but to them, these tests are life and death. They certainly were to

me.” 

“Do you have any more remaining?” 

She shook her head, her jeweled earrings catching the light. “I completed my

final  one  two  weeks  ago.  I  am  an  official  healer  of  the  Torre.”  A  bit  of  a  self-effacing humor danced in her eyes. 

He lifted his goblet to her. “Congratulations.” 

A shrug, but she nodded in thanks. “Though Hafiza thinks to test me one last

time.” 

Ah. “So I am indeed an experiment.” 

A  piss-poor  attempt  at  making  light  of  their  argument  days  ago,  of  that

rawness that had ripped a hole through him. 

“No,”  Yrene  said  quietly,  quickly.  “You  have  very  little  to  do  with  it.  This last, unofficial test … It is about me.” 

He wanted to ask, but there were too many eyes upon them. “Then I wish you

luck,” he said formally. So at odds with how they’d spoken while riding through

the city. 

The  meal  passed  slowly  and  yet  swiftly,  their  conversation  stilted  and

infrequent. 

It was only when the desserts and  kahve were served that Arghun clapped his

hands and called for entertainment. 

“With  our  father  in  his  chambers,”  Chaol  heard  Sartaq  confide  to  Nesryn, 

“we tend to have more … informal celebrations.” 

Indeed, a troupe of musicians in finery, bearing instruments both familiar and

foreign, emerged into the space between the pillars beyond the table. Rumbling

drums and flutes and horns announced the arrival of the main event: dancers. 

A  circle  of  eight  dancers,  both  male  and  female—a  holy  number,  Sartaq explained to a tentatively smiling Nesryn—emerged from the curtains to the side

of the pillars. 

Chaol tried not to choke. 

They had been painted in gold, bedecked with jewels and gauzy, belted robes

of thinnest silk, but beneath that … nothing. 

Their bodies were lithe and young, the peak of youth and virility. Hips rolled, 

backs arched, hands twined in the air above them as they began to weave around

one another in circles and lines. 

“I told you,” was all Yrene muttered to him. 

“I  think  Dorian  would  enjoy  this,”  he  muttered  back,  and  was  surprised  to

find the corners of his mouth tugging upward at the thought. 

Yrene  threw  him  a  bemused  look,  some  light  back  in  her  eyes.  People  had

twisted  in  their  seats  to  better  watch  the  dancers,  their  sculpted  bodies  and nimble, bare feet. 

Perfect,  precise  movements,  their  bodies  merely  instruments  of  the  music. 

Beautiful—ethereal and yet … tangible. Aelin, he realized, would have enjoyed

this, too. Greatly. 

As the dancers performed, servants hauled over chairs and couches, arranging

pillows and tables. Bowls of smoking herbs were laid atop them, the smell sweet

and cloying. 

“Don’t get too close if you want your senses intact,” Yrene warned as a male

servant bore one of the smoking metal dishes toward a carved wood table. “It’s a

mild opiate.” 

“They really let their hair down when their parents are away.” 

Some of the viziers were leaving, but many left the table to take up cushioned

seats,  the  entirety  of  the  great  hall  remade  in  a  matter  of  moments  to

accommodate lounging, and—

Servants emerged from the curtains, well groomed and dressed in gauzy, rich

silk as well. Men and women, all beautiful, found their way to laps and armrests, some curling at the feet of viziers or nobility. 

He’d seen fairly unleashed parties at the glass castle, but there had still been a

stiffness.  A  formality  and  sense  that  such  things  were  hidden  behind  closed

doors. Dorian had certainly saved it for his own room. Or someone else’s. Or he

just dragged Chaol into Rifthold, or down to Bellhaven, where the nobility held

parties far more uninhibited than those of Queen Georgina. 

Sartaq remained at the table beside Nesryn, who watched the skilled dancers

with wide-eyed admiration, but the other royal children … Duva, a hand on her

belly, bid her farewells, her husband at her side, silent as always. The smoke was

not  good  for  the  babe  in  her  womb,  Duva  claimed,  and  Yrene  nodded  in

approval, though no one looked her way. 

Arghun  claimed  a  couch  for  himself  around  the  dancing,  reclining  and

breathing in the smoke rippling off the embers in those small metal bowls beside

them. Courtiers and viziers vied for the seats nearest the eldest prince. 

Hasar and her lover took a small couch for themselves, the princess’s hands

soon  tangling  in  her  lover’s  thick  black  hair.  Her  mouth  found  a  spot  on  the woman’s  neck  a  moment  later.  Renia’s  answering  smile  was  slow  and  broad—

her eyes fluttering closed as Hasar whispered something against her skin. 

Kashin  seemed  to  wait  for  minutes  as  Yrene  and  Chaol  watched  the

unfolding decadence from the emptying banquet table. 

Waiting for Yrene, no doubt, to rise. 

Color had stained her cheeks as she kept her eyes firmly on her  kahve, steam

curling from the small cup. 

“You’ve seen this before?” Chaol asked her. 

“Give it an hour or two, and they’ll all slip away to their rooms—not alone, 

of course.” 

Prince  Kashin  seemed  to  have  dragged  out  his  conversation  with  the  vizier

beside him for as long as he could stomach. He opened his mouth, looking right

toward  Yrene,  and  Chaol  read  the  invitation  in  his  eyes  before  the  man  could speak. 

Chaol  had  perhaps  a  heartbeat  to  decide.  To  see  that  Sartaq  had  invited

Nesryn to sit with him—not at the table, not on one of the couches, but at a pair

of  chairs  to  the  far  back  of  the  room,  where  there  was  no  smoke  and  the

windows were open, and yet they could still watch. She gave Chaol a reassuring

nod, her pace unhurried as she walked with the prince. 

So  as  Kashin  leaned  forward  to  invite  Yrene  to  join  him  at  a  couch,  Chaol

turned to the healer and said, “I would like to sit with you.” 

Her eyes were slightly wide. “Where.” 

Kashin shut his mouth, and Chaol had the sense that there was a target being

drawn on his chest. 

But he held Yrene’s gaze and said, “Where it is quieter.” 

There were only a few couches left free—all close to the thickest smoke and

dancing.  But  there  was  one  half  hidden  in  shadow  near  an  alcove  across  the

room, a small brazier of those herbs smoldering on the low-lying table before it. 

“If  we  are  meant  to  be  seen  together  tonight,”  he  said  so  quietly  only  Yrene could  hear,  “then  remaining  here  for  a  while  would  be  better  than  leaving

together.”  What  a  message   that  would  send,  given  the  shift  in  the  party’s atmosphere. “And I would not have you walk alone.” 

Yrene  rose  silently,  smiling  grimly.  “Then  let  us  relax,  Lord  Westfall.”  She

gestured toward the shadowed couch beyond the edge of the light. 

She  let  him  wheel  himself  over.  Kept  her  chin  high,  the  skirts  of  her  gown trailing  behind  her  as  she  headed  for  that  alcove.  The  back  of  the  dress  was mostly  open—revealing  smooth,  unblemished  skin  and  the  fine  groove  of  her

spine.  It  dipped  low  enough  for  him  to  make  out  the  twin  indentations  in  her lower back, as if some god had pressed his thumbs there. 

He  felt  too  many  eyes  upon  them  as  she  settled  herself  on  the  couch,  the

skirts of her dress twisted along the floor past her ankles, her arms bare as she

spread one along the back of the plush cushions. 

Chaol  held  her  low-lidded  stare  as  he  reached  the  couch,  faster  than  the

servants  could  approach,  and  eased  himself  from  chair  to  cushions.  A  few

movements had him angled toward her—and he nodded his thanks to the servant

who moved his chair away. From this vantage, they had an unobstructed view of

the dancers, the seating areas, the servants and nobility now starting to run hands

and  mouths  over  skin  and  fabric,  even  as  they  watched  the  unparalleled

entertainment. 

Something twisted—not unpleasantly—in his gut at the display. 

“They do not force servants here,” Yrene said quietly. “It was the first thing I

asked during my initial time at these gatherings. The servants are eager to raise

their  positions,  and  the  ones  who  are  here  know  what  privilege  it  might  bring them if they leave here with someone tonight.” 

“But if they are paid,” he countered, “if they worry for their positions should

they decline, then how can this ever be true consent?” 

“It isn’t. Not when you put it that way. But the khaganate has made sure that

other  lines  are  maintained.  Age  restrictions.  Vocal  consent.  Punishments  for

those—even royalty—who break those rules.” She’d said as much days ago. 

A  young  woman  and  man  had  positioned  themselves  on  either  side  of

Arghun, one nibbling at his neck while the other traced circles along the prince’s

thighs. All the while, the prince continued conversation with a vizier seated in a

chair to his left, unfazed. 

“I thought he had a wife,” Chaol said. 

Yrene  followed  his  gaze.  “He  does.  She  stays  at  his  country  estate.  And

servants are not considered affairs. The needs they see to … It might as well be

giving a bath.” Her eyes danced as she said, “I’m sure you discovered that your

first day.” 

His  face  heated.  “I  was  …  surprised  at  the  attention  to  detail.  And

involvement.” 

“Kadja was likely selected to please you.” 

“I’m not inclined to stray. Even with a willing servant.” 

Yrene  glanced  toward  Nesryn,  deep  in  conversation  with  Sartaq.  “She  is

lucky to have such a loyal companion, then.” 

He waited for a tug of jealousy at seeing Nesryn’s smile to the prince, whose

body  was  the  pinnacle  of  relaxed,  his  arm  draped  along  the  back  of  the  couch behind her, an ankle crossed over a knee. 

Perhaps he just trusted Nesryn, but nothing stirred in him at the sight. 

Chaol  found  Yrene  watching  him,  her  eyes  like  topaz  in  the  shadows  and

smoke. 

“I met with my friend the other evening,” she said, her lashes fluttering. No

more  than  a  woman  lulled  by  the  smoldering  opiates.  Even  his  own  head  was

starting  to  feel  fuzzy.  His  body  warm.  Cozy.  “And  again  this  evening  before

dinner.” 

Hasar. 

“And?” He found himself studying the slight curl to the ends of Yrene’s long

hair. Found his fingers shifting, as if imagining the feel of it between them. 

Yrene  waited  until  a  servant  bearing  a  tray  of  candied  fruits  walked  past. 

“She told me  your friend is  still unaccounted for.  And a net  has been stretched across the center of the table.” 

He blinked, sorting through the smoke and the words. 

Armies.  Perrington’s  armies  had  been  stretched  across  the  continent.  No

wonder  she  hadn’t  discussed  it  earlier  in  the  streets;  no  wonder  it  had  brought such shadows to her eyes. “Where?” 

“Mountains to—your usual haunt.” 

He recalled a mental map of the land. From the Ferian Gap to Rifthold. Holy

gods. 

“You are sure of it?” 

A nod. 

He felt eyes sliding toward them now and then. 

Yrene did,  too.  He tried  not  to start  at  the  hand she  laid  on his  arm.  As she looked  up  at  him  beneath  lowered  lashes,  eyes  sleepy—inviting.  “I  was  asked

the other day, and again today, in a manner I cannot refuse.” 

She was threatened. He clenched his jaw. 

“I  need  a  place.  A  direction,”  she  murmured.  “For  where  your   other  friend might go.” 

Aelin. “She is … where is she?” 

“They do not know.” 

Aelin was—missing. Unaccounted for by even the khaganate’s spies. 

“Not in her home?” 

A shake of the head that made Chaol’s heart begin to pound wildly. Aelin and

Dorian—both unaccounted for. Missing. If Perrington were to strike …“I don’t

know where she would go. What she planned to do.” He laid his hand over hers. 

Blocked  out  the  softness  of  her  skin.  “Her  plan  was  to  return  home.  Rally  a host.” 

“She has not. And I do not doubt the clarity of the  eyes here. And there.” 

Hasar’s spies. And others. 

Aelin was not in Terrasen. Had never reached Orynth. 

“Wipe  that  look  off  your  face,”  Yrene  purred,  and  though  her  hand  brushed

his arm, her eyes were hard. 

He  struggled  to  do  so,  but  managed  to  give  her  a  sleepy  smile.  “Does  your

friend think they have fallen into the hands of someone else?” 

“She  does  not  know.”  Yrene  trailed  fingers  up  his  arm,  light  and  unhurried. 

That simple ring still sat upon her hand. “She wants me to ask you. Pry it from

you.” 

“Ah.” Her slender, beautiful hand slid along his arm. “Hence the new seating

arrangement.”  And  why  Yrene  had  so  often  seemed  on  the  verge  of  speaking

today and then opted for silence. 

“She  will  make  life  very  difficult  if  I  do  not  appear  to  get  you  to  warm  to me.” 

He halted her hand at his bicep, finding her fingers shaking slightly. Perhaps

it was the sweet, cloying smoke curling around them, perhaps it was the music

and the dancers with their bare skin and jewels, but Chaol said, “I would think

you’d already done that, Yrene Towers.” 

He  watched  the  color  bloom  on  her  face.  Watched  how  it  made  the  gold  in

her eyes brighten. 

Dangerous. Dangerous and stupid and—

He knew others were watching. Knew Nesryn sat with the prince. 

She’d  understand  that  it  was  for  show.  Nesryn’s  presence  with  Sartaq  was

merely another part of it. Another display. 

He told himself that as he continued to hold Yrene’s gaze, continued to press

her  hand  against  his  upper  arm.  Continued  to  watch  the  color  stain  her  cheeks. 

The tip of her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. 

He watched that, too. 

A heavy, calming warmth settled deep into him. 

“I need a place. Any place.” 

It took him a few heartbeats to figure out what she was asking. The threat the

princess implied for not getting information from him. 

“Why lie at all? I would have told you the truth.” His mouth felt far away. 

“After the lesson with the girls,” she murmured, “I owed you something.” 

And this reveal of Hasar’s interests … “Will she be swayed to our cause?” 

Yrene studied the room, and Chaol found his hand drifting from hers. Sliding

up her bare shoulder, to rest along her neck. 

Her skin was soft as sun-warmed velvet. His thumb stroked up the side of her

throat, so near that slender scar, and she cut her eyes to him. 

There was warning there—warning and yet … He knew the warning was not

directed  at  him.  But  herself.  Yrene  breathed,  “She  …”  He  couldn’t  resist  a

second stroke of his thumb down the side of her neck. Her throat brushed against his hand as she swallowed again. “She is concerned about the threat of fire.” 

And fear could be a motivation that either helped or destroyed any chance of

alliance. 

“She thinks … thinks you are potentially behind the library attack. As some

manipulation.” 

He snorted, but his thumb stilled, right over her fluttering pulse. “She gives

us more credit than we’re due.” But that was alarm now flaring to life in Yrene’s

eyes. “What do you believe, Yrene Towers?” 

She laid her hand atop his own but made no move to remove his touch from

her neck. 

“I  think  your  presence  may  have  triggered  other  forces  to  act,  but  I  do  not believe you are the sort of man who plays games.” 

Even if their current position said otherwise. 

“You go after what you want,” Yrene continued, “and you pursue it directly. 

Honestly.” 

“I  used  to  be  that  sort  of  man,”  Chaol  countered.  He  could  not  look  away

from her. 

“And  now?”  Her  words  were  breathless,  her  pulse  hammering  beneath  his

palm. 

“And now,” Chaol said, bringing his head closer to hers, near enough that her

breath brushed his mouth, “I wonder if I should have listened to my father when

he tried to teach me.” 

Yrene’s  eyes  dropped  to  his  mouth,  and  every  instinct,  every  bit  of  focus, 

narrowed on that movement. Every part of him came to aching attention. 

And  the  sensation  of  it,  as  he  casually  adjusted  his  jacket  over  his  lap,  was better than an ice bath. 

The  smoke—the  opiates.  It  was  some  sort  of  aphrodisiac,  some  lulling  of

common sense. 

Yrene was still watching his mouth as if it were a piece of fruit, her uneven breath lifting those lush, high breasts within the confines of her gown. 

He forced himself to remove his hand from her neck. Forced himself to lean

back. 

Nesryn had to be watching. Had to be wondering what the hell he was doing. 

He owed her better than this. He owed Yrene better than whatever he had just

done, whatever madness—

“Skull’s Bay,” he threw out. “Tell her fire can be found at Skull’s Bay.” 

It was perhaps the one place Aelin would never go—down to the domain of

the  Pirate  Lord.  He’d  heard  her  story,  once,  of  her  “misadventure”  with  Rolfe. 

As if destroying his city and wrecking his prized ships were just another bit of

fun.  Heading  there  would  indeed  be  the  last  thing  Aelin  would  do,  with  the

Pirate Lord’s promise to slaughter her on sight. 

Yrene blinked, as if remembering herself, the situation that had brought them

here, to this couch, to be knee-to-knee and nearly nose-to-nose. 

“Yes,”  she  said,  pulling  away,  blinking  furiously  again.  She  frowned  at  the

smoldering embers within their metal cage on the table. “That will do.” 

She  waved  away  an  unfurling  talon  of  smoke  that  tried  to  wend  between

them. “I should go.” 

A wild, keen-edged panic glinted in her eyes. As if she, too, had realized, had

 felt—

She  stood,  straightening  the  skirts  of  her  gown.  Gone  was  the  sultry,  steady woman  who  had  strutted  over  to  this  couch.  Here—here  was  the  girl  of  about

two-and-twenty, alone in a foreign city, prey to the whims of its royal children. 

“I hope …,” she said, glancing toward Nesryn. Shame. It was—shame and guilt

now  weighing  her  shoulders.  “I  hope  you  never  learn  to  play  those  sorts  of

games.” 

Nesryn  remained  deep  in  conversation  with  Sartaq,  showing  no  sign  of

distress, of knowledge of … of whatever had happened here. 

He was a bastard. A gods-damned bastard. 

“I’ll  see  you  tomorrow,”  was  all  he  could  think  to  say  to  Yrene.  But  he

blurted as she walked away, “Let me get you an escort.” 

Because  Kashin  was  watching  them  from  across  the  room,  a  servant  girl  in

his  lap,  running  a  hand  through  his  hair.  And  that  was  …  oh,  that  was  cold violence in Kashin’s face as he noticed Chaol’s attention. 

The others might think what had just gone on between him and Yrene was an

act, but Kashin … The man wasn’t as stupidly loyal as the others thought. No, he

was well aware of those around him. He could read men. Assess them. 

And it had not been the arousal that had let the prince realize it was genuine. 

But the guilt Chaol realized too late he and Yrene had let show. 

“I will ask Hasar,” Yrene said, and headed toward where the princess and her

lover  sat  on  their  couch,  mouths  roving  over  each  other  with  an  unhurried

attention to detail. 

He  remained  on  the  couch,  monitoring  as  Yrene  approached  the  women. 

Hasar blinked up blearily at her. 

But  the  lust  fogging  the  princess’s  face  cleared  at  the  curt  nod  Yrene  gave. 

Mission  accomplished.  Yrene  leaned  down  and  whispered  into  Hasar’s  ear  as

she  kissed  her  cheeks  in  farewell.  Chaol  read  the  movement  of  her  lips  even from across the room.  Skull’s Bay. 

Hasar  smiled  slowly,  then  snapped  her  fingers  to  a  waiting  guard.  The  man

immediately  strode  for  them.  He  watched  her  order  the  man,  watched  her

undoubtedly threaten him with death and worse if Yrene did not make it back to

the Torre safely. 

Yrene  only  gave  the  princess  an  exasperated  smile  before  bidding  her  and

Renia good night and following the guard out. She glanced back at the archway. 

Even across the nearly hundred feet of polished marble and towering pillars, 

the space between them went taut. 

As if that white light he’d glimpsed inside himself two days ago was a living

rope. As if she’d somehow planted herself in him that afternoon. 

Yrene did not so much as nod before she left, skirts swirling around her. 

When Chaol looked to Nesryn again, he found her attention upon him. 

Found  her  face  blank—so  carefully  blank—as  she  gave  him  a  little  nod  of

what he assumed was understanding. The match was over for tonight. She was

waiting to hear the final score. 

The smoke was still clinging to Chaol’s nostrils, his hair, his jacket as he and

Nesryn  entered  their  suite  an  hour  later.  He  had  joined  her  and  Sartaq  in  their quiet  little  area,  watching  guests  peel  off  to  their  own  chambers—or  someone

else’s. Yes, Dorian would certainly have loved this court. 

Sartaq  escorted  them  to  their  room  and  offered  them  a  somewhat  stiff  good

night. More restrained than his words and smiles of earlier. Chaol didn’t blame

him. There were likely eyes everywhere. 

Even if the prince’s own lingered mostly on Nesryn as she bid Sartaq farewell

and she and Chaol slipped into their suite. 

The  suite  was  mostly  dark,  save  for  a  colored  glass  lantern  Kadja  had  left

burning on the foyer table. Their bedroom doors loomed like cavern mouths. 

The pause in the dim foyer went on for a heartbeat too long. 

Nesryn silently stepped toward her room. 

Chaol grabbed her hand before she could make it a foot. 

Slowly,  she  looked  back  over  her  shoulder,  her  dark  hair  shifting  like

midnight silk. 

Even in the dimness, he knew Nesryn read what lay in his eyes. 

His  skin  tightened  around  his  bones,  his  heart  a  thundering  beat,  but  he

waited. 

She said at last, “I think I am needed elsewhere than this palace right now.” 

He maintained his grip on her hand. “We shouldn’t discuss this in the hall.” 

Nesryn’s throat bobbed, but she nodded once. She made to push his chair, but

he  moved  before  she  could,  steering  himself  into  his  bedroom.  Letting  her

follow. 

Letting her shut the door behind them. 

Moonlight leaked in through the garden windows, spilling upon the bed. 

Kadja had not lit the candles, either anticipating the use of this room after the

party  for  purposes  other  than  sleeping  or  that  he  might  not  return  at  all.  But  in the dark, in the humming from the cicadas in the garden trees …

“I need you here,” Chaol said. 

“Do you?” A stark, honest question. 

He  gave  Nesryn  the  respect  of  considering  her  question.  “I  …  We  were

supposed to do this together. Everything.” 

She  shook  her  head,  short  hair  shifting.  “Paths  change.  You  know  that  as

much as anyone.” 

He did. He really damn did. But it still … “Where do you mean to go?” 

“Sartaq  mentioned  that  he  wishes  to  seek  out  answers  amongst  his  people, 

about whether the Valg made it to this continent before. I … I am tempted to go

with him, if he will let me. To see if there are indeed answers to be found, and if

I might convince him to perhaps go against his father’s orders. Or at least speak

on our behalf.” 

“To go with him to where, though? The ruk riders in the south?” 

“Perhaps. He mentioned at the party that he’ll leave in a few days. But you

and I have a slim enough shot. Maybe I can better our odds with the prince, find

information of value amongst the rukhin. If one of Erawan’s agents is in Antica

… I trust the khagan’s guard to protect this palace and the Torre, but you and I, 

we  must  gather  what  forces  we  can  before  Erawan  can  send  more  against  us.” 

She  paused.  “And  you  …  you  are  making  good  progress.  I  would  not  interfere

with that.” 

Unspoken words ran beneath her offer. 

Chaol scrubbed at his face. For her to leave, to simply accept it, this fork in

the path before them … He blew out a breath. “Let’s wait until morning before

we decide anything. No good comes from choices made late at night.” 

Nesryn fell silent, and he hoisted himself onto the mattress before removing

his jacket and boots. “Will you sit with me? Tell me about your family—about

the celebration today with them.” He had only received the barest of details, and

perhaps it was guilt that now fueled him, but …

Their  eyes  met  in  the  dark,  a  nightingale’s  hymn  flitting  through  the  closed doors. He could have sworn he saw understanding shine in her face, then settle, a

rock dropped into a pool. 

Nesryn approached the bed on silent feet, unbuttoning her jacket and slinging

it  over  a  chair  before  toeing  off  her  boots.  She  climbed  onto  the  mattress,  a pillow sighing as she leaned against it. 

 I saw, he could have sworn he read flickering in her gaze.  I know. 

But Nesryn spoke of the dockside ceremony, how her four little cousins had

chucked  flower  wreaths  into  the  sea  and  then  run  shrieking  from  the  gulls  that swarmed them to steal the little almond cakes out of their hands. She told him of

her  uncle,  Brahim,  and  her  aunt,  Zahida,  and  their  beautiful  house,  with  its multiple courtyards and crawling flowers and lattice screens. 

With every glance, those unspoken words still echoed.  I know.  I know. 

Chaol let Nesryn talk, listened until her voice lulled him to sleep, because he

knew, too. 
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Yrene debated not showing up the next day. 

What had happened on the couch last night …

She’d  returned  to  her  room  overheated  and  frantic,  unable  to  settle.  Peeling

off Hasar’s gown and jewels, she’d folded them neatly on her chair with shaking

hands.  Then  she’d  pushed  her  trunk  in  front  of  the  door,  just  in  case  that murdering  demon  had  spied  her  inhaling  ungodly  amounts  of  that  smoke  and

thought to catch her out of her wits. 

Because  she  had  been.  Utterly  out  of  her  mind.  All  she  had  known  was  the

heat and smell and comforting size of him—the scrape of his calluses against her

skin and how she wanted to feel them elsewhere. How she had kept looking at

his  mouth  and  it  was  all  she  could  do  to  keep  from  tracing  it  with  her  fingers. 

Her lips. 

She  hated  those  parties.  The  smoke  that  made  one  abandon  any  sort  of

common  sense.  Inhibitions.  Precisely  why  the  nobility  and  wealthy  loved  to

bring it out, but …

Yrene  had  paced  her  tower  room,  running  her  hands  over  her  face  until  she

smudged the cosmetics Hasar had personally applied. 

She’d  washed  her  face  thrice.  Slipped  into  her  lightest  nightgown  and  then

tossed  and  turned  in  bed,  the  fabric  clinging  and  chafing  against  her  sweaty, burning skin. 

Counting  down  the  hours,  the  minutes,  until  that  smoke’s  grip  loosened. 

Cleared away. 

It didn’t let go easily. And it was only during the quietest, blackest hours of

the night that Yrene took matters into her own hands. 

A stronger dose than usual had been put out tonight. It crawled all over her, 

running  talons  along  her  skin.  And  the  face  it  summoned,  the  hands  she

imagined brushing over her skin—

Release left her hollow—unsatisfied. 

Dawn  broke,  and  Yrene  scowled  at  her  haggard  reflection  in  the  sliver  of

mirror above the washbasin. 

The opiate’s grip had vanished with the few hours of sleep she’d managed to

steal, but … Something twisted low in her gut. 

She  washed  and  dressed  and  packed  Hasar’s  finery  and  jewels  in  a  spare

satchel.  It  was  best  to  get  it  over  with.  She’d  return  the  princess’s  clothes  and jewels after. Hasar had been smug as a Baast Cat at the information Yrene had

given her, the lie Chaol had fed her to hand to the princess. 

She  had  debated  not  telling  him,  but  even  before  the  smoke,  before  that

madness … When he’d offered to sit with her to avoid refusing Kashin, after a

day spent wandering the city in unhurried ease, she’d decided. To trust him. And

then lost her mind entirely. 

Yrene  could  barely  look  the  guards,  the  servants,  the  viziers  and  nobility  in the face as she entered the palace and made her way to Lord Westfall’s rooms. 

There was no doubt some had spied her on the couch with him. Some hadn’t—

though they might have heard. 

She’d  never  shown  such  behavior  at  the  palace.  She  should  tell  Hafiza.  Let

the Healer on High hear of her brazenness before it reached the Torre from other

lips. 

Not  that  Hafiza  would  scold  her,  but  …  Yrene  could  not  escape  the  feeling

that she needed to confess. To make it right. 

She’d keep today’s session brief. Or as brief as they could, when she lost all

sense of time and place in that dark, raging hell of his wound. 

Professional. 

Yrene entered the suite, telling Kadja, “Ginger, turmeric, and lemon,” before

walking to Chaol’s bedroom. Kadja seemed inclined to object, but Yrene ignored

her and pushed open the bedroom door. 

Yrene halted so fast she nearly stumbled. 

It was the rumpled sheets and pillows she noticed first. Then his naked chest, 

his hips barely covered by a swath of white silk. 

Then  a  dark  head,  facedown  on  the  pillow  beside  his.  Still  sleeping. 

Exhausted. 

Chaol’s eyes instantly flew open, and all Yrene managed was a silent, “Oh.” 

Shock and—something else flared in his gaze, his mouth opening. 

Nesryn stirred beside him, brows knotting, her shirt wrinkled. 

Chaol  grabbed  fistfuls  of  the  sheet,  the  muscles  of  his  chest  and  abdomen

shifting as he rose up on his elbows—

Yrene simply walked out. 

She  waited  on  the  gold  sofa  in  the  sitting  room,  her  knee  bouncing  as  she

watched  the  garden,  the  climbing  flowers  just  beginning  to  open  up  along  the pillars outside the glass doors. 

Even  with  the  burbling  fountain,  it  didn’t  quite  block  out  the  sounds  of

Nesryn murmuring as she awoke—then the pad of soft feet from his bedroom to

her own, followed by the shutting of her door. 

A  moment  later,  wheels  groaned,  and  there  he  was.  In  his  shirt  and  pants. 

Hair  still  disheveled.  As  if  he’d  run  his  hands  through  it.  Or  Nesryn  had. 

Repeatedly. 

Yrene  wrapped  her  arms  around  herself,  the  room  somehow  so  very  large. 

The space between them too open. She should have eaten breakfast. Should have

done something to keep from this lightness. This hollow pit in her stomach. 

“I didn’t realize you’d be here so early,” he said softly. She could have sworn

guilt laced his tone. 

“You said I could come at dawn,” she replied with equal quiet, but hated the

note of accusation in her voice and quickly added, “I should have sent word.” 

“No. I—” 

“I  can  come  back  later,”  she  said,  shooting  to  her  feet.  “Let  you  two  eat

breakfast.” 

Together. Alone. 

“No,” he said sharply, pausing his approach near their usual couch. “Now is

fine.” 

She couldn’t look at him. Couldn’t meet his eyes. Or explain why. 

“Yrene.” 

She ignored the command in her name and went to the desk, seating herself

behind it, grateful for the wall of carved wood between them. The stability of it

beneath her palm as she opened up her satchel from where she’d left it along the

edge and began unpacking her things with careful precision. Vials of oils she did

not need. Journals. 

Books—the  ones  she’d  taken  from  the  library,  The  Song  of  Beginning  with them. Along with those ancient, precious scrolls. She had not been able to think

of a safer place for them beyond here. Beyond him. 

Yrene  said  very  quietly,  “I  can  make  up  a  tonic.  For  her.  If  such  a  thing  is needed. Isn’t wanted, I mean.” 

 A child,  she  couldn’t  bring  herself  to  say.  Like  the  fat  babe  she’d  spied  him smiling so broadly at yesterday. As if it was a blessing, a joy he one day might

desire—

“And I can make up a daily one for you,” she added, every word stumbling

and tripping out of her mouth. 

“She’s already taking one,” he said. “Since she was fourteen.” 

Likely since she first started bleeding. For a woman in a city like Rifthold, it

was wise. Especially if she planned to enjoy herself as well. 

“Good,” was all Yrene could think to say, still stacking her books. “Smart.” 

He approached the desk until his knees slid beneath the other end. “Yrene.” 

She thumped book after book on top of each other. 

“Please.” 

The word had her lifting her gaze. Meeting his stare—the sun-warmed soil of

his eyes. 

And it was the formation of those two words that she beheld brewing in his

gaze— I’m sorry—that had her shooting up from the desk again. Walking across

the room. Flinging open the garden doors. 

There was nothing to be sorry for. Nothing. 

They were lovers, and she …

Yrene lingered at the garden doors until Nesryn’s bedroom door opened and

closed.  Until  she  heard  Nesryn  poke  her  head  into  the  sitting  room,  murmur  a farewell to Chaol, and leave. 

Yrene tried to bring herself to look over a shoulder at Captain Faliq, to offer a

polite  smile,  but  she  pretended  not  to  hear  the  brief  encounter.  Pretended  to  be too busy examining the pale purple flowers unfurling in the morning sunlight. 

She  shoved  back  against  the  hollowness.  She  had  not  felt  so  small,  so  …

insignificant for a long, long time. 

 You are the heir apparent to Hafiza, Healer on High.  You are nothing to this man  and  he  is  nothing  to  you.  Stay  the  course.  Remember  Fenharrow—your

 home. Remember those who are there—who need your help. 

 Remember all that you promised to do. To be. 

Her hand slid into her pocket, curling around the note there. 

 The world needs more healers. 

“It’s not what you think,” Chaol said behind her. 

Yrene closed her eyes for a heartbeat. 

 Fight—fight for your miserable, useless, wasted life. 

She turned, forcing a polite smile to her face. “It is a natural thing. A healthy

thing. I’m glad you’re feeling … up to the task.” 

From the ire that rippled in his eyes, the tightness of his jaw, Chaol perhaps

was not. 

 The  world  needs  more  healers.  The  world  needs  more  healers.  The  world

 needs more healers. 

Finish with him, heal him, and she could leave Hafiza, leave the Torre, with

her  head  held  high.  She  could  return  home,  to  war  and  bloodshed,  and  make

good on her promise. Make good on that stranger’s gift of freedom that night in

Innish. 

“Shall we begin?” 

It would be in here today. Because the prospect of sitting on that rumpled bed

that likely still smelled of them—

There  was  a  tightness  to  her  throat,  her  voice,  that  she  could  not  shake,  no matter how many breaths she took. 

Chaol studied her. Weighing her tone. Her words. Her expression. 

He saw it—heard it. That tightness, that brittleness. 

 I expected nothing, she wanted to say.  I—I am nothing . 

 Please don’t ask. Please don’t push. Please. 

Chaol seemed to read that, too. He said quietly, “I didn’t take her to bed.” 

She refrained from mentioning that the evidence seemed stacked against him. 

Chaol  went  on,  “We  spoke  long  into  the  night  and  fell  asleep.  Nothing

happened.” 

Yrene  ignored  the  way  her  chest  both  hollowed  out  and  filled  at  the  words. 

Didn’t trust herself to speak as the information settled. 

As if sensing her need for a breath, Chaol began to turn toward the couch, but

his attention snagged on the books she’d stacked on the table. On the scrolls. 

The color drained from his face. 

“What is that,” he growled. 

Yrene strode to the desk, picking up the parchment and unrolling it carefully

to display the strange symbols. “Nousha, the Head Librarian, found it for me that night when I asked her for information on … the things that hurt you. In all the

—upheaval, I forgot it. It was shelved near the Eyllwe books, so she threw it in, 

just in case. I think it’s old. Eight hundred years at least.” She was babbling, but

couldn’t stop, grateful for any subject but the one he’d been so near to breaching. 

“I think they’re runes, but I’ve seen none like it. Neither had Nousha.” 

“They are not runes,” Chaol said hoarsely. “They’re Wyrdmarks.” 

And from what he had told her, Yrene knew there was much more. So much

more he had not divulged. She stroked a hand over the dark cover of  The Song of

 Beginning.  “This  book  …  It  mentioned  a  gate.  And  keys.  And  three  kings  to wield them.” 

She wasn’t certain he was breathing. Then Chaol said, voice low, “You read

that. In that book.” 

Yrene opened the pages, flipping to the illustration of the three figures before

that otherworldly gate. Approaching, she held the book open for him to see. “I

couldn’t read much of it—it’s in an ancient form of Eyllwe—but …” She flipped

to the other illustration, of the young man being infested by that dark power on

the altar. “Is that … is that what they truly do?” 

His  hands  slackened  at  the  sides  of  his  chair  as  he  stared  and  stared  at  the panel featuring the young man’s cold, dark eyes. “Yes.” 

The word held more pain and fear than she’d expected. 

She  opened  her  mouth,  but  he  sliced  a  warning  glare  at  her,  mastering

himself. “Hide it, Yrene. Hide  all of it. Now.” 

Her  heart  thundered  in  her  chest,  her  limbs,  but  she  snatched  up  the  books. 

The  scrolls.  He  watched  the  doors,  the  windows,  while  she  set  about  placing

them under cushions and inside some of the larger vases. But the scroll … it was

too precious. Too ancient to treat so callously. Even flattening it out might harm

the integrity of the paper, the ink. 

He noticed her looking around helplessly, the scroll in her hands. “My boots, 

if you will, Yrene,” he said casually. “I have a second pair that I’d rather wear today.” 

Right. Right. 

Yrene hurried from the sitting room into his bedroom, wincing at the askew

bed linens, at what she’d so stupidly assumed and seemed like such an enormous

fool about—

She  strode  into  the  small  dressing  room,  spotted  his  boots,  and  slid  the

parchment down the neck of one. Then took the pair and shoved it in a drawer, 

covering it with a stack of linen towels. 

She reentered the sitting room a moment later. “I couldn’t find them. Perhaps

Kadja sent them out for cleaning.” 

“Too  bad,”  he  said  casually,  his  own  boots  now  removed.  Along  with  his

shirt. 

Her heart still raged as he eased onto the gold sofa but did not lie down. 

“Do you know how to read?” she asked, kneeling before him and taking his

bare foot in her hands.  The Wyrdmarks? 

“No.”  His  toes  shifted  as  she  began  careful  rotations  of  his  ankle.  “But  I

know  someone  who  does  it  for  me  when  it’s  important.”  Careful,  veiled  words

for anyone listening. 

Yrene  went  about  exercising  his  legs,  stretching  and  bending,  the  motions

repeated over and over while he moved his toes as much as he could. “I should

show  you  the  library  sometime,”  she  offered.  “You  might  find  something  that

strikes your fancy—for your reader to narrate to you.” 

“Do you have many similarly interesting texts?” 

She  lowered  his  left  leg  and  started  on  the  other.  “I  could  ask—Nousha

knows everything.” 

“When we’re done. After you rest. It’s been a while since I had a book to …

intrigue me.” 

“It’d  be  my  honor  to  escort  you,  my  lord.”  He  grimaced  at  the  formal  title, 

but Yrene worked his right leg, going through the same motions, before she bade him to lie down on the couch. They worked in silence while she rotated his hips, 

urging  him  to  try  to  move  them  on  his  own,  while  bending  and  stretching  as much of his leg as she could. 

She  said  after  a  moment,  her  voice  barely  audible,  “You  only  talk  of

Erawan.”  His  eyes  flashed  in  warning  at  the  name.  “But  what  of  Orcus  and

Mantyx?” 

“Who?” 

Yrene began another set of the exercises on his legs and hips and lower back. 

“The other two kings. They are named in that book.” 

Chaol  stopped  wriggling  his  toes;  she  flicked  them  in  reminder.  The  air

whooshed  from  him  as  he  resumed.  “They  were  defeated  in  the  first  war.  Sent back to their realm or slain, I can’t recall.” 

Yrene  considered  as  she  lowered  his  leg  to  the  couch,  nudging  him  to  flip

onto  his  stomach.  “I’m  sure  you  and  your  companions  are  adept  at  this  whole saving-the-world  thing,”  she  mused,  earning  a  snort  from  him,  “but  I  would

make sure you know for certain. Which one it is.” 

She took up a perch on the thin lip of golden sofa cushion that his body did

not cover. 

Chaol twisted his head toward her, the muscles in his back bunching. “Why?” 

“Because  if  they  were  merely  banished  to  their  realm,  who  is  to  say  they

aren’t still waiting to be let back into our world?” 
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Chaol’s  eyes  went  vacant  as  Yrene’s  question  hung  between  them,  the  color

again draining from his face. “Shit,” he murmured. “Shit. ” 

“You can’t remember what happened to the other two kings?” 

“No—no,  I’d  assumed  they  were  destroyed,  but  …  why  is  there  mention  of

them  here, of all places?” 

She shook her head. “We could see—look into it more.” 

A muscle feathered in his jaw, and he blew out a long breath. “Then we will.” 

He reached a hand toward her in silent demand. For the bit, she realized. 

Yrene  studied  his  jaw  and  cheek  again,  the  brimming  anger  and  fear.  Not  a

good state to begin a healing session. So she tried, “Who gave you that scar?” 

Wrong question. 

His back stiffened, his fingers digging into the throw pillow beneath his chin. 

“Someone who deserved to give it to me.” 

Not an answer. “What happened?” 

He just extended his hand again for the bit. 

“I’m not giving it to you,” she said, her face an immovable mask as he turned

baleful eyes on her. “And I’m not starting this session with you in a rage.” 

“When I’m in a rage, Yrene, you’ll know.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 

“What’s wrong is that I’m barely able to move my toes and I might not have

one  Valg  king  to  face,  but   three.  If  we  fail,  if  we  can’t—”  He  caught  himself

before he could voice the rest. The plan that Yrene had no doubt was so secret he barely dared think about it. 

“They  destroy  everything—everyone—they  encounter,”  Chaol  finished, 

staring at the arm of the couch. 

“Did  they  give  you  that  scar?”  She  clenched  her  fingers  into  a  fist  to  keep from touching it. 

“No.” 

But she leaned forward, instead brushing a finger down a tiny scar just barely

hidden by the hair at his temple. “And this? Who gave you that one?” 

His face went hard and distant. But the rage, the impatient, frantic energy …

it calmed. Went cold and aloof, but it centered him. Whatever that old anger was, 

it steadied him again. 

“My father gave that scar to me,” Chaol said quietly. “When I was a boy.” 

Horror sluiced through her, but it was an answer. It was an admission. 

She didn’t press further. Didn’t demand more. No, Yrene just said, “When I

go into the wound …” Her throat bobbed as she studied his back. “I will try to

find  you  again.  If  it’s  waiting  for  me,  I  might  have  to  find  some  other  way  to reach you.” She considered. “And might have to find some other plan of attack

than an ambush. But we shall see, I suppose.” And even though the corner of her

mouth tugged up in what he knew was meant to be a reassuring, healer’s smile, 

she knew he noted the quickening of her breathing. 

“Be careful,” was all he said. 

Yrene just offered him that bit at last, bringing it to his lips. 

His mouth brushed her fingers as she slid it between his teeth. 

For a few heartbeats, he scanned her face. 

“Are  you  ready?”  she  breathed  as  the  prospect  of  facing  that  insidious

darkness again loomed. 

He lifted his hand to squeeze her fingers in silent answer. 

But Yrene removed her fingers from his, leaving his own to drop back to the
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cushions. 

He was still studying her, the way she took a bracing breath, as she laid her

hand over the mark on his back. 

It  had  snowed  the  day  he  told  his  father  he  was  to  leave  Anielle.  That  he  was abdicating his title as heir and joining the castle guard in Rifthold. 

His father had thrown him out. 

Thrown him right down the front stairs of the keep. 

He’d  cracked  his  temple  on  the  gray  stone,  his  teeth  going  through  his  lip. 

His mother’s pleading screams had echoed off the rock as he slid along the ice at

the landing. He didn’t feel the pain in his head. Only the razor-sharp slice of the

ice against his bare palms, cutting through his pants and ripping his knees raw. 

There was only her pleading with his father, and the shriek of the wind that

never  stopped,  even  in  summer,  around  the  mountaintop  keep  that  overlooked

the Silver Lake. 

That  wind  now  tore  at  him,  tugging  at  his  hair—longer  than  he  had  kept  it

since.  It  hurled  stray  snowflakes  into  his  face  from  the  gray  sky  above.  Hurled them to the grim city below that flowed to the banks of the sprawling lake and

curved around its shores. To the west, to the mighty falls. Or the ghost of them. 

The dam had long since silenced them, along with the river flowing right from

the White Fangs, which ended at their doorstep. 

It was always cold in Anielle. Even in summer. 

Always cold in this keep built into the curving mountainside. 

“Pathetic,” his father had spat, none of the stone-faced guards daring to help

him rise. 

His  head  spun  and  spun,  throbbing.  Warm  blood  leaked  and  froze  down  his

face. 

“Find your own way to Rifthold, then.” 

“Please,” his mother whispered. “Please. ” 

The last Chaol saw of her was his father’s arm gripping her above the elbow

and  dragging  her  into  the  keep  of  painted  wood  and  stone.  Her  face  pale  and anguished, her eyes—his eyes—lined with silver as bright as the lake far below. 

His parents passed a small shadow lurking in the open doorway to the keep

itself. 

Terrin. 

His younger brother braved a step toward him. To risk those dangerously icy

stairs and help him. 

A  sharp,  barked  word  from  his  father  within  the  darkness  of  the  hall  halted Terrin. 

Chaol  wiped  the  blood  from  his  mouth  and  silently  shook  his  head  at  his

brother. 

And  it  was  terror—undiluted  terror—on  Terrin’s  face  as  Chaol  eased  to  his

feet. Whether he knew that the title had just passed to him …

He couldn’t bear it. That fear on Terrin’s round, young face. 

So  Chaol  turned,  clenching  his  jaw  against  the  pain  in  his  knee,  already

swollen and stiff. Blood and ice merged, leaking from his palms. 

He managed to limp across the landing. Down the stairs. 

One of the guards at the bottom gave him his gray wool cloak. A sword and

knife. 

Another gave him a horse and a bearing. 

A third gave him a supply pack that included food and a tent, bandages and

salves. 

They did not say a word. Did not halt him more than necessary. 

He did not know their names. And he learned, years and years later, that his

father had watched from one of the keep’s three towers. Had seen them. 

His  father  himself  told  Chaol  all  those  years  later  what  happened  to  those

three men who had aided him. 

They  were  let  go.  In  the  dead  of  winter.  Banished  into  the  Fangs  with  their families. 

Three  families  sent  into  the  wilds.  Only  two  were  still  heard  from  in  the

summer. 

Proof.  It  had  been  proof,  he’d  realized  after  he’d  convinced  himself  not  to

murder his father. Proof that his kingdom was rife with corruption, with bad men

punishing  good  people  for  common  decency.  Proof  that  he  had  been  right  to

leave Anielle. To stick with Dorian—to keep Dorian safe. 

To protect that promise of a better future. 

He’d  still  sent  out  a  messenger,  his  most  discreet,  to  find  those  remaining

families. He didn’t care how many years had passed. He sent the man with gold. 

The  messenger  never  found  them,  and  had  returned  to  Rifthold,  gold  intact, 

months later. 

He  had  chosen,  and  it  had  cost  him.  He  had  picked  and  he  had  endured  the

consequences. 

A body on a bed. A dagger poised above his heart. A head rolling on stone. A

collar around a neck. A sword sinking to the bottom of the Avery. 

The pain in his body was secondary. 

Worthless. Useless. Anyone he had tried to help … it had made it worse. 

The body on the bed … Nehemia. 

She had lost her life. And perhaps she had orchestrated it, but … He had not

told  Celaena—Aelin—to  be  alert.  Had  not  warned  Nehemia’s  guards  of  the

king’s  attention.  He  had  as  good  as  killed  her.  Aelin  might  have  forgiven  him, accepted that he was not to blame, but he knew. He could have done more. Been

better. Seen better. 

And  when  Nehemia  had  died,  those  slaves  had  risen  up  in  defiance.  A

rallying cry as the Light of Eyllwe was extinguished. 

The king had extinguished them as well. 

Calaculla. Endovier. Women and men and children. 

And when he had acted, when he had chosen his side …

Blood and black stone and screaming magic. 

 You knew you knew you knew

 You will never be my friend my friend my friend

The darkness shoved itself down his throat, choking him, strangling him. 

He let it. 

Felt himself open his jaws wide to let it in farther. 

 Take it, he told the darkness. 

 Yes, it purred to him.  Yes. 

It showed him Morath in its unparalleled horrors; showed him that dungeon

beneath  the  glass  castle,  where  faces  he  knew  pleaded  for  mercy  that  would

never  come;  showed  him  the  young  golden  hands  that  had  bestowed  those

agonies, as if they had stood side by side to do it—

He knew. Had guessed who had been forced to torture his men, to kill them. 

They both knew. 

He felt the darkness swell, readying to pounce. To make him truly scream. 

But then it was gone. 

Rippling  golden  fields  stretched  away  under  a  cloudless  blue  sky.  Little

sparkling  streams  wended  through  it,  curling  around  the  occasional  oak  tree. 

Strays from the tangled, looming green of Oakwald Forest to his right. 

Behind  him,  a  thatched  roof  cottage,  its  gray  stones  crusted  in  green  and

orange  lichen.  An  ancient  well  sat  a  few  feet  away,  its  bucket  balanced

precariously on the stone lip. 

Beyond it, attached to the house itself, a small pen with wandering chickens, 

fat and focused on the dirt before them. 

And past them …

A garden. 

Not  a  formal,  beautiful  thing.  But  a  garden  behind  a  low  stone  wall,  its

wooden gate open. 

Two  figures  were  stooped  amongst  the  carefully  plotted  rows  of  green.  He drifted toward them. 

He knew her by the golden-brown hair, so much lighter in the summer sun. 

Her skin had turned a lovely deep brown, and her eyes …

It was a child’s face, lit with joy, that looked upon the woman kneeling in the

dirt,  pointing  toward  a  pale  green  plant  with  slender  purple  cones  of  blossoms swaying in the warm breeze. The woman asked, “And that one?” 

“Salvia,” the child—no more than nine—answered. 

“And what does it do?” 

The  girl  beamed,  chin  rising  as  she  recited,  “Good  for  improving  memory, 

alertness,  mood.  Also  assists  with  fertility,  digestion,  and,  in  a  salve,  can  help numb the skin.” 

“Excellent.” 

The girl’s broad smile revealed three missing teeth. 

The woman—her mother—took the girl’s round face in her hands. Her skin

was darker than her daughter’s, her hair a thicker, bouncier curl. But their builds

… It was the woman’s build that the girl would grow into one day. The freckles

that she’d inherit. The nose and mouth. 

“You have been studying, my wise child.” 

The woman kissed her daughter on her sweaty brow. 

He felt the kiss—the love in it—even as a ghost at the gate. 

For it was love that shaded the entirety of the world here, gilded it. Love and

joy. 

Happiness. 

The sort he had not known with his own family. Or anyone else. 

The girl had been loved. Deeply. Unconditionally. 

This was a happy memory—one of a few. 

“And what is that bush, there by the wall?” the woman asked the girl. 

Her brow scrunched in concentration. “Gooseberries?” 
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“Yes. And what do we do with gooseberries?” 

The  girl  braced  her  hands  on  her  hips,  her  simple  dress  blowing  in  the  dry, warm breeze. “We …” She tapped her foot with impatience—at her own mind, 

for  not  recalling.  The  same  irritation  he’d  seen  outside  that  old  man’s  house  in Antica. 

Her mother crept up behind her, sweeping the girl into her arms and kissing

her cheek. “We make gooseberry pie.” 

The  girl’s  squeal  of  delight  echoed  across  the  amber  grasses  and  clear

streams, even into the tangled, ancient heart of Oakwald. 

Perhaps even to the White Fangs themselves, and the cold city nestled at their

edge. 

He opened his eyes. 

And found his entire foot pressing into the couch cushions. 

Felt the silk and embroidery scratching against the bare arch of his foot. His

toes. 

 Felt. 

He bolted upright, finding Yrene not at his side. 

Nowhere near. 

He gaped at his feet. Below the ankle … He shifted and rotated his foot.  Felt

the muscles. 

Words stalled in his throat. His heart thundered. “Yrene,” he rasped, scanning

for her. 

She wasn’t in the suite, but—

Sunlight on brown-gold caught his eye. In the garden. 

She was sitting out there. Alone. Quietly. 

He didn’t care that he was half dressed. Chaol heaved himself into the chair, 

marveling  at  the  sensation  of  the  smooth  wood  supports  beneath  his  feet.  He

could have sworn even his legs … a phantom tingling. 

He wheeled himself into the small, square garden, breathless and wide-eyed. 

She’d repaired another fraction, another—

She’d  settled  herself  in  an  ornate  little  chair  before  the  circular  reflection pool, her head propped up by her fist. 

At first, he thought she was sleeping in the sun. 


But  he  inched  closer  and  caught  the  gleam  of  light  on  her  face.  On  the

wetness there. 

Not blood—but tears. 

Streaming silently, unendingly, as she stared at that reflection pool, the pink

lilies and emerald pads covering most of it. 

She stared as if not seeing it. Not hearing him. 

“Yrene.” 

Another  tear  rolled  down  her  face,  dripping  onto  her  pale  purple  dress. 

Another. 

“Are you hurt,” Chaol said hoarsely, his chair crunching over the pale white

gravel of the garden. 

“I’d forgotten,” she whispered, lips wobbling as she stared and stared at the

pool  and  did  not  move  her  head.  “What  she  looked  like.  Smelled  like.  I’d

forgotten—her voice.” 

His chest strained as her face crumpled. He hauled his chair beside her own

but did not touch her. 

Yrene said quietly, “We make oaths—to never take a life. She broke that oath

the  day  the  soldiers  came.  She  had  hidden  a  dagger  in  her  dress.  She  saw  the soldier grab me, and she … she leaped on him.” She closed her eyes. “She killed

him.  To  buy  me  time  to  run.  And  I  did.  I  left  her.  I  ran,  and  I  left  her,  and  I watched … I watched from the forest as they built that fire. And I could hear her

screaming and screaming—” 

Her body shook. 

“She was good,” Yrene whispered. “She was good and she was kind and she loved me.” She still did not wipe her tears. “And they took her away.” 

The man he had served …  he had taken her away. 

Chaol asked softly, “Where did you go after that?” 

Her trembling lessened. She wiped at her nose. “My mother had a cousin in

the north of Fenharrow. I ran there. It took me two weeks, but I made it.” 

At eleven. Fenharrow had been in the middle of conquest, and she’d made it

—at  eleven. 

“They had a farm, and I worked there for six years. Pretended to be normal. 

Kept my head down. Healed with herbs when it wouldn’t raise suspicions. But it

wasn’t enough. It … There was a hole. In me. I was unfinished.” 

“So you came here?” 

“I left. I meant to come here. I walked through Fenharrow. Through Oakwald. 

Then  over  …  over  the  mountains  …”  Her  voice  broke  into  a  whisper.  “It  took me six months, but I made it—to the port of Innish.” 

He’d never heard of Innish. Likely in Melisande, if she’d crossed—

She’d crossed mountains. 

This  delicate  woman  beside  him  …  She  had  crossed  mountains  to  be  here. 

Alone. 

“I ran out of money for the crossing. So I stayed. I found work.” 

He avoided the urge to look at the scar on her throat. To ask what manner of

work—

“Most girls were on the streets. Innish was—is not a good place. But I found

an inn by the docks and the owner hired me. I worked as a barmaid and a servant

and … I stayed. I meant to only work for a month, but I stayed for a year. Let

him  take  my  money,  my  tips.  Increase  my  rent.  Put  me  in  a  room  under  the

stairs. I had no money for the crossing, and I thought … I thought I would have

to pay for my education here. I didn’t want to go without funds for tuition, so …

I stayed.” 

He  studied  her  hands,  now  clutching  each  other  tightly  in  her  lap.  Pictured them with a bucket and mop, with rags and dirty dishes. Pictured them raw and

aching. Pictured the filthy inn and its inhabitants—what they must have seen and

coveted when they beheld her. 

“How did you make it here?” 

Yrene’s mouth tightened, her tears fading. She loosed a breath. “It is a long

story.” 

“I have time to listen.” 

But she shook her head again and at last looked at him. There was a … clarity

to her face. Those eyes. And it did not falter as she said, “I know who gave you

that wound.” 

Chaol went wholly still. 

The man who had taken away the mother she so deeply loved; the man who

had sent her fleeing across the world. 

He managed to nod. 

“The  old  king,”  Yrene  breathed,  studying  the  pool  again.  “He  was—he  was

possessed, too?” 

The words were hardly more than a whisper, barely audible even to him. 

“Yes,”  he  managed  to  say.  “For  decades.  I—I’m  sorry  I  did  not  tell  you. 

We’ve deemed that information … sensitive.” 

“For what it might mean about the suitability of your new king.” 

“Yes, and open the door to questions that are best kept unasked.” 

Yrene rubbed at her chest, her face haunted and bleak. “No wonder my magic

recoils so.” 

“I’m sorry,” he said again. It was all he could think to offer. 

Those  eyes  slid  to  him,  any  lingering  fog  clouding  them  clearing  away.  “It

gives  me  further  reason  to  fight  it.  To  wipe  away  that  last  stain  of  him—of   it forever. Just now, it was waiting for me. Laughing at me again. I managed to get

to you, but then the darkness around you was too thick. It had made a … shell. I

could  see  it—everything  it  showed  you.  Your  memories,  and  his.”  She  rubbed her face. “I knew then. What it was—who gave you the wound. And I saw what

it  was  doing  to  you,  and  all  I  could  think  to  stop  it,  to  blast  it  away  …”  She pursed her lips, as if they might start trembling again. 

“A bit of goodness,” he finished for her. “A memory of light and goodness.” 

He  didn’t  have  the  words  to  convey  his  gratitude  for  it,  for  what  it  must  have been  like  to  offer  up  that  memory  of  her  mother  against  the  demon  that  had destroyed her. 

Yrene seemed to read his thoughts, and said, “I am glad it was a memory of

her that beat the darkness back a little further.” 

His throat tightened, and he swallowed hard. 

“I saw your memory,” Yrene said quietly. “The—man. Your father.” 

“He is a bastard of the finest caliber.” 

“It was not your fault. None of it.” 

He refrained from commenting otherwise. 

“You were lucky that you did not fracture your skull,” she said, scanning his

brow. The scar just barely visible, covered by his hair. 

“I’m sure my father considers it otherwise.” 

Darkness flashed in her eyes. Yrene only said, “You deserved better.” 

The  words  hit  something  sore  and  festering—something  he  had  locked  up

and not examined for a long, long time. “Thank you,” he managed to say. 

They  sat  in  silence  for  long  minutes.  “What  time  is  it?”  he  asked  after  a

while. 

“Three,” she said. 

Chaol started. 

But Yrene’s eyes went right to his legs. His feet. How they had moved with

him. 

Her mouth opened silently. 

“Another bit of progress,” he said. 

She smiled—subdued, but … it was real. Not like the one she’d plastered on her  face  hours  and  hours  ago.  When  she’d  walked  into  his  bedroom  and  found

him  there  with  Nesryn,  and  he’d  felt  the  world  slipping  out  from  under  him  at the  expression  on  her  face.  And  when  she  had  refused  to  meet  his  stare,  when she’d wrapped her arms around herself …

He wished he’d been able to walk. So she could see him crawl toward her. 

He didn’t know why. Why he felt like the lowest sort of low. Why he’d barely

been able to look at Nesryn. Though he knew Nesryn was too observant not to

be aware. It had been the unspoken agreement between them last night—silence

on the subject. And that reason alone …

Yrene poked at his bare foot. “Do you feel this?” 

Chaol curled his toes. “Yes.” 

She frowned. “Am I pushing hard or soft?” 

She ground her finger in. 

“Hard,” he grunted. 

Her finger lightened. “And now?” 

“Soft.” 

She repeated the test on the other foot. Touched each of his toes. 

“I think,” she observed, “I’ve pushed it down—to somewhere in the middle

of your back. The mark is still the same, but it  feels like …” She shook her head. 

“I can’t explain it.” 

“You don’t need to.” 

It  had  been  her  joy—the  undiluted  joy  of  that  memory—that  had  won  him

that bit of movement. What she’d opened up, given up, to push back the stain of

that wound. 

“I’m  starving,”  Chaol  said,  nudging  her  with  an  elbow.  “Will  you  eat  with

me?” 

And to his surprise, she said yes. 
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Nesryn knew. 

She knew it hadn’t been mere interest that had prompted Chaol to ask her to

talk to him last night, but guilt. 

She was fine with it, she told herself. She had been a replacement for not one, 

but  two  of  the  women  in  his  life.  A  third  one  …  She  was  fine  with  it,  she repeated as she returned from stalking through Antica’s streets—not a whisper of

Valg to be found—and entered the palace grounds. 

Nesryn braced herself as she peered up at the palace, not quite ready to return

to their suite to wait out the brutal late afternoon heat. 

A massive figure atop a minaret caught her eye, and she smiled grimly. 

She was out of breath when she reached the aerie, but mercifully, Kadara was

the only one present to witness it. 

The  ruk  clicked  her  beak  at  Nesryn  in  greeting  and  went  back  to  ripping  at what appeared to be an entire slab of beef. Ribs and all. 

“I heard you were headed here,” Sartaq said from the stairs behind her. 

Nesryn whirled. “I—how?” 

The  prince  gave  her  a  knowing  smile  and  stepped  into  the  aerie.  Kadara

puffed  her  feathers  with  excitement  and  dug  back  into  her  meal,  as  if  eager  to finish  and  be  in  the  skies.  “This  palace  is  crawling  with  spies.  Some  of  them mine. Is there anything you wanted?” 

He  scanned  her—seeing  the  face  that  yesterday  her  aunt  and  uncle  had

complained  looked  tired.  Worn  out.  Unhappy.  They’d  crammed  her  with  food, then insisted she take their four children back down to the docks to select fish for

their  evening  meal,  then  shoved  more  food  down  her  throat  before  she’d

returned  to  the  palace  for  the  feast.  Still  peaky,  Zahida  clucked.  Your  eyes  are heavy. 

“I  …”  Nesryn  surveyed  the  view  beyond,  the  city  simmering  in  the  late

afternoon heat. “I just wanted some quiet.” 

“Then I’ll let you have it,” Sartaq said, and turned to the open archway into

the stairwell. 

“No,”  she  blurted,  reaching  toward  him.  She  halted  her  hand,  dropping  it

immediately  as  it  came  within  skimming  distance  of  his  leather  jacket.  No  one grabbed  a  prince.  No  one.  “I  didn’t  mean  you  had  to  leave.  I  …  I  don’t  mind your company.” She added quickly, “Your Highness.” 

Sartaq’s  mouth  quirked  up.  “It’s  a  bit  late  to  be  throwing  in  my  fancy  title, isn’t it?” 

She gave him a pleading look. But she’d meant what she said. 

Last  night,  talking  with  him  at  the  party,  even  talking  with  him  in  the  alley outside  the  Torre  a  few  nights  before  that  …  She  had  not  felt  quiet  or  aloof  or strange.  She  had  not  felt  cold  or  distant.  He’d  done  her  an  honor  in  giving  her such attention, and in escorting her and Chaol back to their rooms. She did not

mind  company—quiet  as  she  could  be,  she   enjoyed  being  around  others.  But sometimes …

“I  spent  most  of  yesterday  with  my  family.  They  can  be  …  tiring. 

Demanding.” 

“I know how you feel,” the prince said drily. 

A smile tugged at her lips. “I suppose you do.” 

“You love them, though.” 

“And you do not?” A bold, brash question. 

Sartaq shrugged. “Kadara is my family. The rukhin, they are my family. My

bloodline, though … It’s hard to love one another, when we will one day contend with each other. Love cannot exist without trust.” He smiled at his ruk. “I trust

Kadara with my life. I would die for her, and she for me. Can I say the same of

my siblings? My own parents?” 

“It’s a shame,” Nesryn admitted. 

“At  least  I  have  her,”  he  said  of  the  ruk.  “And  my  riders.  Pity  my  siblings, who have none of those blessings.” 

He was a good man. The prince … he was a good man. 

She strode for the open archways overlooking the deadly drop to the city far, 

far below. 

“I  am  going  to  leave  soon—for  the  mountains  of  the  rukhin,”  Sartaq  said

softly. “To seek the answers you and I discussed the other night in the city.” 

Nesryn peered over her shoulder at him, trying to gather the right words, the

nerve. 

His face remained neutral, even as he added, “I’m sure your family will have

my head for offering, but … would you like to accompany me?” 

 Yes, she wanted to breathe. But she made herself ask, “For how long?” 

For  time  was  not  on  her  side.  Their  side.  And  to  hunt  for  answers  while  so many threats gathered close …

“A few weeks. No more than three. I like to keep the riders in line, and if I go

absent  for  too  long,  they  pull  at  the  leash.  So  the  journey  will  serve  two purposes, I suppose.” 

“I—I  would  need  to  discuss.  With  Lord  Westfall.”  She’d  promised  him  as

much last night. That they’d consider this precise path, weighing the pitfalls and

benefits. They were still a team in that regard, still served under the same banner. 

Sartaq  nodded  solemnly,  as  if  he  could  read  everything  on  her  face.  “Of

course. Though I leave soon.” 

She then heard it—the grunt of servants coming up the aerie stairs. Bringing

supplies. 

“You leave  now,” Nesryn clarified as she noted the spear leaning against the far  wall  near  the  supply  racks.  His   sulde.  The  russet  horsehair  tied  beneath  the blade  drifted  in  the  wind  weaving  through  the  aerie,  the  dark  wood  shaft

polished and smooth. 

Sartaq’s  onyx  eyes  seemed  to  darken  further  as  he  strode  to  his   sulde, weighing  the  spirit-banner  in  his  hands  before  resting  it  beside  him,  the  wood thunking  on  the  stone  floor.  “I  …”  It  was  the  first  she’d  seen  him  stumble  for words. 

“You weren’t going to say good-bye?” 

She had no right to make such demands, expect such things, tentative allies or

no. 

But  Sartaq  leaned  his   sulde  against  the  wall  again  and  began  braiding  back his  black  hair.  “After  last  night’s  party,  I  had  thought  you  would  be  …

preoccupied.” 

With Chaol. Her brows rose. “All day?” 

The prince gave her a roguish smile, finishing off his long braid and picking

up his spear once more. “I certainly would take all day.” 

By some god’s mercy, Nesryn was saved from replying by the servants who

appeared, panting and red-faced with the packs between them. Weapons glinted

from some of them, along with food and blankets. 

“How far is it?” 

“A few hours before nightfall, then all day tomorrow, then another half day of

travel to reach the first of the aeries in the Tavan Mountains,” Sartaq said as he

handed his  sulde to a passing servant, and Kadara patiently allowed them to load her with various packs. 

“You don’t fly at night?” 

“I tire. Kadara doesn’t. Foolish riders have made that mistake—and tumbled

through the clouds in their dreams.” 

She bit her lip. “How long until you go?” 

“An hour.” 

An hour to think …

She had not told Chaol. That she’d seen his toes move last night. She’d seen

them curl and flex in his sleep. 

She had cried, silent tears of joy sliding onto the pillow. She hadn’t told him. 

And when he’d awoken …

 Let’s  have  an  adventure,    Nesryn   Faliq,  he’d  promised  her  in  Rifthold.  She had cried then, too. 

But perhaps … perhaps neither of them had seen. The path ahead. The forks

in it. 

She could see down one path clearly. 

Honor and loyalty, still unbroken. Even if it stifled him. Stifled her. And she

… she did not want to be a consolation prize. Be pitied or a distraction. 

But  this  other  path,  the  fork  that  had  appeared,  branching  away  across

grasslands  and  jungles  and  rivers  and  mountains  …  This  path  toward  answers

that might help them, might mean nothing, might change the course of this war, 

all carried on a ruk’s golden wings …

She would have an adventure. For herself. This one time. She would see her

homeland, and smell it and breathe it in. See it from high above, see it racing as

fast as the wind. 

She owed herself that much. And owed it to Chaol as well. 

Perhaps  she  and  this  dark-eyed  prince  might  find  some  scrap  of  salvation

against Morath. And perhaps she might bring an army back with her. 

Sartaq was still watching, his face carefully neutral as the last of the servants

bowed and vanished. His  sulde had been strapped just below the saddle, within

easy reach should the prince need it, its reddish horsehairs trailing in the wind. 

Trailing southward. 

Toward  that  distant,  wild  land  of  the  Tavan  Mountains.  Beckoning,  as  all

spirit-banners  did,  toward  an  unknown  horizon.  Beckoning  to  claim  whatever

waited there. 

Nesryn said quietly, “Yes.” 

The prince blinked. 

“I will go with you,” she clarified. 

A  small  smile  tugged  on  his  mouth.  “Good.”  Sartaq  jerked  his  chin  to  the

archway  through  which  the  servants  had  vanished  down  the  minaret.  “Pack

lightly, though—Kadara is already near her limit.” 

Nesryn  shook  her  head,  noting  the  bow  and  quiver  stocked  with  arrows

already atop Kadara. “I have nothing to bring with me.” 

Sartaq watched her for a long moment. “Surely you would wish to say good-

bye—” 

“I have nothing,” she repeated. His eyes flickered at that, but she added, “I—

I’ll leave a note.” 

The prince solemnly nodded. “I can outfit you with clothes when we arrive. 

There is paper and ink in the cabinet by the far wall. Leave the letter in the box

by the stairs, and one of the messengers will come to check at nightfall.” 

Her hands shook slightly as she obeyed. Not with fear, but … freedom. 

She wrote two notes. The first one, to her aunt and uncle, was full of love and

warning and well-wishes. Her second note … it was quick, and to the point:

 I have gone with Sartaq to see the rukhin. I shall be gone three weeks.    I

 hold you to no promises. And I will hold to none of my own. 

Nesryn  shut  both  notes  in  the  box,  undoubtedly  checked  often  for  any

messages  from  the  skies,  and  changed  into  the  leathers  she’d  left  from  the  last time she’d flown. 

She found Sartaq atop Kadara, waiting for her. 

The prince extended a callused hand to help her up into the saddle. 

She didn’t hesitate as she took his hand, his strong fingers wrapping around

hers, and let him pull her into the saddle before him. 

He  strapped  and  buckled  them  in,  checked  all  of  it  thrice.  But  he  reined  in Kadara when she would have soared out of the minaret. 

Sartaq  whispered  in  Nesryn’s  ear,  “I  was  praying  to  the  Eternal  Sky  and  all thirty-six gods that you’d say yes.” 

She smiled, even if he couldn’t see it. 

“So was I,” Nesryn breathed, and they leaped into the skies. 
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Yrene  and  Chaol  hurried  to  the  Torre  library  immediately  after  lunch.  Chaol

mounted his horse with relative ease, Shen giving him a hearty pat on the back in

approval. Some small part of Yrene had wanted to beam when she noticed that

Chaol met the man’s eyes to offer a tight smile of thanks. 

And  when  they  passed  through  those  white  walls,  as  the  mass  of  the  Torre

rose  above  them  and  the  scent  of  lemon  and  lavender  filled  Yrene’s  nose  …

some  part  of  her  eased  in  its  presence.  Just  how  it  had  done  from  the  first moment she’d spied the tower rising above the city while her ship at last neared

the shore, as if it were a pale arm thrust toward the sky in greeting. 

As if to proclaim to her,  Welcome, daughter. We have been waiting for you. 

The Torre’s library was located in the lower levels, most of its halls ramped

thanks to the rolling carts the librarians used to transport the books around and

collect any tomes that careless acolytes had forgotten to return. 

There  were  a  few  stairs  where  Yrene  had  been  forced  to  grit  her  teeth  and

haul him up. 

He’d stared at her when she’d done it. And when she asked why, he’d said it

was the first time she’d touched his chair. Moved it. 

She supposed it was. But she’d warned him not to get used to it, and let him

propel himself through the brightly lit corridors of the Torre. 

A  few  of  the  girls  from  her  defense  class  spotted  them  and  paused  to  fawn

over the lord, who indulged them with a crooked smile that set them giggling as

they  walked  away.  Yrene  herself  smiled  at  them  as  they  departed,  shaking  her head. 

Or  perhaps  the  good  mood  was  from  the  fact  that  his  entire  foot  from  the

ankle  down  was  regaining  feeling   and  movement.  She’d  forced  him  to  endure another set of exercises before coming here, sprawling him on the carpet while

she aided him in moving his foot around and around, in stretching it, rotating it. 

All designed to get the blood flowing, to hopefully awaken more of his legs. 

The progress was enough to keep Yrene smiling until they reached Nousha’s

desk,  where  the  librarian  was  currently  shoving  a  few  tomes  into  her  heavy

satchel. Packing up for the day. 

Yrene  glanced  at  the  bell  that  had  been  rung  only  a  few  nights  ago,  but

refused  to  blanch.  Chaol  had  brought  a  sword  and  dagger,  and  she’d  been

mesmerized  while  he’d  buckled  them  on  with  such  efficiency.  He  had  barely

needed to look, his fingers guided by sheer muscle memory. She could picture it

—every morning and night that he’d put on and removed that sword belt. 

Yrene  leaned  over  the  desk  and  said  to  Nousha,  who  was  sizing  up  Chaol

while he also assessed her, “I would like to see where you found those texts from

Eyllwe. And the scrolls.” 

Nousha’s  white  brows  crossed.  “Will  it  bring  trouble?”  Her  gaze  slid  to  the

sword  Chaol  had  positioned  across  his  lap  to  keep  it  from  clacking  against  his chair. 

“Not if I can help it,” Yrene said quietly. 

Behind  them,  curled  on  an  armchair  in  the  large  sitting  area  before  the

crackling hearth, a snow-white Baast Cat half slumbered, her long tail swishing

like a pendulum as it draped over the edge of the cushion. No doubt listening to

every word—likely to report to her sisters. 

Nousha  sighed  sharply  in  a  way  that  Yrene  had  witnessed  a  hundred  times, 

but  waved  them  toward  the  main  hallway.  She  barked  an  order  in  Halha  to  a

nearby librarian to mind the desk and led the way. 

As they followed, the white Baast Cat cracked open a green eye. Yrene made sure to give her a respectful bow of the head. The cat merely went back to sleep, 

satisfied. 

For  long  minutes,  Yrene  watched  Chaol  take  in  the  colored  lanterns,  the

warm  stone  walls,  and  endless  stacks.  “This  would  give  the  royal  library  in

Rifthold a run for its money,” he observed. 

“Is it that large?” 

“Yes,  but  this  might  be  larger.  Older,  definitely.”  His  eyes  danced  with

shadows—bits of memory that she wondered if she would glimpse the next time

she worked on him. 

Today’s encounter … It had left her reeling and raw. 

But the salt of her tears had been cleansing. In a way she had not known she

needed. 

Down  and  down  they  went,  taking  the  main  ramp  that  looped  through  the

levels. They passed librarians shelving books, acolytes in solitary or group study

around  the  tables,  healers  poring  over  musty  tomes  in  doorless  rooms,  and  the occasional  Baast  Cat  sprawled  over  the  top  of  the  shelves,  or  padding  into  the shadows, or simply sitting at a crossroads—as if waiting. 

Still they went deeper. 

“How did you know they were down here?” Yrene asked Nousha’s back. 

“We keep good records,” was all the Head Librarian said. 

Chaol gave Yrene a look that said,  We have cranky librarians in Rifthold, too. 

Yrene bit her lip to keep from grinning. Nousha could sniff out laughter and

amusement like a bloodhound on a scent. And shut it down as viciously, too. 

At last, they reached a dark corridor that reeked of stone and dust. 

“Second  shelf  down.  Don’t  ruin  anything,”  Nousha  said  by  way  of

explanation and farewell, and left without a look back. 

Chaol’s brows lifted in bemusement, and Yrene swallowed her chuckle. 

It  stopped  being  an  effort  as  they  approached  the  shelf  the  librarian  had

indicated. Piles of scrolls lay tucked beneath books whose spines glittered with the Eyllwe language. 

Chaol let out a low whistle through his teeth. “How old is the Torre, exactly?” 

“Fifteen hundred years.” 

He went still. 

“This library has been here that long?” 

She nodded. “It was all built in one go. A gift from an ancient queen to the

healer who saved her child’s life. A place for the healer to study and live—close

to the palace—and to invite others to study as well.” 

“So it predates the khaganate by a great deal.” 

“The khagans are the latest in a long line of conquerors since then. The most

benevolent  since  that  first  queen,  to  be  sure.  Even  her  palace  itself  did  not survive  so  well  as  the  Torre.  What  you  stay  in  now  …  they  built  it  atop  the rubble of the queen’s castle. After the conquerors who came a generation before

the khaganate razed it to the ground.” 

He swore, low and creatively. 

“Healers,”  Yrene  said,  scanning  the  shelves,  “are  in  high  demand,  whether

you  are  the  current  ruler  or  the  invading  one.  All  other  posts  …  perhaps

unnecessary. But a tower full of women who can keep you from death, even if

you are hanging by a thread …” 

“More valuable than gold.” 

“It  begs  the  question  of  why  Adarlan’s  last  king  …”  She  almost  said   your king, but the word clanged strangely in her head now. “Why he felt the need to

destroy those of us with the gift in his own continent.”  Why the thing in him felt

 the need, she didn’t say. 

Chaol didn’t meet her eyes. And not from shame. 

He knew something. Something else. 

“What?” she asked. 

He scanned the dim stacks, then listened for anyone nearby. “He was indeed

… taken. Invaded.” 

It had been a shock to realize whose dark power she’d been fighting against

within his wound—a shock, and yet a rallying cry to her magic. As if some fog

had been cleared away, some veil of fear, and all that had been left beneath were

her blinding rage and sorrow, unfaltering as she’d leaped upon the darkness. But

… the king truly had been possessed, then. All this time. 

Chaol pulled a book from the shelf and flipped through it, not really reading

the pages. She was fairly certain he didn’t know how to read Eyllwe. “He knew

what  was  happening  to  him.  The  man  within  him  fought  against  it  as  best  he could. He knew that their kind …” The Valg. “They found people with  gifts  …

enticing.” Magic-wielders. “Knew their kind wanted to conquer the gifted ones. 

For their power.” 

Infest them, as the king had been. As that drawing in  The Song of Beginning

had depicted. 

Yrene’s gut roiled. 

“So  the  man  within  wrested  control  long  enough  to  give  the  order  that  the

magic-wielders  were  to  be  put  down.  Executed,  rather  than  used  against  him. 

Us.” 

Turned into hosts for those demons and made into weapons. 

Yrene leaned against the stack behind them, a hand sliding up to her throat. 

Her pulse pounded beneath her fingers. 

“It  was  a  choice  he  hated  himself  for.  But  saw  as  a  necessary  decision  to

make. Along with a way to make sure those in control could not  use magic. Or

find those who had it. Not without lists of them. Or those willing to sell them out

for coin—to the men he ordered to hunt them down.” 

Magic’s vanishing had not been natural at all. “He—he found a way to banish

—?” 

A sharp nod. “It is a long story, but he halted it. Dammed it up. To keep those

conquerors from having the hosts they wanted. And then hunted the rest of them
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down to make sure their numbers were fewer still.” 

The King of Adarlan had stopped magic, killed its bearers, had sent his forces

to  execute  her  mother  and  countless  others  …  not  just  from  blind  hatred  and ignorance, but some twisted way of trying to  save their kind? 

Her  heart  thundered  through  her  body.  “But  healers—we  have  no  power  to

use in battle. Nothing beyond what you see from me.” 

Chaol was utterly still as he stared at her. “I think you might have something

they want very badly.” 

The hair along her arms rose. 

“Or want to keep you from knowing too much about.” 

She swallowed, feeling the blood leave her face. “Like—your wound.” 

A nod. 

She blew out a shaky breath, going to the stack before her. The scrolls. 

His fingers grazed her own. “I will not let any harm come to you.” 

Yrene felt him waiting for her to tell him otherwise. But she believed him. 

“And what I showed you earlier?” she said, inclining her head to the scrolls. 

The Wyrdmarks, he’d called them. 

“Part  of  the  same  thing.  An  earlier  and  different  sort  of  power.  Outside  of magic.” 

And he had a friend who could read them. Wield them. 

“We’d better be quick,” she said, still careful of any potential listeners. “I’m

sure the volume I need for your chronic toe fungus is down here somewhere, and

I’m growing hungry.” 

Chaol gave her an incredulous look. She offered him an apologetic wince in

return. 

But laughter danced in his eyes as he began pulling books into his lap. 

Nesryn’s  face  and  ears  were  numb  with  cold  by  the  time  Kadara  alighted  on  a

rocky  outcropping  high  atop  a  small  mountain  range  of  gray  stone.  Her  limbs were hardly better, despite the leathers, and were sore enough that she winced as

Sartaq helped her down. 

The prince grimaced. “I forgot that you aren’t used to riding for so long.” 

It wasn’t the stiffness that really brutalized her, but her bladder—

Clenching  her  legs  together,  Nesryn  surveyed  the  campsite  the  ruk  had

deemed suitable for her master. It was protected on three sides by boulders and

pillars  of  gray  rock,  with  a  broad  overhang  against  the  elements,  but  no

possibility of concealment. And asking a prince where to see to her needs—

Sartaq merely pointed to a cluster of boulders. “There’s privacy that way, if

you need it.” 

Face  heating,  Nesryn  nodded,  not  quite  able  to  meet  him  in  the  eye  as  she

hurried  to  where  he’d  indicated,  slipping  between  two  boulders  to  find  another little  outcropping  that  opened  onto  a  sheer  drop  to  the  unforgiving  rocks  and streams far, far below. She picked a small boulder that faced away from the wind

and didn’t waste any time unbuckling her pants. 

When  she  emerged  again,  still  wincing,  Sartaq  had  removed  most  of  the

packs from Kadara, but had left her saddle. Nesryn approached the mighty bird, 

who eyed her closely, lifting a hand toward the first buckle—

“Don’t,” Sartaq said calmly from where he’d set the last of the packs under

the  overhang,  his   sulde  tucked  against  the  wall  behind  them.  “We  leave  the saddles on while we travel.” 

Nesryn lowered her hand, examining the mighty bird. “Why?” 

Sartaq  removed  two  bedrolls  and  laid  them  out  against  the  rocky  wall, 

claiming one for himself. “If we’re ambushed, if there is some danger, we need

to be able to get into the skies.” 

Nesryn  scanned  the  surrounding  mountain  range,  the  sky  stained  pink  and

orange  as  the  sun  set.  The  Asimil  Mountains—a  small,  lonely  range,  if  her

memory  of  the  land  served  her  correctly.  Still  far,  far  north  from  the  Tavan

Mountains of the rukhin. They hadn’t passed a village or sign of civilization in over  an  hour,  and  up  amongst  these  desolate  peaks:  landslides,  flash  floods  …

She supposed there were dangers aplenty. 

Supposed that the only ones who could reach them up here were other ruks. 

Or wyverns. 

Sartaq pulled out tins of cured meats and fruit, along with two small loaves of

bread. “Have you seen them—the mounts of Morath?” His question was nearly

ripped away by the howl of the wind beyond the wall of rocks. How he’d known

where her mind had drifted, she couldn’t guess. 

Kadara settled herself near one of the three faces, folding in her wings tightly. 

They’d  stopped  once  earlier—to  let  Kadara  feed  and  for  them  to  see  to  their needs—so  the  ruk  wouldn’t  have  to  seek  out  dinner  in  these  barren  mountains. 

Belly still full, Kadara now seemed content to doze. 

“Yes,” Nesryn admitted, tugging free the leather strap around the base of her

short  braid  and  finger-combing  her  hair.  Tangles  snared  on  her  still-freezing

fingers as she coaxed them away, grateful that the task kept her from shuddering

at the memory of the witches and their mounts. “Kadara is probably two-thirds

to half the size of a wyvern. Maybe. Is she large or small, for a ruk?” 

“I thought you’d heard all the stories about me.” 

Nesryn  snorted,  shaking  out  her  hair  a  final  time  as  she  approached  the

bedroll and food he’d laid out for her. “Do you know they call you the Winged

Prince?” 

A ghost of a smile. “Yes.” 

“Do you like the title?” She settled on the roll, crossing her legs beneath her. 

Sartaq passed her the tin of fruits, beckoning her to eat. She didn’t bother to

wait for him before she dug in, the grapes cool thanks to the hours in the crisp

air. 

“Do I like the title?” he mused, tearing off a piece of bread and passing it to

her. She took it with a nod of thanks. “It’s strange, I suppose. To become a story

while you are still alive.” A sidelong glance at her while he ripped into his bread. 

“You yourself are surrounded by some living tales. How do  they feel about it?” 

“Aelin  certainly  enjoys  it.”  She’d  never  met  another  person  with  so  many

names and titles—and who enjoyed bandying them about so much. “The others

… I don’t suppose I know them well enough to guess. Though Aedion Ashryver

…  he  takes  after  Aelin.”  She  popped  another  grape  into  her  mouth,  her  hair

swaying  as  she  leaned  forward  to  pluck  a  few  more  into  her  palm.  “They’re

cousins, but act more like siblings.” 

A considering look. “The Wolf of the North.” 

“You’ve heard of him?” 

Sartaq passed the tin of cured meats, letting her pick through which slices she

wanted. “I told you, Captain Faliq, my spies do their jobs well.” 

A careful line—nudging him toward a potential alliance was a careful line to

walk. Look too eager, praise her companions too much and she’d be transparent, 

but  to  do  nothing  …  It  went  against  her  very  nature.  Even  as  a  city  guard,  her day off had usually sent her looking for  something to do, whether it was a walk

through Rifthold or helping her father and sister prepare the next day’s goods. 

 Wind-seeker,  her  mother  had  once  called  her.  Unable  to  keep  still,  always wandering  where  the  wind  calls  you.  Where  shall  it  beckon  you  to  journey  one day, my rose? 

How far the wind had now called her. 

Nesryn said, “Then I hope your spies have told you that Aedion’s Bane is a

skilled legion.” 

A  vague  nod,  and  she  knew  Sartaq  saw  right  through  all  her  plans.  But  he

finished  off  his  part  of  the  bread  and  asked,  “And  what  are  the  tales  they  tell about you, Nesryn Faliq?” 

She chewed on the salted pork. “No one has any stories about me.” 

It  didn’t  bother  her.  Fame,  notoriety  …  She  valued  other  things  more,  she

supposed. 

“Not  even  the  story  about  the  arrow  that  saved  a  shape-shifter’s  life?  The impossible shot fired from a rooftop?” 

She snapped her head toward him. Sartaq only swigged from his water with a

look that said,  I told you my spies were good. 

“I thought Arghun was the one who dealt in covert information,” Nesryn said

carefully. 

He  passed  the  waterskin.  “Arghun’s  the  one  who  boasts  about  it.  I’d  hardly

call it covert.” 

Nesryn drank a few mouthfuls of water and lifted a brow. “But this is?” 

Sartaq chuckled. “I suppose you’re right.” 

The shadows grew deeper, longer, the wind picking up. She studied the rock

around them, the packs. “You won’t risk a fire.” 

A shake of his head, his dark braid swaying. “It’d be a beacon.” He frowned

at  her  leathers,  the  packs  lumped  around  them.  “I  have  heavy  blankets—

somewhere in there.” 

They fell into silence, eating while the sun vanished and stars began to blink

awake  among  the  last,  vibrant  ribbon  of  blue.  The  moon  herself  appeared, 

bathing the campsite with enough light to see by as they finished up, the prince

sealing the tins and tucking them back into the packs. 

Across  the  space,  Kadara  began  to  snore,  a  deep  wheeze  that  rumbled

through the rock. 

Sartaq chuckled. “Apologies if that keeps you awake.” 

Nesryn just shook her head. Sharing a campsite with a ruk, in the mountains

high  above  the  grassy  plains  below,  the  Winged  Prince  beside  her  …  No,  her

family would not believe it. 

They watched the stars quietly, neither making a move to sleep. One by one, 

the  rest  of  the  stars  emerged,  brighter  and  clearer  than  she’d  seen  since  those weeks  on  the  ship  here.  Different  stars,  she  realized  with  a  jolt,  than  those  up north. 

Different,  and  yet  these  stars  had  burned  for  countless  centuries  above  her ancestors,  above  her  father  himself.  Had  it  been  strange  for  him  to  leave  them behind? Had he missed them? He’d never spoken of it, what it was like to move

to a land with foreign stars—if he’d felt adrift at night. 

“Neith’s  Arrow,”  Sartaq  said  after  uncounted  minutes,  leaning  back  against

the rock. 

Nesryn dragged her gaze from the stars to find his face limned in moonlight, 

silver dancing along the pure onyx of his braid. 

He rested his forearms on his knees. “That’s what my spies called you, what I

called you until you arrived. Neith’s Arrow.” The Goddess of Archery—and the

Hunt,  originally  hailing  from  an  ancient  sand-swept  kingdom  to  the  west,  now

enfolded  into  the  khaganate’s  vast  pantheon.  A  corner  of  his  mouth  tugged

upward. “So don’t be surprised if there’s now a story or two about you already

finding its way across the world.” 

Nesryn  observed  him  for  a  long  moment,  the  howling  mountain  wind

blending with Kadara’s snoring. She’d always excelled at archery, took pride in

her unmatched aim, but she had not learned because she coveted renown. She’d

done it because she enjoyed it, because it gave her a direction to aim that wind-

seeking inclination. And yet …

Sartaq  cleared  away  the  last  of  the  food  and  did  a  quick  check  that  the

campsite was secure before heading off between the boulders himself. 

With only those foreign stars to witness, Nesryn smiled. 
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Chaol dined in the Torre kitchens, where a rail-thin woman called only Cook had

stuffed him with pan-fried fish, crusty bread, roasted tomatoes with mild cheese

and  tarragon,  and  then  managed  to  convince  him  to  eat  a  light,  flaky  pastry dripping with honey and crusted in pistachios. 

Yrene  had  sat  beside  him,  hiding  her  smiles  as  Cook  kept  piling  more  and

more food onto his plate until he literally  begged her to stop. 

He was full enough that the idea of moving seemed a monumental task, and

even Yrene had pleaded with Cook to have mercy upon them. 

The woman had relented, though she’d turned that focus upon the workers in

her  kitchen—presiding  over  the  serving  of  the  evening  meal  to  the  hall  a  level above with a general’s command that Chaol found himself studying. 

He  and  Yrene  sat  in  companionable  silence,  watching  the  chaos  unfold

around them until the sun had long since set through the wide windows beyond

the kitchen. 

He’d  uttered  half  a  mention  of  getting  his  horse  saddled  when  Yrene   and

Cook told him he was spending the night and to not bother arguing. 

So he did. He sent a note back to the palace through a healer on her way there

to  oversee  a  patient  in  the  servants’  quarters,  telling  Nesryn  where  he  was  and not to wait up. 

And  when  he  and  Yrene  had  finally  managed  to  get  their  overstuffed

stomachs  to  settle,  he  followed  her  to  a  room  in  the  complex.  The  Torre  was

mostly stairs, she said with no pity whatsoever, and there were no guest rooms anyway.  But  the  adjacent  physicians’  complex—she’d  gestured  to  the  building

they’d  passed  through,  all  angles  and  squares  where  the  Torre  was  round—

always had a few rooms on the ground level available for the night, mostly for

the loved ones of sick patients. 

She opened the door to a room that overlooked a garden courtyard, the space

small but clean, its pale walls inviting and warm from the day. A narrow bed lay

against one wall, a chair and small table before the window. Just enough space

for him to maneuver. 

“Let me see again,” Yrene said, pointing to his feet. 

Chaol lifted his leg with his hands, stretching it out. Then rolled his ankles, 

grunting against the considerable weight of his legs. 

She removed his boots and socks as she knelt before him. “Good. We’ll need

to keep that up.” 

He  glanced  to  the  satchel  full  of  books  and  scrolls  she’d  pillaged  from  the library,  discarded  by  the  doorway.  He  didn’t  know  what  the  hell  any  of  it  said, but they’d taken as many as they could. If whoever or whatever had been in that

library had stolen some, and perhaps not gotten the chance to return for more …

He wouldn’t risk them eventually returning to claim the rest. 

Yrene  had  thought  the  scroll  she’d  hidden  in  his  rooms  to  be  eight  hundred

years old. But that deep in the library, considering the age of the Torre …

He  didn’t  tell  her  he  thought  it  might  be  much,  much  older.  Full  of

information that might not have even survived in their own lands. 

“I can find you some clothes,” Yrene said, scanning the small room. 

“I’ll be fine with what I have.” Chaol added without looking at her, “I sleep

—without them.” 

“Ah.” 

Silence fell, as she no doubt remembered how she’d found him that morning. 

That morning. Had it truly been only hours ago? She had to be exhausted. 
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Yrene gestured to the candle burning on the table. “Do you need more light?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“I can get you some water.” 

“I’m fine,” he said, the corners of his mouth twitching upward. 

She pointed to the porcelain pot in the corner. “Then at least let me bring you

to the—” 

“I can manage that, too. It’s all about aim.” 

Color  stained  her  cheeks.  “Right.”  She  chewed  on  her  bottom  lip.  “Well  …

good night, then.” 

He  could  have  sworn  she  was  lingering.  And  he  would  have  let  her,  except

…“It’s  late,”  he  told  her.  “You  should  go  to  your  room  while  people  are  still about.” 

Because while Nesryn had found no trace of the Valg in Antica, while it had

been days since that attack in the Torre library, he would take no risks. 

“Yes,”  Yrene  said,  bracing  a  hand  on  the  threshold.  She  reached  for  the

handle to pull the door shut behind her. 

“Yrene.” 

She paused, angling her head. 

Chaol  held  her  stare,  a  small  smile  curling  his  mouth.  “Thank  you.”  He

swallowed. “For all of it.” 

She only nodded and backed out, shutting the door behind her. But as she did

so, he caught a glimmer of the light that danced in her eyes. 

The following morning, a stern-faced woman named Eretia appeared at his door

to  inform  him  Yrene  had  a  meeting  with  Hafiza  and  would  meet  him  at  the

palace by lunch. 

So  Yrene  had  asked  Eretia  to  escort  him  back  to  the  palace—a  task  Chaol

could only wonder why she’d bestowed on the old woman, who tapped her foot

as he gathered his weapons, the heavy bag of books, and clicked her tongue at every minor delay. 

But  the  ride  through  the  steep  streets  with  Eretia  wasn’t  awful;  the  woman

was  a  surprisingly  skilled  rider  who  brooked  no  nonsense  from  her  mount.  Yet she offered no pleasantries and little more than a grunted farewell before she left

him in the palace courtyard. 

The  guards  were  just  changing  their  shift,  the  morning  rotation  lingering  to

chat amongst one another. He recognized enough of them by now to earn a few

nods of greeting, and to manage to return them as his chair was brought over by

one of the stable hands. 

He’d  no  sooner  removed  his  feet  from  the  stirrups  and  prepared  himself  for

the  still-daunting  process  of  dismounting  when  light  footsteps  jogged  over  to

him. He looked over to find Shen approaching, a hand on his forearm—

Chaol  blinked.  And  by  the  time  Shen  stopped  before  him,  the  guard  had

tugged the glove back on his hand. 

Or  what  Chaol  had  assumed  was  his  hand.  Because  what  he’d  glimpsed

beneath the glove and the sleeve of Shen’s uniform, going right up to the elbow

… It was a masterwork—the metal forearm and hand. 

And  only  now  that  he  looked,  looked  long  enough  to  actually  observe

anything  …  he  could  indeed  see  the  raised  lines  by  Shen’s  bicep  of  where  the metal arm was strapped to him. 

Shen  noticed  his  stare.  Noticed  it  right  as  Chaol  hesitated  at  the  arm  and

shoulder Shen offered to aid him in dismounting. 

The  guard  said  in  Chaol’s  own  tongue,  “I  helped  you  just  fine  before  you

knew, Lord Westfall.” 

Something like shame, perhaps something deeper, cracked through him. 

Chaol made himself brace a hand on the man’s shoulder—the same shoulder

that housed the metal arm. Found the strength beneath to be unwavering as Shen

assisted him into the awaiting chair. 

And when Chaol was seated in it, staring at the guard as the stable hands led his  horse  away,  Shen  explained,  “I  lost  it  a  year  and  a  half  ago.  There  was  an attack  on  Prince  Arghun’s  life  when  he  visited  a  vizier’s  estate,  a  rogue  band from a disgruntled kingdom. I lost it during the fight. Yrene worked on me when

I returned—I was one of her first considerable healings. She managed to repair

as much as she could from here upward.” He pointed to right below his elbow, 

then up his shoulder. 

Chaol  studied  the  hand  that  was  so  lifelike  within  the  glove  he  could  not

notice the difference, save for the fact that it did not move at all. 

“Healers can do many wonders,” Shen said, “but growing limbs from thin air

…” A soft laugh. “That is beyond their skill—even one such as Yrene.” 

Chaol didn’t know what to say. Apologies felt wrong, but …

Shen smiled down at him—with no trace of pity. “It has taken me a long time

to get to this place,” he said a bit quietly. 

Chaol knew he didn’t mean the skilled use of his artificial arm. 

Shen added, “But know that I did not get here alone.” 

The  unspoken  offer  shone  in  the  guard’s  brown  eyes.  Unbroken,  this  man

before  him.  No  less  of  a  man  for  his  injury,  for  finding  a  new  way  to  move through the world. 

And—Shen had stayed on as a guard. As one of the most elite palace guards

in the world. Not from any pity of the others, but through his own merit and will. 

Chaol still couldn’t find the right words to convey what coursed through him. 

Shen nodded as if he understood that, too. 

It was a long trip back to his suite. Chaol didn’t mark the faces he passed, the

sounds and smells and streams of wind wending through the halls. 

He returned to the rooms to find his note to Nesryn sitting on the foyer table. 

Unread. 

It was enough to chase any other thoughts from his mind. 

Heart thundering, his fingers shook as he picked up his unread, unseen letter. 
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But then he spotted the letter beneath it. His name written in her handwriting. 

He ripped it open, reading the few lines. 

He read it twice. Thrice. 

He set it down on the table and stared at her open bedroom door. The silence

leaking from it. 

He was a bastard. 

He’d  dragged  her  here.  Had  nearly  gotten  her  killed  in  Rifthold  so  many

times, had implied so much about the two of them, and yet—

He didn’t let himself finish the thought. He should have been better. Treated

her better. No wonder she’d flown off to the ruk aeries to help Sartaq find any

sort of information on the Valg history in this land—or their own. 

Shit.  Shit. 

She might not hold him to any promises, but  he … He held himself to them. 

And he had let this thing between them go on, had used her like some crutch

—

Chaol blew out a breath, crumpling Nesryn’s letter and his own in his fist. 

Perhaps  he  had  not  slept  well  in  that  tiny  room  at  the  physicians’  compound, accustomed  to  far  larger  and  finer  accommodations,  Yrene  told  herself  that

afternoon. It would explain his few words. The lack of smiling. 

She’d  had  one  on  her  face  when  she’d  entered  Chaol’s  suite  after  lunch. 

She’d explained her progress to Hafiza, who had been very pleased indeed. Even

giving Yrene a kiss on her brow before she left. Practically skipping here. 

Until she entered and found it quiet. 

Found him quiet. 

“Are  you  feeling  well?”  Yrene  asked  casually  as  she  hid  the  books  he’d

brought back with him that morning. 

“Yes.” 

She leaned against the desk to study where Chaol sat on the gold couch. 

“You  have  not  exercised  in  a  few  days.”  She  angled  her  head.  “The  rest  of

your body, I mean. We should do it now.” 

For  people  accustomed  to  physical  activity  every  day,  going  without  for  so

long could feel like ripping an addict off a drug. Disoriented, restless. He’d kept

up the exercises for his legs, but the rest … perhaps it was what clawed at him. 

“All right.” His eyes were glazed, distant. 

“Here,  or  one  of  the  guards’  training  facilities?”  She  braced  herself  for  the shutdown. 

But Chaol just said flatly, “Here is fine.” 

She tried again. “Perhaps being around the other guards will be beneficial to

—” 

“Here is fine.” Then he moved himself onto the floor, sliding his body away

from the couch and low-lying table and to the open carpet. “I need you to brace

my feet.” 

Yrene checked her irritation at the tone, the outright refusal. But she still said

as she knelt before him, “Have we really gone back to that place?” 

He  ignored  her  question  and  launched  into  a  series  of  upward  curls,  his

powerful body surging up, then down. One, two, three … She lost count around

sixty. 

He didn’t meet her stare each time he rose up over his bent knees. 

It was natural, for the emotional healing to be as difficult as the physical. For

there to be hard days—hard  weeks, even. But he’d been smiling when she’d left

him last night, and—

“Tell me what happened. Something happened today.” Her tone was perhaps

not  quite as gentle as a healer’s ought to be. 

“Nothing happened.” The words were a push of air as he kept moving, sweat

sliding down the column of his neck and into the white shirt beneath. 

Yrene  clenched  her  jaw,  counting  quietly  in  her  head.  Snapping  would  do

neither of them any good. 

Chaol eventually turned onto his stomach and began another set that required

her to hold his feet in a position that would keep him slightly aloft. 

Up and down, down and up. The sleek muscles of his back and arms bunched

and rippled. 

He went through six other exercises, then started the entire set again. 

Yrene supported and held and watched in simmering silence. 

 Let him have his space. Let him think through it, if that’s what he wants. 

 Damn what he wants. 

Chaol finished a set, his breathing ragged, chest heaving as he stared up at the

ceiling. 

Something sharp and driving flickered across his face, as if in silent answer

to something. He lurched upward to begin the next set—

“That’s enough.” 

His eyes flashed, meeting hers at last. 

Yrene didn’t bother looking pleasant or understanding. “You’ll do yourself an

injury.” 

He glared toward where she had stabilized his bent knees and curled upward

again. “I know my limits.” 

“And so do I,” she snapped, jerking her chin toward his legs. “You might hurt

your back if you keep this up.” 

He bared his teeth—the temper vicious enough that she let go of his feet. His

arms shot out to brace him as he slid backward, but she lunged, grabbing for his

shoulders to keep him from slamming to the ground. 

His sweat-drenched shirt soaked into her fingers, his breathing rasping in her

ear as she confirmed he wasn’t about to fall. “I’ve got it,” he growled in her ear. 

“Forgive  me  if  I  don’t  take  your  word  for  it,”  she  snipped,  assessing  for

herself  that  he  indeed  could  support  himself  before  she  withdrew  and  settled

herself a few feet away on the carpet. 

In  silence,  they  glared  at  each  other.  “Exercising  your  body  is  vital,”  Yrene said,  her  words  clipped,  “but  you  will  do  more  harm  than  good  if  you  push

yourself too hard.” 

“I’m fine.” 

“You think I don’t know what you’re doing?” 

Chaol’s face was a hard mask, sweat sliding down his temple. 

“This  was  your  sanctuary,”  she  said,  gesturing  to  his  honed  body,  the  sweat

on him. “When things got hard, when they went wrong, when you were upset or

angry or sad, you would lose yourself in the training. In sweating until it burned

your  eyes,  in  practicing  until  your  muscles  were  shaking  and  begging  you  to

stop. And now you can’t—not as you once did.” 

Ire boiled in his face at that. 

She kept her own face cool and hard as she asked, “How does that make you

feel?” 

His nostrils flared. “Don’t think you can provoke me into talking.” 

“How does it feel,  Lord Westfall?” 

“You know how it feels,  Yrene.” 

“Tell me.” 

When  he  refused  to  answer,  she  hummed  to  herself.  “Well,  since  you  seem

determined to get a complete exercise routine in, I might as well work your legs

a bit.” 

His stare was a brand. She wondered if he could sense the tightness that now

clamped down on her chest, the pit that opened in her stomach as he remained

quiet. 

But  Yrene  rose  up  on  her  knees  and  moved  down  his  body,  beginning  the

series of exercises designed to trigger pathways between his mind and spine. The

ankle and foot rotations, he could do on his own, though he certainly gritted his

teeth after the tenth set. 

But  Yrene  pushed  him  through  it.  Ignored  his  bubbling  anger,  keeping  a

saccharine smile on her face while she coaxed his legs through the movements. 

It was only when she reached for his upper thighs that Chaol halted her with a

hand on her arm. 

He met her stare—then looked away, jaw tight, as he said, “I’m tired. It’s late. 

Let’s meet tomorrow morning.” 

“I  don’t  mind  starting  now  with  the  healing.”  Perhaps  with  the  exercising, 

those wrecked pathways might be firing up more than usual. 

“I want some rest.” 

It  was  a  lie.  Despite  his  exercising,  he  had  good  color  in  his  face,  his  eyes were still bright with anger. 

She  weighed  his  expression,  the  request.  “Resting  doesn’t  seem  at  all  like

your style.” 

His lips tightened. “Get out.” 

Yrene  snorted  at  the  order.  “You  may  command  men  and  servants,  Lord

Westfall, but I don’t answer to you.” Still, she uncoiled to her feet, having had

quite enough of his attitude. Bracing her hands on her hips, she stared at where

he remained sprawled on the carpet. “I’ll have food sent in. Things to help pack

on the muscle.” 

“I know what to eat.” 

Of course he did. He’d been honing that magnificent body for years now. But

she  only  brushed  out  the  skirts  of  her  dress.  “Yes,  but  I’ve  actually  studied  the subject.” 

Chaol  bristled  but  said  nothing.  Returned  to  staring  at  the  swirls  and  flora woven into the carpet. 

Yrene  gave  him  another  honey-sweet  smile.  “I’ll  see  you  bright  and  early

tomorrow, Lord—” 

“Don’t  call me that.” 

She shrugged. “I think I’ll call you whatever I want.” 

His head snapped up, his face livid. She braced herself for the verbal attack, 

but he seemed to check himself, shoulders stiffening as he only said once more, 

“Get out.” 

He pointed to the door with a long arm as he said so. 

“I  should  kick  that  gods-damned  finger  you’re  pointing,”  Yrene  snapped, 

striding to the door. “But a broken hand would only keep you here longer.” 

Chaol again bared his teeth, ire pouring off him in waves now, that scar down

his cheek stark against his flushed skin. “Get out. ” 

Yrene just flashed another sickly sweet smile at him and shut the door behind

her. 

She strode through the palace at a clip, fingers curling at her sides, reining in

her roar. 

Patients had bad days. They were entitled to them. It was natural, and a part

of the process. 

But  …  they  had  worked  through  so  much  of  that.  He  had  started  to  tell  her things,  and  she’d  told   him  things  so  few  knew,  and  she’d  enjoyed  herself yesterday—

She mulled over every word exchanged the night before. Perhaps he’d been

angry at something Eretia had said on their ride here. The woman wasn’t known

for  her  bedside  manner.  Yrene  was  honestly  surprised  the  woman  tolerated

anyone, let alone felt inclined to  help human beings. She could have upset him. 

Insulted him. 

Or  maybe  he’d  come  to  depend  on  Yrene’s  constant  presence,  and  the

interruption  of  that  routine  had  been  disorienting.  She’d  heard  of  patients  and their healers in such situations. 

But he’d shown no traits of dependency. No, the opposite went through him, 

a streak of independence and pride that hurt as much as it helped him. 

Breathing  uneven,  his  behavior  dragging  claws  down  her  temper,  Yrene

sought out Hasar. 

The princess was just coming from swordplay lessons of her own. Renia was

out shopping in the city, Hasar said as she looped her sweat-damp arm through Yrene’s and led her toward her chambers. 

“Everyone  is  busy-busy-busy  today,”  Hasar  groused,  flicking  her  sweaty

braid over a shoulder. “Even Kashin is off with my father at some meeting about

his troops.” 

“Is there any reason why?” A careful question. 

Hasar shrugged. “He didn’t tell me. Though he probably felt inclined to do it, 

since Sartaq showed us all up by flying off to his nest in the mountains for a few

weeks.” 

“He left?” 

“And  he  took  Captain  Faliq  with  him.”  A  wry  smile.  “I’m  surprised  you

aren’t consoling Lord Westfall.” 

Oh.  Oh. “When did they leave?” 

“Yesterday afternoon. Apparently, she said no word about it. Didn’t take her

things.  Just  left  a  note  and  vanished  into  the  sunset  with  him.  I  didn’t  think Sartaq had it in him to be such a charmer.” 

Yrene didn’t return the smile. She’d bet good money that Chaol had returned

this morning to find that note. To find Nesryn gone. 

“How did you learn she’d left a note?” 

“Oh, the messenger told everyone. Didn’t know what was inside it, but a note

with Lord Westfall’s name on it, left at the aerie. Along with one to her family in

the city. The only trace of her.” 

Yrene made a mental mark to never send correspondence to the palace again. 

At least not letters that mattered. 

No  wonder  Chaol  had  been  restless  and  angry,  if  Nesryn  had  vanished  like

that. 

“Do you suspect foul play?” 

“From  Sartaq?” Hasar cackled. The question was answer enough. 

They  reached  the  princess’s  doors,  servants  silently  opening  them  and

stepping aside. Little more than shadows made flesh. 

But Yrene paused in the doorway, digging in her heels as Hasar tried to lead

her in. “I forgot to get him his tea,” she lied, disentangling her arm from Hasar’s. 

The  princess  only  gave  her  a  knowing  smile.  “If  you  hear  any  interesting

tidbits, you know where to find me.” 

Yrene managed a nod and turned on her heel. 

She didn’t go to his rooms. She doubted Chaol’s mood had improved in the

ten  minutes  she’d  been  storming  through  the  palace  halls.  And  if  she  saw  him, she  knew  she  wouldn’t  be  able  to  refrain  from  asking  about  Nesryn.  From

pushing  him  until  that  control  shattered.  And  she  couldn’t  guess  where  that

would leave them. Perhaps a place neither of them was ready for. 

But  she  had  a  gift.  And  a  relentless,  driving   thrum now roared in her blood thanks to him. 

She  could  not  sit  still.  Did  not  want  to  go  back  to  the  Torre  to  read  or  help any of the others with their work. 

Yrene left the palace and headed down the dusty streets of Antica. 

She knew the way. The slums never moved. Only grew or shrank, depending

on the ruler. 

In  the  bright  sun,  there  was  little  to  fear.  They  were  not  bad  people.  Only poor—some desperate. Many forgotten and disheartened. 

So she did as she had always done, even in Innish. 

Yrene followed the sound of coughing. 
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Yrene healed six people by the time the sun set, and only then did she leave the

slums. 

One woman had a dangerous growth on her lungs that would have killed her. 

She’d been too busy with work to see a healer or physician. Three children had

been burning up with fever in a too-cramped house, their mother weeping with

panic.  And  then  with  gratitude  as  Yrene’s  magic  soothed  and  settled  and

purified.  One  man  had  broken  his  leg  the  week  before  and  visited  a  piss-poor physician in the slums because he could not afford a carriage to carry him up to

the Torre. And the sixth one …

The girl was no more than sixteen. Yrene had noticed her first because of the

black eye. Then the cut lip. 

Her magic had been wobbling, her knees with it, but Yrene had led the girl

into  a  doorway  and  healed  her  eye.  The  lip.  The  cracked  ribs.  Healed  the

enormous handprint-shaped bruises on her forearm. 

Yrene  asked  no  questions.  She  read  every  answer  in  the  girl’s  fearful  eyes

anyway. Saw the girl consider whether it would land her with worse injuries to

return home healed. 

So Yrene had left the coloring. Left the appearance of bruises but healed all

beneath. Leaving only the upper layer of skin, perhaps a little tender, to conceal

the repaired damage. 

Yrene did not try to tell her to leave. Whether it was her family or a lover or

something  else  entirely,  Yrene  knew  that  no  one  but  the  girl  would  decide whether to walk out that door. All she did was inform her that should she ever

need it, the door to the Torre would always be open. No questions asked. No fee

demanded. And they would make sure that no one was allowed to take her out

again unless she wished it. 

The  girl  had  kissed  Yrene’s  knuckles  in  thanks  and  scurried  home  in  the

falling dark. 

Yrene  herself  had  hurried,  following  the  glimmering  pillar  of  the  Torre,  her

beacon home. 

Her stomach was grumbling, her head throbbing with fatigue and hunger. 

Drained. It felt good to be drained. To help. 

And yet … That hounding, restless energy still thrummed. Still pushed.  More

 more more. 

She knew why. What was left unsettled. Still raging. 

So she changed course, spearing for the glowing mass of the palace. 

She paused at a favorite food stall, indulging in a meal of slow-roasted lamb

that  she  devoured  in  a  few  minutes.  It  was  rare  that  she  got  to  eat  beyond  the confines  of  the  palace  or  the  Torre,  thanks  to  her  busy  schedule,  but  when  she did  …  Yrene  was  rubbing  her  satisfied  belly  as  she  made  her  way  up  to  the palace.  But  then  spotted  an  open   kahve  shop  and  managed  to  find  room  in  her stomach for a cup of it. And a honey-dipped pastry. 

Dawdling. Restless and angry and stupid. 

Disgusted  with  herself,  Yrene  stomped  up  to  the  palace  at  last.  With  the

summer  sun  setting  so  late,  it  was  well  past  eleven  by  the  time  she  headed through the dark halls. 

Perhaps he’d be asleep. Maybe it would be a blessing. She didn’t know why

she’d bothered to come. Biting off his head could have waited until tomorrow. 

He was likely asleep. 

Hopefully  asleep.  It’d  probably  be  better  if  his  healer  didn’t  barge  into  his

room  and  shake  him  silly.  It  definitely  wasn’t  behavior  approved  by  the  Torre. 

By Hafiza. 

And  yet  she  kept  walking,  her  pace  increasing,  steps  near-clomping  on  the

marble  floors.  If  he  wanted  to  take  a  step  back  on  their  progress,  that  was  just fine. But she certainly didn’t have to let him do it—not without trying. 

Yrene stormed down a long, dim corridor. She wasn’t a coward; she wouldn’t

back down from this fight. She’d left that girl in that alley in Innish. And if he

was inclined to sulk about Nesryn, then he was entitled to do so. But to call off

their  session because of it—

Unacceptable. 

She’d simply tell him that and leave. Calmly. Rationally. 

Yrene  scowled  with  each  step,  muttering  the  word  under  her  breath. 

 Unacceptable. 

And she had  let him kick her out, no matter what she might have tried to tell

herself. 

That was even  more unacceptable. 

 Stupid fool. She muttered that, too. 

Loud enough that she nearly missed the sound. 

The footstep—the scrape of shoes on stone—just behind her. 

This late, servants were likely heading back to their masters’ rooms, but—

There it was. That sense, pricking again. 

Only shadows and shafts of moonlight filled the pillar-lined hallway. 

Yrene hurried her pace. 

She heard it again—the steps behind. A casual, stalking gait. 

Her mouth went dry, her heart thundering. She had no satchel, not even her

little knife. Nothing in her pockets beyond that note. 

 Hurry, a small, gentle voice murmured in her ear. In her  head. 

She  had  never  heard  that  voice  before,  but  she  sometimes  felt  its  warmth. 

Coursing  through  her  as  her  magic  flowed  out.  It  was  as  familiar  to  her  as  her

own voice, her own heartbeat. 

 Hurry, girl. 

Urgency laced each word. 

Yrene increased her pace, nearing a run. 

There was a corner ahead—she need only round it, make it thirty feet down

that hall, and she’d be at his suite. 

Was there a lock on the door? Would it be locked against her—or be able to

keep whoever it was out? 

 Run, Yrene! 

And that voice …

It was her mother’s voice that bellowed in her head, her heart. 

She didn’t stop to think. To wonder. 

Yrene launched into a sprint. 

Her  shoes  slipped  along  the  marble,  and  the  person,  the   thing  behind  her—

those footsteps broke into a run, too. 

Yrene turned the corner and slid, skidding into the opposite wall so hard her

shoulder  barked  in  pain.  Feet  scrambling,  she  fought  to  regain  momentum,  not

daring to look back—

 Faster! 

Yrene could see his door. Could see the light leaking out from beneath it. 

A sob broke from her throat. 

Those rushing steps behind her closed in. She didn’t dare risk her balance by

looking. 

Twenty feet. Ten. Five. 

Yrene  hurled  for  the  handle,  gripping  it  with  all  her  strength  to  keep  from sliding past as she shoved against it. 

The  door  opened,  and  she  whirled  in,  legs  slipping  beneath  her  as  she

slammed her entire body into the door and fumbled for the lock. There were two. 

She finished the first when the person on the other side barreled into the door. 

The entire thing shuddered. 

Her  fingers  shook,  her  breath  escaping  in  sharp  sobs  as  she  fought  for  the

second, heavier lock. 

She flipped it closed just as the door buckled again. 

“What in  hell—” 

“Get inside your room,” she breathed to Chaol, not daring to take her eyes off

the door as it shuddered. As the handle rattled. “Get in— now.” 

Yrene looked then to find him in the threshold of his bedroom, sword in his

hand. Eyes on the door. 

“Who the hell is that.” 

“Get inside,” she said, her voice breaking. “Please. ” 

He read the terror in her face. Read and understood. 

He  shoved  back  into  the  room,  holding  the  door  for  her  and  then  sealing  it behind her. 

The  front  door  cracked.  Chaol  locked  his  bedroom  door  with  a  click.  Only

one lock. 

“The chest,” he said, his voice unfaltering. “Can you move it?” 

Yrene whirled to the chest of drawers beside the door. She didn’t reply as she

threw herself against it, shoes again slipping on the polished marble—

She  kicked  off  her  shoes,  bare  skin  finding  better  grip  on  the  stone  as  she heaved and grunted and shoved—

The chest slid in front of the bedroom door. 

“The garden doors,” Chaol ordered, finishing locking them. 

They were solid glass. 

Dread and panic curled in her gut, ripping the breath from her throat. 

“Yrene,” Chaol said evenly. Calmly. He held her gaze. Steadying her. “How

far is the nearest entrance to the garden from the outer hall?” 

“A two-minute walk,” she replied automatically. It was only accessible from

the interior rooms, and as most of these were occupied … They’d have to take

the hall to the very end. Or risk running through the bedrooms next door, which

… “Or one.” 

“Make it count.” 

She scanned the bedroom for anything. There was an armoire beside the glass

doors, towering high above. Too high, too enormously heavy—

But the movable screen to the bathroom …

Yrene  hurtled  across  the  room,  Chaol  lunging  for  a  set  of  daggers  on  his

nightstand. 

She grabbed the heavy wooden screen and hauled and shoved it, cursing as it

snagged on the rug. But it moved—it got there. She flung open the armoire doors

and wedged the screen between it and the wall, shaking it a few times for good

measure. It held. 

She  rushed  to  the  desk,  throwing  books  and  vases  off  it.  They  shattered

across the floor. 

 Stay calm; stay focused. 

Yrene hauled the desk to the wood screen and flipped it onto its side with a

clattering crash. She shoved it against the barricade she’d made. 

But the window—

There was one across the room. High and small, but—

“Leave  it,”  Chaol  ordered,  sliding  into  place  in  front  of  the  glass  doors. 

Sword angled and dagger in his other hand. “If they try that route, the small size

will force them to be slow.” 

Long enough for him to kill it—whoever it was. 

“Get over here,” he said quietly. 

She did so, eyes darting between the bedroom door and the garden doors. 

“Deep  breaths,”  he  told  her.  “Center  yourself.  Fear  will  get  you  killed  as

easily as a weapon.” 

Yrene obeyed. 

“Take the dagger on the bed.” 

Yrene balked at the weapon. 

“Do it.” 

She grabbed the dagger, the metal cool and heavy in her hand. Unwieldy. 

His breathing was steady. His focus unrelenting as he monitored both doors. 

The window. 

“The bathroom,” she whispered. 

“The windows are too high and narrow.” 

“What if it’s not in a human body?” 

The words ripped from her in a hoarse whisper. The illustrations she’d seen

in that book—

“Then I’ll keep it occupied while you run.” 

With the furniture in front of the exits—

His words sank in. 

“You will do no such—” 

The bedroom door shuddered beneath a blow. Then another. 

The handle shook and shook. 

Oh, gods. 

They  hadn’t  bothered  with  the  garden.  They’d  simply  gotten  in  the  front

doors. 

Another bang that had her flinching away. Another. 

“Steady,” Chaol murmured. 

Yrene’s dagger trembled as he angled himself to the bedroom door, his blades

unwavering. 

Another bang, furious and raging. 

Then—a voice. 

Soft and hissing, neither male nor female. 

“Yrene,” it whispered through the crack in the door. She could hear the smile

in its voice. “Yrene.” 

Her blood went cold. It was not a human voice. 

“What is it you want,” Chaol said, his own voice like steel. 

 “Yrene.” 

Her  knees  buckled  so  wildly  she  could  barely  stand.  Every  moment  of

training she’d done slithered right out of her head. 

“Get out,” Chaol snarled toward the door. “Before you regret it.” 

“Yrene,” it hissed, laughing a bit. “Yrene. ” 

Valg. One had indeed been hunting her that night, and had come for her again

tonight—

Clapping her free hand over her mouth, Yrene sank onto the edge of the bed. 

“Don’t you waste one heartbeat being afraid of a coward who hunts women

in the darkness,” Chaol snapped at her. 

The  thing  on  the  other  side  of  the  door  growled.  The  doorknob  rattled. 

“Yrene,” it repeated. 

Chaol only held her stare. “Your fear grants it power over you.” 

 “Yrene.” 

He  approached  her,  lowering  his  dagger  and  sword  into  his  lap.  Yrene

flinched, about to warn him not to lower his weapons. But Chaol stopped before

her. Took her face in his hands, his back wholly to the door now. Even though

she knew he monitored every sound and movement behind it. “I am not afraid,” 

he said softly, but not weakly. “And neither should you be.” 

“Yrene,” the thing snapped on the other side of the door, slamming into it. 

She cringed away, but Chaol held her face tightly. Did not break her gaze. 

“We will face this,” he said. “Together.” 

Together. Live or die here—together. 

Her breathing calmed, their faces so close his own breath brushed her mouth. 

Together. 

She  hadn’t  thought  to  use  such  a  word,  to   feel  what  it  meant  …  She  hadn’t felt it since—

Together. 

Yrene nodded. Once. Twice. 

Chaol searched her eyes, his breath fanning her mouth. 

He  lifted  her  hand,  still  clutched  around  the  dagger,  and  adjusted  her  grip. 

“Angle it up, not straight in. You know where it is.” He put a hand on his chest. 

Over his heart. “The other places.” 

Brain.  Through  the  eye  socket.  Throat,  slashing  to  unleash  the  life’s  blood. 

All the various arteries that could be struck to ensure a swift bleed-out. 

Things she had learned to save. Not—end. 

But this thing …

“Beheading works best, but try to get it down first. Long enough to sever the

head.” 

He’d  done  this  before,  she  realized.  He’d  killed  these  things.  Triumphed

against  them.  Had  taken  them  on  with  no  magic  but  his  own  indomitable  will

and courage. 

And she … she had crossed mountains and seas. She had done it on her own. 

Her hand stopped shaking. Her breathing evened out. 

Chaol’s  fingers  squeezed  around  her  own,  the  hilt’s  fine  metal  pushing  into

the palm of her hand. “Together,” he said one last time, and released her to pluck

up his own weapons again. 

To face the door. 

There was only silence. 

He waited, calculating. Sensing. A predator poised to strike. 

Yrene’s dagger held steady as she rose to her feet behind him. 

A crash sounded through the foyer—followed by shouting. 

She started, but Chaol loosed a breath. One of shuddering relief. 

He recognized the sounds before she did. 

The shouts of guards. 

They  spoke  in  Halha—cries  through  the  bedroom  door  about  their  status. 

Safe? Hurt? 

Yrene  replied  in  her  own  shoddy  use  of  the  language  that  they  were unharmed.  The  guards  said  the  servant  girl  had  seen  the  broken  suite  door  and come running to fetch them. 

There was no one else in the suite. 
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Prince  Kashin  arrived  swiftly,  summoned  by  the  guards  at  Yrene’s  request—

before she or Chaol even dared to remove the furniture barring the door. Any of

the other royals required too much explaining, but Kashin … He understood the

threat. 

Chaol  knew  the  prince’s  voice  well  enough  by  that  point—Yrene  knew  it

well  herself—that  as  it  filled  the  suite  foyer,  he  gave  her  the  nod  to  haul  away the furniture blocking the door. 

Chaol was grateful, just for a heartbeat, that he remained in this chair. Relief

might have buckled his legs. 

He hadn’t been able to discern a viable path out of it. Not for her. In the chair, 

against a Valg minion, he was as good as carrion, though he’d calculated that a

well-timed  throw  of  his  dagger  and  sword  might  save  them.  That  had  been  his best option:  throwing. 

He hadn’t cared—not really. Not about what it meant for him. But about how

much time that throw might buy her. 

Someone  had   hunted  her.  Meant  to  kill  her.  Terrorize  and  torment  her. 

Perhaps  worse,  if  it  was  indeed  a  Valg-infested  agent  of  Morath.  Which  it  had sure as hell sounded like. 

He hadn’t been able to make out the voice. Male or female. Just one of them, 

though. 

Yrene  remained  calm  as  she  opened  the  door  at  last  to  reveal  a  wild-eyed

Kashin, panting heavily. The prince scanned her from head to toe, gave Chaol a brief glance, then returned his focus to the healer. “What happened?” 

Yrene lingered behind Chaol’s chair as she said with surprising calm, “I was

walking back here to make sure Lord Westfall took a tonic.” 

Liar.  Smooth,  pretty  liar.  She’d  likely  been  coming  back  to  give  him  the

second earful Chaol had been waiting for all evening. 

Yrene came around the chair to stand beside him, close enough that the heat

of  her  warmed  his  shoulder.  “And  I  was  nearly  here  when  I  sensed  someone

behind  me.”  Yrene  then  explained  the  rest,  observing  the  room  every  now  and

then, as if whoever it had been would leap out of the shadows. And when Kashin

asked if she suspected why someone might do her harm, Yrene glanced at Chaol, 

a silent conversation passing between them: it had likely been to spook her from

helping  him,  for  whatever  wicked  purpose  of  Morath.  But  she’d  only  told  the

prince she didn’t know. 

Kashin’s  face  tightened  with  fury  as  he  studied  the  cracked  door  to  Chaol’s

bedroom. He said over his shoulder to the guards combing through the suite, “I

want four of you outside this suite. Another four at the end of the hall. A dozen

of you in the garden. Six more at the various hall crossroads that lead here.” 

Yrene let out a breath of what might very well have been relief. 

Kashin heard it, putting a hand on the hilt of his sword as he said, “The castle

is already being searched. I plan to join them.” 

Chaol knew it wasn’t for Yrene alone. Knew that the prince had good reason

to  join  the  hunt,  that  there  was  likely  still  a  white  banner  hanging  from  his windows. 

Gallant  and  dedicated.  Perhaps  how  all  princes  should  be.  And  perhaps  a

good friend for Dorian to have. If everything went in their favor. 

Kashin  seemed  to  take  a  bracing  breath.  Then  he  asked  Yrene  quietly, 

“Before I go … why don’t I escort you back to the Torre? With an armed guard, 

of course.” 

There was enough concern and hope in the prince’s eyes that Chaol made a point to busy himself by monitoring the guards still examining every inch of the

rooms. 

Yet Yrene wrapped her arms around herself and said, “I feel safer here.” 

Chaol tried not to blink at her. At the words. 

With him. She felt safer here with  him. 

He avoided the urge to remind her that he was in this chair. 

Kashin’s  gaze  now  shifted  to  him,  as  if  remembering  he  was  there.  And  it

was  disappointment  that  now  hardened  his  gaze—disappointment  and  warning

as he met Chaol’s stare. 

Chaol clamped down on  his warning to Kashin to stop giving him that look

and go search the palace. 

He’d  keep  his  hands  to  himself.  He’d  been  unable  to  stop  thinking  about

Nesryn’s  letter  all  day.  When  he  wasn’t  mulling  over  all  that  Shen  had  shown him—what it had done to him to see what lay beneath that proud guard’s sleeve. 

But  the  prince  just  bowed  his  head,  a  hand  on  his  chest.  “Send  word  if  you need anything.” 

Yrene barely managed a nod in Kashin’s direction. It was dismissive enough

that Chaol almost felt bad for the man. 

The prince moved out with a lingering glance at Yrene, some guards trailing

him,  the  others  remaining  behind.  Chaol  watched  through  the  garden  doors  as

they settled into place just outside. 

“Nesryn’s bedroom is empty,” he said when they were alone in his chamber

at last. 

He  waited  for  the  question  about  why—but  realized  she  hadn’t  so  much  as

mentioned Nesryn when she’d fled in here. Hadn’t tried to rouse her. She’d gone

right to him. 

So it was no surprise when Yrene just said, “I know it is.” 

Palace  spies  or  gossip,  he  didn’t  care.  Not  as  Yrene  said,  “I—can  I  stay  in

here? I’ll sleep on the floor—” 

“You can sleep in the bed. I doubt I’ll get any rest tonight.” 

Even  with  the  guards  outside  …  He’d  seen  what  one  Valg  could  do  against

multiple men. He’d seen Aelin move, one assassin through a field of men. And

cut them down in heartbeats. 

No, he would not be sleeping tonight. 

“You can’t sit in that chair all night—” 

Chaol gave her a look that said otherwise. 

Yrene  swallowed  and  excused  herself  to  the  bathing  room.  As  she  quickly

washed  up,  he  assessed  the  guards  outside,  the  integrity  of  the  bedroom  lock. 

She emerged still in her dress, neckline wet, face wan again. She hesitated before

the bed. 

“They changed the sheets,” Chaol said softly. 

She didn’t look at him as she climbed in. Each movement smaller than usual

—brittle. 

Terror still gripped her. Though she’d done beautifully. He wasn’t sure if  he

would  have  been  able  to  move  that  chest  of  drawers,  but  pure  terror  had  given her  a  dose  of  strength.  He’d  heard  stories  of  mothers  lifting  entire  wagons  off their children crushed beneath. 

Yrene slid beneath the covers, but made no move to nestle her head onto the

pillow. “What is it like—to kill someone?” 

Cain’s face flashed in his mind. 

“I—I’m new to it,” Chaol admitted. 

She angled her head. 

“I took my first life … just after Yulemas last year.” 

Her brows narrowed. “But—you—” 

“I trained for it. Had fought before. But never killed someone.” 

“You were the Captain of the Guard.” 

“I told you,” he said with a bitter smile, “it was complicated.” 

Yrene nestled down at last. “But you have done it since.” 

“Yes.  But  not  enough  to  grow  used  to  it.  Against  the  Valg,  yes,  but  the

humans  they  infest  …  Some  are  lost  forever.  Some  are  still  there,  beneath  the demon.  Figuring  out  who  to  kill,  who  can  be  spared—I  still  don’t  know  where the bad choices lie. The dead do not speak.” 

Her head slid against the pillow. “I took an oath before my mother. When I

was seven. Never to kill a human being. Some healings … she told me offering

death could be a mercy. But that it was different from slaughter.” 

“It is.” 

“I think—I might have tried to kill whoever it was tonight. I was that …” He

waited for her to say  frightened. Frightened, with my only defender in a chair.  “I was that decided against running. You told me you’d buy me time, but … I can’t

do it. Not again.” 

His chest tightened. “I understand.” 

“I’m glad I didn’t do it. But—whoever it is got away. Perhaps I should not be

so relieved.” 

“Kashin may be lucky in his search.” 

“I doubt it. They were gone before the guards arrived.” 

He  fell  quiet.  After  a  moment,  he  said,  “I  hope  you  never  have  to  use  that dagger—or any other, Yrene. Even as a mercy.” 

The  sorrow  in  her  eyes  was  enough  to  knock  the  breath  from  him.  “Thank

you,” she said softly. “For being willing to take that death upon yourself.” 

No  one  had  ever  said  such  a  thing.  Even  Dorian.  But  it  had  been  expected. 

Celaena— Aelin had been grateful when he’d killed Cain to save her, but she had

expected him to one day make a kill. 

Aelin had made more than he could count by that point, and his own lack of it

had been … embarrassing. As if such a thing were possible. 

He  had  killed  plenty  since  then.  In  Rifthold.  With  those  rebels  against  the

Valg.  But  Yrene  …  she  made  that  number  smaller.  He  hadn’t  looked  at  it  that
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way. With pride. Relief. 

“I’m sorry Nesryn left,” Yrene murmured into the dim light. 

 I hold you to no promises. And I will hold to none of my own. 

“I promised her an adventure,” Chaol admitted. “She deserved to go on one.” 

Yrene  was  quiet  enough  that  he  turned  from  the  garden  doors.  She  had

snuggled deep into his bed, her attention fixed wholly on him. “What about you? 

What do you deserve?” 

“Nothing. I deserve nothing.” 

Yrene studied him. “I don’t agree at all,” she murmured, eyelids drooping. 

He  monitored  the  exits  again.  After  a  few  minutes,  he  said,  “I  was  given

enough and squandered it.” 

Chaol  looked  over  at  her,  but  Yrene’s  face  was  softened  with  sleep,  her

breathing steady. 

He watched her for a long while. 

Yrene was still sleeping when dawn broke. 

Chaol had dozed for a few minutes at a time, as much as he’d allow himself. 

But as the sun crept across the bedroom floor, he found himself washing his

face. Scrubbing the sleep from his eyes. 

Yrene  didn’t  stir  as  he  moved  out  of  the  suite  and  into  the  hall.  The  guards were  precisely  where  Kashin  had  ordered  them  to  remain.  And  they  told  him

precisely where he needed to go when he met them each in the eye and asked for

directions. 

And  then  he  informed  them  that  if  Yrene  were  harmed  while  he  was  gone, 

he’d shatter every bone in their bodies. 

Minutes  later,  he  found  the  training  courtyard  Yrene  had  mentioned

yesterday. 

It  was  already  full  of  guards,  some  of  whom  eyed  him  and  some  of  whom
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ignored him fully. Some of whom he recognized from Shen’s shift, and gave him

a nod. 

One of the guards he did not know approached him, older and grayer than the

rest. 

Like Brullo, his former instructor and Weapons Master. 

Dead—hanging from those gates. 

Chaol pushed away the image. Replaced it with the healer still asleep in his

bed. How she had looked when she’d declared to the prince, the world, that she

felt safer there. With him. 

He  replaced  the  pain  that  rippled  through  him  at  the  sight  of  the  exercising guards,  the  sight  of  this  private  training  space,  so  similar  to  the  one  in  which he’d spent so many hours of his life, with the image of Shen’s artificial arm, the

unwavering,  quiet  strength  he’d  felt  supporting  him  while  he’d  mounted  his

horse. No less a man without that arm—no less a guard. 

“Lord Westfall,” said the gray-haired guard, using his language. “What can I

do  for  you  at  this  hour?”  The  man  seemed  astute  enough  to  know  if  there  had been  something  related  to  the  attack,  this  would  not  be  the  place  to  discuss  it. 

No,  the  man  knew  Chaol  had  come  here  for  a  different  reason,  and  read  the

tension in his body as not a source of alarm, but intrigue. 

“I  trained  for  years  with  men  from  my  continent,”  Chaol  said,  lifting  the

sword and dagger he’d brought with him. “Learned as much as they know.” 

The older guard’s brows flicked up. 

Chaol held the man’s stare. “I would like to learn what  you know.” 

The aging guard—Hashim—worked him until Chaol could barely breathe. Even

in the chair. And out of it. 

Hashim,  who  was  a  rank  below  captain  and  oversaw  the  guards’  training, 

found ways for Chaol to do their exercises either with someone bracing his feet

or modified versions from the chair. 

He  had  indeed  worked  with  Shen  a  year  ago—many  of  the  guards  had. 

They’d  banded  together,  assisting  Shen  in  any  way  they  could  with  the

reorienting  of  his  body,  his  way  of  fighting,  during  those  long  months  of

recovery. 

So not one of them stared or laughed. Not one of them whispered. 

They were all too busy, too tired, to bother anyway. 

The sun rose over the courtyard, and still they worked. Still Hashim showed

him new ways to strike with a blade. How to disarm an opponent. 

A different way of thinking, of killing. Of defending. A different language of

death. 

They broke at breakfast, all of them near-trembling with exhaustion. 

Even winded, Chaol could have kept going. Not for any reserve of strength, 

but because he  wanted to. 

Yrene was waiting when he returned to the suite and bathed. 

Six hours, they then spent lost in that darkness. At the end of it, the pain had

wrecked  him,  Yrene  was  shaking  with  exhaustion,  but  a  precise  sort  of

awareness  had  awoken  within  his  feet.  Crept  up  past  his  ankles.  As  if  the

numbness were a receding tide. 

Yrene returned to the Torre that night under heavy guard, and he fell into the

deepest sleep of his life. 

Chaol was waiting for Hashim in the training ring before dawn. 

And the next dawn. 

And the next. 

 

PART TWO

MOUNTAINS AND SEAS
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Storms  waylaid  Nesryn  and  Sartaq  on  their  way  out  of  the  northern  Asimil

Mountains. 

Upon  awakening,  the  prince  had  taken  one  look  at  the  bruised  clouds  and

ordered  Nesryn  to  secure  everything  she  could  on  their  rocky  outcropping. 

Kadara shifted from clawed foot to clawed foot, rustling her wings as her golden

eyes monitored the storm galloping in. 

That high up, the crack of thunder echoed off every rock and crevice, and as

Nesryn  and  Sartaq  sat  pressed  against  the  stone  wall  beneath  the  overhang, 

winds  lashing  them,  she  could  have  sworn  even  the  mountain  beneath

shuddered.  But  Kadara  held  fast  against  the  storm,  settling  herself  in  front  of them, a veritable wall of white and golden feathers. 

Still  the  icy  rain  managed  to  find  them,  freezing  Nesryn  down  to  her  bones

even with the thick ruk leathers and heavy wool blanket Sartaq insisted she wrap

around  herself.  Her  teeth  chattered  violently  enough  to  make  her  jaw  hurt,  and her hands were so numb and raw that she kept them tucked beneath her armpits

just to savor any scrap of warmth. 

Even before magic had vanished, Nesryn had never longed for magical gifts. 

And  after  magic  had  disappeared,  after  the  decrees  banning  it  and  the  terrible hunts for those who had once wielded it, Nesryn hadn’t dared to even  think about magic. She’d been content to practice her archery, to learn how to wield knives

and  swords,  to  master  her  body  until  it,  too,  was  a  weapon.  Magic  had  failed, 

she’d told her father and sister whenever they asked. Good steel would not. 

Yet  sitting  on  that  cliff,  whipped  by  the  wind  and  rain  until  she  couldn’t

remember  what  warmth  felt  like,  Nesryn  found  herself  wishing  for  a  spark  of

flame  in  her  veins.  Or  at  least  for  a  certain  Fire-Bringer  to  come  swaggering around the corner of the cliff to warm them. 

But  Aelin  was  far  away—unaccounted  for,  if  Hasar’s  report  was  to  be

believed, which Nesryn did. The true question was whether Aelin and her court’s

vanishing were due to some awful play by Morath, or some scheme of the queen

herself. 

Having seen what Aelin was capable of in Rifthold, the plans she’d laid out

and enacted without any of them knowing … Nesryn’s money was on Aelin. The

queen would show up when and where she wished—at precisely the moment she

intended. Nesryn supposed that was why she liked the queen: there were plans so

long in the making that for someone who let the world deem her unchecked and

brash, Aelin showed a great deal of restraint in keeping it all hidden. 

And  as  that  storm  raged  around  Nesryn  and  Sartaq,  she  wondered  if  Aelin

Galathynius  might  yet  have  some  card  up  her  sleeve  that  even  her  court  might not know about. She prayed Aelin did. For all their sakes. 

But  magic  had  failed  before,  Nesryn  reminded  herself  as  her  teeth  clacked

against  each  other.  And  she’d  do  everything  she  could  to  find  a  way  to  fight Morath without it. 

It was hours before the storm at last lumbered off to terrorize other parts of

the  world,  Sartaq  only  easing  to  his  feet  when  Kadara  fanned  her  feathers, 

shaking off the rain. Spraying them in the process, but Nesryn was in no position

to complain, when the ruk had taken the brunt of the storm’s wrath for them. 

Of  course,  it  also  left  the  saddle  damp,  which  in  turn  led  to  a  fairly

uncomfortable  ride  as  they  soared  down  the  brisk,  clean  winds  from  the

mountains and into the sprawling grasslands below. 

With  the  delay,  they  were  forced  to  camp  for  another  night,  this  time  in  a

copse of trees, again with not so much as an ember to warm them. Nesryn kept her  mouth  shut  about  it—the  cold  that  lingered  along  her  bones,  the  roots  that dug into her back through the bedroll, the empty pit in her stomach that fruit and

dried meat and day-old bread couldn’t fill. 

Sartaq, to his credit, gave her his blankets and asked if she wanted a change

of his clothes. But she barely knew him, she realized. This man she’d flown off

with, this prince with his  sulde and sharp-eyed ruk … He was little more than a

stranger. 

Such things didn’t usually bother her. Working for the city guard, she’d dealt

with  strangers  every  day,  in  various  states  of  awfulness  or  panic.  The  pleasant encounters  had  been  few  and  far  between,  particularly  in  the  past  six  months, when darkness had crept over the city and hunted beneath it. 

But with Sartaq … As Nesryn shivered all night long, she wondered if she’d

perhaps been a tad hasty in coming here, possible alliance or no. 

Her  limbs  ached  and  eyes  burned  when  the  gray  light  of  dawn  trickled

through the slim pines. Kadara was already stirring, eager to be off, and Nesryn

and Sartaq exchanged less than a half-dozen sentences before they were airborne

for the last leg of their journey. 

They’d been flying for two hours, the winds growing crisper the farther south

they sailed, when Sartaq said in her ear, “That way.” He pointed due east. “Fly

half a day in that direction, and you will reach the northern edges of the steppes. 

The heartland of the Darghan.” 

“Do you visit often?” 

A pause. He said over the wind, “Kashin holds their loyalty. And—Tumelun.” 

The  way  he  spoke  his  sister’s  name  implied  enough.  “But  the  rukhin  and  the

Darghan were once one and the same. We chased down the ruks atop our Muniqi

horses,  tracked  them  deep  into  the  Tavan  Mountains.”  He  pointed  to  the

southeast  as  Kadara  shifted,  aiming  for  the  towering,  jagged  mountains  that

clawed at the sky. They were peppered with forests, some peaks capped in snow. 

“And when we tamed the ruks, some of the horse-lords chose not to return down to the steppes.” 

“Which  is  why  so  many  of  your  traditions  remain  the  same,”  Nesryn

observed,  glancing  down  at  the   sulde  strapped  to  the  saddle.  The  drop  far,  far below loomed, dried grasses swaying like a golden sea, carved by thin, twining

rivers. 

She quickly looked ahead toward the mountains. Though she’d grown mostly

accustomed to the idea of how very little stood between her and death atop this

ruk, reminding herself of it did nothing to settle her stomach. 

“Yes,” Sartaq said. “It is also why our riders often band with the Darghan in

war. Our fighting techniques differ, but we mostly know how to work together.” 

“A  cavalry  below  and  aerial  coverage  above,”  Nesryn  said,  trying  not  to

sound too interested. “Have you ever gone to war?” 

The prince was quiet for a minute. Then he said, “Not on the scale of what is

being  unleashed  in  your  land.  Our  father  ensures  that  the  territories  within  our empire are well aware that loyalty is rewarded. And resistance is answered with

death.” 

Ice skittered down her spine. 

Sartaq  went  on,  “So  I  have  been  dispatched  twice  now  to  remind  certain

restless territories of that cold truth.” A hot breath at her ear. “Then there are the

clans  within  the  rukhin  themselves.  Ancient  rivalries  that  I  have  learned  to

navigate, and conflicts I have had to smooth over.” 

The hard way, he didn’t add. He instead said, “As a city guard, you must have

dealt with such things.” 

She snorted at the thought. “I was mostly on patrol—rarely promoted.” 

“Considering your skill with a bow, I would have thought you ran the entire

place.” 

Nesryn  smiled.  Charmer.  Beneath  that  unfailingly  sure  exterior,  Sartaq  was

certainly a shameless flirt. But she considered his implied question, though she

had  known  the  answer  for  years.  “Adarlan  is  not  as  …  open  as  the  khaganate when  it  comes  to  embracing  the  role  of  women  in  the  ranks  of  its  guards  or armies,”  she  admitted.  “While  I  might  be  skilled,  men  usually  were  promoted. 

So  I  was  left  to  rot  on  patrol  duty  at  the  walls  or  busy  streets.  Handling  the underworld  or  nobility  was  left  for  more  important  guards.  And  ones  whose

families hailed from Adarlan.” 

Her sister had raged anytime it happened, but Nesryn had known that if she’d

exploded  to  her  superiors,  if  she’d  challenged  them  …  They  were  the  sort  of men who would tell her to be grateful to be admitted at all, then demand she turn

in her sword and uniform. So she’d figured it was better to remain, to be passed

over, not for mere pay, but for the fact that there were so few other guards like

her, helping those who needed it most. It was for them she stayed on, kept her

head down while lesser men were appointed. 

“Ah.”  Another  beat  of  quiet  from  the  prince.  “I’ve  heard  they  were  not  so

welcoming toward people from other lands.” 

“To say the least.” The words were colder than she’d meant. And yet that was

where  her  father  had  insisted  they  live,  thinking  it  offered  some  sort  of  better life. Even when Adarlan had launched its wars to conquer the northern continent, 

he’d  stayed—though  her  mother  had  tried  to  convince  him  to  return  to  Antica, the  city  of  her  heart.  Yet  for  whatever  reason,  perhaps  stubbornness,  perhaps defiance against the people who wanted to throw him out again, he’d stayed. 

And  Nesryn  tried  not  to  fault  him  for  it,  she  really  did.  Her  sister  couldn’t understand  it—Nesryn’s  occasional,  simmering  anger  on  the  topic.  No,  Delara

had  always  loved  Rifthold,  loved  the  bustle  of  the  city  and  thrived  on  winning over  its  hard-edged  people.  It  had  been  no  surprise  that  she’d  married  a  man born and raised in the city itself. A true child of Adarlan—that’s what her sister

was. At least, of what Adarlan had once been and might one day again become. 

Kadara caught a swift wind and coasted along it, the world below passing in a

blur  as  those  towering  mountains  grew  closer  and  closer.  Sartaq  asked  quietly, 

“Were you ever—” 

“It’s  not  worth  talking  about.”  Not  when  she  could  sometimes  still  feel  that rock  as  it  collided  with  her  head,  hear  the  taunts  of  those  children.  She

swallowed and added, “Your Highness.” 

A  low  laugh.  “So  my  title  makes  an  appearance  again.”  But  he  didn’t  press

further.  He  only  said,  “I’m  going  to  beg  you  not  to  call  me  Prince  or  Your Highness around the other riders.” 

“You’re going to beg me, or you are?” 

His  arms  tightened  around  her  in  mock  warning.  “It  took  me  years  to  get

them  to  stop  asking  if  I  needed  my  silk  slippers  or  servants  to  brush  my  hair.” 

Nesryn chuckled. “Amongst them, I am simply Sartaq.” He added, “Or Captain.” 

“Captain?” 

“Another thing you and I have in common, it seems.” 

Shameless flirt indeed. “But you rule all six ruk clans. They answer to you.” 

“They do, and when we all gather, I am Prince. But amongst my family’s own

clan, the Eridun, I captain their forces. And obey the word of my hearth-mother.” 

He squeezed her again for emphasis. “Which I’d advise you doing as well, if you

don’t want to be stripped and tied to a cliff face in the middle of a storm.” 

“Holy gods.” 

“Indeed.” 

“Did she—” 

“Yes. And as you said, it’s not worth talking about.” 

But Nesryn chuckled again, surprised to find her face aching from smiling so

often these past few minutes. “I appreciate the warning, Captain.” 

The Tavan Mountains turned mammoth, a wall of dark gray stone higher than

any she’d ever beheld in her own lands. Not that she’d seen many mountains up

close.  Her  family  had  rarely  ventured  inland  into  Adarlan  or  its  surrounding

kingdoms—mostly  because  her  father  had  been  busy,  but  partially  because  the

rural  people  in  those  areas  did  not  take  so  well  to  outsiders.  Even  when  their
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children  had  been  born  on  Adarlanian  soil,  with  an  Adarlanian  mother. 

Sometimes that latter fact had been more enraging to them. 

Nesryn only prayed that the rukhin would be more welcoming. 

In  all  her  father’s  stories,  the  descriptions  of  the  aeries  of  the  rukhin  somehow still did not convey the sheer impossibility of what had been built into the sides

and atop three towering peaks clustered in the heart of the Tavan Mountains. 

It was no assortment of  gir—framed, wide tents—that the horse-clans moved

about the steppes. No, the Eridun aerie had been hewn into the stone, houses and

halls and chambers, many of them originally nests for the ruks themselves. 

Some of those nests remained, usually near a ruk’s rider and their family, so

the  birds  could  be  summoned  at  a  moment’s  notice.  Either  through  a  whistled

command  or  by  someone  climbing  the  countless  rope  ladders  anchored  to  the

stone  itself,  allowing  movement  between  various  homes  and  caves—though

internal  stairwells  had  also  been  built  within  the  peaks  themselves,  mostly  for the elderly and children. 

The homes themselves each came equipped with a broad cave mouth for the

ruks  to  land,  the  living  quarters  hewn  behind  them.  A  few  windows  dotted  the rock face here and there, markers of rooms hidden behind the stone, and drawing

fresh air to the chambers within. 

Not that they needed much more fresh air here. The wind was a river between

the three close-knit peaks that housed Sartaq’s hearth-clan, full of ruks of various

sizes soaring or flapping or diving. Nesryn tried and failed to count the dwellings

carved into the mountains. There had to be hundreds here. And perhaps more lay

within the mountains themselves. 

“This—this is only  one clan?” Her first words in hours. 

Kadara  soared  up  the  face  of  the  centermost  peak.  Nesryn  slid  back  in  the

saddle, Sartaq’s body a warm wall behind her as he leaned forward, guiding her

to  do  so  as  well.  His  thighs  bracketed  hers,  the  muscles  shifting  beneath  as  he kept their balance with the stirrups. “The Eridun is one of the largest—the oldest, 

if we’re to be believed.” 

“You’re not?” The aerie around them had indeed seemed to have existed for

untold ages. 

“Every  clan  claims  it  is  the  oldest  and  first  among  riders.”  A  laugh  that

rumbled  into  her  body.  “When  there  is  a  Gathering,  you  should  only  hear  the arguments about it. You’re better off to insult a man about his wife than to tell

him to his face that your clan is the eldest.” 

Nesryn  smiled,  even  as  she  squeezed  her  eyes  shut  against  the  sheer  drop

behind her. Kadara aimed, swift and unfaltering, for the broadest of overhangs—

a veranda, she realized as the ruk banked toward it. People were already standing

just beneath the enormous arch of the cave mouth, arms raised in greeting. 

She felt Sartaq’s smile at her ear. “There lies the Mountain-Hall of Altun, the

home  of  my  hearth-mother  and  my  family.”  Altun— Windhaven,  was  the  rough translation.  It  was  indeed  larger  than  any  other  dwelling  amid  the  three  peaks: the Dorgos, or Three Singers, they were called—the cave itself at least forty feet

tall  and  thrice  as  wide.  Far  within,  she  could  just  make  out  pillars  and  what indeed seemed to be a massive hall. 

“The reception court—where we host our meetings and celebrations,” Sartaq

explained,  his  arms  tightening  around  her  just  as  Kadara  back-flapped. 

Squeezing her eyes shut again in front of the awaiting people would certainly not

win her any admiration, but—

Nesryn  gripped  the  saddle  horn  with  one  hand,  the  other  clenching  Sartaq’s

knee, braced behind hers. Hard enough to bruise. 

The prince only laughed quietly. “So the famed archer does have a weakness, 

then.” 

“I’ll  find  out  yours  soon  enough,”  Nesryn  countered,  earning  another  soft

laugh in reply. 

The ruk mercifully made a smooth landing on the polished dark stone of the almost-balcony,  those  waiting  at  the  entrance  bracing  themselves  against  the

wind off her wings. 

Then  they  were  still,  and  Nesryn  quickly  straightened,  releasing  her  death-

grip on both saddle and prince to behold a hall full of pillars of carved, painted

wood. The braziers burning throughout cast the gold paint glinting amongst the

green  and  red,  and  thick  carpets  in  bold,  striking  patterns  covered  much  of  the stone floor, interrupted only by a round table and what seemed to be a small dais

against one of the far walls. And beyond it, the gloom brightened by bracketed

torches, a hallway flowed into the mountain itself. Lined with doors. 

But in the very center of the Mountain-Hall of Altun: a fire. 

The pit had been carved into the floor, so deep and wide that layers of broad

steps  led  down  to  it.  Like  a  small  amphitheater—the  main  entertainment  not  a stage but the flame itself. The hearth. 

It was indeed a domain fit for the Winged Prince. 

Nesryn  squared  her  shoulders  as  people  young  and  old  pressed  forward, 

smiling  broadly.  Some  were  clad  in  familiar  riding  leathers,  some  wore

beautifully colored, heavy wool coats that flowed to their knees. Most possessed

Sartaq’s silken onyx hair and wind-chapped, golden-brown skin. 

“Well, well,” drawled a young woman in a cobalt-and-ruby coat, tapping her

booted  foot  on  the  smooth  rock  floor  as  she  peered  up  at  them.  Nesryn  forced herself  to  keep  still,  to  endure  that  sweeping  stare.  The  young  woman’s  twin braids, tied with bands of red leather, fell well past her breasts, and she brushed

one over a shoulder as she said, “Look who decided to give up his fur muff and

oiled baths to join us once more.” 

Nesryn schooled her face into careful calm. But Sartaq just dropped Kadara’s

reins, the prince giving Nesryn a distinct  I told you so look before he said down to  the  girl,  “Don’t  pretend  that  you  haven’t  been  praying  I  bring  back  more  of those pretty silk slippers for you, Borte.” 

Nesryn bit her lip to keep from smiling, though the others certainly showed no such restraint as their chuckles rumbled off the dark stones. 

Borte  crossed  her  arms.  “I  suppose  you’d  know  where  to  buy  them,  since

you’re so fond of wearing them yourself.” 

Sartaq laughed, the sound rich and merry. 

It was an effort not to gawk. He had not made such a laugh, not once, at the

palace. 

And  when  had  she  last  made  such  a  bright  sound?  Even  with  her  aunt  and

uncle, her laughter had been restrained, as if some invisible damper lay over her. 

Perhaps long before that, stretching back to days when she was only a city guard

with no idea what crawled through the sewers of Rifthold. 

Sartaq smoothly dismounted Kadara and offered a hand to help Nesryn down. 

It  was  the  hand  he  lifted  that  made  the  dozen  or  so  gathered  notice  her—

study her. None more closely than Borte. 

Another shrewd, weighing look. Seeing the leathers, but none of the features

that marked her as one of them. 

She’d  dealt  with  the  judgment  of  strangers  long  before  now—this  was

nothing  new.  Even  if  she  now  stood  in  the  gilded  halls  of  Altun,  amongst  the rukhin. 

Ignoring Sartaq’s offered hand, Nesryn forced her stiff body to smoothly slide

one leg over the saddle and dismounted herself. Her knees popped at the impact, 

but she managed to land lightly, and didn’t let herself touch her hair—which she

was certain was a rat’s nest despite her short braid. 

A faint gleam of approval entered Borte’s dark eyes just before the girl jerked

her  chin  toward  Nesryn.  “A  Balruhni  woman  in  the  leathers  of  a  rukhin.  Now, there’s a sight.” 

Sartaq  didn’t  answer.  He  only  glanced  in  Nesryn’s  direction.  An  invitation. 

And challenge. 

So  Nesryn  slipped  her  hands  into  the  pockets  of  her  close-fitting  pants  and

sauntered to the prince’s side. “Will it be improved if I tell you I caught Sartaq filing his nails this morning?” 

Borte stared at Nesryn, blinking once. 

Then she tipped back her head and howled. 

Sartaq  threw  an  approving  yet  beleaguered  glance  in  Nesryn’s  direction

before  saying,  “Meet  my  hearth-sister,  Borte.  Granddaughter  and  heir  of  my

hearth-mother, Houlun.” He reached between them to tug one of Borte’s braids. 

She batted his hand away. “Borte, meet Captain Nesryn Faliq.” He paused for a

breath, then added, “Of the Royal Guard of Adarlan.” 

Silence. Borte’s arched dark brows rose. 

An aging man in rukhin leathers pressed forward. “But what is more unusual:

that a Balruhni woman is their captain, or that a captain of Adarlan has ventured

so far?” 

Borte waved the man off. “Always the idle chatter and questions with you,” 

she  scolded  him.  And  to  Nesryn’s  shock,  the  man  winced  and  shut  his  mouth. 

“The  real  question  is  …”  A  sly  grin  at  Sartaq.  “Does  she  come  as  emissary  or bride?” 

Any attempt at a steady, cool, calm appearance vanished as Nesryn gaped at

the girl. Right as Sartaq snapped, “Borte.” 

Borte gave a downright wicked grin. “Sartaq never brings such pretty ladies

home—from  Adarlan   or  Antica.  Be  careful  walking  around  the  cliff  edges, Captain Faliq, or some of the girls here might give you a shove.” 

“Will  you  be  one  of  them?”  Nesryn’s  voice  remained  unruffled,  even  if  her

face had heated. 

Borte scowled. “I should think not.” Some of the others laughed again. 

“As my hearth-sister,” Sartaq explained, leading Nesryn toward the cluster of

low-backed chairs near the lip of the fire pit, “I consider Borte a blood relative. 

Like my own sister.” 

Borte’s devilish grin faded as she fell into step alongside Sartaq. “How fares

your family?” 

Sartaq’s  face  was  unreadable,  save  for  the  faint  flicker  in  those  dark  eyes. 

“Busy,” was all he said. A nonanswer. 

But Borte nodded, as if she knew his moods and inclinations well, and kept

quiet while Sartaq escorted Nesryn into a carved and painted wooden chair. The

heat from the blazing fire was delicious, and she nearly groaned as she stretched

out her frozen feet toward it. 

Borte  hissed.  “You  couldn’t  get  your  sweetheart  a  proper  pair  of  boots, 

Sartaq?” 

Sartaq  growled  in  warning,  but  Nesryn  frowned  at  her  supple  leather  boots. 

They’d been more expensive than any she’d ever dared purchase for herself, but

Dorian Havilliard had insisted. Part of the uniform, he’d told her with a wink. 

She wondered if he still smiled so freely, or spent as generously, wherever he

was. 

But  she  glanced  toward  Borte,  whose  boots  were  leather,  yet  thicker—lined

with  what  seemed  to  be  thickest  sheepskin.  Definitely  better-equipped  for  the

chilly altitudes. 

“I’m sure you can dig up a pair somewhere,” Sartaq said to his hearth-sister, 

and Nesryn twisted in her chair while the two of them drifted back toward where

Kadara waited. 

The people pressed in around Sartaq, murmuring too softly for Nesryn to hear

from  across  the  hall.  But  the  prince  spoke  with  easy  smiles,  talking  while  he unloaded  their  packs,  handing  them  off  to  whoever  was  closest,  and  then

unsaddled Kadara. 

He  gave  the  golden  ruk  a  stroke  down  her  neck,  then  a  solid  thump  on  her

side—and  then  Kadara  was  gone,  flapping  into  the  open  air  beyond  the  cave

mouth. 

Nesryn debated going over to them, offering to help with the packs that were

now being hauled through the chamber and into the hallway beyond, but the heat

creeping up her body had sapped the strength from her legs. 

Sartaq and Borte  appeared, the others  dispersing, just as  Nesryn noticed  the

man  sitting  near  a  brazier  across  the  hall.  A  cup  curling  with  steam  sat  on  the small,  wooden  table  beside  his  chair,  and  though  there  seemed  to  be  an  open scroll in his lap, his eyes remained fixed on her. 

She  didn’t  know  what  to  remark  upon:  that  while  his  skin  was  tan,  it  was

clear that he did not hail from the southern continent; that his short brown hair

was far from the long, silken braids of the ruk riders; or that his clothes seemed

more akin to Adarlan’s jackets and pants. 

Only a dagger hung at his side, and while he was broad-shouldered and fit, he

didn’t possess the self-assured swagger, the pitiless surety of a warrior. He was

perhaps in his late forties, pale white lines etched at the corner of his eyes, where

he’d squinted in the sun or wind. 

Borte led Sartaq around the fire pit, past the various pillars, and right to the

man,  who  got  to  his  feet  and  bowed.  He  stood  roughly  at  Sartaq’s  height,  and even  from  across  the  hall,  with  the  crackling  fire  and  groaning  wind,  Nesryn could make out his shoddy Halha: “It is an honor, Prince.” 

Borte snorted. 

Sartaq  just  gave  a  curt  nod  and  replied  in  the  northern  language,  “I’m  told you have been a guest of our hearth-mother for the past few weeks.” 

“She  was  gracious  enough  to  welcome  me  here,  yes.”  The  man  sounded

slightly  relieved  to  be  using  his  native  tongue.  A  glance  toward  Nesryn.  She didn’t bother to pretend she wasn’t listening. “I couldn’t help but overhear what I

thought was mention of a captain from Adarlan.” 

“Captain Faliq oversees the royal guard.” 

The man didn’t take his eyes off Nesryn as he murmured, “Does she, now.” 

Nesryn  only  held  his  stare  from  across  the  room.  Go  ahead.  Gawk  all  you

 like. 

Sartaq asked sharply, “And your name?” 

The man dragged his gaze back to the prince. “Falkan Ennar.” 

Borte said to Sartaq in Halha, “He is a merchant.” 

And if he’d come from the northern continent … Nesryn slid to her feet, her

steps near-silent as she approached. She made sure they were, as Falkan watched

her  the  entire  way,  running  an  eye  over  her  from  foot  to  head.  Made  sure  he noted that the grace with which she moved was not some feminine gift, but from

training that had taught her how to creep up on others undetected. 

Falkan stiffened as if he finally realized it. And understood that the dagger at

his  side  would  be  of  little  use  against  her,  if  he  was  stupid  enough  to  pull something. 

Good. It made him smarter than a great number of men in Rifthold. Stopping

a casual distance away, Nesryn asked the merchant, “Have you any news?” 

Up  close,  the  eyes  she’d  mistaken  for  dark  were  a  midnight  sapphire.  He’d

likely been moderately handsome in his youth. “News of what?” 

“Of Adarlan. Of … anything.” 

Falkan  stood  with  remarkable  stillness—a  man  perhaps  used  to  holding  his

ground in a bargain. “I wish that I could offer you any, Captain, but I have been

in the southern continent for over two years now. You probably have more news

than I do.” A subtle request. 

And one that would go unanswered. She was not about to blab her kingdom’s

business for all to hear. So Nesryn just shrugged and turned back toward the fire

pit across the hall. 

“Before  I  left  the  northern  continent,”  Falkan  said  as  she  strode  away,  “a

young  man  named  Westfall  was  the  Captain  of  the  Royal  Guard.  Are  you  his

replacement?” 

Careful. She indeed had to be so, so careful not to reveal too much. To him, 

to anyone. “Lord Westfall is now Hand to King Dorian Havilliard.” 

Shock slackened the merchant’s face. She marked it—every tick and flicker. 

No  joy  or  relief,  but  no  anger,  either.  Just  …  surprise.  Honest,  bald  surprise. 

“Dorian Havilliard is king?” 

At  Nesryn’s  raised  brows,  Falkan  explained,  “I  have  been  in  the  deep  wilds

for months now. News does not come swiftly. Or often.” 

“An  odd  place  to  be  selling  your  goods,”  Sartaq  murmured.  Nesryn  was

inclined to agree. 

Falkan merely gave the prince a tight smile. A man with secrets of his own, 

then. 

“It has been a long journey,” Borte cut in, looping her arm through Nesryn’s

and  turning  her  toward  the  dim  hallway  beyond.  “Captain  Faliq  needs

refreshment. And a bath.” 

Nesryn wasn’t certain whether to thank the young woman or begrudge her for

interrupting,  but  …  Her  stomach  was  indeed  an  aching  pit.  And  it  had  been  a long while since she’d bathed. 

Neither Sartaq nor Falkan stopped them, though their murmuring resumed as

Borte  escorted  her  into  the  hallway  that  shot  straight  into  the  mountain  itself. 

Wooden  doors  lined  it,  some  open  to  reveal  small  bedchambers—even  a  little

library. 

“He  is  a  strange  man,”  Borte  said  in  Halha.  “My  grandmother  refuses  to

speak of why he came here—what he seeks.” 

Nesryn lifted a brow. “Trade, perhaps?” 

Borte shook her head, opening a door halfway down the hall. The room was

small, a narrow bed tucked against one wall, the other occupied by a trunk and a

wooden chair. The far wall held a washbasin and ewer, along with a pile of soft-

looking  cloths.  “We  have  no  goods  to  sell.  We  are  usually  the  merchants—

ferrying goods across the continent. Our clan here, not so much, but some of the

others  …  Their  aeries  are  full  of  treasures  from  every  territory.”  She  toed  the rickety bed and frowned. “Not this old junk.” 

Nesryn chuckled. “Perhaps he wishes to assist you in expanding, then.” 

Borte  turned,  braids  swaying.  “No.  He  doesn’t  meet  with  anyone,  or  seem

 interested in that.” A shrug. “It matters little. Only that he is  here.” 

Nesryn  folded  away  the  tidbits  of  information.  He  didn’t  seem  like  one  of

Morath’s agents, but who knew how far the arm of Erawan now stretched? If it

had reached Antica, then it was possible it had delved into the continent. She’d

be on her guard—had no doubt Sartaq already was. 

Borte twirled the end of a braid around a finger. “I saw the way you sized him

up. You don’t think he’s here for business, either.” 

Nesryn weighed the merits of admitting the truth, and opted for, “These are

strange  days  for  all  of  us—I  have  learned  not  to  take  men  on  their  word.  Or appearance.” 

Borte  dropped  her  braid.  “No  wonder  Sartaq  brought  you  home.  You  sound

just like him.” 

Nesryn hid her smile, not bothering to say that she found such a thing to be a

compliment. 

Borte  sniffed,  waving  to  the  room.  “Not  as  fine  as  the  khagan’s  palace,  but better than sleeping on one of Sartaq’s shitty bedrolls.” 

Nesryn smiled. “Any bed is better than that, I suppose.” 

Borte smirked. “I meant what I said. You need a bath. And a comb.” 

Nesryn  at  last  raised  a  hand  to  her  hair  and  winced.  Tangles  and  knots  and more tangles. Just getting it out of the braid would be a nightmare. 

“Even Sartaq braids better than that,” Borte teased. 

Nesryn  sighed.  “Despite  my  sister’s  best  efforts  to  teach  me,  I’m  useless

when it comes to such things.” She offered the girl a wink. “Why do you think I

keep my hair so short?” 

Indeed,  her  sister  had  practically  fainted  when  Nesryn  had  come  home  one

afternoon at age fifteen with hair cut to her collarbone. She’d kept the hair that

length  ever  since—in  part  to  piss  off  Delara,  who  still  pouted  about  it,  and partially because it was  far easier to deal with. Wielding blades and arrows was one thing, but styling hair … She was hopeless. And showing up at the guards’
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barracks with a pretty hairstyle would  not have been well received. 

Borte only gave Nesryn a curt nod—as if she seemed to realize that. “Before

you fly the next time, I’ll braid it properly for you.” Then she pointed down the

hall, to a set of narrow stairs that led into the gloom. “Baths are this way.” 

Nesryn sniffed herself and cringed. “Oh, that’s awful.” 

Borte  snickered  as  Nesryn  entered  the  hall.  “I’m  surprised  Sartaq’s  eyes

weren’t watering.” 

Nesryn chuckled as she followed her toward what she prayed was a boiling-

hot bath. She again felt Borte’s sharp, assessing gaze and asked, “What?” 

“You grew up in Adarlan, didn’t you?” 

Nesryn considered the question, why it might be asked. “Yes. I was born and

raised in Rifthold, though my father’s family comes from Antica.” 

Borte was quiet for a few steps. But as they reached the narrow stairwell and

stepped  into  the  dim  interior,  Borte  smiled  over  a  shoulder  at  Nesryn.  “Then welcome home.” 

Nesryn  wondered  if  those  words  might  be  the  most  beautiful  she’d  ever

heard. 

The  baths  were  ancient  copper  tubs  that  had  to  be  filled  kettle  by  kettle,  but Nesryn didn’t object as she finally slid into one. 

An hour later, hair finally detangled and brushed out, she found herself seated

at the massive round table in the great hall, shoveling roast rabbit into her mouth, 

nestled  in  thick,  warm  clothes  that  had  been  donated  by  Borte  herself.  The

flashes  of  embroidered  cobalt  and  daffodil  on  the  sleeves  snared  Nesryn’s

attention  as  much  as  the  platters  of  roast  meats  before  her.  Beautiful  clothes—

layered and toasty against the chill that permeated the hall, even with the fires. 

And her toes … Borte had indeed found a pair of those fleece-lined boots for her. 

Sartaq sat beside Nesryn at the empty table, equally silent and eating with as

much  enthusiasm.  He  had  yet  to  bathe,  though  his  windblown  hair  had  been rebraided, the long plait falling down the center of his muscled back. 

As  her  belly  began  to  fill  and  her  fingers  slowed  their  picking,  Nesryn

glanced  toward  the  prince.  She  found  him  smiling  faintly.  “Better  than  grapes and salted pork?” 

She jerked her chin toward the bones littering her plate in silent answer, then

to the grease on her fingers. Would it be uncouth to lick it off? The seasonings

had been exquisite. 

“My hearth-mother,” he said, that smile fading, “is not here.” 

Nesryn  paused  her  eating.  They’d  come  here  to  seek  the  counsel  of  this

woman—

“According to Borte, she will be returning tomorrow or the day after.” 

She waited for more. Silence could be just as effective as spoken questions. 

Sartaq  pushed  back  his  plate  and  braced  his  arms  on  the  table.  “I’m  aware

that  you’re  pressed  for  time.  If  I  could,  I’d  go  look  for  her  myself,  but  even Borte wasn’t sure where she’d gone off to. Houlun is … adrift like that. Sees her

 sulde waving in the wind and takes her ruk out to chase it. And will whack us

with it if we try to stop her.” A gesture toward the rack of spears near the cave

mouth, Sartaq’s own  sulde among them. 

Nesryn smiled at that. “She sounds like an interesting woman.” 

“She is. In some ways, I’m closer to her than …” The words trailed off, and

he shook his head.  Than his own mother. Indeed, Nesryn hadn’t witnessed him

being nearly so open, so teasing with his own siblings, as he was with Borte. 

“I  can  wait,”  Nesryn  said  at  last,  trying  not  to  wince.  “Lord  Westfall  still needs time to heal, and I told him I’d be gone three weeks. I can wait a day or

two more.”  And please, gods, not another moment after it. 

Sartaq  nodded,  tapping  a  finger  on  the  ancient  wood  of  the  table.  “Tonight, 

we  will  rest,  but  tomorrow  …”  A  hint  of  a  smile.  “How  would  you  like  a  tour tomorrow?” 

“It would be an honor.” 

Sartaq’s smile grew. “Perhaps we could also do a bit of archery practice.” He

looked her over with a frankness that made her shift in her seat. “I’m certainly

keen  to  match  myself  against  Neith’s  Arrow,  and  I’m  sure  the  young  warriors

are, too.” 

Nesryn pushed back her own plate, brows lifting. “They’ve heard of me?” 

Sartaq  grinned.  “I  might  have  told  a  story  or  two  the  last  time  I  came  here. 

Why do you think there were so many people gathered when we arrived? They

certainly don’t usually bother to drag themselves here to see  me.” 

“But Borte seemed like she’d never—” 

“Does Borte seem like a person who gives  anyone an easy time?” 

Something  deeper  in  her  warmed.  “No.  But  how  could  they  have  known  I

was coming?” 

His  answering  grin  was  the  portrait  of  princely  arrogance.  “Because  I  sent

word a day before that you were likely to join me.” 

Nesryn gaped at him, unable to maintain that mask of calm. 

Rising,  Sartaq  scooped  up  their  plates.  “I  told  you  that  I  was  praying  you’d join me, Nesryn Faliq. If I’d shown up empty-handed, Borte would have never

let me hear the end of it.” 
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Within the interior chamber of the hall, Nesryn had no way of telling how long

she’d slept or what hour of the morning it was. She’d dozed fitfully, awakening

to comb through the sounds beyond her door, to detect if anyone was astir. She

doubted Sartaq was the type to scold her for sleeping in, but if the rukhin indeed

teased  the  prince  about  his  courtly  life,  then  lazing  about  all  morning  was

perhaps not the best way to win them over. 

So she’d tossed and turned, catching a few minutes of sleep here and there, 

and  gave  up  entirely  when  she  noticed  shadows  interrupting  the  light  cracking beneath the door. Someone, at least, was awake in the Hall of Altun. 

She’d  dressed,  pausing  only  to  wash  her  face.  The  room  was  warm  enough

that  the  water  in  the  ewer  wasn’t  icy,  though  she  certainly  could  have  used  a freezing splash on her gritty eyes. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  seated  in  the  saddle  before  Sartaq,  she  regretted  that

wish. 

He’d  indeed  been  awake  and  saddling  Kadara  when  she’d  emerged  into  the

still-quiet  great  hall.  The  fire  pit  burned  brightly,  as  if  someone  tended  to  it  all night, but save for the prince and his ruk, the pillar-filled hall was empty. It was

still  empty  when  he  hauled  her  up  into  the  saddle  and  Kadara  leaped  from  the cave mouth. 

Freezing air slammed into her face, whipping at her cheeks as they dove. 

A  few  other  ruks  were  aloft.  Likely  out  for  their  breakfasts,  Sartaq  told  her, 

his voice soft in the emerging dawn. And it was in pursuit of Kadara’s own meal that they went, sailing out of the three peaks of the Eridun’s aerie and deep into

the fir-crusted mountains beyond. 

It was only after Kadara had snatched half a dozen fat silver salmon from a

rushing turquoise river, hurling them each in the air before swallowing them in a

slicing bite, that Sartaq steered them toward a cluster of smaller peaks. 

“The  training  run,”  he  said,  pointing.  The  rocks  were  smoother,  the  drops

between  peaks  less  sharp—more  like  smooth,  rounded  gullies.  “Where  the

novices learn to ride.” 

Though less brutal than the three brother-peaks of the Dorgos, it didn’t seem

any safer. “You said you raised Kadara from a hatchling. Is that how it is done

for all riders?” 

“Not when we are first learning to ride. Children take out the seasoned, more

docile  ruks,  ones  too  old  to  make  long  flights.  We  learn  on  them  until  we  are thirteen, fourteen, and then find our hatchling to raise and train ourselves.” 

“Thirteen—” 

“We take our first rides at four. Or the others do. I was, as you know, a few

years late.” 

Nesryn pointed to the training run. “You let four-year-olds ride alone through

 that?” 

“Family members or hearth-kin usually go on the first several rides.” 

Nesryn blinked at the little mountain range, trying and failing to imagine her

various  nieces  and  nephews,  who  were  still  prone  to  running  naked  and

shrieking  through  the  house  at  the  mere  whisper  of  the  word   bath,  responsible for not only commanding one of the beasts beneath her, but staying  in the saddle. 

“The  horse-clans  on  the  steppes  have  the  same  training,”  Sartaq  explained. 

“Most  can  stand  atop  the  horses  by  six,  and  begin  learning  to  wield  bows  and spears as soon as their feet can reach the stirrups. Aside from the standing”—a

chuckle  at  the  thought—“our  children  have  an  identical  process.”  The  sun

peeked out, warming the skin she’d left exposed to the biting wind. “It was how the  first  khagan  conquered  the  continent.  Our  people  were  already  well  trained as  a  cavalry,  disciplined  and  used  to  carrying  their  own  supplies.  The  other armies they faced … Those kingdoms did not anticipate foes who knew how to

ride across thick winter ice they believed would guard their cities during the cold

months.  And  they  did  not  anticipate  an  army  that  traveled  light,  engineers

amongst  them  to  craft  weapons  from  any  materials  they  found  when  they

reached  their  destinations.  To  this  day,  the  Academy  of  Engineers  in  Balruhn

remains the most prestigious in the khaganate.” 

Nesryn  knew  that—her  father  still  mentioned  the  Academy  every  now  and

then. A distant cousin had attended and gone on to earn a small degree of fame

for inventing some harvesting machine. 

Sartaq steered Kadara southward, soaring high above the snowcapped peaks. 

“Those kingdoms also didn’t anticipate an army that conquered from behind, by

taking routes that few would risk.” He pointed to the west, toward a pale band

along  the  horizon.  “The  Kyzultum  Desert  lies  that  way.  For  centuries,  it  was  a barrier  between  the  steppes  and  the  greener  lands.  To  attempt  to  conquer  the southern  territories,  everyone  had  always  taken  the  long  way  around  it,  giving plenty of time for the defenders to rally a host. So when those kingdoms heard

the khagan and his hundred thousand warriors were on the move, they positioned

their armies to intercept them.” Pride limned his every word. “Only to discover

that  the  khagan  and  his  armies  had  directly  crossed  the  Kyzultum,  befriending local nomads long sneered at by the southern kingdoms to guide them. Allowing

the khagan to creep right behind them and sack their unguarded cities.” 

She felt his smile at her ear and found herself settling a little farther into him. 

“What happened then?” She’d only heard fragments of the stories—never such a

sweeping  account,  and  certainly  not  from  the  lips  of  one  born  to  this  glorious bloodline. “Was it open war?” 

“No,” Sartaq said. “He avoided outright combat whenever he could, actually. 

Made a brutal example of a few key leaders, so that terror would spread, and by the  time  he  reached  many  of  those  cities  or  armies,  most  laid  down  their  arms and accepted his terms of surrender in exchange for protection. He used fear as a

weapon, just as much as he wielded his  sulde.” 

“I heard he had two— sulde, I mean.” 

“He did. And my father still does. The Ebony and the Ivory, we call them. A

 sulde  with  white  horsehair  to  carry  in  times  of  peace  and  one  with  black horsehair to wield in war.” 

“I assume he brought the Ebony with him on those campaigns.” 

“Oh, he certainly did. And by the time he’d crossed the Kyzultum and sacked

that first city, word of what awaited resistance, word that he was indeed carrying

the  Ebony   sulde,  spread  so  quick  and  so  far  that  when  he  arrived  at  the  next kingdom,  they  didn’t  even  bother  to  raise  an  army.  They  just  surrendered.  The khagan rewarded them handsomely for it—and made sure other territories heard

of that, too.” He was quiet for a moment. “Adarlan’s king was not so clever or

merciful, was he?” 

“No,”  Nesryn  said,  swallowing.  “He  was  not.”  The  man  had  destroyed  and

pillaged and enslaved. Not the man—the demon within him. 

She added, “The army that Erawan has rallied … He began amassing it long

before  Dorian  and  Aelin  matured  and  claimed  their  birthrights.  Chaol—Lord

Westfall told me of tunnels and chambers beneath the palace in Rifthold that had

been there for years. Places where human and Valg had been experimented upon. 

Right under the feet of mindless courtiers.” 

“Which raises the question of why,” Sartaq mused. “If he’d conquered most

of  the  northern  continent,  why  gather  such  a  force?  He  thought  Aelin

Galathynius  was  dead—I  assume  he  did  not  anticipate  that  Dorian  Havilliard

would turn rebel, too.” 

She  hadn’t  told  him  of  the  Wyrdkeys—and  still  couldn’t  bring  herself  to

divulge them. “We’ve always believed that Erawan was hell-bent on conquering
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this world. It seemed motive enough.” 

“But you sound doubtful now.” 

Nesryn  considered.  “I  just  don’t  understand  why.  Why  all  this  effort,  why

want  to  conquer   more  when  he’d  secretly  controlled  the  northern  continent anyway.  Erawan  got  away  with  plenty  of  horrors.  Is  it  only  that  he  wishes  to plunge our world into further darkness? Does he wish to call himself master of

the earth?” 

“Perhaps  things  like  motives  and  reason  are  foreign  to  demons.  Perhaps  he

only has the drive to destroy.” 

Nesryn  shook  her  head,  squinting  against  the  sun  as  it  rose  higher,  the  light turning blinding. 

Sartaq returned to the Eridun aerie, left Kadara in the great hall, and continued

Nesryn’s tour. He spared her the embarrassment of begging not to use the rope

ladders  along  the  cliff  face  and  led  her  through  the  internal  stairwells  and passageways of the mountain. To get to the other two peaks, he claimed, they’d

need to either fly across or take one of the two bridges strung between them. One

glance at the rope and wood and Nesryn announced she could wait for another

day to try. 

Riding  on  Kadara  was  one  thing.  Nesryn  trusted  the  bird,  and  trusted  her

rider. But the swaying bridge, however well built … She might need a drink or

two before trying to cross. 

But  there  was  plenty  to  see  within  the  mountain  itself—Rokhal,  the

Whisperer, he was called. The other two brother-peaks that made up the Dorgos

were  Arik,  the  Lilter;  and  Torke,  the  Roarer—all  three  named  for  the  way  the wind itself sang as it passed over and around them. 

Rokhal was the biggest of them, the most delved, his crown jewel being the

Hall of Altun near the top. But even in the chambers below Altun, Nesryn hardly

knew where to look as the prince showed her through the winding corridors and spaces. 

The  various  kitchens  and  small  gathering  halls;  the  ruk  riders’  houses  and

workshops; the nests of various ruks, who ranged in color from Kadara’s gold to

dark  brown;  the  smithies  where  armor  was  forged  from  ore  mined  within  the

mountain; the tanneries where the saddles were meticulously crafted; the trading

posts where one might barter for household goods and small trinkets. And lastly, 

atop Rokhal himself, the training rings. 

There  was  no  wall  or  fence  along  the  broad,  flat-topped  summit.  Only  the

small, round building that provided a reprieve from the wind and cold, as well as

access to the stairwell beneath. 

Nesryn  was  out  of  breath  by  the  time  they  opened  the  wooden  door  to  the

rasping  wind—and  the  sight  that  stretched  before  her  certainly  snatched  away

any remaining air in her lungs. 

Even  flying  above  and  amongst  the  mountains  felt  somehow  different  from

this. 

Snowcapped,  dominating  peaks  surrounded  them,  ancient  as  the  earth, 

untouched  and  slumbering.  Nearby,  a  long  lake  sparkled  between  twin  ridges, 

ruks mere shadows over the teal surface. 

She’d  never  seen  anything  so  great  and  unforgiving,  so  vast  and  beautiful. 

And even though she was as insignificant as a mayfly compared with the size of

the mountains around them, some piece of her felt keenly a part of it, born from

it. 

Sartaq  stood  at  her  side,  following  where  her  attention  drifted,  as  if  their gazes  were  bound  together.  And  when  Nesryn’s  stare  landed  upon  a  lonely, 

broad mountain on the other end of the lake, he drew in a swift breath. No trees

grew on its dark sides; only snow provided a cape over its uppermost crags and

summit. 

“That is Arundin,” Sartaq said softly, as if fearful of even the wind hearing. 

“The fourth Singer amid these peaks.” The wind indeed seemed to flow from the mountain, cold and swift. “The Silent One, we call him.” 

Indeed,  a  heavy  sort  of  quiet  seemed  to  ripple  around  that  peak.  In  the

turquoise waters of the lake at his feet lay a perfect mirror image, so clear that

Nesryn wondered if one might dive beneath the surface and find another world, a

shadow-world, beneath. “Why?” 

Sartaq turned, as if the sight of Arundin was not one to be endured for long. 

“It is upon his slopes that the rukhin bury our dead. If we fly closer, you’ll see

 sulde covering his sides—the only markers of the fallen.” 

It was an entirely inappropriate and morbid question, but Nesryn asked, “Will

you one day be laid there, or out in the sacred land of the steppes with the rest of

your family?” 

Sartaq toed the smooth rock beneath them. “That choice remains before me. 

The two parts of my heart shall likely have a long war over it.” 

She certainly understood it—that tug between two places. 

Shouts  and  clanging  metal  drew  her  attention  from  the  beckoning,  eternal

silence  of  Arundin  to  the  real  purpose  of  the  space  atop  Rokhal:  the  training rings. 

Men and women in riding leathers stood at various circles and stations. Some

fired  arrows  at  targets  with  impressive  accuracy,  some  hurled  spears,  some

sparred sword to sword. Older riders barked orders or corrected aim and posture, 

stalking amongst the warriors. 

A few turned in Sartaq’s direction as he and Nesryn approached the training

ring at the far end of the space. The archery circuit. 

With  the  wind,  the  cold  …  Nesryn  found  herself  calculating  those  factors. 

Admiring the archers’ skill all the more. And she was somehow not surprised to

find  Borte  among  the  three  archers  aiming  at  stuffed  dummies,  her  long  braids snapping in the wind. 

“Here to have your ass handed to you again, brother?” Borte’s smirk was full

of that wicked delight. 

Sartaq  let  out  his  rich,  pleasant  laugh  again,  taking  up  a  longbow  and

shouldering  a  quiver  from  the  stand  nearby.  He  nudged  his  hearth-sister  aside with a bump of the hip, nocking an arrow with ease. He aimed, fired, and Nesryn

smiled as the arrow found its mark, right in the neck of the dummy. 

“Impressive, for a princeling,” Borte drawled. She turned to Nesryn, her dark

brows high. “And you?” 

Well,  then.  Swallowing  her  smile,  Nesryn  shrugged  out  of  the  heavier  wool

overcoat, gave Borte an incline of her head, and approached the rack of arrows

and  bows.  The  mountain  wind  was  bracing  with  only  her  riding  leathers  for

warmth,  but  she  blocked  out  Rokhal’s  whispering  as  she  ran  her  fingers  down

the carved wood. Yew, ash … She plucked up one of the yew bows, testing its

weight, its flexibility and resistance. A solid, deadly weapon. 

Yet familiar. As familiar as an old friend. She had not picked up a bow until

her  mother’s  death,  and  during  those  initial  years  of  grief  and  numbness,  the physical training, the concentration and strength required, had been a sanctuary, 

and a reprieve, and forge. 

She wondered if any of her old tutors had survived the attack on Rifthold. If

any of their arrows had brought down wyverns. Or slowed them enough to save

lives. 

Nesryn let the thought settle as she moved to the quivers, pulling out arrows. 

The metal tips were heavier than those she’d used in Adarlan, the shaft slightly

thicker. Designed to cut through brutal winds at racing speeds. Perhaps, if they

were lucky, take out a wyvern or two. 

She  selected  arrows  from  various  quivers,  setting  them  into  her  own  before

she strapped it across her back and approached the line where Borte, Sartaq, and

a few others were silently watching. 

“Pick a mark,” Nesryn told Borte. 

The  woman  smirked.  “Neck,  heart,  head.”  She  pointed  to  each  of  the  three
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dummies, a different mark for each one. Wind rattled them, the aim and strength

needed to hit each utterly different. Borte knew it—all the warriors here did. 

Nesryn  lifted  an  arm  behind  her  head,  dragging  her  fingers  along  the

fletching, the feathers rippling against her skin as she scanned the three targets. 

Listened to the murmur of the winds racing past Rokhal, that wild summons she

heard echoed in her own heart.  Wind-seeker, her mother had called her. 

One after another, Nesryn withdrew an arrow and fired. 

Again, and again, and again. 

Again, and again, and again. 

Again, and again, and again. 

And when she finished, only the howling wind answered—the wind of Torke, 

the Roarer. Every training ring had stopped. Staring at what she’d done. 

Instead  of  three  arrows  distributed  amongst  the  three  dummies,  she’d  fired

nine. 

Three rows of perfectly aligned shots on each: heart, neck, and head. Not an

inch of difference. Even with the singing winds. 

Sartaq  was  grinning  when  she  turned  to  him,  his  long  braid  drifting  behind

him, as if it were a  sulde itself. 

But Borte elbowed past him, and breathed to Nesryn, “Show me.” 

For hours, Nesryn stood atop the Rokhal training ring and explained how she’d

done it, how she calculated wind and weight and air. And as much as she showed

the  various  rotations  that  came  through,  they  also  demonstrated  their  own techniques. The way they twisted in their saddles to fire backward, which bows

they wielded for hunting or warfare. 

Nesryn’s cheeks were wind-chapped, her hands numb, but she was smiling—

wide  and  unfailingly—when  Sartaq  was  approached  by  a  breathless  messenger

who had burst from the stairwell entrance. 

His hearth-mother had returned to the aerie at last. 

Sartaq’s face revealed nothing, though a nod from him had Borte ordering all

the onlookers to go back to their various stations. They did so with a few grins of

thanks and welcome to Nesryn, which she returned with an incline of her head. 

Sartaq  set  his  quiver  and  bow  on  the  wooden  rack,  extending  a  hand  for

Nesryn’s. She passed him both, flexing her fingers after hours of gripping bow

and string. 

“She’ll be tired,” Borte warned him, a short sword in her hand. Her training, 

apparently, was not over for the day. “Don’t pester her too much.” 

Sartaq threw an incredulous look at Borte. “You think I want to get smacked

with a spoon again?” 

Nesryn  choked  at  that,  but  shrugged  into  the  embroidered  cobalt-and-gold

wool  coat,  belting  it  tightly.  She  trailed  the  prince  as  he  headed  into  the  warm interior, straightening her wind-tossed hair as they descended the dim stairwell. 

“Even though Borte is to one day lead the Eridun, she trains with the others?” 

“Yes,”  Sartaq  said  without  glancing  over  his  shoulder.  “Hearth-mothers  all

know how to fight, how to attack and defend. But Borte’s training includes other

things.” 

“Like  learning  the  different  tongues  of  the  world.”  Her  use  of  the  northern

language was as impeccable as Sartaq’s. 

“Like that. And history, and … more. Things even I am not told of by either

Borte or her grandmother.” 

The  words  echoed  off  the  stones  around  them.  Nesryn  dared  ask,  “Where’s

Borte’s mother?” 

Sartaq’s shoulders tensed. “Her  sulde stands on Arundin’s slopes.” 

Just the way he spoke it, the cold cut of his voice …“I’m sorry.” 

“So am I,” was all Sartaq said. 

“Her father?” 

“A man her mother met in distant lands, and whom she did not care to hold

on to for longer than a night.” 

Nesryn  considered  the  fierce,  wicked  young  woman  who’d  fought  with  no

small  skill  in  the  training  rings.  “I’m  glad  she  has  you,  then.  And  her

grandmother.” 

Sartaq shrugged. Dangerous, strange territory—she’d somehow waded into a

place where she had no right to pry. 

But then Sartaq said, “You’re a good teacher.” 

“Thank  you.”  It  was  all  she  could  think  to  say.  He’d  kept  close  to  her  side while  she  walked  the  others  through  her  various  positions  and  techniques,  but had  said  little.  A  leader  who  did  not  need  to  constantly  be  filling  the  air  with talking and boasting. 

He blew out a breath, shoulders loosening. “And I’m relieved to see that the

reality lives up to the legend.” 

Nesryn chuckled, grateful to be back on safer ground. “You had doubts?” 

They reached the landing that would take them to the great hall. Sartaq let her

fall into step beside him. “The reports left out some key information. It made me

doubt their accuracy.” 

It  was  the  sly  gleam  in  his  eye  that  made  Nesryn  angle  her  head.  “What, 

exactly, did they fail to mention?” 

They  reached  the  great  hall,  empty  save  for  a  cloaked  figure  just  barely

visible on the other side of the fire pit—and someone sitting beside her. 

But  Sartaq  turned  to  her,  examining  her  from  head  to  toe  and  back  again. 

There was little that he missed. “They didn’t mention that you’re beautiful.” 

Nesryn  opened  and  closed  her  mouth  in  what  she  was  sure  was  an

unflattering impression of a fish on dry land. 

With a wink, Sartaq strode ahead, calling, “Ej.” The rukhin’s term for  mother, he’d told her this morning. Nesryn hurried after him. They rounded the massive

fire pit, the figure sitting atop the uppermost stair pulling back her hood. 

She’d expected an ancient crone, bent with age and toothless. 

Instead,  a  straight-backed  woman  with  braided,  silver-streaked  onyx  hair smiled  grimly  at  Sartaq.  And  though  age  had  indeed  touched  her  features  …  it was Borte’s face. Or Borte’s face in forty years. 

The  hearth-mother  wore  a  rider’s  leathers,  though  her  dark  blue  cloak—

actually a jacket she’d left hanging over her shoulders—covered much of them. 

But  at  her  side  …  Falkan.  His  face  equally  grave,  those  dark  sapphire  eyes

scanning  them.  Sartaq  checked  his  pace  at  the  sight  of  the  merchant,  either

irritated  that  he  hadn’t  been  first  to  claim  her  attention  or  simply  that  the merchant was present for this reunion. 

Manners  or  self-preserving  instincts  kicked  in,  and  Sartaq  continued  his

approach,  hopping  down  onto  the  first  ledge  of  the  pit  to  stride  the  rest  of  the way. 

Houlun rose when he was near, enfolding him in a swift, hard embrace. She

cupped  his  shoulders  when  she  was  done,  the  woman  nearly  as  tall  as  him, 

shoulders  strong  and  thighs  well  muscled,  and  surveyed  Sartaq  with  a  shrewd

eye. 

“Sorrow  weighs  heavily  on  you  still,”  she  observed,  running  a  scar-flecked

hand over Sartaq’s high cheekbone. “And worry.” 

Sartaq’s eyes shuttered before he ducked his head. “I have missed you,  Ej.” 

“Sweet-talker,” Houlun chided, patting his cheek. 

To Nesryn’s delight, she could have sworn the prince blushed. 

The firelight cast the few strands of silver in Houlun’s hair with red and gold

as she peered around Sartaq’s broad shoulders to where Nesryn stood atop the lip

of the pit. “And the archer from the north arrives at last.” An incline of her head. 

“I am Houlun, daughter of Dochin, but you may call me  Ej, as the others do.” 

One glance into the woman’s brown eyes and Nesryn knew Houlun was not

one who missed much. Nesryn bowed her head. “It is an honor.” 

The  hearth-mother  stared  at  her  for  a  long  moment.  Nesryn  met  her  gaze, 

remaining as still as she could. Letting the woman see what she wanted. 

At last, Houlun’s eyes slid toward Sartaq. “We have matters to discuss.” 

Absent  that  fierce  gaze,  Nesryn  loosed  a  breath  but  kept  her  spine  ramrod

straight. 

Sartaq  nodded,  something  like  relief  on  his  face.  But  he  glanced  toward

Falkan, watching all from his seat. “They are things that should be told privately, 

 Ej.” 

Not rude, but certainly not warm. Nesryn refrained from echoing the prince’s

sentiment. 

Houlun waved a hand. “Then they may wait.” She pointed to the stone bench. 

“Sit.” 

 “Ej—” 

Falkan shifted, as if he’d do them all a favor and go. 

But Houlun pointed to him in silent warning to remain. “I would have you all

listen.” 

Sartaq dropped onto the bench, the only sign of his discontent being the foot

he  tapped  on  the  floor.  Nesryn  sat  beside  him,  the  stern  woman  reclaiming  her perch between them and Falkan. 

“An  ancient  malice  is  stirring  deep  in  these  mountains,”  Houlun  said.  “It  is why I have been gone these past few days—to seek it out.” 

 “Ej.”  Warning and fear coated the prince’s voice. 

“I  am  not  so  old  that  I  cannot  wield  my   sulde,  boy.”  She  glowered  at  him. 

Indeed, nothing about this woman seemed old at all. 

Sartaq asked, frowning, “What did you go in pursuit of?” 

Houlun  glanced  around  the  hall  for  any  stray  ears.  “Ruk  nests  have  been

pillaged. Eggs stolen in the night, hatchlings vanishing.” 

Sartaq  swore,  filthy  and  low.  Nesryn  blinked  at  it,  even  as  her  stomach

tightened.  “Poachers  have  not  dared  tread  in  these  mountains  for  decades,”  the prince said. “But you should not have pursued them  alone,  Ej.” 

“It was not poachers I sought. But something worse.” 

Shadows  lined  the  woman’s  face,  and  Nesryn  swallowed.  If  the  Valg  had come here—

“My own  ej called them the  kharankui. ” 

“It means shadow—darkness,” Sartaq murmured to Nesryn, dread tightening

his face. 

Her heart thundered. Should the Valg be here already—

“But in your lands,” Houlun went on, glancing between Nesryn and Falkan, 

“they call them something different, don’t they?” 

Nesryn  sized  up  Falkan  as  he  swallowed,  wondering  herself  how  to  lie  or

deflect revealing anything about the Valg—

But  Falkan  nodded.  And  he  replied,  voice  barely  audible  above  the  flame, 

“We call them the stygian spiders.” 
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“The  stygian  spiders  are  little  more  than  myths,”  Nesryn  managed  to  say  to

Houlun. “Spidersilk is so rare some even doubt it exists. You might be chasing

ghosts.” 

But  it  was  Falkan  who  replied  with  a  grim  smile,  “I  would  beg  to  differ, 

Captain Faliq.” He reached into the breast of his jacket, and Nesryn tensed, hand

shooting for the dagger at her waist—

It was no weapon he pulled out. 

The white fabric glittered, the iridescence like starfire as Falkan shifted it in

his hand. Even Sartaq whistled at the handkerchief-sized piece of cloth. 

“Spidersilk,”  Falkan  said,  tucking  the  piece  back  into  his  jacket.  “Straight

from the source.” 

As Nesryn’s mouth popped open, Sartaq said, “You have seen these terrors up

close.” Not quite a question. 

“I  bartered  with  their  kin  in  the  northern  continent,”  Falkan  corrected,  that grim  smile  remaining.  Along  with  shadows.  So  many  shadows.  “Nearly  three

years  ago.  Some  might  deem  it  a  fool’s  bargain,  but  I  walked  away  with  a

hundred yards of Spidersilk.” 

The handkerchief in his jacket alone could fetch a king’s ransom. A hundred

yards of it …“You must be wealthy as the khagan,” she blurted. 

A shrug. “I have learned that true wealth is not all glittering gold and jewels.” 

Sartaq  asked  quietly,  “What  was  the  cost,  then?”  For  the  stygian  spiders

traded not in material goods, but dreams and wishes and—

“Twenty  years.  Twenty  years  of  my  life.  Taken  not  from  the  end,  but  the

prime.” 

Nesryn scanned the man, his face just beginning to show the signs of age, the

hair still without gray—

“I am twenty-seven,” Falkan said to her. “And yet I now appear to be a man

of nearly fifty.” 

Holy gods. “What are you doing at the aerie, then?” Nesryn demanded. “Do

the spiders here produce the silk, too?” 

“They are not so civilized as their sisters in the north,” Houlun said, clicking

her tongue. “The  kharankui do not create—only destroy. Long have they dwelled

in their caves and passes of the Dagul Fells, in the far south of these mountains. 

And long have we maintained a respectful distance.” 

“Why do you think they now come to steal our eggs?” Sartaq glanced to the

few ruks lingering at the cave mouth, waiting for their riders. He leaned forward, 

bracing his forearms on his thighs. 

“Who  else?”  the  hearth-mother  countered.  “No  poachers  have  been  spotted. 

Who else might sneak upon a ruk’s nest, so high in the world? I flew over their

domain  these  past  few  days.  The  webs  indeed  have  grown  from  the  peaks  and

passes of the Fells down to the pine forests in the ravines, choking off all life.” A

glance  toward  Falkan.  “I  do  not  believe  it  mere  coincidence  that  the   kharankui have again begun preying upon the world at the same time a merchant seeks out

our aerie for answers regarding their northern kin.” 

Falkan  raised  his  hands  at  Sartaq’s  sharp  look.  “I  have  not  sought  them  out nor  provoked  them.  I  heard  whispers  of  your  hearth-mother’s  trove  of

knowledge and thought to seek her counsel before I dared anything.” 

“What do you want with them?” Nesryn asked, angling her head. 

Falkan examined his hands, flexing the fingers as if they were stiff. “I want

my youth back.” 

Houlun  said  to  Sartaq,  “He  sold  his  hundred  yards  but  still  thinks  he  can reclaim the time.” 

“I   can  reclaim  it,”  Falkan  insisted,  earning  a  warning  glare  from  Houlun  at his tone. He checked himself, and clarified, “There are … things that I still have

left to do. I should like to accomplish them before old age interferes. I was told

that slaying the spider who ate my twenty years was the only way to return those

lost years to me.” 

Nesryn’s  brows  narrowed.  “Why  not  go  hunt  that  spider  back  home,  then? 

Why come here?” 

Falkan didn’t answer. 

Houlun  said,  “Because  he  was  also  told  that  only  a  great  warrior  can  slay  a kharankui.  The  greatest  in  the  land.  He  heard  of  our  close  proximity  to  the terrors and thought to try his luck here first—to learn what we know about the

spiders; perhaps how to kill them.” A faintly bemused look. “Perhaps also to find

some backdoor way of reclaiming his years, an alternate route  here, to spare him the confrontation  there.” 

A sound enough plan for a man insane enough to barter away his life in the

first place. 

“What does any of this have to do with the stolen eggs and hatchlings,  Ej?” 

Sartaq, too, apparently possessed little sympathy for the merchant who’d traded

his  youth  for  kingly  wealth.  Falkan  turned  his  face  toward  the  fire,  as  if  well aware of that. 

“I want you to find them,” Houlun said. 


“They have likely already died,  Ej.” 

“Those  horrors  can  keep  their  prey  alive  long  enough  in  their  cocoons.  But

you  are  right—they  have  likely  already  been  consumed.”  Rage  flickered  in  the

woman’s  face,  a  vision  of  the  warrior  beneath;  the  warrior  her  granddaughter

was becoming as well. “Which is why I want you to find them the next time it

happens.  And  remind  those  unholy  piles  of  filth  that  we  do  not  take  kindly  to

theft of our young.” She jerked her chin to Falkan. “When they go, you will go, too. See if the answers you seek are there.” 

“Why  not  go  now?”  Nesryn  asked.  “Why  not  seek  them  out  and  punish

them?” 

“Because  we  have  no  proof  still,”  Sartaq  answered.  “And  if  we  attack

unprovoked …” 

“The   kharankui  have  long  been  the  enemies  of  the  ruks,”  Houlun  finished. 

“They  warred  once,  long  ago.  Before  the  riders  climbed  up  from  the  steppes.” 

She  shook  her  head,  chasing  away  the  shadow  of  memory,  and  declared  to

Sartaq,  “Which  is  why  we  shall  keep  this  quiet.  The  last  thing  we  need  is  for riders and ruks to fly out there in a rage, or fill this place with panic. Tell them to

be on their guard at the nests, but do not say why.” 

Sartaq nodded. “As you will it,  Ej.” 

The hearth-mother turned to Falkan. “I would have a word with my captain.” 

Falkan  understood  the  dismissal  and  rose.  “I  am  at  your  disposal,  Prince

Sartaq.” With a graceful bow, he strode off into the hall. 

When Falkan’s steps had faded, Houlun murmured, “It is starting anew, isn’t

it?” Those dark eyes slid to Nesryn, the fire gilding the whites. “The One Who

Sleeps has awoken.” 

“Erawan,”  Nesryn  breathed.  She  could  have  sworn  the  great  fire  banked  in

answer. 

“You  know  of  him,  Ej?”  Sartaq  moved  to  sit  on  the  woman’s  other  side, allowing Nesryn to scoot closer down the stone bench. 

But  the  hearth-mother  swept  her  sharp  stare  over  Nesryn.  “You  have  faced

them. His beasts of shadow.” 

Nesryn clamped down on the memories that surfaced. “I have. He’s built an

army of terrors on the northern continent. In Morath.” 

Houlun turned toward Sartaq. “Does your father know?” 

“Bits and pieces. His grief …” Sartaq watched the fire. Houlun placed a hand

on the prince’s knee. “There was an attack in Antica. On a healer of the Torre.” 

Houlun swore, as filthily as her hearth-son. 

“We think one of Erawan’s agents might be behind it,” Sartaq went on. “And

rather  than  waste  time  convincing  my  father  to  listen  to  half-formed  theories,  I remembered your tales,  Ej, and thought to see if you might know anything.” 

“And if I told you?” A searching, sharp look—fierce as a ruk’s gaze. “If I told

you  what  I  know  of  the  threat,  would  you  empty  every  aerie  and  nest?  Would you fly across the Narrow Sea to face them—to never return?” 

Sartaq’s  throat  bobbed.  And  Nesryn  realized  that  he  had  not  come  here  for

answers. 

Perhaps  Sartaq  already  knew  enough  about  the  Valg  to  decide  for  himself

about  how  to  face  the  threat.  He  had  come  here  to  win  over  his  people—this woman. He might command the ruks in the eyes of his father, the empire. But in

these mountains, Houlun’s word was law. 

And  in  that  fourth  peak,  on  Arundin’s  silent  slopes  …  Her  daughter’s   sulde stood  in  the  wind.  A  woman  who  understood  the  cost  of  life—deeply.  Who

might  not  be  so  eager  to  let  her  granddaughter  ride  with  the  legion.  If  she allowed the Eridun rukhin to leave at all. 

“If  the   kharankui  are  stirring,  if  Erawan  has  risen  in  the  north,”  Sartaq  said carefully,  “it  is  a  threat  for  all  to  face.”  He  bowed  his  head.  “But  I  would  hear what  you  know,  Ej.  What  perhaps  even  the  kingdoms  in  the  north  might  have lost to time and destruction. Why it is that our people, tucked away in this land, 

know such stories when the ancient demon wars never reached these shores.” 

Houlun  surveyed  them,  her  long,  thick  braid  swaying.  Then  she  braced  a

hand on the stone and rose, groaning. “I must eat first, and rest awhile. Then  I

shall tell you.” She frowned toward the cave mouth, the silvery sheen of sunlight

staining  the  walls.  “A  storm  is  coming.  I  outran  it  on  the  flight  back.  Tell  the others to prepare.” 

With  that,  the  hearth-mother  strode  from  the  warmth  of  the  pit  and  into  the
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hall  beyond.  Her  steps  were  stiff,  but  her  back  was  straight.  A  warrior’s  pace, clipped and unfaltering. 

But  instead  of  aiming  for  the  round  table  or  the  kitchens,  Houlun  entered  a door that Nesryn had marked as leading into the small library. 

“She  is  our  Story  Keeper,”  Sartaq  explained,  following  Nesryn’s  attention. 

“Being around the texts helps to tunnel into her memory.” 

Not  just  a  hearth-mother  who  knew  the  rukhin’s  history,  but  a  sacred  Story

Keeper—a rare gift for remembering and telling the legends and histories of the

world. 

Sartaq  rose,  groaning  himself  as  he  stretched.  “She’s  never  wrong  about  a

storm.  We  should  spread  the  word.”  He  pointed  to  the  hall  behind  them.  “You take the interior. I’ll go to the other peaks and let them know.” 

Before  Nesryn  could  ask  who,  exactly,  she  should  approach,  the  prince

stalked for Kadara. 

She frowned. Well, it would seem that she’d only have her own thoughts for

company. A merchant hunting for spiders that might help him reclaim his youth, 

or  at  least  learn  how  he  might  take  it  back  from  their  northern  kin.  And  the spiders themselves … Nesryn shuddered to think of those things crawling here, 

of all places, to feed on the most vulnerable. Monsters out of legend. 

Perhaps Erawan was summoning all the dark, wicked things of this world to

his banner. 

Rubbing her hands as if she could implant the heat of the flame into her skin, 

Nesryn headed into the aerie proper. 

A storm was coming, she was to tell any who crossed her path. 

But she knew one was already here. 

The storm struck just after nightfall. Great claws of lightning ripped at the sky, 

and thunder shuddered through every hall and floor. 

Seated  around  the  fire  pit,  Nesryn  glanced  to  the  distant  cave  mouth,  where mighty  curtains  had  been  drawn  across  the  space.  They  billowed  and  puffed  in the  wind,  but  remained  anchored  to  the  floor,  parting  only  slightly  to  allow glimpses of the rain-lashed night. 

Just inside them, three ruks sat curled in what seemed to be nests of straw and

cloth: Kadara, a fierce brown ruk that Nesryn had been told belonged to Houlun, 

and a smaller ruk with a reddish-dun coloring. The tiniest ruk belonged to Borte

—a veritable runt, the girl had called her at dinner, even as she’d beamed with

pride. 

Nesryn stretched out her aching legs, grateful for the heat of the fire and the

blanket Sartaq had dropped in her lap. She’d spent hours going up and down the

aerie  stairs,  telling  whoever  she  encountered  that  Houlun  had  said  a  storm

approached. 

Some had given her thankful nods and hurried off; others had offered hot tea

and small samplings of whatever they were cooking in their hearths. Some asked

where Nesryn had come from, why she was here. And whenever she explained

that  she  had  come  from  Adarlan  but  that  her  people  hailed  from  the  southern continent, their replies were all the same:  Welcome home. 

The  trek  up  and  down  the  various  stairs  and  sloped  halls  had  taken  its  toll, along  with  the  hours  of  training  that  morning.  And  by  the  time  Houlun  settled herself  on  the  bench  between  Nesryn  and  Sartaq—Falkan  and  Borte  having

drifted off to their own rooms after dinner—Nesryn was near nodding off. 

Lightning cracked outside, limning the hall with silver. For long minutes, as

Houlun stared into the fire, there was only the grumble of thunder and the howl

of the wind and the patter of the rain, only the crackle of the fire and rustling of

ruk’s wings. 

“Stormy nights are the domain of Story Keepers,” Houlun intoned in Halha. 

“We can hear one approaching from a hundred miles away, smell the charge in

the  air  like  a  hound  on  a  scent.  They  tell  us  to  prepare,  to  ready  for  them.  To

gather our kin close and listen carefully.” 

The hair on Nesryn’s arms rose beneath the warmth of her wool coat. 

“Long ago,” Houlun continued, “before the khaganate, before the horse-lords

on the steppes and the Torre by the sea, before any mortal ruled these lands … A

rip appeared in the world. In these very mountains.” 

Sartaq’s  face  was  unreadable  as  his  hearth-mother  spoke,  but  Nesryn

swallowed. 

A rip in the world—an open Wyrdgate. Here. 

“It opened and closed swiftly, no more than a flash of lightning.” 

As if in answer, veins of forked lightning lit the sky beyond. 

“But  that  was  all  that  was  needed.  For  the  horrors  to  enter.  The   kharankui, and other beasts of shadow.” 

The words echoed through Nesryn. 

The   kharankui—the  stygian  spiders  …  and  other  infiltrators.  None  of  them ordinary beasts at all. 

But Valg. 

Nesryn was grateful she was already sitting. “The Valg were  here?” Her voice

was too loud, too ordinary in the storm-filled silence. 

Sartaq  gave  Nesryn  a  warning  look,  but  Houlun  only  nodded,  a  jab  of  the

chin. “Most of the Valg left, summoned northward when more hordes appeared

there. But this place … perhaps the Valg that arrived here were a vanguard, who

assessed this land and did not find what they were seeking. So they moved out. 

But  the   kharankui  remained  in  the  mountain  passes,  servants  to  a  dark  crown. 

They did not leave. The spiders learned the tongues of men as they ate the fools

stupid enough to venture into their barren realm. Some who made it out claimed

they  remained  because  the  Fells  reminded  them  of  their  own,  blasted  world. 

Others said the spiders lingered to guard the way back—to wait for that door to

open up again. And to go home. 

“War waged in the east, in the ancient Fae realms. Three demon kings against

a Fae Queen and her armies. Demons that passed through a door between worlds to conquer our own.” 

And  so  she  went  on,  describing  the  story  Nesryn  knew  well.  She  let  the

hearth-mother narrate as her mind spun. 

The stygian spiders—actually Valg hiding in plain sight all this time. 

Houlun  went  on,  and  Nesryn  reeled  herself  back  together  until,  “And  yet, 

even when the Valg were banished to their realm, even when the final remaining

demon  king  slithered  into  the  dark  places  of  the  world  to  hide,  the  Fae  came here. To these mountains. They taught the ruks to fight the  kharankui, taught the ruks  the  languages  of  Fae  and  men.  They  built  watchtowers  along  these

mountains,  erected  warning  beacons  throughout  the  land.  Were  they  a  distant

guard against the  kharankui? Or were the Fae, too, like the spiders, waiting for that rip in the world to open again? By the time anyone thought to ask why, they

had left those watchtowers and faded into memory.” 

Houlun paused, and Sartaq asked, “Is there … is there anything on how the

Valg might be defeated—beyond mere battle? Any power to help us fight these

new hordes Erawan has built?” 

Houlun  slid  her  gaze  to  Nesryn.  “Ask  her,”  she  said  to  the  prince.  “She

already knows.” 

Sartaq barely hid his ripple of shock as he leaned forward. 

Nesryn breathed, “I cannot tell you. Any of you. If Morath hears a whisper of

it, the sliver of hope we have is gone.” The Wyrdkeys … she couldn’t risk saying

it. Even to them. 

“You brought me down here on a fool’s errand, then.” Sharp, cold words. 

“No,” Nesryn insisted. “There is much we still don’t know. That these spiders

hail  from  the  Valg’s  world,  that  they  were   part  of  the  Valg  army  and  have  an outpost  here  as  well  as  in  the  Ruhnn  Mountains  in  the  northern  continent  …

Perhaps it is tied, somehow. Perhaps there is something we have not yet learned, 

some  weakness  amongst  the  Valg  we  might  exploit.”  She  studied  the  hall, 

calming her thundering heart. Fear helped no one. 

Houlun glanced between them. “Most of the Fae watchtowers are gone,  but

some  still  stand  in  partial  ruin.  The  closest  is  perhaps  half  a  day’s  flight  from here. Begin there—see if anything remains. Perhaps you might find an answer or

two, Nesryn Faliq.” 

“No one has ever looked?” 

“The  Fae  set  them  with  traps  to  keep  the  spiders  at  bay.  When  they

abandoned  the  towers,  they  left  them  intact.  Some  tried  to  enter—to  loot,  to learn. None returned.” 

“Is it worth the risk?” A cool question from a captain to the hearth-mother of

his aerie. 

Houlun’s  jaw  clenched.  “I  have  told  you  what  I  can—and  even  this  is  mere

scraps of knowledge that have passed beyond most memories in this land. But if

the   kharankui  are  stirring  again  …  Someone   should  go  to  that  watchtower. 

Maybe  you  will  discover  something  of  use.  Learn  how  the  Fae  fought  these

terrors, how they kept them at bay.” A long, assessing look at Nesryn as thunder

rattled the caves again. “Perhaps it will make that sliver of hope just a bit larger.” 

“Or get us killed,” Sartaq said, frowning toward the ruks half asleep in their

nests. 

“Nothing  valuable  comes  without  a  cost,  boy,”  Houlun  countered.  “But  do

not linger in the watchtower after dark.” 
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“Good,”  said  Yrene,  the  heavy,  solid  weight  of  Chaol’s  leg  braced  against  her shoulder while she slowly rotated it. 

Spread below her on the floor of the workroom in the physicians’ compound

of  the  Torre  several  days  later,  Chaol  watched  her  in  silence.  The  day  was

already burning enough that Yrene was drenched in sweat; or would have been, 

if the arid climate didn’t dry up the sweat before it could really soak her clothes. 

She  could  feel  it,  though,  on  her  face—see  it  gleaming  on  Chaol’s  own,  his

features tight with concentration while she knelt over him. 

“Your legs are responding well to the training,” she observed, fingers digging

into the powerful muscle of his thighs. 

Yrene hadn’t asked what had changed. Why he’d started going to the guards’

courtyard at the palace. He hadn’t explained, either. 

“They are,” Chaol merely answered, scrubbing his jaw. He hadn’t shaved that

morning.  When  she’d  entered  his  suite  after  he’d  returned  from  this  morning’s practice  with  the  guard,  he’d  said  he  wanted  to  go  for  a  ride—and  to  get  a change in scenery for the day. 

That he was so eager, so willing to see the city, to adapt to his surroundings

…  Yrene  hadn’t  been  able  to  say  no.  So  they’d  come  here,  after  a  meandering ride through Antica, to work in one of the quiet rooms down this hall. The rooms

were all the same, each occupied by a desk, cot, and wall of cabinets, and each

adorned with a solitary window that overlooked the neat rows of the sprawling

herb  garden.  Indeed,  despite  the  heat,  the  scents  of  rosemary,  mint,  and  sage filled the chamber. 

Chaol grunted as Yrene lowered his left leg to the cool stone floor and started

on  his  right.  Her  magic  was  a  low  thrum  flowing  through  her  and  into  him, 

careful  to  avoid  the  black  stain  that  slowly—so,  so  slowly—receded  down  his

spine. 

They  fought  against  it  every  day.  The  memories  devoured  him,  fed  on  him, 

and Yrene shoved back against them, chipping away at the darkness that pushed

in to torment him. 

Sometimes,  she  glimpsed  what  he  endured  in  that  whirling  black  pit.  The

pain, the rage and guilt and sorrow. But only flickers, as if they were tendrils of

smoke  drifting  past  her.  And  though  he  did  not  discuss  what  he  saw,  Yrene

managed to push back against that dark wave. So little at a time, mere chips of

stone off a boulder, but … better than nothing. 

Closing her eyes, Yrene let her power seep into his legs like a swarm of white

fireflies,  finding  those  damaged  pathways  and  congregating,  surrounding  the

frayed bits that went silent during these exercises, when they should have been

lit up like the rest of him. 

“I’ve been researching,” she said, opening her eyes as she rotated his leg in

his hip socket. “Things ancient healers did for people with spinal injuries. There

was  one  woman,  Linqin—she  was  able  to  make  a  magical  brace  for  the  entire

body. An invisible sort of exoskeleton that allowed the person to walk, until they

could reach a healer, or if the healing was somehow unsuccessful.” 

Chaol cocked a brow. “I’m assuming you don’t have one?” 

Yrene  shook  her  head,  lowering  his  leg  and  again  picking  up  the  other  to

begin the next set. “Linqin only made about ten, all connected to talismans that

the  user  could  wear.  They’ve  been  lost  to  time,  along  with  her  method  of

creating them. And there was another healer, Saanvi, who legend says was able

to  bypass  the  healing  entirely  by  planting  some  sort  of  tiny,  magical  shard  of

stone in the brain—” 

He cringed. 

“I wasn’t suggesting I experiment on you,” she said, slapping his thigh. “Or

need to.” 

A half smile tugged on his mouth. “So how did this knowledge become lost? 

I thought the library here contained all your records.” 

Yrene  frowned.  “Both  were  healers  working  at  outposts  far  from  the  Torre. 

There are four throughout the continent—small centers for Torre healers to live

and  work.  To  help  the  people  who  can’t  make  the  trip  here.  Linqin  and  Saanvi were  so  isolated  that  by  the  time  anyone  remembered  to  fetch  their  records, 

they’d been lost. All we have now is rumor and myth.” 

“Do  you keep records? Of all this?” He gestured between them. 

Yrene’s face heated. “Parts of it. Not when you’re acting like a stubborn ass.” 

Again, that smile tugged on his face, but Yrene set down his leg and pulled

back, though she remained kneeling on the tiles. “My point,” she said, steering

conversation from the journals in her room levels and levels above, “is that it  has

been  done.  I  know  it’s  taking  us  a  long  while,  and  I  know  you’re  anxious  to return—” 

“I am. But I’m not rushing you, Yrene.” He sat up in a smooth movement. On

the  floor  like  this,  he  towered  over  her,  the  sheer  size  of  him  nearly

overwhelming.  He  rotated  his  foot  slowly—fighting  for  each  movement  as  the

muscles in the rest of his legs objected. 

Chaol  lifted  his  head,  meeting  her  stare.  Reading  it  easily.  “Whoever  is

hunting  you  won’t  get  the  chance  to  hurt  you—whether  you  and  I  finish

tomorrow, or in six months.” 

“I know,” she breathed. Kashin and his guards hadn’t caught or found traces

of whoever had tried to attack her. And though it had been quiet these last few

nights, she’d barely slept, even in the safety of the Torre. Only exhaustion from

healing Chaol granted her any measure of reprieve. 
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She  sighed.  “I  think  we  should  see  Nousha  again.  Take  another  visit  to  the

library.” 

His gaze turned wary. “Why?” 

Yrene  frowned  at  the  open  window  behind  them,  the  bright  gardens  and

lavender bushes swaying in the sea breeze, the bees bobbing amongst them all. 

No sign of anyone listening nearby. “Because we still haven’t asked  how  those

books and scrolls wound up here.” 

“There  are  no  records  for  acquisitions  dating  that  far  back,”  Nousha  said  in Yrene  and  Chaol’s  own  tongue,  her  mouth  a  tight  line  of  disapproval  as  she

gazed at them over her desk. 

Around  them,  the  library  was  a  dim  hive  of  activity,  healers  and  assistants

flowing in and out, some whispering hello to Yrene and Nousha as they passed. 

Today,  an  orange  Baast  Cat  lounged  by  the  massive  hearth,  her  beryl  eyes

tracking them from her spot draped over the rolled arm of a sofa. 

Yrene offered Nousha her best attempt at a smile. “But maybe there’s some

record of why those books were even  needed here?” 

Nousha braced her dark forearms on the desk. “Some people might be wary

of  what  knowledge  they’re  seeking  if  they’re  being  hunted—which   started

around the time you began poking into the topic.” 

Chaol leaned forward in his chair, teeth flashing. “Is that a threat?” 

Yrene  waved  him  off.  Overprotective  man.  “I   know  it  is  dangerous—and

likely tied to it. But it is  because of that, Nousha, that any additional information about  the  material  here,  where  it  came  from,  who  acquired  it  …  It  could  be vital.” 

“For getting him to walk again.” A dry, disbelieving statement. 

Yrene didn’t dare glance at Chaol. 

“You can see that our progress is slow,” Chaol answered tightly. “Perhaps the
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ancients have some sort of advice for how to make it go faster.” 

Nousha gave them both a look that said she wasn’t buying it for a minute, but

sighed at the ceiling. “As I said, there are no records here dating that far back. 

 But,” she added when Chaol opened his mouth, “there are rumors that out in the

desert,  caves  exist  with  such  information—caves  this  information  came  from. 

Most have been lost, but there was one in the Aksara Oasis …” Nousha’s look

turned knowing as Yrene winced. “Perhaps you should start there.” 

Yrene  chewed  on  her  lip  as  they  walked  from  the  library,  Chaol  keeping  pace beside her. 

When they were close to the Torre’s main hallway, to the courtyard and horse

that would take him home for the evening, he asked, “Why are you cringing?” 

Yrene crossed her arms, scanning the halls around them. Quiet at this time of

day, right before the dinner rush. “That oasis, Aksara. It’s not exactly … easy to

get to.” 

“Far?” 

“No,  not  that.  It’s  owned  by  the  royals.  No  one  is  allowed  there.  It’s  their private refuge.” 

“Ah.”  He  scratched  at  the  shadow  of  stubble  on  his  jaw.  “And  asking  to

access it outright will lead to too many questions.” 

“Exactly.” 

He studied her, eyes narrowing. 

“Don’t you dare suggest I use Kashin,” she hissed. 

Chaol  lifted  his  hands,  eyes  dancing.  “I  wouldn’t  dare.  Though  he  certainly

ran the moment you snapped your fingers the other night. He’s a good man.” 

Yrene braced her hands on her hips. “Why don’t  you invite him to a romantic

interlude in the desert, then.” 

Chaol  chuckled,  trailing  her  as  she  started  for  the  courtyard  again.  “I’m  not

versed in court intrigue, but you  do have another palace connection.” 

Yrene grimaced. “Hasar.” She toyed with a curl at the end of her hair. “She

hasn’t asked me to play spy recently. I’m not sure if I want to … open that door

again.” 

“Perhaps you could convince her that a trip to the desert—an outing—would

be … fun?” 

“You want me to manipulate her like that?” 

His gaze was steady. “We can find another way, if you’re uncomfortable.” 

“No—no, it might work. It’s just Hasar was  born into this sort of thing. She

might  see  right  through  me.  And  she’s  powerful  enough  that  …  Is  it  worth

risking  her  entanglement,  her  anger,  if  we’re  just  going  on  a  suggestion  from Nousha?” 

He considered her words. In a way that only Hafiza really did. “We’ll think

on it. With Hasar, we’ll need to proceed carefully.” 

Yrene  stepped  into  the  courtyard,  motioning  to  one  of  the  awaiting  Torre

guards that the lord needed his horse brought around from the stables. “I’m not a

very  good  accomplice  in  intrigue,”  she  admitted  to  Chaol  with  an  apologetic

smile. 

He only brushed his hand against hers. “I find it refreshing.” 

And from the look in his eyes … she believed him. Enough that her cheeks

heated, just a bit. 

Yrene  turned  toward  the  Torre  looming  over  them,  just  to  buy  herself  some

breathing room. Looked up, up, up to where her own little window gazed toward

the sea. Toward home. 

She lowered her gaze from the Torre to find his face grim. “I’m sorry to have

brought all this upon you—all of you,” Chaol said quietly. 

“Don’t  be.  Perhaps  that’s  what  it  wants.  To  use  fear  and  guilt  to  end  this—

stop us.” She studied him, the proud lift of his chin, the strength he radiated in

every  breath.  “Though  …  I  do  worry  that  time  is  not  on  our  side.”  Yrene

amended, “Take all the time you need to heal. Yet …” She rubbed at her chest. “I have a feeling we have not seen the last of that hunter.” 

Chaol nodded, his jaw tight. “We’ll deal with it.” 

And that was that. Together—they’d deal with it together. 

Yrene smiled slightly at him as the light steps of his horse approached on the

pale gravel. 

And  the  thought  of  climbing  back  to  her  room,  the  thought  of  hours  spent

fretting …

Maybe  it  made  her  pathetic,  but  Yrene  blurted,  “Would  you  like  to  stay  for

dinner? Cook will mope that you didn’t say hello.” 

She knew it was not mere fear that spurred her. Knew that she just wanted to

spend a few more minutes with him. Talk to him in a way that she so rarely did

with anyone else. 

For a long moment, Chaol only watched her. As if she were the only person

in  the  world.  She  braced  herself  for  the  refusal,  the  distance.  Knew  she  should have just let him ride off into the night. 

“What if we ventured out for dinner instead?” 

“You mean—in the city?” She pointed toward the open gates. 

“Unless you think the chair in the streets—” 

“The  walkways  are  even.”  Her  heart  hammered.  “Do  you  have  any

preference for what to eat?” 

A  border—this  was  some  strange  border  that  they  were  crossing.  To  leave

their  neutral  territories  and  emerge  into  the  world  beyond,  not  as  healer  and patient, but woman and man—

“I’ll try anything,” Chaol said, and she knew he meant it. And from the way

he looked to the open gates of the Torre, to the city just starting to glow beyond

… She knew he  wanted to try anything; was as eager for a distraction from that

shadow looming over them as she herself was. 

So  Yrene  signaled  to  the  guards  that  they  didn’t  need  his  horse.  Not  for  a
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while yet. “I know just the place.” 

Some people stared; some were too busy going about their business or journeys

home to remark on Chaol as he wheeled his chair alongside Yrene. 

She had to step in only a few times, to help him over the bump of a curve, or

down  one  of  the  steep  streets.  She  led  him  to  a  place  five  blocks  away,  the establishment  like  nothing  he’d  seen  in  Rifthold.  He’d  visited  a  few  private

dining rooms with Dorian, yes, but those had been for the elite, for members and

their guests. 

This place … it was akin to those private clubs, in that it was  only for eating, full  of  tables  and  carved  wooden  chairs,  but  this  was  open  to  anyone,  like  the public  rooms  at  an  inn  or  tavern.  The  front  of  the  pale-stoned  building  had several sets of doors that were open to the night, leading out onto a patio full of

more  tables  and  chairs  under  the  stars,  the  space  jutting  into  the  street  itself  so that  diners  could  watch  the  passing  city  bustle,  even  glimpse  down  the  sloping street to the dark sea sparkling under the moonlight. 

And  the  enticing  smells  coming  from  within:  garlic,  something  tangy, 

something smoky …

Yrene  murmured  to  the  woman  who  came  to  greet  them,  which  must  have

amounted to a table for two and without one chair, because within a moment, he

was being led to the street-patio, where a servant discreetly removed one of the

chairs at a small table for him to pull up to the edge. 

Yrene claimed a seat opposite him, more than a few heads turning their way. 

Not to gawk at him, but her. 

The Torre healer. 

She  didn’t  seem  to  notice.  The  servant  returned  to  rattle  off  what  had  to  be the menu, and Yrene ordered in her halting Halha. 

She bit her lower lip, glancing to the table, the public dining room. “Is this all

right?” 

Chaol took in the open sky above them, the color bleeding to a sapphire blue, 

the stars beginning to blink awake. When had he last relaxed? Eaten a meal not

to keep his body healthy and alive, but to  enjoy it? 

He grappled for the words. Grappled to settle into the ease. “I’ve never done

anything like this,” he at last admitted. 

His birthday this past winter, in that greenhouse—even then, with Aelin, he’d

been  half  there,  half  focused  on  the  palace  he’d  left  behind,  on  remembering who was in charge and where Dorian was supposed to be. But now …

“What—eaten a meal?” 

“Had a meal when I wasn’t … Had a meal when I was just … Chaol.” 

He wasn’t sure if he’d explained it right, if he could articulate it—

Yrene angled her head, her mass of hair sliding over a shoulder. “Why?” 

“Because I was either a lord’s son and heir, or Captain of the Guard, or now

Hand to the King.” Her gaze was unflinching as he fumbled to explain. “No one

recognizes me here. No one has ever even heard of Anielle. And it’s …” 

“Liberating?” 

“Refreshing,”  he  countered,  giving  Yrene  a  small  smile  at  the  echo  to  his

earlier words. 

She  blushed  prettily  in  the  golden  light  from  the  lanterns  within  the  dining room behind them. “Well … good.” 

“And you? Do you go out with friends often—leave the healer behind?” 

Yrene  watched  the  people  streaming  by.  “I  don’t  have  many  friends,”  she

admitted. “Not because I don’t want them,” she blurted, and he smiled. “I just—

at the Torre, we’re all busy. Sometimes, a few of us will go for a meal or drink, 

but our schedules rarely align, and it’s easier to eat at the mess hall, so … we’re

not really a lively bunch. Which was why Kashin and Hasar became my friends

—when  they’re  in  Antica.  But  I’ve  never  really  had  the  chance  to  do  much  of this.” 

[image: Image 1263]

He almost asked,  Go out to dinner with men?  But said, “You had your focus

elsewhere.” 

She  nodded.  “And  maybe  one  day—maybe  I’ll  have  the  time  to  go  out  and

enjoy myself, but … there are people who need my help. It feels selfish to take

time for myself, even now.” 

“You shouldn’t feel that way.” 

“And you’re any better?” 

Chaol chuckled, leaning back as the servant came, bearing a pitcher of chilled

mint tea. He waited until the man left before saying, “Maybe you and I will have

to learn how to live—if we survive this war.” 

It  was  a  sharp,  cold  knife  between  them.  But  Yrene  straightened  her

shoulders,  her  smile  small  and  yet  defiant  as  she  lifted  her  pewter  glass  of  tea. 

“To living, Lord Chaol.” 

He clinked his glass against hers. “To being Chaol and Yrene—even just for a

night.” 

Chaol ate until he could barely move, the spices like small revelations with every

bite. 

They  talked  as  they  dined,  Yrene  explaining  her  initial  months  at  the  Torre, and how demanding her training had been. Then she’d asked about his training

as captain, and he’d balked—balked at talking of Brullo and the others, and yet

… He couldn’t refuse her joy, her curiosity. 

And somehow, talking about Brullo, the man who had been a better father to

him than his own … It did not hurt, not as much. A lower, quieter ache, but one

he could withstand. 

One  he  was  glad  to  weather,  if  it  meant  honoring  a  good  man’s  legacy  by

telling his story. 

So  they  talked,  and  ate,  and  when  they  finished,  he  escorted  her  to  the

glowing  white  walls  of  the  Torre.  Yrene  herself  seemed  glowing  as  she  smiled when they stopped within the gates while his horse was readied. 

“Thank you,” she said, her cheeks flushed and gleaming. “For the meal—and

company.” 

“It was my pleasure,” Chaol said, and meant it. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning—at the palace?” 

An unnecessary question, but he nodded. 

Yrene  shifted  from  one  foot  to  another,  still  smiling,  still  shining.  As  if  she were the last, vibrant ray of the sun, staining the sky long after it had vanished

over the horizon. 

“What?” she asked, and he realized he’d been staring. 

“Thank you for tonight,” Chaol said, stifling what tried to leap off his tongue:

 I can’t take my eyes off you. 

She  bit  her  lip  again,  the  crunch  of  hooves  on  gravel  approaching.  “Good

night,” she murmured, and took a step away. 

Chaol reached out. Just to brush his fingers over hers. 

Yrene  paused,  her  fingers  curling,  as  if  they  were  the  petals  of  some  shy

flower. 

“Good night,” he merely said. 

And  as  Chaol  rode  back  to  the  illuminated  palace  across  the  city,  he  could

have sworn that some weight in his chest, on his shoulders, had vanished. As if

he’d lived with it his entire life, unaware, and now, even with all that gathered

around him, around Adarlan and those he cared for … How strange it felt. 

That lightness. 

 

33

The  Watchtower  of  Eidolon  jutted  up  from  the  mist-shrouded  pines  like  the

shard  of  a  broken  sword.  It  had  been  situated  atop  a  low-lying  peak  that

overlooked  a  solid  wall  of  gargantuan  mountains,  and  as  Nesryn  and  Sartaq

swept  near  the  tower,  sailing  along  the  tree-crusted  hills,  she  had  the  sense  of racing toward a tidal wave of hard stone. 

For a heartbeat, a wave of lethal glass swept for her instead. She blinked, and

it was gone. 

“There,” Sartaq whispered, as if fearful that any might hear while he pointed

toward the enormous mountains lurking beyond. “Over that lip, that is the start

of   kharankui  territory,  the  Dagul  Fells.  Those  in  the  watchtower  would  have been  able  to  see  anyone  coming  down  from  those  mountains,  especially  with

their Fae sight.” 

Fae  sight  or  not,  Nesryn  scanned  the  barren  slopes  of  the  Fells—a  wall  of

boulders and shards of rock. No trees, no streams. As if life had fled. “Houlun

flew over  that?” 

“Believe me,” Sartaq grumbled, “I am not pleased. Borte got an earful about

it this morning.” 

“I’m surprised your kneecaps still function.” 

“Didn’t you notice my limp earlier?” 

Despite  the  nearing  watchtower,  despite  the  wall  of  mountain  that  rose  up

beyond  it,  Nesryn  chuckled.  She  could  have  sworn  Sartaq  leaned  closer,  his

broad chest pushing into the quiver and bow she had strapped across her back, along with the twin long knives courtesy of Borte. 

They hadn’t told anyone where they were going or what they sought, which

had earned no shortage of glares from Borte over breakfast, and curious glances

from Falkan across the round table. But they had agreed last night, when Sartaq

left Nesryn at her bedroom door, that secrecy was vital—for now. 

So  they’d  departed  an  hour  after  dawn,  armed  and  bearing  a  few  packs  of

supplies.  Even  though  they  planned  to  be  headed  home  well  before  sunset, 

Nesryn  had  insisted  on  bringing  their  gear.  Should  the  worst  happen,  should

 anything happen, it was better to be prepared. 

Borte, despite her ire at being left in the dark, had braided Nesryn’s hair after

breakfast—a tight, elegant plait starting at the crown of her head and landing just

where her cape fell to cover her flying leathers. The braid was tight enough that

Nesryn had avoided the urge to loosen it these hours that they’d flown, but now

that the tower was in sight and her hair had barely shifted, Nesryn supposed the

braid could stay. 

Kadara circled the watchtower twice, dropping lower with each pass. 

“No  signs  of  webs,”  Nesryn  observed.  The  upper  levels  of  the  watchtower

had been destroyed by weather or some long-ago passing army, leaving only two

floors  above  the  ground.  Both  were  exposed  to  the  elements,  the  winding

stairwell in the center coated in pine needles and dirt. Broken beams and blocks

of  stone  also  littered  it,  but  no  indications  of  life.  Or  any  sort  of  miraculously preserved library. 

With Kadara’s size, the ruk had to find a clearing nearby to land, since Sartaq

didn’t trust the watchtower walls to hold her. The bird leaped into the air as soon

as they’d begun the climb up the small incline to the watchtower proper. She’d

circle overhead until Sartaq whistled for her, apparently. 

Another  trick  of  the  rukhin  and  the  Darghan  on  the  steppes:  the  whistling, 

along  with  their  whistling  arrows.  They  had  long  allowed  both  peoples  to

communicate  in  a  way  that  few  noticed  or  bothered  to  comprehend,  passing messages through enemy territory or down army lines. The riders had trained the

ruks to understand the whistles, too—to know a call for help from a warning to

flee. 

Nesryn  prayed  with  each  grueling  step  through  the  thick  pine  trees  and

granite boulders that they would only need the whistle to summon the bird. She

was no great tracker, but Sartaq, it seemed, was deftly reading the signs around

them. 

A  shake  of  the  prince’s  head  told  Nesryn  enough:  no  hint  of  a  presence, 

arachnid  or  otherwise.  She  tried  not  to  look  too  relieved.  Despite  the  tall  trees, the Fells were a solid, looming presence to her right, drawing the eye even as it

repelled every instinct. 

Blocks of stone greeted them first. Great, rectangular chunks, half buried in

the pine needles and soil. The full weight of summer lay upon the land, yet the

air was cool, the shade beneath the trees outright chilly. 

“I don’t blame them for abandoning it if it’s this cold in the summer,” Nesryn

muttered. “Imagine it in winter.” 

Sartaq  smiled  but  pressed  a  finger  to  his  lips  as  they  cleared  the  last  of  the trees.  Blushing  that  he’d  needed  to  remind  her,  Nesryn  unslung  her  bow  and

nocked an arrow, letting it hang limply while they tipped back their heads to take

in the tower. 

It must have been enormous, thousands of years ago, if the ruins were enough

to make her feel small. Any barracks or living quarters had long since tumbled

away  or  rotted,  but  the  stone  archway  into  the  tower  itself  remained  intact, flanked by twin statues of some sort of weather-worn bird. 

Sartaq  approached,  his  long  knife  gleaming  like  quicksilver  in  the  watery

light as he studied the statues. “Ruks?” The question was a mere breath. 

Nesryn  squinted.  “No—look  at  the  face.  The  beak.  They’re  …  owls.”  Tall, 

slender owls, their wings tucked in tight. The symbol of Silba, of the Torre. 

Sartaq’s throat bobbed. “Let’s be swift. I don’t think it’s wise to linger.” 

Nesryn  nodded,  one  eye  behind  them  as  they  slipped  through  the  open

archway.  It  was  a  familiar  position,  the  rearguard—in  Rifthold’s  sewers,  she’d often  let  Chaol  stalk  ahead  while  she  covered  behind,  arrow  aimed  into  the

darkness at their backs. So her body acted on pure muscle memory while Sartaq

took the first steps through the archway and she twisted back, arrow aimed at the

pine forest, scanning the trees. 

Nothing. Not a bird or rustle of wind through the pines. 

She  turned  a  heartbeat  later,  assessing  efficiently,  as  she  had  always  done, 

even  before  her  training:  marking  exits,  pitfalls,  possible  sanctuaries.  But  there wasn’t much to note in the ruin. 

The  tower  floor  was  well  lit  thanks  to  the  vanished  ceiling  above,  the

crumbling  staircase  leading  into  the  gray  sky.  Slits  in  the  stone  revealed  where archers  might  have  once  positioned  themselves—or  watched  from  within  the

warmth of a tower on a freezing day. “Nothing up,” Nesryn observed perhaps a

bit uselessly, facing Sartaq just as he took a step toward an open archway leading

down into a dark stairwell. She grabbed his elbow. “Don’t.” 

He gave her an incredulous look over his shoulder. 

Nesryn  kept  her  own  face  like  stone.  “Your   ej  said  these  towers  were  laid with traps. Just because we have yet to see one does not mean they are not still

here.”  She  pointed  with  her  arrow  toward  the  open  archway  to  the  levels

belowground. “We keep quiet, tread carefully. I go first.” 

To hell with being the rearguard, if he was prone to plunging into danger. 

The prince’s eyes flared, but she didn’t let him object. “I faced some of the

horrors  of  Morath  this  spring  and  summer.  I  know  how  to  mark  them—and

where to strike.” 

Sartaq looked her over again. “You really should have been promoted.” 

Nesryn  smiled,  releasing  his  muscled  bicep.  Wincing  as  she  realized  the

liberties she’d taken by grabbing him, touching a prince without permission—

“Two captains, remember?” he said, noting the cringe she failed to hide. 

Indeed.  Nesryn  inclined  her  head  and  stepped  in  front  of  him—and  into  the

archway of the stairs leading below. 

Her  arm  strained  as  she  pulled  the  bowstring  taut,  scanning  the  darkness

immediately  beyond  the  stairwell  entrance.  When  nothing  leaped  out,  she

slackened  the  bow,  placed  her  arrow  back  in  the  quiver,  and  plucked  up  a

handful  of  rocks  from  the  ground,  shards  and  chips  from  the  felled  blocks  of stone around them. 

A step behind, Sartaq did the same, filling his pockets with them. 

Listening  carefully,  Nesryn  rolled  one  of  the  rocks  down  the  spiral  stairs, 

letting it bounce and crack and—

A  faint   click,  and  Nesryn  hurled  herself  back,  slamming  into  Sartaq  and sending them both sprawling to the ground. A thud sounded within the stairwell

below, then another. 

In  the  quiet  that  followed,  her  heavy  breathing  the  only  sound,  she  listened again.  “Hidden  bolts,”  she  observed,  wincing  as  she  found  Sartaq’s  face  mere

inches  away.  His  eyes  were  upon  the  stairwell,  even  as  he  kept  a  hand  on  her back, the other angling his long knife toward the archway. 

“Seems I owe you my life, Captain,” Sartaq said, and Nesryn quickly peeled

back, offering a hand to help him rise. He clasped it, his hand warm around hers

as she hauled him to his feet. 

“Don’t  worry,”  Nesryn  said  drily.  “I  won’t  tell  Borte.”  She  plucked  up

another handful of rocks and sent them rolling and scattering down the gloom of

the stairs. A few more clicks and thumps—then silence. 

“We go slow,” she said, all amusement fading, and didn’t wait for his nod as

she prodded the first step down with the tip of her bow. 

She  tapped  and  pushed  along  the  stair,  watching  the  walls,  the  ceiling. 

Nothing.  She  did  it  to  the  second,  third,  and  fourth  steps—as  far  as  her  bow could  reach.  And  only  when  she  was  satisfied  that  no  surprises  waited  did  she

allow them to step onto the stairs. 

Nesryn  repeated  it  with  the  next  four  steps,  finding  nothing.  But  when  they

reached  the  first  turn  of  the  spiral  stairs  …“I   really  owe  you  my  life,”  Sartaq breathed as they beheld what had been fired from a slit in the wall at the ninth

step. 

Barbed  iron  spikes.  Designed  to  slam  into  flesh  and  stay  there—unless  the

victim  wanted  to  rip  out  more  of  their  skin  or  organs  on  the  curved,  vicious hooks on the way out. 

The  spike  had  been  fired  so  hard  that  it  had  sunk  deep  into  the  mortar

between the stones. “Remember that these traps were not for human assailants,” 

she breathed. 

But for spiders as large as horses. Who could speak, and plan, and remember. 

She tapped the steps ahead, the wood of her bow a hollow echo through the

dark  chamber,  prodding  the  slit  where  the  bolt  had  been  fired.  “The  Fae  must have  memorized  what  stairs  to  avoid  while  living  here,”  she  observed  as  they cleared  another  few  feet.  “I  don’t  think  they  were  stupid  enough  to  do  an  easy pattern, though.” 

Indeed, the next bolt had emerged three steps down. The one after that, five

apart.  But  after  that  …  Sartaq  reached  into  his  pocket  and  pulled  out  another handful of stones. They both squatted as he rolled a few down the stairs. 

 Click. 

Nesryn was so focused on the wall ahead that she didn’t consider where the

click had come from. Not in front, but below. 

One heartbeat, she was crouched on a step. 

The next, it had slid away beneath her feet, a black pit yawning open beneath

—

Strong  hands  wrapped  around  her  shoulder,  her  collar,  a  blade  clattering  on

stone—

Nesryn scrabbled for the lip of the nearest stair as Sartaq held her, grunting at

her weight, his long knife tumbling into the blackness beneath. 

Metal  hit  metal.  Bounced  off  it  again  and  again,  the  clanking  filling  the

stairwell. 

Spikes. Likely a field of metal spikes—

Sartaq  hauled  her  up,  and  her  nails  cracked  on  stone  as  she  grappled  for

purchase  on  the  smooth  step.  But  then  she  was  up,  half  sprawled  on  the  stairs between Sartaq’s legs, both of them panting as they peered to the gap beyond. 

“I think we’re even,” Nesryn said, fighting and failing to master her shaking. 

The prince clasped her shoulder, while his other hand brushed down the back

of her head. A comforting, casual touch. “Whoever built this place had no mercy

for the  kharankui.” 

It took her another minute to stop trembling. Sartaq patiently waited, stroking

her hair, fingers rippling over the ridges of Borte’s braid. She let him, leaned into

the  touch  while  she  studied  the  gap  they’d  now  have  to  jump,  the  stairs  still beyond. 

When  she  could  at  last  stand  without  her  knees  clacking  together,  they

carefully  jumped  the  hole—and  made  it  several  more  steps  before  another  one

appeared,  this  time  accompanied  by  a  bolt.  But  they  kept  going,  the  minutes

dripping by, until they at last reached the level below. 

Shafts of pale light shone from carefully hidden holes in the ground above, or

perhaps  through  some  mirror  contraption  in  the  passageways  high  above.  She

didn’t care, so long as the light was bright enough to see by. 

And see they did. 

The bottom level was a dungeon. 

Five cells lay open, the doors ripped off, prisoners and guards long gone. A

rectangular stone table lay in the center. 

“Anyone  who  thinks  the  Fae  are  prancing  creatures  given  to  poetry  and

singing needs a history lesson,” Sartaq murmured as they lingered on the bottom

step,  not  daring  to  touch  the  floor.  “That  stone  table  was  not  used  for  writing

reports or dining.” 

Indeed,  dark  stains  still  marred  the  surface.  But  a  worktable  lay  against  the nearby wall, scattered with an assortment of weapons. Any papers had long ago

melted away in the snow and rain, and any leather-bound books … also gone. 

“Do we risk it, or leave?” Sartaq mused. 

“We’ve come this far,” Nesryn said. She squinted toward the far wall. “There

—there  is  some  writing  there.”  Near  the  floor,  in  dark  lettering—a  tangle  of script. 

The prince just reached into his pockets, casting more stones throughout the

space.  No  clicks  or  groans  answered.  He  chucked  a  few  at  the  ceiling,  at  the walls. Nothing. 

“Good enough for me,” Nesryn said. 

Sartaq nodded, though they both tested each block of stone with the tip of the

bow  or  his  fine,  thin  sword.  They  made  it  past  the  stone  table,  and  Nesryn  did not bother to examine the various instruments that had been discarded. 

She’d  seen  Chaol’s  men  hanging  from  the  castle  gates.  Had  seen  the  marks

on their bodies. 

Sartaq paused at the worktable, sorting through the weapons there. “Some of

these  are  still  sharp,”  he  observed,  and  Nesryn  approached  as  he  pulled  a  long dagger  from  its  sheath.  The  watery  sunlight  caught  in  the  blade,  dancing  along the markings carved down the center. 

Nesryn  reached  for  a  short-sword,  the  leather  scabbard  nearly  crumbling

beneath  her  hand.  She  brushed  away  the  ancient  dirt  from  the  hilt,  revealing shining dark metal inlaid with swirls of gold, the cross-guard curving slightly at

its ends. 

The  scabbard  was  indeed  so  old  that  it  fell  apart  as  she  lifted  the  sword,  its weight  light  despite  its  size,  the  balance  perfect.  More  markings  had  been

engraved down the fuller of the blade. A name or a prayer, perhaps. 

“Only Fae blades could remain this sharp after a thousand years,” said Sartaq, 

setting down the knife he’d been inspecting. “Likely forged by the Fae smiths in Asterion,  to  the  east  of  Doranelle—perhaps  even  before  the  first  of  the  demon wars.” 

A prince who had studied not only his own empire’s history, but that of many

others. 

History was certainly not her strongest subject, so she asked, “Asterion—like

the horses?” 

“One  and  the  same.  Great  smiths  and  horse-breeders.  Or  so  it  once  was—

before borders closed and the world darkened.” 

Nesryn  studied  the  short-sword  in  her  hand,  the  metal  shining  as  if  imbued

with starlight, interrupted only by the carvings down the fuller. “I wonder what

the markings say.” 

Sartaq  examined  another  blade,  shards  of  light  bouncing  over  the  planes  of

his handsome face. “Likely spells against enemies; perhaps even against the—” 

He halted at the word. 

Nesryn nodded all the same. The Valg. “Half of me hopes we never have to

find out.” Leaving Sartaq to pick one for himself, she fastened the short-sword to

her belt as she approached the far wall and the scribbled dark writing along the

bottom. 

She tested each block of stone on the floor, but found nothing. 

At last, she peered at the script in flaking black letters. Not black, but—

“Blood,” Sartaq said, coming up beside her, an Asterion knife now at his side. 

No sign of a body, or any lingering effects of whoever had written it, perhaps

while they lay dying. 

“It’s  in  the  Fae  tongue,”  Nesryn  said.  “I  don’t  suppose  your  fancy  tutors

taught you the Old Language during your history lessons?” 

A shake of the head. 

She sighed. “We should find a way to write it down. Unless your memory is

the sort that—” 

“It’s not.” He swore, turning toward the stairs. “I have some paper and ink in Kadara’s saddlebags. I could—” 

It wasn’t his cut-off words that made her whirl. But the way he went utterly

still. 

Nesryn slid that Fae blade free from where she’d tied it. 

“There is no need to translate it,” said a light female voice in Halha. “It says, 

 Look up. Pity you didn’t heed it.” 

Nesryn indeed looked up at what emerged from the stairwell, crawling along

the ceiling toward them, and swallowed her scream. 
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It was worse than Nesryn had ever dreamed. 

The   kharankui  that  slid  from  the  ceiling  and  onto  the  floor  was  so  much worse. 

 Bigger than a horse. Her skin was black and gray, mottled with splotches of

white, her multiple eyes depthless pools of obsidian. And despite her bulk, she

was slender and sleek—more black widow than wolf spider. 

“Those Fae morsels forgot to  look up when they built this place,” the spider

said, her voice so lovely despite her utter monstrosity. Her long front legs clicked

against the ancient stone. “To remember who they laid these traps for.” 

Nesryn sized up the stairwell behind the spider, the light shafts, for any exits. 

Found none. 

And  this  watchtower  had  now  become  a  veritable  web.  Fool;  utter  fool  for

lingering—

The claws at the tops of the spider’s legs scraped over the rock. 

Nesryn sheathed her sword again. 

“Good,”  the  spider  purred.  “Good  that  you  know  how  useless  that  Fae

rubbish will be.” 

Nesryn drew her bow, nocking an arrow. 

The spider laughed. “If Fae archers did not halt me long ago, human, you will

not now.” 

Beside her, Sartaq’s sword lifted a fraction. 

Dying here, now, had not occurred to her at breakfast while Borte braided her hair. 

But there was nothing to do as the spider advanced, fangs slipping from her

jaws. 

“When I am done with you, rider, I shall make your bird scream.” Drops of

liquid plopped from those fangs. Venom. 

Then the spider lunged. 

Nesryn fired an arrow, another aimed before her first found its mark. But the

spider  moved  so  swiftly  that  the  blow  intended  for  an  eye  hit  the  hard  shell  of her abdomen, barely embedding. The spider slammed into the stone torture table, 

as if she’d leap off to pounce on them—

Sartaq struck, a brutal slash toward the nearest clawed leg. 

The  spider  shrieked,  black  blood  spurting,  and  they  hurtled  for  that  distant

doorway—

The  kharankui intercepted them first. Slammed her legs between the wall and

the  stone  table,  blocking  their  path.  So  close,  the  reek  of  death  leaking  from those fangs—

“Human filth,” the spider spat, venom spraying onto the stones at their feet. 

From  the  corner  of  her  eye,  Nesryn  saw  Sartaq  fling  an  arm  in  her  path,  to shove her away, to leap in front of those deadly jaws—

She didn’t know what happened at first. 

What the blur of motion was, what made the  kharankui scream. 

One heartbeat, she’d been ready to fight past Sartaq’s self-sacrificing idiocy, 

the next … the spider was crashing through the room, tumbling over and over. 

Not Kadara, but something large, armed with claws and fangs—

A gray wolf. As large as a pony, and utterly ferocious. 

Sartaq wasted no time, and neither did Nesryn. They sprinted for the archway

and stairs beyond, not caring how many bolts or arrows shot from the walls as

they  outraced  even  the  traps.  Tearing  up  the  stairs,  leaping  the  gaps  between

them, they did not stop at the crashing and screeching below—

A canine yelp sounded, then silence. 

Nesryn  and  Sartaq  hit  the  top  of  the  stairs,  running  for  the  trees  beyond  the open  doorway.  The  prince  had  a  hand  on  her  back,  shoving  her  along,  both  of them half turned toward the tower. 

The spider exploded from the gloom, aiming not for the trees, but the upper

stairs of the watchtower. As if she’d climb up to ambush the wolf when it chased

after her. 

And  exactly  as  she’d  planned,  the  wolf  flew  from  the  stairwell,  heading  for

the open archway to the woods, not even looking behind. 

The spider leaped. Gold flashed from the skies. 

Kadara’s  war  cry  sent  the  pines  trembling,  her  claws  ripping  right  into  the

abdomen of the  kharankui and sending her toppling off the stairs. 

The wolf darted away as Sartaq’s roar of warning to his ruk was swallowed

by the screaming of bird and spider. The  kharankui landed on her back, precisely where Kadara wanted her. 

Leaving  her  underbelly  exposed  to  the  ruk’s  talons.  And  her  blade-sharp

beak. 

A  few  vicious  slashes,  black  blood  spraying  and  sleek  limbs  flailing,  and—

silence. 

Nesryn’s  bow  dangled  from  her  shaking  hands  as  Kadara  dismembered  the

twitching  spider.  She  whirled  to  Sartaq,  but  his  eyes  were  turned  away.  To  the wolf. 

She knew. Right as the wolf limped toward them, a deep gash in its side, and

she beheld its dark sapphire eyes. 

Knew what it was,  who it was, as the edges of his gray coat shimmered, his

entire body filling with light that shrank and flowed. 

And  when  Falkan  waved  on  his  feet  before  them,  a  hand  pressed  to  the

bloody wound in his ribs, Nesryn breathed, “You’re a shape-shifter.” 
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Falkan  dropped  to  his  knees,  pine  needles  scattering,  blood  dribbling  between

his tan fingers. 

Nesryn made to rush to him, but Sartaq blocked her with an arm. “Don’t,” he

warned. 

Nesryn shoved his arm out of her way and ran to the injured man, kneeling

before him. “You followed us here.” 

Falkan  lifted  his  head,  pain  lining  his  eyes.  “I  listened  last  night.  At  your fire.” 

Sartaq snarled, “No doubt as some rat or insect.” 

Something like shame indeed filled Falkan’s face. “I flew here as a falcon—

saw  you  go  in.  Then  saw   her  creep  up  the  hill  after  you.”  He  shuddered  as  he glanced to where Kadara had finished ripping apart the spider and now sat atop

the tower, studying  him as if he were her next meal. 

Nesryn  waved  toward  the  bird  to  hop  down  with  their  saddlebags.  Kadara

pointedly ignored her. “He needs help,” she hissed to Sartaq. “Bandages.” 

“Does my  ej know?” was all the prince demanded. 

Falkan  tried  and  failed  to  remove  his  blood-soaked  hand  from  his  side, 

panting through his teeth. “Yes,” he managed to say. “I told her everything.” 

“And what court paid you to come here?” 

 “Sartaq.”  She’d never heard him speak that way, never seen him so  furious. 

She  grabbed  the  prince’s  arm.  “He  saved  our  lives.  Now  we  return  the  favor.” 

She pointed to the ruk. “Bandages.” 

Sartaq turned those livid eyes on her. “His kind are assassins and spies,” he

snarled. “Better to let him die.” 

“I  am  neither,”  Falkan  panted.  “I  am  what  I  said:  a  merchant.  In  Adarlan, 

growing up, I didn’t even  know I had the gift. It—it ran in my family, but by the time magic vanished, I’d assumed I hadn’t gotten it. Was  glad for it. But I must not have matured enough, because when I set foot in these lands as a man, as  this

…” A gesture to his body. To the twenty years he’d given up. He winced against

what the movement did to his wound. “I could use it. I could change. Badly, and

not  often,  but  I  can  manage  it,  if  I  concentrate.”  He  said  to  the  prince,  “It  is nothing  to  me,  this  heritage.  It  was  my  brother’s  gift,  my  father’s—I  never

wanted it. I still don’t.” 

“Yet you can change from bird to wolf to man as easily as if you trained.” 

“Trust me, it’s more than I’ve done in my—” Falkan groaned, swaying. 

Nesryn  caught  him  before  he  could  eat  dirt,  and  snapped  at  Sartaq,  “If  you

don’t get him bandages and supplies right now, I’ll give you a wound to match.” 

The prince blinked at her, mouth falling open. 

Then  he  whistled  through  his  teeth,  sharp  and  swift,  while  he  strode  for

Kadara, his steps clipped. 

The ruk hopped from the tower to land upon one of the owl statues anchored

into the archway walls, stone cracking beneath her. 

“I am no assassin,” Falkan insisted, still shaking. “I’ve met a few, but I’m not

one.” 

“I  believe  you,”  Nesryn  said,  and  meant  it.  Sartaq  hauled  the  packs  off

Kadara,  searching  through  them.  “The  left  one,”  she  barked.  The  prince  threw her another look over his shoulder, but obeyed. 

“I wanted to kill her myself,” Falkan panted, his eyes glazing, no doubt from

blood loss. “To see if … that might return the years. Even … even if she is not

the  one  who  took  my  youth,  I  thought  maybe  there  was  some  …  joint  system
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between them, even across oceans. A web, as it were, of all that their kind has

taken.” A bitter, strained laugh. “But it seems my death blow was taken, too.” 

“I think we can all forgive Kadara for doing it instead,” Nesryn said, noting

the black blood splattered over the ruk’s beak and feathers. 

Another pained laugh. “You are not scared—of what I am.” 

Sartaq strode over with the bandages and salve. And what seemed to be a jar

of  a  honey-like  substance,  to  likely  seal  the  wound  until  they  could  reach  a healer. Good. 

“One of my friends is a shifter,” Nesryn admitted—just as Falkan fainted in

her arms. 

They  were  airborne  within  minutes  of  Nesryn  cleaning  out  the  gash  down

Falkan’s ribs and Sartaq indeed packing the wound with what seemed to be some

sort of leaves and a coating of honey. To keep infection away and stave the blood

loss as they swiftly soared back to the aerie. 

She  and  the  prince  barely  spoke,  though  with  Falkan  propped  behind  them, 

the  ride  didn’t  afford  much  opportunity.  It  was  a  tight,  perilous  flight,  Falkan’s dead weight occasionally listing far enough to the side that Sartaq had to grunt at

holding him in the saddle. There were only two sets of buckles, he’d told Nesryn

when they climbed onto the saddle. He wasn’t wasting either of their lives on a

shifter, life debt or no. 

But they made it, just as the sun was setting and the three peaks of the Dorgos

were aglow with countless fires, like the mountains were crusted in fireflies. 

Kadara  loosed  a  shrill  scream  as  they  neared  the  Mountain-Hall  of  Altun. 

Some sort of signal, apparently, because by the time they landed, Borte, Houlun, 

and countless others were gathered, armed with supplies. 

No  one  asked  what  happened  to  Falkan.  No  one  wondered  how  he’d  gotten

out there. Either under order from Houlun not to pester them or simply from the

chaos of getting him off the ruk and into a healer’s care. No one, except Borte. 

Sartaq  was  still  fuming  enough  that  he  led  his   ej  to  a  corner  of  the  hall  to begin  demanding  answers  about  the  shifter.  Or  that’s  what  it  seemed  like,  with his set jaw and crossed arms. 

Houlun only squared off against him, feet braced on the floor, her jaw as tight

as his. 

Alone with Kadara, Nesryn set to unbuckling the packs while Borte observed

from  a  few  feet  away,  “That  he  has  the  balls  to  lecture   her  tells  me  something went  very wrong. And that she is allowing him to do so tells me she feels just a smidge guilty.” 

Nesryn didn’t answer, grunting as she hauled down a particularly heavy pack. 

Borte strode around Kadara, looking the bird over. Carefully. 

“Black blood on her talons, her beak, and chest. Lots of black blood.” 

Nesryn dumped the pack against the wall. 

“And  your back is crusted in red blood.” 

From where Falkan had leaned against her during the ride. 

“And  that  is  a  new  blade.  A   Fae  blade,”  Borte  breathed,  stepping  up  to examine the naked blade dangling from her sword belt. Nesryn backed up a step. 

Borte’s mouth tightened. “Whatever you know, I want to know it.” 

“It’s not my call.” 

They  glanced  toward  Sartaq,  who  was  still  seething,  Houlun  simply  letting

him vent. 

Borte  began  rattling  off  items  on  her  fingers.  “Ej  sails  off  on  her  own  for days.  Then  you  go,  returning  with  a  man  who  did  not  leave  with  you  and  who took  no  ruk.  And  poor  Kadara  returns  covered  in  this  …  foulness.”  A  sniff

toward the black blood. The ruk clicked her beak in answer. 

“It’s mud,” Nesryn lied. 

Borte laughed. “And I’m a Fae Princess. Either I can start asking around, or

—” 
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Nesryn dragged her to the wall with the packs. “Even if I tell you, you are  not

to breathe a word of it to anyone. Or be involved in any way.” 

Borte put a hand on her heart. “I swear it.” 

Nesryn sighed toward the distant, rocky ceiling, Kadara giving her a warning

look  as  if  to  ask  her  to  reconsider  her  judgment.  But  Nesryn  told  Borte

everything. 

She should have listened to Kadara. Borte, to her credit, did not tell anyone else. 

Other  than  Sartaq,  who  at  last  stalked  over  from  Houlun,  only  to  receive  an earful and a smack on the shoulder for not informing his hearth-sister where he

was going. And worse, for not  inviting her along. 

Sartaq had glared at Nesryn when he realized who’d told Borte, but she was

too  tired  to  care.  Instead  she  only  strode  for  her  room,  weaving  between  the pillars.  She  knew  Sartaq  was  on  her  heels  thanks  to  Borte’s  shouted,  “You  will bring me next time, you stubborn ass! ” 

And  just  before  Nesryn  reached  the  door  to  her  room,  to  the  sanctuary  of  a soft bed, the prince gripped her elbow. “I would have words with you.” 

Nesryn just shoved into the room, Sartaq stalking in behind her. Shutting the

door and leaning against it. He crossed his arms at the same moment she did. 

“Borte  threatened  to  ask  pointed  questions  around  the  aerie  if  I  didn’t  tell her.” 

“I don’t care.” 

Nesryn blinked. “Then what—” 

“Who has the Wyrdkeys?” The question echoed between them. 

Nesryn swallowed. “What’s a Wyrdkey?” 

Sartaq pushed off the door. “Liar,” he breathed. “While we were gone, my  ej

recalled  some  of  the  other  stories,  dragged  them  up  from  whatever  collective

memory  she  possesses  as  Story  Keeper.  Tales  of  a  Wyrdgate  that  the  Valg  and

their  kings  passed  through—could  open  at  will  with  three  keys  when  wielded together.  Remembered  that  those  keys  went   missing,  after  Maeve  herself  stole them  and  used  them  to  send  the  Valg  back.  Hidden,  she  says.  Throughout  the

world.” 

Nesryn only lifted a brow. “And what of it?” 

A  cold  snort.  “It  is  how  Erawan  has  raised  an  army  so  quickly,  why  even

Aelin  of  the  Wildfire  cannot  take  him  on  without  assistance.  He  must  have  at least one. Not all, or we’d be calling Erawan our master already. But at least one, 

maybe two. So where is the third?” 

She  honestly  had  not  a  clue.  Whether  Aelin  and  the  others  possessed  an

inkling,  they’d  never  told  her.  Only  that  their  ultimate  path,  beyond  war  and death, was to retrieve the ones Erawan held. But even telling him that …

“Perhaps now you understand,” Nesryn said with equal cold, “why we are so

desperate for your father’s armies.” 

“To be slaughtered.” 

“When Erawan is done slaughtering us, he will come to your doorstep next.” 

Sartaq  swore.  “What  I  saw  today,  that   thing  …”  He  scrubbed  his  face  with shaking  hands.  “The  Valg  once  used  those  spiders  as  foot  soldiers.  Legions  of them.” He lowered his hands. “Houlun has learned of three other watchtowers in

ruin—to the south. We’ll fly to the first as soon as the shifter is healed.” 

“We’re taking Falkan?” 

Sartaq yanked open the door, hard enough that she was surprised he didn’t rip

it clean off its hinges. “As piss-poor of a shifter as he claims to be, a man who

can change into a wolf that big is too good a weapon not to bring into danger.” A

sharp glare. “He rides with me.” 

“And where will I be?” 

Sartaq gave her a humorless smile before entering the hall. “You’ll be flying

with Borte.” 
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The atrophying in his legs … It was reversing. 

Three  weeks  later,  Yrene  marveled  at  it.  They’d  regained  movement  up

through  his  knee,  but  not  higher.  Chaol  could  bend  his  legs  now,  but  couldn’t move his thighs. Couldn’t stand on them. 

But  the  morning  workouts  with  the  guards,  the  afternoons  spent  healing, 

tangled in darkness and memory and pain …

That was muscle, packing back onto his legs. Filling out those already-broad

shoulders and that impressive chest. Thanks to training in the morning sun, his

tan had deepened to a rich brown, the color lying well over arms rippling with

muscle. 

They worked every day in easy rhythm, settling into a routine that became as

much a part of Yrene as washing her face and cleaning her teeth and craving a

cup of  kahve when she woke. 

He’d  joined  her  again  at  the  defense  lessons,  the  youngest  acolytes  still

hopelessly giggly around him, but at least they’d never once been late since he’d

arrived.  He’d  even  taught  Yrene  herself  new  maneuvers  regarding  taking  on

larger  assailants.  And  while  there  were  often  smiles  aplenty  in  the  Torre

courtyard, he and Yrene were grave as he walked her through those methods, as

they considered when she might need them. 

But there had been no whisper of whoever had attacked her—no confirmation

that it was indeed one of the Valg. A small mercy, Yrene supposed. 

But still she paid attention in his lessons, and still Chaol carefully trained her. 

The royal siblings had come and gone and come back again, and she had seen

nothing of Kashin beyond the dinner where she’d sought him out to thank him

for his help and generosity the night of the attack. He’d said it was unnecessary, 

but she had touched his shoulder in thanks anyway. Before taking her seat at the

safety of Chaol’s side. 

Chaol’s own, separate cause with the khagan … Chaol and Yrene didn’t risk

talking  about  the  war—the  need  for  armies.  And  the  Aksara  Oasis  and  well  of knowledge, which might be hidden away beneath the palms, regarding why this

place  had such information on the Valg … Neither of them had come up with a

way  to  manipulate  Hasar  into  bringing  them  without  raising  her  suspicions. 

Without  risking  the  princess  becoming  aware  of  those  scrolls  Yrene  and  Chaol

still had hidden in his room. 

But  Yrene  knew  time  pressed  on  him.  Saw  how  his  eyes  sometimes  turned

distant, as if staring toward a far-off land. Remembering the friends who fought

there.  For  their  people.  He’d  always  push  himself  harder  after  that—and  each

inch of movement gained in his legs was as much due to himself as it was to her

own magic. 

But Yrene pushed herself, too. Wondered if the battles had begun; wondered

if she’d ever make it in time to even help. Wondered what might be left for her

to return to. 

The darkness they encountered when she did heal him, from the demon that

had  dwelled  inside  the  man  who  had  destroyed  so  much  of  the  world  …  They

worked through that, too. She had not been dragged into his memories as she had

before,  had  not  been  forced  to  witness  the  horrors  of  Morath  or  endure  the

attentions  of  the   thing  that  lingered  in  him,  but  her  magic  still  shoved  against that wound, swarming it like a thousand dots of white light, eating and gobbling

and clawing at it. 

He  endured  the  pain,  wading  through  whatever  that  darkness  showed  him. 

Never  recoiling  from  it,  day  after  day.  Only  stopping  when  her  own  strength flagged and he insisted Yrene break for food or a nap on the gold couch or just

some conversation over chilled tea. 

Yrene supposed that their steady pace had to end at some point. 

She thought it’d likely be due to an argument between them. Not news from

afar. 

The khagan returned to the nightly formal dinner, after two weeks away at a

seaside  estate  to  escape  the  summer  heat,  ensconced  with  his  still-mourning

wife. A merry gathering—or so it had seemed from afar. With no further attacks

in the palace or Torre, the hushed watchfulness had lifted considerably these last

few weeks. 

But  as  Yrene  and  Chaol  entered  the  great  hall,  as  she  read  the  simmering

tension  along  those  seated  at  the  high  table,  she  debated  telling  him  to  leave. 

Viziers shifted in their seats. Arghun, who had certainly  not been missed while

he’d joined his parents at the seaside, smirked. 

Hasar smiled broadly at Yrene—knowingly. Not good. 

They  got  perhaps  fifteen  minutes  into  dinner  before  the  princess  pounced. 

Hasar  leaned  forward  and  said  to  Chaol,  “You  must  be  pleased  tonight,  Lord

Westfall.” 

Yrene kept perfectly straight in her chair, her fork unfaltering as she lifted a

bite of lemon-kissed sea bass to her mouth and forced herself to swallow. 

Chaol  countered  smoothly,  drinking  from  his  goblet  of  water,  “And  why

might that be, Your Highness?” 

Hasar’s smiles could be awful. Deadly. And the one she wore when she spoke

next  made  Yrene  wonder  why  she  had  ever  bothered  to  answer  the  princess’s

summons. “Well, if one does the calculations, Captain Faliq should be returning

with my brother tomorrow.” 

Yrene’s hand tightened around her fork as she tallied the days. 

Three weeks. It had been three weeks since Nesryn and Sartaq had left for the

Tavan Mountains. 

Nesryn  would  return  tomorrow.  And  though  nothing— nothing—had

happened between Yrene and Chaol …

Yrene  could  not  stop  the  sensation  of  her  chest  caving  in.  Couldn’t  halt  the sense that there was about to be a door very permanently slammed in her face. 

They  hadn’t  spoken  of  Nesryn.  Of  whatever  was  between  them.  And  he’d

never touched Yrene more than was necessary, never looked at her as he had that

night of the party. 

Because of course—of course he was waiting for Nesryn. The woman he …

he was loyal to. 

Yrene  made  herself  eat  another  bite,  even  as  the  fish  turned  sour  in  her

mouth. 

Fool. She was a  fool, and—

“Didn’t  you  hear  the  news?”  Chaol  drawled,  just  as  irreverently  as  the

princess.  He  set  down  his  goblet,  his  knuckles  brushing  Yrene’s  where  she’d

rested her hand on the table. 

To any, it might have been an accidental brush, but with Chaol … His every

movement was controlled. Focused. The brush of his skin against hers, a whisper

of reassurance, as if he could sense that the walls were indeed closing in around

her—

Hasar shot Yrene a displeased look.  Why did you not inform me of this? 

Yrene gave her an innocent wince back.  I did not know. It was the truth. 

“I suppose you shall tell us?” Hasar replied coolly to the lord. 

Chaol shrugged. “I received word today—from Captain Faliq. She and your

brother have decided to extend their trip by another three weeks. It turns out, her

skill with a bow and arrow was in high demand amongst his rukhin. They have

begged to keep her for a while longer. She obliged them.” 

Yrene  schooled  her  face  into  neutrality.  Even  as  relief  and  shame  washed

through her. 

A good woman—a brave woman. That was who she was so relieved to hear

was  not returning. Not … interrupting. 

“Our  brother  is  wise,”  Arghun  said  from  down  the  table,  “to  keep  such  a

skilled warrior for as long as possible.” 

The barb was there, buried deep. 

Chaol again shrugged. “He is wise indeed, to know how special she is.” The

words were spoken with truth, yet …

She was inventing things. Reading into it, assuming his tone had no affection

beyond pride. 

Arghun leaned forward to say to Hasar, “Well, then there’s the matter of the

 other news, sister. Which I assume Lord Westfall has also heard.” 

A  few  places  down,  the  khagan’s  conversation  with  his  closest  viziers

faltered. 

“Oh,  yes,”  Hasar  said,  swirling  her  wine  as  she  sprawled  in  her  chair.  “I’d forgotten.” 

Yrene  tried  to  catch  Renia’s  eye,  to  get  the  princess’s  lover  to  reveal

 something about what she now felt building, the wave about to crash. The reason

the room was so charged. But Renia only watched Hasar, a hand on her arm as if

to say,  Caution. 

Not for what she was to reveal, but  how Hasar was to reveal it. 

Chaol  glanced  between  Arghun  and  Hasar.  From  the  prince  and  princess’s

smirking, it was clear enough they were aware he hadn’t heard. But Chaol still

seemed to be debating the merits of appearing knowledgeable, or admitting the

truth—

Yrene spared him from the choice. “I have not heard it,” she said. “What has

happened?” 

Under the table, Chaol’s knee brushed hers in thanks. She told herself it was

merely  pleasure  at  the  fact  he   could  move  that  knee  that  coursed  through  her. 

Even as dread coiled in her gut. 

“Well,”  Hasar  began,  the  opening  chords  to  a  dance  she  and  Arghun  had coordinated  before  this  meal,  “there  have  been  some  …  developments  on  the

neighboring continent, it seems.” 

Yrene  now  pressed   her  knee  into  Chaol’s,  a  silent  solidarity.  Together,  she tried to say through touch alone. 

Arghun  said  to  Yrene,  to  Chaol,  and  then  down  to  his  father,  “So  many

developments  up  north.  Royals  gone  missing,  now  revealing  themselves  once

more. Both Dorian Havilliard and the Terrasen Queen. The latter did it in such

dramatic fashion, too.” 

“Where,” Yrene whispered, because Chaol could not. Indeed, the breath had

gone out of him at the mention of his own king. 

Hasar smiled at Yrene—that pleased smile she’d given her upon arrival. 

“Skull’s Bay.” 

The lie, the guess that Chaol had given her to feed to the princess … It had

proved true. 

She felt Chaol tense, though his face revealed nothing but bland interest. “A

pirate  port  in  the  south,  Great  Khagan,”  Chaol  explained  to  Urus,  seated  down the  table,  as  if  he  were  indeed  aware  of  this  news—and  a  part  of  this

conversation. “In the middle of a large archipelago.” 

The khagan glanced to his visibly displeased viziers, and frowned with them. 

“And why would they appear in Skull’s Bay?” 

Chaol  had  no  answer,  but  Arghun  was  more  than  happy  to  supply  it. 

“Because  Aelin  Galathynius  thought  to  go  head-to-head  against  the  army

Perrington had camped at the edge of the archipelago.” 

Yrene  slid  her  hand  off  the  table—to  grip  Chaol’s  knee.  Tension  radiated

through every hard line of his body. 

Duva  asked,  a  hand  on  her  growing  belly,  “Was  the  win  in  her  favor,  or

Perrington’s?” As if it were a sporting match. Her husband was indeed peering

down the table to see the heads swivel. 

“Oh,  in  hers,”  Hasar  said.  “We  had  eyes  in  the  town  already,  so  they  were able  to  dispatch  a  full  report.”  That  smug,  secret  smile  again  in  Yrene’s

direction.  Spies  she  had  sent  using  Yrene’s  information.  “Her  power  is

considerable,” she added to her father. “Our sources say it burned the sky itself. 

And then wiped out most of the fleet assembled against her. In a single blow.” 

Holy gods. 

The viziers shifted, and the khagan’s face hardened. “The rumors of the glass

castle’s destruction were not exaggerated, then.” 

“No,”  Arghun  said  mildly.  “And  her  powers  have  grown  since  then.  Along

with her allies. Dorian Havilliard travels with her court. And Skull’s Bay and its

Pirate Lord now kneel before her.” 

Conqueror. 

“They fight  with her,” Chaol cut in. “Against Perrington’s forces.” 

“Do  they?”  Hasar  took  up  the  assault,  parrying  with  ease.  “For  it  is  not

Perrington  who  is  now  sailing  down  Eyllwe’s  coast,  burning  villages  as  he

pleases.” 

“That is a lie,” Chaol said too softly. 

“Is it?” Arghun shrugged, then faced his father, the portrait of the concerned

son. “No one has seen her, of course, but entire villages have been left in ash and

ruin.  They  say  she  sails  for  Banjali,  intent  on  strong-arming  the  Ytger  family into mustering an army for her.” 

“That is a  lie,” Chaol snapped. His teeth flashed, viziers tittered and gasped, 

but he said to the khagan, “I know Aelin Galathynius, Great Khagan. It’s not her

style, not in her nature. The Ytger family …” He stalled. 

 Is important to her. Yrene felt the words on his tongue, as if they were on her

own. The princess and Arghun leaned forward, waiting for confirmation. Proof

of Aelin Galathynius’s potential weakness. 

Not  in  magic,  but  in  who  was  vital  to  her.  And  Eyllwe,  lying  between

Perrington’s  forces  and  the  khaganate  …  She  could  see  the  wheels  turning  in

their heads. 

“The  Ytger  family  would  be  better  used  as  an  ally  from  the  south,”  Chaol

corrected, shoulders stiff. “Aelin is clever enough to know this.” 

“And I’d suppose you know,” Hasar said, “since you were her lover at some

point. Or was that King Dorian? Or both? The spies were never accurate on who

was in her bed and when.” 

Yrene swallowed her surprise. Chaol—and Aelin Galathynius? 

“I know her well, yes,” Chaol said tightly. 

His knee pressed into her own, as if to say,  Later. I will explain later. 

“But this  is war,” Arghun countered. “War makes people do things they might

not ordinarily consider.” 

The condescension and mockery were enough to make Yrene grind her teeth. 

This was a planned attack, a temporary alliance between two siblings. 

Kashin  cut  in,  “Does  she  set  her  sights  on  these  shores?”  It  was  a  soldier’s question. Meant to assess the threat to his land, his king. 

Hasar picked at her nails. “Who knows? With such power … Perhaps we’re

all hers for the taking.” 

“Aelin  has  one  war  to  fight  already,”  Chaol  ground  out.  “And  she  is  no

conqueror.” 

“Skull’s Bay and Eyllwe would suggest otherwise.” 

A  vizier  whispered  in  the  khagan’s  ear.  Another  leaned  in  to  listen.  Already calculating. 

Chaol said to Urus, “Great Khagan, I know some might spin these tidings to

appear to Aelin’s disadvantage, but I swear to you the Queen of Terrasen means

only to liberate our land. My king would not ally with her if it were otherwise.” 

“Would you swear it, though?” Hasar mused. “Swear on Yrene’s life?” 

Chaol blinked at the princess. 

“From  all  you  have  seen,”  Hasar  went  on,  “all  you’ve  witnessed  of  her

character … would you swear it upon Yrene Towers’s life that Aelin Galathynius

might not use such tactics? Might not try to  take armies, rather than raise them? 

Including our own?” 

 Say yes. Say yes. 

Chaol didn’t so much as look at Yrene as he stared down Hasar, then Arghun. 

The khagan and his viziers pulled apart. 

Chaol said nothing. Swore nothing. 

Hasar’s small smile was nothing short of triumphant. “I thought so.” 

Yrene’s stomach turned. 

The khagan took Chaol’s measure. “If Perrington and Aelin Galathynius are

rallying armies, perhaps they’ll destroy each other and spare me the trouble.” 

A muscle flickered in Chaol’s jaw. 

“Perhaps  if  she’s  so  powerful,”  Arghun  mused,  “she  can  take  on  Perrington

by herself.” 

“Don’t forget King Dorian,” Hasar chimed in. “Why, I’d bet the two of them

could handle Perrington and whatever army he’s built without much assistance. 

Better to let them deal with it, than waste our blood on foreign soil.” 

Yrene was shaking. Trembling with—with  rage at the careful play of words, 

the game Hasar and her brother had constructed to keep from sailing to war. 

“But,” Kashin countered, seeming to note Yrene’s expression, “it might also

be said that if we  do assist such powerful royals, the benefits in years of peace might be far worth the risks now.” He twisted to the khagan. “If we go to their

aid, Father, should we ever face such a threat, imagine that power turned against

our enemies.” 

“Or turned against us, if she finds it easier to break her oaths,” Arghun cut in. 

The  khagan  studied  Arghun,  his  eldest  son  now  frowning  with  distaste  at

Kashin.  Duva,  a  hand  still  on  her  pregnant  belly,  only  watched.  Unnoted  and

unasked for, even by her husband. 

Arghun  turned  back  to  his  father.  “Our  people’s  magic  is  minimal.  The

Eternal  Sky  and  the  thirty-six  gods  blessed  our  healers  mostly.”  A  frown  at
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Yrene.  “Against  such  power,  what  is  steel  and  wood?  Aelin  Galathynius  took

Rifthold,  then  took  Skull’s  Bay,  and  now  seems  poised  to  take  Eyllwe.  A  wise ruler would have gone north, fortified her kingdom, then pushed south from the

borders.  Yet  she  stretches  her  forces  thin,  dividing  them  between  north  and

south. If she is not a fool, then her advisors are.” 

“They are well-trained warriors, who have seen more war and battle than you

ever will,” Chaol said coldly. 

The eldest prince stiffened. Hasar laughed quietly. 

The khagan again weighed the words around him. “This remains a matter to

discuss  in  council  rooms,  not  dinner  tables,”  he  said,  though  there  was  no

reassurance in it. Not for Chaol, not for Yrene. “Though I am inclined to agree

with what the bare facts offer.” 

To  his  credit,  Chaol  did  not  argue  further.  Did  not  flinch  or  scowl.  He  only nodded once. “I thank you for the honor of your continued consideration, Great

Khagan.” 

Arghun  and  Hasar  swapped  sneering  looks.  But  the  khagan  just  returned  to

his meal. 

Neither Yrene nor Chaol touched the rest of their food. 

Bitch. The princess was a bitch, and Arghun was as fine a bastard as any Chaol

had ever encountered. 

There  was  some  truth  to  their  reluctance—their  fear  of  Aelin’s  powers  and

the threat she might pose. But he read them. Knew Hasar simply did not  want to

leave the comforts of her home, her lover’s arms, to sail to war. Did not want the

messiness of it. 

And Arghun … The man dealt in power, in knowledge. Chaol had no doubt

Arghun’s arguing against him was more to force Chaol into a spot where he’d be

desperate. 

Even more than he was. Willing to offer anything up for their aid. 

Kashin would do whatever his father told him. And as for the khagan …

Hours later, Chaol was still grinding his teeth as he lay in bed and stared at

the ceiling. Yrene had left him with a squeeze to his shoulder, promising to see

him the next day. 

Chaol had barely been able to reply. 

He should have lied. Should have sworn he trusted Aelin with his life. 

Because Hasar had known that if she asked him to swear upon Yrene’s life …

Even if their thirty-six gods did not care about him, he couldn’t risk it. 

He had seen Aelin do terrible things. 

He  still  dreamed  of  her  gutting  Archer  Finn  in  cold  blood.  Still  dreamed  of what she’d left of Grave’s body in that alley. Still dreamed of her butchering men

like cattle, in Rifthold and in Endovier, and knew just how unfeeling and brutal

she  could  turn.  He  had  quarreled  with  her  earlier  this  summer  about  it—the

checks on her power. The lack of them. 

Rowan was a good male. Utterly unafraid of Aelin, her magic. But would  she

listen to his counsel? Aedion and Aelin were as likely to come to blows as they

were  to  agree,  and  Lysandra  …  Chaol  didn’t  know  the  shifter  well  enough  to

judge whether she’d keep Aelin in line. 

Aelin had indeed changed—grown into a queen. Was still growing into one. 

But  he  knew  that  there  were  no  restraints,  no  inner  ones,  on  how  far  Aelin would go to protect those she loved. Protect her kingdom. And if someone stood

in her way, barred her from protecting them … No lines existed to cross within

Aelin in regard to that. No lines at all. 

So  he  had  not  been  able  to  swear  it,  on  Yrene’s  life,  that  he  believed  Aelin might be above those sorts of methods. With her fraught history with Rolfe, she

likely had used the might of her magic to intimidate him into joining their cause. 

But with Eyllwe … Had they given some sign of resistance, to prompt her to

terrorize  them?  He  couldn’t  imagine  it,  that  Aelin  would   consider  hurting

innocent people, let alone the people of her beloved friend. And yet she knew the risks  that  Perrington—Erawan  posed.  What  he’d  do  to  them  all,  if  she  did  not band them together. By whatever means necessary. 

Chaol rubbed his face. If Aelin had kept herself in check, if she’d played the

part of distressed queen … It would have made his task far easier. 

Perhaps Aelin had cost them this war. This one shot at a future. 

At least Dorian was accounted for—undoubtedly as safe as could be expected

with Aelin’s court for companions. 

Chaol sent a silent prayer of thanks into the night for that small mercy. 

A soft knock had him shooting up. Not from the foyer, but the glass doors to

the garden. 

His  legs  twitched,  bending  slightly  at  the  knee—more  reaction  than

controlled  movement.  He  and  Yrene  had  been  going  through  the  grueling  leg

routines twice a day, the various therapies buying him movement inch by inch. 

Along with the magic she poured into his body while he endured the darkness’s

horde of memories. He never told her what he saw, what left him screaming. 

There was no point. And telling Yrene how badly he’d failed, how wrongly

he’d  judged,  it  made  him  just  as  nauseated.  But  what  stood  in  the  night-veiled garden … Not a memory. 

Chaol  squinted  into  the  dark  at  the  tall  male  figure  standing  there,  a  hand raised  in  quiet  greeting—Chaol’s  own  hand  drifting  to  the  knife  beneath  his

pillow.  But  the  figure  stepped  closer  to  the  lantern  light,  and  Chaol  blew  out  a breath and waved the prince in. 

With a flick of a small knife, Kashin unlocked the garden door and slipped in. 

“Lock-picking isn’t a skill I’d expect a prince to possess,” Chaol said by way

of greeting. 

Kashin lingered just inside the doorway, the lantern from outside illuminating

enough  of  his  face  for  Chaol  to  make  out  a  half  smile.  “Learned  more  for

sneaking in and out of ladies’ bedrooms than stealing, I’m afraid.” 

“I thought your court was a bit more open in regard to that sort of thing than my own.” 

That  smile  grew.  “Perhaps,  but  cranky  old  husbands  remain  the  same  on

either continent.” 

Chaol chuckled, shaking his head. “What can I do for you, Prince?” 

Kashin  studied  the  door  to  the  suite,  Chaol  doing  the  same—searching  for

any  flickering  shadows  on  the  other  side.  When  they  both  found  none,  Kashin

said, “I assume you have discovered nothing within my court about who might

be tormenting Yrene.” 

“I wish I could say otherwise.” But with Nesryn gone, he’d had little chance

to hunt through Antica for any signs of a would-be Valg agent. And things had

indeed  been  quiet  enough  these  three  weeks  that  part  of  him  had  hoped  they’d just  …  left.  A  considerably  calmer  atmosphere  had  settled  over  the  palace  and Torre since then, as if the shadows were indeed behind them all. 

Kashin  nodded.  “I  know  Sartaq  departed  with  your  captain  to  seek  answers

regarding this threat.” 

Chaol  didn’t  dare  confirm  or  deny.  He  wasn’t  entirely  certain  where  Sartaq

had left things with his family, if he’d received his father’s blessing to go. 

Kashin went on, “That might just be why my siblings mounted such a unified

front against you tonight. If Sartaq himself takes this threat seriously, they know

they might have a limited window to convince our father not to join this cause.” 

“But if the threat is real,” Chaol said, “if it might spill into these lands, why

not fight? Why not stop it before it can reach these shores?” 

“Because it is war,” Kashin said, and the way he spoke, the way he stood, it

somehow made Chaol feel young indeed. “And though the manner in which my

siblings  presented  their  argument  was  unpleasant,  I  suspect  Arghun  and  Hasar

are  aware  of  the  costs  that  joining  your  cause  requires.  Never  before  has  the entire  might  of  the  khaganate’s  armies  been  sent  to  a  foreign  land.  Oh,  some legions,  whether  it  be  the  rukhin  or  the  armada  or  my  own  horse-lords. 

Sometimes  united,  but  never  all,  never  what  you  require.  The  cost  of  life,  the sheer  drain  on  our  coffers  …  it  will  be  great.  Don’t  make  the  mistake  of

believing my siblings don’t understand that very, very well.” 

“And their fear of Aelin?” 

Kashin snorted. “I cannot speak to that. Perhaps it is well founded. Perhaps it

is not.” 

“So you snuck into my room to tell me?” He should speak with more respect, 

but—

“I came to tell you one more piece of information, which Arghun chose not to

mention.” 

Chaol waited, wishing he weren’t sitting in bed, bare from the waist up. 

Kashin  said,  “We  received  a  report  from  our  vizier  of  foreign  trade  that  a

large, lucrative order had been placed for a relatively new weapon.” 

Chaol’s breathing snagged. If Morath had found some way—

“It  is  called  a  firelance,”  Kashin  said.  “Our  finest  engineers  made  it  by

combining various weapons from across our continent.” 

Oh, gods. If Morath had it in its arsenal—

“Captain Rolfe ordered them for his fleet. Months ago.” 

 Rolfe—“And when news arrived of Skull’s Bay falling to Aelin Galathynius, 

it also came with an order for even more firelances to be shipped northward.” 

Chaol  sorted  through  the  information.  “Why  wouldn’t  Arghun  say  this  at

dinner?” 

“Because the firelances are very, very expensive.” 

“Surely that’s good for your economy.” 

“It is.” And  not good for Arghun’s attempt to avoid this war. 

Chaol fell silent for a heartbeat. “And you, Prince? Do you wish to join this

war?” 

Kashin didn’t answer immediately. He scanned the room, the ceiling, the bed, 

and finally Chaol himself. “This will be the great war of our time,” Kashin said

quietly.  “When  we  are  dead,  when  even  our  grandchildren’s  grandchildren  are dead,  they  will  still  be  talking  about  this  war.  They  will  whisper  of  it  around fires,  sing  of  it  in  the  great  halls.  Who  lived  and  died,  who  fought  and  who cowered.”  His  throat  bobbed.  “My   sulde  blows  northward—day  and  night,  the horsehairs  blow  north.  So  perhaps  I  will  find  my  destiny  on  the  plains  of

Fenharrow. Or before the white walls of Orynth. But it is northward that I shall

go—if my father will order me.” 

Chaol mulled it over. Looked to the trunks against the wall near the bathing

chamber. 

Kashin had turned to leave when Chaol asked, “When does your father next

meet with his foreign trade vizier?” 
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Nesryn had run out of time. 

Falkan  required  ten  days  to  recover,  which  had  left  her  and  Sartaq  with  too little  time  to  visit  the  other  watchtower  ruins  to  the  south.  She’d  tried  to convince the prince to go without the shape-shifter, but he’d refused. Even with

Borte now intent on joining them, he was taking no risks. 

But  Sartaq  found  other  ways  to  fill  their  time.  He’d  taken  Nesryn  to  other

aeries to the north and west, where he met with the reigning hearth-mothers and

the captains, both male and female, who led their forces. 

Some were welcoming, greeting Sartaq with feasts and revels that lasted long

into the night. 

Some,  like  the  Berlad,  were  aloof,  their  hearth-mothers  and  other  various

leaders not inviting them to stay for longer than necessary. Certainly not bringing

out  jugs  of  the  fermented  goat’s  milk  that  they  drank—and  that  was  strong

enough  to  put  hair  on  Nesryn’s  chest,  face,  and  teeth.  She’d  nearly  choked  to death the first time she’d tried it, earning hearty claps on the back and a toast in

her honor. 

It  was  the  warm  welcome  that  still  surprised  her.  The  smiles  of  the  rukhin

who  asked,  some  shyly,  some  boldly,  for  demonstrations  with  her  bow  and

arrow. But for all she showed them, she, too, learned. Went soaring with Sartaq

through  the  mountain  passes,  the  prince  calling  out  targets  and  Nesryn  striking them, learning how to fire into the wind,  as the wind. 

He  even  let  her  ride  Kadara  alone—just  once,  and  enough  for  her  to  again wonder how they let four-year-olds do it, but … she’d never felt so unleashed. 

So unburdened and unbridled and yet settled in herself. 

So they went, clan to clan, hearth to hearth. Sartaq checking up on the riders

and  their  training,  stopping  to  visit  new  babes  and  ailing  old  folk.  Nesryn

remained his shadow—or tried to. 

Anytime she lingered a step back, Sartaq nudged her forward. Anytime there

was a task to be done with the others, he asked her to do it. The washing-up after

a meal, the returning of arrows from target practice, the cleaning-out of the ruk

droppings from halls and nests. 

The last task, at least, the prince joined her in. No matter his rank, no matter

his  status  as  captain,  he  did  every  chore  without  a  word  of  complaint.  No  one was above work, he told her when she’d asked one night. 

And whether she was scraping crusted droppings from the ground or teaching

young warriors how to string a bow, something restless in her had settled. 

She  could  no  longer  picture  it—the  quiet  meetings  at  the  palace  in  Rifthold

where she had given solemn guards their orders and then parted ways amongst

marble  floors  and  finery.  Could  not  remember  the  city  barracks,  where  she’d

lurked  in  the  back  of  a  crowded  room,  gotten  her  orders,  and  then  stood  on  a street corner for hours, watching people buy and eat and argue and walk about. 

Another lifetime, another world. 

Here in the deep mountains, breathing in the crisp air, seated around the fire

pit  to  hear  Houlun  narrate  tales  of  rukhin  and  the  horse-lords,  tales  of  the  first khagan  and  his  beloved  wife,  whom  Borte  had  been  named  after  …  She  could

not remember that life before. 

And did not want to go back to it. 

It  was  at  one  such  fire,  Nesryn  combing  out  the  tight  braid  that  Borte  had taught her to plait, that she surprised even herself. 

Houlun had settled in, a whetstone in hand as she honed a dagger, preparing

to work while she talked to the small gathering—Sartaq, Borte, a gray-faced and limping Falkan, and six others who Nesryn had learned were Borte’s cousins of

sorts.  The  hearth-mother  scanned  their  faces,  golden  and  flickering  with  the

flame, and asked, “What of a tale from Adarlan instead?” 

All eyes had turned to Nesryn and Falkan. 

The shape-shifter winced. “I’m afraid mine are rather dull.” He considered. “I

did have an interesting visit to the Red Desert once, but …” He gestured as much

as he could to Nesryn. “I should like to hear one of your stories first, Captain.” 

Nesryn tried not to fidget under the weight of so many stares. “The stories I

grew  up  with,”  she  admitted,  “were  mostly  of  you  all,  of  these  lands.”  Broad smiles at that. Sartaq only winked. Nesryn ducked her head, face heating. 

“Tell  a  story  of  the  Fae,  if  you  know  them,”  Borte  suggested.  “Of  the  Fae

Prince you met.” 

Nesryn shook her head. “I don’t have any of those—and I do not know him

that well.” As Borte frowned, Nesryn added, “But I can sing for you.” 

Silence. 

Houlun set down her whetstone. “A song would be appreciated.” A scowl at

Borte  and  Sartaq.  “Since  neither  of  my  children  can  carry  a  tune  to  save  their lives.” Borte rolled her eyes at her hearth-mother, but Sartaq bowed his head in

apology, a crooked grin now on his mouth. 

Nesryn  smiled,  even  as  her  heart  pounded  at  her  bold  offer.  She’d  never

really performed for anyone, but this … It was not performing, as much as it was

sharing. She listened to the wind whispering outside the cave mouth for a long

moment, the others falling quiet. 

“This  is  a  song  of  Adarlan,”  she  said  at  last.  “From  the  foothills  north  of Rifthold,  where  my  mother  was  born.”  An  old,  familiar  ache  filled  her  chest. 

“She used to sing this to me—before she died.” 

A glimmer of sympathy in Houlun’s steely gaze. But Nesryn glanced to Borte

as she spoke, finding the young woman’s face unusually soft—staring at Nesryn

as  if  she  had  not  seen  her  before.  Nesryn  gave  her  a  small,  subtle  nod.  It  is  a weight we both bear. 

Borte offered a small, quiet smile in return. 

Nesryn  listened  to  the  wind  again.  Let  herself  drift  back  to  her  pretty  little bedroom in Rifthold, let herself feel her mother’s silken hands stroking her face, 

her hair. She had been so taken with her father’s stories of his far-off homeland, 

of the ruks and horse-lords, that she had rarely asked for anything about Adarlan

itself, despite being a child of both lands. 

And this song of her mother’s … One of the few stories she had, in the form

she loved best. Of her homeland in better days. And she wanted to share it with

them—that glimpse into what her land might again become. 

Nesryn cleared her throat. Took a bracing breath. 

And then she opened her mouth and sang. 

The  crackle  of  the  fire  her  only  drum,  Nesryn’s  voice  filled  the  Mountain-

Hall of Altun, wending through the ancient pillars, bouncing off the carved rock. 

She  had  the  sense  of  Sartaq  going  very  still,  had  the  sense  that  there  was nothing hard or laughing on his face. 

But  she  focused  on  the  song,  on  those  long-ago  words,  that  story  of  distant winters and speckles of blood on snow; that story of mothers and their daughters, 

how they loved and fought and tended to each other. 

Her voice soared and fell, bold and graceful as a ruk, and Nesryn could have

sworn that even the howling winds paused to listen. 

And when she finished, a gilded, high note of the spring sun breaking across

cold lands, when silence and the crackling fire filled the world once more …

Borte was crying. Silent tears streaming down her pretty face. Houlun’s hand

was  tightly  wrapped  around  her  granddaughter’s,  the  whetstone  set  aside.  A

wound still healing—for both of them. 

And  perhaps  Sartaq,  too—for  grief  limned  his  face.  Grief,  and  awe,  and

perhaps something infinitely more tender as he said, “Another tale to spread of
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Neith’s Arrow.” 

She  ducked  her  head  again,  accepting  the  praise  of  the  others  with  a  smile. 

Falkan clapped as best he could manage and called for another song. 

Nesryn,  to  her  surprise,  obliged  them.  A  merry,  bright  mountain  song  her

father had taught her, of rushing streams amid blooming fields of wildflowers. 

But even as the night moved on, as Nesryn sang in that beautiful mountain-

hall, she felt Sartaq’s stare. Different from any he’d given before. 

And though she told herself she should, Nesryn did not look away. 

A few days later, when Falkan had at last healed, they dared venture down to the

three other watchtowers Houlun had discovered. 

They found nothing at the first two, both far enough to require separate trips. 

Houlun had forbidden them from camping in the wilds—so rather than risk her

wrath, they returned each night, then stayed a few days to let Kadara and Arcas, 

Borte’s sweet ruk, rest from being pushed so hard. 

Sartaq  warmed  only  a  fraction  to  the  shape-shifter.  He  watched  Falkan  as

carefully  as  Kadara  did,  but  at  least  attempted  to  make  conversation  now  and then. 

Borte,  on  the  other  hand,  peppered  Falkan  with  an  endless  stream  of

questions  while  they  combed  through  ruins  that  were  little  more  than  rubble. 

 What  does  it  feel  like  to  be  a  duck,  paddling  beneath  water  but  gliding  so smoothly over the surface? 

 When you eat as an animal, does the meat all fit in your human stomach? 

 Do  you  have  to  wait  between  eating  as  an  animal  and  shifting  back  into  a human because of it? 

 Do you defecate as an animal? 

The  last  one  earned  a  sharp  laugh  from  Sartaq  at  least.  Even  if  Falkan  had gone red and avoided answering the question. 

But after visiting two watchtowers, they had found nothing on why they had been  built  and  who  those  long-ago  guardians  had  battled—or   how  they  had defeated them. 

And with one tower left … Nesryn had done a tally of the days and realized

that the three weeks she had promised Chaol were over. 

Sartaq  had  known,  too.  Had  sought  her  out  as  she  stood  in  one  of  the  ruk

nests, admiring the birds resting or preening or sailing out. She often came here

during quieter afternoons, just to observe the birds: their sharp-eyed intelligence, 

their loving bonds. 

She  was  leaning  against  the  wall  beside  the  door  when  he  emerged.  For

several minutes, they stood watching a mated pair nuzzle each other before one

hopped to the edge of the massive cave mouth and dropped into the void below. 

“That one over there,” the prince said at last, pointing to a reddish-brown ruk

sitting by the opposite wall. She’d seen the ruk often—mostly noting that he was

alone, never visited by a rider, unlike some of the others. “His rider died a few

months back. Clutched at his chest in a meal and died. The rider was old, but the

ruk …” Sartaq smiled sadly at the bird. “He’s young—not yet four.” 

“What happens to the ones whose riders die?” 

“We  offer  them  freedom.  Some  fly  off  to  the  wilds.  Some  remain.”  Sartaq

crossed his arms. “He remained.” 

“Do they ever get new riders?” 

“Some do. If they accept them. It is the ruk’s choice.” 

Nesryn heard the invitation in his voice. Read it in the prince’s eyes. 

Her throat tightened. “Our three weeks are up.” 

“Indeed they are.” 

She  faced  the  prince  fully,  tilting  her  head  back  to  see  his  face.  “We  need more time.” 

“So what did you say?” 

A simple question. 

But  she’d  taken  hours  to  figure  out  how  to  word  her  letter  to  Chaol,  then given it to Sartaq’s fastest messenger. “I asked for another three weeks.” 

He  angled  his  head,  watching  her  with  that  unrelenting  intensity.  “A  great

deal can happen in three weeks.” 

Nesryn made herself keep her shoulders squared, chin high. “Even so, at the

end of it, I must return to Antica.” 

Sartaq  nodded,  though  something  like  disappointment  guttered  his  eyes. 

“Then I suppose the ruk in the aerie will have to wait for another rider to come

along.” 

That  had  been  a  day  ago.  The  conversation  that  left  her  unable  to  look  too long in the prince’s direction. 

And  during  the  hours-long  flight  this  morning,  she’d  snuck  a  glance  or  two

over to where Kadara sailed, Sartaq and Falkan on her back. 

Now Kadara swung wide, spying the final tower far below, located on a rare

plain amid the hills and peaks of the Tavan Mountains. This late in the summer, 

it  was  awash  with  emerald  grasses  and  sapphire  streams—the  ruin  little  more

than a heap of stone. 

Borte  steered  Arcas  with  a  whistle  through  her  teeth  and  a  tug  on  the  reins, the  ruk  banking  left  before  leveling  out.  She  was  a  skilled  rider,  bolder  than Sartaq,  mostly  thanks  to  her  ruk’s  smaller  size  and  agility.  She’d  won  the  past three  annual  racing  contests  between  all  the  clans—competitions  of  agility, 

speed, and quick thinking. 

“Did you pick Arcas,” Nesryn asked over the wind, “or did she pick you?” 

Borte leaned forward to pat the ruk’s neck. “It was mutual. I saw that fuzzy

head  pop  out  of  the  nest,  and  I  was  done.  Everyone  told  me  to  pick  a  bigger chick;  my  mother  herself  scolded  me.”  A  sad  smile  at  that.  “But  I  knew  Arcas was mine. I saw her, and I knew.” 

Nesryn fell silent while they aimed for the pretty plain and ruin, the sunlight

dancing on Kadara’s wings. 
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“You  should  take  that  ruk  in  the  aerie  for  a  flight  sometime,”  Borte  said, 

letting Arcas descend into a smooth landing. “Test him out.” 

“I’m leaving soon. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us.” 

“I know. But perhaps you should, anyway.” 

Borte loved finding the traps hidden by the Fae. 

Which was fine by Nesryn, since the girl was far better at sussing them out. 

This tower, to Borte’s disappointment, had suffered a collapse at some point, 

blocking  the  lower  levels.  And  above  them,  only  a  chamber  open  to  the  sky

remained. 

Which was where Falkan came in. 

As  the  shifter’s  form  blended  and  shrank,  Sartaq  did  not  bother  to  hide  his shudder. And he shuddered once more when the fallen block of stone Falkan had

been sitting on now revealed a millipede. Who promptly stood up and waved to

them with its countless little legs. 

Nesryn cringed with distaste, even as Borte laughed and waved back. 

But off Falkan went, slithering between the fallen stones, to glean what might

remain below. 

“I  don’t  know  why  it  bothers  you  so,”  Borte  said  to  Sartaq,  clicking  her

tongue. “I think it’s delightful.” 

“It’s  not   what  he  is,”  Sartaq  admitted,  watching  the  pile  of  rock  for  the millipede’s return. “It’s the idea of bone melting, flesh flowing like water …” He

shivered  and  turned  to  Nesryn.  “Your  friend—the  shifter.  It  never  bothered

you?” 

“No,”  Nesryn  answered  plainly.  “I  didn’t  even  see  her  shift  until  that  day

your scouts reported on.” 

“The Impossible Shot,” Sartaq murmured. “So it truly was a shifter that you

saved.” 

Nesryn nodded. “Her name is Lysandra.” 

Borte nudged Sartaq with an elbow. “Don’t you wish to go north, brother? To

meet all these people Nesryn talks of? Shifters and fire-breathing queens and Fae

Princes …” 

“I’m  beginning  to  think  your  obsession  with  anything  related  to  the  Fae

might be unhealthy,” Sartaq grumbled. 

“I only took a dagger or two,” Borte insisted. 

“You  carried  so  many  back  from  the  last  watchtower  that  poor  Arcas  could

barely get off the ground.” 

“It’s for my trading business,” Borte huffed. “Whenever our people get their

heads out of their asses and remember that we  can have a profitable one.” 

“No wonder you’ve taken so much to Falkan,” Nesryn said, earning a jab in

the ribs from Borte. Nesryn batted her away, chuckling. 

Borte put her hands on her hips. “I will have you both know—” 

The words were cut off by a scream. 

Not from Falkan below. 

But from outside. From Kadara. 

Nesryn had an arrow drawn and aimed before they rushed out onto the field. 

Only to find it filled with ruks. And grim-faced riders. 

Sartaq  sighed,  shoulders  slumping.  But  Borte  shoved  past  them,  cursing

filthily  as  she  kept  her  sword  out—indeed  an  Asterion-forged  blade  from  the

arsenal at the last watchtower. 

A young man of around Nesryn’s age had dismounted from his ruk, the bird a

brown so dark it was nearly black, and he now swaggered toward them, a smirk

on  his  handsome  face.  It  was  to  him  that  Borte  stormed,  practically  stomping through the high grasses. 

The unit of rukhin looked on, imperious and cold. None bowed to Sartaq. 

“What in  hell are you doing here?” Borte demanded, a hand on her hip as she

stopped a healthy distance from the young man. 

He wore leathers like hers, but the colors of the band around his arm … The Berlad. The least welcoming of all the aeries they’d visited, and one of the more

powerful.  Its  riders  had  been  meticulously  trained,  their  caves  immaculately

clean. 

The  young  man  ignored  Borte  and  called  to  Sartaq,  “We  spotted  your  ruks

while flying overhead. You are far from your aerie, Captain.” 

Careful questions. 

Borte hissed, “Be gone, Yeran. No one invited you here.” 

Yeran lifted a cool brow. “Still yapping, I see.” 

Borte spat at his feet. The other riders tensed, but she glared at them. 

They all lowered their stares. 

Behind them, stone crunched, and Yeran’s eyes flared, his knees bending as if

he’d lunge for Borte—to hurl her behind him as Falkan emerged from the ruin. 

In wolf form. 

But Borte stepped out of Yeran’s reach and declared sweetly, “My new pet.” 

Yeran gaped between girl and wolf as Falkan sat beside Nesryn. She couldn’t

resist scratching his fuzzy ears. 

To his credit, the shape-shifter let her, even turning his head into her palm. 

“Strange  company  you  keep  these  days,  Captain,”  Yeran  managed  to  say  to

Sartaq. 

Borte snapped her fingers in his face. “You cannot address me?” 

Yeran gave her a lazy smile. “Do you finally have something worth hearing?” 

Borte bristled. But Sartaq, smiling faintly, strolled to his hearth-sister’s side. 

“We have business in these parts and stopped for refreshment. What brings you

so far south?” 

Yeran  wrapped  a  hand  around  the  hilt  of  a  long  knife  at  his  side.  “Three

hatchlings went missing. We thought to track them, but have found nothing.” 

Nesryn’s  stomach  tightened,  imagining  those  spiders  scuttling  through  the

aeries, between the ruks, to the fuzzy chicks so fiercely guarded. To the human

families sleeping so close by. 

“When were they taken?” Sartaq’s face was hard as stone. 

“Two nights ago.”  Yeran rubbed his  jaw. “We suspected  poachers, but there

was no human scent, no tracks or camp.” 

 Look up. The bloody warning at the Watchtower of Eidolon rang through her

mind. 

Through Sartaq’s, if the tightening of his jaw was any indication. 

“Go back to your aerie, Captain,” Sartaq said to Yeran, pointing to the wall of

mountains beyond the plain, the gray rock so bare compared to the life humming

around them. Always—the Dagul Fells always seemed to be watching. Waiting. 

“Do not track any farther than here.” 

Wariness  flooded  Yeran’s  brown  eyes  as  he  glanced  between  Borte  and

Sartaq, then over to Nesryn and Falkan. “The  kharankui.” 

The  riders  stirred.  Even  the  ruks  rustled  their  wings  at  the  name,  as  if  they, too, knew it. 

But Borte declared, loud for all to hear, “You heard my brother. Crawl back to

your aerie.” 

Yeran gave her a mocking bow. “Go back to yours, and I will return to mine, 

Borte.” 

She bared her teeth at him. 

But  Yeran  mounted  his  ruk  with  easy,  powerful  grace,  the  others  flapping

away  at  a  jerk  of  his  chin.  He  waited  until  they  had  all  soared  into  the  skies before saying to Sartaq, “If the  kharankui have begun to stir, we need to muster a host to drive them back. Before it is too late.” 

A wind tugged at Sartaq’s braid, blowing it toward those mountains. Nesryn

wished she could see his face, what might be on it at the mention of a host. 

“It  will  be  dealt  with,”  Sartaq  said.  “Be  on  your  guard.  Keep  children  and

hatchlings close.” 

Yeran  nodded  gravely,  a  soldier  receiving  an  order  from  a  commander—a

captain ordered by his prince. Then he looked over to Borte. 

She gave him a vulgar gesture. 

Yeran only winked at her before he whistled to his ruk and shot into the skies, 

leaving a mighty breeze behind that set Borte’s braids swinging. 

Borte watched Yeran until he was sailing toward the mass of the others, then

spat on the ground where his ruk had stood. “Bastard,” she hissed, and whirled, 

storming to Nesryn and Falkan. 

The  shifter  changed,  swaying  as  his  human  form  returned.  “Nothing  down

below  worth  seeing,”  he  announced  as  Sartaq  prowled  over  to  where  they  had

gathered. 

Nesryn  frowned  at  the  Fells.  “I  think  it’s  time  we  craft  a  different  strategy anyway.” 

Sartaq followed her gaze, coming close enough to her side that the heat from

his  body  leaked  into  hers.  Together,  they  stared  toward  that  wall  of  mountains. 

What waited beyond. 

“That  young  captain,  Yeran,”  Falkan  said  carefully  to  Borte.  “You  seem  to

know him well.” 

Borte scowled. “He’s my betrothed.” 
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Though Kashin might have been loath to push his father in public or private, he

certainly  was  not  without  his  resources.  And  as  Chaol  approached  the  sealed

doors to the khagan’s trade meeting, he hid his grin when he discovered Hashim, 

Shen, and two other guards he’d trained with stationed outside. Shen winked at

him, his armor glinting in the watery morning sunlight, and swiftly knocked with

his artificial hand before opening the door. 

Chaol didn’t dare give Shen, Hashim, or the other guards so much as a nod of

gratitude or acknowledgment. Not as he wheeled his chair into the sun-drenched

council room and found the khagan and three golden-robed viziers around a long

table of black polished wood. 

They  all  stared  at  him  in  silence.  But  Chaol  kept  approaching  the  table,  his head high, face set in a pleasant, subdued smile. “I hope I’m not interrupting, but

there is a matter I should like to discuss.” 

The  khagan’s  lips  pressed  into  a  tight  line.  He  wore  a  light  green  tunic  and dark trousers, cut close enough to reveal the warrior’s body still lurking beneath

the aged exterior. “I have told you time and again, Lord Westfall, that you should

speak  to  my  Chief  Vizier”—a  nod  to  the  sour-faced  man  across  from  him—“if

you wish to arrange a meeting.” 

Chaol halted before the table, flexing and shifting his feet. He’d gone through

as much of his leg exercises as he could this morning after his workout with the

palace  guard,  and  though  he’d  regained  movement  up  to  his  knees,  placing

weight on them,  standing …

He cast the thought from his mind. Standing or sitting had nothing to do with

it—this moment. 

He could still speak with dignity and command whether he stood on his feet

or  was  laid  flat  on  his  back.  The  chair  was  no  prison,  nothing  that  made  him lesser. 

So  Chaol  bowed  his  head,  smiling  faintly.  “With  all  due  respect,  Great

Khagan, I am not here to meet with you.” 

Urus blinked, his only show of surprise as Chaol inclined his head to the man

in  sky-blue  robes  whom  Kashin  had  described.  “I  am  here  to  speak  to  your

foreign trade vizier.” 

The vizier glanced between his khagan and Chaol, as if ready to proclaim his

innocence,  even  as  interest  gleamed  in  his  brown  eyes.  But  he  did  not  dare

speak. 

Chaol held the khagan’s stare for long seconds. 

He didn’t remind himself that he had interrupted a private meeting of perhaps

the most powerful man in the world. Didn’t remind himself that he was a guest

in a foreign court and the fate of his friends and countrymen depended on what

he  accomplished  here.  He  just  stared  at  the  khagan,  man  to  man,  warrior  to

warrior. 

He had fought a king before and lived to tell. 

The khagan at last jerked his chin to an empty spot at the table. Not a ringing

welcome, but better than nothing. 

Chaol  nodded  his  thanks  and  approached,  keeping  his  breathing  even  while

he  looked  all  four  men  in  the  eye  and  said  to  the  vizier  of  foreign  trade,  “I received  word  that  two  large  orders  of  firelances  have  been  placed  by  Captain Rolfe’s  armada,  one  prior  to  Aelin  Galathynius’s  arrival  in  Skull’s  Bay,  and  an even larger one afterward.” 

The khagan’s white brows flicked up. The foreign trade vizier shifted in his

seat, but nodded. “Yes,” he said in Chaol’s tongue. “That is true.” 

“How much, exactly, would you say each firelance costs?” 

The viziers glanced among one another, and it was another man, whom Chaol

presumed to be the domestic trade vizier, that named the sum. 

Chaol only waited. Kashin had told him the astronomical number last night. 

And, just as he’d gambled, the khagan whipped his head to the vizier at that cost. 

Chaol  asked,  “And  how  many  are  now  being  sent  to  Rolfe—and  thus  to

Terrasen?” 

Another number. Chaol let the khagan do the math. Watched from the corner

of his eye as the khagan’s brows rose even higher. 

The  Chief  Vizier  braced  his  forearms  on  the  table.  “Are  you  trying  to

convince us of Aelin Galathynius’s good or ill intentions, Lord Westfall?” 

Chaol ignored the barb. He simply said to the foreign trade vizier, “I would

like to place another order. I would like to double the Queen of Terrasen’s order, 

actually.” 

Silence. 

The foreign trade vizier looked like he’d flip over in his chair. 

But the Chief Vizier sneered, “With what money?” 

Chaol  turned  a  lazy  grin  on  the  man.  “I  came  here  with  four  trunks  of

priceless treasure.” A kingdom’s ransom, as it were. “I think it should cover the

cost.” 

Utter quiet once more. 

Until the khagan asked his foreign trade vizier, “And will it cover the cost?” 

“The treasure would have to be assessed and weighed—” 

“It  is  already  being  done,”  Chaol  said,  leaning  back  in  his  chair.  “You  shall have the number by this afternoon.” 

Another beat of silence. Then the khagan murmured in Halha to the  foreign

trade vizier, who gathered up his papers and scurried out of the room with a wary

glance  at  Chaol.  A  flat  word  from  the  khagan  to  his  Chief  Vizier  and  the

domestic trade vizier, and both men also left, the former throwing another cold sneer Chaol’s way before departing. 

Alone with the khagan, Chaol waited in silence. 

Urus  rose  from  his  chair,  stalking  to  the  wall  of  windows  that  overlooked  a blooming, shaded garden. “I suppose you think you are very clever, to use this to

get an audience with me.” 

“I  spoke  true,”  Chaol  said.  “I  wished  to  discuss  the  deal  with  your  foreign trade  vizier.  Even  if  your  armies  will  not  join  us,  I  don’t  see  how  anyone  can object to our purchase of your weapons.” 

“And  no  doubt,  this  was  meant  to  make  me  realize  how  lucrative  this  war

might be, if your side is willing to invest in our resources.” 

Chaol remained silent. 

The khagan turned from the garden view, the sunlight making his white hair

glow. “I do not appreciate being manipulated into this war, Lord Westfall.” 

Chaol held the man’s stare, even as he gripped the arms of his chair. 

The khagan asked quietly, “Do you even know what warfare  is?” 

Chaol clenched his jaw. “I suppose I’m about to find out, aren’t I.” 

The khagan didn’t so much as smile. “It is not mere battles and supplies and

strategy. Warfare is the absolute dedication of one army against their enemies.” 

A long, weighing look. “That is what you stand against—Morath’s rallied, solid

front. Their conviction in decimating you into dust.” 

“I know that well.” 

“Do  you?  Do  you  understand  what  Morath  is  doing  to  you  already?  They

build  and  plan  and  strike,  and  you  can  barely  keep  up.  You  are  playing  by  the rules Perrington sets—and you will lose because of it.” 

His breakfast turned over in his stomach. “We might still triumph.” 

The  khagan  shook  his  head  once.  “To  do  that,  your  triumph  must  be

complete. Every last bit of resistance squashed.” 

His  legs  itched—and  he  shifted  his  feet  just  barely.  Stand,  he  willed  them. 

 Stand. 

He pushed his feet down, muscles barking in protest. 

“Which  is  why,”  Chaol  snarled  as  his  legs  refused  to  obey,  “we  need  your

armies to aid us.” 

The  khagan  glanced  toward  Chaol’s  straining  feet,  as  if  he  could  see  the

struggle  waging  in  his  body.  “I  do  not  appreciate  being  hunted  like  some  prize stag in a wood. I told you to wait; I told you to grant me the respect of grieving

for my daughter—” 

“And what if I told you that your daughter might have been murdered?” 

Silence, horrible and hollow, filled the space between them. 

Chaol snapped, “What if I told you that agents of Perrington might be here, 

and might already be hunting  you, manipulating  you into or out of this?” 

The khagan’s face  tightened. Chaol braced  himself for the  roaring, for Urus

to perhaps draw the long, jeweled knife at his side and slam it into his chest. But

the khagan only said quietly, “You are dismissed.” 

As if the guards had listened to every word, the doors cracked open, a grim-

faced Hashim beckoning Chaol toward the wall. 

Chaol didn’t move. Footsteps approached from behind. To physically remove

him. 

He  slammed  his  feet  into  the  pedals  of  his  chair,  pushing  and  straining, 

gritting  his  teeth.  Like  hell  they’d  haul  him  out  of  here;  like  hell  he’d  let  them drag him away—

“I  came  to  not  only  save  my  people,  but   all  peoples  of  this  world,”  Chaol growled at the khagan. 

Someone—Shen—gripped the handles of his chair and began to turn him. 

Chaol twisted, teeth bared at the guard. “Don’t touch it. ” 

But  Shen  didn’t  release  the  handles,  even  as  apology  shone  in  his  eyes.  He

knew—Chaol realized the guard knew just how it felt to have the chair touched, 

moved,  without  being  asked.  Just  as  Chaol  knew  what  defying  the  khagan’s
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order to escort him from the room might mean for Shen. 

So Chaol again fixed his stare on the khagan. “Your city is the greatest I have

ever  laid  eyes  upon,  your  empire  the  standard  by  which  all  others  should  be measured. When Morath comes to lay waste to it, who will stand with you if we

are all carrion?” 

The khagan’s eyes burned like coals. 

Shen kept pushing his chair toward that door. 

Chaol’s arms shook with the effort to keep from shoving the guard away, his

legs trembling as he tried and tried to rise. Chaol looked over his shoulder and

growled, “I stood on the wrong side of the line for too damn long, and it cost me

 everything. Do not make the same mistakes that I—” 

“Do not presume to tell a khagan what he must do,” Urus said, his eyes like

chips  of  ice.  He  jerked  his  chin  to  the  guards  shifting  on  their  feet  at  the  door. 

“Escort  Lord  Westfall  back  to  his  rooms.  Do  not  allow  him  into  my  meetings

again.” 

The  threat  lay  beneath  the  calm,  cold  words.  Urus  had  no  need  to  raise  his voice, to roar to make his promise of punishment clear enough to the guards. 

Chaol  pushed  and  pushed  against  his  chair,  arms  straining  as  he  fought  to

stand, to even rise slightly. 

But then Shen had his chair through the doors, and down the gleaming bright

hallways. 

Still his body did not obey. Did not answer. 

The  doors  to  the  khagan’s  council  chamber  shut  with  a  soft  click  that

reverberated  through  Chaol’s  every  bone  and  muscle,  the  sound  more  damning

than any word the khagan had uttered. 

Yrene had left Chaol to his thoughts the night before. 

Left them as she stormed back to the Torre and decided that Hasar … Oh, she

did  not  mind  manipulating  the  princess  one  bit.  And  realized  precisely  how she’d get the princess to invite her to that damned oasis. 

But it seemed that even a morning in the training ring with the guards had not

soothed  the  jagged  edge  in  Chaol’s  own  temper.  The  temper  still  simmering  as he waited in the sitting room while Yrene sent Kadja off on another fool’s errand

— twine, goat’s milk, and vinegar—and at last readied to work on him. 

Summer  was  boiling  toward  a  steamy  close,  the  wild  winds  of  autumn

beginning  to  lash  at  the  waters  of  the  turquoise  bay.  It  was  always  warm  in Antica, but the Narrow Sea turned rough and unwieldy from Yulemas to Beltane. 

If an armada did not sail from the southern continent before then … Well, Yrene

supposed that after last night, one wouldn’t sail anyway. 

Sitting near their usual gold couch, Chaol didn’t greet her with more than a

cursory glance. Not at all like his usual grim smile. And the shadows under his

eyes  …  Any  thought  of  rushing  in  here  to  tell  him  of  her  plan  flowed  out  of Yrene’s head as she asked, “Were you up all night?” 

“For parts of it,” he said, his voice low. 

Yrene approached the couch but did not sit. Instead, she simply watched him, 

folding  her  arms  across  her  abdomen.  “Perhaps  the  khagan  will  consider.  He’s

aware of how his children scheme. He’s too smart not to have seen Arghun and

Hasar working in tandem—for once—and to not be suspicious.” 

“And you know the khagan so well?” A cold, biting question. 

“No, but I’ve certainly lived here a good deal longer than you have.” 

His  brown  eyes  flashed.  “I  don’t  have  two  years  to  spare.  To  play  their

games.” 

And she did, apparently. 

Yrene stifled her irritation. “Well, brooding about it won’t fix anything.” 

His nostrils flared. “Indeed.” 

She hadn’t seen him like this in weeks. 

Had  it  been  so  long  already?  Her  birthday  was  in  a  fortnight.  Sooner  than

she’d realized. 

It  wasn’t  the  time  to  mention  it,  or  the  plan  she’d  hatched.  It  was

inconsequential, really, given everything swarming around them. The burdens he

bore. The frustration and despair she now saw pushing on those shoulders. 

“Tell  me  what  happened.”  Something  had—something  had  shifted  since

they’d parted ways last night. 

A  cutting  glance  her  way.  She  braced  herself  for  his  refusal  as  his  jaw

tightened. 

But then he said, “I went to see the khagan this morning.” 

“You got an audience?” 

“Not quite.” His lips thinned. 

“What happened?” Yrene braced a hand on the arm of the sofa. 

“He had me hauled out of the room.” Cold, flat words. “I couldn’t even try to

get around the guards. Try to make him listen.” 

“If you’d been standing, they’d have hauled you away all the same.” Likely

hurt him in the process. 

He glared. “I didn’t want to fight them. I wanted to  beg him. And I couldn’t

even get onto my knees to do it.” 

Her heart strained as he looked toward the garden window. Rage and sorrow

and fear all crossed over his face. “You’ve made remarkable progress already.” 

“I want to be able to fight alongside my men again,” Chaol said quietly. “To

die beside them.” 

The words were an icy slice of fear through her, but Yrene said stiffly, “You

can do that from a horse.” 

“I want to do it shoulder-to-shoulder,” he snarled. “I want to fight in the mud, 

on a killing field.” 

“So  you’d  heal  here  only  so  you  can  go  die  somewhere  else?”  The  words

snapped from her. 

“Yes.” 
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A cold, hard answer. His face equally so. 

This storm brewing in him … She wouldn’t see their progress ruined by it. 

And war was truly breaking across their home. Regardless of what he wished

to do with himself, he did not— they did not have time. Her people in Fenharrow

did not have time. 

So Yrene stepped up to him, gripped him under a shoulder, and said, “Then

get up.” 

Chaol was in a shit mood, and he knew it. 

The  more  he’d  thought  about  it,  the  more  he  realized  how  easily  the  prince

and princess had played him, toyed with him last night … It didn’t matter  what

move Aelin had made. Anything she had done, they would have turned against

her.  Against  him.  Had  Aelin  played  the  damsel,  they  would  have  called  her  a weak and uncertain ally. There was no way to win. 

The meeting with the khagan had been folly. Perhaps Kashin had played him, 

too. For if the khagan had been willing to hear him out before, he certainly was

not  going  to  now.  And  even  if  Nesryn  returned  with  Sartaq’s  rukhin  in  tow  …

Her note yesterday had been carefully worded. 

 The  rukhin  are  deft  archers.  They  find  my  own  skills  intriguing,  too.  I

 should  like  to  keep  instructing.  And  learning.  They  fly  free  here.    I’ll  see you in three weeks. 

He didn’t know what to make of it. The penultimate line. Was it an insult to

him, or a coded message that the rukhin and Sartaq might disobey the commands

of their khagan if he refused to let them leave? Would Sartaq truly risk treason to

aid them? Chaol didn’t dare leave the message unburned. 

 Fly  free.   He  had  never  known  such  a  feeling.  It  would  never  be  his  to discover. These weeks with Yrene, dining in the city under the stars, talking to

her about everything and nothing … It had come close, perhaps. But it did not change what lay ahead. 

No—they were still very much alone in this war. And the longer he lingered, 

with his friends now in combat, now on the move …

He was still here. In this chair. With no army, no allies. 

“Get up.” 

He slowly faced Yrene as she repeated her command, a hand tightly gripped

under his shoulder, her face full of fiery challenge. 

Chaol blinked at her. “What.” Not quite a question. 

“Get. Up.” Her mouth tightened. “You want to die in this war so badly, then

 get up.” 

She  was  in  a  mood,  too.  Good.  He’d  been  aching  for  a  fight—the  clashes

with the guards still unsatisfactory in this gods-damned chair. But Yrene …

He hadn’t allowed himself to touch her these weeks. Had made himself keep

a  distance,  despite  her  unintentional  moments  of  contact,  the  times  when  her

head dipped close to his and all he could do was watch her mouth. 

Yet he’d seen the tension in her at dinner last night, when Hasar had taunted

about  Nesryn’s  return.  The  disappointment  she’d  tried  so  hard  to  keep  hidden, then the relief when he’d revealed Nesryn’s extended trip. 

He was a champion bastard. Even if he’d managed to convince the khagan to

save  their  asses  in  this  war  …  He  would  leave  here.  Empty  handed  or  with  an army,  he’d  leave.  And  despite  Yrene’s  plans  to  return  to  their  continent,  he wasn’t certain when he’d see her again. If ever. 

None of them might make it anyway. 

And  this  one  task,  this  one  task  that  his  friends  had  given  him,  that  Dorian had given him …

He’d failed. 

Even with all he’d endured, all he’d learned … It was not enough. 

Chaol gave a pointed look to his legs.  “How?”  They’d made more progress

than he could have dreamed, yet this—

Her grip tightened to the point of pain. “You said it yourself: you don’t have

two  years.  I’ve  repaired  enough  now  that  you   should  be  able  to  stand.  So  get up.” She even went so far as to tug on him. 

He stared at her beneath lowered brows, letting his temper slip its leash by a

few notches. “Let go.” 

“Or  what?” Oh, she was pissed. 

“Who knows what the spies will feed to the royals?” Cold, hard words. 

Yrene’s mouth tightened. “I have nothing to fear from their reports.” 

“Don’t  you?  You  didn’t  seem  to  mind  the  privileges  that  came  when  you

snapped  your  fingers  and  Kashin  ran  here.  Perhaps  he’ll  grow  tired  of  you

stringing him along.” 

“That is nonsense and you know it.” She tugged on his arm. “Get up.” 

He  did  no  such  thing.  “So  a  prince  is  not  good  enough  for  you,  but  the

disowned son of a lord is?” 

He’d never even voiced the thought. Even to himself. 

“Just  because  you’re  pissed  off  that  Hasar  and  Arghun  outmaneuvered  you, 

that the khagan still won’t listen to you, doesn’t give you the right to try to drag

 me into a fight.” Her lips curled back from her teeth. “Now get up, since you’re so eager to rush off into battle.” 

He yanked his shoulder out of her grip. “You didn’t answer the question.” 

“I’m not going to answer the question.” Yrene didn’t grab his shoulder again, 

but slid her entire arm under him and grunted, as if she’d lift him herself, when

he was nearly double her weight. 

Chaol gritted his teeth, and just to avoid her injuring herself, he shook her off

again and set his feet on the floor. Braced his hands on the arms of the chair and

hauled himself forward as far as he could manage. “And?” 

He could move his knees and below, and his thighs had been tingling this past

week every now and then, yet …

“And you remember how to stand, don’t you?” 

He only shot back, “Why did you look so relieved when I said Nesryn would

be delayed a few more weeks?” 

Color bloomed on her freckled skin, but she reached for him again, looping

her arms through his. “I didn’t want it to distract you from our progress.” 

“Liar.” Her scent wrapped around him as she tugged, the chair groaning as he

began to push down on the arms. 

And then Yrene parried and went on the offensive, sleek as a snake. “I think

 you were relieved,” she seethed, her breath hot against his ear. “I think  you were glad for her to remain away, so you can pretend that you are honor-bound to her

and let that be a wall. So that when you are here, with me, you don’t need to see

her watching, don’t need to  think about what she is to you. With her away, she is a memory, a distant ideal, but when she is here, and you look at her, what do you

 see? What do you  feel ?” 

“I had her in my bed, so I think that says enough about my feelings.” 

He hated the words, even as the temper, the sharpness … it was a relief, too. 

Yrene  sucked  in  a  breath,  but  didn’t  back  down.  “Yes,  you  had  her  in  your

bed, but I think she was likely a distraction, and was sick of it. Perhaps sick of

being a consolation prize.” 

His  arms  strained,  the  chair  wobbling  as  he  pushed  and  pushed  upward,  if

only so he could stand long enough to glare into her face. “You don’t know what

you’re talking about.” She had not mentioned Aelin at all, hadn’t asked after last

night’s dinner. Until—

“Did  she  pick  Dorian,  then?  The  queen.  I’m  surprised  she  could  stomach

either of you, given your history. What your kingdom did to hers.” 

Roaring  filled  his  ears  as  he  began  shifting  his  weight  onto  his  feet,  willing his spine to hold while he spat at her, “You didn’t seem to mind it one bit, that

night at the party. I had you practically begging me.” He didn’t know what the

hell was coming out of his mouth. 

Her nails dug into his back. “You’d be surprised the people that opiate makes you consider. Who you’ll find yourself willing to sully yourself with.” 

“Right.  A  son  of  Adarlan.  An  oath-breaking,  faithless  traitor.  That’s  what  I

am, isn’t it?” 

“I wouldn’t know—you rarely even attempt to talk about it.” 

“And you are so good at it, I suppose?” 

“This is about you, not me.” 

“Yet  you  were  assigned  to  me  because  your  Healer  on  High  saw  otherwise. 

Saw that no matter how high you climbed in that tower, you’re still that girl in

Fenharrow.”  A  laugh  came  out  of  him,  icy  and  bitter.  “I  knew  another  woman

who lost as much as you. And do you know what she did with it—that loss?” He

could barely stop the words from pouring out, could barely think over the roar in

his head. “She hunted down the people responsible for it and  obliterated  them. 

What the hell have  you bothered to do these years?” 

Chaol felt the words hit their mark. 

Felt the stillness shudder through her body. 

Right as he pushed up—right as his weight adjusted and knees bent, and he

found himself standing. 

Too  far.  He’d  gone  too  far.  He’d  never  once  believed  those  things.  Even

thought them. 

Not about Yrene. 

Her chest rose in a jagged breath that brushed against his, and she blinked up

at  him,  mouth  closing.  And  with  the  movement,  he  could  see  a  wall  rising  up. 

Sealing. 

Never again. She’d never again forgive him, smile at him, for what he’d said. 

Never forget it. Standing or no. 

“Yrene,” he rasped, but she slid her arms from him and backed away a step, 

shaking  her  head.  Leaving  him  standing—alone.  Alone  and  exposed  as  she

retreated  another  step  and  the  sunlight  caught  in  the  silver  starting  to  line  her

eyes. 

It ripped his chest wide open. 

Chaol put a hand on it, as if he could feel the caving within, even as his legs

wavered beneath him. “I am  no one to even mention such things. I am  nothing, and it was  myself that I—” 

“I might not have battled kings and shattered castles,” she said coldly, voice

shaking  with  anger  as  she  continued  her  retreat,  “but  I  am  the  heir  apparent  to the  Healer  on  High.  Through  my  own  work  and  suffering  and  sacrifice.  And

you’re standing right now because of that. People are  alive because of that. So I may not be a warrior waving a sword about, may not be worthy of your glorious

tales, but at least I  save lives—not end them.” 

“I know,” he said, fighting the urge to grip the arms of the chair now seeming

so far below him as his balance wavered. “Yrene,  I know.” Too far. He had gone

too  far,  and  he  had  never  hated  himself  more,  for  wanting  to  pick  a  fight  and being so gods-damned  stupid, when he’d really been talking about himself—

Yrene backed away another step. 

“Please,” he said. 

But she was heading for the door. And if she left …

He  had  let  them  all  go.  Had  walked  out  himself,  too,  but  with  Aelin,  with

Dorian, with Nesryn, he had let them go, and he had not gone after them. 

But that woman backing toward the door, trying to keep the tears from falling

—tears from the hurt  he’d caused her, tears of the anger he so rightfully deserved

—

She reached the handle. Fumbled blindly for it. 

And if she left, if he let her walk out …

Yrene pushed down on the handle. 

And Chaol took a step toward her. 
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Chaol did not think. 

He  did  not  marvel  at  the  sensation  of  being  so  high.  At  the  weight  of  his body, the sway of it as he took that staggering step. 

There  was  only  Yrene,  and  her  hand  on  the  doorknob,  and  the  tears  in  her

furious, lovely eyes. The most beautiful he’d ever seen. 

They widened as he took that step toward her. 

As he lurched and swayed. But he managed another. 

Yrene stumbled toward him, studying him from head to toe, a hand rising to

cover her open mouth. She stopped a few feet away. 

He hadn’t realized how much smaller she was. How delicate. 

How—how the world looked and seemed and  tasted this way. 

“Don’t go,” he breathed. “I’m sorry.” 

Yrene surveyed him again, from his feet to his face. Tears slipped down her

cheeks as she tipped her head back. 

“I’m sorry,” Chaol said again. 

Still she did not speak. Tears only rolled and rolled. 

“I meant none of it,” he rasped, his knees beginning to ache and buckle, his

thighs  trembling.  “I  was  spoiling  for  a  fight  and—I  meant  none  of  it,  Yrene. 

None of it. And I’m sorry.” 

“A kernel of it must have been in you, though,” she whispered. 

Chaol shook his head, the motion making him sway. He gripped the back of a

stuffed armchair to stay upright. “I meant it about myself. What you have done, Yrene, what you are willing to still do … You did this— all this not for glory or ambition, but because you believe it is the right thing to do. Your bravery, your

cleverness, your unfaltering will … I do not have words for it, Yrene.” 

Her face did not change. 

“Please, Yrene.” 

He reached for her, risking a staggering, wobbling step. 

She took a step back. 

Chaol’s hands curled around empty air. 

He  clenched  his  jaw  as  he  fought  to  remain  upright,  his  body  swaying  and

strange. 

“Perhaps  it  makes  you  feel  better  about  yourself  to  associate  with  meek, 

pathetic little people like me.” 

“I   do  not  …”  He  ground  his  teeth,  and  lurched  another  step  toward  her, needing  to  just  touch  her,  to  take  her  hand  and  squeeze  it,  to  just   show  her  he wasn’t  like  that.  Didn’t  think  like  that.  He  swayed  left,  throwing  out  a  hand  to balance him as he bit out, “You know I didn’t mean it.” 

Yrene backed away, keeping out of reach. “Do I?” 

He pushed forward another step. Another. 

She dodged him each time. 

“You know it, damn you,” he growled. He forced his legs into another jerking

step. 

Yrene sidled out of the way. 

He blinked, pausing. 

Reading the light in her eyes. The tone. 

The witch was tricking him into walking. Coaxing him to move. To follow. 

She paused, meeting his stare, not a trace of that hurt in them, as if to say,  It

 took you long enough to figure it out. A little smile bloomed on her mouth. 

He was standing. He was … walking. 
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Walking. And this woman before him …

Chaol made it another step. 

Yrene retreated. 

Not a hunt, but a dance. 

He  did  not  remove  his  eyes  from  hers  as  he  staggered  another  step,  and

another,  his  body  aching,  trembling.  But  he  gritted  through  it.  Fought  for  each inch toward her. Each step that had her backing up to the wall. 

Her  breath  came  in  shallow  pants,  those  golden  eyes  so  wide  as  he  tracked

her across the room. As she led him one foot after another. 

Until her back hit the wall, the sconce on it rattling. As if she’d lost track of

where she was. 

Chaol was instantly upon her. 

He braced one hand upon the wall, the wallpaper smooth beneath his palm as

he  put  his  weight  upon  it.  To  keep  his  body  upright  as  his  thighs  shook,  back straining. 

They were smaller, secondary concerns. 

His other hand …

Yrene’s eyes were still bright with those tears he’d caused. 

One still clung to her cheek. 

Chaol wiped it away. Another one he found down by her jaw. 

He didn’t understand—how she could be so delicate, so small, when she had

overturned his life entirely. Worked miracles with those hands and that soul, this

woman who had crossed mountains and seas. 

She was trembling. Not with fear, not as she looked up at him. 

And  it  was  only  when  Yrene  settled  her  hand  on  his  chest,  not  to  push  him away but to feel the raging, thunderous heartbeat beneath, that Chaol lowered his

head and kissed her. 

He was standing. He was  walking. 

And he was kissing her. 

Yrene  could  barely  breathe,  barely  keep  inside  her  skin,  as  Chaol’s  mouth

settled over hers. 

It was like waking up or being born or falling out of the sky. It was an answer

and a song, and she could not think or feel fast enough. 

Her  hands  curled  into  his  shirt,  fingers  wrapping  around  fistfuls  of  fabric, 

tugging him closer. 

His lips caressed hers in patient, unhurried movements, as if tracing the feel

of her. And when his teeth grazed her lower lip … She opened her mouth to him. 

He  swept  in,  pressing  her  farther  into  the  wall.  She  barely  felt  the  molding digging  into  her  spine,  the  sleekness  of  the  wallpaper  against  her  back  as  his tongue slid into her mouth. 

Yrene moaned, not caring who heard, who might be listening. They could all

go to hell for all she cared. She was burning, glowing—

Chaol laid a hand against her jaw, angling her face to better claim her mouth. 

She arched, silently begging him to  take—

She knew he hadn’t meant what he said, knew it had been himself he’d been

raging  at.  She’d  goaded  him  into  that  fight,  and  even  if  it  had  hurt  …  She’d known  the  moment  he  stood,  when  her  heart  had  stopped  dead,  that  he  hadn’t

meant it. 

That he would have crawled. 

This man, this noble and selfless and remarkable man …

Yrene dragged her hands around his shoulders, fingers slipping into his silken

brown hair.  More, more, more—

But his kiss was thorough. As if he wanted to learn every taste, every angle of

her. 

She brushed her tongue against his, and his growl had her toes curling in her

slippers—

She felt the tremor go through him before she registered what it was. 

The strain. 

Still he kissed her, seemed intent to do so, even if it brought him crashing to

the floor. 

Small steps. Small measures. 

Yrene  broke  away,  putting  a  hand  on  his  chest  when  he  made  to  claim  her

mouth again. “You should sit.” 

His eyes were wholly black. “I—let me— please, Yrene.” 

Each word was a broken rasp. As if he’d freed some tether on himself. 

She fought to keep her breathing steady. To gather her wits. Too long on his

feet and he might strain his back. And before she could encourage the walking

and— more,  she  needed  to  go  into  his  wound  to  look  around.  Perhaps  it  had receded enough on its own. 

Chaol  brushed  his  mouth  against  hers,  the  silken  heat  of  his  lips  enough  to make her willing to ignore common sense. 

But she shoved back against it. Gently slid out of his reach. “Now I’ll have

ways to reward you,” she said, trying for humor. 

He didn’t smile back. Didn’t do anything but watch her with near-predatory

intent as she backed away a step and offered her arm to him. To walk back to the

chair. 

To  walk. 

He was  walking—

He did so. Pushed off the wall, and swayed—

Yrene caught him, steadied him. 

“I thought you never stepped in to help me,” he said drily, raising a brow. 

“In the chair, yes. You have much farther to fall now.” 

Chaol huffed a laugh, then leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Will it be the bed

or the couch now, Yrene?” 

She swallowed, daring a sidelong look up at him. His eyes were still dark, his

face flushed and lips swollen. From her. 

Yrene’s  blood  heated,  her  core  near-molten.  How  the  hell  would  she  have

him nearly naked before her now? 

“You  are  still  my  patient,”  she  managed  to  say  primly,  and  guided  him  into

his  chair.  Nearly  shoved  him  onto  it—and  nearly  leaped  atop  him,  too.  “And

while  there  is  no  official  vow  about  such  things,  I  plan  to  keep  things

professional.” 

Chaol’s  answering  smile  was  anything  but.  So  was  the  way  he  growled, 

“Come here.” 

Yrene’s heartbeat pounded through every inch of her as she closed the foot of

space between them. As she held his burning gaze and settled into his lap. 

His hand slid beneath her hair to cup the back of her neck, drawing her face

to  his  as  he  brushed  a  kiss  over  the  corner  of  her  mouth.  Then  the  other.  She gripped his shoulder, fingers digging into the hard muscle beneath, her breathing

turning jagged as he nipped at her bottom lip, as his other hand began to explore

up her torso—

A door opened in the hallway, and Yrene was instantly up, striding across the

sitting room for the desk—to the vials of oil there. Just as Kadja slipped through

the door, a tray in her hands. 

The  servant  girl  had  found  the  “ingredients”  Yrene  needed.  Twine,  goat’s

milk, and vinegar. 

Yrene  could  barely  remember  words  to  thank  the  servant  as  the  girl  set  the

tray on the desk. 

Whether  Kadja  saw  their  faces,  their  hair  and  clothes,  and  could  read  the

white-hot  line  of  tension  between  them,  she  said  nothing.  Yrene  had  no  doubt she  might  suspect,  would  no  doubt  report  it  to  whoever  held  her  leash,  but  …

Yrene found herself not caring as she leaned against the desk, Kadja departing as

silently as she had come. 

Found Chaol still watching her, chest heaving. 

“What do we do now?” Yrene asked quietly. 

For she didn’t know—how to go  back—

Chaol didn’t reply. He just stretched out one leg wholly in front of him. Then

the other. Did it again, marveling. 

“We  don’t  look  back,”  he  said,  meeting  her  stare.  “It  helps  no  one  and

nothing to look back.” The way he said it … It seemed as if it meant something

more. To him, at least. 

But Chaol’s smile grew, his eyes lighting as he added, “We can only go on.” 

Yrene went to him, unable to stop herself, as if that smile were a beacon in

the dark. 

And when Chaol wheeled himself to the couch and peeled off his shirt, when

he lay down and she set her hands on his warm, strong back … Yrene smiled as

well. 
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Standing and walking a few steps wasn’t the same as being back to full capacity. 

The next week proved it. Yrene still battled with whatever lurked in Chaol’s

spine,  still  clinging—down  to  the  very  base,  she  explained—and  still  keeping

him from full motion. Running, most jumping, kicking: out of the question. But

thanks to the sturdy wooden cane she procured for him, he could stand, and he

could walk. 

And it was a gods-damned miracle. 

He brought the cane and the chair to his morning training with Hashim and

the  guards,  for  the  moments  when  he  pushed  himself  too  hard  and  couldn’t

manage the return trip to his rooms. Yrene joined him during the early lessons, 

instructing  Hashim  on  where  to  focus  in  his  legs.  To  rebuild  more  muscle.  To stabilize  him  further.  She’d  done  the  same  for  Shen,  Hashim  had  confided  one morning—had  come  to  supervise  most  of  his  initial  training  sessions  after  his injury. 

So  Yrene  had  been  there,  watching  from  the  sidelines,  that  first  day  Chaol

had taken up a sword against Hashim and dueled. Or did it as best he could with

the cane in one hand. 

His balance was shit, his legs unreliable, but he managed to get in a few good

hits against the man. And a cane … not a bad weapon, if the fight called for it. 

Yrene’s  eyes  had  been  wide  as  saucers  when  they  stopped  and  Chaol

approached  her  spot  on  the  wall,  leaning  heavily  on  the  cane  as  his  body

trembled. 

The color on her face, he realized with no small amount of male satisfaction, 

was  from  far  more  than  the  heat.  And  when  they’d  eventually  left,  walking

slowly  into  the  cool  shadows  of  the  halls,  Yrene  had  tugged  him  into  a

curtained-off alcove and kissed him. 

Leaning against a supply shelf for support, his hands had roved all over her, 

the  generous  curves  and  small  waist,  tangling  into  her  long,  heavy  hair.  She’d kissed and kissed him, breathless and panting, and then licked—actually  licked

the sweat from his neck. 

Chaol  had  groaned  so  loudly  that  it  was  no  surprise  a  servant  appeared  a

heartbeat later, ripping the curtain away, as if to chide two workers for shirking

their duties. 

Yrene  had  blanched  as  she’d  righted  herself  and  asked  the  bowing  and

scraping male servant not to say anything. He assured her that he wouldn’t, but

Yrene had been shaken. She’d kept her distance for the rest of the walk back. 

And maintained it every day since. It was driving him mad. 

But he understood. With her position, both in the Torre and within the palace, 

they should be smarter. More careful. 

And with Kadja always in his rooms …

Chaol kept his hands to himself. Even when Yrene laid her own hands upon

his back and healed him, pushed and pushed herself, to break through that final

wall of darkness. 

He  wanted  to  tell  her,  debated  telling  her,  that  it  was  already  enough.  He

would gladly live with the cane for the rest of his life. She had given him more

than he could ever hope for. 

For he saw the guards every morning. The weapons and shields. 

And  he  thought  of  that  war,  unleashing  itself  at  last  upon  his  friends.  His homeland. 

Even if he did not bring an army with him when he returned, he’d find some

way  to  stand  on  those  battlefields.  Riding,  at  least,  was  now  a  viable  option while fighting alongside them. 

Fighting for—her. 

He was thinking of it as they walked to dinner one night, over a week later. 

With  the  cane,  it  took  him  longer  than  usual,  but  he  did  not  mind  any  extra moment spent in her company. 

She was wearing her purple gown—his favorite—her hair half up and curling

softly from the unusually humid day. But she was jumpy, unsettled. 

“What is it?” 

The  royals  hadn’t  cared  the  first  night  he’d  walked  on  his  own  two  legs  to dinner.  Another  everyday  miracle  of  the  Torre,  though  the  khagan  himself  had

commended Yrene. She’d beamed at the praise. Even as the khagan had ignored

Chaol—as he had done since that ill-fated meeting. 

Yrene rubbed at the scar on her neck as if it ached. He hadn’t asked about it

—didn’t want to know. Only because if he did … Even with a war upon them, he

might very well take the time to hunt down whoever had done it and bury them. 

“I convinced Hasar to throw me a party,” Yrene said quietly. 

He waited until they’d passed a cluster of servants before asking, “For what

reason?” 

She blew out a breath. “It’s my birthday. In three days.” 

“Your birthday?” 

“You know, the celebration of the day of your birth—” 

He nudged her with an elbow, though his spine slipped and shifted with  the

movement.  The  cane  groaned  as  he  pressed  his  weight  upon  it.  “I  had  no  idea that she-devils actually had them.” 

She stuck out her tongue. “Yes, even my kind has them.” 

Chaol  grinned.  “So  you  asked  her  to  throw  one  for  you?”  Considering  how

the  last   party  had  gone  …  He  might  very  well  wind  up  one  of  those  people slipping  away  into  a  darkened  bedroom.  Especially  if  Yrene  wore  that  dress

again. 

“Not exactly,” Yrene said wryly. “I mentioned that my birthday was coming

up, and how dull  your plans for it were …” 

He chuckled. “Presumptuous of you.” 

She batted her eyelashes. “And I  might have mentioned that in all my years

here, I’ve never been to the desert and was debating a trip of my own, but that

I’d be sad to not celebrate with her …” 

“And I’m guessing that she suggested an oasis owned by her family instead?” 

Yrene hummed. “A little overnight excursion to Aksara—half a day’s ride to

the east, to their permanent tented camp within the oasis.” 

So the healer could scheme after all. But—“It’ll be boiling in this heat.” 

“The princess wants a party in the desert. So she shall have one.” She chewed

on her lip, those shadows dancing again. “I also managed to ask her about it—

Aksara. The history.” Chaol braced himself. “Hasar grew bored before she told

me much, but she said that she’d once heard that the oasis grew atop a city of the

dead. That the ruins now there were merely the gateway inside. They don’t like

to risk disturbing the dead, so they never leave the spring itself—to venture into

the jungle around it.” 

No wonder she’d seemed concerned. “Not only caves to be found, then.” 

“Perhaps  Nousha  means  something  different;  perhaps  there  are  also  caves

there with information.” She blew out a breath. “I suppose we’ll see. I made sure

to yawn while Hasar told me, enough that I doubt she’ll wonder why I asked at

all.” 

Chaol  kissed  her  temple,  a  swift  brush  of  his  mouth  that  no  one  might  see. 

“Clever, Yrene.” 

“I  meant  to  tell  you  the  other  week,  but  then  you  stood,  and  I  forgot.  Some court schemer I am.” 

He caressed his free hand down the length of her spine. A bit lower. “We’ve

been  otherwise  engaged.”  Her  face  flushed  a  beautiful  shade  of  pink,  but  a

thought settled into him. “What do  you really want for your birthday? And which one is it?” 

“Twenty-two. And I don’t know. If it wasn’t for this, I wouldn’t have brought

it up at all.” 

“You weren’t going to tell me?” 

She gave him a guilty frown. “I figured that with everything pressing on you, 

birthdays  were  inconsequential.”  Her  hand  slid  into  her  pocket—to  hold  that

thing he’d never inquired about. 

They  neared  the  clamor  of  dinner  in  the  great  hall.  He  brushed  his  fingers

against  hers.  She  halted  at  the  silent  request,  the  hall  spreading  away  before them, servants and viziers striding past. 

Chaol  leaned  on  his  cane  while  they  rested,  letting  it  stabilize  his  weight. 

“Am I invited to this desert party, at least?” 

“Oh,  yes.  You,  and  all  my  other  favorite  people:  Arghun,  Kashin,  and  a

handful of delightful viziers.” 

“I’m glad I made the cut, considering that Hasar hates me.” 

“No.”  Yrene’s  eyes  darkened.  “If  Hasar  hated  you,  I  don’t  think  you’d  be

alive right now.” 

Gods above. This was the woman she’d befriended. 

Yrene  went  on,  “At  least  Renia  will  be  there,  but  Duva  shouldn’t  be  in  the heat  in  her  condition  and  her  husband  won’t  leave  her  side.  I’m  sure  that  once we get there, information or no, I’ll probably wish I could have made a similar

excuse.” 

“We’ve got a few days. We could, technically, make the same one if we need

to leave.” 

The  words  settled  in.  The  invitation  and  implication.  Yrene’s  face  went

delightfully red, and she smacked his arm. “Rogue.” 


Chaol  chuckled,  and  eyed  the  hallway  for  a  shadowed  corner.  But  Yrene

breathed, “We can’t.” 

Not about his sorry joke, but about the want she no doubt saw building in his eyes. The want he beheld simmering in hers. 

He adjusted his jacket. “Well, I’ll attempt to find you a suitable present that

can compare to an entire desert  retreat, but don’t hold me to it.” 

Yrene  looped  her  arm  through  Chaol’s  free  one,  no  more  than  a  healer

escorting her patient to the table. “I have everything I need,” was all she said. 
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It took over a week to plan it. 

Over a week alone for Sartaq and Houlun to dig up ancient maps of the Dagul

Fells. 

Most were vague and useless. What riders had assessed from the air but not

dared get too close to detail. The  kharankui’s territory was small, but had grown larger, bolder these last few years. 

And it was into the dark heart of their territory that they would go. 

The hardest part was convincing Borte to remain behind. 

But Nesryn and Sartaq left that up to Houlun. And one sharp word from the

hearth-mother  had  the  girl  falling  in  line.  Even  as  Borte’s  eyes  simmered  with outrage, she bowed to her grandmother’s wishes. As heir, Houlun had snapped, 

Borte’s first obligation was to their  people. The bloodline ended with her. Should Borte head into the dim tangle of Dagul, she might as well spit upon where her

mother’s  sulde stood on the slopes of Arundin. 

Borte had insisted that if she, as Houlun’s heir, was to stay, then Sartaq, as the

khagan’s potential successor, should remain as well. 

To  that,  Sartaq  had  merely  stalked  off  into  the  interior  hallways  of  Altun, 

saying  that  if  being  his  father’s  successor  meant  sitting  idly  by  while  others fought for him, then his siblings could have the damn crown. 

So  only  the  three  of  them  would  go,  Nesryn  and  Sartaq  flying  on  Kadara, 

Falkan tucked away as a field mouse in Nesryn’s pocket. 

There  had  been  a  final  debate  last  night  about  bringing  a  legion.  Borte  had argued for it, Sartaq against it. They did not know how many  kharankui dwelled

in  the  barren  peaks  and  forested  vales  between  them.  They  could  not  risk

needlessly  losing  many  lives,  and  did  not  have  the  time  to  waste  on  thorough reconnaissance.  Three  could  sneak  in—but  an  army  of  ruks  would  be  spotted

long before they arrived. 

The argument had raged over the fire pit, but Houlun had settled it: the small

company would go. And if they did not return within four days, an army would

follow. Half a day to fly down, a day to survey the area, a day to go in, and then

return  with  the  stolen  hatchlings.  Perhaps  even  learn  what  the  Fae  had  feared from the spiders, how they’d fought them. If they were lucky. 

They’d been flying for hours now, the high wall of the Fells growing closer

with every flap of Kadara’s wings. Soon, now, they’d cross that first ridge of the

gray mountains and enter into the spiders’ territory. Nesryn’s breakfast sat heavy

in her stomach with each mile closer, her mouth as dry as parchment. 

Behind her, Sartaq had been silent for most of the ride. Falkan dozed in her

breast pocket, emerging only now and then to poke out his whiskered snout, sniff

at the air, and then duck back inside. Conserving his strength while he could. 

The  shifter  was  still  sleeping  when  Nesryn  said  to  Sartaq,  “Did  you  mean

what you said last night—about refusing the crown if it meant not fighting?” 

Sartaq’s body was a warm wall at her back. “My father has gone to war—all

khagans have. He possesses the Ebony and Ivory  sulde precisely for that. But if

it somehow became the case that I would be denied such things in favor of the

bloodline surviving … Yes. A life confined to that court is not what I want.” 

“And yet you are favored to become khagan one day.” 

“So the rumors say. But my father has never suggested or spoken of it. For all

I know, he could crown Duva instead. The gods know she’d certainly be a kind

ruler. And is the only one of us to have produced offspring.” 

Nesryn  chewed  her  lip.  “Why—why  is  it  that  you  haven’t  married?”  She’d

never  had  the  nerve  to  ask.  Though  she’d  certainly  found  herself  wondering  it during these weeks. 

Sartaq’s  hands  flexed  on  the  reins  before  he  answered.  “I’ve  been  too  busy. 

And the women who have been presented as potential brides … They were not

for me.” 

She had no right to pry, but she asked, “Why?” 

“Because whenever I showed them Kadara, they either cowered, or pretended

to be interested in her, or asked just how much time I’d be spending away.” 

“Hoping for frequent absences, or because they’d miss you?” 

Sartaq  chuckled.  “I  couldn’t  tell.  The  question  itself  felt  like  enough  of  a leash that I knew they were not for me.” 

“So  your  father  allows  you  to  wed  where  you  will?”  Dangerous,  strange

territory. She waited for him to tease her about it, but Sartaq fell quiet. 

“Yes.  Even  Duva’s  arranged  marriage  …  She  was  all  for  it.  Said  she  didn’t

want  to  have  to  sort  through  a  court  of  snakes  to  find  one  good  man  and  still pray he hadn’t deceived her. I wonder if there’s something to be said for it. She

lucked  out,  anyway—quiet  as  he  is,  her  husband  adores  her.  I  saw  his  face  the moment they met. Saw hers, too. Relief, and … something more.” 

And  what  would  become  of  them—of  their  child—if  another  Heir  were

chosen  for  the  throne?  Nesryn  asked  carefully,  “Why  not  end  this  tradition  of competing with each other?” 

Sartaq  was  silent  for  a  long  minute.  “Perhaps  one  day,  whoever  takes  the

throne will end it. Love their siblings more than they honor the tradition. I like to

believe we have moved past who we were centuries ago—when the empire was

still fledgling. But perhaps now, these years of relative peace, perhaps this is the

dangerous time.” He shrugged, his body shifting against hers. “Perhaps war will

sort the matter of succession for us.” 

And maybe it was because they were so high above the world, because that

dim land swept ever closer, but Nesryn asked, “There is nothing that would keep

you from war if it called, then?” 

“You sound as if you are reconsidering this goal of yours to drag us into the

north.” 

She stiffened. “I will admit that these weeks here … It was easier before to

ask for your aid. When the rukhin were a nameless, faceless legion. When I did

not know their names, their families. When I did not know Houlun, or Borte. Or

that Borte is  betrothed.” 

A  low  laugh  at  that.  Borte  had  refused—outright  refused—to  answer

Nesryn’s questions about Yeran. She said it wasn’t even worth talking about. 

“I’m sure Borte would be glad to go to war, if only to compete with Yeran for

glory on the battlefield.” 

“A true love match, then.” 

Sartaq smiled at her ear. “You have no idea.” He sighed. “It began three years

ago—this competition between them. Right after her mother died.” 

His  pause  was  heavy  enough  that  Nesryn  asked,  “You  knew  her  mother

well?” 

It took him a moment to answer. “I mentioned to you once that I’ve been sent

to  other  kingdoms  to  sort  out  disputes  or  murmurings  of  malcontent.  The  last time my father sent me, I brought a small unit of rukhin along, Borte’s mother

with them.” 

Again, that heavy quiet. Nesryn slowly, carefully laid her hand on his forearm

that encircled her. The strong muscles beneath the leather shifted—then settled. 

“It is a long story, and a hard one, but there was violence between the rukhin

and the group that sought to bring down our empire. Borte’s mother … One of

them  got  in  a  coward’s  shot  from  behind.  A  poisoned  arrow  through  her  neck, right when we were about to allow them to surrender.” The wind howled around

them. “I didn’t let any of them walk away after that.” 

The hollow, cold words said enough. 

“I carried her body back myself,” Sartaq said, the words ripped away by the

wind.  “I  can  still  hear  Borte’s  screaming  when  I  landed  in  Altun.  Still  see  her kneeling alone on the slopes of Arundin after the burial, clinging to her mother’s

 sulde where it had been planted in the ground.” 

Nesryn  tightened  her  grip  on  his  arm.  Sartaq  placed  his  own  gloved  hand

upon hers and squeezed gently as he blew out a long breath. 

“Six  months  later,”  he  went  on,  “Borte  competed  in  the  Gathering—the

annual three days of contests and races among all the clans. She was seventeen, 

and Yeran was twenty, and they were neck and neck for the final, great race. As

they  neared  the  finish,  Yeran  pulled  a  maneuver  that   might  be  considered cheating, but Borte saw it coming a mile off and beat him anyway. And then beat

him soundly when they landed. Literally. He leaped off his ruk and she  tackled

him  to  the  ground,  pounding  his  face  for  the  shit  he’d  pulled  that  nearly  got Arcas killed.” He laughed to himself. “I don’t know the particulars of what went

on later at the celebration, but I saw him attempt to talk to her at one point, and

saw  her  laugh  in  his  face  before  walking  away.  He  scowled  until  they  left  the next morning, and as far as I know, they didn’t see each other for a year. Until

the next Gathering.” 

“Which Borte won again,” Nesryn guessed. 

“She  did  indeed.  Barely.  She  pulled  the  questionable  maneuver  this  time, getting herself banged up in the process, but she technically won. I think Yeran

was  secretly  more  terrified  of  how  close  she’d  come  to  permanent  injury  or

death,  so  he  let  her  have  the  victory.  She  never  told  me  the  particulars  of   that celebration, but she was shaken for a few days after. We all assumed it was from

her injuries, but such things had never bothered her before.” 

“And this year?” 

“This year, a week before the Gathering, Yeran appeared at Altun. Didn’t see

Houlun, or me. Just went right to wherever Borte was in the hall. No one knows

what  happened,  but  he  stayed  for  less  than  thirty  minutes  from  landing  to

leaving.  A  week  later,  Borte  won  the  race  again.  And  when  she  was  crowned
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victor, Yeran’s father stepped up to declare her engagement to his son.” 

“A surprise?” 

“Considering  that  whenever  Borte  and  Yeran  are  together,  they’re  at  each

other’s throats, yes. But also a surprise to Borte. She played it off, but I saw them

arguing  in  the  hall  later.  Whether  or  not  she  even   knew  about  it,  or  wanted  it revealed  that  way,  she  still  won’t  say.  But  she  has  not  disputed  the  betrothal. 

Though she hasn’t embraced it, either. No day has been claimed for the wedding, 

even though the union would certainly ease our … strained ties to the Berlad.” 

Nesryn smiled a bit. “I hope they sort it out.” 

“Perhaps this war will do that for them, too.” 

Kadara swept closer and closer to the wall of the Fells, the light turning thin

and cold as clouds passed over the sun. They cleared the towering lip of the first

peaks, soaring on an updraft high above as all of Dagul spread before them. 

“Holy gods,” Nesryn whispered. 

Dark  gray  peaks  of  barren  rock.  Thin  pine  trees  crusting  the  vales  deep  below. 

No lakes, no rivers save for the occasional trickling stream. 

Barely visible through the shroud of webbing over all of it. 

Some  webs  were  thick  and  white,  choking  the  life  from  trees.  Some  were

sparkling nets between peaks, as if they sought to catch the wind itself. 

No  life.  No  hum  of  insect  or  cry  of  beast.  No  sighing  leaves  or  fluttering wings. 

Falkan  poked  his  head  out  of  her  pocket  as  they  surveyed  the  dead  land

below and let out a squeak. Nesryn nearly did the same. 

“Houlun  was  not  exaggerating,”  Sartaq  murmured.  “They  have  grown

strong.” 

“Where  do  we  even  land?”  Nesryn  asked.  “There’s  barely  a  safe  spot  to  be

seen. They could have taken the hatchlings and eggs anywhere.” 

She combed the peaks and valleys for any sign of movement, any flicker of those sleek black bodies scuttling about. But saw nothing. 

“We’ll  make  a  pass  around  the  territory,”  Sartaq  said.  “Get  a  sense  of  the

layout. Perhaps figure out a thing or two regarding their feeding habits.” 

Gods above. “Keep Kadara high. Fly casual. If we look like we’re hunting for

something, they might emerge in force.” 

Sartaq whistled sharply to Kadara, who indeed soared higher, faster than her

usual ascent. As if glad to rise a little farther from the shrouded territory below. 

“Stay hidden, friend,” Nesryn said to Falkan, her hands shaking as she patted

her breast pocket. “If they watch us from below, we’d best keep you secret until

they least expect it.” 

Falkan’s tiny paws tapped in understanding, and he slid back into her pocket. 

They  flew  in  idle  circles  for  a  time,  Kadara  occasionally  diving  as  if  in

pursuit of some eagle or falcon. On the hunt for lunch, perhaps. 

“That cluster of peaks,” Sartaq said after a while, pointing toward the highest

point of the Fells. Like horns spearing toward the sky, two sister-peaks jutted up

so  close  to  each  other  they  might  have  very  well  once  been  a  single  mountain. 

Between their clawed summits, a shale-filled pass wended away into a labyrinth

of stone. “Kadara keeps looking toward it.” 

“Circle it, but keep your distance.” 

Before Sartaq could give the order, Kadara obeyed. 

“Something is moving in the pass,” Nesryn breathed, squinting. 

Kadara  flapped  closer,  nearer  to  the  peaks  than  was  wise.  “Kadara,”  Sartaq

warned. 

But the ruk pumped her wings, frantic. Rushing. 

Just as the thing in the pass became clear. 

Racing over the shale, bobbing and flapping fuzz-lined wings …

A hatchling. 

Sartaq swore. “Faster, Kadara.  Faster.” The ruk needed no encouragement. 

The  hatchling  was  squawking,  those  too-small  wings  flailing  as  it  tried  and failed to lift from the ground. It had broken from the pine trees that flowed right

to the edge of the pass, and now aimed for the center of the maze of rock. 

Nesryn  unslung  her  bow  and  nocked  an  arrow  into  place,  Sartaq  doing  the

same behind her. “Not a sound, Kadara,” Sartaq warned, just as the ruk opened

her beak. “You will alert them.” 

But the hatchling was screeching, its terror palpable even from the distance. 

Kadara caught a wind and  flew. 

“Come on,” Nesryn breathed, arrow aimed at the woods, at whatever horrors

the hatchling had escaped, undoubtedly barreling after it. 

The baby ruk neared the broadest part of the pass mouth, balking at the wall

of stone ahead. As if it knew that more waited within. 

Trapped. 

“Sweep  in,  cut  through  the  pass,  and  sail  out,”  Sartaq  ordered  the  ruk,  who banked right, so steeply Nesryn’s abdomen strained with the effort to keep in the

saddle. 

Kadara leveled out, dropping foot by foot toward the hatchling now twisting

about, screaming toward the sky as it beheld the ruk rushing in. 

“Steady,” Sartaq commanded. “Steady, Kadara.” 

Nesryn kept her arrow trained on the labyrinth of rock ahead, Sartaq twisting

to  cover  the  forest  behind.  Kadara  sailed  closer  and  closer  to  the  shale-coated pass,  to  the  grayish  fuzzy  hatchling  now  holding  so  still,  waiting  for  the

salvation of the claws that Kadara unfurled. 

Thirty feet. Twenty. 

Nesryn’s arm strained to keep the arrow drawn. 

A  wind  shoved  at  Kadara,  knocking  her  sideways,  the  world  tilting,  light

shimmering. 

Just  as  Kadara  leveled  out,  just  as  her  talons  opened  wide  to  scoop  up  the hatchling,  Nesryn  realized  what  the  shimmering  was.  What  the  shift  in  angle

revealed ahead. 

 “Look out!” 

The scream shattered from her throat, but too late. 

Kadara’s talons closed around the hatchling, plucking it up from the ground

right as she swept up through the pass peaks. 

Right into the mammoth web woven between them. 
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The hatchling had been a trap. 

It was the last thought Nesryn had as Kadara crashed into the web—the  net

woven between the two peaks. Built not to catch the wind, but  ruks. 

She only had the sense of Sartaq throwing his body into hers, anchoring her

into the saddle and holding tight as Kadara screamed. 

Snapping and shimmering and rock; shale and gray sky and golden feathers. 

Wind howling, the hatchling’s piercing cry, and Sartaq’s bellow. 

Then twisting, slamming into stone so hard the impact sang through her teeth, 

her bones. Then falling, tumbling, Kadara’s restrained body curving, curving as

Sartaq  was  curled  over  Nesryn,  shielding  that  hatchling  in  her  talons  from  the final impact. 

Then the  boom. And the bounce—the bounce that snapped the leather straps

on  the  saddle.  Still  tied  to  it,  they  were  still  tied  together  as  they  soared  off Kadara’s  body,  Nesryn’s  bow  scattering  from  her  hand,  her  fingers  clasping  on open air—

Sartaq  pivoted  them,  his  body  a  solid  wall  around  hers  as  Nesryn  realized

where the sky was, where the pass floor was—

He  roared  as  they  struck  the  shale,  as  he  kept  her  atop  him,  taking  the  full brunt of the impact. 

For a heartbeat, there was only the skittering trickle of shifting shale and the

thud  of  crumbling  rock  off  the  pass  walls.  For  a  heartbeat,  she  could  not

remember where her body was, her breath was—

Then a scrape of wing on shale. 

Nesryn’s eyes snapped open, and she was moving before she had the words

to name her motions. 

A  cut  slashed  down  her  wrist,  caked  with  small  rocks  and  dust.  She  didn’t

feel  it,  barely  noticed  the  blood  as  she  blindly  fumbled  for  the  straps  to  the saddle, snapping them free, panting through her teeth as she managed to lift her

head, to dare to look—

He was dazed. Blinking up at the gray sky. But alive,  breathing, blood sliding

down his temple, his cheek, his mouth …

She sobbed through her teeth, her legs at last coming free, allowing her to roll

over to get to his own, to the tangled bits of leather shredded between them. 

Sartaq was half buried in shale. His hands sliced up, but his legs—

“Not broken,” he rasped. “Not broken.” It was more to himself than her. But

Nesryn managed to keep her fingers steady as she freed the buckles. The thick

riding leathers had saved his life, saved his skin from being flayed off his bones. 

He’d taken the impact for her, moved her so that he’d hit it first—

She clawed at the shale covering his shoulders and his upper arms, sharp rock

cutting into her fingers. The leather strap at the end of her braid had come free in

the  impact,  and  her  hair  now  fell  about  her  face,  half  blocking  her  view  of  the forest behind and rock around them. “Get up,” she panted. “Get up.” 

He took a breath, blinking furiously. “Get up,” she begged him. 

Shale shifted ahead, and a low, pained cry echoed off the rock. 

Sartaq snapped upright. “Kadara—” 

Nesryn  twisted  on  her  knees,  scanning  for  her  bow  even  as  she  took  in  the

ruk. 

Lying  thirty  feet  ahead,  Kadara  was  coated  in  the  near-invisible  silk.  A

phantom net, her wings pinned, her head tucked in—

Sartaq scrambled upright, swaying, slipping on the loose shale as he drew his

Asterion knife. 

Nesryn managed to rise, her legs shaking, head spinning as she scanned and

scanned the pass for her bow—

There. Near the pass wall. Intact. 

She hurtled for it while Sartaq ran to the ruk, reaching her weapon just as he

sliced the first of the webbing free. 

“You’ll be fine,” he was saying to Kadara, blood coating his hands, his neck. 

“I’ll get you out—” 

Nesryn shouldered her bow, pressing a hand to her pocket. Falkan—

A little leg pushed against her in answer.  Alive. 

She wasted no time rushing to the ruk, drawing her own Fae blade from the

sheath  Borte  had  found  for  her  and  slicing  at  the  thick  strands.  It  clung  to  her fingers,  ripping  away  skin,  but  she  severed  and  sliced,  working  her  way  down the wing as Sartaq hacked his way down the other. 

They reached Kadara’s legs at the same time. 

Saw that her talons were empty. 

Nesryn’s head snapped up, scanning the pass, the piles of disturbed shale—

The  hatchling  had  been  thrown  during  the  collision.  As  if  even  Kadara’s

talons  couldn’t  keep  shut  against  the  pain  of  impact.  The  baby  ruk  now  lay  on the  ground  near  the  lip  of  the  pass,  struggling  to  rise,  low  chirps  of  distress echoing off the rock. 

“Up, Kadara,” Sartaq commanded, his voice breaking. “Get up. ” 

Great wings shifted, shale clacking as the ruk tried to obey. Nesryn staggered

toward  the  hatchling,  blood  unmistakable  on  its  fluffy  gray  head,  its  large  dark eyes wide with terror and pleading—

It happened so fast Nesryn didn’t have time to shout. 

One heartbeat, the hatchling had opened its beak to cry for help. 

The next it screamed, eyes flaring as a long ebony leg emerged from behind a

pillar of rock and slammed through its spine. 

Bone  crunched  and  blood  sprayed.  And  Nesryn  threw  herself  into  a  stop, swaying so hard she teetered backward onto her ass, a wordless cry on her lips as

the hatchling was hauled around the rock, flailing and shrieking—

It went silent. 

And she had seen horrific things, things that had made her sick and kept her

from  sleep,  and  yet  that  baby  ruk,  terrified  and  pleading,  in  pain  and  dragged away, going  silent—

Nesryn  whirled,  feet  slipping  on  the  shale  as  she  scrambled  toward  Kadara, 

toward  Sartaq,  who  beheld  the  hatchling  being  snatched  behind  that  rock  and

screamed at Kadara to fly—

The mighty ruk tried and failed to rise. 

“FLY,” Sartaq bellowed. 

Slowly,  so  slowly  the  ruk  lumbered  to  her  legs,  her  scraped  beak  dragging

through the loose rock. 

She  wasn’t  going  to  make  it.  Wasn’t  going  to  get  airborne  in  time.  For  just beyond the web-shrouded tree line … Shadows writhed. Scuttled closer. 

Nesryn sheathed her sword and drew her bow, arrow shaking as she aimed it

toward the rock the hatchling had been hauled behind, then the trees a hundred

yards off. 

“Go, Kadara,” Sartaq begged. “Get up! ” 

The bird was barely in shape to fly, let alone carry riders—

Rock clacked and skittered behind her. From the labyrinth of rock within the

pass. 

Trapped. They were trapped—

Falkan shifted in her pocket, trying to wriggle free. Nesryn covered him with

her forearm, pressing hard. “Not yet,” she breathed. “Not yet.” 

His  powers  were  not  Lysandra’s.  He  had  tried  and  failed  to  shift  into  a  ruk this  week.  But  the  large  wolf  was  as  big  as  he  could  manage.  Anything  larger was beyond his magic. 

 “Kadara—” 

The  first  of  the  spiders  broke  from  the  tree  line.  As  black  and  sleek  as  her fallen sister. 

Nesryn let her arrow fly. 

The  spider  fell  back,  screaming—an  unholy  sound  that  shook  the  rocks  as

that arrow sank into an eye. Nesryn instantly had another arrow drawn, backing

toward Kadara, who was just now beginning to flap her wings—

The ruk stumbled. 

Sartaq screamed, “FLY! ” 

Wind  stirred  Nesryn’s  hair,  sending  shards  of  shale  skittering.  The  ground

rumbled behind, but Nesryn did not dare take her eyes off the second spider that

emerged from the trees. She fired again, the song of her arrow drowned out by

the flap of Kadara’s wings. A heavy, pained beat, but it held steady—

Nesryn glanced behind for a breath. Just one, just to see Kadara bobbing and

waving, fighting for every wing beat upward through the narrow pass, blood and

shale dripping from her. Right as a  kharankui emerged from one of the shadows

of  the  rocks  high  up  the  peak,  legs  bending  as  if  it  would  leap  upon  the  ruk’s back—

Nesryn fired, a second arrow on its tail. Sartaq’s. 

Both  found  their  marks.  One  through  an  eye,  the  other  through  the  open

mouth of the spider. 

It  shrieked,  tumbling  down  from  its  perch.  Kadara  swung  wide  to  dodge  it, 

narrowly  avoiding  the  jagged  face  of  the  peak.  The  spider’s  splat  thudded

through the maze of rock ahead. 

But then Kadara was up, into the gray sky, flapping like hell. 

Sartaq whirled toward Nesryn just as she looked back at the pine forest. 

To where half a dozen  kharankui now emerged, hissing. 

Blood  coated  the  prince,  his  every  breath  ragged,  but  he  managed  to  grab

Nesryn’s arm and breathe, “Run.” 

So they did. 

Not toward the pines behind. 

But into the gloom of the winding pass ahead. 
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Without  the  brace,  Chaol  was  given  a  black  mare,  Farasha,  whose  name  was

about  as  ill-fitting  as  they  came.  It  meant   butterfly,  Yrene  told  him  as  they gathered in the palace courtyard three days later. 

Farasha was anything but. 

Yanking  at  the  bit,  stomping  her  hooves  and  tossing  her  head,  Farasha

savored  testing  his  limits  long  before  the  desert-bound  company  finished

gathering. Servants had gone ahead the day before to prepare the camp. 

He’d known the royals would give him their fiercest horse. Not a stallion, but

one  close  enough  to  match  it  in  fury.  Farasha  had  been  born  furious,  he  was willing to bet. 

And  he’d  be  damned  if  he  let  those  royals  make  him  ask  for  another  horse. 

One that would not strain his back and legs so much. 

Yrene  was  frowning  at  Farasha,  at  him,  as  she  stroked  a  hand  down  her

chestnut mare’s night-black mane. 

Both  beautiful  horses,  though  neither  compared  to  the  stunning  Asterion

stallion Dorian had gifted Chaol for his birthday last winter. 

Another birthday celebration. Another time—another life. 

He wondered what had happened to that beautiful horse, whom he had never

named.  As  if  he’d  known,  deep  down,  how  fleeting  those  few  happy  weeks

were.  He  wondered  if  it  was  still  in  the  royal  stables.  Or  if  the  witches  had pillaged him—or let their horrible mounts use him to fill their bellies. 

Perhaps that was why Farasha resented his very presence. Perhaps she sensed that  he  had  forgotten  that  noble-hearted  stallion  in  the  north.  And  wanted  to make him pay for it. 

The breed was an offshoot of the Asterions, Hasar had tittered as she’d trotted

past  on  her  white  stallion,  circling  him  twice.  The  refined,  wedge-shaped  head and  high  tails  were  twin  markers  of  their  Fae  ancestry.  But  these  horses,  the Muniqi, had been bred for the desert climes of this land. For the sands they were

to cross today, and the steppes that had once been the khagan’s homeland. The

princess had even pointed to a slight bulge between the horses’ eyes—the  jibbah

—the marker of the larger sinus capacity that allowed the Muniqi to thrive in the

dry, unyielding deserts of this continent. 

And  then  there  was  the  Muniqi’s  speed.  Not  as  fast,  Hasar  admitted,  as  an

Asterion. But close. 

Yrene  had  watched  the  princess’s  little   lesson,  face  carefully  neutral,  using the  time  to  adjust  where  she’d  strapped  Chaol’s  cane  behind  her  saddle,  then fiddle with the clothes she wore. 

While Chaol was in his usual teal jacket and brown pants, Yrene had forgone

a dress. 

They’d swathed her in white and gold against the sun, her long tunic flowing

to  her  knees  to  reveal  loose,  gauzy  pants  tucked  into  high  brown  boots.  A  belt cinched her slim waist, and a glinting bandolier of gold and silver beading sliced

between  her  breasts.  Her  hair,  she’d  left  in  her  usual  half-up  fashion,  but

someone had woven bits of gold thread through it. 

Beautiful. As lovely as a sunrise. 

There were perhaps thirty of them in total, none people Yrene really knew, as

Hasar had not bothered to invite any of the healers from the Torre. Swift-legged

hounds paced in the courtyard, weaving under the hooves of the dozen guards’

horses.  Definitely  not  Muniqi,  those  horses.  Fine  indeed  for  guards—his  men

had received beasts nowhere near their quality—but without that  awareness the

Muniqi possessed, as if they listened to every word spoken. 

Hasar signaled to Shen, standing proud at the gate, who blew a horn—

And then they were off. 

For a woman who commanded ships, Hasar seemed far more interested in the

equine heritage of her family’s people. And seemed more than eager to unleash

her skills as a Darghan rider. The princess cursed and scowled as the city streets

slowed  them.  Even  with  word  given  well  in  advance  to  clear  the  path  out  of Antica, the narrow and steep streets checked their speed considerably. 

And  then  there  was  the  brutal  heat.  Already  sweating,  Chaol  rode  beside

Yrene, keeping a tight leash on Farasha, who tried to take a bite out of not one

but two vendors gawking from the sidewalks.  Butterfly indeed. 

He kept one eye upon the mare and the other upon the city passing by. And as

they  rode  for  the  eastern  gates  into  the  arid,  scrub-covered  hills  beyond,  Yrene pointed out landmarks and tidbits of information. 

Water  ran  through  aqueducts  wending  between  the  buildings,  feeding  the

houses  and  public  fountains  and  countless  gardens  and  parks  scattered

throughout. A conqueror might have taken this city three centuries ago, but that

same conqueror had loved it well. Treated it well and nourished it. 

They  cleared  the  eastern  gate,  then  passed  down  a  long,  dusty  road  that  cut through  the  sprawl  beyond  the  city  proper.  Hasar  didn’t  bother  to  wait,  and

launched her stallion into a gallop that left them waving away her dust. 

Kashin,  claiming  he  didn’t  want  to  eat  her  dust  the  entire  way  to  the  oasis, followed suit after giving a small smile toward Yrene and a whistled command

to  his  horse.  Then  most  of  the  nobles  and  viziers,  apparently  having  already taken bets, launched into various races at breakneck speed through towns cleared

well in advance. As if this kingdom were their playground. 

Birthday party indeed. The princess had likely been bored and didn’t want to

look too irresponsible to her father. Though he was surprised to find that Arghun

had joined them. Surely with most of his siblings away, he would have seized the

chance to hatch some plot. But there was Arghun, galloping close to Kashin as they blended into the horizon. 

Some of the nobility remained back with Chaol and Yrene, letting the others

put some miles between them. They cleared the last of the outlying towns, their

horses sweat-soaked and panting as they ascended a large, rocky hill. The dunes

began  just  on  its  other  side,  Yrene  had  told  him.  They  would  water  the  horses here—then make the last leg of the trek across the sands. 

She was smiling faintly at him as they ascended the crag, taking a deer path

through  the  scrub.  Horses  had  trampled  through  here;  bushes  were  broken  and

shattered  under  careless  riders.  A  few  bushes  even  bore  speckles  of  blood, 

already dried in the brutal sun. 

Someone should flay the rider who’d been so reckless with their mount. 

Others had reached the top of the crag, watered their horses, and moved on. 

All he saw of them were bodies and horseflesh disappearing into the sky—as if

they simply walked off the edge of the cliff and into thin air. 

Farasha  stomped  and  surged  her  way  up  the  hill,  and  his  back  and  thighs

strained to keep seated without the brace to steady him. He didn’t dare let her get

a whiff of discomfort. 

Yrene  reached  the  summit  first,  her  white  clothes  like  a  beacon  in  the

cloudless blue day around them, her hair shining bright as dark gold. She waited

for  him,  the  chestnut  mare  beneath  her  panting  heavily,  its  rich  coat  gleaming with hues of deepest ruby. 

She dismounted as he urged Farasha up the last of the hill, and then—

It knocked the breath from him. 

The desert. 

It  was  a  barren,  hissing  sea  of  golden  sand.  Hills  and  waves  and  ravines, 

rippling  on  forever,  empty  and  yet  humming.  Not  a  tree  or  bush  or  gleam  of water to be seen. 

The  unforgiving  hand  of  a  god  had  shaped  this  place.  Still  blew  his  breath

across it, shifting the dunes grain by grain. 

He had never seen such a sight. Such a wonder. It was a new world entirely. 

Perhaps it was an unexpected boon that the information they sought dwelled

out here. 

Chaol dragged his attention to Yrene, who was reading his face. His reaction. 

“Its beauty is not for everyone,” she said. “But it sings to me, somehow.” 

This sea where no ships would ever sail, some men would look upon it and

see only burning death. He saw only quiet—and clean. And slow, creeping life. 

Untamed, savage beauty. 

“I know what you mean,” he said, carefully dismounting from Farasha. Yrene

monitored, yet did nothing but hold out the cane, letting him find the best way to

swing  his  leg  over,  back  groaning  and  wobbling,  and  then  slide  down  to  the

sandy rock. The cane was instantly in his hand, though Yrene made no move to

steady him while he finally released the saddle and reached for Farasha’s reins. 

The  horse  tensed,  as  if  considering  lunging  for  him,  but  he  gave  her  a  no-

nonsense glare, the cane groaning as he dug it into the rock beneath him. 

Farasha’s dark eyes glowed as if she’d been forged in Hellas’s burning realm, 

but Chaol stood tall—as tall as he could. Didn’t break her stare. 

Finally,  the  horse  huffed,  and  deigned  to  let  him  haul  her  toward  the  sand-

crusted  trough  that  was  half  crumbling  with  age.  The  trough  perhaps  had  been here for as long as the desert had existed, had watered the horses of a hundred

conquerors. 

Farasha seemed to grasp that they were to enter that ocean of sand and drank

heartily. Yrene led her horse over, keeping the chestnut a healthy distance away

from Farasha, and said, “How are you feeling?” 

“Solid,” he said, and meant it. “I’ll be aching by the time we get there, but the

strain isn’t so bad.” Without the cane, he didn’t dare try to walk more than a few

steps. Could barely manage it. 

She  still  put  a  hand  on  his  lower  spine,  then  his  thighs,  letting  her  magic

assess. Even with the clothes and the heat, the press of her hands left him aware of every inch of space between them. 

But  others  gathered  around  the  ancient,  enormous  trough,  and  so  he  pulled

out of Yrene’s assessing touch, leading Farasha a safe distance away. Mounting

the mare again, though …

“Take your time,” Yrene murmured, but remained a few steps away. 

He’d had a block at the palace. Here, short of climbing onto the precarious lip

of the trough … The distance between his foot and the stirrup had never seemed

so long. Balancing on one foot while he lifted it, pushing down with the other to

propel  him  up,  swinging  his  leg  around  the  saddle  …  Chaol  went  through  the

steps,  feeling  the  motions  he’d  done  a  thousand  times  before.  He’d  learned  to ride before he was six—had been on a horse nearly his entire life. 

Of course he’d been given a devil of a horse to do this with. 

But Farasha held still, staring toward the sifting sea of sand, to the path that

had  been  trampled  down  the  hill—their  entry  into  the  desert.  Even  with  the

shifting  winds  hauling  the  sands  into  new  shapes  and  valleys,  the  tracks  the others had left were clear enough. He could even spy some of them cresting hills

and then flying down them, little more than specks of black and white. 

And yet he remained here. Staring at the stirrups and saddle. 

Yrene offered casually, “I can find a block or bucket—” 

Chaol moved. Perhaps not as graceful as he’d like, perhaps more struggling

than  he’d  intended,  but  he  managed,  the  cane  groaning  as  he  used  it  to  push upward, then clattering to the rock as he let go to grab the pommel of the saddle, 

right  as  his  foot  slid—barely—into  the  stirrup.  Farasha  shifted  at  his  weight while he hauled himself higher into the saddle, his back and thighs barking as he

swung his leg over, but he was up. 

Yrene  strode  to  the  fallen  cane  and  dusted  it  off.  “Not  bad,  Lord  Westfall.” 

She strapped the cane behind her saddle and mounted her mare. “Not bad at all.” 

He  hid  his  smile,  his  face  still  over-warm,  and  nudged  Farasha  down  the

sandy hill at last. 

They followed the tracks the others had left slowly, the heat rippling off the

sands. 

Up, and down, the only sounds the muffled thumping of their horses and the

sighing  sands.  Their  party  meandered  in  a  long,  snaking  line.  Guards  had  been posted  throughout,  standing  with  towering  poles  topped  with  the  khagan’s  flag

and insignia of a dark running horse. Markers of the general direction toward the

oasis. He pitied the poor men ordered to stand in the heat for a princess’s whim, 

but said nothing. 

The dunes evened out after a time, the horizon shifting to reveal a flat, sandy

plain. And in the distance, waving and bobbing in the heat …

“There  we  make  our  camp,”  Yrene  said,  pointing  toward  a  dense  cluster  of

green.  No  sign  of  the  ancient,  buried  city  of  the  dead  that  Hasar  claimed  the oasis had grown over. Not that they expected to see much of anything from their

vantage point. 

From the distance, it might very well be another thirty minutes. Certainly at

their pace. 

Despite  the  sweat  soaking  through  her  white  clothes,  Yrene  was  smiling. 

Perhaps she, too, had needed a day away. To breathe the open air. 

She  noticed  his  attention  and  turned.  The  sun  had  brought  out  her  freckles, 

darkening  her  skin  to  a  glowing  brown,  and  tendrils  of  hair  curled  about  her smiling face. 

Farasha tugged on the reins, her body quivering with impatience. 

“I  own  an  Asterion  horse,”  he  said,  and  her  mouth  curved  in  an  impressed

frown. Chaol shrugged. “I’d like to see how a Muniqi measures up.” 

Her  brows  narrowed.  “You  mean  …”  She  noted  the  flat,  smooth  spread  of

land between them and the oasis. Perfect for running. “Oh, I can’t—a gallop?” 

He waited for the words about his spine, his legs. None came. 

“Are you afraid?” he asked, arching a brow. 

“Of these things?  Yes.” She cringed at her mount, restless beneath her. 

“She’s as sweet as a dairy cow,” he said of Yrene’s chestnut mare. 

Chaol leaned down to pat “Butterfly’s” neck. 

She tried to bite him. He yanked on the reins enough to tell her he was fully

aware of her bullshit. 

“I’ll race you,” he said. 

Yrene’s eyes sparkled. And to his shock she breathed, “The prize?” 

He  could  not  remember  the  last  time.  The  last  time  he  had  felt  so  aware  of every bit of breath and blood, simmering and thrumming, in his body. 

“A kiss. When and where of my choosing.” 

“What do you mean  where.” 

Chaol only grinned. And let Farasha run free. 

Yrene  cursed,  more  viciously  than  he’d  ever  heard  her,  but  he  didn’t  dare

look back—not as Farasha became a black storm upon the sand. 

He’d never gotten to test out the Asterion. But if it was faster than  this—

Flying over the sand, Farasha was a bolt of dark lightning spearing across the

golden  desert.  It  was  all  he  could  do  to  keep  up,  to  grit  his  teeth  against  his barking muscles. 

He  forgot  about  them  anyway  at  the  blur  of  reddish  brown  and  black  that

emerged in the corner of his eye—and the white rider atop it. 

Yrene’s hair rose and fell behind her in a golden-brown tangle of curls, lifting

with each thunderous pound of her mare’s legs on the hard sand. White clothes

streaming in the wind, the gold and silver sparkled like stars, and her face—

Chaol  couldn’t  breathe  as  he  beheld  the  wild  joy  on  Yrene’s  face,  the

unchecked exhilaration. 

Farasha  marked  the  mare  gaining  on  them,  meeting  them  beat  for  beat,  and

made to charge ahead. To leave them in the dust. 

He checked her with the reins and his feet, marveling that he could even do

so. That the woman now closing in, now riding beside him, now beaming at him

as  if  he  were  the  only  thing  in  this  barren,  burning  sea  …  She  had  done  this. 

Given him this. 

Yrene was smiling, and then she was laughing, as if she could not contain it

inside her. 

Chaol thought it was the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. 

And  that  this  moment,  flying  together  over  the  sands,  devouring  the  desert

wind, her hair a golden-brown banner behind her …

Chaol felt, perhaps for the first time, as if he was awake. 

And he was grateful, right down to his very bones, for it. 
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Yrene  was  soaked  in  sweat,  though  it  dried  so  quickly  that  she  only   felt  its essence clinging. 

Thankfully, the oasis was shaded and cool, a large, shallow pool in its center. 

Horses  were  led  into  the  heaviest  shade  to  be  watered  and  brushed  down,  and servants and guards claimed a hidden spot for their own washing and enjoyment. 

No  sign  of  any  sort  of  cave  that  Nousha  had  mentioned,  or  the  city  of  the dead that Hasar claimed lurked in the jungle beyond. But the site was sprawling, 

and in the large pool … The royals were already soaking in the cool waters. 

Renia,  Yrene  saw  immediately,  was  only  wearing  a  thin  silk  shift—that  did

little to hide her considerable assets as she emerged from the water, laughing at

something Hasar said. 

“Well, then,” Chaol said, coughing beside Yrene. 

“I  told  you  about  the  parties,”  she  muttered,  heading  to  the  tents  spread

through the towering palms and brush. They were white and gilded, each marked

with  the  prince  or  princess’s  banner.  But  with  Sartaq  and  Duva  not  with  them, Chaol and Yrene had been assigned them, respectively. 

Mercifully,  the  two  were  near  each  other,  but  Yrene  took  in  the  open  tent

flaps, the entire space as large as the cottage she’d shared with her mother, then

turned toward Chaol’s retreating back. His limp, even with the cane, was deeper

than  it’d  been  that  morning.  And  she’d  seen  how  stiffly  he’d  gotten  off  that infernal horse. 
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“I know you want to wash up,” Yrene said. “But I need to take a look at you. 

At your back and legs, I mean. After all that riding.” 

Perhaps  she  shouldn’t  have  raced  him.  She  hadn’t  even  remembered  who’d

reached the oasis border anyway. She’d been too busy laughing, feeling as if she

were  coming  out  of  her  body  and  would  likely  never  feel  that  way  again.  Too busy looking at his face, filled with such light. 

Chaol paused at his tent flaps, cane wobbling, as if he’d put far more weight

on  it  than  he  let  on.  But  it  was  the  relief  in  his  face  as  he  asked,  “Your  tent  or mine?” that made her worry—just a tad. 

“Mine,” she said, aware of the servants and nobility who likely had no idea

she  was  even  the  cause  of  this  excursion,  but  who  would  happily  report  her

comings and goings. He nodded, and she monitored each rise and placement of

his legs, the shifting of his torso, the way he leaned on that cane. 

As Chaol edged past her and into the tent, he murmured in her ear, “I won, by

the way.” 

Yrene  glanced  toward  the  sun  now  making  its  descent  and  felt  her  core

tighten in answer. 

He  was  sore  but  could  thankfully  still  walk  by  the  time  Yrene  finished  her

thorough examination. And set of soothing stretches for his legs and back. And

massage. 

Chaol  had  the  distinct  feeling  she  was  toying  with  him,  even  as  her  hands

remained chaste. Uninterested. 

She even had the nerve to call for a servant to ask for a jug of water. 

The tent was fit for the princess who usually occupied it. A large bed lay in

the  center  upon  a  raised  platform,  the  floors  covered  with  ornate  rugs.  Sitting areas  were  scattered  throughout,  along  with  a  curtained-off  washing-up  and

privy, and there was gold  everywhere. 

Either the servants had brought it with them yesterday, or the people of this land so feared the wrath of the khaganate that they didn’t dare rob this place. Or

were so well-cared for they didn’t need to. 

The others were all in the oasis pool by the time he shrugged on his now-dry

clothes and they emerged to seek out their quarry. 

They’d  whispered  in  the  tent—neither  of  them  had  spotted  anything  of

interest upon arrival. And in the oasis pool, definitely no indication of a cave or

ruins  near  the  bathing  royals  and  their  friends.  Comfortable,  relaxed.  Free,  in ways that Adarlan had never been, to its detriment. He wasn’t naive enough to

think that no scheming or intrigue was now playing out in the cool waters, but

he’d never heard of Adarlanian nobles going to a swimming hole and enjoying

themselves. 

Though he certainly wondered what the hell Hasar was thinking in throwing

such  a  party  for  Yrene,  manipulated  into  it  or  no,  considering  the  princess  was well aware Yrene barely knew most of those gathered. 

Yrene  hesitated  at  the  edge  of  the  clearing  and  glanced  at  him  beneath

lowered lashes—a look anyone might interpret as shy. A woman perhaps hesitant

to strip down to the light clothes they wore in the waters. Letting any onlookers

forget  that  she  was  a  healer  and  wholly  used  to  far  more  skin  showing.  “I  find I’m not up to bathing,” Yrene murmured over the laughter and splashing of those

within the oasis waters. “Care for a walk?” 

Pleasant,  polite  words  as  she  inclined  her  head  through  the  few  acres  of

untamed jungle sprawling to the left. She didn’t think herself a courtier, but she

could certainly lie well enough. He supposed that as a healer, it was a skill that

proved useful. 

“It would be my pleasure,” Chaol said, offering his arm. 

Yrene hesitated again, the portrait of modesty—peering over her shoulder at

those in the pool. The royals watching. Kashin included. 

He would let her choose when and how to make it clear to the prince— again

—that she was not interested. Though he couldn’t avoid a faint tinge of guilt as she looped her arm through his and they stepped into the murkiness of the oasis

jungle. 

Kashin was a good man. Chaol doubted his words about being willing to go

to war were lies. And to risk antagonizing the prince by perhaps flaunting what

he  had  with  Yrene  …  Chaol  glanced  sidelong  at  her,  his  cane  digging  into  the roots  and  soft  soil.  She  offered  him  a  faint  smile,  cheeks  still  flushed  with  the sun. 

To hell with worrying over antagonizing Kashin. 

The oasis spring’s gurgling blended with the sighing palms overhead as they

headed deeper between the fauna, picking their own way—no direction in mind. 

“In Anielle,” he said, “there are dozens of hot springs along the valley floor, near

the Silver Lake. Kept warm by the vents in the earth. When I was a boy, we’d

often soak in them after a day of training.” 

She  asked  carefully,  as  if  realizing  that  he’d  indeed  offered  up  this  piece  of him, “Was it that training that inspired you to join the guard?” 

His  voice  was  thick  as  he  finally  said,  “Part  of  it.  I  was  just  …  good  at  it. 

Fighting  and  fencing  and  archery  and  all  of  it.  I  received  the  training  that  was befitting for the heir of a lord to a mountain people who had long fended off wild

men from the Fangs. But my real training began when I arrived in Rifthold and

joined the royal guard.” 

She slowed while he navigated around a tricky nest of roots, letting him focus

on where to place his feet and the cane. 

“I  suppose  being  stubborn  and  bullheaded  made  you  a  good  pupil  for  the

discipline aspect.” 

Chaol chuckled, nudging her with his elbow. “It did. I was the first one on the

training  pitch  and  the  last  one  off.  Even  though  I  was  walloped  every  single day.”  His  chest  tightened  as  he  remembered  their  faces,  those  men  who  had

trained him, who had pushed and pushed him, left him limping and bleeding, and

then  made  sure  he  got  patched  up  in  the  barracks  that  night.  Usually  with  a hearty meal and a clap on the back. 

And it was in honor of those men, his brothers, that he said hoarsely, “They

weren’t all bad men, Yrene. The ones I … I grew up with, whom I commanded

… They were good men.” 

He  saw  Ress’s  laughing  face,  the  blush  the  young  guard  could  never  hide

around Aelin. His eyes burned. 

Yrene stopped, the oasis humming around them, and his back and legs were

more than grateful for the reprieve as she removed her arm from his. Touched his

cheek. “If they are partially responsible for you being … you,” she said, rising

up to brush her mouth against his, “then I believe that they are.” 

“Were,” he breathed. 

And  there  it  was.  That  one  word,  swallowed  by  the  loam  and  shade  of  the

oasis, that he could barely stand.  Were. 

He could still retreat—retreat from this invisible precipice now before them. 

Yrene remained standing close, a hand resting over his heart, waiting for him to

decide whether to speak. 

And  maybe  it  was  only  because  she  held  her  hand  over  his  heart  that  he

whispered, “They were tortured for weeks this spring. Then butchered and left to

hang from the castle gates.” 

Grief  and  horror  guttered  in  her  eyes.  He  could  hardly  stomach  it  as  he

managed to go on, “Not one of them broke. When the king and—others …” He

could not bring himself to finish. Not yet. Perhaps not ever, to face that suspicion

and likely truth. “When they questioned the guards about me. Not a single one of

them broke.” 

He didn’t have the words for it—that courage, that sacrifice. 

Yrene’s throat bobbed, and she cupped his cheek. 

And Chaol finally breathed, “It was my fault. The king—he did it to punish

me. For running, for helping the rebels in Rifthold. He … it was all because of

me.” 

“You can’t blame yourself.” Simple, honest words. 

And utterly untrue. 

They snapped him back into himself, more effectively than a thrown bucket

of cold water. 

Chaol pushed out of her touch. 

He  shouldn’t  have  told  her,  shouldn’t  have  brought  it  up.  On  her  birthday, 

gods above. While they were supposed to focus on finding any sort of scrap of

information that might help them. 

He’d  brought  his  sword  and  dagger,  and  as  he  limped  into  the  palms  and

ferns, leaving Yrene to follow, he checked to ensure they were both still buckled

at  his  waist.  Checked  them  because  he  had  to  do   something  with  his  shaking hands, his raw insides. 

He  folded  the  words,  the  memories  back  into  himself.  Deeper.  Sealed  them

away as he counted his weapons, one after another. 

Yrene  only  trailed  him,  saying  nothing  while  they  picked  their  way  deeper

into the jungle. The entire site was larger than many villages, and yet little of the

green had been tamed—certainly no path to be found, or indication of a city of

the dead beneath them. 

Until  fallen  pale  pillars  began  to  appear  between  the  roots  and  bushes.  A

good  sign,  he  supposed.  If  there  were  a  cave,  it  might  be  nearby—perhaps  as some ancient dwelling. 

But  the  level  of  architecture  they  climbed  over  and  walked  around,  forcing

him  to  select  his  steps  carefully  …“These  weren’t  some  cave-dwelling  people

who  buried  their  dead  in  holes,”  he  observed,  cane  scraping  over  the  ancient stone. 

“Hasar said it was a  city of the dead.” Yrene frowned at the ornate columns

and slabs of carved stone, crusted with forest life. “A sprawling necropolis, right

beneath our feet.” 

He studied the jungle floor. “But I thought the khagan’s people left their dead under the open sky in the heart of their home territory.” 

“They do.” Yrene ran her hands over a pillar carved with animals and strange

creatures. “But … this site predates the khaganate. The Torre and Antica, too. To

whoever was here before.” A set of crumbling steps led to a platform where the

trees had grown through the stone itself, knocking over carved columns in their

wake.  “Hasar  claimed  the  tunnels  are  all  clever  traps.  Either  designed  to  keep looters out—or keep the dead inside.” 

Despite the heat, the hair on his arms rose. “You’re telling me this now?” 

“I assumed Nousha meant something different. That it would be a  cave, and

if it was connected to these ruins, she’d have mentioned it.” Yrene stepped onto

the platform, and his legs protested as he followed her up. “But I don’t see any

sort of rock formations here—none large enough for a cave. The only stone …

it’s  from  this.”  The  sprawling  gateway  into  the  necropolis  beneath,  Hasar  had claimed. 

They  surveyed  the  mangled  complex,  the  enormous  pillars  now  broken  or

covered in roots and vines. Silence lay as heavy as the shaded heat. As if none of

the singing birds or humming insects from the oasis dared venture here. 

“It’s unsettling,” she murmured. 

They  had  twenty  guards  within  shouting  distance,  and  yet  he  found  his  free

hand drifting toward his sword. If a city of the dead slumbered beneath their feet, 

perhaps Hasar was right. They should be left to sleep. 

Yrene turned in place, surveying the pillars, the carvings. No caves—none at

all.  “Nousha  knew  the  location,  though,”  she  mused.  “It  must  have  been

important—the site. To the Torre.” 

“But  its  importance  was  forgotten  over  time,  or  warped.  So  that  only  the

name, the sense of its importance remained.” 

“Healers were always drawn to this realm, you know,” Yrene said distantly, 

running a hand over a column. “The land just … blessed them with the magic. 

More than any other kind. As if this were some breeding ground for healing.” 

“Why?” 

She  traced  a  carving  on  a  column  longer  than  most  ships.  “Why  does

anything  thrive?  Plants  grow  best  in  certain  conditions—those  most

advantageous to them.” 

“And the southern continent is a place for healers to thrive?” 

Something had snagged her interest, making her words mumbled as she said, 

“Maybe it was a sanctuary.” 

He approached, wincing at the slicing pain down his spine. It was forgotten

as he examined the carving beneath her palm. 

Two  opposing  forces  had  been  etched  into  the  column’s  broad  face.  On  the

left:  tall,  broad-shouldered  warriors,  armed  with  swords  and  shields,  with

rippling flame and bursting water, animals of all kinds in the air or at their knees. 

Pointed ears—those were pointed ears on the figures’ heads. 

And facing them …

“You said nothing is coincidence.” Yrene pointed to the army facing the Fae

one. 

Smaller  than  the  Fae,  their  bodies  bulkier.  Claws  and  fangs  and  wicked-

looking blades. 

She mouthed a word. 

 Valg. 

Holy gods. 

Yrene  rushed  to  the  other  pillars,  ripping  away  vines  and  dirt.  More  Fae

faces. Figures. 

Some  were  depicted  in  one-on-one  battles  against  Valg  commanders.  Some

felled by them. Some triumphing. 

Chaol moved with her as much as he could manage. Looking, looking—

There,  tucked  into  the  dense  shadows  of  squatting,  thick  palms.  A  square, 

crumbling structure. A mausoleum. 

“A cave,” Yrene whispered. Or what might have been interpreted as one, as knowledge turned muddled. 

Chaol ripped away the vines for her with his free hand, his back protesting. 

Ripped and tore them down to survey what had been carved into the gates of

the necropolis. 

“Nousha said legend claimed some of those scrolls came from here,” Chaol

said. “From a place full of Wyrdmarks, of carvings of the Fae and Valg. But this

was  no  living  city.  So  they  had  to  have  been  removed  from  tombs  or  archives below our feet.” From the doorway just beyond them. 

“They did not bury humans here,” Yrene whispered. 

For the markings on the sealed, stone gates … “The Old Language.” 

He’d seen it inked on Rowan’s face and arm. 

This was a Fae burial site.  Fae—not human. 

Chaol said, “I thought only one group of Fae ever left Doranelle—to establish

Terrasen with Brannon.” 

“Maybe another settled here during whatever this war was.” 

The first war. The first demon war, before Elena and Gavin were born, before

Terrasen. 

Chaol  studied  Yrene.  Her  bloodless  face.  “Or  maybe  they  wanted  to  hide

something.” 

Yrene  frowned  at  the  ground  as  if  she  could  see  to  the  tombs  beneath.  “A

treasure?” 

“Of a different sort.” 

She met his eyes at his tone—his stillness. And fear, cool and sharp, slid into

his heart. 

Yrene said softly, “I don’t understand.” 

“Fae  magic  is  passed  down  through  their  bloodlines.  It  doesn’t  appear  at

random. Perhaps these people came here. And then were forgotten by the world, 

forces  good  and  evil.  Perhaps  they  knew  this  place  was  far  away  enough  to

remain untouched. That  wars would be  waged elsewhere. By  them.” He jerked his chin to a carving of a Valg soldier. “While the southern continent remained

mostly mortal-held. While the seeds planted here by the Fae were bred into the

human bloodlines and grew into a people gifted and prone to healing magic.” 

“An  interesting  theory,”  she  said  hoarsely,  “but  you  don’t  know  if  it  could

stand to reason.” 

“If you wanted to hide something precious, wouldn’t you conceal it in plain

sight? In a place where you were willing to bet a powerful force would spring up

to  defend  it?  Like  an  empire.  Several  of  them.  Whose  walls  had  not  been

breached by outside conquerors for the entirety of its history. Who would see the

value of its healers and think their gift was for one thing, but never know that it

might be a treasure waiting to be used at another time. A weapon.” 

“We do not kill.” 

“No,” Chaol said, his blood going cold. “But you and all the healers here …

There is only one other such place in the world. Guarded as heavily, protected by

a power just as mighty.” 

“Doranelle—the Fae healers in Doranelle.” 

Guarded by Maeve. Fiercely. 

Who had fought in that first war. Who had fought against the Valg. 

“What does it mean?” she breathed. 

Chaol  had  the  sense  of  the  ground  slipping  from  beneath  him.  “I  was  sent

here to retrieve an army. But I wonder … I wonder if some other force brought

me to retrieve something else.” 

She slid her hand into his, a silent promise. One he’d think of later. 

“Perhaps that is why whoever it is that’s been stalking the Torre, was hunting

me,” Yrene whispered. “If they are indeed sent from Morath … They don’t want

us realizing any of this. Through healing you.” 

He squeezed her fingers. “And those scrolls in the library … either they were

taken  or  brought  from  here,  forgotten  save  for  legend  about  where  they  came
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from. Where the healers of this land might have originated from.” 

Not the necropolis—but the Fae people who had built it. 

“The  scrolls,”  she  blurted.  “If  we  return  and  find  someone  to—to  translate

them …” 

“They might explain this. What the healers could do against the Valg.” 

She  swallowed.  “Hafiza.  I  wonder  if  she  knows  what  those  scrolls  are, 

somehow.  The  Healer  on  High  is  not  just  a  position  of  power,  but  of  learning. 

She’s a walking library herself, taught things by her predecessor that no one else

at the Torre knows.” She twisted a curl around a finger. “It’s worth showing her

some of the texts. To see if she might know what they are.” 

A  gamble  to  share  the  information  with  anyone  else,  but  one  worth  taking. 

Chaol nodded. 

Someone’s laughter pierced through even the heavy silence of the oasis. 

Yrene released his hand. “We’ll need to smile, enjoy ourselves amongst them. 

And then leave at first light.” 

“I’ll send word to Nesryn to return. As soon as we’re back. I’m not sure we

can afford any longer to wait for the khagan’s aid.” 

“We’ll try to convince him again anyway,” she promised. He angled his head. 

“You  will  still  have  to  win  this  war,  Chaol,”  she  said  quietly.  “Regardless  of what role we might play.” 

He brushed a thumb over her cheek. “I have no intention of losing it.” 

It  was  no  easy  task  to  pretend  they  had  not  stumbled  across  something

enormous. That something had not rattled them down to their bones. 

Hasar  grew  bored  of  bathing  and  called  for  music  and  dancing  and  lunch. 

Which  turned  into  hours  of  lounging  in  the  shade,  listening  to  the  musicians, eating  an  array  of  delicacies  that  Yrene  had  no  idea  how  they’d  managed  to

bring all the way out here. 

But  as  the  sun  set,  they  all  dispersed  into  their  tents  to  change  for  dinner. 

After  what  she’d  learned  with  Chaol,  even  being  alone  for  a  moment  had  her

jumpy,  but  Yrene  washed  and  changed  into  the  purple  gauzy  gown  Hasar  had

provided. 

Chaol was waiting outside the tent. 

Hasar had brought him clothes, too. Beautiful deep blue that brought out the

gold in his brown eyes, the summer-kissed tan of his skin. 

Yrene  blushed  as  his  gaze  slid  along  her  neckline,  to  the  swaths  of  skin  the flowing folds of the dress revealed along her waist. Her thighs. Silver and clear

beads  had  been  sewn  onto  the  entire  thing,  making  the  gown  shimmer  like  the stars now flickering to life in the night sky above them. 

Torches  and  lanterns  had  been  lit  around  the  oasis  pool,  tables  and  couches

and  cushions  brought  out.  Music  was  playing,  people  were  already  loosing

themselves  upon  the  feast  laid  across  the  various  tables,  with  Hasar  holding

court, regal as any queen from her spot at the centermost table alongside the fire-

gilded pool. 

She spotted Yrene and signaled her over. Chaol, too. 

Two seats had been left open to the princess’s right. Yrene could have sworn

Chaol sized them up with each step, as if scanning the chairs, those around them, 

the  oasis  itself  for  any  pitfalls  or  threats.  His  hand  brushed  the  sliver  of  skin exposed down the column of her spine—as if in confirmation that all was clear. 

“You did not think I forgot my honored guest, did you?” Hasar said, kissing

her  cheeks.  Chaol  bowed  to  the  princess  as  much  as  he  could  manage,  and

claimed his seat on Yrene’s other side, leaning his cane against the table. 

“Today has been wonderful,” Yrene said, and wasn’t lying. “Thank you.” 

Hasar  was  quiet  for  a  beat,  looking  Yrene  over  with  unusual  softness.  “I

know I am not an easy person to care for, or an easy friend to have,” she said, 

her dark eyes meeting Yrene’s at last. “But you have never once made me feel

that way.” 

Yrene’s throat tightened  at the bald  words. Hasar inclined  her head,  waving to the party around them. “This is the least I can do to honor my friend.” Renia

gently patted Hasar’s arm, as if in approval and understanding. 

So Yrene bowed her head and said to the princess, “I have no interest in easy

friends—easy  people.  I  think  I  trust  them  less  than  the  difficult  ones,  and  find them far less compelling, too.” 

That  brought  a  grin  to  Hasar’s  face.  She  leaned  down  the  table  to  survey

Chaol and drawl, “You look quite handsome, Lord Westfall.” 

“And you are looking beautiful, Princess.” 

Hasar, while well dressed, would never be called such. But she accepted the

compliment with that cat’s smile that somehow reminded Yrene of that stranger

in  Innish—that  knowledge  that  beauty  was  fleeting,  yet  power  …  power  was  a

far more valuable currency. 

The  feast  unfolded,  and  Yrene  suffered  through  a  not-so-unguarded  toast

from Hasar to her  dear, loyal, clever friend. But she drank with them. Chaol, too. 

Wine  and  honey  ale,  their  glasses  refilled  before  Yrene  could  even  notice  the near-silent reach of the servants pouring. 

It took all of thirty minutes before talk of the war started. 

Arghun  began  it  first.  A  mocking  toast,  to  safety  and  serenity  in  such

tumultuous times. 

Yrene  drank  but  tried  to  hide  her  surprise  as  she  found  Chaol  doing  so  as

well, a vague smile plastered on his face. 

Then Hasar began musing on whether the Western Wastes, with everyone so

focused  upon  the  eastern  half  of  the  continent,  was  fair  game  to  interested

parties. 

Chaol  only  shrugged.  As  if  he’d  reached  some  conclusion  this  afternoon. 

Some realization about this war, and the role of these royals in it. 

Hasar seemed to notice, too. And for all that this was meant to be a birthday

party,  the  princess  pondered  aloud  to  no  one  in  particular,  “Perhaps  Aelin

Galathynius  should  drag  her  esteemed  self  down  here  and  select  one  of  my brothers  to  marry.  Perhaps  then  we  would  consider  assisting  her.  If  such

influence remained in the family.” 

Meaning all that flame, all that brute power … tied to this continent, bred into

the bloodline, never to be a threat. 

“My  brothers  would  have  to  stomach  being  with  someone  like  that,  of

course,” Hasar went on, “but they are not such weak-blooded men as you might

believe.” A glance at Kashin, who seemed to pretend not to hear, even as Arghun

snorted. Yrene wondered if the others knew how adept Kashin was at drowning

out their taunting—that he never fell for their baiting simply because he couldn’t

be bothered to care. 

Chaol answered Hasar with equal mildness, “As interesting as it would be to

see  Aelin  Galathynius  deal  with  all  of  you  …”  A  secret,  knowing  smile,  as  if Chaol might very well enjoy seeing that sight. As if Aelin might very well make

blood sport out of them all. “Marriage is not an option for her.” 

Hasar’s brows lifted. “To a man?” 

Renia gave her a sharp look that Hasar ignored. 

Chaol chuckled. “To anyone. Beyond her beloved.” 

“King  Dorian,”  Arghun  said,  swirling  his  wine.  “I’m  surprised  she  can

stomach  him.” 

Chaol stiffened, but shook his head. “No. Another prince—foreign-born and

powerful.” 

All the royals stilled. Even Kashin looked their way. 

“Who, pray tell, is that?” Hasar sipped her wine, those keen eyes darkening. 

“Prince  Rowan  Whitethorn,  of  Doranelle.  Former  commander  to  Queen

Maeve, and a member of her royal household.” 

Yrene  could  have  sworn  the  blood  drained  wholly  from  Arghun’s  face. 

“Aelin Galathynius is to wed Rowan Whitethorn?” 

From the way the prince said the name … he’d indeed heard of this Rowan. 

Chaol  had  mentioned  Rowan  more  than  once  in  passing—Rowan,  who  had managed  to  heal  much  of  the  damage  in  his  spine.  A  Fae  Prince.  And  Aelin’s beloved. 

Chaol shrugged. “They are  carranam, and he swore the blood oath to her.” 

“He swore that oath to Maeve,” Arghun countered. 

Chaol  leaned  back  in  his  seat.  “He  did.  And  Aelin  got  Maeve  to  free  him

from it so he could swear it to her. Right in Maeve’s face.” 

Arghun and Hasar swapped glances. “How,” the former demanded. 

Chaol’s  mouth  turned  up  at  the  corner.  “Through  the  same  way  Aelin

achieves all her ends.” He flicked his brows up. “She encircled Maeve’s city in

fire. And when Maeve told her that Doranelle was made of stone, Aelin simply

replied that her people were not.” 

A chill snaked down Yrene’s spine. 

“So she is a brute and a madwoman,” Hasar sniffed. 

“Is  she?  Who  else  has  taken  on  Maeve  and  walked  away,  let  alone  gotten

what they want out of it?” 

“She would have destroyed an entire city for one man,” Hasar snapped. 

“The most powerful pure-blooded Fae male in the world,” Chaol said simply. 

“A worthy asset for any court. Especially when they had fallen in love with each

other.” 

Though his eyes danced as he spoke, a tremor of tension ran beneath the last

words. 

But  Arghun  seized  on  the  words.  “If  it  is  a  love  match,  then  they  risk

knowing their enemies will go after him to punish her.” Arghun smiled as if to

say he was already thinking of doing so. 

Chaol snorted, and the prince straightened. “Good luck to anyone who tries to

go after Rowan Whitethorn.” 

“Because  Aelin  will  burn  them  to  ash?”  Hasar  asked  with  poisoned

sweetness. 

But  it  was  Kashin  who  answered  softly,  “Because  Rowan  Whitethorn  will always be the person who walks away from that encounter. Not the assailant.” 

A pause of silence. 

Then Hasar said, “Well, if Aelin cannot represent her continent, perhaps we

shall look elsewhere.” She smirked at Kashin. “Perhaps Yrene Towers might be

offered in the queen’s stead.” 

“I am not noble-born,” Yrene blurted. “Or royal.” Hasar had lost her mind. 

Hasar shrugged. “I’m sure Lord Westfall, as Hand, can find you a title. Make

you  a  countess  or  duchess  or  whatever  terms  you  call  them.  Of  course,  we’d

know  you  were  little  more  than  a  milkmaid  dressed  in  jewels,  but  if  it  stayed amongst us … I’m sure there are some here who would not mind your humble

beginnings.” She’d done as much with Renia—for Renia. 

The amusement faded from Chaol’s face. “You sound as if you now want to

be a part of this war, Princess.” 

Hasar waved a hand. “I am merely musing on the possibilities.” She surveyed

Yrene and Kashin, and the food in Yrene’s stomach turned leaden. “I’ve always

said you would make such beautiful children.” 

“If they were allowed to live by your future khagan.” 

“A small consideration—to be later dealt with.” 

Kashin leaned forward, his jaw tight. “The wine goes to your head, sister.” 

Hasar rolled her eyes. “Why not? Yrene is the unspoken heir of the Torre. It

is  a  position  of  power—and  if  Lord  Westfall  were  to  bestow  upon  her  a  royal title  …  say,  spin  a  little  story  that  her  royal  lineage  was  newly  discovered,  she might very well wed you, Ka—” 

“She will not.” 

Chaol’s words were flat. Hard. 

Color  stained  Kashin’s  face  as  he  asked  softly,  “And  why  is  that,  Lord

Westfall?” 

Chaol held the man’s gaze. “She will not marry you.” 

Hasar smiled. “I think the lady may speak for herself.” 

Yrene wanted to flip her chair back into the pool and sink to the bottom. And

live there, under the surface, forever. Rather than face the prince waiting for an

answer,  the  princess  who  was  smirking  like  a  demon,  and  the  lord  whose  face was hard with rage. 

But if it was a serious offer, if doing something like that could lead to the full

might of the southern continent’s armies coming to help them, save them …

“Don’t you even consider it,” Chaol said too quietly. “She’s full of shit.” 

People gasped. Hasar barked a laugh. 

Arghun snapped, “You will speak with respect to my sister, or you will find

yourself with legs that don’t work again.” 

Chaol  ignored  them.  Yrene’s  hands  shook  badly  enough  that  she  slid  them

beneath the table. 

Had  the  princess  brought  her  out  here  to  corner  her  into  agreeing  to  this

preposterous  idea,  or  had  it  merely  been  a  whim,  an  idle  thought  to  taunt  and gnaw at Lord Westfall? 

Chaol seemed to be on the verge of opening his mouth to say more, to push

this ridiculous idea out of her head, but he hesitated. 

Not because he agreed, Yrene realized, but because he wanted to give her the

space to choose for herself. A man used to giving orders, to being obeyed. And

yet Yrene had the sense that this, too, was new to him. The patience; the trust. 

And she trusted him. To do what he had to. To find a way to survive this war, 

whether  with  this  army  or  another  one.  If  it  did  not  happen  here,  with  these people, he’d sail elsewhere. 

Yrene  looked  to  Hasar,  to  Kashin  and  the  others,  some  smirking,  some

swapping  disgusted  glances.  Arghun  most  of  all.  Revolted  at  the  thought  of

sullying his family’s bloodline. 

She trusted Chaol. 

She did not trust these royals. 

Yrene smiled at Hasar, then Kashin. “This is very grave talk for my birthday. 

Why should I choose one man tonight when I have so many handsome ones in

my company right now?” 

She could have sworn a shudder of relief went through Chaol. 

“Indeed,” Hasar crooned, her smile sharpening. Yrene tried not to balk at the

invisible fangs revealed in that smile. “Betrothals are rather odious things. Look

at poor Duva, stuck with that brooding, sad-eyed princeling.” 

And  so  the  conversation  moved  on.  Yrene  did  not  glance  to  Kashin  or  the

others.  She  looked  only  at  her  constantly  refilled  goblet—and  drank  it.  Or  at Chaol,  who  appeared  half  inclined  to  lean  across  Yrene  and  flip  Hasar’s  chair right back into the pool. 

But  the  meal  passed,  and  Yrene  kept  drinking—enough  so  that  when  she

stood after dessert, she had not realized precisely how much she’d imbibed. The

world tipped and swayed, and Chaol steadied her with a hand on her elbow, even

as he was none too steady on his feet. 

“Seems like they can’t hold their liquor up north,” Arghun said with a snort. 

Chaol chuckled. “I’d advise never to say that to someone from Terrasen.” 

“I suppose there’s nothing else to do while living amongst all the snow and

sheep beyond drink,” Arghun drawled, lounging in his chair. 

“That  may  be,”  Chaol  said,  putting  an  arm  on  Yrene’s  back  to  guide  her  to

the  trees  and  tents,  “but  it  won’t  stop  Aelin  Galathynius  or  Aedion  Ashryver from drinking you under the table.” 

“Or under a chair?” Hasar crooned to Chaol. 

Maybe it was the wine. Maybe it was the heat, or the hand on her back, or the

fact that this man beside her had fought and fought and never once complained

about it. 

Yrene lunged for the princess. 

And  though  Chaol  might  have  decided  against  pushing  Hasar  into  the  pool

behind  her,  Yrene  had  no  such  qualms  about  doing  it  herself.  One  heartbeat, 

Hasar was smirking up at her. 

The  next,  her  legs  and  skirts  and  jewels  went  sky-up,  her  shriek  piercing

across the dunes as Yrene shoved the princess, chair and all, into the water. 
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Yrene knew she was a dead woman. 

Knew  it  the  moment  Hasar  hit  the  dark  water  and  everyone  leaped  to  their

feet, shouting and drawing blades. 

Chaol  had  Yrene  behind  him  in  an  instant,  a  sword  half  out—a  blade  she

hadn’t even seen him reach for before it was in his hand. 

The  pool  was  not  deep,  and  Hasar  swiftly  stood,  soaked  and  seething,  teeth

bared and hair utterly limp as she pointed at Yrene. 

No one spoke. 

She pointed and pointed, and Yrene braced for the death order. 

They’d kill her, and then kill Chaol for trying to save her. 

She  felt  him  sizing  up  all  the  guards,  the  princes,  the  viziers.  Every  person who would get in the way to the horses, every person who might put up a fight. 

But a low, fizzing sounded behind Yrene. 

She looked to see Renia clutching her stomach, another hand over her mouth, 

as she looked at her lover and  howled. 

Hasar  whirled  on  Renia,  who  just  stuck  out  a  finger,  pointing  and  roaring

with laughter. Tears leaked from the woman’s eyes. 

Then Kashin tipped his head back and bellowed with amusement. 

Yrene and Chaol did not dare move. 

Not until Hasar shoved away a servant who’d flung himself into the pool to

help her, crawled back onto the paved lip, and looked Yrene dead in the eye with
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the full wrath of all the mighty khagans before her. 

Silence again. 

But  then  the  princess  snorted.  “I  was  wondering  when  you’d  grow  a

backbone.” 

She walked away, trailing water behind her, Renia howling again. 

Yrene  caught  Chaol’s  stare—watched  him  slowly  release  the  hand  on  his

sword. Watched his pupils shrink again. Watched him realize …

They were not going to die. 

“With that,” Yrene said quietly, “I think it’s time for bed.” 

Renia  paused  her  laughing  long  enough  to  say,  “I’d  be  gone  before  she

returns.” 

Yrene nodded, and led Chaol by the wrist back toward the trees and dark and

torches. 

She couldn’t help but wonder if Renia and Kashin’s laughter had in part been

true amusement, but also a gift. A birthday gift, to keep them from the gallows. 

From the two people who understood best just how deadly Hasar’s moods could

be. 

Keeping her head, Yrene decided, was a very good birthday gift indeed. 

It would have been easy for Chaol to roar at Yrene. To demand how she could

even  think to risk her life like that. Months ago, he would have. Hell, he was still debating it. 

Even  as  they  slipped  into  her  spacious  tent,  he  continued  soothing  the

instincts  that  had  come  bellowing  to  the  surface  the  moment  those  guards  had pressed in and reached for their swords. 

Some  small  part  of  him  was  profoundly,  knee-wobblingly  grateful  none  of

those  guards  were  ones  he’d  trained  with  these  weeks—that  he  hadn’t  been

forced to make that choice, cross that line between them. 

But  he’d  seen  the  terror  in  Yrene’s  eyes.  The  moment  she’d  realized  what was  about  to  happen,  what  would  have  happened  if  the  princess’s  lover  and

Kashin had not stepped in to defuse the situation. 

Chaol knew Yrene had done it for him. 

For the mocking, hateful insult. 

And  from  the  way  she  paced  inside  the  tent,  wending  between  the  couches

and tables and cushions … Chaol also knew she was well aware of the rest. 

He took up a seat on the rolled arm of a chair, leaning the cane beside it, and

waited. 

Yrene  whirled  toward  him,  stunning  in  that  purple  gown,  which  had  nearly

knocked his knees from beneath him when she’d first emerged from the tent. Not

just  for  how  well  it  suited  her,  but  the  swaths  of  supple  skin.  The  curves.  The light and color of her. 

“Before  you  begin  shouting,”  Yrene  declared,  “I  should  say  that  what  just

happened is proof that I should  not be marrying a prince.” 

Chaol crossed his arms. “Having lived with a prince for most of my life, I’d

say quite the opposite.” 

She waved a hand, pacing more. “I know it was stupid.” 

“Incredibly.” 

Yrene hissed—not at him. The memory. The temper. “I don’t regret doing it.” 

A smile tugged on his mouth. “It’s an image I’ll likely remember for the rest

of my life.” 

He would. The way Hasar’s feet had gone over her head, her shrieking face

right before she hit the water—

“How can you be so amused?” 

“Oh, I’m not.” His lips indeed curved. “But it’s certainly entertaining to see

that temper of yours turned on someone other than me.” 

“I don’t have a temper.” 

He raised a brow. “I have known a fair number of people with tempers, and

yours, Yrene Towers, ranks among the finest of them.” 

“Like Aelin Galathynius.” 

A  shadow  passed  over  him.  “She  would  have  greatly  enjoyed  the  sight  of

Hasar flipping into the pool.” 

“Is she really marrying that Fae Prince?” 

“Maybe. Likely.” 

“Are you—upset about it?” 

And  though  she  asked  it  casually,  that  healer’s  mask  a  portrait  of  calm

curiosity, he selected his words carefully. 

“Aelin was very important to me. She still is—though in a different way. And

for a while … it was not easy, to change the dreams I’d planned for my future. 

Especially the dreams with her.” 

Yrene angled her head, the lantern light dancing in her soft curls. “Why?” 

“Because when I met Aelin, when I fell in love with her, she was not … She

went  by  another  name.  Another  title  and  identity.  And  things  between  us  fell apart before I knew the truth, but … I think I knew. When I learned she was truly

Aelin. I knew that between her and Dorian, I …” 

“You would never leave Adarlan. Or him.” 

He  fiddled  with  the  cane  beside  him,  running  his  hands  over  the  smooth

wood. “She knew it, too, I think. Long before I did. But she still … She left, at

one  point.  It’s  a  long  story,  but  she  went  off  to  Wendlyn  alone.  And  that  was where  she  met  Prince  Rowan.  And  out  of  respect  to  me,  because  we  had  not

truly ended it, she waited. For him. They both did. And when she came back to

Rifthold, it ended. Between us, I mean. Officially. Badly. I handled it badly, and

she did, too, and it just … We made our peace, before we parted ways months

ago. And they left together. As it should be. They are … If you ever meet them, 

you’ll get it. Like Hasar, she isn’t an easy person to be with, to understand. Aelin

frightens  everyone.” He snorted. “But not him. I think that’s why she fell in love with him, against her best intentions. Rowan beheld all Aelin was and is, and he

was not afraid.” 

Yrene was quiet for a moment. “But you were?” 

“It  was  a  …  rough  period  for  me.  Everything  I  knew  was  trampled. 

Everything. And she … I think I placed the blame for a great deal of it upon her. 

Began to see her as a monster.” 

“Is she?” 

“It depends on who’s telling the story, I suppose.” Chaol studied the intricate

pattern of the red-and-green rug beneath his boots. “But I don’t think so. There is

no one else that I would trust to handle this war. No one else I would trust to take

on all of Morath but Aelin. Even Dorian. If there’s some way to win, she’ll find

it. The costs might be high, but she’ll do it.” He shook his head. “And it’s your

birthday. We should probably talk of nicer things.” 

Yrene  didn’t  smile.  “You  waited  for  her  while  she  was  gone.  Didn’t  you? 

Even knowing what—who—she really was.” 

He hadn’t admitted it, even to himself. 

His throat tightened. “Yes.” 

She now studied that woven carpet beneath them. “But you—you don’t still

love her?” 

“No,”  he  said,  and  had  never  meant  anything  more.  He  added  softly,  “Or

Nesryn.” 

Her  brows  rose  at  that,  but  he  wrapped  a  hand  around  the  cane,  groaning

softly  as  he  pushed  to  his  feet  and  made  his  way  toward  her.  She  tracked  each movement,  unable  to  set  aside  the  healing,  her  eyes  darting  over  his  legs,  his middle, the way he gripped the cane. 

Chaol halted a step away, pulling a small bundle out of his pocket. Silently, 

he extended it to her, the black velvet like the rippling dunes beyond them. 

“What’s that?” 

He only held out the folded piece of fabric. “They didn’t have a box I liked, 

so I just used the cloth—” 

Yrene took it from his hand, her fingers shaking slightly as she folded back the edges of the bundle that he’d been carrying all day. 

In the lantern light, the silver locket shimmered and danced as she lifted it up

between her fingers, eyes wide. “I can’t take this.” 

“You’d  better,”  he  said  as  she  lowered  the  oval  locket  into  her  palm  to

examine it. “I had your initials carved onto it.” 

Indeed, she was already tracing the swirling letters he’d asked the jeweler in

Antica to engrave on the front. She turned it over to the back—

Yrene put a hand to her throat, right over that scar. 

“Mountains. And seas,” she whispered. 

“So  you  never  forget  that  you  climbed  them  and  crossed  them.  That  you—

only you—got yourself here.” 

She let out a small, soft laugh—a sound of pure joy. He couldn’t let himself

identify the other sound within it. 

“I bought it,” Chaol clarified instead, “so you could keep whatever it is you

always  carry  in  your  pocket  inside.  So  you  don’t  have  to  keep  moving  it  from dress to dress. Whatever it is.” 

Surprise lighted her eyes. “You know?” 

“I  don’t  know   what  it  is,  but  I  see  you  holding  something  in  there  all  the time.” 

He’d  calculated  that  it  was  small,  and  based  the  locket’s  size  upon  it.  He’d never seen an indentation or weight in her pockets to suggest its bulk, and had

studied other objects she’d placed within there while working on him—papers, 

vials—against the utter flatness of it. Perhaps it was a lock of hair, some small

stone—

“It’s nothing as fine as a party in the desert—” 

“No one has given me a gift since I was eleven.” 

Since her mother. 

“A birthday gift, I mean,” she clarified. “I …” 

She slid the locket’s fine silver chain over her head, the links catching in the stray,  luscious  curls.  He  watched  her  lift  the  mass  of  her  hair  over  the  chain, setting it dangling down to the edge of her breasts. Against the honey-brown of

her  skin,  the  locket  was  like  quicksilver.  She  traced  her  slim  fingers  over  the engraved surface. 

Chaol’s chest tightened as she lifted her head, and he found silver lining her

eyes. 

“Thank you,” she said softly. 

He shrugged, unable to come up with a response. 

Yrene only walked over, and he braced himself, readied himself, as her hands

cupped his face. As she stared into his eyes. 

“I am glad,” she whispered, “that you do not love that queen. Or Nesryn.” 

His heart thundered through every inch of him. 

Yrene  rose  onto  her  toes  and  pressed  a  kiss,  light  as  a  caress,  to  his  mouth. 

Never breaking his stare. 

He  read  the  unspoken  words  there.  He  wondered  if  she  read  the  ones  not

voiced by him, either. 

“I will cherish it always,” Yrene said, and he knew she wasn’t talking about

the locket. Not as she lowered a hand from his face to his chest. Atop his raging

heart.  “No  matter  what  may  befall  the  world.”  Another  featherlight  kiss.  “No

matter the oceans, or mountains, or forests in the way.” 

Any  leash  on  himself  snapped.  Letting  his  cane  thump  to  the  floor,  Chaol

drifted a hand around her waist, his thumb stroking along the sliver of bare skin

the dress revealed. The other he plunged into that luxurious, heavy hair, cupping

the  back  of  her  head  as  he  tilted  her  face  upward.  As  he  studied  those  brown-gold eyes, the emotion simmering in them. 

“I am glad that I do not love them, either, Yrene Towers,” he whispered onto

her lips. 

Then his mouth was on hers, and she opened for him, the heat and silk of her

driving a groan from deep in his throat. 

Her  hands  speared  into  his  hair,  onto  his  shoulders,  across  his  chest  and  up his neck. As if she could not touch enough of him. 

Chaol  reveled  in  the  fingers  she  dug  into  his  clothes,  as  if  they  were  claws seeking  purchase.  He  slid  his  tongue  against  hers,  and  her  moan  as  she  pushed herself against him—

Chaol  backed  them  toward  the  bed,  its  white  sheets  near-glowing  in  the

lantern  light,  not  caring  that  his  steps  were  uneven,  staggering.  Not  with  that dress little more than cobwebs and mist, not when he never took his mouth from

hers, remained  unable to take his mouth from hers. 

Yrene’s  knees  hit  the  mattress  behind  them,  and  she  drew  her  lips  away

enough to protest, “Your back—” 

“I’ll manage.” He slanted his mouth over hers again, her kiss searing him to

his very soul. 

His. She was his, and he had never had anything he could call such. Wanted

to call such. 

Chaol  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  rip  his  mouth  away  from  Yrene’s  long

enough  to  ask  if  she  considered  him  hers.  To  explain  that  he  already  knew  his own answer. Had perhaps known from the moment she’d walked into that sitting

room and did not look at him with an ounce of pity or sadness. 

He nudged her with a press of his hips, and she let him lay her upon the bed

gently—reverently. 

Her reach for him, hauling him atop her, was anything but. 

Chaol huffed a laugh against her warm neck, the skin softer than silk, as she

scrabbled  with  his  buttons,  his  buckles.  She  writhed  against  him,  and  as  he

settled his weight over her, every hard part of him lining up with so many soft

parts of her …

He was going to fly out of his skin. 

Yrene’s  breath  was  sharp  and  ragged  against  his  ear,  her  hands  tugging

desperately at his shirt, trying to slide to his back beneath. 

“I’d think you were sick of touching my back.” 

She shut him up with a plundering kiss that made him forget language for a

while. 

Forget about his name and his title and everything but her. 

Yrene. 

Yrene. 

Yrene. 

She  moaned  when  he  slid  a  hand  up  her  thigh,  baring  her  skin  beneath  the

folds of that gown. When he did it to the other leg. When he nipped at her mouth

and traced idle circles with his fingers over those beautiful thighs, starting along

their outer edge and arcing over—

Yrene did not appreciate being toyed with. 

Not as she wrapped a hand around him, and his entire body bowed into the

touch, the sensation of it. Not just a hand stroking over him, but  Yrene doing it—

He couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but taste and touch and yield. 

And yet—

He found words. Found language again. Long enough to ask, “Have you ever

—” 

“Yes.” The word was a rough pant. “Once.” 

Chaol shoved against the ripple of darkness, the line on that throat. He only

kissed  it  instead.  Licked  it.  Then  asked  against  her  skin,  his  mouth  skirting  up her jaw, “Do you want to—” 

 “Keep going.” 

But he made himself pause. Made himself rise to look at her face, his hands

on her sleek thighs and her hand still gripping him, stroking him. “Yes, then?” 

Yrene’s eyes were gold flame. “Yes,” she breathed. She leaned up, kissed him

gently. Not lightly, but sweetly. Openly. “Yes.” 

A shudder wracked through him at the words, and he gripped her thigh right

where it met her hip. Yrene released him to lift her hips, dragging herself over him. Feeling him, with only the thin gossamer panel of her gown between them. 

Nothing beneath. 

Chaol  slid  it  to  the  side,  bunching  the  material  at  her  waist.  He  dipped  his head, eager to look his fill, then to touch and taste and learn what made Yrene

Towers lose control entirely—

“Later,” Yrene begged hoarsely. “Later.” 

He  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  deny  her  anything.  This  woman  who  held

everything he was, all he had left, in her beautiful hands. 

So  Chaol  removed  his  shirt,  his  pants  following  with  a  few,  trickier

maneuvers. Then he removed that dress of hers, leaving it in scraps on the floor

beside the bed. 

Until  Yrene  only  wore  that  locket.  Until  Chaol  surveyed  every  inch  of  her

and found himself unable to breathe. 

“I will cherish it always,” Chaol whispered as he slid into her, slow and deep. 

Pleasure rippled down his spine. “No matter what may befall the world.” Yrene

kissed  his  neck,  his  shoulder,  his  jaw.  “No  matter  the  oceans,  or  mountains,  or forests in the way.” 

Chaol held Yrene’s stare as he stilled, letting her adjust. Letting  himself adjust to the sensation that the entire axis of the world had shifted. Looking into those

eyes of hers, swimming with brightness, he wondered if she felt it, too. 

But  Yrene  kissed  him  again,  in  answer  and  silent  demand.  And  as  Chaol

began to move in her, he realized that here, amongst the dunes and stars … Here, 

in the heart of a foreign land … Here, with her, he was home. 
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It broke her, and unmade her, and rebirthed her. 

Sprawled  over  Chaol’s  chest  hours  later,  listening  to  the  thump  of  his

heartbeat, Yrene still did not have words for what had passed between them. Not

the physical joining, not the repeated bouts of it, but simply the sense of  him. Of belonging. 

She’d never known it could  be  like  that.  Her  quick,  unimpressive,  and  only brush with sex had been just last autumn, and had left her in no hurry to seek it

out again. But this …

He’d made sure she found her pleasure. Repeatedly. Before he ever found his

own. 

And beyond that, the  things he made her feel—

Not just as a result of his body, but who he was …

Yrene  pressed  an  idle  kiss  to  the  sculpted  muscle  of  his  chest,  savoring  the fingers he still trained down her spine, over and over. 

It  was  safety,  and  joy,  and  comfort,  and  knowing  that  no  matter  what  befell them … He would not balk. He would not break. Yrene nuzzled her face against

him. 

It was dangerous, she knew, to feel such things. She’d known what lay in her

eyes  when  he’d  looked  at  her.  The  heart  she’d  offered  up  without  saying  as

much.  But  seeing  that  locket  that  he’d  somehow  found  and  had  been  so

thoughtful  about  …  Her  initials  were  beautifully  done,  but  the  mountains  and

waves … It was stunning work, done by a master jeweler in Antica. 

“I didn’t do it on my own,” Yrene murmured against his skin. 

“Hmm?” 

She ran her fingers over the grooves of Chaol’s stomach before rising onto an

elbow to study his face in the dimness. The lanterns had long since burned out, 

and silence had settled over the camp, replaced by the buzz and hum of beetles

in  the  palm  trees.  “Getting  here.  The  mountains  yes,  but  the  seas  …  Someone helped me.” 

Alertness filled those sated eyes. “Oh?” 

Yrene plucked up the locket. Between bouts of lovemaking, when she’d gone

to move his cane within easy reach of the bed, she’d slid the small note inside. 

The fit had been perfect. 

“I was stuck in Innish, with no way of leaving. And one night, this stranger

appeared at the inn. She was … everything I was not. Everything I’d forgotten. 

She was waiting for a boat, and during the three nights she was there, I think she

 wanted the lowlifes to try to rob her—she was spoiling for a fight. But she kept her distance. I was left with cleaning up alone that night …” 

Chaol’s hand tensed on her back, but he said nothing. 

“And mercenaries who had given me a hard time earlier that evening found

me in the alley.” 

He went utterly still. 

“I  think—I   know  they  wanted  to  …”  She  shook  off  the  icy  grip  of  horror, even  all  these  years  later.  “The  woman,  girl,  whatever  she  was,  she  interrupted before  they  could  so  much  as  try.  She  …  dealt  with  them.  And  when  she

finished, she taught me how to defend myself.” 

His hand began stroking again. “So that’s how you learned.” 

She ran a hand over the scar on her neck. “But other mercenaries, friends of

the  earlier  ones,  returned.  One  held  a  knife  to  my  throat  to  get  her  to  drop  her weapons.  She  refused  to  do  so.  So  I  used  what  she’d  taught  me  to  disarm  and

disable the man.” 

He blew out an impressed breath that ruffled her hair. 

“To her, it was a test. She’d been aware of the second group circling, and told

me  she  wanted  me  to  have  some   controlled  experience.  I’d  never  heard  of anything  more  ridiculous.”  The  woman  had  been  either  brilliant  or  insane. 

Likely  both.  “But  she  told  me  …  told  me  it  was  better  to  be  suffering  in  the streets of Antica than in Innish. And that if I wanted to come here, I should go. 

That  if  I  wanted  something,  I  should   take  it.  She  told  me  to  fight  for  my miserable life.” 

Yrene brushed the sweat-damp hair from his eyes. “I patched her up and she

went on her way. And when I got back to my room … She had left me a bag of

gold. And a golden brooch with a ruby the size of a robin’s egg. To pay for my

passage here, and any tuition at the Torre.” 

He blinked in surprise. Yrene whispered, voice breaking, “I think she was a

god. I—I don’t know who would  do that. I have a little gold left, but the brooch

… I never sold it. I still have it.” 

He frowned at the necklace, as if he’d misjudged its size. 

Yrene added, “That’s not what I keep in my pocket.” His brows rose. “I left

Innish that morning. I took the gold and the brooch and got on a ship here. So I

crossed mountains alone, yes—but the Narrow Sea …” Yrene traced the waves

on the locket. “I crossed because of her. I teach the women at the Torre because

she told me to share the knowledge with any women who would listen. I teach it

because it makes me feel like I’m paying her back, in some small way.” 

Yrene ran her thumb over the initials on the front. “I never learned her name. 

She  only  left  a  note  with  two  lines.  For  wherever  you  need  to   go—and  then some.  The  world  needs  more  healers.  That’s  what  I  keep  in  my  pocket—that little scrap of paper. What’s now in here.” Yrene tapped the locket. “I know it’s

silly, but it gave me courage. When things were hard, it gave me courage. It still

does.” 

Chaol  swept  the  hair  from  her  brow  and  kissed  it.  “There  is  nothing  silly about it. And whoever she is … I will be forever grateful.” 

“Me  too,”  Yrene  whispered  as  he  slid  his  mouth  over  her  jaw  and  her  toes

curled. “Me too.” 
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The pass between the twin peaks of Dagul was larger than it looked. 

It went on and on, a maze of jagged, towering rock. 

Nesryn and Sartaq did not dare stop. 

Webs sometimes blocked their way, or hovered above, but still they charged

onward,  seeking  any  sort  of  path  upward.  To  where  Kadara  might  pluck  them

into the sky. 

For down here, with the cramped, narrow walls of the pass, the ruk could not

reach them. If they were to stand a chance of being rescued, they’d have to find a

way up. 

Nesryn didn’t dare let Falkan out—not yet. Not when so many things could

still go so wrong, and letting the spiders know what sort of card they had up their

sleeve … No, not yet would she risk using him. 

But  the  temptation  gnawed  on  her.  The  walls  were  smooth,  ill-fitted  for

climbing,  and  as  they  hurried  through  the  pass,  hour  after  hour,  Sartaq’s  wet, labored breaths echoed off the rock. 

He  was  in  no  state  to  climb.  He  was  barely  able  to  stay  upright,  or  grip  his sword. 

Nesryn  kept  an  arrow  nocked,  ready  to  fly  as  they  rounded  corner  after

corner, glancing up every now and then. 

The  pass  was  so  tight  in  spots  that  they  had  to  squeeze  through,  the  sky  a watery trickle high above. They did not speak, did not dare do more than breathe

as they kept their steps light. 

It made no difference. Nesryn knew it made little difference. 

A  trap  had  been  laid  for  them,  and  they  had  fallen  into  it.  The   kharankui knew  where  they  were.  Were  likely  following  at  their  leisure,  herding  them

along. 

It had been hours since they’d last heard the boom of Kadara’s wings. 

And the light … it was beginning to fade. 

Once  darkness  fell,  once  the  way  became  too  dark  to  manage  …  Nesryn

pressed  a  hand  to  Falkan,  still  in  her  pocket.  When  the  night  settled  upon  the pass, she decided, then she’d use him. 

They  pushed  through  a  particularly  tight  passage  between  two  near-kissing

boulders,  Sartaq  grunting  behind  her.  “We  have  to  be  nearing  the  end,”  he

breathed. 

She didn’t tell him that she doubted the spiders were stupid enough to allow

them to walk right out of the other side of the pass and into Kadara’s awaiting

talons. If the injured ruk could even manage their weight. 

Nesryn just pushed onward, the pass becoming a fraction wider, counting her

breaths. They were likely some of her last—

Thinking that way helped no one and nothing. She’d stared down death this

summer,  when  that  wave  of  glass  had  come  crashing  toward  her.  Had  stared  it down, and been saved. 

Perhaps she would be lucky again, too. 

Sartaq  stumbled  out  behind  her,  breathing  hard.  Water.  They  desperately

needed  water—and  bandages  for  his  wounds.  If  the  spiders  did  not  find  them, 

then  the  lack  of  water  in  the  arid  pass  might  very  well  kill  them  first.  Long before any help arrived from the Eridun rukhin. 

Nesryn forced one step in front of another, the path narrowing again, the rock

as tight as a vise. She twisted sideways, edging through, her swords scraping. 

Sartaq grunted, then let out a pained curse. “I’m stuck.” 

She  found  him  indeed  wedged  behind  her,  the  bulk  of  his  broad  chest  and shoulders pinned. He shoved himself forward, blood leaking from his wounds as

he pushed and pulled. 

“Stop,”  she  ordered.  “Stop—wriggle  back  out  if  you  can.”  There  was  no

other way through and nothing to climb over, but if they removed his weapons—

His dark eyes met hers. She saw the words forming. 

 You keep going. 

“Sartaq,” she breathed. 

They heard it then. 

Claws clicking on stone. Skittering along. 

Many of them. Too many. Coming from behind, closing in. 

Nesryn grabbed the prince’s hand, tugging. “Push,” she panted.  “Push.” 

He  grunted  in  pain,  the  veins  in  his  neck  bulging  as  he  tried  to  squeeze

through, his boots scraping on the loose rock—

Nesryn dug her own feet in, gritting her teeth as she hauled him forward. 

 Click, click, click—

“Harder,” she gasped. 

Sartaq angled his head, shoving against the rock that held him. 

“What  a  fine  morsel,  our  guest,”  hissed  a  soft  female  voice.  “So  large  he

cannot even fit through the passage. How we shall feast.” 

Nesryn  heaved  and  heaved,  her  grip  treacherously  slippery  with  sweat  and

blood  from  both  of  them,  but  she  clamped  onto  his  wrist  hard  enough  that  she felt bones shift beneath—

“Go,” he whispered, straining to push through. “You run.” 

Falkan  was  shifting  in  her  pocket,  trying  to  emerge.  But  with  the  rock

pressing  on  her  chest,  the  passage  was  too  tight  for  even  him  to  poke  out  his head—

“A pretty pair,” that female continued. “How her hair shines like a moonless

night. We shall take you both back to our home, our honored guests.” 
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A sob clawed its way up Nesryn’s throat. “Please,” she begged, scanning the

rock  high  above  them,  the  lip  into  the  upper  reaches  of  the  narrow  pass,  the curving horns of the peaks, tugging and tugging on Sartaq’s arm. “Please,” she

begged them, begged  anyone. 

But Sartaq’s face went calm. So calm. 

He stopped pushing, stopped trying to haul himself forward. 

Nesryn shook her head,  pulling on his arm. 

He did not move. Not an inch. 

His dark eyes met hers. There was no fear in them. 

Sartaq  said  to  her,  clear  and  steady,  “I  heard  the  spies’  stories  of  you.  The fearless Balruhni woman in Adarlan’s empire. Neith’s Arrow. And I knew …” 

Nesryn sobbed, tugging and tugging. 

Sartaq smiled at her—gently. Sweetly. In a way she had not yet seen. 

“I loved you before I ever set eyes on you,” he said. 

“Please,” Nesryn wept. 

Sartaq’s hand tightened on hers. “I wish we’d had time.” 

A hiss behind him, a rising bulk of shining black—

Then the prince was gone. Ripped from her hands. 

As if he had never been. 

Nesryn could barely see through her tears as she edged and squeezed along the

pass. As she hurtled over rocks, arms straining, feet unfaltering. 

Keep going. The words were a song in her blood, her bones as she plunged

onward. 

Keep going and get out; find  help—

But the passage at last opened into a wider chamber. Nesryn staggered from

the vise that had held her, panting, Sartaq’s blood still coating her palms, his face

still swimming before her—
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The path curved ahead, and she stumbled for it, hand flying to where Falkan

now poked his head out. She sobbed at the sight of him, sobbed as the clicking

and hissing again began to sound behind her, closing in once more. 

It was over. It was done, and she had as good as killed him. She should have

never left, should have never done  any of it—

She  sprinted  toward  the  curve  in  the  pass,  chips  of  shale  scattering  from

beneath her boots. 

 Take you both back to our home …

Alive. The spider had talked as if they would be taken  alive to their lair. For a brief window before the  feasting began. And if she had spoken true …

Nesryn slapped a hand over a wriggling Falkan, earning a squeak of outrage. 

But  she  said,  soft  as  the  wind  through  the  grass,  “Not  yet.  Not  yet,  my

friend.” 

And  as  Nesryn  slowed  her  steps,  as  she  stopped  entirely,  she  whispered  her

plan to him. 

The  kharankui did not try to hide their arrival. 

Hissing and laughing, they skittered around the corner of the pass. 

And halted when they beheld Nesryn panting on her knees, blood from slices

in her arms, her collarbone, filling the tight air with her scent. She saw them note

the sprayed shale around her, flecks of her blood on it. 

As if she had taken a bad fall. As if she could no longer go on. 

Clicking,  chattering  to  one  another,  they  surrounded  her.  A  wall  of  ancient, 

reeking limbs and fangs and swollen, bulbous abdomens. And eyes. More eyes

than she could count, her reflection in all of them. 

Her trembling was not faked. 

“Pity it did not give much sport,” one pouted. 

“We shall have it later,” another replied. 

Nesryn shook harder. 

One sighed. “How fresh her blood smells. How clean.” 

“P-please,” she begged. 

The  kharankui just laughed. 

Then the one behind her pounced. 

Pinning  her  to  the  shale,  rock  slicing  her  face,  her  hands,  Nesryn  screamed

against the claws that dug into her back. Screamed as she managed to look over

her shoulder to see those spinnerets hovering above her legs. 

To see the silk that shot from them, ready to be woven. To wrap her tightly. 
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Nesryn awoke to sharp biting. 

She jerked upright, a scream on her lips—

It  died  when  she  felt  the  little  teeth  biting  at  her  neck,  her  ear.  Nipping  her awake. 

Falkan. She winced, her head throbbing. Bile surged up her throat. 

Not  biting  at  her  head.  But  the  silk  that  bound  her  body,  the  thick  strands reeking. And the cave she was in …

No,  not  cave.  But  a  covered  section  of  the  pass.  Dimly  illuminated  by  the

moon. 

She  scanned  the  dark  to  either  side,  the  arch  of  stone  above  them  no  more

than thirty feet wide, keeping her breathing steady—

There.  Sprawled  on  the  ground  nearby,  covered  foot  to  neck  with  silk.  His

face crusted with blood, eyes closed—

Sartaq’s chest rose and fell. 

Nesryn  shuddered  with  the  force  of  keeping  her  sob  contained  as  Falkan

slithered down her body, chewing at the strands with his vicious teeth. 

She  didn’t  need  to  tell  the  shifter  to  hurry.  She  scanned  the  empty  passage, scanned the dim stars beyond. 

Wherever they were … It was different here. 

The rock smooth. Polished. And carved. Countless carvings had been etched

in the space, ancient and primitive. 

Falkan chewed and chewed, the silk snapping strand by strand. 

“Sartaq,” Nesryn dared to whisper. “Sartaq.” The prince did not stir. 

Clicking sounded from beyond the archway. “Stop,” she murmured to Falkan. 

“Stop. ” 

The shifter halted his path down her back. Clung to her leathers as a shadow

darker than the night emerged from around the corner behind them. Or ahead—

she had no idea where true north lay. If they were still within the pass itself, or

atop another peak. 

The spider was slightly larger than the others. Her blackness deeper. As if the

starlight itself was loath to touch her. 

The  kharankui halted as she noted Nesryn staring at her. 

Nesryn  controlled  her  breathing,  rallying  her  mind  to  come  up  with

 something to buy them time, buy Sartaq and Falkan time …

“You  are  the  ones  who  have  been  poking  about  in  forgotten  places,”  the

spider said in Halha, her voice beautiful, lyrical. 

Nesryn  swallowed  once,  twice,  trying  and  failing  to  moisten  her  paper-dry

tongue. She managed to rasp, “Yes.” 

“What is it that you seek?” 

Falkan pinched her back in warning—and order. Keep her distracted. While

he chewed. 

Nesryn blurted, “We were paid by a merchant, who traded with your sisters to

the north, the stygian spiders—” 

“Sisters!” The spider hissed. “Our blood kin they may be, but no true sisters

of  the  soul.  Gentlehearted  fools,  trading  with  mortals— trading,  when  we  were born to  devour you.” 

Nesryn’s  hands  shook  behind  her  back.  “T-that  is  why  he  sent  us.  He  was

unimpressed by them. S-said they did not live up to the legend …” She had no

idea  what  was  spewing  from  her  mouth.  “So  he  wished  to  see  you,  see  if  you might t-t-trade.” 

Falkan brushed against her arm in quiet comfort. 

“Trade? We have nothing to trade, beyond the bones of your kin.” 

“There is no Spidersilk here?” 

“No. Though we delight in tasting your dreams, your years. Before we finish

with you.” 

Had  they  already  done  so  for  Sartaq?  Was  that  why  he  did  not  stir?  Nesryn

forced herself to ask as the threads behind her snapped free so slowly, “Then—

then what is it you do here?” 

The  spider  took  a  step  forward,  and  Nesryn  braced  herself.  But  the  spider

lifted  a  thin,  clawed  leg  and  pointed  to  one  of  the  polished,  carved  walls.  “We wait.” 

And as her eyes at last adjusted to the dimness, Nesryn saw what the spider

pointed to. 

A carving of an archway—a gate. 

And a cloaked figure standing within it. 

She  squinted,  straining  to  make  out  who  stood  there.  “W-who  do  you  wait

for?” 

Houlun had said the Valg had once passed through here—

The  spider  brushed  aside  the  dirt  crusted  over  the  figure.  Revealing  long, 

flowing  hair  etched  there.  And  what  she’d  thought  to  be  a  cloak  …  It  was  a dress. 

“Our  queen,”  the  spider  said.  “We  wait  for  Her  Dark  Majesty  to  return  at

last.” 

“Not—not Erawan?” Servants to a dark crown, Houlun had said …

The  spider  spat,  the  venom  landing  near  Sartaq’s  covered  feet.  “Not  him. 

Never  him.” 

“Then who—” 

“We  wait  for  the  Queen  of  the  Valg,”  the  spider  purred,  rubbing  against  the carving. “Who in this world calls herself Maeve.” 
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Queen of the Valg. 

“Maeve is Queen of the  Fae,” Nesryn countered carefully. 

The spider chuckled, low and wicked. “So she has made them believe.” 

 Think, think, think. “What—what a mighty and powerful queen she must be,” 

Nesryn stammered. “To rule both.” Falkan furiously chewed, each strand slowly, 

so slowly, yielding. “Will you—will you tell me the tale?” 

The spider studied her, those depthless eyes like pits of hell. “It will not buy

you your life, mortal.” 

“I—I  know.”  She  shook  further,  the  words  tumbling  out.  “But  stories  …  I

have  always  loved  stories—of  these  lands  especially.  Wind-seeker,  my  mother called  me,  because  I  was  always  drifting  where  the  wind  tugged  me,  always

dreaming of those stories. And here … here the wind has taken me. So I would

hear one last tale, if you allow it. Before I meet my end.” 

The spider remained  quiet for a  heartbeat. Another. Then  she settled  herself

beneath the carving of the archway—the Wyrdgate. “Consider it a gift—for your

boldness in even asking.” 

Nesryn said nothing, heart thundering through every part of her body. 

“Long ago,” the spider said softly in that beautiful voice, “in another world, 

another lifetime, there existed a land of dark, and cold, and wind. Ruled by three

kings, masters of shadow and pain. Brothers. The world had not always been that

way, had not been born that way. But they waged a mighty war. A war to end all

wars. And those three kings conquered it. Turned it into a wasteland, a paradise for those who had dwelled in darkness. For a thousand years, they ruled, equal in

power,  their  sons  and  daughters  spread  throughout  the  land  to  ensure  their

continued dominion. Until a queen appeared—her power a new, dark song in the

world.  Such  wondrous  things  she  could  do  with  her  power,  such  horrible, 

wondrous things …” 

The spider sighed. “They each desired her, those kings. Pursued her, wooed

her. But she only deigned to ally with one, the strongest of them.” 

“Erawan,” Nesryn murmured. 

“No. Orcus, eldest of the Valg kings. They wed, but Maeve was not content. 

Restless,  our  queen  spent  long  hours  pondering  the  riddles  of  the  world—of

other  worlds.  And  with  her  gifts,  she  found  a  way  to  look.  To  pierce  the  veil between worlds. To see realms of green, of light and song.” The spider spat, as if

such  a  thing  were  abhorrent.  “And  one  day,  when  Orcus  was  gone  to  see  his

brothers,  she  took  a  path  between  realms.  Stepped  beyond  her  world,  and  into the next.” 

Nesryn’s blood went cold. “H-how?” 

“She  had  watched.  Had  learned  of  such  rips  between  worlds.  A  door  that

could  open  and  close  at  random,  or  if  one  knew  the  right  words.”  The  spider’s dark eyes gleamed. “We came with her—her beloved handmaidens. We stepped

with her into this … place. To this very spot.” 

Nesryn glanced at the polished stone. Even Falkan seemed to pause to do the

same. 

“She bade us stay—to guard the gate. Lest anyone should pursue her. For she

had  decided  she  did  not  wish  to  go  back.  To  her  husband,  her  world.  So  she went, and we only heard whisperings through our sisters and smaller kin, carried

on the wind.” The spider fell silent. 

Nesryn pushed, “What did you hear?” 

“That Orcus arrived, his brothers in tow. That Orcus had learned of his wife’s

leaving  and  discovered  how  she’d  done  it.  Went  beyond  what  she’d  done,  and found a way to  control the gate between worlds. Made keys to do so, shared with

his brothers. Three keys, for the three kings. 

“They went from world to world, opening gates as they willed it, sweeping in

their armies and laying waste to those realms as they hunted for her. Until they

reached this world.” 

Nesryn could barely draw breath to ask, “And they found her?” 

“No,”  the  spider  said,  something  like  a  smile  in  its  voice.  “For  Her  Dark

Majesty had left these mountains, had found another land, and prepared herself

well.  She  knew  that  one  day  she  would  be  found.  And  planned  to  hide  within plain  sight.  So  she  did.  She  came  across  a  lovely,  long-lived  people—near-immortals themselves—ruled over by two sister-queens.” 

Mab and Mora. Holy gods—

“And using her powers, she ripped into their minds. Made them believe they

had a sister, an eldest sister to rule with them. Three queens—for the three kings

that  might  one  day  come.  When  they  returned  to  their  palace,  she  tore  into  the minds  of  all  those  who  dwelled  there,  too.  And  any  who  came.  Planting  the

thought  that  a  third  queen  had  always  existed,  always  ruled.  If  they  somehow resisted her power, she found ways to end them.” A wicked chuckle. 

Nesryn had heard the legends. Of Maeve’s dark, unnamed power—a darkness

that could devour the stars. That Maeve had never revealed a Fae form, only that

deadly  darkness.  And  she  had  lived  far  beyond  the  lifespan  of  any  known  Fae. 

Lived so long that the only comparable lifespan … Erawan. 

A Valg life span. For a Valg queen. 

The spider again paused. Falkan had nearly reached her hands—but still not

enough to free them. 

Nesryn asked, “So the Valg kings arrived, but did not know who faced them

in the war?” 

“Precisely.”  A  delighted  purr.  “Disguised  in  a  Fae  body,  they  did  not

recognize her, the fools. But she used it against them. Knew how to defeat them, how  their  armies  worked.  And  when  she  realized  what  they  had  done  to  arrive here,  the  keys  they  possessed  …  she  wanted  them.  To  banish  them,  kill  them, and to use the keys as she saw fit within this world. And others. 

“So  she  took  them.  Snuck  in  and  took  them,  surrounding  herself  with  Fae

warriors  so  others  might  not  ask  just   how  she  knew  so  many  things.  Oh,  the clever queen claimed it was from communing with the spirit world, but … she

knew. She had run those war camps. Knew how the kings worked. So she stole

the  keys.  Managed  to  send  two  of  those  kings  back,  Orcus  one  of  them.  And

before she could go after the final king, the youngest one who loved his brothers

so very deeply, the keys were taken from her.” A hiss. 

“By Brannon,” Nesryn breathed. 

“Yes,  the  fire-king.  He  saw  the  darkness  in  her  but  did  not  recognize  it.  He wondered, suspected, but all he’d known of the Valg, our people, were their  male

soldiers. Their grunts and princes and kings. He did not know that a female …

How different, how extraordinary a female Valg is. Even  he was tricked by her; 

she found paths into his mind to keep him from truly realizing it.” Another soft, 

lovely laugh. “Even now, when all should be clear to his meddlesome spirit …

Even now, he does not know. To his oncoming doom—yes, to his doom, and the

other’s.” 

Nausea roiled through her.  Aelin. Aelin’s doom. 

“But while he did not guess correctly about our queen’s origins, he still knew

that his fire … She greatly feared his fire. As all true Valg do.” Nesryn  tucked

away  that  kernel.  “He  left,  building  his  kingdom  far  away,  and  she  built  her defenses,  too.  So  many  clever  defenses,  should  Erawan  rise  again  and  realize

that the queen he’d sought for his brother, conquered worlds to find, was here all

along. That she had built armies of Fae, and would let them battle each other.” 

A spider in a web. That’s what Maeve was. 

Falkan  reached  Nesryn’s  hands,  chewing  through  the  silk  there.  Sartaq

remained unconscious, so perilously close to the spider. 

“So  you  have  waited  these  thousands  of  years—for  her  to  return  to  these

mountains?” 

“She ordered us to hold the pass, to guard the rip in the world. So we have. 

And so we will, until she summons us to her side once more.” 

Nesryn’s  head  spun.  Maeve—she’d  think  on  it  later.  If  they  lived  through

this. 

She flicked her fingers at Falkan, signaling him. 

Silently, keeping to the shadows, the shifter scuttled into the dark. 

“And now you know—how the Black Watch came to dwell here.” The spider

rose  with  a  mighty  heave.  “I  hope  it  was  a  fitting  final  tale  for  you,  Wind-seeker.” 

Nesryn opened her mouth as the spider advanced, rotating her wrists behind

her back—

“Sister,” a female voice hissed from the darkness beyond. “Sister, a word.” 

The  spider  halted,  pivoting  her  bulbous  body  toward  the  archway  entrance. 

“What.” 

A beat of fear. “There is a problem, sister. A threat.” 

The spider scuttled toward her kin, snapping, “Tell me.” 

“Ruks on the northern horizon. Twenty at least—” 

The spider hissed. “Guard the mortals. I shall deal with the birds.” 

Clicking legs, shale shifting all around her. Nesryn’s heart hammered as she

flexed her aching fingers. “Sartaq,” she breathed. 

His eyes flicked open across the way. Alert. Calm. 

The other spider crawled in, smaller than her leader. Sartaq tensed, shoulders

straining as if he’d try to burst from the silk that held him. 

But the spider only whispered, “Hurry.” 
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Sartaq sagged at Falkan’s voice as it came from the  kharankui’s hideous mouth. 

Nesryn hauled her hands free from the webbing, swallowing her grunt of pain

as the fibers tore at her skin. Falkan’s mouth and tongue had to be aching—

She  glanced  at  the  spider  hovering  over  Sartaq,  slicing  through  the  silk

binding the prince with slashes of the claws. Indeed, where those pincers waved, 

blood leaked out. 

“Quickly,” the shifter whispered. “Your weapons are in the corner there.” 

She could just make out the faint gleam of starlight on the curve of her bow, 

along the naked silver of her Asterion short-sword. 

Falkan cut through Sartaq’s bindings, and the prince sprang free, shoving off

the webbing. He swayed as he stood, bracing a hand on the stone. Blood, there

was so much blood all over him—

But he rushed to her, ripping at the threads still covering her feet. “Are you

hurt?” 

“Faster,” Falkan said, glancing to the archway entrance behind. “It won’t take

her long to realize no one’s coming.” 

Nesryn’s  feet  came  free,  and  Sartaq  hauled  her  up.  “Did  you  hear  what  she

said about Maeve—” 

“Oh,  I  heard,”  Sartaq  breathed  as  they  rushed  to  their  weapons.  He  handed

her the bow and quiver, the Fae blade. Grabbed his own Asterion daggers as he

hissed to Falkan, “Which way?” 

The  shifter  scuttled  forward,  past  the  carving  of  Maeve.  “Here—there  is  a slope upward. We’re just on the other side of the pass. If we can get up high—” 

“Have you seen Kadara?” 

“No,” the shifter said. “But—” 

They didn’t wait to hear the rest as they crept on silent feet from the archway, 

entering  the  starlight-filled  pass  beyond.  Sure  enough,  a  rough  slope  of  loose stone rose from the ground, as if it were a path into the stars themselves. 

They’d  made  it  halfway  up  the  treacherous  slope,  Falkan  a  dark  shadow  at

their  backs,  when  a  shriek  rose  from  the  mountain  beyond.  But  the  skies  were empty, no sign of Kadara—

“Fire,”  Nesryn  breathed  as  they  hurtled  toward  the  apex  of  the  peak.  “She

said all Valg hate fire.  They hate fire.” For the spiders, devouring life, devouring souls … They were as Valg as Erawan. Hailed from the same dark hell. “Get the

flint from your pocket,” she ordered the prince. 

“And  light   what?”  His  eyes  drifted  to  the  arrows  at  her  back  as  they  halted atop the narrow apex of the peak—the curved horn. “We’re trapped up here.” He

scanned the sky. “It might not buy us anything.” 

Nesryn withdrew an arrow, shouldering her bow as she tugged a strip of her

shirt  from  beneath  the  jacket  of  her  flying  leathers.  She  ripped  off  the  bottom, sliced the piece in two, and wrapped one around the shaft of the arrow. “We need

kindling,” she said as Sartaq withdrew the flint stone from his breast pocket. 

A knife flashed, and then a section of Sartaq’s braid was in his outstretched

hand. 

She  didn’t  hesitate.  Just  wrapped  the  braid  around  the  fabric,  holding  the

arrow out for him as he struck the flint over and over. Sparks flew, drifting—

One caught. Fire flared. Just as darkness spilled into the pass below. Shoulder

to shoulder, the spiders surged for them. Two dozen at least. 

Nesryn nocked the arrow, drawing back the string—and aimed up. 

Not directly to them. But a shot into the sky, high enough to pierce the frosty

stars. 

The  spiders  paused,  watching  the  arrow  reach  its  zenith  and  then  plunge

down, down—

“Another,”  Nesryn  said,  taking  that  second  strip  of  fabric  and  wrapping  it

again  around  the  head  of  her  next  arrow.  Only  three  remained  in  her  quiver. 

Sartaq sliced off a second piece of his braid, looping it over the tip. Flint struck, 

sparks  glowed,  and  as  that  first  arrow  plummeted  toward  the  spiders  scattering from its path, she loosed her second arrow. 

The spiders were so distracted looking up they did not stare ahead. 

The largest of them, the one who had spoken to her for so long, least of all. 

And as Nesryn’s burning arrow slammed into her abdomen, sticking deep, the

spider’s scream shook the very stones beneath them. 

“Another,” Nesryn breathed, fumbling for her next arrow as Sartaq ripped the

fabric from his shirt. “Hurry.” 

Nowhere to go, no way to keep them at bay. 

“Shift,” she told Falkan, who monitored the panicking spiders, who balked at

their leader’s screaming orders to put out the fire atop her abdomen. “If you are

going to shift into something, do it  now.” 

The  shifter  turned  that  hideous  spider’s  face  toward  them.  Sartaq  sliced  off

another piece of his braid and slid it over the head of her third arrow. “I will hold

them,” Falkan said. 

Sparks showered, flame kindled on that third flaming arrow. 

“A favor, Captain,” the shifter said to her. 

Time. They did not have  time—

“When  I  was  seven,  my  older  brother  sired  a  bastard  daughter  off  a  poor

woman in Rifthold. Abandoned them both. It has been twenty years since then, 

and from when I was old enough to go to the city, to begin my trade, I looked for

her. Found the mother after some years—on her deathbed. She could barely talk

long enough to say she’d kicked the girl out. She did not know where my niece

was. Didn’t care. She died before she could give me a name.” 

Nesryn’s hands shook as she aimed the arrow toward the spider trying to edge

past her burning sister. Sartaq warned, “Hurry.” 

Falkan said, “If she survived, if she is grown, she might have the shifter gift, 

too.  But  it  doesn’t  matter  if  she  does  or  does  not.  What  matters  …  She  is  my family. All I have left. And I have looked for her for a very long time.” 

Nesryn  fired  the  third  arrow.  A  spider  screamed  as  it  found  its  mark.  The

others fell back. 

“Find  her,”  Falkan  said,  taking  a  step  toward  the  horrors  churning  below. 

“My fortune—all of it is for her. And I may have failed her in this life. But not in

my death.” 

Nesryn opened her mouth, not believing it, the words surging up—

But Falkan sprinted down the path. Leaped right in front of that burning line

of spiders. 

Sartaq  grabbed  her  elbow,  pointing  toward  the  steep  slope  downward  from

the tiny peak. “This—” 

One  moment,  she  was  standing  upright.  The  next,  Sartaq  had  thrown  her

back, his sword whining. 

She stumbled, arms flailing to keep her upright as she realized what had crept

up the other side of the peak. The spider now hissing at them, enormous fangs

dripping venom to the stone. 

It lunged for Sartaq with its front two legs. 

He dodged one and swung down, striking true. 

Black blood sprayed, the spider shrieking—but not before it slashed that claw

deep into the prince’s thigh. 

Nesryn moved, her fourth arrow flying, right into one of those eyes. The fifth

and final arrow flew a moment later, shooting for the spider’s open mouth as it

screamed. 

It bit down on the arrow, slicing it in half. 

Nesryn dropped her bow and drew her Fae blade. 

The spider hissed at it. 

Nesryn  stepped  between  Sartaq  and  the  spider.  Down  below,  the   kharankui

screamed and shrieked. She did not dare to look to see what Falkan was doing. If

he still fought. 

The blade was a sliver of moonlight between her and the spider. 

The  kharankui advanced a step. Nesryn yielded one, Sartaq struggling to rise

beside her. 

“I will make you beg for death,” the spider seethed, advancing again. 

It recoiled, preparing to spring. 

 Make it count; make the swing count—

The spider leaped. 

And  went  tumbling  off  the  cliff  as  a  dark  ruk  slammed  into  it,  roaring  her fury. 

Not Kadara. But Arcas. 

Borte. 
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A whirlwind of fury, Arcas reared up, then dove again, Borte’s battle cry ringing

off the stones as she and her ruk aimed for the  kharankui in the pass below. To

the spider holding them off, blood—red blood—leaking from him. 

Another cry split the night, one she’d learned as well as her own voice. 

And there was Kadara, sailing hard for them, two other ruks in her wake. 

Sartaq  let  out  what  might  have  been  a  sob  as  one  of  the  other  ruks  broke

away,  diving  to  where  Borte  swept  and  lunged  and  shattered  through  the

 kharankui ranks. 

A ruk of darkest brown feathers … and a young man atop it. 

Yeran. 

Nesryn did not recognize the other rider who sailed in behind Kadara. Blood

stained Kadara’s golden feathers, but she flew steady, hovering overhead as the

other ruk closed in. 

“Hold  still,  and  don’t  fear  the  drop,”  Sartaq  breathed,  brushing  a  hand  over Nesryn’s cheek. In the moonlight, his face was caked in dirt and blood, his eyes

full of pain, and yet—

Then there was a wall of wings, and mighty talons spread wide. 

They  wrapped  around  her  waist  and  beneath  her  upper  thighs,  hauling  her

sitting  upright  into  the  air,  Sartaq  clutched  in  the  other,  and  then  the  great  bird shot into the night. 

The wind roared, but the ruk lifted them higher. Kadara fell into rank behind

—guarding  their  rear.  Through  her  whipping  hair,  Nesryn  looked  back  toward the fire-limned pass. 

To  where  Borte  and  Yeran  now  soared  upward,  a  dark  form  clutched  in  the

claws of Yeran’s ruk. Utterly limp. 

Borte was not done. 

A light sparked atop her ruk. A flaming arrow. 

Borte fired it high into the sky. 

A signal, Nesryn realized as countless wings filled the air around them. And

as Borte’s arrow landed atop a web, flame erupting, hundreds of lights kindled in

the sky. 

Ruk riders. Each bearing a flaming arrow. Each now pointing downward. 

Like  a  rain  of  shooting  stars,  the  arrows  fell  upon  the  darkness  of  Dagul. 

Landed on web and tree. And caught fire. One after another after another. 

Until  the  night  was  lit  up,  until  smoke  streamed,  mingling  with  the  rising

screams from the peaks and wood. 

The ruks veered northward, Nesryn shaking as she clung to the talons holding

her. Across the way, Sartaq met her gaze, his now-shoulder-length hair rippling

in the wind. 

With the flames below, it made the wounds to his face, his hands, his neck all

the  more  gruesome.  His  skin  was  wan,  his  lips  pale,  his  eyes  heavy  with

exhaustion and relief. And yet …

Sartaq  smiled,  barely  a  curve  of  his  mouth.  The  words  the  prince  had

confessed drifted on the wind between them. 

She could not take her eyes from him. Could not look away. 

So Nesryn smiled back. 

And below and behind them, long into the night, the Dagul Fells burned. 
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Chaol and Yrene galloped back to Antica at dawn. 

They left a note for Hasar, claiming that Yrene had a gravely ill patient who

needed to be checked on, and raced across the dunes under the rising sun. 

Neither of them had slept much, but if what they’d guessed about the healers

was true, they did not risk lingering. 

Chaol’s back ached thanks to yesterday’s ride and last night’s … other ride. 

Multiple rides. And by the time the minarets and white walls of Antica appeared, 

he was hissing through his teeth. 

Yrene frowned at him the entire painful trek through the packed streets to the

palace. They hadn’t discussed sleeping arrangements, but he didn’t care if he had

to walk up every single one of the stairs of the Torre. Either her bed or his. The

thought of leaving her, even for a heartbeat—

Chaol  winced  as  he  climbed  off  Farasha,  the  black  mare  suspiciously  well

behaved,  and  accepted  the  cane  the  nearest  stable  hand  had  retrieved  from

Yrene’s mare. 

He managed a few steps toward her, his limp deep and splintering, but Yrene

held out a warning hand. “Do  not think about attempting to lift me off this horse, or carry me, or  anything.” 

He gave her a wry look, but obeyed. “Anything?” 

She  turned  a  beautiful  shade  of  scarlet  as  she  slid  off  the  mare,  passing  the reins to the waiting stable hand. The man sagged with relief, utterly grateful to
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not  have  the  task  of  handling  the  impetuous  Farasha,  who  was  currently  sizing up the poor man attempting to drag her toward the stables as if she’d have him

for lunch. Hellas’s horse indeed. 

“Yes,  anything,”  Yrene  said,  fluffing  out  her  wrinkled  clothes.  “It’s  likely because of  anything that you’re limping worse than before.” 

Chaol let her fall into step beside him, and balanced on his cane long enough

to press a kiss to her temple. He didn’t care who saw. Who reported on it. They

could all go to hell. But behind them, he could have sworn Shen and the other

guards were grinning from ear to ear. 

Chaol  winked  at  her.  “Then  you’d  better  heal  me,  Yrene  Towers,  because  I

plan to do a great deal of  anything with you tonight.” 

She flushed even deeper, but angled her chin upward, prim and proper. “Let’s

focus on these scrolls first, you rogue.” 

Chaol grinned, broad and unrestrained, and felt it in every inch of his aching

body as they strode back inside the palace. 

Any joy was short-lived. 

Chaol  picked  up  on  the  humming  threads  of  something  amiss  the  moment

they  entered  their  quiet  wing.  The  moment  he  saw  the  guards  murmuring,  the

servants scurrying about. Yrene only shared a glance with him, and they hurried

along as fast as he could manage. Strands of fire shot along his back, down his

thighs, but if something had happened—

The  doors  to  his  suite  were  ajar,  with  two  guards  posted  outside,  who  gave

him looks full of pity and dread. His stomach turned. 

Nesryn.  If  she  had  come  back,  if  something  had  happened  with  that  Valg

hunting them—

He stormed into the suite, his protesting body going distant, his head full of

roaring silence. 

Nesryn’s door was open. 

But  no  body  lay  sprawled  on  the  bed.  No  blood  stained  the  carpet,  or

splattered the walls. 

His room was the same. But both bedrooms … Trashed. 

Shredded, as if some great wind had shattered the windows and torn through

the space. 

The  sitting  room  was  worse.  Their  usual  gold  couch—gutted.  The  pictures, 

the art overturned or cracked or slashed. 

The desk had been looted, the carpets flipped over—

Kadja was kneeling in the corner, gathering pieces of a broken vase. 

“Be careful,” Yrene hissed, striding to the girl as she plucked up pieces with

her bare hands. “Get a broom and dustpan rather than use your own hands.” 

“Who did this,” Chaol asked quietly. 

Fear glimmered in Kadja’s eyes as she rose. “It was like this when I came in

this morning.” 

Yrene demanded, “You didn’t hear anything at all?” 

The  sharp  doubt  in  those  words  made  him  tense.  Yrene  hadn’t  trusted  the

servant  girl  for  an  instant,  making  up  tasks  that  would  keep  her  away,  but  for Kadja to  do this—

“With you gone, my lord, I … I took the night to visit my parents.” 

He  tried  not  to  cringe.  A  family.  She  had  family  here,  and  he’d  never

bothered to ask—

“And can your parents swear to the fact that you were with them all night?” 

Chaol whirled. “Yrene.” 

Yrene didn’t so much as glance at him as she studied Kadja. The servant girl

withered  under  that  fierce  stare.  “But  I  suppose  leaving  the  door  unlocked  for someone would have been smarter.” 

Kadja cringed, shoulders curving inward. 

“Yrene—this could have been from anything. Anyone.” 

“Yes, anyone. Especially someone who was looking for something.” 

The words clicked at the same moment the disarray of the room did. 

Chaol faced the servant girl. “Don’t clean any more of the mess. Everything

in  here  might  offer  some  proof  of  who  did  this.”  He  frowned.  “How  much  did you manage to clean already?” 

From the state of the room, not much. 

“I only just started. I thought you wouldn’t return until tonight, so I didn’t—” 

“It’s  fine.”  At  her  cringe,  he  added,  “Go  to  your  parents.  Take  the  day  off, Kadja. I’m glad you weren’t here when this happened.” 

Yrene  gave  him  a  frown  that  said  the  girl  might  very  well  have  been  the

cause of this, but kept her mouth shut. Within a minute, Kadja had left, closing

the hall doors with a quiet click. 

Yrene ran her hands over her face. “They took everything.  Everything.” 

“Did  they?”  He  limped  to  the  desk,  peering  into  the  drawers  as  he  braced  a hand on the surface. His back ached and writhed—

Yrene  stormed  to  the  gold  couch,  lifting  the  ruined  cushions.  “All  those

books, the scrolls …” 

“It was common knowledge that we’d be gone.” He leaned fully against the

desk, nearly sighing at the weight it took off his back. 

Yrene carved a path through the room, inspecting all the places she’d ferreted

away those books and scrolls. “They took it all. Even  The Song of Beginning.” 

“What about the bedroom?” 

She  vanished  instantly.  Chaol  rubbed  at  his  back,  hissing  softly.  More

rustling, then, “Ha!” 

She emerged again, waving one of his boots in the air. “At least they didn’t

find this.” 

That first scroll. He rallied a smile to his mouth. “At least there’s that.” 

Yrene  held  his  boot  to  her  chest  as  if  it  were  a  babe.  “They’re  getting

desperate. That makes people dangerous. We shouldn’t stay here.” 

He surveyed the damage. “You’re right.” 

“Then we’ll go directly to the Torre.” 

He glanced through the open doors to the foyer. To Nesryn’s bedroom. 

She  was  due  back  soon.  And  when  she  did  return,  to  find  him  gone,  with

Yrene  …  He’d  treated  her  abominably.  He’d  let  himself  forget  what  he’d

promised,  what  he’d  implied,  in  Rifthold.  On  the  ship  here.  And  Nesryn  might not hold him to any promises, but he’d broken too many of them. 

“What is it?” Yrene’s question was barely more than a whisper. 

Chaol closed his eyes. He was a bastard. He’d dragged Nesryn here, and this

was  how  he’d  treated  her.  While  she  was  off  hunting  for  answers,  risking  her life, while she sought some shred of hope for raising an army … He’d send that

message—immediately. To return as fast as she could. 

“It’s  nothing,”  Chaol  said  at  last.  “Perhaps  you  should  stay  at  the  Torre

tonight. There are enough guards there to make anyone think twice.” He added

when hurt flickered in her eyes, “I can’t appear to be running away. Especially

with the royals now starting to think I might be someone of interest. That Aelin

continues to be such a source of worry and intrigue … perhaps I should use that

to my advantage.” He fiddled with the cane, tossing it from one hand to another. 

“But I should stay here. And you, Yrene, you should go.” 

She  opened  her  mouth  to  object,  but  paused,  straightening.  A  steely  glint

entered her eyes. “I’ll take Hafiza the scroll myself, then.” 

He hated the edge to her voice as he nodded, the dimming of those eyes. He’d

done wrong by her, too. In not first ending things with Nesryn, to make it clear. 

He’d made a mess of it. 

A fool. He’d been a fool to think he could rise above this. Move beyond the

person he’d been, the mistakes he’d made. 

A fool. 
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Yrene stormed up the Torre steps, careful not to crush the scroll in her fist. 

The trashing of his room had rattled him. Rattled her, too, but …

It wasn’t fear of harm or death. Something else had shaken him. 

In her other hand, she clutched the locket, the metal warm against her skin. 

Someone knew they  were close to  discovering whatever it  was they wanted

to keep secret. Or at the very least  suspected they might learn something and had destroyed any possible  sources. And after  what they’d started  to piece together

in the ruins amid Aksara …

Yrene  checked  her  temper  as  she  reached  the  top  landing  of  the  Torre,  the

heat smothering. 

Hafiza was in her private workshop, tutting to herself over a tonic that rippled

with thick smoke. “Ah, Yrene,” she said without looking up while she measured

in a drop of some liquid. Vials and basins and bowls covered the desk, scattered

between  the  open  books  and  a  set  of  bronze  hourglasses  of  various  time

measurements. “How was your party?” 

 Revelatory. “Lovely.” 

“I assume the young lord finally handed over his heart.” 

Yrene coughed. 

Hafiza smiled as she lifted her head at last. “Oh, I knew.” 

“We are not—that is to say, there is nothing official—” 

“That locket suggests otherwise.” 

Yrene clapped a hand over it, cheeks heating. “He is not—he is a  lord.” 

At  Hafiza’s  raised  brows,  Yrene’s  temper  whetted  itself.  Who  else  knew? 

Who else had seen and commented and betted? 

“He is a Lord of Adarlan,” she clarified. 

“So?” 

 “Adarlan.” 

“I thought you had moved past that.” 

Perhaps she had. Perhaps she hadn’t. “It is nothing to be concerned about.” 

A knowing smile. “Good.” 

Yrene took a long breath through her nose. 

“But, unfortunately, you are not here to give me all the juicy details.” 

“Och.” Yrene grimaced. “No.” 

Hafiza  measured  another  few  drops  into  her  tonic,  the  substance  within

roiling. She plucked up her ten-minute hourglass and turned it over, bone-white

sand  trickling  into  the  ancient  base.  A  proclamation  of  a  meeting  begun  even before  Hafiza  said,  “I  assume  it  has  something  to  do  with  that  scroll  in  your hand?” 

Yrene  looked  to  the  open  hall,  then  rushed  to  shut  the  door.  Then  the  open windows. 

By the time she’d finished, Hafiza had set down the tonic, her face unusually

grave. 

Yrene  explained  the  ransacking  of  their  room.  The  books  and  scrolls  taken. 

The ruins at the oasis and their wild theory that perhaps the healers had not just

arisen  here,  but  had  been   planted  here,  in  secret.  Against  the  Valg  and  their kings. 

And for the first time since Yrene had known her, the ancient woman’s brown

face seemed to go a bit colorless. Her clear dark eyes turned wide. 

“You  are  certain—that  these  are  the  forces  amassing  on  your  continent?” 

Hafiza settled herself into the small chair behind the worktable. 

“Yes. Lord Westfall has seen them himself. Battled them. It is why he came. 

Not to raise an army against mere men loyal to Adarlan’s empire, but an army to

fight demons who wear the bodies of men, demons who breed monsters. So vast

and terrible that even the full might of Aelin Galathynius and Dorian Havilliard

is not enough.” 

Hafiza shook her head, her nimbus of white hair flowing. “And now you two

believe that the healers have some role to play?” 

Yrene  paced.  “Perhaps.  We  were  relentlessly  hunted  down  on  our  own

continent, and I know it doesn’t sound like anything to go on, but if a settlement

of healing-inclined Fae did start a civilization here long ago …  Why?  Why leave Doranelle, why come so far, and leave so few traces, yet ensure that the healing

legacy survived?” 

“That is why you have come—and brought this scroll.” 

Yrene placed the scroll before the Healer on High. “Since Nousha only knew

vague legends and didn’t know how to read the language written here, I thought

you might actually have the truth. Or tell me what this scroll might be about.” 

Hafiza carefully unfurled the scroll, weighing its corners with various vials. 

Dark, strange letters had been inked there. The Healer on High traced a wrinkled

finger over a few of them. “I do not know how to read such a language.” She ran

her hand over the parchment again. 

Yrene’s shoulders sagged. 

“But  it  reminds  me  …”  Hafiza  scanned  the  bookshelves  in  her  workshop, 

some  of  them  sealed  behind  glass.  She  rose,  hobbling  to  a  locked  case  in  the shadowy  corner  of  the  room.  The  doors  there  were  not  glass  at  all—but  metal. 

Iron. 

She  withdrew  a  key  from  around  her  neck  and  opened  it.  Beckoned  Yrene

over. 

Half  stumbling  through  the  room  in  her  haste,  Yrene  reached  Hafiza’s  side. 

On  a  few  of  the  spines  of  the  tomes,  near-rotting  with  age  …“Wyrdmarks,” 

Yrene murmured. 

“I was told these were not books for human eyes—that it was knowledge best

kept locked away and forgotten, lest it find its way into the world.” 

“Why?” 

Hafiza  shrugged,  studying  but  not  touching  the  ancient  texts  shelved  before

them. “That was all my predecessor told me:  They are not meant for human eyes. 

Oh, once or twice, I’ve been drunk enough to debate opening up the books, but

every time I take out this key …” She toyed with the long necklace, the key of

blackest iron hanging from it. A match to the cabinet. “I reconsider.” 

Hafiza weighed the key in her palm. “I do not know how to read these books, 

nor what this language is, but if those scrolls and books were in the library itself, 

then the fact that  these  have  been  locked  up  here  …  Perhaps  this  is  the  sort  of information worth killing for.” 

Ice  skittered  down  her  spine.  “Chaol—Lord  Westfall  knows  someone  who

can read these markings.” Aelin Galathynius, he’d told her. “Perhaps we should

bring them to her. The scroll, and these few books.” 

Hafiza’s  mouth  tightened  as  she  closed  the  iron  doors  to  the  cabinet  and

locked  it  with  a  heavy  click.  “I  shall  have  to  think  on  it,  Yrene.  The  risks. 

Whether these books should leave.” 

Yrene nodded. “Yes, of course. But I fear we may not have much time.” 

Hafiza slid the iron key back under her robes and returned to the worktable, 

Yrene trailing her. “I do know a little of the history,” Hafiza admitted. “I thought

it  myth,  but  …  my  predecessor  told  me,  when  I  first  came.  During  the  Winter Moon  festival.  She  was  drunk,  because  I’d  plied  her  with  alcohol  to  get  her  to reveal  her  secrets.  But  instead,  she  gave  me  a  rambling  history  lesson.”  Hafiza snorted,  shaking  her  head.  “I  never  forgot  it,  mostly  because  I  was  so

disappointed that three bottles of expensive wine—purchased with all the money

I had—got me so little.” 

Yrene  leaned  against  the  ancient  worktable  as  Hafiza  sat  and  interlaced  her

fingers in her lap. “She told me that long ago, before man stumbled here, before the horse-lords and the ruks above the steppes, this land indeed belonged to Fae. 

A  small,  pretty  little  kingdom,  its  capital  here.  Antica  was  built  atop  its  ruins. 

But  they  erected  temples  to  their  gods  beyond  the  city  walls—out  in  the

mountains, in the river-lands, in the dunes.” 

“Like the necropolis at Aksara.” 

“Yes. And she told me that they did not burn their bodies, but entombed them

within  sarcophagi  so  thick  no  hammer  or  device  could  open  them.  Sealed  with

spells and clever locks. Never to be opened.” 

“Why?” 

“The  drunk  goat  told  me  that  it  was  because  they  lived  in  fear  of  someone

getting  in. To take their bodies.” 

Yrene  was  glad  she  was  leaning  on  the  table.  “The  way  the  Valg  now  use

humans for possession.” 

A nod. “She rambled about how they had left their knowledge of healing for

us  to  find.  That  they  had  stolen  it  from  elsewhere,  and  that  their  teachings formed the basis of the Torre. That Kamala herself had been trained in their arts, 

their  records  discovered  in  tombs  and  catacombs  long  since  lost  to  us.  She

founded  the  Torre  based  off  what  she  and  her  small  order  learned.  Worshipped Silba because she was their healing god, too.” Hafiza gestured to the owls carved

throughout  her  workroom,  the  Torre  itself,  and  rubbed  at  her  temple.  “So  your theory  could  hold  water.  I  never  learned  how  the  Fae  came  here,  where  they

went  and  why  they  faded  away.  But  they  were  here,  and  according  to  my

predecessor, they left some sort of knowledge or power behind.” A frown toward

that locked bookcase. 

“That someone is now trying to erase.” Yrene swallowed. “Nousha will kill

me when she hears those books and scrolls were taken.” 

“Oh, she might very well. But she’ll likely go on the hunt for whoever did it

first.” 
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“What does any of it  mean, though? Why go to so much trouble?” 

Hafiza strode back to her tonic, the hourglass nearly empty. “Perhaps that is

for you to learn.” She added a few more drops of liquid to her tonic, grabbed the

one-minute glass, and flipped it over. “I shall consider the books, Yrene.” 

Yrene  returned  to  her  room,  flung  open  the  window  to  let  in  the  breeze  to  the stifling chamber, and sat on her bed for all of a minute before she was walking

again. 

She’d left the scroll with Hafiza, figuring the locked bookcase was safer than

anywhere else, but it was not scrolls or ancient books that filled her head as she

turned left and headed downstairs. 

Progress.  They  had  made  progress  on  Chaol’s  injury,  significantly  so,  and

returned to find their room trashed. 

 His room—not theirs. He’d made that clear enough earlier. 

Yrene’s steps were unfaltering, even as her legs ached from nearly two days’

worth of riding. There had to be some connection—his progress, these attacks. 

She’d  never  get  any  thinking  done  up  in  her  quiet,  stuffy  room.  Or  in  the

library,  not  when  she’d  be  jumping  at  every  footstep  or  meow  from  a  curious Baast Cat. 

But  there  was  one  place,  quiet  and  safe.  One  place  where  she  might  work

through the tangled threads that had brought them here. 

The Womb was empty. 

After Yrene had washed and changed into the pale, thin lavender robe, she’d

padded into the steam-filled chamber, unable to help looking toward that tub by

the far wall. Toward where that healer had cried mere hours before her death. 

Yrene scrubbed her hands over her face, taking a steadying breath. 

The tubs on either side beckoned, the bubbling waters inviting, promising to soothe her aching limbs. But Yrene remained in the center of the chamber, amid

all those faintly ringing bells, and stared up into the darkness high above. 

From a stalactite too far in the gloom to see, a droplet of water fell—landing

on her brow. Yrene closed her eyes at the cool, hard splash, but made no move to

wipe away the water. 

The  bells  sang  and  murmured,  the  voices  of  their  long-dead  sisters.  She

wondered if that healer who had died … If her voice was now singing here. 

Yrene  peered  up  at  the  nearest  string  of  bells  hung  across  the  chamber, 

various sizes and makes. Her own bell …

On  bare,  silent  feet,  Yrene  padded  to  the  little  stalagmite  jutting  from  the floor near the wall, to the chain sagging between it and another pillar a few feet

away.  Seven  other  bells  hung  from  it,  but  Yrene  needed  no  reminder  of  which was hers. 

Yrene  smiled  at  the  small  silver  bell,  purchased  with  that  stranger’s  gold. 

There  was  her  name,  etched  into  the  side—maybe  by  the  same  jeweler  Chaol

had  found  for  the  amulet  hanging  from  her  neck.  Even  in  here,  she  had  not

wanted to part with it. 

Gently, she brushed her finger over the bell, over her name and the date she’d

entered the Torre. 

A faint, sweet ringing leaped away in the wake of her touch. It echoed off the

rock walls, off the other bells. Setting some of them ringing, as if in answer. 

Around and around the sound of her bell danced, and Yrene turned in place, 

as if she could follow it. And when it faded …

Yrene flicked her bell again. A louder, clearer sound. 

The ringing flitted through the room, and she watched it, tracked it. 

It faded once more. But not before her power flickered in answer. 

With  hands  that  did  not  entirely  belong  to  her,  Yrene  rang  her  bell  a  third time. 

And as its singing filled the room, Yrene began to walk. 

Everywhere its ringing went, Yrene followed. 

Her  bare  feet  slapping  against  the  damp  stone,  she  tracked  the  sound’s  path

through the Womb, as if it were a rabbit racing ahead of her. 

Around  the  stalagmites  rising  from  the  floor.  Ducking  under  the  stalactites

drooping from above. Crossing the room; slithering down the walls; setting the

candles guttering. On and on, she tracked that sound. 

Past the bells of generations of healers, all singing in its wake. 

Yrene streamed her fingers along them, too. 

A wave of sound answered. 

 You must enter where you fear to tread. 

Yrene  walked  on,  the  bells  ringing,  ringing,  ringing.  Still  she  followed  the

sound of her own bell, that sweet, clear song beckoning onward. Pulling her. 

That  darkness  still  dwelled  in  him;  in  his  wound.  They  had  beaten  it  so  far back, yet it remained. Yesterday, he’d told her things that broke her heart, but not

the entire story. 

But if the key to defeating that shred of Valg blackness did not lie in facing

the memories alone, if blind blasts of her magic did nothing …

Yrene followed the silver bell’s ringing to where it halted:

An ancient corner of the room, the chains rusted with age, some of the bells

green from oxidation. 

Here, the sound of her bell went silent. 

No, not silent. But waiting. Humming against the corner of stone. 

There was a small bell, hanging just by the end of the chain. So oxidized that

the writing was nearly impossible to read. 

But Yrene read the name there. 

 Yafa Towers

She  did  not  feel  the  hard  bite  of  stone  as  she  fell  to  her  knees.  As  she  read that name, the date—the date from two hundred years ago. 

A  Towers  woman.  A  Towers  healer.  Here—with  her.  A  Towers  woman  had been singing in this room during the years Yrene had dwelled here. Even now, 

even so far from home, she had never once been alone. 

Yafa. Yrene mouthed the name, a hand on her heart. 

 Enter where you fear to tread …

Yrene peered up into the darkness of the Womb overhead. 

Feeding. The Valg’s power had been feeding off him …

 Yes, the darkness above seemed to say. Not a drip sounded; not a bell chimed. 

Yrene gazed down at her hands, lying limp at her sides. Summoned forth the

faint  white  glow  of  her  power.  Let  it  fill  the  room,  echo  off  the  rock  in  silent song.  Echo  off  those  bells,  the  voices  of  thousands  of  her  sisters,  the  Towers voice before her. 

 Enter where you fear to tread …

Not the void lurking within him. But the void within herself. 

The  one  that  had  started  the  day  those  soldiers  had  gathered  around  her

cottage, had hauled her out by her hair into the bright grasses. 

Had  Yafa  known,  here  in  this  chamber  so  far  beneath  the  earth,  what

happened that day across the sea? Had she watched the past two months and sent

up her ancient, rusted song in silent urging? 

 They weren’t bad men, Yrene. 

No,  they  were  not.  The  men  he’d  commanded,  trained  with,  who  had  worn

the same uniform, bowed to the same king as the soldiers who had come that day

…

They  were  not  bad  men.  People  existed  in  Adarlan  worth  saving—worth

fighting  for.  They  were  not  her  enemy,  had  never  been.  Perhaps  she’d  known

that  long  before  he’d  revealed  it  in  the  oasis  yesterday.  Perhaps  she  had  not wanted to. 

But  the  thing  that  remained  inside  him,  that  shred  of  the  demon  who  had

ordered it all …

 I know what you are, Yrene said silently. 

For it was the same thing that had dwelled inside her these years, taking from

her, even as it sustained her. A different creature, but still one and the same. 

Yrene spooled her magic back inside herself, the glow fading. She smiled up

at the sweet darkness above.  I understand now. 

Another drop of water kissed her brow in answer. 

Smiling, Yrene reached out a hand to her ancestor’s bell. And rang it. 
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Chaol awoke the next morning and could barely move. 

They’d repaired his room, added extra guards, and by the time the royals at

last returned from the dunes at sundown, all was in order. 

He  didn’t  see  Yrene  for  the  rest  of  that  day,  and  wondered  if  she  and  the Healer  on  High  had  indeed  found  something  of  worth  in  that  scroll.  But  when dinner came and she still hadn’t appeared, he sent Kadja to ask Shen for a report. 

Shen himself had returned—blushing a bit, no doubt thanks to the beauty of

the servant girl who’d led him here—and revealed that he’d made sure word was

received from the Torre that Yrene had returned safely and had not left the tower

since. 

Still, Chaol had debated calling for Yrene when his back began to ache to the

point of being unbearable, when even the cane couldn’t help him hobble across

the room. But the suite was not safe. And if she began to stay here, and Nesryn

returned before he could explain—

He couldn’t get the thought out of his mind. What he’d done, the trust he’d

broken. 

So  he’d  managed  to  take  a  bath,  hoping  to  ease  his  sore  muscles,  and  had


nearly crawled into bed. 

Chaol awoke at dawn, tried to reach for his cane beside the bed, and bit down

his bark of pain. 

Panic  crashed  into  him,  wild  and  sharp.  He  gritted  his  teeth,  trying  to  fight

through it. 

Toes. He could move his toes. And his ankles. And his knees—

His neck arched at the rippling agony as he shifted his knees, his thighs, his

hips. 

Oh, gods. He’d pushed it too far, he’d—

The door flung open, and there she was, in that purple gown. 

Yrene’s  eyes  widened,  then  settled—as  if  she’d  been  about  to  tell  him

something. 

Instead,  that  mask  of  steady  calm  slid  over  her  face  while  she  tied  her  hair back in her usual half-up fashion and approached on unfaltering feet. “Can you

move?” 

“Yes, but the pain—” He could barely speak. 

Dropping her satchel to the carpet, Yrene rolled up her sleeves. “Can you turn

over?” 

No. He’d tried, and—

She  didn’t  wait  for  his  answer.  “Describe  exactly  what  you  did  yesterday, 

from the moment I left until now.” 

Chaol did. All of it, right until the bath—

Yrene swore viciously. “Ice.  Ice to help strained muscles,  not heat.” She blew out a breath. “I need you to roll over. It will hurt like hell, but it’s best if you do

it in one go—” 

He didn’t wait. He gritted his teeth and did it. 

A  scream  shattered  from  his  throat,  but  Yrene  was  instantly  there,  hands  on

his cheek, his hair, mouth against his temple. “Good,” she breathed onto his skin. 

“Brave man.” 

He  hadn’t  bothered  with  more  than  undershorts  while  sleeping,  so  she  had

little to do to prepare him as she hovered her hands over his back, tracing the air

above his skin. 

“It … it crept back,” she breathed. 

“I’m not surprised,” he said through his teeth. Not at all. 

She lowered her hands to her sides. “Why?” 

He  traced  a  finger  over  the  embroidered  coverlet.  “Just—do  what  you  have

to.” 

Yrene  paused  at  his  deflection—then  riffled  through  her  bag  for  something. 

The bit. She held it in her hands, however, instead of sliding it into his mouth. 

“I’m going in,” she said quietly. 

“All right.” 

“No—I’m going in, and I’m ending this. Today. Right now.” 

It took a moment for the words to sink in. All that it’d entail. He dared ask, 

“And what if I can’t?”  Face it, endure it? 

There was no fear in Yrene’s eyes, no hesitation. “That’s not my question to

answer.” 

No, it never had been. Chaol watched the sunlight dance on her locket, over

those mountains and seas. What she might now witness within him, how badly

he’d failed, over and over—

But  they  had  walked  this  far  down  the  road.  Together.  She  had  not  turned

away. From any of it. 

And neither would he. 

His throat thick, Chaol managed to say, “You could hurt yourself if you stay

too long.” 

Again, no ripple of doubt or terror. “I have a theory. I want to test it.” Yrene

slid the bit between his lips, and he clamped down lightly. “And you—you’re the

only person I can try it on.” 

It occurred to Chaol, right as she laid her hands on his bare spine, why he was

the only one she could try it on. But there was nothing he could do as pain and

blackness slammed into him. 

No  way  to  stop  Yrene  as  she  plunged  into  his  body,  her  magic  a  white

swarming light around them, inside them. 
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The Valg. His body had been tainted by their power, and Yrene—

Yrene did not hesitate. 

She soared through him, down the ladder of his spine, down the corridors of

his bones and blood. 

She was a spear of light, fired straight into the dark, aiming for that hovering

shadow that had stretched out once more. That had tried to reclaim him. 

Yrene slammed into the darkness and screamed. 

It roared back, and they tangled, grappling. 

It was foreign and cold and hollow; it was rife with rot and wind and hate. 

Yrene threw herself into it. Every last drop. 

And  above,  as  if  the  surface  of  a  night-dark  sea  separated  them,  Chaol

bellowed with agony. 

Today. It ended today. 

 I know what you are. 

So Yrene fought, and so the darkness raged back. 
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The agony tore through him, unending and depthless. 

He blacked out within a minute. Leaving him to free-fall into this place. This

pit. 

The bottom of the descent. 

The hollow hell beneath the roots of a mountain. 

Here, where all was locked and buried. Here, where all had come to take root. 

The empty foundation, mined and hacked apart, crumbled away into nothing

but this pit. 

Nothing. 

Nothing. 

Nothing. 

Worthless and nothing. 

He saw his father first. His mother and brother and that cold mountain keep. 

Saw  the  stairs  crusted  with  the  ice  and  snow,  stained  with  blood.  Saw  the  man he’d gladly sold himself out to, thinking it would get Aelin to safety.  Celaena to safety. 

He’d sent the woman he’d loved to the safety of another assassination. Had

sent her to Wendlyn, thinking it better than Adarlan. To  kill its royal family. 

His  father  emerged  from  the  dark,  the  mirror  of  the  man  he  might  have

become,  might  one  day  be.  Distaste  and  disappointment  etched  his  father’s

features as he beheld him, the son that might have been. 

His father’s asking price … he’d thought it a prison sentence. 

But  perhaps  it  had  been  a  shot  at  freedom—at  saving  his  useless,  wayward

son from the evil he likely suspected was about to be unleashed. 

He had broken that promise to his father. 

He  hated  him,  and  yet  his  father—that  horrible,  miserable  bastard—had

upheld his end of the bargain. 

 He … he had not. 

Oath-breaker. Traitor. 

 Everything  he  had  done,  Aelin  had  come  to  rip  it  apart.  Starting  with  his honor. 

She, with her fluidity, that murky area in which she dwelled … He’d broken

his vows for her. Broken everything he was for her. 

He could see her, in the dark. 

The gold hair, those turquoise eyes that had been the last clue, the final piece

of the puzzle. 

Liar. Murderer. Thief. 

She basked in the sun atop a chaise longue on the balcony of that suite she’d

occupied in the palace, a book in her lap. Tilting her head to the side, she looked

him over with that lazy half smile. A cat being stirred from its repose. 

He hated her. 

He  hated  that  face,  the  amusement  and  sharpness.  The  temper  and

viciousness  that  could  reduce  someone  to  shreds  without  so  much  as  a  word—

only a look. Only a beat of silence. 

She  enjoyed such things. Savored them. 

And  he  had  been  so  bewitched  by  it,  this  woman  who  had  been  a  living

flame. He’d been willing to leave it all behind. The honor. The vows he’d made. 

For this haughty, swaggering, self-righteous woman, he had shattered parts of

himself. 

And afterward, she had walked away, as if he were a broken toy. 

Right  into  the  arms  of  that  Fae  Prince,  who  emerged  from  the  dark.  Who approached that lounge chair on the balcony and sat on its end. 

Her half smile turned different. Her eyes sparked. 

The  lethal,  predatory  interest  honed  in  on  the  prince.  She  seemed  to  glow

brighter. Become more aware. More centered. More … alive. 

Fire and ice. An end and a beginning. 

They did not touch each other. 

They  only  sat  on  that  chaise,  some  unspoken  conversation  passing  between

them. As if they had finally found some reflection of themselves in the world. 

He hated them. 

He  hated them for that ease, that intensity, that sense of completion. 

She  had  wrecked  him,  wrecked  his  life,  and  had  then  strolled  right  to  this

prince, as if she were going from one room to another. 

And when it had all gone to hell, when he’d turned his back on everything he

knew,  when  he  had  lied  to  the  one  who  mattered  most  to  keep  her  secrets,  she had not been there to fight. To help. 

She had only returned, months later, and thrown it in his face. 

His uselessness. His nothingness. 

 You remind me of how the world ought to be. What the world can be. 

Lies.  The  words  of  a  girl  who  had  been  grateful  to  him  for  offering  her

freedom, for pushing and pushing her until she was roaring at the world again. 

A girl who had stopped existing the night they’d found that body on the bed. 

When she had ripped his face open. 

When she had tried to plunge that dagger into his heart. 

The predator he’d seen in those eyes … it had been unleashed. 

There  were  no  leashes  that  could  ever  keep  her  restrained.  And  words  like

 honor and  duty and  trust,  they were gone. 

She had gutted that courtesan in the tunnels. She’d let the man’s body drop, 

closed  her  eyes,  and  had  looked  precisely  as  she  had  during  those  throes  of

passion. And when she had opened her eyes again …

Killer. Liar. Thief. 

She  was  still  sitting  on  the  chaise,  the  Fae  Prince  beside  her,  both  of  them watching that scene in the tunnel, as if they were spectators in a sport. 

Watching Archer Finn slump to the stones, his blood leaking from him, face

taut with shock and pain. Watching Chaol stand there, unable to move or speak, 

as she breathed in the death before her, the vengeance. 

As Celaena Sardothien ended, shattering completely. 

He had still tried to protect her. To get her out. To atone. 

 You will always be my enemy. 

She had roared those words with ten years’ worth of rage. 

And  she  had  meant  it.  Meant  it  as  any  child  who  had  lost  and  suffered  at

Adarlan’s hand would mean it. 

As Yrene meant it. 

The  garden  appeared  in  another  pocket  of  the  darkness.  The  garden  and  the

cottage and the mother and laughing child. 

Yrene. 

The thing he had not seen coming. The person he had not expected to find. 

Here in the darkness … here she was. 

And yet he had still failed. Hadn’t done right by her, or by Nesryn. 

He should have waited, should have respected them both enough to end one

and begin with another, but he supposed he had failed in that, too. 

Aelin and Rowan remained on that chaise in the sunshine. 

He  saw  the  Fae  Prince  gently,  reverently,  take  Aelin’s  hand,  turning  it  over. 

Exposing her wrist to the sun. Exposing the faint marks of shackles. 

He  saw  Rowan  rub  a  thumb  over  those  scars.  Saw  the  fire  in  Aelin’s  eyes

bank. 

Over and over, Rowan brushed those scars with his thumb. And Aelin’s mask

slid off. 

There was fire in that face. And rage. And cunning. 

But also sorrow. Fear. Despair. Guilt. 

Shame. 

Pride and hope and love. The weight of a burden she had run from, but now

…

 I love you. 

 I’m sorry. 

She had tried to explain. Had said it as clearly as she could. Had given him

the  truth  so  he  might  piece  it  together  when  she  had  left  and  understand.  She meant those words.  I’m sorry. 

Sorry for the lies. For what she had done to him, his life. For swearing that

she would pick him, choose him, no matter what.  Always. 

He  wanted  to  hate  her  for  that  lie.  That  false  promise,  which  she  had

discarded in the misty forests of Wendlyn. 

And yet. 

There, with that prince, without the mask … That was the bottom of her pit. 

She had come to Rowan, soul limping. She had come to him as she was, as

she had never been with anyone. And she had returned whole. 

Still she had waited—waited to be with him. 

Chaol had been lusting for Yrene, had taken her into his bed without so much

as thinking of Nesryn, and yet Aelin …

She and Rowan looked to him now. Still as an animal in the woods, both of

them. But their eyes full of understanding. Knowing. 

She  had  fallen  in  love  with  someone  else,  had  wanted  someone  else—as

badly as he wanted Yrene. 

And  yet  it  was  Aelin,  godless  and  irreverent,  who  had  honored  him.  More

than he’d honored Nesryn. 

Aelin’s chin dipped as if to say  yes. 

And Rowan … The prince had let her return to Adarlan. To make right by her

kingdom, but to also decide for herself what she wanted. Who she wanted. And if Aelin had chosen Chaol instead … He knew, deep down, Rowan would have

backed off. If it had made Aelin happy, Rowan would have walked away without

ever telling her what he felt. 

Shame pressed on him, sickening and oily. 

He had called her a monster. For her power, her actions, and yet …

He did not blame her. 

He understood. 

That perhaps she had promised things, but … she had changed. The path had

changed. 

He understood. 

He’d promised Nesryn—or had implied it. And when he had changed, when

the path had altered; when Yrene appeared down it …

He understood. 

Aelin  smiled  softly  at  him  as  she  and  Rowan  rippled  into  a  sunbeam  and

vanished. 

Leaving a red marble floor, blood pooling across it. 

A head bumping vulgarly over smooth tile. 

A prince screaming in agony, in rage and despair. 

 I love you. 

 Go. 

That—if there had been a cleaving, it was that moment. 

When he turned and ran. And he left his friend, his brother, in that chamber. 

When he ran from that fight, that death. 

Dorian had forgiven him. Did not hold it against him. 

Yet he had still run. Still left. 

Everything he had planned, worked to save, all came crumbling down. 

Dorian stood before him, hands in his pockets, a faint smile on his face. 

He did not deserve to serve such a man. Such a king. 

The  darkness  pushed  in  further.  Revealing  that  bloody  council  room. 

Revealing the prince and king he’d served. Revealing what they had done. To his

men. 

In that chamber beneath the castle. 

How Dorian had smiled. Smiled while Ress had screamed, while Brullo had

spat in his face. 

His fault—all of it. Every moment of pain, those deaths …

It showed him Dorian’s hands as they wielded those instruments beneath the

castle. As blood spurted and bone sundered. Unfaltering, clean hands. And that

smile. 

He knew. He had known, had guessed. Nothing would ever make it right. For

his men; for Dorian, left to live with it. 

For Dorian, whom he’d abandoned in that castle. 

That moment, over and over, the darkness showed him. 

As  Dorian  held  his  ground.  As  he  revealed  his  magic,  as  good  as  a  death

sentence, and bought him time to run. 

He  had  been  so  afraid—so  afraid  of  magic,  of  loss,  of   everything.  And  that fear … it had driven him to it anyway. It had hurried him down this path. He had

clung  so  hard,  had  fought  against  it,  and  it  had  cost  him  everything.  Too  late. 

He’d been too late to see clearly. 

And when the worst had happened; when he saw that collar; when he saw his

men swinging from the gates, their broken bodies picked over by crows …

It had cracked him through to his foundation. To this hollow pit beneath the

mountain he’d been. 

He had fallen apart. Had let himself lose sight of it. 

And he had found some glimmer of peace in Rifthold, even after the injury, 

and yet …

It was like applying a patch over a knife wound to the gut. 

He had not healed. Unmoored and raging, he had not  wanted to heal. 

Not really. His body, yes, but even that …

Some part of him had whispered it was deserved. 

And the soul-wound … He had been content to let it fester. 

Failure and liar and oath-breaker. 

The darkness swarmed, a wind stirring it. 

He could stay here forever. In the ageless dark. 

 Yes, the darkness whispered. 

He could remain, and rage and hate and curl into nothing but shadow. 

But Dorian remained before him, still smiling faintly. Waiting. 

Waiting. 

For—him. 

He had made one promise. He had not broken it yet. 

To save them. 

His friend, his kingdom. 

He still had that. 

Even here at the bottom of this dark hell, he still had that. 

And the road that he had traveled so far … No, he would not look back. 

 What if we go on, only to more pain and despair? 

Aelin had smiled at his question, posed on that rooftop in Rifthold. As if she

had  understood,  long  before  he  did,  that  he  would  find  this  pit.  And  learn  the answer for himself. 

 Then it is not the end. 

This …

This was not the end. This crack in him, this bottom, was not the end. 

He had one promise left. 

To that he would still hold. 

 It is not the end. 

He smiled at Dorian, whose sapphire eyes shone with joy—with love. 

“I’m coming home,” he whispered to his brother, his king. 

Dorian only bowed his head and vanished into the darkness. 

Leaving Yrene standing behind him. 

She was glowing with white light, bright as a newborn star. 

Yrene  said  quietly,  “The  darkness  belongs  to  you.  To  shape  as  you  will.  To

give it power or render it harmless.” 

“Was it ever the Valg’s to begin with?” His words echoed into nothing. 

“Yes. But it is yours to keep now. This place, this final kernel of it.” 

It would remain in him, a scar and a reminder. “Will it grow again?” 

“Only if you let it. Only if you do not fill it with better things. Only if you do

not  forgive.”  He  knew  she  didn’t  just  mean  others.  “But  if  you  are  kind  to yourself, if you—if you love yourself …” Yrene’s mouth trembled. “If you love

yourself as much as I love you …” 

Something  began  to  pound  in  his  chest.  A  drumbeat  that  had  gone  silent

down here. 

Yrene held a hand toward him, her iridescence rippling into the darkness. 

 It is not the end. 

“Will it hurt?” he asked hoarsely. “The way back—the way out?” 

The path back to life, to himself. 

“Yes,” Yrene whispered. “But just this one last time. The darkness does not

want to lose you.” 

“I’m afraid I can’t say the same.” 

Yrene’s  smile  was  brighter  than  the  glow  rippling  off  her  body.  A  star.  She was a fallen star. 

She extended her hand again. A silent promise—of what waited on the other

side of the dark. 

He still had much to do. Oaths to keep. 

And looking at her, at that smile …

Life. He had  life to savor, to fight for. 

And the breaking that had started and ended here … Yes, it belonged to him. 

He was  allowed to break, so that this forging might begin. 

So that  he might begin again. 

He owed it to his king, his country. 

And he owed it to himself. 

Yrene nodded as if to say yes. 

So Chaol stood. 

He surveyed the darkness, this piece of him. He did not balk at it. 

And smiling at Yrene, he took her hand. 
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It was agony and despair and fear. It was joy and laughter and rest. 

It was life, all of it, and as that darkness lunged for Chaol and Yrene, he did

not fear it. 

He only looked toward the dark and smiled. 

Not broken. 

Made anew. 

And when the darkness beheld him …

Chaol slid a hand against its cheek. Kissed its brow. 

It  loosened  its  grip  and  tumbled  back  into  that  pit.  Curled  up  on  that  rocky floor and quietly, carefully, watched him. 

He had the sense of rising up, of being sucked through a too-thin door. Yrene

grasped him, hauling him along with her. 

She did not let go. Did not falter. She speared them upward, a star racing into

the night. 

White light slammed into them—

No. Daylight. 

He squeezed his eyes shut against the brightness. 

The first thing he felt was nothing. 

No pain. No numbness. No ache or exhaustion. 

Gone. 

His  legs  were  …  He  moved  one.  It  flowed  and  shifted  without  a  flicker  of

pain or tension. 

Smooth as butter. 

He looked to the right, to where Yrene always sat. 

She was simply smiling down at him. 

“How,” he rasped. 

Joy lit her stunning eyes. “My theory … I’ll explain later.” 

“Is the mark—” 

Her mouth tightened. “It is smaller, but … still there.” She poked a point on

his spine. “Though I do not feel anything when I touch it. Nothing at all.” 

A  reminder.  As  if  some  god  wanted  him  to  remember  this,  remember  what

had occurred. 

He sat up, marveling at the ease, the lack of stiffness. “You healed me.” 

“I  think  we  both  get  considerable  credit  this  time.”  Her  lips  were  too  pale, skin wan. 

Chaol brushed her cheek with his knuckles. “Are you feeling well?” 

“I’m—tired. But fine. Are  you feeling well?” 

He  scooped  Yrene  into  his  lap  and  buried  his  head  in  her  neck.  “Yes,”  he

breathed. “A thousand times, yes.” 

His chest … there was a lightness to it. To his shoulders. 

She  batted  him  away.  “You  still  need  to  be  careful.  This  newly  healed,  you

could still injure yourself. Give your body time to rest—to let the healing set.” 

He lifted a brow. “What, exactly, does resting entail?” 

Yrene’s  smile  turned  wicked.  “Some  things  that  only  special  patients  get  to

learn.” 

His skin tightened over his bones, but Yrene slid off his lap. “You might want

to bathe.” 

He blinked, looking at himself. At the bed. And cringed. 

That was vomit. On the sheets, on his left arm. 

“When—” 
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“I’m not sure.” 

The setting sun was indeed gilding the garden, cramming the room with long

shadows. 

Hours. All day, they’d been in here. 

Chaol moved off the bed, marveling at how he slid through the world like a

blade through silk. 

He felt her watching him as he strode for the bathing room. “Hot water is safe

now?” he called over his shoulder, stripping off his undershorts and stepping into

the deliciously warm bath. 

“Yes,” she called back. “You’re not full of strained muscles.” 

He dunked under the water, scrubbing himself off. Every movement … holy

gods. 

When  he  broke  from  the  surface,  wiping  the  water  from  his  face,  she  was

standing in the arched doorway. 

He went still at the smokiness in her eyes. 

Slowly, Yrene undid the laces down the front of that pale purple gown. Let it

ripple to the floor, along with her undergarments. 

His  mouth  turned  dry  as  she  kept  her  eyes  upon  him,  hips  swishing  with

every step she took to the pool. To the stairs. 

Yrene stepped into the water, and his blood roared in his ears. 

Chaol was upon her before she’d hit the last step. 

They missed dinner. And dessert. 

And midnight  kahve. 

Kadja  snuck  in  during  the  bath  to  change  the  sheets.  Yrene  couldn’t  bring

herself to be mortified at what the servant had likely heard. They certainly hadn’t

been quiet in the water. 

And certainly weren’t quiet during the hours following. 

Yrene was limp with exhaustion when they peeled apart, sweaty enough that another  trip  to  the  bath  was  imminent.  Chaol’s  chest  rose  and  fell  in  mighty gulps. 

In the desert, he’d been unbelievable. But now, healed—beyond the spine, the

legs; healed in that dark, rotting place within his soul …

He pressed a kiss to her sweat-sticky brow, his lips catching in the stray curls

that  had  appeared  thanks  to  the  bath.  His  other  hand  drew  circles  on  her  lower back. 

“You said something—down in that pit,” he murmured. 

Yrene was too tired to form words beyond a low “Mmm.” 

“You said that you love me.” 

Well, that woke her up. 

Her stomach clenched. “Don’t feel obligated to—” 

Chaol silenced her with that steady, unruffled look. “Is it true?” 

She traced the scar down his cheek. She had not seen much of the beginning, 

had only broken into his memories in time to see that beautiful, dark-haired man

— Dorian—smiling  at  him.  But  she  had  sensed  it,  known  who  had  given  him that recent scar. 

“Yes.”  And  though  her  voice  was  soft,  she  meant  it  with  every  inch  of  her

soul. 

The  corners  of  his  mouth  tugged  upward.  “Then  it  is  a  good  thing,  Yrene

Towers, that I love you as well.” 

Her  chest  tightened;  she  became  too  full  for  her  body,  for  what  coursed

through her. 

“From  the  moment  you  walked  into  the  sitting  room  that  first  day,”  Chaol

said. “I think I knew, even then.” 

“I was a stranger.” 

“You looked at me without an ounce of pity. You saw  me. Not the chair or the

injury. You saw me. It was the first time I’d felt … seen. Felt  awake, in a long

time.” 

She kissed his chest, right over his heart. “How could I resist these muscles?” 

His  laugh  rumbled  into  her  mouth,  her  bones.  “The  consummate

professional.” 

Yrene  smiled  onto  his  skin.  “The  healers  will  never  let  me  hear  the  end  of this. Hafiza is already beside herself with glee.” 

But she stiffened, considering the road ahead. The choices. 

Chaol  said  after  a  moment,  “When  Nesryn  returns,  I  plan  to  make  it  clear. 

Though I think she knew before I did.” 

Yrene nodded, trying to fight off the shakiness that crept over her. 

“And beyond that … The choice is yours, Yrene. When you leave. How you

leave. If you truly want to leave at all.” 

She braced herself. 

“But  if  you’ll  have  me  …  there  will  be  a  place  for  you  on  my  ship.  At  my side.” 

She let out a dainty hum and traced a circle around his nipple. “What sort of

place?” 

Chaol  stretched  out  like  a  cat,  tucking  his  arms  behind  his  head  as  he

drawled, “The usual options: scullery maid, cook, dishwasher—” 

She poked his ribs, and he laughed. It was a beautiful sound, rich and deep. 

But his brown eyes softened as he cupped her face. “What place would you

like, Yrene?” 

Her heart thundered at the question, the timbre of his voice. But she smirked

and said, “Whichever one gives me the right to yell at you if you push yourself

too hard.” She drew her hand along his legs, his back. Careful—he’d have to be

so, so careful for a while. 

A corner of Chaol’s mouth kicked up, and he hauled her over him. “I think I

know of just the position.” 
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The Eridun aerie was madness when they returned. 

Falkan was alive—barely—and had caused such panic upon the ruks’ arrival

at Altun that Houlun had to leap in front of the limp spider to keep the other ruks

from shredding him apart. 

Sartaq had managed to stand long enough to embrace Kadara, order a healer

to  come  for  her  immediately,  then  wrap  his  arms  around  Borte,  who  was

spattered in black blood and grinning from ear to ear. Then Sartaq clasped arms

with  Yeran,  whom  Borte  pointedly  ignored,  which  Nesryn  supposed  was  an

improvement from outright hostility. 

“How?” Sartaq asked Borte while Nesryn hovered near the unconscious form

of Falkan, still not trusting the ruks to control themselves. 

Yeran,  his  company  of  Berlad  ruks  having  returned  to  their  own  aerie, 

stepped away from his awaiting mount and answered instead, “Borte came to get

me.  Said  she  was  going  on  a  stupidly  dangerous  mission  and  I  could  either  let her die alone or come along.” 

Sartaq rasped a laugh. “You were forbidden,” he told Borte, glancing toward

where  Houlun  knelt  at  Falkan’s  side,  the  hearth-mother  indeed  looking  torn

between relief and outright rage. 

Borte sniffed. “By my hearth-mother  here.  As  I  am  currently  betrothed  to  a captain  of  the  Berlad”—emphasis  on   currently,  to  Yeran’s  chagrin,  it  seemed

—“I  also  can  claim  partial  loyalty  to  the  hearth-mother   there.  Who  had  no

qualms about letting me spend some  quality time with my betrothed.” 

“We will have words, she and I,” Houlun seethed as she rose to her feet and

strode past, ordering several people to bring Falkan farther into the hall. Wincing

at the spider’s weight, they gingerly obeyed. 

Borte  shrugged,  turning  to  follow  Houlun  to  where  the  shifter  would  be

patched up as best they could manage in that spider’s body. “At least his hearth-

mother’s sense of quality time is in line with my own,” she said, and walked off. 

Yet  as  she  left,  Nesryn  could  have  sworn  Borte  gave  Yeran  a  secret,  small

smile. 

Yeran stared after her for a long moment, then turned to them. Gave them a

crooked grin. “She promised to set a date. That’s how she got my hearth-mother

to approve.” He winked at Sartaq. “Too bad I didn’t tell her that I don’t approve

of the date at all.” 

And  with  that,  he  strode  after  Borte,  jogging  a  few  steps  to  catch  up.  She whirled on him, sharp words already snapping from her lips, but allowed him to

follow her into the hall. 

When Nesryn faced Sartaq, it was in time to see him sway. 

She  lunged,  her  aching  body  protesting  as  she  caught  the  prince  around  the

middle. Someone shouted for a healer, but Sartaq got his legs beneath him, even

as he kept his arms about her. 

Nesryn found herself disinclined to remove her own arms from his waist. 

Sartaq  stared  down  at  her,  that  soft,  sweet  smile  on  his  mouth  again.  “You

saved me.” 

“It  seemed  a  sorry  end  for  the  tales  of  the  Winged  Prince,”  she  replied, 

frowning at the gash in his leg. “You should be sitting—” 

Across  the  hall,  light  flashed,  people  cried  out  …  and  then  the  spider  was

gone. Replaced by a man, covered in slashing cuts and blood. 

When Nesryn looked back, Sartaq’s gaze was on her face. 

Her throat closed up, her mouth pressing into a trembling line as she realized
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that they were here. They were here, and alive, and she had never known such

true  terror  and  despair  as  she  had  in  those  moments  when  he  had  been  hauled away. 

“Don’t  cry,”  he  murmured,  leaning  down  to  brush  his  mouth  over  the  tears

that escaped. He said against her skin, “Whatever would they say about Neith’s

Arrow then?” 

Nesryn laughed despite herself, despite what had happened, and wrapped her

arms around him as tightly as she dared, resting her head against his chest. 

Sartaq just wordlessly stroked her hair and held her right back. 

The Council of Clans met two days later at dawn. 

Hearth-mothers  and  their  captains  from  every  aerie  gathered  in  the  hall,  so

many that the space was filled. 

Nesryn had slept the entirety of the day before. 

Not  in  her  room,  but  curled  in  bed  beside  the  prince  now  standing  with  her before the assembled group. 

They  had  both  been  patched  up  and  bathed,  and  though  Sartaq  had  not  so

much as kissed her … Nesryn had not objected when he led her by the hand and

limped into his bedroom. 

So they had slept. And when they had awoken, when their wounds had been

rebandaged, they’d emerged to find the hall full of riders. 

Falkan sat against the far wall, his arm in a sling, but eyes clear. Nesryn had

smiled at him as she’d entered, but now was not the time for that reunion. Or the

possible truths she bore. 

When  Houlun  had  finished  welcoming  everyone,  when  silence  fell  on  the

hall,  Nesryn  stood  shoulder  to  shoulder  with  Sartaq.  It  was  strange  to  see  him with the shorter hair—strange, but not awful. It would grow back, he said when

she had frowned that morning. 

All  eyes  shifted  between  them,  some  warm  and  welcoming,  some  worried, some hard. 

Sartaq  said  to  the  group  gathered,  “The   kharankui  have  stirred  again.” 

Murmurs and shifting rustled through the hall. “And though the threat was dealt

with bravely and fiercely by the Berlad clan, the spiders will likely return again. 

They  have  heard  a  dark  call  through  the  world.  And  they  are  poised  to  answer it.” 

Nesryn  stepped  forward.  Lifted  her  chin.  And  though  the  words  filled  her

with  dread,  speaking  them  here  felt  as  natural  as  breathing.  “We  learned  many things in the Pass of Dagul,” Nesryn said, voice ringing out across the pillars and

stones of the hall. “Things that will change the war in the north. And change this

world.” 

Every  eye  was  on  her  now.  Houlun  nodded  from  her  spot  near  Borte,  who

smiled in encouragement. Yeran sat nearby, half watching his betrothed. 

Sartaq’s fingers brushed hers. Once—in urging. And promise. 

“We do not face an army of men in the northern continent,” Nesryn went on. 

“But  of  demons.  And  if  we  do  not  rise  to  meet  this  threat,  if  we  do  not  rise  to meet it as one people, of  all lands … Then we will find our doom instead.” 

So she told them. The full history. Of Erawan. And Maeve. 

She did not mention the quest for the keys, but by the time she was done, the

hall was astir as clans whispered to one another. 

“I  leave  this  choice  to  you,”  Sartaq  said,  voice  unfaltering.  “The  horrors  in the Dagul Fells are only the start. I will pass no judgment, should you choose to

remain.  But  all  who  fly  with  me,  we  soar  under  the  khagan’s  banner.  We  shall leave you to debate amongst yourselves.” 

And  with  that,  taking  Nesryn  by  the  hand,  Sartaq  led  her  from  the  hall, 

Falkan  falling  into  step  behind  them.  Borte  and  Houlun  remained,  as  heads  of the  Eridun  clan.  Nesryn  knew  how  they  would  side,  that  they  would  fly  north, but the others …
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Whispers had turned into full-on debate by the time they reached one of the

private  gathering  spaces  for  the  family.  But  Sartaq  was  only  in  the  small  room for a moment before he headed to the kitchens, leaving Nesryn and Falkan with

a wink and a promise to bring back food. 

Alone with the shifter, Nesryn strode to the fire and warmed her hands. “How

are  you  feeling?”  she  asked,  glancing  over  her  shoulder  to  where  Falkan  eased into a low-backed wooden chair. 

“Everything hurts.” Falkan grimaced, rubbing at his leg. “Remind me never

to do anything heroic again.” 

She chuckled over the crackle of the fire. “Thank you—for doing that.” 

“I have no one in my life who would miss me anyway.” 

Her throat tightened. But she asked, “If we fly north—to Antica, and finally

to the northern continent …” She could no longer bring herself to say the word. 

 Home. “Will you come?” 

The shifter was silent for a long moment. “Would you want me there? Any of

you?” 

Nesryn  turned  from  the  fire  at  last,  eyes  burning.  “I  have  something  to  tell you.” 

Falkan wept. 

Put his head in his hands and wept when Nesryn told him what she suspected. 

She did not know much of Lysandra’s personal history, but the ages, the location

matched. Only the description did not. The mother had described a plain, brown-

haired girl. Not a black-haired, green-eyed beauty. 

But  yes—yes,  he  would  come.  To  war,  and  to  find  her.  His  niece.  His  last

shred of family in the world, for whom he had never stopped looking. 

Sartaq returned with food, and thirty minutes later, word came from the hall. 

The clans had decided. 

Hands shaking, Nesryn strode to the door, to where Sartaq held out a hand. 

Their  fingers  interlaced,  and  he  led  her  toward  the  now-silent  hall.  Falkan

rose painfully from his chair, groaning as he brushed away his tears, and limped

after them. 

They made it a handful of steps before a messenger came barreling down the

hall. 

Nesryn pulled away from Sartaq to let him deal with the panting, wild-eyed

girl. But it was to Nesryn the messenger extended the letter. 

Nesryn’s hands shook as she recognized the handwriting on it. 

She  felt  Sartaq  stiffen  as  he,  too,  realized  that  the  writing  was  Chaol’s.  He stepped back, eyes shuttered, to let her read it. 

She  read  the  message  twice.  Had  to  take  a  steady  breath  to  keep  from

vomiting. 

“He—he  requests  my  presence  in  Antica.  Needs  it,”  she  said,  the  note

fluttering in her shaking hand. “He begs us to return immediately. As fast as the

winds can carry us.” 

Sartaq took the letter to read for himself. Falkan remained quiet and watchful

as the prince read it. Swore. 

“Something is wrong,” Sartaq said, and Nesryn nodded. 

If Chaol, who never asked for help, never  wanted help, had told them to hurry

… She glanced toward the council, still waiting to announce their decision. 

But Nesryn only asked the prince, “How soon can we be airborne?” 
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Morning came and went, and Yrene was in no rush to rise from bed. Neither was

Chaol. They ate a leisurely lunch in the sitting room, not bothering with proper

clothes. 

Hafiza would decide in her own time whether to give them those books. So

they’d just have to wait. And then wait to encounter Aelin Galathynius again, or

anyone  else  who  might  be  able  to  decipher  them.  Chaol  said  as  much,  after

Yrene told him what Hafiza had confirmed. 

“There  must  be  considerable  information  inside  those  books,”  Chaol  mused

as  he  chewed  on  pomegranate  seeds,  the  fruit  like  small  rubies  he  popped  into his mouth. 

“If  they  date  back  as  far  as  we  think,”  Yrene  said,  “if  many  of  those  texts came  from  the  necropolis  or  similar  sites,  it  could  be  a  trove.  About  the  Valg. 

Our connection to them.” 

“Aelin lucked out in Rifthold, when she stumbled across those few books.” 

He’d told her last night—of the assassin named Celaena, who had turned out

to be a queen named Aelin. The entire history of it, laid bare. A long one, and a

sad one. His voice had grown hoarse when he’d talked of Dorian. Of the collar

and the Valg prince. Of those they had lost. Of his own role, the sacrifices he’d

made, the promises he’d broken. All of it. 

And  if  Yrene  had  not  loved  him  already,  she  would  have  loved  him  then, 

learning that truth. Seeing the man he was becoming, turning into, after all of it. 

“The king somehow missed them during his initial research and purging.” 

“Or perhaps some god made sure he did,” Yrene mused. She lifted a brow. “I

don’t suppose there are any Baast Cats at that library.” 

Chaol  shook  his  head  and  set  down  the  looted  corpse  of  the  pomegranate. 

“Aelin  has  always  had  a  god  or  two  perched  on  her  shoulder.  Nothing  would

surprise me at this point.” 

Yrene considered. “Whatever did happen with the king? If he had that Valg

demon.” 

Chaol’s  face  darkened  as  he  leaned  back  on  the  not-nearly-as-comfortable

replacement for the shredded gold sofa. “Aelin healed him.” 

Yrene sat up straighter. “How?” 

“She burned it out of him. Well, she and Dorian did.” 

“And the man—the true king—survived it?” 

“No.  Initially,  yes.  But  neither  Aelin  nor  Dorian  wanted  to  talk  much  about

what  happened  on  that  bridge.  He  survived  long  enough  to  explain  what  had

been done, but I think he was fading fast. Then Aelin destroyed the castle. And

him with it.” 

“But fire rid the Valg demon within him?” 

“Yes. And I think it helped save Dorian, too. Or at least bought him enough

freedom to fight back on his own.” He angled his head. “Why do you ask?” 

“Because that theory I had …” Yrene’s knee bounced. She scanned the room, 

the doors. No one nearby. “I think …” She leaned closer, gripping his knee. “I

think the Valg are parasites. Infections.” 

He  opened  his  mouth,  but  Yrene  plowed  ahead.  “Hafiza  and  I  pulled  a

tapeworm from Hasar when I first came here. They feed off their host, much in

the same way the Valg do. Take over basic needs—like hunger. And eventually

kill their hosts, when all those resources have been used up.” 

Chaol went utterly still. “But these are no mindless grubs.” 

“Yes,  and  that  was  what  I  wanted  to  see  with  you  yesterday.  How  much

awareness that darkness had. The extent of their power. If it had left some sort of parasite  in  your  bloodstream.  It  didn’t,  but  …  There  was  the  other  parasite—

feeding off you, giving it control.” 

He was silent. 

Yrene  cleared  her  throat,  caressing  her  thumb  over  his  wrist.  “I  realized  the night before. That I had one of my own. My hatred, my anger and fear and pain.” 

She  brushed  away  a  stray  curl.  “They  were  all  parasites,  feeding  on  me  these years. Sustaining me, but also feeding on me.” 

And  once  she  had  understood  that—that  the  place  she  most  feared  to  tread

was  inside herself, where she might have to acknowledge what, exactly, dwelled

within  her …

“When I realized what  I was doing, I understood that’s what the Valg truly is, 

deep down. What your own shadows are.  Parasites.  And enduring it these weeks

was  not  the  same  as   facing  it.  So  I  attacked  it  as  I  would  any  other  parasite; swarmed around it. Made it come to you—attack  you as hard as it could to get

away from  me. So that  you might face it, defeat it. So you might go where you feared most to tread, and decide whether, at last, you were ready to fight back.” 

His eyes were clear, bright. “That’s a big realization.” 

“It  certainly  was.”  She  considered  what  he’d  related—about  Aelin  and  the

demon  inside  the  dead  king.  “Fire  is  cleansing.  Purifying.  But  amongst  the

healing  arts,  it’s  not  often  used.  Too  unwieldy.  Water  is  better-tuned  to  the healing. But then there are raw healing gifts. Like mine.” 

“Light,” Chaol said. “It looked like swarming lights, against their darkness.” 

She  nodded.  “Aelin  managed  to  get  Dorian  and  his  father  free.  Roughly, 

crudely, and one did not survive. But what if a  healer with my sort of gifts was to treat someone possessed— infected  by  the  Valg?  The  ring,  the  collar,  they’re implantation  devices.  Like  a  bad  bit  of  water,  or  tainted  food.  Merely  a  carrier for  something  small,  the  kernel  of  those  demons,  who  then  grow  within  their

hosts.  Removing  it  is  the  first  step,  but  you  said  the  demon  can  remain  even

afterward.” 

His chest began to heave in an uneven rhythm as he nodded. 

Yrene whispered, “I think I can heal them. I think the Valg … I think they are

parasites, and I can  treat the people they infect.” 

“Then everyone Erawan has captured, held with those rings and collars—” 

“We could potentially free them.” 

He  squeezed  her  hand.  “But  you’d  have  to  get  close  to  them.  And  their

power, Yrene—” 

“I  would  assume  that  is  where  Aelin  and  Dorian  would  come  in.  To  hold

them down.” 

“There’s  no  way  to  test  this,  though.  Without  considerable  risk.”  His  jaw

tightened.  “It  has  to  be  why  Erawan’s  agent  is  hunting  you.  To  erase  the

knowledge of that. To keep you from realizing it by healing me. And relaying it

to other healers.” 

“If that is the case, though … Why now? Why wait this long?” 

“Perhaps Erawan did not even consider it. Until Aelin purged the Valg from

Dorian and the king.” He rubbed at his chest. “But there is a ring. It belonged to

Athril, friend to King Brannon and Maeve. It granted Athril immunity from the

Valg. It was lost to history—the only one of its kind. Aelin found it. And Maeve

wanted it badly enough that she traded Rowan for it. Legend said Mala herself

forged it for Athril, but … Mala loved Brannon, not Athril.” 

Chaol  shot  up  from  the  couch,  and  Yrene  watched  him  pace.  “There  was  a

tapestry. In Aelin’s old room. A tapestry that showed a stag, and hid the entrance

that  led  down  to  the  tomb  where  the  Wyrdkey  had  been  hidden  by  Brannon.  It was Aelin’s first clue that set her down this path.” 

“And?” The word was a push of air. 

“And there was an owl on it amongst the forest animals. It was Athril’s form. 

Not  Brannon’s.  All  of  that  was  coded—the  tapestry,  the  tomb.  Symbols  upon

symbols. But the owl … We never thought. Never considered.” 

“Considered what?” 

Chaol  halted  in  the  middle  of  the  room.  “That  the  owl  might  not  just  be

Athril’s animal form, but his sigil because of his loyalty to someone else.” 

And despite the warm day, Yrene’s blood chilled as she said, “Silba.” 

Chaol nodded slowly. “Goddess of Healing.” 

Yrene whispered, “Mala did not make that ring of immunity.” 

“No. She didn’t.” 

Silba did. 

“We need to go to Hafiza,” Yrene said softly. “Even if she won’t let us take

the books, we should ask her to look at them—see for ourselves what might have

survived all this time. What those Fae healers might have learned in that war.” 

He motioned her to rise. “We’ll go now.” 

But  the  suite  doors  opened,  and  Hasar  breezed  in,  her  gold-and-green  dress

flowing. 

“Well,” she said, smirking at their lack of clothes, their disheveled hair. “At

least you two are comfortable.” 

Yrene had the sense the world was about to be knocked from beneath her as

the princess smiled at Chaol. “We’ve had some news. From your lands.” 

“What is it.” The words were ground out. 

Hasar picked at her nails. “Oh, just that Queen Maeve’s armada managed to

find  the  host  Aelin  Galathynius  has  been  so  sneakily  patching  together.  There was  quite the battle.” 
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Chaol  debated  strangling  the  smirking  princess.  But  he  managed  to  keep  his

hands  at  his  sides,  managed  to  keep  his  chin  high  despite  the  fact  that  he  was only wearing his pants, and said, “What. Happened.” 

A  naval  battle.  Aelin  against   Maeve.  He  waited  for  the  dangling  sword  to drop. If he had been too late—

Hasar looked up from her nails. “It was a spectacle, apparently. A Fae armada

versus a cobbled-together human force—” 

“Hasar, please,” Yrene murmured. 

The princess sighed at the ceiling. “Fine. Maeve was trounced.” 

Chaol sank onto the sofa. 

Aelin—thank the gods Aelin had managed to find a way—

“Though  there  were  some  interesting  details.”  Then  the  princess  rattled  off

the  facts.  The  numbers.  A  third  of  Maeve’s  armada,  bearing  Whitethorn  flags, 

had turned on their own and joined Terrasen’s fleet. Dorian had fought—held the

front lines with Rowan. Then a pack of wyverns had soared in from nowhere—

to fight for Aelin. 

Manon  Blackbeak.  Chaol  would  be  willing  to  bet  his  life  that  somehow, 

either through Aelin or Dorian, that witch had done them a favor, and possibly

altered the course of this war. 

“The  magic,  they  say,  was  impressive,”  Hasar  went  on.  “Ice  and  wind  and

water.” Dorian and Rowan. “Even rumor of a shape-shifter.” Lysandra. “But no

darkness. Or whatever Maeve fights with. And no flame.” 

Chaol braced his forearms on his knees. 

“Though  some  reports  claim  they  spotted  flame  and  shadow  on  shore—far

away.  Flickers  of  both.  There  and  gone.  And  no  one  spotted  Aelin  or  the  Dark Queen in the fleet.” 

It  would  have  been  like  Aelin,  to  shift  the  battle  between  her  and  Maeve  to the  shore.  To  minimize  casualties,  so  she  could  unleash  her  full  power  without hesitation. 

“As  I  said,”  Hasar  continued,  fluffing  the  skirts  of  her  dress,  “They  were

victorious.  Aelin  was  spotted  returning  to  her  armada  hours  later.  They’ve  set sail—north, apparently.” 

He muttered a prayer of thanks to Mala. And a prayer of thanks to whatever

god watched over Dorian, too. “Any major casualties?” 

“To their men, yes, but not to any of the interesting players,” Hasar said, and

Chaol hated her. “But Maeve … there and gone, not a whisper of her left.” She

frowned at the windows. “Maybe she’ll sail here to lick her wounds.” 

Chaol prayed that wouldn’t be the case. Yet if Maeve’s armada still sat in the

Narrow Sea when they took the crossing … “But the others sail north now—to

where?”  Where can I find my king, my brother? 

“I’d assume Terrasen, now that Aelin has her armada. Oh, and another one.” 

Hasar smiled at him. Waiting for the question—the plea. 

“What other armada,” Chaol forced himself to ask. 

Hasar  shrugged,  walking  from  the  room.  “Turns  out,  Aelin  called  in  a  debt. 

To the Silent Assassins of the Red Desert.” 

Chaol’s eyes burned. 

“And to Wendlyn.” 

His hands began shaking. 

“How many ships,” he breathed. 

“All of them,” Hasar said, hand on the door. “All of Wendlyn’s armada came, 

commanded by Crown Prince Galan himself.” 

Aelin … Chaol’s blood sparked, and he looked to Yrene. Her eyes were wide, 

bright. Bright with hope—burning, precious hope. 

“Turns out,” Hasar mused, as if it were a passing thought, “there are quite a

few people who think highly of her. And who believe in what she’s selling.” 

“Which is what?” Yrene whispered. 

Hasar shrugged. “I assume it’s what she tried to sell to me, when she wrote

me a message weeks ago, asking for my aid. From one princess to another.” 

Chaol took a shuddering breath. “What did Aelin promise you?” 

Hasar smiled to herself. “A better world.” 
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Chaol  was  bristling  beside  Yrene  as  they  hurried  through  Antica’s  narrow

streets,  crammed  with  people  going  home  for  the  night.  Not  with  rage,  she

realized, but purpose. 

Aelin  had  mustered  an  army,  and  if  they  could  join  with  them,  bring  some

force from the khaganate … Yrene beheld the hope in his eyes. The focus. 

A fool’s shot at this war. But only if they could convince the royals. 

One last push, he declared to her as they entered the cool interior of the Torre

and hurried up the stairs. He didn’t care if he had to crawl in front of the khagan. 

He would make one last attempt at convincing him. 

But  first:  Hafiza.  And  the  books  that  might  contain  a  far  more  valuable

weapon than swords or arrows: knowledge. 

His  steps  did  not  falter  as  they  wound  up  the  endless  interior  of  the  Torre. 

Even  with  all  that  weighed  on  them,  Chaol  still  murmured  in  her  ear,  “No

wonder those legs of yours are so pretty.” 

Yrene batted him off, her face heating. “Cad.” 

At  this  hour,  most  of  the  acolytes  were  already  heading  down  to  dinner. 

Several  beamed  at  Chaol  as  they  passed  him  on  the  stairs,  some  younger  ones giggling.  He  gave  them  all  warm,  indulgent  smiles  that  sent  them  into  further fits. 

Hers.  He  was  hers,  Yrene  wanted  to  crow  at  them.  This  beautiful,  brave, 

selfless man—he was hers. 

And she was going home with him. 

It  was  that  thought  that  sobered  her  slightly.  The  sense  that  these  endless

hikes up the interior of the Torre might now be limited. That she might not smell

the lavender and baked bread for a long time. Not hear those giggles. 

Chaol’s hand brushed hers as if to say he understood. Yrene only gripped his

fingers  tightly.  Yes,  she  would  leave  a  part  of  herself  here.  But  what  she  took with her upon leaving … Yrene was smiling when they at last reached the top of

the Torre. 

Chaol panted, bracing a hand on the wall of the landing. Hafiza’s office door

was cracked open, letting in the last of the sunset. “Whoever built this thing was

a sadist.” 

Yrene laughed, knocking on Hafiza’s office door and pushing it open. “That

would  be  Kamala.  And  rumor  says  she—”  Yrene  halted,  finding  the  Healer  on

High’s office empty. 

She  edged  around  him  on  the  landing,  striding  for  the  workroom—the  door

ajar. “Hafiza?” 

No answer, but she pushed open the door anyway. 

Empty. That bookcase, mercifully, still locked. 

Likely  making  rounds,  or  at  dinner,  then.  Though  they’d  seen  everyone

coming  down  after  the  dinner  bell’s  summons,  and  Hafiza  hadn’t  been  among

them. 

“Wait here,” Yrene said, and bounded down the stairs to the next landing, a

level above Yrene’s own room. 

“Eretia,” she said, stepping into the small room. 

The healer grunted in answer. “Saw a nice backside walk past here a moment

ago.” 

Chaol’s cough sounded from above. 

Yrene snorted, but said, “Do you know where Hafiza is?” 

“In her workroom.” The woman didn’t so much as turn. “She’s been in there

all day.” 

“You’re … certain?” 

“Yes. Saw her go in, shut the door, and she hasn’t come out.” 

“The door was open just now.” 

“Then she likely slipped past me.” 

Without saying a word? That wasn’t Hafiza’s nature. 

Yrene scratched her head, scanning the landing behind her. The few doors on

it.  She  didn’t  bother  saying  good-bye  to  Eretia  before  knocking  on  them.  One was empty; the other healer told her the same: Hafiza was in her workroom. 

Chaol was waiting atop the stairs when Yrene climbed back up. “No luck?” 

Yrene tapped her foot on the ground. Perhaps she was paranoid, but …

“Let’s check the mess hall,” was all she said. 

She caught the gleam in Chaol’s eyes. The worry—and warning. 

They went down two levels until Yrene halted on her own landing. 

Her  door  was  shut—but  there  was  something  wedged  beneath  it.  As  if  a

passing foot had kicked it under. “What is that?” 

Chaol drew his sword so fast she didn’t even see him move, every movement

of his body, his blade, a dance. She bent and pulled the object out. Metal scraped

on stone. 

And there, dangling from its chain … Hafiza’s iron key. 

Chaol studied the door, the stairs, as Yrene pulled the necklace over her head

with shaking fingers. “She didn’t slide it there by accident,” he said. 

And  if  she  had  thought  to  hide  the  key  here  …  “She  knew  something  was

coming for her.” 

“There was no sign of forced entry or attack upstairs,” he countered. 

“She  could  have  just  been  spooked,  but  …  Hafiza  does  nothing  without

thought.” 

Chaol  put  a  hand  on  the  small  of  her  back,  ushering  her  toward  the  stairs. 

“We need to notify the guard—start a search party.” 
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She was going to be ill. She was going to vomit right down the steps. 

If she had brought this upon Hafiza—

Panic helped no one. Nothing. 

She forced herself to take a breath. Another one. “We need to be quick. Can

your back—” 

“I can manage. It feels fine.” 

Yrene assessed his stance, his balance. “Then hurry.” 

Around and around, they flew down the steps of the Torre. Asking anyone who

passed if they’d seen Hafiza.  In her workroom, they all said. 

As if she had simply vanished into nothing. Into shadow. 

Chaol had seen enough, endured enough, to listen to his gut. 

And his gut told him that something either had happened or was unfurling. 

Yrene’s face was bone white with dread, that iron key bouncing against her

chest with each of their steps. They reached the bottom of the Torre, and Yrene

had the guard on alert in a matter of words, calmly explaining that the Healer on

High was missing. 

But  search  parties  took  too  long  to  organize.  Anything  could  happen  in  the

span of minutes. Seconds. 

In  the  busy  hallway  of  the  Torre’s  main  level,  Yrene  called  out  to  a  few

healers  about  Hafiza’s  location.  No,  she  was  not  in  the  mess  hall.  No,  she  was not in the herb gardens. They had just been that way and had not seen her. 

It  was  an  enormous  complex.  “We’d  cover  more  ground  if  we  split  up,” 

Yrene panted, scanning the hall. 

“No. They might be expecting that. We stick together.” 

Yrene  scrubbed  her  hands  over  her  face.  “Widespread  hysteria  might  make

the—person  act  quicker.  Rasher.  We  keep  it  quiet.”  She  lowered  her  hands. 

“Where do we start? She could be in the city, she could be  d—” 

“How many exits lead from the Torre into the streets?” 

“Just  the  main  gate,  and  a  small  side  one  for  the  deliveries.  Both  heavily

guarded.” 

They  visited  both  within  a  span  of  minutes.  Nothing.  The  guards  were  well

trained and had kept a record of everyone who went in and out. Hafiza had not

been  seen.  And  no  wagons  had  come  in  or  left  since  early  morning.  Before

Eretia had last seen her. 

“She has to be somewhere on the premises,” Chaol said, surveying the tower

looming above, the physicians’ complex. “Unless you can think of another way

in or out. Perhaps something that might have been forgotten.” 

Yrene went wholly still, her eyes bright as flame in the sinking twilight. 

“The library,” she breathed, and launched into a sprint. 

Swift—she was swift, and it was all he could do to keep up with her. To  run. 

Holy gods, he was  running, and—

“There are rumors of tunnels in the library,” Yrene panted, leading him down

a  familiar  hallway.  “Deep  below.  That  connect  outside.  To  where,  we  don’t

know. Rumor claims they were sealed up, but—” 

His  heart  thundered.  “It  would  explain  how  they  were  able  to  come  and  go

unnoticed.” 

And if the old woman had been brought down there …

“How did they even get her to go? Without anyone noticing?” 

He didn’t want to answer. The Valg could summon shadows if they wished. 

And hide within them. And those shadows could turn deadly in an instant. 

Yrene slid to a stop in front of the main library desk, Nousha’s head snapping

up. The marble was so smooth Yrene had to grapple at the edges of the desk to

keep from falling. 

“Have you seen Hafiza?” she blurted. 

Nousha looked between them. Noted the sword he still had out. 

“What is wrong.” 

“Where  are  the  tunnels?”  Yrene  demanded.  “The  ones  they  boarded  up—

where  are they?” 

Behind her, a storm-gray Baast Cat leaped up from its vigil by the hearth and

sprinted into the library proper. 

Nousha gazed at an ancient bell the size of a melon atop the desk. A hammer

lay beside it. 

Yrene slapped her hand on the hammer. “Don’t. It will alert them that—that

we know.” 

The woman’s brown skin seemed to go wan. “Head down to the bottom level. 

Walk straight to the wall. Cut left. Take that to the farthest wall—the very end. 

Where the stone is rough and unpolished. Cut right. You’ll see them.” 

Yrene’s  chest  heaved,  but  she  nodded,  muttering  the  directions  to  herself. 

Chaol memorized them, planted them in his mind. 

Nousha rose to her feet. “Shall I summon the guard?” 

“Yes,” Chaol said. “But quietly. Send them after us. As fast as you can.” 

Nousha’s  hands  shook  as  she  folded  them  in  front  of  her  middle.  “Those

tunnels have been left untouched for a very long time. Be on your guard. Even

we do not know what lies down there.” 

Chaol debated mentioning the usefulness of cryptic warnings before plunging

into battle, but simply entwined his fingers through Yrene’s and launched them

down the hall. 
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Yrene  counted  every  step.  Not  that  it  helped,  but  her  brain  just  produced  the numbers in an endless tally. 

 One, two, three … Forty. 

 Three hundred. 

 Four twenty-four. 

 Seven hundred twenty-one. 

Down  and  down  they  went,  scanning  every  shadow  and  aisle,  every  alcove

and reading room and nook. Nothing. 

Only acolytes quietly working, many packing up for the night. No Baast Cats

—not one. 

 Eight hundred thirty. 

 One thousand three. 

They hit the bottom of the library, the lights dimmer. Sleepier. 

The shadows more alert. Yrene saw faces in all of them. 

Chaol  plunged  ahead,  sword  like  quicksilver  as  they  followed  Nousha’s

directions. 

The temperature dropped. The lights became fewer and farther between. 

Leather  books  were  replaced  with  crumbling  scrolls.  Scrolls  replaced  by

carved  tablets.  Wooden  shelves  gave  way  to  stone  alcoves.  The  marble  floor

turned uncut. So did the walls. 

“Here,” Chaol breathed, and drew her into a stop, his sword lifting. 
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The hall before them was lit by a sole candle. Left to burn on the ground. 

And down it: four doors. 

Three  sealed  with  heavy  stone,  but  the  fourth  …  Open.  The  stone  rolled

aside. Another lone candle before it, illumining the darkness beyond. 

A tunnel. Deeper than the Womb—deeper than any level of the Torre. 

Chaol pointed to the rough dirt of the passage ahead. “Tracks. Two sets, side

by side.” 

Sure enough, the ground had been disturbed. 

He whirled to her. “You stay here, I’ll—” 

“No.” He weighed the word, her stance, as she added, “Together. We do this

together.” 

Chaol  took  another  moment  to  consider,  then  nodded.  Carefully,  he  led  her

along, showing her where to step to avoid any loud noises on loose bits of stone. 

The candle beckoned by the open tunnel doorway. A beacon. An invitation. 

The light danced along his blade as he angled it before the tunnel entrance. 

Nothing but fallen blocks of stone and an endless dark passage greeted them. 

Yrene  breathed  in  through  her  nose,  out  through  her  mouth.  Hafiza.  Hafiza

was in there. Either hurt or worse, and—

Chaol linked his hand with hers and led her into the dark. 

They inched along in silence for untold minutes. Until the light from the sole

candle faded behind them—and another appeared. Faintly, far off. As if around a

distant corner. 

As if someone was waiting. 

Chaol knew it was a trap. 

Knew  the  Healer  on  High  had  not  been  the  target,  but  the  bait.  But  if  they arrived too late …

He would not let that happen. 

They  inched  toward  that  second  candle,  the  light  as  good  as  ringing  the dinner bell. 

But he moved forward nonetheless, Yrene keeping pace beside him. 

The sole candle grew brighter. 

Not a candle. A golden light from the passage beyond. Gilding the stone wall

behind it. 

Yrene tried to hurry, but he kept their pace slow. Quiet as death. 

Though he had no doubt whoever it was already knew they were coming. 

They reached the turn in the tunnel, and he studied the light on the far wall, 

trying to read for any shadows or disruptions. Only light. 

He peered around the corner. Yrene did so, too. 

Her breath snagged. He had seen some sights in the past year, but this …

It was a chamber, as enormous as the entire throne room in Rifthold’s palace, 

perhaps larger. The ceiling held aloft on carved pillars receding into the gloom, a

set of stairs leading down from the tunnel onto the main floor. He knew why the

light had been golden upon the walls. 

For illuminated by the torches that burned throughout …  Gold. 

The  wealth  of  an  ancient  empire  filled  the  chamber.  Chests  and  statues  and

trinkets of pure gold. Suits of armor. Swords. 

And  scattered  amongst  it  all  were  sarcophagi.  Built  not  from  gold,  but

impenetrable stone. 

A tomb—and a trove. And at the very back, rising up on a towering dais …

Yrene let out a small sound at the sight of the gagged and bound Healer on

High seated on a golden throne. But it was the woman standing beside the healer, 

a knife resting on her round belly, that made Chaol’s blood go cold. 

Duva. The khagan’s now-youngest daughter. 

She smiled at them as they approached—and the expression was not human. 

It was Valg. 

 

62

“Well,” said the thing inside the princess, “it certainly took you long enough.” 

The words echoed down the massive chamber, bouncing off stone and gold. 

Chaol  assessed  every  shadow,  every  object  they  passed.  All  possible

weapons. All possible escape routes. 

Hafiza did not move as they neared, walking down the broad avenue between

the endless, glittering gold and sarcophagi. A necropolis. 

Perhaps one enormous, subterranean city, stretching from the desert to here. 

When  they’d  visited  Aksara,  Duva  had  remained  behind.  Claiming  that  her

pregnancy—

Yrene’s hiss told him she realized the same. 

Duva was pregnant—and the Valg had a hold on her. 

Chaol  sized  up  the  odds.  A  Valg-infested  princess,  armed  with  a  knife  and

whatever dark magic, the Healer on High tied to the throne …

And Yrene. 

“Because I see you calculating, Lord Westfall, I’ll spare you the trouble and

lay out your options for you.” Duva traced gentle, idle lines over her full womb

with  that  knife,  barely  disturbing  the  fabric  of  her  gown.  “See,  you’ll  have  to pick.  Me,  the  Healer  on  High,  or  Yrene  Towers.”  The  princess  smiled  and

whispered again, “Yrene.” 

And that voice …

Yrene shook beside him. The voice from that night. 

But Yrene lifted her chin as they halted at the base of those steep dais steps, and said to the princess, unfaltering as any queen, “What is it that you want?” 

Duva angled her head, her eyes wholly black. The ebony of the Valg. “Don’t

you want to know  how?” 

“I’m sure you’ll tell us, anyway,” Chaol said. 

Duva’s eyes narrowed with annoyance, but she let out a small laugh. “These

tunnels  run  right  between  the  palace  and  the  Torre.  Those  immortal  Fae  brats buried their royals here. Renegades of Mora’s noble line.” She swept an arm to

encompass the room. “I’m sure the khagan would be beside himself to learn of

how much gold sits beneath his feet. Another hand to play when the time calls

for it.” 

Yrene stared and stared at Hafiza, who was watching them calmly. 

A woman ready for her end. Who now only wanted to make sure Yrene did

not think her frightened. 

“I  was  waiting  for  you  to  figure  out  it  was  me,”  Duva  said.  “When  I

destroyed all those precious books and scrolls, I thought you’d certainly realize I

was the only one who hadn’t gone to the party. But then I realized—how  could

you suspect me?” She laid a hand on her full womb. “It was why he chose her to

begin with. Lovely, gentle Duva. Too kind to ever be a contender for the throne.” 

A snake’s smile. “Do you know Hasar tried to take the ring first? She spied it in

the wedding trove sent by  Perrington and wanted it. But Duva snatched it before

she  could.”  She  held  up  her  finger,  revealing  the  broad  silver  band.  Not  a

glimmer of Wyrdstone. 

“It’s beneath,” she whispered. “A clever little trick to hide it. And the moment

she spoke her vows to that sweet, lovesick human prince, this went on her hand.” 

Duva smirked. “And no one even noticed.” A flash of her white teeth. “Except

for  keen-eyed  little  sister.”  She  clicked  her  tongue.  “Tumelun  suspected

something was wrong. Caught me poking about in forgotten places. So I caught

her, too.” Duva chuckled. “Or didn’t, I suppose. Since I shoved her right off that

balcony.” 

Yrene sucked in a breath. 

“Such  a  wild,  impetuous  princess,”  Duva  drawled.  “Prone  to  such   moods.  I couldn’t very well have her going to her beloved parents and whining about me, 

could I?” 

“You  bitch,” Yrene snapped. 

“That’s  what  she  called  me,”  Duva  replied.  “Said  I  didn’t  seem   right.”  She rubbed a hand over her belly, then tapped a finger to the side of her head. “You

should  have  heard  how  she  screamed.  Duva—how  Duva   screamed  when  I

pushed  the  brat  off  the  balcony.  But  I  shut  her  up  fast  enough,  didn’t  I?”  She again brought that knife up to her belly and scraped over the silk fabric. 

“Why are you  here,” Yrene breathed. “What do you  want?” 

“You.” 

Chaol’s heart stumbled at the word. 

Duva  straightened.  “The  Dark  King  heard  whispers.  Whispers  that  a  healer

blessed with Silba’s gifts had entered the Torre. And it made him so very, very

wary.” 

“Because I can wipe you all out like the parasites you are?” 

Chaol shot Yrene a warning glance. 

But Duva plucked the dagger off her womb and studied the blade. “Why do

you  think  Maeve  has  hoarded  her  healers,  never  allowing  them  to  leave  her

patrolled  borders?  She  knew  we  would  return.  She  wanted  to  be  ready—to

protect herself. Her prized favorites, those Doranelle healers. Her secret army.” 

Duva hummed, motioning with the dagger to the necropolis. “How clever those

Fae were, who escaped her clutches after the last war. They ran all the way here

—the  healers  who  knew  their  queen  would  keep  them  penned  up  like  animals. 

And then they bred the magic into the land, into its people. Encouraged the right

powers  to  rise  up,  to  ensure  this  land  would  always  be  strong,  defended.  And then  they  vanished,  taking  their  treasures  and  histories  beneath  the  earth. 

Ensuring  they  were  forgotten  below,  while  their  little   garden  was  planted above.” 

“Why,” was all Chaol said. 

“To  give  those  Maeve  did  not  consider  important  a  fighting  chance  should

Erawan  return.”  Duva  clicked  her  tongue.  “So  noble,  those  renegade  Fae.  And

thus the Torre grew—and His Dark Majesty indeed rose again, and then fell, and

then slept. And even he forgot what someone with the right gifts might do. But

then he awoke once more. And he remembered the healers. So he made sure to

purge  the  gifted  ones  from  the  northern  lands.”  A  smile  at  Yrene,  hateful  and cold. “But it seems a little healer slipped the butcher’s block. And made it all the

way to this city, with an empire to guard her.” 

Yrene’s  breathing  was  ragged.  He  saw  the  guilt  and  dread  settle  in.  That  in coming  here,  she  had  brought  this  upon  them.  Tumelun,  Duva,  the  Torre,  the

khaganate. 

But what Yrene did not realize, Chaol instead saw it for her. Saw it with the

weight of a continent, a world, upon him. Saw what had terrified Erawan enough

to dispatch one of his agents. 

Because Yrene, ripe with power and facing down that preening Valg demon

… Hope. 

It  was  hope  that  stood  beside  him,  hidden  and  protected  these  years  in  this city, and in the years before it, spirited across the earth by the gods themselves, 

concealed from the forces poised to destroy her. 

A kernel of hope. 

The  most  dangerous  of  all  weapons  against  Erawan,  against  the  Valg’s

ancient darkness. 

What he had been brought here to retrieve for his homeland, his people. What

he  had  been  brought  here  to   protect.  More  precious  than  soldiers,  than  any weapon. Their only shot at salvation. 

Hope. 
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“Why not kill me, then,” Yrene demanded. “Why not just kill me?” 

Chaol hadn’t dared ask or think the question. 

Duva rested her dagger upon her belly again. “Because you are so much more

useful to Erawan alive, Yrene Towers.” 

Yrene was shaking. In her bones, she was trembling. 

“I am no one,” Yrene breathed. 

That  blade—that  blade  sat  atop  that  womb.  And  Hafiza  remained  still  and

watchful, ever calm, beside Duva. 

“Are you?” the princess crooned. “Two years is an  unnaturally swift pace to

climb so high in the Torre. Is it not, Healer?” 

Yrene wanted to vomit as the demon inside Duva looked upon Hafiza. 

Hafiza met her stare unflinchingly. 

Duva laughed quietly. “She knew. She said as much to me when I spirited her

out of her room earlier. That I was coming for you. Silba’s Heir.” 

Yrene’s hand slid to her locket. The note within. 

 The world needs more healers. 

Had it been Silba herself who had come that night in Innish, who had sent her

here, with a message she would later understand? 

The world needed more healers—to fight Erawan. 

“That was why Erawan sent me,” Duva drawled. “To be his spy. To see if a

healer with those gifts— the gifts—might indeed emerge from the Torre. And to

keep you from learning too much.” A little shrug. “Of course, killing that brat-

princess and the other healer were … mistakes, but I’m sure His Dark Majesty

will forgive me for it when I return with you in tow.” 

Roaring  filled  her  head,  so  loud  Yrene  could  barely  hear  herself  as  she

snapped, “If you mean to bring me to him, why kill the healer you mistook for

me? And why not kill every healer in this city and spare yourselves the trouble?” 

Duva  snorted,  waving  that  dagger.  “Because   that  would  raise  too  many questions.  Why was Erawan targeting your kind? Certain key players might have

started  pondering.  So  the  Torre  was  to  be  left  alone—in  ignorance.  Dwelling

here, removed from the north, never leaving these shores. Until it’s time for my

liege to deal with  this  empire.”  A  smile  that  made  Yrene’s  blood  ice  over.  “As for that healer … It had nothing to do with how she resembled you. She was in

the  wrong  place  at  the  wrong  time.  Well,  the  right  time  for   me,  since  I  was frightfully hungry and I couldn’t exactly feed without being noticed. But to drum

up  some  fear  in  you,  to  make  you  realize  the  danger  and  stop  working  on  that Adarlanian  fool,  stop  prying  too  far  into  such  ancient  matters.  But  you  did  not listen, did you?” 

Yrene’s hands curled into claws at her sides. 

Duva went on, “Too bad, Yrene Towers. Too bad. For every day you worked

on him, healed him, it became clear that you, indeed, were the one. The one my

Dark  King  covets.  And  after  Duva’s  own  palace  spies  told  her  that  you  had

healed him fully, once he was walking again and you proved beyond doubt that

you  were  the  one  I’d  been  sent  to  find  …”  She  sneered  at  Hafiza,  and  Yrene wanted to rip that expression right off her face. “I knew outright attack would be

complicated.  But  luring  you  down  here  …  Too  easy.  I’m  rather  disappointed. 

So,” she declared, flipping the knife in her hand, “you will be coming with me, 

Yrene Towers. To Morath.” 

Chaol stepped in front of Yrene. “You are forgetting one thing.” 

Duva lifted a groomed eyebrow. “Oh?” 

“You have not won yet.” 

 Go, Yrene wanted to tell him.  Go. 

For  that  was  dark  power  starting  to  curl  around  Duva’s  fingers,  around  the

hilt of her dagger. 

“What’s  amusing,  Lord  Westfall,”  Duva  said,  peering  down  at  them  from

atop the dais, “is that you think you can buy yourself time until the guards come. 

But by then, you will be dead, and no one would  dare question my word when I tell them you tried to kill us down here. To take this gold back to your poor little

kingdom  after  you  wasted  your  own  upon  ordering  those  weapons  from  my

father’s vizier. Why, you could buy yourself a thousand armies with this.” 

Yrene hissed, “You still have  us to contend with.” 

“I  suppose.”  Duva  pulled  something  from  her  pocket.  Another  ring,  crafted

from stone so dark it swallowed the light. No doubt sent directly from Morath. 

“But once you put this on … you’ll do whatever I say.” 

“And why should I  ever—” 

Duva rested the knife against Hafiza’s throat. “That’s why.” 

Yrene looked to Chaol, but he was sizing up the room, the stairs and exits. 

The dark power twining around Duva’s fingers. 

“So,” Duva said, taking one step down the dais. “Let’s begin.” 

She made it a second step before it happened. 

Chaol did not move. But Hafiza did. 

She  hurled  her  body,  chair  and  all,  the  entire  weight  of  that  golden  throne, down the stairs. 

Right atop Duva. 

Yrene screamed, running for them, Chaol launching into motion. 

Hafiza and the baby, the baby and Hafiza—

Crone and princess tumbled down those steep stairs, wood snapping. Wood, 

not  metal.  The  throne  had  been  painted,  and  now  it  shattered  as  they  rolled, Duva shrieking and Hafiza so silent, even as her gag came free—

They hit the stone floor with a crack that Yrene felt in her heart. 

Chaol  was  instantly  there,  not  going  for  Duva,  sprawled  on  the  ground,  but

for Hafiza, limp and unmoving. He hauled her back, splinters and ropes clinging

to her, her mouth gaping—

Eyes cracking open—

Yrene sobbed, grabbing Hafiza by the other arm and helping him heave her

out of the way, toward a towering statue of a Fae soldier. 

Just as Duva rose up on her elbows, hair loose around her face, and seethed, 

“You rotting pile of  shit—” 

Chaol  shot  upright,  sword  angled  before  them  while  Yrene  fumbled  for  her

magic to heal the ancient, frail body. 

The old woman managed to raise her arm long enough to grip Yrene’s wrist. 

 Go, she seemed to say. 

Duva  climbed  to  her  feet,  long  splinters  embedded  in  her  neck,  blood

dripping from her mouth. Black blood. 

Chaol gave Yrene all of one look over his shoulder.  Run. 

And take Hafiza with her. 

Yrene opened her mouth to tell him  no, but he had already faced ahead again. 

Toward the princess who advanced one step. 

Her  dress  was  torn,  revealing  the  firm,  round  belly  beneath.  A  fall  like  that with a baby—

 A baby. 

Yrene  gripped  Hafiza  under  her  thin  shoulders,  hauling  her  slight  weight

across the floor. 

Chaol wouldn’t kill her. Duva. 

Yrene  sobbed  through  her  clenched  teeth  as  she  dragged  Hafiza  back  and

back through that gold-lined avenue, the statues looking on unfeelingly. 

He wouldn’t so much as harm Duva, not with that baby in her womb. 

Yrene’s chest caved in at the low hum of power that filled the room. 

He would not fight back. He would buy Yrene time. 

To get Hafiza out and to run. 

Duva purred, “This will likely hurt a great deal.” 

Yrene whirled back just as shadows lashed from the princess, aimed right at

Chaol. 

He rolled to the side, the blast going wide and striking the statue he ducked

behind. 

“Such theatrics,” Duva tutted, and Yrene hurried, sliding Hafiza toward those

distant stairs. Leaving him—leaving him behind. 

But movement caught her eye, and then—

A statue crashed into the princess’s path. 

Duva blasted it aside with her power. Gold showered the room in chunks that

thundered atop the sarcophagi, the cracking echoing through the chamber. 

“You  will  make  this  boring,”  Duva  tsked,  and  hurled  a  handful  of  darkness

toward  where  he’d  been.  Yrene  stumbled  as  the  room  shuddered,  but  she  kept

upright. 

Another blow. 

Another. 

Duva  hissed,  rounding  the  sarcophagus  where  she’d  guessed  Chaol  was

hiding. She fired her power blindly. 

Chaol appeared, shield in hand. 

Not a shield—an ancient mirror. 

The power bounced off the metal, shattering glass, even as it rebounded into

the princess. 

Yrene saw the blood first. On both of them. 

Then  saw  the  dread  in  his  face  as  Duva  was  blasted  back,  slamming  into  a

stone sarcophagus so hard her bones cracked. 

Duva hit the ground and did not move. 

Yrene waited one breath. Two. 

She  lowered  Hafiza  to  the  floor  and  ran.  Ran  right  for  Chaol,  where  he

panted, gaping at the woman’s fallen body. 

“What  have  I  done,”  he  breathed,  refusing  to  take  his  eyes  off  the  too-still princess.  Blood  slid  down  his  face  from  the  shards  of  that  mirror,  but  nothing major—nothing lethal. 

Duva, however …

Yrene shoved past him, past his sword, to the princess on the ground. If she was down, she could potentially get the Valg demon out, potentially try to fix her

body—

She turned Duva over. 

And found the princess smiling at her. 

It happened so fast. Too fast. 

Duva lunged for her face, her throat, black bands of power leaping from her

palms. 

Then Yrene was not there. Then she was on the stones, thrown to the side as

Chaol hurled himself between her and the princess. 

No shield, no weapon. 

Only  his  back,  utterly  exposed,  as  he  shoved  Yrene  away  and  took  the  full

brunt of the Valg attack. 
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Agony  roared  through  his  spine.  Down  his  legs.  His  arms.  Into  his  very

fingertips. 

Worse than it had been in the glass castle. 

Worse than in those healing sessions. 

But  all  he  could  see,  all  he’d  seen,  was  Yrene,  that  power  spearing  for  her heart—

Chaol hit the ground, and Yrene’s scream shattered through the pain. 

 Get up get up get up

“Such  a  pity  all  that  hard  work  amounted  to  nothing,”  Duva  trilled,  and

pointed a finger at his spine. “Your poor, poor back.” 

That dark power slammed into his spine again. 

Something cracked. 

Again. Again. 

The feeling in his legs vanished first. 

“Stop,” Yrene sobbed, on her knees. “Stop! ” 

“Run,” he breathed, forcing his palms flat onto the stones, forcing his arms to

push, to lift him—

Duva only reached into her pocket and pulled out that black ring. “You know

how this stops.” 

“No,” he snarled, and his back bellowed as he tried and tried to get his legs

beneath him—
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Yrene crawled away a step. Another. Eyes darting between them. 

Not again. He would not endure seeing this, endure  living this one more time. 

But then he beheld what Yrene grabbed in her right hand. 

What she had been crawling toward. 

His sword. 

Duva snickered, stepping over his sprawled, unmoving legs as she advanced

on Yrene. As Yrene rose to her feet and lifted his sword between them. 

The blade trembled, and Yrene’s shoulders shook as she sobbed through her

teeth. 

“What do you think that could possibly do,” Duva crooned, “against this?” 

Whips of dark power unfurled from the princess’s palms. 

 No.  He groaned the word, screamed it at his body, at the wounds pushing in, 

the agony dragging him under. Duva lifted her arm to strike—

And Yrene threw the sword. A straight throw, unskilled and wild. 

But Duva ducked—

Yrene ran. 

Swift as a doe, she turned and ran, sprinting into the labyrinth of corpses and

treasure. 

And like a hound on a scent, Duva snarled and gave chase. 

She had no plan. She had nothing. 

No options. Nothing whatsoever. 

Chaol’s spine—

Gone. All that work … shattered. 

Yrene ran through the piles of gold, searching, searching—

Duva’s shadows blasted around her, sending shards of gold flying into the air. 

Gilding every breath Yrene took. 

She snatched a short-sword off a chest overflowing with treasure as she ran, 

the blade whirring through the air. 

If she could trap her, get Duva down for long enough—

A lash of power shattered the stone sarcophagus before her. Chunks of rock

soared. 

Yrene heard the thud before she felt the impact. 

Then her head bleated with pain, and the world tilted. 

She fought to stay upright with every heartbeat, every bit of focus she’d ever

mastered. 

Yrene  did  not  let  her  feet  falter.  She  kept  moving,  buying  them  any  sort  of time. Rounding a statue, she—

Duva stood before her. 

Yrene  careened  into  her,  that  short-sword  so  close  to  the  princess’s  gut,  to that womb—

She splayed her hands, dropping the weapon. Duva held firm, arms snatching

around Yrene’s neck and middle. Pinning her. 

The  princess  hissed,  hauling  her  back  toward  that  avenue,  “This  body  does

not like so much running.” 

Yrene  thrashed,  but  Duva  held  firm.  Too  strong—for  someone  her  size,  she

was too strong. 

“I want you to see this. Want you both to see this,” Duva jeered in her ear. 

Chaol had crawled halfway across the path. Crawled, trailing blood, his legs

unresponsive. To help her. 

He stilled, blood sliding from his mouth as Duva stepped onto the walkway, 

pressing Yrene against her. 

“Shall I make you watch me kill him, or make him watch me put that ring on

you?” 

And even with that arm shoved against her throat, Yrene snarled, “Don’t you

 touch him.” 

Blood  on  his  gritted  teeth,  Chaol’s  arms  strained  and  buckled  as  he  tried  to

rise. 

“It’s too bad I don’t have two rings,” Duva mused to Chaol. “I’m sure your

friends would pay handsomely for you.” A grunt. “But I suppose your death will

be equally devastating.” 

Duva loosened her arm from Yrene’s middle to point at him—

Yrene moved. 

She stomped down on the princess’s foot. Right on the instep. 

And  as  the  princess  lurched,  Yrene  slammed  her  palm  into  the  woman’s

elbow, freeing the arm across her throat. 

So Yrene could whirl and drive her elbow straight into Duva’s face. 

Duva dropped like a stone, blood spurting. 

Yrene  lunged  for  the  dagger  at  Chaol’s  side.  The  blade  whined  as  she

whipped  it  free  of  its  sheath  and  threw  herself  atop  the  stunned  princess, 

straddling her. 

Aimed that blade high, to plunge into the woman’s neck, to sever that head. 

Bit by bit. 

“Don’t,” Chaol rasped, the word full of blood. 

Duva had destroyed it—destroyed  everything. 

From the blood coming out of his mouth, up his throat …

Yrene wept, the dagger poised over the princess’s neck. 

He was dying. Duva had ripped open something within him. 

Duva’s brows began to twitch and furrow as she stirred. 

Now. 

She had to do it now. Drive this blade in. End it. 

End it, and perhaps she could save him. Stop that lethal internal bleeding. But

his spine, his  spine—

A life. She had sworn an oath never to take a life. 

And with this woman before her, the second life in her womb …

The dagger lowered. She’d do it. She’d  do it, and—

“Yrene,” Chaol breathed, and the word was so full of pain, so quiet …

It was too late. 

Her magic could feel it, his death. She had never told him of that terrible gift

—that healers  knew when death sat near. Silba, lady of gentle deaths. 

The death she would give Duva and her child would not be that sort of death. 

Chaol’s death would not be that sort of death. 

But she …

But she …

The princess looked so young, even as she stirred. And the life in her womb

…

The life before her …

Yrene dropped the knife to the floor. 

Its clattering echoed over gold and stone and bones. 

Chaol closed his eyes in what she could have sworn was relief. 

A light hand touched her shoulder. 

She knew that touch. Hafiza. 

But as Yrene looked, as she turned and sobbed—

Two  others  stood  behind  the  Healer  on  High,  holding  her  upright.  Letting

Hafiza  lean  down  beside  Duva  and  blow  a  breath  onto  the  princess’s  face, 

sending her into undisturbed slumber. 

Nesryn. Her hair was windblown, her cheeks rosy and chapped—

And Sartaq, his own hair far shorter. The prince’s face was taut, his eyes wide

as he beheld his unconscious, bloody sister. As Nesryn breathed, “We were too

late—” 

Yrene lunged across the stones to Chaol. Her knees tore on the rock, but she

barely felt it, barely felt the blood sliding down her temple as she took his head

in her lap and closed her eyes, rallying her power. 

White flared, but there was red and black everywhere. 

Too much. Too many broken and torn and ravaged things—

His chest was barely rising. He did not open his eyes. 

“Wake up,” she ordered him, her voice breaking. She plunged into her power, 

but the damage … It was like trying to patch up holes in a sinking ship. 

Too much. Too much and—

Shouting and steps all around them. 

His  life  began  to  thin  and  turn  to  mist  around  her  magic.  Death  circled,  an eagle with an eye upon them. 

“Fight it,” Yrene sobbed, shaking him. “You stubborn bastard,  fight it.” 

What was the point of it, the point of any of it, if now, when it mattered—

“Please,” she whispered. 

Chaol’s chest rose, a high note before the last plunge—

She could not endure it. Would not endure it—

A light flickered. Inside that failing mass of red and black. 

A candle ignited. A bloom of white. 

Then another. 

Another. 

Blooming lights, along that broken interior. And where they shone …

Flesh knitted. Bone smoothed. 

Light after light after light. 

His chest continued to rise and fall. Rise and fall. 

But in the hurt and the dark and the light …

A  woman’s  voice  that  was  both  familiar  and  foreign.  A  voice  that  was  both

Hafiza’s  and  …  another.  Someone  who  was  not  human,  never  had  been. 

Speaking through Hafiza herself, their voices blending into the blackness. 

 The damage is too great. There must be a cost if it is to be repaired. 

All those lights seemed to hesitate at that otherworldly voice. 

Yrene brushed herself along them, waded through them like a field of white

flowers, the lights bobbing and swaying in this quiet place of pain. 

Not lights … but healers. 

She knew their lights, their essences. Eretia—that was Eretia closest to her. 

The voice that was both Hafiza and Other said again,  There must be a cost. 

For what the princess had done to him … There was no returning from it. 

 I will pay it. Yrene said into the pain and dark and light. 

 A daughter of Fenharrow will pay the debt of a son of Adarlan? 

 Yes. 

She could have sworn a gentle, warm hand brushed her face. 

And Yrene knew it did not belong to Hafiza or the Other. Did not belong to

any healer alive. 

But to one who had never left her, even when she had been turned into ash on

the wind. 

The Other said,  You offer this of your own free will? 

 Yes. With my entire heart. 

It had been his from the start, anyway. 

Those loving, phantom hands brushed her cheek again and faded away. 

The  Other  said,  I  chose  well.  You  shall  pay  the  debt,  Yrene  Towers.  And  I hope you shall see it for what it truly is. 

Yrene tried to speak. But light flared, soft and soothing. 

It  blinded  her,  within  and  without.  Left  her  cringing  over  Chaol’s  head,  her fingers grappled into his shirt. Feeling his heartbeats thunder into her palms. The

scrape of his breath against her ear. 

There  were  hands  on  her  shoulders.  Two  sets.  They  tightened,  a  silent

command to lift her head. Yrene did. 

Hafiza stood behind her, Eretia at her side. Each with a hand on her shoulder. 

Behind them stood two healers each. Hands on their shoulders. 

Behind them, two more. And more. And more. 

A living chain of power. 

All  the  healers  in  the  Torre,  young  and  old,  stood  in  that  room  of  gold  and bone. 

All connected. All channeling to Yrene, to the grip she still held on Chaol. 

Nesryn  and  Sartaq  stood  a  few  feet  away,  the  former  with  a  hand  over  her

mouth. Because Chaol—

The healers of the Torre lowered their hands, severing that bridge of contact, 

as Chaol’s feet moved. Then his knees. 

And  then  his  eyes  cracked  open,  and  he  was  staring  up  at  Yrene,  her  tears

plopping onto his blood-crusted face. He lifted a hand to brush her lips. “Dead?” 

“Alive,” she breathed, and lowered her face to his. “Very much alive.” 

Chaol smiled against her mouth, sighing deep as he said, “Good.” 

Yrene raised her head, and he smiled up at her again, cracked blood sliding

away from his face with the motion. 

And where that scar had once sliced down his cheek … only unmarred skin

remained. 
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Chaol’s body ached, but it was the ache of newness. Of sore muscles, not broken

ones. 

And the air in his lungs … it did not burn to breathe. 

Yrene helped him sit up, his head spinning. 

He  blinked,  finding  Nesryn  and  Sartaq  before  them  as  the  healers  began  to

file  away,  their  faces  grim.  The  prince’s  long  braid  had  been  cut  in  favor  of loose, shoulder-length hair, and Nesryn … it was ruk leathers she wore, her dark

eyes brighter than he’d ever seen—even with the graveness of her expression. 

Chaol rasped, “What—” 

“You sent a note to come back,” Nesryn said, her face deathly pale. “We flew

as fast as we could. We were told you’d come to the Torre earlier this evening. 

The guards were right behind us, until we outran them. We got a bit lost down

here, but then … cats led the way.” 

A  bemused,  puzzled  glance  over  her  shoulder,  to  where  half  a  dozen  beryl-

eyed cats sat on the tunnel steps, cleaning themselves. They noticed the human

attention and scattered, tails high. 

Sartaq  added,  smiling  faintly,  “We  also  thought  healers  might  be  necessary, 

and  asked  some  to  follow.  But  apparently,  a  great  number  more  wanted  to

come.” 

Considering the number of women filing out after the vanished cats … All of

them. All of them had come. 

Behind Chaol and Yrene, Eretia was tending to Hafiza. Alive, clear-eyed, but

… frail. 

Eretia  clucked  over  the  elderly  woman,  chiding  her  for  such  heroics.  But

even  as  she  did,  the  woman’s  eyes  were  bright  with  tears.  Perhaps  more,  as

Hafiza brushed a thumb over Eretia’s cheek. 

“Is she—” Sartaq began, jerking his chin toward Duva, sprawled on the floor. 

“Unconscious,” Hafiza rasped. “She will sleep until roused.” 

“Even with a Valg ring on her?” Nesryn asked as Sartaq made to pick up his

sister  from  the  stone  floor.  She  blocked  him  with  an  arm  across  his  middle, earning an incredulous look from the prince. There were cuts and scabs on both

of  them,  Chaol  realized.  And  the  way  the  prince  had  moved—with  a  limp. 

Something had happened—

“Even with the ring, she will remain asleep,” Hafiza said. 

Yrene was just staring at the princess, the dagger on the floor nearby. 

Sartaq saw it, too. And said quietly to Yrene, “Thank you—for sparing her.” 

Yrene  just  pressed  her  face  against  Chaol’s  chest.  He  stroked  a  hand  down

her hair, finding it wet—

“You’re bleeding—” 

“I’m fine,” she said onto his shirt. 

Chaol pulled back, scanning her face. The bloody temple. “That is anything

but fine,” he said, whipping his head toward Eretia. “She’s hurt—” 

Eretia  rolled  her  eyes.  “Good  to  see  none  of  this  put  you  out  of  your  usual spirits.” 

Chaol gave the woman a flat stare. 

Hafiza  peered  over  Eretia’s  shoulder  and  wryly  asked  Yrene,  “Are  you

certain this pushy man was worth the cost?” 

Before Yrene could answer, Chaol demanded, “What cost?” 

A stillness crept over them, and even Yrene looked to Hafiza as the woman

extracted  herself  from  Eretia’s  care.  The  Healer  on  High  said  quietly,  “The

damage was too great. Even with all of us … Death held you by the hand.” 

He  turned  to  Yrene,  dread  curling  in  his  stomach.  “What  did  you  do,”  he

breathed. She didn’t meet his stare. 

“She  likely  made  a  fool’s  bargain,  that’s  what,”  Eretia  snapped.  “Offered  to

pay  the  price  without  even  being  told  what  it  was.  To  save  your  neck.  We  all heard.” 

Eretia was close to not having a functioning neck herself, but Chaol said as

calmly as he could, “Pay the price to  whom?” 

“Not  a  payment,”  Hafiza  corrected,  setting  a  hand  on  Eretia’s  shoulder  to

quiet her, “but a restoration of balance. To the one who likes to see it intact. Who

spoke through me as we all gathered within you.” 

“What  was  the  cost,”  Chaol  rasped.  If  she’d  given  up  anything,  he’d  find  a

way to retrieve it. He didn’t care what he had to pay, he’d—

“To  keep  your  life  tethered  in  this  world,  we  had  to  bind  it  to  another.  To hers. Two lives,” Hafiza clarified, “now sharing one thread. But even with that

…”  She  gestured  to  his  legs,  the  foot  he  slid  up  to  brace  on  the  floor.  “The demon broke many, many parts of you. Too many. And in order to save most of

you, there was a cost, too.” 

Yrene went still. “What do you mean?” 

Hafiza again looked between them. “There remains some damage to the spine

—impacting the lower portions of the legs. That even we could not repair.” 

Chaol  glanced  between  the  Healer  on  High  and  his  legs,  currently  moving. 

He went so far as to put some weight on them. They held. 

Hafiza  went  on,  “With  the  life-bond  between  you,  Yrene’s  power  flowing

into you … It will act as a brace. Stabilizing the area, granting you ability to use

your  legs  whenever  Yrene’s  magic  is  at  its  fullest.”  He  steeled  himself  for  the but. Hafiza smiled grimly. “But when Yrene’s power flags, when she is drained

or  tired,  your  injury  will  regain  control,  and  your  ability  to  walk  will  again  be impaired.  It  will  require  you  to  use  a  cane  at  the  very  least—on  hard  days, 

perhaps many days, the chair. But the injury to your spine will remain.” 

The words settled in him. Floated through and settled. 

Yrene was wholly silent. So still that he faced her. 

“Can’t I just heal him again?” She leaned toward him, as if she’d do just that. 

Hafiza shook her head. “It is part of the balance—the cost. Do not tempt the

compassion of the force that granted this to you.” 

But Chaol touched Yrene’s hand. “It is no burden, Yrene,” he said softly. “To

be given this. It is no burden at all.” 

Yet agony filled her face. “But I—” 

“Using  the  chair  is  not  a  punishment.  It  is  not  a  prison,”  he  said.  “It  never was. And I am as much of a man in that chair, or with that cane, as I am standing

on my feet.” He brushed away the tear that slipped down her cheek. 

“I wanted to heal you,” she breathed. 

“You did,” he said, smiling. “Yrene, in every way that truly matters … You

did.” 

Chaol wiped away the other tears that fell, brushing a kiss to her hot cheek. 

“There is another piece to the life-bond, to this bargain,” Hafiza added gently. 

They turned to her. “When it is time, whether the death is kind or cruel … It will

claim you both.” 

Yrene’s golden eyes were still lined with silver. But there was no fear in her

face, no lingering sorrow—none. 

“Together,” Chaol said quietly, and interlaced their hands. 

Her strength would be his strength. And when Yrene went, he would go. But

if he went before her—

Dread curled in his gut. 

“The true price of all this,” Hafiza said, reading the panic. “Not fear for your

own life, but what losing your life will do to the other.” 

“I suggest you not go to war,” Eretia grumbled. 

But Yrene shook her head, shoulders straightening as she declared, “We shall

go to war.” Pointing to Duva, she looked at Sartaq. As if she had not just offered up her very  life to save his—“That is what Erawan will do. To all of you. If we do not go.” 

“I  know,”  Sartaq  said  quietly.  The  prince  turned  to  Nesryn,  and  as  she  held his  stare  …  Chaol  saw  it.  The  glimmer  between  them.  A  bond,  new  and

trembling. But there it was, right along with the cuts and wounds they both bore. 

“I know,” Sartaq said again, his fingers brushing Nesryn’s. 

Nesryn met Chaol’s eyes then. 

She  smiled  softly  at  him,  glancing  to  where  Yrene  now  asked  Hafiza  about

whether  she  could  stand.  He’d  never  seen  Nesryn  appear  so  …  settled.  So

quietly happy. 

Chaol swallowed.  I’m sorry, he said silently. 

Nesryn shook her head as Sartaq scooped his sister into his arms with a grunt, 

the prince balancing his weight on his good leg.  I think I did just fine. 

Chaol smiled.  Then I am happy for you. 

Nesryn’s eyes widened as Chaol at last got to his feet, taking Yrene with him. 

His  movements  were  as  smooth  as  any  maneuver  he  might  have  made  without

the invisible brace of Yrene’s magic flowing between them. 

Nesryn wiped away her tears as Chaol closed the distance between them and

embraced her tightly. “Thank you,” he said in Nesryn’s ear. 

She squeezed him back. “Thank  you—for bringing me here. To all of this.” 

To  the  prince  who  now  looked  at  Nesryn  with  a  quiet,  burning  sort  of

emotion. 

She added, “We have many things to tell you.” 

Chaol nodded. “And we you.” 

They pulled apart, and Yrene approached—throwing her arms around Nesryn

as well. 

“What  are  we  going  to  do  with  all  this  gold?”  Eretia  demanded,  leading

Hafiza away as the guards formed a living path for them out of the tomb. “Such
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tacky junk,” she spat, frowning at a towering statue of a Fae soldier. 

Chaol  laughed,  and  Yrene  joined  him,  sliding  her  arm  around  his  middle  as

they trailed behind the healers. 

Alive, Yrene had said to him. As they walked out of the dark, Chaol at last

felt it was true. 

Sartaq took Duva to the khagan. Called in his brothers and sister. 

Because Yrene insisted they be there. Chaol and Hafiza insisted they be there. 

The khagan, in the first hint of emotion Yrene had ever seen from the man, 

lunged  for  the  unconscious,  bloody  Duva  as  Sartaq  limped  into  the  hall  where they’d been waiting. Viziers pressed in. Hasar let out a gasp of what Yrene could

have sworn was true pain. 

Sartaq  did  not  let  his  father  touch  her.  Did  not  let  anyone  but  Nesryn  come close as he laid Duva on a low couch. 

Yrene kept a few steps back, silent and watching, Chaol at her side. 

This bond between them … She could feel it, almost. Like a living band of

cool, silken light flowing from her—into him. 

And he truly did not seem to mind that a piece of his spine, his nerves, would

retain permanent damage for as long as they lived. 

Yes, he’d now be able to move his legs with limited motion, even when her

magic  was  drained.  But  standing—never  a  possibility  during  those  times.  She

supposed they’d soon learn how and when the level of her power correlated with

whether he required cane or chair or neither. 

But Chaol was right. Whether he stood or limped or sat … it did not change

him. Who he was. She had fallen in love with him well before he’d ever stood. 

She would love him no matter how he moved through the world. 

 What if we fight?  Yrene had asked him on the trek over here.  What then? 

Chaol  had  only  kissed  her  temple.  We  fight  all  the  time  already.  It’ll  be

 nothing  new.   He’d  added,  Do  you  think  I’d  want  to  be  with  anyone  who  didn’t hand my ass to me on a regular basis? 

But  she’d  frowned.  He’d  continued,  And  this  bond  between  us,  Yrene  …  it

 changes nothing. With you and me. You’ll need your own space; I’ll need mine. 

 So if you think for one moment that you’re going to get away with flimsy excuses

 for never leaving my side—

She’d poked him in the ribs.  As if I’ll want to hang around you all day like

 some lovesick girl! 

Chaol had laughed, tucking her in tighter. But Yrene had only patted his arm

and said,  And I think you can take care of yourself just fine. 

He’d just kissed her brow again. And that had been that. 

Yrene now brushed her fingers against his, Chaol’s hand curling around her

own, as Sartaq cleared his throat and held up Duva’s limp hand. To display the

wedding  band  there.  “Our  sister  has  been  enslaved  by  a  demon  sent  by

Perrington in the form of this ring.” 

Murmurs and shifting about. Arghun spat, “Nonsense.” 

“Perrington  is  no  man.  He  is  Erawan,”  Sartaq  declared,  ignoring  his  elder

brother,  and  Yrene  realized  Nesryn  must  have  told  him  everything.  “The  Valg

king.” 

Still holding Yrene’s hand, Chaol added for all to hear, “Erawan sent this ring

as  a  wedding  gift,  knowing  Duva  would  put  it  on—knowing  the  demon  would

entrap her. On her wedding day.” They’d left the second ring at the Torre, locked

within one of the ancient chests, to be disposed of later. 

“The  babe,”  the  khagan  demanded,  eyes  on  that  torn-up  belly,  the  scratches

marring her neck where Hafiza had already removed the worst of the splinters. 

“These are lies,” Arghun seethed. “From desperate, scheming people.” 

“They  are  not  lies,”  Hafiza  cut  in,  chin  high.  “And  we  have  witnesses  who

will tell you otherwise. Guards, healers, and your own brother, Prince, if you will

not believe us.” 

To challenge the word of the Healer on High … Arghun shut his mouth. 

Kashin  shoved  to  the  front  of  the  crowd,  earning  a  glare  from  Hasar  as  he

shouldered past her. “That explains …” He peered at his sleeping sister. “She has

not been the same.” 

“She was the same,” Arghun snapped. 

Kashin  leveled  a  glare  on  his  eldest  brother.  “If  you  ever  deigned  to  spend any time with her, you would have known the differences.” He shook his head. 

“I  thought  her  morose  from  the  arranged  marriage,  then  the  pregnancy.”  Grief

flooded his eyes as he faced Chaol. “She did it, didn’t she? She killed Tumelun.” 

A  ripple  of  shock  went  through  the  room  as  all  eyes  fixed  upon  him.  But

Chaol instead turned to the khagan, whose face was bloodless and devastated in

a way that Yrene had not yet known, and could not imagine. To lose a child, to

endure  this  …  “Yes,”  Chaol  said,  bowing  his  head  to  the  khagan.  “The  demon

confessed to it, but it was not Duva. The demon made it sound as if Duva fought

every second—raged against your daughter’s death.” 

The khagan closed his eyes for a long moment. 

Kashin  lifted  his  palms  to  Yrene  in  the  heavy  silence.  “Can  you  fix  her?  If she still somehow remains inside?” A broken plea. Not from a prince to a healer, 

but one friend to another. As they had once been—as she hoped they might again

be. 

The  gathering  focused  upon  Yrene  now.  She  didn’t  let  an  ounce  of  doubt

curve her spine as she said, “I shall try.” 

Chaol  added,  “There  are  things  you  should  know,  Great  Khagan.  About

Erawan.  The  threat  he  poses.  What  you  and  this  land  might  offer  against  him. 

And stand to gain in the process.” 

“You think to scheme at a time like this?” Arghun snapped. 

“No,”  Chaol  said  clearly,  unhesitatingly.  “But  consider  that  Morath  has

already reached these shores. Has already killed and harmed those you care for. 

And  if  we  do  not  rise  to  face  this  threat  …”  His  fingers  tightened  on  Yrene’s. 

“Princess Duva will only be the first. And Princess Tumelun will not be the last victim of Erawan and the Valg.” 

Nesryn stepped forward. “We come with grave tidings from the south, Great

Khagan. The  kharankui are stirring again, called by their dark … master.” Many

stirred at the term she’d used. But some glanced to each other, confusion in their

eyes,  and  Nesryn  explained,  “Creatures  of  darkness  from  the  Valg  realm.  This

war has already leaked into these lands.” 

Murmuring silence and rustling robes. 

But  the  khagan  didn’t  tear  his  eyes  away  from  his  unconscious  daughter. 

“Save her,” he said—the words directed to Yrene. 

Hafiza nodded subtly to Yrene, motioning her forward. 

The message was clear enough: a test. The final one. Not between Yrene and

the Healer on High. But something far greater. 

Perhaps what had indeed called Yrene to these shores. Guided her across two

empires, over mountains and seas. 

An infection. A parasite. Yrene had faced them before. 

But this demon inside … Yrene approached the sleeping princess. 

And began. 
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Yrene’s hands did not tremble as she held them before her. 

White light glowed around her fingers, encasing them, shielding them as she

picked up the sleeping princess’s hand. It was so slight—so delicate, compared

to the horrors she’d done with it. 

Yrene’s magic rippled and bent as she reached for the false wedding ring. As

if it were some sort of lodestone, warping the world around it. 

Chaol’s hand settled on her back in silent support. 

She steeled herself, sucking in a breath as her fingers closed around the ring. 

It was worse. 

So much worse than what had been within Chaol. 

Where  his  had  been  a  mere  shadow,  this  was  an  inky  pool  of  blackness. 

Corruption. The opposite of everything in this world. 

Yrene panted through her teeth, her magic flaring around her hand, the light a

barrier, a glove between her and that ring, and  pulled. 

The ring slid off. 

And Duva began screaming. 

Her  body  arched  off  the  couch,  Sartaq  and  Kashin  lunging  for  her  legs  and

shoulders, respectively. 

Teeth  gritted,  the  princes  pinned  their  sister  as  she  thrashed  against  them, 

shrieking wordlessly as Hafiza’s sleeping spell kept her unconscious. 

“You’re  hurting  her,”  the  khagan  snapped.  Yrene  did  not  bother  to  look

toward him as she studied Duva. The body the princess slammed up and down, over and over. 

“Hush,”  Hasar  hissed  at  her  father.  “Let  her  work.  Someone  fetch  a

blacksmith to crack open that damned ring.” 

The world beyond them faded into blur and sound. Yrene was distantly aware

of  a  young  man—Duva’s  husband—sprinting  up  to  them.  Covering  his  mouth

with a cry; being held at bay by Nesryn. 

Chaol just continued to kneel beside Yrene, removing his hand from her back

with a final, soothing rub, while she stared and stared at Duva as she writhed. 

“She will hurt  herself, ” Arghun seethed. “Stop this—” 

A  true  parasite.  A  living  shadow  within  the  princess.  Filling  her  blood, 

planted in her mind. 

She could feel the Valg demon within, raging and screeching. 

Yrene lifted her hands before her. The white light filled her skin. She  became

that light, held within the now-faint borders of her body. 

Someone  gasped  as  Yrene  reached  her  glowing,  blinding  hands  toward  the

princess’s chest, as if guided by some invisible tug. 

The demon began to panic, sensing her approach. 

Distantly, she heard Sartaq swear. Heard the crack of wood as Duva drove her

foot into the arm of the couch. 

There  was  only  the  thrashing  Valg,  scrabbling  at  power.  Only  her

incandescent hands, reaching for the princess. 

Yrene laid her glowing hands on Duva’s chest. 

Light flared, bright as a sun. People cried out. 

But as quickly as it had appeared, the light vanished, sucked into Yrene—into

where her hands met Duva’s chest. Sucked into the princess herself. 

Along with Yrene. 

It was a dark storm within. 

Cold, and raging, and ancient. 

Yrene felt it squatting there. Squatting  everywhere. A tapeworm indeed. 

“You will all die—” the Valg demon began to hiss. 

Yrene unleashed her power. 

A torrent of white light flooded every vein and bone and nerve. 

Not a river, but a band of light made up of the countless kernels of her power

—so  many  they  were  legion,  all  hunting  out  each  dark,  festering  corner,  each screaming crevice of malice. 

Far away, beyond, a blacksmith arrived. A hammer struck metal. 

Hasar snarled—the sound echoed by Chaol, right at Yrene’s ear. 

Half aware, she saw the black, glittering stone held within the metal as they

carefully passed it around on a vizier’s kerchief. 

The Valg demon roared as her magic smothered it, drowned it. Yrene panted

against the onslaught as it pushed back. Shoved at her. 

Chaol’s hand again began to rub down her back in soothing lines. 

More of the world faded away. 

 I  am  not  afraid  of  you,  Yrene  said  into  the  dark.  And  you  have  nowhere  to run. 

Duva thrashed, trying to unseat Yrene’s grip. Yrene pressed down harder on

her chest. 

Time  slowed  and  bent.  She  was  dimly  aware  of  the  ache  in  her  knees,  the

cramp  in  her  back.  Dimly  aware  of  Sartaq  and  Kashin  refusing  to  offer  their position to someone else. 

Still Yrene sent her magic flowing into Duva. Filling her with that devouring

light. 

The demon screamed the entire time. 

But bit by bit, she blasted it back, blasted it deeper. 

Until she saw it, curled within the core of her. 

Its true form … It was as horrific as she’d imagined. 

Smoke  swirled  and  coiled  about  it,  revealing  glimpses  of  gangly  limbs  and

talons, mostly hairless gray, slick skin, and unnaturally large dark eyes that raged as she looked upon it. 

Truly  looked upon it. 

It  hissed,  revealing  pointed,  fish-sharp  teeth.  Your  world  shall  fall.  As  the others have done. As all others will. 

The demon dug claws deep into the darkness. Duva screamed. 

“Pathetic,” Yrene told it. 

Perhaps she spoke the word aloud, for silence fell. 

Distantly, that bond flowing away … it thinned. The hand on her back drifted

away. 

“Utterly pathetic,” Yrene repeated, her magic rallying behind her in a mighty, 

cresting white wave. “For a prince to prey on a helpless woman.” 

The  demon  scrambled  back  against  the  wave,  clawing  at  the  dark  as  if  it

would tunnel  through Duva. 

Yrene pushed forward. Let her wave fall. 

And  as  her  power  slammed  into  that  last  remnant  of  the  demon,  it  laughed. 

 No prince am I, girl. But a princess.  And my sisters shall soon find you. 

Yrene’s  light  erupted,  shredding  and  cleaving,  devouring  any  last  scrap  of

darkness—

Yrene snapped back into her body, collapsing against the floor. Chaol shouted

her name. 

But  Hasar  was  there,  hauling  her  upright  as  Yrene  lunged  for  Duva,  hands

flaring—

But Duva coughed, choking, trying to twist onto her side. 

“Turn  her,”  Yrene  rasped  to  the  princes,  who  obeyed.  Just  as  Duva  heaved, 

and vomited over the edge of the couch. It splattered Yrene’s knees, reeking to

deepest  hell.  But  she  scanned  the  mess.  Food—mostly  food,  and  speckles  of

blood. 

Duva retched again, a deep, choking noise. 

Only black smoke broke from her lips. She retched again, and again. 

Until a tendril dribbled onto the emerald floors. 

And as the shadows slithered out of Duva’s lips … Yrene felt it. Even as her

magic  strained  and  buckled,  she  felt  the  last  of  that  Valg  demon  vanish  into nothing. 

A bit of dew dissolved by the sun. 

Her body became cold and aching. Empty. Her magic drained to the dregs. 

She blinked up at the wall of people standing around the couch. 

The  khagan’s  sons  now  flanked  their  father,  hands  on  their  swords,  faces

grim. 

Lethal—with rage. Not at Yrene, not at Duva, but the man who had sent this

to their house. Their family. 

Duva’s face relaxed on an exhaled breath, color blooming on her cheeks. 

Duva’s husband tried to surge for her again, but Yrene stopped him with an

upheld hand. 

Heavy—her hand was so heavy. But she held the young man’s panicked stare. 

Which had not been on his wife’s face, but the belly. Yrene nodded to him as if

to say,  I will look. 

Then she laid her hands on that round, high womb. 

Sent her magic probing, dancing along it—the life within. 

Something new and joyous answered back. 

Loudly. 

Its kick roused Duva with an  ooph, her eyelids fluttering open. 

Duva  blinked  at  them  all.  Blinked  at  Yrene,  the  hand  she  still  laid  on  her belly. “Is it—” The words were a broken rasp. 

Yrene smiled, panting softly, relief a crushing weight in her chest. “Healthy

and human.” 

Duva just stared at Yrene until tears filled and flowed from those dark eyes. 

Her husband sank into a chair and covered his face, shoulders shaking. 

There was a flurry of motion, and then the khagan was there. 

And the most powerful man on the earth fell to his knees before that couch

and reached for his daughter. Crushed her against him. 

“Is it true, Duva?” Arghun demanded from the head of the couch, and Yrene

resisted  the  urge  to  snap  at  him  about  giving  the  woman  some  space  to  sort through all she’d endured. 

Sartaq  had  no  reservations.  He  snarled  at  his  elder  brother,  “Shut  your

 mouth.” 

But before Arghun could hiss a retort, Duva lifted her head from the khagan’s

shoulder. 

Tears  leaked  down  her  cheeks  as  she  surveyed  Sartaq  and  Arghun.  Then

Hasar. Then Kashin. And lastly the husband who lifted his head from his hands. 

Shadows still lined that lovely face, but—human ones. 

“It  is  true,”  Duva  whispered,  her  voice  breaking  as  she  looked  back  to  her

brothers and sister. “All of it.” 

And as everything that confession implied sank in, the khagan gathered her to

him again, rocking her gently while she wept. 

Hasar lingered by the foot of the couch as her brothers pressed in to embrace

their sister, something like longing on her face. 

Hasar noticed Yrene’s stare and mouthed the words:  Thank you. 

Yrene  only  bowed  her  head  and  backed  toward  where  Chaol  was  waiting. 

Not  at  her  side,  but  sitting  in  his  chair  next  to  a  nearby  pillar.  He  must  have asked  a  servant  to  bring  it  from  his  suite  when  the  tether  between  them  had grown thin as she battled within Duva. 

Chaol  wheeled  over  to  her,  scanning  her  features.  But  his  own  face  held  no

grief, no frustration. 

Only awe—awe and such adoration it snatched her breath away. Yrene settled

in his lap, and he looped his arms around her as she kissed his cheek. 

A door slammed open across the hall, and rushing feet and skirts filled the air. 
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And sobbing. The Grand Empress was sobbing as she threw herself toward her

daughter. 

She made it within a foot before Kashin leaped in, grabbing his mother by the

waist, her white gown swaying with the force of her halted sprint. She spoke in

Halha,  too  fast  for  Yrene  to  understand,  her  skin  ashen  against  the  jet  black  of her long, straight hair. She did not seem to notice anyone but the daughter before

her  as  Kashin  murmured  an  explanation,  his  hand  stroking  down  his  mother’s

thin back in soothing lines. 

The Grand Empress just fell to her knees and folded Duva into her arms. 

An old ache stirred in Yrene at the sight of that mother and daughter, at the

sight of both of them, weeping with grief and joy. 

Chaol squeezed her shoulder in quiet understanding as Yrene slid off his lap

and they turned to leave. 

“Anything,”  the  khagan  said  over  his  shoulder  to  Yrene,  the  man  still

kneeling  by  Duva  and  his  wife  as  Hasar  at  last  swept  in  to  embrace  her  sister. 

Their  mother  just  enfolded  both  princesses,  kissing  the  sisters  on  their  cheeks and  brows  and  hair  as  they  held  together  tightly.  “Anything  you  desire,”  the khagan said. “Ask it, and it is yours.” 

Yrene did not hesitate. The words tumbled from her lips. 

“A favor, Great Khagan. I would ask you a favor.” 

The palace was in uproar, but Chaol and Yrene still found themselves alone with

Nesryn and Sartaq, sitting, of all places, in their suite. 

The prince and Nesryn had joined them on the long walk back to the room, 

Chaol wheeling his chair close to Yrene’s side. She’d been swaying on her feet, 

and  was  too  damned  stubborn  to  mention  it.  Even  went  so  far  as  to  assess   him with those sharp healer’s eyes, inquiring after his back, his legs. As if  he was the one who’d drained his power to the dregs. 

He’d felt it, the shifting within his body as mighty waves of her power flowed into Duva. The growing strain along parts of his back and legs. Only then had he

left her side during the healing, his steps uneven as he’d gone to lean against the

wooden arm of a nearby couch and quietly asked the nearest servant to bring his

chair. By the time they’d returned, he’d needed it—his legs still capable of some

motion, but not standing. 

But  it  did  not  frustrate  him,  did  not  embarrass  him.  If  this  was  to  be  his body’s natural state for the rest of his life … it was not a punishment, not at all. 

He was still thinking that when they reached his suite, mulling over how they

might work out a schedule of him fighting in battle with her healing. 

For  he  would  fight.  And  if  her  power  was  drained,  he’d  fight  then,  too. 

Whether on horseback or in the chair itself. 

And when Yrene needed to heal, when the magic in her veins summoned her

to those killing fields and their bond grew thin … he’d manage with a cane, or

the chair. He would not shrink from it. 

If he survived the battle. The war. If  they survived. 

He  and  Yrene  found  spots  on  the  sorry  replacement  for  the  gold  couch—

which he was honestly debating bringing back to Adarlan with him, broken bits

and  all—while  Nesryn  and  the  prince  sat,  carefully,  in  separate  chairs.  Chaol tried not to look too aware or amused by it. 

“How did you know we were in such trouble?” Yrene asked at last. “Before

you linked up with the guards, I mean.” 

Sartaq  blinked,  stumbling  out  of  his  thoughts.  A  corner  of  his  mouth  lifted. 

“Kadja,”  he  said,  jerking  his  chin  toward  the  servant  currently  setting  a  tea service  before  them.  “She  was  the  one  who  saw  Duva  leave—down  to  those

tunnels. She’s in my … employ.” 

Chaol studied the servant, who made no sign that she’d heard. “Thank you,” 

he rasped. 

But Yrene went one step further, taking the woman’s hand and squeezing it. 

“We owe you a life debt,” she said. “How can we repay you?” 

Kadja only shook her head and backed out of the room. They stared after her

for a moment. 

“Arghun  is  no  doubt  debating  whether  to  punish  her  for  it,”  Sartaq  mused. 

“On the one hand, it saved Duva. On the other hand … she didn’t tell him at all.” 

Nesryn  frowned.  “We  need  to  find  a  way  to  shield  her,  then.  If  he’s  that

ungrateful.” 

“Oh,  he  is,”  Sartaq  said,  and  Chaol  tried  not  to  blink  at  the  casualness

between them, or her use of  we. “But I’ll think on it.” 

Chaol refrained from revealing that one word to Shen, and Kadja would have

a faithful protector for the rest of her life. 

Yrene only asked, “What now?” 

Nesryn ran a hand through her dark hair. Different. Yes, there was something

wholly different about her. She glanced to Sartaq—not for permission, but … as

if reassuring herself that he was there. Then she said the words that made Chaol

glad he was already sitting. 

“Maeve is a Valg queen.” 

It  all  came  out  then.  What  she  and  Sartaq  had  learned  these  past  weeks:

stygian  spiders,  who  were  really  Valg  foot  soldiers.  A  shape-shifter  who  might be Lysandra’s uncle. And a Valg queen who had been masquerading as Fae for

thousands  of  years,  hiding  from  the  demon  kings  she’d  drawn  to  this  world  in her attempt to escape them. 

“That explains why  the Fae healers  might have fled,  too,” Yrene murmured

when Nesryn fell silent. “Why Maeve’s own healer compound lies on the border

with the mortal world. Perhaps not so they can have access to humans who need

care … but as a border patrol against the Valg, should they ever try to encroach

her territory.” 

How  close  the  Valg  had  unwittingly  come  when  Aelin  had  fought  those

princes in Wendlyn. 

“It also explains why Aelin reported an owl at Maeve’s side when they first met,” Nesryn said, gesturing to Yrene, whose brows bunched. 

Then Yrene blurted, “The owl must be the Fae form of a healer. Some healer

of  hers  that  she  keeps  close—as  a  bodyguard.  Has  let  everyone  believe  to  be some pet …” 

Chaol’s  head  spun.  Sartaq  gave  him  a  look  as  if  to  say  he  understood  the

feeling well. 

“What  happened  before  we  arrived?”  Nesryn  asked.  “When  we  found  you

…” 

Yrene’s  hand  clenched  his.  And  it  was  his  turn  to  tell  them  what  they  had

learned, what they had endured. That regardless of what Maeve might plan to do

… There remained Erawan to face. 

Until  Yrene  murmured,  “When  I  was  healing  Duva,  the  demon  …”  She

rubbed at her chest. He’d never seen anything so remarkable as that healing: the

blinding glow of her hands, the near-holy expression on her face. As if she were

Silba herself. “The demon told me it was not a Valg prince … but a princess.” 

Silence.  Until  Nesryn  said,  “The  spider.  It  claimed  the  Valg  kings  had  sons

 and daughters. Princes and princesses.” 

Chaol swore. No, his legs would not be able to function anytime soon, with

or without Yrene’s slowly refilling well of power. “We’re going to need a Fire-

Bringer,  it  seems,”  he  said.  And  to  translate  the  books  Hafiza  said  she  would gladly hand over to their cause. 

Nesryn chewed on her lip. “Aelin now sails north to Terrasen, an armada with

her. The witches as well.” 

“Or  just  the  Thirteen,”  Chaol  countered.  “The  reports  were  murky.  It  might

not even be Manon Blackbeak’s coven, actually.” 

“It  is,”  Nesryn  said.  “I’d  bet  everything  on  it.”  She  slid  her  attention  to Sartaq,  who  nodded—silent  permission.  Nesryn  braced  her  forearms  on  her

knees. “We did not return alone when we raced back here.” 

Chaol glanced between them. “How many?” 

Sartaq’s  face  tightened.  “The  rukhin  are  vital  enough  internally  that  I  can

only risk bringing half.” Chaol waited. “So I brought a thousand.” 

He  was  indeed  glad  he  was  sitting  down.  A  thousand  ruk  riders  …  Chaol

scratched his jaw. “If we can join Aelin’s host, along with the Thirteen and any

other Ironteeth Manon Blackbeak can sway to our side …” 

“We  will  have  an  aerial  legion  to  combat  Morath’s,”  Nesryn  finished,  eyes

bright. With hope, yes, but something like dread, too. As if she perhaps realized

what combating would ensue. The lives at stake. Yet she turned to Yrene. “And

if you can heal those infected by the Valg …” 

“We  still  need  to  find  a  way  to  get  their  hosts  down,”  Sartaq  said.  “Long

enough  for  Yrene  and  any  others  to  heal  them.”  Yes,  there  was  that  to  account for, too. 

Yrene cut in, “Well, as you said, we have Aelin Fire-Bringer fighting for us, 

don’t we? If she can produce flame, surely she can produce smoke.” Her mouth

quirked to the side. “I might have some ideas.” 

Yrene opened her mouth as if she’d say more, but the suite doors blew open

and Hasar breezed in. 

Hasar seemed to check herself at the sight of Sartaq. “It seems I’m late for the

war council.” 

Sartaq  crossed  an  ankle  over  a  knee.  “Who  says  that’s  what  we’re

discussing?” 

Hasar  claimed  a  seat  for  herself  and  adjusted  the  fall  of  her  hair  over  a

shoulder.  “You  mean  to  tell  me  the  ruks  shitting  up  the  roofs  are  just  here  to make you look important?” 

Sartaq huffed a quiet laugh. “Yes, sister?” 

The princess only looked to Yrene, then Chaol. “I will come with you.” 

Chaol didn’t dare move. Yrene said, “Alone?” 

“Not  alone.”  The  mocking  amusement  was  gone  from  her  face.  “You  saved

Duva’s  life.  And  ours,  if  she  had  grown  more  bold.”  A  glance  to  Sartaq,  who watched  with  mild  surprise.  “Duva  is  the  best  of  us.  The  best  of  me.”  Hasar’s throat bobbed. “So I will go with you, with whatever ships I can bring, so that

my sister will never again look over her shoulder in fear.” 

Except in fear of one another, Chaol refrained from saying. 

But Hasar caught the words in his eyes. “Not her,” she said quietly. “All the

others,”  she  added  with  a  stark  look  at  Sartaq,  who  nodded  grimly.  “But  never Duva.” 

An unspoken promise, Chaol realized, among the other siblings. 

“So  you  will  have  to  suffer  my  company  for  a  while  yet,  Lord  Westfall,” 

Hasar said, but that edged smile was not as sharp. “Because for my sisters, both

living and dead, I will march with my  sulde to the gates of Morath and make that demon  bastard  pay.”  She  met  Yrene’s  stare.  “And  for  you,  Yrene  Towers.  For

what you did for Duva, I will help you save your land.” 

Yrene  rose,  her  hands  shaking.  And  none  of  them  spoke  a  word  as  Yrene

reached  Hasar’s  seat  and  threw  her  arms  around  her  neck  to  hold  the  princess tightly. 
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Nesryn was utterly drained. Wanted to sleep for a week. A month. 

But  she  somehow  found  herself  walking  the  halls,  aiming  for  Kadara’s

minaret. Alone. 

Sartaq had gone to see his father, Hasar joining him. And though it certainly

was not awkward with Chaol and Yrene … Nesryn gave them their privacy. He

had been upon Death’s threshold after all. She had few illusions about what was

likely about to take place in that suite. 

And that she’d have to find quarters of her own. 

Nesryn supposed she’d have to find quarters for a few people tonight anyway

—starting  with  Borte,  who’d  marveled  at  Antica  and  the  sea,  even  as  they’d

swept in as fast as the winds could carry them. And Falkan, who’d indeed come

with  them,  riding  as  a  field  mouse  in  Borte’s  pocket,  Yeran  none  too  pleased about  it.  Or  so  he’d  seemed  the  last  time  she’d  seen  him  at  the  Eridun  aerie, Sartaq charging the various hearth-mothers and the captains to rally their rukhin

and fly for Antica. 

Nesryn reached the stairwell leading up to the minaret when the page found

her. The boy was out of breath but managed a graceful bow as he handed her a

letter. 

It was dated two weeks ago. In her uncle’s handwriting. 

Her fingers trembled as she broke the seal. 

A minute later, she was racing up the minaret stairs. 
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People cried out in awe and surprise when the reddish-brown ruk sailed over the

buildings and homes of Antica. 

Nesryn  murmured  to  the  bird,  guiding  him  toward  the  Runni  Quarter  while

they flew on a salt-kissed breeze as fast as his wings could carry them. 

She had claimed him upon leaving the Eridun aerie. 

Had gone right to the nests, where he had still waited for a rider who would

never return, and looked deep into his golden eyes. Had told him that her name

was Nesryn Faliq, and she was daughter of Sayed and Cybele Faliq, and that she

would be his rider, if he would have her. 

She wondered if the ruk, whose late rider had called him Salkhi, had known

the  burning  in  her  eyes  had  not  been  from  the  roaring  wind  as  he’d  bowed  his head to her. 

Then  she’d  flown  him,  Salkhi  keeping  pace  with  Kadara  at  the  head  of  the

host as the rukhin sailed northward. Raced to Antica. 

And  now,  as  Salkhi  landed  in  the  street  outside  her  uncle’s  home,  some

vendors  abandoning  their  carts  in  outright  terror,  some  children  dropping  their games  to  gawk,  then  grin—Nesryn  patted  her  ruk  on  his  broad  neck  and

dismounted. 

The front gates to her uncle’s house banged open. 

And  as  she  saw  her  father  standing  there,  as  her  sister  shoved  past,  her

children pouring out in a shrieking gaggle …

Nesryn fell to her knees and wept. 

How  Sartaq  found  her  two  hours  later,  Nesryn  didn’t  know.  Though  she

supposed a ruk sitting in the street of a fancy quarter of Antica was sure to cause

a stir. And be easy to spot. 

She had wept and laughed and held her family for untold minutes, right in the

middle of the street, Salkhi looking on. 

And when her uncle and aunt had called them in to  at least cry over a good

 cup of tea,  her  family  had  told  her  of  their  adventures.  The  wild  seas  they  had sailed,  the  enemies  their  ship  had  dodged  on  their  voyage  here.  But  they  had made  it—and  here  they  would  stay  while  the  war  raged,  her  father  said,  to  the nods of her uncle and aunt. 

When she emerged from the house gates at last, her father claiming the honor

of escorting Nesryn to Salkhi—after he’d shooed off her sister to go  manage that

 circus of children—Nesryn had halted so quickly her father had nearly slammed

into her. 

Because standing beside Salkhi was Sartaq, a half smile on his face. And on

the  other  side  of  Salkhi  …  Kadara  patiently  waited,  the  two  ruks  a  proud  pair indeed. 

Her father’s eyes widened, as if recognizing the ruk before the prince. 

But then her father bowed. Deeply. 

Nesryn  had  told  her  family—in  moderate  detail—what  had  befallen  her

amongst  the  rukhin.  Her  sister  and  aunt  had  glared  at  her  when  the  various

children began to declare that they, too, would be ruk riders. And then took off

through the house, shrieking and flapping their arms, leaping off furniture with

wild abandon. 

She  expected  Sartaq  to  wait  to  be  approached,  but  the  prince  spotted  her

father  and  strode  forward.  Then  reached  out  and  clasped  his  hand.  “I  heard

Captain Faliq’s family had at last arrived safely,” Sartaq said by way of greeting. 

“I thought I’d come to welcome you myself.” 

Something  swelled  in  her  chest  to  the  point  of  pain  as  Sartaq  inclined  his

head to her father. 

Sayed  Faliq  looked  like  he  might  very  well  keel  over  dead,  either  from  the

gesture of respect or Kadara’s mere presence behind them. Indeed, several small

heads now popped behind his legs, scanning the prince, then the ruks, and then

—

 “KADARA!” 

Her aunt and uncle’s youngest child—no more than four—screamed the ruk’s

name loud enough that anyone in the city who didn’t know the bird was on this

street was now well aware. 

Sartaq  laughed  as  the  children  shoved  past  Nesryn’s  father,  racing  for  the

golden bird. 

Her sister was on their heels, warning springing from her lips—

Until  Kadara  lowered  herself  to  the  ground,  Salkhi  following  suit.  The

children halted, reverence stealing over them as they reached out tentative hands

toward the two ruks and stroked them gently. 

Nesryn’s sister sighed with relief. Then realized who stood before Nesryn and

their father. 

Delara went red. She patted her dress, as if it would somehow cover the fresh

food  stains  courtesy  of  her  youngest.  Then  she  slowly  backed  into  the  house, bowing as she went. 

Sartaq laughed as she vanished—but not before Delara gave Nesryn a sharp

look that said,  Oh, you are so smitten it’s not even a laughing matter. 

Nesryn gave her sister a vulgar gesture behind her back that their father chose

not to see. 

Her father was saying to Sartaq, “I apologize if my grandchildren, nieces, and

nephews take some liberties with your ruk, Prince.” 

But  Sartaq  smiled  broadly—a  brighter  grin  than  any  she’d  seen  him  give

before.  “Kadara  pretends  to  be  a  noble  mount,  but  she’s  more  of  a  mother  hen than anything.” 

Kadara puffed her feathers, earning squeals of delight from the children. 

Nesryn’s  father  squeezed  her  shoulder  before  he  said  to  the  prince,  “I  think I’ll go keep them from trying to fly off on her.” 

And  then  they  were  alone.  In  the  street.  Outside  her  uncle’s  house.  All  of

Antica now gawking at them. 

Sartaq did not seem to notice. Certainly not as he said, “Walk with me?” 

Swallowing,  with  a  backward  glance  toward  where  her  father  was  now

overseeing  the  gaggle  of  children  attempting  to  climb  onto  Salkhi  and  Kadara, Nesryn nodded. 

They headed toward the quiet, clean alley behind her uncle’s house, walking

in silence for a few steps. Until Sartaq said, “I spoke to my father.” 

And she wondered, then, if this meeting was not to be a good one. If the army

they  had  brought  was  to  be  ordered  back  to  its  aeries.  Or  if  the  prince,  the  life she saw for herself in those beautiful mountains … if perhaps the reality of that, 

too, had found them. 

For  he  was  a  prince.  And  for  all  that  she  loved  her  family,  for  all  that  they made her so proud, there was not one noble drop of blood in their lineage. Her

father shaking Sartaq’s hand was the closest any Faliq had ever come to royalty. 

Nesryn managed to say, “Oh?” 

“We … discussed things.” 

Her chest sank at the careful words. “I see.” 

Sartaq  stopped,  the  sandy  alley  humming  with  the  buzzing  bees  in  the

jasmine  that  climbed  the  walls  of  the  bordering  courtyards.  The  one  behind

them: the back, private courtyard belonging to her family. She wished she could

slither over the wall and hide within. Rather than hear this. 

But Nesryn made herself meet the prince’s eyes. Saw him scanning her face. 

“I  told  him,”  Sartaq  said  at  last,  “that  I  planned  to  lead  the  rukhin  against Erawan, with or without his consent.” 

Worse.  This  was  getting  worse  and  worse.  She  wished  his  face  weren’t  so

damn unreadable. 

Sartaq took a breath. “He asked me why.” 

“I hope you told him that the fate of the world might depend upon it.” 

Sartaq chuckled. “I did. But I also told him that the woman I love now plans

to head into war. And I intend to follow her.” 

She didn’t let the words sink in. Didn’t let herself believe any of it, until he’d

finished. 

“He told me that you are common-born. That a would-be Heir of the khagan

needs to wed a princess, or a lady, or someone with lands and alliances to offer.” 

Her throat closed up. She tried to shut out the sound, the words. Didn’t want

to hear the rest. 

But Sartaq took her hand. “I told him if that was what it took to be chosen as

Heir, I didn’t want it. And I walked out.” 

Nesryn sucked in a breath. “Are you  insane?” 

Sartaq smiled faintly. “I certainly hope not, for the sake of this empire.” He

tugged  her  closer,  until  their  bodies  were  nearly  touching.  “Because  my  father appointed me Heir before I could walk out of the room.” 

Nesryn left her body. Could only manage to breathe. 

And when she tried to bow, Sartaq gripped her shoulders tightly. Stopped her

before her head could even lower. 

“Never from you,” he said quietly. 

Heir—he’d  been  made   Heir.  To  all  this.  This  land  she  loved,  this  land  she still wished to explore so much it ached. 

Sartaq lifted a hand to cup her cheek, his calluses scraping against her skin. 

“We fly to war. Much is uncertain ahead. Save for this.” He brushed his mouth

against  hers.  “Save  for  what  I  feel  for  you.  No  demon  army,  no  dark  queen  or king, will change that.” 

Nesryn shook, letting the words sink in. “I—Sartaq, you are  Heir—” 

He  pulled  back  to  study  her  again.  “We  will  go  to  war,  Nesryn  Faliq.  And

when  we  shatter  Erawan  and  his  armies,  when  the  darkness  is  at  last  banished from this world … Then you and I will fly back here. Together.” He kissed her

again—a bare caress of his mouth. “And so we shall remain for the rest of our

days.” 

She heard the offer, the promise. 

The world he laid at her feet. 

She trembled at it. What he so freely gave. Not the empire and crown, but …

the life. His heart. 

Nesryn wondered if he knew her heart had been his from that very first ride

atop Kadara. 

Sartaq smiled as if to say yes, he had. 

So she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. 

It  was  tentative,  and  soft,  and  full  of  wonder,  that  kiss.  He  tasted  like  the wind, like a mountain spring. He tasted like home. 

Nesryn clasped his face in her hands as she pulled back. “To war, Sartaq,” she

breathed,  memorizing  every  line  of  his  face.  “And  then  we’ll  see  what  comes

after.” 

Sartaq gave her a knowing, cocky grin. As if he’d fully decided what would

come after and nothing she could say would ever convince him otherwise. 

And from the courtyard just a wall away, her sister shouted, loud enough for

the entire neighborhood to hear, “I told you, Father! ” 
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Two weeks later, it was barely dawn when Yrene found herself on the deck of a

fine, massive ship and watched the sun rise over Antica for the last time. 

The  ship  was  abuzz  with  activity,  but  she  stood  at  the  rail,  and  counted  the minarets of the palace. Ran an eye over every shining quarter, the city stirring in

the new light. 

Autumn winds were already whipping the seas, the ship bobbing and lurching

beneath her. 

Home. They were to sail home today. 

She  hadn’t  made  many  good-byes,  had  not  needed  to.  But  Kashin  had  still

found her, right as she’d ridden to the docks. Chaol had given the prince a nod

before leading her mare onto the ship. 

For a long moment, Kashin had stared at the ship—the others gathered in the

harbor.  Then  he’d  said  quietly,  “I  wish  I  had  never  said  a  word  to  you  on  the steppes that night.” 

Yrene began to shake her head, unsure of what to even say. 

“I have missed having you—as my friend,” Kashin went on. “I do not have

many of them.” 

“I know,” she managed to get out. And then added, “I missed having you as

my friend, too.” 

For she had. And what he was now willing to do for her, her people …

She took Kashin’s hand. Squeezed it. There was still pain in his eyes, limning

his  handsome  face,  but  …  understanding.  And  a  clear,  undaunted  gleam  as  he beheld the northern horizon. 

The  prince  squeezed  her  hand  in  return.  “Thank  you  again—for  Duva.”  A

small smile toward that northern sky. “We shall meet again, Yrene Towers. I am

certain of it.” 

She smiled back at him, beyond words. But Kashin winked, pulling his hand

from hers. “My  sulde still blows northward. Who knows what I may find on the

road  ahead?  Especially  now  that  Sartaq  has  the  burden  of  being  Heir,  and  I’m free to do as I please.” 

The city had been in an uproar about it. Celebrating, debating—it still raged

on. What the other royal siblings thought, Yrene did not know, but … there was

peace  in  Kashin’s  eyes.  And  in  the  eyes  of  the  others,  when  Yrene  had  seen them.  And  part  of  her  indeed  wondered  if  Sartaq  had  struck  some  unspoken

agreement that went beyond  Never Duva. To perhaps even  Never Us. 

Yrene had smiled again at the prince—at her friend. “Thank you, for all your

kindness.” 

Kashin had only bowed to her and strode off into the gray light. 

And in the hour since then, Yrene had stood on the deck of this ship, silently

watching  the  awakening  city  behind  it,  while  the  others  readied  things  around and below. 

For  long  minutes,  she  breathed  in  the  sea  and  the  spices  and  the  sounds  of Antica under the rising sun. Took them deep into her lungs, letting them settle. 

Let  her  eyes  drink  their  fill  of  the  cream-colored  stones  of  the  Torre  Cesme rising above it all. 

Even  in  the  early  morning,  the  tower  was  a  beacon,  a  jutting  lance  of  hope and calm. 

She wondered if she would ever see it again. For what lay ahead of them …

Yrene braced her hands on the rail as another gust of wind rocked the ship. A

wind from inland, as if all thirty-six gods of Antica blew a collective breath to

send them skittering home. 

Across the Narrow Sea—and to war. 

The  ship  began  to  move  at  last,  the  world  a  riot  of  action  and  color  and

sound,  but  Yrene  remained  at  the  rail.  Watching  the  city  grow  smaller  and

smaller. 

And  even  when  the  coast  was  little  more  than  a  shadow,  Yrene  could  have

sworn she still saw the Torre standing above it, glinting white in the sun, as if it

were an arm upraised in farewell. 
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Chaol  Westfall  took  none  of  his  steps  for  granted.  Even  the  ones  that  had  sent him rushing to a bucket to hurl up the contents of his stomach for the first few

days at sea. 

But  one  of  the  advantages  of  traveling  with  a  healer  was  that  Yrene  easily

soothed his stomach. And after two weeks at sea, dodging fierce storms that the

captain only called Ship-Wreckers … his stomach had finally forgiven him. 

He  found  Yrene  at  the  prow  railing,  gazing  toward  land.  Or  where  the  land

would  be,  if  they  dared  sail  close  enough.  They  were  keeping  far  out  as  they skirted  up  the  coast  of  their  continent,  and  from  his  meeting  with  the  captain moments  before,  they  were  somewhere  near  northern  Eyllwe.  Close  to  the


Fenharrow border. 

No sign of Aelin or her armada, but that was to be expected, considering how

long they’d been delayed in Antica before leaving. 

But Chaol pushed that from his mind as he slid his arms around Yrene’s waist

and pressed a kiss to the crook of her neck. 

She didn’t so much as freeze at the touch from behind. As if she’d learned the

cadence of his steps. As if she took none of them for granted, either. 

Yrene  leaned  back  into  him,  her  body  loosening  with  a  sigh  as  she  laid  her hands atop where his rested over her stomach. 

It  had  taken  a  full  day  after  Duva’s  healing  before  he’d  been  able  to  walk with the cane—albeit stiffly and unevenly. As it had been in those early days of

recovery:  his  back  strained  to  the  point  of  aching,  every  step  requiring  his  full attention. But he’d gritted his teeth, Yrene murmuring encouragement when he

had  to  figure  out  various  movements.  A  day  after  that,  most  of  the  limp  had eased,  though  he’d  kept  the  cane;  and  a  day  later,  he’d  walked  with  minimal discomfort. 

But  even  now,  after  these  two  weeks  at  sea  with  little  for  Yrene  to  heal

beyond queasy stomachs  and sunburns, Chaol  kept the cane  in their stateroom, 

the chair stored belowdecks, for when they were next needed. 

He  peered  over  Yrene’s  shoulder,  down  to  their  interlaced  fingers.  To  the

twin rings now gracing both of their hands. 

“Watching the horizon won’t get us there any faster,” he murmured onto her

neck. 

“Neither will teasing your wife about it.” 

Chaol  smiled  against  her  skin.  “How  else  am  I  to  amuse  myself  during  the

long hours than by teasing you, Lady Westfall?” 

Yrene  snorted,  as  she  always  did  at  the  title.  But  Chaol  had  never  heard

anything finer—other than the vows they’d spoken in Silba’s temple at the Torre

two and a half weeks ago. The ceremony had been small, but Hasar had insisted

on a feast afterward that put to shame all the others they’d had in the palace. The

princess  might  have  been  many  things,  but  she  certainly  knew  how  to  throw  a party. 

And how to lead an armada. 

Gods help him when Hasar and Aedion met. 

“For  someone  who  hates  being  called  Lord  Westfall,”  Yrene  mused,  “you

certainly seem to enjoy using the title for me.” 

“You’re suited to it,” he said, kissing her neck again. 

“Yes, so suited to it that Eretia won’t stop mocking me with her curtsying and

bowing.” 

“Eretia is someone whom I could have gladly left behind in Antica.” 

Yrene chuckled, but  pinched his wrist,  stepping out of  his embrace. “You’ll be glad for her when we get to land.” 

“I certainly hope so.” 

Yrene pinched him again, but Chaol caught her hand and pressed a kiss to her

fingers. 

Wife—his  wife.  He’d  never  seen  the  path  ahead  so  clearly  as  he  had  that

afternoon three weeks ago, when he’d spied her sitting in the garden and just …

knew.  He’d  known  what  he  wanted,  and  so  he’d  gone  to  her  chair,  knelt  down before it, and simply asked. 

 Will you marry me, Yrene? Will you be my wife? 

She’d  flung  her  arms  around  his  neck,  knocking  them  both  right  into  the

fountain. Where they had remained, to the annoyance of the fish, kissing until a

servant had pointedly coughed on their way past. 

And looking at her now, the sea air curling tendrils of her hair, bringing out

those freckles on her nose and cheeks … Chaol smiled. 

Yrene’s answering smile was brighter than the sun on the sea around them. 

He’d brought that damned gold couch with them, shredded cushions and all. 

It had earned him no shortage of comments from Hasar when it was hauled into

the cargo hold, but he didn’t care. If they survived this war, he’d build a house

for  Yrene  around  the  damn  thing.  Along  with  a  stable  for  Farasha,  currently

terrorizing the poor soldiers tasked with mucking out her stall aboard the ship. 

A wedding gift from Hasar, along with Yrene’s own Muniqi horse. 

He’d  almost  told  the  princess  that  she  could  keep  Hellas’s  Horse,  but  there

was  something  to  be  said  about  the  prospect  of  charging  down  Morath  foot

soldiers atop a horse named Butterfly. 

Still leaning against him, Yrene wrapped a hand around the locket she never

took off, save to bathe. He wondered if he could have it changed to reflect her

new initials. 

No longer Yrene Towers—but Yrene Westfall. 

She smiled down at the locket, the silver near-blinding in the midday sun. “I suppose I don’t need my little note any longer.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I am not alone,” she said, running her fingers over the metal. “And

because I found my courage.” 

He kissed her cheek, but said nothing as she opened the locket and carefully

removed the browned scrap. The wind tried to rip it from her fingers, but Yrene

held tight, unfolding the slender fragment. 

She scanned the text she’d read a thousand times. “I wonder if she’ll return

for  this  war.  Whoever  she  was.  She  spoke  of  the  empire  like  …”  Yrene  shook her head, more to herself, and folded it shut again. “Perhaps she will come home

to fight, from wherever she sailed off to.” She offered him the piece of paper and

turned away to the sea ahead. 

Chaol  took  the  scrap  from  Yrene,  the  paper  velvet-soft  from  its  countless

readings and foldings and how she’d held it in her pocket, clutched it, all these

years. 

He unfolded the note and read the words he already knew were within:

 For wherever you need to go—and then some. The world needs more healers. 

The waves quieted. The ship itself seemed to pause. 

Chaol glanced to Yrene, smiling serenely at the sea, then to the note. 

To the handwriting he knew as well as his own. 

Yrene went still at the tears he could not stop from sliding down his face. 

“What’s wrong?” 

She would have been sixteen, nearly seventeen then. And if she had been in

Innish …

It  would  have  been  on  her  way  to  the  Red  Desert,  to  train  with  the  Silent Assassins. The bruises Yrene had described … The beating Arobynn Hamel had

given her as punishment for freeing Rolfe’s slaves and wrecking Skull’s Bay. 

“Chaol?” 

 For wherever you need to go—and then some. The world needs more healers. 

There, in her handwriting …

Chaol  looked  up  at  last,  blinking  away  tears  as  he  scanned  his  wife’s  face. 

Every beautiful line, those golden eyes. 

A gift. 

A gift from a queen who had seen another woman in hell and thought to reach

back a hand. With no thought of it ever being returned. A moment of kindness, a

tug on a thread …

And  even  Aelin  could  not  have  known  that  in  saving  a  barmaid  from  those

mercenaries,  in  teaching  her  to  defend  herself,  in  giving  her  that  gold  and  this note …

Even Aelin could not have known or dreamed or guessed how that moment

of kindness would be answered. 

Not  just  by  a  healer  blessed  by  Silba  herself,  capable  of  wiping  the  Valg

away. 

But by the three hundred healers who had come with her. 

The  three  hundred  healers  from  the  Torre,  now  spread  across  the  one

thousand ships of the khagan himself. 

 A  favor,  Yrene  had  asked  of  the  man  in  return  for  saving  his  most  beloved daughter. 

 Anything, the khagan had promised. 

Yrene had knelt before the khagan.  Save my people. 

That was all she asked. All she had begged. 

 Save my people. 

So the khagan had answered. 

With  one  thousand  ships  from  Hasar’s  armada,  and  his  own.  Filled  with

Kashin’s foot soldiers and Darghan cavalry. 

And  above  them,  spanning  the  horizon  far  behind  the  flagship  on  which

Chaol  and  Yrene  now  sailed  …  Above  them  flew  one  thousand  rukhin  led  by

Sartaq and Nesryn, from every aerie and hearth. 

An  army  to  challenge  Morath,  with  more  to  come,  still  rallying  in  Antica

under Kashin’s command. Two weeks, Chaol had given the khagan and Kashin, 

but  with  the  autumn  storms,  he  had  not  wanted  to  risk  waiting  longer.  So  this initial  host  …  Only  half.  Only  half,  and  yet  the  scope  of  what  sailed  and  flew behind him …

Chaol  folded  the  note  along  its  well-worn  lines  and  carefully  set  it  back

within Yrene’s locket. 

“Keep  it  a  while  longer,”  he  said  softly.  “I  think  there’s  someone  who  will want to see that.” 

Yrene’s  eyes  filled  with  surprise  and  curiosity,  but  she  asked  nothing  as

Chaol again slid his arms around her and held her tightly. 

Every step, all of it, had led here. 

From  that  keep  in  the  snow-blasted  mountains  where  a  man  with  a  face  as

hard as the rock around them had thrown him into the cold; to that salt mine in

Endovier,  where  an  assassin  with  eyes  like  wildfire  had  smirked  at  him, 

unbroken despite a year in hell. 

An assassin who had found his wife, or they had found each other, two gods-

blessed women wandering the shadowed ruins of the world. And who now held

the fate of it between them. 

Every step. Every curve into darkness. Every moment of despair and rage and

pain. 

It had led him to precisely where he needed to be. 

Where he  wanted to be. 

A  moment  of  kindness.  From  a  young  woman  who  ended  lives  to  a  young

woman who saved them. 

That  shriveled  scrap  of  darkness  within  him  shrank  further.  Shrank  and

fractured into nothing but dust that was swept away by the sea wind. Past the one

thousand  ships  sailing  proud  and  unyielding  behind  him.  Past  the  healers

scattered  amongst  the  soldiers  and  horses,  Hafiza  leading  them,  who  had  all come when Yrene had also asked them to save her people. Past the ruks soaring

through the clouds, scanning for any threats ahead. 

Yrene was watching him warily. He kissed her once—twice. 

He did not regret. He did not look back. 

Not with Yrene in his arms, at his side. Not with the note she carried, that bit

of proof … that bit of proof that he was exactly where he was meant to be. That

he had always been headed there.  Here. 

“Will  I  ever  hear  an  explanation  for  this  dramatic  reaction,”  Yrene  said  at

last,  clicking  her  tongue,  “or  are  you  just  going  to  kiss  me  for  the  rest  of  the day?” 

Chaol rumbled a laugh. “It’s a long story.” He slung an arm around her waist

and  stared  out  toward  the  horizon  with  her.  “And  you  might  want  to  sit  down first.” 

“Those are my favorite kinds,” she said, winking. 

Chaol  laughed  again,  feeling  the  sound  in  every  part  of  him,  letting  it  ring clear and bright as a bell. A final, joyous pealing before the storm of war swept

in. 

“Come  on,”  he  said  to  Yrene,  nodding  to  the  soldiers  working  alongside

Hasar’s  men  to  keep  the  ships  sailing  swiftly  for  the  north—to  battle  and

bloodshed. “I’ll tell you over lunch.” 

Yrene rose onto her toes to kiss him before he led them toward their spacious

stateroom. “This story of yours had better be worth it,” she said with a wry grin. 

Chaol smiled back at his wife, at the light he’d unknowingly walked toward

his entire life, even when he had not been able to see it. 

“It is,” he said quietly to Yrene. “It is.” 

 

FIREHEART

They had entombed her in darkness and iron. 

She  slept,  for  they  had  forced  her  to—had  wafted  curling,  sweet  smoke

through the cleverly hidden airholes in the slab of iron above. Around. Beneath. 

A coffin built by an ancient queen to trap the sun inside. 

Draped with iron, encased in it, she slept. Dreamed. 

Drifted  through  seas,  through  darkness,  through  fire.  A  princess  of  nothing. 

Nameless. 

The princess sang to the darkness, to the flame. And they sang back. 

There was no beginning or end or middle. Only the song, and the sea, and the

iron sarcophagus that had become her bower. 

Until they were gone. 

Until blinding light flooded the slumbering, warm dark. Until the wind swept

in, crisp and scented with rain. 

She could not feel it on her face. Not with the death-mask still chained to it. 

Her  eyes  cracked  open.  The  light  burned  away  all  shape  and  color  after  so

long in the dim depths. 

But a face appeared before her—above her. Peering over the lid that had been

hauled aside. 

Dark, flowing hair. Moon-pale skin. Lips as red as blood. 

The ancient queen’s mouth parted in a smile. 

Teeth as white as bone. 

“You’re awake. Good.” 

Lovely and cold, it was a voice that could devour the stars. 

From  somewhere,  from  the  blinding  light,  rough  and  scar-flecked  hands

reached into the coffin. Grasped the chains binding her. The queen’s huntsman; 

the queen’s blade. 

He hauled the princess upright, her body a distant, aching thing. She did not

want to slide back into this body. Struggled against it, clawing for the flame and

the darkness that now ebbed away from her like a morning tide. 

But  the  huntsman  yanked  her  closer  to  that  cruel,  beautiful  face  watching

with a spider’s smile. 

And he held her still as that ancient queen purred, “Let’s begin.” 
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 The Prince

He had been hunting for her since the moment she was taken from him. 

His mate. 

He barely remembered his own name. And only recalled it because his three

companions  spoke  it  while  they  searched  for  her  across  violent  and  dark  seas, through  ancient  and  slumbering  forests,  over  storm-swept  mountains  already

buried in snow. 

He  stopped  long  enough  to  feed  his  body  and  allow  his  companions  a  few

hours  of  sleep.  Were  it  not  for  them,  he  would  have  flown  off,  soared  far  and wide. 

But  he  would  need  the  strength  of  their  blades  and  magic,  would  need  their

cunning and wisdom before this was through. 

Before he faced the dark queen who had torn into his innermost self, stealing

his  mate  long  before  she  had  been  locked  in  an  iron  coffin.  And  after  he  was done  with  her,  after  that,  then  he’d  take  on  the  cold-blooded  gods  themselves, hell-bent on destroying what might remain of his mate. 

So he stayed with his companions, even as the days passed. Then the weeks. 

Then months. 

Still he searched. Still he hunted for her on every dusty and forgotten road. 

And sometimes, he spoke along the bond between them, sending his soul on

the wind to wherever she was held captive, entombed. 

 I will find you. 

 The Princess

The iron smothered her. It had snuffed out the fire in her veins, as surely as if the

flames had been doused. 

She could hear the water, even in the iron box, even with the iron mask and

chains  adorning  her  like  ribbons  of  silk.  The  roaring;  the  endless  rushing  of water over stone. It filled the gaps between her screaming. 

A sliver of island in the heart of a mist-veiled river, little more than a smooth

slab of rock amid the rapids and falls. That’s where they’d put her. Stored her. In

a stone temple built for some forgotten god. 

As  she  would  likely  be  forgotten.  It  was  better  than  the  alternative:  to  be remembered for her utter failure. If there would be anyone left to remember her. 

If there would be anyone left at all. 

She would not allow it. That failure. 

She would not tell them what they wished to know. 

No  matter  how  often  her  screams  drowned  out  the  raging  river.  No  matter

how often the snap of her bones cleaved through the bellowing rapids. 

She had tried to keep track of the days. 

But she did not know how long they had kept her in that iron box. How long

they  had  forced  her  to  sleep,  lulled  into  oblivion  by  the  sweet  smoke  they’d poured in while they traveled here. To this island, this temple of pain. 

She  did  not  know  how  long  the  gaps  lasted  between  her  screaming  and

waking. Between the pain ending and starting anew. 

Days,  months,  years—they  bled  together,  as  her  own  blood  often  slithered

over the stone floor and into the river itself. 

A princess who was to live for a thousand years. Longer. 

That had been her gift. It was now her curse. 

Another  curse  to  bear,  as  heavy  as  the  one  placed  upon  her  long  before  her birth. To sacrifice her very self to right an ancient wrong. To pay another’s debt

to the gods who had found their world, become trapped in it. And then ruled it. 

She did not feel the warm hand of the goddess who had blessed and damned

her  with  such  terrible  power.  She  wondered  if  that  goddess  of  light  and  flame even cared that she now lay trapped within the iron box—or if the immortal had

transferred her attentions to another. To the king who might offer himself in her

stead and in yielding his life, spare their world. 

The gods did not care who paid the debt. So she knew they would not come

for her, save her. So she did not bother praying to them. 

But she still told herself the story, still sometimes imagined that the river sang

it to her. That the darkness living within the sealed coffin sang it to her as well. 

 Once  upon  a  time,  in  a  land  long  since  burned  to  ash,  there  lived  a  young

 princess who loved her kingdom …

Down she would drift, deep into that darkness, into the sea of flame. Down so

deep  that  when  the  whip  cracked,  when  bone  sundered,  she  sometimes  did  not

feel it. 

Most times she did. 

It  was  during  those  infinite  hours  that  she  would  fix  her  stare  on  her

companion. 

Not  the  queen’s  hunter,  who  could  draw  out  pain  like  a  musician  coaxing  a

melody  from  an  instrument.  But  the  massive  white  wolf,  chained  by  invisible

bonds. Forced to witness this. 

There  were  some  days  when  she  could  not  stand  to  look  at  the  wolf.  When

she had come so close, too close, to breaking. And only the story had kept her

from doing so. 

 Once  upon  a  time,  in  a  land  long  since  burned  to  ash,  there  lived  a  young princess who loved her kingdom …

Words she had spoken to a prince. Once—long ago. 

A  prince  of  ice  and  wind.  A  prince  who  had  been  hers,  and  she  his.  Long

before the bond between their souls became known to them. 

It was upon him that the task of protecting that once-glorious kingdom now

fell. 

The  prince  whose  scent  was  kissed  with  pine  and  snow,  the  scent  of  that

kingdom she had loved with her heart of wildfire. 

Even  when  the  dark  queen  presided  over  the  hunter’s  ministrations,  the

princess thought of him. Held on to his memory as if it were a rock in the raging

river. 

The  dark  queen  with  a  spider’s  smile  tried  to  wield  it  against  her.  In  the obsidian webs she wove, the illusions and dreams she spun at the culmination of

each breaking point, the queen tried to twist the memory of him as a key into her

mind. 

They  were  blurring.  The  lies  and  truths  and  memories.  Sleep  and  the

blackness in the iron coffin. The days bound to the stone altar in the center of the

room,  or  hanging  from  a  hook  in  the  ceiling,  or  strung  up  between  chains

anchored into the stone wall. It was all beginning to blur, like ink in water. 

So  she  told  herself  the  story.  The  darkness  and  the  flame  deep  within  her

whispered it, too, and she sang it back to them. Locked in that coffin hidden on

an island within the heart of a river, the princess recited the story, over and over, 

and let them unleash an eternity of pain upon her body. 

 Once  upon  a  time,  in  a  land  long  since  burned  to  ash,  there  lived  a  young princess who loved her kingdom …

PART ONE

 Armies and Allies

CHAPTER 1

The snows had come early. 

Even for Terrasen, the first of the autumnal flurries had barreled in far ahead

of their usual arrival. 

Aedion Ashryver wasn’t entirely sure it was a blessing. But if it kept Morath’s

legions from their doorstep just a little longer, he’d get on his knees to thank the

gods.  Even  if  those  same  gods  threatened  everything  he  loved.  If  beings  from another world could be considered gods at all. 

Aedion supposed he had more important things to contemplate, anyway. 

In the two weeks since he’d been reunited with his Bane, they’d seen no sign

of  Erawan’s  forces,  either  terrestrial  or  airborne.  The  thick  snow  had  begun

falling  barely  three  days  after  his  return,  hindering  the  already-slow  process  of transporting  the  troops  from  their  assembled  armada  to  the  Bane’s  sweeping

camp on the Plain of Theralis. 

The  ships  had  sailed  up  the  Florine,  right  to  Orynth’s  doorstep,  banners  of

every color flapping in the brisk wind off the Staghorns: the cobalt and gold of

Wendlyn, the black and crimson of Ansel of Briarcliff, the shimmering silver of

the  Whitethorn  royals  and  their  many  cousins.  The  Silent  Assassins,  scattered

throughout the fleet, had no banner, though none was needed to identify them—

not with their pale clothes and assortment of beautiful, vicious weapons. 

The  ships  would  soon  rejoin  the  rearguard  left  at  the  Florine’s  mouth  and

patrol  the  coast  from  Ilium  to  Suria,  but  the  footsoldiers—most  hailing  from

Crown Prince Galan Ashryver’s forces—would go to the front. 

A front that now lay buried under several feet of snow. With more coming. 

Hidden  above  a  narrow  mountain  pass  in  the  Staghorns  behind  Allsbrook, 

Aedion scowled at the heavy sky. 

His pale furs blended him into the gray and white of the rocky outcropping, a

hood  concealing  his  golden  hair.  And  keeping  him  warm.  Many  of  Galan’s

troops  had  never  seen  snow,  thanks  to  Wendlyn’s  temperate  climate.  The

Whitethorn royals and their smaller force were hardly better off. So Aedion had

left Kyllian, his most trusted commander, in charge of ensuring that they were as

warm as could be managed. 

They were far from home, fighting for a queen they did not know or perhaps

even believe in. That frigid cold would sap spirits and sprout dissent faster than

the howling wind charging between these peaks. 

A  flicker  of  movement  on  the  other  side  of  the  pass  caught  Aedion’s  eye, 

visible only because he knew where to look. 

She’d  camouflaged  herself  better  than  he  had.  But  Lysandra  had  the

advantage of wearing a coat that had been bred for these mountains. 

Not  that  he’d  said  that  to  her.  Or  so  much  as  glanced  at  her  when  they’d departed on this scouting mission. 

 Aelin, apparently, had secret business in Eldrys and had left a note with Galan

and her new allies to account for her disappearance. Which allowed Lysandra to

accompany them on this task. 

No  one  had  noticed,  in  the  nearly  two  months  they’d  been  maintaining  this

ruse, that the Queen of Fire had not an ember to show for it. Or that she and the

shape-shifter  never  appeared  in  the  same  place.  And  no  one,  not  the  Silent

Assassins  of  the  Red  Desert,  or  Galan  Ashryver,  or  the  troops  that  Ansel  of Briarcliff had sent with the armada ahead of the bulk of her army, had picked up

the slight tells that did not belong to Aelin at all. Nor had they noted the brand

on  the  queen’s  wrist  that  no  matter  what  skin  she  wore,  Lysandra  could  not

change. 

She did a fine job of hiding the brand with gloves or long sleeves. And if a

glimmer of scarred skin ever showed, it could be excused as part of the manacle

markings that remained. 

The fake scars she’d also added, right where Aelin had them. Along with the

laugh and wicked grin. The swagger and stillness. 

Aedion could barely stand to look at her. Talk to her. He only did so because

he  had  to  uphold  this  ruse,  too.  To  pretend  that  he  was  her  faithful  cousin,  her fearless  commander  who  would  lead  her  and  Terrasen  to  victory,  however

unlikely. 

So he played the part. One of many he’d donned in his life. 

Yet the moment Lysandra changed her golden hair for dark tresses, Ashryver

eyes  for  emerald,  he  stopped  acknowledging  her  existence.  Some  days,  the

Terrasen knot tattooed on his chest, the names of his queen and fledgling court

woven amongst it, felt like a brand. Her name especially. 

He’d  only  brought  her  on  this  mission  to  make  it  easier.  Safer.  There  were

other lives beyond his at risk, and though he could have unloaded this scouting

task to a unit within the Bane, he’d needed the action. 

It  had  taken  over  a  month  to  sail  from  Eyllwe  with  their  newfound  allies, 

dodging Morath’s fleet around Rifthold, and then these past two weeks to move

inland. 

They  had  seen  little  to  no  combat.  Only  a  few  roving  bands  of  Adarlanian

soldiers, no Valg amongst them, that had been dealt with quickly. 

Aedion  doubted  Erawan  was  waiting  until  spring.  Doubted  the  quiet  had

anything  to  do  with  the  weather.  He’d  discussed  it  with  his  men,  and  with

Darrow and the other lords a few days ago. Erawan was likely waiting until the

dead  of  winter,  when  mobility  would  be  hardest  for  Terrasen’s  army,  when

Aedion’s  soldiers  would  be  weak  from  months  in  the  snow,  their  bodies  stiff

with cold. Even the king’s fortune that Aelin had schemed and won for them this

past spring couldn’t prevent that. 

Yes, food and blankets and clothes could be purchased, but when the supply

lines were buried under snow, what good were they then? All the gold in Erilea

couldn’t stop the slow, steady leeching of strength caused by months in a winter camp, exposed to Terrasen’s merciless elements. 

Darrow and the other lords didn’t believe his claim that Erawan would strike

in  deep  winter—or  believe  Ren,  when  the  Lord  of  Allsbrook  voiced  his

agreement.  Erawan  was  no  fool,  they  claimed.  Despite  his  aerial  legion  of

witches, even Valg foot soldiers could not cross snow when it was ten feet deep. 

They’d decided that Erawan would wait until spring. 

Yet  Aedion  was  taking  no  chances.  Neither  was  Prince  Galan,  who  had

remained silent in that meeting, but sought Aedion afterward to add his support. 

They  had  to  keep  their  troops  warm  and  fed,  keep  them  trained  and  ready  to march at a moment’s notice. 

This scouting mission, if Ren’s information proved correct, would help their

cause. 

Nearby,  a  bowstring  groaned,  barely  audible  over  the  wind.  Its  tip  and  shaft had  been  painted  white,  and  were  now  barely  visible  as  it  aimed  with  deadly precision toward the pass opening. 

Aedion caught Ren Allsbrook’s eye from where the young lord was concealed

amongst  the  rocks,  his  arrow  ready  to  fly.  Cloaked  in  the  same  white  and  gray furs  as  Aedion,  a  pale  scarf  over  his  mouth,  Ren  was  little  more  than  a  pair  of dark eyes and the hint of a slashing scar. 

Aedion motioned to wait. Barely glancing toward the shape-shifter across the

pass, Aedion conveyed the same order. 

Let their enemies draw closer. 

Crunching snow mingled with labored breathing. 

Right on time. 

Aedion  nocked  an  arrow  to  his  own  bow  and  ducked  lower  on  the

outcropping. 

As  Ren’s  scout  had  claimed  when  she’d  rushed  into  Aedion’s  war  tent  five

days ago, there were six of them. 

They did not bother to blend into the snow and rock. Their dark fur, shaggy

and  strange,  might  as  well  have  been  a  beacon  against  the  glaring  white  of  the Staghorns. But it was the reek of them, carried on a swift wind, that told Aedion

enough. 

Valg.  No  sign  of  a  collar  on  anyone  in  the  small  party,  any  hint  of  a  ring concealed by their thick gloves. Apparently, even demon-infested vermin could

get cold. Or their mortal hosts did. 

Their  enemies  moved  deeper  into  the  throat  of  the  pass.  Ren’s  arrow  held

steady. 

 Leave one alive, Aedion had ordered before they’d taken their positions. 

It had been a lucky guess that they’d choose this pass, a half-forgotten back

door  into  Terrasen’s  low-lying  lands.  Only  wide  enough  for  two  horses  to  ride abreast,  it  had  long  been  ignored  by  conquering  armies  and  the  merchants

seeking to sell their wares in the hinterlands beyond the Staghorns. 

What  dwelled  out  there,  who  dared  make  a  living  beyond  any  recognized
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border,  Aedion  didn’t  know.  Just  as  he  didn’t  know  why  these  soldiers  had

ventured so far into the mountains. 

But he’d find out soon enough. 

The  demon  company  passed  beneath  them,  and  Aedion  and  Ren  shifted  to

reposition their bows. 

A straight shot down into the skull. He picked his mark. 

Aedion’s nod was the only signal before his arrow flew. 

Black blood was still steaming in the snow when the fighting stopped. 

It  had  lasted  only  a  few  minutes.  Just  a  few,  after  Ren  and  Aedion’s  arrows found their targets and Lysandra had leaped from her perch to shred three others. 

And rip the muscles from the calves of the sixth and sole surviving member of

the company. 

The demon moaned as Aedion stalked toward him, the snow at the man’s feet

now jet-black, his legs in ribbons. Like scraps of a banner in the wind. 

Lysandra sat near his head, her maw stained ebony and her green eyes fixed

on the man’s pale face. Needle-sharp claws gleamed from her massive paws. 

Behind  them,  Ren  checked  the  others  for  signs  of  life.  His  sword  rose  and

fell,  decapitating  them  before  the  frigid  air  could  render  them  too  stiff  to  hack through. 

“Traitorous  filth,”  the  demon  seethed  at  Aedion,  narrow  face  curdling  with

hate. The reek of him stuffed itself up Aedion’s nostrils, coating his senses like

oil. 

Aedion  drew  the  knife  at  his  side—the  long,  wicked  dagger  Rowan

Whitethorn had gifted him—and smiled grimly. “This can go quickly, if you’re

smart.” 

The Valg soldier spat on Aedion’s snow-crusted boots. 

Allsbrook Castle had stood with the Staghorns at its back and Oakwald at its feet

for over five hundred years. 

Pacing  before  the  roaring  fire  ablaze  in  one  of  its  many  oversized  hearths, 

Aedion could count the marks of every brutal winter upon the gray stones. Could

feel the weight of the castle’s storied history on those stones, too—the years of

valor and service, when these halls had been full of singing and warriors, and the

long years of sorrow that followed. 

Ren  had  claimed  a  worn,  tufted  armchair  set  to  one  side  of  the  fire,  his

forearms braced on his thighs as he stared into the flame. They’d arrived late last

night, and even Aedion had been too drained from the trek through snowbound

Oakwald  to  take  the  grand  tour.  And  after  what  they’d  done  this  afternoon,  he doubted he’d muster the energy to do so now. 

The  once-great  hall  was  hushed  and  dim  beyond  their  fire,  and  above  them, 

faded  tapestries  and  crests  from  the  Allsbrook  family’s  banner  men  swayed  in

the draft creeping through the high windows that lined one side of the chamber. 

An  assortment  of  birds  nested  in  the  rafters,  hunkered  down  against  the  lethal cold beyond the keep’s ancient walls. 

And amongst them, a green-eyed falcon listened to every word. 

“If  Erawan’s  searching  for  a  way  into  Terrasen,”  Ren  said  at  last,  “the

mountains  would  be  foolish.”  He  frowned  toward  the  discarded  trays  of  food

they’d  devoured  minutes  ago.  Hearty  mutton  stew  and  roasted  root  vegetables. 

Most of it bland, but it had been hot. “The land does not forgive easily out here. 

He’d lose countless troops to the elements alone.” 

“Erawan does nothing without reason,” Aedion countered. “The easiest route

to Terrasen would be up through the farmlands, on the northern roads. It’s where

anyone would expect him to march. Either there, or to launch his forces from the

coast.” 

“Or both—by land and sea.” 

Aedion  nodded.  Erawan  had  spread  his  net  wide  in  his  desire  to  stomp  out

what  resistance  had  arisen  on  this  continent.  Gone  was  the  guise  of  Adarlan’s empire: from Eyllwe to Adarlan’s northern border, from the shores of the Great

Ocean to the towering wall of mountains that cleaved their continent in two, the

Valg  king’s  shadow  grew  every  day.  Aedion  doubted  that  Erawan  would  stop

before he clamped black collars around all their necks. 

And  if  Erawan  attained  the  two  other  Wyrdkeys,  if  he  could  open  the

Wyrdgate at will and unleash hordes of Valg from his own realm, perhaps even

enslave armies from other worlds and wield them for conquest … There would

be no chance of stopping him. In this world, or any other. 

All hope of preventing that horrible fate now lay with Dorian Havilliard and

Manon  Blackbeak.  Where  they’d  gone  these  months,  what  had  befallen  them, 

Aedion  hadn’t  heard  a  whisper.  Which  he  supposed  was  a  good  sign.  Their

survival lay in secrecy. 

Aedion said, “So for Erawan to waste a scouting party to find small mountain

passes  seems  unwise.”  He  scratched  at  his  stubble-coated  cheek.  They’d  left

before dawn yesterday, and he’d opted for sleep over a shave. “It doesn’t make

sense, strategically. The witches can fly, so sending scouts to learn the pitfalls of

the  terrain  is  of  little  use.  But  if  the  information  is  for  terrestrial  armies  …

Squeezing  forces  through  small  passes  like  that  would  take  months,  not  to

mention risk the weather.” 

“Their  scout  just  kept  laughing,”  said  Ren,  shaking  his  head.  His  shoulder-

length black hair moved with him. “What are we missing here? What aren’t we

seeing?” In the firelight, the slashing scar down his face was starker. A reminder

of the horrors Ren had endured, and the ones his family hadn’t survived. 

“It could be to keep us guessing. To make us reposition our forces.” Aedion

braced a hand on the mantel, the warm stone seeping into his still-chilled skin. 

Ren had indeed readied the Bane the months Aedion had been away, working

closely with Kyllian to position them as far south from Orynth as Darrow’s leash

would  allow.  Which,  it  turned  out,  was  barely  beyond  the  foothills  lining  the southernmost edge of the Plain of Theralis. 

Ren  had  since  yielded  control  to  Aedion,  though  the  Lord  of  Allsbrook’s reunion  with   Aelin  had  been  frosty.  As  cold  as  the  snow  whipping  outside  this keep, to be exact. 

Lysandra  had  played  the  role  well,  mastering  Aelin’s  guilt  and  impatience. 

And  since  then,  wisely  avoiding  any  situation  where  they  might  talk  about  the past. Not that Ren had demonstrated a desire to reminisce about the years before

Terrasen’s fall. Or the events of last winter. 

Aedion  could  only  hope  that  Erawan  also  remained  unaware  that  they  no

longer  had  the  Fire-Bringer  in  their  midst.  What  Terrasen’s  own  troops  would

say or do when they realized Aelin’s flame would not shield them in battle, he

didn’t want to consider. 

“It  could  also  be  a  true  maneuver  that  we  were  lucky  enough  to  discover,” 

Ren mused. “So do we risk moving troops to the passes? There are some already

in the Staghorns behind Orynth, and on the northern plains beyond it.” 

A clever move on Ren’s part—to convince Darrow to let him station part of

the Bane  behind  Orynth,  should  Erawan  sail  north  and  attack  from  there.  He’d put nothing past the bastard. 

“I  don’t  want  the  Bane  spread  too  thin,”  said  Aedion,  studying  the  fire.  So different,  this  flame—so  different  from  Aelin’s  fire.  As  if  the  one  before  him were a ghost compared to the living thing that was his queen’s magic. “And we

still don’t have enough troops to spare.” 

Even  with  Aelin’s  desperate,  bold  maneuvering,  the  allies  she’d  won  didn’t

come close to the full might of Morath. And all that gold she’d amassed did little

to  buy  them  more—not  when  there  were  few  left  to  even  entice  to  join  their cause. 

“Aelin  didn’t  seem  too  concerned  when  she  flitted  off  to  Eldrys,”  Ren

murmured. 

For a moment, Aedion was on a spit of blood-soaked sand. 

An iron box. Maeve had whipped her and put her in a veritable coffin. And

sailed off to Mala-knew-where, an immortal sadist with them. 

“Aelin,”  said  Aedion,  dredging  up  a  drawl  as  best  he  could,  even  as  the  lie choked  him,  “has  her  own  plans  that  she’ll  only  tell  us  about  when  the  time  is right.” 

Ren  said  nothing.  And  though  the  queen  Ren  believed  had  returned  was  an

illusion, Aedion added, “Everything she does is for Terrasen.” 

He’d  said  such  horrible  things  to  her  that  day  she’d  taken  down  the  ilken. 

 Where are our allies?  he’d demanded. He was still trying to forgive himself for it.  For  any  of  it.  All  that  he  had  was  this  one  chance  to  make  it  right,  to  do  as she’d asked and save their kingdom. 

Ren  glanced  to  the  twin  swords  he’d  discarded  on  the  ancient  table  behind

them. “She still left.” Not for Eldrys, but ten years ago. 

“We’ve  all  made  mistakes  this  past  decade.”  The  gods  knew  Aedion  had

plenty to atone for. 

Ren tensed, as if the choices that haunted him had nipped at his back. 

“I never told her,” Aedion said quietly, so that the falcon sitting in the rafters might not hear. “About the opium den in Rifthold.” 

About  the  fact  that  Ren  had  known  the  owner,  and  had  frequented  the

woman’s establishment plenty before the night Aedion and Chaol had hauled in

a nearly unconscious Ren to hide from the king’s men. 

“You can be a real prick, you know that?” Ren’s voice turned hoarse. 

“I’d  never  use  that  against  you.”  Aedion  held  the  young  lord’s  raging  dark

stare,  let  Ren  feel  the  dominance  simmering  within  his  own.  “What  I  meant  to say, before you flew off the handle,” he added when Ren’s mouth opened again, 

“was  that  Aelin  offered  you  a  place  in  this  court  without  knowing  that  part  of your past.” A muscle flickered in Ren’s jaw. “But even if she had, Ren, she still

would have made that offer.” 

Ren studied the stone floor beneath their boots. “There is no court.” 

“Darrow can scream it all he wants, but I beg to differ.” Aedion slid into the

armchair across from Ren’s. If Ren truly backed Aelin, with Elide Lochan now

returned, and Sol and Ravi of Suria likely to support her, it gave his queen three

votes in her favor. Against the four opposing her. 

There  was  little  hope  that  Lysandra’s  vote,  as  Lady  of  Caraverre,  would  be

recognized. 

The  shifter  had  not  asked  to  see  the  land  that  was  to  be  her  home  if  they survived this war. Had only changed into a falcon on the trek here and flown off

for a while. When she’d returned, she’d said nothing, though her green eyes had

been bright. 

No, Caraverre would not be recognized as a territory, not until Aelin took up

her throne. 

Until Lysandra instead was crowned queen, if his own did not return. 

She  would return. She had to. 

A door opened at the far end of the hall, followed by rushing, light steps. He

rose a heartbeat before a joyous “Aedion! ” sang over the stones. 

Evangeline was beaming, clad head to toe in green woolen clothes bordered

with white fur, her red-gold hair hanging in two plaits. Like the mountain girls of

Terrasen. 

Her scars stretched wide as she grinned, and Aedion threw open his arms just

before  she  launched  herself  on  him.  “They  said  you  arrived  late  last  night,  but you left before first light, and I was worried I’d miss you again—” 

Aedion pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “You look like you’ve grown a

full foot since I last saw you.” 

Evangeline’s  citrine  eyes  glowed  as  she  glanced  between  him  and  Ren. 

“Where’s—” 

A flash of light, and there she was. 

Shining. Lysandra seemed to be shining as she swept a cloak around her bare

body,  the  garment  left  on  a  nearby  chair  for  precisely  this  purpose.  Evangeline hurled  herself  into  the  shifter’s  arms,  half  sobbing  with  joy.  Evangeline’s

shoulders  shook,  and  Lysandra  smiled,  deeply  and  warmly,  stroking  the  girl’s

head. “You’re well?” 

For  all  the  world,  the  shifter  would  have  seemed  calm,  serene.  But  Aedion

knew her—knew her moods, her secret tells. Knew that the slight tremor in her

words was proof of the raging torrent beneath the beautiful surface. 

“Oh, yes,” Evangeline said, pulling away to beam toward Ren. “He and Lord

Murtaugh  brought  me  here  soon  after.  Fleetfoot’s  with  him,  by  the  way. 

Murtaugh, I mean. She likes him better than me, because he sneaks her treats all

day. She’s fatter than a lazy house cat now.” 

Lysandra laughed, and Aedion smiled. The girl had been well cared for. 

As  if  realizing  it  herself,  Lysandra  murmured  to  Ren,  her  voice  a  soft  purr, 

“Thank you.” 

Red tinted Ren’s cheeks as he rose to his feet. “I thought she’d be safer here

than in the war camp. More comfortable, at least.” 

“Oh, it’s the most wonderful place, Lysandra,” Evangeline chirped, gripping

Lysandra’s  hand  between  both  of  hers.  “Murtaugh  even  took  me  to  Caraverre

one afternoon—before it started snowing, I mean. You must see it. The hills and

rivers  and  pretty  trees,  all  right  up  against  the  mountains.  I  thought  I  spied  a ghost leopard hiding atop the rocks, but Murtaugh said it was a trick of my mind. 

But I swear it was one—even bigger than yours! And the house! It’s the loveliest

house  I  ever  saw,  with  a  walled  garden  in  the  back  that  Murtaugh  says  will  be full of vegetables and roses in the summer.” 

For  a  heartbeat,  Aedion  couldn’t  endure  the  emotion  on  Lysandra’s  face  as

Evangeline prattled off her grand plans for the estate. The pain of longing for a

life that would likely be snatched away before she had a chance to claim it. 

Aedion turned to Ren, the lord’s gaze transfixed on Lysandra. As it had been

whenever she’d taken her human form. 

Fighting  the  urge  to  clench  his  jaw,  Aedion  said,  “You  recognize  Caraverre, 

then.” 

Evangeline  continued  her  merry  jabbering,  but  Lysandra’s  eyes  slid  toward

them. 

“Darrow is not Lord of Allsbrook,” was all Ren said. 

Indeed. And who wouldn’t want such a pretty neighbor? 

That  is,  when  she  wasn’t  living  in  Orynth  under  another’s  skin  and  crown, 

using Aedion to sire a fake royal bloodline. Little more than a stud to breed. 

Lysandra  again  nodded  her  thanks,  and  Ren’s  blush  deepened.  As  if  they

hadn’t spent all day trekking through snow and slaughtering Valg. As if the scent

of gore didn’t still cling to them. 

Indeed, Evangeline sniffed at the cloak Lysandra kept wrapped around herself

and scowled. “You smell terrible. All of you.” 

“Manners,” Lysandra admonished, but laughed. 

Evangeline  put  her  hands  on  her  hips  in  a  gesture  Aedion  had  seen  Aelin

make so many times that his heart hurt to behold it. “You asked me to tell you if you ever smelled. Especially your breath.” 

Lysandra smiled, and Aedion resisted the tug on his own mouth. “So I did.” 

Evangeline  yanked  on  Lysandra’s  hand,  trying  to  haul  the  shifter  down  the hall.  “You  can  share  my  room.  There’s  a  bathing  chamber  in  there.”  Lysandra

conceded a step. 

“A fine room for a guest,” Aedion muttered to Ren, his brows rising. It had to

be one of the finest here, to have its own bathing chamber. 

Ren ducked his head. “It belonged to Rose.” 

His  oldest  sister.  Who  had  been  butchered  along  with  Rallen,  the  middle

Allsbrook  sibling,  at  the  magic  academy  they’d  attended.  Near  the  border  with Adarlan, the school had been directly in the path of invading troops. 

Even  before  magic  fell,  they  would  have  had  few  defenses  against  ten

thousand  soldiers.  Aedion  didn’t  let  himself  often  remember  the  slaughter  of

Devellin—that fabled school. How many children had been there. How none had

escaped. 

Ren had been close to both his elder sisters, but to high-spirited Rose most of

all. 

“She  would  have  liked  her,”  Ren  clarified,  jerking  his  chin  toward

Evangeline.  Scarred,  Aedion  realized,  as  Ren  was.  The  slash  down  Ren’s  face

had been earned while escaping the butchering blocks, his parents’ lives the cost

of the diversion that got him and Murtaugh out. Evangeline’s scars hailed from a

different sort of escape, narrowly avoiding the hellish life her mistress endured. 

Aedion didn’t let himself often remember that fact, either. 

Evangeline  continued  pulling  Lysandra  away,  oblivious  to  the  conversation. 

“Why didn’t you wake me when you arrived?” 

Aedion didn’t hear Lysandra’s answer as she let herself be led from the hall. 

Not as the shifter’s gaze met his own. 

She had tried to speak with him these past two months. Many times. Dozens

of  times.  He’d  ignored  her.  And  when  they’d  at  last  reached  Terrasen’s  shores, she’d given up. 

She  had  lied  to  him.  Deceived  him  so  thoroughly  that  any  moment  between

them,  any  conversation  …  he  didn’t  know  what  had  been  real.  Didn’t  want  to

know. Didn’t want to know if she’d meant any of it, when he’d so stupidly left

everything laid out before her. 

He’d believed this was his last hunt. That he’d be able to take his time with

her,  show  her  everything  Terrasen  had  to  offer.  Show  her  everything  he  had  to offer, too. 

 Lying bitch, he’d called her. Screamed the words at her. 

He’d mustered enough clarity to be ashamed of it. But the rage remained. 

Lysandra’s eyes were wary, as if asking him,  Can we not, in this rare moment

 of happiness, speak as friends? 

Aedion only returned to the fire, blocking out her emerald eyes, her exquisite

face. 

Ren could have her. Even if the thought made him want to shatter something. 

Lysandra and Evangeline vanished from the hall, the girl still chirping away. 

The weight of Lysandra’s disappointment lingered like a phantom touch. 
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Ren  cleared  his  throat.  “You  want  to  tell  me  what’s  going  on  between  you

two?” 

Aedion cut him a flat stare that would have sent lesser men running. “Get a

map. I want to go over the passes again.” 

Ren, to his credit, went in search of one. 

Aedion gazed at the fire, so pale without his queen’s spark of magic. 

How long would it be until the wind howling outside the castle was replaced

by the baying of Erawan’s beasts? 

Aedion got his answer at dawn the next day. 

Seated  at  one  end  of  the  long  table  in  the  Great  Hall,  Lysandra  and

Evangeline  having  a  quiet  breakfast  at  the  other,  Aedion  mastered  the  shake  in his fingers as he opened the letter the messenger had delivered moments before. 

Ren  and  Murtaugh,  seated  around  him,  had  refrained  from  demanding  answers

while he read. Once. Twice. 

Aedion  at  last  set  down  the  letter.  Took  a  long  breath  as  he  frowned  toward the watery gray light leaking through the bank of windows high on the wall. 

Down  the  table,  the  weight  of  Lysandra’s  stare  pressed  on  him.  Yet  she

remained where she was. 

“It’s from Kyllian,” Aedion said hoarsely. “Morath’s troops made landfall at

the coast—at Eldrys.” 

Ren  swore.  Murtaugh  stayed  silent.  Aedion  kept  seated,  since  his  knees

seemed  unlikely  to  support  him.  “He  destroyed  the  city.  Turned  it  to  rubble

without unleashing a single troop.” 

Why the dark king had waited this long, Aedion could only guess. 

“The  witch  towers?”  Ren  asked.  Aedion  had  told  him  all  Manon  Blackbeak

had revealed on their trek through the Stone Marshes. 

“It  doesn’t  say.”  It  was  doubtful  Erawan  had  wielded  the  towers,  since  they

were massive enough to require being transported by land, and Aedion’s scouts

surely  would  have  noticed  a  one-hundred-foot  tower  hauled  through  their

territory. “But the blasts leveled the city.” 

“Aelin?” Murtaugh’s voice was a near-whisper. 

“Fine,”  Aedion  lied.  “On  her  way  back  to  the  Orynth  encampment  the  day

before  it  happened.”  Of  course,  there  was  no  mention  of  her  whereabouts  in

Kyllian’s  letter,  but  his  top  commander  had  speculated  that  since  there  was  no body or celebrating enemy, the queen had gotten out. 

Murtaugh went boneless in his seat, and Fleetfoot laid her golden head atop

his thigh. “Thank Mala for that mercy.” 

“Don’t  thank  her  yet.”  Aedion  shoved  the  letter  into  the  pocket  of  the  thick cloak  he  wore  against  the  draft  in  the  hall.  Don’t  thank  her  at  all,  he  almost added. “On their way to Eldrys, Morath took out ten of Wendlyn’s warships near

Ilium, and sent the rest fleeing back up the Florine, along with our own.” 

Murtaugh rubbed his jaw. “Why not give chase—follow them up the river?” 

“Who  knows?”  Aedion  would  think  on  it  later.  “Erawan  set  his  sights  on

Eldrys, and so he has now taken the city. He seems inclined to launch some of his troops from there. If unchecked, they’ll reach Orynth in a week.” 

“We have to return to the camp,” Ren said, face dark. “See if we can get our

fleet  back  down  the  Florine  and  strike  with  Rolfe  from  the  sea.  While  we

hammer from the land.” 

Aedion  didn’t  feel  like  reminding  them  that  they  hadn’t  heard  from  Rolfe

beyond  vague  messages  about  his  hunt  for  the  scattered  Mycenians  and  their

legendary fleet. The odds of Rolfe emerging to save their asses were as slim as

the fabled Wolf Tribe at the far end of the Anascaul Mountains riding out of the

hinterland.  Or  the  Fae  who’d  fled  Terrasen  a  decade  ago  returning  from

wherever they’d gone to join Aedion’s forces. 

The  calculating  calm  that  had  guided  Aedion  through  battle  and  butchering

settled into him, as solid as the fur cloak he wore. Speed would be their ally now. 

Speed and clarity. 

 The lines have to hold,  Rowan ordered before they’d parted.  Buy us whatever time you can. 

He’d make good on that promise. 

Evangeline fell silent as Aedion’s attention slid to the shifter down the table. 

“How many can your wyvern form carry?” 

CHAPTER 2

Elide Lochan had once hoped to travel far and wide, to a place where no one had

ever heard of Adarlan or Terrasen, so distant that Vernon didn’t stand a chance of

finding her. 

She hadn’t anticipated that it might actually happen. 

Standing  in  the  dusty,  ancient  alley  of  an  equally  dusty,  ancient  city  in  a kingdom south of Doranelle, Elide marveled at the noontime bells ringing across

the  clear  sky,  the  sun  baking  the  pale  stones  of  the  buildings,  the  dry  wind sweeping  through  the  narrow  streets  between  them.  She’d  learned  the  name  of

this city thrice now, and still couldn’t pronounce it. 

She  supposed  it  didn’t  matter.  They  wouldn’t  be  here  long.  Just  as  they  had not lingered in any of the cities they’d swept through, or the forests or mountains

or  lowlands.  Kingdom  after  kingdom,  the  relentless  pace  set  by  a  prince  who

seemed barely able to remember to speak, let alone feed himself. 

Elide grimaced at the weathered witch leathers she still wore, her fraying gray

cloak and scuffed boots, then glanced at her two companions in the alley. Indeed, 

they’d all seen better days. 

“Any minute now,” Gavriel murmured, a tawny eye on the alley’s entrance. A

towering,  dark  figure  blended  into  the  scant  shadows  at  the  half-crumbling

archway, monitoring the bustling street beyond. 

Elide didn’t look too long toward that figure. She’d been unable to stomach it

these endless weeks. Unable to stomach him, or the unbearable ache in her chest. 

Elide frowned at Gavriel. “We should have stopped for lunch.” 

He jerked his chin to the worn bag sagging against the wall. “There’s an apple

in my pack.” 

Glancing toward the building rising above them, Elide sighed and reached for

the pack, riffling through the spare clothes, rope, weapons, and various supplies

until  she  yanked  out  the  fat  red-and-green  apple.  The  last  of  the  many  they’d plucked from an orchard in a neighboring kingdom. Elide wordlessly extended it

to the Fae lord. 

Gavriel arched a golden brow. 

Elide mirrored the gesture. “I can hear your stomach grumbling.” 

Gavriel huffed a laugh and took the apple with an incline of his head before

cleaning it on the sleeve of his pale jacket. “Indeed it is.” 

Down  the  alley,  Elide  could  have  sworn  the  dark  figure  stiffened.  She  paid

him no heed. 

Gavriel bit into the apple, his canines flashing. Aedion Ashryver’s father—the

resemblance was uncanny, though the similarities stopped at appearance. In the

brief few days she’d spent with Aedion, he’d proved himself the opposite of the

soft-spoken, thoughtful male. 

She’d  worried,  after  Asterin  and  Vesta  had  left  them  aboard  the  ship  they’d

sailed here, that she might have made a mistake in choosing to travel with three

immortal males. That she’d be trampled underfoot. 

But Gavriel had been kind from the start, making sure Elide ate enough and

had  blankets  on  frigid  nights,  teaching  her  to  ride  the  horses  they’d  spent

precious coin to purchase because Elide wouldn’t stand a chance of keeping up

with  them  on  foot,  ankle  or  no.  And  for  the  times  when  they  had  to  lead  their horses  over  rough  terrain,  Gavriel  had  even  braced  her  leg  with  his  magic,  his power a warm summer breeze against her skin. 

She certainly wasn’t allowing Lorcan to do so for her. 

She would never forget the sight of him crawling after Maeve once the queen

had  severed  the  blood  oath.  Crawling  after  Maeve  like  a  shunned  lover,  like  a broken  dog  desperate  for  its  master.  Aelin  had  been  brutalized,  their  very

location betrayed by Lorcan to Maeve, and still he tried to follow. Right through

the sand still wet with Aelin’s blood. 

Gavriel ate half the apple and offered Elide the rest. “You should eat, too.” 

She frowned at the bruised purple beneath Gavriel’s eyes. Beneath her own, 

she  had  no  doubt.  Her  cycle,  at  least,  had  come  last  month,  despite  the  hard travel that burned up any reserves of food in her stomach. 

 That had been particularly mortifying. To explain to three warriors who could

already smell the blood that she needed supplies. More frequent stops. 

She hadn’t mentioned the cramping that twisted her gut, her back, and lashed

down her thighs. She’d kept riding, kept her head down. She knew they would

have  stopped.  Even  Rowan  would  have  stopped  to  let  her  rest.  But  every  time they  paused,  Elide  saw  that  iron  box.  Saw  the  whip,  shining  with  blood,  as  it cracked through the air. Heard Aelin’s screaming. 

She’d gone so Elide wouldn’t be taken. Had not hesitated to offer herself in

Elide’s stead. 

The  thought  alone  kept  Elide  astride  her  mare.  Those  few  days  had  been

made  slightly  easier  by  the  clean  strips  of  linen  that  Gavriel  and  Rowan

provided, undoubtedly from their own shirts. When they’d cut them up, she had

no idea. 

Elide  bit  into  the  apple,  savoring  the  sweet,  tart  crispness.  Rowan  had  left some  coppers  from  a  rapidly  dwindling  supply  on  a  stump  to  account  for  the

fruit they’d taken. 

Soon they’d have to steal their suppers. Or sell their horses. 

A  thumping  sounded  from  behind  the  sealed  windows  a  level  above, 

punctuated with muffled male shouting. 

“Do you think we’ll have better luck this time?” Elide quietly asked. 

Gavriel studied the blue-painted shutters, carved in an intricate latticework. “I

have to hope so.” 

Luck  had  indeed  run  thin  these  days.  They’d  had  little  since  that  blasted

beach in Eyllwe, when Rowan had felt a tug in the bond between him and Aelin

—the mating bond—and had followed its call across the ocean. Yet when they’d reached  these  shores  after  several  dreadful  weeks  on  storm-wild  waters,  there

had been nothing left to track. 

No  sign  of  Maeve’s  remaining  armada.  No  whisper  of  the  queen’s  ship,  the

 Nightingale,  docking  in  any  port.  No  news  of  her  returning  to  her  seat  in Doranelle. 

Rumors  were  all  they’d  had  to  go  on,  hauling  them  across  mountains  piled

deep with snow, through dense forests and dried-out plains. 

Until  the  previous  kingdom,  the  previous  city,  the  packed  streets  full  of

revelers  out  to  celebrate  Samhuinn,  to  honor  the  gods  when  the  veil  between

worlds was thinnest. 

They  had  no  idea  those  gods  were  nothing  but  beings  from  another  world. 

That any help the gods offered, any help Elide had ever received from that small

voice at her shoulder, had been with one goal in mind: to return home. Pawns—

that’s all Elide and Aelin and the others were to them. 

It was confirmed by the fact that Elide had not heard a whisper of Anneith’s

guidance since that horrible day in Eyllwe. Only nudges during the long days, as

if they were reminders of her presence. That someone was watching. 

That, should they succeed in their quest to find Aelin, the young queen would

still be expected to pay the ultimate price to those gods. If Dorian Havilliard and

Manon Blackbeak were able to recover the third and final Wyrdkey. If the young

king didn’t offer himself up as the sacrifice in Aelin’s stead. 

So  Elide  endured  those  occasional  nudges,  refusing  to  contemplate  what

manner of creature had taken such an interest in her. In all of them. 

Elide  had  discarded  those  thoughts  as  they’d  combed  through  the  streets, 

listening for any whisper of Maeve’s location. The sun had set, Rowan snarling

with  each  passing  hour  that  yielded  nothing.  As  all  other  cities  had  yielded nothing. 

Elide  had  made  them  keep  strolling  the  merry  streets,  unnoticed  and

unmarked. She’d reminded Rowan each time he flashed his teeth that there were

eyes  in  every  kingdom,  every  land.  And  if  word  got  out  that  a  group  of  Fae warriors was terrorizing cities in their search for Maeve, surely it would get back

to the Fae Queen in no time. 

Night  had  fallen,  and  in  the  rolling  golden  hills  beyond  the  city  walls, 

bonfires had kindled. 

Rowan  had  finally  stopped  growling  at  the  sight.  As  if  they  had  tugged  on

some thread of memory, of pain. 

But  then  they’d  passed  by  a  group  of  Fae  soldiers  out  drinking  and  Rowan

had gone still. Had sized the warriors up in that cold, calculating way that told

Elide he’d crafted some plan. 

When  they’d  ducked  into  an  alley,  the  Fae  Prince  had  laid  it  out  in  stark, brutal terms. 

A week later, and here they were. The shouting grew in the building above. 

Elide  grimaced  as  the  cracking  wood  overpowered  the  ringing  city  bells. 

“Should we help?” 

Gavriel  ran  a  tattooed  hand  through  his  golden  hair.  The  names  of  warriors

who had fallen under his command, he’d explained when she’d finally dared ask

last week. “He’s almost done.” 

Indeed, even Lorcan now scowled with impatience at the window above Elide

and Gavriel. 

As the noon bells finished pealing, the shutters burst open. 

 Shattered  was  a  better  word  for  it  as  two  Fae  males  came  flying  through them. 

One of them, brown-haired and bloodied, shrieked while he fell. 

Prince Rowan Whitethorn said nothing while he fell with him. While he held

his grip on the male, teeth bared. 

Elide stepped aside, giving them ample space while they crashed into the pile

of crates in the alley, splinters and debris soaring. 

She  knew  a  gust  of  wind  kept  the  fall  from  being  fatal  for  the  broad-

shouldered  male,  whom  Rowan  hauled  from  the  wreckage  by  the  collar  of  his

blue tunic. 

He was of no use to them dead. 

Gavriel  drew  a  knife,  remaining  by  Elide’s  side  as  Rowan  slammed  the

stranger  against  the  alley  wall.  There  was  nothing  kind  in  the  prince’s  face. 

Nothing warm. 

Only  cold-blooded  predator.  Hell-bent  on  finding  the  queen  who  held  his

heart. 

“Please,” the male sputtered. In the common tongue. 

Rowan had found him, then. They couldn’t hope to track Maeve, Rowan had

realized  on  Samhuinn.  Yet  finding  the  commanders  who  served  Maeve,  spread

across various kingdoms on loan to mortal rulers—that, they could do. 

And the male Rowan snarled at, his own lip bleeding,  was  a  commander.  A

warrior,  from  the  breadth  of  his  shoulders  to  his  muscled  thighs.  Rowan  still dwarfed him. Gavriel and Lorcan, too. As if, even amongst the Fae, the three of

them were a wholly different breed. 

“Here’s  how  this  goes,”  Rowan  said  to  the  sniveling  commander,  his  voice

deadly soft. A brutal smile graced the prince’s mouth, setting the blood from his

split lip running. “First I break your legs, maybe a portion of your spine so you

can’t  crawl.”  He  pointed  a  bloodied  finger  down  the  alley.  To  Lorcan.  “You

know who that is, don’t you?” 

As  if  in  answer,  Lorcan  prowled  from  the  archway.  The  commander  began

trembling. 

“The  leg  and  spine,  your  body  would  eventually  heal,”  Rowan  went  on  as

Lorcan continued his stalking approach. “But what Lorcan Salvaterre will do to

you …” A low, joyless laugh. “You won’t recover from that, friend.” 

The commander cast frantic eyes toward Elide, toward Gavriel. 

The  first  time  this  had  happened—two  days  ago—Elide  hadn’t  been  able  to

watch.  That  particular  commander  hadn’t  possessed  any  information  worth

sharing,  and  given  the  unspeakable  sort  of  brothel  they’d  found  him  in,  Elide hadn’t really regretted that Rowan had left his body at one end of the alley. His

head at the other. 

But today, this time …  Watch. See, a small voice hissed in her ear.  Listen. 

Despite the heat and sun, Elide shuddered. Clenched her teeth, bottling up all

the  words  that  swelled  within  her.  Find  someone  else.  Find  a  way  to  use  your own powers to forge the Lock. Find a way to accept your  fates to be trapped in this world, so we needn’t pay a debt that wasn’t ours to begin with. 

Yet  if  Anneith  now  spoke  when  she  had  only  nudged  her  these  months  …

Elide swallowed those raging words. As all mortals were expected to. For Aelin, 

she could submit. As Aelin would ultimately submit. 

Gavriel’s face held no mercy, only a grim sort of practicality as he beheld the

shaking commander dangling from Rowan’s iron grip. “Tell him what he wants

to know. You’ll only make it worse for yourself.” 

Lorcan had nearly reached them, a dark wind swirling about his long fingers. 

There  was  nothing  of  the  male  she’d  come  to  know  on  his  harsh  face.  At

least,  the  male  he’d  been  before  that  beach.  No,  this  was  the  mask  she’d  first seen in Oakwald. Unfeeling. Arrogant. Cruel. 

The  commander  beheld  the  power  gathering  in  Lorcan’s  hand,  but  managed

to sneer at Rowan, blood coating his teeth. “She’ll kill all of you.” A black eye

already  bloomed,  the  lid  swollen  shut.  Air  pulsed  at  Elide’s  ears  as  Rowan

locked  a  shield  of  wind  around  them.  Sealing  in  all  sound.  “Maeve  will  kill every last one of you traitors.” 

“She can try,” was Rowan’s mild reply. 

 See, Anneith whispered again. 

When the commander began screaming this time, Elide did not look away. 

And  as  Rowan  and  Lorcan  did  what  they’d  been  trained  to  do,  she  couldn’t

decide if Anneith’s order had been to help—or a reminder of precisely what the

gods might do should they disobey. 
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CHAPTER 3

The Staghorns were burning, and Oakwald with them. 

The  mighty,  ancient  trees  were  little  more  than  charred  husks,  ash  thick  as

snow raining down. 

Embers drifted on the wind, a mockery of how they had once bobbed in her

wake like fireflies while she’d run through the Beltane bonfires. 

So much flame, the heat smothering, the air itself singeing her lungs. 

 You did this you did this you did this. 

The crack of dying trees groaned the words, cried them. 

The world was bathed in fire. Fire, not darkness. 

Motion between the trees snared her attention. 

The  Lord  of  the  North  was  frantic,  mindless  with  agony,  as  he  galloped

toward her. As smoke streamed from his white coat, as fire devoured his mighty

antlers—not  the  immortal  flame  held  between  them  on  her  own  sigil,  the

immortal flame of the sacred stags of Terrasen, and of Mala Fire-Bringer before

that. But true, vicious flames. 

The Lord of the North thundered past, burning, burning, burning. 

She reached a hand toward him, invisible and inconsequential, but the proud

stag plunged on, screams rising from his mouth. 

Such  horrible,  relentless  screams.  As  if  the  heart  of  the  world  were  being

shredded. 

She could do nothing when the stag threw himself into a wall of flame spread

like a net between two burning oaks. 

He did not emerge. 

The white wolf was watching her again. 

Aelin Ashryver Whitethorn Galathynius ran an ironclad finger over the rim of

the stone altar on which she lay. 

As much movement as she could manage. 

Cairn had left her here this time. Had not bothered moving her to the iron box

against the adjacent wall. 

A rare reprieve. To wake not in darkness, but in flickering firelight. 

The braziers were dying, beckoning in the damp cold that pressed to her skin. 

To whatever wasn’t covered by the iron. 

She’d  already  tugged  on  the  chains  as  quietly  as  she  could.  But  they  held

firm. 

They’d added more iron. On her. Starting with the metal gauntlets. 

She did not remember when that was. Where that had been. There had only

been the box then. 

The smothering iron coffin. 

She  had  tested  it  for  weaknesses,  over  and  over.  Before  they’d  sent  that

sweet-smelling  smoke  to  knock  her  unconscious.  She  didn’t  know  how  long

she’d slept after that. 

When she’d awoken here, there had been no more smoke. 

She’d tested it again, then. As much as the irons would allow. Pushing with

her  feet,  her  elbows,  her  hands  against  the  unforgiving  metal.  She  didn’t  have enough  room  to  turn  over.  To  ease  the  pain  of  the  chains  digging  into  her. 

Chafing her. 

The lash wounds etched deep into her back had vanished. The ones that had

cleaved her skin to the bone. Or had that been a dream, too? 

She had drifted into memory, into years of training in an assassin’s keep. Into

lessons where she’d been left in chains, in her own waste, until she figured out

how to remove them. 

But  she’d  been  bound  with  that  training  in  mind.  Nothing  she  tried  in  the

cramped dark had worked. 

The metal of the glove scraped against the dark stone, barely audible over the

hissing braziers, the roaring river beyond them. Wherever they were. 

Her, and the wolf. 

Fenrys. 

No chains bound him. None were needed. 

Maeve had ordered him to stay, to stand down, and so he would. 

For long minutes, they stared at each other. 

Aelin did not reflect on the pain that had sent her into unconsciousness. Even

as the memory of cracking bones set her foot twitching. The chains jangled. 

But nothing flickered where agony should have been rampant. Not a whisper

of discomfort in her feet. She shut out the image of how that male—Cairn—had

taken them apart. How she’d screamed until her voice had failed. 

It might have been a dream. One of the endless horde that hunted her in the

blackness. A burning stag, fleeing through the trees. Hours on this altar, her feet

shattered beneath ancient tools. A silver-haired prince whose very scent was that

of home. 

They blurred and bled, until even this moment, staring at the white wolf lying

against the wall across from the altar, might be a fragment of an illusion. 

Aelin’s finger scratched along the curved edge of the altar again. 

The wolf blinked at her—thrice. In the early days, months, years of this, they

had crafted a silent code between them. Using the few moments she’d been able

to  dredge  up  speech,  whispering  through  the  near-invisible  holes  in  the  iron

coffin. 

One  blink  for  yes.  Two  for  no.  Three  for   Are  you  all  right?   Four  for   I  am here, I am with you.  Five for  This is real, you are awake. 

Fenrys again blinked three times.  Are you all right? 

Aelin swallowed against the thickness in her throat, her tongue peeling off the

roof of her mouth. She blinked once.  Yes. 

She counted his blinks. 

Six. 

He’d  made  that  one  up.  Liar,  or  something  like  it.  She  refused  to

acknowledge that particular code. 

She blinked once again.  Yes. 

Dark eyes scanned her. He’d seen everything. Every moment of it. If he were

permitted to shift, he could tell her what was fabricated and what was real. If any

of it had been real. 

No injuries ever remained when she awoke. No pain. Only the memory of it, 

of Cairn’s smiling face as he carved her up over and over. 

He must have left her on the altar because he meant to return soon. 

Aelin  shifted  enough  to  tug  on  the  chains,  the  mask’s  lock  digging  into  the back of her head. The wind had not brushed her cheeks, or most of her skin, in

… she did not know. 

What  wasn’t  covered  in  iron  was  clad  in  a  sleeveless  white  shift  that  fell  to midthigh. Leaving her legs and arms bare for Cairn’s ministrations. 

There were days, memories, of even that shift being gone, of knives scraping

over  her  abdomen.  But  whenever  she  awoke,  the  shift  remained  intact. 

Untouched. Unstained. 

Fenrys’s ears perked, twitching. All the alert Aelin needed. 

She  hated  the  trembling  that  began  to  coil  around  her  bones  as  strolling

footsteps scuffed beyond the square room and the iron door into it. The only way

in.  No  windows.  The  stone  hall  she  sometimes  glimpsed  beyond  was  equally

sealed. Only the sound of water entered this place. 

It surged louder as the iron door unlocked and groaned open. 

She willed herself not to shake as the brown-haired male approached. 

“Awake so soon? I must not have worked you hard enough.” 

That voice. She hated that voice above all others. Crooning and cold. 

He wore a warrior’s garb, but no warrior’s weapons hung from the belt at his

slim waist. 

Cairn noted where her eyes fell and patted the heavy hammer dangling from

his hip. “So eager for more.” 

There was no flame to rally to her. Not an ember. 

He stalked to the small pile of logs by one brazier and fed a few to the dying

fire. It swirled and crackled, leaping upon the wood with hungry fingers. 

Her magic didn’t so much as flicker in answer. Everything she ate and drank

through the small slot in the mask’s mouth was laced with iron. 

She’d refused it at first. Had tasted the iron and spat it out. 

She’d gone to the brink of dying from lack of water when they forced it down

her  throat.  Then  they’d  let  her  starve—starve  until  she  broke  and  devoured

whatever they put in front of her, iron or no. 

She  did  not  often  think  about  that  time.  That  weakness.  How  excited  Cairn

had grown to see her eating, and how much he raged when it still did not yield

what he wanted. 

Cairn  loaded  the  other  brazier  before  snapping  his  fingers  at  Fenrys.  “You

may see to your needs in the hall and return here immediately.” 

As if a ghost hoisted him up, the enormous wolf padded out. 

Maeve had considered even that, granting Cairn power to order when Fenrys

ate  and  drank,  when  he  pissed.  She  knew  Cairn  deliberately  forgot  sometimes. 

The canine whines of pain had reached her, even in the box. 

Real. That had been real. 

The  male  before  her,  a  trained  warrior  in  everything  but  honor  and  spirit, 

surveyed her body. “How shall we play tonight, Aelin?” 

She hated the sound of her name on his tongue. 

Her lip curled back from her teeth. 

Fast  as  an  asp,  Cairn  gripped  her  throat  hard  enough  to  bruise.  “Such  rage, even now.” 

She would never let go of it—the rage. Even when she sank into that burning

sea  within  her,  even  when  she  sang  to  the  darkness  and  flame,  the  rage  guided her. 

Cairn’s  fingers  dug  into  her  throat,  and  she  couldn’t  stop  the  choking  noise that gasped from her. “This can all be over with a few little words, Princess,” he

purred,  dropping  low  enough  that  his  breath  brushed  her  mouth.  “A  few  little words, and you and I will part ways forever.” 

She’d never say them. Never swear the blood oath to Maeve. 

Swear  it,  and  hand  over  everything  she  knew,  everything  she  was.  Become

slave eternal. And usher in the doom of the world. 

Cairn’s  grip  on  her  neck  loosened,  and  she  inhaled  deeply.  But  his  fingers

lingered at the right side of her throat. 

She  knew  precisely  what  spot,  what  scar,  he  brushed  his  fingers  over.  The

twin small markings in the space between her neck and shoulder. 

“Interesting,” Cairn murmured. 

Aelin jerked her head away, baring her teeth again. 

Cairn struck her. 

Not  her  face,  clad  in  iron  that  would  rip  open  his  knuckles.  But  her

unprotected stomach. 

The breath slammed from her, and iron clanked as she tried and failed to curl

onto her side. 

On silent paws, Fenrys loped back in and took up his place against the wall. 

Concern  and  fury  flared  in  the  wolf’s  dark  eyes  as  she  gasped  for  air,  as  her chained limbs still attempted to curl around her abdomen. But Fenrys could only

lower himself onto the floor once more. 

Four blinks.  I am here, I am with you. 

Cairn didn’t see it. Didn’t remark on her one blink in reply as he smirked at

the tiny bites on her neck, sealed with the salt from the warm waters of Skull’s

Bay. 

Rowan’s marking. A mate’s marking. 

She  didn’t  let  herself  think  of  him  too  long.  Not  as  Cairn  thumbed  free  that heavy-headed hammer and weighed it in his broad hands. 

“If it wasn’t for Maeve’s gag order,” the male mused, surveying her body like

a  painter  assessing  an  empty  canvas,  “I’d  put  my  own  teeth  in  you.  See  if

Whitethorn’s marking holds up then.” 

Dread coiled in her gut. She’d seen the evidence of what their long hours here

summoned from him. Her fingers curled, scraping the stone as if it were Cairn’s

face. 

Cairn shifted the hammer to one hand. “This will have to do, I suppose.” He

ran his other hand down the length of her torso, and she jerked against the chains

at the proprietary touch. He smiled. “So responsive.” He gripped her bare knee, 

squeezing gently. “We started at the feet earlier. Let’s go higher this time.” 

Aelin  braced  herself.  Took  plunging  breaths  that  would  bring  her  far  away

from here. From her body. 

She’d never let them break her. Never swear that blood oath. 

For Terrasen, for her people, whom she had left to endure their own torment

for ten long years. She owed them this much. 

Deep, deep, deep she went, as if she could outrun what was to come, as if she

could hide from it. 

The  hammer  glinted  in  the  firelight  as  it  rose  over  her  knee,  Cairn’s  breath sucking in, anticipation and delight mingling on his face. 

Fenrys blinked, over and over and over.  I am here, I am with you. 

It didn’t stop the hammer from falling. 

Or the scream that shattered from her throat. 

CHAPTER 4

“This camp has been abandoned for months.” 

Manon  turned  from  the  snow-crusted  cliff  where  she’d  been  monitoring  the

western edge of the White Fang Mountains. Toward the Wastes. 

Asterin  remained  crouched  over  the  half-buried  remnants  of  a  fire  pit,  the

shaggy goat pelt slung over her shoulders ruffling in the frigid wind. Her Second

went on, “No one’s been here since early autumn.” 

Manon  had  suspected  as  much.  The  Shadows  had  spotted  the  site  an  hour

earlier  on  their  patrol  of  the  terrain  ahead,  somehow  noticing  the  irregularities cleverly hidden in the leeward side of the rocky peak. The Mother knew Manon

herself might have flown right over it. 

Asterin  stood,  brushing  snow  from  the  knees  of  her  leathers.  Even  the  thick

material wasn’t enough to ward against the brutal cold. Hence the mountain-goat

pelts they’d resorted to wearing. 

 Good for blending into the snow, Edda had claimed, the Shadow even letting

the dark hair dye she favored wash away these weeks to reveal the moon white

of  her  natural  shade.  Manon’s  shade.  Briar  had  kept  the  dye.  One  of  them  was needed to scout at night, the other Shadow had claimed. 

Manon  surveyed  the  two  Shadows  carefully  stalking  through  the  camp. 

Perhaps no longer Shadows, but rather the two faces of the moon. One dark, one

light. 

One of many changes to the Thirteen. 

Manon blew out a breath, the wind tearing away the hot puff. 

“They’re  out  there,”  Asterin  murmured  so  the  others  might  not  hear  from

where  they  gathered  by  the  overhanging  boulder  that  shielded  them  from  the

wind. 

“Three  camps,”  Manon  said  with  equal  quiet.  “All  long  abandoned.  We’re

hunting ghosts.” 

Asterin’s  gold  hair  ripped  free  of  its  braid,  blowing  westward.  Toward  the

homeland  they  might  very  well  never  see.  “The  camps  are  proof  they’re  flesh

and blood. Ghislaine thinks they might be from the late-summer hunts.” 

“They could also be from the wild men of these mountains.” Though Manon

knew  they  weren’t.  She’d  hunted  enough  Crochans  during  the  past  hundred

years to spot their style of making fires, their neat little camps. All the Thirteen

had.  And  they’d  all  tracked  and  killed  so  many  of  the  wild  men  of  the  White Fangs earlier this year on Erawan’s behalf that they knew their habits, too. 

Asterin’s  gold-flecked  black  eyes  fell  on  that  blurred  horizon.  “We’ll  find

them.” 

Soon. They had to find at least  some of the Crochans soon. Manon knew they

had methods of communicating, scattered as they were. Ways to get out a call for help. A call for aid. 

Time was not on their side. It had been nearly two months since that day on

the beach in Eyllwe. Since she’d learned the terrible cost the Queen of Terrasen

must  pay  to  put  an  end  to  this  madness.  The  cost  that  another  with  Mala’s

bloodline might also pay, if need be. 

Manon  resisted  the  urge  to  glance  over  her  shoulder  to  where  the  King  of

Adarlan  stood  amongst  the  rest  of  her  Thirteen,  entertaining  Vesta  by

summoning  flame,  water,  and  ice  to  his  cupped  palm.  A  small  display  of  a

terrible,  wondrous  magic.  He  set  three  whorls  of  the  elements  lazily  dancing

around  each  other,  and  Vesta  arched  an  impressed  brow.  Manon  had  seen  the

way the red-haired sentinel looked at him, had noted that Vesta wisely refrained

from acting on that desire. 

Manon  had  given  her  no  such  orders,  though.  Hadn’t  said  anything  to  the

Thirteen about what, exactly, the human king was to her. 

Nothing, she wanted to say. Someone as unmoored as she. As quietly angry. 

And as pressed for time. Finding the third and final Wyrdkey had proved futile. 

The two the king carried in his pocket offered no guidance, only their unearthly

reek. Where Erawan kept it, they had not the faintest inkling. To search Morath

or any of his other outposts would be suicide. 

So  they’d  set  aside  their  hunt,  after  weeks  of  fruitless  searching,  in  favor  of finding the Crochans. The king had protested initially, but yielded. His allies and

friends in the North needed as many warriors as they could muster. Finding the

Crochans … Manon wouldn’t break her promise. 

She might be the disowned Heir of the Blackbeak Clan, might now command

only a dozen witches, but she could still hold true to her word. 

So  she’d  find  the  Crochans.  Convince  them  to  fly  into  battle  with  the

Thirteen. With her. Their last living Crochan Queen. 

Even if it led them all straight into the Darkness’s embrace. 

The sun arched higher, its light off the snows near-blinding. 

Lingering was unwise. They’d survived these months with strength and wits. 

For  while  they’d  hunted  for  the  Crochans,  they’d  been  hunted  themselves. 

Yellowlegs and Bluebloods, mostly. All scouting patrols. 

Manon  had  given  the  order  not  to  engage,  not  to  kill.  A  missing  Ironteeth

patrol  would  only  pinpoint  their  location.  Though  Dorian  could  have  snapped

their necks without lifting a finger. 

It  was  a  pity  he  hadn’t  been  born  a  witch.  But  she’d  gladly  accept  such  a lethal ally. So would the Thirteen. 

“What will you say,” Asterin mused, “when we find the Crochans?” 

Manon  had  considered  it  over  and  over.  If  the  Crochans  would  know  who

Lothian  Blackbeak  was,  that  she  had  loved  Manon’s  father—a  rare-born

Crochan  Prince.  That  her  parents  had  dreamed,  had   believed  they’d  created  a child to break the curse on the Ironteeth and unite their peoples. 

A child not of war, but of peace. 
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But those were foreign words on her tongue.  Love. Peace. 

Manon ran a gloved finger over the scrap of red fabric binding the end of her

braid. A shred from her half sister’s cloak. Rhiannon. Named for the last Witch-

Queen.  Whose  face  Manon  somehow  bore.  Manon  said,  “I’ll  ask  the  Crochans

not to shoot, I suppose.” 

Asterin’s mouth twitched toward a smile. “I meant about who you are.” 

She’d  rarely  balked  from  anything.  Rarely  feared  anything.  But  saying  the

words,  those words … “I don’t know,” Manon admitted. “We’ll see if we get that

far.” 

The White Demon. That’s what the Crochans called her. She was at the top of

their to-kill list. A witch every Crochan was to slay on sight. That fact alone said

they didn’t know what she was to them. 

Yet her half sister had figured it out. And then Manon had slit her throat. 

 Manon  Kin  Slayer,  her  grandmother  had  taunted.  The  Matron  had  likely

relished every Crochan heart that Manon had brought to her at Blackbeak Keep

over the past hundred years. 

Manon closed her eyes, listening to the hollow song of the wind. 

Behind them, Abraxos let out an impatient, hungry whine. Yes, they were all

hungry these days. 

“We will follow you, Manon,” Asterin said softly. 

Manon turned to her cousin. “Do I deserve that honor?” 

Asterin’s  mouth  pressed  into  a  tight  line.  The  slight  bump  on  her  nose—

Manon had given her that. She’d broken it in the Omega’s mess hall for brawling

with  mouthy  Yellowlegs.  Asterin  had  never  once  complained  about  it.  Had

seemed  to  wear  the  reminder  of  the  beating  Manon  bestowed  like  a  badge  of

pride. 

“Only you can decide if you deserve it, Manon.” 

Manon  let  the  words  settle  as  she  shifted  her  gaze  to  the  western  horizon. 

Perhaps  she’d  deserve  that  honor  if  she  succeeded  in  bringing  them  back  to  a home they’d never set eyes on. 

If they survived this war and all the terrible things they must do before it was

over. 

It  was  no  easy  thing,  to  slip  away  from  thirteen  sleeping  witches  and  their wyverns. 

But  Dorian  Havilliard  had  been  studying  them—their  watches,  who  slept

deepest, who might report seeing him walk away from their small fire and who

would keep their mouths shut. Weeks and weeks, since he’d settled on this idea. 

This plan. 

They’d camped on the small outcropping where they’d found long-cold traces

of the Crochans, taking shelter under the overhanging rock, the wyverns a wall

of leathery warmth around them. 

He had minutes to do this. He’d been practicing for weeks now—making no

bones of rising in the middle of the night, no more than a drowsy man displeased

to have to brave the frigid elements to see to his needs. Letting the witches grow accustomed to his nightly movements. 

Letting Manon become accustomed to it, too. 

Though  nothing  had  been  declared  between  them,  their  bedrolls  still  wound

up beside each other every night. Not that a camp full of witches offered any sort

of  opportunity  to  tangle  with  her.  No,  for  that,  they’d  resorted  to  winter-bare forests and snow-blasted passes, their hands roving for any bit of bare skin they

dared expose to the chill air. 

Their couplings were brief, savage. Teeth and nails and snarling. And not just

from Manon. 

But after a day of fruitless searching, little more than a glorified guard against

the  enemies  hunting  them  while  his  friends  bled  to  save  their  lands,  he  needed the  release  as  much  as  she  did.  They  never  discussed  it—what  hounded  them. 

Which was fine by him. 

Dorian had no idea what sort of man that made him. 

Most  days,  if  he  was  being  honest,  he  felt  little.  Had  felt  little  for  months, save  for  those  stolen,  wild  moments  with  Manon.  And  save  for  the  moments

when  he  trained  with  the  Thirteen,  and  a  blunt  sort  of  rage  drove  him  to  keep swinging his sword, keep getting back up when they knocked him down. 

Swordplay,  archery,  knife-work,  tracking—they  taught  him  everything  he

asked. Along with the solid weight of Damaris, a witch-knife now hung from his

sword belt. It had been gifted to him by Sorrel when he’d first managed to pin

the stone-faced Third. Two weeks ago. 

But  when  the  lessons  were  done,  when  they  sat  around  the  small  fire  they

dared  to  risk  each  night,  he  wondered  if  the  witches  could  sniff  out  the

restlessness that nipped at his heels. 

If  they  could  now  sniff  out  that  he  had  no  intention  of  taking  a  piss  in  the frigid night as he wended his way between their bedrolls, then through the slight

gap between Narene, Asterin’s sky-blue mare, and Abraxos. He nodded toward

where  Vesta  stood  on  watch,  and  the  red-haired  witch,  despite  the  brutal  cold, threw  a  wicked  smile  his  way  before  he  rounded  the  corner  of  the  rocky

overhang and disappeared beyond view. 

He’d  picked  her  watch  for  a  reason.  There  were  some  amongst  the  Thirteen

who never smiled at all. Lin, who still seemed like she was debating carving him

up to examine his insides; and Imogen, who kept to herself and didn’t smile at

 anyone.  Thea  and  Kaya  usually  reserved  their  smiles  for  each  other,  and  when Faline  and  Fallon—the  green-eyed  demon  twins,  as  the  others  called  them—

smiled, it meant hell was about to break loose. 

All  of  them  might  have  been  suspicious  if  he  vanished  for  too  long.  But

Vesta, who shamelessly flirted with him—she’d let him linger outside the camp. 

Likely from fear of what Manon might do to her if she was spotted trailing after

him into the dark. 

A  bastard—he  was  a  bastard  for  using  them  like  this.  For  assessing  and

monitoring them when they currently risked everything to find the Crochans. 

But  it  made  no  difference  if  he  cared.  About  them.  About  himself,  he supposed. Caring hadn’t done him any favors. Hadn’t done Sorscha any favors. 

And it wouldn’t matter, once he gave up everything to seal the Wyrdgate. 

Damaris was a weight at his side—but nothing compared to the two objects

tucked  into  the  pocket  of  his  heavy  jacket.  Mercifully,  he’d  swiftly  learned  to drown out their whispering, their otherworldly beckoning. Most of the time. 

None  of  the  witches  had  questioned  why  he’d  been  so  easily  persuaded  to

give up the hunt for the third Wyrdkey. He’d known better than to waste his time

arguing. So he’d planned, and let them, let Manon, believe him to be content in

his role to guard them with his magic. 

Reaching  the  boulder-shrouded  clearing  that  he’d  scouted  earlier  under  the

guise  of  aimlessly  wandering  the  site,  Dorian  made  quick  work  of  his

preparations. 

He had not forgotten a single movement of Aelin’s hands in Skull’s Bay when

she’d smeared her blood on the floor of her room at the Ocean Rose. 

But it was not Elena whom he planned to summon with his blood. 

When  the  snow  was  red  with  it,  when  he’d  made  sure  the  wind  was  still

blowing  its  scent  away  from  the  witch  camp,  Dorian  unsheathed  Damaris  and

plunged it into the circle of Wyrdmarks. 

And then waited. 

His  magic  was  a  steady  thrum  through  him,  the  small  flame  he  dared  to

conjure enough to heat his body. To keep him from shivering to death while the

minutes passed. 

Ice  had  been  the  first  manifestation  of  his  magic.  He  supposed  that  should

give  him  some  sort  of  preference  for  it.  Or  at  least  some  immunity.  He  had neither.  And  he’d  decided  that  if  they  survived  long  enough  to  endure  the

scorching heat of summer, he’d never complain about it again. 

He’d been honing his magic as best he could during these weeks of relentless, 

useless hunting. None of the witches possessed power, not beyond the Yielding, 

which  they’d  told  him  could  only  be  summoned  once—to  terrible  and

devastating effect. But the Thirteen watched with some degree of interest while

Dorian kept up the lessons Rowan had started. Ice. Fire. Water. Healing. Wind. 

With  the  snows,  attempting  to  coax  life  from  the  frozen  earth  had  proved

impossible, but he still tried. 

The  only  magic  that  always  leapt  at  his  summons  remained  that  invisible

force, capable of snapping bone. That, the witches liked best. Especially since it

made  him  their  greatest  line  of  defense  against  their  enemies.  Death—that  was his gift. All he seemed able to offer those around him. He was little better than

his father in that regard. 

The flame flowed over him, invisible and steadying. 

They hadn’t heard a whisper of Aelin. Or Rowan and their companions. Not

one whisper of whether the queen was still Maeve’s captive. 

She had been willing to yield everything to save Terrasen, to save all of them. 

He could do nothing less. Aelin certainly had more to lose. A mate and husband
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who loved her. A court who’d follow her into hell. A kingdom long awaiting her

return. 

All  he  had  was  an  unmarked  grave  for  a  healer  no  one  would  remember,  a

broken empire, and a shattered castle. 

Dorian closed his eyes for a moment, blocking out the sight of the glass castle

exploding,  the  sight  of  his  father  reaching  for  him,  begging  for  forgiveness.  A monster—the man had been a monster in every possible way. Had sired Dorian

while possessed by a Valg demon. 

What did it make him? His blood ran red, and the Valg prince who’d infested

Dorian himself had delighted on feasting on him, on making him  enjoy all he’d

done while collared. But did it still make him fully human? 

Blowing out a long breath, Dorian opened his eyes. 

A man stood across the snowy clearing. 

Dorian bowed low. “Gavin.” 

The first King of Adarlan had his eyes. 

Or rather Dorian had Gavin’s eyes, passed down through the thousand years

between them. 

The rest of the ancient king’s face was foreign: the long, dark brown hair, the

harsh features, the grave cast of his mouth. “You learned the marks.” 

Dorian rose from his bow. “I’m a quick study.” 

Gavin didn’t smile. “The summoning is not a gift to be used lightly. You risk

much, young king, in calling me here. Considering what you carry.” 

Dorian  patted  the  jacket  pocket  where  the  two  Wyrdkeys  lay,  ignoring  the

strange,  terrible  power  that  pulsed  against  his  hand  in  answer.  “Everything  is  a risk these days.” He straightened. “I need your help.” 

Gavin didn’t reply. His stare slid to Damaris, still plunged in the snow amid

the marks. A personal effect of the king, as Aelin had used the Eye of Elena to

summon  the  ancient  queen.  “At  least  you  have  taken  good  care  of  my  sword.” 

His  eyes  lifted  to  Dorian’s,  sharp  as  the  blade  itself.  “Though  I  cannot  say  the same of my kingdom.” 

Dorian  clenched  his  jaw.  “I  inherited  a  bit  of  a  mess  from  my  father,  I’m

afraid.” 

“You were a Prince of Adarlan long before you became its king.” 

Dorian’s  magic  churned  to  ice,  colder  than  the  night  around  him.  “Then

consider me trying to atone for years of bad behavior.” 

Gavin  held  his  gaze  for  a  moment  that  stretched  into  eternity.  A  true  king, that’s what the man before him was. A king not only in title, but in spirit. As few

had been since Gavin was laid to rest beneath the foundations of the castle he’d

built along the Avery. 

Dorian withstood the weight of Gavin’s stare. Let the king see what remained

of him, mark the pale band around his throat. 

Then Gavin blinked once, the only sign of his permission to continue. 

Dorian swallowed. “Where is the third key?” 

Gavin stiffened. “I am forbidden to say.” 

“Forbidden, or won’t?” He supposed he should be kneeling, should keep his

tone  respectful.  How  many  legends  about  Gavin  had  he  read  as  a  child?  How

many times had he run through the castle, pretending to be the king before him? 

Dorian  pulled  the  Amulet  of  Orynth  from  his  jacket,  letting  it  sway  in  the

bitter  wind.  A  silent,  ghostly  song  leaked  from  the  gold-and-blue  medallion—

speaking in languages that did not exist. “Brannon Galathynius defied the gods

by putting the key in here with a warning to Aelin. The least you could do is give

me a direction.” 

Gavin’s edges blurred, but held. Not much time. For either of them. “Brannon

Galathynius was an arrogant bastard. I have seen what interfering with the gods’

plans brings about. It will not end well.” 

“Your wife, not the gods, brought this about.” 

Gavin  bared  his  teeth.  And  though  the  man  was  long  dead,  Dorian’s  magic

flared again, readying to strike. 

“My mate,” Gavin snarled, “is the cost of this. My mate, should the keys be

retrieved,  will  vanish   forever.  Do  you  know  what  that  is  like,  young  king?  To have eternity—and then have it ripped away?” 

Dorian  didn’t  bother  to  reply.  “You  don’t  wish  me  to  find  the  third  key

because it will mean the end of Elena.” 

Gavin said nothing. 

Dorian let out a growl. “Countless people will  die if the keys aren’t put back

in  the  gate.”  He  shoved  the  Amulet  of  Orynth  back  into  his  jacket,  and  once again ignored the otherworldly hum pulsing against his bones. “You can’t be that

selfish.” 

Gavin remained silent, the wind shifting his dark hair. But his eyes flickered

—just barely. 

“Tell  me  where,”  Dorian  breathed.  He  had  mere  minutes  until  even  Vesta

came looking for him. “Tell me where the third key is.” 

“Your  life  will  be  forfeit,  too.  If  you  retrieve  the  keys  and  forge  the  Lock. 

Your  soul  will  be  claimed  as  well.  Not  one  scrap  of  you  will  live  on  in  the Afterworld.” 

“There’s  no  one  who  would  really  care  about  that  anyway.”  He  certainly

didn’t.  And  he’d  certainly  deserved  that  sort  of  end,  when  he’d  failed  so  many times. With all he’d done. 

Gavin  studied  him  for  a  long  moment.  Dorian  held  still  beneath  that  fierce

stare. A warrior who had survived the second of Erawan’s wars. 

“Elena helped Aelin,” Dorian pressed, his breath curling in the space between

them.  “She  didn’t  balk  from  it,  even  knowing  what  it  meant  for  her  fate.  And neither  did  Aelin,  who  will  have  neither  a  long  life  with  her  own  mate,  nor eternity  with  him.”  As  I  will  not  have,  either.   His  heart  began  thundering,  his magic rising with it. “And yet you would. You would run from it.” 

Gavin’s teeth flashed. “Erawan could be defeated without sealing the gate.” 

“Tell me how, and I will find a way to do it.” 

Yet Gavin fell silent again, his hands clenching at his sides. 

Dorian  snorted  softly.  “If  you  knew,  it  would  have  been  done  long  ago.” 

Gavin  shook  his  head,  but  Dorian  plunged  ahead.  “Your  friends  died  battling

Erawan’s hordes. Help me avoid the same fate for my own. It might already be

too late for some of them.” His stomach churned. 

Had Chaol made it to the southern continent? Perhaps it would be better if his

friend never returned, if he stayed safe in Antica. Even if Chaol would never do

such a thing. 

Dorian glanced toward the rocky corner he’d rounded. Not much time left. 

“And  what  of  Adarlan?”  Gavin  demanded.  “You  would  leave  it  kingless?” 

The question said enough of Gavin’s opinion regarding Hollin. “This is how you

would atone for years spent idling as its Crown Prince?” 

Dorian took the verbal blow. It was nothing but truth, dealt by a man who had

served its nameless god. “Does it really matter anymore?” 

“Adarlan was my pride.” 

“It is no longer worthy of it,” Dorian snapped. “It hasn’t been for a long, long

time. Perhaps it deserves to fall into ruin.” 

Gavin angled his head. “The words of a reckless, arrogant boy. Do you think

you are the only one who has endured loss?” 

“And yet your own fear of loss makes you choose one woman over the fate of

the world.” 

“If you had the choice—your woman or Erilea—would you have chosen any

differently?” 

Sorscha or the world. The question rang hollow. Some of the fire within him

banked.  Yet  Dorian  dared  to  say,  “You’d  delude  yourself  about  the  path  ahead, yet  you  served  the  god  of  truth.”  Chaol  had  told  him  of  their  discovery  in  the catacombs  beneath  Rifthold’s  sewers  this  spring.  The  forgotten  bone  temple

where Gavin’s deathbed confession had been written. “What does  he have to say

about Elena’s role in this?” 

“The All-Seeing One does not claim kinship with those spineless creatures,” 

Gavin growled. 

Dorian  could  have  sworn  a  dusty,  bone-dry  wind  rattled  through  the  pass. 

“Then what is he?” 

“Can  there  not  be  many  gods,  from  many  places?  Some  born  of  this  world, 

some born elsewhere?” 

“That’s  a  question  to  debate  at  another  time,”  Dorian  ground  out.  “When

we’re  not  at  war.”  He  took  a  long  breath.  Another  one.  “Please,”  he  breathed. 

“Please help me save my friends. Help me make it right.” 

It was all he really had left—this task. 

Gavin  again  watched  him,  weighed  him.  Dorian  withstood  it.  Let  him  read

whatever truth was written on his soul. 

Pain clouded the king’s face. Pain, and regret, as Gavin finally said, “The key

is at Morath.” 

Dorian’s mouth went dry. “Where in Morath?” 

“I  don’t  know.”  Dorian  believed  him.  The  raw  dread  in  Gavin’s  eyes confirmed  it.  The  ancient  king  nodded  to  Damaris.  “That  sword  is  not

ornamental. Let it guide you, if you cannot trust yourself.” 

“It really tells the truth?” 

“It was blessed by the All-Seeing One himself, after I swore myself to him.” 

Gavin  shrugged,  a  half-tamed  gesture.  As  if  the  man  had  never  really  left  the wilds  of  Adarlan  where  he’d  risen  from  war  leader  to  High  King.  “You’ll  still have to learn for yourself what is truth and what is lie.” 

“But Damaris will help me find the key at Morath?” To break into Erawan’s

stronghold, where all those collars were made …

Gavin’s mouth tightened. “I cannot say. But I will tell you this: do not venture

toward Morath just yet. Until you are ready.” 

“I’m ready now.” A fool’s lie. Gavin knew it, too. It was an effort not to touch

his neck, the pale band forever marring his skin. 

“Morath  is  no  mere  keep,”  Gavin  said.  “It  is  a  hell,  and  it  is  not  kind  to reckless  young  men.”  Dorian  stiffened,  but  Gavin  went  on,  “You  will  know

when  you  are  truly  ready.  Remain  at  this  camp,  if  you  can  convince  your

companions. The path will find you here.” 

Gavin’s edges warped further, his face turning murky. 

Dorian dared a step forward. “Am I human?” 

Gavin’s  sapphire  eyes  softened—just  barely.  “I’m  not  the  person  who  can

answer that.” 

And then the king was gone. 

CHAPTER 5

The  commander  in  the  alley  had  claimed  his  latest  orders  had  been  dispatched from Doranelle. 

None of them knew whether to believe him. 

Sitting around a tiny fire in a dusty field on the outskirts of a ramshackle city, 

the  blood  long  since  washed  from  his  hands,  Lorcan  Salvaterre  again  mulled

over the logic of it. 

Had they somehow overlooked the simplest option? For Maeve to have been

in Doranelle this entire time, hidden from her subjects? 

But  that  commander  had  been  lying  filth.  He’d  spat  in  Lorcan’s  face  before

they’d ended it. 

The other commander  they’d found today,  however, after a  week of hunting

him down at the nearest seaport, had claimed he’d received orders from a distant

kingdom  they’d  searched  three  weeks  ago.  In  the  opposite  direction  of

Doranelle. 

Lorcan toed at the dirt. 

None of them had felt like speaking since the commander this afternoon had

contradicted the first’s claim. 

“Doranelle is Maeve’s stronghold,” Elide said at last, her steady voice filling

the  heavy  quiet.  “Simple  as  it  is,  it  would  make  sense  for  her  to  bring  Aelin there.” 

Whitethorn  only  stared  into  the  fire.  He  hadn’t  washed  the  blood  from  his

dark gray jacket. 

“It  would  be  impossible,  even  for  Maeve,  to  keep  her  hidden  in  Doranelle,” 

Lorcan countered. “We would have heard about it by now.” 

He wasn’t sure when he’d last spoken to the woman before him. 

She  hadn’t  balked  from  how  he’d  broken  Maeve’s  commanders,  though. 

She’d  cringed  during  the  worst  of  it,  yes,  but  she’d  listened  to  every  word Rowan and Lorcan had wrung from them. Lorcan supposed she’d seen worse at

Morath—hated that she had. Hated that her monster of an uncle still breathed. 

But  that  hunt  would  come  later.  After  they  found  Aelin.  Or  whatever

remained of her. 

Elide’s  eyes  grew  cold,  so  cold,  as  she  said,  “Maeve  managed  to  conceal

Gavriel and Fenrys from Rowan in Skull’s Bay. And somehow hid and spirited

away her entire fleet.” 

Lorcan  didn’t  reply.  Elide  went  on,  her  gaze  unwavering,  “Maeve  knows

Doranelle  would  be  the  obvious  choice—the  choice  we’d  likely  reject  because

it’s  too simple. She anticipated that we’d believe she’d haul Aelin to the farthest reaches of Erilea, rather than right back home.” 

“Maeve   would  have  the  advantage  of  an  easily  summoned  army,”  Gavriel added, his tattooed throat bobbing. “Which would make rescue difficult.” 

Lorcan  refrained  from  telling  Gavriel  to  shut  his  mouth.  He  hadn’t  failed  to notice how often Gavriel went out of his way to help Elide, to talk to her. And

yes, some small part of him was grateful for it, since the gods knew she wouldn’t

accept any sort of help from  him. 

Hellas damn him, he’d had to resort to giving his cut-up shirt to Whitethorn

and  Gavriel  to  hand  to  her  for  her  cycle.  He’d  threatened  to  skin  them  alive  if they’d said it was his, and Elide, with her human sense of smell, hadn’t scented

him on the fabric. 

He didn’t know why he bothered. He hadn’t forgotten her words that day on

the beach. 

 I  hope  you  spend  the  rest  of  your  miserable,  immortal  life  suffering.  I  hope you spend it alone. I hope you live with regret and guilt in your heart and never

 find a way to endure it. 

Her vow, her curse, whatever it had been, had held true. Every word of it. 

He’d  broken  something.  Something  precious  beyond  measure.  He’d  never

cared until now. 

Even  the  severed  blood  oath,  still  gaping  wide  within  his  soul,  didn’t  come

close to the hole in his chest when he looked at her. 

She’d  offered  him  a  home  in  Perranth  knowing  he’d  be  a  dishonored  male. 

Offered him a home with her. 

But it hadn’t been Maeve’s sundering of the oath that had rescinded that offer. 

It had been a betrayal so great he didn’t know how to fix it. 

 Where is Aelin? Where is my wife? 

Whitethorn’s  wife—and  his  mate.  Only  this  mission  of  theirs,  this  endless

quest to find her, kept Lorcan from plunging into a pit from which he knew he

would not emerge. 

Perhaps  if  they  found  her,  if  there  was  still  enough  left  of  Aelin  to  salvage after Cairn’s ministrations, he’d find a way to live with himself. To endure this

… person he’d become. It might take him another five hundred years to do so. 

He  didn’t  let  himself  consider  that  Elide  would  be  little  more  than  dust  by then. The thought alone was enough to turn the paltry dinner of stale bread and

hard cheese in his stomach. 

A fool—he was an immortal, stupid fool for starting down this path with her, 

for forgetting that even if she forgave him, her mortality beckoned. 

Lorcan  said  at  last,  “It  would  also  make  sense  for  Maeve  to  go  to  the

Akkadians,  as  the  commander  today  claimed.  Maeve  has  long  maintained  ties

with  that  kingdom.”  He,  Whitethorn,  and  Gavriel  had  been  to  war  and  back  in that  sand-blasted  territory.  He’d  never  wished  to  set  foot  in  it  again.  “Their armies would shield her.” 

For it would take an army to keep Whitethorn from reaching his mate. 

He  turned  toward  the  prince,  who  gave  no  indication  he’d  been  listening. 

Lorcan didn’t want to consider if Whitethorn would soon need to add a tattoo to

the other side of his face. 

“The commander today was much more forthcoming,” Lorcan went on to the

prince he’d fought beside for so many centuries, who had been as cold-hearted a

bastard  as  Lorcan  himself  until  this  spring.  “You  barely  threatened  him  and  he sang for us. The one who claimed Maeve was in Doranelle was still sneering by

the end.” 

“I think she’s in Doranelle,” Elide cut in. “Anneith told me to listen that day. 

She didn’t the other two times.” 

“It’s something to consider, yes,” Lorcan said, and Elide’s eyes sparked with

irritation. “I see no reason to believe the gods would be that clear.” 

“Says  the  male  who  feels  the  touch  of  a  god,  telling  him  when  to  run  or

fight,” Elide snapped. 

Lorcan  ignored  her,  that  truth.  He  hadn’t  felt  Hellas’s  touch  since  the  Stone Marshes. As if even the god of death was repulsed by him. “Akkadia’s border is

a three-day ride from here. Its capital three days beyond that. Doranelle is over

two weeks away, if we travel with little rest.” 

And  time  was  not  on  their  side.  With  the  Wyrdkeys,  with  Erawan,  with  the

war surely unleashing itself back on Elide’s own continent, every delay came at

a  cost.  Not  to  mention  what  each  day  undoubtedly  brought  upon  the  Queen  of

Terrasen. 

Elide  opened  her  mouth,  but  Lorcan  cut  her  off.  “And  then,  to  arrive  in

Maeve’s stronghold exhausted and hungry … We won’t stand a chance. Not to

mention that with the veiling she can wield, we might very well walk right past

Aelin and never know it.” 

Elide’s nostrils flared, but she turned to Rowan. “The call is yours, Prince.” 

Not just a prince, not anymore. Consort to the Queen of Terrasen. 

At  last,  Whitethorn  lifted  his  head.  As  those  green  eyes  settled  on  him, 

Lorcan  withstood  the  weight  in  his  gaze,  the  innate  dominance.  He’d  been

waiting  for  Rowan  to  claim  the  vengeance  he  deserved,  waiting  for  that  blow. 

Hoping for it. It had never come. 

“We’ve come this far south,” Rowan said at last, his voice low. “Better to go

to Akkadia than risk venturing all the way to Doranelle to find we were wrong.” 

And that was that. 

Elide only threw a seething glare toward Lorcan and rose, murmuring about

seeing  to  her  needs  before  she  went  to  sleep.  Her  gait  held  steady  as  she

crunched through the grass—thanks to the brace Gavriel kept around her ankle. 

It should have been his magic helping her. Touching her skin. 

Her steps turned distant, near-silent. She usually went farther than necessary

to  avoid  having  them  hear  anything.  Lorcan  gave  her  a  few  minutes  before  he stalked into the dark after her. 

He found Elide already heading back, and she paused atop a little hill, barely

more than a hump of dirt in the field. “What do you want.” 

Lorcan  kept  walking,  until  he  was  at  the  base  of  the  hill,  and  stopped. 

“Akkadia is the wiser choice.” 

“Rowan decided that, too. You must be so pleased.” 

She  made  to  stomp  past  him,  but  Lorcan  stepped  into  her  path.  She  craned

back her neck to see his face, yet he’d never felt smaller. Shorter. “I didn’t push

for Akkadia to spite you,” he managed to say. 

“I don’t care.” 

She  tried  to  edge  around  him,  Lorcan  easily  keeping  ahead  of  her.  “I  didn’t

…” The words strangled him. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 

Elide  let  out  a  soft,  vicious  laugh.  “Of  course  you  didn’t.  Why  would  you

have intended for your wondrous queen to sever the blood oath?” 

“I don’t care about that.” He didn’t. He’d never spoken truer words. “I only

wish to make things right.” 

Her  lip  curled.  “I  would  be  inclined  to  believe  that  if  I  hadn’t  seen  you

 crawling after Maeve on the beach.” 

Lorcan  blinked  at  the  words,  the  hatred  in  them,  stunned  enough  that  he  let her walk past this time. Elide didn’t so much as look back. 

Not until Lorcan said, “I didn’t crawl after Maeve.” 

She  halted,  hair  swaying.  Slowly,  she  glanced  over  her  shoulder.  Imperious

and cold as the stars overhead. 

“I crawled …” His throat bobbed. “I crawled after Aelin.” 

He shut out the bloody sand, the queen’s screams, her final, pleading requests

to  Elide.  Shut  them  out  and  said,  “When  Maeve  severed  the  oath,  I  couldn’t

move, could barely breathe.” 

Such agony that Lorcan couldn’t imagine what it would be like to sever the

oath on his own, without bidding. It was not the sort of pain one walked away

from. 

The oath could be stretched, drawn thin. That Vaughan, the last of their cadre, 

still  undoubtedly  roamed  the  wilds  of  the  North  in  his  “hunt”  for  Lorcan  was proof  enough  that  the  blood  oath’s  restraints  might  be  worked  around.  But  to break it outright of his own will, to find some way to snap the tether, would be to

embrace death. 

He’d wondered during these months if he should have done just that. 

Lorcan swallowed. “I tried to get to her. To Aelin. I tried to get to that box.” 

He added so quietly only Elide could hear it, “I promise.” 

His word was his bond, the only currency he cared to trade in. He’d told her

that once, during those weeks on the road. Nothing flickered in her eyes to tell

him she remembered. 

Elide merely strode back for the camp. Lorcan remained where he was. 

He had done this. Brought this upon her, upon them. 

Elide  reached  the  campfire,  and  Lorcan  followed  at  last,  nearing  its  ring  of light in time to see her plop down beside Gavriel, her mouth tight. 

The Lion murmured to her, “He wasn’t lying, you know.” 

Lorcan  clenched  his  jaw,  making  no  attempt  to  disguise  his  footsteps.  If

Gavriel’s  ears  were  sharp  enough  to  have  heard  every  word  of  their

conversation, the Lion certainly knew he was approaching. And certainly knew
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better than to shove his nose in their business. 

Yet Lorcan still found himself scanning Elide’s face, waiting for her answer. 

And  when  she  ignored  both  the  Lion  and  Lorcan,  he  found  himself  wishing

he hadn’t spoken at all. 

Prince Rowan Whitethorn Galathynius, consort, husband, and mate of the Queen

of Terrasen, knew he was dreaming. 

He knew it, because he could see her. 

There  was  only  darkness  here.  And  wind.  And  a  great,  yawning  chasm

between them. 

No  bottom  existed  in  that  abyss,  that  crack  in  the  world.  But  he  could  hear whispers snaking through it, down far below. 

She stood with her back to him, hair blowing in a sheet of gold. Longer than

he’d seen it the last time. 

He tried to shift, to fly over the chasm. His body’s innate magic ignored him. 

Locked in his Fae body, the jump too far, he could only stare toward her, breathe

in  her  scent—jasmine,  lemon  verbena,  and  crackling  embers—as  it  floated  to

him on the wind. This wind told him no secrets, had no song to sing. 

It was a wind of death, of cold, of nothing. 

 Aelin. 

He  had  no  voice  here,  but  he  spoke  her  name.  Threw  it  across  the  gulf

between them. 

Slowly, she turned to him. 

It was her face—or it would be in a few years. When she Settled. 

But it wasn’t the slightly older features that knocked the breath from him. 

It was the hand on her rounded belly. 

She  stared  toward  him,  hair  still  flowing.  Behind  her,  four  small  figures

emerged. 

Rowan fell to his knees. 

The tallest: a girl with golden hair and pine-green eyes, solemn-faced and as

proud as her mother. The boy beside her, nearly her height, smiled at him, warm

and  bright,  his  Ashryver  eyes  near-glowing  beneath  his  cap  of  silver  hair.  The boy next to him, silver-haired and green-eyed, might as well have been Rowan’s

twin. And the smallest girl, clinging to her mother’s legs … A fine-boned, silver-

haired child, little more than a babe, her blue eyes harking back to a lineage he

did not know. 

Children. His children. Their children. 

With another mere weeks from being born. 

His family. 

The family he might have, the future he might have. The most beautiful thing

he’d ever seen. 

 Aelin. 

Their  children  pressed  closer  to  her,  the  eldest  girl  peering  up  to  Aelin  in warning. 
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Rowan felt it then. A lethal, mighty black wind sweeping for them. 

He tried to scream. Tried to get off his knees, to find some way to them. 

But the black wind roared in, ripping and tearing everything in its path. 

They were still staring at him as it swept them away, too. 

Until only dust and shadow remained. 

Rowan  jerked  awake,  his  heart  a  frantic  beat  as  his  body  bellowed  to   move,  to fight. 

But there was nothing and no one to fight here, in this dusty field beneath the

stars. 

A dream. That same dream. 

He rubbed at his face, sitting up on his bedroll. The horses dozed, no sign of

distress.  Gavriel  kept  watch  in  mountain-lion  form  just  beyond  the  light  of  the fire, his eyes gleaming in the dark. Elide and Lorcan didn’t stir from their heavy

slumber. 

Rowan scanned the position of the stars. Only a few hours until dawn. 

And then to Akkadia—to that land of scrub and sand. 

While  Elide  and  Lorcan  had  debated  where  to  go,  he’d  weighed  it  himself. 

Whether to fly to Doranelle alone and risk losing precious days in what might be

a fool’s search. 

Had  Vaughan  been  with  them,  had  Vaughan  been  freed,  he  might  have

dispatched the warrior in his osprey form to Doranelle while they continued on

to Akkadia. 

Rowan  again  considered  it.  If  he  pushed  his  magic,  harnessed  the  winds  to

him, the two weeks it would take to reach Doranelle could be done in days. But

if he somehow did find Aelin … He’d waged enough battles to know he’d need

Lorcan and Gavriel’s strength before things were over. That he might jeopardize

Aelin in trying to free her without their help. Which would mean flying  back to

them, then making the agonizingly slow trip northward. 

And with Akkadia so close, the wiser choice was to search there first. In case

the commander today had spoken true. And if what they learned in Akkadia led

them to Doranelle, then to Doranelle they would go. Together. 

Even if it went against every instinct as her mate. Her husband. Even if every

day,  every  hour,  that  Aelin  spent  in  Maeve’s  clutches  was  likely  bringing  her more suffering than he could stand to consider. 

So  they’d  travel  to  Akkadia.  Within  a  few  days,  they’d  enter  the  flat  plains, and  then  the  distant  dried  hills  beyond.  Once  the  winter  rains  began,  the  plain would  be  green,  lush—but  after  the  scorching  summer,  the  lands  were  still

brown and wheat-colored, water scarce. 

He’d  ensure  they  stocked  up  at  the  next  river.  Enough  for  the  horses,  too. 

Food  might  be  in  short  supply,  but  there  was  game  to  be  found  on  the  plains. 

Scrawny  rabbits  and  small,  furred  things  that  burrowed  in  the  cracked  earth. 

Precisely the sort of food Aelin would cringe to eat. 

Gavriel noticed the movement at their camp and padded over, massive paws

silent even on the bone-dry grass. Tawny, inquisitive eyes blinked at him. 

Rowan  shook  his  head  at  the  unspoken  question.  “Get  some  sleep.  I’ll  take

over.” 

Gavriel angled his head in a gesture Rowan knew meant,  Are you all right? 

Strange—it was still strange to work with the Lion, with Lorcan, without the

bonds of Maeve’s oath binding them to do so. To know that they were here by

choice. 

What it now made them, Rowan wasn’t entirely certain. 

Rowan  ignored  Gavriel’s  silent  inquiry  and  stared  into  the  dwindling  fire. 

“Get some rest while you can.” 

Gavriel didn’t object as he prowled to his bedroll, and plopped onto it with a

feline sigh. 

Rowan  suppressed  the  twinge  of  guilt.  He’d  been  pushing  them  hard.  They

hadn’t complained, hadn’t asked him to slow the grueling pace he’d set. 

He’d felt nothing in the bond since that day on the beach. Nothing. 

She wasn’t dead, because the bond still existed, yet … it was silent. 

He’d puzzled over it during the long hours they’d traveled, during his hours

on watch. Even the hours when he should have been sleeping. 

He hadn’t felt pain in the bond that day in Eyllwe. He’d felt it when Dorian

Havilliard  had  stabbed  her  in  the  glass  castle,  had  felt  the  bond—what  he’d  so stupidly  thought  was  the   carranam  bond  between  them—stretching  to  the

breaking point as she’d come so, so close to death. 

Yet that day on the beach, when Maeve had attacked her, then had Cairn  whip

her—

Rowan clenched his jaw hard enough to hurt, even as his stomach roiled. He

glanced to Goldryn, lying beside him on the bedroll. 

Gently, he set the blade before him, staring into the ruby in the center of its

hilt, the stone smoldering in the firelight. 

Aelin had felt the arrow he’d received during the fight with Manon at Temis’s

temple.  Or  enough  of  a  jolt  that  she’d  known,  in  that  moment,  that  they  were mates. 

Yet he hadn’t felt anything at all that day on the beach. 

He had a feeling he knew the answer. Knew that Maeve was likely the cause

of it, the damper on what was between them. She’d gone into his head to trick

him  into  thinking  Lyria  was  his  mate,  had  fooled  the  very  instincts  that  made him a Fae male. It wouldn’t be beyond her powers to find a way to stifle what

was between him and Aelin, to keep him from knowing that she’d been in such

danger, and now to keep him from finding her. 

But  he  should  have  known.  About  Aelin.  Shouldn’t  have  waited  to  get  the

wyverns  and  the  others.  Should  have  flown  right  to  the  beach,  and  not  wasted those precious minutes. 

Mate. His mate. 

He should have known about that, too. Even if rage and grief had turned him

into  a  miserable  bastard,  he  should  have  known  who  she  was,  what  she  was, 

from  the  moment  he’d  bitten  her  at  Mistward,  unable  to  stop  the  urge  to  claim her. The moment her blood had landed on his tongue and it had  sung to him, and

then refused to leave him alone, its taste lingering for months. 

Instead,  they’d  brawled.  He’d  let  them  brawl,  so  lost  in  his  anger  and  ice. 

She’d been just as raging as he, and had spat such a hateful, unspeakable thing

that he’d treated her like any of the males and females who had been under his

command  and  mouthed  off,  but  those  early  days  still  haunted  him.  Though

Rowan knew that if he ever mentioned the brawling they’d done with a lick of

shame, Aelin would curse him for a fool. 

He didn’t know what to do about the tattoo down his face, his neck and arm. 

The lie it told of his loss, and the truth it revealed of his blindness. 

He’d come to love Lyria—that had been true. And the guilt of it ate him alive

whenever he thought of it, but he could understand now. Why Lyria had been so

frightened of him for those initial months, why it had been so damn hard to court

her, even with that mating bond, its truth unknown to Lyria as well. She had been

gentle,  and  quiet,  and  kind.  A  different  sort  of  strength,  yes,  but  not  what  he might have chosen for himself. 

He hated himself for thinking it. 

Even as the rage consumed him at the thought, at what had been stolen from

him. From Lyria, too. Aelin had been his, and he had been hers, from the start. 

Longer than that. And Maeve had thought to break them, break  her to get what

she wanted. 

He  wouldn’t  let  that  go  unpunished.  Just  as  he  could  not  forget  that  Lyria, regardless  of  what  truly  existed  between  them,  had  been  carrying  their  child

when Maeve had sent those enemy forces to his mountain home. He would never

forgive that. 

 I will kill you, Aelin had said when she’d heard what Maeve had done. How

badly  Maeve  had  manipulated  him,  shattered  him—and  destroyed  Lyria.  Elide

had told him every word of the encounter, over and over.  I will kill you. 

Rowan stared into the burning heart of Goldryn’s ruby. 

He prayed that fire, that rage, had not broken. He knew how many days it had

been, knew who Maeve had promised would oversee the torture. Knew the odds

were  stacked  against  her.  He’d  spent  two  weeks  strapped  on  an  enemy’s  table. 

Still bore the scar on his arm from one of their more creative devices. 

Hurry. They had to hurry. 

Rowan leaned forward, resting his brow against Goldryn’s hilt. The metal was

warm, as if it still held a whisper of its bearer’s flame. 

He had not set foot in Akkadia since that last, horrible war. Though he’d led

Fae and mortal soldiers alike to victory, he’d never had any desire to see it again. 

But to Akkadia they would go. 

And  if  he  found  her,  if  he  freed  her  …  Rowan  did  not  let  himself  think

beyond that. 

To the other truth that they would face, the other burden.  Tell Rowan that I’m

 sorry I lied. But tell him it was all borrowed time anyway. Even before today, I

 knew it was all just borrowed time, but I still wish we’d had more of it. 

He refused to accept that. Would never accept that she would be the ultimate

cost to end this, to save their world. 

Rowan scanned the blanket of stars overhead. 

While  all  other  constellations  had  wheeled  past,  the  Lord  of  the  North

remained,  the  immortal  star  between  his  antlers  pointing  the  way  home.  To

Terrasen. 

 Tell  him  he  has  to  fight.  He must  save  Terrasen,  and  remember  the  vows  he made to me. 

Time was not on their side, not with Maeve, not with the war unleashing itself

back  on  their  own  continent.  But  he  had  no  intention  of  returning  without  her, parting  request  or  no,  regardless  of  the  oaths  he’d  sworn  upon  marrying  her  to guard and rule Terrasen. 

 And tell him thank you—for walking that dark path with me back to the light. 

It  had  been  his  honor.  From  the  very  beginning,  it  had  been  his  honor,  the greatest of his immortal life. 

An immortal life they would share together—somehow. He’d allow no other

alternative. 

Rowan silently swore it to the stars. 

He could have sworn the Lord of the North flickered in response. 

CHAPTER 6

The  winter  winds  off  the  rough  waves  had  chilled  Chaol  Westfall  from  the

moment  he’d  emerged  from  his  quarters  belowdecks.  Even  with  his  thick  blue

cloak, the damp cold seeped into his bones, and now, as he scanned the water, it

seemed the heavy cloud cover wasn’t likely to break anytime soon. Winter was

creeping over the continent, as surely as Morath’s legions. 

The  brisk  dawn  had  revealed  nothing,  only  the  roiling  seas  and  the  stoic

sailors and soldiers  who had kept  this ship traveling  swiftly northward. Behind

them,  flanking  them,  half  of  the  khagan’s  fleet  followed.  The  other  half  still lingered  in  the  southern  continent  as  the  rest  of  the  mighty  empire’s  armada rallied. They’d only be a few weeks behind if the weather held. 

Chaol sent a prayer on the briny, icy wind that it would. For despite the size

of the fleet gathered behind him, and despite the thousand ruk riders who were

just taking to the skies from their roosts on the ships for morning hunts over the

waves, it might still not be enough against Morath. 

And  they  might  not  arrive  fast  enough  for  that  army  to  make  a  difference

anyway. 

Three  weeks  of  sailing  had  brought  them  little  news  of  the  host  his  friends had assembled and supposedly brought to Terrasen, and they’d kept far enough

from  the  coast  to  avoid  any  enemy  ships—or  wyverns.  But  that  would  change

today. 

A  delicate,  warm  arm  looped  through  his,  and  a  head  of  brown-gold  hair

leaned against his shoulder. “It’s freezing out here,” Yrene murmured, scowling

at the wind-whipped waves. 

Chaol pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “The cold builds character.” 

She huffed a laugh, the steam of her breath torn away by the wind. “Spoken

like a man from the North.” 

Chaol slid his arm around her shoulders, tucking her into his side. “Am I not

keeping you warm enough these days, wife?” 

Yrene blushed, and elbowed him in the ribs. “Cad.” 

Over  a  month  later,  and  he  was  still  marveling  at  the  word:   wife.  At  the woman by his side, who had healed his fractured and weary soul. 

His  spine  was  secondary  to  that.  He’d  spent  these  long  days  on  the  ship

practicing how he might fight—whether by horseback or with a cane or from his

wheeled  chair—during  the  times  when  Yrene’s  power  became  drained  enough

that  the  life-bond  between  them  stretched  thin  and  the  injury  took  over  once more. 

His  spine  hadn’t  healed,  not  truly.  It  never  would.  It  had  been  the  cost  of saving his life after a Valg princess had taken him to death’s threshold. Yet it did

not feel like a cost too steeply paid. 

It had never been a burden—the chair, the injury. It would not be now. 

But the other part of that bargain with the goddess who had guided Yrene her

entire  life,  who  had  brought  her  to  Antica’s  shores  and  now  back  to  their  own continent … that part scared the hell out of him. 

If he died, Yrene went as well. 

To funnel her healing power into him so he might walk when her magic was

not too drained, their very lives had been entwined. 

So if he fell in battle against Morath’s legions … It would not be just his own

life lost. 

“You’re thinking too hard.” Yrene frowned up at him. “What is it?” 

Chaol jerked his chin toward the ship sailing nearest their own. On its stern, 

two  ruks,  one  golden  and  one  reddish  brown,  stood  at  attention.  Both  were

already saddled, though there was no sign of Kadara’s or Salkhi’s riders. 

“I can’t tell if you’re motioning to the ruks or the fact that Nesryn and Sartaq

are smart enough to remain in bed on a morning like this.”  As we should be, her

golden-brown eyes added tartly. 

It  was  Chaol’s  turn  to  nudge  her  with  an  elbow.  “You’re  the  one  who  woke

 me up this morning, you know.” He brushed a kiss to the column of her neck, a

precise reminder of how, exactly, Yrene had awoken him. And what they’d spent

a good hour around dawn doing. 

Just the warmed silk of her skin against his lips was enough to heat his chilled

bones. “We can go back to bed, if you want,” he murmured. 

Yrene let out a soft, breathless sound that had his hands aching to roam along

her  bundled-up  body.  Even  with  time  pressing  upon  them,  hurrying  them

northward, he’d loved learning all her sounds—loved coaxing them from her. 

But Chaol drew his head away from the crook of her neck to gesture again to

the  ruks.  “They’re  heading  on  a  scouting  mission  soon.”  He’d  bet  that  Nesryn and the khagan’s newly crowned Heir were currently buckling on weapons and

layers.  “We’ve  sailed  far  enough  north  that  we  need  information  on  where  to

moor.”  So  they  could  decide  where,  exactly,  to  dock  the  armada  and  march

inland as quickly as possible. 

If Rifthold was still held by Erawan and the Ironteeth legions, then sailing the

armada  up  the  Avery  and  marching  northward  into  Terrasen  would  be  unwise. 

But the Valg king might very well have forces lying in wait at any point ahead. 

Not  to  mention  Queen  Maeve’s  fleet,  which  had  vanished  after  her  battle  with Aelin and mercifully remained unaccounted for. 

By  their  captain’s  calculations,  they  were  just  nearing  the  border  Fenharrow

shared with Adarlan. So they needed to decide where, exactly, they were sailing

 to. As swiftly as possible. 

They’d already lost precious time skirting the Dead Islands, despite the news

that they once more belonged to Captain Rolfe. Word had likely already reached

Morath  about  their  journey,  but  there  was  no  need  to  proclaim  their  exact

location. 
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But their secrecy had cost them: he’d had no news on Dorian’s location. Not a

whisper as to whether he had gone north with Aelin and the fleet she’d gathered

from several kingdoms. Chaol could only pray that Dorian had, and that his king

remained safe. 

Yrene  studied  the  two  ruks  on  the  nearby  ship.  “How  many  scouts  are

going?” 

“Just them.” 

Yrene’s eyes flared with warning. 

“Easier for smaller numbers to stay hidden.” Chaol pointed to the sky. “The

cloud cover today makes it ideal for scouting, too.” When the worry in her face

didn’t abate, he added, “We will have to fight in this war at some point, Yrene.” 

How many lives did Erawan claim for every day that they delayed? 

“I know.” She clasped the silver locket at her neck. He’d given it to her, had a

master  engraver  carve  the  mountains  and  seas  onto  the  surface.  Inside,  it  still bore the note Aelin Galathynius had left her years ago, when his wife worked as

a barmaid in a backwater port, and the queen lived as an assassin under another

name. “I just … I know it’s foolish, but I somehow didn’t think it would come

upon us this quickly.” 

He’d hardly call these weeks at sea quick, but he understood what she meant. 

“These last days will be the longest yet.” 

Yrene nestled into his side, her arm going around his waist. “I need to check

on the supplies. I’ll get Borte to fly me over to Hasar’s ship.” 

Arcas,  the  fierce  ruk  rider’s  mount,  was  still  dozing  where  he  slept  on  the stern. “You might have to wait awhile for that.” 

Indeed,  they’d  both  learned  these  weeks   not  to  disturb  either  ruk  or  rider while they were sleeping. Gods help them if Borte and Aelin ever met. 

Yrene smiled, and lifted her hands to cup his face. Her clear eyes scanned his. 

“I love you,” she said softly. 

Chaol lowered his brow until it rested against hers. “Tell me that when we’re


knee-deep in freezing mud, will you?” 

She snorted, but made no move to pull away. Neither did he. 

So brow to brow and soul to soul, they stood there amid the bitter wind and

lashing waves, and waited to see what the ruks might discover. 

She’d forgotten how damn cold it was in the North. 

Even  while  living  amongst  the  ruk  riders  in  the  Tavan  Mountains,  Nesryn

Faliq had never been this frozen through. 

And winter had not fully descended. 

Yet  Salkhi  showed  no  hint  that  the  cold  affected  him  as  they  rushed  over

cloud  and  sea.  But  that  might  also  be  because  Kadara  flew  beside  him,  the

golden ruk unfaltering in the bitter wind. 

A soft spot—her ruk had developed a soft spot and an undimming admiration

for Sartaq’s mount. Though Nesryn supposed the same could be said about her

and the ruk’s rider. 

Nesryn tore her eyes from the swirling gray clouds and glanced to the rider at her left. 

His shorn hair had grown out—barely. Just enough to be braided back against

the wind. 

Sensing her attention, the Heir to the khaganate signaled,  All is well? 

Nesryn  blushed  despite  the  cold,  but  signaled  back,  her  numbed  fingers

clumsy over the symbols.  All clear. 

A  blushing  schoolgirl.  That’s  what  she  became  around  the  prince,  no  matter

the fact that they’d been sharing a bed these weeks, or what he’d promised for

their future. 

To rule beside him. As the future empress of the khaganate. 

It  was  absurd,  of  course.  The  idea  of  her  dressed  like  his  mother,  in  those sweeping, beautiful robes and grand headdresses … No, she was better suited to

the  rukhin  leathers,  to  the  weight  of  steel,  not  jewels.  She’d  said  as  much  to Sartaq. Many times. 

He’d laughed her off. Had said she might walk around the palace naked if she

wished. What she wore or didn’t wear wouldn’t bother him in the least. 

But  it  was  still  a  ridiculous  notion.  One  the  prince  seemed  to  think  was  the only course for their future. He’d staked his crown on it, had told his father that

if being prince meant not being with her, then he’d walk away from the throne. 

The khagan had offered him the title of Heir instead. 

Before  they’d  left,  his  siblings  had  not  seemed  angered  by  it,  though  they’d spent their entire lives vying to be crowned their father’s Heir. Even Hasar, who

sailed  with  them,  had  refrained  from  her  usual,  sharp-tongued  comments. 

Whether Kashin, Arghun, or Duva—all still in Antica, with Kashin promised to

sail with the rest of his father’s forces—had changed their minds about Sartaq’s

appointment, Nesryn didn’t know. 

A flutter of activity to her right had her steering Salkhi after it. 

Falkan  Ennar,  shape-shifter  and  merchant-turned-rukhin-spy,  had  taken  a

falcon’s  form  this  morning,  and  wielded  the  creature’s  remarkable  speed  to  fly ahead. He must have seen something, for he now banked and swept past them, 

then soared inland again.  Follow, he seemed to say. 

Sailing to Terrasen was still an option, depending on what they found today

along the coast. Whether Lysandra might be there, if she might still be alive, was

another matter entirely. 

Falkan  had  sworn  that  his  fortune,  his  properties,  would  be  her  inheritance

well before he knew that she’d survived childhood, or received his family’s gifts. 

A strange family from the Wastes, who’d spread across the continent, his brother

ending up in Adarlan long enough to sire Lysandra and abandon her mother. 

But  Falkan  had  not  spoken  of  those  desires  since  they’d  left  the  Tavan

Mountains, and had instead dedicated himself to helping in whatever manner he

could:  scouting,  mostly.  But  a  time  would  soon  come  when  they’d  need  his

further assistance, as they had against the  kharankui in the Dagul Fells. 

Perhaps  as  vital  as  the  army  they’d  brought  with  them  was  the  information

they’d  gleaned  there.  That  Maeve  was  not  a  Fae  Queen  at  all,  but  a  Valg imposter.  An  ancient  Valg  queen,  who  had  infiltrated  Doranelle  at  the  dawn  of time,  ripping  into  the  two  sister-queens’  minds  and  convincing  them  that  they had an elder sister. 

Perhaps  the  knowledge  would  bring  about  nothing  in  this  war.  But  it  might

shift it in some way. To know that another enemy lurked at their backs. And that

Maeve  had  fled  to  Erilea  to  escape  the  Valg  king  she’d  wed,  brother  to  two others—who  in  turn  had  sundered  the  Wyrdkeys  from  the  gate,  and  ripped

through worlds to find her. 

That the three Valg kings had broken into this world only to be halted here, 

unaware that their prey now lurked on a throne in Doranelle, had been a strange

twist of fate. Only Erawan remained here of those three kings, brother to Orcus, 

Maeve’s husband. What would he pay to know who she truly was? 

It was a question, perhaps, for others to ponder. To consider how to wield. 

Falkan  dropped  into  a  swooping  dive  through  the  cloud  cover,  and  Nesryn

followed. 

Cold,  misty  air  ripped  at  her,  but  Nesryn  leaned  into  the  descent,  Salkhi

trailing  Falkan  without  command.  For  a  minute,  only  clouds  flowed  past,  and

then—

White cliffs rose from the gray waves, and beyond them dried grasses spread

in the last of Fenharrow’s northernmost plains. 

Falkan soared toward the shore, checking his speed so he didn’t lose them. 

Kadara kept pace with them easily, and they flew in silence as the coast grew

clearer. 

The grasses on the plains weren’t winter-dried. They’d been burned. And the

trees, barren of leaves, were little more than husks. 

On  the  horizon,  plumes  of  smoke  stained  the  winter  sky.  Too  many  and  too

great to be farmers scorching the last of the crops to fertilize the soil. 

Nesryn signaled to Sartaq,  I’m taking a closer look. 

The prince signaled back,  Skim the clouds, but don’t get below them. 

Nesryn nodded, and she and her ruk disappeared into the thin bottom layer of

the clouds. Through occasional gaps, glimpses of the charred land flashed below. 

Villages  and  farmsteads:  gone.  As  if  a  force  had  swept  in  from  the  sea  and razed everything in its path. 

But there had been no armada camped by the shore. No, this army had been

on foot. 

Keeping just within the veil of clouds, Nesryn and Sartaq crossed the land. 

Her  heart  pounded,  faster  and  faster,  with  every  league  of  seared,  barren

landscape they covered. No signs of an opposing army or ongoing battles. 

They’d burned it for their own sick enjoyment. 

Nesryn  marked  the  land,  the  features  she  could  make  out.  They’d  indeed

barely crossed over Fenharrow’s borders, Adarlan a sprawl to the north. 

But  inland,  growing  closer  with  each  league,  an  army  marched.  It  stretched

for miles and miles, black and writhing. 
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The might of Morath. Or some terrible fraction of it, sent to instill terror and

destruction before the final wave. 

Sartaq signaled,  A band of soldiers below. 

Nesryn  peered  over  Salkhi’s  wing,  the  drop  merciless,  and  beheld  a  small

group  of  soldiers  in  dark  armor  wending  through  the  trees—an  offshoot  of  the teeming mass far ahead. As if they had been sent to hunt down any survivors. 

Nesryn’s jaw clenched, and she signaled back to the prince,  Let’s go. 

Not back to the ships. But to the six soldiers, beginning the long return trek to

their host. 

Nesryn and Salkhi plummeted through the sky, Sartaq a blur on her left. 

The  band  of  soldiers  didn’t  have  the  chance  to  shout  before  Nesryn  and

Sartaq were upon them. 

Lady Yrene Westfall, formerly Yrene Towers, had counted the supplies about six

times now. Every boat was full of them, yet Princess Hasar’s ship, the personal

escort to the Healer on High, held the most vital mix of tonics and salves. Many

had  been  crafted  prior  to  sailing  from  Antica,  but  Yrene  and  the  other  healers who  had  accompanied  the  army  had  spent  long  hours  concocting  them  as  best

they could on board. 

In the dim hold, Yrene steadied her feet against the rocking of the waves and

closed the lid on the crate of salve tins, jotting down the number on the piece of

paper she’d brought with her. 

“The  same  number  as  two  days  ago,”  an  old  voice  clucked  from  the  stairs. 

Hafiza,  the  Healer  on  High,  sat  on  the  wooden  steps,  hands  resting  atop  the heavy wool skirt covering her skinny knees. “What do you worry will happen to

them, Yrene?” 

Yrene flicked her braid over a shoulder. “I wanted to make sure I’d counted

right.” 

“Again.” 

Yrene pocketed the piece of parchment and swept up her fur-lined cloak from

where  she’d  tossed  it  over  a  crate.  “When  we’re  on  the  battlefields,  keeping stock of our supplies—” 

“Will be vital, yes, but also impossible. When we’re on the battlefields, girl, 

you’ll be lucky if you can even  find one of these tins amid the chaos.” 

“That’s what I’m trying to avoid.” 

The Healer on High offered her a sympathetic sigh. “People will die, Yrene. 

In  horrible,  painful  ways,  they  will  die,  and  even  you  and  I  will  not  be  able  to save them.” 

Yrene swallowed. “I know that.” If they did not hurry, did not make landfall

soon  and  discover  where  the  khagan’s  army  would  march,  how  many  more

would perish? 

The  ancient  woman’s  knowing  look  didn’t  fade.  Always,  from  the  first

moment  Yrene  had  laid  eyes  on  Hafiza,  she  had  emanated  this  calm,  this

reassurance.  The  thought  of  the  Healer  on  High  on  those  bloody  battlefields

made Yrene’s stomach churn. Even if this sort of thing was precisely why they had come, why they trained in the first place. 

But  that  was  without  the  matter  of  the  Valg,  squatting  in  human  hosts  like

parasites. Valg who would kill them immediately if they knew what the healers

planned to do. 

What Yrene planned to do to any Valg who crossed her path. 

“The salves are made, Yrene.” Hafiza groaned as she rose from her perch on

the  steps  and  adjusted  the  lapels  of  her  thick  woolen  jacket—cut  and

embroidered  in  the  style  of  the  Darghan  riders.  A  gift  from  the  last  visit  the Healer on High had made to the steppes, when she’d taken Yrene along with her. 

“They  are  counted.  There  are  no  more  supplies  with  which  to  make  them,  not

until we reach land and can see what might be used there.” 

Yrene clutched her cloak to her chest. “I need to be doing  something.” 

The  Healer  on  High  patted  the  railing.  “You  will,  Yrene.  Soon  enough,  you

will.” 

Hafiza ascended the stairs with that, leaving Yrene in the hold amid the stacks

of crates. 

She  didn’t  tell  the  Healer  on  High  that  she  wasn’t  entirely  sure  how  much

longer  she’d  be  a  help—not  yet.  Hadn’t  whispered  a  word  of  that  doubt  to

anyone, even Chaol. 

Yrene’s hand drifted across her abdomen and lingered. 

CHAPTER 7

Morath. The final key was at Morath. 

The knowledge hung over Dorian through the night, keeping him from sleep. 

When he did doze, he awoke with a hand at his neck, grasping for a collar that

was not there. 

He had to find some way to go. Some way to reach it. 

Since Manon would undoubtedly be unwilling to take him. Even if she’d been

the  one  who’d  suggested  he  might  be  able  to  take  Aelin’s  place  to  forge  the Lock. 

The  Thirteen  had  barely  escaped  Morath—they  were  in  no  hurry  to  return. 

Not  when  their  task  in  finding  the  Crochans  had  become  so  vital.  Not  when

Erawan might very well sense their arrival before they neared the keep. 

Gavin had claimed the path would find him here, in this camp. But finding a

way  to  convince  the  Thirteen  to  remain,  when  instinct  and  urgency  compelled

them to move on … that might prove as impossible a task as attaining the third

Wyrdkey. 

Their  camp  stirred  in  the  gray  light  of  dawn,  and  Dorian  gave  up  on  sleep. 

Rising,  he  found  Manon’s  bedroll  packed,  and  the  witch  herself  standing  with

Asterin  and  Sorrel  by  their  mounts.  It  was  that  trio  he’d  have  to  convince  to remain—somehow. 

Already waiting near the mouth of the pass, the other wyverns shifted as they

readied for the unbearably cold flight. 

Another  day,  another  hunt  for  a  clan  of  witches  who  had  no  desire  to  be

found. And would likely have little desire to join this war. 

“We move out in five minutes.” Sorrel’s rocky voice carried across the camp. 

Convincing would have to wait, then. Delaying it was. 

Within  three  minutes,  the  fire  was  out  and  weapons  were  donned,  bedrolls

bound to saddles and needs seen to before the long day of flying. 

Buckling on Damaris, Dorian aimed for Manon, the witch standing with that

preternatural  stillness.  Beautiful,  even  here  in  the  blasted  snow,  a  shaggy  goat pelt slung over her shoulders. As he neared, her eyes met his in a flash of burnt

gold. 

Asterin gave him a wicked grin. “Morning, Your Majesty.” 

Dorian  inclined  his  head.  “Where  are  we  wandering  today?”  He  knew  the

casual words didn’t quite meet his eyes. 

“We were just debating it,” Sorrel answered, the Third’s face stony but open. 

Behind them, Vesta swore as the buckle on her saddle came undone. Dorian

didn’t dare to look, to confirm that the invisible hands of his magic had worked. 

“We already searched north of here,” Asterin said. “Let’s keep heading south

—make it to the end of the Fangs before we backtrack.” 

“They might not even be in the mountains,” Sorrel countered. “We’ve hunted

them in the lowlands in decades past.” 

Manon listened with a cool, unruffled expression. As she did every morning. 

Weighing their words, listening to the wind that sang to her. 

Imogen’s  saddlebag  snapped  free  of  its  tether.  The  witch  hissed  as  she

dismounted  to  retie  it.  How  long  these  little  delays  could  keep  them  here,  he didn’t know. Not indefinitely. 

“If  we  abandon  these  mountains,”  Asterin  argued,  “then  we’ll  be  far  more

trackable  in  the  open  lands.  Both  our  enemies  and  the  Crochans  will  spot  us before we ever find them.” 

“It’d be warmer,” Sorrel grumbled. “Eyllwe would be a hell of a lot warmer.” 

Apparently, even immortal witches with steel in their veins could grow tired

of the leeching cold. 

But  to  go  so  far  south,  into  Eyllwe,  when  they  were  still  near  enough  to

Morath … Manon seemed to consider that, too. Her eyes dipped to his jacket. To

the keys within, as if she could sense their pulsing whisper, their slide against his

power. All that lay between Erawan and his dominion over Erilea. To bring them

within a hundred miles of Morath … No, she’d never allow it. 

Dorian  kept  his  face  blandly  pleasant,  a  hand  resting  on  the  eye-shaped

pommel of Damaris. “This camp has no clues about where they went?” 

He knew they hadn’t the faintest notion. Knew it, but waited for their answer

anyway, trying not to grip Damaris’s pommel too hard. 

“No,” Manon said with a hint of a growl. 

Yet  Damaris  gave  no  answer  beyond  a  faint  warmth  in  the  metal.  He  didn’t

know what he’d expected: some verifying hum of power, a confirming voice in

his mind. 

Certainly not the unimpressive whisper of heat. 

Heat for truth; likely cold for lies. But—at least Gavin had spoken true about

the blade. He shouldn’t have doubted it, considering the god Gavin still honored. 

Holding his stare with that relentless, predatory focus, Manon gave the order

to move out. Northward. 

Away from Morath. Dorian opened his mouth, casting for anything to say, do, 

to delay this departure. Short of snapping a wyvern’s wing, there was nothing—

The witches turned toward the wyverns, where Dorian would ride with one of

the  sentinels  for  the  next  leg  of  this  endless  hunt.  But  Abraxos  roared,  lunging for Manon with a snap of teeth. 

As Manon whirled, Dorian’s magic surged, already lashing at the unseen foe. 

A mighty white bear had risen from the snow behind her. 

Teeth flashing, it brought down its massive paw. Manon ducked, rolling to the

side, and Dorian hurled out a wall of his magic—wind and ice. 

The  bear  was  blasted  back,  hitting  the  snow  with  an  icy  thump.  It  was

instantly up again, racing for Manon. Only Manon. 

Half a thought had Dorian flinging invisible hands to halt the beast. Just as it
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collided with his magic, snow spraying, light flashed. 

He knew that light. A shifter. 

But it was not Lysandra who emerged from the bear’s perfectly camouflaged

hide. 

No, the thing that came out of the bear was made of nightmares. 

A spider. A great, stygian spider, big as a horse and black as night. 

Its  many  eyes  narrowed  on  Manon,  pincers  clicking,  as  it  hissed, 

“Blackbeak.” 

The  stygian  spider  had  found  her,  somehow.  After  all  these  months,  after  the thousands of leagues Manon had traveled over sky and earth and sea, the spider

from whom she’d stolen the silk to reinforce Abraxos’s wings had found her. 

But the spider had not anticipated the Thirteen. Or the power of the King of

Adarlan. 

Manon drew Wind-Cleaver as Dorian held the spider in place with his magic, 

the  king  showing  little  signs  of  strain.  Powerful—he  grew  more  powerful  each

day. 

The Thirteen closed ranks, weapons gleaming in the blinding sun and snow, 

the wyverns forming a wall of leathery hides and claws behind them. 

Manon  stalked  a  few  steps  closer  to  those  twitching  pincers.  “You’re  a  long

way from the Ruhnns, sister.” 

The spider hissed. “You were not so very hard to find, despite it.” 

“You know this beast?” Asterin asked, prowling to Manon’s side. 

Manon’s  mouth  curled  in  a  cruel  smile.  “She  donated  the  Spidersilk  for

Abraxos’s wings.” 

The spider snarled. “You  stole my silk, and shoved me and my weavers off a

cliff—” 

“How is it that you can shape-shift?” Dorian asked, still pinning the spider in

place  as  he  approached  Manon’s  other  side,  one  hand  gripping  the  hilt  of  his ancient  sword.  “The  legends  make  no  mention  of  that.”  Curiosity  indeed

brightened on his face. She supposed the white line through his golden skin on

his throat was proof that he’d dealt with far worse. And supposed that whatever

bond lay between them was also proof he had little fear of pain or death. 

A good trait for a witch, yes. But in a mortal? It would likely wind up getting

him killed. 

Perhaps it was not a lack of fear, but rather a lack of … of whatever mortals

deemed vital to their souls. Ripped from him by his father. And that Valg demon. 

The  spider  seethed.  “I  took  two  decades  from  a  young  merchant’s  life  in

exchange  for  my  silk.  The  gift  of  his  shifting  flowed  through  his  life  force—

some of it, at least.” All those eyes narrowed on Manon. “He willingly paid the

price.” 

“Kill her, and be done with it,” Asterin murmured. 

The spider recoiled as much as the king’s invisible leash would allow. “I had

no idea our sisters had become so cowardly, if they now require magic to skewer
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us like pigs.” 

Manon lifted Wind-Cleaver, contemplating where between the spider’s many

eyes to plunge the blade. “Shall we see if you squeal like one when I do?” 

“Coward,” the spider spat. “Release me, and we’ll end this the old way.” 

Manon  debated  it.  Then  shrugged.  “I  shall  keep  this  painless.  Consider  that

my debt owed to you.” Sucking in a breath, Manon readied for the blow—

“Wait.” The spider breathed the word. “Wait.” 

“From insults to pleading,” Asterin murmured. “Who is spineless now?” 

The  spider  ignored  the  Second,  her  depthless  eyes  devouring  Manon,  then

Dorian. “Do you know what moves in the South? What horrors gather?” 

“Old news,” Vesta said, snorting. 

“How do you think I found you?” the spider asked. Manon stilled. “So many

possessions left at Morath. Your scents all over them.” 

If the spider had found them here that easily, they had to move out. Now. 

The  spider  hissed,  “Shall  I  tell  you  what  I  spied  a  mere  fifty  miles  south  of here?  Who  I  saw,  Blackbeak?”  Manon  stiffened.  “Crochans,”  the  spider  said, 

then sighed deeply. Hungrily. 

Manon blinked. Just once. The Thirteen had gone equally still. Asterin asked, 

“You’ve seen the Crochans?” 

The  spider’s  massive  head  bobbed  in  a  nod  before  she  sighed  again.  “The

Crochans  always  tasted  of  what  I  imagine  summer  wine  to  be  like.  What

 chocolate, as you call it, would taste like.” 

“Where,” Manon demanded. 

The  spider  named  the  location—vague  and  unfamiliar.  “I  will  show  you

where,” she said. “I will guide you.” 

“It could be a trap,” Sorrel said. 

“It’s not,” Dorian said, his hand still on the hilt of his sword. Manon studied

the  clarity  of  his  eyes,  the  squared  shoulders.  The  pitiless  face,  yet  inquisitive angle to his head. “Let’s see if her information holds true—and decide her fate

afterward.” 

Manon blurted, “What.” The Thirteen shifted at the denied kill. 

Dorian  jerked  his  chin  to  the  shuddering  spider.  “Don’t  kill  her.  Not  yet. 

There’s more she might know beyond the Crochans’ whereabouts.” 

The spider hissed, “I do not need a boy’s mercy—” 

“It is a king’s mercy you receive,” Dorian said coldly, “and I’d suggest being

quiet  long  enough  to  receive  it.”  Rarely,  so  rarely  did  Manon  hear  that  voice from him, the tone that sent a thrill through her blood and bones. A king’s voice. 

But he was not her king. He was not the coven leader of the Thirteen. “We let

her live and she’ll sell us to the highest bidder.” 

Dorian’s  sapphire  eyes  churned,  the  hand  on  his  sword  tightening.  Manon

tensed  at  that  contemplative,  cold  stare.  The  hint  of  the  calculating  predator beneath  the  king’s  handsome  face.  He  only  said  to  the  spider,  “You  mastered

shape-shifting in a matter of months, it seems.” 

A path would find him here, Gavin had said. 

A path into Morath. Not a physical road, not a course of travel, but this. 

The  unholy  terror  remained  quiet  for  a  beat  before  she  said,  “Our  gifts  are strange and hungry things. We feed not just on your life, but your powers, too, if

you  possess  them.  Once  magic  was  freed,  I  learned  to  wield  the  abilities  the shape-shifter had transferred to me.” 

Damaris  warmed  in  his  hand.  Truth.  Every  word  the  spider  had  spoken  had

been  truth.  And  this  …  A  way  into  Morath—as  something  else  entirely.  In

another’s skin. 

Perhaps  a  human  slave,  like  Elide  Lochan.  Someone  whose  presence  would

go unmarked. 

His  raw  power  had  lent  itself  to  every  other  form  of  magic,  able  to  move

between flame and ice and healing. To shape-shift … might he learn it, too? 

Dorian only asked the spider, “Do you have a name?” 

“A  king  without  his  crown  asks  for  a  lowly  spider’s  name,”  she  murmured, 

her depthless eyes setting on him. “You cannot pronounce it in your tongue, but

you may call me Cyrene.” 

Manon  ground  her  teeth.  “It  doesn’t  matter  what  we  call  you,  as  you’ll  be

dead soon.” 

But Dorian cut her a sidelong glance. “The Ruhnns are a part of my kingdom. 

As such, Cyrene is one of my subjects. I think that gives me the right to decide

whether she lives or dies.” 

“You are  both at the mercy of my coven,” Manon snarled. “Step aside.” 

Dorian gave her a slight smile. “Am I?” A wind colder than the mountain air

filled the pass. 

He  could  kill  them  all.  Whether  by  choking  the  air  from  them  or  snapping

their  necks.  He  could  kill  them  all,  and  the  wyverns  included.  The  knowledge carved out another hollow within him. Another empty spot. Had it ever troubled

his father, or Aelin, to bear such power? “Bring her with us—question her more

thoroughly at the next camp.” 

Manon snapped, “You plan to bring  that with us?” 

In answer, the spider shifted, donning the form of a pale-skinned, dark-haired

woman.  Small  and  unremarkable,  save  for  those  unnerving  black  eyes.  Not

pretty,  but  with  a  deadly,  ancient  sort  of  allure  that  even  a  new  hide  couldn’t conceal. And utterly naked. She shivered, rubbing her hands down her thin arms. 

“Shall this form suffice to travel lightly?” 

Manon ignored the spider. “And when she shifts in the night to rip us apart?” 

Dorian only inclined his head, ice dancing at his fingertips. “She won’t.” 

Cyrene sucked in a breath. “A rare gift of magic.” Her stare turned ravenous

as she took in Dorian. “For a rare king.” 

Dorian only frowned with distaste. 

Manon  glanced  to  Asterin.  Her  Second’s  eyes  were  wary,  her  mouth  a  tight

line. Sorrel, a few feet behind, glowered at the spider, but her hand had dropped

from her sword. 

The Thirteen, on some unspoken signal, peeled away to their wyverns. Only Cyrene watched them, those horrible, soulless eyes blinking every now and then

as her teeth began to clack. 

Manon angled her head at him. “You’re … different today.” 

He  shrugged.  “If  you  want  someone  to  warm  your  bed  who  cowers  at  your

every word and obeys every command, look elsewhere.” 

Her stare drifted to the pale band around his throat. “I’m still not convinced, 

princeling,” she hissed, “that I shouldn’t just kill her.” 

“And  what  would  it  take,  witchling,  to  convince  you?”  He  didn’t  bother  to

hide the sensual promise in his words, nor their edge. 

A  muscle  flickered  in  Manon’s  jaw.  Things  from  legends—that’s  who

surrounded  him.  The  witches,  the  spider  …  He  might  as  well  have  been  a

character in one of the books he’d lent Aelin last fall. Though none of them had

ever endured such a yawning pit inside them. 

Scowling at her bare feet in the snow, Cyrene’s hands twitched at her sides, 

an echo of the pincers she’d borne moments before. 

Dorian  tried  not  to  shudder.  Suicide  to  sneak  into  Morath—once  he  learned

what he needed from this thing. 

The weight of Manon’s gaze fell upon him again, and Dorian didn’t balk from

it.  Didn’t  balk  from  Manon’s  words  as  she  said,  “If  you  find  so  little  value  in your existence that it compels you to trust this thing, then by all means, bring her

along.”  A  challenge  to  look  not  toward  Morath  or  the  spider,  but  inward.  She saw  exactly  what  gnawed  on  his  empty  chest,  if  only  because  a  similar  beast gnawed on her own. “We’ll find out soon enough whether she spoke true about

the Crochans.” 

The spider had. Damaris had warmed in his hand when Cyrene had spoken. 

And when they found the Crochans, when the Thirteen were distracted, he’d

learn what he needed from the spider, too. 

Manon turned to the Thirteen, the witches thrumming with impatience. “We

fly now. We can reach the Crochans by nightfall.” 

“And what then?” Asterin asked. The only one of them who had permission

to do so. 

Manon  stalked  for  Abraxos,  and  Dorian  followed,  tossing  Cyrene  a  spare

cloak as his magic tugged her with him. “And then we make our move,” Manon

hedged.  And  for  once,  she  did  not  meet  anyone’s  stare.  Didn’t  do  anything  but gaze southward. 

The witch was keeping secrets, too. But were hers as dire as his? 

CHAPTER 8

Blackness  greeted  Aelin  as  she  rose  to  consciousness.  Tight,  contained

blackness. 

A  shift  of  her  elbows  had  them  digging  into  the  sides  of  the  box,  chains

reverberating  through  the  small  space.  Her  bare  feet  could  graze  the  end  if  she wriggled slightly. 

She  lifted  her  bound  hands  to  the  solid  wall  of  iron  mere  inches  above  her face. Traced the whorls and suns embossed onto its surface. Even on the inside, 

Maeve had ordered them etched. So Aelin might never forget that this box had

been made for her, long before she’d been born. 

But—those were her own bare fingertips brushing over the cool, rough metal. 

He’d taken off the iron gauntlets. Or had forgotten to put them back on after

what he’d done. The way he’d held them over the open brazier, until the metal

was red-hot around her hands and she was screaming, screaming—

Aelin pressed her palms flat against the metal lid and pushed. 

The shattered arm, the splinters of bone jutting from her skin: gone. 

Or had never been. But it had felt real. 

More  so  than  the  other  memories  that  pressed  in,  demanding  she

acknowledge them. Accept them. 

Aelin shoved her palms against the iron, muscles straining. 

It didn’t so much as shift. 

She  tried  again.  That  she  had  the  strength  to  do  so  was  thanks  to  the  other services Maeve’s healers provided: keeping her muscles from atrophying while

she lay here. 

A soft whine echoed into the box. A warning. 

Aelin lowered her hands just as the lock grated and the door groaned open. 

Cairn’s footsteps were faster this time. Urgent. 

“Relieve yourself in the hall and wait by this door,” he snapped at Fenrys. 

Aelin  braced  herself  as  those  steps  halted.  A  grunt  and  hiss  of  metal,  and

firelight poured in. She blinked against it, but kept still. 

They’d anchored her irons into the box itself. She’d learned that the hard way. 

Cairn didn’t say anything as he unfastened the chains from their anchor. 

The  most  dangerous  time  for  him,  right  before  he  moved  her  to  the  anchors

on the altar. Even with her feet and hands bound, he took no chances. 

He didn’t today, either, despite not bothering with the gauntlets. 

Perhaps they’d melted away over that brazier, along with her skin. 

Cairn  yanked  her  upright  as  half  a  dozen  guards  silently  appeared  in  the

doorway. Their faces held no horror at what had been done to her. 

She’d seen these males before. On a bloodied bit of beach. 

“Varik,” Cairn said, and one of the guards stepped forward, Fenrys now at his side by the door, the wolf as tall as a pony. Varik’s sword rested against Fenrys’s

throat. 

Cairn gripped her chains, tugging her against his chest as they walked toward

the guards, the wolf. “You make a move, and he dies.” 

Aelin  didn’t  tell  him  she  wasn’t  entirely  sure  she  had  the  strength  to  try

anything, let alone run. 

Heaviness settled into her. 

She didn’t fight the black sack shoved over her head as they passed through

the  arched  doorway.  Didn’t  fight  as  they  walked  down  that  hall,  though  she

counted the steps and turns. 

She didn’t care if Cairn was smart enough to add in a few extras to disorient

her. She counted them anyway. Listened to the rush of the river, growing louder

with each turn, the rising mist that chilled her exposed skin, slicking the stones

beneath her feet. 

Then open air. She couldn’t see it, but it grazed damp fingers over her skin, 

whispering of the gaping openness of the world. 

 Run. Now. 

The words were a distant murmur. 

She had no doubt the guard’s blade remained at Fenrys’s throat. That it would

spill  blood.  Maeve’s  order  of  restraint  bound  Fenrys  too  well—along  with  that strange gift of his to leap between short distances, as if he were moving from one

room to another. 

She’d long since lost hope he’d find some way to use it, to bear them away

from here. She doubted he’d miraculously reclaim the ability, should the guard’s

sword strike. 

Yet if she heeded that voice, if she ran, was the cost of his life worth her own? 

“You’re  debating  it,  aren’t  you,”  Cairn  hissed  in  her  ear.  She  could  feel  his smile even through the sack blinding her. “If the wolf’s life is a fair cost to get

away.”  A  lover’s  laugh.  “Try  it.  See  how  far  you  get.  We’ve  a  few  minutes  of walking left.” 

She ignored him. Ignored that voice whispering to  run, run, run. 

Step after step, they walked. Her legs shook with the effort. 

It told her enough about how long she had been here. How long she had not

been  able  to  properly  move,  even  with  the  healers’  ministrations  to  keep  her muscles from wasting away. 

Cairn led her up a winding staircase that had her rasping for breath, the mist

fading away to cool night air. Sweet smells. Flowers. 

Flowers still existed. In this world, this hell, flowers bloomed somewhere. 

The  water’s  bellow  faded  behind  them  to  a  blessedly  dull  rushing,  soon

replaced by merry trickling ahead. Fountains. Cold, smooth tiles bit into her feet, 

and through the hood flickering fire cast golden ripples. Lanterns. 

The air tightened, grew still. A courtyard, perhaps. 

Lightning pulsed down her thighs, her calves, warning her to slow, to rest. 

Then open air yawned again wide around her, the water once more roaring. 

Cairn  halted,  yanking  her  against  his  towering  body,  his  various  weapons

digging  into  her  chains,  her  skin.  The  other  guards’  clothes  rustled  as  they stopped,  too.  Fenrys’s  claws  clicked  on  stone,  the  sound  no  doubt  meant  to

signal her that he remained nearby. 

She realized why he’d feel the need to do so as a female voice that was both

young and old, amused and soulless, purred, “Remove the hood, Cairn.” 

It vanished, and Aelin needed only a few blinks to take everything in. 

She had been here before. 

Had  been  on  this  broad  veranda  overlooking  a  mighty  river  and  waterfalls, 

had walked through the ancient stone city she knew loomed at her back. 

Had stood in this very spot, facing the dark-haired queen lounging on a stone

throne atop the dais, mist wreathing the air around her, a white owl perched on

the back of her seat. 

Only one wolf lay sprawled at her feet this time. Black as night, black as the

queen’s eyes, which settled on Aelin, narrowing with pleasure. 

Maeve seemed content to let Aelin look. Let her take it in. 

Maeve’s deep purple gown glistened like the mists behind her, its long train

draped over the few steps of the dais. Pooling toward—

Aelin beheld what glittered at the base of those steps and went still. 

Maeve’s red lips curved into a smile as she waved an ivory hand. “If you will, 

Cairn.” 

The male didn’t hesitate as he hauled Aelin toward what lay on the ground. 

Shattered glass, piled and arranged in a neat circle. 

He halted just outside, the first of the thick shards an inch from Aelin’s bare

toes. 

Maeve  motioned  to  the  black  wolf  at  her  feet  and  he  rose,  plucking  up

something from the throne’s broad arm before trotting to Cairn. 

“I  thought  your  rank  should  at  least  be  acknowledged,”  Maeve  said,  that

spider’s smile never faltering as Aelin beheld what the wolf offered to the guard

beside Cairn. “Put it on her,” the queen ordered. 

A  crown,  ancient  and  glimmering,  shone  in  the  guard’s  hands.  Crafted  of

silver  and  pearl,  fashioned  into  upswept  wings  that  met  in  its  peaked  center, encircled  with  spikes  of  pure  diamond,  it  shimmered  like  the  moon’s  rays  had been captured within as the guard set it upon Aelin’s head. 

A  terrible,  surprising  weight,  the  cool  metal  digging  into  her  scalp.  Far

heavier than it looked, as if it had a core of solid iron. 

A different sort of shackle. It always had been. 

Aelin reined in the urge to recoil, to shake the thing from her head. 

“Mab’s crown,” Maeve said. “Your crown, by blood and birthright. Her true

Heir.” 

Aelin ignored the words. Stared toward the circle of glass shards. 

“Oh, that,” Maeve said, noting her attention. “I think you know how this shall

go, Aelin of the Wildfire.” 

Aelin said nothing. 

Maeve gave a nod. 

Cairn shoved her forward, right into the glass. 

Her bare feet sliced open, new skin shrieking as it ripped. 

She  inhaled  sharply  through  her  teeth,  swallowing  her  cry  just  as  Cairn

pushed her onto her knees. 

The breath slammed from her at the impact. At each shard that sliced and dug

in deep. 

Breathe—breathing was key, was vital. 

She pulled her mind out, away, inhaling and exhaling. A wave sweeping back

from the shore, then returning. 

Warmth pooled beneath her knees, her calves and ankles, the coppery scent of

her blood rising to blend into the mists. 

Her breath turned jagged as she began shaking, as a scream surged within her. 

She bit her lip, canines piercing flesh. 

She would not scream. Not yet. 

Breathe— breathe. 

The tang of her blood coated her mouth as she bit down harder. 

“A  pity  that  there’s  no  audience  to  witness  this,”  said  Maeve,  her  voice  far away and yet  too near. “Aelin  Fire-Bringer, wearing her  proper Faerie  Queen’s

crown at last. Kneeling at my feet.” 

A  tremor  shuddered  through  Aelin,  rocking  her  body  enough  that  the  glass

found new angles, new entries. 

She drifted further back, away. Each breath tugged her out to sea, to a place

where words and feelings and pain became a distant shore. 

Maeve snapped her fingers. “Fenrys.” 

The  wolf  padded  past  and  sat  himself  beside  her  throne.  But  not  before  he

glanced at the black wolf. Just a turn of the head. 

The  black  wolf  returned  the  look,  bland  and  cold.  And  that  was  enough  for

Maeve to say, “Connall, you may finally tell your twin what you wish to say.” 

A flash of light. 

Aelin  inhaled  through  her  nose,  exhaled  through  her  mouth,  over  and  over. 

Barely registered the beautiful dark-haired male who now stood in place of the

wolf.  Bronze-skinned  like  his  twin,  but  without  the  wildness,  without  the

mischief  shining  from  his  face.  He  wore  a  warrior’s  layered  clothes,  black  to Fenrys’s usual gray, twin knives hanging at his sides. 

The white wolf stared up at his twin, rooted to the spot by that invisible bond. 

“Speak freely, Connall,” Maeve said, her faint smile remaining. The barn owl

perched  on  the  back  of  her  throne  watched  with  solemn,  unblinking  eyes.  “Let your brother know these words are your own and not of my command.” 

A  booted  foot  nudged  Aelin’s  spine,  a  subtle  jab  forward.  Harder  into  the

glass. 

No  amount  of  breathing  could  draw  her  far  enough  away  to  rein  in  the

muffled whimper. 

She hated it—hated that sound, as much as she hated the queen before her and the  sadist  at  her  back.  But  it  still  made  its  way  out,  barely  audible  over  the thundering falls. 

Fenrys’s dark eyes shot toward her. He blinked four times. 

She could not bring herself to blink back. Her fingers curled and uncurled in

her lap. 

“You  brought  this  upon  yourself,”  Connall  said  to  Fenrys,  drawing  his

brother’s attention once more. His voice was as icy as Maeve’s. “Your arrogance, 

your  unchecked  recklessness—was  this  what  you  wanted?”  Fenrys  didn’t

answer.  “You  couldn’t  let  me  have  this—have  any  part  of  this  for  myself.  You took the blood oath not to serve our queen, but so you couldn’t be bested by me

for once in your life.” 

Fenrys bared his teeth, even as something like grief dimmed his stare. 

Another  burning  wave  washed  through  her  knees,  across  her  thighs.  Aelin

closed her eyes against it. 

She would endure this, would bear down on this. 

Her  people  had  suffered  for  ten  years.  Were  likely  suffering  now.  For  their

sake, she would do this. Embrace it. Outlast it. 

Connall’s rumbling voice rippled past her. 

“You are a disgrace to our family, to this kingdom. You whored yourself to a

foreign  queen,  and  for  what?  I  begged  you  to  control  yourself  when  you  were sent to hunt Lorcan. I begged you to be  smart.  You  might  as  well  have  spat  in my face.” 

Fenrys snarled, and the sound must have been some secret language between

them, because Connall snorted. “Leave? Why would I  ever want to leave? And

for  what?  That? ”  Even  with  her  eyes  shut,  Aelin  knew  he  pointed  toward  her. 

“No, Fenrys. I will not leave. And neither will you.” 

A low whine cut the damp air. 

“That  will  be  all,  Connall,”  Maeve  said,  and  light  flashed,  penetrating  even

the darkness behind Aelin’s lids. 

She breathed and breathed and breathed. 

“You know how quickly this can end, Aelin,” Maeve said. Aelin kept her eyes

shut. “Tell me where you hid the Wyrdkeys, swear the blood oath … The order

doesn’t matter, I suppose.” 

Aelin opened her eyes. Lifted her bound hands before her. 

And gave Maeve an obscene gesture, as filthy and foul as she’d ever made. 

Maeve’s smile tightened—just barely. “Cairn.” 

Before  Aelin  could  inhale  a  bracing  breath,  hands  slammed  onto  her

shoulders. Pushed  down. 

She couldn’t stop her scream then. 

Not as he shoved her into a burning pit of agony that raced up her legs, her

spine. 

Oh gods—oh  gods—

From  far  away,  Fenrys’s  snarl  sliced  through  her  screaming,  followed  by

Maeve’s lilting, “Very well, Cairn.” 

The pressure on her shoulders lightened. 

Aelin  bowed  over  her  knees.  A  full  breath—she  needed  to  get  a  full  breath

down. 

She couldn’t. Her lungs, her chest, only heaved in shallow, rasping pants. 

Her  vision  blurred,  swimming,  the  blood  that  had  spread  beyond  her  knees

rippling with it. 

Endure; outlast—

“My  eyes  told  me  an  interesting  tidbit  of  information  this  morning,”  Maeve

drawled.  “An  account  that   you  were  currently  in  Terrasen,  readying  the  little army  you  gathered  for  war.  You,  and  Prince  Rowan,  and  my  two  disgraced

warriors. Along with your usual group.” 

Aelin hadn’t realized she’d been holding on to it. 

That sliver of hope, foolish and pathetic. That sliver of hope that he’d come

for her. 

She  had  told  him  not  to,  after  all.  Had  told  him  to  protect  Terrasen.  Had

arranged everything for him to make a desperate stand against Morath. 

“Useful,  to  have  a  shape-shifter  to  play  your  part  as  queen,”  Maeve  mused. 

“Though  I  wonder  how  long  the  ruse  can  last  without  your  special  gifts  to

incinerate Morath’s legions. How long until the allies you collected start asking

why the Fire-Bringer does not burn.” 

It  was  no  lie.  The  details,  her  plan  with  Lysandra  …  There  was  no  way  for Maeve  to  know  them  unless  they  were  truth.  Could  Maeve  have  made  a  lucky

guess in lying about it? Yes—yes, and yet …

Rowan had gone with them. They’d all gone to the North. And had reached

Terrasen. 

A small mercy. A small mercy, and yet …

The  glass  around  her  sparkled  in  the  mist  and  moonlight,  her  blood  a  thick

stain wending through it. 

“I do not wish to wipe away this world, as Erawan does,” said Maeve, as if

they  were  no  more  than  two  friends  conversing  at  one  of  Rifthold’s  finest  tea courts.  If  any  still  existed  after  the  Ironteeth  had  sacked  the  city.  “I  like  Erilea precisely the way it is. I always have.” 

The glass, the blood, the veranda and moonlight eddied in her vision. 

“I have seen many wars. Sent my warriors to fight in them, end them. I have

seen  how  destructive  they  are.  The  very  glass  you  lay  on  comes  from  one  of those wars, you know. From the glass mountains in the South. They once were

sand  dunes,  but  dragons  burned  them  to  glass  during  an  ancient  and  bloody

conflict.” A hum of amusement. “Some claim it’s the hardest glass in the world. 

The  most  unyielding.  I  thought,  given  your  own  fire-breathing  heritage,  you

might appreciate its origins.” 

A click of the tongue, and then Cairn was there again, hands on her shoulders. 

Pushing. 

Harder and harder. Gods, gods,  gods—

There were no gods to save her. Not really. 

Aelin’s screams echoed off rock and water. 

Alone. She was alone in this. It would be of no use to beg the white wolf to

help her. 

The hands on her shoulders pulled away. 

Heaving, bile burning her throat, Aelin once more curled over her knees. 

Endure; outlast—

Maeve  simply  continued,  “The  dragons  didn’t  survive  that  war.  And  they

never rose again.” Her lips curved, and Aelin knew Maeve had ensured it. 

Other fire-wielders—hunted and killed. 

She didn’t know why she felt it then. That shred of sorrow for creatures that

had  not  existed  for  untold  centuries.  Who  would  never  again  be  seen  on  this earth.  Why  it  made  her  so  unspeakably  sad.  Why  it  mattered  at  all,  when  her very blood was shrieking in agony. 

Maeve  turned  to  Connall,  remaining  in  Fae  form  beside  the  throne,  raging

eyes still fixed on his brother. “Refreshments.” 

Aelin  knelt  in  that  glass  as  food  and  drink  were  gathered.  Knelt  as  Maeve

dined on cheese and grapes, smiling at her the entire time. 

Aelin couldn’t stop the shaking that overtook her, the brutal numbness. 

Deep, deep, she drifted. 

It did not matter if Rowan wasn’t coming. If the others had obeyed her wishes

to fight for Terrasen. 

She  would  save  it  in  her  own  way,  too.  For  as  long  as  she  could.  She  owed Terrasen that much. Would never fully repay that debt. 

From far away, the words echoed, and memory shimmered. She let it pull her

back, pull her out of her body. 

 She  sat  beside  her  father  on  the  few  steps  descending  into  the  open-air

 fighting ring of the castle. 

 It  was  more  temple  than  brawling  pit,  flanked  by  weathered,  pale  columns

 that  for  centuries  had  witnessed  the  rise  of  Terrasen’s  mightiest  warriors.  This late in the summer afternoon, it was empty, the light golden as it streamed in. 

 Rhoe Galathynius ran a hand down his round shield, the dark metal scarred

 and  dinged  from  horrors  long  since  vanquished.  “Someday,”  he  said  as  she

 traced one of the long scratches over the ancient surface, “this shield will pass

 to you. As it was given to me, and to your great-uncle before me.” 

 Her  breath  was  still  jagged  from  the  training  they’d  done.  Only  the  two  of them—as he’d promised. The hour once a week that he set aside for her. 

 Her  father  placed  the  shield  on  the  stone  step  below  them,  its  thunk reverberating through her sandaled feet. It weighed nearly as much as she did, 

 yet he carried it as if it were merely an extension of his arm. 

 “And you,” her father went on, “like the many great women and men of this

 House, shall use it to defend our kingdom.” Her eyes rose to his face, handsome

 and  unlined.  Solemn  and  kingly.  “That  is  your  charge,  your  sole  duty.”  He braced  a  hand  on  the  rim  of  the  shield,  tapping  it  for  emphasis.  “To  defend, 

 Aelin. To protect.” 

 She had nodded, not understanding. And her father had kissed her brow, as if

 he half hoped she’d never need to. 

Cairn ground her into the glass again. 

No sound remained in her for screaming. 

“I  am  growing  bored  of  this,”  Maeve  said,  her  silver  tray  of  food  forgotten. 

She leaned forward on her throne, the owl behind her rustling its wings. “Do you

believe, Aelin Galathynius, that I will not make the sacrifices necessary to obtain

what I seek?” 

She had forgotten how to speak. Had not uttered a word here, anyway. 

“Allow  me  to  demonstrate,”  Maeve  said,  straightening.  Fenrys’s  eyes  flared

with warning. 

Maeve waved an ivory hand at Connall, frozen beside her throne. Where he’d

remained since he’d brought the queen’s food. “Do it.” 

Connall drew one of the knives from his belt. Stepped toward Fenrys. 

 No. 

The word was a cold clang through her. Her lips even formed it as she jerked

against the chains, lines of liquid fire shooting along her legs. 

Connall advanced another step. 

Glass crunched and cracked beneath her. No,  no—

Connall  stopped  above  Fenrys,  his  hand  shaking.  Fenrys  only  snarled  up  at

him. 

Connall raised his knife into the air between them. 

She  could  not  surge  to  her  feet.  Could  not  rise  against  the  chains  and  glass. 

Could do nothing,  nothing—

Cairn gripped her by the neck, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise, and

ground  her  again  into  the  blood-drenched  shards.  A  rasping,  broken  scream

cracked from her lips. 

Fenrys. Her only tether to life, to this reality—

Connall’s  blade  glinted.  He’d  come  to  help  at  Mistward.  He  had  defied

Maeve  then;  perhaps  he’d  do  it  now,  perhaps  his  hateful  words  had  been  a

deception—

The blade plunged down. 

Not into Fenrys. 

But Connall’s own heart. 

Fenrys moved—or tried to. Maw gaping in what might have been a scream, 

he tried and tried to lunge for his brother as Connall crashed to the tiled veranda. 

As blood began to pool. 

The owl on Maeve’s throne flapped its wings once, as if in horror. But Cairn

let out a low laugh, the sound rumbling past Aelin’s head. 

Real. This was real. It had to be. 

Something  cold  and  oily  lurched  through  her.  Her  hands  slackened  at  her

sides.  The  light  left  Connall’s  dark  eyes,  his  black  hair  spilled  on  the  floor around him in a dark mirror to the blood leaking away. 

Fenrys was shaking. Aelin might have been, too. 

“You tainted something that belonged to me, Aelin Galathynius,” Maeve said. 

“And now it must be purged.” 

Fenrys  was  whining,  still  attempting  to  crawl  to  the  brother  dead  on  the

ground. Fae could heal; perhaps Connall’s heart could mend—

Connall’s chest rose in a rattling, shallow breath. 

It didn’t move again. 

Fenrys’s howl cleaved the night. 

Cairn let go, and Aelin slumped onto the glass, hands and wrists stinging. 

She let herself lie there, half sprawled. Let the crown tumble off her head and

skitter across the floor, dragon-glass spraying where it bounced. Bounced, then

rolled, curving across the veranda. All the way to the stone railing. 

And into the roaring, hateful river below. 

“There is no one here to help you.” Maeve’s voice was as empty as the gaps

between stars. “And there is no one coming for you.” 

Aelin’s fingers curled in the ancient glass. 

“Think on it. Think on this night, Aelin.” Maeve snapped her fingers. “We’re

done here.” 

Cairn’s hands wrapped around the chains. 

Her  legs  buckled,  feet  splitting  open  anew.  She  barely  felt  it,  barely  felt  it through the rage and the sea of fire down deep, deep below. 

But as Cairn hauled her up, his savage hands roving, she struck. 

Two blows. 

A shard of glass plunged into the side of his neck. He staggered back, cursing

as blood sprayed. 

Aelin whirled, glass ripping her soles apart, and hurled the shard in her other

hand. Right at Maeve. 

It missed by a hairsbreadth. Scraping Maeve’s pale cheek before clattering off

the throne behind her. The owl perched just above it screeched. 

Rough  hands  gripped  her,  Cairn  shouting,  raging  shrieks  of   You  little   bitch, but she didn’t hear them. Not as a trickle of blood snaked down Maeve’s cheek. 

Black blood. As dark as night. 

As dark as the eyes that the queen fixed on her, a hand rising to her cheek. 

Aelin’s legs slackened, and she didn’t fight the guards heaving her away. 

A blink, and the blood flowed red. Its scent as coppery as her own. 

A trick of the light. A hallucination, another dream—

Maeve peered at the crimson stain coating her pale fingers. 

An onyx wind snapped for Aelin, wrapping around her neck. 

It squeezed, and she knew no more. 

CHAPTER 9

Cairn tied her to the altar and left her. 

Fenrys didn’t enter until long after she’d awoken. 

The  blood  was  still  leaking  from  where  Cairn  had  also  left  the  glass  in  her legs, her feet. 

It was not a wolf who slipped into the stone chamber, but a male. 

Each of Fenrys’s steps told her enough before she beheld the deadness of his

eyes,  the  pallor  of  his  usually  golden  skin.  He  stared  at  nothing,  even  as  he stopped before where she lay chained. 

Beyond words, unsure her throat would even work, Aelin blinked three times. 

 Are you all right? 

Two blinks answered.  No. 

Lingering salt tracks streaked his cheeks. 

Her chains rustled as she stretched a shaking finger toward him. 

Silently, he slid his hand into hers. 

She mouthed the words, even though he likely couldn’t make them out with

the slit of the mask’s mouth.  I’m sorry. 

His grip only tightened. 

His  gray  jacket  was  unbuttoned  at  the  top.  It  gaped  open  wide  enough  to

reveal  a  hint  of  the  muscled  chest  beneath.  As  if  he  hadn’t  bothered  to  seal  it back up in his hurry to leave. 

Her  stomach  turned  over.  What  he’d  undoubtedly  had  to  do  afterward,  with

his twin’s body still lying on the veranda tiles behind him …

“I didn’t know he hated me so much,” Fenrys rasped. 

Aelin squeezed his hand. 

Fenrys closed his eyes, drawing in a shaking breath. “She gave me leave only

to take out the glass. When it’s out, I—I go back over there.” He pointed with his

chin toward the wall where he usually sat. He made to examine her legs, but she

squeezed his hand again, and blinked twice.  No. 

Let him stay in this form for a while longer, let him mourn as a male and not

a wolf. Let him stay in this form so she could hear a friendly voice, feel a gentle

touch—

She began to cry. 

She  couldn’t  help  it.  Couldn’t  stop  it  once  it  started.  Hated  every  tear  and shuddering breath, every jerk of her body that sent lightning through her legs and

feet. 

“I’ll get them out,” he said, and she couldn’t tell him, couldn’t start to explain

that it wasn’t the glass, the shredded skin down to the bone. 

He wasn’t coming. He wasn’t coming to get her. 

She should be glad. Should be relieved. She  was relieved. And yet … and yet

…

Fenrys  drew  out  a  pair  of  pincers  from  the  tool  kit  that  Cairn  had  left  on  a table nearby. “I’ll be as quick as I can.” 

Biting her lip hard enough to draw blood, Aelin turned her head away while

the first piece of glass slid from her knee. Flesh and sinew sundered anew. 

Salt  overpowered  the  tang  of  her  blood,  and  she  knew  he  was  crying.  The

scent of their tears filled the tiny room as he worked. 

Neither of them said a word. 

CHAPTER 10

The  world  had  become  only  freezing  mud,  and  red  and  black  blood,  and  the

screams of the dying rising to the frigid sky. 

Lysandra  had  learned  these  months  that  battle  was  no  orderly,  neat  thing.  It was chaos and pain and there were no grand, heroic duels. Only the slashing of

her  claws  and  the  rip  of  her  fangs;  the  clash  of  dented  shields  and  bloodied swords.  Armor  that  had  once  been  distinguishable  quickly  turned  gore-splattered,  and  were  it  not  for  the  dark  of  her  enemy’s  colors,  Lysandra  wasn’t entirely certain how she would have discerned ally from foe. 

Their lines held. At least they had that much. 

Shield  to  shield  and  shoulder  to  shoulder  in  the  snowy  field  that  had  since become a mud pit, they’d met the legion Erawan had marched through Eldrys. 

Aedion had picked the field, the hour, the angle of this battle. The others had

pushed for instant attack, but he’d let Morath march far enough inland—right to

where he wanted them. Location was as important as numbers, was all he’d said. 

Not to Lysandra, of course. He barely said a damn word to her these days. 

Now certainly wasn’t the time to think of it. To care. 

Their  allies  and  soldiers  believed  Aelin  Galathynius  remained  en  route  to

them,  allowing  Lysandra  to  don  the  ghost  leopard’s  form.  Ren  Allsbrook  had

even  commissioned  plated  armor  for  the  leopard’s  chest,  sides,  and  flanks.  So light as to not be a hindrance, but solid enough that the three blows she’d been

too slow to stop—an arrow to the side, then two slashes from enemy swords—

had been deflected. 

Little wounds burned along her body. Blood matted the fur of her paws from

the slaughtering she’d done amongst the front lines and being torn open on fallen

swords and snapped arrows. 

But she kept going, the Bane holding firm against what had been sent to meet

them. 

Only five thousand. 

 Only  seemed  like  a  ridiculous  word,  but  it  was  what  Aedion  and  the  others had used. 

Barely  enough  to  be  an  army,  considering  Morath’s  full  might,  but  large

enough to pose a threat. 

 To  them,  Lysandra  thought  as  she  lunged  between  two  Bane  warriors  and launched herself upon the nearest Valg foot soldier. 

The man had his sword upraised, poised to strike the Bane soldier before him. 

With the angle of his head as he brought the blade up, the Valg grunt didn’t spy

his oncoming death until her jaws were around his exposed neck. 

Hours  into  this  battle,  it  was  instinct  to  clamp  down,  flesh  splitting  like  a
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piece of ripe fruit. 

She  was  moving  again  before  he  hit  the  earth,  spitting  his  throat  onto  the

mud,  leaving  the  advancing  Bane  to  decapitate  his  corpse.  How  far  away  that

courtesan’s  life  in  Rifthold  now  seemed.  Despite  the  death  around  her,  she

couldn’t say she missed it. 

Down the line, Aedion bellowed orders to the left flank. They’d let rest some

of  the  Bane  upon  hearing  how  few  Erawan  had  sent,  and  had  filled  the  ranks with  a  mixture  of  soldiers  from  the  Lords  of  Terrasen’s  own  small  forces  and those  from  Prince  Galan  Ashryver  and  Queen  Ansel  of  the  Wastes,  both  of

whom had additional warriors on the way. 

No need to reveal they had a small battalion of Fae soldiers courtesy of Prince

Endymion  and  Princess  Sellene  Whitethorn,  or  that  the  Silent  Assassins  of  the Red Desert were amongst them, too. There would be a time when the surprise of

their presence would be needed, Aedion had argued during the quick war council

they’d  conducted  upon  returning  to  the  camp.  Lysandra,  winded  from  carrying

him, Ren, and Murtaugh without rest from Allsbrook to the edges of Orynth, had

barely listened to the debate. Aedion had won, anyway. 

As he won everything, through sheer will and arrogance. 

She  didn’t  dare  look  down  the  lines  to  see  how  he  was  faring,  shoulder  to

shoulder in the mud with his men. Ren led the right flank, where Lysandra had

been  stationed.  Galan  and  Ansel  had  taken  the  left,  Ravi  and  Sol  of  Suria

fighting amongst them. 

She didn’t dare see whose swords were still swinging. 

They would count their dead after the battle. 

There weren’t many of the enemy left now. A thousand, if that. The soldiers

at her back numbered far more. 

So  Lysandra  kept  killing,  the  blood  of  her  enemy  like  spoiled  wine  on  her

tongue. 

They  won,  though  Aedion  was  well  aware  that  victory  against  five  thousand

troops was likely fleeting, considering Morath’s full host had yet to come. 

The rush of battle hadn’t yet worn off any of them—which was how Aedion

wound up in his war tent an hour after the last of the Valg had fallen, standing

around a map-covered table with Ren Allsbrook and Ravi and Sol of Suria. 

Where  Lysandra  had  gone,  he  didn’t  know.  She’d  survived,  which  he

supposed was enough. 

They hadn’t washed away the gore or mud coating them so thoroughly that it

had caked beneath their helmets, their armor. Their weapons lay in a discarded

pile near the tent flaps. All would need to be cleaned. But later. 

“Losses on your side?” Aedion asked Ravi and Sol. The two blond brothers

both ruled over Suria, though Sol was technically its lord. They’d never fought

in the wars before now, despite being around Aedion’s age, but they’d held their

own well enough today. Their soldiers had, too. 

The  Lords  of  Suria  had  lost  their  father  to  Adarlan’s  butchering  blocks  a

decade  ago,  their  mother  surviving  the  wars  and  Adarlan’s  occupation  through her  cunning  and  the  fact  that  her  prosperous  port-city  was  too  valuable  to  the empire’s trade route to decimate. 

Sol, it seemed, took after their even-keeled, clever mother. 

Ravi, coltish and brash, took after their late father. 

Both,  however,  hated  Adarlan  with  a  deep-burning  intensity  belied  by  their

pale blue eyes. 

Sol, his narrow face flecked with mud, loosed a breath through his nose. An

aristocrat’s  nose,  Aedion  had  thought  when  they  were  children.  The  lord  had

always been more of a scholar than a warrior, but it seemed he’d learned a thing

or  two  in  the  grim  years  since.  “Not  many,  thank  the  gods.  Two  hundred  at

most.” 

The soft voice was deceptive—Aedion had learned that these weeks. Perhaps

a weapon in its own right, to make people believe him gentle-hearted and weak. 

To mask the sharp mind and sharper instincts behind it. 

“And your flank?” Aedion asked Ren. 

Ren  ran  a  hand  through  his  dark  hair,  mud  crumbling  away.  “One  hundred

fifty, if that.” 

Aedion nodded. Far better than he’d anticipated. The lines had held, thanks to

the Bane he’d interspersed amongst them. The Valg had tried to maintain order, 

yet once human blood began spilling, they had descended into battle lust and lost

control, despite the screaming of their commanders. 

All Valg grunts, no princes among them. He knew it wasn’t a blessing. 

Knew  the  five  thousand  troops  Erawan  had  sent,  ambushing  Galan

Ashryver’s  ships  by  Ilium  before  setting  upon  Eldrys,  were  just  to  wear  them down. No ilken, no Ironteeth, no Wyrdhounds. 

They had still been hard to kill. Had fought longer than most men. 

Ravi eyed the map. “Do we pull back to Orynth now? Or head to the border?” 

“Darrow ordered us to Orynth, if we survived,” Sol countered, frowning at his

brother. At the light in Ravi’s eyes that so clearly voiced where he wished to go. 

Darrow, who was too old to fight, had lingered in the secondary camp twenty

miles  behind  theirs.  To  be  the  next  line  of  defense,  if  five  thousand  troops somehow managed to destroy one of the most skilled fighting units Terrasen had

ever seen. With word now undoubtedly arriving that the battle had gone in their

favor, Darrow would likely head back to the capital. 

Aedion glanced to Ren. “Do you think your grandfather can persuade Darrow

and the other lords to press southward?” 

War by committee. It was absurd. Every choice he made, every battlefield he

picked, he had to  argue for it.  Convince them. 

As if these troops weren’t for their queen, hadn’t come for Aelin when she’d

called. As if the Bane served anyone else. 

Ren  blew  out  a  breath  toward  the  tent’s  high  ceiling.  A  large  space,  but

unadorned.  They  hadn’t  time  or  resources  to  furnish  it  into  a  proper  war  tent, setting  up  only  a  cot,  a  few  braziers,  and  this  table,  along  with  a  copper  tub

behind a curtain in the rear. As soon as this meeting was over, he’d find someone to fill it for him. 

Had Aelin been here, she might have heated it within a heartbeat. 

He shut out the tightness in his chest. 

Had Aelin been here, one breath from her and the five thousand troops they’d

exhausted themselves killing today would have been ash on the wind. 

None  of  the  lords  around  him  had  questioned  where  their  queen  was.  Why

she hadn’t been on the field today. Perhaps they hadn’t dared. 

Ren said, “If we move the armies south without permission from Darrow and

the other lords, we’ll be committing treason.” 

“Treason, when we’re saving our own damn kingdom?” Ravi demanded. 

“Darrow and the others fought in the last war,” Sol said to his brother. 

“And  lost  it,”  Ravi  challenged.  “Badly.”  He  nodded  toward  Aedion.  “You

were at Theralis. You saw the slaughter.” 

The Lords of Suria had no love for Darrow or the other lords who had led the

forces in that final, doomed stand. Not when their mistakes had led to the deaths

of  most  of  their  court,  their  friends.  It  was  of  little  concern  that  Terrasen  had been so outnumbered that there had never been any hope anyway. 

Ravi  continued,  “I  say  we  head  south.  Mass  our  forces  at  the  border,  rather than let Morath creep so close to Orynth.” 

“And let any allies we might still have in the South not have so far to travel

when joining with us,” Ren added. 

“Galan  Ashryver  and  Ansel  of  the  Wastes  will  go  where  we  tell  them—the

Fae  and  assassins,  too,”  Ravi  pushed.  “The  rest  of  Ansel’s  troops  are  making their  way  northward  now.  We  could  meet  them.  Perhaps  have  them  hammer

from the west while we strike from the north.” 

A sound idea, and one Aedion had contemplated. Yet to convince Darrow …

He’d head to the other camp tomorrow, perhaps catch Darrow before he returned

to the capital. Once he saw to it that the injured were being cared for. 

But it seemed Darrow didn’t want to wait for the morning. 

“General Ashryver.” A male voice sounded from outside—young and calm. 

Aedion grunted in answer, and it was certainly not Darrow who entered, but a

tall, dark-haired, and gray-eyed man. No armor, though his mud-splattered dark

clothes  revealed  a  toned  body  beneath.  A  letter  lay  in  his  hands,  which  he

extended to Aedion as he crossed the tent with graceful ease, then bowed. 

Aedion took the letter, his name written on it in Darrow’s handwriting. 

“Lord  Darrow  bids  you  to  join  him  tomorrow,”  the  messenger  said,  jerking

his chin toward the sealed letter. “You, and the army.” 

“What’s  the  point  of  the  letter,”  Ravi  muttered,  “if  you’re  just  going  to  tell him what it says?” 

The  messenger  threw  the  young  lord  a  bemused  glance.  “I  asked  that,  too, 

milord.” 

“Then I’m surprised you’re still employed,” Aedion said. 

“Not employed,” the messenger said. “Just … collaborating.” 
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Aedion opened the letter, and it indeed conveyed Darrow’s order. “For you to

have  gotten  here  so  fast,  you’d  have  needed  to  fly,”  he  said  to  the  messenger. 

“This must have been written before the battle even started this morning.” 

The messenger smirked. “I was handed two letters. One was for victory, the

other defeat.” 

Bold—this messenger was bold, and arrogant, for someone at Darrow’s beck

and call. “What’s your name?” 

“Nox Owen.” The messenger bowed at the waist. “From Perranth.” 

“I’ve heard of you,” Ren said, scanning the man anew. “You’re a thief.” 

“Former thief,” Nox amended, winking. “Now rebel, and Lord Darrow’s most

trusted  messenger.”  Indeed,  a  skilled  thief  would  make  for  a  smart  messenger, able to slip in and out of places unseen. 

But Aedion didn’t care what the man did or didn’t do. “I assume you’re not

riding back tonight.” A shake of the head. Aedion sighed. “Does Darrow realize

that  these  men  are  exhausted  and  though  we  won  the  field,  it  was  not  an  easy victory by any means?” 

“Oh,  I’m  sure  he  does,”  Nox  said,  dark  brows  rising  high  with  that  faint

amusement. 

“Tell  Darrow,”  Ravi  cut  in,  “that  he  can  come  meet   us,  then.  Rather  than make us move an entire army just to see him.” 

“The  meeting  is  an  excuse,”  Sol  said  quietly.  Aedion  nodded.  At  Ravi’s

narrowed  brows,  his  elder  brother  clarified,  “He  wants  to  make  sure  that  we

don’t …” Sol trailed off, aware of the thief who listened to every word. But Nox

smiled, as if he grasped the meaning anyway. 

Darrow wanted to ensure that they didn’t take the army from here and march

southward.  Had  cut  them  off  before  they  could  do  so,  with  this  order  to  move tomorrow. 

Ravi growled, at last getting the gist of his brother’s words. 

Aedion  and  Ren  swapped  glances.  The  Lord  of  Allsbrook  frowned,  but

nodded. 

“Rest wherever you can find a fire to welcome you, Nox Owen,” Aedion said

to the messenger. “We travel at dawn.” 

Aedion  set  out  to  find  Kyllian  to  convey  the  order.  The  tents  were  a  maze  of exhausted soldiers, the injured groaning amongst them. 

Aedion  stopped  long  enough  to  greet  those  men,  to  offer  a  hand  on  the

shoulder or a word of reassurance. Some would last the night. Many wouldn’t. 

He halted at other fires as well. To commend the fighting done, whether the

soldiers  hailed  from  Terrasen  or  the  Wastes  or  Wendlyn.  At  a  few  of  them,  he even shared in their ales or meals. 

Rhoe had taught him that—the art of making his men want to follow him, die

for  him.  But  more  than  that,  seeing  them   as  men,  as  people  with  families  and friends,  who  had  as  much  to  risk  as  he  did  in  fighting  here.  It  was  no  burden, despite the exhaustion creeping over him, to thank them for their courage, their

swords. 

But  it  did  take  time.  The  sun  had  fully  set,  the  muddy  camp  cast  in  deep

shadows amid the fires, by the time he neared Kyllian’s tent. 

Elgan,  one  of  the  Bane  captains,  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder  as  he  passed, 

the man’s grizzled face set in a grim smile. “Not a bad first day, whelp,” Elgan

grumbled.  He’d  called  Aedion  that  since  those  initial  days  in  the  Bane’s  ranks, had been one of the first men here to treat him not as a prince who had lost his

kingdom, but as a warrior fighting to defend it. Much of his battlefield training, 

he owed to Elgan. Along with his life, considering the countless times the man’s

wisdom and quick sword had saved him. 

Aedion  grinned  at  the  aging  captain.  “You  fought  well,  for  a  grandfather.” 

The man’s daughter had given birth to a son just this past winter. 

Elgan  growled.  “I’d  like  to  see  you  wield  a  sword  so  well  when  you’re  my

age, boy.” 

Then  he  was  gone,  aiming  for  a  campfire  that  held  several  other  older

commanders and captains. They noticed Aedion’s attention and lifted their mugs

in salute. 

Aedion only inclined his head, and continued on. 

“Aedion.” 

He’d know that voice if he were blind. 

Lysandra  stepped  from  behind  a  tent,  her  face  clean  despite  her  muddy

clothes. 

He halted, finally feeling the weight of the dirt and gore on himself. “What.” 

She  ignored  his  tone.  “I  could  fly  to  Darrow  tonight.  Give  him  whatever

message you want.” 

“He  wants  us  to  move  the  army  back  to  him,  and  then  to  Orynth,”  Aedion

said, making to continue to Kyllian’s tent. “Immediately.” 

She stepped in his path. “I can go, tell him this army needs time to rest.” 

“Is  this  some  attempt  to  reenter  my  good  graces?”  He  was  too  tired,  too

weary, to bother beating around the truth. 

Her emerald eyes went as cold as the winter night around them. “I don’t give

a damn about your  good  graces.  I  care  about  this  army  being  worn  down  with unnecessary movements.” 

“How do you even know what was said in the tent?” He knew the answer as

soon  as  he’d  voiced  the  question.  She’d  been  in  some  small,  unnoticed  form. 

Precisely  why  so  many  kingdoms  and  courts  had  hunted  down  and  killed  any

shifters. Unparalleled spies and assassins. 

She crossed her arms. “If you don’t want me sitting in on your war councils, 

then say so.” 

He took in her face, her stiff posture. Exhaustion lay heavy on her, her golden

skin pale and eyes haunted. He didn’t know where she was staying in this camp. 

If she even had a tent. 

Guilt  gnawed  on  him  for  a  heartbeat.  “When,  exactly,  will  our  queen  make

her grand return?” 
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Her mouth tightened. “Tonight, if you think it wise.” 

“To  miss  the  battle  and  only  appear  to  bask  in  the  glory  of  victory?  I  doubt the troops would find that heartening.” 

“Then tell me where, and when, and I’ll do it.” 

“Just as you blindly obeyed our queen, you’ll now obey me?” 

“I  obey  no  man,”  she  snarled.  “But  I’m  not  fool  enough  to  believe  I  know

more about armies and soldiers than you do. My pride is not so easily bruised.” 

Aedion took a step forward. “And mine is?” 

“What I did, I did for her, and for this kingdom. Look at these men, your men

—look at the allies we’ve gathered and tell me that if they knew the truth, they

would be so eager to fight.” 

“The Bane fought when we believed her dead. It would be no different.” 

“It might be for our allies. For the people of Terrasen.” She didn’t back down

for a moment. “Go ahead and punish me for the rest of your life. For a thousand

years, if you wind up Settling.” 

With Gavriel for his father, he might very well. He tried not to dwell on the

possibility.  He’d  barely  interacted  with  the  Fae  royals  or  their  soldiers  beyond what was necessary. And they mostly kept to themselves. Yet they did not sneer

at him for his demi-Fae status; didn’t really seem to care what blood flowed in

his veins so long as he kept them alive. 

“We have enough enemies as it is,” Lysandra went on. “But if you truly wish

to make me one of them as well, that’s fine. I don’t regret what I did, nor will I

ever.” 

“Fine,” was all he could think to say. 

She shrewdly looked him over. As if weighing the man within. “It was real, 

Aedion,” she said. “All of it. I don’t care if you believe me or not. But it was real

for me.” 

He  couldn’t  bear  to  hear  it.  “I  have  a  meeting,”  he  lied,  and  stepped  around her. “Go slither off somewhere else.” 

Hurt flashed in her eyes, quickly hidden. He was the worst sort of bastard for

it. 

But he continued into Kyllian’s tent. She didn’t come after him. 

She was a stupid fool. 

A stupid fool, to have said anything, and to now feel something in her chest

crumpling. 

She had enough dignity left not to beg. To not watch Aedion go into Kyllian’s

tent  and  wonder  if  it  was  for  a  meeting,  or  because  he  was  seeking  to  remind himself of life after so much killing today. To not give one inch of space to the

burning in her eyes. 

Lysandra  made  her  way  toward  the  comfortable  tent  Sol  of  Suria  had  given

her  near  his.  A  kind,  sharply  clever  man—who  had  no  interest  in  women.  The

younger brother, Ravi, had eyed her, as all men did. But he’d kept a respectful

distance, and had talked to  her, not her chest, so she liked him, too. Didn’t mind

having a tent in their midst. 

An  honor,  actually.  She’d  gone  from  having  to  crawl  into  the  beds  of  lords, doing whatever they asked of her with a smile, to fighting beside them. And she

was  now  a  lady  herself.  One  whom  both  the  Lords  of  Suria  and  the  Lord  of

Allsbrook recognized, despite Darrow spitting on it. 

It  might  have  filled  her  with  gladness  had  battle  not  worn  her  out  so

completely that the walk back to the tent seemed endless. Had the general-prince

not filleted her spirit so thoroughly. 

Every step was an effort, the mud sucking at her boots. 

She turned down an alley of tents, the banners shifting from the white stag on

emerald  green  of  the  Bane  to  the  twin  silver  fish  on  vibrant  turquoise  of  those belonging to the House of Suria. Only fifty more feet to her tent, then she could

lie down. The soldiers knew who she was, what she was. None, if they glanced

twice in her direction, called out to her in the way men had done in Rifthold. 

Lysandra trudged into her tent, sighing in exhausted relief as she shouldered

her way through the flaps, aiming for her cot. 

Sleep,  cold  and  empty,  found  her  before  she  could  remember  to  remove  her

boots. 

CHAPTER 11

“You’re  sure  of  this?”  His  heart  pounding,  Chaol  braced  a  hand  on  the  desk  in the quarters he shared with Yrene and pointed to the map that Nesryn and Sartaq

had spread before them. 

“The soldiers we questioned had been given orders on where to rendezvous,” 

Sartaq said from the other side of the desk, still clad in his rukhin flying clothes. 

“They  were  far  enough  behind  the  others  that  they  would  have  needed

directions.” 

Chaol rubbed a hand over his jaw. “And you got a count on the army?” 

“Ten thousand strong,” Nesryn said, still leaning against the nearby wall. “But

no  sign  of  the  Ironteeth  legions.  Only  foot  soldiers,  and  about  a  thousand

cavalry.” 

“As far as you could see from the air,” Princess Hasar countered, twirling the

end  of  her  long,  dark  braid.  “Who  is  to  say  what  might  be  lurking  amid  the ranks?” 

How  many  Valg  demons,  the  princess  didn’t  need  to  add.  Of  all  the  royal

siblings, Hasar had taken Princess Duva’s infestation and their sister Tumelun’s

murder  at  her  hand  the  most  personally.  Had  sailed  here  to  avenge  both  her

sisters,  and  to  ensure  it  didn’t  happen  again.  If  this  war  had  not  been  so desperate, Chaol might have paid good coin to see Hasar rip into Valg hides. 

“The  soldiers  didn’t  divulge  that  information,”  Sartaq  admitted.  “Only  their

intended location.” 

At  his  side,  Yrene  wrapped  her  fingers  around  Chaol’s  and  squeezed.  He

hadn’t realized how cold, how trembling, his hand had become until her warmth

seeped into him. 

Because  the  intended  target  of  that  enemy  army  now  marching  to  the

northwest …

Anielle. 

“Your  father  has  not  kneeled  to  Morath,”  Hasar  mused,  flicking  her  heavy

braid  over  the  shoulder  of  her  embroidered  sky-blue  jacket.  “It  must  make

Erawan nervous enough that he saw the need to send such an army to crush it.” 

Chaol swallowed the dryness in his mouth. “But Erawan has already sacked

Rifthold,”  he  said,  pointing  to  the  capital  on  the  coast,  then  dragging  a  finger inland along the Avery. “He controls most of the river. Why not send the witches

to sack it instead? Why not sail right up the Avery? Why take an army so far to

the coast, then all the way back?” 

“To clear the way for the rest,” Yrene said, her mouth a tight line. “To instill

as much terror as possible.” 

Chaol blew out a breath. “In Terrasen. Erawan wants Terrasen to know what’s

coming,  that  he  can  take  his  time  and  expend  forces  on  destroying  swaths  of land.” 

“Does Anielle have an army?” Sartaq asked, the prince’s dark eyes steady. 

Chaol  straightened,  hand  balling  into  a  fist,  as  if  it  could  keep  the  dread pooling in his stomach at bay. Hurry—they had to hurry. “Not one able to take

on  ten  thousand  soldiers.  The  keep  might  survive  a  siege,  but  not  indefinitely, and it wouldn’t be able to fit the city’s population.” Only his father’s chosen few. 

Silence fell, and Chaol knew they were waiting for him to speak, to voice the

question himself. He hated every word that came out of his mouth. “Is it worth it

to launch our troops here and march to save Anielle?” 

Because  they  couldn’t  risk  the  Avery,  not  when  Rifthold  sat  at  its  entrance. 

They’d have to find a place to land and march inland. Across the plains, over the

Acanthus,  into  Oakwald,  and  to  the  very  foothills  of  the  White  Fangs.  Days  of travel on horseback—the gods knew how long an army would take. 

“There might not be an Anielle left by the time we get there,” Hasar said with

more gentleness than the sharp-faced princess usually bothered with. Enough so

that  Chaol  reined  in  the  urge  to  tell  them  that  was  precisely  why  they  had  to move  now. “If the southern half of Adarlan is beyond help, then we might land

near Meah.” She pointed to the city in the north of the kingdom. “March near the

border, and set ourselves up to intercept them.” 

“Or  we  could  go  directly  to  Terrasen,  and  sail  up  the  Florine  to  Orynth’s

doorstep,” Sartaq mused. 

“We don’t know what we’ll find in either,” Nesryn countered quietly, her cool

voice  filling  the  room.  A  different  woman  in  some  ways  than  the  one  who’d

gone  with  Chaol  to  the  southern  continent.  “Meah  could  be  overrun,  and

Terrasen might be facing its own siege. The days it would take for our scouts to

fly northward would waste vital time—if they return at all.” 

Chaol drew in a deep breath, willing his heart to calm. He hadn’t the faintest

idea  where  Dorian  might  be,  if  he’d  gone  with  Aelin  to  Terrasen.  The  soldiers Nesryn and Sartaq had interrogated had not known. What would his friend have

chosen?  He  could  almost  hear  Dorian  yelling  at  him  for  even  hesitating,  hear him ordering Chaol to stop wondering where he’d gone and hurry to Anielle. 

“Anielle  lies  near  the  Ferian  Gap,”  Hasar  said,  “which  is  also  controlled  by Morath, and is another outpost for the Ironteeth and their wyverns. By bringing

our  forces  so  far  inland,  we  risk  not  only  the  army  marching  for  Anielle,  but finding  a  host  of  witches  at  our  backs.”  She  met  Chaol’s  gaze,  her  face  as unflinching as her words. “Would saving the city gain us anything?” 

“It is his home,” Yrene said quietly, but not weakly, her chin refusing to dip

even  an  inch  in  the  royals’  presence.  “I’d  think  that  would  be  all  the  proof  we need to defend it.” 

Chaol tightened his hand around hers in silent thanks. Dorian would have said

the same. 

Sartaq  studied  the  map  once  more.  “The  Avery  splits  near  Anielle,”  he

murmured, running a finger along it. “It veers southward to the Silver Lake and

Anielle, and then the other branch runs northward, past the Ferian Gap, skirting along the Ruhnns and up to nearly the border of Terrasen itself.” 

“I can read a map, brother,” Hasar growled. 

Sartaq  ignored  her,  his  eyes  meeting  Chaol’s  once  more.  A  spark  lit  their

steady depths. “We avoid the Avery until Anielle. March inland. And when the

city is secure, we begin a campaign northward, along the Avery.” 

Nesryn  pushed  off  the  wall  to  prowl  to  the  prince’s  side.  “Into  the  Ferian

Gap? We’d be facing the witches, then.” 

Sartaq gave her a half grin. “Then it’s a good thing we have ruks.” 

Hasar  leaned  over  the  map.  “If  we  secure  the  Ferian  Gap,  then  we  could

possibly march all the way to Terrasen, taking the inland route.” She shook her

head. “But what of the armada?” 

“They wait to intercept Kashin’s fleet,” Sartaq said. “We take the soldiers, the

Darghan cavalry, the ruks, and they wait for the rest of the army to arrive and tell

them to meet us here.” 

Hope stirred in Chaol’s chest. 

“But  that  still  leaves  us  at  least  a  week  behind  the  army  marching  for

Anielle,” Nesryn said. 

Truth—they’d  never  catch  up  to  them  in  time.  Any  delay  could  cost  untold

lives.  “They  need  to  be  warned,”  Chaol  said.  “Anielle  must  be  warned,  and

given time to prepare.” 

Sartaq nodded. “I can be there in a few days’ flight.” 

“No,” Chaol said, and Yrene lifted a brow. “If you can spare me a ruk and a

rider, I’ll go myself. Stay here, and ready the ruks to fly. Tomorrow, if possible. 

A day or two at most.” He gestured to Hasar. “Dock the ships and lead the troops

inland, as swiftly as they can march.” 

Yrene’s  eyes  turned  wary,  well  aware  of  what  and  whom  he  would  face  in

Anielle.  The  homecoming  he  had  never  pictured,  certainly  not  under  these

circumstances. 

“I’m coming with you,” his wife said. 

He squeezed her hand again, as if to say,  I’m not at all surprised to hear that. 

Yrene squeezed right back. 

Sartaq  and  Hasar  nodded,  and  Nesryn  opened  her  mouth  as  if  she’d  object, 

but nodded, too. 

They’d  leave  tonight,  under  cover  of  darkness.  Finding  Dorian  again  would

have to wait. Yrene chewed on her lip, no doubt calculating what they’d need to

pack, what to tell the other healers. 

He  prayed  they’d  be  swift  enough,  prayed  that  he  could  figure  out  what  the

hell  to  say  to  his  father,  after  the  oath  he’d  broken,  after  all  that  lay  between them.  And  more  than  that,  what  he’d  say  to  his  mother,  and  the  not-so-young brother he’d left behind when he’d chosen Dorian over his birthright. 

Chaol had given Yrene the title owed to her in marrying him: Lady Westfall. 

He  wondered  if  he  could  stomach  being  called  Lord.  If  it  mattered  at  all, 

given what bore down upon the city on the Silver Lake. 

If it would matter at all if they didn’t make it in time. 

Sartaq braced a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Hold the defenses for as long

as  you  can,  Lord  Westfall.  The  ruks  will  be  a  day  or  so  behind  you,  the  foot soldiers a week behind that.” 

Chaol clasped Sartaq’s hand, then Hasar’s. “Thank you.” 

Hasar’s mouth curved into a half smile. “Thank us if we save your city.” 

CHAPTER 12

Everything. She had given everything for this, and had been glad to do it. 

Aelin lay in darkness, the slab of iron like a starless night overhead. 

She’d awoken in here. Had been in here for … a long time. 

Long enough she’d relieved herself. Hadn’t cared. 

Perhaps it had all been for nothing. The Queen Who Was Promised. 

Promised  to  die,  to  surrender  herself  to  fulfill  an  ancient  princess’s  debt.  To save this world. 

She  wouldn’t  be  able  to  do  it.  She  would  fail  in  that,  even  if  she  outlasted Maeve. 

Outlasted what she might have glimpsed lay beneath the queen’s skin. If that

had been real at all. 

Against Erawan, there had been little hope. But against Maeve as well …

Silent tears pooled in her mask. 

It didn’t matter. She wasn’t leaving this place. This box. 

She  would  never  again  feel  the  buttery  warmth  of  the  sun  on  her  hair,  or  a sea-kissed breeze on her cheeks. 

She  couldn’t  stop  crying,  ceaseless  and  relentless.  As  if  some  dam  had

cracked open inside her the moment she’d seen the blood dribble down Maeve’s

face. 

She didn’t care if Cairn saw the tears, smelled them. 

Let him break her until she was bloody smithereens on the floor. Let him do it

over and over again. 

She wouldn’t fight. Couldn’t bear to fight. 

A door groaned open and closed. Stalking footsteps neared. 

Then a thump on the lid of the coffin. “How does a few more days in there

sound to you?” 

She wished she could fold herself into the blackness around her. 

Cairn told Fenrys to relieve himself and return. Silence filled the room. 

Then  a  thin  scraping.  Along  the  top  of  the  box.  As  if  Cairn  were  running  a dagger over it. 

“I’ve been thinking how to repay you when I let you out.” 

Aelin blocked out his words. Did nothing but gaze into the dark. 

She was so tired. So, so tired. 

For Terrasen, she had gladly done this. All of it. For Terrasen, she deserved to

pay this price. 

She had tried to make it right. Had tried, and failed. 

And she was so, so tired. 

 Fireheart. 

The whispered word floated through the eternal night, a glimmer of sound, of light. 

 Fireheart. 

The woman’s voice was soft, loving. Her mother’s voice. 

Aelin  turned  her  face  away.  Even  that  movement  was  more  than  she  could

bear. 

 Fireheart, why do you cry? 

Aelin could not answer. 

 Fireheart. 

The words were a gentle brush down her cheek.  Fireheart, why do you cry? 

And  from  far  away,  deep  within  her,  Aelin  whispered  toward  that  ray  of

memory,  Because I am lost. And I do not know the way. 

Cairn was still talking. Still scraping his knife over the coffin’s lid. 

But Aelin did not hear him as she found a woman lying beside her. A mirror

—or a reflection of the face she’d bear in a few years’ time. Should she live that

long. 

Borrowed time. Every moment of it had been borrowed time. 

Evalin Ashryver ran gentle fingers down Aelin’s cheek. Over the mask. 

Aelin could have sworn she felt them against her skin. 

 You have been very brave, her mother said.  You have been very brave, for so

 very long. 

Aelin couldn’t stop the silent sob that worked its way up her throat. 

 But you must be brave a little while longer, my Fireheart. 

She leaned into her mother’s touch. 

 You must be brave a little while longer, and remember …

Her mother placed a phantom hand over Aelin’s heart. 

 It is the strength of this  that matters. No matter where you are, no matter how far, this will lead you home. 

Aelin managed to slide a hand up to her chest, to cover her mother’s fingers. 

Only thin fabric and iron met her skin. 

But  Evalin  Ashryver  held  Aelin’s  gaze,  the  softness  turning  hard  and

gleaming as fresh steel.  It is the strength of this  that matters, Aelin. 

Aelin’s fingers dug into her chest as she mouthed,  The strength of this. 

Evalin nodded. 

Cairn’s  hissed  threats  danced  through  the  coffin,  his  knife  scraping  and

scraping. 

Evalin’s face didn’t falter.  You are my daughter. You were born of two mighty

 bloodlines. That strength flows through you. Lives in you. 

Evalin’s face blazed with the fierceness of the women who had come before

them, all the way back to the Faerie Queen whose eyes they both bore. 

 You do not yield. 

Then she was gone, like dew under the morning sun. 

But the words lingered. 

Blossomed within Aelin, bright as a kindled ember. 
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 You do not yield. 

Cairn  scraped  his  dagger  over  the  metal,  right  above  her  head.  “When  I  cut

you up this time, bitch, I’m going to—” 

Aelin slammed her hand into the lid. 

Cairn paused. 

Aelin pounded her fist into the iron again. Again. 

 You do not yield. 

Again. 

 You do not yield. 

Again. Again. 

Until she was alive with it, until her blood was raining onto her face, washing

away the tears, until every pound of her fist into the iron was a battle cry. 

 You do not yield. 

 You do not yield. 

 You do not yield. 

It  rose  in  her,  burning  and  roaring,  and  she  gave  herself  wholly  to  it. 

Distantly, close by, wood crashed. Like someone had staggered into something. 

Then shouting. 

Aelin  hammered  her  fist  into  the  metal,  the  song  within  her  pulsing  and

cresting, a tidal wave racing for the shore. 

 “Get me that gloriella!” 

The words meant nothing. He was nothing. Would always be nothing. 

Over and over, she pounded against the lid. Over and over, that song of fire

and darkness flared through her, out of her, into the world. 

 You do not yield. 

Something hissed and crackled nearby, and smoke poured through the lid. 

But  Aelin  kept  striking.  Kept  striking  until  the  smoke  choked  her,  until  its sweet scent dragged her under and away. 

And when she awoke chained on the altar, she beheld what she had done to

the iron coffin. 

The top of the lid had been warped. A great hump now protruded, the metal

stretched thin. 

As if it had come so very close to breaking entirely. 

On a dark hilltop overlooking a sleeping kingdom, Rowan froze. 

The others were already halfway down the hill, leading the horses along the

dried slope that would take them over Akkadia’s border and onto the arid plains

below. 

His hand dropped from the stallion’s reins. 

He had to have imagined it. 

He scanned the starry sky, the slumbering lands beyond, the Lord of the North

above. 

It hit him a heartbeat later. Erupted around him and  roared. 

Over and over and over, as if it were a hammer against an anvil. 

The others whirled to him. 

That raging, fiery song charged closer. Through him. 

Down the mating bond. Down into his very soul. 

A bellow of fury and defiance. 

From down the hill, Lorcan rasped, “Rowan.” 

It was impossible, utterly impossible, and yet—

“North,”  Gavriel  said,  turning  his  bay  gelding.  “The  surge  came  from  the

North.” 

From Doranelle. 

A beacon in the night. Power rippling into the world, as it had done in Skull’s

Bay. 

It  filled  him  with  sound,  with  fire  and  light.  As  if  it  screamed,  again  and again,  I am alive, I am alive, I am alive. 

And then silence. Like it had been cut off. 

Extinguished. 

He refused to think of why. The mating bond remained. Stretched taut, but it

remained. 

So  he  sent  the  words  along  it,  with  as  much  hope  and  fury  and  unrelenting

love as he had felt from her.  I will find you. 

There  was  no  answer.  Nothing  but  humming  darkness  and  the  Lord  of  the

North glistening above, pointing the way north. To her. 

He found his companions waiting for his orders. 

He  opened  his  mouth  to  voice  them,  but  halted.  Considered.  “We  need  to

draw  Maeve  out—away  from  Aelin.”  His  voice  rumbled  over  the  drowsy

buzzing  of  insects  in  the  grasses.  “Just  long  enough  for  us  to  infiltrate

Doranelle.” For even with the three of them together, they might not be enough

to take on Maeve. 

“If  she  hears  we’re  coming,”  Lorcan  countered,  “Maeve  will  spirit  Aelin

away again, not come to meet us. She’s not that foolish.” 

But  Rowan  looked  to  Elide,  the  Lady  of  Perranth’s  eyes  wide.  “I  know,”  he

said,  his  plan  forming,  as  cold  and  ruthless  as  the  power  in  his  veins.  “We’ll draw out Maeve with a different sort of lure, then.” 

CHAPTER 13

The spider spoke true. 

Keeping  hidden  amongst  the  ice-crusted  rocks  of  a  jagged  mountain  peak, 

Manon and the Thirteen peered down into the small pass. 

At the camp of red-cloaked witches, the location confirmed by the Shadows

just an hour ago. 

Manon  glanced  over  her  shoulder,  to  where  Dorian  was  nearly  invisible

against the snow, the spider in her plain human form beside him. 

The depthless eyes of the creature met hers, shining with triumph. 

Fine. Cyrene, or whatever she called herself, might live. Where it would lead

them, she’d see. The horrors the spider had mentioned in Morath—

Later. 

Manon scanned the darkening blue skies. None of them had questioned when

Manon  had  sailed  off  on  Abraxos  hours  earlier.  And  none  of  her  Thirteen  now asked where she’d gone as they monitored their ancient enemy’s camp. 

“Seventy-five that we can see,” Asterin murmured, eyes fixed on the bustling

camp. “What in hell are they doing out here?” 

Manon didn’t know. The Shadows hadn’t been able to glean anything. 

Tents surrounded small campfires—and every few moments, figures departed

and arrived on brooms. Her heart thundered in her chest. 

The Crochans. The other half of her heritage. 

“We move on your command,” Sorrel said, a careful nudge. 

Manon  drew  in  a  breath,  willing  the  snow-laced  wind  to  keep  her  cold  and

steady during this next encounter. And what would come after. 

“No  nails  or  teeth,”  Manon  ordered  the  Thirteen.  Then  she  looked  over  her

shoulder once more to the king and spider. “You may stay here, if you wish.” 

Dorian gave her a lazy smile. “And miss the fun?” Yet she caught the gleam

in  his  eye—the  understanding  that  perhaps  he  alone  could  grasp.  That  she  was not just about to face an enemy, but a potential people. He subtly nodded. “We

all go in.” 

Manon merely nodded back and rose. The Thirteen stood with her. 

It was the matter of a few minutes before warning cries rang out. 

But  Manon  kept  her  hands  in  the  air  as  Abraxos  landed  at  the  edge  of  the

Crochan  camp,  the  Thirteen  and  their  wyverns  behind  her,  Vesta  bearing  both

Dorian and the spider. 

Spears and arrows and swords pointed at them with lethal accuracy. 

A dark-haired witch stalked past the armed front line, a fine blade in her hand

as her eyes fixed on Manon. 

Crochans. Her people. 

Now—now  would  be  the  time  to  make  the  speech  she’d  planned.  To  free those words that she’d tethered within herself. 

Asterin turned toward her in silent urging. 

Yet Manon’s lips didn’t move. 

The dark-haired one kept her brown eyes fixed on Manon. Over one shoulder, 

a  polished  wood  staff  gleamed.  Not  a  staff—a  broom.  Beyond  the  witch’s

billowing red cloak, gold-bound twigs shimmered. 

High ranking, then, to have such fine bindings. Most Crochans used simpler

metals, the poorest just twine. 

“What  interesting  replacements  for  your  ironwood  brooms,”  the  Crochan

said. The others were as stone-faced as the Thirteen. The witch glanced toward

where Dorian sat atop Vesta’s mount, likely monitoring all with that clear-eyed

cunning.  “And  interesting  company  you  now  keep.”  The  witch’s  mouth  curled

slightly. “Unless things have become so sorry for your ilk, Blackbeak, that you

have to resort to sharing.” 

A snarl rumbled from Asterin. 

But the witch had identified her—or at least what Clan they hailed from. The

Crochan  sniffed  at  the  spider-shifter.  Her  eyes  shuttered.  “Interesting  company indeed.” 

“We mean you no harm,” Manon finally said. 

The witch snorted. “No threats from the White Demon?” 

Oh, she knew, then. Who Manon was, who they all were. 

“Or are the rumors true? That you broke with your grandmother?” The witch

brazenly surveyed Manon from head to boot. A bolder look than Manon usually

allowed her enemies to make. “Rumor also claims you were gutted at her hand, 

but here you are. Hale and once more hunting us. Perhaps the rumors about your

defection aren’t true, either.” 

“She  broke  from  her  grandmother,”  said  Dorian,  sliding  off  Vesta’s  wyvern

and  prowling  toward  Abraxos.  The  Crochans  tensed,  but  made  no  move  to

attack.  “I  pulled  her  from  the  sea  months  ago,  when  she  lay  upon  Death’s

doorstep. Saw the iron shards my friends removed from her abdomen.” 

The  Crochan’s  dark  brows  rose,  again  taking  in  the  beautiful,  well-spoken

male.  Perhaps  noting  the  power  that  radiated  from  him—and  the  keys  he  bore. 

“And who, exactly, are you?” 

Dorian  gave  the  witch  one  of  those  charming  smiles  and  sketched  a  bow. 

“Dorian Havilliard, at your service.” 

“The king,” one of the Crochans murmured from near the wyverns. 

Dorian winked. “That I am, too.” 

The  head  of  the  coven,  however,  studied  him—then  Manon.  The  spider. 

“There is more to be explained, it seems.” 

Manon’s hand itched for Wind-Cleaver at her back. 

But  Dorian  said,  “We’ve  been  looking  for  you  for  two  months  now.”  The

Crochans  again  tensed.  “Not  for  violence  or  sport,”  he  clarified,  the  words

flowing in a  silver-tongued melody. “But  so we might  discuss matters  between
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our peoples.” 

The Crochans shifted, boots crunching in the icy snow. 

The  coven  leader  asked,  “Between  Adarlan  and  us,  or  between  the

Blackbeaks and our people?” 

Manon slid off Abraxos at last, her mount huffing anxiously as he eyed their

glinting  weapons.  “All  of  us,”  Manon  said  tightly.  She  jerked  her  chin  to  the wyverns. “They will not harm you.” Unless she signaled the command. Then the

Crochans’  heads  would  be  torn  from  their  bodies  before  they  could  draw  their swords. “You can stand down.” 

One of the Crochans laughed. “And be remembered as fools for trusting you? 

I think not.” 

The coven leader slashed a silencing glare toward the brown-haired sentinel

who’d spoken, a pretty, full-figured witch. The witch shrugged, sighing skyward. 

The coven leader turned to Manon. “We will stand down when we are ordered

to do so.” 

“By whom?” Dorian scanned their ranks. 

Now  would  be  the  time  for  Manon  to  say  who  she  was,  what  she  was.  To

announce why she had truly come. 

The coven leader pointed deeper into the camp. “Her.” 

Even  from  a  distance,  Dorian  had  marveled  at  the  brooms  the  Crochans  sat

astride to soar through the sky. But now, surrounded by them … No mere myths. 

But warriors. Ones all too happy to end them. 

Bloodred  capes  flowed  everywhere,  stark  against  the  snow  and  gray  peaks. 

Though many of the witches were young-faced and beautiful, there were just as

many  who  appeared  middle-aged,  some  even  elderly.  How  old  they  must  have

been  to  become  so  withered,  Dorian  couldn’t  fathom.  He  had  little  doubt  they could kill him with ease. 

The  coven  leader  pointed  toward  the  neat  rows  of  tents,  and  the  gathered

warriors parted, the wall of brooms and weapons shining in the dying light. 

“So,”  an  ancient  voice  said  as  the  ranks  stepped  back  to  reveal  the  one  to whom  the  Crochan  had  pointed.  Not  yet  bent  with  age,  but  her  hair  was  white with  it.  Her  blue  eyes,  however,  were  clear  as  a  mountain  lake.  “The  hunters have now become the hunted.” 

The  ancient  witch  paused  at  the  edge  of  her  ranks,  surveying  Manon.  There

was kindness on the witch’s face, Dorian noted—and wisdom. And something, 

he  realized,  like  sorrow.  It  didn’t  halt  him  from  sliding  a  hand  onto  Damaris’s pommel, as if he were casually resting it. 

“We sought you so we might speak.” Manon’s cold, calm voice rang out over

the rocks. “We mean you no harm.” 

Damaris warmed at the truth in her words. 

“This  time,”  the  brown-haired  witch  who’d  spoken  earlier  muttered.  Her

coven leader elbowed her in warning. 

“Who  are  you,  though?”  Manon  instead  asked  the  crone.  “You  lead  these

covens.” 

“I  am  Glennis.  My  family  served  the  Crochan  royals,  long  before  the  city

fell.” The ancient witch’s eyes went to the strip of red cloth tying Manon’s braid. 

“Rhiannon found you, then.” 

Dorian  had  listened  when  Manon  had  explained  to  the  Thirteen  the  truth

about  her  heritage,  and  who  her  grandmother  had  bade  her  to  slaughter  in  the Omega. 

Manon kept her chin up, even as her golden eyes flickered. “Rhiannon didn’t

make it out of the Ferian Gap.” 

“Bitch,” a witch snarled, others echoing it. 

Manon ignored it and asked the ancient Crochan, “You knew her, then?” 

The witches fell silent. 

The  crone  inclined  her  head,  that  sorrow  filling  her  eyes  once  more.  Dorian

didn’t need Damaris’s confirming warmth to know her next words were true. “I

was her great-grandmother.” Even the whipping wind quieted. “As I am yours.” 

CHAPTER 14

The  Crochans  stood  down—under  the  orders  of  Manon’s  so-called  great-

grandmother. Glennis. 

She had demanded how, what the lineage was, but Glennis had only beckoned

Manon to follow her into the camp. 

At  least  two  dozen  other  witches  tended  to  the  several  fire  pits  scattered

amongst the white tents, all of them halting their various work as Manon passed. 

She’d never seen Crochans going about their domestic tasks, but here they were:

some  tending  to  fires,  some  hauling  buckets  of  water,  some  monitoring  heavy

cauldrons of what smelled like mountain-goat stew seasoned with dried herbs. 

No words sounded in her head while she strode through the ranks of bristling

Crochans. The Thirteen didn’t try to speak, either. But Dorian did. 

The king fell into step beside her, his body a wall of solid warmth, and asked

quietly, “Did you know you had kin still living amongst the Crochans?” 

“No.” Her grandmother hadn’t mentioned it in her final taunts. 

Manon doubted the camp was a permanent place for the Crochans.They’d be

foolish to ever reveal that. Yet Cyrene had discovered it, somehow. 

Perhaps by tracking Manon’s scent—the parts of it that claimed kinship with

the Crochans. 

The spider now walked between Asterin and Sorrel, Dorian still showing no

sign of strain in keeping her partially bound, though he kept a hand on the hilt of

his sword. 

A sharp glance from Manon and he dropped it. 

“How  do  you  want  to  play  this?”  Dorian  murmured.  “Do  you  want  me  to

keep quiet, or be at your side?” 

“Asterin is my Second.” 

“And what am I, then?” The smooth question ran a hand down her spine, as if

he’d caressed her with those invisible hands of his. 

“You are the King of Adarlan.” 

“Shall I be a part of the discussions, then?” 

“If you feel like it.” 

She felt his rising annoyance and hid her smirk. 

Dorian’s  voice  dropped  into  a  low  purr.  “Do  you  know  what  I  feel  like

doing?” 

She  twisted  her  head  to  glare  at  him  incredulously.  And  found  the  king

smirking. 

“You look like you’re about to bolt,” he said, that smile lingering. “It will set

the wrong tone.” 

He was trying to rile her, to distract her into loosening her iron-hard grip on
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her control. 

“They know who you are,” Dorian went on. “Proving that part of it is over. 

Whether  they  accept  you  will  be  the  true  matter.”  Her  great-grandmother  must

have  come  from  the  nonroyal  part  of  her  bloodline,  then.  “These  do  not  seem like witches who will be won by brutality.” 

He didn’t know the half of it. “Are you presuming to give me advice?” 

“Consider it a tip, from one monarch to another.” 

Despite who walked ahead of them, behind them, Manon smiled slightly. 

He surprised her further by saying, “I’ve been tunneling into my power since

they appeared. One wrong move from them, and I’ll blast them into nothing.” 

A  shiver  rippled  down  her  back  at  the  cold  violence  in  his  voice.  “We  need them as allies.” Everything she was to do today, tonight, was to seal such a thing. 

“Then let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, witchling.” 

Manon opened her mouth to answer. 

But a horn, shrill and warning, blasted through the descending night. 

Then the beating of mighty leathery wings boomed across the stars. 

The  camp  was  instantly  in  action,  shouts  ringing  out  from  the  scouts  who’d

sounded the alarm. The Thirteen closed ranks around Manon, weapons drawn. 

The Ironteeth had found them. 

Far sooner than Manon had planned. 

How the Ironteeth patrol had found them, Dorian didn’t know. He supposed the

fires would be a giveaway. 

Dorian rallied his magic as twenty-six massive shapes swept over the camp. 

Yellowlegs. Two covens. 

The  crone  who’d  introduced  herself  as  Manon’s  great-grandmother  began

shouting commands, and Crochans obeyed, leaping into the newly dark skies on

their brooms, bows drawn or swords out. 

No  time  to  question  how  they’d  been  found,  whether  the  spider  had  indeed

laid a trap—certainly not as Manon’s voice rang out, ordering the Thirteen into

defensive positions. 

Swift  as  shadows,  they  raced  for  where  they’d  left  their  wyverns,  iron  teeth glinting. 

Dorian  waited  until  the  Crochans  were  clear  of  him  before  unleashing  his

power.  Spears  of  ice,  to  pierce  the  enemy’s  exposed  chests  or  rip  through  their wings. 

Half a thought had him loosening Cyrene’s bonds, though not unleashing her

from  the  power  that  kept  her  from  attacking.  Just  giving  her  enough  space  to shift, to defend herself. A flash on the other side of the camp told him she had. 

The interrogation would come later. 

Manon  and  the  Thirteen  reached  the  wyverns,  and  were  airborne  within

heartbeats, flapping into the chaos above. 

The  Crochans  were  so  small—so  terribly  small—against  the  bulk  of  the

wyverns. Even on their brooms. 

And  as  they  swarmed  around  the  two  Ironteeth  covens,  firing  arrows  and swinging swords, Dorian couldn’t get a clear shot. Not with the Crochans darting

around the beasts, too fast for him to track. Some of the wyverns bellowed and

tumbled from the sky, but many stayed aloft. 

Glennis  barked  orders  from  the  ground,  a  great  bow  in  her  wrinkled  hands, 

aimed upward. 

A wyvern soared overhead, so low its spiked, poisonous tail snapped through

tent after tent. 

Glennis let her arrow fly, and Dorian echoed her blow with one of his own. 

A lance of solid ice, careening for the exposed, mottled chest. 

Both arrow and ice spear drove home, and black blood spewed downward—

before the wyvern and rider went crashing into a peak, and flipped over the cliff

face. 

Glennis  grinned,  that  aged  face  lighting.  “I  struck  first.”  She  drew  another

arrow. Such lightness, even in the face of an ambush. 

“I  wish  you  were  my  great-grandmother,”  Dorian  muttered,  and  readied  his

next blow. He’d have to be careful, with the Thirteen looking so much like the

Yellowlegs from below. 

But the Thirteen did not need his caution, or his help. 

They plowed into the lines of the Yellowlegs, breaking them apart, scattering

them. 

The  Yellowlegs  might  have  had  the  advantage  of  surprise,  but  the  Thirteen

were masters of war. 

Crochans tumbled from the skies as they were struck by brutal, spiked tails. 

Some  not  even  tumbling  at  all  as  they  came  face-to-face  with  enormous  maws

and did not emerge again. 

“Clear out!” Manon’s barked order carried over the fray. “Form lines low to

the ground!” 

Not an order for the Thirteen, but the Crochans. 

Glennis  shouted,  some  magic  no  doubt  amplifying  her  voice,  “Follow  her

command!” 

Just like that, the Crochans fell back, forming a solid unit in the air above the

tents. 

They  watched  as  Abraxos  ripped  the  throat  from  a  bull  twice  his  size,  and

Manon  fired  an  arrow  through  the  rider’s  face.  Watched  as  the  green-eyed

demon  twins  rounded  up  three  wyverns  between  them  and  sent  them  crashing

onto the mountainsides. Watched as Asterin’s blue mare ripped a rider from the

saddle, then ripped part of the spine from the wyvern beneath her. 

Each of the Thirteen marked a target with every swipe through the gathered

attackers. 

The Yellowlegs had no such organization. 

The Yellowlegs sentinels who tried to break from the Thirteen’s path to attack

the Crochans below found a wall of arrows meeting them. 

The wyverns might have survived, but the riders did not. 

And with a few careful maneuvers, the riderless beasts found themselves with throats cut, blood streaming as they crashed onto the nearby peaks. 

Pity mingled with the fear and rage in his heart. 

How  many  of  those  beasts  might  have  been  like  Abraxos,  had  they  good

riders who loved them? 

It was surprisingly hard to blast his magic at the wyvern who managed to sail

overhead, aiming right for Glennis, another wyvern on its tail. 

He made it an easy death, snapping the beast’s neck with a burst of his power

that left him panting. 

He  whipped  his  magic  toward  the  second  attacking  wyvern,  offering  it  the

same  quick  end,  but  didn’t  see  the  third  and  fourth  that  now  crashed  into  the camp, wrecking tents and snapping their jaws at anything in their path. Crochans

fell, screaming. 

But then Manon was there, Abraxos sailing hard and fast, and she lopped off

the head of the nearest rider. The Yellowlegs sentinel still wore an expression of

shock as her head flew. 

Dorian’s magic balked. 

The severed head hit the ground near him and rolled. 

A  room  flashed,  the  red  marble  stained  with  blood,  the  thud  of  a  head  on

stone the only sound beyond his screaming. 

 I was not supposed to love you. 

The Yellowlegs’s head halted near his boots, the blue blood gushing onto the

snow and dirt. 

He didn’t hear, didn’t care, that the fourth wyvern soared toward him. 

Manon bellowed his name, and Crochan arrows fired. 

The Yellowlegs sentinel’s eyes stared at no one, nothing. 

A gaping maw opened before him, jaws stretching wide. 

Manon screamed his name again, but he couldn’t move. 

The  wyvern  swept  down,  and  darkness  yawned  wide  as  those  jaws  closed

around him. 

As Dorian let his magic rip free of its tethers. 

One  heartbeat,  the  wyvern  was  swallowing  him  whole,  its  rancid  breath

staining the air. 

The next, the beast was on the ground, corpse steaming. 

Steaming, from what he’d done to it. 

Not to it, but to himself. 

The  body  he’d  turned  into  solid  flame,  so  hot  it  had  melted  through  the

wyvern’s  jaws,  its  throat,  and  he  had  passed  through  the  beast’s  mouth  as  if  it were nothing but a cobweb. 

The Yellowlegs rider who’d survived the crash drew her sword, but too late. 

Glennis put an arrow through her throat. 

Silence fell. Even the battle above died out. 

The  Thirteen  landed,  splattered  in  blue  and  black  blood.  So  different  from

Sorscha’s red blood—his own red blood. 

Then  there  were  iron-tipped  hands  gripping  his  shoulders,  and  gold  eyes glaring into his own. “Are you daft?” 

He only glanced to the Yellowlegs witch’s head, still feet away. Manon’s own

gaze turned toward it. Her mouth tightened, then she let go of him and whirled to

Glennis. “I’m sending out my Shadows to scout for others.” 

“Any enemy survivors?” Glennis scanned the empty skies. Whether his magic

surprised them, shocked them, neither Glennis nor the Crochans rushing to tend

to their wounded let on. 

“All dead,” Manon said. 

But the dark-haired Crochan who’d first intercepted them stormed at Manon, 

her sword out. “You did this.” 

Dorian  gripped  Damaris,  but  made  no  move  to  draw  it.  Not  while  Manon

didn’t back down. “Saved your asses? Yes, I’d say we did.” 

The witch seethed. “You led them here.” 

“Bronwen,” Glennis warned, wiping blue blood from her face. 

The  young  witch—Bronwen—bristled.  “You  think  it  mere  coincidence  that

they arrive, and then we’re attacked?” 

“They  fought  with  us,  not  against  us,”  Glennis  said.  She  turned  to  Manon. 

“Do you swear it?” 

Manon’s golden eyes glowed in the firelight. “I swear it. I did not lead them

here.” 

Glennis nodded, but Dorian stared at Manon. 

Damaris had gone cold as ice. So cold the golden hilt bit into his skin. 

Glennis, somehow satisfied, nodded again. “Then we shall talk—later.” 

Bronwen spat on the bloody ground and prowled off. 

A lie. Manon had lied. 

She arched a brow at him, but Dorian turned away. Let the knowledge settle

into him. What she’d done. 

Thus began a series of orders and movements, gathering the injured and dead. 

Dorian helped as best he could, healing those who needed it most. Open, gaping

wounds that leaked blue blood onto his hands. 

The warmth of that blood didn’t reach him. 

CHAPTER 15

She was a liar, and a killer, and would likely have to be both again before this

was through. 

But  Manon  had  no  regrets  about  what  she’d  done.  Had  no  room  in  her  for

regret. Not with time bearing down on them, not with so much resting on their

shoulders. 

For  long  hours  while  they  worked  to  repair  camp  and  Crochans,  Manon

monitored the frosty skies. 

Eight  dead.  It  could  have  been  worse.  Much  worse.  Though  she  would  take

the  lives  of  those  eight  Crochans  with  her,  learn  their  names  so  she  might

remember them. 

Manon spent the long night helping the Thirteen haul the fallen wyverns and

Ironteeth  riders  to  another  ridge.  The  ground  was  too  hard  to  bury  them,  and pyres  would  be  too  easily  marked,  so  they  opted  for  snow.  She  didn’t  dare  ask Dorian to use his power to assist them. 

She’d seen that look in his eyes. Like he knew. 

Manon  dumped  a  stiff  Yellowlegs  body,  the  sentinel’s  lips  already  blue,  ice

crusted in her blond hair. Asterin hauled a stout-bodied rider toward her by the

boots, then deposited the witch with little fanfare. 

But Manon stared at their dead faces. She’d sacrificed them, too. 

Both sides of this conflict. Both of her bloodlines. 

All would bleed; too many would die. 

Would Glennis have welcomed them? Perhaps, but the other Crochans hadn’t

seemed so inclined to do so. 

And  the  fact  remained  that  they  did  not  have  the   time  to  waste  in  wooing them. So she’d picked the only method she knew: battle. Had soared off on her

own  earlier  that  day,  to  where  she  knew  Ironteeth  would  be  patrolling  nearby, waited until the great northern wind carried her scent southward. And then bided

her time. 

“Did  you  know  them?”  Asterin  asked  when  Manon  remained  staring  at  a

fallen  sentinel’s  body.  Down  the  line  of  them,  the  wyverns  used  their  wings  to brush great drifts of snow over the corpses. 

“No,” Manon said. “I didn’t.” 

Dawn was breaking by the time they returned to the Crochan camp. Eyes that

had spat fire hours earlier now watched them warily, fewer hands drifting toward

weapons as they aimed for the large, ringed fire pit. The largest of the camp, and

located in its heart. Glennis’s hearth. 

The  crone  stood  before  it,  warming  her  gnarled,  bloodied  hands.  Dorian  sat

nearby, and his sapphire eyes were indeed damning as he met Manon’s stare. 

Later. That conversation would come later. 

Manon halted a few feet away from Glennis, the Thirteen falling into rank at

the outskirts of the fire, surveying the five tents around it, the cauldron bubbling

at  its  center.  Behind  them,  Crochans  continued  their  repairs  and  healing—and

kept one eye upon them all. 

“Eat  something,”  Glennis  said,  gesturing  to  the  bubbling  cauldron.  To  what

smelled like goat stew. 

Manon didn’t bother objecting before she obeyed, gathering one of the small

earthenware bowls beside the fire. Another way to demonstrate trust: to eat their

food. Accept it. 

So Manon did, devouring a few bites before Dorian followed her lead and did

the same. When they were both eating, Glennis sat on a stone and sighed. “It’s

been  over  five  hundred  years  since  an  Ironteeth  witch  and  a  Crochan  shared  a meal. Since they sought to exchange words in peace. Interrupted, perhaps, only

by your mother and father.” 

“I suppose so,” Manon said mildly, pausing her eating. 

The  crone’s  mouth  twitched  toward  a  smile,  despite  the  battle,  the  draining

night.  “I  was  your  father’s  grandmother,”  she  clarified  at  last.  “I  myself  bore your  grandfather,  who  mated  a  Crochan  Queen  before  she  died  giving  birth  to

your father.” 

Another  thing  they’d  inherited  from  the  Fae:  their  difficulty  conceiving  and

the deadly nature of childbirth. A way for the Three-Faced Goddess to keep the

balance, to avoid flooding the lands with too many immortal children who would

devour her resources. 

Manon scanned the half-ruined camp, though. 

The crone read her question in her eyes. “Our men dwell at our homes, where

they  are  safe.  This  camp  is  an  outpost  while  we  conduct  our  business.”  The

Crochans  had  always  given  birth  to  more  males  than  the  Ironteeth,  and  had

adopted  the  Fae  habit  of  selecting  mates—if  not  a  true  mating  bond,  then  in spirit. She’d always thought it outlandish and strange. Unnecessary. 

“After  your  mother  never  returned,  your  father  was  asked  to  couple  with

another young witch. He was the sole carrier of the Crochan bloodline, you see, 

and  should  your  mother  and  you  not  have  survived  the  birthing,  it  would  end with him. He didn’t know what had happened to either of you. If you were alive, 

or dead. Didn’t even know where to look. So he agreed to do his duty, agreed to

help  his  dying  people.”  Her  great-grandmother  smiled  sadly.  “All  who  met

Tristan loved him.” Tristan. That had been his name. Had her grandmother even

known  it  before  she’d  killed  him?  “A  young  witch  was  chosen  for  him

especially. But he did not love her—not with your mother as his true mate, the

song  of  his  soul.  Tristan  made  it  work  nonetheless.  Rhiannon  was  the  result  of that.” 

Manon tensed. If Rhiannon’s mother were here—

Again, the crone read the question on Manon’s face. 

“She  was  slaughtered  by  a  Yellowlegs  sentinel  in  the  river  plains  of

Melisande. Years ago.” 

A  flicker  of  shame  went  through  Manon  at  the  relief  that  flooded  her.  To

avoid  that  confrontation,  to  avoid  begging  for  forgiveness,  as  she  should  have done. 

Dorian set down his spoon. Such a graceful, casual gesture, considering how

he’d felled that wyvern. “How is it that the Crochan line survived? Legend says

they were wiped out.” 

Another sad smile. “You can thank my mother for that. Rhiannon Crochan’s

youngest  daughter  gave  birth  during  the  siege  on  the  Witch-City.  With  our

armies felled and only the city walls to hold back the Ironteeth legions, and with

so  many  of  her  children  and  grandchildren  slaughtered  and  her  mate  spiked  to the city walls, Rhiannon had the heralds announce that it had been a stillbirth. So

the  Ironteeth  would  never  know  that  one  Crochan  might  yet  live.  That  same

night, just before Rhiannon began her three-day battle against the Ironteeth High

Witches, my mother smuggled the baby princess out on her broom.” The crone’s

throat  bobbed.  “Rhiannon  was  her  dearest  friend—a  sister  to  her.  My  mother

wanted to stay, to fight until the end, yet she was asked to do this for her people. 

Our  people.  Until  the  day  of  her  death,  my  mother  believed  Rhiannon  went  to hold the gates against the High Witches as a distraction. To get that last Crochan

scion out while the Ironteeth looked the other way.” 

Manon didn’t entirely know what to say, how to voice what roiled within her. 

“You will find,” Glennis went on, “that you have some cousins in this camp.” 

Asterin  stiffened  at  that,  Edda  and  Briar  also  tensing  where  they  lingered  at the  edge  of  the  fire.  Manon’s  own  kin,  on  the  Blackbeak  side  of  her  heritage. 

Undoubtedly willing to fight to keep that distinction for themselves. 

“Bronwen,”  the  crone  said,  gesturing  toward  the  dark-haired  coven  leader

with  the  gold-bound  broom,  now  monitoring  Manon  and  the  Thirteen  from  the

shadows beyond the fire, “is also my great-granddaughter. Your closest cousin.” 

No  kindness  shone  on  Bronwen’s  face,  so  Manon  didn’t  bother  looking

pleasant, either. 

“She and Rhiannon were close as sisters,” Glennis murmured. 

It took a considerable amount of effort not to touch the scrap of red cloak at

the end of her braid. 

Dorian, Darkness embrace his soul, cut in, “We found you for a reason.” 

Glennis again warmed her hands. “I suppose it is to ask us to join in this war.” 

Manon  didn’t  soften  her  stare.  “It  is.  You,  and  all  the  Crochans  scattered

across the lands.” 

One of the Crochans in the shadows let out a bark of laughter. “That’s rich.” 

Others chuckled with her. 

Glennis’s blue eyes didn’t falter. “We have not rallied a host since before the

fall  of  the  Witch-City.  You  might  find  it  a  more  difficult  task  than  you

anticipated.” 

Dorian asked, “And if their queen summoned them to fight?” 

Snow  crunched  under  stomping  steps,  and  then  Bronwen  was  there,  her
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brown eyes blazing. “Don’t answer, Glennis.” 

Such disrespect, such informality to an elder—

Bronwen leveled her burning stare on Manon. “You are not our queen, despite

what your blood might suggest. Despite this little skirmish. We do not, and will

never, answer to you.” 

“Morath  found  you  just  now,”  Manon  said  coolly.  She’d  anticipated  this

reaction. “It will do so again. Whether it is in a few months, or a year, they will

find you. And then there will be no hope of beating them.” She kept her hands at

her  sides,  resisting  the  urge  to  unsheathe  her  iron  claws.  “A  host  of  many

kingdoms rallies in Terrasen. Join them.” 

“Terrasen didn’t come to our aid five hundred years ago,” another voice said, 

coming closer. The pretty, brown-haired witch from earlier. Her broom, too, was

bound  in  fine  metal—silver  to  Bronwen’s  gold.  “I  don’t  see  why  we  should

bother helping them now.” 

“I  thought  you  lot  were  a  bunch  of  self-righteous  do-gooders,”  Manon

crooned. “Surely this would be your sort of thing.” 

The young witch bristled, but Glennis held up a withered hand. 

It  wasn’t  enough  to  stop  Bronwen,  though,  as  the  witch  looked  Manon  over

and snarled, “You are not our queen. We will never fly with you.” 

Bronwen and the younger witch stormed away, the gathered Crochan guards

parting to let them pass. 

Manon  found  Glennis  wincing  slightly.  “Our  family,  you  will  find,  has  a

hotheaded streak.” 

Ruthless. 

What Manon had done tonight, leading the Ironteeth to this camp … Dorian

didn’t have a word for it other than  ruthless. 

He left Manon and her great-grandmother, the Thirteen looking on, and went

in search of the spider. 

He found Cyrene where he’d left her, crouched in the shadows of one of the

farther tents. 

She’d  returned  to  her  human  form,  her  dark  hair  tangled,  bundled  in  a

Crochan cloak. As if one of them had taken pity on her. Not realizing the hunger

in Cyrene’s eyes wasn’t for the goat stew. 

“Where does the shifting come from?” Dorian asked as he paused before her, 

a hand on Damaris. “Inside you?” 

The  spider-shifter  blinked  up  at  him,  then  stood.  Someone  had  given  her  a

worn  brown  tunic,  pants,  and  boots,  too.  “That  was  a  great  feat  of  magic  you performed.” She smiled, revealing sharp little teeth. “What a king it might make

you. Unchallenged, unrivaled.” 

Dorian didn’t feel like saying he wasn’t entirely sure what manner of king he

wished  to  be,  should  he  live  long  enough  to  reclaim  his  throne.  Anyone  and

anything but his father seemed like a good place to start. 

Dorian  kept  his  stance  relaxed,  even  as  he  asked  again,  “Where  does  the

shifting come from inside you?” 

Cyrene  angled  her  head  as  if  listening  to  something.  “It  was  strange,  mortal king, to find that I had a new place within me with the return of magic. To find

that  something  new  had  taken  root.”  Her  small  hand  drifted  to  her  middle,  just above her navel. “A little seed of power. I will the shift, think of what I wish to

be,  and  the  change  starts  within  here  first.  Always,  the  heat  comes  from  here.” 

The spider settled her stare on him. “If you wish to be something, king-with-no-

crown, then be it. That is the secret to the shifting. Be what you wish.” 

He avoided the urge to roll his eyes, though Damaris warmed in his grip.  Be

 what you wish—a thing far easier said than done. Especially with the weight of a crown. 

Dorian  put  a  hand  on  his  stomach,  despite  the  layers  of  clothes  and  cloak. 

Only  toned  muscle  greeted  him.  “Is  that  what  you  do  to  summon  the  change:

first think of what you want to become?” 

“With limits. I need a clear image within my mind, or else it will not work at

all.” 

“So you cannot change into something you have not seen.” 

“I  can  invent  certain  traits—eye  color,  build,  hair—but  not  the  creature

itself.” A hideous smile bloomed on her mouth. “Use that lovely magic of yours. 

Change your pretty eyes,” the spider dared. “Change their color.” 

Gods  damn  him,  but  he  tried.  He  thought  of  brown  eyes.  Pictured  Chaol’s

bronze  eyes,  fierce  after  one  of  their  sparring  sessions.  Not  how  they  had  been before his friend had sailed to the southern continent. 

Had Chaol managed to be healed? Had he and Nesryn convinced the khagan

to send aid? How would Chaol even learn where he was, what had happened to

all of them, when they’d been scattered to the winds? 

“You think too much, young king.” 

“Better than too little,” he muttered. 

Damaris warmed again. He could have sworn it had been in amusement. 

Cyrene chuckled. “Do not  think of the eye color so much as  demand it.” 

“How did you learn this without instruction?” 

“The power is in me now,” the spider said simply. “I listened to it.” 

Dorian let a tendril of his magic snake toward the spider. She tensed. But his

magic brushed up against her, gentle and inquisitive as a cat. Raw magic, to be

shaped as he desired. 

He  willed  it  toward  her—willed  it  to  find  that  seed  of  power  within  her.  To learn it. 

“What are you doing,” the spider breathed, shifting on her feet. 

His  magic  wrapped  around  her,  and  he  could  feel  it—each  hateful,  horrible

year of existence. 

Each—

His mouth dried out. Bile surged in his throat at the scent his magic detected. 

He’d  never  forget  that  scent,  that  vileness.  He’d  bear  the  mark  on  his  throat forever as proof. 
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Valg. The spider, somehow, was Valg. And not possessed, but  born. 

He  kept  his  face  neutral.  Uninterested.  Even  as  his  magic  located  that

glowing, beautiful bit of magic. 

Stolen magic. As the Valg stole all things. 

Took everything they wanted. 

His blood became a dull, pounding roar in his ears. 

Dorian  studied  her  tiny  frame,  her  ordinary  face.  “You’ve  been  rather  quiet

regarding the quest for revenge that sent you hunting across the continent.” 

Cyrene’s  dark  eyes  turned  to  depthless  pits.  “Oh,  I  have  not  forgotten  that. 

Not at all.” 

Damaris remained warm. Waiting. 

He  let  his  magic  wrap  soothing  hands  around  the  seed  of  power  trapped

within the black hell inside the spider. 

He  didn’t  care  to  know  why  and  how  the  stygian  spiders  were  Valg.  How

they’d come here. Why they’d lingered. 

They fed off dreams and life and joy. Delighted in it. 

The  seed  of  shape-shifting  power  flickered  in  his  hands,  as  if  grateful  for  a kind touch. A human touch. 

This. His father had allowed these sorts of creatures to grow, to rule. Sorscha

had been slaughtered by these things, their cruelty. 

“I  can  make  a  bargain  with  you,  you  know,”  Cyrene  whispered.  “When  the

time comes, I will make sure you are spared.” 

Damaris went colder than ice. 

Dorian met her stare. Withdrew his magic, and could have sworn that seed of

shape-shifting power trapped within her reached for him. Tried to beg him not to

go. 

He smiled at the spider. She smiled back. 

And then he struck. 

Invisible  hands  wrapped  around  her  neck  and  twisted.  Right  as  his  magic

plunged into her navel, into where the stolen seed of human magic resided, and

wrapped around it. 

He  held  on,  a  baby  bird  in  his  hands,  as  the  spider  died.  Studied  the  magic, every facet of it, before it seemed to sigh in relief and fade into the wind, free at

last. 

Cyrene slumped to the ground, eyes unseeing. 

Half a thought and Dorian had her incinerated. No one came to inquire after

the stench that rose from her ashes. The black stain that lingered beneath them. 

Valg. Perhaps a ticket for him into Morath, and yet he found himself staring at

that dark stain on the half-thawed earth. 

He let go of Damaris, the blade reluctantly quieting. 

He’d find his way into Morath. Once he mastered the shifting. 

The spider and all her kind could burn in hell. 

Dorian’s  heart  was  still  racing  when  he  found  himself  an  hour  later  lying  in  a

tent not even tall enough to stand in, on one of two bedrolls. 

Manon  entered  the  tent  just  as  he  toed  off  his  boots  and  hauled  the  heavy

wool  blankets  over  him.  They  smelled  of  horses  and  hay,  and  might  very  well have been snatched from a stable, but he didn’t care. It was warm and better than

nothing. 

Manon surveyed the tight space, the second bedroll and blanket. “Thirteen is

an uneven number,” she said by way of explanation. “I’ve always had a tent to

myself.” 

“Sorry to ruin that for you.” 

She cut him a drily amused glance before seating herself on the bedroll and

unlacing her boots. But her fingers halted as her nostrils flared. 

Slowly, she looked over her shoulder at him. “What did you do.” 

Dorian held her stare. “You did what you had to today,” he said simply. “I did

as well.” He didn’t bother trying to touch Damaris where it lay nearby. 

She sniffed him again. “You killed the spider.” No judgment in her face, just

raw curiosity. 

“She was a threat,” he admitted. And a Valg piece of shit. 

Wariness now flooded her eyes. “She could have killed you.” 

He gave her a half smile. “No, she couldn’t have.” 

Manon  assessed  him  again,  and  he  withstood  it.  “You  have  nothing  to  say

about my own … choices?” 

“My  friends  are  fighting  and  likely  being  killed  in  the  North,”  Dorian  said. 

“We don’t have the time to spend weeks winning the Crochans over.” 

There it was, the brutal truth. To gain some degree of welcome here, they’d

had  to  cross  that  line.  Perhaps  such  callous  decisions  were  part  of  wearing  a crown. 

He’d keep her secret—so long as she wished it hidden. 

“No self-righteous speeches?” 

“This is war,” he said simply. “We’re past that sort of thing.” 

And it wouldn’t matter, would it, when his eternal soul would be the asking

price to staunch so much of the slaughter? He’d already had it wrecked enough. 

If crossing line after line would spare any others from harm, he’d do it. He didn’t

know what manner of king that made him. 

Manon hummed, deeming that an acceptable answer. “You know about court

intrigue  and  scheming,”  she  said,  deft  fingers  again  flying  over  the  laces  and hooks  of  the  boots.  “How  would  you  …  play  this,  as  you  called  it  earlier?  My situation with the Crochans.” 

Dorian  rested  a  hand  under  his  head.  “The  problem  is  that  they  hold  all  the cards.  You  need  them  far  more  than  they  need  you.  The  only  card  you  have  to play  is  your  heritage—and  that  they  seem  to  have  rejected,  even  with  the

skirmish.  So  how  do  we  make  it  vital  for  them?  How  do  you  prove  that  they need their last living queen, the last of the Crochan bloodline?” He contemplated it.  “There  is  also  the  prospect  of  peace  between  your  peoples,  but  you  …”  He winced. “You’re no longer recognized as Heir. Any bargaining you might have

as a Blackbeak would be on behalf of only you and the Thirteen, not the rest of the Ironteeth. It wouldn’t be a true peace treaty.” 

Manon  finished  with  her  boots  and  lay  back  on  her  bedroll,  sliding  the

blanket over her as she stared up at the tent’s low ceiling. “Did they teach you

these things in your glass castle?” 

“Yes.” Before he’d shattered that castle into shards and dust. 

Manon  turned  on  her  side,  propping  her  head  with  a  hand,  her  white  hair

spilling from its braid to frame her face. “You can’t use that magic of yours to

simply … compel them, can you?” 

Dorian huffed a laugh. “Not that I know of.” 

“Maeve wormed her way into Prince Rowan’s mind to convince him to take a

false mate.” 

“I don’t even know what Maeve’s power  is,” Dorian said, cringing. What the

Fae  Queen  had  done  to  Rowan,  what  she  was  now  doing  to  the  Queen  of

Terrasen  …  “And  I’m  not  entirely  certain  I  want  to  start  experimenting  on

potential allies.” 

Manon sighed through her nose. “My training did not include these things.” 

He wasn’t surprised. “You want my honest opinion?” Her golden eyes pinned

him to the spot as she gave a curt nod. “Find the thing they need, and use it to

your advantage. What would prompt them to rally behind you, to see you as their

Crochan  Queen?  Fighting  in  battle  tonight  won  some  degree  of  trust,  but  not

immediate acceptance. Perhaps Glennis might know.” 

“I’d have to risk asking her.” 

“You don’t trust her.” 

“Why should I?” 

“She’s your great-grandmother. And didn’t order you executed on sight.” 

“My  grandmother  didn’t  until  the  end,  either.”  No  emotion  passed  over  her

face, but her fingers dug into her scalp at her words. 

So  Dorian  said,  “Aelin  needed  Captain  Rolfe  and  his  people  shaken  out  of

centuries of hiding in order to rally the Mycenian fleet. She learned they would

only return to Terrasen when a sea dragon reappeared at last, one of their long-

lost allies on the waves. So she engineered it to happen: provoked a small Valg

fleet  to  attack  Skull’s  Bay  while  it  lay  mostly  defenseless,  and  then  used  the battle to showcase the sea dragon that arrived to aid them, summoned from air

and magic.” 

“The shifter,” Manon said. Dorian nodded. “And the Mycenians bought it?” 

“Absolutely,” Dorian drawled. “Aelin learned what the Mycenians  needed in

order to be convinced to join her cause. What sort of thing might the Crochans

require to do the same?” 

Manon lay back onto her bedroll, as graceful as a dancer. She toyed with the

end of her braid, the red strip there. “I’ll ask Ghislaine in the morning.” 

“I don’t think Ghislaine is going to know.” 

Those gold eyes slid to his. “You truly believe I should ask Glennis?” 

“I do. And I think she will help you.” 

“Why bother?” 

He wondered if the Thirteen could ever see it—that hint of self-loathing that

sometimes flickered across her face. “Her mother willingly abandoned her city, 

her  people,  her  queen  in  their  last  hours  so  she  might  preserve  the  royal

bloodline.  Your  bloodline.  I  think  she  told  you  that  story  tonight  so  you  might realize she will do the same as well.” 

“Why not say it outright, then?” 

“Because,  in  case  you  didn’t  notice,  you’re  not  exactly  a  popular  person  in

this camp, despite your ploy with the Ironteeth. Glennis knows how to play the

game. You just need to catch up with her. Find out why they’re even here, then

plan your next move.” 

Her mouth tightened, then relaxed. “Your tutors taught you well, princeling.” 

“Being raised by a demon-infested tyrant did have its benefits, it seems.” His

words rang flat, even as an edge sharpened inside him. 

Her gaze drifted to his throat, to the pale line across it. He could almost feel

her stare like a phantom touch. 

“You still hate him.” 

He arched an eyebrow. “Am I not supposed to?” 

Her moon-white hair gleamed in the dim light. “You told me he was human. 

Deep down, he’d remained human, and tried to protect you as best he could. Yet

you hate him.” 

“You’ll forgive me if I find his methods of  protecting me to be unpalatable.” 

“But it was the demon, not the man, who killed your healer.” 

Dorian clenched his jaw. “It makes no difference.” 

“Doesn’t  it?”  Manon  frowned.  “Most  can  barely  withstand  a  few  months  of

Valg  infestation.  You  barely  withstood  it.”  He  tried  not  to  flinch  at  the  blunt words. “Yet he held on for decades.” 

He  held  her  stare.  “If  you’re  trying  to  cast  my  father  as  some  sort  of  noble hero, you’re wasting your breath.” He debated ending it there, but he asked, “If

someone  told  you  that  your  grandmother  was  secretly  good,  that  she  hadn’t

wanted  to  murder  your  parents  and  so  many  others,  that  she’d  been  forced  to make you kill your own sister, would you find it so easy to believe? To forgive

her?” 

Manon  glanced  down  at  her  abdomen—at  the  scar  hidden  beneath  her

leathers.  He  braced  himself  for  the  answer.  But  she  only  said,  “I’m  tired  of talking.” 

Good. So was he. 

“Is  there  something  you’d  rather  do  instead,  witchling?”  His  voice  turned

rough, and he knew she could hear his heartbeat as it began hammering. 

Her only answer was to slide over him, strands of her hair falling around them

in a curtain. “I said I don’t want to talk,” she breathed, and lowered her mouth to

his neck. Dragged her teeth over it, right through that white line where the collar

had been. 

Dorian  groaned  softly,  and  shifted  his  hips,  grinding  himself  into  her.  Her
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breath became jagged in answer, and he ran a hand down her side. 

“Shut me up, then,” he said, a hand drifting southward to cup her backside as

she  nipped  at  his  neck,  his  jaw.  No  hint  of  those  iron  teeth,  but  the  promise  of them lingered, an exquisite sword over his head. 

Only with her did he not need to explain. Only with her did he not need to be

a king, or anything but what he was. Only with her would there be no judgment

for what he’d done, who he’d failed, what he might still have to do. 

Just this—pleasure and utter oblivion. 

Manon’s hand found his belt buckle, and Dorian reached for hers, and neither

spoke for some time after that. 

The  release  she  found  that  night—twice—couldn’t  entirely  dull  the  edge  when

morning broke, gray and bleak, and Manon approached Glennis’s larger tent. 

She’d  left  the  king  sleeping,  bundled  in  the  blankets  they’d  shared,  though

she  hadn’t  allowed  him  to  hold  her.  She’d  simply  turned  onto  her  side,  putting her  back  to  him,  and  closed  her  eyes.  He  hadn’t  seemed  to  care,  sated  and

drowsy  after  she’d  ridden  him  until  they’d  both  found  their  pleasure,  and  had been  quickly  asleep.  Had  stayed  asleep,  while  Manon  had  contemplated  how, 

exactly, she was to have this meeting. 

Perhaps she should have brought Dorian. He certainly knew how to play these

games. To think like a king. 

He’d  killed  that  spider  like  a  blue-blooded  witch,  though.  Not  an  ounce  of

mercy. 

It shouldn’t have thrilled her the way it did. 

But  Manon  knew  her  pride  would  never  recover,  and  she’d  never  again  be

able to call herself a witch, if she let him do this task for her. 

So  Manon  shouldered  through  Glennis’s  tent  flaps  without  announcing

herself. “I need to speak to you.” 

She  found  Glennis  buckling  on  her  glamoured  cloak  before  a  tiny  bronze

mirror.  “Prior  to  breakfast?  I  suppose  you  got  that  urgency  from  your  father. 

Tristan  was  always  rushing  into  my  tent  with  his  various  pressing  matters.  I could barely convince him to sit still long enough to eat.” 

Manon  discarded  the  kernel  of  information.  Ironteeth  didn’t   have  fathers. 

Only their mothers and mothers’ mothers. It had always been that way. Even if it

was  an  effort  to  keep  her  questions  about  him  at  bay.  How  he’d  met  Lothian Blackbeak, what had prompted them to set aside their ancient hatred. 

“What would it take—to win the Crochans over? To join us in war?” 

Glennis  adjusted  her  cape  in  the  mirror.  “Only  a  Crochan  Queen  may  ignite

the Flame of War, to summon every witch from her hearth.” 

Manon blinked at the frank answer. “The Flame of War?” 

Glennis  jerked  her  chin  toward  the  tent  flaps,  to  the  fire  pit  beyond.  “Every Crochan  family  has  a  hearth  that  moves  with  them  to  each  camp  or  home  we

make;  the  fires  never  extinguish.  The  flame  in  my  hearth  dates  back  to  the

Crochan  city  itself,  when  Brannon  Galathynius  gave  Rhiannon  a  spark  of

eternally burning fire. My mother carried it with her in a glass globe, hidden in her cloak, when she smuggled out your ancestor, and it has continued to burn at

every royal Crochan hearth since then.” 

“What about when magic disappeared for ten years?” 

“Our seers had a vision that it would vanish, and the flame would die. So we

ignited  several  ordinary  fires  from  that  magic  flame,  and  kept  them  burning. 

When  magic  disappeared,  the  flame  indeed  winked  out.  And  when  magic

returned  this  spring,  the  flame  again  kindled,  right  in  the  hearth  where  we  had last seen it.” Her great-grandmother turned toward her. “When a Crochan Queen

summons her people to war, a flame is taken from the royal hearth, and passed to

each  hearth,  one  camp  and  village  to  the  other.  The  arrival  of  the  flame  is  a summons that only a true Crochan Queen may make.” 

“So I only need to use the flame in that pit out there and the army will come

to me?” 

A caw of laughter. “No. You must first be accepted  as queen to do that.” 

Manon ground her teeth. “And how might I achieve  that?” 

“That’s not for me to figure out, is it?” 

It  took  all  her  self-restraint  to  keep  from  unsheathing  her  iron  nails  and

prowling through the tent. “Why are you here—why this camp?” 

Glennis’s brows rose. “Didn’t I tell you yesterday?” 

Manon tapped a foot on the ground. 

The  witch  noted  the  impatience  and  chuckled.  “We  were  on  our  way  to

Eyllwe.” 

Manon started. “Eyllwe? If you think to run from this war, I can tell you that

it’s found that kingdom as well.” Long had Eyllwe borne the brunt of Adarlan’s

wrath.  In  her  endless  meetings  with  Erawan,  he’d  been  particularly  focused  on ensuring the kingdom stayed fractured. 

Glennis nodded. “We know. But we received word from our southern hearths

that a threat had arisen. We journey to meet with some of the Eyllwe war bands

who  have  managed  to  survive  this  long—to  take  on  whatever  horror  Morath

might have sent.” 

To go south, not north to Terrasen. 

“Erawan  might  be  unleashing  his  horrors  in  Eyllwe  just  to  divide  you,” 

Manon said. “To keep you from aiding Terrasen. He’ll have guessed I’m trying

to gather the Crochans. Eyllwe is already lost—come with us to the North.” 

The  crone  merely  shook  her  head.  “That  may  be.  But  we  have  given  our

word. So to Eyllwe we will go.” 
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CHAPTER 16

Darrow  was  waiting  on  horseback  atop  a  hill  when  the  army  finally  arrived  at nightfall.  A  full  day’s  march,  the  snow  and  wind  whipping  them  for  every

damned mile. 

Aedion, atop his own horse, broke from the column of soldiers aiming for the

small  camp  and  galloped  across  the  ice-crusted  snow  to  the  ancient  lord.  He

gestured  with  a  gloved  hand  to  the  warriors  behind  him.  “As  requested:  we’ve arrived.” 

Darrow  barely  glanced  at  Aedion  as  he  surveyed  the  soldiers  making  camp. 

Exhausting,  brutal  work  after  a  long  day,  and  a  battle  before  that,  but  they’d sleep well tonight. And Aedion would refuse to move them tomorrow. Perhaps

the day after that, too. “How many lost?” 

“Less than five hundred.” 

“Good.” 

Aedion  bristled  at  the  approval.  It  wasn’t  Darrow’s  own  army,  wasn’t  even

Aedion’s. 

“What did you want that warranted us to haul ass up here so quickly?” 

“I wanted to discuss the battle with you. Hear what you learned.” 

Aedion  gritted  his  teeth.  “I’ll  write  a  report  for  you,  then.”  He  gathered  the reins, readying to steer his horse back to the camp. “My men need shelter.” 

Darrow nodded firmly, as if unaware of the exhausting march he’d demanded. 

“At dawn, we meet. Send word to the other lords.” 

“Send your own messenger.” 

Darrow  cut  him  a  steely  look.  “Tell  the  other  lords.”  He  surveyed  Aedion

from his mud-splattered boots to his unwashed hair. “And get some rest.” 

Aedion  didn’t  bother  responding  as  he  urged  his  horse  into  a  gallop,  the

stallion  charging  through  the  snow  without  hesitation.  A  fine,  proud  beast  that had served him well. 

Aedion squinted at the wailing snow as it whipped his face. They needed to

build shelter—and fast. 

At dawn, he’d go to Darrow’s meeting. With the other lords. 

And Aelin in tow. 

A foot of snow fell overnight, blanketing the tents, smothering fires, and setting

the soldiers sleeping shoulder to shoulder to conserve warmth. 

Lysandra  had  shivered  in  her  tent,  despite  being  curled  into  ghost-leopard

form by the brazier, and had awoken before dawn simply because sleeping had

become futile. 

And because of the meeting that was moments away from taking place. 

She strode toward Darrow’s large war tent, Ansel of Briarcliff at her side, the

two  of  them  bundled  against  the  cold.  Mercifully,  the  frigid  morning  kept  any conversation between them to a minimum. No point in talking when the very air

chilled your teeth to the point of aching. 

The  silver-haired  Fae  royals  entered  just  before  them,  Prince  Endymion

giving her—giving  Aelin—a bow of the head. 

His  cousin’s  wife.  That’s  what  he  believed  her  to  be.  In  addition  to  being

queen.  Endymion  had  never  scented  Aelin,  wouldn’t  know  that  the  strange

shifter’s scent was all wrong. 

Thank the gods for that. 

The  war  tent  was  nearly  full,  lords  and  princes  and  commanders  gathered

around  the  center  of  the  space,  all  studying  the  map  of  the  continent  hanging from  one  of  the  wall  flaps.  Pins  jutted  from  its  thick  canvas  to  mark  various armies. 

So many, too many, clustered in the South. Blocking off aid from any allies

beyond Morath’s lines. 

“She returns at last,” a cold voice drawled. 

Lysandra  summoned  a  lazy  smirk  and  sauntered  to  the  center  of  the  room, 

Ansel  lingering  near  the  entrance.  “I  heard  I  missed  some  fun  yesterday.  I

figured I’d return before I lost the chance to kill some Valg grunts myself.” 

A  few  chuckles  at  that,  but  Darrow  didn’t  smile.  “I  don’t  recall  you  being

invited to this meeting, Your Highness.” 

“I invited her,” Aedion said, stepping to the edge of the group. “Since she’s

technically fighting in the Bane, I made her my second-in-command.” And thus

worthy of being here. 

Lysandra wondered if anyone else could see the hint of pain in Aedion’s face

—pain, and disgust at the imposter queen swaggering amongst them. 

“Sorry to disappoint,” she crooned to Darrow. 

Darrow  only  turned  back  to  the  map  as  Ravi  and  Sol  filtered  in.  Sol  gave

Aelin a respectful nod, and Ravi flashed her a grin. Aelin winked before facing

the map. 

“After  our  rout  of  Morath  yesterday  under  General  Ashryver’s  command,” 

Darrow  said,  “I  believe  we  should  position  our  troops  on  Theralis,  and  ready Orynth’s defenses for a siege.” The older lords—Sloane, Gunnar, and Ironwood

—grunted with agreement. 

Aedion  shook  his  head,  no  doubt  already  anticipating  this.  “It  announces  to

Erawan  that  we’re  on  the  run,  and  spreads  us  too  far  from  any  potential  allies from the South.” 

“In  Orynth,”  said  Lord  Gunnar,  older  and  grayer  than  Darrow  and  twice  as

mean, “we have walls that can withstand catapults.” 

“If they bring those witch towers,” Ren Allsbrook cut in, “then even Orynth’s

walls will crumble.” 

“We  have  yet  to  see  evidence  of  those  witch  towers,”  Darrow  countered. 

“Beyond the word of an enemy.” 

“An enemy turned ally,” Aelin—Lysandra—said. Darrow cut her a distasteful

stare. “Manon Blackbeak did not lie. Nor were her Thirteen aligned with Morath

when they fought alongside us.” 

A nod from the Fae royals, from Ansel. 

“Against Maeve,” sneered Lord Sloane, a reed-thin man with a hard face and

hooked  nose.  “That  battle  was  against  Maeve,  not  Erawan.  Would  they  have

done the same against their own kind? Witches are loyal unto death, and craftier

than foxes. Manon Blackbeak and her cabal might very well have played you for

desperate fools and fed you the wrong information.” 

“Manon  Blackbeak  turned  on  her  own  grandmother,  the  High  Witch  of  the

Blackbeak  Clan,”  Aedion  said,  his  voice  dropping  to  a  dangerous  growl.  “I  do not think the iron splinters we found in her gut wound were a lie.” 

“Again,” Lord Sloane said, “these witches are crafty. They’ll do anything.” 

“The  witch  towers  are  real,”  Lysandra  said,  letting  Aelin’s  cool,  unfazed

voice  fill  the  tent.  “I’m  not  going  to  waste  my  breath  proving  their  existence. 

Nor will I risk Orynth to their power.” 

“But you’d risk the border towns?” Darrow challenged. 

“I plan to find a way to take out the towers before they can pass the foothills,” 

she drawled. She prayed Aedion had a plan. 

“With  the  fire  that  you’ve  so  magnificently  displayed,”  Darrow  said  with

equal smoothness. 

Ansel of Briarcliff answered before Lysandra could come up with a suitably

arrogant  lie.  “Erawan  likes  to  play  his  little  mind  games,  to  drum  up  fear.  Let him wonder and worry why Aelin hasn’t wielded hers yet. Contemplate if she’s

storing it up for something grand.” A roguish wink at her. “I do hope it will be

horrific.” 

Lysandra gave the queen a slash of a smile. “Oh, it will be.” 

She  felt  Aedion’s  stare,  the  well-hidden  agony  and  worry.  But  the  general

said,  “Eldrys  was  to  thin  our  numbers,  make  us  doubt  Morath’s  wisdom  by

sending  his  grunts  here.  He  wants  us  to  underestimate  him.  If  we  move  to  the border,  we’ll  have  the  foothills  to  slow  his  advance.  We  know  that  terrain;  he doesn’t. We can wield it to our advantage.” 

“And  if  he  cuts  through  Oakwald?”  Lord  Gunnar  pointed  to  the  road  past

Endovier. “What then?” 

Ren Allsbrook replied this time. “Then we know that terrain as well. Oakwald

has no love for Erawan or his forces. Its allegiance is to Brannon. And his heirs.” 

A glance at her, cold and yet—warming. Slightly. 

She offered the young lord a hint of a smile. Ren ignored it, facing the map

again. 

“If  we  move  to  the  border,”  Darrow  said,  “we  risk  being  wiped  out,  thus

leaving Perranth, Orynth, and every town and city in this kingdom at Erawan’s

mercy.” 

“There are arguments to be made for both,” Prince Endymion said, stepping

forward. The oldest among them, though he looked not a day past twenty-eight. 

“Your army remains too small to risk dividing in half. All must go—either south, 

or back north.” 

“I  would  vote  for  the  South,”  said  Princess  Sellene,  Endymion’s  cousin. 

Rowan’s  cousin.  She’d  been  curious  about  Aelin,  Lysandra  could  tell,  but  had

stayed  away.  As  if  hesitant  to  forge  a  bond  when  war  might  destroy  them  all. 

Lysandra  had  wondered  more  than  once  what  in  the  princess’s  long  life  had

made  her  that  way—wary  and  solemn,  yet  not  wholly  aloof.  “There  are  more

routes for escape, if the need arises.” She pointed a tanned finger to the map, her

braided  silver  hair  shining  amongst  the  folds  of  her  heavy  emerald  cloak.  “In Orynth, your backs will be against the mountains.” 


“There  are  secret  paths  through  the  Staghorns,”  Lord  Sloane  said,  utterly

unruffled. “Many of our people used them ten years ago.” 

And so it went on. Debating and arguing, voices rising and falling. 

Until  Darrow  called  a  vote—amongst  the  six  Lords  of  Terrasen  only.  The

only official leaders of this army, apparently. 

Two of them, Sol and Ren, voted for the border. 

Four  of  them,  Darrow,  Sloane,  Gunnar,  and  Ironwood,  voted  to  move  to

Orynth. 

Darrow simply said, when silence had fallen, “Should our allies not wish to

risk our plan, they may depart. We hold you to no oaths.” 

Lysandra almost started at that. 

Aedion growled, even as worry flashed in his eyes. 

But  Prince  Galan,  who  had  kept  silent  and  watchful,  a  listener  despite  his

frequent smiles and bold fighting on both sea and land, stepped forward. Looked

right  at  Aelin,  his  eyes—their  eyes—glowing  bright.  “Poor  allies  we  would

indeed make,” he said, his Wendlynian accent rich and rolling, “if we abandoned

our friends when their choices veered from ours. We promised our assistance in

this war. Wendlyn will not back from it.” 

Darrow tensed. Not at the words, but at the fact that they were directed at her. 

At Aelin. 

Lysandra bowed her head, putting a hand on her heart. 

Prince  Endymion  lifted  his  chin.  “I  swore  an  oath  to  my  cousin,  your

consort,”  he  said,  and  the  other  lords  bristled.  Since  Aelin  was  not  queen, 

Rowan’s  own  title  was  still  not  recognized  by  them.  Only  the  other  lords,  it seemed. “Since I doubt we will be welcome in Doranelle again, I would like to

think that this may perhaps be our new home, should all go well.” 

Aelin would have agreed. “You are welcome here—all of you. For as long as

you like.” 

“You are not authorized to make such invitations,” Lord Gunnar snapped. 

None  of  them  bothered  to  answer.  But  Ilias  of  the  Silent  Assassins  gave  a

solemn  nod  that  voiced  his  agreement  to  stay,  and  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  merely winked again at Aelin and said, “I came this far to help you beat that bastard into

dust. I don’t see why I’d go home now.” 

Lysandra  didn’t  fake  the  gratitude  that  tightened  her  throat  as  she  bowed  to the allies her queen had gathered. 

A tall, dark-haired young man entered the tent, his gray eyes darting around

the  gathered  company.  They  widened  when  they  beheld  her—Aelin.  Widened, 

then glanced to Aedion as if to confirm. He marked the golden hair, the Ashryver

eyes, and paled. 

“What is it, Nox,” Darrow growled. The messenger straightened, and hurried

to the lord’s side, murmuring something in his ear. “Send him in,” was Darrow’s

only answer. 

Nox stalked out, graceful despite his height, and a shorter, pale-skinned man

entered. 

Darrow extended a hand for the letter. “You had a message from Eldrys?” 

Lysandra smelled the stranger the moment Aedion did. 

A moment before the stranger smiled and said, “Erawan sends his regards.” 

And unleashed a blast of black wind right at her. 

CHAPTER 17

Lysandra ducked, but not fast enough to avoid the lash of power that sliced down

her arm. 

She hit the ground, rolling, as she’d learned under Arobynn’s careful tutelage. 

But Aedion was already in front of her, sword out. Defending his queen. 

A  flash  of  light  and  cold—from  Enda  and  Sellene—and  the  Morath

messenger was pinned to his knees, his dark power lashing against an invisible

barrier of ice-kissed wind. 

Around the tent, all had fallen back, weapons glinting. Flanking the downed

man, Ilias and Ansel had their swords already angled toward him, their defensive

poses mirror images. Trained into their very bones by the same master, under the

same blistering sun. Neither looked at the other, though. 

Ren, Sol, and Ravi had slipped into position at Lysandra’s—at Aelin’s—side, 

their own blades primed to spill blood. A fledgling court closing ranks around its

queen. 

Never  mind  that  the  older  lords  had  stumbled  behind  the  safety  of  the

refreshment table, their weathered faces ashen. Only Galan Ashryver had taken

up a place near the tent exit, no doubt to intercept their assailant should he try to

flee. A bold move—and a fool’s one, considering what knelt in the center of the

tent. 

“Did   no  one  smell  that  he  was  a  Valg  demon?”  Aedion  demanded,  hauling Lysandra  to  her  feet  with  her  uninjured  arm.  But  there  was  no  collar  on  the stranger, no ring on his bare, pale hands. 

Lysandra’s  stomach  churned  as  she  clasped  a  hand  to  the  throbbing  gash  on

her upper arm. She knew what beat within the man’s chest. A heart of iron and

Wyrdstone. 

The messenger laughed, hissing. “Run to your castle. We’re—” 

He sniffed the air. Looked right at Lysandra. At the blood leaking down her

left arm, seeping into the ocean blue of Aelin’s worn tunic. 

His dark eyes widened with surprise and delight, the word taking form on his

lips.  Shifter. 

“Kill him,” she ordered the silver-haired Fae royals, her heart thundering. 

No one dared tell her to burn him herself. 

Endymion raised a hand, and the Valg-possessed man began gasping. Yet not

before his eyes darkened wholly, until no white shone. 

Not  from  the  death  sweeping  over  him.  But  as  he  seemed  to  convey  a

message down a long, obsidian bond. 

The message that might doom them: Aelin Galathynius was not here. 

“Enough of this,” Aedion snarled, and fear—real fear blanched his face as he, 

[image: Image 1320]

too, realized what the messenger had just relayed to his master. 

The  Sword  of  Orynth  flashed,  black  blood  spraying,  and  the  man’s  head

tumbled to the rug-covered ground. 

In  the  silence,  Lysandra  panted,  lifting  her  hand  from  her  arm  to  survey  the wound. The cut was not deep, but it would be tender for a few hours. 

Ansel  of  Briarcliff  sheathed  her  wolf-headed  sword  and  gripped  Lysandra’s

shoulder, her red hair swaying as she assessed the injury, then the corpse. “Nasty

little pricks, aren’t they?” 

Aelin would have had some swaggering answer to set them all chuckling, but

Lysandra couldn’t find the words. She just nodded as the black stain inched over

the tent floor. The Fae royals sniffed at the reek, grimacing. 

“Clean up this mess,” Darrow ordered no one in particular. Even as his hands

shook slightly. 

By the tent flaps, Nox was gaping at the decapitated Valg. His gray eyes met

hers, searching, and then lowered. “He didn’t have a ring,” Nox murmured. 

Snatching  up  a  dangling  edge  of  tablecloth  from  the  untouched  refreshment

table, Aedion wiped the Sword of Orynth clean. “He didn’t need one.” 

Erawan knew Aelin was not with them. That a shifter had taken her place. 

Aedion  stalked  through  the  camp,  Lysandra-as-Aelin  at  his  heels.  “I  know,” 

he said over his shoulder, for once ignoring the warriors who saluted him. 

She kept following him anyway. “What should we do?” 

He didn’t stop until he reached his own tent, the reek of that Valg messenger

clinging in his nose. That whip of blackness spearing for Lysandra still burning

behind his eyes. Her cry of pain ringing in his ears. 

His temper roiled, howling for an outlet. 

She followed him into the tent. “What should we do?” she asked again. 

“How  about  we  start  with  making  sure  there  aren’t  any  other   messengers

lurking  in  the  camp,”  he  snarled,  pacing.  The  Fae  royals  had  already  conveyed that order, and were sending out their best scouts. 

“He  knows,”  she  breathed.  He  whirled  to  face  her,  finding  his  cousin—

finding   Lysandra  shaking.  Not  Aelin,  though  she’d  been  plenty  convincing today. Better than usual. “He  knows what I am.” 

Aedion  rubbed  his  face.  “He  also  seems  to  know  we’re  going  to  Orynth. 

Wants us to do just that.” 

She  slumped  onto  his  cot,  as  if  her  knees  couldn’t  hold  her  upright.  For  a heartbeat, the urge to sit beside her, to pull her to him, was so strong he nearly

yielded to it. 

The tang of her blood filled the space, along with the wild, many-faced scent

of  her.  It  dragged  a  sensual  finger  down  his  skin,  whetting  his  rage  into

something so deadly he might have very well killed the next male who entered

this tent. 

“Erawan might hear the news and worry,” Aedion said when he could think

again. “He might wonder  why she isn’t here, and if she’s about to do something
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that will hurt him. It could force him to show his hand.” 

“Or to strike us now, with his full might, when he knows we’re weakest.” 

“We’ll have to see.” 

“Orynth  will  be  a  slaughterhouse,”  she  whispered,  her  shoulders  curving

beneath  the  weight—not  just  of  being  a  woman  thrust  into  this  conflict,  but  a woman playing another, who might be able to pretend, but only so far. Who did

not truly have the power to halt the hordes marching north. She’d been willing to

shoulder that burden, though. For Aelin. For this kingdom. 

Even if she’d lied to him about it, she’d been willing to accept this weight. 

Aedion slumped down beside her and stared blankly at the tent walls. “We’re

not going to Orynth.” 

Her head lifted. Not just at the words, but at how close he sat. “Where are we

going, then?” 

Aedion surveyed his suit of armor, oiled and waiting on a dummy across the

tent. “Sol and Ravi will take some of their men back to the coast to make sure

that we don’t encounter any more attacks from the sea. They’ll rendezvous with

what’s  left  of  the  Wendlynian  fleet  while  Galan  and  his  soldiers  stay  with  us. 

We’ll march as one army down to the border.” 

“The other lords voted against it.” Indeed they had, the old fools. 

He’d  danced  with  treason  for  the  past  decade.  Had  made  it  an  art  form. 

Aedion smiled slightly. “Leave that to me.” 

The Bane were loyal to none but Aelin Galathynius. 

So were the allies she’d gathered. And the forces of Ren Allsbrook and Ravi

and Sol of Suria. 

And so, apparently, was Nox Owen. 

Yet it was Lysandra, not Aedion, who made their flight possible. 

She’d been walking back to her own tent—to Aelin’s tent, not fit for a queen, 

but  an  army  captain—when  Nox  fell  into  step  beside  her.  Silent  and  graceful. 

Well-trained. And likely more lethal than he appeared. 

“So, Erawan knows you’re not Aelin.” 

She  whipped  her  head  to  him.  “What?”  A  quick,  vague  question  to  buy

herself time. Had Aedion risked telling him the truth? 

Nox gave her a half smile. “I figured as much when I saw the surprise on that

demon’s face.” 

“You must be mistaken.” 

“Am I? Or do you not remember me at all?” 

She  did  her  best  to  look  down  her  nose  at  him,  even  as  the  messenger-thief towered  over  her.  Aelin  had  never  mentioned  a  Nox  Owen.  “Why  should  I

remember one of Darrow’s lackeys?” 

“A decent attempt, but Celaena Sardothien looked a  little more amused when

she cut men into ribbons.” 

He knew—who Aelin was, what she’d been. Lysandra said nothing, and kept

walking  toward  her  tent.  If  she  told  Aedion,  how  quickly  could  Nox  be  buried
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under the frozen earth? 

“Your secret is safe,” Nox murmured. “Celaena—Aelin was a friend. Is still

one, I’d hope.” 

“How.” She’d admit no more than that regarding her role in this. 

“We fought in the competition together at the glass castle.” He snorted. “I had

no idea until today. Gods, I was there for Minister Joval as a spy for the rebels. It

was  my  first  time  out  of  Perranth.  My   first  time,  and  I  wound  up  unwittingly training alongside my queen.” He laughed, low and amazed. “I’d been working

with the rebels for years, even as a thief. They wanted me to be their inside eyes

on  the  castle,  the  king’s  plans.  I  reported  the  strange  goings-on  until  it  became too  dangerous.  Until  Cel—Aelin  warned  me  to  run.  I  listened,  and  came  back

here.  Joval  is  dead.  Fell  in  a  skirmish  with  a  band  of  rebels  by  the  border  this spring. Darrow plucked me up to be his own messenger and spy. So here I am.” 

A  sidelong  glance  at  her,  awe  still  on  his  face.  “I  am  at  your  disposal,  even  if you’re not … you.” He angled his head. “Who are you, anyway?” 

“Aelin.” 

Nox smiled knowingly. “Fair enough.” 

Lysandra paused before the queen’s too-small tent, nestled between Aedion’s

and  Ren’s  own.  “What’s  the  cost  of  your  silence?  Or  does  Darrow  already

know?” 

“Why would I tell him? I serve Terrasen, and the Galathynius family. I always

have.” 

“Some  might  say  Darrow  has  a  strong  claim  to  the  throne,  given  his

relationship with Orlon.” 

“I realized today that the assassin I came to call a friend is actually the queen

I  believed  dead.  I  think  the  gods  are  pointing  me  in  a  certain  direction,  don’t you?” 

She lingered between the tent flaps. Delicious warmth beckoned within. “And

if  I  were  to  tell  you  we  needed  your  help  tonight,  and  that  the  risk  was  being branded a traitor?” 

Nox only sketched a bow. “Then I’d say I owe my friend Celaena a favor for

her warning at the castle, plus saving my life before that.” 

She  didn’t  know  why  she  trusted  him.  But  she’d  developed  an  instinct  for

men that had always proved correct, even if she had been unable to act on it in

the past. Had only been able to brace herself for them. 

But  Nox  Owen—the  kindness  in  his  face  was  true.  His  words  were  true. 

Another ally Aelin had wrangled for them, this time unwittingly. 

She  knew  Aedion  would  agree  to  the  plan,  even  if  he  still  hated  her.  So

Lysandra leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Then listen carefully.” 

It was done quietly and without a trace. 

Every  intricate  element  played  out  without  issue,  as  if  the  gods  themselves

aided them. 

At dinner, Nox Owen laced the wine he’d personally served—as a groveling

apology  for  letting  in  the  Valg  soldier—to  Lords  Darrow,  Sloane,  Gunnar,  and Ironwood. Not to kill them, but to send them into a deep, dreamless sleep. 

 Even  a  roaring  bear  couldn’t  wake  this  lout,  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  had  sniffed when she’d stood over Lord Gunnar’s cot, lifted his limp arm, and let it drop. 

The lord didn’t stir, and Lysandra, wearing a field mouse’s form and tucked

into the shadows behind the queen, deemed it proof enough. 

The four lords’ loyal banner men also found themselves sleeping deeply that

night, courtesy of the wine that Galan Ashryver, Ilias, Ren, and Ravi had made

sure was handed out at their fires. 

And when they all awoke the next day, there was only whipping snow beyond

their tents. 

The camp was gone. 

The army with it. 

CHAPTER 18

No  one  in  Anielle  or  the  gray-stoned  keep  looming  over  its  southern  edge

shouted  with  alarm  at  the  ruk  that  descended  from  the  skies  and  alit  upon  the battlements. 

The  keep  sentries  who’d  been  on  watch  had  only  drawn  their  weapons,  one

racing into the dim interior, and pointed them at Chaol and Yrene as they slid off

the mighty bird. 

The cold on the open ocean was nothing compared to the wind off the wall of

mountains  the  city  had  been  built  against,  or  the  blistering  chill  from  the

sprawling Silver Lake it curved around, so flat that it looked like a mighty mirror

spread beneath the gray sky. 

Yrene knew Anielle’s layout was as familiar to Chaol as his own body—and

knew,  from  the  memories  she’d  seen  in  his  soul  and  what  he’d  told  her  these months, that the gray shingles of the roofs had been hewn from the slate quarries

just  to  the  south,  the  timber  of  the  houses  taken  from  the  tangle  of  Oakwald lurking beyond the flat plain that bordered the southern side of the lake. A small

offshoot  of  peaks  jutted  like  an  arm  from  the  snaking  body  of  the  Fangs, 

hemming in the city between it and the Silver Lake—and it was into the barren

slopes that the keep had been built. 

Level after level, Westfall Keep rose from the plain to the higher reaches of

the  mountain  behind  it,  the  lowermost  gate  opening  onto  the  flat  expanse  of

snow,  while  other  levels  flowed  into  the  city  to  its  left.  It  had  been  built  as  a fortress,  the  countless  levels,  battlements,  and  gates  all  designed  to  outlast  an enemy assault. The gray stones bore the scars of just how many it had witnessed

and  survived,  none  more  so  than  the  thick  curtain  wall  that  encompassed  the

keep. 

Intimidating, imposing, unforgiving—Chaol had told her the keep had never

been  built  for  beauty  or  pleasure.  Indeed,  no  colorful  banners  flapped  in  the wind. No scent or spices drifted on it, either. Just chill, thick dampness. 

From  the  lichen-crusted  upper  towers,  Yrene  knew  that  one  could  monitor

any movements on the lake or the plain, in the city or the forest, even along the

slopes  of  the  Fangs.  How  many  hours  had  her  husband  spent  on  the  tower

walkways, gazing toward Rifthold, wishing he were anywhere but this cold, dark

place? 

Chaol  stayed  close  to  Yrene,  his  chin  high,  as  he  announced  to  the  dozen

guards  aiming  their  swords  at  them  that  he  was  Lord  Chaol  Westfall,  and  he

wished to see his father. Immediately. 

She’d  never  heard  him  use  that  voice.  A  different  sort  of  authority.  A  lord’s voice. 

A  lord—and  she  was  a  lady,  she  supposed.  Even  if  flying  had  forced  her  to abandon her usual dresses in favor of rukhin leathers, even if she was certain her

braided hair had been whipped in about a dozen directions and would take hours

and a bath to detangle. 

They lingered on the battlements in silence, and Chaol’s gloved hand slid into

her own, the wind ruffling the fur along his heavy cloak collar. His face revealed

nothing  but  grim  determination,  yet  the  hand  he  squeezed  around  her  own  …

She knew what this homecoming meant. 

She’d never forget the memory she’d witnessed of the father who had thrown

him down the stone steps a few levels below, granting Chaol the hidden scar just

past his hairline. A child. He’d hurled a  child down those stairs and forced him to make his way to Rifthold on foot. 

She doubted her second impression of her father-in-law would be any better. 

Certainly not as a gaunt-faced man appeared in a gray tunic and said, “Come

this way.” 

No title, no honorific. No welcome. 

Yrene  tightened  her  grip  around  Chaol’s  hand.  They  had  come  to  warn  the

people  of  this  city—not  the  bastard  who  had  left  such  brutal  scars  upon  her husband’s soul. Those people deserved the warning, the protection. 

Yrene reminded herself of that fact as they entered the gloomy keep interior. 

The  tall,  narrow  passageway  wasn’t  much  better  than  the  exterior.  Slender

windows  set  high  in  the  walls  permitted  little  light,  and  ancient  braziers  cast flickering shadows on the stones. Threadbare tapestries hung intermittently, and

no sounds—not music, not laughter, not conversation—greeted them. 

This  drafty,  ancient  house  had  been  his  home?  Compared  to  the  khagan’s

palace, it was a hovel, not fit for ruks to roost. 

“My father,” Chaol murmured so their escort wouldn’t hear, no doubt reading

the  dismay  on  Yrene’s  face,  “doesn’t  believe  in  wasting  his  coffers  on

improvements. If it hasn’t collapsed, then it’s not broken.” 

Yrene tried to smile at the attempt at humor, tried to do it for his sake, but her

temper  roiled  with  every  step  down  the  hall.  Their  silent  escort  at  last  paused before  two  towering  oak  doors,  the  wood  as  old  and  rotting  as  the  keep  itself, and knocked once. 

“Enter.” 

Yrene felt the tremor that went through Chaol at the cold, sly voice. 

The doors swung open to reveal a dark, column-lined hall speared with shafts

of watery light. 

The only greeting they would get, it seemed, since the man seated at the head

of the long, wooden table, large enough to host forty men, did not bother to rise. 

Each of their steps echoed through the hall, the roaring, mammoth hearth to

their left hardly taking the edge off the cold. A goblet of what seemed to be wine

and the remains of the evening meal lay before the Lord of Anielle on the table. 

No sign of his wife, or other son. 

But the face … it was Chaol’s face, in a few decades. Or would be, if Chaol

[image: Image 1323]

became as soulless and cold as the man before them. 

She  didn’t  know  how  he  did  it.  How  Chaol  managed  to  lower  his  head  in  a

bow. 

“Father.” 

Chaol  had  never  been  ashamed  of  the  keep  until  he’d  walked  through  it  with

Yrene.  Had  never  realized  how  badly  it  needed  repairs,  how  neglected  it  had

been. 

The thought of her, so full of light and warmth, in this bleak place made him

want to run back to the ruk waiting on the parapets and fly to the coast again. 

And  now,  at  the  sight  of  her  before  his  father,  who  had  not  bothered  to  rise from  his  chair,  whose  half-eaten  dinner  lay  discarded  before  him,  Chaol  found his temper in need of a short leash. 

His father’s fur-lined cloak pooled around him. How many times had he seen

him on this chair, at the head of this mighty table, which had once seated some

of the finest lords and warriors in Adarlan? 

Now it lay empty, a husk of what might have been. 

“You  walk,”  his  father  said,  scanning  him  from  head  to  toe.  His  attention

lingered  on  the  hand  Chaol  still  kept  clasped  around  Yrene’s.  Oh,  he’d  surely bring  that  up  soon  enough.  When  it  would  strike  deepest.  “Last  I  heard,  you could not so much as wiggle your toe.” 

“It is thanks to this woman,” Chaol said. Yet Yrene stared at his father with a

coldness Chaol had never glimpsed before. As if she were thinking of rotting his

organs  from  the  inside  out.  It  warmed  Chaol  enough  to  say,  “My  wife.  Lady

Yrene Towers Westfall.” 

A  kernel  of  surprise  lit  his  father’s  face,  but  swiftly  vanished.  “A  healer, then,”  he  mused,  surveying  Yrene  with  an  intensity  that  made  Chaol  want  to

start shattering things. “Towers is not a noble house I recognize.” 

The miserable bastard. 

Yrene’s chin lifted slightly. “It may not be, milord, but its lineage is no less

proud or worthy.” 

“At  least  she  speaks  well,”  his  father  said,  sipping  from  his  wine.  Chaol

clenched his free hand so hard his glove groaned. “Better than that other one—

the swaggering assassin.” 

Yrene knew. All of it. She knew every scrap of history, knew whose note she

carried in her locket. But it didn’t ease the blow, not as his father added, “Who, it

turned  out,  is  Queen  of  Terrasen.”  A  mirthless  laugh.  “What  a  prize  you  might have had then, my son, if you’d managed to keep her.” 

“Yrene  is  the  finest  healer  of  her  generation,”  Chaol  said  with  deadly  quiet. 

“Her worth is greater than any crown.” And in this war, it might very well be. 

“You don’t need to bother proving my value to him,” Yrene said, her icy eyes

pinned  on  his  father.  “I  know  precisely  how  talented  I  am.  I  don’t  require  his blessing.” 

She meant every damn word. 

His  father  turned  that  aloof  stare  upon  her  again,  curiosity  filling  it  for  a moment. 

If  he’d  been  asked,  even  minutes  ago,  how  he  thought  this  encounter  might

go,  Yrene  being  utterly  unfazed  by  his  father,  Yrene  going  toe  to  toe  with  his father, would not have been among the possible outcomes. 

His  father  leaned  back  in  his  chair.  “You  didn’t  come  here  to  at  last  fulfill your oath to me, did you.” 

“That  promise  is  broken,  and  for  that  I  apologize,”  Chaol  managed  to  say. 

Yrene  bristled.  Before  she  could  tell  him  not  to  bother  again,  Chaol  went  on, 

“We came to warn you.” 

His father lifted a brow. “Morath is on the move, this I know. I’ve taken the

precaution  of  having  your  beloved  mother  and  brother  removed  to  the

mountains.” 

“Morath  is  on  the  move,”  Chaol  said,  fighting  the  disappointment  that  he

would see neither of the two people he needed to speak to the most, “and it is on

its way directly here.” 

His father, for once, went still. 

“Ten thousand troops,” Chaol said. “They come to sack the city.” 

He could have sworn his father paled. “You know this without a doubt?” 

“I  sailed  with  an  army  sent  from  the  khagan,  a  legion  of  his  ruk  riders

amongst  them.  Their  scouts  discovered  the  information.  The  rukhin  fly  here  as we speak, but their Darghan soldiers won’t arrive for at least a week or longer.” 

He came forward—just one step. “You need to rally your forces, prepare the city. 

Immediately.” 

But his father swirled his wine, frowning at the red liquid within. “There are

no forces here—none to make a dent in ten thousand men.” 

“Then  begin  the  evacuation,  and  move  as  many  into  the  keep  as  you  can. 

Prepare for a siege.” 

“Last I looked, boy,  I was still Lord of Anielle. You gladly turned your back

on it. Twice.” 

“You have Terrin.” 

“Terrin’s a scholar. Why do you think I sent him away with his mother like a

nursing  babe?”  His  father  sneered.  “Have  you  come  back  to  bleed  for  Anielle, then? To bleed for this city at last?” 

“Don’t you talk to him like that,” Yrene said with dangerous calm. 

His father ignored her. 

But Yrene stepped up to Chaol’s side once more. “I am the heir apparent to

the Healer on High of the Torre Cesme. I came at your son’s behest, back to the

lands of my birth, to help in this war, along with two hundred healers from the

Torre itself. Your son spent the last several months forging an alliance with the

khaganate, and now  all of the khagan’s armies sail to this continent to save  your people.  So  while  you  sit  here  in  your  miserable  keep,  tossing  insults  at  him, know that he has done what no other could do, and if your city survives, it will

be because of  him, not you.” 

His father blinked at her. Slowly. 

It took all of Chaol’s restraint to keep from sweeping Yrene into his arms and

kissing her. 

But Chaol said to his father, “Prepare for a siege, and get the defenses ready. 

Or the Silver Lake will run red again beneath the claws of Erawan’s beasts.” 

“I know the history of this city as well as you do.” 

Chaol debated ending it there, but he asked, “Is that why you didn’t kneel to

Erawan?” 

“Or to the puppet king before him,” his father said, picking at his food. 

“You knew—that the old king was Valg-possessed?” 

His  father’s  fingers  stilled  on  a  crust  of  hearty  bread,  the  only  sign  of  his shock.  “No.  Only  that  he  was  building  a  host  throughout  the  land  that  did  not seem … natural. I am no king’s lackey, no matter what you may think of me.” 

He  lowered  his  hand  once  more.  “Of  course,  in  my  plans  to  get  you  out  of

harm’s way, it seems it only led you closer to it.” 

“Why bother?” 

“I meant what I said in Rifthold. Terrin is not a warrior—not at heart. I saw

what was building in Morath, in the Ferian Gap, and required my eldest son to

be here, to pick up the sword should I fall. And now you have returned, at the

hour when the shadow of Morath has crept around us on all sides.” 

“All sides but one,” Chaol said, motioning toward the White Fangs just barely

visible through the windows high above. “Rumor has it Erawan has spent these

months hunting down the wild men of the Fangs. If you are so short of soldiers, 

call for aid.” 

His  father’s  mouth  tightened.  “They  are  half-savage  nomads  who  relish

killing our people.” 

“As ours have relished killing them. Let Erawan unite us.” 

“And  offer  them  what?  The  mountains  have  belonged  to  us  since  before

Gavin Havilliard sat on his throne.” 

Yrene  muttered,  “Offer  them  the  damn  moon,  if  it  will  convince  them  to

help.” 

His  father  smirked.  “Can  you  offer  such  a  thing,  as  the  heir  apparent  to  the Healer on High?” 

“Careful,” Chaol growled. 

His father ignored that, too. “I would rather have my head on a pike than give

the wild men of the Fangs an inch of Anielle’s land, let alone ask them for aid.” 

“I hope your people agree,” said Yrene. 

His  father  let  out  one  of  those  joyless  laughs.  “I  like  you  better  than  the assassin-queen, I think. Perhaps marrying the rabble will breed some backbone

into our bloodline once more.” 

Chaol’s blood roared in his ears, but Yrene’s lips curved into a smile. “You’re

exactly as I’d pictured you to be,” she said. His father only inclined his head. 

“Prepare this city, this keep,” Chaol managed to say through his gritted teeth. 

“Or you’ll deserve everything you bring down upon it.” 

CHAPTER 19

Fifteen  minutes  later,  Chaol  could  feel  Yrene  still  trembling  as  they  entered  a small yet warm bedroom. One of the few cozy places in this horrible keep. A bed

and  a  half-rusted  washing  basin  filled  most  of  the  space,  a  ewer  of  steaming water beside it. 

Not exactly a bedroom fit for a lord’s son. He fought the heat that warmed his

cheeks. 

“I was disowned, remember,” Chaol said, leaning against the shut door, their

packs discarded at his feet. “This bedroom is meant for a guest.” 

“I’m sure your father had it selected just for you.” 

“I’m sure he did.” 

Yrene snarled. “He’s worse than you portrayed.” 

Chaol  gave  her  a  tired,  small  smile.  “And  you  were  brilliant.”  Utterly

brilliant. 

His  father,  at  least,  had  agreed  to  begin  the  evacuations  for  those  on  the

outskirts  of  the  city,  and  by  the  time  they’d  made  their  way  to  this  room,  the keep had already been abuzz with readying for a siege. If his father needed help

planning it, the man hadn’t let on. Tomorrow, after they rested tonight, he’d see

for himself what his father had in mind. 

But for now, after almost two days of flying through the frigid air, he needed

to rest. 

And his wife, however bold and fearless, needed to rest as well, whether she

admitted it or not. 

So Chaol pushed off the door, prowling to where Yrene paced in front of the

bed. “I’m sorry for what he said to you.” 

She waved him off. “I’m sorry you ever had to deal with him for longer than

that conversation.” 

Her temper, despite all that loomed, despite the bastard ruling over this city, 

warmed  something  in  him.  Enough  so  that  Chaol  closed  the  distance  between

them,  halting  her  pacing  by  taking  her  hand.  He  brushed  his  thumb  over  her

wedding band. 

“I wish you were meeting her instead—my mother,” he said softly. 

The fierceness in her eyes banked. “I do, too.” Her mouth quirked to the side. 

“Though I’m surprised your father cared enough to send them away at a whisper

of a threat.” 

“They’re  assets  to  him.  I  wouldn’t  be  surprised  if  he  sent  them  with  a  good part of the trove.” 

Yrene glanced around in doubt. 

“Anielle  is  one  of  the  richer  territories  in  Adarlan,  despite  what  this  keep
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suggests.” He kissed her knuckles, her ring. “There are chambers full of treasure

in  the  catacombs.  Gold,  jewels,  armor—rumor  has  it  the  wealth  of  an  entire

kingdom is down there.” 

Yrene  let  out  an  impressed  hum,  but  said,  “I  should  have  told  Sartaq  and

Nesryn  to  bring  more  healers  than  the  fifty  we  selected.”  Hafiza  would  remain with the foot soldiers and cavalry, but Eretia, her second-in-command, would fly

with the ruks and lead the group, Yrene included. 

“We’ll  make  do  with  what  we  have.  I  doubt  there  was  a  single  magically

gifted healer in this city until an hour ago.” 

Her  throat  bobbed.  “Can  this  keep  survive  a  siege  long  enough  for  the

terrestrial army to get here? It doesn’t look like it can withstand another winter, 

let alone an army at its doorstep.” 

“This  keep  has  stood  for  well  over  a  thousand  years—it  survived  Erawan’s

second army, even when they sacked Anielle. It will outlast this third war of his, 

too.” 

“Where  will  the  people  evacuate  to?  The  mountains  are  already  covered  in

snow.” 

“There  are  passes  through  them—dangerous,  but  they  could  make  it  to  the

Wastes  if  they  stay  together  and  bring  enough  supplies.”  Heading  north  of

Anielle was a death trap, with the witches holding the Ferian Gap, and going too

far south would take them to Morath’s doorstep. To go east would take them in

the  path  of  the  army  they  sought  to  outrun.  “They  might  be  able  to  hide  in Oakwald, along the edge of the Fangs.” He shook his head. “There are no good

options, not at this time of year.” 

“A lot of them won’t make it,” she said softly. 

“They’ll  stand  a  better  chance  in  the  Fangs  than  here,”  he  said  with  equal

quiet.  They  were  still  his  people,  had  still  shown  him  kindness,  even  when  his own father had not. “I’ll see to it that my father sends some of the soldiers who

are too old to fight with them—they’ll remember the way.” 

“I know I’m nothing more than the rabble,” Yrene said, and Chaol snickered, 

“but those who do choose to stay, who are let into the keep … Perhaps while we

wait for our own forces, I could help find room for them. Supplies. See if there

are any healers among them who might have access to the herbs and ingredients

we need. Get bandages ready.” 

He nodded, pride filling his chest to the point of pain. A lady. If not by blood, 

then  by  nobility  of  character.  His  wife  was  more  of  a  lady  than  any  other  he’d met, in any court. 

“Then let us prepare for war, husband,” Yrene said, sorrow and dread filling

her eyes. 

And it was the sight of that kernel of fear, not for herself but what they were

undoubtedly soon to take part in, to witness, that had him sweeping her into his

arms  and  laying  her  upon  the  bed.  “War  can  wait  until  morning,”  he  said,  and lowered his mouth to hers. 

Dawn broke, and the ruks arrived. 

So many ruks they blotted out the watery sun, the boom of wings and rustle

of feathers filling the skies. 

People cried out this time, their voices a herald of the screams to come when

that army reached their doorstep. 

On  the  plain  before  the  southern  side  of  the  keep,  flowing  to  the  lake  edge itself, the ruks settled. It had long been kept clear of settlement, the flat expanse

riddled  with  hot  springs  and  prone  to  annual  flooding,  though  a  few  stubborn farmers still tried to coax crops from the hard soil. 

It had once been part of the lake itself, before the Western Falls tucked into

the Fangs had been dammed up, their roaring waters quieted to a trickle that fed

the lake. For centuries, Chaol’s ancestors had debated breaking the dam, letting

that raging river run free once more, now that their ancient forges had given way

to a few water-powered mills that could easily be moved elsewhere. 

Yet  the  destruction  breaking  that  dam  would  cause,  even  if  they  gathered

every water-wielder in the realm to control the flow, would be catastrophic. The

entire  plain  would  flood  in  a  matter  of  minutes,  some  of  the  city  being  swept away  as  well.  The  waters  would  barrel  down  from  the  mountains,  destroying

everything in their path in a mighty wave that would flow to Oakwald itself. The

lowest levels of the keep, the gate that opened onto the plain, would be wholly

submerged. 

So the dam had stayed, and the grassy plain with it. 

The ruks settled themselves in neat rows, and Chaol and Yrene watched from

the  battlements,  other  sentries  breaking  from  their  posts  to  join  them,  as  the riders  began  setting  up  camp  with  whatever  supplies  their  mounts  had  carried. 

The healers would be brought up later, though a few might remain down in their

camp until Morath’s legion arrived. 

Two dark shapes soared overhead, and the sentries fell back to their posts as

Nesryn and Sartaq landed on the battlement wall, a small falcon alighting beside

the former’s ruk. Falkan Ennar, then. 

Nesryn leaped off her ruk in an easy movement, her face grave as any pocket

of  Hellas’s  realm.  “Morath  is  three  days  away,  possibly  four,”  she  said

breathlessly. 

Sartaq came up behind her, the ruks needing no hitching post. “We kept high

overhead, out of sight, but Falkan was able to get closer.” The shifter remained

in falcon form by Salkhi. 

Yrene stepped forward. “What did you see?” 

Nesryn shook her head, her normally golden-brown skin bloodless. “Valg and

men, mostly. But they all look fast—vicious.” 

Chaol reined in his grimace. “No sign of the witches?” 

“None,”  Sartaq  said,  running  a  hand  over  his  braided  hair.  “Though  they

might  be  waiting  to  sweep  down  from  the  Ferian  Gap  when  the  army  arrives

here.” 

“Let’s pray they don’t,” Yrene said, surveying the ruks in the valley below. 

A  thousand  ruks.  It  had  seemed  like  a  gift  from  the  gods,  seemed  like  an impossibly large number. And yet seeing them assembled on the plain …

Even the mighty birds might be swept away in the tide of battle. 

CHAPTER 20

“Do you know the story of the queen who walked through worlds?” 

Seated on the mossy carpet of an ancient glen, one hand toying with the small

white flowers strewn across it, Aelin shook her head. 

In  the  towering  oaks  that  formed  a  lattice  over  the  clearing,  small  stars

blinked  and  shimmered,  as  if  they’d  been  snared  by  the  branches  themselves. 

Beyond them, bathing the forest with light bright enough to see by, a full moon

had risen. All around them, faint, lilting singing floated on the warm summer air. 

“It is a sad story,” her aunt said, one corner of her red-painted mouth curling

upward as she leaned back on her seat carved into a granite boulder. Her usual

place,  while  they  had  these  lessons,  these  long,  peaceful  chats  deep  into  the balmy summer nights. “And an old one.” 

Aelin lifted an eyebrow. “Aren’t I a little old for faerie stories?” She’d indeed

just celebrated her twentieth birthday three days ago, in another clearing not too

far from here. Half of Doranelle had come, it had seemed, and yet her mate had

found a way to sneak her from the revelry. All the way to a secluded pool in the

forest’s heart. Her face still warmed to think of that moonlit swim, what Rowan

had made her feel, how he’d worshipped her in the sun-warmed water. 

 Mate. The word was still a surprise. As it had been to arrive here at spring’s

end and see him beside her aunt’s throne and simply know. And in the months

since,  their  courting  …  Aelin  indeed  blushed  at  the  thought  of  it.  What  they’d done  in  that  forest  pool  had  been  the  culmination  of  those  months.  And  an

unleashing.  The  mating  marks  on  her  neck—and  on  Rowan’s—proved  it.  She

would not be returning to Terrasen alone when autumn arrived. 

“No one is too old for faerie stories,” her aunt said, faint smile growing. “And

as you are part faerie yourself, I would think you’d have some interest in them.” 

Aelin smiled back, bowing her head. “Fair enough, Aunt.” 

 Aunt  wasn’t  entirely  accurate,  not  with  generations  and  millennia  separating them, but it was the only thing the queen had suggested Aelin call her. 

Maeve  settled  further  into  her  seat.  “Long  ago,  when  the  world  was  new, 

when  there  were  no  human  kingdoms,  when  no  wars  had  marred  the  earth,  a

young queen was born.” 

Aelin folded her legs beneath her, angling her head. 

“She  did  not  know  she  was  a  queen.  Amongst  her  people,  power  was  not

inherited,  but  simply   born.  And  as  she  grew,  her  strength  rose  with  her.  She found the land she dwelled in to be too small for that power. Too dark and cold

and grim. She had gifts similar to many wielded by her kind, but she had been

given   more,  her  power  a  sharper,  more  intricate  weapon—enough  that  she  was different. Her people saw that power and bowed to it, and she ruled them. 

“Word spread of her gifts, and three kings came to seek her hand. To form an alliance  between  their  throne  and  the  one  she  had  built  for  herself,  small  as  it might have been. For a time, she thought it would be the newness, the challenge

that  she  had  always  craved.  The  three  kings  were  brothers,  each  mighty  in  his own right, their power vast and terrifying. She picked the eldest among them, not

for any particular skill or grace, but for his countless libraries. What she might

learn in his lands, what she might  do with her power … It was that knowledge

she craved, not the king himself.” 

A strange story. Aelin’s brows rose, but her aunt continued on. 

“So they were wed, and she left her small territory to join him in his castle. 

For a time, she was contented, both by her husband and the knowledge his home

offered  her.  He  and  his  two  brothers  were  conquerors,  and  spent  much  of  their time  away,  leashing  new  lands  to  their  shared  throne.  She  did  not  mind,  not when  it  gave  her  freedom  to  learn  as  she  would.  But  her  husband’s  libraries contained knowledge even he did not realize was held within. Lore and wisdom

from worlds long since turned to dust. She learned that there were indeed  other

worlds. Not the dark, blasted realm in which they lived, but worlds beyond that, 

living  atop  one  another  and  never  realizing  it.  Worlds  where  the  sun  was  not  a watery  trickle  through  the  ash-clouds,  but  a  golden  stream  of  warmth.  Worlds

where   green  existed.  She  had  never  heard  of  such  a  color.  Green.  Nor  had  she heard of blue—not the shade of sky that was described. She could not so much

as picture it.” 

Aelin frowned. “A pitiful existence.” 

Maeve  nodded  grimly.  “It  was.  And  the  more  she  read  about  these  other

worlds, where long-dead wayfarers had once roamed, the more she wanted to see

them.  To  know  the  kiss  of  the  sun  on  her  face.  To  hear  the  morning  songs  of sparrows, the crying of gulls over the sea. The sea—that, too, was foreign to her. 

An endless sprawl of water, with its own moods and hidden depths. All they had

in  her  lands  were  shallow,  murky  lakes  and  half-dried  streams.  So  while  her

husband  and  his  two  brothers  were  off  waging  yet  another  war,  she  began  to

ponder  how  she  might  find  a  way  into  one  of  those  worlds.  How  she  might

 leave.” 

“Is  such  a  thing  even  possible?”  Something  nagged  at  her,  as  if  it  might

indeed  be  true,  but  perhaps  that  was  one  of  her  own  mother’s  tales,  or  even Marion’s, tugging on her memory. 

Maeve  nodded.  “It  was.  Using  the  very  language  of  existence  itself,  doors

might  be  opened,  however  briefly,  between  worlds.  It  was  forbidden,  outlawed

long before her husband and his brothers were born. Once the last of the ancient

wayfarers had died out, the paths between realms were sealed, their methods of

world-walking lost with them. Or so all had thought. But deep in her husband’s

private library, she found the old spells. She began with small experiments. First, 

she opened a door to the realm of resting, to find one of those wayfarers and ask

her how it was properly done.” A knowing smile. “The wayfarer refused to tell

her. So the queen began to teach herself. Opening and closing doors long since

forgotten  or  sealed.  Peering  deep  into  the  workings  of  the  cosmos.  Her  own world  became  a  cage.  She  grew  tired  of  her  husband’s  warring,  his  casual

cruelty.  And  when  he  went  away  to  war  once  again,  the  queen  gathered  her

closest handmaidens, opened a door to a new world, and left the one she’d been

born into.” 

“She left?” Aelin blurted. “She—she just  left her own world? Permanently?” 

“It had never been her world, not really. She had been born to rule others.” 

“Where did she go?” 

That smile grew a bit. “To a fair, lovely world. Where there was no war, no

darkness. Not like that in which she had been born. She was made a queen there, 

too. Was able to hide herself within a new body so that none could know what

she was beneath, so that even her own husband would not recognize her.” 

“Did he ever find her again?” 

“No, though he looked. Found out all she’d learned, and taught it to himself

and his brothers. They tore apart world after world to find her. And when they

arrived at the world where she had made her new home, they did not know her. 

Even  as  they  went  to  war,  she  did  not  reveal  herself.  She  won,  and  two  of  the kings, her husband included, were banished back to their own world. The third

remained trapped, his power nearly broken. He crawled off into the depths of the

earth,  and  the  victorious  queen  spent  her  long,  long  existence  preparing  for  his return,  preparing  her   people  for  it.  For  the  three  kings  had  gone  beyond  her methods  of  world-walking.  They  had  found  a  way  to  permanently   open  a  gate between worlds, and had made three keys to do so. To wield those keys was to

control  all worlds, to have the power of eternity in the palm of your hand. She

wished  to  find  them,  only  so  she  might  possess  the  strength  to  banish  any

enemies, banish her husband’s youngest brother back to his realm. To protect her

new,  lovely  world.  It  was  all  she  ever  wanted:  to  dwell  in  peace,  without  the shadow of her past hunting her.” 

From far away, that ghost of memory pushed. As if she’d forgotten to douse a

flame left burning in her room. “And did the queen find the keys?” 

Maeve’s smile turned sad. “Do you think she did, Aelin?” 

Aelin  considered.  So  many  of  their  chats,  their  lessons  in  this  glen,  held

deeper puzzles, questions for her to work through, to help her when she one day

took her throne, Rowan at her side. 

As  if  she’d  summoned  him,  the  pine-and-snow  scent  of  her  mate  filled  the

clearing.  A  rustle  of  wings,  and  there  he  was,  perched  in  hawk  form  on  one  of the towering oaks. Her warrior-prince. 

She smiled toward him, as she had for weeks now, when he’d come to escort

her back to her rooms in the river palace. It was during those walks from forest

to mist-shrouded city that she had come to know him, love him. More than she

had ever loved anything. 

Aelin  again  faced  her  aunt.  “The  queen  was  clever,  and  ambitious.  I  would

think she could do anything, even find the keys.” 

“So you would believe. And yet they eluded her.” 
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“Where did they go?” 

Maeve’s dark stare unwaveringly held hers. “Where do you think they went?” 

Aelin opened her mouth. “I think—” 

She blinked. Paused. 

Maeve’s smile returned, soft and kind. As her aunt had been to her from the

start. “Where do you think the keys are, Aelin?” 

She opened her mouth once more. And again halted. 

Like an invisible chain yanked her back. Silenced her. 

Chain—a  chain.  She  glanced  down  at  her  hands,  her  wrists.  As  if  expecting

them to be there. 

She had never felt a shackle’s bite in her life. And yet she stared at the empty

place on her wrist where she could have sworn there was a scar. Only smooth, 

sun-kissed skin remained. 

“If this world were at risk, if those three terrible kings threatened to destroy it, 

where would you go to find the keys?” 

Aelin looked up at her aunt. 

Another world. There was another world. Like a fragment of a dream, there

was another world, and in it, she had a wrist with a scar on it. Had scars all over. 

And her mate, perched overhead … He had a tattoo down his face and neck

and arm in that world. A sad story—his tattoo told a sad, awful story. About loss. 

Loss caused by a dark queen—

“Where are the keys hidden, Aelin?” 

That placid, loving smile remained on Maeve’s face. And yet …

And yet. 

“No,” Aelin breathed. 

Something slithered in the depths of her aunt’s stare. “No what?” 

This wasn’t her existence, her life. This place, these blissful months learning

in Doranelle, finding her mate—

 Blood and sand and crashing waves. 

“No.” 

Her voice was a thunderclap through the peaceful glen. 

Aelin bared her teeth, fingers curling in the moss. 

Maeve let out a soft laugh. Rowan flapped from the branches to land on the

queen’s upraised arm. 

He didn’t so much as fight it when she wrapped her thin white hands around

his neck. And snapped it. 

Aelin  screamed.  Screamed,  clutching  at  her  chest,  at  the  shredding  mating

bond—

Aelin arched off the altar, and every broken and torn part of her body screamed

with her. 

Above her, Maeve was smiling. “You liked that vision, didn’t you?” 

Not real. That had not been real. Rowan was alive, he was  alive—

She  tried  to  move  her  arm.  Red-hot  lightning  lashed  her,  and  she  screamed

again. 

Only a broken rasp came out. Broken, just as her arm now lay—

Now lay—

Bone gleamed, jutting upward along more places than she could count. Blood

and twisted skin, and—

No shackle scars, even with the wreckage. 

In this world, this place, she did not have scars, either. 

Another illusion, another spun dreamscape—

She  screamed  again.  Screamed  at  her  ruined  arm,  the  unscarred  skin, 

screamed at the lingering echo of the severed mating bond. 

“Do  you  know  what  pains  me  most,  Aelin?”  Maeve’s  words  were  soft  as  a

lover’s. “It’s that you believe I’m the villain in this.” 

Aelin sobbed through her teeth as she tried and failed to move her arm. Both

arms. She cast her gaze through the space, this real-yet-not room. 

They’d  repaired  the  box.  Had  welded  a  new  slab  of  iron  over  the  lid.  Then

over  the  sides.  The  bottom.  Less  air  trickled  in,  the  hours  or  days  now  spent inside  in  near-suffocating  heat.  It  had  been  a  relief  when  she’d  finally  been chained to the altar. 

Whenever that had been. If it had even happened at all. 

“I have no doubt that your mate or Elena or even Brannon himself filled your

head with lies about what I’ll do with the keys.” Maeve ran a hand over the stone

lip of the altar, right through her splattered blood and shards of bone. “I meant

what  I  said.  I  like  this  world.  I  do  not  wish  to  destroy  it.  Only  improve  it. 

Imagine a realm where there is no hunger, no pain. Isn’t that what you and your

cohorts are fighting for? A better world?” 

The  words  were  a  mockery.  A  mockery  of  what  she’d  promised  so  many. 

What she had promised Terrasen, and still owed it. 

Aelin tried not to shift against the chains, against her broken arms, against the

tight  pressure  pushing  on  her  skin  from  the  inside.  A  rising  intensity  along  her bones, in her head. A little more, every day. 

Maeve  heaved  a  small  sigh.  “I  know  what  you  think  of  me,  Fire-Bringer. 

What you assume. But there are some truths that cannot be shared. Even for the

keys.” 

Yet  the  growing  strain  cracking  within  her,  smothering  the  pain  …  perhaps

worse. 

Maeve  cupped  her  cheek  over  the  mask.  “The  Queen  Who  Was  Promised.  I

wish  to   save  you  from  that  sacrifice,  offered  up  by  a  headstrong  girl.”  A  soft laugh. “I’d even let you have Rowan. The two of you here, together. While you

and I work to save this world.” 

The words were lies. She knew it, though she couldn’t quite remember where

one  truth  ended  and  the  lie  began.  If  her  mate  had  belonged  to  another  before her. Been given away. Or had that been the nightmare? 

Gods, the pressure in her body. Her blood. 

 You do not yield. 
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“You can feel it, even now,” Maeve went on. “The urge of your body to say

 yes.”  Aelin  opened  her  eyes,  and  confusion  must  have  glittered  there,  because Maeve  smiled.  “Do  you  know  what  being  encased  in  iron  does  to  a  magic-wielder?  You  wouldn’t  feel  it  immediately,  but  as  time  goes  on  …  your  magic needs  release,  Aelin.  That  pressure  is  your  magic  screaming  it  wants  you  to

come  free  of  these  chains  and  release  the  strain.  Your  very  blood  tells  you  to heed me.” 

Truth.  Not  the  submission  part,  but  the  deepening  pressure  she  knew  would

be  worse  than  any  pain  from  burnout.  She’d  felt  it  once,  when  plunging  as  far into her power as she’d ever gone. 

That would be nothing compared to this. 

“I am leaving for a few days,” Maeve said. 

Aelin stilled. 

Maeve  shook  her  head  in  a  mockery  of  disappointment.  “You  are  not

progressing as quickly as I wished, Aelin.” 

Across  the  room,  Fenrys  let  out  a  warning  snarl.  Maeve  didn’t  so  much  as

glance at him. 

“It has come to my attention that our mutual enemy has been spotted again on

these  shores.  One  of  them,  a  Valg  prince,  was  contained  a  few  days’  journey from here, near the southern border. It brought with it several collars, no doubt to

use on my own people. Perhaps even on me.” 

No.  No—

Maeve brushed a hand over Aelin’s neck, as if tracing a line where the collar

would  go.  “So  I  will  go  myself  to  retrieve  that  collar,  to  see  what  Erawan’s minion might say for itself. I ripped apart the Valg princes who encountered me

in  the  first  war,”  she  said  quietly.  “It  shall  be  rather  easy,  I  suppose,  to  instead bend  them  to  my  will.  Well,  bend   one  to  my  will  and  wrest  it  from  Erawan’s control, once I put its collar around your neck.” 

 No. 

The word was a steady chant, a rising shriek within her. 

“I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before,” Maeve mused. 

 No. 

Maeve  poked  Aelin’s  shattered  wrist,  and  Aelin  swallowed  her  scream. 

“Think on it. And when I return, let’s discuss my proposition again. Maybe all

that growing strain will make you see more clearly, too.” 

A collar. Maeve was going to retrieve a Wyrdstone collar—

Maeve turned, black gown swirling with her. She crossed the threshold, and

her  owl  swooped  from  its  perch  atop  the  open  door  to  land  upon  her  shoulder. 

“I’m sure Cairn will find ways to entertain you while I’m away.” 

She  didn’t  know  how  long  she  lay  on  the  altar  after  the  healers  swept  in  with their sweet-smelling smoke. They’d put the metal gauntlets back on her. 

With  each  hour,  the  pressure  beneath  her  skin  grew.  Even  in  that  heavy, 

drugged  sleep.  As  if  once  she’d  acknowledged  it,  it  wouldn’t  be  ignored.  Or

[image: Image 1327]

contained. 

It would be the least of her problems, if Maeve put a collar around her neck. 

Fenrys sat by the wall, concern bright in his eyes as he blinked.  Are  you  all

 right? 

She blinked twice.  No. 

No, she was not anywhere near to all right. Maeve had been waiting for this, 

waiting for this pressure to begin, worse than anything Cairn might do. And with

the collar Maeve now went to personally retrieve …

She couldn’t let herself contemplate it. A more horrific form of slavery, one

she  might  never  escape,  never  be  able  to  fight.  Not  a  breaking  of  the  Fire-Bringer, but an erasure. 

To  take  all  she  was,  power  and  knowledge,  and  rip  it  from  her.  To  have  her trapped  inside  while  she  witnessed  her  own  voice  yield  the  location  of  the

Wyrdkeys. Swear the blood oath to Maeve. Wholly submit to her. 

Fenrys blinked four times.  I am here, I am with you. 

She answered in kind.  I am here, I am with you. 

Her magic surged, seeking a way out, filling the gaps between her breath and

bones. She couldn’t find room for it, couldn’t do anything to soothe it. 

 You do not yield. 

She focused on the words. On her mother’s voice. 

Perhaps the magic would devour her from the inside before Maeve returned. 

But she did not know how she’d endure it. Endure another few days of this, 

let alone the next hour. To ease the strain, just a fraction …

She shut down the thoughts that snaked into her mind. Her own or Maeve’s, 

she didn’t care. 

Fenrys blinked again, the same message over and over.  I am here, I am with

 you. 

Aelin closed her eyes, praying for oblivion. 

“Get up.” 

A mockery of words she’d once heard. 

Cairn stood above her, a smile twisting his hateful face. And the wild light in

his eyes …

Aelin went still as he began unfastening her chains. 

Guards stomped in. Fenrys snarled. 

The  pressure  writhed  against  her  skin,  pounding  in  her  head  like  a  brutal

hammer. Worse than the tools of breaking dangling at Cairn’s side. 

“Maeve wants you moved,” he said, that feverish light growing as he hoisted

her up and carried her to the box. Let her drop into it so hard the chains clanked

against  her  bones,  her  skull.  Her  eyes  watered,  and  she  lunged  up,  but  the  lid slammed shut. 

Darkness, hot and tight, pressed in. The twin to what grew under her skin. 

“With  Morath  creeping  onto  these  shores  again,  she  wants  you  moved

somewhere  more   secure  until  she  returns,”  Cairn  crooned  through  the  lid. 

Guards  grunted,  and  the  box  lifted,  Aelin  shifting,  biting  her  lip  against  the movement. “I don’t give a shit what she does to you once she puts that demon

collar around your throat. But until then … I’ll get you all to myself, won’t I? A

last little bout of fun for you and me, until you find yourself with a new friend

inside you.” 

Dread coiled in her stomach, smothering the pressure. 

Moving her to another location—she had once warned a young healer about

that. Had told her if an attacker tried to move her, they would most definitely kill

her, and she was to make a final stand before they could. 

And  that  was  without  the  threat  of  a  Wyrdstone  collar  traveling  closer  with

each passing day. 

But Cairn wouldn’t kill her, not when Maeve needed her alive. 

Aelin focused on her breathing. In and out, out and in. 

It  didn’t  keep  the  oily,  sharp  fear  from  taking  hold.  From  making  her  start shaking. 

“You  are  to  join  us,  Fenrys,”  Cairn  said,  laughter  in  his  voice  as  Aelin  slid against  the  metal  of  the  box  while  they  walked  up  the  stairs.  “I  wouldn’t  want you to miss a heartbeat of this.” 

CHAPTER 21

Rowan  knew  every  path,  traveled  and  hidden,  into  Doranelle.  Both  the  lush

kingdom and the sprawling city it had been named after. 

So  did  Gavriel  and  Lorcan.  They’d  sold  their  horses  the  night  before,  Elide

bartering  for  them.  The  Fae  warriors  were  too  recognizable,  and  if  their  faces weren’t noted, the sheer presence of their power would be. Few wouldn’t know

who they were. 

Unlike  the  northern  border  with  Wendlyn,  no  wild  wolves  guarded  the

southern  roads  into  the  kingdom.  But  they’d  still  kept  hidden,  taking  half-

forgotten pathways on their trek northward. 

And when they were a few days away from the outer limits of the city, they

had laid their trap for Maeve. 

What  he  knew  the  queen  might  not  be  able  to  resist  coming  to  retrieve

herself: Wyrdstone collars. 

Aelin  had  not  broken  yet.  He  knew  it,  had  felt  it.  It  would  likely  be  driving Maeve  mad.  So  the  temptation  to  use  one  of  the  Wyrdstone  collars,  the

arrogance he knew Maeve possessed that would allow her to believe she might

control the demon within, wrest it away from Erawan himself … it would indeed

be too great an opportunity for the queen to pass up. 

So  they  had  begun  with  rumors,  fed  by  Elide  at  taverns  and  markets,  at  the places where Rowan knew Maeve’s spies would be listening. Whispers of a Fae

garrison who had captured a Valg prince—the strange collars they found on him. 

The location: an outpost leagues away. The collars: anyone’s for the taking. 

He  didn’t  bother  to  pray  to  the  gods  that  Maeve  fell  for  it.  That  she  didn’t send one of her spies instead to retrieve the collars or confirm their existence. A

fool’s gamble, but the only one they could make. 

And as they scaled the steep southern hillocks that would offer them a view of

the  night-veiled  city  at  last,  Rowan’s  heart  thundered  in  his  chest.  They  might not  have  Maeve’s  cloaking  abilities,  but  without  the  blood  oath,  they  could

remain undetected. 

Though Maeve’s eyes were everywhere, her net of power spread far and wide

across this land. And so many others. 

Their breathing was labored as they half crawled to the highest of the wooded

hills. There were other ways into the city, yes, but none that offered a view of the

terrain before them. Rowan hadn’t risked flying, not when keen-eyed patrols no

doubt searched for a white-tailed hawk, even under cover of darkness. 

Only thirty feet to the summit now. 

Rowan kept climbing, the others close behind. 

She  was  here.  She’d  been  here  the  entire  time.  If  they’d  come  directly  to

Doranelle—

He didn’t let himself consider it. Not as he cleared the hilltop. 

Under  the  sliver  of  a  moon,  the  gray-stoned  city  was  bathed  in  white, 

wreathed  in  mist  from  the  surrounding  rivers  and  waterfalls.  Elide,  amid  her

panting, gasped. 

“I—I thought it would be like Morath,” she admitted. 

The serene city lay in the heart of a river basin. Lanterns still glowed despite

the late hour, and he knew that in some squares, music would be playing. 

Home.  Or  it  had  been.  Were  its  citizens  still  his  people,  when  he’d  wed  a

foreign  queen?  When  he’d  fought  and  killed  so  many  of  them  on  Eyllwe’s

waters?  He  didn’t  look  for  the  black  mourning  banners  that  would  be  hanging

from so many windows. 

Beside him, he knew Lorcan and Gavriel were avoiding counting them, too. 

For  centuries,  they  had  known  these  people,  lived  amongst  them.  Called  them

friends. 

But  were  any  aware  who  was  held  in  their  midst?  Had  they  heard  her

screams? 

“That’s  the  palace,”  Gavriel  said  to  Elide,  pointing  toward  the  cluster  of

domes  and  elegant  buildings  set  on  the  eastern  edge,  right  along  the  lip  of  the massive waterfall. 

None  of  them  spoke  as  they  scanned  the  column-lined  building  that  housed

the queen’s private quarters. And their own suites. No lights burned within. 

“It doesn’t confirm anything,” Lorcan said. “Whether Maeve left, or if Aelin

remains.” 

Rowan  listened  to  the  wind,  scented  it,  but  felt  nothing.  “The  only  way  to

confirm either is to go into the city.” 

“Are  those  two  bridges  the  only  way  in?”  Elide  frowned  toward  the  twin

stone bridges on the southern and northern sides of Doranelle. Both open, both

visible for miles around. 

“Yes,” Lorcan said, his voice tight. 

The river was too wide, too wild, to swim. And if any other ways in existed, 

Rowan had never learned them. 

“We should make a wide sweep of the basin,” Lorcan said, studying the city

in  the  heart  of  the  plain.  To  the  north,  the  forested  foothills  flowed  to  the towering  wall  of  the  Cambrian  Mountains.  To  the  west,  the  plain  rolled  into

farmland,  endless  and  open,  to  the  sea.  And  in  the  east,  past  the  waterfall,  the grassy plain yielded to ancient forests, more mountains beyond them. 

His mountains. The place he’d once called home, where that mountain house

had  stood  until  it  had  been  burned.  Where  he’d  buried  Lyria  and  had  one  day expected to be laid to rest himself. 

“We  need  an  exit  strategy  as  well,”  Rowan  said,  though  he’d  already  been

considering it. Where to run afterward. Maeve would send out her best to hunt

them down. 

That  had  once  included  him.  He’d  been  sent  to  track  and  dispatch  the  Fae

who  turned  too  monstrous  for  even  Maeve  to  stomach,  rogue  Fae  who  had  no business existing anymore. He’d trained the hunters Maeve would now unleash. 

Had taught them the veiled paths, the places Fae preferred to hide. 

He’d never considered that would someday be used against him. 

“We take a day,” Lorcan said. 

Rowan leveled a cold look at him. “A day is more than we can spare.” 

Aelin  was  down  there.  In  that  city.  He  knew  it,  could  feel  it.  He’d  been

plunging  into  his  power  for  the  past  two  days,  readying  for  the  killing  he’d unleash, the flight they’d make. The strain of holding it back yanked on him, on

any lingering control. 

Lorcan said, “We’ll pay for a hasty plan if we don’t take the time. Your mate

will pay, too.” 

His  former  commander’s  control  was  also  on  a  knife’s  edge.  Even  Gavriel, 

calm  and  steady,  was  pacing.  All  of  them  had  descended  into  their  power, 

drawing it up from the very dregs. 

But  Lorcan  was  right.  Rowan  would  say  the  same  if  their  positions  were

reversed. 

Gavriel  pointed  to  a  rocky  outcropping  on  the  hill  face  below  them.  “It’s

shielded  from  sight.  We  camp  there  tonight,  make  our  assessments  tomorrow. 

Get some rest.” 

The idea was abhorrent. Sleeping while Aelin was mere miles away. His ears

strained,  as  if  he  might  pick  up  her  screams  on  the  wind.  But  Rowan  said, 

“Fine.” 

He didn’t need to declare that they wouldn’t risk a fire. The air was chill, but

mild enough that they could survive. 

Rowan stepped down the hill face, offering a hand to Elide to help her skirt

the dangerous, rocky plunge. She took his hand with shaking fingers. 

Still she hadn’t balked to come with them, to do any of this. 

Rowan found another foothold before turning to assist her. “You don’t need to

go into the city. We’ll decide on the escape route and you can meet us there.” 

When Elide didn’t answer, Rowan looked up at her. 

Her eyes weren’t on him. But on the city ahead. 

Wide with terror. Her scent became drenched in it. 

Lorcan was there in a heartbeat, hand at her shoulder. “What is—” 

Rowan twisted toward the city. The hilltop had been a border. 

Not  of  the  city  limits,  but  of  an  illusion.  A  pretty,  idyllic  illusion  for  any scouting  its  fringes  to  report.  For  what  now  surrounded  the  city  on  every  side, even on the eastern plain …

An army. A great army lay camped there. 

“She’s  summoned  most  of  her  forces,”  Gavriel  breathed,  wind  whipping  his

hair across his face. 

Rowan counted the campfires covering the dark terrain like a blanket of stars. 

He’d never seen such a Fae host assembled. The ones he and the cadre had led

into war didn’t come close. 

Aelin could be anywhere in that force. In the camps, or in the city itself. 

They’d  have  to  be  clever.  Cunning.  And  if  Maeve  had  not  fallen  for  their

diversion …

“She brought an army to keep us out?” Elide asked. 

Lorcan  glanced  at  Rowan,  his  dark  eyes  full  of  warning.  “Or  to  keep  Aelin

in.” 

Rowan surveyed the encamped army. What did those dwelling in Doranelle, 

who  rarely  saw  any  sort  of  forces  beyond  the  warriors  who  sometimes  stalked

through their city, make of the host? 

“We have allies in the city,” Gavriel offered. “We could try to make contact. 

Learn  where  Maeve  is,  what  the  host  rallied  here  to  do.  If  there’s  been  any mention of Aelin.” 

Rowan’s uncle, Ellys,  the head of  their House, had  remained when Maeve’s

armada had sailed. A hard male, a smart male, but a loyal one. He’d trained Enda

in his image, to be a sharp-minded courtier. But he’d also trained Rowan when

he  could,  giving  him  some  of  his  first  lessons  in  swordplay.  He’d  grown  up  in his  uncle’s  household,  and  it  had  been  the  only  home  he’d  known  until  he’d

found  that  mountain.  But  would  Ellys’s  loyalty  skew  toward  Maeve  or  to  their own bloodline, especially in the wake of the House of Whitethorn’s betrayal in

Eyllwe? 

His uncle might already be dead. Maeve might have punished him on behalf

of  all  the  cousins  whom  Rowan  had  begged  to  aid  them.  Or  Ellys,  seeking  to reenter Maeve’s good graces after their betrayal, might sell them out before they

could find Aelin. 

And as for the others, the few allies they might have …

“Maeve  is  capable  of  worming  her  way  into  a  person’s  mind,”  Rowan  said. 

“She  likely  knows  who  our  allies  are  and  might  have  already  compromised

them.” He braced a hand on Goldryn’s hilt, the warm metal a comforting touch. 

“We don’t risk it.” 

Lorcan grunted his agreement. 

Elide  said,  “Maeve  doesn’t  know  me—or  barely  does.  No  one  here  would

recognize  me,  especially  if  I  can  …  adjust  my  appearance.  Like  I  did  with

spreading  those  lies  about  the  Valg  prince.  I  could  try  to  get  into  the  city tomorrow and see if there’s anything to learn.” 

“No.” 

Lorcan’s reply was a knife in the dark. 

Elide said to him, cool and unfazed, “You’re not my commander. You’re not

in my court.” 

She turned to Rowan. But  he was. 

He outranked her. Rowan tried not to recoil. Aelin had laid this upon him. 

Lorcan  hissed,  “She  doesn’t  know  the  city  layout,  doesn’t  know  how  to

handle the guards—” 

“Then we teach her,” Gavriel cut in. “Tonight. We teach her what we know.” 

Lorcan  bared  his  teeth.  “If  Maeve  remains  in  Doranelle,  she  will  sniff  her

out.” 

“She won’t,” Elide said. 

“She found you on that beach,” Lorcan snapped. 

Elide lifted her chin. “I am going into that city tomorrow.” 

“And what are you going to do? Ask if Aelin Galathynius has been strutting

about  town?  Ask  if  Maeve’s  available  for  high  tea?”  Lorcan’s  snarl  ripped

through the air. 

Elide didn’t back down for a heartbeat. “I’m going to ask after Cairn.” 

They all stilled. Rowan wasn’t entirely certain he’d heard her correctly. 

Elide  steadily  surveyed  them.  “Surely  a  young,  mortal  woman  is  allowed  to

inquire about a Fae male who jilted her.” 

Lorcan  went  pale  as  the  moon  above  them.  “Elide.”  When  she  didn’t  reply, 

Lorcan whirled on Rowan. “We’ll scout, there’s another way to—” 

Elide  only  said  to  Rowan,  “Find  Cairn,  and  we  find  Aelin.  And  learn  if

Maeve remains.” 

Fear no longer bloomed in Elide’s eyes. Not a trace remained in her scent. 

So Rowan nodded, even as Lorcan tensed. “Good hunting, Lady.” 

CHAPTER 22

The  snow-crusted  plains  of  Terrasen  flowed  southward,  right  to  the  rolling

foothills that spread to the horizon. 

Earlier  this  summer,  Lysandra  had  crossed  those  foothills  with  her

companions—with her queen. Had watched Aelin ascend one, and stride to the

carved  granite  stone  jutting  from  its  top.  The  marker  of  the  border  between

Adarlan  and  Terrasen.  Her  friend  had  taken  a  step  beyond  the  stone,  and  had been home. 

Perhaps it made Lysandra a fool, but she had not realized that the next time

she’d see the foothills again, wearing the feathers of a bird, it would be in war. 

Or as a scout for an army thousands of soldiers strong, marching far behind

her. She’d left Aedion to figure out how to explain Aelin’s sudden disappearance

when she’d departed for this scouting mission. To glean where they might at last

intercept Morath’s legions—and give the general a lay of the terrain ahead. Fae

scouts in their own avian forms had flown to the west and east to see what they

might learn as well. 

Her silvery falcon’s wings wrangled the bitter wind, setting her soaring with a

speed that shot liquid lightning through her heart. Beyond the ghost leopard, this

form  had  become  a  favorite.  Swift,  sleek,  vicious—this  body  had  been  built  to ride the winds, to run down prey. 

The  snow  had  stopped,  but  the  sky  remained  gray,  not  a  hint  of  the  sun  to warm them. The cold was a secondary concern, made bearable by her layers of

feathers. 

For long miles, she flew and flew, scanning the empty terrain. Villages they

had  passed  through  during  the  summer  had  been  emptied,  their  inhabitants

fleeing  north.  She  prayed  they’d  found  safe  harbor  before  the  snows,  that  the magic-wielders within those villages got far from Morath’s nets. There had been

a girl in one of the towns who had been blessed with a powerful water gift—had

she and her family been taken in behind Orynth’s thick walls? 

Lysandra caught an updraft and soared higher, the horizon revealing more of

itself.  The  first  of  the  foothills  passed  below,  ridges  of  light  and  shadow  under the cloudy sky. Getting the army over them would not be a simple task, but the

Bane  had  fought  near  here  before.  They  undoubtedly  knew  the  path  through, 

despite the snowdrifts piled high in the hollows. 

The wind screamed, shoving northward. As if warding her from flying south. 

Begging her not to continue. 

Hills crowned with stones appeared—the ancient border markings. She swept

past them. A few hours lingered until darkness fell. She’d fly until night and cold

rendered  her  unable,  and  find  some  tree  to  hunker  down  in  until  she  could
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resume scouting at dawn. 

She sailed farther south, the horizon bleak and empty. 

Until it wasn’t. 

Until she beheld what marched toward them and nearly tumbled from the sky. 

Ren  had  taught  her  how  to  count  soldiers,  yet  she  lost  track  each  time  she attempted to get a number on the neat lines stomping across Adarlan’s northern

plains. Right toward the foothills that spanned both territories. 

Thousands. Five, ten, fifteen thousand. More. 

Again and again, she stumbled on counting. Twenty, thirty. 

Lysandra  rose  higher  into  the  sky.  Higher,  because  winged  ilken  flew  with

them,  soaring  low  over  the  black-armored  troops,  monitoring  all  that  passed

below. 

Forty. Fifty. 

Fifty thousand troops, overseen by ilken. 

And  amongst  them,  on  horseback,  rode  beautiful-faced  young  men.  Black

collars at their throats, above their armor. 

Valg princes. Five in total, each commanding a legion. 

Lysandra counted the force again. Thrice. 

Fifty thousand troops. Against the twenty-five thousand they had gathered. 

One of the ilken spotted her and flapped upward. 

Lysandra banked hard and swept back north, wings beating like hell. 

The two armies met in the snow-covered fields of southern Terrasen. 

Terrasen’s general-prince had ordered them to wait, rather than rush to meet

Morath’s  legions.  To  let  Erawan’s  hordes  exhaust  themselves  on  the  foothills, 

and  to  send  an  advance  force  of  the  Silent  Assassins  to  pick  off  soldiers

struggling amid the bumps and hollows. 

Only some of the assassins returned. 

The dark power of the Valg princes swept ahead, devouring all in their path. 

And still, the Fire-Bringer did not blast the Valg to ash. Did nothing but ride

at her cousin’s side. 

Ilken  descended  upon  their  camp  in  the  night,  unleashing  chaos  and  terror, 

shredding soldiers with their poison-slick claws before escaping to the skies. 

They  ripped  the  ancient  border-stones  from  their  grassy  hilltops  as  they

passed into Terrasen. 

Barely winded, unfazed by the snow, and hardly thinned out, Morath’s army

left the last of the foothills. 

They  rushed  down  the  hillsides,  a  black  wave  breaking  over  the  land.  Right

onto the spears and shields of the Bane, the magic of the Fae soldiers keeping the

power of the Valg princes at bay. 

It  could  not  stand  against  the  ilken,  however.  They  swept  through  it  like

cobwebs in a doorway, some spewing their venom to  melt the magic. 

Then the ilken landed, or shattered through their defenses entirely. And even

a  shape-shifter  in  the  form  of  a  wyvern  armed  with  poisoned  spikes  could  not

take them all down. 

Even a general-prince with an ancient sword and Fae instincts could not slice

through their necks fast enough. 

In the chaos, no one noticed that the Fire-Bringer did not appear. That not an

ember of her flame glowed in the screaming night. 

Then the foot soldiers reached them. 

And that cobbled-together army began to sunder. 

The  right  flank  broke  first.  A  Valg  prince  unleashed  his  power,  men  lying

dead  in  his  wake.  It  took  Ilias  of  the  Silent  Assassins  sneaking  behind  enemy lines to decapitate him for the slaughter to staunch. 

The Bane’s center lines held, yet they lost yard after yard to claws and fangs

and  sword  and  shield.  So  many  of  the  enemy  that  the  Fae  royals  and  their  kin couldn’t choke the air from their throats fast enough, widely enough. Whatever

advances the Fae’s magic bought them did not slow Morath for long. 

Morath’s beasts pushed them northward that first day. And into the night. 

And at dawn the next day. 

By nightfall on the second, even the Bane’s line had buckled. 

Still Morath did not stop coming. 

CHAPTER 23

Elide had never seen such a place as Doranelle. 

The City of Rivers, they called it. She’d never imagined that a city could be

built in the heart of several as they met and poured into a mighty basin. 

She  didn’t  let  the  awe  show  on  her  face  as  she  strode  through  the  winding, neat streets. 

Fear was another companion that she kept at bay. With the Fae’s heightened

sense of smell, they could detect things like emotion. And though a good dose of

fear would aid in her cover, too much would spell her doom. 

Yet  this  place   seemed  like  a  paradise.  Pink  and  blue  flowers  draped  from windowsills; little canals wended between some of the streets, ferrying people in

bright, long boats. 

She’d  never  seen  so  many  Fae,  had  never  thought  they’d  be  utterly  normal. 

Well, as normal as possible, with their grace and those ears and canines. Along

with  the  animals  rushing  around  her,  flitting  past,  so  many  forms  she  couldn’t keep track of them. All perfectly content to go about their daily business, buying

everything  from  crusty  loaves  of  bread  to  jugs  of  some  sort  of  oil  to  vibrant swaths of fabric. 

Yet  ruling  over  everything,  squatting  in  the  palace  on  the  eastern  side  of

Doranelle, was Maeve. And this city, Rowan had told Elide, had been built from

stone to keep Brannon or any of his descendants from razing it to the ground. 

Elide  fought  the  limp  that  grew  with  each  step  farther  into  the  city—farther away  from  Gavriel’s  magic.  She’d  left  them  in  the  forested  foothills  where

they’d camped the night before, and Lorcan had again tried to argue against her

going. But she’d rummaged through their various packs until she’d found what

she needed: berries Gavriel had gathered yesterday, a spare belt and dark green

cape from Rowan, a wrinkled white shirt from Lorcan, and a tiny mirror he used

for shaving. 

She  hadn’t  said  anything  when  she’d  found  the  white  strips  of  linen  at  the

bottom of Lorcan’s bag. Waiting for her next cycle. She hadn’t been able to find

the  words,  anyway.  Not  with  what  it  would  crumple  in  her  chest  to  even  think them. 

Elide kept her shoulders loose, though her face remained tight as she paused

at  the  edge  of  a  pretty  little  square  around  a  burbling  fountain.  Vendors  and shoppers milled about, chatting in the midmorning sunshine. Elide paused by the

square’s arched entrance, putting her back to it, and fished the little mirror out of

her cloak pocket, careful not to jostle the knives hidden there as well. 

She  flicked  open  the  compact,  frowning  at  her  reflection—half  of  the

expression  not  entirely  faked.  She’d  crushed  the  berries  at  dawn  and  carefully

lined her eyes with the juices, turning them red-rimmed and miserable-looking. 

As if she’d been weeping for weeks. 

Indeed, the face that pouted back at her was rather wretched. 

But  it  wasn’t  the  reflection  she  wanted  to  see.  But  rather  the  square  behind her. Surveying it outright might raise too many questions, but if she was merely

staring into a compact mirror, no more than a self-conscious girl trying to fix her

frazzled  appearance  …  Elide  smoothed  some  strands  of  her  hair  while

monitoring the square beyond. 

A  hub  of  sorts.  Two  taverns  lined  its  sides,  judging  by  the  wine  barrels  that served as tables out front and the empty glasses atop them, yet to be collected. 

Between  the  two  taverns,  one  seemed  to  attract  more  males,  some  in  warrior

garb.  Of  the  three  squares  she’d  visited,  the  taverns  she’d  spotted,  this  was  the only one with soldiers. 

Perfect. 

Elide  smoothed  her  hair  again,  shut  the  compact,  and  turned  back  to  the

square, lifting her chin. A girl trying to muster some dignity. 

Let them see what they wanted to see, let them look at the white shirt she’d

donned in lieu of the leather witches’ jacket, the green cape draped over herself

belted across the middle, and think her an unfashionable, unworldly traveler. A

girl far out of her element in this lovely, well-dressed city. 

She  approached  the  seven  Fae  lounging  outside  the  tavern,  sizing  up  who

talked most, laughed loudest, who the five males and two females often turned

to. One of the females wasn’t a warrior, but rather clothed in soft, feminine pants

and a cornflower-blue tunic that fit her lush figure like a glove. 

Elide marked the one who they seemed to glance to the most in confirmation

and hope of approval. A broad-shouldered female, her dark hair cropped close to

her head. She bore armor on her shoulders and wrists—finer than what the other

males wore. Their commander, then. 

Elide  lingered  a  few  feet  away,  a  hand  rising  to  clutch  her  cape  where  it

draped across her heart, the other fiddling with the golden ring on her finger, the

invaluable heirloom little more than a lover’s keepsake. Gnawing on her lip, she

cast uncertain, darting eyes on the soldiers, on the tavern. Sniffled a little. 

The other female—the one in the fine blue clothes—noticed her first. 

She was beautiful, Elide realized. Her dark hair falling in a thick, glossy braid

down her back, her golden-brown skin shone with an inner light. Her eyes were

soft with kindness. And concern. 

Elide took that concern as invitation and stumbled up to them, head bowing. 

“I—I—I’m  sorry  to  interrupt,”  she  blurted,  speaking  more  to  the  dark-haired

beauty. 

The stammer had always made people uncomfortable, had always made them

foolishly off guard and eager to get away. To tell her what she needed to know. 

“Is  something  wrong?”  The  female’s  voice  was  husky—lovely.  The  sort  of

voice Elide had always imagined great beauties possessing, the sort of voice that

made men fall all over themselves. From the way some of the males around her

had been smiling, Elide had no doubt the female had that effect on them, too. 

Elide wobbled her lip, chewed on it. “I—I was looking for someone. He said

he’d be here, but …” She glanced to the warriors, and toyed with the ring on her

finger again. “I s-s-saw your uniforms and thought y-you might know him.” 

The merriment of the little company had died out, replaced by wariness. And

pity—from the beauty. Either at the stutter or what she so clearly saw: a young

woman pining for a lover who likely was not there. 

“What’s his name?” asked the taller female, perhaps the other’s sister, judging

by their same dusky skin and dark hair. 

Elide swallowed hard enough to make her throat bob rather pathetically. “I—I

hate to bother you,” she demurred. “But you all looked very k-k-kind.” 

One of the males muttered something about getting another round of drinks, 

and  two  of  his  companions  decided  to  join  him.  The  two  males  who  lingered

seemed inclined to go as well, but a sharp look from their commander had them

staying. 

“It’s  not  a  bother,”  the  beauty  said,  waving  a  manicured  hand.  She  was  as

short  as  Elide,  though  she  carried  herself  like  a  queen.  “Would  you  like  us  to fetch you some refreshments?” 

People  were  easy  to  flatter,  easy  to  trick,  regardless  of  whether  they  had

pointy ears or round. 

Elide stepped closer. “No, thank you. I wouldn’t want to trouble y-you.” 

The  female’s  nostrils  flared  as  Elide  halted  close  enough  to  touch  them.  No

doubt smelling the weeks on the road. But she politely said nothing, though her

eyes roved over Elide’s face. 

“Your friend’s name,” the commander urged, her gruff voice the opposite of

her sister’s. 

“Cairn,” Elide whispered. “His name is Cairn.” 

One of the males swore; the other scanned Elide from head to toe. 

But the two females had gone still. 

“H-he  serves  the  queen,”  Elide  said,  eyes  leaping  from  face  to  face,  the

portrait of hope. “Do you know him?” 

“We  know  him,”  the  commander  said,  her  face  dark.  “You—you  are  his

lover?” 

Elide willed her face to redden, thinking of all the mortifying moments on the

road: her cycle, having to explain when she needed to relieve herself … “I need

to  speak  with  him,”  was  all  Elide  said.  Learning  Maeve’s  whereabouts  would

come later. 

The dark-haired beauty said a shade too quietly, “What is your name, child?” 

“Finnula,” Elide lied, naming her nursemaid. 

“Here’s  a  bit  of  advice,”  the  second  male  drawled,  sipping  from  his  ale.  “If you escaped Cairn, don’t go looking for him again.” 

His commander shot him a look. “Cairn is blood-sworn to our queen.” 

“Still makes him a prick,” the male said. 

The female growled, viciously enough that the male wisely went to see about

their drinks. 

Elide made her shoulders curve inward. “You—you know him, then?” 

“Cairn was supposed to meet you here?” the beauty asked instead. 

Elide nodded. 

The two females exchanged glances. The commander said, “We don’t know

where he is.” 

Lie. She saw the look between them, between sisters. The decision to not tell

her,  either  to  protect  the  helpless  mortal  girl  they  believed  her  to  be,  or  out  of some  loyalty  to  him.  Or  perhaps  to  all  Fae  who  decided  to  find  beds  in  mortal realms  and  then  ignore  the  consequences  months  later.  Lorcan  had  been  the

result of such a union, and then discarded to the mercy of these streets. 

The thought was enough to set her grinding her teeth, but Elide kept her jaw

relaxed. 

 Don’t be angry, Finnula had taught her.  Be smart. 

She made note of that. Not to appear too pathetic at the next tavern. Or like a

jilted lover who might be carrying his child. 

For she’d have to go to another one. And if she got an answer the next time, 

she’d have to go to another after that to confirm it. 

“Is—is  the  queen  in  residence?”  Elide  said,  that  beseeching,  whining  voice

grating on her own ears. “He s-s-said he travels with her now, but if she is not

here—” 

“Her Majesty is not at home,” the commander said, sharply enough that Elide

knew  her  patience  was  wearing  thin.  Elide  didn’t  allow  her  knees  to  buckle, 

didn’t  allow  her  shoulders  to  sag  with  anything  but  what  they  took  to  be

disappointment. “But where Cairn is, as I said, we do not know.” 

Maeve was not here. They had that in their favor, at least. Whether it was luck

or due to their own scheming, she didn’t care. But Cairn … She’d learn nothing

more from these females. So Elide bowed her head. “Th-thank you.” 

She backed away before the females could say more, and made a good show

of  waiting  by  the  fountain  for  five  minutes.  Fifteen.  The  clock  on  the  square struck  the  hour,  and  she  knew  they  were  still  watching  as  she  did  her  best attempt at a dejected walk to the other entrance to the square. 

She kept it up for a few blocks, wandering with no direction, until she ducked

into a narrow pass-through and heaved a breath. 

Maeve was not in Doranelle. How long would that remain true? 

She had to find Cairn—swiftly. Had to make her next performance count. 

She’d  need  to  be  less  pathetic,  less  needy,  less  weepy.  Perhaps  she’d  added

too much redness around her eyes. 

Elide fished out the mirror. Swiping her pinky under one eye, she rubbed at

some of the red stain. It didn’t budge. Moistening the tip of her pinky with her

tongue, she ran her finger across her lower lid again. It lessened—slightly. 

She was about to do it again when movement flashed in the mirror. 

Elide whirled, but too late. 

The dark-haired beauty from the tavern was standing behind her. 
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Lorcan had never felt the weight of the hours so heavily upon him. 

While he scouted the southern border of that army, watching the soldiers on

their  rotations,  noting  the  main  arteries  of  the  camp,  he  kept  one  eye  upon  the city. 

His  city—or  it  had  been.  He’d  never  imagined,  even  during  the  childhood

he’d spent surviving in its shadows, that it would become an enemy stronghold. 

That Maeve, while she’d whipped and punished him for any defiance or for her

own amusement, would become as great a foe as Erawan. And to send Elide into

Maeve’s clutches—it had taken all of his will to let her walk away. 

If Elide was captured, if she was found out, he wouldn’t hear of it, know of it. 

She had no magic to wield, save for the keen eyes of the goddess at her shoulder

and  an  uncanny  ability  to  remain  unnoticed,  to  play  into  expectations.  There

would be no flash of power, no signal to alert him that she was in danger. 

But he stayed away. Had watched her cross that bridge earlier, his breath tight

in his chest, and pass unquestioned and unnoticed by the guards posted at either

end. While Maeve did not allow demi-Fae or humans to live within Doranelle’s

borders without proving their worth, they could still visit—briefly. 

Then  he’d  gone  about  scouting.  He  knew  Whitethorn  had  ordered  him  to

study the southern edge, this edge, because it was precisely where she’d emerge. 

If she emerged. 

Whitethorn and Gavriel had divided up the other camps, the prince claiming

the west and north, the Lion taking the eastern camp above the waterfall’s basin. 

The afternoon sun was sinking toward the distant sea when they returned to

their little base. 

“Anything?” Rowan’s question rumbled to them. 

Lorcan shook his head. “Not from Elide, not from my scouting. The sentries’

rotations  are  strict,  but  not  impenetrable.  They  posted  scouts  in  the  trees  six miles  up.”  He  knew  some  of  them.  Had  commanded  them.  Were  they  now  his

enemy? 

Gavriel shifted and slumped onto a boulder, equally out of breath. “They’ve

got aerial patrols on the eastern camp. And sentries out by the forest’s border.” 

Rowan leaned against a towering pine and crossed his arms. “What manner of

birds?” 

“Raptors, mostly,” Gavriel said. Highly trained soldiers, then. They’d always

been the sharpest of the scouts. “I didn’t recognize any from your House.” 

They either had all been in that armada, now in Terrasen, or Maeve had put

them down. 

Rowan  ran  a  hand  over  his  jaw.  “The  western  plain  camp  is  as  tightly

guarded. The northern one less so, but the wolves in the passes are likely doing

half the work for them.” 

They didn’t bother to discuss what that army might have been gathered to do. 

Where  it  might  be  headed.  If  Maeve’s  defeat  off  the  Eyllwe  coast  might  be

enough to lead her into an alliance with Morath—and to bring this army to crush
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Terrasen at last. 

Lorcan  gazed  down  the  wooded  hillside,  ears  straining  for  any  cracking

branches or leaves. 

A half hour. He’d wait a half hour before going down that hill. 

He forced himself to listen to Whitethorn and Gavriel lay out entry points and

exit  strategies  for  each  camp,  forced  himself  to  join  in  that  debate.  Forced himself  to  also  discuss  the  possible  entrances  and  exits  from  Doranelle  itself, where  they  might  go  in  the  city,  how  they  might  get  over  and  back  across

without  bringing  down  the  wrath  of  that  army.  An  army  they’d  once  overseen

and  commanded.  None  of  them  mentioned  it,  though  Gavriel  kept  glancing  to

the  tattoos  inked  on  his  hands.  How  many  more  lives  would  he  need  to  add

before  they  were  through?  His  soldiers  not  felled  by  enemy  blows,  but  by  his own blade? 

The sun inched closer to the horizon. Lorcan began pacing. 

Too long. It had taken too long. 

The others had fallen silent, too. Gazing down the hill. Waiting. 

A  slight  tremor  rocked  Lorcan’s  hands,  and  he  balled  them  into  fists, 

squeezing  hard.  Five  minutes.  He’d  go  in  five  minutes,  Aelin  Galathynius  and

their plan be damned. 

Aelin had been trained to endure torture. Elide … He could see those scars on

her  from  the  shackles.  See  her  maimed  foot  and  ankle.  She  had  endured  too

much  suffering  and  terror  already.  He  couldn’t  allow  her  to  face  another

heartbeat of it—

Twigs snapped under light feet, and Lorcan shot upright, a hand going to his

sword. 

Whitethorn thumbed free the hatchet at his side, a knife appearing in his other

hand, and Gavriel drew his sword. 

But then a two-note whistle echoed, and Lorcan’s legs wobbled so violently

he sat back onto the rock where he’d been perched. 

Gavriel whistled back, and Lorcan was grateful for it. He wasn’t sure he had

the breath. 

Then she was there, panting from the climb, her cheeks rosy in the cool night

air. 

“What happened?” Whitethorn asked. 

Lorcan scanned her face, her posture. 

She was fine. She was unhurt. There was no enemy on her tail. 

Elide’s eyes met his. Wary and uncertain. “I met someone.” 

Elide had thought she was about to die. 

Or  had  at  least  believed  that  she  was  going  to  be  sold  out  to  Maeve  when

she’d faced the dark-haired beauty in the shadowed alley. 

She’d told herself, in those heartbeats, that she’d do her best to withstand the

torture sure to come, to keep her companions’ location secret even if they broke

apart her body. But the prospect of what they’d do to her …

The  female  held  up  a  delicate  hand.  “I  only  wish  to  talk.  In  private.”  She gestured farther down the alley, to a doorstop covered with a metal awning. To

shield them from any eyes—those on the ground and above. 

Elide followed her, a hand sliding to the knife in her pocket. The female led

the way, no weapons to be seen, her gait unhurried. 

But when they halted in the shadows beneath the awning, the female held up

a hand once more. 

Golden flame danced between her fingers. 

Elide recoiled, and the fire vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “My name

is Essar,” the female said softly. “I am a friend—of your friends, I believe.” 

Elide said nothing. 

“Cairn is a monster,” Essar said, taking a step closer. “Stay far from him.” 

“I need to find him.” 

“You played the part of his mistreated lover well enough. You have to know

something about him. What he does.” 

“If you know where he is, please tell me.” She wasn’t above begging. 

Essar  ran  an  eye  over  Elide.  Then  she  said,  “He  was  in  this  city  until

yesterday. Then he went out to the eastern camp.” She pointed with a thumb over

a shoulder. “He’s there now.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Because  he’s  not  terrorizing  the  patrons  of  every  fine  establishment  in  this town,  glutting  himself  on  the  coin  Maeve  gave  him  when  he  took  the  blood

oath.” 

Elide  blinked.  She  had  hoped  some  of  the  Fae  might  be  opposed  to  Maeve, 

especially after the battle in Eyllwe, but to find such outright distaste …

Essar then added, “And because my sister—the soldier you spoke with—told

me. She saw him in the camp this morning, smirking like a cat.” 

“Why should I believe you?” 

“Because  you  are  wearing  Lorcan’s  shirt,  and  Rowan  Whitethorn’s  cloak.  If

you do not believe me, inform them who told you and they will.” 

Elide cocked her head to the side. 

Essar said softly, “Lorcan and I were involved for a time.” 

They were in the midst of war, and had traveled for thousands of miles to find

their  queen,  and  yet  the  tightness  that  coiled  in  Elide’s  gut  at  those  words somehow  found  space.  Lorcan’s  lover.  This  delicate  beauty  with  a  bedroom

voice had been Lorcan’s  lover. 

“I’ll be missed if I’m gone for too long, but tell them who I am. Tell them that

I told you. If it’s Cairn they seek, that is where he shall be. His precise location, I

don’t  know.”  Essar  backed  away  a  step.  “Don’t  go  asking  after  Cairn  at  other taverns.  He  isn’t  well  regarded,  even  amongst  the  soldiers.  And  those  who  do follow him … You do not wish to attract their interest.” 

Essar made to turn away, but Elide blurted, “Where did Maeve go?” 

Essar looked over her shoulder. Studied her. The female’s eyes widened. “She

has Aelin of the Wildfire,” Essar breathed. 

Elide said nothing, but Essar murmured, “That was … that was the power we felt the other night.” Essar swept back toward Elide. Gripped her hands. “Where

Maeve went a few days ago, I don’t know. She did not announce it, did not take

anyone  with  her.  I  often  serve  her,  am  asked  to  …  It  doesn’t  matter.  What

matters is Maeve is not here. But I do not know when she will return.” 

Relief  again  threatened  to  send  Elide  crumpling  to  the  ground.  The  gods,  it

seemed, had not abandoned them just yet. 

But if Maeve had taken Aelin to the outpost where they’d lied that the Valg

prince had been contained …

Elide  gripped  Essar’s  hands,  finding  them  warm  and  dry.  “Does  your  sister

know where Cairn resides in the camp?” 

For long minutes, then an hour, they had talked. Essar left and returned with

Dresenda, her sister. And in that alley, they had plotted. 

Elide  finished  telling  Rowan,  Lorcan,  and  Gavriel  what  she’d  learned.  They

sat in stunned silence for a long minute. 

“Just before dawn,” Elide repeated. “Dresenda said the watch on the eastern

camp is weakest at dawn. That she’d find a way for the guards to be occupied. 

It’s our only window.” 

Rowan was staring into the trees, as if he could see the layout of the camp, as

if he were plotting his way in, way out. 

“She didn’t confirm if Aelin was in Cairn’s tent, though,” Gavriel cautioned. 

“Maeve is gone—Aelin might be with her, too.” 

“It’s  a  risk  we  take,”  Rowan  said.  A  risk,  perhaps,  they  should  have

considered. 

Elide glanced to Lorcan, who had been silent throughout. Even though it had

been  his  lover  who  had  helped  them,  perhaps  guided  by  Anneith  herself.  Or  at least had been tipped off by the scent on Elide’s clothes. 

“You  think  we  can  trust  her?”  Elide  asked  Lorcan,  though  she  knew  the

answer. 

Lorcan’s dark eyes shifted to her. “Yes, though I don’t see why she’d bother.” 

“She’s  a  good  female,  that’s  why,”  Rowan  said.  At  Elide’s  lifted  brow,  he

explained,  “Essar  visited  Mistward  this  spring.  She  met  Aelin.”  He  cut  a  glare toward Lorcan. “And asked me to tell  you that she sends her best.” 

Elide hadn’t seen anything that came close to pining in Essar’s face, but gods, 

she was beautiful. And smart. And kind. And Lorcan had let her go, somehow. 

Gavriel  cut  in,  “If  we  move  on  the  eastern  camp,  we  need  to  figure  out  our plan now. Get into position. It’s miles away.” 

Rowan gazed again toward that distant camp. 

“If  you’re  debating  flying  there  right  now,”  Lorcan  growled,  “then  you’ll

deserve whatever misery comes of your stupidity.” Rowan flashed his teeth, but

Lorcan said, “We all go in. We all go out.” 

Elide nodded, in agreement for once. Lorcan seemed to stiffen in surprise. 

Rowan  arrived  at  that  conclusion,  too,  because  he  crouched  and  plunged  a

knife  into  the  mossy  earth.  “This  is  Cairn’s  tent,”  he  said  of  the  dagger,  and
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fished for a nearby pinecone. “This is the southern entrance to the camp.” 

And so they planned. 

Rowan  had  parted  from  his  companions  an  hour  ago,  sending  them  to  take  up

their positions. 

They would not all go in, all go out. 

Rowan would break into the eastern camp, taking the southernmost entrance. 

Gavriel  and  Lorcan  would  be  waiting  for  his  signal  near  the  east  entrance, 

hidden in the forest just beyond the rolling, grassy hills on that side of the camp. 

Ready  to  unleash  hell  when  he  sent  a  flare  of  his  magic,  diverting  soldiers  to their side while Rowan made his run for Aelin. 

Elide would wait for them farther in that forest. Or flee, if things went badly. 

She’d protested, but even Gavriel had told her that she was mortal. Untrained. 

And  what  she’d  done  today  …  Rowan  didn’t  have  the  words  to  convey  his

gratitude for what Elide had done. The unexpected ally she’d found. 

He trusted Essar. She’d never liked Maeve, had outright said she did not serve

her with any willingness or pride. But these last few hours before dawn, when so

many things could go wrong …

Maeve was not here. That much, at least, had gone right. 

Rowan  lingered  in  the  steep  hills  above  the  southern  entrance  to  the  camp. 

He’d  easily  kept  hidden  from  the  sentries  in  the  trees,  his  wind  masking  any trace of his scent. 

Down below, spread across the grassy eastern plain, the army camp glittered. 

She had to be there. Aelin had to be there. 

If they had come so close but wound up being the very thing that had caused

Maeve to take Aelin away again, to bring her along to the outpost …

Rowan pushed against the weight in his chest. The bond within him lay dark

and slumbering. No indication of her proximity. 

Essar  had  no  idea  that  Aelin  was  being  kept  here  until  Elide  informed  her. 

How many others hadn’t known? How well had Maeve hidden her? 

If  Aelin  wasn’t  in  that  camp  tomorrow,  they’d  find  Cairn,  at  least.  And  get some answers then. Give him a taste of what he’d done—

Rowan  shut  out  the  thought.  He  didn’t  let  himself  think  of  what  had  been

done to her. 

He’d  do  that  tomorrow,  when  he  saw  Cairn.  When  he  repaid  him  for  every

moment of pain. 

Overhead,  the  stars  shone  clear  and  bright,  and  though  Mala  had  only  once

appeared to him at dawn, on the foothills across this very city, though she might

be little more than a strange, mighty being from another world, he offered up a

prayer anyway. 

Then,  he  had  begged  Mala  to  protect  Aelin  from  Maeve  when  they  entered

Doranelle, to give her strength and guidance, and to let her walk out alive. Then, 

he  had  begged  Mala  to  let  him  remain  with  Aelin,  the  woman  he  loved.  The

goddess had been little more than a sunbeam in the rising dawn, and yet he had

felt her smile at him. 

Tonight, with only the cold fire of the stars for company, he begged her once

more. 

A  curl  of  wind  sent  his  prayer  drifting  to  those  stars,  to  the  waxing  moon silvering the camp, the river, the mountains. 

He  had  killed  his  way  across  the  world;  he  had  gone  to  war  and  back  more

times than he cared to remember. And despite it all, despite the rage and despair

and  ice  he’d  wrapped  around  his  heart,  he’d  still  found  Aelin.  Every  horizon he’d  gazed  toward,  unable  and  unwilling  to  rest  during  those  centuries,  every mountain  and  ocean  he’d  seen  and  wondered  what  lay  beyond  …  It  had  been

her. It had been Aelin, the silent call of the mating bond driving him, even when

he could not feel it. 

They’d walked this dark path together back to the light. He would not let the

road end here. 
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CHAPTER 24

The  Crochans  ignored  her.  And  ignored  the  Thirteen.  A  few  hissed  insults  as

they passed, but one glance from Manon and the Thirteen kept their fists balled

at their sides. 

The Crochans remained in the camp for a week to tend to their wounded, and

so Manon and the Thirteen had remained as well, ignored and hated. 

“What is this place?” Manon asked Glennis as she found the crone polishing

the  handle  of  a  gold-bound  broom  beside  the  fire.  Two  others  lay  on  a  cloak nearby. Menial work for the witch in charge of this camp. 

“This  is  an  ancient  camp—one  of  the  oldest  we  claim.”  Glennis’s  knobbed

fingers flew over the broom handle. “Each of the seven Great Hearths has a fire

here, as do many others.” Indeed, there were far more than seven in the camp. “It

was a gathering place for us after the war, and since then, it had become a place

to  usher  in  some  of  our  younger  witches  to  adulthood.  It  is  a  rite  we’ve

developed over the years—to send them into the deep wilds for a few weeks to

hunt and survive with only their brooms and a knife. We remain here while they

do so.” 

Manon asked quietly, “Do you know what our initiation rite is?” 

Glennis’s face tightened. “I do. We all do.” Which hearth had the witch she’d

killed  at  age  sixteen  belonged  to?  What  had  her  grandmother  done  with  the

Crochan  heart  she’d  brought  back  in  a  box  to  Blackbeak  Keep,  wearing  her

enemy’s cloak as a trophy? 

But Manon asked, “When do you head to Eyllwe?” 

“Tomorrow. Those who were the most gravely wounded in the skirmish have

healed enough to travel—or survive here on their own.” 

Manon’s gut tightened, but she shut out the regret. 

Glennis extended one of the brooms to Manon, its base bound with ordinary

metal threads. “Do you fly south with us?” 

Manon  took  the  broom,  the  wood  zinging  against  her  hand.  The  wind

whispered at her ear of the fast, wicked current between the peaks above. 

She  and  the  Thirteen  had  already  decided  days  ago.  If  south  was  where  the

Crochans went, then south was where they would go. Even if each passing day

might spell doom for those in the North. 

“We fly with you,” Manon said. 

Glennis  nodded.  “That  broom  belongs  to  a  black-haired  witch  named

Karsyn.”  The  crone  jerked  her  chin  toward  the  tents  behind  Manon.  “She’s  on

duty by your wyverns.” 

Dorian decided he didn’t need a hidden place to practice. Which was lucky, since there was no such thing as privacy in the Crochans’ camp. Not inside the camp, 

and certainly not around it, not with the sharp eyes of their sentinels patrolling

day and night. 

Which is how he wound up sitting before Vesta at Glennis’s hearth, the red-

haired  witch  half  asleep  with  boredom.  “Learning  shifting,”  she  groused, 

yawning for the tenth time that hour, “seems like a colossal waste of time.” She

flicked a snow-white hand toward the makeshift training ring where the Thirteen

kept up their honed bodies and instincts. “You could be sparring with Lin right

now.” 

“I just watched Lin nearly knock Imogen’s teeth down her throat. Forgive me

if I’m in no mood to get into the ring with her.” 

Vesta arched an auburn brow. “No male swaggering from you, then.” 

“I like my teeth where they are.” He sighed. “I’m trying to concentrate.” 

None  of  the  witches,  even  Manon,  had  questioned  why  he  practiced.  He’d

only mentioned, nearly a week ago, that the spider had made him wonder if he

might be able to shift, using his raw magic, and they’d shrugged. 

Their  focus  was  on  the  Crochans.  On  the  trip  to  Eyllwe  that  would  likely

happen any day now. 

He hadn’t heard any mention of a war band gathering, but if it could divide

Morath’s forces even slightly to venture south to deal with them, if it distracted

Erawan when Dorian went to the Valg king’s stronghold … He’d accept it. 

He’d  already  offered  Manon  and  Glennis  what  he  knew  regarding  the

kingdom and its rulers. Nehemia’s parents and two younger brothers. Adarlan’s

empire had done its work thoroughly in decimating Eyllwe’s army, so any hope

on  that  front  was  impossible,  but  if  they  mustered  a  few  thousand  soldiers  to head northward … It’d be a boon for his friends. 

If they could survive, it would be enough. 

Dorian  closed  his  eyes,  and  Vesta  fell  silent.  For  days,  she’d  sat  with  him when her training and scouting permitted it, watching for any of the shifting that

he attempted: changing his hair, his skin, his eyes. 

None of it occurred. 

His magic had touched that stolen shifter’s power—had learned it just enough

before he’d killed the spider. 

It  was  now  a  matter  of  convincing  his  magic  to   become  like  that  shifter’s power. Whether it had ever been done with raw magic before, he did not know. 

 Be what you wish, Cyrene had told him. 

Nothing. He wished to be nothing. 

But  Dorian  kept  peering  inward.  Into  every  hollow,  empty  corner.  He  need

only do it long enough. To master the shifting. To sneak into Morath and find the

third key. To then offer up all he was and had been to the Lock and the gate. 

And then it would be over. For Erawan, yes, and for him. 

Even  if  it  would  leave  Hollin  with  the  right  to  the  throne.  Hollin,  who  had been  sired  by  a  Valg-infested  man  as  well.  Had  the  demon  passed  any  traits  to
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his brother? 

The boy had been beastly—but had he been human? 

Hollin had not killed their father. Shattered the castle. Let Sorscha die. 

Dorian  hadn’t  dared  ask  Damaris.  Wasn’t  certain  what  he’d  do  should  the

sword reveal what he was, deep down. 

So Dorian peered inward, to where his magic flowed in him, to where it could

move between flame and water and ice and wind. 

But no matter how he willed it, how he pictured brown hair or paler skin or

freckles, nothing happened. 

She was no messenger, but Manon took the hint—and the offer. Along with three

other brooms, all for witches across the camp. 

It would not be enough to fly with them to Eyllwe. No, she’d have to  learn

about them. Each of these witches. 

Asterin, who’d been monitoring from across the fire, fell into step beside her, 

taking up two of the brooms. “I forgot they used the redwood,” her Second said, 

studying  the  brooms  in  her  arms.  “A  hell  of  a  lot  easier  to  carve  than  the ironwood.” 

Manon  could  still  feel  how  her  own  hands  had  ached  during  the  long  days

she’d whittled down her first broom from the log of ironwood she’d found deep

in  Oakwald.  The  first  two  ventures  had  resulted  in  snapped  shafts,  and  she’d resolved to carve her broom more carefully. Three tries, one for each face of the

Goddess. 

She’d  been  thirteen,  mere  weeks  past  her  first  bleeding,  which  had  brought

about the zipping current of power that called to the wind, that flowed through

the brooms and carried them into the skies. Each stroke of the chisel, each pound

of  the  hammer  that  transformed  the  block  of  near-impenetrable  material,  had

transferred that power into the emerging broom itself. 

“Where’d you leave yours?” Manon asked. 

Asterin shrugged. “Somewhere at Blackbeak Keep.” 

Manon  nodded.  Hers  was  currently  discarded  in  the  back  of  a  closet  in  her

room  at  her  grandmother’s  seat  of  power.  She’d  thrown  it  in  there  after  magic had vanished, the broom little more than a cleaning tool without it. 

“I suppose we won’t be retrieving them now,” Asterin said. 

“No, we won’t,” Manon said, scanning the skies. “We fly with the Crochans

to  Eyllwe  tomorrow.  To  rendezvous  with  whatever  human  war  band  they’re  to

meet.” 

Asterin’s  mouth  tightened.  “Perhaps  we’ll  convince  all  of  them—the

Crochans, the Eyllwe war band—to head north.” 

Perhaps.  If  they  were  lucky  enough.  If  they  did  not  squander  so  much  time

that Erawan crushed the North into dust. 

They reached the first of the witches Glennis had indicated, and Asterin said

nothing as Manon motioned her Second to pass over the broom. 

The Crochan’s nose wrinkled with distaste as she let the broom dangle from

two fingers. “Now I’ll need it cleaned again.” 

Asterin gave her a crooked smile that meant trouble was swiftly approaching. 

So Manon nudged her Second into another walk, wending between the tents

in search of the other owners. 

“You really think this is worth our time?” Asterin muttered when the second, 

then  the  third  witch  sneered  upon  receiving  their  brooms.  “Playing  servant  to these pampered princesses?” 

“I  hope  so,”  Manon  murmured  back  as  they  reached  the  last  of  the  witches. 

Karsyn.  The  dark-haired  Crochan  was  staring  toward  the  ring  of  wyverns,  just

where Glennis had said she’d be. 

Asterin  cleared  her  throat,  and  the  witch  turned,  her  olive-skinned  face

tightening. 

But she didn’t sneer. Didn’t hiss. 

Mission done, Asterin turned away. But Manon said to the Crochan, jerking

her  chin  toward  the  wyverns,  “It’s  different  from  using  the  brooms.  Faster, 

deadlier, but you also have to feed and water them.” 

Karsyn’s  green  eyes  were  wary—but  curious.  She  glanced  again  at  the

wyverns  huddled  against  the  cold,  Asterin’s  blue  mare  pressed  into  Abraxos’s

side, his wing draped over her. 

Manon said, “Erawan made them, using methods we’re not quite sure of. He

took an ancient template and brought it to life.” For there had been wyverns in

Adarlan before—long ago. “He meant to breed a host of thoughtless killers, but

some did not turn out as such.” 

Asterin kept quiet for once. 

Karsyn spoke at last. “Your wyvern seems like more of a dog than anything.” 

It was not an insult, Manon reminded herself. The Crochans  kept dogs as pets. 

Adored  them,  as  humans  did.  “His  name  is  Abraxos,”  Manon  said.  “He  is  …

different.” 

“He and the blue one are mates.” 

Asterin started. “They’re what?” 

The  Crochan  pointed  to  the  blue  mare  huddled  beside  Abraxos.  “He  is

smaller, yet he dotes on her. Nuzzles her when no one is looking.” 

Manon  exchanged  a  glance  with  Asterin.  Their  mounts  incessantly  flirted, 

yes, but to  mate—

“Interesting,” Manon managed to say. 

“You didn’t know they did such things?” Karsyn’s brows knotted. 

“We knew they bred.” Asterin stepped in at last. “But we haven’t witnessed it

being for … choice.” 

“For  love,”  the  Crochan  said,  and  Manon  nearly  rolled  her  eyes.  “These

beasts, despite their dark master, are capable of love.” 

Nonsense, yet some kernel in her realized it to be true. Instead, Manon said, 

though she already knew, “What’s your name?” 

But  wariness  again  flooded  Karsyn’s  eyes,  as  if  remembering  whom  she

spoke to, that there were others who might see them conversing. “Thank you for
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the broom,” the witch said, and strode between the tents. 

At  least  one  of  the  Crochans  had  spoken  to  her.  Perhaps  this  journey  to

Eyllwe would offer her the chance to speak to more. Even if she could feel each

passing hour and minute weighing upon them. 

 Hurry northward, the wind sang, day and night.  Hurry, Blackbeak. 

When  Karsyn  was  gone,  Asterin  remained  staring  at  Abraxos  and  Narene, 

scratching her hair. “You really think they’re mated?” 

Abraxos lifted his head from where it rested atop Narene’s back and looked

toward them, as if to say,  It took you long enough to figure it out. 

“What am I supposed to be watching for, exactly?” 

Sitting  knee  to  knee  in  their  tiny  tent,  the  wind  howling  outside,  Manon’s

golden eyes narrowed as she peered into Dorian’s face. “My eyes,” he said. “Just

tell me if they change color.” 

She growled. “This shape-shifting is really a pressing thing to learn?” 

“Indulge me,” he purred, and reached inward, his magic flaring. 

 Brown. You will change from blue to brown. 

Liar—he  supposed  he  was  a  liar  for  keeping  his  true  reasons  from  her.  He

didn’t need Damaris to confirm it. 

She might forbid him from going to Morath, but there was another possibility, 

even worse than that. 

That she would insist on going with him. 

Manon gave him a look that might have sent a lesser man running. “They’re

still blue.” 

Gods above, she was beautiful. He wondered when it would stop feeling like

a betrayal to think so. 

Dorian  took  a  long  breath,  concentrating  again.  Ignoring  the  whispering

presence of the two keys in his jacket pocket. “Tell me if it changes at all.” 

“It’s that different from your magic?” 

Dorian  sat  back,  bracing  his  arms  behind  him  as  he  sought  the  words  to

explain. “It’s not like other sorts of magic, where it flows through my veins, and

half a thought has it changing from ice to flame to water.” 

She  studied  him,  head  angled  in  a  way  he’d  witnessed  the  wyverns  doing. 

Right before they devoured a goat whole. “Which do you like the best?” 

An  unusually  personal  question.  Even  though  this  past  week,  thanks  to  the

tent’s  relative  warmth  and  privacy,  they’d  spent  hours  tangling  in  the  blankets now beneath them. 

He’d never had anything like her. He sometimes wondered if she’d never had

anything like him, either. He’d seen how often she found her pleasure when he

took the reins, when her body writhed beneath his and she lost control entirely. 

But  the  hours  in  this  tent  hadn’t  yielded  any  sort  of  intimacy.  Only  blessed distraction.  For  both  of  them.  He  was  glad  of  it,  he  told  himself.  None  of  this could end well. For either of them. 

“I like the ice best,” Dorian admitted at last, realizing he’d let the silence drip

on. “It was the first element that came out of me—I don’t know why.” 

“You’re not a cold person.” 

He arched a brow. “Is that your professional opinion?” 

Manon  studied  him.  “You  can  descend  to  those  levels  when  you  are  angry, 

when  your  friends  are  threatened.  But  you  are  not  cold,  not  at  heart.  I’ve  seen men who are, and you are not.” 

“Neither are you,” he said a bit quietly. 

The wrong thing to say. 

Manon  stiffened,  her  chin  lifting.  “I  am  one  hundred  seventeen  years  old,” 

she  said  flatly.  “I  have  spent  the  majority  of  that  time  killing.  Don’t  convince yourself that the events of the past few months have erased that.” 

“Keep telling yourself that.” He doubted anyone had ever spoken to her that

baldly—relished that he now did, and kept his throat intact. 

She snarled in his face. “You’re a fool if you believe the fact that I am their

queen wipes away the truth that I have killed scores of Crochans.” 

“That fact will always remain. It’s how you make it count now that matters.” 

 Make  it  count.   Aelin  had  said  as  much  back  in  those  initial  days  after  he’d been  freed  of  the  collar.  He  tried  not  to  wonder  whether  the  icy  bite  of

Wyrdstone would soon clamp around his neck once more. 

“I am not a softhearted Crochan. I will never be, even if I wear their crown of

stars.” 

He’d heard the whispers about that crown amongst the Crochans this week—

about  whether  it  would  be  found  at  last.  Rhiannon  Crochan’s  crown  of  stars, 

stolen from her dying body by Baba Yellowlegs herself. Where it had gone after

Aelin  had  killed  the  Matron,  Dorian  had  not  the  faintest  idea.  If  it  had  stayed with that strange carnival she’d traveled with, it could be anywhere. Could have

been sold for quick coin. 

Manon  went  on,  “If  that  is  what  the  Crochans  expect  me  to  become  before

they join in this war, then I will let them venture to Eyllwe tomorrow alone.” 

“Is it so bad, to care?” The gods knew he’d been struggling to do so himself. 

“I don’t know  how to,” she growled. 

Ridiculous. An outright lie. Perhaps it was because of the high likelihood that

he’d  be  collared  again  at  Morath,  perhaps  it  was  because  he  was  a  king  who’d left his kingdom in an enemy’s grip, but Dorian found himself saying, “You do

care. You know it, too. It’s what makes you so damn scared of all this.” 

Her golden eyes raged, but she said nothing. 

“Caring doesn’t make you weak,” he offered. 

“Then why don’t you heed your own advice?” 

“I  care.”  His  temper  rose  to  meet  hers.  And  he  decided  to  hell  with  it—

decided to let go of that leash he’d put on himself. Let go of that restraint. “I care

about more than I should. I even care about you.” 

Another wrong thing to say. 

Manon  stood—as  high  as  the  tent  would  allow.  “Then  you’re  a  fool.”  She

shoved on her boots and stomped into the frigid night. 
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 I even care about you. 

Manon  scowled  as  she  turned  in  her  sleep,  wedged  between  Asterin  and

Sorrel. Only hours remained until they were to move out—to head to Eyllwe and

whatever force might be waiting to ally with the Crochans. And in need of help. 

 Caring doesn’t make you weak. 

The king was a fool. Little more than a boy. What did he know of anything? 

Still the words burrowed under her skin, her bones.  Is it so bad, to care? 

She didn’t know. Didn’t want to know. 

Dawn was not too far off when a warm body slid beside his. 

Dorian said into the darkness, “Three to a tent isn’t too comfortable, is it?” 

“I  didn’t  come  back  because  I  agree  with  you.”  Manon  yanked  the  blankets

over herself. 

Dorian  smiled  slightly,  and  fell  asleep  once  more,  letting  his  magic  warm

them both. 

When they awoke, something sharp in his chest had dulled—just a fraction. 

But  Manon  was  frowning  down  at  him.  Dorian  sat  up,  groaning  as  he

stretched his arms as far as the tent would allow. “What is it?” he asked when her

brow remained furrowed. 

Manon pulled on her boots, then her cape. “Your eyes are brown.” 

He lifted a hand to his face, but she was already gone. 

Dorian stared after her, the camp already hurrying to be off. 

Where that edge had dulled in his chest, his magic now flowed freer. As if it, 

too, had been freed from those inner restraints he’d loosened slightly last night. 

What he’d opened up, revealed to her. A sort of freedom, that letting go. 

The sun was barely in the sky when they began the long flight to Eyllwe. 

CHAPTER 25

Cairn had let her rot in the box for a while. 

It was quieter here, no endless, droning roar of the river. 

Nothing but that pressure, building and building and building under her skin, 

in her head. She could not outrun it, even in oblivion. 

But  still  the  irons  dug  in,  chafing  against  her  skin.  Wetness  pooled  beneath her  as  time  wheeled  by.  As  Maeve  undoubtedly  brought  that  collar  closer  with each hour. 

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. 

She drifted down again, into a pocket of the dark, where she told herself that

story— the story—over and over. 

Who she was, what she was, what she stood to destroy should she yield to the

near-airlessness of the box, to the rising strain. 

It wouldn’t matter, though. Once that collar went around her neck, how long

would  it  take  until  the  Valg  prince  within  pried  from  her  everything  Maeve

wished to know? Violated and delved into every inner barrier to mine those vital

secrets? 

Cairn  would  begin  again  soon.  It  would  be  wretched.  And  then  the  healers

would return with their sweet-smelling smoke, as they had come these months, 

these years, however long it had been. 

But  she’d  seen  beyond  them,  for  an  instant.  Had  seen  canvas  fabric  draped

overhead, rushes covered with woven rugs beneath their sandaled feet. Braziers

smoldered all around. 

A tent. She was in a tent. Murmuring sounded outside—not nearby, but close

enough for her Fae hearing to pick up. People speaking in both her tongue and

the Old Language, someone muttering about the cramped camp conditions. 

An army camp, full of Fae. 

A more secure location, Cairn had said. Maeve had wanted her here, to guard

her  from  Morath.  Until  Maeve  clamped  the  cold  Wyrdstone  collar  around  her

neck. 

But  then  oblivion  swept  in.  When  she  awoke,  cleaned  and  without  an  ache, 

she  knew  Cairn  was  soon  to  begin.  His  canvas  had  been  wiped  bare,  ready  for him to paint red. His terrible, grand finale, not to pry information from her, not

with Maeve’s triumph at hand, but for his own pleasure. 

Aelin was ready, too. 

They hadn’t chained her to an altar this time. But to a metal table, set within

the  center  of  the  large  tent.  He’d  had  them  bring  in  the  comforts  of  home—or whatever Cairn might consider home. 

A tall chest of drawers stood by one canvas wall. She doubted it held clothes. 

Fenrys  lay  beside  it,  head  on  his  front  paws,  sleeping.  For  once,  sleeping. 

Grief laid heavy on him, dulling his coat, dimming his bright eyes. 

Another table had been placed near the one on which she lay. A cloth covered

three humped objects on it. Beside the one closest, a patch of black velvet also

had  been  left  out.  For  the  instruments  he’d  use  on  her.  The  way  a  merchant might display his finest jewels. 

Two chairs sat facing each other on the other side of the second table, before

the large brazier full to the brim with crackling logs. The smoke curled upward, 

up, up—

A small hole had been cut into the tent’s ceiling. And through it …

Aelin  couldn’t  fight  the  trembling  in  her  mouth  at  the  night  sky,  at  the

pinpricks of light shining in it. 

Stars. Just two, but there were stars overhead. The sky itself … it was not the

heaviness of full night, but rather a murky, graying black. 

Dawn.  Likely  an  hour  or  so  away,  if  the  stars  remained  out.  Perhaps  she

would last long enough to see sunlight. 

Fenrys’s eyes shot open, and he lifted his head, ears twitching. 

Aelin took steadying breaths as Cairn shoved through the tent flaps, offering a

glimpse of fires and lightening darkness beyond. Nothing else. 

“Enjoy your rest?” 

Aelin said nothing. 

Cairn ran a hand down the metal table’s edge. “I’ve been debating what to do

with you, you know. How to really savor this, make it special for us both before

our time is through.” 

Fenrys’s  snarl  rumbled  through  the  tent.  Cairn  just  swept  the  cloth  from  the smaller table. 

Low metal dishes on three legs, piled with unlit logs. 

Aelin stiffened as he hauled one over, and set it beneath the foot of the metal

table. A smaller brazier, its legs cut short for its bowl to hover barely above the

ground. 

He set the second brazier below the table’s center. The third at the head. 

“We’ve  played  with  your  hands  before,”  Cairn  said,  straightening.  Aelin

began shaking, began tugging on the chains anchoring her arms above her head. 

His  smile  grew.  “Let’s  see  how  your  entire  body  reacts  to  flame  without  your special little gift. Perhaps you’ll burn like the rest of us.” 

Aelin yanked uselessly, her feet sliding against the still-cool metal. 

Not like this—

Cairn reached into his pocket and withdrew some flint. 

This  wasn’t  just  a  breaking  of  her  body.  But  a  breaking  of   her—of  the  fire she’d come to love. To destroy the part of her that sang. 

He’d melt her skin and bones until she feared the flame, until she hated it, as

she hated those healers who had come again and again to repair her body, to hide

what was real from what had been a dream. 

Fenrys’s snarl rolled on, endless. 
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Cairn said mildly, “You can scream all you like, if it pleases you.” 

The  table  would  turn  red-hot,  and  the  scent  of  burning  flesh  would  fill  her nose, and she wouldn’t be able to stop it, stop him; she would sob in agony, as

the burns went so deep, through skin and into bone—

The  pressure  in  her  body,  her  head,  faded.  It  became  secondary  as  Cairn

fished  a  rolled  pouch  from  his  other  pocket.  He  set  it  upon  the  swath  of  black velvet, and she could make out the indents of the slender tools inside. “For when

heating the table grows boring,” he said, patting the tool kit. “I want to see how

far the burns go inside your skin.” 

Bile shot up her throat as he weighed the flint in his hands and stepped closer. 

She began fraying then, who she was and had been melting away as her own

body would soon melt when this table heated. 

The hand she’d been dealt. It was the hand she had been dealt, and she would

endure it. Even as a word took form on her tongue. 

 Please. 

She tried to swallow it. Tried to keep it locked in as Cairn crouched beside the

table, flint raised. 

 You do not yield. 

 You do not yield. 

 You do not yield. 

“Wait.” 

The word was a rasp. 

Cairn paused. Rose from his crouch. “Wait?” 

Aelin shook, her breathing ragged. “Wait.” 

Cairn crossed his arms. “Do you have something you’d like to say at last?” 

He’d  let  her  promise  anything  to  him,  to  Maeve.  And  then  would  still  light

those fires. Maeve would not hear of her yielding for days. 

Aelin made herself meet his stare, her gauntlet-covered fingers pressing into

the iron slab beneath her. 

One last chance. 

She’d  seen  the  stars  overhead.  It  was  as  great  a  gift  as  any  she’d  received, greater  than  the  jewels  and  gowns  and  art  she’d  once  coveted  and  amassed  in Rifthold. The last gift she would receive, if she played the hand she’d been dealt. 

If she played him right. 

To end this, end her. Before Maeve could put the Wyrdstone collar around her

neck. 

Dawn neared, the stars dimming one by one. 

Rowan  lurked  by  the  southernmost  entrance  to  the  camp,  his  power

thrumming. 

Cairn’s  tent  lay  in  the  center  of  the  camp.  A  mile  and  a  half  lay  between Rowan and his prey. 

When  the  guards  began  their  shift  change,  he’d  rip  the  air  from  their  lungs. 

Would rip the air from the lungs of every soldier in his path. How many would
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he  know?  How  many  had  he  trained?  A  small  part  of  him  prayed  the  number

would be few. That if they knew him, they’d be wise and stand down. He had no

intention of stopping, though. 

Rowan  freed  the  hatchet  from  his  side,  a  long  knife  already  glinting  in  the other. 

A killing calm had settled over him hours ago. Days ago. Months ago. 

Only a few more minutes. 

The six guards at the camp entrance stirred from their watches. The sentries

in the trees behind him, unaware of his presence this night, would spot the action

the moment their fellow sentries went down. And certainly spot him the moment

he broke from the trees, crossing the narrow strip of grass between the forest and

camp. 

He’d  debated  flying  in,  but  the  aerial  patrols  had  circled  all  night,  and  if  he faced them, expending more power than he needed to while also fighting off the

arrows and magic sure to be firing from below … He’d waste vital reserves of

his energy. So on foot it would be, a hard, brutal run to the center of the camp. 

Then out, either with Aelin or Cairn. 

Still  alive.  He  had  to  keep  Cairn  alive  for  now.  Long  enough  to  clear  this camp and reach a spot where they could slice every answer from him. 

 Go, a quiet voice urged.  Go now. 

Essar’s  sister  had  advised  to  wait  until  dawn.  When  the  shift  was  weakest. 

When she’d make sure certain guards didn’t arrive on time. 

 Go now. 

That voice, warm and yet insistent, tugged. Pushed him toward the camp. 

Rowan bared his teeth, his breathing roughening. Lorcan and Gavriel would

be waiting for the signal, a flare of his magic, when he got far enough into the

camp. 

 Now, Prince. 

He  knew  that  voice,  had  felt  its  warmth.  And  if  the  Lady  of  Light  herself

whispered at his ear …

Rowan didn’t give himself time to consider, to rage at the goddess who urged

him to act but would gladly sacrifice his mate to the Lock. 

So Rowan steeled himself, willing ice into his veins. 

Calm. Precise. Deadly. 

Every swing of his blades, every blast of his power, had to count. 

Rowan speared his magic toward the camp entrance. 

The  guards  grabbed  for  their  throats,  feeble  shields  wobbling  around  them. 

Rowan  shattered  them  with  half  a  thought,  his  magic  tearing  the  air  from  their lungs, their blood. 

They went down a heartbeat later. 

Sentries shouted from the trees, orders of “Sound the alarm!” ringing out. 

But  Rowan  was  already  running.  And  the  sentries  in  the  trees,  their  shouts

lingering on the wind as they gasped for breath, were already dead. 

The sky slowly bled toward dawn. 

Standing at the edge of the forest that bordered the eastern side of the camp, a

good  two  miles  of  rolling,  grassy  hills  between  him  and  the  edge  of  the  army, Lorcan monitored the stirring troops. 

Gavriel  had  already  shifted,  and  the  mountain  lion  now  paced  near  the  tree

line, waiting for the signal. 

It  was  an  effort  not  to  peer  behind  him,  though  Lorcan  could  not  see  her. 

They’d left Elide a few miles into the forest, hidden in a copse of trees bordering

a glen. Should all go poorly, she’d flee deeper into the hilly woods, up into the

ancient mountains. Where far more deadly and cunning predators than Fae still

prowled. 

She  hadn’t  offered  him  a  parting  word,  though  she’d  wished  them  all  luck. 

Lorcan hadn’t been able to find the right words anyway, so he’d left without so

much as a look back. 

But he glanced back now. Prayed that if they didn’t return, she wouldn’t come

hunting for them. 

Gavriel halted his pacing, ears twitching toward the camp. 

Lorcan stiffened. 

A spark of his power awakened and flickered. 

Death beckoned nearby. 

“It’s  too  soon,”  Lorcan  said,  scanning  for  any  sign  of  Whitethorn’s  signal. 

Nothing. 

Gavriel’s  ears  lay  flat  against  his  head.  And  still  those  flutters  of  the  dying trickled past. 

CHAPTER 26

Aelin swallowed once. Twice. The portrait of uncertain fear as she lay chained

on the metal table, Cairn waiting for her answer. 

And  then  she  said,  her  voice  cracking,  “When  you  finish  breaking  me  apart

for the day, how does it feel to know that you are still nothing?” 

Cairn grinned. “Some fire left in you, it seems. Good.” 

She  smiled  back  through  the  mask.  “You  were  only  given  the  oath  for  this. 

For me. Without me, you’re nothing. You’ll go back to being nothing. Less than

nothing, from what I’ve heard.” 

Cairn’s  fingers  tightened  around  the  flint.  “Keep  talking,  bitch.  Let’s  see

where it gets you.” 

A  rasping  laugh  broke  from  her.  “The  guards  talk  when  you’re  gone,  you

know. They forget I’m Fae, too. Can hear like you.” 

Cairn said nothing. 

“At  least  they  agree  with  me  on  one  front.  You’re  spineless.  Have  to  tie  up people to hurt them because it makes you feel like a male.” Aelin gave a pointed

glance between his legs. “Inadequate in the ways that count.” 

A tremor went through him. “Would you like me to show you how  inadequate

I am?” 

Aelin huffed another laugh, haughty and cool, and gazed toward the ceiling, 

toward the lightening sky. The last she’d see, if she played this right. 

There had always been another, a spare, to take her place should she fail. That

her  death  would  mean  Dorian’s,  would  send  those  hateful  gods  to  demand  his

life  to  forge  the  Lock  …  It  was  no  strange  thing,  to  hate  herself  for  it.  She’d failed  enough  people,  failed  Terrasen,  that  the  additional  weight  barely  landed. 

She wouldn’t have much longer to feel it anyway. 

So she drawled toward the sky, the stars, “Oh, I know there’s not much worth

seeing in that regard, Cairn. And you’re not enough of a male to be able to use it

without  someone  screaming,  are  you?”  At  his  silence,  she  smirked.  “I  thought

so. I dealt with plenty of your ilk at the Assassins’ Guild. You’re all the same.” 

A deep snarl. 

Aelin  only  chuckled  and  adjusted  her  body,  as  if  getting  comfortable.  “Go

ahead, Cairn. Do your worst.” 

Fenrys let out a warning whine. 

She waited, waited, maintaining the smirk, the looseness in her limbs. 

A  hand  slammed  into  her  gut,  hard  enough  she  bowed  around  it,  the  air

vanishing from her. 

Then another blow, to her ribs, a cry rasping from her. Fenrys barked. 

Locks clicked, unlocking. Hot breath tickled her ear as she was yanked up, off

the table. “Maeve’s orders might hold me at bay, bitch, but let’s see how much you talk after this.” 

Her chained legs failed to get under her before Cairn gripped the back of her

head and slammed her face into the edge of the metal table. 

Stars  burst,  blinding  and  agonizing,  as  metal  on  metal  on  bone  cracked

through her. She stumbled, falling back, her chained feet sending her sprawling. 

Fenrys barked again, frantic and raging. 

But  Cairn  was  there,  gripping  her  hair  so  tightly  her  eyes  watered,  and  she cried out once more as he dragged her across the floor toward that great, burning

brazier. 

He hauled her up by her hair and shoved her masked face forward. “Let’s see

how you mock me now.” 

The heat instantly singed her, the flames licking so close to her skin. Oh gods, 

oh gods, the heat of it—

The mask warmed on her face, the chains along her body with it. 

Despite herself, her plans, she shoved back, but Cairn held her firm. Pushed

her toward the fire as her body strained, fighting for any pocket of cool air. 

“I’m  going  to  melt  your  face  so  badly  even  the  healers  won’t  be  able  to  fix you,” he breathed in her ear, bearing down, her limbs starting to wobble, the heat

scorching her skin, the chains and mask. 

He shoved her an inch closer to the flame. 

Aelin’s foot slid back, between his braced legs. Now. It had to be  now—

“Enjoy the fire-breathing,” he hissed, and she let him shove her another inch

lower. Let him get off balance, just a fraction, as she slammed her body not up, 

but  back into him, her foot hooking around his ankle as he staggered. 

Aelin  whirled,  smashing  her  shoulder  into  his  chest.  Cairn  crashed  to  the

ground. 

She ran—or tried to. With the chains at her feet, on her legs, she could barely

walk,  but  she  stumbled  past  him,  knowing  he  was  already  twisting,  already

rising up. 

 Run—

Cairn’s hands wrapped around her calves and yanked. She went down, teeth

singing as they slammed against the mask, drawing blood from her lip. 

Then he was over her, raining blows on her head, her neck, her chest. 

She  couldn’t  dislodge  him,  her  muscles  so  drained  from  disuse,  despite  the

healers keeping the atrophying at bay. Couldn’t flip him, either, though she tried. 

Cairn fumbled behind them—for an iron poker, heating in the brazier. 

Aelin  thrashed,  trying  to  get  her  hands  up  and  over  his  head,  to  loop  those chains around his neck. But they’d been hooked to the irons at her sides, down

her back. 

Fenrys’s  snarling  barks  rang  out.  Cairn’s  hand  fumbled  again  for  the  poker. 

Missed. 

Cairn glanced behind him to grab the poker, daring to take his eyes off her for

a heartbeat. 
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Aelin didn’t hesitate. She rammed her head upward and slammed her masked

face into Cairn’s head. 

He knocked back, and she lunged toward the tent flaps. 

He had more restraint than she’d estimated. 

He wouldn’t kill her, and what she’d done just now, provoking him—

She’d barely made it out of her crouch when Cairn’s hands gripped her hair

again. 

When he hurled her with all his strength against the chest of drawers. 

Aelin hit it with a crack that echoed through her body. 

Something in her side snapped and she cried out, the sound small and broken, 

as she collided with the floor. 

Fenrys had seen his twin drive a knife through his heart. Had watched Connall

bleed  out  onto  the  tiles  and  die.  And  had  then  been  ordered  to  kneel  before Maeve in that very blood as she’d bade him to  attend her. 

He’d  sat  in  a  stone  room  for  two  months,  witness  to  what  they’d  done  to  a young queen’s body, her spirit. Had been unable to help her as she’d screamed

and screamed. He’d never stop hearing those screams. 

But it was the sound that came out of her as Cairn hurled her into the chest of

drawers where Fenrys had watched him arranging his  tools, the sound she made

as she hit the floor, that shattered him entirely. 

A small sound. Quiet. Hopeless. 

He’d never heard it from her, not once. 

Cairn got to his feet and wiped his bloodied, broken nose. 

Aelin Galathynius stirred, trying to rise onto her forearms. 

Cairn  pulled  the  red-hot  poker  from  the  brazier.  He  pointed  it  at  her  like  a sword. 

Fenrys strained against his invisible bindings as Aelin glanced at him, toward

where he’d sat for the past two days, in that same damned spot by the tent wall. 

Despair shone in her eyes. 

True despair, without light or hope. The sort of despair that wished for death. 

The  sort  of  despair  that  began  to  erode  strength,  to  eat  away  at  any  resolve  to endure. 

She blinked at him. Four times.  I am here, I am with you. 

Fenrys  knew  it  for  what  it  was.  The  final  message.  Not  before  death,  but

before  the  sort  of  breaking  that  no  one  would  walk  away  from.  Before  Maeve

returned with the Wyrdstone collar. 

Cairn rotated the poker in his hands, heat rippling off its point. 

And Fenrys couldn’t allow it. 

He  couldn’t  allow  it.  In  his  shredded  soul,  in  what  was  left  of  him  after  all he’d been forced to see and do, he couldn’t allow it. 

The blood oath kept his limbs planted. A dark chain that ran into his soul. 

He would not allow it. That final breaking. 

He pushed upward against the bond’s dark chain, screaming, though no sound
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came from his open maw. 

He pushed and pushed and  pushed against those invisible chains, against that

blood-sworn order to obey, to stay down, to watch. 

He defied it. All that the blood oath was. 

Pain lanced through him, into his very core. 

He blocked it out as Cairn pointed the smoldering poker at the young queen

with a heart of wildfire. 

He would not allow it. 

Snarling,  the  male  inside  him  thrashing,  Fenrys  bellowed  at  the  dark  chain

binding him. 

He  shredded  into  it,  biting  and  tearing  with  every  scrap  of  defiance  he

possessed. 

Let  it  kill  him,  wreck  him.  He  would  not  serve.  Not  another  heartbeat.  He

would not obey. 

He would not obey. 

And slowly, Fenrys got to his feet. 

Pain  shuddered  Aelin  as  she  lay  sprawled,  panting,  arms  straining  to  hold  her head and chest off the ground. 

It was not Cairn and the poker she stared at. 

But  Fenrys,  rising  upward,  his  body  rippling  with  tremors  of  pain,  snout

wrinkled in rage. 

Even Cairn halted. Looked toward the white wolf. “Stand down.” 

Fenrys snarled, deep and vicious. And still he struggled to his feet. 

Cairn  pointed  the  poker  at  the  rug.  “Lie  down.  That  is  an  order  from  your queen.” 

Fenrys spasmed, his hackles lifting. But he was standing. 

Standing. 

Despite the order, despite the blood oath’s commands. 

 Get up. 

From far away, the words sounded. 

Cairn roared, “Lie down! ” 

Fenrys’s head thrashed  from side to  side, his body  bucking against invisible

chains. Against an invisible oath. 

His dark eyes met Cairn’s. 

Blood began running from the wolf’s nostril. 

It’d kill him—to sever the oath. It would break his soul. His body would go

soon after that. 

But Fenrys put one paw forward. His claws dug into the ground. 

Cairn’s face paled at that step. That impossible step. 

Fenrys’s eyes slid toward hers. Neither needed the silent code between them

for the word she beheld in his gaze. The order and plea. 

 Run. 

Cairn read the word, too. 

And he hissed, “Not with a shattered spine, she can’t,” before he brought the poker slamming down for Aelin’s back. 

With a roar, Fenrys leaped. 

And with it, he snapped the blood oath completely. 

CHAPTER 27

Wolf and Fae went tumbling to the carpet, roaring and tearing. 

Fenrys  lunged  for  Cairn’s  throat,  his  enormous  body  pinning  the  male,  but

Cairn got his feet between them and  kicked. 

Aelin  lurched  upright,  willing  strength  to  her  legs  as  she  came  into  a  kneel beside the chest of drawers. Fenrys slammed into the side of the metal table, but

was instantly moving, throwing his body against Cairn. 

A low hiss sounded nearby, and Aelin dared look away to find the poker lying

to her right. 

She  twisted  her  feet  toward  it.  Placed  the  center  of  the  chains  binding  her ankles atop the red-hot tip. 

Slowly, the links in the center heated. 

Wolf  and  Fae  clashed  in  a  tangle  of  claws  and  fists  and  teeth,  then  leaped apart. 

Severing the blood oath—it would kill him. 

These were his last breaths, his last heartbeats. 

“I’ll peel the fur from your bones,” Cairn panted. 

Fenrys  breathed  heavily,  blood  leaking  from  between  his  teeth  as  he  placed

one  paw  over  the  other,  circling.  His  stare  did  not  break  from  Cairn’s  as  they moved, assessing each other for the killing blow. 

The links in the center of the chain began glowing. 

Overhead, the sky lightened to gray. 

Fenrys and Cairn circled again, step after step. 

Wearing  him  out,  wearing  him  down.  Cairn  knew  the  cost  of  severing  the

blood oath. Knew he had only to wait it out before Fenrys was dead. 

Fenrys knew it, too. 

He  charged,  teeth  snapping  for  Cairn’s  throat  as  his  paws  swiped  for  the

male’s shins. 

Aelin  grabbed  the  poker,  planted  her  heels,  and  drove  the  rod  upward.  It

strained against the heated links in the chain, and she shoved and shoved her feet

downward, her arms buckling. 

Cairn and Fenrys rolled, and Aelin gritted her teeth, bellowing. 

The chain between her legs snapped. 

It was all she needed. 

She scrambled to her feet, but halted. Fenrys, pinned by Cairn, met her gaze. 

Snarled in warning and command. 

 Run. 

Cairn  whipped  his  head  toward  her.  Toward  the  chain  hanging  free  between

her ankles. “You—” 
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But Fenrys surged up, his jaws clamping around Cairn’s shoulder. 

Cairn shouted, arching, grabbing for Fenrys’s back. 

Fenrys  met  her  stare  again,  ripping  into  Cairn’s  shoulder  even  as  the  male

shoved them into the edge of the table. Hammered Fenrys’s spine into the metal, 

hard enough that bone cracked. 

 Run. 

Aelin did not hesitate. She sprinted for the tent flaps. 

And into the morning beyond. 

Half a mile to the center of the camp. To the tent. 

The  soldiers  had  responded  as  Rowan  anticipated,  and  he’d  killed  them

accordingly. 

Birds  of  prey  dove  for  him,  attacking  with  wind  and  ice  from  above.  He

shattered their magic with a surge of his own, sending them scattering. 

A cluster of warriors charged from behind a row of tents. 

Some beheld him and ran back the way they’d come. All soldiers whom he’d

trained. And some he hadn’t. Yet many stayed to fight. 

Rowan  ripped  through  their  shields,  ripped  the  air  from  their  lungs.  Some

found his hatchet swinging for their necks. 

Close. So close to that tent. He would signal Lorcan and Gavriel in a moment. 

When he was close enough to need the diversion for the way out. 

Another  onslaught  of  soldiers  barreled  for  him,  and  Rowan  angled  his  long

knife. His power blasted away their fired arrows, then blasted away the archers. 

Turning them all to bloodied splinters. 
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CHAPTER 28

Aelin ran. 

Her weakened legs stumbled on the grass, her still-bound hands restricting the

full range of motion, but she ran. Picked a direction, any direction but the river

mists to her left, and ran. 

The  sun  was  rising,  and  the  army  camp  …  There  was  motion  behind  her. 

Shouting. 

She blocked it out and aimed right. Toward the rising sun, as if it were Mala’s

own welcoming embrace. 

She  couldn’t  get  down  enough  air  through  the  mask’s  thin  slit,  but  she  kept moving, racing past tents, past soldiers who whipped their heads toward her, as if

puzzled. She clenched the poker in her ironclad hands, refusing to see what the

commotion was, if Cairn raged behind her. 

But then she heard them. Bellowed orders. 

Rushing  steps  in  the  grass  behind,  closing  in.  People  ahead  alerted  by  their cries. 

Bare feet flying over the ground, her exhausted legs screamed to stop. 

Still  Aelin  aimed  for  the  eastern  horizon.  Toward  the  trees  and  mountains, 

toward the sun cresting over them. 

And  when  the  first  of  the  soldiers  blocked  her  path,  shouting  to  stop,  she

angled the iron poker and did not falter. 

Death sang to Lorcan. 

From the birds of prey that speared farther and farther into the camp, he knew

Whitethorn was close to Cairn’s tent. 

Soon now, they’d get the signal. 

Lorcan  and  Gavriel  steadied  their  breathing,  readying  their  power.  It

thrummed through them, twin waves cresting. 

But death began beckoning elsewhere in the camp. 

Closer to them. Moving fast. 

Lorcan  scanned  the  brightening  sky,  the  line  of  the  first  tents.  The  entrance with the guards. 

“Someone’s  making  a  move  this  way,”  Lorcan  murmured  to  Gavriel.  “But

Whitethorn’s still over there.” 

Fenrys. Or Connall, perhaps. Maybe Essar’s sister, who he’d never liked. But

he wouldn’t give a shit about that if she hadn’t betrayed them. 

He pointed north of the entrance. “You take that side. Be ready to strike from

the flank.” 

Gavriel  sped  off,  a  predator  ready  to  pounce  unseen  when  Lorcan  attacked head-on. 

Death glimmered. Whitethorn was nearly at the camp’s center. And that force

approaching their eastern entrance …

To hell with waiting. 

Lorcan  broke  from  the  cover  of  trees,  dark  power  swirling,  primed  to  meet

whatever broke through the line of tents. 

Freeing  the  sword  at  his  side,  he  searched  the  sky,  the  camp,  the  world  as death  flickered,  as  the  rising  sun  gilded  the  rolling  grasses  and  set  the  dew steaming. 

Nothing. No indication of what, of who—

He’d reached the first of the hollows that flowed to the camp edge, the dips

narrow and steep, when Aelin Galathynius appeared. 

Lorcan didn’t expect the sob in his throat as she raced between the tents, as he

beheld the iron mask and the chains on her, hands still bound. 

As he beheld the blood soaking her skin, the short white shift, her hair, longer

than he’d last seen and plastered to her head with gore. 

His  knees  stopped  working,  and  even  his  magic  faltered  at  the  sight  of  her

wild, desperate race for the camp’s edge. 

Soldiers ran toward her. 

Lorcan surged into motion, flaring his magic up and wide. Not to her, but to

Whitethorn, still charging for the center of the camp. 

 She’s here, she’s here, she’s here, he signaled. 

But  Lorcan  was  too  far,  the  grassy  bumps  and  hollows  between  them  now

endless, as ten soldiers converged on Aelin, blocking her path toward the open

field. 

One swung his sword, a strike that would cleave her skull in two. 

The fool didn’t realize who he faced. What he faced. 

That it wasn’t a fire-breathing queen bound in iron who charged at him, but

an assassin. 

With a twist, arms lifting, Aelin met that sword head-on. 

Just as she’d planned. 

The male’s sword fell short of his intended target, but hit precisely where she

wished. 

In the center of the chains that bound her hands. 

Iron snapped. 

Then the male’s sword was in her freed hands. Then his throat was spraying

blood. 

Aelin  whirled,  slamming  into  the  other  soldiers  who  stood  between  her  and

freedom. Even as he ran for her, Lorcan could only gape at what unfolded. 

She struck before they knew where to turn. Slash, duck, lunge. 

She got her other hand on one of their daggers. 

Then it was over. Then there was nothing between her and the camp entrance

but the six guards drawing their weapons—

Lorcan lashed out with his magic, a lethal net of power that had those guards crashing to their knees. Necks snapped. 

Aelin  didn’t  falter  as  they  wilted  to  the  ground.  She  charged  past,  aiming

straight for the field and hills. To where Lorcan ran for her. 

He signaled again.  To me, to me. 

Whether Aelin recognized it, or him, she still raced his way. 

Whole. Her body looked whole, and yet she was so thin, her blood-splattered

legs straining to keep her upright. 

A rolling field of steep bumps and hollows lay between them. Lorcan swore. 

She wouldn’t make it, not over that terrain, not drained like that—

But she did. 

Aelin vanished into the first dip, and Lorcan’s magic flared over and over. To

her, to Whitethorn. 

And then she was up, cresting the hill, and he could see the slowness taking

over, the sheer exhaustion from a body at its limit. 

Arrows twanged from bows, and a wall of them shot into the sky. Aiming for

her on those exposed hills. 

Lorcan sent a wave of his power snapping them away. 

Still  more  fired.  Single  shots  this  time,  from  so  many  directions  he  couldn’t trace their sources. Trained archers, some of Maeve’s best. Aelin had to—

She already was. 

Aelin began zagging, depriving them of an easy target. 

Left  to  right,  she  darted  over  the  hills,  slower  with  each  bump  she  cleared, each step toward Lorcan as he raced to her, a hundred yards remaining between

them. 

An arrow speared for her back, but Aelin lunged to the side, skidding in grass

and dirt. She was up again in a heartbeat, weapons still in hand, charging for the

hills and hollows between them. 

Another  arrow  aimed  for  her,  and  Lorcan  made  to  snap  it  away.  A  wall  of

glittering gold got there first. 

From the north, leaping over the hollows, charged Gavriel. Aelin disappeared

into a dip in the earth, and when she emerged, the Lion ran at her side, a golden


shield around her. Not close to her—but in the air around them. Unable to fully

touch  her  with  the  iron  mask,  the  chains  draped  around  her  torso.  The  iron

gauntlets on her hands. 

Soldiers  were  spilling  out  of  the  camp,  and  Lorcan  sent  a  black  wind

whipping  for  them.  Where  it  touched  them,  they  died.  And  those  who  did  not

found an impenetrable shield barring the way to the field. 

He spread it as wide as he could. Blood oath or no, they were still his people. 

His soldiers. He’d prevent their deaths, if he could. Save them from themselves. 

Aelin  was  stumbling  now,  and  Lorcan  cleared  the  last  of  the  hills  between

them. 

He  opened  his  mouth,  to  shout  what,  he  didn’t  know,  but  a  cry  pierced  the

blue sky. 

The sob that came out of Aelin at the hawk’s bellow of fury cracked Lorcan’s chest. 

But she kept running for the trees, for their cover. Lorcan and Gavriel fell into

step  beside  her,  and  when  she  again  stumbled,  those  too-thin  legs  giving  out, Lorcan gripped her under the arm and hauled her along. 

Fast as a shooting star, Rowan dove for them. He reached them as they passed

the  first  of  the  trees,  shifting  as  he  landed.  They  threw  themselves  into  a  halt, Aelin sprawling onto the pine-covered ground. 

Rowan  was  instantly  before  her,  hands  going  to  the  mask  on  her  face,  the

chains, the blood coating her arms, her torn body—

Aelin let out another sob, and then moaned, “Fenrys.” 

It took Lorcan a moment to understand. Took her pointing behind them, to the

camp, as she said again, as if speech was beyond her, “Fenrys.” Her breath was a

wet rasp. A plea. A broken, bloody plea. 

Fenrys remained with Cairn. In the camp. Aelin pointed again, sobbing. 

Rowan turned from his mate. 

The rage in Rowan’s eyes could devour the world. And that rage was about to

extract the sort of vengeance only a mated male could command. 

Rowan’s canines flashed, but his voice was deadly soft as he said to Lorcan, 

“Take her to the glen.” A jerk of his chin to Gavriel. “You’re with me.” 

With a final look toward Aelin, his frozen rage a brewing storm on the wind, 

the  prince  and  the  Lion  were  gone,  charging  back  toward  the  chaotic,  bloody

camp. 

CHAPTER 29

With the camp in outright chaos, it was far easier to slip in. 

Rowan’s  power  blasted  to  the  western  edge,  shattering  tent  and  bone.  Any

soldiers lingering between the camp’s eastern edge and the center ran toward it. 

Clearing  the  way.  Right  to  the  tent  he’d  been  so  close  to  reaching  when

Lorcan’s power had flared. A signal. 

That they’d found her. Or she had found them, it seemed. 

And when Rowan had seen her, first from the skies and then beside her, when

he smelled the blood, both her own and others’, when he beheld the chains and

the iron mask clamped over her face, when she was  sobbing at the sight of him, 

terror and despair coating her scent—

The  rage  that  roiled  through  him  had  no  space  for  mercy.  No  room  for

compassion. 

There was neither in him as he and Gavriel snuck past the last cluster of tents

to the large one situated in a cleared circle of grass. As if no one could stomach

being near Cairn. 

Fenrys was with her. Or had been. 

From the quiet inside, he wondered if the wolf was dead. 

Gavriel shifted into his Fae form, and freed a knife at his hip. An exchanged

glance conveyed the order for silence as Rowan sent a wisp of wind floating into

the tent. 

It sang back to him of two life-forms. Both injured. Blood thick in the air. It

was all he needed. 

Silent as the breeze in the grass, they slipped between the tent flaps. Rowan

didn’t know where to look first. 

At the wolf and Fae male sprawled on the floor. 

Or at the iron coffin across the tent. 

The iron box they’d locked her in. 

Had to reinforce, it seemed, from the sloppy welding on the thick slabs atop

it. 

The box was so small. So narrow. 

The smell of her blood, her fear, saturated the tent. Emanated from that box. 

A metal table lay nearby. 

And beneath it …

Rowan took in the three unlit braziers set beneath it, the chain anchors at the

head and foot of the table, and at last looked toward the Fae male left bloodied, 

but still alive, on the floor across from Fenrys. 

Fenrys,  whom  Gavriel  was  already  crouched  over,  the  golden  light  of  his

power  wrapped  around  the  blood-soaked  fur.  Healing  him.  The  white  wolf  did

not rise to consciousness, but his breathing steadied. Good enough. 

“Heal him,” Rowan said with lethal softness. The Lion looked up, and found

that Rowan’s gaze was no longer on the wolf. But on Cairn. 

Chunks of flesh had been torn from Cairn’s body. A lump on his temple told

Rowan  it  had  been  the  blow  that  had  rendered  him  unconscious.  As  if  Fenrys

had slammed Cairn’s skull into the side of that metal table. And then collapsed

himself mere feet away. 

Collapsed,  perhaps  not  from  the  wounds  themselves,  but  …  Rowan  started. 

What had happened here, what had been so terrible that the wolf had been able

to do the impossible to spare Aelin from enduring it? 

Gavriel’s  tawny  eyes  flashed  with  wariness.  Rowan  pointed  at  Cairn  again. 

“Heal him.” 

They did not have much time. Not to do what he wanted. What he needed. 

Some  of  the  drawers  in  the  tall  chest  had  been  knocked  free.  Polished  tools glinted within. 

A pouch of them had also been set on a piece of black velvet beside the metal

table. 

Her blood sang to him of pain and despair, of utter terror. 

His Fireheart. 

Gavriel’s magic shimmered, golden light settling over Cairn. 

Rowan  surveyed  the  tools  Cairn  had  laid  out,  the  ones  in  the  drawer. 

Carefully, thoughtfully, he selected one. 

A  thin,  razor-sharp  knife.  A  healer’s  tool,  meant  for  sleek  incisions  and

scraping out rot. 

Cairn  groaned  as  unconsciousness  gave  way.  By  the  time  Cairn  awoke, 

chained to that metal table, Rowan was ready. 

Cairn  beheld  who  stood  over  him,  the  tool  in  Rowan’s  tattooed  hand,  the

others he had also laid out on that piece of velvet, and began thrashing. The iron

chains held firm. 

Then  Cairn  beheld  the  frozen  rage  in  Rowan’s  eyes.  Understood  what  he

intended to do with that sharp, sharp knife. A dark stain spread across the front

of Cairn’s pants. 

Rowan  wrapped  an  ice-kissed  wind  around  the  tent,  blocking  out  all  sound, 

and began. 

CHAPTER 30

The clash of conflict echoed across the land, even from miles away. Deep in the

rough hills of an ancient forest, Elide had waited for hours. First shivering in the

dark, then watching the sky bleed to gray, then at last blue. And with that final

transition, the clamor had started. 

She’d  alternated  between  pacing  through  the  mossy  glen,  weaving  amongst

the gray boulders strewn between the trees, and sitting in the thrumming silence

against  one  of  the  towering,  wide-trunked  trees,  making  herself  as  small  and

quiet  as  possible.  Gavriel  had  sworn  none  of  the  strange  or  fell  beasts  in  these lands  would  prowl  so  close  to  Doranelle,  but  she  didn’t  want  to  risk  it.  So  she remained in the glen, where she’d been told to wait. 

Wait for them. Or wait for things to go badly enough that she had to find her

own way. Perhaps she’d seek out Essar if it should come to that—

It wouldn’t come to that. She swore it over and over. It  couldn’t come to that. 

The  morning  sun  was  beginning  to  warm  the  chilled  shade  when  she  saw

them. 

Saw them, before she heard them, because their feet were silent on the forest

floor,  thanks  to  their  immortal  grace  and  training.  The  breath  shuddered  out  of her  as  Lorcan  emerged  between  two  moss-crusted  trees,  eyes  already  fixed  on

her. And a step behind him, staggering along …

Elide didn’t know what to do. With her body, her hands. Didn’t know what to

say  as  Aelin  stumbled  over  root  and  rock,  the  mask  and  the  chains  clanking, blood soaking her. Not just blood from her own wounds, but those of others. 

She  was  thin,  her  golden  hair  so  much  longer.  Too  long,  even  with  the  time apart. It fell nearly to her navel, most of it dark with caked blood. As if she’d run

through a rain of it. 

No sign of Rowan or Gavriel. But no grief on Lorcan’s face, nothing beyond

urgency, given how he monitored the sky, the trees. Searching for any pursuit. 

Aelin halted at the edge of the clearing. Her feet were bare, and the thin, short

shift she wore revealed no major injuries. 

But there was little recognition in Aelin’s eyes, shadowed with the mask. 

Lorcan said to the queen, “We’ll wait here for them.” 

Aelin,  as  if  her  body  didn’t  quite  belong  to  her,  lifted  her  shackled,  metal-encased hands. The chain linking them had been severed, and hung in pieces off

either manacle. The same with those at her ankles. 

She tugged at one of the metal gauntlets. It didn’t budge. 

She tugged again. The gauntlet didn’t so much as shift. 

“Take it off.” 

Her voice was low, gravelly. 

Elide  didn’t  know  which  one  of  them  she’d  ordered,  but  before  she  could cross the clearing, Lorcan gripped the queen’s wrist to examine the locks. 

One corner of his mouth tightened. There was no easy way to free them, then. 

Elide approached, her limp deep once more with Gavriel’s magic occupied. 

The  gauntlets  had  been  locked  at  her  wrist,  overlapping  slightly  with  the

shackle. Both had small keyholes. Both were made from iron. 

Elide shifted slightly, bracing her weight on her uninjured leg, to get a view

of where the mask was bound to the back of Aelin’s head. 

That lock was more complicated than the others, the chains thick and ancient. 

Lorcan had fitted the tip of a slender dagger into the lock of the gauntlet, and

was now angling it, trying to pick the mechanism. 

“Take  it  off.”  The  queen’s  guttural  words  were  swallowed  by  the  moss-

crusted trees. 

“I’m  trying,”  Lorcan  said—not  gently,  though  certainly  without  his  usual

coldness. 

The dagger scraped in the lock, but to no avail. 

“Take it off.” The queen began trembling. 

“I’m—” 

Aelin snatched the dagger from him, metal clicking on metal as she fitted the

blade’s  tip  into  the  lock.  The  dagger  shook  in  her  ironclad  hand.  “Take  it  off,” 

she breathed, lips curling back from her teeth. “Take it off. ” 

Lorcan  made  to  grab  the  dagger,  but  she  angled  away.  He  snapped,  “These

locks are too clever. We need a proper locksmith.” 

Panting through her clenched teeth, Aelin dug and twisted the dagger into the

gauntlet’s lock. A snap cracked through the clearing. 

But  not  the  lock.  Aelin  withdrew  the  dagger  to  reveal  the  broken,  chipped

point. A shard of metal tumbled from the lock and into the moss. 

Aelin stared at the broken blade, at the shard in the greenery cushioning her

bare, bloodied feet, her breaths coming faster and faster. 

Then she dropped the dagger into the moss. Began clawing at the shackles on

her  arms,  the  gauntlets  on  her  hands,  the  mask  on  her  face.  “Take  it  off,”  she begged as she scratched and tugged and yanked. “Take it off! ” 

Elide reached a hand for her, to stop her before she ripped the skin clean off

her bones, but Aelin dodged away, staggering deeper into the clearing. 

The queen dropped to her knees, bowing over them, and clawed at the mask. 

It didn’t so much as move. 

Elide glanced to Lorcan. He was frozen, eyes wide as Aelin knelt in the moss, 

as her breathing became edged with sobs. 

He had done this. Led them to this. 

Elide stepped toward Aelin. 

The queen’s gauntlets drew blood where they scraped into her neck, her jaw, 

as  she  heaved  against  the  mask.  “Take  it  off! ”  The  plea  turned  into  a  scream. 

“Take it off! ” 

Over and over, the queen screamed it. “Take it off, take it off, take it off! ” 

She  was  sobbing  amid  her  screaming,  the  sounds  shattering  through  the ancient forest. She said no other words. Pleaded to no gods, no ancestors. 

Only those words, again and again and again. 

 Take it off, take it off, take it off. 

Movement broke through the trees behind them, and the fact that Lorcan did

not go for his weapons told Elide who it was. But any relief was short-lived as

Rowan  and  Gavriel  emerged,  a  massive  white  wolf  hauled  between  them.  The

wolf  whose  jaws  had  clamped  around  Elide’s  arm,  tearing  flesh  to  the  bone. 

Fenrys. 

He  was  unconscious,  tongue  lagging  from  his  bloodied  maw.  Rowan  had

barely entered the clearing before he set down the wolf and stalked for Aelin. 

The  prince  was  covered  in  blood.  From  his  unhindered  steps,  Elide  knew  it

wasn’t his. 

From the blood coating his chin, his neck … She didn’t want to know. 

Aelin ripped at the immovable mask, either unaware or uncaring of the prince

before her. Her consort, husband, and mate. 

“Aelin.” 

 Take it off, take it off, take it off. 

Her  screams  were  unbearable.  Worse  than  those  that  day  on  the  beach  in

Eyllwe. 

Gavriel  came  to  stand  beside  Elide,  his  golden  skin  pale  as  he  took  in  the frantic queen. 

Slowly, Rowan knelt before her. “Aelin.” 

She only tipped her head up to the forest canopy and sobbed. 

Blood ran down her neck from the scratches she’d dug into her skin, mingling

with what already coated her. 

Rowan  reached  out  a  trembling  hand,  the  only  sign  of  the  agony  Elide  had

little  doubt  was  coursing  through  him.  Gently,  he  laid  his  hands  on  her  wrists; gently,  he  closed  his  fingers  around  them.  Halting  the  brutal  clawing  and

digging. 

Aelin sobbed, her body shuddering with the force of it. “Take it off. ” 

Rowan’s  eyes  flickered,  panic  and  heartbreak  and  longing  shining  there.  “I

will. But you have to be still, Fireheart. Just for a few moments.” 

“Take  it  off.  ”  The  sobs  ebbed,  tricking  into  something  broken  and  raw. 

Rowan  ran  his  thumbs  over  her  wrists,  over  those  iron  shackles.  As  if  it  were nothing but her skin. Slowly, her shaking eased. 

No, not eased, Elide realized as Rowan rose to his feet and stalked behind the

queen.  But  contained,  turned  inward.  Tremors  rippled  through  Aelin’s  tense

body, but she kept still as Rowan examined the lock. 

Yet something like shock, then horror and sorrow, flashed over his face, as he

surveyed her back. It was gone as soon as it appeared. 

A  glance,  and  Gavriel  and  Lorcan  drifted  to  his  side,  their  steps  slow. 

Unthreatening. 

Across  the  small  clearing,  Fenrys  remained  out,  his  white  coat  soaked  with

blood. 

Elide only walked to Aelin and took up the spot where Rowan had been. 

The queen’s eyes were closed, as if it took all her concentration to remain still

for another heartbeat, to allow them to look, to not claw at the irons. 

So  Elide  said  nothing,  demanded  nothing  from  her,  save  for  a  companion  if

she needed one. 

Behind  Aelin,  Rowan’s  blood-splattered  face  was  grim  while  he  studied  the

lock  fastening  the  mask’s  chains  to  the  back  of  her  head.  His  nostrils  flared slightly. Rage—frustration. 

“I’ve never seen a lock like this,” Gavriel murmured. 

Aelin began shaking again. 

Elide put a hand on her knee. Aelin had scraped it raw, mud and grass stuck

in her blood-crusted skin. 

She  waited  for  the  queen  to  shove  her  hand  away,  but  Aelin  didn’t  move. 

Kept her eyes shut, her ragged breathing holding steady. 

Rowan  gripped  one  of  the  chains  binding  the  mask  and  nodded  to  Lorcan. 

“The other one.” 

Silently,  Lorcan  grasped  the  opposite  end.  They’d  sever  the  iron  if  they  had to. 

Elide held her breath as both males strained, arms shaking. 

Nothing. 

They  tried  again.  Aelin’s  breathing  hitched.  Elide  tightened  her  hand  on  the

queen’s knee. 

“She managed to snap the chains on her ankles and hands,” Gavriel observed. 

“They’re not indestructible.” 

But with the chains on the mask so close to her head, a swipe of a sword was

impossible. Or perhaps the mask had been made from far stronger iron. 

Rowan and Lorcan grunted as they heaved against the chains. It was of little

use. 

Panting softly, they paused. Red welts shone on their hands. 

They’d tried to use their magic to break the iron. 

Silence  fell  through  the  clearing.  They  couldn’t  linger  here—not  for  much

longer.  But  to  take  Aelin  in  the  chains,  when  she  was  so  frantic  to  be  free  of them …

Aelin’s eyes opened. 

They were empty. Wholly drained. A warrior accepting defeat. 

Elide  blurted,  scrambling  for  anything  to  banish  that  emptiness,  “Was  there

ever a key? Did you see them using a key?” 

Two blinks. As if that meant something. 

Rowan and Lorcan yanked again, straining. 

But  Aelin’s  stare  fell  to  the  moss,  the  stones.  Narrowed  slightly,  as  if  the question had settled. Through the small hole in her mask, Elide could barely see

her mouth the words.  A key. 

“I  don’t  have  it—we  don’t  have  them,”  Elide  said,  sensing  the  direction  of

Aelin’s thoughts. “Manon and Dorian do.” 

“Quiet,”  Lorcan  hissed.  Not  at  the  level  of  her  voice,  but  the  deadly

information Elide revealed. 

Aelin again blinked twice with that strange intentionality. 

Rowan snarled at the chains, heaving again. 

But Aelin stretched out a hand to the moss and traced a shape. 

“What  is  that?”  Elide  leaned  forward  as  the  queen  did  it  again,  her  hollow

face unreadable. 

The  Fae  males  paused  at  her  question,  and  watched  Aelin’s  finger  move

through the green. 

“A Wyrdmark,” Rowan said softly. “To open.” 

Aelin traced it again, mute and still. As if none of them stood there. 

“They work on iron?” Gavriel asked, tracking Aelin’s finger. 

“She  unlocked  iron  doors  in  Adarlan’s  royal  library  with  that  symbol,” 

Rowan murmured. “But she needed …” 

He let his words hang unfinished as he picked up the broken knife Aelin had

discarded in the moss nearby and sliced it across his palm. 

Kneeling  before  her,  he  extended  his  bloodied  hand.  “Show  me,  Fireheart. 

Show me again.” He tapped her ankle—the shackle there. 

Silently, her movements stiff, Aelin leaned forward. She sniffed at the blood

pooling in his hand, her nostrils flaring. Her eyes lifted to his, like the scent of

his blood posed some question. 

“I am your mate,” Rowan whispered, as if it was the answer she sought. And

the love in his eyes, in the way his voice broke, his bloodied hand trembling …

Elide’s throat tightened. 

Aelin  only  looked  at  the  blood  pooling  in  his  cupped  palm.  Her  fingers

curled, the gauntlet clicking. As if it were another answer, too. 

“She can’t do it with the iron,” Elide said. “If it’s on her hands. It interferes

with the magic in the blood.” 

A blink from her, in that silent language. 

“It’s why she put them on you, isn’t it,” Elide said, her chest straining. “To be

sure you couldn’t use your own blood with the Wyrdmarks to free yourself.” As

if all the other iron wasn’t already enough. 

Another blink, her face still so hollow and cold. Tired. 

Rowan’s  jaw  clenched.  But  he  just  dipped  his  finger  into  the  blood  in  his

palm and offered his hand to her. “Show me, Fireheart,” he said again. 

Elide  could  have  sworn  he  shuddered,  and  not  from  fear,  as  Aelin’s  metal-

crusted hand closed around his. 

In  halting,  small  movements,  she  guided  his  finger  to  trace  the  symbol  onto

the shackle around her ankle. 

A soft flare of greenish light, then—

The hiss and sigh of the lock filled the clearing. The shackle tumbled to the

moss. 

Lorcan swore. 

Rowan offered his hand, his blood, again. The shackle around her other ankle yielded to the Wyrdmark. 

Then  the  manacles  around  her  wrists.  Then  the  beautiful,  horrible  gauntlets

thudded to the moss. 

Aelin lifted her bare hands to her face, reaching for the lock behind the mask, 

but halted. 

“I’ll do it,” Rowan said, his voice still soft, still full of that love. He moved

behind her, and Elide stared at the horrible mask, the suns and flames carved and

embossed along its ancient surface. 

A flare of light, a click of metal, and then it slid free. 

Her face was pale—so pale, all traces of the sun-kissed coloring gone. 

And empty. Aware, and yet not. 

Wary. 

Elide  kept  still,  letting  the  queen  survey  her.  The  males  moved  to  face  her, and Aelin looked upon them in turn. Gavriel, who bowed his head. Lorcan, who

stared right back at her, his dark gaze unreadable. 

And  Rowan.  Rowan,  whose  breathing  became  jagged,  his  swallow  audible. 

“Aelin?” 

The name, it seemed, was an unlocking, too. 

Not of the queen she’d so briefly known, but the power inside her. 

Elide  flinched  as  flame,  golden  and  blazing,  erupted  around  the  queen.  The

shift burned away into ashes. 

Lorcan  dragged  Elide  back,  and  she  allowed  it,  even  as  the  heat  vanished. 

Even  as  the  flare  of  power  contracted  into  an  aura  around  the  queen,  a

shimmering second skin. 

Aelin knelt there, burning, and did not speak. 

The  flames  flickered  around  her,  though  the  moss,  the  roots,  did  not  burn. 

Didn’t so much as steam. And through the fire, Aelin’s now-long hair half hiding

her nakedness, Elide got a good look at what had been done to her. 

Aside from a bruise along her ribs, there was nothing. 

Not a mark. Not a callus. 

Not a single scar. The ones Elide had marked in those days before Aelin had

been taken were gone. 

As if someone had wiped them away. 

CHAPTER 31

They had taken her scars. 

Maeve had taken them all away. 

It told Rowan enough about what had been done. When he’d seen her back, 

the  smooth  skin  where  the  scars  of  Endovier  and  the  scars  from  Cairn’s

whipping should have been, he’d suspected. 

But kneeling, burning in nothing but her skin … There were no scars where

there  should  have  been.  The  almost-necklace  of  them  from  Baba  Yellowlegs:

gone. The shackle marks from Endovier: gone. The scar where she’d been forced

by Arobynn Hamel to break her own arm: gone. And on her palms …

It  was  upon  her  exposed  palms  that  Aelin  now  gazed.  As  if  realizing  what

was missing. 

The  scars  across  her  palms,  one  from  the  moment  they  had  become

 carranam, the other from her oath to Nehemia, had disappeared entirely. 

Like they had never been. 

Her flames burned brighter. 

Healers  could  remove  scars,  yes,  but  the  most  likely  reason  for  the  lack  of them on Aelin, on all the places where he’d once traced them with his hands, his

mouth …

It was new skin. All of it. Save for her face, since he doubted they would be

stupid enough to take off the mask. 

Nearly every inch of her was covered in new skin, unvarnished as fresh snow. 

The blood coating her had burned away to reveal it. 

New skin, because they’d needed to replace what had been destroyed. To heal

her so they could begin again and again. 

Gavriel and Elide had moved to where Fenrys lay, the battlefield healing the

former had done on the warrior likely not enough to keep death at bay. 

Gavriel said to no one in particular, “He doesn’t have much longer.” 

He’d  broken  the  blood  oath.  Through  sheer  will,  Fenrys  had  broken  it.  And

would soon pay the price when his life force bled out entirely. 

Aelin’s gaze shifted then. From her hands, her horrifically pristine skin, to the

wolf across the clearing. 

She blinked twice. And then slowly rose. 

Unaware or uncaring of her nakedness, she took an unsteady step. Rowan was

instantly there—or as close as the flames would allow. 

He could push through, shielding himself in ice or simply by cutting off the

air that fed her flames. But to cross that line, to shove into her flames when so

much, too much, had been stolen from her … He didn’t let himself think about

the distant, wary recognition on her face when she’d seen him—seen all of them. 

As if she wasn’t entirely certain to trust them. Trust this. 

Aelin managed another step, teetering. 

He  glimpsed  her  neck  as  she  passed.  Even  the  twin  bite  marks,  his  mark  of

claiming, had vanished. 

Encased in flame, Aelin walked to Fenrys. The white wolf did not stir. 

Sorrow  softened  her  face,  even  with  that  quiet  distance.  Sorrow,  and

gratitude. 

Gavriel and Elide remained on Fenrys’s other side as she approached. Backed

away a step. Not from fear, but to give her space in this moment of farewell. 

They  had  to  go.  Lingering  here,  despite  the  miles  between  them  and  the

camp,  was  folly.  They  could  carry  Fenrys  until  it  was  over,  but  …  Rowan

couldn’t bring himself to say it. To tell Aelin that it might not be wise to draw

out this good-bye the way she needed. They had minutes, at best, to spare before

they had to be on the move. 

But  if  scouts  or  sentries  found  them,  he’d  make  sure  they  didn’t  get  close

enough to disturb her. 

Gavriel and Lorcan seemed to be having the same thought, their eyes meeting

from across the clearing. Rowan jerked his chin toward the western tree line in

silent order. They stalked for it. 

Aelin knelt beside Fenrys, and her flame enveloped them both. The fire gave

way to a reddish-gold aura, a shield that he knew would melt the flesh of anyone

who tried to cross. It flowed and rippled around them, a bubble of coppery air, 

and through it, Rowan watched as she ran a hand down the wolf’s battered side. 

Gavriel had healed most of the wounds, but the blood remained. 

Aelin made long, gentle strokes over his fur, her head angled as she spoke too

softly for Rowan to hear. 

Slowly,  painfully,  Fenrys  cracked  open  an  eye.  Agony  filled  it—agony  and

yet something like relief, and joy, at the sight of her bare face. And exhaustion. 

Such  exhaustion  that  Rowan  knew  death  would  be  a  welcome  embrace,  a  kiss

from Silba herself, goddess of gentle ends. 

Aelin spoke again, the sound either contained or swallowed by her shield. No

tears. Only that sorrow—and clarity. 

A  queen’s  face,  he  realized  as  Lorcan  and  Gavriel  took  up  spots  along  the

glen’s border. It was a queen’s face that looked upon Fenrys. A queen who took

his massive paw in her hands, pushing back folds of fur and skin to unsheathe a

curved claw. 

She slid it over her bare forearm, splitting skin. Leaving blood in its wake. 

Rowan’s breath caught. Gavriel and Lorcan whirled toward them. 

Aelin spoke again, and Fenrys blinked once in answer. 

She deemed that answer enough. 

“Holy  gods,”  Lorcan  breathed  as  Aelin  extended  her  bleeding  forearm  to

Fenrys’s mouth. “Holy rutting gods.” 

For Fenrys’s loyalty, for his sacrifice, there was no greater reward she could

offer. To keep him from death, there was no other way to save him. 

Only this. Only the blood oath. 

And as Fenrys managed to lap the blood from her wound, as he swore a silent

vow  to  their  queen,  blinking  a  few  more  times,  Rowan’s  chest  became

unbearably tight. 

Severing  the  blood  oath  to  one  queen  had  snapped  his  life  force,  his  soul. 

Swearing  the  blood  oath  to  another  might  very  well  repair  that  cleaving,  the ancient magic binding Fenrys’s fading life to Aelin’s. 

Three  mouthfuls.  That’s  all  Fenrys  took  before  he  laid  his  head  back  on  the moss and closed his eyes. 

Aelin curled on her side next to him, flames encompassing them both. 

Rowan couldn’t move. None of them moved. 

Aelin mouthed a short, curt word. 

Fenrys did not respond. 

She spoke again, that queen’s face unfaltering. 

 Live. 

She’d  use  the  blood  oath  to  force  him  to  remain  on  this  side  of  life.  Still Fenrys didn’t stir. 

Across the bubble of flame and heat, Elide put a hand over her mouth, eyes

shining bright. She’d read the word on Aelin’s lips, too. 

Aelin  spoke  a  third  time,  teeth  flashing  as  she  gave  Fenrys  her  first  order. 

 Live. 

Rowan didn’t breathe as they waited. Long minutes passed. 

Then Fenrys’s eyes cracked open. 

Aelin  held  the  wolf’s  gaze,  nothing  in  her  face  save  that  grave,  unyielding

command. 

Slowly, Fenrys stirred. His paws shifted beneath him, legs straining. And he

rose. 

“I don’t believe it,” Lorcan whispered. “I don’t …” 

But  there  was  Fenrys,  standing  before  their  now-kneeling  queen.  And  there

was Fenrys, inclining  his head, shoulders  dipping with him,  one paw  sweeping

before the other. Bowing. 

A ghost of a smile graced her mouth, gone before it ever took form. 

Aelin remained kneeling, though. Even as Fenrys surveyed them, surprise and

relief lighting his dark eyes. His gaze met Rowan’s, and Rowan smiled, bowing

his head. 

“Welcome to the court, pup,” he said, his voice thick. 

Raw emotion rippled across that lupine face, and then Fenrys turned back to

Aelin. 

She was staring at nothing. Fenrys nudged her shoulder with his furry head. 

She ran an idle hand through the wolf’s white coat. Rowan’s heart clenched. 

Maeve had cleaved into Rowan’s own mind to trick his very instincts. 

What had she done to her? What had she done these months? 

“We  need  to  go,”  Gavriel  said,  his  own  voice  thick  as  he  took  in  Fenrys, 

standing proud and watchful beside Aelin. “We need to put distance between us
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and the camp, and find somewhere to halt for the night.” Where they’d reassess

how  and  where  to  leave  this  kingdom.  Heading  into  the  forest,  toward  the

mountains, would be their best bet. These trees offered plenty of coverage, and

plenty of caves in which to hide. 

“Can you walk?” Lorcan asked Fenrys. 

Fenrys slid dark, baleful eyes to Lorcan. 

Oh, that fight would come. That vengeance. 

The wolf gave him a curt nod. 

Elide  reached  for  one  of  the  packs  stashed  near  the  base  of  a  tree.  “Which way?” 

But Rowan didn’t get to answer. 

Silent as wraiths, they appeared across the glen. As if they’d simply sparked

into existence in the shade of the foliage. 

Little bodies, some pale, some black as night, some scaled. Mostly concealed, 

save for spindly fingers and wide, unblinking eyes. 

Elide gasped. “The Little Folk.” 

Elide hadn’t seen a whisper of the Little Folk since the days before Terrasen fell. 

Then, it had been flashes and rustling within Oakwald’s ancient shade. Never so

many, never so openly. 

Or as open as they would ever allow themselves to be. 

The half dozen or so who had gathered across the clearing kept mostly hidden

behind  root  and  rock  and  cluster  of  leaves.  None  of  the  males  moved,  though Fenrys’s ears cocked toward them. 

A miracle—that’s what had happened with the queen and the wolf. 

Though  Fenrys  seemed  drained,  his  eyes  were  clear  as  the  Little  Folk

gathered. 

Aelin barely looked toward them. 

A pale, spindly hand rose over a moss-speckled boulder and curled.  Come. 

Rowan asked, voice like granite, “You wish us to follow you?” 

Again, the hand made the motion.  Come. 

Gavriel murmured, “They know this forest better than even we do.” 

“And you trust them?” Lorcan demanded. 

Rowan’s  eyes  settled  on  Aelin.  “They  saved  her  life  once.”  That  night

Erawan’s assassin had returned for Aelin. “They will do so again now.” 

Silent  and  unseen,  they  passed  through  the  trees  and  rocks  and  streams  of  the ancient forest. 

Rowan kept a step behind Aelin and Fenrys, Gavriel and Elide at the head of

their party, Lorcan at the rear, as they followed the Little Folk. 

Aelin  had  said  nothing,  done  nothing  except  rise  when  they  told  her  it  was

time to go. Rowan had offered her his cloak, and she’d allowed it to pass through

her bubble of golden, clear flame to wrap around her naked body. 

She clutched it at her chest as they walked, mile after mile, her feet bare. If the stones and roots of the forest hurt her, she didn’t so much as flinch. She only

walked  on,  Fenrys  at  her  side  within  that  sphere  of  fire,  as  if  they  were  two ghosts of memory. 

A vision of old, striding through the trees, the queen and the wolf. 

The  others  spoke  rarely  as  the  hours  and  miles  passed.  As  the  forested  hills gave  way  to  steeper  inclines,  the  boulders  larger,  the  rocks  and  trees  broken  in spots. 

“From  the  ancient  wars  between  the  forest-spirits,”  Gavriel  whispered  to

Elide  when  he  noticed  her  frowning  at  a  hillside  full  of  felled  trunks  and

splintered  stone.  “Some  are  still  waged  by  them,  wholly  unaware  and

unconcerned with the affairs of any realm but this.” 

Rowan  had  never  seen  the  race  of  ethereal  beings  far  more  ancient  and

secretive  than  even  the  Little  Folk.  But  at  his  mountain  home,  set  high  in  the range that they strode toward, he’d sometimes heard the shattering of rocks and

trees on dark, moonless nights. When there was not a whisper of wind on the air, 

nor any storm to cause them. 

So  close—only  twenty  or  so  miles  to  the  mountain  house  he’d  built.  He’d

planned  to  take  Aelin  there  one  day,  though  it  was  nothing  but  long-vanished ashes. Just to show her where the house had been, where he’d buried Lyria. She

was still up there, his mate-who-had-never-been. 

And his true mate … She strode unwavering through the trees. No more than

a wraith. 

Still  they  followed  the  Little  Folk,  who  beckoned  from  a  tree,  a  rock,  and

shrub ahead, and then vanished. Behind Lorcan, a few others hid their trail with

clever hands and small magics. 

He prayed they had a place to stay for the night. A place where Aelin might

sleep,  and  might  remain  protected  from  Maeve’s  eyes  once  she  realized  she’d

been tricked. 

They  were  headed  eastward—far  from  the  coast.  Rowan  didn’t  dare  risk

telling  them  they  needed  to  find  a  port.  He’d  see  where  they  led  them  tonight, and then craft their plan for returning to their own continent. 

But  when  the  Little  Folk  appeared  before  a  gargantuan  boulder,  when  they

then  vanished  and  reappeared  in  a  sliver  cut  into  the  rock  itself,  bony  hands beckoning from within, Rowan found himself balking. 

The  creature  dwelling  in  the  lake  beneath  Bald  Mountain  was  a  mild  threat

compared to the other things that still hunted in dark and forgotten places. 

But the Little Folk beckoned again. 

Lorcan appeared at his side. “It could be a trap.” 

But Elide and Gavriel walked toward it, unfazed. 

And  behind  them,  Aelin  continued  as  well.  So  Rowan  followed  her,  as  he

would follow her until his last breath, and beyond it. 

The  cave  mouth  was  tight,  but  soon  opened  into  a  larger  passage.  Aelin

illuminated  the  space,  bathing  the  black  stone  walls  in  a  golden  glow  bright

enough to see by. 

But her flame was dwarfed when they entered a massive chamber. The ceiling

stretched  into  gloom,  but  it  was  not  the  height  of  the  chamber  that  made  him halt. 

Nooks  and  alcoves  had  been  built  into  the  side  of  the  rock,  some  equipped

with  bedrolls,  some  with  what  seemed  to  be  piles  of  clothes,  and  some  with

food. A small fire burned near one, and past it, tucked against the wall, a natural

stone trough gleamed with water, courtesy of a small stream. 

But farther into the cave, on the other side of the chamber, flowing right up to

the black rock itself, a great lake stretched into the darkness. 

There were countless subterranean lakes and rivers beneath these mountains

—places  so  deep  in  the  earth  that  even  the  Fae  had  not  bothered  or  dared  to explore. 

This one, it seemed, the Little Folk had claimed for themselves, going so far

as  to  outfit  the  space  with  sprawling  birch  branches  against  the  walls.  They’d hung small garlands and wreaths from the white limbs, and amongst the leaves, 

little bluish lights twinkled. 

Magic—old,  strange  magic,  those  lights.  Like  they’d  been  plucked  from  the

night sky. 

Elide  was  surveying  the  space,  awe  written  over  her  features.  Gavriel  and

Lorcan,  however,  assessed  it  with  a  sharper,  warier  eye.  Rowan  did  the  same. 

The  only  exit  seemed  to  be  the  one  they’d  entered  through,  and  the  lake

stretched too far to discern if a shore lay beyond it. 

Aelin  did  not  pause  as  she  strode  for  one  of  the  glittering  walls.  There  was none  of  her  usual  caution,  no  dart  of  her  eyes  as  she  weighed  the  exits  and pitfalls, potential weapons to wield. 

A trance—it was almost as if she had slipped into a trance, plunged into some

depthless  ocean  inside  herself  and  drifted  so  far  down  that  they  might  as  well have been birds soaring over its distant surface. 

But she walked toward that wall, the birch branches artfully displayed across

it.  More  of  the  Little  Folk  within,  Rowan  realized.  Perched  on  the  branches, clinging to them. 

Aelin’s steps were silent on the stone. Fenrys halted nearby, as if to give her

privacy. 

Rowan  had  the  vague  sense  of  Lorcan,  Elide,  and  Gavriel  heading  for  the

alcove across the cave to inspect the goods that had been laid out. 

But  he  lingered  in  the  center  of  the  space  as  his  mate  paused  before  the

shining, living wall. There was no expression on her face, no tension in her body. 

Yet  she  inclined  her  head  to  the  Little  Folk  half-hidden  in  the  branches  and boughs before her. Her jaw moved—speaking. Brief, short words. 

He’d  never  so  much  as  heard  of  the  Little  Folk  talking.  But  there  was  his

queen, his wife, his mate, murmuring with them. 

At last, she turned away, her face still blank, her wildfire eyes as flat and cold

as  the  lake.  Fenrys  fell  into  step  beside  her,  and  Rowan  remained  in  place  as

Aelin aimed for the small fire. 

Safe. The Little Folk must have told her this cave was safe, if she now moved

for the fire, her own sphere of it still burning bright. 

The others halted their assessment of the supplies. 

But Aelin paid them no heed, paid the world no heed, as she took up a spot

between the fire and the cave wall, lay upon the bare stone, and closed her eyes. 

CHAPTER 32

Dorian had brown eyes for three days before he figured out how to change them

back to blue. Asterin and Vesta teased him about it mercilessly as they’d traveled

down through the spine of the Fangs, dramatically bemoaning the absence of his

 pretty  bluebell  eyes,  and  had  sighed  to  the  heavens  when  the  sapphire  hue  had returned. 

His magic could leap between one element and another, yet the ability to shift

lay  within  something  else  entirely.  Lay  within  a  part  of  him  that  had  always yearned for one thing above all others: to let go. To be free. As Temis, Goddess

of Wild Things, was free—uncaged. As he had once wished to be, when he had

been little more than a reckless, idealistic prince. 

It  was  the  magic’s  sole  command:  let  go.  Let  go  of  who  and  what  he’d

become since that collar and emerge into something new, something different. 

It was easier realized than enacted. Since his eyes had returned to blue, like

the unraveling of some thread within him, he’d been unable to do anything else. 

Even change them to brown again. 

The  Crochans  and  the  Thirteen  had  halted  for  their  midday  break  under  the

heavy  cover  of  Oakwald,  the  trees  barren,  yet  not  a  hint  of  snow  on  the  earth. 

Another  day,  and  they’d  reach  the  rendezvous  point.  A  week  after  they’d

promised the Eyllwe war leaders, but they would arrive. 

He sat on a fallen, moss-covered log, gnawing on the strip of dried rabbit. His

dinner. 

“My head pounds on your behalf, just watching you try so hard,” Glennis said

from  across  the  clearing.  Around  them,  the  Thirteen  ate  in  silence,  Manon

monitoring  all.  The  Crochans  sat  amongst  them,  at  least.  Quietly,  but  they  sat there. 

Which  meant  they  all  looked  at  him  now.  Dorian  lowered  the  strip  of  tough

meat and inclined his head to the crone. “My head is pounding enough for both

of us, I think.” 

“What are you trying to turn into, exactly? Or who?” 

The  opposite  of  what  he  was.  The  opposite  of  the  man  who’d  overlooked

Sorscha’s  presence  for  years.  And  offered  her  only  death  in  the  end.  He’d  be glad to let go of it, if only the magic would allow him. 

“Nothing,”  he  said.  Many  of  the  Thirteen  and  Crochans  went  back  to  their

meager  meals  at  his  dull  response.  “I  just  want  to  see  if  it’s  possible,  for someone with my manner of magic. To even change small features.” Not a lie, 

not entirely. 

Manon  frowned,  as  if  trying  to  work  out  some  puzzle  she  couldn’t  quite

grasp. 
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“But were you to succeed,” Glennis pressed, “who would you wish to be?” 

He didn’t know. Couldn’t conjure an image beyond empty darkness. Damaris, 

at his side, would have no answer, either. 

Dorian peered inward, feeling the sea of magic that roiled inside him. 

He  traced  its  shape  with  careful,  invisible  hands.  Followed  a  thread  within

himself not to his gut, but to his still-cracked heart. 

 Who do you wish to be? 

There, like the seed of power that Cyrene had stolen, it lay—the little snarl in

his  magic.  Not  a  snarl,  but  a  knot—a  knot  in  a  tapestry.  One  that  he  might weave. 

One he might fashion into something if he dared. 

 Who do you wish to be?  he asked the barely woven tapestry within himself. 

Let the threads and knots take form, crafting the picture within his mind. Starting

small. 

Glennis chuckled. “Your eyes are green now, king.” 

Dorian  started,  heart  thundering.  The  others  again  halted  their  lunches, 

gaping, some leaning in to peer at him more closely. But he fed his magic into

the loom within himself, adding to the emerging picture. 

“Och,  golden  hair  does  not  suit  you  at  all.”  Asterin  grimaced.  “You  look

sickly.” 

Who did he wish to be? Anyone but himself. But what he’d become. 

His silent answer sent that magical loom tumbling from his invisible grip, and

he  knew  if  he  looked,  his  dark  hair  and  sapphire  eyes  would  have  returned. 

Asterin sighed in relief. 

But  Manon  smiled  grimly,  as  if  she’d  heard  his  unspoken  answer.  And

understood. 

Night was full overhead, the Crochans’ fires crackling away beneath the lattice

of leafless trees, when Glennis asked, “Have any of you seen the Wastes?” 

The Thirteen blinked toward the crone. She didn’t usually address them all at

once, or ask such personal questions. 

But at least Glennis spoke to them. Three days of travel, and Manon was no

closer to winning the Crochans over than she’d been upon their departure from

the  Fangs.  Though  they  spoke  to  her,  and  occasionally  joined  Glennis’s  hearth for meals, it was with as few words as necessary. 

Asterin answered for the coven. “No. Not one of us, though I spent some time

in  a  forest  on  the  other  side  of  the  mountains.  But  never  that  far.”  Sorrow flickered in the witch’s gold-flecked black eyes, as if there was more to the tale

than that. Indeed, Sorrel and Vesta, even Manon, looked with a bit of that sorrow

at the witch. 

Manon  asked  Glennis,  the  sole  Crochan  at  this  fire  under  the  canopy,  “Why

do you ask?” 

“Curiosity,” the crone said. “None of us have been, either. We do not dare.” 

“For fear of us?” Asterin’s golden hair shifted as she leaned closer to the fire. 

She’d found a strip of leather in the camp to tie across her brow—not the black she’d  worn  for  the  past  century,  but  a  familiar  sight,  at  least.  One  thing,  it seemed, had not entirely altered. 

“For fear of what it will do to us, to see what is left of our once-great city, our

lands.” 

“Nothing but rubble, they say,” Manon muttered. 

“And  would  you  rebuild  it,  if  you  could?”  Glennis  asked.  “Rebuild  the  city

for yourselves?” 

“We  never  discussed  what  we’d  do,”  Asterin  said.  “If  we  could  ever  go

home.” 

“A  plan,  perhaps,”  Glennis  mused,  “would  be  wise.  A  powerful  thing  to

have.” Her blue eyes settled on Manon. “Not just for the Crochans, but your own

people.” 

Dorian nodded, though he was not a part of this conversation. 

Who did the Thirteen, the Ironteeth and Crochans, wish to be, to build, as a

people? 

Manon opened her mouth, but the Shadows burst into the ring of their hearth, 

their faces tight. The Thirteen were instantly on their feet. 

“We scouted ahead, to the rendezvous site,” Edda panted. 

Manon  braced  herself.  A  whisper  of  power  flickered  through  the  camp,  the

only  indication  that  Dorian’s  magic  had  coiled  around  them  in  a  near-

impenetrable shield. 

“It reeks of death,” Briar finished. 

CHAPTER 33

They had been too late. 

Not  just  by  an  hour,  or  a  day.  No,  judging  by  the  state  of  the  bodies  in  the leaf-strewn  clearing  twenty  miles  south,  the  week  they  had  been  delayed  had

cost the Eyllwe war band everything. 

Morath had left the warriors where they lay, a few red-caped Crochans—the

ones  who  had  summoned  their  northern  sisters  here—amongst  the  fallen.  The

smell of decay was enough to make Manon’s eyes water as they surveyed what

had been left. 

She had done this. 

Brought this about, in delaying the Crochans through that skirmish. One look

at  Dorian,  the  king  lingering  at  the  edge  of  the  clearing  with  an  arm  over  his nose to ward against the reek, and she knew he thought it, too. The sharpness in

his eyes spoke enough. 

“Some  got  away,”  Edda  announced,  the  Shadow’s  face  grim.  “But  most

didn’t.” 

“They wanted survivors,” Bronwen said, loud enough for all to hear. “To sow

fear.” 

Manon studied the shattered trees, the ancient oaks as broken as the bodies on

the forest floor. Proof of who, exactly, had been responsible for the massacre. 

She had done that, too. 

Bronwen  said,  voice  cold  and  low,  “What  mortal  band  could  ever  hope  to

survive  an  attack  by  one  of  the  Ironteeth  legions?  Especially  when  that  aerial legion was trained by such a skilled Wing Leader.” 

“Choose your words carefully,” Asterin warned. 

But Una, the pretty, brown-haired Crochan and another of Manon’s cousins, 

gripped  her  silver-bound  broom  and  said,  “You  trained  them.  All  of  you—you

trained the witches who did  this.” Una pointed to the decaying bodies, the torn

throats,  the  killing  that  had  not  stopped  at  quick  deaths.  Not  at  all.  “And  you expect us to forget that?” 

Silence fell. Even from Asterin. Glennis said nothing. 

Manon’s hands turned frail. Foreign. The iron within them brittle. 

She had done this. The soldiers in the wide clearing were nothing and no one

to  her,  most  were  mere  mortals,  and  yet  …  A  woman  lay  near  Manon’s  boots, 

her  torso  split  clean  open  from  navel  to  sternum.  Her  brown  eyes  gazed

unseeingly at the shattered canopy overhead, her mouth still gaping in pain. 

“I can burn them,” Dorian offered no one in particular. 

Who  had  she  been,  the  warrior  before  her?  Who  had  she  fought  for?  Not

kingdoms or rulers, but who in her life had been worth defending? 
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“We  should  alert  the  King  and  Queen  of  Eyllwe,”  Bronwen  was  saying. 

“Warn  their  princes,  too.  Tell  them  to  lie  low.  Erawan  is  beyond  taking

prisoners.” 

Manon  stared  and  stared  at  the  slaughtered  warrior.  What  she  had  once

delighted in. What she had once flaunted before the world, and done with not a

shred  of  regret.  Only  with  the  wish  that  her  grandmother  would  approve.  That the Ironteeth would approve. 

This was what they would be remembered for. 

What she would be remembered for. 

Erawan’s crowned rider. His Wing Leader. 

“Don’t burn them,” Manon said. 

Silence fell in the clearing. 

But Manon knelt on the festering earth, unsheathed her iron nails, and began

digging. 

Yanking  off  her  gloves,  Asterin  lowered  herself  to  the  ground  nearby.  Then

Sorrel and Vesta. Then the rest of the Thirteen. 

The cold, firm earth did not yield easily. It tore at Manon’s fingers, root and

rock burning as they scraped at her skin. 

Across  the  clearing,  Karsyn,  the  witch  whose  broom  Manon  had  returned, 

made to kneel as well. But Manon held up a filthy, already bleeding hand. The

witch  halted.  “Only  the  Thirteen,”  Manon  said.  “We  will  bury  them.”  The

Crochans stared at her, and Manon ripped away the ancient soil. “We’ll bury all

of them.” 

For hours, Manon and the Thirteen knelt in the blood-soaked earth and dug the

grave. 

Dorian  assisted  Bronwen  and  Glennis  in  drafting  messages  to  the  King  and

Queen of Eyllwe and their two sons. Warning them of the danger—and nothing

more. No request for aid, for armies. 

Just before dawn, the Crochan messengers returned. Their southern kin who

had  summoned  them  here  had  arrived  right  after  the  massacre,  too  late  to  save the human war band or the few witches they’d sent ahead. They had flown right

to Banjali, where their four covens now aided the King and Queen of Eyllwe. 

Not  that  the  Eyllwe  royals  seemed  to  need  it.  No,  the  other  Crochan

messenger  had  returned  with  a  message  from  the  king  himself:  the  loss  of  the war  band  was  grave  indeed,  but  Eyllwe  was  not  broken  by  it.  Their  rebels  and gathered  forces,  while  small,  were  still  resisting  Morath,  still  unbroken.  They would  continue  to  hold  the  line  in  the  South,  and  would  do  so  until  their  final breaths. 

Dorian  gleaned  the  unwritten  words,  though:  they  did  not  have  a  single

soldier to spare for Terrasen. After what he’d seen, Dorian was now inclined to

agree. 

Eyllwe had given too much, for too long. It was time for the rest of them to

shoulder the burden. 
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Dorian  wondered  if  Manon  noted  the  Crochans  who  watched  her.  Not  with

hatred,  but  some  small  degree  of  respect.  Together,  the  Thirteen  dug  a  massive grave, not even asking their wyverns to haul away the dirt. 

The  sun  rose,  then  began  its  descent.  Slowly,  the  grave  took  form.  Large

enough for every fallen warrior. 

He had to go to Morath. Soon. 

Before this occurred again. Before one more mass grave was dug. He couldn’t

endure the thought of it, worse than the thought of another collar going around

his neck. 

Night  was  full  overhead  by  the  time  Dorian  managed  to  slip  away.  By  the

time  he  found  an  empty  clearing,  drew  the  marks,  and  plunged  Damaris  into

earth shining with his own blood. 

His summons was answered quickly this time. 

Yet it was not Gavin who emerged, shimmering, from the night air. 

Dorian’s magic flared, rallying to strike, as the figure took form. 

As  Kaltain  Rompier,  clad  in  an  onyx  gown  and  dark  hair  unbound,  smiled

sadly at him. 

Every word vanished from Dorian’s tongue. 

But  his  magic  remained  swirling  about  him,  invisible  hands  eager  to  crack

bone. 

Not that there was any life to steal from Kaltain Rompier. 

Yet she still held up a slender hand, her gauzy dress and silken hair floating

on a phantom wind. “I mean you no harm.” 

“I didn’t summon you.” It was the only thing he could think to say. 

Kaltain’s  dark  eyes  slid  toward  Damaris,  jutting  from  the  circle  of

Wyrdmarks. “Didn’t you?” 

He  didn’t  want  to  contemplate  why  or  how  the  sword  had  somehow  called

her,  not  Gavin.  Whether  the  sword  had  a  will  of  its  own,  or  whether  the  god who’d  blessed  it  had  orchestrated  this  meeting.  For  whatever  truth  it  deemed

necessary to show him. 

“I thought you were destroyed at Morath,” he rasped. 

“I was.” Her face was softer than he’d ever seen it in life. “In so many ways, I

was.” 

Manon  and  Elide  had  told  him  what  she’d  endured.  What  she’d  done  for

them. He bowed his head. “I’m sorry.” 

“Whatever for?” 

Then  the  words  tumbled  out,  spilling  from  where  he’d  kept  them  since  the

Stone  Marshes  of  Eyllwe.  “For  not  seeing  as  I  should  have.  For  not  knowing

where they took you. For not helping you when I had the chance.” 

“Did you have the chance?” The question was calm, yet he could have sworn

an edge sharpened in her voice. 

He opened his mouth to deny it. But he made himself look back—at who he’d

been  long  before  the  collar,  before  Sorscha.  “I  knew  you  were  in  the  castle

dungeon.  I  was  content  to  let  you  rot  there.  And  then  Perrington—Erawan,  I mean,  took  you  to  Morath,  and  I  didn’t  bother  to  wonder  about  it.”  Shame

sluiced through him. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. 

A  Crown  Prince  who  had  not  served  his  kingdom  or  his  people,  not  really. 

Gavin had been right. 

Kaltain’s edges shimmered. “I was not wholly blameless, you know.” 

“What happened to you in Morath is in no way your fault.” 

“No,  it  wasn’t,”  she  agreed,  a  shadow  passing  over  her  face.  “But  I  made

choices of my own in going to Rifthold last autumn, in pursuing my ambition for

you—your crown. I regret some of them.” 

His gaze slid to her bare forearm, to the scar that lingered even in death. “You

saved  my  friends,”  he  said,  and  knelt  before  her.  “You  gave  up  everything  to save them, and get the Wyrdkey away from Erawan.” He would do the same, if

he could survive Morath’s horrors. “I am in your debt.” 

Kaltain stared down at where he knelt. “I never had friends of my own. Not as

you have. I always envied you for it. You, and Aelin.” 

He lifted his head. “You know who she is?” 

A hint of a smile. “Death has its advantages.” 

He couldn’t stop his next question. “Is—is it better there? Are you at peace?” 

“I  am  not  allowed  to  say,”  Kaltain  replied  softly,  her  eyes  shining  with

understanding. “And I am not allowed to say who dwells here with me.” 

He nodded, fighting past the tightness in his chest, the disappointment. But he

cocked  his  head  to  the  side.  “Who  forbids  you  from  doing  so?”  If  the  twelve gods  of  this  land  were  stranded  in  Erilea,  they  certainly  didn’t  rule  over  other realms. 

Kaltain’s  lips  curved  upward.  “I  am  not  allowed  to  say,  either.”  When  he

opened his mouth to ask more, she cut him off. “There are other forces at work. 

Beyond what is tangible and what is known.” 

He glanced toward Damaris. “Other gods?” 

Kaltain’s silence was answer enough. But—another time. He’d contemplate it

another time. 

“I  never  thought  to  summon  you,”  he  admitted.  “You,  who  knew  Morath’s

true horrors. I didn’t realize …” He let the words trail off as he rose to his feet. 

“That  there’d  be  anything  left  of  me  to  summon?”  she  finished.  He  winced. 

“The key ate away much—but not everything.” 

“Is the third one indeed at Morath, then?” 

She  nodded  gravely.  Her  body  shimmered,  fading  swiftly.  “Though  I  do  not

know where he kept it. I wasn’t … ready to receive the second one before I took

matters  into  my  own  hands.”  She  ran  her  slender  fingers  over  the  black  scar snaking down her arm. 

He’d  never  spoken  to  her—not  really.  Had  barely  given  her  more  than  a

passing glance, or grimaced his way through polite conversation with her. 

And yet here she stood, the woman who had taken out a third of Morath, who

had devoured a Valg prince from sheer will alone. 

“How did you do it?” he whispered. “How did you break free of its control?” 

He had to know. If he was walking into hell itself, if it was more than likely he’d

wind up with a new collar around his throat, he had to know. 

Kaltain studied his neck before she met his stare. “Because I raged against it. 

Because I did not feel that I deserved the collar.” 

The  truth  of  her  words  slammed  into  him  as  surely  as  if  she’d  shoved  his

chest. 

Kaltain only asked, “You drew the summoning marks for a reason. What is it

you wish to know?” 

Dorian tucked away the truth she’d thrown at him, the mirror she held up to

all he’d once been and had become. He had not been a true prince—not in spirit, 

not in deeds. He’d tried to be, but too late. He had acted too late. He doubted he

was doing much better as king. Certainly not when he’d dismissed Adarlan out

of his own guilt and anger, questioned whether it should be saved. 

As if there were ever a possibility that it didn’t deserve to be. 

He asked at last, “Am I ready to go to Morath?” 

She  alone  would  know.  Had  witnessed  things  far  worse  than  any  Manon  or

Elide had beheld. 

Kaltain again glanced to Damaris. “You know the answer.” 

“You won’t try to convince me not to go?” 

But  Kaltain’s  mouth  tightened  as  her  onyx  gown  began  to  blend  into  the

gathered night. “You know what you will face there. It is not for me to tell you if

you are ready.” 

His mouth went dry. 

Kaltain said, “Everything you have heard about Morath is true. True, and still

there is more that is worse than you can imagine. Stay to the keep. It is Erawan’s

stronghold, and likely the only place he would trust to store the key.” 

Dorian nodded, his heart beginning to hammer. “I will.” 

She  took  a  step  toward  him,  but  halted  as  her  edges  rippled  further.  “Don’t linger  too  long,  and  don’t  attract  his  attention.  He  is  arrogant,  and  wholly  self-absorbed, and will not bother to look too closely at what might creep through his

halls. Be quick, Dorian.” 

A tremor went through his hands, but he balled them into fists. “If I can kill

him, should I take the chance?” 

“No.”  She  shook  her  head.  “You  would  not  walk  away  from  it.  He  has  a

chamber  deep  in  the  keep—it  is  where  he  stores  the  collars.  He  will  bring  you there if he catches you.” 

He straightened. “I—” 

“Go to Morath, as you have planned. Retrieve the key, and nothing more. Or

you will find yourself with a collar around your neck again.” 

He swallowed. “I can barely shift.” 

Kaltain  gave  him  a  half  smile  as  she  dissolved  into  the  moonlight.  “Can’t

you?” 

And then she was gone. 

Dorian stared at the place she’d stood, the Wyrdmarks already vanished. Only Damaris remained standing there, witness to the truth it had somehow sensed he

needed to hear. 

So Dorian felt for that tangle in his magic, the place where raw power eddied

and emerged as whatever he wished. 

Let go—the shifting magic’s command. Let go of everything. Let go of that

wall he’d built around himself the moment the Valg prince had invaded him, and

look  within.  At  himself.  Perhaps  what  the  sword  had  asked  him  to  do  in

summoning Kaltain instead. 

 Who do you wish to be? 

“Someone worthy of my friends,” he said into the quiet night. “A king worthy

of his kingdom.” For a heartbeat, snow-white hair and golden eyes flashed into

his  mind.  “Happy,”  he  whispered,  and  wrapped  a  hand  around  Damaris’s  hilt. 

Let go of that lingering scrap of terror. 

The ancient sword warmed in his hand, a friendly and swift heat. 

It flowed up through his fingers, his wrist. To that place within him where all

those truths had dwelled, where it became warmth edged with sharpest pain. 

And  then  the  world  grew  and  expanded,  the  trees  rising,  the  ground

approaching—

He made to touch his face, but found he had no hands. 

Only soot-black wings. Only an ebony beak that allowed no words past it. 

A raven. A—

A soft inhale of air had him twisting his neck—far more easily in this form—

toward the trees. Toward Manon, standing in the shadows of an oak, her bloody, 

filthy hand braced against the trunk as she stared at him. At the transformation. 

Dorian  fumbled  for  the  thread  of  power  that  held  him  in  this  strange,  light form. Instantly, the world swaying, he grew and grew, back into his human body, 

Damaris cold and still at his feet. His clothes somehow intact. Perhaps through

whatever differences existed between his raw magic and a true shifter’s gift. 

But  Manon’s  lip  curled  back  from  her  teeth.  Her  golden  eyes  glowed  like

embers.  “When,  exactly,  were  you  going  to  inform  me  that  you  were  about  to

retrieve the third Wyrdkey?” 

CHAPTER 34

“We  need  to  retreat,”  Galan  Ashryver  panted  to  Aedion  as  they  stood  by  the

water  tent  deep  in  their  army’s  ranks,  the  Crown  Prince  splattered  with  blood both red and black. 

Three  days  of  fighting  in  the  frigid  wind  and  snow,  three  days  of  being

pushed northward mile by mile. Aedion had the soldiers on rotation to the front

lines,  and  those  who  managed  to  catch  a  few  minutes  of  sleep  returned  to  the fighting with heavier and heavier feet. 

He’d  left  the  front  line  himself  minutes  ago,  only  after  Kyllian  had  ordered him  to,  going  so  far  as  to  throw  Aedion  behind  him,  the  Bane  roughly  passing him along until he was here, the Crown Prince of Wendlyn gulping down water

by  the  farthest  reaches  of  their  forces.  The  prince’s  olive  skin  was  ashen,  his Ashryver eyes dim as they monitored soldiers rushing or trudging past. 

“We retreat here, and we stand to be chased all the way to Orynth.” Aedion’s

raw throat ached with each word. 

He had never seen an army so large. Even at Theralis, all those years ago. 

Galan handed Aedion his waterskin, and Aedion drank deeply. “I will follow

you,  cousin,  to  however  this  may  end,  but  we  cannot  keep  this  up.  Not  for

another full night.” 

Aedion  knew  that.  Had  realized  it  after  the  fighting  had  continued  under

cover of darkness. 

When  the  men  had  started  asking  why  Aelin  of  the  Wildfire  did  not  burn

away their enemies. Did not at least give them light by which to fight. 

Why she had vanished again. 

Lysandra  had  donned  her  wyvern  form  to  battle  the  ilken,  but  she  had  been

forced to yield, to fall behind their lines. Good for killing ilken, yes, but also a

large target for Morath’s archers and spear-throwers. 

Ahead, too close for comfort, screams and clashing weapons rose toward the

sky.  Even  the  Fae  royals’  magic  was  beginning  to  waver,  their  soldiers  with

them. Where it failed, the Silent Assassins lay waiting, shredding apart Valg and

ilken alike with swift efficiency. But there were only so many of them. And still

no sign of Ansel of Briarcliff’s additional army. 

 Soon, the red-haired queen had promised with uncharacteristic graveness only

hours  ago,  the  legion  with  her  already  dwindling  rapidly.  The  rest  of  my  army will be here soon. 

Snarling rose nearby, cutting through the din of battle. The ghost leopard had

not faltered, had barely stopped to rest. 

He had to go back out. Had to eat something and go back out. Kyllian could

maintain  order  for  a  good  while,  but  Aedion  was  their  prince.  And  with  Aelin

nowhere in sight … it was upon him to keep the soldiers in line. 

Though those lines were buckling, like leaks in a dam. 

“The  Lanis  River  by  Perranth,”  Aedion  murmured  as  Ilias  and  the  Silent

Assassins  shot  ilken  out  of  the  sky,  their  arrows  easily  finding  their  marks. 

Wings first, they’d learned the hard way. To get them out of the air. Then blades

to the head, to decapitate fully. 

Or else they’d rise again. And remember who had tried to kill them. 

“If  we  retreat  northward,”  Aedion  went  on,  “get  to  Perranth  and  cross  the

river, we could force them to make the crossing, too. Pick them off that way.” 

“Is there a bridge?” Galan’s face tightened as one of the two remaining Valg

princes sent a wave of dark power for a cluster of their soldiers. Men wilted like

flowers in a frost. 

A blast of wind and ice answered—Sellene or Endymion. Maybe one of their

many cousins. 

“No bridge big enough. But the river’s frozen solid—we might cross it, then

melt it.” 

“With Aelin.” A doubtful, careful question. 

Aedion  gestured  toward  the  source  of  that  answering  blast  of  magic,  now

warring with the Valg princes’ power. “If the Fae royals can make ice, then they

can unfreeze it. Right beneath Morath’s feet.” 

Galan’s  turquoise  eyes  flickered,  either  at  the  plan  or  the  fact  that  Aelin

would not be the one enacting it. “Morath might see through us.” 

“There’s  little  other  option.”  From  Perranth,  they’d  have  access  to  more

supplies,  perhaps  fresh  troops  rallying  to  them  from  the  city  itself.  To  retreat, though …

Aedion surveyed the lines being picked off one by one, the soldiers on their

last legs. 

Retreat and live. Fight and die. 

For this resistance would founder, if they kept at this. Here, on the southern

plains, they’d be ended. 

There was no guarantee Rowan and the others would find Aelin. That Dorian

and  Manon  might  retrieve  the  third  Wyrdkey  and  then  give  them  to  his  queen, should she get free, should she find them in this mess of a world. No guarantee

how many Crochans Manon might rally, if any. 

With the armada spread too thin along Terasen’s coast to be of any use, only

Ansel of Briarcliff’s remaining forces could offer some relief. If they weren’t all

clean-picked  bones  by  then.  There  was  little  choice  but  to  hold  out  until  they arrived. Their last allies. 

Because Rolfe and the Mycenians … there was no guarantee that they would

come. No word. 

“Order  the  retreat,”  Aedion  said  to  the  prince.  “And  get  word  to  Endymion

and Sellene that we’ll need their power as soon as we begin to run.” 

To throw all their magic into a mighty shield to guard their backs while they

tried to put as many miles between them and Morath as possible. 
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Galan  nodded,  shoving  his  bloody  helmet  over  his  dark  hair,  and  stalked

through the chaotic mass of soldiers. 

A retreat. This soon, this fast. For all his training, the brutal years of learning

and fighting and leading, this was what it had come to. 

Would they even make it to Perranth? 

The order with which the army had marched southward utterly collapsed on the

flight back north. The Fae troops stayed at their rear, magic shields buckling, yet

holding.  Keeping  Morath’s  forces  at  bay  by  the  foothills  while  they  retreated toward Perranth. 

The  grumbling  amongst  the  limping,  exhausted  soldiers  trickled  past

Lysandra  as  she  trudged  between  them,  wearing  the  form  of  a  horse.  She’d

allowed  a  young  man  onto  her  back  when  she’d  spied  his  guts  nearly  hanging

out of his rent armor. 

For  long  miles,  his  leaking  blood  had  warmed  her  sides  as  he  lay  sprawled

over her. 

The warm trickle had long stopped. Frozen. 

So had he. 

She hadn’t the heart to dislodge him, to leave his dead body on the field to be

trampled. His blood had frozen him to her anyway. 

Each  step  was  an  effort  of  will,  her  own  wounds  healing  faster  than  the

soldiers’  around  her.  Many  fell  during  the  march  toward  Perranth.  Some  were

picked up, hauled by their companions or strangers. 

Some did not rise again. 

The resistance was not supposed to break apart so soon. 

The grumbling worsened the closer to Perranth they got, despite a quick few

hours of rest that first night.  Where is the queen? Where is her fire? 

She  couldn’t  fight  as  Aelin—not  convincingly,  and  not  well  enough  to  stay

alive. And when the Fire-Bringer fought with no flame … they might know then. 

 She has run away. Again. 

Two Silent Assassins noticed on the second night that the dead soldier still lay

on Lysandra’s back. 

They  said  nothing  as  they  gathered  warm  water  to  melt  the  blood  and  gore

that had bound him to her. Then to wash her. 

In her roan mare form, she had no words to offer them, had no way to ask if

they knew what she was. They treated her with kindness nonetheless. 

No  one  made  to  reach  for  the  lone  horse  roaming  through  the  ramshackle

camp.  Some  soldiers  had  erected  tents.  Many  just  slept  beside  the  fires,  under cloaks and jackets. 

Her ears were ringing. Had been ringing since the first clashing of the battle. 

She  didn’t  know  how  she  found  his  tent,  but  there  it  was,  flaps  open  to  the night to reveal him standing with Galan, Ansel, and Ren. 

The Lord of Allsbrook’s brows rose as she entered, her head nearly hitting the

ceiling. 

A horse. She was still a horse. 

Ren staggered toward her, despite the exhaustion surely weighing down every

inch of him. 

Lysandra  fumbled  for  the  thread  inside  her,  the  thread  back  to  her  human

body, the shimmering light that would shrink her into it. 

The four of them only stared as she found it, fought for it. The magic ripped

the last of the strength from her. By the time she was again in her own skin, she

was already falling to the hay-covered floor. 

She didn’t feel the cold slam into her bare skin, didn’t care as she collapsed to

her knees. 

Ansel was already there, slinging her cloak around her. “Where the hell have

you been?” 

Even  the  Queen  of  the  Wastes  was  pale,  her  wine-red  hair  plastered  to  her

head beneath the dirt and blood. 

Lysandra had no speech left in her. Could only kneel, clutching the cloak. 

“We move an hour before dawn,” Aedion said, the order a clear dismissal. 

Ansel  and  Galan  nodded,  peeling  out  of  the  tent.  Ren  only  murmured,  “I’ll

find you some food, Lady,” before he exited the tent. 

Boots crunched in hay, and then he was knee to knee before her. Aedion. 

There was nothing kind on his face. No pity or warmth. 

For a long minute, they only stared at each other. 

Then the prince growled softly, “Your plan was bullshit.” 

She said nothing, and couldn’t stop her shoulders from curving inward. 

“Your  plan  was   bullshit,”  he  breathed,  his  eyes  sparking.  “How  could  you ever be her, wear her skin, and think to get away with it? How could you  ever

think you’d get around the fact that our armies are  counting on you to burn the

enemy  to  ashes,  and  all  you  can  do  is  run  away  and  emerge  as  some  beast

instead?” 

“You  don’t  get  to  pin  this  retreat  on  me,”  she  rasped.  The  first  words  she’d spoken in days and days. 

“You agreed to let Aelin go to her  death, and leave us here to be slashed to

bloody  ribbons.  You  two  told  no  one  of  this   plan,  told  none  of  us  who  might have explained the realities of this war, and that we would need a gods-damned

Fire-Bringer and not an untrained,  useless shape-shifter against Morath.” 

Blow after blow, the words landed upon her weary heart. “We—” 

“If  you  were  so  willing  to  let  Aelin  die,  then  you  should  have  let  her  do  it after she incinerated Erawan’s hordes!” 

“It would not have stopped Maeve from capturing her.” 

“If you’d told us, we might have planned differently, acted differently, and we

would not be  here, damn you!” 

She stared at the muddy hay. “Throw me out of your army, then.” 

“You ruined everything.” His words were colder than the wind outside. “You, 

and her.” 

Lysandra closed her eyes. 
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Hay rustled, and she knew he’d risen to his feet, knew it as his words speared

from above her bowed head. “Get out of my tent.” 

She  wasn’t  certain  she  could  move  enough  to  obey,  though  she  wished  to. 

Needed to. 

Fight back. She should fight back. Rage at him as he lashed at her, needing an

outlet for his fear and despair. 

Lysandra  opened  her  eyes,  peering  up  at  him.  At  the  rage  on  his  face,  the

hatred. 

She managed to stand, her body bleating in pain. Managed to look him in the

eye, even as Aedion said again with quiet cold, “Get out.” 

Barefoot  in  the  snow,  naked  beneath  her  cloak.  Aedion  glanced  at  her  bare

legs, as if realizing it. And not caring. 

So Lysandra nodded, clutching Ansel’s cloak tighter, and strode into the frigid

night. 

“Where  is  she?”  Ren  asked,  a  mug  of  what  smelled  like  watery  soup  in  one

hand, a chunk of bread in the other. The lord scanned the tent as if he would find

her under the cot, the hay. 

Aedion  stared  at  the  precious  few  logs  burning  in  the  brazier,  and  said

nothing. 

“What have you done?” Ren breathed. 

Everything  was  about  to  end.  Had  been  doomed  since  Maeve  had  stolen

Aelin. Since his queen and the shifter had struck their agreement. 

So  it  didn’t  matter,  what  he’d  said.  He  hadn’t  cared  if  it  wasn’t  fair,  wasn’t true. 

Didn’t care if he was so tired he couldn’t muster shame at his pinning on her

the  blame  for  the  sure  defeat  they’d  face  in  a  matter  of  days  before  Perranth’s walls. 

He wished she’d smacked him, had screamed at him. 

But she had let him rage. And had walked out into the snow, barefoot. 

He’d promised to save Terrasen, to hold the lines. Had done so for years. 

And yet this test against Morath, when it had counted … he had failed. 

He’d  muster  the  strength  to  fight  again.  To  rally  his  men.  He  just  …  he

needed to sleep. 

Aedion didn’t notice when Ren left, undoubtedly in search of the shifter with

whom he was so damned enamored. 

He should summon his Bane commanders. See how they thought to manage

this disaster. 

But  he  couldn’t.  Could  do  nothing  but  stare  into  that  fire  as  the  long  night passed. 

CHAPTER 35

She  had  not  trusted  this  world,  this  dream.  The  companions  who  had  walked

with her, led her here. The warrior-prince with pine-green eyes and who smelled

of Terrasen. 

Him, she had not dared to believe at all. Not the words he spoke, but the mere

fact that he was  there. She did not trust that he’d removed the mask, the irons. 

They had vanished in other dreams, too—dreams that had proved false. 

But the Little Folk had told her it was true. All of this. They had said it was

safe, and she was to rest, and they would look after her. 

And that terrible, relentless pressure writhing in her veins—it had eased. Just

enough to think, to breathe and act beyond pure instinct. 

She’d siphoned off as much as she dared, but not all. Certainly not all. 

So  she  had  slept.  She’d  done  that,  too,  in  those  other  dreams.  Had  lived

through  days  and  weeks  of  stories  that  then  washed  away  like  footprints  in  the sand. 

Yet  when  she  opened  her  eyes,  the  cave  remained,  dimmer  now.  The

thrumming  power  had  nestled  deeper,  slumbering.  The  ache  in  her  ribs  had

faded, the slice down her forearm had healed—but the scab remained. 

The only mark on her. 

Aelin prodded it with a finger. Dull pain echoed in response. 

Smooth—not  the  scab,  but  her  finger.  Smooth  like  glass  as  she  rubbed  the

pads of her thumb and forefinger together. 

No  calluses.  Not  on  her  fingers,  on  her  palms.  Utterly  blank,  wiped  of  the

imprint from the years of training, or the year in Endovier. 

But this new scab, this faint throbbing beneath it—that remained, at least. 

Curled on the rock floor, she took in the cave. 

The  white  wolf  lay  at  her  back,  snoring  softly.  Their  sphere  of  transparent

flame  still  burned  around  them,  easing  the  strain  ember  by  ember.  But  not

wholly. 

Aelin swallowed, tasting ash. 

Her magic opened an eye in response. 

Aelin sucked in a breath. Not here—not yet. 

She whispered it to the flame.  Not yet. 

But the flame around her and the wolf flared and thickened, blotting out the

cave. She clenched her jaw. 

 Not yet, she promised it. Not until it could be done safely. Away from them. 

Her magic pushed against her bones, but she ignored it. Leashed it. 

The  bubble  of  flame  shrunk,  protesting,  and  grew  transparent  once  more. 

Through it she could make out a water-carved basin, the slumbering forms of her

other companions. 

The warrior-prince slept only a few feet from the edge of her fire, tucked into

an alcove in the cave wall. Exhaustion lay heavy upon him, though he had not

disarmed himself. 

A sword hung from his belt, its ruby smoldering in the light of her fire. 

She  knew  that  sword.  An  ancient  sword,  forged  in  these  lands  for  a  deadly

war. 

It had been her sword, too. Those erased calluses had fit its hilt so perfectly. 

And the warrior-prince now bearing it had found the sword for her. In a cave like

this one, full of the relics of heroes long since sent to the Afterworld. 

She studied the tattoo snaking down the side of his face and neck, vanishing

into his dark clothes. 

 I am your mate. 

She had wanted to believe him, but this dream, this illusion she’d been spun

…

Not an illusion. 

He had come for her. 

Rowan. 

Rowan  Whitethorn.  Now  Rowan  Whitethorn  Galathynius,  her  husband  and

king-consort. Her mate. 

She mouthed his name. 

He had come for her. 

Rowan. 

Silently, so smoothly that not even the white wolf awoke, she sat up, a hand

clutching  the  cloak  that  smelled  of  pine  and  snow.  His  cloak,  his  scent  woven through the fibers. 

She rose to her feet, legs sturdier than they’d been. A thought had the bubble

of flame expanding as she crossed the few feet toward the sleeping prince. 

She peered down at his face, handsome and yet unyielding. 

His  eyes  opened,  meeting  hers  as  if  he’d  known  where  to  find  her  even  in

sleep. 

An unspoken question arose in those green eyes.  Aelin? 

She  ignored  the  silent  inquiry,  unable  to  bear  opening  that  silent  channel

between them again, and surveyed the powerful lines of his body, the sheer size

of him. A gentle wind kissed with ice and lightning brushed against her wall of

flame, an echo of his silent inquiry. 

Her magic flared in answer, a ripple of power dancing through her. 

As  if  it  had  found  a  mirror  of  itself  in  the  world,  as  if  it  had  found  the countermelody to its own song. 

Not  once  in  those  illusions  or  dreams  had  it  done  that.  Had  her  own  flame

leaped in joy at his nearness, his power. 

He was here. It was him, and he’d come for her. 

The  flame  melted  into  nothing  but  cool  cave  air.  Not  melted,  but  rather

sucked inside herself, coiling, a great beast straining at the leash. 

Rowan. Prince Rowan. 

He sat up slowly, a stillness settling over him. 

He knew. He’d said it to her earlier, before she’d let oblivion claim her.  I am

 your mate. 

They  must  have  told  him,  then.  Their  companions.  Elide  and  Lorcan  and

Gavriel. They’d all been on that beach where everything had gone to hell. 

Her magic surged, and she rolled her shoulders, willing it to sleep, to wait—

just a while longer. 

She was here. They were both here. 

What could she ever say to him, to explain it, to make it right? That he’d been

used so foully, had suffered so greatly, because of her? 

There was blood on him. So much blood, soaking into his dark clothes. From

the  smears  on  his  neck,  the  arcs  under  his  fingernails,  it  seemed  he’d  tried  to wash some off. But the scent remained. 

She knew that smell—who it belonged to. 

Her  spine  tightened,  her  limbs  tensing.  Working  past  her  clenched  jaw,  she

inhaled  sharply.  Forced  a  long  breath  out  through  her  teeth.  Forced  herself  to work  past  the  scent  of  Cairn’s  blood.  What  it  did  to  her.  Her  magic  thrashed, howling. 

And she made herself say to him, to her prince who smelled of home, “Is he

alive?” 

Cold rage flickered across Rowan’s eyes. “No.” 

Dead.  Cairn  was  dead.  The  tautness  in  her  body  eased—just  slightly.  Her

flame, too, banked. “How?” 

No  remorse  dimmed  his  face.  “You  once  told  me  at  Mistward  that  if  I  ever

took a whip to you, then you’d skin me alive.” His eyes didn’t stray from hers as

he said with lethal quiet, “I took it upon myself to bestow that fate on Cairn on

your behalf. And when I was done, I took the liberty of removing his head from

his body, then burning what remained.” A pause, a ripple of doubt. “I’m sorry I

didn’t give you the chance to do it yourself.” 

She didn’t have it in her to feel a spark of surprise, to marvel at the brutality

of  the  vengeance  he’d  exacted.  Not  as  the  words  sank  in.  Not  as  her  lungs

opened up once again. 

“I couldn’t risk bringing him here for you to kill,” Rowan went on, scanning

her face. “Or risk leaving him alive, either.” 

She lifted her palms, studying the unmarked, empty skin. 

Cairn had done that. Had shredded her apart so badly they needed to put her

back  together  again.  Had  wiped  away  all  traces  of  who  and  what  she’d  been, 

what she’d seen and endured. 

She lowered her hands to her sides. “I’m glad,” she said, and the words were

true. 

A shudder went through Rowan, and his head dipped slightly. “Are you …” 

He seemed to grapple with the right word. “Can I hold you?” 

The  stark  need  in  his  voice  ripped  at  her,  but  she  stepped  back.  “I  …”  She

scanned  the  cave,  blocking  out  the  way  his  eyes  guttered  at  her  retreat.  Across the chamber, the great lake flowed, smooth and flat as a black mirror. “I need to

bathe,”  she  said,  her  voice  low  and  raw.  Even  if  there  wasn’t  a  mark  on  her beyond dirty feet. “I need to wash it away,” she tried again. 

Understanding  softened  his  eyes.  He  pointed  with  a  tattooed  hand  to  the

trough nearby. “There are a few extra cloths for you to wash with.” Dragging a

hand  through  his  silver  hair,  longer  than  she’d  last  seen  it—in  this  world,  this truth, at least—he added, “I don’t know how, but they also found some of your

old clothes from Mistward and brought them here.” 

But words were becoming distant again, dissolving on her tongue. 

Her magic rumbled, pressing against her blood, squeezing her bones.  Out,  it

howled.  Out. 

 Soon, she promised. 

 Now. It thrashed. Her hands trembled, curling, as if she could keep it in. 

So she turned away, aiming not toward the trough but the lake beyond. 

The air stirred behind her, and she felt him following. When Rowan gleaned

where  she  intended  to  bathe,  he  warned,  “That  water  is  barely  above  freezing, Aelin.” 

She just dropped the cloak onto the black stones and stepped into the water. 

Steam  hissed,  wafting  around  her  in  billowing  clouds.  She  kept  going, 

embracing the water’s bite with each step, even if it failed to pierce the heat of

her. 

The water was clear, though the gloom veiled the bottom that sloped away as

she dove under the frigid surface. 

The water was silent. Cool, and welcome, and calm. 

So Aelin loosened the leash—only a fraction. 

Flame leapt out, devoured by the frigid water. Consumed by it. 

It  pulled  away  that  pressure,  that  endless  fog  of  heat.  Soothed  and  chilled

until thoughts took form. 

With each stroke beneath the surface, out into the darkness, she could feel it

again. Herself. Or whatever was left of it. 

Aelin. She was Aelin Ashryver Whitethorn Galathynius, and she was Queen

of Terrasen. 

More magic rippled out, but she held her grip. Not all—not yet. 

She  had  been  captured  by  Maeve,  tortured  by  her.  Tortured  by  Cairn,  her

sentinel.  But  she  had  escaped,  and  her  mate  had  come  for  her.  Had  found  her, just  as  they  had  found  each  other  despite  centuries  of  bloodshed  and  loss  and war. 

Aelin. She was Aelin, and this was not some illusion, but the real world. 

Aelin. 

She swam out into the lake, and Rowan followed the jutting lip of stone along

the shore’s edge. 

She dropped beneath the surface, letting herself sink and sink and sink, toes

grasping only open, cool water, straining for a bottom that did not arrive. 
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Down into the dark, the cold. 

The ancient, icy water pulled away the flame and heat and strain. Pulled and

sucked and waved it off. 

Cooled that burning core of her until she took form, a blade red-hot from the

fire plunged into water. 

Aelin. That’s who she was. 

That lake water had never seen sunlight, had flowed from the dark, cold heart of

the mountains themselves. It would kill even the most hardened of Fae warriors

within minutes. 

Yet there was Aelin, swimming as if it were a sun-warmed forest pool. 

She treaded water, dipping her head back every now and then to scrub at her

hair. 

He hadn’t realized that she was burning so hotly until she’d stepped into the

frigid lake and steam had risen. 

Silently, she’d dove in, swimming beneath the surface, the water so clear he

could  see  every  stroke  of  her  faintly  glowing  body.  As  if  the  water  had  peeled away the skin of the woman and revealed the blazing soul beneath. 

But that glow faded with each passing breath she emerged to take, dimming

further each time she plunged beneath the surface. 

Had she wished for him not to touch her because of that internal inferno, or

simply because she first wanted to wash away the stain of Cairn? Perhaps both. 

At least she’d begun speaking, her eyes clearing a bit. 

They remained clear as she treaded water, the glow still barely clinging, and

peered up at where he stood on a sliver of black rock jutting into the lake. 

“You could join me,” she said at last. 

No heat in her words, yet he felt the invitation. Not to taste her body the way

he yearned to, needed to in order to know she was here with him, but rather to be

 with her. “Unlike you,” he said, trying to steady his voice as the recognition on her face threatened to buckle his knees, “I don’t think my magic would warm me

so well if I got in.” 

He wanted to, though. Gods, he wanted to leap in. But he made himself add, 

“This  lake  is  ancient.  You  should  get  out.”  Before  something  came  creeping

along. 

She did no such thing, her arms continuing their sweeping circles in the water. 

Aelin only stared at him again in that grave, cautious way. “I didn’t break,” she

said quietly. His heart cracked at the words. “I didn’t tell them anything.” 

She  didn’t  say  it  for  praise,  to  boast.  But  rather  to  tell  him,  her  consort,  of where they stood in this war. What their enemies might know. 

“I knew you wouldn’t,” he managed to say. 

“She  …  she  tried  to  convince  me  that  this  was  the  bad  dream.  When  Cairn

was done with me, or during it, I don’t know, she’d try to worm her way into my

mind.”  She  glanced  around  the  cave,  as  if  she  could  see  the  world  beyond  it. 

“She spun fantasies that felt so real …” She bobbed under the surface. Perhaps

she’d  needed  the  cooling  water  of  the  lake  to  be  able  to  hear  her  own  voice again;  perhaps  she  needed  the  distance  between  them  so  she  could  speak  these words. She emerged, slicking back her hair with a hand. “They felt like this.” 

Half of him didn’t want to know, but he asked, “What sort of illusions?” 

A long pause. “It doesn’t matter now.” 

Too soon to push—if ever. 

Then she asked softly, “How long?” 

It took the entirety of his three centuries of training to keep the devastation, 

the agony for her, from his face. “Two months, three days, and seven hours.” 

Her mouth tightened, either at the length of time, or the fact that he’d counted

every single one of those hours apart. 

She  ran  her  fingers  through  her  hair,  its  strands  floating  around  her  in  the water. Still too long for two months to have passed. “They healed me after each

… session. So that I stopped knowing what had been done and what was in my

mind and where the truth lay.” Erase her scars, and Maeve stood a better chance

at convincing her none of this was real. “But the healers couldn’t remember how

long my hair was, or Maeve wanted to confuse me further, so they grew it out.” 

Her  eyes  darkened  at  the  memory  of  why,  perhaps,  they  had  needed  to  regrow

her hair in the first place. 

“Do you want me to cut it back to the length it was when I last saw you?” His

words were near-guttural. 

“No.” Ripples shivered around her. “I want it so I can remember.” 

What had been done to her, what she’d survived and what she had protected. 

Even  with  all  he’d  done  to  Cairn,  the  way  he’d  made  sure  the  male  was  kept alive and screaming throughout, Rowan wished the male were still breathing, if

only so he could take longer killing him. 

And when he found Maeve …

That  was  not  his  kill.  He’d  ended  Cairn,  and  didn’t  regret  it.  But  Aelin  …

Maeve was hers. 

Even if the woman treading water before him didn’t seem to have vengeance

on her mind. Not so much as a hint of the burning rage that fueled her. 

He didn’t blame her. Knew it would take time, time and distance, to heal the

internal wounds. If they could ever really heal at all. 

But  he’d  work  with  her,  help  in  whatever  way  he  could.  And  if  she  never

returned to who she had been before this, he would not love her any less. 

Aelin dunked her head, and when she emerged, she said, “Maeve was about

to  put  a  Valg  collar  around  my  neck.  She  left  to  retrieve  it.”  The  scent  of  her lingering fear drifted toward him, and Rowan lurched a step closer to the water’s

edge.  “It’s  why  I—why  I  got  away.  She  had  me  moved  to  the  army  camp  for

safekeeping, and I …” Her voice stalled, yet she met his stare. Let him read the

words  she  could  not  say,  in  that  silent  way  they’d  always  been  able  to

communicate.  Escape wasn’t my intention. 

“No,  Fireheart,”  he  breathed,  shaking  his  head,  horror  creeping  over  him. 

“There … there was no collar.” 

She blinked, head angling. “That was a dream, too?” 

His  heart  cracked  as  he  struggled  for  the  words.  Made  himself  voice  them. 

“No—it was real. Or Maeve thought it was. But the collars, the Valg presence …

It was a lie that we crafted. To draw Maeve out, hopefully away from you and

Doranelle.” 

Only the faint lapping of water sounded. “There was no collar?” 

Rowan  lowered  himself  to  his  knees  and  shook  his  head.  “I—Aelin,  if  I’d

known what she’d do with the knowledge, what you’d decide to do—” 

He might have lost her. Not from Maeve or the gods or the Lock, but from his

own damned choices. The lie he’d spun. 

Aelin drifted beneath the surface again. So deep that when the flare happened, 

it was little more than a flutter. 

The  light  burst  from  her,  rippling  across  the  lake,  illumining  the  stones,  the slick ceiling above. A silent eruption. 

His  breathing  turned  ragged.  But  she  swam  toward  the  surface  again,  light

streaming off her body like tendrils of clouds. It had nearly vanished when she

emerged. 

“I’m sorry,” he managed to say. 

Again, that angle of the head. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” 

He did, though. He’d added to her terror, her desperation. He’d—

“If  you  had  not  planted  that  lie  for  Maeve,  if  she  had  not  told  me,  I  don’t think we’d be here right now,” she said. 

He tried to rein in the twisting in his gut, the urge to reach for her, to beg for

her forgiveness. Tried and tried. 

She only asked, “What of the others?” 

She  didn’t  know—couldn’t  know  how  and  why  and  where  they’d  all  parted

ways. So Rowan told her, as succinctly and calmly as he could. 

When he finished, Aelin was quiet for long minutes. 

She stared out into the blackness, the rippling of her treading water the only

sound. Her body had nearly lost that freshly forged glow. 

Then she pivoted back toward him. “Maeve said you and the others were in

the  North.  That  you’d  been  spotted  by  her  spies  there.  Did  you  plant  that

deception for her, too?” 

He shook his head. “Lysandra has been thorough, it seems.” 

Aelin’s throat bobbed. “I believed her.” 

It sounded like a confession, somehow. 

So Rowan found himself saying, “I told you once that even if death separated

us,  I  would  rip  apart  every  world  until  I  found  you.”  He  gave  her  a  slash  of  a smile. “Did you really believe this would stop me?” 

She pursed her mouth, and at last, those agonizing emotions began to surface

in her eyes. “You were supposed to save Terrasen.” 

“Considering  that  the  sun  shines,  I’d  say  Erawan  hasn’t  won  yet.  So  we’ll

save it together.” 

He didn’t let himself think of the final cost of destroying Erawan. And Aelin

seemed  in  no  hurry  to  discuss  it,  either,  as  she  said,  “You  should  have  gone  to Terrasen. It needs you.” 

“I  need  you  more.”  He  didn’t  balk  from  the  stark  honesty  roughening  his

voice. “And Terrasen will need you, too. Not Lysandra masquerading as you, but

 you.” 

A  shallow  nod.  “Maeve  raised  her  army.  I  doubt  it  was  only  to  guard  me

while she was away.” 

He’d put the thought aside, to consider later. “It might just be to shore up her

defenses, should Erawan win across the sea.” 

“Do you truly think that’s what she plans to do with it?” 

“No,” he admitted. “I don’t.” 

And  if  Maeve  meant  to  bring  that  army  to  Terrasen,  to  either  unite  with

Erawan or simply be another force battering their kingdom, to strike when they

were weakest, they had to hurry. Had to get back. Immediately. His mate’s eyes

shone with the same understanding and dread. 

Aelin’s throat bobbed as she whispered, “I’m so tired, Rowan.” 

His heart strained again. “I know, Fireheart.” 

He opened his mouth to say more, to coax her onto land so he might at least

hold her if words couldn’t ease her burden, but that’s when he saw it. 

A boat, ancient and every inch of it carved, drifted out of the gloom. 

“Get back to shore.” The boat wasn’t drifting—it was being tugged. He could

just barely make out two dark forms slithering beneath the surface. 

Aelin  didn’t  hesitate,  yet  her  strokes  remained  steady  as  she  swam  for  him. 

She  didn’t  balk  at  the  hand  he  extended,  and  he  wrapped  his  cloak  around  her while the boat ambled past. 

Black,  eel-like  creatures  about  the  size  of  a  mortal  man  pulled  it.  Their  fins drifted  behind  them  like  ebony  veils,  and  with  each  propelling  sweep  of  their long tails, he glimpsed milky-white eyes. Blind. 

They led the flat-bottomed vessel large enough for fifteen Fae males right to

the edge of the lake. A flash of short, spindly bodies through the dimness and the

Little Folk had it moored to a nearby stalagmite. 

The others must have heard his order to Aelin, because they emerged, swords

out. A foot behind them, Elide lingered with Fenrys, the male still in wolf form. 

“They can’t mean for us to take that into the caves,” Lorcan murmured. 

But  Aelin  turned  toward  them,  hair  dripping  onto  the  stone  at  her  bare  feet. 

Half a thought from her could have had her dry, yet she made no move to do so. 

“We’re being hunted.” 

“We know that,” Lorcan shot back, and were it not for the fact that Aelin was

currently  allowing  him  to  rest  a  hand  upon  her  shoulder,  Rowan  would  have

thrown the male into the lake. 

But  Aelin’s  features  didn’t  shift  from  that  graveness,  that  unruffled  calm. 

“The only way to the sea is through these caves.” 

It was an outrageous claim. They were a hundred miles inland, and there was

no record of these mountains ever connecting to any cave system that flowed to

the ocean itself. To do so, they’d have to go northward through this range, then veer  westward  at  the  Cambrian  Mountains,  and  sail  beneath  them  right  to  the

coast. 

“And I suppose they told you that?” Lorcan’s face was hard as granite. 

“Watch  it,”  Rowan  snarled.  Fenrys  indeed  bared  his  teeth  at  the  dark-haired

warrior, fur bristling. 

But Aelin said simply, “Yes.” Her chin didn’t dip an inch. “The land above is

crawling with soldiers and spies. Going beneath them is the only way.” 

Elide stepped forward. “I will go.” She cut a cold glance toward Lorcan. “You

can take your chances above, if you’re so disbelieving.” 

Lorcan’s jaw tightened, and a small part of Rowan relished seeing the delicate

Lady  of  Perranth  fillet  the  centuries-hardened  warrior  with  a  few  words. 

“Considering the potential pitfalls of the situation is wise.” 

“We don’t have time to consider,” Rowan cut in before Elide could voice the

retort on her tongue. “We need to keep moving.” 

Gavriel  stalked  forward  to  study  the  moored  boat  and  what  seemed  to  be

bundles  of  supplies  on  its  sturdy  planks.  “How  will  we  navigate  our  way, 

though?” 

“We’ll be escorted,” Aelin answered. 

“And if they abandon us?” Lorcan challenged. 

Aelin leveled unfazed eyes upon him. “Then you’ll have to find a way out, I

suppose.” 

A hint—just a spark—of temper belied those calm words. 

There was nothing else to debate after that. And they had little to pack. The

others gave Aelin privacy to dress by the fire while they inspected the boat, and

when  his  mate  emerged  again,  clad  in  boots,  pants,  and  various  layers  beneath her gray surcoat, the sight of her in clothes from Mistward was enough to make

his gut clench. 

No longer a naked, escaped captive. Yet none of that wickedness, that joy and

unchecked wildness illuminated her face. 

The rest of their party waited on the boat, seated on the benches built into its

high-lipped  sides.  Fenrys  and  Elide  both  sat  as  seemingly  far  from  Lorcan  as they could get, Gavriel a golden, long-suffering buffer between them. 

Rowan  lingered  at  the  shore’s  edge,  a  hand  extended  for  Aelin  while  she

approached.  Each  of  her  steps  seemed  considered—as  if  she  still  marveled  at

being able to move freely. As if still adjusting to her legs without the burden of

chains. 

“Why?” Lorcan mused aloud, more to himself. “Why go to these lengths for

us?” 

He got his answer—they all did—a heartbeat later. 

Aelin  halted  a  few  feet  away  from  the  boat  and  Rowan’s  outstretched  hand. 

She turned back toward the cave itself. The Little Folk peeked from those birch

branches, from the rocks, from behind stalagmites. 

Slowly, deeply, Aelin bowed to them. 

Rowan could have sworn all those tiny heads lowered in answer. 

A pair of bony grayish hands rose above a nearby rock, something glittering

held between them, and set the object on the stone. 

Rowan  went  still.  A  crown  of  silver  and  pearl  and  diamond  gleamed  there, 

fashioned into upswept swan’s wings. 

“The Crown of Mab,” Gavriel breathed. But Fenrys looked away, toward the

looming dark, his tail curling around him. 

Aelin staggered a step closer to the crown. “It—it fell into the river.” 

Rowan didn’t want to know how she’d encountered it, why she’d seen it fall

into a river. Maeve had kept her sisters’ two crowns under constant guard, only

bringing  them  out  to  be  displayed  in  her  throne  room  on  state  occasions.  In memory of her siblings, she’d intoned. Rowan had sometimes wondered if it was

a reminder that she had outlasted them, had kept the throne for herself in the end. 

The grayish hand slipped over the rock’s edge again and nudged the crown in

silent gesture.  Take it. 

“You want to know why?” Gavriel softly asked Lorcan as Aelin strode for the

rock.  Nothing  but  solemn  reverence  on  her  face.  “Because  she  is  not  only

Brannon’s Heir, but Mab’s, too.” 

A  throwback  to  her  great-great-grandmother,  Maeve  had  taunted  her.  Who

had inherited her strength, her immortal lifespan. 

Aelin’s  fingers  closed  around  the  crown,  lifting  it  gently.  It  sparkled  like

living moonlight between her hands. 

 My sister Mab’s line ran true, Elide claimed Maeve had said on the beach. In

every way, it seemed. 

But  Aelin  made  no  move  to  don  the  crown  while  she  approached  him  once

more,  her  gait  steadier  this  time.  Trying  not  to  dwell  on  the  unbearable

smoothness of her hand as it wrapped around his, Rowan helped her aboard, then

climbed in himself before freeing the ropes tethering them to the shore. 

Gavriel went on, awe in every word, “And that makes her their queen, too.” 

Aelin met Gavriel’s gaze, the crown near-glowing in her hands. “Yes,” was all

she said as the boat sailed into the darkness. 

CHAPTER 36

“How long will it take to reach the coast?” Elide’s whisper echoed off the river-

carved cavern walls. 

She’d panicked when the boat had ventured beyond the glow of the shore and

into a passageway across the lake, so dark she couldn’t see her own hands before

her  face.  To  be  trapped  in  such  impenetrable  dark  for  hours,  days,  possibly

longer …

Had  it  been  like  that  in  the  iron  coffin?  Aelin  gave  no  indication  that  the smothering  dark  bothered  her,  and  had  shown  no  inclination  to  illuminate  their way. Hadn’t even summoned an ember. 

But the Little Folk, it seemed, had come prepared. And within heartbeats of

entering  the  pitch-black  river  passage,  blue  light  had  kindled  on  a  lantern

dangling over the curved prow. 

Not  light,  not  even  magic.  But  small  worms  that  glowed  pale  blue,  as  if

they’d each swallowed the heart of a star. 

They’d  been  gathered  into  the  lantern,  and  their  soft  light  rippled  over  the water-smooth walls. A gentle, soothing light. At least, for her it was so. 

The Fae males sat alert, eyes gleaming with animalistic brightness, using the

illumination  to  mark  the  caverns  they  were  tugged  down  by  those  strange, 

serpentine beasts. 

“We’re  not  traveling  swiftly,”  Rowan  answered  from  where  he  sat  beside

Aelin near the back of the boat, Fenrys dozing at the queen’s feet. It was large

enough  for  each  of  them  to  lie  down  amongst  the  benches,  or  gather  near  the prow to eat the stockpile of fruits and cheeses. “And we don’t know how directly

these passageways flow. Several days might be a conservative guess.” 

“It would take three weeks on foot if we were above,” Gavriel explained, his

golden hair silvered by the lantern’s light. “Perhaps longer.” 

Elide  fiddled  with  the  ring  on  her  finger,  twisting  the  band  around  and

around.  She’d  rather  travel  for  a  month  on  foot  than  remain  trapped  in  these dark, airless passages. 

But they had no choice. Anneith had not whispered in warning—had not said

anything at all before they’d climbed into this boat. Before Aelin had been given

an ancient Faerie Queen’s crown, her birthright and heritage. 

The  queen  had  stashed  Mab’s  crown  in  one  of  their  packs,  as  if  it  were  no more  than  an  extra  sword  belt.  She  hadn’t  spoken,  and  they  had  not  asked  her any questions, either. 

Instead,  she’d  spent  these  past  few  hours  sitting  in  the  back  of  the  boat, 

studying her unmarked hands, occasionally peering into the black waters beneath

them. What she expected to see beyond her own rippling reflection, Elide didn’t

[image: Image 1351]

want to know. The fell and ancient creatures of these lands were too numerous to

count, and most not friendly toward mortals. 

Leaning  against  their  pile  of  packs,  Elide  glanced  to  her  left.  Lorcan  had

positioned himself there, along the edge of the boat. Closer to her than he’d sat

in weeks. 

Sensing her attention, his dark eyes slid to her. 

For long heartbeats, she let herself look at him. 

He’d crawled after Maeve on the beach to save Aelin. And he had found her

during her escape—had ensured Aelin made it out. Did it wipe away what he’d

done  in  summoning  Maeve  in  the  first  place?  Even  if  Maeve  had  set  the  trap, even if he hadn’t known what Maeve intended for Aelin, did it erase his decision

to call for her? 

The  last  time  they’d  spoken  as  friends,  it  had  been  aboard  that  ship  in  the hours before Maeve’s armada had arrived. He’d told her they needed to talk, and

she’d assumed it was about their future, about  them. 

But perhaps he’d been about to tell her what he’d done, that he’d been wrong

in acting before Aelin’s plans played out. Elide stopped twisting the ring. 

He’d done it for her. She knew it. He’d summoned Maeve’s armada because

he’d believed they were about to be destroyed by Melisande’s fleet. He’d done it

for her, just as he’d dropped the shield around them that day Fenrys had ripped a

chunk out of her arm, in exchange for Gavriel’s healing her. 

But the queen sitting silently behind them, no trace of that sharp-edged fire to

be seen, nor that wicked grin she’d flashed at all who crossed her path … Two

months with a sadist. With two sadists. That had been the cost, and the burden

that Aelin and all of them would bear. 

That silence, that banked fire was because of him. Not entirely, but in some

ways. 

Lorcan’s mouth tightened, as if he read the thoughts on her face. 

Elide  looked  ahead  again,  to  where  the  cavern  ceiling  dipped  so  low  she

could have touched it if she stood. The space squeezed tighter and tighter—

“It’s  likely  a  pass-through  to  a  larger  cavern,”  Lorcan  murmured,  as  if  he

could see that fear on her face, too. Or scent it. 

Elide didn’t bother responding. But she couldn’t help the flicker of gratitude. 

They  continued  on  into  the  ancient,  silent  darkness,  and  no  one  spoke  for  a while after that. 

The collar had not been real. 

But the army Maeve had summoned was. 

And Dorian, Manon with him, was in pursuit of the final Wyrdkey. Should he

attain it from Erawan himself, wherever the Valg king stored it, should he gain

possession of all three …

The lapping of the river against their boat was the only sound, had been the

only sound for a while. 

Gavriel  kept  his  watch  at  the  prow,  Lorcan  monitoring  from  the  starboard

side,  his  jaw  tight.  Fenrys  and  Elide  dozed,  the  lady’s  head  leaning  against  his flank, inky black hair spilling over a coat of whitest snow. 

Aelin  glanced  to  Rowan,  seated  beside  her,  but  not  touching.  Her  fingers

curled  in  her  lap.  A  blink  into  the  gloom  was  the  only  indication  that  he  was aware of her every movement. 

Aelin breathed in his scent, let its strength settle into her a bit deeper. 

Dorian and Manon might be anywhere. To hunt for the witch and king would

be a fool’s errand. Their paths would meet again, or they would not. And if he

found  the  final  key  and  then  brought  it  to  her,  she  would  pay  what  the  gods demanded. What she owed Terrasen, the world. 

Yet  if  Dorian  chose  to  end  it  himself,  to  forge  the  Lock  …  her  stomach

churned. He had the power. As much as she did, if not more so. 

It was meant to be her sacrifice. Her blood shed to save them all. To let him

claim it …

She could. She must. With Erawan no doubt unleashing himself on Terrasen, 

with  Maeve’s  army  likely  to  cause  them  untold  grief,  she  could  let  Dorian  do this. She trusted him. 

Even if she might never forgive herself for it. 

Her  debt,  it  was  supposed  to  have  been   her  debt  to  pay.  Perhaps  the punishment for failing to do so would be having to live with herself. Having to

live with all that had been done to her these months, too. 

The blackness of the subterranean river pressed in, wrapped its arms around

her and squeezed. 

Different from the blackness of the iron box. The darkness she’d found inside

herself. 

A place she might never escape, not really. 

Her power stirred, awakening. Aelin swallowed, refusing to acknowledge it. 

Heed it. 

She wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Not yet. Until she was ready. 

She  had  seen  Rowan’s  face  when  she  spoke  of  what  his  deception  with  the

collar had prompted her to do. Had noted the way her companions looked at her, 

pity and fear in their eyes. At what had been done to her, what she’d become. 

A  new  body.  A  foreign,  strange  body,  as  if  she’d  been  ripped  from  one  and

shoved  into  another.  Different  from  moving  between  her  forms,  somehow.  She

hadn’t tried shifting into her human body yet. Didn’t see the point. 

Sitting in silence as the boat was pulled through the gloom, she felt the weight

of those stares. Their dread. Felt them wondering just how broken she was. 

 You do not yield. 

She  knew  that  had  been  true—that  it  had  been  her  mother’s  voice  who  had

spoken and none other. 

So she would not yield to this. What had been done. What remained. 

For  the  companions  around  her,  to  lift  their  despair,  their  fear,  she  wouldn’t yield. 

She’d fight for it, claw her way back to it, who she’d been before. Remember

to  swagger  and  grin  and  wink.  She’d  fight  against  that  lingering  stain  on  her soul, fight to ignore it. Would use this journey into the dark to piece herself back

together—just enough to make it convincing. 

Even  if  this  fractured  darkness  now  dwelled  within  her,  even  if  speech  was

difficult, she would show them what they wished to see. 

An unbroken Fire-Bringer. Aelin of the Wildfire. 

She would show the world that lie as well. Make them believe it. 

Maybe she’d one day believe it, too. 

CHAPTER 37

Days of near-silent travel passed. 

Three  days,  if  whatever  senses  Rowan  and  Gavriel  possessed  proved  true. 

Perhaps the latter carried a pocket watch. Aelin didn’t particularly care. 

She used each of those days to consider what had been done, what lay before

her.  Sometimes,  the  roar  of  her  magic  drowned  out  her  thoughts.  Sometimes  it slumbered. She never heeded it. 

They sailed through the darkness, the river below so black that they might as

well have been drifting through Hellas’s realm. 

It was near the end of the fourth day through the dark and rock, their escorts

hauling the boat tirelessly, that Rowan murmured, “We’re entering barrow-wight

territory.” 

Gavriel twisted from his spot by the prow. “How can you tell?” 

Sprawled beside him, still in wolf form, Fenrys cocked his ears forward. 

She hadn’t asked him why he remained in his wolf’s body. No one asked her

why she remained in her Fae form, after all. But she supposed that if he donned

his  Fae  form,  he  might  feel  inclined  to  talk.  To  answer  questions  that  he  was perhaps not yet ready to discuss. Might begin simply screaming and screaming

at what had been done to them, to Connall. 

Rowan  pointed  with  a  tattooed  finger  toward  an  alcove  in  the  wall.  Shadow

veiled its recesses, but as the blue light of the lantern touched it, gold glittered

along the rocky floor. Ancient gold. 

“What’s a barrow-wight?” Elide whispered. 

“Creatures  of  malice  and  thought,”  Lorcan  answered,  scanning  the

passageway,  a  hand  drifting  to  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  “They  covet  gold  and

treasure, and infested the ancient tombs of kings and queens so they might dwell

amongst it. They hate light of any kind. Hopefully, this will keep them away.” 

Elide cringed, and Aelin felt inclined to do the same. 

Instead,  she  dredged  up  enough  speech  to  ask  Rowan,  “Are  these  the  same

ones beneath the burial mounds we visited?” 

Rowan straightened, eyes  sparking at her  question—or at the  fact that she’d

spoken at all. He’d kept by her these days, a silent, steady presence. Even when

they’d  slept,  he’d  remained  a  few  feet  away,  still  not  touching,  but  just   there. 

Close enough that the pine-and-snow scent of him eased her into slumber. 

Rowan  braced  a  hand  along  the  boat’s  rim.  “There  are  many  barrow-wight

mounds  across  Wendlyn,  but  no  others  between  the  Cambrians  and  Doranelle

beyond those we went to. As far as we know,” he amended. “I didn’t realize their

tombs had been carved so deep.” 

“The wights needed some way in, with the tomb doors likely sealed above,” 
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Gavriel observed, studying a larger alcove that appeared on the right ahead. Not

an alcove, but a dry cave mouth that flowed to the edge of the river before rising

out of sight. 

“Stop the boat,” Aelin said. 

Silence at the order, even from Rowan. 

Aelin  pointed  to  the  lip  of  shore  by  the  cave  mouth.  “Stop  the  boat,”  she

repeated. 

“I don’t think we can,” Elide murmured. Indeed, the two of them had resorted

to  using  a  bucket  to  see  to  their  needs  these  few  days,  the  males  engaging  in whatever conversation they could to make the silence more bearable. 

But the boat headed for the alcove, its speed banking. Fenrys eased to his feet, 

sniffing the air as they neared the shore ledge. Rowan and Lorcan leaned out to

brace their hands against the stone to keep them from colliding too hard. 

Aelin  didn’t  wait  for  the  boat  to  cease  rocking  before  she  grabbed  a  lantern and leaped onto the river-smooth ground. 

Rowan  swore,  jumping  after  her.  “Stay  here,”  he  warned  whoever  remained

on the boat. 

Aelin didn’t bother to see who obeyed as she strode into the cave. 

The queen had been reckless before Cairn and Maeve had worked on her for two

months, but it seemed she’d had any bit of common sense flayed from her. 

Lorcan  refrained  from  saying  that,  though,  as  he  found  himself  and  Elide

alone in the boat. Gavriel and Fenrys had gone after Rowan and Aelin, their path

marked only by the fading gleam of blue light on the walls. 

Not firelight. She hadn’t shown an ember since they’d entered the cave. 

Elide remained sitting across from him on the left side of the boat, her back

resting  along  the  curved  edge.  She  had  been  silent  these  past  few  minutes, 

watching the now-dark cave mouth. 

“Barrow-wights  are  nothing  to  fear  if  you’re  armed  with  magic,”  Lorcan

found himself saying. 

Her dark eyes slid to him. “Well, I don’t have any, so forgive me if I remain

alert.” 

No, she’d once told him that while magic flowed in the Lochan bloodline, she

had  none  to  speak  of.  He’d  never  told  her  that  he’d  always  considered  her

cleverness to be a mighty magic on its own, regardless of Anneith’s whisperings. 

Elide went on, “It’s not the wights I’m worried about.” 

Lorcan assessed the quiet river flowing by, the caves around them, before he

said, “It will take time for her to readjust.” 

She stared at him with those damning eyes. 

He  braced  his  forearms  on  his  knees.  “We  got  her  back.  She’s  with  us  now. 

What more do you want?”  From me, he didn’t need to add. 

Elide straightened. “I don’t want anything.”  From you. 

He clenched his teeth. This was where they’d have it out, then. “How much

longer am I supposed to atone?” 
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“Are you growing bored with it?” 

He snarled. 

She only glared at him. “I hadn’t realized you were even atoning.” 

“I came here, didn’t I?” 

“For whom, exactly? Rowan? Aelin?” 

“For both of them. And for you.” 

There. Let it be laid before them. 

Despite the blue glow of the lantern, he could make out the pink that spread

across  her  cheeks.  Yet  her  mouth  tightened.  “I  told  you  on  that  beach:  I  want nothing to do with you.” 

“So one mistake and I am your eternal enemy?” 

“She is my  queen, and you summoned Maeve, then told her where the keys

were, and you  stood there while they did that to her.” 

“You have  no idea what the blood oath can do.  None.” 

“Fenrys broke the oath. He found a way.” 

“And had Aelin not been there to offer him another, he would have  died.” He

let out a low, joyless laugh. “Perhaps that’s what you would have preferred.” 

She ignored his last comment. “You didn’t even try.” 

“I did,” he snarled. “I fought it with everything I had. And it was not enough. 

If she’d ordered me to slit your throat, I would have. And if I had found a way to

break  the  oath,  I  would  have  died,  and  she  might  very  well  have  killed  you  or taken you afterward. On that beach, my only thought was to get Maeve to forget

about you, to let  you go—” 

“I don’t care about me! I didn’t care about me on that beach!” 

“Well,  I  do. ”  His  growled  words  echoed  across  the  water  and  stone,  and  he lowered his voice. Worse things than wights might come sniffing down here. “I

cared about you on that beach. And your queen did, too.” 

Elide  shook  her  head  and  looked  away,  looked  anywhere,  it  seemed,  but  at

him. 

This  was  what  came  of  opening  that  door  to  a  place  inside  him  that  no  one had ever breached. This mess, this hollowness in his chest that made him keep

needing to make things right. 

“Resent me all you like,” he said, damning the hoarseness of his words. “I’m

sure I’ll survive.” 

Hurt flashed in her eyes. “Fine,” she said, her voice brittle. 

He  hated  that  brittleness  more  than  anything  he’d  ever  encountered.  Hated

himself for causing it. But he had limits to how low he’d crawl. 

He’d said his piece. If she wanted to wash her hands of him forever, then he

would find a way to respect that. Live with it. 

Somehow. 

The cave ascended for a few feet, then leveled out and wended into the stone. A

rough-hewn passage carved not by water or age, Rowan realized, but by mortal

hands. Perhaps the long-dead kings and lords had taken the subterranean river to

deposit  their  dead  before  sealing  the  tombs  to  sunlight  and  air  above,  the knowledge of the pathways dying off with their kingdoms. 

A  faint  glow  pulsed  from  the  lantern  Aelin  held,  bathing  the  cave  walls  in

blue. He’d quickly caught up to her, and now strode at her side, Fenrys trotting at

her heels and Gavriel taking up the rear. 

Rowan hadn’t bothered to free his weapons. Steel was of little use against the

wights. Only magic might destroy them. 

Why Aelin had needed to stop, what she’d needed to see, he could only guess

as the passage opened into a small cavern, and gold gleamed. 

Gold all around—and a shadow clothed in tattered black robes lurking by the

sarcophagus in the center. 

Rowan snarled in warning but Aelin didn’t strike. 

Her  hand  curled  at  her  side,  but  she  remained  still.  The  wight  hissed.  Aelin just watched it. 

As if she wouldn’t, couldn’t, touch her power. 

Rowan’s  chest  strained.  Then  he  sent  a  whip  of  ice  and  wind  through  the

cave. 

The wight shrieked once, and was gone. 

Aelin stared at where it had been for a heartbeat, and then glanced at him over

a shoulder. Gratitude shone in her eyes. 

Rowan only gave her a nod.  Don’t worry about it. 

Yet  Aelin  turned  away,  shutting  off  that  silent  conversation  as  she  surveyed

the space. 

Time. It would take time for her to heal. Even if he knew his Fireheart would

pretend otherwise. 

So  Rowan  looked,  too.  Across  the  tomb,  beyond  the  sarcophagus  and

treasure, an archway opened into another chamber. Perhaps another tomb, or an

exit passage. 

“We don’t have time to find a way out,” Rowan murmured as she strode into

the tomb. “And the caves remain safer than the surface.” 

“I’m not looking for a way out,” she said in that calm, unmoved voice. She

stooped, swiping up a fistful of gold coins stamped with a forgotten king’s face. 

“We’re going to need to fund our travels. And the gods know what else.” 

Rowan arched a brow. 

Aelin shrugged and shoved the gold into the pocket of her cloak. “Unless the

pitiful  clinking  I  heard  from  your  coin  purse   didn’t  indicate  you  were  low  on funds.” 

That spark of wry humor, the taunting … She was trying. For his sake, or the

others’, maybe her own, she was trying. 

He could offer her nothing less, too. Rowan inclined his head. “We are indeed

in dire need of replenishing our coffers.” 

Gavriel coughed. “This does belong to the dead, you know.” 

Aelin added another fistful of coins to her pocket, beginning a circuit around

the  treasure-laden  tomb.  “The  dead  don’t  need  to  buy  passage  on  a  ship.  Or

horses.” 

Rowan gave the Lion a slashing grin. “You heard the lady.” 

A  flash  ruptured  from  where  Fenrys  had  been  sniffing  at  a  trunk  of  jewels, 

and then a male was standing there. His gray clothes worn, but intact—in better

shape than the hollowed-out look in his eyes. 

Aelin paused her looting. 

Fenrys’s  throat  bobbed,  as  if  trying  to  remember  speech.  Then  he  said

hoarsely, “We needed more pockets.” He patted his own for emphasis. 

Aelin’s lips curved in a hint of a smile. She blinked at Fenrys—three times. 

Fenrys blinked once in answer. 

A  code.  They’d  made  up  some  silent  code  to  communicate  when  he’d  been

ordered to remain in his wolf form. 

Aelin’s smile remained, just barely, as she walked to the golden-haired male, 

his bronze skin ashen. She opened her arms in silent offer. 

To let him decide if he wished for contact. If he could endure it. 

Just as Rowan would let her decide if she wished to touch him. 

A  small  sigh  broke  from  Fenrys  before  he  folded  Aelin  into  his  arms,  a

shudder rippling through him. Rowan couldn’t see her face, perhaps didn’t need

to, as her hands gripped Fenrys’s jacket, so tightly they were white-knuckled. 

A good sign—a small miracle, that either of them wished,  could be touched. 

Rowan  reminded  himself  of  it,  even  while  some  intrinsic,  male  part  of  him

tensed  at  the  contact.  A  territorial  Fae  bastard,  she’d  once  called  him.  He’d  do his best not to live up to that title. 

“Thank you,” Aelin said, her voice small in a way that made Rowan’s chest

crack  further.  Fenrys  didn’t  answer,  but  from  the  anguish  on  his  face,  Rowan knew no thanks were in order. 

They  pulled  away,  and  Fenrys  cupped  her  cheek.  “When  you  are  ready,  we

can talk.” 

About what they’d endured. To unravel all that had happened. 

Aelin nodded, blowing out a breath. “Likewise.” 

She  resumed  shoving  gold  into  her  pockets,  but  glanced  back  to  Fenrys,  his

face drawn. “I gave you the blood oath to save your life,” she said. “But if you

do not want it, Fenrys, I … we can find some way to free you—” 

“I want it,” Fenrys said, no trace of his usual swaggering humor. He glanced

to  Rowan,  and  bowed  his  head.  “It  is  my  honor  to  serve  this  court.  And  serve you,” he added to Aelin. 

She waved a hand in dismissal, though Rowan didn’t fail to note the sheen in

her eyes as she stooped to gather more gold. Giving her a moment, he strode to

Fenrys  and  clasped  his  shoulder.  “It’s  good  to  have  you  back.”  He  added, 

stumbling a bit on the word, “Brother.” 

For that’s what they would be. Had never been before, but what Fenrys had

done  for  Aelin  …  Yes,  brother  was  what  Rowan  would  call  him.  Even  if Fenrys’s own—

Fenrys’s dark eyes flickered. “She killed Connall. Made him stab himself in

the heart.” 

A pearl-and-ruby necklace scattered from Gavriel’s fingers. 

The temperature in the tomb spiked, but there was no flash of flame, no swirl

of embers. 

As if Aelin’s magic had surged, only to be leashed again. 

Yet Aelin continued shoving gold and jewels into her pockets. 

She’d witnessed it, too. That slaughter. 

But it was Gavriel, approaching on silent feet even with the jewels and gold

on the floor, who clasped Fenrys’s other shoulder. “We will make sure that debt

is paid before the end.” 

The Lion had never uttered such words—not toward their former queen. But

fury burned in Gavriel’s tawny gaze. Sorrow and fury. 

Fenrys  took  a  steadying  breath  and  stepped  away,  the  loss  on  his  face

mingling with something Rowan couldn’t place. But now wasn’t the time to ask, 

to pry. 

They filled their pockets with as much gold as they could fit, Fenrys going so

far  as  to  remove  his  gray  jacket  to  form  a  makeshift  pack.  When  it  was  nearly drooping  to  the  floor  with  gold,  the  threads  straining,  he  silently  headed  back down  the  passageway.  Gavriel,  still  wincing  at  their  shameless  looting,  stalked after him a moment later. 

Aelin continued picking her way amongst the treasure, however. She’d been

more  selective  than  the  rest  of  them,  examining  pieces  with  what  Rowan  had

assumed was a jeweler’s eye. The gods knew she’d owned enough finery to tell

what would fetch the highest price at market. 

“We  should  go,”  he  said.  His  own  pockets  were  near  to  bursting,  his  every

step weighed down. 

She rose from a rusted metal chest she’d been riffling through. 

Rowan remained still as she approached, something clenched in her palm. It

was only when she stopped close enough for him to touch her that she unfurled

her fingers. 

Two golden rings lay there. 

“I don’t know the Fae customs,” she said. The thicker ring held an elegantly

cut  ruby  within  the  band  itself,  while  the  smaller  one  bore  a  sparkling

rectangular  emerald  mounted  atop,  the  stone  as  large  as  her  fingernail.  “But

when humans wed, rings are exchanged.” 

Her  fingers  trembled—just  slightly.  Too  many  unspoken  words  lay  between

them. 

Yet now was not the time for that conversation, for that healing. 

Not  when  they  had  to  be  on  their  way  as  swiftly  as  possible,  and  this  offer she’d  made  him,  this  proof  that  she  still  wanted  what  lay  between  them,  the vows they’d sworn …

“I assume the sparkly emerald is for me,” Rowan said with a half smile. 

She  huffed  a  laugh.  The  soft,  whispered  sound  was  as  precious  as  the  rings

she’d found for them in this hoard. 

She took his hand, and he tried not to shudder in relief, tried not to fall to his knees  as  she  slid  the  ruby  ring  onto  his  finger.  It  fit  him  perfectly,  the  ring  no doubt forged for the king lying in this barrow. 

Silently,  Rowan  grasped  her  own  hand  and  eased  on  the  emerald  ring.  “To

whatever end,” he whispered. 

Silver lined her eyes. “To whatever end.” 

A reminder—and a vow, more sacred than the wedding oaths they’d sworn on

that ship. 

To walk this path together, back from the darkness of the iron coffin. To face

what waited in Terrasen, ancient promises to the gods be damned. 

He ran his thumb over the back of her hand. “I’ll make the tattoo again.” She

swallowed, but nodded. “And,” he added, “I’d like to add another. To me—and

to you.” 

Her brows flicked up, but he squeezed her hand.  You’ll have to wait and see, 

 Princess. 

Another  hint  of  a  smile.  She  didn’t  balk  from  the  silent  words  this  time. 

 Typical. 

He  opened  his  mouth  to  voice  the  question  he’d  been  dying  to  ask  for  days

now.  May I kiss you?  But she pulled her hand from his. 

Admiring  the  wedding  band  sparkling  on  her  finger,  her  mouth  tightened  as

she turned over her palm. “I’ll need to retrain.” 

Not a single callus marked her hands. 

Aelin  frowned  at  her  too-thin  body.  “And  pack  on  some  muscle  again.”  A

slight  quiver  graced  her  words,  but  she  curled  her  hands  into  fists  at  her  sides and smirked at her clothes—the Mistward clothes. “It’ll be just like old times.” 

Trying. She was dredging up that swagger and trying. So he would, too. Until

she didn’t need to any more. 

Rowan gave her a crooked grin. “Just like old times,” he said, following her

out of the barrow and back toward the ebony river, “but with far less sleep.” 

He could have sworn the passageway heated. But Aelin kept going. 

Later. That conversation, this unfinished business between them, would come

later. 

CHAPTER 38

The queen and her consort needed a private moment, it seemed. Elide had been

more surprised to see Fenrys in his beautiful male form than the gold that he and

Gavriel bore, near-spilling out their pockets. 

Lorcan laughed softly as they packed the treasure into their bags. More than

some people could dream of. “At least she’s thinking one step ahead.” 

Fenrys  stilled  where  he  crouched  before  his  bag,  the  gold  in  his  hands

shimmering  like  his  hair.  There  was  nothing  remotely  warm  in  his  dark  eyes. 

“We’re only in this position because of you.” 

Elide tensed as Lorcan stiffened. Gavriel halted his packing, a hand drifting to

the dagger at his side. 

But the dark-haired warrior inclined his head. “So I have been reminded,” he

said, but didn’t glance to Elide. 

Fenrys bared his teeth. “When we’re out of this,” he hissed, “you and I will

settle things.” 

Lorcan’s smile was a brutal slash of white. “It shall be my pleasure.” 

Elide  knew  he  meant  it.  He’d  be  glad  to  take  on  whatever  Fenrys  threw  his

way, to engage in that devastating, bloody conflict. 

Gavriel let out a sigh, his tawny eyes meeting Elide’s. Nothing could be said

or done to convince them otherwise. 

Yet  Elide  found  herself  drawing  in  breath  to  suggest  that  fighting  amongst

each  other,  vengeance  or  no,  wouldn’t  be  fulfilling,  when  Aelin  and  Rowan

emerged from the passage. 

Goldryn  hung  at  the  queen’s  side,  undoubtedly  given  back  to  her  by  the

prince.  Its  glittering  ruby  looked  like  an  amethyst  in  the  blue  lantern  light, bobbing with each of Aelin’s steps. 

They’d barely stepped onto the boat when a hissing flitted from the passage

they’d vacated. 

Tensing,  Rowan  and  Gavriel  swiftly  shoved  the  boat  from  the  shore.  The

creatures tugging them along lurched into motion, pulling them farther into the

river. 

Blades gleamed, all the immortal warriors deathly still. 

Aelin  didn’t  draw  Goldryn,  though.  Didn’t  lift  a  burning  hand.  She  merely

lingered by Elide, her face like stone. 

The  hissing  grew  louder.  Shadowed,  scabbed  hands  clawed  at  the  passage

archway, recoiling wherever they met the light. 

“Someone’s pissed about the treasure,” Fenrys muttered. 

“They can get in line,” Aelin said, and Elide could have sworn that the gold in

the queen’s eyes glowed. A flare of deep-hidden light, then nothing. 
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An ice-kissed wind snapped through the caves. The hissing stopped. 

Shuddering,  Elide  murmured,  “I  don’t  think  I  should  care  to  return  to  these

lands.” 

Fenrys  chuckled,  a  sensuous  laugh  that  didn’t  meet  his  eyes.  “I  agree  with

you, Lady.” 

They  drifted  into  the  blackness  for  another  day,  then  two.  Still  the  sea  did  not appear. 

Aelin was sleeping, a dreamless, heavy slumber, when a strong hand clasped

her shoulder. “Look,” Rowan whispered, his breath brushing her ear. 

She opened her eyes to pale light. 

Not the ocean, she realized as she sat up, the others rousing, undoubtedly at

Rowan’s word. 

Overhead, clinging to the cavern ceiling as if they were stars trapped beneath

the rock, small blue lights glowed. 

Glowworms,  like  those  in  the  lantern.  Thousands  of  them,  made  infinite  by

the reflection in the black water. Stars above and below. 

From the corner of her eye, Aelin glimpsed Elide press a hand to her chest. 

A sea of stars—that’s what the cave had become. 

Beauty. There was still beauty in this world. Stars could still glow, still burn

bright, even buried under the earth. 

Aelin breathed in the cool cave air, the blue light. Let it flow through her. 

Rattle the stars. She’d promised to do that. Had done so much toward it, yet

more remained. They had to hurry. How many suffered at Morath’s claws? 

Beauty remained—and she would fight for it.  Needed to fight. 

It  was  a  constant  thrum  in  her  blood,  her  bones.  Right  alongside  the  power

that  she  shoved  down  deep  and  dismissed  with  each  breath.  Fight—one  last time. 

She’d  escaped  so  she  might  do  it.  Would  think  of  all  those  still  defying

Morath, defying Maeve, while she trained. She wouldn’t hesitate. Didn’t dare to

pause. 

She’d make this time count. In every way possible. 

The emerald on her marriage band glistened with its own fire. 

Selfish  of  her,  to  enforce  that  bond  when  her  very  blood  destined  her  for  a sacrificial altar, and yet she had gotten out of the boat to find them. The rings. 

Raiding the trove had been an afterthought. But if she was to have no scars on

her, no reminder of where she’d been and who she was and what she’d promised, 

then she’d needed this one scrap of proof. 

Aelin  could  have  sworn  the  living  stars  overhead  sang,  a  celestial  choir  that floated through the caves. 

A  star-song  carried  along  the  river  current,  running  beside  them,  for  the  last miles to the sea. 

CHAPTER 39

The enemy’s army arrived not in three days, or four, but five. 

A  blessing  and  a  curse,  Nesryn  decided.  A  blessing,  for  the  time  it  granted them to prepare, for the ruks to carry some of the most vulnerable of Anielle’s

people to a snow-blasted camp beyond the Fangs. 

And  a  curse  for  the  fear  it  allowed  to  fester  in  the  keep,  now  teeming  with those who would not or could not make the journey. By sunset on the fourth day, 

they could see the black lines marching for them through the swaths of Oakwald

that they hewed down. 

By dawn on the fifth day, they were near the outskirts of the lake, the plain. 

Nesryn sat atop Salkhi on one of the keep’s spires, Borte on Arcas beside her. 

“For a demon army, they march slower than my  ej’s own mother.” 

Nesryn snorted. “Armies have supply trains—and this one had a river to cross

and a forest to fell.” 

Borte sniffed. “Seems like an awful lot of trouble for such a small city.” 

Indeed, the ruk riders had not been impressed by Anielle, certainly not after

camping in Antica before their passage to these lands. 

“Save  this  city,  take  the  Ferian  Gap  to  the  north  of  it,  and  we  could  clear  a path northward. It might be an ugly place, but it’s vital.” 

“Oh, the land is beautiful,” Borte said, gazing toward the lake sparkling under

the  winter  light,  steam  from  the  nearby  hot  springs  drifting  across  its  surface. 

“But the buildings …” She made a face. 

Nesryn chuckled. “You may be right.” 

For a few moments, they watched the army creep closer. People were fleeing

in the streets now, rushing up the keep’s endless steps and battlements. 

“I’m surprised Sartaq will let his future empress fly against them,” Borte said

slyly. The girl had relentlessly teased her these weeks. 

Nesryn scowled. “Where’s Yeran?” 

Borte stuck out her tongue, despite the army inching toward them. “Burning

in hell, for all I care.” 

Even  away  from  their  respective  aeries  and  ancient  rivalries,  the  betrothed

pair had not warmed to each other. Or perhaps it was part of the game the two of

them played, had been playing for years now. To feign loathing, when it was so

clear they’d slaughter anyone who posed a threat to the other. 

Nesryn lifted her brows, and Borte crossed her arms, her twin braids blowing

in  the  wind.  “He’s  bringing  the  last  two  healers  to  the  keep.”  Indeed,  a  near-black ruk flapped up from the plain. 

“No inclination to finally wed before the battle?” 

Borte recoiled. “Why would I?” 
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Nesryn smirked. “So you might have your wedding night?” 

Borte barked a laugh. “Who says I haven’t already?” 

Nesryn gaped. 

But Borte only inclined her head, clicked her tongue at Arcas, and rider and

ruk dove into the brisk sky. 

Nesryn stared after Borte until she’d reached the plain, passing by Yeran and

his  ruk  in  a  daring  maneuver  that  some  might  have  interpreted  to  be  a  giant, vulgar gesture to the warrior. 

Yeran’s  dark  ruk  screeched  in  outrage,  and  Nesryn  smiled,  knowing  Yeran

was likely doing the same, even with the two healers riding with him. 

Yet Nesryn’s smile proved short-lived as she again beheld the marching army

nearer  and  nearer  with  each  minute.  An  unbroken,  untiring  mass  of  steel  and

death. 

Would they camp until dawn, or attack at nightfall? Would the siege be quick

and  lethal,  or  long  and  brutal?  She’d  seen  their  supply  trains.  They  were

prepared to stay for as long as it took to bring this city to rubble. 

And wipe out every soul dwelling within. 

The bone drums began at sundown. 

Yrene  stood  on  the  highest  parapet  of  the  keep,  counting  the  torches

sprawling into the night, and fought to keep her dinner down. 

It  was  no  different  from  the  other  meals  she’d  eaten  today,  she  told  herself. 

The meals she had struggled to consume without gagging. 

The parapet was filled with soldiers and onlookers alike, all gazing toward the

army  at  the  border  of  the  plain  that  separated  them  from  the  city’s  edge,  all listening in hushed silence to the relentless drumming. 

A steady, horrible beat. Meant to unnerve, to break one’s will. 

She  knew  they’d  continue  all  night.  Deprive  them  of  rest,  make  them  dread

the dawn. 

The keep was as full as it could stand, hallways crammed with bedrolls. She

and Chaol had yielded their room to a family of five, the children too young to

make  the  trip  to  the  Wastes,  even  on  a  ruk’s  back.  In  the  frigid  air,  an  infant might go blue with cold in minutes. 

Yrene  ran  a  hand  over  the  waist-high  stone  wall.  Thick,  ancient  stone.  She

beseeched it to hold out. 

Catapults.  There  were  catapults  in  the  army  below.  She’d  heard  Falkan’s

latest report at breakfast. The plain itself was still littered with enough boulders

from the days it had been a part of the lake that Morath would have no problem

finding things to hurl at them. 

The warning had kept Yrene busy all day, relocating families who had taken

rooms on the lake side of the keep or those who slept too close to windows or

outer  walls.  Last-minute,  and  foolish  not  to  consider  it  before  now,  but  she’d been  so  focused  these  past  five  days  on  getting  everyone   in  that  she  hadn’t thought of things like catapults and shattering blocks of heavy stone. 
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She’d moved their healing supplies, too. To an inner chamber where it would

take the entire keep collapsing to destroy what was inside. The Torre healers had

brought what they could from the fleet, but they’d made more when they arrived. 

Not their best work, not by any means, but Eretia had ordered that the salves and

tonics need only to function, not dazzle, and to  keep mixing. 

All was set. All was ready. Or as ready as they might ever be. 

So Yrene lingered on the battlements, listening to the bone drums for a while

longer. 

Chaol told himself it was not his last night with his wife. He’d still made the best

of it, and they had rested as much as they could stand before they were up, hours

before dawn. 

The rest of the keep was awake, too, the ruks restless on the tower roofs and

battlements,  the  click  and  scrape  of  their  talons  on  the  stones  echoing  in  every hall and chamber. 

The drums kept pounding. Had pounded all night. 

He’d kissed Yrene good-bye, and she’d seemed like she wanted to say more

but had opted to hold him for a long, precious minute before they parted ways. 

It would not be the last time he saw her, he promised himself as he aimed for

the battlements where his father, Sartaq, and Nesryn had agreed to meet at dawn. 

The  prince  and  Nesryn  had  not  yet  arrived,  but  his  father  stood  in  armor

Chaol  had  not  glimpsed  since  childhood.  Since  his  father  had  ridden  to  serve Adarlan’s wishes. To conquer this continent. 

It still fit him well, the muted metal scratched and dented. Not the finest piece

of  armor  from  the  family  arsenal  beneath  the  keep,  but  the  sturdiest.  A  sword hung  at  his  hip,  and  a  shield  lay  against  the  battlement  wall.  Around  them, sentries tried not to watch, though their fear-wide eyes tracked every movement. 

The drums pounded on. 

Chaol came up beside his father, his own dark tunic reinforced with armor at

his shoulders, forearms, and shins. 

A cane of ironwood had been sheathed down Chaol’s back, for when Yrene’s

magic began to fade, and his chair waited just inside the great hall, for when her

power depleted entirely. 

What his father had made of it when Chaol had explained yesterday, he hadn’t

let on. Hadn’t said a single word. 

Chaol cast a sidelong glance at the man staring toward the army whose fires

began winking out one by one under the rising light. 

“They used the bone drums during the last siege of Anielle,” his father said, 

not a tremor in his voice. “Legend says they beat the drums for three days and

three nights before they attacked, and that the city was so rife with terror, so mad

with sleeplessness, that  they didn’t stand  a chance. Erawan’s  armies and beasts

shredded them apart.” 

“They did not have ruks fighting with them then,” Chaol said. 

“We’ll see how long they last.” 

Chaol gritted his teeth. “If you do not have hope, then your men will not last long, either.” 

His father stared toward the plain, the army revealed with each minute. 

“Your mother left,” the man said at last. 

Chaol didn’t hide his shock. 

His father gripped the stone parapet. “She took Terrin and left. I don’t know

where they fled. As soon as we realized we’d been surrounded by enemies, she

took  her  ladies-in-waiting,  their  families.  Departed  in  the  dead  of  night.  Only your brother bothered to leave a note.” 

His  mother,  after  all  she’d  endured,  all  she’d  survived  in  this  hellish  house, had finally walked out. To save her other son—their promise of a future. “What

did Terrin say?” 

His father smoothed his hand over the stone. “It doesn’t matter.” 

It clearly did. But now wasn’t the time to push, to care. 

There was no fear on his father’s face. Just cold resignation. 

“If you do not lead these men today,” Chaol growled, “then I will.” 

His father looked at him at last, his face grave. “Your wife is pregnant.” 

The shock roiled through Chaol like a physical blow. 

Yrene— Yrene—

“A  skilled  healer  she  might  be,  but  a  deft  liar,  she  is  not.  Or  have  you  not noticed  her  hand  frequently  resting  on  her  stomach,  or  how  green  she  turns  at mealtime?” 

Such mild, casual words. As if his father weren’t ripping the ground out from

beneath him. 

Chaol opened his mouth, body tensing. To yell at his father, to run to Yrene, 

he didn’t know. 

But then the bone drums stopped. 

And the army began to advance. 

CHAPTER 40

Manon and the Thirteen had buried each and every one of the soldiers massacred

by the Ironteeth. Their torn and bleeding hands throbbed, their backs ached, but

they’d done it. 

When the last of the hard earth had been patted down, she’d found Bronwen

lingering at the clearing edge, the rest of the Crochans having moved off to set

up camp. 

The  Thirteen  had  trudged  past  Manon.  Ghislaine,  according  to  Vesta,  had

been invited to sit at the hearth of a witch with an equal interest in those mortal, 

scholarly pursuits. 

Only  Asterin  remained  in  the  shadows  nearby  to  guard  her  back  as  Manon

asked Bronwen, “What is it?” 

She should have tried for pleasantries, for diplomacy, but she didn’t. Couldn’t

muster it. 

Bronwen’s  throat  bobbed,  as  if  choking  on  the  words.  “You  and  your  coven

acted honorably.” 

“You doubted it, from the White Demon?” 

“I did not think the Ironteeth bothered to care for human lives.” 

She didn’t know the half of it. Manon only said, “My grandmother informed

me that I am no longer an Ironteeth witch, so it seems who they do or do not care

for  no  longer  bears  any  weight  with  me.”  She  kept  walking  toward  the  trees

where the Thirteen had vanished, and Bronwen fell into step beside her. “It was

the least I could do,” Manon admitted. 

Bronwen glanced at her sidelong. “Indeed.” 

Manon eyed the Crochan. “You lead your witches well.” 

“The Ironteeth have long given us an excuse to be highly trained.” 

Something like shame washed through her again. She wondered if she’d ever

find a way to ease it, to endure it. “I suppose we have.” 

Bronwen didn’t reply before peeling off toward the small fires. 

But  as  Manon  went  in  search  of  Glennis’s  own  hearth,  the  Crochans  looked

her way. 

Some tipped their heads toward her. Some offered grim nods. 

She saw to it that the Thirteen were tending to their hands, and found herself

unable to sit. To let the weight of the day catch up to her. 

Around them, around each fire, Crochans argued quietly on whether to return

home  or  head  farther  south  into  Eyllwe.  Yet  if  they  went  into  Eyllwe,  what

would they do? Manon barely heard as the debate raged, Glennis letting each of

the seven ruling hearths arrive at its own decision. 

Manon didn’t linger to hear what they chose. Didn’t bother to ask them to fly

northward. 

Asterin stalked to Manon’s side, offering her a strip of dried rabbit while the

Thirteen ate, the Crochans continuing their quiet debates. The wind sang through

the trees, hollow and keening. 

“Where  do  we  go  at  dawn?”  Asterin  asked.  “Do  we  follow  them,  or  head

northward?” 

Did they cling to this increasingly futile quest to win them over, or did they

abandon it? 

Manon studied her bleeding, aching hands, the iron nails crusted with dirt. 

“I  am  a  Crochan,”  she  said.  “And  I  am  an  Ironteeth  witch.”  She  flexed  her

fingers,  willing  the  stiffness  from  them.  “The  Ironteeth  are  my  people,  too. 

Regardless  of  what  my  grandmother  may  decree.  They  are  my  people, 

Blueblood and Yellowlegs and Blackbeak alike.” 

And  she  would  bear  the  weight  of  what  she’d  created,  what  she’d  trained, 

forever. 

Asterin said nothing, though Manon knew she listened to every word. Knew

the Thirteen had stopped eating to listen, too. 

“I want to bring them home,” Manon said to them, to the wind that flowed all

the  way  to  the  Wastes.  “I  want  to  bring  them  all  home.  Before  it  is  too  late—

before they become something unworthy of a homeland.” 

“So what are you going to do?” Asterin asked softly, but not weakly. 

Manon finished the strip of dried meat, and swigged from her waterskin. 

The answer did not lie in picking one over the other, Crochan over Ironteeth. 

It never had. 

“If  the  Crochans  will  not  rally  a  host,  then  I’ll  find  another.  One  already trained.” 

“You  cannot  go  to  Morath,”  Asterin  breathed.  “You  won’t  get  within  a

hundred miles. The Ironteeth host might be already too far gone to even consider

siding with you.” 

“I’m not going to Morath.” Manon slid her frozen hand into her pocket. “I’m

going  to  the  Ferian  Gap.  To  whatever  of  the  host  remains  there  under  Petrah Blueblood’s command. To ask them to join us.” 

Asterin and the Thirteen had been stunned into silence. Letting them dwell on

it, Manon had turned into the trees. Had picked up Dorian’s scent and followed

it. 

And  seen  him  conversing  with  the  spirit  of  Kaltain  Rompier,  the  woman

healed  and  lucid  in  death.  Freed  from  her  terrible  torment.  Shock  had  rooted Manon to the spot. 

Then  she’d  heard  of  Dorian’s  plans  to  infiltrate  Morath.  Morath,  where  the

third and final Wyrdkey was kept. He’d known, and hadn’t told her. 

Kaltain  had  vanished  into  the  night  air  and  then  Dorian  had  shifted.  Into  a beautiful, proud raven. 

He hadn’t been training to entertain himself. Not at all. 

Manon snarled, “When, exactly, were you going to inform me that you were

about to retrieve the third Wyrdkey?” 

Dorian blinked at her, his face the portrait of calm assurance. “When I left.” 

“When you flew off as a raven or a wyvern, right into Erawan’s net?” 

The  temperature  in  the  clearing  plunged.  “What  difference  does  it  make  if  I

told you weeks ago or now?” 

She knew there was nothing kind, nothing warm on her face. A witch’s face. 

A  Blackbeak’s  face.  “Morath  is  suicide.  Erawan  will  find  you  in  any  form  you wear, and you will wind up with a collar around your throat.” 

“I don’t have another choice.” 

“We agreed,” Manon said, pacing a step. “We agreed that looking for the keys

was no longer a priority—” 

“I  knew  better  than  to  argue  with  you  about  it.”  His  eyes  glowed  like  blue fire.  “My  path  doesn’t  impact  your  own.  Rally  the  Crochans,  fly  north  to

Terrasen. My road leads to Morath. It always has.” 

“How  can  you  have  looked  at  Kaltain  and  not  seen  what  awaits  you?”  She

held  up  her  arm  and  pointed  to  where  Kaltain’s  scar  had  been.  “Erawan  will

 catch you. You cannot go.” 

“We  will  lose  this  war  if  I  do  not  go,”  he  snapped.  “How  do  you  not   care about that?” 

“I  care,”  she  hissed.  “I  care  if  we  lose  this  war.  I  care  if  I  fail  to  rally  the Crochans. I care if you go into Morath and do not return, not as something worth

living.” He only blinked. Manon spat on the mossy ground. “Now do you wish

to tell me that caring is not such a bad thing? Well, this is what comes of it.” 

“This is why I didn’t say anything,” he breathed. 

Her heart turned raging, its pulse echoing through her body, though her words

were  cold  as  ice.  “You  wish  to  go  to  Morath?”  She  prowled  up  to  him,  and  he didn’t back down an inch. “Then prove it. Prove you are ready.” 

“I don’t need to prove anything to you, witchling.” 

She  gave  him  a  brutal,  wicked  smile.  “Then  perhaps  prove  it  to  yourself.  A

test.” He’d deceived her, had lied to her. This man who she’d believed held no

secrets  between  them.  She  didn’t  know  why  it  made  her  want  to  shred

everything  within  sight.  “We  fly  to  the  Ferian  Gap  with  the  dawn.”  He  started, but  she  went  on,  “Join  us.  We  will  have  need  of  a  spy  on  the  inside.  Someone who can sneak past the guards to tell us what and who lies within.” She barely

heard  herself  over  the  roaring  in  her  head.  “Let’s  see  how  well  you  can  shape-shift then, princeling.” 

Manon forced herself to hold his stare. To let her words hang between them. 

Then  he  turned  on  his  heel,  aiming  for  the  camp.  “Fine.  But  find  yourself

another tent to sleep in tonight.” 

CHAPTER 41

They reached the sea under cover of darkness, warned of its arrival by the briny

scent that crept into the cave, then the rougher waters that pushed past, and then


finally the roar of the surf. 

Maeve’s  eyes  might  have  been  everywhere,  but  they  weren’t  fixed  on  the

cave  mouth  that  opened  onto  a  cove  along  Wendlyn’s  western  shore.  Nor  were

they on that cove when the boat landed on its sandy beach, then vanished back

into  the  caves  before  anyone  could  so  much  as  attempt  to  thank  the  creatures who had hauled them without rest. 

Aelin watched the boat until it disappeared, trying not to stare too long at the

clean,  unstained  sand  beneath  her  boots,  while  the  others  debated  where  they

might be along the coastline. 

A few hours of hurrying northward, into Wendlyn’s lands, and they got their

answer: close enough to the nearest port. 

The  tide  was  with  them,  and  with  the  gold  they’d  pilfered  from  the  barrow-

wights, it was a matter of Rowan and Lorcan simply crossing their arms before a

ship was secured. With Wendlyn’s armada sailing for Terrasen’s shores, the rules

about border crossings had been revoked. Gone were the several boat transfers to

reach  the  continent  across  the  sea,  the  security  measures.  No  mere  tyrant

squatted in Adarlan, but a Valg king with an aerial legion. 

It made it easier for the messages she dispatched to go out, too. Whether the

letter  to  Aedion  and  Lysandra  would  reach  them  was  up  to  the  gods,  she

supposed,  since  they  seemed  hell-bent  on  being  their  puppet  masters.  Perhaps

they might not bother with her now, if Dorian was heading for the third key, if he

might take her place. 

She did not dwell on it for long. 

The ship was a step above ramshackle, all the finer vessels commandeered for

the war, but it seemed steady enough to make the weeks-long crossing. For the

gold they paid, the captain yielded his own quarters to Aelin and Rowan. If the

man knew who they were, what they were, he said nothing. 

Aelin  didn’t  care.  Only  that  they  sailed  with  the  midnight  tide,  Rowan’s

magic propelling them swiftly out to the moonlit sea. 

Far from Maeve. From her gathered forces. 

From  the  truth  that  Aelin  might  have  glimpsed  that  day  in  Maeve’s  throne

room, the dark blood that had turned to red. 

She  hadn’t  told  the  others.  Didn’t  know  if  that  moment  had  been  real,  or  a trick of the light. If it had been another dreamscape, or some fragment that had

blended into the very real memory of Connall’s death. 

She’d  deal  with  it  later,  Aelin  decided  as  she  stood  by  the  prow,  the  others

long  since  having  gone  to  their  own  quarters  belowdecks.  Only  Rowan remained,  perched  on  the  mainmast  as  he  scanned  every  horizon  for  signs  of

pursuit. 

They’d evaded Maeve. For now. Tonight, at least, she wouldn’t know where

to find them. Until word spread of the strangers in that port, of the ship they’d

paid  a  king’s  fortune  to  take  them  into  war-torn  hell.  The  messages  Aelin  had sent. 

At least Maeve didn’t know where the Wyrdkeys were. They still had that in

their favor. 

Though  Maeve  was  likely  to  bring  her  army  across  the  sea  to  hunt  them

down. Or simply aid in Terrasen’s demise. 

Aelin’s  power  stirred,  a  thunderhead  groaning  in  her  blood.  She  ground  her

teeth and paid it no attention. 

Everything  relied  upon  them  reaching  the  continent  before  Maeve  and  her

forces. Or before Erawan could destroy too much of the world. 

Aelin leaned into the sea breeze, letting it seep into her skin, her hair, letting it

wash  away  the  dark  of  the  caves,  if  the  dark  of  the  prior  months  could  not  be eased entirely. Letting it soothe her fire into slumbering embers. 

These  weeks  at  sea  would  be  endless,  even  with  Rowan’s  magic  propelling

them. 

She’d use each day to train, to work with sword and dagger and bow until her

hands  were  blistered,  until  new  calluses  formed.  Until  the  thinness  returned  to muscle. 

She’d rebuild it—what she had been. 

Perhaps one last time, perhaps only for a little while, but she’d do it. If only

for Terrasen. 

Rowan swooped from the mast, shifting as he reached her side at the rail. He

surveyed the night-black sea beyond them. “You should rest.” 

She slid him a glance. “I’m not tired.” Not a lie, not in some regards. “Want

to spar?” 

He frowned. “Training can start tomorrow.” 

“Or  tonight.”  She  held  his  piercing  stare,  matched  his  dominance  with  her

own. 

“It can wait a few hours, Aelin.” 

“Every day counts.” Against Erawan, even a day of training would count. 

Rowan’s jaw tightened. “True,” he said at last. “But it can still wait. There are

… there are things we need to discuss.” 

The silent words rose in his animal-bright eyes.  About you and me. 

Her mouth went dry. But Aelin nodded. 

In silence, they strode into their spacious quarters, its only decoration the wall

of  windows  that  overlooked  the  churning  sea  behind  them.  A  far  cry  from  a

queen’s chamber, or any she might have purchased as Adarlan’s assassin. 

At least the bed built into the wall looked clean enough, the sheets crisp and

stainless.  But  Aelin  headed  for  the  oak  desk  anchored  to  the  floor,  and  leaned

against it while Rowan shut the door. 

In the dim lantern light, they stared at each other. 

She’d endured Maeve and Cairn; she’d endured Endovier and countless other

horrors  and  losses.  She  could  have  this  conversation  with  him.  The  first  step toward rebuilding herself. 

Aelin  knew  Rowan  could  hear  her  thundering  heart  as  the  space  between

them  went  taut.  She  swallowed  once.  “Elide  and  Lorcan  told  you  …  told  you

everything that was said on that beach.” 

A curt nod, wariness flooding his eyes. 

“Everything that Maeve said.” 

Another nod. 

She braced herself. “That I’m—we’re mates.” 

Understanding and something like relief replaced that wariness. “Yes.” 

“I’m your mate,” she said, needing to voice it. “And you are mine.” 

Rowan  crossed  the  room,  but  halted  a  few  feet  from  the  desk  on  which  she

leaned. “What of it, Aelin?” His question was low, rough. 

“Don’t you …” She scrubbed at her face. “You know what she did to you, to

…” She couldn’t say her name. Lyria. “Because of it.” 

“I do know.” 

“And?” 

“And what do you wish me to say?” 

She pushed off the desk. “I wish you to tell me how you feel about it. If …” 

“If what?” 

“If you wish it wasn’t so.” 

His brows narrowed. “Why would I ever wish that?” 

She  shook  her  head,  unable  to  answer,  and  stared  over  her  shoulder  toward

the sea. 

It  seemed  like  he  would  close  the  distance  between  them,  but  he  remained

where he was. “Aelin.” His voice turned hoarse. “Aelin.” 

She looked at him then, at the pain in his words. 

“Do you know what I wish?” He exposed his palms, one tattooed, the other

unmarked. “I wish that you had told me. When you realized it. I wish you had

told me then.” 

She swallowed against the ache in her throat. “I didn’t want to hurt you.” 

“Why would it ever hurt me to know the truth that was already in my heart? 

The truth I hoped for?” 

“I  didn’t  understand  it.  I  didn’t  understand   how  it  was  possible.  I  thought maybe  …  maybe  you  might  be  able  to  have  two  mates  within  a  lifetime,  but

even then, I just …” She blew out a breath. “I didn’t want you to be distressed.” 

His eyes softened. “Do I regret that Lyria was dragged into this, that the cost

of Maeve’s game was her life, and the life of the child we might have had? Yes. I

regret  that,  and  I  wish  it  had  never  happened.”  He  would  bear  the  tattoo  to remember  it  for  the  rest  of  his  days.  “But  none  of  that  was  your  fault.  I  will always carry some of the burden of it, always know  I chose to leave her for war

and glory, and that I played right into Maeve’s hands.” 

“Maeve wanted to ensnare you to get to me, though.” 

“Then it is her choice, not yours.” 

Aelin ran a hand over the worn wood of the desk. “In those illusions she spun

for me, she showed me variations on one more than all the others.” The words

were strained, but she forced them out. Forced herself to look at him. “She spun

me one dreamscape that felt so real I could smell the wind off the Staghorns.” 

“What did she show you?” A breathless question. 

Aelin had to swallow before she could answer. “She showed me what might

have  been—if  there  had  been  no  Erawan,  if  Elena  had  dealt  with  him  properly and banished him. If there had been no Lyria, none of that pain or despair you

endured. She showed me Terrasen as it would have been today, with my father as

king,  and  my  childhood  happy,  and  …”  Her  lips  wobbled.  “When  I  turned

twenty, you came with a delegation of Fae to Terrasen, to make amends for the

rift between my mother and Maeve. And you and I took one look at each other in

my father’s throne room, and we knew.” 

She didn’t fight the stinging in her eyes. “I wanted to believe that was the true

world. That this was the nightmare from which I’d awaken. I  wanted to believe

that there was a place where you and I had never known this suffering and loss, 

where  we’d  take  one  look  at  each  other  and  know  we  were  mates.  Maeve  told

me she could make it so. If I gave her the keys, she’d make it all possible.” She

wiped  at  her  cheek,  at  the  tear  that  escaped  down  it.  “She  spun  me  realities where you were dead, where you’d been killed by Erawan and only in handing

over the keys to her would I be able to avenge you. But those realities made me

… I stopped being useful to her when she told me you were gone. She couldn’t

get me to talk, to think. Yet in the ones where you and I met, where things were

as they should have been … that was when I came the closest.” 

His swallow was audible. “What stopped you?” 

She  wiped  at  her  face  again.  “The  male  I  fell  in  love  with  was  you.  It  was you,  who  knew  pain  as  I  did,  and  who  walked  with  me  through  it,  back  to  the light.  Maeve  didn’t  understand  that.  That  even  if  she  could  create  that  perfect world, it wouldn’t be you with me. And I’d never trade that, trade this. Not for

anything.” 

He extended his hand. An offer and invitation. 

Aelin laid hers atop his, and his callused fingers squeezed gently. “I wanted it

to  be  you,”  he  breathed,  closing  his  eyes.  “For  months  and  months,  even  in

Wendlyn,  I  wondered  why  you  weren’t  my  mate  instead.  It  tore  me  up, 

wondering it, but I still did.” He opened his eyes, and they burned like green fire. 

“All this time, I wanted it to be you.” 

She lowered her gaze, but he hooked a thumb and forefinger around her chin

and lifted her face. 

“I know you are tired, Fireheart. I know that the burden on your shoulders is

more than anyone should endure.” He took their joined hands and laid them on

his heart. “But we’ll face this together. Erawan, the Lock, all of it. We’ll face it

together. And when we are done, when you Settle, we will have a thousand years together. Longer.” 

A small sound came out of her. “Elena said the Lock requires—” 

“We’ll  face  it  together,”  he  swore  again.  “And  if  the  cost  of  it  truly  is  you, then we’ll pay it together. As one soul in two bodies.” 

Her heart strained to the point of cleaving. “Terrasen needs a king.” 

“I  have  no  intention  of  ruling  Terrasen  without  you.  Aedion  can  have  the

job.” 

She scanned his face. He meant every word. 

He  brushed  the  hair  from  her  face,  his  other  hand  still  clasping  hers  to  his chest, where his heart pounded a steady, unfaltering rhythm. “Even if I had my

choice  of  any  dream-realities,  any  perfect  illusions,  I  would  still  choose  you, too.” 

She  felt  the  truth  of  his  words  echo  into  the  unbreakable  thing  that  bound

their very souls, and tilted her face up toward his. But he made no move beyond

it. 

She frowned. “Why aren’t you kissing me?” 

“I thought you might want to be asked first.” 

“That never stopped you before.” 

“This first time, I wanted to make sure you were … ready.” After Cairn and

Maeve. After months of having no choices whatsoever. 

She smiled despite that truth. “I’m ready to be kissed again, Prince.” 

He let out a dark chuckle and muttered, “Thank the gods,” before he lowered

his mouth to hers. 

The kiss was gentle—light. Letting her decide how to guide it. So she did. 

Sliding  her  arms  around  Rowan’s  neck,  Aelin  pressed  herself  against  him, 

arching  into  his  touch  as  his  hands  roamed  along  her  back.  Yet  his  mouth

remained featherlight on hers. Sweet, exploratory kisses. He’d do it all night, if

that was what she wished. 

Mate. He was her mate, and she was finally allowed to call him such, to let

him be such—

The  thought  snapped  something.  Aelin  nipped  at  his  bottom  lip,  scraping  a

canine against it. 

The gesture snapped something in him, too. 

With a growl, Rowan swept her into his arms, never tearing his mouth from

hers as he carried her to the bed and set her down gently. Off came their boots, 

their  jackets  and  shirts  and  pants.  And  then  he  was  with  her,  the  strength  and heat of him pouring into her bare skin. 

She  couldn’t  touch  him  fast  enough,  feel  enough  of  him  against  her.  Even when his mouth roved down her neck, licking over that spot where his claiming

marks  had  been.  Even  when  he  roamed  farther,  worshipping  her  breasts  as  she

arched  up  into  each  lick  and  suckle.  Even  when  he  knelt  between  her  legs,  his shoulders spreading her thighs wide, and tasted her, over and over, until she was

writhing beneath him. 

But  something  primal  in  her  went  quiet  and  still  as  Rowan  rose  over  her again, and their eyes locked. 

“You’re  my  mate,”  he  said,  the  words  near-guttural.  He  nudged  at  her

entrance, and she shifted her hips to draw him in, but he remained where he was. 

Withholding what she ached for until he heard what he needed. 

Aelin tipped back her head, baring her neck to him. “You’re my mate.” Her

words were a breathless rush. “And I am yours.” 

Rowan thrust into her in a mighty stroke as he plunged his teeth into the side

of her neck. 

She cried out at the claiming, release already barreling along her spine, but he

began  moving.  Moving,  while  his  teeth  remained  in  her,  and  she  moaned  with

each drive of his hips, the sheer size of him a decadence she would never be able

to  get  enough  of.  She  dragged  her  nails  down  his  muscled  back,  then  lower, 

feeling every powerful stroke of him into her. 

Rowan  withdrew  his  teeth  from  her  neck,  and  Aelin  claimed  his  mouth  in  a

savage kiss, her blood a coppery tang on his tongue. 

He  went  wild  at  that,  hoisting  her  hips  to  angle  himself  deeper,  harder.  The world might have been burning around them for all she cared, all he cared, too. 

“Together, Aelin,” he promised, and she heard the rest of the words in every

place  their  bodies  joined.  Together  they  would  face  this,  together  they  would find a way. 

Release crested within her once more, a shimmering brightness. 

And just when it broke, Aelin sank her teeth into Rowan’s neck, claiming him

as he’d claimed her. 

His blood, powerful and wind-kissed, filled her mouth, her soul, and Rowan

roared as release shattered through him, too. 

For long minutes, they lay tangled in each other. 

 Together we’ll find a way, their mingling breaths, the crashing sea, seemed to

echo.  Together. 

CHAPTER 42

Lorcan was given the last watch of the night, which allowed him to witness the

sunrise over the now-distant horizon. 

Would he ever see it again—Wendlyn, Doranelle, any of that eastern land? 

Perhaps  not,  considering  what  they  sailed  to  in  the  west,  and  the  immortal

army  Maeve  had  no  doubt  set  on  their  heels.  Perhaps  they  were  all  doomed  to limited sunrises. 

The  others  roused,  venturing  onto  the  deck  to  learn  what  the  morning

brought. Nothing, he almost told them from where he stood by the prow. Water

and sun and a whole lot of nothing. 

Fenrys spotted him and bared his teeth. Lorcan gave him a mocking smile. 

Yes,  that  fight  would  come  later.  He’d  welcome  it,  the  chance  to  ease  the

tightness from his bones, to let Fenrys tear into him a bit. 

He  wouldn’t  kill  the  wolf,  though.  Fenrys  might  try  to  kill  him,  but  Lorcan wouldn’t do it. Not after what Fenrys had endured—what he’d managed to do. 

Elide  emerged  from  belowdecks,  hair  braided  and  smooth.  As  if  she’d  been

up  before  the  dawn.  She  barely  looked  his  way,  though  he  knew  she  was  well aware of his location. Lorcan blocked out the hollow pang in his chest. 

But Aelin spied him, and there was more clarity in her face than there’d been

these past few days as she stalked for where he stood. More of that swagger in

her gait, too. 

The sleeves of her white shirt had been rolled to the elbow, her hair braided

back. Goldryn and a long knife hung from her belt. Ready for training. Primed

for it, judging by the bristling energy that buzzed around her. 

Lorcan met her halfway, descending the small stairs. 

Whitethorn lingered nearby, also dressed for sparring, the wariness in his eyes

telling Lorcan enough: the prince had no idea what this was about. 

But  the  young  queen  crossed  her  arms.  “Do  you  plan  to  sail  with  us  to

Terrasen?” 

An unnecessary question for dawn, and in the middle of the sea. “Yes.” 

“And you plan to join us in this war?” 

“I’m certainly not going there to enjoy the weather.” 

Amusement glittered in her eyes, though her face remained grim. “Then this

is how it’s going to work.” 

Lorcan  waited  for  the  list  of  orders  and  demands,  but  the  queen  was  only

watching him, that amusement fading into something steel-hardened. 

“You  were  Maeve’s  second-in-command,”  she  said,  and  Elide  turned  their

way.  “And  now  that  you  aren’t,  it  leaves  you  as  a  powerful  Fae  male  whose

allegiances I don’t know or really trust. Not when Maeve’s army is likely on the

move  toward  the  continent  at  this  very  moment.  So  I  can’t  have  you  in  my kingdom, or traveling with us, when you might very well sell information to get

back into Maeve’s good graces, can I?” 

He  opened  his  mouth,  bristling  at  the  haughty  tone,  but  Aelin  went  on.  “So

I’ll make you an offer, Lorcan Salvaterre.” She tapped her bare forearm. “Swear

the blood oath to me, and I’ll let you roam wherever you wish.” 

Fenrys cursed behind them, but Lorcan barely heard it over the roaring in his

head. 

“And what, exactly,” he managed to say, “do I get out of it?” 

Aelin’s  eyes  slid  over  her  shoulder.  To  where  Elide  watched,  mouth  agape. 

When the queen met Lorcan’s gaze again, a touch of sympathy had softened the

steely arrogance. “You will be allowed into Terrasen. That is what you will get. 

Where you choose to live within Terrasen’s borders will not be my decision.” 

Not her decision, or his. But that of the dark-haired female gawking at them. 

“And if I refuse?” Lorcan dared ask. 

“Then  you  will  never  be  allowed  to  set  foot  in  my  kingdom,  or  to  travel

further  with  us—not  with  the  keys  in  the  balance,  and  Maeve’s  army  at  our

backs.” That sympathy remained. “I can’t trust you enough to let you join us any

other way.” 

“But you’ll let me swear the blood oath?” 

“I want nothing from you, and you want nothing from me. The only order I

shall ever give you is the one I would ask of any citizen of Terrasen: to protect

and defend our kingdom and its people. You can live in a hut in the Staghorns

for all I care.” 

She  meant  it,  too.  Swear  the  blood  oath,  swear  never  to  harm  her  kingdom, 

and  she’d  give  him  freedom.  And  if  he  refused  …  He  would  never  see  Elide

again. 

“I don’t have another choice,” Aelin said quietly, so the others might not hear. 

“I can’t risk Terrasen.” She still held her arm toward him. “But I would not take

something as precious away from you.” 

“What you don’t realize is  that is no longer a possibility.” 

Again, that hint of a smile and glance over her shoulder toward Elide. “It is.” 

Her turquoise eyes were bright as she looked back at him, and there was wisdom

on  Aelin’s  face  that  he  had  perhaps  never  noticed  before.  A  queen’s  face. 

“Believe me, Lorcan, it is.” 

He shut down the hope that filled his chest, foreign and unwanted. 

“But Terrasen will not survive this war,  she will not survive this war, without

you.” 

And even if the queen before him gave her immortal life to forge the Lock, to

stop Erawan, Lorcan’s blood oath to protect her kingdom would hold. 

“It’s your choice,” she said simply. 

Lorcan allowed himself to look to Elide, foolish as it might be. 

She had a hand on her throat, her dark eyes so wide. 

It didn’t matter if she still offered him a home in Perranth, if the queen spoke

true. 

But  what  did  matter  was  that  Aelin  Galathynius  had  meant  her  promise:  he

was too powerful, his allegiances too murky, for her to allow him to roam with

her, to enter her kingdom unfettered. She’d let him go, keep him out of Terrasen, 

even if Erawan’s hordes were descending, just to avoid the other threat at their

backs: Maeve. 

And Elide would not survive it, this war, if all of them were dead. 

He  couldn’t  accept  it,  that  possibility.  Foolish  and  useless  as  it  was,  he

couldn’t  allow  it  to  pass.  To  have  either  Erawan’s  beasts  or  her  uncle  Vernon come to claim her again. 

Fool. He was an ancient, stupid fool. 

Yet the god at his shoulder did not tell him to run, or to fight. 

His  choice,  then.  He  wondered  what  the  goddess  who  whispered  to  Elide

made of this. 

Wondered  what  the  woman  herself  was  going  to  make  of  this  as  he  said  to

Aelin, “Fine.” 

“Gods spare us,” Fenrys murmured. 

Aelin’s lips curved in that hint of a smile, amused and yet edged with a touch

of cruelty, as she glanced to the wolf. “You’ll have to let him live, you realize,” 

she  said  to  Fenrys,  lifting  a  brow.  “No  to-the-death  dueling.  No  vengeance-

fighting. Can you stomach it?” 

Lorcan  bristled  as  Fenrys  looked  him  over.  Lorcan  let  him  see  every  bit  of

dominance in his stare. 

Fenrys sent all of his raging back. Not as much as what Lorcan possessed, but

enough to remind him that the White Wolf of Doranelle could bite if he wished. 

Lethally. 

Fenrys  just  turned  to  the  queen.  “If  I  tell  you  he’s  a  prick  and  a  miserable bastard to be around, will it change your mind?” 

Lorcan snarled, but Aelin snorted. “Isn’t that why we love Lorcan, though?” 

She  gave  him  a  smile  that  told  Lorcan  she  remembered  every  detail  of  their

initial encounters in Rifthold—when he’d shoved her face-first into a brick wall. 

Aelin said to Fenrys, “We’ll only invite him to Orynth on holidays.” 

“So  he  can  ruin  the  festivities?”  Fenrys  scowled.  “I,  for  one,  cherish  my

holidays. I don’t need a misanthrope raining on them.” 

Gods above. Lorcan cut Rowan a look, but the warrior-prince was watching

his  queen  carefully.  As  if  he  knew  precisely  what  manner  of  storm  brewed

beneath her skin. 

Aelin  waved  a  hand.  “Fine,  fine.  You  won’t  try  to  kill  Lorcan  for  what

happened  in  Eyllwe,  and  in  exchange,  we  won’t  invite  him  to  anything.”  Her

grin was nothing short of wicked. 

This  was  the  sort  of  court  he’d  be  joining—this  whirlwind  of  …  Lorcan

didn’t know what the word was for it. He doubted any of his five centuries had

prepared him for it, though. 

Aelin extended a hand. “You know how this goes, then. Or are you too old to

remember?” 

Lorcan glared and knelt, offering up the dagger at his side. 

A fool. He was a fool. 

And yet his hands shook slightly as he gave the queen the knife. 

Aelin  weighed  the  blade,  a  golden  ring  capped  with  an  obscenely  large

emerald  adorning  her  finger.  A  wedding  band.  Likely  from  the  barrow-wight

trove  she’d  pilfered.  He  glanced  to  where  Whitethorn  stood  to  the  side.  Sure enough, a golden ring lay on the warrior’s own finger, a ruby built into the band. 

And peeking above the collar of Rowan’s jacket, two fresh scars lay. 

A pair of them now marked the queen’s own throat. 

“Done gawking?” Aelin asked Lorcan coolly. 

He  scowled.  Even  with  the  holy  ritual  they  were  about  to  partake  in,  the

queen found a way to be irreverent. “Say it.” 

Her  lips  curved  again.  “Do  you,  Lorcan  Salvaterre,  swear  upon  your  blood

and eternal soul, to be loyal to me, to my crown, and to Terrasen for the rest of

your life?” 

He  blinked.  Maeve  had  intoned  a  lengthy  list  of  questions  in  the  Old

Language when he’d sworn her oath. But he said, “I do. I swear it.” 

Aelin sliced the dagger across her forearm, and her blood shone bright as the

ruby in the sword at her side. “Then drink.” 

His last chance to back out from this. 

But  he  glanced  toward  Elide  again.  And  saw  hope—just  a  glimmer  of  it—

lighting her face. 

So Lorcan took the queen’s arm in his hands and drank. 

The  taste  of  her—jasmine,  lemon  verbena,  and  crackling  embers—filled  his

mouth. Filled his soul, as something burned and settled within him. 

An  ember  of  warmth.  Like  a  piece  of  that  raging  magic  had  come  to  rest

inside his very soul. 

Swaying a bit, he let go of her arm. 

“Welcome to the court,” Aelin said. “Here’s your first and only order: protect

Terrasen and its people.” 

The command settled in him, too, another little spark that glowed down deep. 

Then  the  queen  pivoted  on  her  heel  and  walked  away—no,  walked  up  to

Elide. 

Lorcan tried and failed to stand. His body, it seemed, still needed a moment. 

So  he  could  only  watch  as  Aelin  said  to  Elide,  “I  am  not  offering  you  the blood oath.” 

Vow or no, he debated throwing the queen into the ocean for the devastation

that clouded Elide’s face. But the Lady of Perranth kept her chin high. “Why?” 

Aelin took Elide’s hand with a gentleness that cooled Lorcan’s rising temper. 

“Because  when  we  return  to  Terrasen,  if  I  am  to  be  given  the  throne,  then  you cannot  be  bound  to  me.”  Elide’s  brows  crossed.  “Perranth  is  the  second-most

powerful  House  in  Terrasen,”  Aelin  explained.  “Four  of  its  lords  have  decided that I am unfit for the throne. I need a majority to win it back.” 

“And  if  I  am  sworn  to  you,  it  jeopardizes  the  integrity  of  my  vote,”  Elide finished. 

Aelin nodded, and let go of her hand to turn to all of them. In the rising sun, 

the  queen  was  bathed  in  gold.  “Terrasen  is  over  two  weeks  away,  if  the  winter storms don’t interfere. We’ll use this time to train and plan.” 

“Plan for what?” Fenrys asked, coming closer. 

A member of this court. Of Lorcan’s own court. The three of them once again

bound—and  yet  freer  than  they’d  ever  been.  Lorcan  half  wondered  why  the

queen didn’t offer the oath to Gavriel, but she spoke again. 

“My  task  cannot  be  completed  without  the  keys.  I  assume  that  their  new

bearers will eventually seek me out, if the third is found and they decide not to

finish  things  themselves.”  She  glanced  to  Rowan,  who  nodded.  As  if  they’d

already discussed this. “So rather than waste vital time roaming the continent in

pursuit of them, we will indeed go to Terrasen. Especially if Maeve is bringing

her army to its shores as well. And if I am not allowed to lead from my throne, 

then I shall just have to do so from the battlefields.” 

She  meant  to  fight.  The  queen— Lorcan’s  queen—meant  to  fight  against

Morath. And Maeve, should the worst happen. And then she’d die for them all. 

“To Terrasen, then,” Fenrys said. 

“To Terrasen,” Elide echoed. 

Aelin  gazed  westward,  toward  the  kingdom  that  was  all  that  stood  between

Erawan  and  conquest.  Toward  Lorcan’s  new  home.  As  if  she  could  see  the

dread-lord’s legions unleashing upon it. And Maeve’s immortal host creeping at

their backs, a host Lorcan and his companions had once commanded. 

Aelin merely strode to the center of the deck, the sailors giving them a wide

berth.  She  unsheathed  Goldryn  and  her  dagger,  then  lifted  her  brows  at

Whitethorn in silent challenge. 

The warrior-prince obeyed, unsheathing his blade and hatchet before sinking

into a defensive crouch. 

Training—retraining her body. No whisper of her power manifested, yet her

eyes burned bright. 

Aelin angled her weapons. “To Terrasen,” she said at last. 

And began. 

CHAPTER 43

Dorian began small. 

First,  by  changing  his  eyes  to  black.  Solid  black,  like  the  Valg.  Then  by

turning his skin into an icy, pale shade, the sort that never saw sunlight. His hair, 

he left dark, but he managed to make his nose more crooked, his mouth thinner. 

Not  a  full  shift,  but  one  done  in  pieces.  Weaving  the  image  together  in

himself,  forming  the  tapestry  of  his  new  face,  new  skin,  during  the  long,  silent flight up the spine of the Fangs. 

He hadn’t told Manon it was likely a suicide mission, too. He’d barely talked

to  her  at  all  since  the  forest  clearing.  They’d  left  with  the  dawn,  when  she’d announced to Glennis and the Crochans what she planned to do. They could fly

to the Ferian Gap and return to that hidden camp within the Fangs in four days, 

if they were lucky. 

She’d asked the Crochans to meet them there. To trust her enough to return to

their mountain camp and wait. 

They had said yes. Maybe it was the grave the Thirteen had dug all day, but

the Crochans said yes. A tentative trust—just this once. 

So  Dorian  had  flown  with  Asterin.  Had  used  each  frigid  hour  northward  to

slowly alter his body. 

 You  want  to  go  to  Morath  so  badly,  Manon  had  hissed  again  before  they’d left,  then let’s see if you can do it. 

A test. One he was glad to excel at. If only to throw in her face. 

Manon  knew  of  a  back  door  that  only  the  wyverns  took  into  the  Northern

Fang,  along  with  any  human  grunts  unlucky  enough  to  be  bound  to  this  place. 

Asterin  and  Manon  had  left  the  Thirteen  farther  in  the  mountains  before

approaching, and even then they’d stopped far away enough from any scouts that

they’d spent hours hiking on foot, taking Asterin’s mare with them. Abraxos had

snarled and tugged on the reins, but Sorrel had held him firmly. 

The two mammoth peaks flanking the Gap grew larger with each passed mile. 

Yet  as  he  approached  the  southern  side  of  the  Fang,  he  hadn’t  realized  how

massive, exactly, they were. 

Large enough to hold an aerial host. To train and breed them. 

This was what his father and Erawan had built. What Adarlan had become. 

No wyverns circled in the skies, but their roars and shrieks echoed from the

pass  as  he  strode  for  the  ancient  gates  that  opened  into  the  mountain  itself. 

Behind him, led by a chain, Asterin’s blue mare followed. 

Another  trainer  bringing  back  his  mount  after  a  trip  for  some  air.  The  few

guards—mortal men—at the gates barely blinked as he appeared around a rocky

bend. 

Dorian’s palms turned sweaty within his gloves. He prayed the shifting held. 

He  would  have  no  way  of  knowing,  though  he  supposed  few  here  would

recognize  his  natural  face.  He’d  picked  coloring  close  enough  to  his  own  that should  the  tapestry  within  himself  unravel,  someone  might  dismiss  the  altering of his skin tone, his eyes, as a trick of the light. 

Narene huffed, yanking on the reins. Not wanting to go near this place. 

He didn’t blame her. The reek from the mountain set his knees wobbling. 

But he’d spent years schooling his expression against the headache-inducing

perfumes  his  mother’s  courtiers  wore.  How  far  away  that  world  seemed—that

palace  of  perfume  and  lace  and  lilting  music.  Had  they  not  resisted  Erawan, 

would he have allowed it to still exist? Had they bowed to him, would Erawan

have maintained his ruse as Perrington and ruled as a mortal king? 

Dorian’s  legs  burned,  the  hours  of  walking  taking  their  toll.  Manon  and

Asterin lurked nearby, hidden in the snow and stone. They no doubt marked his

every move while he inched closer to the gates. 

His parting words with Manon had been brief. Terse. 

He’d  dropped  the  two  Wyrdkeys  into  her  awaiting  palm,  the  Amulet  of

Orynth clinking faintly against her iron nails. Only a fool would bring them into

one  of  Erawan’s  strongholds.  “They  might  not  be  your  priority,”  Dorian  said, 

“but they remain vital to our success.” 

Manon’s  eyes  had  narrowed  as  she  pocketed  the  keys,  utterly  unfazed  at

holding  in  her  jacket  a  power  great  enough  to  level  kingdoms.  “You  think  I’d toss them away like rubbish?” 

Asterin suddenly found the snow to be in need of her careful attention. 

Dorian  shrugged,  and  unbuckled  Damaris,  the  sword  too  fine  for  a  mere

wyvern  trainer.  He  passed  it  to  Manon,  too.  An  ordinary  dagger  would  be  his only weapon—and the magic in his veins. “If I don’t come back,” he said while

she tied the ancient blade to her belt, “the keys must go to Terrasen.” It was the

only place he could think of—even if Aelin wasn’t there to take them. 

“You’ll  come  back,”  Manon  said.  It  sounded  like  more  of  a  threat  than

anything. 

Dorian smirked. “Would you miss me if I didn’t?” 

Manon didn’t reply. He didn’t know why he expected her to. 

He’d taken all of a step, when Asterin clasped his shoulder. “In and out, quick

as you can,” she warned him. “Take care of Narene.” Worry indeed shone in the

Second’s gold-flecked black eyes. 

Dorian  bowed  his  head.  “With  my  life,”  he  promised  as  he  approached  her

mount  and  grasped  the  dangling  reins.  He  didn’t  fail  to  miss  the  gratitude  that softened Asterin’s features. Or that Manon had already turned away from him. 

A fool to start down this path with her. He should have known better. 

The guards’ faces became clear. Dorian embraced the portrait of a tired, bored

handler. 

He waited for the questioning, but it never came. 

They simply waved him through, equally tired and bored. And cold. 
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Asterin  had  given  him  a  layout  of  the  Northern  Fang  and  the  Omega  across

from  it,  so  he  knew  to  turn  left  upon  entering  the  towering  hallway.  Wyvern bellows and grunts sounded all around, and that rotting scent stuffed itself up his

nose. 

But he found the stables precisely where Asterin said they’d be, the blue mare

patient while he loosely tied her chains to the anchor in the wall. 

Dorian left Narene with a soothing pat to her neck, and went to see what the

Ferian Gap might reveal. 

The hours that passed were some of the longest of Manon’s existence. 

From anticipation, she told herself. Of what she had to do. 

Abraxos, unsurprisingly, found them within an hour, his reins sliced from the

struggle he’d no doubt waged and won with Sorrel. He waited, however, beside

Manon  in  silence,  wholly  focused  upon  the  gate  where  Dorian  and  Narene  had

vanished. 

Time dripped by. The king’s sword was a constant weight at her side. 

She cursed herself for needing to prove—to him, to herself—that she refused

to  let  him  go  into  Morath  for  practical,  ordinary  reasons.  Erawan  wasn’t  at  the Ferian Gap. It’d be safer. 

Somewhat. But if the Matrons were there …

That  was  why  he’d  gone.  To  learn  if  they  were.  To  see  if  Petrah  truly

commanded the host there, and how many Ironteeth were present. 

He had not been trained as a spy, but he’d grown up in a court where people

wielded  smiles  and  clothes  like  weapons.  He  knew  how  to  blend  in,  how  to

listen. How to make people see what they wished to see. 

She’d  sent  Elide  into  the  dungeons  of  Morath,  Darkness  damn  her.  Sending

the King of Adarlan into the Ferian Gap was no different. 

It didn’t stop her breath from escaping when Abraxos stiffened, scanning the

sky. As if he heard something they couldn’t. 

And it was the joy that sparked in her mount’s eyes that told her. 

Moments  later,  Narene  sailed  toward  them,  making  a  lazy  path  over  the

mountains,  a  dark-haired,  pale-skinned  rider  atop  her.  He’d  truly  been  able  to change  parts  of  himself.  Had  made  his  face  nearly  unrecognizable.  And  kept  it that way. 

Asterin  rushed  toward  the  mare,  and  even  Manon  blinked  as  her  Second

threw her arms around Narene’s neck. Holding her tight. The mare only leaned

her head against Asterin’s back and huffed. 

Dorian slid off the mare, leaving the reins dangling. 

“Well?” Manon demanded. 

His eyes—dark as a Valg’s—flashed. She didn’t try to explain that her knees

had  been  shaking.  Still  buckled  while  she  handed  him  his  sword,  then  the  two keys, her nails grazing his gloved hand. 

Dorian’s  eyes  lightened  to  that  crushing  sapphire,  his  skin  becoming  golden

once more. “The Matrons are not there. Only Petrah Blueblood, and about three
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hundred Ironteeth from all three clans.” His mouth curved in a cruel half smile, 

cold as the peaks around them. Damning. “The way is clear, Majesty.” 

The patrols at the Ferian Gap spotted them miles away. 

The Thirteen were still allowed to land in the Omega. 

Manon had left Dorian in the small pass where they’d gathered the Thirteen. 

If they did not return within a day, he was to do what he wished. Go to Morath

and Erawan’s awaiting embrace, if he was that reckless. 

There had been no good-byes between them. 

Manon  kept  her  heartbeat  steady  as  she  sat  atop  Abraxos  just  inside  the

cavernous  mouth  leading  into  the  Omega,  aware  of  every  enemy  eye  on  them, 

both at their front and back. “I wish to speak to Petrah Blueblood,” she declared

to the hall. 

A young voice answered “I assumed so.” 

The  Blueblood  Heir  appeared  through  the  nearest  archway,  an  iron  band  on

her brow, blue robes flowing. 

Manon inclined her head. “Gather your host in this hall.” 

Manon hadn’t dwelled long on what she’d say. 

And  as  the  three  hundred  Ironteeth  witches  filed  into  the  hall,  some  coming

off  their  patrols,  Manon  half  wondered  if  she  should  have.  They  watched  her, watched the Thirteen, with a wary disdain. 

Their disgraced Wing Leader; their fallen Heir. 

When  all  were  gathered,  Petrah,  still  standing  in  the  doorway  where  she’d

appeared, merely said, “My life debt for an audience, Blackbeak.” 

Manon  swallowed,  her  tongue  as  dry  as  paper.  Seated  atop  Abraxos,  she

could see every shifting movement in the crowd, the wide eyes or hands gripping

swords. 

“I  will  not  tell  you  the  particulars  of  who  I  am,”  Manon  said  at  last.  “For  I think you have already heard them.” 

“Crochan bitch,” someone spat. 

Manon set her eyes on the Blackbeaks, stone-faced where the others bristled

with hatred. It was for them she spoke, for them she had come here. 

“All my life,” Manon said, her voice wavering only slightly, “I have been fed

a lie.” 

“We don’t have to listen to this trash,” another sentinel spat. 

Asterin snarled at Manon’s side, and the others fell silent. Even disgraced, the

Thirteen were deadly. 

Manon  went  on,  “A  lie,  about  who  we  are,  what  we  are.  That  we  are

monsters, and proud to be.” She ran a finger over the scrap of red fabric binding

her braid. “But we were  made into them. Made,” she repeated. “When we might

be so much more.” 

Silence fell. 

Manon took that as encouragement enough. “My grandmother does not plan to only reclaim the Wastes when this war is done. She plans to rule the Wastes as

High Queen. Your  only queen.” 

A murmur at that. At the words, at the betrayal Manon made in revealing her

Matron’s private plans. 

“There will be no Bluebloods, or Yellowlegs, not as you are now. She plans to

take  the  weapons  you  have  built  here,  plans  to  use  our  Blackbeak  riders,  and make you into our subjects. And if you do not bend to her, you will not exist at all.” 

Manon took a breath. Another. 

“We have known only bloodshed and violence for five hundred years. We will

know it for another five hundred yet.” 

“Liar,” someone shouted. “We fly to glory.” 

But Asterin moved, unbuttoning her leather jacket, then hoisting up her white

shirt.  Rising  in  the  stirrups  to  bare  her  scarred,  brutalized  abdomen.  “She  does not lie.” 

 UNCLEAN

There, the word remained stamped. Would always be stamped. 

“How  many  of  you,”  Asterin  called  out,  “have  been  similarly  branded?  By

your Matron, by your coven leader? How many of you have had your stillborn

witchlings burned before you might hold them?” 

The silence that fell now was different from before. Shaking—shuddering. 

Manon glanced at the Thirteen to find tears in Ghislaine’s eyes as she took in

the  brand  on  Asterin’s  womb.  Tears  in  the  eyes  of  all  of  them,  who  had  not known. 

And  it  was  for  those  tears,  which  Manon  had  never  seen,  that  she  faced  the host again. “You will be killed in this war, or after it. And you will never see our

homeland again.” 

“What is it that you want, Blackbeak?” Petrah asked from the archway. 

“Ride with us,”  Manon breathed. “Fly  with us. Against  Morath. Against the

people  who  would  keep  you  from  your  homeland,  your  future.”  Murmuring

broke out again. Manon pushed ahead, “An Ironteeth-Crochan alliance. Perhaps

one to break our curse at last.” 

Again, that shuddering silence. Like a storm about to break. 

Asterin sat back in the saddle, but kept her shirt open. 

“The choice of how our people’s future shall be shaped is yours,” Manon told

each  of  the  witches  assembled,  all  the  Blackbeaks  who  might  fly  to  war  and

never return. “But I will tell you this.” Her hands shook, and she fisted them on

her thighs. “There is a better world out there. And I have seen it.” 

Even the Thirteen looked toward her now. 

“I have seen witch and human and Fae dwell together in peace. And it is not a

weakness to do so, but a strength. I have met kings and queens whose love for

their kingdoms, their peoples, is so great that the self is secondary. Whose love

for their people is so strong that even in the face of unthinkable odds, they do the

impossible.” 

Manon lifted her chin. “You are my people. Whether my grandmother decrees

it so or not, you are my people, and always will be. But I will fly against you, if

need  be,  to  ensure  that  there  is  a  future  for  those  who  cannot  fight  for  it themselves. Too long have we preyed on the weak, relished doing so. It is time

that  we  became  better  than  our  foremothers.”  The  words  she  had  given  the

Thirteen months ago. “There is a better world out there,” she said again. “And I

will  fight  for  it.”  She  turned  Abraxos  away,  toward  the  plunge  behind  them. 

“Will you?” 

Manon  nodded  to  Petrah.  Eyes  bright,  the  Heir  only  nodded  back.  They

would be permitted to leave as they had arrived: unharmed. 

So  Manon  nudged  Abraxos,  and  he  leaped  into  the  sky,  the  Thirteen

following suit. 

Not a child of war. 

But of peace. 

CHAPTER 44

“How shall I carve you up today, Aelin?” 

Cairn’s words were a push of hot breath at her ear as his knife scraped down

her bare thigh. 

No. No, it couldn’t have been a dream. 

The escape, Rowan, the ship to Terrasen—

Cairn dug the tip of his dagger into the flesh above her knee, and she gritted

her  teeth  as  blood  swelled  and  spilled.  As  he  began  twisting  the  blade,  a  little deeper with each rotation. 

He had done it so many times now. All over her body. 

He  would  only  stop  when  he  hit  bone.  When  she  was  screaming  and

screaming. 

A  dream.  An  illusion.  Her  escape  from  him,  from  Maeve,  had  been  another

illusion. 

Had she said it? Had she said where the keys were hidden? 

She couldn’t stop the sob that ripped from her. 

Then  a  cool,  cultured  voice  purred,  “All  that  training,  and  this  is  what

becomes of you?” 

Not real. Arobynn, standing on the other side of the altar, was not real. Even

if he looked it, his red hair shining, his clothes impeccable. 

Her  former  master  gave  her  a  half  smile.  “Even  Sam  held  out  better  than

this.” 

Cairn twisted the knife again, slicing through muscle. She arched, her scream

ringing in her ears. From far away, Fenrys snarled. 

“You  could  get  out  of  these  chains,  if  you  really  wanted,”  Arobynn  said, 

frowning with distaste. “If you really tried.” 

No, she couldn’t, and everything had been a dream, a lie—

“You   let  yourself  remain  captive.  Because  the  moment  you  are  free  …” 

Arobynn chuckled. “Then you must offer yourself up, a lamb to slaughter.” 

She clawed and thrashed against the shredding in her leg, not hearing Cairn as

he sneered. Only hearing the King of the Assassins, unseen and unnoted beside

her. 

“Deep down, you’re hoping you’ll be here long enough that the young King

of Adarlan will pay the price. Deep down, you know you’re hiding here, waiting

for him to clear the path.” Arobynn leaned against the side of the altar, cleaning

his  nails  with  a  dagger.  “Deep  down,  you  know  it’s  not  really  fair,  that  those gods picked you. That Elena picked you instead of him. She bought you time to

live, yes, but  you were still chosen to pay the price. Her price. And the gods’.” 

Arobynn  ran  a  long-fingered  hand  down  the  side  of  her  face.  “Do  you  see
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what I tried to spare you from all these years? What you might have avoided had

you remained Celaena, remained with me?” He smiled. “Do you see, Aelin?” 

She could not answer. Had no voice. 

Cairn hit bone, and—

Aelin lunged upward, hands grasping for her thigh. 

No chains weighed her. No mask smothered her. 

No dagger had been twisted into her body. 

Breathing hard, the scent of musty sheets clinging to her nose, the sounds of

her  screaming  replaced  by  the  drowsy  chirping  of  birds,  Aelin  scrubbed  at  her face. 

The prince who’d fallen asleep beside her was already running a hand down

her back in silent, soothing strokes. 

Beyond the small window of the ramshackle inn somewhere near Fenharrow

and Adarlan’s border, thick veils of mist drifted. 

A dream. Just a dream. 

She  twisted,  setting  her  feet  to  the  threadbare  carpet  on  the  uneven  wood

floor. 

“Dawn isn’t for another hour,” Rowan said. 

Yet Aelin reached for her shirt. “I’ll get warmed up, then.” Maybe run, as she

had not been able to do in weeks and weeks. 

Rowan  sat  up,  missing  nothing.  “Training  can  wait,  Aelin.”  They’d  been

doing it for weeks now, as thorough and grueling as it had been at Mistward. 

She  shoved  her  legs  into  her  pants,  then  buckled  on  her  sword  belt.  “No,  it can’t.” 

Aelin  dodged  to  the  side,  Rowan’s  blade  sailing  past  her  head,  snipping  a  few strands from the end of her braid. 

She blinked, breathing hard, and barely brought Goldryn up in time to parry

his  next  attack.  Metal  reverberated  through  the  stinging  blisters  coating  her

hands. 

New  blisters—for  a  new  body.  Three  weeks  at  sea,  and  her  calluses  had

barely  formed  again.  Every  day,  hours  spent  training  at  swordplay  and  archery and combat, and her hands were still  soft. 

Grunting, Aelin crouched low, thighs burning as she prepared to spring. 

But  Rowan  halted  in  the  dusty  courtyard  of  the  inn,  his  hatchet  and  sword

dropping  to  his  sides.  In  the  first  light  of  dawn,  the  inn  could  have  passed  for pleasant,  the  sea  breeze  from  the  nearby  coast  drifting  through  the  lingering leaves on the hunched apple tree in the center of the space. 

A gathering storm to the north had forced their ship to find harbor last night—

and after weeks at sea, none of them had hesitated to spend a few hours on land. 

To learn what in hell had happened while they’d been gone. 

The answer: war. 

Everywhere, war raged. But  where the fighting occurred, the aging innkeeper didn’t know. Boats didn’t stop at the port anymore—and the great warships just

sailed  past.  Whether  they  were  enemy  or  friendly,  he  also  didn’t  know.  Knew

absolutely nothing, it seemed. Including how to cook. And clean his inn. 

They’d need to be back on the seas within a day or two, if they were to make

it to Terrasen quickly. There were too many storms in the North to have risked

crossing directly there, their captain had said. This time of year, it was safer to

make it to the continent’s coast, then sail up it. Even if that command and those

very  storms  had  landed  them  here:  somewhere  between  Fenharrow  and

Adarlan’s border. With Rifthold a few days ahead. 

When Rowan didn’t resume their sparring, Aelin scowled. “What.” 

It wasn’t so much of a question as a demand. 

His  gaze  was  unfaltering.  As  it  had  been  when  she’d  returned  from  her  run

through the misty fields beyond the inn and found him leaning against the apple

tree. “That’s enough for today.” 

“We’ve hardly started.” She lifted her blade. 

Rowan kept his own lowered. “You barely slept last night.” 

Aelin  tensed.  “Bad  dreams.”  An  understatement.  She  lifted  her  chin  and

threw him a grin. “Perhaps I’m starting to wear  you down a bit.” 

Despite the blisters, she’d gained back weight, at least. Had watched her arms

go from thin to cut with muscle, her thighs from reeds to sleek and powerful. 

Rowan didn’t return her smile. “Let’s eat breakfast.” 

“After that dinner last night, I’m in no hurry.” She didn’t give him a blink of

warning  before  she  launched  herself  at  him,  swiping  high  with  Goldryn  and

stabbing low with her dagger. 

Rowan  met  her  attack,  easily  deflecting.  They  clashed,  broke  apart,  and

clashed again. 

His canines gleamed. “You need to eat.” 

“I need to train.” 

She couldn’t stop it—that need to do  something. To be in motion. 

No  matter  how  many  times  she  swung  her  blade,  she  could  feel  them.  The

shackles.  And  whenever  she  paused  to  rest,  she  could  feel  it,  too—her  magic. 

Waiting. 

Indeed, it seemed to open an eye and yawn. 

She clenched her jaw, and attacked again. 

Rowan  met  each  blow,  and  she  knew  her  maneuvers  were  descending  into

sloppiness.  Knew  he  let  her  continue  rather  than  seizing  the  many  openings  to end it. 

She couldn’t stop. War raged around them. People were dying. And she had

been locked in that damned box, had been taken apart again and again, unable to

 do anything—

Rowan struck, so fast she couldn’t track it. But it was the foot he slid before

her own that doomed her, sending her careening into the dirt. 

Her knees barked, skinning beneath her pants, and her dagger scattered from
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her hand. 

“I win,” he panted. “Let’s eat.” 

Aelin glared up at him. “Another round.” 

Rowan just sheathed his sword. “After breakfast.” 

She growled. He growled right back. 

“Don’t be stupid,” he said. “You’ll lose all that muscle if you don’t feed your

body.  So  eat.  And  if  you  still  want  to  train  afterward,  I’ll  train  with  you.”  He offered her a tattooed hand. “Though you’ll likely hurl your guts up.” 

Either from the exertion or from the innkeeper’s suspect cooking. 

But  Aelin  said,  “People  are  dying.  In  Terrasen.  In—everywhere.  People  are

dying, Rowan.” 

“Your eating breakfast isn’t going to change that.” Her lips curled in a snarl, 

but he cut her off. “I know people are dying. We are going to help them. But  you

need to have some strength left, or you won’t be able to.” 

Truth.  Her  mate  spoke  truth.  And  yet  she  could  see  them,  hear  them.  Those

dying, frightened people. 

Whose screams so often sounded like her own. 

Rowan wriggled his fingers in silent reminder.  Shall we? 

Aelin scowled and took his hand, letting him haul her to her feet.  So pushy. 

Rowan slid an arm around her shoulders.  That’s the most polite thing you’ve

 ever said about me. 

Elide tried not to wince at the grayish gruel steaming in front of her. Especially

with the innkeeper watching from the shadows behind his taproom bar. Seated at

one of the small, round tables that filled the worn space, Elide caught Gavriel’s

eye from where he pushed at his own bowl. 

Gavriel raised the spoon to his mouth. Slowly. 

Elide’s  eyes  widened.  Widened  further  as  he  opened  his  mouth,  and  took  a

bite. 

His swallow was audible. His cringe barely contained. 

Elide  reined  in  her  smile  at  the  pure  misery  that  entered  the  Lion’s  tawny

stare. Aelin and Rowan had been finishing up a similar battle when she’d entered

the  taproom  minutes  ago,  the  queen  wishing  her  luck  before  striding  back  into the courtyard. 

Elide hadn’t seen her sit still for longer than it took to eat a meal. Or during

the hours when she’d instructed them in Wyrdmarks, after Rowan had requested

she teach them. 

It had gotten her out of the chains, the prince had explained. And if the ilken

were  resistant  to  their  magic,  then  learning  the  ancient  marks  would  come  in handy with all they faced ahead. The battles both physical and magic. 

Such  strange,  difficult  markings.  Elide  couldn’t  read  her  own  language, 

hadn’t tried to in ages. Didn’t suppose she’d be granted the opportunity anytime

soon. But learning these marks, if it helped her companions in any way … she

could try.  Had tried, enough to know a few of them now. 
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Gavriel dared another mouthful of the porridge, offering the innkeeper a tight

smile.  The  man  looked  so  relieved  that  Elide  picked  up  her  own  spoon  and

choked  down  a  bite.  Bland  and  a  bit  sour—had  he  put  salt  in  it,  rather  than sugar?—but … it was hot. 

Gavriel met her stare, and Elide again restrained her laugh. 

She  felt,  rather  than  saw,  Lorcan  enter.  The  innkeeper  instantly  found

somewhere  else  to  be.  The  man  hadn’t  been  surprised  to  see  five  Fae  enter  his inn last night, so his vanishing whenever Lorcan appeared was certainly due to

the glower the male had perfected. 

Indeed, Lorcan took one look at Elide and Gavriel and left the dining room. 

They’d barely spoken these weeks. Elide hadn’t known what to even say. 

A member of this court. Her court. Forever. 

He  and  Aelin  certainly  hadn’t  warmed  toward  each  other.  No,  only  Rowan

and Gavriel really spoke to him. Fenrys, despite his promise to Aelin  not to fight with  Lorcan,  ignored  him  most  of  the  time.  And  Elide  …  She’d  made  herself

scarce often enough that Lorcan hadn’t bothered to approach her. 

Good. It was good. Even if she sometimes found herself opening her mouth to

speak to him. Watching him as he listened to Aelin’s lessons on the Wyrdmarks. 

Or  while  he  trained  with  the  queen,  the  rare  moments  when  the  two  of  them

weren’t at each other’s throats. 

Aelin had been returned to them. Was recovering as best she could. 

Elide didn’t taste her next bite of porridge. Gavriel, thankfully, said nothing. 

And Anneith didn’t speak, either. Not a whisper of guidance. 

It  was  better  that  way.  To  listen  to  herself.  Better  that  Lorcan  kept  his

distance, too. 

Elide ate the rest of her porridge in silence. 

Rowan  was  right:  she  nearly  vomited  after  breakfast.  Five  minutes  in  the

courtyard and she’d had to stop, that miserable gruel rising in her throat. 

Rowan  had  chuckled  when  she’d  clapped  a  hand  over  her  mouth.  And  then

shifted into his hawk form to sail for the nearby coast and their awaiting ship, to

check in with its captain. 

Rolling  her  shoulders,  she’d  watched  him  vanish  into  the  clouds.  He  was

right, of course. About letting herself rest. 

Whether the others knew what propelled her, they hadn’t said a word. 

Aelin  sheathed  Goldryn  and  loosed  a  long  breath.  Deep  down,  her  power

grumbled. 

She flexed her fingers. 

Maeve’s cold, pale face flashed before her eyes. 

Her magic went silent. 

Blowing  out  another  shuddering  breath,  shaking  the  tremor  from  her  hands, 

Aelin  aimed  for  the  inn’s  open  gates.  A  long,  dusty  road  stretched  ahead,  the fields  beyond  barren.  Unimpressive,  forgotten  land.  She’d  barely  glimpsed

anything on her run at dawn beyond mist and a few sparrows bobbing amongst

the winter-dry grasses. 

Fenrys sat in wolf form at the edge of the nearest field, staring out across the

expanse. Precisely where he’d been before dawn. 

She let him hear her steps, his ears twitching. He shifted as she approached, 

and leaned against the half-rotted fence surrounding the field. 

“Who’d  you  piss  off  to  get  the  graveyard  shift?”  Aelin  asked,  wiping  the

sweat from her brow. 

Fenrys  snorted  and  ran  a  hand  through  his  hair.  “Would  you  believe  I

volunteered for it?” 

She  arched  a  brow.  He  shrugged,  watching  the  field  again,  the  mists  still

clinging  to  its  farthest  reaches.  “I  don’t  sleep  well  these  days.”  He  cut  her  a sidelong glance. “I don’t suppose I’m the only one.” 

She picked at the blister on her right hand, hissing. “We could start a secret

society—for people who don’t sleep well.” 

“As long as Lorcan isn’t invited, I’m in.” 

Aelin huffed a laugh. “Let it go.” 

His face turned stony. “I said I would.” 

“You clearly haven’t.” 

“I’ll let it go when you stop running yourself ragged at dawn.” 

“I’m not running myself ragged. Rowan is overseeing it.” 

“Rowan is the only reason you’re not limping everywhere.” 

Truth. Aelin curled her aching hands into fists and slid them into her pockets. 

Fenrys  said  nothing—didn’t  ask  why  she  didn’t  warm  her  fingers.  Or  the  air

around them. 

He just turned to her and blinked three times.  Are you all right? 

A gull’s cry pierced the gray world, and Aelin blinked back twice.  No. 

It  was  as  much  as  she’d  admit.  She  blinked  again,  thrice  now.  Are  you   all right? 

Two blinks from him, too. 

No, they were not all right. They might never be. If the others knew, if they

saw past the swagger and temper, they didn’t let on. 

None  of  them  commented  that  Fenrys  hadn’t  once  used  his  magic  to  leap

between places. Not that there was anywhere to go in the middle of the sea. But

even when they sparred, he didn’t wield it. 

Perhaps  it  had  died  with  Connall.  Perhaps  it  had  been  a  gift  they  had  both shared, and touching it was unbearable. 

She didn’t dare peer inward, to the churning sea inside her. Couldn’t. 

Aelin  and  Fenrys  stood  by  the  field  as  the  sun  arced  higher,  burning  off  the mists. 

After a long minute, she asked, “When you took the oath to Maeve, what did

her blood taste like?” 

His golden brows narrowed. “Like blood. And power. Why?” 

Aelin shook her head. Another dream, or hallucination. “If she’s on our heels

with this army, I’m just … trying to understand it. Her, I mean.” 

“You plan to kill her.” 

The gruel in her stomach turned over, but Aelin shrugged. Even as she tasted

ash on her tongue. “Would you prefer to do it?” 

“I’m not sure I’d survive it,” he said through his teeth. “And you have more

of a reason to claim it than I do.” 

“I’d say we have an equal claim.” 

His  dark  eyes  roved  over  her  face.  “Connall  was  a  better  male  than—than

how you saw him that time. Than what he was in the end.” 

She gripped his hand and squeezed. “I know.” 

The last of the mists vanished. Fenrys asked quietly, “Do you want me to tell

you about it?” 

He didn’t mean his brother. 

She  shook  her  head.  “I  know  enough.”  She  surveyed  her  cold,  blistered

hands. “I know enough,” she repeated. 

He stiffened, a hand going to the sword at his side. Not at her words, but—

Rowan dove from the skies, a full-out plunge. 

He shifted a few feet from the ground, landing with a predator’s grace as he

ran the last steps toward them. 

Goldryn sang as she unsheathed it. “What?” 

Her mate just pointed to the skies. 

To what flew there. 

CHAPTER 45

Rock roared against rock, and Yrene braced a hand on the shuddering stones of

Westfall Keep as the tower swayed. Down the hallway, people screamed, some

wailing,  some  lunging  over  family  members  to  cover  them  with  their  bodies

while debris rained. 

Dawn had barely broken, and the battle was already raging. 

Yrene pressed herself into the stones, heart hammering, counting the breaths

until the shaking stopped. The last assault, it had been six. 

She got to three, mercifully. 

Five days of this. Five days of this endless nightmare, with only the blackest

hours of the night offering reprieve. 

She had barely seen Chaol for more than a passing kiss and embrace. The first

time, he’d been sporting a wound to the temple that she’d healed away. The next, 

he’d been leaning heavily on his cane, covered in dirt and blood, much of it not

his own. 

It was the black blood that had made her stomach turn. Valg. There were Valg

out there. Infesting human hosts. Too many for her to cure. No, that part would

come after the battle. If they survived. 

Soon,  too  soon,  the  injured  and  dying  had  begun  pouring  in.  Eretia  had

organized a sick bay in the great hall, and it was there that Yrene had spent most

of her time. Where she’d been headed, after managing a few hours of dreamless

sleep. 

The tower steadied itself, and Yrene announced to no one in particular, “The

ruks  are  still  holding  off  the  tide.  Morath  only  fires  the  catapults  because  they cannot breach the keep walls.” 

It was only partially true, but the families crouched in the hall, their bedrolls

and precious few belongings with them, seemed to settle. 

The  ruks  had  indeed  disabled  many  of  the  catapults  that  Morath  had  hauled

here, but a few remained—just enough to hammer the keep, the city. And while

the ruks might have been holding off the tide, it would not be for long. 

Yrene didn’t want to know how many had fallen. She only saw the number of

riders  in  the  great  hall  and  knew  it  would  be  too  many.  Eretia  had  ordered  the injured ruks to take up residence in one of the interior courtyards, assigning five

healers  to  oversee  them,  and  the  space  was  so  full  you  could  barely  move

through it. 

Yrene  hurried  onward,  mindful  of  the  debris  scattered  on  the  tower  stair. 

She’d nearly snapped her neck yesterday slipping on a piece of fallen wood. 

The groans of the injured reached her long before she entered the great hall, 

the doors flung open to reveal row after row of soldiers, from the khaganate and

Anielle  alike.  The  healers  didn’t  have  cots  for  all,  so  many  had  been  laid  on bedrolls. When those had run out, cloaks and blankets piled over cold stone had

been used. 

Not enough—not enough supplies, and not enough healers. They should have

brought more from the rest of the host. 

Yrene  rolled  up  her  sleeves,  aiming  for  the  wash  station  near  the  doors. 

Several  of  the  children  whose  families  sheltered  in  the  keep  had  taken  up  the task of emptying dirty tubs and filling them with hot water every few minutes. 

Along with the basins by the wounded. 

Yrene had balked to let children witness such bloodshed and pain, but there

was no one else to do it. No one else so eager to help. 

Anielle’s lord might have been a grand bastard, but its people were a brave, 

noble-hearted group. One that had left more of a mark on her husband than his

hateful father. 

Yrene  scrubbed  her  hands,  though  she’d  washed  them  before  coming  down

here,  and  shook  them  dry.  They  couldn’t  waste  their  precious  few  cloths  on

drying their hands. 

Her magic had barely refilled, despite the sleep she’d gotten. She knew that if

she looked to the battlements, she’d spy Chaol using his cane, perhaps even atop

the  battle-horse  they’d  outfitted  with  his  brace.  His  limp  had  been  deep  when she’d last seen him, just yesterday afternoon. 

He  hadn’t  complained,  though—hadn’t  asked  her  to  stop  expending  her

power.  He’d  fight  whether  he  was  standing  or  using  the  cane  or  the  chair  or  a horse. 

Eretia  met  Yrene  halfway  across  the  hall  floor,  her  dark  skin  shining  with

sweat. “They’re bringing in a rider. Her throat’s been slashed by talons, but she’s

still breathing.” 

Yrene suppressed her shudder. “Poison on the talons?” So many of the Valg

beasts possessed it. 

“The scout who flew by to warn us of her arrival wasn’t sure.” 

Yrene pulled her tool kit from the satchel at her hip, scanning the hall for a

place  to  work  on  the  incoming  rider.  Not  much  room—but  there,  by  the

washbasins where she’d just cleaned her hands. Enough space. “I’ll meet them at

the doors.” Yrene made to hurry for the gaping entryway. 

But Eretia gripped Yrene’s upper arm, her thin fingers digging gently into her

skin. “You’ve rested enough?” 

“Have  you?”  Yrene  shot  back.  Eretia  had  still  been  here  when  Yrene  had

trudged  to  bed  hours  ago,  and  it  seemed  Eretia  had  either  arrived  well  before Yrene this morning, or hadn’t left at all. 

Eretia’s brown eyes narrowed. “I am not the one who needs to be careful of

how much I push myself.” 

Yrene knew Eretia didn’t mean in regard to Chaol and the link between their

bodies. 

“I know my limits,” Yrene said stiffly. 
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Eretia gave a  knowing look to  Yrene’s still-flat abdomen.  “Many would  not

risk it at all.” 

Yrene paused. “Is there a threat?” 

“No,  but  any  pregnancy,  especially  in  the  early  months,  is  draining.  That’s

without the horrors of war, or using your magic to the brink every day.” 

For a heartbeat, Yrene let the words settle in. “How long have you known?” 

“A few weeks. My magic sensed it on you.” 

Yrene swallowed. “I haven’t told Chaol.” 

“I’d think if there were ever a time to do so,” the healer said, gesturing to the

shuddering keep around them, “it would be now.” 

Yrene knew that. She’d been trying to find a way to tell him for a while. But

placing  that  burden  on  him,  that  worry  for  her  safety  and  the  safety  of  the  life growing  in  her  …  She  hadn’t  wanted  to  distract  him.  To  add  to  the  fear  she already knew he fought against, just in having her here, fighting beside him. 

And for Chaol to know that if he fell, it would not be her life alone that now

ended … She couldn’t bring herself to tell him. Not yet. 

Perhaps  it  made  her  selfish,  perhaps  stupid,  but  she  couldn’t.  Even  if  the

moment she’d realized it in the ship’s bathing chamber, when her cycle still had

not come and she had begun counting the days, she had wept with joy. And then

realized  what,  exactly,  carrying  a  child  during  war  would  entail.  That  this  war might very well be still raging, or in its final, horrible days, when she gave birth. 

Yrene had decided that she’d do everything in her power to make sure it did

not end with her child being born into a world of darkness. 

“I’ll tell him when the time is right,” Yrene said a shade sharply. 

From  the  open  hall  doors,  shouts  rose  to  “Clear  the  way!  Clear  the  way  for the injured!” 

Eretia  frowned,  but  rushed  with  Yrene  to  meet  the  townsfolk  bearing  an

already-bloodied stretcher and the near-dead ruk rider atop it. 

The  horse  beneath  Chaol  shifted  but  stayed  firm  where  they  stood  along  the

lower  battlements  of  the  keep  walls.  Not  as  fine  a  horse  as  Farasha,  but  solid enough. A bravehearted beast who had taken well to his brace-equipped saddle, 

which was all he’d asked for. 

Walking,  Chaol  knew,  would  not  be  an  option  when  he  dismounted.  The

strain in his spine told him enough about how hard Yrene was already working, 

the sun barely risen. But he could fight just as well from horseback—could lead

these soldiers all the same. 

Ahead, stretching too far for him to count, Erawan’s army launched at the city

for another day of all-out assault on the walls. 

The  ruks  soared,  dodging  arrows  and  spears,  snatching  soldiers  from  the

ground  and  pulling  them  apart.  Atop  the  birds,  the  rukhin  unleashed  their  own torrent of fury in careful, clever passes organized by Sartaq and Nesryn. 

But after five days, even the mighty ruks were slowing. 

And Morath’s siege towers, which they had once easily shattered into scraps

of metal and wood, were now making their way to the walls. 

“Ready  the  men  for  impact,”  Chaol  ordered  the  grim-faced  captain  standing

nearby.  The  captain  shouted  the  command  down  the  lines  Chaol  had  gathered

just before dawn. 

A few bands of Morath soldiers had managed to get grappling hooks into the

walls these past two days, hoisting up siege ladders and droves of soldiers with

them.  Chaol  had  cut  them  down,  and  though  the  warriors  of  Anielle  had  been

unsure what to do with the demon-infested men who came to slay them, they’d

obeyed  his  barked  commands.  Quickly  staunched  the  flow  of  soldiers  over  the

walls, severing the ties that held the ladders to them. 

But  the  siege  towers  that  approached  …  those  would  not  be  so  easily

dislodged.  And  neither  would  the  soldiers  who  crossed  the  metal  bridge  that

would span the tower and the keep walls. 

Behind  him,  levels  up,  he  knew  his  father  watched.  Had  already  signaled

through the lantern system Sartaq had demonstrated how to use that they needed

ruks to fly back—to knock the towers down. 

But the ruks were making a pass at the far rear of Morath’s army, where the

commanders  had  kept  the  Valg  lines  in  order.  It  had  been  Nesryn’s  idea  last night:  to  stop  going  for  the  endless  front  lines  and  instead  take  out  those  who ordered them. Try to sow chaos and disarray. 

The  first  siege  tower  neared,  metal  groaning  as  wyverns—chained  to  the

ground and wings clipped—hauled it closer. Soldiers already lined up behind it

in twin columns, ready to storm upward. 

Today would hurt. 

Chaol’s  horse  shifted  beneath  him  again,  and  he  patted  a  gauntlet-covered

hand on the stallion’s armored neck. The thud of metal on metal was swallowed

by the din. “Patience, friend.” 

Far  out,  past  the  reach  of  the  archers,  the  catapult  was  reloading.  They’d

launched  a  boulder  only  thirty  minutes  ago,  and  Chaol  had  ducked  beneath  an

archway, praying the tower base it struck did not collapse. 

Praying Yrene wasn’t near it. 

He’d barely seen her during these days of bloodshed and exhaustion. Hadn’t

had  a  chance  to  tell  her  what  he  knew.  To  tell  her  what  was  in  his  heart.  He’d settled  for  a  deep  but  brief  kiss,  and  then  rushed  to  whatever  part  of  the battlements he’d been needed at. 

Chaol drew his sword, the freshly polished metal whining as it came free of

the  sheath.  The  fingers  of  his  other  hand  tightened  around  the  handles  of  his shield. A ruk rider’s shield, light and meant for swift combat. The brace that held

him in the saddle remained steady, its buckles secure. 

The  soldiers  lining  the  battlements  stirred  at  the  nearing  siege  tower.  The

horrors inside. 

“They  were  once  men,”  Chaol  called,  his  voice  carrying  over  the  clamor  of

the battle beyond the keep walls, “they can still die like them.” 

A few swords stopped quivering. 
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“You are people of Anielle,” Chaol went on, hefting his shield and angling his

sword. “Let’s show them what that means.” 

The siege tower slammed into the side of the keep, and the metal bridge at its

uppermost level snapped down, crushing the battlement parapets beneath. 

Chaol’s focus went cold and calculating. 

His wife was in the keep behind him. Pregnant with their child. 

He would not fail her. 

A siege tower had reached the keep walls, and now unloaded soldier after soldier

right into the ancient castle. 

Despite  the  distance,  Nesryn  could  see  the  chaos  on  the  battlements.  Just

barely make out Chaol atop his gray horse, fighting in the thick of it. 

Soaring over the army hurling arrows and spears at them, Nesryn banked left, 

the ruks behind her following suit. 

Across  the  battlefield,  Borte  and  Yeran,  leading  another  faction  of  rukhin, 

banked  right,  the  two  groups  of  rukhin  a  mirror  image  swooping  toward  each

other, then back to plow through the rear lines. 

Just as Sartaq, leading a third group, slammed from the other direction. 

They’d  taken  out  two  commanders,  but  three  more  remained.  Not  princes, 

thank  the  gods  here  and  the  thirty-six  in  the  khaganate,  but  Valg  all  the  same. 

Black blood coated Salkhi’s armored feathers, coated every ruk in the skies. 

She’d  spent  hours  cleaning  it  off  Salkhi  last  night.  All  the  rukhin  had,  not willing to risk the old blood interfering with how their feathers caught the wind. 

Nesryn nocked an arrow and picked her target. Again. 

The  Valg  commander  had  evaded  her  shot  the  last  time.  But  he  would  not

now. 

Salkhi swept low, taking arrow after arrow against his breastplate, in his thick

feathers and skin. Nesryn had almost vomited the first time an arrow had found

its mark days ago. A lifetime ago. She now also spent hours picking them from

his body each night—as if they were thorns from a prickly plant. 

Sartaq  had  spent  that  time  going  from  fire  to  fire,  comforting  those  whose

mounts  were  not  so  fortunate.  Or  soothing  the  ruks  whose  riders  hadn’t  lasted the  day.  Already,  a  wagon  had  been  piled  high  with  their   sulde—awaiting  the final journey home to be planted on Arundin’s barren slopes. 

When Salkhi came close enough to rip several Valg off their horses and shred

them apart in his talons, Nesryn fired at the commander. 

She didn’t see if the shot landed. 

Not as a horn cut through the din. 

A cry rose from the rukhin, all glancing eastward. Toward the sea. 

To  where  the  Darghan  cavalry  and  foot  soldiers  charged  for  the  unprotected

eastern  flank  of  Morath’s  army,  Hasar  atop  her  Muniqi  horse,  leading  the

khagan’s host herself. 

Two  armies  clashed  on  the  plain  outside  an  ancient  city,  one  dark  and  one golden. 

They fought, brutal and bloody, for the long hours of the gray day. 

Morath’s  armies  didn’t  break,  though.  And  no  matter  how  Nesryn  and  the

rukhin,  led  by  Sartaq  and  Hasar’s  orders,  rallied  behind  their  fresh  troops,  the Valg kept fighting. 

And still Morath’s host lay between the khagan’s army and the besieged city, 

an ocean of darkness. 

When  night  fell,  too  black  for  even  the  Valg  to  fight,  the  khagan’s  army

pulled back to assess. To ready for the attack at dawn. 

Nesryn flew Yrene and Chaol, bloodied and exhausted, down from the again-

secured keep walls, so they might join in the war council between the khagan’s

royal children. All around, soldiers groaned and screamed in agony, healers led

by  Hafiza  herself  rushing  to  tend  them  before  the  night  gave  way  to  more

fighting. 

But  when  they  reached  Princess  Hasar’s  battle  tent,  when  they  had  all

gathered  around  a  map  of  Anielle,  they  had  only  a  few  minutes  of  discussion before they were interrupted. 

By the person Chaol least expected to walk through the flaps. 

CHAPTER 46

Perranth appeared on the horizon, the dark-stoned city nestled between a cobalt

lake and a small mountain range that also bore its name. 

The  castle  had  been  built  along  a  towering  mountain  bordering  the  city,  its

narrow towers tall enough to rival those in Orynth. The great city walls had been

torn  down  by  Adarlan’s  army  and  never  restored,  the  buildings  along  its  edges now  spilling  onto  the  fields  beyond  the  iced-over  Lanis  River  that  flowed

between the lake and the distant sea. 

It was on those fields that Aedion deemed they’d make their stand. 

The ice held as they crossed the river and organized their reduced lines once

more. 

The Whitethorn royals and their warriors were nearly burnt out, their magic a

mere breeze. But they’d kept Morath a day behind with their shields. 

A  day  the  army  used  to  rest,  hewing  wood  from  whatever  trees,  barns,  or

abandoned farmsteads they could find to fuel their fires. A day when Aedion had

ordered Nox Owen to go as his emissary into Perranth, the thief’s home city, and

see if men and women from the city might come to fill their depleted ranks. 

Not  many.  Nox  returned  with  a  few  hundred  even-less-trained  warriors.  No

magic-wielders. 

But they did have some weapons, most old and rusted. Fresh arrows, at least. 

Vernon  Lochan  had  seen  to  it  that  his  people  had  remained  unarmed,  fearing

their uprising should they learn the true Heir to Perranth had been held captive in

the highest tower of the castle. 

But the people of Perranth already had enough of their puppet lord, it seemed. 

And  at  least  they  had  blankets  and  food  to  spare.  Wagons  hauled  them  in

hourly,  along  with  healers—none  magically  gifted—to  patch  up  the  wounded. 

Those who were too injured to fight were sent on the supply wagons to the city, 

some piled atop one another. 

But  a  warm  blanket  and  hot  meal  would  not  add  to  their  numbers.  Or  keep

Morath at bay. 

So Aedion planned, keeping his Bane commanders close. They would make

this count. Every inch of terrain, every weapon and soldier. 

He didn’t see Lysandra.  Aelin made no appearances, either. 

The queen had abandoned them, the soldiers muttered. 

Aedion made sure to shut down the talk. Had snarled that the queen had her

own mission to save their asses, and if she wanted Erawan to know about it, she

would have announced it to them all, since they were so inclined to gossip. 

It eased the discontent—barely. 

Aelin had not defended them with her fire, had left them to be butchered. 

Some part of him agreed. Wondered if it would have been better to ignore the keys,  to  use  the  two  they  possessed  and  obliterate  these  armies,  rather  than destroy their greatest weapon to forge the Lock. 

Hell, he would have wept to see Dorian Havilliard and his considerable power

at that moment. The king had blasted ilken from the sky, had snapped their necks

without touching them. He’d bow before the man if it saved them. 

It  was  midday  when  Morath’s  army  reached  them  once  more,  their  mass

spilling over the horizon. A storm sweeping across the fields. 

He’d  warned  the  people  of  Perranth  to  flee  into  Oakwald,  if  they  could. 

Locking  themselves  in  the  castle  would  be  of  little  use.  It  had  no  supplies  to outlast a siege. He’d debated using it for this battle, but their advantage lay in the

frozen river, not in letting themselves be cornered to endure a slow death. 

No  one  was  coming  to  save  them.  There  had  been  no  word  from  Rolfe, 

Galan’s forces were depleted, his ships spread thin on the coast, and no whisper

of the remainder of Ansel of Briarcliff’s soldiers. 

Aedion  kept  that  knowledge  from  his  face  as  he  rode  his  stallion  down  the

front lines, inspecting the soldiers. 

The  tang  of  their  fear  fogged  the  frosty  air,  the  weight  of  their  dread  a

bottomless pit yawning open in their eyes as they tracked him. 

The Bane began striking their swords against their shields. A steady heartbeat

to override the vibrations of the Morath soldiers marching toward them. 

Aedion  didn’t  look  for  a  shifter  in  the  ranks.  Ilken  flew  low  over  Morath’s teeming mass. She’d undoubtedly go for them first. 

Aedion halted his horse in the center of their host, the iced-over Lanis almost

buried beneath the snow that had fallen the night before. Morath knew it existed, 

though. Those Valg princes had likely studied the terrain thoroughly. Had likely

studied  him  thoroughly,  too,  his  technique  and  skill.  He  knew  he’d  face  one  of them before it was done, perhaps all of them. It wouldn’t end well. 

Yet as long as they risked the crossing, he didn’t care. Endymion and Sellene, 

the only Fae still left with a whisper of power, were stationed just behind the first

of the Bane. 

The  eyes  of  his  own  soldiers  were  a  phantom  touch  between  his  shoulder

blades, on his helmeted head. He had not prepared a speech to rally them. 

A speech would not keep these men from dying today. 

So Aedion drew the Sword of Orynth, hefted his shield, and joined the Bane’s

steady beat. 

Conveying all the defiance and rage in his heart, he clashed the ancient sword

against the dented, round metal. 

Rhoe’s shield. 

Aedion  had  never  told  Aelin.  Had  wanted  to  wait  until  they  returned  to

Orynth to reveal that the shield he’d carried, had never lost, had belonged to her

father. And so many others before that. 

It  had  no  name.  Even  Rhoe  had  not  known  its  age.  And  when  Aedion  had

spirited  it  away  from  Rhoe’s  room,  the  only  thing  he  grabbed  when  the  news

came  that  his  family  had  been  butchered,  he  had  let  the  others  forget  about  it, too. 

Even  Darrow  had  not  recognized  it.  Worn  and  simple,  the  shield  had  gone

unnoticed  at  Aedion’s  side,  a  reminder  of  what  he’d  lost.  What  he’d  defend  to his final breath. 

The  soldiers  from  their  allies’  armies  picked  up  the  beat  as  Morath  reached

the  edge  of  the  river.  A  barked  command  from  the  two  Valg  princes  on

horseback  had  the  first  of  the  foot  soldiers  crossing  the  ice,  the  ilken  holding back near the center. To strike when they’d been worn down. 

Ren  Allsbrook  and  their  remaining  archers  kept  hidden  behind  the  lines, 

picking targets amongst those winged terrors. 

On and on, Aedion and their army banged their swords against their shields. 

Closer and closer, Morath’s army spilled onto the frozen river. 

Aedion  held  the  beat,  their  enemy  not  realizing  the  sound  served  another

purpose. 

To mask the cracking of the ice deep below. 

Morath advanced until they were nearly across the river. 

Enda  and  Sellene  needed  no  shouted  order.  A  wind  swept  over  the  ice,  then

slammed into it, between the cracks they’d been creating. Then they shoved the

ice apart. Tore it to shreds. 

One heartbeat, Morath was marching toward them. 

The next, they plunged down, water splashing, shouts and screams filling the

air.  The  ilken  shot  forward  to  grab  soldiers  drowning  under  the  weight  of  their armor. 

But  Ren  Allsbrook  was  waiting,  and  at  his  bellowed  order,  the  archers  fired

upon the exposed ilken. Blows to the wings sent them tumbling to the ice, into

the water. Going under, some ilken dragged by their own thrashing soldiers. 

The  Valg  princes  each  lifted  a  hand,  as  if  they  were  of  one  mind.  The  army halted at the shore. Watching as their brethren drowned. Watching as Endymion

and Sellene kept ripping the ice apart, forbidding it to freeze over again. 

Aedion dared to smile at the sight of the drowning soldiers. 

He found the two Valg princes smiling back at him from across the river. One

ran  a  hand  over  the  black  collar  at  his  throat.  A  promise  and  reminder  of

precisely what they’d do to him. 

Aedion inclined his head in mocking invitation. They could certainly try. 

The Fae royals’ power broke at last, heralded by the ice that formed over the

drowning soldiers, sealing them beneath the dark water. 

A gust of black wind from the Valg princes and their soldiers didn’t so much

as  look  down  as  they  began  marching  over  the  ice,  ignoring  the  banging  fists beneath their feet. 

Aedion  guided  his  horse  behind  the  front  line,  to  where  Kyllian  and  Elgan

were mounted on their own steeds. Two thousand of the enemy had gone into the

river at most. None would emerge. 

Barely a dent in the force now advancing. 

[image: Image 1367]

Aedion didn’t have words for his commanders, who had known him for most

of his life, perhaps better than anyone. They had no words for him, either. 

When  Morath  reached  their  shore  at  last,  swords  bright  in  the  gray  day, 

Aedion let out a roar and charged. 

The  ilken  had  learned  that  a  shape-shifter  was  amongst  them,  and  wore  a

wyvern’s skin. Lysandra realized it after she’d swept for them, leaping from the

army’s ranks to slam into a cluster of three. 

Three others had been waiting, hiding in the horde below. An ambush. 

She’d  barely  taken  out  two,  snapping  off  their  heads  with  her  spiked  tail, 

before their poisoned claws had forced her to flee. So she’d drawn the ilken back

toward her own lines, right into the range of Ren’s archers. 

They’d  gotten  the  ilken  down—barely.  Shots  to  the  wings  that  allowed

Lysandra to rip their heads from their bodies. 

As they’d fallen, she’d dove for the ground, shifting as she went. She landed

as a ghost leopard, and unleashed herself upon the foot soldiers already pushing

against Terrasen’s joined shields. 

The skilled unity of the Bane was nothing against the sheer numbers forcing

them  back.  The  Fae  warriors,  the  Silent  Assassins—Ansel  and  Galan’s  few

remaining soldiers spread between them—neither of those lethal units could halt

them, either. 

So  she  clawed  and  tore  and  sundered,  black  bile  burning  her  throat.  Snow

turned  to  mud  beneath  her  paws.  Corpses  piled,  men  both  human  and  Valg

screamed. 

Aedion’s voice shattered down the lines, “Hold that right flank! ” 

She  dared  a  glance  toward  it.  The  ilken  had  concentrated  their  forces  there, slamming into the men in a phalanx of death and poison. 

Then another order from the prince, “Hold fast on the left! ” 

He’d  repositioned  the  Bane  amongst  the  right  and  left  flanks  to  account  for

their wobbling on the southern plains, yet it was not enough. 

Ilken tore into the cavalry, horses shrieking as poisoned talons ripped out their

innards, riders crushed beneath falling bodies. 

Aedion galloped toward the left flank, some of his Bane following. 

Lysandra sliced through soldier after soldier, arrows flying from both armies. 

Still Morath advanced. Onward and harder, driving the Bane back as if they

were little more than a branch blocking their path. 

Her breath burned in her lungs, her legs ached, yet she kept fighting. 

There would be nothing left of them by sundown if they kept at it like this. 

The  other  men  seemed  to  realize  it,  too.  Looked  beyond  the  demons  they

fought  to  the  tens  of  thousands  still  behind  in  orderly  rows,  waiting  to  kill  and kill and kill. 

Some of their soldiers began to turn. Fleeing the front lines. 

Some  outright  hurled  away  their  shields  and   sprinted  out  of  the  path  of Morath. 

Morath seized on it. A wave crashing to shore, they slammed into their front line.  Right  into  the  center,  which  had  never  broken,  even  when  the  others  had wobbled. 

They punched a hole right through it. 

Chaos reigned. 

Aedion roared from somewhere, from the heart of hell, “Re-form the lines! ” 

The order went ignored. 

The Bane tried and failed to hold the line. Ansel of Briarcliff bellowed to her

fleeing men to get back to the front, Galan Ashryver echoing her commands to

his own soldiers. Ren shouted to his archers to remain, but they too abandoned

their posts. 

Lysandra  slashed  through  the  shins  of  one  Morath  soldier,  then  ripped  the

throat from another. None of Terrasen’s warriors remained a step behind her to

decapitate the fallen bodies. 

No one at all. 

Over. It was over. 

Useless, Aedion had called her. 

Lysandra  gazed  toward  the  ilken  feasting  on  the  right  flank  and  knew  what

she had to do. 

CHAPTER 47

Aedion  had  imagined  they’d  all  be  killed  where  they  stood,  battling  together

until the end. Not picked off one by one as they fled. 

He’d been forced far behind the lines when Morath plunged through, even the

Bane having to peel away from the front. Soon, the rout would be complete. 

Arrows  still  flew  from  deep  behind  their  ranks,  Ren  having  seized  some

order, if only to cover their retreat. 

Not an orderly march to the north. No, soldiers ran, shoving past one another. 

A disgraceful end, unworthy of a mention, unworthy of his kingdom. 

He’d stand—he’d stay here until they cut him down. 

Thousands  of  men  charged  past  him,  eyes  wide  with  terror.  Morath  gave

chase, their Valg princes smiling as they awaited the feasting sure to come. 

Done. It was done, here on this unnamed field before Perranth. 

Then a call went across the breaking lines. 

The fleeing men began to pause. To turn toward the direction of the news. 

Aedion  skewered  a  Morath  soldier  on  his  sword  before  he  fully  understood

the words. 

 The queen has come. The queen is at the front line. 

For a foolish heartbeat, he scanned the sky for a blast of flame. 

None came. 

Dread settled into his heart, fear deeper than any he’d known. 

 The queen is at the front line—at the right flank. 

Lysandra. 

Lysandra had taken on Aelin’s skin. 

He whirled toward the nonexistent right flank. 

Just as the golden-haired queen in borrowed armor faced two ilken, a sword

and shield in her hands. 

 No. 

The word was a punch through his body, greater than any blow he’d felt. 

Aedion began running, shoving through his own men. Toward the too-distant

right  flank.  Toward  the  shape-shifter  facing  those  ilken,  no  claws  or  fangs  or anything to defend her beyond that sword and shield. 

 No. 

He pushed men out of the way, the snow and mud hindering each step as the

two ilken pressed closer to the shifter-queen. 

Savoring the kill. 

But the soldiers slowed their fleeing. Some even re-formed the lines when the

call went out again.  The queen is here. The queen fights at the front line. 

Exactly  why  she  had  done  it.  Why  she  had  donned  the  defenseless,  human

form. 

 No. 

The ilken towered over her, grinning with their horrible, mangled faces. 

Too far. He was still too damn far to do anything—

One of the ilken slashed with a long, clawed arm. 

Her  scream  as  poisoned  talons  ripped  through  her  thigh  sounded  above  the

din of battle. 

She went down, shield rising to cover herself. 

He took it back. 

He  took  back  everything  he  had  said  to  her,  every  moment  of  anger  in  his

heart. 

Aedion shoved through his own men, unable to breathe, to think. 

He took it back; he hadn’t meant a word of it, not really. 

Lysandra tried to rise on her injured leg. The ilken laughed. 

“Please,”  Aedion  bellowed.  The  word  was  devoured  by  the  screams  of  the dying. “Please! ” 

He’d make any bargain, he’d sell his soul to the dark god, if they spared her. 

He hadn’t meant it. He took it back, all those words. 

Useless. He’d called her  useless. Had thrown her into the snow naked. 

He took it back. 

Aedion  sobbed,  flinging  himself  toward  her  as  Lysandra  tried  again  to  rise, 

using her shield to balance her weight. 

Men rallied behind her, waiting to see what the Fire-Bringer would do. How

she’d burn the ilken. 

There was nothing to see, nothing to witness. Nothing at all, but her death. 

Yet  Lysandra  rose,  Aelin’s  golden  hair  falling  in  her  face  as  she  hefted  her shield and pointed the sword between her and the ilken. 

 The queen has come; the queen fights alone. 

Men ran back to the front line. Turned on their heels and raced for her. 

Lysandra  held  her  sword  steady,  kept  it  pointed  at  the  ilken  in  defiance  and rage. 

Ready for the death soon to come. 

She had been willing to give it up from the start. Had agreed to Aelin’s plans, 

knowing it might come to this. 

One shift, one change into a wyvern’s form, and she’d destroy the ilken. But

she remained in Aelin’s body. Held that sword, her only weapon, upraised. 

Terrasen was her home. And Aelin her queen. 

She’d die to keep this army together. To keep the lines from breaking. To rally

their soldiers one last time. 

Her leg leaked blood onto the snow, and the two ilken sniffed, laughing again. 

They knew—what lurked under her skin. That it was not the queen they faced. 

She  held  her  ground.  Did  not  yield  one  inch  to  the  ilken,  who  advanced

another step. 

For Terrasen, she would do this. For Aelin. 

He took it back. He took it all back. 

Aedion was barely a hundred feet away when the ilken struck. 

He screamed as the one on the left swept with its claws, the other on the right

lunging for her, as if it would tackle her to the snow. 

Lysandra  deflected  the  blow  to  the  left  with  her  shield,  sending  the  ilken

sprawling, and with a roar, slashed upward with her sword on the right. 

Ripping open the lunging ilken from navel to sternum. 

Black blood gushed, and the ilken shrieked, loud enough to set Aedion’s ears

ringing. But it stumbled, falling into the snow, scrambling back as it clutched its

opened belly. 

Aedion ran harder, now thirty feet away, the space between them clear. 

The ilken who’d gone sprawling on the left was not done. Lysandra’s eye on

the one retreating, it lashed for her legs again. 

Aedion  threw  the  Sword  of  Orynth  with  everything  left  in  him  as  Lysandra

twisted toward the attacking ilken. 

She  began  falling  back,  shield  lifting  in  her  only  defense,  still  too  slow  to escape those reaching claws. 

The  poison-slick  tips  brushed  her  legs  just  as  his  sword  went  through  the

beast’s skull. 

Lysandra  hit  the  snow,  shouting  in  pain,  and  Aedion  was  there,  heaving  her

up,  yanking  his  sword  from  the  ilken’s  head  and  bringing  it  down  upon  the

sinewy neck. Once. Twice. 

The  ilken’s  head  tumbled  into  the  snow  and  mud,  the  other  beast  instantly

swallowed by the Morath soldiers who had paused to watch. 

Who now looked upon the queen and her general and charged. 

Only  to  be  met  by  a  surge  of  Terrasen  soldiers  racing  past  Aedion  and

Lysandra, battle cries shattering from their throats. 

Aedion  half-dragged  the  shifter  deeper  behind  the  re-formed  lines,  through

the soldiers who had rallied to their queen. 

He  had  to  get  the  poison  out,  had  to  find  a  healer  who  could  extract  it

immediately. Only a few minutes remained until it reached her heart—

Lysandra stumbled, a moan on her lips. 

Aedion  swung  his  shield  on  his  back  and  hauled  her  over  a  shoulder.  A

glimpse at her leg revealed shredded skin, but no greenish slime. 

Perhaps  the  gods  had  listened.  Perhaps  it  was  their  idea  of  mercy:  that  the ilken’s poison had worn off on other victims before it’d gotten to her. 

But the blood loss alone … Aedion pressed a hand over the shredded, bloody

skin to staunch the flow. Lysandra groaned. 

Aedion  scanned  the  regrouping  army  for  any  hint  of  the  healers’  white

banners  over  their  helmets.  None.  He  whirled  toward  the  front  lines.  Perhaps

there was a Fae warrior skilled enough at healing, with enough magic left—

Aedion halted. Beheld what broke over the horizon. 

Ironteeth witches. 

Several dozen mounted on wyverns. 

But not airborne. The wyverns walked on land. 

Heaving  a  mammoth,  mobile  stone  tower  behind  them.  No  ordinary  siege

tower. 

A witch tower. 

It  rose  a  hundred  feet  high,  the  entire  structure  built  into  a  platform  whose make  he  could  not  determine  with  the  angle  of  the  ground  and  the  lines  of

chained wyverns dragging it across the plain. A dozen more witches flew in the

air around it, guarding it. Dark stone—Wyrdstone—had been used to craft it, and

window slits had been interspersed throughout every level. 

Not  window  slits.  Portals  through  which  to  angle  the  power  of  the  mirrors

lining  the  inside,  as  Manon  Blackbeak  had  described.  All  capable  of  being

adjusted to any direction, any focus. 

All they needed was a source of power for the mirrors to amplify and fire out

into the world. 

Oh gods. 

“Fall back! ” Aedion screamed, even while his men continued to rally. “FALL

 BACK. ” 

With his Fae sight, he could just make out the uppermost level of the tower, 

more open to the elements than the others. 

Witches  in  dark  robes  were  gathered  around  what  seemed  to  be  a  curved

mirror angled into the hollow core of the tower. 

Aedion  whirled  and  began  running,  carrying  the  shifter  with  him.  “FALL

 BACK!  ” 

The  army  beheld  what  approached.  Whether  they  realized  it  was  no  siege

tower, they understood his order clearly enough. Saw him sprinting, Aelin over

his shoulder. 

Manon had never known the range of the tower, how far it might fire the dark

magic rallied within it. 

There was nowhere to hide on the field. No dips in the earth where he might

throw himself and Lysandra, praying the blast went over them. Nothing but open

snow and frantic soldiers. 

“RETREAT! ” Aedion’s throat strained. 

He glanced over a shoulder as the witches atop the tower parted to let through

a small figure in onyx robes, her pale hair unbound. 

A  black  light  began  glowing  around  the  figure—the  witch.  She  lifted  her

hands above her head, the power rallying. 

The Yielding. 

Manon  Blackbeak  had  described  it  to  them.  Ironteeth  witches  had  no  magic

but that. The ability to unleash their dark goddess’s power in an incendiary blast

that took out everyone around them. Including the witch herself. 

That  dark  power  was  still  building,  growing  around  the  witch  in  an  unholy

aura, when she simply walked off the lip of the tower landing. 

Right into the hole in the tower’s center. 

Aedion  kept  running.  Had  no  choice  but  to  keep  moving,  as  the  witch

dropped  into  the  mirror-lined  core  of  the  tower  and  unleashed  the  dark  power within her. 

The world shuddered. 

Aedion threw Lysandra into the mud and snow and hurled himself over her, 

as  if  it  would  somehow  spare  her  from  the  roaring  force  that  erupted  from  the tower, right at their army. 

One heartbeat, their left flank was fighting as they retreated once more. 

The next, a wave of black-tinted light slammed into four thousand soldiers. 

When it receded, there was only ash and dented metal. 

CHAPTER 48

The khagan’s forces had dealt enough of a blow to Morath that the bone drums

had ceased. 

Not a sign of sure defeat, but enough to make Chaol’s heavily limping steps

feel  lighter  as  he  entered  Princess  Hasar’s  sprawling  war  tent.  Her   sulde  had been  planted  outside,  the  roan  horsehair  blowing  in  the  wind  off  the  lake. 

Sartaq’s  own  spear  had  been  sunk  into  the  cold  mud  beside  his  sister’s.  And beside the Heir’s spear …

Leaning  on  his  cane,  Chaol  paused  at  the  ebony  spear  that  had  also  been

planted,  its  jet-black  horsehair  still  shining  despite  its  age.  Not  to  signify  the royals within, a marker of their Darghan heritage, but to represent the man they

served.  Ivory horsehair for times of peace; the Ebony for times of war. 

He hadn’t realized the khagan had given his Heir the Ebony to bring to these

lands. 

At Chaol’s side, her dress blood-splattered but eyes clear, Yrene also halted. 

They’d  traveled  for  weeks  with  the  army,  yet  seeing  the  sign  of  their

commitment to this war radiating the centuries of conquest it had overseen … It

seemed almost holy, that  sulde. It  was holy. 

Chaol put a hand on Yrene’s back, guiding her through the tent flaps and into

the  ornately  decorated  space.  For  a  woman  who  had  arrived  at  Anielle  not  a

moment too late, only Hasar would somehow have managed to get her royal tent

erected during battle. 

Bracing  his  muddy  cane  on  the  raised  wooden  platform,  Chaol  gritted  his

teeth as he took the step upward. Even the thick, plush rugs didn’t ease the pain

that lashed down his spine, his legs. 

He stilled, leaning heavily on the cane while he breathed, letting his balance

readjust. 

Yrene’s  blood-flecked  face  tightened.  “Let’s  get  you  into  a  chair,”  she

murmured, and Chaol nodded. To sit down, even for a few minutes, would be a

blessed relief. 

Nesryn  entered  behind  them,  and  apparently  heard  Yrene’s  suggestion,  for

she  went  immediately  to  the  desk  around  which  Sartaq  and  Hasar  stood,  and

pulled out a carved wooden chair. With a nod of thanks, Chaol eased into it. 

“No  gold  couch?”  Princess  Hasar  teased,  and  Yrene  blushed,  despite  the

blood on her golden-brown skin, and waved off her friend. 

The  couch  Chaol  had  brought  with  him  from  the  southern  continent—the

couch  from  which  Yrene  had  healed  him,  from  which  he  had  won  her  heart—

was  still  safely  aboard  their  ship.  Waiting,  should  they  survive,  to  be  the  first piece of furniture in the home he’d build for his wife. 

For the child she carried. 

Yrene paused beside his chair, and Chaol took her slim hand in his, entwining

their fingers. Filthy, both of them, but he didn’t care. Neither did she, judging by

the squeeze she gave him. 

“We  outnumber  Morath’s  legion,”  Sartaq  said,  sparing  them  from  Hasar’s

taunting, “but how we choose to cleave them while we cut a path to the city still

must be carefully weighed, so we don’t expend too many forces here.” 

When  the  real  fighting  still  lay  ahead.  As  if  these  terrible  days  of  siege  and bloodshed, as if the men hewn down today, were just the start. 

Hasar said, “Wise enough.” 

Sartaq winced slightly. “It might not have wound up that way.” Chaol lifted a

brow, Hasar doing the same, and Sartaq said, “Had you not arrived, sister, I was

hours away from unleashing the dam and flooding the plain.” 

Chaol started. “You were?” 

The prince rubbed his neck. “A desperate last measure.” 

Indeed. A wave of that size would have wiped out part of the city, the plain

and hot springs, and leagues behind it. Any army in its path would have drowned

—been swept away. It might have even reached the khaganate’s army, marching

to save them. 

“Then  let’s  be  glad  we  didn’t  do  it,”  Yrene  said,  face  paling  as  she,  too, considered the destruction. How close they had come to a disaster. That Sartaq

had  admitted  to  it  told  enough:  he  might  be  Heir,  but  he  wished  his  sister  to know  he,  too,  was  not  above  making  mistakes.  That  they  had  to  think  through any plan of action, however easy it might seem. 

Hasar, it seemed, got the point, and nodded. 

A cleared throat cut through the tent, and they all turned toward the open flaps

to  find  one  of  the  Darghan  captains,  his   sulde  clenched  in  his  mud-splattered hand.  Someone  was  here  to  see  them,  the  man  stammered.  Neither  royal  asked

who as they waved the man to let them in. 

A moment later, Chaol was glad he was sitting down. 

Nesryn breathed, “Holy gods.” 

Chaol  was  inclined  to  agree  as  Aelin  Galathynius,  Rowan  Whitethorn,  and

several others entered the tent. 

They  were  mud-splattered,  the  Queen  of  Terrasen’s  braided  hair  far  longer

than  Chaol  had  last  seen.  And  her  eyes  …  Not  the  soft,  yet  fiery  gaze.  But something older. Wearier. 

Chaol  shot  to  his  feet.  “I  thought  you  were  in  Terrasen,”  he  blurted.  All  the reports had confirmed it. Yet here she stood, no army in sight. 

Three  Fae  males—towering  warriors  as  broad  and  muscled  as  Rowan—had

entered, along with a delicate, dark-haired human woman. 

But Aelin was only staring at him. Staring and staring at him. 

No one spoke as tears began sliding down her face. 

Not  at  his  being  here,  Chaol  realized  as  he  took  up  his  cane  and  limped

toward Aelin. 

But at him. Standing. Walking. 

The young queen let out a broken laugh of joy and flung her arms around his

neck.  Pain  lanced  down  his  spine  at  the  impact,  but  Chaol  held  her  right  back, every question fading from his tongue. 

Aelin  was  shaking  as  she  pulled  away.  “I  knew  you  would,”  she  breathed, 

gazing down his body, to his feet, then up again. “I knew you’d do it.” 

“Not  alone,”  he  said  thickly.  Chaol  swallowed,  releasing  Aelin  to  extend  an

arm behind him. To the woman he knew stood there, a hand over the locket at

her neck. 

Perhaps  Aelin  would  not  remember,  perhaps  their  encounter  years  ago  had

meant nothing to her at all, but Chaol drew Yrene forward. “Aelin, allow me to

introduce—” 

“Yrene Towers,” the queen breathed as his wife stepped to his side. 

The two women stared at each other. 

Yrene’s mouth quivered as she opened the silver locket and pulled out a piece

of paper. Hands trembling, she extended it to the queen. 

Aelin’s own hands shook as she accepted the scrap. 

“Thank you,” Yrene whispered. 

Chaol supposed it was all that really needed to be said. 

Aelin unfolded the paper, reading the note she’d written, seeing the lines from

the hundreds of foldings and rereadings these past few years. 

“I went to the Torre,” Yrene said, her voice cracking. “I took the money you

gave me, and went to the Torre. And I became the heir apparent to the Healer on

High. And now I have come back, to do what I can. I taught every healer I could

the lessons you showed me that night, about self-defense. I didn’t waste it—not a

coin you gave me, or a moment of the time, the life you bought me.” Tears were

rolling and rolling down Yrene’s face. “I didn’t waste any of it.” 

Aelin  closed  her  eyes,  smiling  through  her  own  tears,  and  when  she  opened

them,  she  took  Yrene’s  shaking  hands.  “Now  it  is  my  turn  to  thank  you.”  But Aelin’s  gaze  fell  upon  the  wedding  band  on  Yrene’s  finger,  and  when  she

glanced to Chaol, he grinned. 

“No longer Yrene Towers,” Chaol said softly, “but Yrene Westfall.” 

Aelin  let  out  one  of  those  choked,  joyous  laughs,  and  Rowan  stepped  up  to

her  side.  Yrene’s  head  tilted  back  to  take  in  the  warrior’s  full  height,  her  eyes widening—not  only  at  Rowan’s  size,  but  at  the  pointed  ears,  the  slightly

elongated  canines  and  tattoo.  Aelin  said,  “Then  let  me  introduce  you,  Lady

Westfall, to my own husband, Prince Rowan Whitethorn Galathynius.” 

For that was indeed a wedding band on the queen’s finger, the emerald mud-

splattered but bright. On Rowan’s own hand, a gold-and-ruby ring gleamed. 

“My mate,” Aelin added, fluttering her lashes at the Fae male. Rowan rolled

his eyes, yet couldn’t entirely contain his smile as he inclined his head to Yrene. 

Yrene  bowed,  but  Aelin  snorted.  “None  of  that,  please.  It’ll  go  right  to  his immortal head.” Her grin softened as Yrene blushed, and Aelin held up the scrap

of paper. “May I keep this?” She eyed Yrene’s locket. “Or does it go in there?” 

Yrene  folded  the  queen’s  fingers  around  the  paper.  “It  is  yours,  as  it  always was. A piece of your bravery that helped me find my own.” 

Aelin shook her head, as if to dismiss the claim. 

But Yrene squeezed Aelin’s closed hand. “It gave me courage, the words you

wrote. Every mile I traveled, every long hour I studied and worked, it gave me

courage. I thank you for that, too.” 

Aelin swallowed hard, and Chaol took that as excuse enough to sit again, his

back  giving  a  grateful  tinge.  He  said  to  the  queen,  “There  is  another  person responsible for this army being here.” He gestured to Nesryn, the woman already

smiling  at  the  queen.  “The  rukhin  you  see,  the  army  gathered,  is  as  much

because of Nesryn as it is because of me.” 

A spark lit Aelin’s eyes, and both women met halfway in a tight embrace. “I

want to hear the entire story,” Aelin said. “Every word of it.” 

Nesryn’s subdued smile widened. “So you shall. But later.” Aelin clapped her

on the shoulder and turned to the two royals still by the desk. Tall and regal, but

as mud-splattered as the queen. 

Chaol blurted, “Dorian?” 

Rowan answered, “Not with us.” He glanced to the royals. 

“They know everything,” Nesryn said. 

“He’s with Manon,” Aelin said simply. Chaol wasn’t entirely sure whether to

be relieved. “Hunting for something important.” 

The keys. Holy gods. 

Aelin  nodded.  Later.  He’d  think  on  where  Dorian  might  now  be  later.  Aelin

nodded again. The full story would come then too. 

Nesryn said, “May I present Princess Hasar and Prince Sartaq.” 

Aelin  bowed—low.  “You  have  my  eternal  gratitude,”  Aelin  said,  and  the

voice that came out of her was indeed that of a queen. 

Any shock Sartaq and Hasar had shown upon the queen bowing so low was

hidden  as  they  bowed  back,  the  portrait  of  courtly  grace.  “My  father,”  Sartaq said,  “remained  in  the  khaganate  to  oversee  our  lands,  along  with  our  siblings Duva and Arghun. But my brother Kashin sails with the rest of the army. He was

not two weeks behind us when we left.” 

Aelin glanced to Chaol, and he nodded. Something glittered in her eyes at the

confirmation, but the queen jerked her chin at Hasar. “Did you get my letter?” 

The letter that Aelin had sent months ago, begging for aid and promising only

a better world in return. 

Hasar  picked  at  her  nails.  “Perhaps.  I  get  far  too  many  letters  from  fellow princesses these days to possibly remember or answer all of them.” 

Aelin  smirked,  as  if  the  two  of  them  spoke  a  language  no  one  else  could

understand, a special code between two equally arrogant and proud women. But

she motioned to her companions, who stepped forward. “Allow me to introduce

my  friends.  Lord  Gavriel,  of  Doranelle.”  A  nod  toward  the  tawny-eyed  and

golden-haired warrior who  bowed. Tattoos covered  his neck, his  hands, but his

every  motion  was  graceful.  “My  uncle,  of  sorts,”  Aelin  added  with  a  smirk  at

Gavriel. At Chaol’s narrowed brows, she explained, “He’s Aedion’s father.” 

“Well, that explains a few things,” Nesryn muttered. 

The  hair,  the  broad-planed  face  …  yes,  it  was  the  same.  But  where  Aedion

was  fire,  Gavriel  seemed  to  be  stone.  Indeed,  his  eyes  were  solemn  as  he  said, 

“Aedion is my pride.” 

Emotion rippled over Aelin’s face, but she gestured to the dark-haired male. 

Not  someone  Chaol  ever  wanted  to  tangle  with,  he  decided  as  he  surveyed  the granite-hewn features, the black eyes and unsmiling mouth. 

“Lorcan  Salvaterre,  formerly  of  Doranelle,  and  now  a  blood-sworn  member

of my court.” As if that weren’t a shock enough, Aelin winked at the imposing

male.  Lorcan  scowled.  “We’re  still  in  the  adjustment  period,”  she  loudly

whispered, and Yrene chuckled. 

Lorcan Salvaterre. Chaol hadn’t met the male this spring in Rifthold, but he’d

heard all about him. That he’d been Maeve’s most trusted commander, her most

loyal  and  fierce  warrior.  That  he’d  wanted  to  kill  Aelin,  hated Aelin. How this had come about, why she was not in Terrasen with her army … “You, too, have a

tale to tell,” Chaol said. 

“Indeed  I  do.”  Aelin’s  eyes  guttered,  and  Rowan  put  a  hand  on  her  lower

back.  Bad—something  terrible  had  occurred.  Chaol  scanned  Aelin  for  any  hint

of it. 

He stopped when he noticed the smoothness of the skin at her neck. The lack

of  scars.  The  missing  scars  on  her  hands,  her  palms.  “Later,”  Aelin  said  softly. 

She  straightened  her  shoulders,  and  another  golden-haired  male  came  forward. 

Beautiful. That was the only way to describe him. “Fenrys … You know, I don’t

actually know your family name.” 

Fenrys threw a roguish wink at the queen. “Moonbeam.” 

“It is not,” Aelin hissed, choking on a laugh. 

Fenrys laid a hand on his heart. “I am blood-sworn to you. Would I lie?” 

Another blood-sworn Fae male in her court. Across the tent, Sartaq cursed in

his own tongue. As if he’d heard of Lorcan, and Gavriel, and Fenrys. 

Aelin  gave  Fenrys  a  vulgar  gesture  that  set  Hasar  chuckling,  and  faced  the

royals.  “They’re  barely  housebroken.  Hardly  fit  for  your  fine  company.”  Even

Sartaq  smiled  at  that.  But  it  was  to  the  small,  delicate  woman  that  Aelin  now gestured.  “And  the  only  civilized  member  of  my  court,  Lady  Elide  Lochan  of

Perranth.” 

Perranth.  Chaol  had  combed  through  the  family  trees  of  Terrasen  just  this

winter, had seen the lists of so many royal households crossed out, victim to the

conquest ten years ago. 

Elide’s  name  had  been  among  them.  Another  Terrasen  royal  who  had

managed to evade Adarlan’s butchers. 

The pretty young woman took a limping step forward, and bobbed a curtsy to

the royals. Her boots concealed any sign of the source of the injury, but Yrene’s

attention shot right to her leg. Her ankle. “It’s an honor to meet all of you,” Elide

said,  her  voice  low  and  steady.  Her  dark  eyes  swept  over  them,  cunning  and

clear. Like she could see beneath their skin and bones, to the souls beneath. 

Aelin wiped her hands. “Well, that’s over and done with,” she announced, and

strode to the desk and map. “Shall we discuss where you all plan to march once

we beat the living shit out of this army?” 

CHAPTER 49

Rowan  had  been  speaking  to  the  captain  of  their  ship  when  the  ruk  had  flown past. 

According  to  her  mate,  the  ruk  nearly  slammed  right  into  the  ship  thanks  to the dense fog on the sea. A scout—from an armada to the south. 

A  skeleton  crew  had  remained  amongst  them,  though  the  scout  hadn’t  been

privy to the royals’ plans. All she knew was that the khagan’s army had gone to

Anielle. 

Where  they  would  go  after  that—to  Rifthold,  to  Eyllwe—had  not  been

decided. 

So  Aelin  would  help  them  decide.  Make  sure  that  when  this  business  with

Anielle was over, the khagan’s army marched northward. To Terrasen. 

And nowhere else. Whatever she needed to do to convince them, offer them

in  exchange  for  it,  she’d  pay  it.  Even  if  hauling  ass  to  Anielle  had  meant delaying her own return to Terrasen. 

She supposed it’d be better to return with an army behind her than alone. 

Yet now, standing in the royals’ war tent, Aelin still couldn’t quite believe just

how  many the khagan had sent. With more to come, Prince Sartaq had claimed. 

They’d wended through the neatly organized tents and soldiers, both on foot

and  the  downright  awe-inspiring  cavalry.  The  Darghan,  the  legendary  riders

from  the  steppes  of  the  khaganate.  The  royal  family’s  mother-people,  who  had

taken the continent for themselves. 

And then they’d seen the ruks, and even miserable Lorcan had sworn in awe

at  the  mighty,  beautiful  birds  adorned  with  ornate  armor,  and  the  armed  riders atop them. The scout had been one thing. An army of them had been glorious. 

A glance at Rowan told her that shrewd mind was already calculating a plan. 

So  Aelin  asked  casually,  flashing  the  royals  a  grin,  “Where   did you all plan on going after this?” 

Princess Hasar, as shrewd as Aelin’s mate, returned her smile—a razor-sharp

thing  of  little  beauty.  “Doubtless,  you’re  about  to  begin  some  scheme  to

convince us to go to Terrasen.” 

The room tensed, but Aelin snorted. “Begin? Who says I’m not already in the

thick of it?” 

“Gods help us,” Chaol muttered. Rowan echoed the sentiment. 

Hasar opened her mouth, but Prince Sartaq cut in, “Where we march will be

decided after Anielle is secured.” The prince’s face remained grave, calculating

—but not cold. Aelin had decided within moments that she liked him. And liked

him  even  more  when  it  came  out  that  he  had  just  been  crowned  the  khagan’s

Heir. With Nesryn as his potential bride. 

 Potential,  to  Aelin’s  amusement,  because  Nesryn  herself  wasn’t  so  keen  on being empress of the mightiest empire in the world. 

But what Sartaq had said—

Elide blurted, “You mean to not go to Terrasen?” 

Aelin kept still, her fingers curling at her sides. 

Prince Sartaq said carefully, “It had been our initial plan to go north, but there

might be other places like Anielle in need of liberation.” 

“Terrasen  needs  aid,”  Rowan  said,  his  face  the  portrait  of  steely  calm  as  he surveyed their new allies and old friends. 

“And yet Terrasen has not called for it,” Hasar countered, utterly unfazed by

the wall of Fae warriors glowering at her. Exactly the sort of person Aelin had

hoped she’d be when she wrote to her all those months ago. 

Chaol cleared his throat. Gods above, Chaol was  walking again. And married

to Yrene Towers, who had healed him. 

A thread in a tapestry. That’s what it had felt like the night she’d left the gold

for Yrene in Innish. Like pulling a thread in a tapestry, and seeing just how far

and wide it went. 

All the way to the southern continent, it seemed. And it had rippled back with

an army and a healed, happy friend. Or as happy as any of them might be at the

moment. 

Aelin  met  Chaol’s  stare.  “Focus  on  winning  this  battle,”  he  said,  nodding

once in understanding at the fire she knew smoldered in her eyes, “and then we

shall decide.” 

Princess Hasar smirked at Aelin. “So be sure to impress us.” 

Again, that tension rippled through the room. 

Aelin held the princess’s stare. Smiled slightly. And said nothing. 

Nesryn shifted on her feet, as if well aware what that silence could mean. 

“How  solid  are  the  keep  walls?”  Gavriel  asked  Chaol,  gently  steering  the

conversation away. 

Chaol  rubbed  at  his  jaw.  “They’ve  withstood  sieges  before,  but  Morath  has

been  hammering  them  for  days.  The  battlements  are  solid  enough,  but  another

few blows from the catapults and towers might start coming down.” 

Rowan crossed his arms. “The walls were breached today?” 

“They were,” Chaol said grimly. “By a siege tower. The ruks couldn’t arrive

in  time  to  pull  it  down.”  Nesryn  cringed,  but  Sartaq  did  not  offer  an  apology. 

Chaol went on, “We secured the walls, but the Valg soldiers cut down a number

of our men—from Anielle, that is.” 

Aelin  surveyed  the  map,  blocking  out  the  challenge  of  the  fierce-eyed

princess who was a mirror in so many ways. “So how do we play it? Do we slam

through the lines, or pick them off one by one?” 

Nesryn stabbed a finger onto the map, right atop the Silver Lake. “What if we

pushed them to the lake itself?” 

Hasar hummed, all traces of taunting gone. “Morath placed itself foolishly in

their greed to sack the city. They didn’t estimate being trampled by the Darghan, 

or picked apart by the rukhin.” 

Aelin glanced sidelong to Rowan. Found him already staring at her. 

 We’ll convince them to go to Terrasen, her mate said silently. 

Chaol  leaned  forward,  back  quivering  a  bit,  and  ran  a  finger  over  the  lake’s western  shore.  “This  section  of  the  lake,  unfortunately,  is  shallow  a  hundred yards from the shore. The army might be able to wade out there, draw us into the

water.” 

“A few hours in that water,” Yrene countered, mouth a tight line, “would kill

them. The hypothermia would set in quickly. Maybe within minutes, depending

on the wind.” 

“That’s if the Valg fall victim to such things,” Hasar said. “They don’t die like

true  men  in  most  ways,  and  you  claim  they  hail  from  a  land  of  darkness  and cold.” So the royals truly knew about their enemies, then. “We might push them

into the water to find they don’t care at all. And in doing so, risk exposing our

troops  to  the  elements.”  The  princess  jabbed  the  keep  walls.  “We’re  better  off pushing them right into the stone, breaking them apart against it.” 

Aelin was inclined to agree. 

Lorcan opened his mouth to say something no doubt unpleasant, but footsteps

squelching in mud outside the tent had them whirling toward the entrance long

before a pretty, dark-haired young woman burst in, twin braids swinging. “You

wouldn’t believe—” 

She halted upon seeing Aelin. Seeing the Fae males. Her mouth popped into

an O. 

Nesryn chuckled. “Borte, meet—” 

Another  set  of  steps  in  the  mud,  heavier  and  slower  than  Borte’s  quick

movements,  and  then  a  young  man  stumbled  in,  his  skin  not  the  gold-kissed

brown of Borte or the royals, but pale. “It’s back,” he panted, gaping at Nesryn. 

“For days now, I swore I felt something, noted changes, but today it just all came

 back.” 

Nesryn  angled  her  head,  her  curtain  of  dark  hair  sliding  over  an  armored

shoulder. “Who …” 

Borte squeezed the young man’s arm. “Falkan. It’s  Falkan, Nesryn.” 

Prince Sartaq stalked to Nesryn’s side, graceful as any Fae warrior. “How.” 

But the young man had turned toward Aelin, eyes narrowing. As if trying to

place her. 

Then he said, “The assassin from the market in Xandria.” 

Aelin arched a brow. “Hopefully, the horse I stole didn’t belong to you.” 

A cough from Fenrys. Aelin threw the warrior a grin over her shoulder. 

The  young  man’s  eyes  darted  over  her  face,  then  landed  on  the  enormous

emerald on her finger. The even bigger ruby in Goldryn’s hilt. 

Borte blurted to Nesryn, “One minute, we were eating dinner at the campfire, 

then the next, Falkan clutched his stomach like he was going to puke up his guts

all  over  everyone”—a  glare  from  Falkan  at  Borte—“and  then  his  face  was

 young.  He’s young.” 

“I was always young,” Falkan muttered. “I just didn’t look it.” His gray eyes again found Aelin’s. “I gave you a piece of Spidersilk.” 

For a heartbeat, the then and the now blended and wobbled. “The merchant,” 

Aelin murmured. She’d last seen him in the Red Desert—looking twenty years

older. “You sold your youth to a stygian spider.” 

“You two know each other?” Nesryn gaped. 

“The  threads  of  fate  weave  together  in  strange  ways,”  Falkan  said,  then

smiled at Aelin. “I never got your name.” 

Hasar  chuckled  from  the  other  side  of  the  desk.  “You  already  know  it, 

shifter.” 

Before Falkan could figure it out, Fenrys stepped forward. “Shifter?” 

But Nesryn said, “And Lysandra’s uncle.” 

Aelin  slumped  into  the  chair  beside  Chaol’s.  Rowan  laid  a  hand  on  her

shoulder,  and  when  she  looked  up,  she  found  him  near  laughter.  “What’s  so

funny, exactly?” she hissed. 

Rowan smirked. “That for once,  you  are  the  one  who  gets  knocked  on  your

ass by a surprise.” 

Aelin stuck out her tongue. Borte grinned, and Aelin winked at the girl. 

But Falkan said to Aelin and her companions, “You know my niece.” 

His brother must have been a great deal older to have sired Lysandra. There

was  nothing  of  Falkan  in  her  friend’s  face,  though  Lysandra  had  also  forgotten her original form. 

“Lysandra is my friend, and Lady of Caraverre,” Aelin said. “She is not with

us,” she added upon Falkan’s hopeful glance toward the tent flaps. “She’s in the

North.” 

Borte had gone back to studying the Fae males. Not their considerable beauty, 

but  their  size,  their  pointed  ears,  their  weapons  and  elongated  canines.  Aelin whispered  conspiratorially  to  the  girl,  “Make  them  roll  over  before  you  offer them a treat.” 

Lorcan glared, but Fenrys shifted in a flash, the enormous white wolf filling

the space. 

Hasar  swore,  Sartaq  backing  away  a  step,  but  Borte  beamed.  “You  are  all

truly Fae, then.” 

Gavriel,  ever  the  gallant  knight,  sketched  a  bow.  Lorcan,  the  bastard,  just

crossed his arms. 

Yet Rowan smiled at Borte. “Indeed we are.” 

Borte whirled to Aelin. “Then you are Aelin Galathynius. You look just how

Nesryn said.” 

Aelin  grinned  at  Nesryn,  the  woman  leaning  against  Sartaq’s  side.  “I  hope

you only said horrible things about me.” 

“Only the worst,” Nesryn said with dead flatness, though her mouth twitched. 

But Falkan whispered, “The queen,” and fell to his knees. 

Hasar laughed. “He never showed that sort of awe when he met us.” 

Sartaq lifted his brows. “You told him to turn into a rat and scuttle away.” 

Aelin  hoisted  up  Falkan  by  the  shoulder.  “I  can’t  have  my  friend’s  uncle kneeling on the ground, can I?” 

“You  said  you  were  an  assassin.”  Falkan’s  eyes  were  so  wide  the  whites

around them gleamed. “You stole horses from the Lord of Xandria—” 

“Yes,  yes,”  Aelin  said,  waving  a  hand.  “It’s  a  long  story,  and  we’re  in  the middle of a war council, so …” 

“Piss off?” Falkan finished. 

Aelin laughed, but glanced to Nesryn and Sartaq. The former jerked her chin

to Falkan. “He’s become our spy of sorts. He joins us in these meetings.” 

Aelin  nodded,  then  winked  at  the  shifter.  “I  suppose  you  didn’t  need  me  to

slay that stygian spider after all.” 

But  Falkan  tensed,  his  attention  going  to  Nesryn  and  Sartaq,  to  Borte,  still gawking at the Fae males. “Do they know?” 

Aelin  had  a  feeling  she’d  need  to  sit  down  again.  Chaol  indeed  patted  the

chair beside him, earning a chuckle from Yrene. 

Doing herself a favor, Aelin indeed sat, Rowan taking up his place behind her, 

both of his hands coming to rest on her shoulders. His thumb ran along the nape

of her neck, then drifted over the mating marks again scarring one side thanks to

the seawater they’d used to seal them. 

But  as  her  muscles  soothed  beneath  that  loving  touch,  her  soul  with  it,  her breath remained tight. 

It didn’t get any better when Nesryn said, “The stygian spiders are Valg.” 

Silence. 

“We encountered their kin, the  kharankui, deep in the Dagul Fells. They came

into  this  world  through  a  temporary  crack  between  realms,  and  remained

afterward to guard the entrance, should it ever reappear.” 

“This cannot end well,” Fenrys muttered. Elide hummed her agreement. 

“They  feed  on  dreams  and  years  and  life,”  Falkan  said,  a  hand  on  his  own

chest. “As my friends have said the Valg do.” 

Aelin  had  seen  Valg  princes  drain  a  human  of  every  last  drop  of  youth  and

vigor and leave only a dried corpse behind. She wouldn’t put it past the spiders

to have a similar gift. 

“What  does  this  mean  for  the  war?”  Rowan  asked,  his  thumbs  still  stroking

Aelin’s neck. 

“Will  they  join  Erawan’s  forces  is  the  better  question,”  Lorcan  challenged

with a face like stone. 

“They do not answer to Erawan,” Nesryn said quietly, and Aelin knew. Knew

from the look Chaol gave her, the sympathy and fear, knew in her bones before

Nesryn even finished. “The stygian spiders, the  kharankui, answer to their Valg

queen. The only Valg queen. To Maeve.” 

CHAPTER 50

Rowan’s  hands  tightened  on  Aelin’s  shoulders  as  the  words  settled  into  her, 

hollow and cold. “Maeve is a Valg queen?” he breathed. 

Aelin said nothing. Couldn’t find the words. 

Her power roiled. She didn’t feel it. 

Nesryn nodded solemnly. “Yes. The  kharankui told us the entire history.” 

And  so  Nesryn  did  as  well.  Of  how  Maeve  had  somehow  found  a  way  into

this world, fleeing or bored with her husband, Orcus. Erawan’s elder brother. Of

how  Erawan,  Orcus,  and  Mantyx  had  torn  apart  worlds  to  find  her,  Orcus’s

missing wife, and only halted here because the Fae had risen to challenge them. 

Fae led by Maeve, whom the Valg kings did not know or recognize, in the form

she had taken. 

The life she had crafted for herself. The minds of all the Fae who had existed

that she had ripped into, convincing them that there had been  three queens, not

two. Including the minds of Mab and Mora, the two sister-queens who had ruled

Doranelle. Including Brannon himself. 

“The  spiders  claimed,”  Nesryn  went  on,  “that  even  Brannon  didn’t  know. 

Even  now,  in  the  Afterworld,  he  doesn’t  know.  That  was  how  deep  Maeve’s

powers  went  into  his  mind,  into  all  their  minds.  She  made  herself  their  true queen.” 

The words, the truth, pelted Aelin, one after another. 

Elide’s  face  was  white  as  death.  “But  she  fears  the  healers.”  A  nod  toward

Yrene. “She keeps that owl, you said—an enslaved Fae healer—should the Valg

ever discover her.” 

For that was the other piece of it. The other thing Nesryn had revealed, Chaol

and Yrene adding in their own accounts. 

The  Valg  were  parasites.  And  Yrene  could  cure  their  human  hosts  of  them. 

Had  done  so  for  Princess  Duva.  And  might  be  able  to  do  with  so  many  others enslaved with rings or collars. 

But what had infested Duva … A Valg princess. 

Aelin  leaned  back  into  her  chair,  her  head  resting  against  the  solid  wall  of Rowan’s  body.  His  hands  shook  against  her  shoulders.  Shook  as  he  seemed  to

realize what, exactly, had ripped into his mind. Where Maeve’s power had come

from that allowed her to do so. Why she remained deathless and ageless, and had

outlasted any other. Why Maeve’s power  was darkness. 

“It is also why she fears fire,” Sartaq said, jerking his chin to Aelin. “Why she

fears you so.” 

And  why  she’d  wanted  to  break  her.  To  be  just  like  that  enslaved  healer

bound in owl form at her side. 

“I thought—I managed to cut her once,” Aelin said at last. That quiet, ancient darkness  pushed  in,  dragging  her  down,  down,  down—“I  saw  her  blood  flow

black.  Then  it  changed  to  red.”  She  blew  out  a  breath,  pulling  out  of  the

darkness, the silence that wanted to devour her whole. Made herself straighten. 

Peer at Fenrys. “You said that her blood tasted ordinary to you when you swore

the oath.” 

The white wolf shifted back into his Fae body. His bronze skin was ashen, his

dark eyes swimming with dread. “It did.” 

Rowan growled, “It didn’t taste any different to me, either.” 

“A glamour—like the form she maintains,” Gavriel mused. 

Nesryn  nodded.  “From  what  the  spiders  said,  it  seems  entirely  possible  that

she  would  be  able  to  convince  you  that  her  blood  looked  and  tasted  like  Fae blood.” 

Fenrys made a sound like he was going to be sick. Aelin was inclined to do

the same. 

And  from  far  away—a  memory-that-was-not-a-memory  stirred.  Of  summer

nights  spent  in  a  forest  glen,  Maeve  instructing  her.  Telling  her  a  story  about  a queen who walked between worlds. 

Who  had  not  been  content  in  the  realm  in  which  she’d  been  born,  and  had

found a way to leave it, using the lost knowledge of ancient wayfarers. World-

walkers. 

Maeve had told her. Perhaps a skewed, biased tale, but she’d told her. Why? 

Why do it at all? Some way to win her—or to make her hesitate, should it ever

come to this? 

“But  Maeve  hates  the  Valg  kings,”  Elide  said,  and  even  from  the  silent, 

drifting  place  to  which  Aelin  had  gone,  she  could  see  the  razor-sharp  mind

churning  behind  Elide’s  eyes.  “She’s  hidden  for  this  long.  Surely  she  wouldn’t ally with them.” 

“She  ran  at  the  chance  to  get  hold  of  a  Valg  collar,”  Fenrys  said  darkly. 

“Seemed convinced that she could control the prince inside it.” 

Not only through Maeve’s power, but because she was a demon queen. 

Aelin  forced  herself  to  take  another  breath.  Another.  Her  fingers  curled, 

gripping an invisible weapon. 

Lorcan  had  not  uttered  a  word.  Had  done  nothing  but  stand  there,  pale  and

silent. As if he’d stopped being in his body, too. 

“We  don’t  know  her  plans,”  Nesryn  said.  “The   kharankui have not seen her for millennia, and only hear whisperings carried by lesser spiders. But they still

worship her, and wait for her return.” 

Chaol met Aelin’s stare, his gaze questioning. 

Aelin said quietly, “I was Maeve’s prisoner for two months.” 

Utter  silence  in  the  tent.  Then  she  explained—all  of  it.  Why  she  was  not  in Terrasen, who now fought there, where Dorian and Manon had gone. 

Aelin swallowed as she finished, leaning into Rowan’s touch. “Maeve wished

me  to  reveal  the  location  of  the  two  Wyrdkeys.  Wanted  me  to  hand  them  over, 
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but I managed to get them away before she took me. To Doranelle. She wanted

to break me to her will. To use me to conquer the world, I thought. But it perhaps

now  seems  she  wanted  to  use  me  as  a  shield  against  the  Valg,  to  guard  her always.”  The  words  tumbled  out,  heavy  and  sharp.  “I  was  her  captive  until

nearly a month ago.” She nodded toward her court. “When I got free, they found

me again.” 

Silence fell again, her new companions at a loss. She didn’t blame them. 

Then Hasar hissed, “We’ll make the bitch pay for that, too, won’t we?” 

Aelin met the princess’s dark stare. “Yes, we will.” 

The truth had slammed into Rowan like a physical blow. 

Maeve was Valg. 

A Valg queen. Whose estranged husband had once invaded this world and, if

Chaol was correct, wished to enter it again, should Erawan succeed in opening

the Wyrdgate. 

He knew his cadre, or whatever they were now called, was in shock. Knew he

himself had fallen into some sort of stupor. 

The female they’d served, bowed to … Valg. 

They  had  been  so  thoroughly  deceived  they  had  not  even  tasted  it  in  her

blood. 

Fenrys  looked  like  he  was  going  to  empty  the  contents  of  his  stomach  onto

the tent floor. For him, the truth would be the most horrendous. 

Lorcan’s face remained cold and blank. Gavriel kept rubbing his jaw, his eyes

swimming with dismay. 

Rowan loosed a long breath. 

A Valg queen. 

That’s who had held his Fireheart. What sort of power had tried to break into

her mind. 

What  power   had  broken  into  Rowan’s  mind.  All  their  minds,  if  she  could glamour her blood to look and taste ordinary. 

He felt the tension rising in Aelin, a raging storm that nearly hummed into his

hands as he gripped her shoulders. 

Yet her flames made no appearance. They hadn’t shown so much as an ember

these weeks, despite how hard they’d trained. 

Occasionally,  he’d  spy  Goldryn’s  ruby  gleaming  while  she  held  it,  as  if  fire glowed in the heart of the stone. But nothing more. 

Not  even  when  they’d  tangled  in  their  bed  on  the  ship,  when  his  teeth  had

found that mark on her neck. 

Elide  surveyed  them  all,  their  silence,  and  said  to  their  new  companions, 

“Perhaps  we  should  determine  a  plan  of  action  regarding  tomorrow’s  battle.” 

And give them time, later tonight, to sort through this colossal mess. 

Chaol  nodded.  “We  brought  a  trunk  of  books  with  us,”  he  said  to  Aelin. 

“From the Torre. They’re all full of Wyrdmarks.” Aelin didn’t so much as blink, 

but Chaol finished, “If we get through this battle, they’re yours to peruse. In case

there’s  anything  in  them  that  might  help.”  Against  Erawan,  against  Maeve, against his mate’s terrible fate. 

Aelin just vaguely nodded. 

So Rowan forced himself to shove away the shock and disgust and fear, and

focus  upon  the  plan  ahead.  Only  Gavriel  seemed  able  to  do  the  same,  Fenrys

staying where he was, and Lorcan just staring and staring at nothing. 

Aelin remained in her chair, simmering. Roiling. 

They  planned  it  quickly  and  efficiently:  they  would  return  with  Chaol  and

Yrene  to  the  keep,  to  help  with  the  fighting  tomorrow.  The  khaganate  royals

would push from here, Nesryn and Prince Sartaq leading the ruks, and Princess

Hasar commanding the foot soldiers and Darghan cavalry. 

A  brilliantly  trained,  lethal  group.  Rowan  had  already  marked  the  Darghan

soldiers, with their fine horses and armor, their spears and crested helmets, while

they’d strode for this tent, and breathed a sigh of relief at their skill. Perhaps the

last  sigh  of  relief  he’d  have  in  this  war.  Certainly  if  the  khagan’s  forces  hadn’t yet decided  where they would take this army afterward. 

He supposed it was fair—so many territories were now in Morath’s path—but

when  this  battle  was  over,  he’d  make  damn  sure  they  marched  northward.  To

Terrasen. 

But  tomorrow—tomorrow  they’d  hammer  Morath’s  legion  against  the  keep

walls,  Chaol  and  Rowan  leading  the  men  from  inside,  picking  off  enemy

soldiers. 

Aelin didn’t volunteer to do anything. Didn’t indicate that she’d heard them. 

And  when  they’d  all  deemed  the  plan  sound,  along  with  a  contingency  plan

should it go awry, Nesryn only said, “We’ll find you ruks to carry you back to

the keep,” before Aelin stormed into the frigid night, Rowan barely keeping up

with her. 

No embers trailed her. Mud did not hiss beneath her boots. 

There was no fire at all. Not a spark. 

As if Maeve had snuffed out that flame. Made her fear it. 

Hate it. 

Aelin  cut  through  the  neatly  organized  tents,  past  horses  and  their  armored

riders,  past  foot  soldiers  around  campfires,  past  the  ruk  riders  and  their  mighty birds, who filled him with such awe he had no words for it. All the way to the

eastern edge of the camp and the plains that stretched past, the space wide and

hollow after the closeness of the army. 

She  didn’t  stop  until  she  reached  a  stream  they’d  crossed  only  hours  ago.  It was nearly frozen over, but a stomp of her boot had the ice cracking. Breaking

free to reveal dark water kissed with silvery starlight. 

Then she fell to her knees and drank. 

Drank and drank, cupping the water to her mouth. It had to be cold enough to

burn, but she kept at it until she braced her hands on her knees and said, “I can’t

do this.” 

Rowan sank to a knee, the shield he’d kept around her while she stalked here

sealing out the cold wind off the open plain. 

“I—I   can’t—”  She  took  a  shuddering  breath,  and  covered  her  face  with  her wet hands. 

Gently,  Rowan  gripped  her  wrists  and  lowered  them.  “You  do  not  face  this

alone.” 

Anguish and terror filled those beautiful eyes, and his chest tightened to the

point of pain as she said, “It was a fool’s shot against Erawan. But against him

 and Maeve? She gathered an army to her. Is likely bringing that army to Terrasen right now. And if Erawan summons his two brothers, if the other kings return—” 

“He needs the two other keys to do that. He doesn’t have them.” 

Her  fingers  curled,  digging  into  her  palms  hard  enough  that  the  tang  of  her blood  filled  the  air.  “I  should  have  gone  after  the  keys.  Right  away.  Not  come here. Not done this.” 

“It is Dorian’s task now, not yours. He will not fail at it.” 

“It is my task, and always has been—” 

“We  made  the  choice  to  come  here,  and  we  will  stick  to  that  decision,”  he

snarled, not bothering to temper his tone. “If Maeve is indeed bringing her army

to Terrasen, then it only confirms that we were right to come here. That we must

convince the khagan’s forces to go northward after this. It is the only chance we

stand of succeeding.” 

Aelin  ran  her  hands  through  her  hair.  Streams  of  blood  stained  the  gold.  “I cannot win against them. Against a Valg king and queen.” Her voice turned to a

rasp. “They have already won.” 

“They have not.” And though Rowan hated each word, he growled, “And you

survived two months against Maeve with no magic to protect you. Two months

of a Valg queen trying to break into your head, Aelin. To break  you.” 

Aelin shook. “She did, though.” 

Rowan waited for it. 

Aelin whispered, “I  wanted to die by the end, before she ever threatened me

with the collar. And even now, I feel like someone has  ripped me from myself. 

Like  I’m  at  the  bottom  of  the  sea,  and  who  I  am,  who  I  was,  is  far  up  at  the surface, and I will  never get back there again.” 

He didn’t know what to say, what to do other than to gently pull her fingers

from her palms. 

“Did  you  buy  the  swagger,  the  arrogance?”  she  demanded,  voice  breaking. 

“Did  the  others?  Because  I’ve  been  trying  to.  I’ve  been  trying  like  hell  to convince myself that it’s real, reminding myself I only need to pretend to be how

I was just long enough.” 

Long enough to forge the Lock and die. 

He said softly, “I know, Aelin.” He hadn’t bought the winks and smirks for a

heartbeat. 

Aelin  let  out  a  sob  that  cracked  something  in  him.  “I  can’t   feel  me— myself anymore.  It’s  like  she  snuffed  it  out.  Ripped  me  from  it.  She,  and  Cairn,  and everything they  did to me.” She gulped down air, and Rowan wrapped her in his
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arms  and  pulled  her  onto  his  lap.  “I  am  so  tired,”  she  wept.  “I  am  so,  so  tired, Rowan.” 

“I know.” He stroked her hair. “I know.” It was all there really was to say. 

Rowan held her until her weeping eased and she lay still, nestled against his

chest. 

“I don’t know what to do,” she whispered. 

“You fight,” he said simply. “We fight. Until we can’t anymore. We fight.” 

She sat up, but remained on his lap, staring into his face with a rawness that

destroyed him. 

Rowan laid a hand on her chest, right over that burning heart. “Fireheart.” 

A challenge and a summons. 

She placed her hand atop his, warm despite the frigid night. As if that fire had

not yet gone out entirely. But she only gazed up at the stars. To the Lord of the

North, standing watch. “We fight,” she breathed. 

Aelin found Fenrys by a quiet fire, gazing into the crackling flames. 

She sat on the log beside him, raw and open and trembling, but … the salt of

her tears had washed away some of it. Steadied her. Rowan had steadied her, and

still did, as he kept watch from the shadows beyond the fire. 

Fenrys lifted his head, his eyes as hollow as she knew hers had been. 

“Whenever  you  need  to  talk  about  it,”  she  said,  her  voice  still  hoarse,  “I’m here.” 

Fenrys nodded, his mouth a tight line. “Thank you.” 

The camp was readying for their departure, but Aelin scooted closer, and sat

beside him in silence for long minutes. 

Two  healers,  marked  only  by  the  white  bands  around  their  biceps,  hurried

past, arms full of bandages. 

Aelin tensed. Focused on her breathing. 

Fenrys  marked  her  line  of  sight.  “They  were  horrified,  you  know,”  he  said

quietly. “Every time she brought them in to … fix you.” 

The two healers vanished around a tent. Aelin flexed her fingers, shaking the

lightness from them. “It didn’t stop them from doing it.” 

“They didn’t have a choice.” 

She  met  his  dark  stare.  Fenrys’s  mouth  tightened.  “No  one  would  have  left

you in those states. No one.” 

Broken and bloody and burned—

She gripped Goldryn’s hilt. Helpless. 

“They defied her in their own way,” Fenrys went on. “Sometimes, she’d order

them to bring you back to consciousness. Often, they claimed they couldn’t, that

you’d fallen too deeply into oblivion. But I knew—I think Maeve did, too—that

they put you there. For as long as possible. To buy you time.” 

She swallowed. “Did she punish them?” 

“I don’t know. It was never the same healers.” 

Maeve likely had. Had likely ripped their minds apart for their defiance. 
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Aelin’s grip tightened on the sword at her side. 

Helpless. She had been helpless. As so many in this city, in Terrasen, in this

continent, were helpless. 

Goldryn’s hilt warmed in her hand. 

She wouldn’t be that way again. For whatever time she had left. 

Gavriel  padded  up  beside  Rowan,  took  one  look  at  the  queen  and  Fenrys,  and

murmured, “Not the news we needed to hear.” 

Rowan closed his eyes for a heartbeat. “No, it was not.” 

Gavriel  settled  a  hand  on  Rowan’s  shoulder.  “It  changes  nothing,  in  some

ways.” 

“How.” 

“We served her. She was … not what Aelin is. What a queen should be. We

knew  that  long  before  we  knew  the  truth.  If  Maeve  wants  to  use  what  she  is against us, to ally with Morath, then it changes things. But the past is over. Done

with, Rowan. Knowing Maeve is Valg or just a wretched person doesn’t change

what happened.” 

“Knowing a Valg queen wants to enslave my mate, and nearly did so, changes

a great deal.” 

“But  we  know  what  Maeve  fears,  why  she  fears  it,”  Gavriel  countered,  his

tawny eyes bright. “Fire, and the healers. If Maeve comes with that army of hers, 

we are not defenseless.” 

It  was  true.  Rowan  could  have  cursed  himself  for  not  thinking  of  it  already. 

Another  question  formed,  though.  “Her  army,”  Rowan  said.  “It’s  made  up  of

Fae.” 

“So was her armada,” Gavriel said warily. 

Rowan ran a hand through his hair. “Will you be able to live with it—fighting

our own people?” Killing them. 

“Will you?” Gavriel countered. 

Rowan didn’t answer. 

Gavriel asked after a moment, “Why didn’t Aelin offer me the blood oath?” 

The  male  hadn’t  asked  these  weeks.  And  Rowan  wasn’t  sure  why  Gavriel

inquired now, but he gave him the truth. “Because she won’t do it until Aedion

has  taken  the  oath  first.  To  offer  it  to  you  before  him  …  she  wants  Aedion  to take it first.” 

“In case he doesn’t wish me to be near his kingdom.” 

“So that Aedion knows she placed his needs before her own.” 

Gavriel bowed his head. “I would say yes, if she offered.” 

“I know.” Rowan clapped his oldest friend on the back. “She knows, too.” 

The  Lion  gazed  northward.  “Do  you  think  …  we  haven’t  heard  any  news

from Terrasen.” 

“If  it  had  fallen,  if  Aedion  had  fallen,  we  would  know.  People  here  would

know.” 

Gavriel rubbed at his chest. “We’ve been to war.  He’s been to war. Fought on

battlefields as a  child, gods be damned.” Rage flickered over Gavriel’s face. Not at what Aedion had done, but what he’d been made to do by fate and misfortune. 

What  Gavriel  had  not  been  there  to  prevent.  “But  I  still  dread  every  day  that passes and we hear nothing. Dread every messenger we see.” 

A  terror  Rowan  had  never  known,  different  from  his  fear  for  his  mate,  his

queen. The fear of a father for his child. 

He didn’t allow himself to look toward Aelin. To remember his dreams while

hunting for her. The family he’d seen. The family they’d make together. 

“We must convince the khaganate royals to march northward when this battle

is over,” Gavriel swore softly. 

Rowan  nodded.  “If  we  can  smash  this  army  tomorrow,  and  convince  the

royals  that  Terrasen  is  the  only  course  of  action,  then  we  could  indeed  be

heading north soon. You might be fighting at Aedion’s side by Yulemas.” 

Gavriel’s hands clenched at his sides, tattoos spreading over his knuckles. “If

he will allow me that honor.” 

Rowan  would  make  Aedion  allow  it.  But  he  only  said,  “Gather  Elide  and

Lorcan. The ruks are almost ready to depart.” 

CHAPTER 51

Lorcan  lingered  by  the  edge  of  the  ruk  encampment,  barely  taking  in  the

magnificent  birds  or  their  armored  riders  as  they  settled  down  for  the  night.  A few,  he  knew,  would  not  yet  find  their  rest,  instead  bearing  them  and  needed supplies back to the keep towering over the city and plain. 

He didn’t care, didn’t marvel that he was soon to be airborne on one of those

incredible  beasts.  Didn’t  care  that  tomorrow,  they  would  all  take  on  the  dark army gathered beyond. 

He’d  fought  in  more  battles,  more  wars,  than  he  cared  to  remember. 

Tomorrow would be little different, save for the demons they’d slay, rather than

men or Fae. 

Demons like his former queen, apparently. 

He  had  offered  himself  to  her,  had   wanted  her,  or  believed  he  did.  And  she had laughed at him. He didn’t know what it meant. About her, about himself. 

He’d thought his darkness, Hellas’s gifts, had been drawn to her, that they’d

been matched. 

Perhaps the dark god had wanted him not to swear fealty to Maeve, but to kill

her. To get close enough to do so. 

Lorcan didn’t adjust his cape against the gust of frigid air off the distant lake. 

Rather, he leaned into the cold, into the ice on the wind. As if it might rip away

the truth. 

“We’re leaving.” 

Elide’s low voice cut through the roaring silence of his thoughts. 

“The ruks are ready,” she added. 

There was no fear or pity on her face, her black hair gilded by the torches and

campfires. Of all of them, she’d mastered the news with little difficulty, stepping

up to the desk as if she’d been born on a battlefield. 

“I didn’t know,” he said, voice strained. 

Elide knew what he meant. “We have bigger things to worry about anyway.” 

He took a step toward her. “I didn’t know,” he said again. 

She  tipped  her  head  back  to  study  his  face  and  pursed  her  mouth,  a  muscle

ticking in her jaw. “Do you want me to give you some sort of absolution for it?” 

“I  served  her  for  nearly  five  hundred  years.  Five  hundred   years,  and  I  just thought her to be immortal and cold.” 

“That sounds like the definition of a Valg to me.” 

He bared his teeth. “You live for eons and see what it does to you,  Lady.” 

“I don’t see why you’re so shocked. Even with her being immortal and cold, 

you loved her. You must have accepted those traits. What difference does it make

what we call her, then?” 
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“I didn’t love her.” 

“You certainly acted like you did.” 

Lorcan snarled, “Why is that the point you keep returning to, Elide? Why is it

the one thing you cannot let go of?” 

“Because I’m trying to understand. How you could come to love a monster.” 

“Why?” He pushed into her space. She didn’t balk one step. 

Indeed,  her  eyes  were  blazing  as  she  hissed,  “Because  it  will  help  me

understand how  I did the same.” 

Her  voice  snagged  on  the  last  words,  and  Lorcan  stilled  as  they  settled  into them. He’d never … he’d never had anyone who—

“Is it a sickness?” she demanded. “Is it something broken within you?” 

“Elide.” Her name was a rasp on his lips. Lorcan dared reach a hand for her. 

But she pulled out of reach. “If you think that because you swore the blood

oath to Aelin, it means  anything for you and me, you’re sorely mistaken. You’re

immortal—I’m human. Let us not forget  that little fact, either.” 

Lorcan nearly recoiled at the words, their horrible truth. He was five hundred

years old. He should walk away—he shouldn’t be so damned bothered by any of

this.  And  yet  Lorcan  snarled,  “You’re  jealous.  That’s  what  truly  eats  away  at you.” 

Elide barked a laugh that he’d never heard before, cruel and sharp. “Jealous? 

Jealous  of   what?  That  demon  you  served?”  She  squared  her  shoulders,  a  wave cresting before it smashed into the shore. “The only thing that I am jealous of, 

Lorcan, is that  she is rid of you.” 

Lorcan hated that the words landed like a blow. That he had no defenses left

where she was concerned. “I’m sorry,” he said. “For all of it, Elide.” 

There, he’d said it, and laid it out before her. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. 

But  Elide’s  face  did  not  warm.  “I  don’t  care,”  she  said,  turning  on  her  heel. 

“And I don’t care if you walk off that battlefield tomorrow.” 

Jealous.  The  idea  of  it,  of  being  jealous  of   Maeve  for  commanding  Lorcan’s affection for centuries. Elide limped toward the readying party of ruks, grinding

her teeth so hard her jaw ached. 

She was almost to the first of the saddled birds when a voice said behind her, 

“You should have ignored him.” 

Elide halted, finding Gavriel following. “Pardon me?” 

The Lion’s usually warm face was grave—disapproving. “You might as well

have kicked a male already down.” 

Elide hadn’t uttered a cross word to Gavriel in all the time she’d known him, 

but she said, “I don’t see how this is any of your business.” 

“I  have  never  heard  Lorcan  apologize  for  anything.  Even  when  Maeve

whipped him for a mistake, he did not apologize to her.” 

“And that means he earns my forgiveness?” 

“No.  But  you  have  to  realize  that  he  swore  the  blood  oath  to  Aelin  for  you. 

For no one else. So he could remain near you. Even knowing well enough that
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you will have a mortal lifespan.” 

The birds shifted on their feet, rustling their wings in anticipation of flight. 

She  knew.  Had  known  it  the  moment  he’d  knelt  before  Aelin.  Weeks  later, 

Elide hadn’t known what to do with it, the knowledge that Lorcan had done this

for her. The longing to talk to him, to work with him as they had. She’d hated

herself for it. For not trying to hold on to her anger longer. 

It  was  why  she’d  gone  after  him  tonight.  Not  to  punish  him,  but  herself.  To remind  herself  of  who  he’d  sold  their  queen  to,  how  profoundly  mistaken  she

had been. 

And her parting line to him … it was a lie. A disgusting, hateful lie. 

Elide turned to Gavriel again. “I don’t—” 

The Lion was gone. And for the cold flight over the army, then over the sea of

darkness  spread  between  it  and  the  ancient  city,  even  that  wise  voice  who  had whispered for the entirety of her life had gone quiet. 


Nesryn  lingered  by  Salkhi,  a  hand  on  her  mount’s  feathered  side,  and  watched the  party  soar  into  the  skies.  The  twenty  ruks  hadn’t  just  been  bearing  Aelin Galathynius  and  her  companions,  Chaol  and  Yrene  included,  but  also  more

healers, supplies, and a few horses, hooded and corralled into wooden pens that

the birds could carry. Including Chaol’s own horse, Farasha. 

“I  wish  I  could  go  with  them,”  Borte  sighed  from  where  she  was  rubbing

down Arcas. “To fight alongside the Fae.” 

Nesryn  gave  her  an  amused,  sidelong  glance.  “You’ll  get  that  opportunity

soon enough, if we march to Terrasen after this.” 

Nearby, a distinctly male snort of derision sounded. 

“Go eavesdrop on someone else, Yeran,” Borte snapped toward her betrothed. 

But  the  Berlad  captain  only  answered  back,  “A  fine  commander  you  are, 

mooning over the Fae like a doe-eyed girl.” 

Borte rolled her eyes. “When they teach me their killing techniques and I use

them to wipe you off the map at our next Gathering, you can tell me all about my

mooning.” 

The  handsome  captain  stormed  over  from  his  own  ruk,  and  Nesryn  ducked

her  head  to  hide  her  smile,  finding  herself  immensely  interested  in  brushing

Salkhi’s brown feathers. “You’ll be my wife then, according to your bargain with

my hearth-mother,” he said, crossing his arms. “It would be unseemly for you to

kill your own husband in the Gathering.” 

Borte smiled with poisoned sweetness at her betrothed. “I’ll just have to kill

you some other time, then.” 

Yeran  grinned  back,  the  portrait  of  wicked  amusement.  “Some  other  time, 

then,” he promised. 

Nesryn didn’t fail to note the light that gleamed in the captain’s eyes. Or the

way Borte bit her lip, just barely, her breath hitching. 

Yeran leaned in to whisper something in Borte’s ear that made the girl’s eyes

widen. And apparently stunned her enough that when Yeran prowled to his ruk, 

the  portrait  of  swaggering  arrogance,  Borte  blushed  furiously  and  returned  to cleaning her ruk. 

“Don’t ask,” she muttered. 

Nesryn held up her hands. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” 

Borte’s blush remained for minutes afterward, her cleaning near-frantic. 

Easy, graceful steps sounded in the snow, and Nesryn knew who approached

before the rukhin even straightened to attention. Not at the fact that Sartaq was

prince and Heir, but that he was their captain. Of all the rukhin in this war, not

just the Eridun aerie. 

He waved them off, scanning the night sky and ruks still soaring, shielded by

Rowan  Whitethorn  from  any  enemy  arrows  that  might  find  their  mark.  Sartaq

had  barely  come  up  beside  Nesryn  when  Borte  patted  Arcas,  tossed  her  brush

into her supply pack, and walked into the night. 

Not to give them privacy, Nesryn realized. Not when Yeran prowled from his

own  ruk’s  side  a  heartbeat  later,  trailing  Borte  at  a  lazy  pace.  The  girl  looked over her shoulder once, and there was anything but annoyance on her face as she

noted Yeran at her heels. 

Sartaq chuckled. “At least they’re a little more clear about it now.” 

Nesryn  snorted,  brush  gliding  over  Salkhi’s  feathers.  “I’m  as  confused  as

ever.” 

“The riders whose tents lie on either side of Borte’s aren’t.” 

Nesryn’s brows rose, but she smiled. “Good. Not about the riders, but—about

them.” 

“War does strange things to people. Makes everything more urgent.” He ran a

hand  down  the  back  of  her  head,  his  fingers  twining  in  her  hair  before  he

murmured in her ear, “Come to bed.” 

Heat flared through her body. “We’ve a battle to launch tomorrow. Again.” 

“And a day of death has made me want to hold you,” the prince said, giving

her  that  disarming  grin  she  had  no  defenses  against.  Especially  as  he  added, 

“And do other things with you.” 

Nesryn’s toes curled in her boots. “Then help me finish cleaning Salkhi.” 

The  prince  lunged  so  fast  for  the  brush  Borte  had  discarded  that  Nesryn

laughed. 

CHAPTER 52

The Crochans had returned to their camp in the Fangs and waited. 

Manon and the Thirteen dismounted from the wyverns. Something churned in

her gut with each step toward Glennis’s fire. The strip of red fabric at the end of

her braid became a millstone, weighing her head down. 

They  were  almost  to  Glennis’s  hearth  when  Bronwen  fell  into  step  beside

Manon. 

Asterin  and  Sorrel,  trailing  behind,  tensed,  but  neither  interfered.  Especially not as Bronwen asked, “What happened?” 

Manon  glanced  sidelong  at  her  cousin.  “I  asked  them  to  consider  their

position in this war.” 

Bronwen frowned at the sky, as if expecting to see the Ironteeth trailing them. 

“And?” 

“And we’ll see, I suppose.” 

“I thought you went there to rally them.” 

“I went,” Manon said, baring her teeth, “to make them contemplate who they

wish to be.” 

“I didn’t think Ironteeth were capable of such things.” 

Asterin snarled. “Careful, witch.” 

Bronwen  threw  her  a  mocking  smile  over  a  shoulder,  then  said  to  Manon, 

“They let you walk out alive?” 

“They did indeed.” 

“Will they fight—will they turn on Morath and the other Ironteeth?” 

“I don’t know.” She didn’t. She truly didn’t. 

Bronwen  fell  silent  for  a  few  steps.  Manon  had  just  entered  the  ring  of

Glennis’s  hearth  when  the  witch  said,  “We  shouldn’t  have  bothered  to  hope, 

then.” 

Manon had no answer, so she walked away, the Thirteen not giving Bronwen

a passing glance. 

Manon  found  Glennis  stirring  the  coals  of  her  hearth,  the  sacred  fire  in  its center a bright lick of flame that needed no wood to burn. A gift from Brannon—

a piece of Terrasen’s queen here. 

Glennis said, “We must move out by midmorning tomorrow. It was decided:

we are to return to our home-hearths.” 

Manon  only  sat  on  the  rock  nearest  the  crone,  leaving  the  Thirteen  to

scrounge up whatever food they could find. Dorian had remained back with the

wyverns.  The  last  she’d  seen  of  him  minutes  ago,  a  few  Crochans  had  been

approaching  him.  Either  for  pleasure  or  information,  Manon  didn’t  know.  She

doubted he’d share her bed again anytime soon. Especially if he remained hell-
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bent on going to Morath. 

The thought didn’t sit entirely well. 

Manon said to Glennis, “Do you think the Ironteeth are capable of change?” 

“You would know that answer best.” 

She did, and she wasn’t wholly certain she liked the conclusion she reached. 

“Did Rhiannon think we could be?”  Did she think I  could be? 

Glennis’s eyes softened, a hint of sorrow gracing them as she added another

log to the flame. “Your half sister was your opposite, in so many ways. And like

your father in many regards. She was open, and honest, and spoke her feelings, 

regardless of the consequences. Brash, some called her. You might not know it

from  how  they  act  now,”  the  crone  said,  smirking  a  bit,  “but  there  were  more than  a  few  around  these  various  hearths  who  disliked  her.  Who  didn’t  want  to hear her lectures on our failing people, on how a better solution existed. How our

peoples might find peace. Every day, she spoke loudly and to anyone who might

listen  about  the  possibility  of  a  united  Witch  Kingdom.  The  possibility  of  a future  where  we  did  not  need  to  hide,  or  be  spread  so  thin.  Many  called  her  a fool. Thought her a fool especially when she went to look for you. To see if you

agreed with her, despite what your bloody history suggested.” 

She’d died for that dream, that possibility of a future. Manon had killed her

for it. 

Glennis  said,  “So  did  Rhiannon  think  the  Ironteeth  capable  of  change?  She

might have been the only witch in the Crochans who did, but she believed it with

every  shred  of  her  being.”  Her  sagging  throat  bobbed.  “She  believed  you  two

could  rule  it  together—the  Witch  Kingdom.  You  would  lead  the  Ironteeth,  and

she the Crochans, and together you would rebuild what fractured long ago.” 

“And now there is just me.” Juggling both. 

“Now  it  is  just  you.”  Glennis’s  stare  turned  direct,  unforgiving.  “A  bridge

between us.” 

Manon  accepted  the  plate  of  food  Asterin  handed  her  before  the  Second  sat

beside her. 

Asterin said, “The Ironteeth will turn. You’ll see.” 

Sorrel grunted from the nearest rock, disagreement written across her face. 

Asterin gave Manon’s Third a vulgar gesture. “They’ll turn. I swear it.” 

Glennis  offered  a  small  smile,  but  Manon  said  nothing  as  she  dug  into  her

food. 

Hope, she had told Elide all those months ago. 

But perhaps there would be none for them after all. 

Dorian  lingered  by  the  wyverns  to  answer  the  questions  of  the  Crochans  who

either did not want to or were perhaps too skittish to ask the Thirteen what had

occurred in the Ferian Gap. 

No, a host was not rallying behind them. No, no one had tracked them. Yes, 

Manon had spoken to the Ironteeth and asked them to join. Yes, they had gotten

in and out alive. Yes, she had spoken as both Ironteeth and Crochan. 

At  least,  Asterin  had  told  him  so  on  the  long  flight  back  here.  Speaking  to Manon, discussing their next steps … He didn’t bother. Not yet. 

And  when  Asterin  herself  had  gone  quiet,  he’d  fallen  deep  into  thought. 

Mulled over all he’d seen in the Ferian Gap, every twisted hall and chamber and

pit that reeked of pain and fear. 

What his father and Erawan had built. The sort of kingdom he’d inherited. 

The Wyrdkeys stirred, whispering. Dorian ignored them and ran a hand over

Damaris’s hilt. The gold remained warm despite the bitter cold. 

A sword of truth, yes, but also reminder of what Adarlan had once been. What

it might become again. 

If he did not falter. Did not doubt himself. For whatever time he had left. 

He could make it right. All of it. He could make it right. 

Damaris heated in silent comfort and confirmation. 

Dorian  left  the  small  crowd  of  Crochans  and  strode  to  a  sliver  of  land

overlooking a deadly plunge to a snow-and-rock-strewn chasm. 

Brutal mountains rippled away in every direction, but he cast his gaze to the

southeast. To Morath, looming far beyond sight. 

He’d  been  able  to  shift  into  a  raven  that  night  in  the  Eyllwe  forest.  Now  he supposed he only needed to learn how to fly. 

He  reached  inward,  to  that  eddy  of  raw  power.  Warmth  bloomed  in  him, 

bones groaning, the world widening. 

He opened his beak, and a throaty caw cracked from him. 

Stretching out his sooty wings, Dorian began to practice. 

CHAPTER 53

Someone had set fire to her thigh. 

Not Aelin, because Aelin was gone, sealed in an iron sarcophagus and taken

across the sea. 

But  someone  had  burned  her  down  to  the  bone,  so  thoroughly  that  the

slightest of movements on wherever she lay—a bed? A cot?—sent agony searing

through her. 

Lysandra cracked open her eyes, a low groan working its way up her parched

throat. 

“Easy,” a deep voice rumbled. 

She  knew  that  voice.  Knew  the  scent—like  a  clear  brook  and  new  grass. 

Aedion. 

She dragged her eyes, heavy and burning, toward the sound. 

His shining hair hung limp, matted with blood. And those turquoise eyes were

smudged with purple beneath—and utterly bleak. Empty. 

A rough tent stood around them, the sole light provided by a lantern swinging

in  the  bitter  wind  that  crept  in  through  the  flaps.  She’d  been  piled  high  with blankets, though he sat on an overturned bucket, still in his armor, with nothing

to warm him. 

Lysandra  peeled  her  tongue  off  the  roof  of  her  mouth  and  listened  to  the

world beyond the dim tent. 

Chaos. Shouting. Some men screaming. 

“We yielded Perranth,” Aedion said hoarsely. “We’ve been on the run for two

days now. Another three days, and we’ll reach Orynth.” 

Her brows narrowed slightly. She’d been unconscious for that long? 

“We  had  to  put  you  in  a  wagon  with  the  other  wounded.  Tonight’s  the  first

we’ve dared to stop.” The strong column of his throat bobbed. “A storm struck to

the south. It’s slowed Morath down—just enough.” 

She  tried  to  swallow  against  the  dryness  in  her  throat.  The  last  she

remembered, she’d been facing those ilken, never so aware of the limitations of

a mortal body, of how even Aelin, who seemed so tall as she swaggered through

the  world,  was  dwarfed  by  the  creatures.  Then  those  claws  had  ripped  into  her leg. And she’d managed to make a perfect swing. To take one of them down. 

“You  rallied  our  army,”  he  said.  “We  lost  the  battle,  but  they  didn’t  run  in shame.” 

Lysandra managed to pull a hand from beneath the blankets, and strained for

the jug of water set beside the bed. Aedion was instantly in motion, filling a cup. 

But as her fingers closed around it, she noted their color, their shape. 

Her own hands. Her own arm. 

“You  …  shifted,”  Aedion  said,  noting  her  widened  eyes.  “While  the  healer was sewing up your leg. I think the pain … You shifted back into this body.” 

Horror,  roaring  and  nauseating,  roiled  through  her.  “How  many  saw?”  Her

first words, each as rough and dry as sandpaper. 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

She gulped down the water. “They all know?” 

A solemn nod. 

“What did you tell them—about Aelin?” 

“That she has been off on a vital quest with Rowan and the others. And that it

is so secret we do not dare speak of it.” 

“Are the soldiers—” 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,”  he  repeated.  But  she  could  see  it  in  his  face.  The strain. 

They  had  rallied  to  their  queen,  only  to  realize  it  had  been  an  illusion.  That the might of the Fire-Bringer was not with them. Would not shield them against

the army at their heels. 

“I’m sorry,” she breathed. 

Aedion  took  the  empty  cup  of  water  before  he  gripped  her  hand,  squeezing

gently.  “I  am  sorry,  Lysandra.  For  all  of  it.”  His  throat  bobbed  again.  “When  I saw the ilken, when I saw you against them …” 

 Useless. Lying bitch.  The words he’d thrown at her, raged at her, dragged her

further from the haze of pain. Sharpened her focus. 

“You  did  this,”  he  said,  voice  lowering,  “for  Terrasen.  For  Aelin.  You  were

willing to  die for it, gods above.” 

“I was.” Her words came out cold as steel. 

Aedion  blinked  as  she  withdrew  her  hand  from  his.  Her  leg  ached  and

throbbed,  but  she  managed  to  sit  up.  To  meet  his  stare.  “I  have  been  degraded and  humiliated  in  so  many  ways,  for  so  many  years,”  she  said,  voice  shaking. 

Not  from  fear,  but  from  the  tidal  wave  that  swept  up  everything  inside  her, burning alongside the wound in her leg. “But I have  never felt as humiliated as I did when you threw me into the snow. When you called me a lying bitch in front

of our friends and allies.  Never.” She hated the angry tears that stung her eyes. “I was once forced to crawl before men. And gods above, I nearly crawled for you

these  months.  And  yet  it  takes  me  nearly  dying  for  you  to  realize  that  you’ve been an ass? It takes me nearly dying for you to see me as human again?” 

He  didn’t  hide  the  regret  in  his  eyes.  She  had  spent  years  reading  men  and knew  that  every  agonized  emotion  in  his  face  was  genuine.  But  it  didn’t  erase what had been said, and done. 

Lysandra  put  a  hand  on  her  chest,  right  over  her  own  shredded  heart.  “I

wanted it to be you,” she said. “After Wesley, after all of it, I wanted it to be  you. 

What  Aelin  asked  me  to  do  had  no  bearing  on  that.  What  she  asked  me  to  do never felt like a burden, because I wanted it to be  you in the end anyway.” She

didn’t  wipe  away  the  tears  that  slipped  down  her  cheeks.  “And  you  threw  me

into the snow.” 
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Aedion slid to his knees. Reached for her hand. “I will never stop regretting

it.  Lysandra,  I  will  never  forget  a  second  of  it,  never  stop  hating  myself  for  it. 

And I am so—” 

“Don’t.”  She  snatched  back  her  hand.  “Don’t  kneel.  Don’t  bother.”  She

pointed  to  the  tent  flaps.  “There’s  nothing  I  have  left  to  say  to  you.  Or  you  to me.” 

Agony again rippled across his face, but she shut out what it did to her. What

it  did  to  her  to  see  Aedion  rise  to  his  feet,  groaning  softly  at  some  unspecified ache in his powerful body. For a few breaths, he just stared down at her. 

Then he said, “I meant every promise I made to you on that beach in Skull’s

Bay.” 

And then he was gone. 

Aedion had spent a good portion of his life hating himself for the various things

he’d done. 

But seeing the tears on Lysandra’s face because of  him … He’d never felt like

more of a bastard. 

He  barely  heard  the  soldiers  around  him,  tense  and  skittish  in  the  snow  that blew between their  quickly erected tents.  How many more  wounded would die

tonight? 

He’d already pulled rank to get Lysandra care from the best healers they had

left.  And  still  it  was  not  good  enough,  the  healers  not  gifted  magically.  And despite Lysandra’s quicker healing abilities, they’d still had to stitch up her leg. 

And  now  changed  the  bandages  every  few  hours.  The  wound  had  sealed, 

mercifully, likely fast enough to avoid infection. 

Many  of  the  injured  amongst  them  could  not  say  the  same.  The  rotting

wounds, the festering blood within their veins … Every morning, more and more

bodies had been left behind in the snow, the ground too frozen and with no time

to burn them. 

Food  for  Erawan’s  beasts,  the  soldiers  murmured  when  they’d  moved  out. 

They might as well offer the enemy a free meal. 

Aedion shut down that talk, along with any sort of hissing about their flight

and  defeat.  By  the  time  they’d  camped  tonight,  a  good  third  of  the  soldiers, members  of  the  Bane  included,  had  been  assigned  various  tasks  to  keep  them

busy. To make them so tired after a day’s fleeing that they didn’t have the energy

to grumble. 

Aedion aimed for his own tent, set just outside the healers’ ring of tents where

Lysandra lay. Giving her a private tent had been another privilege he’d used his

rank to acquire. 

He’d almost reached the small tent—no use in building his full war tent when

they’d be running again in a few hours—when he spotted the figures huddled by

the fire outside. 

He slowed his steps to a stalking gait. 

Ren rose to his feet, his face tight beneath his heavy hood. 

Yet it was the man beside Ren who made Aedion’s temper hone itself into a dangerous thing. 

“Darrow,” he said. “I would have thought you’d be in Orynth by now.” 

The lord bundled in furs did not smile. “I came to deliver the message myself. 

Since my most trusted courier seems inclined to select another allegiance.” 

The  old  bastard  knew,  then.  About  Lysandra’s  masquerading  as  Aelin.  And

Nox Owen’s role in moving their army out of his grasp. 

“Let’s get it over with, then,” Aedion said. 

Ren tensed, but said nothing. 

Darrow’s  thin  lips  curved  in  a  cruel  smile.  “For  your  acts  of  reckless

rebellion, for your failure to heed our command and take your troops where they

were ordered, for your utter defeat at the border and the loss of Perranth, you are

stripped of your rank.” 

Aedion barely heard the words. 

“Consider yourself now a soldier in the Bane, if they’ll have you. And as for

the imposter you’ve paraded around …” A sneer toward the healers’ tents. 

Aedion snarled. 

Darrow’s  eyes  narrowed.  “If  she  is  again  caught  pretending  to  be  Princess

Aelin”—Aedion  almost  ripped  out  his  throat  at  that  word,  Princess—“then  we will have little choice but to sign her execution order.” 

“I’d like to see you try.” 

“I’d like to see you stop us.” 

Aedion  smirked.  “Oh,  it’s  not  me  who  you’d  be  dealing  with.  Good  luck  to

any man who tries to harm a shifter that powerful.” 

Darrow  ignored  the  promise  and  held  out  a  hand.  “The  Sword  of  Orynth,  if

you will.” 

Ren started. “You’re out of your mind, Darrow.” 

Aedion  just  stared.  The  ancient  lord  said,  “That  sword  belongs  to  a  true

general of Terrasen, to its prince-commander. As you are no longer the bearer of

that title, the sword shall return to Orynth. Until a new, appropriate bearer can be

determined.” 

Ren growled, “That sword is in our possession, Darrow, because of Aedion. 

Had he not won it back, it would still be rusting in Adarlan’s trove.” 

“He will always have our gratitude for it. If only in that regard, at least.” 

A dull roar filled Aedion’s head. Darrow’s hand remained extended. 

He deserved this, he supposed. For his failure on these battlefields, his failure

to  defend  the  land  he’d  promised  Aelin  he’d  save.  For  what  he’d  done  to  the shifter who had held his heart from the moment she’d shredded into those Valg

soldiers in the sewers of Rifthold. 

Aedion  unbuckled  the  ancient  sword  from  his  belt.  Ren  let  out  a  sound  of

protest. 

But he ignored the lord and tossed the Sword of Orynth to Darrow. 

The lightness where that sword had been threw off his balance. 

The  old  man  stared  at  the  sword  in  his  hands.  Even  went  so  far  as  to  run  a
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finger over the bone pommel, the hateful bastard unable to contain his awe. 

Aedion just said, “The Sword of Orynth is only a piece of metal and bone. It

always has been. It’s what the sword inspires in the bearer that matters. The true

heart of Terrasen.” 

“Poetic  of  you,  Aedion,”  was  Darrow’s  reply  before  he  turned  on  his  heel, 

aiming  for  wherever  his  escort  waited  beyond  the  camp’s  edge.  “Your

commander, Kyllian, is now general of the Bane. Report to him for orders.” 

The swirling snows devoured the old lord within a few steps. 

Ren snarled, “Like hell you aren’t general.” 

“The Lords of Terrasen decree it, and so it shall be.” 

“Why aren’t you fighting this?” Ren’s eyes blazed. “You just handed over that

sword—” 

“I  don’t  give  a  shit.”  Aedion  didn’t  bother  to  keep  his  exhaustion,  his

disappointment  and  anger,  from  his  voice.  “Let  him  have  the  sword,  and  the

army. I don’t give a shit.” 

Ren  didn’t  stop  him  as  Aedion  ducked  into  his  tent  and  didn’t  emerge  until

dawn. 

The Lords of Terrasen had stripped General Ashryver of his sword. 

The word spread from campfire to campfire, rippling through the ranks. 

The soldier was new to the Bane, had been accepted into their ranks only this

summer.  An  honor,  even  with  war  upon  them.  An  honor,  though  the  soldier’s

family had wept to see him depart. 

To  fight  for  Prince  Aedion,  to  fight  for  Terrasen—it  had  been  worth  it,  the weight of leaving his farmstead home behind. Leaving behind that sweet-faced

farmer’s daughter whom he’d never gotten the chance to so much as kiss. 

It had been worth it then. But not now. 

The friends he’d made in the months of training and fighting were dead. 

Huddled around the too-small campfire, the soldier was the last of them, the

fresh-faced  recruits  who’d  been  so  eager  to  test  themselves  against  the  Valg  at the start of summer. 

In  the  dead  heart  of  winter,  he  now  called  himself  a  fool.  If  he  bothered  to speak at all. 

Words had become unnecessary, foreign. As foreign as his half-frozen body, 

which  never  warmed,  though  he  slept  as  close  to  the  fire  as  he  dared.  If  sleep found  him,  with  the  screaming  of  the  wounded  and  dying.  The  knowledge  of

what hunted them northward. 

There  was  no  one  left  to  help  them.  Save  them.  The  queen  they’d  thought

amongst  them  had  been  a  lie.  A  shape-shifter’s  deception.  Where  Aelin

Galathynius  now  fought,  what  she  had  deemed  more  important  than  them,  he

didn’t know. 

The  frigid  night  pressed  in,  threatening  to  devour  the  small  fire  before  him. 

The soldier inched closer to the flame, shuddering beneath his worn cloak, every

ache and scrape from the day throbbing. 
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He  wouldn’t  abandon  this  army,  though.  Not  as  some  of  the  others  were

murmuring. Even with Prince Aedion stripped of his title, even with their queen

gone, he wouldn’t abandon this army. 

He had sworn an oath to protect Terrasen. To protect his family. He’d hold to

it. 

Even if he now knew he’d never see them again. 

Snow was still falling when they renewed their flight. 

It fell for the next two days, chasing them northward for each long mile. 

Darrow’s decree had little bearing. Kyllian outright refused to make any calls

without Aedion’s approval. Refused to don armor fitting of his rank. Refused to

take the war tent. 

Aedion knew he’d earned that loyalty long ago. Just as the Bane had earned

his. But it didn’t stop him from hating it, just a bit. From wishing Kyllian would

take over in full. 

Lysandra’s leg was healed enough to ride, but he saw little of her. She kept to

Ren’s  side,  the  two  of  them  traveling  near  the  healers,  should  her  stitches  pull. 

When  Aedion  did  glimpse  her,  she  often  stared  him  down  until  he  wanted  to

vomit. 

By the third day, the scouts were rushing to them. Reporting that Morath had

gained, and was closing in behind—fast. 

Aedion  knew  how  this  would  go.  Saw  every  trudging  step  and  hunger-tight

face around him. 

Orynth  was  half  a  day  off.  Were  it  over  easy  terrain,  they  might  stand  a

chance of getting behind its ancient walls. But between them and the city lay the

Florine River. Too wide to cross without boats. The nearest bridge too far south

to risk. 

At this time of the year, it still might not yet have frozen. And even so, with

the river so wide and deep, the layer of ice that often coated it only went so far. 

For their army to cross, they’d have to risk the ice collapsing. 

There were other ways to Orynth. To go straight north into the Staghorns, and

cut  back  south  to  the  city  nestled  at  their  foot.  But  each  hour  delayed  allowed Morath’s host to gain ground. 

Aedion was riding beside Kyllian when Elgan galloped up beside them, horse

puffing curls of hot air into the snow-thick day. “The river is ten miles straight

ahead,” Elgan said. “We have to make our decision now.” 

To  risk  the  bridge  to  the  south,  or  the  time  it’d  take  to  go  to  the  long  route northward. Ren, spotting their gathering, urged his horse closer. 

Kyllian waited for the order. Aedion arched a brow. “You’re the general.” 

“Horseshit,” Kyllian spat. 

Aedion only turned to Elgan. “Any word on the status of the ice?” 

Elgan shook his head. “No word on it, or the bridge.” 

Endless,  whirling  snow  lay  ahead.  Aedion  didn’t  dare  glance  behind  at  the

trudging, stooping lines of soldiers. 
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Ren,  as  silently  as  he’d  come,  pulled  back  to  where  he  rode  at  Lysandra’s

side. 

Wings  fluttered  through  the  wind  and  snow,  and  then  a  falcon  was  shooting

skyward, one leg awkwardly straight beneath it. 

“Keep riding,” was all Aedion said to his companions. 

Lysandra  returned  within  an  hour.  She  addressed  Ren  and  Ren  alone,  and  then

the  young  lord  was  galloping  to  Aedion’s  side,  where  Kyllian  and  Elgan  still rode. 

Ren’s face had gone ashen. “There’s no ice on the Florine. And Morath scouts

snuck ahead and razed the southern bridge.” 

“They’re herding us northward,” Elgan murmured. 

Ren nodded. “They’ll be upon us by tomorrow morning.” 

They would not have time to consider making a run for the northern entrance

to Orynth. And with the Florine mere miles ahead, too wide and deep to cross, 

too  frigid  to  dare  swim,  and  Morath  closing  in  from  behind,  they  were  utterly trapped. 

CHAPTER 54

Chaol  hand-fed  an  apple  to  Farasha,  the  beautiful  black  mare  skittish  after  her unprecedented flight. 

It  seemed  even  Hellas’s  horse  could  be  frightened,  though  Chaol  supposed

any wise person would find dangling hundreds of feet in the air to be unnerving. 

“Someone else could do that for you.” Leaning against the stable wall of the

keep,  Yrene  watched  him  work,  monitoring  each  deeply  limping  step.  “You

should rest.” 

Chaol shook his head. “She doesn’t know what the hell is happening. I’d like

to try to calm her before she beds down.” 

Before battle tomorrow—before they might stand a chance of actually saving

Anielle. 

He was still working through all that had transpired these months he’d been

gone.  The  battles  and  losses.  Where  Dorian  had  gone  with  Manon  and  the

Thirteen.  Chaol  could  only  pray  his  friend  was  successful—and  that  he  didn’t

take it upon himself to forge the Lock. 

Needing  to  unravel  all  he’d  learned,  he’d  left  Aelin  and  the  others  near  the Great Hall to find whatever food they could, immediately bringing Farasha down

here with him. Mostly for the safety of everyone around the Muniqi horse, since

Farasha had tried to take a chunk out of the soldier nearest her the moment her

hood had come off. Even the hood hadn’t concealed from her what, exactly, was

happening to the oversized crate they’d buckled her into. 

But  Farasha  hadn’t  bitten  off  his  hand  before  she  nibbled  at  the  apple,  so

Chaol prayed she’d forgive him for the rough flight. Part of him half wondered if

the mare knew that his back ached, that he needed his cane, but that he chose to

be here. 

He ran a hand down her ebony mane, then patted her strong neck. “Ready to

trample some Valg grunts tomorrow, my friend?” 

Farasha huffed, angling a dark eye at him as if to say,  Are you ? 

Chaol smiled, and Yrene laughed softly. “I should head back to the hall,” his

wife said. “See who needs help.” But she lingered. 

Their eyes met over Farasha’s powerful back. 

He  came  around  the  horse,  still  mindful  of  her  biting.  “I  know,”  he  said

quietly. 

Yrene angled her head. “Know what?” 

Chaol  interlaced  their  fingers.  And  then  laid  their  hands  atop  her  still-flat abdomen. 

“Oh,” was all Yrene said, her mouth popping open. “I— How? ” 

Chaol’s heart thundered. “It’s true, then.” 

Her golden eyes scanned his. “Do you want it to be?” 

Chaol slid a hand against her cheek. “More than I ever realized.” 

Yrene’s  smile  was  wide  and  lovely  enough  to  fracture  his  heart.  “It’s  true,” 

she breathed. 

“How far along?” 

“Almost two months.” 

He  studied  her  stomach,  the  place  that  would  soon  swell  with  the  child

growing inside her. Their child. “You didn’t tell me, I’m assuming, because you

didn’t want me to worry.” 

Yrene bit her lip. “Something like that.” 

He snorted. “And when you were waddling around, belly near bursting?” 

Yrene whacked his arm. “I’m not going to  waddle.” 

Chaol laughed, and tugged her into his arms. “You’ll waddle beautifully, was

what I meant to say.” Yrene’s laughter reverberated into him, and Chaol kissed

the top of her head, her temple. “We’re having a child,” he murmured onto her

hair. 

Her  arms  came  around  him.  “We  are,”  she  whispered.  “But  how  did  you

know?” 

“My  father,”  Chaol  grumbled,  “apparently  possesses  better  observational

skills than I do.” 

He felt, more than saw, her cringe. “You’re not angry I didn’t tell you?” 

“No. I would have appreciated hearing it from your lips first, but I understand

why  you  didn’t  want  to  say  anything  yet.  Stupid  as  it  might  be,”  he  added, nipping at her ear. Yrene jabbed him in the ribs, and he laughed again. Laughed, 

even  though  every  day  they’d  fought  in  this  battle,  every  opponent  he’d  faced, he’d  dreaded  making  a  fatal  mistake.  Had  been  unable  to  forget  that  should  he fall, he’d be taking them both with him. 

Her arms tightened around him, and Yrene nestled her head against his chest. 

“You’ll  be  a  brilliant  father,”  she  said  softly.  “The  most  brilliant  one  to  ever exist.” 

“High praise indeed, coming from a woman who wanted to toss me from the

highest window of the Torre a few months ago.” 

“A healer would never be so unprofessional.” 

Chaol  grinned,  and  breathed  in  her  scent  before  he  pulled  back  and  brushed

his  mouth  against  hers.  “I  am  happier  than  I  can  ever  express,  Yrene,  to  share this with you. Anything you need, I am yours to command.” 

Her lips twitched upward. “Dangerous words.” 

But  Chaol  ran  his  thumb  over  her  wedding  band.  “I’ll  have  to  win  this  war

quickly, then, so I can have our house built by the summer.” 

She rolled her eyes. “A noble reason to defeat Erawan.” 

Chaol stole another kiss from her. “As much as I would like to show you just

how much I am at your command,” he said against her mouth, “I have another

matter to deal with before bed.” 

Yrene’s brows rose. 
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He  grimaced.  “I  need  to  introduce  Aelin  to  my  father.  Before  they  run  into

each other.” The man hadn’t been near the hall when they’d arrived, and Chaol

had been too worried for Farasha’s well-being to bother hunting him down. 

Yrene cringed, though amusement sparked in her eyes. “Is it bad if I want to

join you? And bring snacks?” 

Chaol  slung  an  arm  around  her  shoulders,  giving  Farasha  a  farewell  stroke

before  they  left.  Despite  the  cane,  each  step  was  limping,  and  the  pain  in  his back lanced down his legs, but it was secondary. All of it, even the damned war, 

was secondary to the woman at his side. 

To the future they’d build together. 

As  well  as  Yrene’s  conversation  with  Chaol  had  gone,  that’s  how  badly  things went between Aelin Galathynius and his father. 

Yrene didn’t bring snacks, but that was only because by the time they reached

the Great Hall, they had intercepted his father. Storming toward the room where

Aelin and her companions had gone for a reprieve. 

“Father,” Chaol said, falling into step beside him. 

Yrene said nothing, monitoring Chaol’s movements. The pain in his back had

to be great, if he was limping this deeply, even while her magic refilled. She had

no  idea  where  he’d  left  his  chair—if  it  had  been  crushed  under  falling  debris. 

She prayed it had not. 

His father snapped, “You fail to wake me when the Queen of Terrasen arrives

at my castle?” 

“It wasn’t a priority.” Chaol halted before the door that opened into the small

chamber that had been vacated for the queen and knocked. 

A  grunt  was  the  only  confirmation  before  Yrene’s  husband  shouldered  open

the door enough to poke his head inside. “My father,” Chaol said to whoever was

inside, presumably the queen, “would like to see you.” 

Silence, then the rustling of clothes and steps. 

Yrene kept back as Aelin Galathynius appeared, her face and hands clean, but

clothes  still  dirty.  At  her  side  stood  that  towering,  silver-haired  Fae  warrior—

Rowan Whitethorn. Whom the royals had spoken of with such fear and respect

months  ago.  In  the  room,  Lady  Elide  sat  against  the  far  wall,  a  tray  of  food beside her, and the giant white wolf lay sprawled on the ground, monitoring with

half-lidded eyes. 

A shock to see the shift, to realize these Fae might be powerful and ancient, 

but they still had one foot in the forest. The queen, it seemed, preferred the form

as well, her delicately pointed ears half-hidden by her unbound hair. Behind her, 

there  was  no  sign  of  the  golden-haired,  melancholy  warrior,  Gavriel,  or  the

utterly terrifying Lorcan. Thank Silba for that, at least. 

Aelin  left  the  door  open,  though  their  two  court  members  remained  seated. 

Bored, almost. 

“Well, now,” was all the queen said as she stepped into the hall. 

Chaol’s father looked over the warrior-prince at her side. Then he turned his

head toward Chaol and said, “I assume they met in Wendlyn. After you sent her there.” 

Yrene tensed at the taunting in the man’s voice. Bastard. Horrible bastard. 

Aelin clicked her tongue. “Yes, yes, let’s get all that out of the way. Though I

don’t  think  your  son  really  regrets  it,  does  he?”  Aelin’s  eyes  shifted  to  Yrene, and Yrene tried not to flinch under that turquoise-and-gold stare. Different from

the  fire  she’d  beheld  that  night  in  Innish,  but  still  full  of  that  razor-sharp awareness.  Different—they  were  both  different  from  the  girls  they’d  been.  A

smile curved the queen’s mouth. “I think he made out rather well for himself.” 

She frowned up at her consort. “Yrene, at least, doesn’t seem like the sort to hog

the blankets and snore in one’s ear all night.” 

Yrene coughed as Prince Rowan only smiled at the queen. “I don’t mind your

snoring,” he said mildly. 

Aelin’s  mouth  twitched  when  she  turned  to  Chaol’s  father.  Yrene’s  own

laughter died at the lack of light on the man’s face. Chaol was tense as a drawn

bowstring as the queen said to his father, “Don’t waste your breath on taunts. I’m

tired, and hungry, and it won’t end well for you.” 

“This is my keep.” 

Aelin made a good show of gaping at the ceiling, the walls, the floors. “Is it

really?” 

Yrene had to duck her head to hide her grin. So did Chaol. 

But Aelin said to the Lord of Anielle, “I trust you’re not going to get in our

way.” 

A line in the sand. Yrene’s breath caught in her throat. 

Chaol’s father said simply, “Last I looked you were not Queen of Adarlan.” 

“No, but your son is Hand to the King, which means he outranks you.” Aelin

smiled with horrific sweetness at Chaol. “Haven’t you told him that?” 

Yrene and Aelin were no longer the girls they’d been in Innish, yes, but that

wildfire still remained in the queen’s spirit. Wildfire touched with insanity. 

Chaol shrugged. “I figured I’d tell him when the time arose.” 

His father glowered. 

Prince  Rowan,  however,  said  to  the  man,  “You’ve  defended  and  prepared

your people admirably. We have no plans to take that from you.” 

“I don’t need the approval of Fae brutes,” the lord sneered. 

Aelin  clapped  Rowan  on  the  shoulder.  “Brute.  I  like  that.  Better  than

‘buzzard,’ right?” 

Yrene had no idea what the queen was talking about, but she held in her laugh

anyway. 

Aelin sketched a mocking bow to the Lord of Anielle. “On that lovely parting

note, we’re going to finish up our dinners. Enjoy your evening, we’ll see you on

the battlements tomorrow, and please do rot in hell.” 

Then  Aelin  was  turning  away,  a  hand  guiding  her  husband  inside.  But  not

before  the  queen  threw  a  grin  over  her  shoulder  to  Yrene  and  Chaol  and  said, eyes bright—with joy and warmth this time, “Congratulations.” 
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How  she  knew,  Yrene  had  no  idea.  But  the  Fae  possessed  a  preternatural

sense of smell. 

Yrene smiled all the same as she bowed her head—just before Aelin slammed

the door in the Lord of Anielle’s face. 

Chaol turned to his father, any hint of amusement expertly hidden. “Well, you

saw her.” 

Chaol’s  father  shook  with  what  Yrene  supposed  was  a  combination  of  rage

and humiliation, and stalked away. It was one of the finest sights Yrene had ever

seen. 

From Chaol’s smile, she knew her husband felt the same. 

“What  a  horrible  man.”  Elide  finished  off  her  chicken  leg  before  handing  the other  to  Fenrys,  who  had  shifted  back  into  his  Fae  form.  He  tore  into  it  with  a growl of appreciation. “Poor Lord Chaol.” 

Aelin, her aching legs stretched out before her as she leaned against the wall, 

finished  off  her  own  portion  of  chicken,  then  dug  into  a  hunk  of  dark  bread. 

“Poor Chaol, poor his mother, poor his brother. Poor everyone who has to deal

with him.” 

At the lone, narrow window of the room, monitoring the dark army hundreds

of feet below, Rowan snorted. “You were in rare form tonight.” 

Aelin  saluted  him  with  her  hunk  of  hearty  oaten  bread.  “Anyone  who

interrupts my dinner risks paying the price.” 

Rowan  rolled  his  eyes,  but  smiled.  Just  as  Aelin  had  seen  him  smile  when

they’d both scented what was on Yrene. The child in her. 

She  was  happy  for  Yrene—for  them  both.  Chaol  deserved  that  joy,  perhaps

more than anyone. As much as her own mate. 

Aelin didn’t let the thoughts travel further. Not as she finished her bread and

came  to  the  window,  leaning  against  Rowan’s  side.  He  slid  an  arm  around  her shoulders, casual and easy. 

None of them mentioned Maeve. 

Elide and Fenrys continued eating in silence, giving them what privacy they

could in the small, bare room they’d be sharing, sleeping on bedrolls. The Lord

of  Anielle,  it  seemed,  did  not  share  her  appreciation  for  luxury.  Or  basic

comforts for his guests. Like hot baths. Or beds. 

“The  men  are  terrified,”  Rowan  said,  gazing  out  at  the  levels  of  the  keep

below. “You can smell it.” 

“They’ve held this keep for days now. They know what’s waiting for them at

dawn.” 

“Their  fear,”  Rowan  said,  his  jaw  tightening,  “is  proof  they  do  not  trust  our allies.  Proof  they  don’t  trust  the  khagan’s  army  to  actually  save  them.  It  will make  for  sloppy  fighters.  Could  create  a  weakness  where  there  shouldn’t  be

one.” 

“Perhaps you should have told Chaol,” Aelin said. “He could give them some

motivational speech.” 

“I have a feeling Chaol has given them plenty. This sort of fear rots the soul.” 

“What’s to be done for it, then?” 

Rowan shook his head. “I don’t know.” 

But she sensed he did know. Sensed that he wanted to say something else, and

either their current company or some sort of hesitation barred him. 

So  Aelin  didn’t  push,  and  surveyed  the  battlements  with  their  patrolling

soldiers, the sprawling, dark army beyond. Baying cries and howls rent the night, 

the sounds unearthly enough that they dragged a shudder down her spine. 

“Is a land battle easier or worse than one at sea?” Aelin asked her husband, 

her mate, peering at his tattooed face. 

She’d  only  faced  the  ships  in  Skull’s  Bay,  and  even  that  had  been  over

relatively  quickly.  And  against  the  ilken  who’d  swarmed  them  in  the  Stone

Marshes,  it  had  been  more  an  extermination  than  anything.  Not  what  awaited

them  tomorrow.  Not  what  her  friends  had  fought  on  the  Narrow  Sea  while  she

and Manon had been in the mirror, then with Maeve on the beach. 

Rowan considered. “They’re just as messy, but in different ways.” 

“I’d rather fight on land,” Fenrys grumbled. 

“Because no one likes the smell of wet dog?” Aelin asked over her shoulder. 

Fenrys laughed. “Exactly because of that.” At least he was smiling again. 

Rowan’s  mouth  twitched,  but  his  eyes  were  hard  as  he  surveyed  the  enemy

army. “Tomorrow’s battle will be just as brutal,” he said. “But the plan is sound.” 

They’d  be  on  the  battlements  with  Chaol,  readying  for  any  desperate

maneuvers Morath might attempt when they found themselves being herded and

crushed by the khagan’s army. Elide would be with Yrene and the other healers

in the Great Hall, helping the injured. 

Where  Lorcan  and  Gavriel  would  be,  Aelin  could  only  assume.  Both  had

peeled  off  upon  arriving,  the  latter  taking  watch  somewhere,  and  the  former

likely brooding. But they’d probably be fighting right alongside them. 

As  if  her  thoughts  had  summoned  him,  Gavriel  slipped  into  the  room.  “The

army  looks  quiet  enough,”  he  said  by  way  of  greeting,  then  unceremoniously

dropped to the floor beside Fenrys and hauled the platter of chicken toward him. 

“The men are rife with fear, though. Days of defending these walls have worn on

them.” 

Rowan  nodded,  not  bothering  to  tell  the  Lion  they’d  just  discussed  this  as

Gavriel ripped into the food. “We’ll have to make sure they don’t balk tomorrow, 

then.” 

Indeed. 

“I was wondering,” Elide said to none of them in particular after a moment. 

“Since Maeve is an imposter, who would rule Doranelle if she was banished with

all the other Valg?” 

“Or burned to a crisp,” Fenrys muttered. 

Aelin might have smiled grimly, but Elide’s question settled into her. 

Gavriel slowly set down the chicken. 

Rowan’s  arm  dropped  from  Aelin’s  shoulders.  His  pine-green  eyes  were
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wide. “You.” 

Aelin blinked. “There are others from Mab’s line. Galan, or Aedion—” 

“The throne passes through the maternal line—to a female only. Or it should

have,”  Rowan  said.  “You’re  the  sole  female  with  a  direct,  undiluted  claim  to Mab’s bloodline.” 

“And  your  household,  Rowan,”  Gavriel  said.  “Someone  in  your  household

would have a claim on Mora’s half of the throne.” 

“Sellene.  It  would  go  to  her.”  Even  as  a  prince,  Rowan’s  own  heritage

connecting  him  to  Mora’s  bloodline  had  thinned  to  the  point  of  being  in  name only.  Aelin  was  more  closely  related  to  Elide,  probably  to  Chaol,  too,  than  she was to Rowan, despite their distant ancestry. 

“Well, Sellene can have it,” Aelin said, wiping her hands of dust that was not

there. “Doranelle’s hers.” 

She wouldn’t set foot in that city again, Maeve or no. She wasn’t sure if that

made her a coward. She didn’t dare reach for her magic’s comforting rumble. 

“The  Little  Folk  truly  knew,”  Fenrys  mused,  rubbing  his  jaw.  “What  you

were.” 

They had always known her, the Little Folk. Had saved her life ten years ago, 

and  saved  their  lives  these  past  few  weeks.  They  had  known  her,  and  left  gifts for her. Tribute, she’d thought, to Brannon’s Heir. Not to …

Gavriel murmured, “The Faerie Queen of the West.” 

Silence. 

Aelin blurted, “Is that an actual title?” 

“It is now,” Fenrys muttered. Aelin shot him a look. 

“With Sellene as the Fae Queen of the East,” Rowan mused. 

No one spoke for a good minute. 

Aelin sighed up at the ceiling. “What’s another fancy title, I suppose?” 

They didn’t answer, and Aelin tried not to let the weight of that title settle too

heavily. All it implied. That she might not only look after the Little Folk on this

continent, but with the cadre, begin a new homeland for any Fae who might wish

to join them. For any of the Fae who had survived the slaughter in Terrasen ten

years ago and might wish to return. 

A fool’s dream. One that she would likely not come to see. To create. 

“The Faerie Queen of the West,” Aelin said, tasting the words on her tongue. 

Wondering how long she’d get to call herself such. 

From  the  heavy  quiet,  she  knew  her  companions  were  contemplating  the

same. And from the pain in Rowan’s eyes, the rage and determination, she knew

he  was  already  calculating  if  it  might  somehow  spare  her  from  the  sacrificial altar. 

But that would come later. After tomorrow. If they survived. 

There was a gate, and eternity lay beyond its black archway. 

But not for her. No, there would be no Afterworld for her. 

The  gods  had  built  another  coffin,  this  time  crafting  it  of  that  dark, 
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glimmering stone. 

Stone her fire could never melt. Never pierce. The only way to escape was to

become it—dissolve into it like sea-foam on a beach. 

Every breath was thinner than the previous one. They had not put any holes in

this coffin. 

Beyond  her  confines,  she  knew  a  second  coffin  sat  beside  hers.  Knew, 

because the muffled screams within still reached her here. 

Two princesses, one golden and one silver. One young and one ancient. Both

the cost of sealing that gate to eternity. 

The  air  would  run  out  soon.  She’d  already  lost  too  much  of  it  in  her  frantic clawing at the stone. Her fingertips pulsed where she’d broken nails and skin. 

Those female screams became quieter. 

She should accept it, embrace it. Only when she did would the lid open. 

The air was so hot, so precious. She could not get out, could not get out—

Aelin  hauled  herself  into  waking.  The  room  remained  dark,  her  companions’

deep breathing holding steady. 

Open, fresh air. The stars just visible through the narrow window. 

No Wyrdstone coffin. No gate poised to devour her whole. 

But  she  knew  they  were  watching,  somehow.  Those  wretched  gods.  Even

here, they were watching. Waiting. 

A sacrifice. That’s all she was to them. 

Nausea churned in her gut, but Aelin ignored it, ignored the tremors rippling

through her. The heat under her skin. 

Aelin turned onto her side, nestling closer into Rowan’s solid warmth, Elena’s

muffled screams still ringing in her ears. 

No, she would not be helpless again. 

CHAPTER 55

Being in a female form wasn’t entirely what Dorian had expected. 

The  way  he  walked,  the  way  he  moved  his  hips  and  legs—strange.  So

disconcertingly  strange.  If  any  of  the  Crochans  had  noticed  a  young  witch

amongst  them  pacing  in  circles,  crouching  and  stretching  her  legs,  they  didn’t halt their work as they readied the camp to depart. 

Then there was the matter of his breasts, which he’d never imagined to be so

… cumbersome. Not unpleasant, but the shock of bumping his arms into them, 

the need to adjust his posture to accommodate their slight weight, was still fresh

after a few hours. 

He’d  kept  the  transformation  as  simple  as  he  could:  he’d  picked  a  young

Crochan  the  night  before,  one  of  the  novices  who  might  not  be  needed  at  all hours or noticed very often, and studied her until she likely deemed him a letch. 

This morning, the image of her face and form still planted in his mind, he’d

come to the edge of the camp, and simply willed it. 

Well,  perhaps  not  simply.  The  shift  remained  not  an  entirely  enjoyable

sensation while bones adjusted, his scalp tingling with the long brown hair that

grew out in shining waves, nose tickling as it was reshaped into a delicate curve. 

For long minutes, he’d only stared down at himself. At the delicate hands, the

smaller  wrists.  Amazing,  how  much  strength  the  tiny  bones  contained.  A  few

subtle pats between his legs had told him enough about the changes there. 

And so he’d been here for the past two hours, learning how the female body

moved and operated. Wholly different from learning how a raven flew—how it

wrangled the wind. 

He’d thought he’d known everything about the female body. How to make a

woman purr with pleasure. He was half-tempted to find a tent and learn firsthand

what certain things felt like. 

Not an effective use of his time. Not with the camp readying for travel. 

The Thirteen were on edge. They hadn’t yet decided where to go. And hadn’t

been  invited  to  travel  with  the  Crochans  to  any  of  their  home-hearths.  Even

Glennis’s. 

None of them, however, had looked his way when they’d prowled past. None

had recognized him. 

Dorian  had  just  completed  another  walking  circuit  in  his  little  training  area when  Manon  stalked  by,  silver  hair  flowing.  He  paused,  no  more  than  a  wary

Crochan sentinel, and watched her storm through snow and mud as if she were a

blade through the world. 

Manon had nearly passed his training area when she went rigid. 

Slowly, she turned, nostrils flaring. 

Those golden eyes swept over him, swift and cutting. 

Her  brows  twitched  toward  each  other.  Dorian  only  gave  her  a  lazy  grin  in

return. 

Then she prowled toward him. “I’m surprised you’re not groping yourself.” 

“Who says I haven’t already?” 

Another assessing stare. “I would have thought you’d pick a prettier form.” 

He frowned down at himself. “I think she’s pretty enough.” 

Manon’s  mouth  tightened.  “I  suppose  this  means  you’re  about  to  go  to

Morath.” 

“Did I say anything of the sort?” He didn’t bother sounding pleasant. 

Manon  took  a  step  toward  him,  her  teeth  flashing.  In  this  body,  he  stood

shorter  than  her.  He  hated  the  thrill  that  shot  through  his  blood  as  she  leaned down to growl at him. “We have enough to deal with today, princeling.” 

“Do I look as if I’m standing in your way?” 

She opened her mouth, then shut it. 

Dorian  let  out  a  low  laugh  and  made  to  turn  away.  An  iron-tipped  hand

gripped his arm. 

Strange,  for  that  hand  to  feel  large  on  his  body.  Large,  and  not  the  slender, deadly thing he’d become accustomed to. 

Her  golden  eyes  blazed.  “If  you  want  a  softhearted  woman  who  will  weep

over hard choices and ultimately balk from them, then you’re in the wrong bed.” 

“I’m not in anyone’s bed right now.” 

He hadn’t gone to her tent any of these nights. Not since that conversation in

Eyllwe. 

She took the retort without so much as a flinch. “Your opinion doesn’t matter

to me.” 

“Then why are you standing here?” 

Again, she opened and closed her mouth. Then snarled, “Change out of that

form.” 

Dorian  smiled  again.  “Don’t  you  have  better  things  to  do  right  now,  Your

Majesty?” 

He  honestly  thought  she  might  unsheathe  those  iron  teeth  and  rip  out  his

throat. Half of him wanted her to try. He even went so far as to run one of those

phantom hands along her jaw. “You think I don’t know why you don’t want me

to go to Morath?” 

He  could  have  sworn  she  trembled.  Could  have  sworn  she  arched  her  neck, 

just a little bit, leaning into that phantom touch. 

Dorian  ran  those  invisible  fingers  down  her  neck,  trailing  them  along  her

collarbones. 

“Tell me to stay,” he said, and the words had no warmth, no kindness. “Tell

me to stay with you, if that’s what you want.” His invisible fingers grew talons

and scraped over her skin. Manon’s throat bobbed. “But you won’t say that, will

you, Manon?” Her breathing turned jagged. He continued to stroke her neck, her

jaw, her throat, caressing skin he’d tasted over and over. “Do you know why?” 
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When she didn’t answer, Dorian let one of those phantom talons dig in, just

slightly. 

She swallowed, and it was not from fear. 

Dorian  leaned  in  close,  tipping  his  head  back  to  stare  into  her  eyes  as  he purred,  “Because  while  you  might  be  older,  might  be  deadly  in  a  thousand

different ways, deep down, you’re afraid. You don’t know  how to ask me to stay, 

because you’re afraid of admitting to yourself that you want it. You’re afraid. Of

yourself more than anyone else in the world. You’re afraid.” 

For several heartbeats, she just stared at him. 

Then  she  snarled,  “You  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  and  stalked

away. 

His low laugh ripped after her. Her spine stiffened. 

But Manon did not turn back. 

Afraid. Of admitting that she felt any sort of attachment. 

It was preposterous. 

And it was, perhaps, true. 

But it was not her problem. Not right now. 

Manon  stormed  through  the  readying  camp  where  tents  were  being  taken

down  and  folded,  hearths  being  packed.  The  Thirteen  were  with  the  wyverns, 

supplies stowed in saddlebags. 

Some  of  the  Crochans  had  frowned  her  way.  Not  with  anger,  but  something

like  disappointment.  Discontent.  As  if  they  thought  parting  ways  was  a  poor

idea. 

Manon refrained from  saying she agreed.  Even if the  Thirteen followed, the

Crochans  would  find  a  way  to  lose  them.  Use  their  power  to  bind  the  wyverns long enough to disappear. 

And she would not lower herself, lower the Thirteen, to become dogs chasing

after  their  masters.  They  might  be  desperate  for  aid,  might  have  promised  it  to their allies, but she would not debase herself any further. 

Manon halted at Glennis’s camp, the only hearth with a fire still burning. A

fire that would always remain kindled. 

A  reminder  of  the  promise  she’d  made  to  honor  the  Queen  of  Terrasen.  A

single, solitary flame against the cold. 

Manon  rubbed  at  her  face  as  she  slumped  onto  one  of  the  rocks  lining  the

hearth. 

A  hand  rested  on  her  shoulder,  warm  and  slight.  She  didn’t  bother  to  slap  it away. 

Glennis said, “We’re departing in a few minutes. I thought I’d say good-bye.” 

Manon peered up at the ancient witch. “Fly well.” 

It was really all there was left to say. Manon’s failure was not due to Glennis, 

not due to anyone but herself, she supposed. 

 You’re afraid. 

It was true. She had tried, but not really  tried to win the Crochans. To let them

see any part of her that meant something. To let them see what it had done to her, to learn she had a sister and that she had killed her. She didn’t know how, and

had never bothered to learn. 

 You’re afraid. 

Yes, she was. Of everything. 

Glennis lowered her hand from Manon’s shoulder. “May your path carry you

safely through war and back home at last.” 

She  didn’t  feel  like  telling  the  crone  there  was  no  home  for  her,  or  the

Thirteen. 

Glennis turned her face toward the sky, sighing once. 

Then her white brows narrowed. Her nostrils flared. 

Manon leapt to her feet. 

“Run,” Glennis breathed. “Run now.” 

Manon drew Wind-Cleaver and did no such thing. “What is it.” 

“They’re  here.”  How  Glennis  had  scented  them  on  the  wind,  Manon  didn’t

care. 

Not as three wyverns broke from the clouds, spearing for their camp. 

She knew those wyverns, almost as well as she knew the three riders who sent

the Crochans into a frenzy of motion. 

The  Matrons  of  the  Ironteeth  Witch-Clans  had  found  them.  And  come  to

finish what Manon had started that day in Morath. 

CHAPTER 56

The three High Witches had come alone. 

It didn’t stop the Crochans from rallying, brooms swiftly airborne—a few of

them trembling with what could only be recognition. 

Manon’s  grip  on  Wind-Cleaver  tightened  at  the  slight  tremor  in  her  hand  as

the  three  witches  landed  at  the  edge  of  Glennis’s  fire,  their  wyverns  crushing tents beneath them. 

Asterin and Sorrel were instantly beside her, her Second’s murmur swallowed

by the crack of breaking tents. “The Shadows are airborne, but they signaled no

sign of another unit.” 

“None of their covens?” 

“No. And no sign of Iskra or Petrah.” 

Manon  swallowed.  The  Matrons  truly  had  come  alone.  Had  flown  in  from

wherever they’d been gathered, and somehow found them. 

Or tracked them. 

Manon didn’t let the thought settle. That she may have led the three Matrons

right to this camp. The soft snarls of the Crochans around her, pointed  at Manon, said enough of their opinion. 

The  wyverns  settled,  their  long  tails  curling  around  them,  those  deadly

poison-slick spikes ready to inflict death. 

Rushing steps crunched through the icy snow, halting at Manon’s side just as

Dorian’s scent wrapped around her. “Is that—” 

“Yes,” she said quietly, heart thundering as the Matrons dismounted and did

not  raise  their  hands  in  request  for  parley.  No,  they  only  stalked  closer  to  the hearth, to the precious flame still burning. “Don’t engage,” Manon warned him

and the others, and strode to meet them. 

It was not the king’s battle, no matter what power dwelled in his veins. 

Glennis  was  already  armed,  an  ancient  sword  in  her  withered  hands.  The

woman was as old as the Yellowlegs Matron, yet she stood tall, facing the three

High Witches. 

Cresseida  Blueblood  spoke  first,  her  eyes  as  cold  as  the  iron-spiked  crown

digging into her freckled brow. “It has been an age, Glennis.” 

But  Glennis’s  stare,  Manon  realized,  was  not  on  the  Blueblood  Matron.  Or

even on Manon’s own grandmother, her black robes billowing as she sneered at

Manon. 

It was on the Yellowlegs Matron, hunched and hateful between them. On the

crown of stars atop the crone’s thinned white hair. 

Glennis’s sword shook slightly. And just as Manon realized what the Matron

had  worn  here,  Bronwen  appeared  at  Glennis’s  side  and  breathed,  “Rhiannon’s

crown.” 

Worn by the Yellowlegs Matron to mock these witches. To spit on them. 

A dull roaring began in Manon’s ears. 

“What  company  you  keep  these  days,  granddaughter,”  said  Manon’s

grandmother, her silver-streaked dark hair braided back from her face. 

A sign enough of their intentions, if her grandmother’s hair was in that plait. 

Battle. Annihilation. 

The  weight  of  the  three  High  Witches’  attention  pressed  upon  her.  The

Crochans gathered behind her shifted as they waited for her response. 

Yet it was Glennis who snarled, in a voice Manon had not yet heard, “What is

it that you want?” 

Manon’s grandmother smiled, revealing rust-flecked iron teeth. The true sign

of her age. “You made a grave error, Manon Kin-Slayer, when you sought to turn

our forces against us. When you sowed such lies amongst our sentinels regarding

our plans—my plans.” 

Manon  kept  her  chin  high.  “I  spoke  only  truth.  And  it  must  have  frightened

you  enough  that  you  gathered  these  two  to  hunt  me  down  and  prove  your

innocence in scheming against them.” 

The other two Matrons didn’t so much as blink. Her grandmother’s claws had

to have sunk deep, then. Or they simply did not care. 

“We came,” Cresseida seethed, the opposite in so many ways of the daughter

who  had  given  Manon  the  chance  to  speak,  “to  at  last  rid  us  of  a  thorn  in  our sides.” 

Had  Petrah  been  punished  for  letting  Manon  walk  out  of  the  Omega  alive? 

Did the Blueblood Heir still breathe? Cresseida had once screamed in a mother’s

terror  and  pain  when  Petrah  had  nearly  plunged  to  her  death.  Did  that  love,  so foreign and strange, still hold true? Or had duty and ancient hatred won out? 

The thought was enough to steel Manon’s spine. “You came because we pose

a threat.” 

 Because of the threat you pose to that monster you call grandmother. 

“You  came,”  Manon  went  on,  Wind-Cleaver  rising  a  fraction,  “because  you

are afraid.” 

Manon took a step beyond Glennis, her sword lifting farther. 

“You came,” Manon said, “because you have no true power beyond what  we

give you. And you are scared to death that we’re about to take it away.” Manon

flipped Wind-Cleaver in her hand, angling the sword downward, and drew a line

in the snow between them. “You came alone for that fear. That others might see

what we are capable of. The truth that you have always sought to hide.” 

Her  grandmother  tutted.  “Listen  to  you.  Sounding  just  like  a  Crochan  with

that preachy nonsense.” 

Manon  ignored  her.  Ignored  her  and  pointed  Wind-Cleaver  directly  at  the

Yellowlegs Matron as she snarled, “That is not your crown.” 

Something  like  hesitation  rippled  over  Cresseida  Blueblood’s  face.  But  the

Yellowlegs  Matron  beckoned  to  Manon  with  iron  nails  so  long  they  curved

downward. “Then come and fetch it from me, traitor.” 

Manon stepped beyond the line she’d drawn in the snow. 

No one spoke behind her. She wondered if any of them were breathing. 

She  had  not  won  against  her  grandmother.  Had  barely  survived,  and  only

thanks to luck. 

That fight, she had been ready to meet her end. To say farewell. 

Manon angled Wind-Cleaver upward, her heart a steady, raging beat. 

She would not greet the Darkness’s embrace today. 

But they would. 

“This seems familiar,” her grandmother drawled, legs shifting into attacking

position.  The  other  two  Matrons  did  the  same.  “The  last  Crochan  Queen. 

Holding the line against us.” 

Manon  cracked  her  jaw,  and  iron  teeth  descended.  A  flex  of  her  fingers  had

her iron nails unsheathing. “Not just a Crochan Queen this time.” 

There was doubt in Cresseida’s blue eyes. As if she’d realized what the other

two Matrons had not. 

There—it  was  there  that  Manon  would  strike  first.  The  one  who  now

wondered if they had somehow made a grave mistake in coming here. 

A mistake that would cost them what they had come to protect. 

A mistake that would cost them this war. 

And their lives. 

For  Cresseida  saw  the  steadiness  of  Manon’s  breathing.  Saw  the  clear

conviction  in  her  eyes.  Saw  the  lack  of  fear  in  her  heart  as  Manon  advanced another step. 

Manon smiled at the Blueblood Matron as if to say yes. 

“You  did  not  kill  me  then,”  Manon  said  to  her  grandmother.  “I  do  not  think you will be able to now.” 

“We’ll see about that,” her grandmother hissed, and charged. 

Manon was ready. 

An  upward  swing  of  Wind-Cleaver  met  her  grandmother’s  first  two  blows, 

and Manon ducked the third. Turning right into the onslaught of the Yellowlegs

Matron,  who  swept  up  with  unnatural  speed,  feet  almost  flying  over  the  snow, and slashed for Manon’s exposed back. 

Manon  deflected  the  crone’s  assault,  sending  the  witch  darting  back.  Just  as

Cresseida launched herself at Manon. 

Cresseida  was  not  a  trained  fighter.  Not  as  the  Blackbeak  and  Yellowlegs

Matrons were. Too many years spent reading entrails and scanning the stars for

the answers to the Three-Faced Goddess’s riddles. 

A duck to the left had Manon easily evading the sweep of Cresseida’s nails, 

and  a  countermove  had  Manon  driving  her  elbow  into  the  Blueblood  Matron’s

nose. 

Cresseida  stumbled.  The  Yellowlegs  Matron  and  her  grandmother  attacked

again. 

So fast. Their three assaults had happened in the span of a few blinks. 
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Manon kept her feet under her. Saw where one Matron moved and the other

left a dangerous gap exposed. 

She was not a broken-spirited Wing Leader unsure of her place in the world. 

She was not ashamed of the truth before her. 

She was not afraid. 

Manon’s grandmother led the attack, her maneuvers the deadliest. 

It was from her that the first slice of pain appeared. A rip of iron nails through

Manon’s shoulder. 

But Manon swung her sword, again and again, iron on steel ringing out across

the icy peaks. 

No, she was not afraid at all. 

Dorian  had  never  seen  fighting  like  what  unfolded  before  him.  Had  never  seen anything that fast, that lethal. 

Had never seen anyone move like Manon, a whirlwind of steel and iron. 

Three against one—the odds weren’t in her favor. Not when standing against

one of them had left Manon on death’s threshold months earlier. 

Yet where they struck, she was already gone. Already parrying. 

She did not land many blows, but rather kept them at bay. 

Yet they did not land many, either. 

Dorian’s magic writhed, seeking a way out, to stop this. But she had ordered

him to stand down. And he’d obey. 

Around him, the Crochans thrummed with fear and dread. Either for the fight

unfolding or the three Matrons who had found them. 

But Glennis did not tremble. At her side Bronwen hummed with the energy of

one eager to leap into the fight. 

Manon  and  the  High  Witches  sprang  apart,  breathing  heavily.  Blue  blood

leaked down Manon’s shoulder, and small slices peppered the three Matrons. 

Manon still remained on the far side of the line she’d drawn. Still held it. 

The  dark-haired  witch  in  voluminous  black  robes  spat  blue  blood  onto  the

snow.  Manon’s  grandmother.  “Pathetic.  As  pathetic  as  your  mother.”  A  sneer

toward Glennis. “And your father.” 

The  snarl  that  ripped  from  Manon’s  throat  rang  across  the  mountains

themselves. 

Her  grandmother  let  out  a  crow’s  caw  of  a  laugh.  “Is  that  all  you  can  do, then?  Snarl  like  a  dog  and  swing  your  sword  like  some  human  filth?  We  will wear you down eventually. Better to kneel now and die with some honor intact.” 

Manon  only  flung  out  an  iron-tipped  hand  behind  her,  fingers  splaying  in

demand as her eyes remained fixed on the Matrons. 

Dorian reached for Damaris, but Bronwen moved first. 

The Crochan tossed her sword, steel flashing over snow and sun. 

Manon’s fingers closed on the hilt, the blade singing as she whipped it around

to face the High Witches again. “Rhiannon Crochan held the gates for three days

and three nights, and she did not kneel before you, even at the end.” A slash of a

smile. “I think I shall do the same.” 

Dorian could have sworn the sacred flame burning to their left flared brighter. 

Could have sworn Glennis sucked in a breath. That every Crochan watching did

the same. 

Manon’s knees bent, swords rising. “Let us finish what was started then, too.” 

She attacked, blades flashing. Her grandmother conceded step after step, the

other two Matrons failing to break past her defenses. 

Gone was the witch who had slept and wished for death. Gone was the witch

who had raged at the truth that had torn her to shreds. 

And in her place, fighting as if she were the very wind, unfaltering against the

Matrons, stood someone Dorian had not yet met. 

Stood a queen of two peoples. 

The  Yellowlegs  Matron  launched  an  offensive  that  had  Manon  yielding  a

step, then another, swords rising against each slashing blow. 

Yielding only those few steps, and nothing more. 

Because  Manon  with  conviction  in  her  heart,  with  utter  fearlessness  in  her

eyes, was wholly unstoppable. 

The Yellowlegs Matron pushed Manon close enough to the line that her heels

nearly  touched  it.  The  other  two  witches  had  fallen  back,  as  if  waiting  to  see what might happen. 

For  a  hunched  crone,  the  Yellowlegs  witch  was  the  portrait  of  nightmares. 

Worse than Baba Yellowlegs had ever been. Her feet barely seemed to touch the

ground, and her curved iron nails drew blood wherever they slashed. 

Manon’s swords blocked blow after blow, but she made no move to advance. 

To push back, though Dorian saw several chances to do so. 

Manon took the slashings that left her arm and side bleeding. But she yielded

no  further  ground.  A  wall  against  which  the  Yellowlegs  Matron  could  not

advance.  The  crone  let  out  a  snarl,  attacking  again  and  again,  senseless  and raging. 

Dorian saw the trap the moment it happened. 

Saw the side that Manon left open, the bait laid on a silver platter. 

Worked  into  a  fury,  the  Yellowlegs  Matron  didn’t  think  twice  before  she

lunged, claws out. 

Manon was waiting. 

Lost in her bloodlust, the Yellowlegs Matron’s horrible face lit with triumph

as she went for the easy killing blow that would rip out Manon’s heart. 

The Blackbeak Matron barked in warning, but Manon was already moving. 

Just as those curved claws tore through leather and skin, Manon twisted to the

side and brought down Wind-Cleaver upon the Yellowlegs Matron’s outstretched

neck. 

Blue blood sprayed upon the snow. 

Dorian did not look away this time at the head that tumbled to the ground. At

the brown-robed body that fell with it. 

The two remaining  Matrons halted. None  of the Crochans  behind Dorian so
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much  as  spoke  as  Manon  stared  down  pitilessly  at  the  bleeding  torso  of  the

Yellowlegs Matron. 

No one seemed to breathe at all as Manon plunged Bronwen’s sword into the

icy earth beneath and bent to take the crown of stars from the Yellowlegs witch’s

fallen head. 

He had never seen a crown like it. 

A  living,  glowing  thing  that  glittered  in  her  hand.  As  if  nine  stars  had  been plucked from the heavens and set to shine along the simple silver band. 

The  crown’s  light  danced  over  Manon’s  face  as  she  lifted  it  above  her  head

and set it upon her unbound white hair. 

Even the mountain wind stopped. 

Yet a phantom breeze shifted the strands of Manon’s hair as the crown glowed

bright, the white stars shining with cores of cobalt and ruby and amethyst. 

As if it had been asleep for a long, long time. And now awoke. 

That  phantom  wind  pulled  Manon’s  hair  to  the  side,  silver  strands  brushing

across her face. 

And beside him, around him, the Thirteen touched two fingers to their brow

in deference. 

In allegiance to the queen who stared down the two remaining High Witches. 

The Crochan Queen, crowned anew. 

The sacred fire leaped and danced, as if in joyous welcome. 

Manon scooped up Bronwen’s sword, lifting it and Wind-Cleaver, and said to

the Blueblood Matron, the witch appearing barely a few years older than Manon

herself, “Go.” 

The  Blueblood  witch  blinked,  eyes  wide  with  what  could  only  be  fear  and

dread. 

Manon  jerked  her  chin  toward  the  wyvern  waiting  behind  the  witch.  “Tell

your daughter all debts between us are paid. And she may decide what to do with

you. Take that other wyvern out of here.” 

Manon’s grandmother bristled, iron teeth flashing as if she’d bark a counter-

command  to  the  Blueblood  Matron,  but  the  witch  was  already  running  for  her

wyvern. 

Spared  by  the  Crochan  Queen  on  behalf  of  the  daughter  who  had  given

Manon the gift of speaking to the Ironteeth. 

Within  seconds,  the  Blueblood  Matron  was  in  the  skies,  the  Yellowlegs

witch’s wyvern soaring beside her. 

Leaving Manon’s grandmother alone. Leaving Manon with swords raised and

a crown of stars glowing upon her brow. 

 Manon was glowing, as if the stars atop her head pulsed through her body. A

wondrous  and  mighty  beauty,  like  no  other  in  the  world.  Like  no  one  had  ever been, or would be again. 

And slowly, as if savoring each step, Manon stalked toward her grandmother. 

Manon’s lips curved into a small smile while she advanced on her grandmother. 

Warm,  dancing  light  flowed  through  her,  as  unfaltering  as  what  had  poured into her heart these past few bloody minutes. 

She did not balk. Did not fear. 

The crown’s weight was slight, like it had been crafted of moonlight. Yet its

joyous strength was a song, undimming before the sole High Witch left standing. 

So Manon kept walking. 

She  left  Bronwen’s  sword  a  few  feet  away.  Left  Wind-Cleaver  several  feet

past that. 

Iron  nails  out,  teeth  ready,  Manon  paused  barely  five  steps  from  her

grandmother. 

A hateful, wasted scrap of existence. That’s what her grandmother was. 

She had never realized how much shorter the Matron stood. How narrow her

shoulders were, or how the years of rage and hate had withered her. 

Manon’s smile grew. And she could have sworn she felt two people standing

at her shoulder. 

She knew no one would be there if she looked. Knew no one else could see

them,  sense  them,  standing  with  her.  Standing  with  their  daughter  against  the witch who had destroyed them. 

Her grandmother spat on the ground, baring her rusted teeth. 

This death, though …

It was not her death to claim. 

It did not belong to the parents whose spirits lingered at her side, who might

have  been  there  all  along,  leading  her  toward  this.  Who  had  not  left  her,  even with death separating them. 

No, it did not belong to them, either. 

She looked behind her. Toward the Second waiting beside Dorian. 

Tears slid down Asterin’s face. Of pride—pride and relief. 

Manon beckoned to Asterin with an iron-tipped hand. 

Snow crunched, and Manon whirled, angling to take the brunt of the attack. 

But her grandmother had not charged. Not at her. 

No, the Blackbeak Matron sprinted for her wyvern. Fleeing. 

The  Crochans  tensed,  fear  giving  way  to  wrath  as  her  grandmother  hauled

herself into the saddle. 

Manon raised a hand. “Let her go.” 

A  snap  of  the  reins,  and  her  grandmother  was  airborne,  the  great  wyvern’s

wings blasting them with foul wind. 

Manon watched as the wyvern rose higher and higher. 

Her grandmother did not look back before she vanished into the skies. 

When  there  was  no  trace  of  the  Matrons  left  but  blue  blood  and  a  headless

corpse staining the snow, Manon turned toward the Crochans. 

Their eyes were wide, but they made no move. 

The Thirteen remained where they were, Dorian with them. 

Manon scooped up both swords, sheathing Wind-Cleaver across her back, and

stalked toward where Glennis and Bronwen stood, monitoring her every breath. 

Wordlessly, Manon handed Bronwen her sword, nodding in thanks. 

Then she removed the crown of stars and extended it toward Glennis. “This

belongs to you,” she said, her voice low. 

The Crochans murmured, shifting. 

Glennis  took  the  crown,  and  the  stars  dimmed.  A  small  smile  graced  the

crone’s face. “No,” she said, “it does not.” 

Manon didn’t move as Glennis lifted the crown and set it again on Manon’s

head. 

Then the ancient witch knelt in the snow. “What was stolen has been restored; 

what  was  lost  has  come  home  again.  I  hail  thee,  Manon  Crochan,  Queen  of

Witches.” 

Manon stood fast against the tremor that threatened to buckle her legs. 

Stood  fast  as  the  other  Crochans,  Bronwen  with  them,  dropped  to  a  knee. 

Dorian, standing amongst them, smiled, brighter and freer than she’d ever seen. 

And then the Thirteen knelt, two fingers going to their brows as they bowed

their heads, fierce pride lighting their faces. 

“Queen of Witches,” Crochan and Blackbeak declared as one voice. 

As one people. 

CHAPTER 57

An hour before dawn, the keep and two armies beyond it were stirring. 

Rowan had barely slept, and instead lain awake beside Aelin, listening to her

breathing.  That  the  rest  of  them  slumbered  soundly  was  testament  to  their

exhaustion, though Lorcan had not found them again. Rowan was willing to bet

it was by choice. 

It  was  not  fear  or  anticipation  of  battle  that  had  kept  Rowan  up—no,  he’d

slept well enough during other wars. But rather the fact that his mind would not

stop looping him from thought to thought to thought. 

He’d  seen  the  numbers  camped  outside.  Valg,  human  men  loyal  to  Erawan, 

some  fell  beasts,  yet  nothing  like  the  ilken  or  the  Wyrdhounds,  or  even  the witches. 

Aelin  could  wipe  them  away  before  the  sun  had  fully  risen.  A  few  blasts  of her power, and that army would be gone. 

Yet she had not presented it as an option in their planning last night. 

He’d seen the hope shining in the eyes of the people in the keep, the awe of

the  children  as  she’d  passed.  The  Fire-Bringer,  they’d  whispered.  Aelin  of  the Wildfire. 

How soon would that awe and hope crumble today when not a spark of that

fire was unleashed? How soon would the men’s fear turn rank when the Queen

of Terrasen did not wipe away Morath’s legions? 

He hadn’t been able to ask her. Had told himself to, had roared at himself to

ask these past few weeks, when even their training hadn’t summoned an ember. 

But  he  couldn’t  bring  himself  to  demand  why  she  wouldn’t  or  couldn’t  use

her power, why they had seen or felt nothing of it after those initial few days of

freedom.  Couldn’t  ask  what  Maeve  and  Cairn  had  done  to  possibly  make  her

fear or hate her magic enough that she didn’t touch it. 

Worry  and  dread  gnawing  at  him,  Rowan  slipped  from  the  room,  the  din  of

preparations greeting him the moment he entered the hall. A heartbeat later, the

door  opened  behind  him,  and  steps  fell  into  sync  with  his  own,  along  with  a familiar, wicked scent. 

“They burned her.” 

Rowan glanced sidelong at Fenrys. “What?” 

But  Fenrys  nodded  to  a  passing  healer.  “Cairn—and  Maeve,  through  her

orders.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” Fenrys, blood oath or no, what he’d done for

Aelin  or  no,  was  not  privy  to  these  matters.  No,  it  was  between  him  and  his mate, and no one else. 

Fenrys  threw  him  a  grin  that  didn’t  meet  his  eyes.  “You  were  staring  at  her

half  the  night.  I  could  see  it  on  your  face.  You’re  all  thinking  it—why  doesn’t she just burn the enemy to hell?” 

Rowan  aimed  for  the  washing  station  down  the  hall.  A  few  soldiers  and

healers stood along the metal trough, scrubbing their faces to shake the sleep or

nerves. 

Fenrys  said,  “He  put  her  in  those  metal  gauntlets.  And  one  time,  he  heated

them over an open brazier. There …” He stumbled for words, and Rowan could

barely breathe. “It took the healers two weeks to fix what he did to her hands and

wrists. And when she woke up, there was nothing but healed skin. She couldn’t

tell what had been done and what was a nightmare.” 

Rowan reached for one of the ewers that some of the children refilled every

few moments and dumped it over his head. Icy water bit into his skin, drowning

out the roaring in his ears. 

“Cairn  did  many  things  like  that.”  Fenrys  took  up  a  ewer  himself,  and

splashed some into his hands before rubbing them over his face. Rowan’s hands

shook  as  he  watched  the  water  funnel  toward  the  basin  set  beneath  the  trough. 

“Your  claiming  marks,  though.”  Fenrys  wiped  his  face  again.  “No  matter  what

they did to her, they remained. Longer than any other scar, they stayed.” 

Yet her neck had been smooth when he’d found her. 

Reading that thought, Fenrys said, “The last time they healed her, right before

she  escaped.  That’s  when  they  vanished.  When  Maeve  told  her  that  you  had

gone to Terrasen.” 

The  words  hit  like  a  blow.  When  she  had  lost  hope  that  he  was  coming  for

her. Even the greatest healers in the world hadn’t been able to take that from her

until then. 

Rowan  wiped  his  face  on  the  arm  of  his  jacket.  “Why  are  you  telling  me

this?” he repeated. 

Fenrys rose from the trough, drying his face with the same lack of ceremony. 

“So  you  can  stop  wondering  what  happened.  Focus  on  something  else  today.” 

The  warrior  kept  pace  beside  him  as  they  headed  for  where  they’d  been  told  a meager breakfast would be laid out. “And let her come to you when she’s ready.” 

“She’s  my  mate,”  Rowan  growled.  “You  think  I  don’t  know  that?”  Fenrys

could shove his snout into someone else’s business. 

Fenrys held up his hands. “You can be brutal, when you want something.” 

“I’d never force her to tell me anything she wasn’t ready to say.” It had been

their bargain from the start. Part of why he’d fallen in love with her. 

He should have known then, during those days in Mistward, when he found

himself sharing parts of himself, his history, that he’d never told anyone. When

he  found  himself   needing  to  tell  her,  in  fragments  and  pieces,  yes,  but  he’d wanted her to know. And Aelin had wanted to hear it. All of it. 

They  discovered  Aelin  and  Elide  already  at  the  buffet  table,  grim-faced  as

they plucked up pieces of bread and cheese and dried fruit. No sign of Gavriel or

Lorcan. 

Rowan  came  up  behind  his  mate  and  pressed  a  kiss  to  her  neck.  Right  to

where his new claiming marks lay. 

She hummed, and offered him a bite of the bread she’d already dug into while

gathering the rest of her food. He obliged, the bread thick and hearty, then said, 

“You were asleep when I left a few minutes ago, yet you somehow beat me to

the breakfast table.” Another kiss to her neck. “Why am I not surprised?” 

Elide  laughed  beside  Aelin,  piling  food  onto  her  own  plate.  Aelin  only

elbowed him as he fell into line beside her. 

The  four  of  them  ate  quickly,  refilled  their  waterskins  at  the  fountain  in  an interior  courtyard,  and  set  about  finding  armor.  There  was  little  on  the  upper levels  that  was  fit  for  wearing,  so  they  descended  into  the  keep,  deeper  and deeper, until they came across a locked room. 

“Should we, or is it rude?” Aelin mused, peering at the wooden door. 

Rowan  sent  a  spear  of  his  wind  aiming  for  the  lock  and  splintered  it  apart. 

“Looks like it was already open when we got here,” he said mildly. 

Aelin gave him a wicked grin, and Fenrys pulled a torch off its bracket in the

narrow stone hallway to illuminate the room beyond. 

“Well, now we know why the rest of the keep is a piece of shit,” Aelin said, 

surveying the trove. “He’s kept all the gold and fun things down here.” 

Indeed,  his  mate’s  idea  of  fun  things  was  the  same  as  Rowan’s:  armor  and

swords, spears and ancient maces. 

“He couldn’t have distributed this?” Elide frowned at the racks of swords and

daggers. 

“It’s all heirlooms,” said Fenrys, approaching one such rack and studying the

hilt of a sword. “Ancient, but still good. Really good,” he added, pulling a blade

from  its  sheath.  He  glanced  at  Rowan.  “This  was  forged  by  an  Asterion

blacksmith.” 

“From  a  different  age,”  Rowan  mused,  marveling  at  the  flawless  blade,  its

impeccable condition. “When Fae were not so feared.” 

“Are  we  just  going  to  take  it?  Without  even  Chaol’s  permission?”  Elide

chewed on her lip. 

Aelin  snickered.  “Let’s  consider  ourselves  swords-for-hire.  And  as  such,  we

have  fees  that  need  to  be  paid.”  She  hefted  a  round,  golden  shield,  its  edges beautifully engraved with a motif of waves. Also Asterion-made, judging by the

craftsmanship. Likely for the Lord of Anielle—the Lord of the Silver Lake. “So, 

we’ll take what we’re owed for today’s battle, and spare His Lordship the task of

having to come down here himself.” 

Gods, he loved her. 

Fenrys winked at Elide. “I won’t tell if you don’t, Lady.” 

Elide blushed, then waved them onward. “Collect your earnings, then.” 

Rowan did. He and Fenrys found armor that could fit them—in certain areas. 

They  had  to  forgo  the  entire  suit,  but  took  pieces  to  enforce  their  shoulders, forearms, and shins. Rowan had just finished strapping greaves on his legs when

Fenrys said, “We should bring some of this up for Lorcan and Gavriel.” 

Indeed  they  should.  Rowan  eyed  other  pieces,  and  began  collecting  extra

daggers and blades, then sections from another suit that might fit Lorcan, Fenrys doing the same for Gavriel. 

“You must charge a great deal for your services,” Elide muttered. Even while

the Lady of Perranth tied a few daggers to her own belt. 

“I  need  some  way  to  pay  for  my  expensive  tastes,  don’t  I?”  Aelin  drawled, 

weighing a dagger in her hands. 

But she hadn’t donned any armor yet, and when Rowan gave her an inquiring

glance,  Aelin  jerked  her  chin  toward  him.  “Head  upstairs—track  down  Lorcan

and Gavriel. I’ll find you soon.” 

Her face was unreadable for once. Perhaps she wanted a moment alone before

battle. And when Rowan tried to find any words in her eyes, Aelin turned toward

the shield she’d claimed. As if contemplating it. 

So Rowan and Fenrys headed upstairs, Elide helping to haul their stolen gear. 

No one stopped them. Not with the sky turning to gray, and soldiers rushing to

their positions on the battlements. 

Rowan and Fenrys didn’t have far to go. They’d be stationed by the gates at

the  lower  level,  where  the  battering  rams  might  come  flying  through  if  Morath got desperate enough. 

On  the  level  above  them,  Chaol  sat  astride  his  magnificent  black  horse,  the

mare’s  breath  curling  from  her  nostrils.  Rowan  lifted  a  hand  in  greeting,  and Chaol saluted back before gazing toward the enemy army. 

The khaganate would make the first maneuver, the initial push to get Morath

moving. 

“I  always  forget  how  much  I  hate  this  part,”  Fenrys  muttered.  “The  waiting

before it begins.” 

Rowan grunted his agreement. 

Gavriel  prowled  up  to  them,  Lorcan  a  dark  storm  behind  him.  Rowan

wordlessly handed the latter the armor he’d gathered. “Courtesy of the Lord of

Anielle.” 

Lorcan gave him a look that said he knew Rowan was full of shit, but began

efficiently  donning  the  armor,  Gavriel  doing  the  same.  Whether  the  soldiers

around  them  marked  that  armor,  whether  Chaol  recognized  it,  no  one  said  a

word. 

Far  out,  the  gray  sky  lightening  further,  Morath  stirred  to  discover  the

khaganate’s golden army already in place. 

And as a lone ruk screeched its challenge, the khaganate advanced. 

Foot soldiers in perfect lines marched, spears out, shields locked rim to rim. 

The Darghan cavalry flanked either side, a force of nature ready to herd Morath

to  where  they  wanted  them.  And  above,  flapping  into  the  skies,  the  rukhin

readied their bows and marked their targets. 

“Ready now,” Chaol called out to the men of his keep. 

Armor clanked as men shifted, their fear stuffing itself up Rowan’s nose. 

This would be it—today. Whether that hope remained or fractured. 

Already,  the  awakening  sky  revealed  two  siege  towers  being  hauled  toward

them.  Right  to  the  wall.  Far  closer  than  Rowan  had  last  noted  when  flying overhead last night. Morath, it seemed, had not been sleeping, either. 

The ruks would remain back with their own army, driving Morath to the keep. 

To be picked off here, one by one. 

“We have minutes until that first tower makes contact with the wall,” Gavriel

observed. 

A scan of the battlements, the soldiers atop them, revealed no sign of Aelin. 

Lorcan  indeed  muttered,  “Someone  better  tell  her  to  stop  primping  and  get

here.” 

Rowan snarled in warning. 

The clash of armored feet and shields was as familiar as any song. Morath’s

foot soldiers aimed for the keep walls, spears at the ready. At the other end of the

host,  soldiers  faced  away,  spears  and  pikes  angled  to  intercept  the  khaganate’s army. 

A horn blasted from deep in the khaganate ranks, and arrows flew. 

The  mass  of  Morath  soldiers  didn’t  so  much  as  flinch  or  look  behind  to  see what became of their rear lines. 

“Ladders,”  Fenrys  murmured,  pointing  with  his  chin  toward  the  ripple

through the lines. Massive siege ladders of iron parted the crowd. 

“They’re making this their all-out assault, then,” Lorcan said with equal quiet. 

All of them careful not to let the nearby men hear. “They’ll try to break into the

keep before the khaganate can break them.” 

“Archers!”  Chaol’s  bellow  rang  out.  Behind  them,  down  the  battlements, 

bows groaned. 

Fenrys unslung the bow across his back and nocked an arrow into place. 

Rowan  kept  his  own  bow  strapped  across  his  back,  the  quiver  untouched, 

Gavriel  and  Lorcan  doing  the  same.  No  need  to  waste  them  on  a  few  soldiers when their aim might be needed with far worse targets later in the day. 

But one of them had to be noted felling soldiers. For whatever it would do to

rally their spirits. And Fenrys, as fine an archer as Rowan, he’d admit, would do

just fine. 

Rowan followed the line of Fenrys’s arrowhead to where he’d marked one of

the bearers of a siege ladder. “Make it impressive,” he muttered. 

“Mind your own business,” Fenrys muttered back, tracking his target with the

tip of his arrow as he awaited Chaol’s order. 

If  Aelin  didn’t  arrive  within  another  moment,  he’d  have  to  leave  the

battlements to find her. What in hell had held her up? 

Lorcan drew his ancient blade, which Rowan had witnessed felling soldiers in

kingdoms far from here, in wars far longer than this one. “They’ll head for the

gates when that siege tower docks,” Lorcan said, glancing from the battlements

to the gate a level below, the small bastion of men in front of it. Trees had been

felled  to  prop  up  the  metal  doors,  but  should  a  solid  enough  group  of  enemy soldiers  swarm  it,  they  might  get  those  supports  and  the  heavy  locks  down

within minutes. And open the gates to the hordes beyond. 

“We  don’t  let  them  get  that  far,”  Rowan  said,  eyeing  up  the  massive  tower lumbering closer. Soldiers teemed behind it, waiting to scale its interior. “Chaol

brought the tower down the other day without our help. It can happen again.” 

“Volley! ” Chaol’s roar echoed off the stones, and arrows sang. 

Like  a  swarm  of  locusts,  they  swept  upon  the  soldiers  marching  below. 

Fenrys’s arrow found its mark with lethal precision. 

Within a heartbeat, another was on its tail. A second soldier at the siege ladder

fell. 

Where the  hell was Aelin—

Morath  didn’t  halt.  Marched  right  over  the  soldiers  who  fell  on  their  front

lines. 

The  pulse  of  human  fear  down  the  battlements  rippled  against  his  skin.  The

cadre would have to strike fast, and strike well, to shake it away. 

The  siege  tower  lumbered  closer.  One  glance  from  Rowan  had  him  and  his

friends  moving  toward  the  spot  it  would  now  undeniably  strike  upon  the

battlements. Close enough to the stairs down to the gate. Morath had chosen the

location well. 

Some  of  the  soldiers  they  passed  were  praying,  a  shuddering  push  of  words

into the frigid morning air. 

Lorcan said to one of them, “Save your breath for the battle, not the gods.” 

Rowan shot him a look, but the man, gaping at Lorcan, quieted. 

Chaol ordered another volley, and arrows flew, Fenrys firing as he walked. As

if he were barely bothered. 

Still,  the  whispered  prayers  continued  down  the  line,  swords  shaking  along

with them. 

Up by Chaol, the soldiers held firm, faces solid. 

But  here,  on  this  level  of  the  battlements  …  those  faces  were  pale.  Wide-

eyed. 

“Someone better say something inspiring,” Fenrys said through gritted teeth, 

firing another arrow. “Or these men are going to piss themselves in a minute.” 

For a minute was all they had left, as the first siege tower inched closer. 

“You’ve got the pretty face,” Lorcan retorted. “You’d do a better job of it.” 

“It’s too late for speeches,” Rowan cut in before Fenrys could reply. “Better

to show them what we can do.” 

They positioned themselves on the wall. Right in the path of the bridge that

would snap down over the battlement. 

He  drew  his  sword,  then  thumbed  free  the  hatchet  at  his  side.  Gavriel

unsheathed  twin  blades  from  across  his  back,  falling  into  flanking  position  at Rowan’s right. Lorcan planted himself on his left. Fenrys took the rear, to catch

any who got through their net. 

The mortal men clustered behind them. The gates shuddered under the impact

of Morath at last. 

Rowan steadied his breathing, readying his magic to rip through Valg lungs. 

He’d fell a few with his blades first. To show how easily it could be done, that

Morath was desperate and victory  would be near. The magic would come later. 

The siege tower groaned as it slowed to a stop. 

Just as the wall under them shuddered at its impact, Fenrys whispered, “Holy

gods.” 

Not  at  the  bridge  that  snapped  down,  soldiers  teeming  in  the  dark  depths

inside. 

But at who emerged from the keep archway behind them. What emerged. 

Rowan  didn’t  know  where  to  look.  At  the  soldiers  pouring  out  of  the  siege

tower, leaping onto the battlements, or at Aelin. 

At the Queen of Terrasen. 

She’d found armor  below the keep.  Beautiful, pale gold  armor that gleamed

like a summer dawn. Holding back her braided hair, a diadem lay flush against

her head. Not a diadem, but a piece of armor. Part of some ancient set for a lady

long since buried. 

A crown for war, a crown to wear into battle. A crown to lead armies. 

There was no fear on her face, no doubt, as Aelin hefted her shield, flipping

Goldryn in her hand once before the first of Morath’s soldiers was upon her. 

A swift, upward strike cleaved the Morath grunt from navel to chin. His black

blood sprayed, but she was already moving, flowing like a stream around a rock. 

Rowan  launched  into  movement,  his  blades  finding  their  marks,  but  still  he

watched her. 

Aelin  slammed  her  shield  against  an  oncoming  warrior,  Goldryn  slicing

through another before she plunged the blade into the soldier she’d deflected. 

She did it again, and again. 

All while heading toward that siege tower. Unhindered.  Unleashed. 

A call went down the line.  The queen has come. 

Soldiers waiting their turn whirled toward them. 

Aelin took on three Valg soldiers and left them dying on the stones. 

She  planted  her  line  before  the  gaping  maw  of  that  siege  tower,  right  in  the path  of  those  teeming  hordes.  Every  moment  of  the  training  she’d  done  on  the ship  here,  on  the  road,  every  new  blister  and  callus—all  to  rebuild  herself  for this. 

 The queen has come. 

Goldryn unfaltering, her shield an extension of her arm, Aelin glowed like the

sun  that  now  broke  over  the  khagan’s  army  as  she  engaged  each  soldier  that

hurtled her way. 

Five, ten—she moved and moved and moved, ducking and swiping, shoving

and flipping, black blood spraying, her face the portrait of grim, unbreaking will. 

“The queen! ” the men shouted. “To the queen! ” 

And as Rowan fought his way closer, as that cry went down the battlements

and Anielle men ran to aid her, he realized that Aelin did not need an ounce of

flame to inspire men to follow. That she had been waiting, yanking at the bit, to

show them what she, without magic, without any godly power, might do. 

He’d  never  seen  such  a  glorious  sight.  In  every  land,  every  battle,  he  had
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never  seen  anything  as  glorious  as  Aelin  before  the  throat  of  the  siege  tower, holding the line. 

Dawn breaking around them, Rowan loosed a battle cry and tore into Morath. 

This first battle would set the tone. 

It would set the tone, and send a message. Not to Morath. 

 Impress us, Hasar had said. 

So  she  would.  So  she’d  picked  the  golden  armor  and  her  battle-crown.  And

waited  until  dawn,  until  that  siege  tower  slammed  into  the  battlements,  before unleashing herself. 

To keep the men here from breaking, to wipe away the fear festering in their

eyes. 

To  convince  the  khaganate  royals  of  what  she  might  do,  what  she   could do. 

Not a threat, but a reminder. 

She was no helpless princess. She had never been. 

Goldryn sang with each swipe, her mind as cool and sharp as the blade while

she  assessed  each  enemy  soldier,  their  weapons,  and  took  them  down

accordingly. She dimly knew that Rowan fought at her side, Gavriel and Fenrys

battling near her left flank. 

But  she  was  keenly  aware  of  the  mortal  men  who  leaped  into  the  fray  with

cries  of  defiance.  They’d  made  it  this  far.  They  would  survive  today,  too.  And the khaganate royals would know it. 

Galloping  hooves  drowned  out  the  battle,  and  then  Chaol  was  there,  sword

flashing, driving into the unending tide that rushed from the tower’s entrance. 

 “To Lord Chaol! To the queen!” 

How far they both were from Rifthold. From the assassin and the captain. 

Arrows rose from the army beyond the wall, but a wave of icy wind snapped

them into splinters before they could find any marks. 

A dark blur plunged past, and then Lorcan was at the siege tower’s mouth, his

sword  swinging  so  fast  Aelin  could  barely  follow  it.  He  battled  his  way  across the metal bridge of the tower, into the stairwell beyond. Like he’d fight his way

down the ramps and onto the battlefield itself. 

Below, a  boom began. Morath had brought in their battering ram. 

Aelin  smiled  grimly.  She’d  bring  them  all  down.  Then  Erawan.  And  then

she’d unleash herself upon Maeve. 

At the opposite end of the field, the khagan’s army pushed, gaining the field

step by step. 

Not helpless. Not contained. Never again. 

Death became a melody in her blood, every movement a dance as the tide of

soldiers pouring from the tower slowed. As if Lorcan was indeed forcing his way

down the interior. Those who got past him met her blade, or Rowan’s. A flash of

gold,  and  Gavriel  had  slaughtered  his  way  into  the  siege  tower  as  well,  twin blades a whirlwind. 

What  Lorcan  and  the  Lion  would  do  upon  reaching  the  bottom,  how  they’d

dislodge the tower, she didn’t know. Didn’t think about it. 

Not  from  this  place  of  killing  and  movement,  of  breath  and  blood.  Of

freedom. 

Death  had  been  her  curse  and  her  gift  and  her  friend  for  these  long,  long

years. She was happy to greet it again under the golden morning sun. 
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CHAPTER 58

Elide  wasn’t  even  on  the  battlements,  and  she  already  wished  to  never  endure another war again. 

The soldiers who were hauled in, their injuries … She didn’t know how the

healers were so calm. How Yrene Westfall worked so steadily while a man was

screaming, screaming, screaming as his internal organs poked through the gash

in his belly. 

The  keep  shook  every  now  and  then,  and  Elide  hated  herself  for  being  glad

she didn’t know what it meant. Even as it ate away at her not knowing how her

companions fared. If the khagan’s army was close enough so that this nightmare

could end soon. 

It would be hours yet, the dark-skinned, sharp-eyed healer named Eretia had

claimed when Elide had vomited upon seeing a man whose shinbone stuck clean

through his leg. Hours yet until it was over, the terse healer had chided, so she’d

better finish heaving and get back to work. 

Not that there was much Elide could do. Despite the generous gift of power

that ran through the Lochan bloodline, she possessed no magic, no gifts beyond

reading  people  and  lying.  But  she  helped  the  healers  pin  down  thrashing  men. 

Rushed  to  get  bandages,  hot  water,  and  whatever  salves  or  herbs  the  healers

calmly requested. 

None  of  them  shouted.  They  only  raised  their  voices,  magic  glowing  bright

around them, if a soldier was shrieking too loudly for their words to be heard. 

The sun was barely over the horizon, judging by the light at the windows set

high in the Great Hall, and so many already lay injured. So many. 

Still they kept coming, and Elide kept moving, her limp becoming a dull, then

a sharp ache. A minor pain, compared to what the soldiers endured. Compared to

what they faced on the battlements. 

She didn’t let herself think of her friends. Didn’t let herself think of Lorcan, 

who  had  not  come  to  the  chamber  last  night  and  had  not  sought  them  out  this morning. As if he didn’t want to be near her. As if he’d taken every hateful word

she’d spoken to heart. 

So  Elide  aided  the  clear-eyed  healers,  held  down  screaming,  pleading  men, 

and did not stop. 

Farasha did not balk from the Morath soldiers who made it onto the battlements. 

From the ones who emerged from the second siege tower that docked down the

wall, or those who made it up the ladders. 

No, that magnificent horse trampled them, fearless and wicked, just as Chaol
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had predicted. A horse whose name meant  butterfly—stomping all over Valg foot

soldiers. 

Had  his  breath  not  been  a  rasp  in  his  chest,  Chaol  might  have  smiled.  Had

men not been cut down around him, he might have laughed a bit, too. 

But Morath was launching itself at the walls and gates with a furor they had

not yet witnessed. Perhaps they knew who had come to Anielle and now hewed

them down. Aelin and Rowan fought back-to-back, and Fenrys had plowed his

way down the battlements to join Chaol by the second siege tower. 

Chaol’s sword arm didn’t falter, despite the exhaustion that began to creep up

as an hour, then two passed. Far across the sea of enemy soldiers, the rukhin and

Darghan armies herded and smashed Morath between their forces, driving them

toward the keep walls. 

Morath,  it  seemed,  did  not  think  to  surrender.  Only  to  inflict  destruction,  to break  into  the  keep  and  slaughter  as  many  as  they  could  before  meeting  their end. 

His  shield  bloodied  and  dented,  his  horse  a  raging  demon  herself  beneath

him,  Chaol  kept  swinging  his  sword.  His  wife  lay  within  the  keep  behind  him. 

He would not fail her. 

Nesryn ran out of arrows too soon. 

Morath  did  not  flee,  even  with  the  might  of  the  Darghan  riders  and  the  foot soldiers  upon  them.  So  they  slowly  advanced,  leaving  bodies  clad  in  black  as well  as  gold  armor  in  their  wake.  More  Morath  soldiers  than  their  own,  but  it was  hard—near-unbearable—to  see  so  many  go  down.  To  see  the  beautiful

horses of the Darghan riderless. Or felled themselves. 

The  rukhin  took  losses,  but  not  as  many.  Not  now  that  an  army  fought

beneath them. 

Sartaq led the center, and from where Nesryn commanded the left flank, she

kept  an  eye  on  him  and  Kadara.  An  eye  on  Borte  and  Yeran,  leading  the  right flank to the far western side of the battle, Falkan Ennar in ruk form with them. 

Perhaps  she  imagined  it,  but  Nesryn  could  have  sworn  the  shifter  fought  with renewed vigor. As if the years returned to him aided his strength. 

Nesryn nudged Salkhi,  and they dove  again, the riders  behind her following

suit. Arrows and spears rose to meet them, some Morath soldiers fleeing. Nesryn

and Salkhi rose back into the air coated in more black blood. 

High  overhead,  twin  rukhin  scout  patrols  monitored  the  battle.  As  Nesryn

wiped the black blood from her face, one rider dove—right for Sartaq. 

Sartaq was soaring away a heartbeat later. 

Nesryn  knew  he’d  kick  her  ass  for  it,  but  she  shouted  to  the  rukhin  captain behind her to hold formation, and steered Salkhi after the prince. 

“Get back in line,” Sartaq ordered over the wind, his skin unusually ashen. 

“What’s wrong?” she called. Salkhi flapped harder, falling into line with the

prince’s ruk. 

Sartaq pointed ahead. To the wall of mountains just beyond the lake and city. 

To the dam that he’d so casually mentioned breaking to wipe away Morath’s army. 

With each flap of Salkhi’s wings, it became clearer. What had sent him into a

mad dash. 

A  group  of  Morath  soldiers  had  taken  the  night  not  to  rest,  but  to  sneak

through the abandoned city. To scale the foothills, then the mountain wall. To the

dam itself. 

Where they now, with battering rams and wicked cunning, sought to unleash

it. 

Salkhi swept closer. Nesryn reached for an arrow. Her fingers curled around

air. 

Sartaq,  however,  had  two  arrows  left,  and  fired  both  upon  the  thirty  or  so

Morath  soldiers  heaving  a  mammoth  battering  ram  into  the  center  of  the  dam. 

Wood, and stone, and iron, ancient and foreboding. A few cracks, and it would

come down. 

And then the upper lake and river penned up behind it would rage across the

plain. 

Morath  did  not  care  if  its  own  forces  were  washed  away.  They  would  lose

today anyway. 

They would not allow the khagan’s army to walk off the plain, either. 

Both  of  Sartaq’s  arrows  found  their  marks,  but  the  two  soldiers  who  went

down did not cause the others to drop the battering ram. Again, they heaved the

ram back—and swung it forward. 

The  boom of wood on wood echoed up to them. 

They soared near enough that the iron enforcements at the tip of the battering

ram  became  clear.  Thick  iron  casing,  capped  with  spikes  meant  to  shred  and

pierce.  If  Salkhi  and  Kadara  could  reach  it,  they  could  rip  the  ram  from  their hands—

Metal groaned and clanked, and Sartaq’s warning cry shattered across the air. 

Salkhi banked on instinct, spying the massive iron bolt before Nesryn did. A

bolt  fired  from  a  heavy-looking  device  they  must  have  rolled  up  here.  To  keep ruks away. 

The bolt went wide, slamming through the mountain rock. 

It would have pierced Salkhi’s chest, straight into his heart. 

Stomach churning, Nesryn soared up again, assessing the soldiers below. 

Sartaq signaled from nearby,  Weave in through two different directions. Meet

 in the center. 

The winds screamed in her ears, but Nesryn tugged on the reins, and Salkhi

banked  in  a  wide  arc.  Sartaq  turned  Kadara,  the  mirror  image  to  Nesryn’s

maneuver. 

“Fast as you can, Salkhi!” Nesryn shouted to her ruk. 

Gaining  on  the  dam,  on  the  soldiers,  Salkhi  and  Kadara  soared  toward  each

other,  crossed  paths,  and  arced  outward  again.  Weaving  fast  as  the  wind  itself. 

Denying the archers an easy target. 
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An iron bolt fired for Sartaq and ripped through air above him, nearly grazing

his head. 

The battering ram slammed into the wood again. 

A splintering crack sounded this time. A deep groan, like some terrible beast

awakening from a long slumber. 

Another  iron  bolt  shot  for  them  and  missed.  Nesryn  and  Sartaq  wove  past

each other, flying so fast her eyes streamed. The wind sang, full of the voices of

the dying and injured. 

And then they were there, Salkhi’s talons outstretched as he slammed into the

iron machine that had launched those bolts, ripping it apart. Soldiers screamed as

the ruk fell upon them, too. 

Those  at  the  battering  ram  got  in  another  thundering   boom  against  the  dam before Sartaq and Kadara slashed into them. Men went flying, some hitting the

dam. Some landing in pieces. 

Kadara  hurled  the  battering  ram  onto  the  nearby  mountain  face,  wood

splintering with the impact. It rolled away into the rocks and vanished. 

Heart  thundering,  the  battle  on  the  plain  below  still  raging,  Nesryn  wheeled

Salkhi around and took stock of the dam wall, Sartaq doing the same beside her. 

What they saw made them soar back to the keep as swiftly as the winds could

carry them. 

Lorcan  had  battled  his  way  down  the  first  siege  tower’s  dim,  cramped  interior, slaughtering the soldiers in his path. Gavriel followed behind him, soon catching

up  as  Lorcan  found  himself  holding  the  entrance  to  the  tower  against  the

countless soldiers trying to get in. 

The  two  of  them  stemmed  the  tide,  even  as  a  few  of  the  Morath  grunts  got

past their swords. Whitethorn and the queen would be waiting to pick them off. 

Lorcan  lost  track  of  how  long  he  and  Gavriel  held  the  entrance  to  the  siege tower—how long it took until their forces were able to dislodge it. 

Their magic would be useless. The entire damn thing was built of iron. The

ladders, too. As if Morath had anticipated their presence. 

Only  the  groaning  of  collapsing  metal  warned  them  the  tower  was  coming

down, and sent them racing onto the battlefield. 

Where they’d found themselves outside the gates. Fenrys and Lord Chaol had

appeared  at  the  battlement  walls  with  archers,  and  fired  at  the  soldiers  who’d rushed for Lorcan and Gavriel. 

But  he  and  the  Lion  had  already  marked  their  next  target:  the  battering  ram still  slamming  into  those  ever-weakening  gates.  And  with  the  archers  covering

from  above,  they’d  begun  slaughtering  their  way  to  it.  And  then  slaughtering

their way along the ram itself, until it thudded to the ground, then was forgotten

in the wave of Morath soldiers who came for them. 

Lorcan’s breath had been a steady beat, a grounding force as the bodies piled

around them. 

They need only hold the gate long enough for the khagan’s army to overrun

the Morath host. 

From above, a swift, brutal wind added to the dance of death, ripping the air

from  the  lungs  of  soldiers  charging  at  them,  even  as  he  knew  Whitethorn  kept fighting on the battlements. 

Lorcan again lost track of time. Only vaguely knew the sun was arcing across

the sky. 

But the khagan’s army was gaining the field, inch by inch. 

Enough  so  that  the  ruks  wrenched  the  siege  ladders  from  the  keep  walls. 

Enough  so  that  Lord  Chaol  shouted  down  to  him  and  Gavriel  to  scale  a  siege ladder and  get the hell back up here. 

Gavriel  obeyed,  spotting  the  iron  ladder  cleared  of  Morath  soldiers,  being

held in place only long enough for them to climb back up to the battlements. 

But the khagan’s forces were near. And a nudge at Lorcan’s shoulder told him

not to run, but to fight. 

So  Lorcan  listened.  He  didn’t  bother  to  shout  to  Gavriel,  now  half  up  the

ladder, before he plunged into the fray. 

He’d been bred for battle. Regardless of what queen he served, whether she

was Fae or Valg or human,  this was what he had been trained to do. What some

part of him sang to do. 

Lorcan  plowed  his  own  path  toward  the  advancing  khagan  lines,  some

Morath  soldiers  fleeing  in  his  wake.  Some  falling  before  he  reached  them,  his magic snapping their lives away. 

Soon now. They’d win the field soon, and the song in his blood would quiet. 

Part of him didn’t want it to end, even as his body began to scream to rest. 

Yet when the battle was done, what would remain? 

Nothing.  Elide  had  made  that  clear  enough.  She  loved  him,  but  she  hated

herself for it. 

He hadn’t deserved her anyway. 

She deserved a life of peace, of happiness. He didn’t know such things. Had

thought he’d glimpsed them during the months they’d traveled together, before

everything went to hell, but now he knew he was not meant for anything like it. 

But this battlefield, this death-song around him … This, he could do. This, he

could savor. 

The  golden  helmets  of  the  khagan’s  army  became  clear,  their  fiery  horses

unfaltering. Finer than any host he’d fought beside in a mortal kingdom. In many

immortal kingdoms, too. 

Obeying the death-song in his blood, Lorcan let his shields drop. He did not

wish  it  to  be  easy.  He  wanted  to   feel  each  blow,  see  his  enemy’s  life  drain  out beneath his sword. 

He didn’t care what came of it. No one would care if he made it back to the

keep anyway. He didn’t balk as he engaged the ten soldiers who charged for him. 

Perhaps  he  deserved  what  happened  next.  Deserved  it  for  his  pathetic

thoughts, or his arrogance in lowering his shields. 

One  moment,  he  was  handily  sending  the  Morath  grunts  back  to  their  dark

maker. One moment, he was grinning, even as he tasted their vile blood spraying the air. 

A flash of metal at his back. Lorcan whirled, sword rising, but too late. 

The  Valg  soldier’s  blade  swept  upward.  Lorcan  arched,  bellowing  as  flesh

tore along his spine. No armor—there had been no armor to fit them across their

torsos. 

The  Morath  soldier  moved  again,  more  adept  than  the  others.  Perhaps  the

man  he’d  infested  had  some  skill  on  the  battlefield,  something  the  demon

wielded to its advantage. 

Lorcan  could  barely  lift  his  sword  before  the  soldier  plunged  his  own  into

Lorcan’s gut. 

Lorcan  fell,  sword  clattering.  Icy  mud  sucked  at  his  face,  as  if  it  would

swallow him whole. Pull him down into the dark depths of Hellas’s realm, where

he deserved to be. 

The earth shook beneath thundering hooves, and arrows screamed overhead. 

Then there was roaring. And then blackness. 

CHAPTER 59

The khagan’s army took no prisoners. 

A few of Morath’s soldiers tried to escape into the city. Standing beside Aelin

on  the  keep  battlements,  Rowan  watched  the  ruks  pick  them  off  with  lethal

efficiency. 

His ears still rang with the din of battle, his breath a rasping beat echoed by

Aelin.  Already,  the  small  wounds  on  him  had  begun  to  heal,  a  tingling  itch

beneath his stained clothes. The gash he’d taken to his leg, however, would need

longer. 

Across the plain, stretching toward the horizon, the khagan’s army made sure

their kills stayed down. Swords and spears flashed in the afternoon light as they

rose and fell, severing heads. Rowan had always remembered the chaos and rush

of battle, but this—the dazed, weary aftermath—this, he’d forgotten. 

Healers already made their way over the battlefield, their white banners stark

against the sea of black and gold. Those who needed more intensive help were

carried off by ruks and brought right to the chaos of the Great Hall. 

Atop  the  blood-slick  battlements,  their  allies  and  companions  around  them, 

Rowan wordlessly passed Aelin the waterskin. She drank deeply, then handed it

to Fenrys. 

An unleashing and release. That’s what the battle had been for his mate. 

“Minimal  losses,”  Princess  Hasar  was  saying,  a  hand  braced  on  a  small

section of the battlement wall that was not coated in black or red gore. “The foot

soldiers got hit hardest; the Darghan remain mostly intact.” 

Rowan  nodded.  Impressive—more  than  impressive.  The  khagan’s  army  had

been  a  beautifully  coordinated  force,  moving  across  the  plain  as  if  they  were farmers reaping wheat. Had he not been swept into the dance of battle, he might

have stopped to marvel at them. 

The  princess  turned  to  Chaol,  seated  in  a  wheeled  chair,  his  face  grim.  “On your end?” 

Chaol glanced to his father, who observed the battlefield with crossed arms. 

His father said without looking at them, “Many. We’ll leave it at that.” 

Pain seemed to flicker in the bastard’s eyes, but he said nothing more. 

Chaol  gave  Hasar  an  apologetic  frown,  his  hands  tightening  on  the  chair’s

arms. The soldiers of Anielle, however bravely they’d fought, were not a trained

unit. Many of those who had survived were seasoned warriors who’d fought the

wild men up in the Fangs, Chaol had told Rowan earlier. Most of the dead had

not. 

Hasar at last looked Aelin over. “I heard you put on a show today.” 

Rowan braced himself. 

Aelin turned from the battlefield and inclined her head. “You look as if you did, too.” 

Indeed, Hasar’s ornate armor was splattered with black blood. She’d been in

the thick of it, atop her Muniqi horse, and had ridden right up to the gates. But

the princess made no further comment. 

Irritation,  deep  and  nearly  hidden,  flashed  in  Aelin’s  eyes.  Yet  she  didn’t

speak  again—didn’t  push  the  princess  about  their  next  steps.  She  just  watched the battlefield once more, chewing on her lip. 

She’d barely stopped during the battle, halting only when there had been no

more Valg left to kill. And in the minutes since the walls had been cleared, she’d

remained quiet—distant. As if she was still climbing out of that calm, calculating

place she’d descended into while fighting. She hadn’t bothered to remove any of

her armor. The bronze battle-crown was caked with blood, her hair matted with

it. 

Chaol’s father had taken one look at her armor, at Rowan’s, and gone white

with rage. Yet Chaol had merely wheeled his chair to his father’s side, snarling

something too soft for Rowan to hear, and the man backed off. 

For  now.  They  had  bigger  things  to  consider.  Things  that  drove  his  mate  to

gnaw on her lip. When Prince Kashin’s army might arrive, if they would indeed

head northward to Terrasen. If today had been enough to win them over. 

Two shapes took form in the sky. Kadara and Salkhi, soaring for the keep at

an almost unchecked speed. 

People  scrambled  out  of  the  ruks’  way  as  Sartaq  and  Nesryn  landed  on  the

battlements, sliding off their saddles and stalking right up to them. 

“We have a problem,” Nesryn said, her face ashen. 

Indeed,  Sartaq’s  lips  were  bloodless.  Both  of  their  scents  were  drenched  in

fear. 

The wheels of Chaol’s chair splashed through puddled blood. “What is it?” 

Aelin straightened, Gavriel and Fenrys going still. 

Nesryn  pointed  across  the  city,  to  the  wall  of  mountains.  “We  intercepted  a

group of Morath soldiers toward the end of the battle—trying to bring that dam

down.” 

Rowan swore, and Chaol echoed it. 

“I’m assuming they didn’t succeed thanks to you,” Aelin said, gazing toward

that too-near dam, the raging waters of the upper lake and river it held at bay. 

“Partially,” Sartaq said, a muscle feathering in his jaw. “But we arrived after

much damage had already been done.” 

“Out with it,” Hasar hissed. 

Sartaq’s dark eyes flashed. “We need to evacuate our army off the plain. Right

now.” 

“It’s going to break?” Chaol’s father demanded. 

Nesryn winced. “It likely will.” 

“It could burst at any moment.” Sartaq gestured to the khagan’s army on the

plain. “We need to get them out.” 
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“There’s  nowhere  for  them  to  go,”  Chaol’s  father  said.  “The  water  will  roar

for miles, and this keep cannot hold all your forces.” 

Indeed,  Rowan  realized,  the  keep,  despite  its  high  position,  couldn’t  fit  the size  of  the  army  on  the  plain.  Not  even  close.  And  the  keep,  towering  high above,  would  be  the  only  thing  that  could  withstand  the  tidal  wave  of  freezing water  that  would  sweep  from  the  mountains  and  across  the  plain.  Obliterating

everything in its path. 

Hasar fixed her burning stare on Chaol. “Where do we tell them to run?” 

“Summon the ruks,” Chaol said. “Have them gather up as many as they can, 

fly  them  out  to  this  peak  behind  us.”  He  motioned  to  the  small  mountain  into which the keep had been built. “Put them on the rocks, put them anywhere.” 

“And  those  that  don’t  make  it  to  the  ruks?”  the  princess  pressed,  something

like panic cracking through her fierce face. 

Rowan’s own heart thundered. They had won the battle, only for the enemy to

get the final say in their victory. 

Morath would not allow the khagan’s army to walk off the plain. 

It would destroy this army, this shred of hope, in a simple, brutal blow. 

“Was  it  a  trap  all  along?”  Chaol  rubbed  at  his  jaw.  “Erawan  knew  I  was

bringing an army. Did he pick Anielle  for this? Knowing I’d come, and he’d use

the dam to wipe our host away?” 

“Think on it later,” Aelin warned, her face as grave as Rowan’s. She scanned

the plain. “Tell them to run. If they cannot get a ruk, then  run. If they make it to Oakwald’s edge, they might stand a chance if they can climb into a tree.” 

His  mate  didn’t  mention  that  with  a  wave  that  size,  those  trees  would  be

submerged. Or ripped from their roots. 

Gavriel asked, “There’s no way to fix the damage done?” 

“We checked,” Sartaq said, throat bobbing. “Morath knew where to strike.” 

“What  of  your  magic?”  Fenrys  asked  Rowan.  “Could  you  freeze  it—the

river?” 

He’d  already  thought  of  it.  Rowan  shook  his  head.  “It’s  too  deep  and  its

current too strong.” Perhaps if he had all his cousins, but Enda and Sellene were

up north, their siblings and kin with them. 

“Open  the  keep  gates,”  Chaol  said  quietly.  “Any  nearby  are  to  run  here. 

Those farthest out will have to flee for the forest.” 

Rowan met Aelin’s stare. 

Her hands began shaking. 

 This  cannot  end  here,  she  seemed  to  say.  Panic—panic  indeed  flared  in  her eyes. Rowan gripped her trembling hand and squeezed. 

But there was no truth or lie that might soothe her. 

No truth or lie to save the army on the plain. 

Elide found her companions and their allies not in a council room, but gathered

on the battlements. As if bodies and gore didn’t lie around them. 

She cringed at each step through blood both black and red, trying not to meet

the sightless eyes of fallen soldiers. She’d been sent by Yrene to see how Chaol fared—a panting, fearful question from a wife who had not heard anything of his

fate since the battle began. 

After hours helping the healers, Elide had been desperate to escape the room

that reeked of blood and refuse. Yet any relief at the fresh air, at the ended battle, 

had been short-lived when she saw the bloody battlements. When she noted her

companions’ pale faces, their tense words. All of them were gazing between the

mountains and the battlefield. 

Something had gone wrong. Something  was wrong. 

The battlefield stretched into the distance, healers darting amongst the felled

bodies  with  white  banners  high  to  indicate  their  locations.  So  many.  So  many dead and wounded. A sea of them. 

Elide reached Chaol’s side just as Nesryn Faliq leaped atop her beautiful ruk, 

launching into a dive for the army below. No—the other ruks. 

Elide laid a hand on Lord Chaol’s shoulder, drawing his attention from where

he watched Nesryn fly off. Blood-splattered, but his bronze eyes were clear. 

And full of terror. 

Any  message  that  Yrene  had  given  Elide  faded  from  her  memory.  “What’s

wrong?” 

It was Aelin who answered, her bloodied armor strange and ancient. A vision

of old. “The dam is going to break,” the queen said hoarsely. “And wipe away

anyone on the plain.” 

Oh gods. Oh gods. 

Elide glanced between them, and knew the answer to her next question:  What

 can be done? 

Nothing. 

Ruks  took  to  the  skies,  flapping  toward  them,  soldiers  in  their  talons  and

clinging to their backs. 

“Has anyone warned the healers?” Elide pointed to the white banners waving

so far out into the plain. “The Healer on High?” Hafiza was down there, Yrene

had said. 

Silence.  Then  Prince  Sartaq  swore  in  his  own  tongue,  and  sprinted  for  his

golden ruk. He was spearing for the battlefield within seconds, his shouts ringing

out. Kadara dipped every few moments, and when she rose again, another small

figure was in her talons. Healers. Grabbing as many of them as he could. 

Elide  whirled  to  her  companions  as  soldiers  began  running  for  the  keep, 

trampling  corpse  and  injured  alike.  Orders  went  out  in  the  language  of  the

southern continent, and more soldiers on the battlefield leaped into action. 

“What else—what else can we do?” Elide demanded. Aelin and Rowan only

stared toward the battlefield, watching with Fenrys and Gavriel as the ruks raced

to  save  as  many  as  they  could.  Behind  them,  Princess  Hasar  paced,  and  Chaol and his father murmured about where they might fit everyone in the keep. Those

who survived. 

Elide looked at them again. Looked at all of them. 

And then asked quietly, “Where is Lorcan?” 

None of them turned. 

Elide asked, louder, “Where is Lorcan?” 

Gavriel’s tawny eyes scanned hers, confusion dancing there. “He … he went

out  onto  the  battlefield  during  the  fighting.  I  saw  him  just  before  the  khagan’s troops reached him.” 

“Where  is he?” Elide’s voice broke. Fenrys faced her now. Then Rowan and

Aelin. Elide begged, voice breaking, “Where is Lorcan? ” 

From their stunned silence, she knew they hadn’t so much as wondered. 

Elide  whirled  to  the  battlefield.  To  that  endless  stretch  of  fallen  bodies. 

Soldiers fleeing. Many of the wounded being abandoned where they lay. 

So many bodies. So, so many soldiers down there. 

“Where.” No one answered. Elide pointed toward the battlefield and snarled

at Gavriel, “Where did you see him join with the khagan’s forces?” 

“Nearly on the other side of the field,” Gavriel answered, voice strained, and

pointed across the plain. “I—I didn’t see him after that.” 

“Shit,” Fenrys breathed. 

Rowan said to him, “Use your magic. Jump to the field, find him, and bring

him back.” 

Relief crumpled Elide’s chest. 

Until Fenrys said, “I can’t.” 

“You didn’t use it once during the battle,” Rowan challenged. “You should be

fully primed to do it.” 

Fenrys  blanched  beneath  the  blood  on  his  face,  and  cast  pleading  eyes  to

Elide. “I can’t.” 

Silence fell on the battlements. 

Then  Rowan  growled,  “You  won’t.”  He  pointed  with  a  bloody  finger  to  the

battlefield.  “You’d  let  him  die,  and  for  what?  Aelin  forgave  him.”  His  tattoo scrunched as he snarled again. “Save him.” 

Fenrys swallowed. But Aelin said, “Leave it, Rowan.” 

Rowan snarled at her too. 

She snarled right back. “Leave it.” 

Some  unspoken  conversation  passed  between  them,  and  the  hope  flaring  in

Elide’s chest went out as Rowan backed down. Gave Fenrys an apologetic nod. 

Fenrys, looking like he was going to be sick, just faced the battlefield again. 

Elide backed away a step. Then another. 

Lorcan couldn’t be dead. 

She would know if he were dead. She would  know it, in her heart, her soul, if

he were gone. 

He  was  down  there.  He  was  down  there,  in  that  army,  perhaps  injured  and

bleeding out—

No  one  stopped  her  as  Elide  raced  inside  the  keep.  Each  step  limped,  pain

cracking through her leg, but she didn’t falter as she hit the interior stairwell and

plunged into the chaos. 

She had made him a promise. 

She had sworn him an oath, all those months ago. 

 I will always find you. 

Soldiers and healers fled up the stairs, shoving past Elide. The shouting was

near-deafening,  bouncing  off  the  ancient  stones.  She  battled  her  way  down, 

sobbing through her teeth. 

 I will always find you. 

Pushing,  elbowing,  bellowing  at  the  frantic  people  who  ran  past  her,  Elide

fought for each step downward. Toward the gates. 

People  screamed,  a  never-ending  flood  surging  up  the  stairs.  Still  Elide

pushed her way down, losing a step here, another there. They did not even look

at  her,  even  try  to  clear  a  way  as  they  flowed  upward.  It  was  only  when  Elide lost another step that she roared into the stairwell, “Clear a path for the queen! ” 

No one listened, so she did it again. She filled her voice with command, with

every  ounce  of  power  that  she’d  seen  the  Fae  males  use  to  intimidate  their

opponents. “Clear a path for the queen! ” 

This time, people pressed against the walls. Elide took the small opening, and

screamed her order again and again, ankle barking with every step down. 

But she made it. Made it to the chaotic lower level, to the open gates teeming

with  soldiers.  Beyond  them,  bodies  stretched  into  the  horizon.  Warriors  and

healers  and  those  bearing  the  wounded  rushed  toward  any  stairwell  they  could

find. 

Elide managed all of five limping steps toward the open gate before she knew

it  would  be  impossible.  To  cross  the  field,  to   find  him  on  the  endless  plain, before that dam burst and he was swept away. Before he was gone forever. 

He was not dead. 

He was  not dead. 

 I will always find you. 

Elide scanned the gates, the skies for any sign of a ruk that might carry her. 

But  they  soared  to  the  upper  levels,  crawling  with  soldiers  and  healers,  some even depositing their charges onto the mountain face itself. And at ground level, 

none would hear her cries for help. 

No soldiers would stop, either. 

Elide scanned the other end of the gates’ entryway. 

Beheld  the  horses  being  led  out  from  their  stables  by  frantic  handlers,  the

beasts bucking at the panic around them as they were hauled toward the teeming

ramps. 

A black mare reared, her cry a sharp warning before she slashed her hooves at

the  handler.  Lord  Chaol’s  horse.  The  handler  shrieked  and  fell  back,  barely

grasping the reins as the horse stomped, her ears flat to her head. 

Elide  did  not  think.  Did  not  reconsider.  She  limped  for  the  horses  and  the

stables. 

She  said  to  the  frantic  handler,  still  backing  away  from  the  half-wild  horse, 

“I’ll get her.” 

The man, white-faced, threw her the reins. “Good luck.” Then he, too, ran. 

The  mare—Farasha—yanked  so  hard  on  the  reins  that  Elide  was  nearly

hurled across the stones. But she planted her feet, leg screaming, and said to the

horse, “I have need of you, fierce-heart.” She met Farasha’s dark, raging eyes. “I

have need of you.” Her voice broke. “Please.” 

And gods above, that horse stilled. Blinked. 

Horses  and  handlers  streamed  past  them,  but  Elide  held  firm.  Waited  until

Farasha lowered her head, as if in permission. 

The  stirrups  were  low  enough  thanks  to  Lord  Chaol’s  long  legs  that  Elide

could  reach  them.  She  still  bit  down  on  her  shout  as  her  weight  settled  on  her bad ankle, as she  pushed, and heaved herself into Farasha’s fine saddle. A small mercy, that they had not even had time to unsaddle the horses after battle. A set

of  what  seemed  to  be  braces  hung  from  its  sides,  surely  to  keep  Lord  Chaol stabilized,  and  Elide  unhooked  them.  Any  weight,  anything  to  slow  her,  had  to be discarded. 

Elide gathered the reins. “To the battlefield, Farasha.” 

With a whinnying cry, Farasha plunged into the fray. 

Soldiers leaped from their path, and Elide did not stop to apologize, did not

stop  for  anyone,  as  she  and  the  black  mare  charged  toward  the  gates.  Then

through them. 

And onto the plain. 

CHAPTER 60

Rowan knew his magic would merely delay the inevitable. He’d debated flying

to the dam, to see if he might hold the structure in place for just long enough, if

he could not halt the river entirely, but the force of the thing on the other side …

it could not be stopped. 

Soldiers and healers raced for the keep, the ruks darting across the battlefield

to bear those first in the water’s path to safety. But not fast enough. Even without

knowing when the dam would break, it would not be fast enough. 

Was Lorcan currently amongst those running, or had he managed to get onto a

ruk? 

“The power,” Fenrys said quietly to him, gripping the gore-slick wall. “It was

the one thing Connall and I shared.” 

“I know,” Rowan said. He shouldn’t have pushed. “I’m sorry.” 

Fenrys just nodded. “I haven’t been able to stomach it since then. I—I’m not

even certain I  can use it again,” he said, and repeated, “I’m sorry.” 

Rowan clapped him on the shoulder. Another thing he’d make Maeve pay for. 

“You might not have even found him, anyway.” 

Fenrys’s jaw tightened. “He could be anywhere.” 

“He could be dead,” murmured Princess Hasar. 

“Or  injured,”  Chaol  cut  in,  wheeling  to  the  wall’s  edge  to  survey  the

battlefield below and distant dam beyond it. 

Aelin, a few feet away, gazed toward it as well, her blood-soaked hair ripping

free  of  its  braid  in  the  harsh  wind.  Flowing  toward  those  mountains,  the

destruction that would soon be unleashed. 

She  said  nothing.  Had  done  nothing  since  Nesryn  and  Sartaq  brought  the

news. Her exact sort of nightmare, he realized, to be unable to help, to be forced

to watch while others suffered. No words could comfort her, no words could fix

this. Stop this. 

“I could try to track him,” Gavriel offered. 

Rowan  shook  off  his  creeping  dread.  “I’ll  fly  out,  try  to  pinpoint  him,  and signal back to you—” 

“Don’t bother,” said Princess Hasar, and Rowan was about to snarl his retort

when she pointed to the battlefield. “She’s already ahead of you.” 

Rowan whirled, the others following suit. 

“No,” Fenrys breathed. 

There, galloping across the plain on a familiar black horse, was Elide. 

“Farasha,” Chaol murmured. 

“She’ll  be  killed,”  said  Gavriel,  tensing  as  if  he  might  jump  off  the

battlements and chase after her. “She’ll be—” 
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Farasha  leaped  over  fallen  bodies,  weaving  between  the  injured  and  dead, 

Elide  twisting  this  way  and  that  in  the  saddle.  And  from  the  distance,  Rowan could make out her mouth moving, shouting one word, one name, over and over. 

 Lorcan. 

“If any of you go down there,” Hasar warned, “you’ll be killed, too.” 

It  went  against  every  instinct,  against  the  centuries  of  training  and  fighting he’d  done  with  Lorcan,  but  the  princess  was  right.  To  lose  one  life  was  better than several. Especially when he would need his cadre so badly during the rest

of this war. 

Lorcan would agree—had taught Rowan to make those sorts of hard calls. 

Still  Aelin  remained  silent,  as  if  she’d  descended  deep  within  herself,  and

gazed at the battlefield. 

At the small rider and the mighty horse racing across it. 

Farasha was a tempest beneath her, but the mare did not seek to unseat Elide as

they thundered across the body-strewn plain. 

 “Lorcan!” 

Her shout was swallowed by the wind, by the screams of fleeing soldiers and

people, by the shriek of the ruks above. “Lorcan! ” 

She searched every corpse she passed for a hint of that shining black hair, that

harsh  face.  So  many.  The  field  of  the  dead  stretched  on  forever,  bodies  piled several deep. 

Farasha  leaped  over  them,  cutting  sharp  turns  as  Elide  pivoted  to  look  and

look and look. 

Darghan  horses  and  riders  ran  past.  Some  to  the  keep,  some  to  the  distant

forest along the horizon. Farasha wove between them, biting at those in her path. 

“Lorcan! ” How small her cry sounded, how feeble. 

Still the dam held. 

 I will always find you. 

And  her  words,  her  stupid,  hateful  words  to  him  …  Had  she  done  this? 

Brought this upon him? Asked some god to do this? 

Her words had all melted away the moment she’d realized he was not on the

battlements. The past few months had melted away entirely. 

 “Lorcan!” 

Unfaltering, Farasha kept moving, her black mane streaming in the wind. 

The dam had to hold. It  would hold. Until she brought him back to the keep. 

So Elide did not stop, did not look toward the doom that lurked, waiting to be

unleashed. 

She rode, and rode, and rode. 

Atop  the  battlement,  Chaol  didn’t  know  what  to  watch:  the  dam,  the  people

fleeing  its  oncoming  destruction,  or  the  young  Lady  of  Perranth,  racing  across the battlefield atop his horse. 
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A  warm  hand  settled  on  his  shoulder,  and  he  knew  it  was  Yrene  without

turning.  “I  just  heard  about  the  dam.  I’d  sent  Elide  to  see  if  you  were  …”  His wife’s  words  trailed  off  as  she  beheld  the  lone  rider  charging   away  from  the masses thundering for the keep. 

“Silba save her,” Yrene whispered. 

“Lorcan’s down there,” was all Chaol said by way of explanation. 

The  Fae  males  were  taut  as  bowstrings  while  the  young  woman  crossed  the

battlefield  bit  by  bit.  The  odds  of  her  finding  Lorcan,  let  alone  before  the  dam burst …

Still Elide kept riding. Racing against death itself. 

Princess Hasar said quietly, “The girl is a fool. The bravest I’ve ever seen, but

a fool nonetheless.” 

Aelin  said  nothing,  her  eyes  distant.  Like  she’d  retreated  into  herself  at  the realization that this sliver of hope was about to be washed away. Her friends with

it. 

“Hellas  guards  Lorcan,”  Fenrys  murmured.  “And  Anneith,  his  consort, 

watches over Elide. Perhaps they will find each other.” 

“Hellas’s horse,” Chaol said. 

They turned toward him, dragging their eyes from the field. 

Chaol  shook  his  head  and  gestured  to  the  field,  to  the  black  mare  and  her

rider. “I call Farasha Hellas’s horse. I’ve done so from the moment I met her.” 

As if meeting that horse, bringing her here, was not as much for him as it was

for this. For this desperate race across an endless battlefield. 

Yrene clasped his hand, like she understood, too. 

Silence fell along their section of the battlement. There were no words left to

say. 

 “Lorcan!” 

Elide’s  voice  broke  on  the  cry.  She’d  lost  count  of  how  many  times  she’d

shouted it now. 

No sign of him. 

She aimed for the lake. Closer to the dam. He would have chosen the lake for

its defensive advantages. 

Bodies  were  a  blur  beneath,  around  them.  So  many  Valg  lying  on  the  field. 

Some  reached  pale  hands  for  Farasha.  As  if  they’d  grab  her,  rip  her  apart,  beg her for help. 

The mare trampled them into the mud, bone snapping and skulls cracking. 

He had to be out here. Had to be somewhere. Alive—hurt, but alive. 

She knew it. 

The lake was a gray sprawl to her left, a mockery of the hell to be unleashed

at any moment. 

 “Lorcan!” 

They’d reached the heart of the battlefield, and Elide slowed Farasha enough

to stand in the stirrups, biting down on the agony in her ankle. She had never felt

so small, so inconsequential. A speck of nothing in this doomed sea. 

Elide  dropped  back  into  the  saddle,  nudged  the  horse  with  her  heels,  and

tugged Farasha farther toward the glittering silver expanse. He had to have gone

to the lake. 

The horse plunged into motion, her chest heaving like a mighty bellows. 

On and on, black and golden armor, blood and snow and mud. The dam still

held. 

But there—

Elide yanked on the reins, slowing the charging horse. 

There, not too far from the water’s edge, lay a patch of felled Morath soldiers. 

A  swath  of  them.  Not  a  single  set  of  golden  armor.  Even  where  the  khagan’s army  had  swept  through,  they  had  lost  soldiers.  The  distribution  across  the

battlefield  had  by  no  means  been  even,  but  there   had  been  corpses  in  golden armor amongst the mass of black. 

Yet  here,  there  were  none.  No  arrows  or  spears,  either,  to  account  for  the

felling of so many. 

A veritable road of Valg demons flowed ahead. 

Elide  followed  it.  Scanned  every  corpse,  every  helmeted  face,  her  mouth

going dry. On and on, the wake of his destruction went. 

So many. He had killed so many. 

Her  breath  rasped  in  her  throat  as  they  neared  the  end  of  that  trail  of  death, where golden bodies again began to appear. 

Nothing. Elide halted Farasha. Gavriel had said he’d last seen him right here. 

Had he plunged behind their ally’s lines and moved on from there? 

He might have walked off this field, she realized. Might currently be back at

the keep, or in Oakwald, and she would have ridden here for nothing—

“Lorcan! ”  She  screamed  it,  so  loud  it  was  a  wonder  her  throat  didn’t  bleed. 

“Lorcan! ” 

The dam remained intact. Which of her breaths would be her last? 

 “LORCAN!” 

A pained groan answered from behind. 

Elide twisted in the saddle and scanned the path of Valg dead behind her. 

A broad, tanned hand rose from beneath a thick pile of them, and fought for

purchase on a soldier’s breastplate. Not twenty feet away. 

A sob cracked from her, and Farasha cantered toward that straining, bloodied

hand.  The  horse  skidded  to  a  halt,  gore  flying  from  her  hooves.  Elide  threw herself from the saddle before scrambling toward him. 

Armor and blades sliced into her, dead flesh slapping against her skin as she

shoved away demon corpses, grunting at their weight. Lorcan met her halfway, 

that hand becoming an arm, then two—pushing off the bodies piled atop him. 

Elide  reached  him  just  as  he’d  managed  to  dislodge  a  soldier  sprawled  over

him. 

Elide took one look at the injury to Lorcan’s middle and tried not to fall to her

knees. 

His blood leaked everywhere, the wound not closed—not in the way that Fae should  be  able  to  heal  themselves.  The  injury  that  had  felled  him  would  have been catastrophic, if it had taken all his power to heal him this little. 

But she did not say that. Did not say anything other than, “The dam is about

to break.” 

Black  blood  splattered  Lorcan’s  ashen  face,  his  dark  eyes  fogged  with  pain. 

Elide braced her feet, swallowing her scream of pain, and gripped him under the

shoulders. “We need to get you out of here.” 

His breathing was a wet rasp as she tried to lift him. He might as well have

been a boulder, might as well have been as immovable as the keep itself. 

“Lorcan,” she begged, voice breaking. “We have to get you out of here.” 

His  legs  shifted,  drawing  an  agonized  groan.  She  had  never  heard  him  so

much as whimper. Had never seen him unable to rise. 

“Get up,” she said. “Get up.” 

Lorcan’s hands gripped her waist, and Elide couldn’t stop her cry of pain at

the  weight  he  placed  on  her,  the  bones  in  her  foot  and  ankle  grinding  together. 

His legs not even kneeling beneath him, he paused. 

“Do it,” she begged him. “Get up.” 

But his dark eyes shifted to the horse. 

Farasha approached, steps unsteady over the corpses. She did not so much as

flinch  as  Lorcan  grasped  the  bottom  straps  of  the  saddle,  his  other  hand  on Elide’s shoulder, and moved his legs under him again. 

His breathing turned jagged. Fresh blood dribbled from his stomach, flowing

over the crusted remains on his jacket and pants. 

As  he  began  to  rise,  Elide  beheld  the  wound  slicing  up  the  left  side  of  his back. 

Flesh lay open—bone peeking through. 

Oh gods. Oh gods. 

Elide ducked further under him, until his arm was slung across her shoulders. 

Thighs burning, ankle shrieking, Elide pushed  up. 

Lorcan pulled at the same time, Farasha holding steady. He groaned again, his

body teetering—

 “Don’t stop,”  Elide hissed.  “Don’t you dare stop.” 

His breath came in shallow gasps, but Lorcan got his feet under him, inch by

inch.  Slipping  his  arm  from  Elide’s  shoulder,  he  lurched  to  grip  the  saddle.  To cling to it. 

He panted and panted, fresh blood sliding from his back, too. 

This ride would be agony. But they had no choice. None at all. 

“Now  up.”  She  didn’t  let  him  hear  her  terror  and  despair.  “Get  into  that

saddle.” 

He  leaned  his  brow  against  Farasha’s  dark  side.  Swaying  enough  that  Elide

wrapped a careful arm around his waist. 

“You  didn’t  rutting  die,”  she  snapped.  “And  you’re  not  dead  yet.  We’re  not dead yet. So  get in that saddle.” 

When  Lorcan  did  nothing  other  than  breathe  and  breathe  and  breathe,  Elide spoke again. 

“I promised to always find you. I promised you, and you promised me. I came

for  you  because  of  it;  I  am  here  because  of  it.  I  am  here  for   you,  do  you understand? And if we don’t get onto that horse  now, we won’t stand a chance

against that dam. We will die.” 

Lorcan  panted  for  another  heartbeat.  Then  another.  And  then,  gritting  his

teeth,  his  hands  white-knuckled  on  the  saddle,  he  lifted  his  leg  enough  to  slide one foot into the stirrup. 

Now would be the true test: that mighty push upward, the swinging of his leg

over Farasha’s body, to the other side of the saddle. 

Elide positioned herself at his back, so careful of the terrible slash down his

body.  Her  feet  sank  ankle-deep  into  freezing  mud.  She  didn’t  dare  look  toward the dam. Not yet. 

“Get  up.”  Her  command  barked  over  the  panicked  cries  of  the  fleeing

soldiers. “Get in that saddle  now.” 

Lorcan didn’t move, his body trembling. 

Elide screamed, “Get up now! ” And shoved him upward. 

Lorcan  let  out  a  bellow  that  rang  in  her  ears.  The  saddle  groaned  at  his

weight, and blood gushed from his wounds, but then he was rising into the air, 

toward the horse’s back. 

Elide  threw  her  weight  into  him,  and  something  cracked  in  her  ankle,  so

violently  that  pain  burst  through  her,  blinding  and  breathless.  She  stumbled, 

losing her grip. But Lorcan was up, his leg over the other side of the horse. He

slouched over it, an arm cradling his abdomen, dark hair hanging low enough to

brush Farasha’s back. 

Clenching her jaw against the pain in her ankle, Elide straightened, and eyed

the distance. 

A long, bloodied arm dropped into her line of sight. An offer up. 

She  ignored  it.  She’d  gotten  him  into  the  saddle.  She  wasn’t  about  to  send

him flying off it again. 

Elide backed a step, limping. 

Not  allowing  herself  to  register  the  pain,  Elide  ran  the  few  steps  to  Farasha and leaped. 

Lorcan’s hand gripped the back of her jacket, the breath going from her as her

stomach hit the unforgiving lip of the saddle, and Elide clawed for purchase. 

The strength in Lorcan’s arm didn’t waver as he pulled her almost across his

lap. As he grunted in pain while she righted herself. 

But  she  made  it.  Got  her  legs  on  either  side  of  the  horse,  and  took  up  the reins. Lorcan looped his arm around her waist, his brutalized body a solid mass

at her back. 

Elide at last dared to look at the dam. A ruk soared from it, frantically waving

a golden banner. 

Soon. It would break soon. 

Elide  gathered  Farasha’s  reins.  “To  the  keep,  friend,”  she  said,  digging  her heels into the horse’s side. “Faster than the wind.” 

Farasha  obeyed.  Elide  rocked  back  into  Lorcan  as  the  mare  launched  into  a

gallop, earning another groan of pain. But he remained in the saddle, despite the

pounding steps that drew agonized breaths from him. 

“Faster,  Farasha! ”  Elide  called  to  the  horse  as  she  steered  her  toward  the keep, the mountain it had been built into. 

Nothing had ever seemed so distant. 

Far  enough  that  she  could  not  see  if  the  keep’s  lower  gate  was  still  open.  If anyone held it, waited for them. 

 Hold the gate. 

 Hold the gate. 

Every  thunderous  beat  of  Farasha’s  hooves,  over  the  corpses  of  the  fallen, 

echoed Elide’s silent prayer as they raced across the endless plain. 

 Hold the gate. 

CHAPTER 61

Agony was a song in Lorcan’s blood, his bones, his breath. 

Every  step  of  the  horse,  every  leap  she  made  over  body  and  debris,  sent  it ringing  afresh.  There  was  no  end,  no  mercy  from  it.  It  was  all  he  could  do  to keep in the saddle, to cling to consciousness. 

To keep his arm around Elide. 

She had come for him. Had found him, somehow, on this endless battlefield. 

His  name  on  her  lips  had  been  a  summons  he  could  never  deny,  even  when

death  had  held  him  so  gently,  nestled  beneath  all  those  he’d  felled,  and  waited for his last breaths. 

And now, charging toward that too-distant keep, so far behind the droves of

soldiers and riders racing for the gates, he wondered if these minutes would be

his last. Her last. 

She had come for him. 

Lorcan managed to glance toward the dam on their right. Toward the ruk rider

signaling  that  it  was  only  a  matter  of  minutes  until  it  unleashed  hell  over  the plain. 

He didn’t know how it had become weakened. Didn’t care. 

Farasha leaped over a pile of Valg bodies, and Lorcan couldn’t stop his moan

as warm blood dribbled down his front and back. 


Still  Elide  kept  urging  the  horse  onward,  kept  them  on  as  straight  a  path

toward the distant keep as possible. 

No  ruk  would  come  to  sweep  them  up.  No,  his  luck  had  been  spent  in

surviving this long, in her finding him. His power would do nothing against that

water. 

The  farthest  lines  of  panicked  soldiers  appeared,  and  Farasha  charged  past

them. 

Elide let out a sob, and he followed the line of her sight. 

To the keep gate, still open. 

“Faster,  Farasha! ”  She  didn’t  hide  the  raw  terror  in  her  voice,  the

desperation. 

Once  the  dam  broke,  it  would  take  less  than  a  minute  for  the  tidal  wave  to reach them. 

She had come for him. She had found him. 

The  world  went  quiet.  The  pain  in  his  body  faded  into  nothing.  Into

something secondary. 

Lorcan slid his other arm around Elide, bringing his mouth close to her ear as

he said, “You have to let me go.” 

Each word was gravelly, his voice strained nearly to the point of uselessness. 
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Elide didn’t shift her focus from the keep ahead. “No.” 

That gentle quiet flowed around him, clearing the fog of pain and battle. “You

have to. You have to, Elide. I’m too heavy—and without my weight, you might

make it to the keep in time.” 

“No.” The salt of her tears filled his nose. 

Lorcan brushed his mouth over her damp cheek, ignoring the roaring pain in

his body. The horse galloped and galloped, as if she might outrace death itself. 

“I love you,” he whispered in Elide’s ear. “I have loved you from the moment

you picked up that axe to slay the ilken.” Her tears flowed past him in the wind. 

“And I will be with you …” His voice broke, but he made himself say the words, 

the truth in his heart. “I will be with you  always.” 

He was not frightened of what would come for him once he tumbled off the

horse. He was not frightened at all, if it meant her reaching the keep. 

So Lorcan kissed Elide’s cheek again, allowed himself to breathe in her scent

one  last  time.  “I  love  you,”  he  repeated,  and  began  to  withdraw  his  arms  from around her waist. 

Elide  slapped  a  hand  onto  his  forearm.  Dug  in  her  nails,  right  into  his  skin, fierce as any ruk. 

“No.” 

There were no tears in her voice. Nothing but solid, unwavering steel. 

“No,” she said again. The voice of the Lady of Perranth. 

Lorcan tried to move his arm, but her grip would not be dislodged. 

If he tumbled off the horse, she would go with him. 

Together. They would either outrun this or die together. 

“Elide—” 

But Elide slammed her heels into the horse’s sides. 

Slammed her heels into the dark flank and screamed, “FLY, FARASHA.”  She

cracked the reins. “FLY, FLY, FLY! ” 

And gods help her, that horse did. 

As if the god that had crafted her filled the mare’s lungs with his own breath, 

Farasha gave a surge of speed. 

Faster than the wind. Faster than death. 

Farasha  cleared  the  first  of  the  fleeing  Darghan  cavalry.  Passed  desperate

horses and riders at an all-out gallop for the gates. 

Her mighty heart did not falter, even when Lorcan knew it was raging to the

point of bursting. 

Less than a mile stood between them and the keep. 

But a thunderous, groaning crack cleaved the world, echoing off the lake, the

mountains. 

There  was  nothing  he  could  do,  nothing  that  brave,  unfaltering  horse  could

do, as the dam ruptured. 

Rowan  began  praying  for  those  on  the  plain,  for  the  army  about  to  be  wiped away, as the dam broke. 

Standing  a  few  feet  away,  Yrene  was  whispering  her  prayers,  too.  To  Silba, the goddess of gentle deaths.  May it be quick, may it be painless. 

A wall of water, large as a mountain, broke free. And rushed toward the city, 

the plain, with the wrath of a thousand years of confinement. 

“They’re  not  going  to  make  it,”  Fenrys  hissed,  eyes  on  Lorcan  and  Elide, 

galloping toward them. So close—so close, and yet that wave would arrive in a

matter of seconds. 

Rowan  made  himself  stand  there,  to  watch  the  last  moments  of  the  Lady  of

Perranth  and  his  former  commander.  It  was  all  he  could  offer:  witnessing  their deaths, so he might tell the story to those he encountered. So they would not be

forgotten. 

The roaring of the oncoming wave became deafening, even from miles away. 

Still Elide and Lorcan raced, Farasha passing horse after horse after horse. 

Even  up  here,  would  they  escape  the  wave’s  reach?  Rowan  dared  to  survey

the battlements, to assess if he needed to get the others, needed to get Aelin, to

higher ground. 

But Aelin was not at his side. 

She was not on the battlement at all. 

Rowan’s heart halted. Simply stopped beating as a ruddy-brown ruk dropped

from the skies, spearing for the center of the plain. 

Arcas, Borte’s ruk. A golden-haired woman dangling from his talons. 

Aelin. Aelin was—

Arcas neared the earth, talons splaying. Aelin hit the ground, rolling, rolling, 

until she uncoiled to her feet. 

Right in the path of that wave. 

“Oh gods,” Fenrys breathed, seeing her, too. 

They all saw her. 

The queen on the plain. 

The endless wall of water surging for her. 

The keep stones began shuddering. Rowan threw out a hand to brace himself, 

fear  like  nothing  he  had  known  ripping  through  him  as  Aelin  lifted  her  arms above her head. 

A pillar of fire shot up around her, lifting her hair with it. 

The wave roared and roared for her, for the army behind her. 

The shaking in the keep was not from the wave. 

It was not from that wall of water at all. 

Cracks formed in the earth, splintering across it. Spiderwebbing from Aelin. 

“The hot springs,” Chaol breathed. “The valley floor is full of veins into the

earth itself.” 

Into the burning heart of the world. 

The keep shook, more violently this time. 

The pillar of fire sucked back into Aelin. She held out a hand before her, her

fist closed. 

As if it would halt the wave in its tracks. 

He knew then. Either as her mate or  carranam, he knew. 

“Three months,” Rowan breathed. 

The others stilled. 

“Three months,” he said again, his knees wobbling. “She’s been making the

descent into her power for three months.” 

Every day she had been with Maeve, bound in iron, she had gone deeper. And

she had not tapped too far into that power since they’d freed her because she had

 kept making the plunge. 

To gather up the full might of her magic. Not for the Lock, not for Erawan. 

But for Maeve’s death blow. 

A  few  weeks  of  descent  had  taken  her  powers  to  devastating  levels.  Three

 months of it …

Holy gods. Holy rutting gods. 

And  when  her  fire  hit  the  wall  of  water  now  towering  over  her,  when  they

collided—

“GET  DOWN! ”  Rowan  bellowed,  over  the  screaming  waters.  “GET  DOWN

 NOW! ” 

His companions dropped to the stones, any within earshot doing the same. 

Rowan  plummeted  into  his  power.  Plummeted  into  it  fast  and  hard,  ripping

out any remaining shred of magic. 

Elide and Lorcan were still too far from the gates. Thousands of soldiers were

still too far from the gates as the wave crested above them. 

As Aelin opened her hand toward it. 

Fire erupted. 

Cobalt fire. The raging soul of a flame. 

A tidal wave of it. 

Taller than the raging waters, it blasted from her, flaring wide. 

The  wave  slammed  into  it.  And  where  water  met  a  wall  of  fire,  where  a

thousand years of confinement met three months of it, the world exploded. 

Blistering steam, capable of melting flesh from bone, shot across the plain. 

With a roar, Rowan threw all that remained of his magic toward the onslaught

of steam, a wall of wind that shoved it toward the lake, the mountains. 

Still  the  waters  came,  breaking  against  the  flames  that  did  not  so  much  as

yield an inch. 

Maeve’s death blow. Spent here, to save the army that might mean Terrasen’s

salvation. To spare the lives on the plain. 

Rowan gritted his teeth, panting against his fraying power. A burnout lurked, 

deadly close. 

The raging wave threw itself over and over and over into the wall of flame. 

Rowan  didn’t  see  if  Elide  and  Lorcan  made  it  into  the  keep.  If  the  other

soldiers and riders on the plain stopped to gape. 

Princess Hasar said, rising beside him, “That power is no blessing.” 

“Tell that to your soldiers,” Fenrys snarled, standing, too. 

“I did not mean it that way,” Hasar snipped, and awe was indeed stark on her
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face. 

Rowan leaned against the battlements, panting hard as he fought to keep the

lethal  steam  from  flowing  toward  the  army.  As  he  cooled  and  sent  it  whisking away. 

Solid  hands  slid  under  his  arms,  and  then  Fenrys  and  Gavriel  were  there, 

propping him up between them. 

A minute passed. Then another. 

The wave began to lower. Still the fire burned. 

Rowan’s head pounded, his mouth going dry. 

Time slipped from him. A coppery tang filled his mouth. 

The wave lowered farther, raging waters quieting. 

Then roaring turned to lapping, rapids into eddies. 

Until  the  wall  of  flame  began  to  lower,  too.  Tracking  the  waters  down  and

down and down. Letting them seep into the cracks of the earth. 

Rowan’s  knees  buckled,  but  he  held  on  to  his  magic  long  enough  for  the

steam to lessen. For it, too, to be calmed. 

It  filled  the  plain,  turning  the  world  into  drifting  mist.  Blocking  the  view  of the queen in its center. 

Then silence. Utter silence. 

Fire  flickered  through  the  mist,  blue  turning  to  gold  and  red.  A  muted, 

throbbing glow. 

Rowan spat blood onto the battlement stones, his breath like shards of glass in

his throat. 

The glowing flames shrank, steam rippling past. Until there was only a slim

pillar of fire, veiled in the mist-shrouded plain. 

Not a pillar of fire. 

But Aelin. 

Glowing white-hot. As if she had given herself so wholly to the flame that she

had become fire herself. 

 The Fire-Bringer someone whispered down the battlements. 

The mist rippled and billowed, casting her into nothing but a glowing effigy. 

The silence turned reverent. 

A gentle wind from the north swept down. The veil of mist pulled back, and

there she was. 

She  glowed  from  within.  Glowed  golden,  tendrils  of  her  hair  floating  on  a

phantom wind. 

“Mala’s Heir,” Yrene breathed. 

Down on the plain, Elide and Lorcan had halted. 

The  wind  pushed  away  more  of  the  drifting  mist,  clearing  the  land  beyond

Aelin. 

And  where  that  mighty,  lethal  wave  had  loomed,  where  death  had  charged

toward them, nothing remained at all. 

For three months, she had sung to the darkness and the flame, and they had sung

back. 

For  three  months,  she  had  burrowed  so  deep  inside  her  power  that  she  had

plundered undiscovered depths. While Maeve and Cairn had worked on her, she

had delved. Never letting them know what she mined, what she gathered to her, 

day by day by day. 

A death blow. One to wipe a dark queen from the earth forever. 

She’d kept that power coiled in herself even after she’d been freed from the

irons.  Had  struggled  to  keep  it  down  these  weeks,  the  strain  enormous.  Some

days, it had been easier to barely speak. Some days, swaggering arrogance had

been her key to ignoring it. 

Yet  when  she  had  seen  that  wave,  when  she  had  seen  Elide  and  Lorcan

choosing death together, when she had seen the army that might save Terrasen, 

she’d  known.  She’d  felt  the  fire  sleeping  under  this  city,  and  knew  they  had come here for a reason. 

She had come here for  this reason. 

A  river  still  flowed  from  the  dam,  harmless  and  small,  wending  toward  the

lake. 

Nothing more. 

Aelin lifted a glowing hand before her as blessed, cooling emptiness filled her

at last. 

Slowly, starting from her fingertips, the glow faded. 

As if she were forged anew, forged back into her body. 

Back into Aelin. 

Clarity,  sharp  and  crystal  clear,  filled  its  wake.  As  if  she  could  see  again, breathe again. 

Inch by inch, the golden glow faded into skin and bone. Into a woman once

more. 

Already, a white-tailed hawk launched skyward. 

But as the last of the glow faded, disappearing out through her toes, Aelin fell

to her knees. 

Fell to her knees in the utter silence of the world, and curled onto her side. 

She  had  the  vague  sense  of  strong,  familiar  arms  scooping  her  up.  Of  being

carried onto a broad feathery back, still in those arms. 

Of  soaring  through  the  skies,  the  last  of  the  mist  rippling  away  into  the

afternoon sun. 

And then sweet darkness. 

CHAPTER 62

The Crochans did not scatter to the winds. 

As one, the Thirteen and the Crochans flew to the southwest, toward the outer

reaches of the Fangs. To another secret camp, since the location of the other was

well  and  truly  compromised.  Farther  from  Terrasen,  but  closer  to  Morath,  at

least. 

A small comfort, Dorian thought, when they found a secure place to camp for

the night. The wyverns might have been able to keep going, but the Crochans on

their  brooms  could  not  fly  for  so  long.  They’d  flown  until  darkness  had  nearly blinded them all, landing only after the Shadows and Crochans had agreed on a

secure place to stay. 

Watches  were  set,  both  on  the  ground  and  in  the  sky.  If  the  two  surviving

Matrons  were  to  retaliate  for  their  humiliating  defeat,  it  would  be  now.  The Crochans  and  Asterin  had  spent  much  of  their  time  today  laying  misleading

tracks, but only time would tell if they’d escaped. 

The night was frigid enough that they took the time to erect tents, the wyverns

huddling  together  against  one  of  the  rocky  overhangs.  And  though  no  fires

would have been wiser, the cold threatened to be so lethal that Glennis had taken

the sacred flame from the glass orb where it was held while traveling and ignited

her fire. Others had followed suit, and while glamours would be in place to hide

the  camp,  the  fires,  from  enemy  eyes,  Dorian  couldn’t  entirely  forget  that  the Ironteeth Matrons had found them regardless. 

They hadn’t spoken of where they were going next. What they would do. If

they would part ways at last, or remain as one united group. 

Manon  had  not  asked  or  pushed  them  for  an  alliance,  to  go  to  war.  Hadn’t

demanded  to  know  where  they  flew,  such  was  their  dire  need  to  get  far  from their camp this morning. 

But tomorrow, Dorian thought as he slid under the blankets of his bedroll, a

lick of flame of his own making warming the space, tomorrow would force them

to confront a few things. 

Bone-tired,  chilled  despite  the  magic  that  warmed  him,  Dorian  slumped  his

head against the roll of supplies he used for a pillow. 

Sleep  had  almost  dragged  him  under  when  a  burst  of  cold  slithered  into  the

tent,  then  vanished.  He  knew  who  it  was  before  she  sat  beside  his  bedroll,  and when he opened his eyes, he found Manon with her knees drawn up, arms braced

atop them. 

She stared into the dimness of his tent, the space illumined with silvery light

from the glowing stars on her brow. 

“You don’t have to wear it all the time,” he said. “We’re allowed to take them

off.” 

Golden eyes slid toward him. “I’ve never seen you wear a crown.” 

“The past few months haven’t provided much access to the royal collection.” 

He  sat  up.  “And  I  hate  wearing  them  anyway.  They  dig  mercilessly  into  my

head.” 

A hint of a smile. “This is not so heavy.” 

“Since  it  seems  made  of  light  itself,  I’d  imagine  not.”  Though  that  crown

would weigh heavily in other ways, he knew. 

“So you’re talking to me,” she said, not bothering to segue gracefully. 

“I talked to you before.” 

“Is it because I am now queen?” 

“You were queen prior to today.” 

Her  golden  eyes  narrowed,  scanning  him  for  the  answer  she  sought.  Dorian

let her do it, and returned the favor. Her breathing was steady, her posture at ease

for once. 

“I  thought  it  would  be  more  satisfying.  To  see  her  run.”  Her  grandmother. 

“When you killed your father, what did you feel?” 

“Rage. Hate.” He didn’t balk from the truth in his words, the ugliness. 

She  chewed  on  her  lower  lip,  no  sign  of  those  iron  teeth.  A  rare,  silent

admission of doubt. “Do you think I should have killed her?” 

“Some  might  say  yes.  But  humiliating  her  like  that,”  he  said,  considering, 

“might  weaken  her  and  the  Ironteeth  forces  more  than  her  death.  Killing  her

might have rallied the Ironteeth against you.” 

“I killed the Yellowlegs Matron.” 

“You  killed  her,  spared  the  Blueblood  witch,  and  your  grandmother  fled. 

That’s  a  demoralizing  defeat.  Had  you  killed  them  all,  even  killed  just  your grandmother  and  the  Yellowlegs  Matron,  it  could  have  turned  their  deaths  into noble sacrifices on behalf of the Ironteeth Clans.” 

She  nodded,  her  golden  eyes  settling  on  him  again  with  that  preternatural

clarity and stillness. “I am sorry,” she said. “For how I spoke when I learned of

your plans to go to Morath.” 

He was stunned enough that he just blinked. Stunned enough that humor was

his  only  shield  as  he  said,  “Seems  like  that  Crochan  do-gooder  behavior  is

rubbing off on you, Manon.” 

A half smile at that. “Mother help me if I ever become so dull.” 

But  Dorian’s  amusement  faded  away.  “I  accept  your  apology.”  He  held  her

gaze, letting her see the truth in it. 

It  seemed  answer  enough  for  her.  Answer,  and  somehow  the  final  clue  to

what she sought. 

Her golden eyes guttered. “You’re leaving,” she breathed. “Tomorrow.” 

He didn’t bother to lie. “Yes.” 

It  was  time.  She  had  faced  her  grandmother,  had  challenged  what  she’d

created.  It  was  time  for  him  to  do  the  same.  He  didn’t  need  Damaris’s

confirming warmth or the spirits of the dead to tell him that. 

“How?” 

“You  witches  have  brooms  and  wyverns.  I’ve  learned  to  make  my  own

wings.” 

For a few breaths, she said nothing. Then she lowered her knees, twisting to

face him fully. “Morath is a death trap.” 

“It is.” 

“I—we cannot go with you.” 

“I know.” 

He could have sworn fear entered her eyes. Yet she didn’t rage at him, roar at

him—didn’t so much as snarl. She only asked, “You’re not afraid to go alone?” 

“Of course I’m afraid. Anyone in their right mind would be. But my task is

more important than fear, I think.” 

Anger flickered over her face, her shoulders tensing. 

Then it faded and was replaced by something he had seen only earlier today

—that queen’s face. Steady and wise, edged with sorrow and bright with clarity. 

Her eyes dipped to the bedroll, then lifted to meet his own. “And if I asked you

to stay?” 

The  question  also  took  him  by  surprise.  He  carefully  thought  through  his

answer. “I’d need a very convincing reason, I suppose.” 

Her  fingers  went  to  the  buckles  and  buttons  of  her  leathers,  and  began  to

loosen them. “Because I don’t want you to go,” was all she said. 

His heart thundered as she revealed inch after inch of bare, silken skin. Not a

seductive removal of her clothing, but rather an offer laid bare. 

Her fingers began to shake, and Dorian moved at last, helping her to remove

her boots, then her sword belt. He left her jacket open, the swells of her breasts

just visible between the lapels. They rose and fell in an uneven rhythm that only

turned  more  unsteady  as  she  reached  between  them  and  began  to  remove  his

own jacket. 

Dorian let her. Let her peel off his jacket, then the shirt beneath. 

Outside, the wind howled. 

And when they kneeled before each other, bare from the waist up, that crown

of  stars  still  atop  her  head,  Manon  said  softly,  “We  could  make  an  alliance. 

Between Adarlan, and the Crochans. And any Ironteeth who might follow me.” 

It  was  her  answer,  he  realized.  To  his  request  for  a  convincing  reason  to

remain. 

She took his hand, and interlaced their fingers. 

It was more intimate than anything they’d shared, more vulnerable than she’d

ever allowed herself to be. “An alliance,” she said, throat bobbing, “between you

and me.” 

Her golden eyes lifted to his, the offer gleaming there. 

To marry. To unite their peoples in the strongest, most unbreakable of terms. 

“You don’t want that,” he said with equal quiet. “You would never want to be

shackled to any man like that.” 

He could see the truth there, in her beautiful face. That she agreed with him. 

But  she  shook  her  head,  the  starlight  dancing  on  her  hair.  “The  Crochans  have not offered to fly to war. I have not yet dared ask them. But if I had the strength

of Adarlan beside me, perhaps they might be convinced at last.” 

If  they  had  not  been  convinced  by  today’s  triumph,  then  nothing  would

change  their  minds.  Even  their  queen  offering  up  the  freedom  she  craved  so

badly. 

That Manon would even consider it, though …

Dorian twined a wave of her silver hair around his finger. For a heartbeat, he

allowed himself to drink her in. 

She would be his wife, his queen. She was already his equal, his match, his

mirror in so many ways. And with their union, the world would know it. 

But  he  could  see  the  bars  of  the  cage  that  would  creep  closer,  tighter,  every day.  And  either  break  her  wholly,  or  turn  her  into  something  neither  of  them wished her to ever be. 

“You would marry me, all so we could aid Terrasen in this war?” 

“Aelin is willing to die to end this conflict. Why should she bear the brunt of

sacrifice?” 

And there it was, her answer, though he knew she didn’t realize it. 

Sacrifice. 

Dorian’s other hand went to the buttons of her pants, and freed them with a

few, deft maneuvers. Revealing the long, thick scar across her abdomen. 

Would  he  have  shown  the  restraint  that  Manon  did  today,  had  he  faced  her

grandmother? 

Absolutely not. 

He ran his fingers over the scar. Over it, and then up her stomach. Up and up, 

her skin pebbling beneath his touch, until he halted just over her heart. Until he

laid his palm flat against it, the curve of her breast rising to meet his hand with

each unsteady breath she took. 

“You  were  right,”  she  said  quietly.  “I  am  afraid.”  Manon  laid  her  hand  over his. “I am afraid that you will go into Morath and return as something I do not

know. Something I shall have to kill.” 

“I know.” Those same fears haunted his steps. 

Her fingers tightened on his, pressing harder. As if she were trying to imprint

his  hand  upon  the  heart  racing  beneath.  “Would  you  stay  here,  if  we  had  this alliance between us?” 

He heard every word left unspoken. 

So Dorian brushed his mouth against hers. Manon let out a small sound. 

Dorian kissed her again, and her tongue met his, hungry and searching. Then

her  hands  were  plunging  into  his  hair,  both  of  them  rising  onto  their  knees  to meet halfway. 

She  moaned,  her  hands  sliding  from  his  hair  down  his  chest,  down  to  his

pants. She stroked him through the material, and Dorian groaned into her mouth. 

Time spun out, and there was only Manon, a living blade in his arms. Their

pants  joined  their  shirts  and  jackets  on  the  ground,  and  then  he  was  laying  her
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upon his bedroll. 

Manon  drew  her  hands  from  him  to  remove  the  glittering  crown  atop  her

head,  but  he  halted  her  with  a  phantom  touch.  “Don’t,”  he  said,  voice  near-

guttural. “Leave it on.” 

Her  eyes  turned  to  molten  gold,  going  heavy-lidded  as  she  writhed,  tipping

her head back. 

His mouth went dry at the beauty that threatened to undo him, the temptation

that his every instinct roared to claim. Not the body, but what she had offered. 

He almost said yes, then. 

Was  almost  selfish  enough,  greedy  enough  for  her,  that  he  nearly  said  yes. 

Yes, he would take her as his queen. So he might never have to say farewell to

this,  so  that  this  magnificent,  fierce  witch  might  remain  by  his  side  for  all  his days. 

Manon  reached  for  him,  fingers  digging  into  his  shoulders,  and  Dorian  rose

over her, finding her mouth in a plundering kiss. 

A shift of her hips, and he was buried, the heated silk of her enough to make

him forget that they had a camp around them, or kingdoms to protect. 

He did not bother with phantom touches. He wanted her all for himself, skin

to skin. 

Every thrust into her, Manon answered with a rolling, demanding movement

of her own.  Stay. The word echoed in each breath. 

Dorian  took  one  of  her  legs  and  hefted  it  higher,  angling  him  closer.  He

groaned  at  the  perfection  of  it,  and  Manon  swallowed  the  sound  with  a  kiss  of her own, a hand clamping on his backside to propel him harder, faster. 

Dorian  gave  Manon  what  she  wanted.  Gave  himself  what  he  wanted.  Over

and over and over. 

As if this might last forever. 

Manon’s breathing was as ragged as Dorian’s when they pulled apart at last. 

She could barely move her limbs, barely get down enough air as she gazed at

the tent ceiling. Dorian, as spent as she, didn’t bother to try to speak. 

What was left to be said anyway? 

She’d laid out what she wanted. Had spoken as much of the truth as she dared

voice. 

In its wake, a sated sort of clarity shone. Such as she had not felt in a long, 

long time. 

His sapphire eyes lingered on her face, and Manon turned toward him. Slowly

removed her crown of stars and set it aside. 

Then she drew up the blankets around them both. 

He didn’t so much as flinch as she scooted closer, into the solid muscle of his

body. 

No, Dorian only draped an arm over her, and pulled her tightly against him. 

Manon  was  still  listening  to  his  breathing  when  she  fell  asleep,  warm  in  his arms. 
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She awoke at dawn to a cold bed. 

Manon took one look at the empty place where the king had been, at the lack

of supplies and that ancient sword, and knew. 

Dorian had gone to Morath. And had taken the two Wyrdkeys with him. 

CHAPTER 63

Aedion and Kyllian kept their panicking troops in line as they marched, all the

way to the banks of the Florine. 

There  was  no  use  running  northward.  Not  when  the  bone  drums  began

pounding. And grew louder with every passing minute that Aedion ordered their

legion into formation. 

Stalking  for  the  front  lines,  his  armor  so  heavy  it  could  have  been  made  of stone, the lack of the ancient sword at his side like some phantom limb, Aedion

said to Ren, “I need you to do me a favor.” 

Ren, buckling on his quiver, didn’t bother to look up. “Don’t tell me to run.” 

“Never.”  Close—they  were  so  close  to  Theralis.  How  fitting  it  would  have

been to at last die on the field where Terrasen had fallen a decade ago. To have

his blood soak into the earth where so many of the court he’d loved had died, for

his bones to join theirs, unmarked on the plain. 

“I need you to call for aid.” 

Ren looked up then. His scarred face was leaner than it had been weeks ago. 

When  was  the  last  time  any  of  them  had  a  proper  meal?  Or  a  full  night’s  rest? 

Where  Lysandra  was,  what  form  she  wore,  Aedion  didn’t  know.  He  had  not

sought her out last night, and she had stayed away from him entirely. 

“I’m  no  one  now,”  Aedion  said,  the  lines  of  soldiers  parting  for  them.  Bane and Fae, Silent Assassin and Wendlynian and Wastes-hailing soldier alike. “But

you are Lord of Allsbrook. Send out messengers. Send out Nox Owen. Call for

aid. Dispatch them to every direction, to anyone they might find. Tell Nox and

the others to beg if they have to, but tell them to say that Terrasen calls for aid.” 

Only Aelin had the authority to do so, or Darrow and his council, but Aedion

didn’t care. 

Ren  halted,  and  Aedion  paused  with  him,  well  aware  of  the  soldiers  within

earshot.  Of  the  Fae  hearing  many  possessed.  Endymion  and  Sellene  already

stood by the front line of the left flank, their faces grave and weary. A home—

that was what they’d lost, what they now fought to gain. If any should survive

this.  What  would  his  father  make  of  his  son,  fighting  alongside  his  people  at last? 

“Will anyone come?” Ren asked, aware of those listening ears, too. Aware of

the grim faces that remained with them, despite the death that marched at their

backs. 

Aedion fitted his helmet onto his head, the metal bitingly cold. “None came

ten years ago. But maybe someone will bother this time.” 

Ren  gripped  his  arm,  tugging  him  close.  “There  might  be  nothing  left  to

defend, Aedion.” 

“Send  out  the  call  anyway.”  He  jerked  his  chin  to  the  lines  they’d  passed through. Ilias was polishing his blades amongst a cluster of his father’s assassins, 

his attention pinned on the enemy ahead. Preparing to make a final stand on this

snowy  plain  so  far  from  his  warm  desert.  “You  insist  I’m  still  your  general? 

Then here’s my final order. Call for aid.” 

A  muscle  feathered  in  Ren’s  jaw.  But  he  said,  “Consider  it  done.”  Then  he

was gone. 

They didn’t bother with good-byes. Their luck was bad enough. 

So  Aedion  continued,  alone,  to  the  front  lines.  Two  Bane  soldiers  stepped

aside  to  make  room,  and  Aedion  hefted  up  his  shield,  seamlessly  fitting  it

between  their  unified  front.  The  metal  wall  against  which  Morath  would  strike first, and hardest. 

The snows swirled, veiling all beyond a hundred or so feet. 

Yet the bone drums pounded louder. Soon the earth shook beneath marching

feet. 

Their  final  stand,  here  on  an  unnamed  field  before  the  Florine.  How  had  it

come to this? 

Aedion  drew  his  sword,  the  other  soldiers  following  suit,  the  cry  of  ringing metal cutting through the howling wind. 

Morath appeared, a line of solid black emerging from the snow. 

Each  foot  they  gained,  more  appeared  behind.  How  far  back  was  that  witch

tower? How soon would its power be unleashed? 

He prayed, for the sake of his soldiers, that it would be quick, and relatively

painless.  That  they  would  not  know  much  fear  before  they  were  blasted  into

ashes. 

The Bane didn’t clash their swords on their shields this time. 

There was only the marching of Morath, and the drums. 

Had they gone to Orynth when Darrow demanded, they would have made it. 

Had time to cross the bridge, or take the northern route. 

This defeat, these deaths, rested upon his shoulders alone. 

Down  the  line,  motion  caught  his  eye—just  as  a  fuzzy,  massive  head  poked

between Prince Galan and one of his remaining soldiers. A ghost leopard. 

Green eyes slid toward him, drained and bleak. 

Aedion  looked  away  first.  This  would  be  bad  enough  without  knowing  she

was here. That Lysandra would undoubtedly stay until she, too, fell. 

He prayed he went first. So he wouldn’t witness it. 

Morath drew close enough that Ren’s order to the archers rang out. 

Arrows flew, fading into the snows. 

Morath sent an answering volley that blotted out the watery light. 

Aedion angled his shield, crouching low. Every impact reverberated through

his bones. 

Grunts  and  screams  filled  their  side  of  the  battlefield.  When  the  volley

stopped, when they straightened again, many men did not rise with them. 

It was not arrows alone that had been fired, and now peppered the snow. 

But  heads.  Human  heads,  many  still  in  their  helmets.  Bearing  Ansel  of Briarcliff’s roaring wolf insignia. 

The rest of the army that she’d promised. That they’d been waiting for. 

They must have intercepted Morath—and been obliterated. 

Shouts rose from the army behind him as the realization rippled through the

ranks.  One  female  voice  in  particular  carried  over  the  din,  her  mournful  cry echoing through Aedion’s helmet. 

The milky, wide eyes of the decapitated head that had landed near his boots

stared skyward, the mouth still open in a scream of terror. 

How many had Ansel known? How many friends had been amongst them? 

It wasn’t the time to seek out the young queen, to offer his condolences. Not

when  neither  of  them  would  likely  survive  the  day.  Not  when  it  might  be  the heads of his own soldiers that were launched at Orynth’s walls. 

Ren ordered another volley, their arrows so few compared to what had been

unleashed seconds before.  A spattering of  rain compared to  a downpour. Many

found their marks, soldiers in dark armor going down. But they were replaced by

those behind them, mere cogs in some terrible machine. 

“We fight as one,” Aedion called down the line, forcing himself to ignore the

scattered heads. “We die as one.” 

A horn blared from deep within the enemy ranks. Morath began its all-out run

on their front line. 

Aedion’s  boots  dug  into  the  mud  as  he  braced  his  shield  arm.  Like  it  could possibly hold back the tide stretching into the horizon. 

He  counted  his  breaths,  knowing  they  were  limited.  A  ghost  leopard’s  snarl

ripped down the line, a challenge to the charging army. 

Fifty feet. Ren’s archers still fired fewer and fewer arrows. Forty. Thirty. 

The sword in his hand was no equal to the ancient blade he’d worn with such

pride. But he’d make it work. Twenty. Ten. 

Aedion sucked in a breath. The black, depthless eyes of the Morath soldiers

became clear beneath their helmets. 

Morath’s front line angled their swords, their spears—

Roaring fire blasted from the left flank. 

 His left flank. 

Aedion didn’t dare take his focus off the enemy upon him, but several of the

Morath soldiers did. 

He  slaughtered  them  for  it.  Slaughtered  their  stunned  companions,  too,  as

they whirled toward another blast of flame. 

Aelin.  Aelin—

Soldiers behind him shouted. In triumph and relief. 

“Close  the  gap,”  Aedion  growled  to  the  warriors  on  either  side  of  him,  and

pulled back enough to see the source of their salvation, free and safe at last—

It was not Aelin who unleashed fire upon the left flank. 

It was not Aelin at all who had crept up through the snow-veiled river. 

Ships  filled  the  Florine,  near-ghosts  in  the  swirling  snows.  Some  bore  the

banners of their united fleet. 

But many, so many he couldn’t count, bore a cobalt flag adorned with a green

sea dragon. 

Rolfe’s fleet. The Mycenians. 

Yet  there  was  no  sign  of  the  ancient  sea  dragons  who  had  once  gone  into

battle with them. Only human soldiers marched across the snow, each bearing a

familiar-looking contraption, scarves over their mouths. 

Firelances. 

A  horn  blasted  from  the  river.  And  then  the  firelances  unleashed  white-hot

flame  into  Morath’s  ranks,  as  if  they  were  plumes  from  hell.  Dragons,  all  of them, spewing fire upon their enemy. 

Flame melted armor and flesh. And burned the demons that dreaded heat and

light. 

As  if  they  were  farmers  burning  their  reaped  fields  for  the  winter,  Rolfe’s

Mycenians  marched  onward,  firelances  spewing,  until  they  formed  a  line

between Aedion and their enemy. 

Morath turned and ran. 

Outright sprinted, their warning cries rising above the bellowing flames.  The

 Fire-Bringer has armed them! Her power burns anew! 

The  fools  did  not  realize  that  there  was  no  magic—none  beyond  pure  luck

and good timing. 

Then a familiar voice rang out. “Quickly! On board, all of you! ” Rolfe. 

For  the  ships  in  the  river  had  pulled  up,  gangways  lowered  and  rowboats

already at the shore. 

Aedion wasted no time. “To the river! To the fleet! ” 

Their soldiers didn’t hesitate. They sprinted for the awaiting armada, onto any

ship  they  could  reach,  leaping  into  the  longboats.  Chaotic  and  messy,  but  with Morath on retreat for only the gods knew how long, he didn’t care. 

Aedion kept his position at the front line, ensuring no soldier lagged behind. 

Down  the  line,  Prince  Galan  and  a  spotted,  furry  form  did  the  same.  Beside

them, red hair waving in the wind, Ansel of Briarcliff held her sword pointed at

their  enemy.  Tears  slid  down  her  freckled  cheeks.  The  heads  of  her  men  lay

scattered in the snow around her. 

And  ahead  of  them,  still  unleashing  flame,  Rolfe’s  Mycenians  bought  them

the time to retreat. 

Each second dripped by, but slowly, those boats filled. Slowly, their army left

the  shore,  every  boat  that  departed  was  replaced  by  another.  Many  Fae  shifted, birds of prey filling the gray sky as they soared over the river. 

And when there were none left but a few boats, among them a beautiful ship

with  a  mast  carved  after  an  attacking  sea  dragon,  Rolfe  roared  from  the  helm, 

“Fall back, all of you! ” 

The  Mycenians  and  their  firelances  made  a  quick  retreat,  hurrying  for  the

longboats returning to shore. 

Lysandra  and  Ansel  ran  with  them,  and  Aedion  followed  suit.  It  was  the

longest sprint of his life. 

But then he was at the gangplank of Rolfe’s ship, the river deep enough that

they’d been able to pull up close to the shore. Lysandra, Galan, and Ansel were

already past him, and Aedion had barely cleared the deck when the gangway was

lifted. Below, around, the Mycenians leaped into their longboats and rowed like

hell. Not a single soldier left behind. Only the dead. 

Light  flashed,  and  Aedion  whirled  toward  the  ship’s  helm  in  time  to  see

Lysandra shift from ghost leopard to woman, naked as the day she was born. 

Rolfe, to his credit, only looked mildly surprised as she flung her arms around

his neck. And to his credit once more, the Pirate Lord wrapped his cloak around

her before he gripped her back. 

Aedion  reached  them,  panting  and  so  relieved  he  might  vomit  upon  the

shining planks. 

Rolfe  let  go  of  Lysandra,  offering  her  his  cloak  completely.  As  the  shifter

wrapped  it  around  herself,  he  said,  “You  looked  like  you  were  in  need  of  a rescue.” 

Aedion only embraced the man, then nodded toward Rolfe’s gloved hands. “I

assume we have that map of yours to thank.” 

“Turns  out  it’s  good  for  something  other  than  plundering.”  Rolfe  smirked. 

“Ravi  and  Sol  of  Suria  intercepted  us  near  the  northern  border,”  he  admitted. 

“They  thought  you  might  be  in  trouble—and  sent  us  this  way.”  He  ran  a  hand through his hair. “They remain with what’s left of your fleet, guarding the coast. 

If Morath attacks from the sea, they won’t have enough ships to stand a chance. I

told  them  that,  and  they  still  ordered  me  here.”  The  Pirate  Lord’s  tan  face tightened. “So here I am.” 

Aedion hardly noticed the sailors and soldiers making the quick sailing to the

other side of the river. “Thank you,” he breathed. And thank the gods for Ravi

and Sol. 

Rolfe  shook  his  head,  gazing  toward  the  mass  of  Morath  soldiers  still

retreating. “We surprised them, but it won’t hold them off for long.” 

Lysandra stepped to Rolfe’s side. Aedion tried not to cringe at the sight of her

bare feet and legs, her uncovered shoulders, as the bitter wind off the river bit at

them. “We only need to get to Orynth and behind its walls. From there, we can

regroup.” 

“I  can’t  carry  your  entire  army  to  Orynth,”  Rolfe  said,  gesturing  to  the

soldiers  massed  on  the  far  shore.  “But  I  can  bear  you  there  now,  if  you  would like  to  arrive  in  advance  to  prepare.”  The  Pirate  Lord  studied  the  shore,  as  if looking for someone. “She’s not here, is she.” 

Lysandra shook her head. “No.” 

“Then we’ll make do,” was all Rolfe said, the portrait of cool command. His

sea-green  eyes  slid  to  where  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  stood  at  the  ship’s  rail,  staring toward the field of heads left in the snow. 

None of them spoke as the young queen slid to her knees, armor thunking on

the deck, and bowed her head. 

Aedion murmured, “Let me send word to our troops to march to Orynth, and then we’ll sail for the city.” 

“I’ll  do  it,”  Lysandra  said,  not  looking  at  him.  She  didn’t  bother  to  say

anything else. Cloak falling to the planks, she shifted into a falcon and aimed for

where Kyllian now climbed out of a longboat. They exchanged only a few words

before Kyllian turned toward Aedion and lifted a hand in farewell. 

Aedion  raised  one  in  answer,  and  then  Lysandra  shifted  again.  When  she

landed  on  the  ship,  returning  to  her  human  form  and  snatching  up  the  cloak,  it was to Ansel that she walked. 

In  silence,  the  shifter  laid  a  hand  on  the  queen’s  armored  shoulder.  Ansel

didn’t so much as glance up. 

Aedion asked Rolfe, “How many of those firelances do you have?” 

The  Pirate  Lord  drew  his  gaze  from  Ansel  to  the  black  mass  fading  behind

them. His mouth tightened. “Not enough to outlast a siege.” 

And even the firelances would do nothing, absolutely nothing, once the witch

towers reached Orynth’s walls. 

CHAPTER 64

Hours later, Yrene was still shaking. 

At the disaster they’d narrowly avoided, at the deaths she’d witnessed before

that wave had struck, at the power of the queen on the plain. The power of the

prince who had prevented the ensuing steam from boiling alive any caught in its

path. 

Yrene had thrown herself back into healing during the chaos since. Had left

the  royals  and  their  commanders  to  oversee  the  aftermath,  and  had  returned  to the Great Hall. Healers drifted onto the battlefield, searching for those in need of

help. 

All of them, every single person in the keep or the skies or on the battlefield, 

kept glancing toward the now-empty gap between two mountain peaks. Toward

the  flooded,  decimated  city,  and  the  demarcation  line  between  life  and  death. 

Water and debris had destroyed most of Anielle, the former now trickling toward

the Silver Lake. 

A  vision  of  what  would  have  been  left  of  them,  were  it  not  for  Aelin

Galathynius. 

Yrene  knelt  over  a  ruk  rider,  the  woman’s  chest  slashed  open  from  a  sword

blow, and held out her bloodied, glowing hands. 

Magic, clean and bright, flowed from her into the woman, mending torn skin

and  muscle.  The  blood  loss  would  take  time  to  recover  from—but  the  woman

had not lost so much of it that Yrene needed to expend her energy on refilling its

levels. 

She needed to rest soon. For a few hours. 

She’d been asked to inspect the queen when she’d been carried in to a private

chamber by Prince Rowan, the two of them borne off the plain by Nesryn. Yrene

hadn’t  been  able  to  stop  her  hands  from  shaking  as  she’d  hovered  them  over

Aelin’s unconscious body. 

There had been no sign of harm beyond a few already-healing cuts and slices

from the battle itself. Nothing at all beyond a sleeping, tired woman. 

Who held the might of a god within her veins. 

Yrene  had  then  inspected  Prince  Rowan,  who  looked  in  far  worse  shape,  a

sizable  gash  snaking  down  his  thigh.  But  he’d  waved  her  off,  claiming  he’d

come too near a burnout, and just needed to rest as well. 

So Yrene had left them, only to tend to another. 

To Lorcan, whose injuries … Yrene had needed to summon Hafiza to help her

with some of it. To lend her power, since Yrene’s had been so depleted. 

The unconscious warrior, who had apparently tumbled right off Farasha as he

and Elide had passed through the gates, didn’t so much as stir while they worked
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on him. 

That had been hours ago. Days ago, it felt. 

Yes, she needed to rest. 

Yrene  aimed  for  the  water  station  in  the  back  of  the  hall,  her  mouth  dry  as paper. Some water, some food, and perhaps a nap. Then she’d be ready to work

again. 

But a horn, clear and bright, blared from outside. 

Everyone  halted—then  rushed  to  the  windows.  Yrene’s  smile  grew  as  she, 

too, found a place to peek out over the battlefield. 

To  where  the  rest  of  the  khagan’s  army,  Prince  Kashin  at  its  front,  marched toward them. 

Thank the gods. Everyone in the hall muttered similar words. 

From the keep, an answering horn sang its welcome. 

Not  just  one  army  had  been  spared  here  today,  Yrene  realized  as  she  turned

back to the water station. If that wave had reached Kashin …

Lucky. They had all been so, so very lucky. 

Yet Yrene wondered how long that luck would last. 

If it would see them through the brutal march northward, and to the walls of

Orynth itself. 

Lorcan  let  out  a  low  groan  as  he  surfaced  from  the  warm,  heavy  embrace  of

darkness. 

“You are one lucky bastard.” 

Too soon. Too damn soon after hovering near death to hear Fenrys’s drawl. 

Lorcan  cracked  open  an  eye,  finding  himself  lying  on  a  cot  in  a  narrow

chamber. A lone candle illuminated the space, dancing in the golden hair of the

Fae warrior who sat in a wooden chair at the foot of his bed. 

Fenrys’s smirk was a slash of white. “You’ve been out for a day. I drew the

short stick and had to look after you.” 

A lie. For whatever reason, Fenrys had chosen to be here. 

Lorcan shifted his body—slightly. 

No hint of pain beyond a dull throb down his back and tight pull across his

stomach. He managed to lift his head enough to rip away the heavy wool blanket

covering  his  naked  body.  Where  he’d  been  able  to  see  his  insides,  only  a  thick red scar remained. 

Lorcan  thumped  his  head  back  on  the  pillow.  “Elide.”  Her  name  was  a  rasp

on his tongue. 

The last he remembered, they’d ridden through the gates, Aelin Galathynius’s

unholy power spent. Then oblivion had swept in. 

“Helping with the healing in the Great Hall,” Fenrys said, stretching out his

legs before him. 

Lorcan closed his eyes, something tight in his chest easing. 

“Well, since you’re not dead,” Fenrys began, but Lorcan was already asleep. 
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Lorcan awoke later. Hours, days, he didn’t know. 

The  candle  was  still  burning  on  the  narrow  windowsill,  down  to  its  base. 

Hours, then. Unless he’d slept so long they’d replaced the candle altogether. 

He  didn’t  care.  Not  when  the  dim  light  revealed  the  delicate  woman  lying

facedown on the end of his cot, the lower half of her body still on the wooden

chair  where  Fenrys  had  been.  Her  arms  cradled  her  head,  one  outstretched

toward him. Reaching for his hand, mere inches from hers. 

Elide. 

Her dark hair spilled across the blanket, across his shins, veiling much of her

face. 

Wincing  at  the  lingering  ache  in  his  body,  Lorcan  stretched  his  arm  just

enough to touch her fingers. 

They were cold, their tips so much smaller than his. They contracted, pulling

away as she sucked in a sharp, awakening breath. 

Lorcan savored every feature as she grimaced at a crick in her neck. But her

eyes settled on him. 

She went still as she found him staring at her, awake and utterly in awe of the

woman who had ridden through hell to find him …

Tired. She looked spent, yet her chin remained unbowed. 

Lorcan  had  no  words.  He’d  given  her  everything  on  the  back  of  that  horse

anyway. 

But Elide asked, “How do you feel?” 

Aching. Exhausted. Yet finding her sitting at his bedside … “Alive,” he said, 

and meant it. 

Her  face  remained  unreadable,  even  as  her  eyes  dipped  to  his  body.  The

blanket had slid down enough to reveal most of his torso, though it still hid the

scarred-over wound in his abdomen. Yet he’d never felt so keenly naked. 

It  was  an  effort  to  keep  his  breathing  steady  beneath  her  sharp-eyed  gaze. 

“Yrene said you would have died, if they hadn’t gotten to you when they did.” 

“I would have died,” he said, voice like gravel, “if you hadn’t braved hell to

find me.” 

Her gaze lifted to his. “I made you a promise.” 

“So you said.” 

Was that a hint of color stealing across her pale cheeks? But she didn’t balk. 

“You said some interesting things, too.” 

Lorcan tried to sit up, but his body gave a burst of pain in protest. 

Elide  explained,  “Yrene  warned  that  though  the  wounds  are  healed,  some

soreness will linger.” 

Lorcan  gritted  his  teeth  around  the  sharp  stab  in  his  back,  his  stomach.  He managed to get onto his elbows, and deemed that progress enough. “It’s been a

while since I was so gravely injured. I’d forgotten what an inconvenience it is.” 

A faint smile tugged on her mouth. 

His  heart  halted.  The  first  smile  she  had  given  him  in  months  and  months. 

Since that day on the ship, when he’d touched her hand as they’d swayed in their hammocks. 

Her  smile  faded,  but  the  color  on  her  cheeks  lingered.  “Did  you  mean  it? 

What you said.” 

He  held  her  stare.  Let  some  inner  wall  within  him  come  crumbling  down. 

Only  for  her.  For  this  sharp-eyed,  cunning  little  liar  who  had  slipped  through every defense and ironclad rule he’d ever made for himself. He let her see that in

his face. Let her see all of it, as no one had ever done before. “Yes.” 

Her mouth tightened, but not in displeasure. 

So Lorcan said softly, “I meant every word.” His heart thundered, so wildly it

was  a  wonder  she  couldn’t  hear  it.  “And  I  will  until  the  day  I  fade  into  the Afterworld.” 

Lorcan  didn’t  breathe  as  Elide  gently  reached  out  her  hand.  And  interlaced

their fingers. “I love you,” she whispered. 

He was glad he was lying down. The words would have knocked him to his

knees. Even now, he was half inclined to bow before her, the true owner of his

ancient, wicked heart. 

“I have loved you,” she went on, “from the moment you came to fight for me

against Vernon and the ilken.” The light in her eyes stole his breath. “And when

I heard you were somewhere on that battlefield, the only thing I wanted was to

be able to tell you that. It was the only thing that mattered.” 

Once, he might have scoffed. Declared that far bigger things mattered, in this

war  especially.  And  yet  the  hand  grasping  his  …  He’d  never  known  anything

more precious. 

Lorcan ran his thumb over the back of her hand. “I am sorry, Elide. For all of

it.” 

“I know,” she said softly, and no regret or hurt dimmed her face. Only clear, 

unwavering calm shone there. The face of the mighty lady she was growing into, 

and had already become, and who would rule Perranth with wisdom in one hand

and compassion in the other. 

They stared at each other for minutes. For a blessed eternity. 

Then Elide untangled their hands and rose. “I should return to help Yrene.” 

Lorcan caught her hand again. “Stay.” 

She arched a dark brow. “I’m only going to the Great Hall.” 

Lorcan caressed his thumb over the back of her hand once more. “Stay,” he

breathed. 

For a heartbeat, he thought she’d say no, and was prepared to be fine with it, 

to accept these last few minutes as more of a gift than he’d deserved. 

But then Elide sat on the edge of his cot, right beside his shoulder, and ran a

hand through his hair. Lorcan closed his eyes, leaning into the touch, unable to

stop the deep purr that rolled through his chest. 

She  made  a  low  noise  of  wonder,  perhaps  something  more,  and  her  fingers

stroked again. 

“Say it,” she whispered, fingers stilling in his hair. 

Lorcan opened his eyes, finding her gaze. “I love you.” 

She  swallowed  hard,  and  Lorcan  gritted  his  teeth  as  he  sat  up  fully.  This

close, he had forgotten how much he towered over her. Atop that horse, she had

been a force of nature, a defiant storm. His blanket slipped dangerously low, but

he let it lie where it pooled in his lap. 

He didn’t miss the dip of her stare. Or the long, upward drag of her eyes along

his torso. He could almost feel it, lingering on every muscle and scar. 

A  soft  groan  came  out  of  him  as  she  continued  to  look  her  fill.  Asking  for things that he sure as hell was in no shape to give her. And that she might not yet

be ready to give him, declarations aside. 

He  was  immediately  challenged  to  prove  his  resolve  as  Elide  ran  slightly

shaking fingers across the new scar on his abdomen. 

“Yrene  said  you  might  always  have  this,”  she  said,  her  hand  mercifully

falling away. 

“Then it will be the scar I treasure most.” Fenrys would laugh until he cried to

hear him speak this way, but Lorcan didn’t care. To hell with the rest of them. 

Another  one  of  those  small  smiles  curved  her  lips,  and  Lorcan’s  hands

tightened in the sheets with the effort it took not to taste that smile, to worship it

with his own mouth. 

But this new, fragile thing humming between them … He would not risk it for

all the world. 

Elide,  thank  the  gods,  had  no  such  worries.  None  at  all,  it  seemed,  as  she lifted a hand to his cheek and ran her thumb along it. Every breath was an effort

of control. 

Lorcan held absolutely still as she brought her mouth to his. Brushed her lips

across his own. 

She pulled back. “Rest, Lorcan. I’ll be here again when you wake.” 

Anything she asked, he’d give her. Anything at all. 

Too  shaken  by  that  soft,  beautiful  kiss  to  bother  with  words,  he  lay  back

down. 

She smiled at his utter obedience, and, as if she couldn’t help herself, leaned

in once more. 

This kiss lingered. Her mouth traced his, and at the slight pressure of her lips, 

the gentle request, he answered with his own. 

The taste of her threatened to undo him entirely, and the tentative brush of her

tongue  against  his  own  drew  another  rolling  purr  from  deep  in  his  chest.  But Lorcan let Elide explore him, slowly and sweetly, giving her whatever she asked. 

And  when  her  mouth  became  more  insistent,  when  her  breathing  turned

ragged, he slipped a hand around her neck to cup her nape. She opened for him, 

and at her low moan, Lorcan thought he’d fly out of his skin. 

His  hand  slipped  from  her  nape  to  run  down  her  back,  savoring  the  warm, 

unbreakable  body  beneath  the  layers  of  clothes.  Elide  arched  into  the  touch, 

another of those small noises coming from her. As if she’d been just as starved

for him. 

But  Lorcan  made  himself  pull  away.  Made  himself  withdraw  his  hand  from her lower back. Panting slightly, sharing breath, he said onto her mouth, “Later. 

Go help the others.” 

Dark  eyes  glazed  with  desire  met  his,  and  Lorcan  adjusted  the  fall  of  the

blanket over his lap. “Go help the others,” he repeated. “I’ll be here when you’re

ready to sleep.” 

The  unspoken  request  lingered,  and  Elide  pulled  back,  studying  him  once

more. 

“Sleep  only,”  Lorcan  said,  not  bothering  to  hide  the  heat  rising  in  his  stare. 

“For now.” 

Until  she  was  ready.  Until  she  told  him,  showed  him,  she  wished  to  share

everything with him. That final claiming. 

But until then, he wanted her here. Sleeping at his side, where he might watch

over her. As she had watched over him. 

Elide’s  face  was  flushed  as  she  rose,  her  hands  shaking.  Not  from  fear,  but from the same effort that it now took Lorcan not to reach for her. 

He’d very much enjoy driving her out of her mind. Slowly teaching her all he

knew about pleasure, about wanting. He had little doubt he’d be learning a good

number of things from her, too. 

Elide seemed to read that on his face, and her cheeks reddened further. “Later, 

then,” she breathed, limping to the door. 

Lorcan  sent  a  flicker  of  his  power  to  wrap  around  her  ankle.  The  limp

vanished. 

A hand on the knob, she gave him a small, grateful nod. “I missed that.” 

He heard the unspoken words as she disappeared into the busy hall. 

 I missed you. 

Lorcan allowed himself a rare smile. 

CHAPTER 65

Dorian had gone to Morath. 

Had  flown  from  the  camp  on  wings  of  his  own  making.  He  would  have

chosen  some  sort  of  small,  ordinary  bird,  Manon  knew.  Something  even  the

Thirteen would not have noted. 

Manon stood at the edge of the outlook, gazing eastward. 

Crunching snow told her Asterin approached. “He left, didn’t he.” 

She nodded, unable to find words. She had offered him everything, and had

thought he’d meant to accept it. Had thought he  did accept it, with what they’d

done afterward. 

Yet it had been a farewell. One last coupling before he ventured into the jaws

of death. He would not cage her, would not accept what she’d given. 

As if he knew her better than she knew herself. 

“Do we go after him?” 

In  the  breaking  light  of  dawn,  the  camp  was  stirring.  Today—today  they

would decide where to go. Today, she’d dare ask the Crochans to follow. Would

they heed her? 

But  to  head  to  Morath,  where  they  would  be  recognized  long  before  they

approached, to head back into hell …

The sun rose, full and golden, as if it were the solitary note of a song filling

the world. 

Manon opened her mouth. 

“Terrasen calls for aid!” A young Crochan’s voice rang through the camp. 

Manon  and  Asterin  whirled,  others  following  suit  as  the  witch  sprinted  for

Glennis’s  tent.  The  crone  emerged  as  the  witch  skidded  to  a  halt.  A  scout,  no doubt, breathless and hair wind-tossed. 

“Terrasen calls for aid,” the scout panted, bracing her hands on her knees as

she bent over to gulp down breaths. “Morath routed them at the border, then at

Perranth, and advances on Orynth as we speak. They will sack the city within a

week.” 

Worse news than Manon had anticipated. Even if she’d needed it, waited for

it. 

The  Thirteen  closed  in,  Bronwen  a  step  behind,  and  Manon  didn’t  dare

breathe as Glennis stared toward the immortal flame burning in the fire pit mere

feet away. The Flame of War. 

Then she turned toward Manon. “What say you, Queen of Witches?” 

A challenge and a dare. 

Manon lifted her chin at the two paths before her. 

One to the east, to Morath. The other northward, to Terrasen and battle. 

The wind sang, and in it, she heard the answer. 

“I shall answer Terrasen’s call,” Manon said. 

Asterin stepped to her side, fearless as she surveyed the assembled camp. “As

shall I.” 

Sorrel flanked Manon’s right. “So shall the Thirteen.” 

Manon waited, hardly daring to acknowledge the thing that began burning in

her chest. 

Then  Bronwen  stepped  up,  her  dark  hair  blowing  in  the  chill  wind.  “The

Vanora hearth shall fly north.” 

Another witch squared her shoulders. “So shall the Silian.” 

And so it went. 

Until the leaders of all seven of the Great Hearths stood gathered there. 

Until  Glennis  said  to  Manon,  “Long  ago,  Rhiannon  Crochan  rode  at  King

Brannon’s  side  into  battle.  So  has  her  likeness  been  reborn,  so  shall  the  old alliances be forged anew.” She gestured to the eternal flame. “Light the Flame of

War, Queen of Witches, and rally your host.” 

Manon’s  heart  raced,  so  wildly  it  pulsed  in  her  palms,  but  she  picked  up  a birch branch set amongst the kindling. 

No one spoke as she plunged it into the eternal flame. 

Red and gold and blue leaped upon the wood, devouring it. Manon withdrew

the branch only when it had caught, deep and true. 

Even the wind did not jostle the flame as Manon lifted it, a torch in the new

day. 

The  Crochan  crowd  parted,  revealing  a  straight  path  toward  Bronwen’s

hearth. The witch was already waiting, her coven gathered around her. 

Each step was a drumbeat of war. An answer to a question posed long ago. 

Bronwen’s eyes were bright as Manon stopped. 

Manon only said, “Your queen summons you to war.” 

And touched her flame to that in Bronwen’s hearth. 

Light flared, bright and dancing. 

Bronwen picked up a branch of her own, a long log burning in the fire. “The

Vanora will fly.” 

She  withdrew  the  wood  and  stalked  to  the  next  clan’s  hearth,  where  she

plunged that kernel of the sacred fire into their pit. Again the light flared, just as

Bronwen declared, loud and clear as the breaking day around them, “Your queen

summons you to war. The Vanora fly with her. Will you?” 

The  hearth  leader  only  said,  “The  Redbriar  will  fly,”  and  ignited  her  own

torch before hurrying to the next clan’s fire. 

Hearth to hearth. Until all seven in the camp had accepted and ignited the fire. 

Then, and only then, did the young scout from the final clan take her burning

torch, grab her broom, and leap into the skies. To find the next clan, to tell them

the call had gone out. 

Manon and the Thirteen, the Crochans around them, watched until the scout

was nothing but a smoldering speck against the sky, then nothing at all. 
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Manon  offered  a  silent  prayer  on  the  wind  that  the  sacred  flame  the  young

scout bore would burn steadfast over the long, dangerous miles. 

All the way to the killing fields of Terrasen. 

Hearth to hearth, the Flame of War went. 

Over snow-blasted mountains and amongst the trees of tangled forests, hiding

from  the  enemies  that  prowled  the  skies.  Through  long,  bitterly  cold  nights

where the wind howled as it tried to wipe out any trace of that flame. 

But the wind did not succeed, not against the flame of the queen. 

So hearth to hearth, it went. 

To  remote  villages  where  people  screamed  and  scattered  as  a  young-faced

woman descended from the skies on a broom, waving her torch high. 

Not to signal them, but the few women who did not run. Who walked toward

the flame, the rider, as she called out, “Your queen summons you to war. Will you

 fly? ” 

Trunks hidden in attics were thrown open. Folded swaths of red cloth pulled

from  within.  Brooms  left  in  closets,  beside  doorways,  tucked  under  beds,  were brought out, bound in gold or silver or twine. 

And  swords—ancient  and  beautiful—were  drawn  from  beneath  floorboards, 

or hauled down from haylofts, their metal shining as bright and fresh as the day

they had been forged in a city now lying in ruin. 

 Witches,  the  townsfolk  whispered,  husbands  wide-eyed  and  disbelieving  as the  women  took  to  the  skies,  red  cloaks  billowing.  Witches  amongst  us  all  this time. 

Village to village, where hearths that had never once gone fully dark blazed in

answer. Always one rider going out, to find the next hearth, the next bastion of

their people. 

 Witches, here amongst us.  Witches, now going to war. 

A  rising  tide  of  witches,  who  took  to  the  skies  in  their  red  cloaks,  swords strapped to their backs, brooms shedding years of dust with each mile northward. 

Witches who bade their families farewell, offering no explanation before they

kissed their sleeping babes and vanished into the starry night. 

Mile after mile, across the darkening world, the call went out, ceaseless and

unending as the eternal flame that passed from hearth to hearth. 

“Fly, fly, fly! ” they shouted. “To the queen! To war! ” 

Far and wide, through snow and storm and peril, the Crochans flew. 

CHAPTER 66

Aelin awoke to the scent of pine and snow, and knew she was home. 

Not  in  Terrasen,  not  yet,  but  in  the  sense  she  would   always  be  home,  if Rowan was with her. 

His steady breaths filled her right ear, the sound of the well and truly asleep, 

and  the  arm  he’d  draped  across  her  middle  was  a  solid,  warm  weight.  Silvery light glazed the ancient stones of the ceiling. 

Morning—or  a  cloudy  day.  The  halls  beyond  the  room  offered  shards  of

sound that she sorted through, piece by piece, as if she were assembling a broken

mirror that might reveal the world beyond. 

Apparently,  it  had  been  three  days  since  the  battle.  And  the  rest  of  the

khagan’s army, led by Prince Kashin, his third-eldest son, had arrived. 

It was that tidbit that had her rising fully to consciousness, a hand sliding to

Rowan’s arm. A caress of a touch, just to see how deeply the rejuvenating sleep

held  him.  Three  days,  they’d  slept  here,  unaware  of  the  world.  A  dangerous, 

vulnerable time for any magic-wielder, when their bodies demanded a deep sleep

to recover from expending so much power. 

That  was  another  sliver  she’d  picked  up:  Gavriel  sat  outside  their  door.  In

mountain lion form. People drew quiet when they approached, not realizing that

as soon as they passed him, their whispers of  That strange, terrifying cat could be detected by Fae ears. 

Aelin ran a finger over the seam of Rowan’s sleeve, feeling the corded muscle

beneath. Clear—her head, her body felt  clear. Like the first icy breath inhaled on a winter’s morning. 

During the days they’d slept, no nightmare had shaken her awake, hunted her. 

A small, merciful reprieve. 

Aelin swallowed, her throat dry. What had been real, what Maeve had tried to

plant in her mind—did it matter, whether the pain had been true or imagined? 

She  had  gotten  out,  gotten  away  from  Maeve  and  Cairn.  Facing  the  broken

bits inside her would come later. 

For now, it was enough to have this clarity back. Even though releasing her

power, expending that mighty blow here, had not been her plan. 

Aelin slid her gaze toward Rowan, his harsh face softened into handsomeness

by sleep. And clean—the gore that had splattered them both was gone. Someone

must have washed it away while they slept. 

As  if  he  sensed  her  attention,  or  just  felt  the  lingering  hand  on  his  arm, Rowan’s  eyes  cracked  open.  He  scanned  her  from  head  to  toe,  deemed

everything all right, and met her stare. 

“Show-off,” he muttered. 

Aelin patted his arm. “You put on a pretty fancy display yourself, Prince.” 

He smiled, his tattoo crinkling. “Will that display be the last of your surprises, 

or are there more coming?” 

She debated it—telling him, revealing it.  Maybe. 

Rowan  sat  up,  the  blanket  sliding  from  him.  Is  this  the  sort  of  surprise  that will end with my heart stopping dead in my chest? 

She snorted, propping her head with a fist as she traced idle marks over the

scratchy blanket. “I sent a letter—when we were at that port in Wendlyn.” 

Rowan nodded. “To Aedion.” 

“To  Aedion,”  she  said,  quietly  enough  that  Gavriel  couldn’t  hear  from  his

spot outside the door. “And to your uncle. And to Essar.” 

Rowan’s brows rose. “Saying what?” 

She hummed to herself. “Saying that I was indeed imprisoned by Maeve, and

that while I was her captive, she laid out some rather nefarious plans.” 

Her mate went still. “With what goal in mind?” 

Aelin sat up, and picked at her nails. “Convincing them to disband her army. 

Start a revolt in Doranelle. Kick Maeve off the throne. You know, small things.” 

Rowan just looked at her. Then scrubbed at his face. “You think a letter could

do that?” 

“It was strongly worded.” 

He gaped a bit. “What sort of nefarious plans did you mention?” 

“Desire  to  conquer  the  world,  her  complete  lack  of  interest  in  sparing  Fae

lives  in  a  war,  her  interest  in  Valg  things.”  She  swallowed.  “I  might  have

mentioned that she’s possibly Valg.” 

Rowan started. 

Aelin  shrugged.  “It  was  a  lucky  guess.  The  best  lies  are  always  mixed  with

truth.” 

“Suggesting Maeve is Valg is a fairly outlandish lie, even for you. Even if it

turned out to be true.” 

She waved a hand. “We’ll see if anything comes of it.” 

“If  it  works,  if  they  somehow  revolt  and  the  army  turns  against  her  …”  He

shook his head, laughing softly. “It’d be a boon in this war.” 

“I scheme and lie so grandly, and that’s all the credit I get?” 

Rowan flicked her nose. “You’ll get credit if her army doesn’t show up. Until

then,  we  prepare  as  if  they  are.  Which  is  highly  likely.”  At  her  frown,  he  said, 

“Essar  doesn’t  wield  much  power,  and  my  uncle  doesn’t  take  many  risks.  Not

like  Enda  and  Sellene.  For  them  to  overthrow  Maeve  …  it  would  be

monumental. If they even survived it.” 

Her  stomach  churned.  “It’s  their  choice,  what  they  do.  I  only  laid  out  the

facts.” Carefully worded facts and half guesses. An absolute gamble, if she was

being honest. 

Rowan  smirked.  “And  other  than  attempting  to  overthrow  Maeve’s  throne? 

Any other surprises I should know about?” 

Her  smile  faded  as  she  lay  back  down,  Rowan  doing  the  same  beside  her. 

“There are no more.” At his raised brows, she added, “I swear it on my throne. 

There are no more left.” 

The amusement in his eyes guttered. “I don’t know whether to be relieved.” 

“Everything I know, you know. All the cards are on the table now.” 

With the various armies that had gathered, with the Lock, with all of it. 

“Do you think you could do it again?” he asked. “Draw up that much power?” 

“I  don’t  know.  I  don’t  think  so.  It  required  being  …  contained.  With  the

irons.” 

A  shadow  darkened  his  face,  and  he  rolled  onto  his  side,  propping  up  his

head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

“You never will again.” It was the truth. 

“If the cost of that much power is what you endured, then I’ll be glad not to.” 

Aelin ran a hand down the powerful muscles of his thigh, fingers snagging in

the rip of fabric just above his knee. “I didn’t feel you get this wound through the

mating  bond,”  she  said,  grazing  the  thick  ridge  of  the  new  scar.  A  trophy  from the battle. She made herself meet his piercing stare.  Did Maeve somehow break

 that part of it? That part of us? 

“No,” he breathed, and stroked the hair from her brow. “I’ve realized that the

bond only conveys the pain of the gravest wounds.” 

She  touched  the  spot  on  his  shoulder  where  Asterin  Blackbeak’s  arrow  had

pierced him all those months ago. The moment she’d known what he was to her. 

“It was why I didn’t know what was happening to you on the beach,” Rowan

said roughly. Because the whipping, brutal and unbearable as it had been, hadn’t

brought her to the brink of death. Only into an iron coffin. 

She scowled. “If you’re about to tell me that you feel guilty for it—” 

“We both have things to grapple with—about what happened these months.” 

A  glance  at  him,  and  she  knew  he  was  well  aware  of  what  still  clouded  her soul. 

And because he was the only person who saw everything she was and did not

walk away from it, Aelin said, “I wanted that fire to be for Maeve.” 

“I  know.”  Such  simple  words,  and  yet  it  meant  everything—that

understanding. 

“I wanted it to make things … better.” She loosed a long breath. “To wipe it

all away.” Every memory and nightmare and lie. 

“It will take a while, Aelin. To face it, work through it.” 

“I don’t have a while.” 

His jaw tensed. “That remains to be seen.” 

She didn’t bother arguing. Not as she admitted, “I want it to be over.” 

He went wholly still, but granted her the space to think, to speak. 

“I want it to be over and done with,” she said hoarsely. “This war, the gods

and the Wyrdgate and the Lock. All of it.” She rubbed her temples, pushing past

the  weight,  the  lingering  stain  that  no  fire  might  cleanse.  “I  want  to  go  to Terrasen, to fight, and then I want it to be over.” 

She’d  wanted  it  to  be  over  since  she’d  learned  the  true  cost  of  forging  the

Lock anew. Had wanted it to be over with each of Cairn’s lashes on the beach in Eyllwe.  And  all  he’d  done  to  her  afterward.  Whatever  it  might  bring  about, 

however it might end, she wanted it to be over. 

She didn’t know who and what it made her. 

Rowan  remained  silent  for  a  long  moment  before  he  said,  “Then  we  will

make  sure  the  khagan’s  host  goes  north.  Then  we  will  return  to  Terrasen  and crush  Erawan’s  armies.”  He  brought  her  hands  to  his  mouth  for  a  swift  kiss. 

“And  then,  after  all  that,  we’ll  see  about  this  damned  Lock.”  Uncompromising

will filled his every breath, the air around them. 

She  let  it  be  enough  for  both  of  them.  Tucked  away  his  words,  his  vow,  all those promises between them and extended her palm in the air between them. 

She  summoned  the  magic—the  drop  of  water  her  mother’s  bloodline  had

given her. Mab’s bloodline. 

A  tiny  ball  of  water  took  form  in  her  hand.  Over  the  calluses  she’d  so

carefully rebuilt. 

She  let  the  gentle,  cooling  power  trickle  over  her.  Let  it  smooth  the  jagged bits inside herself and sing them to sleep. Her mother’s gift. 

 You do not yield. 

When the Lock took everything, would it claim this part as well? This most

precious part of her power? 

She tucked away those thoughts, too. 

Concentrating, gritting her teeth, Aelin commanded the ball of water to rotate

in her palm. 

A wobble was all she got in answer. 

She snorted. “Faerie Queen of the West indeed.” 

Rowan huffed a quiet laugh. “Keep practicing. In a thousand years, you might

actually be able to do something with it.” 

She whacked his arm, the droplet of water soaking into the sleeve of his shirt. 

“It’s  a  wonder  I  learned  anything  from  you  with  that  sort  of  encouragement.” 

She shook the wetness from her hand. Right into his face. 

Rowan  nipped  at  her  nose.  “I  do  keep  a  tally,  Princess.  Of  all  the  horrible things that come out of your mouth.” 

Her  toes  curled,  and  she  dragged  her  fingers  through  his  hair,  luxuriating  in the silken strands. “How shall I pay for this one?” 

On the other side of the door, she could have sworn that cat-soft feet quickly

padded away. 

Rowan  smirked,  as  if  sensing  Gavriel’s  swift  exit,  too.  Then  his  hand

flattened on her abdomen, his mouth grazing the underside of her jaw. “I’ve been

thinking of some ways.” 

But the hand he’d set on her belly pushed down just enough that Aelin let out

an   oomph.  And  realized  that  she’d  been  asleep  for  three  days—and  had  the bladder to go with it. She winced, shooting to her feet. She swayed, and he was

instantly  there,  steadying  her.  “Before  you  ravish  me  wholly,”  she  declared,  “I need to find a bathing room.” 
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Rowan  laughed,  stooping  to  gather  his  sword  belt,  left  neatly  by  the  wall

alongside  hers.  Only  Gavriel  would  have  arranged  them  with  such  care.  “That

need indeed trumps what I had planned.” 

People gawked in the halls, some whispering as they passed. 

 The queen and her consort. Where do you think they’ve been these past few

 days? 

 I  heard  they  went  into  the  mountains  and  brought  the  wild  men  back  with them. 

 I  heard  they’ve  been  weaving  spells  around  the  city,  to  protect  it  against Morath. 

Rowan  was  still  smirking  when  Aelin  emerged  from  the  communal  ladies’

bathing room. 

“See?”  She  fell  into  step  beside  him  as  they  aimed  not  for  their  room  and

ravishment, but for the hallway where food had been laid out. “You’re starting to

like the notoriety.” 

Rowan arched a brow. “You think that everywhere I’ve gone for the past three

hundred  years,  whispers  haven’t  followed  me?”  She  rolled  her  eyes,  but  he

chuckled.  “This  is  far  better  than   Cold-hearted  bastard  or   I  heard  he  killed someone with a table leg.” 

“You  did kill someone with a table leg.” 

Rowan’s smirk grew. 

“And you  are a cold-hearted bastard,” she threw in. 

Rowan snorted. “I never said those whispers were lies.” 

Aelin looped her arm through his. “I’m going to start a rumor about you, then. 

Something truly grotesque.” 

He groaned. “I dread the thought of what  you might come up with.” 

She adopted a harsh whisper as they passed a group of human soldiers. “You

 flew  back  onto  the  battlefield  to  peck  out  the  eyes  of  our  enemies? ”  Her  gasp echoed off the rock. “And ate  those eyes? ” 

One of the soldiers tripped, the others whipping their heads to them. 

Rowan pinched her shoulder. “Thank you for that.” 

She inclined her head. “You’re very welcome.” 

Aelin kept smiling as they found food and ate a quick lunch—it was midday, 

they’d  learned—sitting  side  by  side  in  a  dusty,  half-forgotten  stairwell.  Much like the days they’d spent in Mistward, knee to knee and shoulder to shoulder in

the kitchen while listening to Emrys’s stories. 

Though  unlike  those  months  this  spring,  when  Aelin  set  down  her  plate

between her feet, she slid her arms around Rowan’s neck and his mouth instantly

met hers. 

No, it was certainly not at all like their time at Mistward as she crawled into

Rowan’s lap, not entirely caring that anyone might stride up or down the stairs, 

and kissed him silly. 

They  halted,  breathless  and  wild-eyed,  before  she  could  decide  that  it  really

wouldn’t  be  a  bad  idea  to  unfasten  his  pants  right  there,  or  that  his  hand, discreetly  and  lazily  rubbing  that  damned  spot  between  her  thighs,  should  be

inside her. 

If Aelin was being honest with herself, she was still debating hauling him into

the nearest closet when they set off to find their companions at last. One glance

at Rowan’s glazed eyes and she knew he was debating the same. 

Yet  even  the  desire  heating  her  blood  cooled  when  they  entered  the  ancient

study near the top of the keep and beheld the gathered group. Fenrys and Gavriel

were already there, Chaol with them, no sign of Elide or Lorcan. 

But Chaol’s father, unfortunately, was present. And glowered as they entered

the  meeting  that  seemed  well  under  way.  Aelin  gave  him  a  mocking  smile  and

sauntered up to the large desk. 

A  tall,  broad-shouldered  man  stood  with  Nesryn,  Sartaq,  and  Hasar, 

handsome  and  brimming  with  a  sort  of  impatient  energy.  His  brown  eyes  were

welcoming, his smile easy. She liked him immediately. 

“My  brother,”  Hasar  said,  waving  a  hand  without  looking  up  from  the  map. 

“Kashin.” 

The prince sketched a graceful bow. 

Aelin  offered  one  back,  Rowan  doing  the  same.  “An  honor,”  Aelin  said. 

“Thank you for coming.” 

“You can actually thank my father for that. And Yrene,” said Kashin, his use

of their language as flawless as his siblings’. 

Indeed, Aelin had much to thank the healer for. 

Nesryn’s  sharp  eyes  scanned  Aelin  from  head  to  toe.  “You’re  feeling  all

right?” 

“Just needed to rest.” Aelin jerked her chin at Rowan. “He requires frequent

naps in his old age.” 

Sartaq coughed, keeping his head down as he continued studying the map. 

Fenrys, however, laughed. “Back to your good spirits, I see.” 

Aelin smirked at Chaol’s straight-backed father. “We’ll see how long it lasts.” 

The man said nothing. 

Rowan  motioned  to  the  desk  and  asked  the  royals,  “Have  you  decided—

where you shall march now?” 

Such a casual, calm question. As if the fate of Terrasen did not rest upon it. 

Hasar opened her mouth, but Sartaq cut her off. “North. We shall indeed go

north with you. If only to repay you for saving our army—our people.” 

Aelin tried not to look too relieved. 

“Gratitude  aside,”  Hasar  said,  not  sounding  very  grateful  at  all,  “Kashin’s

scouts have confirmed that Terrasen is where Morath is concentrating its efforts. 

So it is there that we shall go.” 

Aelin wished she had not eaten such a large lunch. “How bad is it?” 

Nesryn  shook  her  head,  answering  for  Prince  Kashin,  “The  details  were

murky. All we know is that hordes were spotted marching northward, leaving a

trail of destruction in their wake.” 

Aelin kept her fists at her sides, avoiding the urge to rub at her face. 

Chaol’s father said, “I hope that power of yours can be summoned again.” 

Aelin  let  an  ember  of  that  power  smolder  in  her  eyes.  “Thank  you  for  the

armor,” she crooned. 

“Consider  it  an  early  coronation  gift,”  the  Lord  of  Anielle  countered  with  a mocking smile. 

Sartaq  cleared  his  throat.  “If  you  and  your  companions  are  recovered,  then

we’ll press northward as soon as we are able.” No objections from Hasar at that. 

“And  march  along  the  mountains?”  Rowan  asked,  scanning  the  map.  Aelin

traced  the  route  they’d  follow.  “We’d  have  to  pass  directly  before  the  Ferian Gap. We’ll barely clear the other end of this lake before we’re in another battle.” 

“So  we  draw  them  out,”  Hasar  said.  “Trick  them  into  emptying  whatever

forces wait in the Gap, then sneak up on them from behind.” 

“Adarlan  controls  the  entire  Avery,”  Chaol  said,  drawing  an  invisible  line

inland  from  Rifthold.  “To  pass  north,  we  have  to  cross  that  river  anyway.  In picking the Gap as our battleground, we’ll avoid the mess that would come with

fighting  in  the  midst  of  Oakwald.  The  ruks,  at  least,  would  be  able  to  provide aerial coverage. Not so with the trees.” 

Rowan  nodded.  “We’d  need  to  march  the  majority  of  the  host  up  into  the

mountains,  then—to  come  at  the  Gap  from  where  they’d  least  expect  it.  It’s

rough terrain, though. We’ll need to pick our route carefully.” 

Chaol’s father grumbled. Aelin lifted her brows, but his son answered, “I sent

out emissaries the day after the battle—into the Fangs. To contact the wild men

who live there, if they might know of secret ways through the mountains to the

Gap.” 

Ancient enemies of this city. “And?” 

“They do. But at a cost.” 

“One that shall not be paid,” the Lord of Anielle snapped. 

“Let me guess: territory,” Aelin said. 

Chaol nodded. Hence the tension in this room. 

She tapped a foot as she surveyed the Lord of Anielle. “And you won’t give

one sliver of land to them?” 

He just glared. 

“Apparently not,” Fenrys muttered. 

Aelin shrugged, and turned to Chaol. “Well, it’s settled, then.” 

“What is settled?” his father ground out. 

Aelin ignored him, and winked at her friend. “You’re the Hand to the King of

Adarlan.  You  outrank  him.  You’re  authorized  to  act  on  Dorian’s  behalf.”  She

gestured  to  the  map.  “The  land  might  be  a  part  of  Anielle,  but  it  belongs  to Adarlan. Go ahead and barter it.” 

His father started. “You—” 

“We are going north,” Aelin said. “You will not stand in our way.” She again

let some of her fire kindle in her eyes, set the gold in them burning. “I halted that

wave. Consider this alliance with the wild men a way to repay the favor.” 
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“That wave destroyed half my city,” the man snarled. 

Fenrys let out a low, disbelieving laugh. Rowan snarled softly. 

Chaol growled at his father, “You’re a bastard.” 

“Watch your tongue, boy.” 

Aelin nodded sympathetically to Chaol. “I see why you left.” 

Chaol, to his credit, winced and returned to the map. “If we can get past the

Ferian Gap, then we continue northward.” 

Past  Endovier.  That  path  would  take  them  right  past  Endovier.  Aelin’s

stomach tightened. Rowan’s hand grazed her own. 

“We  have  to  decide  soon,”  Sartaq  declared.  “Right  now,  we  sit  between  the

Ferian Gap and Morath. It would be very easy for Erawan to send hosts to crush

us between them.” 

Hasar turned to Chaol. “Is Yrene anywhere near done?” 

He leaned an elbow against the arm of his wheeled chair. “Even with the few

survivors, there are too many of them. We’d be here weeks.” 

“How many injured?” Rowan asked. 

Chaol shook his head. “Not injured.” His jaw tightened. “Valg.” 

Aelin frowned. “Yrene’s healing the Valg?” 

Hasar grinned. “In a manner of speaking.” 

Aelin waved her off. “Can I see?” 

They found Yrene not in the keep, but in a tent on the remnants of the battlefield, 

leaning over a human man thrashing upon a cot. The man had been restrained to

anchors in the floor at his wrists and ankles. 

Aelin took one look at those chains and had to swallow. 

Rowan laid a hand on her lower back, and Fenrys stepped closer to her side. 

Yrene paused, her  hands wreathed in  white light. Borte,  sword out, lingered

nearby. 

“Is something wrong?” Yrene asked, the glow in her hands fading. The man

sagged, going boneless as the healer’s assault on the demon inside him halted. 

Chaol steered his chair closer to her, the wheels equipped for rougher terrain. 

“Aelin and her companions want a demonstration. If you’re up for it.” 

Yrene  smoothed  back  the  hair  that  had  escaped  her  braid.  “It’s  not  really

anything that you can see. What happens is beneath the skin—mind to mind.” 

“You go up against Valg demons directly,” Fenrys said with no small amount

of awe. 

“They’re hateful, cowardly wretches.” Yrene crossed her arms and scowled at

the  man  tied  to  the  cot.  “Utterly  pathetic,”  she  spat  toward  him—the  demon

inside him. 

The man hissed. Yrene only smiled. The man—the demon—whimpered. 

Aelin  blinked,  unsure  whether  to  laugh  or  fall  to  her  knees.  “Show  me.  Do

whatever it is you do, but show me.” 

So  the  healer  did.  Hands  shining,  she  laid  them  atop  the  man’s  chest.  He

screamed and screamed and screamed. 

Yrene panted, brows scrunching. For long minutes, the shrieking continued. 

Borte said, “It’s not very exciting with them tied down, is it?” 

Sartaq threw her an exasperated glare. As if this were a conversation they’d

already had many times. “You can be on mucking duty, if you’d prefer.” 

Borte rolled her eyes, but turned to Aelin, looking her over with a frankness

that Aelin could only appreciate. “Any other missions for me?” 

Aelin grinned. “Not yet. Soon, perhaps.” 

Borte grinned right back. “Please.  Please spare me from the tedium of this.” 

Aelin  glanced  toward  the  healer  radiant  with  light.  “How  many  does  this

make today?” 

“Ten,” Borte grumbled. 

Aelin asked Chaol, “And how many can she do every day?” 

“Fifteen,  at  most.  Some  require  more  energy  than  others  to  expel,  so  those

days it’s less.” 

Aelin  tried  to  do  the  math  on  how  many  infested  soldiers  were  left  on  the

field. “And once they’re cured? What do you do with them then?” 

“We interrogate them,” Chaol said, frowning. “See what their stories are, how

they wound up captured. Where their allegiances lie.” 

“And you believe them?” Fenrys asked. 

Hasar  patted  the  hilt  of  her  fine  sword.  “Our  interrogators  are  skilled  at

retrieving the truth.” 

Aelin ignored the roiling in her stomach. 

“So  you  free  them,”  Gavriel  said,  silent  for  minutes  now,  “and  then  torture

them?” 

“This  is  war,”  Hasar  said  simply.  “We  leave  them  able  to  function.  But  we

will not risk sparing their lives only to find a new army at our backs.” 

“Some  willingly  joined  Erawan,”  Chaol  said  quietly.  “Some  willingly  took

the ring. Yrene can tell, when she’s in there, who wanted it or not. She doesn’t

bother  to  save  those  who  gladly  knelt.  So  most  of  those  she  does  save  were either fools or taken forcibly.” 

“Some want to fight for us,” Sartaq said. “Those who pass our vetting process

are  allowed  to  begin  training  with  the  foot  soldiers.  Not  many  of  them,  but  a few.” 

Fine. Fine, and fine. 

Yrene gasped, her light flaring bright enough that Aelin squinted. 

The man bound to the cot coughed, arching. 

Black, noxious vomit sprayed. 

Borte  grimaced,  waving  away  the  smell.  Then  the  black  smoke  that  rippled

from his mouth. 

Yrene slumped back, Chaol shooting out an arm to brace her. The healer only

took a perch on the arm of his chair, a hand on her heaving chest. 

Aelin  gave  her  a  moment  to  catch  her  breath.  To  manage  such  a  feat  was

remarkable. To do it while pregnant … Aelin shook her head in wonder. 

Yrene said to no one in particular, “That demon didn’t want to go.” 

“But it’s gone now?” Aelin asked. 

Yrene pointed to the man on the cot, now opening his eyes. Brown, not black, 

gazed upward. 

“Thank you,” was all the man said, his voice raw. 

And human. Utterly human. 

CHAPTER 67

Rowan followed Aelin as she meandered across the battlefield, to the edge of the

Silver Lake. She stopped only now and then to pick up any worthwhile enemy

weapons. There were few. 

The  others  had  dispersed,  Gavriel  lingering  to  learn  how  Yrene  healed  the

Valg, Fenrys heading off with Chaol to meet with emissaries from the wild men, 

and the khaganate royals seeing to their troops. 

They would leave in two days, if the weather held. Two days, and then they’d

begin the push north. 

Thank  the  gods.  Even  though  they  were  the  last  beings  Rowan  wished  to

thank. 

Aelin  halted  at  the  rocky  shore,  peering  across  the  mirror-flat  expanse  now

choked with debris. She rested a hand atop Goldryn’s hilt, flame dancing at her

fingers, seemingly into the red stone itself. 

“It would take years,” she observed, “to heal everyone infected by the Valg.” 

“Each of those soldiers has a family, friends who would want us to try.” 

“I  know.”  The  chill  wind  whipped  her  hair  across  her  face,  blowing

northward. 

“Then  why  the  walk  out  here?”  She’d  gone  contemplative  during  their

meeting in the tent, her brow furrowing. 

“Could  Yrene  heal   them?  Erawan  and  Maeve?  I  don’t  know  why  I  didn’t

think of it.” 

“Is  Erawan’s  body  made  by  him,  or  stolen?  Is  Maeve’s?”  Rowan  shook  his

head. “They might be wholly different.” 

“I don’t see how I can ask Yrene to do it. Ask it of Chaol.” Aelin swallowed. 

“To even put Yrene  near Erawan or Maeve … I can’t do it.” 

Rowan wouldn’t be able to, either. Not for a thousand different reasons. 

“But  is  it  a  mistake  to  put  Yrene’s  safety  above  that  of  this  entire  world?” 

Aelin mused, examining one of the enemy daggers she’d pilfered. An unusually

fine blade, likely stolen in the first place. “She’s the greatest weapon we have, if

the keys are not in play. Are we fools not to push to use it?” 

It wasn’t his choice, his call. But he could offer her a sounding board. “Will

you be able to live with yourself if something happens to Yrene, to her unborn

child?” 

“No. But the rest of the world will live, at least. My guilt would be secondary

to that.” 

“And if you don’t push Yrene to try to destroy them, and Erawan or Maeve

wins—what then?” 

“There is still the Lock. There’s still me.” 

[image: Image 1402]

Rowan swallowed. Saw the reason she’d needed to be away from the others, 

needed to walk. “Yrene is a ray of hope for you. For us. That you might not need

to forge the Lock at all. You, or Dorian.” 

“The gods demand it.” 

“The gods can go to hell.” 

Aelin chucked away the dagger. “I hate this. I really do.” 

He slid an arm around her shoulders. It was all he could offer her. 

Over—she’d said she wanted it to be over. He’d do all he could to make it so. 

Aelin leaned her head against his chest, and they stared across the cold lake in

silence. “Would you let me do it, if I were Yrene? If I were carrying our child?” 

He failed to block out the image of that dream—of Aelin, heavily pregnant, 

their children around her. “I don’t  let you do anything.” 

She waved a hand. “You know what I mean.” 

He  took  a  moment  to  answer.  “No.  Even  if  the  world  ended  because  of  it,  I couldn’t bear it.” 

And with that Lock, he might very well have to make that decision, too. 

Rowan ran his fingers over the claiming marks on her neck. “I told you that

love was a weakness. It would be far easier if we all hated each other.” 

She  snorted.  “Give  it  a  few  weeks  on  the  road  with  this  army,  in  those

mountains, and we might not be such pleasant allies anymore.” 

Rowan kissed the top of her head. “Gods help us.” 

But  Aelin  pulled  away  at  the  words,  the  phrase  that  dropped  off  his  tongue. 

She frowned toward the camped army. 

“What?” he asked. 

“I want to see those Wyrdmark books Chaol and Yrene brought with them.” 

“What does this say?” Aelin asked Borte, tapping a finger on a scribbled line of

text in Halha, the tongue of the southern continent. 

Seated beside her at the desk in Prince Sartaq’s war tent, the ruk rider craned

her neck to study the handwritten note beside a long column of Wyrdmarks. “A

 good spell for encouraging your herb beds to grow.” 

Across  the  desk,  Rowan  snorted.  A  book  lay  open  before  him,  his  progress

through it far slower than Aelin’s. 

Most  of  the  tomes  were  wholly  written  in  Wyrdmarks,  but  annotations

scribbled  in  the  margins  had  driven  her  to  seek  out  the  young  rukhin.  Borte, thoroughly  bored  with  helping  Yrene,  had  leaped  at  the  chance  to  assist  them, passing Valg duty onto her scowling betrothed. 

But for the two hours that Aelin and Rowan had perused the collection Chaol

and  Yrene  had  brought  from  Hafiza’s  forbidden  library  atop  the  Torre,  nothing had proved useful. 

Aelin  sighed  at  the  canvas  ceiling  of  the  prince’s  large  tent.  Fortunate  that Sartaq  had  brought  these  trunks  with  him,  rather  than  leaving  them  with  their armada, but … exhaustion nipped at her, fogging the intricate lattice of symbols

on the yellowed pages. 
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Rowan straightened. “This one opens something,” he said, flipping the book

to  face  her.  “I  don’t  know  the  other  symbols,  but  that  one  says  ‘open.’  ”  Even with  the  hours  of  instruction  on  the  journey  back  to  this  continent,  Rowan  and the others had not wholly mastered the language of the half-forgotten marks. But

her mate remembered most—as if they’d been planted in his mind. 

Aelin  carefully  studied  the  line  of  symbols  across  the  page.  Read  through

them a second time. “It’s not what we’re looking for.” She pulled on her bottom

lip. “It’s a spell for opening a portal between locations—just in this world.” 

“Like what Maeve can do?” Borte asked. 

Aelin  shrugged.  “Yes,  but  this  is  for  close  traveling.  More  like  what  Fenrys can do.” Or had once been able to do, before Maeve had broken it from him. 

Borte’s mouth quirked to the side. “What’s the point of it, then?” 

“Entertaining people at parties?” Aelin handed the book back to Rowan. 

Borte  chuckled,  and  leaned  back  in  her  seat,  toying  with  the  end  of  a  long braid.  “Do  you  think  the  spell  exists—to  find  an  alternate  way  to  seal  the

Wyrdgate?” The question was barely more than a whisper, and yet Rowan shot

the girl a warning look. Borte just waved him off. 

No. Elena would have told her, or Brannon, if such a thing had existed. 

Aelin ran a hand over the dry, ancient page, the symbols blurring. “It’s worth

a look, isn’t it?” 

Rowan indeed resumed his careful browsing and decoding. He’d sit here for

hours, she knew. And if they found nothing, she knew he’d sit here and reread

them all just to be sure. 

A  way  out—an  alternate  path.  For  her,  for  Dorian.  For  whichever  of  them

would  pay  the  price  to  forge  the  Lock  and  seal  the  gate.  A  desperate,  foolish hope. 

The hours passed, the stacks of books dwindling. Fenrys joined them after a

time, unusually solemn as they searched and searched. And found nothing. 

When there were no books left in the trunk, when Borte was nodding off and

Rowan was pacing through the tent, Aelin did them all a favor and ordered them

to return to the keep. 

It had been worth a look, she told herself. Even if the leaden weight in her gut

said otherwise. 

Chaol found his father where he’d left him, seething in his study. 

“You  cannot  give  a  single  acre  of  this  territory  to  the  wild  men,”  his  father hissed as Chaol wheeled into the room and shut the door. 

Chaol crossed his arms, not bothering to look placating. “I can, and I will.” 

His father shot to his feet and braced his hands on his desk. “You would spit

on the lives of all the men of Anielle who fought and died to keep this territory

from their filthy hands?” 

“If  offering  them  a  small  piece  of  land  will  mean  that  future  generations  of Anielle men and women won’t have to fight or die, then I’d think our ancestors

would be pleased.” 

“They are beasts, barely fit to be their own masters.” 

Chaol  sighed,  slumping  back  in  his  chair.  A  lifetime  of  this—that’s  what

Dorian had laid upon him. As Hand, he’d have to deal with lords and rulers just

like his father. If they survived. If Dorian survived, too. The thought was enough

for Chaol to say, “Everyone in this war is making sacrifices. Most far, far greater

than a few miles of land. Be grateful that’s all we’re asking of you.” 

The man sneered. “And what if I was to bargain with you?” 

Chaol rolled his eyes, reaching to turn his chair back toward the door. 

His father lifted a piece of paper. “Don’t you wish to know what your brother

wrote to me?” 

“Not enough to stop this alliance,” Chaol said, pivoting his chair away. 

His father unfolded the letter anyway, and read, “I hope Anielle burns to the

 ground.  And  you  with  it.”  A  small,  hateful  smile.  “That’s  all  your  brother  said. 

My heir—that’s how he feels about this place. If he will not protect Anielle, then

what shall become of it without you?” 

Another  approach,  to  guilt  him  into  relenting.  Chaol  said,  “I’d  wager  that

Terrin’s regard for Anielle is tied to his feelings for you.” 

The aging lord lowered himself into his seat once more. “I wish you to know

what Anielle will face, should you fail to protect it. I am willing to bargain, boy.” 

He chuckled. “Though I know how well you hold up your end of things.” 

Chaol took the blow. “I am a rich man, and need nothing you could offer me.” 

“Nothing?”  His  father  pointed  to  a  trunk  by  the  window.  “What  about

something more priceless than gold?” 

When  Chaol  didn’t  speak,  his  father  strode  for  the  trunk,  unlocked  it  with  a key  from  his  pocket,  and  flipped  back  the  heavy  lid.  Wheeling  closer,  Chaol

peered at its contents. 

Letters. The entire trunk was filled with letters bearing his name in an elegant

script. 

“She discovered the trunk. Right before we got word of Morath marching on

us,” his father said, his smile mocking and cold. “I should have burned them, of

course, but something prompted me to save them instead. For this exact moment, 

I think.” 

The  trunk  was  piled  thick  with  letters.  All  written  by  his  mother.  To  him. 

“How long,” he said too quietly. 

“From the day you left.” His father’s sneer lingered. 

Years.  Years  of  letters,  from  a  mother  he  had  not  heard  from,  had  believed

hadn’t wanted to speak to him, had yielded to his father’s wishes. 

“You  let  her  believe  I  didn’t  write  back,”  Chaol  said,  surprised  to  find  his voice still calm. “You never sent them, and let her believe I didn’t write back.” 

His father shut the trunk and locked it again. “It would appear so.” 

“Why.” It was the only question that mattered. 

His father frowned. “I couldn’t allow you to walk away from your birthright, 

from Anielle, without consequences, could I?” 

Chaol  clamped  onto  the  arms  of  his  chair  to  keep  from  wrapping  his  hands
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around  the  man’s  throat.  “You  think  showing  me  this  trunk  of  her  letters  will make me want to bargain with you?” 

His father snorted. “You’re a sentimental man. Watching you with that wife of

yours only proves it. I’d think you’d bargain quite a bit to be able to read these

letters.” 

Chaol only stared at him. Blinked once, as if it would quell the roaring in his

head, his heart. 

His mother had never forgotten him. Never stopped writing to him. 

Chaol smiled slightly. 

“Keep  the  letters,”  he  said,  steering  his  chair  back  to  the  doors.  “Now  that she’s left you, it might be your only way to remember her.” He opened the study

door and looked over his shoulder. 

His father remained beside the trunk, stiff as a sword. 

“I don’t make bargains with bastards,” Chaol said, smiling again as he entered

the hall beyond. “I’m certainly not going to start with you.” 

Chaol  gave  the  wild  men  of  the  Fangs  a  small  chunk  of  territory  in  South

Anielle. His father had raged, refusing to acknowledge the trade, but no one had

heeded him, to Aelin’s eternal amusement. 

Two  days  later,  a  small  unit  of  those  men  arrived  at  the  city’s  westernmost edge, near the gaping hole where the dam had been, and beckoned the way. 

Each  of  the  bearded  men  rode  a  shaggy  mountain  pony,  and  though  their

heavy furs hid much of their bulky bodies, their weapons were on sharp display:

axes, swords, knives all gleamed in the gray light. 

Cain’s  people—or  they  had  been.  Aelin  decided  not  to  mention  him  during

their  brief  introduction.  And  Chaol,  wisely,  refrained  from  admitting  that  he’d killed the man. 

Another lifetime. Another world. 

Seated atop a fine Muniqi horse Hasar had lent her, Aelin rode at the front of

the company, as it marched from Anielle, Chaol on Farasha to her left, Rowan on

his  own  Muniqi  horse  to  her  right.  Their  companions  were  scattered  behind, 

Lorcan healed enough to be riding, Elide beside him. 

And behind them, snaking into the distance, the army of the khagan moved. 

Part  of  it,  at  least.  Half  the  ruks  and  Darghan  riders  would  march  under

Kashin’s  banner  on  the  eastern  side  of  the  mountains,  to  draw  out  the  forces from  the  Ferian  Gap  into  open  battle  in  the  valley.  While  they  snuck  behind, right through their back door. 

Snow lay heavy on the Fangs, the gray sky threatening more, but the rukhin

scouts  and  wild  men  had  assessed  that  no  bad  weather  would  hit  them  for  a

while yet—not until they reached the Gap, at least. 

Five days’ trek, with the army and mountains. It would be three for the army

that marched along the lake’s edge and river. 

Aelin tipped her face toward that cold sky as they began the endless series of

switchbacks up the mountainsides. The rukhin could carry much of the heavier

equipment,  thank  the  gods,  but  the  climb  into  the  mountains  would  be  the  first test. 

The  khagan’s  armies  had  crossed  every  terrain,  though.  Mountains  and

deserts and seas. They did not balk now. 

So Aelin supposed she would not, either. For whatever time she had left, until

it was over. 

This  final  push  north,  homeward  …  She  smiled  grimly  at  the  looming

mountains, at the army stretching away behind them. 

And just because she could, just because they were headed to Terrasen at last, 

Aelin  unleashed  a  flicker  of  her  power.  Some  of  the  standard-bearers  behind

them  murmured  in  surprise,  but  Rowan  only  smiled.  Smiled  with  that  fierce

hope, that brutal determination that flared in her own heart, as she began to burn. 

She let the flame encompass her, a golden glow that she knew could be spied

even from the farthest lines of the army, from the city and keep they left behind. 

A beacon glowing bright in the shadows of the mountains, in the shadows of

the forces that awaited them, Aelin lit the way north. 

PART TWO

 Gods and Gates

CHAPTER 68

The black towers of Morath rose above the smoking forges and campfires of the

valley below like a cluster of dark swords raised to the sky. 

They jutted into the low clouds, some broken and chipped, some still standing

proud. The wrath and final act of Kaltain Rompier written all over them. 

Spreading his soot-colored wings wide, Dorian caught a wind that reeked of

iron and carrion and banked around the fortress. He’d learned to harness winds

during these long days of travel, and though he’d covered much of the journey as

a swift, red-tailed hawk, he’d shifted this morning into an ordinary crow. 

Flocks  of  them  circled  Morath,  their  caws  as  plentiful  as  the  ringing  of

hammers on anvils throughout the valley. Even with hell unleashed in the north, 

there was still more camped down here. More troops, more witches. 

Dorian followed the example of the other crows and gave the wyverns a wide

berth, flying low as coven after coven went about their scouting or reporting or

training. So many Ironteeth. All waiting. 

He  circled  Morath’s  uppermost  towers,  scanning  the  keep,  the  army  in  the

valley, the wyverns in their lofty aeries. With each flap of his wings, the weight

of what he’d hidden in a rocky outcropping ten miles north grew heavier. 

It  would  have  been  madness  to  bring  the  two  keys  here.  So  he  had  buried

them in the shale rock, not even daring to mark the spot. He could only pray it

was far enough away to avoid Erawan’s detection. 

At  the  side  of  a  tower,  two  servants  bearing  armloads  of  laundry  emerged

from  a  small  door  and  began  winding  up  the  exterior  stair,  heads  bowed  as  if trying to ignore the army that rippled far below. Or the wyverns whose bellows

echoed off the black rock. 

There. That door. 

Dorian flapped toward it, willing his heart to calm, his scent—the one thing

that  might  doom  him—to  remain  unmarked.  But  none  of  the  Ironteeth  flying

overhead  noticed  the  crow-that-did-not-smell-like-a-crow.  And  the  two

laundresses winding up the tower stairs didn’t call out as he landed on the small

stone railing and folded his wings neatly. 

A hop, and he was on the stones. 

A  shift,  muscles  and  bones  burning,  and  the  world  had  become  smaller, 

infinitely deadlier. 

And infinitely less aware of his presence. 

Dorian’s  whiskers  twitched,  his  oversized  ears  cocking.  The  roar  of  the

wyverns rocked through his small, furred body, and he gritted his teeth—large, 

almost too big for his little mouth. The reek grew near-nauseating. 

He could smell … everything. The lingering freshness of the laundry that had
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passed  by.  The  gamey  musk  of  some  sort  of  broth  clinging  to  the  laundresses after their lunch. He’d never thought mice to be extraordinary, yet even soaring

as a hawk, he had not felt this alertness, this level of being  awake. 

In a world designed to kill them, he supposed mice needed such sharpness to

survive. 

Dorian allowed himself one long breath before he squeezed beneath the shut

door. And into Morath itself. 

His  senses  might  have  been  sharper,  but  he  had  never  realized  how  daunting  a set of stairs truly was without human legs. 

He kept to the shadows, willing himself into dust and gloom with every pair

of  feet  that  strode  by.  Some  were  armored,  some  were  booted,  some  in  worn

shoes. All the wearers pale and miserable. 

No witches, thank the gods. And no Valg princes or their grunts. 

Certainly no sign of Erawan. 

The tower he’d entered was a servants’ stair, one Manon had laid out during

one of her various explanations to Aelin. It was thanks to her that he followed a

mental map, confirmed by his circling overhead for the past few hours. 

Erawan’s tower—that’s where he’d begin. And if the Valg king was there …

he’d figure it out. Whether he might repay Erawan for all he’d done, regardless

of Kaltain’s warning. 

His breathing ragged, Dorian reached the bottom of the winding steps, curling

his long tail around him as he peered to the dim hallway ahead. 

From  here,  he’d  need  to  cross  the  entire  level,  take  another  staircase  up, 

another hall, and then, if he was lucky, Erawan’s tower would be there. 

Manon  had  never  gained  access  to  it.  Never  known  what  waited  up  there. 

Only that it was guarded by Valg at all hours. A good enough place to begin his

hunt. 

His ears twitched. No approaching steps. No cats, mercifully. 

Dorian  turned  the  corner,  his  grayish  brown  fur  blending  into  the  rock,  and

scuttled along the groove where the wall met the floor. A guard stood on watch

at  the  end  of  the  hall,  staring  at  nothing.  He  loomed,  large  as  a  mountain,  as Dorian approached. 

Dorian  had  nearly  reached  the  guard  and  the  crossroads  he  monitored  when

he felt it—the stir, and then the silence. 

Even the guard straightened, glancing to the slit of a window behind him. 

Dorian halted, tucking himself into a shadow. 

Nothing. No cries or shouts, yet …

The guard returned to his post, but scanned the hall. 

Dorian  remained  still  and  quiet,  waiting.  Had  they  discovered  his  presence? 

Sent out a call? 

It couldn’t have been as easy as it had seemed. Erawan no doubt had traps to

alert him of any enemy presence—

Rushing, light steps sounded around the corner, and the guard turned toward

them. “What is it?” the man demanded. 

The approaching servant didn’t check his pace. “Who knows these days with

the company we keep? I’m not lingering to find out.” Then the man hurried on, 

rushing past Dorian. 

Not rushing toward something, but  away. 

Dorian’s whiskers flicked as he scented the air. Nothing. 

Waiting  in  a  hallway  would  do  no  good.  But  to  plunge  ahead,  to  seek  out

whatever might be happening … Not wise, either. 

There  was  one  place  he  might  hear  something.  Where  people  were  always

gossiping, even at Morath. 

So Dorian ventured back down the hall. Down another set of stairs, his little

legs barely able to move fast enough. Toward the kitchens, hot and bright with

the light of the great hearth. 

Lady Elide had worked here—had known these people. Not Valg, but people

conscripted into service. People who would undoubtedly talk about the comings

and goings of this keep. Just as they had at the palace in Rifthold. 

The various servants and cooks were indeed waiting. Staring toward the stairs

on the opposite side of the cavernous kitchen. As was the lean, green-eyed tabby

cat across the room. 

Dorian made himself as small as possible. But the beast paid him no mind, its

attention fixed on the stairs. As if it knew, too. 

And then steps—quick and hushed. Two women entered, empty trays in their

hands. Both wan and trembling. 

A  man  who  had  to  be  the  head  cook  asked  the  women,  “Did  you  see

anything?” 

One  of  the  women  shook  her  head.  “They  weren’t  in  the  council  room  yet. 

Thank the gods.” 

Her  partner’s  hands  wobbled  as  she  set  down  her  tray.  “They  will  be  soon, 

though.” 

“Lucky  you  got  out  before  they  came,”  someone  said.  “Or  you  might  have

found yourself part of lunch, too.” 

Lucky, indeed. Dorian lingered, but the kitchen resumed its rhythms, satisfied

two of its own had made it back safely. 

The  council  room—perhaps  the  same  Manon  had  described.  Where  Erawan

preferred to have his meetings. And if Erawan himself was headed there …

Dorian  scuttled  out,  heeding  that  mental  map  Manon  had  crafted.  A  fool—

only a fool would willingly go to see Erawan. Risk it. 

Perhaps he had a death wish. Perhaps he truly was a fool. But he wanted to

see  him.  Had  to  see  him,  this  creature  who  had  ruined  so  many  things.  Who

stood poised to devour their world. 

He  had  to  look  at  him,  this   thing  who  had  ordered  him  enslaved,  who  had butchered Sorscha. And if he was fortunate—maybe he’d kill him. 

He  could  remain  in  this  form  and  strike.  But  it  would  be  so  much  more

satisfying  to  return  to  his  own  body,  to  draw  Damaris,  and  end  him.  To  let

Erawan  see  the  pale  band  around  his  throat  and  know  who  killed  him,  that  he hadn’t broken him yet. 

And then Dorian would find that key. 

The silence showed him the way, perhaps more so than the mental map he’d

memorized. 

Halls  emptied  out.  The  air  became  thick,  cold.  As  if  Erawan’s  corruption

leaked from him. 

There were no guards, human or Valg, standing watch before the open doors. 

No one to mark the hooded figure who strode in, black cape flowing. 

Dorian  hurried,  skittering  after  that  figure  just  as  the  doors  shut.  His  magic swelled, and he willed it to calm, to coil, an asp poised to strike. 

One blow to get Erawan down, then he’d shift and draw Damaris. 

The figure halted, cloak swaying, and Dorian dashed for the nearest shadow

—by the crack between the door and floor. 

The chamber was ordinary, save for a table of black glass in its center. And

the golden-haired, golden-eyed man seated at it. 

Manon had not lied: Erawan had indeed shed Perrington’s skin for something

far fairer. 

Though still dressed in finery, Dorian realized as the Valg king rose, his gray

jacket  and  pants  immaculately  tailored.  No  weapons  lay  at  his  side.  No  hint  of the Wyrdkey. 

But  he  could   feel  Erawan’s  power,  the  wrongness  leaking  from  him.  Could feel  it,  and  remember  it,  the  way  that  power  had  felt  inside  him,  curdling  his soul. 

Ice cracked in his veins. Quick—he had to be quick. Strike  now. 

“This is an unexpected delight,” Erawan said, his voice young and yet not. He

gestured to the spread of food—fruits and cured meats. “Shall we?” 

Dorian’s magic faltered as two moon-pale, slender hands rose from the folds

of the black cloak and pushed back the cowl. 

The woman beneath was not beautiful, not in the classical way. Yet with her

jet-black hair, her dark eyes, her red lips … She was striking. Mesmerizing. 

Those red lips curved, revealing bone-white teeth. 

Cold licked down Dorian’s spine at the pointed, delicate ears peeking above

the curtain of dark hair. Fae. The woman—female was Fae. 

She removed her cloak to reveal a flowing gown of deepest purple before she

settled herself across the table from Erawan. Not an ounce of hesitation or fear

checked her graceful movements. “You know why I have come, then.” 

Erawan  smiled  as  he  sat,  pouring  a  goblet  of  wine  for  the  female,  then  for himself.  And  all  thoughts  of  killing  vanished  from  Dorian’s  head  as  the  Valg king asked, “Is there any other reason you would deign to visit Morath, Maeve?” 

CHAPTER 69

Orynth  had  not  been  this  quiet  since  the  day  Aedion  and  the  remnants  of

Terrasen’s court had marched to Theralis. 

Even  then,  there  had  been  a  hum  to  the  ancient  city  erected  between  the

mouth of the Florine and the edge of the Staghorns, Oakwald a ripple of wood to

the west. 

Then, the white walls had still been shining. 

Now  they  lay  stained  and  grayish,  as  bleak  as  the  sky,  while  Aedion, 

Lysandra, and their allies strode through the towering metal doors of the western

gate. Here, the walls were six feet thick, the blocks of stone so heavy that legend

claimed Brannon had conscripted giants from the Staghorns to heave them into

place. 

Aedion would give anything for those long-forgotten giants to find their way

to the city now. For the ancient Wolf Tribes to come racing down the towering

peaks  behind  the  city,  the  lost  Fae  of  Terrasen  with  them.  For  any  of  the  old myths  to  emerge  from  the  shadows  of  time,  as  Rolfe  and  his  Mycenians  had

done. 

But he knew their luck had run out. 

Their companions knew it, too. Even Ansel of Briarcliff had gone as silent as

Ilias  and  his  assassins,  her  shoulders  bowed.  She  had  been  that  way  since  the heads of her warriors had landed amongst their ranks, her wine-red hair dull, her

steps heavy. He knew her horror, her guilt. Wished he had a moment to comfort

the young queen beyond a swift apology. But Ilias, it seemed, had taken it upon

himself to do just that, riding beside Ansel in steady, quiet company. 

The  city  had  been  laid  at  the  feet  of  the  towering,  near-mythic  castle  built atop  a  jutting  piece  of  rock.  A  castle  that  rose  so  high  its  uppermost  turrets seemed to pierce the sky. Once, that castle had glowed, roses and creeping plants

draped along its sun-warmed stones, the song of a thousand fountains singing in

every  hall  and  courtyard.  Once,  proud  banners  had  flapped  from  those

impossibly high towers, standing watch over the mountains and forest and river

and Plain of Theralis below. 

It had become a mausoleum. 

No  one  spoke  as  they  trudged  up  the  steep,  winding  streets.  Grim-faced

people either stopped to stare or continued rushing to prepare for the siege. 

There  was  no  way  to  outrun  it.  Not  with  the  Staghorns  at  their  backs, 

Oakwald  to  the  west,  and  the  army  advancing  from  the  south.  Yes,  they  might flee eastward across the plains, but to where? To Suria, where it would only be a

matter of time before they were found? To the hinterlands beyond the mountains, 

where  the  winters  were  so  brutal  they  claimed  no  mortal  could  survive?  The
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people of Orynth were as trapped as their army. 

Aedion  knew  he  should  square  his  shoulders.  Should  grin  at  these  people—

his people—and offer them a shred of courage. 

Yet  he  couldn’t.  Couldn’t  stop  himself  from  wondering  how  many  had  lost

family,  friends,  in  the  battle  by  the  river.  In  the  weeks  of  fighting  before  that. 

How  many  were  still  praying  that  the  streaming  lines  of  soldiers  making  their way toward the city would reveal a loved one. 

His fault, his burden. His choices had led them here. His choices had left so

many bodies in the snow, a veritable path of them from the southern border, all

the way to the Florine. 

The  white  castle  loomed,  larger  with  every  hill  they  ascended.  At  least  they had that—the advantage of higher ground. 

At least they had that. 

Darrow and the other lords were waiting. 

Not in the throne room, but in the spacious council chamber on the other side

of the palace. 

The last time Aedion had been in the room, a preening Adarlanian prick had

presided over the meeting. The Viceroy of Terrasen, he’d called himself. 

It  seemed  the  man  had  taken  his  finery,  chairs  and  wall  hangings  included, 

and run off the moment the king had been killed. 

So an ancient worktable now served as their war desk, an assortment of half-

rotting chairs from various rooms in the castle around it. Currently occupied by

Darrow,  Sloane,  Gunnar,  and  Ironwood.  Murtaugh,  to  Aedion’s  surprise,  was

amongst them. 

They  rose  as  Aedion  and  his  companions  entered.  Not  out  of  any  respect  to

Aedion, but for the royals with him. 

Ansel of Briarcliff surveyed the piss-poor space, as she’d done for the entirety

of  the  walk  through  the  dim  and  dreary  castle,  and  let  out  a  low  whistle.  “You weren’t kidding when you said Adarlan raided your coffers.” Her first words in

hours. Days. 

Aedion grunted. “To the copper.” He halted before the table. 

Darrow demanded, “Where is Kyllian?” 

Aedion gave him a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Ren tensed, reading the

warning in that smile. “He bade me to go ahead while he led the army here.” Lie. 

Darrow rolled his eyes, then fixed them upon Rolfe, who was still frowning at

the shabby castle. “We have you to thank for the lucky retreat, I take it.” 

Rolfe fixed his sea-green stare upon the man. “That you do.” 

Darrow sat again, the other lords following suit. “And you are?” 

“Privateer  Rolfe,”  the  pirate  said  smoothly.  “Commander  in  Her  Majesty’s

Armada. And Heir to the Mycenian people.” 

The  other  lords  straightened.  “The  Mycenians  vanished  an  age  ago,”  Lord

Sloane  said.  But  the  man  noted  the  sword  at  Rolfe’s  side,  the  sea  dragon

pommel. Had no doubt spied the fleet creeping up the Florine. 
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“Vanished,  but  did  not  die  out,”  Rolfe  countered.  “And  we  have  come  to

fulfill an old debt.” 

Darrow rubbed at his temple. Old—Darrow truly looked his age as he leaned

against the table edge. “Well, we have the gods to thank for that.” 

Lysandra said, simmering with rage, “You have Aelin to thank for that.” 

The man narrowed his eyes, and Aedion’s temper honed itself into something

lethal. But Darrow’s voice was exhausted—heavy, as he asked, “Not pretending

today,  Lady?” 

Lysandra only pointed to Rolfe, then Ansel, then Galan. Swept her arm to the

windows, to where the Fae royals and Ilias of the Silent Assassins tended to their

own  on  the  castle  grounds.  “All  of  them.  All  of  them  came  here  because  of

 Aelin.  Not  you.  So  before  you  sneer  that  there  is  no  Her  Majesty’s  Armada, allow me to tell you that there  is. And you are not a part of it.” 

Darrow let out a long sigh, rubbing his temple again. “You are dismissed from

this room.” 

“Like hell she is,” Aedion growled. 

But Murtaugh cut in, “There is someone, Lady, who would like to see you.” 

Lysandra  raised  her  brows,  and  the  old  man  winced.  “I  did  not  wish  to  risk leaving  her  in  Allsbrook  alone.  Evangeline  is  in  the  northern  tower—in  my

former  granddaughter’s  bedroom.  She  spotted  your  approach  from  the  window

and it was all I could do to convince her to wait.” 

A  polite,  clever  way  to  defuse  the  brewing  storm.  Aedion  debated  telling

Lysandra  that  she  could  stay,  but  Lysandra  was  already  moving,  dark  hair

flowing behind her. 

When she’d left, Aedion said, “She’s fought on the front lines at every battle. 

Nearly  died  against  our  enemies.  I  didn’t  see  any  of  you  bothering  to  do  the same.” 

The group of old lords frowned with distaste. Yet it was Darrow who shifted

in his seat—slightly. As if Aedion had struck upon a festering wound. “To be too

old to fight,” Darrow said quietly, “while younger men and women die is not as

easy as you would think, Aedion.” He glanced down, to the nameless sword at

Aedion’s side. “It is not easy at all.” 

Aedion debated telling him to ask the people who’d died if  that wasn’t easy, 

either, but Prince Galan cleared his throat. “What preparations are under way for

a siege?” 

The  Terrasen  lords  didn’t  seem  to  appreciate  being  questioned,  but  they

opened their hateful mouths and spoke. 

An hour later, the others seen to their rooms, then to baths and hot meals, Aedion

found himself following her scent. 

She had gone not to the north tower and the ward who awaited her, but to the

throne room. 

The towering oak doors were cracked, the two rearing stags carved on them

staring  him  down.  Once,  gold  filigree  had  covered  the  immortal  flame  shining

between their proud antlers. 

During the past decade, someone had peeled off the gold. Either for spite or

quick coin. 

Aedion slipped through the doors, the cavernous chamber like the ghost of an

old friend. 

How  many  times  had  he  bemoaned  being  forced  to  dress  in  his  finery  and

stand  beside  the  thrones  atop  the  dais  at  the  far  back  of  the  pillar-lined  room? 

How  many  times  had  he  caught  Aelin  nodding  off  during  an  endless  day  of

pageantry? 

Then,  the  banners  of  all  the  Terrasen  territories  had  hung  from  the  ceiling. 

Then, the pale marble floors had been so polished he could see his reflection in

them. 

Then, an antler throne had sat upon the dais, towering and primal. Built from

the shed horns of the immortal stags of Oakwald. 

Stags now butchered and burned, as the antler throne had been after the battle

of Theralis. The king had ordered it done right on the battlefield. 

It was before that empty dais that Lysandra stood. Staring at the white marble

as  if  she  could  see  the  throne  that  had  once  been  there.  See  the  other,  smaller thrones that had sat beside it. 

“I  hadn’t  realized  that  Adarlan  wrecked  this  place  so  thoroughly,”  she  said, 

either scenting him or recognizing the cadence of his footsteps. 

“The bones of it are still intact,” Aedion said. “For how much longer that will

remain true, I don’t know.” 

Lysandra’s  green  eyes  slid  toward  him,  dim  with  exhaustion  and  sorrow. 

“Deep  down,”  she  said  quietly,  “some  part  of  me  thought  I’d  live  to  see  her sitting here.” She pointed to the dais, to where the antler throne had once been. 

“Deep down, I thought we might actually make it somehow. Even with Morath, 

and the Lock, and all of it.” 

There was no hope in her face. 

It was perhaps because of it that she bothered to speak to him. 

“I thought so, too,” Aedion said with equal quiet, though the words echoed in

the vast, empty chamber. “I thought so, too.” 

CHAPTER 70

The Queen of the Fae had come to Morath. 

Dorian forced his heartbeat to calm, his breathing to steady as Maeve sipped

from her wine. 

“You do not know me, then,” the Fae Queen said, studying the Valg king. 

Erawan paused, goblet half-raised to his lips. “Are you not Maeve, Queen of

Doranelle?” 

Aelin. Had Maeve brought Aelin  here? To be sold to Erawan? 

Gods, gods—

Maeve  tipped  back  her  head  and  laughed.  “Millennia  apart,  and  you  have

forgotten even your own sister-in-law.” 

Dorian was glad he was small and quiet and unmarked. He might have very

well swayed. 

Erawan went still. “You.” 

Maeve smiled. “Me.” 

Those golden eyes roved over the Fae Queen. “In a Fae skin. All this time.” 

“I’m disappointed you did not figure it out.” 

The  pulse  of  Erawan’s  power  slithered  over  Dorian.  So  similar—so  terribly

similar to the oily power of that Valg prince. “Do you know what you have—” 

The Valg king silenced himself. Straightened his shoulders. 

“I  suppose  I  should  thank  you,  then,”  Erawan  said,  mastering  himself. 

“Without you betraying my brother, I would not have discovered this delightful

world.  And  would  not  stand  primed  to  conquer  it.”  He  sipped  from  his  goblet. 

“But  the  question  remains:  Why  come  here?  Why  reveal  yourself  now?  My

ancient enemy—perhaps enemy no longer.” 

“I was never your enemy,” Maeve said, her voice unruffled. “Your brothers, 

however, were mine.” 

“And yet you married Orcus knowing full well what he is like.” 

“Perhaps I should have married you when you offered.” A small smile—coy

and horrible. “But I was so young then. Easily misled.” 

Erawan let out a low laugh that made Dorian’s stomach turn. “You were never

those things. And now here we are.” 

If  Aelin  was  here,  if  Dorian  could  find  her,  perhaps  they  could  take  on  the Valg queen and king …

“Here  we  are,”  Maeve  said.  “You,  poised  to  sweep  this  continent.  And  me, 

willing to help you.” 

Erawan crossed an ankle over a knee. “Again: Why?” 

Maeve’s  fingers  smoothed  over  the  facets  of  her  goblet.  “My  people  have

betrayed me. After all I have done for them, all I have protected them, they rose

up  against  me.  The  army  I  had  gathered  refused  to  march.  My  nobles,  my servants, refused to kneel. I am Queen of Doranelle no longer.” 

“I can guess who might be behind such a thing,” Erawan said. 

Darkness flickered in the room, terrible and cold. “I had Aelin of the Wildfire

contained. I had hoped to bring her here to you when she was … ready. But the

sentinel  I  assigned  to  oversee  her  care  made  a  grave  error.  I  myself  will  admit that  I  was  deceived.  And  now  she  is  again  free.  And  took  it  upon  herself  to dispatch letters to some influential individuals in Doranelle. She is likely already

on this continent.” 

Relief shuddered through him. 

Erawan waved a hand. “In Anielle. Expending her power carelessly.” 

Maeve’s  eyes  glowed.  “She  cost  me  my  kingdom,  my  throne.  My  circle  of

trusted warriors. Any neutrality I might have had in this war, any mercy I might

have offered, vanished the moment she and her mate left.” 

They’d  found  her.  Somehow,  they’d  found  her.  And  Anielle—did  he  dare

hope Chaol might also be there? 

Dorian  might  have  roared  his  victory.  But  Maeve  continued,  “Aelin

Galathynius will come for me, if she survives you. I do not plan to allow her the

chance to do so.” 

Erawan’s smile grew. “So you think to ally with me.” 

“Only together can we ensure Brannon’s bloodline is toppled forever. Never

to rise again.” 

“Then why not kill her, when you had her?” 

“Would you have done so, brother? Would you not have tried to turn her?” 

Erawan’s silence was confirmation enough. Then the Valg king asked, “You

lay a great deal before me, sister. Do you expect me to believe you so readily?” 

“I  anticipated  that.”  Her  lips  curved.  “After  all,  I  have  nothing  left  but  my own powers.” 

Erawan said nothing, as if well aware of the dance the queen led him in. 

She  extended  a  moon-white  hand  toward  the  center  of  the  room.  “There  is

something else I might bring to the table, should it interest you.” 

A flick of her slender fingers, and a hole simply appeared in the heart of the

chamber. 

Dorian started, curling himself farther into shadow and dust. Not bothering to

hide  his  trembling  as  a  horror  only  true  darkness  could  craft  appeared  on  the other side of that hole. The  portal. 

“I  had  forgotten  you’d  mastered  that  gift,”  Erawan  said,  his  golden  eyes

flaring at the thing that now bowed to them, its pincers clicking. 

The spider. 

“And I’d forgotten that they still bothered to answer to you,” Erawan went on. 

“When  the  Fae  cast  me  aside,”  Maeve  said,  smiling  faintly  at  the  enormous

spider, “I returned to those who have always been loyal to me.” 

“The  stygian  spiders  have  become  their  own  creatures,”  Erawan  countered. 

“Your list of allies remains short.” 

Maeve shook her head, dark hair shining. “These are not the stygian spiders.” 

Through the portal, Dorian could make out jagged, ashen rock. Mountains. 

“These are the  kharankui, as the people of the southern continent call them. 

My most loyal handmaidens.” 

Dorian’s heart thundered as the spider bowed again. 

Erawan’s face turned cool and bored. “What use would I have for them?” He

gestured  to  the  windows  beyond,  the  hellscape  he’d  crafted.  “I  have  created

 armies of beasts loyal to me. I do not need a few hundred spiders.” 

Maeve didn’t so much as falter. “My handmaidens are resourceful, their webs

long-reaching. They speak to me of the goings-on in the world. And spoke to me

of the next … phase of your grand plans.” 

Dorian braced himself. Erawan stiffened. 

Maeve drawled. “The Valg princesses need hosts. You have had difficulty in

securing ones powerful enough to hold them. The khaganate princess managed

to  survive  the  one  you  planted  in  her,  and  is  mistress  of  her  own  body  once more.” 

Valg princesses. In the southern continent. Chaol—

“I’m listening,” Erawan said. 

Maeve  pointed  to  the  spider  still  bowing  at  the  portal—the  portal  to  the

southern  continent,  opened  as  easily  as  a  window.  “Why  bother  with  human

hosts  for  the  six  remaining  princesses  when  you  might  create  ones  far  more

powerful? And willing.” 

Erawan’s gold eyes slid to the spider. “You and your kin would allow this?” 

His first words to the creature. 

The  spider’s  pincers  clicked,  her  horrible  eyes  blinking.  “It  would  be  our

honor to prove our loyalty to our queen.” 

Maeve smiled at the spider. Dorian shuddered. 

“Immortal,  powerful  hosts,”  Maeve  purred  to  the  Valg  king.  “With  their

innate  gifts,  imagine  how  the  princesses  might  thrive  within  them.  Both  spider and princess becoming  more.” 

Becoming a horror beyond all reckoning. 

Erawan  said  nothing,  and  Maeve  flicked  her  fingers,  the  portal  and  spider

vanishing. She rose, graceful as a shadow. “I shall let you consider this alliance, 

if that is what you wish. The  kharankui will do as I bid them—and will happily

march under your banner.” 

“Yet what shall I say to my brother, when I see him again?” 

Maeve angled her head. “Do you plan to see Orcus again?” 

“Why  do  you  think  I  have  spent  so  long  building  this  army,  preparing  this

world, if not to greet my brothers once more? If not to impress them with what I

have made here?” 

Erawan would bring the Valg kings back to Erilea, if given the chance. And if

he did—

Maeve  studied  the  seated  king.  “Tell  Orcus  that  I  grew  bored  of  waiting  for him to come home from his conquests.” A spider’s smile. “I would much rather

have joined him.” 

Erawan blinked, the only sign of his surprise. Then he waved an elegant hand, 

and the doors opened on a phantom wind. “I shall think on this, sister. For your

brazenness  in  approaching  me,  I  will  allow  you  to  stay  as  my  guest  until  I decide.”  Two  guards  appeared  in  the  hall,  and  Dorian  braced  himself,  paws

tensing on the stones. “They will show you to your room.” 

To remain in this chamber for too long might lead to his exposure, but he had

not  sensed  the  key  on  the  Valg  king.  Later—he  could  keep  looking  later. 

Contemplate the best way to kill the king, too. If he was foolish enough to risk it. 

For now …

Maeve  gathered  her  cloak,  sweeping  it  around  her,  and  Dorian  rushed

forward, ducking into its shadows once more as the Fae Queen prowled out. 

The guards led her down a hall, up a winding stair, and into a tower adjacent

to  Erawan’s.  It  was  well-appointed  in  polished  oak  furniture  and  crisp  linen

sheets. Likely a remnant of the years this had been a human stronghold and not a

home of horrors. 

As  the  door  shut  behind  Maeve,  she  leaned  into  the  iron-studded  wood  and

sighed. 

“Do you plan to hide in that pathetic form all day?” 

Dorian  lunged  for  the  gap  between  the  door  and  the  floor,  but  her  black-

booted foot slammed down upon his tail. 

Pain  speared  through  his  bones,  but  her  foot  remained  in  place.  His  magic

surged, lashing, but a dark wind wrapped talons around it, choking. Stifling. 

The Fae Queen smiled down at him. “You are not a very skilled spy, King of

Adarlan.” 

CHAPTER 71

Dorian’s  magic  struggled,  roaring  as  her  dark  power  held  him  in  its  net.  If  he could turn into a wyvern and rip her head off …

But Maeve smiled, weary and amused, and lifted her foot from his poor tail. 

Then released her grip on his magic. 

He  shuddered  at  the  dark,  festering  power  as  it  caressed  talons  down  his

magic, brushed the shimmering, raw core, and vanished. 

It was an effort not to gag, not to touch the pale band on his neck just to be

sure it was gone. 

Maeve’s smile remained on her red mouth, his magic still shivering as the feel

of her power lingered. The power to break into minds, to rip apart the psyche. A

different sort of enemy. One that would require another route. A reckless, fool’s

route. A courtier’s route. 

So  he  shifted,  fur  becoming  skin,  paws  into  hands.  When  he  at  last  stood

before  the  Fae  Queen,  man  once  more,  her  smile  grew.  “How  handsome  you

are.” 

Dorian  sketched  a  bow.  He  didn’t  dare  reach  for  Damaris  at  his  side.  “How

did you know?” 

“You  did  not  think  I  beheld  you,  your  scent  and  the  feel  of  your  power,  in Aelin’s  memories?”  She  angled  her  head.  “Though  my  spy  did  not  report  your

interest in shifting.” 

Cyrene. Horror crept through him. 

Maeve strode deeper into the chamber and took up a seat on the bench before

the foot of the bed, as regally as if she sat upon her throne. “How do you think

the Matrons knew where to find you?” 

“Cyrene was only at the camp for a day,” he managed to say. 

“Do  you  truly  believe  that  there  are  no  other  spiders,  up  there  in  the

mountains? They all answer to her, and to me. She needed only whisper once, to

the right ones, and they found me. And found the Ironteeth.” Maeve ran a hand

along the lap of her gown. “Whether Erawan knows of your gifts remains to be

seen.  Before  you  killed  her,  Cyrene  certainly  informed  me  that  you  were  …

different.” 

He did not regret killing her one bit. 

“But  that  is  neither  here  nor  there.  Cyrene  is  dead,  and  you  are  a  long  way from the arms of Manon Blackbeak.” 

Dorian braced a hand on Damaris’s hilt. 

Maeve smiled at the ancient sword. “It seems the Queen of Terrasen learned

to  share.  She’s  acquired  quite  the  trove,  hasn’t  she?”  Dorian  started.  If  Maeve knew everything Aelin possessed—

“I know that, too,” Maeve said, her dark eyes depthless. Damaris warmed in his grip. “And know the spider did not guess at that truth, at least.” She scanned

him. “Where are they now, Dorian Havilliard?” 

Something slithering and sharp slid along his mind. Trying to get  in—

Dorian’s  magic  roared.  A  sheet  of  ice  slammed  into  those  mental  talons. 

Blasted them away. 

Maeve chuckled, and Dorian blinked, finding the room also coated with frost. 

“A dramatic, but effective method.” 

Dorian  smirked  at  her,  “You  think  I  would  be  foolish  enough  to  allow  you

into  my  mind?”  Still  keeping  one  hand  on  the  sword,  he  slid  the  other  into  a pocket, if only to hide its shaking. “Or to tell you where they are hidden?” 

“It was worth the attempt,” Maeve said. 

“Why not sound the alarm?” was his only reply. 

Maeve leaned back, studying him again. “You want what I want. Erawan has

it. Does that not make you and I allies of a sort?” 

“You must be mad, to think I would ever give you the keys.” 

“Am I? What would you do with them, Dorian? Destroy them?” 

“What would you do? Conquer the world?” 

Maeve  laughed.  “Oh,  nothing  so  common  as  that.  I  would  make  sure  that

Erawan and his brothers can never return.” Damaris remained warm in his hand. 

The queen spoke the truth. Or some part of it. 

“You’ll admit so easily that you plan to betray Erawan?” 

“Why  do  you  think  I  came  here?”  Maeve  asked.  “My  people  have  cast  me

out, and I guessed you would seek out Morath soon enough.” 

Damaris’s  warmth  did  not  falter,  yet  Dorian  said,  “You  cannot  think  I’d

believe  you  came  here  to  win  my  allegiance.  Not  when  I  saw  that  you  plan  to offer Erawan your spiders to assist his princesses.” He didn’t want to know what

the Valg princesses could do. Why Erawan had delayed his unleashing of them. 

“A small sacrifice on my part to win his trust.” Damaris held warm. “We are

not  so  different,  you  and  I.  And  I  have  nothing  to  lose  now,  thanks  to  your friend.” 

Truth, truth, truth. 

And there it was—the opening he’d been waiting for. 

Keeping his mind encased in that wall of ice, his magic sizing up the enemy

before  them,  Dorian  let  his  hand  slide  from  Damaris’s  hilt.  Let  her  see  his thawing distrust as he said, “Aelin seems to be skilled at wrecking the kingdoms

of other people while protecting her own.” 

“And at letting others pay her debts.” 

Dorian  stilled,  though  his  magic  continued  its  vigil,  monitoring  her  dark

power as it paced the barrier to his mind. 

“Isn’t that why you are here?” Maeve asked. “To be the sacrifice so that Aelin

need  not  destroy  herself?”  She  clicked  her  tongue.  “Such  a  terrible  waste—for either of you to pay the price for Elena’s foolishness.” 

“It is.” Truth. 

“Can I tell you what Aelin revealed to me, during those moments I was able to peer into her mind?” 

Dorian didn’t dare reach for Damaris again. “You enslaved her,” he growled. 

“I don’t want to hear a damn thing about it.” 

Maeve brushed her curtain of hair over a shoulder, humming. “Aelin is glad

it’s  you,”  she  merely  said.  “She’s  hoping  she’ll  be  too  late  in  returning.  That you’ll  accomplish  what  you’ve  set  out  to  do  and  spare  her  from  a  terrible

choice.” 

“She  has  a  mate  and  a  kingdom.  I  don’t  blame  her.”  The  sharpness  in  his

words wasn’t entirely faked. 

“Don’t  you?  Don’t  you  have  a  kingdom  to  look  after,  one  no  less  powerful

and noble than Terrasen?” When he didn’t answer, Maeve said, “Aelin has been

freed for weeks now. And she has not come to find you.” 

“The continent is a big place.” 

A  knowing  smile.  “She  could  find  you,  if  she  wished.  And  yet  she  went  to

Anielle.” 

He knew what manner of game she played. His magic slipped a fraction. An

opening. 

Maeve’s  own  lashed  for  it,  seeking  a  way  in.  She’d  barely  crossed  the

threshold when he gritted his teeth and threw her from his mind again, the wall

of ice colliding with her. 

“If you want me to ally with you, you’re picking one hell of a way to show

it.” 

Maeve laughed softly. “Can you blame me for trying?” 

Dorian  didn’t  answer,  and  stared  at  her  for  a  long  minute.  Made  a  show  of

considering. Every bit of courtly intrigue and training kept his face unreadable. 

“You think I’d betray my friends that easily?” 

“Is  it  betrayal?”  Maeve  mused.  “To  find  an  alternative  to  you  and  Aelin

Galathynius paying the ultimate price? It was what I intended for her all along:

to keep her from being a sacrifice to unfeeling gods.” 

“Those gods are powerful beings.” 

“Then  where  are  they  now?”  She  gestured  to  the  room,  the  keep.  Silence

answered.  “They  are  afraid.  Of  me,  of  Erawan.  Of  the  keys.”  She  gave  him  a serpent’s smile. “They are afraid of  you. You, and Aelin Fire-Bringer. Powerful

enough to send them home—or to damn them.” 

He didn’t answer. She wasn’t entirely wrong. 

“Why  not  defy  them?  Why  bow  to  their  wishes?  What  have  they  ever  done

for you?” 

Sorscha’s pained face flashed before his eyes. 

“There is no other way,” he said at last. “To end this.” 

“The keys could end it.” 

To wield them, rather than seal them back into the gate. 

“They  could  do  anything,”  Maeve  went  on.  “Destroy  Erawan,  banish  those

gods back to their home if that’s what they want.” She angled her head. “Open

another door to realms of peace and resting.” 

To the woman who would undoubtedly be there. 

The  dark,  predatory  power  stalking  his  mind  faded  away,  pulled  back  to  its

mistress. 

Aelin had done it once. Opened a door to see Nehemia. It was possible. The

encounters with Gavin and Kaltain only confirmed it. 

“What  if  you  didn’t  only  ally  with  me,”  he  asked  at  last,  “but  with  Adarlan itself?” 

Maeve didn’t answer. As if she were surprised by the offer. 

“A  bigger  alliance  than  merely  working  together  to  find  the  key,”  Dorian

mused, and shrugged. “You have no kingdom, and clearly want another. Why not

lend your gifts to Adarlan, to me? Bring your spiders to our side.” 

“A breath ago, you were livid that I enslaved your friend.” 

“Oh, I still am. Yet I am not so proud to refuse to consider the possibility. You

want a kingdom? Then join mine. Ally with me, work with me to get what we

need from Erawan, and I shall make you queen. Of a far bigger territory, with a

people who will not rise up against you. A new start, I suppose.” 

When she still did not speak, Dorian leaned against the door. The portrait of

courtly nonchalance. “You think I’m trying to trick you. Perhaps I am.” 

“And Manon Blackbeak? What of your promises to her?” 

“I have made her no promises regarding my throne, and she wants nothing to

do  with  them,  anyway.”  He  didn’t  hide  the  bitterness  as  he  shrugged  again. 

“Marriages have been built on far more volatile foundations than this one.” 

“Aelin  of  the  Wildfire  might  very  well  mark  you  as  an  enemy,  should  we

make a true union.” 

“Aelin will not risk killing an ally—not right now. And she will discover that

she is not the only one capable of saving this world. Perhaps she’ll even come to

thank me, if she’s as eager to avoid being sacrificed as you claim.” 

Maeve’s red mouth curved upward. “You are young, and brash.” 

Dorian sketched a bow again. “I am also exceedingly handsome and willing

to offer up my throne in a gesture of good faith.” 

“I could sell you to Erawan right now and he would reward me handsomely.” 

“Reward you—as if you are a hound bringing back a pheasant to its master.” 

Dorian  laughed,  and  her  eyes  flashed.  “It  was  you  who  just  posed  this  alliance between  us,  not  me.  But  consider  this:  Shall  you  kneel,  or  shall  you  rule, 

Maeve?”  He  tapped  his  neck,  right  over  the  pale  band  across  it.  “I  have  knelt, and found I have no interest in doing so again. Not for Erawan, or for Aelin, or

anyone.” Another shrug. “The woman I love is dead. My kingdom is in pieces. 

What do I have to lose?” He let some of the old ice, the hollowness in his chest, 

rise to his face. “I’m willing to play this game. Are you?” 

Maeve  fell  silent  again.  And  slowly,  those  phantom  hands  crept  into  the

corners of his mind. 

He let her see. See the truth she sought. 

He withstood it, that probing touch. 
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At last, Maeve loosed a breath through her nose. “You came to Morath for a

key and will leave with a bride.” 

He nearly sagged with relief. “I will leave with both. And quickly.” 

“And how do you propose we are to find what we seek?” 

Dorian smiled at the Fae Queen. The Valg Queen. “Leave that to me.” 

Atop  Morath’s  highest  tower  hours  later,  Dorian  peered  at  the  army  campfires

littering  the  valley  floor,  his  raven’s  feathers  ruffled  in  the  frozen  wind  off  the surrounding peaks. 

The screams and snarling had quieted, at least. As if even Morath’s dungeon-

masters  maintained  ordinary  hours  of  working.  He  might  have  found  the  idea

darkly funny, if he didn’t know what manner of thing was being broken and bred

here. 

His cousin, Roland, had wound up here. He knew it, though no one had ever

confirmed  it.  Had  he  survived  the  transition  to  Valg  prince,  or  had  he  merely been a meal for one of the terrors who prowled this place? 

He lifted his head, scanning the cloudy sky. The moon was a pale blur behind

them,  a  trickle  of  light  that  seemed  keen  to  remain  hidden  from  Morath’s

watchful eyes. 

A dangerous game. He was playing one hell of a dangerous game. 

Did  Gavin  watch  him  now,  from  wherever  he  rested?  Had  he  learned  what

manner of monster Dorian had allied himself with? 

He didn’t dare to summon the king here. Not with Erawan so close. 

Close enough that Dorian might have attacked. Perhaps he’d been a fool not

to.  Perhaps  he’d  be  a  fool  to  attempt  it,  as  Kaltain  had  warned,  when  it  might reveal their mission. When Erawan had those collars on hand. 

Dorian cast a glance to the adjacent tower, where Maeve slept. A dangerous, 

dangerous game. 

The  dark  tower  beyond  hers  seemed  to  throb  with  power.  The  council  room

down  the  hall  from  it  was  still  lit,  however.  And  in  the  hall—motion.  People striding past the torches. Hurrying. 

Stupid. Utterly stupid, and yet he found himself flapping into the frigid night. 

Found himself banking, then swooping to a cracked window along the hallway. 

He pushed the window open a bit farther with his beak, and listened. 

“Months  I’ve  been  here,  and  now  he  refuses  my  counsel?”  A  tall,  thin  man

stomped  down  the  hall.  Away  from  Erawan’s  council  room.  Toward  the  tower

door at the end of the hall and the blank-faced guards stationed there. 

At  his  side,  two  shorter  men  struggled  to  keep  up.  One  of  them  said, 

“Erawan’s  motives  are  mysterious  indeed,  Lord  Vernon.  He  does  nothing

without reason. Have faith in him.” 

Dorian froze. 

Vernon Lochan. Elide’s uncle. 

His magic surged, ice cracking over the windowsill. 

Dorian  tracked  the  lanky  lord  while  he  stormed  past,  his  dark  fur  cape
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drooping to the stones. “I have had faith in him beyond what could be expected,” 

Vernon snapped. 

The lord and his lackeys gave the tower door a wide berth as they passed it, 

turned the corner, and vanished, their voices fading with them. 

Dorian  surveyed  the  empty  hall.  The  council  room  at  the  far  end.  The  door

still ajar. 

He  didn’t  hesitate.  Didn’t  give  himself  time  to  reconsider  as  he  crafted  his plan. And waited. 

Erawan emerged an hour later. 

Dorian’s  heart  thundered  through  him,  but  he  kept  his  position  in  the  hall, 

kept  his  shoulders  straight  and  hands  behind  his  back.  Precisely  how  he’d

appeared to the guards when he’d rounded the corner, having flown off to a quiet

hall before shifting and striding here. 

The  Valg  king  surveyed  him  once,  and  his  mouth  tightened.  “I  thought  I’d

dismissed you for the night, Vernon.” 

Dorian  bowed  his  head,  willing  his  breathing  steady  with  each  step  Erawan

made  toward  him.  His  magic  stirred,  recoiling  in  terror  at  the  creature  who

approached,  but  he  forced  it  down  deep.  To  a  place  where  Erawan  would  not

detect it. 

As  he  had  not  detected  Dorian  earlier.  Perhaps  the  raw  magic  in  him  also

erased any traceable scent. 

Dorian bowed his head. “I had returned to my chambers, but I realized I had a

lingering question, milord.” 

He prayed Erawan didn’t notice the different clothes. The sword that he kept

half-hidden  beneath  his  cloak.  Prayed  Erawan  decided  that  Vernon  had  gone

back to his room, changed, and returned. And prayed that he spoke enough like

the Lord of Perranth to be convincing. 

A  sniveling,  groveling  man—the  sort  who’d  sell  his  own  niece  to  a  demon

king. 

“What is it.” Erawan stalked down the hall to his tower, a nightmare wrapped

in a beautiful body. 

Strike him now. Kill him. 

And yet Dorian knew he hadn’t come here for that. Not at all. 

He kept his head down, voice low. “Why?” 

Erawan slid golden, glowing eyes toward him. Manon’s eyes. “Why what?” 

“You might have made yourself lord of a dozen other territories, and yet you

graced us with this one. I have long wondered why.” 

Erawan’s  eyes  narrowed  to  slits,  and  Dorian  kept  his  face  the  portrait  of

groveling curiosity. Had Vernon asked this before? 

A stupid gamble. If Erawan noticed the sword at his side—

“My brothers and I planned to conquer this world, to add it to the trove that

we’d already taken.” Erawan’s golden hair danced with the light of the torches as

he walked the long hall. Dorian had a feeling that when they reached the tower at

the  far  end,  the  conversation  would  be  through.  “We  arrived  at  this  one, encountered  a  surprising  amount  of  resistance,  and  they  were  banished  back.  I could  do  nothing  less  while  trapped  here  than  to  repay  this  world  for  the  blow they dealt us. So I will make this world into a mirror of our homeland—to honor

my brothers, and to prepare it for their return.” 

Dorian sifted through countless lessons on the royal houses of their lands and

said,  “I,  too,  know  what  it  is  to  have  a  brotherly  rivalry.”  He  gave  the  king  a simpering smile. 

“You killed yours,” Erawan said, bored already. “I love my brothers dearly.” 

The idea was laughable. 

Half the hallway remained until the tower door. “Will you truly decimate this

world, then? All who dwell in it?” 

“Those who do not kneel.” 

Maeve, at least, wished to preserve it. To rule, but to preserve it. 

“Would they receive collars and rings, or a clean death?” 

Erawan  surveyed  him  sidelong.  “You  have  never  wondered  for  the  sake  of

your people. Not even the sake of your niece, failure that she was.” 

Dorian made himself cringe, and bowed his head. “I apologize again for that, 

milord. She is a clever girl.” 

“So  clever,  it  seems,  that  one  confrontation  with  you  and  you  were  scared

away.” 

Dorian  again  bowed  his  head.  “I  will  go  hunt  for  her,  if  that  is  what  you wish.” 

“I am aware that she no longer has what I seek, and it is now lost to me. A

loss  you  brought  about.”  The  Wyrdkey  Elide  had  carried,  given  to  her  by

Kaltain. 

Dorian  wondered  if  Vernon  had  indeed  been  lying  low  for  months  now—

avoiding this conversation. He cringed again. “Tell me how to rectify it, milord, 

and it will be done.” 

Erawan  halted,  and  Dorian’s  mouth  went  dry.  His  magic  coiled  within  him, 

bracing. 

But he made himself look the king in the face. Meet the eyes of the creature

who had brought about so much suffering. 

“Your  bloodline  proved  useless  to  me,  Vernon,”  Erawan  said  a  shade  too

softly. “Shall I find another use for you here at Morath?” 

Dorian  knew  precisely  what  sort  of  uses  the  man  would  have.  He  lifted

supplicating hands. “I am your servant, milord.” 

Erawan stared at him for long heartbeats. Then he said, “Go.” 

Dorian straightened, letting Erawan stride a few more feet toward the tower. 

The blank-faced guards posted at its door stepped aside as he approached. 

“Do you truly hate them?” Dorian blurted. 

Erawan half-turned toward him. 

Dorian  asked,  “The  humans.  Aelin  Galathynius.  Dorian  Havilliard.  All  of

them. Do you truly hate them?”  Why do you make us suffer so greatly? 

Erawan’s golden eyes guttered. “They would keep me from my brothers,” he said. “I will let nothing stand in the way of my reunion with them.” 

“Surely there might be another way to reunite you. Without such a great war.” 

Erawan’s  stare  swept  over  him,  and  Dorian  held  still,  willing  his  scent  to

remain  unremarkable,  the  shift  to  keep  its  form.  “Where  would  the  fun  be  in that?” the Valg king asked, and turned back toward the hall. 

“Did the former King of Adarlan ask such questions?” The words broke from

him. 

Erawan again paused. “He was not so faithful a servant as you might believe. 

And look what it cost him.” 

“He fought you.” Not quite a question. 

“He  never  bowed.  Not  completely.”  Dorian  was  stunned  enough  that  he

opened  his  mouth.  But  Erawan  began  walking  again  and  said  without  looking

back,  “You  ask  many  questions,  Vernon.  A  great  many  questions.  I  find  them

tiresome.” 

Dorian bowed, even with Erawan’s back to him. But the Valg king continued

on, opening the tower door to reveal a lightless interior, and shut it behind him. 

A clock chimed midnight, off-kilter and odious, and Dorian strode back down

the hall, finding another route to Maeve’s chambers. A quick shift in a shadowed

alcove  had  him  scuttling  along  the  floor  again,  his  mouse’s  eyes  seeing  well enough in the dark. 

Only embers remained in the fireplace when he slid beneath the door. 

In the dark, Maeve said from the bed, “You are a fool.” 

Dorian shifted again, back into his own body. “For what?” 

“I know where you went. Who you sought.” Her voice slithered through the

darkness.  “You  are  a  fool.”  When  he  didn’t  reply,  she  asked,  “Did  you  plan  to kill him?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“You couldn’t face him and live.” Casual, stark words. Dorian didn’t need to

touch  Damaris  to  know  they  were  true.  “He  would  have  put  another  collar

around your throat.” 

“I know.” Perhaps he should have learned where the Valg king kept them and

destroyed the cache. 

“This alliance shall not work if you are sneaking off and acting like a reckless

boy,” Maeve hissed. 

“I know,” he repeated, the words hollow. 

Maeve sighed when he didn’t say more. “Did you at least find what you were

seeking?” 

Dorian lay down before the fire, curling an arm beneath his head. “No.” 

CHAPTER 72

From a distance, the Ferian Gap did not look like the outpost for a good number

of Morath’s aerial legion. 

Nor did it look, Nesryn decided, like it had been breeding wyverns for years. 

She supposed that the lack of any obvious signs of a Valg king’s presence was

part of why it had remained secret for so long. 

Sailing  closer  to  the  towering  twin  peaks  that  flanked  either  side—the

Northern Fang on one, the Omega on the other—and separated the White Fangs

from  the  Ruhnn  Mountains,  Nesryn  could  barely  make  out  the  structures  built

into either one. Like the Eridun aerie, and yet not at all. The Eridun’s mountain

home was full of motion and life. What had been built in the Gap, connected by

a stone bridge near its top, was silent. Cold and bleak. 

Snow half blinded Nesryn, but Salkhi swept toward the peaks, staying high. 

Borte and Arcas came in from the north, little more than dark shadows amid the

whipping white. 

Far  behind  them,  out  in  the  valley  plain  beyond  the  Gap,  one  half  of  their army  waited,  the  ruks  with  them.  Waited  for  Nesryn  and  Borte,  along  with  the other  scouts  who  had  gone  out,  to  report  back  that  the  time  was  ripe  to  attack. 

They’d made the river crossing under cover of darkness last night, and those the

ruks could not carry had been brought over on boats. 

A precarious position to be in, on that plain before the Gap. The Avery forked

at their backs, effectively hemming them in. Much of it had been frozen, but not

nearly thick enough to risk crossing on foot. Should this battle go poorly, there

would be nowhere to run. 

Nesryn  nudged  Salkhi,  coming  around  the  Northern  Fang  from  the  southern

side. Far below, the whirling snows cleared enough to reveal what seemed to be

a back gate into the mountain. No sign of sentries or any wyverns. 

Perhaps the weather had driven them all inside. 

She glanced southward, into the Fangs. But there was no sign of the second

half of their army, marching north through the peaks themselves to come at the

Gap  from  the  western  entrance.  A  far  more  treacherous  journey  than  the  one

they’d made. 

But if they timed it right, if they drew out the host in the Gap onto the plain

just  before  the  others  arrived  from  the  west,  they  might  crush  Morath’s  forces between them. And that was without the unleashed power of Aelin Galathynius. 

And her consort and court. 

Salkhi  arced  around  the  Northern  Fang.  Distantly,  Nesryn  could  make  out

Borte doing the same around the Omega. But there was no sign of their enemy. 

And  when  Nesryn  and  Borte  did  another  pass  through  the  Ferian  Gap,  even
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going so far as to soar between the two peaks, they found no sign, either. 

As if the enemy had vanished. 

The White Fangs were utterly unforgiving. 

The  wild  men  who  led  them  kept  the  mountains  from  being  fatal,  knowing

which  passes  might  be  wiped  out  by  snow,  which  might  have  an  unsteady  ice

shelf,  which  were  too  open  to  any  eyes  flying  overhead.  Even  with  the  army

trailing  behind,  Chaol  marveled  at  the  speed  of  their  travel,  at  how,  after  three days,  they  cleared  the  mountains  themselves  and  stepped  onto  the  flat,  snow-blasted western plains beyond. 

He’d never set foot in the territory, though it was technically his. The official

border of Adarlan claimed the plains past the Fangs for a good distance before

they  yielded  to  the  unnamed  territories  of  the  Wastes.  But  it  still   felt  like  the Wastes, eerily quiet and sprawling, a strange expanse that stretched, unbreaking, 

to the horizon. 

Even the stoic khaganate warriors did not look too long toward the Wastes at

their left as they rode northward. At night, they huddled closer to their fires. 

All  of  them  did.  Yrene  clung  a  bit  tighter  at  night,  whispering  about  the

strangeness  of  the  land,  its  hollow  silence.  As  if  the  land  itself  does  not  sing, she’d said a few times now, shuddering as she did. 

A far better place, Chaol thought as they rode northward, skirting the edge of

the Fangs on their right, for Erawan to make his empire. Hell, they might have

given it to him if he’d set up his fortress deep on the plain and kept to it. 

“We’re a day out from the Gap,” one of the wild men—Kai—said to Chaol as

they  rode  through  an  unusually  sunny  morning.  “We’ll  camp  south  of  the

Northern Fang tonight, and tomorrow morning’s march will take us into the Gap

itself.” 

There  was  another  reason  the  wild  men  had  allied  with  them,  beyond  the

territory  they  stood  to  gain.  Witches  had  hunted  their  kind  this  spring—entire clans and camps left in bloody ribbons. Many had been reduced to cinders, and

the  few  survivors  had  whispered  of  a  dark-haired  woman  with  unholy  power. 

Chaol was willing to bet it had been Kaltain, but had not told the wild men that

particular threat, at least, had been erased. Or had incinerated herself in the end. 

It wouldn’t matter to them anyway. Of the two hundred or so wild men who

had joined their army since they’d left Anielle, all had come to the Ferian Gap to

extract vengeance on the witches. On Morath. Chaol refrained from mentioning

that he himself had killed one of their kind almost a year ago. 

It might as well have been a decade ago, for all that had happened since he’d

killed  Cain  during  his  duel  with  Aelin.  Yulemas  was  still  weeks  away—if  they survived long enough to celebrate it. 

Chaol  said  to  the  slim,  bearded  man,  who  made  up  for  his  lack  of  his

clansmen’s traditional bulk with quick wit and sharp eyes, “Is there a place that

might hide an army this large tonight?” 

Kai shook his head. “Not this close. Tonight will be the greatest risk.” 

Chaol glanced to  the distant healers’  wagons where Yrene  rode, working on any  soldiers  who  had  fallen  ill  or  injured  on  the  trek.  He  hadn’t  seen  her  since they’d  awoken,  but  he’d  known  she’d  spent  their  ride  today  healing—the

tightness in his spine grew with each mile. 

“We’ll just have to pray,” said Chaol, turning to the towering mountain taking

shape before them. 

“The  gods  don’t  come  to  these  lands,”  was  all  Kai  said  before  he  fell  back with a group of his own people. 

A horse eased up beside his own, and he found Aelin bundled in a fur-lined

cloak, a hand on Goldryn’s hilt. Gavriel rode behind her, Fenrys at his side. The

former  kept  an  eye  upon  the  western  plains;  the  latter  monitoring  the  wall  of peaks to their right. Both golden-haired Fae males remained silent, however, as

Aelin frowned at Kai’s disappearing form. “That man has a flair for the dramatic

that should have earned him a place on some of Rifthold’s finest stages.” 

“Fine praise indeed, coming from you.” 

She  winked,  patting  Goldryn’s  ruby  pommel.  The  stone  seemed  to  flare  in

response. “I know a kindred spirit when I see one.” 

Despite the battle that waited ahead, Chaol chuckled. 

But  then  Aelin  said,  “Rowan  and  the  cadre  have  been  tunneling  into  their

power  for  the  past  few  days.”  She  nodded  over  her  shoulder  to  Fenrys  and

Gavriel, then to where Rowan rode at the head of the company, the Fae Prince’s

silver hair bright as the sun-on-snow around them. “So have I. We’ll make sure

nothing harms this army tonight.” A knowing glance toward the healers’ wagons. 

“Certain areas will be especially guarded.” 

Chaol  nodded  his  thanks.  Having  Aelin  able  to  use  her  powers,  having  her

companions wielding them,  too, would make  the battle far,  far easier. Wyverns

might not even be able to get close enough to touch their soldiers if Aelin could

blast them from the skies, or Rowan could snap their wings with a gust of wind. 

Or just rip the air from their lungs. 

He’d seen enough of Fenrys’s and Gavriel’s fighting in Anielle to know that

even without as much magic, they’d be lethal. And Lorcan … Chaol didn’t look

over  his  shoulder  to  where  Lorcan  and  Elide  rode.  The  dark  warrior’s  powers

weren’t anything Chaol ever wished to face. 

With an answering nod, Aelin trotted to Rowan’s side, the ruby in Goldryn’s

hilt like a small sun. Fenrys followed, guarding the queen’s back even amongst

allies.  Yet  Gavriel  remained,  guiding  his  horse  beside  Farasha.  The  black  mare eyed the warrior’s roan gelding, but made no move to bite him. Thank the gods. 

The Lion gave him a slight smile. “I did not have the chance to congratulate

you on your happy news.” 

An odd thing for the warrior to say, given that they’d barely spoken beyond

councils, but Chaol bowed his head. “Thank you.” 

Gavriel stared toward the snow and mountains—toward the distant north. “I

was not granted the opportunity you have, to be present from the start. To see my

son grow into a man.” 

Chaol thought of it—of the life growing in Yrene’s womb, of the child they’d raise. Thought of what Gavriel had not experienced. “I’m sorry.” It was the only

thing, really, to say. 

Gavriel  shook  his  head,  tawny  eyes  glowing  golden,  flecks  of  emerald

emerging in the blinding sun. “I did not tell you for sympathy.” The Lion looked

at  him,  and  Chaol  felt  the  weight  of  every  one  of  Gavriel’s  centuries  weighing upon him. “But rather to tell you what you perhaps already know: to savor every

moment of it.” 

“Yes.” If they survived this war, he would. Every damn second. 

Gavriel  angled  the  reins,  as  if  to  lead  his  horse  back  to  his  companions,  but Chaol said, “I’m guessing that Aedion has not made it easy for you to appear in

his life.” 

Gavriel’s grave face tightened. “He has every reason not to.” 

And  though  Aedion  was  Gavriel’s  son,  Chaol  said,  “I’m  sure  you  already

know this, but Aedion is as stubborn and hotheaded as they come.” He jerked his

chin toward Aelin,  riding ahead, saying  something to Fenrys  that made Rowan

snicker—and Fenrys bark a laugh. “Aelin and Aedion might as well be twins.” 

That  Gavriel  didn’t  stop  him  told  Chaol  he’d  read  the  lingering  wound  in  the Lion’s  eyes  well  enough.  “Both  of  them  will  often  say  one  thing,  but  mean

something else entirely. And then deny it until their last breath.” Chaol shook his

head. “Give Aedion time. When we reach Orynth, I have a feeling that Aedion

will be happier to see you than he lets on.” 

“I am bringing back his queen, and riding with an army. I think he’d be happy

to  see  his  most  hated  enemy,  if  they  did  that  for  him.”  Worry  paled  the  Lion’s tanned features. Not for the reunion, but for what his son might be facing in the

North. 

Chaol considered. “My father is a bastard,” he said quietly. “He has been in

my life from my conception. Yet he never once bothered to ask the questions you

pose,”  Chaol  said.  “He  never  once  cared  enough  to  do  so.  He  never  once

worried. That will be the difference.” 

“If Aedion chooses to forgive me.” 

“He will,” Chaol said. He’d make Aedion do it. 

“Why are you so certain?” 

Chaol  considered  his  words  carefully  before  he  again  met  Gavriel’s  striking

gaze.  “Because  you  are  his  father,”  he  said.  “And  no  matter  what  might  lie

between  you,  Aedion  will  always   want  to  forgive  you.”  There  it  was,  his  own secret shame, still warring within him after all his father had done. Even after the

trunk full of his mother’s letters. “And Aedion will realize, in his own way, that

you  went  to  save  Aelin  not  for  her  sake  or  Rowan’s,  but  for  his.  And  that  you stayed with them, and march in this army, for his sake, too.” 

The Lion gazed northward, eyes flickering. “I hope you are right.” No attempt

at denial—that all Gavriel had done and would do was for Aedion alone. That he

was marching north, into sure hell, for Aedion. 

The warrior began to edge his horse past him again, but Chaol found himself

saying, “I wish—I wish I had been so lucky to have you as my father.” 

Surprise and something far deeper passed across Gavriel’s face. His tattooed

throat  bobbed.  “Thank  you.  Perhaps  it  is  our  lot—to  never  have  the  fathers  we wish, but to still hope they might surpass what they are, flaws and all.” 

Chaol refrained from telling Gavriel he was already more than enough. 

Gavriel said quietly, “I shall endeavor to be worthy of my son.” 

Chaol was about to mutter that Aedion had better deem the Lion worthy when

two forms took shape in the skies high above. Large, dark, and moving fast. 

Chaol  grabbed  for  the  bow  strapped  across  his  back  as  soldiers  cried  out, 

Gavriel’s own bow already aimed skyward, but Rowan shouted above the fray, 

“Hold your fire! ” Galloping hooves thundered toward them, then Aelin and the

Fae Prince were there, the latter announcing, “It’s Nesryn and Borte.” 

Within  minutes,  the  two  women  had  descended,  their  ruks  crusted  with  ice

from the air high above the peaks. 

“How bad is it?” Aelin asked, now joined by Fenrys, Lorcan, and Elide. 

Borte winced. “It makes no sense. None of it.” 

Nesryn explained before Chaol could tell the girl to get to the point, “We’ve

gone  through  the  Gap  thrice  now.  Even  landed  in  the  Omega.”  She  shook  her

head. “It’s empty.” 

“Empty?” Chaol asked. “Not a soul there?” 

The Fae warriors glanced to one another at that. 

“A  few  of  the  furnaces  were  still  going,  so  someone  must  be  there,”  Borte

said,  “but  there  wasn’t  one  witch  or  wyvern.  Whoever  remains  behind  is

minimal—likely no more than trainers or breeders.” 

The Ferian Gap was empty. The Ironteeth legion gone. 

Rowan scanned the peak ahead. “We need to learn what they know, then.” 

Nesryn’s nod was grim. “Sartaq already has people on it.” 

CHAPTER 73

Dorian hunted through Morath in a hundred different skins. 

On  the  silent  feet  of  a  cat,  or  scuttling  along  the  floors  as  a  cockroach,  or hanging  from  a  rafter  as  a  bat,  he  spent  the  better  part  of  a  week  listening. 

Looking. 

Erawan still remained unaware of his presence. Perhaps the nature of his raw

magic  indeed  provided  him  with  anonymity—and  Maeve  had  only  known  to

recognize it thanks to whatever she’d pried from Aelin’s mind. 

At  night,  Dorian  returned  to  Maeve’s  tower  chamber,  where  they  would  go

over all he had seen. What she did during the day to keep Erawan from noticing

the small, ever-changing presence hunting through his halls, she did not reveal. 

She’d  brought  the  spiders,  though.  Dorian  had  heard  the  servants’  terrified

whispers  about  the  fleeting  portal  that  the  queen  had  opened  to  allow  in  six  of the  creatures  to  the  catacombs.  Where  they,  through  some  terrible  magic, 

allowed in the Valg princesses. 

Dorian  couldn’t  decide  whether  it  was  a  relief  that  he  had  not  encountered

these  hybrids  yet.  Though  he’d  seen  the  emaciated  human  bodies,  mere  husks, 

that  were  occasionally  hauled  down  the  corridors.  Dinner,  the  guards  carrying them had hissed to the petrified servants. To feed a bottomless hunger. To prime

them for battle. 

What  the  spider-princess  creations  could  do,  what  they   would  do  to  his friends  in  the  North  …  Dorian  couldn’t  stop  recalling  what  Maeve  had  said  to Erawan.  That  the  Valg  princesses  had  been  held  here  for  the  second  phase  of whatever  he  was  planning.  Perhaps  to  ensure  that  they  were  well  and  truly

destroyed once the bulk of his armies came through. 

It honed his focus as he hunted. Pushed and nudged him onward, even when

reason and instinct told him to flee this place. But he would not. Could not. Not

without the key. 

Sometimes,  he  could  have  sworn  he  felt  it.  The  key.  The  horrible, 

otherworldly presence. 

But  when  he’d  chase  after  that  wretched  power  down  stairwells  and  along

ancient corridors, only dust and shadows would greet him. 

Often,  it  led  him  back  to  Erawan’s  tower.  To  the  locked  iron  door  and  Valg guards  posted  outside.  One  of  the  few  remaining  places  he  had  not  dared  to

search. Though other possibilities did still remain. 

The  reek  from  the  subterranean  chamber  reached  Dorian  long  before  he

soared  down  the  winding  stair,  the  dim  passageway  cavernous  and  looming  to

his fly’s senses. It had been the safest form for the day. The kitchen cat had been

on the prowl earlier, and the Ironteeth witches hurried about the keep, readying
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for what he could only assume was an order to march north. 

He’d  been  hunting  for  the  key  since  dawn,  Maeve  occupying  Erawan’s

attention  in  the  western  catacombs  across  the  keep.  Where  those  spider-

princesses tested their new bodies. 

He’d never gone so deep under the keep. Beneath the storage rooms. Beneath

the dungeons. He’d only found the stair by the smell that had leaked from behind

the ordinary door at its top, the scent detected by the fly’s remarkable sense of

smell.  He’d  passed  the  door  so  many  times  now  on  his  fruitless  hunting, 

deeming it a mere supply closet—until chance had intervened today. 

Dorian rounded the last turn of the spiral stairs, and nearly tumbled from the

air  as  the  smell  fully  hit  him.  A  thousand  times  worse  in  this  form,  with  these senses. 

A reek of death, of rot, of hate and despair. The scent that only the Valg could

summon. 

He’d never forget it. Had never quite left it behind. 

 Turn back. The warning was a whisper through his mind.  Turn back. 

The  lower  hall  was  lit  with  only  a  few  torches  in  rusted  iron  brackets.  No guards were posted along its length, or by the lone iron door at its far end. 

The reek pulsed along the corridor, emanating from that door. Beckoning. 

Would Erawan leave the key so unguarded? Dorian sent his magic skittering

along the hall, testing for any hidden traps. 

It found none. And when it reached the iron door, it recoiled. It fled. 

He spooled his power back into himself, tucking it closer. 

The  iron  door  was  dented  and  scratched  with  age.  Nine  locks  lay  along  its

edge, each more complicated than the last. Ancient, strange locks. 

He  didn’t  hesitate.  He  aimed  for  the  slight  gap  between  the  stones  and  the

iron door, and shifted. The fly shrank into a gnat, so small it was nearly a dust

mote.  He  flew  beneath  the  door,  blocking  out  the  smell,  the  terrible  pulsing against his blood. 

It  took  him  a  moment  to  understand  what  he  looked  at  in  the  rough-hewn

chamber, illuminated by a small lantern dangling from the arched ceiling. A lick

of greenish flame danced within. Not a flame of this world. 

Its light slid over the heap of black stone in the center of the room. Pieces of a

sarcophagus. 

And all around it, built into shelves carved from the mountain itself, gleamed

Wyrdstone collars. 

Only the instincts of his small, inconsequential body kept Dorian in the air. Kept

him circling the lightless chamber. The rubble in the center of the space. 

Erawan’s  tomb—directly  beneath  Morath.  The  site  where  Elena  and  Gavin

trapped  him,  and  then  built  the  keep  atop  the  sarcophagus  that  could  not  be moved. 

Where all this mess had begun. Where, centuries later, his father had claimed

he  and  Perrington  ventured  in  their  youth,  using  the  Wyrdkey  to  unlock  both

door and sarcophagus, and unwittingly freed Erawan. 

The demon king had seized the duke’s body. His father …

Dorian’s  heart  raced  as  he  passed  collar  after  collar,  around  and  around  the room.  Erawan  hadn’t  needed  one  to  contain  his  father,  not  when  the  man

possessed no magic in his veins. 

Yet Erawan had said that the man hadn’t bowed—not wholly. Had fought him

for decades. 

He hadn’t let himself think on it this past week. On whether his father’s final

words atop the glass castle had indeed been true. How he’d killed him, without

the excuse of the collar to justify it. 

His head pounded as he continued to circle the tomb. The collars leaked their

unholy stench into the world, pulsing in time with his blood. 

They seemed to sleep. Seemed to wait. 

Did a prince lurk within each one? Or were these shells, ready to be filled? 

Kaltain  had  warned  him  of  this  chamber.  This  place  where  Erawan  would

bring him, should he be caught. Why Erawan had chosen this place to store his

collars … Perhaps it was a sanctuary, if such a thing could exist for a Valg king. 

Where Erawan might come to gaze upon the method of his own imprisonment, 

and  remind  himself  that  he  would  not  be  contained  again.  That  he’d  use  these collars to enslave those who’d attempt to seal him back into the sarcophagus. 

Dorian’s  magic  thrashed,  impatient  and  frantic.  Was  there  a  collar  in  here

designated for him? For Aelin? 

Around and around, he flew past the sarcophagus and the collars. No sign of

the key. 

He  knew  how  the  collars  would  feel  against  his  skin.  The  icy  bite  of  the

Wyrdstone. 

Kaltain had fought it. Destroyed the demon within. 

He  could  still  feel  the  weight  of  his  father’s  knee  digging  into  his  chest  as he’d pinned him to the marble floor in a glass castle that no longer existed. Still

feel the slick stone of the collar against his neck as it sealed. Still see Sorscha’s

limp hand as he tried to reach for her one last time. 

The room spun and spun, his blood throbbing with it. 

Not a prince, not a king. 

The collars reached for him with invisible, clawing fingers. 

He was no better than them. Had learned to enjoy what the Valg prince had

shown him. Had shredded apart good men, and let the demon feed off his hate, 

his rage. 

The room began to eddy, spiraling, dragging him into its depths. 

Not  human—not  entirely.  Perhaps  he  didn’t  want  to  be.  Perhaps  he  would

stay in another form forever, perhaps he’d just submit—

A dark wind snapped through the room. Snatched him in its gaping maw and

dragged him. 

He thrashed, screaming silently. 

He wouldn’t be taken. Not like this, not again—
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But it hauled him away from the collars. Under the door and out of the room. 

Into  the  palm  of  a  pale  hand.  Dark,  depthless  eyes  peered  down  at  him.  An

enormous red mouth parted to reveal bone-white teeth. 

“Stupid boy,” Maeve hissed. The words were a thunderclap. 

He panted, the gnat’s body shaking from wingtip to wingtip. One press of her

finger and he’d be gone. 

He braced himself, waiting for it. 

But  Maeve  kept  her  palm  open.  And  as  she  began  to  walk  down  the  hall, 

away from the sealed chamber, she said, “What you felt in there—that is why I

left their world.” She gazed ahead, a shadow darkening her face. “Every day, that

was what I felt.” 

Kneeling  on  the  floor  in  a  corner  of  Maeve’s  chamber,  Dorian  hurled  the

contents of his stomach into the wooden bucket. 

Maeve watched from the chair by the fire, cruel amusement on her red lips. 

“You saw the horrors of the dungeons and did not fall ill,” she said when he

vomited again. The unspoken question shone in her eyes.  Why today? 

Dorian lifted his head, wiping his mouth on the shoulder of his jacket. “Those

collars …” He ran a hand over his neck. “I didn’t think it would affect me like

that. To see them again.” 

“You were reckless in entering that chamber.” 

“Would I have been able to get out, if you hadn’t found me?” He didn’t ask

how she’d done so, how she’d sensed the peril. That power of hers no doubt kept

track of him wherever he went. 

“The collars can do nothing without being attached to a host. But that room is

a  place  of  hatred  and  pain,  the  memory  of  it  etched  into  the  stones.”  She

examined her long nails. “It snared you. You  let yourself be snared.” 

Hadn’t Kaltain said nearly the same thing regarding the collars? “It took me

by surprise.” 

Maeve let out a hum, well aware of his lie. But she said, “The collars are one

of his more brilliant creations. Neither of his brothers was clever enough to come

up with it. But Erawan—he always had a gift for ideas.” She leaned back in the

chair,  crossing  her  legs.  “But  that  gift  also  made  him  arrogant.”  She  nodded  to him. “That he let you remain in Rifthold with your father, rather than bring you

here,  only  proves  it.  He  thought  he  could  control  you  both  from  afar.  Had  he been more cautious, he would have brought you to Morath immediately. Begun

work on you.” 

The collars flashed before his eyes, leaking their poisoned, oily scent into the

world, beckoning, waiting for him—

Dorian heaved again. 

Maeve let out a low laugh that raked talons down his spine. His temper. 

Dorian  mastered  himself  and  twisted  toward  her.  “You  gave  over  those

spiders for his princesses, knowing what they’d endure, knowing how it would

feel  to  be  trapped  like  that,  albeit  in  a  different  manner.”  How,  he  didn’t  say. 

 How could you do that, when you knew that sort of terror? 

Maeve  fell  silent  for  a  moment,  and  he  could  have  sworn  something  like

regret passed over her face. “I would not have done it, unless my need to prove

my  loyalty  compelled  me.”  Her  attention  drifted  to  where  Damaris  hung  at  his side. “You do not wish to verify my claim?” 

Dorian didn’t touch the golden hilt. “Do you want me to?” 

She  clicked  her  tongue.  “You  are  different  indeed.  I  wonder  if  some  of  the

Valg did cross over when your father bred your mother.” 

Dorian  cringed.  He  still  hadn’t  dared  to  ask  Damaris  about  it—whether  he

was human. Whether it mattered now. 

“Why?” he asked, gesturing to the keep around them. “Why does Erawan do

any of this?” A week after he’d asked the Valg king himself, Dorian still wanted

to— needed to know. 

“Because he can. Because Erawan delights in such things.” 

“You made it sound as if he was the mildest of all three brothers.” 

“He is.” She ran a hand over her throat. “Orcus and Mantyx are the ones who

taught him all he knows. Should they return here, what Erawan creates in these

mountains will seem like lambs.” 

He’d heeded that warning from Kaltain, at least. He hadn’t dared venture into

the caverns beyond the valley. To the stone altars and the monstrosities Erawan

crafted upon them. 

He asked, “You never had children? With Orcus?” 

“Does my future husband truly wish to know?” 

Dorian settled back on his heels. “I wish to understand my enemy.” 

She  weighed  his  words.  “I  did  not  allow  my  body  to  ripen,  to  ready  for

children. A small rebellion, and my first, against Orcus.” 

“Are the Valg princes and princesses the offspring of the other kings?” 

“Some are, some are not. No worthy heir has stepped forward. Though who

knows what has occurred in their world in these millennia.” Their world. Not her

own. “The princes Erawan summoned have not been strong—not as they were. I

am certain it annoys Erawan to no end.” 

“Which is why he has brought over the princesses?” 

A nod. “The females are the deadliest. But harder to contain within a host.” 

The white band of skin on his neck seemed to burn, but he kept his stomach

down: this time. “Why did you leave your world?” 

She blinked at him, as if surprised. 

“What?” he asked. 

She  angled  her  head.  “It  has  been  a  long,  long  time  since  I  conversed  with someone  who  knows  me  for  what  I  am.  And  with  someone  whose  mind

remained wholly their own.” 

“Even Aelin?” 

A muscle in her slim jaw feathered. “Even Aelin of the Wildfire. I could not

infiltrate  her  mind  entirely,  but  little  things  …  those,  I  could  convince  her  to see.” 

“Why  did  you  capture  and  torture  her?”  Such  a  simple  way  of  describing what had happened in Eyllwe and after it. 

“Because she would never agree to work with me. And she would never have

protected me from Erawan or the Valg.” 

“You’re  strong—why  not  protect  yourself?  Use  those  spiders  to  your

advantage?” 

“Because our kind only fears certain gifts. Mine, alas, are not those things.” 

She  toyed  with  a  strand  of  her  black  hair.  “I  usually  keep  another  Fae  female with me. One who has powers that work against the Valg. Different from those

Aelin  Galathynius  possesses.”  That  she  didn’t  specify  what  those  powers  were

told Dorian not to waste his breath in asking her. “She swore the blood oath to

me  long  ago,  and  has  rarely  left  my  side  since.  But  I  did  not  dare  bring  her  to Morath. To have her here would not have convinced Erawan that I came in good

faith.”  She  twirled  the  strand  of  hair  around  a  finger.  “So  you  see,  I  am  as defenseless against Erawan as you.” 

Dorian highly doubted that, but he rose to his feet at last, aiming for the table

where water and food had been laid out. A fine spread, for a demon king’s castle

in the dead of winter. He poured himself a glass of water and gulped down the

contents. “Is this Erawan’s true form?” 

“In  a  manner  of  speaking.  We  are  not  like  the  human  and  Fae,  where  your

souls are invisible, unseen. Our souls have a shape to them. We have bodies that

we  can  fashion  around  them—adorn  them,  like  jewelry.  The  form  you  see  on

Erawan was always his preferred decoration.” 

“What do your souls look like beneath?” 

“You would find them displeasing.” 

He suppressed a shudder. 

“I suppose that makes us shape-shifters, too,” Maeve mused as Dorian aimed

for the chair beside hers. He’d spent his nights sleeping on the floor before the

fire, one eye watching the queen dozing in the canopied bed behind him. But she

had made no move to harm him. Not one. 

“Do you feel Valg, or Fae?” 

“I am what I am.” For a heartbeat, he could almost glimpse the weight of her

eons of existence in her eyes. 

“But who do you wish to be?” A careful question. 

“Not like Erawan. Or his brothers. I never have.” 

“That’s not exactly an answer.” 

“Do  you  know  who  and  what  you  wish  to  be?”  A  challenge—and  genuine

question. 

“I’m figuring it out,” he said. Strange. So strange, to have this conversation. 

Sparing them both for the time being, Dorian rubbed at his face. “The key is in

his tower. I’m sure of it.” 

Maeve’s mouth tightened. 

Dorian  said,  “There  is  no  way  in—not  with  the  guards.  And  I’ve  flown  the

exterior enough to know there are no windows, no cracks for me to even creep
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through.” He held her otherworldly stare. Did not shrink from it. “We need to get

in. If only to confirm that it’s there.” She’d once held the keys—she knew what

they felt like. That she had come so close then …

“And I suppose you expect me to do that?” 

He  crossed  his  arms.  “I  can  think  of  no  one  else  that  Erawan  would  admit

inside.” 

Maeve’s solitary blink was her only sign of surprise. “To seduce and betray a

king—one of the oldest tricks in the book, as you humans say.” 

“Can Erawan be seduced by anyone?” 

He  could  have  sworn  disgust  flitted  over  her  pale  face  before  she  said,  “He can.” 

They did not waste time. Did not wait. 

And even Dorian found himself unable to look away as Maeve flicked a hand

at herself and her purple gown melted away, replaced by a sheer, flowing black

dress. Little more than a robe. Golden thread had been woven through it, artfully

concealing  the  parts  of  her  that  only  the  one  who  removed  the  garment  would see, and when she turned from the mirror, her face was grave. 

“You will not like what you are about to witness.” Then she slung her cloak

around her, hiding that lush body and sinful gown, and swept out the door. 

He shifted into a slithering insect, swift and flexible, and trailed her, lingering

at her heels as Maeve wound through the halls. To the base of that tower. 

He  tucked  into  a  crack  in  the  black  wall  as  Maeve  said  to  the  Valg  posted outside, “You know who I am. What I am. Tell him I have come.” 

He could have sworn Maeve’s hands trembled slightly. 

But one of the guards—whom Dorian had never once seen so much as blink

—turned to the door, knocked once, and strode inside. 

He emerged moments later, resumed his post, and said nothing. 

Maeve waited. Then strolling footsteps sounded from the tower interior. 

And  when  the  door  opened  again,  the  putrid  wind  and  swirling  darkness

within  threatened  to  send  him  running.  Erawan,  still  clad  in  his  clothes  despite the late hour, lifted his brows. “We have a meeting tomorrow, sister.” 

Maeve took a step closer. “I did not come to discuss war.” 

Erawan stilled. And then said to the guards, “Leave us.” 
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CHAPTER 74

As one, the guards outside Erawan’s tower walked away. 

Alone, the Valg king blocking the doorway to his tower, Maeve said, “Does

that  mean  I  am  welcome?”  She  loosened  her  grip  on  her  cloak,  the  front  folds falling open to reveal the sheer gown. 

Erawan’s golden eyes surveyed every inch. Then her face. “Though you may

not believe so, you are my brother’s wife.” 

Dorian blinked at that. At the honor of the demon within the male body. 

“I do not have to be,” Maeve murmured, and Dorian knew, then, why she had

warned him before they’d left. 

A shake of her head, and her thick black hair turned golden. Her moon-white

skin  darkened  slightly,  to  a  sun-kissed  tan.  The  angular  face  rounded  slightly, dark  eyes  lightening  to  turquoise  and  gold.  “We  could  play  like  this,  if  you’d prefer.” 

Even the voice belonged to Aelin. 

Erawan’s eyes flared, his chest rising in an uneven breath. 

“Would  that  appeal  to  you?”  Maeve  gave  a  half-smile  that  Dorian  had  only

seen on the Queen of Terrasen’s face. 

Disgust and horror roiled through him. He knew—knew there was no true lust

in Erawan’s eyes for Aelin. No true desire beyond the claiming, the pain. 

Maeve’s glamour changed again. Golden hair paled to white, turquoise eyes

burning to gold. 

Icy rage, pure and undiluted, tore through Dorian as Manon now stood before

the Valg king. “Or maybe this form, beautiful beyond all reckoning.” She peered

down at herself, smiling. “Was she your intended queen when this war was over, 

the Wing Leader? Or merely a prize breeding mare?” 

Erawan’s nostrils flared, and Dorian focused upon his breathing, on the stones

beneath him, anything to keep his magic from erupting at the desire—true desire

—that tightened Erawan’s face. 

But if it got Maeve inside that tower—

Erawan blinked, and that desire winked out. “You are my brother’s wife,” he

said.  “No  matter  whose  skin  you  wear.  Should  you  need  release,  I’ll  send

someone to your chambers.” 

With that, he shut the door. And did not emerge again. 

Maeve brought Dorian to her meeting the next morning. 

In her cloak pocket, as a field mouse, Dorian kept still and listened. 

“After all that fuss last night,” Erawan was saying, “you turned away what I

sent you.” 

Indeed,  not  fifteen  minutes  after  they’d  returned  to  Maeve’s  tower,  a  knock

had sounded. A blank-faced young man had stood there, beautiful and cold. Not

a  prince—not  with  the  ring  he  wore.  Just  an  enslaved  human.  Maeve  had  sent

him away, though not from any kindness. 

No, Dorian knew the man had been spared his duties because of his presence, 

and nothing more. Maeve had told him as much before falling asleep. 

“I had hoped for wine,” Maeve said smoothly, “not watered-down ale.” 

Erawan chuckled, and paper rustled. “I have been considering further details

of  this  alliance,  sister.”  The  title  was  a  barb,  a  taunt  of  last  night’s  rejection. 

“And I have been wondering: what else shall you bring to it? You stand to gain

more than I do, after all. And offering up six of your spiders is relatively little, 

even if they have been receptive hosts to the princesses.” 

Dorian’s ears strained as he waited for Maeve’s reply. She said quietly, more

tensely than he’d heard her speak before, “What is it that you want, brother?” 

“Bring the rest of the  kharankui. Open a portal and transport them here.” 

“Not all will be such willing hosts.” 

“Not hosts. Soldiers. I do not intend to take chances. There will be no second

phase.” 

Dorian’s  stomach  twisted.  Maeve  hesitated.  “There  is  a  chance,  you  know, 

that even with all of this, even if I summon the  kharankui, you might face Aelin Galathynius  and  fail.”  A  pause.  “Anielle  has  confirmed  your  darkest  fears.  I

heard  what  occurred.  The  power  she  summoned  to  halt  that  river.”  Maeve

hummed. “That was meant for me, you know. The blast. But should she summon

it again, let’s say against you on a field of battle … Would you be able to walk

away, brother?” 

“That  is  why  this  press  northward  with  your  spiders  shall  be  vital,”  was

Erawan’s only reply. 

“Perhaps,” Maeve countered. “But do not forget that you and I together could

win. Without the spiders. Without the princesses. Even Aelin Galathynius could

not stand against us both. We can go to the North, and obliterate her. Keep the

spiders in reserve for other kingdoms. Other times.” 

She  did  not  wish  to  sacrifice  them.  As  if  she  held  some  fondness  for  the

beings who had remained loyal for millennia. 

“And beyond that,” Maeve went on, “You know much about walking between

worlds.  But  not  everything.”  Her  hand  slid  into  the  pocket,  and  Dorian  braced himself as her fingers ran over his back. As if telling him to listen. 

“And  I  suppose  I  will  only  find  out  when  you  and  I  have  won  this  war,” 

Erawan said at last. 

“Yes,  though  I  am  willing  to  give  you  a  display.  Tomorrow,  once  I  have

prepared.”  Again,  that  horrible  silence.  Maeve  said,  “They  are  too  strong,  too mighty,  for  me  to  open  a  portal  between  realms  to  allow  them  through.  They

would destabilize my magic too greatly in the effort to bring all that they are into

this world. But I could show them to you—just for a moment. I could show you

your brothers. Orcus and Mantyx.” 

CHAPTER 75

Darrow and the other Terrasen lords had spent their time wisely these past few

months, thank the gods, and Orynth was well stocked against the siege marching

closer with each passing hour. 

Food,  weapons,  healing  supplies,  plans  for  where  the  citizens  might  sleep

should  they  flee  into  the  castle,  reinforcements  at  the  places  along  the  city  and castle walls where the ancient stone had weakened—Aedion had found little at

fault. 

Yet after a fitful night’s sleep in his old room in the castle—awful and strange

and cold—he was prowling one of the lower turrets as dawn broke. Up here, the

wind was so much wilder, icier. 

Stalking,  steady  footsteps  sounded  from  the  archway  behind  him.  “I  spotted

you  up  here  on  the  way  down  to  breakfast,”  Ren  said  by  way  of  greeting.  The Allsbrook court’s quarters had always been in the tower adjacent to Aedion’s—

when they’d been boys, they’d once spent a summer devising a signaling system

to each other’s rooms using a lantern. 

It  was  the  last  summer  they  had  spent  in  friendship,  once  it  had  started  to become  clear  to  Ren’s  father  that  Aedion  was  favored  to  take  the  blood  oath. 

And then the rivalry had begun. 

One summer: thick as thieves and as wild. The next: endless pissing contests, 

everything from footraces through the courtyards to shoving in the stairwells to

outright  brawling  in  the  Great  Hall.  Rhoe  had  tried  to  defuse  it,  but  Rhoe  had never been a comfortable liar. Had refused to deny to Ren’s father that Aedion

was  the  one  who’d  swear  that  oath.  And  by  the  end  of  that  summer,  even  the Crown Prince had begun to look the other way when the two boys launched into

yet another fight in the dirt. Not that it mattered now. 

Would  his  own  father,  would  Gavriel,  have  encouraged  the  rivalry?  He

supposed it didn’t matter, either. But for a heartbeat, Aedion tried to picture it—

Gavriel  here,  presiding  over  his  training.  His  father  and  Rhoe,  teaching  him

together.  And  he  knew  that  Gavriel  would  have  found  some  way  to  calm  the

competition,  much  in  the  way  he  held  the  peace  in  the  cadre.  What  manner  of man would he have become, had the Lion been here? Gavriel likely would have

been butchered with the rest of the court, but … he would have been here. 

A fool’s path, to wander down that road. Aedion was who he was, and most

of the time, didn’t mind that one bit. Rhoe had been his father in the ways that

counted.  Even  if  there  had  been  times  when  Aedion  had  looked  at  Rhoe  and

Evalin and Aelin and still felt like a guest. 

Aedion  shook  the  thought  from  his  head.  Being  here,  in  this  castle,  had

addled him. Dragged him into a realm of ghosts. 
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“Don’t expect Darrow to put out a breakfast spread like the ones we used to

have,” Aedion said. Not that he expected or wanted one. He ate only because his

body demanded he do so, ate because it was strength, and he would need it, his

people would need it, before long. 

Ren  surveyed  the  city,  then  the  Plain  of  Theralis  beyond.  The  still-empty

horizon.  “I’ll  get  the  archers  sorted  today.  And  ensure  the  soldiers  at  the  gates know how to wield that boiling oil.” 

“Do  you know how to wield it?” Aedion arched a brow. 

Ren snorted. “What’s to learn? You dump a giant cauldron over the side of the

walls. Damage done.” 

It certainly required a bit more skill than that, but it was better than nothing. 

At least Darrow had made sure they  had such supplies. 

Aedion  prayed  they’d  get  the  chance  to  use  them.  With  Morath’s  witch

towers,  the  odds  were  that  they’d  be  blasted  into  rubble  before  the  enemy  host even reached either of the two gates into the city. 

“What  we  could  really  use  is  some  hellfire,”  Ren  muttered.  “That’d  keep

them from the gates.” 

And potentially melt everyone around them, too. 

Aedion opened his mouth to agree when his brows narrowed. 

He surveyed the plain, the horizon. 

“Out with it,” Ren said. 

Aedion  steered  Ren  back  toward  the  tower  entrance.  “We  need  to  talk  to

Rolfe.” 

Not about hellfire at the southern and western gates. Not at all. 

They waited until cover of darkness, when Morath’s spies might not spot the

small band of them who crept, mile after mile, across the Plain of Theralis. 

Clad in battle-black, they moved over the field that would once more become

bathed  in  blood.  When  they  reached  the  landmarks  that  Aedion  and  Ren  had

used the daylight hours to plan out, Aedion held up a hand. 

The  Silent  Assassins  lived  up  to  their  name  as  Ilias  signaled  back  and  they spread out. Amongst them moved Rolfe’s Mycenians, bearing their heavy loads. 

But  it  was  the  shape-shifter  who  began  to  work  first.  Turning  herself  into  a giant badger, bigger than a horse, who scooped out the frozen earth with skilled, 

strong paws. 

The scent of her blood filled the air, but Lysandra didn’t stop digging. 

And when she’d finished the first pit, she moved on to the next, leaving the

group  of  Silent  Assassins  and  Mycenians  to  lay  their  trap,  then  bury  it  once more. 

The brutal wind moaned past them. Yet they worked through the night, used

every  minute  given  to  them.  And  when  they  were  done,  they  vanished  back  to

the city, invisible once more. 

Morath appeared on the horizon a day later. 

From the castle’s highest towers and walkways, every marching line could be

counted. One after another after another. 

Her  hands  still  bruised  and  bandaged  from  digging  through  frozen  earth, 

Lysandra  stood  with  an  assortment  of  their  allies  on  one  of  those  walkways, 

Evangeline clinging to her. 

“That’s  fifteen  thousand,”  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  announced  as  yet  another  line

emerged. No one said anything. “Twenty.” 

“Morath must be empty to now have so many here,” Prince Galan murmured. 

Evangeline trembled, not entirely from the cold, and Lysandra tightened her

arm  around  the  girl.  Down  the  wall  of  the  walkway,  Darrow  and  the  other

Terrasen lords spoke quietly. As if sensing Lysandra’s attention, Darrow threw a

narrow glance her way—that then dipped to the pale-faced, shaking Evangeline. 

Darrow  said  nothing,  and  Lysandra  didn’t  bother  to  look  pleasant,  before  he

turned back to his companions. 

“That’s thirty,” Ansel said. 

“We can count,” Rolfe snipped. 

Ansel lifted a wine-red brow. “Can you really?” 

Despite the army marching on them, Lysandra’s mouth twitched upward. 

Rolfe just rolled his eyes and went back to watching the approaching army. 

“They  won’t  arrive  until  dawn  at  the  earliest,”  Aedion  observed,  his  face

grim. 

She had not yet decided what form to take. Where to fight. If ilken still flew

in  their  ranks,  then  it  would  be  a  wyvern,  but  if  closer  quarters  were  required, then … she hadn’t decided. No one had asked her to be anywhere in particular, 

though  Aedion’s  request  the  other  night  to  assist  in  their  wild  plan  had  been  a rare reprieve from these days of waiting and dreading. 

She’d gladly take days of pacing instead of what approached them. 

“Fifty thousand,” Ansel said, throwing a wry glance to Rolfe. 

Lysandra  swallowed  against  the  tightness  in  her  throat.  Evangeline  pressed

her face into Lysandra’s side. 

And then the witch towers took form. 

Like massive lances jutting from the horizon, they appeared through the gray

morning light. Three of them, spread out equally amid the army that continued to

flow behind them. 

Even Ansel stopped counting now. 

“I did not think it would be so terrible,” Evangeline whispered, hands digging

into Lysandra’s heavy cloak. “I did not think it would be so wretched.” 

Lysandra pressed a kiss to the top of her red-gold hair. “No harm shall come

to you.” 

“I am not afraid for myself,” Evangeline said. “But for my friends.” 

Those  citrine  eyes  indeed  shone  with  tears  of  terror,  and  Lysandra  brushed

one  away  before  watching  the  advancing  witch  towers  creep  toward  them.  She

had no words to comfort the girl. 

“Any  minute  now,”  Aedion  murmured,  and  Lysandra  glanced  down  to  the snowy plain. 

To  the  figures  that  emerged  from  beneath  the  snow,  clad  in  white.  Flaming

arrows  nocked  in  their  bows.  Morath’s  front  lines  were  nearly  upon  them,  but those soldiers were not their target. 

Down the wall, Murtaugh gripped the ancient stones as a figure that had to be

Ren  gave  the  order.  Flaming  arrows  arched  and  flew,  Morath  soldiers  ducking

under their shields. 

They did not bother to look beneath their feet. 

Neither did the witches leading their three towers. 

The flaming arrows struck the earth with deadly accuracy, thanks to the Silent

Assassins who wielded those bows. 

Right atop the fuse lines that flowed directly into the pits they’d dug. Just as

the witch towers passed over them. 

Blinding  flashes  broke  apart  the  black  sea  of  the  army.  Then  the  mighty

boom. 

And  then  a  rain  of  stone,  all  Morath’s  forces  whirling  to  see.  Providing  the right distraction as Ren, Ilias, and the Silent Assassins raced on foot to the white

horses hidden behind a snowdrift. 

When the flash cleared, when the smoke was gone, a sigh of relief went down

the walkway. 

Two of those witch towers had been directly over the pits. Pits that they had

filled with the chemical reactors and powders that fueled Rolfe’s firelances, then

concealed beneath the earth—waiting for a spark to ignite them. 

Those  two  towers  now  lay  in  scattered  ruin,  their  wyverns  broken  beneath

them, soldiers squashed under falling stone. 

Yet one still stood, the pit it had been closest to exploding too soon. One of

the wyverns who had pulled it had been hit by debris from another tower—and

lay either dead or injured. 

And that third remaining tower had stopped. 

A wicked, low horn sounded from the enemy host, and the army halted, too. 

“Thank the rutting gods,” Rolfe said, head bowing. 

But  Aedion  was  still  staring  at  the  plain—at  the  figures  on  horseback

galloping to Orynth’s walls. Making sure they all returned. 

“How long will that stop them?” Evangeline asked. 

Everyone, Darrow included, turned to the girl. No one had an answer. No lie

to offer. 

So they again faced the army gathered on the plain, its farthest reaches now

visible. 

“One hundred thousand,” Ansel of Briarcliff announced softly. 

CHAPTER 76

“It’s possible—to  show a different world?” Dorian asked Maeve when they were

again in their tower room. 

Maeve slid into a chair, her face distant. “Using mirrors, yes.” 

Dorian lifted a brow. 

“You  have  seen  yourself  the  power  of  witch  mirrors.  What  it  did  to  Aelin

Galathynius  and  Manon  Blackbeak.  Who  do  you  think  taught  the  witches  such

power? Not the Fae.” A small laugh. “And how do you think I have been able to

see  so  far,  hear  the  voices  of  my  eyes,  all  the  way  from  Doranelle?  There  are mirrors to spy, to travel, to kill. Even now, Erawan wields them to his advantage

with the Ironteeth.” With the witch towers. 

Maeve lounged, a queen with no crown. “I can show him what he wishes to

see.” 

Dorian opened his mouth, then considered the words. 

“An illusion. You don’t plan to show him Orcus or Mantyx at all.” 

She cut him a cool stare. “A sleight of hand—while you enter the tower.” 

“I can’t get in.” 

“I am a  world-walker,” Maeve said.  “I have traveled  between universes.  Do

you think moving between rooms will be so hard?” 

“Something kept you from going to Terrasen all these years.” 

Maeve’s jaw tightened. “Brannon Galathynius was aware of my gifts to move

between places. The wards around his kingdom prevent me from doing so.” 

“So you could not transport Erawan’s armies there for him.” 

“No. I can only enter on foot. There are too many of them, anyway, for me to

hold the portal that long.” 

“Erawan  is  aware  of  your  gift,  so  he’ll  likely  have  taken  steps  to  guard  his own room.” 

“Yes,  and  I  have  spent  my  time  here  slowly  unraveling  them.  He  is  not  so

skilled a spellworker as he thinks.” A smug, triumphant smile. 

Yet Dorian asked, “Why not do this from the start?” 

“Because I had not yet decided it was worth the risk. Because he had not yet

pushed me to bring my handmaidens here, to be mere foot soldiers.” 

“You care about them—the spiders.” 

“You will find, Your Majesty, that a loyal friend is a rare thing indeed. They

are not so easy to sacrifice.” 

“You offered up six of them to those princesses.” 

“And  I  shall  remember  that  for  as  long  as  I  live,”  Maeve  said,  and  some

kernel  of  emotion  indeed  danced  over  her  face.  “They  went  willingly.  I  tell

myself that whenever I look upon them now and see nothing of the creatures I
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knew. They wished to help me.” Her eyes met his. “Not all Valg are evil.” 

“Erawan is.” 

“Yes,” she said, and her eyes darkened. “He and his brothers … they are the

worst  of  our  kind.  Their  rule  was  through  fear  and  pain.  They  delight  in  such things.” 

“And you do not?” 

Maeve twirled an inky strand around a finger. And didn’t answer. 

Fine. Dorian went on, “So you shall break past Erawan’s wards on his room, 

open  the  portal  for  me,  and  I’ll  slip  in  while  you  distract  him  with  an  illusion about his brothers.” He frowned. “As soon as I find the key, he’ll know you’ve

deceived him. We’ll have to leave quickly.” 

Her  mouth  curved.  “We  will.  And  go  to  wherever  you  have  hidden  the

others.” 

Dorian kept every expression off his face. “You’re certain he won’t know he’s

being tricked?” 

“Orcus  is  his  brother.  But  Orcus  was  also  my  husband.  The  illusion  will  be

real enough.” 

Dorian considered. “What time do we make our move?” 

Nightfall. 

That was when Maeve had told Erawan to meet. That liminal space between

light  and  dark,  when  one  force  yielded  to  another.  When  she  would  open  the

portal for Dorian from rooms away. 

As  the  sun  set—not  that  Dorian  could  see  it  with  the  clouds  and  gloom  of

Morath—he found himself staring at the wall of Maeve’s chamber. 

She  had  left  minutes  ago,  with  nothing  more  than  a  farewell  glance.  Their

escape route had been plotted, an alternative with it. All should go according to

plan. 

And  the  body  he  now  wore,  the  golden  hair  and  golden  eyes  …  Should

anyone but Erawan himself stumble into the tower, they would find it occupied

by their master. 

He  did  not  have  room  in  himself  for  fear,  for  doubt.  Did  not  think  of  the Wyrdstone collars beneath the fortress, or every twisted room and dungeon he’d

passed through. Darkness fell beyond the room. 

Dorian stepped back as the stones turned dark, dark, dark—then vanished. 

The stench of death, of rot, of hate flowed out. Far more putrid than the tomb

levels below. 

It threatened to buckle his knees, but Dorian drew Damaris. Rallied his power

and lifted his left hand, a faint golden light shining from his fingers. Fire. 

With  a  prayer  to  whatever  gods  might  bother  to  help  him,  Dorian  stepped

through the portal. 

CHAPTER 77

Dorian didn’t know what he had expected from a Valg king’s chamber, but the

four-poster bed of carved black wood, the washstand and desk, would have been

low on his list of guesses. 

Nothing extraordinary. No trove of stolen, ancient weapons or heirlooms, no

bubbling potions or spellbooks, no snarling beasts in the corner. No additional of

Wyrdstone collars. 

A bedroom and nothing more. 

He scanned the circular room, even going so far as to peer down the stairwell. 

A  straight  shot  to  the  iron  door  and  guards  posted  outside.  No  closets.  No

trapdoors. 

He  opened  the  armoire  to  find  row  after  row  of  clean  clothes.  None  of  the

drawers contained anything—and there were no hidden compartments. 

But  he  felt  it.  That  otherworldly,  terrible  presence.  Could  feel  it  all  around him—

A small noise had him whirling. 

Dorian  looked  at  the  bed  then.  At  what  he  had  missed,  left  lying  between

obsidian sheets, which nearly swallowed her frail, small body. 

The young woman. Her face was hollow, vacant. Yet she stared at him. As if

she’d awoken. 

A pretty, dark-haired girl. No older than twenty. A near-twin to Kaltain. 

Bile burned his throat. And as the girl sat up farther, the sheets falling away to

reveal  a  wasted,  naked  body,  to  reveal  a  too-thin  arm  and  the  hideous  purplish scar  near  the  wrist  …  He  knew  why  he  had  felt  the  key’s  presence  throughout the keep. Moving about. Vanishing. 

It had been walking. Trailing its master. Her enslaver. 

A collar of black stone had been clamped around her throat. 

And yet she sat there in that rumpled bed. Staring at him. 

Hollow and vacant—and in pain. 

He had no words. There was only ringing silence. 

Kaltain had destroyed the Valg prince inside her, but the Wyrdkey had driven

her mad. Had given her terrible power, but ripped apart her mind. 

Dorian slowly, carefully, took one step closer to the bed. “You’re awake,” he

said, willing his voice to the drawl of the Valg king. Knowing it was her captor

she saw. 

A blink. 

Dorian had witnessed Erawan’s experiments, the horrors of his dungeons. Yet

this  young  woman,  so  starved,  the  bruises  on  her  skin,  the  unholy  thing  in  her arm, the unholy thing he’d known had shared this bed with her …

He dared to unspool a thread of his power. It neared her arm and recoiled. 

Yes, the key was there. 

He prowled closer, willing her not to look toward the portal in the wall. 

The young woman trembled—just slightly. 

He willed himself not to vomit. Not to do anything but look at her with cool

command as he said, “Give me your arm.” 

Her brown eyes scanned his face, but she held out her arm. 

He nearly staggered back at the festering wound, the black veins running up

from it. Leaking its poison into her. What Kaltain’s wound had no doubt looked

like, and why the scar remained, even in death. 

But he sheathed Damaris and took her arm in his hands. 

Ice. Her skin was like ice. “Lie down,” he told her. 

She shook, but obeyed. Bracing herself. For him. 

Kaltain. Oh gods, Kaltain. What she’d endured—

Dorian freed the knife at his side—the one Sorrel had gifted him—and angled

it over her arm. Kaltain had done the same to free it, Manon had said. 

But  Dorian  sent  a  flicker  of  his  healing  magic  to  her  arm.  To  numb  and

soothe.  She  thrashed,  but  he  held  firm.  Let  his  magic  flare  through  her.  She gasped, arching, and Dorian took advantage of her sudden stillness to plunge in

the knife, fast and deft. 

Three movements, his healing magic still working through her, soothing her

as  best  he  could,  and  the  bloodied  shard  was  in  his  fingers.  Pulsing  its  hollow, sickening power through him. 

The final Wyrdkey. 

He dropped her arm, sliding the Wyrdkey into his pocket, and turned for the

portal. 

But a hand wrapped around his, feeble and shaking. 

He whirled, a hand going to Damaris, and found her staring up at him. Tears

slid down her face. 

“Kill me,” she breathed. Dorian blinked. “You—you pushed it back.” Not the

key, but the demon inside her, he realized. Somehow, with that healing magic—

“Kill me,” she said, and began sobbing. “Kill me, please.” 

Damaris warmed in his hand. Truth. He gaped at her in horror. “I—I can’t.” 

She  began  clawing  at  the  collar  around  her  throat.  As  if  she’d  rip  it  free. 

“Please,” she sobbed. “Please.” 

He did not have time. To find a way to get that collar off. Wasn’t even certain

it  could come off, without that golden ring Aelin had used on him. “I can’t.” 

Despair and agony flooded her eyes. “Please,” was all she said. “Please.” 

Damaris remained warm. Truth. The pleading was nothing but truth. 

But he had to go—had to go  now. He could not take her with him. Knew that

thing  inside  her,  however  his  magic  had  pushed  it  back,  would  emerge  again. 

And scream to Erawan where he was. What he’d stolen. 

She wept, hands ripping at her brutalized body. “Please.” 

Would it be a mercy—to kill her? Would it be a worse crime to leave her here, 

with Erawan? Enslaved to him and the Valg demon inside her? 

Damaris did not answer his silent questions. 

And he let his hand fall away from the blade entirely as he stared down at the

weeping girl. 

Manon would have ended it. Freed her in the only way left. Chaol would have

taken  her  with  him  and  damned  the  consequences.  Aelin  …  He  didn’t  know

what she would have done. 

 Who do you wish to be? 

He was not any of them. He was—he was nothing but himself. 

A  man  who  had  known  loss  and  pain,  yes.  But  a  man  who  had  known

friendship and joy. 

The loss and pain—they had not broken him wholly. Without them, would the

moments  of  happiness  be  as  bright?  Without  them,  would  he  fight  so  hard  to

ensure it did not happen again? 

 Who do you wish to be? 

A  king  worthy  of  his  crown.  A  king  who  would  rebuild  what  had  been

shattered, both within himself and in his lands. 

The girl sobbed and sobbed, and Dorian’s hand drifted toward Damaris’s hilt. 

Then a crack sounded. Bone snapping. 

One  moment,  the  girl  was  weeping.  The  next,  her  head  twisted  to  the  side, 

eyes unseeing. 

Dorian whirled, a cry on his lips as Maeve stepped into the room. “Consider it

a  wedding  gift,  Majesty,”  she  said,  her  lips  curling.  “To  spare  you  from  that decision.” 

And it was the smile on her face, the predatory gait of her steps that had his

magic rallying. 

Maeve nodded toward his pocket. “Well done.” 

Her dark power leapt upon his mind. 

He  didn’t  have  the  chance  to  grab  for  Damaris  before  he  was  snared  in  her

dark web. 

CHAPTER 78

He was in Erawan’s room, and yet not. 

Maeve purred to him, “The key, if you will.” 

Dorian’s hand slid into his pocket. To the sliver inside. 

“And  then  we  shall  retrieve  the  others,”  she  continued,  and  beckoned  to  the

portal  through  which  they  had  both  come.  He  followed  her,  pulling  the  shard

from  his  pocket.  “Such  things  I  have  planned  for  us,  Majesty.  For  our  union. 

With the keys, I could keep you eternally young. And with your power, second

to none, not even Aelin Galathynius, you will shield us from any who might try

to return to this world again.” 

They  emerged  into  their  room,  and  a  swipe  of  Maeve’s  hand  had  the  portal

fading. “Quickly now,” she ordered him. “We depart. The wyvern awaits.” 

Dorian  halted  in  the  middle  of  the  chamber.  “Don’t  you  think  it’s  rude  to

leave without a note?” 

Maeve twisted toward him, but too late. 

Too damn late, as the claws she’d hooked into his mind became mired in it. 

As flame, white-hot and sizzling, closed upon the piece of her she’d unwittingly

laid bare in trying to trap him. 

A  trap  within  a  trap.  One  he  had  formed  from  the  moment  he’d  seen  her.  It had  been  a  simple  trick.  To   shift  his  mind,  as  if  he  were  shifting  his  body.  To make her see one thing when she glimpsed inside it. 

To make her see what she wished to believe: his jealousy and resentment of

Aelin;  his  desperation;  his  naive  foolishness.  He  had  let  his  mind  become  such things,  let  it  lure  her  in.  And  every  time  she  had  come  close,  falling  for  those slips in his power, his magic had studied her own. Just as it had studied Cyrene’s

stolen kernel of shape-shifting, so had it learned Maeve’s ability to creep into the

mind, seize it. 

It had only been a matter of waiting for her to make her move, to let her lay

the trap she’d close to seal him to her forever. 

“You—” A smile from him, and Maeve stopped being able to speak. 

Dorian said into the dark chasm of her mind,  I  was  a  slave  once.  You  didn’t

 really think I’d allow myself to be so once again, did you? 

She thrashed, but he held her firm.  You will free me, she hissed, and the voice

was  not  that  of  a  beautiful  queen,  but  something  vicious  and  cold.  Starved  and hateful. 

 You’re old as the earth, and yet you thought I would truly fall for your offer. 

He  chuckled,  letting  a  wisp  of  his  fire  burn  her.  Maeve  shrieked,  silent  and endless in their minds.  I’m surprised you fell for my  trap. 

 I will kill you for this. 

 Not if I kill you first.  His fire became a living thing, wrapping around her pale throat. In the real world, in the place where their bodies existed. 

 You hurt my friend,  he said with lethal calm.  It will not be so very difficult to end you for it. 

 Is this the king you wish to be? Torturing a helpless female? 

He laughed again.  You are not helpless. And if I could, I would seal you in  an iron  box  for  eternity.   Dorian  glanced  to  the  windows.  To  the  night  beyond.  He had  to  go—quickly.  But  he  still  said,  The  king  I  wish  to  be  is  the  opposite  of what you are.  He gave Maeve a smile.  And there is only one witch who will be my queen. 

A groan rumbled through the mountain beneath them. Morath shuddered. 

Maeve’s eyes widened further. 

A crack louder than thunder echoed through the stones. The tower swayed. 

Dorian’s mouth curved upward.  You didn’t think I spent all those hours merely

 searching, did you? 

He wouldn’t allow it to exist another day—that chamber with the collars. Not

one more day. 

So he’d bring down the entire damn keep atop it. 

It had not been hard. Little bits of magic, of coldest ice, that wormed through

the cracks of Morath’s foundation. That ate away at the ancient stone. Bit by bit, 

a  web  of  instability  growing  with  each  hall  and  room  he  searched.  Until  the entire eastern half of the keep was balanced upon his will alone. 

Until  now.  Until  half  a  thought  had  his  magic  expanding  through  those

cracks, bearing down upon them. 

And so Morath began to crumble. 

Smiling at Maeve, Dorian pulled out. Pulled away, even as he held her mind. 

The tower shuddered again. Maeve’s breath hitched.  You can’t leave me like

 this. He’ll find me, he’ll take  me—

 As you would have taken me?  Dorian shifted into a crow, flapping in the air of

the chamber. 

Morath  groaned  again,  and  above  it  rose  a  screech  of  rage,  so  piercing  and

unearthly that his bones quailed. 

 Tell Erawan, Dorian said, halting on the windowsill,  that I did it for Adarlan. 

For Sorscha and Kaltain and all those destroyed by it. As Adarlan itself had

been destroyed. 

But from utter ruin, it might be built again. If not by him, then by others. 

Perhaps  that  would  be  his  first  and  only  gift  to  Adarlan  as  its  king:  a  clean slate, should they survive this war. 

Screaming  filled  the  halls.  He’d  marked  where  the  human  servants  worked, 

where  they  dwelled.  They  would  find,  as  they  fled,  that  their  passageways

remained stable. Until every last one of them was out. 

 Please,  Maeve  begged,  staggering  to  her  knees  as  the  tower  swayed  again. 

 Please. 

He should let Erawan find her. Doom her to the life she’d intended for him. 

For Aelin. 

Maeve  curled  over  her  knees,  her  mind  and  power  contained.  Waiting  in

despair  for  the  dark  king  whom  she’d  tried  so  hard  to  escape.  Or  for  the

shuddering fortress to collapse around her. 

He knew he would regret it. Knew he should kill her. But to condemn her to

what he’d endured …

He would not wish it upon anyone. Even if it cost them this war. 

He did not think it made him weak. Not at all. 

Beyond  the  window,  Ironteeth  shot  to  the  skies,  wyverns  shrieking  as

Morath’s stones began to give way. In the valley below, the army halted to peer

at the mountain looming high above them. The shaking tower built atop it. 

 Please,  Maeve  said  again.  Levels  beneath  them,  another  bellow  of  rage

thundered from Erawan—closer now. 

So Dorian soared into the chaotic night. 

Maeve’s silent cry of despair followed on his heels. All the way to the peaks

overlooking  Morath  and  that  rocky  outcropping—to  the  two  Wyrdkeys  buried

under the shale. 

He  could  barely  remember  his  own  name  as  he  slid  them  into  his  other

pocket. As all three of the Wyrdkeys now lay upon him. 

Then he reached back into the mind still tethered to his. 

It  was  simple  as  an  incision.  To  sever  the  link  between  their  minds—and  to

sever another part of her. 

To  tie  off  the  gift  that  allowed  her  to  jump  between  places.  To  open  those portals. 

 World-walker no longer, he said as his raw magic shifted her own. Changed

its very essence.  I suggest you invest in a good pair of shoes. 

Then he let go of Maeve’s mind. 

A hateful, unending scream was the only response. 

Dorian  shifted  again,  becoming  large  and  vicious,  no  more  than  a  pack

wyvern flying northward to bring supplies to the aerial legion. 

A  king—he  could  be  a  king  to  Adarlan  in  these  last  days  that  remained  for

him. Wipe away the stain and rot of what it had become. So it might start anew. 

Become who it wished to be. 

Dorian caught a swift wind, sailing hard and fast. 

And  when  he  looked  behind  him,  at  the  mountain  and  valley  that  reeked  of

death, at the place where so many terrible things had begun, Dorian smiled and

brought Morath’s towers crashing down. 

CHAPTER 79

Yrene  hated  the  Ferian  Gap.  Hated  the  tight  air  between  the  two  gargantuan

peaks, hated the bones and wyvern refuse littering the rocky floor, hated the reek

that slithered from whatever openings had been carved into the mountains. 

At least it was empty. Though they had not yet decided if that was a blessing. 

The  two  armies  now  filled  the  Gap,  Hasar’s  soldiers  already  preparing  to

make  the  crossing  back  over  the  Avery  into  the  tangle  of  Oakwald.  That  trek would  take  an  age,  even  with  the  rukhin  carrying  the  wagons  and  heavier

supplies. And then the push northward through the forest, taking the ancient road

that lay along the Avery’s northern branch. 

“Pass me that knife there,” Yrene said to Lady Elide, pointing with her chin

to  her  supply  kit.  Spread  on  a  blanket  on  the  bottom  of  the  covered  wagon,  a Darghan soldier lay unconscious, cold sweat beading his brow. He hadn’t seen a

healer  after  getting  a  slice  to  the  thigh  at  the  battle  for  Anielle,  and  when  he’d fallen clean off his horse this morning, he’d been hauled in here. 

Elide’s hands remained steady as she plucked up the thin knife and passed it

to Yrene. 

“Will it wake him?” she asked while Yrene bent over the unconscious warrior

and  examined  the  infected  wound  that  was  gruesome  enough  to  turn  most

stomachs. 

“My magic has him in a deep sleep.” Yrene angled the knife. “He’ll stay out

until I wake him.” 

Elide,  to  her  credit,  didn’t  retch  as  Yrene  began  to  clean  out  the  wound, 

scraping away the dead, infected bits. 

“No sign of blood poisoning, thank the gods,” Yrene announced as the cloth

beside the man became covered in the discarded rot. “But we’ll need to put him

on a special brew to make sure.” 

“Your magic can’t just do a sweep through him?” Elide tossed the soiled cloth

into the nearby waste bucket, and laid down another. 

“It can, and I will,” Yrene said, fighting her gag as the reek from the wound

stuffed itself up her nostrils, “but that might not be enough, if the infection truly

wishes to make an appearance.” 

“You talk about illnesses as if they were living creatures.” 

“They  are,  to  some  degree,”  Yrene  said.  “With  their  own  secrets  and

temperaments.  You  sometimes  have  to  outsmart  them,  just  as  you  would  any

foe.” 

Yrene took the mirrored lantern from beside the bed and adjusted the plates

within  to  shine  a  beam  of  light  on  the  infected  slice.  When  the  brightness

revealed  no  further  signs  of  rotting  skin,  she  set  down  both  lantern  and  knife. 

“That wasn’t as bad as I’d feared,” she admitted, and held out her hands over the bloody wound. 

Warmth and light rose within her, like a memory of the summer in this frigid

mountain  pass,  and  as  her  hands  glowed,  Yrene’s  magic  guided  her  within  the

man’s  body.  It  flowed  along  blood  and  sinew  and  bone,  knitting  and  mending, 

listening  to  the  aches  and  fever  now  running  rampant.  Soothing  them,  calming

them. Wiping them away. 

She  was  panting  when  she  finished,  but  the  man’s  breathing  had  eased.  The

sweat on his brow had dried. 

“Remarkable,” Elide whispered, gaping at the now-smooth leg of the warrior. 

Yrene just turned her head to the side and vomited into the waste bucket. 

Elide leapt to her feet. 

But Yrene held up a hand, wiping her mouth with the other. “As joyful as it is

to know I shall soon be a mother, the realities of the first few months are … not

so joyous.” 

Elide limped to the ewer of drinking water and poured a cup. “Here. Is there

anything I can get you? Can—can  you heal your own sickness, or do you need

someone else to?” 

Yrene sipped at the water, letting it wash away the bitter bile. “The vomiting

is a sign that things are progressing with the babe.” A hand drifted to her middle. 

“It’s not something that can really be cured, not unless I had a healer at my side

day and night, easing the nausea.” 

“It’s become that bad?” Elide frowned. 

“Terrible  timing,  I  know.”  Yrene  sighed.  “The  best  options  are  ginger—

anything  ginger.  Which  I  would  rather  save  for  the  upset  stomachs  of  our

soldiers.  Peppermint  can  help,  too.”  She  gestured  toward  her  satchel.  “I  have some dried leaves in there. Just put some in a cup with the hot water and I’ll be

fine.” Behind them, a small brazier held a steaming kettle, used for disinfecting

supplies rather than making tea. 

Elide  was  instantly  moving,  and  Yrene  watched  in  silence  while  the  lady

prepared the tea. 

“I could heal your leg, you know.” 

Elide stilled, a hand reaching for the kettle. “Really?” 

Yrene waited until the lady had pressed a cup of the peppermint tea into her

hands before she nodded to the lady’s boots. “Can I see the injury?” 

Elide hesitated, but took her seat on the stool beside Yrene and tugged off her

boot, then the sock beneath. 

Yrene  surveyed  the  scarring,  the  twisted  bone.  Elide  had  told  her  days  ago

why she had the injury. 

“You’re  lucky  you  didn’t  get  an  infection  yourself.”  Yrene  sipped  from  her

tea, deemed it still too hot, and set it aside before patting her lap. Elide obeyed, 

putting  her  foot  on  Yrene’s  thigh.  Carefully,  Yrene  touched  the  scars  and

mangled bones, her magic doing the same. 

The  brutality  of  the  injury  was  enough  to  take  Yrene’s  breath  away.  And  to

make her grind her teeth, knowing how young Elide had been, how unbearably painful it was—knowing that her very uncle had done this to her. 

“What’s wrong?” Elide breathed. 

“Nothing—I mean, beyond what you already know.” 

Such cruelty. Such terrible, unforgivable cruelty. 

Yrene coiled her magic back into herself, but kept her hands on Elide’s ankle. 

“This  injury  would  require  weeks  of  work  to  repair,  and  with  our  current

circumstances, I don’t think either of us can undergo it.” Elide nodded. “But if

we survive this war, I can help you, if you wish.” 

“What would it entail?” 

“There are two roads,” Yrene said, letting some of her magic seep into Elide’s

leg, soothing the aching muscles, the spots where bone ground against bone with

no  buffer.  The  lady  sighed.  “The  first  is  the  hardest.  It  would  require  me  to completely  restructure  your  foot  and  ankle.  Meaning,  I  would  have  to  break

apart  the  bone,  take  out  the  parts  that  healed  or  fused  incorrectly,  and  then regrow them. You could not walk while I did it, and even with the help I could

give  you  for  the  pain,  the  recovery  would  be  agonizing.”  There  was  no  way

around that truth. “I’d need three weeks to take apart your bones and put them

back together, but you’d need at least a month of resting and learning to walk on

it again.” 

Elide’s face had gone pale. “And the other option?” 

“The other option would be to not do the healing, but to give you salve—like

the one you said Lorcan gave you—to help with the aches. But I will warn you:

the  pain  will  never  entirely  leave  you.  With  the  way  your  bones  grind  together here”—she  gently  touched  the  spot  on  Elide’s  upper  foot,  then  a  spot  down  by her toes—“arthritis is already setting in. As the bones continue to grind together, 

the  arthritis,  that  pain  you  feel  when  you  walk,  will  only  worsen.  There  may come a point in a few years—maybe five, maybe ten, it’s hard to tell—when you

find the pain to be so bad that no salve can help you.” 

“So I would need the healing then, regardless.” 

“It’s up to you whether you want the healing at all. I only want you to have a

better idea of the road ahead.” She smiled at the lady. “It’s up to you to decide

how you wish to face it.” 

Yrene  tapped  Elide’s  foot,  and  the  lady  lowered  it  back  to  the  floor  before putting her sock back on, then her boot. Efficient, easy motions. 

Yrene sipped from her tea, cool enough now to drink. The fresh verve of the

peppermint zapped through her, clearing her mind and calming her stomach. 

Elide said, “I don’t know if I can face that pain again.” 

Yrene nodded. “With that sort of injury, it would require facing a great many

things  inside  yourself.”  She  smiled  toward  the  wagon  entrance.  “My  husband

and I just went through one such journey together.” 

“Was it hard?” 

“Incredibly. But he did it. We did it.” 

Elide  considered,  then  shrugged.  “We’d  have  to  survive  this  war  first,  I
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suppose. If we live … then we can talk about it.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Elide  frowned  at  the  wagon’s  ceiling.  “I  wonder  what  they’ve  learned  up

there.” 

Up in the Omega and Northern Fang, where Chaol and the others were now

meeting with the breeders and wranglers who had been left behind. 

Yrene  didn’t  want  to  know  more  than  that,  and  Chaol  had  not  offered  any

other insight into how they’d be extracting information from the men. 

“Hopefully  something  worth  our  visit  to  this  awful  place,”  Yrene  muttered, 

then drained the rest of her tea. The sooner they left, the better. 

It  was  as  if  the  gods  were  laughing  at  her—at  them  both.  A  knock  on  the

wagon  doors  had  Elide  limping  toward  them,  just  before  Borte  appeared.  Her

face uncharacteristically solemn. 

Yrene braced herself, but it was Elide whom the ruk rider addressed. 

“You’re  to  come  with  me,”  Borte  said  breathlessly.  Behind  the  girl,  Arcas

waited, a sparrow perched on the saddle. Falkan Ennar. Not a companion, Yrene

realized, but an additional guard. 

Elide asked, “What’s wrong?” 

Borte  shifted,  with  impatience  or  nerves,  Yrene  couldn’t  tell.  “They  found

someone  in  the  mountain.  They  want  you  up  there—to  decide  what  to  do  with

him.” 

Elide had gone still. Utterly still. 

Yrene asked, “Who?” 

Borte’s mouth tightened. “Her uncle.” 

Elide  wondered  if  the  rukhin  would  shun  her  forever  if  she  vomited  all  over Arcas. Indeed, during the swift, steep flight up to the bridge spanning the Omega

and  Northern  Fang,  it  was  all  she  could  do  not  to  hurl  the  contents  of  her stomach all over the bird’s feathers. 

“They found him hiding in the Northern Fang,” Borte had said before she’d

hauled Elide into the saddle, Falkan already flying up the sheer face of the pass. 

“Trying to pretend to be a wyvern trainer. But one of the other trainers sold him

out. Queen Aelin called for you as soon as they had him secure. Your uncle, not

the trainer, I mean.” 

Elide hadn’t been able to respond. Had only nodded. 

Vernon was here. At the Gap. Not in Morath with his master, but  here. 

Gavriel and Fenrys were waiting when Arcas landed in the cavernous opening

into  the  Northern  Fang.  The  rough-hewn  rock  loomed  like  a  gaping  maw,  the

reek  of  what  lay  within  making  her  stomach  turn  again.  Like  rotting  meat  and worse. Valg, undoubtedly, but also a smell of hate and cruelty and tight, airless

corridors. 

The two Fae males silently fell into step beside her as they entered. No sign

of Lorcan, or Aelin. Or her uncle. 

Men  lay  dead  in  some  of  the  dim  hallways  that  Fenrys  and  Gavriel  led  her

through, killed by the rukhin when they’d swept in. None of them leaked black blood, but they still had that reek to them. Like this place had infected their very

souls. 

“They’re just up here,” Gavriel said quietly—gently. 

Elide’s  hands  began  shaking,  and  Fenrys  placed  one  of  his  own  on  her

shoulder. “He’s well restrained.” 

She knew not with mere ropes or chains. Likely with fire and ice and perhaps

even Lorcan’s own dark power. 

But it did not stop her from shaking, from how small and brittle she became

as they turned a corner and beheld Aelin, Rowan, and Lorcan standing before a

shut  door.  Farther  down  the  hall,  Nesryn  and  Sartaq,  Lord  Chaol  with  them, 

waited. Letting them decide what to do. 

Letting Elide decide. 

Lorcan’s grave face was frozen with rage, his depthless eyes like frigid pools

of night. He said quietly, “You don’t need to go in there.” 

“We had you brought here,” Aelin said, her own face the portrait of restrained

wrath, “so you could choose what to do with him. If you wish to speak to him

before we do.” 

One look at the knives at Rowan’s and Lorcan’s sides, at the way the queen’s

fingers  curled,  and  Elide  knew  what  their  sort  of  talking  would  include.  “You mean to torture him for information?” She didn’t dare meet Aelin’s eyes. 

“Before he receives what is due to him,” Lorcan growled. 

Elide glanced between the male she loved and the queen she served. And her

limp had never felt so pronounced, so obvious, as she took a step closer. “Why is

he here?” 

“He has yet to reveal that,” Rowan said. “And though we have not confirmed

that  you  are  here,  he  suspects.”  A  glance  toward  Lorcan.  “The  call  is  yours, Lady.” 

“You will kill him regardless?” 

Lorcan  asked,  “Do  you  wish  us  to?”  Months  ago,  she  had  told  him  to.  And

Lorcan had agreed to do it. That had been before Vernon and the ilken had come

to  abduct  her—before  the  night  when  she  had  been  willing  to  embrace  death

rather than go with him to Morath. 

Elide peered inward. They gave her the courtesy of silence. “I would like to

speak to him before we decide his fate.” 

A  bow  of  Lorcan’s  head  was  his  only  answer  before  he  opened  the  door

behind him. 

Torches flickered, the chamber empty save for a worktable against one wall. 

And her uncle, bound in thick irons, seated on a wooden chair. 

His finery was worn, his dark hair unkempt, as if he’d struggled while they’d

bound him. Indeed, blood crusted one of his nostrils, his nose swollen. 

Shattered. 

A glance to her right confirmed the blood on Lorcan’s knuckles. 

Vernon  straightened  as  Elide  stopped  several  feet  away,  the  door  shutting, 

Lorcan and Aelin mere steps behind. The others remained in the hall. 

“What mighty company you keep these days, Elide,” Vernon said. 

That voice. Even with the broken nose, that silky, horrible voice raked talons

along her skin. 

But  Elide  kept  her  chin  up.  Kept  her  eyes  upon  her  uncle.  “Why  are  you

here?” 

“First you let the brute at me,” Vernon drawled, nodding to Lorcan, “then you

send  in  the  sweet-faced  girl  to  coax  answers?”  A  smile  toward  Aelin.  “A

technique of yours, Majesty?” 

Aelin  leaned  against  the  stone  wall,  hands  sliding  into  her  pockets.  Nothing

human  in  her  face.  Though  Elide  marked  the  way  her  hands,  even  within  their confines, shifted. 

Bound in irons. Battered. 

Only weeks ago, it had been the queen herself in Vernon’s place. And now it

seemed  she  stood  here  through  sheer  will.  Stood  here,  ready  to  pry  the

information from Vernon, for Elide’s sake. 

It  strengthened  Elide  enough  that  she  said  to  her  uncle,  “Your  breaths  are

limited. I would suggest you use them wisely.” 

“Ruthless.”  Vernon  smirked.  “The  witch-blood  in  your  veins  ran  true  after

all.” 

She couldn’t stand it. To be in this room with him. To breathe the same air as

the  man  who  had  smiled  while  her  father  had  been  executed,  smiled  while  he

locked her in that tower for ten years. Smiled while he’d touched Kaltain, done

far  worse  perhaps,  then  tried  to  sell  Elide  to  Erawan  for  breeding.  “Why?”  she asked. 

It was the only question she could really think of, that really mattered. “Why

do any of it?” 

“Since  my  breaths  are  limited,”  Vernon  said,  “I  suppose  it  makes  no

difference what I tell you.” A small smile curled his lips. “Because I could,” her

uncle  said.  Lorcan  growled.  “Because  my  brother,  your  father,  was  an

insufferable brute, whose only qualification to rule was the order of our birth. A

warrior-brute,”  Vernon  spat,  sneering  toward  Lorcan.  Then  at  Elide.  “Your

mother’s  preference  seems  to  have  passed  to  you,  too.”  A  hateful  shake  of  the head.  “Such  a  pity.  She  was  a  rare  beauty,  you  know.  Such  a  pity  that  she  was killed,  defending  Her  Majesty.”  Heat  flared  across  the  room,  but  Aelin’s  face remained unmoved. “There might have been a place for her in Perranth had she

not—” 

“Enough,”  Elide  said  softly,  but  not  weakly.  She  took  another  step  toward

him. “So you were jealous. Of my father. Jealous of his strength, his talent. Of

his wife.” Vernon opened his mouth, but Elide lifted a hand. “I am not done yet.” 

Vernon blinked. 

Elide  kept  her  breathing  steady,  shoulders  back.  “I  do  not  care  why  you  are here. I do not care what they plan to do with you. But I want you to know that

once I walk from this room, I will never think of you again. Your name will be
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erased  from  Perranth,  from  Terrasen,  from  Adarlan.  There  will  never  be  a

whisper of you, nor any reminder. You will be forgotten.” 

Vernon paled—just slightly. Then he smiled. “Erased from Perranth? You say

that as if you do not know,  Lady Elide.” He leaned forward as much as his chains would  allow.  “Perranth  now  lies  in  the  hands  of  Morath.  Your  city  has  been sacked.” 

The  words  rippled  through  her  like  a  blow,  and  even  Lorcan  sucked  in  a

breath. 

Vernon leaned back, smug as a cat. “Go ahead and erase me, then. With the

rubble, it will not be hard to do.” 

Perranth  had  been  captured  by  Morath.  Elide  didn’t  need  to  glance  over  a

shoulder to know that Aelin’s eyes were near-glowing. Bad—this was far worse

than  they’d  anticipated.  They  had  to  move  quickly.  Get  to  the  North  as  fast  as they could. 

So Elide turned toward the door, Lorcan stalking ahead to open it for her. 

“That’s it?” Vernon demanded. 

Elide paused. Slowly turned. “What else could I have to say to you?” 

“You did not ask me for details.” Another snake’s smile. “You still have not

learned how to play the game, Elide.” 

Elide  returned  his  smile  with  one  of  her  own.  “There  is  nothing  more  that  I care  to  hear  from  you.”  She  glanced  toward  Lorcan  and  Aelin,  toward  their

companions gathered in the hall. “But they still have questions.” 

Vernon’s face went the color of spoiled milk. “You mean to leave me in their

hands, utterly defenseless?” 

“I was defenseless when you let my leg remain unhealed,” she said, a steady

sort of calm settling over her. “I was a child then, and I survived. You’re a grown

man.” She let her lips curl in another smile. “We’ll see if you do, too.” 

She didn’t try to hide her limp as she strode out. As she caught Lorcan’s eye

and beheld the pride gleaming there. 

Not  a  whisper—not  one  whisper  from  that  voice  who  had  guided  her.  Not

from  fear,  but  …  Perhaps  she  did  not  need  Anneith,  Lady  of  Wise  Things. 

Perhaps the goddess had known she herself was not needed. 

Not anymore. 

Aelin knew that one word from her, and Lorcan would rip out Vernon’s throat. 

Or perhaps begin with snapping bones. 

Or skin him alive, as Rowan had done with Cairn. 

As she followed Elide, the Lady of Perranth’s head still high, Aelin forced her

own  breathing  to  remain  steady.  To  brace  herself  for  what  was  to  come.  She

could get through it. Push past the shaking in her hands, the cold sweat down her

back.  To  learn  what  they  needed,  she  could  find  some  way  to  endure  this  next task. 

Elide halted in the hall, Gavriel, Rowan, and Fenrys taking a step closer. No

sign of Nesryn, Chaol, or Sartaq, though one shout would likely summon them
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in this festering warren. 

Gods, the stench of this place. The  feel of it. 

She’d  been  debating  for  the  past  hour  whether  it  was  worth  it  to  her  sanity and  stomach  to  shift  back  into  her  human  form—to  the  blessed  lesser  sense  of smell it offered. 

Elide said to none of them in particular, “I don’t care what you do with him.” 

“Do you care if he walks out alive?” Lorcan said with deadly calm. 

Elide studied the male whose heart she held. “No.”  Good, Aelin almost said. 

Elide  added,  “But  make  it  quick.”  Lorcan  opened  his  mouth.  Elide  shook  her

head. “My father would wish it so.” 

 Punish  them  all,   Kaltain  had  made  Aelin  once  promise.  And  Vernon,  from what Elide had told Aelin, seemed likely to have been at the top of Kaltain’s list. 

“We need to question him first,” Rowan said. “See what he knows.” 

“Then do it,” Elide said. “But when it’s time, make it quick.” 

“Quick,” Fenrys mused, “but not painless?” 

Elide’s face was cold, unyielding. “You can decide.” 

Lorcan’s brutal smile told Aelin enough. So did the hatchet, twin to Rowan’s, 

gleaming at his side. 

Her palms turned sweaty. Had been sweating since they’d bound up Vernon, 

since she’d seen the iron chains. 

Aelin reached for her magic. Not the raging flame, but the cooling droplet of

water. She listened to its silent song, letting it wash through her. And in its wake, 

she knew what she wished to do. 

Lorcan took a step toward the chamber door, but Aelin blocked his path. She

said, “Torture won’t get anything out of him.” 

Even Elide blinked at that. 

Aelin said, “Vernon likes to play games. Then I’ll play.” 

Rowan’s eyes guttered. As if he could scent the sweat on her hands, as if he

knew  that  doing  it  the  old-fashioned  way  …  it’d  send  her  puking  her  guts  up over the edge of the Northern Fang. 

“Never underestimate the power of breaking a few bones,” Lorcan countered. 

“See  what  you  can  get  out  of  him,”  Rowan  said  to  her  instead.  Lorcan

whirled,  mouth  opening,  but  Rowan  snarled,  “We  can  decide,  here  and  now, 

what  we  wish  to  be  as  a  court.  Do  we  act  like  our  enemies?  Or  do  we  find alternative methods to break them?” 

Her mate met her stare, understanding shining there. 

Lorcan still seemed ready to argue. 

Above the phantom sting of chains on her wrists, the weight of a mask on her

face,  Aelin  said,  “We  do  it  my  way  first.  You  can  still  kill  him,  but  we  try  my way first.” When Lorcan didn’t object, she said, “We need some ale.” 

Aelin  slid  the  tankard  of  chilled  ale  across  the  table  to  where  Vernon  now  sat, chains loosened enough for him to use his hands. 

One false move, and her fire would melt him. 

Only the Lion and Fenrys stood in the chamber, stationed by the doors. 

Rowan and Lorcan had snarled at her order to stay in the hall, but Aelin had

declared that they would only hinder her efforts here. 

Aelin sipped from her own tankard and hummed. “An odd day, when one has

to compliment their enemy’s good taste in ale.” 

Vernon frowned at the tankard. 

“It’s not poisoned,” Aelin said. “It’d defeat the purpose if it was.” 

Vernon took a small sip. “I suppose you think plying me with ale and talking

like we’re steadfast friends will get you what you want to know.” 

“Would you prefer the alternative?” She smiled slightly. “I certainly don’t.” 

“The methods may differ, but the end result will be the same.” 

“Tell me something interesting, Vernon, and maybe it will change.” 

His  eyes  swept  over  her.  “Had  I  known  you’d  grow  into  such  a  queen, 

perhaps  I  would  not  have  bothered  to  kneel  for  Adarlan.”  A  sly  smile.  “So

different from your parents. Did your father ever torture a man?” 

Ignoring the taunt, Aelin drank, swishing the ale in her mouth, as if it could

wash  away  the  taint  of  this  place.  “You  tried  and  failed  to  win  power  for

yourself.  First  by  stealing  it  from  Elide,  then  by  trying  to  sell  her  to  Erawan. 

Morath has sacked Perranth, and no doubt marches on Orynth, and yet we find

you  here.  Hiding.”  She  drank  again.  “One  might  think  Erawan’s  favor  had

shifted elsewhere.” 

“Perhaps he stationed me here for a reason, Majesty.” 

Her  magic  had  already  felt  him  out.  To  make  sure  no  heart  of  iron  or

Wyrdstone beat in his chest. 

“I think you were cast aside,” she said, leaning back and crossing her arms. “I

think you outlived your usefulness, especially after you failed to recapture Elide, 

and Erawan didn’t feel like entirely ridding himself of a lackey, but also didn’t

want  you  skulking  about.  So  here  you  are.”  She  waved  a  hand  to  the  chamber, the mountain above them. “The lovely Ferian Gap.” 

“It’s beautiful in the spring,” Vernon said. 

Aelin  smiled.  “Again,  tell  me  something  interesting,  and  perhaps  you’ll  live

to see it.” 

“Do  you  swear  it?  On  your  throne?  That  you  shall  not  kill  me?”  A  glance

toward  Fenrys  and  Gavriel,  stone-faced  behind  her.  “Nor  any  of  your

companions?” 

Aelin  snorted.  “I  was  hoping  you’d  hold  out  longer  before  showing  your

hand.” She drained the rest of her ale. “But yes. I swear that neither me nor any

of my companions will kill you if you tell us what you know.” 

Fenrys  started.  All  the  confirmation  Vernon  needed  that  she  meant  it—that

they had not planned it. 

Vernon drank deeply from his ale. Then said, “Maeve has come to Morath.” 

Aelin  was  glad  she  was  sitting.  She  kept  her  face  bored,  bland.  “To  see

Erawan?” 

“To unite with him.” 

CHAPTER 80

The room was spinning slightly. Even the droplet of her mother’s magic couldn’t

steady her. 

Worse. Worse than anything Aelin had imagined hearing from Vernon’s lips. 

“Did  Maeve  bring  her  army?”  Her  cool,  unruffled  voice  sounded  far,  far

away. 

“She brought no one but herself.” 

“No army—none at all?” 

Vernon  drank  again.  “Not  that  I  saw  before  Erawan  packed  me  off  on  a

wyvern in the dead of night. Claimed I had asked too many questions and I was

 better suited to be stationed here.” 

Erawan or Maeve had to have known. Somehow. That they’d wind up here, 

and planted Vernon in their path. To tell them this. 

“Did  she  say  where  her  army  was?”  Not  Terrasen—if  it  had  gone  ahead  to

Terrasen …

“She did not, but I assumed her forces had been left near the coast, to await

orders on where to sail.” 

Aelin shoved aside her rising nausea. “Did you learn what Maeve and Erawan

plan to do?” 

“Face you, I’d wager.” 

She made herself lean back in her seat, her face bored, casual. “Do you know

where Erawan keeps the third Wyrdkey?” 

“What’s that?” 

Not a misleading question. “A sliver of black stone—like the one planted in

Kaltain Rompier’s arm.” 

Vernon’s  eyes  shuttered.  “She  had  the  fire  gift,  too,  you  know.  I  tremble  to think what might happen if Erawan put the stone within  your arm.” 

She ignored him. “Well?” 

Vernon finished his ale. “I don’t know if he had another beyond what was in

Kaltain’s arm.” 

“He did. He does.” 

“Then I don’t know where it is, do I? I only knew of the one my cunning little

niece stole.” 

Aelin refrained from grinding her teeth. Maeve and Erawan—united. And not

a whisper of where Dorian and Manon were with the two other keys. 

She didn’t acknowledge the walls that began pressing in, the cold sweat again

sliding down her back. “Why did Maeve ally with Erawan?” 

“I was not privy to that discussion. I was dispatched here quickly.” A flash of

annoyance. “But Maeve somehow has … influence over Erawan.” 

“What happened to the Ironteeth stationed here at the Gap?” 

“Called  northward.  To  Terrasen.  They  were  given  orders  to  join  with  the

legion already on its way after routing the army at the border, then at Perranth.” 

Oh gods. It took all her training to think past the roaring in her head. 

“One  hundred  thousand  soldiers  march  on  Orynth,”  Vernon  said,  chuckling. 

“Will that fire of yours be enough to stop them?” 

Aelin  put  a  hand  on  Goldryn’s  hilt,  her  heart  thundering.  “How  far  are  they from the city?” 

Vernon  shrugged.  “They  were  already  within  a  few  days’  march  when  the

Ironteeth legion left here.” 

Aelin  calculated  the  distance,  the  terrain,  the  size  of  their  own  army.  They were  two  weeks  away  at  best—if  the  weather  didn’t  hinder  them.  Two  weeks

through dense forest and enemy territory. 

They’d never make it in time. 

“Do Maeve and Erawan go to join them?” 

“I’d assume so. Not with the initial group, for reasons I was not told, but they

will go to Orynth. And face you there.” 

Her mouth turned dry. Aelin rose. 

Vernon  frowned  at  her.  “Don’t  you  wish  to  ask  if  I  know  of  Erawan’s

weaknesses, or any surprises in store for you?” 

“I have everything I need to know.” She jerked her chin to Fenrys and Gavriel

and the former peeled away from the wall to open the door. The latter, however, 

began  tightening  Vernon’s  chains  once  more.  Anchoring  him  to  the  chair, 

binding his hands to the arms. 

“Aren’t you going to unchain me?” Vernon demanded. “I gave you what you

wished.” 

Aelin took a step into the hall, noting the fury on Lorcan’s face. He’d heard

every word—including her oath not to let him slaughter Vernon. 

Aelin threw Vernon a crooked smile over her shoulder. “I said nothing about

unchaining you.” 

Vernon went still. 

Aelin  shrugged.  “I  said  none  of   us  would  kill  you.  It’s  not  our  fault  if  you can’t get out of those chains, is it?” 

The blood drained from Vernon’s face. 

Aelin  said  quietly,  “You  chained  and  locked  my  friend  in  a  tower  for  ten

years.  Let’s  see  how  you  enjoy  the  experience.”  She  let  her  smile  turn  vicious. 

“Though, once the trainers here are dealt with, I don’t think there will be anyone

left  to  feed  you.  Or  bring  you  water.  Or  even  hear  your  screaming.  So  I  doubt you’ll make it to ten years before the end claims you, but two days? Three? I can

accept that, I think.” 

“Please,” Vernon said as Gavriel reached for the door handle—to seal the man

inside. 

“Marion  saved  my  life,”  Aelin  said,  holding  the  man’s  gaze.  “And  you

gleefully  bowed  to  the  man  who  killed  her.  Perhaps  even  told  the  King  of
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Adarlan where to find us. All of us.” 

“Please! ” Vernon shrieked. 

“You  should  have  conserved  that  tankard  of  ale,”  was  all  Aelin  said  before

she nodded to Gavriel. 

Vernon began screaming as the door shut. And Aelin turned the key. 

Silence filled the hall. 

Aelin met Elide’s wide-eyed stare, Lorcan savagely satisfied at her side. 

“It won’t be quick this way,” Aelin said, extending the key to Elide. The rest

of the question hung there. 

Vernon kept screaming, pleading for them to come back, to unchain him. 

Elide studied the sealed door. The desperate man behind it. 

The Lady of Perranth took the outstretched key. Pocketed it. “We should find

a better way to seal that room.” 

“Our  worst  fears  have  been  confirmed,”  Aelin  said  to  Rowan,  leaning  over  a

railing of one of the Northern Fang’s balconies, peering to the army gathered on

the Gap floor. To where their companions now headed, the task of permanently

sealing the chamber in which Vernon sat chained completed. Where they should

be headed, too. But she had paused here. Taken a moment. 

Rowan laid a hand on her shoulder. “We will face them together. Maeve and

Erawan.” 

“And the hundred thousand soldiers marching on Orynth?” 

“Together, Fireheart,” was all he said. 

She found only centuries of training and cool calculation within his face. That

unbreakable will. 

She  rested  her  head  against  his  shoulder,  her  temple  digging  into  the  light

armor. “Will we make it? Will there be anything left at all?” 

He brushed the hair from her face. “We will try. That is the best we can do.” 

The  words  of  a  commander  who  had  walked  on  and  off  killing  fields  for

centuries. 

He joined their hands, and together they gazed at the army below. The shred

of salvation it offered. 

Had she been a fool, to expend those three hard-won months of descent into

her  power  on  that  army,  rather  than  Maeve?  Maeve   and  Erawan?  Even  if  she began now, it wouldn’t, could never, be the same. 

“Don’t burden yourself with the what-ifs,” Rowan said, reading the words on

her face. 

 I don’t know what to do,  she said silently. 

He kissed the top of her head.  Together. 

And  as  the  wind  howled  through  the  peaks,  Aelin  realized  that  her  mate, 

perhaps, did not have a solution, either. 

CHAPTER 81

“One  hundred  thousand,”  Ren  breathed,  warming  his  hands  before  the  roaring

fire  in  the  Great  Hall.  They  had  lost  two  of  the  Silent  Assassins  to  Morath archers  seeking  retaliation  for  the  destruction  of  the  witch  towers,  but  no  more than that, mercifully. 

Still, the evening meal had been somber. No one had really eaten, not when

darkness  had  fallen  and  the  enemy  campfires  ignited.  More  than  they  could

count. 

Aedion had lingered here after everyone else had trudged to their own beds. 

Only  Ren  had  remained,  Lysandra  escorting  a  still-trembling  Evangeline  up  to

their chamber. What the morning would bring, only the gods knew. 

Perhaps  the  gods  had  abandoned  them  again,  now  that  their  only  way  to

return home had been locked up in an iron box. Or focused their efforts entirely

on Dorian Havilliard. 

Ren heaved out a long breath. “This is it, isn’t it. There’s no one left to come

to our aid.” 

“It  won’t  be  a  pretty  end,”  Aedion  admitted,  leaning  against  the  mantel. 

“Especially once they get that third tower operational again.” 

They wouldn’t have another chance to surprise Morath now. 

He jerked his chin at the young lord. “You should get some rest.” 

“And you?” 

Aedion just stared into the flame. 

“It would have been an honor,” Ren said. “To serve in this court. With you.” 

Aedion  shut  his  eyes,  swallowing  hard.  “It  would  have  been  an  honor

indeed.” 

Ren  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder.  Then  his  departing  footsteps  scuffed

through the hall. 

Aedion  remained  alone  in  the  guttering  firelight  for  another  few  minutes

before he made his way toward bed and whatever sleep he might find. 

He’d nearly reached the entrance to the eastern tower when he spied her. 

Lysandra halted, a cup of what seemed to be steaming milk in her hands. “For

Evangeline,” she said. “She can’t sleep.” 

The  girl  had  been  shaking  all  day.  Had  looked  like  she’d  vomit  right  at  the table. 

Aedion only asked, “Can I speak to her?” 

Lysandra  opened  her  mouth  as  if  she’d  say  no,  and  he  was  willing  to  let  it drop, but she inclined her head. 

They walked in silence the entire way to the north tower, then up and up and

up.  To  Rose’s  old  room.  Ren  must  have  seen  to  it  once  again.  The  door  was

cracked open, golden light spilling onto the landing. 

“I  brought  you  some  milk,”  Lysandra  announced,  barely  winded  from  the

climb.  “And  some  company,”  she  added  to  the  girl  as  Aedion  stepped  into  the cozy  room.  Despite  the  years  of  neglect,  Rose’s  chamber  in  the  royal  castle

remained unharmed—one of the few rooms to claim such a thing. 

Evangeline’s eyes widened at the sight of him, and Aedion offered the girl a

smile before he perched on the side of her bed. She took the milk that Lysandra

offered  as  the  shifter  sat  on  the  other  edge  of  the  mattress,  and  sipped  once, hands white-knuckled around the cup. 

“Before  my  first  battle,”  Aedion  said  to  the  girl,  “I  spent  the  entire  night  in the privy.” 

Evangeline squeaked, “You?” 

Aedion smirked. “Oh yes. Quinn, the old Captain of the Guard, said it was a

wonder  I  had  anything  left  inside  me  by  the  time  dawn  broke.”  An  old  ache

filled  Aedion’s  chest  at  the  mention  of  his  mentor  and  friend,  the  man  he’d admired so greatly. Who had made his final stand, as Aedion would, on the plain

beyond this city. 

Evangeline let out a little laugh. “That’s disgusting.” 

“It certainly was,” Aedion said, and could have sworn Lysandra was smiling a

bit. “So you’re already  much braver than I ever was.” 

“I threw up earlier,” Evangeline whispered. 

Aedion  said  in  a  conspiratorial  whisper,  “Better  than  shitting  your  pants, 

sweetheart.” 

Evangeline  let  out  a  belly  laugh  that  made  her  clutch  the  cup  to  keep  from spilling. 

Aedion grinned, and ruffled her red-gold hair. “The battle won’t be pretty,” he

said  as  Evangeline  sipped  her  milk.  “And  you  will  likely  throw  up  again.  But just  remember  that  this  fear  of  yours?  It  means  you  have  something  worth

fighting for—something you care so greatly for that losing it is the worst thing

you can imagine.” He pointed to the frost-covered windows. “Those bastards out

there  on  the  plain?  They  have  none  of  that.”  He  laid  his  hand  on  hers  and squeezed gently. “They have  nothing to fight for. And while we might not have

their numbers,  we do have something worth defending. And because of that, we

can  overcome  our  fear.  We  can  fight  against  them,  to  the  very  end.  For  our friends,  for  our  family  …”  He  squeezed  her  hand  again  at  that.  “For  those  we love  …”  He  dared  to  look  up  at  Lysandra,  whose  green  eyes  were  lined  with

silver. “For those we love, we can rise above that fear. Remember that tomorrow. 

Even if you throw up, even if you spend the whole night in the privy. Remember

that we have something to fight for, and it will always triumph.” 

Evangeline nodded. “I will.” 

Aedion  ruffled  her  hair  once  more  and  walked  to  the  door,  pausing  on  the

threshold.  He  met  Lysandra’s  stare,  her  eyes  emerald-bright.  “I  lost  my  family ten years ago. Tomorrow I will fight for the new one I’ve made.” 

Not only for Terrasen and its court and people. But also for the two ladies in
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this room. 

 I wanted it to be you in the end. 

He  almost  spoke  her  words  then.  Almost  said  them  back  to  Lysandra  as

something like sorrow and longing entered her face. 

But Aedion ducked out of the room, shutting the door behind him. 

Lysandra barely slept. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the expression on

Aedion’s face, heard his words. 

He didn’t expect to survive this battle. Didn’t expect any of them to. 

She should have gone after him. Run down the tower stairs after him. 

And yet she didn’t. 

Dawn  broke,  a  bright  day  with  it.  So  they  might  see  the  size  of  the  host

waiting for them all the more clearly. 

Lysandra braided Evangeline’s hair, the girl more straight-backed than she’d

been yesterday. She could thank Aedion for that. For the words that had allowed

the girl to sleep last night. 

They  walked  in  silence,  Evangeline’s  chin  high,  down  to  the  Great  Hall  for

what might very well be their last breakfast. 

They were nearly there when an old voice said, “I would like a word.” 

Darrow. 

Evangeline turned before Lysandra did. 

The  ancient  lord  stood  in  the  doorway  of  what  seemed  to  be  a  study,  and

beckoned  them  inside.  “It  will  not  take  long,”  he  said  upon  noting  the

displeasure still on Lysandra’s face. 

She was done making herself appear  nice for men whom she had no interest

in being  nice to. 

Evangeline  peered  at  her  in  silent  question,  but  Lysandra  jerked  her  chin

toward the old man. “Very well.” 

The  study  was  crammed  with  stacks  of  books—piles  and  piles  against  the

walls, along the floors. Well over a thousand. Many half-crumbling with age. 

“The  last  of  the  sacred  texts  from  the  Library  of  Orynth,”  Darrow  said, 

aiming  toward  the  desk  piled  with  papers  before  a  narrow  glass  window.  “All

that the Master Scholars managed to save ten years ago.” 

So  few.  So  few  compared  to  what  Aelin  had  said  once  existed  in  that  near-

mythic library. 

“I  had  them  brought  out  of  hiding  after  the  king’s  demise,”  Darrow  said, 

seating himself behind the desk. “A fool’s optimism, I suppose.” 

Lysandra strode to one of the piles, peering at a title. In a language she did not

recognize. 

“The remains of a once-great civilization,” Darrow said thickly. 

And it was the slight catch in his voice that made Lysandra turn. She opened

her  mouth  to  demand  what  he  wanted,  but  glimpsed  what  sat  beside  his  right

hand. 

Encased  in  crystal  no  larger  than  a  playing  card,  the  red-and-orange  flower

within seemed to glow—just like the power of its namesake. 

“The kingsflame,” she breathed, unable to stop herself as she approached. 

Aelin  and  Aedion  had  told  her  of  the  legendary  flower,  which  had  bloomed

across the mountains and fields the day Brannon had set foot on this continent, 

proof of the peace he brought with him. 

And since those ancient days, only single blossoms had been spotted, so rare

that their appearance was deemed a sign that the land had blessed whatever ruler

sat on Terrasen’s throne. That the kingdom was truly at peace. 

The one entombed in crystal on Darrow’s desk, Aelin had said, had appeared

during Orlon’s reign. Orlon, Darrow’s lifelong love. 

“The  Master  Scholars  grabbed  the  books  when  Adarlan  invaded,”  Darrow

said, smiling sadly at the kingsflame. “I grabbed this.” 

The antler throne, the crown—all of it destroyed. Save for this one treasure, 

as great as any belonging to the Galathynius household. 

“It’s  very  beautiful,”  Evangeline  said,  coming  up  to  the  desk.  “But  very

small.” 

Lysandra could have sworn the old man’s lips twitched toward a smile. “It is

indeed,” Darrow said. “And so are you.” 

She didn’t expect the softening of his voice, the kindness. And didn’t expect

his next words, either. 

“Battle  will  be  upon  us  before  midday,”  Darrow  said  to  Evangeline.  “I  find

that I will have need for someone of quick wit and quicker feet to assist me here. 

To  run  messages  to  our  commanders  in  this  castle,  and  fetch  me  supplies  as

needed.” 

Evangeline angled her head. “You wish me to help?” 

“You have trained with warriors during your travels with them, I take it.” 

Evangeline glanced up at Lysandra in question, and she nodded to her ward. 

They had all overseen Evangeline learning the basics of swordplay and archery

while on the road. 

The girl nodded to the old lord. “I have some ability, but not like Aedion.” 

“Few do,” Darrow said wryly. “But I shall need someone with a fearless heart

and steady hand to help me. Are you that person?” 

Evangeline didn’t look up to Lysandra again. “I am,” she said, chin lifting. 

Darrow  smiled  slightly.  “Then  head  down  to  the  Great  Hall.  Eat  your

breakfast, and when you return here, there shall be armor waiting for you.” 

Evangeline’s eyes widened at the mention of armor, no trace of fear dimming

them at all. 

Lysandra murmured to her, “Go. I’ll be down with you in a minute.” 

Evangeline dashed out, braid flying behind her. 

Only  when  Lysandra  was  certain  she   had  gone  downstairs  did  she  say, 

“Why?” 

“I  assume  that  question  means  you  are  allowing  me  to  commandeer  your

ward.” 

“Why.” 
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Darrow picked up the kingsflame crystal. “Nox Owen is of no use to me now

that his allegiance has been made clear, and apparently has vanished to the gods

know  where,  likely  at  Aedion’s  request.”  He  turned  the  crystal  over  in  his  thin fingers.  “But  beyond  that,  no  child  should  have  to  watch  as  her  friends  are  cut down.  Keeping  her  busy,  giving  her  a  purpose  and  some  small  power  will  be

better than locking her in the north tower, scared out of her wits at every horrible

sound and death.” 

Lysandra  did  not  smile,  did  not  bow  her  head.  “You  would  do  this  for  the

ward of a whore?” 

Darrow  set  down  the  crystal.  “It’s  the  faces  of  the  children  that  I  remember the  most  from  ten  years  ago.  Even  more  than  Orlon’s.  And  Evangeline’s  face

yesterday  as  she  looked  out  at  that  army—it  was  the  same  despair  I  saw  back then. So you may think me a champion bastard, as Aedion would say, but I am

not so heartless as you might believe.” He nodded toward the open doorway. “I

will keep an eye on her.” 

She wasn’t entirely certain what to say. If she should spit in his face and tell

him to hell with his offer. 

Yet  the  brightness  in  Evangeline’s  eyes,  the  way  she’d  run  out  of  here  …

Purpose. Darrow had offered her purpose and guidance. 

So  she  turned  from  the  room,  from  the  precious  trove,  the  ancient  books

worth more than gold. Darrow’s silent, mournful companions. “Thank you.” 

Darrow  waved  her  off,  and  went  back  to  studying  whatever  papers  were  on

his desk—though his eyes did not move along the pages. 

The  battlement  walls  of  the  city  were  lined  with  soldiers.  Each  stone-faced  at what marched closer. 

The witch tower was still down, thank the gods. But even from the distance, 

Aedion  could  spy  soldiers  toiling  to  repair  its  damaged  wheel.  Yet  without

another wyvern to replace the one felled yesterday, it would not be moving soon. 

It wouldn’t make today any easier, though. No, today would hurt. 

“They’ll  be  within  the  archers’  range  in  about  an  hour,”  Elgan  reported. 

Darrow’s orders be damned. Kyllian was still general, yes, but every report his

friend received, Aedion got as well. 

“Remind them to make their shots count. Pick targets.” 

The  Bane  knew  that  without  being  told.  The  others—they  had  proved  their

mettle in these battles, but a reminder never hurt. 

Elgan aimed for the sections of the city walls that Ren and the Fae nobles had

deemed the best advantage for their archers. Against a hundred thousand troops, 

they might only stand to thin the lines, but to let the enemy charge unchallenged

at the walls would be utter folly. And break the spirit of these people before they

met their end. 

“What is that?” Ren murmured. Pointing to the horizon. 

Sharp—Ren’s eyes had to be sharper than most humans, since it was still just

a smudge on the horizon to Aedion. 

A  breath  passed.  The  dark  smudge  began  to  take  form,  rising  into  the  blue sky. 

 Flying toward them. 

“Ilken?” Ren squinted as he shielded his eyes against the glare. 

“Too big,” Aedion breathed. 

Closer, the mass flying above the teeming army became clearer. Larger. 

“Wyverns,” Aedion said, dread curdling in his stomach. 

The Ironteeth aerial legion had been unleashed at last. 

“Oh gods,” Ren whispered. 

Against a terrestrial siege, Orynth might have held out—a few days or weeks, 

but they could have lasted. 

But  with  the  thousand  or  so  Ironteeth  witches  who  soared  toward  them  on

those wyverns … They would not need their infernal towers to destroy this city, 

the castle. To rip open the city gates and walls and let in Morath’s hordes. 

The  soldiers  began  to  spot  the  wyverns.  People  cried  out,  along  the

battlements. Up in the castle looming behind them. 

This siege would not even get the chance to be a siege. 

It would end today. Within a few hours. 

Racing feet skidded to a halt, and then Lysandra was there, panting. “Tell me

what  to  do,  where  to  go.”  Her  emerald  eyes  were  wide  with  terror—helpless

terror and despair. “I can change into a wyvern, try to keep them—” 

“There  are  over  a  thousand  Ironteeth,”  Aedion  said,  his  voice  hollow  in  his

ears.  Her  fear  whetted  something  sharp  and  dangerous  in  him,  but  he  refrained from reaching for her. “There is nothing you or we can do.” 

A few dozen of the Ironteeth had sacked Rifthold in a matter of hours. 

This host …

Aedion focused on his breathing, on keeping his head high as soldiers began

to step away from their positions along the walls. 

Unacceptable. 

 “STAY WHERE YOU ARE,”  he bellowed.  “HOLD THE LINE, AND DO NOT

 BALK.” 

The roared command halted those who’d looked prone to bolt, at least. But it

didn’t stop the shaking swords, the stench of their rising fear. 

Aedion turned to Lysandra and Ren. “Get Rolfe’s firelances up on the higher

towers and buildings. See if they can burn the Ironteeth from the sky.” 

When Ren hesitated, Aedion snarled, “Do it now.” 

Then Ren was racing toward where the Pirate Lord stood with his Mycenian

soldiers. 

“It won’t do anything, will it?” Lysandra said softly. 

Aedion  just  said,  “Take  Evangeline  and  go.  There  is  a  small  tunnel  in  the

bottom level of the castle that leads into the mountains. Take her and  go.” 

She shook her head. “To what end? Morath will find us all anyway.” 

His commanders were sprinting toward him, and for the first time since he’d

known  them,  there  was  true  dread  shining  in  the  eyes  of  the  Bane.  In  Elgan’s

eyes. 

But Aedion kept his attention fixed on Lysandra. “Please. I am begging you. I

am  begging you, Lysandra, to go.” 

Her chin lifted. “You are not asking our other allies to run.” 

“Because I am not in love with our other allies.” 

For a heartbeat, she blinked at him. 

Then her face crumpled, and Aedion only stared at her, unafraid of the words

he’d  spoken.  Only  afraid  of  the  dark  mass  that  swept  toward  them,  staying

within formation above that endless army. Afraid of what that legion would do to

her, to Evangeline. 

“I  should  have  told  you,”  Aedion  said,  voice  breaking.  “Every  day  after  I

realized it, all these months. I should have told you every day.” 

Lysandra began to cry, and he brushed away her tears. 

His commanders reached him, ashen and panting. “Orders, General?” 

He didn’t bother to tell them that he wasn’t their general. It wouldn’t matter

what the hell he was called in a few hours anyway. 

Yet Lysandra remained at his side. Made no move to run. 

“Please,” he said to her. 

Lysandra only linked her fingers through his in silent answer. And challenge. 

His heart cracked at that refusal. At the hand, shaking and cold, that clung to

his. 

He  squeezed  her  fingers  tightly,  and  did  not  let  go  as  he  faced  his

commanders. “We—” 

 “Wyverns from the north!” 

The  screamed  warning  shattered  down  the  battlements,  and  Aedion  and

Lysandra ducked as they whirled toward the attack coming at their backs. 

Thirteen wyverns raced from the Staghorns, plunging toward the city walls. 

And  as  they  shot  toward  Orynth,  people  and  soldiers  screaming  and  fleeing

before them, the sun hit the smaller wyvern leading the attack. 

Lighting up wings like living silver. 

Aedion knew that wyvern. Knew the white-haired rider atop it. 

“HOLD  FIRE,”  he  bellowed  down  the  lines.  His  commanders  echoed  the

order, and all the arrows that had been pointed upward now halted. 

“It’s  …,”  Lysandra  breathed,  her  hand  dropping  from  his  while  she  walked

forward a step, as if in a daze. “It …” 

Soldiers  still  fell  back  from  the  city  walls  as  Manon  Blackbeak  and  her

Thirteen landed along them, right before Aedion and Lysandra. 

It was not the witch he had last seen on a beach in Eyllwe. 

No,  there  was  nothing  of  that  cold,  strange  creature  in  the  face  that  smiled grimly at him. Nothing of her in that remarkable crown of stars atop her brow. 

A crown of stars. 

For the last Crochan Queen. 

Panting,  rasping  breaths  neared,  and  Aedion  glanced  away  from  Manon

Blackbeak to see Darrow hurry onto the city walls, gaping at the witch and her

wyvern,  at  Aedion  for  not  firing  at  her—her,  whom  Darrow  believed  to  be  an enemy come to parley before their slaughter. 

“We will not surrender,” Darrow spat. 

Asterin Blackbeak, her blue wyvern beside Manon’s, let out a low laugh. 

Indeed, Manon’s lips curved in cool amusement as she said to Darrow, “We

have come to ensure that you don’t, mortal.” 

Darrow hissed, “Then why has your master sent you to speak with us?” 

Asterin laughed again. 

“We  have  no  master,”  Manon  Blackbeak  said,  and  it  was  indeed  a  queen’s

voice that she spoke with, her golden eyes bright. “We come to honor a friend.” 

There  was  no  sign  of  Dorian  amongst  the  Thirteen,  but  Aedion  was  reeling

enough that he didn’t have the words to ask. 

“We came,” Manon said, loud enough that all on the city walls could hear, “to

honor a promise made to Aelin Galathynius. To fight for what  she promised us.” 

Darrow said quietly, “And what was that?” 

Manon smiled then. “A better world.” 

Darrow  took  a  step  back.  As  if  disbelieving  what  stood  before  him,  in

defiance of the legion that swept toward their city. 

Manon only looked to Aedion, that smile lingering. “Long ago, the Crochans

fought beside Terrasen, to honor the great debt we owed the Fae King Brannon

for  granting  us  a  homeland.  For  centuries,  we  were  your  closest  allies  and

friends.” That crown of stars blazed bright upon her head. “We heard your call

for aid.” Lysandra began weeping. “And we have come to answer it.” 

“How  many,”  Aedion  breathed,  scanning  the  skies,  the  mountains.  “How

many?” 

Pride and awe filled the Witch-Queen’s face, and even her golden eyes were

lined with silver as she pointed toward the Staghorns. “See for yourself.” 

And then, breaking from between the peaks, they appeared. 

Red  cloaks  flowing  on  the  wind,  they  filled  the  northern  skies.  So  many  he

could  not  count  them,  nor  the  swords  and  bows  and  weapons  they  bore  upon

their backs, their brooms flying straight and unwavering. 

Thousands.  Thousands  of  them  descended  upon  Orynth.  Thousands  of  them

now  swept  over  the  city,  his  soldiers  gaping  upward  at  the  stream  of  fluttering red,  undaunted  and  untroubled  by  the  enemy  force  darkening  the  horizon.  One

by one by one, they alit upon the empty castle battlements. 

An aerial legion to challenge the Ironteeth. 

The Crochans had returned at last. 
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CHAPTER 82

Every Crochan who could fly and wield a sword had come. 

For  days,  they  had  raced  northward,  keeping  deep  to  the  mountains,  then

cutting  low  over  Oakwald  before  making  a  wide  circuit  to  avoid  Morath’s

detection. 

Indeed,  as  Manon  and  the  Thirteen  perched  on  the  city  walls,  the  Crochans

streaming  overhead  while  they  made  their  way  to  whatever  landing  place  they

might find on the castle battlements, it was still hard to believe they had made it. 

And without an hour to spare. 

The farther north they had flown, the more Crochans had fallen into the lines. 

As if the crown of stars Manon wore was a lodestone, summoning them to her. 

Every mile, more appeared from the clouds, the mountains, the forest. Young

and old, wise-eyed or fresh-faced, they came. 

Until five thousand trailed behind Manon and the Thirteen. 

“They’ve  completely  stopped,”  breathed  the  shape-shifter  beside  Aedion, 

pointing toward the battlefield. 

Far out, Morath’s host had halted. 

Utterly halted. As if in doubt and shock. 

“Your  grandmother  is  with  them,”  Asterin  murmured  to  Manon.  “I  can  feel

it.” 

“I  know.”  Manon  turned  to  the  young  general-prince.  “We  shall  handle  the

Ironteeth.” 

His  turquoise  eyes  were  bright  as  the  day  above  them  as  he  gestured  to  the plain. “By all means, go right ahead.” 

Manon’s mouth quirked to the side, then she jerked her chin to the Thirteen. 

“We shall be on your castle’s battlements. I leave one of my sentinels here with

you,  should  you  need  to  send  word.”  A  nod  to  Vesta,  and  the  red-haired  witch made no move to fly as the others peeled off toward the great, towering palace. 

Manon  had  never  seen  its  like—even  the  former  glass  castle  in  Rifthold  had

been nothing compared to it. 

Manon  smiled  at  the  old  man  who  had  hissed  at  her,  showing  all  her  teeth. 

“You’re welcome,” she said, and with a snap of the reins, was airborne. 

Morath had halted completely. 

As if reassessing their strategy now that the Crochans had appeared from the

mists  of  legend.  Not  hunted  nearly  as  close  to  extinction  as  they’d  believed,  it seemed. 

It  left  Manon  and  the  army  she’d  raised  the  chance  to  catch  their  breath,  at

least. 

And  a  night  to  sleep,  if  fitfully.  She’d  met  with  the  mortal  leaders  during dinner,  when  it  became  apparent  that  Morath  would  not  be  finishing  them  off

today. 

Five  thousand  Crochans  would  not  win  this  war.  They  would  not  stop  a

hundred  thousand  soldiers.  But  they  could  keep  the  Ironteeth  legions  at  bay—

keep them from sacking the city and letting in the demon hordes. 

Long  enough  for  whatever  small  miracle,  Manon  didn’t  know.  She  hadn’t

dared ask, and none of the mortals had posed the question, either. 

Could  the  city  outlast  a  hundred  thousand  soldiers  hammering  its  walls  and

gates? Perhaps. 

But not with the witch tower still operational on the plain. She had little doubt

that it was currently being repaired, a new wyvern being hitched up. Perhaps that

was  why  they  had  halted—to  give  themselves  time  to  get  that  tower  up  again. 

And blast the Crochans into oblivion. 

Only  the  dawn  would  reveal  what  the  Ironteeth  chose  to  do.  What  they’d

accomplished. 

Manon  and  the  Thirteen,  Bronwen  and  Glennis  with  them,  spent  hours

organizing the Crochans. Assigning them to certain flanks of the Ironteeth based

on Manon’s knowledge of their enemy’s formations. 

She’d created those formations. Had planned to lead them. 

And when that was done, when the meeting with the mortal rulers was over, 

all of them still grim-faced but not quite so near panic, Manon and the Thirteen

found a chamber in which to sleep. 

A few candles burned in the spacious room, but no furniture filled it. Nothing

save  the  bedrolls  they  brought  in.  Manon  tried  not  to  look  too  long  at  hers,  to mark the scent that had faded with every mile northward. 

Where Dorian was, what he was doing—she didn’t let herself think about. 

If only because doing so would send her flying southward again, all the way

to Morath. 

In  the  dim  room,  Manon  sat  on  her  bedroll,  the  Thirteen  seated  around  her, 

and listened to the chaos of the castle. 

The place was little more than a tomb, the ghosts of its riches haunting every

corner. She wondered what this room had once been—a meeting room, a place

to sleep, a study … There were no indicators. 

Manon  leaned  her  head  back  against  the  cold  stones  of  the  wall  behind  her, 

her crown discarded by her boots. 

Asterin spoke first, cutting through the silence of the coven. “We know their

every  move,  every  weapon.  And  now  the  Crochans  do,  too.  The  Matrons  are

likely in a panic.” 

She’d never seen her grandmother in a panic, but Manon huffed a dark laugh. 

“We shall see tomorrow, I suppose.” She surveyed her Thirteen. “You have come

with me this far, but tomorrow it will be your own kind that we face. You may be

fighting friends or lovers or family members.” She swallowed. “I will not blame
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you if you cannot do it.” 

“We have come this far,” Sorrel said, “because we are all prepared for what

tomorrow will bring.” 

Indeed, the Thirteen nodded. Asterin said, “We are not afraid.” 

No,  they  were  not.  Looking  at  the  clear  eyes  around  her,  Manon  could  see

that for herself. 

“I’d expected at least  some,” Vesta groused, “from the Ferian Gap to join us.” 

“They don’t understand,” Ghislaine said. “What we even offered them.” 

Freedom—freedom  from  the  Matrons  who  had  forged  them  into  tools  of

destruction. 

“A waste,” Asterin grumbled. Even the green-eyed demon twins nodded. 

Silence  fell  again.  Despite  their  clear  eyes,  her  Thirteen  were  well  aware  of the  limitations  of  five  thousand  Crochans  against  the  Ironteeth,  and  the  army beneath it. 

So  Manon  said,  looking  them  each  in  the  eye,  “I  would  rather  fly  with  you

than  with  ten  thousand  Ironteeth  at  my  side.”  She  smiled  slightly.  “Tomorrow, we will show them why.” 

Her  coven  grinned,  wicked  and  defiant,  and  touched  two  fingers  to  their

brows in deference. 

Manon  returned  the  gesture,  bowing  her  head  as  she  did.  “We  are  the

Thirteen,” she said. “From now until the Darkness claims us.” 

Evangeline  had  decided  that  she  no  longer  wished  to  be  page  to  Lord  Darrow, but rather a Crochan witch. 

One of the women even went so far as to give the wide-eyed girl an extra red

cloak,  which  Evangeline  was  still  wearing  when  Lysandra  tucked  her  into  bed. 

She’d help Darrow tomorrow, Evangeline promised as she nodded off. After she

made sure the Crochans had all the help they needed. 

Lysandra  had  smiled  at  that,  despite  the  odds  still  stacked  so  high  against

them. Manon Blackbeak—now Manon Crochan, she supposed—had been blunt

in her assessment. The Crochans could keep the Ironteeth at bay, perhaps defeat

them if they were truly lucky, but the hosts of Morath were still there to contend

with.  Once  the  army  marched  again,  their  plans  to  defend  the  walls  would

remain the same. 

Unable  and  unwilling  to  fall  asleep  on  the  cot  beside  Evangeline’s  bed, 

Lysandra found herself wandering the halls of the rambling, ancient castle. What

a home it would have made for her and Evangeline. What a court. 

Perhaps  she’d  unconsciously  followed  his  scent,  but  Lysandra  wasn’t  at  all

surprised  when  she  entered  the  Great  Hall  and  found  Aedion  before  the  dying

fire. 

He stood alone, and she had little doubt he’d been that way for a while now. 

He  turned  before  she’d  barely  made  it  through  the  doorway.  Watched  her

every step. 

 Because  I  am  not  in  love  with  our  other  allies.  How  the  words  changed

everything and yet nothing. “You should be asleep.” 

Aedion gave her a half smile. “So should you.” 

Silence fell between them as they stared at each other. 

She  could  have  spent  all  night  like  that.  Had  spent  many  nights  like  that,  in another beast’s skin. Just watching him, taking in the powerful lines of his body, 

the unbreakable will in his eyes. 

“I thought we were going to die today,” she said. 

“We were.” 

“I’m still angry with you,” she blurted. “But …” 

His  brows  rose,  light  she  had  not  seen  for  some  time  shining  from  his  face. 

“But?” 

She scowled. “But I shall think about what you said to me. That’s all.” 

A familiar, wicked grin graced his lips. “You’ll think about it?” 

Lysandra lifted her chin, looking down her nose at him as much as she could

while he towered over her. “Yes, I will think about it. What I plan to do.” 

“About the fact that I am in love with you.” 

“Och.” He knew that the swaggering arrogance would knock her off-kilter. “If

that’s what you want to call it.” 

“Is  there  something  else  I’m  supposed  to  call  it?”  He  took  a  single  step

toward her, letting her decide if she’d allow it. She did. 

“Just …” Lysandra pressed her lips together. “Don’t die tomorrow. That’s all I

ask.” 

“So  you  can  have  time  to  think  about  what  you  plan  to  do  with  my

declaration.” 

“Precisely.” 

Aedion’s grin turned predatory. “May I ask something of you, then?” 

“I don’t think you’re in a position to make requests, but fine.” 

That  wolfish  grin  remained  as  he  whispered  in  her  ear,  “If  I  don’t  die

tomorrow, may I kiss you when the day is done?” 

Lysandra’s face heated as she pulled back, yielding a step. She was a trained

courtesan,  gods  above.  Highly  trained.  And  yet  the  simple  request  reduced  her knees to wobbling. 

She  mastered  herself,  squaring  her  shoulders.  “If  you  don’t  die  tomorrow, 

Aedion, then we’ll talk. And see what comes of it.” 

Aedion’s wolfish grin didn’t so much as falter. “Until tomorrow night, then.” 

Hell  waited  for  them  tomorrow.  Perhaps  their  doom.  But  she  wouldn’t  kiss

him, not now. Wouldn’t give that sort of promise or farewell. 

So Lysandra walked from the hall, heart racing. “Until tomorrow.” 

CHAPTER 83

Dorian  flew  and  flew.  Along  the  spine  of  the  Fangs,  Oakwald  a  winter-bare

sprawl to his right, he soared northward for nearly two days before he dared to

stop. 

Picking  a  clearing  amid  a  tangle  of  ancient  trees,  he  crashed  through  the

branches, hardly registering the sting through his thick wyvern’s hide. He shifted

as  soon  as  he  hit  the  snow,  his  magic  instantly  thawing  the  frozen  stream

wending through the space. 

Then he fell to his knees and drank. Deep, panting gulps of water. 

Finding food was an easier endeavor than he’d anticipated. He had no need of

a snare or arrows to catch the lean rabbit that cowered nearby. No need of knives

to skin it. Or a spit. 

When his thirst and hunger had been sated, when a glance at the sky told him

no enemy approached, Dorian drew the marks. Just one more time. 

He  had  to  be  on  his  way  soon.  But  for  this,  he  could  delay  his  flight

northward  a  little  while  longer.  Damaris,  it  seemed,  also  agreed.  It  summoned who he wished this time. 

Gavin appeared in the circle of bloody Wyrdmarks, paler and murkier in the

morning light. 

“You  found  it,  then,”  the  ancient  king  said  by  way  of  greeting.  “And  left

Erawan with one hell of a mess to clean up.” 

“I  did.”  Dorian  put  a  hand  to  his  jacket  pocket.  To  the  terrible  power

thrumming there. It had taken every ounce of his concentration during his mad

flight  from  Morath  to  block  out  its  whispering.  His  shiver  was  not  from  the frigid air alone. 

“Then why summon me?” 

Dorian met the man’s gaze. King to king. “I wanted to tell you that I attained

it—so  you  might  have  a  chance  to  say  goodbye.  To  Elena,  I  mean.  Before  the Lock is forged.” 

Gavin stilled. Dorian didn’t shy from the king’s assessing stare. 

After  a  moment,  Gavin  said  a  shade  softly,  “Then  I  suppose  I  will  also  be

saying farewell to you.” 

Dorian nodded. He was ready. Had no other choice but to be ready. 

Gavin  asked,  “Have  you  decided  on  it,  then?  That  you  will  be  the  one

sacrificed?” 

“Aelin is in the north,” Dorian said. “When I find her, I suppose we’ll decide

what to do.” Who would be the one who joined the three keys. And did not walk

away  from  it.  “But,”  he  admitted,  “I  am  hoping  she  might  have  come  up  with another solution. One for Elena, too.” 

Aelin  had  escaped  Maeve.  Perhaps  she’d  be  as  lucky  in  finding  a  way  to escape their fate. 

A phantom wind blew the strands of Gavin’s long hair across his face. “Thank

you,” he said hoarsely. “For even considering it.” But grief shone in the king’s

eyes. He knew precisely how impossible it would be. 

So  Dorian  said,  “I’m  sorry.  For  what  success  with  the  Lock  will  mean  for

both of you.” 

Gavin’s throat bobbed. “My mate made her choice long ago. She was always

prepared to face the consequences, even if I was not.” 

Just as Sorscha had made her own choices. Followed her own path. 

And for once, the memory of her did not ache. Rather, it gleamed, a shining

challenge. To make it count. For her, and so many others. For himself, too. 

“Do not give up on life so easily,” Gavin said. “It is the life I had with Elena

that allows me to even consider parting from her now. A good life—as good as

any that could be hoped for.” He inclined his head. “I wish the same for you.” 

Before  Dorian  could  voice  what  surged  in  his  heart  at  the  words,  Gavin

glanced skyward. His dark brows narrowed. “You need to go.” For the booming

of wings filled the air. Thousands of wings. 

The  Ironteeth  legion  at  Morath  had  still  rallied  after  the  keep’s  collapse,  it seemed.  And  now  made  its  long  flight  northward  to  Orynth,  likely  infinitely

more eager to tear into his friends. 

He prayed Maeve was not in that host. That she remained licking her wounds

in  Morath  with  Erawan.  Until  the  rest  of  their  horrors  marched,  the  spider-

princesses with them. 

But despite the approaching army, Dorian touched Damaris’s hilt and said, “I

will take care of it. Of Adarlan. For whatever time I have left. I will not abandon

it.” 

The sword glowed warm. 

And Gavin, despite the loss that loomed for him, smiled slightly. As if he felt

the warmth of the sword, too. “I know,” he said. “I have always known that.” 

Damaris’s warmth held steady. 

Dorian swallowed against the tightness in his throat. “When the Wyrdgate is

sealed, will I be able to open this sort of portal again?”  Will I be able to see you, seek your counsel? 

Gavin faded. “I don’t know.” He added quietly, “But I hope so.” 

Dorian put a hand over his heart and bowed deeply. 

And  as  Gavin  disappeared  into  the  snow  and  sun,  Dorian  could  have  sworn

the king bowed back. 

Minutes  later,  when  wings  blotted  out  the  sun,  no  one  noticed  the  lone

wyvern that rose from Oakwald and fell into line with the teeming host. 

CHAPTER 84

There was no armor left in the castle’s depleted arsenal. And none would have fit

wyverns anyway. 

What  had  survived  Adarlan’s  occupation  or  been  acquired  since  its  fall  had

been  distributed,  and  though  Prince  Aedion  had  offered  to  have  a  blacksmith

weld  sheets  of  metal  to  form  breastplates,  Manon  had  taken  one  look  at  the

repurposed  doors  they’d  use  and  known  they  would  be  too  heavy.  Against  the

Ironteeth legion, speed and agility would be their greatest allies. 

So  they  would  head  into  battle  as  they  always  had:  with  nothing  but  their

blades, their iron teeth and nails, and their cunning. 

Standing on a large balcony atop the uppermost tower of the castle of Orynth, 

Morath’s  army  spread  far  below,  Manon  watched  the  rising  sun  and  knew  it

could very well be her last. 

But the Thirteen, many of them leaning against the balcony rail, did not look

eastward. 

No, their attention was on the enemy, stirring in the rising light. Or on the two

Crochans who stood with Manon, brooms in hand and swords already strapped

across their backs. 

It had not been a shock to see Bronwen arrive this morning dressed for battle. 

But Manon had paused when Glennis emerged with a sword, hair braided back. 

They  had  already  gone  over  the  details.  And  had  done  so  thrice  last  night. 

And now, in the light of the breaking day, they lingered atop the ancient tower. 

Far out, deep in Morath’s teeming ranks, a horn rang out. 

Slowly,  a  great  beast  awakening  from  a  deep  sleep,  Morath’s  host  began  to

move. 

“It’s  about  time,”  Asterin  muttered  beside  Manon,  her  braided  hair  bound

with a strip of leather across her brow. 

Ironteeth  wyverns  became  airborne,  lumbering  against  the  weight  of  their

armor. 

It  wouldn’t  win  the  day,  though.  No,  the  Ironteeth,  after  a  heavy  start,  soon filled  the  skies.  A  thousand  at  least.  Where  the  Ferian  Gap  host  was,  Manon didn’t want to know. Not yet. 

On the towers of the castle, on the roofs of the city and along the battlement

walls,  the  Crochan  army  straightened  their  brooms  at  their  sides,  ready  for  the signal to fly. 

A  signal  from  Bronwen,  from  the  carved  horn  at  her  side.  The  horn  was

cracked  and  browned  with  age,  the  symbols  carved  into  it  so  worn  they  were

barely visible. 

Noting  Manon’s  stare,  Bronwen  said,  “A  relic  from  the  old  kingdom.  It
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belonged  to  Telyn  Vanora,  a  young,  untried  warrior  during  the  last  days  of  the war, who was near the gates when Rhiannon fell. My ancestor.” She ran a hand

over the horn. “She blew this horn to warn our people that Rhiannon had been

killed, and to flee the city. Just after she got out the warning call, the Blueblood

Matron slaughtered her. But it gave our people enough time to run. To survive.” 

Silver lined Bronwen’s dark eyes. “It is my honor to blow this horn again today. 

Not to warn our people, but to rally them.” 

None  of  the  Thirteen  looked  Bronwen’s  way,  but  Manon  knew  they  heard

each word. 

Bronwen  put  a  hand  on  her  leather  breastplate.  “Telyn  is  here  today.  In  the hearts of every Crochan who got out, who made it this far. All of them who fell

in the witch wars are with us, even if we cannot see them.” 

Manon thought of those two presences she’d felt while fighting the Matrons

and knew Bronwen’s words to be true. 

“It  is  for  them  that  we  fight,”  Bronwen  said,  her  stare  falling  to  the

approaching army. “And for the future we stand to gain.” 

“A future we all stand to gain,” Manon said, and met the eyes of the Thirteen. 

Though they did not smile, the fierceness in their faces spoke enough. 

Manon turned to Glennis. “You truly intend to fight?” 

Glennis  nodded,  firm  and  unyielding.  “Five  hundred  years  ago,  my  mother

chose the future of the royal bloodline over fighting beside her loved ones. And

though she never regretted her choice, the weight of what she left behind wore

on her. I have carried her burden my entire life.” The crone gestured to Bronwen, 

then  to  Asterin.  “All  of  us  who  fight  here  today  do  so  with  someone  standing invisible behind us.” 

Asterin’s  gold-flecked  black  eyes  softened  a  bit.  “Yes,”  was  all  Manon’s

Second said as her hand drifted to her abdomen. 

Not in memory of the hateful word branded there, of what had been done to

her. 

In  memory  of  the  stillborn  witchling  who  had  been  thrown  by  Manon’s

grandmother into the fire before Asterin had a chance to hold her. 

In  memory  of  the  hunter  whom  Asterin  had  loved,  as  no  Ironteeth  ever  had

loved  a  man,  and  had  never  gone  back  to,  for  shame  and  fear.  The  hunter  who had never stopped waiting for her to return, even when he was an old man. 

For  them,  for  the  family  she  had  lost,  Manon  knew  her  Second  would  fight

today. So it might never happen again. 

Manon would fight today to make sure it never did, too. 

“So  we  come  to  it  after  five  hundred  years,”  said  Glennis,  her  voice

unwavering  yet  distant,  as  if  pulled  into  the  depths  of  memory.  The  rising  sun bathed the white walls of Orynth in gold. “The final stand of the Crochans.” 

As  if  the  words  themselves  were  a  signal,  Bronwen  lifted  the  horn  of  Telyn

Vanora to her lips and blew. 

Most believed the Florine River flowed down from the Staghorns, right past the
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western edge of Orynth before cutting across the lowlands. 

But  most  didn’t  know  that  the  ancient  Fae  King  had  built  his  city  wisely, 

digging  sewers  and  subterranean  streams  that  carried  the  fresh  mountain  water

directly into the city itself. All the way beneath the castle. 

A  torch  lifted  high,  Lysandra  peered  into  one  of  those  underground

waterways, the dark water eddying as it flowed through the stone tunnel and out

the city walls. Her breath curled in front of her as she said to the group of Bane

soldiers who’d accompanied her, “Lock the grate once I’m out.” 

A grunt was her only confirmation. 

Lysandra  frowned  at  the  heavy  iron  grate  across  the  subterranean  river,  the

metal bands as thick as her forearm. It had been Lord Murtaugh who’d suggested

this particular route of attack, his knowledge of the waterways beneath the city

and castle beyond even Aedion’s awareness. 

Lysandra  braced  herself  for  the  plunge,  knowing  the  water  would  be  cold. 

Beyond cold. 

But Morath was moving, and if she did not get into position soon, she might

very well be too late. 

“Gods be with you,” one of the Bane soldiers said. 

Lysandra gave the man a tight smile. “And with you all.” 

She didn’t let herself reconsider. She just walked right off the stone ledge. 

The plunge was swift, bottomless. The cold ripped the air from her lungs, but

she was already shifting, light and heat filling her body as her bones warped, as

skin vanished. Her magic pulsed, draining quickly at the expenditure making this

body required, but then it was done. 

Distantly,  above  the  surface,  the  Bane  swore.  Whether  in  fear  or  awe,  she

didn’t care. 

Surfacing enough to gulp down a breath, Lysandra submerged again. Even in

this form, the cold tore at her, the water murky and dim, but she swam with the

current, letting it guide her on its way out of the ancient tunnel. 

Beneath  the  city  walls.  Into  the  wider  Florine,  where  the  cold  grew  nearly

unbearable. Thick blocks of ice drifted overhead, veiling her from enemy eyes. 


She swam down the river, right along the eastern flank of Morath’s host, and

waited for her signal. 

The  Crochans  took  to  the  skies,  a  wave  of  red  that  swept  over  the  city  and  its walls. 

Atop the southern section of the wall, Ren at his side, Aedion tipped his head

back as he watched them soar into the air above the plain. 

“You  really  think  they  can  fight  against  that?”  Ren  nodded  toward  the

oncoming sea of Ironteeth witches and wyverns. 

“I think we don’t have any other choice but to hope they can,” Aedion said, 

unslinging his bow from across his back. Ren did the same. 

At the silent signal, archers down the city walls took up their bows. 

Scattered  amongst  them,  Rolfe’s  Mycenians  positioned  their  firelances, 

bracing the metal contraptions on the wall itself. 

Morath  marched.  There  would  be  no  more  delays,  no  more  surprises.  This

battle would unfold. 

Aedion glanced toward the curve of the Florine, the ice sheets glaringly bright

in the morning sun. He shut out the dread in his heart. They were too desperate, 

too outnumbered, for him to deny Lysandra the task she’d taken on today. 

A  look  over  his  shoulder  had  Aedion  confirming  that  Bane  soldiers  had  the

catapults primed atop the battlements, the Fae royals ready to use their depleted

magic to levitate the enormous blocks of river-stone into place. And on the city

walls, Fae archers remained watchful as they waited for their own signal. 

Aedion  nocked  an  arrow  into  his  bow,  arm  straining  as  he  pulled  back  the

string. 

As one, the army gathered on the city walls did the same. 

“Let’s make this a fight worthy of a song,” Aedion said. 

CHAPTER 85

Manon and the Thirteen shot into the skies as the Crochan army flowed below, a

red tide rushing toward the sea of black ahead. 

Forcing  the  Ironteeth  legion  to  choose:  their  ancient  enemies  or  their  new

ones. 

It was a test, and one Manon had wanted to make early. To see how many of

the  Ironteeth  would  heed  the  command  to  plow  forward,  and  how  many  might

break from their orders, the temptation of battling the Thirteen too much to bear. 

And a test, she supposed, for the Matrons and the Heirs who led their legion—

would they fall for it? Split their forces to swarm the Ironteeth, or continue their

assault on the Crochans? 

Higher and higher, Manon and the Thirteen rose, the two armies nearing each

other. 

The  Crochans  didn’t  hesitate  as  their  swords  glinted  in  the  sun,  pointing

toward the oncoming wyverns. 

The Ironteeth had not trained against an enemy able to fight back. An enemy

who could be airborne, smaller and faster, and strike where they were weakest:

the riders. That was the Crochans’ goal—to bring down the riders, not the beasts. 

But  to  do  so,  they’d  need  to  brave  the  snapping  jaws  and  spiked  tails,  the poison  coating  them.  And  if  they  could  navigate  around  the  wyverns,  then  the matter  would  remain  of  facing  the  flying  arrows,  and  the  trained  warriors  atop the beasts. It would not be easy, and it would not be quick. 

The Thirteen rose so high that the air became thin. High enough that Manon

could see to the very back of the host, where the horrific, unmistakable bulk of

Iskra Yellowlegs’s wyvern flew. 

A challenge and a promise of a confrontation to come. Manon knew, despite

the distance, that Iskra had marked her. 

No  sign  of  Petrah.  Or  of  the  two  remaining  Matrons.  Who  had  replaced  the

Yellowlegs crone to become High Witch, Manon didn’t know. Or care. Perhaps

her grandmother had convinced them not to appoint Iskra or a new one just yet

—to clear the way for her own path to queendom. 

Just  as  Manon’s  head  turned  light  at  the  altitude,  fifty  or  so  wyverns  peeled away  from  the  enemy’s  host.  Flying  upward—racing  for  them,  beasts  freed  of

their  tether.  Hungry  for  the  glory  and  bragging  rights  that  killing  the  Thirteen would win. 

Manon smiled. 

The two armies slammed into each other. 

Loosing a breath, Manon yanked once on Abraxos’s reins. 

Her fierce-hearted wyvern flung out his wings as he arched—and plummeted. 
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The  world  tilted  while  they  twisted  and  plunged  down,  down,  down,  the

Thirteen falling with them. They tore through wisps of cloud, the clashing army

blurring, the castle and city looming below. 

And  when  the  Ironteeth  were  close  enough  that  Manon  could  see  they  were

Yellowlegs  and  Bluebloods,  Abraxos  banked  sharply  to  one  side  and  a  current

launched him right into the heart of them. 

The Thirteen snapped into formation behind her, a battering ram that smashed

through the Ironteeth. 

Manon’s bow sang as she fired arrow after arrow. 

At the first spray of blue blood, some part of her slipped away. 

But  she  kept  firing.  And  Abraxos  kept  flying,  ripping  apart  wing  and  throat

with his tail and teeth. 

And so it began. 

Even in the river, the thunder of marching feet rumbled past Lysandra. 

They didn’t see the large white snout that periodically broke through the ice

floes  to  huff  down  a  breath.  The  sky  was  dark  now,  thick  with  the  clashing  of wyverns and Crochans. 

Bodies occasionally plunged into the river, Ironteeth and Crochan alike. 

The Crochans who thrashed, who were still alive, Lysandra covertly carried to

the  far  shore.  What  they  made  of  her,  they  didn’t  say.  She  didn’t  linger  long enough to let them. 

The Ironteeth who fell into the river were dragged to the bottom and pinned

to the rocks. 

She’d had to look away each time she did it. 

Lysandra’s  snout  broke  the  surface  as  a  sharp  horn  shattered  over  the  din, 

right from the city walls. Not a warning call, but an unleashing. 

Lysandra dove to the bottom. Dove and then pushed  up, mighty tail thrashing

to launch her toward the surface. 

She  broke  from  the  ice  and  the  water,  arcing  through  the  air,  and  slammed

right into Morath’s eastern flank. 

Soldiers screamed as she unleashed herself in a whirlwind of teeth and claws

and a massive, snapping tail. 

Where the white sea dragon moved, black blood sprayed. 

And just when the soldiers mastered their terror enough to launch arrows and

spears at the opalescent scales enforced with Spidersilk, she twisted and flipped

back  into  the  deep  river,  vanishing  beneath  the  ice.  Spears  plunged  into  the turquoise waters, missing their mark, but Lysandra was already racing past. 

The sea dragon’s body—river dragon, she supposed—didn’t slow. She pushed

it to its limit, the great lungs working like a bellows. 

The  river  curved,  and  she  used  it  to  her  advantage  as  she  leaped  from  the

water again. 

The soldiers, so focused on the damage she’d done up ahead, didn’t look her

way until she was upon them. 
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She had all of a glance to the city walls, where a wave of black now crashed

against them, siege ladders rising and arrows flying, bursts of flame amid it all, 

before she returned to the river’s icy depths. 

Black blood streamed from her maw, from her tails and claws, as she doubled

back, the shadow of the witches warring overhead upon the ice above her. 

So she fought, the ice floes her shield. Attacking, then moving; destabilizing

the eastern flank with every assault, forcing them to flee from the river’s edge to

crowd the center ranks. 

Slowly, the turquoise waters of the Florine clouded blue and black. 

Still, Lysandra kept ripping bites from the side of the behemoth that launched

itself upon Orynth. 

The heat off the firelances scorched Aedion’s cheek, warming his helmet to near-

discomfort. 

A  small  price,  as  the  bursts  of  flame  sent  the  Valg  foot  soldiers  at  the  walls scrambling back. Where their archers felled the enemy, more came. And where

the  firelances  melted  them  away,  only  scorched  earth  and  melted  armor

remained. But there was not enough—not even close. 

Above, beyond the walls, the Ironteeth and Crochans clashed. 

So violently, so quickly, that a blue mist hung in the skies from the bloodshed. 

He couldn’t determine who had the upper hand. The Thirteen fought amongst

them, and where they plunged into the fray, Ironteeth and their mounts tumbled. 

Crushing Valg foot soldiers beneath them. 

Iron  siege  ladders  rose  again,  aiming  for  the  city  walls.  Answering  blasts

from the firelances sent those already on them to the ground as charred corpses. 

But more Valg scrambled up, the fear of flame not enough to deter them. 

Sprinting to the nearest ladder, Aedion nocked arrow after arrow, firing at the

soldiers creeping up its rungs. Clean shots through the gaps in the dark armor. 

The  archers  around  him  did  the  same,  and  the  Bane  soldiers  behind  him

settled into fighting stances, waiting for the first to breach the walls. 

At  the  city  gates,  flame  blasted  and  raged.  He’d  concentrated  many  of  the

Mycenians at either of the two gates into Orynth, their most vulnerable weakness

along the walls. 

That  the  fire  kept  flaring  as  it  did  told  him  enough:  Morath  was  making  its push there. 

Rolfe’s  order  to   Conserve  fire!   set  a  pit  of  dread  forming  in  his  gut,  but Aedion  focused  on  the  siege  ladder.  His  bow  twanged,  and  another  soldier

tumbled away. Then another. 

Down  the  wall,  Ren  had  taken  on  the  other  nearby  siege  ladder,  the  lord’s

bow singing. 

Aedion  dared  a  glance  to  the  army  ahead.  They  had  amassed  close  enough

now. 

Falling back, letting an archer take his place, he lifted his sword, signaling the

Bane at the catapults, the Fae royals and archers near them. “Now! ” 

Wood  snapped  and  groaned.  Boulders  as  large  as  wagons  soared  over  the walls. Each had been oiled, and gleamed in the sun while they rose. 

And  when  the  boulders  reached  their  peak,  just  as  they  began  to  plummet

toward the enemy, the Fae archers unleashed their flaming arrows. 

They  struck  the  oil-slick  boulders  right  before  the  stones  slammed  into  the

earth. 

Flame  erupted,  flowing  right  into  the  holes  that  Aedion  had  ordered  drilled

into  the  rock,  right  into  the  nest  of  the  explosive  powders  they’d  again  taken from the precious reserves of Rolfe’s firelances. 

The boulders blasted apart in balls of flame and stone. 

Along  the  city  walls,  soldiers  cheered  at  the  carnage  that  the  smoking  ruins revealed.  Nothing  but  melted,  squashed,  or  shattered  Valg  grunts.  Every  place

the six catapults had fired upon now had a ring of charred ground around it. 

“Reposition! ”  Aedion  roared.  The  Bane  were  already  heaving  against  the

wheels that would  rotate the catapults  on their wooden  stands. Within seconds, 

they had aimed at another spot; within seconds, the Fae royals were lifting more

oiled boulders from the stockpile Darrow had acquired over weeks and weeks. 

He didn’t give Morath a chance to recover. “Fire! ” 

Boulders soared, flaming arrows following. 

The explosions on the battlefield shook the city walls this time. 

Another cheer went up, and Aedion motioned the Bane and Fae royals to halt. 

Let  Morath  think  that  their  stock  was  depleted,  that  they  only  had  a  few  lucky shots in their arsenal. 

Aedion turned back to the siege ladder as the first of the Valg grunts cleared

the walls. 

The man was killed before his feet finished touching the ground, courtesy of a

waiting Bane soldier. 

Aedion  unstrapped  the  shield  from  across  his  back  and  angled  his  sword  as

the wave of soldiers crested the walls. 

But it was not a Valg foot soldier who appeared next, climbing over the ladder

with ease. 

The  young  man’s  face  was  cold  as  death,  his  black  eyes  lit  with  unholy

hunger. 

A black collar was clasped around his throat. 

A Valg prince had come. 

CHAPTER 86

“Focus  on  the  ladder,”  Aedion  snarled  to  the  soldiers  shrinking  from  the

handsome  demon  prince  who  stepped  onto  the  city  walls  as  if  he  were  merely

entering a room. 

He wore no armor. Nothing but a black tunic cut to his lithe body. 

The Valg prince smiled. “Prince Aedion,” purred the thing inside it, drawing a

sword from a dark sheath at his side. “We’ve been waiting for you.” 

Aedion struck. 

He did not have magic, did not have anything to combat the dark power in the

prince’s veins, but he had speed. He had strength. 

Aedion feinted with his sword, that ordinary, nameless sword, and the prince

swung  with  his  own  blade—just  as  Aedion  slammed  his  shield  into  the  man’s

side. 

Driving  him  back.  Not  toward  the  ladder,  but  to  the  Mycenian  who  wielded

the firelance—

The Mycenian was dead. 

The prince chuckled, and a whip of dark power lashed for Aedion. 

Aedion ducked, shield rising. As if it would do anything against that power. 

Darkness struck metal, and Aedion’s arm sang with the reverberations. 

But the pain, the life-draining agony, did not occur. 

Aedion  instantly  parried,  a  slash  upward  that  the  Valg  prince  dodged  with  a

hop to the side. 

The demon’s eyes were wide as he took in the shield. Then Aedion. 

Then the Valg prince hissed, “Fae bastard.” 

Aedion didn’t know what it meant, didn’t care as he took another blast upon

his  shield,  the  battlements  already  slick  with  blood  both  black  and  red.  If  the Mycenian nearby was dead, then there was another down by Ren’s ladder—

The Valg prince unleashed blast after blast of power. 

Aedion took each one upon his shield, the prince’s power bouncing off as if it

were  a  spray  of  water  upon  stone.  And  for  every  burst  of  power  sent  his  way, Aedion swung his sword. 

Steel  met  steel;  darkness  clashed  with  ancient  metal.  Aedion  had  the  vague

sense  of  soldiers  Valg  and  human  alike  halting  as  he  and  the  demon  prince

battled their way across the city wall. 

He kept his feet beneath him, as Rhoe had taught him. As Quinn had taught

him, and Cal Lochan. As all his mentors and the warriors he’d admired above all

others  had  taught  him.  For  this  moment,  when  he  would  be  called  to  defend

Orynth’s very walls. 

It was for them he swung his sword, for them he took blow after blow. 

The Valg prince hissed with every blast, as if enraged that his power could not break that shield. 

Rhoe’s shield. 

There was no magic in it. Brannon had never borne it. But one of them had

forged it, one of the unbroken line of kings and queens who had come after him, 

who  had  loved  their  kingdom  more  than  their  own  lives.  Who  had  carried  this shield into battle, into war, to defend Terrasen. 

And  as  Aedion  and  the  Valg  prince  fought  along  the  walls,  as  that  ancient

shield refused to yield, he wondered if there was a different sort of power in the

metal.  One  that  the  Valg  could  never  and  would  never  understand.  Not  true

magic, not as Brannon and Aelin had. But something just as strong—stronger. 

That the Valg might never break, no matter how they tried. 

Aedion’s  sword  sang,  and  the  Valg  prince  roared  as  Aedion  connected  with

his arm, slashing deep. 

Black  blood  sprayed.  Aedion  leaped  upon  the  advantage,  shoving  with  the

shield and stabbing with his blade. 

But the prince had been waiting. 

Had set a trap, his own body as the bait. 

And as Aedion slammed into the Valg prince, the demon drew a dagger from

his sword belt and struck. Right where Aedion’s armor exposed just a sliver near

his armpit, vulnerable with the outstretched position of his arm. 

The knife plunged in, rending flesh and muscle and bone. 

Pain, white-hot and blinding, threatened to make him splay his hand, to drop

his sword. Only Aedion’s training, only those years of work, kept his feet under

him as he leaped back, wrenching free of the knife. 

The Valg prince chuckled, and Aedion was dimly aware of the fighting along

the walls, the shouting and dying and flares of fire, as the prince smiled down at

the bloodied dagger. 

Bringing  it  to  his  sensual  mouth,  the  prince  dragged  his  tongue  along  the

blade.  Licked  Aedion’s  blood  clean  off.  “Exquisite,”  the  demon  breathed, 

shuddering with pleasure. 

Aedion backed away another step, his arm burning and burning and burning, 

blood pooling inside his armor. 

The prince stalked after him. 

A whip of dark power launched for Aedion, and he again took it on his shield. 

Let it send him tumbling to the ground, landing atop the ironclad body of one of

the Bane. 

His breath turned sharp as the knife that had stabbed him. 

The prince paused before Aedion. “Feasting on you will be a delight.” 

Aedion hefted his shield over himself, bracing for the blow. 

The prince made to lift the bloodied dagger to his mouth again, eyes rolling

back in his head. 

Those eyes went wide as an arrow broke the skin of his throat. Right above

the collar. 
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The  prince  gagged,  whirling  toward  the  arrow  that  had  come  not  from

Aedion, but from behind. Right into the path of Ren Allsbrook and the firelance

he bore in his arms. 

Ren slammed his hand into the release hatch, and flame erupted. 

Aedion ducked, coiling his body beneath his shield as the flame threatened to

melt his own bones. 

The  world  was  heat  and  light.  Then  nothing.  Only  the  shouts  of  battle  and

dying men. 

Aedion managed to lower his shield. 

Where the Valg prince had been, a pile of ashes and a black Wyrdstone collar

remained. 

Aedion panted, a hand going to his bleeding side. “I had him.” 

Ren only shook his head, and pivoted on a boot, unleashing the firelance upon

the nearest Valg soldiers. 

The Lord of Allsbrook turned back to him, mouth open to say something. But

Aedion’s head swam, his body plunging into a coldness he’d never known. Then

there was nothing. 

The battle was so much worse than Evangeline had imagined. 

The sound alone made her quake in her bones, and only delivering messages

to Lord Darrow where he stood on one of the higher castle balconies saved her

from curling into a ball. 

Her  breath  was  a  ragged,  dry  thing  as  she  raced  back  onto  the  balcony,  to

where  Darrow  stood  by  the  stone  railing,  two  other  Terrasen  lords  beside  him. 

“From Kyllian,” Evangeline managed to say, bobbing a curtsy, as she had each

time she’d delivered a message. 

Battles  were  no  place  for  manners,  she  knew—Aelin  certainly  would  have

said  that.  But  she  kept  doing  it,  the  curtsying,  even  when  her  legs  trembled. 

Couldn’t stop herself. 

Kyllian’s  messenger  had  met  her  at  the  castle  stairs,  and  now  waited  for

Darrow’s reply. It was as close to the fighting as she’d gotten. Not that being up

here was any better. 

Pressing herself against  the stones of  the tower wall,  Evangeline let Darrow

read  the  letter.  The  Crochans  and  wyverns  were  so  much  closer  up  here.  This high, she stood on their level, the world a blur below. Evangeline laid her palms

flat against the icy stones, as if she could draw some strength from them. 

Even  with  the  roar  of  battle,  she  heard  Darrow  declare  to  the  other  lords, 

“Aedion has been wounded.” 

Evangeline’s  stomach  dropped,  nausea—oily  and  thick—surging.  “Is  he  all

right?” 

The  two  other  lords  ignored  her,  but  Darrow  looked  her  way.  “He  has  lost

consciousness, and they have moved him into a building near the wall. Healers

are  working  on  him  as  we  speak.  They  will  move  him  here  as  soon  as  he  is capable of withstanding it.” 

Evangeline  staggered  to  the  balcony  rail,  as  if  she  might  see  that  building amid the sea of chaos by the city walls. 

She had never had a brother, or a father. She hadn’t yet decided which one she

would like Aedion to be. And if he was so injured that it warranted a message to

Darrow—

She pressed a hand to her stomach, trying to contain the bile that burned her

throat. 

Murmuring  sounded,  and  then  there  was  a  hand  on  her  shoulder.  “Lord

Gunnar  will  see  to  delivering  my  reply,”  Darrow  said.  “You  will  remain  here

with me. I might have need of you.” 

The words were stern, but the hand on her shoulder was kind. 

Evangeline only nodded, sick and miserable, and clung to the balcony rail, as

if her grip might somehow keep Aedion on this side of life. 

“Hot refreshments, Sloane,” Darrow ordered, his voice brooking no room for

argument. 

The  other  lord  peeled  away.  Evangeline  didn’t  know  how  long  passed  after

that. How long it took until the lord arrived, and Darrow pressed a scalding mug

into her fingers. “Drink.” 

Evangeline  obeyed,  finding  it  to  be  broth  of  some  sort.  Beef,  maybe.  She

didn’t care. 

Her friends were down there. Her family, the one she’d made. 

Far out, near the river, a blur of motion was her only indication that Lysandra

still lived. 

No word arrived about Aedion’s fate. 

So Evangeline lingered on the tower, Darrow silent beside her, and prayed. 

CHAPTER 87

Even moving as fast as they could, the khagan’s army was too slow. Too slow, 

and too large, to reach Terrasen in time. 

In the week that they’d been pushing northward, Aelin begging Oakwald, the

Little Folk, and Brannon for forgiveness as she razed a path through the forest, 

they were only just now nearing Endovier, and the border mere miles beyond it. 

From  there,  if  they  were  lucky,  it’d  be  another  ten  days  to  Orynth.  And  would likely become a disaster if Morath had kept forces stationed at Perranth after the

city’s capture. 

So  they’d  chosen  to  skirt  the  city  on  its  western  flank,  going  around  the

Perranth Mountains rather than cutting to the lowlands for the easier trek across

the land. With Oakwald as their cover, they might be able to sneak up on Morath

at Orynth. 

If there was anything left of Orynth by the time they arrived. They were still

too  far  for  the  ruk  riders  to  do  any  sort  of  scouting,  and  no  messengers  had crossed  their  paths.  Even  the  wild  men  of  the  Fangs,  who  had  remained  with

them and now swore to march to Orynth to avenge their kin did not know of a

faster path. 

Aelin  tried  not  to  think  of  it.  Or  about  Maeve  and  Erawan,  wherever  they

might be. Whatever they might have planned. 

Endovier,  the  only  outpost  of  civilization  they’d  seen  in  a  week,  would  be

their first news since leaving the Ferian Gap. 

She  tried  not  to  think  of  that,  either.  Of  the  fact  that  they  would  be  passing through  Endovier  tomorrow,  or  the  day  after.  That  she’d  see  those  gray

mountains that had housed the salt mines. 

Lying on her stomach atop her cot—no point in making anyone set up a royal

bed for her and Rowan when they would be marching within a few hours—Aelin

winced against the stinging burn along her back. 

The  clink  of  Rowan’s  tools  and  the  crackle  of  the  braziers  were  the  only

sounds in their tent. 

“Will it be done tonight?” she asked as he paused to dip his needle in the pot

of salt-laced ink. 

“If you stop talking,” was his dry reply. 

Aelin  huffed,  rising  onto  her  elbows  to  peer  over  a  shoulder  at  him.  She

couldn’t see what he inked, but knew the design. A replica of what he’d written

on  her  back  this  spring,  the  stories  of  her  loved  ones  and  their  deaths,  written right  where  her  scars  had  been.  Exactly  where  they’d  been,  as  if  he  had  their memory etched in his mind. 

But  another  tattoo  lay  there  now.  A  tattoo  that  sprawled  across  her  shoulder

bones as if it were a pair of spread wings. Or so he’d sketched for her. 

The story of them. Rowan and Aelin. 

A  story  that  had  begun  in  rage  and  sorrow  and  become  something  entirely

different. 

She was glad to have him leave it at that. At the happiness. 

Aelin rested her chin atop her hands. “We’ll be near Endovier soon.” 

Rowan resumed working, but she knew he’d listened to every word, thought

through his response. “What do you want to do about it?” 

She winced at the sting of a particularly sensitive spot near her spine. 

“Burn it to the ground. Blast the mountains into rubble.” 

“Good. I’ll help you.” 

A small smile curved her lips. “The fabled warrior-prince wouldn’t tell me to

avoid carelessly expending my strength?” 

“The fabled warrior-prince would tell you to stay the course, but if destroying

Endovier will help, then he’ll be right there with you.” 

Aelin fell silent while Rowan continued working for another few minutes. 

“I don’t remember the tattoo taking this long the last time.” 

“I’ve made improvements. And you’re getting a whole new marking.” 

She hummed, but said nothing more for a time. 

Rowan kept at it, wiping away blood when necessary. 

“I don’t think I can,” Aelin breathed. “I don’t think I can stand to even look at

Endovier, let alone destroy it.” 

“Do you want me to?” A calm, warrior’s question. He would, she knew. If she

asked him, he’d fly to Endovier and turn it into dust. 

“No,” she admitted. “The overseers and slaves are all gone anyway. There’s

no one to destroy, and no one to save. I just want to pass it and never think of it

again. Does that make me a coward?” 

“I’d say it makes you human.” A pause. “Or whatever a similar saying might

be for the Fae.” 

She  frowned  at  her  interlaced  fingers  beneath  her  chin.  “It  seems  I’m  more

Fae these days than anything. I even forget sometimes—when the last time was

that I was in my human body.” 

“Is that a good or bad thing?” His hands didn’t falter. 

“I don’t know. I  am human, deep down, Faerie Queen nonsense aside. I had

human parents, and their parents were human, mostly, and even with Mab’s line

running true … I’m a human who can turn into Fae. A human who wears a Fae

body.” She didn’t mention the immortal life span. Not with all they had ahead of

them. 

“On the other hand,” Rowan countered, “I’d say you were a human with Fae

instincts.  Perhaps  more  of  them  than  human  ones.”  She  felt  him  smirk. 

“Territorial, dominant, aggressive …” 

“Your skills when it comes to complimenting women are unparalleled.” 

His  laugh  was  a  brush  of  hot  air  along  her  spine.  “Why  can’t  you  be  both

human and Fae? Why choose at all?” 
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“Because people always seem to demand that you be one thing or another.” 

“You’ve never bothered to give a damn what other people demand.” 

She smiled slightly. “True.” 

She gritted her teeth as his needle pierced along her spine. “I’m glad you’re

here—that I’ll see Endovier again for the first time with you here.” 

To  face  that  part  of  her  past,  that  suffering  and  torment,  if  she  couldn’t  yet look too closely at the last several months. 

His  tools,  the  numbing  pain,  halted.  Then  his  lips  brushed  the  top  of  her

spine, right above the start of the new tattoo. The same tattoo he’d had Gavriel

and Fenrys inking on his own back these past few days, whenever they stopped

for the night. “I’m glad to be here, too, Fireheart.” 

For however much longer the gods would allow it. 

Elide slumped onto her cot, groaning softly as she bent to untie the laces of her

boots. A day of helping Yrene in the wagon was no easy task, and the prospect

of  rubbing  salve  into  her  ankle  and  foot  seemed  nothing  short  of  divine.  The work,  at  least,  kept  the  swarming  thoughts  at  bay:  what  she’d  done  to  Vernon, what had befallen Perranth, what awaited them at Orynth, and what they could

ever do to defeat it. 

From the cot opposite hers, Lorcan only watched, an apple half peeled in his

hands. “You should rest more often.” 

Elide  waved  him  off,  yanking  away  her  boot,  then  her  sock.  “Yrene  is

pregnant—and throwing up every hour or so. If she doesn’t rest, I’m not going

to.” 

“I’m not entirely certain Yrene is fully human.” Though the voice was gruff, 

humor sparked in Lorcan’s eyes. 

Elide  fished  the  tin  of  salve  from  her  pocket.  Eucalyptus,  Yrene  had  said, 

naming  a  plant  Elide  had  never  heard  of,  but  whose  smell—sharp  and  yet

soothing—she  very  much  enjoyed.  Beneath  the  pungent  herb  lay  lavender, 

rosemary, and something else mixed in with the opaque, pale liniment. 

A rustle of clothing, and then Lorcan was kneeling before her, Elide’s foot in

his hands. Nearly swallowed by his hands, actually. “Let me,” he offered. 

Elide was stunned enough that she indeed let him take the tin from her grip, 

and  watched  in  silence  as  Lorcan  dipped  his  fingers  into  the  ointment.  Then

began rubbing it into her ankle. 

His thumb met the spot on her ankle where bone ground against bone. Elide

let  out  a  groan.  He  carefully,  with  near-reverence  it  seemed,  began  easing  the ache away. 

These hands had slaughtered their way across kingdoms. Bore the faint scars

to  prove  it.  And  yet  he  held  her  foot  as  if  it  were  a  small  bird,  as  if  it  were something … holy. 

They  had  not  shared  a  bed—not  when  these  cots  were  too  small,  and  Elide

often  passed  out  after  dinner.  But  they  shared  this  tent.  He’d  been  careful, perhaps too careful, she sometimes thought, to give her privacy when changing

and bathing. 

Indeed, a tub steamed away in the corner of the tent, kept warm courtesy of

Aelin. Many of the camp baths were warm thanks to her, to the eternal gratitude

of royal and foot soldier alike. 

Alternating  long  strokes  with  small  circles,  Lorcan  slowly  coaxed  the  pain

from her foot. Seemed content to do just that all night, should she wish it. 

But she was not half-asleep. For once. And each brush of his fingers on her

foot had her sitting up, something warming in her core. 

His thumb pushed along the arch of her foot, and Elide indeed let out a small

noise. Not at the pain, but—

Heat flared in her cheeks. Grew warmer as Lorcan looked up at her beneath

his lashes, a spark of mischief lighting his dark eyes. 

Elide gaped a bit. Then smacked his shoulder. Rock-hard muscle greeted her. 

“You did that on purpose.” 

Still holding her gaze, Lorcan’s only answer was to repeat the motion. 

Good—it felt so damned  good—

Elide snatched her foot from his grip. Closed her legs. Tightly. 

Lorcan gave her a half smile that made her toes curl. 

But then he said, “You are well and truly Lady of Perranth now.” 

She knew. She’d thought about it endlessly during these hard days of travel. 

“This is what you really wish to talk about?” 

His fingers didn’t  halt their miraculous,  sinful work. “We  haven’t spoken of

it. About Vernon.” 

“What of it?” she said, trying and failing for nonchalance. But he looked up at

her  from  beneath  his  thick  lashes.  Well  aware  of  her  evasion.  Elide  loosed  a breath, peering up at the tent’s peaked ceiling. “Does it make me any better than

Vernon—how I chose to punish him in the end?” 

She hadn’t regretted it the first day. Or the second. But these long miles, as it

had become clear that Vernon was likely dead, she’d wondered. 

“Only you can decide that, I think,” Lorcan said. Yet his fingers paused on her

foot. “For what it’s worth, he deserved it.” His dark power rumbled through the

room. 

“Of course you’d say that.” 

He shrugged, not bothering to deny it. “Perranth will recover, you know,” he

offered. “From Morath’s sacking. And all Vernon did to it before now.” 

That  had  been  the  other  thought  that  weighed  heavily  with  each  mile

northward. That her city, her father and mother’s city, had been decimated. That

Finnula, her nursemaid, might be among the dead. That any of its people might

be suffering. 

“That’s if we win this war,” Elide said. 

Lorcan  resumed  his  soothing  strokes.  “Perranth  will  be  rebuilt,”  was  all  he

said. “We’ll see that it is.” 

“Have you ever done it? Rebuilt a city?” 

“No,”  he  admitted,  his  thumbs  coaxing  the  pain  from  her  aching  bones.  “I

have  only  destroyed  them.”  His  eyes  lifted  to  hers,  searching  and  open.  “But  I should like to try. With you.” 

She saw the other offer there—to not only build a city, but a life. Together. 

Heat rose to her cheeks as she nodded. “Yes,” she whispered. “For however

long we have.” 

For  if  they  survived  this  war,  there  was  still  that  between  them:  his

immortality. 

Something shuttered in Lorcan’s eyes at that, and she thought he’d say more, 

but his head dipped. Then he began to unlace her other boot. 

“What are you doing?” Her words were a breathless rush. 

His deft fingers—gods above, those  fingers—made quick work of her laces. 

“You should soak that foot. And soak in general. As I said, you work too hard.” 

“You said I should rest more.” 

“Because you work too hard.” He jerked his chin toward the bath as he pulled

off the boot and helped her rise. “I’ll go find some food.” 

“I already ate—” 

“You should eat more.” 

Giving  her  privacy  without  the  awkwardness  of  her  needing  to  ask  for  it. 

That’s what he was trying to do. 

Barefoot before him, Elide peered into his granite-hewn face. Shrugged out of

her cloak, then jacket. Lorcan’s throat bobbed. 

She knew he could hear her heart as it began racing. Could likely scent every

emotion on her. But she said, “I need help. Getting into the bath.” 

“Do you, now.” His voice was near-guttural. 

Elide bit her lip, her breasts becoming heavy, tingling. “I might slip.” 

His  eyes  drifted  down  her  body,  but  he  made  no  move.  “A  dangerous  time, 

bath time.” 

Elide found it in herself to walk toward the copper tub. He trailed a few feet

behind, giving her space. Letting her steer this. 

Elide  halted  beside  the  tub,  steam  wafting  past.  She  tugged  the  hem  of  her

shirt from her pants. 

Lorcan watched every move. She wasn’t entirely certain he was breathing. 

But—her hands stalled. Uncertain. Not of him, but this rite, this path. 

“Show me what to do,” she breathed. 

“You’re doing just fine,” Lorcan ground out. 

But  she  gave  him  a  helpless  look,  and  he  prowled  closer.  His  fingers  found

the loose hem of her shirt. “May I?” he asked quietly. 

Elide whispered, “Yes.” 

Lorcan still studied her eyes, as if reading the sincerity of that word. Deeming

it true. 

Gently,  he  pulled  the  fabric  from  her.  Cool  air  kissed  her  skin,  pebbling  it. 

The  flexible  band  around  her  breasts  remained,  but  Lorcan’s  gaze  remained  on

her own. “Tell me what you want next,” he said roughly. 

Hand shaking, Elide grazed a finger over the band. 
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Lorcan’s own hands shook as he unbound it. As he revealed her to the air, to

him. 

His  eyes  seemed  to  go  wholly  black  as  he  took  in  her  breasts,  her  uneven

breathing. “Beautiful,” he murmured. 

Elide’s mouth curled as the word settled within her. Gave her enough courage

that she lifted her hands to his jacket and began unbuckling, unbuttoning. Until

Lorcan’s own chest was bare, and she ran her fingers over the smattering of dark

hair across the sculpted planes. “Beautiful,” she said. 

Lorcan trembled—with restraint, with emotion, she didn’t know. That darling

purr of his rumbled into her as she pressed her mouth against his pectoral. 

His hand drifted to her hair, each stroke unbinding her braid. “We only go as

far and long as you want,” he said. Yet she dared to glance down his body—to

what strained under his pants. 

Her mouth went dry. “I—I don’t know what I’m doing.” 

“Anything you do will be enough,” he said. 

She lifted her head, scanning his face. “Enough for what?” 

Another half smile. “Enough to please me.” She scoffed at the arrogance, but

Lorcan  brushed  his  mouth  against  her  neck.  His  hands  bracketed  her  waist,  his thumbs grazing her ribs. But no higher. 

Elide  arched  into  the  touch,  a  small  sound  escaping  her  as  his  lips  brushed just beneath her ear. And then his mouth found hers, gentle and thorough. 

Her hands twined around his neck, and Lorcan lifted her, carrying her not to

the bath, but to the cot behind them, his lips never leaving hers. 

Home.  This,  with  him.  This  was  home,  as  she  had  never  had.  For  however

long they might share it. 

And when Lorcan laid her out on the cot, his breathing as uneven as her own, 

when he paused, letting her decide what to do, where to take this, Elide kissed

him again and whispered, “Show me everything.” 

So Lorcan did. 

There was a gate, and a coffin. 

She had chosen neither. 

She  stood  in  a  place  that  was  not  a  place,  mist  wreathing  her,  and  stared  at them. Her choices. 

A  thumping  pounded  from  within  the  coffin,  muffled  female  screams  and

pleading rising. 

And the gate, the black arch into eternity—blood ran down its sides, seeping

into the dark stone. When the gate had finished with the young king, this blood

was all that remained. 

“You’re no better than me,” Cairn said. 

She turned to him, but it was not the warrior who had tormented her standing

in the mists. 

Twelve of them lurked there, formless and yet present, ancient and cold. As

one they spoke. “Liar. Traitor. Coward.” 
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The  blood  on  the  gate  soaked  into  the  stone,  as  if  the  gate  itself  devoured even this last piece of him. The one who had gone in her place. The one she’d let

go in her place. 

The thumping from within the coffin didn’t cease. 

“That box will never open,” they said. 

She blinked, and she was inside that box—the stone so cold, the air stifling. 

Blinked,  and  she  was  pounding  on  the  lid,  screaming  and  screaming.  Blinked, 

and there were chains on her, a mask clamped over her face—

Aelin awoke to dim braziers and the pine-and-snow scent of her mate wrapped

around her. Outside their tent, the wind howled, setting the canvas walls swaying

and swelling. 

Tired. She was so, so tired. 

Aelin stared into the dark for long hours and did not sleep again. 

Even with the cover of Oakwald, despite the wider path that Aelin incinerated on

either side of the ancient road running up through the continent like a withered

vein, she could feel Endovier looming. Could feel the Ruhnn Mountains jutting

toward them, a wall against the horizon. 

She rode near the front of the company, not saying much as the morning, then

the afternoon passed. Rowan stayed by her side, always remaining on her left—

as if he might be a shield between her and Endovier—while she sent out plumes

of flame that melted ancient trees ahead. Rowan’s wind stifled any smoke from

alerting the enemy of their approach. 

He’d finished the tattoos the night before. Had taken a small hand mirror to

show her what he’d done. The tattoo he’d made for them. 

She’d taken one look at the spread wings—a hawk’s wings—across her back

and kissed him. Kissed him until his own clothes were gone, and she was astride

him, neither bothering with words, or capable of finding them. 

Her  back  had  healed  by  morning,  though  it  remained  tender  in  a  few  spots

along  her  spine,  and  in  the  hours  that  they’d  ridden  closer  to  Endovier,  she’d found the invisible weight of the ink to be steadying. 

She’d gotten out. She’d survived. 

From Endovier—and Maeve. 

And  now  it  was  upon  her  to  ride  like  hell  for  the  North,  to  try  to  save  her people  before  Morath  wiped  them  away  forever.  Before  Erawan  and  Maeve

arrived to do just that. 

But  it  did  not  stop  the  heaviness,  that  tug  toward  the  west.  To  look  to  the place  that  she  had  taken  so  long  to  escape,  even  after  she’d  been  physically freed. 

After  lunch,  she  found  Elide  on  her  right,  riding  in  silence  under  the  trees. 

Riding taller than she’d seen the girl before. A blush on her cheeks. 

Aelin had a feeling she knew precisely why that blush bloomed there, that if

she looked behind to where Lorcan rode, she’d find him with a satisfied, purely male smile. 

But Elide’s words were anything but those of a lovesick maiden. 

“I didn’t think I’d really get to see Terrasen again, once Vernon took me out

of Perranth.” 

Aelin  blinked.  And  even  the  blush  on  Elide’s  face  faded,  her  mouth

tightening. 

Of all of them, only Elide had seen Morath. Lived there. Survived it. 

Aelin said, “There was a time when I thought I’d never see it again, too.” 

Elide’s face grew  contemplative. “When you  were an assassin,  or when you

were a slave?” 

“Both.”  And  maybe  Elide  had  come  to  her  side  just  to  get  her  to  talk,  but Aelin  explained,  “It  was  a  torture  of  another  kind,  when  I  was  at  Endovier,  to know that home was only miles away. And that I would not be able to see it one

last time before I died.” 

Elide’s dark eyes shone with understanding. “I thought I’d die in that tower, 

and no one would remember that I had existed.” 

They had both been captives, slaves—of a sort. They had both worn shackles. 

And bore the scars of them. 

Or,  Elide  did.  The  lack  of  them  on  Aelin  still  ripped  at  her,  an  absence  that she’d never thought she’d regret. 

“We made it out in the end, though,” Aelin said. 

Elide reached over to squeeze Aelin’s hand. “Yes, we did.” 

Even  if  she  now  wished  for  it  to  be  over.  All  of  it.  Her  every  breath  felt weighed down by it, that wish. 

They continued on after that, and just as Aelin spied the fork in the road—the

crossroads  that  would  take  them  to  the  salt  mines  themselves—a  warning  cry

went  up  from  the  rukhin,  soaring  along  the  edge  between  the  forest  and

mountains. 

Aelin instantly had Goldryn drawn. Rowan armed himself beside her, and the

entire army pausing as they scanned the woods, the skies. 

She heard the warning just as a dark shape shot past, so large it blotted out the

sun above the forest canopy. 

 Wyvern. 

Bows groaned, and the ruks were racing by, chasing after that wyvern. If an

Ironteeth scout spotted them—

Aelin  readied  her  magic.  The  wyvern  banked  toward  them,  barely  visible

through the latticework of branches. 

But light flared then. Blasted back the rukhin—harmlessly. 

Not light. But ice, flickering and flashing before it turned to flame. 

Rowan recognized it, too. Roared the order to hold their fire. 

It  was  not  Abraxos  who  landed  at  the  crossroads.  And  there  was  no  sign  of

Manon Blackbeak. 

Light  flashed  again.  And  then  Dorian  Havilliard  stood  there,  his  jacket  and

cape stained and worn. 

Aelin  galloped  down  the  road  toward  him,  Rowan  and  Elide  beside  her,  the

others at their backs. 

Dorian lifted a hand, his face grave as death, even as his eyes widened at the

sight of her. 

But Aelin sensed it then. 

What Dorian carried. 

The Wyrdkeys. 

All three of them. 

CHAPTER 88

Aedion’s arm and ribs were on fire. 

Worse than the searing heat of the firelances, worse than any level of Hellas’s

burning realm. 

He’d  regained  consciousness  as  the  healer  began  her  first  stitches.  Had

clamped down on the leather bit she’d offered and roared around the pain while

she sewed him up. 

By  the  time  she’d  finished,  he’d  fainted  again.  He  woke  minutes  later, 

according to the soldiers assigned to make sure he didn’t die, and found the pain

somewhat eased, but still sharp enough that using his sword arm would be nearly

impossible. At least until his Fae heritage healed him—faster than mortal men. 

That  he  hadn’t  died  of  blood  loss  and  could  attempt  to  move  his  arm  as  he ordered  his  armor  strapped  back  on  him  and  stumbled  into  the  city  streets, 

aiming  for  the  wall,  was  thanks  to  that  Fae  heritage.  His  mother’s,  yes,  but mostly from his father. 

Had Gavriel heard, across the sea or wherever their hunt for Aelin had taken

him, that Terrasen was about to fall? Would he care? 

It didn’t matter. Even if part of him wished the Lion were there. Rowan and

the others certainly, but the steady presence of Gavriel would have been a balm

to these men. Perhaps to him. 

Aedion gritted his teeth, swaying as he scaled the blood-slick stairs to the city

walls,  dodging  bodies  both  human  and  Valg.  An  hour—he’d  been  down  for  an

hour. 

Nothing had changed. Valg still swarmed the walls and both the southern and

western  gates;  but  Terrasen’s  forces  held  them  off.  In  the  skies,  the  number  of Crochans  and  Ironteeth  had  thinned,  but  barely.  The  Thirteen  were  a  distant, 

vicious cluster, ripping apart whoever flew in their path. 

And down at the river … red blood stained the snowy banks. Too much red

blood. 

He  stumbled  a  step,  losing  sight  of  the  river  for  a  moment  while  soldiers

dispatched the Valg grunts before him. When they passed, Aedion could scarcely

breathe while he scanned the bloodied banks. Soldiers lay dead all around, but—

there. Closer to the city walls than he’d realized. 

White  against  the  snow  and  ice,  she  still  fought.  Blood  leaking  down  her

sides. Red blood. 

But she didn’t retreat into the water. Held her ground. 

It was foolish—unnecessary. Ambushing them had been far more effective. 

Yet  Lysandra  fought,  tail  snapping  spines  and  giant  maw  ripping  off  heads, 

right where the river curved past the city. He knew something was wrong then. 
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Beyond the blood on her. 

Knew Lysandra had learned something that they had not. And in holding her

ground, tried to signal them on the walls. 

His head spinning, arm and ribs throbbing, Aedion scanned the battlefield. A

group  of  soldiers  charged  at  her.  A  whack  of  her  tail  had  the  spears  snapped, their bearers along with them. 

But another group of soldiers tried to charge past her, on the riverside. 

Aedion  saw  what  they  bore,  what  they  tried  to  carry,  and  swore.  Lysandra

smashed apart one longboat with her tail, but couldn’t reach the second cluster of

soldiers—bearing another. 

They  reached  the  icy  waters,  boat  splashing,  and  Lysandra  lunged.  Right  as

she was swarmed by another group of soldiers, so many spears and lances that

she had no choice but to face them. Allowing the boat, and the soldiers carrying

it, to slip past. 

Aedion  noted  where  those  soldiers  were  headed,  and  began  shouting  his

orders. His head swam with each command. 

In Lysandra sneaking to the river through the tunnels, she’d had the element

of surprise. But it had also revealed to Morath that another path existed into the

city. One right below their feet. 

And if they got through the grate, if they could get inside the walls …

Fighting  against  the  fuzziness  growing  in  his  head,  Aedion  began  signaling. 

First to the shifter holding the line, trying so valiantly to keep those forces at bay. 

Then  to  the  Thirteen,  perilously  high  in  the  skies,  to  get  back  to  the  walls—to stop Morath’s creeping before it was too late. 

High  up,  the  cries  of  the  wind  bleeding  into  those  of  the  dying  and  injured, Manon saw the general’s signal, the careful pattern of light that he’d shown her

the night before. 

A command to hurry to the walls—immediately. Just her and the Thirteen. 

The Crochans held the tide of the Ironteeth at bay, but to fall back, to  leave—

Prince Aedion signaled again.  Now. Now. Now. 

Something was wrong. Very wrong. 

 River, he signaled.  Enemy. 

Manon  cast  her  gaze  to  the  earth  far  below.  And  saw  what  Morath  was

covertly trying to do. 

“To  the  walls! ”  she  called  to  the  Thirteen,  still  a  hammer  behind  her,  and made to steer Abraxos toward the city, tugging on the reins to have him fly high

above the fray. 

Asterin’s warning cry reached her a heartbeat too late. 

Shooting  from  below,  a  predator  ambushing  prey,  the  massive  bull  aimed

right for Abraxos. 

Manon  knew  the  rider  as  the  bull  slammed  into  Abraxos,  claws  and  teeth

digging deep. 

Iskra Yellowlegs was already smiling. 

The world tilted and spun, but Abraxos, roaring in pain, kept in the air, kept flapping. 

Even  as  Iskra’s  bull  pulled  back  his  head—only  to  close  his  jaws  around

Abraxos’s throat. 

CHAPTER 89

Iskra’s bull gripped him by the neck, but Abraxos kept them in the air. 

At the sight of those powerful jaws around Abraxos’s throat, the fear and pain

in his eyes—

Manon couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think around the terror rushing through her, 

so  blinding  and  sickening  that  for  a  few  heartbeats,  she  was  frozen.  Wholly

frozen. 

Abraxos,  Abraxos—

Hers. He was hers, and she was his, and the Darkness had chosen them to be

together. 

She had no sense of time, no sense of how long had passed between that bite

and  when  she  again  moved.  It  could  have  been  a  second,  it  could  have  been  a minute. 

But then she was drawing an arrow from her nearly depleted quiver. The wind

threatened  to  rip  it  from  her  fingers,  but  she  nocked  it  to  her  bow,  the  world spinning-spinning-spinning, the wind roaring, and aimed. 

Iskra’s bull bucked as her arrow landed—just a hairsbreadth from his eye. 

But he did not let go. 

He  didn’t  have  the  deep  grip  to  rip  out  Abraxos’s  throat,  but  if  he  crunched down long enough, if he cut off her mount’s air supply—

Manon  unleashed  another  arrow.  The  wind  shifted  it  enough  that  she  struck

the beast’s jaw, barely embedding in the thick hide. 

Iskra was laughing. Laughing as Abraxos fought and could not get free—

Manon looked for any of the Thirteen, for anyone to save them. Save him. 

He who mattered more than any other, whom she would trade places with if

the  Three-Faced  Goddess  allowed  it,  to  have  her  own  throat  gripped  in  those

terrible jaws—

But the Thirteen had been scattered, Iskra’s coven plowing their ranks apart. 

Asterin and Iskra’s Second were claw-to-claw as their wyverns locked talons and

plunged toward the battlefield. 

Manon  gauged  the  distance  to  Iskra’s  bull,  to  the  jaws  around  the  neck. 

Weighed the strength of the straps on the reins. If she could swing down, if she

was lucky, she might be able to slash at the bull’s throat, just enough to pry him

off—

But  Abraxos’s  wings  faltered.  His  tail,  trying  so  valiantly  to  strike  the  bull, began to slow. 

No. 

 No. 

Not like this. Anything but this. 

Manon  slung  her  bow  over  her  back,  half-frozen  fingers  fumbling  with  the straps and buckles of the saddle. 

She couldn’t bear it. Wouldn’t bear it, this death, his pain and fear before it. 

She  might  have  been  sobbing.  Might  have  been  screaming  as  his  wingbeats

faltered again. 

She’d leap across the gods-damned wind, rip that bitch from the saddle, and

slit her mount’s throat—

Abraxos began to fall. 

Not fall. But dive—trying to get lower. To reach the ground, hauling that bull

with him. 

So Manon might survive. 

“PLEASE.”  Her  scream  to  Iskra  carried  across  the  battlefield,  across  the world. “PLEASE.” 

She would beg, she would crawl, if it bought him the chance to live. 

Her  warrior-hearted  mount.  Who  had  saved  her  far  more  than  she  had  ever

saved him. 

Who had saved her in the ways that counted most. 

“PLEASE.”  She  screamed  it—screamed  it  with  every  scrap  of  her  shredded

soul. 

Iskra  only  laughed.  And  the  bull  did  not  let  go,  even  as  Abraxos  tried  and tried to get them closer to the ground. 

Her tears ripped away in the wind, and Manon freed the last of the buckles on

her  saddle.  The  gap  between  the  wyverns  was  impossible,  but  she  had  been

lucky before. 

She didn’t care about any of it. The Wastes, the Crochans and Ironteeth, her

crown. She didn’t care about any of it, if Abraxos was not there with her. 

Abraxos’s  wings  strained,  fighting  with  that  mighty,  loving  heart  to  reach

lower air. 

Manon sized up the distance to the bull’s flank, ripping off her gloves to free

her iron nails. As strong as any grappling hook. 

Manon rose in the saddle, sliding a leg under her, body tensing to make the

jump ahead. And she said to Abraxos, touching his spine, “I love you.” 

It  was  the  only  thing  that  mattered  in  the  end.  The  only  thing  that  mattered now. 

Abraxos thrashed. As if he’d try to stop her. 

Manon  willed  strength  to  her  legs,  to  her  arms,  and  sucked  in  a  breath, 

perhaps her last—

Shooting from the heavens, faster than a star racing across the sky, a roaring

form careened into Iskra’s bull. 

Those jaws came free of Abraxos’s neck, and then they were falling, twisting. 

Manon had enough sense to grab onto the saddle, to cling with everything she

had as the wind threatened to tear her from him. 

His blood streamed upward as they fell, but then his wings spread wide, and

he  was  banking,  flapping  up.  He  steadied  enough  that  Manon  swung  into  the

saddle, strapping herself in as she whirled to see what had occurred behind her. 

Who had saved them. 

It was not Asterin. 

It was not any of the Thirteen. 

But Petrah Blueblood. 

And  behind  the  Heir  to  the  Blueblood  Witch-Clan,  now  slamming  into

Morath’s  aerial  legion  from  where  they’d  crept  onto  the  battlefield  from  high above the clouds, were the Ironteeth. 

Hundreds of them. 

Hundreds of Ironteeth witches and their wyverns crashed into their own. 

Petrah  and  Iskra  pulled  apart,  the  Blueblood  Heir  flapping  toward  Manon

while Abraxos fought to stay upright. 

Even  with  the  wind,  the  battle,  Manon  still  heard  Petrah  as  the  Blueblood

Heir said to her, “A better world.” 

Manon  had  no  words.  None,  other  than  to  look  toward  the  city  wall,  to  the

force trying to enter through the river grates. “The walls—” 

“Go.”  Then  Petrah  pointed  to  where  Iskra  had  paused  in  midair  to  gape  at

what unfolded. At the act of defiance and rebellion so unthinkable that many of

the Morath Ironteeth were equally stunned. Petrah bared her teeth, revealing iron

glinting in the watery sunlight. “She’s mine.” 

Manon  glanced  between  the  city  walls  and  Iskra,  turning  toward  them  once

more. Two against one, and they would surely smash her to bits—

“Go,”  Petrah  snarled.  And  when  Manon  again  hesitated,  Petrah  only  said, 

“For Keelie.” 

For the wyvern Petrah had loved—as Manon loved Abraxos. Who had fought

for Petrah to her last breath, while Iskra’s bull slaughtered her. 

So Manon nodded. “Darkness embrace you.” 

Abraxos  began  soaring  for  the  wall,  his  wingbeats  unsteady,  his  breathing

shallow. 

He needed to rest, needed to see a healer—

Manon glanced behind her just as Petrah slammed into Iskra. 

The  two  Heirs  went  tumbling  toward  the  earth,  clashing  again,  wyverns

striking. 

Manon couldn’t turn away if she wished. 

Not  as  the  wyverns  peeled  apart  and  then  banked,  executing  perfect,  razor-

sharp  turns  that  had  them  meeting  once  more,  rising  up  into  the  sky,  tails

snapping as they locked talons. 

Up and up, Iskra and Petrah flew. Wyverns slashing and biting, claws locking, 

jaws  snapping.  Up  through  the  levels  of  fighting  in  the  skies,  up  through

Crochans and Ironteeth, up through the wisps of clouds. 

A race, a mockery of the mating dance of the wyverns, to rise to the highest

point of the sky and then plummet down to the earth as one. 

Ironteeth  halted  their  fighting.  Crochans  stilled  in  midair.  Even  on  the

battlefield, Morath soldiers looked up. 

The  two  Heirs  shot  higher  and  higher  and  higher.  And  when  they  reached  a place where even the wyverns could not draw enough air into their lungs, they

tucked in their wings, locked claws, and plunged headfirst toward the earth. 

Manon saw the trap before Iskra did. 

Saw it the moment Petrah broke free, golden hair streaming as she drew her

sword and her wyvern began to circle. 

Tight, precise circles around Iskra and her bull as they plummeted. 

So tight that Iskra’s bull did not have the space to open its wings. And when it

tried,  Petrah’s  wyvern  was  there,  tail  or  jaws  snapping.  When  it  tried,  Petrah’s sword was there, slashing ribbons into the beast. 

Iskra realized it then. 

Realized it as they fell and fell and fell, and Petrah circled them, so fast that

Manon  wondered  if  the  Blueblood  Heir  had  been  practicing  these  months, 

training for this very moment. 

For the vengeance owed to her and Keelie. 

The very world seemed to pause. 

Petrah and her wyvern circled and circled, blood from Iskra’s wyvern raining

upward, the beast more frantic with every foot closer to the earth. 

But Petrah had not opened her wyvern’s wings, either. Had not pulled on the

reins to bank her mount. 

“Pull out,” Manon breathed. “Bank now.” 

Petrah did not. Two wyverns dropped toward the earth, dark stars falling from

the sky. 

“Stop,” Iskra barked. 

Petrah didn’t deign to respond. 

They couldn’t bank at that speed. And soon Petrah wouldn’t be able to bank

at all. Would break herself on the ground, right alongside Iskra. 

“Stop! ” Fear turned Iskra’s order into a sharp cry. 

No pity for her kindled in Manon. None at all. 

The ground neared, brutal and unyielding. 

 “You mad bitch, I said stop!” 

Two  hundred  feet  to  the  earth.  Then  a  hundred.  Manon  couldn’t  get  down  a

breath. 

Fifty feet. 

And  as  the  ground  seemed  to  rise  to  meet  them,  Manon  heard  Petrah’s  only

words to Iskra like they had been carried on the wind. 

 “For Keelie.” 

Petrah’s wyvern flung out its wings, banking sharper than any wyvern Manon

had  ever  witnessed.  Rising  up,  wing  tip  grazing  the  icy  ground  before  it  shot back into the skies. 

Leaving Iskra and her bull to splatter on the earth. 

The boom rumbled past Manon, thundering through the world. 

Iskra and her bull did not rise again. 

Abraxos  gave  a  groan  of  pain,  and  Manon  twisted  in  the  saddle,  her  heart

raging. 

Iskra was dead. The Yellowlegs Heir was dead. 

It didn’t fill her with the joy it should have. Not with that vulnerable grate on

the city wall under attack. 

So  she  snapped  the  reins,  and  Abraxos  soared  for  the  city  walls,  and  then

Sorrel and Vesta were beside her, Asterin coming in fast from behind. They flew

low,  beneath  the  Ironteeth  now  fighting  Ironteeth,  the  Ironteeth  still  fighting Crochans. Aiming for the spots where the river flowed right up to their sides. 

Already, a longboat had reached them. Already, arrows were flying from the

small grate—guards frantic to keep the enemy at bay. 

The Morath soldiers were so preoccupied with their target ahead that they did

not look behind until Abraxos was upon them. 

His blood streamed past her as he landed, snapping with talons and teeth and

tail. Sorrel and Vesta took care of the others, the longboat soon in splinters. 

But it was not enough. Not even close. 

“The rocks,” Manon breathed, steering Abraxos toward the other side of the

river. 

He understood. Her heart strained to the point of agony at pushing him, but he

soared to the other side of the river and hauled one of the smaller boulders back

across. The Thirteen saw her plan and followed, swift and unfaltering. 

Every one of his wingbeats was slower than the last. He lost height with each

foot they crossed the river. 

But then he made it, just as another group of Morath soldiers were trying to

enter  the  small,  vulnerable  passage.  Manon  slammed  the  stone  into  the  water

before  it.  The  Thirteen  dropped  their  stones  as  well,  the  splashes  carrying  over the city walls. 

More and more, each trip across the river slower than the last. 

But then there were rocks piled up, breaking the surface. Then rising above it, 

blocking out all access to the river tunnel. Just high enough to seal it over—but

not give a leg up to the Morath soldiers swarming on the other bank. 

Abraxos’s breathing was labored, his head sagging. 

Manon twisted in the saddle to order her Second to halt piling the rocks, but

Asterin had already done so. Her Second pointed to the city walls above them. 

“Get inside! ” 

Manon didn’t waste time arguing. Snapping Abraxos’s reins, Manon sent him

flying over the city walls, his blood raining on the soldiers fighting there. 

He made it to the castle battlements before his strength gave out. 

Before he hit the stones and slid, the boom of impact ringing across Orynth. 

He  slammed  into  the  side  of  the  castle  itself,  wings  limp,  and  Manon  was

instantly freeing herself from the saddle as she screamed for a healer. 

The wound to his neck was so much worse than she’d thought. 

And still he’d fought for her. Stayed in the skies. 

Manon shoved her hands against the deep bite wound, blood rushing past her

fingers  like  water  through  a  cracked  dam.  “Help  is  coming,”  she  told  him,  and
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found her voice to be a broken rasp. “They’re coming.” 

The Thirteen landed, Sorrel sprinting into the castle to no doubt drag a healer

out if she had to, and then there were eleven pairs of hands on Abraxos’s neck. 

Staunching the flow of his blood. Pressing as one, to keep that precious blood

inside him while the healer was found. 

Manon  couldn’t  look  at  them,  couldn’t  do  anything  but  close  her  eyes  and

pray to the Darkness, to the Three-Faced Mother as she held her hands over the

bleeding gashes. 

Racing  footsteps  sounded  over  the  battlement  stones,  and  then  Sorrel  was

there beside Manon, her hands rising to cover his wounds, too. 

An older woman unpacked a kit, warning them to keep applying pressure. 

Manon  didn’t  bother  to  tell  her  that  they  weren’t  going  anywhere.  None  of

them were. 

Even while the battle raged in the skies and on the land below. 

Lysandra  could  barely  draw  in  breath,  each  flap  of  her  wings  heavier  than  the last  as  she  aimed  for  the  place  where  she’d  seen  Manon  Blackbeak  and  her

coven go crashing to the castle battlements. 

She’d  shifted  into  a  wyvern  herself,  using  the  chaos  of  the  Ironteeth  rebels’

arrival as a distraction, but the draining of her magic had taken its toll. And the

fighting, the wounds that even she could not staunch …

Lysandra  spied  the  two  figures  hauling  a  familiar  golden-haired  warrior  up

the castle stairs just as she hit the battlements, the witches whirling toward her. 

But Lysandra willed herself to shift, forcing her body to do it one last time, to

return to that human form. She’d barely finished shoving on the pants and shirt

she’d  stashed  in  a  pack  by  the  castle  wall  when  Ren  Allsbrook  and  a  Bane

soldier  reached  the  top  of  the  battlements,  a  half-conscious  Aedion  between

them. 

There was so much blood on him. 

Lysandra ran for them, ignoring her deep limp, the splintering pain rippling in

her left leg, in her right shoulder. Down the battlements, a healer worked on the

injured Abraxos, the Thirteen, coated in his blood, now standing vigil. 

“What happened?” Lysandra skidded to a halt before Aedion, who managed

to lift his head to give her a grim smile. 

“Valg  prince,”  Ren  said,  his  own  body  coated  in  blood,  face  pale  with

exhaustion. 

Oh gods. 

“He didn’t walk away,” Aedion rasped. 

Ren snapped, “And you didn’t rest long enough, you stupid bastard. You tore

your stitches.” 

Lysandra  ran  her  hands  over  Aedion’s  face,  his  brow.  “Let’s  get  you  to  a

healer—” 

“I’ve  already  seen  one,”  Aedion  grunted,  setting  his  feet  on  the  ground  and

trying to straighten. “They brought me up here to  rest.” As if such a thing was a
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ridiculous idea. 

Ren  indeed  unlooped  Aedion’s  arm  from  around  his  shoulder.  “Sit  down, 

before  you  fall  and  crack  your  head  on  the  stones.”  Lysandra  was  inclined  to agree, but then Ren said, “I’m heading back to the walls.” 

“Wait.” 

Ren  turned  toward  her,  but  Lysandra  didn’t  speak  until  the  Bane  soldier

helped Aedion to sit against the side of the castle itself. 

“Wait,”  she  said  again  to  Ren  when  he  opened  his  mouth,  her  heart

thundering, nausea coiling  in her gut.  She whistled, and  Manon Blackbeak and

the Thirteen looked her way. She waved them over, her arm barking in pain. 

“You’re hurt,” Aedion growled. 

Lysandra ignored him as the witches stalked over, so much blood and gore on

all of them. 

She asked Manon, “Will Abraxos live?” 

A shallow nod, the Witch-Queen’s golden eyes dull. 

Lysandra didn’t have it in her for relief. Not with the news she’d flown back

so  desperately  to  deliver.  She  swallowed  the  bile  in  her  throat,  then  pointed  to the battlefield. To its dark, misty heart. “They have the witch tower up again. It’s

moving this way. I just saw it myself. The witches have gathered atop it.” 

Absolute silence. 

And as if in answer, the tower erupted. 

Not toward them, but skyward. A flash of light, a boom louder than thunder, 

and then a portion of the sky became empty. 

Where  Ironteeth,  rebels  and  the  faithful  alike,  had  been  fighting,  where

Crochans had been weaving between them, there was nothing. 

Just ash. 

Lysandra’s  voice  broke  as  the  tower  continued  moving.  A  straight, 

unbreakable line toward Orynth. “They mean to blast apart the city.” 

Hands  and  arms  coated  in  Abraxos’s  blood,  Manon  stared  at  the  battlefield. 

Stared at where all those witches, Ironteeth and Crochan fighting for either army, 

had just … vanished. 

Everything her grandmother had claimed about the witch towers was true. 

And  it  was  not  Kaltain  and  her  shadowfire  that  fueled  that  blast  of

destruction, but Ironteeth witches. 

Young Ironteeth witches who offered themselves up. Who made the Yielding

as they leaped into the mirror-lined pit within the tower. 

An ordinary Yielding might take out twenty, thirty witches around her. Maybe

more, if she was older and more powerful. 

But  a  Yielding  amplified  by  the  power  of  those  witch  mirrors  …  One  blast, 

and the castle looming above them would be rubble. Another blast, maybe two, 

and Orynth would follow it. 

Ironteeth swarmed the tower, a vicious wall keeping the Crochans and rebel

Ironteeth out. 

A few Crochans indeed tried to break through those defenses. 

Their red-clad bodies fell to the earth in pieces. 

Petrah, now within the confines of her coven, even made a run for the tower. 

To rip it down. 

They were beaten back by a swarm of Ironteeth. 

The tower advanced. Closer and closer. 

It would be within range soon. Another few minutes, and that tower would be

close  enough  for  its  blast  to  reach  the  castle.  To  wipe  away  this  army,  this remnant of resistance, forever. 

There would be no survivors. No second chances. 

Manon turned to Asterin and said quietly, “I need another wyvern.” 

Her Second only stared at her. 

Manon repeated, “I need another wyvern.” 

Abraxos was in no shape to fly. Wouldn’t be for hours or days. 

Aedion Ashryver rasped, “No one is getting through that wall of Ironteeth.” 

Manon  bared  her  teeth.  “I  am.”  She  pointed  at  the  shape-shifter.  “You  can carry me.” 

Aedion snarled, “No.” 

But Lysandra shook her head, sorrow and despair in her green eyes. “I can’t

—the magic is drained. If I had an hour—” 

“We  have  five  minutes,”  Manon  snapped.  She  whirled  to  the  Thirteen.  “We

have  trained  for  this.  To  break  apart  enemy  ranks.  We  can  get  through  them. 

Take apart that tower.” 

But  they  all  looked  at  one  another.  Like  they’d  had  some  unspoken

conversation and agreement. 

The  Thirteen  stalked  toward  their  own  mounts.  Sorrel  clasped  Manon’s

shoulder  as  she  passed,  then  climbed  onto  her  wyvern’s  back.  Leaving  Asterin

before Manon. 

Her  Second,  her  cousin,  her  friend,  smiled,  eyes  bright  as  stars.  “Live, 

Manon.” 

Manon blinked. 

Asterin smiled wider, kissed Manon’s brow, and whispered again, “Live.” 

Manon didn’t see the blow coming. 

The punch to her gut, so hard and precise that it knocked the wind from her. 

Sent her to her knees. 

She  was  struggling  to  get  a  breath  down,  to  get  up,  when  Asterin  reached

Narene and mounted the blue mare, gathering the reins. “Bring our people home, 

Manon.” 

Manon knew then. What they were going to do. 

Her legs failed her, her body failed her, as she tried to get to her feet. As she

rasped, “No.” 

But Asterin and the Thirteen were already in the skies. 

Already  in  formation,  that  battering  ram  that  had  served  them  so  well. 

Spearing toward the battlefield. Toward the approaching witch tower. 

Manon clawed her way to the battlement ledge, and hauled herself to her feet. 

Leaned against the stones, panting, trying to get air into her lungs so she might

find some way to get airborne, find some Crochan and steal her broom—

But  there  were  no  witches  here.  No  brooms  to  be  found.  Abraxos  remained

unconscious. 

Manon  was  distantly  aware  of  the  shifter  and  Prince  Aedion  coming  up

beside her, Lord Ren with them. Distantly aware of the silence that fell over the

castle, the city, the walls. 

As  all  of  them  watched  that  witch  tower  approach,  their  doom  gathering

within it. 

As the Thirteen raced for it, raced against the wind and death itself. 

A wall of Ironteeth rose up before the tower, blocking their path. 

A hundred against twelve. 

Inside the witch tower, close enough now that Manon could see through the

open  archway  of  the  uppermost  level,  a  young  witch  in  black  robes  stepped

toward the hollowed interior. 

Stepped  toward  where  Manon’s  grandmother  stood,  gesturing  to  the  pit

below. 

The Thirteen neared the enemy in their path and did not falter. 

Manon dug her fingers into the stones so hard her iron nails cracked. Began

shaking her head, something in her chest fracturing completely. 

Fracturing as the Thirteen slammed into the Ironteeth blockade. 

The  maneuver  was  perfect.  More  flawless  than  any  they’d  done.  A  lethal

phalanx that speared through the enemy’s ranks. Aiming right for the tower. 

Seconds. They had seconds until that young witch summoned the power and

unleashed the Yielding in a blast of blackness. 

The Thirteen punched through the Ironteeth, spreading wide, pushing them to

the side. 

Clearing a path right to the tower as Asterin swept in from the back, aiming

for the uppermost level. 

Imogen went down first. 

Then Lin. 

And Ghislaine, her wyvern swarmed by their enemy. 

Then Thea and Kaya, together, as they had always been. 

Then the green-eyed demon twins, laughing as they went. Then the Shadows, 

Edda and Briar, arrows still firing. Still finding their marks. 

Then Vesta, roaring her defiance to the skies. 

And then Sorrel. Sorrel, who held the way open for Asterin, a solid wall for

Manon’s Second as she soared in. A wall against whom the waves of Ironteeth

broke and broke. 

The young witch inside the tower began glowing black, steps from the pit. 

Beside Manon, Lysandra and Aedion wrapped their arms around each other. 

Ready for the end heartbeats away. 

And then Asterin was there. Asterin was barreling toward that open stretch of

air,  for  the  tower  itself,  bought  with  the  lives  of  the  Thirteen.  With  their  final stand. 

Manon could only watch, watch and watch and watch, shaking her head as if

she could undo it, as Asterin removed her leathers, the shirt beneath. 

As  Asterin  rose  in  the  saddle,  freed  of  the  buckles,  a  dagger  in  hand  as  her wyvern aimed straight for the tower. 

Manon’s  grandmother  turned  then.  Away  from  the  pit,  the  acolyte  about  to

leap inside and destroy them all. 

Asterin hurled her dagger. 

The blade flew true. 

It plunged into the acolyte’s back, sending the witch sprawling to the stones. 

A foot away from the drop to the pit. 

Asterin drew the twin swords from the sheaths at her hips and slammed her

wyvern into the side of the tower. The crack of bone on rock echoed across the

world. 

But  Asterin  was  already  leaping.  Already  arching  through  the  air,  swords

raised, wyvern tumbling away beneath, Narene’s body broken on impact. 

Manon began screaming then. 

Screaming,  endless  and  wordless,  as  that  thing  in  her  chest,  as  her  heart, 

shattered. 

As Asterin landed in the witch tower’s open archway, swords swinging at the

witches  who  rushed  to  kill  her.  They  might  as  well  have  been  blades  of  grass. 

Might as well have been mist, for how easily Asterin cut them down, one after

another, driving forward, toward the Matron who had branded the letters on stark

display across Asterin’s abdomen. 

 UNCLEAN

Twirling,  twisting,  blades  flying,  Asterin  slaughtered  her  way  toward

Manon’s grandmother. 

The High Witch of the Blackbeak Clan backed away, shaking her head. Her

mouth moved, as if she breathed, “Asterin, no—” 

But Asterin was already there. 

And it was not darkness, but light—light, bright and pure as the sun on snow, 

that erupted from Asterin. 

Light, as Asterin made the Yielding. 

As  the  Thirteen,  their  broken  bodies  scattered  around  the  tower  in  a  near-

circle, made the Yielding as well. 

Light. They all burned with it. Radiated it. 

Light that flowed from their souls, their fierce hearts as they gave themselves

over to that power. Became incandescent with it. 

Asterin  tackled  the  Blackbeak  Matron  to  the  ground,  Manon’s  grandmother

little more than a shadow against the brightness. Then little more than a scrap of

hate and memory as Asterin exploded. 

As  she  and  the  Thirteen  Yielded  completely,  and  blew  themselves  and  the

witch tower to smithereens. 

CHAPTER 90

Manon sank to the stones of the castle battlements and did not move for a long, 

long while. 

She didn’t hear those who spoke to her, who touched her shoulder. Didn’t feel

the cold. 

The sun arced and descended. 

At some point, she lay down upon the stones, curled against the wall. When

she awoke, a wing had covered her, and warm breath whispered across her head

as Abraxos dozed. 

She had no words in her. Nothing but a ringing silence. 

Manon got to her feet, easing past the wing that had shielded her. 

The dawn was breaking. 

And where that witch tower had stood, where the army had been, only blasted

earth remained. 

Morath had drawn back. Far back. 

The city and walls still stood. 

She roused Abraxos with a hand to his side. 

He couldn’t fly, not yet, so they walked together. 

Down  the  battlement  steps.  Out  through  the  castle  gates  and  into  the  city

streets beyond. 

She didn’t care that others followed. More and more of them. 

The streets were filled with blood and rubble, all of it gilded by the rising sun. 

She didn’t feel the warmth of that sun on her face while they walked through

the  southern  gate  and  onto  the  plain  beyond.  She  didn’t  care  that  someone  had opened the gate for them. 

At her side, Abraxos nudged aside piles of Valg soldiers, clearing a path for

her. For all those who trailed in their wake. 

It was so quiet. Inside her, and on the plain. 

So quiet, and empty. 

Manon crossed the still battlefield. Didn’t stop until she reached the center of

the blast radius. Until she stood in its heart. 

Not  a  trace  of  the  tower.  Or  those  who  had  been  in  it,  around  it.  Even  the stones had been melted into nothing. 

Not a trace of the Thirteen, or their brave, noble wyverns. 

Manon fell to her knees. 

Ashes rose, fluttering, soft as snow as they clung to the tears on her face. 

Abraxos lay beside her, his tail curling around her while she bowed over her

knees and wept. 

Behind  her,  had  she  looked,  she  would  have  seen  Glennis.  And  Bronwen. 

Petrah Blueblood. 

Aedion Ashryver and Lysandra and Ren Allsbrook. 

Prince  Galan  and  Captain  Rolfe  and  Ansel  of  Briarcliff,  Ilias  and  the  Fae

royals beside them. 

Had  she  looked,  she  would  have  seen  the  small  white  flowers  they  bore. 

Would have wondered how and where they had gotten them in the dead heart of

winter. 

Had  she  looked,  she  would  have  seen  the  people  gathered  behind  them,  so

many they streamed all the way to the city gates. Would have seen the humans

standing side by side with the Crochans and Ironteeth. 

All come to honor the Thirteen. 

But  Manon  did  not  look.  Even  when  the  leaders  who  had  come  with  her, 

walked  with  her  all  this  way,  began  to  lay  their  flowers  upon  the  blasted, 

bloodied earth. Even when their tears flowed, dropping into the ashes alongside

their offerings of tribute. 

They  didn’t  speak.  And  neither  did  the  streaming  line  of  people  who  came

after them. A few bore flowers, but many brought small stones to lay on the site. 

Those  who  had  neither  laid  down  whatever  personal  effects  they  could  offer. 

Until the blast site was covered, as if a garden had grown from a field of blood. 

Glennis stayed until the end. 

And  when  they  were  alone  on  the  silent  battlefield,  Manon’s  great-

grandmother  put  a  hand  on  her  shoulder  and  said  quietly,  her  voice  somehow

distant, “Be the bridge, be the light. When iron melts, when flowers spring from

 fields of blood—let the land be witness, and return home.” 

Manon  didn’t  hear  the  words.  Didn’t  notice  when  even  Glennis  returned  to

the city looming at her back. 

For  hours,  Manon  knelt  on  the  battlefield,  Abraxos  at  her  side.  As  if  she

might stay with them, her Thirteen, for a little while longer. 

And  far  away,  across  the  snow-covered  mountains,  on  a  barren  plain  before

the ruins of a once-great city, a flower began to bloom. 
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CHAPTER 91

Dorian hadn’t believed it—hadn’t dared to hope for what he saw. 

A  foreign  army,  marching  northward.  An  army  he’d  grown  up  studying. 

There were the khagan’s foot soldiers, and the Darghan cavalry. There were the

legendary ruks, magnificent and proud, soaring above them in a sea of wings. 

He’d aimed as close to the head of the army as he could get, wondering which

of  the  royals  had  come.  Wondering  if  Chaol  was  with  them.  If  the  presence  of this miraculous army meant his friend had succeeded against all odds. 

The ruks had spied him then. 

Chased him, and he’d begun signaling as he’d neared. Hoping they’d pause. 

But then he’d landed at the crossroads. And then he’d seen them. Seen her. 

Aelin, galloping for him. Rowan at her side, Elide and the others with her. 

Maeve  had  believed  Aelin  had  headed  to  Terrasen.  And  here  she  was,  with

the khagan’s army. 

Aelin’s  smile  faded  the  moment  she  grew  close.  As  if  she  sensed  what  he

bore. 

“Where’s Manon?” was all she asked. 

“Terrasen,” he breathed, panting slightly. “And likely with the Crochans, if it

went according to plan.” 

She opened her mouth, eyes wide, but another rider came galloping down the

road. 

The world went quiet. 

The approaching rider halted, another—a beautiful woman Dorian could only

describe as golden—right behind. 

But  Dorian  stared  at  the  rider  before  him.  At  the  posture  of  the  body,  the commanding seat he possessed. 

And  as  Chaol  Westfall  dismounted  and  ran  the  last  few  feet  toward  Dorian, 

the King of Adarlan wept. 

Chaol  didn’t  hide  his  tears,  the  shaking  that  overtook  him  as  he  collided  with Dorian and embraced his king. 

No one said a word, though Chaol knew they were all gathered. Knew Yrene

stood behind him, crying with them. 

He just held his friend, his brother. 

“I knew you’d do it,” Dorian said, voice raw. “I knew you’d find a way. For

all of it.” 

The army. The fact that he was now standing. 

Chaol  only  gripped  Dorian  tighter.  “You  have  one  hell  of  a  story  to  tell

yourself.” 

Dorian pulled back, his face solemn. 

A story, Chaol realized, that might not be as happy as his own. 

Yet  before  whatever  doom  Dorian  carried  could  fall  upon  them,  Chaol

gestured to where Yrene had dismounted and now wiped away her tears. 

“The woman responsible for this,” Chaol said, motioning to his standing, his

walking,  to  the  army  stretching  down  the  road.  “Yrene  Towers.  A  healer  at  the Torre Cesme. And my wife.” 

Yrene  bowed,  and  Chaol  could  have  sworn  a  flicker  of  sorrow  darkened

Dorian’s eyes. But then his king was taking Yrene’s hands, lifting her from her

bow.  And  though  that  sorrow  still  edged  his  smile,  Dorian  said  to  her,  “Thank you.” 

Yrene went scarlet. “I’ve heard so much about you, Your Majesty.” 

Dorian only winked, a ghost of the man he’d been before. “All bad things, I

hope.” 

Yrene laughed, and the joy on her face—the joy that Chaol knew was for both

of them—made him love her all over again. 

“I  have  always  wanted  a  sister,”  Dorian  said,  and  leaned  to  kiss  Yrene  on

either cheek. “Welcome to Adarlan, Lady.” 

Yrene’s  smile  turned  softer—deeper,  and  she  laid  a  hand  on  her  abdomen. 

“Then you shall be pleased to hear that you’ll soon be an uncle.” 

Dorian  whirled  to  him.  Chaol  nodded,  unable  to  find  the  words  to  convey

what flooded his heart. 

But  Dorian’s  smile  dimmed  as  he  faced  where  Aelin  now  leaned  against  a

tree, Rowan and Elide beside her. 

“I know,” Aelin said, and Chaol knew she didn’t mean about the pregnancy. 

Dorian  closed  his  eyes,  and  Chaol  laid  a  hand  on  his  king’s  shoulder  at

whatever burden he was about to reveal. 

“I retrieved the third from Morath,” Dorian said. 

Chaol’s  knees  buckled,  and  Yrene  was  instantly  there,  an  arm  around  his

waist. 

The Wyrdkeys. 

Chaol asked Dorian, “You have all three now?” 

Dorian nodded once. 

A  look  from  Rowan  had  his  cadre  peeling  off  to  make  sure  none  from  the

army got close enough to hear. 

“I snuck into Morath to get the third,” Dorian said. 

“Holy gods,” Aelin breathed. Chaol just blinked. 

“That was the easy part,” Dorian said, paling. The khaganate royals emerged

from  the  ranks,  and  Dorian  smiled  at  Nesryn.  Then  nodded  to  the  royals. 

Introductions would come later. 

“Maeve was there,” Dorian said to Aelin. 

Flame danced at Aelin’s fingertips as she rested her hand atop Goldryn. The

fire seemed to sink into the blade, the ruby flickering. “I know,” she said quietly. 

Dorian’s brows rose. Aelin just shook her head, motioning him to continue as the cadre returned. 

“Maeve discovered my presence, and …” Dorian sighed, and the whole story

came tumbling out. 

When he was done, Chaol was glad Yrene had kept her arm around his waist. 

Silence fell, thick and taut. Dorian had destroyed Morath. 

“I have little doubt,” Dorian admitted, “that both Erawan and Maeve survived

Morath’s collapsing. It likely only served to enrage them.” 

It didn’t stop Chaol from marveling at his friend, the others gawking. 

“Well  done,”  Lorcan  said,  scanning  the  king  from  head  to  toe.  “Well  done

indeed.” 

Aelin let out an impressed whistle. “I wish I could have seen it,” she said to

Dorian,  shaking  her  head.  Then  she  turned  to  Rowan.  “Your  uncle  and  Essar

came through, then. They kicked Maeve to the curb.” 

The Fae Prince snorted. “You said your letter was strongly worded. I should

have  believed  you.”  Aelin  sketched  a  bow.  Chaol  hadn’t  the  faintest  idea  what they were talking about, but Rowan went on, “So if Maeve cannot be Queen of

the Fae, she will find herself another throne.” 

“Bitch,” Fenrys spat. Chaol was inclined to agree. 

“Our worst fears have been confirmed, then,” Prince Sartaq said, glancing to

his siblings. “A Valg king and queen united.” A nod toward Elide. “Your uncle

did not lie.” 

“Maeve has no army now,” Dorian reminded them. “Just her power.” 

Nesryn  cringed.  “The  hybrids  she  created  with  the  princesses  might  be

disaster enough.” 

Chaol glanced to Yrene, the woman who held the greatest weapon against the

Valg within her own body. 

“When did you leave Morath?” Rowan asked. 

“Three days ago,” Dorian said. 

Rowan turned to Aelin, ashen-faced as she remained leaning against the tree. 

Chaol  wondered  if  she  did  so  only  because  her  own  legs  might  not  be  able  to support her. “Then at least we know that Erawan has not yet come to Terrasen.” 

“His Ironteeth host went ahead of him,” Dorian said. 

“We know,” Chaol said. “They’re already at Orynth.” 

Dorian  shook  his  head.  “That’s  impossible.  They  left  soon  after  I  did.  I’m

surprised you didn’t see them flying past in the Ruhnns.” 

Silence. 

“The full Ironteeth host isn’t yet at Orynth,” Aelin said softly. Too softly. 

“I counted over a thousand in the host that I flew with,” Dorian said. “Many

bore soldiers with them—all Valg.” 

Chaol  closed  his  eyes,  and  Yrene’s  arm  tightened  around  him  in  silent

comfort. 

“We knew the rukhin would be outnumbered anyway,” Nesryn said. 

“There  won’t  be  anything  left  of  Terrasen  for  the  rukhin  to  defend,”  Prince
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Kashin said, rubbing his jaw. “Even if the Crochans arrived before us.” 

The  Queen  of  Terrasen  pushed  off  from  the  tree  at  last.  “We  have  two

choices,  then,”  she  said,  her  voice  unwavering  despite  the  hell  that  swept  upon them. “We continue north, as fast as we can. See what there is to fight when we

arrive  at  Terrasen.  I  might  be  able  to  bring  down  a  good  number  of  those

wyverns.” 

“And the other option?” Princess Hasar asked. 

Aelin’s face was stark. “We have the three Wyrdkeys. We have me. I can end

this now. Or at least take Erawan out of play before he can find us, steal those

keys back, and rule over this world and all others.” 

Rowan started, shaking his head. But Aelin held up a hand. And even the Fae

Prince stood down. “It’s not my choice alone.” 

And Chaol realized that it was indeed a queen standing before them, not the

assassin he’d dragged out of a salt mine a few miles down the road. Not even the

woman he’d seen in Rifthold. 

Dorian squared his shoulders. “The choice is also mine.” 

Slowly, so slowly, Aelin looked at him. Chaol braced himself. Her voice was

deadly soft as she said to Dorian, “You retrieved the third key. Your role in this is

done.” 

“Like  hell  it  is,”  Dorian  said,  sapphire  eyes  flashing.  “The  same  blood,  the same debt, flows in my veins.” 

Chaol’s hands curled at his sides as he fought to keep his mouth shut. Rowan

seemed to be doing the same as the two rulers squared off. 

Aelin’s face remained unmoved—distant. “You’re so eager to die?” 

Dorian didn’t retreat. “Are you?” 

Silence. Utter silence in the clearing. 

Then  Aelin  shrugged,  as  if  the  weight  of  entire  worlds  didn’t  hang  in  the

balance.  “Regardless  of  who  will  put  the  keys  back  into  the  gate,  this  is  a  fate that  belongs  to  all  of  us.  So  all  of  us  should  decide.”  Her  chin  lifted.  “Do  we continue  on  to  war,  hope  we  make  it  to  Orynth  in  time,  and  then  destroy  the keys?  Or  do  we  destroy  the  keys  now,  and  then  you  continue  northward.”  A

pause, horrible and unbearable. “Without me.” 

Rowan was shaking, whether with restraint or in dread, Chaol couldn’t tell. 

Aelin said, unwavering and calm, “I would like to put it to a vote.” 

A vote. 

Rowan had never heard of anything so absurd. 

Even as part of him glowed with pride that she had chosen now, here, as the

moment when that new world she had promised would rise. 

A world in which a few did not hold all the power, but many. Beginning with

this, this most vital choice. This unbearable fate. 

All of them had moved farther down the road, and it was not lost on Rowan

that they stood at a crossroads. Or that Dorian and Aelin and Chaol stood in the

heart of that crossroads, merely a few miles from the salt mines. Where so much

of this had begun, just over a year ago. 

There was a dull roar in Rowan’s ears as the debate raged. 

He knew he should fall on his knees and thank Dorian for retrieving the third

key. But he hated the king all the same. 

He hated this path they’d been put on, a thousand years ago. Hated that this

choice lay before them, when they had already fought so much, given so much. 

Prince Kashin was saying, “We march on a hundred thousand enemy troops, 

possibly  more.  That  number  will  not  change  when  the  Wyrdgate  is  closed.  We

will need the Fire-Bringer to cut through them.” 

Princess  Hasar  shook  her  head.  “But  there  is  the  possibility  of  that  army’s

collapse should Erawan vanish. Cut off the beast’s head and the body could die.” 

“That’s a big risk to take,” Chaol said, his jaw tight. “Erawan’s removal from

all  this  might  help,  or  it  might  not.  An  enemy  army  this  big,  full  of  Valg  who might be eager to fill his place, could be impossible to stop at this point.” 

“Then why not use the keys?” Nesryn asked. “Why not bring the keys north

and use them, destroy the army, and—” 

“The  keys  cannot  be  wielded,”  Dorian  cut  in.  “Not  without  destroying  the

bearer. We’re not entirely sure a mortal  could withstand the power.” He nodded

toward  Aelin,  silent  and  watchful  while  it  took  all  of  Rowan’s  training  not  to hurl  up  his  guts.  “Just  putting  them  back  in  the  gate  requires  everything.”  He added tightly, “From one of us.” 

Rowan knew he should be arguing against this, should be bellowing. 

Dorian went on, “I should do it.” 

“No.”  The  word  broke  from  Chaol—and  Aelin.  Her  first  word  since  this

debate had begun. 

But  it  was  Fenrys  who  asked  Chaol,  voice  deadly  soft,  “You’d  rather  my

queen die than your king?” 

Chaol stiffened. “I’d rather neither of my friends die. I’d rather none of this

happen.” 

Before  Fenrys  could  snarl  his  answer,  Yrene  cut  in.  “So  when  the  Lock  is

forged and the Wyrdgate is sealed, the gods will be gone?” 

“Good riddance,” Fenrys muttered. 

But Yrene stiffened at the casual dismissal, and put a hand over her heart. “I

love Silba. Dearly. When she is gone from this world, will my powers cease to

exist?” She gestured to the gathered group. 

“Doubtful,” Dorian said. “That cost, at least, was never demanded.” 

“What of the other gods in this world?” Nesryn asked, frowning. “The thirty-

six of the khaganate. Are they not gods as well? Will they be sent away, or just

these twelve?” 

“Perhaps our gods are of a different sort,” Princess Hasar mused. 

“Can they not help us, then?” Yrene asked, sorrow for the goddess who had

blessed her still darkening her golden eyes. “Can they not intervene?” 

“There are indeed other forces at work in this world,” Dorian said, touching

Damaris’s hilt. The god of truth—that’s who had blessed Gavin’s sword. “But I

think  if  those  forces  had  been  able  to  aid  us  in  this  manner,  they  would  have done so already.” 

Aelin tapped her foot on the ground. “Expecting divine handouts is a waste of

our time. And not the topic at hand.” She fixed her burning stare on Dorian. “We

are also not debating who shall pay the cost.” 

“Why.” Rowan’s low question was out before he could halt it. 

Slowly, his mate turned toward him. “Because we’re not.” Sharp, icy words. 

She cut Dorian a look, and the King of Adarlan opened his mouth. “We’re not,” 

she snarled. 

Dorian opened his mouth again, but Rowan caught his eye. Held his stare and

let him read the words there.  Later. We shall debate this later. 

Whether  Aelin  noted  their  silent  conversation,  whether  she  beheld  Dorian’s

subtle  nod,  she  didn’t  let  on.  She  only  said,  “We  don’t  have  time  to  waste  on endless debate.” 

Lorcan  nodded.  “Every  moment  we  have  all  three  keys  is  a  risk  of  Erawan

finding  us,  and  finally  gaining  what  he  seeks.  Or  Maeve,”  he  added,  frowning. 

“But even with that, I would go north—let Aelin put a dent in Morath’s legions.” 

“Be  objective,”  Aelin  growled.  She  surveyed  them  all.  “Pretend  you  do  not

know me. Pretend I am no one, and nothing to you. Pretend I am a weapon. Do

you use me now, or later?” 

“You  are  not  no  one,  though,”  Elide  said  quietly.  “Not  to  a  good  many

people.” 

“The  keys  go  back  in  the  gate,”  Aelin  said  a  bit  coldly.  “At  some  point  or another. And I go with them. We are deciding whether that is now, or in a few

weeks.” 

Rowan couldn’t bear it. To hear another word. “No.” 

Everyone halted once more. 

Aelin bared her teeth. “Not doing anything isn’t an option.” 

“We hide them again,” Rowan said. “He lost them for thousands of years. We

can do it again.” He pointed to Yrene. “She could destroy him all on her own.” 

“That is not an option,” Aelin growled. “Yrene is with child—” 

“I  can  do  it,”  Yrene  said,  stepping  from  Chaol’s  side.  “If  there’s  a  way,  I could do it. See if the other healers could help—” 

“There  will  be  Valg  by  the  thousands  for  you  to  destroy  or  save,  Lady

Westfall,”  Aelin  said  with  that  same  cold.  “Erawan  could  slaughter  you  before you even get the chance to touch him.” 

“Why are you allowed to give up your life for this, and no one else?” Yrene

challenged. 

“I am not the one carrying a child within me.” 

Yrene blinked slowly. “Hafiza might be able to—” 

“I  will  not  play  a  game  of  what-ifs  and   mights,”  Aelin  said,  in  a  tone  that Rowan  had  heard  so  rarely.  That  queen’s  tone.  “We  vote.  Now.  Do  we  put  the keys back in the gate immediately, or continue to Terrasen and then do it if we

are able to stop that army?” 

“Erawan  can  be  stopped,”  Yrene  pushed,  unfazed  by  the  queen’s  words. 

Unafraid of her wrath. “I know he can. Without the keys, we can stop him.” 

Rowan wanted to  believe her. Wanted  more than anything  he’d ever desired

in his life to believe Yrene Westfall. Chaol, glancing at Dorian, seemed inclined

to do the same. 

But Aelin pointed at Princess Hasar. “How do you vote?” 

Hasar held Aelin’s stare. Considered for a moment. “I vote to do it now.” 

Aelin just pointed to Dorian. “You?” 

Dorian tensed, the unfinished debate still raging in his face. But he said, “Do

it now.” 

Rowan closed his eyes. Barely heard the other rulers and their allies as they

gave their replies. He walked to the edge of the trees, prepared to run if he began

to vomit. 

Then Aelin said, “You’re last, Rowan.” 

“I vote no. Not now, not ever.” 

Her eyes were cold, distant. The way they’d been in Mistward. 

“It’s decided, then,” Chaol said quietly. Sadly. 

“At dawn, the Lock will be forged and the keys go back into the gate,” Dorian

finished. 

Rowan just stared and stared at his mate. His reason for breathing. 

Elide asked softly, “What is your vote, Aelin?” 

Aelin  tore  her  eyes  from  Rowan,  and  he  felt  the  absence  of  that  stare  like  a frozen wind as she said, “It doesn’t matter.” 

CHAPTER 92

Aelin  didn’t  say  that  asking  them  to  vote  hadn’t  just  been  about  letting  them decide,  as  free  peoples  of  the  world,  how  to  seal  its  fate.  She  didn’t  say  that  it had  also  been  a  coward’s  thing  to  do.  To  let  someone  else  decide  for  her.  To choose the road ahead. 

They camped that night at Endovier, the salt mines a mere three miles down

the road. 

Rowan made them set up their royal tent. Their royal bed. 

She didn’t eat with the others. Could barely touch the food Rowan laid on the

desk. She was still sitting in front of it, roast rabbit now cold, poring over those

useless books on Wyrdmarks when Rowan said from across the table, “I do not

accept this.” 

“I do.” The words were flat, dead. 

As she would be, before the sun had fully risen. Aelin shut the ancient tome

before her. 

Only a few days separated them from Terrasen’s border. Perhaps she should

have  agreed  to  do  this  now,  but  on  the  condition  that  it  was  on  Terrasen  soil. 

Terrasen soil, rather than by Endovier. 

But every passing day was a risk. A terrible risk. 

“You have never accepted anything in your life,” Rowan snarled, shooting to

his feet and bracing his hands on the table. “And now you are suddenly willing

to do so?” 

She  swallowed  against  the  ache  in  her  throat.  Surveyed  the  books  she’d

combed through thrice now to no avail. “What am I supposed to do, Rowan?” 

“You damn it all to hell!” He slammed his fist on the table, rattling the dishes. 

“You say to hell with their plans, their prophecies and fates, and you make your

own! You do  anything but accept this!” 

“The people of Erilea have spoken.” 

“To hell with that, too,” he growled. “You can start your free world  after this

war. Let them vote for their own damned kings and queens, if they want to.” 

She  let  out  a  growl  of  her  own.  “I  do  not  want  this  burden  for  one  second longer. I do not want to choose and learn I made the wrong choice in delaying

it.” 

“So  you  would  have  voted  against  it,  then.  You  would  have  gone  to

Terrasen.” 

“Does  it  matter?”  She  shot  to  her  feet.  “The  votes  weren’t  in  my  favor

anyway.  Hearing  that  I  wanted  to  go  to  Orynth,  to  fight  one  last  time,  would have only swayed them.” 

“You’re the one who’s about to die. I’d say you get to have a voice in it.” 

She bared her teeth. “This is my  fate. Elena tried to get me out of it. And look where it landed her—with a cabal of vengeful gods swearing to end her eternal

soul.  When  the  Lock  is  forged,  when  I  close  the  gate,  I  will  be  destroying another life alongside my own.” 

“Elena  has  had  a  thousand  years  of  existence,  either  living  or  as  a  spirit. 

Forgive me if I don’t give a shit that her time has now come to an end, when you

only received twenty years.” 

“I got to twenty years because of her.” 

Not even twenty. Her birthday was still months away. In a spring she would

not see. 

Rowan  began  pacing,  his  stalking  steps  eating  up  the  carpet.  “This  mess  is

because of her, too. Why should you bear its weight alone?” 

“Because it was always mine to begin with.” 

“Bullshit. It could have as easily been Dorian. He’s willing to do it.” 

Aelin blinked. “Elena and Nehemia said Dorian wasn’t ready.” 

“Dorian  walked  into  and  out  of  Morath,  went  toe  to  toe  with  Maeve,  and

brought the whole damn place crashing down. I’d say he’s as ready as you are.” 

“I won’t allow him to sacrifice himself in my stead.” 

“Why?” 

“Because he is my  friend.  Because I won’t be able to  live with myself if I let him go.” 

“He said he would do it, Aelin.” 

“He doesn’t know what he wants. He’s barely emerging from the horrors he

endured.” 

“And  you  aren’t?”  Rowan  challenged,  wholly  unfazed.  “He’s  a  grown  man. 

He can make his own choices— we can make choices without you lording over

them.” 

She bared her teeth. “It’s been decided.” 

He crossed his arms. “Then you and I will do it. Together.” 

Her heart stopped in her chest. 

He went on, “You are not forging the Lock alone.” 

“No.” Her hands began shaking. “That is not an option.” 

“According to whom?” 

“According  to   me.”  She  couldn’t  breathe  around  the  thought—of  him  being erased from existence. “If it was possible, Elena would have told me. Someone

with my bloodline  has to pay.” 

He opened his mouth, but beheld the truth in her face, her words. He shook

his head. “I promised you we’d find a way to pay this debt—together.” 

Aelin  surveyed  the  scattered  books.  Nothing—the  books,  that  scrap  of  hope

they’d  offered  had  amounted  to   nothing.  “There  isn’t  an  alternative.”  She dragged her hands through her hair. “I don’t have an alternative,” she amended. 

No card up her sleeve, no grand reveal. Not for this. 

“We  don’t  do  it  tomorrow,  then,”  he  pushed.  “We  wait.  Tell  the  others  we

want to reach Orynth first. Maybe the Royal Library has some texts—” 

“What is the point in a vote if we ignore its outcome?  They decided, Rowan. 

Tomorrow, it will be over.” 

The words rang hollow and sickly within her. 

“Let  me  find  another  way.”  His  voice  broke,  but  his  pacing  didn’t  falter.  “I will find another way, Aelin—” 

“There is no other way. Don’t you understand? All of this,” she hissed, arms

splaying. “All of  this has been to keep you alive.  All of you.” 

“With you as the asking price. To atone for some lingering guilt.” 

She slammed a hand atop the stack of ancient books. “Do you think I  want to

die? Do you think any of this is easy, to look at the sky and wonder if it’s the last

I’ll see? To look at you, and wonder about those years we won’t have?” 

“I  don’t  know  what  you  want,  Aelin,”  Rowan  snarled.  “You  haven’t  been

entirely forthcoming.” 

Her heart thundered. “I want it to be over, one way or another.” Her fingers

curled into fists. “I want this to be  done.” 

He shook his head. “I know. And I know what you went through, that those

months in Doranelle were hell, Aelin. But you can’t stop fighting. Not now.” 

Her eyes burned. “I held on for this. For  this purpose. So I can put the keys

back  in  the  gate.  When  Cairn  ripped  me  apart,  when  Maeve  tore  away

everything  I  knew,  it  was  only  remembering  that  this  task  relied  upon  my

survival that kept me from breaking. Knowing that if I failed, all of you would

die.” Her breathing turned uneven, sharp. “And since then, I’ve been so damned

 stupid in thinking that perhaps I wouldn’t have to pay the debt, that I might see Orynth again. That Dorian might do it instead.” She spat on the ground. “What

sort  of  person  does  that  make  me?  To  have  been  filled  with  dread  when  he

arrived today?” 

Rowan  again  opened  his  mouth  to  answer,  but  she  cut  him  off,  her  voice

breaking. “I thought I could escape it—just for a moment. And as soon as I did, 

the  gods  brought  Dorian  sweeping  right  back  into  my  path.  Tell  me  that’s  not intentional.  Tell  me  that  those  gods,  or  whichever   forces  might  also  rule  this world, aren’t roaring that I should still be the one to forge the Lock.” 

Rowan just stared at her for a long moment, his chest heaving. Then he said, 

“What if those forces didn’t lead Dorian into our path so you alone might pay the

debt?” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“What if they brought you  together. To not pick one or the other, but to share

the burden. With each other.” 

Even the fire in the braziers seemed to pause. 

Rowan’s eyes glowed as he blazed ahead. “That day you destroyed the glass

castle—when  you  joined  hands,  your  power  …  I’d  never  seen  anything  like  it. 

You were able to meld your powers, to become  one. If the Lock demands all of

 you, then why not give half? Half of  each of you—when you  both  bear  Mala’s blood?” 

Aelin slid slowly into her chair. “I—we don’t know it will work.” 
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“It’s better than walking into your own execution with your head bowed.” 

She snarled. “How could I ever ask him to do it?” 

“Because  it  is  not  your  burden  alone,  that’s  why.  Dorian  knows  this.  Has

accepted it. Because the alternative is losing you.” The rage in his eyes fractured, 

right along with his voice. “I would go in your stead, if I could.” 

Her own heart cracked. “I know.” 

Rowan  fell  to  his  knees  before  her,  putting  his  head  in  her  lap  as  his  arms wrapped around her waist. “I can’t bear it, Aelin. I can’t.” 

She threaded her fingers through his hair. “I wanted that thousand years with

you,”  she  said  softly.  “I  wanted  to  have  children  with  you.  I  wanted  to  go  into the Afterworld together.” Her tears landed in his hair. 

Rowan  lifted  his  head.  “Then  fight  for  it.  One  more  time.  Fight  for  that

future.” 

She gazed at him, at the life she saw in his face. All that he offered. 

All that she might have, too. 

“I need to ask you to do something.” 

Aelin’s voice roused Dorian from a fitful sleep. He sat up on his cot. From the

silence of the camp, it had to be the dead of night. “What?” 

Rowan was standing guard behind her, watching the army camp beneath the

trees. Dorian caught his emerald gaze—saw the answer he already needed. 

The prince had come through on his silent promise earlier. 

Aelin’s throat bobbed. “Together,” she said, her voice cracking. “What if we

forged the Lock together?” 

Dorian  knew  her  plan,  her  desperate  hope,  before  she  laid  it  out.  And  when

she finished, Aelin only said, “I am sorry to even ask you.” 

“I am sorry I didn’t think of it,” he replied, and pushed to his feet, tugging on

his boots. 

Rowan turned toward them now. Waiting for an answer that he knew Dorian

would give. 

So Dorian said to them both, “Yes.” 

Aelin closed her eyes, and he couldn’t tell if it was from relief or regret. He

laid a hand on her shoulder. He didn’t want to know what the argument had been

like between her and Rowan to get her to agree, to accept this. For Aelin to have

even said yes …

Her eyes opened, and only bleak resolve lay within. “We do it now,” she said

hoarsely. “Before the others. Before good-byes.” 

Dorian nodded. She only asked, “Do you want Chaol to be there?” 

He  thought  about  saying  no.  Thought  about  sparing  his  friend  from  another

good-bye, when there was such joy on Chaol’s face, such peace. 

But Dorian still said, “Yes.” 

CHAPTER 93

The  four  of  them  strode  in  silence  through  the  trees.  Down  the  ancient  road  to the salt mines. 

It was the only place the scouts weren’t watching. 

Every  step  closer  made  her  queasy,  a  slow  sweat  breaking  down  her  spine. 

Rowan kept his hand gripped around hers, his thumb brushing over her skin. 

Here, in this horrible, dead place of so much suffering—here was where she

would face her fate. As if she had never escaped it, not really. 

Under the cover of darkness, the mountains in which the mines were carved

were  little  more  than  shadows.  The  great  wall  that  surrounded  the  death  camp was nothing but a stain of blackness. 

The  gates  had  been  left  open,  one  broken  on  its  hinges.  Perhaps  the  freed

slaves had tried to rip it down on their way out. 

Aelin’s fingers tightened on Rowan’s as they passed beneath the archway and

entered  the  open  grounds  of  the  mines.  There,  in  the  center—there  stood  the

wooden posts where she had been whipped. On her first day, on so many days. 

And  there,  in  the  mountain  to  her  left—that  was  where  the  pits  were.  The

lightless pits they’d shoved her into. 

The buildings of the mines’ overseers were dark. Husks. 

It  took  all  her  self-control  to  keep  from  looking  at  her  wrists,  where  the

shackle  scars  had  been.  To  not  feel  the  cold  sweat  sliding  down  her  back  and know no scars lay there, either. Just Rowan’s tattoo, inked over smooth skin. 

As if this place were a dream—some nightmare conjured by Maeve. 

The  irony  wasn’t  lost  on  her.  She’d  escaped  shackles  twice  now—only  to

wind up back here. A temporary freedom. Borrowed time. 

She’d left Goldryn in their tent. The sword would be of little use where they

were going. 

“I never thought we’d see this place again,” Dorian murmured. “Certainly not

like  this.”  None  of  the  king’s  steps  faltered,  his  face  somber  as  he  gripped Damaris’s hilt. Ready to meet whatever awaited them. 

The pain she knew was coming. 

No, she had not ever really escaped at all, had she? 

They  halted  near  the  center  of  the  dirt  yard.  Elena  had  walked  her  through

forging the Lock, putting the keys back into the gate. Though there would be no

great display of magic, no threat to any around them, she had wanted to be away. 

Far from anyone else. 

In the moonlight, Chaol’s face was pale. “What do you need us to do?” 

“Be here,” Aelin said simply. “That is enough.” 

It  was  the  only  reason  she  was  still  able  to  endure  standing  here,  in  this

hateful place. 

She met Dorian’s inquiring stare and nodded. No use in wasting time. 

Dorian  embraced  Chaol,  the  two  of  them  speaking  too  quietly  for  Aelin  to

hear. 

Aelin only began to sketch a Wyrdmark in the dirt, large enough for her and

Dorian  to  stand  in.  There  would  be  two,  overlapping  with  each  other:  Open. 

Close. 

Lock. Unlock. 

She’d learned them from the start. Had used them herself. 

“No sweet farewells, Princess?” Rowan asked as she traced the mark with her

foot. 

“They seem dramatic,” Aelin said. “Far too dramatic, even for me.” 

But Rowan halted her, the second symbol half-finished. Tipped back her chin. 

“Even  when  you’re  …  there,”  he  said,  his  pine-green  eyes  so  bright  under  the moon. “I am with you.” He laid a hand on her heart. “Here. I am with you here.” 

She  laid  her  own  hand  on  his  chest,  and  breathed  his  scent  deep  into  her

lungs, her heart. “As I am with you. Always.” 

Rowan kissed her. “I love you,” he whispered onto her mouth. “Come back to

me.” 

Then Rowan retreated, just beyond the unfinished marks. 

The  absence  of  his  scent,  his  heat,  filled  her  with  cold.  But  she  kept  her shoulders  back.  Kept  her  breathing  steady  as  she  memorized  the  lines  of

Rowan’s face. 

Dorian,  eyes  shining  bright,  stepped  onto  the  marks.  Aelin  said  to  Rowan, 

“Seal the last one when we’re done.” 

Her prince, her mate, nodded. 

Dorian drew out a folded bit of cloth from his jacket. Opened it to reveal two

slivers of black stone. And the Amulet of Orynth. 

Her stomach roiled, nausea at their otherworldliness threatening to bring her

to her knees. But she took the Amulet of Orynth from him. 

“I thought you might be the one who wished to open it,” Dorian said quietly. 

Here in the place where she’d suffered and endured, here in the place where

so many things had begun. 

Aelin  weighed  the  ancient  amulet  in  her  palms,  ran  her  thumbs  along  the

golden seam of its edges. For a heartbeat, she was again in that cozy room in a

riverside estate, her mother beside her, bequeathing the amulet into her care. 

Aelin  traced  her  fingers  over  the  Wyrdmarks  on  the  back.  The  runes  that

spelled out her hateful fate:  Nameless is my price. 

Written  here,  all  this  time,  for  so  many  centuries.  A  warning  from  Brannon, 

and a confirmation. Their sacrifice. Her sacrifice. 

Brannon  had  raged  at  those  gods,  had  marked  the  amulet  and  laid  all  those

clues for her to one day find. So she might understand. As if she could somehow

defy this fate. A fool’s hope. 

Aelin  turned  the  amulet  back  over,  brushing  her  fingers  along  the  immortal
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stag on its front. 

Borrowed time. It had all been borrowed time. 

The gold sealing the amulet melted away in her hands, hissing as it dropped

onto the icy dirt. With a twist, she pulled apart the two sides of the amulet. 

The  unearthly  reek  of  the  third  key  hit  her,  beckoning.  Whispered  in

languages that did not exist in Erilea and never would. 

Aelin  only  dumped  the  sliver  of  Wyrdkey  into  Dorian’s  awaiting  hand.  It

clinked against the other two, and the sound might have echoed into eternity, into

all worlds. 

Dorian shuddered, Chaol and Rowan flinching. 

Aelin just pocketed the two halves of the amulet. A piece of Terrasen to take

with her. Wherever they were about to go. 

Aelin  met  Rowan’s  stare  one  last  time.  Saw  the  words  there.  Come  back  to me. 

She’d  take  those  words,  that  face  with  her,  too.  Even  when  the  Lock

demanded everything, that would remain. Would always remain. 

She swallowed past the tightness in her throat. Broke Rowan’s piercing stare. 

And then sliced open her palm. Then Dorian’s. 

The  stars  seemed  to  shift  closer,  the  mountains  peering  over  Aelin’s  and

Dorian’s shoulders, as she sliced her knife a third time, down her forearm. Deep

and wide, skin splitting. 

To open the gate, she must  become the gate. 

Erawan had begun the process of turning Kaltain Rompier into that gate—had

put the stone within her arm not for safekeeping, but to prepare her body for the

other stones. To turn her into a living Wyrdgate that he might control. 

Just one sliver in her body had destroyed Kaltain. To put all three in her own

…

 My name is Aelin Ashryver Galathynius, and I will not be afraid. 

 I will not be afraid. 

 I will not be afraid. 

“Ready?” Aelin breathed. 

Dorian nodded. 

With a final look at the stars, one final look at the Lord of the North standing

guard  over  Terrasen  mere  miles  away,  Aelin  took  the  shards  from  Dorian’s

outstretched palm. 

And as she and Dorian joined bloodied hands, as their magic roared through

them  and  wove  together,  blinding  and  eternal,  Aelin  slammed  the  three

Wyrdkeys into the open wound of her arm. 

Rowan sealed the Wyrdmarks with a swipe of his foot through the icy earth. 

Just as Aelin clapped her palm upon her arm, sealing the three Wyrdkeys into

her body while her other hand gripped Dorian’s. 

It  had  to  work.  It  had  to  have  been  why  their  paths  had  crossed,  why  Aelin and Dorian had found each other twice now, in this exact place. He could accept

no other alternative. He couldn’t have let her go otherwise. 

Rowan didn’t breathe. Beside him, he wasn’t sure if Chaol did, either. 

But  while  Aelin  and  Dorian  still  stood  there,  heads  high  despite  the  fear  he scented coursing through them, their faces had gone vacant. Empty. 

No flash of light. 

No flare of power. 

Aelin and Dorian simply stood, hands united, and stared ahead. 

Blank. Unseeing. Frozen. 

Gone. 

Here, but gone. As if their bodies were shells. 

“What happened?” Chaol breathed. 

Aelin’s  hand  fell  from  where  it  had  been  clapped  onto  her  arm  and  dangled

limply at her side. Revealing that open wound. The black slivers of rock shoved

inside it. 

Something in Rowan’s chest, intricate and essential, began to strain. Began to

go taut. 

The mating bond. 

Rowan lurched forward a step, a hand on his chest. 

No. The mating bond writhed, as if in agony, as if in terror. He halted, Aelin’s

name on his lips. 

Rowan fell to his knees as the three Wyrdkeys within Aelin’s arm dissolved

into her blood. 

Like dew in the sun. 
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CHAPTER 94

As it had been once before, so it was again. 

The  beginning  and  end  and  eternity,  a  torrent  of  light,  of   life  that  flowed between them, two halves of a cleaved bloodline. 

Mist swirled, veiling the solid ground beneath. An illusion, perhaps—for their

minds to bear where they now stood. A place that was not a place, in a chamber

of many doors. More doors than they could ever hope to count. Some made of

air, some of glass, some of flame and gold and light. 

A new world beyond each; a new world beckoning. 

But they remained there, in the crossroads of all things. 

In bodies that were not their bodies, they stood amid all those doorways, their

power pouring out, pooling before them. Blending and merging, a ball of light, 

of creation, hovering in midair. 

Every ember that flowed from them into the growing sphere before them, into

the Lock taking form, would not return. It would not replenish. 

A well running dry. Forever. 

More and more and more, ripping from them with each breath. Creation and

destruction. 

The  sphere  swirled,  its  edges  warping,  shrinking.  Forming  into  the  shape

they’d  chosen,  a  thing  of  gold  and  silver.  The  Lock  that  would  seal  all  these infinite doors forever. 

Still they gave over their power, still the forming of the Lock demanded more. 

And it began to hurt. 

She was Aelin and yet she was not. 

She was Aelin and yet she was infinite; she was all worlds, she was—

She was Aelin. 

She was  Aelin. 

And by letting the keys into her, they had entered the  true Wyrdgate. A step, 

or a thought, or a wish would allow them to access any world they desired. Any

possibility. 

An archway lingered behind them. An archway that would smell of pine and

snow. 

Slowly, the Lock formed, light turning to metal—to gold and silver. 

Dorian was panting, his jaw stretched tight, as they gave and gave and gave

their power toward it. Never to see it again. 

It was agony. Agony like nothing she had known. 

She was Aelin. She was Aelin and not the things that she’d set in her arm, not
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this place that existed beyond reason. She was Aelin; she was Aelin; and she had

come here to do something, had come here promising to do  something—

She  fought  her  rising  scream  as  her  power  rippled  away,  like  peeling  skin

from  her  bones.  Precisely  how  Cairn  had  done  it,  delighted  in  it.  She  had

outlasted  him,  though.  Had  escaped  Maeve’s  clutches.  She  had  outlasted  them

both. To do this. To come here. 

But she had been wrong. 

She  couldn’t  bear  it.  Couldn’t  stomach  it,  this  loss  and  pain  and  growing

madness as a new truth became clear:

They  would  not  leave  this  place.  Would  have  nothing  left  anyway.  They

would dissolve, mist to float into the fog around them. 

It  was  agony  like  Dorian  had  never  known.  His  very  self,  unraveled  thread  by thread. 

The  shape  of  the  Lock,  Elena  had  told  Aelin,  did  not  matter.  It  could  have been  a  bird  or  a  sword  or  a  flower  for  all  this  place,  this  gate,  cared.  But  their minds, what was left of them as they frayed, chose the shape they knew, the one

that made the most sense. The Eye of Elena, born again—the Lock once more. 

Aelin began screaming. Screaming and screaming. 

His magic ripped away from that sacred, perfect place inside him. 

It would kill them to forge it. It’d kill them both. They had come here out of

the desperate hope they’d  both leave. 

And if they did not halt, if they did not stop this, neither would. 

He tried to move his head. Tried to tell her.  Stop. 

His  magic  tore  out  of  him,  the  Lock  drinking  it  down,  a  force  not  to  be

leashed. An insatiable hunger that devoured them. 

 Stop. He tried to speak. Tried to pull back. 

Aelin was sobbing now—sobbing through her teeth. 

Soon. Soon now, the Lock would take everything. And that final destruction

would be the most brutal and painful of all. 

Would  the  gods  make  them  watch  as  they  claimed  Elena’s  soul?  Would  he

even have the chance, the ability, to try to help her, as he had promised Gavin? 

He knew the answer. 

 Stop. 

 Stop. 

“Stop.” 

Dorian heard the words and for a heartbeat did not recognize the speaker. 

Until a man appeared from one of those impossible-yet-possible doorways. A

man  who  looked  of  flesh  and  blood,  as  they  were,  and  yet  shimmered  at  his

edges. 

His father. 

CHAPTER 95

His father stood there. The man he had last seen on a bridge in a glass castle, and

yet not. 

There was kindness on his face. Humanity. 

And sorrow. Such terrible, pained sorrow. 

Dorian’s magic faltered. 

Even  Aelin’s  magic  slowed  in  surprise,  the  torrent  thinning  to  a  trickle,  a

steady and agonizing drain. 

“Stop,” the man breathed, staggering toward them, glancing at the ribbon of

power, blinding and pure, feeding the Lock’s formation. 

Aelin said, “This cannot be stopped.” 

His father shook his head. “I know. What has begun can’t be halted.” 

His father. 

“No,” Dorian said. “No, you cannot be here.” 

The  man  only  looked  down—to  Dorian’s  side.  To  where  a  sword  might  be. 

“Did you not summon me?” 

Damaris.  He  had  been  wearing  Damaris  within  that  ring  of  Wyrdmarks.  In

their world, their existence, he still did. 

The  sword,  the  unnamed  god  it  served,  apparently  thought  he  had  one  truth

left to face. One more truth, before his end. 

“No,”  Dorian  repeated.  It  was  all  he  could  think  to  say  as  he  looked  upon

him, the man who had done such terrible things to all of them. 

His father lifted his hands in supplication. “My boy,” he only breathed. 

Dorian  had  nothing  to  say  to  him.  Hated  that  this  man  was  here,  at  the  end and beginning. 

Yet his father looked to Aelin. “Let me do this. Let me finish this.” 

“What?” The word snapped from Dorian. 

“You were not chosen,” Aelin said, though the coldness in her voice faltered. 

“Nameless is my price,” the king said. 

Aelin went still. 

“Nameless is my price,” his father repeated. The warning of an ancient witch, 

the  damning  words  written  on  the  back  of  the  Amulet  of  Orynth.  “For  the

bastard-born  mark  you  bear,  you  are  Nameless,  yet  am  I  not  so  as  well?”  He glanced between them, his eyes wide. “What is my name?” 

“This is ridiculous,” Dorian said through his teeth. “Your name is—” 

But where there should have been a name, only an empty hole existed. 

“You  …,”  Aelin  breathed.  “Your  name  is  …  How  is  it  that  you  don’t  have

one, that we don’t know it?” 

Dorian’s rage slipped. And the agony of having his magic, his soul, shredded

from  him  became  secondary  as  his  father  said,  “Erawan  took  it.  Wiped  it  from history,  from  memory.  An  ancient,  terrible  spell,  so  powerful  it  could  only  be used once. All so I might be his most faithful servant. Even I do not know my

name, not anymore. I lost it.” 

“Nameless is my price,” Aelin murmured. 

Dorian looked then. At the man who had been his father. Truly looked at him. 

“My  boy,”  his  father  whispered  again.  And  it  was  love—love  and  pride  and

sorrow that shone in his face. 

His father who had been possessed as he had, who had tried to save them in

his own way and failed. His father, who had everything taken from him, but had

never bowed to Erawan—not entirely. 

“I want to hate you,” Dorian said, his voice breaking. 

“I know,” his father said. 

“You  destroyed  everything.”  He  couldn’t  stop  his  tears.  Aelin’s  hand  only

tightened in his. 

“I am sorry,” his father breathed. “I am sorry for all of it, Dorian.” 

And even the way his father said his name—he had never heard him speak it

like that. 

Dismiss him. Throw him into some hell-world. That’s what he should do. 

And  yet  Dorian  knew  for  whom  he  had  really  brought  down  Morath.  For

whom he’d buried that room of collars, the hateful tomb around them. 

“I’m sorry,” his father said again. 

He did not need Damaris to tell him the words were true. 

“Let me pay this debt,” his father said, stepping closer. “Let me pay this, do

this. Does Mala’s blood not flow through my veins as well?” 

“You don’t have magic—not like we do,” Aelin said, her eyes sorrowful. 

His  father  met  Aelin’s  stare.  “I  have  enough—just  enough  in  my  blood.  To

help.” 

Dorian glanced over his shoulder, toward the archway that opened to Erilea. 

To home. “Then let him,” he said, though the words did not come out with the

iciness he wished. Only heaviness and exhaustion. 

Aelin said softly to his father, “I had planned to before it got to the end.” 

“Then you will not be alone now,” his father replied. Then the man smiled at

him—a  vision  of  the  king,  the  father,  he  might  have  been.  Had  always  been, 

despite what had befallen him. “I am grateful—that I got to see you again. One

last time.” 

Dorian  had  no  words,  couldn’t  find  them.  Not  as  Aelin  turned  to  him,  tears

sliding down her face as she said, “One of us has to rule.” 

Before Dorian could understand, before he could realize the agreement she’d

just made, Aelin ripped her hand from his. 

And  shoved  him  through  that  gateway  behind  them.  Back  into  their  own

world. 

Roaring, Dorian fell. 

As the Wyrdgate’s misty realm vanished, Dorian saw Aelin take his father’s

hand. 

CHAPTER 96

Rowan  had  not  moved  for  the  hours  they’d  stood  beside  Aelin  and  Dorian  and

watched them stare at nothing. Chaol had not so much as shifted, either. 

The night passed, the stars wheeling over this hateful, cold place. 

And then Dorian arched, gulping down air—and collapsed to his knees. 

Aelin  remained  where  she  was.  Remained  standing  and  simply  let  go  of

Dorian’s hand. 

Rowan’s very soul halted. 

“No,” Dorian rasped, scrambling toward her, trying to grip her hand again, to

join her. 

But the wound on Aelin’s hand had sealed. 

“No,  no!” Dorian shouted, and Rowan knew then. 

Knew what she had done. 

The final deceit, the last lie. 

“What happened?” Chaol demanded, reaching to hoist Dorian to his feet. The

king  sobbed,  unbuckling  the  ancient  sword  from  his  side  and  hurling  it  away. 

Damaris thunked hollowly as it hit the earth. 

Rowan just stared at Aelin. 

At his mate, who had lied to him. To all of them. 

“It wasn’t enough—the two of us together. It would have destroyed us both,” 

Dorian wept. “Yet Damaris somehow summoned my father, and … he took my

place.  He  offered  to  take  my  place  so  she  …”  Dorian  lunged,  reaching  for

Aelin’s hand, but he’d left the ring of Wyrdmarks. 

They now kept him out. 

A wall that sealed in Aelin. 

The mating bond stretched thinner and thinner. 

“She and him—they’re going to end it,” Dorian said, shaking. 

Rowan barely heard the words. 

He  should  have  known.  Should  have  known  that  if  their  plan  failed,  Aelin

would never willingly sacrifice a friend. Even for this. Even for her own future. 

She had known he’d try to keep her from forging the Lock if she’d mentioned

that possibility, what she would do if it all went to hell. Had agreed to let Dorian

help  her  only  to  get  herself  here.  Would  likely  have  dropped  Dorian’s  hand

without his father appearing. 

Over—she  had  said  so  many  times  that  she  wished  if  to  be  over.  He  should

have listened. 

Chaol  gripped  Dorian,  and  the  young  lord  said  to  Rowan,  softly  and  sadly, 

“I’m sorry.” 

She had lied. 
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His Fireheart had lied. 

And he would now watch her die. 

Hand in hand with her enemy, Aelin allowed the magic to flow again. Allowed it

to rage out of her. 

The nameless king’s power was nothing compared to Dorian’s. But it was just

enough, as he said. Just enough to help. 

She had never intended for Dorian to destroy himself for this. Only for him to

give just enough. And then she would have tossed him back into Erilea. So she

might finish this alone. 

Payment for ten years of selfishness, ten years away from Terrasen, ten years

of running. 

The  agony  became  a  numbing  roar.  Even  the  old  king  was  panting  through

the pain. 

Close now. The gold loops and circles of the Lock solidified. 

Still more was needed. To bind this place, to bind all worlds. 

He would never forgive her. 

Her mate. 

She had needed him to let her go, needed him to accept it. She would never

have  been  able  to  do  it,  to  come  here,  had  he  been  begging  her  not  to,  had  he been weeping as she had wanted to weep when she had kissed him one last time. 

 Come back to me, he had whispered. 

She  knew  he’d  wait.  Until  he  faded  into  the  Afterworld,  Rowan  would  wait

for her to return. To come back to him. 

Aelin’s  magic  tore  out  of  her,  a  piece  so  vital  and  deep  that  she  cried  out, swaying. Only the king’s grip kept her from falling. 

The Lock was nearly finished, the two overlapping circles of the Eye almost

complete. 

Her magic writhed, begging her to stop. But she could not. Would not. 

“Soon now,” the king promised. 

She found the man smiling. 

“I was given a message for you,” he said softly. His edges blurred, as the last

of  his  power  drained  away.  But  he  still  smiled.  Still  looked  at  peace.  “Your parents  are  …  They  are  so  very  proud  of  you.  They  asked  me  to  tell  you  that they love you so very much.” He was nearly invisible now, his words little more

than a whisper of wind. “And that the debt has been paid enough, Fireheart.” 

Then  he  was  gone.  The  last  of  him  flowed  into  the  Lock.  Wiped  from

existence. 

She barely felt the tears on her face as she fell to her knees. As she gave and

gave her magic, her very self.  My name is Aelin Ashryver Galath—

A choking scream tore out of her as the last of the Lock sealed. 

As the Lock became forged once more, as real as her own flesh. 

As Aelin’s magic completely vanished. 
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She could barely move. Barely think. 

Gone. Where light and life had flowed within her, there was nothing. 

Not an ember. Only a droplet, just one, of water. 

She clung to it, shielded it as they appeared, twelve figures through the portal

behind her. Filtering into this place of places, this crossroads of eternity. 

“It  is  done,  then,”  said  the  one  with  many  faces,  approaching  the  Lock  that hovered in midair. A flick of a ghostly, ever-changing hand and the Lock floated

toward Aelin. Landed on her lap, gold and glittering. 

“Summon  us  our  world,  girl,”  said  the  one  with  a  voice  like  steel  and

screams. “And let us go home at last.” 

The  final  breaking.  To  send  them  back,  to  seal  the  gate.  She’d  use  her  last kernel of self, the final droplet, to seal the gate shut with the Lock. And then she

would be gone. 

 Once  upon  a  time,  in  a  land  long  since  burned  to  ash,  there  lived  a  young princess who loved her kingdom …

“Now,”  one  with  a  voice  like  crashing  waves  ordered.  “We  have  waited

enough.” 

Aelin  managed  to  lift  her  head.  To  look  at  their  shimmering  figures.  Things

from another world. 

But amongst them, pressed into their ranks as if they held her captive …

Elena’s eyes were wide. Agonized. 

 Who loved her kingdom …

One of them snapped their ghostly fingers at Aelin. “Enough of this.” 

Aelin looked up at her, at the goddess who had spoken. She knew that voice. 

Deanna. 

Silently,  Aelin  surveyed  them.  Found  the  one  like  a  shimmering  dawn,  the

heart of a flame. 

Mala did not look at her. Or at Elena, her own daughter. 

Aelin  turned  away  from  the  Fire-Bringer.  And  said  to  none  of  them  in

particular, “I should like to make a bargain with you.” 

The gods stilled. Deanna hissed, “A bargain? You dare to ask for a bargain?” 

“I would hear it,” said one whose voice was kind and loving. 

The thing in her arm writhed, and Aelin willed it to reveal what they sought. 

The portal to their realm. Sunlight over a rolling green country nearly blinded

her. They whirled toward it, some sighing at the sight. 

But Aelin said, “A trade. Before you fulfill  your end.” 

Words were distant, so difficult and pained. But she forced them out. 

The gods halted. Aelin only looked at Elena. Smiled softly. 

“You have sworn to take Erawan with you. To destroy him,” Aelin said, and the  one  with  a  voice  like  death  faced  her.  As  if  remembering  they  had  indeed promised such an outrageous thing. 

“I would like to trade,” she said again. And managed to point, with that arm

that held all of eternity within it. “Erawan’s soul for Elena’s.” 

Mala turned toward her now. And stared. 

Aelin said into their silence, “Leave Erawan to Erilea. But in exchange, leave

Elena. Let her soul remain in the Afterworld with those she loves.” 

“Aelin,” Elena whispered, and tears like silver flowed down her cheeks. 

Aelin smiled at the ancient queen. “The debt has been paid enough.” 

She had wanted them to debate it—her friends. Had asked for a vote on the

gate not just to ease the burden of the choice, but to hear it from them, to hear

them say that they could defeat Erawan on their own. That Yrene Towers might

stand a chance to destroy him. 

So she could make this bargain, this trade, and not seal their doom entirely. 

“Don’t  do  it,”  Elena  begged.  Begged  all  those  cold,  impassive  gods.  “Don’t

agree to it.” 

Aelin said to them, “Leave her be, and go.” 

“Aelin,  please,” Elena said, weeping now. 

Aelin  smiled.  “You  bought  me  that  extra  time.  So  I  might  live.  Let  me  buy

this for you.” 

Elena covered her face with her hands and wept. 

The gods looked among themselves. Then Deanna moved, graceful as a stag

through a wood. 

Aelin  loosed  a  breath,  bowing  over  her  knees,  as  the  goddess  approached

Elena. 

No one but herself. She would allow no one but herself to be sacrificed in this

final task. 

Deanna laid her hands on either side of Elena’s face. “I had hoped for this.” 

Then she pressed her hands together, Elena’s head clasped between them. 

A flare of light from Mala, in warning and pain, as Elena’s eyes went wide. 

As Deanna squeezed. 

And  then  Elena  ruptured.  Into  a  thousand  shimmering  pieces  that  faded  as

they fell. 

Aelin’s  scream  died  in  her  throat,  her  body  unable  to  rise  as  Deanna  wiped

her  ghostly  hands,  and  said,  “We  do  not  make  bargains  with  mortals.  Not  any longer. Keep Erawan, if that is what you wish.” 

Then the goddess strode through the archway into her own world. 

Aelin stared at the empty place where Elena had been only heartbeats before. 

Nothing remained. 

Not even a shimmering ember to send back into the Afterworld, to the mate

left behind. 

Nothing at all. 
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It was breaking apart. 

The mating bond. 

Bowed over his knees, Rowan panted, a hand on his chest as the bond frayed. 

He clung to it, wrapped his magic, his soul around it, as if it might keep her, 

wherever she was, from going to a place he could not follow. 

He did not accept it. Would never accept this fate. Never. 

Distantly, he heard Dorian and Chaol debating something. He didn’t care. 

The mating bond was breaking. 

And there was nothing he could do but hold on. 

One  by  one,  the  gods  strode  through  the  archway  into  their  own  world.  Some

sneered down at her as they passed. 

They would not take Erawan. 

Would not … would not do  anything. 

Her chest was hollow, her soul gutted out, and yet this …

And yet this …

Aelin clawed at the mist-shrouded ground-that-was-not-ground as the last of

them vanished. Until only one remained. 

A pillar of light and flame. Shining in the mists. 

Mala lingered on the threshold of her world. 

As if she remembered. 

As if she remembered Elena, and Brannon, and who knelt before her. Blood

of her blood. The recipient of her power. Her Heir. 

“Seal the gate, Fire-Bringer,” Mala said softly. 

But the Lady of Light still hesitated. 

And from far away, Aelin heard another woman’s voice. 

 Make sure that they’re punished someday. Every last one of them. 

 They will be, she’d sworn to Kaltain. 

They  had  lied.  Had  betrayed  Elena  and  Erilea,  as  they  had  believed

themselves betrayed. 

Their green sun-drenched world rippled away ahead. 

Groaning, Aelin climbed to her feet. 

She was no lamb to slaughter. No sacrifice on an altar of the greater good. 

And she was not done yet. 

Aelin met Mala’s burning stare. 

“Do it,” Mala said quietly. 

Aelin looked past her, toward that pristine world they had sought to return to

for so long. And realized that Mala knew—saw the thoughts in her own head. 

“Aren’t you going to stop me?” 

Mala only held out a hand. 

In it lay a kernel of white-hot power. A fallen star. 

“Take it. One last gift to my bloodline.” She could have sworn Mala smiled. 

“For what you offered on her behalf. For fighting for her. For all of them.” 

Aelin staggered the few steps to the goddess, to the power she offered in her

hand. 

“I remember,” Mala said softly, and the words were joy and pain and love. “I

remember.” 

Aelin took the kernel of power from her palm. 

It was the sunrise contained in a seed. 

“When it is done, seal the gate and think of home. The marks will guide you.” 

Aelin  blinked,  the  only  sign  of  confusion  she  could  convey  as  that  power

filled and filled and filled her, melding into the broken spots, the empty places. 

Mala  held  out  her  hand  again,  and  an  image  formed  within  it.  Of  the  tattoo across Aelin’s back. 

The  new  tattoo,  of  spread  wings,  the  story  of  her  and  Rowan  written  in  the Old Language amongst the feathers. 

A flick of Mala’s fingers and symbols rose from it. Hidden within the words, 

the feathers. 

Wyrdmarks. 

Rowan had hidden Wyrdmarks in her tattoo. 

Had inked Wyrdmarks all over it. 

“A map home,” Mala said, the image fading. “To him.” 

He’d suspected, somehow. That it might come to this. Had asked her to teach

him so he might make this gamble. 

And when Aelin looked behind her, to the archway into her own world, she

indeed  could  …   feel  them.  As  if  the  Wyrdmarks  he’d  secretly  inked  onto  her were a rope. A tether home. 

A lifeline into eternity. 

One last deceit. 

Another  voice  whispered  past  then,  a  fragment  of  memory,  spoken  on  a

rooftop in Rifthold.  What if we go on, only to more pain and despair? 

 Then it is not the end. 

That power flowed and flowed into Aelin. Her lips curved upward. 

It was not the end. And she was not finished. 

But they were. 

“To  a  better  world,”  Mala  said,  and  walked  through  the  doorway  into  her

own. 

A better world. 

A world with no gods. No masters of fate. 

A world of freedom. 

Aelin approached the archway to the gods’ realm. To where Mala now walked
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across the shimmering grass, little more than a shaft of sunlight herself. 

The Lady of Light halted—and lifted an arm in farewell. 

Aelin smiled and bowed. 

Far out, striding over the hills, the gods paused. 

Aelin’s smile turned into a grin. Wicked and raging. 

It  did  not  falter  as  she  found  the  world  she  sought.  As  she  dipped  into  that eternal, terrible power. 

She had been a slave and a pawn once before. She would never be so again. 

Not for them. Never for them. 

The gods began shouting, running toward her, as Aelin ripped open a hole in

their sky. 

Right into a world she had seen only once. Had accidentally opened a portal

into  one  night  in  a  stone  castle.  Distant,  baying  howls  cracked  from  the  bleak gray expanse. 

A portal into a hell-realm. A door now thrown open. 

Aelin was still smiling when she closed the archway into the gods’ world. 

And left them to it, the sounds of their outraged, frightened screams ringing

out. 

There was still one last task to seal the gate forever. 

Aelin  unfurled  her  palm,  studying  the  Lock  she  had  forged.  She  let  it  float into the heart of this misty, door-filled space. 

She  was  not  afraid.  Not  as  she  opened  her  other  palm,  and  power  poured

forth. 

Mala’s final gift. And defiance. 

The force of a thousand exploding suns ruptured from Aelin’s palm. 

 Lock. Close. Seal. 

She willed it, willed it, and willed it. Willed it to close as she offered over her

power. 

But not that last bit of self. 

 The debt has already been paid enough. 

A map home, a map inked in the words of universes, would lead the way. 

More and more and more. But not all. 

She would not give it up. Her innermost self. 

She would not surrender. 

They would not take this lingering kernel of her. 

She would not yield it. 

Light flowed through the Lock, fracturing like a prism, shooting to all those

infinite doorways. 

Closing and sealing and shutting. An archway to everywhere now sealing. 

They would not destroy her. They would not be  allowed to take this. 

 Come back to me. 

More and more and more, Mala’s last power funneling out of her and into the

Lock. 

They would not win. They couldn’t take it—couldn’t have her. 

She refused. 

She was screaming now. Screaming and roaring her defiance. 

A beam of light shot to the archway behind her. Beginning to seal it, too. 

She would live. She would  live, and they could all go to hell. 

A better world. With no gods, no fates. 

A world of their own making. 

Aelin bellowed and bellowed, the sound ringing out across all worlds. 


They would not beat her. They would not get to take this, this most essential

kernel of self. Of soul. 

 Once  upon  a  time,  in  a  land  long  since  burned  to  ash,  there  lived  a  young princess who loved her kingdom.…

Her kingdom. Her home. She would see it again. 

It was not over. 

Behind her, the archway slowly sealed. 

The  odds  were  slim;  the  odds  were  insurmountable.  She  had  not  been

destined to escape this—to reach this point and still be breathing. 

Aelin’s hand drifted to her heart and rested there. 

 It is the strength of this  that matters, her mother had said, long ago.  Wherever you go, Aelin, no matter how far, this will lead you home. 

No matter where she was. 

No matter how far. 

Even if it took her beyond all known worlds. 

Aelin’s  fingers  curled,  palm  pressing  into  the  pounding  heart  beneath.  This will lead you home. 

The archway to Erilea inched closed. 

World-walker. Wayfarer. 

Others had done it before. She would find a way, too. A way home. 

No  longer  the  Queen  Who  Was  Promised.  But  the  Queen  Who  Walked

Between Worlds. 

She would not go quietly. 

She was not afraid. 

So Aelin ripped out her power. Ripped out a chunk of what Mala had given

her, a force to level a world, and flung it toward the Lock. 

The final bit. The last bit. 

And then Aelin leaped through the gate. 

CHAPTER 99

She was falling. 

Falling and being thrown. 

The Wyrdgate sealed behind her, and yet she was not home. 

As it closed, all worlds overlapped. 

And she now fell through them. 

One  after  another  after  another.  Worlds  of  water,  worlds  of  ice,  worlds  of

darkness. 

She slammed through them, faster than a shooting star, faster than light. 

Home. 

She had to find  home—

Worlds  of  lights,  worlds  of  towers  that  stretched  to  the  skies,  worlds  of

silence. 

So many. 

There were so many worlds, all of them miraculous, all of them so precious

and perfect that even as she fell through them, her heart broke to see them. 

Home. The way  home—

She fumbled for the tether, the bond in her soul. Inked into her flesh. 

 Come back to me. 

Aelin plunged through world after world after world. 

Too fast. 

She would hit her own world too fast, and miss it completely. 

But she could not slow. Could not stop. 

Tumbling, flipping over herself, she passed through them one by one by one

by one by one. 

 It is the strength of this  that matters. Wherever you go, Aelin, no matter how far, this will lead you home. 

Aelin roared, a spark of self flashing through the sky. 

The tether grew stronger. Tighter. Reeling her in. 

Too fast. She had to slow—

She plummeted into the last of herself, into what remained, grappling for any

sort of power to slow her racing. 

She passed through a world where a great city had been built along the curve

of a river, the buildings impossibly tall and glimmering with lights. 

Passed through a world of rain and green and wind. 

Roaring, she tried to slow. 

She passed through a world of oceans with no land to be seen. 

Close.  Home  was  so  close  she  could  nearly  smell  the  pine  and  snow.  If  she

missed it, if she passed by it—
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She  passed  through  a  world  of  snowcapped  mountains  under  shining  stars. 

Passed over one of those mountains, where a winged male stood beside a heavily

pregnant female, gazing at those very stars. Fae. 

They were  Fae, but this was not her world. 

She flung out a hand, as if she might signal them, as if they might somehow

help her when she was nothing but an invisible speck of power—

The  winged  male,  beautiful  beyond  reason,  snapped  his  head  toward  her  as

she arced across his starry sky. 

He lifted a hand, as if in greeting. 

A blast of dark power, like a gentle summer night, slammed into her. 

Not to attack—but to slow her down. 

A wall, a shield, that she tore and plunged through. 

But it slowed her. That winged male’s power slowed her, just enough. 

Aelin vanished from his world without a whisper. 

And there it was. 

There it was, the pine and the snow, the snaking spine of the mountains up her

continent,  the  tangle  of  Oakwald  to  the  right,  the  Wastes  to  the  left.  A  land  of many peoples, many beings. 

She  saw  them  all,  familiar  and  foreign,  fighting  and  at  peace,  in  sprawling

cities or hidden deep within the wilds. So many people, revealed to her. Erilea. 

She  threw  herself  into  it.  Grabbed  the  tether  and  bellowed  as  she  hauled

herself toward it. Down it. 

Home. 

Home. 

Home. 

It was not the end. She was not finished. 

She  willed  herself,  willed  the  world  to  halt.  Just  as  the  Wyrdgate  slammed

shut with a thunderous crack, all other doors with it. 

And Aelin plunged back into her own body. 

The Wyrdmarks faded into the rocky ground as the sun rose over Endovier. 

Rowan  was  on  his  knees  before  Aelin,  readying  for  her  last  breaths,  for  the end that he hoped would somehow take him, too. 

He’d make it his end. When she went, he’d go. 

But then he’d felt it. As the sun rose, he’d felt it, that surge down the frayed

mating bond. 

A blast of heat and light that welded the broken strands. 

He didn’t dare to breathe. To hope. 

Even as Aelin collapsed to her knees where the Wyrdmarks had been. 

Rowan was instantly there, reaching for her limp body. 

A heartbeat echoed in his ears, into his own soul. 

And that was her chest, rising and falling. And those were her eyes, opening

slowly. 

The scent of Dorian’s and Chaol’s tears replaced the salt of Endovier as Aelin
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stared up at Rowan and smiled. 

Rowan held her to his chest and wept in the light of the rising sun. 

A  weak  hand  landed  on  his  back,  running  over  the  tattoo  he’d  inked.  As  if

tracing the symbols he’d hidden there, in a desperate, wild hope. “I came back,” 

she rasped. 

She was warm, but … cold, somehow. A stranger in her own body. 

Aelin sat up, groaning at the ache along her bones. 

“What happened?” Dorian asked, held upright by the arm Chaol had around

his waist. 

Aelin  cupped  her  palms  before  her.  A  small  lick  of  flame  appeared  within

them. 

Nothing more. 

She  looked  at  Rowan,  then  Chaol,  and  Dorian,  their  faces  so  haggard  in  the

rising light of day. 

“It’s  gone,”  she  said  quietly.  “The  power.”  She  turned  her  hands,  the  flame

rolling over them. “Only an ember remains.” 

They didn’t speak. 

But Aelin smiled. Smiled at the lack of that well within her, that churning sea

of  fire.  And  what  did  remain—a  significant  gift,  yes,  but  nothing  beyond  the ordinary. 

All that remained of what Mala had given her, in thanks for Elena. 

But—

Aelin reached inward, toward that place inside her soul. 

She put a hand to her chest. Put a hand there and felt the heart beating within. 

The Fae heart. The cost. 

She had given all of herself. Had given up her life. 

The  human  life.  Her  mortality.  Burned  away,  turned  to  nothing  but  dust

between worlds. 

There would be no more shifting. Only this body, this form. 

She told them so. And told them what had occurred. 

And when she was done, when Rowan remained holding her, Aelin held out

her hand once more, just to see. 

Perhaps  it  had  been  a  final  gift  of  Mala’s,  too.  To  preserve  this  piece  of  her that now formed in her hand—this droplet of water. 

Her mother’s gift. 

What Aelin had saved until the end, had not wanted to part with until the very

last dregs of her were given to the Lock, to the Wyrdgate. 

Aelin held out her other hand, and the kernel of flame sputtered to life within

it. 

An ordinary gift. A Fire-Bringer no more. 

But Aelin all the same. 

CHAPTER 100

A prodding kick from Kyllian had Aedion awake before dawn. 

He  groaned  as  he  stretched  out  on  the  cot  in  the  Great  Hall,  the  space  still dim.  Countless  other  soldiers  slumbered  around  him,  their  heavy  breathing

filling the room. 

He squinted at the small lantern that Kyllian held above him. 

“It’s time,” Kyllian said, his eyes weary and red-rimmed. 

They’d all looked better. Been better. 

But they were still alive. A week after the Thirteen had sacrificed themselves

and  pushed  back  Morath’s  tide,  they  were  alive.  The  witches’  lives  had  bought them a full day of rest. One day, and then Morath had marched on Orynth’s walls

again. 

Aedion  slung  the  heavy  fur  cloak  he’d  been  using  for  a  blanket  over  his

shoulders, wincing at the throbbing ache in his left arm. A careless wound, when

he’d taken his attention off his shield for a moment and a Valg foot soldier had

managed to slice him. 

But  at  least  he  wasn’t  limping.  And  at  least  the  wound  the  Valg  prince  had given him had healed. 

Slinging  his  shield  over  that  same  shoulder,  he  scooped  up  his  sword  and

belted  it  at  his  waist  as  he  picked  his  way  through  the  labyrinth  of  sleeping, exhausted bodies. A nod to Kyllian had the man striding for the city walls. 

But  Aedion  turned  left  upon  leaving  the  Great  Hall,  aiming  for  the  north

tower. 

It was a lonely, cold walk to the room he sought. As if the entire castle were a

tomb. 

He  knocked  lightly  on  the  wooden  door  near  the  top  of  the  tower,  and  it

immediately opened and shut, Lysandra slipping into the hall before Evangeline

could stir in her bed. 

In the flickering light of Aedion’s candle, the shadows etched on Lysandra’s

face  from  a  week  of  fighting  from  sunup  to  sundown  were  starker,  deeper. 

“Ready?” he asked softly, turning back down the stairs. 

It had become their tradition—for him to see Lysandra upstairs at night, then

come  to  meet  her  in  the  morning.  The  only  bright  point  in  their  long,  horrible days.  Sometimes,  Evangeline  accompanied  them,  narrating  her  time  running

messages  and  errands  for  Darrow.  Sometimes,  it  was  only  the  two  of  them

trudging along. 

Lysandra was silent, her graceful gait heavier with each step they descended. 

“Breakfast?” Aedion asked as they neared the bottom. 

A nod. The eggs and cured meats had given way to gruel and hot broth. Two
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nights ago, Lysandra had flown off in wyvern form after the fighting had ceased

for the day, and returned an hour later with a hart clutched in each taloned foot. 

That precious meat had been gone too soon. 

They  hit  the  bottom  of  the  tower  stairwell,  and  Aedion  made  to  aim  for  the dining  hall  when  she  stopped  him  with  a  hand  on  his  arm.  In  the  dimness,  he turned toward her. 

But Lysandra, that beautiful face so tired, only slid her arms around his waist

and pressed her head to his chest. She leaned enough of her weight into him that

Aedion  set  down  his  candle  on  a  nearby  ledge  and  wrapped  his  arms  tightly

around her. 

Lysandra sagged, leaning on him further. As if the weight of exhaustion was

unbearable. 

Aedion  rested  his  chin  atop  her  head  and  closed  his  eyes,  breathing  in  her

ever-changing scent. 

Her  heartbeat  thundered  against  his  own  as  he  ran  a  hand  down  her  spine. 

Long, soothing strokes. 

They  hadn’t  shared  a  bed.  There  was  no  place  to  do  so  anyway.  But  this, 

holding  each  other—she’d  initiated  it  the  night  the  Thirteen  had  sacrificed

themselves.  Had  stopped  him  at  this  very  spot  and  just  held  him  for  long

minutes. Until whatever pain and despair eased enough that they could make the

trek upstairs. 

Lysandra pulled away, but not wholly out of his arms. “Ready?” 

“We’re  running  low  on  arrows,”  Petrah  Blueblood  said  to  Manon  in  the  blue-

gray light just before dawn. They strode through the makeshift aerie atop one of

the  castle’s  towers.  “We  might  want  to  consider  assigning  some  of  the  lesser covens to stay behind today to craft more.” 

“Do  it,”  Manon  said,  surveying  the  still-unfamiliar  wyverns  who  shared  the

space  with  Abraxos.  Her  mount  was  already  awake.  Staring  out,  solitary  and

cold, toward the battlefield beyond the city walls. Toward the blasted stretch of

earth that no snow had been able to wipe away entirely. 

She’d  spent  hours  staring  at  it.  Could  barely  pass  over  it  during  the  endless fighting each day. 

Her chest, her body, had been hollowed out. 

Only moving, going through every ordinary motion, kept her from curling up

in a corner of this aerie and never emerging. 

She had to keep moving. Had to. 

Or else she would cease to function at all. 

She didn’t care if it was obvious to others. Ansel of Briarcliff had sought her

out in the Great Hall last night because of it. The red-haired warrior had slid onto

the bench beside her, her wine-colored eyes missing none of the food that Manon

had barely eaten. 

“I’m sorry,” Ansel had said. 

Manon had only stared at her mostly untouched plate. 

The young queen had surveyed the solemn hall around them. “I lost most of my  soldiers,”  she  said,  her  freckled  face  pale.  “Before  you  arrived.  Morath

butchered them.” 

It had been an effort for Manon to draw her face toward Ansel. To meet her

heavy stare. She blinked once, the only confirmation she could bother to make. 

Ansel  reached  for  Manon’s  slice  of  bread,  pulling  off  a  chunk  and  eating  it. 

“We can share it, you know. The Wastes. If you break that curse.” 

Down  the  long  table,  some  of  the  witches  tensed,  but  did  not  look  toward

them. 

Ansel  went  on,  “I’ll  honor  the  old  borders  of  the  Witch  Kingdom,  but  keep

the  rest.”  The  queen  rose,  taking  Manon’s  bread  with  her.  “Just  something  to consider,  should  the  opportunity  arise.”  Then  she  was  gone,  swaggering  off  to her own cluster of remaining soldiers. 

Manon hadn’t stared after her, but the words, the offer, had lingered. 

To share the land, reclaim what they’d had but not the entirety of the Wastes

…  Bring our people home, Manon. 

The words had not stopped echoing in her ears. 

“You could stay off the battlefield today, too,” Petrah Blueblood now said, a

hand on her mount’s flank. “Use the day to help the others. And rest.” 

Manon stared at her. 

Even with two Matrons dead, Iskra with them, and no sign of Petrah’s mother, 

the Ironteeth had managed to remain organized. To keep Manon, Petrah, and the

Crochans busy. 

Every day, fewer and fewer walked off the battlefield. 

“No one else rests,” Manon said coldly. 

“Everyone else manages to sleep, though,” Petrah said. When Manon held the

witch’s gaze, Petrah said unblinkingly, “You think I do not see you, lying awake

all night?” 

“I do not need to rest.” 

“Exhaustion  can  be  as  deadly  as  any  weapon.  Rest  today,  then  rejoin  us

tomorrow.” 

Manon bared her teeth. “The last I looked,  you were not in charge.” 

Petrah  didn’t  so  much  as  lower  her  head.  “Fight,  then,  if  that  is  what  you wish. But consider that many lives depend on you, and if you fall because you

are so tired that you become sloppy, they will  all suffer for it.” 

It was sage advice. Sound advice. 

Yet Manon gazed out over the battlefield, the sea of darkness just becoming

visible.  In  an  hour  or  so,  the  bone  drums  would  beat  again,  and  the  screaming din of war would renew. 

She could not stop. Would not stop. 

“I  am  not  resting.”  Manon  turned  to  seek  out  Bronwen  in  the  Crochans’

quarters.  She,  at  least,  would  not  have  such  ridiculous  notions.  Even  if  Manon knew Glennis would side with Petrah. 

Petrah sighed, the sound grating down Manon’s spine. “Then I shall see you
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on the battlefield.” 

The  roar  and  boom  of  war  had  become  a  distant  buzz  in  Evangeline’s  ears  by midday. Even with the frigid wind, sweat ran down her back beneath her heavy

layers of clothes as she made yet another sprint up the battlement stairs, message

in hand. Darrow and the other old lords stood as they had these past two weeks:

along the castle’s walls, monitoring the battle beyond the city. 

The  message  she’d  received,  straight  from  a  Crochan  who  had  landed  so

briefly that her feet had hardly touched the ground, had come from Bronwen. 

Rare,  Evangeline  had  learned,  for  either  the  Ironteeth  or  the  Crochans  to

report  anything  to  the  humans.  That  the  Crochan  soldier  had  found   her,  had known who she was … It was pride, more than fear, that had Evangeline running

up the stairs, then across the battlements to Lord Darrow. 

Lord  Darrow,  Murtaugh  at  his  side,  had  already  stretched  out  a  hand  by  the

time Evangeline slid to a stop. 

“Careful,” Murtaugh warned her. “The ice can be treacherous.” 

Evangeline  nodded,  though  she  fully  planned  to  ignore  him.  Even  if  she’d

taken  a  spill  down  the  stairs  yesterday  that  thankfully  no  one  had  witnessed. 

Especially  Lysandra.  If  she’d  glimpsed  the  bruise  that  now  bloomed  over

Evangeline’s leg, the matching one on her forearm, she’d have locked her in the

tower. 

Lord  Darrow  read  the  message  and  frowned  toward  the  city.  “Bronwen

reports they’ve spotted Morath hauling a siege tower to the western wall. It will

reach us in an hour or two.” 

Evangeline  looked  past  the  chaos  on  the  city  walls,  where  Aedion  and  Ren

and  the  Bane  fought  so  valiantly,  out  beneath  the  melee  in  the  skies,  where witches fought witches and Lysandra flew in wyvern form. 

Sure enough, a massive shape was lumbering toward them. 

Evangeline’s  stomach  dropped  to  her  feet.  “Is—is  it  one  of  those  witch

towers?” 

“A siege tower is different,” Darrow said with his usual gruffness. “Thank the

gods.” 

“Still deadly,” Murtaugh said. “Just in a different way.” The old man frowned

at Darrow. “I’ll head down there.” 

Evangeline  blinked  at  that.  None— none  of  the  older  lords  had  gone  to  the front. 

“To warn them?” Darrow asked carefully. 

Murtaugh  patted  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  “Aedion  and  Ren  are  stretched  thin. 

Kyllian, too, if you want to keep telling yourself that he’s the one leading them.” 

Murtaugh didn’t so much as lower his chin to Darrow, who stiffened. “I’ll handle

the western wall. And that siege tower.” A wink at Evangeline. “We can’t all be

brave messengers, can we?” 

Evangeline made herself smile, even though dread pooled in her. “Should—

should I warn Aedion that you’ll be there?” 

“I’ll  tell  him  myself,”  Murtaugh  said,  and  ruffled  her  hair  as  he  walked  by. 

“Be careful on the ice,” he warned her again. 

Darrow didn’t try to stop him as Murtaugh walked off the battlements. Slow. 

He  looked  so  slow,  and  old,  and  frail.  And  yet  he  kept  his  chin  high.  Back straight. 

If she’d been able to choose a grandfather for herself, it would have been him. 

Darrow’s face was tight when Murtaugh disappeared at last. 

“Old  fool,”  Darrow  said,  worry  in  his  eyes  as  he  turned  to  the  battle  raging ahead. 

CHAPTER 101

Human no more. 

Aelin’s  breath  rasped  in  her  ears—her  permanently  arched,  immortal  ears—

with  each  step  back  toward  the  camped  army.  Rowan  remained  at  her  side,  a

hand around her waist. 

He hadn’t let go of her once. Not once, since she’d come back. 

Since she’d walked through worlds. 

She could see them still. Even walking in silence under the trees, the darkness

yielding toward the grayish light before dawn, she could see each and every one

of those worlds she’d broken through. 

Perhaps she’d never stop seeing them. Perhaps she alone in this world and all

others knew what lay beyond the invisible walls separating them. How much  life

dwelled and thrived. Loved and hated and struggled to claw out a living. 

So many worlds. More than she could contemplate. Would her dreams forever

be haunted by them? To have glimpsed them, but been unable to explore—would

that longing take root? 

Oakwald’s branches formed a skeletal lattice overhead. Bars of a cage. 

As her body, and this world, might be. 

She shook off the thought. She had lived—lived, when she should have died. 

Even if her mortal self … that had been killed. Melted away. 

The  outer  edges  of  the  camp  neared,  and  Aelin  peered  down  at  her  hands. 

Cold—that was a trace of cold now biting into them. 

Altered in every way. 

Dorian said as they approached the first of the rukhin, “What are you going to

tell them?” 

The  first  words  any  of  them  had  spoken  since  they’d  begun  the  trek  back

here. 

“The truth,” Aelin said. 

She supposed it was all she had to offer them, after what she’d done. 

She said to Dorian, “I’m sorry—about your father.” 

The chill wind brushed the strands of Dorian’s hair off his brow. “So am I,” 

he said, resting a hand atop Damaris’s hilt. 

At  his  side,  Chaol  kept  silent,  though  he  glanced  at  the  king  every  now  and then. He’d look out for Dorian. As he always had, Aelin supposed. 

They  passed  the  first  of  the  ruks,  the  birds  eyeing  them,  and  found  Lorcan, Fenrys, Gavriel, and Elide waiting by the edge of the tents. 

Chaol and Dorian murmured something about gathering the other royals, and

peeled away. 

Aelin  remained  close  to  Rowan  as  they  approached  their  court.  Fenrys
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scanned her from head to toe, nostrils flaring as he scented her. He staggered a

step closer, horror creeping across his face. Gavriel only paled. 

Elide gasped. “You did it, didn’t you?” 

But it was Lorcan who answered, stiffening, as if sensing the change that had

come over her, “You—you’re not human.” 

Rowan snarled in warning. Aelin just looked at them, the people who’d given

so much and chosen to follow her here, their doom still remaining. To succeed, 

and yet to utterly fail. 

Erawan remained. His army remained. 

And there would be no Fire-Bringer, no Wyrdkeys, no gods to assist them. 

“They’re gone?” Elide asked softly. 

Aelin nodded. She’d explain later. Explain it to all of them. 

God-killer. That’s what she was. A god-killer. She didn’t regret it. Not one bit. 

Elide  asked  Lorcan,  “Do  you—do  you  feel  any  different?”  The  lack  of  the

gods who’d watched over them. 

Lorcan  peered  up  at  the  trees  overhead,  as  if  reading  the  answer  in  their

entangled branches. As if searching for Hellas there. “No,” he admitted. 

“What  does  it  mean,”  Gavriel  mused,  the  first  rays  of  sun  beginning  to  gild his  golden  hair,  “for  them  to  be  gone?  Is  there  a  hell-realm  whose  throne  now sits vacant?” 

“It’s too early for that sort of philosophical bullshit,” Fenrys said, and offered

Aelin  a  half  smile  that  didn’t  quite  meet  his  eyes.  Reproach  lay  there—not  for her choice, but in not telling them. Yet he still tried to make light of it. 

Doomed—that lovely, wolfish grin might be in its final days of existence. 

They might all be in their last days of existence now. Because of her. 

Rowan read it in her eyes, her face. His hand tightened on her waist. “Let’s

find the others.” 

Standing  inside  one  of  the  khagan’s  fine  war  tents,  Dorian  held  his  hands  out before  a  fire  of  his  own  making  and  winced.  “That  meeting  could  have  gone

better.” 

Chaol, seated across the fire, Yrene in his lap, toyed with the end of his wife’s

braid. “It really could have.” 

Yrene frowned. “I don’t know how she didn’t walk out and leave everyone to

rot. I would have.” 

“Never  underestimate  the  power  of  guilt  when  it  comes  to  Aelin

Galathynius,” Dorian said, and sighed. The fire he’d summoned fluttered. 

“She  sealed  the  Wyrdgate.”  Yrene  scowled.  “The  least  they  could  do  is  be

grateful for it.” 

“Oh, I have no doubt they are,” Chaol said, frowning now as well. “But the

fact remains that Aelin promised one thing, and did the opposite.” 

Indeed.  Dorian  didn’t  quite  know  what  to  think  of  Aelin’s  choice.  Or  that

she’d  even  told  them  about  it—about  trading  Erawan  for  Elena.  The  gods

betraying her in turn. 
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And then Aelin destroying them for it. 

“Typical,”  Dorian  said,  trying  for  humor  and  failing.  Some  part  of  him  still felt as if he were in that place-of-places. 

Especially when some part of him had been given up. 

The magic that had felt bottomless only yesterday now had a very real, very

solid stopping point. A mighty gift, yes, but he did not think he’d ever again be

capable of shattering glass castles or enemy strongholds. 

He hadn’t yet decided whether it was a relief. 

It  was  more  power,  at  least,  than  Aelin  had  been  left  with.  Gifted  with,  it sounded  like.  Aelin  had  burned  through  every  ember  of  her  own  magic.  What

she now possessed was all that remained of what Mala had given her to seal the

gate—to punish the gods who had betrayed them both. 

The idea of it still made Dorian queasy. And the memory of Aelin choosing to

throw him out of that non-place still made him grind his teeth. Not at her choice, 

but that his father—

He’d think about his father later. Never. 

His nameless father, who had come for him in the end. 

Chaol hadn’t asked about it, hadn’t pushed. And Dorian knew that whenever

he was ready to talk about it, his friend would be waiting. 

Chaol  said,  “Aelin  didn’t  kill  Erawan.  But  at  least  Erawan  can  never  bring

over his brothers. Or use the keys to destroy us all. We have that. She—you  both

did that.” 

There  would  be  no  more  collars.  No  more  rooms  beneath  a  dark  fortress  to

hold them. 

Yrene  ran  her  fingers  through  Chaol’s  brown  hair,  and  Dorian  tried  to  fight

the ache in his chest at the sight. At the love that flowed so freely between them. 

He didn’t resent Chaol for his happiness. But it didn’t stop the sharp slicing in

his  chest  every  time  he  saw  them.  Every  time  he  saw  the  Torre  healers,  and wished Sorscha had found them. 

“So the world was only partly saved,” Yrene said. “Better than nothing.” 

Dorian smiled at that. He adored his friend’s wife already. Likely would have

married her, too, if he’d had the chance. 

Even  if  his  thoughts  still  drifted  northward—to  a  golden-eyed  witch  who

walked with death beside her and did not fear it. Did she think of him? Wonder

what had become of him in Morath? 

“Aelin  and  I  still  have  magic,”  Dorian  said.  “Not  like  it  was  before,  but  we still have it. We’re not entirely helpless.” 

“Enough to take on Erawan?” Chaol said, his bronze eyes wary. Well aware

of the answer. “And Maeve?” 

“We’ll have to figure out a way,” Dorian said. He prayed it was true. 

But there were no gods left to pray to at all. 

Elide kept one eye on Aelin while they washed themselves in the queen’s tent. 

One eye on the deliciously warm water that had been brought in. 

And kept warm by the woman in the tub beside her own. 

As if in defiance of the horrible meeting they’d had with the khaganate royals

upon Aelin’s unexpected return. 

Triumphant. But only in some regards. 

One threat defeated. The other fumbled. 

Aelin had hid it well, but the queen had her tells, too. Her utter stillness—the

predatory  angle  of  her  head.  The  former  had  been  present  this  morning.  Utter stillness while she’d been questioned, criticized, shouted at. 

The queen had not been this quiet since the day she’d escaped Maeve. 

And it was not trauma that bowed her head, but guilt. Dread. Shame. 

Nearly shoulder-deep in the high, long tubs, Elide had been the one to suggest

a bath. To give Prince Rowan a chance to fly high and wide and take some of the

edge off his temper. To give Aelin a moment to settle herself. 

She’d  planned  to  bathe  this  morning  anyway.  Though  she’d  imagined  a

different partner in the bath beside hers. 

Not  that  Lorcan  knew  that.  He’d  only  kissed  her  temple  before  striding  off

into the morning—to join Fenrys and Gavriel in readying the army to move out. 

Keep plunging northward. 

Aelin scrubbed at her long hair, the flowing mass of it draped over her body. 

In the light of the braziers, the tattoos on the queen’s back seemed to flow like a

living black river. 

“So your magic is still there?” Elide blurted. 

Aelin slid turquoise eyes over to her. “Is your water warm?” 

Elide snorted, dragging her fingers through the water. “Yes.” 

“You wish to know how much, exactly.” 

“Am I allowed to know?” 

“I  wasn’t  lying  in  the  meeting,”  Aelin  said,  voice  still  hollow.  She’d  stood there  and  taken  every  shouted  question  from  Princess  Hasar,  every  frown  of

disapproval from Prince Sartaq. “It’s …” She lifted her arms, and positioned her

hands in the air above each other, a foot of space between them. “Here’s where

the  bottom  was  before,”  she  said,  wriggling  her  lower  fingers.  She  lifted  her bottom hand until it hovered two inches from her top hand. “Here’s where it is

now.” 

“You’ve tested it?” 

“I  can  feel  it.”  Those  turquoise  eyes,  despite  all  she’d  done,  were  heavy. 

Solemn. “I’ve never felt a bottom before. Felt it without having to look for it.” 

Aelin dunked her sudsy scalp in the water, scrubbing free the bubbles and oils. 

“Not so impressive, is it?” 

“I never cared if you had magic or not.” 

“Why? Everyone else did.” A flat question. Yes, when they’d been children, 

so  many  had  feared  what  manner  of  power  Aelin  possessed.  What  she’d  grow

into. 

“Who you are isn’t your magic,” Elide said simply. 

“Isn’t  it?”  Aelin  rested  her  head  on  the  back  of  the  tub.  “I  liked  my  magic. 

Loved it.” 

“And being human?” Elide knew she shouldn’t have dared ask, but it slipped

out. 

Aelin  glanced  sidelong  at  her.  “Am  I  still  human,  deep  down,  without  a

human body to possess?” 

Elide considered. “I suppose you’re the only person who can decide that.” 

Aelin hummed, dunking under the water again. 

When  she  emerged,  Elide  asked,  “Are  you  afraid?  Of  facing  Erawan  in

battle?” 

Aelin hugged her knees, her tattoo flexing across her back. She was quiet for

a long while. 

“I  am  afraid  of  not  reaching  Orynth  in  time,”  she  said  at  last.  “If  Erawan chooses to drag his carcass up there to fight me, I’ll deal with it then.” 

“And Maeve? What if she arrives with Erawan, too?” 

But Elide knew the answer. They would die. All of them. 

There had to be some way—some way to defeat both of them. She supposed

Anneith would be of no help now. And perhaps it was time for her to rely upon

herself anyway. Even if the timing could have been far better. 

“So many questions, Lady of Perranth.” 

Elide blushed, and reached for the soap, scrubbing her arms down. “Sorry.” 

“Do you now see why I didn’t have you take the blood oath?” 

“The Fae males challenge you all the time.” 

“Yes, but I like having you not bound to me.” A soft sigh. “I didn’t plan for

any of this.” 

“For what?” 

“To  survive  the  Lock.  The  gate.  To  actually  have  to  …  rule.  To  live.  I’m  in uncharted territory, it seems.” 

Elide considered. Then pulled the golden ring from her finger. Silba’s ring—

not Mala’s. 

“Here,” she said, extending the ring between their tubs, suds dripping off her

fingers. 

Aelin blinked at the ring. “Why?” 

“Because  between  the  two  of  us,  you’re  more  likely  to  face  Erawan  or

Maeve.” 

Aelin didn’t reach for it. “I’d rather you keep it.” 

“And I’d rather you have it,” Elide challenged, holding the queen’s stare. She

asked  softly,  “Haven’t  you  given  enough,  Aelin?  Won’t  you  let  one  of  us  do

something for you?” 

Aelin glanced down to the ring. “I failed. You realize that, don’t you?” 

“You put the keys back in the gate. That is not failure. And even if you had

failed in that, I would give this ring to you.” 

“I owe it to your mother to see that you survive this.” 

Elide’s chest tightened. “You owe it to my mother to  live, Aelin.” She leaned

closer, practically pushing the ring into Aelin’s face. “Take it. If not for me, then

for her.” 

Aelin stared at the ring again. And then took it. 

Elide tried not to sigh as the queen slid it onto her finger. 

“Thank you,” Aelin murmured. 

Elide  was  about  to  answer  when  the  tent  flaps  opened,  icy  air  howling  in—

along with Borte. “You didn’t invite me for a bath?” the rukhin asked, frowning

dramatically at the queen. 

Aelin’s lips curved upward. “I thought rukhin were too tough for baths.” 

“Do you see how nice the men keep their hair? You think that doesn’t imply

an  obsession  with  cleanliness?”  Borte  strode  across  the  royal  tent  and  plopped onto the stool beside the queen’s tub. Not at all seeming to care that the queen or

Elide were naked. 

It  took  all  of  Elide’s  will  not  to  cover  herself  up.  At  least  with  Aelin  in  the adjacent tub, the lip of the bath was high enough to offer them privacy. But with

Borte sitting  above them like this—

“Here are my thoughts,” Borte declared, flicking the end of one of her braids. 

Aelin smiled slightly. 

“Hasar is cranky and cold. Sartaq is used to these conditions and doesn’t care. 

Kashin is trying to make the best of it, because he’s so damned nice, but they’re

all  just  a   little  nervous  that  we’re  marching  on  a  hundred  thousand  soldiers, potentially more on the way, and that Erawan is  not out of commission. Neither

is Maeve. So they’re pissed. They like you, but they’re pissed.” 

“I’d  gathered  as  much,”  Aelin  said  drily,  “when  Hasar  called  me  a  stupid

cow.” 

It had taken all of Elide’s restraint not to lunge for the princess. And from the

growl that had come from the Fae males, even Lorcan, gods above, she knew it

had been just as difficult for them. 

Aelin had only inclined her head to the princess and smiled. Just as she was

smiling now. 

Borte waved off Aelin’s words. “Hasar calls everyone a stupid cow. You’re in

good  company.”  Another  smile  from  Aelin  at  that.  “But  I’m  not  here  to  talk

about that. I want to talk about you and me.” 

“My favorite subject,” Aelin said, chuckling slightly. 

Borte  grinned.  “You’re  alive.  You  made  it.  We  all  thought  you’d  be  dead.” 

She  drew  a  line  across  her  neck  for  emphasis,  and  Elide  cringed.  “Sartaq  is probably  going  to  have  me  leading  one  of  the  flanks  into  battle,  but  I’ve  done that. Been good at that.” That grin widened. “I want to lead  your flank.” 

“I don’t have a flank.” 

“Then who shall you ride with into battle?” 

“I hadn’t gotten that far,” Aelin said, lifting a brow. “Since I expected to be

dead.” 

“Well, when you do, expect me to be in the skies above you. I’d hate for the

battle to be dull.” 

Only  the  fierce-eyed  rukhin  would  have  the  nerve  to  call  marching  on  a
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hundred thousand soldiers  dull. 

But  before  Aelin  could  say  anything,  or  Elide  could  ask  Borte  whether  the

ruks were ready against the wyverns, the ruk rider was gone. 

When Elide looked to Aelin, the queen’s face was somber. 

Aelin nodded toward the tent flaps. “It’s snowing.” 

“It’s been snowing with little rest for days now.” 

Aelin’s swallow was audible. “It’s a northern snow.” 

The  storm  slammed  into  the  camp,  so  fierce  that  Nesryn  and  Sartaq  had  given the ruks orders to hunker down for the day and night. 

As  if  crossing  into  Terrasen  days  earlier  had  officially  put  them  into  brutal winter. 

“We  keep  going  north,”  Kashin  was  saying,  lounging  by  the  fire  in  Hasar’s

sprawling tent. 

“Like there is another option,” Hasar snipped, sipping from her mulled wine. 

“We’ve come this far. We might as well go all the way to Orynth.” 

Nesryn,  seated  on  a  low  sofa  with  Sartaq,  still  wondered  what,  exactly,  she

was  doing  in  these  meetings.  Wondered  at  the  fact  that  she  sat  with  the  royal siblings, the Heir to the khaganate at her side. 

 Empress.  The word seemed to hang over her every breath, every movement. 

Sartaq  said,  “Our  people  have  faced  odds  like  this  before.  We’ll  face  them

again.” 

Indeed,  Sartaq  had  stayed  up  long  into  the  night  these  weeks  reading  the

accounts and journals of khaganate warriors and leaders from generations past. 

They’d  brought  a  trunk  of  them  from  the  khaganate—for  this  reason.  Most

Sartaq had already read, he’d told her. But it never hurt to refresh one’s mind. 

If  it  bought  them  a  shot  against  a  hundred  thousand  soldiers,  she  wouldn’t

complain. 

“We  won’t  be  facing  them  at  all  if  this  storm  doesn’t  let  up,”  Hasar  said, frowning  toward  her  sealed  tent  flaps.  “When  I  return  to  Antica,  I  am  never leaving again.” 

“No taste for adventure, sister?” Kashin smiled faintly. 

“Not when it’s in a frozen hell,” Hasar grumbled. 

Nesryn huffed a soft laugh, and Sartaq slipped his arm around her shoulders. 

A casual, careless bit of contact. 

“We keep going,” Sartaq said. “All the way to the walls of Orynth. We swore

as much, and we do not renege on our promises.” 

Nesryn  would  have  fallen  in  love  with  him  for  that  statement  alone.  She

leaned into him, savoring his warmth, in silent thanks. 

“Then  let  us  pray,”  Kashin  said,  “that  this  storm  does  not  slow  us  so  much that there’s nothing left of Orynth to defend.” 

CHAPTER 102

They had cleared a small chamber near the Great Hall for his viewing. 

The  room  lit  by  whatever  candles  could  be  spared,  the  ancient  stones  were

cast in flickering relief around the table where they’d laid him. 

Lysandra lingered in the doorway as she gazed toward the sheet-draped body

at the back of the room. 

Ren knelt before him, head bowed. As he had done for hours now. Ever since

word had come at sundown that Murtaugh had fallen. 

Hewn down by Valg foot soldiers as he sought to staunch their flow over the

city walls courtesy of one of their siege towers. 

They  had  carried  Murtaugh  back  from  the  city  wall,  a  throng  of  soldiers

around him. 

Even  from  the  skies,  flying  in  with  the  witches  after  Morath  had  given  the

order to halt once more, Lysandra had heard Ren’s scream. Had seen from high

above  as  Ren  ran  down  the  battlements  to  the  body  borne  through  the  city

streets. 

Aedion  had  been  there  within  seconds.  Had  kept  Ren  upright  as  the  young

lord had sobbed, and had half carried him here, despite the fresh wounds on the

prince. 

And so Aedion had stayed. Standing vigil beside Ren all this time, a hand on

his shoulder. 

Lysandra  had  come  with  Evangeline.  Had  held  the  stunned  girl  while  she

cried, and lingered while Evangeline strode to Murtaugh’s body to press a kiss to

his brow. As much as the sheet would allow them to see, after what the Valg had

done. 

She  had  escorted  her  ward  from  the  chamber  just  as  Darrow  and  the  others

arrived. 

Lysandra hadn’t bothered to look at Darrow, at any of them who hadn’t dared

to do what Murtaugh had done. His death, they’d learned, had rallied the men at

the wall. Made them topple that siege tower. A lucky, costly victory. 

Lysandra  had  helped  Evangeline  bathe,  made  sure  she  got  a  hot  meal,  and

tucked her into bed before returning. 

Finding Aedion still beside Ren, his hand still on the kneeling lord’s shoulder. 

So she’d lingered here, at the doorway. Her own vigil, while the well of her

power refilled, while the wounds she’d sustained healed over inch by inch. 

Aedion murmured something to Ren, and withdrew his hand. She wondered if

they were his first words in hours. 

Aedion  turned  toward  her  then,  blinking.  Hollowed  out.  Gutted.  Exhausted

and grieving and bearing a weight she couldn’t stand to see. 

Even Aedion’s usual stalking gait was barely more than a trudge. 

She followed him out, glancing back only once to where Ren still knelt, head

bowed. 

Such terrible silence around him. 

Lysandra kept pace beside Aedion as he turned toward the dining hall. At this

hour,  food  would  be  scarce,  but  she’d  find  it.  For  both  of  them.  Would  go

hunting if she needed to. 

She opened her mouth to tell Aedion just that. 

But tears slid down his face, cutting through blood and grime. 

Lysandra stopped, tugging him into a halt. 

He didn’t meet her eyes as she wiped his tears away from one cheek. Then the

other. 

“I should have been at the western wall,” he said, voice breaking. 

She knew no words would comfort him. So she wiped Aedion’s tears again, 

tears he would only show in this shadowed hall, after all others had found their

beds. 

And when he still didn’t meet her stare, she cupped his face, lifting his head. 

For a heartbeat, for eternity, they stared at each other. 

She couldn’t stand it, the bleakness, the grief, in his face. Couldn’t endure it. 

Lysandra rose onto her toes and brushed her mouth over his. 

A whisper of a kiss, a promise of life when death hovered. 

She pulled away, finding Aedion’s face as distraught as it had been before. 

So  she  kissed  him  again.  And  lingered  by  his  mouth  as  she  whispered,  “He

was  a  good  man.  A  brave  and  noble  man.  So  are  you.”  She  kissed  him  a  third time. “And when this war is over, however it may end, I will still be here, with

you. Whether in this life or the next, Aedion.” 

He closed his eyes, as if breathing in her words. His chest indeed heaved, his

broad shoulders shaking. 

Then he opened his eyes, and they were pure turquoise flame, fueled by that

grief and anger and defiance at the death around them. 

He gripped her waist in one hand, the other plunging into her hair, and tipped

her head back as his mouth met hers. 

The  kiss  seared  her  down  to  her  ever-changing  bones,  and  she  wrapped  her

arms around his neck as she held him tightly. 

Alone  in  the  dark,  quiet  hall,  death  squatting  on  the  battlefield  nearby, 

Lysandra gave herself to that searing kiss, to Aedion, unable to stop her moan as

his tongue flicked against hers. 

The sound was his unleashing, and Aedion twisted them, backing her against

the wall. She arched, desperate to feel him against all of her. He growled into her

mouth, and the hand at her hip slid to her thigh, hoisting it around his waist as he

ground into her, exactly where she needed him. 

Aedion tore his mouth from hers and began to explore her neck, her jaw, her

ear.  She  breathed  his  name,  running  her  hands  down  his  powerful  back  as  it

flexed under her touch. 
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More. More. More. 

More of this life, this fire to burn away all shadows. 

More of him. 

Lysandra  slid  her  hands  to  his  chest,  fingers  digging  into  the  breast  of  his jacket,  seeking  the  warm  skin  beneath.  Aedion  only  nipped  at  her  ear,  dragged his teeth along her jaw, and seized her mouth in another plundering kiss that had

her moaning again. 

Footsteps  scuffed  down  the  hall,  along  with  a  pointed  cough,  and  Aedion

stilled. 

Loud—they must have been so loud—

But  Aedion  didn’t  budge,  though  Lysandra  unwrapped  her  leg  from  around

his waist. Just as the sentry walked past, eyes down. 

Walked past  quickly. 

Aedion tracked the man the entire time, nothing human in Aedion’s eyes. An

apex predator who had found his prey at last. 

No, not prey. Never with him. 

But his partner. His mate. 

When  the  sentry  had  vanished  around  the  corner,  no  doubt  running  to  tell

everyone what he’d interrupted, when Aedion leaned to kiss her again, Lysandra

halted him with a gentle hand to his mouth. “Tomorrow,” she said softly. 

Aedion let out a snarl—though one without any bite. 

“Tomorrow,” she said, and kissed him on the cheek, stepping out of his arms. 

“Live through tomorrow, fight through tomorrow, and we’ll … continue.” 

His  breathing  was  ragged,  eyes  wary.  “Was  this  from  pity?”  A  broken, 

miserable question. 

Lysandra  slid  her  hand  against  his  stubble-coated  cheek  and  pressed  her

mouth against his. Let herself taste him again. “It is because I am sick of all this

death. And I needed you.” 

Aedion made a low, pained sound, so Lysandra kissed him a final time. Went

so far as to run her tongue along the seam of his lips. He opened for her, and then

they  were  tangled  in  each  other  again,  teeth  and  tongues  and  hands  roaming, 

touching, tasting. 

But Lysandra managed to extract herself again, her breathing as jagged as his

own. 

“Tomorrow, Aedion,” she breathed. 

“We have enough left in our arsenal for our archers to use for another three days, 

maybe four if they conserve their stores,” Lord Darrow said, arms crossed as he

read through the tally. 

Manon  didn’t  dislike  the  old  man—part  of  her  even  admired  his  iron-fisted

control. But these war councils each evening were beginning to tire her. 

Especially when they brought bleaker and bleaker news. 

Yesterday, there had been one more standing in this chamber. Lord Murtaugh. 

Today, only his grandson sat in a chair, his eyes red-rimmed. A living wraith. 

“Food  stores?”  Aedion  asked  from  the  other  side  of  the  table.  The  general-prince had seen better days, too. They all had. Every face in this room had the

same bleak, battered expression. 

“We  have  food  for  a  month  at  least,”  Darrow  said.  “But  none  of  that  will

matter without anyone to defend the walls.” 

Captain Rolfe stepped up to the table. “The firelances are down to the dregs. 

We’ll be lucky if they last through tomorrow.” 

“Then we conserve them, too,” Manon said. “Use them only for any higher-

ranking Valg that make it over the city walls.” 

Rolfe  nodded.  Another  man  she  begrudgingly  admired—though  his

swaggering could grate. 

It was an effort not to look to the sealed doors to the chamber. Where Asterin

and Sorrel should have been waiting. Defending. 

Instead, Petrah and Bronwen stood there. Not as her new Second and Third, 

but just representatives from their own factions. 

“Let’s  say  we  make  the  arrows  last  for  four  days,”  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  said, frowning deeply. “And make the firelances last for three, if used conservatively. 

Once they’re out, what remains?” 

“The catapults still work,” provided one of the silver-haired Fae royals. The

female one. 

“They’re  for  inflicting  damage  far  out  on  the  field,  though,”  said  Prince

Galan, who, like Aedion, bore Aelin’s eyes. “Not close fighting.” 

“Then we have our swords,” Aedion said hoarsely. “Our courage.” 

The latter, Manon knew, was running low, too. 

“We can keep the Ironteeth at bay,” Manon said, “but cannot also aid you at

the walls.” 

They were indeed fighting a relentless tide that did not diminish. 

“So is this the end, then?” Ansel asked. “In four, five days, we offer our necks

to Morath?” 

“We fight to the last of us,” Aedion growled. “To the very last one.” 

Even Lord Darrow did not object to that. So they departed, meeting over. 

There  wasn’t  anything  else  to  discuss.  Within  a  few  days,  they’d  all  be  a

grand feast for the crows. 

CHAPTER 103

The storm had halted their army entirely. 

On the first morning, it raged so fiercely that Rowan hadn’t been able to see a

few  feet  before  him.  Ruks  had  been  grounded,  and  only  the  hardiest  of  scouts had been sent out—on land. 

So  the  army  sat  there.  Not  fifty  miles  over  Terrasen’s  border.  A  week  from

Orynth. 

Had Aelin possessed her full powers—

Not her full powers. Not anymore, Rowan reminded himself as he sat in their

war tent, his mate and wife and queen on the low-lying sofa beside him. 

Aelin’s full powers were now … he didn’t quite know. Where they’d been at

Mistward, perhaps. When she still had that self-inflicted damper. Not as little as

when  she’d  arrived,  but  not  as  much  as  when  she’d  encircled  all  of  Doranelle with her flame. 

Certainly not enough to face Erawan and walk away. And Maeve. 

He didn’t care. Didn’t give a shit whether she had all the power of the sun, or

not an ember. 

It had never mattered to him anyway. 

Outside, the wind howled, the tent shuddering. 

“Is it always this bad?” Fenrys asked, frowning at the shaking tent walls. 

“Yes,” Elide and Aelin said, then shared a rare smile. 

A miracle, that smile on Aelin’s mouth. 

But Elide’s faded as she said, “This storm could last days. It could dump three

feet.” 

Lorcan, lingering near the brazier, grunted. “Even once the snow stops, there

will  be  that  to  contend  with.  Soldiers  losing  toes  and  fingers  to  the  cold  and wet.” 

Aelin’s smile vanished entirely. “I’ll melt as much as I can.” 

She would. She’d bring herself to the edge of burnout to do it. But together, if

they linked their powers, the force of Rowan’s magic might be enough to melt a

path. To keep the army warm. 

“We’ll  still  have  an  army  who  arrives  at  Orynth  exhausted,”  Gavriel  said, 

rubbing his jaw. 

How  many  days  had  Rowan  seen  him  gaze  northward,  toward  the  son  who

fought in Orynth? Wondering, no doubt, if Aedion still lived. 

“They’re professionals,” Fenrys said drily. “They can handle it.” 

“Going the long way around will only increase the exhaustion,” Lorcan said. 

“The  last  we  heard,”  Rowan  said,  “Morath  held  Perranth.”  A  pained  wince

from  Elide  at  that.  “We  won’t  risk  crossing  too  close  to  it.  Not  when  it  would

mean potentially getting entangled in a conflict that would only delay our arrival in Orynth and thin our numbers.” 

“I’ve looked at the maps a dozen times.” Gavriel frowned to where they were

laid  out  on  the  worktable.  “There’s  no  alternative  way  to  Orynth—not  without

drawing too close to Perranth.” 

“Perhaps we’ll be lucky,” Fenrys said, “and this storm will have hit the entire

North. Maybe freeze some of Morath’s forces for us.” 

Rowan  doubted  they’d  be  that  lucky.  He  had  a  feeling  that  any  luck  they

possessed had been spent with the woman sitting beside him. 

Aelin looked at him, grave and tired. He could not imagine what it felt like. 

She had yielded all of herself. Had given up her humanity, her magic. He knew it

was the former that left that haunted, bruised look in her eyes. That made her a

stranger in her own body. 

Rowan  had  taken  the  time  last  night  to  reacquaint  her  with  certain  parts  of that body. And his own. Had spent a long while doing so, too. Until that haunted

look had vanished, until she was writhing beneath him, burning while he moved

in  her.  He  hadn’t  stopped  his  tears  from  falling,  even  when  they’d  turned  to steam before they hit her body, and there had been tears on her own face, bright

as silver in the flame, while she’d held him tight. 

Yet  this  morning,  when  he’d  nuzzled  her  awake  with  kisses  to  her  jaw,  her

neck, that haunted look had returned. And lingered. 

First her scars. Then her mortal, human body. 

Enough. She had given enough. He knew she planned to give more. 

A rukhin scout called for the queen from the tent flaps, and Aelin gave a quiet

command  to  enter.  But  the  scout  only  poked  in  her  head,  her  eyes  wide.  Snow covered  her  hood,  her  eyebrows,  her  lashes.  “Your  Majesty.  Majesties,”  she

corrected,  glancing  at  him.  Rowan  didn’t  bother  to  tell  her  he  was  simply  and would  forever  be   Your  Highness.  “You  must  come.”  The  scout  panted  hard enough for her breath to curl in the chilled air leaking through the tent flaps. “All

of you.” 

It took minutes to don their warmer layers and gear, to brace for the snow and

wind. 

But then they were all inching through the drifts, the scout guiding them past

half-buried tents. Even under the trees, there was little shelter. 

Yet then they were at the edge of the camp, the blinding snows roaring past. 

Veiling what the scout pointed to as she said, “Look.” 

At  his  side,  Aelin  stumbled  a  step.  Rowan  reached  for  her  to  keep  her  from falling. 

But she hadn’t been falling. She’d been lurching forward—as if to run ahead. 

Rowan saw at last what she beheld. Who emerged between the trees. 

Against the snow, he was nearly invisible with his white fur. Would have been

invisible were it not for the golden flame flickering between his proud, towering

antlers. 

The Lord of the North. 
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And at his feet, all around him … The Little Folk. 

Snow clinging to her lashes, a small sound came out of Aelin as the creature

nearest curled its hand, beckoning. As if to say,  Follow us. 

The others gaped in silence at the magnificent, proud stag who had come to

greet them. 

To guide home the Queen of Terrasen. 

But  then  the  wind  began  to  whisper,  and  it  was  not  the  song  that  Rowan

usually heard. 

No, it was a voice that they  all heard as it streamed past them. 

 Doom is upon Orynth, Heir of Brannon. You must hurry. 

A chill that had nothing to do with the cold skittered down Rowan’s skin. 

“The storm,” Aelin blurted, the words swallowed by the snow. 

 You must hurry. We will show you the way, swift and unseen. 

Aelin  only  stilled.  Said  to  that  voice,  as  ancient  as  the  trees,  as  old  as  the rocks between them, “You have already helped me so many times.” 

 And you have given much yourself, Heir of Brannon.  We who remember him

 know  he  would  have  made  such  a  choice,  had  he  been  able  to  do  so.  Oakwald shall never forget Brannon, or his Heir. 

Aelin straightened, scanned the trees, the snow-whipped wind. 

 Dryad.  That was the word he sought. Dryad. A tree spirit. 

“What is your cost?” Aelin asked, her voice louder now. 

“Do you really want to ask?” Fenrys muttered. Rowan snarled at him. 

But Aelin had gone still as she waited for the dryad to answer. The voice of

Oakwald, of the Little Folk and creatures who had long cared for it. 

 A better world, the dryad replied at last.  Even for us. 

The army was a flurry of activity as it hauled itself into preparing to march—to

race northward. 

But  Aelin  dragged  Rowan  into  their  tent.  To  the  pile  of  books  Chaol  and

Yrene had brought from the southern continent. 

She ran a finger over the titles, searching, scanning. 

“What are you doing?” her mate asked. 

Aelin  ignored  the  question  and  hummed  as  she  found  the  book  she  sought. 

She leafed through it, careful not to tear the ancient pages. “A stupid cow I might

be,”  she  muttered,  rotating  the  book  to  show  Rowan  the  page  she  sought,  “but not without options.” 

Rowan’s  eyes  danced.  You’re  including  me  in  this  particular  scheme, 

 Princess? 

Aelin smirked.  I wouldn’t want you to feel left out. 

He angled his head. “We need to hurry, then.” 

Listening to the ruckus of the readying army beyond their tent, Aelin nodded. 

And began. 

CHAPTER 104

The  sweat  and  blood  on  him  quickly  freezing,  Aedion  panted  as  he  leaned

against  the  battered  city  walls  and  watched  the  encamped  enemy  pull  back  for the night. 

A sick sort of joke, a cruel torment, for Morath to halt at each sundown. As if

it  were  some  sort  of  civility,  as  if  the  creatures  who  infested  so  many  of  the soldiers below required light. 

He knew why Erawan had ordered it so. To wear them down day by day, to

break their spirits rather than let them go out in raging glory. 

It wasn’t just the victory or conquest that Erawan desired, but their complete

surrender. Their begging for it to be over, for him to end them, rule them. 

Aedion ground his teeth as he limped down the battlements, the light quickly

fading, the temperature plummeting. 

Five days. 

The  weapons  they’d  estimated  running  out  in  three  or  four  days  had  lasted

until today. Until now. 

Down the wall, one of the Mycenians sent a plume of flame onto the Valg still

trying to scale the siege ladder. Where it burned, demons fell away. 

Rolfe  stood  by  the  woman  wielding  the  firelance,  his  face  as  bloodied  and

sweaty as Aedion’s. 

A  black-armored  hand  clamped  onto  the  battlement  beside  Aedion  as  he

passed by, grappling for purchase. 

Barely looking, Aedion slammed out his ancient shield. A yelp and fading cry

was  his  only  confirmation  that  the  rogue  soldier  had  gone  tumbling  to  the

ground. 

Rolfe smiled grimly as Aedion halted, the weight of his armor like a thousand

stones. Overhead, Crochans and Ironteeth flew slowly back across the city walls, 

red  capes  drooping  over  brooms,  leathery  wings  beating  irregularly.  Aedion

watched the sky until he saw the riderless wyvern he looked for every day, every

night. 

Spotting him, too, Lysandra banked and began a slow, pained descent toward

the city wall. 

So many dead. More and more each day. Those lost lives weighed his every

step. Nothing he could do would ever make it right—not really. 

“The archers are out,” Aedion said to Rolfe by way of greeting as Lysandra

drew  closer,  blood  both  her  own  and  from  others  on  her  wings,  her  chest.  “No more arrows.” 

Rolfe  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  Mycenian  warrior  still  setting  off  her

firelance in sputtering fits and bursts. 
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Lysandra  landed,  shifting  in  a  flash,  and  was  instantly  at  Aedion’s  side, 

tucked under his shield arm. A soft, swift kiss was their only greeting. The only

thing he looked forward to every night. 

Sometimes, once they’d been bandaged and eaten something, he’d manage to

get  more  than  that.  Often,  they  didn’t  bother  to  wash  up  before  finding  a

shadowed  alcove.  Then  it  was  nothing  but  her,  the  sheer  perfection  of  her,  the small sounds she made when he licked up her throat, when his hands slowly, so

slowly, explored each inch of her. Letting her set the pace, show him and tell him

how far she wished to go. But not that final joining, not yet. 

Something for them both to live for—that was their unspoken vow. 

She reeked of Valg blood, but Aedion still pressed another kiss to Lysandra’s

temple before he looked back at Rolfe. The Pirate Lord smiled grimly. 

Well aware that these would likely be their final days. Hours. 

The  Mycenian  warrior  aimed  her  firelance  again,  and  the  lingering  Valg

tumbled  away  into  the  darkness,  little  more  than  melted  bones  and  fluttering

cloth. 

“That’s the last of it,” Rolfe said quietly. 

It  took  Aedion  a  heartbeat  to  realize  he  didn’t  mean  the  final  soldier  of  the evening. 

The Mycenian warrior set down her firelance with a heavy, metallic thud. 

“The firelances are done,” Rolfe said. 

Darkness fell over Orynth, so thick even the flames of the castle shriveled. 

On the castle battlements, Darrow silent at her side, Evangeline watched the

trudging lines of soldiers come in from the walls, from the skies. 

Bone drums began to beat. 

A heartbeat, as if the enemy army on the plain were one massive, rising beast

now readying to devour them. 

Most days, they only beat from sunup to sundown, the noise blocked out by

the  din  of  battle.  That  they  had  started  it  anew  as  the  sun  vanished  …  Her stomach churned. 

“Tomorrow,”  Lord  Sloane  murmured  from  where  he  stood  beside  Darrow. 

“Or the day after. It will be done then.” 

Not victory. Evangeline knew that now. 

Darrow  said  nothing,  and  Lord  Sloane  clapped  him  on  the  shoulder  before

heading inside. 

“What happens at the end?” Evangeline dared ask Darrow. 

The  old  man  gazed  across  the  city,  the  battlefield  full  of  such  terrible

darkness. 

“Either we surrender,” he said, voice hoarse, “and Erawan makes slaves of us

all, or we fight until we’re all carrion.” 

Such stark, harsh words. Yet she liked that about him—that he did not soften

anything for her. “Who shall decide what we do?” 

His  gray  eyes  scanned  her  face.  “It  would  fall  upon  us,  the  Lords  of

Terrasen.” 

Evangeline  nodded.  Enemy  campfires  flickered  to  life,  their  flames  seeming

to echo the beat of their bone drums. 

“What would you decide?” Darrow’s question was quiet, tentative. 

She considered it. No one had ever asked her such a thing. 

“I  should  have  very  much  liked  to  live  at  Caraverre,”  Evangeline  admitted. 

She  knew  he  did  not  recognize  it,  but  it  didn’t  matter  now,  did  it?  “Murtaugh showed  me  the  land—the  rivers  and  mountains  right  nearby,  the  forests  and

hills.”  An  ache  throbbed  in  her  chest.  “I  saw  the  gardens  by  the  house,  and  I would  have  liked  to  have  seen  them  in  spring.”  Her  throat  tightened.  “I  would have liked for that to have been my home. For this … for all of Terrasen to have

been my home.” 

Darrow said nothing, and Evangeline set a hand on the castle stones, gazing

to  the  west  now,  as  if  she  could  see  all  the  way  to  Allsbrook  and  the  small territory in its shadow. To Caraverre. 

“That’s what Terrasen has always meant to me, you know,” Evangeline went

on, speaking more to herself. “As soon as Aelin freed Lysandra, and offered to

let us join her court, Terrasen has always meant home. A place where … where

the sort of people who hurt us don’t get to live. Where anyone, regardless of who

they  are  and  where  they  came  from  and  what  their  rank  is  can  dwell  in  peace. 

Where we can have a garden in the spring, and swim in the rivers in the summer. 

I’ve never had such a thing before. A home, I mean. And I would have liked for

Caraverre, for Terrasen, to have been mine.” She chewed on her lip. “So I would

choose to fight. Until the very end. For my home, new as it is. I choose to fight.” 

Darrow was silent for so long that she peered up at him. 

She’d never seen his eyes so sad, as if the weight of all his years truly settled

upon them. 

Then he only said, “Come with me.” 

She  followed  him  down  the  battlements  and  into  the  warmth  of  the  castle, 

along the various winding hallways, all the way to the Great Hall, where a too-

small evening meal was being laid out. One of their last. 

No  one  bothered  to  look  up  from  their  plates  as  Evangeline  and  Darrow

passed between the long tables crammed with drained and injured soldiers. 

Darrow didn’t look at them, either, as he went right up to the line of people

waiting  for  their  food.  Right  up  to  Aedion  and  Lysandra,  their  arms  looped

around each other while they waited their turn. As it should have been from the

start—the two of them together. 

Aedion,  sensing  Darrow’s  approach,  turned.  The  general  looked  worn

through. 

He knew, then. That tomorrow or the day after would be their last. Lysandra

gave  Evangeline  a  small  smile,  and  Evangeline  knew  that  she  was  aware,  too. 

Would try to find a way to get her out before the end. 

Even if Evangeline would never allow it. 

Darrow unbuckled the sword at his side and extended it to Aedion. 
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Silence began to ripple through the hall at the sight of the sword—Aedion’s

sword. The Sword of Orynth. 

Darrow held it between them, the ancient bone pommel gleaming. “Terrasen

is your home.” 

Aedion’s  haggard  face  remained  unmoved.  “It  has  been  since  the  day  I

arrived here.” 

“I  know,”  Darrow  said,  gazing  at  the  sword.  “And  you  have  defended  it  far

more than any natural-born son would ever be expected to. Beyond what anyone

might  ever  reasonably  be  asked  to  give.  You  have  done  so  without  complaint, 

without  fear,  and  have  served  your  kingdom  nobly.”  He  extended  the  sword. 

“You will forgive a proud old man who sought to do so as well.” 

Aedion  slid  his  arm  from  Lysandra’s  shoulder,  and  took  the  sword  in  his

hands. “Serving this kingdom has been the great honor of my life.” 

“I  know,”  Darrow  repeated,  and  glanced  down  to  Evangeline  before  he

looked  to  Lysandra.  “Someone  very  wise  recently  told  me  that  Terrasen  is  not merely  a  place,  but  an  ideal.  A  home  for  all  those  who  wander,  for  those  who need  somewhere  to  welcome  them  with  open  arms.”  He  inclined  his  head  to

Lysandra. “I formally recognize Caraverre and its lands, and you as its lady.” 

Lysandra’s fingers found Evangeline’s and squeezed tight. 

“For  your  unwavering  courage  in  the  face  of  the  enemy  gathered  at  our

doorstep, for all you have done to defend this city and kingdom, Caraverre shall

be recognized, and yours forevermore.” A glance between her and Aedion. “Any

heirs you bear shall inherit it, and their heirs after them.” 

“Evangeline  is  my  heir,”  Lysandra  said  thickly,  resting  a  warm  hand  on  her

shoulder. 

Darrow smiled slightly. “I know that, too. But I should like to say one more

thing, on this perhaps final night of ours.” He inclined his head to Evangeline. “I

never fathered any offspring, nor did I adopt any. It would be an honor to name

such a wise, brave young lady as my heir.” 

Absolute silence. Evangeline blinked—and blinked again. 

Darrow  went  on  in  the  stunned  quiet,  “I  should  like  to  face  my  enemies

knowing that the heart of my lands, of this kingdom, will beat on in the chest of

Evangeline.  That  no  matter  the  gathering  shadow,  Terrasen  will  always  live  in someone  who  understands  its  very  essence  without  needing  to  be  taught.  Who

embodies its very best qualities.” He gestured to Lysandra. “If that is agreeable

to you.” 

To make her his ward—and a lady … Evangeline clasped Darrow’s hand. He

squeezed back. 

“I …” Lysandra blinked, and turned to her, eyes bright. “It is not my call, is

it?” 

So Evangeline smiled up at Darrow. “I would very much like that.” 

The bone drums beat all night long. 

What new horrors would be unleashed with the dawn, Manon didn’t know. 

Sitting beside Abraxos in the aerie tower, she stared with him at the endless sea of blackness. 

It would be over soon. The desperate hope of Aelin Galathynius had flickered

out. 

Would any be able to escape once the city walls were breached? And where

would  they  even  go?  Once  Erawan’s  shadow  settled,  would  there  be  any

stopping him? 

Dorian—Dorian could. If he had gotten the keys. If he had survived. 

He  might  be  dead.  Might  be  marching  on  them  right  now,  a  black  collar

around his throat. 

Manon leaned her head against Abraxos’s warm, leathery side. 

She would not be able to see her people home. To bring them to the Wastes. 

Tomorrow—in her wicked, old bones she knew it would be tomorrow that the

city  walls  fell  at  last.  They  had  no  weapons  left  beyond  swords  and  their  own defiance.  That  would  only  last  so  long  against  the  endless  force  waiting  for them. 

Abraxos shifted his wing so that it shielded her from the wind. 

“I would have liked to have seen it,” Manon said quietly. “The Wastes. Just

once.” 

Abraxos  huffed,  nudging  her  gently  with  his  head.  She  stroked  a  hand  over

his snout. 

And even with the darkness squatting on the battlefield, she could picture it—

the  rolling,  vibrant  green  that  flowed  to  a  thrashing  gray  sea.  A  shining  city along its shore, witches soaring on brooms or wyverns in the skies above it. She

could hear the laughter of witchlings in the streets, the long-forgotten music of

their people floating on the wind. A wide, open space, lush and evergreen. 

“I would have liked to have seen it,” Manon whispered again. 
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CHAPTER 105

Blood rained over the battlefield. 

Blood and arrows, so many that as they found marks in Lysandra’s flank, her

wings, it barely registered. 

Morath had been reserving its arsenal. Until today. 

With the dawn, they had unleashed such a torrent of arrows that getting into

the  skies  had  been  a  lethal  gauntlet.  She  had  not  wanted  to  know  how  many

Crochans had fallen, despite the best efforts of the rebel Ironteeth to shield them

with their wyverns’ bodies. 

But  most  had  made  it  into  the  air—and  right  into  the  onslaught  of  the

Ironteeth legion. 

Below, Morath swarmed with an urgency she had not yet witnessed. A black

sea that crashed against the city walls, breaking over it every now and then. 

Siege ladders went up faster than they could be taken down, and now, the sun

barely cresting, siege towers inched forward. 

Lysandra  barreled  into  an  Ironteeth  witch—a  Blackbeak,  from  the  dyed

leather  band  on  her  brow—and  tore  her  from  the  saddle  before  ripping  out  the throat of her wyvern. 

One. Only one out of the mass in the skies. 

She dove, picking another target. 

Then another. And another. It would not be enough. 

And  where  the  Ironteeth  legion  had  been  content  to  engage  them  in  battle

these past few weeks, today they pushed. Drove them back foot by foot toward

Orynth. 

And there was nothing Lysandra, nor any of the Crochans or rebel Ironteeth, 

could do to stop it. 

So witches died. 

And below them, on the city walls, soldiers from so many kingdoms died as

well. 

The final stand, the last few hours, of their desperate alliance. 

Manon’s breath was a rasp in her throat, her sword arm aching. 

Again and again, they rallied and drove against the Ironteeth legion. 

Again  and  again,  they  were  shoved  back.  Back  toward  Orynth.  Toward  the

walls. 

The  Crochan  lines  were  foundering.  Even  the  Ironteeth  rebels  had  begun  to

fly sloppily. 

How  had  they  fought  and  fought  and  still  come  to  this?  The  Thirteen  had
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given up their lives; her chest was hollowed out, the din of battle still a distant

roar over the silence in her head. And yet it had come to this. 

If  they  kept  it  up,  they  would  be  overrun  by  nightfall.  If  they  did  not

reconfigure their plan of attack, they would have nothing left by dawn. Enough

remained  of  her  shredded  spirit  to  find  that  unacceptable.  To  rage  against  that end. 

They  had  to  retreat  to  the  city  walls.  To  regroup  and  use  Orynth,  the

mountains behind it, to their advantage. The longer they lingered in the open air, 

the deadlier it would become. 

Manon freed the horn from her side and blew twice. 

Crochan and Ironteeth whirled toward her, eyes wide in shock. Manon blew

the horn again. 

 Fall back, the horn bleated.  Fall back to the city. 

The western gate to the city shuddered. 

Where  intricate,  ancient  carvings  had  once  graced  the  towering  iron  plates, 

now only dents and splattered blood remained. 

A  thunderous  boom  echoed  throughout  the  city,  the  mountains,  and  Aedion, 

panting  as  he  fought  atop  the  battlements  above  the  gates,  dared  to  look  away from his latest opponent. Dared to survey the wake of the battering ram’s latest

blow. 

Soldiers filled the passageway to the gate, more lining the streets beyond it. 

As many as could be spared from the walls. 

Soon  now.  Soon  the  western  gate  would  yield.  After  thousands  of  years,  it

would finally sunder. 

The Sword of Orynth was slick in his bloodied hand, his ancient shield coated

with gore. 

Already, people were fleeing to the castle. The brave souls who had lingered

in the city all this time, hoping against hope that they might survive. Now they

ran, children in their arms, for the castle that would be the final bastion against

Morath’s hordes. For however long that would be. 

Hours, perhaps. 

Manon had given the order to pull back, and Crochans and Ironteeth landed

upon  the  wall  by  the  still-steady  southern  gate,  some  joining  the  battle,  others holding the line against the enemy aerial legion on their tails. 

The  western  gate  shuddered  again,  rocking  inward,  the  wood  and  metal  and

chains they’d reinforced it with buckling. 

Aedion sensed the enemy rushing at his exposed left and lifted his shield, so

infinitely heavy. But a riderless wyvern intercepted the soldier, ripping the man

in two before hurling his remains off the battlements. 

With  a  flash  of  light,  Lysandra  was  there,  snatching  up  clothes,  sword,  and

shield  from  a  fallen  Silent  Assassin.  “Tell  me  where  to  order  Manon  and  the others  stationed  in  the  city,”  she  said,  panting  hard.  A  gash  ran  down  her  arm, blood leaking everywhere, but she didn’t seem to notice it. 

Aedion  tried  to  sink  into  that  cool,  calculating  place  that  had  guided  him through other battles, other near-defeats. But this was no near-defeat. 

This would be a defeat, pure and brutal. A slaughter. 

“Aedion.” His name was a frantic plea. 

A Valg soldier rushed them, and Aedion split the man from navel to nose with

a swipe of the Sword of Orynth. Lysandra barely blinked at the black blood that

sprayed onto her face. 

The western gate buckled, iron screaming as it began to peel apart. 

He had to go—had to go down there to lead the fight at the gate. 

Where  he’d  make  his  last  stand.  Where  he’d  meet  his  end,  defending  the

place he’d loved most. It was the least he could do, with all the warriors who had

fallen thanks to him, to his choices. To fall himself for Terrasen. 

A death worthy of a song. An end worthy of being told around a fire. 

If in Erawan’s new world of darkness, flames would be allowed to exist. 

The  Morath  Ironteeth  legion  barreled  into  their  rebel  kin;  the  exhausted

Crochans  alit  on  the  stones  as  they  guzzled  down  water,  checked  injuries.  A

breath before their final push. 

Along  the  wall,  Valg  soldiers  surged  and  surged  and  surged  over  the

battlements. 

So  Aedion  leaned  in,  and  kissed  Lysandra,  kissed  the  woman  who  should

have been his wife, his mate, one last time. “I love you.” 

Sorrow  filled  her  beautiful  face.  “And  I  you.”  She  gestured  to  the  western

gate, to the soldiers waiting for its final cleaving. “Until the end?” 

Aedion  hefted  his  shield,  flipping  the  Sword  of  Orynth  in  his  hand,  freeing

the stiffness that had seized his fingers. “I will find you again,” he promised her. 

“In whatever life comes after this.” 

Lysandra nodded. “In every lifetime.” 

Together,  they  turned  toward  the  stairs  that  would  take  them  down  to  the

gates. To death’s awaiting embrace. 

A horn cleaved through the air, through the battle, through the world. 

Aedion went still. 

Whirled  toward  the  direction  of  that  horn,  to  the  south.  Beyond  Morath’s

teeming  ranks.  Beyond  the  sea  of  blackness,  to  the  foothills  that  bordered  the edge of Theralis’s sprawling plain. 

Again, that horn blared, a roar of defiance. 

“That’s no horn of Morath,” Lysandra breathed. 

And  then  they  appeared.  Along  the  edge  of  the  foothills.  A  line  of  golden-

armored  warriors,  foot  soldiers  and  cavalry  alike.  More  and  more  and  more,  a great line spreading across the crest of the final hill. 

Filling the skies, stretching into the horizon, flew mighty, armored birds with

riders. Ruks. 

And before them all, sword raised to the sky as that horn blew one last time, 

the ruby in the blade’s pommel smoldering like a small sun …

Before them all, riding on the Lord of the North, was Aelin. 

CHAPTER 106

Through  the  ancient,  forgotten  pathways  of  Oakwald,  through  the  Perranth

Mountains,  the  Lord  of  the  North  and  Little  Folk  had  led  them.  Swift  and

unfaltering, racing against doom, they had made their last push northward. 

They had barely stopped to rest. Had left any unnecessary supplies behind. 

The  ruk  scouts  had  not  dared  to  fly  ahead  for  fear  of  being  discovered  by

Morath. For fear of ruining the advantage in surprise. 

Six days of marching, that great army hurrying behind her. 

Inhospitable  terrain  smoothed  out.  Little  rivers  froze  over  for  their  passing. 

The trees blocked out the falling snow. 

They had traveled through the night yesterday. And when dawn had broken, 

the Lord of the North had knelt beside Aelin and offered himself as her mount. 

There was no saddle for him; none would ever be permitted or needed. Any

rider he allowed on his back, Aelin knew, would never fall. 

Some had knelt when she rode by. Even Dorian and Chaol had inclined their

heads. 

Rowan,  atop  a  fierce-eyed  Darghan  horse,  had  only  nodded.  As  if  he  had

always expected her to wind up here, at the head of the army that galloped the

final hours to the edge of Orynth. 

She  had  fitted  her  battle-crown  to  her  head,  along  with  the  armor  she’d

gathered  in  Anielle,  and  outfitted  herself  with  whatever  spare  weapons  Fenrys

and Lorcan handed to her. 

Yrene, Elide, and the healers would remain in the rear—until ruks could carry

them  into  Orynth.  Dorian  and  Chaol  would  lead  the  wild  men  of  the  Fangs  on the right flank, the khaganate royals on the left, Sartaq and Nesryn in the skies

with the ruks. And Aelin and Rowan, with Fenrys, Lorcan, and Gavriel, would

take the center. 

The  army  had  spread  out  as  they’d  neared  the  foothills  beyond  Orynth,  the

hills  that  would  take  them  to  the  edge  of  Theralis’s  plain,  and  offer  their  first view of the city beyond it. 

Heart hammering, the Lord of the North unfaltering, Aelin had ascended the

last of those hills, the highest and steepest of them, and looked upon Orynth for

the first time in ten years. 

A terrible, pulsing silence went through her. 

Where  a  lovely  white  city  had  once  glittered  between  river  and  plain  and

mountain …

Smoke and chaos and terror reigned. The turquoise Florine flowed black. 

The  sheer  size,  the   booming  of  the  massive  army  that  thundered  against  its walls, in the skies above it …
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She  hadn’t  realized.  How  large  Morath’s  army  would  be.  How  small  and

precious Orynth seemed before it. 

“They’re  almost  through  the  western  gate,”  Fenrys  murmured,  his  Fae  sight

gobbling down details. 

The  khagan’s  army  fanned  out  around  them,  across  the  hill.  The  crest  of  a

wave soon to break. Yet even the Darghan soldiers hesitated, horses shifting, at

the army between them and the city. 

Rowan’s face was grave—grave, yet undaunted, as he took in the enemy. 

So many. So many soldiers. And the Ironteeth legion above them. 

“The Crochans fight at the city walls,” Gavriel observed. 

Indeed, she could barely make out the red cloaks. 

Manon Blackbeak had not broken her vow. 

And neither would she. 

Aelin  glanced  at  her  hand,  hidden  beneath  the  gauntlet.  To  where  a  scar

should have been. 

 I promise you that no matter how far I go, no matter the cost, when you call

 for my aid, I will come. 

There would be no time for speeches. No time to rally the soldiers behind her. 

They were ready. And so was she. 

“Sound the call,” Aelin ordered Lorcan, who lifted a horn to his lips and blew. 

Down the line, heralds from the khaganate sent up their own horns in answer. 

Until they were all one great, bellowing note, racing toward Orynth. 

They blew the horns again. 

Aelin drew Goldryn from its sheath across her back and hefted her shield as

she lifted the sword to the sky. As a thread of her magic pierced the ruby in the

pommel and set it glowing. 

The Darghan soldiers pointed their  suldes forward, wood creaking, horsehair

whipping in the wind. 

Down the line, Princess Hasar and Prince Kashin trained their own spears at

the enemy army. Dorian and Chaol drew their blades and aimed them ahead. 

Rowan unsheathed his sword, a hatchet in his other hand, his face like stone. 

Unbreakable. 

The horns blew a third and final time, the rallying cry singing out across the

bloody plain. 

The  Lord  of  the  North  reared  up,  jutting  Goldryn  higher  into  the  sky,  and

Aelin unleashed a flash of fire through the ruby—the signal the army behind her

had awaited. 

For Terrasen. All of it, for Terrasen. 

The Lord of the North landed, the immortal flame within his antlers shining

bright as he began the charge. The army around and behind her flowed down the

hillside, gaining with each step, barreling toward Morath’s back ranks. 

Barreling toward Orynth. 

Toward home. 

Onward into battle they charged, undaunted and raging. 

The queen atop the white stag did not balk with each gained foot toward the

awaiting  legions.  She  only  flipped  her  sword  in  her  hand—once,  twice,  shield

arm tucking in tight. 

The  immortal  warriors  at  her  side  did  not  hesitate,  either,  their  eyes  fixed upon the enemy ahead. 

Faster and faster, the khaganate’s cavalry galloping beside her, the front line

forming, holding, as they neared the first of Morath’s back lines. 

The  enemy  turned  toward  them  now.  Pointed  spears;  archers  racing  into

position. 

The first impact would hurt. Many would go down before they even reached

it. 

But the front line had to make it. They could not break. 

From the enemy lines, an order arose. “Archers! ” 

Bowstrings groaned, targets were fixed. 

 “Volley!” 

Great iron arrows blotted out the sun, aiming for the racing cavalry. 

But  ruks,  golden  and  brown  and  black  as  night,  dove,  dove,  dove  from  the

skies, flying wing to wing. And as those arrows arced toward the earth, the ruks

intercepted  them,  taking  the  brunt  as  they  shielded  the  charging  army  beneath them. 

Ruks went down. 

And even the queen leading the charge wept in rage and grief as the birds and

their  riders  crashed  to  the  earth.  Above  her,  taking  arrow  after  arrow,  shield raised to the skies, a young rider roared her battle cry. 

The front lines could not break. 

Ironteeth  witches  on  wyverns  banked  toward  them,  toward  the  ruks  soaring

for their exposed back. 

In  the  city,  along  Orynth’s  walls,  a  white-haired  queen  bellowed,  “Push! 

 Push! Push! ” 

Exhausted  witches  took  to  the  skies,  on  broom  and  beast,  swords  lifting. 

Racing  for  the  front  of  the  aerial  legion  turning  to  the  ruks.  To  crush  the Ironteeth legion between them. 

On  the  bloody  ground,  Morath  aimed  spears,  pikes,  swords,  anything  they

bore at the thundering cavalry. 

It was not enough to stop them. 

Not when shields of wind and flame and blackest death locked into place—

and sliced into the front lines of Morath. 

Felling  the  soldiers  braced  for  battle.  Exposing  those  behind  still  waiting  to raise weapons. 

Leaving Morath wide open for the golden army as it slammed into them with

the force of a tidal wave. 

CHAPTER 107

Rowan’s breath was a steady rasp in his throat as he charged through the lines of

Valg  soldiers,  screaming  ringing  out  around  him.  Nearby,  cutting  a  swath

through  Morath’s  masses,  Aelin  and  the  Lord  of  the  North  fought.  Soldiers

swarmed, but neither queen nor stag balked. 

Not when Aelin’s flame, reduced as it was, kept any in her blind spots from

landing a blow. 

The Darghan cavalry shoved Morath back, and above them, ruks and wyverns

clashed. 

Beasts, feathered and scaled, crashed to the earth. 

Still  Borte  fought  above  the  queen,  guarding  her  from  the  Ironteeth  who

spotted that white stag, as good as a banner amid the sea of darkness, and aimed

for her. At Borte’s side, her betrothed guarded their flank, and Falkan Ennar, in

ruk form, guarded her other. 

His Darghan horse fearless, Rowan swept out his left arm, hatchet singing. A

Valg head tumbled away, but Rowan was already slashing with his sword at his

next opponent. 

The odds were against them, even with the planning they’d done. Yet if they

could  liberate  the  city,  regroup  and  restock,  before  Erawan  and  Maeve  arrived, they might stand a chance. 

For  Erawan  and  Maeve  would  come.  At  some  point,  they  would  come,  and

Aelin  would  want  to  face  them.  Rowan  had  no  intention  of  letting  her  do  so alone. 

Rowan  glanced  toward  Aelin.  She  had  plowed  farther  ahead,  the  front  line

spreading  out,  swarms  of  Morath  soldiers  between  them.  Stay  close.  He  had  to stay close. 

A  Crochan  swept  by,  shooting  past  Rowan  to  rise  up,  up,  up—right  to  the

unprotected underbelly of an Ironteeth witch’s wyvern. 

Sword raised, the witch raced along its underside, swift and brutal. 

Where she passed, blood and gore rained. 

The beast groaned, wings splaying, and Rowan threw out a gust of wind. The

wyvern  crashed  onto  Morath’s  ranks  with  a  boom  that  sent  his  own  damned

horse plowing away. 

When the shuddering wings had stilled, when Rowan had steadied his horse

and felled the soldiers rushing at him, he again searched for Aelin. 

But his mate was no longer near him. 

No, charging ahead, a vision of gold and silver, Aelin had gotten so far away

that she was nearly beyond sight. There was no sign of Gavriel, either. 

Yet  Fenrys  battled  near  Rowan’s  other  side,  Lorcan  on  his  left—a  dark, 
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deadly wind lashing out in time with his sword. 

Once,  they  had  been  little  more  than  slaves  to  a  queen  who  had  unleashed

them across the world. Together, they had taken on armies and decimated cities. 

He  had  not  cared  then  whether  he  walked  off  those  distant  battlefields.  Had

not cared whether those kingdoms fell or survived. He had been given his orders, 

and had executed them. 

But here, today … Aelin had given them no order, no command other than the

very first they’d sworn to obey: to protect Terrasen. 

So they would. And together, they would do so, cadre once more. 

They would fight for this kingdom—their new court. Their new home. 

He could see it in Fenrys’s eyes as he cut a soldier in two with a deep slice to

the  middle.  Could  see  that  vision  of  a  future  on  Lorcan’s  raging  face  as  the warrior wielded magic and blade to rip through the enemy ranks. 

Cadre, yet more than that. Brothers—the warriors fighting at his side were his

brothers.  Had  stayed  with  him  through  all  of  it.  And  would  continue  to  do  so now. 

It steeled him as much as the thought of his mate, still fighting ahead. He had

to get to her, keep close. They all did. Orynth depended upon it. 

No longer slaves. No longer raging and broken. 

A home. This would be their home. Their future. Together. 

Morath  soldiers  fell  before  them.  Some  outright  ran  as  they  beheld  who

battled closer. 

Perhaps  why  Maeve  had  gathered  them  in  the  first  place.  Yet  she  had  never

been  able  to  fully  harness  it—their  potential,  their  true  might.  Had  chosen

shackles and pain to control them. Unable to comprehend, to even consider, that

glory and riches only went so far. 

But  a  true  home,  and  a  queen  who  saw  them  as  males  and  not  weapons  …

Something worth fighting for. No enemy could withstand it. 

Lorcan and Fenrys battling at his side, Rowan gritted his teeth and urged his

horse after Aelin, into the chaos and death that raged and raged and did not stop. 

Aelin had come. 

Had escaped Maeve, and had come. 

Aedion  couldn’t  believe  it.  Even  as  he  saw  the  army  that  fought  with  her. 

Even as he saw Chaol and Dorian leading the right flank, charging with the front

lines and wild men of the Fangs, the king’s magic blasting in plumes of ice into

the enemy. 

Chaol Westfall had not failed them. And had somehow convinced the khagan

to send what appeared to be the majority of his armies. 

But that army was inching toward Orynth, still far across Theralis. 

Morath  did  not  halt  its  assault  on  Orynth’s  two  gates.  The  southern  held

strong. But the western gate—it was beginning to buckle. 

Lysandra had shifted into a wyvern and soared with the desperate, final push

of  Manon  Blackbeak  and  the  Crochans  toward  the  Ironteeth  legion,  hoping  to
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crush it between them and the ruks. The shifter now fought there, lost amid the

fray. 

So  Aedion  charged  down  to  the  western  gate,  a  battle  cry  on  his  lips  as  his men let him right up to the iron doors and the enemy army just visible through

the sundering plates. The moment the gate opened, it would be over. 

Aedion’s  drained  legs  shook,  his  arms  strained,  but  he  held  his  ground.  For

whatever few breaths he had left. 

Aelin had come. It was enough. 

Dorian’s  magic  snapped  out  of  him,  felling  the  charging  soldiers.  Side  by  side with Chaol, the wild men of the Fangs around them, they cleared a path through

Morath’s  ranks,  their  swords  plunging  and  lifting,  their  breath  a  burn  in  their throats. 

He  had  never  seen  battle.  Knew  he  never  wished  to  again.  The  chaos,  the

noise, the blood, the horses screaming—

But he was not afraid. And Chaol, riding near him, breaking soldiers between

them, did not hesitate. Only slaughtered onward, teeth gritted. 

For Adarlan—for what had been done to it and what it might become. 

The words echoed in his every panting breath.  For Adarlan. 

Morath’s army stretched  ahead, still between  them and the  battered walls of

Orynth. 

Dorian didn’t let himself think of how many remained. He only thought of the

sword and shield in his hands, Damaris already bathed in blood, of the magic he

wielded  to  supplement  his  strikes.  He  wouldn’t  shift—not  yet.  Not  until  his

weapons  and  magic  began  to  fail  him.  He’d  never  fought  in  another  form,  but he’d try. As a wyvern or a ruk, he’d try. 

Somewhere above him, Manon Blackbeak flew. He didn’t dare look up long

enough to hunt for a gleam of silver-white hair, or for the shimmer of Spidersilk-

grafted wings. 

He did not see any of the Thirteen. Or recognize any of the Crochans as they

swept overhead. 

So Dorian kept fighting, his brother in soul and in arms beside him. 

He’d  only  let  himself  count  at  the  end  of  the  day.  If  they  survived.  If  they made it to the city walls. 

Only then would he tally the dead. 

There  was  only  Aelin’s  besieged  city,  and  the  enemy  before  it,  and  the  ancient sword in her hand. 

Siege  towers  neared  the  walls,  three  clustering  near  the  southern  gate,  each

teeming with soldiers. 

Still too far away to reach. And too distant for her magic. 

Magic that was already draining, swift and fleeting, from her veins. 

No  more  endless  well  of  power.  She  had  to  conserve  it,  wield  it  to  her  best

advantage. 

And use the training that had been instilled in her for the past ten years. She

had been an assassin long before she’d mastered her power. 

It was no hardship to fall back on those skills. To let Goldryn draw blood, to

engage multiple soldiers and leave them bleeding out behind her. 

The  Lord  of  the  North  was  a  storm  beneath  her,  his  white  coat  stained

crimson and black. 

That immortal flame between his antlers didn’t so much as flutter. 

Overhead the skies rained blood, witch and wyvern and ruk alike dying and

fighting. 

Borte still covered her, engaging any Ironteeth who swooped from above. 

Minutes  were  hours,  or  perhaps  the  opposite  was  true.  The  sun  peaked  and

began its descent, shadows lengthening. 

Rowan and the others had been scattered across the field, but an icy blast of

wind every now and then told her that her mate still fought, still killed his way

through the ranks. Still attempted to reach her side once more. 

Slowly,  Orynth  began  to  loom  closer.  Slowly,  the  walls  went  from  a  distant

marker to a towering presence. 

The siege towers reached the walls, and soldiers poured unchecked over the

battlements. 

Yet the gates still held. 

Aelin lifted her head to give the order to Borte and Yeran to bring the siege

towers down. 

Just in time to see the six Ironteeth wyverns and riders slam into the ruks. 

Sending  Borte,  Falkan,  and  Yeran  scattering,  ruk  and  wyvern  screaming  as

they hit the earth and rolled. 

Clearing the path overhead for a gargantuan wyvern to come diving for Aelin. 

She blasted a wall of flame skyward as the wyvern stretched out its claws for

her, for the Lord of the North. 

The wyvern banked, rising, and dove again. 

The  Lord  of  the  North  reared,  holding  his  ground  as  the  wyvern  aimed  for

them. 

But  Aelin  leaped  from  his  back,  and  slapped  his  flank  with  the  flat  of  her sword, throat so broken from roaring that she couldn’t form the words.  Go. 

The Lord of the North only lowered his head as the wyvern barreled toward

them. 

She did not have enough magic—not to turn the thing into ashes. 

So Aelin threw her magic around the stag. And stepped from the orb of flame, 

shield up and sword angled. 

She braced herself for the impact, took in every detail on the wyvern’s armor, 

where  it  was  weakest,  where  she  might  strike  if  she  could  dodge  the  snapping jaws. 

The carrion on its breath was a hot blast as its maw opened wide. 

Its head went tumbling to the ground. 
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Not tumbling so much as smashing. 

Beneath  a  spiked,  massive  tail.  Belonging  to  an  attacking  wyvern  with

emerald eyes. 

Aelin crouched as the riderless wyvern whirled on the gaping Ironteeth witch, 

still atop her beheaded mount. 

With  one  slamming  sweep  of  the  tail,  the  green-eyed  wyvern  impaled  the

witch on its spikes—and sent her body hurling across the field. 

Then the flash and shimmer. And a ghost leopard now hurtled toward her, and

Aelin toward it. 

She  flung  her  arms  around  the  leopard  as  it  rose  up,  massive  body  almost

knocking her to the ground. “Well met, my friend,” was all Aelin could manage

to say as she embraced Lysandra. 

A horn blared from the city—a frantic call for help. 

Aelin  and  Lysandra  whirled  toward  Orynth.  Toward  the  three  siege  towers

against the walls by the southern gate. 

Emerald eyes met those of turquoise and gold. Lysandra’s tail bobbed. 

Aelin grinned. “Shall we?” 

He had to get to her side again. 

A  battlefield  separating  them,  Rowan  slaughtered  his  way  toward  Aelin, 

Fenrys and Lorcan keeping close. 

Pain  had  become  a  dull  roar  in  his  ears.  He’d  long  since  lost  track  of  his wounds.  He  remembered  them  only  because  of  the  iron  shard  an  arrow  to  his

shoulder had left when he wrenched it free. 

A  foolish,  hasty  mistake.  The  iron  shard  was  enough  to  keep  him  from

shifting, from flying to her. He hadn’t dared to pause long enough to fish it from

him, not with the teeming enemy. So he kept fighting, his cadre with him. Their

horses  charged  bold  and  dauntless  beneath  them,  gaining  ground,  but  he  could

not see Aelin. 

Only  the  Lord  of  the  North,  bounding  across  the  battlefield,  aiming  for

Oakwald. 

As if he had been set free. 

Fenrys, face splattered with black blood, shouted, “Where is she?” 

Rowan scanned the field, heart thundering. But the bond in his chest glowed

strong, fire-bright. 

Lorcan only pointed ahead. To the city walls by the southern gate. 

To the ghost leopard tearing through the droves of Morath soldiers, spurts of

flame accompanying her as a golden-armored warrior raced at her side. 

To the three siege towers wreaking havoc on the walls. 

With the towers’ open sides, Rowan could see everything as it unfolded. 

Could  see  Aelin  and  Lysandra  charge  up  the  ramp  within,  slicing  and

shredding soldiers between them, level after level after level. Where one missed

a soldier, the other felled him. Where one struck, the other guarded. 

All the way up, to the small catapult near its top. 
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Soldiers  screamed,  some  leaping  from  the  tower  as  Lysandra  shredded  into

them. 

While Aelin threw herself at the rungs lining the catapult’s wheeled base, and

began pushing. 

Turning  it.  Away  from  Orynth,  from  the  castle.  Precisely  as  Aelin  had  told

him Sam Cortland  had done in  Skull’s Bay, the  catapult’s mechanisms allowed

her to rotate its base. Rowan wondered if the young assassin was smiling now—

smiling to see her heaving the catapult into position. 

All the way to the siege tower at its left. 

On the second tower, a red-haired figure had fought her way onto the upper

level. And was turning the catapult toward the third and final tower. 

Ansel of Briarcliff. 

A  flash  of  Ansel’s  sword,  and  the  catapult  snapped,  hurling  the  boulder  it

contained. Just as Aelin brought down Goldryn upon the catapult before her. 

Twin boulders soared. 

And slammed into the siege towers beside them. 

Iron groaned; wood shattered. 

And  the  two  towers  began  to  topple.  Where  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  had  gone  to

escape the destruction, even Rowan could not follow. 

Not  as  Aelin  remained  atop  the  first  siege  tower,  and  leaped  upon  the  now-

outstretched  arm  of  the  catapult,  jutting  over  the  battlefield  below.  Not  as  she shouted  to  Lysandra,  who  shifted  again,  a  wyvern  rising  up  from  a  ghost

leopard’s leap. 

Grabbing  the  catapult’s  outstretched  arm  in  one  taloned  foot  while  plucking

up Aelin in another. 

With a mighty flap, Lysandra ripped the catapult from its bolts atop the tower. 

And twisting, she swung it into the final siege tower. 

Sending  it  crashing  to  the  ground.  Right  onto  a  horde  of  Morath  soldiers

trying to batter their way through the southern gate. 

Wide-eyed, the three Fae warriors blinked. 

“That’s where Aelin is,” was all Fenrys said. 

Salkhi remained airborne. So did Sartaq, Kadara with him. 

That was all Nesryn knew, all she cared about, as they took on wyvern after

wyvern after wyvern. 

They  were  so  much  worse  in  battle  than  she’d  anticipated.  As  swift  and

fearless as the ruks might be, the wyverns had the bulk. The poisoned barbs in

their  tails.  And  soulless  riders  who  weren’t  afraid  to  destroy  their  mounts  if  it meant bringing down a ruk with them. 

Close  now.  The  khaganate’s  army  had  pushed  closer  and  closer  to  besieged

Orynth,  flaming  and  shattered.  If  they  could  continue  to  hold  their  advantage, they  might  very  well  break  them  against  the  walls,  as  they  had  destroyed

Morath’s legion in Anielle. 

They  had  to  act  swiftly,  though.  The  enemy  swarmed  both  city  gates, 
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determined  to  break  in.  The  southern  gate  held,  the  siege  towers  that  had  been attacking it moments ago now in ruins. 

But the western gate—it would not remain sealed for long. 

Salkhi  rising  up  from  the  melee  to  catch  his  breath,  Nesryn  dared  to  gauge

how many rukhin still flew. Despite the Crochans and rebel Ironteeth, they were

outnumbered, but the rukhin were fresh. Ready and eager for battle. 

It was not the number of remaining rukhin that snatched the breath from her

chest. 

But what came up behind them. 

Nesryn  dove.  Dove  for  Sartaq,  Kadara  ripping  the  throat  from  a  wyvern

midflight. 

The prince was panting, splattered with blue and black blood, as Nesryn fell

into flight beside him. “Put out the call,” she shouted over the din, the roar of the

wind. “Get to the city walls! To the southern gate!” 

Sartaq’s eyes narrowed beneath his helmet, and Nesryn pointed behind them. 

To  the  secondary  dark  host  creeping  at  their  backs.  Right  from  Perranth, 

where they had no doubt been hidden. 

The rest of Morath’s host. Ironteeth witches and wyverns with them. 

This battle had been a trap. To lure them here, to expend their forces defeating

this army. 

While the rest snuck behind and trapped them against Orynth’s walls. 

The western gate sundered at last. 

Aedion was ready when it did. When the battering ram knocked through, iron

screaming as it yielded. Then there were Morath soldiers everywhere. 

Shield to shield, Aedion had arranged his men into a phalanx to greet them. 

It was still not enough. The Bane could do nothing to stop the tide that poured

from  the  battlefield,  pushing  them  back,  back,  back  up  the  passageway.  And

even  Ren,  leading  the  men  atop  the  walls,  could  not  halt  the  flow  that  surged over them. 

They had to shut the gate again. Had to find a way to get it shut. 

Aedion could barely draw breath, could barely keep his legs under him. 

A warning horn rang out. Morath had sent a second army. Darkness shrouded

the full extent of their ranks. 

Valg princes—lots of them. Morath had been waiting. 

Ren  shouted  down  to  him  over  the  fray,  “They  cleared  the  southern  gate! 

They’re getting as many of our forces as they can behind the walls!” 

To  regroup  and  rally  before  meeting  the  second  army.  But  with  the  western

gate still open, Morath teeming through, they’d never stand a chance. 

He had to get the gate shut. Aedion and the Bane stabbed and slashed, a wall

for Morath to break against. But it would not be enough. 

A  wyvern  came  crashing  toward  the  gate,  flipping  across  the  ground  as  it

rolled toward them. Aedion braced for the impact, for that huge body to shatter

through the last of the gate. 

Yet  the  felled  beast  halted,  squashing  soldiers  beneath  its  bulk,  right  at  the archway. 

Blocking the way. A barricade before the western gate. 

Intentionally so, Aedion realized as a golden-haired warrior leaped from the

wyvern’s  saddle,  the  dead  Ironteeth  witch  still  dangling  there,  throat  gushing blue blood down the leathery sides. 

The  warrior  ran  toward  them,  a  sword  in  one  hand,  the  other  drawing  a

dagger. Ran toward Aedion, his tawny eyes scanning him from head to toe. 

His father. 

CHAPTER 108

Morath’s soldiers clawed and crawled over the fallen wyvern blocking their path. 

They filled the archway, the passage. 

A golden shield held them at bay. But not for long. 

Yet the reprieve Gavriel bought them allowed the Bane to drain the last dregs

of their waterskins, to pluck up fallen weapons. 

Aedion panted, an arm braced against the gate passageway. Behind Gavriel’s

shield, the enemy teemed and raged. 

“Are you hurt?” his father asked. His first words to him. 

Aedion managed to lift his head. “You found Aelin,” was all he said. 

Gavriel’s face softened. “Yes. And she sealed the Wyrdgate.” 

Aedion closed his eyes. At least there was that. “Erawan?” 

“No.” 

He didn’t need the specifics on why the bastard wasn’t dead. What had gone

wrong. 

Aedion pushed off the wall, swaying. His father steadied him with a hand to

the elbow. “You need rest.” 

Aedion  yanked  his  arm  out  of  Gavriel’s  grip.  “Tell  that  to  the  soldiers  who have already fallen.” 

“You  will  fall,  too,”  his  father  said,  sharper  than  he’d  ever  heard,  “if  you don’t sit down for a minute.” 

Aedion stared the male down. Gavriel stared right back. 

No bullshit, no room for argument. The face of the Lion. 

Aedion just shook his head. 

Gavriel’s golden shield buckled under the onslaught of the Valg still teeming

beyond it. 

“We have to get the gate shut again,” Aedion said, pointing to the two cleaved

but intact doors pushed against the walls. Access to them blocked by the Morath

grunts  still  trying  to  break  past  Gavriel’s  shield.  “Or  they’ll  overrun  the  city before  our  forces  can  regroup.”  Getting  behind  the  walls  would  make  no

difference if the western gate was wide open. 

His  father  followed  his  line  of  sight.  Looked  upon  the  soldiers  trying  to  get past his defenses, their flow forced to a trickle by the wyvern he’d so carefully

downed before them. 

“Then we shall shut them,” Gavriel said, and smiled grimly. “Together.” 

The word was more of a question, subtle and sorrowful. 

Together. As father and son. As the two warriors they were. 

Gavriel—his father. He had come. 

And  looking  at  those  tawny  eyes,  Aedion  knew  it  was  not  for  Aelin,  or  for

Terrasen, that his father had done it. 

“Together,” Aedion rasped. 

Not  just  this  obstacle.  Not  just  this  battle.  But  whatever  would  come

afterward, should they survive. Together. 

Aedion could have sworn something like joy and pride filled Gavriel’s eyes. 

Joy and pride and sorrow, heavy and old. 

Aedion strode back to the line of the Bane, motioning the soldier beside him

to  make  room  for  Gavriel  to  join  their  formation.  One  great  push  now,  and

they’d  secure  the  gate.  Their  army  would  enter  through  the  southern  one,  and they’d  find  some  way  to  rally  before  the  new  army  reached  the  city.  But  the western one, they’d clear it and seal it. Permanently. 

Father and son, they would do this. Defeat this. 

But when his father did not join his side, Aedion turned. 

Gavriel  had  gone  directly  to  the  gate.  To  the  golden  line  of  his  shield,  now pushing back, back, back. Shoving that wall of enemy soldiers with it, buckling

with every heartbeat. Down the passage. Through the archway. 

No. 

Gavriel smiled at him. “Close the gate, Aedion,” was all his father said. 

And  then  Gavriel  stepped  beyond  the  gates.  That  golden  shield  spreading

thin. 

No. 

The word built, a rising scream in Aedion’s throat. 

But Bane soldiers were rushing to the gate doors. Heaving them closed. 

Aedion opened his mouth to roar at them to stop. To  stop, stop, stop. 

Gavriel lifted his sword and dagger, glowing golden in the dying light of the

day. The gate shut behind him. Sealing him out. 

Aedion couldn’t move. 

He had never halted, never ceased moving. Yet he could not bring himself to

help with the soldiers now piling wood and chains and metal against the western

gate. 

Gavriel could have stayed. Could have stayed and pushed his shield back long

enough for them to shut the gates. He could have remained here—

Aedion ran then. 

Too slow. His steps were too slow, his body too big and heavy, as he shoved

through his men. As he aimed for the stairs up to the walls. 

Golden light flashed on the battlefield. 

Then went dark. 

Aedion ran faster, a sob burning his throat, leaping and scrambling over fallen

soldiers, both mortal and Valg. 

Then he was atop the walls. Running for their edge. 

 No.  The word was a beat alongside his heart. 

Aedion slaughtered the Valg in his way, slaughtered any who came over the

siege ladder. 

The ladder. He could fight his way down it, get to the battlefield, to his father
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—

Aedion swung his sword so hard at the Valg soldier before him that the man’s

head bounced off his shoulders. 

And then he was at the wall. Peering toward that space by the gate. 

The battering ram was in splinters. 

Valg lay piled several deep around it. Before the gate. Around the wyvern. 

So  many  that  access  to  the  western  gate  was  cut  off.  So  many  that  the  gate was secure, a gaping wound now staunched. 

How  long  had  he  stood  there,  unable  to  move?  Stood  there,  unable  to  do

anything while his father did  this? 

It was the golden hair he spotted first. 

Before the mound of Valg he’d piled high. The gate he’d shut for them. The

city he’d secured. 

A terrible, rushing sort of stillness took over Aedion’s body. 

He stopped hearing the battle. Stopped seeing the fighting around him, above

him. 

Stopped  seeing  everything  but  the  fallen  warrior,  who  gazed  toward  the

darkening sky with sightless eyes. 

His tattooed throat ripped out. His sword still gripped in his hand. 

Gavriel. 

His father. 

Morath’s  army  pulled  back  from  the  secured  western  gate.  Pulled  back  and

retreated to the arms of the advancing army. To the rest of Morath’s host. 

Limping  from  a  deep  gash  in  his  leg,  his  shoulder  numb  from  the  arrow  tip

that remained lodged in it, Rowan drove his blade through the face of a fleeing

soldier.  Black  blood  sprayed,  but  Rowan  was  already  moving,  aiming  for  the

western gate. 

Where things had gone so, so still. 

He’d  only  aimed  for  it  when  he’d  spied  Aelin  battling  her  way  toward  the

distant southern gate, Ansel with her, after they’d brought the siege towers down

around  it.  It  was  through  the  secured  gate  that  the  bulk  of  their  army  now hurried, the khagan’s forces racing to get behind the city walls before they were

sealed. 

They had an hour at most before Morath was again upon them—before they

were forced to shut the southern gate as well, locking out any left behind to be

driven right against the walls. 

The  western  gate  would  remain  sealed.  The  downed  wyvern  and  heaps  of

bodies around it would ensure that, along with any inner defenses. 

Rowan  had  seen  the  golden  light  flaring  minutes  ago.  Had  battled  his  way

here,  cursing  the  iron  shard  in  his  arm  that  kept  him  from  shifting.  Fenrys  and Lorcan  had  peeled  away  to  pick  off  any  Morath  grunts  trying  to  attack  those fleeing for the southern gate, and overhead, ruks bearing the healers, Elide and

Yrene with them, soared into the panicking city. 

He had to find Aelin. Get their plans in motion before it was too late. 

He knew who likely marched with that advancing host. He had no intention

of letting her face it alone. 

But this task—he knew what lay ahead. Knew, and still went. 

Rowan found Gavriel before the western gate, dozens of the dead piled high

around him. 

A veritable wall between the gate and looming enemy host. 

The  light  faded  with  each  minute.  Lingering  Morath  soldiers  and  Ironteeth

fled toward their oncoming reinforcements. 

The khagan’s army tried to kill as many as they could as they hurtled for the

southern gate. 

They had to get inside the city. By any means possible. 

Hoisting up siege ladders that had been knocked to the earth only minutes or

hours earlier, the khagan’s army climbed the walls, some bearing the injured on

their backs. 

His  magic  little  more  than  a  breeze,  Rowan  gritted  his  teeth  against  his

throbbing  leg  and  shoulder  and  hauled  away  the  Morath  grunt  half-sprawled

over Gavriel. 

Centuries  of  existence,  years  spent  waging  war  and  journeying  through  the

world—gone. Rendered into nothing but this still body, this discarded shell. 

Rowan’s knees threatened to buckle. More and more of their forces scaled the

city walls, an orderly but swift flight into a temporary haven. 

Keep going. They had to keep going. Gavriel would wish him to. Had given

his life for it. 

Yet  Rowan  lowered  his  head.  “I  hope  you  found  peace,  my  brother.  And  in

the Afterworld, I hope you find her again.” 

Rowan stooped, grunting at the pain in his thigh, and hauled Gavriel over his

good shoulder. And then he climbed. 

Up  the  siege  ladder  still  anchored  beside  the  western  gate.  Onto  the  walls. 

Each step heavier than the last. Each step a memory of his friend, an image of

the  kingdoms  they  had  seen,  the  enemies  they  had  fought,  the  quiet  moments

that no song would ever mention. 

Yet the songs would mention this—that the Lion fell before the western gate

of  Orynth,  defending  the  city  and  his  son.  If  they  survived  today,  if  they

somehow lived, the bards would sing of it. 

Even with the chaos of the khaganate soldiers and Darghan cavalry streaming

for the city, silence fell where Rowan strode down the battlement stairs, bearing

Gavriel. 

He barely managed a grateful, relieved nod to a battered and bloody Enda and

Sellene, catching their breath with a cluster of their cousins by the remnants of

their catapults. His blood and kin, yet the warrior over his shoulder—Gavriel had

also been family. Even when he had not realized it. 

The impossible, hideous weight at his shoulder grew worse with every step to

where Aedion stood at the foot of the stairs, the Sword of Orynth dangling from

his hand. 

“He  could  have  stayed,”  was  all  Aedion  said  as  Rowan  gently  set  Gavriel

down on the first of the steps. “He could have stayed.” 

Rowan looked at his fallen friend. His closest friend. Who had gone with him

into  so  many  wars  and  dangers.  Who  had  deserved  this  new  home  as  much  as

any of them. 

Rowan closed Gavriel’s unseeing eyes. “I will see you in the Afterworld.” 

Aedion’s  golden  hair  hung  limp  with  blood  and  sweat,  the  ancient  sword  in

his  hands  caked  with  black  blood.  Soldiers  streamed  past  him,  down  the

battlement  stairs,  yet  Aedion  only  stared  at  his  father.  A  bloodied  rock  in  the stream of war. 

Then Aedion walked into the streets. Tears and screaming would come later. 

Rowan followed him. 

“We need to prepare for the second part of this battle,” Aedion said hoarsely. 

“Or we won’t last the night.” Already, Enda and Sellene were using their magic

to haul fallen blocks of debris against the western gate. The stones wobbled, but

moved. It was more power than Rowan could claim. 

Rowan  turned  to  climb  back  up  the  walls,  and  didn’t  dare  let  himself  look

behind  them—to  where  he  knew  soldiers  were  moving  Gavriel  deeper  into  the

city. Somewhere safe. 

Gone. His friend, his brother was gone. 

“Your  Highness.”  A  panting,  blood-splattered  ruk  rider  stood  on  the

battlement  wall.  He  pointed  to  the  horizon.  “Darkness  veils  much  of  it,  but  we have  an  estimate  for  the  oncoming  army.”  Rowan  braced  himself.  “Twenty

thousand at a minimum.” The rider’s throat bobbed. “Their ranks are filled with

Valg—and six  kharankui.” 

Not  kharankui. But the six Valg princesses who had infested them. 

Rowan willed himself to shift. His body refused. 

Gritting his teeth, he peeled back the armor on his shoulder and reached for

the wound. But it had sealed. Trapping the iron shard within. Keeping him from

shifting—from flying to Aelin. Wherever she was. 

He  had  to  get  to  her.  Had  to  find  Fenrys  and  Lorcan  and  find  her.  Before  it was too late. 

But as the night fell, as he freed a dagger and lifted it to the sealed wound in

his shoulder, Rowan knew it might already be. 

Even  though  the  gods  were  now  gone,  Rowan  still  found  himself  praying. 

Through  the  agony  as  he  ripped  open  his  shoulder,  he  prayed.  That  he  might

reach Aelin in time. 

They  had  survived  this  long,  against  all  odds  and  in  defiance  of  ancient

prophecies.  Rowan  dug  his  knife  in  deeper,  seeking  the  iron  shard  wedged

within. 

Hurry—he had to hurry. 
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CHAPTER 109

Chaol’s  back  strained,  pain  lashing  down  his  spine.  Whether  from  his  wife’s

healing within the castle walls or from the hours of fighting, he had no idea. 

Didn’t care, as he and Dorian galloped through the southern gate into Orynth, 

the  two  of  them  little  more  than  unmarked  riders  amid  the  army  racing  in. 

Bracing for the impact of the fresh host marching toward them. 

Night  would  soon  fall.  Morath  would  not  wait  until  dawn.  Not  with  the

darkness that hovered above them like some sort of awful cloud. 

What flew and scuttled in that darkness, what waited for them …

Dorian  was  nearly  slumped  in  his  saddle,  shield  strapped  over  his  back, 

Damaris sheathed at his side. 

“You look how I feel,” Chaol managed to say. 

Dorian slid sapphire eyes toward him, a spark of humor lighting the haunted

depths. “I know a king shouldn’t slouch,” he said, rubbing at his blood-and-dirt-

splattered face. “But I can’t bring myself to care.” 

Chaol smiled grimly. “We have worse to worry about.” 

Much worse. 

They hurried toward the castle, turning up the hill that would take them to its

doors, when a horn cut across the battlefield. 

A warning. 

With the view the hill offered, they could clearly see it. What sent the soldiers

racing toward them with renewed urgency. 

Morath was picking up speed. 

As if realizing that their prey was on its last legs and not wishing to let them

recover. 

Chaol  glanced  to  Dorian,  and  they  reined  their  horses  back  toward  the  city

walls. The khagan’s soldiers did so as well, running down the hills they’d been

scaling. 

Back toward the battlements. And the hell soon to be unleashed upon it once

more. 

Slumped against a dead wyvern, Aelin drained the last of her waterskin. 

Beside her, Ansel of Briarcliff panted through her gritted teeth while healer’s

magic pulled the edges of her wound together. A nasty, deep slice to Ansel’s arm. 

Bad enough that Ansel hadn’t been able to hold a weapon. So they had halted, 

just as the tide of the battle had shifted, their enemy now fleeing Orynth’s walls. 

Aelin’s head swam, her magic down to the dregs, her limbs leaden. The roar

of battle still buzzed in her ears. 

Covered in gore and mud, no one recognized either queen where they’d fallen to their knees, so close to the southern gates. Soldiers ran past, trying to get into

the city before the army at their backs arrived. 

Just a minute. She needed to only catch her breath for a minute. Then they’d

hurry to the southern gate. Into Orynth. 

Into her home. 

Ansel swore, swaying, and the healer shot out a hand to brace her. 

Not good. Not at all. 

Aelin knew what and who marched toward them. 

Lysandra had returned to the skies long ago, rejoining the rebel Ironteeth and

Crochans. Where Rowan now was, where the cadre was, she didn’t know. Had

lost them hours or days or lifetimes ago. 

Rowan was safe—the mating bond told her enough. No mortal wounds. And

through the blood oath, she knew Fenrys and Lorcan still breathed. 

Whether she could say that for the rest of her friends, she didn’t know. Didn’t

want to know, not yet. 

The healer finished Ansel, and when the woman turned, Aelin held up a hand. 

“Go help someone who needs it,” Aelin rasped. 

The healer didn’t  hesitate before she  hurried off, sprinting  toward the sound

of screaming. 

“We need to get into the city,” Ansel murmured, leaning her head against the

ironclad hide behind her. “Before they shut the gate.” 

“We  do,”  Aelin  said,  willing  strength  to  her  exhausted  legs  so  she  might

stand. Assess how far away that final, crushing host was. 

A plan. She’d had a plan for this. They all had. 

But  time  hadn’t  been  on  her  side.  Perhaps  her  luck  had  faded  with  the  gods she’d destroyed. 

Aelin swallowed against the dryness in her mouth and grunted as she got to

her feet. The world swayed, but she stayed upright. Managed to grab the reins of

a passing Darghan rider and order her to stop. 

To take the red-haired queen half-delirious on the ground. 

Ansel  barely  protested  when  Aelin  heaved  her  into  the  saddle  behind  the

soldier. 

Aelin stood beside the felled wyvern, watching her friend until she’d passed

through the southern gate. Into Orynth. 

Slowly, Aelin turned to the rising wave of darkness. 

She had doomed them. 

Behind her, the southern gate groaned shut. 

The boom echoed into her bones. 

Soldiers left on the field shouted in panic, but orders went out. Form the lines. 

Ready for battle. 

She could do this. Adjust the plan. 

She still scanned the skies for a white-tailed hawk. 

No sign of him. 
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Good. Good, she told herself. 

Aelin  shut  her  eyes  for  a  heartbeat.  Put  a  hand  on  her  chest.  As  if  it  might steady her, prepare her, for what squatted in the approaching darkness. 

Soldiers shouted as they rallied, the screams of the injured and dying ringing

throughout, wings booming everywhere. 

Still Aelin remained there for a moment longer, just beyond the gates to her

city.  Her  home.  Still  she  pressed  her  hand  to  her  chest,  feeling  the  heart

thundering  beneath,  feeling  the  dust  of  every  road  she  had  traveled  these  ten years to return here. 

For this moment. For this purpose. 

So she whispered it to herself, one last time. The story. 

Her story. 

 Once  upon  a  time,  in  a  land  long  since  burned  to  ash,  there  lived  a  young princess who loved her kingdom …

Yrene had halted her healing only for a few minutes. Her power flowed, strong

and bright, undimming despite the work she’d been doing for hours. 

But  she’d  stopped,  needing  to  see  what  had  happened.  Hearing  that  their

soldiers, with victory in hand, had fled back to the city walls, had only sent her

running for the castle battlements faster, Elide with her. As she had been all day, 

helping her. 

Elide  winced  as  they  took  the  stairs  up  to  the  battlements,  but  made  no

complaint.  The  lady  scanned  the  crowded  space,  looking  for  someone, 

something. Her gaze settled on an old man, a child with remarkable red-gold hair

beside him. Messengers approached him, then darted away. 

A leader—someone in charge, Yrene realized after Elide did, already limping

to them. 

The  old  man  faced  them  as  they  approached,  and  started.  At  the  sight  of

Elide. 

Yrene  stopped  caring  about  the  introductions  as  her  gaze  landed  on  the

battlefield. 

On the army— another army—marching on them, half veiled in darkness. Six

 kharankui at their front lines. 

The khagan’s soldiers had gathered by the walls, both outside and within the

city. The southern gate now stood closed. 

Not enough. Not nearly enough to face what marched, fresh and unwearied. 

The   creatures  she  could  just  barely  make  out  teeming  within  its  ranks.  Valg princesses—there were Valg princesses amongst them. 

Chaol. Where was  Chaol—

Elide  and  the  old  man  were  speaking.  “We  cannot  face  that  number  of

soldiers and walk away,” the lady said, her voice so unlike any tone Yrene had

heard  from  her.  Commanding  and  cold.  Elide  pointed  to  the  battlefield.  The

darkness—holy gods, the darkness—that massed over it. 

A chill slithered over Yrene’s body. 

“Do you know what that is?” Elide asked too quietly. “Because I do.” 

The old man only swallowed. 

Yrene knew it then. What was in that darkness. Who was in it. 

Erawan. 

The last of the sun vanished, setting the bloodied snows in hues of blue. 

A  flash  of  light  flared  behind  them,  and  the  child  whirled,  a  sob  breaking

from  her  throat  as  a  stunningly  beautiful  woman,  bloodied  and  battered, 

appeared.  She  wrapped  a  cloak  around  her  naked  body  like  a  gown,  not  even

shivering with the cold. 

A shape-shifter. She opened her arms to the girl, embracing her. 

Lysandra,  Chaol  had  called  her.  A  lady  in  Aelin’s  court.  Unknown  niece  to

Falkan Ennar. 

Lysandra  turned  to  the  old  man.  “Aedion  and  Rowan  sent  up  the  order, 

Darrow. Any who can are to evacuate immediately.” 

The old man—Darrow—just stared toward the battlefield. At a loss for words

as that army prowled closer and closer and closer. 

As two figures took form at its head. 

And  walked,  unhindered,  toward  the  city  walls,  darkness  swarming  around

them. 

Erawan. The golden-haired young man. She’d know it if she were blind. 

A dark-haired, pale-skinned woman strode at his side, robes billowing around

her on a phantom wind. 

“Maeve,” Lysandra breathed. 

People began screaming then. In terror and despair. 

Maeve and Erawan had come. To personally oversee Orynth’s fall. 

They  stalked  toward  the  city  gates,  the  darkness  behind  them  gathering,  the

army at their backs swelling. Pincers clicked within that darkness. Creatures who

could devour life, joy. 

Oh gods. 

“Lord Darrow,” Elide cut in, sharp and commanding. “Is there a way out of

the  city?  Some  sort  of  back  door  through  the  mountains  that  the  children  and elderly could take?” 

Darrow dragged his eyes from the approaching Valg king and queen. 

It  was  helplessness  and  despair  that  filled  them.  That  broke  his  voice  as  he said, “No route that will allow them to escape in time.” 

“Tell  me  where  it  is,”  Lysandra  ordered.  “So  they  might  try,  at  least.”  She grabbed for the girl’s arm. “So Evangeline might try to run.” 

A defeat. What had seemed like a triumphant victory was about to become an

absolute defeat. A butchering. 

Led by Maeve and Erawan, now a mere hundred yards from the city walls. 

Only ancient stone and iron stood between them and Orynth. 

Darrow hesitated. In shock. The old man was in shock. 

But  Evangeline  pointed  a  finger.  Out  toward  the  gates,  toward  Maeve  and

Erawan. “Look.” 

And there she was. 

In the deepening blues of descending night, amid the snow beginning to fall, 

Aelin Galathynius had appeared before the sealed southern gate. 

Had appeared before Erawan and Maeve. 

Her unbound hair billowed in the wind like a golden banner, a last ray of light

with the dying of the day. 

Silence fell. Even the screaming stopped as all turned toward the gate. 

But Aelin did not balk. Did not run from the Valg queen and king who halted

as if in delight at the lone figure who dared face them. 

Lysandra let out a strangled sob. “She—she has no magic left.” The shifter’s

voice broke. “She has nothing left.” 

Still Aelin lifted her sword. 

Flames ran down the blade. 

One flame against the darkness gathered. 

One flame to light the night. 

Aelin raised her shield, and flames encircled it, too. 

Burning bright, burning undaunted. A vision of old, reborn once more. 

The cry went down the castle battlements, through the city, along the walls. 

The queen had come home at last. 

The queen had come to hold the gate. 
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Her name was Aelin Ashryver Whitethorn Galathynius. 

And she would not be afraid. 

Maeve and Erawan halted. So did the army poised behind them, a final blow

of the hammer, ready to land upon Orynth. 

The magic in her veins was little more than a sputtering ember. 

But they did not know that. 

Her  shaking  hands  threatened  to  drop  her  weapons,  but  she  held  firm.  Held

fast. 

Not one more step. 

Not one more step toward Orynth would she allow them to make. 

Maeve smiled. “What a very long way you’ve traveled, Aelin.” 

Aelin only angled Goldryn. Met Erawan’s golden stare. 

His eyes flared as he took in the sword. Remembered it. 

Aelin bared her teeth. Let the flame she fed into the sword glow brighter. 

Maeve turned to the Valg king. “Shall we, then?” 

But Erawan looked at Aelin. And hesitated. 

She  would  not  have  long.  Not  long  at  all  until  they  realized  that  the  power that made him hesitate was no more. 

But she had not remained outside the southern gate to defeat them. 

Only to buy time. 

For those in the city she loved so greatly to get away. To run, and live to fight

tomorrow. 

She had made it home. 

It was enough. 

The  words  echoed  with  her  every  breath.  Sharpened  her  vision,  steeled  her

spine. A crown of flame appeared atop her head, swirling and unbreakable. 

She could never win against both of them. 

But she wouldn’t make it easy. Would take one of them down with her, if she

could. Or at least slow them enough for the others to enact their plan, to find a

way  to  either  halt  or  defeat  them.  Even  if  either  option  seemed  unlikely. 

Hopeless. 

But that was why she remained here. 

To give them that slim shred of hope. That will to keep fighting. 

At  the  end  of  this,  if  that  was  all  she  was  able  to  do  against  Erawan  and Maeve, she could go to the Afterworld with her chin held high. She would not be

ashamed to see those she had loved with her heart of wildfire. 

So  Aelin  sketched  a  bow  to  Erawan  and  said  with  every  remaining  scrap  of

bravado she possessed, “We’ve met a few times, but never as we truly are.” She

winked  at  him.  Even  as  her  knees  quaked,  she  winked  at  him.  “Pretty  as  this form is, Erawan, I think I miss Perrington. Just a little bit.” 

Maeve’s nostrils flared. 

But  Erawan’s  eyes  slitted  in  amusement.  “Was  it  fate,  you  think,  that  we

encountered each other in Rifthold without recognizing the other?” 

Such casual, easy words from such horrible, corrupt filth. Aelin made herself

shrug. “Fate, or luck?” She gestured to the battlefield, her wrecked city. “This is

a  far  grander  setting  for  our  final  confrontation,  don’t  you  think?  Far  more worthy of us.” 

Maeve let out a hiss. “Enough of this.” 

Aelin  arched  a  brow.  “I’ve  spent  the  past  year  of  my  life—ten  years,  if  you consider  it  another  way—building  to  this  moment.”  She  clicked  her  tongue. 

“Forgive me if I want to savor it. To talk with my great enemy for longer than a

moment.” 

Erawan  chuckled,  and  the  sound  grated  down  her  bones.  “One  might  think

you were trying to delay us, Aelin Galathynius.” 

She beckoned to the city walls behind her. “From what? The keys are gone, 

the gods with them.” She threw them a smile. “You did know that, didn’t you?” 

The  amusement  faded  from  Erawan’s  face.  “I  know.”  Death—such  terrible

death beckoned in his voice at that. 

Aelin shrugged again. “I did you a favor, you know.” 

Maeve murmured, “Don’t let her talk. We end this now.” 

Aelin  laughed.  “One  would  think   you  were  afraid,  Maeve.  Of  any  sort  of delay.”  She  turned  to  Erawan  once  again.  “The  gods  had  planned  to  drag  you

with them. To rip you apart.” Aelin gave him a half smile. “I asked them not to. 

So you and I might have this grand duel of ours.” 

“How is it that you survived?” Maeve demanded. 

“I learned to share,” Aelin purred. “After all this time.” 

“Lies,” Maeve spat. 

“I  do  have  a  question  for  you,”  Aelin  said,  glancing  between  the  two  dark

rulers,  separated  from  her  by  only  the  swirling  snow.  “Will   you  be  sharing power?  Now  that  you’re  both  trapped  here.”  She  gestured  to  Maeve  with  her

burning shield. “Last I heard, you were hell-bent on sending  him home. And had

gathered  a  little  army  of  healers  in  Doranelle  so  you  might  destroy  him  the moment you got the chance.” 

Erawan blinked slowly. 

Aelin  smiled.  “What   will  you  do  with  all  those  healers  now,  Maeve?  Have you two discussed that?” 

Darkness  swirled  around  Maeve’s  fingers.  “I  have  endured  enough  of  this

prattling.” 

“I have not,” Erawan said, his golden eyes blazing. 

“Good,”  Aelin  said.  “I   was  her  prisoner,  you  know.  For  months.  You’d  be surprised  how  much  I  picked  up.  About  her  husband—your  brother.  About  the

library  in  his  castle,  and  how  Maeve  learned  so  many  interesting  things  about

world-walking. Will you share that knowledge, Maeve, or is that not part of your bargain?” 

Doubt. That was doubt beginning to darken Erawan’s eyes. 

Aelin pressed, “She wants you out, you know. Gone. What did she even tell

you  when  your  Wyrdkey  went  missing?  Let  me  guess:  the  King  of  Adarlan

snuck  into  Morath,  killed  the  girl  you’d  enslaved  to  be  your  living  gate, 

destroyed  your  castle,  and  Maeve  arrived  just  in  time  to  try  to  stop  him—but failed? Did you know that she worked with him for days and days? Trying to get

the key from you?” 

“That is a  lie,” Maeve snapped. 

“Is  it?  Shall  I  repeat  some  of  the  things  you  said  in  your  most  private

meetings with Lord Erawan here? The things the King of Adarlan told  me?” 

Erawan’s smile grew. “You always had a flair for the dramatic. Perhaps you

are lying, as my sister claims.” 

“Perhaps I am, perhaps I am not. Though I think the truth of your new ally’s

backstabbing is far more interesting than any lie I might invent.” 

“Shall  we  tell  you  another  truth,  then?”  Maeve  crooned.  “Do  you  wish  to

know who killed your parents? Who killed Lady Marion?” 

Aelin stilled. 

Maeve  waved  a  hand  to  Erawan.  “It  wasn’t  him.  It  wasn’t  even  the  King  of

Adarlan.  No,  he  sent  a  low-ranking  Valg  prince  to  do  it.  He  couldn’t  even  be bothered to go himself. Didn’t think anyone important was really necessary to do

the deed.” 

Aelin stared at the queen. At the Valg king. 

And  then  arched  a  brow.  “Is  that  some  attempt  to  unnerve  me?  You’re

thousands  of  years  old,  and  that  is  all  you  can  think  of  to  say?”  She  laughed again,  and  pointed  to  Erawan  with  Goldryn.  She  could  have  sworn  he  flinched

away from the flaming blade. “I feel sorry for you, you know. That you’ve now

shackled  yourself  to  that  immortal  bore.”  She  sucked  on  a  tooth.  “And  when

Maeve sells you out, I suppose I’ll feel a little bit sorry for you then, too.” 

“See  how  she  talks?”  Maeve  hissed.  “That  has  always  been  her  gift:  to

distract and babble while—” 

“Yes,  yes.  But,  as  I  said:  you  have  the  field.  There’s  nothing  left  that  can really stop you.” 

“Except for you,” Erawan said. 

Aelin  pressed  her  shield  against  her  chest.  “I’m  flattered  you  think  so.”  She flicked up her brows. “Though I think the two hundred healers we’ve got in the

city right now might be a little offended that you forgot them. Especially when

I’ve  watched  them  so  diligently  expel  your  Valg  grunts  from  the  hosts  they

infected.” 

Erawan stilled. Just a fraction. 

“Or is that another lie?” Aelin mused. “A risky thing for you to do, then—to

enter  this  city.  My  city,  I  suppose.  To  see  who’s  waiting  for  you.  I  heard  you went  to  an  awful  lot  of  trouble  to  try  to  kill  one  of  my  friends  this  summer. 
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Silba’s Heir. If I were you, I might have been more thorough in trying to end her. 

She’s here, you know. Came all this way to see you and repay the favor.” Aelin

let her flame grow brighter as Erawan again hesitated. “Maeve knew. She knows

that  the  healers  are  here,  waiting  for  you.  And  will  let  them  at  you.  Ask  her where her owl is—the healer she keeps chained to her. To protect her from you.” 

“Don’t listen to her nonsense,” Maeve spat. 

“She even made a bargain: to spare their lives in exchange for ridding her of

you.”  Aelin  waved  Goldryn  toward  Orynth.  “You’re  walking  into  a  trap  the

moment you enter the city. You, and all your little Valg friends. And only Maeve

will be left standing in the end, Lady of All.” 

Maeve’s  shadows  rose  in  a  wave.  “I  have  had  enough  of  this,  Aelin

Galathynius.” 

Aelin knew Maeve would go on ahead, without Erawan. Work without him, if

need be. 

The dark king looked toward Maeve and seemed to realize it, too. 

Maeve’s  black  hair  flowed  around  her.  “Where  is  the  King  of  Adarlan?  We

would have words with him.” Simmering, vicious rage pulsed from the queen. 

Aelin shrugged. “Off fighting somewhere. Likely not bothering to think about

you.”  She  inclined  her  head.  “A  valiant  effort,  Maeve,  to  try  to  divert  the conversation.” She turned to Erawan. “The healers are waiting for you in there. 

You’ll see I’m telling the truth. Though I suppose it will be too late by then.” 

Doubt.  That  was  indeed  doubt  in  Erawan’s  eyes.  Just  a  crack.  An  open

doorway. 

And it would now be upon Yrene—Yrene and the others—to seize it. 

She had not wanted to ask, to plan this. Had not wanted to drag anyone else

in. 

But she trusted them. Yrene, her friends. She trusted them to see this through. 

When she was gone. She trusted them. 

Maeve  stepped  forward.  “I  hope  you  have  enjoyed  yourself  these  past  few

moments.” She bared her too-white teeth, all traces of that cool grace vanished. 

Even  Erawan  seemed  to  blink  in  surprise  at  it—and  again  hesitate.  As  if

wondering whether Aelin’s words had struck true. “I hope you are entertained by

your prattling idiocy.” 

“Eternally  so,”  Aelin  said  with  a  mocking  bow.  “I  suppose  I’ll  be  more

entertained  when  I  wipe  you  from  the  face  of  the  earth.”  She  sighed  skyward. 

“Gods above, what a sight that will be.” 

Maeve  extended  a  hand  before  her,  darkness  swirling  in  her  cupped  palm. 

“There are no gods left to watch, I’m afraid. And there are no gods left to help

you now, Aelin Galathynius.” 

Aelin smiled, and Goldryn burned brighter. “I am a god.” 

She unleashed herself upon them. 

Rowan  pried  free  the  shard  of  iron  from  his  shoulder  as  Maeve  and  Erawan

arrived. 
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As Aelin went to meet them before the walls of Orynth. 

His  magic  guttered  within  his  veins,  but  he  clapped  a  hand  to  his  bleeding

arm as he ran for the southern gate. Willed the healing. 

Flesh stung as it knitted together—too slowly. Too damn slowly. 

But  he  couldn’t  fly  with  a  shredded  wing,  as  he’d  surely  have  if  he  shifted now. Block after block, through the city that would have been his home, he ran

for the southern gate. 

He had to get to her. 

A  warning  shout  from  the  battlements  had  him  throwing  up  a  shield  on

instinct. Just as a siege ladder collided with the wall above him. 

Morath’s footsoldiers spilled over it, into the awaiting blades of both khagan

soldier and Bane warrior. Too many. 

Ironteeth  clashed  with  Crochans  above  them—Ironteeth  bearing  several

Morath  footsoldiers  apiece.  They  deposited  them  on  the  battlements,  on  the

streets. 

People screamed. Further into the city, people were screaming. Fleeing. 

Only a few blocks to the southern gate—to Aelin. 

And yet … those screams of terror and pain continued. Families. Children. 

Home.  This  was  to  be  his  home.  Already  was,  if  Aelin  were  with  him.  He

would defend it. 

Rowan drew his sword and hatchet. 

Fire burst beyond the walls, bathing the city in gold. She couldn’t have more

than an ember. Against Erawan and Maeve, she should already be dead. Yet her

flame still raged. The mating bond held strong. 

White flashed beside him, and then there was Fenrys, stained with blood and

snarling at the soldiers pouring over the walls. One neared them, and a swipe of

a mighty paw was all it took for the grunt to be in pieces. 

A swipe—and then a burst of black wind. Lorcan. 

They halted for all of a heartbeat. Both males looked to him in question. They

knew full well where Aelin was. What the plan had been. 

Another blast of flame from beyond the walls. 

But the screams of the innocent in the city … She would never forgive him

for it. If he walked away. 

So Rowan angled his weapons. Turned toward the screaming. “We swore an

oath to our queen and this court,” he snarled, sizing up the soldiers pouring over

the walls. “We will not break it.” 

Even three of the great powers of the realm battling before the city gates was not

enough to halt the war around them. 

Morath  swarmed,  and  the  exhausted  khaganate  army  turned  to  meet  them

once more. To meet the new horrors that emerged, beasts of snapping teeth and

baying howls, ilken sailing above them. No sign of the Valg princesses, not yet. 

But Elide knew they were out there. Morath had emptied its darkest pits for this

final destruction. 

And  on  the  plain,  before  the  gates,  fire  and  darkness  blacker  than  the  fallen night warred. 

Elide didn’t know where to look: at the battle between the armies, or the one

between Maeve and Erawan, and Aelin. 

Yrene remained beside her, Lord Darrow, Lysandra, and Evangeline watching

with them. 

A flare of light, an answering wave of darkness. 

Aelin  was  a  fiery  whirlwind  between  Maeve  and  Erawan,  the  fighting  swift

and brutal. 

She  had  no  power  left.  Before  the  Wyrdgate  had  ripped  it  from  her,  Aelin

might have been able to face one of them and emerge triumphant. But left with a

whisper of power, and after a day of wielding it on this battlefield …

Maeve and Erawan didn’t know. 

They  didn’t  know  that  Aelin  was  only  deflecting,  not  attacking.  That  this

drawn-out dance was not for the spectacle, but because she was buying them all

time. 

Down in the dark beyond the walls, soldiers died and died. And in the city, as

siege ladders breached the battlements, Morath surged into Orynth. 

Still Aelin held the gate against Erawan and Maeve. Didn’t let them get one

step closer to the city. The final sacrifice of Aelin Galathynius for Terrasen. 

The  moment  they  realized  Aelin  had  nothing  left,  it  would  be  over.  Any

amusement they felt at this shallow exchange of power and skill would vanish. 

Where were the others? Where was Rowan, or Lorcan, or Dorian? Or Fenrys

and  Gavriel?  Where  were  they,  or  did  they  not  know  what  occurred  before  the city gates? 

Lysandra’s  breathing  was  shallow.  Nothing—the  shifter  could  do  nothing

against  them.  And  to  offer  Aelin  assistance  might  be  the  very  thing  that  made Erawan and Maeve realize the queen was deceiving them. 

There  was  no  gentle  voice  at  Elide’s  shoulder.  Not  anymore.  Never  again

would she hear that whispering, wise voice guide her. 

 See, Anneith had always murmured to her.  See. 

Elide scanned the field, the city, the queen battling the Valg rulers. 

Aelin  did  nothing  without  reason.  Had  gone  out  there  to  buy  them  time.  To

wear the Valg rulers down, just a bit. But Aelin could not defeat them. 

There was only one person who could. 

Elide’s eyes landed on Yrene, the healer’s face ashen as she watched Aelin. 

The queen would never ask. Never ask that of them, of Yrene. 

But she might leave a path open. Should they, should Yrene, wish to take it. 

Noticing her stare, Yrene tore her attention away from the battle. “What?” 

Elide looked to Lysandra. Then to the city walls, to the flash of ice and flame

along them. 

She saw what they had to do. 
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CHAPTER 111

Nesryn had not anticipated the ilken. How terrible even a few dozen would be. 

Nimble  and  vicious,  they  swept  over  the  front  lines  of  Morath’s  teeming

ranks. Black as the fallen night and more than eager to meet the ruks in combat. 

Sartaq  had  given  the  order  to  unleash  whatever  burning  arrows  they  could

find. The heat of one scorched Nesryn’s fingers as she picked a target amongst

the dark fray and fired. 

The  flame  speared  into  the  night,  right  for  an  ilken  poised  to  tear  into  a Darghan  horse.  The  arrow  struck  true,  and  the  ilken’s  shriek  reached  even

Nesryn’s  ears.  The  Darghan  rider  stabbed  deep  with  his   sulde,  and  the  ilken’s screeching was cut off. A lucky, brave blow. 

Nesryn was reaching for another arrow and supplies when the Darghan rider

fell. 

Not  dead—the  ilken  was  not  dead,  but  feigning  it.  The  beautiful  horse’s

scream of pain rent the night as talons ripped open its chest. Another slash and

the rider’s sternum was shredded. 

Nesryn  fumbled  for  the  flint  to  light  the  oil-soaked  cloth  around  the

arrowhead. 

Up and down the battlefield, ilken attacked. Riders, both equine and rukhin, 

fell. 

And  looming  at  the  back  of  the  battlefield,  as  if  waiting  for  their  grand

entrance,  waiting  to  pick  off  what  was  left  of  them,  a  new  sort  of  darkness squatted. 

The Valg princesses. In their new,  kharankui bodies. Erawan’s final surprise. 

Nesryn aimed and fired her arrow, scanning for Sartaq. The prince had led a

unit of rukhin deeper into the enemy lines, a battered Borte, Falkan, and Yeran

flanking him. 

A desperate, final push. 

One that none of them were likely to walk or fly away from. 


Yrene’s  breath  was  tight  in  her  throat,  her  heart  a  wild  beat  through  her  entire body, yet the fear she thought she’d yield to had not taken over. Not yet. 

Not  as  Lysandra,  in  ruk  form,  landed  on  the  city  walls,  steadily  enough  that Yrene and Elide could quickly dismount. Right where Chaol and Dorian fought, 

a desperate effort to keep the Valg off the walls. 

The  smallest  of  their  concerns.  For  nearby,  slaughtering  their  way  closer—

those were ilken. 

Silba save them all. 
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Chaol saw her first. His eyes flared with pure terror. “Get back to the castle.” 

Yrene  did  no  such  thing.  And  as  Dorian  turned,  she  said  to  the  king,  “We

have need of you, Your Majesty.” 

Chaol shoved from the wall, his limp deep. “Get back to the castle.” 

Yrene  ignored  him  again.  So  did  Dorian  as  the  king  gutted  the  Valg  before

him, shoved the demon over the wall, and hurried to Yrene. “What is it?” 

Elide  pointed  to  the  southern  gate.  To  the  fire  that  flared  amid  the  attacking darkness. 

Dorian’s blood-splattered face drained of color. “She has nothing left.” 

“We know,” Elide said, her mouth tightening. “Which is why we need you.” 

Chaol  must  have  realized  the  plan  before  his  king.  Because  her  husband

whirled to her, shield and sword hanging at his sides. “You can’t.” 

Elide  quickly,  succinctly,  explained  their  reckless,  mad  idea.  The  Lady  of

Perranth’s idea. 

Yrene tried not to shake. Tried not to tremble as she realized that they were, 

indeed, about to do this. 

But  Elide  merely  climbed  onto  the  shifter’s  leathery  back  and  beckoned  the

king to follow. And Dorian, to his credit, did not hesitate. 

Yet  Chaol  dropped  his  sword  and  shield  to  the  bloody  stones,  and  gripped

Yrene’s  face  between  his  hands.  “You  can’t,”  he  said  again,  voice  breaking. 

“You  can’t.” 

Yrene put her hands atop Chaol’s and brought them brow to brow. “You are

my joy,” was all she said to him. 

Her husband, her dearest friend, closed his eyes. The reek of Valg blood and

metal clung to him, and yet beneath it—beneath it, that was his scent. The smell

of home. 

Chaol  at  last  opened  his  eyes,  the  bronze  of  them  so  vivid.  Alive.  Utterly

alive. Full of trust, and understanding, and pride. 

“Go save the world, Yrene,” he whispered, and kissed her brow. 

Yrene let that kiss sink into her skin, a mark of protection, of love that she’d

carry with her into hell and beyond it. 

Chaol turned to where Dorian sat with Elide atop the shifter, the love on her

husband’s face hardening to something fierce and determined. “Keep her safe,” 

was  all  Chaol  said.  Perhaps  the  only  order,  Yrene  realized,  he  would  ever  give his king. Their king. 

It was why she loved him. Why she knew that the child in her womb would

never spend a single moment wondering if it was loved. 

Dorian bowed his head. “With my life.” Then the king offered a hand to help

Yrene onto Lysandra’s back. “Let’s make it count.” 

Manon’s chest burned with each inhale, but Abraxos flew unfalteringly through

the melee. 

So many. Too many. 

And the new horrors that Morath had unleashed, the ilken amongst them …
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Screams  and  blood  filled  the  skies.  Crochan  and  Ironteeth  and  ruks—those

were  ruks—fought for their very existence. 

Any hope of victory that Aelin Galathynius had brought with her was slipping

away. 

Manon and Abraxos smashed through the Ironteeth lines, diving to rip apart

ilken and foot soldier. Wind-Cleaver was a leaden weight in her hand. She could

no longer discern her sweat from blood. 

The Queen of Terrasen had come, an army with her, and it would still not be

enough. 

Lorcan  knew  Maeve  had  come.  Could  feel  her  presence  in  his  bones,  a  dark, 

terrible song through the world. A Valg song. 

He  fought  far  down  the  city  walls,  Whitethorn  and  Fenrys  nearby,  Aedion

unleashing  himself  upon  soldier  after  soldier  with  a  ferocity  that  Lorcan  knew came from deep, brutal grief. 

Gavriel  was  dead.  Had  died  to  give  his  son  and  those  at  the  western  gate  a chance to shut them again. 

Lorcan tucked away the pang in his chest at the thought of it. That the Lion

was no more. Which of them would be next? 

Light flared beyond the wall. Darkness devoured it. Too swiftly, too easily. 

Aelin had to be insane. Must have lost all her wits, if she thought she could

take on not just Maeve, but Erawan, too. 

Yet Rowan halted. Would have been run through by a Valg soldier if Lorcan

hadn’t hurled a dagger straight through the demon’s face. 

With  a  nod  to  Lorcan  and  Fenrys,  Rowan  shifted,  a  hawk  instantly  soaring

over the walls. 

Lorcan  looked  to  Fenrys.  Found  the  male  bristling.  Aware  of  the  change

beyond the walls. It was time. 

“We  finish  this  together,”  Fenrys  snarled,  and  shifted  as  well,  a  white  wolf leaping clean off the battlements and into the city streets below. Toward the gate. 

Lorcan glanced at the castle, where he knew Elide was watching. 

He said his silent farewell, sending what remained of his heart on the wind to

the woman who had saved him in every way that mattered. 

Then  Lorcan  ran  for  the  gate—to  the  dark  queen  who  threatened  all  he’d

come to want, to hope for. He’d come to  hope. Had found there was something

better out there.  Someone better. 

And he’d go down swinging to defend all of it. 

It was a dance, and one that Aelin had spent her entire life practicing. 

Not  just  the  movements  of  her  sword,  her  shield.  But  the  smirk  she  kept  on her face as she met each blast of darkness, as she realized over and over and over

who her dance partners were. 

Where  they  advanced  a  step,  Aelin  sent  out  a  plume  of  fire.  Didn’t  let  her

own  doubt  show,  didn’t  dare  wonder  if  they  could  tell  that  the  fire  was  mostly color and light. 

They still dodged it. Avoided it. 

Waiting  for  her  to  plunge  down  deep,  to  make  that  killing  blow  they

anticipated. 

And  though  her  fire  deflected  the  darkness,  though  Goldryn  was  a  burning

song in her hand, she knew their power would break through soon. 

The keys were gone. And so was the Fire-Bringer. 

They would have no use for her. No need to enslave her, save to torment her. 

It could go either way. Death or enslavement. 

But there would be no keys, no ability for Erawan to craft more Wyrdstone, 

or bring in his Valg to possess others. 

Aelin  lunged  with  Goldryn,  spearing  for  Erawan  as  she  raised  her  shield

against  Maeve.  She  sent  a  wave  of  flame  searing  for  their  sides,  herding  them closer together. 

Erawan blasted it back, but Maeve halted. Halted while Aelin leaped away a

step, panting. 

The  coppery  tang  of  blood  coated  her  mouth.  A  herald  of  the  looming

burnout. 

Maeve watched Aelin’s flame sizzle through the snow, melting it down to the

dried  grasses  of  Theralis.  An  undulating  sea  of  green  in  the  warmer  months. 

Now a muddy, blood-soaked ruin. 

“For a god,” Maeve said, their first words since this dance had begun minutes

or hours or an eternity ago, “you do not seem so willing to smite us.” 

“Symbols  have  power,”  Aelin  panted,  smiling  as  she  flipped  Goldryn  in  her

hand, the flame hissing through the air. “Strike you down too quickly and it will

ruin  the  impact.”  Aelin  drew  up  every  shred  of  swaggering  arrogance  and

winked at Erawan. “She wants me to wear you down, you see. Wants me to tire

you, so those healers up in the castle can finish you off with little trouble.” 

“Enough.” Maeve slammed out her power, and Aelin lifted her shield, flame

deflecting the onslaught. 

But barely. The impact rippled into her bones, her blood. 

Aelin  didn’t  let  herself  so  much  as  wince  as  she  hurled  a  whip  of  flame

toward  Maeve,  and  the  dark  queen  danced  back.  “Just  wait—she’ll  spring  the

trap shut on you soon enough.” 

“She  is  a  liar  and  a  fool,”  Maeve  spat.  “She  seeks  to  drive  us  apart  because she  knows  we  can  defeat  her  together.”  Again,  that  dark  power  rallied  around Maeve. 

The  dark  king  only  stared  at  Aelin  with  those  golden,  burning  eyes,  and

smiled. “Indeed. You—” 

He paused. Those golden eyes lifted above Aelin. Above the gates and wall

behind her. To something high above. 

Aelin didn’t dare to look. To take her attention away for that long. To hope. 

But  the  gold  in  Erawan’s  eyes  glowed.  Glowed—with  rage  and  perhaps  a

kernel of fear. 

He twisted his head toward Maeve. “There are healers in that castle.” 

“Of course there are,” Maeve snapped. 

Yet Erawan stilled. “There are  skilled healers there. Ripe with power.” 

“Straight  from  the  Torre  Cesme,”  Aelin  said,  nodding  solemnly.  “As  I  told

you.” 

Erawan only looked at Maeve. And that doubt flickered again. 

He glanced to Aelin. To her fire, her sword. She bowed her head. 

Erawan hissed at Maeve, “If she spoke true, you are carrion.” 

And before Aelin could muster an ember to strike, a dark, sinewy form swept

from the blackness behind Erawan and snatched him up. An ilken. 

Aelin  didn’t  waste  her  power  trying  to  down  them,  not  with  the  ilken’s

defenses against magic. Not with Maeve tracking Erawan as he was carried into

the skies. Over the city. 

Against  two  Valg  rulers,  she  should  have  already  been  dead.  Against  the

female before her, Aelin knew it was still just a matter of time. But if Yrene, if

her friends, could take down Erawan …

“Just us, then,” Maeve said, lips curving into that spider’s smile. The smile of

the horrendous creatures that launched themselves at Orynth. 

Aelin  lifted  Goldryn  again.  “That’s  precisely  how  I  wanted  it,”  she  said. 

Truth. 

“But I know your secret, Heir of Fire,” Maeve crooned, and struck again. 
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CHAPTER 112

Atop  the  highest  tower  of  the  castle  of  Orynth,  on  the  broad  balcony  that

overlooked the world far below, the healer sent out another flare of power. 

The white glow seared the night, casting the tower stones in stark relief. 

A beacon, a challenge to the dark king who battled Aelin Galathynius below. 

 Here I am, the power sang through the night.  Here I am. 

Erawan answered. 

His  rage,  his  fear,  his  hatred  filled  the  wind  as  he  swept  in,  carried  in  an ilken’s  gangly  limbs.  He  smiled  at  the  young  healer  whose  hands  glowed  with

pure light, as if already tasting her blood. Savoring the destruction of what she

offered, the gift she’d been given. 

His sheer presence set people in the castle below screaming as they fled. 

Not  death  incarnate,  but  something  far  worse.  Something  nearly  as  ancient, 

and almost as powerful. 

The  ilken  swept  over  the  tower,  dropping  him  onto  the  balcony  stones. 

Erawan landed with the grace of a cat, barely winded as he straightened. 

As he smiled at her. 

“I  never  thought  you’d  do  it,  you  know,”  Maeve  said,  her  dark  power  coiling around her as Aelin panted. A cramp had begun low in her back and now lashed

its  way  up  her  spine,  down  her  legs.  “That  you’d  be  foolish  enough  to  put  the keys back into the gate. What happened to that glorious vision you once showed

me, Aelin? Of you in this very city, your worshipping masses crying your name. 

Was it simply too dull for you, to be revered?” 

Aelin rallied herself with every breath, Goldryn still burning bright. 

Let  her  talk—let  her  gloat  and  ramble.  Every  second  she  had  to  recover,  to

regain a fraction of her strength, was a blessing. 

Erawan  had  taken  the  bait,  had  let  the  doubt  she’d  planted  take  root  in  his mind. She had known it was only a matter of time until he sensed Yrene’s power. 

She only prayed Yrene Towers was ready to meet him. 

“I had always hoped that you and I were true equals, in a way,” Maeve went

on. “That you, more than Erawan, understood the true nature of power. Of what

it means to wield it. What a disappointment that deep down, you wished to be so

ordinary.” 

The shield had become unbearably heavy. Aelin didn’t dare look behind her

to see where Erawan had gone. What he was doing. She’d felt Yrene’s flare of

power, had dared hope it might even be a signal, a lure, but nothing since then. It

had drawn Erawan away, though. It was enough. 

The darkness around  Maeve writhed. “The  Queen Who Was  Promised is no more,” she said, clicking her tongue. “Now you’re nothing but an assassin with a

crown. And a commoner’s gift of magic.” 

Twin whips of brutal power speared for Aelin’s either side. 

Throwing  up  her  shield,  swinging  Goldryn  with  her  other  arm,  Aelin

deflected, flame flashing. 

The shield buckled, but Goldryn burned steady. 

But she felt it. The familiar, unending pain. The shadows that could devour. 

Pressing closer. Eating away at her power. 

Maeve glanced to the blazing sword. “Clever of you, to imbue the sword with

your own gifts. No doubt done before you yielded everything to the Wyrdgate.” 

“A precaution, should I not return,” Aelin panted. “A weapon to kill Valg.” 

“We shall see.” Maeve struck again. Again. 

Forcing Aelin to concede a step. Then another. 

Back  toward  the  invisible  line  she’d  drawn  between  them  and  the  southern

gate. 

Maeve stalked forward, her dark hair and robes billowing. “You have denied

me two things, Aelin Galathynius. The keys I sought.” Another whip of power

sliced  for  Aelin.  Her  flame  barely  deflected  it  this  time.  “And  the  great  duel  I was promised.” 

As  if  Maeve  opened  the  lid  to  a  chest  on  her  power,  plumes  of  darkness

erupted. 

Aelin sliced with Goldryn, the fire within the blade unfaltering. But it was not

enough. And as Aelin retreated another step, one of those plumes snapped across

her legs. 

Aelin couldn’t stop the scream that shattered from her throat. She went down, 

shield scattering in the icy mud. 

Training kept her fingers clenched on Goldryn. 

But pressure, unbearable and slithering, began to push into her head. 

“Wake up.” 

The world shifted. Snow replaced by firelight. The ground for a slab of iron. 

The pressure in her head writhed, and Aelin bowed over her knees, refusing

to acknowledge it. Real—this battle, the snow and blood,  this was real. 

“Wake up, Aelin,” Maeve whispered. 

Aelin  blinked.  And  found  herself  in  the  iron  box,  Maeve  leaning  over  the

open lid. Smiling. “We’re here,” the Fae Queen said. 

Not Fae. Valg. Maeve was  Valg—

“You’ve  been  dreaming,”  Maeve  said,  running  a  finger  over  the  mask  still

clamped to her face. “Such strange, wandering dreams, Aelin.” 

No. No, it had been  real. She managed to lift her head enough to peer down at

herself. At the shift and too-thin body. The scars still on her. 

Still there. Not wiped away. No new skin. 

“I  can  make  this  easy  for  you,”  Maeve  went  on,  brushing  Aelin’s  hair  back

with  gentle,  loving  strokes.  “Tell  me  where  the  Wyrdkeys  are,  swear  the  blood

oath, and these chains, this mask, this box … all of it will go away.” 

They hadn’t yet begun. To tear her apart. 

All of it a dream. One long nightmare. The keys remained unbound, the Lock

unforged. 

A dream, while they’d sailed here. Wherever here was. 

“What say you, niece? Will you spare yourself? Yield to me?” 

 You do not yield. 

Aelin blinked. 

“It’s easier, isn’t it,” Maeve mused, bracing her forearms against the lip of the

coffin.  “To  remain  here.  So  you  needn’t  make  such  terrible  choices.  To  let  the others  share  the  burden.  Bear  its  cost.”  A  hint  of  a  smile.  “Deep  down,  that’s what haunts you. That wish to be  free.” 

Freedom—she’d known it. Hadn’t she? 

“It’s what you fear most—not me, or Erawan, or the keys. That  your wish to

be  free  of  the  weight  of  your  crown,  your  power,  will  consume  you.  Embitter you  until  you  do  not  recognize  your  own  self.”  Her  smile  widened.  “I  wish  to spare you from that. With me, you shall be free in a way you’ve never imagined, 

Aelin. I swear it.” 

An oath. 

She had sworn an oath. To Terrasen. To Nehemia. To Rowan. 

Aelin closed her eyes, shutting out the queen above her, the mask, the chains, 

the iron box. 

Not real. 

 This was not real. 

Wasn’t it? 

“I know you’re tired,” Maeve went on, gently, coaxingly. “You gave and gave

and gave, and it was still not enough. It will never be enough for them, will it?” 

It wouldn’t. Nothing she had ever done, or would do, would be enough. Even

if she saved Terrasen, saved Erilea, she’d still need to give more, do more. The

weight of it already crushed her. 

“Cairn,” Maeve said. 

Strolling footsteps sounded nearby. Scuffing on stone. 

Tremors  shook  her,  uncontrollable  and  unsummoned.  She  knew  that  gait, 

knew—

Cairn’s  hateful,  sneering  face  appeared  beside  Maeve’s,  the  two  of  them

studying her. “How shall we start, Majesty?” 

He’d  spoken  the  words  to  her  already.  They  had  done  this  dance  so  many

times. 

Bile  coated  her  throat.  She  couldn’t  stop  shaking.  She  knew  what  he’d  do, 

how he’d begin. Would never stop feeling it, the whisper of the pain. 

Cairn ran a hand over the rim of the coffin. “I broke some part of you, didn’t

I?” 

 I name you Elentiya, “Spirit That Could Not Be Broken.” 

Aelin traced her metal-encrusted fingers over her palm. Where a scar should

be. Where it still remained. Would always remain, even if she could not see it. 

Nehemia—Nehemia, who had given everything for Eyllwe. And yet …

And yet, Nehemia had still felt the weight of her choices. Still wished to be

free of her burdens. 

It had not made her weak. Not in the slightest. 

Cairn  surveyed  her  chained  body,  assessing  where  he  would  begin.  His

breathing sharpened in anticipatory delight. 

Her hands curled into fists. Iron groaned. 

 Spirit that could not be broken. 

 You do not yield. 

She would endure it again, if asked. She would do it. Every brutal hour and

bit of agony. 

And it would hurt, and she would scream, but she’d face it. Survive against it. 

Arobynn had not broken her. Neither had Endovier. 

She would not allow this waste of existence to do so now. 

Her shaking eased, her body going still. Waiting. 

Maeve blinked at her. Just once. 

Aelin sucked in a breath—sharp and cool. 

She did not want it to be over. Any of it. 

Cairn faded into the wind. Then the chains vanished with him. 

Aelin sat up in the coffin. Maeve backed away all of a step. 

Aelin surveyed the illusion, so artfully wrought. The stone chamber, with its

braziers  and  hook  from  the  ceiling.  The  stone  altar.  The  open  door  and  roar  of the river beyond. 

She made herself look. To face down that place of pain and despair. It would

always leave a mark, a stain on her, but she would not let it define her. 

Hers was not a story of darkness. 

This  would  not  be  the  story.  She  would  fold  it  into  herself,  this  place,  this fear, but it would not be the whole story. It would not be  her story. 

“How,” Maeve simply asked. 

Aelin knew a world and a battlefield raged beyond them. But she let herself

linger in the stone chamber. Climbed from the iron coffin. 

Maeve only stared at her. 

“You should have known better,” Aelin said, the lingering embers within her

shining bright. “You, who feared captivity and did all this to avoid it. You should

have known better than to trap me. Should have known I’d find a way.” 

“How,” Maeve asked again. “How did you not break?” 

“Because I am not afraid,” Aelin said. “Your fear of Erawan and his brothers

drove you, destroyed you. If there was ever anything worthwhile to destroy.” 

Maeve  hissed,  and  Aelin  chuckled.  “And  then  there  was  your  fear  of

Brannon. Of me. Look what it brought about.” She gestured to the room around

them,  the  world  beyond  it.  “This  is  all  you’ll  have  left  of  Doranelle.  This illusion.” 

Maeve’s power rumbled through the room. 

Aelin’s lips pulled back from her teeth. “You hurt my mate. Hurt the woman you tricked him into thinking was his mate. Killed her, and broke him.” 

Maeve smiled slightly. “Yes, and I enjoyed every moment of it.” 

Aelin answered the queen’s smile with one of her own. “Did you forget what

I told you on that beach in Eyllwe?” 

When Maeve merely blinked at her again, Aelin attacked. 

Blasting  with  a  shield  of  fire,  she  drove  Maeve  to  the  side—and  launched  a

spear of blue flame. 

Maeve dodged the assault with a wall of dark power, but Aelin went on the

offensive,  striking  again  and  again  and  again.  Those  words  she’d  snarled  to

Maeve in Eyllwe rang between them:  I will kill you. 

And  she  would.  For  what  Maeve  had  done,  to  her,  to  Rowan  and  Lyria,  to

Fenrys and Connall and so many others, she’d wipe her from memory. 

Half  a  thought  and  Goldryn  was  again  in  her  hand,  the  blade  singing  with

flame. 

Even if it took her last breaths, she’d go down swinging for this. 

Maeve met her each blow, and they burned and raged through the room. 

The altar cracked. Melted away. 

The  hook  from  the  ceiling  dissolved  into  molten  ore  that  hissed  upon  the

stones. 

She blasted away the spot where Fenrys had sat, chained by invisible bonds. 

Again  and  again,  the  last  embers  of  her  fire  rallying,  sweat  beading  on  her brow, Aelin struck at Maeve. 

The iron coffin heated, glowing red. Only here, in this illusion, might it do so. 

Maeve had thought to trap her once more. 

But the queen would not be the one walking away this time. 

Aelin pivoted, driving Maeve back. Toward the smoldering coffin. 

Step by step, she pushed her toward it. Herded her. 

Darkness fanned through the room, blocking the rain of fiery arrows that shot

for Maeve, and the queen dared to glance over a shoulder to the red-hot fate that

awaited her. 

Maeve’s face went whiter than death. 

Aelin rasped a laugh, and angled Goldryn, gathering her power one last time. 

But a flicker of motion caught her eye—to the right. 

Elide. 

Elide  stood  there,  terror  written  over  her  features.  She  reached  a  hand  for

Aelin in warning, “Watch—” 

Maeve sent a whip of black for the Lady of Perranth. 

 No—

Aelin lunged, fire leaping for Elide, to block that fatal blow. 

She  realized  her  mistake  within  a  heartbeat.  Realized  it  as  her  hands  passed through Elide’s body, and her friend disappeared. 

An  illusion.  She  had  fallen  for  an  illusion,  and  had  left  herself  open, 

vulnerable—

Aelin twisted back toward Maeve, flames rising again, but too late. 

Hands of shadow wrapped around her throat. Immovable. Eternal. 

Aelin arched, gasping for any bit of air as those hands squeezed and squeezed

—

The chamber melted away. The stones beneath her became mud and snow, the

roar  of  the  river  replaced  by  the  din  of  battle.  They  flashed  between  one

heartbeat and the next, between illusion and truth. Warm air for bitter wind, life

for sure death. 

Aelin wreathed her hands in flame, ripping at the shadow lashed around her

throat. 

Maeve  stood  before  her,  robes  billowing  as  she  panted.  “Here  is  what  shall

happen, Aelin Galathynius.” 

Plumes  of  shadow  shot  for  her,  snapping  and  tearing,  and  no  flame,  no

amount of sheer will could keep them at bay. Not as they tightened, wrenching

away any breath to scream. 

Her fire guttered. 

“You will swear the blood oath to me. And then you and I will fix this mess

you’ve  made.  You,  and  the  King  of  Adarlan  will   fix  what  you  have  done.  You may be Fire-Bringer no longer, but you will still have your uses.” 

A wind kissed with snow brushed past her.  No. 

Another flash of light behind Aelin, and Maeve paused. 

The shadows squeezed, and Aelin arched again, a soundless scream breaking

through her. 

“You  may  be  asking  yourself  why  I’d  ever  think  you’d  agree  to  it.  What  I

might have against you.” A low laugh. “The very things that you seek to protect

—that’s what I shall destroy, should you defy me. What is most precious to you. 

And when I have finished doing that, you will kneel.” 

No,  no—

Darkness pulsed from Maeve, and Aelin’s vision wavered. 

A wave of ice-kissed wind blasted it back. 

Just enough for her to get a breath down. To lift her head and see the tattooed

hand  that  now  stretched  down  for  her.  Reaching  for  her—an  offer  to  rise. 

Rowan. 

Behind him, two others appeared. Lorcan and Fenrys, the latter in wolf form. 

The cadre, who had not halted that day to help her at Mistward—but who did

so now. 

But Rowan kept his hand outstretched to Aelin, that offer to stand unfaltering, 

and didn’t take his eyes off Maeve as he bared his teeth and snarled. 

But  it  was  Fenrys  who  struck  first.  Who  had  been  waiting  for  this  moment, 

this opportunity. 

Fangs  bared,  fur  bristling,  he  charged  at  Maeve.  Going  right  for  her  pale

throat. 

Aelin struggled, and Rowan shouted his warning, but too late. 

Lost in his vengeance, his fury, the white wolf leapt for Maeve. 

A whip of darkness slashed for him. 

Fenrys’s  yelp  of  pain  echoed  through  her  bones  before  he  hit  the  ground. 

Blood leaked from the wound—the deep slash down his face. 

So fast. Barely more than a blink. 

Rowan’s  and  Lorcan’s  power  surged,  rallying  to  strike.  Fenrys  struggled  to

his feet. Again, darkness snapped for him. Ripped across his face. As if Maeve

knew precisely where to strike. 

Fenrys went down again, blood splattering on the snow. A flash of light, and

he shifted into his Fae form. What she’d done to his face—

No.  No—

Aelin managed to rally enough air to rasp, “Run.” 

Rowan glanced at her then. At the warning. 

Just as Maeve struck once more. 

As if she had been holding back her power—waiting for them. For this. 

A wave of blackness enveloped her mate. Enveloped Lorcan and Fenrys, too. 

Their magic flared, illumining the darkness like lightning behind a cloud. Yet

it  was  not  enough  to  free  themselves  from  Maeve’s  grip.  Ice  and  wind  blasted against it, again and again. Brutal, calculated strikes. 

Maeve’s power swelled. 

The ice and wind stopped. The other magic within the darkness stopped. Like

it had been swallowed. 

And then they began screaming. 

Rowan began screaming. 
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Erawan  panted  as  he  approached.  “Healer,”  he  breathed,  his  unholy  power

emanating from him like a black aura. 

She  backed  away  a  step,  closer  to  the  balcony  rail.  The  dark  king  followed

her, a predator closing in on long-awaited prey. 

“Do you know how long I have looked for you?” The wind tossed his golden

hair. “Do you even know what you can  do?” 

She  hesitated,  slamming  into  the  balcony  rail  behind  her,  the  drop  so

hideously endless. 

“How  do  you  think  we  took  the  keys  in  the  first  place?”  A  hateful,  horrible smile.  “In  my  world,  your  kind  exists,  too.  Not  healers  to  us,  but  executioners. 

Death-maidens.  Capable  of  healing—but  also   un healing.  Unbinding  the  very fabric of life. Of worlds.” Erawan smirked. “So we took your kind. Used them to

unbind the Wyrdgate. To rip the three pieces of it from its very essence. Maeve

never learned it—and never shall.” His jagged breathing deepened as he savored

each word, each step closer. “It took all of them to hew the keys from the gate—

every  one  of  the  healers  amongst  my  kind.  But  you,  with  your  gifts—it  would only  take  you  to  do  it  again.  And  with  the  keys  now  returned  to  the  gate  …” 

Another  smile.  “Maeve  thinks  I  left  to  kill  you,  destroy  you.  Your  little  fire-queen thought so, too. She could not conceive that I  wanted to find you. Before

Maeve. Before any harm could come to you. And now that I have … What fun

you and I shall have, Yrene Towers.” 

Another step closer. But no more. 

Erawan went still. Tried and failed to move. 

Looked  at  the  stones  of  the  balcony  then.  At  the  bloody  mark  he’d  stridden

across, too focused on his prey to notice. 

A Wyrdmark. To hold. To trap. 

The young healer smiled at him, and the white light around her hands winked

out as her eyes shifted from gold to sapphire. “I’m not Yrene.” 

Erawan whipped his head to the skies as Lysandra, in ruk form, came sweeping

around the tower from where she’d been hiding on its other side, Yrene clutched

in her talons. 

Erawan’s power swelled, but Yrene was already glowing, bright as the far-off

dawn. 

Lysandra opened her talons, delicately dropping Yrene to the balcony stones, 

light streaming off her as she sprinted headfirst to Erawan. 

Dorian shifted back into his own body, healing light pouring off him, too, as

he encircled his power around the Wyrdmark that held Erawan. The tower door burst  open,  Elide  flying  out  of  it  just  as  Lysandra  shifted,  landing  on  a  ghost leopard’s silent feet upon the balcony. 

Erawan didn’t seem to know where to look. Not as Dorian sent out a punch of

his healing light that knocked him off balance. Not as Lysandra leaped upon the

dark  king,  pinning  him  to  the  stones.  Not  as  Elide,  Damaris  in  her  hands, 

plunged the blade deep through Erawan’s gut, and between the stones below. 

Erawan screamed. But the sound was nothing compared to what came out of

him as Yrene reached him, hands like burning stars, and slammed them upon his

chest. 

The world slowed and warped. 

Yet Yrene was not afraid. 

Not afraid at all of the blinding white light that erupted from her, searing into

Erawan. 

He  arched,  shrieking,  but  Damaris  held  him  down,  that  ancient  blade

unwavering. 

His dark power rose, a wave to devour the world. 

Yrene did not let it touch her. Touch any of them. 

Hope. 

It was hope that Chaol had said she carried with her. Hope that now grew in

her womb. 

For a better future. For a free world. 

It was hope that had guided two women at opposite ends of this continent ten

years ago. Hope that had guided Yrene’s mother to take up that knife and kill the

soldier  who  would  have  burned  Yrene  alive.  Hope  that  had  guided  Marion

Lochan when she chose to buy a young heir time to run with her very life. 

Two  women,  who  had  never  known  each  other,  two  women  who  the  world

had deemed ordinary. Two women, Josefin and Marion, who had chosen hope in

the face of darkness. 

Two women, in the end, who had bought them all this moment. This one shot

at a future. 

For them, Yrene was not afraid. For the child she carried, she was not afraid. 

For the world she and Chaol would build for that child, she was not afraid at

all. 

The  gods  might  have  been  gone,  Silba  with  them,  but  Yrene  could  have

sworn  she  felt  those  warm,  gentle  hands  guiding  her.  Pushing  upon  Erawan’s

chest as he thrashed, the force of a thousand dark suns trying to rip her apart. 

Her power tore through them all. 

Tore  and  shredded  and  ripped  into  him,  into  the  writhing  worm  that  lay

inside. 

The parasite. The infection that fed on life, on strength, on joy. 

Distantly,  far  away,  Yrene  knew  she  was  incandescent  with  light,  brighter

than  a  noontime  sun.  Knew  that  the  dark  king  beneath  her  was  nothing  more

than a writhing pit of snakes, biting at her, trying to poison her light. 
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 You have no power over me, Yrene said to him. Into the body that housed that

parasite of parasites. 

 I shall rip you apart, he hissed.  Starting with that babe in your—

A thought and Yrene’s power flared brighter. 

Erawan screamed. 

The power of creation and destruction. That’s what lay within her. 

Life-Giver. World-Maker. 

Bit by bit, she burned him up. Starting at his limbs, working inward. 

And when her magic began to slow, Yrene held out a hand. 

She didn’t feel the sting of her palm cutting open. Barely felt the pressure of

the callused hand that linked with hers. 

But when Dorian Havilliard’s raw magic barreled into her, Yrene gasped. 

Gasped and turned into starlight, into warmth and strength and joy. 

Yrene’s power was life itself. Pure, undiluted life. 

It  nearly  brought  Dorian  to  his  knees  as  it  met  with  his  own.  As  he  handed over  his  power  to  her,  willingly  and  gladly,  Erawan  prostrate  before  them. 

Impaled. 

The demon king screamed. 

Glad. He should be glad of that pain, that scream. The end that was surely to

come. 

For Adarlan, for Sorscha, for Gavin and Elena. For all of them, Dorian let his

power flow through Yrene. 

Erawan thrashed, his power rising only to strike against an impenetrable wall

of light. 

And yet Dorian found himself saying, “His name.” 

Yrene, focused upon the task before her, didn’t so much as glance his way. 

But Erawan, through his screaming, met Dorian’s stare. 

The hatred in the demon king’s eyes was enough to devour the world. 

But Dorian said, “My father’s name.” His voice did not waver. “You took it.” 

He hadn’t realized that he wanted it. Needed it, so badly. 

 A pathetic, spineless man,  Erawan seethed.  As you are—

“Tell me his name. Give it back.” 

Erawan laughed through his screaming.  No. 

“Give it back.” 

Yrene  looked  to  him  now,  doubt  in  her  eyes.  Her  magic  paused—just  for  a

heartbeat. 

Erawan leapt, his power erupting. 

Dorian blasted it back, and lunged for the demon king. For Damaris. 

Erawan’s  shriek  threatened  to  crack  the  castle  stones  as  Dorian  shoved  the

blade deeper. Twisted it. Sent their power funneling down through it. 

“Tell me his name,” he panted through his teeth. Yrene, clinging to his other

hand, murmured her warning. Dorian barely heard it. 

Erawan only laughed again, choking as their power seared him. 
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“Does it matter?” Yrene asked softly. 

Yes. He didn’t know why, but it did. 

His  father  had  been  wiped  from  the  Afterworld,  from  every  realm  of

existence, but he could still have his name given back to him. 

If only to repay the debt. If only so Dorian might grant the man some shred of

peace. 

Erawan’s power surged for them again. Dorian and Yrene shoved it back. 

Now. It had to be now. 

“Tell me his name,” Dorian snarled. 

Erawan smiled up at him.  No. 

“Dorian,” Yrene warned. Sweat slid down her face. She couldn’t hold him for

much longer. And to risk her—

Dorian sent their power rippling down the blade. Damaris’s hilt glowed. 

 “Tell me—” 

 It is your own. 

Erawan’s eyes widened as the words came out of him. 

As  Damaris  drew  it  from  him.  But  Dorian  did  not  marvel  at  the  sword’s

power. 

His father’s name …

Dorian. 

 I took his name,  Erawan spat, writhing as the words flowed from his tongue

under Damaris’s power.  I wiped it away from existence. Yet he only remembered

 it once. Only once. The first time he beheld you. 

Tears slid down Dorian’s face at that unbearable truth. 

Perhaps  his  father  had  unknowingly  hidden  his  name  within  him,  a  final

kernel  of  defiance  against  Erawan.  And  had  named  his  son  for  that  defiance,  a secret marker that the man within still fought. Had never stopped fighting. 

Dorian. His father’s name. 

Dorian let go of Damaris’s hilt. 

Yrene’s breathing turned ragged. Now—it had to be now. 

Even  with  the  Valg  king  before  him,  something  in  Dorian’s  chest  eased. 

Healed over. 

So Dorian said to Erawan, his tears burning away beneath the warmth of their

magic. “I brought down your keep.” He smiled savagely. “And now we’ll bring

you down as well.” 

Then he nodded to Yrene. 

Erawan’s  eyes  flared  like  hot  coals.  And  Yrene  unleashed  their  power  once

more. 

Erawan could do nothing. Nothing against that raw magic, joining with Yrene’s, 

weaving into that world-making power. 

The entire city, the plain, became blindingly bright. So bright that Elide and

Lysandra shielded their eyes. Even Dorian shut his. 

But Yrene saw it then. What lay at Erawan’s core. 

The  twisted,  hateful  creature  inside.  Old  and  seething,  pale  as  death.  Pale, from an eternity in darkness so complete it had never seen sunlight. 

Had never seen  her light, which now scalded his moon-white, ancient flesh. 

Erawan writhed, contorting  on the ground  of whatever this  place was inside

him. 

 Pathetic, Yrene simply said. 

Golden eyes flared, full of rage and hate. 

But  Yrene  only  smiled,  summoning  her  mother’s  lovely  face  to  her  heart. 

Showing it to him. 

Wishing  she  knew  what  Elide’s  mother  had  looked  like  so  she  might  show

him Marion Lochan, too. 

The two women he had killed, directly or indirectly, and never thought twice

about it. 

Two mothers, whose love for their daughters and hope for a better world was

greater than any power Erawan might wield. Greater than any Wyrdkey. 

And  it  was  with  the  image  of  her  mother  still  shining  before  him,  showing

him  that  mistake  he’d  never  known  he  made,  that  Yrene  clenched  her  fingers

into a fist. 

Erawan screamed. 

Yrene’s  fingers  clenched  tighter,  and  distantly,  she  felt  her  physical  hand

doing the same. Felt the sting of her nails cutting into her palms. 

She did not listen to Erawan’s pleas. His threats. 

She only tightened her fist. More and more. 

Until he was nothing but a dark flame within it. 

Until she squeezed her fist, one final time, and that dark flame snuffed out. 

Yrene had the feeling of falling, of tumbling back into herself. And she was

indeed falling, rocking back into Lysandra’s furry body, her hand slipping from

Dorian’s. 

Dorian lunged for her hand to renew contact, but there was no need. 

No need for his power, or Yrene’s. 

Not as Erawan, golden eyes open and unseeing as they gazed at the night sky

above, sagged to the stones of the balcony. 

Not as his skin turned gray, then began to wither, to decay. 

A life rotting away from within. 

“Burn it,” Yrene rasped, a hand going to her belly. A pulse of joy, a spark of

light, answered back. 

Dorian  didn’t  hesitate.  Flames  leaped  out,  devouring  the  decaying  body

before them. 

They were unnecessary. 

Before  they’d  even  begun  to  turn  his  clothing  to  ash,  Erawan  dissolved.  A

sagging bit of flesh and brittle bones. 

Dorian burned him anyway. 

They watched in silence as the Valg king turned to ashes. 

As  a  winter  wind  swept  over  the  tower  balcony,  and  carried  them  far,  far

away. 
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CHAPTER 114

She was dead. 

Aelin was dead. 

Her lifeless body had been spiked to the gates of Orynth, her hair shorn to her

scalp. 

Rowan  knelt  before  the  gates,  the  armies  of  Morath  streaming  past  him.  It

wasn’t real. Couldn’t be. Yet the sun warmed his face. The reek of death filled

his nose. 

He  gritted  his  teeth,  willing  himself  out,  away  from  this  place.  This  waking nightmare. 

It didn’t falter. 

A hand brushed his shoulder, gentle and small. 

“You brought this upon yourself, you know,” said a lilting female voice. 

He knew that voice. Would never forget it. 

Lyria. 

She stood behind him, peering up at Aelin. Clad in Maeve’s dark armor, her

brown hair braided back from her delicate, lovely face. “You brought it upon her, 

too, I suppose,” his mate—his lie of a mate—mused. 

Dead. Lyria was dead, and Aelin was the one meant to survive—

“You would pick her over me?” Lyria demanded, her chestnut eyes filling. “Is

that the sort of male you have become?” 

He couldn’t find any words, anything to explain, to apologize. 

Aelin was dead. 

He couldn’t breathe. Didn’t want to. 

Connall  was  smirking  at  him.  “Everything  that  happened  to  me  is  because  of

you.” 

Kneeling  on  that  veranda  in  Doranelle,  in  a  palace  he’d  hoped  to  never  see

again, Fenrys fought the bile that rose in his throat. “I’m sorry.” 

“Sorry,  but  would  you  change  it?  Was  I  the  sacrifice  you  were  willing  to

make in order to get what you wanted?” 

Fenrys shook his head, but it was suddenly that of a wolf—the body he had

once  loved  with  such  pride  and  fierceness.  A  wolf’s  form—with  no  ability  to

speak. 

“You took everything I ever wanted,” his twin went on. “Everything. Did you

even mourn me? Did it even matter?” 

He  needed  to  tell  him—tell  his  twin  everything  he’d  meant  to  say,  wished

he’d been able to convey. But that wolf’s tongue did not voice the language of
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men and Fae. No voice. He had no voice. 

“I  am  dead  because  of  you,”  Connall  breathed.  “I  suffered  because  of  you. 

And I will never forget it.” 

 Please.  The word burned on his tongue.  Please—

She couldn’t endure it. 

Rowan kneeling there, screaming. 

Fenrys sobbing toward the darkened skies. 

And  Lorcan—Lorcan  in  utter  silence,  eyes  unseeing  as  some  untold  horror

played out. 

Maeve  hummed  to  herself.  “Do  you  see  what  I  can  do?  What  they  are

powerless against?” 

Rowan  screamed  louder,  the  tendons  in  his  neck  bulging.  Fighting  Maeve

with all he had. 

She couldn’t endure it. Couldn’t stand it. 

This was no illusion, no spun dream. This, their pain—this was real. 

Maeve’s Valg powers, at last revealed. The same hellish power that the Valg

princes possessed. The same power she’d endured. Defeated with flame. 

But she had no flame to help them. Nothing at all. 

“There’s  indeed  nothing  left  for  you  to  bargain  with,”  Maeve  said  simply. 

“But yourself.” 

Anything but this. Anything but this—

“You are nothing.” 

Elide stood before him, the lofty towers of a city Lorcan had never seen, the

city  that  should  have  been  his  home,  beckoning  on  the  horizon.  The  wind

whipped her dark hair, as cold as the light in her eyes. 

“A bastard-born nobody,” she went on. “Did you think I’d sully myself with

you?” 

“I think you might be my mate,” he rasped. 

Elide snickered. “Mate? Why would you ever think you were entitled to such

a thing after all you have done?” 

It  couldn’t  be  real—it  wasn’t  real.  And  yet  that  coldness  in  her  face,  the

distance …

He’d earned it. Deserved it. 

Maeve surveyed them, the three males who had been her slaves, lost to her dark

power as it ripped through their minds, their memories, and laughed. “Pity about

Gavriel. At least he fell nobly.” 

Gavriel—

Maeve turned to her. “You didn’t know, did you?” A click of her tongue. “The

Lion will roar no longer, his life the asking price for defending his cub.” 
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Gavriel was dead. She felt the truth in Maeve’s words. Let them punch a hole

through her heart. 

“You  could  not  save  him,  it  seems,”  Maeve  went  on.  “But  you  can  save

them.” 

Fenrys  screamed  now.  Rowan  had  fallen  silent,  his  green  eyes  vacant. 

Whatever he beheld had drawn him past screaming, beyond weeping. 

Pain. Unspeakable, unimaginable pain. As she had endured—perhaps worse. 

And yet …

Aelin  didn’t  give  Maeve  time  to  react.  Time  to  even  turn  her  head  as  she

grabbed Goldryn where it lay beside her and hurled it at the queen. 

It  missed  Maeve  by  an  inch,  the  Valg  queen  twisting  aside  before  the  blade

buried itself deep in the snow, steaming where it landed. Still burning. 

It was all Aelin needed. 

She lashed out, flame spearing into the world. 

But not for Maeve. 

It slammed into Rowan, into Fenrys and Lorcan. Struck their shoulders, hard

and deep. 

Burning them. Branding them. 

Aelin was dead. She was dead, and he had failed her. 

“You are a lesser male,” Lyria said, still studying the gate where Aelin’s body

swayed. “You deserved this. After what was done to me, you deserved this.” 

Aelin was dead. 

He did not wish to live in this world. Not for a heartbeat longer. 

Aelin was dead. And he—

His shoulder twinged. And then it  burned. 

As if someone had pressed a brand to it. A red-hot poker. 

A flame. 

He looked down, but beheld no wound. 

Lyria continued on, “You bring only suffering to those you love.” 

The words were distant. Secondary to that burning wound. 

It singed him again, a phantom wound, a memory—

Not  a  memory.  Not  a  memory,  but  a  lifeline  thrown  into  the  dark.  Into  an

illusion. 

An anchor. 

As he had once anchored her, hauling her from a Valg prince’s grip. 

Aelin. 

His hands curled at his sides. Aelin, who had known suffering as he did. Who

had been shown peaceful lives and still chosen him, exactly as he was, for what

they had both endured. Illusions—those had been illusions. 

Rowan gritted his teeth. Felt the thing wrapped around his mind. Holding him

captive. 

He let out a low snarl. 

She  had  done  this—done  it  before.  Torn  into  his  mind.  Twisted  and  taken
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from him this most vital thing.  Aelin. 

He would not let her take it again. 

Lorcan  roared  at  the  brand  that  shredded  through  his  senses,  through  Elide’s

mocking  words,  through  the  image  of  Perranth,  the  home  he  wanted  so  badly

and might never see. 

Roared, and the world rippled. Became snow and darkness and battle. 

And Maeve. Poised before them, her pale face livid. 

Her power lunged for him, a striking panther—

Elide now lay in a grand, opulent bed, her withered hand reaching for his. An

aged hand, riddled with marks, the delicate blue veins intertwining like the many

rivers around Doranelle. 

And  her  face  …  Her  dark  eyes  were  filmy,  her  wrinkles  deep.  Her  thinned

hair white as snow. 

“This  is  a  truth  you  cannot  outrun,”  she  said,  her  voice  a  croak.  “A  sword above our heads.” 

Her deathbed. That’s what this was. And the hand he brushed against hers—it

remained young. He remained young. 

Bile coated his throat. “Please.” He put a hand to his chest, as if it’d stop the

relentless cracking. 

Faint, throbbing pain answered back. 

Elide’s breaths rasped against his ears. He couldn’t watch this, couldn’t—

He dug his hand harder into his chest. To the pain there. 

Life—life was pain. Pain, and joy. Joy  because of the pain. 

He saw it in Elide’s face. In every line and age mark. In every white hair. A

life lived—together. The pain of parting because of how wonderful it had been. 

The darkness beyond thinned. Lorcan dug his hand into the burning wound in

his shoulder. 

Elide let out a hacking cough that wrecked him, yet he took it into his heart, 

every bit of it. All that the future might offer. 

It did not frighten him. 

Again and again, Connall died. Over and over. 

Connall  lay  on  the  floor  of  the  veranda,  his  blood  leaking  toward  the  misty river far below. 

His fate—it should have been his fate. 

If  he  walked  over  the  edge  of  the  veranda,  into  that  roaring  river,  would

anyone mark his passing? If he leaped, his brother in his arms, would the river

make a quick end for him? 

He didn’t deserve a quick end. He deserved a slow, brutal bloodletting. 

His  punishment,  his  just  reward  for  what  he’d  done  to  his  brother.  The  life he’d allowed to be set in his shadow, had always known remained in his shadow

and hadn’t tried, not really, to share the light. 
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A burn, violent and unflinching, tore through him. As if someone had shoved

his shoulder into a furnace. 

He deserved it. He welcomed it into his heart. 

He hoped it would destroy him. 

Pain.  The  thing  she  had  dreaded  inflicting  upon  them  most,  had  fought  and

fought to keep them from. 

The  scent  of  their  burned  flesh  stung  her  nostrils,  and  Maeve  let  out  a  low laugh.  “Was  that  a  shield,  Aelin?  Or  were  you  trying  to  put  them  out  of  their misery?” 

As  he  kneeled  beside  her,  Rowan’s  hand  twitched  at  whatever  horror  he

beheld, right over the edge of his discarded hatchet. 

Pine and snow and the coppery tang of blood blended, rising to meet her as

his palm sliced open with the force of that twitch. 

“We can keep at this, you know,” Maeve went on. “Until Orynth lies in ruin.” 

Rowan stared sightlessly ahead, his palm leaking blood onto the snow. 

His fingers curled. Slightly. 

A  beckoning  gesture,  too  small  for  Maeve  to  note.  For  anyone  to  note—

except for her. Except for the silent language between them, the way their bodies

had  spoken  to  each  other  from  the  moment  they’d  met  in  that  dusty  alley  in Varese. 

A  small  act  of  defiance.  As  he  had  once  defied  Maeve  before  her  throne  in

Doranelle. 

Fenrys sobbed again, and Maeve glanced toward him. 

Aelin  slid  her  hand  along  Rowan’s  hatchet,  the  pain  a  whisper  through  her

body. 

Her mate trembled, fighting the mind that had invaded his once more. 

“What a waste,” Maeve said, turning back to them. “For these fine males to

leave my service, only to wind up bound to a queen with hardly more than a few

drops of power to her name.” 

Aelin closed her hand around Rowan’s. 

A door flung open between them. A door back to himself, to her. 

His fingers locked around hers. 

Aelin  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “I  may  have  no  magic,”  she  said,  “but  my  mate

does.” 

Waiting  to  strike  from  the  other  side  of  that  dark  doorway,  Rowan  hauled

Aelin to her feet as their powers, their souls, fused. 

The force of Rowan’s magic hit her, ancient and raging. Ice and wind turned

to searing flame. 

Her heart sang, roaring, at the power that flowed from Rowan and into her. At

her side, her mate held fast. Unbreakable. 

Rowan  smiled—fierce  and  feral  and  wicked.  A  crown  of  flame,  twin  to  her

own, appeared atop his head. 

As one, they looked to Maeve. 

Maeve  hissed,  her  dark  power  massing  again.  “Rowan  Whitethorn  does  not have the brute power that you once did.” 

“Perhaps he doesn’t,” Lorcan said from a step behind them, his eyes clear and

free, “but together, we do.” He glanced to Aelin, a hand rising to the angry red

burn marring his chest. 

“And  beyond  us,”  Aelin  said,  sketching  a  mark  through  the  snow  with  the

blood she’d spilled—her blood, and Rowan’s—“I think they have plenty, too.” 

Light flared at their feet, and Maeve’s power surged—but too late. 

The portal opened. Exactly as the Wyrdmarks in the books Chaol and Yrene

had brought from the southern continent had promised. 

Precisely  to  where  Aelin  had  intended.  Where  she  had  glimpsed  as  she’d

tumbled  back  through  the  Wyrdgate.  Where  she  and  Rowan  had  ventured  days

ago, testing this very portal. 

The  forest  glen  was  silvered  in  the  moonlight,  the  snows  thick.  Strange,  old trees—older than even those in Oakwald. Trees that could only be found north of

Terrasen, in the hinterlands beyond. 

But it was not the trees that made Maeve halt. No, it was the teeming mass of

people,  their  armor  and  weapons  glinting  beneath  their  heavy  furs.  Amongst

them, large as horses, wolves growled. Wolves with riders. 

Down the battlefield, portal after portal opened. Right where Rowan and the

cadre had drawn them in their own blood as they fought. All to be opened upon

this spell. This command. And beyond each portal, that teeming mass of people

could be seen. The army. 

“I heard you planned to come here, you see,” Aelin said to Maeve, Rowan’s

power  a  symphony  in  her  blood.  “Heard  you  planned  to  bring  the   kharankui-

princesses  with  you.”  She  smiled.  “So  I  thought  to  bring  some  friends  of  my own.” 

The first of the figures beyond the portal emerged, riding a great silver wolf. 

And even with the furs over her heavy armor, the female’s arched ears could be

seen. 

“The Fae who dwelled in Terrasen were not wiped out so thoroughly,” Aelin

said.  Lorcan  began  grinning.  “They  found  a  new  home—with  the  Wolf  Tribe.” 

For those were humans also riding those wolves. As all the myths had claimed. 

“And did you know that while many of them came here with Brannon, there was

an  entire  clan  of  Fae  who  arrived  from  the  southern  continent?  Fleeing  you,  I think. All of them, actually, don’t really like you, I’m sorry to say.” 

More and more Fae and wolf-riders stepped toward the portal, weapons out. 

Beyond them, stretching into the distance, their host flowed. 

Maeve backed away a step. Just one. 

“But  you  know  who  they  hate  even  more?”  Aelin  pointed  with  Goldryn

toward the battlefield. “Those spiders. Nesryn Faliq told me all about how their

ancestors  battled  them  in  the  southern  continent.  How  they  fled   you  when  you tried to keep their healers chained, and then wound up having to battle your little

friends.  And  when  they  came  to  Terrasen,  they  still  remembered.  Some  of  the

truth was lost, grew muddled, but they remembered. They taught their offspring. 

Trained them.” 

The  Fae  and  their  wolves  beyond  the  portals  now  fixed  their  sights  on  the

 kharankui hybrids at last emerging onto the plain. 

“I told them I’d deal with you myself,” Aelin said, and Rowan chuckled, “but

the spiders … Oh, the spiders are all theirs. I think they’ve been waiting a while

for  it,  actually.  The  Ironteeth  witches,  too.  Apparently,  the  Yellowlegs  weren’t very kind to those trapped in their animal forms these ten years.” 

Aelin let out a flare of light. The only signal she needed to give. 

For a people who had asked for only one thing when Aelin had begged them

to fight, to join this last battle: to return home. To return to Orynth after a decade

of hiding. 

Her flame danced over the battlefield. And the lost Fae of Terrasen, the fabled

Wolf  Tribe  who  had  welcomed  and  protected  them  at  their  sides,  charged

through the portals. Right into Morath’s unsuspecting ranks. 

Maeve had gone deathly pale. Paled further as magic sparked and surged and

those spider-hybrids went down, their shrieks of surprise silenced under Asterion

blades. 

Yet  Rowan’s  hand  tightened  on  Aelin’s,  and  she  peered  up  at  her  mate.  But

his  eyes  were  on  Fenrys.  On  the  dark  power  Maeve  still  had  wrapped  around

him. 

The  male  remained  sprawled  in  the  snow,  his  tears  silent  and  unending.  His

face a bloodied ruin. 

Through  the  roar  of  Rowan’s  power,  Aelin  felt  for  the  threads  leading  from

her heart, her soul. 

 Look at me. Her silent command echoed down the blood oath—to Fenrys. 

 Look at me. 

“I  suppose  you  think  you  can  now  finish  me  off  in  some  grand  fashion,” 

Maeve  said  to  her  and  Rowan,  that  dark  power  swelling.  “You,  who  I  have

wronged the most.” 

 Look at me. 

His  shredded  face  leaking  blood,  Fenrys  looked,  his  eyes  blindly  turning

toward hers. And clearing—just slightly. 

Aelin blinked four times.  I am here, I am with you. 

No reply. 

“Do  you  understand  what  a  Valg  queen  is?”  Maeve  asked  them,  triumph  on

her  face  despite  the  long-lost  Fae  and  wolf-riders  charging  onto  the  battlefield beyond  them.  “I  am  as  vast  and  eternal  as  the  sea.  Erawan  and  his  brothers sought me for my power.” Her magic flowed around her in an unholy aura. “You

believe yourself to be a God-Killer, Aelin Galathynius? What were they but vain

creatures  locked  into  this  world?  What  were  they  but  things  your  human  mind

cannot comprehend?” She lifted her arms. “I am a god.” 

Aelin  blinked  again  at  Fenrys,  Rowan’s  power  gathering  within  her  veins, 

readying  for  the  first  and  likely  final  strike  they’d  be  able  to  land,  Lorcan’s
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power rallying beside theirs. Yet over and over, Aelin blinked to Fenrys, to those

half-vacant eyes. 

 I am here, I am with you. 

 I am here, I am with you. 

A  queen  had  said  that  to  him.  In  their  secret,  silent  language.  During  the

unspeakable hours of torment, they had said that to each other. 

Not alone. 

He had not been alone then, and neither had she. 

The  veranda  in  Doranelle  and  bloodied  snows  outside  Orynth  blended  and

flashed. 

 I am here, I am with you. 

Maeve  stood  there.  Before  Aelin  and  Rowan,  burning  with  power.  Before

Lorcan,  his  dark  gifts  a  shadow  around  him.  Fae—so  many  Fae  and  wolves, 

some riding them—pouring on to the battlefield through holes in the air. 

It  had  worked,  then.  Their  mad  plan,  to  be  enacted  when  all  went  to  hell, 

when they had nothing left. 

Yet Maeve’s power swelled. 

Aelin’s  eyes  remained  upon  him,  anchoring  him.  Pulling  him  from  that

bloodied veranda. To a body trembling in pain. A face that burned and throbbed. 

 I am here, I am with you. 

And Fenrys found himself blinking back. Just once. 

 Yes. 

And when Aelin’s eyes moved again, he understood. 

Aelin looked to Rowan. Found her mate already smiling at her. Aware of what

likely  awaited  them.  “Together,”  she  said  quietly.  Rowan’s  thumb  brushed

against hers. In love and farewell. 

And then they erupted. 

Flame, white-hot and blinding, roared toward Maeve. 

But  the  dark  queen  had  been  waiting.  Twin  waves  of  darkness  arched  and

cascaded for them. 

Only to be halted by a shield of black wind. Beaten aside. 

Aelin and Rowan struck again, fast as an asp. Arrows and spears of flame that

had Maeve conceding a step. Then another. 

Lorcan battered her from the side, forcing Maeve to retreat another step. 

“I’d  say,”  Aelin  panted,  speaking  above  the  glorious  roar  of  magic  through

her, the unbreakable song of her and Rowan, “that you haven’t wronged us the

most at all.” 

Like alternating punches, Lorcan struck with them. Fire, then midnight death. 

Maeve’s dark brows narrowed. 

Aelin  flung  out  a  wall  of  flame  that  pushed  Maeve  back  another  step.  “But

him—oh, he has a score to settle with you.” 

Maeve’s eyes went wide, and she made to turn. But not fast enough. 

Not  fast  enough  at  all  as  Fenrys  vanished  from  where  he  knelt,  and

reappeared—right behind Maeve. 

Goldryn burned bright as he plunged it through her back. 

Into the dark heart within. 

CHAPTER 115

Maeve’s  dark  blood  leaked  onto  the  snow  as  she  fell  to  her  knees,  fingers

scrabbling at the burning sword stuck through her chest. 

Fenrys  stepped  around  her,  leaving  the  sword  where  he’d  impaled  her  as  he

walked to Aelin’s side. 

Embers swirling around her and Rowan, Aelin approached the queen. 

Baring  her  teeth,  Maeve  hissed  as  she  tried  and  failed  to  pry  free  the  blade. 

“Take it out.” 

Aelin only looked to Lorcan. “Anything to say?” 

Lorcan smiled grimly, surveying the Fae and wolf-riders wreaking havoc on

the spiders. “Long live the queen.” The Faerie Queen of the West. 

Maeve snarled, and it was not the sound of a Fae or human. But Valg. Pure, 

undiluted Valg. 

“Well, look who stopped pretending,” Aelin said. 

“I will go anywhere you choose to banish me to,” Maeve seethed. “Just take

 it out.” 

“Anywhere?” Aelin asked, and let go of Rowan’s hand. 

The lack of his magic, his strength, hit her like plunging into an ice-cold lake. 

But she had plenty of her own. 

Not magic, never again as it had been, but a strength greater, deeper than that. 

Fireheart, her mother had called her. 

Not for her power. The name had never once been about her power. 

Maeve hissed again, clawing at the blade. 

Wreathing her fingers in flame, Aelin offered her hand to Maeve. “You came

here to escape a husband you did not love. A world you did not love.” 

Maeve paused, studying Aelin’s hand. The new calluses on it. She winced—

winced in pain at the blade shredding her heart but not killing her. “Yes,” Maeve

breathed. 

“And you love this world. You love Erilea.” 

Maeve’s  dark  eyes  scanned  Aelin,  then  Rowan  and  Lorcan,  before  she

answered. “Yes. In the way that I can love anything.” 

Aelin kept her hand outstretched. The unspoken offer in it. “And if I choose

to banish you, you will go wherever it is we decide. And never bother us again, 

or any other.” 

“Yes,”  Maeve  snapped,  grimacing  at  the  immortal  blade  piercing  her  heart. 

The queen bowed her head, panting, and took Aelin’s outstretched hand. 

Aelin drew close. Just as she slid something onto Maeve’s finger. 

And whispered in Maeve’s ear, “Then go to hell.” 

Maeve reared back, but too late. 

Too  late,  as  the  golden  ring—Silba’s  ring,  Athril’s  ring—shone  on  her  pale hand. 

Aelin backed to Rowan’s side as Maeve began to scream. 

Screaming and screaming toward the dark sky, toward the stars. 

Maeve had wanted the ring not for protection against Valg. No, she  was Valg. 

She’d wanted it so that no other might have it. 

Yet when Elide had given it to Aelin, it had not been to destroy a Valg queen. 

But to keep Aelin safe. And Maeve would never know it—that gift and power:

friendship. 

What  Aelin  knew  had  kept  the  queen  before  her  from  becoming  a  mirror. 

What had saved her, and this kingdom. 

Maeve thrashed, Goldryn burning, twin to the light on her finger. 

Immunity from the Valg. And poison to them. 

Maeve shrieked, the sound loud enough to shake the world. 

They only stood amongst the falling snow, faces unmoved, and watched her. 

Witnessed this death for all those she had destroyed. 

Maeve  contorted,  clawing  at  herself.  Her  pale  skin  began  to  flake  away  like

old paint. 

Revealing bits of the creature beneath the glamour. The skin she’d created for

herself. 

Aelin  only  looked  to  Rowan,  to  Lorcan  and  Fenrys,  a  silent  question  in  her

eyes. 

Rowan  and  Lorcan  nodded.  Fenrys  blinked  once,  his  mauled  face  still

bleeding. 

So  Aelin  approached  the  screaming  queen,  the  creature  beneath.  Walked

behind her and yanked out Goldryn. 

Maeve  sagged  to  the  snow  and  mud,  but  the  ring  continued  to  rip  her  apart

from within. 

Maeve lifted dark, hateful eyes as Aelin raised Goldryn. 

Aelin  only  smiled  down  at  her.  “We’ll  pretend  my  last  words  to  you  were

something worthy of a song.” 

She swung the burning sword. 

Maeve’s mouth was still open in a scream as her head tumbled to the snow. 

Black  blood  sprayed,  and  Aelin  moved  again,  stabbing  Goldryn  through

Maeve’s skull. Into the earth beneath. 

“Burn her,” Lorcan rasped. 

Rowan’s hand, warm and strong, found Aelin’s again. 

And when she looked up at him, there were tears on his face. 

Not at the dead Valg queen before them. Or even at what Aelin had done. 

No, her prince, her husband, her mate, gazed to the south. To the battlefield. 

Even  as  their  power  melded,  and  she  burned  Maeve  into  ash  and  memory, 

Rowan stared toward the battlefield. 

Where  line  after  line  after  line  of  Valg  soldiers  fell  to  their  knees  mid-fight with the Fae and wolves and Darghan cavalry. 

Where  the  ruks  flapped  in  amazement  as  ilken  tumbled  from  the  skies,  like they had been struck dead. 

Far out, several shrill screams rent the air—then fell silent. 

An entire army, midbattle, midblow, collapsing. 

It rippled outward, that collapsing, the stillness. Until all of Morath’s host lay

unmoving.  Until  the  Ironteeth  fighting  above  realized  what  was  happening  and

veered southward, fleeing from the rukhin and witches who now gave chase. 

Until the dark shadow surrounding that fallen army drifted away on the wind, 

too. 

Aelin knew for certain then. Where Erawan had gone. 

Who had brought him down at last. 

So Aelin wrenched her sword free of the pile of ashes that had been Maeve. 

She lifted it high to the night sky, to the stars, and let her cry of victory fill the

world.  Let  the  name  she  shouted  ring  out,  the  soldiers  on  the  field,  in  the  city, taking  up  the  call  until  all  of  Orynth  was  singing  with  it.  Until  it  reached  the shining stars of the Lord of the North gleaming above them, no longer needed to

guide her way home. 

 Yrene. 

 Yrene. 

 Yrene. 
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CHAPTER 116

Chaol awoke to warm, delicate hands stroking over his brow, his jaw. 

He knew that touch. Would know it if he were blind. 

One  moment,  he’d  been  fighting  his  way  down  the  battlements.  The  next—

oblivion.  As  if  whatever  surge  of  power  had  gone  through  Yrene  had  not  only weakened his spine, but his consciousness. 

“I  don’t  know  whether  to  start  yelling  or  crying,”  he  said,  groaning  as  he

opened  his  eyes  and  found  Yrene  kneeling  before  him.  A  heartbeat  had  him

assessing  their  surroundings:  some  sort  of  stairwell,  where  he’d  been  sprawled over  the  lowest  steps  near  a  landing.  An  archway  open  to  the  frigid  night

revealed a starry, clear sky beyond. No wyverns in it. 

And cheering. Victorious, wild cheering. 

Not one bone drum. Not one snarl or roar. 

And Yrene, still stroking his face, was smiling at him. Tears in her eyes. 

“Feel free to yell all you like,” she said, some of those tears slipping free. 

But  Chaol  just  gaped  at  her  as  it  hit  him  what,  exactly,  had  happened.  Why that surge of power had happened. 

What this remarkable woman before him had done. 

For they were calling her name. The army, the people of Orynth were calling

her name. 

He was glad he was sitting down. 

Even if it did not surprise him one bit that Yrene had done the impossible. 

Chaol  slid  his  arms  around  her  waist  and  buried  his  face  in  her  neck.  “It’s over,  then,”  he  said  against  her  skin,  unable  to  stop  the  shaking  that  took  over, the mix of relief and joy and lingering, phantom terror. 

Yrene  just  ran  her  hands  through  his  hair,  down  his  back,  and  he  felt  her

smile. “It’s over.” 

Yet the woman he held, the child growing within her …

Erawan might have been over, his threat and army with it. And Maeve with it, 

too. 

But life, Chaol realized—life was just beginning. 

Nesryn didn’t believe it. The enemy had just … collapsed. Even the  kharankui-

hybrids. 

It  was  as  unlikely  as  the  Fae  and  wolves  who  had  simply   appeared  through holes  in  the  world.  A  missing  army,  who  had  wasted  no  time  launching

themselves at Morath. As if they knew precisely where and how to strike. As if

they had been summoned from the ancient myths of the North. 

[image: Image 1491]

Nesryn  alit  on  the  blood-soaked  city  walls,  watching  the  rukhin  and  allied

witches chase the Ironteeth toward the horizon. She would have been with them, 

were it not for the claw-marks surrounding Salkhi’s eye. For the blood. 

She had barely the breath to scream for a healer as she dismounted. 

Barely  the  breath  to  unsaddle  the  ruk,  murmuring  to  the  bird  as  she  did.  So much blood, the gouging lines from the ilken sentry deep. No sheen of poison, 

but—

“Are you hurt?” Sartaq. The prince’s eyes were wide, his face bloodied, as he

scanned her from head to toe. Behind him, Kadara panted on the battlements, her

feathers as bloody as her rider. 

Sartaq gripped her shoulders. “Are you hurt?” She’d never seen such panic in

his face. 

Nesryn only pointed to the now-still enemy, unable to find the words. 

But others did. One word, one name, over and over.  Yrene. 

Healers  raced  up  the  battlements,  aiming  for  both  ruks,  and  Nesryn  allowed

herself  to  slide  her  arms  around  Sartaq’s  waist.  To  press  her  face  against  his armored chest. 

“Nesryn.”  Her  name  was  a  question  and  a  command.  But  Nesryn  only  held

him tightly. So close. They had come so, so close to utter defeat. 

 Yrene. Yrene. Yrene, the soldiers and people of the city shouted. 

Sartaq  ran  a  hand  down  her  matted  hair.  “You  know  what  victory  means, 

don’t you?” 

Nesryn lifted her head, brows narrowing. Behind them, Salkhi patiently stood

while the healer’s magic soothed over his eye. “A good night’s rest, I hope,” she

said. 

Sartaq laughed, and pressed a kiss to her temple. “It means,” he said against

her skin, “that we are going home. That you are coming home—with me.” 

And  even  with  the  battle  freshly  ended,  even  with  the  dead  and  wounded

around  them,  Nesryn  smiled.  Home.  Yes,  she  would  go  home  with  him  to  the

southern continent. And to all that waited there. 

Aelin,  Rowan,  Lorcan,  and  Fenrys  lingered  on  the  plain  outside  the  city  gates until they were certain the fallen army was not going to rise. Until the khagan’s

troops went between the enemy soldiers, nudging and prodding. And received no

answer. 

But they did not behead. Did not sever and finish the job. 

Not for those with the black rings, or black collars. 

Those whom the healers might yet save. 

Tomorrow. That would come tomorrow. 

The moon had reached its peak when they wordlessly decided that they had

seen enough to determine Erawan’s army would never rise again. When the ruks, 

Crochans, and rebel Ironteeth had vanished, chasing the last of the aerial legion

into the night. 

Then Aelin turned toward the southern gate to Orynth. 

As if in answer, it groaned open to meet her. 

Two arms flung wide. 

Aelin looked to Rowan, their crowns of flame still burning, undimmed. Took

his hand. 

Heart  thundering  through  every  bone  in  her  body,  Aelin  took  a  step  toward

the gate. Toward Orynth. Toward home. 

Lorcan and Fenrys fell into step behind them. The latter’s wounds still leaked

down  his  face,  but  he  had  refused  Aelin  and  Rowan’s  offers  to  heal  him.  Had said he wanted a reminder. They hadn’t dared to ask of what—not yet. 

Aelin lifted her chin high, shoulders squaring as they neared the archway. 

Soldiers already lined either side. 

Not  the  khagan’s  soldiers,  but  men  and  women  in  Terrasen  armor.  And

civilians amongst them, too—awe and joy in their faces. 

Aelin looked at the threshold of the gate. At the ancient, familiar stones, now

caked in blood and gore. 

She sent a whisper of flame skittering over them. The last dregs of her power. 

When the fire vanished, the stones were again clean. New. As this city would

be  made  anew,  brought  to  greater  heights,  greater  splendors.  A  beacon  of

learning and light once more. 

Rowan’s  fingers  tightened  around  hers,  but  she  did  not  look  at  him  as  they

crossed the threshold, passing through the gate. 

No,  Aelin  only  looked  at  her  people,  smiling  broadly  and  freely,  as  she

entered Orynth, and they began to cheer, welcoming her home at long last. 

CHAPTER 117

Aedion had fought until the enemy soldier before him had slumped to his knees

as if dead. 

But the man, a black ring on his finger, was not dead at all. 

Only the demon inside him. 

And  when  soldiers  of  countless  nations  began  to  cheer,  when  word  spread

that a Torre Cesme healer had defeated Erawan, Aedion simply turned from the

battlements. 

He  found  him  by  scent  alone.  Even  in  death,  the  scent  lingered,  a  path  that Aedion  followed  through  the  wrecked  streets  and  throngs  of  celebrating, 

weeping people. 

A  lone  candle  had  been  lit  in  the  empty  barracks  room  where  they’d  set  his body atop a worktable. 

It was there that Aedion knelt before his father. 

How  long  he  stayed  there,  head  bowed,  he  didn’t  know.  But  the  candle  had

nearly burned down to its base when the door creaked open, and a familiar scent

flitted in. 

She said nothing as she approached on silent feet. Nothing as she shifted and

knelt beside him. 

Lysandra only leaned into him, until Aedion put his arm around her, tucking

her in tight. 

Together, they knelt there, and he knew her grief was as real as his. Knew her

grief was for Gavriel, but also for his own loss. 

The  years  he  and  his  father  would  not  have.  The  years  he’d  realized  he

 wanted to have, the stories he wished to hear, the male he wished to know. And

never would. 

Had Gavriel known that? Or had he fallen believing his son wished nothing to

do with him? 

He couldn’t endure it, that potential truth. Its weight would be unbearable. 

When the candle sputtered out, Lysandra rose, and took him with her. 

A  grand  burial,  Aedion  silently  promised.  With  every  honor,  every  scrap  of

stately regalia that could be found in the aftermath of this battle. He’d bury his

father in the royal graveyard, amongst the heroes of Terrasen. Where he himself

would be buried one day. Beside him. 

It was the least he could do. To make sure his father knew in the Afterworld. 

They stepped into the street, and Lysandra paused to wipe away his tears. To

kiss his cheeks, then his mouth. Loving, gentle touches. 

Aedion  slid  his  arms  around  her  and  held  her  tightly  under  the  stars  and

moonlight. 
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How long they stood in the street, he didn’t know. But then a throat cleared

nearby, and they peeled apart to turn toward its source. 

A young man, no older than thirty, stood there. 

Staring at Lysandra. 

Not a messenger, or a soldier, though he wore the heavy clothes of the rukhin. 

There  was  a  self-possessed  purpose  to  him,  a  quiet  sort  of  strength  in  his  tall frame as he swallowed. 

“Are you—are you Lady Lysandra?” 

Lysandra angled her head. “I am.” 

The man took a step, and Aedion suppressed the urge to push her behind him. 

To draw his sword on the man whose gray eyes widened—and shone with tears. 

Who smiled at her, broad and joyous. 

“My name is Falkan Ennar,” he said, putting a hand on his chest. 

Lysandra’s face remained the portrait of wary confusion. 

Falkan’s  smile  didn’t  waver.  “I  have  been  looking  for  you  for  a  very,  very

long time.” 

And then it came out, Falkan’s tears flowing as he told her. 

Her uncle. He was her uncle. 

Her father had been much older than him, but ever since Falkan had learned

of her existence, he’d been searching for her. Ten years, he’d hunted for his dead

brother’s abandoned child, visiting Rifthold whenever he could. Never realizing

that she might have his gifts, too—might not wear any of his brother’s features. 

But Nesryn Faliq had found him. Or they’d found each other. And then they

had figured it out, a bit of chance in this wide world. 

His fortune as a merchant was hers to inherit, if she would like. 

“Whatever  you  wish,”  Falkan  said.  “You  shall  never  want  for  anything

again.” 

Lysandra  was  crying,  and  it  was  pure  joy  on  her  face  as  she  flung  her  arms around Falkan and embraced him tightly. 

Aedion watched, silent and ripped open. Yet happy for her—he would always

be happy for her, for any ray of light she found. 

Lysandra pulled away from Falkan, though. Still smiling bright, more lovely

than the night sky above. She laced her fingers with Aedion’s and squeezed tight

as she answered her uncle at last, “I already have everything I need.” 

Hours later, still sitting on the balcony where Erawan had been blasted away into

nothing, Dorian didn’t quite believe it. 

He kept staring at that spot, the dark stain on the stones, Damaris jutting up

from it. The only trace left. 

His  father’s  name.  His  own  name.  The  weight  of  it  settled  into  him,  not  a

wholly unpleasant thing. 

Dorian flexed his bloodied fingers. His magic lay in scraps, the tang of blood

lingering on his tongue. An approaching burnout. He’d never had one before. He

supposed he’d better become accustomed to them. 

On  shaking  legs,  Dorian  yanked  Damaris  from  the  stones.  The  blade  had turned  black  as  onyx.  A  swipe  of  his  fingers  down  the  fuller  revealed  it  was  a stain that would not be cleansed. 

He needed to get off this tower. Find Chaol. Find the others. Start helping the

injured. And the unconscious soldiers on the plain. The ones who had not been

possessed  had  already  fled,  pursued  by  the  strange  Fae  who  had  appeared,  the giant wolves and their riders amongst them. 

He should go. Should leave this place. 

And yet he stared at the dark stain. All that remained. 

Ten  years  of  suffering  and  torment  and  fear,  and  the  stain  was  all  that

remained. 

He  turned  the  sword  in  his  hand,  its  weight  heavier  than  it  had  been.  The

sword of truth. 

What had the truth been in the end? What was the truth, even now? 

Erawan had done this, slaughtered and enslaved so many, so he might see his

brothers again. He wanted to conquer their world, punish it, but he’d wanted to

be  reunited  with  them.  Millennia  apart,  and  Erawan  had  not  forgotten  his

brothers. Longed for them. 

Would  he  have  done  the  same  for  Chaol?  For  Hollin?  Would  he  have

destroyed a world to find them again? 

Damaris’s black blade didn’t reflect the light. It didn’t gleam at all. 

Dorian still tightened his hand around the golden hilt and said, “I am human.” 

It warmed in his hand. 

He peered at the blade. Gavin’s blade. A relic from a time when Adarlan had

been a land of peace and plenty. 

And it would be that way once more. 

“I am human,” he repeated, to the stars now visible above the city. 

The sword didn’t answer again. As if it knew he no longer needed it. 

Wings boomed, and then Abraxos was landing on the balcony. A white-haired

rider atop him. 

Dorian  stood,  blinking,  as  Manon  Blackbeak  dismounted.  She  scanned  him, 

then the dark stain on the balcony stones. 

Her  golden  eyes  lifted  to  his.  Weary,  heavy—yet  glowing.  “Hello, 

princeling,” she breathed. 

A  smile  bloomed  on  his  mouth.  “Hello,  witchling.”  He  scanned  the  skies

beyond  her  for  the  Thirteen,  for  Asterin  Blackbeak,  undoubtedly  roaring  her

victory to the stars. 

Manon said quietly, “You will not find them. In this sky, or any other.” 

His  heart  strained  as  he  understood.  As  the  loss  of  those  twelve  fierce, 

brilliant lives carved another hole within him. One he would not forget, one he

would honor. Silently, he crossed the balcony. 

Manon did not back away as he slid his arms around her. “I am sorry,” he said

into her hair. 

Tentatively, slowly, her hands drifted across his back. Then settled, embracing
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him. “I miss them,” she whispered, shuddering. 

Dorian  only  held  her  tighter,  and  let  Manon  lean  on  him  for  as  long  as  she needed, Abraxos staring toward that blasted bit of earth on the plain, toward the

mate who would never return, while the city below celebrated. 

Aelin strode with Rowan up the steep streets of Orynth. 

Her people lined those streets, candles in their hands. A river of light, of fire, 

that pointed the way home. 

Straight to the castle gates. 

To where Lord Darrow stood, Evangeline at his side. The girl beaming with

joy. 

Darrow’s  face  was  stone-cold.  Hard  as  the  Staghorns  beyond  the  city  as  he

remained blocking the way. 

Rowan let out a low growl, the sound echoed by Fenrys, a step behind them. 

Yet Aelin let go of her mate’s hand, their crowns of flame winking out as she

crossed the last few feet to the castle archway. To Darrow. 

Silence fell down the illuminated, golden street. 

He’d deny her entry. Here, before the world, he would throw her out. A final, 

shaming slap. 

But Evangeline tugged on Darrow’s sleeve—as if in reminder. 

It seemed to spur the old man into speech. “My young ward and I were told

that  when  you  went  to  face  Erawan  and  Maeve,  your  magic  was  heavily

depleted.” 

“It was. And shall remain so forever.” 

Darrow shook his head. “Why?” 

Not about her magic being whittled to nothing. But why she had gone to face

them, with little more than embers in her veins. 

“Terrasen is my home,” Aelin said. It was the only answer in her heart. 

Darrow  smiled—just  a  bit.  “So  it  is.”  He  bowed  his  head.  Then  his  body. 

“Welcome,” he said, then added as he rose, “Your Majesty.” 

But Aelin looked to Evangeline, the girl still beaming. 

 Win me back my kingdom, Evangeline. 

Her order to the girl, all those months ago. 

And she didn’t know how Evangeline had done it. How she had changed this

old lord before them. Yet there was Darrow, gesturing to the gates, to the castle

behind him. 

Evangeline winked at Aelin, as if in confirmation. 

Aelin  just  laughed,  taking  the  girl  by  the  hand,  and  led  that  promise  of

Terrasen’s bright future into the castle. 

Every ancient, scarred hall brought her back. Snatched her breath away and set

her tears running. At the memory, how they’d been. At how they now appeared, 

sad and worn. And what they would become once more. 

Darrow  led  them  toward  the  dining  hall,  to  find  whatever  food  and refreshment might be available in the dead of night, after such a battle. 

Yet  Aelin  took  one  look  at  who  waited  in  the  faded  grandeur  of  the  Great

Hall, and forgot about her hunger and thirst. 

The entire hall grew silent as she hurtled for Aedion, and flung herself onto

him so hard they rocked back a step. 

Home at last; home together. 

She  had  the  vague  sense  of  Lysandra  joining  Rowan  and  the  others  behind

her,  but  didn’t  turn.  Not  as  her  own  joyous  laugh  died  upon  seeing  Aedion’s haggard, weary face. The sorrow in it. 

She laid a hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry.” 

Aedion closed his eyes, leaning into her touch, mouth wobbling. 

She didn’t remark on the shield across his back—her father’s shield. She had

never realized he carried it. 

Instead she asked softly, “Where is he?” 

Wordlessly,  Aedion  led  her  from  the  dining  hall.  Down  the  winding

passageways of the castle, their castle, to a small, candlelit room. 

Gavriel had been laid on a table, a wool blanket obscuring the body she knew

was  shredded  beneath.  Only  his  handsome  face  visible,  still  noble  and  kind  in death. 

Aedion lingered by the doorway as Aelin walked up to the warrior. She knew

Rowan and the others stood by him, her mate with a hand on Aedion’s shoulder. 

Knew Fenrys and Lorcan bowed their heads. 

She stopped before the table where Gavriel had been laid. “I wished to wait to

offer  you  the  blood  oath  until  after  your  son  had  taken  it,”  she  said,  her  quiet voice echoing off the stones. “But I offer it to you now, Gavriel. With honor, and

gratitude,  I  offer  you  the  blood  oath.”  Her  tears  plopped  onto  the  blanket

covering  him,  and  she  wiped  one  away  before  drawing  her  dagger  from  the

sheath at her side. She pulled his arm from beneath the covering. 

A flick of the blade had her slicing his palm open. No blood flowed beyond a

slight swelling. Yet she waited until a drop slid to the stones. Then opened up her

own  arm,  dipped  her  fingers  into  the  blood,  and  let  three  drops  fall  into  his mouth. 

“Let  the  world  know,”  Aelin  said,  voice  breaking,  “that  you  are  a  male  of

honor. That you stood by your son, and this kingdom, and helped to save it.” She

kissed the cold brow. “You are blood-sworn to me. And you shall be buried here

as such.” She pulled away, stroking his cheek once. “Thank you.” 

It was all there was left to say. 

When she turned away, it was not Aedion alone who had tears streaking down

his face. 

She  left  them  there.  The  cadre,  the  brotherhood,  who  now  wished  to  say

farewell in their own way. 

Fenrys,  his  bloodied  face  still  untended,  sank  to  a  knee  beside  the  table.  A heartbeat later, Lorcan did the same. 
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She’d  reached  the  door  when  Rowan  knelt  as  well.  And  began  to  sing  the

ancient words—the words of mourning, as old and sacred as Terrasen itself. The

same prayers she’d once sung and chanted while he’d tattooed her. 

Rowan’s  clear,  deep  voice  filling  the  room,  Aelin  looped  her  arm  through

Aedion’s,  and  let  him  lean  on  her  as  they  walked  back  to  the  Great  Hall. 

“Darrow called me ‘Your Majesty,’ ” she said after a minute. 

Aedion  slid  his  red-rimmed  eyes  to  her.  But  a  spark  lit  them—just  a  bit. 

“Should we be worried?” 

Aelin’s mouth curved. “I thought the same damn thing.” 

So  many  witches.  There  were  so  many  witches,  Ironteeth  and  Crochan,  in  the

halls of the castle. 

Elide scanned their faces as she worked with the healers in the Great Hall. A

dark  lord  and  dark  queen  defeated—yet  the  wounded  remained.  And  since  she

had strength left in her, she would help in whatever way she could. 

But when a white-haired witch limped into the hall, an injured Crochan slung

between  her  and  another  witch  Elide  did  not  recognize  …  Elide  was  halfway

across the space, across the hall where she had spent so many happy childhood

days, by the time she realized she’d moved. 

Manon  paused  at  the  sight  of  her.  Gave  the  wounded  Crochan  over  to  her

sister-in-arms. But made no move to approach. 

Elide  saw  the  sorrow  on  her  face  before  she  reached  her.  The  dullness  and

pain in the golden eyes. 

She went still. “Who?” 

Manon’s throat bobbed. “All.” 

All of the Thirteen. All those fierce, brilliant witches. Gone. 

Elide put a hand to her heart, as if it could stop it from cracking. 

But Manon closed the distance between them, and even with that grief in her

battered, bloodied face, she put a hand on Elide’s shoulder. In comfort. 

As if the witch had learned how to do such things. 

Elide’s  vision  stung  and  blurred,  and  Manon  wiped  away  the  tear  that

escaped. 

“Live, Elide,” was all the witch said to her before striding out of the hall once

more. “Live.” 

Manon  vanished  into  the  teeming  hallway,  braid  swaying.  And  Elide

wondered if the command had been meant for her at all. 

Hours later, Elide found Lorcan standing vigil by Gavriel’s body. 

When  she’d  heard,  she  had  wept  for  the  male  who  had  shown  her  such

kindness. And from the way Lorcan knelt before Gavriel, she knew he had just

finished doing the same. 

Sensing  her  in  the  doorway,  Lorcan  rose  to  his  feet,  an  aching,  slow

movement  of  the  truly  exhausted.  There  was  indeed  sorrow  on  his  face.  Grief

and regret. 

She held open her arms, and Lorcan’s breath heaved out of him as he pulled

her against him. 

“I  hear,”  he  said  onto  her  hair,  “that  you’re  to  thank  for  Erawan’s

destruction.” 

Elide withdrew from his embrace, leading him from that room of sadness and

candlelight.  “Yrene  is,”  she  said,  walking  until  she  found  a  quiet  spot  near  a bank of windows overlooking the celebrating city. “I just came up with the idea.” 

“Without the idea, we’d be filling the bellies of Erawan’s beasts.” 

Elide rolled her eyes, despite all that had happened, all that lay before them. 

“It  was  a  group  effort,  then.”  She  bit  her  lip.  “Perranth—have  you  heard

anything from Perranth?” 

“A  ruk  rider  arrived  a  few  hours  ago.  It  is  the  same  there  as  it  is  here:  with Erawan’s demise, the soldiers holding the city either collapsed or fled. Its people

have reclaimed control, but those who were possessed will need healers. A group

of them will be flown over tomorrow to begin.” 

Relief  threatened  to  buckle  her  knees.  “Thank  Anneith  for  that.  Or  Silba,  I

suppose.” 

“They’re both gone. Thank yourself.” 

Elide waved him off, but Lorcan kissed her. 

When he pulled away, Elide breathed, “What was that for?” 

“Ask me to stay,” was all he said. 

Her heart began racing. “Stay,” she whispered. 

Light, such beautiful light filled his dark eyes. “Ask me to come to Perranth

with you.” 

Her voice broke, but she managed to say, “Come to Perranth with me.” 

Lorcan nodded, as if in answer, and his smile was the most beautiful thing she

had ever seen. “Ask me to marry you.” 

Elide  began  crying,  even  as  she  laughed.  “Will  you  marry  me,  Lorcan

Salvaterre?” 

He swept her up into his arms, raining kisses over her face. As if some final, 

chained part of him had been freed. “I’ll think about it.” 

Elide laughed, smacking his shoulder. And then laughed again, louder. 

Lorcan set her down. “What?” 

Elide’s mouth bobbed as she tried to stop her laughing. “It’s just … I’m Lady

of Perranth. If you marry me, you will take my family name.” 

He blinked. 

Elide laughed again. “Lord Lorcan Lochan?” 

It sounded just as ridiculous coming out. 

Lorcan blinked at her, then howled. 

She’d never heard such a joyous sound. 

He swept her up in his arms again, spinning her. “I’ll use it with pride every

damned day  for  the rest  of  my life,”  he  said  into her  hair,  and when  he  set  her down, his smile had vanished. Replaced by an infinite tenderness as he brushed

back  her  hair,  hooking  it  over  an  ear.  “I  will  marry  you,  Elide  Lochan.  And proudly call myself Lord Lorcan Lochan, even when the whole kingdom laughs

to  hear  it.”  He  kissed  her,  gently  and  lovingly.  “And  when  we  are  wed,”  he whispered,  “I  will  bind  my  life  to  yours.  So  we  will  never  know  a  day  apart. 

Never be alone, ever again.” 

Elide covered her face with her hands and sobbed, at the heart he offered, at

the immortality he was willing to part with for her. For  them. 

But  Lorcan  clasped  her  wrists,  gently  prying  her  hands  from  her  face.  His

smile was tentative. “If you would like that,” he said. 

Elide  slid  her  arms  around  his  neck,  feeling  his  thundering  heartbeat  raging

against hers, letting his warmth sink into her bones. “I would like that more than

anything,” she whispered back. 

CHAPTER 118

Yrene slumped onto the three-legged stool amid the chaos of the Great Hall. The

story  was  familiar,  though  the  setting  slightly  altered:  another  mighty  chamber turned  into  a  temporary  sick  bay.  Dawn  was  not  far  off,  yet  she  and  the  other healers  kept  working.  Those  bleeding  out  wouldn’t  be  able  to  survive  without

them. 

Human  and  Fae  and  witch  and  Wolf—Yrene  had  never  seen  such  an

assortment of people in one place. 

Elide had come in at some point, glowing despite the injured around them. 

Yrene supposed they all wore that same smile. Though her own had faltered

in the past hour, as exhaustion settled in. She’d been forced to rest after dealing

with  Erawan,  and  had  waited  until  her  well  of  power  had  refilled  only  just

enough to begin working again. 

She couldn’t sit still. Not when she saw the thing that lay beneath Erawan’s

skin  every  time  she  closed  her  eyes.  Forever  gone,  yes,  but  …  she  wondered

when  she’d  forget  him.  The  dark,  oily  feel  of  him.  Hours  ago,  she  hadn’t  been able to tell if the retching that ensued was from the memory of him or the babe

in her womb. 

“You should find that husband of yours and go to bed,” Hafiza said, hobbling

over and frowning. “When was the last time you slept?” 

Yrene lifted her head—heavier than it had been minutes ago. “The last time

you did, I’d wager.” Two days ago. 

Hafiza clicked her tongue. “Slaying a dark lord, healing the wounded … It’s a

wonder you’re not unconscious right now, Yrene.” 

Yrene was about to be, but the disapproval in Hafiza’s voice steeled her spine. 

“I can work.” 

“I’m ordering you to find that dashing husband of yours and go to sleep. On

behalf of the child in your womb.” 

Och. When the Healer on High put it like  that …

Yrene groaned as she stood. “You’re merciless.” 

Hafiza just patted her shoulder. “Good healers know when to rest. Exhaustion

makes for sloppy decisions. And sloppy decisions—” 

“Cost  lives,”  Yrene  finished.  She  lifted  her  eyes  toward  the  vaulted  ceiling

high, high above. “You never stop teaching, do you?” 

Hafiza’s  mouth  cracked  into  a  grin.  “This  is   life,  Yrene.  We  never  stop learning. Even at my age.” 

Yrene had long suspected that love of learning was what had kept the Healer

on High young at heart all these years. She just smiled back at her mentor. 

But Hafiza’s eyes softened. Grew contemplative. “We will remain for as long
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as  we  are  needed—until  the  khagan’s  soldiers  can  be  transported  home.  We’ll

leave some behind to tend for any remaining wounded, but in a few weeks, we

will go.” 

Yrene’s throat tightened. “I know.” 

“And you,” Hafiza went on, taking her hand, “will not return with us.” 

Her eyes burned, but Yrene whispered, “No, I won’t.” 

Hafiza  squeezed  Yrene’s  fingers,  her  hand  warm.  Strong  as  steel.  “I  shall

have to find myself a new heir apparent, then.” 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 

“Whatever  for?”  Hafiza  chuckled.  “You  have  found  love,  and  happiness, 

Yrene. There is nothing more that I could ever wish for you.” 

Yrene wiped away the tear that slipped out. “I just—I don’t want you to think

I wasted your time—” 

Hafiza  crowed  with  laughter.  “Wasted  my  time?  Yrene  Towers—Yrene

Westfall.”  The  ancient  woman  cupped  Yrene’s  face  with  her  strong,  ancient

hands. “You have saved us  all.” Yrene closed her eyes as Hafiza pressed a kiss

to her brow. A blessing and a farewell. 

“You will stay in these lands,” Hafiza said, her smile unwavering. “But even

with the ocean dividing us, we will remain linked here.” She touched her chest, 

right over her heart. “And no matter the years, you will forever have a place at

the Torre. Always.” 

Yrene put a shaking hand over her own heart and nodded. 

Hafiza squeezed her shoulder and made to walk back to her patients. 

But Yrene said, “What if—” 

Hafiza turned, brows rising. “Yes?” 

Yrene swallowed. “What if, once I have settled in Adarlan, and had this babe

… When the time is right, what if I established my own Torre here?” 

Hafiza cocked her head, as if listening to the cadence of the statement while it

echoed into her heart. “A Torre Cesme in the North.” 

Yrene  went  on,  “In  Adarlan.  In  Rifthold.  A  new  Torre  to  replenish  what

Erawan  destroyed.  To  teach  the  children  who  might  not  realize  they  have  the

gift, and those who will be born with it.” Because many of the Fae streaming in

from  the  battlefield  were  descendants  of  the  healers  who  had  gifted  the  Torre women with their powers—long ago. Perhaps they would wish to help again. 

Hafiza smiled anew. “I like that idea very much, Yrene Westfall.” 

With that, the Healer on High walked back into the fray of healing and pain. 

But  Yrene  remained  standing  there,  a  hand  drifting  to  the  slight  swelling  in her belly. 

And  she  smiled—broad  and  unfalteringly—at  the  future  that  opened  before

her, bright as the oncoming dawn. 

Sunrise was near, yet Manon could not sleep. Had not bothered to find a place to

rest, not while the Crochans and Ironteeth remained injured, and she had not yet

finished her count of how many had survived the battle. The war. 

There  was  an  empty  space  inside  her  where  twelve  souls  had  once  burned fiercely. 

Perhaps  that  was  why  she  had  not  found  her  bed,  not  even  when  she  knew

Dorian had likely procured sleeping arrangements. Why she still lingered in the

aerie, Abraxos dozing beside her, and stared out at the silent battlefield. 

When  the  bodies  were  cleared,  when  the  snows  melted,  when  the  spring

came, would a blasted bit of earth linger on the plain before the city? Would it

forever remain as such, a marker of where they fell? 

“We  have  a  final  count,”  Bronwen  said  behind  her,  and  Manon  found  the

Crochan and Glennis emerging from the tower stairwell, Petrah at their heels. 

Manon braced herself for it as she waved a hand in silent request. 

Bad. But not as bad as it could have been. 

When Manon opened her eyes, the three of them only stared at her. Ironteeth

and Crochan, standing together in peace. As allies. 

“We’ll  collect  the  dead  tomorrow,”  Manon  said,  her  voice  low.  “And  burn

them at moonrise.” As both Crochans and Ironteeth did. A full moon tomorrow

—the Mother’s Womb. A good moon to be burned. To be returned to the Three-

Faced Goddess, and reborn within that womb. 

“And after that?” Petrah asked. “What then?” 

Manon looked from Petrah to Glennis and Bronwen. “What should you like

to do?” 

Glennis said softly, “Go home.” 

Manon swallowed. “You and the Crochans may leave whenever you—” 

“To the Wastes,” Glennis said. “Together.” 

Manon and Petrah swapped a glance. Petrah said, “We cannot.” 

Bronwen’s lips curved upward. “You can.” 

Manon blinked. And blinked again as Bronwen extended a fist toward Manon

and opened it. 

Inside  lay  a  pale  purple  flower,  small  as  Manon’s  thumbnail.  Beautiful  and

delicate. 

“A bastion of Crochans just made it here—a bit late, but they heard the call

and came. All the way from the Wastes.” 

Manon stared and stared at that purple flower. 

“They brought this with them. From the plain before the Witch-City.” 

The  barren,  bloodied  plain.  The  land  that  had  yielded  no  flowers,  no  life

beyond grass and moss and—

Manon’s  sight  blurred,  and  Glennis  took  her  hand,  guiding  it  toward

Bronwen’s before the witch tipped the flower into Manon’s palm. “Only together

can it be undone,” Glennis whispered. “Be the bridge. Be the light.” 

A bridge between their two peoples, as Manon had become. 

A light—as the Thirteen had exploded with light, not darkness, in their final

moments. 

“When iron melts,” Petrah murmured, her blue eyes swimming with tears. 

The  Thirteen  had  melted  that  tower.  Melted  the  Ironteeth  within  it.  And
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themselves. 

“When flowers spring from fields of blood,” Bronwen went on. 

Manon’s knees buckled as she stared out at that battlefield. Where countless

flowers had been laid atop the blood and ruins where the Thirteen had met their

end. 

Glennis finished, “Let the land be witness.” 

The battlefield where the rulers and citizens of so many kingdoms, so many

nations,  had  come  to  pay  tribute.  To  witness  the  sacrifice  of  the  Thirteen  and honor them. 

Silence fell, and Manon whispered, her voice shaking as she held that small, 

impossibly precious flower in her palm, “And return home.” 

Glennis  bowed  her  head.  “And  so  the  curse  is  broken.  And  so  we  shall  go

home together—as one people.” 

The curse was broken. 

Manon just stared at them, her breathing turning jagged. 

Then  she  roused  Abraxos,  and  was  in  the  saddle  within  heartbeats.  She  did

not  offer  them  any  explanation,  any  farewell,  as  they  leaped  into  the  thinning night. 

As she guided her wyvern to the bit of blasted earth on the battlefield. Right

to its heart. 

And  smiling  through  her  tears,  laughing  in  joy  and  sorrow,  Manon  laid  that

precious flower from the Wastes upon the ground. 

In thanks and in love. 

So they would know, so Asterin would know, in the realm where she and her

hunter and child walked hand in hand, that they had made it. 

That they were going home. 

Aelin wanted to, but could not sleep. Had ignored the offers to find her a room, a

bed, in the chaos of the castle. 

Instead, she and Rowan had gone to the Great Hall, to talk to the wounded, to

offer what help they could for those who needed it most. 

The  lost  Fae  of  Terrasen,  their  giant  wolves  and  adopted  human  clan  with

them, wanted to speak to her as much as the citizens of Orynth. How they had

found the Wolf Tribe a decade ago, how they’d fallen in with them in the wilds

of the mountains and hinterlands beyond, was a tale she’d soon learn. The world

would learn. 

Their  healers  filled  the  Great  Hall,  joining  the  Torre  women.  All  descended

from  those  in  the  southern  continent—and  apparently  trained  by  them,  too. 

Dozens  of  fresh  healers,  each  bearing  badly  needed  supplies.  They  fell

seamlessly into work alongside those from the Torre. As if they had been doing

so for centuries. 

And  when  the  healers  both  human  and  Fae  had  shooed  them  out,  Aelin  had

wandered. 

Each hallway and floor, peering into the rooms so full of ghosts and memory. 

Rowan had walked at her side, a quiet, unfaltering presence. 

Level by level they went, rising ever higher. 

They were nearing the top of the north tower when dawn broke. 

The  morning  was  brutally  cold,  even  more  so  atop  the  tower  standing  high

over the world, but the day would be clear. Bright. 

“So  there  it  is,”  Aelin  said,  nodding  toward  the  dark  stain  on  the  balcony

stones.  “Where  Erawan  met  his  end  at  the  hands  of  a  healer.”  She  frowned.  “I hope it will wash off.” 

Rowan  snorted,  and  when  she  looked  over  her  shoulder,  the  wind  whipping

her hair, she found him leaning against the stairwell door, his arms crossed. 

“I mean it,” she said. “It’ll be odious to have his mess there. And I plan to use

this balcony to sun myself. He’ll ruin it.” 

Rowan  chuckled,  and  pushed  off  the  door,  going  to  the  balcony  rail.  “If  it

doesn’t wash off, we’ll throw a rug over it.” 

Aelin laughed, and joined him, leaning into his warmth as the sun gilded the

battlefield, the river, the Staghorns. “Well, now you’ve seen every hall and room

and stairwell. What do you make of your new home?” 

“A little small, but we’ll manage.” 

Aelin  nudged  him  with  an  elbow,  and  jerked  her  chin  to  the  nearby  western

tower. Where the north tower was tall, the western tower was wide. Grand. Near

its upper levels, hanging over the perilous drop, a walled stone garden glowed in

the sunlight. The king’s garden. 

Queen’s, she supposed. 

There  had  been  nothing  left  but  a  tangle  of  thorns  and  snow.  Yet  she  still remembered  it,  when  it  had  belonged  to  Orlon.  The  roses  and  drooping

latticework of wisteria, the fountains that had streamed right over the edge of the

garden and into the open air below, the apple tree with blossoms like clumps of

snow in the spring. 

“I  never  realized  how  convenient  it  would  be  for  Fleetfoot,”  she  said  of  the secret, private garden. Reserved  only for the royal family. Sometimes just for the king or queen themselves. “To not have to run down the tower stairs every time

she needs to pee.” 

“I’m sure your ancestors had canine bathroom habits in mind when they built

it.” 

“I would have,” Aelin grumbled. 

“Oh,  I  believe  it,”  Rowan  said,  smirking.  “But  can  you  explain  to  me  why

we’re not in there right now, sleeping?” 

“In the garden?” 

He flicked her nose. “In the suite beyond the garden. Our bedroom.” 

She’d led him quickly through the space. Still preserved well enough, despite

the  disrepair  of  the  rest  of  the  castle.  One  of  the  Adarlanian  cronies  had

undoubtedly used it. “I want it cleaned of any trace of Adarlan before I stay in

there,” she admitted. 

“Ah.” 

She heaved a breath, sucking down the morning air. 

Aelin heard them before she saw them, scented them. And when they turned, 

they found Lorcan and Elide walking onto the tower balcony, Aedion, Lysandra, 

and  Fenrys  trailing.  Ren  Allsbrook,  tentative  and  wary-eyed,  emerged  behind

them. 

How they’d known where to find them, why they’d come, Aelin had no idea. 

Fenrys’s  wounds  had  closed  at  least,  though  twin,  red  scars  slashed  from  his brow to his jaw. He didn’t seem to notice—or care. 

She also didn’t fail to note the hand Lorcan kept on Elide’s back. The glow on

the lady’s face. 

Aelin could guess well enough what that glow was from. Even Lorcan’s dark

eyes were bright. 

It didn’t stop Aelin from catching Lorcan’s stare. And giving him a warning

look that conveyed everything she didn’t bother to say: if he broke the Lady of

Perranth’s heart, she’d flambé him. And would invite Manon Blackbeak to roast

some dinner over his burning corpse. 

Lorcan  rolled  his  eyes,  and  Aelin  deemed  that  acceptance  enough  as  she

asked them all, “Did  anyone bother to sleep?” 

Only Fenrys lifted his hand. 

Aedion frowned at the dark stain on the stones. 

“We’re putting a rug over it,” Aelin told him. 

Lysandra laughed. “Something tacky, I hope.” 

“I’m thinking pink and purple. Embroidered with flowers. Just what Erawan

would have loved.” 

The  Fae  males  gaped  at  them,  Ren  blinking.  Elide  ducked  her  head  as  she

chuckled. 

Rowan snorted again. “At least this court won’t be boring.” 

Aelin  put  a  hand  on  her  chest,  the  portrait  of  outrage.  “You  were  honestly

worried it would be?” 

“Gods help us,” Lorcan grumbled. Elide elbowed him. 

Aedion  said  to  Ren,  the  young  lord  lingering  by  the  archway,  as  if  still

debating  making  a  quick  exit,  “Now’s  the  chance  to  escape,  you  know.  Before

you get sucked into this endless nonsense.” 

But Ren’s dark eyes met Aelin’s. Scanned them. 

She’d heard about Murtaugh. Knew now was not the time to mention it, the

loss  dimming  his  eyes.  So  she  kept  her  face  open.  Honest.  Warm.  “We  could

always use one more to partake in the nonsense,” Aelin said, an invisible hand

outstretched. 

Ren  scanned  her  again.  “You  gave  up  everything  and  still  came  back  here. 

Still fought.” 

“All of it for Terrasen,” she said quietly. 

“Yes,  I  know,”  Ren  said,  the  scar  down  his  face  stark  in  the  rising  sun.  “I understand that now.” He offered her a small smile. “I think I might need a bit of

nonsense myself, after this war.” 

Aedion muttered, “You’ll regret saying that.” 

But Aelin sketched a bow. “Oh, he certainly will.” She smirked at the males

assembled. “I swear to you, I won’t bore you to tears. A queen’s oath.” 

“And what will not boring us entail, then?” Aedion asked. 

“Rebuilding,” Elide said. “Lots of rebuilding.” 

“Trade negotiations,” Lysandra said. 

“Training a new generation in magic,” Aelin went on. 

Again, the males blinked at them. 

Aelin  angled  her  head,  blinking  right  back  at  them.  “Don’t  you  lot  have

anything worthwhile to  contribute?” She clicked  her tongue. “Three  of you are

ancient as hell, you know. I’d have expected better from cranky old bastards.” 

Their nostrils flared. Aedion grinned, Ren wisely clamping his lips together to

keep from doing the same. 

But Fenrys said, “Four. Four of us are old as hell.” 

Aelin arched a brow. 

Fenrys  smirked,  the  movement  stretching  his  scars.  “Vaughan  is  still  out

there. And now free.” 

Rowan crossed his arms. “He’ll never be caught again.” 

But  Fenrys’s  smirk  turned  knowing.  He  pointed  to  the  camped  Fae  army  on

the  plain,  the  wolves  and  humans  amongst  them.  “I  have  a  feeling  someone

down there might know where we could start.” He glanced at Aelin. “If you’d be

amenable to another cranky old bastard joining this court.” 

Aelin  shrugged.  “If  you  can  convince  him,  I  don’t  see  why  not.”  Rowan

smiled at that, and scanned the sky, as if he could see his missing friend soaring

there. 

Fenrys  winked.  “I  promise  he’s  not  as  miserable  as  Lorcan.”  Elide  smacked

his arm, and Fenrys darted away, hands up as he laughed. “You’ll like him,” he

promised  Aelin.  “All  the  ladies  do,”  he  added  with  another  wink  to  her, 

Lysandra, and Elide. 

Aelin laughed, the sound lighter, freer than any she had made, and faced the

stirring  kingdom.  “We  promised  everyone  a  better  world,”  she  said  after  a

moment, voice solemn. “So we’ll start with that.” 

“Starting small,” Fenrys said. “I like it.” 

Aelin  smirked  at  him.  “I  rather  liked  the  whole  let’s-vote-on-the-Wyrdkeys

thing we did. So we’ll start with more of that, too.” 

Silence. Then Lysandra asked, “Voting on what?” 

Aelin shrugged, sliding her hands into her pockets. “Things.” 

Aedion arched a brow. “Like dinner?” 

Aelin rolled her eyes. “Yes, on dinner. Dinner by committee.” 

Elide  coughed.  “I  think  Aelin  means  on  vital  things.  On  how  to  run  this

kingdom.” 

“You’re queen,” Lorcan said. “What’s there to vote on?” 

“People  should  have  a  say  in  how  they  are  governed.  Policies  that  impact

them. They should have a say in how this kingdom is rebuilt.” Aelin lifted her
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chin.  “I  will  be  queen,  and  my  children  …”  Her  cheeks  heated  as  she  smiled toward  Rowan.  “Our  children,”  she  said  a  bit  softly,  “will  rule.  One  day.  But Terrasen should have a voice. Each territory, regardless of the lords who rule it, 

should have a voice. One chosen by its people.” 

The  cadre  looked  toward  one  another  then.  Rowan  said,  “There  was  a

kingdom—to the east. Long ago. They believed in such things.” Pride glowed in

his eyes, brighter than the dawn. “It was a place of peace and learning. A beacon

in a distant and violent part of the world. Once the Library of Orynth is rebuilt, 

we’ll ask the scholars to find what they can about it.” 

“We could reach out to the kingdom itself,” Fenrys said. “See if some of their

scholars or leaders might want to come here. To help us.” He shrugged. “I could

do it. Travel there, if you wish.” 

She  knew  he  meant  it—to  travel  as  their  emissary.  Perhaps  to  work  through

all  he’d  seen  and  endured.  To  make  peace  with  the  loss  of  his  brother.  With himself.  She  had  a  feeling  the  scars  down  his  face  would  only  fade  when  he willed it. 

But Aelin nodded.  And while she’d  gladly send Fenrys  wherever he wished

—“The library?” she blurted. 

Rowan only smiled. “And the Royal Theater.” 

“There was no theater—not like in Rifthold.” 

Rowan’s smile grew. “There will be.” 

Aelin waved him off. “Need I remind you that despite winning this war, we

are no longer flush with gold?” 

Rowan slid his arm around her shoulders. “Need I remind you that since you

beheaded  Maeve,  I  am  a  Prince  of  Doranelle  once  again,  with  access  to  my

assets and estates? And that with Maeve outed as an imposter, half of her wealth

goes to you … and the other to the Whitethorns?” 

Aelin blinked at him slowly. The others grinned. Even Lorcan. 

Rowan kissed her. “A new library and Royal Theater,” he murmured onto her

mouth. “Consider them my mating presents to you, Fireheart.” 

Aelin pulled back, scanning his face. Read the sincerity and conviction. 

And, throwing her arms around him, laughing to the lightening sky, she burst

into tears. 

It  was  to  be  a  day  for  many  meetings,  Aelin  decided  as  she  stood  in  a  near-empty, dusty chamber and smiled at her allies. Her friends. 

Ansel  of  Briarcliff,  bruised  and  scratched,  smiled  back.  “Your  shifter  was  a

good liar,” she said. “I’m ashamed I didn’t notice it myself.” 

Prince Galan, equally battered, huffed a laugh. “In my defense, I’ve never met

you.” He inclined his head to Aelin. “So, hello, cousin.” 

Aelin, leaning against the half-decayed desk that served as the lone piece of

furniture in the room, smirked at him. “I saw you from a distance—once.” 

Galan’s  Ashryver  eyes  sparked.  “I’m  going  to  assume  it  was  during  your

former profession and thank you for not killing me.” 
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Aelin chuckled, even as Rolfe rolled his eyes. “Yes, Privateer?” 

Rolfe  waved  a  tattooed  hand,  blood  still  clinging  beneath  his  nails.  “I’ll

refrain from commenting.” 

Aelin  smirked.  “You’re  the  Heir  to  the  Mycenian  people,”  she  said.  “Petty

squabbles are now beneath you.” 

Ansel snorted. Rolfe shot her a look. 

“What  do you intend to do with them now?” Aelin asked. She supposed the

rest of her court should have been here, but when she’d dispatched Evangeline to

round up their allies, she’d opted to let them rest. Rowan, at least, had gone to

seek out Endymion and Sellene. The latter, it seemed, was about to learn a great

deal regarding her own future. The future of Doranelle. 

Rolfe  shrugged.  “We’ll  have  to  decide  where  to  go.  Whether  to  return  to

Skull’s Bay, or …” His sea-green eyes narrowed. 

“Or?” Aelin asked sweetly. 

“Or decide if we’d rather rebuild our old home in Ilium.” 

“Why not decide yourself?” Ansel asked. 

Rolfe waved a tattoed hand. “They offered up their lives to fight in this war. 

They should be able to choose where they wish to live after it.” 

“Wise,”  Aelin  said,  clicking  her  tongue.  Rolfe  stiffened,  but  relaxed  upon

seeing  the  warmth  in  her  gaze.  But  she  looked  to  Ilias,  the  assassin’s  armor dented and scratched. “Did you speak at all this entire war?” 

“No,”  Ansel  answered  for  him.  The  Mute  Master’s  son  looked  to  the  young

queen. Held her stare. 

Aelin blinked at the look that passed between them. No animosity—no fear. 

She could have sworn Ansel flushed. 

Sparing her old friend, Aelin said to them all, “Thank you.” 

They faced her again. 

She swallowed, and put a hand over her heart. “Thank you for coming when I

asked. Thank you on behalf of Terrasen. I am in your debt.” 

“We were in your debt,” Ansel countered. 

“I wasn’t,” Rolfe muttered. 

Aelin flashed him a grin. “We’re going to have fun, you and I.” She surveyed

her allies, worn and battle-weary, but still standing. All of them still standing. “I

think we’re going to have a great deal of fun.” 

At midday, Aelin found Manon in one of the witches’ aeries, Abraxos staring out

toward the battlefield. 

Bandages  peppered  his  sides  and  wings.  And  covered  the  former  Wing

Leader. 

“Queen  of  the  Crochans  and  the  Ironteeth,”  Aelin  said  by  way  of  greeting, 

letting  out  a  low  whistle  that  had  Manon  turning  slowly.  Aelin  picked  at  her nails. “Impressive.” 

Yet the face that turned toward her—

Exhaustion. Grief. 

“I heard,” Aelin said quietly, lowering her hands but not approaching. 

Manon said nothing, her silence conveying everything Aelin needed to know. 

No, she was not all right. Yes, it had destroyed her. No, she did not wish to

talk about it. 

Aelin only said, “Thank you.” 

Manon  nodded  vaguely.  So  Aelin  walked  toward  the  witch,  then  past  her. 

Right to where Abraxos sat, gazing toward Theralis. The blasted patch of earth. 

Her heart strained at the sight of it. The wyvern and the earth and the witch

behind  her.  But  Aelin  sat  down  beside  the  wyvern.  Brushed  a  hand  over  his

leathery head. He leaned into her touch. 

“There  will  be  a  monument,”  she  said  to  Abraxos,  to  Manon.  “Should  you

wish it, I will build a monument right there. So no one shall ever forget what was

given. Who we have to thank.” 

Wind sang through the tower, hollow and brisk. But then footsteps crunched

in hay, and Manon sat down beside her. 

Yet  Aelin  did  not  speak  again,  and  asked  no  more  questions.  And  Manon, 

realizing it, let her shoulders curve inward, let her head bow. As she might never

do  with  anyone  else.  As  no  one  else  might  understand—the  weight  they  both

bore. 

In  silence,  the  two  queens  stared  toward  the  decimated  field.  Toward  the

future beyond it. 

CHAPTER 119

It took ten days for everything to be arranged. 

Ten  days  to  clear  out  the  throne  room,  to  scrub  the  lower  halls,  to  find  the food  and  cooks  they  needed.  Ten  days  to  clean  the  royal  suite,  to  find  proper clothing, and outfit the throne room in queenly splendor. 

Evergreen garlands hung from the pews and rafters, and as Rowan stood on

the  dais  of  the  throne  room,  monitoring  the  assembled  crowd,  he  had  to  admit that  Lysandra  had  done  an  impressive  job.  Candles  flickered  everywhere,  and

fresh  snow  had  fallen  the  night  before,  covering  the  scars  still  lingering  from battle. 

At  his  side,  Aedion  shifted  on  his  feet,  Lorcan  and  Fenrys  looking  straight

ahead. 

All of them washed and brushed and wearing clothes that made them look …

princely. 

Rowan  didn’t  care.  His  green  jacket,  threaded  with  silver,  was  the  least

practical thing he’d ever donned. At his side, at least, he bore his sword, Goldryn

hanging from his other hip. 

Thankfully,  Lorcan  looked  as  uncomfortable  as  he  did,  clad  in  black.  If  you wore anything else, Aelin had tutted to Lorcan,  the world would turn on its head. 

 So burial-black it is. 

Lorcan had rolled his eyes. But Rowan had glimpsed Elide’s face when he’d

spotted  her  and  Lysandra  in  the  hall  off  the  throne  room  moments  before.  Had seen  the  love  and  desire  when  she  beheld  Lorcan  in  his  new  clothes.  And

wondered how soon this hall would be hosting a wedding. 

A  glance  at  Aedion,  clad  in  Terrasen  green  as  well,  and  Rowan  smiled

slightly. Two weddings, likely before the summer. Though neither Lysandra nor

Aedion had mentioned it. 

The  last  of  their  guests  finished  filing  into  the  packed  space,  and  Rowan

surveyed  the  rulers  and  allies  seated  in  the  front  rows.  Ansel  of  Briarcliff  kept fidgeting in her equally new pants and jacket, Rolfe draping an arm over the pew

behind  her  as  he  smirked  at  her  discomfort.  Ilias,  clad  in  the  white,  layered clothes of his people, sat on Ansel’s other side, the portrait of unruffled calm. A

row  ahead,  Galan  lounged  in  his  princely  regalia,  chin  high.  He  winked  as  his Ashryver eyes met Rowan’s. 

Rowan  only  inclined  his  chin  back  to  the  young  man.  And  then  inclined  it

toward  his  cousins,  Enda  and  Sellene,  seated  near  the  aisle,  the  latter  of  whom had needed a good few hours of sitting in silence when Rowan had told her that

she was now Queen of Doranelle. The Fae Queen of the East. 

His silver-haired cousin hadn’t dressed for her new title today, though—like

Enda, she had opted for whatever clothing was the least battle-worn. 

Such  changes  would  come  to  Doranelle—ones  Rowan  knew  he  could  not

predict. The Whitethorn family would rule, Mora’s line restored to power at last, 

but it would remain up to them, up to Sellene, how that reign would shape itself. 

How  the  Fae  would  choose  to  shape  themselves  without  a  dark  queen  lording

over them. 

How many of those Fae would choose to stay here, in Terrasen, would remain

to be seen. How many would wish to build a life in this war-torn kingdom, to opt

for years of hard rebuilding over returning to ease and wealth? The Fae warriors

he’d encountered these two weeks had given him no indication, yet he’d seen a

few  of  them  gaze  toward  the  Staghorns,  toward  Oakwald,  with  longing.  As  if

they, too, heard the wild call of the wind. 

Then  there  was  the  other  factor:  the  Fae  who  had  dwelled  here  before

Terrasen’s  fall.  Who  had  answered  Aelin’s  desperate  plea,  and  had  returned  to their hidden home amongst the Wolf Tribe in the hinterlands to prepare for the

journey  here.  To  return  to  Terrasen  at  last.  And  perhaps  bring  some  of  those wolves with them. 

He’d  work  to  make  this  kingdom  worthy  of  their  return.  Worthy  of  all  who

lived here, human or Fae or witch-kind. A kingdom as great as it had once been

—greater.  As  great  as  what  dwelled  in  the  far  South,  across  the  Narrow  Sea, proof that a land of peace and plenty could exist. 

The  khaganate  royals  had  told  him  much  about  their  kingdom  these  days—

their policies, their peoples. They now sat together on the other side of the throne

room, Chaol and Dorian with them. Yrene and Nesryn also sat there, both lovely

in  dresses  that  Rowan  could  only  assume  had  been  borrowed.  There  were  no

shops open—and none with supplies. Indeed, it was a miracle that any of them

had clean clothes at all. 

Manon, at least, had refused finery. She wore her witch leathers—though her

crown  of  stars  lay  upon  her  brow,  casting  its  light  upon  Petrah  Blueblood  and Bronwen Crochan, seated on her either side. 

Aedion’s swallow was  audible, and Rowan  glanced to the  open doors. Then

to where Lord Darrow stood beside the empty throne. 

Not  an  official  throne—just  a  larger,  finer  chair  that  had  been  selected  from the sad lot of candidates. 

Darrow,  too,  stared  toward  the  open  doors,  face  impassive.  Yet  his  eyes

glowed. 

The trumpets rang out. 

A four-note summons. Repeated three times. 

Pews groaned as everyone twisted to the doors. 

Behind  the  dais,  hidden  beyond  a  painted  wooden  screen,  a  small  group  of

musicians began playing a processional. Not the grand, sprawling orchestra that

might accompany an event of this magnitude, but better than nothing. 

It didn’t matter anyway. 

Not as Elide appeared in a lilac gown, a garland of ribbons atop her braided
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black  hair.  Every  step  limped,  and  Rowan  knew  it  was  because  she  had  asked

Lorcan  not  to  brace  her  foot.  She’d  wanted  to  make  this  walk  down  the  long aisle on her own two feet. 

Poised and graceful, the Lady of Perranth kept her shoulders thrown back as

she  clutched  the  bouquet  of  holly  before  her  and  walked  to  the  dais.  Lady  of Perranth—and one of Aelin’s handmaidens. For today. 

For Aelin’s coronation. 

Elide  was  halfway  down  the  aisle  when  Lysandra  appeared,  clad  in  green

velvet. People murmured. Not just at the remarkable beauty, but what she was. 

The  shape-shifter  who  had  defended  their  kingdom.  Had  helped  take  down

Erawan. 

Lysandra’s  chin  remained  high  as  she  glided  down  the  aisle,  and  Aedion’s

own head lifted at the sight of her. The Lady of Caraverre. 

Then  came  Evangeline,  green  ribbons  in  her  red-gold  hair,  beaming,  those

scars stretched wide in utter joy. The young Lady of Arran. Darrow’s ward. Who

had somehow melted the lord’s heart enough for him to convince the other lords

to agree to this. 

To Aelin’s right to the throne. 

They had delivered the documents two days ago. Signed by all of them. 

Elide  took  up  a  spot  on  the  right  side  of  the  throne.  Then  Lysandra.  Then

Evangeline. 

Rowan’s  heart  began  thundering  as  everyone  gazed  down  the  now-empty

aisle. As the music rose and rose, the Song of Terrasen ringing out. 

And when the music hit its peak, when the world exploded with sound, regal

and unbending, she appeared. 

Rowan’s knees buckled as everyone rose to their feet. 

Clad  in  flowing,  gauzy  green  and  silver,  her  golden  hair  unbound,  Aelin

paused on the threshold of the throne room. 

He had never seen anyone so beautiful. 

Aelin gazed down the long aisle. As if weighing every step she would take to

the dais. 

To her throne. 

The entire world seemed to pause with her, lingering on that threshold. 

Shining  brighter  than  the  snow  outside,  Aelin  lifted  her  chin  and  began  her

final walk home. 

Every step, every path she had taken, had led here. 

The faces of her friends, her allies, blurred as she passed by. 

To the throne that waited. To the crown Darrow would place upon her head. 

Each of her footfalls seemed to echo through the earth. Aelin let some of her

embers stream by, bobbing in the wake of her gown’s train as it flowed behind

her. 

Her hands shook, yet she clutched the bouquet of evergreen tighter. Evergreen

—for the eternal sovereignty of Terrasen. 

Each step toward that throne loomed and yet beckoned. 

Rowan stood to the right of the throne, teeth bared in a fierce grin that even

his training could not contain. 

And there was Aedion at the throne’s left. Head high and tears running down

his face, the Sword of Orynth hanging at his side. 

It was for him that she then smiled. For the children they had been, for what

they had lost. 

What they now gained. 

Aelin passed Dorian and Chaol, and threw a nod their way. Winked at Ansel

of Briarcliff, dabbing her eyes on her jacket sleeve. 

And then Aelin was at the three steps of the dais, and Darrow strode to their

edge. 

As  he  had  instructed  her  last  night,  as  she  had  practiced  over  and  over  in  a dusty stairwell for hours, Aelin ascended the three steps and knelt upon the top

one. 

The only time in her reign that she would ever bow. 

The only thing she would ever kneel before. 

Her crown. Her throne. Her kingdom. 

The hall remained standing, even as Darrow motioned them to sit. 

And then came the words, uttered in the Old Language. Sacred and ancient, 

spoken flawlessly by Darrow, who had crowned Orlon himself all those decades

ago. 

 Do you offer your life, your body, your soul to the service of Terrasen? 

She answered in the Old Language, as she had also practiced with Rowan last

night until her tongue turned leaden.  I offer all that I am and all that I have to

 Terrasen. 

 Then speak your vows. 

Aelin’s  heart  raced,  and  she  knew  Rowan  could  hear  it,  but  she  bowed  her

head  and  said,  I,  Aelin  Ashryver  Whitethorn  Galathynius,  swear  upon  my

 immortal soul to guard, to nurture, and to honor Terrasen from this day until my

 very last. 

 Then so it shall be, Darrow responded, and reached out a hand. 

Not  to  her,  but  to  Evangeline,  who  stepped  forward  with  a  green  velvet

pillow. 

The crown atop it. 

Adarlan had destroyed her antler throne. Had melted her crown. 

So  they  had  made  a  new  one.  In  the  ten  days  since  it  had  been  decided  she was to be crowned here, before the world, they had found a master goldsmith to

forge one from the remaining gold they’d stolen from the barrow in Wendlyn. 

Twining bands of it, like woven antlers, rose to uphold the gem in its center. 

Not a true gem, but one infinitely more precious. Darrow had given it to her

himself. 

The  cut  bit  of  crystal  that  contained  the  sole  bloom  of  kingsflame  from

Orlon’s reign. 

Even  amid  the  shining  metals  of  the  crown,  the  red-and-orange  blossom glowed like a ruby, dazzling in the light of the morning sun as Darrow lifted the

crown from the pillow. 

He  raised  it  toward  the  shaft  of  light  pouring  through  the  bank  of  windows

behind  the  dais.  The  ceremony  chosen  for  this  time,  this  ray  of  sun.  This

blessing, from Mala herself. 

And though the Lady of Light was forever gone, Aelin could have sworn she

felt a warm hand on her shoulder as Darrow held up the crown to the sun. 

Could have sworn she felt them all standing there with her, those whom she

had  loved  with  her  heart  of  wildfire.  Whose  stories  were  again  inked  upon  her skin. 

And  as  the  crown  came  down,  as  she  braced  her  head,  her  neck,  her  heart, 

Aelin  let  her  power  shine.  For  those  who  had  not  made  it,  for  those  who  had fought, for the world watching. 

Darrow set the crown upon her head, its weight heavier than she’d thought. 

Aelin closed her eyes, letting that weight, that burden and gift, settle into her. 

“Rise,”  Darrow  said,  “Aelin  Ashryver  Whitethorn  Galathynius,  Queen  of

Terrasen.” 

She swallowed a sob. And slowly, her breathing steady despite the heartbeat

that threatened to leap out of her chest, Aelin rose. 

Darrow’s gray eyes were bright. “Long may she reign.” 

And as Aelin turned, the call went up through the hall, echoing off the ancient

stones  and  into  the  gathered  city  beyond  the  castle.  “Hail,  Aelin!  Queen  of Terrasen!  ” 

The sound of it from Rowan’s lips, from Aedion’s, threatened to send her to

her knees, but Aelin smiled. Kept her chin high and smiled. 

Darrow gestured to the awaiting throne, to those last two steps. 

She would sit, and the ceremony would be done. 

But not yet. 

Aelin  turned  to  the  left.  Toward  Aedion.  And  said  quietly,  but  not  weakly, 

“This has been yours from the day you were born, Prince Aedion.” 

Aedion  went  still  as  Aelin  pushed  back  the  gauzy  sleeve  of  her  gown, 

exposing her forearm. 

Aedion’s shoulders shook with the force of his tears. 

Aelin didn’t fight hers as she asked, lips wobbling, “Will you swear the blood

oath to me?” 

Aedion just fell to his knees before her. 

Rowan silently handed her a dagger, but Aelin paused as she held it over her

arm. “You fought for Terrasen when no one else would. Against all odds, beyond

all hope, you fought for this kingdom. For me. For these people. Will you swear

to continue to do so, for as long as you draw breath?” 

Aedion’s head bowed as he breathed, “Yes. In this life, and in all others, I will

serve you. And Terrasen.” 

Aelin smiled at Aedion, at the other side to her fair coin, and sliced open her

forearm before extending it to him. “Then drink, Prince. And be welcome.” 

Gently, Aedion took her arm and set his mouth to her wound. 

And  when  he  withdrew,  her  blood  on  his  lips,  Aelin  smiled  down  at  him. 

“You said you wanted to swear it before the entire world,” she said so only he

could hear. “Well, here you go.” 

Aedion  choked  out  a  laugh  and  rose,  throwing  his  arms  around  her  and

squeezing tightly before he backed to his place on the other side of the throne. 

Aelin looked to Darrow, still waiting. “Where were we?” 

The old lord smiled slightly and gestured to the throne. “The last piece of this

ceremony.” 

“Then lunch,” Fenrys muttered, sighing. 

Aelin suppressed her smile, and took the two steps to the throne. 

She halted again as she turned to sit. 

Halted  at  the  small  figures  who  poked  their  heads  around  the  throne  room

doors. A small gasp escaped her, enough that everyone turned to look. 

“The  Little  Folk,”  people  murmured,  some  backing  away  as  small  figures

darted through the shadows down the aisle, wings rustling and scales gleaming. 

One of them approached the dais, and with spindly greenish hands, laid their

offering at her feet. 

A second crown. Mab’s crown. 

Taken  from  her  saddlebags—wherever  they  had  wound  up  after  the  battle. 

With them, it seemed. As if they would not let it be lost once more. Would not

let her forget. 

Aelin picked up the crown they had laid at her feet, gaping toward the small

gathering who clustered in the shadows beyond the pews, their dark, wide eyes

blinking. 

“The Faerie Queen of the West,” Elide said softly, though all heard. 

Aelin’s fingers trembled, her heart filling to the point of pain, as she surveyed

the ancient, glimmering crown. Then looked to the Little Folk. “Yes,” she said to

them. “I will serve you, too. Until the end of my days.” 

And Aelin bowed to them then. The near-invisible people who had saved her

so many times, and asked for nothing. The Lord of the North, who had survived, 

as she had, against all odds. Who had never forgotten her. She would serve them, 

as she would serve any citizen of Terrasen. 

Everyone on the dais bowed, too. Then everyone in the throne room. 

But the Little Folk were already gone. 

So  she  placed  Mab’s  crown  atop  the  one  of  gold  and  crystal  and  silver,  the ancient crown settling perfectly behind it. 

And then finally, Aelin sat upon her throne. 

It weighed on her, nestled against her bones, that new burden. No longer an

assassin. No longer a rogue princess. 

And  when  Aelin  lifted  her  head  to  survey  the  cheering  crowd,  when  she

smiled, Queen of Terrasen and the Faerie Queen of the West, she burned bright

as a star. 
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The ritual was not over. Not yet. 

As the bells rang out over the city, declaring her coronation, the gathered city

beyond cheered. 

Aelin went to greet them. 

Down to the castle gates, her court, her friends, following her, the crowd from

the throne room behind. And when she stopped at the sealed gates, the ancient, 

carved  metal  looming,  the  city  and  world  awaiting  beyond  it,  Aelin  turned

toward them. 

Toward  all  those  who  had  come  with  her,  who  had  gotten  them  to  this  day, 

this joyous ringing of the bells. 

She beckoned her court forward. 

Then smiled at Dorian and Chaol, at Yrene and Nesryn and Sartaq and their

companions. And beckoned them forward, too. 

Brows rising, they approached. 

But Aelin, crowned and glowing, only said, “Walk with me.” She gestured to

the gates behind her. “All of you.” 

This day did not belong to her alone. Not at all. 

And when they all balked, Aelin walked forward. Took Yrene Westfall by the

hand to guide her to the front. Then Manon Blackbeak. Elide Lochan. Lysandra. 

Evangeline. Nesryn Faliq. Borte and Hasar and Ansel of Briarcliff. 

All the women who had fought by her side, or from afar. Who had bled and

sacrificed and never given up hope that this day might come. 

“Walk  with  me,”  Aelin  said  to  them,  the  men  and  males  falling  into  step

behind. “My friends.” 

The bells still ringing, Aelin nodded to the guards at the castle gates. 

They opened at last, and the roar from the gathered crowds was loud enough

to rattle the stars. 

As one, they walked out. Into the cheering city. 

Into the streets, where people danced and sang, where they wept and clasped

their hands to their hearts at the sight of the parade of waving, smiling rulers and

warriors and heroes who had saved their kingdom, their lands. At the sight of the

newly crowned queen, joy lighting her eyes. 

A new world. 

A better world. 

CHAPTER 120

Two  days  later,  Nesryn  Faliq  was  still  recovering  from  the  ball  that  had  lasted until dawn. 

But what a celebration it had been. 

Nothing  as  majestic  as  anything  in  the  southern  continent,  but  the  sheer  joy and  laughter  in  the  Great  Hall,  the  feasting  and  dancing  …  She  would  never

forget it, as long as she lived. 

Even if it might take her until her dying day to feel rested again. 

Her feet still ached from dancing and dancing and dancing, and she’d spotted

both Aelin and Lysandra grousing about it at the breakfast table just an hour ago. 

The queen had danced, though—a sight Nesryn would never forget, either. 

The first dance had been Aelin’s to lead, and she had selected her mate to join

her.  Both  queen  and  consort  had  changed  for  the  party,  Aelin  into  a  gown  of black threaded with gold, Rowan into black embroidered with silver. And what a

pair they had been, alone on the dance floor. 

The  queen  had  seemed  shocked—delighted—as  the  Fae  Prince  had  led  her

into  a  waltz  and  had  not  faltered  a  step.  So  delighted  that  she’d  crowned  them both with flames. 

That had been the start of it. 

The dance had been … Nesryn had no words for the swiftness and grace of

their  dance.  Their  first  as  queen  and  consort.  Their  movements  had  been  a

question and answer to each other, and when the music had sped up, Rowan had

spun and dipped and twirled her, the skirts of her black gown revealing Aelin’s

feet, clad in golden slippers. 

Feet  that  moved  so  quickly  over  the  floor  that  embers  sparked  at  her  heels. 

Trailed in the wake of her sweeping dress. 

Faster and faster, Aelin and Rowan had danced, spinning, spinning, spinning, 

the  queen  glowing  like  she’d  been  freshly  forged  as  the  music  gathered  into  a clashing close. 

And  when  the  waltz  slammed  into  its  triumphant,  final  note,  they  halted—a

perfect, sudden stop. Right before the queen threw her arms around Rowan and

kissed him. 

Nesryn was still smiling about it, sore feet and all, as she stood in the dusty

chamber that had become the headquarters for the khaganate royals, and listened

to them talk. 

“The  Healer  on  High  says  it  will  be  another  five  days  until  the  last  of  our soldiers  are  ready,”  Prince  Kashin  was  saying  to  his  siblings.  To  Dorian,  who had been asked into this meeting today. 

“And you will depart then?” Dorian asked, smiling a bit sadly. 
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“Most of us,” Sartaq said, smiling with equal sadness. 

For it was friendship that had grown here, even in war. True friendship, to last

beyond the oceans that would separate them once more. 

Sartaq  said  to  Dorian,  “We  asked  you  here  today  because  we  have  a  rather

unusual request.” 

Dorian lifted a brow. 

Sartaq winced. “When we visited the Ferian Gap, some of our rukhin found

wyvern eggs. Untended and abandoned. Some of them now wish to stay here. To

look after them. To train them.” 

Nesryn blinked, right along with Dorian. No one had mentioned this to her. “I

—I thought the rukhin never left their aeries,” Nesryn blurted. 

“These  are  young  riders,”  Sartaq  said  with  a  smile.  “Only  two  dozen.”  He

turned to Dorian. “But they begged me to ask you if it would be permissible for

them to stay when we leave.” 

Dorian considered. “I don’t see why they couldn’t.” Something sparked in his

eyes, an idea formed and then set aside. “I would be honored, actually.” 

“Just don’t let them bring the wyverns home,” Hasar groused. “I never want

to see another wyvern for as long as I live.” 

Kashin patted her on the head. Hasar snapped her teeth at him. 

Nesryn  chuckled,  but  her  smile  faded  as  she  found  Dorian  smiling  sadly  at

her, too. 

“I think I’m about to lose another Captain of the Guard,” the King of Adarlan

said. 

Nesryn  bowed  her  head.  “I  …”  She  hadn’t  anticipated  having  this

conversation. Not right now, at least. 

“But I will be glad,” Dorian went on, “to gain another queen whom I can call

friend.” 

Nesryn  blushed.  It  deepened  as  Sartaq  smirked  and  said,  “Not  queen. 

Empress.” 

Nesryn cringed, and Sartaq laughed, Dorian with him. 

Then  the  king  embraced  her  tightly.  “Thank  you,  Nesryn  Faliq.  For  all  you

have done.” 

Nesryn’s throat was too tight to speak, so she hugged Dorian back. 

And when the king left, when Kashin and Hasar went to find an early lunch, 

Nesryn turned to Sartaq and cringed again. “Empress? Really?” 

Sartaq’s dark eyes glittered. “We won the war, Nesryn Faliq.” He tugged her

close. “And now we shall go home.” 

She’d never heard such beautiful words. 

Chaol stared at the letter in his hands. 

It had arrived an hour ago, and he still hadn’t opened it. No, he’d just taken it

from the messenger—one of the fleet of children commanded by Evangeline—

and brought it back to his bedroom. 

Seated  on  his  bed,  the  candlelight  flickering  through  the  worn  chamber,  he

still couldn’t bring himself to crack the red wax seal. 

The  doorknob  twisted,  and  Yrene  slipped  in,  tired  but  bright-eyed.  “You

should be sleeping.” 

“So should you,” he said with a pointed look to her abdomen. 

She waved him off, as easily as she’d waved off the titles of  Savior, and  Hero of Erilea. As easily as she waved off the awed stares, the tears, when she strode by. 

So  Chaol  would  be  proud  for  both  of  them.  Would  tell  their  child  of  her

bravery, her brilliance. 

“What’s that letter?” she asked, washing her hands, then her face, in the ewer

by the window. Beyond the glass, the city was silent—sleeping, after a long day

of rebuilding. The wild men of the Fangs had even remained to help, an act of

kindness  that  Chaol  would  ensure  did  not  go  unrewarded.  Already,  he  had

looked into where he might expand their territory—and the peace between them

and Anielle. 

Chaol swallowed. “It’s from my mother.” 

Yrene paused, her face still dripping. “Your … Why haven’t you opened it?” 

He  shrugged.  “Not  all  of  us  are  courageous  enough  to  take  on  Dark  Lords, 

you know.” 

Yrene  rolled  her  eyes,  dried  her  face,  and  plopped  down  on  the  bed  beside


him. “Do you want me to read it first?” 

He did. Damn him, but he did. Wordlessly, Chaol handed it to her. 

Yrene  said  nothing  as  she  opened  the  sealed  parchment,  her  golden  eyes

darting over the inked words. Chaol tapped a finger on his knee. After a long day

of healing, he knew better than to try to pace. Had barely made it back here with

the cane before he’d sunk to the bed. 

Yrene put a hand to her throat as she turned the page, read the back. 

When she lifted her head again, tears slid down her cheeks. She handed him

the letter. “You should read it yourself.” 

“Just tell me.” He’d read it later. “Just—tell me what it says.” 

Yrene wiped at her face. Her mouth trembled, but there was joy in her eyes. 

Pure joy. “It says that she loves you. It says that she has missed you. It says that

if you and I are amenable to it, she would like to come live with us. Your brother

Terrin, too.” 

Chaol reached for the letter, scanning the text. Still not believing it. Not until

he read, 

 I have loved you from the moment I knew you were growing in my womb. 

He didn’t stop his own tears from falling. 

 Your father informed me of what he did with my letters to you. I informed him

 I shall not be returning to Anielle. 

Yrene leaned her head against his shoulder while he read and read. 

 The years have been long, and the space between us distant, his mother had

written.  But when you are settled with your new wife, your babe, I would like to

 visit. To stay for longer than that, Terrin with me. If that would be all right with
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 you. 

Tentative, nervous words. As if his mother, too, did not quite believe that he’d

agree. 

Chaol read the rest, swallowing hard as he reached the final lines. 

 I am so very proud of you. I have always been, and always will be. And I hope

 to see you very soon. 

Chaol set down the letter, wiped at his cheeks, and smiled at his wife. “We’re

going to have to build a bigger house,” he said. 

Yrene’s answering grin was all he’d hoped for. 

The  next  day,  Dorian  found  Chaol  and  Yrene  in  the  sick  bay  that  had  been

moved to the lower levels, the former in his wheeled chair, helping his wife tend

to a wounded Crochan, and beckoned them to follow. 

They  did,  not  asking  him  questions,  until  he  found  Manon  atop  the  aerie. 

Saddling Abraxos for his morning ride. Where she’d been each day, falling into a

routine  that  Dorian  knew  was  as  much  to  keep  the  grief  at  bay  as  it  was  to maintain order. 

Manon  stilled  as  she  beheld  them,  brows  narrowing.  She’d  met  Chaol  and

Yrene  days  ago,  their  reunion  quiet  but  not  chilly,  despite  how  poorly  Chaol’s first  encounter  with  the  witch  had  gone.  Yrene  had  only  embraced  the  witch, 

Manon  holding  her  stiffly,  and  when  they’d  pulled  apart,  Dorian  could  have

sworn some of the paleness, the gauntness, had vanished from Manon’s face. 

Dorian asked the Witch-Queen, “Where do you go, when everyone leaves?” 

Manon’s golden eyes didn’t leave his face. 

He hadn’t dared ask her. They hadn’t dared speak of it. Just as he had not yet

spoken of his father, his name. Not yet. 

“To the Wastes,” she said at last. “To see what might be done.” 

Dorian  swallowed.  He’d  heard  the  witches,  both  Ironteeth  and  Crochans, 

talking about it. Had felt their growing nerves—and excitement. “And after?” 

“There will be no after.” 

He smiled slightly at her, a secret, knowing smile. “Won’t there be?” 

Manon asked, “What is it that you want?” 

 You, he almost said.  All of you. 

But  Dorian  said,  “A  small  faction  of  the  rukhin  are  remaining  in  Adarlan  to train  the  wyvern  hatchlings.  I  want  them  to  be  my  new  aerial  legion.  And  I would like you, and the other Ironteeth, to help them.” 

Chaol  coughed,  and  gave  him  a  look  as  if  to  say,  You  were  going  to  tell  me this when? 

Dorian  winked  at  his  friend  and  turned  back  to  Manon.  “Go  to  the  Wastes. 

Rebuild.  But  consider  it—coming  back.  If  not  to  be  my  crowned  rider,  then  to train them.” He added a bit softly, “And to say hello every now and then.” 

Manon stared at him. 

He  tried  not  to  look  like  he  was  holding  his  breath,  like  this  idea  he’d  had mere  minutes  ago  in  the  khaganate  royals’  chamber  wasn’t  coursing  through

him, bright and fresh. 

Then  Manon  said,  “It  is  only  a  few  days  by  wyvern  from  the  Wastes  to

Rifthold.”  Her  eyes  were  wary,  and  yet—yet  that  was  a  slight  smile.  “I  think Bronwen and Petrah will be able to lead if I occasionally slip away. To help the

rukhin.” 

He  saw  the  promise  in  her  eyes,  in  that  hint  of  a  smile.  Both  of  them  still grieving, still broken in places, but in this new world of theirs … perhaps they

might heal. Together. 

“You could just marry each other,” Yrene said, and Dorian whipped his head

to  her,  incredulous.  “It’d  make  it  easier  for  you  both,  so  you  don’t  need  to pretend.” 

Chaol gaped at his wife. 

Yrene shrugged. “And be a strong alliance for our two kingdoms.” 

Dorian  knew  his  face  was  red  when  he  turned  to  Manon,  apologies  and

denials on his lips. 

But Manon smirked at Yrene, her silver-white hair lifting in the breeze, as if

reaching  for  the  united  people  who  would  soon  soar  westward.  That  smirk

softened as she mounted Abraxos and gathered up the reins. “We’ll see,” was all

Manon  Blackbeak,  High  Queen  of  the  Crochans  and  Ironteeth,  said  before  she

and her wyvern leaped into the skies. 

Chaol and Yrene began bickering, laughing as they did, but Dorian strode to

the edge of the aerie. Watched that white-haired rider and the wyvern with silver

wings become distant as they sailed toward the horizon. 

Dorian  smiled.  And  found  himself,  for  the  first  time  in  a  while,  looking

forward to tomorrow. 

CHAPTER 121

Rowan knew this day would be hard for her. 

For all of them, who had become so close these weeks and months. 

Yet  a  week  after  Aelin’s  coronation,  they  gathered  again.  This  time  not  to

celebrate, but to say farewell. 

The day had dawned, clear and sunny, yet still brutally cold. As it would be

for a time. 

Aelin had asked them all to stay last night. To wait out the winter months and

depart in the spring. Rowan knew she’d been aware her request was unlikely to

be granted. 

Some had seemed inclined to think it over, but in the end, all but Rolfe had

decided to go. 

Today—as one. Scattering to the four winds. The Ironteeth and Crochans had

left  before  first  light,  vanishing  swiftly  and  quietly.  Heading  westward  toward their ancient home. 

Rowan  stood  beside  Aelin  in  the  castle  courtyard,  and  he  could  feel  the

sorrow and love and gratitude that flowed through her as she took them in. The

khaganate  royals  and  rukhin  had  already  said  their  good-byes,  Borte  the  most

reluctant to say farewell, and Aelin’s embrace with Nesryn Faliq had been long. 

They  had  whispered  together,  and  he’d  known  what  Aelin  offered:

companionship,  even  from  thousands  of  miles  away.  Two  young  queens,  with

mighty kingdoms to rule. 

The healers had gone with them, some on horseback with the Darghan, some

in  wagons,  some  with  the  rukhin.  Yrene  Westfall  had  sobbed  as  she  had

embraced  the  healers,  the  Healer  on  High,  one  last  time.  And  then  sobbed  into her husband’s arms for a good while after that. 

Then Ansel of Briarcliff, with what remained of her men. She and Aelin had

traded  taunts,  then  laughed,  and  then  cried,  holding  each  other.  Another  bond that would not be so easily broken despite the distance. 

The Silent Assassins left next, Ilias smiling at Aelin as he rode off. 

Then Prince Galan, whose ships remained under the watch of Ravi and Sol in

Suria and who would ride there before departing to Wendlyn. He had embraced

Aedion, then clasped Rowan’s hand before turning to Aelin. 

His wife, his mate, his queen had said to the prince, “You came when I asked. 

You came without knowing any of us. I know I’ve already said it, but I will be

forever grateful.” 

Galan had grinned. “It was a debt long owed, cousin. And one gladly paid.” 

Then  he,  too,  rode  off,  his  people  with  him.  Of  all  the  allies  they’d  cobbled together, only Rolfe would remain for the winter, as he was now Lord of Ilium. 
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And Falkan Ennar, Lysandra’s uncle, who wished to learn what his niece knew

of shape-shifting. Perhaps build his own merchant empire here—and assist with

those foreign trade agreements they’d need to quickly make. 

More and more departed under the winter sun until only Dorian, Chaol, and

Yrene remained. 

Yrene  embraced  Elide,  the  two  women  swearing  to  write  frequently.  Yrene, 

wisely, just nodded to Lorcan, then smiled at Lysandra, Aedion, Ren, and Fenrys

before she approached Rowan and Aelin. 

Yrene remained smiling as she looked between them. “When your first child

is near, send for me and I will come. To help with the birth.” 

Rowan  didn’t  have  words  for  the  gratitude  that  threatened  to  bow  his

shoulders. Fae births … He didn’t let himself think of it. Not as he hugged the

healer. 

For a moment, Aelin and Yrene just stared at each other. 

“We’re a long way from Innish,” Yrene whispered. 

“But lost no longer,” Aelin whispered back, voice breaking as they embraced. 

The  two  women  who  had  held  the  fate  of  their  world  between  them.  Who  had

saved it. 

Behind  them,  Chaol  wiped  at  his  face.  Rowan,  ducking  his  head,  did  the

same. 

His good-bye to Chaol was quick, their embrace firm. Dorian lingered longer, 

graceful  and  steady,  even  as  Rowan  found  himself  struggling  to  speak  past  the tightness in his throat. 

And  then  Aelin  stood  before  Dorian  and  Chaol,  and  Rowan  stepped  back, 

falling into line beside Aedion, Fenrys, Lorcan, Elide, Ren, and Lysandra. Their

fledgling court—the court that would change this world. Rebuild it. 

Giving their queen space for this last, hardest good-bye. 

She felt as if she had been crying without end for minutes now. 

Yet this parting, this final farewell …

Aelin looked at Chaol and Dorian and sobbed. Opened her arms to them, and

wept as they held each other. 

“I  love  you  both,”  she  whispered.  “And  no  matter  what  may  happen,  no

matter how far we may be, that will never change.” 

“We will see you again,” Chaol said, but even his voice was thick with tears. 

“Together,” Dorian breathed, shaking. “We’ll rebuild this world together.” 

She couldn’t stand it, this ache in her chest. But she made herself pull away

and smile at their tear-streaked faces, a hand on her heart. “Thank you for all you

have done for me.” 

Dorian  bowed  his  head.  “Those  are  words  I’d  never  thought  I’d  hear  from

you.” 

She barked a rasping laugh, and gave him a shove. “You’re a king now. Such

insults are beneath you.” 

He grinned, wiping at his face. 
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Aelin  smiled  at  Chaol,  at  his  wife  waiting  beyond  him.  “I  wish  you  every

happiness,” she said to him. To them both. 

Such  light  shone  in  Chaol’s  bronze  eyes—that  she  had  never  seen  before. 

“We will see each other again,” he repeated. 

Then he and Dorian turned toward their horses, toward the bright day beyond

the  castle  gates.  Toward  their  kingdom  to  the  south.  Shattered  now,  but  not

forever. 

Not forever. 

Aelin was quiet for a long time afterward, and Rowan stayed with her, following

as she strode up to the castle battlements to watch Chaol, Dorian, and Yrene ride

down  the  road  that  cut  through  the  savaged  Plain  of  Theralis.  Until  even  they had vanished over the horizon. 

Rowan kept his arm around her, breathing in her scent as she rested her head

against his shoulder. 

Rowan ignored the faint ache that lingered there from the tattoos she’d helped

him ink the night before. Gavriel’s name, rendered in the Old Language. Exactly

how the Lion had once tattooed the names of his fallen warriors on himself. 

Fenrys and Lorcan, a tentative peace between them, also now bore the tattoo

—had demanded one as soon as they’d caught wind of what Rowan planned to

do. 

Aedion,  however,  had  asked  Rowan  for  a  different  design.  To  add  Gavriel’s

name to the Terrasen knot already inked over his heart. 

Aedion had been quiet while Rowan had worked—quiet enough that Rowan

had  begun  telling  him  the  stories.  Story  after  story  about  the  Lion.  The

adventures they’d shared, the lands they’d seen, the wars they’d waged. Aedion

hadn’t  spoken  while  Rowan  had  talked  and  worked,  the  scent  of  his  grief

conveying enough. 

It was a scent that would likely linger for many months to come. 

Aelin let out a long sigh. “Will you let me cry in bed for the rest of today like

a  pathetic  worm,”  she  asked  at  last,  “if  I  promise  to  get  to  work  on  rebuilding tomorrow?” 

Rowan arched a brow, joy flowing through him, free and shining as a stream

down a mountain. “Would you like me to bring you cakes and chocolate so your

wallowing can be complete?” 

“If you can find any.” 

“You destroyed the Wyrdkeys and slew Maeve. I think I can manage to find

you some sweets.” 

“As  you  once  said  to  me,  it  was  a  group  effort.  It  might  also  require  one  to acquire cakes and chocolate.” 

Rowan laughed, and kissed the top of her head. And for a long moment, he

just marveled that he could do it. Could stand with her here, in this kingdom, this

city, this castle, where they would make their home. 

He  could  see  it  now:  the  halls  restored  to  their  splendor,  the  plain  and  river

sparkling beyond, the Staghorns beckoning. He could hear the music she’d bring to this city, and the laughter of the children in the streets. In these halls. In their

royal suite. 

“What are you thinking about?” she asked, peering up at his face. 

Rowan brushed a kiss to her mouth. “That I get to be here. With you.” 

“There’s  lots  of  work  to  be  done.  Some  might  say  as  bad  as  dealing  with

Erawan.” 

“Nothing will ever be that bad.” 

She snorted. “True.” 

He tucked her in closer. “I am thinking about how very grateful I am. That we

made it. That I found you. And how, even with all that work to be done, I will

not mind a moment of it because you are with me.” 

She  frowned,  her  eyes  dampening.  “I’m  going  to  have  a  terrible  headache

from all this crying, and you’re not helping.” 

Rowan laughed, and kissed her again. “Very queenly.” 

She hummed. “I am, if anything, the consummate portrait of royal grace.” 

He chuckled against her mouth. “And humility. Let’s not forget that.” 

“Oh  yes,”  she  said,  winding  her  arms  around  his  neck.  His  blood  heated, 

sparking with a power greater than any force a god or Wyrdkey could summon. 

But Rowan pulled away, just far enough to rest his brow against hers. “Let’s

get  you  to  your  chambers,  Majesty,  so  you  can  commence  your  royal

wallowing.” 

She shook with laughter. “I might have something else in mind now.” 

Rowan let out a growl, and nipped at her ear, her neck. “Good. I do, too.” 

“And  tomorrow?”  she  asked  breathlessly,  and  they  both  paused  to  look  at

each  other.  To  smile.  “Will  you  work  to  rebuild  this  kingdom,  this  world,  with me tomorrow?” 

“Tomorrow, and every day after that.” For every day of the thousand blessed

years they were granted together. And beyond. 

Aelin  kissed  him  again  and  took  his  hand,  guiding  him  into  the  castle.  Into their home. “To whatever end?” she breathed. 

Rowan followed her, as he had his entire life, long before they had ever met, 

before their souls had sparked into existence. “To whatever end, Fireheart.” He

glanced sidelong at her. “Can I give you a suggestion for what we should rebuild

first?” 

Aelin  smiled,  and  eternity  opened  before  them,  shining  and  glorious  and

lovely. “Tell me tomorrow.” 

 A Better World

Brutal winter gave way to soft spring. 

Throughout  the  endless,  snowy  months,  they  had  worked.  On  rebuilding

Orynth, on all those trade agreements, on making ties with kingdoms no one had

contacted in a hundred years. The lost Fae of Terrasen had returned, many of the

wolf-riders  with  them,  and  immediately  launched  into  rebuilding.  Right

alongside  the  several  dozen  Fae  from  Doranelle  who  had  opted  to  stay,  even

when Endymion and Sellene had returned to their lands. 

All  across  the  continent,  Aelin  could  have  sworn  the  ringing  of  hammers

sounded, so many peoples and lands emerging once more. 

And in the South, no land worked harder to rebuild than Eyllwe. Their losses

had been steep, yet they had endured—remained unbroken. The letter Aelin had

written to Nehemia’s parents had been the most joyous of her life.  I hope to meet

 you soon, she’d written.  And repair this world together. 

 Yes, they had replied.  Nehemia would wish it so. 

Aelin had kept their letter on her desk for months. Not a scar on her palm, but

a  promise  of  tomorrow.  A  vow  to  make  the  future  as  brilliant  as  Nehemia  had dreamed it could be. 

And  as  spring  at  last  crept  over  the  Staghorns,  the  world  became  green  and

gold and blue, the stained stones of the castle cleaned and gleaming above it all. 

Aelin didn’t know why she woke with the dawn. What drove her to slip from

under  the  arm  that  Rowan  had  draped  over  her  while  they  slept.  Her  mate

remained asleep, exhausted as she was—exhausted as they all were, every single

evening. 

Exhausted, both of them, and their court, but happy. Elide and Lorcan—now

Lord Lorcan Lochan, to Aelin’s eternal amusement—had gone back to Perranth

only a week ago to begin the rebuilding there, now that the healers had finished

their work on the last of the Valg-possessed. They would return in three weeks, 

though.  Along  with  all  the  other  lords  who  had  journeyed  to  their  estates  once winter  had  lightened  its  grasp.  Everyone  would  converge  on  Orynth,  then.  For

Aedion and Lysandra’s wedding. 

A Prince of Wendlyn no longer, but a true Lord of Terrasen. 

Aelin smiled at the thought as she slipped on her dressing robe, shuffling her

feet  into  her  shearling-lined  slippers.  Even  with  spring  fully  upon  them,  the mornings were chill. Indeed, Fleetfoot lay beside the fire on her little cushioned

bed,  curled  up  tightly.  And  as  equally  exhausted  as  Rowan,  apparently.  The

hound didn’t bother to crack open an eye. 

Aelin threw the blankets back over Rowan’s naked body, smiling down at him

when  he  didn’t  so  much  as  stir.  He  much  preferred  the  physical  rebuilding—

working  for  hours  on  repairing  buildings  and  the  city  walls—to  the   courtly bullshit,  as  he  called  it.  Meaning,  anything  that  required  him  to  put  on  nice clothing. 

Yet he’d promised to dance with her at Lysandra and Aedion’s wedding. Such

unexpectedly fine dancing skills, her mate had.  Only for special occasions, he’d warned after her coronation. 

Sticking out her tongue at him, Aelin turned from their bed and strode for the

windows that led onto the broad balcony overlooking the city and plain beyond. 

Her morning ritual—to climb out of bed, ease through the curtains, and emerge

onto the balcony to breathe in the morning air. 

To  look  at  her  kingdom,  their  kingdom,  and  see  that  it  had  made  it.  See  the green  of  spring,  and  smell  the  pine  and  snow  of  the  wind  off  the  Staghorns. 

Sometimes, Rowan joined her, holding her in silence when all that had happened

weighed too heavily upon her. When the loss of her human form lingered like a

phantom limb. Other times, on the days when she woke clear-eyed and smiling, 

he’d shift and sail on those mountain winds, soaring over the city, or Oakwald, 

or the Staghorns. As he loved to do, as he did when his heart was troubled or full

of joy. 

She knew it was the latter that sent him flying these days. 

She would never stop being grateful for that. For the light, the  life in Rowan’s eyes. 

The same light she knew shone in her own. 

Aelin reached the heavy curtains, feeling for the handle to the balcony door. 

With a final smile to Rowan, she slipped into the morning sun and chill breeze. 

She went still, her hands slackening at her sides, as she beheld what the dawn

had revealed. 

“Rowan,” she whispered. 

From the rustle of sheets, she knew he was instantly awake. Stalking toward

her, even as he shoved on his pants. 

But Aelin didn’t turn as he rushed onto the balcony. And halted, too. 

In silence, they stared. Bells began pealing; people shouted. 

Not with fear. But in wonder. 

A hand rising to her mouth, Aelin scanned the broad sweep of the world. 

The  mountain  wind  brushed  away  her  tears,  carrying  with  it  a  song,  ancient

and lovely. From the very heart of Oakwald. The very heart of the earth. 

Rowan  twined  his  fingers  in  hers  and  whispered,  awe  in  every  word,  “For

you, Fireheart. All of it is for you.” 

Aelin wept then. Wept in joy that lit her heart, brighter than any magic could

ever be. 

For  across  every  mountain,  spread  beneath  the  green  canopy  of  Oakwald, 

carpeting the entire Plain of Theralis, the kingsflame was blooming. 
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FOR THE WOMEN WHO RAISE HELL AND HAVE

FUN DOING IT
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The roaring crowd in the makeshift arena didn’t set her

blood on fire. 

It did not shake her, or rile her, or set her hopping

from  foot  to  foot.  No,  Selina  Kyle  only  rolled  her

shoulders—once, twice. 

And waited. 

The  wild  cheering  that  barreled  down  the  grimy

hallway to the prep room was little more than a distant

rumble  of  thunder.  A  storm,  just  like  the  one  that  had

swept over the East End on her walk from the apartment

complex.  She’d  been  soaked  before  she  reached  the

covert  subway  entrance  that  led  into  the  underground

gaming warren owned by Carmine Falcone, the latest of

Gotham City’s endless parade of mob bosses. 

But  like  any  other  storm,  this  fight,  too,  would  be

weathered. 

Rain  still  drying  in  her  long,  dark  hair,  Selina

checked that it was indeed tucked into its tight bun atop

her  head.  She’d  made  the  mistake  once  of  wearing  a

ponytail—in  her  second  street  fight.  The  other  girl  had

managed to grab it, and those few seconds when Selina’s

neck had been exposed had lasted longer than any in her

life. 

But  she’d  won—barely.  And  she’d  learned.  Had

learned at every fight since, whether on the streets above

or  in  the  arena  carved  into  the  sewers  beneath  Gotham

City. 

It didn’t matter who her opponent was tonight. The

challengers  were  all  usually  variations  of  the  same:

desperate men who owed more than they could repay to

Falcone.  Fools  willing  to  risk  their  lives  for  a  chance  to

lift  their  debt  by  taking  on  one  of  his  Leopards  in  the

ring. 

The  prize:  never  having  to  look  over  their  shoulder

for  a  waiting  shadow.  The  cost  of  failing:  having  their

asses handed to them—and the debts remained. Usually

with the promise of a one-way ticket to the bottom of the

Sprang River. The odds of winning: slim to none. 

Regardless  of  whatever  sad  sack  she’d  be  battling

tonight,  Selina  prayed  Falcone  would  give  her  the  nod

faster  than  last  time.  That  fight…He’d  made  her  keep

that particularly brutal match going. The crowd had been

too  excited,  too  ready  to  spend  money  on  the  cheap

alcohol and everything else for sale in the subterranean

warren. She’d taken home more bruises than usual, and

the man she’d beaten to unconsciousness…

Not  her  problem,  she  told  herself  again  and  again. 

Even when she saw her adversaries’ bloodied faces in her

dreams, both asleep and waking. What Falcone did with

them  after  the  fight  was  not  her  problem.  She  left  her

opponents breathing. At least she had that. 

And at least she wasn’t dumb enough to push back

outright, like some of the other Leopards. The ones who

were too proud or too stupid or too young to get how the

game  was  played.  No,  her  small  rebellions  against

Carmine  Falcone  were  subtler.  He  wanted  men  dead—

she left them unconscious, but did it so well that not one

person in the crowd objected. 

A  fine  line  to  walk,  especially  with  her  sister’s  life

hanging  in  the  balance.  Push  back  too  much,  and

Falcone might ask questions, start wondering who meant

the  most  to  her.  Where  to  strike  hardest.  She’d  never

allow  it  to  get  to  that  point.  Never  risk  Maggie’s  safety

like that—even if these fights were all for her. Every one

of them. 

It  had  been  three  years  since  Selina  had  joined  the

Leopards,  and  nearly  two  and  a  half  since  she’d  proved

herself  against  the  other  girl  gangs  well  enough  that

Mika,  her  Alpha,  had  introduced  her  to  Falcone.  Selina

hadn’t dared miss that meeting. 

Order  in  the  girl  gangs  was  simple:  The  Alpha  of

each  gang  ruled  and  protected,  laid  down  punishment

and  reward.  The  Alphas’  commands  were  law.  And  the

enforcers  of  those  commands  were  their  Seconds  and

Thirds.  From  there,  the  pecking  order  turned  murkier. 

Fighting offered a way to rise in the ranks—or you could

fall,  depending  on  how  badly  a  match  went.  Even  an

Alpha  might  be  challenged  if  you  were  dumb  or  brave

enough to do so. 

But the thought of ascending the ranks had been far

from Selina’s mind when Mika had brought Falcone over

to  watch  her  take  on  the  Second  of  the  Wolf  Pack  and

leave the girl leaking blood onto the concrete of the alley. 

Before  that  fight,  only  four  leopard  spots  had  been

inked onto Selina’s pale left arm, each a trophy of a fight

won. 

Selina  adjusted  the  hem  of  her  white  tank.  At

seventeen, she now had twenty-seven spots inked across

both arms. 

Undefeated. 

That’s  what  the  match  emcee  was  declaring  down

the hall. Selina could just make out the croon of words:

 The undefeated champion, the fiercest of Leopards…

Her hand drifted to the one item she was allowed to

bring into the arena: the bullwhip. 

Some  Leopards  opted  for  signature  makeup  or

clothes  to  make  their  identities  stand  out  in  the  ring. 

Selina had little money to spare for that kind of thing—

not when a tube of lip gloss could cost as much as a small

meal. But Mika had been unimpressed when Selina had

shown up to her first official fight in her old gymnastics

leotard and a pair of leggings. 

 You  look  like  you’re  going  to  Jazzercise,  her Alpha

had said.  Let’s give you some claws at least. 

All sorts of small weapons were allowed in the ring, 

short  of  knives  and  guns.  But  there  hadn’t  been  any  on

hand  that  night.  No,  there  had  only  been  the  bullwhip, 

discarded  in  a  pile  of  props  from  when  this  place  had

hosted some sort of alternative circus. 

 You’ve  got  ten  minutes  to  figure  out  how  to  use  it, 

Mika had warned Selina before leaving her to it. 

She’d  barely  figured  out  how  to  snap  the  thing

before  she  was  shoved  into  the  fighting  ring.  The  whip

had  been  more  of  a  hindrance  than  a  help  in  that  first

fight, but the crowd had loved it. And some small part of

 her  had  loved  it,  the  crack  that  cleaved  through  the

world. 

So  she’d  learned  to  wield  it.  Until  it  became  an

extension  of  her  arm,  until  it  gave  her  an  edge  that  her

slight  frame  didn’t  offer.  The  high  drama  it  provided  in

the ring didn’t hurt, either. 

A thump on the metal door was her signal to go. 

Selina  checked  the  bullwhip  at  her  hip,  her  black

spandex pants, the green sneakers that matched her eyes

—though  no  one  had  ever  commented  on  it.  She  flexed

her fingers within their wrappings. All good. 

Or as good as could be. 

Her  muscles  were  loose,  her  body  limber,  courtesy

of her old gymnastics warm-up, which she’d repurposed

for these fights. Between the physical fighting, the whip, 

and the sheer acrobatics that she used both for show and

to throw her heavier opponents off-balance, making sure

her body was  ready for these fights was half the battle. 

The  rusty  door  groaned  as  Selina  opened  it.  Mika

was  tending  to  the  new  girl  in  the  hall  beyond,  the

flickering  fluorescent  lights  draining  the  Alpha’s  golden

skin of its usual glow. 

Mika threw Selina an assessing look over her narrow

shoulder,  her  black  braid  shifting  with  the  movement. 

The  white  girl  sniffling  in  front  of  her  gingerly  wiped

away the blood streaming from her swollen nose. One of

the  kitten’s  eyes  was  already  puffy  and  red,  the  other

swimming with unshed tears. 

No  wonder  the  crowd  was  riled.  If  a  Leopard  had

taken that bad a beating, it must have been one hell of a

fight.  Brutal  enough  that  Mika  put  a  hand  on  the  girl’s

pale arm to keep her from swaying. 

Down the shadowy hall that led into the arena, one

of  Falcone’s  bouncers  beckoned.  Selina  shut  the  door

behind  her.  She’d  left  no  valuables.  She  had  nothing

worth stealing, anyway. 

“Be  careful,”  Mika  said  as  Selina  passed,  the  Asian

girl’s  voice  low  and  soft.  “He’s  got  a  worse  batch  than

usual tonight.” The kitten hissed, yanking her head away

as  Mika  dabbed  her  split  lip  with  a  disinfectant  wipe. 

Mika snarled a warning at her, and the kitten wisely fell

still,  trembling  a  bit  as  the  Alpha  cleaned  out  the  cut. 

Mika  added  without  glancing  back,  “He  saved  the  best

for you. Sorry.” 

“He  always  does,”  Selina  said  coolly,  even  as  her

stomach roiled. “I can handle it.” 

She didn’t have any other choice. Losing would leave

Maggie  with  no  one  to  look  after  her.  And  refusing  to

fight? Not an option, either. 

In the three years that Selina had known Mika, the

Alpha  had  never  suggested  ending  their  arrangement

with  Carmine  Falcone.  Not  when  having  Falcone  back

the Leopards made the other East End gangs think twice

about  pushing  in  on  their  territory.  Even  if  it  meant

doing  these  fights  and  offering  up  Leopards  for  the

crowd’s enjoyment. 

Falcone  turned  it  into  a  weekly  spectacle—a

veritable  Roman  circus  to  make  the  underbelly  of

Gotham  City  love   and  fear  him.  It  certainly  helped  that

many  of  the  other  notorious  lowlifes  had  been

imprisoned thanks to certain do-gooders running around

the city in capes. 

Mika  eased  the  kitten  to  the  prep  room,  giving

Selina a jerk of the chin—an order to go. 

But  Selina  paused  to  scan  the  hall,  the  exits.  Even

down  here,  in  the  heart  of  Falcone’s  territory,  it  was  a

death  wish  to  be  defenseless  in  the  open.  Especially  if

you were an Alpha with as many enemies as Mika. 

Three figures slipped in from a door at the opposite

end of the hall, and Selina’s shoulders loosened a bit at

the  sight  of  the  Latina  girl  who  emerged.  Ani,  Mika’s

Second,  with  two  other  low-ranking  Leopards  flanking

her. 

Good.  They’d  guard  the  exit  while  their  Alpha

tended to their own. 

The crowd’s cheering rumbled through the concrete

floor,  rattling  the  loose  ceramic  tiles  on  the  walls, 

echoing  along  Selina’s  bones  and  breath  as  she  neared

the  dented  metal  door  to  the  arena.  The  bouncer

gestured  for  her  to  hurry  the  hell  up,  but  she  kept  her

strides even. Stalking. 

The Leopards, these fights…they were her job. And it

paid well. With her mother gone and her sister sick, no

legit job could pay as much or as quickly. 

The  Leopards  had  asked  no  questions  three  years

ago.  They  hadn’t  wondered  if  she’d  deliberately  picked

that fight with the Razor girl in the block courtyard—and

another and another, until Mika came sniffing about the

hothead in Building C. 

Mika only told her that pulling this sort of shit in the

East  End  would  get  her  killed  pretty  fast,  and  that  the

Leopards  could  use  a  fighter  like  her.  The  Alpha  didn’t

ask who had taught her to fight. Or how to take a punch. 

The bouncer opened the door, the unfiltered roar of

the  crowd  bursting  down  the  hall  like  a  pack  of  rabid

wolves. 

Selina Kyle blew out a long breath as she lifted her

chin  and  stepped  into  the  sound  and  the  light  and  the

wrath. 

 Let the bloodying begin. 

—

Her hands were so swollen that she could barely handle

her keys. 

Their  jangling  filled  her  apartment  complex’s

hallway, loud as a goddamn dinner bell. 

It  took  every  lingering  scrap  of  concentration  to

keep her hand steady enough to slide the key into the top

lock. Selina refused to look at the three others beneath it

—each as imposing as a mountain peak. 

Too long. Falcone had dragged out the fight for too

long. 

Mika  hadn’t  been  lying  about  her  opponent.  The

man had been a fighter himself. Not well trained, but big. 

Twice  her  weight.  And  desperate  to  repay  his  debt.  His

blows had hurt. To say the least. 

But  she’d  won.  Not  by  brute  strength,  but  because

she’d been smarter. When the injuries had started to pile

up,  when  he’d  managed  to  snatch  the  whip  from  her

hand,  when  she’d  temporarily  lost  sight  in  one  eye

thanks  to  the  blood…she’d  used  simple  physics  against

him. Her science teacher would be proud. 

If she showed up to class tomorrow. Or next week. 

The top lock snapped open. 

Against  larger,  heavier  opponents,  pure  physical

strength  wasn’t  her  greatest  ally.  No,  her  own  arsenal

was something different: speed, agility, flexibility, mostly

thanks  to  those  countless  gymnastics  classes.  And  the

bullwhip.  All  things  that  she  might  use  to  surprise  her

opponents—to  harness  the  speed  of  a  two-hundred-

pound  man  charging  at  her  and  wield  it  against  him.  A

few  maneuvers,  and  that  blind  rush  at  her  would  turn

into a flip onto his back. Or a face-first collision with one

of the posts. Or the bullwhip around his leg, yanking his

balance out from under him as she drove her elbow into

his gut. 

 Always  aim  for  the  soft  parts.   She’d  learned  that

before she’d ever set foot in the ring. 

Her left eye still a bit blurry, Selina surveyed either

side of the grayish-blue-painted hallway, skimming over

the  graffiti,  the  puddle  of  something  that  wasn’t  water. 

None of it threatening. 

The  shadowy  parts  of  the  hall…Precisely  why  there

were four locks on this door. Why Maggie was to open it

under   zero  circumstances.  Especially  for  their  mother. 

And whoever her mother might have with her. 

There was still a dent in the metal door from the last

time—six months ago. 

A  large,  round  dent,  right  beside  the  peephole, 

where the sweaty man who’d stood beside her strung-out

mother  had  planted  his  fist  when  Selina  refused  to

answer  the  door.  They’d  left  only  when  a  neighbor  had

threatened to call the cops. 

There  were  nice  people  in  this  building.  Good

people.  But  calling  the  cops  would  have  made  things

worse.  Cops  meant  questions.  Questions  about  their

 living situation. 

Selina turned back to the door, assured that no one

had  slipped  into  those  shadows.  In  the  shape  she  was

in…She managed to open the second lock. And the third. 

Selina  was  just  starting  on  the  final  lock  when  the

elevator  grumbled  down  the  hall.  The  dented  doors

parted to reveal Mrs. Sullivan, grocery bags in one hand, 

keys threaded like metal claws through the fingers of her

other. 

Their eyes met as the ancient white woman hobbled

down  the  hall,  and  Selina  gave  her  a  nod,  praying  the

hood of the sweatshirt beneath her jacket concealed her

face. The bullwhip, at least, was hidden down her back. 

Mrs.  Sullivan  frowned  deeply,  clicking  her  tongue,  and

hurried for her apartment. The woman had five locks. 

Selina took her time with the final lock, well aware

the  woman  was  monitoring  her  every  movement.  She

debated  telling  Mrs.  Sullivan  that  she  wasn’t  lingering

because she was thinking of robbing her. Debated it, and

decided against it at the sneer the old woman threw her

way. 

 Trash—that  was  the  word  that  danced  in  Mrs. 

Sullivan’s eyes before she slammed shut the door to her

apartment and all those locks clicked into place. 

Selina was too sore to bother being pissed off by it. 

She’d heard worse. 

She  freed  the  last  lock  and  entered  the  apartment, 

quickly  shutting  and  locking  the  door.  Lock  after  lock

after lock, then the chain at the very top. 

The  apartment  was  dim,  illuminated  only  by  the

golden  glow  of  the  streetlights  in  the  courtyard  outside

the  two  windows  of  their  living  room/kitchen.  She  was

pretty  sure  there  were  people  in  Gotham  City  whose

bathrooms  were  bigger  than  the  entirety  of  this  space, 

but at least she kept it as clean as she could. 

The tang of tomato sauce and the sweetness of bread

lingered  in  the  air.  A  peek  in  the  fridge  revealed  that

Maggie had indeed eaten the food Selina had bought for

her after school. A lot of it. 

Good. 

Shutting  the  fridge,  Selina  opened  the  freezer  and

fished out a bag of peas stashed beside a stack of frozen

dinners.  She  pushed  it  against  her  throbbing  cheek  as

she  counted  those  frozen  dinners—just  three.  Their

meals for the rest of the week, once the Italian ran out. 

Pressing  the  frozen  peas  to  her  face,  savoring  the

cool  bite,  Selina  stashed  the  bullwhip  under  the  sink, 

toed  off  her  sneakers,  and  padded  over  the  dingy  green

carpet of the living area to the hallway with the bathroom

and  single  bedroom  across  from  it.  The  tiny  bathroom

was  dark,  empty.  But  to  her  left,  a  warm  glow  leaked

from the door left ajar. 

The  wad  of  cash  in  her  back  pocket  was  still  not

enough.  Not  between  rent  and  food  and  Maggie’s  tests

and copays. 

Her  chest  tight,  she  eased  open  the  door  with  a

shoulder,  craning  her  head  inside  the  bedroom.  It  was

the  only  place  of  color  in  the  apartment,  painted

buttercup  yellow  and  plastered  with  Broadway  posters

Selina  had  been  lucky  enough  to  find  when  yet  another

East End school had been shut down and cleared out its

theater department. 

Those posters now watched over the girl in the bed, 

curled  up  under  some  cartoon  kids’  comforter  that  was

about two sizes too small and ten years too worn. So was

everything in the room—including the glowworm night-

light Maggie still insisted be left on. 

Selina  didn’t  blame  her.  At  thirteen,  Maggie  had

dealt  with  enough  shit  to  earn  the  right  to  do  whatever

she  wanted.  The  labored,  rasping  breathing  that  filled

the room was proof enough. Selina silently picked up one

of the several inhalers beside Maggie’s bed and checked

the gauge. More than enough left if another coughing fit

hit  her  tonight.  Not  that  Selina  wouldn’t  rush  in  here

from her spot on the living room couch the moment she

heard her sister’s hacking coughs. 

After plugging in the humidifier, Selina crept back to

the living space and slumped into a cracked vinyl chair at

the small table in the middle of the kitchen. 

Everything ached. Everything throbbed and burned

and begged her to lie down. 

Selina checked the clock. Two a.m. They had school

in…five hours. Well, Maggie had school. Selina certainly

couldn’t go with her face like this. 

She fished the cash from her pocket and set it on the

plastic table. 

Hauling a small box in the center of the table toward

her, Selina looted through it with the hand that hurt only

a fraction less than the other. She’d have to be smart at

the  market—the  EBT  funds  only  stretched  so  far. 

Certainly not far enough to cover herself and a sister with

severe  cystic  fibrosis.  Selina  had  read  up  on  food-as-

medicine on a library computer while waiting for Maggie

to finish her after-school theater class. Not a cure-all, but

eating healthy could help.  Anything was worth a try. If it

bought them time. If it brought Maggie any relief. 

Cystic  fibrosis—Selina  couldn’t  remember  a  time

when she hadn’t known those words. What they meant:

the  incurable  genetic  disease  that  caused  a  buildup  of

mucus  in  several  organs,  but  especially  the  lungs.  The

mucus  clogged  and  blocked  airways,  where  it  trapped

bacteria  that  at  best  led  to  infections.  At  worst:  lung

damage and respiratory failure. 

And then there was the mucus that also built up in

the  pancreas,  blocking  the  enzymes  that  helped  break

down food and absorb nutrients. 

Selina  had  Googled  it  once:   life  expectancy  for

 severe cystic fibrosis. 

She’d closed the web browser and vomited into the

library’s toilet for thirty minutes afterward. 

Selina studied the cash on the table and swallowed. 

The  kinds  of  healthy  foods  Maggie  needed  didn’t  come

cheap.  The  frozen  microwave  dinners  were  emergency

meals. Garbage food. The fresh Italian meal Maggie had

consumed tonight was a rare treat. 

And perhaps an apology, for the fight Selina had left

her sister in order to take part in. 

“Your face.” 

The  rasping  words  had  Selina’s  head  snapping  up. 

“You should be asleep.” 

Maggie’s  curly  brown  hair  was  half  wild,  a  pillow

wrinkle running down her too-thin pale cheek. Only her

green  eyes—the  single  trait  they  shared,  despite  having

two  different  fathers—were  clear.  Alert.  “Don’t  forget  to

ice your hands. You won’t be able to use them tomorrow

if you don’t.” 

Selina gave her sister a half smile, which only made

her  face  hurt  more,  and  obeyed,  transferring  the  peas

from her throbbing face to the split, swollen skin of her

knuckles. At least the swelling had gone down since the

fight finished an hour ago. 

Maggie  slowly  crossed  the  room,  and  Selina  tried

not to wince at the labored breathing, the quiet clearing

of her sister’s throat. The latest lung infection had taken

its  toll,  and  the  color  was  gone  from  her  usually  pink

cheeks.  “You  should  go  to  the  hospital,”  Maggie

breathed. “Or let me clean you up.” 

Selina  ignored  both  suggestions  and  asked,  “How

are you feeling?” 

Maggie  pulled  the  pile  of  cash  toward  her,  eyes

widening  as  she  began  counting  wrinkled  twenties. 

“Fine.” 

“You do your homework?” 

A wry, exasperated look. “Yes. And tomorrow’s.” 

“Good girl.” 

Maggie  studied  her,  those  green  eyes  too  alert,  too

aware. “We’ve got the doctor tomorrow after school.” 

“What about it?” 

Maggie  finished  counting  the  money  and  neatly  set

the  stack  into  the  small  box  with  the  EBT  card.  “Mom

won’t be there.” 

Neither  would  Maggie’s  father—whoever  he  was. 

Selina  doubted  even  her  mother  knew.  Selina’s  own

father…She only knew what her mother had said during

one  of  her  rambling  monologues  while  high:  that  her

mother had met him through a friend at a party. Nothing

more. Not even a name. 

Selina moved the frozen peas from her right hand to

her left. “No, she won’t. But I will.” 

Maggie  scratched  at  an  invisible  fleck  on  the  table. 

“Auditions for the spring play are soon.” 

“You going to try out?” 

A little shrug. “I want to ask the doctor if I can.” 

So  responsible,  her  sister.  “What  musical  is  it  this

year?” 

 “Carousel.” 

“Have we watched that one?” 

A  shake  of  the  head,  those  curls  bouncing,  and  a

beaming smile. 

Selina  smiled  back.  “But  I  assume  we’re  going  to

watch  it  tomorrow  night?”  Friday  night—movie  night. 

Courtesy  of  a  DVD  player  she  and  the  Leopards  had

taken off the back of a truck, and the library’s extensive

movie section. 

Maggie  nodded.  Broadway  musicals:  Maggie’s  not-

so-secret  dream  and  lifelong  obsession.  Selina  had  no

idea where it had come from. They’d certainly never been

able  to  afford  theater  tickets,  but  Maggie’s  school  had

taken  plenty  of  field  trips  to  Gotham  City  productions. 

Perhaps  she’d  picked  it  up  at  one  of  those  outings,  that

undying love. Undimming, even when the cystic fibrosis

battered her lungs so brutally that singing, standing on a

stage, and dancing were difficult. 

Perhaps  a  lung  transplant  might  change  that,  but

she  was  at  the  bottom  of  a  long,  long  list.  Even  as

Maggie’s  health  plummeted  with  each  passing  month, 

she  didn’t  move  any  higher.  And  the  drugs  that  the

doctors  had  hailed  as  breakthroughs  that  would  add

decades  of  life  for  some  people  with  CF…Maggie  hadn’t

responded to them. 

But Selina wasn’t about to tell her sister any of that. 

She’d never make her feel like there were limits to what

she could do. 

That  Maggie  was  even  willing  to  audition  made

Selina’s chest unbearably tight. 

“You  should  go  to  bed,”  Selina  said  to  her  sister, 

setting down the frozen peas. 

“You should, too,” Maggie said tartly. 

Selina huffed a low laugh that made her aching body

protest in agony. “We’ll go together.” She winced as she

stood, and chucked the peas back in the freezer. 

She’d  just  turned  around  when  frail  arms  wrapped

carefully  around  her  waist.  As  if  Maggie  knew  that

bruises  now  bloomed  on  her  ribs.  “I  love  you,  Selina,” 

she said quietly. 

Selina  kissed  the  top  of  Maggie’s  head  through  the

riot of curls and rubbed her sister’s back, even as it made

her fingers bark in pain. 

Worth  it,  though—that  pain  as  she  held  her  sister, 

the fridge a steady hum around them. 

Worth it. 

—

“I don’t understand how our copay the last time was so

much cheaper.” 

It was an effort to keep her voice steady, to keep her

hands  from  curling  into  fists  on  the  counter  of  the

hospital’s checkout desk. 

The  aging  woman  in  pink  floral  scrubs  barely

glanced up from her computer. “I can only tell you what

the  computer  tells   me.”  She  pointed  with  a  long  purple

nail  to  whatever  was  on  the  screen.  “And  this  says  you

owe five hundred today.” 

Selina  clenched  her  jaw  so  hard  it  ached,  glancing

over  a  shoulder  to  where  Maggie  waited  in  one  of  the

plastic  chairs  against  the  white  wall.  Reading  a  book—

but her eyes weren’t darting over the page. 

Selina  kept  her  voice  down,  even  though  she  knew

Maggie  would  just  lean  forward  to  eavesdrop.  “Last

month, it was a hundred.” 

That  purple  nail  tapped  against  the  screen.  “Dr. 

Tasker  did  tests  today.  Your  insurance  doesn’t  cover

them.” 

“No  one  told  me  that.”  Even  if  they  had,  Maggie

 needed  those  tests.  Yet  the  results  they’d  received…

Selina  shoved  the  thought  from  her  mind,  along  with

what the doctor had said moments ago. 

The  woman  finally  looked  up  from  her  computer

long  enough  to  take  in  Selina.  The  swelling  had  gone

down  on  her  face,  the  bruises  concealed  with  some

expert  makeup  and  artful  arranging  of  her  curtain  of

dark hair. The woman’s blue eyes narrowed. “Are you the

parent or guardian?” 

Selina just said, “We can’t pay that bill.” 

“Then it’s something to take up with your insurance

company.” 

Yes, but Maggie would need more tests like the one

she’d had today. The next one in two weeks. The third a

month from now. Selina did the math and swallowed the

tightness in her throat. “There’s nothing the hospital can

do?” 

The woman typed away, keys clacking. “It’s an issue

for your insurance company.” 

“Our  insurance  company  will  say  it’s  an  issue  for

 you. ” 

The  clacking  on  those  keys  stopped.  “Where’s  your

mother?”  The  woman  glanced  around  Selina  as  if  she’d

find her mother standing a few feet away. 

Selina was half tempted to tell the woman to take a

stroll through an East End alley, since that was the only

place their mother would be, dead or alive. Instead, she

plucked up the insurance card that had been left on the

counter and said flatly, “She’s at work.” 

The  woman  didn’t  seem  convinced.  But  she  said, 

“We’ll send the bill to your house.” 

Selina  didn’t  bother  replying  as  she  turned  and

scooped up her sister’s heavy backpack. Slinging it over a

shoulder,  she  motioned  for  Maggie  to  follow  her  to  the

elevator bay. 

“We  don’t  have  five  hundred  dollars,”  Maggie

murmured  while  Selina  punched  the  elevator  button

harder than was necessary. 

No, between the food and rent and today’s tests, the

money from the fight wouldn’t stretch far enough. 

“Don’t  worry  about  it,”  Selina  said,  watching  the

elevator floors light up one by one. 

Maggie wrapped her arms around herself. Not good

—the news had not been good. 

That  crushing  tunnel  vision  again  crept  up  on

Selina. Those five hundred dollars and those stupid tests

and  that  bland-faced  doctor  saying,  There’s  no  cure  for

 CF, but let’s try another route or two. 

She’d almost asked,  Before what? 

As  Maggie  continued  to  hold  herself,  her  blunted, 

rounded fingertips—their shape another  screw you from

the disease—dug into her thin arms hard enough to make

Selina wince. 

Selina  pried  one  of  her  sister’s  hands  free  and

interlaced their fingers. 

Squeezing tightly, neither sister let go the entire trek

home. 

—

The neighbors were really at each other’s throats. 

Barely  five  minutes  after  Selina  had  turned  on  the

movie,  the  shouting  and  screeching  had  begun  filtering

in  through  the  wall  behind  them.  Curled  up  on  the

sagging,  stained  couch  that  also  served  as  Selina’s  bed, 

her sister tucked against one end with her feet in Selina’s

lap,  Selina  half  listened  to  the  drunken  fight  unfurling

next door and the musical on the ancient TV in front of

them. 

 Carousel.  The music was fine, even if everyone was a

bit  too  judgey  and  smiley  and  the  dude  was  a  total

controlling loser-douchebag. Still, Maggie’s head swayed

and bobbed along. 

The aroma of cheap mac and cheese clung to the air. 

Selina  had  offered  to  buy  Maggie  a  real  dinner  out,  but

Maggie  had  wanted  to  just  go  home—tired,  she’d  said. 

She  hadn’t  lost  that  grim-faced  expression  since  the

hospital.  And  there  was  enough  of  a  nip  in  the  air  that

Selina hadn’t tried to convince her. 

Not that they had the money. But after the doctor’s

not-so-sunny prognosis, what difference did thirty bucks

make? 

Selina eyed her flip phone sitting on the coffee table

she’d propped her feet on. Mika and the other Leopards

knew  not  to  call  on  Fridays.  Knew  tonight  was  the  only

night Selina wouldn’t show up, no matter the job or the

threat. 

But  if  Mika  called  right  then,  saying  Falcone  was

hosting another fight and it’d pay big, she’d take it. She’d

take three fights in a row. 

Yet—no.  She  had  to  be  smart  about  it.  If  she  was

hurt  badly,  the  hospital  social  workers  would  come

sniffing.  Ask  where  their  mother  was,  and  likely

recognize the tattoos inked down Selina’s arms. Tattoos

she kept covered year-round with long sleeves. Even with

Maggie,  she  made  sure  to  dress  in  the  bathroom  and

never  to  roll  her  sleeves  up  too  high  while  washing  her

hands. 

But in the ring…those tattoos were on full display for

her opponents.  Look how many have fallen,  they snarled

at all who saw them.  You’re next. 

The  wall  behind  them  thudded,  rattling  the  two

framed  pictures.  The  bigger  one:  a  photo  of  her  and

Maggie from two years ago—the frame stolen, the photo

a  cheap  printout  off  the  school  library  printer.  They’d

been sitting on a bench in the park on a glorious fall day, 

the trees bright as jewels around them, and Maggie had

asked  a  passing  businesswoman  to  take  the  picture  on

her phone. The quality of the image wasn’t great, but the

light shining from Maggie’s face was still undeniable. 

And  the  second:  a  photo  of  Selina  five  years  ago, 

midair  as  she  executed  a  perfect  backflip  on  a  balance

beam.  One  of  many  gymnastics  competitions  she’d

participated  in.  And  won.  Her  instructor  at  the  Y  had

tried  to  convince  her  to  keep  going  after  those  initial

three years, claiming that she was remarkably gifted. But

Maggie’s illness had been getting worse, their mom had

just bailed, and the time and money it would take to train

and  compete…Not  an  option.  So  Selina  had  stopped

going  to  gymnastics  class,  had  stopped  picking  up  the

coach’s  calls.  Even  if  she  still  used  everything  she’d

learned in her fights. 

The  crowds  loved  it,  too.  Perhaps  more  than  the

bullwhip.  Their  favorite:  a  back  handspring  into  a

backflip—right  onto  her  opponent’s  shoulders.  Where

gravity  and  a  squeeze  of  her  legs  around  the  throat  did

the work in bringing a man to his knees. 

A  string  of  curses  shot  through  the  apartment,  and

Maggie  leaned  forward  to  grab  the  remote  off  the  table

and punch up the volume. “This is the big number,” her

sister  explained,  eyes  fixed  on  the  screen.  “The  most

famous song in the musical.” 

The controlling douchebag had indeed launched into

a seemingly endless monologue. 

“He’s  just  found  out  that  his  wife  is  pregnant,  and

he’s having a total freak-out.” 

“I’m watching,” Selina said, brows lifting. 

Maggie  smiled,  shaking  her  head.  “You  were

listening to the neighbors.” 

Guilty. Selina gave her sister a wince of apology, and

focused again on the musical. 

Musing  and  brooding  and  gloating  about  the  son

he’d have, utter macho nonsense. “They’re really putting

this on at your school?” 

Maggie  hushed  her  with  a  waved  hand.  The  song

shifted, the jerk now mulling over what it’d be like with a

daughter, more macho nonsense and misogynistic crap. 

Selina slid her attention over to Maggie as the music

shifted,  rising.  Her  sister’s  beautiful  green  eyes  were

wide and bright. “This is the part,” she whispered. 

The  music  exploded,  and  her  sister’s  lips  moved, 

mouthing every word. 

Mouthing, because those failing lungs couldn’t hold

enough  air  to  make  the  sounds,  and  the  latest  infection

in them had ripped away any chance of holding a note in

key. 

Maggie silently sang on, not missing a word. 

Selina  looked  to  the  screen.  To  the  crashing  ocean

and  the  man  belting  out  every  note,  every  dream  to

shelter  and  clothe  and  keep  food  on  the  table  for  his

child. To attain money in any way he could, whether by

theft  or  by  making  it  honestly.  His  only  alternative:  die

trying. 

And  for  a  moment,  it  seemed  that  even  the

neighbors  quieted  to  hear  it.  The  entire  complex.  All  of

the East End. 

When Selina glanced back to her sister, Maggie was

staring at her, mouth closed. Eyes bright with tears. 

And  it  was  the  understanding  on  her  sister’s  face, 

the  way  Maggie’s  damp  eyes  flicked  to  the  bruises  on

Selina’s own…

Selina made herself stay seated for another minute. 

Two. Five. Ten. 

Maggie  went  back  to  watching  the  movie.  The

neighbors went back to screaming and cursing. 

Then  Selina  casually  rose,  gently  setting  Maggie’s

blanket-wrapped  feet  on  the  couch  before  padding  for

the bathroom. She wondered if her sister saw her scoop

up her phone. 

Selina  shut  the  bathroom  door  and  ran  the  sink

faucet on full blast. 

She  managed  to  close  the  lid  on  the  toilet,  at  least, 

before  she  slumped  onto  it  and  covered  her  face  with

both  hands,  breathing  hard  between  her  fingers.  The

room  pushed  in,  and  she  couldn’t  get  air  down  fast

enough, deep enough—

Her hand slid to her chest, as if she’d somehow will

her  lungs  to  open  up—her  lungs,  and  Maggie’s  lungs, 

wrecked and failing.  There are countless other desperate

 patients  waiting  for  lung  transplants,   the  doctor  had

said this afternoon.  I would not count on it as an option. 

Unless  you  were  rich  enough  to  buy  your  way  up

that list. Or to buy yourself a pair on the black market. 

Selina took gulping mouthfuls of air, hands shaking

so  badly  she  lowered  them  to  her  knees,  gripping  tight. 

They were fighting for twenty years at best. At worst…

 The  rate  at  which  the  disease  has  progressed  and

 Maggie’s resistance to the drugs are cause for concern, 

the  doctor  had  gone  on,  speaking  more  to  his  flock  of

interns than to them. 

Maggie  hadn’t  asked  him  if  she  could  be  in  the

musical.  Her  sister  had  known.  She’d  known  that  this

thing  that  made  her  come  alive  with  joy,  that  gave  her

whatever slim shred of hope. It didn’t matter how many

fights Selina fought for her. How many stores she looted

with  the  Leopards.  The  blood  and  the  bruises  and  the

cracked ribs could not buy her sister a new set of lungs or

a cure for this disease or a chance to stand on that school

stage and belt her heart out. 

Sobs threatened, shuddering beneath each breath. 

Selina covered her face again, as if she could hide it

—the tears that rose up within her like a tidal wave, that

she pushed back and back and back. 

Hands  trembling,  she  grabbed  the  phone  off  the

narrow sink counter, fingers shaking so wildly she could

barely text Mika:  I need another fight. ASAP. 

Mika replied a few minutes later,  If you need cash, 

 I’ve got you covered. 

Tempting,  but  too  many  complications.  She

wouldn’t be able to repay Mika. And though she trusted

her Alpha, this was the East End. Everyone needed cash, 

and Mika might be ruthless in getting it returned to her. 

 Fights  are  fine.   Then,  after  a  heartbeat,  But  thank

 you. 

Mika’s  response  came  instantly:   Anything  I  should

 be concerned about? 

Not  because  she  cared,  but  because  if  it  was

something  that  threatened  the  Leopards,  she  needed  to

know. 

 Just personal shit. 

Whether the Leopards knew her sister was sick, she

wasn’t  sure.  She  had  never  told  them,  and  Mika  wasn’t

the type to ask. 

Mika replied,  You healed enough from last night to

 do it? 

No.  Yes. 

Selina blew out a breath, tears sinking back into her. 

Shutting  off  the  faucet,  she  listened.  The  musical

continued on—along with the neighbors’ fighting. 

She could steal the money, of course. Had done it in

the past with the Leopards. Even enjoyed the puzzle that

some  burglaries  offered:  how  to  break  inside  a  place, 

how to ease past the guards or security systems, how to

avoid leaving a trace. But to go it alone…She hadn’t done

that  yet.  Wouldn’t  risk  jail,  not  with  fighting  as  a

relatively safer option. 

Mika only said,  I’ll ask Falcone. 

Selina flipped her phone shut and flushed the toilet. 

Mercifully,  her  hands  had  stopped  shaking  by  the  time

she  emerged  into  the  living  room,  where  her  sister  was

still bundled on the couch. 

Maggie picked up the remote and paused the movie. 

Looking  Selina  over  with  eyes  that  missed  nothing,  not

even  the  cell  phone  clenched  in  Selina’s  hand,  Maggie

asked quietly, “Can’t you just ask for the money?” 

Selina didn’t care to guess how Maggie had figured it

out as she slid her phone into her back pocket. “No.” 

She and the Leopards were often sent by Falcone to

those  in  his  debt.  Either  to  remind  them  of  the  money

owed or to exact punishment when the final warning had

been  ignored.  It  was  ugly  and  dirty,  and  over  her  dead

body would she be in his debt. 

“But—” 

“No.” 

Maggie opened her mouth again, green fire lighting

her eyes, but a knock sounded on the door. 

They froze. Not good. At this hour. 

Another pounding knock.  “Police!” 
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 Shit. 

Selina  had  cataloged  every  possible  exit  from  this

apartment.  She  looked  toward  the  window  at  the  other

end of the room. Could her sister make it down the fire

escape fast enough to slip away? 

She’d  carry  Maggie  if  she  had  to.  Selina  winced  as

she  shot  to  her  feet,  lingering  pain  lashing  through  her

body. 

Maggie  threw  the  blanket  off  her  legs  as  the  door

rattled again. “What do we do?” she breathed. 

If this was about the Leopards—

“We’re looking for Maria Kyle,” the officer said. 

Selina blew out a breath that Maggie echoed. Thank

God. They’d dealt with this in the past. Several times. 

 Hide,  Maggie mouthed. The cops would surely start

asking questions if they saw her bruises. Selina shook her

head. But Maggie stood and pointed to the bedroom in a

silent order. 

Another pound on the door. 

Selina limped over and confirmed it  was two thickly

built GCPD officers standing there, one dark-haired and

the other balding and mustached, before heading for the

bedroom closet. 

A  reliable  hiding  place  in  the  past,  a  pocket  of  it

tucked back far enough that she could remain hidden. Or

put Maggie in there. Selina was just climbing in around

the tightly packed clothes when Maggie opened the front

door, locks clicking free. 

Ears  straining,  Selina  heard  her  sister  say  quietly, 

the  portrait  of  sleepy  confusion,  “My  mom  didn’t  come

home tonight.” 

One of the cops asked, “Can we come in?” 

“I’m not allowed to let in strangers,” her sister said. 

“Even cops.” 

A pause. Then a woman’s voice asked, “What about

social workers, Maggie?” 

Selina’s heart stopped dead. 

There  hadn’t  been  a  woman  outside  when  she

looked, no mention of social services—

Maggie  stammered,  “Why?  M-my  mother  isn’t

here.” 

“We  know,”  the  woman  said  calmly  but  not  gently. 

“She’s down at the precinct.” 

Hangers  rattling,  Selina  shoved  out  of  the  closet, 

pain  barking  down  her  body  as  she  stepped  over  neatly

folded piles of clothes, the room now a minefield keeping

her from getting to the hall. 

She  stumbled  into  the  living  room,  where  Maggie

stood before the open door, the two towering cops, and a

small, fair woman in an ill-fitting suit. They all looked at

her, the cops’ eyes narrowing as they beheld the bruises, 

the woman’s face tightening in disapproval. 

“Good.  I’m  glad  you’re  here,  too”  was  all  the  social

worker said. 

Maggie backed up to Selina’s side. The officers and

the  social  worker  pushed  into  the  apartment,  shutting

the  door  behind  them.  Selina  knew  the  neighbors  were

likely  listening  through  the  walls  as  the  social  worker

went on. “We picked up your mom earlier tonight. She’s

not in good shape.” A glance around the apartment. “But

I’m sure you know that.” 

“We do,” Selina said evenly. 

“You’re  not  in  good  shape,  either,”  the  woman

added. 

“I’m fine. Just fell down the stairs yesterday.” 

“Must  have  been  some  fall,”  one  of  the  cops  said, 

crossing his thick arms. A gun, a billy club, and a Taser

hung from his heavy belt. 

Selina said, “We can’t make her bail.” 

The  social  worker  had  the  nerve  to  laugh  quietly. 

“We’re  not  here  for  that.”  A  glance  between  her  and

Maggie. “We’re here to bring you two in.” 

“Maggie’s  innocent,”  Selina  said,  pushing  her  sister

behind her. 

“And  what  about  you?”  the  second  cop  said,  brows

rising on his meaty face. 

Selina  ignored  him,  meeting  the  social  worker’s

stare. There was a grand stashed in the box taped under

the kitchen sink. If they wanted to be paid off—

“Neither of you is in trouble, Selina Kyle,” the social

worker  said,  the  embodiment  of  a  bureaucratic,  rule-

abiding  worker  bee.  “But  as  you’re  both  underage  and

living  here  alone”—a  glance  around  the  apartment  said

the woman was well aware they’d been on their own for

years—“we  need  to  find  a  better  living  arrangement  for

you both. There are two very nice spots in homes waiting

for you right now.” 

Foster homes.  Separate ones. 

The room, the sounds, her body…they all started to

feel a bit distant. 

“This  is  our  home,”  Maggie  said  softly.  “We’re  fine

here.” 

“State  doesn’t  think  so,”  one  of  the  cops  said,  his

sandy mustache yellow against his pasty skin. “Two little

girls living alone in  this building?” The man walked over

to the kitchen and began opening cabinets. 

Selina’s heart pounded with every groan and thud of

the wood. And her hands began to shake as he stooped, 

opening  the  sink  cabinets,  and  peered  in.  A  rip  of  tape, 

and he chuckled as he stood, cashbox in his hands. 

Flipping open the lid, he smiled at the money inside. 

Lifted the wad of bills and fanned them. His partner let

out  a  low  whistle  of  approval.  “Been  working  on  the

side?” he asked Selina. 

The way his eyes raked over her, she knew what kind

of work he thought she did. “No” was all she said. 

He’d known exactly where that box might be hidden. 

Perhaps he’d anticipated drugs instead. She should have

been  better  at  hiding  it,  figured  out  a  smarter  place  for

that money—

The social worker said, “You have a record.” 

“It  was  from  three  years  ago.”  Selina’s  voice  came

out surprisingly even. 

“You have two strikes,” the social worker continued. 

“No  judge  will  let  you  stay  here.”  She  gestured  to  their

bedroom.  “Go  pack  your  bags.  Bring  enough  stuff  for  a

week or two.” 

Maggie shook her head. “I’m not going.” 

Selina watched as the mustached cop smiled at her

and slid that grand into his pocket. Her stomach dropped

to  her  feet,  her  pulse  pounding  through  every  battered

inch of her. 

Two  corrupt  cops  were  in  her  apartment.  And  an

unsympathetic social worker. Not good. Not safe. 

“Maggie,” she murmured to her sister, “go pack your

bags.” 

Her sister refused to move. 

Selina  turned  to  the  woman,  who  had  now  crossed

her  slender  arms.  “My  sister  has  a  serious  medical

condition. A group home in some filthy house is not what

she needs.” 

“Every  foster  home  in  our  system  is  constantly

inspected for cleanliness and safety. Any home she goes

to will meet her needs.” 

Bullshit. She’d heard from girls in the Leopards that

those homes were roach palaces at best. 

“And  as  for  Maggie’s  special  needs,”  the  woman

said, patience running thin as her words turned clipped, 

“living with a sister who has a criminal record does not

seem so safe, either.” 

Maggie snapped, “You don’t know  anything.” 

Selina shot her sister a warning look. “Go pack your

bags.” 

Maggie shook her head, brown curls bouncing. “I’m

not going.” 

“It’s  nearly  one  in  the  morning,”  the  social  worker

coaxed. “Let’s get you settled somewhere safe.” 

“I’m safe  here, ” Maggie said, voice hitching. 

At the sound of it, the way Maggie’s voice broke with

fear, Selina’s blood started roaring. 

Stay calm. Stay focused. Selina tried again. “If it’s so

late, then why don’t we sleep here? You can pick us up in

the morning.” 

“And come back to find you’ve skipped town?” asked

the  dark-haired  cop  who  hadn’t  pocketed  her  money. 

“Not a chance. Get your stuff. Now.” 

No options. No choices. No way to figure this out. 

Selina  put  a  hand  on  Maggie’s  too-skinny  arm. 

Medications.  Maggie  would  need  to  bring  all  her

medications with her—

The touch seemed to snap some leash in her sister. 

Maggie bolted. 

Not for the bedroom but for the apartment door. 

For a moment, the world slowed and bent. 

All  Selina  saw  was  her  sister,  so  frail  and  small, 

sprinting past those cops, hair flying behind her. All she

saw  was  the  closest  cop,  the  mustached  one  with  their

money  in  his  pocket,  lunging  for  Maggie,  his  enormous

hand reaching for her delicate arm. 

And  as  that  hand  closed  around  Maggie’s  arm,  as

her  rasping  inhale  of  breath,  of   pain  at  the  tightness  of

that grip, filled the apartment, the world…

Selina exploded. 

The  dark-haired  cop  went  down  first.  Uppercut  to

get his head up, then elbow to the nose to put him on the

ground. He was unconscious before he hit the carpet. 

The social worker screeched, but Selina was already

on  the  mustached  cop,  now  whirling  toward  her,  that

meaty hand still on Maggie’s arm. 

Selina  barreled  into  him.  He  dropped  Maggie

immediately, both of his hands grappling to shove Selina

off as they slammed into the wall, cracking plaster. 

 “You little—”  His spat words were cut short as Selina

ducked out of his grasp, dodged the fumble he made to

grab her again, and her fist connected with his face. 

Her  body  sang  in  agony,  wounds  ripping  open, 

bruises bleating. 

 “Run,”  she managed to say to Maggie. 

But  her  sister  remained  frozen.  Gaping,  terror

draining the color from her face. 

Slim  white  hands  wrapped  around  Maggie’s  arm

again. The social worker. “She’s not going anywhere.” 

And those hands, those hands and that cold, hateful

face—

Selina shoved the woman. Hard. 

Hard enough that the social worker went careening

into the table, chairs scattering. 

Maggie screamed, and Selina whirled, fists up, knees

bending. 

Too  slow.  The  mustached  cop  had  risen  to  his  feet. 

She didn’t have time to try to dodge before volts of pain

tore  through  her.  Before  his  leering,  bloody  face  smiled

as he dug a Taser right into her neck. 

Agony barreled in—then the world tilted. 

Then nothing. 

—

The  humming  of  the  fluorescent  lights  was  what  awoke

her. 

Her  tongue  was  a  dry,  thick  weight  in  her  mouth, 

her head a pounding mess, her body…

Sitting  in  a  chair.  Handcuffed  to  the  metal  table

before her. 

Precinct room. 

Selina  groaned  quietly,  surveying  the  space.  Tiny. 

No one-way mirror. No speakers or cameras or anything. 

She tugged on the cuffs linked to the table to see if

they were secured. 

They were. 

Maggie—

The  metal  door  hissed  open,  and  Selina  braced

herself. 

It  wasn’t  the  blond  social  worker  in  her  cheap  suit. 

Or the cop who looked at her a little too long. 

A  tall,  slim  woman  with  night-black  hair  and  skin

like golden honey entered instead. 

Selina had seen enough of the various businessmen

who Falcone liked to associate himself with to know that

the white pantsuit was high quality. And from her work

with Mika, she knew that the simple, elegant gold jewelry

at  her  neck  and  ears  was  real  and  expensive.  The

manicured  nails,  the  silky  sheet  of  hair  cut  into  stylish

layers, the full mouth painted red, were all markers that

screamed  money. 

This was no social worker. 

Those crimson nails tapped against a thick file in her

hands  as  she  approached  the  table  and  the  empty  chair

before it.  Selina’s file. 

Not good. 

“Where’s  Maggie?”  The  words  were  a  low  rasp. 

Water—she needed some water. And aspirin. 

“My name is Talia.” 

“Where. Is. Maggie.” 

Keeping  her  head  upright  took  every  bit  of  effort

thanks  to  the  Taser  bruise  that  still  radiated  pain  down

her neck and spine. 

“Your  name  is  Selina  Kyle,  and  you  are  seventeen

years  old.  Three  weeks  away  from  being  eighteen.”  A

click of the tongue as she slid into the metal chair across

the  table,  opened  up  that  fat  file,  and  began  flipping

through  the  pages.  The  table  was  too  long  for  Selina  to

see what the woman examined. “For someone so young, 

you’ve  certainly  accomplished  an  impressive  amount.” 

 Flick, flap, hiss.  “Illegal betting, assault, robbery.” 

Shame and pride warred through her. Shame for the

fact that if Maggie ever heard this, the unvarnished truth

of her crimes…Selina knew she couldn’t endure the look

she’d see on her sister’s face. Pride for the fact that she

 had  done  this,  had  survived  in  the  best  way  she  could, 

had given her sister what she could as well. 

But Selina managed to keep her voice cool, bored, as

she replied, “I was never convicted of the last two.” 

“No,  but  the  charges  are  on  here,”  Talia  countered, 

tapping  a  red  nail  on  the  paper.  “What  you   will  be

convicted of in a matter of days is aggravated battery of

two police officers and a state worker.” 

Selina  just  stared  at  the  woman  from  beneath

lowered  brows.  No  way  out  of  this  room—this  precinct. 

And  even  if  she  did  make  it,  then  she’d  have  to  find

Maggie.  Which  would  be  the  first  stop  the  cops  would

make, too. 

Talia smiled slightly, revealing too-white teeth. “Did

the police give you those bruises?” 

Selina didn’t reply. 

Talia  flicked  through  those  papers  again,  scanning

for  something.  “Or  are  those  bruises  and  split  knuckles

from the fighting you do for Carmine Falcone?” 

Silence. Leopards didn’t talk. Selina hadn’t the first

two times she’d been here. She wasn’t about to now. 

“Do you know what it means to be three weeks away

from  eighteen  in  Gotham  City?”  Talia  leaned  forward, 

resting  her  arms  on  the  metal  table.  There  was  a  slight

accent to her words, some rolling purr. 

“I can buy lotto tickets?” 

Again,  that  hint  of  a  smile.  “It  means  you  will  be

lucky  if  the  judge  tries  you  as  a  juvenile.  It’s  your  third

strike.  You’re  looking  at  bars  no  matter  what.  The

question  is  whether  it’s  kiddie  prison  or  the  big  girls

club.” 

“Where. Is. Maggie.” 

The question was a roar in her blood—a screaming, 

thrashing demand. 

Talia  leaned  back  in  her  chair  and  slid  a  paper-

clipped  file  toward  Selina.  “Your  sister  is  at  a  group

home. In the Bowery of the East End.” 

Oh  God.  If  their  apartment  complex  was  garbage, 

then the Bowery was the entire dump. The gangs in that

area…Even Falcone didn’t mess with them. 

Selina  set  her  bound  hands  on  the  file  Talia  had

pushed  over,  the  photo  of  a  grimy,  cramped  bedroom

atop  it.  Maggie’s   new  bedroom.  She  turned  the  paper

over, fingers curling. 

“Lord  knows  who  is  running  that  home,”  Talia

mused, flipping through the rest of Selina’s file. 

“Are  you  trying  to  piss  me  off  so  they  can  add

assaulting a grade A asshole to my rap sheet?” 

The  question  was  out,  low  and  growling,  before

Selina could reconsider. 

Talia  laughed,  a  light  and  silvery  sound.  “Do  you

think you could do it? Handcuffed?” 

A faint click sounded in answer. 

Rotating  her  free  wrist,  Selina  dropped  the

straightened paper clip onto the metal table. A sleight of

hand—turning  over  that  photo  of  Maggie’s  foster  home

to distract the eye while she palmed the paper clip. And

then  used  it  and  some  careful  angling  to  spring  a

handcuff free. She’d bought a pair a few years ago to use

for  practice,  to  learn  how  the  locking  mechanism

worked. For precisely this sort of moment. 

Talia  smiled  again,  full  and  wide,  and  let  out  a

satisfied  hum.  “Clever  girl.”  She  jerked  her  chin  toward

Selina’s  free  hand.  “I’d  suggest  putting  it  back  on.  You

know how uptight the police can be about such things.” 

She did. And she knew that even if she unlocked the

other cuff and pummeled this woman’s face in, she still

wouldn’t  make  it  out  of  this  holding  room  or  the

precinct. 

Selina  clicked  the  handcuff  back  around  her  wrist. 

Leaving it loose enough that she could free herself again, 

should the need arise. 

Talia  watched  every  movement,  head  angled  to  the

side, dark hair shifting. “I’m here to offer you a bargain, 

Selina Kyle.” 

Selina waited. 

Talia  closed  her  file.  “I  run  a  vocational  school  for

young  women  like  you.  Physically  skilled,  yes.”  A  nod

toward  the  cuffs,  the  bruises  on  her  face.  “But   smart

most of all.” She placed a hand on the file. “I’ve got chart

after  chart  of  your  grades.  Your  exam  scores.  Do  your

little kitty-cat friends know you’re top of your class and

that you aced all statewide exams?” 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about.”  She’d

made  sure  the  Leopards  never  heard  about  it  as  well. 

Being good in the ring with the bullwhip and gymnastics

was about as much talent as she’d let show. Selina leaned

forward a bit. “Acing tests doesn’t win fights.” 

Another laugh, this one low and sultry. “You know, 

if your frequent absences didn’t bar you from graduating

this year, you might have been able to have your pick of

scholarships.” 

College wasn’t a possibility. Not with Maggie to look

after. 

“This  school  of  mine,  though,”  Talia  said,  tracing  a

nail over the surface of the file. Like a long red talon. “It

would  be  a  new  start.  And  a  better  fit  than  juvie.  Or

prison.” 

With every passing minute she spent in here, Maggie

was in that disgusting home, breathing in filth and dirt. 

“The  catch,  before  you  ask,  is  that  my  school  is

located in the Dolomites of Italy. And your sister cannot

come.” 

Selina  blinked,  processing  what  the  woman  had

said. A school in Italy. No Maggie. 

“If  you  come  with  me,”  Talia  went  on,  “I  can  make

this  record”—a  tap  of  the  hand  on  the  file—“vanish. 

Forever.” 

Selina studied the file and then Talia’s beautiful face. 

These offers didn’t come without major strings. 

“I don’t give a shit about the record,” Selina said. “I

want Maggie out of that house.” 

Talia blinked, the only sign of surprise. 

“I want my sister put in a single-family foster home. 

With  good  people  who  are  willing  to  adopt  her. 

Somewhere in a cushy suburb. No gangs, no violence, no

drugs.” 

Silence. 

Selina  added  softly,  “And  I  want  you  to  make  sure

my  mother  is  never  able  to  get  her  hands  on  Maggie

again.” 

The lights above hummed. Talia’s hand scraped over

the rough surface of the file folder as she slid her hands

into her lap. “You’re in no position to make demands.” 

Selina leaned back in her chair, refusing to break the

woman’s  dark  gaze.  “If  you  want  me  so  badly  for  your

human-trafficking club, you’ll do it.” 

Talia  burst  out  laughing.  There  was  no  joy  in  the

sound. 

Selina rolled her shoulders and waited. 

Talia chuckled once more before tossing her sheet of

hair over a shoulder. “I’ll make it happen.” 

Selina didn’t let her shock show. 

“There  is  one  more  condition,”  Talia  said,  rising

from the table. 

Of  course  there  was.  Selina  monitored  her  every

breath. 

“We leave tonight,” Talia said. “And you will not get

to say goodbye.” 

For a moment, Selina didn’t hear the words, or the

hum of the lights, or the click of Talia’s beige heels as she

strutted  for  the  door.  She  heard  that  damned   Carousel

song. 

And  Selina  was  still  hearing  it  as  she  said,  voice

thick, “Take off the cuffs.” 

—

The tarmac of the private airport was empty. 

Empty save for the sleek white jet idling just off the

runway,  its  steps  already  lowered  to  reveal  a  near-

glowing wooden interior. 

The  perfect  match  to  the  Aston  Martin  that  Selina

had  just  vacated.  Talia  was  already  striding  toward  the

plane. 

Rubbing her wrists, Selina stalked after the woman, 

glancing  toward  the  glittering  city  skyline  to  their  left. 

The eastern horizon was just beginning to lighten. Dawn. 

Her  body  ached.  Everything  ached.  Not  just  bone

and flesh. 

Selina  shoved  down  the  thought  as  she  took  in

Gotham City. The light and the shadow. 

A cool wind whipped at her face, dragging strands of

her hair free as she caught up to Talia’s side just before

the  woman  began  to  ascend  the  steps  into  the  private

plane. A flight attendant waited at the top of the stairs, a

tray with two glasses of champagne fizzing in her hands. 

“Is this your plane?” Selina asked as Talia braced a

hand  on  the  stair  rail  and  set  a  well-heeled  foot  on  the

first step. 

“It is.” 

This  school,  then…Selina  again  glanced  toward  the

city’s  horizon.  To  where  she  prayed  Maggie  was  being

shuttled through the streets to the trees and open air and

quiet of the suburbs. 

She swallowed, trailing Talia up the narrow steps of

the plane. The private plane. 

“Are  you  a  Wayne  or  something?”  The  Waynes  did

plenty  of  charity  work,  and  a  fancy  Italian  school  for

wayward young women didn’t seem beyond them. 

Talia let out a low laugh and didn’t bother to turn as

she  reached  the  top  stair,  swiped  a  flute  of  champagne

from the flight attendant, and said, “No. My family name

is al Ghūl.” 
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She was a ghost. A wraith. 

Selina  reminded  herself  of  that  little  fact  as  she

stood atop the stairs of the private jet, squinted into the

blinding  midday  sun  glinting  off  the  hangars  of  the

exclusive  airfield,  and  got  a  faceful  of  late-August

Gotham City stink. 

That, at least, hadn’t changed in the past two years. 

But as for Selina herself…

The  four-inch  beige  heels  that  clipped  so  nicely

against the steps as she descended were just the start of

the  changes  to  her.  The  long  golden-blond  hair,  the

manicured nails, and the suntanned skin were the next. 

And then there was the perfectly tailored cream-colored

linen suit, steamed for her by the flight attendant thirty

minutes  before  landing.  The  portrait  of  unthreatening, 

carefree money. 

No sign of the girl who’d ascended the stairs of this

plane two years ago, bloody and battered. No sign of the

girl who’d clawed and fought to keep her sister safe, keep

her  as  healthy  as  could  be  expected—especially  with

Maggie now well cared for, living in a pretty house in the

suburbs. 

No sign of that girl at all. 

Indeed, the resources of the League of Assassins had

made  these  first  steps  back  into  Gotham  City  so  much

easier,  clearing  a  path  for  all  she’d  arrived  here  to  do. 

The  League  was  bigger,  more  lethal,  than  any  criminal

organization in this city. A near myth. They answered to

nobody  and  nothing,  a  veritable  force  of  nature.  Their

goals were so much larger than financial profit. No, the

League  dealt  in  power—the  sort  that  could  alter

countries, alter the world. The smart criminals were the

ones who got out of their way. The smartest were those

who bowed. 

Selina  took  a  slow,  bracing  breath,  flexing  her

fingers against the slight tremor that rippled down them. 

No  space  for  fear,  for  doubt,  for  hesitation.  Not  with  so

many eyes watching. 

Photographers 

sporting 

long-range 

cameras

snapped photos through the nearby chain-link fence. 

Selina shoved away any lingering trace of nerves and

offered  a  sultry,  sly  look  in  their  direction,  her  broad-

brimmed black hat—the crowning piece of her ensemble

—blocking  half  her  face.  She  did  the  photographers  an

even  bigger  favor  and  removed  her  sunglasses  as  she

stepped  off  the  stairs  and  turned  toward  the  awaiting

black sedan. 

And  just  because  she  was  finally  back  in  this  shit-

hole  city,  finally  back  in  this  place  that  had  been  both

hell  and  home,  she  flashed  them  a  wave  and  a  smile

white  and  bright  enough  to  light  up  the  Gotham  City

skyline. 

 Snap, shutter, snap. 

Had  those  photographers  even  thought  to  question

the  anonymous  tip  about  socialite  Holly  Vanderhees

coming to town after a lengthy stay in Europe? Or were

they too afraid of looking foolish to ask  who this person

was who’d just descended upon Gotham City? 

The  information  she’d  leaked  through  their

computer  systems  had  been  brief  but  detailed.  Her

family had investments everywhere. Old money. Parents:

deceased. Siblings: none. Net worth: billions. 

Selina reached the sedan and the driver holding the

door open for her. It took years of training to hold back

her  nod  of  thanks,  to  make  herself  ignore  the  urge  to

meet his eyes in a minimal greeting. 

He  didn’t  dare  introduce  himself.  Didn’t  do

anything.  Well  trained  not  to  be  a  presence  but  an

instrument. 

Even now, after all she’d been taught and instructed

to do, it made her stomach churn. 

 A lie. This is all a lie. The East End bred me, raised

 me.  The words sat on her tongue as she ducked into the

car.  This is all a lie. 

But  she  didn’t  need  to  speak  a  word  to  him:  he

already  had  the  address  of  the  Old  Gotham  City

penthouse   Holly  had  leased  for  the  as-yet-unknown

length  of  her  stay.  Likely  through  gala  season,  she’d

informed  the  real  estate  agent,  who’d  nearly  fainted  at

the commission of a lifetime. 

Butter-soft leather cushioned her when she slid into

the rear seat of the car, the driver making sure her waxed

golden  legs  were  fully  inside,  Birkin  bag  nestled  in  the

seat  beside  her,  before  quietly  shutting  the  door.  Air  at

seventy  degrees,  two  chilled  bottles  of  water  in  the

lowered  tray  beside  her,  a  smart  tablet  anchored  to  the

back  of  the  front  passenger  seat,  packets  of  lemon-

scented  face  towelettes  tucked  into  the  mesh  netting

beneath. 

Not that she’d use them. Why ruin the makeup she’d

carefully  applied  before  landing?  The  barely-there

foundation, matte dove-gray eye shadow with a swoop of

eyeliner, and bold flamethrower-red lips. 

She’d refused to acknowledge the slight trembling in

her  hands  while  she’d  done  it—the  hands  she’d  had  to

shake out multiple times before they were steady enough

to precisely apply her eyeliner and lipstick. 

Being nervous before a mission didn’t help anything. 

She reminded herself of that over and over. Even if she’d

already  gone  through  every  breathing  technique  she’d

been taught. 

The driver got in, turning on the radio to the station

she’d requested: classical. As a soon-to-be patron of the

Gotham City Opera, she at least had to appear interested

in it. 

Appear to be many things, since the driver was sure

to  talk.  Just  as  the  flight  attendants  on  the  plane  were

sure to talk. Money bought nearly everything, but silence

was  never  a  guarantee.  In  Gotham  City,  loyalty  was

bought and sold as fast as any stock on the market. 

Loyalty  couldn’t  exist  in  a  place  like  this.  She’d

learned that, too, these past few years. 

The  car  pulled  out  of  the  private  airport,  the  heavy

gates parting to let them through. Selina stroked a hand

down  the  silky-smooth  leather  of  the  Birkin  beside  her. 

The  bag,  the  shoes,  the  clothes,  the  jewels—all  were

loaded  symbols.  Literally.  And  also  passports,  veritable

golden  tickets  into  the  circles  of  society  who  dwelled

above those eking out a living on the streets of Gotham

City. 

 Nature  is  all  about  balance,  Nyssa  al  Ghūl,  her

mentor and personal instructor during her time in Italy, 

had once purred to her.  Tip too far in one direction, and

 it will always find a way to right itself. 

Gotham  City  had  been  tipping  too  far  toward  the

rich and corrupt for a long, long time. She’d come home

to right it once more. 

The  car  wove  through  a  grid  of  streets  before

merging onto the highway that would cross the Gotham

River  and  take  them  downtown.  As  they  sped  over  the

Brown  Bridge,  the  southern  tip  of  Gotham  City  spread

before  her,  packed  with  the  glittering  high-rises  that

pierced  the  cloudless  summer  day  like  lances.  And

lording  above  them  all:  Wayne  Tower.  Every  citizen  of

the city could likely sketch the building from memory. A

symbol of welcome, the postcards claimed. 

That tower was a symbol of anything but. 

And  when  she  was  finished  here,  the  world  would

see that, too. 

She peered out through the gaps in the steel beams

of  the  bridge  toward  the  muddy-blue  waters  of  the

Gotham River. How many bodies would be swimming in

it by the time she was finished here? 

Gotham  City  was  primed  to  fall.  All  it  would  take

was a little encouragement. 

What  fortunate  timing  that  the  sanctimonious

Batman  was  currently  gone—no  sign  of  him  for  weeks

now.  And  that  Batwing,  along  with  a  few  others,  was

barely  holding  back  the  tide  of  lowlifes  seeking  to  take

advantage of that absence. 

She snorted softly. What ridiculous names they gave

themselves, these vigilantes. 

Selina  lifted  her  gaze  from  the  river  to  the  shining

metropolis  approaching  with  every  heartbeat.  To  the

darker,  shorter  buildings  of  the  East  End  smudging  the

horizon. 

Home.  Or  it  had  been.  She  hadn’t  let  herself

consider  it  her  home  in  a  long  while.  Refused  to

contemplate where home might be, if such a thing could

ever exist for her now. 

The  brutal  training  at  the  League  of  Assassins  had

taught  her  many,  many  things.  Had  killed  that  street-

raised,  desperate  girl,  leaving  her  somewhere  at  the

bottom  of  a  ravine  in  the  Dolomites.  Had  drained  that

girl away into nothing, along with the blood of the men

who  Nyssa  and  the  others  had  taught  her  how  to  bring

down—how to punish. 

 You  will  bring  empires  to  their  knees,  Nyssa  had

once  sworn  to  her  after  a  particularly  grueling

demonstration  on  how  to  get  men  to  talk.  A  kernel  of

promise while she’d puked her guts up afterward. 

No,  home did not exist anymore. But it was worth it. 

She’d come here to make sure it had all been worth it—

the  training,  the  unspeakable  cost.  She  would  not  fail. 

Not this most vital mission. 

So  Selina  loosed  a  settling  breath  and  beheld  the

sparkling city as she reclined in the cushioned seat of the

car. 

And  finally,  at  long  last,  she  allowed  herself  a  little

smile. 

Let Gotham City enjoy its final days of summer. 
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The nightmare was always the same. 

Blinding sun, heat so dry it choked the air out of his

lungs, and a flat plain of sand and scrub spreading to the

horizon. 

And  then  the  roar.  The  screaming.  The  exploding

sand and metal. 

The blood and chaos. Gunfire. 

A  world  away—a  different  world,  different  life.  A

different hell. 

Because  for  Luke  Fox,  hell  wasn’t  fire  and

brimstone.  It  was  friends  he’d  laughed  with  in  the

morning  at  the  canteen  winding  up  in  body  bags  by

lunch. 

Night after night: this dream, this moment. 

A  year  had  passed  since  he’d  returned  to  Gotham

City,  and  Luke  was  still  crawling  back  toward  who  he’d

been before. 

Whoever  that  person  had  been.  Whoever  had  been

ripped  apart  that  day,  along  with  the  flesh  of  his  ribs, 

where  the  Kevlar  hadn’t  been  covering  him.  As  if  the

enemy  they’d  been  dispatched  to  put  down  had  known

precisely  where  to  strike  with  the  IED  that  went  off

beneath  the  tank  lumbering  ahead,  sending  shrapnel

tearing through the air. 

Through him—and his soldiers. 

Had it been worth it? The grueling training and the

three  years  in  the  Marine  Corps.  Had  he  made  a

difference? 

They were the questions he asked himself over and

over.  That  haunted  every  step,  every  breath.  The

questions  that  drove  him  each  night  into  the  streets  of

Gotham City. 

Luke blew out a breath, his muscled chest rising and

falling  as  moonlight  leaked  in  through  the  windows, 

highlighting the jagged line along his ribs, the scar stark

against  his  brown  skin.  He  scanned  the  sky,  his

penthouse  apartment  offering  an  unobstructed  view  of

downtown Gotham City. 

No bat-shaped sigil lighting up the night. 

Luke couldn’t decide if he was disappointed or not. 

He  glanced  at  the  clock  beside  his  bed.  Only  two

hours  ago,  he’d  crept  back  into  his  apartment  after  a

quiet  night  of  patrolling.  Apparently,  the  August  heat

had made even the worst of Gotham City decide to stay

indoors. 

Luke snorted, imagining some of the usual suspects

opting  to  seek  out  an  air-conditioned  movie  theater

instead of terrorizing the streets. 

At least he still had his sense of humor. Sort of. 

Bruce  Wayne  didn’t  have  one.  Or  hadn’t  revealed

one in the months Luke had been training with him. 

It  had  been  his  dad’s  idea.  Right  after  the  family’s

annual  Fourth  of  July  fireworks  barbecue  at  the  beach

house last summer. After the Incident. 

Luke had been standing among the crowd gathered

on the back lawn, beer in hand, when the fireworks had

exploded  over  their  private  beach,  as  they’d  done  every

summer  that  he  could  remember.  But  unlike  all  those

summers before, as those initial fireworks bloomed and

 boomed  in  the  dark  sky,  his  body  had  gone  absolutely

haywire,  as  if  it  had  been  programmed  like  one  of  his

gadgets.  He’d  been  unable  to  get  a  breath  down,  to

control  the  undiluted  terror  that  swept  through  him. 

Pushed in on him, as if the ground were about to swallow

him up, as if he were again in that blood-soaked desert, 

and his nightmare was all playing out again. 

His first full-blown panic attack. In the middle of his

family’s annual party. 

Bruce  had  been  standing  next  to  him  when  it

happened. And had instantly noticed the symptoms and

gotten Luke’s father to help discreetly escort his son back

into the house. 

When  he’d  finally  been  able  to  breathe,  when  the

world  had  crept  back  in  and  the  desert  had  faded  away

once  more,  it  had  all  come  spilling  out:  he  hadn’t  been

able to save them. His team. He told them he had no idea

if he’d made a difference that day, or any day in his life. 

His  father  and  Bruce  had  sat  with  him,  just  listening. 

Like they had nowhere else to be. 

The  subsequent  diagnosis:  post-traumatic  stress

disorder,  triggered  that  particular  night  by  the  crackle

and boom of the fireworks, by the flashing lights. 

And then the treatment: group therapy once a week

and  private  sessions  every  three  days.  That  was  fine—

that was good. Necessary.  Vital. 

But  his  dad’s  suggested  treatment  had  been  just

between  him  and  Bruce  and  Luke.  A  visit  to  Wayne

Manor  a  week  later.  To  a  secret  chamber  beneath  it.  If

Luke  wanted  to  make  a  difference,  Bruce  had  said, 

perhaps there was something he could do about it. 

Luke had learned a lot in the thirteen months since. 

About  himself,  about  what  haunted  him,  and  about  the

man who lived in Wayne Manor. 

Giving  up  on  sleep,  Luke  swung  his  legs  out  of  the

bed  and  padded  onto  the  balcony.  Even  at  four  in  the

morning, the air hung hot and sticky against his skin. He

again  scanned  the  city,  listening  for  sirens.  Anything  to

call  him  out  of  bed,  out  of  his  penthouse  apartment. 

Anything  to  do  in  these  final  few  hours  before  dawn

when he knew sleep would no longer come. 

Nothing.  Only  muggy  heat  and  silence.  Even  the

stars  seemed  small  and  faded,  the  constellations  he

recognized as well as family members blurred under the

blanket  of  heat.  Their  names  rattled  through  his  head, 

more instinct than intentional thought: Lyra, Sagittarius, 

Hercules…

Luke rubbed a hand over his short hair. He’d let the

sides grow in a bit but still kept it military-short. 

Movement to his left caught his eye. 

Every sense went on alert as his body slipped into a

loose fighting stance. 

Being  thirty  floors  up  wouldn’t  keep  the  more

creative criminals from finding their way here to loot the

troves of one of Gotham City’s richest. 

A flash of gold at the corner of his balcony. 

No, not his balcony, but the edge of the balcony for

the  penthouse  that  shared  this  top  floor,  the  corner  of

which was just barely visible from where he stood. Along

with  the  source  of  that  gold:  long  blond  hair,  slightly

curled at the ends. 

There were only two apartments up here; the other

had  been  sitting  empty  for  months.  Until  yesterday,  he

remembered.  The  apartment  had  been  leased  by  some

socialite—old  money,  the  gossip  sites  said  when  he’d

checked  them  in  the  evening  for  any  hint  of  trouble

ahead. Holly Vanderhees. 

Luke  peered  over  the  rail,  craning  his  neck  to  see

more of the owner of that luxurious blond hair he could

just barely make out. 

A neighbor was an inconvenience. 

He should have bought the apartment next door just

to keep it empty. 

A stupid mistake. A rookie mistake. 

He’d  have  to  be  careful  now,  coming  in  and  out  of

the apartment. Might have to account for his odd hours if

she  was  a  snoop.  Especially  if  she  was  a  gossip.  Most

socialites  were.  He’d  developed  a  healthy  respect  for

them.  He’d  seen  socialites  take  each  other  down  with

words  and  rumors  far  more  efficiently  than  insurgents

had with bullets and IEDs. 

His  new  neighbor  vanished  along  the  wraparound

balcony. As if she’d been pacing it. 

First  night  in  a  new  city.  Perhaps  she  hadn’t  been

able to sleep, either. 

For  a  heartbeat,  he  debated  crossing  the  small

hallway  they  shared  and  knocking  on  her  door. 

Introducing himself. 

But  he  couldn’t  afford  another  mistake.  Building

bonds invited questions. And if Holly Vanderhees had no

idea who she was living next to, if she never saw or heard

from him, so much the better. Easier to be unaccounted

for. 

He didn’t know how Bruce did it: juggling the man

the  world  believed  they  knew  with  the  vigilante  who

fought  to  keep  Gotham  City  safe.  Luke  had  asked  him

throughout  their  training,  but  Bruce  hadn’t  been

forthcoming. 

It  was  one  of  the  few  things  Bruce  hadn’t  taught

him. 

Luke  had  known  plenty  about  fighting,  about

building clever, useful things, before they’d begun. Even

before  enlisting  in  the  Marines,  he’d  been  as  keen  on

honing his body as he was on sharpening his mind. 

 A rare combination,  his mom often said, beaming at

him.  Brains  and  beauty.  Luke  always  laughed  at  her, 

waving her off. Even if the brains part was officially true. 

He’d been declared a genius before finishing high school. 

A lot of good that had done him overseas. 

He certainly wasn’t doing much with it these days as

the  millionaire  playboy  the  world  believed   him  to  be—

son of Lucius Fox, the CEO of Wayne Industries, granted

a cushy job in Applied Sciences at the company. 

What the job actually did was allow Luke to roll into

Wayne Tower, go down to the restricted sublevel seven, 

and  mess  around  with  his  suit,  his  gear,  his  various

gadgets that helped him round up Gotham City’s worst. 

Luke  sometimes  even  modified  Bruce’s  gear,  since  his

colleague  was  always  game  for  a  new  upgrade.  They’d

bonded over it—their interest in tech. 

Watery  gray  light  began  to  bleed  into  the  eastern

horizon.  He  had  another  boxing  match  tonight.  He’d

make sure not to mention it to his mother at brunch in a

few hours. 

 You  shave  years  off  my  life  with  every  match,  she

complained to him and his dad. 

 It’s  only  semiprofessional,   his  dad  often  said, 

coming  to  his  defense.  Knowing  that  the  boxing,  which

Luke  had  done  for  years  before  he  shipped  out,  had

always  steadied  him.  Settled  his  mind.  And  in  the  year

since he’d returned, he’d picked it up again. As part of his

ongoing, endless recovery. 

But only semipro, as his dad said. As was befitting a

socialite of Gotham City. 

Even if he didn’t lose. Ever. 

Not a single fight. 

What his mom didn’t know, what she couldn’t know

despite how much he wanted to tell her, was that he and

his  dad  had  decided  the  fights  would  not  only  balance

him but help explain away any injuries that might arise

during his nocturnal activities. His real job. 

Batwing. 

He’d  come  up  with  the  name  himself,  in  part  to

honor the training he’d done with Bruce, but mostly as a

nod to his favorite part of the suit. The part he’d worked

the  hardest  on,  and  got  one  hell  of  a  kick  out  of

surprising lowlifes with. Nothing like a pair of retractable

wings,  capable  of  gliding  over  long  distances,  to  make

criminals wet themselves. 

And  to  land  easily  on  the  roof  before  slipping  back

inside  the  building.  A  task  that  would  now  be  infinitely

harder with his new neighbor. 

Luke frowned toward Holly’s balcony before turning

back  inside  and  sealing  the  door  shut,  the  AC  instantly

icy against his skin. 

He’d figure out some way to make sure she thought

he was as boring as possible. 

Luke  headed  into  his  closet,  lights  flickering  on

automatically. He glanced to the wood panel that held a

full-length mirror. A hidden touch pad would reveal the

extra closet concealed behind it, chock-full of his various

mechanized suits, weapons, and gear. 

But he opted for gym shorts and an old Marines tee, 

sliding  on  his  worn  sneakers  before  striding  from  the

room.  A  full-service  gym  was  open  24-7  a  level  below. 

It’d  be  empty  at  this  time  of  the  night.  Day.  Whatever

four-thirty a.m. was classified as. 

Luke caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror as he

left. His skin was still shiny with sweat, his cheeks a bit

hollowed out. His mom would worry at brunch—she was

too  damn  smart  not  to  note  everything.  Especially  if  he

didn’t get rid of the empty, glazed look in his eyes. 

A year, and it was still there. 

A  year  of  trying  to  adjust  to  civilian  life  and

managing his PTSD so that he could finally do  something

of value to keep this city from falling into ruin. To honor

the good men and women who hadn’t returned home—at

least  not  outside  of  a  pine  box—and  the  families  they’d

left behind. 

Luke shouldered his way through the gym door, the

fluorescent lights a clang to his senses, all the TV screens

above  the  machines  set  to  various  news  channels.  Even

they were full of nothing, filler stories because the truth

of  the  world—that  didn’t  sell  ad  space.  And  Americans

watching  didn’t  really  want  to  have  their  oversized

houses and wasteful lifestyles called into question when

faced  with  the  poverty  most  of  the  planet  lived  in.  The

despair, the ugliness of it. 

Hell, they couldn’t even stand to look too long at the

East End in their own damn city. 

His mom knew that. Fought against that every day. 

He  supposed  his  mom’s  ball  gowns  and  well-tailored

suits  were  another  kind  of  armor—that  she,  too,  had

masks  she  used  to  fight  against  the  injustices  of  the

world, especially as a black woman in the upper echelon

of  society.  He  wished  he  could  tell  her  that.  Wished  he

could  explain  that  he  was  honored  to  follow  in  her

footsteps,  even  if  the  fighting  they  did  each  night  was

different.  Hers  took  place  at  galas  and  in  boardrooms, 

winning over Gotham City’s richest to contribute to her

charities  with  that  charm  and  wit  of  hers.  His  fights, 

beyond  those  in  the  ring,  were  in  places  few  dared  to

venture. 

Luke  picked  a  treadmill  that  enabled  him  to  see

anyone  who  entered  the  gym—another  lesson  from

Bruce: always be on guard—and climbed on, punching in

his  preferred  speed  and  incline.  His  body  was  a  tool.  A

weapon. The same as any he’d fought with overseas. 

And even as Luke launched into a run, even as sweat

again  slid  down  his  body  and  his  lungs  burned  in  his

broad chest…he still couldn’t feel it. 

Himself. 

As if his skin, his bones, were as distant as the high-

tech suit he donned every night. 

The sun began to rise over Gotham City, the wall of

windows offering an unparalleled view of the city skyline. 

Another day. 

He’d  make  it  count.  For  the  friends  who  hadn’t

made  it  home,  for  the  people  living  in  this  city…He’d

make it count. 
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Silence lay heavy throughout the Museum of Antiquities. 

In  the  darkest  hours  of  the  night,  the  quiet  that

permeated  the  marble  chambers  was  as  tangible  as  the

muggy  heat  outside  the  sprawling  complex.  Only  the

occasional whisper of the air conditioner or the jingle of

a drowsy guard’s keys provided any interruption. 

Certainly not Selina. Her black boots didn’t so much

as scuff against the white floors as she crept through the

wings  and  halls  of  the  behemoth  building,  her  helmet


providing a steady read of the tangle of alarm sensors. 

It was a puzzle—and not a particularly clever one. 

Her helmet’s scanner gave her a constant stream of

information, tailored to her specifics. The helmet’s ears, 

the  overly  large  eyes…She’d  taken  one  of  the  standard

helmets—Death  Masks,  they  called  them—that  the

League  of  Assassins  gave  to  all  their  acolytes,  and

modified it. 

 Kitten,   they’d  taunted  her.  Kitty-cat.   Acolytes  and

assassins  alike  whispered  and  hissed  and  growled  it

during  training  sessions,  in  the  eating  hall,  down  the

walkways. One look at the spots inked on her arms, and

the  taunts  had  begun.  Her  fists  had  done  the  talking  at

first—though  all  it  had  earned  her  was  Nyssa’s  disdain. 

 Control is vital. Control is everything. 

So Selina had taken control. Of the taunts, the hated

nickname. 

All  while  improving  her  Death  Mask.  Tinkering

through  the  quietest  hours  of  the  night,  deep  in  the

science labs of the Sanctuary. She’d shocked herself a few

times, sliced up her fingers while cutting the wires, but in

the  end  Nyssa  had  given  her  a  rare  smile  of  approval

when  Selina  had  come  to  training  one  day  wearing  her

modified  helmet.  The  audio  receptors  shaped  like  cat

ears.  The  large  eyes.  And  the  dagger-sharp  claws  at  the

tips of her black climbing gloves. 

The taunting had stopped after that. 

Especially when she’d ripped open the side of Tigris, 

one  of  Nyssa  and  Talia’s  fiercest  assassins  and  trainers, 

and settled things between them. 

And  that  was  before  Nyssa  had  started  letting  her

officially train with the bullwhip. 

Head to toe in black, her breathing barely elevated, 

Selina paused before the entrance to the famed Egyptian

Wing and surveyed the labyrinth of shimmering lasers. 

It  was  outright  cliché:  the  web  of  lasers  nearly

invisible to the naked eye. 

Without  the  helmet,  she  might  have  resorted  to  an

aerosol to reveal them. Even more cliché. 

Yet  despite  the  helmet’s  map  of  the  various  pitfalls

and  suggested  routes,  Selina  found  herself  studying  the

lasers.  Gauging  the  angles,  the  landing  space,  the

possible disasters. 

The  relic  was  displayed  only  fifty  feet  away.  A

straight  shot  down  the  arched  marble  corridor.  Even  at

night, the small bronze cat statue was lit up in stunning

relief,  tribute  to  Bastet,  the  feline-headed  goddess  of

warriors. Protector of children and cats. 

No larger than a bottle of shampoo, the thirty-two-

hundred-year-old statue was in flawless condition. That, 

along  with  the  gems  embedded  in  its  collar,  made  it

nearly priceless. 

 Nearly  priceless.  Someone  had,  in  fact,  slapped  a

price on it. 

A  price  that  made  Selina  smile  beneath  her  helmet

and begin. 

Setting  her  weight  onto  her  left  leg,  she  lifted  her

right  and  eased  it  through  the  largest  gap  between  the

shimmering sensors. 

Balance  was  key.  The  beam  had  been  her  best  and

favorite event in gymnastics. She had no idea why. Most

of  her  teammates  had  dreaded  it,  feared  it.  She’d

sometimes  wondered  if  that  fear  had  been  a  poison, 

making their balance worse. 

Selina eased the rest of her body through the initial

gap  between  the  sensors,  landing  in  a  small  island  of

open  air.  She’d  tucked  her  bullwhip  in  tightly  for  this

heist—had triple-checked that it wouldn’t fall loose from

its place at her left hip while she moved. 

The  guards  didn’t  rotate  into  this  wing  for  another

ten  minutes.  It  was  all  the  time  she  needed.  Especially

when  she’d  taken  the  liberty  of  jamming  the  camera

signals with a simple  Computer Error: Contact Provider

message. One with a fake phone number that would keep

the guards on hold for a good fifteen minutes. 

Arching smoothly into a bridge over the next sensor

beam, the world tilted upside down for a heartbeat as her

gloved  hands  met  the  marble  floor.  A  push  of  her  legs

and pull of her abdominal muscles had her feet rising up

and over, her landing as smooth as silk. 

A  dance.  These  movements  felt  like  a  dance.  One

she’d learned to enjoy. 

Just as she’d enjoyed taking that diamond from the

Gotham Museum three days ago. And that trove of jewels

from  a  shop  five  days  before  that.  Little  dances—little

tests. 

Tonight would be another step. A bigger one. 

Considering  those  two  burglaries  had  proved…

disappointing. 

Sure,  she’d  made  off  with  what  she  needed.  But  no

one had even put up a fight. A challenge. And no one had

come looking for her afterward. 

Selina  slid  to  the  marble  floor,  slipping  beneath  a

low-hanging beam. 

She’d make sure tonight was different. 

A larger expanse of space opened before her, leading

to a more intricate web of sensors. The last stretch before

the  statue’s  glass  display  case  in  the  center  of  the

hallway. 

She could make it with a few careful dips and ducks. 

But where was the fun in that? 

She’d  been  devoid  of  fun  for  most  of  her  life.  Had

found it only in rare moments. And even then it had been

overshadowed with fear and dread. But tonight…

She’d  learned  to  take  the  things  she  wanted. 

Including her own amusement. 

Sucking  in  a  breath,  again  checking  that  the

bullwhip was secure, Selina launched herself forward. 

The motions were muscle memory, the calculations

sharp and precise. Glorious. 

Front  handspring  into  a  twisting  backflip,  followed

by a high-soaring tuck, right into a somersault that sent

her into a neat tumble over the final alarm sensor. And

right up to the glass of the case. 

Breathing  loud  beneath  her  helmet,  Selina  grinned

at the Bastet statue. 

She  could  have  sworn  that  ancient  bit  of  bronze

seemed to smile back. Seemed to say,  Go on. Take it. 

So Selina did. 

A  claw  of  reinforced  steel  slid  free  from  her  black

glove.  Perfectly  honed.  Perfectly  ready  to  slice  a  circle

through the thick glass. 

Selina caught the panel of glass in one palm as her

other  hand  slid  into  the  case  and  wrapped  around  the

figure. 

And just as she’d planned, the alarms began blaring. 

—

Selina was gone before GCPD arrived. 

But she was not done. 

The  Bastet  statue  tucked  into  a  satchel  at  her  side, 

Selina  knelt  at  the  edge  of  a  high-rise  rooftop  and

adjusted the focus on the scope of her rifle. 

She didn’t use guns on people. Ever. 

She’d allowed Nyssa to teach her how to wield them, 

but  she’d  kept  her  thoughts  on  the  matter  to  herself. 

Never  mentioned  how  she’d  seen  them  used  to  such

detrimental effect and destruction, how she’d seen them

bring such pain and sorrow into the lives of those in the

East End. 

So it was a good thing Nyssa wasn’t here. And a good

thing Selina had so many other weapons in her arsenal. 

But for this task…

Selina  counted  down  the  seconds.  Knew  it  was

coming. 

Her  finger  shifted  slightly  on  the  trigger  as  she

aimed  the  rifle  at  the  top  of  the  eleven-story  GCPD

precinct  building.  The  most  important  building  in  this

city, by her account. 

The  door  to  the  precinct  roof  flung  open,  and  two

men rushed out. 

Selina  allowed  them  to  get  close  to  the  object  they

sought. The giant spotlight. 

She  allowed  them  to  turn  it  on,  the  beam  of  light

spearing into the sky, the bat icon dark against the bank

of  clouds.  She  allowed  them  that  one  moment  of  calm

before she fired. 

The rifle’s kickback was a punch to the shoulder, but

the shot was a whisper thanks to the silencer. The crack

of  shattering  glass  and  metal  and  the  shouts  of  the  two

officers were not. 

Selina  fired  again  a  heartbeat  later,  her  careful

planning and the scope’s night vision allowing the bullet

to fly perfectly. 

The  glowing  power  source  on  its  lower  left  side

shattered before the bullet embedded in the brick wall of

the stairwell entrance. 

More  shouts  and  cursing  from  the  men,  now

whirling in her direction. 

But  Selina  flicked  the  safety  back  on  the  rifle, 

shouldered the weapon, and prowled for the stairs, little

more than a shadow against the night. 

This time, someone would come looking. 

Hopefully, they’d want to play. 
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Luke had been surprised to see Alfred’s name light up his

cell at three a.m. 

Mostly because they’d never once called each other, 

though Bruce had given Luke his butler’s number in case

of emergency. The sort that involved Bruce either never

coming  home  again  or  needing  a  discreet  pickup. 

Thankfully,  Luke  had  never  had  to  make  a  call,  but  if

Alfred was calling…

The  call,  like  the  man  on  the  line,  had  been  polite

but firm. 

“Hey, Alfred,” Luke said, instantly awake and sitting

up in bed. 

“Good evening, Mr. Fox,” came the dry British voice

at the other end. 

Luke set his feet on the cool wooden floor. “Is Bruce

all right?” Better to get down to business. Alfred, at least, 

seemed just as disinclined to make small talk. 

“Yes. His mission is going well.” 

He  knew  the  butler  would  say  no  more  than  that. 

Luke  scanned  the  city  skyline  beyond  his  bedroom

windows, struggling for the right response. “Glad to hear

it.” 

A lengthy pause. Luke winced a bit. But Alfred just

said, “Commissioner Gordon sent a message through the

usual channels to say that he needs to speak to  one of the

Bats flapping around this city.” 

Luke wasn’t stupid enough to ask if the phrasing was

Gordon’s or Alfred’s. “Anything to worry about?” 

“The  commissioner  claimed  that  it  was  an  urgent

matter.” 

That  didn’t  sound  good.  There  was  a  private  line

between Gordon and the Batcave precisely for these sorts

of situations. A line that now forwarded to Alfred’s own

inbox while Bruce was away on a mission of such secrecy

that he hadn’t even told Luke what he was up to. 

Their  goodbyes  were  as  quick  as  their  hellos,  and

Luke had found himself relieved when the phone call was

finally over. 

It had been a quiet night until now. Too quiet. He’d

even  headed  to  bed  early  for  once.  He  certainly  hadn’t

filled  the  night  with  a  date  with  one  of  the  women  his

mom  was  constantly  trying  to  set  him  up  with.  No,  he

didn’t  date  at  all.  Not  when  he  was  still  climbing  back

toward  the  person  he’d  been;  not  with  all  the

responsibilities  Batwing  bore.  And  then  there  were  the

inevitable  questions,  along  with  the  threat  he’d  pose  to

anyone associated with him if the truth about his identity

ever came out. 

Five  minutes  later,  he’d  donned  the  comfortable

weight  of  his  suit  and  slipped  through  the  streets  of

Gotham  City  while  a  thunderstorm  unleashed  itself

overhead. 

And now, as he dripped water onto the tiled floor of

Gordon’s  dim  office,  the  pale,  middle-aged  GCPD

commissioner  frowned  up  at  him,  his  auburn  mustache

twitching. Not at all surprised to see him emerging from

the shadows. “Good of you to join me.” 

Luke waited, his face hidden beneath his mask. The

low  light  danced  on  the  bluish  silver  of  his  armor,  the

bat-symbol across his chest glowing faintly. 

Alive—the  suit  he  wore  hummed  and  ticked  faintly

with  life,  each  inch  of  it  made  by  Luke  in  that  lab, 

designed and modified and tweaked to his liking. Full of

hidden surprises for Gotham City’s worst. 

“Where’s the other guy?” Gordon said at last, brown

eyes  narrowing  beneath  his  thick-rimmed  glasses. 

“Haven’t seen him around for a while.” 

Luke  approached  the  desk,  his  suit  clinking  softly. 

Bruce had been the one to suggest the particular metal—

his father the one to supply it. “He’s on a covert op.” No

need  to  let  Gordon  know  that  he  had  little  idea  what  it

entailed. 

“Is he now.” 

Luke  angled  his  head,  the  single  sign  of  his

impatience. Yeah, Bruce and Luke worked with Gordon. 

Had an agreement to make sure the GCPD locked up the

criminals  they  nabbed,  and  provided  backup  when

needed.  But  they  didn’t  answer  to  the  police.  Luke

himself still chafed when he had to work with the GCPD. 

What  he’d  seen  just  now  after  slipping  through  the

precinct’s roof access had only reinforced that sentiment. 

He’d  nearly  made  it  through  the  halls  unnoticed  when

he’d  spied  the  black  kid,  no  older  than  fifteen, 

handcuffed to a bench in the corridor outside the holding

area.  Soaked  through,  his  clothes  clinging  to  his  thin

frame.  The  kid’s  face  was  carefully  blank,  even  if  the

tapping  of  his  foot  on  the  tile  floor  revealed  the

nervousness  undoubtedly  coursing  through  him. 

Rightfully  coursing  through  him,  considering  the  words

Luke heard a second later as he ducked into a shadowed

alcove. 

 What’d  you  nab  him  for?   The  question  had  come

from an officer passing by. 

Unaware of Luke’s presence mere feet away, the cop

who had undoubtedly brought the kid in had answered, 

dabbing at the sweat on his ruddy face.  Pot possession. 

 Caught in the act?  the first cop had asked, pausing. 

The  ruddy-faced  cop  had  smirked.  Does  it  make  a

 difference? 

The  question,  the  cop’s  words,  had  Luke’s  blood

roaring in his ears. 

His parents had explained to him from a young age

that  the  world  wasn’t  always  fair,  had  explained  how—

regardless of their wealth—there was a very specific way

he needed to interact with the cops. They had told him it

was  for  his  own  protection.  That  sometimes  the  police

got ideas in their heads that had nothing to do with him

but affected him anyway. Him and kids who looked like

him. 

Like  the  kid  on  the  bench.  As  Luke  snuck  another

glance at the boy, he wondered if the kid had been taught

the same. 

Luke  emerged  from  the  hall  shadows  and  walked

over to where the boy was seated. 

The cops, almost at the end of the hall now, halted. 

Swore as they spotted him. He and Bruce never revealed

their presence inside the precinct. Never. 

What would those officers say if they knew the color

of  the  skin  beneath  his  suit?  It  hadn’t  escaped  Luke’s

notice just how many of the guys behind bars looked like

him, but he knew that the real criminals—the ones who

truly  posed  a  threat  to  Gotham  City—those  guys  didn’t

look like him at all. 

Luke  had  made  sure  to  calm  his  raging  heartbeat, 

the  anger  simmering  in  his  veins,  before  he  said  to  the

kid,  You good? 

Slowly, the kid’s head lifted. He scanned Luke from

head  to  toe,  starting  to  shake  a  bit,  his  jeans  dripping

onto the floor, but he said nothing. 

So  Luke  asked  again,  signaling  he  was  a  friend, 

especially  with  the  cops  gawking  and  yet  not  daring  to

come closer.  You good, bro? 

The boy still said nothing. But his eyes went wide—

wide as saucers as the question settled in. Luke gave him

a slight nod. 

He turned to the cops at the end of the hall.  Get this

 boy a blanket. He’s soaked through. 

The cops blinked at him, the ruddy-faced one’s skin

going white as death. Then he hurried away. Luke waited

until  he  returned,  blanket  in  hand.  Until  it  was  around

the kid’s shoulders. 

Luke  had  marked  the  man’s  badge—his  name  and

ID number—as he ran past. And as Luke finally left the

hall, he dialed up one of the best lawyers in the city, who

just  so  happened  to  be  one  of  Luke’s  old  prep  school

friends. She asked no questions, only promised to be at

the precinct in twenty minutes. 

Luke  was  still  trying  to  shake  off  the  encounter,  to

steady  himself,  as  he  asked  Gordon,  “Why  not  use  the

signal tonight?” 

“Because it’s gone.” 

Luke  blinked,  even  though  Gordon  couldn’t  see  it. 

“Explain.” 

Gordon stiffened a little, the older man sweeping his

sharp gaze over Luke. 

He’d stood in front of his own damn mirror enough

to know how he appeared in the suit: more machine than

man. Especially with the eye lenses that glowed the same

pale blue as the bat-symbol across his chest. No sign of

the human beneath—the way he preferred it. No way to

guess  who  he  was,  who  he  loved.  And  against  his

enemies…The  Jaws effect, he’d decided: it was way more

petrifying  not to get a glimpse of what lurked beneath the

surface. To let the mind imagine the worst. 

Gordon  laid  a  metal  tray  on  his  desk.  An  object

rolled and hissed within its borders—a bullet. 

“Someone  shot  it  out  tonight.  Right  as  we  went  to

signal to you.” 

Luke  approached  the  battered,  paper-covered  desk

and  plucked  up  the  bullet.  “What  was  the  crime  they

didn’t want me involved in?” 

Gordon’s jaw tightened. “We don’t know for certain

that  they’re  connected,  but  the  Museum  of  Antiquities

was  hit  tonight.  Someone  stole  an  Egyptian  cat  statue, 

valued at one-point-three million. We arrived within five

minutes  of  the  alarms  going  off,  saw  no  trace,  went  to

light up the signal, and then…out of nowhere. Two shots

fired,  sniper-style.  One  to  the  light,  the  other  to  the

power source.” 

Luke  held  up  the  bullet  to  the  light  on  Gordon’s

desk.  “I’d  bet  the  burglary  is  tied  to  whoever  stole  the

half  million  in  jewelry  last  week.  And  the  ten-carat

diamond  from  the  Gotham  Museum.”  He  rolled  the

bullet between his fingers. “But those two jobs were done

without triggering an alarm.” 

Gordon  removed  his  glasses  and  cleaned  them  on

his askew tie. “And?” 

Luke  opened  a  panel  in  his  left  arm,  revealing  the

command  pad  of  his  suit.  He  punched  in  a  few  orders, 

and the lenses on his eyes shifted, magnifying the bullet

in  his  palm,  giving  him  a  read  of  irregularities  and

dimensions.  “And,”  he  went  on,  “tonight  they  triggered

the alarms. And then left a calling card behind.” He lifted

the  bullet  between  two  fingers.  “Self-made.  ID-less. 

Sleek.”  He  dropped  the  bullet  in  the  tray  with  a  faint

ping. “Fired by a far more elegant weapon than the usual

suspects.” 

Gordon  put  his  glasses  back  on.  “It  doesn’t  match

any of the ammo used by the main gangs. Harley Quinn

is  skilled  in  ballistics—she’s  got  a  sniper’s  aim.  But  not

access to this kind of ammo.” Luke nodded, and Gordon

mused, “Poison Ivy doesn’t use traditional weapons, and

we haven’t heard a whisper from the Riddler in months.” 

The man scratched his head. “You think someone new is

in town?” 

Luke glanced toward the rain-lashed windows of the

empty precinct office. He did. “A jewel and art thief. The

first  two  crimes  were  in  plain  daylight.  It’s  almost  as  if

tonight’s  burglary…”  He  again  picked  up  the  bullet, 

weighing it in his hand. 

“Was their way of saying that we weren’t catching on

fast enough and they were dumbing the game down for

our benefit?” Gordon finished. 

Luke snorted. “Yeah.” 

Which  was…interesting.  He’d  seen  the  reports  on

the  thefts.  No  one  harmed.  Just  obscenely  expensive

things being stolen. And if they’d shot out the Bat-Signal, 

then they knew precisely what sleeping dragon they were

poking. 

Or sleeping bats, he supposed. 

“Can I take this?” Luke held up the bullet. 

Gordon  adjusted  his  glasses.  “Sure.  We’ve  run  our

tests. Keep it.” Gordon jerked his chin toward the door in

silent  dismissal.  Luke  bristled  at  the  order  but  leashed

his  temper.  “And  besides,”  Gordon  added,  dragging  a

hand through his silver-streaked brown hair, “I’m not so

convinced they wanted to get the attention of the GCPD.” 

Exactly. 

Dusty, long-sleeping parts of his brain started to fire

up. He’d been a ballistics expert overseas, and this bullet, 

this new thief…

 Come find me,  the bullet seemed to say. 

And  maybe  it  was  the  lightning  in  the  air,  or  the

end-of-August heat, but Luke was inclined to take up the

invitation. 

—

Selina  leaned  against  the  carved  oak  doorframe  and

watched  the  antiquities  dealer  jot  down  another

calculation on his pad of paper. 

He’d  been  examining  the  Bastet  statue  for  twenty

minutes  now,  the  golden  lights  of  his  ornate  office  dim

save  for  the  spotlight  of  the  examination  lamp  over  the

statue. She’d lingered at the doorway of his office for the

entirety  of  that  time,  dressed  head  to  toe  in  black,  her

face  obscured  by  her  Death  Mask  and  the  low-hanging

hood of her sweatshirt. 

 Such dramatics,  the man had said when he let her in

the back door. 

She’d  said  nothing,  opting  for  the  power  of  silence

and  the  bullwhip  hanging  from  her  side  to  convey  any

threats  she  might  need  to  make.  It  had  been  minimally

difficult  to  find  the  dealer,  even  considering  how  so

much of the antiquities market existed in murky zones of

ownership. A statue stolen outright from the Museum of

Antiquities  was  a  different  matter,  of  course,  but  she’d

done  her  research.  Knew  this  man  would  find  a  way  to

make sure the statue vanished and money appeared in its

place. 

The  man  at  last  lowered  the  loupe  from  his  eye, 

pulled off his latex gloves, and ran a hand over his bald, 

pale head. “Well, it’s certainly real.” 

Selina crossed her arms over her chest, waiting. 

His  dark,  beady  eyes  narrowed.  “You  do  realize  I’ll

have a great deal of trouble hiding the trail if I’m to sell

it. That sort of discretion won’t come cheap.” 

“Name  your  price.”  Even  with  the  helmet’s  voice

modified, she kept her voice low, raspy. Her sister might

have been the one who loved the theater, but Selina had

picked up some tricks of her own these past few years. 

The  man  scanned  the  statue  again,  then  her.  “Nine

hundred thousand.” 

“It’s worth far more than that.” 

“I  told  you:  discretion  comes  at  a  cost.  There  are

ownership  documents  to  forge,  private  methods  of

shipping to a buyer….Those things add up.” 

Selina didn’t flinch. “I’ll take one-point-two.” 

The  man  straightened  in  his  green  leather  seat. 

“You’ll take nine hundred, since you’ll be hard-pressed to

find  another  dealer  who’d  even   touch  a  stolen  item  like

this. Especially one so publicly taken.” Another sweeping

glance, as if assessing whether  she had done the stealing

or not. 

She didn’t offer him any clues. Only braced her feet

slightly  farther  apart  on  the  blue  Aubusson  rug  and

countered  smoothly,  “You’ll  be  hard-pressed  to  find

another piece like this anytime soon, since the Egyptian

government  has  cracked  down  on  the  antiquities

market.” 

The man interlaced his fingers and set them on the

antique wooden desk. “One million.” 

She met his stare. “One-point-two.” 

“One million, and that’s the best you’ll get.” 

Selina prowled toward the desk, her steps swallowed

by  the  thick  rug.  She  folded  up  the  statue  in  its  velvet

wrappings and placed it into the slim wooden box she’d

brought with her. “We’ll see if the London dealers agree

with that statement.” 

She turned on a heel and strode for the office door, 

beginning a silent countdown. 

 Five. Four. 

She neared the arched doorway.  Three. Two…

She stepped one foot over the threshold. 

“Wait.” 

—

She  made  sure  the  money  had  been  wired  into  the

offshore account before she left the man’s shop. 

It  was  more  money  than  she’d  ever  dreamed  of

having—had  never  even   considered  having  that  much

money. But it was still not enough, not for all the plans

she’d crafted. 

Selina  didn’t  immediately  head  back  to  her  cold, 

clean penthouse. 

As  if  her  feet  had  some  magnet  of  their  own,  she

stalked through the quiet, rain-slicked streets, keeping to

the shadows. It wasn’t hard: as she neared the slums, the

streetlights became few and far between. 

It  was  in  one  of  those  pools  of  shadow  that  she

finally stopped, gazing at the dark labyrinth of buildings

ahead. 

There  was  no  point  in  striding  into  the  maze  of

streets of the East End. In going all the way toward that

apartment complex. 

There was no one living there worth seeing, anyway. 

And certainly no home left to visit. 

For  a  heartbeat,  something  in  her  chest  tightened. 

Something that she’d buried down deep. 

The money now in that offshore account seemed to

rise up and loom over her shoulders. 

What  that  money  could  do  for  so  many  dwelling

here. What lives it might change. Save. 

Later. That would all come later. This game was only

in its opening movements, and there was much left to do. 

Still, Selina lingered on the edge of the East End for

a while longer. 
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The  next  morning,  Luke’s  dad  picked  up  on  the  second

ring. 

It was Friday, which meant Lucius Fox was currently

sitting at his shiny CEO’s desk, in his shiny CEO’s office, 

working  on  notes  for  Monday’s  board  meeting  before

heading out early for a quick nine at the club. 

“Luke,” his dad said by way of greeting. 

Walking through the private parking lot beneath his

apartment building, Luke smiled. As he always did, likely

always  would,  when  he  heard  his  dad’s  dry  tone. 

“Morning, Dad.” 

He could practically hear his father taking a sip from

his daily green smoothie.  Brain food,  his mom called it. 

She  insisted  his  father  drink  one  every  day.  And  she’d

tried to make Luke start, too, going so far as to buy him a

juicer. He hadn’t the heart—or nerve—to tell her that in

the three months since, he hadn’t taken it out of the box. 

His dad asked, “Will I see you at the office today?” 

“On my way over now.” Luke unlocked his gunmetal

Porsche 911 with a click of the key fob. He waited until he

was sealed in the plush interior before saying, “I wanted

to see if you had an hour or two free before you get too

busy.” 

“New experiment?” He could  also practically see his

father  sitting  up  in  his  leather  chair.  It  had  been  an

honor—and a much-deserved one—to have Bruce tap his

dad to be CEO, but Lucius made little secret that his true

passion  would  always  lie  in  the  Applied  Sciences

division. 

Luke set his phone in an empty cupholder, buckled

his  seat  belt,  and  switched  the  call  over  to  the  car’s

Bluetooth. “Unfortunately for you, no.” 

A long-suffering sigh. 

Luke grinned, revving the engine and backing out of

his  spot.  “I’ve  got  a  bullet  that  I  need  analyzed—is  that

machine still there?” 

“Might be a bit dusty, but it should be.” 

“Good. Could you—” 

“Already  asking  maintenance  to  have  it  sent  to

seven.” 

What  the  people  who  worked  in  Wayne  Industries

saw when they entered level seven…Luke knew his father

paid  them  well.  But  he  also  knew  that  loyalties  were

bought  in  this  town,  which  was  why  level  seven  mostly

appeared to be an empty concrete chamber. Until a few

buttons revealed it wasn’t. 

“Thanks,  Dad,”  Luke  said,  pulling  up  the  garage

ramp and into the morning traffic that would likely make

his two-mile drive an eternity. 

He expected his dad to ask him about the bullet, so

the next question caught him by surprise. “Will you be at

the party on Sunday?” 

“What party?” 

“Our Labor Day party.” His dad added quietly, “No

fireworks.  Even  from  the  neighbors.  I  made  sure  the

town  enacted  a  noise  ordinance  on  behalf  of  the  local

wildlife.” 

It meant more to him than he could say that his dad

broached  the  subject  for  him  and  had  gone  to  such

lengths to make sure he was taken care of. So it filled him

with no small amount of guilt as he said, “I can’t. I gotta

work.” 

His dad knew what he meant. “Even for one night?” 

“Did  Mom  tell  you  to  guilt-trip  me?”  Luke  avoided

the urge to honk at a car that idled in the left-turn lane

while the green light came and went. Even with the Fox

name  attached  to  him,  it  didn’t  erase  certain  realities. 

Like the fact that he’d been pulled over by a pair of cops

last month, even when he’d been going the speed limit. 

He  could  still  see  the  two  officers  flanking  his

Porsche.  Still  feel  the  way  the  seams  on  the  steering

wheel  dug  into  his  palms  as  he  kept  his  hands  in  clear

sight, gripping hard against the fury seething in him. Still

feel his pulse raging throughout his body as he spoke as

clearly as he could, keeping his temper on a tight leash. 

He’d made sure to slowly, so slowly, reach for his wallet

and registration. 

But  the  moment  the  cops  had  seen  his  name  and

address  that  afternoon,  their  eyes  widened.  The  officer

on  the  driver’s  side  had  gone  brick  red,  his  mouth

tightening  before  he  muttered  an  apology  as  if  every

word tasted like sour milk. 

It had taken Luke a few hours to shake the tremors

and  simmering  anger,  so  fierce  his  hands  shook.  Even

now, it set his teeth on edge. And not just for himself. 

“I am certainly not trying to guilt-trip you,” his dad

said  drily,  “but  I  know  precisely  how  sad  your  mother

will look when  I have to tell her you won’t be there, and

I’m trying to avoid it.” 

Luke  sighed.  “I  would—but  with  Bruce  away…I

can’t.” 

“Bruce came to the party last year. So did you. Who

looked after Gotham then? Alfred?” 

Luke  clenched  the  steering  wheel.  “Why  is  it  so

important I go this time?” 

A  lengthy  pause.  “We  might  have  invited  a  few

young ladies who—” 

Luke groaned. “Jesus, Dad. Really? Again?” 

He  loved  his  parents  more  than  anything  in  the

world,  knew  he  was  tremendously  lucky  to  have  them, 

but…they  had  been  trying  to  set  him  up  from  the

moment his boots had touched the tarmac at the airport. 

They often conveniently forgot his no-dating policy, too. 

His dad chuckled. 

Luke  winced.  “There’s  been  a  string  of  high-end

burglaries.  Labor  Day  weekend  seems  like  the  perfect

time  to  strike,  with  half  the  city  away  at  the  beach. 

Especially the rich ones.” 

“Oh?” 

“You don’t sound disturbed.” 

His  dad  hummed.  “The  possibility  of  certain

individuals  being  set  loose  from  Arkham  Asylum

disturbs me. Someone robbing a few places? I’ll take that

any day over the alternatives.” 

Luke  would,  too.  Major  shit  had  gone  down  in

Gotham  City  while  he’d  been  overseas.  He  had  no  idea

how Bruce had dealt with it alone. 

“I’ll make it up to you—and Mom.” 

“By going to the Gotham Museum Gala next week.” 

Luke  groaned  again.  “You  have  this  all  figured  out, 

don’t you.” 

His  dad  laughed.  “I’m  not  CEO  for  nothing,  you

know.” 

Luke  managed  about  twenty  feet  of  cruising  down

the  broad  avenue  before  traffic  brought  him  to  a

standstill again. “Tell Mom I’ll go to the gala.” 

And an event like that…An idea sparked, making his

brain  go  rapid-fire  more  than  any  cup  of  coffee.  Oh,  an

event  like  that  might  have  some  interesting

 opportunities. 

“Good.  Your  mother  and  the  young  ladies  will  see

you there.” 

Despite  himself,  Luke  laughed.  “Fine,  fine.”  He

grimaced  at  the  traffic.  “I’ll  swing  by  your  office  in

twenty.” 

“Bring me a hot dog, will you?” 

Luke’s brows rose. 

His  father  said,  “This  spinach  smoothie  tastes  like

cold garbage.” 

Luke chuckled all the way to Wayne Tower. 

—

He  didn’t  find  anything  on  the  bullet.  Not  a  trace.  A

ghost bullet. 

And  nothing—absolutely   nothing—happened  over

Labor Day weekend. As if the criminals had gone to the

beach, too. 

Had  everyone left town? 

Luke felt like a jerk for even thinking it, but a week

later,  as  he  rode  up  the  elevator  of  his  apartment

building,  tux  freshly  pressed  and  in  the  garment  bag

dangling  from  his  hooked  fingers,  the   last  thing  he

wanted to do was go to the annual Gotham Museum Gala

in  a  few  hours.  The  first  event  of  gala  season—the

flashiest and most publicly broadcast. 

But  he  had  his  reasons  to  be  there,  ones  he  prayed

paid off, since the thief had been quiet this past week as

well.  But  with  an  item  so  tempting  laid  on  the  table, 

perhaps  that  would  change.  Luke  smiled  to  himself  as

the  elevator  doors  opened,  revealing  the  sunny

penthouse hallway. 

And the knockout blonde walking down it. 

She  was  young—probably  somewhere  around

twenty,  just  a  few  years  younger  than  him—and  she

stopped short as she beheld him. Luke mastered himself

enough to offer a half smile as he stepped off the elevator

and kept the door open for her with an extended arm. 

“New  neighbor?”  he  asked  as  she  resumed

approaching, a small smile curling her mouth. 

Yeah,  knockout  was  an  understatement.  Long,  lean

legs not at all hidden by the workout gear she wore. And

her  light  exercise  jacket  that  also  displayed  a  tapered

waist. As she stopped before him, he got a look right into

those green eyes, and…Wow. 

“I  was  wondering  when  we’d  meet,”  she  said,  her

voice low and cool. Not a trace of an accent—likely from

European  boarding  schools.  Swiss,  if  he  were  to  put

money on it. She extended a tanned, manicured hand to

him, palm down—the same way he’d seen his mom and

the other fancy ladies of Gotham City do. As if it wouldn’t

be unexpected for him to kiss it. “Holly Vanderhees.” 

The  light  calluses  on  her  palm  were  unexpected, 

though, as he opted for a quick shake. She probably did

CrossFit.  Even  with  the  long  sleeves  of  her  jacket,  he

could  see  the  strong,  sleek  shape  of  her  arms.  “I  know

who you are,” he said with a hint of a smile that usually

made ladies go red or start giggling. 

She only angled her head, that mass of golden hair

tilting  with  her.  “I  suppose  you  have  the  upper  hand, 

then.”  Not  a  giggle  or  blush  in  sight.  A  woman  used  to

handling men—or making  them blush. Interesting. 

So  he  went  for  option  B:  the  roguish  grin.  “Luke

Fox.” The elevator started beeping, an incessant demand

to get out or in. 

“You can let it go,” she said, and the tone…A woman

definitely  used  to  giving  orders.  And  having  them

obeyed.  Definitely  old  money—maybe  even  some  Old

World titles to go with it. 

Luke let go of the elevator doors, and they slid shut. 

“I’m  sorry  I  haven’t  come  over  to  say  hi.”  He  lifted  the

garment bag for emphasis. “Been a busy summer.” 

Holly flicked those killer green eyes over him once. 

“Are you attending the museum gala tonight?” 

 Only for work purposes,  he was tempted to say, but

Luke  tapped  the  garment  bag.  “Just  heading  in  to  get

ready.” 

She  arched  a  brow—darker  than  her  blond  hair. 

“You need three hours to get dressed?” 

Luke choked on a laugh. “And if I did?” 

“I’d offer to bring over some face masks and make it

a party.” 

Luke chuckled this time. “Are you going?” 

A nod. “Any tips for a newcomer?” 

Many.  Starting  with  never  getting  involved  in  the

gala circuit. But she’d likely been born and bred for this

sort of thing. A bit of a disappointment, if he was being

honest with himself. 

“Avoid the raw bar after Jaclyn Brooksfeld arrives,” 

Luke said. “She picks up every shrimp and then puts the

rejects back.” 

Holly  laughed,  a  husky  sound.  “Disgusting.”  She

glanced over a shoulder toward his door. “You live there

alone?” 

“My parents are at their place out in the suburbs.” 

“Your  parents,  hmm?  Do  they  get  you  a  babysitter

while you’re in the city?” 

He rolled his eyes. “Funny.” 

Holly  let  out  that  low  laugh  that  rippled  down  his

body, then leaned past him to push the elevator button. 

He  asked,  “Where  do  your  parents  live?”  You  look

 young enough to still be in college. 

He  knew  it  was  the  wrong  question  when  she

stiffened. “They passed away years ago.” 

Luke winced. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry for your

loss.” 

He  couldn’t  imagine  it.  Even  with  all  he’d  gone

through. That loss…He’d never recover. 

Holly  studied  the  rising  elevator  floor  numbers. 

“Thank you.” 

Silence  fell,  heavy  and  awkward.  So  he  found

himself asking, “You need a ride to the gala later?” 

“No, thank you.” Again, that little smile returned. “I

have my own ride.” 

He  blinked  at  her.  Normally,  they  said  yes. 

Normally,  they  asked   him.  “What  brings  you  to

Gotham?” 

Holly examined her manicured nails for any flaws—

a bored expression growing on her face that he’d seen a

thousand  times,  from  prep  school  to  galas  to  brunches. 

“Europe got boring.” 

Only someone with too much money and too little to

do would say something like that. Someone who’d never

been hungry or frightened or bothered to think how the

rest of the world lived. 

Or what they could do to help it. 

He might have grown up with the world at his feet, 

but  his  parents  hadn’t.  And  they’d  made  sure  he  never

took any of it for granted. Working as Batwing, being in

the  Marines,  had  only  reinforced  that  awareness  and

gratitude.  And  made  Holly’s  lack  of  it  even  more

apparent. 

Any sparkle in his blood simmered out. 

“No  job  to  entertain  you?”  he  asked  tightly,  hoping

she’d prove him wrong. 

Again that bored look. “Why would I ever bother to

work?” 

He’d heard enough. Seen enough. He’d met her kind

a hundred times. Had grown up with them. Why bother

to  work?  Why  bother  to  volunteer  at  a  charity  when

money  could  just  be  handed  over  and  bragging  rights

gained?  Donations  were  more  for  tax  purposes  than

kindness—how  often  he’d  heard   that  notion.  Holly  was

no different. 

Luke  lifted  his  tux  in  farewell.  “Well,  I  hope  we

entertain  you.”  He  strode  down  the  hall,  aiming  for  his

door. 

He felt, more than saw, her turn to watch him. 

As the elevator doors opened and he slid his key into

the lock, Holly said, “See you later, Luke Fox.” 

He  heard  the  promise  in  her  voice  and  debated

telling her she was now the last woman in Gotham City

he’d bother letting through this door. 

But  he  opted  for  ignoring  her,  knowing  it’d  rile

someone of her ilk more than any insult. 

He  threw  a  glance  over  a  shoulder  at  her  as  the

elevator doors slid shut. 

But  she  was  already  studying  her  nails  again, 

frowning at whatever flaw she found. 

A disappointment and a waste. 

Gorgeous but spoiled. 
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Arrogant and well aware of his charm. 

That’s how Selina decided she’d describe Luke Fox. 

It had been disappointingly easy to deceive him. To

make him believe the pathetic, spoiled words that came

from  her  mouth.  He  was  the  same  as  the  rest  of  them, 

who saw what they wanted to see. 

And  what  he  wanted,  she’d  read  in  about  two

heartbeats. Someone to entertain  him. 

Oh, she’d known what mark she was hitting with the

 Europe got boring and  Why  would  I  work?   comments. 

Knew she was playing into what he hated, what he likely

was trying to escape from so badly that a new neighbor

seemed  interesting,  but…Selina  was  willing  to  admit

she’d been hoping he’d be a  little more suspicious. A  little

more aware that the nails and hair and non-accent were

fake. 

Sometimes  it  felt  as  if  there  were  nothing  left  of

Selina Kyle at all. As if she were well and truly gone, her

body now little more than a shape-shifter’s skin.  Holly’s

skin. To be donned and wielded. 

The thought clanged through her, hollow and cold. 

None  of  Gotham  City’s  richest,  in  the  two  weeks

she’d  already  been  here,  had  noticed  that  she  was  an

imposter,  either.  Show  up  at  the  right  restaurants,  the

right fund-raisers, and the invitations pour in. Flush with

foreign  cash,  Holly  Vanderhees  was  well  on  her  way  to

being the socialite of the season. 

She  wondered  if  the  idiots  would  ever  realize  that

the same parties she’d attended were ones where people

had  gone  home  to  find  an  emerald  bracelet  or  a  Rolex

missing. 

But  those  little  thefts  were  just  to  make  them

uneasy. Start questioning each other. 

She’d learned most of the sleight of hand when she

was a Leopard. 

Selina  still  remembered  that  first  robbery,  though. 

Still thought of it often. 

 Her hands were shaking. 

 It  was  all  she  could  think  about  as  she  sat  on  the

 park bench in the midday sunshine and monitored those

 passing  by.  How  her  shaking  hands  would  get  her

 caught. Thrown into jail. 

 People  streamed  by  her,  and  she  sorted  through

 their  faces,  clothes,  attitudes.  Elderly  people,  kids,  and

 anyone who seemed poor were instantly dismissed. She

 hadn’t  told  Mika  about  the  rules  she’d  created,  but  she

 doubted  the  Alpha  would  care.  As  long  as  Selina

 brought  back  something  worth  selling.  Something  that

 proved she deserved a spot here. 

 Selina  slid  her  trembling  hands  into  the  pocket  of

 her ancient gray sweatshirt, her backpack on the bench

 beside her. She’d been sitting on this bench for an hour

 now—had  arrived  just  prior  to  the  lunchtime  rush  of

 people  desperate  for  a  few  minutes  of  fresh  air  before

 returning  to  their  soul-sucking  jobs  in  the  offices

 towering high above the small city park. 

 She’d  get  a  cut  of  the  money,  Mika  had  told  her. 

 From whatever she stole—she’d get a cut of the money. 

 Maybe  enough  to  get  Maggie  a  decent  dinner.  Maybe

 even dessert. 

 A  man  in  a  suit  approached  from  beneath  the

 towering  oaks.  Selina  avoided  the  urge  to  sit  up  as  he

 strode  down  the  busy  park  walkway,  his  head  bowed

 over his phone as his thumbs typed away at the screen. 

 Expensive-looking  suit.  Polished  shoes.  Slicked-

 back  hair.  And  a  total  lack  of  interest  in  or  fear  of  his

 surroundings. 

 She  scanned  his  pants.  No  sign  of  a  wallet  in  the

 front pockets, but…she noted the way one side of his suit

 jacket  seemed  to  sway  a  little  slower—heavier—with

 each step nearer to where she sat. 

 She  scooped  up  her  backpack  over  a  shoulder, 

 pulling  out  her  flip  phone  and  letting  her  thumbs  start

 tapping at the buttons as she launched into a swift walk. 

 Right into him. Hard. 

 The man cursed, phone falling to the concrete, and

 Selina’s  backpack  went  flying,  spilling  the  pens  and

 dented notebooks across the asphalt path. She let out an

oomph  as she hit him, clutching at him. 

 A beat of guilt went through her as the man twisted

 to steady her, opting for her well-being over that of his

 phone.  But  he  only  gave  her  a  passing  glance  before

 looking  to  the  debris  now  scattered  before  them,  his

 phone among it. 

 Selina’s heart pounded so loud she was surprised he

 didn’t hear it as she said, “I’m so sorry—” 

 She  pulled  away  from  him,  the  wallet  he’d  tucked

 into  his  interior  jacket  pocket  sliding  away  with  her

 carefully  positioned  hand.  Selina  waited  for  him  to

 notice the lack of weight. To notice that she’d deposited

 his wallet into the pouch of her sweatshirt. 

 But he was too busy scowling as he rushed to pick

 up  his  phone.  “Watch  where  you’re  going,  moron,”  he

 snapped  as  he  realized  his  phone’s  screen  had

 splintered. 

 Asshole. And the way he sneered at her, noting her

 worn jeans, her frayed sweatshirt…He deserved to lose

 his wallet. 

 Selina  maintained  her  feigned  blinking  at  him  as

 she  began  scooping  up  the  contents  of  her  bag,  which

 she’d left half unzipped. “Sorry,” she murmured again. 

 He  shook  his  head  at  the  phone,  the  mess,  at  her, 

 and strode off. 

 Crouched on the ground, Selina watched him go for

 a heartbeat. Waited for him to pat his jacket and figure

 it out. 

 He didn’t, too busy being angry about his destroyed

 phone  to  care.  Selina  finished  gathering  up  her  things, 

 slung  her  backpack  over  both  shoulders  this  time,  and

 headed  for  the  opposite  end  of  the  park.  Mika  was

 waiting there, Ani in tow. 

 Selina cast a searching glance around the park, the

 streets, for any signs of uniforms or patrol cars. Found

 none. 

 She  slid  the  man’s  wallet  over  to  Mika,  who  gave

 her a firm, approving nod. 

 As  they  launched  into  a  casual  walk  that  would

 take  them  quickly  away  from  the  area,  Ani  said,  “I

 thought  you  were  supposed  to  be  some  kinda

 gymnastics freak.” 

 Selina  said  nothing.  She’d  been  with  the  Leopards

 for three weeks now and she already knew to keep her

 mouth shut. 

 Ani  just  chuckled,  clapping  her  on  the  back.  “Next

 time, do some flips and shit.” 

 “Not exactly covert,” Mika countered. 

 The Leopard’s Second only shrugged. “Yeah, but it’d

 look cool.” 

A  week  later,  Ani  had  gotten  her  wish.  They’d

robbed  an  electronics  store  that  required  some  careful, 

flexible maneuvering to disable the alarms and cameras. 

And as the only gymnast among them, Selina wound up

assigned the task. 

And  wound  up  with  two  hundred  bucks  when  the

night was done. 

Those  first  robberies  had  been  over  five  years  ago

now. She’d learned as much from Mika and Ani as she’d

learned through her own trial and error. 

But once she’d gone to the League, Nyssa and Talia

had taught her far, far more. 

 Bring Gotham City to its knees. 

The  burglaries  would  begin  that  process.  That

undoing.  And  the  cash  was  a  wonderful  addition.  A

bonus, as it were. All hers. 

And tonight…

The  universe  had  a  sense  of  humor,  Selina  decided

as  she  went  to  the  gym  to  limber  up,  a  combination  of

her  old  gymnastics  warm-ups  and  what  she’d  been

taught  at  the  League.  Because  the  big  prize  tonight…

Well, its owner lived across the hall from her. 

She’d picked the apartment for its proximity to one

of Gotham City’s richest and most popular. No one could

question  her  credentials  when  she  was  Luke  Fox’s

neighbor. 

In  the  East  End,  she’d  often  witnessed  the

substandard treatment endured by so many black people

in  this  city—and  part  of  her  wondered  if  Luke  himself

had  ever  faced  any.  Yet  from  all  she’d  seen  and  heard, 

everyone treated the Foxes like royalty. 

To her, Luke seemed like nothing more than a pretty

boy used to getting what he wanted. Who probably had

those  muscles  just  to  admire  them  in  his  mirror.  There

was no shortage of those types here in Gotham City, and

now  that  the  summer  had  ended  and  gala  season  had

begun,  all  the  trust  fund  brats  and  titans  of  industry

would  be  returning  to  the  city  from  their  beach  estates. 

Starting tonight. 

Selina  strode  into  the  gym,  smiling  at  the  news

reporter  on  the  screen  above  her  favorite  treadmill,  the

one  that  allowed  her  to  keep  an  eye  on  the  door.  The

news was reporting live from the museum’s red carpet in

anticipation of the gala in a few hours. 

Where  that  ten-million-dollar  painting,  no  larger

than  a  sheet  of  paper,  had  just  been  loaned  to  the

museum—courtesy of Luke Fox’s private collection. 

Selina  smirked  as  she  stepped  onto  the  treadmill

and  tied  back  her  ridiculous  blond  hair  into  a  heavy

ponytail. 

Luke Fox could afford to lose it. 

—

Selina had been to the Gotham Museum of Art before. 

This  week,  obviously,  had  been  one  of  those  times, 

while  she’d  scoped  out  the  entrances,  the  skylights,  the

various  windows  and  surrounding  streets  under  the

cover of darkness. To anyone passing by, she would have

likely only appeared as a gargoyle crouched on the lip of

one  of  the  nearby  buildings,  or  as  a  ripple  in  a  deep

shadow of an adjacent alley. 

Five  days  now,  she’d  monitored  the  museum—five

days  of  marking  the  guards’  rotations,  their  physiques, 

the  weapons  they  carried.  Five  days  of  constructing  her

plan,  as  if  she  were  sliding  pieces  on  a  chessboard  into

place. 

The other League assassins relied on their tech, their

fancy devices, to help them. But those things could fail. 

And while she’d certainly use them tonight, once the gala

guests  had  left  and  Holly  Vanderhees  slipped  into

something more comfortable, Selina wanted to be able to

navigate every inch of this museum blind. 

The  planning  was  as  much  of  a  high  as  the  heist

itself.  Had  always  been.  Figuring  out  a  way  in,  figuring

out  the  puzzle  of  alarms  and  security  and  exits…It

sparked  something  in  her.  Even  now,  after  her  training

had been so thorough that it was mostly muscle memory. 

A low thrill was still coursing through her as she let

the  CEO  of  one  of  Gotham  City’s  biggest  hedge  funds

waltz her around the ornate, cavernous grand hall of the

museum. 

Step one of the plan: let Gotham City see Holly here, 

believe her to be one of them—while she took these hours

to  get  a  first  glimpse  at  where  the  painting  had  been

displayed, how they’d guarded it. They’d waited until just

before  the  party  to  set  it  up  in  an  adjacent  hall,  where

revelers  might  drift,  champagne  in  hand,  to  admire  the

work of art in solitude and reflection. 

Or  some  ridiculous  reason  like  that.  But  it  made  it

easier  for  her  to  get  close  enough  to  casually  assess  the

painting.  Which  she’d  do  as  soon  as  she  finished

charming the preening idiot dancing with her. 

Life on the East End had been brutal—but there, at

least most people had been real. None of the labyrinths

of  lies  and  illusions  these  people  spun  with  words  and

sparkling  wealth.  Yes,  there  had  been  people  just  as

untrustworthy, but…She’d still take the East Enders over

these people any day of the week. 

The CEO spun her, the world blending into a living

band  of  color  and  glitter  and  marble.  So  different  from

how she’d first seen the grand hall of the museum, with

its  swooping  staircases  on  either  side,  the  mezzanine

overlooking the entire space, the quiet, looming sense of

mystery—of sacredness in every inch of this place. 

She’d  been  here  on  a  seventh-grade  field  trip  and

had focused more on keeping her growling stomach from

being  overheard  in  the  whisper-filled  galleries  than  on

the art itself. Then, she’d been in clothes scrounged from

the  donation  piles,  not  in  a  golden  wrap  dress  that  cost

more  than  the  poorest  of  Gotham  City  made  in  a  year. 

With matching heels. 

Those shoes now traveled across the parquet floors, 

the embroidered tulle and silk-crepe dress glinting in the

lights  of  the  chandeliers  above  and  the  countless

candelabras throughout the packed space. 

“You’ll  be  going  to  the  Save  the  Children  Gala,  I

presume?”  The  CEO  wasn’t  bad-looking—for  a  man  old

enough to be her father. Too bad everything about him, 

his life, repulsed her. 

Selina forced her red-painted lips into a smile. “Only

if you are.” 

A  gleam  of  interest  in  the  man’s  eyes—the  same

gleam  that  she’d  spotted  across  the  hall  and  then

encouraged  with  frequent  knowing  glances.  Until  he

strode up to her and asked for a dance. 

Disgustingly easy. Ridiculously predictable. 

The hand the CEO had braced on her waist shifted a

little  southward.  It  took  every  ounce  of  effort  to  keep

smiling  and  not  to  rip  that  hand  off  her.  “Oh,  I’ll  be

there, Miss Vanderhees.” 

She was beautiful, loaded, and young. Precisely this

man’s type. 

Too  bad  his  two-hundred-thousand-dollar  Rolex

was more  her type. 

Picking  him  out  of  the  crowd  had  been  simple.  No

wedding ring, and he strutted around like he owned the

place.  He’d  already  known  who  she  was,  thanks  to

Holly’s  frequent  appearances  at  Gotham  City’s  finest

restaurants  and  stores  these  past  two  weeks.  And  more

than that: her own established source of income offered

an automatic in. 

 The cliché of rich men marrying their secretaries or

 flight attendants is gone,  Talia had drawled during those

early lessons.  The rich only trust the rich. 

Nyssa taught her the blades and the discipline. And

Talia taught her everything else. About society’s masks—

about the rules. How to slip past them. 

 Rich  men  now  want  to  marry  their  equals,  Talia

had explained. God, she’d loved to hear herself talk more

than  anything  in  the  world.  Other  CEOs,  heiresses.  To

 consolidate power—amass more .  So  you  must  learn  to

 play the part. 

Selina had. And that training had been just as hard

as Nyssa’s. 

 Nails, hair, skin, body, makeup—the first signifiers, 

Talia had ordered as they’d sat before her dressing table

in  the  compound.  She’d  examined  Selina’s  short,  rough

nails.  You  will  wear  gloves  while  training  and  grow

 these out.  Not too long, though. And no hangnails.  She’d

handed  over  a  small  pink-and-silver  compact  full  of  a

pale  rose  cream.  For  the  cuticles—and  your  lips.  Apply

 morning and night. 

Then had come the regimen of creams and gels and

masks for her face. Her hair. 

 Makeup should be light but skilled. Not for the men

 but  for  the  other  women,  who  will  notice  immediately. 

 Suspect  you.  It  is  to  emphasize,  not  draw  attention  to

 yourself. If you go bold, do it sparingly. Lips or eyes—

 pick one. 

A  different  sort  of  armor  from  the  ones  Talia’s  half

sister,  Nyssa,  had  been  showing  her.  A  different  way  of

breaking into locked rooms than a pick kit. 

Nyssa  and  Talia:  two  sides  of  the  same  dark  coin. 

One  trained  for  bloodshed  and  battle,  the  other  for

politics  and  strategy.  Together,  they  ran  the  League’s

headquarters  in  Italy,  overseeing  the  training  of  the

young women they recruited. 

 These  are  the  weapons  and  passports  they  use

 against  each  other,   Talia  had  purred,  dusting  Selina’s

face with golden highlighter.  So we will use them as well. 

Selina  let  the  CEO’s  hand  drift  a  little  lower,  let  a

little corner of her mouth lift. So many eyes upon them

now. Curious about the new socialite in their midst. The

waltz rose, turning frenzied as it neared its end. 

She knew his attention was focused on the location

of  his  hand.  She  even  arched  her  back  a  little  bit,  as  if

enjoying  it—encouraging  his  inappropriate  groping. 

Even  while  her  stomach  turned  over,  her  blood

simmering to a near boil. 

 You  will  learn  to  talk,  walk,  and  dance  like  them. 

 When you speak to the other acolytes in the dining hall, 

 I expect you to use the same phrasings you would when

 speaking to a baron. When you walk to your lessons, I

 expect you to float as if you were in the midst of a ball. 

 And the dancing?  Selina had asked. 

Talia had taken her to Venice three nights later. To

the  Grand  Masquerade  Ball  at  Carnevale.  Selina  had

brought  a  simple  black  gown  whose  back  draped  open

dramatically.  She’d  also  brought  the  black-and-gold

mask Talia had given her. Just in case. 

But Selina shoved the thought of that ball from her

mind  as  this  waltz  drew  to  its  close.  As  the  CEO’s  hand

brushed even lower, her own hand grazed his thick wrist. 

She held his gaze while she did it, allowed him to be

too  distracted  by  her  heavy-lidded  stare,  her  pert  red

mouth,  to  notice  the  watch  she  slid  off  his  wrist  as  she

pulled  out  of  his  touch.  She  said  to  the  CEO,  voice  low

and wicked, “I certainly hope I see you before then.” 

A  wry  little  smile  emphasized  the  words,  the

promise in them, as she turned away, leaving the CEO on

the floor. She wished she could wipe the feel of his hands

off her body, wished she could purge his musky cologne

from her nostrils. 

There  were  indeed  lowlifes  here,  just  as  despicable

as any in the East End. Selina supposed these ones just

dressed better. 

It  certainly  made  the  Rolex  now  in  the  hidden

pocket of her dress all the more satisfying. 

She  counted  her  steps  as  she  approached  the  open

marble bar, a vacant smile on her face. But no shouting

followed—and a coy look over her shoulder revealed the

CEO  still  staring  at  her,  even  while  he  danced  with  his

new partner. 

Dazzle  and  distract.  No  different  from  that  first

robbery in the park. 

But so much more fun. 

With  a  private  smile  to  herself,  Selina  leaned

forward to the bartender and said—

“Champagne—two glasses.” The deep male voice cut

across the bar. 

Selina  glanced  sidelong  at  the  man  who’d  come  up

next to her. 

Clad  in  a  Marines  dress  uniform  that  fit  him  like  a

glove, Luke Fox gave her a tight smile. 

Selina  gave  one  right  back.  Like  hell  he’d  jump

ahead of her in line. “Make it three,” she said sweetly to

the bartender. The man nodded and swept off. 

Selina  twisted  to  watch  the  waltzing  crowd  in  the

center  of  the  room,  the  mingling  guests  now  chatting, 

with  the  formal  meal  over.  “I  stayed  away  from  the

shellfish,” she said to Luke. 

He lifted a dark brow. “Wise choice.” The two words

held  little  invitation  for  further  conversation.  Especially

as he threw down a few bills for the bartender and took

his two flutes of champagne in his white-gloved hands. 

Selina  scooped  up  hers,  not  daring  to  glance  at  the

artfully  hidden  pockets  in  her  dress—to  make  sure  the

lump  of  the  Rolex  was  hidden.  And  the  Cartier  bracelet

from  the  woman  she’d  bumped  into  in  line  for  the  raw

bar.  And  the  Harry  Winston  ring  from  the  witch  who’d

looked  down  her  nose  at  Selina  when  they’d  shaken

hands. 

Selina jerked her chin toward Luke’s second glass of

champagne.  “For  your  date?”  Good.  Perhaps  his

girlfriend  would  console  him  when  he  got  the  news  his

painting was gone. 

He  motioned  with  his  glass  toward  a  striking  older

black  woman  across  the  dance  floor,  chatting  beside  a

black man she immediately recognized as Lucius Fox and

an  elderly  white  couple.  Both  ladies  were  bedecked  in

jewels—but  the  woman  she  was  guessing  was  Luke’s

mother  wore  them  tastefully,  paired  well  with  her  deep

sapphire  ball  gown.  “For  my  mother,”  Luke  countered, 

his tone still clipped and distant. He took a step forward. 

“Enjoy the gala.” 

So  her  little  comment  about  boring  old  Europe

earlier had irked him. 

Unable  to  help  herself,  Selina  purred,  “Aren’t  you

going to ask your neighbor to dance?” 

Luke swallowed a mouthful of his champagne before

turning  back.  Buying  himself  time  to  come  up  with  an

excuse, no doubt. 

Selina  watched  him  beneath  her  fake  lashes  and

added  wryly,  “Though  I  suppose  a  dashing  soldier  is

already spoken for.” 

“I  promised  someone  else  a  dance”  was  all  he  said, 

back stiff. “Sorry.” He didn’t sound that way in the least. 

It  was  entertaining  enough  that  Selina  added, 

“Considering  how  happy  you  look  to  be  here,  I’m

surprised  you  came.”  Because  that  was  one  hell  of  a

scowl as he surveyed the crowd. 

“I owed a lady a favor.” 

“The lady whose champagne you’re holding.” Only a

son  who  truly  adored  his  mother,  she  supposed,  would

drag himself here to please her. She made a note of it—

his devotion and loyalty. A fact to be used later. Perhaps. 

Luke  shrugged,  his  broad  shoulders  shifting  within

his  immaculately  tailored  uniform.  “I  enjoy  these

parties.”  Another  lie.  From  the  tightness  of  his  jaw,  he

either  hated being here—or hated Holly Vanderhees. He

began striding toward his parents, and Selina sipped her

champagne. 

“If a dance opens up,” she drawled to him, savoring

the parting shot, “let me know.” 

Another glance over his shoulder. A bit of wariness

in his eyes now. 

 Gold-digger,  she wanted to tell him.  That’s the word

 you’re tossing around now. Wondering if someone with

 money  going  after  another  person  with  money  counts

 as being a gold-digger. 

From the tight smile he gave her again, Selina knew

Luke  had  arrived  at  a  conclusion.  One  that  involved

keeping far away from her. One that cemented Holly as

someone to avoid. 

Perfect.  The  last  thing  she  needed  was  a  nosy

neighbor. 

And she highly doubted he’d be coming over to ask

for a cup of sugar anytime soon. 

Another task now off her hands and her path cleared

a bit more. 

Selina  sipped  her  champagne  again  and  surveyed

the bejeweled crowd. Sensed the men circling like sharks, 

debating how to approach her now that Luke had yielded

her attention. 

 People will see what they want to see,  Talia had told

her.  Give  them  the  illusion.   Become   the  illusion.  And

 never  let  them  know,  even  when  you  are  long  gone. 

 Even in your triumph. 

Selina  watched  a  young  trust-fund-looking  man

decide  to  close  in  on  her.  She  offered  him  that  little

smile, draining her champagne and setting it on the bar

behind her. 

The  young  man  sauntering  up,  a  haughty  angle  to

his chin, wasn’t much to tempt her. But the Piaget watch

glimmering  in  the  low  light,  just  peeking  out  from

beneath the dark sleeve of his tux…oh, that was a beauty. 

Rich  men  and  their  watches.  Another  thing  Talia

had made her study. She’d never asked Talia how she’d

learned  herself.  Who’d  taught  her.  Talia  had  never

volunteered it, either. 

So  Selina  had  learned  the  status  symbols  that

women wielded and the ones men used to declare to each

other that they were as wealthy as kings. 

But that twenty-thousand-dollar watch on his wrist

was nothing compared to the ten-million-dollar painting

that waited for her in this museum. 

Luke  Fox  would  certainly  need  a  lot  more

champagne before the night was through. 

—

Luke  could  barely  focus  on  the  conversation  he  was

having.  He  kept  scanning  the  room,  listening  for  any

whisper of alarm. Nothing. 

His  two  prep  school  friends—Elise  and  Mark,  now

running  their  own  joint  hedge  fund—were  debating  the

merits of which reality TV show was the worst to watch. 

Luke  drowned  it  out,  as  he  often  did  when  their

conversations  skewed  toward  the  absurd.  A  skill  both

Elise and Mark took pride in. Enjoyed. 

But half listening to their banter was better than his

dad not-so-subtly sending Luke to the bar to get his mom

champagne,  hoping  he’d  run  into  at  least   one  of  the

young women of which his parents had approved. 

At  least  he’d  avoided  the  few  older  women  who

stared  at  him  like  a  piece  of  meat,  whose  devouring

glances he’d never been able to stomach or grow used to. 

Still, he’d never ordered a drink faster—only to wind

up next to Holly at the bar. 

He’d seen that creep CEO she’d been dancing with. 

They’d match perfectly. 

He’d  given  his  mom  her  champagne,  then  made  a

beeline for his friends, standing together by the window, 

as  they  usually  did.  As  the  three  of  them  had  done  at

every school party and event while growing up. 

Their own little unit, inseparable. Even if Mark, who

he’d  known  since  seventh  grade,  had  been  secretly  in

love  with  Elise  for  years.  But  Elise,  who  was  likely  the

closest thing Luke had to a best friend, had no idea. 

Elise,  golden-skinned  and  dark-haired,  smiled  at

him as he approached, but didn’t pause her arguing with

Mark. 

Mark,  however,  seemed  unaware  of  anyone  else  in

the ballroom with Elise in front of him, only occasionally

breaking his focus to drag a hand through his blond hair. 

That  focus,  however,  finally  broke  when  Mark

turned  to  Luke.  “You’re  quiet  tonight,  man.”  A  frown

crossed  his  face,  his  brown  eyes  fixing  on  Luke  with  a

piercing  intensity  different  from  the  way  he’d  been

looking at Elise. “Everything okay?” 

Elise  sipped  from  her  champagne,  watching  Luke

over the rim of the glass. While Mark was usually direct, 

Elise  knew  when  to  observe,  when  to  wield  silence  as

effectively as words. 

After a heartbeat, she said to Luke, “You kind of look

the  way  you  did  that  time  in  junior  year  English  when

Mr. Bartleby said we had to compose love sonnets for the

midterm  paper.”  Genius,  Luke  might  be;  poet,  he  was

definitely not. 

Mark  tipped  back  his  head  and  laughed.  Luke

smiled,  throwing  Elise  a  grateful  look  for  the  deflection

as he admitted, “It was the worst grade I ever got in my

life.”  A  sorry  C-minus.  “I  think  Bartleby  deliberately

marked  it  down   because  of  the  face  I  made  when  he

announced the assignment.” 

“You and me both,” Mark said, nudging him with an

elbow. “Though I still think I deserved more than a C. My

poem was epic.” 

“You  both  deserved  exactly  what  you  got,”  Elise

retorted. “For writing a poem about your love of  donuts,” 

she  said,  jerking  her  chin  at  Mark.  She  then  pointed  at

Luke.  “And  a  sonnet  about  your  love  of   not  writing

sonnets.” 

Luke and Mark rolled their eyes. “We were robbed,” 

Mark declared. Elise, of course, had aced the assignment. 

Luke surveyed his friends. Mark and Elise had been

the  only  ones  who’d  really  supported  him  when  he’d

declared he was enlisting. When Luke had said he didn’t

want  to  go  to  college,  to  deal  with  more  of  the  same  in

the  Ivy  League  circuit,  and  instead  wanted  to   do

something. Wanted to serve. 

Even  when  their  other  friends  had  pretended  to

understand, even when Luke knew they thought he was

making  a  bad  choice,  Elise  and  Mark  had  encouraged

him. When he was overseas, they had written to him and

video chatted. 

Both  had  been  there  the  day  after  he’d  come  back. 

Mark  had  cried  when  he  saw  the  still-healing  wound

slashing down Luke’s ribs. Elise had taken out her phone

and started to research physical therapy treatments. 

They  never  asked  about  the  PTSD,  but  they  knew. 

And though he wasn’t ashamed of it, he remained deeply

grateful  they  let  him  bring  it  up  on  his  terms.  That  it

mostly  remained  out  of  their  friendship  dynamic  for

now.  Glad  to  have  some  semblance  of  things  being  the

same. 

“Things  are  fine,”  Luke  said,  meeting  Elise’s

weighing  stare.  She  seemed  to  read  the  truth  in  the

words, and gave him a slight nod. Luke gave Mark a grin. 

“One gala into the season, and I’m bored to tears.” 

Elise  put  an  affronted  hand  on  her  chest,  gold

bracelets and rings glittering. “You mean to tell me that

our  highly  intellectual  debate  about  the  top  ten  reality

show breakups isn’t enough to entertain you?” 

Mark  scowled  at  them  both  but  couldn’t  hide  the

amusement from his face. 

Neither  could  Luke  as  he  said,  “If  you  two  were   at

every event, it wouldn’t be so bad.” 

“You  couldn’t  pay  me  to  go  to  more  than  three  of

these a year,” Mark said. Elise murmured in agreement. 

“I’m all for giving to charity, but does a party have to be

involved  as  well?  My  parents  don’t  even  bother  to  go

anymore.”  He  waved  a  callused  hand  to  the  sparkling

room  around  them.  Mark  had  always  been  into  crew—

still  took  out  a  boat  at  least  once  a  week  on  the  Sprang

River. “They told me this summer that  I had to go now. 

That they’d done their time, and now it was my turn to

represent the family.”  And deal with the socialite crowd, 

Mark didn’t need to add. 

Luke  and  Elise  cringed  in  sympathy.  Her  own

parents  weren’t  here,  but  that  was  because  her  mother, 

heiress to a fishing empire in Venezuela, had business to

attend  to.  If  the  Marvez  family  was  in  the  country, 

however,  they  attended  all  of  these  events,  right

alongside Luke’s parents, who had become good friends

with them over the years, actually. 

“Poor  baby,”  Elise  said,  patting  Mark  on  his  broad

shoulder.  “Such  a  hard  life,  dressing  up  and  drinking

other people’s booze.” 

“Such a hard life,” Luke joined in, chuckling, “eating

free food and going home with a fancy gift bag.” 

Mark flipped them off. Elise and Luke returned the

gesture. 

Behind  them,  a  cluster  of  old  ladies  gasped  as  they

passed by. Mark only lifted his champagne in salute. 

They  waited  until  the  horrified  women  had  passed

before stifling their laughter. 

“Never  changes,”  Elise  said,  watching  them  go,  her

dark eyes bright. 

But  Luke  found  Mark  studying  him  again.  While

Luke might have counted Elise as his closer friend, Mark

had  been  the  one  who’d  often  shown  up  to  physical

therapy  in  those  initial  weeks,  and  then  accompanied

him  to  the  PTSD  therapy  whenever  Luke  wanted

company.  The  offer  was  always  there:  on  hard  days, 

when Luke didn’t want to make the trip alone, one call to

Mark and his friend would pick him up. 

“But you’re doing good, though?” Mark asked again. 

“If he says he is, then he is,” Elise countered. Mark

waved her off, refusing to take his attention off Luke. 

They’d  always  looked  out  for  each  other,  but  since

he’d  come  home,  Mark  and  Elise  had  taken  being

protective  to  another  level.  It  warmed  something  in

Luke’s  heart—made  enduring  their  bickering  worth  it. 

“I’m doing well,” Luke said to his friends. “I really am.” 

Mark  seemed  satisfied  this  time,  and  fell  back  into

arguing  with  Elise  about  which  reality  contestants  were

likely to break into a brawl on the current season of their

favorite  show.  Luke  listened  for  a  minute,  smiling,  and

drained his second glass of champagne. His last. 

He  needed  to  be  sharp  tonight.  There  had  been  a

number of small robberies these past few weeks. Gotham

City’s elite who’d all lost valuables while out in public at

dinners and parties. 

Luke was willing to bet his inheritance that the city’s

newest  thief  would  be  here.  That  the  thief  was  already

among them, the season kickoff gala too big of a payday

to resist. 

He prayed it was true. If they didn’t arrive, it’d mean

going  to  the  next  gala.  And  the  next.  To  watch  for  a

pattern. Note the faces and names of attendees. 

He had set the trap. And it would only be a matter of

time before the thief fell for it. 
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Selina  had  only  risked  five  minutes  with  the  painting

during the gala. 

On the arm of a beautiful oil executive, she’d strolled

into  the  long  hall  where  the  painting  of  a  nondescript

bowl of fruit hung on the far wall. It had been roped off, 

with a bored-looking security guard a few steps away to

make sure no one took photos or got too close. 

The oil exec actually knew a thing or two about art, 

and  she’d  rattled  off  various  techniques  the  artist  had

used. Selina had nodded, leaning in as though she were

studying  the  details.  Instead,  she’d  been  eyeing  up  the

size and weight of the small painting. 

Her  heartbeat  had  pounded  through  her,  but  she’d

managed  to  subtly  suggest  to  the  woman  that  perhaps

they could return for another viewing of the painting in a

day  or  so.  And  the  exec  had  turned  to  the  guard  and

asked just how long this painting would be on display. 

 Only through the weekend, ma’am. 

Confirmation that Selina had to move tonight. 

She  had  made  sure  that  more  than  a  few  people,  a

frowning  Luke  Fox  included,  saw  her  swaying

precariously  as  she  headed  to  the  bathroom  toward  the

end of the night. And never emerged. At least not in that

golden dress. 

The security guards, tired and eager to head home, 

quickly  checked  the  bathrooms  upon  leaving.  None

bothering to look  up,  at where she’d stretched herself out

over the top of a stall. 

Only  when  silence  had  fallen,  and  she  had  given

enough time for even the few remaining security guards

to have settled into heavy boredom, did Selina slip from

the bathroom. 

Stashing her bag with her League suit and matching

helmet  in  the  bathroom’s  utilities  closet  had  been  the

hardest part—the riskiest. 

She’d  done  it  during  a  daytime  visit  yesterday, 

hauling them inside with an oversized tote, waiting in the

bathroom nearest the gala hall until it was empty and she

could pick the lock on the closet door. She’d buried both

helmet  and  suit  at  the  bottom  of  a  giant  box  of  toilet

paper, tucked it beneath  another box of the stuff—surely

they wouldn’t go through  all of it in twenty-four hours—

and  sent  up  a  prayer  to  whatever  ancient  gods  were

watching that the janitors wouldn’t find it. 

They hadn’t. And now, the museum dark and quiet

as  a  tomb,  Selina  slipped  through  the  shadows  of  the

various galleries, a thrill creeping through her veins with

every movement. 

Ancient statues watching on, she filtered the sounds

that  the  receivers  on  her  helmet  picked  up:  a  coughing

guard  five  galleries  away,  a  gurgling  fountain  in  the

center of the Egyptian hall, birds’ talons scraping on the

fogged glass roof. 

The  glass  panels  of  the  built-in  goggles  gave  her

perfect  night  vision,  turning  the  world  into  greens  and

yellows.  Nothing  but  art  and  shadows.  Each  of  these

paintings was valuable, but stealing one of them was not

the  statement she needed to make. 

But first: the security system. 

She’d hacked into the museum’s network to draw up

the  blueprints  for  the  building—had  memorized  them

meticulously. Knew that there was a centralized room, in

sublevel  one,  that  controlled  every  switch.  Knew  it  was

staffed  by  two  guards  at  night,  thanks  to  a  memo  she’d

found  in  the  email  servers,  each  with  panic  buttons  on

hand. 

Too  risky.  And  shutting  down  the  entire  security

system  increased  the  risk  of  a  guard  in  another  part  of

the museum noticing the lack of little red lights. 

So  she’d  picked  her  grid.  Combed  through  the

blueprints to find where the alarm wires ran through the

building and the carefully hidden hubs where one might

access them. 

Another  clever  puzzle  to  solve.  One  that  set  her

blood thrumming. 

Selina  silently  eased  through  the  hallways  of  the

museum,  counting  her  steps  to  the  nearest  locked  wall

panel.  She’d  easily  cleared  half  a  million  in  valuables

tonight. But that ten million from the painting…one hell

of a payday. 

Scanning  the  halls  around  her,  Selina  stopped

before an almost invisible panel built into the wall. She’d

eyed it twice now while walking through here at the gala, 

using each step and glance to figure out its lock. 

Selina  pressed  on  a  section  of  the  utility  belt  slung

across  her  hips,  a  little  compartment  opening  up  to

reveal  an  assortment  of  lockpicks  and  clever,  useful

things. Selecting one, keeping an eye on the hall around

her, she slid the pick into the lock. 

Idiots—for  leaving  this  panel  here.  Though  it  made

her life easier. 

With  a  click,  the  panel  swung  open,  revealing  a

network  of  switches  and  wires.  Her  helmet  scanned

them,  providing  her  with  the  feedback  she  needed  to

narrow in on the wire to disable. 

No cutting. That’d trigger the entire system. 

But  rerouting  the  alarms…Selina  pulled  another

device from her belt—a cord with a USB on one end and

a smaller port on the other. She fitted the latter end into

the small slot at the base of her helmet, then slid the USB

end into the security panel itself. 

Instantly,  data  whirred  by.  Security  feeds,  routes…

Her  Death  Mask  sorted  through  it  all.  And  began

creating  a  false  loop  of  data  for  the  several  halls  ahead. 

So  that  even  when  she  entered  it,  crossing  over  trigger

beams,  the  loop  of  old  data  would  keep  playing  for  the

main  computer.  Along  with  the  video  footage  from  the

mounted cameras. 

When  it  was  done,  she  unhooked  the  cord  and

closed the panel. 

One guard lay ahead. Stationed just to the left of the

open doorway down the hall. She’d seen him these past

two  nights.  Half  asleep,  nodding  off  at  least  twice  an

hour. 

A  crack  of  her  bullwhip  would  wake  him  up.  She

smirked at the thought. 

On  silent  feet,  Selina  approached  the  hall,  flexing

her clawed fingers. 

She  would  disable  him—not  kill  him.  The  man

wasn’t  involved  in  this.  Didn’t  deserve  anything  worse

than a headache. 

Taking  a  small,  bracing  breath,  she  neared  the

corner. The inhale before the storm. 

Quiet  as  death,  Selina  swept  around  the  corner, 

angling  for  the  guard  who  she  knew  would  be  standing

just two feet to her left. 

But her fingers closed on open air. 

The man was already down. Unconscious. No sign of

injury except for some sort of shimmering green powder

on the lapels of his uniform. 

Selina whirled, knees bending, a hand going for the

bullwhip  at  her  left  hip  while  her  goggles  scanned  the

room—

A  soft  female  laugh  flitted  from  a  darkened  corner. 

The corner where the Fox painting would be. 

“You know,” the stranger said, stepping into a shaft

of moonlight leaking in through the glass roof above, “I

was hoping you’d be a woman.” 

Selina  rose  to  her  full  height  and  kept  her  claws

unsheathed  as  she  stalked  toward  the  young  woman

standing on the other side of the gallery. 

In  the  dim  light,  the  woman’s  red  hair  was  blood-

dark,  her  skin  moon-pale.  A  pretty  face  smiled  above  a

green  bodysuit  with  countless  pockets.  Young,  around

Selina’s own age—nineteen or twenty. 

“Happy  to  please,”  Selina  said,  her  voice  raspy  and

warped  thanks  to  the  League’s  standard  voice-modifier. 

She  jerked  her  head  to  the  small  painting  the  stranger

was standing in front of. “But I think that belongs to me.” 

“Technically,”  the  stranger  said,  vibrant  emerald

eyes  flickering  with  amusement  as  she  gestured  to  the

painting a few feet behind her, “it belongs to Luke Fox.” 

Her  hands  were  covered  with  dark  green  gloves.  No—

 vines.   Those  were  closely  wrapped,  thin  vines  all  along

her  fingers.  Organic,  living  organism,   Selina’s  helmet

supplied. 

Impressive. 

The  woman  angled  her  head,  her  heavy  curtain  of

red  hair  slipping  over  a  slim  shoulder.  Small  white

flowers  seemed  to  be  woven  throughout.  “And

technically, I was here first.” 

“You  only  got  here  first,”  Selina  said,  sliding  the

bullwhip free and letting it unspool to the marble floor, 

“because I was disabling the alarm. It’s mine.” She hadn’t

used  that  tone  since  those  days  in  the  East  End. 

Enforcing Mika’s rule. 

The stranger snorted; some of the flowers in her hair

 closed.  As  if  they  were  alive,  too.  “Do  you  know  that

there’s a species of dung beetle that just waits for other

beetles  to  create  their  reserves  and  then  takes  them?  It

happens all the time in the animal kingdom, actually. It’s

called kleptoparasitism.” 

Selina smiled, even though the stranger couldn’t see. 

“You’re Poison Ivy.” 

With the living plants on her, there was no one else

the stranger could be. 

Selina had heard and read the rumors: mad scientist

who specialized in plant-based weapons and toxins. That

she  had  no  allegiance  to  any  criminal  organization,  had

outright refused to be recruited, and only sought to save

the  planet.  By  whatever  means  necessary.  The  more

outlandish  stories  claimed  that  Ivy  had  become  plant-

based herself. 

Perhaps reality wasn’t so far from the myth. 

The  vines  around  Ivy’s  wrist  began  writhing,  as  if

they  were  small  snakes,  readying  for  a  strike.  “And  you

are?” 

She’d  dealt  with  posturing  plenty,  both  in  the

Leopards and at the League. So Selina prowled across the

parquet  floor,  aiming  right  for  that  painting.  Getting  a

sense  of  whether  the  other  woman  would  hold  her

ground, whether she’d cede direct access to the painting. 

“No concern to you.” 

Selina got within three yards of Ivy before the young

woman sidled a few feet away from the painting. And the

reach of Selina’s bullwhip. 

Still, Ivy lifted her chin and said tartly, “I’ll be taking

that painting, thank you.” 

Brave  woman.  Selina  snickered,  halting  three  feet

from  the  painting.  “To  fund  your  save-the-rain-forest

bullcrap.” 

A  low  hiss—one  that  sounded  like  it  came  from

something   other  than  Ivy’s  mouth.  Selina’s  helmet  ran

another  scan  and  only  the  same  generic  readout:   living

 organism.  Ivy demanded, “You know how much money

was at that gala tonight? For what? This museum? These

dead,  lifeless   things?”  Ivy  gestured  around  them,  vines

shifting. 

“So  sad,”  Selina  clucked,  knowing  precisely  what

beast  she  was  prodding.  Or  plant,  she  supposed.  “Just

awful.” She studied the fruit-bowl painting, hardwired to

the wall. Exactly as it had been earlier. Separate from the

alarm  system.  It’d  start  shrieking  the  moment  she

touched it. Selina sheathed her claws but kept the whip

clenched  in  her  left  hand.  She’d  planned  three  escape

routes,  anticipating  the  guards’  layouts.  But  Ivy  added

another variable. 

Selina  asked  without  looking  over  at  Ivy,  “You  buy

that  exterminator-at-the-ball  getup  at  the  Halloween

store?” 

Ivy  chuckled,  drawing  Selina’s  attention  to  her  left. 

Ivy’s head bobbed as she surveyed Selina’s League battle-

suit, the night-vision lenses, the receptors on her helmet. 

“Yeah,  but  now  I  wish  I  hadn’t  passed  up  the  sexy  cat

costume.” 

The corners of Selina’s mouth twitched upward. 

First  rule  of  disorder:  find  some  interesting

company. 

Ivy kept within range of the painting even as Selina

stood directly before it. “You allied with any of the gangs

or bosses?” 

“I answer to no one.” 

Ivy  hummed  in  approval.  “Why’d  you  come  to

Gotham?” 

“Curiosity.” 

“Doesn’t  that  sort  of  thing  usually  not  end  well  for

your kind?” 

Selina  huffed  a  laugh,  the  sound  devoured  by  her

mask. Not much time. Every second delayed was a risk, a

potential disaster. Yet she said, “Things have been quiet

—and the money is easy picking.” 

Ivy  yielded  her  spot  to  the  left  of  the  painting  and

approached Selina’s side to face the painting directly. 

Selina  unsheathed  the  claws  on  the  hand  she  had

tucked  behind  her,  monitoring  Ivy’s  every  breath.  Ivy

said, “You sound like a cyborg with that helmet.” 

Selina bit her lip to keep from laughing again. 

Ivy  pointed  with  a  green-wrapped  finger  to  the

painting. “Here’s the deal. We split it fifty-fifty.” 

“Ninety-ten.  Be  grateful  you  get  a  million  out  of

capitalizing on my hard work.” 

Ivy  shook  her  head,  red  hair  catching  in  the

moonlight,  some  of  those  blossoms  opening  once  more. 

“Sixty-forty.” 

“Eighty-five, fifteen, and stop wasting my time.” 

Ivy opened her mouth. And then the shouting began. 

Selina’s Death Mask offered an analysis of how long

it’d take the museum guards to approach: one minute. 

“I thought you disabled the alarms,” Ivy hissed, the

vines along her hands now roving up her arms. 

Selina  scowled  beneath  the  helmet,  shifting  her

bullwhip to her right hand. “I did.” 

Someone  had  been  waiting,  then.  Anticipating  this

robbery.  Her  mouth  dried  out,  though  something  like

lightning shot through her veins. 

“Seventy-five, twenty-five, and that’s it,” Selina said, 

tossing  the  whip  over  her  shoulder  and  lunging  for  the

painting. Alarms screamed as she hauled the small frame

off  the  wall,  yanking  out  a  piece  of  canvas  from  the

folded  satchel  tucked  into  her  utility  belt  to  carefully

wrap  around  the  century-old  painting.  No  point  in

stealing  the  damn  thing  if  she  destroyed  it  on  her  way

out. 

Selina tucked the painting into her satchel, nestling

it  amid  a  cocoon  of  padding.  Another  reason  why  she’d

picked  this  painting:  it  was  small  enough  to  be  easily

transported. Her lenses picked up a flurry of movement. 

Not  from  the  hallways  beyond  but  from  Ivy  in  front  of

her. Selina lifted her head in time to duck—

Unnecessarily. 

Ivy  snickered  as  she  lobbed  a  gold-rimmed  purple

flower to the nearest archway, the blossom the size of a

softball. Pale green smoke rippled out from its center. 

“Fancy,” Selina told her. 

Ivy’s  grin  was  a  slash  of  white.  “Better  hope  that

mask has a gas-filtration system.” 

It  did.  Selina  only  pointed  to  the  small  staff  door

tucked  into  the  corner—unlocked,  no  doubt  thanks  to

Ivy’s own entrance. “If you run like your mouth, we’ll get

out of here in one piece.” 

Ivy  didn’t  bother  to  reply  as  she  turned  toward  the

staff-only door and bolted. 

Selina sprinted after her, satchel bobbing at her side, 

the bullwhip in one hand while she glanced back. Right

as the guards came barreling through the spores leaking

from that flower, coughing—

She lingered at the door for a heartbeat. Just in time

for them to get a glimpse of her, the suit, and the empty

spot where the painting had been. Just in time for Selina

to  sketch  a  bow—right  as  the  guards  inhaled  that  green

smoke,  likely  custom-made  by  Ivy  in  her  lab  from

whatever  combination  of  plants,  and  collapsed  onto  the

parquet floor. 

Fancy  and  effective,  Selina  admitted  as  she  shoved

through the door and charged after Ivy into the labyrinth

of staff passages. 

Nyssa and Talia would approve. 

—

Sirens cleaved the night, but Selina’s suit fed her the intel

she needed: heading toward the museum, not after them

as  they  escaped  into  the  nearby  quiet,  posh

neighborhood,  full  of  embassies  and  old-money

residences.  The  last  place  any  sane  criminal  would  flee

to,  considering  the  security  cameras  mounted  on  every

building, the guards posted at every other entrance. 

Which was why they kept to the rooftops. 

Ivy  had  no  issue  scaling  the  building  behind  the

museum  using  the  fire  escape—and  apparently,  no

problems  with  cardio  or  heights  as  she  kept  pace  with

Selina,  leaping  without  hesitation  over  the  distances

between buildings. 

They made it three blocks before a particularly large

gap  appeared.  Large  enough  to  merit  careful

consideration  on  how  to  take  the  jump.  Selina  slowed, 

panting  lightly—lungs  barely  needing  to  push

themselves. Ivy’s breathing was heavier, her eyes bright. 

Selina  studied  the  gap,  the  cop  cars  that  had  just

arrived at the museum illuminating the night sky behind

them in flickers of blue and red. The lights cast Ivy’s hair

in  varying  hues  of  deep  crimson  and  purple,  the  silky

strands ruffling past her face in the cool night breeze. No

sign  of  the  little  flowers,  as  if  they’d  ducked  into  the

safety  of  her  hair.  “Too  far,”  Ivy  observed  around  gasps

for air, studying the gap. “Take the drainpipe down.” 

That would take too long and take them too far from

where she needed them to be. So Selina shook her head, 

flicking her wrists to free the claws in her suit. 

Ivy  flinched,  backing  away  a  step.  Her  left  hand

went to a pocket in her bodysuit with curling pink petals

poking  out  of  it.  Selina  didn’t  care  to  find  out  exactly

what that flower could do. 

She  gestured  with  her  claws  to  the  gap.  “For

climbing,” she said, and wriggled her fingertips. 

Strange,  to  have  to  explain  herself,  her  methods. 

Strange,  Selina  realized,  to  have  become  something, 

someone, who required explaining. 

A wraith—a ghūl. She’d given up everything to wear

that  title,  that  skin.  She  hadn’t  realized  just  how  far  it

might separate her from others. That she might become

 other herself. 

But  Ivy  blinked,  hand  lowering  from  the  botanical

surprise  she  kept  in  her  pocket.  “You  can’t  make  that

jump.” 

“I’ve cleared worse.” Not a lie. Selina backed up on

the roof, calculating the distance, the speed she’d need to

clear the gap and land safely. 

She’d never considered that those long, all-out runs

she’d  done  for  the  vault  in  gymnastics  might  be  a

training of another sort. Not until the League. 

Selina  stopped  at  the  farthest  edge  of  the  roof  and

glanced  to  Ivy.  “You  want  in,  then  you’d  better  learn  to

keep up.” 

Then  she  was  sprinting  toward  the  roof  edge,  body

falling back into muscle memory, into the training she’d

had pounded into her bones, her breath. 

“Show-off,” Ivy groused as Selina sprinted past. 

Arms in formation, legs eating up the distance, body

bracing for the leap—

 Clear the ravine. 

 A cold, unruffled order. 

 Selina had glanced between Nyssa al Ghūl and the

 ravine  that  cleaved  the  two  granite  mountains.  All

 around  them,  the  unforgiving  towers  of  the  Dolomites

 watched  as  unfeelingly  as  her  teacher.  The  five  other

 acolytes, mercifully, seemed to hesitate. 

 Nyssa  only  lifted  a  tanned,  scar-flecked  hand  and

 pointed  to  the  narrow  ledge—and  a  path—across  the

 ravine. “The way home lies over there. The path behind

 you is closed.” A hard, brutal smile. The opposite of the

 sleek,  coy  smirks  of  her  elder  sister,  Talia.  “Clear  the

 ravine, or live here.” 

 Or die at the bottom far below. 

 Selina’s  palms  turned  sweaty,  her  breakfast

 churning in her stomach. The other acolytes, all of them

 in  the  League’s  black  battle-suits,  began  sizing  up  the

 gap, the angle. The wind. 

 She’d learned as much about the other girls as she

 could: their movements, their reflexes, their height and

 weight and favored weapons. 

 The  real  details,  the  ones  that  mattered…None  of

 them  shared  that  information:  where  they  came  from, 

 what  life  they’d  led  that  had  brought  Talia  al  Ghūl  to

 come knocking. 

 All Selina knew was that they hailed from all over

 the  world.  The  boys,  apparently,  were  trained

 elsewhere. And Anaya, the acolyte standing beside her, 

 had  come  from  India.  She  spoke  even  less  than  Selina, 

 though she had been here for two months before Selina

 arrived  at  the  sprawling,  luxurious  compound  deep  in

 the mountains. 

 If Selina had anything close to an ally here, it was

 Anaya. She was the only one who ever sat beside Selina

 at  the  mess  hall  or  paired  with  her  in  classes.  Never

 through  any  voiced  request  or  invitation,  but  just  a

 silent,  steady  presence.  That  often  made  other  acolytes

 think twice before pushing either of them. 

 “When the sun sets,” Nyssa went on in English, her

 accent  lilting,  “the  temperature  will  drop  below

 freezing.  I  have  no  plans  to  be  here  when  it  does.”   But

you will be,  she didn’t need to add. 

 Then  Nyssa  launched  into  a  sprint,  her  slim  body

 eating  up  the  rocky  ground,  black  hair  tied  back  in  a

 tight  braid  from  her  face.  Not  a  pretty  face,  not  like

 Talia’s.  Where  Talia’s  was  marble-hewn  in  its

 perfection, Nyssa’s had been carved from granite. 

 And  like  the  granite  peaks  around  them,  Nyssa’s

 stride never faltered, never showed any sign of emotion

 beyond  that  cool  brutality.  It  was  set  in  the  same

 expression  as  she  hurtled  for  the  ravine  ledge—and

 leapt. 

 No ropes, no equipment. Nothing beyond icy will. 

 The  acolyte  from  Eastern  Europe  swore  in  some

 Slavic  language.  Serbian,  perhaps.  Recognizing  the

 languages of the world: another course of instruction. 

 Nyssa  soared  over  the  gap,  body  arcing  perfectly. 

 The only bit of beauty the al Ghūl half sister would ever

 have, in the precision of her movements. 

 She  made  it  look  easy.  Landed  with  a  crunch  of

 rock  and  a  smooth  roll  that  flowed  into  a  standing

 position. 

 Selina  couldn’t  help  the  half  smile  that  curved  her

 mouth  as  Nyssa  leaned  against  a  boulder,  crossed  her

 arms—her  battle-suit  dusty  from  the  landing—and

 waited. 

 Selina  didn’t  look  at  the  other  opponents,  didn’t

 engage  in  the  silent  battle  of  who  would  go  first,  of

 whether it would be foolish to do so or if it would earn

 them a kernel of Nyssa’s respect. Or if the one who went

 last  would  be  deemed  cowardly  or  smart  to  study  the

 others’ mistakes and learn from them. 

 Selina turned, stalking back to the exact point from

 which  Nyssa  had  launched  herself  into  that  run.  Gave

 herself a few more feet beyond it. She studied the faint

 path  of  footprints  Nyssa  had  taken.  The  angle  of  the

 jump. Beside her, Anaya did the same. 

 And  her  sort-of  ally  murmured,  too  softly  for  the

 other girls to hear, “They might try to spook us when we

 run.” 

 She  was  right.  Likely  by  shouting,  maybe  even

 stepping into their path. And no one would punish them

 for it. No, Nyssa would likely reward them. Another bit

 of training—not to lower your guard, Nyssa would say. 

 They  were  all  merely  instruments  to  carry  out  the

 League’s  mission.  Better  to  weed  out  defective  ones

 before sending them into the field. 

 Survival of the fittest. Biology had been one of her

 favorite  classes.  It  seemed  the  League  took  Darwinism

 to another level. 

 Nyssa  still  waited,  arms  crossed  over  her  chest. 

 Someone had to make a move. 

 Even  from  the  distance,  Selina  could  have  sworn

 the  woman’s  eyes  met  hers.  Full  of  challenge.  And

 invitation. 

 She’d  jumped  and  run  across  rooftops  with  the

 Leopards, hauling TV sets and other stolen goods. Then, 

 the drop had been thirty feet, not three hundred. But no

 less lethal. 

 And  perhaps  it  was  the  thought  of  those  Leopards

 she’d left behind a month ago, but Selina murmured to

 Anaya, “Go. Now. I’ll block for you.” 

 Warning  flared  in  Anaya’s  rich  brown  eyes,  her

 long  black  hair  fluttering  in  the  fierce  wind  roaring

 through the peaks. A test of trust. 

 Selina  only  held  the  other  girl’s  gaze,  steady  and

 calm. “Now,” she repeated as the four acolytes began to

 approach, smiling faintly. 

 Yeah, they’d try to spook them. Trip them. 

 With a shallow nod, Anaya sucked in a breath and

 launched into a sprint. 

 A  blond  acolyte  moved  first.  Scooped  up  a  small

 rock to throw, discreet and tiny enough to go unseen as

 her arm cocked back—

 Selina  grabbed  another  stone,  slinging  it  out. 

 Slamming  right  into  the  blonde’s  arm.  Forcing  her

 fingers to splay and drop the rock that had been aimed

 for Anaya. 

 Anaya hurtled down that narrow path. The acolyte

 from Serbia moved next. Lunging toward Anaya’s path, 

 to force her to dodge sideways, to lose traction. 

 Selina  was  on  her  before  Anaya  could  register  the

 movement. 

 The Serbian acolyte let out a grunt of pain as Selina

 stomped  down  on  her  foot.  The  acolyte’s  body  arced

 downward,  as  if  she’d  grab  her  own  foot,  right  into

 Selina’s awaiting elbow. 

 She’d  done  the  move  a  thousand  times  in  the

 fighting  rings.  Always  followed  by  her  next  move:

 locking  the  Serbian  acolyte’s  arm  and  hurling  her

 toward  the  other  two  approaching  acolytes,  as  if  they

 were  no  more  than  the  ropes  of  the  ring.  Sending  the

 three of them staggering back. 

 Selina  didn’t  wait.  Didn’t  give  them  a  moment  to

 recover as she whirled and ran. 

 Anaya soared through the mountain air, the breeze

 shoving her to the right—

 But she landed, barely, and scrabbled her way onto

 the ledge, where Nyssa didn’t so much as look at her. 

 No,  because  Nyssa  was  watching  Selina  as  she

 thundered down the narrow path toward the ravine as

 the  acolytes  recovered  enough  to  realize  her  plan  and

 look for retaliation. 

 She  didn’t  have  as  much  space  as  Anaya  had  to

 make  that  jump.  With  the  attack,  she’d  yielded  twenty

 feet. 

 But  Selina  raced  onward,  the  ledge  nearing,  the

 drop beyond beckoning. 

 Pain  flared  on  the  side  of  her  head,  a  starburst  of

 agony.  She  stumbled  a  step  but  kept  going,  kept  going

 as more hurled rocks landed behind her. She didn’t care

 where the other acolytes had come from, but she knew

 where she’d been born. Where she’d been raised. 

 She  wondered  if  the  others  knew,  if  Nyssa  knew, 

 that  the  pain  was  secondary.  The  pain  was  an  old

 friend.  Introduced  long  before  those  fights,  before  the

 Leopards. Introduced courtesy of her mother. 

 So  the  blow  to  the  head  did  not  stop  her.  It  had

 never stopped her, that kind of pain. 

 And as Selina cleared the ledge and leapt, throwing

 herself a bit farther left to account for the gusting of the

 wind,  she  only  heard  the  screaming  air  and  the

 roughness of her breathing, only felt the bitter cold and

 the  warmth  of  the  blood  trickling  down  the  side  of  her

 face. 

 The opposite ledge was too far. Still too far. 

 Every nerve in her body came screaming awake as

 she slammed into the edge of the cliff, half on, half off. 

 Gravity hauling her down—

 Anaya lunged for her, but Nyssa held out an arm. 

 Blocking her path. 

 Selina’s nails broke and screamed in agony as she

 dug them into the rock. 

 But where Nyssa had refused to help, Nature threw

 her a bone. 

 A rise in the stone with enough of a jutting lip that

 her hands latched on. And held. 

 And held. 

 Nyssa  made  no  move  to  help  Selina  as  she  hauled

 herself up, arms trembling, head pounding. 

 And  when  Selina  at  last  had  solid  ground  beneath

 her, when her temple was dripping blood onto the gray

 stone  as  she  crawled,  panting,  from  the  ledge  toward

 Nyssa, she looked up at her instructor. 

 Nyssa glanced between her and Anaya. 

 And  Selina  could  do  nothing  as  Nyssa  shoved

 Anaya over the cliff edge. 

 Anaya did not scream. There was only silence. And

 then a thud that echoed over the granite peaks. 

 Selina  couldn’t  move.  Couldn’t  do  anything  other

 than stare at Nyssa, her dark eyes so cold. 

 Nyssa offered no explanation. 

 None. 

Selina  cleared  the  leap  between  buildings,  claws

finding  purchase  in  the  stone.  Metal  shrieked  and

sparked in their wake. 

But  she  didn’t  hear  the  thud  of  her  body  on  the

metal roof. She heard that thump and crack of Anaya on

the  ravine  floor.  And  the  police  sirens  were  little  more

than the howling wind through the Dolomites. 

She  uncurled  to  her  feet  and  looked  back  toward

where Ivy watched, head angled. “Not bad for a cat,” Ivy

called. 

Selina just blew the dust off her claws. 

She’d added them to her gloves after she’d returned

to  the  League  compound  and  had  the  blow  to  her  head

cleared  by  the  physician.  She’d  gone  right  down  to  the

lab,  head  still  throbbing,  insides  still  utterly  numb  and

quiet, and helped herself to the assortment of blades and

metals in the room. Left there for acolytes to tinker with. 

Selina had selected the hardest steel she could find, 

and began to work. 

Selina gestured to Ivy, reining in the thrill coursing

through her. “Head down, limbs in as tight as you can get

—” 

But  Ivy  backed  away  a  step,  surprise  and  fear

lighting  her  face.  Selina  whirled,  hand  going  to  her

bullwhip. 

Leaning  against  the  roof  doorway  behind  her, 

cloaked in shadows…

Selina smiled beneath her mask. 

Ivy called from across the way, “Keep the painting.” 

She  pointed  to  the  man  waiting  behind  Selina.  “Good

luck dealing with him…cat-woman.” 

Then Ivy was gone. Running for the door that would

lead her down through the building. 

Selina’s Death Mask sized up the male before her. 

Six-three.  Jacked.  Or  at  least  his  bluish-gray  metal

suit was. 

And  glowing  across  his  broad  chest,  an  emblem  in

the darkness…

A bat. 

Selina  inclined  her  head  in  greeting.  “I  was

wondering when you’d show up, Batwing.” 
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Luke observed the woman standing before him. 

Head-to-toe  black  suit,  made  from  some  high-tech

material. Confident, athletic, skilled. 

And with the helmet on…

 Cat-woman  was  a  good  way  to  describe  her.  The

ears on the dark helmet, the oversized lenses, the claws

that  she’d  just  retracted  after  that  spectacular  jump…

Even her steps toward him oozed feline grace. 

The bullwhip, however, promised pain. 

She  was  highly  trained.  He’d  realized  it  from  that

jump,  from  what  he’d  seen  when  she  escaped  the

museum guards with Poison Ivy.  That was a pairing that

made  him  wince.  This  stranger  before  him  was  bold. 

Fearless.  Utterly  unruffled  by  his  appearance  as  he

pushed  off  the  wall  and  they  stopped  perhaps  ten  feet

from each other. 

The thief he’d been hunting for. 

“Return  the  painting.”  He  pointed  to  the  small

satchel at her right hip. 

“Say  ‘please,’ ”  she  crooned,  that  helmet  of  hers

making her voice low, raspy. 

His  suit  fed  him  the  details:   her  suit  was  equipped

with surprises. But cloaked—as if the material itself was

built to avoid scanning. A stealth suit. 

Only  the  bullwhip  was  made  of  natural  materials, 

unequipped with anything but what met the eye. 

A signature weapon, no doubt. Definitely no signs of

any 

affiliation 

with 

Gotham 

City’s 

criminal

organizations. 

Luke braced his feet slightly farther apart, centering

his  weight  better,  before  he  demanded,  “What’s  your

name?” 

Her head angled. She remained silent. 

“You  clearly  know  mine,”  he  said,  adding  a  hint  of

charm to the words. “I should know yours.” 

She  was  slender  but  stood  with  a  sturdiness  that

spoke of iron-hard muscle beneath. She’d made the jump

without any assistance from her suit beyond those claws. 

Metal-shredding claws. God. 

“Let’s  use  Ivy’s  little  nickname,”  she  drawled,  and

Luke  could  have  sworn  he  heard  laughter  in  her  voice. 

“Every good criminal in Gotham has a call sign. Let’s add

this  one  to  the  mix.”  She  examined  her  claws  as  if  she

were  looking  over  a  manicure,  her  bullwhip  swaying  in

the wind. “Catwoman. Has a nice ring to it.” 

“Give back the painting.” 

She  patted  the  satchel  at  her  side,  then  asked, 

“Where’d  you  come  up  with   Batwing?  Was  it  because

 Batman was already taken?” 

“This can go one of two ways. Either you—” 

“Give  back  the  painting  right  now,  or  you  take  it

from  me?”  A  sound  that  might  have  been  a  click  of  the

tongue. “Isn’t it wrong for a big, tough man to threaten to

hurt a woman?” 

Holy  hell.  “I  think  you  lost  the  right  to  ask  that

question when you took the painting.” 

“A girl has got to eat.” 

“Find another profession.” 

She stalked toward him, a few steps. Certainly closer

than  most  of  Gotham  City’s  worst  dared  get.  Close

enough for him to make a grab for that satchel if he could

brave the reach of the bullwhip. 

Exactly why she did it. A taunt. 

“If you want stealth,” she observed mildly, “then that

night-light on your chest isn’t very helpful.” 

Luke  ground  his  teeth,  the  sound  amplified  in  his

helmet. “It’s a symbol.” 

With  every  word,  he  sized  her  up,  calculating  the

space of the roof, the way he’d seen her move, the weight

of the painting in that bag. 

“And  symbols  have  power,”  she  recited.  “I  forgot

how boring you self-righteous do-gooders can be.” 

Luke  released  a  slow  breath,  counting  backward

from  ten.  Temper.  His  temper  was  his  downfall,  Bruce

had said. Controlling it was key. 

Well, Bruce wasn’t here. 

As she stretched out her free hand and touched the

tip of a claw to the center of the glowing bat-symbol on

his chest, Luke lunged. 

Or he tried to. 

He’d  aimed  for  her  arm,  intending  to  whirl  her

around  and  pin  her  to  the  brick  facade  of  the  doorway

into the building below. But her arm wasn’t there. 

Fast.  She  was  so  fast.  And  she  let  her  arm  and  the

bullwhip be a distraction while she swept her leg. 

The world tilted—

Luke hit the roof but rose instantly—

Metal on metal clanged through his head, the night. 

A one-two combination right to his face, those claws

now retracted. His head snapped back, and he managed

to throw all of one jab before—

She used the same maneuver he’d intended for her. 

Grabbed  his  outstretched  arm,  locking  it,  and   slammed

him to the ground. 

His  suit  cushioned  much  of  the  blow,  but  however

he’d  anticipated  this  night  ending,  it  hadn’t  been  like

this. Knocked on his ass. 

He  surged  upward,  his  suit  sending  him  a  whirl  of

analytics  on  her  technique,  her  calculated  moves  based

on what it had already observed. 

But she was gone. 

No, not gone. She’d moved to the corner of the roof. 

And  was  now  peeling  from  a  pole  what  looked  to  be  a

 camera—

She  wouldn’t  dare.  She  wouldn’t  have   dared  to

record this encounter. 

But  the  stranger,  this  Catwoman,  lifted  the  camera

in salute as she leapt over the edge of the roof. 

By the time Luke had scrambled for it, ego smarting

more than his body, she was gone. 

—

The  next  morning,  however,  proved  that  the  video

footage was not. 

Striding  into  the  gym  at  dawn  and  surveying  the

neat  piles  of  newspapers  along  the  greeting  counter, 

Luke scowled at the headline blaring above the photo on

the front page. 

When the Bat’s Away, the Cat Will Play

And  there  he  was—or  Batwing  was.  The  shot,  he

would  admit,  was  brilliant.  She’d  likely  picked  a  frame

from her footage. 

The  photo  showed  him  in  the  middle  of  falling, 

Catwoman’s  body  the  portrait  of  conquering  queen  as

she sent him to the ground. 

Luke  swiped  up  the  newspaper  and  chucked  it  into

the  gym  trash  bin  to  land  among  empty  cups  of  water

and cleaning wipes. 

Not good. Not good at all. 

The message it would send to the other criminals in

Gotham City was precisely why she’d leaked the photos. 

Luke  knew  it’d  be  futile  to  go  to  the  newspaper  to

ask  who’d  sent  them.  They  had  an  anonymous  tip  line. 

And they had clearly struck gold last night. No way they

would reveal their source. Even if they could. 

Luke  stepped  onto  a  treadmill,  punching  it  up  to  a

flat-out run. 

He had to get her under control—and fast. 

Before  the  underworld  of  Gotham  City  started  to

stir. 
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Selina didn’t mind the name: Catwoman. 

And the papers seemed to adore it, too, granting her

the front-page banner. 

She  was  still  smiling  about  it  two  nights  later, 

especially the little tidbit about how the Fox heir had lost

his  painting.  Maybe  she’d  swing  by  her  neighbor’s

apartment later to see how he was coping with the loss. 

After she completed this job, of course. She’d nearly

finished  hacking  into  the  cavernous  jewelry  store’s

security system to reroute the video cameras to play the

same footage on a loop. 

If  only  her  old  social  workers  could  see  her  now:  a

different  sort  of  poster  girl  for  the  efficacy  of  Gotham

City’s At-Risk Youth Program. 


Selina’s  smile  faded  as  she  stood  in  the  small

security  office  in  the  back  of  the  enormous,  multilevel

store that occupied half a city block, the alarms disabled

courtesy of a few careful snips from her tiny wire cutters. 

A  broken  system—that’s  what  it  was.  What  it  had

always  been.  Maggie  had  only  gotten  out  because  of

whatever  strings  or  cash  Talia  had  handed  over  that

night. How many other kids never got that chance? 

Too many. Too damn many. And while the wealthy

in  this  city  swathed  themselves  in  jewels  and  cloistered

themselves  in  penthouses  that  looked  down  upon  those

very slums, kids like Maggie went to school hungry, wore

secondhand clothing, and knew, deep down, that no one

was coming to help them. 

 These  are  the  things  that  you  might  change,   Talia

had told her during her weekly one-on-one sessions with

each acolyte.  What you will return to upend. 

And so she had. 

Not a whisper of trouble arose while Selina prowled

over  the  shining  gray  floors  of  the  dark  store,  passing

beneath the crystal chandeliers dangling from the arched

ceilings,  and  headed  down  a  level  into  the  fairly  plain

catacombs below. 

Navigating  the  warren  of  halls  was  easy;  she  only

had to follow the path of the heavy, grated metal doors. 

But  even  mapping  out  her  plan  mentally  didn’t

prepare her for the sheer  size of the vault as she passed

through  the  last  of  the  metal  doors  and  into  the  small

chamber where it lay. The sole occupant of the room. 

Hands on her hips, Selina surveyed the sealed vault

set into a solid wall of concrete, the puzzle before her. 

 Try  it,   it  seemed  to  whisper.  As  if  some  great, 

sleeping  dragon  lay  curled  behind  the  vault.  See  if  you

 dare. 

The  low  hum  that  had  been  coursing  through  her

veins earlier turned into a full-throttle electric current. 

The store had been smarter than the museum about

keeping  its  blueprints  and  receipts  off  any  kind  of

database.  Holly  Vanderhees,  of  course,  had  visited  this

store  only  yesterday  afternoon,  but  asking  too  many

questions about the vault would have led a trail of bread

crumbs  right  back  to  her.  Which  meant  going  into  this

robbery more blind than she’d like, but that was part of

the thrill—this moment of finding a way in. Outsmarting

them.  As  she  had  from  those  initial  years  in  the  East

End. 

Selina  studied  the  looming  vault,  studied  the  solid

wall  of  concrete  it  had  been  built  into,  an  empty  duffel

bag dangling from her hand. 

“I’m going to do you a favor and avoid a joke about

the cat being out of the bag,” Ivy drawled from behind. 

Selina  arched  a  brow  beneath  her  Death  Mask. 

“Following me?” 

Ivy  smirked  as  she  approached,  clad  in  the  same

getup  as  the  other  night.  “I  want  my  twenty-five

percent.” 

“You’ll  get  it  when  the  painting  goes  to  market,” 

Selina  said,  turning  back  toward  her  metal  opponent. 

“Give it a week or two.” 

“Nice  spread  in  the  morning  paper,”  Ivy  said, 

coming  to  survey  the  vault  at  Selina’s  side.  “You  didn’t

seem the type to self-promote.” 

Selina  closed  the  distance  to  the  vault  and  ran  a

gloved  hand  over  the  smooth  metal  of  the  door. 

Diamond-brushed  steel.  At  least  six  inches  thick.  “The

media is just another weapon to wield,” she murmured. 

They  certainly  hadn’t  asked  questions  when  an

anonymous  email  account  had  sent  the  footage  of

Batwing  being  laid  out  flat  on  a  rooftop   and  losing  the

priceless painting in the process. 

Ivy  hummed.  “I’m  sure  Batwing’s  humiliation  was

just a pleasant side effect.” 

Selina gave Ivy a sidelong glance, though the woman

couldn’t see it with the helmet on. “It was.” 

Selina didn’t tell her that it was the message to  other

criminals that had mattered. The invitation. Instead, she

asked drily, “Why, exactly, are you here?” 

Ivy  tapped  a  gloved  hand—one  that  truly  seemed

wrapped in  vines,  not cloth—on the brushed metal of the

vault. “I want in.” 

“I work alone.” Selina set her small bag on the floor, 

crouching to open it and yank out a tiny electromagnetic

pulse  machine.  She’d  built  it  herself  in  one  of  the

League’s labs—had designed it to be tiny enough to haul

with her. 

She’d never tested it in the wild, though. 

Ivy  leaned  against  the  wall  beside  the  vault, 

examining  what  appeared  to  be  a  small  pink  flower

growing  out  of  the  material  of  her  glove.  Interesting. 

“Think about it: we team up, split the profits, and take on

Gotham City’s finest.” 

“You ran when you saw one of Gotham City’s finest.” 

Selina positioned the black rectangular box of the pulse

machine by the vault door. 

“How was I to know you’d hand his ass to him?” 

“So his suit filters out your plants’ chemicals, then.” 

“Let’s just say that I make a point to stay out of his

way.” Ivy waved a hand. “You, though…Think of what we

could accomplish together.” 

“What’s in it for me?” 

“You’d have someone guarding your back. We could

hit up bigger targets. Make more.” 

“To fund your eco-terrorism plans to save the trees.” 

“To help put an  end to the destruction before it’s too

late,  before  this  planet  is  nothing  but  a  wasteland.  Do

you  know  that  both  our  state   and  federal  government

have an overwhelming majority of people working there

who believe climate change is a hoax?” 

“And  you  think  attacking  them  is  going  to  change

that?” 

“They  can’t  vote  to  defund  agencies  and  open  up

pipelines if they’re not around to do it.” 

Selina  frowned  up  at  Ivy.  “Or  you  could  make

martyrs of them.” 

Ivy’s  mouth  tightened,  her  flowers  winking  out. 

“They’ve  already  done  enough  damage  to  the  earth  that

there  might  not  even  be  a  chance  to  turn  back.  Entire

ecosystems— gone.   Who  fights  for  them?  Who  makes

sure that they get justice?” 

The  same  could  be  said  of  people,  children

especially, in the East End. 

Selina  made  a  show  of  considering.  “It  seems  like

 you benefit more from being around me than I do with

you.” 

A  flash  of  irritation.  “I’m  making  you  an  honest

offer.  Less  risks  involved  in  these  robberies  when  you

can  just  gas  the  place  instead  of  bringing  the  guards

down.” 

“Then why don’t I just get myself some canisters of

it?”  Selina  stepped  back  from  the  electromagnetic  pulse

charger. 

“Because  they  don’t  sell  my  special  blend  at  the

store, honey.” 

“Oh?” 

Ivy  smiled  down  at  the  vines  encasing  her  hands, 

and  without  so  much  as  a  flicker  of  movement,  they

slithered up her wrists. 

Selina blinked. Once. Twice. 

“My  toxins  are  organic  compounds,”  Ivy  explained. 

“All  plant-based,  hybridized,  and  weaponized.  Made  by

yours  truly  in  my  lab.”  She  pulled  what  looked  to  be  a

pink  orchid  from  a  pocket.  “A  signal  from  me,  and  this

beauty will send you right to sleep.” 

Well,  damn.  Selina  gave  herself  a  moment  to  stifle

any  hint  of  awe  in  her  voice  before  she  said,  “I  heard  a

rumor that you didn’t need to bother with fancy flowers. 

That you can emit those toxins on your own.” 

Ivy  was  quiet  for  a  heartbeat  as  she  pocketed  the

flower once more. 

Then a pale emerald smoke began to drift from her

—as if it leaked from every pore. It slithered and floated

into  the  air,  wending  around  Selina.  “A  friend  thought

throwing flowers might be a cool touch,” Ivy said as that

green mist swirled between them. “But I like to do it the

old-fashioned way every now and then.” 

Selina  reined  in  a  curse.  How  Ivy  had  done  it,  why

she’d  done  it—this  wasn’t  the  time  for  those  questions. 

Or  the  right  place.  “It  sounds  like  I’ll  never  be  able  to

take off this helmet with you, then. Not exactly an ideal

working relationship.” 

Silence. Ivy’s smoke faded as quickly as it had come. 

Beneath her Death Mask, Selina smiled. And let Ivy

work for it a little more as the woman went on, “There’s

never  been  a  duo  of  ladies  to  take  on  Gotham  City.  All

the bosses are male.” 

“That  makes  it  sound  like  they’d  want  to  put  us

down the moment we step onto their turf.” 

“You  beat  the  shit  out  of  Batwing.”  Those  vines

slithered  down  Ivy’s  wrists  to  wrap  around  her  hands

again, as tight as any glove. “They might think twice.” 

Selina  again  made  a  show  of  considering,  fingers

hovering over the dials on the machine’s top. “All right,” 

she  said  slowly,  and  Ivy  grinned.  “But  I  want  one  more

member.” 

Ivy’s deep red brows rose. 

“I want Harley Quinn.” Selina hit the button, a low

electric  hum  surging  through  the  room,  hollowing  out

her ears, even with the suit. Metal groaned. 

Ivy’s pale face went even whiter. “Why?” 

Selina  set  down  the  control  box  and  strode  over  to

the  now-ajar  vault  door.  “Because  we  won’t  last  long

without her.” 

The  flowers  on  Ivy’s  living  gloves  snapped  shut

again. “Harley can be…unstable.” 

Selina  hauled  open  the  vault  door,  revealing  stacks

and stacks of cash. Beautiful. “Harley is not only daring

when  it  comes  to  tactics,  but  she’s  also  skilled  with

firearms and explosives.” 

“I know,” Ivy said quietly. 

Selina  pretended  not  to  have  anticipated  that

softness in her voice. “But what Harley  also offers is her

relationship history.” 

Ivy’s  eyes  turned  to  chips  of  ice.  “You  mean  the

Joker.” 

Selina began dropping stacks of cash into her open

bag and asked innocently, “Is there someone else?” 

“No.”  Ivy  added  tightly,  “But  he’s  locked  up  for  life

in Arkham.” 

“Along with some of his most notorious cronies.” 

Ivy stormed up to her side as Selina kept depositing

stacks  of  cash  in  the  bag.  “You’re  out  of  your  mind  if

you’re thinking of tangling with the Joker—” 

“I’ll  be  tangling  with  Harley.  And  her  status  as  the

Joker’s main squeeze”—again that ripple of cold anger on

Ivy’s  face,  the  tightening  of  those  vines  on  her  hands, 

perhaps  to  the  point  of  pain—“will  make  any  other

criminals  in  this  city  think  twice  before  crossing  us.  I

don’t have the time or interest in dealing with their petty

bullshit.” 

Ivy blinked. But she began helping to haul stacks of

cash  into  Selina’s  bag.  After  a  moment,  she  said, 

“Harley’s always game for a little anarchy.” 

“You  know  her  personally,  then?”  A  casual, 

calculated  question.  And  a  total  lie.  She’d  read  up  on

both  of  them—their  fraught  relationship,  their  history. 

More  than  friends,  yet  not.  The  particulars  of  it—who

wanted something more than friendship and who didn’t, 

whether  Harley’s  former  relationship  with  the  Joker

played a role in that—remained murky. 

She  doubted  it  was  information  either  of  them

publicly  shared.  Knowing  where  to  strike  emotionally, 

what to manipulate, was another weapon in her arsenal. 

Especially  when  it  came  to  assembling  the  team  she

needed.  Despite  Harley’s  history  with  the  Joker,  she

operated on her own now. Ivy, too—precisely the sort of

criminals she required. 

Independent,  unafraid.  Why  the  League  hadn’t

recruited them yet was beyond her. 

“It’s  none  of  your  business,”  Ivy  grumbled.  Exactly

as  Selina  had  predicted.  Ivy  scowled  and  went  on. 

“Harley’s  been  restless  since  Batman,  Batwing,  and  all

those other do-gooders threw half of Gotham’s criminals

behind  bars.”  Including  the  Joker.  “But  she  won’t  join

our little crime ring without some sort of…enticement.” 

Selina  knew  that.  Had  anticipated  that.  Selina

squeezed one last wad of cash into the bag before zipping

it shut. She slid another bag toward Ivy in silent offer—it

was hers to fill. “I’ll make her an offer she can’t refuse.” 

Ivy  began  filling  her  own  duffel  and  asked  tightly, 

“Which is?” 

Selina  slung  the  bag  over  her  shoulder,  letting  her

balance  adjust  to  its  weight.  “I’ll  get  the  Joker  out  of

Arkham.” 

A  greenish  pallor  overtook  Ivy’s  face,  and  Selina

doubted it had anything to do with the fact that she was

partially plant-based herself. “That’s impossible.” 

“Some  would  have  said  making  a  fool  of  Batwing

was impossible.” 

Ivy shoved cash into her duffel. “The Joker  needs to

stay  behind  bars.”  Selina  could  have  sworn  Ivy’s  hands

trembled  slightly.  “His  kind  of  anarchy  isn’t  the  kind

that…” She shook her head, red hair flowing. “It’s not the

kind I like. Or want.” 

“He doesn’t care about the trees?” 

Ivy cut her a glare. “He’s a bad man.” 

“People believe the same of us.” 

Another fierce shake of the head. “I want to  help the

planet.  He…”  She  went  back  to  shoving  cash  into  her

duffel. “There are no lines for him. He’s soulless.” 

“Well, you’d better get off your high horse, because

if  you  want  a  cut  of  the  millions  we  stand  to  make”—

Selina  jostled  her  cash-heavy  duffel  for  emphasis—“I’ll

only do it with Harley as our third.” 

Ivy stared her down for a moment. “Where did you

even  come from?” 

A  neighborhood  two  miles  north.  But  Selina  just

shrugged  and  said,  “Some  might  ask  the  same  of  you. 

You graduated from college at nineteen—just last year. A

prodigy at botany, toxins, and biochemical engineering.” 

No  pride  in  Ivy’s  face  at  the  words.  No  shame, 

either. Just wariness. 

So Selina asked, “Why’d you decide not to go to grad

school?” 

Ivy  finished  with  her  bag,  zipped  it  up,  and  strode

out. “Some things happened that made it impossible for

me to go.” 

The icy, distant tone offered no space for questions. 

Selina  stepped  out  of  the  vault,  listening  for  any

signs  of  alarms,  of  the  police.  Nothing.  She  asked

carefully, “How’d you get into science, anyway?” 

Another hesitant pause. But then Ivy said, emerging

from  the  vault,  “My  mom  was  a  scientist.  Dad,  too. 

Before they both got offered mega jobs and fat paychecks

by a drug company. Turns out their love of science was as

shallow as the rest of them.” 

Wealthy, emotionally distant parents—how had they

even produced someone as passionate as Ivy? 

Together,  Selina  and  Ivy  stalked  up  the  stairs,  the

bag of cash weighing heavily on Selina’s back. “What sort

of science did they study before they changed careers?” 

“Plant regeneration. They met in the lab. Called me

a  lab  baby  thanks  to  it.”  A  slight  smile.  “It  was  only  a

matter  of  time  until  the  drug  companies  came  sniffing. 

They  sold  their  work  to  the  highest  bidder  and  never

once looked back. At the science stuff or at me.” 

Selina  could  think  of  quite  a  few  countries  that

might  be  interested  in  that  sort  of  science,  too.  “I’m

sorry.”  Brutal—no  matter  the  training  that  had  been

instilled into her, it didn’t lessen how hard it must have

been, and still was, for Ivy. 

Ivy  shrugged,  as  if  it  could  somehow  erase  the

weight  of  her  past.  “My  aunt  basically  raised  me  after

they sold out. She encouraged me to take all the science

classes that I wanted. But it got boring, even in college.” 

A short pause, as if debating what to say. How much to

say. Selina kept still and quiet, giving her space to decide. 

Ivy  pulled  out  a  flower—a  yellow  bloom  this  time—and

studied it. “So my last semester in college, I signed up to

work  with  a  scientist  on  a  more…radical  experiment

regarding the human connection to plants.” 

Selina  had  a  horrible  feeling  she  knew  where  this

was headed. 

Ivy pocketed the flower. “Turned out,  I was the test

subject.”  Her  green  eyes  turned  hard  as  stone.  “To

explore the possibility between human-plant hybrids.” 

“What  happened?”  Selina’s  question  was  a  push  of

breath. 

Ivy’s smile turned a bit cruel. “I happened. And the

lead  scientists  learned   exactly  what  someone  like  me

could  do  once  they  applied  their   sciences  to  my  body. 

Their  first  and  last  successful  experiment.”  Ivy  studied

the vines on her hands. “I realized soon afterward that as

awful  as  it  was,  maybe  it  had  happened  for  a  reason. 

Maybe it had happened so I might use these…powers”—

she stumbled over the word—“to help our planet. Try to

right it from its current collision course.” 

Selina  didn’t  shy  from  the  mirror  she  now  saw

before her. Two clever young women, taken and molded

into something else. Something worse. 

But  she  wouldn’t  tell  Ivy  that.  Not  yet.  Instead, 

Selina said, “So the life of crime beckoned.” 

“Life  beckoned,”  countered  Ivy,  following  Selina

toward  the  back  door  she’d  used  to  slip  inside.  “I  was

nineteen and had never gone to a party, had never kissed

a  girl  I  liked,  had  never  done   anything.  And  they  had

taken it all away from me.” 

Understandable. Completely understandable. Selina

asked wryly, “And now you do all that?” 

She heard, more than saw, Ivy smile. “Definitely the

girl-kissing part.” 

Selina snickered. “Priorities.” 

She quietly shut the metal door as they stepped into

the  alley  behind  the  behemoth  store,  the  street  in  the

heart of the shopping district near-silent on either end. 

Ivy  lifted  a  brow  at  the  shut  door.  “You  going  to

leave a calling card, or should I?” 

Selina flicked out the claws on her glove. 

Screeching metal and two slashes of her nails down

the back door was her only answer. Claw marks. 

Ivy  studied  Selina’s  handiwork.  “Simple  but

efficient.” 

Selina  sheathed  her  claws.  Motion  down  the  alley

triggered  her  helmet’s  warning  system,  and  she  whirled

—

Night-bright  eyes,  silent  feet,  an  upright  tail  came

into view around a sagging cardboard box. Ivy followed

Selina’s line of vision and snorted. “Relative of yours?” 

Selina  smiled  beneath  her  helmet  and  crouched  as

the  small  alley  cat  approached,  her  gray  coat  blending

into the shadows. Selina extended a gloved hand, and the

cat sniffed at it, whiskers twitching. 

“You’re  too  thin,  friend,”  she  told  the  cat,  ignoring

Ivy’s  question,  and  scratched  the  cat  under  her  little

chin. 

“I  feel  like  I  should  be  taking  photos  of  this,”  Ivy

said. 

The cat pulled her face away, and Selina ran a hand

down her slender spine, the cat arching into the touch. “I

thought you loved animals.” 

“I do,” Ivy said. “But I didn’t expect  you to.” 

The  cat,  satisfied  by  the  attention,  scampered  off

into  the  alley.  Selina  rose,  watching  the  cat  disappear

into  the  darkness.  “I  always  wanted  a  pet.  Never  had

one.” 

“Why?” 

She  couldn’t  answer  that.  Not  when  it  required

explaining  so  much.  Too  much.  Secrecy  was  vital, 

another weapon. Even among allies. “I moved around a

lot. Was never settled enough to get one.” 

Not entirely a lie. But she’d had her hands full those

years,  and  a  pet,  no  matter  how  much  Maggie  had

pleaded  for  a  cat,  was  another  mouth  to  feed.  Vet  bills

could add up. It hadn’t been responsible to get a pet. Still

wasn’t. 

“We should go,” Selina said, scanning the dark skies

above.  “I  disabled  the  alarms,  but  someone  might  spot

us.” 

Ivy  pointed  a  thumb  over  her  shoulder,  down  the

alley. “I’m that way.” 

Selina  lied  and  pointed  with  her  chin  in  the  other

direction. “I’m that way.” 

Ivy nodded once. “How do I get in touch with you?” 

“You’ve been stalking me for two nights. Seems like

you have no problem finding me.” 

Ivy  laughed  again.  “Use  this  number  to  give  me  a

heads-up  on  your  next  target.”  She  pulled  a  piece  of

paper from one of her bodysuit’s pockets. “It’s a burner

phone, but I’ll have it for a few more days.” 

Selina took the paper, gloves scratching. “Get Harley

on board. Or don’t bother to show up.” 

Ivy  gave  her  a  mocking  salute  and  lifted  her  heavy

bag. “Thanks for the payday.” 

Selina  didn’t  leave  until  Ivy  had  vanished  into  the

shadows, her steps fading away. 

A long night ahead. And she was just getting started. 
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Seated in bed, bracing for another sleepless night, Luke

stared at his phone like it was about to bite him. 

Bruce:  Everything all right over there? 

He’d  seen  the  headline.  Bruce  might  be  on  a  vital

mission, but there was no way he wasn’t keeping tabs on

his city. Their city. 

Luke slid the phone over to himself, unplugging the

charger, and typed back,  Nothing to worry about. 

He conveniently forgot to mention that tonight he’d

found  himself  staring  at  two  slash  marks  on  a  jewelry

store door, the cache of money and jewels stolen. Wiped

clean,  except  for  some  of  the  lesser-priced  pieces. 

Someone with a discerning eye. 

Or oversized lenses. 

No one harmed, at least. But when the frantic store

owner  had  seen  the  claw  marks,  he  started  shouting  at

him  about  why  someone  hadn’t  put  a  leash  on  this

Catwoman. 

Bruce’s  typing  bubble  popped  up.  Let  me  know  if

 you need anything. 

Luke  wouldn’t.  Not  just  because  Bruce  was  on  a

mission  but  because  he  wanted  to  handle  this  on  his

own. 

He typed back.  Will do. 

Luke  debated  asking  how  the  mission  was  going, 

but…he and Bruce had never really engaged in small talk. 

Hadn’t  been  the  sort  of  friends  who  watched  a  game

together, though they certainly had shared a few drinks

at various galas they were obligated to attend as sons of

Gotham City. 

Sometimes Luke felt as if they were both already old

men. Weary and jaded and worn at the edges. 

So Luke set down his phone, plugged it back in, and

switched off the light. 

The piece of art Catwoman had stolen was insured, 

but the fact that she’d not only evaded the trap he’d laid

but had done it so publicly…He gritted his teeth. 

He’d find another way to snare her. And learn who

was beneath that helmet. 

—

Selina bustled out of her apartment around eleven in the

morning,  as  befitted  someone  with  nothing  to  do  with

their time, the shopping bags dead weights in her hands. 

Considering that the shoe boxes stacked inside were full

of  cold,  hard  cash  and  jewelry,  she  was  praying  they

didn’t  break  on  her  way  to  her  safe-deposit  box  at  the

bank. 

The  door  across  the  way  opened.  Selina  debated

turning right back around and pretending to be coming

 in,  when Luke Fox appeared. 

She  instantly  settled  into  Holly’s  persona,  tossing

her  hair  over  a  shoulder.  He  was  the  portrait  of  casual, 

graceful  money  in  his  white  fitted  polo—immaculate

above gray slacks. A pair of sunglasses shielded his eyes, 

but he politely lifted them atop his head as he surveyed

the bags. “Coming in?” 

Was that a note of hope she detected in his voice? To

avoid riding in the elevator with her? 

Selina gave him a simpering smile. “Going out,” she

clarified,  lifting  the  bags,  the  tissue  paper  covering  the

boxes  rustling.  “Need  to  return  and  exchange  a  few

things.” 

He gave her a look that said it seemed she had a  lot

of  things  to  haul  with  her,  not  a  few.  But  ever  the

gentleman, he asked, “Can I carry your bags to your car?” 

She was tempted to say yes, because Holly certainly

would,  but  if  he  was  as  smart  as  everyone  claimed  he

was,  then  he’d  no  doubt  realize  that  the  weight  of  the

bags  didn’t  add  up  to  a  few  pairs  of  shoes.  “I’ve  got  it, 

thank you.” She made a show of hefting the bags. “Good

workout.” 

He  gave  her  a  bland  smile  before  striding  for  the

elevator, pushing the button in silence. 

She followed him, trailing at a casual pace. “Are you

going to the Save the Bees Gala tomorrow?” Seats started

at ten grand a plate. 

Luke glanced sidelong at her as the elevator shot up

the building. “Maybe.” 

Oh, he  really didn’t like her. She gave him what she

called  her  Holly  Smile:  coy,  aware,  self-obsessed.  “And

will you turn me down again if I ask you to dance?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Is that the only word you know now?  Maybe? ” 

Something close to humor danced in Luke’s eyes as

he met her gaze head-on and drawled, “Maybe.” 

Perhaps  not  as  completely  arrogant  as  she’d

thought.  Despite  herself,  Selina  laughed  quietly.  Her

fingers were starting to go numb from the weight of her

bags, and she was grateful for the ding of the elevator as

the doors opened and they strode in. She leaned against

the  railing,  setting  the  bags  down  lightly—to  avoid  the

clunk that was sure to sound if she dropped them. 

“I heard about your painting being stolen,” she said, 

unable to resist. “I’m sorry.” 

Luke  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets.  “It’s  fine. 

Worse things happen to people in this city every day.” 

She  avoided  the  urge  to  blink.  Definitely  not  the

answer she’d expected. 

“You  were  in  the  Army,  right?”  A  vapid,  light

question, if only to get them back on equal footing. 

And an entirely wrong question to ask, from the way

his back stiffened. Sore subject, then. 

But Luke said, “The Marines.” 

She batted her eyelashes. “Is there a difference?” 

His jaw clenched. “Yeah. There is.” She knew there

was,  and  part  of  her  writhed  under  the  vapid,  inane

weight of being Holly. 

They  reached  the  basement,  and  Luke  was  truly

enough  of  a  gentleman  to  hold  the  elevator  doors  while

she swept out, aiming for the black Mercedes her driver

had left for the weekend. A click of her fob had the trunk

opening, revealing a pristine interior. 

Luke headed toward the gray Porsche beside her car. 

He  paused  as  he  opened  the  door,  as  if  the  manners

drilled  into  him  yanked  on  his  leash.  “Enjoy  your

shopping,” he said tersely. 

Selina  waved  a  manicured  hand.  “Enjoy  your…

whatever you’re doing.” 

He  slid  into  his  car.  “Brunch  with  my  parents.  A

Sunday tradition.” 

Another surprise: it didn’t sound like a chore when

he said it. 

For a moment, she debated telling him that he was

lucky—luckier  than  he  knew—that  he  had  parents  who

loved him, wanted to see him. 

She debated scratching her key deep into the side of

what was surely his beloved car, just for the fact that he

 had parents who gave a shit. 

She  hadn’t  bothered  to  look  her  mother  up  once. 

Didn’t want to know. Even with the League’s resources, 

she  didn’t  want  to  know  what  her  mom  was  doing. 

Where she was. If she was even alive. 

And  her  father  was  a  dead  end.  She  sometimes

wondered  if  he  knew  that  he  had  a  daughter.  And  if  he

did, would he even care? 

At least Maggie was safe, cared for, in her new home

in the suburbs. Even if all of this, what Selina was doing

in Gotham City, meant that she had to stay far, far away

from her sister. 

It didn’t make it any easier, though. 

Pathetic.  She  was  absolutely  pathetic  for  thinking

such things. For that quiet, distant ache that still lurked

deep in her chest. For the rage that made her want to put

on  her  League  gloves,  flick  open  those  claws,  and  start

shredding. 

Luke  turned  on  the  car,  its  thunderous  roar  filling

the garage. It sounded an awful lot like the bellowing in

her head. 

Selina kept her face neutral as she slid into her own

front seat and found him waiting. Stalling. 

It took her a moment to realize Luke was waiting for

her  to  leave.  To  make  sure  she  got  out  of  the  garage

safely. 

A  bit  of  an  arrogant  rich  kid,  but  still  a  gentleman. 

She  gave  him  another  inane  wriggle  of  her  manicured

fingers  before  backing  out  of  the  spot.  Carefully—like

how  a  rich  woman  unused  to  driving  herself  might

maneuver the vehicle. 

Not the graceful swoop her muscles screamed at her

to  do.  The  driving  lessons  on  the  deadly  S  curves  of

Italian  roads  had  been  one  of  Selina’s  favorite  parts  of

training at the League. 

She  inched  along,  out  of  the  garage,  Luke  finally

pulling his Porsche out to follow. He rode on her tail, as

if  he  could  barely  keep  the  car  from  containing  its

impatience. 

She debated letting her own vehicle roll back to tap

his as she ascended the ramp onto the busy, sunny street, 

but  it’d  mean  a  delay  in  getting  the  money  to  the  bank, 

 and the possibility of getting her trunk opened up. 

So  she  merely  turned  right  while  he  went  left, 

watching  him  vanish  around  a  corner  in  her  side-view

mirror. 

Perhaps  she’d  have  to  do  something  about  him. 

Make  sure  his  apartment  became   unavailable  to  him. 

Because  having  someone  around  asking  questions, 

especially if he was a trained Marine, was not good. 

She’d think about that later. 

—

The  alley  in  the  Coventry  district  that  night  was  quiet. 

Secure. 

Selina had arrived early to ensure that. She’d bought

her  own  burner  phone  today  to  contact  Ivy,  giving  her

the time and place. Nothing more. 

Gotham  City  was  stirring  again.  The  rich  were

uneasy  and  the  underworld  was  sitting  up,  paying

attention. 

 Look.  Look  how  easy  it  is,   she’d  been  purring  to

them  these  two  weeks,  with  each  robbery.  While  you

 cower and run, look how I make out. 

Her  plan  was  coming  together.  Not  as  fast  as  she

wanted,  as  she  needed,  but…it  was  weaving  together. 

Talia would be proud. Perhaps even Nyssa. In the muted, 

cold way both of them expressed such things. 

She’d  often  wondered  whether  the  sisters  had  been

born  that  way  or  if  they’d  had  all  traces  of  warmth  and

humanity trained out of them. 

Footsteps sounded down the alley. 

Selina’s helmet scanned the approaching person and

found nothing. 

She  could  see  the  female  figure  slipping  from  the

darkness, but the suit’s normal feed of intel provided her

with more: heart rate, height, weapons…nothing. 

And  Selina  knew.  Before  the  woman  fully  emerged

into the dim light of the alley, Selina knew that it was not

Harley or Ivy. 

But a wraith. 

A ghūl. 

Sent from the dark heart of the League of Assassins

to kill her. 
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Shrike. 

Selina  had  not  seen  the  assassin  in  months.  Nyssa

and  Talia  had  dispatched  Shrike  to  Tokyo  for  an

assignment, and Selina had deemed it a small mercy. 

As the small-boned, beautiful woman prowled out of

the  shadows,  clad  in  black  and  her  own  Death  Mask, 

Selina remembered why. 

She  wasn’t  holding  guns—no,  that  wasn’t  Shrike’s

preferred  way  to  kill.  Shrike  enjoyed  causing  pain. 

Savored it. A sadist with a dagger in each hand. 

That  was  how  one  of  Nyssa’s  most  notorious

assassins  liked  to  end  her  targets.  Slow,  deep  cutting. 

Carving you up. 

Selina  had  been  granted  the  pleasure  of  being

Shrike’s  target  practice  more  than  once.  Of  being

cornered  in  a  shadowed  hallway  of  the  compound  and

feeling that knife in the assassin’s right hand press into

her  throat  as  Shrike  had  purred  in  her  ear,  Where  are

 your claws now, kitten? 

Shrike paused about twenty feet away. Selina flicked

her wrists, claws sliding free, trying and failing to master

her thundering heart. Knowing Shrike could detect every

frantic beat. 

Shrike’s  battle-suit  had  been  modified  to  fit  an

assortment  of  daggers.  Her  Death  Mask  helmet  was

painted  with  strokes  of  bone  white,  which  looked  like

nothing  up  close,  but  from  where  Selina  stood…they

formed the face of a skull. 

Selina calmed her breathing. Took in every bit of the

alley: the brick walls, the dumpster to her right, the trash

piles, the doors and lights. 

She waited for some explanation for why Shrike was

here. 

Why those knives were out. 

Shrike offered nothing. 

Absolutely nothing as she hurled one of her daggers

right at Selina. 

Selina  ducked,  rolling  to  the  side,  already  avoiding

Shrike’s countermove: the second knife that the assassin

sent her way, anticipating Selina’s dive to the right. But

Shrike  didn’t  foresee  the  dumpster  that  Selina  slid

behind.  The  dagger  clanked  against  its  side,  burying

itself deep. 

Selina  had  three  heartbeats  to  unsheathe  the  twin

short  swords  artfully  hidden  in  the  back  of  her  suit. 

Standard  for  all  League  suits.  The  bullwhip  would  do

nothing  against  someone  with  Shrike’s  training—not

unless Selina wanted it chopped into pieces. 

Sucking in a breath, Selina whirled from behind the

dumpster just in time to catch the glint of a third dagger. 

A swing of one of her blades had the dagger skittering to

the side, the reverberations biting through her skin, even

with her gloves. 

Then Shrike was there, two longer daggers in hand. 

Slashing low and high. 

Selina parried one, met the other. 

A  twist  of  Shrike’s  foot  and  it  was  hooked  behind

Selina’s  knee.  Selina  spun  out  of  the  way,  using  the

momentum of her fall to avoid being gutted by Shrike’s

left dagger. 

Not fast enough. 

Metal  screamed,  and  Selina  yanked  her  head  back, 

narrowly  missing  Shrike’s  blade  as  it  instead  carved  a

line  down  her  helmet.  Glass  splintered  in  her  left  lens. 

Another strike and it’d go right through. 

Selina  swept  with  her  blade  for  Shrike’s  back,  but

the assassin turned with her, fast as an asp. 

 Calm.  Fear  will  get  you  killed.  Calm  your

 breathing, your heart. 

Nyssa’s  lessons  whispered  through  her  mind.  But

there was no way to catch her breath as Shrike unleashed

herself  upon  Selina,  landing  blow  after  blow  onto  her

swords. 

Forced to retreat, Selina knew she was being herded

to wherever Shrike wanted her, had assessed for herself

what would be the prime place to end her. 

Her  helmet’s  left  lens  was  cracked  enough  that  the

vision  in  that  eye  was  worthless.  She  might  as  well  be

fighting with the eye closed. 

Shrike  used  that  weakness  to  her  advantage.  Kept

her  blows  coming  from  the  left,  in  Selina’s  blind  spot, 

then  switching  to  the  right,  knowing  her  concentration

lingered on the opposite side. 

They  danced  through  the  alley,  steel  striking.  The

longer  it  went  on,  the  less  likely  her  chance  of  walking

out  of  this.  And  Selina  had  come  home,  she’d  come  to

this city to  do something, and if she failed—

Shrike got past her guard. 

A shallow swipe of a dagger to her thigh had Selina

going down. 

She  swallowed  her  scream,  knowing  it  would  draw

the  wrong  attention.  But  as  she  hit  the  filthy  asphalt, 

warm  blood  leaking  through  where  even  the  suit’s

protective  material  hadn’t  held  up  to  those  daggers, 

Shrike began her death blow. 

One  dagger,  poised  to  slam  right  through  that

broken eye piece and into Selina’s skull beneath. 

A crack boomed through the alley. 

It  was  near  deafening  with  her  audio  receptors

turned high. Louder than thunder. 

One moment, Shrike was lunging for her face. 

The next moment, Shrike was on the ground. 

That skull helmet shattered. Blood splattered on the

shards. 

A large ax lay on the ground nearby. A perfect throw. 

And as pieces of the helmet fell away, revealing the

pale-skinned,  dark-haired  Russian  woman  beneath…

Shrike’s face was the portrait of surprise. 

Selina  wiped  the  blood  off  the  lenses  of  her  helmet

as she looked up to the building flanking the alley. 

A  ghostly  white,  platinum-blond  woman  peered

down  at  her,  leaning  against  another  enormous  ax,  a

braid  sliding  over  the  shoulder  of  her  two-tone

motorcycle jacket. 

Ivy appeared at her side and cringed at the carnage. 

“Catfight?” was all Harley Quinn said as she grinned

at Selina. 

—

In this hellhole part of town, the loud thunk of Harley’s

ax against metal wouldn’t trigger any calls to the cops—

or  anyone  snooping  around.  Which  was  partially  why

Selina  had  picked  this  place  to  meet,  but  now,  with

Shrike’s cooling corpse leaking blood into the pavement, 

they needed a change of plans. 

Through  the  one  good  lens  of  her  helmet,  Selina

monitored Ivy and Harley’s approach. The former was in

her  usual  green  bodysuit,  the  top  buttons  of  her  collar

open  to  reveal  green  whorls  and  swirls  of  some  tattoo

beneath. 

Harley  strode  up  with  hair  in  twin  braids  down  to

her  chest,  one  side’s  tip  dyed  blue-black,  the  other

cherry-red.  Matching  her  motorcycle  jacket.  The  ax  was

strapped  across  her  back,  shifting  with  each  step,  its

clacking against the bandolier of knives across her chest

barely  audible  over  the  thud  of  Harley’s  black  combat

boots.  A  throwing  knife  was  strapped  to  her  muscled

thigh,  over  worn  black  jeans,  and  a  third  was  definitely

holstered  beneath  her  jacket,  judging  by  the  way  the

fabric bunched. 

“Friend of yours?” Harley asked with a raised brow

as she and Ivy halted a few feet away. She studied Shrike, 

the face forever etched in shock. 

No. Never. 

“Good  throw”  was  all  Selina  said,  grateful  for  the

voice-modifier  of  the  mask.  The  way  it  hid  the  slight

tremor  as  she  saw,  over  and  over,  Shrike’s  head  crack

apart like a melon. 

Selina pushed the image down, shoved it into a box. 

Harley didn’t pick up the discarded ax lying nearby. 

Instead, she sized her up, and Selina pretended to do the

same.  She’d  learned  enough  about  Harley  to  know  who

she was dealing with. That her aim just now hadn’t been

accidental, and she’d likely walk out of this alley utterly

unfazed by Shrike’s demise. 

“My  girl  Ivy  said  you  requested  my  services?” 

Though  Harley’s  voice  was  sweet,  almost  childlike,  the

gleam in her sapphire eyes…anything but. 

Another one of the girls who this city had made grow

up  too  fast,  too  hard.  Only  Harley  hadn’t  found  the

Leopards. No, she’d found the Joker and his merry band

of psychopaths. 

Selina leaned against the wall, ignoring the blood on

it, and crossed her arms. “I heard you were a free agent

now. We need a third to fill out our little group.” 

Harley  glanced  between  Ivy  and  Selina,  the  former

still grimacing at Shrike’s body. “To do what?” 

Selina  ticked  the  items  off  on  a  gloved  hand. 

“Robbery,  mayhem,  notoriety…What  else  could  a  girl

want?” 

Harley  tossed  the  black-tipped  braid  over  her

shoulder.  “Ivy  said  you  could  get  the  Joker  out  of

Arkham.” 

The thought of that man being loose made her want

to puke, but Selina shrugged. “What about it?” 

Harley  took  two  stalking  steps  closer,  Ivy  on  her

heels, wide eyes darting between them. Fear for Harley’s

safety or fear of this little cadre falling apart? “How are

you going to get him out?” Harley’s makeup was too light

for  her  skin  tone,  her  eyeliner  too  heavy.  It  made  her

look ill—macabre. 

Selina pushed off the wall. She’d dealt with enough

questioning  these  past  few  years.  Her  entire  life.  She

certainly wasn’t going to let Harley Quinn start doing it. 

“Are you in, or out?” 

“How are you going to get  him out?” 

As  she  stepped  over  Shrike’s  body,  Selina  was

grateful for the helmet covering her face. “When the time

is right, Quinn, I’ll tell you.” 

A  hiss.  “You  think  I’m  just  going  to  say  okay  based

on that?” 

Ivy cut in. “I’ve seen her in action, Harley. If she says

she can, she can.” She again glanced to Shrike. 

A slight tremor shook Ivy’s hands as she brushed her

red hair back. 

She’d  stood  there  beside  Harley  just  now.  Watched

Harley hurl that ax with deadly accuracy. 

Ivy asked, her voice thick, “Who was she?” 

Selina glanced over a shoulder at Shrike and cringed

at  the  pool  of  blood  that  was  slowly  spreading.  “I  don’t

know,” she half lied. She knew who Shrike was, but the

things that mattered, the  vital things…Selina didn’t know

them. Only Talia and Nyssa did. 

They  locked  up  the  secrets  and  truths  about  their

cabal  of  assassins  as  if  they  were  jewels.  More  valuable

than jewels. 

Selina faced them once more, bracing her hands on

her hips, and asked Harley with as much cool bravado as

she could muster, “Don’t you want your own mountain of

cash to sit on when your sweet ex-boyfriend gets out? To

know you don’t have to answer to him—to anyone?” 

Harley’s  eyes  flashed.  “You  got  something  to  say

about my ex?” 

Selina rolled her eyes beneath her helmet. “It never

hurts to have financial independence. Surely you got into

this lifestyle because you wanted something similar.” 

“I  got  into  this   lifestyle,   kitty,  because  it  was

freedom from  everything. ” 

“Is that what they’re calling anarchy these days?” 

Ivy  casually  stepped  between  them.  “It’ll  be  fun, 

Harley,” she said with a charming grin. “I need the cash, 

even  if  you  don’t.  Think  of  all  the  rain  forests  I  could

save.” 

Some edge in Harley’s eyes soothed at Ivy’s teasing

words.  An  answering  smile  tugged  on  Harley’s  mouth, 

but  she  turned  to  Selina.  “You  drag  me  along,  you  back

out of your promises, and I’ll make what I did to her”—a

nod toward Shrike’s body—“seem like heaven compared

to the hell I unleash on you.” 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Selina snorted. “Fine.” She turned, 

walking toward the alley exit. 

“That’s it?” Harley demanded. “You haul us here for

that?” 

“Yes,” Selina said without looking back. “I’ll provide

our  targets  and  meeting  spots  the  morning  of.”  She

waved  a  hand  over  her  shoulder.  “Come  dressed  to

impress.” 

Harley let out a low growl. “Who does she think she

is, coming to  my town—” 

“You are exactly where I was a few nights ago,” Ivy

said with a low laugh as Selina continued out of the alley. 

“Trust me: the feeling passes.” 

“You said that the last time we got dollar tacos.” 

Selina  bit  down  on  her  laugh  as  she  kept  walking

away,  though  Ivy  didn’t.  “I’ll  never  live  that  down,  will

I?” 

“Never. Not even when we’re little old ladies knitting

on a porch.” 

By the time Selina reached the alley exit, their voices

had dropped to murmuring. Gentle, sweet words passing

between them. 

Loving words. 

Tiny,  pale  flowers  bloomed  in  Ivy’s  hair  like  fallen

stars. 

Tucking  that  tidbit  aside,  Selina  vanished  into  the

shadows. 

—

There was no sign of her. Two hours out here, and there

was no sign of her. 

Luke couldn’t tell if that was a good or bad thing. He

racked his brain for any sort of alternative for where she

might be, but with a city this big…she could be anywhere. 

His  night  had  been  nice  enough  before  now.  He’d

gone  to  dinner  with  Elise  and  Mark,  who  bickered  with

each other the entire time, when they weren’t asking him

about his work at Wayne Industries. He’d even managed

to  get  to  his  boxing  gym  for  a  few  hours  before  that,  to

spar  with  an  up-and-coming  middleweight  who  needed

some seasoning. 

He  loved  the  gym,  especially  its  outreach  to  at-risk

teens  in  this  city.  His  mom  oversaw  the  charity  that

funded it, and she sometimes even jumped into the ring

herself for a few practice sessions. 

He  often  wondered  if  the  joy  in  her  eyes  when  she

did it was the same in his own. Whether she might have

held  her  own  in  the  ring  if  she’d  been  given  the  right

training when she was young. His temper, his focus, that

driving  thrum  in  his  blood  that  pushed  and  pushed

him…all of that came from her. 

There  were  other  vets  at  the  training  hall.  One  was

an  Army  captain  who  attended  his  group  therapy

session.  Luke  never  mentioned  therapy  at  training,  and

she never really talked to him beyond a quick hello and a

nod, but it was nice to see familiar faces from the other

parts of his life. Beyond the prep schools and galas. The

military  had  been  full  of  people  from  all  backgrounds

and walks of life. He was still getting reacclimated to how

little  variety  existed  in  the  upper  echelons  of  Gotham

City. 

Overseas, they’d been too busy fulfilling commands

and  working  their  asses  off  to  protect  this  country  to

bother  with  caring  about  where  someone  came  from. 

What had mattered was whether the person next to you

had  your  back  when  it  counted.  He’d  only  met  a  few

people in this city of whom he could say the same. 

He  and  his  mom  had  been  talking  for  months  now

about  doing  an  outreach  program  for  vets  at  the  gym. 

She  was  already  taking  meetings  with  therapists,  vets, 

and boxing pros about how to make it work. And taking

meetings  with  investors  and  government  officials  for

how  to  get  funding.  Of  course,  his  family  could  fund  it

indefinitely,  but  his  mom  savored  this:  wrangling

companies that made ungodly profits to do something in

turn  for  the  community.  Getting  people  involved  and

caring. 

Standing  atop  a  three-story  building  at  the  edge  of

the dark, glittering band of the Gotham River, dawn still

hours  away,  Luke  rotated  his  shoulders,  keeping  loose, 

limber.  He  was  about  to  turn  away  from  the  water,  the

glowing city around him, when motion caught his eye. 

Not who he was looking for, but…Luke smiled. 

—

“Dumping a body in the river. Real original.” 

The three men whirled as Luke sauntered up behind

them,  the  body  landing  with  a  splash  off  the  rotting

docks. 

His  suit  had  a  video  camera,  and  he  made  sure  it

was recording, marking their faces, the van that they had

just driven up, even the body now bobbing in the river. 

“Should  have  weighed  that  package  down,”  Luke

supplied, stalking closer. 

Two of the men pulled guns and fired. 

The  sound  ripped  at  him,  trying  to  haul  him  back

into  his  memories,  but  Luke  focused  on  his  breathing, 

the  shift  of  his  body  as  he  rolled  to  the  side,  the  docks

groaning beneath him. 

Clumsy,  panicked  shots.  They  fired  and  fired,  and

Luke’s  suit  whirred  and  then  pulsed.  A  wave  of  ear-

ringing sound rippled out. 

The  sonic  pulse  stopped  the  bullets  dead.  The  men

fired again, though their bullets fell to the wood, pinging

and thudding against the force of the sonic waves. They

emptied their clips within seconds. 

Then silence. 

The third man—the one who hadn’t fired—leapt into

the river. Trying to swim away. 

Luke smirked as he got to his feet. Surveyed the two

men  now  clicking  away  on  the  triggers  of  their  Glocks. 

The  bat-symbol  on  his  suit  flared,  primed  and  ready  to

unleash more surprises. 

“This really isn’t going to be your night” was all Luke

told them. 

—

Twenty  minutes  later,  Luke  lurked  at  the  edge  of  the

pedestrian  overpass,  watching  as  Gordon  and  his  men

hauled  away  the  three  low-level  cronies,  including  the

soaked one. 

He’d had them tied up in five minutes. 

Less than five minutes. He’d waited longer than that

for  GCPD  to  arrive,  making  sure  the  murderers  didn’t

escape their bonds. 

As soon as Gordon shoved the last of them into the

police  van,  slamming  shut  the  door,  Luke  loosed  a  long

sigh and turned. 

And  found  the  so-called  Catwoman  leaning  against

the opposite railing of the bridge. 
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Her figure cut a dark shadow against the railroad tracks

illuminated below. 

His  helmet’s  night  vision  told  a  different  story.  A

cracked lens now marred the left side of her helmet. And

blood. Even with her suit’s stealth keeping him from any

further  readouts,  there  was  no  mistaking  the  organic

material  splattered  over  her  helmet,  her  chest  and

shoulders. 

Yet she appeared steady. Unfazed. 

“Are  you  responsible  for  the  body  they  were

dumping?” His words were low—rough. He sized up the

weapons  on  her:  two  blades  sheathed  down  her  back, 

built  right  into  her  suit.  That  bullwhip  at  her  left  hip. 

Nothing else. 

She  let  out  a  quiet  laugh.  “No.  Whose  men  are

those?” 

None of her business. “Why are you here?” 

“I  thought  you  might  be  bored,  so  I  came  to  say

hello.” 

Luke  couldn’t  help  but  make  the  analogy:  a  cat

playing with its dinner. 

“Why is there blood on your suit?” 

“Want a DNA sample?” 

Yes.  He  hadn’t  gotten  a  call  from  GCPD  that

anything  was  amiss,  that  anyone  was  down.  “You  came

to brag about it?” 

“I came to give you a little warning.” 

Luke kept his arms at his sides, in easy reach of his

weapons,  even  though  he  had  the  urge  to  cross  them. 

“About what?” he ground out. 

She  was  so  still.  It  was  an  animal’s  stillness.  Even

Bruce,  trained  and  lethal,  never  stood  with  that  sort  of

stillness. Like she might blend into a shadow and never

emerge. 

“Far bigger players are coming to Gotham.” 

A chill skittered down his spine. “Is that who landed

a punch tonight?” As he said it, his suit zoomed in on the

damaged  helmet,  lighting  it  up.  A  long,  wicked-looking

scratch  sliced  down  one  side  of  it,  straight  through  the

cracked glass. That had to have been made by one hell of

a blade. And a shallow wound sliced across her thigh, the

blood caked on too thick to get a glimpse at the skin color

beneath. 

She gave a little nod. “More are coming.” 

“At your invitation?” 

A  pause.  “More  are  coming,”  she  repeated.  “Worse

than any of the criminal factions here. More powerful—

and with a deadlier agenda. Keep your eyes open.” 

“Why warn me?” he demanded. 

That  stillness  settled  over  her  again.  “Because  this

city won’t survive them.” 

“And that’s not what you want?” 

She looked him over. Or he thought she did. “There

are good people in Gotham. Protect them.” 

It surprised him enough that Luke couldn’t think of

a reply. Didn’t need to. 

Because one of the cop cars still parked at the docks

below  exploded,  the  boom  and  fire  and  shouting  filling

the world. 

And  then  he  wasn’t  in  his  body,  wasn’t  on  that

footbridge anymore. 

He  was  in  sand  and  sun  and  blood;  he  was  on  the

side of a road. He was cut up, body screaming, but not as

loud as his men, his friends—

He had the dim sense of slamming to the ground. Of

being  unable  to  breathe,  of  his  suit  going  haywire  and

sending a frantic feed of internal assessments: heart rate

too fast, breathing rapid, blood pressure spiking—

Not here. Not here and now. 

“That asshole,” he heard someone—heard  her—hiss. 

In another world, in another life. 

He had to move, had to get up, had to get air into his

lungs—

“You’re not hurt.” A quiet observation. 

He  reached  for  the  overpass  railing  to  pull  himself

up. Tried and failed, his hands shaking so hard that even

his suit couldn’t stabilize them. 

He hadn’t had a reaction like this in months, and the

last time, Bruce had been there to help get him away, but

now—

A  different  matte-black  helmet  filled  his  vision. 

Lifted his head for him. 

It wasn’t a real face. Wasn’t human. As inhuman as

the people who’d set that roadside bomb—

The lenses slid upward into her helmet, revealing a

pair of shadowed emerald eyes. Bright. Steady. Human. 

“A car exploded,” she explained calmly. “A device set

off by Harley Quinn.” 

He  knew  that  name.  In  his  other  life,  new  life, 

beyond the desert, he knew that name. 

“It  was  a  message—to  me.  The  car  was  empty;  the

cops aren’t hurt.” 

Cops. Harley. 

She  scanned  his  face,  the  helmet  he  himself  wore. 

Cunning and calm. “PTSD,” she murmured. 

He  refused  to  acknowledge  it.  She’d  tell  the  others. 

This sort of information would be worth a ton of money. 

Grab her. He had to grab her  now and bring her in

before she sold him out. 

She  let  go  of  his  face  and  backed  away  to  the

opposite railing, limping slightly. A horn wailed through

the night. 

Move. He had to move, had to apprehend her. 

His body refused to obey. Refused to uncurl, refused

to stand. 

She  climbed  onto  the  railing,  graceful  despite  the

injury on her thigh. As if she had been born balancing on

a  few  inches  of  steel.  And  while  she  stood  on  the  rail, 

flicking her broken lenses back down over her eyes, she

said,  “It  does  me  no  good  if  you’re  dead.  Your  secret  is

safe.” 

Before  Luke  could  find  a  way  to  get  his  body  to

cooperate, to get a full breath into his lungs, she leapt. 

His  heart  stopped.  Until  the  train  swept  past, 

barreling toward the tunnel beyond. 

He spotted her atop it, a lone, dark figure. Looking

back, as if to watch him, the light from the burning police

car dancing on the silver train. 

As  the  train  neared  the  tunnel,  she  smoothly  slid

onto her back and vanished into the underground. 

A queen returning to her underworld. 

—

Shadow and light flashed and eddied overhead, the train

car beneath her a rumbling, thunderous rocket shooting

beneath the earth. 

Selina  lay  on  her  back,  hands  tucked  behind  her

head, watching the tunnel pass by. 

She’d  meant  what  she  said  to  Batwing.  His  secret

was safe with her. 

If  League  assassins  were  converging  on  Gotham

City,  he  was  perhaps  the  only  other  person  who  might

stand  a  chance  against  them.  Keep  them  occupied  until

she’d finished her mission. 

She  knew  precisely  what  they  were  after—why  they

thought they could come to claim what was hers. 

Nyssa  and  Talia  often  set  their  assassins  against

each other, gave them the same, competing missions. To

keep them on their toes. To see who might survive. This

was no different. 

Selina  wondered  who  Shrike  had  pissed  off  to

warrant  being  dispatched  here.  If  Talia  and  Nyssa  had

bet on who would walk away from their fight. They often

did. 

But  Batwing’s  PTSD  was  interesting.  Terrible  for

him, but an interesting piece of the puzzle. 

Taking  on  Gotham  City’s  underworld  would  no

doubt inflict some serious internal scars, but to have his

reaction be  so debilitating…

Whatever he’d witnessed, it must have been…Selina

tried not to imagine it. Even if he was her opponent. 

Harley  had  no  clue—Selina  was  certain—that  her

little pyrotechnics would trigger that reaction in him. 

No, the explosion had been a giant middle finger to

Selina. She’d probably tracked Selina here, seen the cops, 

and  blown  up  the  car  as  a  warning  to  Selina  not  to

double-cross  her  and  Ivy.  A  little  indication  of  what

Harley was capable of if provoked. 

A  loose  cannon.  But  one  Selina  would  manage. 

Somehow. 

Yet  seeing  Batwing  on  the  ground  like  that, 

shaking…For  a  moment,  she  hadn’t  been  on  that

footbridge.  For  a  moment,  she’d  been  in  a  marble-and-

gold bathroom, hurling her guts up, a waltz trickling up

through  the  shining  floor  below.  Because  what  she’d

done minutes earlier…

 “It is a simple movement,” Talia had purred in her

 ear, resting her head on Selina’s shoulder as they peered

 at  the  aging,  overweight  man  paralyzed  on  the  plush

 bed. 

 His  eyes,  however,  were  wide  with  terror  as  he

 watched  the  young  woman  he’d  led  up  here,  to  his

 bedroom, while his masquerade party went on below. 

 “You know what he likes to do,” Talia said, her ice-

 cold hand wrapping around Selina’s wrist. The dagger

 held there. “Make him pay for it.” 

 Selina had given him a choice. At least, in her head

 she had. A secret, silent choice: to be a better man than

 his  file  suggested  and  not  invite  her  up  here.  To  avoid

 this moment, to let her find some way to get out of it, to

 spare  his  life  and  convince  Talia  that  it  was  too  risky

 to kill him. She’d piled up a list of plausible excuses, had

 been prepared to sneak into a bathroom and trigger the

 sprinklers, but then he’d invited her here. 

 And when he’d shut the bedroom door, when she’d

 pretended to study the art on the walls and had used the

 mounted  antique  mirror  to  watch  him  dump  the

 contents  of  a  tiny  vial  into  the  glass  of  champagne

 before he handed it to her, he’d chosen his fate. 

 A  kiss—a  kiss  that  had  nearly  made  her  gag—had

 transferred  her  own  drug  to  the  man’s  lips.  Into  his

 system  when  he’d  licked  his  mouth  afterward.  By  the

 time  it  had  entered  his  bloodstream,  he’d  been  on  the

 bed, unable to move. 

 Talia  had  slipped  in  a  moment  later,  her  ivory

 mask  concealing  her  face.  Selina’s  own  half-mask

 remained in place, black as night. 

 A  level  below,  Venice’s  wealthiest  glittered  and

 danced, the Carnevale revelry soaring toward its peak. 

 This masquerade ball was an annual tradition. Hosted

 here, by this man. 

 She’d read his file on the drive down here from the

 mountains  and  as  she  dressed  tonight,  preparing  her

 body the way Talia had shown her, adopting the speech

 and mannerisms. Gone was the clawing backstreet girl. 

 Gone was the sullen, stone-faced fighter. 

 Talia  moved  Selina’s  wrist  upward,  holding  the

 blade  for  them  both.  Dim  light  danced  on  the  steel.  No

 guns—not for this first mission. 

 This rite. 

The first kill must always be a blade . Nyssa had told

 her  before  she  left.  So  she  could feel  it  when  she  ended

 someone’s  life.  Guns  were  too  impersonal,  too  distant. 

 With a knife…she had to mean it. Had to be close. 

 “You  have  practiced,”  Talia  whispered  in  her  ear, 

 pantomiming the movement with Selina. “Now show me

 what you learned.” 

 The man’s private guards would not interfere. They

 had been trained to ignore any shouts of pain from this

 room. To stay away. 

 She  knew  Talia  had  picked  this  target  specifically

 for that. For the victims who Selina had seen, one photo

 after another.   A  corrupted  lesion  on  society,  Talia  had

 said.  One  that  had  to  be  excised  to  cleanse  the  ruling

 order.  Men  who  were  shielded  by  their  power,  their

 money. 

 Talia let go of Selina’s hand. 

 The blade remained upright. 

 And  Selina  reminded  herself  of  those  victims.  Of

 their faces, their corpses. He likely wouldn’t have killed

 her,  not  when  she  oozed  money  and  class  tonight,  but

 he’d  have  given  her  that  drugged  champagne,  taken

 what  he  wanted,  and  predicted  that  she  would  be  too

 ashamed and afraid to speak out about it. The others…

 they  hadn’t  been  given  the  armor  of  privilege.  Lost, 

 forgotten souls that no one would miss or fight for. 

 A  cold,  rippling  sort  of  rage  settled  her.  Spread

 through her, crackling like hoarfrost. 

The  system  is  broken,  Talia  had  said.   We  are  its

cure. 

 The  dagger  did  not  tremble  as  Selina  brought  it

 slicing home. 

 She made it out of the room, down the hall, slipping

 past the unaware guards, Talia on her heels. She made

 it to another hallway, near the back exit of the palatial

 home, and then stumbled into the nearest bathroom. 

 The  small  window  was  open  to  the  night  air,  the

 canal  a  glittering  thread,  the  revelry  across  the  city

 blending with the music playing below. 

 Blending with the sounds of her retching as she fell

 to her knees and hurled up the contents of her stomach. 

 Talia  strode  in  behind  her,  silently  shutting  the

 door. Watching as Selina vomited again and again into

 the toilet. 

 Talia  handed  her  a  pile  of  paper  napkins.  “Wipe

 away any trace and flush. There’s bleach in the cabinet

 below the sink.” 

 Hollow and numb, Selina obeyed. 

 She  didn’t  speak  to  Talia  as  she  cleaned.  As  she

 wiped away any trace of herself. 

 As  the  last  of  who  she’d  been  swirled  down  that

 toilet and out into the Laguna Veneta. 

Selina  blinked,  the  train  beneath  her  slowing  as  it

headed into a station. 

Time to go. 

She felt distant, far from her body once more, as she

slid off the car and to the murky tunnel floor below, her

aching thigh protesting. 

She  wondered  if  Batwing  would  sleep  as  poorly  as

her tonight. 
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Standing  atop  the  shadowed  roof  of  the  twelve-story

Hotel  Devon  two  nights  later,  her  Death  Mask  repaired

and the shallow wound to her thigh healed enough that

walking  was  no  longer  painful,  Selina  surveyed  Ivy  and

Harley from head to toe. 

They grinned back at her. 

Pacing  a  few  steps,  Selina  said  quietly,  “Where  are

all the weapons?” 

They said nothing, their grins faltering. 

 “Where,”   Selina  repeated,  “are  the   weapons  I  told

you to bring?” 

They glared at her. Selina glared right back. Even if

they couldn’t see it through the helmet. 

Nyssa and Talia would have a collective heart attack

if  any  of  the  League  assassins  came  so  unprepared  to  a

job. And then peel the skin from their bones. 

Selina  had  seen  the  punishments  doled  out  for

disobedience.  Done  not  by  Talia,  who  never  dirtied  her

immaculate  hands,  or  even  Nyssa,  who  relished  such

things,  but  by  the  League  assassins  themselves.  So  they

realized  what,  exactly,  would  be  done  to  them  if  they

similarly  failed.  Precisely  the  sort  of  lesson  the  sisters

loved to give. 

Leaning against the metal door that led to the hotel

below where the Save the Gotham City Landmarks Gala

was  well  under  way,  Harley  patted  the  holster  at  her

waist,  the  twin  colorful  orbs  hanging  there.  Strapped

across  her  chest,  intersecting  her  baseball  tee  that  read

 Gotham  City  Sluggers,   a  bandolier  of  smaller  ones,  no

larger  than  Christmas  ornaments,  hung  as  well.  She

cocked  her  head,  pigtails  bobbing  with  the  movement, 

almost  in  time  with  the  band  playing  ten  levels  below. 

“Isn’t this enough?” 

Selina pointed with the coiled-up bullwhip clenched

in  her  hand—clenched   hard,   to  keep  from  throttling

them. “I told you to bring  weapons. Not toys.” 

Harley  took  a  step  forward,  her  bright-red-and-

black  boy  shorts  catching  the  dim  light  over  the  roof

door. Her fishnets did nothing to hide the tattoos inked

on  her  thighs,  flowing  right  into  her  calf-high  combat

boots. Animals, ranging from a roaring lion to a monarch

butterfly,  covered  her  skin.  She  thumbed  free  one  of

those  orbs.  “Just  wait  and  see  what   fun  these  toys  will

bring  to  the  boys  and  girls  down  there,”  she  said,  a

wicked smile on her mouth. 

They were  bombs strapped on her. Small, and likely

not  enough  to  bring  down  any  major  structure,  but

disruptive enough to cause some chaos. 

To make a statement. 

Selina  smirked,  irritation  fading  away.  “I  stand

corrected.”  She  turned  to  Ivy.  A  utility  belt  hung  at  the

waist of her emerald bodysuit, those vines again covering

her  hands.  A  larger  vine  of  blooming  orchids  snaked

across  her  middle,  as  if  it  were  the  sash  on  a  beauty

queen. 

Selina  lifted  a  brow  beneath  her  mask.  “No  magic

flowers tonight?” 

Ivy  ran  a  hand  over  the  vine  down  her  chest.  “I

thought I’d display them this time.” 

Clever.  A  bandolier  of  the  weapons,  the  botanical

twin to Harley’s own ammo. 

Selina  hummed.  “You  got  anything  else  to  fight

with?” 

Ivy’s  answering  grin  was  the  definition  of   wicked. 

“Maybe.” 

“I don’t operate on  maybe. ” 

Ivy muttered to Harley, “I feel like I’m being scolded

by the principal.” 

Harley  snickered.  Selina  gritted  her  teeth,  even  if

they couldn’t see it. 

“Wouldn’t  this  whole  plan  be  easier  if  I  just  gassed

them?” Ivy asked, patting the vine across her torso. 

“No.”  Selina  surveyed  the  pouch  at  Ivy’s  hip.  That

seemed  to   move.  “We  want  them  to  know  who’s  doing

this.” 

“Who is ‘them’?” Harley demanded. 

“Everyone.”  Selina  stalked  up  to  Ivy’s  side.  “What’s

that?” 

Ivy winked at her. “A little experiment.” 

Harley grinned. “Killer vines.” 

Selina lifted a brow. “For real?” 

Ivy  flipped  open  the  pouch,  revealing  a  swirling

mass  of  green  inside.  Twining  about  itself  like  a  snake. 

“Plants can remember—feel things.” 

Ivy  would  know  better  than  anyone,  Selina

supposed.  Indeed,  a  touch  of  sadness  seemed  to  soften

Harley’s eyes. As if she realized it, too. 

It faded as Ivy dipped her hand into the pouch and a

tendril  of  green  hemp-like  vine  wrapped  around  her

forearm. Almost lovingly. 

Holy crap. 

“I  raised  this  one  from  seedling  to  what  it  is  now,” 

Ivy  said,  stroking  a  hand  down  the  vine  that  curled  up

her  forearm  like  some  living  bangle.  “It  works  like  that

whip  of  yours.”  A  nod  toward  the  bullwhip  still  gripped

in Selina’s hand. “Except it likes to squeeze. Tightly.” 

Harley  stroked  a  finger  down  the  vine,  tracing  its

curls.  Selina  could  have  sworn  both  plant  and  Ivy

shuddered—in pleasure. 

What Nyssa and Talia would give for a weapon like

that. 

“Right,”  Selina  said,  surveying  the  roof  door.  “You

remember the plan?” 

“Yes, Mom,” Harley quipped. 

Selina ignored her. “Bags ready?” 

Harley and Ivy held up matching duffels. 

“All set?” 

The  flowers  on  Ivy’s  bandolier  seemed  to  shimmer

in confirmation. But Harley reached into her duffel and

pulled  out  two  ribbons,  one  red,  one  black.  With  deft

fingers she tied one to each braid. 

“You matched the ribbons to the underwear?” Selina

blurted. 

“You’ve  got  the  cat  costume,”  Harley  drawled, 

adjusting the bows. “I’ve got my colors.” 

Ivy chuckled. “Micromanage much, kitty?” 

Selina chose to ignore that, too, and slung the whip

over a shoulder. “Go for the watches over wallets. Jewels

over  purses.”  Selina  opened  the  roof  door,  rotating  her

wrist to limber it up. 

Harley’s smile was a crooked slash of white beneath

her red lipstick. “Talks like a lady, acts like a thug.” 

She didn’t know the half of it. 

—

Luke  was  about  to  fall  asleep  midconversation.  The

Landmarks  Gala  was  the  worst  so  far,  the  music  and

people  and  floral  arrangements  bleeding  into  all  the

other parties he’d been dragged to these past few weeks. 

He’d already searched the faces of every woman here for

any  hint  of  an  injury,  but  nothing.  No  jewelry  reported

missing, no woman in a battle-suit. 

He’d  danced  with  all  the  young  women  who’d

approached  him,  including  his  neighbor  Holly,  who’d

been  just  as  vapid  as  he  remembered.  Full  of  idle

snobbery.  But  denying  her  a  dance  for  a  second  time—

not  an  option.  She  lived  across  the  hall  from  him.  He

didn’t want to spend  years of peeking into the hallway to

make sure she wasn’t there before leaving. Not worth it. 

Perhaps  coming  to  this  gala  hadn’t  been  worth  it, 

either.  Hours  in  and  no  sign  of  Catwoman.  Mark  and

Elise were off on a company fishing retreat in Vermont, 

and his parents hadn’t come tonight. 

His  mom  had  laughed—literally  howled—at  brunch

when he’d said he’d accepted the invitation.  You’re in for

 a night of architects boring you to tears, she’d said. 

She was right. 

Luke  drained  his  water.  He’d  driven  himself,  and

stayed  away  from  the  booze  because  of  it—and  to  keep

his  senses  alert.  But  even  if  he  spotted  nothing,  had  no

need  of  the  suit  he’d  hidden  in  a  large  gym  bag  at  the

coat check, he’d made sure his Porsche had been left out

front  by  the  valet.  Perfect  for  a  quick  escape.  Not  from

Catwoman, but from the socialites. 

Like  the  two  older-looking  ladies  who  had  just

spotted him across the crowded space. 

Luke tried to pretend he hadn’t seen them, twisting

back  toward  the  glass  bar.  The  ballroom  was  on  the

second level of the Hotel Devon, its enormous windows

overlooking the southern edge of Robinson Park. 

Honestly, some small part of him was grateful when

the wooden doors to the ballroom were kicked open. 

He  had  expected  her  to  be  there.  Expected  the

battle-suit  and  helmet,  expected  the  bullwhip  in  her

hand  as  she  strutted  forward,  the  music  halting.  People

shrieking or falling quiet. 

But the other two behind her…

Shit.  Shit. 

Poison  Ivy,  clad  in  an  ornate  bodysuit,  bearing  a

duffel in one hand and some sort of vine  moving over her

other arm. Not to mention the gloves on both hands that

seemed to be in  bloom. Or the vine of orchids she wore

like a bandolier. 

And Harley Quinn, clad in nothing but fishnets, boy

shorts, and a baseball tee, armed to the teeth with what

seemed to be an arsenal of small bombs. 

Luke  hadn’t  yet  had  the  pleasure  of  dealing  with

them,  but  Bruce  had.  Through  the  keen-edged  cunning

Harley  possessed,  she’d  managed  to  avoid  capture  and

incarceration  while  working  with  the  Joker.  Bruce  had

warned Luke of her unpredictable moods—and her lethal

aim. 

Apparently,  she’d  ditched  the  Joker  and  his

henchmen  for  more  interesting  company.  As  for  Ivy, 

Luke had read Bruce’s file on her arsenal of toxins. 

This did not bode well. Not at all. 

Everyone  in  the  ballroom  went  still.  No  one  dared

move. 

Harley  lifted  an  arm  over  her  head,  pointing  with

one  of  those  small,  deadly  orbs  to  the  ceiling  as  if  she

were only stretching, and said, “Who’s ready to party?” 

The  trio  paused  near  the  doors.  Luke  sized  up  the

obstacles and casualties in their way. As a vet, he could

interfere as Luke Fox. He would be  expected to interfere, 

but  if  he  had  his  suit,  he  could  do  more.  Save  more

people.  It’d  take  him  five  minutes  to  slip  out  to  the

coatroom and return as Batwing. 

Catwoman  snapped  her  wrist  and  the  bullwhip

answered.  A  crack,  wild  and  wicked,  cut  through  the

room. 

People  murmured  in  alarm,  stepping  out  of  the

range of that whip. 

Luke  began  edging  through  the  crowd.  Thank  God

his parents hadn’t come. 

“Here’s the deal,” Catwoman said, her voice low and

raspy.  “You  drop  your  jewelry,  your  watches,  your  cash

into the bags. And we don’t hurt you.” 

“Trick or treat,” Harley said, lifting the empty duffel

at her side. 

Ivy  only  strode  up  to  a  nearby  man,  a  pale  purple

smoke leaking from her. The man’s eyes went glazed, his

white face slack, and then he handed over his watch into

Ivy’s  awaiting  duffel.  His  wallet  and  cuff  links,  too.  The

woman  nearest  him  began  doing  so  as  well,  her  face

equally slack. Entranced. Bruce’s file hadn’t exaggerated. 

Luke reached the small service entrance just as the

crowd  began  to  remove  their  jewelry  and  personal

belongings  in  a  flurry  of  glittering  gems  and  flashing

gold.  He’d  bet  the  security  guards  were  likely

unconscious, knocked out by Ivy’s cloud of toxins. 

Seven people stood nearby, a mix of staff and guests, 

all fixed on the unfolding scene. Luke motioned subtly to

them. 

 Out, out, out,   he  conveyed  with  mere  gestures.  The

group wasted no time obeying, ducking low and hurrying

through the door. 

The trio had yet to kill anyone. In fact, they seemed

averse to killing those merely caught in the crosshairs. 

At least they had that going for them. 

Luke  followed  the  small  group  of  people,  pointed

them  toward  the  back  stairs,  and  sprinted  for  the

coatroom,  where  the  attendants  were  tied  up  at  their

posts with red-and-black-striped zip ties. Harley Quinn’s

colors. Four minutes—he’d be ready in four minutes. 

He prayed all hell didn’t break loose before then. 

—

Selina’s  bag  was  growing  heavy  as  she  prowled  through

the crowd. 

Where she moved, jewels and watches followed. 

The  security  guards  remained  down  in  the  halls, 

courtesy  of  that  living  whip  Ivy  had  wrapped  around

their throats—rendering them unconscious. 

 Just  people  doing  their  job,   Ivy  had  said  when

Harley  demanded  why  she  hadn’t  made  it  fatal.  Selina

had agreed, earning an eye roll from Harley. 

 Wimps,   Harley  had  sneered,  then  asked  Ivy,  If you

 balk at dealing with them, what are you gonna do when

 it matters? When you go after those politicians? 

Ivy had stiffened, but said nothing. 

Selina had spoken up in her defense.  She’ll deal with

 it. Just as we  are now going to deal with this gala. 

Harley  had  clicked  her  tongue,  striding  ahead.  But

Ivy had given Selina a small, grateful nod. 

Selina  had  tried  to  ignore  the  slight  warmth  that

kindled in her chest. The answering smile that bloomed

beneath her helmet. 

But  now,  standing  in  this  ballroom…Those  were

sirens wailing in the distance. She had to get them out of

here. 

“We need exit music,” Harley said to the dead-silent

crowd. She pointed toward the band standing motionless

on  the  stage  against  the  far  wall.  “Can  I  make  a  song

request?” 

The  bandleader  was  pale  as  death  as  he  nodded. 

Selina  chuckled,  holding  her  duffel  in  front  of  an  aging

woman she’d chatted with merely thirty minutes ago.  So

 good to see more old money here,  the woman had trilled. 

It had been nearly impossible to keep from throwing

her drink in the woman’s face. 

It  didn’t  stop  Selina  from  now  being  rougher  than

necessary as she plucked the woman’s ruby tiara off her

head and shoved it into the duffel. 

No sign of Luke Fox. Perhaps he’d already left. He’d

seemed  bored  to  tears  when  they’d  danced  earlier.  But

perhaps that was Holly’s effect on him. 

“ ‘Don’t  Stop  Me  Now’  by  Queen,”  Harley  ordered

the  bandleader  as  the  couple  in  front  of  her  shed  their

jewelry like a snake with a second skin. 

Ivy clicked her tongue, her toxins continuing to leak

out and ensnare those before her. They handed over their

jewelry without a blink of fear. “Good choice.” 

Selina  was  inclined  to  agree.  And  hid  her  laugh  as

the  band  struck  up  the  song  immediately,  the  piano

player missing the first few notes as his hands shook, but

then settling into it. The singer was no Freddie Mercury, 

but what he lacked in range, he made up for with sheer

bravado. 

The  audio  receptors  on  her  helmet  gave  Selina  an

update: two minutes until those cop cars got here. SWAT

team, likely. 

Harley was dancing to the music, braids swinging as

she bounced through the crowd. Ivy was swaying along, 

too,  that  vine  of  hers  slithering  whenever  someone

seemed  to  notice  her  lack  of  gun  and  contemplate

attacking. 

“Playtime’s  over,”  Selina  said  to  them,  zipping  up

her bag. Two echoing zips sounded. 

“Gimme a drumbeat,” Harley ordered the band. 

And holy hell, the drummer gave it to her. Right as

the band paused, the singer putting enough attitude into

the  lyrics  that  Selina  finally  laughed  as  she  faced  the

enormous  windows  overlooking  the  street  below  and

park  beyond.  She  motioned  the  crowd  back  against  the

far wall. 

Harley hurled one of those colored balls right at the

window. A blink, flash, and then—

Glass  slid  to  the  floor,  shattering  into  countless

shards. Someone screamed. 

The singer didn’t miss a single beat. 

The band was enjoying it, Selina realized as Harley

whistled and chucked one of those orbs to her. Catching

it  in  one  hand,  Selina  grinned  and  lobbed  it  at  the

chandelier  in  the  center  of  the  room.  Perhaps  the  band

was as sick of these rich pricks as Selina was. There was

no way of faking that shredding guitar solo, not faltering

as the chandelier came crashing down. Blocking access to

the open window as Selina broke into a run, Harley and

Ivy already a few steps ahead. 

The  two  launched  out  the  window,  people

screeching over the music and crashing glass. 

As Selina reached the window, the main doors blew

open again. 

Batwing  appeared  between  them,  glowing  like  he’d

been freshly forged, arm raised to fire some weapon from

his suit. 

Selina  leapt  out  the  open  window,  twisting  as  she

fell.  Turning  back  midair  to  meet  Batwing’s  gaze  from

across the room. 

And give him the finger with both hands. 

Free fall sang to her for two heartbeats before she hit

the  awning  below,  bouncing  up  to  catch  the  hotel  flag

jutting out a few feet away. She wrapped her legs around

it,  slithering  down.  Right  into  the  convertible  where

Harley and Ivy were already waiting, duffels overflowing

with jewels. Right into the driver’s seat. 

Batwing reached the window as Selina punched the

ignition,  popped  the  clutch,  and  floored  the  gas  pedal. 

His roared curse was sure to make some well-bred ladies

behind  him  faint  as  Selina,  Harley,  and  Ivy  sped  off  in

Luke Fox’s Porsche. 
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They’d gone too far. 

He  didn’t  care  about  his  car,  top  down  and  parked

out front all night, keys left in it by the valet. No, that was

the least of his concerns when people had been outright

robbed  and  terrified.  It  didn’t  matter  what  level  of

society  these  people  existed  in,  or  whether  or  not  they

could afford to replace their valuables. This sort of thing

could not,  would not happen on his watch. 

Luke  glanced  behind  him  to  the  panicked,  stunned

people  still  in  the  ballroom,  the  band  that  was  now

making a quick, guilty exit. 

He  said  to  the  room,  to  anyone  listening,  “I’m  on

this.” 

“She  took  my  diamonds!”  a  woman  shrieked,  pale

face livid.  “Get them now!” 

Luke  reined  in  the  urge  to  roll  his  eyes,  reminding

himself  that  he  was  doing  this  to  protect   all  of  Gotham

City as he launched himself out the broken window. 

He’d haul all three of them into the GCPD precinct. 

Starting with Catwoman. 

—

Selina  hit  sixty,  seventy,  eighty,  the  car  opening  up

beautifully  as  they  cruised  through  Robinson  Park’s

empty, curving road. 

Her  roaring  blood  was  a  song  inside  her,  sweet  as

the warm night air around them. 

No rules. No barriers. Nothing to hold them back. 

Selina leaned into the feeling, savoring it. 

Harley  was  cackling,  draping  herself  in  pearls  and

bracelets, and throwing a few over Ivy’s head. 

Behind  them,  red  and  blue  lit  up  the  night  sky. 

Selina  pushed  the  car  faster,  the  engine  a  velvety  purr

rumbling through the trees. 

They rounded a curve, Ivy oomphing as Harley slid

into  her,  jewels  and  pearls  clacking  against  each  other. 

Selina  checked  the  rearview  mirror,  assessing  those

sirens and how close their lights were in pursuit. 

A black shadow cut across the sky. 

“We’ve got a bat on our tail,” Selina called to them. 

Harley  and  Ivy  fell  silent,  whirling  around  in  the

back seat. 

Harley  swore,  scrambling  for  her  bandolier  of

explosives as Batwing soared toward them with his wings

— bat wings—spread wide. 

“Creative,”  Ivy  muttered,  that  long,  deadly  vine  at

her hip now dangling from her hand. 

“His  suit  is  reinforced  armor,”  Selina  shouted.  “Go

for  the  wings.”  The  retractable,  mechanical  wings  that

allowed him to glide long distances. 

A  gamble  to  order  them  to  shoot  him  down,  but

telling the women  don’t kill him would involve too many

explanations and questions. 

A long strand of opera pearls streaming behind her, 

Harley unhooked one of those smiling orbs and hurled it

toward him with the skill of a pitcher. 

Batwing  swerved,  nimbly  avoiding  the  ball  as  it

exploded right where he’d been. 

If  it  triggered  anything  in  his  PTSD,  it  didn’t  slow

him. 

Harley lobbed another one, a third on its heels. 

Batwing  again  soared  upward,  dodging  her  shots. 

Gaining on them. 

“He’s still out of range for my vine,” Ivy called over a

shoulder  as  Selina  held  the  car  steady.  “If  you  hit  the

brakes—” 

Batwing lifted his arm, firing his own shot. 

Some sort of arrow aiming for the back tires. 

Selina  swerved.  Harley  cursed,  slamming  into  Ivy, 

whose vine wrapped around Harley to steady her. 

The arrow went wide, ricocheting off the asphalt. 

“This  dude  needs  a   major  attitude  readjustment.” 

Harley pouted, trying to free herself from the tethers of

Ivy’s  vine.  Batwing  raised  his  arm  again,  preparing

another shot to their tires. 

Ivy  pushed  Harley  off  her,  her  vine  sliding  free.  “I

think you’re right,” Ivy hissed, and lifted her arm. “He’s

gotten close enough.” 

Selina couldn’t agree more. 

“I’ll  line  up  the  shot  for  you,”  Selina  called  to  Ivy, 

taking another curve, then soaring over the small bridge

spanning the Finger River, which cleaved Robinson Park

in  two.  “Face  forward  and  get  ready.”  She  ordered  over

her shoulder, “Seat belts  on.” 

She veered to the left as Batwing fired another steel

arrow.  Ivy  and  Harley  grinned  and  saluted  before  they

obeyed. 

And  as  they  hit  a  long,  straight  bit  of  road,  Selina

slammed on the brakes. 

The  seat  belt  bit  into  her,  even  through  her  suit. 

Harley swore behind her. 

Batwing  zoomed  overhead  as  they  slammed  to  a

stop. Exposing his back to them. 

Ivy  unclipped  her  seat  belt  and  leapt  into  the  front

seat, balancing her forearm on the windshield. Within a

heartbeat,  she  fired  two  long  green  vines,  spearing

through  the  night.  One  to  the  left,  one  to  the  right. 

Explosives  and  gases,  Batwing  had  no  doubt  expected. 

But a living  thing launching at him? 

It seemed the element of surprise was on Ivy’s side

as his wings flared, trying to halt and pivot him. Too late. 

Both of Ivy’s vines hit home. 

And whatever indestructible material Batwing’s suit

was made of, his wings were not. 

The vines ripped through metal and wiring like a hot

knife  through  butter,  sending  Batwing  tumbling  toward

the towering oaks. 

Harley  whooped,  bouncing  in  her  seat  as  she

clapped  Ivy  on  the  shoulder.  Ivy  only  grinned,  small

flowers blooming on her gloves. 

“Brilliant,” Selina breathed, risking a full glance over

her  shoulder.  She  found  herself  answering  Ivy’s  grin

beneath her mask. “Absolutely brilliant.” 

Ivy sketched a bow—or as much of one as she could

in her seat. 

Still  grinning,  Selina  adjusted  the  clutch  and

slammed on the gas, the Porsche shooting like a star into

the night. 

—

They ditched the Porsche on a side street, then took the

subway back to the East End. When Selina stalked out of

the  car  at  a  graffiti-covered  aboveground  stop,  Harley

and Ivy followed. They’d made sure to grab all the jewels

from  the  convertible,  the  duffels  they  each  bore  now

zipped up and nondescript. 

Save for their outfits. People had outright moved off

the  train  the  moment  the  trio  entered  the  car.  Whether

the  passengers  had  called  the  cops  on  them  wasn’t  a

problem.  They’d  be  gone  before  any  patrol  cars  could

arrive. 

Harley  had  been  too  busy  on  her  phone  to  notice

and  remained  so  now,  walking  down  the  platform,  Ivy

steering  her  out  of  the  way  of  the  steel  beams  and

benches.  “You  should   see  this,”  she  declared,  pale

makeup  illuminated  by  the  light  of  her  screen.  “We  are

 everywhere.” 

Selina paused by the station stairs as Harley held up

the  screen  to  show  them  the  video  that  someone  had

filmed  inside  the  gala.  It  showed  the  three  of  them

prowling  into  the  ballroom,  armed  and  smiling.  Or

Harley  and  Ivy  were,  since  their  smiles  were  the  only

ones visible. 

“And  look  at  this  one,”  Harley  said,  lowering  her

phone to scroll to another video. 

And  there  she  was,  leaping  out  the  window,  the

footage  in  slo-mo,  revealing  Selina’s  midair  twist,  her

middle  fingers  raised  to  Batwing,  to  everyone  in  that

gala. 

Selina blinked. She’d never seen herself…in action. 

For  a  heartbeat,  that  old  picture  of  her  flipping  on

the balance beam at that gymnastics competition flashed

through her mind. How much had changed, and yet how

little. She pushed away the quiet weight that threatened

to drag her down. 

Ivy  laughed  as  she  studied  the  picture,  nudging

Selina with a hip. “Kitty has a fun side after all.” 

Selina nudged her back. “Let’s go. There are security

feeds  here.”  She  nodded  toward  a  mounted  camera

monitoring them a few feet away. 

Harley tossed a small bomb. 

Bye-bye, camera. 

Selina  chuckled.  “Well,  that’s  one  way  to  deal  with

it.” 

Ivy fell into step beside her as they strode down the

filthy  steps  and  toward  the  street  below.  “When’s  the

next hit, ladies?” 

“Three days,” Selina said. 

“Why not tomorrow?” Harley demanded, eyes bright

with excitement. 

“Because  we  want  those  videos  to  get  broadcast

everywhere.”  Selina  nodded  toward  the  phone  Harley

still  held  in  one  hand.  “We  don’t  want  the  robberies  to

bleed into each other.” 

They reached the quiet, run-down street, their steps

eating up the pavement. Ivy declared, “We’ll lie low until

then. I’ve got some stuff to do at my lab, anyway.” 

“Good.” Selina paused. “That trance you put people

into,” she said to Ivy. “Why not use it on us?” 

Harley  lowered  her  phone  at  last.  Ivy  held  Selina’s

stare.  “One,  your  helmet  makes  that  impossible.  But

two…” Ivy shrugged. “It’s against my code. Well, part of

it.” 

“Which is what?” Selina couldn’t help the question. 

Ivy ran a gloved finger over one of the orchids across

her torso. “Don’t screw over your allies.” Her green eyes

lifted, bright and intent. 

Selina nodded. Warning received. And time to go. 

She’d  have  to  take  a  long,  winding  way  home  to

avoid cameras picking her up. “I’ll give you the details on

our next hit in a few days.” 

The two women halted their walking, frowning. 

Ivy asked, “What’s your name?” 

She wasn’t sure she even had one anymore. 

Names  meant  coming  from  somewhere,  someone. 

And those things had either been erased for her, or were

things she was glad to leave behind. 

“Catwoman is fine,” Selina said blandly, even as the

question settled deep in her. 

Harley  clicked  her  tongue.  “Secrets,  secrets  are  no

fun….” 

Selina waved a hand in cool dismissal. “Three days. 

Be ready.” 

She  glanced  behind  in  time  to  see  Harley  loop  her

arm through Ivy’s. “Your place or mine, sweetstuff?” 

Ivy’s  face  flushed,  but  she  said,  “Mine.”  Definitely

more  than  friends,  then.  Even  if  it  seemed  they  did  not

define whatever lay between them. 

As  Selina  melted  into  the  shadows,  something

tightened in her chest. 

She’d  never  known  what  it  was  like—to  have

someone she could be like that with. 

It didn’t really matter now, not with all that glorious

chaos she had planned for Gotham City, all the upending

of  its  corrupt  ways  that  she  would  do,  but  still…she

wondered what it would be like. 
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They’d  gotten  away.  Outmaneuvered  him,  then  sped  off

into the night. 

Luke was so mad he couldn’t sleep that night. Or the

next. 

Which  he  supposed  was  better  than  his  usual

nightmare. But it didn’t help that the video footage kept

playing  on  the  news.  The  shot  of  the  three  of  them

strutting  in,  the  shot  of  Catwoman  leaping  out  the

window, flipping him off. 

The  image  of  all  those  frightened  people  in  the

ballroom who he’d failed to protect. 

Deep in sublevel seven, Luke growled as sparks flew

from the second hole he was repairing in his suit’s wings. 

Ivy’s shots had been precise. 

And  he’d  lined  himself  up  like  a  goddamn  clay

pigeon for them. 

The  vines  had  withered  and  died  before  he  could

bring them back to the lab for analysis. But from the way

they’d   moved,   how  Ivy  had  commanded  them…Jesus. 

Maybe  the  rumors  were  right:  she   wasn’t  fully  human. 

Bruce  had  never  been  able  to  confirm  it,  not  in  the  one

brief encounter he’d had with Ivy, but it had been listed

as a possibility in the Batcave’s file on her. 

Luke  didn’t  want  to  consider  what  powerful  forces

might  covet  those  abilities.  Hone  them  into  something

worse than what Ivy had already become. 

The  buzzer  sounded,  blaring  over  the  hum  of  the

welder,  and  Luke  turned  off  the  machine,  propping  his

welding mask on his sweaty head. “What’s up?” he asked

the speakers built into the walls and ceiling of the empty

room. 

“A Miss Vanderhees is here to see you.” 

Luke cringed. 

His  administrative  assistant  clarified,  “In  your

eleventh-floor office. I informed her you were busy, but

she said she’d wait.” 

Luke  let  out  a  low  groan.  What  the  hell  did   she

want? 

“Tell  her…”  If  he  said  he  was  too  busy,  she’d

probably  come  back.  Or  start  looking  for  him  at  home, 

which might lead her to hunt for him at odd hours, which

might lead her to start wondering where he  went all the

time. 

Luke sighed. “Tell her I’ll be up in fifteen. Thanks.” 

He  was  covered  in  enough  sweat  and  grime  that  it

merited  a  shower.  He  had  one  in  the  bathroom  down

here, along with a change of clothes—a good suit, in case

his dad called him into a meeting. 

“Will do, Mr. Fox.” 

Luke  made  it  upstairs  in  twelve  minutes,  his

charcoal-gray  suit  a  bit  tight  across  the  shoulders.  He’d

packed on more muscle these last few months; he’d have

to take it to his tailor. 

He  was  straightening  the  cuffs  of  his  pale  purple

shirt  when  he  strode  into  his  corner  office  and  found

Holly waiting in one of the chairs before his immaculate

desk. 

He’d  made  sure  bland  company  memos  and  party

invitations were the only documents stacked on the side

of his desk, the surface adorned with photos of his mom

and dad, Mark and Elise, and a shot of him after his first

boxing  victory  at  fifteen.  Everything  else,  anything

important, was locked down in sublevel seven. 

“Holly,”  he  said  by  way  of  greeting,  edging  around

his desk. “Good to see you.” 

It was training and instinct to note the details of her

appearance—the  appearance  of  anyone  who  came  his

way:  her  salmon-colored  blazer,  set  over  a  matching

dress and navy pumps. Nothing out of the ordinary. 

Except for the hint of a smile. That gave him pause. 

If  only  because  her  smile  also  held  a  hint  of  a

sharpness  that  he’d  never  noticed  before.  Her  eyes…

keen. 

That  was  the  only  way  to  describe  her  eyes.  Keen

and cunning. She might be an insufferable snob, but he

had a feeling she wasn’t as shallow as he’d first thought. 

That she perhaps pretended to be, to her own advantage. 

“To  what  do  I  owe  this  pleasure?”  Luke  asked, 

settling  himself  behind  the  glass  desk.  And  finding

himself strangely glad for the barrier between them. 

She flicked those green eyes over him. “I wanted to

see how you were. I heard about your car.” 

It was the least of his concerns. 

The  Porsche  had  been  tracked  down,  thanks  to  the

tracing  system  he’d  installed.  A  broken  shell  of  a

beautiful beast. He’d gladly handed it over to the GCPD

for evidence. 

“I’m fine,” he said, waving a hand. And even though

this  conversation  was  the   last  thing  he  wanted  to  be

having, especially with his suit still needing a few hours

of repairs, Luke surveyed Holly again, the way her hands

were white-knuckled on the chair. “How are  you?” She’d

been there two nights ago. 

She  brushed  a  hand  over  her  collarbone,  as  if  she

could feel the jewelry that she’d no doubt been forced to

give away. “Shaken, but fine.” 

He knew a good number of people were still saying

that, too. His fault—that shakiness, that fear. If he’d been

faster…

Luke  said  softly,  “It  was  just  a  couple  of  criminals. 

They’ll be brought in soon enough.” 

A  glimmer  of  something  in  her  eyes.  “Those

weapons were serious.” 

They were. 

“Our building has good security,” he said. Some part

of  him  wondered  if  she’d  come  here,  to  him,  for  some

sort  of  reassurance.  “And  every  gala  from  now  on  will

have  armed  guards.”  He  offered  what  he  hoped  was  a

calm, if grim, smile, unable to suppress that part of him

that still sought to reach out, to comfort and protect. The

part  he’d  never  been  able  to  turn  off.  “They’ll  be

apprehended soon. I promise.” 

Apparently,  that  was  all  she  needed  to  hear.  She

nodded, rising to her feet. Luke stood with her. 

Holly’s  attention  drifted  to  the  busy  street  behind

him, a stunning view of the city visible from nearly every

angle of his office. “I don’t have any friends in Gotham,” 

she said at last, her voice softer than he’d ever heard. 

He wasn’t surprised. But Luke said politely, “Oh?” 

His mother would be so proud. 

Holly studied the cityscape for another heartbeat. “I

heard that you and your mother are starting a nonprofit

to help veterans by teaching them boxing.” 

Each  tick  of  the  crystal  clock  on  his  desk  was

audible. 

She  shrugged  with  one  shoulder.  “I  would  like  to

help out.” 

Luke  blinked  at  her.  He  cleared  his  throat.  “That’s

very generous of you.” 

“No,”  she  clarified.  “I—I  mean…”  He’d  never  heard

her  stumble  before.  “I  mean,  I’ll  give  you  money,  of

course.”  Was  that  a  faint  hint  of  color  on  her  cheeks? 

“But  I’d  like  to  help  out.  With  my  time.  Volunteer,  I

mean.” 

The  offer  stunned  him.  And  for  the  life  of  him,  he

couldn’t  detect  a  sign  of  anything  but  genuine  feeling. 

The first he’d seen from her. Perhaps this was the person

beneath the society-bred armor. 

But why now? Why after this robbery? The question

must have been on his face, because Holly said, “I heard

you  helped  sneak  some  people  out  of  the  ballroom  the

other night. Got them to safety.” He didn’t ask how she

knew,  who’d  told  her.  “I  realized…maybe  we  got  off  on

the wrong foot.” 

An extended olive branch. And enough of a glimpse

into  who  might  lurk  beneath  the  web  of  status  symbols

she  used  to  navigate  their  world,  to  defend  herself

against it, that Luke found himself considering. 

He was sure he or his mom could find something for

her to do. So he said carefully, “We’re not official yet, still

in  the  planning  stages.  But  I’ll  keep  you  posted.”  He

added quietly, “Thank you.” 

Holly’s brows furrowed for a heartbeat. As if seeing

him.  Really seeing him. Something about it tugged at his

memory, his chest. She shook her head a moment later, 

sunlight  catching  in  her  blond  hair.  “Of  course.  I’ll  see

you later.” 

She  pivoted  on  one  of  her  towering  stilettos  and

aimed for the door. 

Luke  knew  it  had  nothing  to  do  with  his  mother’s

etiquette  lessons,  nothing  to  do  with  the  fact  that  he

needed  to  appear  normal  and  make  her  think  twice

before wondering why he sometimes didn’t return home

until late, as he took a step around the desk and asked, 

“Do you wanna come over for some takeout tonight?” 

Holly  paused  on  the  threshold.  Luke  realized  the

woman probably had never eaten takeout in her life, and

opened  his  mouth  to  suggest  an  alternative,  but  she

surprised him. “Pizza?” 

There  was  enough  hope,  enough  relief  in  the

question  that  he  smiled.  “Seven  o’clock.  Bring  whatever

you want to drink.” He only had beer and scotch, and he

doubted she was the sort to drink either. 

Holly gave him a grin, so unlike any he’d seen from

her before. “Thanks. See you then.” 

And as he watched her stride out, her steps smooth

and unfaltering, Luke wondered if he’d opened a door he

might not be able to shut. 

—

She’d needed an alibi for tonight. 

There  was  no  party  or  dinner  where  Holly

Vanderhees might be seen and noted. After the events of

the  other  night,  all  the  other  galas  had  been  postponed

until further notice. 

So she’d gone to Luke Fox’s office in part to check in

on him after stealing his car, and in part to remind him

and the rest of the gossips that she’d been at the gala two

nights ago, and had been terrified and so scared and blah

blah blah. 

Selina  certainly  hadn’t  expected  to  be  caught  off

guard  by  his  genuine  consideration  and  gratitude  for

Holly’s  offer  of  help.  By  looking  at  him,  in  that  tailored

suit, and realizing he’d indeed gotten people out of that

room the other night. 

The size of his bank account had nothing to do with

it.  He  hadn’t  stopped  serving  the  people  of  this  country

since coming home. 

She certainly couldn’t say that about herself. 

Selina knocked on his door at seven, her heartbeat a

little  more  elevated  than  she’d  like.  Especially  when  he

opened the door, wearing a tight navy T-shirt and jeans. 

Luke  gave  her  a  smile  as  he  beckoned  her  in,  his

expression  warmer  than  any  she’d  seen  before.  She’d

opted for expensive yoga pants and a long-sleeved shirt

and workout jacket. Casual, but the quality nice enough. 

“Any preferences for pizza?” Luke asked as he strode

for his phone on the glass dining table. 

His apartment was nicer than hers. Warmer. 

She scanned the exits and windows. It was the same

open  concept  as  her  own  place:  one  massive  room  that

contained  a  kitchen,  living  room,  and  dining  area—all

contained  within  floor-to-ceiling  glass  windows  that

opened  onto  a  wraparound  balcony.  To  her  right,  past

the  dining  area,  was  a  long  hallway,  the  mirror  to  her

own, that no doubt contained the powder room, master

bedroom, and two other guest rooms, each with its own

bathroom.  The  walls  were  painted  varying  shades  of

gray, his leather and chrome furniture offset with thick, 

warm  rugs  and  gently  curving  lamps.  A  gas  fireplace

flickered beneath the enormous flat-screen TV, currently

playing the intro to  Jeopardy! 

If the plans were mirrored, then the safe would be in

his closet, anchored into the wall. 

Not that she was planning on stealing anything else

from him. 

“Nice  place,”  she  said,  following  him  to  the  open

kitchen, bedecked in Carrara marble and black cabinets. 

“And—um…” The last time she’d had pizza…She couldn’t

remember.  It  certainly  wasn’t  the  kind  they  made  in

Gotham City. No, it had been the thin-crust, simple pizza

in  Italy,  so  good  that  you  could  cry.  Before  that,  her

favorite had been a dollar-slice shop in the East End—the

memory of it still enough to make her mouth water. Not

that she could tell him that. “Plain is fine.” 

“Mind if I get half with sausage and pepperoni?” 

She  watched  him  dial  the  number.  “Only  if  you  get

the whole thing with that instead.” 

Luke cut her a wry, amused look and then ordered. 

“Twenty minutes,” he declared. 

She  nodded,  sliding  her  hands  into  her  jacket

pockets. 

“You didn’t bring a drink.” 

“I’m  not  a  big  drinker,”  she  admitted.  She  wasn’t, 

not  as  Selina  or  Holly.  She’d  seen  what  it  did  to  her

mother. And though she sipped champagne at the galas

and  mimosas  at  the  brunches…never  too  much.  Never

enough to make her out of control. 

“Fair  enough,”  Luke  said.  “Neither  am  I.”  Another

mark  in  his  favor,  she  had  to  admit.  He  opened  his

enormous  fridge,  surveying  its  contents.  “Soda?  Juice? 

Water?” 

“Water is fine.” She took a seat at the marble island, 

watching the TV across the room. 

Trebek  asked,  “After  England,  more  Shakespeare

plays are set in this present-day country than any other.” 

“What  is  Italy?”  Selina  answered  as  Luke  set  the

glass of water in front of her. 

The  contestant  provided  the  same  answer.  Luke

raised his eyebrows but said nothing. 

Another  question.  “The  last  Grand  Master  of  the

Knights Templar.” 

Luke  and  Selina  said  together,  “Who  is  Jacques  de

Molay?” 

She smiled at him, the expression not feigned at all. 

“I wouldn’t have pegged you for a  Jeopardy!  fan.” 

“Being  well  dressed  means  you  can’t  know  some

things?” 

Before  he  could  reply,  Trebek  asked  another

question.  “It’s  the  largest  country  in  the  world  without

any permanent natural rivers or lakes.” 

Selina  answered  just  as  Luke  did:  “What  is  Saudi

Arabia?” 

Correct. 

Luke  smiled  slyly.  “Loser  pays  for  dinner,”  he

offered, light dancing in those dark eyes. 

Different, she realized. He was so different from the

arrogant rich boy she’d assumed he was. No bravado, no

need  to  flaunt  that  he  was  a  true  hero.  He  was  gentle—

kind. She’d known few men like him, she realized. 

So  Selina,  despite  herself,  clinked  her  water  glass

against his. “You have no idea what you’ve just started,” 

she purred. 

—

They  tied.  Answering  a  few  questions  even  the

contestants  didn’t  know.  It  was  no  surprise  to  Luke, 

since  that  occurred  nearly  every  time  he  watched  the

show,  but  Holly’s  own  mastery  of  the  trivia  had  been  a

delightful  surprise.  She’d  answered  all  the  questions

correctly. By the time the pizza arrived, he was assessing

her again. 

Had  he  assumed  too  much  about  her?  But  she’d

done a damn good job of seeming like a bored, soulless

heiress. But the person he’d seen in his office earlier…It

had been a glimpse. Into this. 

There was no sign of those refined manners, either, 

as she devoured three pieces of pizza, downing them all

amid gulps from her water. Luke could barely keep up. 

 Jeopardy!   moved  on  to   Wheel  of  Fortune,  and  the

competition began anew. 

By  the  time  they’d  finished,  tied  again,  she  was

smiling  at  him.  A  real,  quiet  smile.  The  smile  that  he

doubted the press and the who’s-who ever saw. It made

her younger—prettier. 

Holly rose to her feet, both of them having moved to

the  L-shaped  couch  before  the  fireplace  and  TV  thirty

minutes  ago.  “Thanks  for  dinner,”  she  said,  stretching

her arms. 

“I’m shocked I managed to get any slices for myself.” 

Holly  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “We’ll  order  two  pies  the

next time.” 

 Next time.  The words hung like an invitation. 

And as Luke escorted her to the front door, he found

himself saying, “Next time, then.” 

He closed the door, listening for the sounds of Holly

going  into  her  own  apartment  and  locking  the  door

behind her. 

A few hours later, as he slipped into his suit and into

the awaiting night, Luke was still smiling. Just a bit. 
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“Hurry,”  Ivy  urged  from  halfway  down  the  bank’s

basement hall, frowning as Harley set the charges along

the vault door. 

“I’m  going,  I’m  going,”  Harley  muttered.  “One

wrong move, babycakes, and  we’re toast.” 

Ivy  tapped  her  booted  foot  on  the  marble  floor.  “I

know how explosives work.” 

“Then why don’t  you do this?” 

“My vines would at least crack through that concrete

faster than you’re moving right now.” 

Selina  stood  near  the  steps  that  led  upstairs, 

ignoring  their  playful  bickering  as  she  monitored  the

sounds  of  the  darkened  bank  a  level  above.  The  alarms

had been cut, avoiding triggering the heavy metal door at

the  top  of  the  stairs.  Ivy  had  downed  the  night  guard

with her flowers, and now…nothing. 

Selina lifted a camera in her hands as Harley strode

back  over  to  where  Ivy  waited,  then  set  it  on  a  tripod

she’d carefully positioned. “Ready?” Selina asked the two

of them. 

Harley  only  slung  an  arm  around  Ivy’s  shoulders, 

both of them grinning like fiends for the camera. Selina

positioned  herself  a  few  inches  away  and  crossed  her

arms  as  she  said,  “Now.”  Light  flashed  before  and

behind, the camera snapping away as the vault exploded

open. 

Well,  a  small  explosion.  Something  akin  to  Selina’s

own  electromagnetic  pulse  machine—a  secret  formula, 

Harley  had  declared  when  Selina  asked  about  it.  And

then started to tease about cats and curiosity, and Selina

had blocked her out entirely. 

Small  doses  with  Harley.  She  could  deal  with  her, 

enjoy her, in small doses. 

“You  really  think  the  paper  will  want  this  photo?” 

Ivy  asked  as  the  smoke  cleared,  waving  away  the  gray

cloud with a gloved hand. 

Selina  scooped  up  her  duffel,  striding  into  the

lingering smoke. 

“Who wouldn’t want it?” Harley said. 

Selina scanned the dim vault, night vision kicking in. 

No  word  had  reached  the  press  about  Shrike.  She

couldn’t decide if that was a good or bad thing. 

She wondered how soon Nyssa and Talia would hear

about it. Start to ponder. 

Send someone else to test her. 

“The  papers,”  Selina  declared,  striding  to  a  safe-

deposit  box,  easily  picking  the  rudimentary  lock,  and

dumping the jewels right into her bag, “will eat this up. 

And  even  better,  the  fancy  folk  of  Gotham  will  think

we’ve  moved  on  from  their  parties  to  banks,  and  they’ll

start up the galas again.” 

Harley  frowned,  waving  away  the  smoke.  “I  could

use another tiara.” 

Selina  unlocked  another  box  and  snickered.  “What

about this?” 

A glittering emerald necklace draped from her hand. 

Harley’s eyes went wide as saucers. 

Selina  chucked  it  to  her.  “For  getting  the  vault

open.” 

Harley  caught  the  necklace.  “My  mom  would  love

this,” she breathed. 

It  was  the  first  she’d  mentioned  of  her  mom.  And

even  though  questions  might  lead  them  down  a  rocky

road, Selina couldn’t resist asking, “You two close?” 

Harley  pocketed  the  necklace.  “She’s  my  favorite

person  in  the  world.”  A  wink  toward  Ivy.  “Aside  from

you, Vee.” Harley jerked her chin toward Selina, pigtails

swaying. “You close with your mom?” 

No.  Never.  Not  once.  Selina  shrugged.  “She’s  not

worth mentioning.” 

It  was  the  truth.  Harley’s  eyes  softened,  the

expression unbearable. 

Sparing Selina, Ivy cut in, hauling wads of cash into

her  duffel,  “So  we’ll  be  hitting  up  more  parties  after


this?” 

Selina wished her helmet weren’t on. If only so she

could  give  Ivy  a  grateful  look.  But  she  only  said,  “Don’t

sound too disappointed.” Selina moved from box to box, 

leaving  the  papers  and  random  junk,  scanning  for  any

hint of jewelry. “Poor Batwing won’t know where to hunt

us.” 

Ivy  hummed.  “What  do  we  do  about  him?  No  way

we downed him for good.” 

Selina  kept  her  voice  mild.  “We  can  deal  with  him

when the time calls for it.” 

“We  should  use  his  insides  to  hang  him  from  a

lamppost,” Harley added, going back to picking the locks

and  hauling  valuables  into  her  bag.  Selina  didn’t  think

she was exaggerating. 

“We should use him to find out who Batman is,” Ivy

mused, zipping up her own bag. “They work together. He

might tell us.” 

“Torture? Nice,” Harley said. 

“I  have  methods  that  might  convince  him  to  talk,” 

Ivy 

clarified 

quickly. 

“Without 

resorting 

to

waterboarding.” Those natural toxins that had gotten the

people at that gala to hand over their jewels, no doubt. 

But  Selina  cut  in  before  they  could  travel  farther

down  that  road,  “He’s  not  part  of  our  plans.  We  avoid

him.” 

“Why?” Harley’s smile slipped into something a little

dangerous. 

“Because  he’ll  take  care  of  the  other  bosses  and

gangs for us. Keep them out of our way. Bring him down, 

and  we’ll  have  every  gang  and  boss  crawling  out  of  the

sewers  to  stake  their  claim  on  Gotham.  But  if  he

continues  to  hold  back  the  tide…”  She  shrugged.  “He

saves us a headache while we continue to sweep the city

of its valuables.” 

Harley  didn’t  look  convinced  as  she  zipped  up  her

bag.  But  Ivy  said,  “What  if  he  shows  up  at  our  next

target?” 

Selina  smiled  beneath  her  mask.  “Then  we  keep

playing this game of ours: evade and vanish.” 

“But—” Ivy challenged. 

“Believe  me,”  Selina  interrupted,  shouldering  her

duffel,  “toying  with  him,  driving  him  nuts,  is  far  more

satisfying than killing him.” 

Harley opened her mouth, but Selina held up a hand

as  her  helmet  began  blaring.  “We’re  about  to  have

company.” 

Footsteps. Not guards—no jangling keys or the usual

indicators. 

Ivy pulled two baseball-sized flowers from the belt at

her hips, the golden petals unfurling. Waiting. 

Selina  freed  the  bullwhip  at  her  side  as  the  helmet

continued to give her a feed. 

“Eight individual gaits—heavy,” Selina murmured to

Harley and Ivy. “Likely male. Coming as a group, not in a

line. Entering the room in—” 

“Look  what  the  cat  dragged  in,”  sneered  the  tall, 

reedy man in the center of the group. 

All  wore  stained  dark  clothes  that  had  seen  better

days.  Criminals.  No  doubt  from  some  low-level  group. 

She could pick up on no signifiers of their allegiance. 

“An oversized fern,” the man said, stepping into the

chamber.  Ivy  stiffened,  flowers  opening  wider.  A  leer

toward Harley. “And a washed-up skank.” 

Selina ground her teeth, reining in her temper. If Ivy

could  knock  out  a  few  of  them  with  those  flowers,  and

Harley  could  detonate  those  small  bombs…it’d  even  the

odds. 

Not  great,  but  she  could  deal  with  the  remainders. 

Even  if  taking  down  a  group  of  some  gang  boss’s  men

might be a complication in her plans. 

Despite  the  insults,  Harley  stepped  forward, 

pouting. “Is that really how you’re going to be, Ralph? I

haven’t  seen  you  in,  what,  a  few  months,  and  suddenly

you gotta call me names? And my new friends, too?” 

Ivy remained fixated on the men, flowers and vines

at  the  ready.  But  Harley  cut  Selina  a  swift  glance,  the

words clear in her blue eyes. 

 Trust me. 

Trust  her  to  do  what?  Get  them  killed?  A  few

minutes, and they’d be sprinting out of here. If the cops

didn’t get here first. 

Harley  took  another  step,  throwing  that  glance

Selina’s way again.  Trust me. 

It went against every bit of training, every instinct. 

She  didn’t  remember  the  last  time  she’d  trusted

anyone. Other than herself. 

Ivy warned Selina, the words barely audible, “Follow

her lead.” 

Selina sized up the men. Harley’s welcoming grin. 

Harley  knew  who  these  men  were—well  enough  to

understand that violence would either not work, or land

them knee-deep in shit. 

 Trust me. 

Her heartbeat a staccato, Selina did. 

Ralph  sneered  at  them  again.  “You  and  your  new

friends  haven’t  been  paying  up.  Makes  some  of  us…

mispleased.” 

“Not a word,” Ivy muttered under her breath. Harley

made a slicing  Shut up motion behind her back. 

Harley twirled the end of a braid around her finger. 

“Honeypie,  you   know  we’ve  just  been  waiting  to

accumulate enough good stuff to hand over our due.” 

Oh hell no. Like  hell she was giving these creeps her

money,  this money—

“Boss  wants  it  now,”  Ralph  said.  The  other  men

behind him pressed in. He pointed at Selina. “He wants

her to kneel.” 

Selina’s hand didn’t stray from the bullwhip. Harley

shot her a warning  Be quiet look before turning that grin

on  Ralph  again.  “Then  why  don’t  we  head  over  there?” 

Harley  patted  her  duffel.  “I’ll  make  the  delivery  in

person.” 

Ralph considered. 

“Come on, Ralphy,” Harley crooned. “Your girl and I

go way back.” She pointed with a thumb toward Selina. 

“Kitty’s new in town. She doesn’t know the rules.” 

Selina bit her tongue. She knew their rules. And she

was making her own now. 

“Give us the bags, and we’ll head over.” 

“You’d better be sure to tell Falcone I say hi.” Harley

pouted. 

Falcone. 

The name cracked through Selina. 

These men…they were Falcone’s? 

They  had  to  be  new,  because  she  didn’t  know  their

faces or names. 

Ralph  pointed  a  handgun  at  Harley.  Ivy  tensed, 

those vines writhing. 

“Tell the freak,” Ralph said, snarling toward Ivy, “to

keep her plants away.” 

Harley began walking toward him. Toward the gun. 

“Here’s the goods.” She handed over her bag to the man

beside Ralph. “Let’s get going.” 

To Selina’s shock, the men parted a path for Harley. 

A  curl  of  her  fingers  at  her  back  was  her  only  sign. 

 Follow. Hurry. 

Shouldering  her  heavy  duffel  and  snatching  up  the

camera and tripod, Selina trailed her, Ivy at her side. 

More  guns  pointed  toward  them  as  they  walked  up

the stairs. 

“Do you know what’s the worst part of living a life of

crime?”  Harley  asked  as  she  got  to  the  top  of  the  stairs

that  would  lead  into  the  main  hallway,  turning  to  peer

down  at  the  men  following  with  guns  aimed  at  their

backs. 

Selina reached her side, Ivy a moment later. Just in

time  to  see  Harley  punch  the  red  button  next  to  the

stairwell door. 

“Not  knowing  who  to  trust,”  Harley  said,  and  the

six-inch-thick metal door slammed shut. 

Sealing the men inside. 

The gunfire against the door was muffled, the shouts

of the men Harley had trapped inside distant. 

“And this was better than fighting?” Ivy demanded, 

backing  away  from  the  heavy  door  and  the  red  panic

button  that  had  saved  their  asses.  The  flowers  in  her

hands had sealed again, and she swiftly pocketed them. 

“It  was,  if  you  consider  the  fact  that  Ralph  had  a

bomb with him that could have wiped us out.” 

“No,  he  didn’t,”  Selina  said,  turning  toward  the

hallway that would take them to the back exit. “I would

have seen it.” She tapped her helmet. 

“Trust  me,  he  did.  Those  clothes?  Just  to  mask  the

hi-tech  cloaking  material  Falcone  stole  off  the  black

market. One throw and we would have been toast. He’s

probably  debating  using  it  on  this  door.  We  should

hurry.” 

Falcone had such things in his arsenal now. 

Unacceptable. On so many levels. 

But…Harley had saved them. Selina shouldered her

way out the back door and into the empty alley. Not even

a lookout. Falcone needed to recruit smarter cronies. 

“Thanks, Harley,” Ivy said quietly. 

Harley waved it off. “Falcone will be furious when he

gets word of what we did.” 

Selina stalked down the alley, sirens already wailing

in the night. Falcone had grown in power. Not anywhere

near the global network and bottomless resources of the

League,  but  enough  to  potentially  grow  beyond  a  local

menace.  “We’ll  deal  with  Falcone,”  she  said,  more  to

herself than them. But added after a moment, “Thanks, 

Harley.” 

Harley only grinned. 
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Three  weeks  later,  Selina  was  just  entering  her

apartment building, trying not to limp at the ache in her

leg. 

One  of  Harley’s  little  devices  had  been  a  bit   too

successful  tonight  and  Selina  had  taken  a  chunk  of

concrete  right  in  the  thigh.  The  suit  had  kept  the

shrapnel from breaking the skin, but she’d bruised bone, 

likely.  Ivy  had  said  as  much  after  she’d  insisted  on

checking the injury. Even Harley had apologized for it. 

But  Holly  Vanderhees  didn’t  limp,  and  as  Selina

rode up the elevator from the basement parking garage, 

she gritted her teeth at the way her heels made every part

of  her  injured  leg  throb.  There  was  no  way  she  could

have  entered  the  building  wearing  her  battle-suit,  and

even though peeling it off in the alley to change into her

current  long-sleeved  dress  had  been  an  effort  of  will…

she’d done it. 

The  elevator  paused  at  the  lobby,  and  Selina

plastered a bland smile on her face, hoping whoever was

getting on wouldn’t notice the sweat dampening her hair

at one a.m. 

She  saw  the  bruises  first.  The  swollen  eye  and  lip. 

And within the span of a heartbeat, she was reaching for

Luke Fox. 

She  halted  before  she  could  touch  the  sleeve  of  his

gray  zip-up  athletic  jacket.  Luke  blinked  with  his  good

eye,  his  every  movement  pained  and  tired,  and  stepped

inside the elevator. 

“What happened?” she demanded. If one of Gotham

City’s petty criminals had hurt him—

“I had a fight tonight.” 

“Who attacked you?” 

Luke leaned against the wall of the elevator, his face

utterly  mangled—looking  worse,  no  doubt,  in  the

fluorescent lighting. “No. Boxing. Semipro.” 

It  was  her  turn  to  blink.  He  hadn’t  been  attacked, 

then. “Who won?” 

A low, rasping laugh. “I did.” 

So the muscles truly weren’t all for show. She didn’t

want  to  imagine  the  bruises  beneath  his  clothes.  Selina

swallowed.  “Why  do  you  fight?”  He  had  more  money

than God, and if she hadn’t been near starvation all those

years ago, she  never would have set foot inside a ring. 

“It…helps,” he said, and refused to clarify. 

 Helps.  He’d been in the Marines. Maybe the fighting

helped him with whatever he still needed to sort through. 

She half wondered if Batwing himself had been a soldier, 

too. If he fought crime for a similar reason. 

The  elevator  reached  their  floor,  silence  settling

between them. 

She’d  gone  overseas  as  well.  And  while  Luke  had

been  fighting  for  this  country…she’d  been  learning  how

to break it. 

Was  here  to  do  just  that,  to  destabilize  and

undermine. 

A  heavy,  hollow  weight  settled  in  the  pit  of  her

stomach, but she kept her steps slow as they walked out

of the elevator. “Can I help you get cleaned up?” 

He  shook  his  head,  but  winced  at  the  movement. 

“I’m fine.” 

She  scanned  his  body—the  sweatpants,  the  jacket

that hid his battered body. “Let me get you some ice.” 

She’d stolen his car, his painting, lied to his face….It

was the least she could do. If he hadn’t been a rich boy, 

she would have said he was a good man. A rare man. 

Luke said, “Thank you.” 

And  for  a  heartbeat,  she  was  back  in  that  dirty, 

dangerous hallway—as he tried and failed to pull out his

keys. 

His  fingers  were  bloody,  swollen.  She  caught  the

keys before they could hit the ground, saying nothing as

she  fitted  them  into  the  lock,  opened  the  door,  and

flicked on the lights. 

“Ice pack is in the lowest drawer on the left side of

the freezer,” he managed to say before slumping onto his

couch,  his  knuckles  smearing  blood  onto  the  dark

leather. 

Selina readied the ice pack, leg protesting with every

movement, and brought over some paper towels to wipe

up  the  blood.  He  leaned  back  against  the  cushions, 

pressing the ice pack to his eye, saying nothing while she

dabbed at the leather. 

Only when she rose, jaw clenched so tightly to keep

in  her  grunt  of  pain,  did  he  say,  “Why  were  you  out  so

late?” 

“I had a date,” she lied. 

He went still. “With whom?” 

Props  for  good  grammar.  She  tossed  the  bloodied

paper  towel  into  the  trash  under  the  sink.  “I  get  the

feeling that the moment I tell you, you’ll use that Wayne

Industries database to look up his records, so…pass.” 

“That’s assuming I care enough to do so.” 

Well then. 

“Feel  better,”  she  said  a  bit  tightly,  heading  for  the

door. 

“Holly—” 

But  she  was  already  gone.  Even  though  she  hated

herself  for  it,  Selina  lingered  by  her  own  door  for  a

moment  longer  than  necessary,  just  to  see  if  he’d  come

after her. 

He didn’t. 

—

“Let’s blow up the stage where they’re hosting that kiddie

beauty pageant.” 

“Jesus  Christ,  Harley!” 

“What? Not while the kids are  on  it,  obviously.  But

those contests are gross.” 

Selina  wasn’t  sure  how  she’d  gotten  here.  She’d

given Ivy a call to say that tomorrow they were hitting up

another  target,  but  instead  of  agreeing  and  hanging  up, 

Ivy had invited her over. To hang. 

So here she was. Wearing her suit and helmet. In a

lab  teeming  with  plants  that  Ivy  had  constructed  in  the

mammoth greenhouse adjacent to the abandoned grand

hall of Robinson Park. 

The  entire  place  was  something  out  of  a  dream:

Trees grew from the floor itself, rising right through the

glass  ceiling,  their  thick  leaves  providing  a  roof.  Paths

lined  with  blooming  flowers  wended  between  the  dense

underbrush  of  dangling  vines,  ferns,  and  trickling

streams.  A  few  birds  called  sleepy  good-nights  to  each

other. 

Selina  could  have  sworn  that  some  of  the  zoo

animals  they’d  freed  the  other  week  during  one  of  their

Merry  Band  of  Misfits  adventures  now  lurked  between

the trees and oversized roots, eyes gleaming in the dark. 

The air was sweet, warm—not quite comforting. The

scent of fresh earth all around. A beautiful, if unsettling, 

place. 

A  lab-slash-apartment,  apparently,  from  the  little

open grassy area tucked against a far stone wall that they

now sat in, a rare spot of the greenhouse that hadn’t been

overwhelmed. Ivy and Harley sprawled on what seemed

to be a sofa constructed of velvety moss, Selina perched

on  what  she  could  have  sworn  was  an  oversized

toadstool. 

But at least the living furniture all faced the ancient

TV screen currently playing some slasher flick. 

How Ivy managed to create electricity  and get cable

out here was the least of her concerns. 

“If  there  are  children  at  the  pageant,”  said  Selina, 

wincing  as  she  rotated  her  still-aching  leg  before  her, 

going through a few of her gymnastics warm-ups that she

could do while sitting down, “we don’t risk it.” 

Harley rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you going to take off

your helmet?” 

“No.” 

The  two  women  swapped  glances.  “You  ugly  or

something?” Harley said, eyes full of challenge. 

Selina had dealt with enough Harley Quinn types in

the Dolomites. “No,” she simply repeated. 

Harley snorted but turned back to the TV. 

Ivy  asked,  perhaps  deflecting,  “Why  do  these  idiots

always run  upstairs when the killer comes?” 

Selina  shot  Ivy  a  grateful  look  that  the  woman

couldn’t see. 

Harley  stretched  out  her  tattooed,  fishnet-covered

legs  on  the  flower-speckled  grass.  “Because  they’re  not

good  with  explosives  and  don’t  have  an  army  of  killer

plants to bring with them everywhere they go?” 

Ivy  chuckled  and  flicked  Harley’s  white-painted

cheek. “Smart-ass.” 

Harley batted her away and went back to watching, 

though Ivy’s green eyes lingered on Harley for a moment

longer. Tenderness filled them—and longing. 

Ivy  noticed  Selina’s  attention  and  gave  her  a  tight

smile.  But  Selina  only  inclined  her  head.  Secret  safe.  If

Harley  didn’t  want  anything  beyond  what  they  already

had,  for  whatever  reasons  of  her  own,  then  it  wasn’t

Selina’s  place  to  say  that  it  was  obvious  Ivy  felt

differently. 

Ivy’s  smile  widened  into  a  wicked  grin.  “It  really  is

weird—to  only  call  you  Catwoman.  If  we  guess  at  your

name, will you tell us if we’re right?” 

“Maybe.”  They’d  never  think  of  Selina.  She  asked

before Ivy could start guessing names, “How long did it

take you to make all of this?” She gestured to the lab, the

teeming  forest  around  them.  The  little  fireflies,  late  for

the  outside  world,  that  bobbed  between  the  trees  and

flowers. 

“Two years.” 

“You  live  here  even  in  the  winter?”  With  the  holes

and cracks in the glass, it’d be brutal. 

Ivy shrugged, though she shifted on the moss couch. 

“I don’t have many other options. And I like it here. This

is more my home than any other place.” 

Selina  understood  that  feeling  too  well.  Not  that

she’d ever really had a place that was solely hers, that  felt

like  home.  No,  Maggie  had  been  her  home—if  home

could be a person. 

A familiar, old pain started to swarm her, so Selina

asked, “No alter ego with a nice apartment and a cushy

job?” 

Harley cut Selina a warning glare, pigtails swinging. 

“Why so many questions, kitty?” 

Ivy  only  said  to  Selina,  “No.  What  you  see  is  what

you get.” She added a tad softer, “And I have no one…no

one  who  would  need  to  be  protected.  By  keeping  my

identity secret.” 

Harley’s  red-and-black-painted  nails  dug  into  the

mossy couch arm, but she continued watching the TV. 

Selina noted the reaction. Reined in the words that

sought  to  come  out  of  her.  I  know—what  it  is  to  have

 that weight. To need this helmet. To keep them safe. 

She had no doubt that Harley wouldn’t appreciate it. 

Would  see  it  as  a  threat  toward  whoever  she  protected

with  the  fake  name,  the  makeup,  the  costumes.  Her

mom, definitely. But who else? 

Ivy asked her, “What’s your favorite food?” 

Selina blinked. “I—don’t have one.” 

She didn’t. Food had been so scarce that she hadn’t

been given the luxury of finding a favorite one. But at the

raised brows they both gave her, she amended, “Pizza. I

guess.” 

She asked, just because she didn’t know what else to

say, “What’s yours?” 

“Raspberries.” 

“She’s vegan,” Harley said in a mock-whisper. “Don’t

ever let her cook for you.” 

Ivy  nudged  her  with  an  elbow.  “You  said  you  liked

those seitan tacos.” 

“With the fake cheese and fake sour cream and fake

meat? Mmm.  Delicious.” 

Selina chuckled. “I’m with Harley on that one.” 

Ivy flipped them both off. Harley blew her a kiss. 

Strange—to sit here in this exotic wonderland, with

these women, and just…hang out. 

Do nothing but talk and relax. 

It  sounded  pathetic,  probably   was  pathetic,  but

she’d  never  had  friends.  The  Leopards  hadn’t  counted. 

They weren’t affectionate, their loyalty having more to do

with  survival  and  protocol  than  anything  from  genuine

feeling. 

And  at  the  League,  things  like  friendship  hadn’t

existed.  Loyalty  did—to  Nyssa  and  Talia  and  the  Cause. 

Fervent, bone-deep loyalty to the two women determined

to bring this world to rights, no matter the cost. 

They had taught her well. 

And  yet…It  was  nice,  Selina  decided  as  Harley  and

Ivy  began  bickering  over  the  stupidity  of  the  movie’s

hero,  to  be  around  other  young  women,  friends  or

whatever  they  were.  Especially  when  they  were  so

equally dedicated to not giving a shit. 

Selina  opened  her  mouth  to  explain  how   she’d

escape the killer in the film—rather, how she’d hunt the

creep down. But she didn’t have time to. 

Something  smashed  through  the  ancient  glass, 

rolling  onto  the  soft,  thick  grass  between  them  and  the

TV. 

Selina had a heartbeat to realize what it was. 

Grenade. Homemade. Lethal. 

Harley shouted, but Ivy moved, so fast Selina barely

had time to contemplate lunging for the bomb. 

A flash of green, a snap—

A  thick  vine  that  Selina  had  mistaken  for  a  root  in

the  grass  plucked  up  the  grenade  and  hurled  it  back

toward where it had come from. 

It barely cleared the greenhouse before it exploded. 

Selina threw herself over both of the women as glass

shattered and rained down. 

Then silence. 

“Shit,” Harley panted beneath her. “Shit.” 

They had to move. Had to get out  now—

A heartbeat later, something heavy thudded into the

grass. 

The vine lunged again, but it froze. 

Even  from  a  few  feet  away,  the  message  written

around the brick was clear enough:

 This  was  a  warning.  The  next  time,  there  will  be

 more. You three bitches are done. 

A warning. The grenade had been a warning. 

Selina’s  body,  still  sprawled  over  Harley  and  Ivy, 

didn’t  seem  to  agree.  Seemed  to  keep  screaming,  We

 need to run. We need to go on the offensive. We need to

 get outside. 

She  took  a  breath  to  calm  herself.  Another.  It

seemed the other women were doing the same. 

“You  hurt?”  Selina  asked  them  when  her  heart  had

steadied enough for her to stand and brush the glass off

herself. None had pierced the suit, but the two of them…

Ivy  was  bleeding.  Long  scratches  down  her  bare

arms and legs. Where Selina’s body hadn’t reached. 

But  both  of  them  were  staring  up  at  Selina.  As  if

they’d never seen her before. 

“You jumped in front of us,” Harley said. 

“I’m  in  this  suit”  was  Selina’s  only  answer.  She

pointed to Ivy. “We need to clean that up.” 

Harley  straightened,  noting  the  blood  on  Ivy,  the

glass. Her already pale face went ashen. 

Ivy gritted her teeth, hissing at the leaking wounds. 

“There—there’s  some  salve  and  bandages  in  the  cabinet

next to the sink,” she said. “It’ll help. I—made them.” 

Harley lunged into motion, half running toward the

indicated cabinet. 

Selina stalked for the greenhouse wall behind them, 

scanning  the  dark.  Nothing.  Not  a  sign  of  whoever  had

sent that little bomb and nasty message. “This location is

compromised,” she declared as Harley hurried over with

the salve and bandages. “You need to move.” 

“Not  until  she’s  cleaned  up,”  Harley  said,  falling  to

her  knees  in  the  grass  to  examine  the  long  cut  in  Ivy’s

pale  leg.  No  indication  of  glass  in  the  wounds,  Selina’s

helmet  told  her.  She  said  as  much.  Harley  ignored  her, 

smearing that salve onto the scratch. 

By  the  time  Harley  reached  for  the  bandages,  the

skin had started to knit together. 

Selina blinked. “How—” 

“Nature has an answer for everything,” Ivy said, still

shaking. Harley just kept working, pigtails swaying with

her steady, efficient movement. 

Selina  said  again,  “That  message  could  have  come

from anyone.” 

“Batwing?” Harley asked without looking up. 

“Not  his  style,”  Selina  said.  Too  cowardly  for

Batwing. No, he would have faced them directly and put

them  in  jail  alive.  “And  GCPD  would  have  done  a  raid. 

This  was  some  criminal  lowlife  not  appreciating  us

encroaching  on  their  territory.”  Selina  surveyed  the

beautiful lab, the haven Ivy created. “I’m sorry. You need

to  move.  Now.  GCPD  is  likely  getting  reports  of  an

explosion in the park. And if someone tracked you here

—” 

“She  gets  it,”  Harley  snapped.  “Instead  of  talking, 

why don’t you  help?” 

Selina  stiffened,  but  strode  for  the  moss-made

couch, brushing off glass before she pulled off her gloves, 

dipped  her  fingers  into  the  jar  of  milky  salve  and

smeared some on Ivy’s upper arm. 

“It  could  have  been  anyone,”  Ivy  said  as  Harley

finished up one leg and started with the other. “Falcone, 

for what we did to his men a few weeks ago.” 

Selina considered. “It could be. And that’s why when

we  retaliate,  we’ll  do  it  wisely.”  Because  that  gleam  in

Ivy’s  eyes…revenge  was  burning  there.  In  Harley’s,  too. 

The  hateful  message  on  the  brick  in  the  grass  behind

them seemed to glare as brightly as a neon sign. 

“Then  what  do  you  have  in  mind?”  Ivy  demanded, 

surveying  her  plants,  the  lab  she’d  made.  Her  home, 

Selina realized. This was truly Ivy’s home. 

A  pang  of  jealousy  went  through  Selina,  odd  and

cold. 

She  jerked  her  chin  toward  Harley.  “I  want  names. 

Three  names,  for  three  of  the  Joker’s  petty  cohorts. 

Lowest  of  the  low—the  kind  that  are  definitely  behind

bars.” 

That  lethal  gleam  in  Harley’s  eyes  sharpened. 

“Why?” 

Selina  went  to  Ivy’s  other  side  to  tend  to  her  right

arm.  “Because  we  need  to  send  a  few  messages  of  our

own.” 

“How will you get them out?” 

“Leave it to me. Just bring explosives that can take

out concrete and steel.” 

Selina  finished  on  Ivy’s  right  arm,  and  reached  for

her gloves on the other side of the woman. 

“What’s that bruise?” Ivy reached toward the hint of

black-lining-purple  just  peeking  out  from  beneath

Selina’s sleeve. 

Selina smoothly slid on her gloves. “Nothing.” 

The Leopard tattoos. 

Talia  had  wanted  to  laser  them  off.  It  was  the  one

thing Selina had defied her on. She’d given up everything

she  was,  everything  she  loved.  But  the  tattoos…Talia

would  have  to  skin  her  alive  to  remove  them  if  she

wanted them gone. Selina had told her as much. 

Talia  had  merely  shrugged  and  drawled  that  petty

attachments  to  the  past  would  interfere  with  her  ability

to do what was necessary to further the League’s cause. 

Talia didn’t know the half of it. 

Ivy  gave  Selina  a  look  that  said  she  didn’t  believe

her,  but  Harley  sighed,  shooting  to  her  feet,  pigtails

bouncing.  “You  can  crash  with  me,  Vee.  Get  whatever

shit is most important, and let’s go.” 

Ivy  swept  a  long  look  around  the  paradise  of  her

own  making—yeah,  that  was  sorrow  there.  These

plants…her friends. Her family. 

But  a  glass  house  was  definitely  not  the  place  for

someone to live when they were throwing quite so many

stones. 
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Luke knew he could be an asshole. 

But  he’d  really,  truly  been  one  last  night,  when

instead of thanking Holly, he’d said some things that he

really hadn’t meant. But he’d been pissed off, still raging

after  three  weeks  of  hell,  chasing  after  Catwoman  and

her cohorts. 

Three  weeks  and  six  robberies.  Banks,  jewelry

stores…It was a shock there was any money or valuables

left in Gotham City thanks to Catwoman and her merry

band of criminals. 

Then there were the little explosions—cargo boxes at

the  docks  destroyed,  animals  freed  from  the  zoo  and

circus….There  was  no  rhyme  or  reason  to  their  attacks. 

Some for cash, some just for hell-raising. 

And  worse  than  all  that,  Gordon  had  told  him  last

night, right before Luke had gone into his boxing match:

some  criminals  were  even  pledging  allegiance  to

Catwoman. Thanks to those leaked photos in the papers. 

The footage of their unchecked rampage. A new Queen of

the  Underworld,  the  papers  and  petty  criminals  called

her. 

So  he’d  gone  into  his  fight  mad.  Unfocused.  He’d

won, but he had taken one hell of a beating for it. 

So when Holly had come in, when his body had been

aching  and  his  temper  already  on  edge,  and  she’d

casually mentioned her  date.  He’d reacted poorly. 

And  he  would  have  gotten  up  to  apologize,  but  his

battered  body  had  refused.  Literally  refused  to  get  up

from  that  couch.  He’d  slept  on  the  damn  thing.  When

he’d  awoken  and  knocked  on  Holly’s  door  the  next

morning, she hadn’t answered. 

He didn’t have her cell, or he might have texted her

with a request to meet up—not an apology. He owed her

those words face to face. 

But the day passed, and he spent it sleeping on and

off,  watching  whatever  football  games  were  on  TV.  He

staggered  to  knock  on  her  door  around  lunch:  nothing. 

Dinner: nope. 

If she was ignoring him, he didn’t blame her. 

Luke  was  still  lying  on  the  couch  as  night  fell, 

wondering how the hell he’d get into his suit, right as the

football  game  cut  to  live  footage.  Of  Blackgate

Penitentiary smoldering under the night sky. Luke swore

as he read the headline on the bottom of the screen, then

bolted for his bedroom. 

Three of Joker’s Henchmen Freed from Prison, 

Catwoman Suspected

—

Selina  strode  into  the  small  bar  at  the  docks,  Ivy  and

Harley trailing her. The Joker’s three henchmen, still in

their orange jumpsuits, two steps behind them. 

Everyone packed into the dark, wood-paneled space

went  dead  still.  Even  the  raging  rock  music  from  the

speakers cut out. 

She’d  waited  until  now,  weeks  after  that  encounter

at  the  bank,  for  a  reason.  Had  picked  this  bar  for  a

reason.  Knew  it  was  a  hangout  for  people  like  Carmine

Falcone, people who answered to  many of the bosses in

this city and came here to meet on neutral ground. 

The grenade at Ivy’s place had just propelled Selina

to act a little faster. 

Cops  didn’t  come  here.  They  didn’t  dare.  Even  the

crooked ones. 

Ivy  and  Harley  stood  tall  beside  Selina  as  she

surveyed the room: the polished oak floors, the original

1800s  tiled  ceiling,  the  displayed  photos  of  bosses  both

old and present, the globes of golden lights mounted on

the paneled walls. For a group of criminals, they’d taken

care to preserve the original character of the space. 

And  all  of  them  now  stared  their  way,  some  with

drinks in midair. 

Selina  said  to  no  one  in  particular,  “Here  are  the

rules.” 

Her claws slid free of her gloves, glinting in the dim

lights. At her side, her bullwhip was a weight, begging to

be used. 

Not yet. Not yet. 

“You stay out of our way, you assist us when asked, 

and  the  rewards  will  be…”  She  strode  to  the  three

chained  men.  A  brutal  slice  of  her  claws  had  their

shackles snapping free. One after another. “Plentiful.” 

The Joker’s henchmen grinned, rotating their wrists. 

“You decide to get in our way,” Selina said softly to

those  assembled  as  she  prowled  for  the  man  seated

nearest to them at the ornately carved oak bar, “you try

to  screw  us  over,  and  the  punishments  will  be…”  The

man trembled on his red velvet stool as she gently ran a

claw  down  his  stubbly  cheek.  Then  the  other.  She

rumbled a soft laugh. “Plentiful.” 

She turned, nodding to Harley and Ivy. 

“Bitch,”  someone  spat  from  the  back.  Selina  rolled

her eyes. 

Yet—she knew that voice. 

Selina halted. 

The room was silent as a tomb. 

Her  mask  identified  the  speaker,  though  she  didn’t

need  the  intel.  An  aging,  overweight  Italian  man  seated

at a table near the dartboard. 

Carmine Falcone. 

Precisely who she’d come to see. 

He  still  looked  the  same,  still  wore  his  too-tight

tailored  suits,  still  had  that  slicked-back  hair  and  sneer

permanently  on  his  pale  face.  The  burst  capillaries  all

over his hawkish nose. She wondered if the Leopards still

answered to him. If Mika had broken free yet. 

Selina  stalked  toward  him.  Ivy  murmured,  “You’ve

done it now, asshole.” 

To his credit, Falcone didn’t flinch. 

He  only  smirked  at  her  and  took  a  swig  from  his

beer.  No  one  had  ever  made  him  tremble.  No  one  had

 ever defied him. 

There  was  a  first  time  for  everything,  Selina

supposed. 

She thumbed free her bullwhip and let it sing. 

One crack had Falcone’s beer shattered in his hand. 

The second had the whip wrapped around his neck, 

and  him  hauled  over  the  table,  thrashing  like  a  lassoed

pig. 

Four  of  his  men  leapt  to  their  feet  from  nearby

tables, guns out. 

Only to find Ivy and Harley with their own personal

arsenals  already  aimed  at  them,  the  Joker’s  henchmen

flanking the women, eager for the fight. 

In  Ivy’s  hand,  a  blood-red  flower  glowed  in  the

golden lights of the bar. 

 I  made  a  new  model  after  the  bank  heist,  Ivy  had

said  when  she  showed  Selina  earlier.  Flowers  that  were

capable of taking out  many men, not just the one closest. 

But  Ivy  hadn’t  stopped  there.  Around  her  other

hand:  that  vine.  Its  tip  now  equipped  with  slashing

thorns. 

The  man  closest  to  Ivy  was  cringing  at  the  swirling

plant  around  her  wrist.  The  crony  before  Harley  had

blanched at the small metal ball in her hand, painted like

a child’s toy. 

Selina  tightened  her  grip  on  the  bullwhip  as  she

stalked  closer,  Falcone  trying  and  failing  to  free  it  from

around his bulging neck. 

Selina swiped her claws down his back, opening up

his suit and the checkered shirt beneath. A hairy, sweaty

slab of flesh greeted her. “The East End is mine,” she said

quietly. 

It always had been. 

And  despite  the  whip  around  his  neck,  Falcone

screamed  as  she  ran  one  claw  down  the  column  of  his

spine, skin splitting, blood gushing. 

With a flick of her wrist, the bullwhip sprang free. 

Falcone was shuddering and groaning. 

Selina only said to him, “Be grateful that wasn’t your

tongue.” 

Then she strode for the door, Harley and Ivy backing

out  with  little  smirks,  weapons  still  trained  on  Falcone

and his men. 

“Tell them good night, Ivy,” Selina said, strutting out

the  bar  door,  the  Joker’s  three  henchmen  following  her

like well-trained dogs. 

Ivy chuckled, soft and sweet. “Good night.” 

A  petal-soft  thump  on  the  floor,  a  hissing  noise

beginning, and then—

Shouts and roars. 

By the time Harley and Ivy were swaggering out into

the night to meet Selina, the bar had fallen silent. They’d

all have one hell of a headache when they woke up. And

realize  that  she  hadn’t  called  GCPD  on  them  while  they

were knocked unconscious. 

She  only  wished  she  could  see  Falcone’s  face  when

he  regained  consciousness.  When  he  understood  his

reign was at an end, especially after that humiliation. 

Harley  half  skipped  down  the  cracked  sidewalk

ahead;  Ivy  linked  arms  with  Selina.  “What  happens

next?” 

Selina  gazed  toward  the  northern  horizon.  “They

kneel.” 

—

Gordon held his officers at bay long enough for Luke to

study  the  site  of  the  prison  break  at  Blackgate  for  an

hour,  his  suit’s  tech  analyzing  everything  from  the  gas

Poison  Ivy  had  used  to  bring  down  the  guards  to  the

explosives  Harley  had  set  in  the  concrete  walls.  All

orchestrated by Catwoman. 

Out of hand. Completely out of hand. 

Within  the  prison,  the  inmates  were  rattling  the

bars,  taunting  him  as  he  passed  by  on  his  way  out, 

Gordon  in  tow.  Some  spat  on  Gordon,  but  the  man

ignored it. 

“They’ve  gotten  away  with  everything  so  far,” 

Gordon said tightly. “Now they’re just trying to see what

the limit is.” 

Luke  knew  it.  But  Catwoman  had  warned  him  that

worse  was  coming  to  Gotham  City.  Her  words  still

lingered.  “If  she’s  bold  enough  to  do  this,  then  it  might

be an indication she’ll go after Arkham itself.” 

“No one is that dumb.” 

“She’s  working  with  Harley.  She  freed  three  of  the

Joker’s cronies tonight. She might very well be preparing

to  free  the  Joker,  either  as  a  gift  to  Harley  or  to  curry

favor from the man himself.” Luke’s blood chilled at the

thought. 

Gordon shook his head and opened the sealed door

to let them out into the prison’s main waiting area. Cops

filled  the  space,  all  sizing  up  Luke  as  he  passed.  As

Batwing  passed—his  armor  like  blue  lightning  in  the

fluorescents overhead. 

“We can’t let that happen,” Gordon said, pausing at

the doors to the prison. 

Far  beyond,  out  by  the  border  fences,  cameras

flashed and reporters jockeyed for the best angle to catch

his exit. Luke pushed a button on his suit, prepping his

wings for flight. Soaring up and out was his best way to

escape the reporters—and their questions. 

“I’ve got it handled,” Luke said, shouldering his way

through the heavy front doors. “Trust me.” 

Gordon didn’t look convinced, but he nodded. 

Luke took three running steps into the night before

flaring his wings and launching skyward. 

He’d handle it, all right. 

—

“I need you to host a gala,” Luke said to his dad the next

morning,  bracing  his  hands  on  his  father’s  desk. 

“Please.” 

Lucius  Fox  raised  an  eyebrow  as  he  set  aside  the

document he’d been reading. “Do I even want to know?” 

Luke ran his hands over his head. “It’s a huge favor, 

I  know.  I  promise  you— promise  you—that  no  one  will

get hurt. But I need you to hold a gala in three nights. To

raise  money  for  the  circus,  the  zoo,  the  jail—the  public

targets  that  have  suffered  from  Catwoman  and  her

criminal friends.” 

“I  assume  we  will  also  be  displaying  an  expensive

object to be auctioned off for charity?” 

“Exactly.”  Luke  slid  a  pile  of  papers  toward  his

father. “Ask Mom to invite all the people on this list.” It

was a mirror of the guest lists of every gala he’d attended

where Catwoman had appeared. 

His  father  idly  scanned  it.  “Your  mother  worries

enough about your readjustment to civilian life that she’ll

be thrilled—regardless of the inconvenient time frame.” 

“If anyone can put together a party in three days, it’s

Mom.” 

“She is indeed a wonder.” 

For not the first time, Luke wished she knew—about

Batwing, about Bruce. About all of it. 

Luke  crossed  his  arms,  pacing  through  his  father’s

plush office. 

“She’s really gotten under your skin, hasn’t she?” 

Luke  knew  his  father  didn’t  mean  his  mother.  He

gave his father a long look. “She’s taken it too far.” 

Way too far. 

“Be  careful,  Luke.  Making  yourself  the  bait…”  His

dad sighed. “Just be careful.” 

Luke  had  no  intention  of  doing  so,  but  he  nodded

nonetheless. 
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The  Fox  estate  had  been  transformed  into  a  twinkling

garden,  the  halls  and  ballroom  bedecked  in  bursting

white flowers and candles, slender birch trees filling the

corners,  and  cream  silk  streamers  draping  across  the

domed ceiling. 

It  was  the  prettiest  place  Selina  had  ever  seen.  The

Venetian  palaces  hadn’t  compared  to  this.  Not  even

Talia’s luxurious personal quarters held a flame. 

It wasn’t just the signs of wealth—it was the sense of

home, even in the ballroom, that radiated from each inch

of it. Each room full of places where she’d love to spend

an  afternoon  curled  up.  Tasteful,  elegant,  and

welcoming. 

A band played at one end of the giant domed space, 

the dance floor already full. Far more than usual, but the

band was better than usual, too. 

But even better: the diamond-and-sapphire necklace

displayed in a glass case on the opposite side of the long, 

rectangular ballroom from where the band played. 

She’d  barely  looked  for  Luke,  even  if  it  was  his

house. She’d spotted him by an archway, greeting almost

every  guest,  when  she  arrived.  All  of  them  had  seemed

grateful  for  the  security  at  both  of  the  gates  along  the

drive, stationed at every door. 

Selina had seen it as a challenge. 

Fifteen  million  dollars.  That’s  how  much  the  Fox

necklace was worth. 

Taking  it  when  there  was  so  much  security?  An

added bonus. 

Clad in a long-sleeved red dress, Selina had quickly

surveyed  the  initial  details  of  the  ballroom,  bypassed

Luke,  and  greeted  his  mother  instead.  She  could  barely

bring herself to look too long at the kind, glowing woman

who had welcomed her into this house, the woman who

she’d be stealing from. At the tall, handsome man at her

side,  the  spitting  image  of  Luke  in  a  few  decades,  who

greeted each guest as if they were a close friend. 

So  the  hellos  had  been  quick,  before  Luke  could

finish greeting the guest before him and turn their way, 

and Selina had headed into the crowd, letting the swish

in her hips do the talking for her. 

They hadn’t seen or spoken to each other since that

night, though he’d knocked on her door twice. She hadn’t

felt like answering. 

In  the  past  two  hours,  she’d  felt  him  watching  her, 

though. As she danced with countless men, as she drank

and  ate  with  the  various  ruling  ladies  of  Gotham  City. 

And now, as she danced with an aging business titan, a

coy,  bland  smile  on  her  face,  she  felt  Luke’s  stare  from

across the room. 

He was in the middle of a conversation with a truly

ancient  old  man—good.  The  old  man  seemed  to  be

talking  his  ear  off,  and  though  Luke  seemed  to  be  truly

listening…Selina  ignored  the  glance  Luke  cast  her  way. 

Perhaps  she  was  being  unfair,  perhaps  a  bit  sensitive, 

but…

She  could  still  hear  his  cold  words.  About  how  he

didn’t care what she did. She didn’t care if he apologized

or not. 

It  had  been  her  mistake.  To  hope  for  a  different

reaction. 

The song rolled to a close, and Selina stepped out of

her current partner’s embrace, offering a smile to the old

man. Before she’d made it a step, a deep voice said from

behind her, “Mind if I cut in?” 

The  old  man  only  gave  a  charming  bow  before

backing away. 

Selina stared up at Luke. He stared back at her. 

“Hello,” he said, his voice a bit hoarse. He was in his

Marines uniform, dashing as ever. 

Causing  a  scene  by  walking  away  would  only  draw

attention  to  her  presence.  With  the  necklace  in  the

balance, her best chance of remaining undetected lay in

being seen here, but not really  noted. 

“Hello,”  Selina  said,  offering  up  a  hand  for  him  to

take. 

Luke kept silent, sliding a hand around her waist as

he took her hand and led her into the next song. 

Selina cringed a bit as a sweet, old jazz melody filled

the ballroom. 

Not this song. Anything but this song. 

It  wasn’t  the  song  from   Carousel,   but…How  many

times  had  she  heard  Maggie  play  this,  singing  along  as

best  she  could?  How  many  times  had  she  slow-danced

with her sister in their kitchen to this song? 

Her  body  turned  distant,  the  dress  stifling.  Every

beat and note a stab to the gut. She could barely look at

Luke, at anyone. 

Fighting the pain rising in her chest, Selina fixed her

gaze on a spot over his shoulder. 

Luke  made  it  through  the  first  verse  and  chorus

before he asked, “Not a fan of jazz?” 

The  question  pulled  her  out  of  the  fog  of  memory

long  enough  to  look  at  him.  It  was  another  life  ago. 

Another  world.  And  this  new  world  she  inhabited…“I

love jazz, actually.” It was the truth. 

“Then why the grimace?” 

She  could  never  explain.  Not  really.  “Someone  I…

They  loved  this  song.”  She  shook  her  head.  “Old

memories.” It was as much truth as she could offer. 

Luke swallowed. “I’m sorry for how shitty I acted the

other night.” 

Selina stiffened. “It’s fine.” 

Luke frowned. “It’s not. I’m never at my best after a

fight,  and  with  the  pain  and  exhaustion,  and  when  you

mentioned your date—” 

“Oh, so it’s my fault you snapped at me?” 

An  older  couple  whipped  their  heads  toward  them. 

Luke  led  her  a  little  farther  away,  voice  low  as  he  said

tightly, “I didn’t say that.” 

“Yes, you did.” Her jaw clenched as she looked away, 

searching  for  an  escape  route  off  this  dance  floor  that

wouldn’t raise any eyebrows. 

He cleared his throat. “I reacted badly. That’s what

I’m trying to say.” 

“What do you even care?” The words were cold, flat. 

Not at all the lilting drawl she wielded with Holly. 

“I thought we were friends,” he said carefully. 

Again, she looked at him, no light or amusement in

her voice. “I don’t have friends.” 

A  muscle  flickered  in  his  jaw.  “Well,  I’m  trying  to

change that.” Selina said nothing. He went on, “And I’m

trying to apologize to you.” 

She  only  watched  the  band  behind  him,  her  face  a

mask of calm cold. 

“Holly,” Luke said. 

She  hated  that  name.  Was  growing  sick  of  that

name. 

He loosed a breath. “I’m sorry. I mean it.” 

He sounded sincere. 

Slowly, Selina met his earnest brown eyes. 

She  didn’t  bother  to  keep  her  wariness  from  her

stare. Wariness and…exhaustion. 

Holly. He thought he was dancing with  Holly. 

It didn’t matter. Not when she had so much to do to

bring  this  city  to  its  knees.  Not  with  the  weight  of  her

mission pressing on her. It had been pressing on her for

longer than she could remember. 

Luke  said,  his  voice  rough,  “Some  days,  I  feel  like

I’m still back there. Overseas. Most nights, my body and

mind can’t tell the difference. And most days, I feel…half

here.”  He  swallowed,  as  if  unsure  where  he  was  going

with  this.  “I’m  still  learning  how  to  return  to  being

normal again. If such a thing exists.” 

Selina let his words sink in, his honesty. 

She scanned his handsome face. “Being normal is a

trap.” 

He blinked. 

Selina whispered as the song came to a close, “Don’t

let it cage you.” 

—

The  last  of  the  guests  had  been  taken  home  by  their

drivers two hours ago. 

His parents had headed to bed thirty minutes after

that, and Luke had feigned exhaustion as well. 

But as the clock struck two, he remained cloaked in

the  shadows  of  the  ballroom,  the  light  on  his  suit

dimmed  as  he  watched  the  necklace  across  the  room

glint  in  the  moonlight  streaming  in  through  the  wall  of

glass doors leading onto the veranda. 

He’d  been  waiting  for  over  an  hour  now.  Had

listened  as  the  estate  workers  turned  off  the  lights  and

either  left  or  found  their  own  rooms  in  the  sprawling

house. 

She  hadn’t  come  during  the  party.  A  small

disappointment. 

Perhaps  she’d  deemed  the  added  security  not  as  a

challenge,  but  as  suicide.  Luke  had  sent  them  packing. 

He didn’t want her to see the whole thing for what it was:

a trap. 

Two-ten. 

Two-fifteen. 

Then—

Luke kept as still as one of the statues flanking him

as she appeared. 

She  slipped  through  the  glass  doors  from  the

veranda  without  a  sound.  She’d  disabled  the  house’s

alarm system, then. Interesting. 

Catwoman  moved  across  the  parquet  floors,  little

more than a shadow herself. Every movement fluid and

graceful. Calculated and controlled. 

She  halted  before  the  glass  case  on  the  pedestal—

studied the necklace glinting within. 

Her claws slid free. 

Luke’s  muscles  tensed,  every  instinct  telling  him  to

spring. 

Yet  he  still  watched  as  she  scratched  a  claw  in  a

circle  around  the  glass.  As  she  held  out  her  awaiting

palm  right  beneath,  catching  the  disk  before  it  could

shatter on the floor. Expert, swift work. 

No sign of Harley or Ivy. The slate veranda beyond

the  glass  doors  was  empty,  save  for  a  few  potted

boxwoods,  the  manicured  lawn  glistening  with  dew  in

the moonlight. 

Perhaps she didn’t want her friends getting a cut of

tonight’s prize. 

Catwoman  again  scanned  the  ballroom—as  if

listening  for  something.  But  Luke  kept  pressed  into  the

shadows, the pillar in front of him hiding any sign of his

body, his armor. 

She returned her attention to the case, the necklace

within.  Her  hand  slid  into  the  circle  she’d  opened  up, 

claws glinting as she reached for the jewels. 

Luke  sucked  in  a  breath.  He  had  the  evidence  he

needed,  recorded  on  his  suit’s  camera.  Proof  of  intent. 

His knees bent, readying to lunge. 

The attack happened so fast it took Luke a heartbeat

to realize what was going on. 

Not from him. 

The attack didn’t come from him. 

A  slim  female  figure,  clad  in  loose  black  clothes, 

pounced  from  the  shadows.  From   above.  From  the

windows lining the wall right below the domed ceiling. 

And  as  the  woman  landed  on  silent  feet,  sending

Catwoman leaping back, slamming into the stone base of

the  case  as  she  went,  Luke  got  one  look  at  the  tan-

skinned woman’s face, half hidden beneath a black hood

and scarf over her mouth, and knew who she was. 

Tigris. 

One  of  the  most  notorious  and  deadly  members  of

the League of Assassins. 
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A  League  member—a  powerful  one—had  arrived  in

Gotham City. Luke had read Bruce’s file on Tigris, on all

the known assassins for the League. 

The  woman  had  killed  her  way  across  the  world—

and those kills were often ugly. 

The  perfect  representative  of  the  League  itself,  the

organization  that  was  larger,  wealthier,  and  far  more

dangerous  than  any  of  the  criminals  in  Gotham  City. 

Mercifully, the League had yet to try to expand into this

city. Luke’s blood iced over at the thought of Tigris being

just the start. 

Catwoman  rolled,  claws  gouging  deep  lines  in  the

wood floors to steady herself as she jumped to her feet. 

They stared at each other for a long moment; in her

black hood, only Tigris’s eyes were visible. 

 Far  bigger  players  are  coming  to  Gotham, 

Catwoman had said. She’d  warned him. 

Worse things than the Joker and his cohorts. Worse

things like the League of Assassins. 

And if the League had set its sights on Gotham City

after all these years…

His parents were in this house. Sleeping upstairs. 

Luke had a heartbeat to decide: to warn them to get

to their panic room, or to join the fight to stop Catwoman

and Tigris. 

Catwoman moved before he could pick. She charged

right at Tigris. 

The assassin braced her feet apart. 

Catwoman  feinted  left,  then  bolted  right.  Right

through  the  open  door  from  the  veranda.  Avoiding  the

crash of glass that might send his parents or employees

investigating. 

Catwoman made it twenty feet onto the slate tiles of

the veranda before Tigris was after her. 

Luke sprinted outside and halted dead in his tracks

as the assassin launched herself upon Catwoman. 

It should have been over immediately. 

But Catwoman did not go down. 

They fought in a black whirlwind, no weapons. Just

fists and feet and limbs. Neither went for the weapons on

them; even Catwoman’s bullwhip hung untouched at her

hip. 

Fast. So damn fast he could barely track them. 

Catwoman,  even  on  the  defensive…she  held  her

own. 

Where  Tigris  would  have  knocked  her  feet  from

under  her,  Catwoman  nimbly  dodged  the  blow.  Where

Tigris  would  have  slammed  her  fist  into  Catwoman’s

helmeted  face,  the  punch  was  blocked.  Strike,  move, 

block—over and over. 

Luke had no words for it. 

He’d never seen  anyone fight like that. 

When  Tigris  landed  a  brutal  blow  to  the  ribs,  she

took  it.  Didn’t  stumble.  Kept  moving.  And  the  punches

that Catwoman threw were deadly, like Tigris’s, but he’d

seen that style before. Whatever training Catwoman had

gone through, boxing had been a part of it. And no small

amount of gymnastics, from the ease with which she bent

and moved. 

She  danced  on  her  feet,  weaving  beautifully.  She’d

taken whatever she’d learned in the ring and modified it. 

Amplified  it.  Luke  stopped  naming  the  techniques  and

maneuvers after he recognized six of them. 

After  Catwoman  began  to  push  back—again  and

again. Punch, jab, duck, kick—

They held nothing back. 

And  as  Catwoman  took  the  offensive,  while  Tigris

was  forced  to  yield  step  after  step,  he  knew  who  was

going to win. 

Tigris fought beautifully, like a blade made flesh. 

But  Catwoman  fought  like  she  meant  it.  As  if  her

fear  of  losing  wasn’t  death,  but  something  else. 

Something that fueled her, focused her. 

Luke saw it coming: the blow that would end it. 

Tigris threw a punch—the strength behind it enough

to shatter someone’s ribs—its form utter perfection. 

Catwoman let her think the blow was going to land. 

And as it neared her stomach, she whirled. 

One  hand  locked  onto  Tigris’s  exposed  arm.  The

other went around her back. 

With  a  grunt  that  even  Luke  heard,  she  flipped  the

assassin  right  over  her  shoulder.  Slammed  Tigris  onto

the three steps leading down from the veranda. 

Stone cracked; bone crunched. 

Tigris lay there for a heartbeat—stunned. Or broken, 

Luke didn’t know. 

Catwoman  was  on  her  instantly.  And  this  time,  a

blade came out. 

She’d  pulled  a  short  sword  from  a  hidden  sheath

down her back. He hadn’t even known one was built into

her  suit.  The  blade  glinted  brightly  in  the  moonlight  as

she lifted it. 

Time to move. Luke fired a steel bolt from his suit’s

arm. 

And  as  that  blade  came  down,  his  bolt  met  the

center of her sword. 

Catwoman  cried  out  in  surprise  as  her  blade  went

flying into the grass. She whirled toward him, the lenses

of her helmet seeming to glow with irritation. 

Luke  approached,  realizing  that  Tigris  wasn’t

moving  because  Catwoman  had  broken  her   spine,   and

said, “Don’t.” 

Catwoman  remained  where  she  was.  “This  doesn’t

involve you.” 

Luke pointed his next bolt toward Catwoman’s face. 

“She might have valuable information.” 

“I’m sure she does,” Catwoman said. “But it doesn’t

matter to me.” 

“You’ll kill her for stepping on your territory?” 

Tigris let out a low laugh. “You’re dead,” she said in

a thick accent. 

Catwoman turned back to the assassin, head angling

in that way he knew meant trouble. 

But  faster  than  either  Luke  or  Catwoman  could

move,  Tigris  brought  her  hand  up  to  her  mouth, 

grimacing in pain at the movement, and—

Poison. 

Catwoman  lunged,  as  if  she’d  rip  the  capsule  from

Tigris’s mouth—

The  assassin’s  chest  rose  and  fell  rapidly.  “You’re  a

dead woman walking after what you stole.” She laughed

at Catwoman. 

Then—nothing. 

Her dark eyes went still. Unseeing. 

For  a  long  moment,  Catwoman  stared  at  Tigris’s

body. She was a body now. A corpse. 

“Shit,” she breathed. 

“You  were  about  to  kill  her  anyway,”  Luke  said

coldly, his helmet deepening his voice. 

Catwoman  stood,  pushing  off  Tigris’s  broken,  limp

body, and retrieved her sword from the grass. A smooth

motion  had  the  blade  again  sheathed  and  hidden  down

the  back  of  her  suit.  “I  was  going  to  give  her  an  injury

that would keep her out of my way for a while.” 

“The broken spine wasn’t enough?” 

He  could  have  sworn  she  winced.  “That  was  a

mistake.” 

He  couldn’t  quite  process  it.  There  was  a  corpse

between  them  as  Luke  remained  atop  the  steps, 

Catwoman in the grass. 

Catwoman  at  his   parents’   house,  his  childhood

home. On the lawn where he and his parents had played

soccer, where his mom had pitched him baseballs, where

they’d had picnics and parties, where he’d gone sledding

down to the pond. 

She  did  not  belong  here.  In  this  place.  With  his

parents sleeping only a floor up—

His parents. If his mom found a body on the estate

grounds,  if  she  even   heard  about  it,  she’d  demand

answers. Ones he wanted to keep her far, far away from. 

And  it  would  be  such  a  profoundly  shitty  way  to

repay them for their help tonight. 

Not that Catwoman knew. Not that she had any idea

that  the  man  standing  before  her  was  the  same

billionaire’s  son  she’d  stolen  from  twice  now  and  had

tried to rob a third time. 

Luke  said,  “We  need  to  move  the  body  off  the

grounds for the cops to find.” 

“No handcuffs for me?” A sly, husky question. 

“She attacked you and then killed herself. But if you

want to go to jail, sure.” 

Silence. 

“Consider  this  a  favor.  I  don’t  arrest  you,  and  you

help me get this body off the grounds.” 

“Why?” 

He pointed to the house. “Because the Fox family is

one of the few decent ones in this city, and I’m not going

to  risk  the  League  sniffing  around  here  for  information

about  their  prized  killer.”  The  thought  of  the  League

coming here, grabbing his parents, was enough to make

him nauseated. 

“So  noble,”  she  snorted,  but  moved  to  Tigris’s

booted feet. Picked them up. “Well?” 

Luke grimaced beneath his mask, debating. Drained

from her fight and with her hands occupied, she’d be an

easy  target,  and  he  had  all  the  evidence  he  needed  to

bring her in, and yet…

She had kept the fight silent. Had moved it outside. 

Perhaps to keep the risks, the casualties, contained. And

whether that was because she also knew that his parents

were good people, Luke appreciated it. 

He  stepped  up  to  Tigris’s  head  and  slid  his  gloved

hands  under  her  shoulders.  “There  are  some  woods  by

the road, just beyond the property border.” 

—

Luke realized within seconds that while Tigris appeared

slender,  beneath  the  loose  black  clothes,  her  body  was

packed with dense muscle. Heavy muscle. 

He  and  Catwoman  didn’t  speak  as  they  hauled

Tigris’s  corpse  between  them,  across  the  lawn,  past  the

formal  gardens,  through  the  dense  thickets,  and  finally

over the property border and into the woods beyond. He

could  have  navigated  it  blind,  but  made  sure  to  stop

every now and then, as if assessing some mental map of

his surroundings. 

And  only  when  they  were  perhaps  a  quarter  mile

into  the  pines  did  Luke  say  to  her,  “Here  is  good.  The

road isn’t too far off.” 

To  his  surprise,  Catwoman  laid  the  assassin’s  feet

down gently. 

He blew out a breath as he did so as well, the sound

gobbled up by the cool night winds dancing in the trees

around  them,  making  the  pines  sway  as  if  they  were

drunkenly dancing. 

She  stared  at  the  assassin.  Long  enough  that  Luke

opened up a panel in his suit’s arm to send a covert call

to GCPD. He punched in the first two numbers, and then

—

Soft,  whispered  Arabic  filled  the  space  between

them. 

At first, he thought Tigris was still alive. 

But  then  he  realized  the  lilting,  beautiful  words—

they were coming from her. Catwoman. 

Her Arabic was almost perfect. 

He  hadn’t  heard  it  spoken  so  well  since  he’d

returned. There was a slight American accent, the same

as his own when he spoke it. 

He  said  nothing,  lowering  his  hand  from  the  panel

in his arm. Terminating the call. 

She  finished,  kneeling  to  close  Tigris’s  open  eyes

with her gloved fingers. 

When  Catwoman  rose,  she  stared  at  the  woman’s

corpse  for  a  long  moment  before  she  said,  “She  trained

me at the League.” 

Every thought eddied out of Luke’s head. 

She’d  been  trained  at  the  League,  trained  by  Tigris

herself. Which meant—

Catwoman’s head lifted, the moonlight illuminating

the  lenses  over  her  eyes.  “I  am  a  ghūl—as  she  is.  Was.” 

She flexed her gloved hands, as if shaking the feel of the

assassin  from  them.  “It’s  what  League  assassins  call

themselves. When our training is complete, our final task

is to dig our own future graves and recite our own final

prayers. We lie in them from dusk until dawn. And when

we  emerge  from  the  earth  afterward…we  are  ghūls. 

Wraiths.” 

He didn’t ask how many of them ever made it back

to their gravesites to fill those holes in the ground. 

She wasn’t just some skilled jewel thief. 

A trained killer. 

From the League of Assassins. 

“The prayer,” she went on, more to herself than him. 

“It was her final rite. What is owed to any wraith.” 

“Yet you didn’t want to kill her tonight.” 

Even  though  Tigris  had  come  here  to  kill   her—for

something she’d stolen. 

Silence. 

Luke  demanded,  “If  you’re  in  the  League,  why  are

you working with Harley and Ivy?” 

She studied him as if debating her answer. “I left.” 

Luke  took  a  moment  to  process  those  words.  “No

one leaves the League.” 

“I did.” 

Hence the assassin after her. “Why?” 

“Nyssa  and  Talia  al  Ghūl  have  always  striven  to

follow in their father’s footsteps.” An ecoterrorist maniac

—not  like  Poison  Ivy’s  desire  to  save  the  planet,  to

coexist  with  plant  and  animal.  No,  the  man  wanted  the

earth wiped clean of  all human life. Catwoman shrugged. 

“I found I no longer fit in.” 

Hence the warning the other week. That worse was

coming, either as part of Nyssa and Talia’s agenda, or…to

hunt the woman before him. “So you left,” he said. 

A slight nod. 

He wanted to see her face. Wanted to know who he

was  speaking  to,  who  had  fought  like  a  black  wind

tonight,  who  had  dared  walk  away  from  the  League, 

dared defy it—

“And as for why I’m working with Ivy and Harley…” 

A  shrug.  “Since  I  am  no  longer  a  part  of  the  League,  I

need money to establish myself in Gotham.” 

Luke blinked, jaw clenching. Right.  That. 

She went on, “I stole something valuable from Nyssa

when  I  left.”  Tigris’s  warning  echoed  in  his  head.  “I’ve

been  weighing  options  for  potential  buyers.  But  until  I

sell it, I’m low on funds.” 

“What about just getting a  job?” 

She  laughed  quietly.  “You’re  terribly  naive  to  say

that.” 

Luke  stiffened.  But  instead  of  lunging  for  her,  he

lifted his forearm and finally dialed the GCPD. He gave a

clipped  explanation  that  a  body  had  been  found  at  this

specific  location,  hung  up,  and  growled  at  her,  “Don’t

even think about running.” 

Because  he  was  going  to  arrest  her.  Right  now.  He

hit a button on his suit, the tech powering up, readying

for the chase. His Bat-Cuffs clicked free from his Utility

Belt. 

Another soft laugh. “Oh, I don’t think so.” 

His  suit  detected  two  others  beside  her.  Right  as

Harley  Quinn  clenched  two  of  those  small  circus-ball

explosives—one  in  each  hand—a  gas  mask  covering  her

face.  And  Poison  Ivy  thumbed  free  one  of  the  orchids

from  the  vine  snaking  across  her  torso.  Smoke  rippled

from it. Not to take him down but to cloud their escape. 

“Hi, handsome,” Ivy drawled. Harley grinned. 

Something sparkled at Catwoman’s fingertips. 

The necklace. The Fox necklace. 

When  Tigris  had  slammed  her  into  that  case  the

second time, she must have swiped it. Too fast for even

him to see. 

The  diamonds  burned  with  blue  fire  in  the

moonlight. “Thanks for this,” Catwoman said, and took a

step back. 

Luke  said  tightly,  “I  have  it  on  good  authority  that

necklace is a fake.” 

He’d  had  a  replica  made  yesterday.  Cubic  zirconia

and painted brass. 

Total worth: a few hundred bucks. 

Catwoman let out a low laugh, the sound echoed by

twin rumbles. Motorcycles. Parked on the road a few feet

away. She stepped back into the smoke. “Oh, I know.” 

Then vanished. 

Luke  lunged  through  the  smoke,  dodging  trees

before he reached the quiet road. 

She  sped  off  into  the  night  on  the  back  of  Harley

Quinn’s motorcycle. Too fast for him to follow, even with

the wings. 

He  should  have  grabbed  her.  Should  have

handcuffed her to Tigris and waited until the cops came. 

Should have…He had no idea. 

A League assassin with a conscience. 

Here to sell something that the League would kill for

and Gotham City’s underworld would line up to buy. 

His  stomach  turned.  But  even  as  it  did,  Luke

recalled  the  way  she’d  fought.  That  low  laugh.  That

frank, cool openness with which she spoke to him. 

And  the  heat  that  rose  through  him,  stretching  his

skin  tight  over  his  bones.  An  aftereffect  of  battle,  of

adrenaline.  Even  though  he  hadn’t  thrown  a  single

punch.  Even  if  he’d  stood  there,  gawking,  while  she

fought. Beautiful, graceful, and utterly off-limits. 

Trouble. He was in big, big trouble. 
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Selina had been on the run for a month and a half. 

She’d taken money from Nyssa. Broken into the safe

in her office and swiped her bank card out of her wallet, 

minutes  before  Selina  had  headed  off  on  a  mission  for

the  League.  She’d  walked  out  of  the  compound  right

through the front doors. 

She  didn’t  know  how  long  it  had  taken  them  to

figure  out  who  had  done  it.  Probably  Talia  herself  had

pieced  it  together.  But  by  now  it  would  be  clear  that

Selina  had  taken  a  train  not  to  Greece  like  she’d  been

ordered,  but  to  Switzerland,  where  she  withdrew  all  of

the  account’s  cash,  set  up  a  fancy  new  Swiss  bank

account, and became Holly Vanderhees. 

The hair, the nails, the clothes. The shoes, the bags, 

the  jewels.  The  cars,  the  residences,  the  private  plane. 

The  last  one  was  leased,  of  course,  but  all  of  it—the

identity  she’d  built—purchased  with  Nyssa’s  blood

money.  She  only  wished  she’d  had  time  to  grab  Talia’s, 

too. 

And  what  Selina  had  brought  along  with  her,  the

payoff from  that…Worth it. Utterly worth it. 

“So all of this trouble tonight,” Harley said over the

motorcycle’s  roar  as  they  sped  off  into  the  night,  “was

over a  fake?” 

Selina  had  known  it  was  a  trap.  Whether  Luke  Fox

and his stupid apologies knew his family had been used, 

she had no idea. Didn’t care. 

But it was interesting that Batwing cared about the

Fox  family.  She  stored  that  information  away  to  puzzle

over later. 

Batwing himself was a problem. Mostly because she

liked him. He definitely filled out that suit, but she…she

just  liked  him.  That  relentless  drive  to  protect  the

innocents  in  this  city,  no  matter  the  cost.  To  fight  past

his  own  demons  to  do  so.  Which  meant  he  was

absolutely lethal for everything she was working toward. 

And  though  she  could  tell  he  was  equally  intrigued

by her, and could certainly use that to her advantage…

“He  threw  down  a  challenge,”  Selina  said.  “We

couldn’t let it go unanswered.” Hence why she’d had Ivy

and Harley remain behind. Going in for a fake necklace

hadn’t been worth the risk. So they’d waited here, on the

outskirts, to retrieve her. 

Tigris showing up had been unexpected. 

Oh,  Nyssa  and  Talia  must  be  mad.  Furious.  And

with Shrike and Tigris now dead…

 “Get up, you pathetic worm.” Tigris’s burning dark

 eyes  were  barely  visible  beneath  her  hood.  “Do  you

 think our enemies give us breaks to catch our breath?” 

 Always words like our  and us  were used here at the

 compound. Despite the brutality, the competition, there

 was  an  us  vs.  them   mentality  to  the  very  way  the

 instructors spoke; all designed to include. Indoctrinate. 

We. Us. Ours. 

 Lying  on  the  mats  of  the  training  center,  barely

 able  to  breathe  around  the  stitch  in  her  side,  Selina

 focused. Tried to calm her raging heart and get up. 

 “Too  slow,”  Tigris  hissed,  and  launched  herself

 upon Selina. 

 She had enough time to raise her arms, to bring up

 her  knees.  Enough  time  to  roll  up  and  out  of  Tigris’s

 path,  but  not  enough  to  avoid  the  sweeping  kick  that

 knocked  her  down  again.  The  blow  to  the  throat  that

 truly  ripped  the  air  out  of  her  lungs,  then  the  blow  to

 her  stomach  that  knocked  her  down  for  good,  curling

 around herself. 

 “Pathetic.” Tigris had laughed at her then. Laughed

 and walked away. 

Selina  had  hated  her  ever  since.  Hated  her  more

when she’d seen some of the other acolytes not be able to

walk away. Or breathe. Permanently. 

Nyssa  and  Talia  had  never  punished  Tigris  for  it—

for   killing  acolytes  during  training.  Nyssa  had  only

declared  it  natural  selection.  Talia  had  just  stroked

Tigris’s dark hair. 

Selina had imagined ripping out Tigris’s throat more

times than she could count. 

Tonight she’d known that Tigris would savor killing

her.  Luckily,  Tigris’s  confidence  had  been  her  downfall. 

She  hadn’t  been  prepared  for  Selina’s  show  of  skill,  for

Selina  to   want  to  win,  and  it  had  made  the  assassin

 furious  to  realize  she  had  to  go  on  the  defensive.  To

realize that Selina had been sneaking in extra training at

the League, had been studying Tigris herself during every

encounter. 

Yet when Selina had slammed her into those steps, 

accidentally breaking her spine…

That  dark,  shredded  part  of  Selina  had  savored  it, 

too. That blow. The repayment. For all of them. 

Selina did not mourn her. She’d uttered that prayer

because…She  didn’t  know  why.  Perhaps  out  of  some

fool’s  idea  that  if  she  herself  had  fallen,  she’d  want

someone  to  do  the  same  for  her.  To  at  least  mark  that

she’d existed—that  Selina Kyle had existed. 

But Selina didn’t want to think on it. Think too long

on the pieces inside her that were so blood-splattered. 

“We  should  have  ended  him  when  we  had  the

chance,” Harley spat. “Made it look like he and whoever

that  was  killed  each  other.”  A  pause.  “Who   was  that

woman?” 

“A  crony  of  some  boss,”  Selina  half  lied.  Tigris   did

answer to Nyssa and Talia. 

Ivy called over her bike’s engine, “Definitely should

have killed him, then.” 

Selina  didn’t  answer.  It  had  been  hard  enough  to

keep  the  two  of  them  at  bay,  keep  them  from  seizing

their  chance  to  bring  down  Batwing.  They  didn’t

understand that if the League was closing in, they needed

a hero.  She needed him. To keep the League away for as

long as possible. 

Limited time. She was on limited time. 

She  knew  how  Nyssa  and  Talia  hunted  their  own. 

She’d helped them do it in the past. 

First the vanguard: Shrike. 

Then the test of abilities: Tigris. 

And the next step…

There was not much time left before the next step. 

And she would need an army to face it. 

Selina looked up at the stars barely visible with the

glow from the distant city lights. 

Armies required money. And a healthy dose of fear. 

—

“Remind me why we’re sitting up on this rooftop in the

cold?”  Ivy’s  breath  curled  from  her  mouth  as  she  sat

beside  Selina  and  studied  the  alley  below.  Summer  was

finally yielding to autumn’s chill. A small mercy, to at last

say farewell to the heavy heat. 

“Because I need you to cover me while I have a little

chat with some lowlifes in a few minutes.” 

Ivy  only  yawned,  rearranging  her  colorful

assortment  of  shimmering  flowers  on  the  roof  tiles

before  them.  Her  little  vine  friend  was  tucked  into  the

warmth of her pocket. “Plants don’t like cold.” 

“Well, you’re still technically a human, so it doesn’t

apply.” 

“Some days,” Ivy admitted, “I don’t feel like it.” 

Ivy  had  no  idea  how  much  Selina  agreed  with  that

sentiment.  But  mentioning  it  opened  the  door  to  too

many questions. 

So  Selina  picked  up  the  newspaper  she’d  brought

with her, telling Ivy when she’d asked that it was for the

wait. 

She’d already done the crossword puzzle, Ivy leaning

over frequently to interrupt or snatch Selina’s pen to fill

in an answer. 

Selina  snapped  the  paper,  flipping  through  the

international headlines. 

An inquiring  meow sounded across the roof, and Ivy

made  a  small  sound  of  delight.  Lowering  the  paper, 

Selina  smiled  at  the  little  gray  cat  who  padded  over  to

them.  “Stalker,”  she  told  the  cat  as  she  brushed  against

Selina’s shins, wending through her legs. 

Ivy  leaned  over,  stroking  the  cat’s  back.  “Do  you

know that free-ranging domesticated cats are responsible

for  the  death  of  billions  of  birds  and  mammals  each

year? Our little fur-baby here is a stone-cold hunter.” 

Selina  smiled,  scratching  the  cat’s  whiskery  chin. 

“I’m shaking in my boots.” 

Ivy frowned down at the cat. “So are the birds.” 

The cat blinked up at Ivy, as if scowling herself, and

scuttled off into the dark. 

Selina  snickered,  picking  up  the  paper  again  and

flapping through it. 

Ivy smirked. “You pretend to be serious and broody, 

but  beneath  that  mask,  I  know  you’re  smiling  all  the

time.” 

Selina  waved  her  off,  snapping  the  sagging  paper

upright.  She  paused  at  the  Science  section,  sighing  as

boredom set in, and tapped the article on the front page. 

“You think this stuff is all just hocus-pocus?” 

Ivy leaned over, skimming the article. “Ley lines?” 

Selina  shrugged,  glancing  to  the  alley  below.  All

clear. “ ‘Naturally occurring pathways of energy that run

across the earth like highways.’ Sounds fake to me.” 

Ivy  hauled  the  paper  toward  herself.  “Oh,  they’re

real,  all  right.  They’ve  done  tests  on  them—some  of  the

energy is so strong that if you find a ley line on a hill and

put  your  car  in  neutral,  it  can  move  the  car  uphill  for

you.” 

“That’s got to be a hoax.” 

Ivy  frowned  at  her  over  the  paper.  “This  is  the

Science section. They don’t publish  hocus-pocus,  as  you

called it.” Ivy paused for a moment, as if weighing some

internal  debate.  Selina  held  still  as  she  did.  At  last,  Ivy

nodded,  more  to  herself  than  anything,  and  said, 

“There’s a ley line outside Gotham.” 

Selina  scanned  the  rest  of  the  page.  “That’s  not  in

the article.” 

“That’s  because  no  one  knows  it’s  there.  I  mean, 

those  of  us  in  the  science  community  do,  but…we  don’t

blab  to  the  press.  I’m  sure  some  evil  corporation  is

probably going to find a way to destroy the ley lines.” 

“Probably.” Selina neatly folded the paper and set it

aside. “Want to take a drive out there? See the car trick

in motion?” 

Ivy  considered,  then  jerked  her  chin  to  the  alley

below. “What about them, though?” 

Selina  snorted  as  two  figures  entered  the  alley  at

last. “This won’t take long.” 

She launched herself over the brick wall of the roof, 

down  the  drainpipe,  and  right  into  the  path  of  the  two

midlevel cronies of Carmine Falcone. 

By the time Ivy’s toxins slithered over the roof edge, 

knocking the men out cold, Selina was grinning. 

It would only be a matter of time before the two of

them reported to their boss what she’d deigned to warn

them:  the  League  was  coming  to  steal  what  Catwoman

was  selling  to  Gotham  City’s  underworld.  And  that  the

League would raze the city to the ground before they left. 

They had no interest in alliances, in money. 

Because  what  Selina  was  selling…it  was  that

valuable.  And  to  get  it  back,  to  avoid  it  falling  into  the

wrong  hands,  the  League  would  make  sure  that  every

lowlife  and  criminal  in  Gotham  City  was  swept  away  in

the bloodbath that would soon be unleashed on the city. 

If  the  underworld  did  not  prepare.  If  they  did  not

ready  to  strike  back.  If  they  were  content  to  continue

being grunts and worms. 

Gotham  City  would  fall—but  not  to  these  foreign

interlopers. 

It would fall to  her. 

—

“I’m  assuming  this  car  is  stolen.”  Ivy  frowned  at  the

Range Rover’s black leather interior. She perched on the

leather as though she couldn’t stand to have it touch her

skin. 

“It  is,”  Selina  said  mildly.  She’d  swapped  out  her

helmet  for  an  onyx  domino  mask  that  revealed  the

bottom portion of her face, her hair hidden beneath the

hood  of  a  heavy  black  sweatshirt.  Ivy,  surprisingly,  had

said nothing when Selina emerged, car in tow, with her

helmet  stashed  in  the  back  seat.  It  seemed  that  silence

was about to end, however. 

“Do you know what sort of evil the leather industry

does on a daily basis? The slaughter?” 

“Hence you being vegan,” Selina said. 

Ivy  watched  the  city  passing  in  a  blur.  “You’re  not

going to laugh about it?” 

“It’s your life. Your choices about food don’t impact

mine.” 

Ivy studied her. “You really need the mask?” 

Selina snorted. “Little steps.” 

Ivy shrugged, monitoring the dark road ahead. The

ley line was forty minutes to the west of the city, most of

that  drive  down  a  single-lane  road  with  no  trees  or

anything  to  surround  it.  Only  a  flat,  barren  plain.  “This

used  to  be  a  forest.”  Ivy  motioned  to  the  hints  of  grass

the  headlights  revealed.  “It  was  cut  down  in  the  early

1900s to fuel the expansion of Gotham.” 

“Never grew back?” 

“Obviously not.” 

Selina  frowned.  “The  city  should  have  planted  new

trees.” 

“Back then, no one gave a shit. Still don’t.” 

Selina  considered.  “What  would  it  cost—to  replant

the forest here?” 

“A  lot.  And  it’d  take  a  long  time  for  anything  to

grow.” 

There  was  enough  sorrow  in  her  voice,  enough

resignation,  that  Selina  said,  “Well,  maybe  some  of  our

profits…Maybe  it  can  go  to  that.”  More  green  spaces

were never a bad thing. Not at all. 

Ivy  studied  her  for  a  long  minute,  and  Selina  kept

her  attention  on  the  road,  monitoring  for  any  deer  or

wildlife trying to cross as she gave her space to reply. 

Ivy said a bit softly, “I’ve never had many friends.” 

Selina was grateful for the road to distract her. 

“And even though it’s risky, this little trio of ours…” 

Ivy’s voice remained soft. “It’s more fun than I’ve had in

ages.”  She  swallowed.  “I  went  through  school  so  fast  I

never  got  the  chance  to,  you  know—be  normal.  Go  to

parties or hang out with kids my age.” 

“I could be forty-five for all you know.” Selina often

felt  like  she  was.  She  certainly  hadn’t  done  anything

society liked to call  normal while growing up. 

But  she’d  tried  to  give  it  to  Maggie.  As  best  she

could. Making Maggie happy had made up for the lack of

having a typical teenage experience. Mostly. 

“You’re not forty-five,” Ivy said, snickering. “What I

can see of you certainly doesn’t look like it. And you don’t

talk like you are, anyway.” 

Selina laughed a little. “Harley complains about my

fancy-talking.” 

“Harley is just being Harley.” 

Selina  asked  carefully,  “What’s  up  with  you  two—

your history?” 

She’d been dying to know for weeks now. 

Even  in  the  darkness  of  the  car’s  interior,  Selina

could  have  sworn  she  saw  a  blush  spread  on  Ivy’s  face. 

“We  hook  up.  Harley  was  one  of  the  first  people  I  met

after  all  the  school  stuff  was  done  and  I  started  doing

this. The Poison Ivy gig, I mean. And I fell…hard.” 

“And Harley?” 

A shrug. “I’m a distraction for Harley, I think. From

the things that haunt her.” Ivy held up her hands, vines

pulling away to reveal bare flesh. “It’s hard to be together

when one of you is literally  toxic. ” 

“I  thought  you  could  control  your  toxins,”  Selina

said,  still  mesmerized,  despite  the  horrors  of  Ivy’s  past, 

by what she’d become. 

Ivy  let  the  vines  cover  her  hands  again.  “I  can.  But

sometimes,  if  I  lose  control…It’s  a  risk.  Skin-to-skin

contact.” 

It  had  to  be  lonely  as  hell  to  be  that  way,  to  worry

like that. 

Perhaps  it  was  one  of  the  most  unforgivable  things

those scientists had done to her. 

Ivy  waved  away  her  own  words.  “It  didn’t  matter, 

anyway.  Harley  has  never  wanted  to  put  a  label  on  us. 

After  the  Joker,  she  said  she  wanted  to  be  free,  but…I

don’t  know  if  it’s  truly  because  she  doesn’t  want  to  be

tied down, or because she worries that the Joker will take

vengeance on anyone who dates her.” 

Noble. “I thought he’s her ex, though.” 

“He  is.  But  I’m  not  sure  if  Harley  is  even  entirely

over him. The Joker speaks to some broken part of her, a

part I can’t reach.” Ivy’s eyes flickered. 

A good friend—Ivy was truly a good friend. “Harley

deserves  better  than  someone  like  the  Joker.”  Someone

 like you,  Selina added silently. 

Ivy drummed her fingers on the arm of her seat, the

vines  along  her  hands  shifting  a  bit  with  the  motion. 

“He’s  a  monster.  He’s  worse  than  a  monster.  I  don’t

know  if  you  ever  met  him,  but  he’s…”  Ivy  rubbed  her

face. 

“I’ve  heard  enough  to  know  how  awful  he  is.”  Cold

licked down her spine at the thought of it. 

“Evil.  He is  evil, ” Ivy insisted. 

“And  Harley  wants  to  be  with  him?”  The  question

slipped out before Selina could stop it. 

After  working  with  Harley  and  Ivy  these  past  few

weeks,  it  still  baffled  her.  Ivy  was  smart,  funny,  and

warm.  Yes,  her  history  was  pained,  yes,  she  was  a

criminal, and definitely a bit of a fanatic, yes, but…Selina

didn’t understand it. Why Harley would choose to run to

the Joker. Especially when she could have Ivy. 

“I’ve wanted to ask Harley that every day for the past

year,” Ivy said hoarsely. 

“Why  don’t  you?”  It  wasn’t  her  business,  Selina

reminded  herself,  even  as  she  tried  to  convince  herself

that she was asking only to better know her allies. 

“Because if I confront Harley about him, it will only

drive her away, and I’d rather be at her side and keep an

eye on her than be shut out of her life completely.” Ivy’s

laugh was low—sad. “It’s pathetic, I know.” 

“No,  it’s  not,”  Selina  said,  and  meant  it.  “For  the

person  you  love…you  find  yourself  making  choices  like

that. Living in gray areas. It’s not pathetic at all.” 

God  knows  she’d  done  plenty  of  that.  Gladly.  Still

would. 

Ivy  stared  out  the  window.  “I’m  not  sure  if  Harley

even  knows—that  I  still  feel  this  way.  Still  want  more

with her, more for us. She’s better at hiding that sort of

stuff than you realize.” 

Selina  refrained  from  saying  that  Harley  hadn’t

given  any  sort  of  sign  about  returning  Ivy’s  intentions. 

She wasn’t that cruel. 

Ivy blurted, “Please don’t say anything to her.” 

“I won’t.” Selina studied Ivy for as long as she dared

to take her eyes off the road. She admitted quietly, “I’ve

never had any friends, either. Doing this sort of thing?” 

She waved a hand to the car, their little joyride to the ley

line. “Never done it before.” 

“Why?” 

Selina  debated  lying.  Wanted  to  lie.  But  she  said, 

“Because  I  had  something  important  that  I  needed  to

take care of. And it required all my time, my energy to do

it. Friends were a luxury I couldn’t afford.” 

Ivy’s  throat  bobbed.  “And  what  happened—to  that

something you had to take care of?” 

Selina  steered  the  car  into  the  dark.  “I  made  a

sacrifice,  and  then  I  didn’t  need  to  take  care  of  it

anymore.” 

—

Ivy told Selina where to stop, pointing out an abandoned

factory  that  loomed  like  an  iceberg  in  the  sea  of

blackness  before  them.  A  dusty  service  road  led  off  the

paved street to the warehouse, dirt crunching under the

Range Rover’s wheels as they approached. 

“Did you bring me here to murder me?” Selina asked

as she put the car in park. 

Ivy  laughed.  “If  I’d  wanted  to  do  that,  wouldn’t  it

have  happened  by  now?”  She  threw  open  the  door, 

stepping into the night, and Selina followed suit. 

The  night  was  brisk,  the  stars  clearer  above  them. 

Calm and quiet and safe. 

Ivy gulped down a breath of air. “I’d forgotten—what

fresh air tastes like.” 

“Me  too,”  Selina  murmured.  In  the  silence,  they

stared up at the glittering bowl of the sky. 

Movement caught her eye, and Selina glanced to Ivy

in  time  to  see  her  tip  her  chin  up,  her  face  bathed  in

moonlight.  All  along  the  vines  on  her  hands,  peeking

through  her  sheet  of  red  hair,  white  blossoms  began  to

bloom,  as  if  opening  up  to  the  stars  themselves.  The

petals nearly glowed, as if they were lit from within. 

Ivy  slid  her  gaze  toward  Selina,  toward  the  mouth

Selina knew was hanging open. “Not all the side effects of

my  transformation were awful or deadly.” More flowers

bloomed  in  her  hair,  until  a  crown  of  them  flowed  over

her brow. 

“It’s beautiful,” Selina whispered. 

Ivy smiled, wide and warm. “Thank you.” 

She  spoke  with  enough  gratitude  that  Selina

wondered when the last time was that someone had said

such a thing. 

Selina’s chest tightened at the thought. Shoving that

tightness away, Selina cleared her throat and asked, “So

this ley line, where is it? Under the factory? I thought it

would be more obvious.” 

Ivy  nodded,  those  flowers  furling  up  and  slipping

back into her hair. “People have been drawn to ley lines

throughout  history,  without  even  knowing  why  or  what

they were. There’s no scientific reason for them, for how

ancient people  knew those lines were there. All we have

to go on is that many of the world’s monuments are built

atop  them,  Stonehenge  being  one  of  the  most  famous. 

You can feel the energy in some of the lines, in the stones

on them.” 

“I can’t feel anything.” 

Ivy  beckoned,  striding  toward  the  wood-and-steel

warehouse  amid  the  barren  field.  Selina  marked  every

detail  as  they  approached:  the  one-story  building,  the

high-up  windows  that  seemed  mostly  shattered,  the

sagging  tin  roof.  The  wooden  slats  that  made  up  the

siding  had  been  cracked  or  ripped  away  in  spots,  the

gravel  drive  leading  to  the  building  mostly  overgrown

with  weeds  and  grass.  No  one  had  been  here  in  a  long, 

long while. 

“It  might  fall  down  on  us,”  Ivy  warned  as  they

paused  by  the  small  antechamber  that  jutted  out  from

the  side  of  the  building,  the  glass  window  in  the  steel

door  caked  with  grime,  “so  don’t  go  inside,  but  the  line

cuts through right about…here.” She pointed to a spot in

the grass beneath her feet, moonlight shining on shards

of glass scattered among it. “You feel it?” 

Selina  stood  where  Ivy  indicated.  Still  nothing.  “I

think I’ll just have to take your word for it.” She pointed

to the car. “No hill to try it on, it seems.” 

“I  know.  I  just  wanted  to  get  out  of  the  city  for  a

while.” 

“I should have guessed as much.” Selina chewed on

her  lip.  “So  no  one  has  ever  harnessed  the  ley  line’s

power? Here or elsewhere?” 

Ivy  shook  her  head,  red  hair  flowing  like  a  silken

river around her. “No. Why?” 

Selina  followed  a  straight  path  through  the  grass

and debris, walking the ley line. “Have you ever heard of

a Lazarus Pit?” 

A beat of silence. Selina looked over her shoulder at

Ivy  as  the  woman  asked,  vines  slithering  around  her

wrists as if curious, too, “No, what is that?” 

Selina went back to tracing inside the line with her

steps. “There are only a few dozen in the world. They’re

naturally  occurring  pools  with  regenerative  powers.  All

atop ley lines.” 

“I’ve never heard of them.” 

“Because their owners don’t want you to.” 

“And  you  were  making  fun  of   me  for  the  hocus-

pocus earlier?” 

Selina  shrugged.  “Legend  claims  that  a  Lazarus  Pit

can  keep  old  age  and  sickness  at  bay.  Even  bring  you

back from death.” 

“Hence  their  owners  protecting  them.  And  the

name.” 

Selina  nodded,  pivoting  on  one  foot—just  as  she’d

done so many times on the balance beam at the Y—and

traced the line back toward Ivy. “Once used, though, the

Pit’s  powers  are  drained  forever.  So  it’s  a  onetime  get-

out-of-jail-free card.” 

“How do  you know about them, if they’re so secret?” 

Selina  paused  her  steps.  “In  the  place  where  I  was

trained…”  Ivy  tensed  at  that,  at  the  implication  of  that

word.  Trained.  She’d  know  from  that  word  alone  what

Selina was. That she’d answered to deadlier powers than

Falcone  or  the  Joker.  “They  had  a  Lazarus  Pit  in  the

catacombs.  It  was  guarded  day  and  night.  I  first  heard

about it from the other students, who claimed they heard

instructors whispering about it.” 

Certainly never from Nyssa or Talia. 

Ivy crossed her arms. “I’m not surprised the rich and

powerful want to keep such a natural wonder and gift to

themselves.” 

Selina studied the ground beneath her feet. “Neither

am I.” 

Ivy asked, “If you knew about ley lines, why act like

you didn’t?” 

“I  didn’t  know  much,  just  rumors.  And  you’re  the

science  nerd,”  she  said.  “I  wanted  to  see  if  you  knew

more.” Selina toed the dirt. Not a thrum of energy to be

found,  at  least  not  through  the  thick  soles  of  her  boots. 

“And…maybe I wanted to get out of the city for a night, 

too.”  While  Harley  was  off  doing  whatever  it  was  that

Harley did in her spare time. 

Ivy  smiled,  a  few  of  those  flowers  blooming  again. 

“You  can  just  ask  me  to  hang  out  the  next  time,  you

know.” 

Selina laughed. “I realize that now.” 
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Luke had thanked his parents profusely for the gala—and

apologized for the broken glass afterward. 

 Just  a  drunk  reveler  who  forgot  to  go  home,   he’d

told his mom. She’d given him a look that said she highly

doubted it, but asked no questions. 

His dad didn’t need to ask questions, however, when

Luke  had  insisted  his  parents  go  to  their  château  in

Provence. 

His  dad  had  only  said  he’d  have  the  private  jet

fueled  up  and  they’d  be  on  it  by  midday.  How  his  dad

explained it to his mother, Luke still didn’t know. But his

father had hugged him tightly before Luke left the estate. 

He wondered if his dad was worried he’d never get to do

so  again.  If  he  was  remembering  the  phone  call  he’d

gotten in the middle of the night when that IED landed

Luke in a field hospital. 

A few hours later, his parents were gone, flying over

the Atlantic. 

That had been three days ago. And since then, Luke

had  spent  that  time  holed  up  over  at  Bruce’s  manor—

well,  beneath  Wayne  Manor,  technically.  Reading

through any and all files on the League. 

Tigris:  deceased.  He’d  written  that  into  the  system

himself. And then he’d combed through Bruce’s archives, 

searching for any sign of Catwoman. 

Luke found nothing. Not a whisper. She hadn’t gone

by Catwoman until she arrived here. And either she was

young enough to never have made a name for herself at

the League, or she’d been kept secret by Nyssa and Talia

as they waited to unleash her upon the world. 

Until she’d unleashed herself instead. 

And whatever she was going to sell to Gotham City’s

underworld…He  couldn’t  risk  that  happening.  Gray  as

her  morals  might  be—ready  to  kill  a  woman  and  then

uttering  a  final  rite  for  her  the  next—he  had  no  doubt

that  she’d  go  through  with  her  plan.  Jeopardizing

Gotham City in the process. 

Or  would  she?  He  was  still  puzzling  over  it  as  he

finally  returned  to  his  apartment  that  night.  She’d

warned  him  to   protect  Gotham  City  from  the  League. 

The good people here. 

It made no sense. 

And  time  was  short.  There  was  a  GCPD  event

tomorrow night, honoring the police’s service to this city. 

Every  important  cop,  politician,  and  donor  would  be

there.  It  was  her  ideal  sort  of  target.  The  kind  that

packed a message. 

Luke had no intention of wasting this chance to grab

her. Stop this madness. 

He’d already warned Gordon to have extra security:

armed  guards,  bomb-sniffing  dogs,  metal  detectors, 

snipers  on  the  roofs  of  adjoining  buildings.  Every  angle

had been considered. 

Back in his own apartment, Luke opened his fridge

and  frowned  at  the  empty  insides.  Right—food.  He  had

none. He’d been living on Alfred’s mercy these past few

days,  the  older  man  delivering  him  sandwiches  and  tea

services and the odd slice of cake or stack of cookies. 

But Alfred’s care went beyond that. The level of trust

between  Alfred  and  Bruce…that  was  a  one-in-a-million

type  of  bond.  Not  easily  found  or  built.  Yet  Bruce  had

paid  a  steep,  steep  cost  for  it,  one  that  Luke  couldn’t

imagine. One that still haunted Bruce, decades after his

parents’ murder. 

Luke  shut  the  fridge,  the  click  nearly  drowning  out

the sound of the elevator’s ding down the hall. 

Which meant—

Pathetic.  He  was  really  pathetic,  he  decided,  as  he

rushed  to  the  peephole  in  his  door  and  watched  Holly

approach her apartment. She had shopping bags again—

heavy ones. 

He  hadn’t  seen  her  since  the  party  at  his  parents’

house. Since their strange, tense conversation. But it was

still normal.  She was still relatively normal. 

Not  at  all  like  that  cool-voiced  woman  who  made

him  grind  his  teeth,  who  took  on  assassins  and  walked

away.  Whose  face  he  hadn’t  even  seen,  but  that  quiet

laugh of hers haunted him. 

Normal.  He  needed,  wanted  normal.  Even  if  Holly

herself had warned him that it was a cage, he didn’t care. 

Luke flung open his door. 

Holly whirled, keys in the lock, eyes wide. 

He cringed. Perhaps he’d been too enthusiastic with

the door-opening. 

A little too eager. 

He leaned an arm against the doorframe. “Hey.” 

Smooth. Really smooth. 

She flicked her eyes over him, body loosening as she

opened  her  door  and  dumped  her  bags  inside.  They

landed with a heavy thump. “Hey yourself.” 

Not  the  warmest  greeting.  It  was  probably  Bruce-

level, if he was being honest. 

“How  was  shopping?”  His  mind  was  a  vacant  hole, 

and he scrambled for a question, any sort of sane thing to

say to her. 

She flicked up her brows. “Stimulating.” 

Luke  tapped  a  bare  foot  on  the  ground.  “You  eat

yet?” 

A pause. A slight tensing of her shoulders. “No,” she

said warily. 

He  tried  not  to  look  too  desperate  as  he  asked, 

“Pizza?” 

Holly  considered.  Glanced  at  her  bags  behind  her, 

then toward him. “Give me five minutes to change.” Luke

avoided  the  urge  to  sag  with  relief.  “And  order  two  this

time,” she added with a hint of a smile. 

And  even  with  Catwoman’s  low,  sultry  voice  still

purring in his head, the ghost of a real smile on Holly’s

mouth made everything vanish. 

—

“I  can’t  move,”  Luke  groaned  to  Holly  forty  minutes

later,  patting  his  aching  stomach  as  they  sat  a

conservative  distance  apart  on  the  couch.  The  TV

flickered atop the lit fireplace, his apartment cozier than

he could remember in recent memory. 

Holly set her pedicured feet on the leather ottoman, 

stretching out. “I sense a food coma coming on.” 

Luke  smiled  at  her,  scrolling  through  the  channel

guide. “You want to watch a movie?” 

A casual, tossed-out-there question. One that might

very  well  constitute  a  date,  if  he’d  asked  it  at  another

time and place. 

Holly  paused  again.  He  braced  himself  for  the

rejection, but she said, “Sure.” 

Luke eyed her. “You’re being…nice.” 

“Would you prefer I not be?” 

“No,  I  just…I  wasn’t  sure  where  we  stood  after  my

family’s gala.” 

She  opened  her  mouth  to  speak,  but  his  phone

buzzed on the couch between them, and her eyes dipped

down. 

 Bruce Wayne was displayed in big letters across the

front of his phone. Christ. 

Luke gave her an apologetic wince and hurried into

his bedroom, shutting the door. 

Luke  picked  up  right  before  it  went  to  voicemail. 

“Hey, man.” 

He could practically hear Bruce’s frown through the

phone. “Hey yourself.” 

Luke  stepped  into  his  walk-in  closet,  shutting  the

door there, too. Just to be safe. “What’s up?” 

Another  pause,  heavy  and  long.  “What  the  hell  is

happening over there?” 

And there it was. The call he’d been waiting for these

weeks. “I’ve got it under control.” 

“Doesn’t look like it.” 

Luke gritted his teeth. “I don’t answer to you.” 

“No, but you answer to the people of Gotham City.” 

“I’ve got it under control,” he repeated. 

“You  call  three  women  wreaking  havoc  on  Gotham

control?  Poison  Ivy:  she’s  been  mostly  harmless.  An

environmental  fanatic,  but  harmless.”  Luke  could  have

sworn he heard Bruce ticking the items off on his fingers. 

“Harley Quinn: not so harmless, but has been quiet since

her ex-boyfriend went to Arkham. So the way I see it, this

newcomer—Catwoman, whatever you call her— she’s the

ringleader.” 

“I know.” 

“She’s the one you need to lock up,” Bruce went on. 

“I know,” Luke snapped. 

Another  one  of  Bruce’s  Pauses.  “I  should  come

back.” 

“No,” Luke growled. “You should not. One, I’ve got it

under control;  two,  you’ve got your own mission to deal

with.” That Bruce still hadn’t told Luke about. 

Luke  felt  just  a  tinge  guilty—just  a  tinge.  Because

aggravation  aside,  the  idea  of  seeing  Bruce  go  head-to-

head with Catwoman…It made something in his stomach

twist a bit. Just enough that he didn’t want Bruce coming

home anytime soon, mission or no. 

Bruce sighed tightly. “Call if you need anything.” 

Luke debated reminding Bruce that he wasn’t some

underling, but only said, “Sure, man.” Bruce terminated

the call without further farewell. 

Luke sighed, staring at the built-in oak shelves of his

closet.  No,  he  didn’t  answer  to  Bruce.  Never  had  and

never would. But he did owe this city some semblance of

safety. 

Taking  a  moment  to  gather  himself,  Luke  loosed  a

long  breath  before  heading  back  into  the  living  room. 

“Sorry  about  that,”  he  said,  setting  the  phone  on  the

coffee table before sitting on the couch once more. 

Holly lifted a groomed brow. “Friend of yours?” 

“He’s my boss, so…yeah?” 

“I thought your father was the CEO.” 

“He is, but it’s the Wayne family’s company.” 

“And  I  suppose  you  and  Bruce  Wayne  are  card-

carrying members of the Rich Kids Club.” 

“And you’re not?” 

She blinked at him. “It’s different for boys.” 

He  leaned  back  on  the  cushions.  “Yeah,  yeah.  Says

the girl who told me Europe was  boring.” 

Holly rolled her eyes. “A bit of posturing.” 

“Why did you come here, then?” 

The amusement on her face died. Went quiet. Those

green eyes again wary and distant. 

Luke pressed, wondering if he sounded like an idiot

as  he  asked  as  casually  as  he  could,  “Bad  breakup  or

something?” 

Holly  swallowed.  “You  could  say  that.  I  wanted…a

fresh start.” 

He  tucked  his  hands  behind  his  head.  “Well,  I’m

glad you did.” 

“Was that a  nice thing you just said to me?” 

Luke chuckled. “Smart-ass.” He pointed toward the

TV with the remote. “Pick a movie. Any movie.” 

A challenge and dare. Her green eyes flickered with

it. “All right.  Carousel. ” 

“The musical?” 

“You know it?” 

“I saw the revival on Broadway a few years back.” He

shrugged. “Carousel it is.” 

“No, no, let’s watch something  you want—” 

“Backing out of it now that I called your bluff?” 

Holly  crossed  her  arms.  Luke  chuckled,  switching

over to his streaming service and finding the movie. But

as the overture started, he could have sworn he saw her

smiling. 

—

There was sand, and blood, and screaming. 

His  body  was  on  fire,  shrapnel  turning  into  claws

that  dug  deep  and  shredded.  Limbs  rained,  blood

sprayed,  and  he  could  do  nothing  while  they  died  and

died  around  him,  while  the  world  turned  over  and  his

ears  hollowed  out,  and  he  knew  he  was  never  going

home,  would  never  see  his  mom  or  dad,  would  never

make it home—

“Luke.” 

He  was  going  to  die  here,  in  this  place  where  he’d

come  to  prove  something—to  himself,  his  parents,  the

world. To prove he wasn’t some spoiled brat, to fill some

hole  inside  himself.  Now  he  was  full  of  countless  holes, 

bleeding out—

 “Luke!” 

He  couldn’t  stop  it.  The  blood,  the  dying.  Couldn’t

move to help his friends, screaming in pain. Or the ones

so still—not screaming at all. 

 “LUKE!” 

The shouting tugged at him, but it was the pain that

slammed him home. 

His face stung, and he blinked, blinked and gasped

for air, trying to reconfigure where he was, in the blue-lit

dimness—

“You are in your apartment in Gotham City,” said a

steady female voice. “You are alive.” 

Luke  shook,  unable  to  halt  the  tremors,  the

mortification  now  burning  up  his  face,  or  the  nausea

rising up in him—

He ran. Not for the bathroom but for the balcony. 

Fresh air. He needed fresh air. 

He  reached  the  door  when  two  strong,  slim  hands

grabbed his shirt. Tugged him into a stop. “Luke—” 

“Fresh air,” he got out. 

Those  hands  loosened  their  grip,  but  remained

steady on him. One slid around his waist. 

Holly. 

Holly Vanderhees. 

She  brought  him  to  the  railing.  Let  him  brace  his

arms against it, head hanging in the brisk wind, peering

toward  the  drop  below  as  he  rallied  himself,  steadied

himself. 

“You must have nodded off.” Right. After the movie

had ended, he’d switched to regular cable news and she’d

stayed to watch, and he’d been so warm and comfortable. 

“What  can  I  get  you?”  Her  voice  was  a  low,  steady

purr. And familiar. That tone. That calm—

“I’m fine,” he said, his voice raw. He must have been

screaming. “It’s just the…” He sucked in another lungful, 

working through his breathing the way the therapist had

taught him. “This happens. Since I came home.” 

She was so silent that he glanced toward her. 

He didn’t find the pity he expected. Or the fear. 

Only—surprise. Something else he couldn’t place. 

But it was gone with a few blinks. She brushed sweat

from his brow with her bare fingers. She did it again on

his other temple. Then his cheek. The other one. 

Tears. 

She  said  quietly,  “I  understand.  My  mother  was…

abusive.” 

The nightmares, the horror, eddied out of his head. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Her mother was dead, he reminded himself. If only

so  that  he  didn’t  contemplate  hunting  her  down  and

putting her behind bars. 

“I  still  remember  it,  too.  When  she’d  come  home

drunk  or  high.  Sometimes  both.  I  still  hear  her…rants. 

Still  remember  shaking  in  terror  because  I  knew  what

was coming.” 

Abuse  happened  at  every  level  of  society.  Even  the

highest one. It made him sick to be reminded of this by

hearing what Holly had gone through. 

“She  broke  my  arm  once.  When  I  was  ten.  And  it’s

such  a  stupid  cliché,  but  I  told  the  hospital  that  I  fell

while climbing a tree.” 

His  stomach  churned  as  he  glanced  at  the  arm  she

now touched, like she could still feel that broken bone. 

“Did  your  dad…?”  Her  parents  were  both  dead; 

asking was dangerous territory, yet—

“He  was  never  there.  Didn’t  even  know  it

happened.”  He  stared  at  her,  and  Holly  did  not  look

away. “I know what it’s like,” she said quietly. “To have

those nightmares.” 

Luke  swallowed,  his  heartbeat  at  last  calming,  his

breath evening out as he focused on Holly and her voice. 

“We both survived,” he rasped. “We both made it out.” 

Again,  that  flicker  of  emotion  in  her  eyes  that  he

could not place. “We did,” she replied, her arm brushing

against  his.  That  arm  that  had  seen  such  pain,  such

ugliness. 

He studied their touching arms. The fingers that had

so  gently  wiped  the  tears  from  his  face.  He  hooked  a

finger  under  her  chin,  lifting  her  head  to  find  her  eyes


upon him. 

Luke  found  himself  not  caring  about  who  might  be

watching from the buildings around them, the street far

below.  He  didn’t  really  care  about  much  at  all  as  he

leaned in and kissed her. 

Or tried to. 

Holly pulled away. 

His  gut  dropped  and  twisted,  his  face  heating

instantly as she recoiled. Rejected him. 

Bad breakup, she’d said. And from the grimace he’d

seen  when  they’d  danced  to  that  song  the  other  night, 

she still wasn’t over whoever had broken her heart. “I’m

sorry,” she blurted. 

“You don’t need to apologize.” Her choice—it would

always be her choice if she wished to kiss him or not. “It’s

fine.” 

Those green eyes darted over him. “I’m not what you

need, Luke.” 

“Don’t  assume  you  know  what  I  need.”  The  words

burst from him before he could restrain them. 

She  backed  away  from  the  balcony,  swallowing. 

Color high on her cheeks. 

His voice was hoarse as he demanded, “Does it scare

you?”  This nightmare I can’t control? 

“No—never.”  There  was  enough  raw  honesty  in  her

voice  that  he  was  tempted  to  believe  her.  She  still  kept

backing  toward  the  balcony  doors.  “My  life  is

complicated. You are a good man, Luke.” 

And  the  way  she  said  it…“Are  you  in  some  sort  of

trouble?” He’d find a way to help her; Batwing could find

some way. 

“My life is complicated,” she repeated. “It’s unfair to

make promises.” 

And  before  he  could  find  out  what  that  meant,  she

was gone. 

—

Luke was spoiling for a fight with some of Gotham City’s

worst. To do  something to stop them. 

He knew that the moment he woke up the next day. 

When he donned his tux for the GCPD event that night. 

When he arrived and danced his way through the party. 

Waiting—for  her.  The  one  who  could  give  him  the

fight he was looking for. 

He’d  seen  her  with  Tigris.  He  knew  that  he  could

throw everything he was at her and she wouldn’t break. 

Tonight  it   ended.  No  more  fooling  around,  no  more

letting  her  edge  past  him.  If  she  and  her  two   besties

showed up tonight, they would find themselves leaving in

handcuffs. 

Luke tried his best to focus on the job at hand, and

not to glance at Holly. Holly, beautiful in seafoam green, 

who kept looking like she’d approach him all night. 

Luke made a point not to get near enough to let her. 

To always have a dance partner. 

He knew he was being a jerk. What Elise would call

 immature man-baby bullshit,  but he didn’t care. 

He had bigger things to worry about than kissing his

neighbor. Or failing to. 

So  Luke  stood  in  the  crowd,  champagne  in  hand, 

while  Gordon  got  up  on  the  stage  to  make  a  toast.  The

time  for  Catwoman,  Harley,  and  Ivy  to  strike  would  be

 now.   When  everyone  was  watching  and  the  cameras

were rolling. 

Yet  Gordon,  clad  in  a  tux,  his  auburn  hair  slicked

back for once, got through his speech about the ongoing

efforts of the GCPD to build bonds with the people of this

city,  saluting  the  men  and  women  in  uniform  who

worked tirelessly to make it a safer place. Some of what

he  said  was  bullshit,  but  most  of  it  was  born  out  of

Gordon’s  genuine  hope  and  belief  that  the  GCPD  could

rise  above  its  past  and  current  history  and  become

something   better.   Gordon  paused  only  once  to  glance

down  at  his  phone,  and  then  he  saluted  the  assembled

cops.  Luke  followed  the  crowd  in  lifting  a  glass  to  the

officers as well. 

Luke  casually  followed  the  men  and  women  at  his

table—top  city  officials—toward  where  Gordon  now

stood  to  the  left  of  the  stage,  speaking  quietly  to  those

gathered. No one noticed Luke standing off to the side as

Gordon  softly  announced,  “When  I  tell  you  what  I’m

about to say, I want no signs of panic. You act normal.” 

Luke’s blood began to pound. 

Gordon went on, “The chemical factory in Otisburg

was robbed an hour ago.” 

Catwoman  wasn’t  going  to  come,  Luke  realized  as

Gordon spoke. 

She’d  taken  advantage  of  every  top  cop  in  the  city, 

every resource, being focused here instead. Focused here

because—

“Poison Ivy was spotted driving off with a semi full

of  chemicals.”  Shit.  Shit.   Gordon’s  throat  bobbed.  He

said so quietly Luke had to lean in to hear it, “And Harley

Quinn just used her extensive knowledge of explosives to

blow  up  another  wall  of  Blackgate  Penitentiary.  She’s

freed  key  members  of  the  Joker’s  gang.  His  Numbers

Two, Three, and Four.” 

Luke’s blood went cold. 

Gordon said, “We move now. Don’t breathe a word. 

They need to be recaptured before the press knows.” 

Gordon’s  people  began  asking  questions  as  Luke

stalked toward the exit. 

Holly caught his eye as he passed, her brows rising

high. As if she’d spotted Gordon’s little conference—had

seen him listening in. 

Luke  gave  her  a  cold,  bored  stare  in  exchange  and

prowled out. 

Fast. He had to act fast. 

Because if the Joker’s top three guys were out of jail, 

then bad, bad things were about to happen. 
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Luke knew their names, their long, long list of crimes. 

Honestly,  it  might  have  felt  like  a  joke,  taking  on

three guys named Smiles, Bozo, and Chuckles. But these

guys were far from well-meaning clowns. 

He  soared  over  the  East  End,  his  suit  providing

readouts of the people below. None matched the known

height,  weight,  and  description  of  the  Joker’s  top  three

men. 

His heart hammered in his chest, even as he tried to

calm it. This rush, right before a fight, before launching

himself into the fray. There had been some nights, when

he  first  returned  home,  when  this  rush  was  the  only

 feeling he’d had in days. It had made it easier, back then, 

to  head  out  into  Gotham  City’s  shadows.  To  know  this

adrenaline pumping through him was waiting. 

He’d found balance since then. But even now, as his

wings caught an updraft and he  soared…Yeah, he loved

that rush. 

Loved how it expanded, as if it would fill the entire

world,  and  then  narrowed—focusing  right  as  he  saw

them. 

Honing  that  rush  directly  on  the  three  men  who

stalked down an alley, one with a baseball bat slung over

a shoulder, one with what seemed to be a chain wrapped

around his fist, and the other…What looked to be a long, 

wicked  knife  glinted  in  the  dimness.  They  hadn’t  even

bothered to ditch their jumpsuits. 

Luke banked, checking his speed. 

Three against one—not bad odds. But these weren’t

ordinary men. 

There  was  a  dark,  wet  stain  on  the  back  of  the  tall, 

slender  one  in  the  center—Bozo.  Not  his  blood,  the  suit

told Luke. But someone else’s. The chain dangling from

Bozo’s hand had blood on it, too. 

Jesus. 

Chuckles’s  baseball  bat,  propped  against  his  broad, 

meaty shoulder—those were nails sticking out of the tip. 

Big ones. 

Luke  lowered  himself,  closer  and  closer  to  the

opposite end of the alley. Ambushing from behind would

work in his favor. 

It went against every bit of training in the ring, felt

cowardly  even  against  these  men,  but…It  was  Smiles, 

slender,  average  height,  and  the  Joker’s  Number  Two, 

who held that large knife. 

Smiles  hadn’t  become  Number  Two  because  of  a

pleasantness  of  personality.  No,  Luke  knew  that

nickname came from  Smiles While Killing. Smiles While

 Robbing.  Smiles  While  Doing  Whatever  Evil  the  Joker

 Commands. 

It  was  Smiles  who  Luke  had  to  look  out  for.  And

Smiles  who  made  him  dim  his  suit  lights  to  darkness, 

land near-silently on the alley floor, and free a Batarang

from his suit. He’d modified the simple metal design in

his  lab.  This,  at  a  signal  from  his  suit,  would  inflict  as

much of an electric shock as a Taser. 

One of his friends overseas had been a sniper. Luke

had  talked  with  her  countless  times  about  how  she

calculated  distance  and  wind  and  light  and  movement. 

She’d never missed a shot. 

The  three  men  reached  the  edge  of  the  alley,  still

unaware of his presence behind them. 

Luke  lined  up  his  shot,  then  freed  two  more

Batarangs for his second and third, anticipating how the

other two might scatter. 

His job wasn’t to kill them. 

He’d seen enough of that overseas for a lifetime. Still

discussed it in group therapy with the others. 

The  victims  of  these  men  deserved  justice— real

justice,  through  a  court  of  law.  Not  vigilantism.  And  as

screwed  up  and  evil  as  these  men  were…they  had  some

right to a trial, too. 

Luke fired the Batarang at Smiles’s wiry frame. 

But the Joker’s Second must have heard the buzz of

the electric charge. 

Faster than Luke had expected, Smiles grabbed Bozo

and  whirled,  the  Joker’s  Number  Four  pressed  against

his chest. 

A human shield. 

The  Batarang  hit  Bozo  right  in  the  chest,  stunning

him.  The  chains  jangled  as  they  hit  the  concrete,  Bozo

following them. Utterly unconscious. 

As  Luke  had  anticipated,  Chuckles  whirled  toward

his companion, rather than run for cover. Luke fired his

second Batarang, right where he’d calculated. 

Chuckles  and  his  baseball  bat  thudded  on  the

ground. 

Smiles  sized  up  the  alley,  his  pale  face  gaunt  and

sneering. “Come out, come out,” he whispered, his voice

high  and  reedy.  A  poor  imitation  of  the  Joker’s  natural

bone-chilling  voice.  “No  one  likes  a  party  pooper.”  He

beckoned  with  his  long  knife.  It  glinted,  catching  the

light of the streetlamp. 

One against one: much better odds. 

Luke stepped out of the shadows, letting the insignia

on his chest flare brightly. 

Smiles  grinned  crookedly,  dancing  on  his  feet—an

uneven, unbalanced move. Something he’d seen plenty of

people do when they thought they knew about boxing. It

only  served  to  make  his  center  of  balance  unwieldy. 

“Catch  me  if  you  can,”  Smiles  whispered,  and  sprinted

away. 

Let him run. Luke was already dialing the GCPD. He

had  learned  early  on  that  he  risked  losing  two

unconscious  criminals  if  he  didn’t  make  sure  they  were

secure before going after a third on the run. 

It  was  a  matter  of  a  few  minutes  to  get  Bozo  and

Chuckles tied to a lamppost, sirens sounding from a few

blocks away. 

Good. 

With  patrol  cars  swarming  down  the  block,  Luke

leapt into the skies, scanning the streets below. 

It had been five minutes max. But a great deal could

happen  in  five  minutes  in  Gotham  City.  There  were

sewer  entrances  everywhere—the  preferred  route  of

many of the city’s worst. 

 There.   Sprinting  toward  the  docks,  that  knife

shining in the dark. 

Smart,  yes,  but  untrained.  Unaware  that  the  glint

was a dead giveaway. 

Smiles turned a corner in the labyrinth of dockside

warehouses. Heading for the small marina. Luke banked

right and landed in the shadows just north of his route. 

Only  to  discover  that  Smiles  had  found  a  way

 through the warehouses, rather than around them. 

As Luke landed, the alerts on his helmet flared, and

—

He ducked, falling back as Smiles slashed at him. 

Not  fast  enough.  The  knife  dragged  along  his  side. 

Sundering metal plates. And flesh. 

Luke  swore,  shutting  out  the  pain,  despite  the

warmth of blood filling his suit. 

On  an  unarmored  person,  that  blow  would  have

gutted them like a fish. 

Smiles  smirked  at  the  blade,  the  blood  on  it.  “You

know how much this DNA will sell for?” 

Luke’s blood leaked from him. Dangerously fast. 

He had to end it now. 

“Too bad you won’t find out,” Luke said, and moved. 

His  suit  insignia  flared,  bright  as  the  flash  on  a

camera bulb. Blinding Smiles, throwing him off-balance

—

Luke  barreled  into  him.  Slammed  a  palm  into  his

elbow,  forcing  his  fingers  to  splay  and  drop  the  knife, 

then  blasted  his  fist  into  Smiles’s  face  in  a  decimating

right hook. 

Bone crushed and blood sprayed. 

Luke wasn’t done yet. As Smiles reeled to the right, 

Luke  swept  his  leg  out,  turning  the  criminal’s  already

uneven balance against him. 

Smiles  went  crashing  to  the  wooden  planks, 

groaning. 

Luke  was  on  him  in  an  instant,  his  Batarang  firing

right onto his chest. 

Smiles  slumped  against  the  planks,  nose  leaking. 

Unconscious. 

Luke  didn’t  dare  pause  and  let  his  adrenaline  wear

off. Not with a wound leaking down his side, not with the

pain barking through him at every movement. 

He  managed  to  make  another  call  to  GCPD  before

he hurled Smiles’s knife into the dark river, sending his

own DNA washing away, hoisted the slim criminal over a

shoulder,  and  carried  him  out  of  the  docks.  Here,  any

manner of lowlife might easily find him. 

Luke gritted his teeth with every step. But he made

it. 

And  when  Smiles  was  chained  to  a  post  office  box, 

whimpering  into  consciousness  as  cops  began  arriving

on the scene, Luke managed to leap to a nearby rooftop. 

Gotham  City  had  never  seemed  so  large.  Endless. 

He’d have to make it home before he could risk pausing

to catch his breath. He could barely focus enough to land

and tuck in his wings. 

And find her waiting for him. 

Catwoman  let  out  a  sultry  laugh.  “Did  you  wait  for

me at the gala tonight?” 

He  had.  And  she’d  made  a  fool  of  the  GCPD  on  a

night in their honor. 

Luke lunged for her. 

But  his  body  chose  right  then  and  there  to  remind

him that it had its limits. And they had been reached and

then some tonight. 

His  step  forward  turned  into  a  sway  back.  Back, 

back, back as darkness closed in. 

Clawed  hands  reached  for  him  as  the  drop  off  the

roof loomed. 

—

Luke barely remembered how they got there. 

How  he  didn’t  wind  up  shoved  off  that  roof  and

splattered on the street below. 

Everything was veiled in a pain-filled fog. The slice

to his ribs must have been deeper than he’d realized. He

had  the  vague  sense  of  being  half  carried.  Of  a  slender

body  holding  him  upright,  helping  him  down  and  over

things…But  he  had  no  idea  where  he  was  when  she  led

him  into  a  small,  yet  clean,  apartment.  Dark  and  quiet. 

All  he  knew  was  that  it  wasn’t  his  apartment.  A  shiver

skittered down his spine. 

The  bedroom  she  shut  them  in  was  also  neat  and

tidy. Pretty, but not fancy—no sign of wealth in the aging

paint,  the  chipped  dresser.  The  mattress  she  plunked

him  on  groaned  softly  beneath  the  weight  of  him  in  his

suit. 

She’d  given  him  something  before  they’d  started

walking,  he  remembered.  A  shot  injected  through  the

small  sliver  of  skin  between  his  neck  and  shoulder. 

Adrenaline—or  a  compound  like  it.  It  had  steadied  him

enough  to  move.  And  now  it  seemed  to  be  kicking  in

more. Clarifying things. 

A  small  light  clicked  on,  dusting  Catwoman’s  black

suit in its golden glow. 

She  took  a  seat  beside  him  and  said,  “Either  I  can

patch  this  up  for  you  here,  or  I  can  take  you  to  the

hospital.” 

Luke  managed  a  half  smile.  “You  offer  me  another

option  now?” 

She didn’t answer, instead opening a small pouch in

her utility belt to remove what seemed to be bandages, a

sterile  needle,  and  thread.  Along  with  two  vials  of  what

had to be antiseptic and some local numbing agent. 

“You know how to use that stuff?” 

“A skill I picked up at the League,” she said, bending

to examine the gash visible through his armor. “Can you

remove this?” 

Luke  hesitated.  The  helmet  and  the  suit  were

separate, but taking off the suit required more movement

than  he  could  muster  right  now,  and  being  prostrate

before  her,  his  brown  skin  exposed—well,  it’d  certainly

narrow any potential list she had for who Batwing might

truly be. There were plenty of black guys in Gotham City, 

but ones who might have access to tech like this? 

She  didn’t  wait  for  him  to  decide.  The  drug  she’d

given him or perhaps his blood loss made him unable to

react fast enough, to block her, as she flicked a steel claw

free and carefully sliced away sections of bloodied metal. 

Carving  out  a  hole  in  his  suit,  as  easily  as  she’d  sliced

that circle in the glass display case at his family’s estate. 

Luke  watched,  his  head  heavy,  while  she  removed

the  overlapping  metal  scales,  setting  them  on  the  bed. 

“You’ll  have  to  take  those  with  you,  or  else  the  DNA

might be a problem,” she advised. 

She was right. If someone analyzed it and matched it

against  the  Marines  database,  his  cover  would  be

completely blown. 

Catwoman  adjusted  something  in  her  helmet’s

lenses as she examined the wound. “No signs of foreign

objects inside,” she said, more to herself than to him. 

“Your helmet can tell you that?” 

“Among other things.” 

He hissed as she dabbed the antiseptic onto the slice

down  his  ribs.  And  just  to  keep  himself  from  thinking

about  what  she  was  going  to  do  with  that  needle  and

thread, Luke asked, “Where did you get that suit?” 

She  stabbed  him  with  a  syringe,  numbing  the  area. 

“I  made  it  myself.”  Perhaps  she  had  a  shred  of  pity  for

him, because she went on, as if to distract him from the

stitches.  “I’ve  always  loved  science  and  technology.”  A

rasp  of  laughter,  muffled  by  that  helmet.  “I  won  a  state

science competition when I was a kid. It probably put me

on  the  League’s  radar  long  before  I  even  knew  they

existed.” 

He  tucked  away  those  facts.  State—she’d  likely

grown up in America. He opened his mouth, then shut it. 

Admitting his own passion for science would only let her

gather  facts  of  her  own  on  him.  “That  suit  must  have

taken forever to make.” 

“The  base  model  belonged  to  the  League.”  Her

needle  glinted  as  it  rose  and  fell.  Luke  shut  out  the

strange  sensation  of  thread  passing  through  numbed

skin. “I modified it to meet my specifications.” 

“Like the cat ears and claws.” 

Another rasp of laughter. “Like those.” 

“Why the cat stuff?” 

“Why the bat stuff?” 

She had him there. “It was part of a larger theme.” 

“Your…colleague’s theme, I assume.” 

Luke  avoided  the  urge  to  shrug,  considering  she

currently had a needle in his skin. “Really, though: why

the cat motif?” 

Another few passes of the needle and she was done, 

tying  off  the  stitches.  Luke  dared  a  look—and  found  a

neat,  precise  line  down  his  ribs.  She  leaned  back, 

gathering  up  the  needle  and  remaining  thread  in  the

plastic  case  they’d  come  in,  along  with  the  various

needles  and  wipes.  She  handed  them  to  him,  and  Luke

blinked. 

Right.  They  were  covered  in  his  blood.  His  DNA. 

And  yet—there  she  was,  handing  it  over.  Dousing  her

own  gloved  hands  in  sanitizer  once  again,  wiping  away

any trace of him from her. 

“I had a stupid nickname at the League,” she said at

last.  “So  I  took  back  the  symbol  for  myself.  Decided  I

liked  it.  The  other  assassins  had  their  own  personal

touches,  so  I  made  this”—a  wave  of  the  hand  to

encompass  her  claws,  her  eared  helmet—“to  reflect

my own.” 

“It’s impressive work.” 

“Did you make your suit?” 

The answer to  that might lead to too many questions

—and answers. “Parts of it.” Not a lie, not entirely. Some

of the tech  had been made by others. Like the robots in

the lab. 

Her head angled, and Luke followed the line of her

vision  to  his  side.  Not  on  stitches  she’d  made,  but  the

scars he realized were showing. 

The  tail  end  of  the  big  scar  that  sliced  down  his

chest, ending right near the bottom of his ribs. 

He didn’t move as she traced a claw over it, leaving

his skin prickling in her wake. He waited for the question

about  it,  building  the  lie  on  his  tongue:  one  of  the

underworld cronies had given it to him, not that piece of

shrapnel that tore through his body. His very existence. 

Instead, she asked, “Who hurt you tonight?” 

The  question  was  icy.  The  coldness  not  directed  at

him,  but  at  whoever  was  behind  the  wound.  As  if  she’d

hunt him down and hurt him for it. 

Luke was grateful for the mask covering his face as

he blinked in surprise. He managed to say, “You should

know. You freed him.” 

She went still for a heartbeat. “You caught him.” 

“I caught all of them.” 

Silence. 

She stood, stalking to the windows and shutting the

curtains over the blinds. Cutting off the streetlight. Then

she  opened  up  a  drawer,  fished  out  what  seemed  to  be

two sweaters, and shoved them in the crack between the

door and the floor. She still managed to navigate the way

back  to  the  bed,  as  if  she’d  mapped  the  entire  room

already. 

In the pitch black, he heard the hiss and click of her

helmet coming off. Heard the soft sigh of her hair being

freed. Felt the slight weight of the helmet as she set it on

the  mattress  behind  them.  He  waited,  heart  thundering

in his chest. 

She said, voice low, “Take off your helmet.” 

Luke couldn’t help but obey. His side barked in pain

at the movement, but he lifted his hands to either side of

his head and pulled it off. Cool air kissed his skin. 

Both of them utterly blind here in the darkness. 

“I should arrest you,” he managed to say. 

“You should,” she agreed, and he could have sworn

he heard her smile. “But you won’t.” 

“We shouldn’t be doing this.” 

“We’re not doing anything yet.” 

It  was  the  wry  humor  in  her  voice  that  had  him

facing  her  fully.  Had  him  lifting  a  hand  to  where  he

sensed her face would be and tracing her features. Soft, 

warm skin greeted him. And her hair, tied back from her

face…Straight. Silken—thick. 

Luke ran a hand from her hair down the column of

her  neck.  Could  have  sworn  her  breathing  became

uneven. He brushed a finger over the line where her skin

met her suit. 

“Why did you bother saving me tonight?” 

Metal and leather hissed as she removed her gloves. 

Slender  hands  found  his  hand  resting  on  his  thigh. 

Turned  his  hand  over  and  brushed  over  the  calluses  on

his palm. “Because we’re two sides of the same coin.” 

“Really?  You  and  I  have  a  lot  in  common?”  He

couldn’t  stop  tracing  the  line  of  her  neck.  His  thumb

found  the  hollow  of  her  collarbone  and  settled,  letting

her pounding pulse hammer into his skin. “You’re trying

to destabilize my city. I’m trying to save it.” 

Through the barrier of his suit, he could barely feel

her hands making a path up his leg, up his stomach, his

chest. “Is there that much worth saving?” 

“You said there are good people here, that I should

protect them.” 

“What  about  the  corruption,  the  broken  systems? 

Are they worth saving?” 

“They  are  a  part  of  this  city—and  people  like  that

always benefit from chaos.” 

“Not  permanent  chaos,”  she  said.  “Just…

temporary.” 

“Just long enough for you to sell whatever you stole

from Nyssa to the highest bidder?” 

Again, he heard that smile in her voice. “Perhaps.” 

He  opened  his  mouth,  but  she  asked,  “Don’t  you

ever get bored of fighting for the  good side?” 

“No. It was a part of who I am long before I ever put

on this suit.” 

Her  hands  explored  down  his  chest,  to  the  scar

down  his  torso.  Luke  shuddered  as  her  fingertips

whispered over the thick scar tissue. “Such a noble hero.” 

She dragged a finger over that scar again. 

“Why are you here?” Not in Gotham City—but in this

room. With him. 

Her  fingers  paused.  And  as  her  breath  fanned  over

his  mouth,  he  realized  how  close  they’d  drifted.  Felt

every  inch  of  her  thigh  pressed  against  his,  the  warmth

seeping  from  her.  Not  the  coldblooded  creature  of

shadows  that  she  appeared,  but  someone  alive  and

burning. “I can  not be here, if you want.” 

She  started  to  rise,  and  Luke’s  body  barked  in

protest  as  he  lunged  for  her,  grabbing  her  arm  and

dragging her back to the bed. The suit beneath his hands

was  flexible,  yet  hard,  some  material  he  couldn’t  place. 

But the shape of her body beneath it—“Don’t,” he said. 

“Don’t what?” she purred. 

“Don’t leave me in the dark,” he said quietly. 

She knew he didn’t mean the request as simply what

it was:  Don’t leave me alone in the darkness. This place

 where we both exist, yet serve different callings. 

Her  fingers  ghosted  over  his  face.  His  nose,  his

mouth. 

As  she  made  to  pull  her  hand  away,  Luke  gripped

her fingers in his, interlacing their hands, and kissed her. 

—

The kiss was soft, yet left no room for questions. 

And Selina realized she might very well have lost her

mind  as  she  leaned  into  it.  Answering  his  kiss  with  her

own. 

Warm—he was so warm. 

She could not remember the last time someone had

held her. 

When she’d seen him on the roof, when he’d swayed

and she’d spotted the blood leaking from his side, it had

been blind instinct to save him. Just as it was now blind

instinct  to  slide  her  arms  around  his  neck  and  press

close. 

Here  in  the  dark,  in  the  silence,  she  let  him. 

Breathed him in. 

His  tongue  traced  the  seam  of  her  lips  in  quiet

request, and a small noise came out of Selina as he tasted

her. Gently—then deeply. 

His scar, that brutal scar slicing down his chest…

She wanted to tell him. That she knew. 

And that she also knew that they were as unlikely a

pair as—

He nipped at her bottom lip. 

Every thought eddied from her head. 

She didn’t care. Didn’t care about any of it, anything

beyond this room and this man before her, and—

No. That wasn’t true. Would never be true. 

He sensed the shift in her, and pulled back, his lips

hovering over hers. “You okay?” 

His breathing was a jagged, uneven rasp. 

Not yet. She couldn’t afford to make mistakes yet. 

Selina leaned forward to kiss him. Once. Twice. 

His  hands  buried  themselves  in  her  hair,  his  body

shuddering as he seemed to yield to that kiss, to her. 

She  slid  into  his  lap,  his  hands  now  grazing  down

her back, lower—

He  didn’t  react  fast  enough,  didn’t  seem  to  realize

that the click in the forearm of her suit meant all was not

well. 

By the time the small needle punctured his neck, by

the time he grunted in surprise, she’d leapt off him. 

“You—” he started. 

Stopped. 

In  the  pure  dark,  she  couldn’t  see,  but  she  could

hear  as  his  breath  left  him  in  a  rush  and  his  powerful

body fell back onto the mattress. Unconscious. 

Selina scooped up her helmet, setting it on her head

but opting to keep the lenses away. 

It  had  been  an  unspoken  promise  of  trust—not  to

look. 

So  she  didn’t.  Even  as  she  opened  the  bedroom

window and vanished into the night. 
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Harley’s  hideout  in  an  abandoned  underground  subway

station was precisely the sort of place Selina would have

imagined  for  her:  chaotic,  colorful,  and  stocked  with

various weapons. 

It  seemed  that  the  circus  was  the  prevalent  theme. 

Amid  the  various  worn  pieces  of  furniture  were  vibrant

old  posters  of  fire-eaters  and  tightrope  walkers,  strands

of  lights  strung  up  across  the  vaulted  stone  space,  and

what  seemed  to  be  an  old  red-yellow-and-blue-striped

tent canvas had been converted into a curtain to conceal

a tiny bathroom in the far back of the round chamber. 

Selina didn’t even know what she was doing here. It

was  past  three,  and  they  were  likely  asleep,  but…She

needed to talk. To someone. Anyone. 

The thought of returning home to her apartment, to

pacing across the immaculate floors for the remainder of

the  night,  had  been  irritating  enough  that  instead  of

heading north, she’d come here. 

Ivy  had  answered  thirty  seconds  after  Selina

knocked on the dented metal door. 

Her red hair was up in a messy bun, black-rimmed

glasses were perched on her pert, freckled nose, and an

old  sweatshirt  with  faded  letters  that  read   Plants  Are

 People!  dangled off one shoulder. “What’s wrong?” 

Selina  had  leaned  against  the  grimy  doorframe. 

“Can’t a girl say hi?” 

“At three-fifteen in the morning?” But Ivy beckoned

her in, glancing around the dripping dark of the old train

tunnel. 

Selina  surveyed  the  space  again,  noting  the  desk

against  one  wall,  full  of  piles  of  those  little  circus-ball

bombs.  Some  were  only  half  formed,  left  in  pieces

beneath a magnifying glass and light. On the desk chair, 

Harley’s  bandolier  of  throwing  knives  draped  to  the

floor. 

“She’s certainly got the madcap villain’s lair down,” 

Selina observed. 

“She  views  this  as  the  ultimate  form  of  self-

expression.”  Ivy  waved  a  hand  toward  a  vine-covered

table  shoved  against  a  poster  of  a  lion  tamer.  The  table

was  covered  in  papers,  books,  and—plants.  “That’s  the

only self-expression I’m allowed to have here,” she said, 

chuckling.  “The  only  place  Harley   isn’t  allowed  to

‘decorate.’ ” 

The  plants  shimmered  and  writhed  under  the

sunlamps humming above them. “Your pets?” 

“My friends,” Ivy said, padding over to the table and

smiling  at  the  seven  potted  plants.  “Elizabeth,  Emma, 

Fanny, Catherine, Anne, Marianne, and Elinor.” 

Selina’s  brows  crossed  beneath  her  helmet.  “You

named them after Austen heroines?” 

Ivy  beamed  as  bright  as  the  twinkling  lights  strung

overhead.  “You’re  my  new  favorite  person.  No  one  ever

gets the reference—even Harley asked me what the hell I

was talking about.” 

Selina slid the lenses of her helmet up as she studied

the seven plants. “I’m more of a Brontë girl.” 

Ivy  waved  a  hand.  “Ugh,  Mr.  Rochester  is  gross. 

Darcy all the way.” 

Selina  grinned,  nodding  her  concession.  “Why  are

you up, anyway?” 

Ivy  pointed  to  the  laptop  half  buried  among  the

papers and books on the table. “Working.” 

“Where’s  Harley?”  No  sign  of  her  in  this

underground circus. 

Ivy slid into the swivel chair in front of the table and

twirled around. “Don’t know. She left a few hours ago in

a  hurry.  Hasn’t  come  back  since.”  Worry  darkened  her

eyes. “But she does that a lot. I try not to pry.” 

It  seemed  like  Ivy  never  wanted  to  pry,  to  push

Harley. Silence fell, and Ivy stared up at her. Waiting. 

Selina  blew  out  a  breath.  “I  may  or  may  not  have

made out with someone I shouldn’t have.” 

Ivy  grinned  rather  wickedly.  “Oh,  do  tell.”  Selina

knew the woman was well aware of who it had been. 

Selina  paced  across  the  worn,  star-flecked  blue

carpet,  past  the  three  large  mallets  leaning  against  the

red  velvet  fainting  couch.  “It  just…happened.  I  don’t

know.” 

“Was it good?” 

Selina sighed at the vaulted stone ceiling. “Yes. God, 

yes.” 

Ivy scanned her from head to toe. “So you came here

to tell me all the steamy details?” 

“I  came  here…I  don’t  even  know.”  She  glanced

toward  the  metal  door.  “I  should  let  you  work.”  She

grimaced,  desperate  for  any  way  out  of  this.  “What   are

you working on, anyway?” 

“Refining  the  formula  for  that  regenerative  salve  I

used  the  other  night.  And  don’t  try  to  change  the

subject.” 

But  Selina  asked,  “That  formula—are  you  going  to

sell it?” 

Ivy waved a hand. “It would require so many stupid

hoops  with  FDA  approval  that  there’s  no  way  I  could

really sell it. Especially with who I am.” 

“You  could  have  a  third  party  represent  you—stay

hidden.” 

“And have them get all the credit? No.” 

“So you’ll make this miraculous thing and not share

it?” 

Ivy frowned, propping her bare feet up on the table. 

One of the plants—Emma?—reached out a green tendril

and tickled her. Ivy laughed, toes curling. But the smile

faded again as she said, “I started down this road. I have

to face the consequences.” 

“You can change lanes—change the direction. There

are…there  are  a  lot  of  people  who  could  really  use  that

salve. You should find a way to share it with them.” 

“I  know,”  Ivy  said,  lowering  her  feet  to  the  blue

carpet.  “I  think  it  could  be  particularly  successful  with

burn victims. At least, it’s worked on me.” 

Selina  raised  a  brow,  scanning  Ivy’s  expanse  of

smooth skin. 

Ivy winced. “I may or may not have experimented on

myself—” 

“You  burned yourself?” 

Ivy waved a hand. “Just a little one.” 

“Jesus,” Selina said. “You need to get into a real lab.” 

Ivy  stiffened.  “I   did  have  a  real  lab.  Until  it  was

blown up.” 

“I mean with people. Other scientists to help you.” 

“You get a ‘real’ job, and I’ll get one, too.” 

Selina smiled. “Fair enough.” 

Ivy  gave  her  a  sly  look.  “You  still  haven’t  told  me

about your make-out.” 

Selina  glanced  to  the  metal  door  behind  her  and

started slinking toward it. 

“Don’t  you  even  dare  leave  without  telling  me  the

details,” Ivy said. She marched across the room, dodging

everything  from  discarded  fishnets  to  pink  wigs  to  a

cymbal-playing  monkey  toy.  Plopping  onto  the  red

fainting  couch  before  an  old  TV,  she  patted  the  worn

velvet beside her. “Time for some girl talk.” 

“I don’t know how to do girl talk,” Selina admitted, 

approaching the couch. 

“Good. Neither do I,” Ivy declared, smiling up at her. 

—

Luke groaned as he woke up, his head pounding, his side

a throbbing, aching mess. 

Daylight leaked in through the edges of the curtains. 

Not his house. He didn’t know  where she was, only

that she’d drugged him and left him here, a faint, floral

scent— her scent—still in his nose. 

Luke  lunged  for  his  helmet,  biting  down  a  shout  of

pain  as  the  skin  along  his  ribs  pulled.  He  jammed  the

helmet onto his head, flicking the lenses over his eyes as

he  gathered  up  the  scales  of  armor  she’d  ripped  away, 

depositing them into his Utility Belt pouches, along with

the stitching kit she’d used on him. No DNA left behind. 

Luke  opened  the  bedroom  door,  kicking  away  the

wool sweaters she’d used to cut off any light. Any trace of

her  beyond  the  feel  of  her  body,  the  heat  of  her  mouth, 

the scent of her hair and skin—

He  was  grinding  his  teeth,  buckling  on  his  Utility

Belt as he stormed for where he assumed the front door

would be. 

Right  into  the  kitchen  of  Commissioner  Gordon. 

Where Gordon, his teenage daughter, and his young son

were eating breakfast. 

Gordon’s  daughter  let  out  a  murmur  of  alarm,  his

son  a  cry  of  delight,  and  Gordon  himself…He  dropped

his cereal-filled spoon right onto the small kitchen table. 

“Good morning” was all Luke could think to say, and

headed for the front door just past the table. 

Gordon recovered enough to say, “Good morning to

you, too.” 

His  son  whispered,  reverent  and  overjoyed, 

 “Batwing.” 

Luke smiled beneath his helmet and went so far as

to ruffle the boy’s dark hair as he passed. 

Gordon’s daughter spotted his ribs first. “Are you all

right?” 

Gordon’s  attention  shot  to  the  bare  skin,  the

stitches. He rose from his chair. “Jesus—” 

Luke knew Gordon would never say anything—none

of  them  would—but  it  wouldn’t  surprise  him  if  some  of

the  shock  on  the  man’s  face  had  to  do  with  the  brown

skin  peeking  through  Batwing’s  suit.  “I’m  fine,”  Luke

said, reaching the front door. “Totally fine.” He glanced

toward Gordon’s son. “Just making sure all is well in the

neighborhood.” 

They  just  watched  him,  wide-eyed,  as  he  unlocked

the door and headed into the hall. 

Oh,  she’d  known  precisely  whose  apartment  she’d

brought him to. He didn’t know whether to be furious or

amused. 

From the smile tugging on his mouth…Luke fought

it and made a quick exit down the building stairs. As he

headed  for  the  nearest  rooftop,  Luke  realized  that  he’d

slept  through  the  night.  And  hadn’t  been  woken  once. 

Hadn’t had one nightmare. 
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Harley  was  leaning  against  the  brick  wall  of  the  alley

when  Selina  and  Ivy  arrived  the  next  night.  No  sign  of

the  boy  shorts  and  fishnets.  Just  two-tone  leggings, 

boots, and a tiny ball-bomb in either hand. 

“New outfit?” Selina asked, but Ivy had gone still at

her side. Nervous. 

“No more robberies,” Harley said, her face hard and

cold. 

“Well, I’m sure the Gotham Antiquities Museum will

be  sorry  to  hear  that  our  appointment  tonight  is

canceled,”  Selina  said,  sizing  up  the  space  between

Harley and Ivy. 

When  she’d  called  Ivy  this  afternoon  with  the  time

and location for their next rendezvous, she hadn’t hinted

at anything between them being amiss, but—

Selina halted a healthy distance away. 

Harley’s  eyes  remained  on  her,  though.  As  if  Ivy

didn’t exist. “I want the Joker out of Arkham  now.” 

Selina  kept  her  arms  within  casual  distance  of  her

weapons,  not  daring  to  let  her  claws  slide  free.  Not  yet. 

It’d signal a fight, and getting into it with Harley tonight

would not be good for her plans. 

She’d  humiliated  Gordon  and  the  GCPD.  Whether

he’d  figured  out  that  Batwing  had  been  dumped  in  his

guest room by her didn’t matter. It was only a matter of

time until they came for Catwoman. And only a matter of

time before Nyssa and Talia’s army arrived, too. Bringing

with it utter annihilation. 

“Wait  another  day  or  two,”  Selina  said  calmly,  her

voice the portrait of boredom. 

“We do it  now, ” Harley snapped. “We proved twice

now  that  we  can  break  someone  out.  And  I  have  it  on

good  authority  that  my  man’s  aware  of  us—of  our  little

shopping  spree  here  in  Gotham,  and  he’s   pissed  we’re

taking so long.” 

Ivy  flinched  at  the  two  words— my  man.  But  Ivy

countered  coolly,  “Arkham  is  a  different  beast  than  the

city prison, Harley.” 

“You’re siding with her?” Harley demanded. 

Perhaps  it  was  pity  for  the  pain  on  Ivy’s  face,  but

Selina  said,  “We  need  to  sell  some  of  what  we’ve  stolen

first. We need more cash to bribe the right people—” 

“Get the damn cash. We do this  now.” 

Harley aimed both of her bombs toward Selina. 

 “Harley,”  Ivy barked. 

“Shut  up,”  Harley  snarled,  not  taking  her  eyes  off

Selina as she advanced, thumb on the small trigger atop

each bomb. “Just  shut up, Ivy.” 

Selina calculated the distance between them. Harley

would not miss. 

“Wherever you’ve been hiding all the stolen shit, we

go there now.  Now. ” 

Ivy’s  face  had  gone  pale.  Use  your  gases,   Selina

silently willed her.  Stop this—

Harley  kept  a  safe  distance  away.  Knowing  that  if

she got close enough for Selina to reach her, those bombs

would be out of her hands. “Lead the way, Cat.” 

Selina  looked  to  Ivy,  who  shook  her  head  in

warning. And in apology. 

Love—as venomous as one of Ivy’s plants. 

“Let’s go, then,” Selina said, and started into a walk. 

—

This  particular  warehouse  in  the  docks  was  so  decrepit

even  the  lowlifes  didn’t  bother  with  it.  Didn’t  sniff

around,  or  look  at  the  hidden  lower  level,  the  trunks

inside. 

Harley kept her bombs at the ready the entire time

Selina unloaded whatever smaller stolen items the duffel

bag could carry, Ivy’s hands shaking as she helped. And

when they were done, Harley ordered, “Go find a buyer.” 

So  Selina  did.  With  Harley  breathing  unevenly

behind her, she led them through the maze of the slums, 

to the abandoned fish-processing plant at the river edge

of the Bowery. She’d placed the call with a burner phone

to  the  number  of  the  man  who  used  this  place  to  sell

things  that  couldn’t  be  traded  in  legal  markets.  And  as

they  entered  the  cavernous,  reeking  space,  Selina  said, 

“Now we wait.” 

“How  long,”  Harley  demanded.  Her  eyeliner  had

smudged,  some  running  down  the  side  of  her  face  in  a

mockery of tears. 

“No more than an hour,” Selina said calmly. 

Ivy  stepped  up  to  Selina’s  side.  “Harley—put  the

bombs down. We’re here now. It’s fine.” 

Harley only turned one of those bombs on Ivy. “The

hell it is.” 

Selina let out a quiet laugh, temper straining. “What

does that bastard have on you to get you to so easily turn

on  your  friends?”  On  Ivy,  who  loves  you  for  whatever

 reason I can’t see? 

Harley’s  own  laugh  was  broken—jagged.  “When  we

unleashed  the  Joker’s  men,  you  know  what  they  did? 

They went right to my mom’s house.” 

Selina’s heart stalled a beat. “Batwing brought them

in.” 

Harley  mimicked,  “Batwing  brought  them  in.”   She

spat  on  the  ground.  “Your  little  boyfriend  didn’t  get  to

them  fast  enough.  They  had  hours.  And  since   my

boyfriend knows who I am, he made sure those bastards

went to my mama’s house  first.” 

Selina’s  stomach  turned  over.  That’s  where  Harley

had  been  last  night,  why  she  hadn’t  been  at  the

apartment. “Is she all right—” 

“Don’t  pretend  that  you  give  a  shit.”  Harley’s  chest

heaved.  “He  told  her  to  tell   me  that  if  we  don’t  spring

him free immediately, he’ll make sure my mom receives

his own brand of justice.” 

Bile  coated  her  throat  as  Selina  pleaded,  “Put  the

bombs away, Harley. If they’re dragging your mom into

it, we won’t mess around. He’ll be out tonight. Just put

those bombs away.” 

Panic flared in Harley’s blue eyes, right beneath the

rage. “He is going to  hurt her—” 

“I  know,”  Selina  breathed.  “And  I  won’t  let  that

happen. I swear.” 

“Your promises are  shit, ” Harley hissed. “You think

we don’t know where you went last night? Who you went

with?” 

Selina  shot  Ivy  a  look.  So  much  for  a  code  of  not

screwing over allies. Ivy mouthed,  I’m sorry. 

Selina said to Harley, “It’s not what it seems.” 

“Part  of  the  game?”  Harley  mocked.  “Hooking  up

with the enemy?” 

“Put the bombs away, Harley,” Selina said. 

Ivy was shaking beside her, looking like she’d vomit

over  the  stained  concrete.  But  she  said,  voice  clear  and

steady,  “If  the  Joker  is  out,  Harley,  you  know  how  bad

things might—” 

“He  won’t touch you, ” Harley snapped at Ivy. “I  told

you that. You, my mom—you’re safe.” 

“But  what  about  the  other  people?”  Ivy  demanded, 

voice trembling. “What about them?” 

“Who  gives  a  shit?”  Harley’s  left  thumb  shifted  on

the bomb. 

“I do,” Ivy breathed. “I do,  Harley!” 

Selina  cut  in,  “If  the  buyer  sees  those  bombs,  you

can say goodbye to the bribe cash.” 

Harley leveled a seething look at her. “How about we

show him whatever’s under that mask instead—” 

The warehouse doors blew open in a cloud of smoke, 

the windows exploding a second later. 

And a SWAT team from the GCPD stormed in. 
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Selina  had  marked  the  exits  and  defensible  locations  in

the  warehouse.  She  rolled  toward  a  hulking  tower  of

machinery as Harley lobbed her bombs, swearing. 

They detonated with a flash and bang that shattered

windows  and  sent  dust  raining  from  the  ceiling.  Ivy

sprinted  for  Harley’s  side,  thumbing  free  a  few  of  those

beautiful  flowers.  She  hurled  them  toward  the  police, 

smoke instantly filling the space. 

But  the  GCPD  had  marked  them,  too.  And  the

SWAT  team  that  burst  through  the  doors  were  all

wearing  gas  masks.  Ivy  lobbed  more  flowers  toward

them  anyway,  vines  snapping  into  the  fog,  the  smoke

now near-impenetrable. 

The police had the exits guarded. Gordon was taking

no risks. 

But  the  window  closest  to  them,  twenty  feet

away…“Here!”  Selina  shouted  through  the  smoke  to

Harley and Ivy.  “Now.” 

Harley had slid on a gas mask courtesy of Ivy, and as

she  emerged,  throwing  bombs  blindly  into  the  smoke, 

police shouting orders to fall back, to cease fire, a trickle

of blood was sliding down her arm. She’d been clipped. 

Nothing  bad,  but  Ivy  was  pressing  a  hand  to  Harley’s

wound. Blood coated Ivy’s pale fingers, her wrists. 

They  slid  to  a  stop  behind  the  machine  that  Selina

was  braced  against.  Selina  pointed  toward  the  window. 

“Another  squadron  is  outside,  waiting.  We  make  a  run

for it—we can surprise them if we leap through.” 

“They’ll  shoot  us  before  we  clear  the  window,”  Ivy

said,  sizing  up  the  distance,  the  squad  no  doubt  in  the

alley beyond. 

“I’ll  buy  you  time,”  Selina  panted.  “You  keep

running. Don’t stop.” 

Harley studied Selina as the shouts from the SWAT

team  across  the  factory  floor  grew  closer.  “What  about

you?” 

“I didn’t think you cared.” 

Selina  could  have  sworn  something  like  regret

flickered  in  Harley’s  blue  eyes.  But  Ivy  ordered,  “We

need to move. Now.” 

Selina  didn’t  give  them  another  warning  as  she

charged for that window. A trap—a big one—lay outside. 

She  drew  the  blade  from  down  her  back,  bullwhip

clenched  in  her  other  hand.  At  her  side,  through  the

smoke, green flashed—Ivy’s own vine-whip. 

Selina reached the window. “Blow it out, Harley!” 

A  bomb  answered—Harley’s  last.  Glass  was  still

shattering  as  Selina  leapt  atop  the  crate  beneath  the

window, grabbed the sill, and swung herself through and

out. 

An armed SWAT team waited by the back door a few

feet  away,  guns  pointed,  masks  over  their  faces  as  they

whirled toward where Selina landed. 

 “DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND—” 

Selina  didn’t  hear  the  rest.  She  snapped  her  whip

through the air, catching the nearest gun and ripping it

out of the officer’s hands. 

The  others  hesitated,  as  if  surprised  at  the  unusual

weapon, the movement—

Twin sets of feet landed behind her. Harley and Ivy. 

They  wasted  no  time,  Harley  hurling  two  throwing

knives at the shocked officers in her way, a brazen charge

that  Selina  half  noticed  as  she  snapped  her  whip  again, 

knocking another gun to the ground—

Ivy  and  Harley  were  through  the  line  of  fire.  A  few

leaps  had  them  atop  a  dumpster,  then  jumping  over

another  line  of  cop  cars,  Harley  throwing  another  knife

with lethal aim, Ivy’s vine whipping through the air. 

Selina didn’t look to see if they made it beyond that

—to  where  the  Sprang  River  flowed  past  the  warehouse

at the edge of the docks. But she heard the twin splashes, 

barely audible over the shouts of the officers now before

Selina. 

The element of surprise gone. Guns now pointed at

her face. 

“Drop your weapons,” the officer before her ordered, 

stepping  closer.  The  door  behind  her  slammed  open, 

SWAT officers pouring out behind her, surrounding her

completely.  Thirty  men.  Armed.  Granted  permission  to

kill. 

Selina took in the countless guns, the Kevlar. 

Her sword clattered to the ground. 

Then the whip. 

And  slowly,  Selina  raised  her  hands  skyward  as

GCPD pressed in. 
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Luke was up and in the gym before dawn. Just in time to

turn  on  the  early-morning  news  and  see  the  headline

that had him turning off the treadmill. 

Cat Claws Way into Arkham Asylum

Luke  couldn’t  move.  Couldn’t  lunge  for  the  exit,  to

his apartment and his closet, where his suit was, couldn’t

think of what to  do as he saw the blurry footage. 

Catwoman: thrashing and screaming, utterly wild as

she  was  hauled  into  the  armored  police  van.  Not  at  all

the  calm,  cool  woman  he’d  known.  No,  this  woman  did

not go gently into that van, her claws gouging deep lines

into the metal as she was shoved in, handcuffed, chained

down. Shrieking,  laughing—

Arkham Asylum. 

Some  had  tried  to  rename  the  facility  and  ditch  its

outdated  title,  but  the  name  still  hung  around,  the

whispers  of  fear  with  it.  A  place  where  the  criminally

insane  were  sent—the  worst  of  the  worst.  Its  security

systems  and  protocols  were  unmatched,  even  by

Blackgate. 

But there she was, the news footage now cutting to a

live feed from Arkham. The media were invited to what

seemed to be a small interrogation room. Luke knew that

familiar, cold interior. The fluorescent lights, pale walls, 

and  low  ceilings  that  made  everything  look  greenish, 

sickly. 

Made even worse by all the press crammed in there, 

focused  on  the  empty  table,  void  of  anything  save  an

anchor for handcuffs. Chains. 

There  was  nothing  he  could  do.  As  Luke  Fox  or

Batwing. Even if he called Gordon as Batwing right now, 

there  was  no  way  in  hell  that  call  would  reach  him  in

time. Stop him. 

She’d  made  a  laughingstock  of  the  GCPD,  and  had

pushed and pushed until—

Until the door to the room opened, and she was led

in,  still  wearing  her  helmet  and  suit,  cuffed  and  at

gunpoint,  a  small  army  of  SWAT  team  officers  pushing

her into the chair before that table. 

Facing all those cameras. 

The district attorney strode in after her. His face like

granite. 

And Luke knew. What was about to take place at this

table. Why the media had been invited. 

“Here in Gotham City,” the DA said to the cameras, 

coming  up  behind  where  Catwoman  was  being  chained

to  the  table,  “we  don’t  tolerate  those  who  threaten  the

security, happiness, and well-being of our people.” 

Arkham Asylum—it had to be a conscious choice to

put her in there, too. To undermine her control over her

actions these past few weeks. 

“Are Harley Quinn and Poison Ivy in custody, too?” 

one of the reporters inquired. 

The  dark-haired  DA  stared  down  at  Catwoman, 

sitting so still in that chair. Waiting. Ready. 

Luke  wished  he  could  read  her  face.  See  whatever

was going on beneath that mask. 

“They remain at large, but once they see the example

we  set  today,  perhaps  they  will  find  it  wise  to  turn

themselves in.” 

Luke’s stomach churned, his heart thundering in his

chest.  “Don’t  do  it,”  he  whispered  into  the  whirring

silence of the gym. “Don’t do it, man.” 

“For  too  long,”  the  DA  said  to  the  media,  “the

criminals  of  this  city  have  hidden  behind  masks.  Used

them  to  garner  fear  and  chaos.  But  they  are  not  all-

powerful. They are not gods.” 

The DA laid his light brown hands on either side of

her helmet. “And today, we take a step toward revealing

them for the mere mortals they are beneath.” 

Luke’s  feet  were  rooted  to  the  gym  floor,  his

breathing shallow and uneven. 

The entire room seemed to be holding its breath as

the DA lifted the helmet from Catwoman’s head. 

Luke saw the blond hair first. 

Then the green eyes, full of cold emerald fire. 

And  his  knees  gave  out  from  under  him,  sending

him sinking onto the floor, as he found himself staring at

Holly Vanderhees’s face on the screen. 

The DA recoiled in shock. Holly smiled slightly up at

him. Then turned to smile at the camera. 

Luke  didn’t  wait  for  the  media  to  realize  who  she

was. 

He raced through the gym, up the stairs, and into his

apartment, his aching side protesting the entire way. He

paused  only  to  grab  his  tool  kit  from  a  kitchen  cabinet

and  was  out  of  his  apartment  in  a  few  seconds.  He

stalked right up to Holly’s door, some small part of him

grateful  that  his  hands  held  surprisingly  steady  as  he

picked the lock. 

Her apartment, still shadowed in the early-morning

light…Clean. Unremarkable. A mirror image of his own, 

though  the  furniture  and  art  had  a  more  feminine  feel. 

She had probably rented the place furnished. 

He  stormed  for  her  bedroom,  barely  hearing  his

steps over the roaring in his ears. 

Holly—Holly,  who  he  had  danced  with,  laughed

with, tried to kiss. 

 I’m  not  what  you  need,   she’d  said.  Knowing  what

she was, the rich boy she believed him to be…

Living next door to him. All this time. 

Her  bedroom  was  clean,  her  large  bed  made,  not  a

thing out of place. 

But the closet…

Luke  strode  in.  Scanned  the  racks  of  clothes  and

shoes until his eyes landed on the mirror in the back. He

went  right  up  to  the  mirror  and  slid  his  hands  over  the

wood. There were no catches, no buttons like in his own

apartment. 

A mirror image of his own place. The button was on

the other side. 

He found it instantly. 

A  hiss  and  click,  and  the  secret  compartment  door

swung  away.  Revealing  a  dim  room,  lights  flickering  to

life. 

Revealing each detail as they warmed up:

The assortment of weapons on the walls. 

The chrome worktable with her tool kit left scattered

over the surface, wires and bits of metal everywhere. 

The glittering heaps of jewels in the far corner. The

piles of cash. 

The shoe boxes full of gold bullion. 

Shoe boxes. 

How many times had he seen her walking into and

out  of  this  apartment  with  shopping  bags  full  of  them? 

They had always looked so  heavy. And when he’d offered

to carry them for her, she’d refused. 

Knowing the weight would give away that she didn’t

have  shoes inside. 

Two sides of the same coin, she’d said. 

She  had  to  know  that  he  was  Batwing.  That  they

were  both  pretenders,  liars—one  serving  the  light,  the

other the dark. 

Holly, with that sad smile. Who seemed to hate the

rich and powerful, and yet lived among them. 

Luke  racked  his  brain.  He’d  never  heard  of  Holly

Vanderhees  until  this  fall.  Never.  She’d  arrived  on  a

private  jet  in  August,  as  if  she  were  a  ghost  emerging

from the clouds. A wraith. 

A ghūl. 

Holly was a League  assassin. 

And—Holly had never really existed. 

Luke was about to turn on his heel when a sliver of

paper on Catwoman’s worktable caught his eye. 

Luke  stepped  farther  into  the  space,  her  scent

lingering—that same floral scent that he’d awoken with. 

His name was on it. 

 Luke. 

He picked up the slip of paper, heart pounding. His

mouth went completely dry as he flipped over the paper

and beheld the three words there:

 Protect this city. 

Luke  was  moving  before  he  could  think  it  through. 

He was dressed and in his loaner car—a silver BMW i8—

within  minutes.  Speeding  down  the  streets  of  the  city

moments after that. 

Heading to Wayne Industries. 

It crossed the line to even  think of getting her out of

Arkham. Bruce would kick his ass for it. More than that, 

it was illegal. But…she’d wanted him to find that paper. 

As  if,  should  this  ever  happen  to  her,  she  wanted

him to know. That she fully realized who had been living

across the hall from her. And that her command from all

those weeks ago still held. 

 Protect this city. 

Luke’s  stomach  clenched,  as  if  recoiling  from  the

ghost of the touch she’d brushed down the scar along his

torso. Knowing it was shrapnel that had torn him apart. 

Bringing  him  to  that  room,  kissing  him,  because  she

knew  that  as  Holly,  she  couldn’t  start  down  that  road, 

but as Catwoman…

What had been real? 

A bad breakup had brought her here, she’d said. 

Not with a guy, but with the  League. 

He had to know more. 

Starting  with  finding  out   everything  about  Holly

Vanderhees. 
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It had been so easy to create Holly Vanderhees. 

She wasn’t particularly sad to see her go. 

Selina  knew  that  the  world  was  wondering:   Who  is

 this socialite crime-queen? 

Harley and Ivy were probably wondering it, too. 

And as she sat in her filthy solitary cell in Arkham, 

counting the hours and guards who leered at her, sorting

through the shouting of prisoners down the three-storied

cellblock,  Selina  herself  wondered  if  Harley  and  Ivy

would forgive her. For the lies. For being one of the rich

assholes they so hated. 

By  now,  the  media  would  have  found  the  social

media  profiles  she’d  crafted  months  ago:  summers  in

Provence,  winters  in  St.  Barths,  parties  with  her  face

seamlessly  Photoshopped  into  group  shots  around  gala

tables or on yachts or in clubs. For a woman who’d never

existed, Holly had led a remarkably public life. 

The hours passed, one by one. 

They’d taken her suit, her helmet. Shoved her into a

white jumpsuit. In the changing room, even before she’d

donned  the  long-sleeved  shirt  they  gave  her  to  wear

beneath  the  pale  threads,  the  female  officer  didn’t

comment  on  her  tattooed  arms.  And  in  the  chill

cellblock,  Selina  hauled  the  rough  wool  blanket  around

her shoulders as she sat on her cot. 

At least they hadn’t put her in the sublevel below—

the  one  for   intensive-treatment  inmates.  But  the  cold, 

reeking air still seemed to reach her, rising up from the

floor. As if it were a beckoning grave. 

Selina blocked it out. She had suffered worse. Here

in  the  enormous,  vaulted  space  of  the  female-only  east

wing, she could watch. And listen. 

Hour after hour. 

Counting  down  the  seconds,  rallying  her  strength, 

her mind. 

Because  the  moment  Gordon  had  removed  that

helmet, baring her face to the world, Nyssa had begun to

make her final move. 

Selina slept. And ate. And braced herself. 

It was nearing dawn when that final move came. 

Selina knew within a few heartbeats of the shouting

and chaos that exploded in the asylum that Nyssa hadn’t

dispatched one or two of her best assassins to finish the

job. 

Nyssa had sent a small army of them. 
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The attack unfolded with textbook precision, exactly the

way Selina had been taught to do it. 

First the outer walls blew up. Or Selina felt they did, 

the  enormous,  U-shaped  building  shuddering,  debris

raining.  Sending  the  guards  running  toward  the

explosions. 

Right into the arms of assassins who executed them. 

All of them. Every leering, corrupt piece of shit who had

rattled  the  bars  on  her  cell  these  hours,  ogling  her, 

whispering the sorts of things that left no shred of pity in

her heart as their screams went silent down the smoke-

filled hallways. 

Silent enough that Selina could clearly hear the click

that filled the cellblock. 

The doors to the cells swung open. An invitation and

a challenge. 

She had no doubt that in the west wing, the doors to

the male prisoners’ cells were doing the same. 

Selina let the blanket drop to the floor behind her as

she  stepped  into  the  hallway,  smoke  starting  to  fill  the

corridor. The escaped prisoners didn’t look twice at her

as  they  bolted  in  either  direction,  vanishing  into  the

smoke. 

They  didn’t  glance  at  what  Selina  now  approached, 

the item left hanging from one of the ceiling lights, near a

disabled security camera. 

Her suit. 

No  helmet.  No  gloves.  No  utility  belt  or  bullwhip. 

Only her boots, set against the wall a few feet away. 

Nyssa wanted her to fight this final battle as herself. 

No Death Mask. No additional tech. 

Selina plucked the suit from its hanging place as the

last of the prisoners in her cellblock vanished. 

Quietly,  she  pulled  off  the  white  jumpsuit  and  slid

into battle-black. 

Her  hair—her  stupid  dyed  hair—she  left  unbound. 

No hair ties to be found. 

Selina  leaned  against  the  wall  of  the  hallway, 

watching  the  smoke-filled  corridor  that  led  out  of  the

east wing. 

The  League  arrived  within  seconds,  wraiths  in  the

smoke. 

No  individual  markings.  They  were  all  in  identical

black, helmets on, their swords the same. 

One unit, one avenging force of death. The League’s

brutal fist of justice embodied. 

With the smoke, she couldn’t count how many went

past the ten filling the corridor entryway. 

Selina pushed off the stark white wall, arms hanging

loosely at her sides. 

“You have betrayed your fellow living dead,” the one

at the front of the group said, accent placing the woman

from somewhere in Australia. “And as such, we shall put

you back in the ground.” 

Selina smiled. “Took you long enough to get here.” 

The assassin before her said, “You stand charged of

theft and high treason. Do you deny this?” 

“I do not.” 

The assassin to the leader’s left tensed, as if yanking

at the leash. The leader went on, “Return what you stole, 

what  you  have  come  here  to  sell  to  these  godless  fools, 

and the League will make your death swift.” 

The  threat  was  clear:  if  she  did  not…oh,  this  death

would last a long, long time. 

Selina  laughed  quietly.  “And  what  did  I  steal, 

exactly?” Beyond time. She’d stolen that. Too much of it. 

“You will not delay this with foolish questions,” the

leader  snapped,  drawing  a  blade  sheathed  down  her

back,  twin  to  the  ones  that  had  been  removed  from

Selina’s own suit. “You know what you stole.” 

Selina lifted a brow. “You can’t mean to tell me that

Nyssa doesn’t remember her little formula?” 

Silence. 

Selina  snorted.  “Perhaps  she  should  have  paid

attention to those scientists she kidnapped—and not had

us execute them when they were done.” 

Selina  had  snapped  one  of  their  necks  amid  the

gunfire of the other assassins. 

A  moment  after  he’d  whispered  to  her,  begged  her

not to. Explained what Nyssa had made him work on in

secret  for  ten  years,  never  seeing  sunlight,  never  seeing

his family. Knowing that if he disobeyed, she’d kill them. 

So  he’d  worked  beneath  the  compound.  Had  done  her

bidding. 

He and the two other scientists had found a way for

the compound’s Lazarus Pit to become self-regenerating. 

A formula to create one from scratch—and for the Pit to

be  used  over  and  over  again.  The  ability  to  grant

immortality to the highest bidder. To bring back people

from the dead. 

The most valuable weapon on earth. 

He  had  told  Selina  where  the  data  was  stored,  his

password.  Begged  her  to  help  him  get  free.  To  keep

Nyssa from unleashing this thing upon the world. Selling

it to the worst of mankind. 

Nyssa  had  entered  the  blood-splattered  room  a

moment  later,  demanding  to  know  why  Selina  hadn’t

finished the job. 

Selina  had  broken  the  scientist’s  neck  before  Nyssa

finished speaking. 

And  now,  standing  before  the  assassins  who  had

trained  her,  tormented  her,  made  her  into  this   thing

she’d become…Selina lifted her chin. 

The leader snarled, “Give us the formula.  Now. ” 

Selina smiled again. “It’s too late.” 

The  assassins  began  to  advance,  moving  as  one

down the smoky cellblock hallway. 

Selina went on, “Do you know that in the weeks I’ve

been  here,  my  crime  spree  has  gleaned  some   very

interested  buyers?  People  willing  to  do   anything  not  to

die.” 

The approaching assassins halted. 

Not  at  her  words,  but  at  the  figure  emerging  from

the smoke behind her. 

The  person  she’d  been  brokering  that  formula  to. 

He’d made it up from the sublevel. And right on time. 

The Joker let out a hoarse laugh, his white jumpsuit

baggy on his slim form as he stepped up to Selina’s side

and  drawled,  “Thank  you  for  confirming  the  formula’s

existence.”  He  sketched  a  mockery  of  a  bow,  the  smoke

obscuring  his  face,  his  body,  as  he  said  to  Selina,  “We

have a bargain.” 

Then he clicked his tongue. 

Even  the  League  assassins  seemed  to  recoil  in

surprise  as  the  Joker’s  army  of  vicious  criminals

exploded from behind them and charged down the hall. 
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She  had  insisted  Ivy  bring  Harley  into  their  circle  for

this. All of it, every step—for this. 

This  moment,  this  gamble.  This  alliance  with  the

Joker. 

To have his army,  her army now, fight for her when

Nyssa’s legion came to claim her head. 

If  the  League  assassins  were  cold  precision,  the

Joker’s people were scalding chaos. No rules, no lines. 

In  the  madness,  the  Joker  extended  a  slim  hand  to

her. “The formula, if you will.” 

His reedy, light voice made her skin crawl. 

Selina  inclined  her  head.  “Give  me  an  hour,  and

meet  me  at  the  Statue  of  Saint  Nicholas.”  Right  before

the  city  proper,  if  they  followed  the  long  road  from  the

outskirts  where  Arkham  lay,  he  would  easily  find  the

marble statue for the patron saint of repentant thieves. 

She turned to go, but the Joker gripped her arm, his

long, thin fingers digging in hard enough to hurt. “If you

aren’t  there”—a  breathy  laugh—“you  can  imagine  what

I’ll do to you and yours.” 

She  peered  down  at  the  hand  holding  her,  then  up

into the pale, angular face just barely visible through the

smoke. “Don’t ever touch me again,” she said. 

The  Joker’s  dark  eyes  swirled  with  cruelty—and

madness.  “We’re  going  to  have  fun,  you  and  I,”  he

promised. 

The  words  skittered  over  her,  raking  talons  along

her spine. She shook off his arm. “Don’t be late.” 

Down the hall, the shouting on both sides was rising. 

The assassins had the skill, but the Joker’s men had the

numbers on their side. And the wild desperation. 

Just  as  gunfire  started  breaking  out,  the  noise

deafening  in  the  tiny  space,  Selina  prowled  down  the

empty hall behind them. Turned right and then stepped

through  the  hole  blown  open  in  the  outer  wall  of  the

brick  facade,  revealing  a  sunny  fall  day,  the  dried-out

lawn beyond. The gaping holes in the Gothic-style fences. 

Sirens  wailed  in  the  distance.  Inmates  still  poured

out,  shoving  past  each  other  to  get  through  the  spiked

iron  fences,  sprinting  for  the  long  road  that  would  take

them down the hill on which Arkham was perched. And

into the city itself. 

She  knew  some  weren’t  heading  toward  Gotham

City to escape. 

Some were heading there to have fun. 

Selina  opened  a  panel  in  the  arm  of  her  suit  and

dialed a number she hadn’t called in years. 

She  spoke  as  she  walked  out  of  Arkham,  the

towering  Gothic  building  looming  above  her,  and  then

ran down that burnt-out lawn, through the skeletal trees. 

Time. 

She had been living on borrowed time. 

And it was about to run out. 

—

All hell was breaking loose. 

Luke  got  the  alert  midway  through  dissecting  what

and who Holly had been. 

A lie. It was a  lie,  all of it. 

But  as  he  beheld  the  explosions  at  Arkham,  as  he

beheld  the  inmates  pouring  down  the  bleak  road,  past

the weather-worn Statue of Saint Nicholas, and into the

city…He had a second suit at the offices. Changed into it

and  was  out  within  minutes,  soaring  between  the

buildings.  A  veritable  army  of  cop  cars  flew  down  the

streets. 

Faster. He had to be  faster. Lives depended on it. 

Luke caught a sharp wind, rising high, spearing for

where smoke stained the horizon, gunfire already ringing

out along the hill on which Arkham squatted, a hulking

Gothic beast. 

Chaos. Utter chaos. 

And  every  criminal  in  the  city  would  be  heading

there, to get their people out, to engage in what seemed

to be all-out  war—

She’d  orchestrated  this.  Somehow  he  knew  that

“Holly”  had  gone  into  Arkham  so  that  this  melee  could

happen. 

Weaving between buildings, he spotted Gordon’s car

and  a  small  circle  of  police  vans  and  armored  trucks  a

few  blocks  from  the  road  that  would  take  them  to  the

foothills—to Arkham. Luke soared for them, pushing his

wings to the limit. 

Gordon  seemed  to  sag  in  relief  as  he  landed. 

Startled,  some  of  the  other  cops  went  for  the  guns  at

their  hips.  The  commissioner  motioned  them  to  lower

their  weapons  and  pointed  to  the  arc  of  video  screens

before  him,  the  live  feeds  off  of  several  city  cameras. 

 “Shut that road down now !”   he  barked  into  the  walkie-talkie in his hand. Someone on the other end asked how

to do it.  “Barricades!”  Gordon roared. 

Luke  scanned  the  screen,  the  feeds  from  the  road. 

Too late. Too many of Arkham’s worst had made it into

the city. Into the streets. People were fleeing—into shops, 

into  apartment  buildings,  going   anywhere  to  escape

their path. 

“The  hospital,”  Luke  breathed,  pointing  to  the

building just a few blocks into the Coventry district, right

in the path of the road. “Get them to the  hospital—” 

He braced himself to take off, suit humming. 

But Gordon swore. 

And Luke looked at the feed of the security cameras

right outside the hospital. 

They  stalked  around  corners.  Down  the  streets. 

Armed  with  baseball  bats,  brass  knuckles,  lead  pipes. 

Anything they could get their hands on. Their  claws on. 

Luke’s  heart  stopped  as  the  Leopard  girl  gang

prowled  for  the  vulnerable,  unguarded  doors  to  the

hospital. 

 “I  need  backup  at  GC  Medical  Hospital

 immediately!”  Gordon roared into the walkie-talkie. 

Luke stopped him with a hand on the shoulder. 

Because the Leopards…

That was Mika Ikedo. Alpha of the Leopard Pack. 

Taking  up  a  defensive,  guarding  position  at  the

hospital doors. 

Flanked by Ani Hernandez, her Second. 

Tiffany McBride, her Third. 

And  at  every  door,  in  front  of  every  low-hanging

window…Leopards stood watch. 

Leopards held the line. 

“These  people  are  unbelievable,”  Gordon  hissed. 

“They’re guarding the drugs at the hospital for Falcone’s

men.” He reached for his walkie-talkie again. 

“No,  they’re  not,”  Luke  said  softly  as  those  girls, 

some  as  young  as  fourteen  and  some  as  old  as  twenty-

eight, faced ahead, unafraid and unbowed as the chaos of

Arkham  barreled  for  them  down  the  streets.  “They’re

answering a call for aid.” 

Gordon  blinked  at  him,  walkie-talkie  lowering. 

“Catwoman.” 

Luke nodded. 

“Why?”  Gordon  scanned  the  screen  for  any  sign  of

her. “Why not go to Arkham to get her?” 

Luke  didn’t  answer  as  Gordon  began  ordering  his

men into positions across the city. 

A  nickname,  she’d  said  of  her  getup.  The  cat  thing

had come from a nickname the other assassins had given

her. 

Leopards  inked  their  victories  on  their  skin.  If

anything had led to a cat-based nickname…

He’d  never  seen  Holly’s  arms.  Even  in  the  heat  of

early fall, she’d worn long sleeves. Every outfit. 

To hide the tattoos. 

The leopard spots inked there. 

“I  need  your  computer,”  Luke  breathed,  not  asking

for  permission  as  he  yanked  the  nearest  laptop  to  him

and  had  himself  in  the  GCPD  database  in  a  few  clicks. 

Had a web browser pulled up beside it. 

A  state  science  fair.  She’d  won  a  statewide

competition. 

A veritable glass slipper. 

Articles scrolled past. Winners of every science fair, 

their photos—

And there she was. 

Not Holly Vanderhees, socialite and heiress. 

Selina Kyle, inner-city kid and gang member. 

Fourteen  years  old,  dark-haired  and  unsmiling  as

she  held  her  statewide  science  fair  trophy.  More

clippings  of  various  gymnastics  competitions.  Victories. 

The dates matched, and the face…It was her. Fierce and

focused. 

He typed the name into the GCPD database.  Selina

 Kyle.  Her record had been scrubbed clean. Luke used a

few backdoor hacking codes, and it reappeared. 

Born  and  raised  in  the  most  dangerous, 

underprivileged  part  of  Gotham  City.  Druggie  mother, 

absent father. The mother who had  beat her. That part of

her story had rung true, at least. Currently serving a life

term  in  prison  for  attempted  kidnapping  and  murder, 

among other things. 

But  Holly— Selina…top  of  her  class.  Top  percentile

of all exams. Smartest kid in her school district. In  every

district.  Skilled  gymnast.  And  known  member  of  the

Leopards. 

Theft. Aggravated assault. The charges went on and

on. 

Undefeated 

fighter 

in 

Carmine 

Falcone’s

underground  ring.  Vanished  two  years  ago,  at  age

seventeen, after a third strike to her record. 

The reason behind the final, damning crime…

Luke’s  stomach  dropped  as  he  looked  back  at  the

hospital,  the  Leopards  who  had  answered  their  former

member’s  desperate  plea.  To  guard  not  just  those  who

could not defend themselves, but also to protect…

To protect…

Luke  took  Gordon’s  laptop  with  him  and  launched

skyward. 

—

Selina ran for the hospital. 

Past the frantic, rioting inmates, past the cops who

weren’t  dumb  enough  to  stop  her,  past  the  panicking

people  of  the  city,  Selina  ran  all  the  way  from  Arkham, 

her breath a sharp blade in her chest. 

Mika  and  Ani  were  already  there.  Waiting  at  the

doors. 

They  said  nothing  as  they  looked  her  over—the

battle-suit and blond hair. 

A new scar marred Ani’s face, but they both seemed

the same. They seemed the same, while Selina…She was

a  stranger  in  this  body,  these  clothes.  A  stranger  to

herself. 

Mika  inclined  her  head,  stepping  aside  from  the

glass doors. 

Her  old  Alpha  had  picked  up  on  the  second  ring. 

Had  not  asked  any  questions  when  Selina  explained. 

When  Selina  had  begged.  Called  in  a  favor  as  their

undefeated fighter, who had never refused an order, who

had done everything Mika had ever asked. 

And so Mika had answered. Brought every Leopard

she could. 

Selina  gave  her  former  Alpha  a  nod  of  thanks,  and

one  to  Ani,  too,  before  she  stalked  through  the  glass

doors of the hospital and broke into a flat-out sprint. 
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It had been two years since she’d last seen Maggie. 

The  young  woman  on  the  hospital  bed  before  her

was a husk. A shell of what her sister had been. 

Machines hummed and chirped softly, the room dim

and quiet. In the two chairs against the wall slept a pair

of fortysomething men. Maggie’s adoptive parents. 

Camped here, with their daughter. 

In her final days. Her final hours. 

Maggie’s  skin  stretched  too  tight  over  her  delicate

bones. Her beautiful curly hair lay limp and thin. 

Selina’s  hand  drifted  to  her  chest,  as  if  it  could

contain  the  cracking  she  now  felt  within.  The  feeling  of

the floor sliding out from beneath her as she stared and

stared at her sister. 

The cystic fibrosis had wrecked her. 

The tubes and machines flanked her bedside, the IVs

and  monitors  standing  like  sentinels  around  her

unconscious sister. So much technology. None of it could

keep her alive. 

Incurable. 

And  the  two  men  sleeping  at  their  daughter’s

bedside…They  had  known  when  they  adopted  Maggie

that she was sick. Would not have long. That it would be

expensive and hard and sad. 

They’d welcomed her into their home anyway. 

For  two  years,  they’d  fought  for  her  sister.  Every

day. With every dollar they had. 

And  when  the  first  of  the  anonymous  donations

came  in  a  month  ago,  and  all  of  Maggie’s  medical  bills

were paid off…they had cried. 

Selina  knew,  because  she’d  been  in  the  shadows

outside  their  beautiful  home  in  the  suburbs  the  night

they opened the letter in their kitchen. 

But  all  the  money  in  the  world,  all  that  stolen  cash

and  jewels  and  art,  hadn’t  been  enough  to  stop  the

disease  from  ravaging  her  sister’s  lungs  and  stealing

away her life. Stealing away that beautiful, lovely soul. 

She’d  known  that,  long  before  coming  back.  Before

she’d given them the money. 

She’d  been  keeping  tabs  on  Maggie  with  the

League’s  computers,  hacking  into  Gotham  City’s  social

workers’ reports on the status of her sister’s new home, 

accessing her medical records to check up on the doctor’s

latest assessment and treatments. 

It  had  been  her  secret  rebellion,  kept  hidden  from

Nyssa  and  Talia’s  watchful  eyes.  Outside  contact  was

forbidden,  as  were  any  tethers  to  their  past  lives.  But  if

they’d  caught  on  to  the  backdoor  hacking  she’d  used  to

hide  any  trace  of  her  history  on  the  computer,  they’d

never called her out. So she’d waited until the dead hours

of the night, when even assassins were asleep, and fired

up  the  computer  in  the  compound’s  subterranean

workshop. 

And then one night, six months ago, she’d sat down

to do her regular check-in on Maggie. 

She  read  the  doctor’s  latest  report  as  if  through  a

long tunnel. 

Life expectancy: a few months at best. 

It was the doctor’s note at the end— It is now about

 making  Maggie  as  comfortable  as  possible—that  broke

her. 

Selina  had  joined  the  League,  their  palace  of

assassins.  She’d  given  everything,  lost  everything,  to

honor  her  bargain  with  Talia.  Her  life,  her   soul,   in

exchange for Maggie’s safety and happiness. 

But  it  was  not  enough.  And  no  matter  how  much

blood  she  spilled  for  the  League,  it  could  not  save  her

sister. 

But something else could. 

She’d remembered what the scientist had spoken of:

the Lazarus Pit. 

Not  caring  about  the  consequences,  or  what  might

be demanded as payment, Selina had gone right to Nyssa

the next morning. Had explained that Maggie was dying. 

Selina had spent a year and a half training to bring

down  empires.  She  had  dug  her  own  grave,  recited  her

final  rite,  and  arose  from  the  dead.  She  had  done

everything Nyssa and Talia had asked her to do. And yet

when she had asked Nyssa to use the Pit on her sister, to

save Maggie, Nyssa had laughed. 

 This  is  modern-day  natural  selection  at  work.  The

 Pit  cannot  be  used  for  such  selfish  purposes.  Or  on

 someone with so little value to offer. Even once the Pit is

 fully operational, I would not use it for such weaknesses

 as familial bonds. 

Natural selection. 

The  words  had  sunk  into  Selina’s  brain.  Burned

there. 

 Perhaps  you  should  go  back  into  training,  if  such

 sentiments are still a concern to you,  Nyssa had mused. 

Selina let her face become cold, heard herself speak

the  distant,  formal  words  that  convinced  Nyssa  such  a

thing  was  unnecessary,  that  she   accepted  Nyssa’s

decision. 

Then she had planned. With every hateful word out

of Nyssa’s mouth, she’d planned. 

She  remembered  that  scientist’s  password,  his

directions. 

How to access the formula. How to steal it. 

She had killed him. For this woman—this League. 

And she would make up for it. To save Maggie and

to honor the dying man’s wishes. 

No, it would not fall into the wrong hands. 

Selina  slid  back  into  the  obedient,  quiet  role  they

expected  of  her.  Went  on  enough  successful  missions

that Nyssa seemed to forget about her request. And the

night before she was to leave on another mission…

She  slipped  into  that  lab.  And  she  stole  every  file

and  note.  All  of  it,  everything  the  scientist  and  his

partners  had  discovered,  downloaded  onto  her  flash

drive,  then  deleted  from  Nyssa’s  own.  Deleted  from

Talia’s files, the League backups. 

A  few  more  commands  had  her  gaining  entry  to

Nyssa’s  bank  accounts.  Moving  huge  amounts  of  cash

into  a  new  Swiss  account  that  she’d  established  on  her

last mission. 

Money  to  start  with.  To  get  access  to  what  she

needed. 

She left at dawn, right out the front door. 

But  not  before  she  trashed  the  Pit.  The  scientist’s

files had shown her how to do that, too. 

Part of her wished she could see the look on Nyssa’s

face  when  she  entered  that  underground  lab  and  found

the pool to be dead. Forever. 

Selina  was  long  gone  by  the  time  Nyssa  did.  She

knew, though, that they’d find her sooner or later. That

Nyssa  and  Talia  would  use  their  usual  methods  to  hunt

her down. 

So  she’d  come  to  Gotham  City.  Not  because  it  had

once  been  her  home,  but  because  it  was  the  one  place

where a young, brilliant biochemist was an eco-vigilante

by night. 

The  League  had  been  keeping  tabs  on  Poison  Ivy, 

debating  whether  to  recruit  her.  Nyssa  wanted  her  for

the Lazarus project. 

Selina wanted Ivy to save her sister. 

Worried  whispers  sounded  down  the  hospital  hall, 

and  Selina  slipped  inside  Maggie’s  room,  shutting  the

door.  Her  sister’s  parents  didn’t  stir.  Maggie  remained

unconscious, breathing labored. 

Selina’s  hands  shook  with  every  step  closer  to  that

bed, longing and terror knifelike in her chest. 

Every  question  she  had  asked  Ivy  about  ley  lines…

All of them were open gaps left by the scientists working

on  the  Lazarus  Pits,  the  ley  lines  on  which  the  pools

naturally  occurred.  Ivy  had  unknowingly  filled  them  in. 

Just  as  she’d  unknowingly  helped  steal  those  same

chemicals the other night. 

Some  had  been  used  to  make  explosives,  yes.  But

neither  Harley  nor  Ivy  nor  the  GCPD  had  asked  what

happened  to  the  semitruck  containing  the  rest  of  the

items Selina had demanded they take. 

The chemicals inside, all needed to create a Pit from

scratch. Right on that ley line outside the city. 

She’d been  so  good  to  her  source  at  the  paper  with

her  Catwoman  tips  and  photos.  They  hadn’t  voiced  any

questions  when  their  anonymous  benefactor  asked  that

they indulge her request for an interest piece on ley lines

in the paper. A conversation starter—a way to make sure

Ivy  didn’t  question  Selina’s  sudden  interest  when  she

asked her about them that night on the roof. 

She regretted none of it. Using Harley and Ivy. Lying

to them every step of the way. 

 None of it. 

Selina  crept  up  to  Maggie’s  bedside.  Her  skin  was

sallow, her lips too pale beneath the breathing mask. 

She  carefully  sent  out  a  low  electromagnetic  pulse

through  her  suit  that  rendered  the  machines  and

monitors silent and dead. 

Gently,  she  slipped  the  IV  from  Maggie’s  arm,  the

breathing apparatus from her slender face, and scooped

her sister into her arms. 

She was light. So thin. 

Selina  hefted  her  sister  over  a  shoulder  in  a

fireman’s carry, her free hand opening the door for them

to slip out. Again, Maggie’s parents didn’t stir, and Selina

didn’t look back as she shut the door behind her. 

The hospital halls were deserted. 

Save for a woman at the desk by the elevator. 

Selina  remembered  her.  The  pinched,  overworked, 

hateful face of the receptionist. 

It  was  pale  with  fear  and  shock  as  she  watched

Selina stalk by, Maggie over her shoulder. “Y-you can’t—” 

Selina’s steps didn’t falter as she passed. “I can.” 

The  woman  got  a  good  look  at  her  face.  Her  face, 

and Maggie’s. 

Recognition flared there. 

The woman reached for the phone on her desk. 

“Go ahead,” Selina said as she reached the stairwell

doors. “Call them.” 

She  didn’t  wait  to  see  what  the  woman  did  as  she

kicked open the metal door. 

The  stairs  were  chaos.  Doctors  and  nurses  and

patients and families rushed up and down, desperate to

escape the bedlam in the streets. 

The  last  piece  of  her  plan:  utter  chaos  in  Gotham

City  to  cover  her  tracks  when  she  made  her  move. 

Courtesy  of  Arkham  Asylum  being  sprung  open  by  the

League of Assassins. 

Selina kept a hand free to hold any frantic people at

bay  as  she  hurried  down  the  concrete  stairwell  to  the

ground level. 

She had to move quickly. 

Off the machines, Maggie’s lungs might not be able

to  last  long.  It  was  forty-five  minutes  to  the  old  factory

atop the ley line and the Pit she’d built beneath it. 

“Hold on,” Selina breathed over the shouting in the

stairwell. “Hold on.” 

The  seven  Leopards  there  were  wide-eyed  as  she

came  barreling  out  the  back  door  into  the  alley.  The

street beyond was filled with smoke and darting figures. 

There was already blood dripping off the bat of one of the

Leopards  at  the  door—an  unconscious  man  in  Arkham

white sprawled on the pavement a few feet away. 

The  Leopards  sized  up  Selina,  Maggie  draped  over

her shoulder, and one of them pointed to the street in the

opposite direction. “We kept it quiet that way for you.” 

Gratitude  crushing  her  chest,  squeezing  the  breath

from her, Selina could only manage a nod. 

The Leopards would remain, guarding the hospital, 

until  the  GCPD  had  the  city  under  control  again.  Mika

had sworn it. 

She didn’t have the words to voice her gratitude for

that,  either.  For  the  remnant  of  home  that  had  come

when asked. 

Selina  started  for  the  clear  street  beyond,  keeping

her  jog  as  even  as  possible  to  avoid  disturbing  Maggie. 

She’d stashed her Mercedes a few blocks away days ago, 

waiting for this. 

No  one  stopped  her  as  she  crossed  the  wild  street, 

cars  honking  at  each  other,  some  people  abandoning

them completely to flee. Not that way, then. 

Selina  hit  another  alley,  sprint  turning  into  a  run. 

She  could  see  it—the  black  Mercedes  parked  along  the

street,  covered  in  a  day’s  worth  of  tickets.  The  hidden

keys taped to the chassis, just under the trunk. 

“Hold on,” she repeated to her sister. 

Fifty feet. Forty. Thirty. 

 “Selina.” 

She had not heard her own name in over two years. 

It  rang  through  her,  foreign  and  heavy.  She  didn’t

care how Harley had figured it out. 

 Selina.  She almost mouthed her name, just to taste

it. Hear it again. 

Nyssa and Talia hadn’t used it. The other assassins

had called her kitty-cat or variations on it. 

But there was Harley Quinn, striding from around a

corner, her bleeding, swollen lips twisted in a sneer. 

Aiming two throwing knives at her. 

“Stop.”  Harley’s  order  was  a  rough  snarl.  Blood

covered her knees, her arm. “I said  stop!” 

Selina kept walking for the car. 

 “I SAID STOP!” 

Selina  paused,  looking  over  a  shoulder  just  as  Ivy

arrived at Harley’s side. Blood leaked from Ivy’s temple, 

her  knuckles  were  raw,  her  vine-whip  in  shreds  at  her

wrist. Her pallid skin saying enough about the depleted

stocks of her toxins. 

Harley kept the knives cocked toward her. “You lied. 

You are a  liar.” 

Selina  said  nothing.  Maggie’s  breathing  was  a  soft

rasp in her ear. 

“You’re  in  the  League,”  Harley  said.  Those  were

tears  streaking  down  her  pale  makeup.  “And  you  used

me, used  us to get to him.” The Joker. “You manipulated

us  into  fighting  for  you—into  doing   this  for  you.”  She

gestured with her free hand to the city in chaos. 

Ivy  was  glancing  between  them,  face  ashen  with

pain. 

“We rushed for Arkham when we saw the explosion. 

To get you out,” Harley spat. “We went by the Statue of

Saint Nicholas. Or tried to. And you know what we saw?” 

Selina  refused  to  speak.  Maggie’s  raspy  breathing

rattled in her ear. 

Harley was shaking—with rage. Utter and complete

rage. 

“We saw my man arrive, waiting for  you. We saw the

GCPD show up instead.” 

Selina  had  placed  a  second  call  on  her  way  over

here.  Straight  to  Commissioner  Gordon.  Warned  him

who would be arriving at the statue. 

Harley kept the knives trained on Selina. “They  hurt

him. His top men are  dead. And they dragged him back

to Arkham. They dragged him back after  you set him up, 

you  liar!” 

The  last  words  were  screamed.  Maggie  stirred,  a

phlegm-filled inhale sounding, and Selina’s temper went

razor-sharp.  At  the  words,  at  the  delay,  at  Harley’s

twisted obsession with the Joker. At the pain and fear on

Ivy’s face. 

It  built  and  built,  until  it  was  a  wave,  a  tsunami, 

cresting and crashing within her. Until she didn’t bother

to stop it. Not anymore. 

“Then  let them drag him away!” Selina snapped, her

shout cutting through the chaos. “Let him stay in there! 

Do something for  yourself and your family.  Get out while

you can—before it’s too late, Harley!” 

“You don’t know  shit, ” Harley spat. “You don’t know

 anything,  about me, or what I’ve been through—” 

“You  think  I  don’t?”  Selina  pointed  to  the  Leopard

spot  just  visible  on  her  wrist.  “You  think  I  don’t  know

what it’s like to feel like there are no options, no choices, 

no  help  coming  to  protect  who  I  love?”  She  gripped

Maggie  harder,  adjusting  her  slight  weight  on  her

shoulder. 

Ivy spoke up, her voice steady. “She’s right, Harley. 

You  and  me—let’s  walk  away.  Let’s   help  her.  Can’t  you

see that little girl is sick?” She pointed to Maggie. “Let’s

help her. Then you and me, we can figure something out, 

get  you some help—” 

 “Shutupshutupshutup!”   Harley  screamed.  Ivy

cringed, stepping back. Harley kept the knives aimed on

Selina. “I don’t need any”—her voice broke— “help!” 

She did. Perhaps they all did. 

“Put the knives down,” Ivy pleaded, her voice edged

in panic. 

Maggie drew in another rough, mucus-filled breath. 

Time. Selina didn’t have  time. She had to risk it. Had no

other choice. 

Keeping  her  movements  as  smooth  as  possible  for

Maggie,  she  started  walking  again,  heading  for  the  car. 

She  blocked  out  the  devastation  on  Ivy’s  face  as  she

turned her back, the surprise and pain. And Selina finally

said  without  looking  back,  perhaps  for  Ivy’s  sake, 

perhaps for all their sakes, “The world is better off with

him behind bars. And so are you, Harley.” 

Selina felt the impact in her shoulder before the pain

splintered through her. 

Saw her blood splatter on the car window. 

Selina staggered, a low sound breaking from her as

her body buckled—

She  shut  it  out.  Shut  down  the  pain,  the  shock

rippling through her body, her bones. 

She stumbled one step—two. And kept walking. 

Kept  gripping  Maggie.  She  left  the  throwing  knife

where it had embedded in her back, right into her upper

shoulder, its tip jutting clean through her front. 

She  didn’t  hear  Ivy’s  screamed  words  or  Harley’s

answering  ones.  Selina  grabbed  the  concealed  keys, 

unlocked the sedan, and carefully laid Maggie across the

back  seat.  Blood  had  spread  all  over  Maggie’s  hospital

gown and bare, too-thin legs. 

Her sister didn’t stir as Selina arranged her bare feet

on the pale leather seats, made sure she was secure, and

shut  the  door.  The  movement  dragged  a  moan  of  pain

from her gut. 

Selina’s  hands  shook  as  she  reached  for  the  knife, 

shock setting in, pain a dull roar. 

She  had  been  undefeated  in  the  ring.  She  had

learned to take hit after hit and never went down, never

yielded. 

Selina  clenched  her  teeth,  swallowing  a  scream  as

she yanked the knife out and clapped a hand to the front

of the gushing wound, applying as much pressure as she

could  stand  as  she  reached  for  the  smooth  black  arc  of

the  driver’s  door  handle.  She  wasn’t  going  down  here. 

Not now. 

Opening  the  door,  she  grimaced  as  her  shoulder

screamed at the movement. 

Harley  aimed  her  other  throwing  knife  at  Selina. 

“I’m going to kill you, you—” 

A flash of red and green. 

Ivy stepped in front of that knife. “Stop, Harley,” she

pleaded.  “Stop.” 

“Get out of the way.” Harley’s voice trembled. 

Ivy spread her arms, held her ground. “I am  begging

you. As your friend, I am  begging you not to throw again. 

Not to throw that knife at  our friend.” 

They had come for her. To Arkham. To save her. 

Selina  shut  down  the  thought.  Forty-five  minutes. 

All that remained between Maggie and the Pit. Her sister

might not even have that time. 

Selina  slid  into  the  front  seat,  using  the  bloodied

knife to slice up a long strip of the seat belt. A few brutal

motions,  a  few  grunts  of  agony,  and  it  was  wrapped

around her shoulder. Stanching the bleeding. Or as much

of it as she could manage. 

Her  fingers  shook  as  she  reached  for  the  push-

button engine ignition. 

She could barely move the gearshift out of park and

into drive. 

But  as  the  car  grumbled  to  life,  purring  beneath

her…

There  was  Ivy,  pale  green  smoke—a  lingering,  last

tendril—weaving  around  their  feet.  The  few  remaining

flowers along Ivy’s shredded vines closed up. Vanished. 

And there was Harley, sobbing, reaching a hand out

toward Ivy. 

Ivy’s  shoulders  shook.  Crying—her  friend  was

crying, too, as the toxins rose around them. 

Selina  pulled  from  the  parking  space,  gunning  the

engine  as  she  took  off  down  the  street.  Through  the

rearview mirror, just before Selina turned down another

street, she looked back. 

Saw  Ivy  wrap  her  arms  around  Harley  just  as  her

toxins  took  effect,  lowering  her  gently  to  the  concrete, 

the  knife  clattering.  Then  there  was  nothing  but  green

smoke. 
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A trickle of blood still leaked from her shoulder. 

She  pressed  her  palm  against  the  wound  to  stanch

the bleeding, but the pain…

She  pushed  that  Mercedes’s  engine  to  the  breaking

point. 

Every  bump  sent  agony  burning  through  her,  but

Selina rerouted the pain, let it focus her. Over the roar of

the engine, the road, even with the sound-canceling tech

of  the  car,  she  couldn’t  hear  if  Maggie  was  breathing. 

Didn’t dare take her eyes off the road for long enough to

check. Not when the speedometer passed 100…110…120. 

She wove through traffic, frantic and sloppy drivers

honking  in  her  wake,  adrenaline  honing  her  vision. 

Blood leaked down her front and back. 

Now 130…140…150. 

The quieter roads opened up, flat and steady. Selina

pulled around cars in her way, dodging oncoming traffic, 

using the shoulder as a lane where she needed to. 

Red lights, stop signs…She blew through them. 

At  last,  the  ruined,  grassy  plain  opened  up,  the

solitary road winding through it. Ten miles ahead lay the

factory. 

Time slowed and sped, warping and bending during

those  miles.  Until  she  was  pulling  right  up  to  the

concrete barrier. Fifty feet of cracked asphalt pathway lay

between the barrier and front door to the factory. 

She  didn’t  have  the  strength  to  swear,  to  beat  the

steering wheel into a pulp. Could hardly turn her head to

look at Maggie. 

Her sister’s chest rose—slightly. As if she fought for

every breath. 

Not yet. Not now. 

Selina could barely make it out of the car and walk

the two steps to the back door. 

Maggie was utterly limp on the seat. 

A hundred steps. A hundred steps from salvation. 

Selina  rallied  herself,  trying  to  shove  down  the

agony in her shoulder. 

But the lightness in her head, the blurry vision…

She knew about the dangers of blood loss. Knew that

the amount she’d spilled on the ride over here…

She was on borrowed time now, too. 

And the Lazarus Pit she’d made only had enough in

it for one use. One person. 

It  didn’t  frighten  her.  Not  as  much  as  Maggie’s

labored breathing. Nothing had ever scared her as much

as that. Nothing ever would. 

Fifty feet. A hundred steps. 

Selina  braced  herself.  Allowed  herself  three

steadying  breaths,  the  movement  sending  pain  rippling

from her shoulder, all the way down her body. 

A hundred steps. 

She reached for Maggie. Bit down on her scream as

she  hauled  her  sister’s  weight  up  and  over  her  good

shoulder. 

One step. Another. Another. 

Down  that  cracked  path,  the  sky  open,  stars

watching above them. 

Any  minute  now,  Nyssa’s  assassins  would  arrive. 

They’d  probably  stitched  a  tracking  unit  into  the  suit

before  handing  it  over  at  Arkham.  She  hadn’t  dared

waste a moment to find something to change into. 

Ninety steps. 

Selina’s blood dripped onto the brown dirt beneath

her. 

Eighty. 

Maggie was still—so still. 

Every  impact  and  footfall  sent  sparks  bursting

behind Selina’s eyes. 

Seventy. Sixty. Fifty. 

Everything she had stolen, all of it, had been for this. 

 It  is  now  about  making  Maggie  as  comfortable  as

 possible. 

She refused to accept that. Forty steps. 

Selina picked up the pace. If she could make it there

and  turn  on  the  machine…she  could  finish  before  the

League arrived. Give Maggie the Mercedes keys and tell

her to  run. 

Thirty steps left. Twenty. 

The  derelict  factory  loomed,  its  entry  point  leading

down a long, narrow corridor that ended in another door

—which opened to the factory floor beyond. To the space

she’d converted into the Pit, the hollowed-out floor now

filled  with  the  chemicals  and  water  she’d  hauled  in  on

those  off-nights.  The  equipment  she’d  set  up  using

machines she’d bought, forklifts and clever contraptions. 

No workers. She wouldn’t risk their speaking about it. 

Ten steps. 

She  slowed,  her  body  starting  to  shake,  strength

seeping out of her like the blood now streaming from her

shoulder. 

Five. 

She  lifted  her  hand  for  the  twisted  metal  handle  of

the heavy door. 

Maggie’s breath in her ear…Had it stopped? 

Her own breathing halted in response. 

The brink of death. Just at its doorway. 

The Pit could draw her back from that threshold. It

 would bring her back. Even if—

Maggie’s chest rose and fell. Slow and shallow. 

Relief  shuddered  through  Selina,  threatening  to

buckle her knees. 

Her  trembling  fingers  closed  around  the  handle. 

Right as the door opened—from within. 

She found herself staring up at Batwing. 

Staring  up  at  Luke  Fox,  helmeted  and  the  bat-

symbol  blazing  on  his  chest,  blocking  her  path  into  the

factory. 

—

He’d been too late to the hospital to catch her. 

To  do  what,  he  didn’t  know.  But  she’d  grabbed  her

younger  sister,  Maggie  Kyle,  and  vanished.  Maggie’s

adoptive  parents  were  frantic.  The  girl  wouldn’t  survive

an hour without the various machines she’d been hooked

up to. 

The  couple  didn’t  know  who  had  taken  their

daughter. They’d been asleep. 

Luke opened Gordon’s laptop and began hunting. 

Hospital security footage showed Selina leaving the

building,  Maggie  over  a  shoulder,  ten  minutes  earlier. 

Then  street  camera  footage  of  Selina  in  a  Mercedes, 

speeding through a red light. But going  where—

He’d found it, then. The deed of ownership. Of this

factory, purchased by Selina Kyle over a month ago. Cash

offer,  but  because  of  the  factory’s  chemical  history,  the

owner had to be listed should any environmental issues

arise. 

He’d soared here. Beat her here by twenty minutes. 

Long  enough  to  see  the  Lazarus  Pit  inside.  He  and

Bruce had looked into them once, as a potential project

for  Wayne  Industries’  medical  division.  They’d  both

deemed  them  little  more  than  myth,  and  likely

impossible to ever create. Yet here one lay, exactly as the

legends and rumors described. 

She’d used a large, round vat the size of a swimming

pool—once used for mixing some compound here. On a

raised concrete platform above it, various machines had

been gathered, cords draped and snaking along them. 

And  along  the  edge  of  the  pool,  dangling  from

pulleys  anchored  into  the  high,  domed  metal  ceiling,  a

metal grate—a  bed—swayed slightly. To be lowered into

the dark, faintly iridescent liquid within. Liquid so dark

that even the light leaking in through the grimy windows

set high above didn’t pierce it. 

The  Pit  could  change  everything.  Especially  for

wounded soldiers, both overseas and at home. 

The  implications  for  the  larger  world  were

enormous. It was why he and Bruce had even considered

investigating whether they could be made. 

But in the wrong hands…

Luke had heard a car pull in and finished inspecting

the machinery. 

And  when  he  hauled  open  the  door,  every  word

eddied out of his head. Every demanding question, every

curse. 

Her face was white as death. Blood covered her suit. 

A stab wound in her back, piercing through the shoulder. 

Still bleeding out. 

Yet she still held her sister over a shoulder. Fingers

white-knuckled as they clenched her. 

She’d been stabbed, and yet Selina had  carried  her

sister here. 

Tears  began  sliding  down  her  face.  Her  mouth

trembled. 

And the look in her eyes as those tears brimmed and

slipped free—exhausted. Despairing. 

She  thought  he  was  going  to  stop  her  from  saving

her sister. 

Terminally ill. Incurable. 

She’d built the Pit to save her sister. Had discovered

and taken the chemicals to make it and the money to buy

everything she required, including the chaos in Gotham

City. She’d rallied the allies she needed to fight the army

of  League  assassins  who  would  come  for  it—what  she’d

stolen.  What  she’d  pretended  to  broker  to   gain  those

allies: the formula for the Lazarus Pit. 

“Please,” Selina whispered. 

One word. Just one, as those tears rolled down her

face, through the dirt and blood. 

 Please. 

Luke’s chest cracked. 

In  the  distance,  a  plume  of  dirt  flowed  down  the

road. And before it, barreling toward them…a black SUV. 

—

Selina saw that car. The dust and the speed. 

She was out of time. 

“Who—” Luke asked, hand going to some weapon at

his suit’s side. 

“League  assassins.  At  least  two.”  Her  words  were  a

broken rasp. “Nyssa’s best.” 

He  turned  toward  her  and  removed  his  helmet. 

Showed her the face beneath. The one she knew so well—

the  one  she’d  known  was  beneath  that  night  on  the

balcony, when his PTSD had seized him. 

“They’ll kill you,” Luke said. 

Selina let out a low laugh. “I’m already dead.” 

And as if the words were a promise, her knees gave

out.  She  felt  Maggie’s  fragile  form  tumbling  from  her, 

tried to stop it—

Luke was there in an instant. Grabbing Maggie from

her in one swift motion, before her little sister could hit

the ground. 

Selina’s  knees  slammed  into  the  dirt,  the  world

spinning, pain clawing at her. 

Luke straightened with Maggie limp in his arms, her

curls  a  tumble  over  the  metal  plates  of  his  suit.  On  her

knees  before  him,  Selina  watched  Maggie’s  chest  rise—

just a bit. Heard that car nearing. 

For  a  heartbeat,  Luke  held  her  stare.  Scanned  her

face. 

And  then  he  pivoted,  Maggie  in  his  arms,  and

headed into the factory. To the Pit. 

She  managed  to  claw  her  way  upright.  To  stand

again. Managed to put one foot in front of the other and

follow  Luke  into  the  factory.  Down  the  narrow  hall. 

Through the heavy door that led onto the factory floor. 

Getting  every  bit  of  equipment  into  place  had  been

hell. But the factory had enough working parts that she’d

been  able  to  modify  what  was  there.  The  raising  and

lowering  platform,  once  used  to  dip  objects  into

whatever  chemicals  had  filled  the  enormous  vat  in  the

center of the room, was one of them. 

Selina braced a hand on the doorway as Luke gently

laid Maggie upon the grated bench of the platform, right

where it hovered at the edge of the pool. 

He turned toward her, the machines along the pool

edge shiny and new. Built by Selina herself. “Tell me—” 

Gravel crunched outside. A car engine rumbled and

shut off. 

They were here. 

Luke  was  at  Selina’s  side  instantly,  assessing  the

outer door down the hall. The car they could just barely


glimpse through the tiny window in the metal slab. 

Not now. 

Luke  whirled  to  her.  Scanned  her  face,  his  brown

eyes bright. 

He kissed her. 

Just once, swift and fast. A promise—and a farewell, 

she realized as he said, “I’ll buy you whatever time I can.” 

Before  she  could  say  anything,  he  was  gone. 

Shutting  the  factory  door  between  them,  throwing  the

heavy outer lock over it. Barricading her inside. 
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Luke chose his battlefield carefully. 

Donning  his  helmet  again,  he  felt  it  whir  to  life, 

giving  him  a  read  of  every  advantage  and  pitfall  in  the

narrow  hallway.  Not  many  of  the  former.  Too  many  of

the latter. 

Right  as  three  League  assassins  strode  in  through

that  outer  door,  sunlight  leaking  in  with  them.  A  ray  of

brightness, blinding him, before dark settled in again. 

Luke  marked  their  faces,  his  gut  churning.  Two

women and one man. 

Nyssa  al  Ghūl  hadn’t  just  sent  some  of  her  best. 

She’d sent her three top ghūls to execute Selina and get

the Pit formula back. 

Cheshire. Onyx. Rictus. 

Cheshire—for  that  wild,  wide  grin  that  never

faltered,  even  when  the  dark-haired  assassin  made  her

gruesome  kills.  And  left  similar  smiles  carved  into  her

victims. 

Onyx and Rictus, the two notorious killers identified

by  the  intricate  matching  tattoos  banded  around  their

necks.  And  by  the  way  the  man  and  woman  stood  with

utter  stillness  as  they  stared  calmly  at  Luke.  Living

ghosts—that’s  what  Onyx  and  Rictus  were.  Their  list  of

victims too long for even Luke’s brain to memorize. 

He didn’t have to fight for long. Just long enough. 

Luke  braced  his  feet  apart,  angling  his  head  at  the

three  assassins,  all  wearing  Selina’s  black  battle-suit. 

None bothering with helmets. They wanted Selina to see

their faces when they executed her. Wanted her to know

who it was that ended her. 

From  Cheshire’s  wide  grin,  Luke  knew  precisely

what  she’d  do  to  Selina’s  body  afterward.  His  own. 

Maybe even Maggie’s. 

The thought was enough to focus him. Steady him. 

Three  against  one.  He’d  faced  worse  odds,  but  his

opponents had not been lethal killers. His opponents had

not been built to take lives. 

Luke  calmed  his  breathing.  Readied  himself  as  the

assassins  noticed  the  trail  of  blood  down  the  hallway, 

leading  to  the  door  behind  him,  the  door  he’d  go  down

swinging  to  defend.  They  exchanged  knowing  glances

and gave him cold, clever smiles. 

When the first attack came, he was ready. 

—

Every breath was an effort. 

Every  movement  of  her  hands  on  the  three  various

machines, each step between them, required the entirety

of her focus. 

Selina recited the process, telling herself what to do

as she worked. 

 Activate  the  ley  lines  first.   She  moved  to  the

machine on the far left, flicking on three switches.  One to

 charge  the  machine.  One  to  draw  up  the  energy  from

 the lines. One to direct it to the pool. 

She  staggered  toward  the  second  machine.  Green

 button starts the chemicals mixing. Red stops it. 

Maggie lay so still on that grated platform. So still as

the  liquid  just  beyond  her  began  to  eddy  and  churn, 

deepest  green  and  darkest  black  swirling  and  blending, 

faint flickers of light darting among it like minnows. 

Selina stumbled for the third and final machine, the

toggle stick.  Swing the platform outward. Lower it into

 the pool. Activate full charge of ley lines. Chemicals will

 drain as they are absorbed. 

Selina’s fingers could barely clench the maneuvering

stick  as  she  pushed  it  to  the  left.  Machines  groaned, 

metal  clanking.  But  the  grated  platform,  Maggie

unconscious atop it, slowly moved out over the center of

the pool, the swirling liquid ten feet beneath. 

From  the  locked  door,  the  hallway  beyond,  shouts

and thuds sounded. Brutal—the fighting had to be brutal. 

Something  deep  in  her,  buried  in  her  chest,  began  to

ache. Luke wouldn’t last long. 

Neither  would  she.  But  she  wasn’t  the  one  who

needed to survive. 

Maggie  reached  the  center  of  the  pool,  and  Selina

jammed the stick downward. 

Slowly, so slowly, Maggie descended into the pool. 

The  dark  water  swallowed  her  up  with  barely  a

ripple. 

Breathing became difficult. Impossible. 

Her  knees  buckled,  and  Selina  let  them,  sliding  to

the ground, still clenching the toggle stick. 

It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter, none of it. 

She  was  not  afraid.  Not  as  darkness  crept  into  the

edges  of  her  vision.  Not  as  she  slid  her  hand  from  the

toggle  stick  to  the  keyboard  hovering  right  above  her

head. Punched in the final commands. 

A low hum sounded through the room. Light flared

within the water. 

All of it, for this. All of it, for Maggie. 

For Maggie. 

Selina  managed  to  push  the  toggle  stick  upward. 

Pushed with the tips of her shaking fingers. 

The  platform  began  to  rise  out  of  the  Pit.  Maggie’s

soaked hospital gown clung to her body—

A body that was not frail. 

Not thin. 

A body that was healed. 

And a chest that rose and fell, deeply, evenly. 

—

Luke knew he was screwed. 

He’d taken out Cheshire on a lucky, quick shot of his

electrified  Batarang.  The  woman  had  dropped  like  a

stone. 

No  twisted  smile  lingered  on  her  unconscious  face

after that. He doubted one would return after the GCPD

picked her up. 

 Focus.  Breathe.   He  went  through  his  therapist’s

instructions,  even  as  he  snatched  up  Cheshire’s  fallen

dagger and raised it against the other two. 

Onyx and Rictus had only laughed—and attacked. 

And were now kicking his ass. Where he lunged for

one of them, the other attacked. Where they darted away, 

the other was striking. Partners, equals in fighting style, 

too. 

Their  knives  chipped  away  at  his  suit.  His  blood

mingled with theirs. 

They  remained  standing.  Herding  him  back  toward

that door. They were toying with him, and they all knew

it. 

Luke feinted a jab at Onyx, lunging instead right for

Rictus. They saw Luke’s move, easily countered it. A left

hook from Rictus to the ribs that had him yielding a step, 

a  slash  of  Onyx’s  dagger  that  had  him  yielding  another. 

Rictus let out a low chuckle. 

A  sound  that  ended  quickly  as  light  flashed  over

Luke’s  shoulder,  flickering  through  the  tiny  window  in

the door. 

The  assassins’  faces  tightened,  all  amusement

fading. 

The Pit was in use. 

He  caught  the  look  exchanged  between  Onyx  and

Rictus. Playtime was over. 

As  one,  they  freed  twin  short  swords  from  across

their backs. The same blades Selina bore. 

As one, they assessed him. 

He just needed to stall them long enough for her to

finish and get her sister out of here. It didn’t seem like a

bad way to go. 

To  do  right  by  his  city,  do  right  by  those  he  cared

about…It was all he’d wanted from the start. 

So this did not seem like a bad way to go at all. 

The assassins took a step, peeling apart. 

They’d try to make it swift. To get to the door behind

him as fast as possible. 

He’d keep it going for as long as he could. Light died

behind him. 

As long as he could. 

Luke managed to stand upright. 

“Let’s get it over with,” he panted. 

Rictus and Onyx smiled. Not one word. They hadn’t

uttered one word since they arrived. 

Those blades angled, mirror images to each other. 

Luke surveyed the injuries on each. Taking out one

assassin  would  mean  being  exposed  to  the  other,  but

maybe if there was just one for Selina to face—

He  sucked  in  a  breath,  legs  bending,  fighting  past

the pain as he prepared to lunge. 

Something  hissing  and  metal  thumped  and  slid

down the hallway behind the assassins. 

Spewing smoke. 

Instantly,  the  hall  was  full  of  it.  The  assassins

whirled, daggers flying. 

Onyx got a lungful and went down, crumpling to the

cracked, blood-streaked tiles. 

Rictus  stayed  up.  He  must  have  had  some  sort  of

toxin  immunity  as  part  of  his  training—that  even  Onyx

had not received. 

Rictus whirled, swords angled upright, as Poison Ivy

emerged from the smoke. One of Luke’s fallen batarangs

in her hands. 

The assassin glanced between them. Ivy didn’t take

her gaze off Rictus, her bloodied face pale as she said to

Luke, “Help her.” 

He  didn’t  object.  Whirling  toward  the  door  behind

him  and  throwing  the  lock,  his  body  barking  in  agony

with each movement, he got through the door. He locked

it  from  within,  glancing  through  the  window  in  time  to

see  Ivy  beckon  to  the  seething  assassin.  Rictus’s  sword

lifted in answer. 

Luke scanned the room. 

The  machines  were  on.  The  platform  was  dripping

dark  liquid  at  the  edge  of  the  pool.  And  the  girl  now

sitting up atop it, soaked…

She  rubbed  at  her  face,  made  a  small  sound  at  the

thick liquid coating it, her hands. Her hospital gown and

body. 

Luke said nothing, barely breathing as he compared

the healthy girl now sitting up with the wrecked, wasted

body  he’d  seen  moments  before.  She  started,  as  if

realizing it, too, a hand going to her chest. 

Maggie  Kyle  sucked  in  a  long,  deep  breath. 

Marveling. Glancing at the pool, the factory around her, 

her brown brows knotting as she twisted the other way, 

toward the machines—

Luke  spotted  Selina  at  the  same  moment  Maggie

did. 

A  limp,  lifeless  body  by  the  third  machine.  Her

emerald  eyes  staring  up  at  the  ceiling.  Unseeing. 

Unblinking. 

Maggie’s sob cleaved the room. 

Cleaved Luke’s chest apart. 

Feet slipping on the tiles, skin slick with that liquid, 

Maggie hurtled for her sister. 

For Selina, lying on the floor. 

Dead. 
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Maggie was sobbing as she shook Selina’s shoulders. As

she stared into those lifeless eyes, the bloodless face. 

Luke’s head was empty. Silent. 

It hadn’t been this silent since that day in the desert. 

The memories pushed in, swarming, his chest seizing—

She’d known. That she was running on empty. That

this pool had only enough resources for one. 

And  this  woman,  through  every  lie  she’d  fed  him, 

every  taunt  and  deception…Luke  pushed  back  against

the  panic  creeping  over  him,  the  flashes  of  desert  sun

and blood.  Stay here. 

He  wasn’t  sure  if  his  silent  order  was  to  himself  or

Selina. 

Maggie laid her head on Selina’s bloody chest, as if

searching  for  any  hint  of  a  heartbeat.  Her  green  eyes—

the  same  as  her  sister’s—met  Luke’s.  No  shock  or

surprise  filled  them  upon  seeing  him,  seeing  Batwing. 

Just that panicked, despairing grief. 

 Do  something.   Luke  pivoted,  scanning  the

warehouse. Basic training had taught him a few medical

tricks, ways to keep injured soldiers alive until they could

get to a field hospital or the doctors could reach them. 

If  her  heart  had  stopped,  he  could  pull  apart  the

wires  on  one  of  the  machines,  somehow  get  a  safe-

enough current going, and maybe—

The door blew open, and Luke whirled, hand going

to  his  remaining  batarang.  But  it  was  Ivy.  Panting, 

bloody, but—alive. No sign of Rictus. 

Her attention went right to Selina. Then she noticed

Maggie,  who  lifted  her  head,  still  unfazed  by  the

company she now kept. 

But Luke watched the realization dawn on Ivy as she

behld Maggie’s emerald eyes, her now-healthy limbs. 

As she understood who Maggie was. What all of this

had been for. 

Ivy stalked forward as if in a daze. “A Lazarus Pit,” 

she  whispered,  scanning  the  machinery,  the  pool,  and

the few feet of liquid remaining at its bottom. 

Ivy  stopped  at  his  side.  Luke  breathed,  the  only

explanation  he  could  muster  against  the  panic  crushing

his chest, “Maggie was dying. If we can get the wires on

the machines exposed, we could restart her heart—” 

Maggie  faced  them.  The  machines  and  the  pool. 

“Use it to save her.” 

Luke studied the pool at the same time Ivy did. Ivy

said, “There’s not enough liquid in there.” 

“Try it,” Luke said roughly. 

“Please,” Maggie begged. 

The  same  word  her  sister  had  uttered.  Her  broken

plea  for  mercy—to  save  the  person  Selina  loved  more

than her life. Her very soul, it seemed. 

Ivy glanced to the pool again, to the machines. With

the lingering chemicals and toxins, the natural charge of

the  ley  line…Ivy’s  eyes  were  darting,  as  if  calculating  it, 

too. 

“It’s  a  slim  chance,”  Ivy  said,  but  already  strode  to

the machines. 

“Take  it,”  Luke  said,  Maggie  backing  away  on  her

hands and knees as he scooped Selina’s lifeless body into

his  arms.  He’d  have  tried  it  himself,  but  his  mind  was

spinning,  his  body  barking  in  pain,  every  movement  an

effort—

Picking  her  up,  the  blood  on  her…He’d  done  this

before. That day. He’d carried a dead friend—

He  breathed  and  breathed,  working  through  the

memories, the way his body clammed up against him. Ivy

flicked a few switches, studying and assessing. 

“Hurry,”  Maggie  whispered,  rising  to  her  feet  and

standing between two machines. 

“I’m  going  as  fast  as  I  can,”  Ivy  said  through  her

teeth,  hands  flying  over  the  machines.  “Right,”  she

declared. “Put her on the platform.” 

Clenching  his  jaw  against  the  pain,  forcing  himself

to take deep, soothing breaths, Luke did so. Selina’s hair

spilled over the edge, her too-pale face still staring up at

the ceiling. Lips white as death. 

As death—because she  was dead. 

The thought clanged through him. He barely noticed

Ivy  flying  through  the  network  of  machines,  flipping

switches  and  pumping  levers.  “A  manual  charge  for  the

depleted ley line,” Ivy muttered. “Clever kitty.” 

Because,  as  Ivy  hauled  herself  into  the  lever  in  the

machine,  pumping  it  once,  twice…those  were  white

sparks beginning to flicker in the liquid pool below. 

Ivy  finished,  darting  to  the  next  machine.  “Red  or

green?” 

“Green,”  Luke  said,  struggling  to  remember  words

over the roaring in his head. “Green means go.” 

Ivy cut him a look that said,  Duh,  and hit the green

button. 

The  pool  shuddered  and  groaned.  Maggie  let  out  a

low whimper. 

“Is  she  secure?”  Ivy  asked  him,  jerking  her  chin

toward  Selina  and  the  platform  as  she  gripped  a  toggle

stick that no doubt controlled the levers to move it into

the pool. 

Luke peered down at the lifeless face, gently closing

Selina’s eyes as a panel slid up to reveal the lower half of

his  face.  He  leaned  in,  brushing  a  kiss  over  her  mouth

before he murmured into her ear, “Please.” 

“I’ll  take  that  as  a  yes,”  Ivy  said,  and  the  platform

swung away, Selina’s body jostling with it. Her body—her

 body—

In and out, deep and calming, he breathed through

the panic, the feeling of the walls pushing in. 

Ivy  shifted  the  lever,  and  the  platform  lowered. 

Farther  and  farther  into  the  depleted  tank,  the  rusty

sides  encompassing  her.  Heading  for  the  too-shallow

sliver of liquid at the bottom. 

Dark liquid seemed to rise up to meet her. Swallow

her whole. 

It covered her—barely. 

“Now what?” Maggie breathed, coming to Ivy’s side

as she hovered over the machine. Light flared, bright and

blinding, from the water. 

“I don’t know,” Ivy admitted. 

But  the  liquid  was  dissolving,  as  if  Selina  had

absorbed  it,  as  if  its  usage,  the  charge  of  the  ley  line, 

evaporated it—

Bit  by  bit,  her  body  appeared.  The  blood  had  been

washed  away,  revealing  the  hole  in  the  shoulder  of  her

suit. 

Ivy  slammed  a  hand  into  the  lever,  raising  the

platform up as the last of the liquid vanished. Closer and

closer, Selina came. 

The  skin  beneath  that  hole  in  her  suit…healed. 

Smooth. 

The color had returned to her face. 

But her heartbeat, her chest…

His helmet scanned her. 

No life signs. 

None. 

The  platform  swung  toward  them,  groaning  as  it

stopped. Luke moved, hauling her off it, setting her down

on the floor, his body numb and distant. 

He  couldn’t  endure  this  again.  He   wouldn’t endure

this again—

“Selina,” Maggie pleaded.  “Selina.” 

She did not move. Her eyes did not open. 

Ivy reached for her wrist. “No pulse.” 

The  wounds  had  healed,  but  nothing  else.  His

stomach churned and rose up his throat.  Not again, not

 again, not again—

“She’s not breathing,” Maggie said, pushing past Ivy, 

kneeling at her sister’s side. “She needs help!” 

Without  waiting,  Maggie  rose  up  on  her  knees, 

interlaced  her  hands,  and  set  them  over  Selina’s  chest. 

Pumping once, twice—Luke lost count before she tipped

back  her  sister’s  head,  blew  a  breath  into  her  mouth, 

waited. Went back to pumping her chest. Her heart. 

Nothing. 

Ivy  was  pale.  Unblinking  as  she  stared  down  at

Selina.  At  Maggie,  performing  CPR.  Giving  her  new, 

unfaltering breaths to her sister. 

It  hadn’t  worked.  The  pool—it  hadn’t  worked.  And

Selina…

Maggie  sobbed  through  her  teeth.  “Wake  up.”   Her

curls  bounced  with  every  frantic  push  of  her  hands  on

Selina’s chest.  “Wake up.” 

Luke  didn’t  quite  feel  his  arms,  his  hands,  as  he

reached for Maggie. “She’s g—” 

 “Don’t  you  say  it!”   Maggie  shouted,  knocking  his

hand away. She breathed again into Selina’s mouth. 

Nothing. 

And at Maggie’s shouted words, something snapped

into place. Settled and cleared in his head. Luke said to

the girl, “Keep going. Don’t stop.” 

He  scanned  for  the  nearest  cord  to  split  open,  to

expose  the  wires  and  get  a  charge.  He  could  restart  her

heart, risk the electrocution—

Maggie  went  back  to  pumping,  weeping  as  she

spoke.  “You  fought  for  me  every  day,  every  hour.”  Over

and  over,  her  hands  slammed  into  Selina’s  chest.  “You

came home with those bruises, you stole and you fought, 

for  me.  And when they brought me to Peter and Hiroki’s

house, when I saw how nice it was, how nice  they were, 

when  you  never  came  back…I  knew  you’d  done  that  for

me, too. The police said you went to prison, but I didn’t

believe them. And I knew—I knew when the money came

in  last  month,  the  bills  all  paid…I  knew  it  was  you. 

Somehow.  I knew it was you. ” 

Maggie  blew  another  breath  into  Selina’s  lifeless

lungs. 

Across  from  her,  tears  slid  down  Ivy’s  face  as  she

silently watched. Luke lunged for the nearest power cord, 

opening up a panel on his suit arm to grab the small pair

of wire-splicers. 

Maggie’s shoulders shook as she resumed pumping. 

“You  fought  for  me,  even  when  no  one  else  would.  You

fought,  and  I  love  you.”  Maggie  sucked  in  a  shuddering

breath,  sitting  back  on  her  heels.  “Fight  back,”  she

whispered. “One last time.” 

Selina’s chest did not move. 

Luke  sliced  down  the  plastic  coating  on  the  wires, 

revealing  the  tangle  of  metal  beneath.  A  hollow,  aching

void filled him, silence pealing through his head. 

Maggie lunged, slamming a hand down onto Selina’s

heart as she screamed,  “FIGHT BACK.”  Another slam of

her hand, right over that silent heart.  “FIGHT—” 

Selina’s body arced off the floor, eyes flaring wide. 

His  helmet  glowed  with  assessments  and  data  that

he  ignored.  Ignored  as  she  gasped  for  breath,  then

coughed, curling on her side—

Maggie threw her arms around her, shaking with the

force  of  her  sobbing.  For  a  heartbeat,  Selina  just  lay

there, and Luke looked then—at his helmet’s monitors. 

To  make  sure  the  sudden  stillness  didn’t  mean

anything amiss. 

But  there  was  her  heartbeat,  hammering  steadily. 

The wire tumbled from his hands. 

Slowly, Selina’s arm rose, gently resting on Maggie’s

back. 

Her younger sister pulled away, and Selina stared up

silently into Maggie’s face. 

Those  green  eyes  scanned  over  every  curve  and

freckle,  along  every  wild  curl  and  plane  of  healthy, 

glowing skin. 

Tears  began  sliding  out  of  the  corners  of  Selina’s

eyes. 

Maggie surged forward, hugging her again. 

This  time,  both  of  Selina’s  arms  came  around  her

sister—and held tightly. 

Ivy asked, voice thick but clear, “Does this mean you

have eight lives left?” 
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The oak-lined street was awash with reds and golds and

oranges, the sky a crisp blue above the fall splendor. 

Luke  and  Selina  lingered  in  the  shadows  beneath

one  of  the  trees,  monitoring  the  lovely  white  house

across  the  way,  the  mums  lining  the  path  to  the  red-

painted  front  door,  the  flower  beds  bursting  with  color

beneath the wide windows and black shutters. As pretty

a  house  as  one  could  picture,  on  an  equally  beautiful

street. 

Quiet,  yet  humming  with  life.  Families  out  and

about,  kids  shouting  as  they  played  backyard  soccer. 

Luke  and  Selina  leaned  against  the  hood  of  the  black

SUV of the League assassins that they’d taken here, and

he  brushed  his  fingers  against  hers  as  they  watched

Maggie  run  up  to  the  door  and  ring  the  doorbell.  Once, 

twice. Bouncing on her toes, curls bobbing with her. 

Healthy. Healed. Whole. 

The door opened, an Asian man filling the space. 

He  fell  to  his  knees  at  the  sight  of  Maggie.  As  she

threw  her  arms  around  his  neck  and  he  grasped  her

tightly.  A  heartbeat  later,  a  white  man  approached,  tall

and blond. He took one look at his husband, at the girl in

his arms, and knelt, too. Wrapped his arms around both

of them. 

Luke glanced sidelong at Selina. 

Silver lined her eyes, a smile, soft and yet full of joy, 

dancing upon her mouth. Full of  life. 

He’d removed his helmet, his suit—and stood in the

black athletic gear he wore beneath. But Selina…She still

wore  her  torn  battle-suit.  Clean,  but  they  were  still

shadows in this neighborhood. Slivers of the night. They

did not belong. 

“You sure you don’t want to say hi?” Luke asked as

Maggie  and  her  dads  rose  to  their  feet,  the  men  now

looking the girl over with utter shock—and gratitude. 

Selina shook her head, focus never straying from the

family that moved inside, the door shutting behind them. 

She  and  Maggie  had  made  their  goodbyes  in  the  SUV

moments ago. Maggie had tried to convince her sister to

meet her adoptive parents, but Selina had gently refused. 

Her  return  would  raise  too  many  questions,  potentially

bring  too  many  people  sniffing  around  Maggie  and  her

family. 

Maggie  had  cried,  asking  when  she’d  see  her  sister

again. Luke had tried not to watch through the rearview

mirror as Selina had kissed her sister’s cheek. 

“I’ll  surprise  you,”  Selina  had  told  Maggie.  He’d

never heard that voice, the tone she used with her sister. 

The softness. The kindness. 

“But when?” Maggie had frowned deeply. 

Selina  had  brushed  a  curl  from  Maggie’s  face.  “So

bossy.” 

Maggie’s eyes welled again. “In a week?” 

Selina kissed her brow this time. “Soon.” 

“What about Friday night movies?” 

Joy—that was joy in Selina’s eyes. “Get settled again, 

Maggie. Then we’ll figure it out.” 

“Just come meet Hiroki and Peter. You’ll love them. 

Maybe they’ll adopt you, too—” 

Selina  had  chuckled.  “You  should  go  in.  They’re

worried  sick.”  She’d  held  her  tightly.  “We’ll  see  each

other again soon. I promise.” 

With that, Maggie had reluctantly left the car. She’d

taken  two  trudging  steps  before  she  sprinted  for  the

beautiful house. Where she was now safely ensconced. 

“She’s  safer  this  way,”  Selina  said,  staring  at  the

now-shut front door. 

Luke  studied  her.  “And  what  about  Holly

Vanderhees? What happens to her?” 

Selina faced him at last, mouth tightening. She said

nothing. 

“When did you figure it out—who I am?” he asked. 

“That night on the balcony.” 

When he’d kissed her—or tried to. He lifted a brow. 

“So you’ll kiss Batwing but not Luke?” 

He could have sworn color bloomed on her cheeks. 

“That’s what you ask about? Not how death was, what I

saw,  but  why  I  kissed  one  of  your  identities  over  the

other?” 

“How was death,  Selina?” 

“None of your business, that’s how it was.” 

Luke  grinned,  rubbing  his  jaw.  “I  mean  it—what

happens to Holly?” 

“Well,  I’m  sure  she’ll  mope  over  not  getting  easy

access to the shellfish platters at all the galas….” 

Luke laughed as Selina strode for the passenger-side

door  and  pulled  the  handle.  She  angled  her  head,  hair

spilling  over  her  shoulder.  “What  do  you  think  should

happen to Holly?” 

“Well, her apartment is now a crime scene….” 

“Too  bad.”  She  opened  the  door  and  sliding  in. 

“There was so much money stowed in there.” 

Luke laughed again, coming around to the other side

of the car and getting in. “Oh, I know.” He slid the keys

into  the  ignition,  but  glanced  over  at  her.  She  leaned

against  the  side  door,  watching  him.  “So  Holly

Vanderhees  vanishes…but  what  about  Catwoman?”  He

lifted a brow. “Or does the cat become a Leopard again?” 

She let out an impressed laugh. “You really did your

research.” 

“Like  you,  my  computer  skills  are…above  average.” 

She’d  explained  everything  to  him,  to  Maggie,  on  the

drive  here.  What  she’d  done  at  the  League,  what  she’d

stolen. How she’d stolen it. He had a feeling she’d left out

some  gory,  brutal  details  for  her  sister’s  sake,  but  he’d

filled in the gaps himself. 

“You’ve  got  the  tats,  don’t  you,”  Luke  said,  jerking

his chin toward her arms. 

She only zipped down the front of her suit a bit, just

far  enough  to  peel  it  off  her  shoulder  to  reveal  two

splotches  of  black-lined  purple.  Black-and-purple

leopard spots. 

“How  many?”  he  asked  as  she  settled  her  suit  back

into place. 

Selina buckled her seat belt. “Twenty-seven.” 

He blew out a breath. “Undefeated champ, huh?” 

“I hear you are, too.” 

Luke gave her a lazy grin. “Maybe.” 

Silence  fell,  thrumming  and  light.  And  his  smile…

Luke let it stay there. Felt it in his bones. 

“So, are you taking me to the nearest precinct, or…?” 

“Considering  how  poorly  the  last  time  you  were

arrested  went  for  everyone  involved,  we  can  take  a  rain

check.” 

Wariness flashed in her green eyes. “I’m waiting for

you to yell about Arkham.” 

Luke  snorted,  pulling  the  car  out  into  the  quiet

street  and  slowly  driving  down  it.  “You  died.  I  figure

that’s  payment  enough  to  settle  the  debt.”  He  glanced

sidelong  at  her.  “But   are  there  any  more  upcoming

escapades I should know about?” 

She considered. “Perhaps.” 

“What’s  a  girl  to  do,  now  that  she’s  rich  and  saved

the day?” 

Her  brows  rose.  “I’m  not  rich.”  She  watched  the

street  passing.  “The  money  went  to  Maggie—most  of  it. 

And the rest…” 

“The rest?” 

Selina  sucked  on  a  tooth  and  said,  as  if  she  didn’t

want  to  admit  to  it,  “I  gave  it  to  the  children’s  hospital. 

To  pay  off  the  bills  for  the  families  who  can’t  afford

treatment.” 

Luke slowed the car to a stop at the red light at the

corner.  Put  the  car  in  park.  “Robbing  the  rich,  Robin

Hood?” 

She cut him a glare. “If that is a new nickname—” 

Luke grabbed her face in his hands and kissed her. 

The  light  changed,  and  the  car  behind  them  began

honking,  but  Luke  didn’t  move,  didn’t  really  care  about

anything as her mouth opened to him and her hands slid

around his neck. 

When  he  pulled  back,  her  breathing  was  just  as

uneven as his. Luke brushed his mouth over hers. Once, 

twice. Unable to stop himself. 

“Let me take you out—a real date.” 

The words slipped from him before he could think. 

Selina  pulled  back,  studying  him.  Luke  finally

moved  the  car  back  into  drive  and  continued  on.  “No

pizza and  Jeopardy!,  huh?” 

“You sound disappointed.” 

“I am.” 

Luke chuckled. “If you can sneak into the apartment

building,  then  go  ahead.  Come  over  every  night,  if  you

want.” 

“You want a known criminal hanging at your place?” 

“I’ve been thinking about it.” 

“Oh?” 

Luke turned onto a broad avenue, the SUV blending

with  the  cars  around  them.  “Perhaps  the  future  of

Gotham  City  doesn’t  lie  in  crushing  the  underworld  in

some endless Whac-A-Mole game.” 

When  she  didn’t  answer,  he  looked  over  at  her—

found her face serious. Contemplative. But her eyes…full

of light. The face beneath Holly, beneath that mask. 

Selina. 

Luke  went  on,  “I’ll  take  a  gamble  and  assume  that

this crime spree…now that Maggie is safe, disrupting the

stability  of  Gotham  City  isn’t  your  endgame.  Not  while

she lives here.” 

Selina said simply, “Yes.” 

“But the problem remains that you’ve made a hell of

a lot of criminals think  you are in charge. You tricked the

Joker. They won’t forget that. Neither will he.” 

“And?” 

“And,  in  addition  to  this  being  a  warning  to  you  to

be careful, I’ve been thinking that the future of Gotham

City  doesn’t  lie  in  trying  to  hunt  them  all  down  one  by

one.  But  in  working  with  the  underworld’s  new   Lady.” 

He nodded to her with a wicked grin. 

She  considered,  chewing  on  her  bottom  lip  in  a

wholly  distracting  way.  “I  would  have  pegged  you  for  a

hard-liner on the no-criminal-activity policy.” 

Luke reached over the console, offering his hand to

her  palm-up.  “Oh,  I  am.  But  the  darkness  will  always

exist,  in  some  form  or  another.  Corruption  is  still  rife—

on both sides of the law. We could help fix it.” 

Selina  nodded.  “The  GCPD  has  been  overdue  for

some  major  changes  for  a  while  now.”  She  arched  a

brow.  “Commissioner  Gordon  won’t  be  thrilled  that

you’re making an alliance with me.” 

“I’d think that would be an incentive for you to say

yes.”  When  she  didn’t  answer,  Luke  added,  “Gordon’s

one of the good ones. He’d support us, want to improve

things. The innocent need protecting.” 

Her  green  eyes  danced.  “They  do.”  He  knew  in  her

own  way,  she  would  protect  them.  “A  working

relationship,”  she  repeated,  musing  over  the  words  as

she eyed his hand. 

“If  the  Lady  of  Gotham  City  wants  one,”  he  said, 

smiling broadly. “If she’s not already taken.” 

And when Selina interlaced her fingers with his…her

answer was all Luke hoped it would be. 

[image: Image 1549]

“Those sunglasses make you look like a terrifying Audrey

Hepburn.” 

“It’s  the  look  I’m  going  for,”  Selina  said,  brushing

her  dark  hair  over  a  shoulder  and  being  surprised—for

the tenth time this hour—to find the color changed. Back

to usual. Since everyone would be looking for the blond

Holly Vanderhees, dark-haired Selina Kyle blended in far

better. “And besides, you look like a drunken beekeeper.” 

Ivy was indeed wearing an enormous floppy hat that

concealed her face, giant sunglasses that rivaled Selina’s

own, and a loose white tunic that fluttered in the autumn

breeze  alongside  the  riverfront  café  where  they  sipped

their drinks. A latte for Selina, a soy chai for Ivy. 

No  one  paid  them  any  heed—not  that  the  hipster

café  would  be  a  likely  place  for  anyone  to  start  looking

for Catwoman and her cohorts. 

Ivy  gestured  down  at  her  attire.  “It’s  my  Sunday

leisure suit.” 

Selina  smiled  and  sipped  her  drink.  Luke  had

slipped into her apartment last night to get her clothes, 

sneaking  them  down  to  where  she  waited  with  the

League  SUV.  She’d  dumped  the  vehicle  hours  later,  but

kept the bags full of stuff. And when she’d opened them…

A letter had fallen out. 

 Here’s to a working relationship was all it had said. 

She’d smiled for a good while afterward. 

She  adjusted  the  lapel  on  her  black  blazer,  then

brushed  an  invisible  bit  of  lint  off  her  dark  jeans,  the

outfit more casual than Holly’s power suits and dresses. 

Certainly more casual than her League-issued suit. She’d

deposited  it  in  the  Sprang  River  this  morning,  having

already  decided  not  to  retrieve  her  Death  Mask  from

Arkham. 

It  was  time  to  create  her  own  suit  and  helmet, 

designed exactly to her tastes. 

“So,  you  didn’t  invite  me  to  meet  you  here  for

overpriced drinks,” Ivy said. 

Selina  looked  up.  Ivy  had  left  the  factory  yesterday

in  her  own  stolen  vehicle,  missing  her  explanation  to

Maggie  and  Luke.  But  before  Selina  told  her…“What

happened to Harley?” 

Ivy’s eyes shuttered, and she swirled her chai in its

cup  as  she  studied  the  river.  “I  stayed  until  the  GCPD

showed up. Made sure they didn’t hurt her. By the time

she  woke  up,  I  think  she  realized  what  she’d  done—to

you. Risking Maggie in the process. It…it was a wake-up

call.  About  a  lot  of  stuff.  She  went  willingly  with  the

police,  bought  me  some  time  to  run  to  you.  Arkham’s  a

mess,  so  they  took  her  to  another  facility.  Where  she’s

getting therapy for…for those parts of her that are drawn

to people like the Joker. She  wants to get some therapy. 

And is awaiting trial.” 

“I’m sorry.” It was the only thing Selina could think

to say. 

“I  don’t  blame  you  for  what  you  did.  And  Harley…

She is unwell. I’ve known that for a while, and she knows

it now, too, but…” Ivy eyed Selina’s shoulder, where that

blade  had  gone  through.  “My  enabling  her  behavior—I

can’t  live  with  it.  So  even  if  it  means  her  taking  some

time for herself, even behind bars…” 

“I  know  someone  who  can  make  sure  she  gets  in

front  of  a  good  therapist,  and  a  good  judge,”  Selina

offered. “Make sure she gets the right treatment and the

support  she  needs.”  Luke  had  said  as  much  last  night. 

That he’d help with whatever sort of cleanup she needed. 

Get  things  in  order  so  they  could  figure  out  how  to

handle this city. 

Because he was right: with Maggie living here, going

to  school…Over  Selina’s  dead  body  would  crime  lords

rule the streets. There were innocent, good people in this

city  who  needed  someone  to  fight  for  them.  And  as

Catwoman,  as  the  Lady  of  Gotham  City,  she  could  help

set the rules. Control the chaos. 

“Thank  you,”  Ivy  said.  She  swallowed.  “And  you, 

with your sister, I get it. All of this—” Ivy waved a hand

toward  the  skyscrapers  flanking  the  river,  the  café,  the

space between them. “It was all part of your plan to save

her.” 

“It was.” 

At  Ivy’s  expectant  pause,  Selina  settled  into  her

chair. And told her story. 

The  sun  arced  above  them,  their  drinks  were

replaced  by  the  waitress,  and  the  chill  autumn  air  had

wrapped around them before Selina finished. 

Ivy  blew  out  a  breath  and  whistled.  “Well,  that’s

certainly one hell of a story.” 

Selina  snorted.  Ivy  flicked  her  thick  braid  over  a

shoulder. “Was any of it real? What you—you felt for us. 

As friends.” 

“It wasn’t supposed to be,” Selina admitted. “But it

was. It is.” 

Ivy  finished  her  chai  with  a  long  gulp.  “Will  the

League come after you?” 

“Oh, most definitely. Especially now that I destroyed

the  formula,  the  data—all  of  it.”  What  Ivy  herself  had

gleaned,  Selina  knew  she  wouldn’t  tell.  As  far  as  the

League  was  concerned,  Ivy  had  never  been  in  that

factory. “But until then,” Selina said, stretching, “I’ve got

bills to pay.” 

“Oh?” 

Selina smiled. “I got a cat.” She’d found herself one, 

was more like it. That small gray alley cat. It had taken a

heartbreakingly  tiny  amount  of  food  to  get  her  to  jump

into Selina’s arms last night. And stay there, purring the

entire way home. She’d named her Jane. 

Ivy lifted a brow. “And cats are that expensive?” 

Selina’s  smile  turned  into  a  grin.  “Certainly. 

Especially  when  they  live  in  the  new  hideout  I  plan  to

build with my villainous roommate.” 

She placed a set of keys on the table between them. 

Ivy laughed, picking up the keys and jangling them. 

“I got the idea from Harley’s pad. Two underground

levels  in  another  abandoned  subway  station—the  lower

floor  can  be  converted  into  lab  space,”  Selina  said. 

“Three bedrooms can be made out of the upper level.” 

“Three?” 

“One  for  guests,”  Selina  said.  “Or  another  cohort. 

When the time is right for her.” 

A  home.  For  all  of  them.  To  start  living  how  they

wished, on their own terms. 

Ivy  blinked  furiously,  ducking  her  head  and  hiding

her face as she said, “Thank you.” 

It was the least Selina could do. If Harley got out, if

that good judge let her off easy and she received the help

she  needed  and  now  wanted…For  Ivy’s  sake,  Selina

prayed Harley got better. Found some way to get beyond

the  Joker,  the  past  that  haunted  and  drove  her.  To  see

the  woman  right  in  front  of  her,  who  had  been  waiting

for her all this time. 

And maybe not try to kill Selina in the process. 

But  she’d  think  on  that  tomorrow.  Another  day. 

Another week. 

Ivy straightened, her freckled face lighting. “Making

that sort of lair is going to be expensive.” She dangled the

old  janitor’s  keys  from  a  crooked  finger.  The  metal

sparkled in the sunlight. “What will our next heist be?” 

Selina looked toward the river, the sun just starting

to  set.  And  for  a  heartbeat,  a  calm,  contented  sort  of

quiet  settled  over  her,  wrapping  around  her  bones, 

warming  her  blood.  As  if  that  sun  sinking  toward  the

horizon, the shadows growing…It was not an end. Not an

end at all. 

And the city now cast in light and dark—it was hers

for the taking. 

For  the  first  time,  all  of  it  was  hers.  Open  and

boundless. A path to carve as she willed. As she dreamed

it to be. 

And a home. 

Selina smiled. “There are a few museum exhibits I’ve

been dying to see.” 
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As  Bruce  rounded  another  bend,  the  wails  suddenly

turned  deafening,  and  a  mass  of  flashing  red  and  blue

lights  blinked  against  the  buildings  near  the  end  of  the

street.  White  barricades  and  yellow  police  tape

completely  blocked  the  intersection.  Even  from  here, 

Bruce  could  see  fire  engines  and  black  SWAT  trucks

clustered together, the silhouettes of police running back

and forth in front of the headlights. 

Inside  his  car,  the  electronic  voice  came  on  again, 

followed  by  a  transparent  map  overlaid  against  his

windshield.  “Heavy  police  activity  ahead.  Alternate

 route suggested.” 

A sense of dread filled his chest. 

Bruce flicked away the map and pulled to an abrupt

halt in front of the barricade—right as the unmistakable

 pop-pop-pop of gunfire rang out in the night air. 

He remembered the sound all too well. The memory

of  his  parents’  deaths  sent  a  wave  of  dizziness  through

him.  Another robbery. A murder. That’s what all this is. 

Then  he  shook  his  head.  No,  that  can’t  be  right. 

There were far too many cops here for a simple robbery. 

“Step  out of your vehicle, and put your hands in the

air!” a police officer shouted through a megaphone, her

voice  echoing  along  the  block.  Bruce’s  head  jerked

toward her. For an instant, he thought her command was

directed  at  him,  but  then  he  saw  that  her  back  was

turned, her attention fixed on the corner of the building

bearing the name BELLINGHAM INDUSTRIES & CO. “We have

you  surrounded,  Nightwalker!  This  is  your  final

warning!” 

Another officer came running over to Bruce’s car. He

whirled  an  arm  exaggeratedly  for  Bruce  to  turn  his  car

around.  His  voice  harsh  with  panic,  he  warned,  “Turn

back  now.  It’s not safe!” 

Before  Bruce  could  reply,  a  blinding  fireball

exploded behind the officer. The street rocked. 

Even  from  inside  his  car,  Bruce  felt  the  heat  of  the

blast. 

Every 

window 

in 

the 

building 

burst

simultaneously,  a  million  shards  of  glass  raining  down

on  the  pavement  below.  The  police  ducked  in  unison, 

their  arms  shielding  their  heads.  Fragments  of  glass

dinged like hail against Bruce’s windshield. 

From inside the blockade, a white car veered around

the corner at top speed. Bruce saw immediately what the

car  was  aiming  for—a  slim  gap  between  the  police

barricades  where  a  SWAT  team  truck  had  just  pulled

through. 

The car raced right toward the gap. 

“I said,  get out of here!” the officer shouted at Bruce. 

A  thin  ribbon  of  blood  trickled  down  the  man’s  face. 

“That is an  order!” 

Bruce  heard  the  scream  of  the  getaway  car’s  tires

against  the  asphalt.  He’d  been  in  his  father’s  garage  a

thousand  times,  helping  him  tinker  with  an  endless

number  of  engines  from  the  best  cars  in  the  world.  At

WayneTech,  Bruce  had  watched  in  fascination  as  tests

were  conducted  on  custom  engines,  conceptual  jets, 

stealth tech, new vehicles of every kind. 

And so he knew: whatever was installed under that

hood  was  faster  than  anything  the  GCPD  could  hope  to

have. 

 They’ll never catch him. 

 But I can. 

His Aston Martin was probably the only vehicle here

that could overtake the criminal’s, the only one powerful

enough to chase it down. Bruce’s eyes followed the path

the car would likely take, his gaze settling on a sign at the

end of the street that pointed toward the freeway. 

 I can get him. 

The white getaway vehicle shot straight through the

gap in the barricade, clipping two police cars as it went. 

 No, not this time.  Bruce slammed his gas pedal. 

The Aston Martin’s engine let out a deafening roar, 

and  the  car  sped  forward.  The  officer  who’d  shouted  at

him  stumbled  back.  In  the  rearview  mirror,  Bruce  saw

him scramble to his feet and wave the other officers’ cars

forward, both his arms held high. 

“Hold  your  fire!”  Bruce  could  hear  him  yelling. 

“Civilian in proximity— hold your fire! ” 

The  getaway  car  made  a  sharp  turn  at  the  first

intersection,  and  Bruce  sped  behind  it  a  few  seconds

later. The street zigzagged, then turned in a wide arc as it

led  toward  the  freeway—and  the  Nightwalker  took  the

on-ramp,  leaving  a  trail  of  exhaust  and  two  black  skid

marks on the road. 

Bruce  raced  forward  in  close  pursuit;  his  car

mapped the ground instantly, swerving in a perfect curve

to follow the ramp onto the freeway. He tapped twice on

the windshield right over where the Nightwalker’s white

vehicle was. 

“Follow him,” Bruce commanded. 
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 You do not enter a race to lose. 

Diana  bounced  lightly  on  her  toes  at  the  starting

line,  her  calves  taut  as  bowstrings,  her  mother’s  words

reverberating in her ears. A noisy crowd had gathered for

the  wrestling  matches  and  javelin  throws  that  would

mark  the  start  of  the  Nemeseian  Games,  but  the  real

event was the footrace, and now the stands were buzzing

with  word  that  the  queen’s  daughter  had  entered  the

competition. 

When  Hippolyta  had  seen  Diana  amid  the  runners

clustered  on  the  arena  sands,  she’d  displayed  no

surprise.  As  was  tradition,  she’d  descended  from  her

viewing  platform  to  wish  the  athletes  luck  in  their

endeavors,  sharing  a  joke  here,  offering  a  kind  word  of

encouragement  there.  She  had  nodded  briefly  to  Diana, 

showing her no special favor, but she’d whispered, so low

that  only  her  daughter  could  hear,  “You  do  not  enter  a

race to lose.” 

Amazons  lined  the  path  that  led  out  of  the  arena, 

already stamping their feet and chanting for the games to

begin. 

On  Diana’s  right,  Rani  flashed  her  a  radiant  smile. 

“Good luck today.” She was always kind, always gracious, 

and, of course, always victorious. 

To  Diana’s  left,  Thyra  snorted  and  shook  her  head. 

“She’s going to need it.” 

Diana  ignored  her.  She’d  been  looking  forward  to

this  race  for  weeks—a  trek  across  the  island  to  retrieve

one  of  the  red  flags  hung  beneath  the  great  dome  in

Bana-Mighdall.  In  a  flat-out  sprint,  she  didn’t  have  a

chance.  She  still  hadn’t  come  into  the  fullness  of  her

Amazon  strength.  You  will  in  time,   her  mother  had

promised. But her mother promised a lot of things. 

This  race  was  different.  It  required  strategy,  and

Diana was ready. She’d been training in secret, running

sprints  with  Maeve,  and  plotting  a  route  that  had

rougher terrain but was definitely a straighter shot to the

western  tip  of  the  island.  She’d  even—well,  she  hadn’t

exactly   spied….  She’d  gathered  intelligence  on  the  other

Amazons  in  the  race.  She  was  still  the  smallest,  and  of

course  the  youngest,  but  she’d  shot  up  in  the  last  year, 

and she was nearly as tall as Thyra now. 

 I don’t need luck,  she told herself.  I have a plan.  She

glanced  down  the  row  of  Amazons  gathered  at  the

starting  line  like  troops  readying  for  war  and  amended, 

 But  a  little  luck  wouldn’t  hurt,  either.   She  wanted  that

laurel crown. It was better than any royal circlet or tiara

—an honor that couldn’t be given, that had to be earned. 

She found Maeve’s red hair and freckled face in the

crowd  and  grinned,  trying  to  project  confidence.  Maeve

returned  the  smile  and  gestured  with  both  hands  as  if

she were tamping down the air. She mouthed the words, 

“Steady on.” 

Diana rolled her eyes but nodded and tried to slow

her breathing. She had a bad habit of coming out too fast

and wasting her speed too early. 

Now  she  cleared  her  mind  and  forced  herself  to

concentrate on the course as Tekmessa walked the line, 

surveying the runners, jewels glinting in her thick corona

of  curls,  silver  bands  flashing  on  her  brown  arms.  She

was  Hippolyta’s  closest  advisor,  second  in  rank  only  to

the queen, and she carried herself as if her belted indigo

shift were battle armor. 

“Take it easy, Pyxis,” Tek murmured to Diana as she

passed.  “Wouldn’t  want  to  see  you  crack.”  Diana  heard

Thyra  snort  again,  but  she  refused  to  flinch  at  the

nickname.  You  won’t  be  smirking  when  I’m  on  the

 victors’ podium,  she promised. 

Tek  raised  her  hands  for  silence  and  bowed  to

Hippolyta,  who  sat  between  two  other  members  of  the

Amazon  Council  in  the  royal  loge—a  high  platform

shaded by a silken overhang dyed in the vibrant red and

blue  of  the  queen’s  colors.  Diana  knew  that  was  where

her  mother  wanted  her  right  now,  seated  beside  her, 

waiting for the start of the games instead of competing. 

None of that would matter when she won. 

Hippolyta  dipped  her  chin  the  barest  amount, 

elegant  in  her  white  tunic  and  riding  trousers,  a  simple

circlet  resting  against  her  forehead.  She  looked  relaxed, 

at her ease, as if she might decide to leap down and join

the  competition  at  any  time,  but  still  every  inch  the

queen. 

Tek  addressed  the  athletes  gathered  on  the  arena

sands. “In whose honor do you compete?” 

“For  the  glory  of  the  Amazons,”  they  replied  in

unison. “For the glory of our queen.” Diana felt her heart

beat harder. She’d never said the words before, not as a

competitor. 

“To  whom  do  we  give  praise  each  day?”  Tek

trumpeted. 

“Hera,”  they  chorused.  “Athena,  Demeter,  Hestia, 

Aphrodite,  Artemis.”  The  goddesses  who  had  created

Themyscira  and  gifted  it  to  Hippolyta  as  a  place  of

refuge. 

Tek  paused,  and  along  the  line,  Diana  heard  the

whispers of other names: Oya, Durga, Freyja, Mary, Yael. 

Names once cried out in death, the last prayers of female

warriors  fallen  in  battle,  the  words  that  had  brought

them to this island and given them new life as Amazons. 

Beside Diana, Rani murmured the names of the demon-

fighting  Matri,  the  seven  mothers,  and  pressed  the

rectangular amulet she always wore to her lips. 

Tek  raised  a  blood-red  flag  identical  to  those  that

would be waiting for the runners in Bana-Mighdall. 

“May  the  island  guide  you  to  just  victory!”  she

shouted. 

She  dropped  the  red  silk.  The  crowd  roared.  The

runners  surged  toward  the  eastern  arch.  Like  that,  the

race had begun. 

Diana  and  Maeve  had  anticipated  a  bottleneck,  but

Diana  still  felt  a  pang  of  frustration  as  runners  clogged

the  stone  throat  of  the  tunnel,  a  tangle  of  white  tunics

and muscled limbs, footsteps echoing off the stone, all of

them trying to get clear of the arena at once. Then they

were  on  the  road,  sprinting  across  the  island,  each

runner choosing her own course. 

 You do not enter a race to lose. 

Diana  set  her  pace  to  the  rhythm  of  those  words, 

bare  feet  slapping  the  packed  earth  of  the  road  that

would lead her through the tangle of the Cybelian Woods

to the island’s northern coast. 

Ordinarily,  a  miles-long  trek  through  this  forest

would  be  a  slow  one,  hampered  by  fallen  trees  and

tangles  of  vines  so  thick  they  had  to  be  hacked  through

with  a  blade  you  didn’t  mind  dulling.  But  Diana  had

plotted  her  way  well.  An  hour  after  she  entered  the

woods, she burst from the trees onto the deserted coast

road. The wind lifted her hair, and salt spray lashed her

face. She breathed deep, checked the position of the sun. 

She was going to win—not just place but win. 

She’d  mapped  out  the  course  the  week  before  with

Maeve, and they’d run it twice in secret, in the gray-light

hours  of  early  morning,  when  their  sisters  were  first

rising  from  their  beds,  when  the  kitchen  fires  were  still

being  kindled,  and  the  only  curious  eyes  they’d  had  to

worry  about  belonged  to  anyone  up  early  to  hunt  game

or  cast  nets  for  the  day’s  catch.  But  hunters  kept  to  the

woods and meadows farther south, and no one fished off

this part of the coast; there was no good place to launch a

boat,  just  the  steep  steel-colored  cliffs  plunging  straight

down to the sea, and a tiny, unwelcoming cove that could

only  be  reached  by  a  path  so  narrow  you  had  to  shuffle

down sideways, back pressed to the rock. 

The  northern  shore  was  gray,  grim,  and

inhospitable,  and  Diana  knew  every  inch  of  its  secret

landscape, its crags and caves, its tide pools teeming with

limpets and anemones. It was a good place to be alone. 

 The  island  seeks  to  please,   her  mother  had  told  her.  It

was why Themyscira was forested by redwoods in some

places and rubber trees in others; why you could spend

an  afternoon  roaming  the  grasslands  on  a  scoop-neck

pony  and  the  evening  atop  a  camel,  scaling  a  moonlit

dragonback  of  sand  dunes.  They  were  all  pieces  of  the

lives the Amazons had led before they came to the island, 

little landscapes of the heart. 

Diana  sometimes  wondered  if  Themyscira  had

called  the  northern  coast  into  being  just  for  her  so  that

she could challenge herself climbing on the sheer drop of

its  cliffs,  so  that  she  could  have  a  place  to  herself  when

the  weight  of  being  Hippolyta’s  daughter  got  to  be  too

much. 

 You do not enter a race to lose. 

Her mother had not been issuing a general warning. 

Diana’s losses meant something different, and they both

knew it—and not only because she was a princess. 

Diana could almost feel Tek’s knowing gaze on her, 

hear the mocking in her voice.  Take it easy, Pyxis.  That

was the nickname Tek had given her. Pyxis. A little clay

pot  made  to  store  jewels  or  a  tincture  of  carmine  for

pinking the lips. The name was harmless, meant to tease, 

always said in love—or so Tek claimed. But it stung every

time:  a  reminder  that  Diana  was  not  like  the  other

Amazons,  and  never  would  be.  Her  sisters  were  battle-

proven  warriors,  steel  forged  from  suffering  and  honed

to greatness as they passed from life to immortality. All

of  them  had  earned  their  place  on  Themyscira.  All  but

Diana,  born  of  the  island’s  soil  and  Hippolyta’s  longing

for a child, fashioned from clay by her mother’s hands—

hollow  and  breakable.  Take  it  easy,  Pyxis.  Wouldn’t

 want to see you crack. 

Diana  steadied  her  breathing,  kept  her  pace  even. 

 Not today, Tek. This day the laurel belongs to me. 

She spared the briefest glance at the horizon, letting

the sea breeze cool the sweat on her brow. Through the

mists,  she  glimpsed  the  white  shape  of  a  ship.  It  had

come  close  enough  to  the  boundary  that  Diana  could

make  out  its  sails.  The  craft  was  small—a  schooner

maybe?  She  had  trouble  remembering  nautical  details. 

Mainmast, mizzenmast, a thousand names for sails, and

knots  for  rigging.  It  was  one  thing  to  be  out  on  a  boat, 

learning from Teuta, who had sailed with Illyrian pirates, 

but  quite  another  to  be  stuck  in  the  library  at  the

Epheseum,  staring  glazed-eyed  at  diagrams  of  a

brigantine or a caravel. 

Sometimes Diana and Maeve made a game of trying

to spot ships or planes, and once they’d even seen the fat

blot  of  a  cruise  ship  on  the  horizon.  But  most  mortals

knew  to  steer  clear  of  their  particular  corner  of  the

Aegean,  where  compasses  spun  and  instruments

suddenly refused to obey. 

Today it looked like a storm was picking up past the

mists of the boundary, and Diana was sorry she couldn’t

stop to watch it. The rains that came to Themyscira were

tediously  gentle  and  predictable,  nothing  like  the

threatening rumble of thunder, the shimmer of a far-off

lightning strike. 

“Do  you  ever  miss  storms?”  Diana  had  asked  one

afternoon  as  she  and  Maeve  lazed  on  the  palace’s  sun-

soaked rooftop terrace, listening to the distant roar and

clatter  of  a  tempest.  Maeve  had  died  in  the  Crossbarry

Ambush,  the  last  words  on  her  lips  a  prayer  to  Saint

Brigid of Kildare. She was new to the island by Amazon

standards,  and  came  from  Cork,  where  storms  were

common. 

“No,”  Maeve  had  said  in  her  lilting  voice.  “I  miss  a

good cup of tea, dancing, boys—definitely not rain.” 

“We dance,” Diana protested. 

Maeve  had  just  laughed.  “You  dance  differently

when  you  know  you  won’t  live  forever.”  Then  she’d

stretched,  freckles  like  dense  clouds  of  pollen  on  her

white skin. “I think I was a cat in another life, because all

I  want  is  to  lie  around  sleeping  in  the  world’s  biggest

sunbeam.” 

 Steady on.  Diana resisted the urge to speed forward. 

It  was  hard  to  remember  to  keep  something  in  reserve

with  the  early-morning  sun  on  her  shoulders  and  the

wind at her back. She felt strong. But it was easy to feel

strong when she was on her own. 

A   boom  sounded  over  the  waves,  a  hard  metallic

clap  like  a  door  slamming  shut.  Diana’s  steps  faltered. 

On the blue horizon, a billowing column of smoke rose, 

flames  licking  at  its  base.  The  schooner  was  on  fire,  its

prow  blown  to  splinters  and  one  of  its  masts  smashed, 

the sail dragging over the rails. 

Diana  found  herself  slowing  but  forced  her  stride

back  on  pace.  There  was  nothing  she  could  do  for  the

schooner. Planes crashed. Ships were wrecked upon the

rocks. That was the nature of the mortal world. It was a

place where disaster could happen and often did. Human

life  was  a  tide  of  misery,  one  that  never  reached  the

island’s shores. Diana focused her eyes on the path. Far, 

far  ahead  she  could  see  sunlight  gleaming  gold  off  the

great dome at Bana-Mighdall. First the red flag, then the

laurel crown. That was the plan. 

From somewhere on the wind, she heard a cry. 

 A  gull,   she  told  herself.  A  girl,   some  other  voice

within her insisted.  Impossible.  A human shout couldn’t

carry over such a great distance, could it? 

It didn’t matter. There was nothing she could do. 

And yet her eyes strayed back to the horizon.  I just

 want to get a better view,  she told herself.  I have plenty

 of time. I’m ahead. 

There was no good reason to leave the ruts of the old

cart  track,  no  logic  to  veering  out  over  the  rocky  point, 

but she did it anyway. 
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AND THE
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CHAPTER

1

Seated  in  the  council  room  of  the  Assassins’  Keep,  Celaena

Sardothien  leaned  back  in  her  chair.  “It’s  past  four  in  the  morning,” 

she said, adjusting the folds of her crimson silk dressing gown and

crossing  her  bare  legs  beneath  the  wooden  table.  “This  had  better

be important.” 

“Perhaps if you hadn’t been reading all night, you wouldn’t be so

exhausted,”  snapped  the  young  man  seated  across  from  her.  She

ignored  him  and  studied  the  four  other  people  assembled  in  the

underground chamber. 

All male, all far older than she, and all refusing to meet her stare. 

A chill that didn’t have to do with the drafty room ran down her spine. 

Picking  at  her  manicured  nails,  Celaena  schooled  her  features  into

neutrality.  The  five  assassins  gathered  at  the  long  table—including

herself—were  five  of  Arobynn  Hamel’s  seven  most  trusted

companions. 

This meeting was undeniably important. She’d known that from the

moment  the  serving  girl  pounded  on  her  door,  insisting  Celaena

come downstairs and not even bother to get dressed. When Arobynn

summoned  you,  you  didn’t  keep  him  waiting.  Thankfully,  her

sleepwear  was  as  exquisite  as  her  daytime  wardrobe—and  cost

nearly  as  much.  Still,  being  sixteen  in  a  room  with  men  made  her

keep an eye on the neckline of her robe. Her beauty was a weapon

—one she kept honed—but it could also be a vulnerability. 

Arobynn Hamel, King of the Assassins, lounged at the head of the

table, his auburn hair shining in the light from the glass chandelier. 

His silver eyes met hers, and he frowned. It might have just been the

late hour, but Celaena could have sworn that her mentor was paler

than usual. Her stomach twisted. 

“Gregori’s  been  caught,”  Arobynn  finally  said.  Well,  that  would explain  one  person  missing  from  this  meeting.  “His  mission  was  a

trap. He’s now being held in the royal dungeons.” 

Celaena  sighed  through  her  nose.  This  was  why  she’d  been

awakened?  She  tapped  a  slippered  foot  on  the  marble  floor.  “Then

kill him,” she said. 

She’d never liked Gregori, anyway. When she was ten, she’d fed

his horse a bag of candy and he’d thrown a dagger at her head for it. 

She’d  caught  the  dagger,  of  course,  and  ever  since,  Gregori  had

borne the scar on his cheek from her return throw. 

“Kill  Gregori?”  demanded  Sam,  the  young  man  seated  at

Arobynn’s left—a place that usually went to Ben, Arobynn’s second-

in-command. Celaena knew very well what Sam Cortland thought of

her. She’d known since they were children, when Arobynn took her

in  and  declared  her—not  Sam—to  be  his  protégée  and  heir.  That

hadn’t stopped Sam from trying to undermine her at every turn. And

now, at seventeen, Sam was still a year older than she, and he still

hadn’t forgotten that he would always be second best. 

She bristled at the sight of Sam in Ben’s seat. Ben would probably

throttle Sam for it when he arrived. Or she could just save Ben the

effort and do it herself. 

Celaena looked to Arobynn. Why hadn’t  he reprimanded Sam for

sitting  in  Ben’s  place?  Arobynn’s  face,  still  handsome  despite  the

silver  starting  to  show  in  his  hair,  remained  impassive.  She  hated

that  unreadable  mask,  especially  when  controlling  her  own

expressions—and temper—remained a tad difficult. 

“If  Gregori’s  been  caught,”  Celaena  drawled,  brushing  back  a

strand of her long, golden hair, “then the protocol’s simple: send an

apprentice  to  slip  something  into  his  food.  Nothing  painful,”  she

added  as  the  men  around  her  tensed.  “Just  enough  to  silence  him

before he talks.” 

Which Gregori might very well do, if he was in the royal dungeons. 

Most  criminals  who  went  in  there  never  came  out  again.  Not  alive. 

And not in any recognizable shape. 

The  location  of  the  Assassins’  Keep  was  a  well-guarded  secret, 

one she’d been trained to keep until her last breath. But even if she

didn’t, no one was likely to believe that an elegant manor house on a

very respectable street in Rifthold was home to some of the greatest

assassins in the world. What better place to hide than in the middle

of the capital city? 

“And if he’s already talked?” challenged Sam. 

“And if Gregori’s already talked,” she said, “then kill everyone who

heard.” Sam’s brown eyes flashed as she gave him a little smile that

she  knew  made  him  irate.  Celaena  turned  to  Arobynn.  “But  you

didn’t  need  to  drag  us  here  to  decide  this.  You  already  gave  the

order, didn’t you?” 

Arobynn  nodded,  his  mouth  a  thin  line.  Sam  choked  back  his

objection  and  looked  toward  the  crackling  hearth  beside  the  table. 

The firelight cast the smooth, elegant panes of Sam’s face into light

and shadow—a face, she’d been told, that could have earned him a

fortune if he’d followed in his mother’s footsteps. But Sam’s mother

had  opted  instead  to  leave  him  with  assassins,  not  courtesans, 

before she died. 

Silence fell, and a roaring noise filled her ears as Arobynn took a

breath. Something was wrong. 

“What  else?”  she  asked,  leaning  forward.  The  other  assassins

focused  on  the  table.  Whatever  had  happened,  they  knew.  Why

hadn’t Arobynn told her first? 

Arobynn’s silver eyes became steel. “Ben was killed.” 

Celaena  gripped  the  arms  of  her  chair.  “What?”  Ben—Ben,  the

ever-smiling assassin who had trained her as often as Arobynn had. 

Ben,  who  had  once  mended  her  shattered  right  hand.  Ben,  the

seventh  and  final  member  of  Arobynn’s  inner  circle.  He  was  barely

thirty years old. Celaena’s lips pulled back from her teeth. “What do

you mean, ‘killed’?” 

Arobynn eyed her, and a glimmer of grief flashed across his face. 

Five  years  Ben’s  senior,  Arobynn  had  grown  up  with  Ben.  They’d

been trained together; Ben had seen to it that his friend became the

unrivaled King of the Assassins, and never questioned his place as

Arobynn’s Second. Her throat closed up. 

“It was supposed to be Gregori’s mission,” Arobynn said quietly. “I

don’t  know  why  Ben  was  involved.  Or  who  betrayed  them.  They

found his body near the castle gates.” 

“Do you have his body?” she demanded. She had to see it—had

to  see  him  one  last  time,  see  how  he’d  died,  how  many  wounds  it

had taken to kill him. 

“No,” Arobynn said. 

“Why the hell not?” Her fists clenched and unclenched. 

“Because the place was swarming with guards and soldiers!” Sam

burst out, and she whipped her head to him. “How do you think we

learned about this in the first place?” 

Arobynn had sent  Sam to see why Ben and Gregori were missing? 

“If we’d grabbed his body,” Sam said, refusing to back down from

her glare, “it would have led them right to the Keep.” 

“You’re  assassins,”  she  growled  at  him.  “You’re   supposed  to  be

able to retrieve a body without being seen.” 

“If you’d been there, you would have done the same.” 

Celaena pushed her chair back so hard it flipped over. “If I’d been

there,  I  would  have  killed   all of them  to  get  Ben’s  body  back!”  She

slammed her hands on the table, rattling the glasses. 

Sam shot to his feet, a hand on the hilt of his sword. “Oh, listen to

you. Ordering us about like  you run the Guild. But not yet, Celaena.” 

He shook his head. “Not yet.” 

“Enough,” Arobynn snapped, rising from his chair. 

Celaena  and  Sam  didn’t  move.  None  of  the  other  assassins

spoke,  though  they  gripped  their  various  weapons.  She’d  seen

firsthand  what  fights  at  the  Keep  were  like;  the  weapons  were  as

much  for  the  bearers’  own  safety  as  they  were  to  prevent  her  and

Sam from doing serious damage to each other. 

“I said,  enough.” 

If Sam took one step toward her, drew his sword a fraction of an

inch, that concealed dagger in her robe would find itself a new home

in his neck. 

Arobynn moved first, grabbing Sam’s chin in one hand, forcing the

young man to look at him. “Check yourself, or I’ll do it for you, boy,” 

he murmured. “You’re a fool for picking a fight with her tonight.” 

Celaena bit down on her reply. She could handle Sam tonight—or

any other night, for that matter. If it came down to a fight, she’d win—

she always beat Sam. 

But Sam released the hilt of his sword. After a moment, Arobynn

removed his grip on Sam’s face, but didn’t step away. Sam kept his

gaze  on  the  floor  as  he  strode  to  the  far  side  of  the  council  room. 

Crossing his arms, he leaned against the stone wall. She could still

reach him—one flick of her wrist, and his throat would spout blood. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn said, his voice echoing in the silent room. 

Enough  blood  had  been  spilled  tonight;  they  didn’t  need  another

dead assassin. 

Ben. Ben was dead and gone, and she’d never again run into him

in the halls of the Keep. He’d never set her injuries with his cool, deft

hands, never coax a laugh from her with a joke or a lewd anecdote. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn warned again. 

“I’m done,” Celaena snapped. She rolled her neck, running a hand

through  her  hair.  She  stalked  to  the  door,  but  paused  on  the

threshold. 

“Just  so  you  know,”  she  said,  speaking  to  all  of  them  but  still

watching  Sam,  “I’m  going  to  retrieve  Ben’s  body.”  A  muscle

feathered in Sam’s jaw, though he wisely kept his eyes averted. “But

don’t expect me to extend the same courtesy to the rest of you when

your time comes.” 

With  that,  she  turned  on  her  heel  and  ascended  the  spiral

staircase to the manor above. Fifteen minutes later, no one stopped

her  when  she  slipped  out  the  front  gate  and  into  the  silent  city

streets. 

CHAPTER

2

Two months, three days, and about eight hours later, the clock on

the mantel chimed noon. Captain Rolfe, Lord of the Pirates, was late. 

Then  again,  so  were  Celaena  and  Sam,  but  Rolfe  had  no  excuse, 

not  when  they  were  already  two  hours  behind  schedule.  Not  when

they were meeting in  his office. 

And  it  wasn’t   her  fault  for  being  tardy.  She  couldn’t  control  the

winds, and those skittish sailors had certainly taken their time sailing

into  the  archipelago  of  the  Dead  Islands.  She  didn’t  want  to  think

about how much gold Arobynn had spent bribing a crew to sail into

the heart of pirate territory. But Skull’s Bay was on an island, so they

hadn’t really had a choice about their mode of transportation. 

Celaena, concealed behind a far-too-stuffy black cloak, tunic, and

ebony mask, rose from her seat before the Pirate Lord’s desk. How

dare he make her wait! He knew precisely why they were here, after

all. 

Three  assassins  had  been  found  murdered  by  pirate  hands,  and

Arobynn  had  sent  her  to  be  his  personal  dagger—to  extract

retribution, preferably the gold kind, for what their deaths would cost

the Assassins’ Guild. 

“With every minute he makes us wait,” Celaena said to Sam, the

mask making her words low and soft, “I’m adding an extra ten gold

pieces to his debt.” 

Sam,  who  didn’t  wear  a  mask  over  his  handsome  features, 

crossed  his  arms  and  scowled.  “You’ll  do  no  such  thing.  Arobynn’s

letter is sealed, and it’s going to remain that way.” 

Neither  of  them  had  been  particularly  happy  when  Arobynn

announced  that  Sam  would  be  sent  to  the  Dead  Islands  with

Celaena. Especially when Ben’s body—which Celaena  had retrieved

—had barely been in the ground for two months. The sting of losing

him hadn’t exactly worn off. 

Her mentor had called Sam an escort, but Celaena knew what his

presence meant: a watchdog. Not that she’d do anything bad when

she was about to meet the Pirate Lord of Erilea. It was a once-in-a-

lifetime  chance.  Even  though  the  tiny,  mountainous  island  and

ramshackle  port  city  hadn’t  really  made  much  of  an  impression  so

far. 

She’d been expecting a manor house like the Assassins’ Keep, or

at  least  a  fortified,  aging  castle,  but  the  Pirate  Lord  occupied  the

entire top floor of a rather suspect tavern. The ceilings were low, the

wooden  floors  creaked,  and  the  cramped  room  combined  with  the

already-sizzling temperature of the southern islands meant Celaena

was sweating buckets beneath her clothing. But her discomfort was

worth  it:  as  they’d  strode  through  Skull’s  Bay,  heads  had  turned  at

the sight of her—the billowing black cape, the exquisite clothing, and

the  mask  transformed  her  into  a  whisper  of  darkness.  A  little

intimidation never did any harm. 

Celaena  walked  to  the  wooden  desk  and  picked  up  a  piece  of

paper, her black-gloved hands turning it over to read the contents. A

weather log. How dull. 

“What are you doing?” 

Celaena  lifted  another  piece  of  paper.  “If  His  Pirateness  can’t  be

bothered to clean for us, then I don’t see why I can’t have a look.” 

“He’ll be here any second,” Sam hissed. She picked up a flattened

map,  examining  the  dots  and  markings  along  the  coastline  of  their

continent.  Something  small  and  round  gleamed  beneath  the  map, 

and she slipped it into her pocket before Sam could notice. 

“Oh, hush,” she said, opening the hutch on the wall adjacent to the

desk. “With these creaky floors, we’ll hear him a mile off.” The hutch

was crammed with rolled scrolls, quills, the odd coin, and some very

old, very expensive-looking brandy. She pulled out a bottle, swirling

the  amber  liquid  in  the  sunlight  streaming  through  the  tiny  porthole

window. “Care for a drink?” 

“No,”  Sam  snapped,  half-twisting  in  his  seat  to  watch  the  door. 

“Put it back.  Now.” 

She cocked her head, twirled the brandy once more in its crystal

bottle,  and  set  it  down.  Sam  sighed.  Beneath  her  mask,  Celaena

grinned. 

“He  can’t  be  a  very  good  lord,”  she  said,  “if   this  is  his  personal

office.” Sam gave a stifled cry of dismay as Celaena plopped into the

giant  armchair  behind  the  desk  and  set  about  opening  the  pirate’s

ledgers  and  turning  over  his  papers.  His  handwriting  was  cramped

and near-illegible, his signature nothing more than a few loops and

jagged peaks. 

She didn’t know what she was looking for, exactly. Her brows rose

a  bit  at  the  sight  of  a  piece  of  purple,  perfumed  paper,  signed  by

someone named Jacqueline. She leaned back in the chair, propping

her feet on the desk, and read it. 

“Damn it, Celaena!” 

She raised her brows, but realized he couldn’t see. The mask and

clothes were a necessary precaution, one that made it far easier to

protect  her  identity.  In  fact,  all  of  Arobynn’s  assassins  had  been

sworn  to  secrecy  about  who  she  was—under  the  threat  of  endless

torture and eventual death. 

Celaena  huffed,  though  her  breath  only  made  the  interior  of  the

insufferable  mask  hotter.  All  that  the  world  knew  about  Celaena

Sardothien, Adarlan’s Assassin, was that she was female. And she

wanted to keep it that way. How else would she be able to stroll the

broad  avenues  of  Rifthold  or  infiltrate  grand  parties  by  posing  as

foreign  nobility?  And  while  she  wished  that  Rolfe  could  have  the

chance to admire her lovely face, she had to admit that the disguise

also  made  her  rather  imposing,  especially  when  the  mask  warped

her voice into a growling rasp. 

“Get  back  in  your  seat.”  Sam  reached  for  a  sword  that  wasn’t

there.  The  guards  at  the  entrance  to  the  inn  had  taken  their

weapons.  Of  course,  none  of  them  had  realized  that  Sam  and

Celaena  were  weapons  themselves.  They  could  kill  Rolfe  just  as

easily with their bare hands. 

“Or  you’ll  fight  me?”  She  tossed  the  love  letter  onto  the  desk. 

“Somehow,  I  don’t  think  that’d  make  a  favorable  impression  on  our

new acquaintances.” She crossed her arms behind her head, gazing

at  the  turquoise  sea  visible  between  the  dilapidated  buildings  that made up Skull’s Bay. 

Sam half-rose from his chair. “Just get back in your seat.” 

“I’ve  spent  the  past  ten  days  at  sea.  Why  should  I  sit  in  that

uncomfortable chair when this one’s far more suited to my tastes?” 

Sam let out a growl. Before he could speak, the door opened. 

Sam  froze,  but  Celaena  only  inclined  her  head  in  greeting  as

Captain Rolfe, Lord of the Pirates, entered his office. 

“I’m  glad  to  see  you’ve  made  yourself  at  home.”  The  tall,  dark-

haired  man  shut  the  door  behind  him.  Bold  move,  considering  who

was waiting in his office. 

Celaena  remained  where  she  sat.  Well,  he  certainly  wasn’t  what

she’d  expected.  It  wasn’t  every  day  that  she  was  surprised,  but  …

she’d  imagined  him  to  be  a  bit  dirtier—and  far  more  flamboyant. 

Considering  the  tales  she’d  heard  of  Rolfe’s  wild  adventures,  she

had trouble believing that this man—lean but not wiry, well dressed

but  not  overtly  so,  and  probably  in  his  late  twenties—was  the

legendary pirate. Perhaps he, too, kept his identity a secret from his

enemies. 

Sam  stood,  bowing  his  head  slightly.  “Sam  Cortland,”  he  said  by

way of greeting. 

Rolfe  extended  a  hand,  and  Celaena  watched  his  tattooed  palm

and fingers as they clasped Sam’s broad hand. The map— that was

the mythic map that he’d sold his soul to have inked on his hands. 

The  map  of  the  world’s  oceans—the  map  that  changed  to  show

storms, foes … and treasure. 

“I suppose  you don’t need an introduction.” Rolfe turned to her. 

“No.”  Celaena  leaned  back  farther  in  his  desk  chair.  “I  suppose  I

don’t.” 

Rolfe chuckled, a crooked smile spreading across his tanned face. 

He  stepped  to  the  hutch,  giving  her  the  chance  to  examine  him

further.  Broad  shoulders,  head  held  high,  a  casual  grace  to  his

movements  that  came  with  knowing  he  had  all  the  power  here.  He

didn’t have a sword, either. Another bold move. Wise, too, given that

they could easily use his weapons against him. “Brandy?” he asked. 

“No,  thank  you,”  Sam  said.  Celaena  felt  Sam’s  eyes  hard  upon her, willing her to take her feet off Rolfe’s desk. 

“With that mask on,” Rolfe mused, “I don’t think you could have a

drink,  anyway.”  He  poured  brandy  for  himself  and  took  a  long  sip. 

“You must be boiling in all that clothing.” 

Celaena  lowered  her  feet  to  the  ground  as  she  ran  her  hands

along the curved edge of his desk, stretching out her arms. “I’m used

to it.” 

Rolfe drank again, watching her for a heartbeat over the rim of his

glass. His eyes were a striking shade of sea green, as bright as the

water just a few blocks away. Lowering the glass, he approached the

end  of  the  desk.  “I  don’t  know  how  you  handle  things  in  the  North, 

but down here, we like to know who we’re speaking to.” 

She cocked her head. “As you said, I don’t need an introduction. 

And as for the privilege of seeing my beautiful face, I’m afraid that’s

something few men receive.” 

Rolfe’s  tattooed  fingers  tightened  on  the  glass.  “Get  out  of  my

chair.” 

Across the room, Sam tensed. Celaena examined the contents of

Rolfe’s desk again. She clicked her tongue, shaking her head. “You

really need to work on organizing this mess.” 

She sensed the pirate grabbing for her shoulder and was on her

feet  before  his  fingers  could  graze  the  black  wool  of  her  cloak.  He

stood a good head taller than her. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” 

she crooned. 

Rolfe’s eyes gleamed with the challenge. “You’re in  my city, and on

 my island.” Only a handbreadth separated them. “You’re not in any

position to give me orders.” 

Sam  cleared  his  throat,  but  Celaena  stared  up  into  Rolfe’s  face. 

His eyes scanned the blackness beneath the hood of her cloak—the

smooth  black  mask,  the  shadows  that  concealed  any  trace  of  her

features. “Celaena,” Sam warned, clearing his throat again. 

“Very well.” She sighed loudly, and stepped around Rolfe as if he

were  nothing  but  a  piece  of  furniture  in  her  way.  She  sank  into  the

chair  beside  Sam,  who  flashed  her  a  glare  that  burned  enough  to

melt the entirety of the Frozen Wastes. 

She  could  feel  Rolfe  watching  their  every  movement,  but  he

merely  adjusted  the  lapels  of  his  midnight-blue  tunic  before  sitting

down. Silence fell, interrupted only by the cry of gulls circling above

the city and the shouting of pirates calling to one another in the filthy

streets. 

“Well?” Rolfe rested his forearms on the desk. 

Sam glanced at her. Her move. 

“You know precisely why we’re here,” Celaena said. “But perhaps

all that brandy’s gone to your head. Shall I refresh your memory?” 

Rolfe  gestured  with  his  green,  blue,  and  black  hand  for  her  to

continue,  as  if  he  were  a  king  on  his  throne  listening  to  the

complaints of the rabble.  Ass. 

“Three  assassins  from  our  Guild  were  found  dead  in  Bellhaven. 

The  one  that  got  away  told  us  they  were  attacked  by  pirates.”  She

draped an arm along the back of her chair. “Your pirates.” 

“And how did the survivor know they were  my pirates?” 

She shrugged. “Perhaps it was the tattoos that gave them away.” 

All  of  Rolfe’s  men  had  their  wrists  tattooed  with  an  image  of  a

multicolored hand. 

Rolfe  opened  a  drawer  in  his  desk,  pulling  out  a  piece  of  paper

and reading the contents. He said, “Once I caught wind that Arobynn

Hamel might blame me, I had the shipyard master of Bellhaven send

me  these  records.  It  seems  the  incident  occurred  at  three  in  the

morning at the docks.” 

This time Sam answered. “That’s correct.” 

Rolfe set down the paper and lifted his eyes skyward. “So if it was

three in the morning, and it took place at the docks—which have no

street lamps, as I’m sure you know”—she didn’t—“then  how did your

assassin see all of their tattoos?” 

Beneath her mask, Celaena scowled. “Because it happened three

weeks ago—during the full moon.” 

“Ah.  But  it’s  early  spring.  Even  up  in  Bellhaven,  nights  are  still

cold. Unless my men were without coats, there was no way for—” 

“Enough,”  Celaena  snapped.  “I  suppose  that  piece  of  paper  has

ten different paltry excuses for your men.” She grabbed the satchel

from the floor and yanked out the two sealed documents. “These are

for you.” She tossed them on the desk. “From our master.” 

A smile tugged on Rolfe’s lips, but he pulled the documents to him, 

studying the seal. He held it up to the sunlight. “I’m surprised it hasn’t

been  tampered  with.”  His  eyes  glimmered  with  mischief.  Celaena

could sense Sam’s smugness oozing out of him. 

With two deft flicks of his wrist, Rolfe sliced open both envelopes

with a letter-knife she somehow hadn’t spotted. How had she missed

it? A fool’s mistake. 

In the silent minutes that passed as Rolfe read the letters, his only

reaction was the occasional drumming of his fingers on the wooden

desk. The heat was suffocating, and sweat slipped down her back. 

They  were  supposed  to  be  here  for  three  days—long  enough  for

Rolfe  to  gather  the  money  he  owed  them.  Which,  judging  by  the

growing frown on Rolfe’s face, was quite a lot. 

Rolfe  let  out  a  long  breath  when  he  finished  and  shuffled  the

papers into alignment. 

“Your  master  drives  a  hard  bargain,”  Rolfe  said,  looking  from

Celaena  to  Sam.  “But  his  terms  aren’t  unfair.  Perhaps  you  should

have  read  the  letter  before  you  started  flinging  accusations  at  me

and my men. There will be no retribution for those dead assassins. 

Whose  deaths,  your  master  agrees,  were  not  my  fault  in  the  least. 

He must have some common sense, then.” Celaena quelled the urge

to lean forward. If Arobynn wasn’t demanding payment for the death

of  those  assassins,  then  what   were  they  doing  here?  Her  face

burned. She’d looked like a fool, hadn’t she? If Sam smiled just the

slightest bit …

Rolfe drummed his inked fingers again and ran a hand through his

shoulder-length dark hair. “As for the trade agreement he’s outlined

…  I’ll  have  my  accountant  draw  up  the  necessary  fees,  but  you’ll

have to tell Arobynn that he can’t expect any profits until  at least the

second shipment. Possibly the third. And if he has an issue with that, 

then he can come down here himself to tell me.” 

For  once,  Celaena  was  grateful  for  the  mask.  It  sounded  like

they’d been sent for some sort of business investment. Sam nodded

at  Rolfe—as  if  he  knew  exactly  what  the  Pirate  Lord  was  talking

about. “And when can we tell Arobynn to expect the first shipment?” 

he asked. 

Rolfe  stuffed  Arobynn’s  letters  into  a  desk  drawer  and  locked  it. 

“The  slaves  will  be  here  in  two  days—ready  for  your  departure  the

day  after.  I’ll  even  loan  you  my  ship,  so  you  can  tell  that  trembling

crew  of  yours  they’re  free  to  return  to  Rifthold  tonight,  if  it  pleases

them.” 

Celaena  stared  at  him.  Arobynn  had  sent  them  here  for  …  for

 slaves?  How could he stoop so disgustingly low? And to tell her she

was going to Skull’s Bay for one thing but to really send her here for

 this … She felt her nostrils flare. Sam had known about this deal, but

he’d somehow forgotten to mention the truth behind their visit—even

during  the  ten  days  they’d  spent  at  sea.  As  soon  as  she  got  him

alone, she’d make him regret it. But for now … she couldn’t let Rolfe

catch on to her ignorance. 

“You’d  better  not  botch  this,”  Celaena  warned  the  Pirate  Lord. 

“Arobynn won’t be pleased if anything goes awry.” 

Rolfe chuckled. “You have my word that it will all go according to

plan. I’m not Lord of the Pirates for nothing, you know.” 

She leaned forward, flattening her voice into the even tones of a

business  partner  concerned  about  her  investment.  “How  long, 

exactly, have you been involved in the slave trade?” It couldn’t have

been long. Adarlan had only started capturing and selling slaves two

years ago—most of them prisoners of war from whatever territories

dared rebel against their conquest. Many of them were from Eyllwe, 

but there were still prisoners from Melisande and Fenharrow, or the

isolated  tribe  in  the  White  Fang  Mountains.  The  majority  of  slaves

went  to  Calaculla  or  Endovier,  the  continent’s  largest  and  most

notorious  labor  camps,  to  mine  for  salt  and  precious  metals.  But

more and more slaves were making their way into the households of

Adarlan’s nobility. And for Arobynn to make a filthy trade agreement

—some  sort  of  black  market  deal  …  It  would  sully  the  Assassins’

Guild’s entire reputation. 

“Believe  me,”  Rolfe  said,  crossing  his  arms,  “I  have  enough

experience.  You  should  be  more  concerned  about  your  master. 

Investing in the slave trade is a guaranteed profit, but he might need

to expend more of his resources than he’d like in order to keep our

business from reaching the wrong ears.” 

Her stomach turned over, but she feigned disinterest as best she

could  and  said,  “Arobynn  is  a  shrewd  businessman.  Whatever  you

can supply, he’ll make the most of it.” 

“For his sake, I hope that’s true. I don’t want to risk my name for

nothing.” Rolfe stood, and Celaena and Sam rose with him. “I’ll have

the documents signed and returned to you tomorrow. For now …” He

pointed toward the door. “I have two rooms prepared for you.” 

“We only need one,” she interrupted. 

Rolfe’s eyebrows rose suggestively. 

Beneath her mask, her face burned, and Sam choked on a laugh. 

“One room,  two beds.” 

Rolfe  chuckled,  striding  to  the  door  and  opening  it  for  them.  “As

you  wish.  I’ll  have  baths  drawn  for  you  as  well.”  Celaena  and  Sam

followed him out into the narrow, dark hallway. “You could both use

one,” he added with a wink. 

It took all of her self-restraint to keep from punching him below the

belt. 

CHAPTER
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It  took  them  five  minutes  to  search  the  cramped  room  for  any

spyholes or signs of danger; five minutes for them to lift the framed

paintings on the wood-paneled walls, tap at the floorboards, seal the

gap  between  the  door  and  the  floor,  and  cover  the  window  with

Sam’s weatherworn black cloak. 

When  she  was  certain  that  no  one  could  either  hear  or  see  her, 

Celaena  ripped  off  her  hood,  untied  the  mask,  and  whirled  to  face

him. 

Sam,  seated  on  his  small  bed—which  seemed  more  like  a  cot—

raised  his  palms  to  her.  “Before  you  bite  my  head  off,”  he  said, 

keeping his voice quiet just in case, “let me say that I went into that

meeting knowing as little as you.” 

She  glared  at  him,  savoring  the  fresh  air  on  her  sticky,  sweaty

face. “Oh, really?” 

“You’re  not  the  only  one  who  can  improvise.”  Sam  kicked  off  his

boots and hoisted himself farther onto the bed. “That man’s as much

in love with himself as you are; the last thing we need is for him to

know that he had the upper hand in there.” 

Celaena dug her nails into her palms. “Why would Arobynn send

us here without telling us the true reason? Reprimand Rolfe … for a

crime that had nothing to do with him! Maybe Rolfe was lying about

the content of the letter.” She straightened. “That might very well be

—” 

“He  was   not  lying  about  the  content  of  the  letter,  Celaena,”  Sam

said. “Why would he bother? He has more important things to do.” 

She grumbled a slew of nasty words and paced, her black boots

clunking  against  the  uneven  floorboards.  Pirate  Lord  indeed.  This

was  the  best  room  he  could  offer  them?  She  was  Adarlan’s
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Assassin,  the  right  arm  of  Arobynn  Hamel—not  some  backstreet

harlot! 

“Regardless, Arobynn has his reasons.” Sam stretched out on his

bed and closed his eyes. 

“Slaves,” she spat, dragging a hand through her braided hair. Her

fingers  caught  in  the  plait.  “What  business  does  Arobynn  have

getting involved in the slave trade? We’re better than that—we don’t

 need that money!” 

Unless Arobynn was lying; unless all of his extravagant spending

was  done  with  nonexistent  funds.  She’d  always  assumed  that  his

wealth was bottomless. He’d spent a king’s fortune on her upbringing

—on  her  wardrobe  alone.  Fur,  silk,  jewels,  the  weekly  cost  of  just

keeping herself  looking beautiful … Of course, he’d always made it

clear that she was to pay him back, and she’d been giving him a cut

of her wages to do so, but …

Maybe Arobynn wanted to increase what wealth he already had. If

Ben were alive, he wouldn’t have stood for it. Ben would have been

as  disgusted  as  she  was.  Being  hired  to  kill  corrupt  government

officials was one thing, but taking prisoners of war, brutalizing them

until they stopped fighting back, and sentencing them to a lifetime of

slavery …

Sam  opened  an  eye.  “Are  you  going  to  take  a  bath,  or  can  I  go

first?” 

She hurled her cloak at him. He caught it with a single hand and

tossed it to the ground. She said, “I’m going first.” 

“Of course you are.” 

She  shot  him  a  dirty  look  and  stormed  into  the  bathroom, 

slamming the door behind her. 

Of  all  the  dinners  she’d  ever  attended,  this  was  by  far  the  worst. 

Not because of the company—which was, she grudgingly admitted, 

somewhat  interesting—and  not  because  of  the  food,  which  looked

and  smelled  wonderful,  but  simply  because  she  couldn’t   eat

anything, thanks to that confounded mask. 

Sam,  of  course,  seemed  to  take  second  helpings  of  everything

solely  to  mock  her.  Celaena,  seated  at  Rolfe’s  left,  half-hoped  the

food was poisoned. Sam had only served himself from the array of

meats  and  stews  after  watching  Rolfe  eat  some  himself,  so  the

likelihood of that wish coming true was rather low. 

“Mistress Sardothien,” Rolfe said, his dark brows rising high on his

forehead. “You must be famished. Or is my food not pleasing enough

for your refined palate?” 

Beneath the cape and the cloak and the dark tunic, Celaena was

not  just  famished,  but  also  hot  and  tired.  And  thirsty.  Which, 

combined  with  her  temper,  usually  turned  out  to  be  a  lethal

combination. Of course, they couldn’t see any of that. 

“I’m quite fine,” she lied, swirling the water in her goblet. It lapped

against the sides, taunting her with each rotation. Celaena stopped. 

“Maybe if you took off your mask, you might have an easier time

eating,”  Rolfe  said,  taking  a  bite  of  roasted  duck.  “Unless  what  lies

beneath it will make us lose our appetites.” 

The five other pirates—all captains in Rolfe’s fleet—sniggered. 

“Keep  talking  like  that”—Celaena  gripped  the  stem  of  her  goblet

—“and I might give  you a reason to wear a mask.” Sam kicked her

under the table, and she kicked him back, a deft blow to his shins—

hard enough that he choked on his water. 

Some  of  the  assembled  captains  stopped  laughing,  but  Rolfe

chuckled. She rested her gloved hand atop the stained dining table. 

The  table  was  freckled  with  burns  and  deep  gouges;  it  had  clearly

seen its fair share of brawls. Didn’t Rolfe have  any taste for luxury? 

Perhaps he wasn’t so well off, if he was resorting to the slave trade. 

But Arobynn … Arobynn was as rich as the King of Adarlan himself. 

Rolfe  flicked  his  sea-green  eyes  to  Sam,  who  was  frowning  yet

again. “Have you seen her without the mask?” 

Sam,  to  her  surprise,  grimaced.  “Once.”  He  gave  her  an  all  too

believably wary look. “And that was enough.” 

Rolfe  studied  Sam  for  a  heartbeat,  then  took  another  bite  of  his

meat.  “Well,  if  you  won’t  show  me  your  face,  then  perhaps  you’ll

indulge  us  with  the  tale  of  how,  exactly,  you  became  protégée  to

Arobynn Hamel?” 

“I trained,” she said dully. “For years. We aren’t all lucky enough to have a magic map inked on our hands. Some of us had to climb to

the top.” 

Rolfe stiffened, and the other pirates halted their eating. He stared

at her long enough for Celaena to want to squirm, and then set down

his fork. 

Sam leaned a bit closer to her, but, she realized, only to see better

as Rolfe laid both of his hands palm up on the table. 

Together,  his  hands  formed  a  map  of  their  continent—and  only

that. 

“This  map  hasn’t  moved  for  eight  years.”  His  voice  was  a  low

growl. A chill went down her spine. Eight years. Exactly the time that

had passed since the Fae had been banished and executed, when

Adarlan  had  conquered  and  enslaved  the  rest  of  the  continent  and

magic  had  disappeared.  “Don’t  think,”  Rolfe  continued,  withdrawing

his  hands,  “that  I  haven’t  had  to  claw  and  kill  my  way  as  much  as

you.” 

If he was nearly thirty, then he’d probably done even more killing

than  she  had.  And,  from  the  many  scars  on  his  hands  and  face,  it

was easy to tell that he’d done a  lot of clawing. 

“Good  to  know  we’re  kindred  spirits,”  she  said.  If  Rolfe  was

already used to getting his hands dirty, then trading slaves wasn’t a

stretch.  But  he  was  a  filthy  pirate.  They  were  Arobynn  Hamel’s

assassins—educated, wealthy, refined. Slavery was beneath them. 

Rolfe  gave  her  that  crooked  smile.  “Do  you  act  like  this  because

it’s  actually  in  your  nature,  or  is  it  just  because  you’re  afraid  of

dealing with people?” 

“I’m  the  world’s  greatest  assassin.”  She  lifted  her  chin.  “I’m  not

afraid of anyone.” 

“Really?”  Rolfe  asked.  “Because  I’m  the  world’s  greatest  pirate, 

and I’m afraid of a great number of people. That’s how I’ve managed

to stay alive for so long.” 

She didn’t deign to reply.  Slave-mongering pig. He shook his head, 

smiling  in  exactly  the  same  way  she  smirked  at  Sam  when  she

wanted to piss him off. 
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“I’m  surprised  Arobynn  hasn’t  made  you  check  your  arrogance,” 

Rolfe said. “Your companion seems to know when to keep his mouth

shut.” 

Sam  coughed  loudly  and  leaned  forward.  “How  did  you  become

Pirate Lord, then?” 

Rolfe  ran  a  finger  along  a  deep  groove  in  the  wooden  table.  “I

killed every pirate who was better than me.” The three other captains

—all  older,  all  more  weathered  and  far  less  attractive  than  him—

huffed,  but  didn’t  refute  it.  “Anyone  arrogant  enough  to  think  they

couldn’t  possibly  lose  to  a  young  man  with  a  patchwork  crew  and

only one ship to his name. But they all fell, one by one. When you

get a reputation like that, people tend to flock to you.” Rolfe glanced

between Celaena and Sam. “You want my advice?” he asked her. 

“No.” 

“I’d  watch  your  back  around  Sam.  You  might  be  the  best, 

Sardothien, but there’s always someone waiting for you to slip.” 

Sam, the traitorous bastard, didn’t hide his smirk. The other pirate

captains chuckled. 

Celaena  stared  hard  at  Rolfe.  Her  stomach  twisted  with  hunger. 

She’d  eat  later—swipe  something  from  the  tavern  kitchens.  “You

want  my advice?” 

He waved a hand, beckoning her to go on. 

“Mind your own business.” 

Rolfe gave her a lazy smile. 

“I  don’t  mind  Rolfe,”  Sam  mused  later  into  the  pitch  darkness  of

their  room.  Celaena,  who’d  taken  first  watch,  glared  toward  where

his bed lay against the far wall. 

“Of course you don’t,” she grumbled, relishing the free air on her

face. Seated on her bed, she leaned against the wall and picked at

the threads on the blanket. “He told you to assassinate me.” 

Sam chuckled. “It  is wise advice.” 

She  rolled  up  the  sleeves  of  her  tunic.  Even  at  night,  this  rotten

place was scorching hot. “Perhaps it isn’t a wise idea for  you to go to

sleep, then.” 

Sam’s mattress groaned as he turned over. “Come on—you can’t

take a bit of teasing?” 

“Where my life is concerned? No.” 

Sam  snorted.  “Believe  me,  if  I  came  home  without  you,  Arobynn

would skin me alive. Literally. If I’m going to kill you, Celaena, it’ll be

when I can actually get away with it.” 

She  scowled.  “I  appreciate  that.”  She  fanned  her  sweating  face

with  a  hand.  She’d  sell  her  soul  to  a  pack  of  demons  for  a  cool

breeze right now, but they had to keep the window covered—unless

she  wanted  some  spying  pair  of  eyes  to  discover  what  she  looked

like.  Though,  now  that  she  thought  about  it,  she’d   love  to  see  the

look on Rolfe’s face if he found out the truth. Most already knew that

she  was  a  young  woman,  but  if  he  knew  he  was  dealing  with  a

sixteen-year-old, his pride might never recover. 

They’d only be here for three nights; they could both go without a

little sleep if it meant keeping her identity—and their lives—safe. 

“Celaena?” Sam asked into the dark. “Should I worry about going

to sleep?” 

She blinked, then laughed under her breath. At least Sam took her

threats somewhat seriously. She wished she could say the same for

Rolfe. “No,” she said. “Not tonight.” 

“Some  other  night,  then,”  he  mumbled.  Within  minutes,  he  was

out. 

Celaena rested her head against the wooden wall, listening to the

sound of his breathing as the long hours of the night stretched by. 

CHAPTER

4

Even  when  her  turn  to  sleep  came,  Celaena  lay  awake.  In  the

hours  she’d  spent  watching  over  their  room,  one  thought  had

become increasingly problematic. 

The slaves. 

Perhaps if Arobynn had sent someone else—perhaps if it was just

a  business  deal  that  she  found  out  about  later,  when  she  was  too

busy  to  care—she  might  not  have  been  so  bothered  by  it.  But  to

send  her  to  retrieve  a  shipment  of  slaves  …  people  who  had  done

nothing wrong, only dared to fight for their freedom and the safety of

their families …

How could Arobynn expect her to do that? If Ben had been alive, 

she  might  have  found  an  ally  in  him;  Ben,  despite  his  profession, 

was  the  most  compassionate  person  she  knew.  His  death  left  a

vacancy that she didn’t think could ever be filled. 

She sweated so much that her sheets became damp, and slept so

little  that  when  dawn  came,  she  felt  like  she’d  been  trampled  by  a

herd of wild horses from the Eyllwe grasslands. 

Sam  finally  nudged  her—a  none-too-gentle  prodding  with  the

pommel of his sword. He said, “You look horrible.” 

Deciding to let that set the tone for the day, Celaena got out of bed

and promptly slammed the bathroom door. 

When she emerged a while later, as fresh as she could get using

only  the  washbasin  and  her  hands,  she  understood  one  thing  with

perfect clarity. 

There  was  no  way—no  way  in  any  realm  of  Hell—that  she  was

going to bring those slaves to Rifthold. Rolfe could keep them for all

she  cared,  but  she  wouldn’t  be  the  one  to  transport  them  to  the

capital city. 
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That  meant  she  had  two  days  to  figure  out  how  to  ruin  Arobynn

and Rolfe’s deal. 

And find a way to come out of it alive. 

She  slung  her  cape  over  her  shoulders,  silently  bemoaning  the

fact that the yards of fabric concealed much of her lovely black tunic

—especially  its  delicate  golden  embroidery.  Well,  at  least  her  cape

was also exquisite. Even if it was a bit dirty from so much traveling. 

“Where  are  you  going?”  Sam  asked.  He  sat  up  from  where  he

lounged on the bed, cleaning his nails with the tip of a dagger. Sam

definitely wouldn’t help her. She’d have to find a way to get out of the

deal on her own. 

“I  have  some  questions  to  ask  Rolfe.  Alone.”  She  fastened  her

mask and strode to the door. “I want breakfast waiting for me when I

return.” 

Sam went rigid, his lips forming a thin line. “What?” 

Celaena  pointed  to  the  hallway,  toward  the  kitchen.  “Breakfast,” 

she said slowly. “I’m hungry.” 

Sam opened his mouth, and she waited for the retort, but it never

came.  He  bowed  deeply.  “As  you  wish,”  he  said.  They  swapped

particularly vulgar gestures before she stalked down the hallway. 

Dodging  puddles  of  filth,  vomit,  and  the  gods  knew  what  else, 

Celaena found it just a  tad difficult to match Rolfe’s long stride. With

rain  clouds  gathering  overhead,  many  of  the  people  in  the  street—

raggedy  pirates  swaying  where  they  stood,  prostitutes  stumbling

past after a long night, barefoot orphans running amok—had begun

migrating into the various ramshackle buildings. 

Skull’s  Bay  wasn’t  a  beautiful  city  by  any  definition,  and  many  of

the leaning and sagging buildings seemed to have been constructed

from little more than wood and nails. Aside from its denizens, the city

was most famous for Ship-Breaker, the giant chain that hung across

the mouth of the horseshoe-shaped bay. 

It  had  been  around  for  centuries,  and  was  so  large  that,  as  its

name  implied,  it  could  snap  the  mast  of  any  ship  that  came  up

against  it.  While  mostly  designed  to  discourage  any  attacks,  it  also

kept anyone from sneaking off. And given that the rest of the island

was  covered  with  towering  mountains,  there  weren’t  many  other

places for a ship to safely dock. So, any ship that wanted to enter or

exit the harbor had to wait for it to be lowered under the surface—

and be ready to pay a hefty fee. 

“You have three blocks,” Rolfe said. “Better make them count.” 

Was  he  deliberately  walking  fast?  Steadying  her  rising  temper, 

Celaena focused on the jagged, lush mountains hovering around the

city, on the glittering curve of the bay, on the hint of sweetness in the

air.  She’d  found  Rolfe  just  about  to  leave  the  tavern  to  go  to  a

business  meeting,  and  he’d  agreed  to  let  her  ask  questions  as  he

walked. 

“When  the  slaves  arrive,”  she  said,  trying  to  sound  as

inconvenienced as possible, “will I get the chance to inspect them, or

can I trust that you’re giving us a good batch?” 

He shook his head at her impertinence, and Celaena jumped over

the  outstretched  legs  of  an  unconscious—or  dead—drunk  in  her

path.  “They’ll  arrive  tomorrow  afternoon.  I  was   planning  to  inspect

them myself, but if you’re so worried about the quality of your wares, 

I’ll allow you to join me. Consider it a privilege.” 

She snorted. “Where? On your ship?” Better to get a good sense

of  how  everything  worked,  and  then  build  her  plan  from  there. 

Knowing  how  things  operated  might  create  some  ideas  for  how  to

make the deal fall apart with as little risk as possible. 

“I’ve  converted  a  large  stable  at  the  other  end  of  the  town  into  a

holding  facility.  I  usually  examine  all  the  slaves  there,  but  since

you’re  leaving  the  next  morning,  we’ll  examine  yours  on  the  ship

itself.” 

She clicked her tongue loudly enough for him to hear it. “And how

long can I expect this to take?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You have better things to do?” 

“Just answer the question.” Thunder rumbled in the distance. 

They  reached  the  docks,  which  were  by  far  the  most  impressive

thing  about  the  town.  Ships  of  all  shapes  and  sizes  rocked  against

the wooden piers, and pirates scurried along the decks, tying down

various things before the storm hit. On the horizon, lightning flashed

above  the  lone  watchtower  perched  along  the  northern  entrance  to the  bay—the  watchtower  from  which  Ship-Breaker  was  raised  and

lowered. In the flash, she’d also seen the two catapults atop one of

the tower landings. If Ship-Breaker didn’t destroy a boat, then those

catapults finished the job. 

“Don’t  worry,  Mistress  Sardothien,”  Rolfe  said,  striding  past  the

various taverns and inns that lined the docks. They had two blocks

left. “Your time won’t be wasted. Though getting through a hundred

slaves will take a while.” 

A hundred slaves on one ship! Where did they all  fit? 

“As long as you don’t try to fool me,” she snapped, “I’ll consider it

time well spent.” 

“So  you  don’t  find  reasons  to  complain—and  I’m  sure  you’ll  try

your  best  to  do  just  that—I  have  another  shipment  of  slaves  being

inspected at the holding facility tonight. Why don’t you join me? That

way, you can have something to compare them to tomorrow.” 

That  would  be  perfect,  actually.  Perhaps  she  could  merely  claim

the slaves weren’t up to par and refuse to do business with him. And

then leave, no harm done to either of them. She’d still have to face

Sam—and then Arobynn—but … she’d figure them out later. 

She  waved  a  hand.  “Fine,  fine.  Send  someone  for  me  when  it’s

time.”  The  humidity  was  so  thick  she  felt  as  if  she  were  swimming

through  it.  “And  after  Arobynn’s  slaves  are  inspected?”  Any  bit  of

information could later be used as a weapon against him. “Are they

mine to look after on the ship, or will your men be watching them for

me? Your pirates might very well think they’re free to take whatever

slaves they wish.” 

Rolfe  clenched  the  hilt  of  his  sword.  It  glinted  in  the  muted  light, 

and  she  admired  the  intricate  pommel,  shaped  like  a  sea  dragon’s

head. “If I give the order that no one is to touch your slaves, then no

one  will  touch  them,”  Rolfe  said  through  his  teeth.  His  annoyance

was  an  unexpected  delight.  “However,  I’ll  arrange  to  have  a  few

guards on the ship, if that will make you sleep easier. I wouldn’t want

Arobynn to think I don’t take his investment seriously.” 

They  approached  a  blue-painted  tavern,  where  several  men  in

dark tunics lounged out front. At the sight of Rolfe, they straightened, 
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saluting him. His guards? Why hadn’t anyone escorted him through

the streets? 

“That  will  be  fine,”  she  said  crisply.  “I  don’t  want  to  be  here  any

longer than necessary.” 

“I’m  sure  you’re  eager  to  return  to  your  clients  in  Rifthold.”  Rolfe

stopped in front of the faded door. The sign above it, swinging in the

growing storm winds, said THE SEA DRAGON. It was also the name of

his famed ship, which was docked just behind them, and really didn’t

look all that spectacular, anyway. Perhaps  this was the Pirate Lord’s

headquarters. And if he was making her and Sam stay at that tavern

a  few  blocks  away,  then  perhaps  he  trusted  them  as  little  as  they

trusted him. 

“I  think  I’m  more  eager  to  return  to  civilized  society,”  she  said

sweetly. 

Rolfe  let  out  a  low  growl  and  stepped  onto  the  threshold  of  the

tavern.  Inside,  it  was  all  shadows  and  murmuring  voices—and

reeked of stale ale. Other than that, she could see nothing. 

“One  day,”  Rolfe  said,  too  quietly,  “someone’s  really  going  make

you pay for that arrogance.” Lightning made his green eyes flicker. “I

just hope I’m there to see it.” 

He shut the tavern door in her face. 

Celaena  smiled,  and  her  smile  grew  wider  as  fat  drops  of  rain

splattered on the rust-colored earth, instantly cooling the muggy air. 

 That had gone surprisingly well. 

“Is it poisoned?” she asked Sam, plopping down on her bed as a

clap  of  thunder  shook  the  tavern  to  its  foundations.  The  teacup

rattled  in  its  saucer,  and  she  breathed  in  the  smell  of  fresh-baked

bread,  sausage,  and  porridge  as  she  threw  back  her  hood  and

removed her mask. 

“By  them,  or  by  me?”  Sam  was  sitting  on  the  floor,  his  back

against the bed. 

Celaena sniffed all her food. “Do I detect … belladonna?” 

Sam gave her a flat stare, and Celaena smirked as she tore a bite

from  the  bread.  They  sat  in  silence  for  a  few  minutes,  the  only

sounds  the  scrape  of  her  utensils  against  the  chipped  plates,  the drumming  of  the  rain  on  the  roof,  and  the  occasional  groan  of  a

thunderhead breaking. 

“So,” Sam said. “Are you going to tell me what you’re planning, or

should I warn Rolfe to expect the worst?” 

She sipped daintily at her tea. “I don’t have the faintest idea what

you’re talking about, Sam Cortland.” 

“What sort of ‘questions’ did you ask him?” 

She  set  down  her  teacup.  Rain  lashed  the  shutters,  muffling  the

clink of her cup against the saucer. “Polite ones.” 

“Oh? I didn’t think you knew what polite meant.” 

“I can be polite when it pleases me.” 

“When  it  gets  you  what  you  want,  you  mean.  So  what  is  it  you

want from Rolfe?” 

She studied her companion.  He certainly didn’t seem to have any

qualms about the deal. While he might not trust Rolfe, it didn’t bother

him  that  a  hundred  innocent  souls  were  about  to  be  traded  like

cattle. “I wanted to ask him more about the map on his hands.” 

“Damn it, Celaena!” Sam slammed his fist onto the wooden floor. 

“Tell me the truth!” 

“Why?” she asked, giving him a pout. “And how do you know I’m

 not telling the truth?” 

Sam  got  to  his  feet  and  began  pacing  the  length  of  their  small

room. He undid the top button of his black tunic, revealing the skin

beneath.  Something  about  it  felt  strangely  intimate,  and  Celaena

found herself quickly looking away from him. 

“We’ve  grown  up  together.”  Sam  stopped  at  the  foot  of  her  bed. 

“You  think  I  don’t  know  how  to  tell  when  you’re  cooking  up  some

scheme? What do you want from Rolfe?” 

If she told him, he’d do everything in his power to prevent her from

ruining the deal. And having one enemy was enough. With her plan

still unformed, she  had to keep Sam out of it. Besides, if worse came

to worst, Rolfe might very well kill Sam for being involved. Or simply

for knowing her. 

“Maybe I’m just unable to resist how handsome he is,” she said. 

Sam went rigid. “He’s twelve years older than you.” 

“So?” He didn’t think she was  serious, did he? 

He  gave  her  a  look  so  scathing  it  could  have  turned  her  to  ash, 

and he stalked to the window, ripping his cloak down. 

“What are you doing?” 

He flung open the wooden shutters to reveal a sky full of rain and

forked  lightning.  “I’m  sick  of  suffocating.  And  if  you’re  interested  in

Rolfe, he’s bound to find out what you look like at some point, isn’t

he? So why bother slowly roasting to death?” 

“Shut  the  window.”  He  only  crossed  his  arms.  “Shut  it,”  she

growled. 

When he made no move to close the window, she jumped to her

feet,  upsetting  the  tray  of  food  on  her  mattress,  and  shoved  him

aside  hard  enough  for  him  to  take  a  step  back.  Keeping  her  head

down, she shut the window and shutters and threw his cape over the

whole thing. 

“Idiot,” she seethed. “What’s gotten into you?” 

Sam stepped closer, his breath hot on her face. “I’m tired of all the

melodrama  and  nonsense  that  happens  whenever  you  wear  that

ridiculous mask and cloak. And I’m even more tired of you ordering

me around.” 

So  that’s what this was about. “Get used to it.” 

She made to turn to her bed, but he grabbed her wrist. “Whatever

plan you’re concocting, whatever bit of intrigue you’re about to drag

me into, just remember that you’re not head of the Assassins’ Guild

 yet. You still answer to Arobynn.” 

She rolled her eyes, yanking her wrist out of his grasp. “Touch me

again,” she said, striding to her bed and picking up the spilled food, 

“and you’ll lose that hand.” 

Sam didn’t speak to her after that. 

CHAPTER

5

Dinner with Sam was silent, and Rolfe appeared at eight to bring

them  both  to  the  holding  facility.  Sam  didn’t  even  ask  where  they

were going. He just played along, as if he’d known the whole time. 

The  holding  facility  was  an  enormous  wooden  warehouse,  and

even  from  down  the  block,  something  about  the  place  made

Celaena’s  instincts  scream  at  her  to  get  away.  The  sharp  reek  of

unwashed  bodies  didn’t  hit  her  until  they  stepped  inside.  Blinking

against the brightness of the torches and crude chandeliers, it took

her a few heartbeats to sort out what she was seeing. 

Rolfe, striding ahead of them, didn’t falter as he passed cell after

cell  packed  with  slaves.  Instead,  he  walked  toward  a  large  open

space in the rear of the warehouse, where a nut-brown Eyllwe man

stood before a cluster of four pirates. 

Beside her, Sam let out a breath, his face wan. If the smell wasn’t

bad enough, the people in the cells, clinging to the bars or cowering

against  the  walls  or  clutching  their  children —children—ripped  at

every shred of her being. 

Aside  from  some  occasional  muffled  weeping,  the  slaves  were

silent. Some of their eyes widened at the sight of her. She’d forgotten

how  she  must  appear—faceless,  cloak  waving  behind  her,  striding

past  them  like  Death  itself.  Some  of  the  slaves  even  sketched

invisible marks in the air, warding off whatever evil they thought she

was. 

She took in the locks on the pens, counting the number of people

crammed  into  each  cell.  They  hailed  from  all  the  kingdoms  on  the

continent.  There  were  even  some  orange-haired,  gray-eyed

mountain clansmen—wild-looking men who tracked her movements. 

And women—some of them barely older than Celaena herself. Had

they been fighters, too, or just in the wrong place at the wrong time? 

Celaena’s heart pounded faster. Even after all these years, people

still defied Adarlan’s conquest. But what right did Adarlan—or Rolfe, 

or  anyone—have  to  treat  them  like  this?  Conquest  wasn’t  enough; 

no, Adarlan had to  break them. 

Eyllwe,  she’d  heard,  had  taken  the  brunt  of  it.  Though  their  king

had  yielded  his  power  to  the  King  of  Adarlan,  Eyllwe  soldiers  still

could  be  found  fighting  in  the  rebel  groups  that  plagued  Adarlan’s

forces.  But  the  land  itself  was  too  vital  for  Adarlan  to  abandon. 

Eyllwe  boasted  two  of  the  most  prosperous  cities  on  the  continent; 

its territory—rich in farmland, waterways, and forests—was a crucial

vein  in  trade  routes.  Now,  it  seemed,  Adarlan  had  decided  that  it

might make money off its people, too. 

The  men  standing  around  the  Eyllwe  prisoner  parted  as  Rolfe


approached,  bowing  their  heads.  She  recognized  two  of  the  men

from dinner the previous night: the short, bald Captain Fairview and

the one-eyed, hulking Captain Blackgold. Celaena and Sam stopped

beside Rolfe. 

The  Eyllwe  man  had  been  stripped  naked,  his  wiry  body  already

bruised and bleeding. 

“This one fought back a bit,” said Captain Fairview. Though sweat

gleamed  on  the  slave’s  skin,  he  kept  his  chin  high,  his  eyes  upon

some distant sight. He must have been around twenty. Did he have a

family? 

“Keep him in irons, though, and he’ll fetch a good price,” Fairview

went  on,  wiping  his  face  on  the  shoulder  of  his  crimson  tunic.  The

gold  embroidery  was  fraying,  and  the  fabric,  which  had  probably

once  been  rich  with  color,  was  faded  and  stained.  “I’d  send  him  to

the  market  in  Bellhaven.  Lots  of  rich  men  there  needing  strong

hands  to  do  their  building.  Or  women  needing  strong  hands  for

something else entirely.” He winked in Celaena’s direction. 

Unyielding  rage  boiled  up  so  fast  the  breath  was  knocked  from

her. She didn’t realize her hand was moving toward her sword until

Sam  knotted  his  fingers  through  hers.  It  was  a  casual-enough

gesture,  and  to  anyone  else,  it  might  have  looked  affectionate.  But

he squeezed her fingers tightly enough for her to know that he was

well aware of what she was about to do. 

“How many of these slaves will actually be deemed useful?” Sam

asked,  releasing  her  gloved  fingers.  “Ours  are  all  going  to  Rifthold, 

but you’re dividing this batch up?” 

Rolfe said, “You think your master is the first to strike a deal with

me?  We  have  other  agreements  in  different  cities.  My  partners  in

Bellhaven  tell  me  what  the  wealthy  are  looking  for,  and  I  supply

them. If I can’t think of a good place to sell the slaves, I’ll send them

to Calaculla. If your master has leftovers, sending them to Endovier

might be a good option. Adarlan’s stingy with what they’ll offer when

buying  slaves  for  the  salt  mines,  but  it’s  better  than  making  no

money at all.” 

So  Adarlan  wasn’t  just  snatching  prisoners  from  battlefields  and

their homes—they were  buying slaves for the Salt Mines of Endovier, 

too. 

“And the children?” she asked, keeping her voice was neutral as

possible. “Where do they go?” 

Rolfe’s  eyes  darkened  a  bit  at  that,  glimmering  with  enough  guilt

that Celaena wondered if the slave trade had been a last resort for

him. “We try to keep the children with their mothers,” he said quietly. 

“But  at  the  auction  block,  we  can’t  control  whether  they’re

separated.” 

She fought the retort on her tongue, and just said, “I see. Are they

a  burden  to  sell?  And  how  many  children  can  we  expect  in  our

shipment?” 

“We  have  about  ten  here,”  Rolfe  said.  “Your  shipment  shouldn’t

contain more than that. And they’re not a burden to sell, if you know

where to sell them.” 

“Where?” Sam demanded. 

“Some wealthy households might want them for scullery maids or

stableboys.”  Though  his  voice  remained  steady,  Rolfe  studied  the

ground. “A brothel madam might show up at the auction, too.” 

Sam’s face went white with fury. If there was one thing that set him

off, one subject she  knew she could always rely upon to rile him, it

was this. 
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His  mother,  sold  at  eight  to  a  brothel,  had  spent  her  too-short

twenty-eight years clawing her way up from an orphan to one of the

most  successful  courtesans  in  Rifthold.  She’d  had  Sam  only  six

years before she’d died—murdered by a jealous client. And though

she’d  amassed  some  money,  it  hadn’t  been  enough  to  liberate  her

from her brothel—or to provide for Sam. But she’d been a favorite of

Arobynn’s,  and  when  he’d  learned  that  she  wanted  Sam  to  be

trained by him, he’d taken the boy in. 

“We’ll take that into consideration,” Sam said sharply. 

It wasn’t enough for Celaena to ensure the deal fell apart. No, that

wasn’t  nearly enough. Not when all of these people were imprisoned

here.  Her  blood  pounded  in  her  veins.  Death,  at  least,  was  quick. 

Especially  when  dealt  by  her  hand.  But  slavery  was  unending

suffering. 

“Very well,” she said, lifting her chin. She had to get out of here—

and  get   Sam  out  of  here  before  he  snapped.  A  deadly  gleam  was

growing in his eyes. “I look forward to seeing our shipment tomorrow

night.” She inclined her head toward the pens behind her. “When will

these slaves be sent out?” It was such a dangerous, stupid question. 

Rolfe looked to Captain Fairview, who rubbed his dirty head. “This

lot?  We’ll  divvy  them  up,  and  they’ll  be  loaded  onto  a  new  ship

tomorrow, probably. They’ll sail around the same time you do, I bet. 

We  need  to  assemble  crews.”  He  and  Rolfe  started  off  on  a

conversation about manning the ships, and Celaena took that as her

cue to leave. 

With  a  final  look  at  the  slave  still  standing  there,  Celaena  strode

out of the warehouse that stank of fear and death. 

“Celaena,  wait!” Sam called, panting as he walked after her. 

She  couldn’t  wait.  She’d  just  started  walking,  and  walking,  and

walking,  and  now,  as  she  reached  the  empty  beach  far  from  the

lights of Skull’s Bay, she wouldn’t stop walking until she reached the

water. 

Not too far down the curve in the bay, the watchtower stood guard, 

Ship-Breaker hanging across the water for the duration of the night. 

The moon illuminated the powder-fine sand and turned the calm sea

into a silver mirror. 

She removed her mask and dropped it behind her, then ripped off

her cloak, boots, and tunic. The damp breeze kissed her bare skin, 

fluttering her delicate white undershirt. 

“Celaena! ” 

Bath-warm waves flooded past her, and she kicked up a spray of

water  as  she  kept  walking.  Before  she  could  get  deeper  than  her

calves, Sam grabbed her arm. 

“What are you doing?” he demanded. She yanked on her arm, but

he held firm. 

In a single, swift movement, she twirled, swinging her other arm. 

But he knew the move—because he’d practiced it right alongside her

for  years—and  he  caught  her  other  hand.  “Stop,”  he  said,  but  she

swept  her  foot.  She  caught  him  behind  the  knee,  sending  him

tumbling down. Sam didn’t release her, and water and sand sprayed

as they hit the ground. 

Celaena landed on top of him, but Sam didn’t pause for a moment. 

Before she could give him a sharp elbow to the face, he flipped her. 

The air whooshed out of her lungs. Sam lunged for her, and she had

the  sense  to  bring  her  feet  up  just  as  he  leapt.  She  kicked  him

square in the stomach. He cursed as he dropped to his knees. The

surf broke around him, a shower of silver. 

She  sprang  into  a  crouch,  the  sand  hissing  beneath  her  feet  as

she made to tackle him. 

But Sam had been waiting, and he twisted away, catching her by

the shoulders and throwing her to the ground. 

She  knew  she’d  been  caught  before  he  even  finished  slamming

her  into  the  sand.  He  pinned  her  wrists,  his  knees  digging  into  her

thighs to keep her from getting her legs under her again. 

“Enough! ” His fingers dug painfully into her wrists. A rogue wave

reached them, soaking her. 

She thrashed, her fingers curling, straining to draw blood, but they

couldn’t  reach  his  hands.  The  sand  shifted  enough  that  she  could

scarcely get a steady surface to support herself, to flip him. But Sam

knew  her—he  knew  her  movements,  knew  what  tricks  she  liked  to pull. 

“Stop,” he said, his breathing ragged. “Please.” 

In  the  moonlight,  his  handsome  face  was  strained.  “Please,”  he

repeated hoarsely. 

The sorrow—the defeat—in his voice made her pause. A wisp of

cloud  passed  over  the  moon,  illuminating  the  strong  panes  of  his

cheekbones, the curve of his lips—the kind of rare beauty that had

made his mother so successful. Far above his head, stars flickered

faintly, nearly invisible in the glow of the moon. 

“I’m  not  going  to  let  go  until  you  promise  to  stop  attacking  me,” 

Sam said. His face was inches away, and she felt the breath of every

one of his words on her mouth. 

She  took  an  uneven  breath,  then  another.  She  had  no  reason  to

attack  Sam.  Not  when  he’d  kept  her  from  gutting  that  pirate  in  the

warehouse. Not when he’d gotten so riled about the slave children. 

Her legs trembled with pain. 

“I promise,” she mumbled. 

“Swear it.” 

“I swear on my life.” 

He  watched  her  for  a  second  longer,  then  slowly  eased  off  her. 

She waited until he was standing, then got to her feet. Both of them

were  soaked  and  crusted  with  sand,  and  she  was  fairly  certain  her

hair  had  come  half  out  of  her  braid  and  she  looked  like  a  raging

lunatic. 

“So,” he said, taking off his boots and tossing them onto the sand

behind them. “Are you going to explain yourself?” He rolled his pants

up to the knees and took a few steps into the surf. 

Celaena  began  pacing,  waves  splattering  at  her  feet.  “I  just  …,” 

she began, but waved an arm, shaking her head fiercely. 

“You what?” His words were almost drowned out by the crashing

waves. 

She  whirled  to  face  him.  “How  can  you  bear  to  look  at  those

people and not do anything?” 

“The slaves?” 

She  resumed  her  pacing.  “It  makes  me  sick.  It  makes  me  …

makes me so mad I think I might …” She couldn’t finish the thought. 

“Might what?” Splashing steps sounded, and she looked over her

shoulder to find him approaching. He crossed his arms, bracing for a

fight. “Might do something as foolish as attacking Rolfe’s men in their

own warehouse?” 

It was now or never. She hadn’t wanted to involve him, but … now

that her plans had changed, she needed his help. 

“I might do something as foolish as freeing the slaves,” she said. 

Sam  went  so  still  that  he  might  have  been  turned  into  stone.  “I

knew you were thinking up something—but  freeing them …” 

“I’m going to do it with or without you.” She’d only intended to ruin

the  deal,  but  from  the  moment  she’d  walked  into  that  warehouse

tonight, she’d known she couldn’t leave the slaves there. 

“Rolfe  will  kill  you,”  Sam  said.  “Or  Arobynn  will,  if  Rolfe  doesn’t

first.” 

“I have to try,” she said. 

“Why?”  Sam  stepped  close  enough  that  she  needed  to  tilt  her

head  back  to  see  his  face.  “We’re  assassins.  We   kill  people.  We

destroy lives every day.” 

“We  have  a  choice,”  she  breathed.  “Maybe  not  when  we  were

children—when it was Arobynn or death—but now … Now you and I

have  a   choice  in  the  things  we  do.  Those  slaves  were  just   taken. 

They  were  fighting  for  their  freedom,  or  lived  too  close  to  a

battlefield, or some mercenaries passed through their town and  stole

them. They’re innocent people.” 

“And we weren’t?” 

Something icy pierced her heart at the glimmer of memory. “We kill

corrupt officials and adulterous spouses; we make it quick and clean. 

These  are  entire  families  being  ripped  apart.  Every  one  of  these

people used to be somebody.” 

Sam’s eyes glowed. “I’m not disagreeing with you. I don’t like the

idea  of  this  at  all.  Not  just  the  slaves,  but  Arobynn’s  involvement. 

And those children …” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “But we’re

just two people—surrounded by Rolfe’s pirates.” 

She gave him a crooked grin. “Then it’s good that we’re the best. 

And,”  she  added,  “it’s  good  that  I’ve  been  asking  him  so  many

questions about his plans for the next two days.” 

Sam  blinked.  “You  realize  this  is  the  most  reckless  thing  you’ve

ever done, right?” 

“Reckless, but maybe the most meaningful, too.” 

Sam stared at her long enough for heat to flood her cheek, as if he

could see right inside of her—see everything. The fact that he didn’t

turn away from whatever he saw made her blood thrum in her veins. 

“I suppose if we’re going to die, it should be for a noble cause,” he

said. 

She snorted, using it as an excuse to step away from him. “We’re

not going to die. At least, not if we follow my plan.” 

He groaned. “You already have a plan?” 

She grinned, then told him everything. When she finished, he only

scratched  his  head.  “Well,”  he  admitted,  sitting  on  the  sand,  “I

suppose that’d work. We’d have to time it right, but …” 

“But it could work.” She sat beside him. 

“When Arobynn finds out …” 

“Leave Arobynn to me. I’ll figure out how to deal with him.” 

“We could always just …  not return to Rifthold,” Sam suggested. 

“What, run away?” 

Sam shrugged. Though he kept his eyes on the waves, she could

have sworn a blush darkened his cheeks. “He might very well kill us.” 

“If we ran away, he’d hunt us for the rest of our lives. Even if we

took different names, he’d find us.” As if she could leave her entire

life behind! “He’s invested too much money in us—and we’ve yet to

pay him back entirely. He’d see it as a bad investment.” 

Sam’s  gaze  drifted  northward,  as  if  he  could  see  the  sprawling

capital city and its towering glass castle. “I think there’s more at work

here than this trade agreement.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Sam traced circles in the sand between them. “I mean, why send

the two of us here in the first place? His excuse for sending us was a

lie. We’re not instrumental to this deal. He could just as easily have

sent  two  other  assassins  who  aren’t  at  each  other’s  throats  all  the time.” 

“What are you implying?” 

Sam shrugged. “Perhaps Arobynn wanted us out of Rifthold right

now. Needed to get us out of the city for a month.” 

A chill went through her. “Arobynn wouldn’t do that.” 

“Wouldn’t  he?”  Sam  asked.  “Did  we  ever  find  out  why  Ben  was

there the night Gregori got captured?” 

“If you’re implying that Arobynn somehow set Ben up to—” 

“I’m  not  implying  anything.  But  some  things  don’t  add  up.  And

there are questions that haven’t been answered.” 

“We’re not supposed to question Arobynn,” she murmured. 

“And since when do you ever follow orders?” 

She  stood.  “Let’s  get  through  the  next  few  days.  Then  we’ll

consider whatever conspiracy theories you’re inventing.” 

Sam was on his feet in an instant. “I don’t have any  theories. Just

questions that you should be asking yourself, too.  Why did he want

us gone this month?” 

“We can trust Arobynn.” Even as the words left her mouth, she felt

stupid for saying them. 

Sam  stooped  to  pick  up  his  boots.  “I’m  going  back  to  the  tavern. 

Are you coming?” 

“No. I’m staying here for a little longer.” 

Sam gave her an appraising look, but nodded. “We’re to examine

Arobynn’s slaves on their ship at four tomorrow afternoon. Try not to

stay out here the whole night. We need all the rest we can get.” 

She  didn’t  reply,  and  turned  away  before  she  could  watch  him

head toward the golden lights of Skull’s Bay. 

She  walked  along  the  curve  of  the  shoreline,  all  the  way  to  the

lone  watchtower.  After  studying  it  from  the  shadows—the  two

catapults  near  its  top,  the  giant  chain  anchored  above  them—she

continued on. She walked until there was nothing in the world but the

grumble  and  hiss  of  the  waves,  the  sigh  of  the  sand  beneath  her

feet, and the glare of the moon on the water. 

She  walked  until  a  surprisingly  cold  breeze  swept  past  her.  She

halted. 

Slowly,  Celaena  turned  north,  toward  the  source  of  the  breeze, which smelled of a faraway land she hadn’t seen in eight years. Pine

and  snow—a  city  still  in  winter’s  grasp.  She  breathed  it  in,  staring

across  the  leagues  of  lonely,  black  ocean,  seeing,  somehow,  that

distant city that had once, long ago, been her home. The wind ripped

the  strands  of  hair  from  her  braid,  lashing  them  across  her  face. 

Orynth.  A  city  of  light  and  music,  watched  over  by  an  alabaster

castle with an opal tower so bright it could be viewed for miles. 

The moonlight vanished behind a thick cloud. In the sudden dark, 

the stars glowed brighter. 

She  knew  all  the  constellations  by  heart,  and  she  instinctively

sought out the Stag, Lord of the North, and the immovable star that

crowned his head. 

Back then, she hadn’t had any choice. When Arobynn offered her

this path, it was either that, or death. But now …

She  took  a  shuddering  breath.  No,  she  was  as  limited  in  her

choices  as  she’d  been  when  she  was  eight  years  old.  She  was

Adarlan’s  Assassin,  Arobynn  Hamel’s  protégée  and  heir—and  she

would always be. 

It was a long walk back to the tavern. 
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After yet another miserably hot and sleepless night, Celaena spent

the  following  day  with  Sam,  walking  through  the  streets  of  Skull’s

Bay. They kept their pace leisurely, pausing at various vendors’ carts

and popping into the occasional shop, but all the while tracing each

step  of  their  plan,  going  over  every  detail  that  they’d  need  to

orchestrate perfectly. 

From  the  fishermen  along  the  docks,  they  learned  that  the

rowboats tied to the piers belonged to nobody in particular, and that

tomorrow’s  morning  tide  came  in  just  after  sunrise.  Not

advantageous, but better than midday. 

From  flirting  with  the  harlots  along  the  main  street,  Sam  learned

that every once in a while, Rolfe covered the tab for all the pirates in

his  service,  and  the  revelry  lasted  for  days.  Sam  also  picked  up  a

few other pointers that he refused to tell Celaena about. 

And  from  the  half-drunk  pirate  languishing  in  an  alley,  Celaena

learned  how  many  men  guarded  the  slave  ships,  what  manner  of

weapons they carried, and where the slaves were kept. 

When four o’clock rolled around, Celaena and Sam were standing

aboard the ship Rolfe had promised them, watching and counting as

the  slaves  stumbled  onto  the  wide  deck.  Ninety-three.  Mostly  men, 

most of them young. The women were a broader range of ages, and

there were only a handful of children, just as Rolfe had said. 

“Do  they  meet  your  refined  tastes?”  Rolfe  asked  as  he

approached. 

“I  thought  you  said  there’d  be  more,”  she  replied  coldly,  keeping

her eyes upon the chained slaves. 

“We had an even hundred, but seven died on the journey.” 

She bit back the anger that flared. Sam, knowing her far too well

for  her  liking,  cut  in.  “And  how  many  can  we  expect  to  lose  on  the

journey  to  Rifthold?”  His  face  was  relatively  neutral,  though  his

brown  eyes  flashed  with  annoyance.  Fine—he  was  a  good  liar.  As

good as she was, maybe. 

Rolfe  ran  a  hand  through  his  dark  hair.  “Don’t  you  two  ever  stop

 questioning?   There’s  no  way  of  predicting  how  many  slaves  you’ll

lose. Just keep them watered and fed.” 

A  low  growl  slipped  through  her  teeth,  but  Rolfe  was  already

walking  to  his  group  of  guards.  Celaena  and  Sam  followed  him, 

observing as the last of the slaves were shoved onto the deck. 

“Where are the slaves from yesterday?” Sam asked. 

Rolfe  waved  a  hand.  “Most  are  on  that  ship,  and  will  leave

tomorrow.” He pointed to a nearby ship and ordered one of the slave

drivers to start the inspection. 

They  waited  until  a  few  slaves  had  been  looked  over,  offering

remarks  on  how  fit  a  slave  was,  where  he’d  fetch  a  good  price  in

Rifthold. Each word tasted fouler than the last. 

“Tonight,” she said to the Pirate Lord, “you can guarantee that this

ship’s protected?” Rolfe sighed loudly and nodded. “That watchtower

across  the  bay,”  she  pressed.  “I  assume  that  they’ll  also  be

responsible for monitoring this ship, too?” 

“Yes,”  Rolfe  snapped.  Celaena  opened  her  mouth,  but  he

interrupted.  “And  before  you  ask,  let  me  say  that  we  change  the

watch just before dawn.” So they’d have to target the morning watch

instead,  to  avoid  any  alarm  being  raised  at  dawn—at  high  tide. 

Which was a slight hitch in her plan, but they could easily fix it. 

“How many of the slaves speak our language?” she asked. 

Rolfe raised a brow. “Why?” 

She could feel Sam tense beside her, but she shrugged. “It might

add to their value.” 

Rolfe  studied  her  a  bit  too  closely,  then  whirled  to  face  a  slave

woman standing nearby. “Do you speak the common tongue?” 

She  looked  this  way  and  that,  clutching  her  scraps  of  clothing  to

her—a  mix  of  fur  and  wool  undoubtedly  worn  to  keep  her  warm  in

the frigid mountain passes of the White Fangs. 
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“Do  you  understand  what  I’m  saying?”  Rolfe  demanded.  The

woman lifted her shackled hands. Raw, red skin lay around the iron. 

“I think the answer is no,” Sam offered. 

Rolfe glared at him, then walked through the stables. “Can any of

you  speak  the  common  tongue?”  He  repeated  himself,  and  was

about  to  turn  back  when  an  older  Eyllwe  man—reed  thin  and

covered with cuts and bruises—stepped forward. 

“I can,” he said. 

“That’s  it?”  Rolfe  barked  at  the  slaves.  “No  one  else?”  Celaena

approached  the  man  who  had  spoken,  committing  his  face  to

memory. He recoiled at her mask and her cloak. 

“Well,  at  least  he  might  fetch  a  higher  price,”  Celaena  said  over

her shoulder to Rolfe. Sam summoned Rolfe with a question about

the  mountain-woman  in  front  of  him,  providing  enough  distraction. 

“What’s your name?” Celaena asked the slave. 

“Dia.” His long, frail fingers trembled slightly. 

“You’re fluent?” 

He nodded. “My—my mother was from Bellhaven. My father was a

merchant from Banjali. I grew up with both languages.” 

And  he’d  probably  never  worked  a  day  in  his  life.  How  had   he

gotten  caught  up  in  this  mess?  The  other  slaves  on  the  deck  hung

back,  huddling  together,  even  some  of  the  larger  men  and  women

whose scars and bruises marked them as fighters—prisoners of war. 

Had  they  already  seen  enough  of  slavery  to  break  them?  For  both

her sake and theirs, she hoped not. 

“Good,” she said, and strode away. 

Hours  later,  no  one  noticed—or  if  they  did,  they  certainly  didn’t

care—when  two  cloaked  figures  slipped  into  two  rowboats  and

headed  toward  the  slave  ships  hovering  several  hundred  yards

offshore.  A  few  lanterns  illuminated  the  behemoth  vessels,  but  the

moon was bright enough for Celaena to easily make out the  Golden

 Wolf as she rowed toward it. 

To  her  right,  Sam  rowed  as  quietly  as  he  could  to  the   Loveless, 

where the slaves from yesterday were being held. Silence was their

only hope and ally, though the town behind them was already in the

midst of revelry. It hadn’t taken long for word to get out that Arobynn

Hamel’s assassins had opened a celebratory tab at the tavern, and

even  as  they  had  strode  to  the  docks,  pirates  were  already

streaming the other way toward the inn. 

Panting  through  her  mask,  Celaena’s  arms  ached  with  each

stroke.  It  wasn’t  the  town  she  was  worried  about,  but  the  solitary

watchtower  to  her  left.  A  fire  burned  in  its  jagged  turret,  faintly

illuminating  the  catapults  and  the  ancient  chain  across  the  narrow

bay  mouth.  If  they  were  to  be  caught,  the  first  alarm  would  be

sounded from there. 

It might have been easier to escape now—take down the watch-

tower,  overpower  the  slave  ships,  and  set  sail—but  the  chain  was

only  the  first  in  a  line  of  defenses.  The  Dead  Islands  were  nearly

impossible to navigate at night, and at low tide … They’d get a few

miles and run aground on a reef or a sandbank. 

Celaena drifted the last few feet to the  Golden Wolf and grasped

the rung of a wooden ladder to keep the boat from thudding too hard

against the hull. 

They were better off at first light tomorrow, when the pirates would

be too drunk or unconscious to notice, and when they had high tide

on their side. 

Sam  flashed  a  compact  mirror,  indicating  he’d  made  it  to  the

 Loveless.  Catching  the  light  in  her  own  mirror,  she  signaled  him

back, then flashed twice, indicating that she was ready. 

A  moment  later,  Sam  returned  the  same  signal.  Celaena  took  a

long, steadying breath. 

It was time. 
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Nimble  as  a  cat  and  smooth  as  a  snake,  Celaena  climbed  the

wooden ladder built into the side of the ship. 

The  first  guard  didn’t  notice  she  was  upon  him  until  her  hands

were  around  his  neck,  striking  the  two  points  that  sent  him  into

unconsciousness.  He  slumped  to  the  deck,  and  she  caught  him  by

his  filthy  tunic,  softening  his  fall.  Quiet  as  mice,  quiet  as  the  wind, 

quiet as the grave. 

The second guard, stationed at the helm, saw her coming up the

staircase.  He  managed  to  emit  a  muffled  cry  before  the  pommel  of

her dagger slammed into his forehead. Not as neat, and not as quiet:

he hit the deck with a thud that made the third guard, stationed at the

prow, whirl to see. 

But it was shadowy, and there were yards of ship between them. 

Celaena crouched low to the deck, covering the fallen guard’s body

with her cloak. 

“Jon?” the third guard called across the deck. Celaena winced at

the sound. Not too far away, the  Loveless was silent. 

Celaena grimaced at the reek from Jon’s unwashed body. 

“Jon?”  the  guard  said,  and  thumping  steps  followed.  Closer  and

closer. He’d see the first guard soon. 

Three … two … one …

“What  in   hell?”  The  guard  tripped  over  the  first  guard’s  prostrate

body. 

Celaena moved. 

She swung over the railing fast enough that the guard didn’t look

up until she’d landed behind him. All it took was a swift blow to the

head and she was easing his body down atop the first guard’s. Her

heart hammering through every inch of her, she sprinted to the prow

of the ship. She flashed the mirror three times. Three guards down. 

Nothing. 

“Come on, Sam.” She signaled again. 

Far too many heartbeats later, a signal greeted her. The air rushed

from  her  lungs  in  a  breath  she  hadn’t  realized  she’d  been  holding. 

The guards on the  Loveless were unconscious, too. 

She  signaled  once.  The  watchtower  was  still  quiet.  If  the  guards

were up there, they hadn’t seen anything. She had to be quick, had

to get this done before her disappearance was noticed. 

The guard outside the captain’s quarters managed to kick the wall

hard  enough  to  wake  the  dead  before  she  knocked  him  out,  but  it

didn’t  stop  Captain  Fairview  from  squealing  when  she  slipped  into

his office and shut the door. 

When  Fairview  was  secured  in  the  brig,  gagged  and  bound  and

fully  aware  that  his  cooperation  and  the  cooperation  of  his  guards

meant his life, she crept down to the cargo area. 

The passages were cramped, but the two guards at the door still

didn’t  notice  her  until  she  took  the  liberty  of  rendering  them

unconscious. 

Silently as she could, she grabbed a lantern hanging from a peg

on the wall and opened the door. The reek almost brought her to her

knees. 

The  ceiling  was  so  low  she  almost  grazed  it  with  her  head.  The

slaves  had  all  been  chained,  sitting,  to  the  floor.  No  latrines,  no

source of light, no food or water. 

The slaves murmured, squinting against the sudden brightness of

the torchlight leaking in from the hallway. 

Celaena  took  the  ring  of  keys  she’d  stolen  from  the  captain’s

quarters  and  stepped  into  the  cargo  chamber.  “Where  is  Dia?”  she

asked. They said nothing, either because they didn’t understand, or

out of solidarity. 

Celaena  sighed,  stepping  farther  into  the  chamber,  and  some  of

the  wild-eyed  mountain  men  murmured  to  one  another.  While  they

might  have  only  recently  declared  themselves  Adarlan’s  enemies, 

the  people  of  the  White  Fang  Mountains  had  long  been  known  for

their unyielding love of violence. If she were to meet with any trouble in  here,  it  would  be  from  them.  “Where  is  Dia?”  she  asked  more

loudly. 

A  trembling  voice  came  from  the  back  of  the  cargo  area.  “Here.” 

Her eyes strained to spy his narrow, fine features. “I’m here.” 

She strode carefully through the crowded darkness. They were so

close together that there was no room to move, and hardly any air to

breathe. No wonder seven had died on the voyage here. 

She  took  out  Captain  Fairview’s  key  and  freed  the  shackles  at

Dia’s feet, then his manacles, before offering him a hand up. “You’re

going to translate for me.” The mountain folk and whoever else didn’t

speak either the common tongue or Eyllwe could figure out enough

on their own. 

Dia rubbed his wrists, which were bleeding and scabbed in places. 

“Who are you?” 

Celaena  unlocked  the  chains  of  the  too-thin  woman  beside  Dia, 

then held out the keys in her direction. “A friend,” she said. “Tell her

to unlock everyone, but tell them  not to leave this room.” 

Dia  nodded,  and  spoke  in  Eyllwe.  The  woman,  mouth  slightly

open, looked at Celaena, then took the keys. Without a word, she set

about freeing her companions. Dia then addressed the entire cargo

bay, his voice soft but fierce. 

“The  guards  are  unconscious,”  she  said.  Dia  translated.  “The

captain  has  been  locked  in  the  brig,  and  tomorrow,  should  you

choose  to  act,  he  will  guide  you  through  the  Dead  Islands  and  to

safety. He knows that the penalty for bad information is death.” 

Dia  translated,  his  eyes  growing  wider  and  wider.  Somewhere

near the back, one of the mountain men began translating. And then

two  others  translated,  too—one  in  the  language  of  Melisande,  and

another  in  a  language  she  didn’t  recognize.  Had  it  been  clever  or

cowardly  of  them  not  to  speak  up  last  night  when  she  asked  who

spoke the common tongue? 

“When  I  am  done  explaining  our  plan  of  action,”  she  said,  her

hands  shaking  a  bit  as  she  suddenly  recalled  what,  exactly,  lay

before  them,  “you  may  leave  this  room,  but  do  not  set  foot  on  the

decks.  There  are  guards  in  the  watchtower,  and  guards  monitoring

this  ship  from  land.  If  they  see  you  on  the  deck,  they  will  warn everyone.” 

She let Dia and the others finish before going on. 

“My colleague is already aboard the  Loveless, another slave ship

set  to  sail  tomorrow.”  She  swallowed  hard.  “When  I  am  done  here, 

he and I will return to the town and create a distraction large enough

that when the dawn breaks, you will have enough time to sail out of

the  harbor.  You  need  the  full  day  to  sail  out  of  the  Dead  Islands

before dark—or else you’ll be caught in their labyrinth.” 

Dia  translated,  but  a  woman  spoke  from  nearby.  Dia  frowned  as

he turned to Celaena. “She has two questions. What of the chain at

the entrance to the bay? And how will we sail the ship?” 

Celaena nodded. “Leave the chain to us. We’ll have it down before

you reach it.” 

When Dia and the others translated, murmurs broke out. Shackles

were still thudding to the ground as slave after slave was unlocked. 

“As for sailing the ship,” she went on above the noise, “are any of

you sailors? Fishermen?” 

Some  hands  went  up.  “Captain  Fairview  will  give  you  specific

instructions. You’ll have to row out of the bay, though. Everyone who

has the strength will be needed on the oars, or you won’t have a shot

of outrunning Rolfe’s ships.” 

“What of his fleet?” another man asked. 

“Leave  it  to  me.”  Sam  was  probably  already  rowing  over  to  the

 Golden Wolf. They had to get back to shore  now.  “No  matter  if  the

chain  is  still  up,  no  matter  what  might  be  happening  in  town,  the

moment the sun slips over the horizon, you start rowing like hell.” 

A  few  voices  objected  to  Dia’s  translation,  and  he  gave  a  sharp, 

short  reply  before  turning  to  her.  “We  will  sort  out  specifics  on  our

own.” 

She  lifted  her  chin.  “Discuss  it  among  yourselves.  Your  fate  is

yours to decide. But no matter what plan you choose, I  will have the

chain down, and will buy you as much time as I can at dawn.” 

She  bowed  her  head  in  farewell  as  she  left  the  cargo  hold, 

beckoning  Dia  along  with  her.  Discussion  started  behind  them—

muffled, at least. 

In  the  hallway,  she  could  see  how  thin  he  was,  how  filthy.  She pointed  down  the  hall.  “That  is  where  the  brig  is;  there  you’ll  find

Captain  Fairview.  Get  him  out  before  dawn,  and  don’t  be  afraid  to

bloody him up a bit if he refuses to talk. There are three unconscious

guards tied up on the deck, a guard outside Fairview’s quarters, and

the two here. Do whatever you want with them; the choice is yours.” 

“I’ll  have  someone  take  them  to  the  brig,”  Dia  said  quickly.  He

rubbed at the stubble on his face. “How much time will we have to

get away? How long before the pirates notice?” 

“I don’t know. I’ll try to disable their ships, which might slow them

down.” They reached the narrow stairs that led to the upper decks. 

“There’s one thing I need you to do,” she continued, and he looked

up  at  her,  his  eyes  bright.  “My  colleague  doesn’t  speak  Eyllwe.  I

need  you  to  take  a  rowboat  to  the  other  ship  and  tell  them  all  that

I’ve  told  you,  and  unlock  their  chains.  We  have  to  return  to  shore

now, so you’ll have to go alone.” 

Dia sucked in a breath, but nodded. “I will.” 

After Dia told the people in the cargo bay to take the unconscious

guards  to  the  brig,  he  crept  with  Celaena  onto  the  empty  deck.  He

cringed  at  the  sight  of  the  unconscious  guards,  but  didn’t  object

when  she  swept  Jon’s  cloak  over  his  shoulders  and  concealed  his

face in the folds of the cloak. Or when she gave him Jon’s sword and

dagger. 

Sam was already waiting at the side of the ship, hidden from the

far-seeing  eyes  of  the  watchtower.  He  helped  Dia  into  the  first

rowboat before climbing into the second and waiting for Celaena to

get aboard. 

Blood  gleamed  on  Sam’s  dark  tunic,  but  they’d  both  packed  a

change of clothes. Silently, Sam picked up the oars. Celaena cleared

her throat. Dia turned back to her. 

She  inclined  her  head  east,  toward  the  mouth  of  the  bay. 

“Remember: you  must start rowing at sunrise, even if the chain is up. 

Every moment you delay means losing the tide.” 

Dia grasped the oars. “We will be ready.” 

“Then  good  luck,”  she  said.  Without  another  word,  Dia  began

rowing to the other ship, his strokes a bit too loud for her liking, but

not enough to be detected. 

Sam,  too,  started  rowing,  slipping  around  the  curve  of  the  prow and heading toward the docks at a casual, unsuspicious pace. 

“Nervous?”  he  asked,  his  voice  barely  audible  above  the  steady

slice of his oars through the calm bay. 

“No,” she lied. 

“Me, too.” 

Ahead  of  them  were  the  golden  lights  of  Skull’s  Bay.  Hoots  and

cheers  echoed  across  the  water.  Word  had  certainly  spread  about

the free ale. 

She smiled slightly. “Get ready to unleash hell.” 
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Though  the  chant  of  the  crowd  roared  around  them,  Rolfe  and

Sam  had  their  eyes  closed  in  concentration  as  their  throats  moved

up  and  down,  down  and  up,  chugging  their  mugs  of  ale.  And

Celaena, watching it from behind her mask, could not stop laughing. 

It  wasn’t  that  hard  to  pretend  Sam  was  drunk  and  they  were

having the grandest time in the world. Mostly because of her mask, 

but also because Sam played the part very, very well. 

Rolfe  slammed  his  mug  on  the  table,  letting  out  a  satisfied  “Ah!” 

and  wiping  his  wet  mouth  on  his  sleeve  as  the  gathered  crowd

cheered.  Celaena  cackled,  her  masked  face  oozing  sweat.  Like

everyplace else on this island, the tavern was suffocatingly hot, and

the odor of ale and unwashed bodies poured from every crevice and

stone. 

It was packed to capacity. A three-man ensemble made up of an

accordion, a fiddle, and a tambourine played raucously in the corner

by  the  hearth.  Pirates  swapped  stories  and  called  for  their  favorite

songs.  Peasants  and  lowlifes  drank  themselves  into  oblivion  and

gambled  on  rigged  games  of  chance.  Harlots  patrolled  the  room, 

milling around tables and sitting on laps. 

Across from her, Rolfe grinned, and Sam drained the last from his

mug. Or so Rolfe thought. Given how often drinks were spilled and

splashed,  no  one  really  noticed  the  constant  puddle  around  Sam’s

mug, and the hole he’d drilled into the bottom of it was too small to

detect. 

The  crowd  dispersed,  and  Celaena  laughed  as  she  raised  her

hand.  “Another  round,  gentlemen?”  she  cried,  signaling  for  the

barmaid. 

“Well,” Rolfe said, “I think it’s safe to say that I prefer you like this to when we’re discussing business.” 

Sam  leaned  in,  a  conspirator’s  grin  on  his  face.  “Oh,  I  do,  too. 

She’s horrible most of the time.” 

Celaena  kicked  him—hard  enough,  because  she  knew  it  wasn’t

entirely a lie—and Sam yelped. Rolfe chuckled. 

She  flipped  the  barmaid  a  copper  as  the  woman  refilled  Rolfe’s

and Sam’s mugs. 

“So, will I ever get to see the face behind the legendary Celaena

Sardothien?”  Rolfe  leaned  forward  to  rest  his  arms  on  the  sodden

table. The clock behind the bar read three thirty in the morning. They

had to act soon. Given how crowded the tavern was, and how many

of  the  pirates  were  already  halfway  unconscious,  it  was  a  miracle

there was any ale left in Skull’s Bay. If Arobynn and Rolfe didn’t kill

her for freeing the slaves, then Rolfe might very well murder her for

starting a tab with not nearly enough money to pay for it all. 

She  leaned  closer  to  Rolfe.  “If  you  make  my  master  and  me  as

much money as you claim, I’ll show you my face.” 

Rolfe glanced at the tattooed map on his hands. 

“Did you really sell your soul for that?” she asked. 

“When you show me your face, I’ll tell you the truth.” 

She extended her hand. “Deal.” He shook it. Sam raised his mug

—already  drained  half  an  inch  from  the  small  hole  in  the  bottom—

and saluted their promise before both men drank. She fished out a

pack of cards from a cloak pocket. “Care for a game of Kings?” 

“If you aren’t beggared by the time this night is over,” Rolfe said, 

“then playing against me will guarantee it.” 

She  clicked  her  tongue.  “Oh,  I  highly  doubt  that.”  She  broke  and

shuffled the deck three times and dealt the cards. 

The  hours  passed  by  in  a  series  of  clanking  glasses  and  perfect

card suites, group singing sessions and tales of lands far and near, 

and as the clock was silenced by the never-ending music, Celaena

found herself leaning into Sam’s shoulder, laughing as Rolfe finished

his crude and absurd story of the farmer’s wife and her stallions. 

She banged her fist on the table, howling—and that wasn’t entirely

an  act,  either.  As  Sam  slipped  a  hand  around  her  waist,  his  touch

somehow sending a bright-hot flame through her, she had to wonder

if he was still pretending, too. 

In  terms  of  cards,  it  turned  out  to  be  Sam  who  took  them  for

everything they were worth, and by the time the clock hands pointed

to five, Rolfe had shifted into a foul mood. 

Unfortunately  for  him,  that  mood  wasn’t  about  to  improve.  Sam

gave  Celaena  a  nod,  and  she  tripped  a  passing  pirate,  who  spilled

his  drink  on  an  already  belligerent  man,  who  in  turn  tried  to  punch

him in the face but hit the man next to him instead. By luck, at that

moment, a trick card fell out of a man’s sleeve, a prostitute slapped a

pirate wench, and the tavern exploded into a brawl. 

People wrestled one another to the ground, some pirates drawing

swords and daggers to try to duel their way across the floor. Others

jumped  from  the  mezzanine  to  join  the  fight,  swinging  themselves

across  the  railing,  either  attempting  to  land  on  tables  or  aiming  for

the iron chandelier and missing badly. 

The music still played, and the musicians rose and backed farther

into the corner. Rolfe, half-standing, put a hand on his hilt. Celaena

gave  him  a  nod  before  drawing  her  sword  and  charging  into  the

brawling crowd. 

With  deft  flicks  of  her  wrist,  she  cut  someone’s  arm  and  ripped

another’s leg open, but didn’t actually kill anyone. She just needed to

keep the fight going—and escalate it enough—to hold all eyes on the

town. 

As she made to slip toward the exit, someone grabbed her around

the waist and threw her into a wooden pillar so hard she knew she’d

have a bruise. She squirmed in the red-faced pirate’s grasp, nearly

gagging  as  his  sour  breath  seeped  through  her  mask.  She  got  her

arm free enough to thrust the pommel of her sword between his legs. 

He dropped to the ground like a stone. 

Celaena  barely  got  a  step  away  before  a  hairy  fist  slammed  into

her jaw. Pain blinded her like lightning, and she tasted blood in her

mouth. She quickly felt her mask to ensure it wasn’t cracked or about

to fall off. 

Dodging the next blow, she swept her foot behind the man’s knee

and sent him careening into a yowling cluster of harlots. She didn’t

know where Sam had gone, but if he was sticking to the plan, then

she  didn’t  need  to  worry  about  him.  Weaving  through  the  snarls  of fighting pirates, Celaena headed toward the exit, clashing her blade

against several unskilled swords. 

A pirate with a frayed eye patch raised a clumsy hand to strike her, 

but  Celaena  caught  it  and  kicked  him  in  the  stomach,  sending  him

flying  into  another  man.  They  both  hit  a  table,  flipped  over  it,  and

began  fighting  between  themselves.  Animals.  Celaena  stalked

through the crowd and out the front door of the tavern. 

To  her  delight,  the  streets  weren’t  much  better.  The  fight  had

spread  with  astonishing  speed.  Up  and  down  the  avenue,  pouring

out  of  the  other  taverns,  pirates  wrestled  and  dueled  and  rolled  on

the  ground.  Apparently,  she  hadn’t  been  the  only  one  eager  for  a

fight. 

Reveling  in  the  mayhem,  she  was  halfway  down  the  street, 

headed  toward  the  meet-up  point  with  Sam,  when  Rolfe’s  voice

boomed out from behind her. 

“ENOUGH! ” 

Everyone lifted whatever they had in their hands—a mug, a sword, 

a clump of hair—and saluted. 

And then promptly resumed fighting. 

Laughing  to  herself,  Celaena  hurried  down  an  alley.  Sam  was

already there, blood seeping from his nose, but his eyes were bright. 

“I’d say that went pretty well,” he said. 

“I  never  knew  you  were  such  an  expert  card  player.”  She  looked

him up and down. His stance was steady. “Or an expert drunkard.” 

He  grinned.  “There’s  a  lot  you  don’t  know  about  me,  Celaena

Sardothien.”  He  grabbed  her  shoulder,  suddenly  closer  than  she’d

like.  “Ready?”  he  asked,  and  she  nodded,  looking  to  the  lightening

sky. 

“Let’s go.” She pulled out of his grasp and yanked off her gloves, 

stuffing  them  in  her  pocket.  “The  watch  at  the  tower  must  have

changed by now. We’ve got until dawn to disable that chain and the

catapults.”  They’d  debated  for  a  while  about  whether  it  would  be

more  useful  to  just  destroy  the  chain  from  its  unguarded  opposite

side.  But  even  if  they  did,  they’d  still  have  the  catapults  to  contend

with. It was better to risk the guards and take out both the chain and the catapults at once. 

“If  we  live  through  this,  Celaena,”  Sam  said,  heading  toward  the

side street that led to the docks, “remind me to teach you how to play

cards properly.” 

She  cursed  colorfully  enough  to  make  him  laugh,  and  launched

into a run. 

They turned onto a quiet street just as someone stepped out of the

shadows. 

“Going somewhere?” 

It was Rolfe. 
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Down the slope of the street, Celaena could perfectly see the two

slave  ships  sitting—still  unmoving—in  the  bay.  And  the  mast-

snapping chain not too far from them. Unfortunately, from his angle, 

so could Rolfe. 

The sky had turned light gray. Dawn. 

Celaena bowed her head to the Pirate Lord. “I’d rather not get my

hands dirty in that mess.” 

Rolfe’s  lips  formed  a  thin  line.  “Funny,  given  that  you  tripped  the

man who started the brawl.” 

Sam glared at her. She’d been subtle, damn it! 

Rolfe drew his sword, the dragon’s eyes gleaming in the growing

light. “And also funny, since you’ve been spoiling for a fight for days, 

that  you  suddenly  decided  to  vanish  when  everyone’s  attention  is

elsewhere.” 

Sam raised his hands. “We don’t want any trouble.” 

Rolfe chuckled, a harsh, humorless sound. “Maybe you don’t, Sam

Cortland,  but   she  does.”  Rolfe  stepped  toward  her,  his  sword

dangling at his side. “She’s wanted trouble since the moment she got

here. What was your plan? Steal treasure? Information?” 

From the corner of her eye, something shifted in the ships. Like a

bird  flexing  its  wings,  a  row  of  oars  shot  out  from  their  sides.  They

were ready. And the chain was still up. 

 Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look …

But  Rolfe  looked,  and  Celaena’s  breathing  turned  shallow  as  he

scanned the ships. 

Sam tensed, his knees bending slightly. 

“I am going to kill you, Celaena Sardothien,” Rolfe breathed. And

he meant it. 

Celaena’s  fingers  tightened  around  her  sword,  and  Rolfe  opened his mouth, lungs filling with air as he prepared to shout a warning. 

Quick  as  a  whip,  she  did  the  only  thing  she  could  think  of  to

distract him. 

Her mask clattered to the ground, and she shook off her hood. Her

golden hair gleamed in the growing light. 

Rolfe froze. “You … You’re … What sort of trickery is this?” 

Beyond them, the oars began moving, churning the water as the

boats turned toward the chain—and the freedom beyond it. “Go,” she

murmured to Sam. “Now.” 

Sam only nodded before he sprinted down the street. 

Alone with Rolfe, Celaena raised her sword. “Celaena Sardothien, 

at your service.” 

The  pirate  was  still  staring  at  her,  his  face  pale  with  rage.  “How

 dare you deceive me?” 

She  sketched  a  bow.  “I  did  nothing  of  the  sort.  I   told  you  I  was

beautiful.” 

Before she could stop him, Rolfe shouted, “They’re trying to steal

our ships! To your boats! To the watchtower!” 

A roar erupted around them, and Celaena prayed that Sam could

reach the watchtower before the pirates caught him. 

Celaena  began  circling  the  Pirate  Lord.  He  circled  her,  too.  He

wasn’t drunk in the least. 

“How old are you?” Each of his steps was carefully placed, but she

noticed that he kept shifting to expose his left side. 

“Sixteen.” She didn’t bother to keep her voice low and gravelly. 

Rolfe swore. “Arobynn sent a sixteen-year-old to deal with me?” 

“He sent the best of the best. Consider that an honor.” 

With a growl, the Pirate Lord lunged. 

She  danced  back,  swinging  up  her  sword  to  block  the  blow  he

aimed  for  her  throat.  She  didn’t  need  to  kill  him  right  away—just  to

distract him long enough to prevent him from further organizing his

men.  And  keep  him  away  from  the  ships.  She  had  to  buy  Sam

enough time to disable the chain and the catapults. The ships were

already turning toward the mouth of the bay. 

Rolfe launched himself again, and she let him land two strikes on

her sword before she ducked the third blow and slammed into him. 

She swept her foot, and Rolfe staggered back a step. Not missing a

beat,  she  pulled  out  her  long  hunting  knife,  slashing  for  his  chest. 

She  let  her  blow  fall  short,  ripping  through  the  fine  blue  material  of

his tunic instead. 

Rolfe stumbled into the wall of a building behind him, but caught

his footing and dodged the blow that would have taken off his head. 

The  vibrations  of  her  sword  hitting  stone  stung  her  hand,  but  she

kept hold of the hilt. 

“What  was  the  plan?”  Rolfe  panted  above  the  roar  of  the  pirates

rushing toward the docks. “Steal my slaves and take all the profit?” 

She laughed, feinting to his right, but sweeping for his unprotected

left with her dagger. To her surprise, Rolfe deflected both moves in a

swift, sure motion. 

“To free them,” she said. Beyond the chain, beyond the mouth of

the bay, the clouds on the horizon began to color with the light of the

coming dawn. 

“Fool,” Rolfe spat, and this time feinted so well that even Celaena

couldn’t  avoid  the  rake  of  his  sword  across  her  arm.  Warm  blood

seeped  through  her  black  tunic.  She  hissed,  darting  away  a  few

steps. A careless mistake. 

“You  think  freeing  two  hundred  slaves  will  solve  anything?”  Rolfe

kicked a fallen bottle of liquor at her. She knocked it aside with the

flat  of  her  sword,  her  right  arm  screaming  in  pain.  Glass  shattered

behind her. “There are thousands of slaves out there. Are you going

to march into Calaculla and Endovier and free them, too?” 

Behind  him,  the  steady  strokes  of  the  oars  propelled  the  ships

toward the chain. Sam had to hurry. 

Rolfe  shook  his  head.  “Stupid  girl.  If  I  don’t  kill  you,  your  master

will.” 

Not  him  giving  the  luxury  of  a  warning,  she  threw  herself  at  him. 

She  ducked,  twirling,  and  Rolfe  barely  turned  before  she  slammed

the pommel of her sword into the back of his head. 

The  Pirate  Lord  crumpled  to  the  dirt  street  just  as  a  crowd  of

bloodied and filthy pirates appeared around the corner. Celaena only
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had  time  to  throw  her  hood  over  her  head,  hoping  the  shadows

concealed enough of her face, before she took off at a run. 

It  didn’t  take  much  to  get  away  from  a  group  of  half-drunk

battlecrazed pirates. She only had to lead them down a few twisted

streets,  and  then  she  lost  them.  But  the  wound  on  her  arm  still

slowed  her  considerably  as  she  ran  for  the  watchtower.  Sam  was

already far ahead. Releasing the chain was now in his hands. 

Pirates raged up and down the docks, seeking  any boat that was

in working order. That had been the final leg of her journey last night:

disabling  the  rudders  in  all  of  the  ships  along  the  docks,  including

Rolfe’s  own  ship,  the   Sea Dragon—which  honestly  deserved  to  be

tampered  with,  given  that  security  on  board  had  been  so  lax.  But, 

despite  the  damage,  some  pirates  managed  to  find  rowboats  and

piled  into  them,  brandishing  swords  or  cutlasses  or  axes  and

shouting  profanities  to  the  high  heavens.  The  ramshackle  buildings

blurred  as  she  sprinted  toward  the  watchtower.  Her  breath  was

ragged in her throat, a night of no sleep already taking its toll. She

burst  past  pirates  on  the  docks,  too  busy  bemoaning  their  ruined

boats to notice her. 

The  slaves  still  rowed  for  the  chain  as  if  demons  from  every

Hellrealm were upon them. 

Celaena charged down the road, heading for the edge of the town. 

With  the  sloping,  wide-open  road,  she  could  see  Sam  racing  far

ahead—and a large group of pirates not too far behind him. The cut

on her arm throbbed, but she pushed herself to run faster. 

Sam had mere minutes to get that chain down, or else the slaves’

ships  would  shatter  upon  it.  Even  if  the  slaves’  ships  were  able  to

stop before they hit it, there were enough smaller boats heading out

that  the  pirates  would  overpower  them.  The  pirates  had  weapons. 

Aside  from  whatever  was  onboard  the  ships,  the  slaves  were

unarmed, even if many of them had been warriors and rebels. 

There  was  a  flash  of  movement  from  the  half-crumbling  tower. 

Steel glimmered, and there was Sam, charging up the staircase that

wound up the outside of the tower. 

Two  pirates  rushed  down  the  steps,  swords  raised.  Sam  dodged

one,  knocking  him  down  with  a  swift  strike  to  the  spine.  Before  the

pirate  had  even  finished  falling,  Sam’s  blade  skewered  the  other

man clean through the middle. 

But  there  was  still  Ship-Breaker  to  disable,  along  with  the  two

catapults, and—

And the dozen pirates who had now reached the foot of the tower. 

Celaena cursed. She was still too far. There was no way she could

make  it  in  time  to  disable  the  chain—the  ships  would  crash  into  it

long before she got there. 

She swallowed the pain in her arm, focusing on her breathing as

she  ran  and  ran,  not  daring  to  take  her  eyes  off  the  tower  ahead. 

Sam, still a tiny figure in the distance, reached the top of the tower

and  the  expanse  of  open  stone  where  the  anchor  to  the  chain  lay. 

Even  from  here,  she  could  tell  it  was  gargantuan.  And  as  Sam

rushed  around  it,  hacking  at  whatever  he  could,  throwing  himself

against the enormous lever, both of them realized the horrible truth, 

the one thing she’d overlooked: the chain was too heavy for one man

to move. 

The  slaves’  ships  were  close  now.  So  close  that  stopping  …

stopping was impossible. 

They were going to die. 

But the slaves didn’t cease rowing. 

The dozen pirates were climbing the stairs. Sam had been trained

to  engage  multiple  men  in  combat,  but  a  dozen  pirates  …  Damn

Rolfe and his men for delaying her! 

Sam glanced toward the stairs. He knew about the pirates, too. 

She  could  see  everything  with  such  maddening  clarity.  Sam

remained atop the tower. A level below him, perched on a platform

jutting out over the sea, sat the two catapults. And in the bay, the two

ships that rowed with increasing speed. Freedom or death. 

Sam  slung  himself  down  to  the  catapult  level,  and  Celaena

staggered  a  step  as  he  hurled  himself  against  the  rotating  platform

on  which  the  catapult  sat,  pushing,  pushing,  pushing  until  the

catapult  began  to  move—not  toward  the  sea,  but  toward  the  tower

itself,  toward  the  spot  in  the  stone  wall  where  the  chain  was anchored. 

She didn’t dare take her attention from the tower as Sam heaved

the catapult into position. A boulder had already been loaded, and in

the  glare  of  the  rising  sun,  she  could  just  make  out  the  rope

stretched taut to secure the catapult. 

The pirates were almost at the catapult level. The two ships rowed

faster  and  faster,  the  chain  so  close  that  its  shadow  loomed  over

them. 

Celaena  sucked  in  a  breath  as  pirates  poured  onto  the  catapult

landing, weapons held high. 

Sam  raised  his  sword.  Light  from  the  sunrise  gleamed  off  the

blade, bright as a star. 

A  warning  cry  broke  from  her  lips  as  a  pirate’s  dagger  flipped

toward Sam. 

Sam brought his sword down on the catapult rope, doubling over. 

The catapult snapped so fast she could hardly follow the motion. The

boulder slammed into the tower, shattering stone, wood, and metal. 

Rock exploded, dust clouding the air. 

And with a boom that echoed across the bay, the chain collapsed, 

taking out a chunk of the tower—taking out the spot where she’d last

seen Sam. 

Celaena, reaching the tower at last, paused to watch as the white

sails of the slaves’ ships unfurled, glowing golden in the sunrise. 

The wind filled their sails and set them cruising, flying swiftly from

the mouth of the bay and into the ocean beyond it. By the time the

pirates fixed their ships, the slaves would be too far away to catch. 

She murmured a prayer for them to find a safe harbor, her words

carrying on the wings of the wind, and wished them well. 

A block of stone crashed near her. Celaena’s heart gave a lurch. 

Sam. 

He couldn’t be dead. Not from that dagger, or those dozen pirates, 

or  from  the  catapult.  No,  Sam  couldn’t  be   so  stupid  that  he’d  get

himself killed. She’d … she’d … Well, she’d kill him if he was dead. 

Drawing her sword despite the ache in her arm, she made to rush

into the half-wrecked tower, but a dagger pressed against her neck

halted her in her tracks. 

“I don’t think so,” Rolfe whispered in her ear. 

CHAPTER

10

“You make a move, and I’ll spill your throat on the ground,” Rolfe

hissed, his free hand ripping Celaena’s dagger from its sheath and

tossing it into the brush. Then he took her sword, too. 

“Why not just kill me right now?” 

Rolfe’s  breathy  laugh  tickled  her  ear.  “Because  I  want  to  take  a

long, long while to enjoy killing you.” 

She  stared  at  the  half-ruined  tower,  at  the  dust  still  swirling  from

the catapult’s destruction. How could Sam have survived that? 

“Do you know how much your attempt at playing hero cost me?” 

Rolfe pushed his blade into her neck, and her skin split open with a

stinging burst. “Two hundred slaves, plus two ships, plus the seven

ships you disabled in the harbor, plus countless lives.” 

She snorted. “Don’t forget the ale from last night.” 

Rolfe  shifted  his  blade,  digging  in  and  making  Celaena  wince

despite herself. “I’ll take that from your flesh, too, don’t worry.” 

“How’d  you  find  me?”  She  needed  time.  Needed  something  to

work with. If she moved the wrong way, she’d find herself with a cut

throat. 

“I knew you’d follow Sam. If you were so set on freeing the slaves, 

then  you  certainly  wouldn’t  leave  your  companion  to  die  alone. 

Though I think you arrived a bit too late for that.” 

In the dense jungle, the cries of birds and beasts slowly returned. 

But  the  watchtower  remained  silent,  interrupted  only  by  the  hiss  of

crumbling stone. 

“You’re  going  to  return  with  me,”  Rolfe  said.  “And  after  I’m  done

with you, I’ll contact your master to come pick up the pieces.” 

Rolfe took a step, pivoting them toward the town, but Celaena had

been waiting. 

Throwing her back into his chest, she hooked her foot behind his. 

Rolfe  stumbled,  tripping  over  her  leg,  and  she  wedged  her  hand

between her neck and his dagger just as he remembered to act on

his promise to slit her throat. 

Blood from her palm splattered down her tunic, but she shoved the

pain  aside  and  butted  her  elbow  into  his  stomach.  Rolfe’s  breath

whooshed  out  of  him,  and  he  doubled  over,  only  to  meet  her  knee

slamming  into  his  face.  A  faint   crack  sounded  as  her  kneecap

connected  with  his  nose.  When  she  hurled  Rolfe  to  the  dirt,  blood

was on her pant leg—his blood. 

She grabbed his fallen dagger as the Pirate Lord reached for his

sword. He scrambled to his knees, lunging for her, but she stomped

her  foot  down  upon  his  sword,  sending  it  crashing  to  the  ground. 

Rolfe raised his head just in time for her to knock him onto his back. 

Crouching over him, she held his dagger to his neck. 

“Well,  that  didn’t  go  the  way  you  expected,  did  it?”  she  asked, 

listening  for  a  moment  to  ensure  no  pirates  were  about  to  come

crashing down the road. But the animals still hooted and screeched, 

the insects still hummed. They were alone. Most of the pirates were

probably brawling in the town. 

Her hand throbbed, blood pouring out as she grasped the collar of

his tunic to lift his head closer to hers. 

“So,”  she  said,  her  smirk  widening  at  the  blood  dripping  from  his

nose.  “This  is  what’s  going  to  happen.”  She  dropped  his  collar  and

fished  out  the  two  papers  from  inside  her  tunic.  Compared  to  the

pain in her hand, the injury on her arm had faded to a dull pulsing. 

“You are going to sign these and stamp each with your seal.” 

“I refuse,” Rolfe seethed. 

“You  don’t  even  know  what  they  say.”  She  pushed  the  tip  of  the

dagger into his heaving throat. “So allow me to clarify: one of these

is a letter to my master. It says that the deal is over, that you won’t

be  sending  him  slaves,  and  if  you  catch  him  entering  into  another

slave-trade  agreement  with  anyone  else,  you’ll  bring  your  whole

armada to punish him.” 

Rolfe choked. “You’re insane.” 

“Maybe,”  she  said.  “But  I’m  not  done  yet.”  She  picked  up  the

second letter. “This one … I wrote this one for you. I did my best to

try  to  write  it  in   your  voice,  but  you’ll  forgive  me  if  it’s  a  tad  more elegant than you’re used to being.” Rolfe struggled, but she pushed

the  blade  a  little  harder,  and  he  stopped.  “Basically,”  she  said, 

sighing dramatically, “this one says that you, Captain Rolfe, bearer of

the  magical  map  inked  on  your  hands,  will  never,  ever  sell  a  slave

again. And if you catch any pirates selling or transporting or trading

slaves,  you’ll  hang,  burn,  or  drown  them  yourself.  And  that  Skull’s

Bay  is  forevermore  a  safe  haven  for  any  slaves  fleeing  Adarlan’s

clutches.” 

Rolfe  practically  had  steam  blowing  out  his  ears.  “I  won’t  sign

either of them, you stupid girl. Don’t you know who I am?” 

̴Fine,” she said, angling the blade to sink into his flesh more easily. 

“I memorized your signature when I was in your office that first day. It

won’t  be  hard  to  forge.  And  as  for  your  seal  ring  …”  She  removed

something else from her pocket. “I also took that the first day in your

office, just in case I needed it. Turns out I was right.” Rolfe croaked

as she held it up in her free hand, the garnet flashing in the light. “I

figure I can return to town and tell your cronies that you decided to

set sail after those slaves, and to expect you back in … I don’t know

—six months? A year? Long enough that they won’t notice the grave

I’ll dig for you right off the road here. Frankly, you’ve seen who I am, 

and  I   should  end  your  life  for  it.  But  consider  it  a  favor—and  a

promise that if you  don’t follow my orders, I’ll change my decision to

spare you.” 

Rolfe’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Why?” 

“You’ll have to clarify that.” 

He took a breath. “Why go to so much trouble for slaves?” 

“Because  if  we  don’t  fight  for  them,  who  will?”  She  pulled  a

fountain pen from her pocket. “Sign the papers.” 

Rolfe raised an eyebrow. “And how will you know that I’m holding

true to my word?” 

She removed the dagger from his throat, using the blade to brush

back a strand of his dark hair. “I have my sources. And if I hear that

you’re trading slaves, no matter where you go, no matter how far you

run,  I   will  hunt  you  down.  That’s  twice  now  I’ve  disabled  you.  The

third  time,  you  won’t  be  so  lucky.  I  swear  that  on  my  name.  I’m

almost seventeen, and I can already wallop you; imagine how good
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I’ll be in a few years.” She shook her head. “I don’t think you’ll want

to try me now—and certainly not then.” 

Rolfe stared at her for a few heartbeats. “If you ever set foot in my

territory  again,  your  life  is  forfeit.”  He  paused,  then  muttered,  “May

the gods help Arobynn.” He took the pen. “Any other requests?” 

She  eased  off  him,  but  kept  the  dagger  in  her  hand.  “Why,  yes,” 

she said. “A ship would be nice.” 

Rolfe only glared at her before he grabbed the documents. 

When Rolfe had signed, stamped, and handed the documents to

Celaena, she took the liberty of knocking him out again. Swift blows

to two points in his neck did the trick, and he’d be out long enough

for her to accomplish what she needed: to find Sam. 

She  raced  up  the  half-crumbling  stairs  of  the  tower,  leaping  over

pirate corpses and chunks of stone, not stopping until she found the

crushed  bodies  of  the  dozen  pirates  who  were  closest  to  Sam  and

the ruins of the catapults. Blood, bone, squished bits of flesh that she

didn’t particularly care to look at for too long …

“Sam!”  she  shouted,  slipping  over  a  bit  of  debris.  She  heaved  a

slab of wood off the side, scanning the landing for any sign of him. 

“Sam!” 

Her  hand  began  bleeding  again,  leaving  smears  of  blood  as  she

turned over stone and wood and metal. Where  was he? 

It had been  her plan. If one of them had to die for it, it should have

been her. Not him. 

She reached the second catapult, its entire frame snapped in half

from  a  fallen  piece  of  tower.  She’d  last  seen  him  here.  A  slab  of

stone jutted up from where it had hit the landing. It was large enough

to have squashed someone beneath. 

She hurled herself against it, her feet sliding against the ground as

she pushed and pushed and pushed. The stone didn’t move. 

Grunting,  gasping,  she  shoved  harder.  Still  the  stone  was  too

large. 

Cursing, she beat a fist against the gray surface, her injured hand

aching in protest. The pain snapped something open, and she struck

the  stone  again  and  again,  clenching  her  jaw  to  keep  the  building scream inside of her. 

“For  some  reason,  I  don’t  think  that’s  going  to  make  the  rock

move,” said a voice, and Celaena whirled. 

Emerging  from  the  other  side  of  the  landing  was  Sam.  He  was

covered head to toe in gray dust, and blood leaked from a cut in his

forehead, but he was …

She lifted her chin. “I’ve been shouting for you.” 

Sam shrugged, sauntering over to her. “I figured you could wait a

few minutes, given that I saved the day and all.” His brows rose high

on his ash-covered face. 

“Some hero.” She gestured to the ruin of the tower around them. 

“I’ve never seen such sloppy work.” 

Sam  smiled,  his  brown  eyes  turning  golden  in  the  dawn.  It  was

such  a   Sam  look,  the  twinkle  of  mischief,  the  hint  of  exasperation, 

the  kindness  that  would  always,  always  make  him  a  better  person

than she was. 

Before  she  knew  what  she  was  doing,  Celaena  threw  her  arms

around him and held him close. 

Sam  stiffened,  but  after  a  heartbeat,  his  arms  came  around  her. 

She  breathed  him  in—the  smell  of  his  sweat,  the  tang  of  the  dust

and rock, the metallic odor of his blood … Sam rested his cheek on

her head. She couldn’t remember—honestly couldn’t recall—the last

time  anyone  had  held  her.  No,  wait—it  had  been  a  year  ago.  With

Ben, after she’d come back from a mission two hours late and with a

sprained ankle. He’d been worried, and given how close she’d come

to  being  captured  by  the  royal  guards,  she  was  more  than  a  bit

shaken. 

But  embracing  Sam  was  different,  somehow.  Like  she  wanted  to

curl  into  his  warmth,  like  for  one  moment,  she  didn’t  have  to  worry

about anything or anybody. 

“Sam,” she murmured into his chest. 

“Hmm?” 

She peeled away from him, stepping out of his arms. “If you ever

tell anyone about me embracing you … I’ll gut you.” 

Sam  gaped  at  her,  then  tipped  his  head  back  and  laughed.  He laughed and laughed, until dust lodged in his throat and he launched

into  a  coughing  fit.  She  let  him  suffer  through  it,  not  finding  it  very

funny at all. 

When he could breathe again, Sam cleared his throat. “Come on, 

Sardothien,” he said, slinging an arm around her shoulders. “If you’re

done  liberating  slaves  and  destroying  pirate  cities,  then  let’s  go

home.” 

Celaena glanced at him sidelong and grinned. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

HEALER

CHAPTER
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The strange young woman had been staying at the White Pig Inn

for two days now and had hardly spoken to anyone save for Nolan, 

who had taken one look at her fine night-dark clothes and bent over

backward to accommodate her. 

He gave her the best room at the Pig—the room he only offered to

patrons he intended to bleed dry—and didn’t seem at all bothered by

the  heavy  hood  the  young  woman  wore  or  the  assortment  of

weapons  that  gleamed  along  her  long,  lean  body.  Not  when  she

tossed him a gold coin with a casual flick of her gloved fingers. Not

when she was wearing an ornate gold brooch with a ruby the size of

a robin’s egg. 

Then again, Nolan was never really afraid of anyone, unless they

seemed  likely  not  to  pay  him—and  even  then,  it  was  anger  and

greed, not fear, that won out. 

Yrene  Towers  had  been  watching  the  young  woman  from  the

safety  of  the  taproom  bar.  Watching,  if  only  because  the  stranger

was young and unaccompanied and sat at the back table with such

stillness that it was impossible  not to look. Not to wonder. 

Yrene  hadn’t  seen  her  face  yet,  though  she’d  caught  a  glimpse

every now and then of a golden braid glinting from the depths of her

black  hood.  In  any  other  city,  the  White  Pig  Inn  would  likely  be

considered  the  lowest  of  the  low  as  far  as  luxury  and  cleanliness

were concerned. But here in Innish, a port town so small it wasn’t on

most maps, it was considered the finest. 

Yrene glanced at the mug she was currently cleaning and tried not

to  wince.  She  did  her  best  to  keep  the  bar  and  taproom  clean,  to

serve  the  Pig’s  patrons—most  of  them  sailors  or  merchants  or

mercenaries  who  often  thought   she  was  up  for  purchase  as  well—

with a smile. But Nolan still watered down the wine, still washed the

sheets  only  when  there  was  no  denying  the  presence  of  lice  and

fleas,  and  sometimes  used  whatever  meat  could  be  found  in  the

back alley for their daily stew. 

Yrene  had  been  working  here  for  a  year  now—eleven  months

longer than she had intended—and the White Pig still sickened her. 

Considering  that  she  could  stomach  almost  anything  (a  fact  that

allowed  both  Nolan  and  Jessa  to  demand   she  clean  up  the  most

disgusting  messes  of  their  patrons),  that  was  really  saying

something. 

The  stranger  at  the  back  table  lifted  her  head,  signaling  with  a

gloved finger for Yrene to bring another ale. For someone who didn’t

seem older than twenty, the young woman drank an ungodly amount

—wine,  ale,  whatever  Nolan  bade  Yrene  bring  over—but  never

seemed to lose herself to it. It was impossible to tell with that heavy

hood,  though.  These  past  two  nights  she’d  merely  stalked  back  to

her room with a feline grace, not stumbling over herself like most of

the patrons on their way out after last call. 

Yrene quickly poured ale into the mug she’d just been drying and

set it on a tray. She added a glass of water and some more bread, 

since the  girl  hadn’t  touched  the  stew  she’d  been  given  for  dinner. 

Not a single bite. Smart woman. 

Yrene wove through the packed taproom, dodging the hands that

tried to grab her. Halfway through her trek, she caught Nolan’s eye

from where he sat by the front door. An encouraging nod, his mostly

bald  head  gleaming  in  the  dim  light.  Keep  her  drinking.  Keep  her

 buying. 

Yrene avoided rolling her eyes, if only because Nolan was the sole

reason  she  wasn’t  walking  the  cobblestone  streets  with  the  other

young  women  of  Innish.  A  year  ago,  the  stout  man  had  let  her

convince him that he needed more help in the tavern below the inn. 

Of  course,  he’d  only  accepted  when  he  realized  he’d  be  receiving

the better end of the bargain. 

But  she’d  been  eighteen  and  desperate,  and  had  gladly  taken  a

job  that  offered  only  a  few  coppers  and  a  miserable  little  bed  in  a

broom closet beneath the stairs. Most of her money came from tips, 

but Nolan claimed half of them. And then Jessa, the other barmaid, 
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usually  claimed  two-thirds  of  what  remained,  because,  as  Jessa

often  said,  she  was  the   pretty  face  that  gets  the  men  to  part  with their money, anyway. 

One  glance  into  a  corner  revealed  that  pretty  face  and  its

attendant body perched on the lap of a bearded sailor, giggling and

tossing  her  thick  brown  curls.  Yrene  sighed  through  her  nose  but

didn’t complain, because Jessa was Nolan’s favorite, and Yrene had

nowhere—absolutely nowhere—left to go. Innish was her home now, 

and  the  White  Pig  was  her  haven.  Outside  of  it,  the  world  was  too

big,  too  full  of  splintered  dreams  and  armies  that  had  crushed  and

burned everything Yrene held dear. 

Yrene  at  last  reached  the  stranger’s  table  and  found  the  young

woman looking up at her. “I brought you some water and bread, too,” 

Yrene  stammered  by  way  of  greeting.  She  set  down  the  ale,  but

hesitated with the other two items on her tray. 

The young woman just said, “Thank you.” Her voice was low and

cool—cultured. Educated. And completely uninterested in Yrene. 

Not  that  there  was  anything  about  her  that  was  remotely

interesting, with her homespun wool dress doing little for her too-slim

figure.  Like  most  who  hailed  from  southern  Fenharrow,  Yrene  had

golden-tan  skin  and  absolutely  ordinary  brown  hair  and  was  of

average  height.  Only  her  eyes,  a  bright  gold-brown,  gave  her  any

source of pride. Not that most people saw them. Yrene did her best

to keep her eyes down most of the time, avoiding any invitation for

communication or the wrong kind of attention. 

So, Yrene set down the bread and water and took the empty mug

from  where  the  girl  had  pushed  it  to  the  center  of  the  table.  But

curiosity won out, and she peered into the black depths beneath the

young  woman’s  cowl.  Nothing  but  shadows,  a  gleam  of  gold  hair, 

and  a  hint  of  pale  skin.  She  had  so  many  questions—so,  so  many

questions.  Who are you? Where do you come from? Where are you

 going? Can you use all those blades you carry? 

Nolan  was  watching  the  entire  encounter,  so  Yrene  curtsied  and

walked  back  to  the  bar  through  the  field  of  groping  hands,  eyes

downcast as she plastered a distant smile on her face. 

Celaena  Sardothien  sat  at  her  table  in  the  absolutely  worthless inn, wondering how her life had gone to hell so quickly. 

She  hated  Innish.  Hated  the  reek  of  trash  and  filth,  hated  the

heavy  blanket  of  mist  that  shrouded  it  day  and  night,  hated  the

second-rate  merchants  and  mercenaries  and  generally  miserable

people who occupied it. 

No one here knew who she was, or why she’d come; no one knew

that  the  girl  beneath  the  hood  was  Celaena  Sardothien,  the  most

notorious  assassin  in  Adarlan’s  empire.  But  then  again,  she  didn’t

want them to know.  Couldn’t let them know, actually. And didn’t want

them  knowing  that  she  was  just  over  a  week  away  from  turning

seventeen, either. 

She’d  been  here  for  two  days  now—two  days  spent  either  holed

up in her despicable room (a “suite,” the oily innkeeper had the nerve

to call it), or down here in the taproom that stank of sweat, stale ale, 

and unwashed bodies. 

She would have left if she’d had any choice. But she was forced to

be  here,  thanks  to  her  master,  Arobynn  Hamel,  King  of  the

Assassins. She’d always been proud of her status as his chosen heir

—always flaunted it. But now … This journey was her punishment for

destroying his atrocious slave-trade agreement with the Pirate Lord

of  Skull’s  Bay.  So  unless  she  wanted  to  risk  the  trek  through  the

Bogdano  Jungle—the  feral  bit  of  land  that  bridged  the  continent  to

the Deserted Land—sailing across the Gulf of Oro was the only way. 

Which meant waiting here, in this dump of a tavern, for a ship to take

her to Yurpa. 

Celaena sighed and took a long drink of her ale. She almost spat it

out. Disgusting. Cheap as cheap could be, like the rest of this place. 

Like  the  stew  she  hadn’t  touched.  Whatever  meat  was  in  there

wasn’t  from  any  creature  worth  eating.  Bread  and  mild  cheese  it

was, then. 

Celaena  sat  back  in  her  seat,  watching  the  barmaid  with  the

brown-gold  hair  slip  through  the  labyrinth  of  tables  and  chairs.  The

girl nimbly dodged the men who groped her, all without disturbing the

tray she carried over her shoulder. What a waste of swift feet, good

balance,  and  intelligent,  stunning  eyes.  The  girl  wasn’t  dumb. 

Celaena had noted the way she watched the room and its patrons—

the way she watched Celaena herself. What personal hell had driven

her to work here? 

Celaena  didn’t  particularly  care.  The  questions  were  mostly  to

drive  the  boredom  away.  She’d  already  devoured  the  three  books

she’d  carried  with  her  from  Rifthold,  and  not  one  of  the  shops  in

Innish  had  a  single  book  for  sale—only  spices,  fish,  out-of-fashion

clothing, and nautical gear. For a port town, it was pathetic. But the

Kingdom of Melisande had fallen on hard times in the past eight and

a half years—since the King of Adarlan had conquered the continent

and  redirected  trade  through  Eyllwe  instead  of  Melisande’s  few

eastern ports. 

The  whole  world  had  fallen  on  hard  times,  it  seemed.  Celaena

included. 

She  fought  the  urge  to  touch  her  face.  The  swelling  from  the

beating  Arobynn  had  given  her  had  gone  down,  but  the  bruises

remained.  She  avoided  looking  in  the  sliver  of  mirror  above  her

dresser, knowing what she’d see: mottled purple and blue and yellow

along  her  cheekbones,  a  vicious  black  eye,  and  a  still-healing  split

lip. 

It  was  all  a  reminder  of  what  Arobynn  had  done  the  day  she

returned  from  Skull’s  Bay—proof  of  how  she’d  betrayed  him  by

saving  two  hundred  slaves  from  a  terrible  fate.  She  had  made  a

powerful enemy of the Pirate Lord, and she was fairly certain she’d

ruined her relationship with Arobynn, but she had been right. It was

worth it; it would always be worth it, she told herself. 

Even  if  she  was  sometimes  so  angry  that  she  couldn’t  think

straight.  Even  if  she’d  gotten  into  not  one,  not  two,  but  three  bar

fights in the two weeks that she’d been traveling from Rifthold to the

Red  Desert.  One  of  the  brawls,  at  least,  had  been  rightfully

provoked: a man had cheated at a round of cards. But the other two

…

There was no denying it: she’d merely been spoiling for a fight. No

blades,  no  weapons.  Just  fists  and  feet.  Celaena  supposed  she

should  feel  bad  about  it—about  the  broken  noses  and  jaws,  about

the heaps of unconscious bodies in her wake. But she didn’t. 

She  couldn’t  bring  herself  to  care,  because  those  moments  she

spent  brawling  were  the  few  moments  she  felt  like  herself  again. 

When  she  felt  like  Adarlan’s  greatest  assassin,  Arobynn  Hamel’s chosen heir. 

Even if her opponents were drunks and untrained fighters; even if

she should know better. 

The  barmaid  reached  the  safety  of  the  counter,  and  Celaena

glanced about the room. The innkeeper was still watching her, as he

had  for  the  past  two  days,  wondering  how  he  could  squeeze  even

more  money  out  of  her  purse.  There  were  several  other  men

observing her, too. Some she recognized from previous nights, while

others were new faces that she quickly sized up. Was it fear or luck

that had kept them away from her so far? 

She’d made no secret of the fact that she carried money with her. 

And her clothes and weapons spoke volumes about her wealth, too. 

The ruby brooch she wore practically begged for trouble—she wore

it  to   invite  trouble,  actually.  It  was  a  gift  from  Arobynn  on  her

sixteenth birthday; she  hoped  someone  would  try  to  steal  it.  If  they

were good enough, she might just let them. So it was only a matter

of time, really, before one of them tried to rob her. 

And  before  she  decided  she  was  bored  of  fighting  only  with  fists

and  feet.  She  glanced  at  the  sword  by  her  side;  it  glinted  in  the

tavern’s dank light. 

But she would be leaving at dawn—to sail to the Deserted Land, 

where she’d make the journey to the Red Desert to meet the Mute

Master  of  Assassins,  with  whom  she  was  to  train  for  a  month  as

further  punishment  for  her  betrayal  of  Arobynn.  If  she  were  being

honest with herself, though, she’d started entertaining the thought of

 not going to the Red Desert. 

It  was  tempting.  She  could  take  a  ship  somewhere  else—to  the

southern  continent,  perhaps—and  start  a  new  life.  She  could  leave

behind  Arobynn,  the  Assassins’  Guild,  the  city  of  Rifthold,  and

Adarlan’s damned empire. There was little stopping her, save for the

feeling  that  Arobynn  would  hunt  her  down  no  matter  how  far  she

went.  And  the  fact  that  Sam  …  well,  she  didn’t  know  what  had

happened  to  her  fellow  assassin  that  night  the  world  had  gone  to

hell. But the lure of the unknown remained, the wild rage that begged

her  to  cast  off  the  last  of  Arobynn’s  shackles  and  sail  to  a  place

where she could establish her  own Assassins’ Guild. It would be so, so easy. 

But even if she decided not to take the ship to Yurpa tomorrow and

instead took one bound for the southern continent, she was still left

with  another  night  in  this  awful  inn.  Another  sleepless  night  where

she  could  only  hear  the  roar  of  anger  in  her  blood  as  it  thrashed

inside her. 

If she were smart, if she were levelheaded, she would avoid any

confrontation tonight and leave Innish in peace, no matter where she

went. 

But she wasn’t feeling particularly smart, or levelheaded—certainly

not  once  the  hours  passed  and  the  air  in  the  inn  shifted  into  a

hungry, wild thing that howled for blood. 

CHAPTER
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Yrene didn’t know how or when it happened, but the atmosphere

in  the  White  Pig  changed.  It  was  as  if  all  the  gathered  men  were

waiting for something. The girl at the back was still at her table, still

brooding.  But  her  gloved  fingers  were  tapping  on  the  scarred

wooden  surface,  and  every  now  and  then,  she  shifted  her  hooded

head to look around the room. 

Yrene couldn’t have left even if she wanted to. Last call wasn’t for

another  forty  minutes,  and  she’d  have  to  stay  an  hour  after  that  to

clean up and usher intoxicated patrons out the door. She didn’t care

where they went once they passed the threshold—didn’t care if they

wound up facedown in a watery ditch—just as long as they got out of

the taproom. And stayed gone. 

Nolan had vanished moments ago, either to save his own hide or

to do some dark dealings in the back alley, and Jessa was still in that

sailor’s lap, flirting away, unaware of the shift in the air. 

Yrene kept looking at the hooded girl. So did many of the tavern’s

patrons.  Were  they  waiting  for  her  to  get  up?  There  were  some

thieves  that  she  recognized—thieves  who  had  been  circling  like

vultures  for  the  past  two  days,  trying  to  figure  out  whether  the

strange  girl  could  use  the  weapons  she  carried.  It  was  common

knowledge  that  she  was  leaving  tomorrow  at  dawn.  If  they  wanted

her money, jewelry, weapons, or something far darker, tonight would

be their last chance. 

Yrene  chewed  on  her  lip  as  she  poured  a  round  of  ales  for  the

table of four mercenaries playing Kings. She should warn the girl—

tell  her  that  she  might  be  better  off  sneaking  to  her  ship  right  now, 

before she wound up with a slit throat. 

But  Nolan  would  throw  Yrene  out  into  the  streets  if  he  knew  she had  warned  her.  Especially  when  many  of  the  cutthroats  were

beloved  patrons  who  often  shared  their  ill-gained  profits  with  him. 

And she had no doubt that he’d send those very men after her if she

betrayed  him.  How  had  she  become  so  adjusted  to  these  people? 

When had Nolan and the White Pig become a place and position she

wanted so desperately to keep? 

Yrene  swallowed  hard,  pouring  another  mug  of  ale.  Her  mother

wouldn’t have hesitated to warn the girl. 

But  her  mother  had  been  a  good  woman—a  woman  who  never

wavered,  who  never  turned  away  a  sick  or  wounded  person,  no

matter  how  poor,  from  the  door  of  their  cottage  in  southern

Fenharrow. Never. 

As  a  prodigiously  gifted  healer  blessed  with  no  small  amount  of

magic, her mother had always said it wasn’t right to charge people

for what she’d been given for free by Silba, the Goddess of Healing. 

And  the  only  time  she’d  seen  her  mother  falter  was  the  day  the

soldiers  from  Adarlan  surrounded  their  house,  armed  to  the  teeth

and bearing torches and wood. 

They hadn’t bothered to listen when her mother explained that her

power,  like  Yrene’s,  had  already  disappeared  months  before,  along

with the rest of the magic in the land—abandoned by the gods, her

mother had claimed. 

No, the soldiers hadn’t listened at all. And neither had any of those

vanished  gods  to  whom  her  mother  and  Yrene  had  pleaded  for

salvation. 

It was the first—and only—time her mother took a life. 

Yrene could still see the glint of the hidden dagger in her mother’s

hand,  still  feel  the  blood  of  that  soldier  on  her  bare  feet,  hear  her

mother scream at her to  run, smell the smoke of the bonfire as they

burned  her  gifted  mother  alive  while  Yrene  wept  from  the  nearby

safety of Oakwald Forest. 

It was from her mother that Yrene had inherited her iron stomach

—but she’d never thought those solid nerves would wind up keeping

her here, claiming this hovel as her home. 

Yrene was so lost in thought and memory that she didn’t notice the

man until a broad hand was wrapped around her waist. 
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“We could use a pretty face at this table,” he said, grinning up at

her with a wolf’s smile. Yrene stepped back, but he held firm, trying

to yank her into his lap. 

“I’ve work to do,” she said as blandly as possible. She’d detangled

herself from situations like this before—countless times now. It had

stopped scaring her long ago. 

“You can go to work on me,” said another of the mercenaries, a tall

man  with  a  worn-looking  blade  strapped  to  his  back.  Calmly,  she

pried the first mercenary’s fingers off her waist. 

“Last call is in forty minutes,” she said pleasantly, stepping back—

as far as she could without irritating the men grinning at her like wild

dogs. “Can I get you anything else?” 

“What are you doing after?” said another. 

“Going home to my husband,” she lied. But they looked at the ring

on her finger—the ring that now passed for a wedding band. It had

belonged to her mother, and her mother’s mother, and all the great

women  before  her,  all  such  brilliant  healers,  all  wiped  from  living

memory. 

The men scowled, and taking that as a cue to leave, Yrene hurried

back to the bar. She didn’t warn the girl—didn’t make the trek across

the too-big taproom, with all those men waiting like wolves. 

Forty minutes. Just another forty minutes until she could kick them

all out. 

And then she could clean up and tumble into bed, one more day

finished in this living hell that had somehow become her future. 

Honestly,  Celaena  was  a  little  insulted  when  none  of  the  men  in

the taproom made a grab for her, her money, her ruby brooch, or her

weapons  as  she  stalked  between  the  tables.  The  bell  had  just

finished ringing for last call, and even though she wasn’t tired in the

slightest, she’d had enough of waiting for a fight or a conversation or

anything to occupy her time. 

She supposed she could go back to her room and reread one of

the  books  she’d  brought.  As  she  prowled  past  the  bar,  flipping  a

silver coin to the dark-haired serving girl, she debated the merits of
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instead going out onto the streets and seeing what adventure found

her. 

 Reckless  and  stupid,  Sam  would  say.  But  Sam  wasn’t  here,  and

she  didn’t  know  if  he  was  dead  or  alive  or  beaten  senseless  by

Arobynn. It was a safe bet Sam had been punished for the role he’d

played in liberating the slaves in Skull’s Bay. 

She didn’t want to think about it. Sam had become her friend, she

supposed.  She’d  never  had  the  luxury  of  friends,  and  never

particularly wanted any. But Sam had been a good contender, even if

he  didn’t  hesitate  to  say  exactly  what  he  thought  about  her,  or  her

plans, or her abilities. 

What  would   he  think  if  she  just  sailed  off  into  the  unknown  and

never  went  to  the  Red  Desert,  or  never  even  returned  to  Rifthold? 

He might celebrate—especially if Arobynn appointed  him as his heir. 

Or she could poach him, maybe. He’d suggested that they try to run

away  when  they  were  in  Skull’s  Bay,  actually.  So  once  she  was

settled  someplace,  once  she  had  established  a  new  life  as  a  top

assassin in whatever land she made her home, she could ask him to

join  her.  And  they’d  never  put  up  with  beatings  and  humiliations

again. Such an easy, inviting idea—such a temptation. 

Celaena trudged up the narrow stairs, listening for any thieves or

cutthroats that might be waiting. To her disappointment, the upstairs

hall was dark and quiet—and empty. 

Sighing,  she  slipped  into  her  room  and  bolted  the  door.  After  a

moment, she shoved the ancient chest of drawers in front of it, too. 

Not for her own safety. Oh, no. It was for the safety of whatever fool

tried to break in—and would then find himself split open from navel

to nose just to satisfy a wandering assassin’s boredom. 

But after pacing for fifteen minutes, she pushed aside the furniture

and left. Looking for a fight. For an adventure. For anything to take

her  mind  off  the  bruises  on  her  face  and  the  punishment  Arobynn

had given her and the temptation to shirk her obligations and instead

sail to a land far, far away. 

Yrene  lugged  the  last  of  the  rubbish  pails  into  the  misty  alley behind  the  White  Pig,  her  back  and  arms  aching.  Today  had  been

longer than most. 

There hadn’t been a fight, thank the gods, but Yrene still couldn’t

shake  her  nerves  and  that  sense  of  something  being   off.  But  she

was  glad—so,  so  glad—there  hadn’t  been  a  brawl  at  the  Pig.  The

last thing she wanted to do was spend the rest of the night mopping

blood  and  vomit  off  the  floor  and  hauling  broken  furniture  into  the

alley.  After  she’d  rung  the  last-call  bell,  the  men  had  finished  their

drinks,  grumbling  and  laughing,  and  dispersed  with  little  to  no

harassment. 

Unsurprisingly, Jessa had vanished with her sailor, and given that

the  alley  was  empty,  Yrene  could  only  assume  the  young  woman

had gone elsewhere with him. Leaving her, yet again, to clean up. 

Yrene  paused  as  she  dumped  the  less-disgusting  rubbish  into  a

neat pile along the far wall. It wasn’t much: stale bread and stew that

would  be  gone  by  morning,  snatched  up  by  the  half-feral  urchins

roaming the streets. 

What would her mother say if she knew what had become of her

daughter? 

Yrene  had  been  only  eleven  when  those  soldiers  burned  her

mother  for  her  magic.  For  the  first  six  and  a  half  years  after  the

horrors  of  that  day,  she’d  lived  with  her  mother’s  cousin  in  another

village in Fenharrow, pretending to be an absolutely ungifted distant

relative. It wasn’t a hard disguise to maintain: her powers truly had

vanished. But in those days fear had run rampant, and neighbor had

turned  on  neighbor,  often  selling  out  anyone  formerly  blessed  with

the  gods’  powers  to  whatever  army  legion  was  closest.  Thankfully, 

no  one  had  questioned  Yrene’s  small  presence;  and  in  those  long

years, no one looked her way as she helped the family farm struggle

to return to normal in the wake of Adarlan’s forces. 

But  she’d  wanted  to  be  a  healer—like  her  mother  and

grandmother.  She’d  started  shadowing  her  mother  as  soon  as  she

could  talk,  learning  slowly,  as  all  the  traditional  healers  did.  And

those  years  on  that  farm,  however  peaceful  (if  tedious  and  dull), 

hadn’t been enough to make her forget eleven years of training, or

the urge to follow in her mother’s footsteps. She hadn’t been close to

her cousins, despite their charity, and neither party had really tried to bridge  the  gap  caused  by  distance  and  fear  and  war.  So  no  one

objected when she took whatever money she’d saved up and walked

off the farm a few months before her eighteenth birthday. 

She’d  set  out  for  Antica,  a  city  of  learning  on  the  southern

continent—a  realm  untouched  by  Adarlan  and  war,  where  rumor

claimed  magic  still  existed.  She’d  traveled  on  foot  from  Fenharrow, 

across  the  mountains  into  Melisande,  through  Oakwald,  eventually

winding  up  at  Innish—where  rumor  also  claimed  one  could  find  a

boat to the southern continent, to Antica. And it was precisely here

that she’d run out of money. 

It  was  why  she’d  taken  the  job  at  the  Pig.  First,  it  had  just  been

temporary, to earn enough to afford the passage to Antica. But then

she’d worried she wouldn’t have any money when she arrived, and

then that she wouldn’t have any money to pay for her training at the

Torre  Cesme,  the  great  academy  of  healers  and  physicians.  So

she’d  stayed,  and  weeks  had  turned  into  months.  Somehow  the

dream  of  sailing  away,  of  attending  the  Torre,  had  been  set  aside. 

Especially as Nolan increased the rent on her room and the cost of

her  food  and  found  ways  to  lower  her  salary.  Especially  as  that

healer’s  stomach  of  hers  allowed  her  to  endure  the  indignities  and

darkness of this place. 

Yrene sighed through her nose. So here she was. A barmaid in a

backwater town with hardly two coppers to her name and no future in

sight. 

There was a crunch of boots on stone, and Yrene glared down the

alley. If Nolan caught the urchins eating his food—however stale and

disgusting—he’d  blame  her.  He’d  say  he  wasn’t  a  charity  and  take

the  cost  out  of  her  paycheck.  He’d  done  it  once  before,  and  she’d

had  to  hunt  down  the  urchins  and  scold  them,  make  them

understand that they had to wait until the middle of the night to get

the food she so carefully laid out. 

“I told you to wait until it’s past—” she started, but paused as four

figures stepped from the mist. 

Men. The mercenaries from before. 

Yrene was moving for the open doorway in a heartbeat, but they

were fast—faster. 

One blocked the door while another came up behind her, grabbing

her tight and pulling her against his massive body. “Scream and I’ll

slit your throat,” he whispered in her ear, his breath hot and reeking

of  ale.  “Saw  you  making  some  hefty  tips  tonight,  girl.  Where  are

they?” 

Yrene didn’t know what she would have done next: fought or cried

or begged or actually tried to scream. But she didn’t have to decide. 

The  man  farthest  from  them  was  yanked  into  the  mist  with  a

strangled cry. 

The  mercenary  holding  her  whirled  toward  him,  dragging  Yrene

along. There was a ruffle of clothing, then a thump. Then silence. 

“Ven?” the man blocking the door called. 

Nothing. 

The  third  mercenary—standing  between  Yrene  and  the  mist—

drew his short sword. Yrene didn’t have time to cry out in surprise or

warning as a dark figure slipped from the mist and grabbed him. Not

in front, but from the side, as if they’d just  appeared out of thin air. 

The  mercenary  threw  Yrene  to  the  ground  and  drew  the  sword

from  across  his  back,  a  broad,  wicked-looking  blade.  But  his

companion didn’t even shout. More silence. 

“Come out, you bleedin’ coward,” the ringleader growled. “Face us

like a proper man.” 

A low, soft laugh. 

Yrene’s blood went cold. Silba, protect her. 

She knew that laugh—knew the cool, cultured voice that went with

it. 

“Just like how you proper men surrounded a defenseless girl in an

alley?” 

With  that,  the  stranger  stepped  from  the  mist.  She  had  two  long

daggers  in  her  hands.  And  both  blades  were  dark  with  dripping

blood. 

CHAPTER
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Gods. Oh, gods. 

Yrene’s breath came quickly as the girl stepped closer to the two

remaining attackers. The first mercenary barked a laugh, but the one

by  the  door  was  wide-eyed.  Yrene  carefully,  so  carefully,  backed

away. 

“You killed my men?” the mercenary said, blade held aloft. 

The young woman flipped one of her daggers into a new position. 

The kind of position that Yrene thought would easily allow the blade

to go straight up through the ribs and into the heart. “Let’s just say

your men got what was coming to them.” 

The mercenary lunged, but the girl was waiting. Yrene knew she

should  run—run  and  run  and  not  look  back—but  the  girl  was  only

armed with two daggers, and the mercenary was enormous, and—

It was over before it really started. The mercenary got in two hits, 

both met with those wicked-looking daggers. And then she knocked

him out cold with a swift blow to the head. So fast—unspeakably fast

and graceful. A wraith moving through the mist. 

He crumpled into the fog and out of sight, and Yrene didn’t listen

too hard as the girl followed where he’d fallen. 

Yrene  whipped  her  head  to  the  mercenary  in  the  doorway, 

preparing to shout a warning to her savior. But the man was already

sprinting down the alley as fast as his feet could carry him. 

Yrene  had  half  a  mind  to  do  that  herself  when  the  stranger

emerged from the mist, blades clean but still out. Still ready. 

“Please don’t kill me,” Yrene whispered. She was ready to beg, to

offer everything in exchange for her useless, wasted life. 

But  the  young  woman  just  laughed  under  her  breath  and  said, 

“What would have been the point in saving you, then?” 
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Celaena hadn’t meant to save the barmaid. 

It  had  been  sheer  luck  that  she’d  spotted  the  four  mercenaries

creeping about the streets, sheer luck that they seemed as eager for

trouble as she was. She had hunted them into that alley, where she

found them ready to hurt that girl in unforgivable ways. 

The fight was over too quickly to really be enjoyable, or be a balm

to her temper. If you could even call it a fight. 

The  fourth  one  had  gotten  away,  but  she  didn’t  feel  like  chasing

him, not as the servant girl stood in front of her, shaking from head to

toe.  Celaena  had  a  feeling  that  hurling  a  dagger  after  the  sprinting

man would only make the girl start screaming. Or faint. Which would

… complicate things. 

But  the  girl  didn’t  scream  or  faint.  She  just  pointed  a  trembling

finger at Celaena’s arm. “You—you’re bleeding.” 

Celaena  frowned  down  at  the  little  shining  spot  on  her  bicep.  “I

suppose I am.” 

A careless mistake. The thickness of her tunic had stopped it from

being a troublesome wound, but she’d have to clean it. It would be

healed in a week or less. She made to turn back to the street, to see

what else she could find to amuse her, but the girl spoke again. 

“I—I could bind it up for you.” 

She  wanted  to  shake  the  girl.  Shake  her  for  about  ten  different

reasons. The first, and biggest, was because she was trembling and

scared  and  had  been  utterly  useless.  The  second  was  for  being

stupid  enough  to   stand  in  that  alley  in  the  middle  of  the  night.  She didn’t  feel  like  thinking  about  all  the  other  reasons—not  when  she

was already angry enough. 

“I can bind myself up just fine,” Celaena said, heading for the door

that  led  into  the  White  Pig’s  kitchens.  Days  ago,  she’d  scoped  out

the inn and its surrounding buildings, and now could navigate them

blindfolded. 

“Silba knows what was on that blade,” the girl said, and Celaena

paused.  Invoking  the  Goddess  of  Healing.  Very  few  did  that  these

days—unless they were …

“I—my mother was a healer, and she taught me a few things,” the

girl stammered. “I could—I could … Please let me repay the debt I

owe you.” 

“You  wouldn’t  owe  me  anything  if  you’d  used  some  common

sense.” 

The  girl  flinched  as  though  Celaena  had  struck  her.  It  only

annoyed  her  even  more.  Everything  annoyed  her—this  town,  this

kingdom, this cursed world. 

“I’m sorry,” the girl said softly. 

“What are you apologizing to me for? Why are you apologizing at

all? Those men had it coming. But you should have been smarter on

a night like this—when I’d bet all my money that you could taste the

aggression in that filthy damned taproom.” 

It wasn’t the girl’s fault, she had to remind herself. Not her fault at

all that she didn’t know how to fight back. 

The girl put her face in her hands, her shoulders curving inward. 

Celaena counted down the seconds until the girl burst into sobs, until

she fell apart. 

But  the  tears  didn’t  come.  The  girl  just  took  a  few  deep  breaths, 

then lowered her hands. “Let me clean your arm,” she said in a voice

that was … different, somehow. Stronger, clearer. “Or you’ll wind up

losing it.” 

And  the  slight  change  in  the  girl  was  interesting  enough  that

Celaena followed her inside. 

She  didn’t  bother  about  the  three  bodies  in  the  alley.  She  had  a

feeling  no  one  but  the  rats  and  carrion-feeders  would  care  about

them in this town. 
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Yrene brought the girl to her room under the stairs, because she

was  half-afraid  that  the  mercenary  who’d  gotten  away  would  be

waiting  for  them  upstairs.  And  Yrene  didn’t  want  to  see  any  more

fighting or killing or bleeding, strong stomach or no. 

Not  to  mention  she  was  also  half-afraid  to  be  locked  in  the  suite

with the stranger. 

She left the girl sitting on her sagging bed and went to fetch two

bowls  of  water  and  some  clean  bandages—supplies  that  would  be

taken  out  of  her  paycheck  when  Nolan  realized  they  were  gone.  It

didn’t matter, though. The stranger had saved her life. This was the

least she could do. 

When  Yrene  returned,  she  almost  dropped  the  steaming  bowls. 

The girl had removed her hood and cloak and tunic. 

Yrene didn’t know what to remark on first:

That the girl was young—perhaps two or three years younger than

Yrene—but  felt old. 

That  the  girl  was  beautiful,  with  golden  hair  and  blue  eyes  that

shone in the candlelight. 

Or that the girl’s face would have been even more beautiful had it

not  been  covered  in  a  patchwork  of  bruises.  Such  horrible  bruises, 

including  a  black  eye  that  had  undoubtedly  been  swollen  shut  at

some point. 

The girl was staring at her, quiet and still as a cat. 

It wasn’t Yrene’s place to ask questions. Especially not when this

girl had dispatched three mercenaries in a matter of moments. Even

if  the  gods  had  abandoned  her,  Yrene  still  believed  in  them;  they

were still somewhere, still watching. She believed, because how else

could  she  explain  being  saved  just  now?  And  the  thought  of  being

alone—truly  alone—was  almost  too  much  to  bear,  even  when  so

much of her life had gone astray. 

The  water  sloshed  in  the  bowls  as  Yrene  set  them  down  on  the

tiny table beside her bed, trying to keep her hands from trembling too

much. 

The girl said nothing while Yrene inspected the cut on her bicep. 

Her arm was slender, but rock-hard with muscle. The girl had scars

everywhere—small  ones,  big  ones.  She  offered  no  explanation  for

them,  and  it  seemed  to  Yrene  that  the  girl  wore  her  scars  the  way

some women wore their finest jewelry. 

The stranger couldn’t have been older than seventeen or eighteen, 

but … but Adarlan had made them all grow up fast. Too fast. 

Yrene  set  about  washing  the  wound,  and  the  girl  hissed  softly. 

“Sorry,”  Yrene  said  quickly.  “I  put  some  herbs  in  there  as  an

antiseptic.  I  should  have  warned  you.”  Yrene  kept  a  stash  of  them

with  her  at  all  times,  along  with  other  herbs  her  mother  had  taught

her about. Just in case. Even now, Yrene couldn’t turn away from a

sick  beggar  in  the  street,  and  often  walked  toward  the  sound  of

coughing. 

“Believe me, I’ve been through worse.” 

“I  do,”  Yrene  said.  “Believe  you,  I  mean.”  Those  scars  and  her

mangled  face  spoke  volumes.  And  explained  the  hood.  But  was  it

vanity  or  self-preservation  that  made  her  wear  it?  “What’s  your

name?” 

“It’s none of your concern, and it doesn’t matter.” 

Yrene bit her tongue. Of course it was none of her business. The

girl  hadn’t  given  a  name  to  Nolan,  either.  So  she  was  traveling  on

some  secret  business,  then.  “My  name  is  Yrene,”  she  offered. 

“Yrene Towers.” 

A distant nod. Of course, the girl didn’t care, either. 

Then the stranger said, “What’s the daughter of a healer doing in

this piece of shit town?” 

No kindness, no pity. Just blunt, if not almost bored, curiosity. 

“I was on my way to Antica to join their healers’ academy and ran

out of money.” She dipped the rag into the water, wrung it out, and

resumed cleaning the shallow wound. “I got work here to pay for the

passage  over  the  ocean,  and  …  Well,  I  never  left.  I  guess  staying here became … easier. Simpler.” 

A  snort.  “This  place?  It’s  certainly  simple,  but  easy?  I  think  I’d

rather starve in the streets of Antica than live here.” 

Yrene’s face warmed. “It—I …” She didn’t have an excuse. 

The  girl’s  eyes  flashed  to  hers.  They  were  ringed  with  gold—

stunning. Even with the bruises, the girl was alluring. Like wildfire, or

a summer storm swept in off the Gulf of Oro. 

“Let  me  give  you  a  bit  of  advice,”  the  girl  said  bitterly,  “from  one

working  girl  to  another:  Life  isn’t  easy,  no  matter  where  you  are. 

You’ll  make  choices  you  think  are  right,  and  then  suffer  for  them.” 

Those remarkable eyes flickered. “So if you’re going to be miserable, 

you might as well go to Antica and be miserable in the shadow of the

Torre Cesme.” 

Educated  and  possibly  extremely  well-traveled,  then,  if  the  girl

knew  the  healers’  academy  by  name—and  she  pronounced  it

perfectly. 

Yrene  shrugged,  not  daring  to  voice  her  dozens  of  questions. 

Instead, she said, “I don’t have the money to go now, anyway.” 

It came out sharper than she intended—sharper than was smart, 

considering  how  lethal  this  girl  was.  Yrene  didn’t  try  to  guess  what

manner of working girl she might be—mercenary was about as dark

as she’d let herself imagine. 

“Then  steal  the  money  and  go.  Your  boss  deserves  to  have  his

purse lightened.” 

Yrene pulled back. “I’m no thief.” 

A roguish grin. “If you want something, then go take it.” 

This  girl  wasn’t   like  wildfire—she   was  wildfire.  Deadly  and

uncontrollable. And slightly out of her wits. 

“More  than  enough  people  believe  that  these  days,”  Yrene

ventured to say. Like Adarlan. Like those mercenaries. “I don’t need

to be one of them.” 

The girl’s grin faded. “So you’d rather rot away here with a clean

conscience?” 

Yrene  didn’t  have  a  reply,  so  she  didn’t  say  anything  as  she  set

down the rag and bowl and pulled out a small tin of salve. She kept it

for herself, for the nicks and scrapes she got while working, but this cut  was  small  enough  that  she  could  spare  a  bit.  As  gently  as  she

could, she smeared it onto the wound. The girl didn’t flinch this time. 

After a moment, the girl asked, “When did you lose your mother?” 

“Over eight years ago.” Yrene kept her focus on the wound. 

“That  was  a  hard  time  to  be  a  gifted  healer  on  this  continent, 

especially in Fenharrow. The King of Adarlan didn’t leave much of its

people—or royal family—alive.” 

Yrene  looked  up.  The  wildfire  in  the  girl’s  eyes  had  turned  into  a

scorching  blue  flame.  Such  rage,  she  thought  with  a  shiver.  Such

 simmering rage.  What  had  she  been  through  to  make  her  look  like

that? 

She  didn’t  ask,  of  course.  And  she  didn’t  ask  how  the  young

woman knew where she was from. Yrene understood that her golden

skin and brown hair were probably enough to mark her as being from

Fenharrow, if her slight accent didn’t give her away. 

“If  you  managed  to  attend  the  Torre  Cesme,”  the  girl  said,  her

anger  shifting  as  if  she  had  shoved  it  down  deep  inside  her,  “what

would you do afterward?” 

Yrene picked up one of the fresh bandages and began wrapping it

around  the  girl’s  arm.  She’d  dreamed  about  it  for  years, 

contemplated  a  thousand  different  futures  while  she  washed  dirty

mugs and swept the floors. “I’d come back. Not to here, I mean, but

to  the  continent.  Go  back  to  Fenharrow.  There  are  a  …  a  lot  of

people who need good healers these days.” 

She  said  the  last  part  quietly.  For  all  she  knew,  the  girl  might

support  the  King  of  Adarlan—might  report  her  to  the  small  town

guard  for  just  speaking  ill  of  the  king.  Yrene  had  seen  it  happen

before, far too many times. 

But  the  girl  looked  toward  the  door  with  its  makeshift  bolt  that

Yrene had constructed, at the closet that she called her bedroom, at

the  threadbare  cloak  draped  over  the  half-rotted  chair  against  the

opposite  wall,  then  finally  back  at  her.  It  gave  Yrene  a  chance  to

study her face. Seeing how easily she’d trounced those mercenaries, 

whoever had harmed her must be fearsome indeed. 

“You’d really come back to this continent—to the empire?” 
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There  was  such  quiet  surprise  in  her  voice  that  Yrene  met  her

eyes. 

“It’s the right thing to do,” was all Yrene could think of to say. 

The girl didn’t reply, and Yrene continued wrapping her arm. When

she was finished, the girl shrugged on her shirt and tunic, tested her

arm, and stood. In the cramped bedroom, Yrene felt so much smaller

than  the  stranger,  even  if  there  were  only  a  few  inches’  difference

between them. 

The  girl  picked  up  her  cloak  but  didn’t  don  it  as  she  took  a  step

toward the closed door. 

“I could find something for your face,” Yrene blurted. 

The girl paused with a hand on the doorknob and looked over her

shoulder. “These are meant to be a reminder.” 

“For what? Or—to whom?” She shouldn’t pry, shouldn’t have even

asked. 

She smiled bitterly. “For me.” 

Yrene thought of the scars she’d seen on her body and wondered

if those were all reminders, too. 

The  young  woman  turned  back  to  the  door,  but  stopped  again. 

“Whether you stay, or go to Antica and attend the Torre Cesme and

return to save the world,” she mused, “you should probably learn a

thing or two about defending yourself.” 

Yrene  eyed  the  daggers  at  the  girl’s  waist,  the  sword  she  hadn’t

even  needed  to  draw.  Jewels  embedded  in  the  hilt—real  jewels—

glinted in the candlelight. The girl had to be fabulously wealthy, richer

than Yrene could ever conceive of being. “I can’t afford weapons.” 

The girl huffed a laugh. “If you learn these maneuvers, you won’t

need them.” 

Celaena took the barmaid into the alley, if only because she didn’t

want to wake the other inn guests and get into yet another fight. She

didn’t really know why she’d offered to teach her to defend herself. 

The last time she’d helped anybody, it had just turned around to beat

the hell out of her. Literally. 

But the barmaid—Yrene—had looked so earnest when she talked

about helping people. About being a healer. 

The  Torre  Cesme—any  healers  worth  their  salt  knew  about  the

academy  in  Antica  where  the  best  and  brightest,  no  matter  their

station,  could  study.  Celaena  had  once  dreamed  of  dwelling  in  the

fabled  cream-colored  towers  of  the  Torre,  of  walking  the  narrow, 

sloping streets of Antica and seeing wonders brought in from lands

she’d never heard of. But that was a lifetime ago. A different person

ago. 

Not now, certainly. And if Yrene stayed in this gods-forsaken town, 

other people were bound to try to attack her again. So here Celaena

was, cursing her own conscience for a fool as they stood in the misty

alley behind the inn. 

The  bodies  of  the  three  mercenaries  were  still  out  there,  and

Celaena  caught  Yrene  cringing  at  the  sound  of  scurrying  feet  and

soft squeaking. The rats hadn’t wasted any time. 

Celaena gripped the girl’s wrist and held up her hand. “People—

men—usually don’t hunt for the women who look like they’ll put up a

fight.  They’ll  pick  you  because  you  look  off-guard  or  vulnerable  or

like you’d be sympathetic. They’ll usually try to move you to another

location where they won’t need to worry about being interrupted.” 

Yrene’s  eyes  were  wide,  her  face  pale  in  the  light  of  the  torch

Celaena  had  dropped  just  outside  the  back  door.  Helpless.  What

was  it  like  to  be  helpless  to  defend  yourself?  A  shudder  that  had

nothing  to  do  with  the  rats  gnawing  on  the  dead  mercenaries  went

through her. 

“Do  not  let  them  move  you  to  another  location,”  Celaena

continued,  reciting  from  the  lessons  that  Ben,  Arobynn’s  Second, 

had  once  taught  her.  She’d  learned  self-defense  before  she’d  ever

learned to attack anyone, and to first fight without weapons, too. 

“Fight back enough to convince them that you’re not worth it. And

make as much noise as you can. In a shit-hole like this, though, I bet

no  one  will  bother  coming  to  help  you.  But  you  should  still  start

screaming  your  head  off  about  a  fire—not  rape,  not  theft,  not

something  that  cowards  would  rather  hide  from.  And  if  shouting

doesn’t  discourage  them,  then  there  are  a  few  tricks  to  outsmart

them. 

“Some might make them drop like a stone, some might get them

down  temporarily,  but  as  soon  as  they  let  go  of  you,  your   biggest

priority  is  getting  the  hell  away.  You  understand?  They  let  you  go, 

you  run.” 

Yrene nodded, still wide-eyed. She remained that way as Celaena

took  the  hand  she’d  lifted  and  walked  her  through  the  eye-gouge, 

showing her how to shove her thumbs into the corner of someone’s

eyes,  crook  her  thumbs  back  behind  the  eyeballs,  and—well, 

Celaena  couldn’t  actually  finish  that  part,  since  she  liked  her  own

eyeballs very much. But Yrene grasped it after a few times, and did it

perfectly when Celaena grabbed her from behind again and again. 

She then showed her the ear clap, then how to pinch the inside of

a  man’s  upper  thigh  hard  enough  to  make  him  scream,  where  to

stomp on the most delicate part of the foot, what soft spots were the

best to hit with her elbow (Yrene actually hit her so hard in the throat

that Celaena gagged for a good minute). And then told her to go for

the groin—always try to go for a strike to the groin. 

And  when  the  moon  was  setting,  when  Celaena  was  convinced

that  Yrene  might  stand  a  chance  against  an  assailant,  they  finally

stopped.  Yrene  seemed  to  be  holding  herself  a  bit  taller,  her  face

flushed. 

“If they come after you for money,” Celaena said, jerking her chin

toward where the mercenaries lay in a heap, “throw whatever coins

you  have  far  away  from  you  and  run  in  the  opposite  direction. 

Usually they’ll be so occupied by chasing after your money that you’ll

have a good chance of escape.” 

Yrene nodded. “I should—I should teach all this to Jessa.” 

Celaena didn’t know or care who Jessa was, but she said, “If you

get  the  chance,  teach  it  to  any  female  who  will  take  the  time  to

listen.” 

Silence fell between them. There was so much more to learn, so

much  else  to  teach  her.  But  dawn  was  about  two  hours  away,  and

she should probably go back to her room now, if only to pack and go. 

Go,  not  because  she  was  ordered  to  or  because  she  found  her

punishment acceptable, but … because she needed to. She needed

to go to the Red Desert. 

Even  if  it  was  only  to  see  where  the  Wyrd  planned  to  lead  her. 

Staying,  running  away  to  another  land,  avoiding  her  fate  …  she

wouldn’t do that. She couldn’t be like Yrene, a living reminder of loss

and shoved-aside dreams. No, she’d continue to the Red Desert and

follow this path, wherever it led, however much it stung her pride. 

Yrene  cleared  her  throat.  “Did  you—did  you  ever  have  to  use

these maneuvers? Not to pry. I mean, you don’t have to answer if—” 

“I’ve  used  them,  yes—but  not  because  I  was  in  that  kind  of

situation.  I  …”  She  knew  she  shouldn’t  say  it,  but  she  did.  “I’m

usually the one who does the hunting.” 

Yrene, to her surprise, just nodded, if a bit sadly. There was such

irony, she realized, in them working together—the assassin and the

healer. Two opposite sides of the coin. 

Yrene  wrapped  her  arms  around  herself.  “How  can  I  ever  repay

you for—” 

But Celaena held up a hand. The alley was empty, but she could

feel them, could hear the shift in the fog, in the scurrying of the rats. 

Pockets of quiet. 

She met Yrene’s stare and flicked her eyes toward the back door, 

a silent command. Yrene had gone white and stiff. It was one thing

to practice, but to put lessons into action, to use them … Yrene was

more of a liability. Celaena jerked her chin at the door, an order now. 

There  were  at  least  five  men—two  on  either  end  of  the  alley

converging upon them, and one more standing guard by the busier

end of the street. 

Yrene  was  through  the  back  door  by  the  time  Celaena  drew  her

sword. 

CHAPTER

5

In  the  darkened  kitchen,  Yrene  leaned  against  the  back  door,  a

hand on her hammering heart as she listened to the melee outside. 

Earlier, the girl had the element of surprise—but how could she face

them again? 

Her  hands  trembled  as  the  sound  of  clashing  blades  and  shouts

filtered through the crack beneath the door. Thumps, grunts, growls. 

What was happening? 

She couldn’t stand it, not knowing what was happening to the girl. 

It  went  against  every  instinct  to  open  up  the  back  door  and  peer

out. 

Her breath caught in her throat at the sight:

The  mercenary  who  had  escaped  earlier  had  returned  with  more

friends—more  skilled  friends.  Two  were  facedown  on  the

cobblestones, pools of blood around them. But the remaining three

were engaged with the girl, who was—was—

Gods, she moved like a black wind, such lethal grace, and—

A hand closed over Yrene’s mouth as someone grabbed her from

behind  and  pressed  something  cold  and  sharp  against  her  throat. 

There had been another man; he came in through the inn. 

“Walk,”  he  breathed  in  her  ear,  his  voice  rough  and  foreign.  She

couldn’t  see  him,  couldn’t  tell  anything  about  him  beyond  the

hardness of his body, the reek of his clothes, the scratch of a heavy

beard  against  her  cheek.  He  flung  open  the  door  and,  still  holding

the dagger to Yrene’s neck, strode into the alley. 

The young woman stopped fighting. Another mercenary had gone

down, and the two before her had their blades pointed at her. 

“Drop your weapons,” the man said. Yrene would have shaken her

head, but the dagger was pressed so close that any movement she

made would have slit her own throat. 

The young woman eyed the men, then Yrene’s captor, then Yrene

herself. Calm—utterly calm and cold as she bared her teeth in a feral

grin. “Come and get them.” 

Yrene’s stomach dropped. The man had only to shift his wrist and

he’d  spill  her  life’s  blood.  She  wasn’t  ready  to  die—not  now,  not  in

Innish. 

Her captor chuckled. “Bold and foolish words, girl.” He pushed the

blade harder, and Yrene winced. She felt the dampness of her blood

before she realized he’d cut a thin line across her neck. Silba save

her. 

But  the  girl’s  eyes  were  on  Yrene,  and  they  narrowed  slightly.  In

challenge, in a command.  Fight back, she seemed to say.  Fight  for

 your miserable life. 

The  two  men  with  the  swords  circled  closer,  but  she  didn’t  lower

her blade. 

“Drop  your  weapons  before  I  cut  her  open,”  Yrene’s  captor

growled. “Once we’re done making you pay for our comrades, for all

the money you cost us with their deaths, maybe we’ll let  her live.” He

squeezed Yrene tighter, but the young woman just watched him. The

mercenary hissed. “Drop your weapons.” 

She didn’t. 

Gods, she was going to let him kill her, wasn’t she? 

Yrene couldn’t die like this—not here, not as a no-name barmaid

in  this  horrible  place.  Wouldn’t  die  like  this.  Her  mother  had  gone

down swinging—her mother had  fought for her, had killed that soldier

so Yrene could have a chance to flee, to make something of her life. 

To do some good for the world. 

She wouldn’t die like this. 

The rage hit, so staggering that Yrene could hardly see through it, 

could  hardly  see  anything  except  a  year  in  Innish,  a  future  beyond

her grasp, and a life she was not ready to part with. 

She  gave  no  warning  before  she  stomped  down  as  hard  as  she

could on the bridge of the man’s foot. He jerked, howling, but Yrene

brought  up  her  arms,  shoving  the  dagger  from  her  throat  with  one

hand as she drove her elbow into his gut. Drove it with every bit of

rage  she  had  burning  in  her.  He  groaned  as  he  doubled  over,  and she  slammed  her  elbow  into  his  temple,  just  as  the  girl  had  shown

her. 

The man collapsed to his knees, and Yrene bolted. To run, to help, 

she didn’t know. 

But the girl was already standing in front of her, grinning broadly. 

Behind her, the two men lay unmoving. And the man on his knees—

Yrene  dodged  aside  as  the  young  woman  grabbed  the  gasping

man  and  dragged  him  into  the  dark  mist  beyond.  There  was  a

muffled scream, then a thump. 

And  despite  her  healer’s  blood,  despite  the  stomach  she’d

inherited, Yrene barely made it two steps before she vomited. 

When  she  was  done,  she  found  the  young  woman  watching  her

again, smiling faintly. “Fast learner,” she said. Her fine clothes, even

her  darkly  glittering  ruby  brooch,  were  covered  with  blood.  Not  her

own,  Yrene  noted  with  some  relief.  “You  sure  you  want  to  be  a

healer?” 

Yrene  wiped  her  mouth  on  the  corner  of  her  apron.  She  didn’t

want to know what the alternative was—what this girl might be. No, 

all she wanted was to smack her. Hard. 

“You could have dispatched them without me! But you let that man

hold a knife to my throat—you  let him!  Are you insane?” 

The girl smiled in such a way that said yes, she was most certainly

insane. But she said, “Those men were a joke. I wanted you to get

some real experience in a controlled environment.” 

“You call that  controlled?”  Yrene couldn’t help shouting. She put a

hand  to  the  already  clotted  slice  in  her  neck.  It  would  heal  quickly, 

but might scar. She’d have to inspect it immediately. 

“Look  at  it  this  way,  Yrene  Towers:  now  you  know  you  can  do  it. 

That man was twice your weight and had almost a foot on you, and

you downed him in a few heartbeats.” 

“You said those men were a joke.” 

A fiendish grin. “To me, they are.” 

Yrene’s blood chilled. “I—I’ve had enough of today. I think I need

to go to bed.” 

The  girl  sketched  a  bow.  “And  I  should  probably  be  on  my  way. 

Word  of  advice:  wash  the  blood  out  of  your  clothes  and  don’t  tell

anyone what you saw tonight. Those men might have more friends, 

and as far as I’m concerned, they were the unfortunate victims of a

horrible robbery.” She held up a leather pouch heavy with coins and

stalked past Yrene into the inn. 

Yrene spared a glance at the bodies, felt a heavy weight drop into

her stomach, and followed the girl inside. She was still furious with

her, still shaking with the remnants of terror and desperation. 

So she didn’t say good-bye to the deadly girl as she vanished. 
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Yrene  did  as  the  girl  said  and  changed  into  another  gown  and

apron  before  going  to  the  kitchens  to  wash  the  blood  from  her

clothes.  Her  hands  were  shaking  so  badly  that  it  took  longer  than

usual  to  wash  the  clothing,  and  by  the  time  she  finished,  the  pale

light of dawn was creeping through the kitchen window. 

She had to be up in … well, now. Groaning, she trudged back to

her room to hang the wet clothes to dry. If someone saw her laundry

drying, it would only raise suspicion. She supposed she’d have to be

the one to pretend to find the bodies, too. Gods, what a mess. 

Wincing at the thought of the long, long day ahead of her, trying to

make sense of the night she’d just had, Yrene entered her room and

softly  shut  the  door.  Even  if  she  told  someone,  they  probably

wouldn’t believe her. 

It  wasn’t  until  she  was  done  hanging  her  clothes  on  the  hooks

embedded in the wall that she noticed the leather pouch on the bed, 

and the note pinned beneath it. 

She knew what was inside, could easily guess based on the lumps

and  edges.  Her  breath  caught  in  her  throat  as  she  pulled  out  the

note. 

There, in elegant, feminine handwriting, the girl had written:

No name, no date. Staring at the paper, she could almost picture

the  girl’s  feral  smile  and  the  defiance  in  her  eyes.  This  note,  if

anything, was a challenge—a dare. 
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Hands  shaking  anew,  Yrene  dumped  out  the  contents  of  the

pouch. 

The  pile  of  gold  coins  shimmered,  and  Yrene  staggered  back, 

collapsing  into  the  rickety  chair  across  from  the  bed.  She  blinked, 

and blinked again. 

Not  just  gold,  but  also  the  brooch  the  girl  had  been  wearing,  its

massive ruby smoldering in the candlelight. 

A hand to her mouth, Yrene stared at the door, at the ceiling, then

back at the small fortune sitting on her bed. Stared and stared and

stared. 

The  gods  had  vanished,  her  mother  had  once  claimed.  But  had

they? Had it been some god who had visited tonight, clothed in the

skin of a battered young woman? Or had it merely been their distant

whispers  that  prompted  the  stranger  to  walk  down  that  alley?  She

would  never  know,  she  supposed.  And  maybe  that  was  the  whole

point. 

 Wherever you need to go …

Gods or fate or just pure coincidence and kindness, it was a gift. 

This was a gift. The world was wide-open—wide-open and hers for

the  taking,  if  she  dared.  She  could  go  to  Antica,  attend  the  Torre

Cesme, go anywhere she wished. 

If she dared. 

Yrene smiled. 

An hour later, no one stopped Yrene Towers as she walked out of

the White Pig and never looked back. 

Washed and dressed in a new tunic, Celaena boarded the ship an

hour before dawn. It was her own damn fault that she felt hollow and

light-headed after a night without rest. But she could sleep today—

sleep the whole journey across the Gulf of Oro to the Deserted Land. 

She  should sleep, because once she landed in Yurpa, she had a trek

across blistering, deadly sands—a week, at least, through the desert

before  the  reached  the  Mute  Master  and  his  fortress  of  Silent

Assassins. 

The  captain  didn’t  ask  questions  when  she  pressed  a  piece  of silver into his palm and went belowdecks, following his directions to

find her stateroom. With the hood and blades, she knew none of the

sailors would bother her. And while she now had to be careful with

the  money  she  had  left,  she  knew  she’d  hand  over  another  silver

piece or two before the voyage was done. 

Sighing, Celaena entered her cabin—small but clean, with a little

window that looked out onto the dawn-gray bay. She locked the door

behind  her  and  slumped  onto  the  tiny  bed.  She’d  seen  enough  of

Innish; she didn’t need to bother watching the departure. 

She’d  been  on  her  way  out  of  the  inn  when  she’d  passed  that

horrifically  small  closet  Yrene  called  a  bedroom.  While  Yrene  had

tended  to  her  arm,  Celaena  had  been  astounded  by  the  cramped

conditions, the rickety furniture, the too-thin blankets. She’d planned

to  leave  some  coins  for  Yrene  anyway—if  only  because  she  was

certain the innkeeper would make Yrene pay for those bandages. 

But  Celaena  had  stood  in  front  of  that  wooden  door  to  the

bedroom, listening to Yrene wash her clothes in the nearby kitchen. 

She found herself unable to turn away, unable to stop thinking about

the  would-be  healer  with  the  brown-gold  hair  and  caramel  eyes,  of

what Yrene had lost and how helpless she’d become. There were so

many of them now—the children who had lost everything to Adarlan. 

Children who had now grown into assassins and barmaids, without a

true place to call home, their native kingdoms left in ruin and ash. 

Magic had been gone all these years. And the gods were dead, or

simply didn’t care anymore. Yet there, deep in her gut, was a small

but  insistent   tug.  A  tug  on  a  strand  of  some  invisible  web.  So

Celaena  decided  to  tug  back,  just  to  see  how  far  and  wide  the

reverberations would go. 

It was a matter of moments to write the note and then stuff most of

her  gold  pieces  into  the  pouch.  A  heartbeat  later,  she’d  set  it  on

Yrene’s sagging cot. 

She’d  added  Arobynn’s  ruby  brooch  as  a  parting  thought.  She

wondered if a girl from ravaged Fenharrow wouldn’t mind a brooch in

Adarlan’s  royal  colors.  But  Celaena  was  glad  to  be  rid  of  it,  and

hoped  Yrene  would  pawn  the  piece  for  the  small  fortune  it  was

worth.  Hoped  that  an  assassin’s  jewel  would  pay  for  a  healer’s education. 

So  maybe  it  was  the  gods  at  work.  Maybe  it  was  some  force

beyond  them,  beyond  mortal  comprehension.  Or  maybe  it  was  just

for what and who Celaena would never be. 

Yrene was still washing her bloodied clothes in the kitchen when

Celaena  slipped  out  of  her  room,  then  down  the  hall,  and  left  the

White Pig behind. 

As  she  stalked  through  the  foggy  streets  toward  the  ramshackle

docks, Celaena had prayed Yrene Towers wasn’t foolish enough to

tell  anyone—especially  the  innkeeper—about  the  money.  Prayed

Yrene  Towers  seized  her  life  with  both  hands  and  set  out  for  the

pale-stoned  city  of  Antica.  Prayed  that  somehow,  years  from  now, 

Yrene Towers would return to this continent, and maybe, just maybe, 

heal their shattered world a little bit. 

Smiling  to  herself  in  the  confines  of  her  cabin,  Celaena  nestled

into  the  bed,  pulled  her  hood  low  over  her  eyes,  and  crossed  her

ankles. By the time the ship set sail across the jade-green gulf, the

assassin was fast asleep. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

DESERT
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There was nothing left in the world except sand and wind. 

At least, that’s how it seemed to Celaena Sardothien as she stood

atop the crimson dune and gazed across the desert. Even with the

wind,  the  heat  was  stifling,  and  sweat  made  her  many  layers  of

clothes  cling  to  her  body.  But  sweating,  her  nomad  guide  had  told

her,  was  a  good  thing—it  was  when  you  didn’t  sweat  that  the  Red

Desert became deadly. Sweat reminded you to drink. When the heat

evaporated  your  perspiration  before  you  could  realize  you  were

sweating, that’s when you could cross into dehydration and not know

it. 

Oh,  the   miserable  heat.  It  invaded  every  pore  of  her,  made  her

head  throb  and  her  bones  ache.  The  muggy  warmth  of  Skull’s  Bay

had been nothing compared to this. What she wouldn’t give for just


the briefest of cool breezes! 

Beside  her,  the  nomad  guide  pointed  a  gloved  finger  toward  the

southwest. “The  sessiz suikast are there.”  Sessiz suikast. The Silent

Assassins—the  legendary  order  that  she’d  been  sent  here  to  train

with. 

“To  learn  obedience  and  discipline,”  Arobynn  Hamel  had  said.  In

 the height of summer in the Red Desert was what he’d failed to add. 

It  was  a  punishment.  Two  months  ago,  when  Arobynn  had  sent

Celaena  along  with  Sam  Cortland  to  Skull’s  Bay  on  an  unknown

errand, they’d discovered that he’d actually dispatched them to trade

in slaves. Needless to say, that hadn’t sat well with Celaena or Sam, 

despite  their  occupation.  So  they’d  freed  the  slaves,  deciding  to

damn the consequences. But now … As punishments went, this was

probably the worst. Given the bruises and cuts that were still healing

on  her  face  a  month  after  Arobynn  had  bestowed  them,  that  was saying something. 

Celaena scowled. She pulled the scarf a bit higher over her mouth

and  nose  as  she  took  a  step  down  the  dune.  Her  legs  strained

against  the  sliding  sand,  but  it  was  a  welcome  freedom  after  the

harrowing  trek  through  the  Singing  Sands,  where  each  grain  had

hummed  and  whined  and  moaned.  They’d  spent  a  whole  day

monitoring each step, careful to keep the sand beneath them ringing

in  harmony.  Or  else,  the  nomad  had  told  her,  the  sands  could

dissolve into quicksand. 

Celaena  descended  the  dune,  but  paused  when  she  didn’t  hear

her guide’s footsteps. “Aren’t you coming?” 

The  man  remained  atop  the  dune,  and  pointed  again  to  the

horizon. “Two miles that way.” His use of the common tongue was a

bit unwieldy, but she understood him well enough. 

She  pulled  down  the  scarf  from  her  mouth,  wincing  as  a  gust  of

sand stung her sweaty face. “I paid you to take me there.” 

“Two  miles,”  he  said,  adjusting  the  large  pack  on  his  back.  The

scarf  around  his  head  obscured  his  tanned  features,  but  she  could

still see the fear in his eyes. 

Yes,  yes,  the   sessiz  suikast  were  feared  and  respected  in  the

desert. It had been a miracle that she’d found a guide willing to take

her this close  to  their  fortress.  Of  course,  offering  gold  had  helped. 

But the nomads viewed the  sessiz suikast as little less than shadows

of death—and apparently, her guide would go no farther. 

She studied the westward horizon. She could see nothing beyond

dunes and sand that rippled like the surface of a windblown sea. 

“Two miles,” the nomad said behind her. “They will find you.” 

Celaena  turned  to  ask  him  another  question,  but  he  had  already

disappeared over the other side of the dune. Cursing him, she tried

to swallow, but failed. Her mouth was too dry. She had to start now, 

or  else  she’d  need  to  set  up  her  tent  to  sleep  out  the  unforgiving

midday and afternoon heat. 

Two miles. How long could that take? 

Taking a sip from her unnervingly light waterskin, Celaena pulled

her scarf back over her mouth and nose and began walking. 
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The only sound was the wind hissing through the sand. 

Hours later, Celaena found herself using all of her self-restraint to

avoid leaping into the courtyard pools or kneeling to drink at one of

the little rivers running along the floor. No one had offered her water

upon her arrival, and she didn’t think her current escort was inclined

to  do  so  either  as  he  led  her  through  the  winding  halls  of  the  red

sandstone fortress. 

The two miles had felt more like twenty. She had been just about

to stop and set up her tent when she’d crested a dune and the lush

green trees and adobe fortress had spread before her, hidden in an

oasis nestled between two monstrous sand dunes. 

After all that, she was parched. But she was Celaena Sardothien. 

She had a reputation to uphold. 

She kept her senses alert as they walked farther into the fortress

—taking in exits and windows, noting where sentries were stationed. 

They passed a row of open-air training rooms in which she could see

people  from  all  kingdoms  and  of  all  ages  sparring  or  exercising  or

just sitting quietly, lost in meditation. They climbed a narrow flight of

steps  that  went  up  and  up  into  a  large  building.  The  shade  of  the

stairwell  was  wonderfully  cool.  But  then  they  entered  a  long, 

enclosed hall, and the heat wrapped around her like a blanket. 

For a fortress of supposedly silent assassins, the place was fairly

noisy,  with  the  clatter  of  weapons  from  the  training  rooms,  the

buzzing of insects in the many trees and bushes, the chatter of birds, 

the gurgle of all that crystal-clear water running through every room

and hall. 

They approached an open set of doors at the end of the hallway. 

Her escort—a middle-aged man flecked with scars that stood out like

chalk  against  his  tan  skin—said  nothing  to  her.  Beyond  the  doors, 

the interior was a mixture of shadow and light. They entered a giant

chamber  flanked  by  blue-painted  wooden  pillars  that  supported  a

mezzanine on either side. A glance into the darkness of the balcony

informed her that there were figures lurking there—watching, waiting. 

There  were  more  in  the  shadows  of  the  columns.  Whoever  they

thought she was, they certainly weren’t underestimating her. Good. 

A  narrow  mosaic  of  green  and  blue  glass  tiles  wove  through  the floor toward the dais, echoing the little rivers on the lower level. Atop

the  dais,  seated  among  cushions  and  potted  palms,  was  a

whiterobed man. 

The  Mute  Master.  She  had  expected  him  to  be  ancient,  but  he

seemed  to  be  around  fifty.  She  kept  her  chin  held  high  as  they

approached him, following the tile path in the floor. She couldn’t tell if

the Master’s skin had always been that tan or if it was from the sun. 

He  smiled  slightly—he’d  probably  been  handsome  in  his  youth. 

Sweat  oozed  down  Celaena’s  spine.  Though  the  Master  had  no

visible weapons, the two servants fanning him with palm leaves were

armed  to  the  teeth.  Her  escort  stopped  a  safe  distance  from  the

Master and bowed. 

Celaena did the same, and when she raised herself, she removed

the  hood  from  over  her  hair.  She  was  sure  it  was  a  mess  and

disgustingly  greasy  after  two  weeks  in  the  desert  with  no  water  to

bathe in, but she wasn’t here to impress him with her beauty. 

The Mute Master looked her up and down, and then nodded. Her

escort nudged her with an elbow, and Celaena cleared her dry throat

as she stepped forward. 

She knew the Mute Master wouldn’t say anything; his self-imposed

silence  was  well-known.  It  was  incumbent  upon  her  to  make  the

introduction. Arobynn had told her exactly what to say— ordered her

was  more  like  it.  There  would  be  no  disguises,  no  masks,  no  fake

names.  Since  she  had  shown  such  disregard  for  Arobynn’s  best

interests,  he  no  longer  had  any  inclination  to  protect  hers.  She’d

debated for weeks how she might find a way to protect her identity—

to keep these strangers from knowing who she was—but Arobynn’s

orders  had  been  simple:  she  had  one  month  to  win  the  Mute

Master’s  respect.  And  if  she  didn’t  return  home  with  his  letter  of

approval—a  letter  about   Celaena  Sardothien—she’d  better  find  a

new city to live in. Possibly a new continent. 

“Thank  you  for  granting  me  an  audience,  Master  of  the  Silent

Assassins,” she said, silently cursing the stiffness of her words. 

She put a hand over her heart and dropped to both knees. “I am

Celaena  Sardothien,  protégée  of  Arobynn  Hamel,  King  of  the

Northern  Assassins.”  Adding  “Northern”  seemed  appropriate;  she

didn’t  think  the  Mute  Master  would  be  much  pleased  to  learn  that Arobynn called himself King of  all the Assassins. But whether or not

it surprised him, his face revealed nothing, though she sensed some

of the people in the shadows shifting on their feet. 

“My  master  sent  me  here  to  beseech  you  to  train  me,”  she  said, 

chafing at the words. Train  her! She lowered her head so the Master

wouldn’t see the ire on her face. “I am yours.” She tilted her palms

faceup in a gesture of supplication. 

Nothing. 

Warmth worse than the heat of the desert singed her cheeks. She

kept her head down, her arms still upheld. Cloth rustled, then near-

silent  steps  echoed  through  the  chamber.  At  last,  two  bare,  brown

feet stopped before her. 

A dry finger tilted her chin up, and Celaena found herself staring

into  the  sea-green  eyes  of  the  Master.  She  didn’t  dare  move.  With

one movement, the Master could snap her neck. This was a test—a

test of trust, she realized. 

She willed herself into stillness, focusing on the details of his face

to  avoid  thinking  about  how  vulnerable  she  was.  Sweat  beaded

along  the  border  of  his  dark  hair,  which  was  cropped  close  to  his

head.  It  was  impossible  to  tell  what  kingdom  he  hailed  from;  his

hazelnut  skin  suggested  Eyllwe.  But  his  elegant,  almond-shaped

eyes  suggested  one  of  the  countries  in  the  distant  southern

continent. Regardless, how had he wound up here? 

She  braced  herself  as  his  long  fingers  pushed  back  the  loose

strands  of  her  braided  hair,  revealing  the  yellowing  bruises  still

lingering  around  her  eyes  and  cheeks,  and  the  narrow  arc  of  the

scab along her cheekbone. Had Arobynn sent word that she would

be  coming?  Had  he  told  him  the  circumstances  under  which  she’d

been  packed  off?  The  Master  didn’t  seem  at  all  surprised  by  her

arrival. 

But the Master’s eyes narrowed, his lips forming a tight line as he

looked at the remnants of the bruises on the other side of her face. 

She  was  lucky  that  Arobynn  was  skilled  enough  to  keep  his  blows

from permanently marring her. A twinge of guilt went through her as

she wondered if Sam had healed as well. In the three days following

her  beating,  she  hadn’t  seen  him  around  the  Keep.  She’d  blacked

out  before  Arobynn  could  deal  with  her  companion.  And  since  that night, even during her trip out here, everything had been a haze of

rage and sorrow and bone-deep weariness, as if she were dreaming

while awake. 

She calmed her thundering heart just as the Master released her

face  and  stepped  back.  He  motioned  with  a  hand  for  her  to  rise, 

which she did, to the relief of her aching knees. 

The Master gave her a crooked smile. She would have echoed the

expression—but  an  instant  later  he  snapped  his  fingers,  triggering

four men to charge at her. 
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They didn’t have weapons, but their intent was clear enough. The

first man, clad in the loose, layered clothing that everyone here wore, 

reached her, and she dodged the sweeping blow aimed at her face. 

His  arm  shot  past  her,  and  she  grabbed  it  by  the  wrist  and  bicep, 

locking and twisting his arm so he grunted with pain. She whirled him

around, careening him into the second attacker hard enough that the

two men went tumbling to the ground. 

Celaena leapt back, landing where her escort had been standing

only seconds before, careful to avoid crashing into the Master. This

was  another  test—a  test  to  see  at  what  level  she  might  begin  her

training. And if she was worthy. 

Of course she was worthy. She was Celaena Sardothien, gods be

damned. 

The  third  man  pulled  out  two  crescent-shaped  daggers  from  the

folds of his beige tunic and slashed at her. Her layered clothing was

too cumbersome for her to dart away fast enough, so as he swiped

for  her  face,  she  bent  back.  Her  spine  strained,  but  the  two  blades

passed  overhead,  slicing  through  an  errant  strand  of  her  hair.  She

dropped to the ground and lashed out with a leg, sweeping the man

off his feet. 

The fourth man, though, had come up behind her, a curved blade

flashing in his hand as he made to plunge it through her head. She

rolled, and the sword struck stone, sparking. 

By the time she got to her feet, he’d raised the sword again. She

caught his feint to the left before he struck at her right. She danced

aside.  The  man  was  still  swinging  when  she  drove  the  base  of  her

palm  straight  into  his  nose  and  slammed  her  other  fist  into  his  gut. 

The  man  dropped  to  the  floor,  blood  gushing  from  his  nose.  She

panted, the air ragged in her already-burning throat. She really,  really needed water. 

None  of  the  four  men  on  the  ground  moved.  The  Master  began

smiling, and it was then that the others gathered around the chamber

stepped closer to the light. Men and women, all tan, though their hair

showed the range of the various kingdoms on the continent. Celaena

inclined her head. None of them nodded back. Celaena kept one eye

on the four men before her as they got to their feet, sheathed their

weapons, and stalked back to the shadows. Hopefully they wouldn’t

take it personally. 

She  scanned  the  shadows  again,  bracing  herself  for  more

assailants.  Nearby,  a  young  woman  watched  her,  and  she  flashed

Celaena a conspirator’s grin. Celaena tried not to look too interested, 

though  the  girl  was  one  of  the  most  stunning  people  she’d  ever

beheld. It wasn’t just her wine-red hair or the color of her eyes, a red-

brown  Celaena  had  never  seen  before.  No,  it  was  the  girl’s  armor

that initially caught her interest: ornate to the point of probably being

useless, but still a work of art. 

The right shoulder was fashioned into a snarling wolf’s head, and

her  helmet,  tucked  into  the  crook  of  her  arm,  featured  a  wolf

hunched over the noseguard. Another wolf’s head had been molded

into  the  pommel  of  her  broadsword.  On  anyone  else,  the  armor

might have looked flamboyant and ridiculous, but on the girl … There

was a strange, boyish sort of carelessness to her. 

Still, Celaena wondered how it was possible not to be sweltering to

death inside all that armor. 

The Master clapped Celaena on the shoulder and beckoned to the

girl  to  come  forward.  Not  to  attack—a  friendly  invitation.  The  girl’s

armor clinked as it moved, but her boots were near-silent. 

The  Master  used  his  hands  to  form  a  series  of  motions  between

the girl and Celaena. The girl bowed low, then gave her that wicked

grin again. “I’m Ansel,” she said, her voice bright, amused. She had

a  barely  perceptible  lilt  to  her  accent  that  Celaena  couldn’t  place. 

“Looks  like  we’re  sharing  a  room  while  you’re  here.”  The  Master

gestured  again,  his  calloused,  scarred  fingers  creating  rudimentary

gestures  that  Ansel  could  somehow  decipher.  “Say,  how  long  will

that be, actually?” 
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Celaena fought her frown. “One month.” She inclined her head to

the Master. “If you allow me to stay that long.” 

With the month that it took to get here, and the month it would take

to get home, she’d be away from Rifthold three months before she

returned. 

The Master merely nodded and walked back to the cushions atop

the  dais.  “That  means  you  can  stay,”  Ansel  whispered,  and  then

touched Celaena’s shoulder with an armor-clad hand. Apparently not

all the assassins here were under a vow of silence—or had a sense

of personal space. “You’ll start training tomorrow,” Ansel went on. “At

dawn.” 

The Master sank onto the cushions, and Celaena almost sagged

with relief. Arobynn had made her think that convincing him to train

her  would  be  nearly  impossible.  Fool.  Pack  her  off  to  the  desert  to

suffer, would he! 

“Thank you,” Celaena said to the Master, keenly aware of the eyes

watching her in the hall as she bowed again. He waved her away. 

“Come,”  Ansel  said,  her  hair  shimmering  in  a  ray  of  sunlight.  “I

suppose  you’ll  want  a  bath  before  you  do  anything  else.  I  certainly

would,  if  I  were  you.”  Ansel  gave  her  a  smile  that  stretched  the

splattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks. 

Celaena  glanced  sidelong  at  the  girl  and  her  ornate  armor,  and

followed  her  from  the  room.  “That’s  the  best  thing  I’ve  heard  in

weeks,” she said. 

Alone with Ansel as they strode through the halls, Celaena keenly

felt the absence of the long daggers usually sheathed in her belt. But

they’d been taken from her at the gate, along with her sword and her

pack.  She  let  her  hands  dangle  at  her  sides,  ready  to  react  to  the

slightest  movement  from  her  guide.  Whether  or  not  Ansel  noticed

Celaena’s  readiness  to  fight,  the  girl  swung  her  arms  casually,  her

armor clanking with the movement. 

Her roommate. That was an unfortunate surprise. Sharing a room

with  Sam  for  a  few  nights  was  one  thing.  But  a  month  with  a

complete  stranger?  Celaena  studied  Ansel  out  of  the  corner  of  her

eye.  She  was  slightly  taller,  but  Celaena  couldn’t  see  much  else about her, thanks to the armor. She’d never spent much time around

other girls, save the courtesans that Arobynn invited to the Keep for

parties or took to the theater, and most of them were not the sort of

person  that  Celaena  cared  to  know.  There  were  no  other  female

assassins in Arobynn’s guild. But here … in addition to Ansel, there

had been just as many women as men. In the Keep, there was no

mistaking  who  she  was.  Here,  she  was  only  another  face  in  the

crowd. 

For  all  she  knew,  Ansel  might  be  better  than  her.  The  thought

didn’t sit well. 

“So,” Ansel said, her brows rising. “Celaena Sardothien.” 

“Yes?” 

Ansel shrugged—or at least shrugged as well as she could, given

the armor. “I thought you’d be … more dramatic.” 

“Sorry to disappoint,” Celaena said, not sounding very sorry at all. 

Ansel  steered  them  up  a  short  staircase,  then  down  a  long  hall. 

Children popped in and out of the rooms along the passage, buckets

and brooms and mops in hand. The youngest looked about eight, the

eldest about twelve. 

“Acolytes,”  Ansel  said  in  response  to  Celaena’s  silent  question. 

“Cleaning  the  rooms  of  the  older  assassins  is  part  of  their  training. 

Teaches  them  responsibility  and  humility.  Or  something  like  that.” 

Ansel winked at a child who gaped up at her as she passed. Indeed, 

several  of  the  children  stared  after  Ansel,  their  eyes  wide  with

wonder  and  respect;  Ansel  must  be  well  regarded,  then.  None  of

them bothered to look at Celaena. She raised her chin. 

“And  how  old  were  you  when  you  came  here?”  The  more  she

knew the better. 

“I  had  barely  turned  thirteen,”  Ansel  said.  “So  I  narrowly  missed

having to do the drudgery work.” 

“And how old are you now?” 

“Trying to get a read on me, are you?” 

Celaena kept her face blank. 

“I just turned eighteen. You look about my age, too.” 

Celaena nodded. She certainly didn’t have to yield any information

about herself. Even though Arobynn had ordered her not to hide her

identity here, that didn’t mean she had to give away details. And at

least  Celaena  had  started  her  training  at  eight;  she  had  several

years on Ansel. That had to count for something. “Has training with

the Master been effective?” 

Ansel gave her a rueful smile. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been here for

five  years,  and  he’s  still  refused  to  train  me  personally.  Not  that  I

care. I’d say I’m pretty damn good with or without his expertise.” 

Well,  that  was  certainly  odd.  How  had  she  gone  so  long  without

working  with  the  Master?  Though,  many  of  Arobynn’s  assassins

never received private lessons with him, either. “Where are you from, 

originally?” Celaena asked. 

“The  Flatlands.”  The  Flatlands  …  Where  in  hell  were  the

Flatlands? Ansel answered for her. “Along the coast of the Western

Wastes—formerly known as the Witch Kingdom.” 

The  Wastes  were  certainly  familiar.  But  she’d  never  heard  of  the

Flatlands. 

“My father,” Ansel went on, “is Lord of Briarcliff. He sent me here

for  training,  so  I  might  ‘make  myself  useful.’  But  I  don’t  think  five

hundred years would be enough to teach me that.” 

Despite  herself,  Celaena  chuckled.  She  stole  another  glance  at

Ansel’s armor. “Don’t you get hot in all that armor?” 

“Of course,” Ansel said, tossing her shoulder-length hair. “But you

have  to  admit  it’s  rather  striking.  And  very  well  suited  for  strutting

about  a  fortress  full  of  assassins.  How  else  am  I  to  distinguish

myself?” 

“Where  did  you  get  it  from?”  Not  that  she  might  want  some  for

herself; she had no use for armor like that. 

“Oh, I had it made for me.” So—Ansel had money, then. Plenty of

it, if she could throw it away on armor. “But the sword”—Ansel patted

the wolf-shaped hilt at her side—“belongs to my father. His gift to me

when I left. I figured I’d have the armor match it—wolves are a family

symbol.” 

They entered an open walkway, the heat of the midafternoon sun

slamming into them with full force. Yet Ansel’s face remained jovial, 

and if the armor did indeed make her uncomfortable, she didn’t show

it.  Ansel  looked  her  up  and  down.  “How  many  people  have  you

killed?” 

Celaena  almost  choked,  but  kept  her  chin  high.  “I  don’t  see  how

that is any of your concern.” 

Ansel  chuckled.  “I  suppose  it’d  be  easy  enough  to  find  out;  you

must  leave   some  indication  if  you’re  so  notorious.”  Actually,  it  was

Arobynn who usually saw to it that word got out through the proper

channels.  She  left  very  little  behind  once  her  job  was  finished. 

Leaving a sign felt somewhat … cheap. “I’d want  everyone to know

that I’d done it,” Ansel added. 

Well, Celaena  did want everyone to know that she was the best, 

but something about the way Ansel said it seemed different from her

own reasoning. 

“So,  which  of  you  looks  worse?”  Ansel  asked  suddenly.  “You,  or

the person who gave those to you?” Celaena knew that she meant

the fading bruises and cuts on her face. 

Her stomach tightened. It was getting to be a familiar feeling. 

“Me,” Celaena said quietly. 

She didn’t know why she admitted it. Bravado might have been the

better  option.  But  she  was  tired,  and  suddenly  so  heavy  with  the

weight of that memory. 

“Did your master do that to you?” Ansel asked. This time, Celaena

stayed silent, and Ansel didn’t push her. 

At the other end of the walkway, they took a spiral stone staircase

down into an empty courtyard where benches and little tables stood

in  the  shade  of  the  towering  date  trees.  Someone  had  left  a  book

lying atop one of the wooden tables, and as they passed by, Celaena

glimpsed the cover. The title was in a scrawling, strange script that

she didn’t recognize. 

If  she’d  been  alone,  she  might  have  paused  to  flip  through  the

book,  just  to  see  words  printed  in  a  language  so  different  from

anything she knew, but Ansel continued on toward a pair of carved

wooden doors. 

“The  baths.  It’s  one  of  the  places  here  where  silence  is  actually

enforced, so try to keep quiet. Don’t splash too much, either. Some
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of  the  older  assassins  can  get  cranky  about  even  that.”  Ansel

pushed one of the doors open. “Take your time. I’ll see to it that your

things are brought to our room. When you’re done, ask an acolyte to

take  you  there.  Dinner  isn’t  for  a  few  hours;  I’ll  come  by  the  room

then.” 

Celaena  gave  her  a  long  look.  The  idea  of  Ansel—or  anyone—

handling  the  weapons  and  gear  she’d  left  at  the  gate  wasn’t

appealing. Not that she had anything to hide—though she did cringe

inwardly at the thought of the guards pawing at her undergarments

as  they  searched  her  bag.  Her  taste  for  very  expensive  and  very

delicate underwear wouldn’t do much for her reputation. 

But  she  was  here  at  their  mercy,  and  her  letter  of  approval

depended on her good behavior. And good attitude. 

So  Celaena  merely  said  “Thank  you,”  before  striding  past  Ansel

and into the herb-scented air beyond the doors. 

While  the  fortress  had  communal  baths,  they  were  thankfully

separated between men and women, and at that point in the day, the

women’s baths were empty. 

Hidden by towering palms and date trees sagging with the weight

of  their  fruit,  the  baths  were  made  from  the  same  sea  green  and

cobalt tiles that had formed the mosaic in the Master’s chamber, kept

cool by white awnings jutting out from the walls of the building. There

were  multiple  large  pools—some  steamed,  some  bubbled,  some

steamed  and bubbled—but the one Celaena slipped into was utterly

calm and clear and cold. 

Celaena  stifled  a  groan  as  she  submerged  herself  and  stayed

under until her lungs ached. While modesty was a trait she’d learned

to live without, she still kept herself low in the water. Of course, it had

nothing to do with the fact that her ribs and arms were peppered with

fading bruises, and that the sight of them made her sick. Sometimes

it was sick with anger; other times it was with sorrow. Often, it was

both. She wanted to go back to Rifthold—to see what had happened

to  Sam,  to  resume  the  life  that  had  splintered  in  a  few  agonizing

minutes. But she also dreaded it. 
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At  least,  here  at  the  edge  of  the  world,  that  night—and  all  of

Rifthold and the people it contained—seemed very far away. 

She stayed in the pool until her hands turned uncomfortably pruny. 

Ansel wasn’t in their tiny, rectangular room when Celaena arrived, 

though  someone  had  unpacked  Celaena’s  belongings.  Aside  from

her sword and daggers, some undergarments, and a few tunics, she

hadn’t  brought  much—and  hadn’t  bothered  to  bring  her  finer

clothing.  Which  she  was  grateful  for,  now  that  she’d  seen  how

quickly the sand had worn through the bulky clothes the nomad had

made her wear. 

There  were  two  narrow  beds,  and  it  took  her  a  moment  to  figure

out which was Ansel’s. The red stone wall behind it was bare. Aside

from  the  small  iron  wolf  figurine  on  the  bedside  table,  and  a

humansized dummy that must be used to store Ansel’s extraordinary

armor, Celaena would have had no idea that she was sharing a room

with anyone. 

Peeking  through  Ansel’s  chest  of  drawers  was  equally  futile. 

Burgundy  tunics  and  black  pants,  all  neatly  folded.  The  only  things

that offset the monotony were several white tunics—garb that many

of the men and women had been wearing. Even the undergarments

were  plain—and  folded.  Who  folded  their  undergarments?  Celaena

thought of her enormous closet back home, exploding with color and

different  fabrics  and  patterns,  all  tossed  together.  Her

undergarments, while expensive, usually wound up in a heap in their

drawer. 

Sam  probably  folded  his  undergarments.  Though,  depending  on

how much of him Arobynn had left intact, he might not even be able

to now. Arobynn would never permanently maim  her, but Sam might

have fared worse. Sam had always been the expendable one. 

She  shoved  the  thought  away  and  nestled  farther  into  the  bed. 

Through  the  small  window,  the  silence  of  the  fortress  lulled  her  to

sleep. 

 She’d  never  seen  Arobynn  so  angry,  and  it  was  scaring  the  hell out of her. He didn’t yell, and he didn’t curse—he just went very still

 and  very  quiet.  The  only  signs  of  his  rage  were  his  silver  eyes, 

 glittering with a deadly calm. 

 She  tried  not  to  flinch  in  her  chair  as  he  stood  from  the  giant

 wooden  desk.  Sam,  seated  beside  her,  sucked  in  a  breath.  She

 couldn’t  speak;  if  she  started  talking,  her  trembling  voice  would

 betray her. She couldn’t endure that kind of humiliation. 

 “Do you know how much money you’ve cost me?” Arobynn asked

 her softly. 

 Celaena’spalms began sweating. It was worth it,  she told herself. 

 Freeing those two hundred slaves was worth it. No matter what was

 about to happen, she’d never regret doing it. 

 “It’s  not  her  fault,”  Sam  cut  in,  and  she  flashed  him  a  warning

 glare. “We both thought it was—” 

 “Don’t lie to me, Sam Cortland,” Arobynn growled. “The only way

you  became involved in this was because she decided to do it—and

 it was either let her die trying, or help her.” 

 Sam opened his mouth to object, but Arobynn silenced him with a

 sharp  whistle  through  his  teeth.  His  office  doors  opened.  Wesley, 

 Arobynn’s bodyguard, peered in. Arobynn kept his eyes on Celaena

 as he said, “Get Tern, Mullin, and Harding.” 

 This  wasn’t  a  good  sign.  She  kept  her  face  neutral,  though,  as

 Arobynn continued watching her. Neither she nor Sam dared speak

 in the long minutes that passed. She tried not to shake. 

 At  last,  the  three  assassins—all  men,  all  cut  from  muscle  and

 armed to the teeth, filed in. “Shut the door,” Arobynn said to Harding, 

 the last one to enter. Then he told the others, “Hold him.” 

 Instantly, Sam was dragged out of his chair, his arms pinned back

 by  Tern  and  Mullin.  Harding  took  a  step  in  front  of  them,  his  fist

 flexing. 

 “No,”  Celaena  breathed  as  she  met  Sam’s  wide-eyed  stare. 

 Arobynn wouldn’t be that cruel—he wouldn’t make her watch as he

 hurt Sam. Something tight and aching built in her throat. 

 But Celaena kept her head high, even as Arobynn said quietly to

 her,  “You  are  not  going  to  enjoy  this.  You  will  not  forget  this.  And  I

 don’t want you to.” 

 She whipped her head back to Sam, a plea for Harding not to hurt

 him on her lips. 

 She sensed the blow only a heartbeat before Arobynn struck her. 

 She toppled out of her chair and didn’t have time to raise herself

 properly before Arobynn grabbed her by the collar and swung again, 

 his  fist  connecting  with  her  cheek.  Light  and  darkness  reeled. 

 Another blow, hard enough that she felt the warmth of her blood on

 her face before she felt the pain. 

 Sam began screaming something. But Arobynn hit her again. She

 tasted blood, yet she didn’t fight back, didn’t dare to. Sam struggled

 against  Tern  and  Mullin.  They  held  him  firm,  Harding  putting  a

 warning arm in front of Sam to block his path. 

 Arobynn  hit  her—her  ribs,  her  jaw,  her  gut.  And  her  face.  Again

 and again and again. Careful blows—blows meant to inflict as much

 pain  as  possible  without  doing  permanent  damage.  And  Sam  kept

 roaring, shouting words she couldn’t quite hear over the agony. 

 The last thing she remembered was a pang of guilt at the sight of

 her  blood  staining  Arobynn’s  exquisite  red  carpet.  And  then

 darkness,  blissful  darkness,  full  of  relief  that  she  hadn’t  seen  him

 hurt Sam. 

CHAPTER

3

Celaena  dressed  in  the  nicest  tunic  she’d  brought—which  wasn’t

really  anything  to  admire,  but  the  midnight  blue  and  gold   did  bring

out the turquoise hues in her eyes. She went so far as to apply some

cosmetics to her eyes, but opted to avoid putting anything on the rest

of  her  face.  Even  though  the  sun  had  set,  the  heat  remained. 

Anything she put on her skin would likely slide right off. 

Ansel made good on her promise to retrieve her before dinner and

pestered Celaena with questions about her journey during the walk

to  the  dining  hall.  As  they  walked,  there  were  some  areas  where

Ansel talked normally, others where she kept her voice at a whisper, 

and others where she signaled not to speak at all. Celaena couldn’t

tell why certain rooms demanded utter silence and others did not—

they  all  seemed  the  same.  Still  exhausted  despite  her  nap,  and

unsure when she could speak, Celaena kept her answers brief. She

wouldn’t have minded missing dinner and just sleeping all night. 

Staying alert as they entered the hall was an effort of will. Yet even

with her exhaustion, she instinctively scanned the room. There were

three  exits—the  giant  doors  through  which  they  entered,  and  two

servants’ doors on either end. The hall was packed wall-to-wall with

long wooden tables and benches full of people. At least seventy of

them  in  total.  None  of  them  looked  at  Celaena  as  Ansel  ambled

toward a table near the front of the room. If they knew who she was, 

they certainly didn’t care. She tried not to scowl. 

Ansel slid into place at a table and patted the empty spot on the

bench beside her. The nearest assassins looked up from their meal

—some had been talking quietly and others were silent—as Celaena

stood before them. 

Ansel  waved  a  hand  in  Celaena’s  direction.  “Celaena,  this  is

everyone.  Everyone,  this  is  Celaena.  Though  I’m  sure  you  gossips

know  everything  about  her  already.”  She  spoke  softly,  and  even

though some assassins in the hall were talking, they seemed to hear

her just fine. Even the clank of their utensils seemed hushed. 

Celaena scanned the faces of those around her; they all seemed

to  be  watching  her  with  benign,  if  not  amused,  curiosity.  Carefully, 

too aware of each of her movements, Celaena sat on the bench and

surveyed  the  table.  Platters  of  grilled,  fragrant  meats;  bowls  full  of

spherical, spiced grains; fruits and dates; and pitcher after pitcher of

water. 

Ansel  helped  herself,  her  armor  glinting  in  the  light  of  the  ornate

glass  lanterns  dangling  from  the  ceiling,  and  then  piled  the  same

food  on  Celaena’s  plate.  “Just  start  eating,”  she  whispered.  “It  all

tastes  good,  and  none  of  it  is  poisoned.”  To  emphasize  her  point, 

Ansel  popped  a  cube  of  charred  lamb  into  her  mouth  and  chewed. 

“See?” she said between bites. “Lord Berick might want to kill us, but

he knows better than to try to get rid of us through poisons. We’re far

too  skilled  to  fall  for  that  sort  of  thing.  Aren’t  we?”  The  assassins

around her grinned. 

“Lord Berick?” Celaena asked, now staring at her plate and all the

food on it. 

Ansel  made  a  face,  gobbling  down  some  saffron-colored  grains. 

“Our local villain. Or I suppose we’re  his local villains, depending on

who is telling the story.” 

“He’s the villain,” said a curly-haired, dark-eyed man across from

Ansel. He was handsome in a way, but had a smile far too much like

Captain  Rolfe’s  for  Celaena’s  liking.  He  couldn’t  have  been  older

than twenty-five. “No matter  who is telling the story.” 

“Well,  you are ruining  my story, Mikhail,” Ansel said, but grinned at

him. He tossed a grape at Ansel, and she caught it in her mouth with

ease.  Celaena  still  didn’t  touch  her  food.  “Anyway,”  Ansel  said, 

dumping more food onto Celaena’s plate, “Lord Berick rules over the

city of Xandria, and  claims that he rules this part of the desert, too. 

Of course, we don’t quite agree with that, but … To shorten a long

and frightfully dull story, Lord Berick has wanted us all dead for years

and years. The King of Adarlan set an embargo on the Red Desert

after  Lord  Berick  failed  to  send  troops  into  Eyllwe  to  crush  some rebellion, and Berick has been dying to get back in the king’s good

graces ever since. He somehow got it into his thick skull that killing

all of us—and sending the head of the Mute Master to Adarlan on a

silver platter—would do the trick.” 

Ansel took another bite of meat and went on. “So, every now and

then, he tries some tactic or other: sending asps in baskets, sending

soldiers posing as our beloved foreign dignitaries”—she pointed to a

table at the end of the hall, where the people were dressed in exotic

clothing—“sending troops in the dead of night to fire flaming arrows

at us … Why, two days ago, we caught some of his soldiers trying to

dig a tunnel beneath our walls. Ill-conceived plan from the start.” 

Across  the  table,  Mikhail  chuckled.  “Nothing’s  worked  yet,”  he

said.  Hearing  the  noise  of  their  conversation,  an  assassin  at  a

nearby  table  pivoted  to  raise  a  finger  to  her  lips,  shushing  them. 

Mikhail  gave  them  an  apologetic  shrug.  The  dining  hall,  Celaena

gleaned,  must  be  a  silence-is-requested-but-not-required  sort  of

place. 

Ansel  poured  a  glass  of  water  for  Celaena,  then  one  for  herself, 

and spoke more quietly. “I suppose that’s the problem with attacking

an  impenetrable  fortress  full  of  skilled  warriors:  you  have  to  be

smarter than us. Though … Berick is almost brutal enough to make

up for it. The assassins that have fallen into his hands came back in

pieces.” She shook her head. “He enjoys being cruel.” 

“And  Ansel  knows  that  firsthand,”  Mikhail  chimed  in,  though  his

voice  was  little  more  than  a  murmur.  “She’s  had  the  pleasure  of

meeting him.” 

Celaena raised a brow, and Ansel made a face. “Only because I’m

the  most  charming  of  you  lot.  The  Master  sometimes  sends  me  to

Xandria to meet with Berick—to try to negotiate some sort of accord

between us. Thankfully, he still won’t dare violate the terms of parlay, 

but … one of these days, I’ll pay for my courier duties with my hide.” 

Mikhail rolled his eyes at Celaena. “She likes to be dramatic.” 

“That I do.” 

Celaena gave them both a weak smile. It had been a few minutes, 

and Ansel certainly wasn’t dead. She bit into a piece of meat, nearly

moaned  at  the  array  of  tangy-smoky  spices,  and  set  about  eating. 

Ansel and Mikhail began chattering to each other, and Celaena took

the opportunity to glance down the table. 

Outside  of  the  markets  in  Rifthold  and  the  slave  ships  at  Skull’s

Bay,  she’d  never  seen  such  a  mix  of  different  kingdoms  and

continents. And though most of the people here were trained killers, 

there was an air of peace and contentment—of joy, even. She flicked

her eyes to the table of foreign dignitaries that Ansel had pointed out. 

Men  and  women,  hunched  over  their  food,  whispered  with  one

another and occasionally watched the assassins in the room. 

“Ah,” Ansel said quietly. “They’re just squabbling over which of us

they want to make a bid for.” 

“Bid?” 

Mikhail leaned forward to see the ambassadors through the crowd. 

“They  come  here  from  foreign  courts  to  offer  us  positions.  They

make  offers  for  the  assassins  that  most  impress  them—sometimes

for one mission, other times for a lifelong contract. Any of us are free

to go, if we wish. But not all of us want to leave.” 

“And you two …?” 

“Ach, no,” Ansel said. “My father would wallop me from here to the

ends of the earth if I bound myself to a foreign court. He’d say it’s a

form of prostitution.” 

Mikhail laughed under his breath. “Personally, I like it here. When I

want to leave, I’ll let the Master know I’m available. But until then …” 

He glanced at Ansel, and Celaena could have sworn the girl’s face

flushed slightly. “Until then, I’ve got my reasons to stay.” 

Celaena asked, “What courts do the dignitaries hail from?” 

“None  in  Adarlan’s  grip,  if  that’s  what  you’re  asking.”  Mikhail

scratched the day’s worth of stubble on his face. “Our Master knows

well enough that everything from Eyllwe to Terrasen is  your Master’s

territory.” 

“It  certainly  is.”  She  didn’t  know  why  she  said  it.  Given  what

Arobynn had done to her, she hardly felt defensive of the assassins

in Adarlan’s empire. But … but to see all these assassins gathered

here,  so  much  collective  power  and  knowledge,  and  to  know  that

they wouldn’t dare intrude on Arobynn’s—on  her—territory …

Celaena went on eating in silence as Ansel and Mikhail and a few

others  around  them  talked  quietly.  Vows  of  silence,  Ansel  had

explained  earlier,  were  taken  for  as  long  as  each  person  saw  fit. 

Some  spent  weeks  in  silence;  others,  years.  Ansel  claimed  she’d

once  sworn  to  be  silent  for  a  month,  and  had  only  lasted  two  days

before she gave up. She liked talking too much. Celaena didn’t have

any trouble believing that. 

A  few  of  the  people  around  them  were  pantomiming.  Though  it

often took them a few tries to discern the vague gestures, it seemed

like Ansel and Mikhail could interpret the movements of their hands. 

Celaena  felt  someone’s  attention  on  her,  and  tried  not  to  blink

when she noticed a dark-haired, handsome young man watching her

from  a  few  seats  down.  Stealing  glances  at  her  was  more  like  it, 

since  his  sea-green  eyes  kept  darting  to  her  face,  then  back  to  his

companions. He didn’t open his mouth once, but pantomimed to his

friends. Another silent one. 

Their  eyes  met,  and  his  tan  face  spread  into  a  smile,  revealing

dazzlingly white teeth. Well, he was certainly desirable—as desirable

as Sam, maybe. 

Sam—when had she ever thought of him as  desirable?  He’d laugh

until he died if he ever knew she thought of him like that. 

The young man inclined his head slightly in greeting, then turned

back to his friends. 

“That’s Ilias,” Ansel whispered, leaning closer than Celaena would

like.  Didn’t  she  have  any  sense  of  personal  space?  “The  Master’s

son.” 

That explained the sea-green eyes. Though the Master had an air

of holiness, he must not be celibate. 

“I’m  surprised  you  caught  Ilias’s  eye,”  Ansel  teased,  keeping  her

voice low enough for only Celaena and Mikhail to hear. “He’s usually

too  focused  on  his  training  and  meditating  to  notice  anyone—even

pretty girls.” 

Celaena raised her brows, biting back a reply that she didn’t want

to know  any of this. 

“I’ve known him for years, and he’s never been anything but aloof

with me,” Ansel continued. “But maybe he has a thing for blondes.” 

Mikhail snorted. 

“I’m not here for anything like that,” Celaena said. 

“And I bet you have a flock of suitors back home, anyway.” 

“I certainly do not.” 

Ansel’s mouth popped open. “You’re lying.” 

Celaena took a long, long sip of water. It was flavored with slices

of lemon—and was unbelievably delicious. “No, I’m not.” 

Ansel  gave  her  a  quizzical  look,  then  fell  back  into  conversation

with Mikhail. Celaena pushed around the food on her plate. It wasn’t

that  she  wasn’t  romantic.  She’d  been  infatuated  with  a  few  men

before—from  Archer,  the  young  male  courtesan  who’d  trained  with

them  for  a  few  months  when  she  was  thirteen,  to  Ben,  Arobynn’s

now-deceased  Second,  back  when  she  was  too  young  to  really

understand the impossibility of such a thing. 

She  dared  another  look  at  Ilias,  who  was  laughing  silently  at

something one of his companions had said. It was flattering that he

even  considered  her  worthy  of  second  thought;  she’d  avoided

looking in the mirror in the month since that night with Arobynn, only

checking to ensure nothing was broken or out of place. 

“So,” Mikhail said, shattering her thoughts as he pointed a fork at

her, “when your master beat the living daylights out of you, did you

actually deserve it?” 

Ansel shot him a dark look, and Celaena straightened. Even Ilias

was  now  listening,  his  lovely  eyes  fixed  on  her  face.  But  Celaena

stared  right  at  Mikhail.  “I  suppose  it  depends  on  who  is  telling  the

story.” 

Ansel chuckled. 

“If  Arobynn  Hamel  is  telling  the  story,  then  yes,  I  suppose  I  did

deserve it. I cost him a good deal of money—a kingdom’s worth of

riches, probably. I was disobedient and disrespectful, and completely

remorseless about what I did.” 

She didn’t break her stare, and Mikhail’s smile faltered. 

“But if the two hundred slaves that I freed are telling the story, then

no, I suppose I didn’t deserve it.” 

None  of  them  were  smiling  anymore.  “Holy  gods,”  Ansel

whispered. True silence fell over their table for a few heartbeats. 
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Celaena resumed eating. She didn’t feel like talking to them after

that. 

Under  the  shade  of  the  date  trees  that  separated  the  oasis  from

the  sand,  Celaena  stared  out  at  the  expanse  of  desert  stretching

before  them.  “Say  that  again,”  she  said  flatly  to  Ansel.  After  the

hushed dinner last night and the utterly silent fortress walkways that

had brought them here, speaking normally grated on her ears. 

But  Ansel,  who  was  wearing  a  white  tunic  and  pants,  and  boots

wrapped  in  camel  pelts,  just  grinned  and  fastened  her  white  scarf

around  her  red  hair.  “It’s  a  three-mile  run  to  the  next  oasis.”  Ansel

handed  Celaena  the  two  wooden  buckets  she’d  brought  with  her. 

“These are for you.” 

Celaena  raised  her  brows.  “I  thought  I  was  going  to  be  training

with the Master.” 

“Oh, no. Not today,” Ansel said, picking up two buckets of her own. 

“When he said ‘training’ he meant this. You might be able to wallop

four of our men, but you still smell like the northern wind. Once you

start reeking like the Red Desert, then he’ll bother to train you.” 

“That’s  ridiculous.  Where  is  he?”  She  looked  toward  the  fortress

towering behind them. 

“Oh,  you  won’t  find  him.  Not  until  you  prove  yourself.  Show  that

you’re willing to leave behind all that you know and all that you were. 

Make him think you’re worth his time. Then he’ll train you. At least, 

that’s  what  I’ve  been  told.”  Ansel’s  mahogany  eyes  gleamed  with

amusement.  “Do  you  know  how  many  of  us  have  begged  and

groveled to just have  one lesson with him? He picks and chooses as

he sees fit. One morning, he might approach an acolyte. The next, it

might  be  someone  like  Mikhail.  I’m  still  waiting  for   my  turn.  I  don’t think even Ilias knows the method behind his father’s decisions.” 

This  wasn’t  at  all  what  Celaena  had  planned.  “But  I  need  him  to

write me a letter of approval. I  need him to train me. I’m  here so he

can train me—” 

Ansel shrugged. “So are we all. If I were you, though, I’d suggest

training  with  me  until  he  decides  that  you’re  worth  it.  If  anything,  I

can  get  you  into  the  rhythm  of  things.  Make  it  seem  more  like  you care  about  us,  and  less  like  you’re  here  just  for  that  letter  of

approval. Not that we  all don’t have our own secret agenda.” Ansel

winked,  and  Celaena  frowned.  Panicking  now  wouldn’t  do  her  any

good.  She  needed  time  to  come  up  with  a  logical  plan  of  action. 

She’d try to speak to the Master later. Perhaps he hadn’t understood

her yesterday. But for now … she’d tag along after Ansel for the day. 

The  Master  had  been  at  dinner  the  night  before;  if  she  needed  to, 

she could corner him in the dining hall tonight. 

When  Celaena  didn’t  object  further,  Ansel  held  up  a  bucket.  “So

this  bucket  is  for  your  journey  back  from  the  oasis—you’ll  need  it. 

And this one”—she held up the other—“is just to make the trip hell.” 

“Why?” 

Ansel  hooked  the  buckets  into  the  yoke  across  her  shoulders. 

“Because  if  you  can  run  three  miles  across  the  dunes  of  the  Red

Desert, then three miles back, you can do almost anything.” 

“Run?”  Celaena’s  throat  dried  up  at  the  thought  of  it.  All  around

them,  assassins—mostly  the  children,  plus  a  few  others  a  bit  older

than her—began running for the dunes, their buckets clacking along. 

“Don’t  tell  me  the  infamous  Celaena  Sardothien  can’t  run  three

miles!” 

“If  you’ve  been  here  for  so  many  years,  doesn’t  the  three  miles

seem like nothing now?” 

Ansel  rolled  her  neck  like  a  cat  stretching  out  in  the  sun.  “Of

course it does. But the running keeps me in shape. You think I was

just  born with these legs?” Celaena ground her teeth as Ansel gave

her a fiendish grin. She’d never met anyone who smiled and winked

so much. 

Ansel  began  jogging,  leaving  the  shade  of  the  date  trees

overhead,  kicking  up  a  wave  of  red  sand  behind  her.  She  glanced

over  her  shoulder.  “If  you  walk,  it’ll  take  all  day!  And  then  you’ll

certainly  never  impress  anyone!”  Ansel  pulled  her  scarf  over  her

nose and mouth and took off at a gallop. 

Taking  a  deep  breath,  cursing  Arobynn  to  Hell,  Celaena  hooked

the buckets onto the yoke and ran. 

If  it  had  been  three  flat  miles,  even  three  miles  up  grassy  knolls, she  might  have  made  it.  But  the  dunes  were  enormous  and

unwieldy,  and  Celaena  made  it  one  measly  mile  before  she  had  to

slow to a walk, her lungs near to combusting. It was easy enough to

find the way—the dozens of footprints from the people racing ahead

showed her where she needed to go. 

She  ran  when  she  could  and  walked  when  she  couldn’t,  but  the

sun  rose  higher  and  higher,  toward  that  dangerous  noontime  peak. 

Up  one  hill,  down  the  other.  One  foot  in  front  of  the  next.  Bright

flashes flitted across her vision, and her head pounded. 

The red sand shimmered, and she draped her arms over the yoke. 

Her  lips  became  filmy,  cracking  in  places,  and  her  tongue  turned

leaden in her mouth. 

Each  step  made  her  head  throb,  and  the  sun  rose  higher  and

higher …

 One more dune. Just one more dune. 

But many more dunes later, she was still trudging along, following

the smattering of footprints in the sand. Had she somehow tracked

the  wrong group? 

Even as she thought it, assassins appeared atop the dune before

her,  already  running  back  to  the  fortress,  their  buckets  heavy  with

water. 

She  kept  her  head  high  as  they  passed  and  didn’t  look  any  of

them in the face. Most of them didn’t bother looking at her, though a

few  spared  her  a  mortifyingly  pitying  glance.  Their  clothes  were

sodden. 

She  crested  a  dune  so  steep  she  had  to  use  one  hand  to  brace

herself,  and  just  when  she  was  about  to  sink  to  her  knees  atop  it, 

she heard splashing. 

A  small  oasis,  mostly  a  ring  of  trees  and  a  giant  pool  fed  by  a

shimmering stream, was barely an eighth of a mile away. 

She was Adarlan’s Assassin—at least she’d  made it here. 

In the shallows of the pool, many disciples splashed or bathed or

sat,  cooling  themselves.  No  one  spoke—and  hardly  anyone

gestured. Another of the absolutely silent places, then. She spotted

Ansel with her feet in the water, tossing dates into her mouth. None
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of  the  others  paid  Celaena  any  heed.  And  for  once,  she  was  glad. 

Perhaps she should have found a way to defy Arobynn’s order and

come here under an alias. 

Ansel waved her over. If she gave her one look that hinted at her

being so slow …

But Ansel merely held up a date, offering it to her. 

Celaena, trying to control her panting, didn’t bother taking the date

as  she  strode  into  the  cool  water  until  she  was  completely

submerged. 

Celaena drank an entire bucket before she was even halfway back

to the fortress, and by the time she reached the sandstone complex

and its glorious shade, she’d consumed all of the second. 

At dinner, Ansel didn’t mention that it’d taken Celaena a long, long

while to return. Celaena had had to wait in the shade of the palms

until later in the afternoon to leave—and wound up walking the whole

way back. She’d reached the fortress near dusk. A whole day spent

“running.” 

“Don’t  look  so  glum,”  Ansel  whispered,  taking  a  forkful  of  those

delightful  spiced  grains.  She  was  wearing  her  armor  again.  “You

know what happened my first day out there?” 

Some  of  the  assassins  seated  at  the  long  table  gave  knowing

grins. 

Ansel  swallowed  and  braced  her  arms  on  the  table.  Even  the

gauntlets  of  her  armor  were  delicately  engraved  with  a  wolf  motif. 

“My  first  run,  I  collapsed.  Mile  two.  Completely  unconscious.  Ilias

found  me  on  his  way  back  and  carried  me  here.  In  his  arms  and

everything.” Ilias’s eyes met with Celaena’s, and he smiled at her. “If

I  hadn’t  been  about  to  die,  I  would  have  been  swooning,”  Ansel

finished and the others grinned, some of them laughing silently. 

Celaena blushed, suddenly too aware of Ilias’s attention, and took

a sip from her cup of lemon water. As the meal wore on, her blush

remained as Ilias continued flicking his eyes toward her. 

She  tried  not  to  preen  too  much.  But  then  she  remembered  how

miserably  she’d  performed  today—how  she  hadn’t  even  gotten  a

chance to train—and the swagger died a bit. 

She  kept  an  eye  on  the  Master,  who  dined  at  the  center  of  the

room, safely ensconced within rows of his deadly assassins. He sat

at a table of acolytes, whose eyes were so wide that Celaena could

only assume his presence at their table was an unexpected surprise. 

She waited and waited for him to stand, and when he did, Celaena

made  her  best  attempt  to  look  casual  as  she,  too,  stood  and  bid

everyone  good  night.  As  she  turned  away,  she  noticed  that  Mikhail

took Ansel’s hand and held it in the shadows beneath the table. 

The Master was just leaving the hall when she caught up to him. 

With everyone still eating, the torch-lit halls were empty. She took a

loud step, unsure if he’d appreciate if she tried being mute, and how, 

exactly, to address him. 

The  Master  paused,  his  white  clothes  rustling  around  him.  He

offered  her  a  little  smile.  Up  close,  she  could  certainly  see  his

resemblance  to  his  son.  There  was  a  pale  line  around  one  of  his

fingers—perhaps  where  a  wedding  ring  had  once  been.  Who  was

Ilias’s mother? 

Of course, it wasn’t at all the time for questions like that. Ansel had

told her to try to impress him—to make him think she  wanted to be

here.  Perhaps  silence  would  work.  But  how  to  communicate  what

needed to be said? She gave him her best smile, even though her

heart raced, and began making a series of motions, mostly just her

best  impression  of  running  with  the  yoke,  and  a  lot  of  shaking  her

head and frowning that she hoped he’d take to mean “I came here to

train with  you, not with the others.” 

The  Master  nodded,  as  if  he  already  knew.  Celaena  swallowed, 

her  mouth  still  tasting  of  those  spices  they  used  to  season  their

meat. She gestured between the two of them several times, taking a

step closer to indicate her wanting to work  only with him. She might

have  been  more  aggressive  with  her  motions,  might  have  really  let

her  temper  and  exhaustion  get  the  better  of  her,  but  …  that

confounded letter! 

The Master shook his head. 

Celaena ground her teeth, and tried the gesturing between the two

of them again. 

He shook his head once more, and bobbed his hands in the air, as

if he were telling her to slow down—to wait. To wait for him to train

her. 

She reflected the gesture, raising an eyebrow as if to say, “Wait for

you?”  He  nodded.  How  on  earth  to  ask  him  “Until  when?”  She

exposed  her  palms,  beseeching,  doing  her  best  to  look  confused. 

Still, she couldn’t keep the irritation from her face. She was only here

for a month. How long would she have to wait? 

The  Master  understood  her  well  enough.  He  shrugged,  an

infuriatingly casual gesture, and Celaena clenched her jaw. So Ansel

had been right—she was to wait for him to send for her. The Master

gave her that kind smile and turned on his heel, resuming his walk. 

She  took  a  step  toward  him,  to  beg,  to  shout,  to  do  whatever  her

body seized up to do, but someone grabbed her arm. 

She  whirled,  already  reaching  for  her  daggers,  but  found  herself

looking into Ilias’s sea-green eyes. 

He  shook  his  head,  his  gaze  darting  from  the  Master  to  her  and

back again. She was not to follow him. 

So perhaps Ilias hadn’t paid attention to her out of admiration, but

because  he  didn’t  trust  her.  And  why  should  he?  Her  reputation

didn’t exactly lend itself to trust. He must have followed her out of the

hall  the  moment  he  saw  her  trailing  his  father.  Had  their  positions

been  reversed—had   he  been  visiting  Rifthold—she  wouldn’t  have

dared leave him alone with Arobynn. 

“I have no plans to hurt him,” she said softly. But Ilias gave her a

half  smile,  his  brows  rising  as  if  to  ask  if  she  could  blame  him  for

being protective of his father. 

He slowly released her arm. He wore no weapons at his side, but

she had a feeling he didn’t need them. He was tall—taller than Sam, 

even—and  broad-shouldered.  Powerfully  built,  yet  not  bulky.  His

smile  spread  a  bit  more  as  he  extended  his  hand  toward  her.  A

greeting. 

“Yes,”  she  said,  fighting  her  own  smile.  “I  don’t  suppose  we’ve

been properly introduced.” 

He nodded, and put his other hand on his heart. Scars peppered

his hand—small, slender scars that suggested years of training with

blades. 

“You’re Ilias, and I’m Celaena.” She put a hand on her own chest. 

Then  she  took  his  extended  hand  and  shook  it.  “It’s  nice  to  meet

you.” 

His  eyes  were  vivid  in  the  torchlight,  his  hand  firm  and  warm

around hers. She let go of his fingers. The son of the Mute Master

and the protégée of the King of the Assassins. If there was anyone

here who was at all similar to her, she realized, it was Ilias. Rifthold

might  be  her  realm,  but  this  was  his.  And  from  the  easy  way  he

carried himself, from the way she’d seen his companions gazing at

him with admiration and respect, she could tell that he was utterly at

home  here—as  if  this  place  had  been  made  for  him,  and  he  never

needed to question his spot in it. A strange sort of envy wended its

way through her heart. 

Ilias suddenly began making a series of motions with his long, tan

fingers,  but  Celaena  laughed  softly.  “I  have  no  idea  what  you’re

trying to say.” 

Ilias  looked  skyward  and  sighed  through  his  nose.  Throwing  his

hands in the air in mock defeat, he merely patted her on the shoulder

before passing by—following his father, who had disappeared down

the hall. 

Though she walked back toward her room—in the other direction

—she didn’t once believe that the son of the Mute Master wasn’t still

watching her, making sure she wasn’t going to follow his father. 

 Not  that  you  have  anything  to  worry  about,  she  wanted  to  shout

over her shoulder. She couldn’t run six measly miles in the desert. 

As  she  walked  back  to  her  room,  Celaena  had  a  horrible  feeling

that here, being Adarlan’s Assassin might not count for much. 

Later  that  night,  when  she  and  Ansel  were  both  in  their  beds, 

Ansel whispered into the darkness: “Tomorrow will be better. It might

be only a foot more than today, but it will be a foot longer that you

can run.” 

That  was  easy  enough  for  Ansel  to  say.  She  didn’t  have  a

reputation  to  uphold—a  reputation  that  might  be  crumbling  around

her.  Celaena  stared  at  the  ceiling,  suddenly  homesick,  strangely

wishing Sam was with her. At least if she were to fail, she’d fail with

him. 

“So,”  Celaena  said  suddenly,  needing  to  get  her  mind  off

everything—especially Sam. “You and Mikhail …” 

Ansel  groaned.  “It’s  that  obvious?  Though  I  suppose  we  don’t

really  make  that  much  of  an  effort  to  hide  it.  Well,  I  try,  but  he

doesn’t. He  was rather irritated when he found out I suddenly had a

roommate.” 

“How long have you been seeing him?” 

Ansel was silent for a long moment before answering. “Since I was

fifteen.” 

Fifteen! Mikhail was in his midtwenties, so even if this had started

almost  three  years  ago,  he  still  would  have  been  far  older  than

Ansel. It made her a little queasy. 

“Girls  in  the  Flatlands  are  married  as  early  as  fourteen,”  Ansel

said. 

Celaena choked. The idea of being anyone’s  wife at fourteen, let

alone a mother soon after … “Oh,” was all she managed to get out. 

When  Celaena  didn’t  say  anything  else,  Ansel  drifted  into  sleep. 

With  nothing  else  to  distract  her,  Celaena  eventually  returned  to

thinking  about  Sam.  Even  weeks  later,  she  had  no  idea  how  she’d

somehow  gotten  attached  to  him,  what  he’d  been  shouting  when

Arobynn  beat  her,  and  why  Arobynn  had  thought  he’d  need  three

seasoned assassins to restrain him that day. 

CHAPTER

4

Though Celaena didn’t want to admit it, Ansel was right. She did

run farther the next day. And the day after that, and the one following

that. But it still took her so long to get back that she didn’t have time

to seek out the Master. Not that she could. He’d send for  her. Like a

lackey. 

She did manage to find  some time late in the afternoon to attend

drills with Ansel. The only guidance she received there was from a

few  older-looking  assassins  who  positioned  her  hands  and  feet, 

tapped her stomach, and slapped her spine into the correct posture. 

Occasionally,  Ilias  would  train  alongside  her,  never   too  close,  but

close  enough  for  her  to  know  his  presence  was  more  than

coincidental. 

Like the assassins in Adarlan, the Silent Assassins weren’t known

for any skill in particular—save the uncannily quiet way they moved. 

Their weapons were mostly the same, though their bows and blades

were slightly different in length and shape. But just watching them—it

seemed that there was a good deal less …  viciousness here. 

Arobynn  encouraged  cutthroat  behavior.  Even  when  they  were

children, he’d set her and Sam against each other, use their victories

and failures against them. He’d made her see everyone but Arobynn

and Ben as a potential enemy. As allies, yes, but also as foes to be

closely  watched.  Weakness  was  never  to  be  shown  at  any  cost. 

Brutality  was  rewarded.  And  education  and  culture  were  equally

important—words could be just as deadly as steel. 

But the Silent Assassins … Though they, too, might be killers, they

looked  to  one  another  for  learning.  Embraced  collective  wisdom. 

Older  warriors  smiled  as  they  taught  the  acolytes;  seasoned

assassins swapped techniques. And while they were all competitors, 
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it  appeared  that  an  invisible  link  bound  them  together.  Something

had brought them to this place at the ends of the earth. More than a

few,  she  discovered,  were  actually  mute  from  birth.  But  all  of  them

seemed  full  of  secrets.  As  if  the  fortress  and  what  it  offered

somehow  held  the  answers  they  sought.  As  if  they  could  find

whatever they were looking for in the silence. 

Still,  even  as  they  corrected  her  posture  and  showed  her  new

ways to control her breathing, she tried her best not to snarl at them. 

She  knew  plenty—she  wasn’t  Adarlan’s  Assassin  for  nothing.  But

she  needed  that  letter  of  good  behavior  as  proof  of  her  training. 

These people might all be called upon by the Mute Master to give an

opinion  of  her.  Perhaps  if  she  demonstrated  that  she  was  skilled

enough in these practices, the Master might take notice of her. 

She’d get that letter. Even if she had to hold a dagger to his throat

while he wrote it. 

The attack by Lord Berick happened on her fifth night. There was

no moon, and Celaena had no idea how the Silent Assassins spotted

the thirty or so soldiers creeping across the dark dunes. Mikhail had

burst  into  their  room  and  whispered  to  come  to  the  fortress

battlements. Hopefully, this would turn out to be another opportunity

to prove herself. With just over three weeks left, she was running out

of  options.  But  the  Master  wasn’t  at  the  battlements.  And  neither

were many of the assassins. She heard a woman question another, 

asking  how  Berick’s  men  had  known  that  a  good  number  of  the

assassins  would  be  away  that  night,  busy  escorting  some  foreign

dignitaries  back  to  the  nearest  port.  It  was  too  convenient  to  be

coincidental. 

Crouched  atop  the  parapet,  an  arrow  nocked  into  her  bow, 

Celaena  peered  through  one  of  the  crenels  in  the  wall.  Ansel, 

squatting  beside  her,  also  twisted  to  look.  Up  and  down  the

battlements, assassins hid in the shadow of the wall, clothed in black

and with bows in hand. At the center of the wall, Ilias knelt, his hands

moving  quickly  as  he  conveyed  orders  down  the  line.  It  seemed

more  like  the  silent  language  of  soldiers  than  the  basic  gestures

used to represent the common tongue. 

“Get  your  arrow  ready,”  Ansel  murmured,  dipping  her  cloth-

covered  arrow  tip  into  the  small  bowl  of  oil  between  them.  “When

Ilias gives the signal, light it on the torch as fast as you can and fire. 

Aim for the ridge in the sand just below the soldiers.” 

Celaena  glanced  into  the  darkness  beyond  the  wall.  Rather  than

give themselves away by extinguishing the lights of the fortress, the

defenders  had  kept  them  on—which  made  focusing  in  the  dark

nearly  impossible.  But  she  could  still  make  out  the  shapes  against

the starlit sky—thirty men on their stomachs, poised to do whatever

they had planned. Attack the assassins outright, murder them in their

sleep, burn the place to the ground …

“We’re  not  going  to  kill  them?”  Celaena  whispered  back.  She

weighed the weapon in her hands. The bow of the Silent Assassins

was different—shorter, thicker, harder to bend. 

Ansel shook her head, watching Ilias down the line. “No, though I

wish  we  could.”  Celaena  didn’t  particularly  care  for  the  casual  way

she  said  it,  but  Ansel  went  on.  “We  don’t  want  to  start  an  all-out

battle with Lord Berick. We just need to scare them off. Mikhail and

Ilias rigged that ridge last week; the line in the sand is a rope soaking

in a trough of oil.” 

Celaena was beginning to see where this was going. She dipped

her  arrow  into  the  dish  of  oil,  drenching  the  cloth  around  it

thoroughly. “That’s going to be a long wall of fire,” she said, following

the course of the ridge. 

“You have no idea. It stretches around the whole fortress.” Ansel

straightened,  and  Celaena  glanced  over  her  shoulder  to  see  Ilias’s

arm make a neat, slicing motion. 

Instantly,  they  were  on  their  feet.  Ansel  reached  the  torch  in  the

nearby  bracket  before  Celaena  did,  and  was  at  the  battlements  a

heartbeat later. Swift as lightning. 

Celaena nearly dropped her bow as she swiped her arrow through

the  flame  and  heat  bit  at  her  fingers.  Lord  Berick’s  men  started

shouting, and over the crackle of the ignited arrows, Celaena heard

twangs as the soldiers fired their own ammunition. 

But  Celaena  was  already  at  the  wall,  wincing  as  she  drew  the

burning arrow back far enough for it to singe her fingers. She fired. 
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Like  a  wave  of  shooting  stars,  their  flaming  arrows  went  up,  up, 

up, then dropped. But Celaena didn’t have time to see the ring of fire

erupt between the soldiers and the fortress. She ducked against the

wall,  throwing  her  hands  over  her  head.  Beside  her,  Ansel  did  the

same. 

Light  burst  all  around  them,  and  the  roar  of  the  wall  of  flame

drowned out the hollering of Lord Berick’s men. Black arrows rained

from  the  sky,  ricocheting  off  the  stones  of  the  battlements.  Two  or

three assassins grunted, swallowing their screams, but Celaena kept

her head low, holding her breath until the last of the enemy’s arrows

had fallen. 

When  there  was  nothing  but  the  muffled  moaning  of  the  injured

assassins and the crackling of the wall of fire, Celaena dared to look

at Ansel. The girl’s eyes were bright. “Well,” Ansel breathed, “wasn’t

 that fun?” 

Celaena grinned, her heart racing. “Yes.” Pivoting, she spied Lord

Berick’s men fleeing back across the dunes. “Yes, it was.” 

Near dawn, when Celaena and Ansel were back in their room, a

soft knock sounded. Ansel was instantly on her feet, and opened the

door only wide enough for Celaena to spy Mikhail on the other side. 

He handed Ansel a sealed scroll. “You’re to go to Xandria today and

give  him  this.”  Celaena  saw  Ansel’s  shoulders  tense.  “Master’s

orders,” he added. 

She couldn’t see Ansel’s face as she nodded, but Celaena could

have sworn Mikhail brushed her cheek before he turned away. Ansel

let  out  a  long  breath  and  shut  the  door.  In  the  growing  light  of

predawn, Celaena saw Ansel wipe the sleep from her eyes. “Care to

join me?” 

Celaena  hoisted  herself  up  onto  her  elbows.  “Isn’t  that  two  days

from here?” 

“Yes.  Two  days  through  the  desert,  with  only  yours  truly  to  keep

you company. Unless you’d rather stay here, running every day and

waiting like a dog for the Master to notice you. In fact, coming with

me  might  help  get  him  to  consider  training  you.  He’d  certainly  see

your dedication to keeping us safe.” Ansel wriggled her eyebrows at

Celaena, who rolled her eyes. 

It  was  actually  sound  reasoning.  What  better  way  to  prove  her

dedication than to sacrifice four days of her precious time in order to

help the Silent Assassins? It was risky, yes, but … it might be bold

enough  to  catch  his  attention.  “And  what  will  we  be  doing  in

Xandria?” 

“That’s for you to find out.” 

From  the  mischief  twinkling  in  Ansel’s  red-brown  eyes,  Celaena

could only wonder what might await them. 

CHAPTER

5

Celaena lay on her cloak, trying to imagine that the sand was her

down mattress in Rifthold, and that she wasn’t completely exposed

to  the  elements  in  the  middle  of  the  desert.  The  last  thing  she

needed was to wake up with a scorpion in her hair. Or worse. 

She  flipped  onto  her  side,  cradling  her  head  in  the  nook  of  her

arm. 

“Can’t  sleep?”  Ansel  asked  from  a  few  feet  away.  Celaena  tried

not to growl. They’d spent the entire day trudging across the sand, 

stopping  only  at  midday  to  sleep  under  their  cloaks  and  avoid  the

mind-crisping glare of the sun. 

And a dinner of dates and bread hadn’t been exactly filling, either. 

But Ansel had wanted to travel light, and said that they could pick up

more  food  once  they  got  to  Xandria  tomorrow  afternoon.  When

Celaena complained about  that,  Ansel  just  told  her  that  she  should

be grateful it wasn’t sandstorm season. 

“I’ve  got  sand  in  every  crevice  of  my  body,”  Celaena  muttered, 

squirming as she felt it grind against her skin. How in hell had sand

gotten  inside  her  clothes?  Her  white  tunic  and  pants  were  layered

enough that  she couldn’t even find her skin beneath. 

“Are  you   sure  you’re  Celaena  Sardothien?  Because  I  don’t  think

she’d actually be this fussy. I bet she’s used to roughing it.” 

“I’m  plenty  used  to  roughing  it,”  Celaena  said,  her  words  sucked

into  the  dunes  rising  around  them.  “That  doesn’t  mean  I  have  to

 enjoy  it.  I  suppose  that  someone  from  the  Western  Wastes  would

find this luxurious.” 

Ansel chuckled. “You have no idea.” 

Celaena quit her taunting as curiosity seized her. “Are your lands

as cursed as they claim?” 

“Well,  the  Flatlands  used  to  be  part  of  the  Witch  Kingdom.  And yes,  I  suppose  you  could  say  they’re  somewhat  cursed.”  Ansel

sighed loudly. “When the Crochan Queens ruled five hundred years

ago, it was very beautiful. At least, the ruins all over the place seem

like  they  would  have  been  beautiful.  But  then  the  three  Ironteeth

Clans destroyed it all when they overthrew the Crochan Dynasty.” 

“Ironteeth?” 

Ansel let out a low hiss. “Some witches, like the Crochans, were

gifted with ethereal beauty. But the Ironteeth Clans have iron teeth, 

sharp as a fish’s. Actually, their iron fingernails are more dangerous; 

those can gut you in one swipe.” 

A chill went down Celaena’s spine. 

“But  when  the  Ironteeth  Clans  destroyed  the  kingdom,  they  say

the last Crochan Queen cast a spell that turned the land against any

that flew under the banners of the Ironteeth—so that no crops would

grow,  the  animals  withered  up  and  died,  and  the  waters  turned

muddy. It’s not like that now, though. The land has been fertile ever

since the Ironteeth Clans journeyed east … toward your lands.” 

“So … so have  you ever seen one of the witches?” 

Ansel was quiet for a moment before she said, “Yes.” 

Celaena  turned  toward  her,  propping  her  head  on  a  hand.  Ansel

remained looking at the sky. 

“When  I  was  eight  and  my  sister  was  eleven,  she  and  I  and

Maddy,  one  of  her  friends,  snuck  out  of  Briarcliff  Hall.  A  few  miles

away, there was a giant tor with a lone watchtower on top. The upper

bits were all ruined because of the witch-wars, but the rest of it was

still intact. See, there was this archway that went through the bottom

of the watchtower—so you could see through it to the other side of

the hill. And one of the stable boys told my sister that if you looked

through  the  archway  on  the  night  of  the  summer  solstice,  then  you

might see into another world.” 

The hair on Celaena’s neck stood. “So you went inside?” 

“No,”  Ansel  said.  “I  got  near  the  top  of  the  tor  and  became  so

terrified  that  I  wouldn’t  set  foot  on  it.  I  hid  behind  a  rock,  and  my

sister and Maddy left me there while they went the rest of the way. I

can’t remember how long I waited, but then I heard screaming. 

“My sister came running. She just grabbed my arm and we ran. It

didn’t come out at first, but when we got to my father’s hall, she told

them what had happened. They had gone under the archway of the

tower  and  seen  an  open  door  leading  to  its  interior.  But  an  old

woman  with  metal  teeth  was  standing  in  the  shadows,  and  she

grabbed Maddy and dragged her into the stairwell.” 

Celaena choked on a breath. 

“Maddy  began  screaming,  and  my  sister  ran.  And  when  she  told

my father and his men, they raced for the tor. They arrived at dawn, 

but there was no trace of Maddy, or the old woman.” 

“Gone?” Celaena whispered. 

“They found one thing,” Ansel said softly. “They climbed the tower, 

and on one of the landings, they found the bones of a child. White as

ivory and picked clean.” 

“Gods above,” Celaena said. 

“After that, my father walloped us within an inch of our lives, and

we were on kitchen duty for six months, but he knew my sister’s guilt

would  be  punishment  enough.  She  never  really  lost  that  haunted

gleam in her eyes.” 

Celaena shuddered. “Well, now I certainly won’t be able to sleep

tonight.” 

Ansel laughed. “Don’t worry,” she said, nestling down on her cloak. 

“I’ll tell you a valuable secret: the only way to kill a witch is to cut off

her head. Besides, I don’t think an Ironteeth witch stands much of a

chance against us.” 

“I hope you’re right,” Celaena muttered. 

“I  am  right,”  Ansel  said.  “They  might  be  vicious,  but  they’re  not

invincible. And if I had an army of my own … if I had even twenty of

the Silent Assassins at my command, I’d hunt down all the witches. 

They wouldn’t stand a chance.” Her hand thumped against the sand; 

she must have struck the ground. “You know, these assassins have

been  here  for  ages,  but  what  do  they   do?   The  Flatlands  would

 prosper  if  they  had  an  army  of  assassins  to  defend  them.  But  no, 

they  just  sit  in  their  oasis,  silent  and  thoughtful,  and  whore

themselves  out  to  foreign  courts.  If   I  were  the  Master,  I’d  use  our
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numbers  for  greatness—for  glory.  We’d  defend  every  unprotected

realm out there.” 

“So  noble  of  you,”  Celaena  said.  “Ansel  of  Briarcliff,  Defender  of

the Realm.” 

Ansel only laughed, and soon was asleep. 

Celaena,  though,  stayed  awake  a  while  longer,  unable  to  stop

imagining  what  that  witch  had  done  when  she  dragged  Maddy  into

the shadows of the tower. 

It  was  Market  Day  in  Xandria,  and  though  the  city  had  long

suffered  from  Adarlan’s  embargo,  it  still  seemed  that  there  were

vendors from all the kingdoms on the continent—and beyond. They

were  crammed  into  every  possible  space  in  the  small,  walled  port

city.  All  around  Celaena  were  spices  and  jewels  and  clothes  and

food, some sold right out of brightly painted wagons, others spread

on  blankets  in  shadowy  alcoves.  There  was  no  sign  that  anyone

knew anything about the ill-fated attack on the Silent Assassins the

other night. 

She kept close to Ansel as they walked along, the red-haired girl

weaving through the crowd with a kind of casual grace that Celaena, 

despite  herself,  envied.  No  matter  how  many  people  shoved  into

Ansel,  or  stepped  in  her  path,  or  cursed  her  for  stepping  in  theirs, 

she didn’t falter, and her boyish grin only grew. Many people stopped

to stare at her red hair and matching eyes, but Ansel took it in stride. 

Even without her armor, she was stunning. Celaena tried not to think

about how few people bothered to notice  her. 

With  the  bodies  and  the  heat,  Celaena  was  oozing  sweat  by  the

time  Ansel  stopped  near  the  edge  of  the  souk.  “I’m  going  to  be  a

couple  hours,”  Ansel  said,  and  waved  a  long,  elegant  hand  to  the

sandstone palace hovering above the small city. “The old beast likes

to talk and talk and talk. Why don’t you do some shopping?” 

Celaena straightened. “I’m not going with you?” 

“Into Berick’s palace? Of course not. It’s the Master’s business.” 

Celaena felt her nostrils flare. Ansel clapped her on the shoulder. 

“Believe me, you’d much rather spend the next few hours in the souk

than  waiting  in  the  stables  with  Berick’s  men  leering  at  you.  Unlike us”—Ansel  flashed  that  grin—“they  don’t  have  access  to  baths

whenever they please.” 

Ansel kept glancing at the palace, still a few blocks away. Nervous

that she’d be late? Or nervous that she was going to confront Berick

on  behalf  of  the  Master?  Ansel  brushed  the  remnants  of  red  sand

from the layers of her white clothes. “I’ll meet you at that fountain at

three. Try not to get into  too much trouble.” 

And with that, Ansel vanished into the press of bodies, her red hair

gleaming like a hot brand. Celaena contemplated trailing her. Even if

she was an outsider, why let her accompany Ansel on the journey if

she  was  just  going  to  have  to  sit  around?  What  could  be  so

important and secret that Ansel wouldn’t allow her to partake in the

meeting? Celaena took a step toward the palace, but passing people

jostled her to and fro, and then a vendor began cooking something

that  smelled  divine,  and  Celaena  found  herself  following  her  nose

instead. 

She  spent  the  two  hours  wandering  from  vendor  to  vendor.  She

cursed herself for not bringing more money with her. In Rifthold, she

had a line of credit at all her favorite stores, and never had to bother

carrying money, aside from small coppers and the occasional silver

coin  for  tips  and  bribes.  But  here  …  well,  the  pouch  of  silver  she’d

brought felt rather light. 

The  souk  wound  through  every  street,  great  and  small,  down

narrow stairways and onto half-buried alleys that had to have been

there  for  a  thousand  years.  Ancient  doors  opened  onto  courtyards

jammed with spice vendors or a hundred lanterns, glittering like stars

in the shadowy interior. For such a remote city, Xandria was teeming

with life. 

She was standing under the striped awning of a vendor from the

southern  continent,  debating  if  she  had  enough  to  buy  the  pair  of

curled-toe shoes before her  and the lilac perfume she’d smelled at a

wagon  owned  by  white-haired  maidens.  The  maidens  claimed  they

were the priestesses of Lani, the goddess of dreams—and perfume, 

apparently. 

Celaena ran a finger down the emerald silk thread embroidered on

the delicate shoes, tracing the curve of the point as it swept upward

and  curled  over  the  shoe  itself.  They’d  certainly  be  eye-catching  in Rifthold. And no one else in the capital would have them. Though, in

the filthy city streets, these would easily get ruined. 

She  reluctantly  put  the  shoes  down,  and  the  vendor  raised  his

brows.  She  shook  her  head,  a  rueful  smile  on  her  face.  The  man

held up seven fingers—one less than the original asking price, and

she chewed on her lip, signing back, “Six coppers?” 

The man spat on the ground. Seven coppers. Seven coppers was

laughably cheap. 

She  looked  at  the  souk  around  her,  then  back  at  the  beautiful

shoes.  “I’ll  come  back  later,”  she  lied,  and  with  one  final,  mournful

glance, she continued along. The man began shouting after her in a

language she’d never heard before, undoubtedly offering the shoes

for six coppers, but she forced herself to keep walking. Besides, her

pack  was  heavy  enough;  lugging  the  shoes  around  would  be  an

additional burden. Even if they were lovely and different and not  that

heavy. And the thread detailing along the sides was as precise and

beautiful as calligraphy. And really, she could just wear them  inside, 

so she—

She  was  about  to  turn  around  and  walk  right  back  to  the  vendor

when  something  glistening  in  the  shadows  beneath  an  archway

between  buildings  caught  her  eye.  There  were  a  few  hired  guards

standing  around  the  covered  wagon,  and  a  tall,  lean  man  stood

behind  the  table  displayed  in  front  of  it.  But  it  wasn’t  the  guards  or

the man or his wagon that grabbed her attention. 

No, it was what was  on his table that knocked the breath from her

and made her curse her too-light money purse. 

Spidersilk. 

There  were  legends  about  the  horse-sized  stygian  spiders  that

lurked  in  the  woods  of  the  Ruhnn  Mountains  of  the  north,  spinning

their thread for hefty costs. Some said they offered it in exchange for

human flesh; others claimed the spiders dealt in years and dreams, 

and could take either as payment. Regardless, it was as delicate as

gossamer,  lovelier  than  silk,  and  stronger  than  steel.  And  she’d

never seen so much of it before. 

It was so rare that if you wanted it, odds were you had to go and

get it for yourself. But here it was, yards of raw material waiting to be

shaped. It was a kingdom’s ransom. 

“You  know,”  the  merchant  said  in  the  common  tongue,  taking  in

Celaena’s  wide-eyed  stare,  “you’re  the  first  person  today  to

recognize it for what it is.” 

“I’d  know  what  that  is  even  if  I  were  blind.”  She  approached  the

table,  but  didn’t  dare  to  touch  the  sheets  of  iridescent  fabric.  “But

what  are  you  doing  here?  Surely  you  can’t  get  much  business  in

Xandria.” 

The  man  chuckled.  He  was  middle-aged,  with  close-cropped

brown  hair  and  midnight-blue  eyes  that  seemed  haunted,  though

they  now  sparkled  with  amusement.  “I  might  also  ask  what  a  girl

from the North is doing in Xandria.” His gaze flicked to the daggers

tucked into the brown belt slung across her white clothes. “And with

such beautiful weapons.” 

She  gave  him  a  half  smile.  “At  least  your  eye  is  worthy  of  your

wares.” 

“I try.” He sketched a bow, then beckoned her closer. “So, tell me, 

girl from the North, when have you seen Spidersilk?” 

She  clenched  her  fingers  into  fists  to  keep  from  touching  the

priceless material. “I know a courtesan in Rifthold whose madam had

a  handkerchief  made  from  it—given  to  her  by  an  extraordinarily

wealthy client.” 

And that handkerchief had probably cost more than most peasants

made in a lifetime. 

“That was a kingly gift. She must have been skilled.” 

“She didn’t become madam of the finest courtesans in Rifthold for

nothing.” 

The  merchant  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “So  if  you  associate  with  the

finest courtesans in Rifthold, then what brings you to this bit of desert

scrub?” 

She  shrugged.  “This  and  that.”  In  the  dim  light  beneath  the

canopy,  the  Spidersilk  still  glittered  like  surface  of  the  sea.  “But  I

would like to know how  you  came  across  so  much  of  this.  Did  you

buy it, or find the stygian spiders on your own?” 

He traced a finger down the plane of fabric. “I went there myself. 

What  else  is  there  to  know?”  His  midnight  eyes  darkened.  “In  the

depths of the Ruhnn Mountains, everything is a labyrinth of mist and

trees and shadows. So you don’t find the stygian spiders—they find

you.” 

Celaena  stuffed  her  hands  in  her  pockets  to  keep  from  touching

the Spidersilk. Though her fingers were clean, there were still grains

of red sand under her nails. “So why are you here, then?” 

“My ship to the southern continent doesn’t leave for two days; why

not set up shop? Xandria might not be Rifthold, but you never know

who might approach your stall.” He winked at her. “How old are you, 

anyway?” 

She  raised  her  chin.  “I  turned  seventeen  two  weeks  ago.”  And

what a miserable birthday that had been. Trudging across the desert

with no one to celebrate with except her recalcitrant guide, who just

patted  her  shoulder  when  she  announced  it  was  her  birthday. 

Horrible. 

“Not much younger than me,” he said. She chuckled, but paused

when she didn’t find him smiling. 

“And how old are  you?”  she asked. There was no mistaking it—he

 had to be at least forty. Even if his hair wasn’t sprinkled with silver, 

his skin was weathered. 

“Twenty-five,” he said. She gave a start. “I know. Shocking.” 

The yards of Spidersilk lifted in a breeze from the nearby sea. 

“Everything  has  a  price,”  he  said.  “Twenty  years  for  a  hundred

yards of Spidersilk. I thought they meant to take them off the end of

my life. But even if they’d warned me, I would have said yes.” She

eyed the caravan behind him. This much Spidersilk was enough to

enable  him  to  live  what  years  he  had  left  as  a  very,  very  wealthy

man. 

“Why not take it to Rifthold?” 

“Because  I’ve  seen  Rifthold,  and  Orynth,  and  Banjali.  I’d  like  to

see  what  a  hundred  yards  of  Spidersilk  might  fetch  me  outside  of

Adarlan’s empire.” 

“Is there anything to be done about the years you lost?” 

He waved a hand. “I followed the western side of the mountains on

my  way  here,  and  met  an  old  witch  along  the  way.  I  asked  if  she

could fix me, but she said what was taken was taken, and only the

death  of  the  spider  who  consumed  my  twenty  years  could  return them to me.” He examined his hands, already lined with age. “For a

copper  more,  she  told  me  that  only  a  great  warrior  could  slay  a

stygian  spider.  The  greatest  warrior  in  the  land  …  Though  perhaps

an assassin from the North might do.” 

“How did you—” 

“You can’t honestly think no one knows about the  sessiz suikast? 

Why else would a seventeen-year-old girl bearing exquisite daggers

be  here  unescorted?  And  one  who  holds  such  fine  company  in

Rifthold, no less. Are you here to spy for Lord Berick?” 

Celaena did her best to quell her surprise. “Pardon me?” 

The  merchant  shrugged,  glancing  toward  the  towering  palace.  “I

heard from a city guard that strange dealings go on between Berick

and some of the Silent Assassins.” 

“Perhaps,”  was  all  Celaena  said.  The  merchant  nodded,  not  all

that  interested  in  it  anymore.  But  Celaena  tucked  the  information

away  for  later.  Were  some  of  the  Silent  Assassins  actually  working

 for Berick? Perhaps that was why Ansel had insisted on keeping the

meeting so secret—maybe the Master didn’t want the names of the

suspected traitors getting out. 

“So?”  the  merchant  asked.  “Will  you  retrieve  my  lost  years  for

me?” 

She bit her lip, thoughts of spies instantly fading away. To journey

into the depths of the Ruhnn Mountains, to slay a stygian spider. She

could  certainly  see  herself  battling  the  eight-legged  monstrosities. 

And witches. Though after Ansel’s story, meeting a witch—especially

one  belonging  to  the  Ironteeth  Clans—was  the  last  thing  she  ever

wanted to do. For a heartbeat, she wished Sam were with her. Even

if  she  told  him  about  this  encounter,  he’d  never  believe  her.  But

would  anyone ever believe her? 

As if he could read her daydreams, he said: “I could make you rich

beyond your wildest imaginings.” 

“I’m already rich. And I’m unavailable until the end of the summer.” 

“I  won’t  be  back  from  the  southern  continent  for  at  least  a  year, 

anyway,” he countered. 
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She  examined  his  face,  the  gleam  in  his  eyes.  Adventure  and

glory  aside,  anyone  who’d  sell  twenty  years  of  his  life  for  a  fortune

couldn’t be trusted. But …

“The  next  time  you’re  in  Rifthold,”  she  said  slowly,  “seek  out

Arobynn Hamel.” The man’s eyes widened. She wondered how he’d

react  if  he  knew  who   she  was.  “He’ll  know  where  to  find  me.”  She

turned from the table. 

“But what’s your name?” 

She looked over her shoulder. “He’ll know where to find me,” she

repeated, and began walking back toward the stall with the pointed

shoes. 

“Wait!” She paused in time to see him fumbling with the folds of his

tunic.  “Here.”  He  set  down  a  plain  wooden  box  on  the  table.  “A

reminder.” 

Celaena flipped open the lid and her breath caught. A folded bit of

woven  Spidersilk  lay  inside,  no  larger  than  six  square  inches.  She

could buy ten horses with it. Not that she’d ever sell it. No, this was

an heirloom to be passed down from generation to generation. If she

ever had children. Which seemed highly unlikely. 

“A  reminder  of  what?”  She  shut  the  lid  and  tucked  the  small  box

into the inner pocket of her white tunic. 

The merchant smiled sadly. “That everything has a price.” 

A phantom pain flashed through her face. “I know,” she said, and

left. 

She wound up buying the shoes, though it was nearly impossible

to pass over the lilac perfume, which smelled even more lovely the

second  time  she  approached  the  priestesses’  stall.  When  the  city

bells pealed three o’clock, she was sitting on the lip of the fountain, 

munching  on  what  she   hoped  was  mashed  beans  inside  a  warm

bread pocket. 

Ansel  was  fifteen  minutes  late,  and  didn’t  apologize.  She  merely

grabbed  Celaena’s  arm  and  began  leading  her  through  the  still-

packed streets, her freckled face gleaming with sweat. 

“What is it?” Celaena asked. “What happened in your meeting?” 

“That’s none of your business,” Ansel said a bit sharply. Then she

added, “Just follow me.” 

They wound up sneaking inside the Lord of Xandria’s palace walls, 

and Celaena knew better than to ask questions as they crept across

the grounds. But they didn’t head to the towering central building. No

—they  approached  the  stables,  where  they  slipped  around  the

guards and entered the pungent shadows within. 

“There had better be a good reason for this,” Celaena warned as

Ansel crept toward a pen. 

“Oh,  there  is,”  she  hissed  back,  and  stopped  at  a  gate,  waving

Celaena forward. 

Celaena  frowned.  “It’s  a  horse.”  But  even  as  the  words  left  her

mouth, she knew it wasn’t. 

“It’s  an  Asterion  horse,”  Ansel  breathed,  her  red-brown  eyes

growing huge. 

The  horse  was  black  as  pitch,  with  dark  eyes  that  bored  into

Celaena’s own. She’d heard of Asterion horses, of course. The most

ancient  breed  of  horse  in  Erilea.  Legend  claimed  that  the  Fae  had

made them from the four winds—spirit from the north, strength from

the south, speed from the east, and wisdom from the west, all rolled

into  the  slender-snouted,  high-tailed,  lovely  creature  that  stood

before her. 

“Have  you  ever  seen  anything  so  beautiful?”  Ansel  whispered. 

“Her name is Hisli.” Mares, Celaena remembered, were more prized, 

as Asterion pedigrees were traced through the female line. “And that

one,”  Ansel  said,  pointing  to  the  next  stall,  “is  named  Kasida—it

means ‘drinker of the wind’ in the desert dialect.” 

Kasida’s  name  was  fitting.  The  slender  mare  was  a  dapple  gray, 

with a sea-foam white mane and thundercloud coat. She huffed and

stomped  her  forelegs,  staring  at  Celaena  with  eyes  that  seemed

older  than  the  earth  itself.  Celaena  suddenly  understood  why  the

Asterion horses were worth their weight in gold. 

“Lord Berick got them today. Bought them from a merchant on his

way  to  Banjali.”  Ansel  slipped  into  Hisli’s  pen.  She  cooed  and

murmured,  stroking  the  horse’s  muzzle.  “He’s  planning  on  testing

them  out  in  half  an  hour.”  That  explained  why  they  were  already

saddled. 

“And?” Celaena whispered, holding out a hand for Kasida to smell. 

The  mare’s  nostrils  flared,  her  velvety  nose  tickling  Celaena’s

fingertips. 

“And then he’s either going to give them away as a bribe, or lose

interest  and  let  them  languish  here  for  the  rest  of  their  lives.  Lord

Berick tends to tire of his playthings rather quickly.” 

“What a waste.” 

“Indeed  it  is,”  Ansel  muttered  from  inside  the  stall.  Celaena

lowered  her  fingers  from  Kasida’s  muzzle  and  peered  into  Hisli’s

pen. Ansel was running a hand down Hisli’s black flank, her face still

full of wonder. Then she turned. “Are you a strong rider?” 

“Of course,” Celaena said slowly. 

“Good.” 

Celaena bit down on her cry of alarm as Ansel unlocked the stall

door and guided Hisli out of her pen. In a smooth, quick motion, the

girl  was  atop  the  horse,  clutching  the  reins  in  one  hand.  “Because

you’re going to have to ride like hell.” 

With  that,  Ansel  sent  Hisli  into  a  gallop,  heading  straight  for  the

stable doors. 

Celaena  didn’t  have  time  to  gape  or  really  even  to  process  what

she was about to do as she unlocked Kasida’s pen, yanked her out, 

and  heaved  herself  into  the  saddle.  With  a  muffled  curse,  she  dug

her heels into the mare’s sides and took off. 

CHAPTER
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The guards didn’t know what was happening until the horses had

already rushed past them in a blur of black and gray, and they were

through  the  main  palace  gate  before  the  guards’  cries  finished

echoing. Ansel’s red hair shone like a beacon as she broke for the

side exit from the city, people leaping aside to let them pass. 

Celaena looked back through the crowded streets only once—and

that  was  enough  to  see  the  three  mounted  guards  charging  after

them, shouting. 

But the girls were already through the city gate and into the sea of

red dunes that spread beyond, Ansel riding as if the denizens of Hell

were behind her. Celaena could only race after her, doing her best to

keep in the saddle. 

Kasida  moved  like  thunder  and  turned  with  the  swiftness  of

lightning. The mare was so fast that Celaena’s eyes watered in the

wind. The three guards, astride ordinary horses, were still far off, but

not nearly far enough for comfort. In the vastness of the Red Desert, 

Celaena had no choice but to follow Ansel. 

Celaena clung to Kasida’s mane as they took dune after dune, up

and down, down and up, until there was only the red sand and the

cloudless  sky  and  the  rumble  of  hooves,  hooves,  hooves  rolling

through the world. 

Ansel slowed enough for Celaena to catch up, and they galloped

along the broad, flat top of a dune. 

“Are you out of your damned mind?” Celaena shouted. 

“I  don’t  want  to  walk  home!  We’re  taking  a  shortcut!”  Ansel

shouted back. Behind them, the three guards still charged onward. 

Celaena  debated  slamming  Kasida  into  Hisli  to  send  Ansel

tumbling onto the dunes—leaving her for the guards to take care of

—but  the  girl  pointed  over  Hisli’s  dark  head.  “Live  a  little, Sardothien!” 

And  just  like  that,  the  dunes  parted  to  reveal  the  turquoise

expanse  of  the  Gulf  of  Oro.  The  cool  sea  breeze  kissed  her  face, 

and Celaena leaned into it, almost moaning with pleasure. 

Ansel let out a whoop, careening down the final dune and heading

straight toward the beach and the breaking waves. Despite herself, 

Celaena smiled and held on tighter. 

Kasida hit the hard-packed red sand and gained speed, faster and

faster. 

Celaena had a sudden moment of clarity then, as her hair ripped

from her braid and the wind tore at her clothes. Of all the girls in all

the world, here she was on a spit of beach in the Red Desert, astride

an  Asterion  horse,  racing  faster  than  the  wind.  Most  would  never

experience  this —she  would  never  experience  anything  like  this

again. And for that one heartbeat, when there was nothing more to it

than that, she tasted bliss so complete that she tipped her head back

to the sky and laughed. 

The guards reached the beach, their fierce cries nearly swallowed

up by the booming surf. 

Ansel  cut  away,  surging  toward  the  dunes  and  the  giant  wall  of

rock  that  arose  nearby.  The  Desert  Cleaver,  if  Celaena  knew  her

geography  correctly—which  she  did,  as  she’d  studied  maps  of  the

Deserted Land for weeks now. A giant wall that arose from the earth

and stretched from the eastern coast all the way to the black dunes

of  the  south—split  clean  down  the  middle  by  an  enormous  fissure. 

They’d  come  around  it  on  the  way  from  the  fortress,  which  was  on

the  other  side  of  the  Cleaver,  and  that  was  what  had  made  their

journey so insufferably long. But today …

“Faster, Kasida,” she whispered in the horse’s ear. As if the mare

understood  her,  she  took  off,  and  soon  Celaena  was  again  beside

Ansel, cutting up dune after dune as they headed straight for the red

wall of rock. “What are you doing?” she called to Ansel. 

Ansel gave her a fiendish grin. “We’re going through it. What good

is an Asterion horse if it can’t jump?” 

Celaena’s stomach dropped. “You can’t be serious.” 

Ansel glanced over her shoulder, her red hair streaming past her

face. “They’ll chase us to the doors of the fortress if we go the long

way!”  But  the  guards  couldn’t  make  the  jump,  not  with  ordinary

horses. 

A narrow opening in the wall of red rock appeared, twisting away

from sight. Ansel headed straight toward it. How  dare she make such

a reckless, stupid decision without consulting Celaena first? 

“You planned this the whole time,” Celaena snapped. Though the

guards still remained a good distance away, they were close enough

for  Celaena  to  see  the  weapons,  including  longbows,  strapped  to

them. 

Ansel didn’t reply. She just sent Hisli flying forward. 

Celaena  had  to  choose  between  the  unforgiving  walls  of  the

Cleaver  and  the  three  guards  behind  them.  She  could  take  the

guards  in  a  few  seconds—if  she  slowed  enough  to  draw  her

daggers.  But  they  were  mounted,  and  aiming  might  be  impossible. 

Which meant she’d have to get close enough to kill them, as long as

they  didn’t  start  firing  at  her  first.  They  probably  wouldn’t  shoot  at

Kasida,  not  when  she  was  worth  more  than  all  of  their  lives  put

together,  but  Celaena  couldn’t  bring  herself  to  risk  the  magnificent

beast.  And  if  she  killed  the  guards,  that  still  left  her  alone  in  the

desert,  since  Ansel  surely  wouldn’t  stop  until  she  was  on  the  other

side of the Cleaver. Since she had no desire to die of thirst …

Cursing  colorfully,  Celaena  plunged  after  Ansel  into  the  passage

through the canyon. 

The passage was so narrow that Celaena’s legs nearly grazed the

rain-smoothed  orange  walls.  The  beating  hooves  echoed  like

firecrackers, the sound only worsening as the three guards entered

the canyon. It would have been nice, she realized, to have Sam with

her.  He  might  be  a  pain  in  her  ass,  but  he’d  proven  himself  to  be

more  than  handy  in  a  fight.  Extraordinarily  skilled,  if  she  felt  like

admitting it. 

Ansel wove and turned with the passage, fast as a stream down a

mountainside, and it was all Celaena could do to hold on to Kasida

as they followed. 

A twang snapped through the canyon, and Celaena ducked low to

Kasida’s  surging  head—just  as  an  arrow  ricocheted  off  the  rock  a

few  feet  away.  So  much  for  not  firing  at  the  horses.  Another  sharp turn set her in the clear, but the relief was short-lived as she beheld

the long, straight passage—and the ravine beyond it. 

Celaena’s  breath  lodged  in  her  throat.  The  jump  had  to  be  thirty

feet  at  least—and  she  didn’t  want  to  know  how  long  a  fall  it  was  if

she missed. 

Ansel barreled ahead; then her body tensed, and Hisli leapt from

the cliff edge. 

The  sunlight  caught  in  Ansel’s  hair  as  they  flew  over  the  ravine, 

and she loosed a joyous cry that set the whole canyon humming. A

moment  later,  she  landed  on  the  other  side,  with  only  inches  to

spare. 

There wasn’t enough room for Celaena to stop—even if she tried, 

they wouldn’t have enough space to slow down, and they’d go right

over  the  edge.  So  she  began  praying  to  anyone,  anything.  Kasida

gave  a  sudden  burst  of  speed,  as  if  she,  too,  understood  that  only

the gods would see them safely over. 

And  then  they  were  at  the  lip  of  the  ravine,  which  went  down, 

down, down to a jade river hundreds of feet below. And Kasida was

soaring, only air beneath them, nothing to keep her from the death

that now wrapped around her completely. 

Celaena  could  only  hold  on  and  wait  to  fall,  to  die,  to  scream  as

she met her horrible end …

But  then  there  was  rock  under  them,  solid  rock.  She  gripped

Kasida  tighter  as  they  landed  in  the  narrow  passage  on  the  other

side, the impact exploding through her bones, and kept galloping. 

Back  across  the  ravine,  the  guards  had  pulled  to  a  halt,  and

cursed  at  them  in  a  language  she  was  grateful  she  didn’t

understand. 

Ansel let out another whoop when they came out the other end of

the Cleaver, and she turned to find Celaena still riding close behind

her.  They  rode  across  the  dunes,  heading  west,  the  setting  sun

turning the entire world bloodred. 

When  the  horses  were  too  winded  to  keep  running,  Ansel  finally

stopped atop a dune, Celaena pulling up beside her. Ansel looked at

Celaena, wildness still rampant in her eyes. “Wasn’t that wonderful?” 

Breathing hard, Celaena didn’t say anything as she punched Ansel

so hard in the face that the girl went flying off her horse and tumbled

onto the sand. 

Ansel just clutched her jaw and laughed. 

Though they could have made it back before midnight, and though

Celaena pushed her to continue riding, Ansel insisted on stopping for

the  night.  So  when  their  campfire  was  nothing  but  embers  and  the

horses  were  dozing  behind  them,  Ansel  and  Celaena  lay  on  their

backs on the side of a dune and stared up at the stars. 

Her  hands  tucked  behind  her  head,  Celaena  took  a  long,  deep

breath, savoring the balmy night breeze, the exhaustion ebbing from

her limbs. She rarely got to see stars so bright—not with the lights of

Rifthold. The wind moved across the dunes, and the sand sighed. 

“You know,” Ansel said quietly, “I never learned the constellations. 

Though I think ours are different from yours—the names, I mean.” 

It took Celaena a moment to realize that by “ours” she didn’t mean

the Silent Assassins—she meant her people in the Western Wastes. 

Celaena pointed to a cluster of stars to their left. “That’s the dragon.” 

She traced the shape. “See the head, legs, and tail?” 

“No.” Ansel chuckled. 

Celaena  nudged  her  with  an  elbow  and  pointed  to  another

grouping of stars. “That’s the swan. The lines on either side are the

wings, and the arc is its neck.” 

“What about that one?” Ansel said. 

“That’s the stag,” Celaena breathed. “The Lord of the North.” 

“Why  does  he  get  a  fancy  title?  What  about  the  swan  and  the

dragon?” 

Celaena  snorted,  but  the  smile  faded  when  she  stared  at  the

familiar  constellation.  “Because  the  stag  remains  constant—no

matter the season, he’s always there.” 

“Why?” 

Celaena took a long breath. “So the people of Terrasen will always

know how to find their way home. So they can look up at the sky, no

matter where they are, and know Terrasen is forever with them.” 

“Do you ever want to return to Terrasen?” 

Celaena turned her head to look at Ansel. She hadn’t told her she

was from Terrasen. Ansel said, “You talk about Terrasen the way my

father used to talk about our land.” 

Celaena was about to reply when she caught the word.  Used to. 

Ansel’s attention remained on the stars. “I lied to the Master when

I came here,” she whispered, as if afraid someone else would hear

them in the emptiness of the desert. Celaena looked back to the sky. 

“My  father  never  sent  me  to  train.  And  there  is  no  Briarcliff,  or

Briarcliff Hall. There hasn’t been for five years.” 

A  dozen  questions  sprung  up,  but  Celaena  kept  her  mouth  shut, 

letting Ansel speak. 

“I was twelve,” Ansel said, “when Lord Loch took several territories

around  Briarcliff,  and  then  demanded  we  yield  to  him  as  well—that

we  bow  to  him  as  High  King  of  the  Wastes.  My  father  refused.  He

said there was one tyrant already conquering everything east of the

mountains—he  didn’t  want  one  in  the  west,  too.”  Celaena’s  blood

went  cold  as  she  braced  herself  for  what  she  was  certain  was

coming. “Two weeks later, Lord Loch marched into our land with his

men,  seizing  our  villages,  our  livelihood,  our  people.  And  when  he

got to Briarcliff Hall …” 

Ansel  drew  a  shuddering  breath.  “When  he  arrived  at  Briarcliff

Hall, I was in the kitchen. I saw them from the window and hid in a

cupboard as Loch walked in. My sister and father were upstairs, and

Loch stayed in the kitchen as his men brought them down and … I

didn’t dare make a sound as Lord Loch made my father watch as he

…” She stumbled, but forced it out, spitting it as if it were poison. “My

father begged on his hands and knees, but Loch still made my father

watch as he slit my sister’s throat, then his. And I just hid there, even

as they killed our servants, too. I hid there and did nothing. 

“And  when  they  were  gone,  I  took  my  father’s  sword  from  his

corpse  and  ran.  I  ran  and  ran  until  I  couldn’t  run  anymore,  at  the

foothills of the White Fang Mountains. And that’s when I collapsed at

the  campfire  of  a  witch—one  of  the  Ironteeth.  I  didn’t  care  if  she

killed me. But she told me that it was not my fate to die there. That I

should journey south, to the Silent Assassins in the Red Desert, and

there  …  there  I  would  find  my  fate.  She  fed  me,  and  bound  my

bleeding  feet,  and  gave  me  gold—gold  that  I  later  used  to

commission my armor—then sent me on my way.” 

Ansel wiped at her eyes. “So I’ve been here ever since, training for

the  day  when  I’m  strong  enough  and  fast  enough  to  return  to

Briarcliff and take back what is mine. Someday, I’ll march into High

King Loch’s hall and repay him for what he did to my family. With my

father’s sword.” Her hand grazed the wolf-head hilt. “This sword will

end his life. Because this sword is all I have left of them.” 

Celaena  hadn’t  realized  she  was  crying  until  she  tried  to  take  a

deep  breath.  Saying  that  she  was  sorry  didn’t  feel  adequate.  She

knew what this sort of loss was like, and words didn’t do anything at

all. 

Ansel slowly turned to look at her, her eyes lined with silver. She

traced  Celaena’s  cheekbone,  where  the  bruises  had  once  been. 

“Where do men find it in themselves to do such monstrous things? 

How do they find it acceptable?” 

“We’ll make them pay for it in the end.” Celaena grasped Ansel’s

hand. The girl squeezed back hard. “We’ll see to it that they pay.” 

“Yes.” Ansel shifted her gaze back to the stars. “Yes, we will.” 

CHAPTER
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Celaena  and  Ansel  knew  their  little  escapade  with  the  Asterion

horses would have consequences. Celaena had at least expected to

have  enough  time  to  tell  a  decent  lie  about  how  they  acquired  the

horses.  But  when  they  returned  to  the  fortress  and  found  Mikhail

waiting, along with three other assassins, she knew that word of their

stunt had somehow already reached the Master. 

She kept her mouth shut as she and Ansel knelt at the foot of the

Master’s  dais,  heads  bowed,  eyes  on  the  floor.  She  certainly

wouldn’t convince him to train her now. 

His  receiving  chamber  was  empty  today,  and  each  of  his  steps

scraped  softly  against  the  floor.  She  knew  he  could  be  silent  if  he

wished. He wanted them to feel the dread of his approach. 

And Celaena felt it. She felt each footstep, the phantom bruises on

her face throbbing with the memory of Arobynn’s fists. And suddenly, 

as the memory of that day echoed through her, she remembered the

words Sam kept screaming at Arobynn as the King of the Assassins

beat  her,  the  words  that  she  somehow  had  forgotten  in  the  fog  of

pain:  I’ll kill you! 

Sam had said it like he meant it. He’d bellowed it. Again and again

and again. 

The clear, unexpected memory was almost jarring enough for her

to  forget  where  she  was—but  then  the  snow-white  robes  of  the

Master came into view. Her mouth went dry. 

“We  only  wanted  to  have  some  fun,”  Ansel  said  quietly.  “We  can

return the horses.” 

Celaena,  head  still  lowered,  glanced  toward  Ansel.  She  was

staring  up  at  the  Master  as  he  towered  over  them.  “I’m  sorry,” 

Celaena murmured, wishing she could convey it with her hands, too. 

Though silence might have been preferable, she needed him to hear

her apology. 

The Master just stood there. 

Ansel was the first to break under his stare. She sighed. “I know it

was  foolish.  But  there’s  nothing  to  worry  about.  I  can  handle  Lord

Berick; I’ve been handling him for ages.” 

There  was  enough  bitterness  in  her  words  that  Celaena’s  brows

rose slightly. Perhaps his refusal to train her wasn’t easy for Ansel to

bear. She was never outright competitive about getting the Master’s

attention,  but  …  After  so  many  years  of  living  here,  being  stuck  as

the mediator between the Master and Berick didn’t exactly seem like

the sort of glory Ansel was interested in. Celaena certainly wouldn’t

have enjoyed it. 

The  Master’s  clothes  whispered  as  they  moved,  and  Celaena

flinched when she felt his calloused fingers hook under her chin. He

lifted her head so she was forced to look at him, his face lined with

disapproval.  She  remained  perfectly  still,  bracing  herself  for  the

strike, already praying he wouldn’t damage her too significantly. But

then the Master’s sea-green eyes narrowed ever so slightly, and he

gave her a sad smile as he released her. 

Her face burned. He hadn’t been about to hit her. He’d wanted her

to look at him, to tell him her side of the story. But even if he wasn’t

going  to  strike  her,  he  still  might  punish  them.  And  if  he  kicked  out

Ansel for what they’d done … Ansel needed to be here, to learn all

that  these  assassins  could  teach  her,  because  Ansel  wanted  to   do

something with her life. Ansel had a purpose. And Celaena …

“It was my idea,” Celaena blurted, her words too loud in the empty

chamber. “I didn’t feel like walking back here, and I thought it would

be  useful  to  have  horses.  And  when  I  saw  the  Asterion  mares  …  I

thought we might as well travel in style.” She gave him a shaky half

grin, and the Master’s brows rose as he looked between them. For

long, long moment, he just watched them. 

Whatever he saw on Ansel’s face suddenly made him nod. Ansel

quickly  bowed  her  head.  “Before  you  decide  on  a  punishment  …” 

She  turned  to  Celaena,  then  looked  back  at  the  Master.  “Since  we

like horses so much, maybe we could … be on stable duty? For the

morning shift. Until Celaena leaves.” 
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Celaena  almost  choked,  but  she  schooled  her  features  into

neutrality. 

A  faint  glimmer  of  amusement  shone  in  his  eyes,  and  he

considered  Ansel’s  words  for  a  moment.  Then  he  nodded  again. 

Ansel  loosened  a  breath.  “Thank  you  for  your  lenience,”  she  said. 

The  Master  glanced  toward  the  doors  behind  them.  They  were

dismissed. 

Ansel got to her feet, and Celaena followed suit. But as Celaena

turned, the Master grabbed her arm. Ansel paused to watch as the

Master made a few motions with his hand. When he finished, Ansel’s

brows  rose.  He  repeated  the  motions  again—slower,  pointing  to

Celaena  repeatedly.  When  it  seemed  she  was  certain  she

understood him, Ansel turned to Celaena. 

“You’re to report to him at sunset tomorrow. For your first lesson.” 

Celaena bit back her sigh of relief, and gave the Master a genuine

grin. He returned a hint of a smile. She bowed deeply, and couldn’t

stop smiling as she and Ansel left the hall and headed to the stables. 

She  had  three  and  a  half  weeks  left—that  would  be  more  than

enough time to get that letter. 

Whatever  he  had  seen  in  her  face,  whatever  she  had  said  …

somehow, she’d proven herself to him at last. 

It turned out that they weren’t just responsible for shoveling horse

dung. Oh, no—they were responsible for cleaning the pens of  all the

four-legged  livestock  in  the  fortress,  a  task  that  took  them  from

breakfast  until  noon.  At  least  they  did  it  in  the  morning,  before  the

afternoon heat really made the smell atrocious. 

Another  benefit  was  that  they  didn’t  have  to  go  running.  Though

after four hours of shoveling animal droppings, Celaena would have

begged to take the six-mile run instead. 

Anxious as she was to be out of the stables, she couldn’t contain

her  growing  trepidation  as  the  sun  arced  across  the  sky,  heading

toward sunset. She didn’t know what to expect; even Ansel had no

idea what the Master might have in mind. They spent the afternoon

sparring  as  usual—with  each  other,  and  with  whatever  assassins

wandered  into  the  shade  of  the  open-air  training  courtyard.  And when the sun finally hovered near the horizon, Ansel gave Celaena

squeeze on the shoulder and sent her to the Master’s hall. 

But the Master wasn’t in his receiving hall, and when she ran into

Ilias,  he  just  gave  her  his  usual  smile  and  pointed  toward  the  roof. 

After taking a few staircases and then climbing a wooden ladder and

squeezing  through  a  hatch  in  the  ceiling,  she  found  herself  in  the

open air high atop the fortress. 

The  Master  stood  by  the  parapet,  gazing  across  the  desert.  She

cleared her throat, but he remained with his back to her. 

The roof couldn’t have been more than twenty square feet, and the

only  thing  on  it  was  a  covered  reed  basket  placed  in  the  center. 

Torches burned, illuminating the rooftop. 

Celaena  cleared  her  throat  again,  and  the  Master  finally  turned. 

She  bowed,  which,  strangely,  was  something  she  felt  he  actually

deserved, rather than something she ought to do. He gave her a nod

and pointed to the reed basket, beckoning her to open the lid. Doing

her  best  not  to  look  skeptical,  hoping  there  was  a  beautiful  new

weapon  inside,  she  approached.  She  stopped  when  she  heard  the

hissing. 

Unpleasant, don’t-come-closer hissing. From inside the basket. 

She  turned  to  the  Master,  who  hopped  onto  one  of  the  merlons, 

his bare feet dangling in the gap between one block of stone and the

next, and beckoned her again. Palms sweating, Celaena took a deep

breath and snatched back the lid. 

A black asp curled into itself, head drawn back low as it hissed. 

Celaena  leapt  away  a  yard,  making  for  the  parapet  wall,  but  the

Master let out a low click of his tongue. 

His hands moved, flowing and winding through the air like a river

—like a snake.  Observe it, he seemed to tell her.  Move with it. 

She  looked  back  at  the  basket  in  time  to  see  the  slender,  black

head of the asp slide over the rim, then down to the tiled roof. 

Her  heart  thundered  in  her  chest.  It  was  poisonous,  wasn’t  it?  It

had to be. It looked poisonous. 

The  snake  slithered  across  the  roof,  and  Celaena  inched  back

from it, not daring to look away for even a heartbeat. She reached for
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a  dagger,  but  the  Master  again  clicked  his  tongue.  A  glance  in  his

direction  was  enough  for  her  to  understand  the  meaning  of  the

sound. 

 Don’t kill it. Absorb. 

The  snake  moved  effortlessly,  lazily,  and  tasted  the  evening  air

with  its  black  tongue.  With  a  deep,  steadying  breath,  Celaena

observed. 

She spent every night that week on the roof with the asp, watching

it,  copying  its  movements,  internalizing  its  rhythm  and  sounds  until

she  could  move  like  it  moved,  until  they  could  face  each  other  and

she could anticipate how it would lunge; until she could strike like the

asp, swift and unflinching. 

After  that,  she  spent  three  days  dangling  from  the  rafters  of  the

fortress  stables  with  the  bats.  It  took  her  longer  to  figure  out  their

strengths—how they became so silent that no one noticed they were

there, how they could drown out the external noise and focus only on

the sound of their prey. And after that, it was two nights spent with

jackrabbits on the dunes, learning their stillness, absorbing how they

used their speed and dexterity to evade talons and claws, how they

slept above ground to better hear their enemies approaching. Night

after  night,  the  Master  watched  from  nearby,  never  saying  a  word, 

never doing anything except occasionally pointing out how an animal

moved. 

As the remaining weeks passed, she saw Ansel only during meals

and  for  the  few  hours  they  spent  each  morning  shoveling  manure. 

And  after  a  long  night  spent  sprinting  or  hanging  upside  down  or

running  sideways  to  see  why  crabs  bothered  moving  like  that, 

Celaena  was  usually  in  no  mood  to  talk.  But  Ansel  was  merry—

almost  gleeful,  more  and  more  with  every  passing  day.  She  never

said why, exactly, but Celaena found it rather infectious. 

And every day, Celaena went to sleep after lunch and dozed until

the  sun  went  down,  her  dreams  full  of  snakes  and  rabbits  and

chirping desert beetles. Sometimes she spotted Mikhail training the

acolytes, or found Ilias meditating in an empty training room, but she

rarely got the chance to spend time with them. 

They  had  no  more  attacks  from  Lord  Berick,  either.  Whatever

Ansel had said during that meeting with him in Xandria, whatever the

Master’s letter had contained, it seemed to have worked, even after

the theft of his horses. 

There  were  quiet  moments  also,  when  she  wasn’t  training  or

toiling with Ansel. Moments when her thoughts drifted back to Sam, 

to  what  he’d  said.  He’d  threatened  to   kill  Arobynn.  For  hurting  her. 

She tried to work through it, tried to figure out what had changed in

Skull’s  Bay  to  make  Sam  dare  say  such  a  thing  to  the  King  of  the

Assassins.  But  whenever  she  caught  herself  thinking  about  it  too

much, she shoved those thoughts into the back of her mind. 

CHAPTER

8

“You  mean  to  tell  me  you  do  this   every  day?”  Ansel  said,  her

brows high on her forehead as Celaena brushed rouge onto the girl’s

cheeks. 

“Sometimes twice a day,” Celaena said, and Ansel opened an eye. 

They  were  sitting  on  Celaena’s  bed,  a  scattering  of  cosmetics

between  them—a  small  fraction  of  Celaena’s  enormous  collection

back in Rifthold. “Besides being useful for my work, it’s fun.” 

“Fun?”  Ansel  opened  her  other  eye.  “Smearing  all  this  gunk  on

your face is fun?” 

Celaena set down her pot of rouge. “If you don’t shut up, I’ll draw a

mustache on you.” 

Ansel’s  lips  twitched,  but  she  closed  her  eyes  again  as  Celaena

raised the little container of bronze powder and dusted some on her

eyelids. 

“Well,  it   is  my  birthday.  And  Midsummer  Eve,”  Ansel  said,  her

eyelashes  fluttering  beneath  the  tickle  of  Celaena’s  delicate  brush. 

“We so rarely get to have fun. I suppose I should look nice.” 

Ansel always looked nice—better than nice, actually—but Celaena

didn’t  need  to  tell  her  that.  “At  a  minimum,  at  least  you  don’t  smell

like horse droppings.” 

Ansel let out a breathy chuckle, the air warm on Celaena’s hands

as they hovered near her face. She kept quiet while Celaena finished

with the powder, then held still as she lined her eyes with kohl and

darkened her lashes. 

“All  right,”  Celaena  said,  sitting  back  so  she  could  see  Ansel’s

face. “Open.” 

Ansel opened her eyes, and Celaena frowned. 

“What?” Ansel said. 
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Celaena shook her head. “You’re going to have to wash it all off.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you look better than I do.” 

Ansel pinched Celaena’s arm. Celaena pinched her back, laughter

on her lips. But then the single remaining week that Celaena had left

loomed before her, brief and unforgiving, and her chest tightened at

the thought of leaving. She hadn’t even dared ask the Master for her

letter  yet.  But  more  than  that  …  Well,  she’d  never  had  a  female

friend—never really had  any  friends—and  somehow,  the  thought  of

returning to Rifthold without Ansel was a tad unbearable. 

The  Midsummer  Eve  festival  was  like  nothing  Celaena  had  ever

experienced.  She’d  expected  music  and  drinking  and  laughter,  but

instead,  the  assassins  gathered  in  the  largest  of  the  fortress

courtyards. And all of them, including Ansel, were totally silent. The

moon  provided  the  only  light,  silhouetting  the  date  trees  swaying

along the courtyard walls. 

But the strangest part was the dancing. Even though there was no

music, most of the people danced—some of the dances foreign and

strange, some of them familiar. Everyone was smiling, but aside from

the rustle of clothing and the scrape of merry feet against the stones, 

there was no sound. 

But there  was wine, and she and Ansel found a table in a corner of

the courtyard and fully indulged themselves. 

Though  she  loved,  loved,  loved  parties,  Celaena  would  have

rather  spent  the  night  training  with  the  Master.  With  only  one  week

left,  she  wanted  to  spend  every  waking  moment  working  with  him. 

But he’d insisted she go to the party—if only because  he wanted to

go to the party. The old man danced to a rhythm Celaena could not

hear  or  make  out,  and  looked  more  like  someone’s  benevolent, 

clumsy grandfather than the master of some of the world’s greatest

assassins. 

She  couldn’t  help  but  think  of  Arobynn,  who  was  all  calculated

grace and restrained aggression—Arobynn who danced with a select

few, and whose smile was razor-sharp. 

Mikhail  had  dragged  Ansel  to  the  dancing,  and  she  was  grinning as she twirled and bobbed and bounced from partner to partner, all

of  the  assassins  now  keeping  the  same,  silent  beat.  Ansel  had

experienced such horror, and yet she was still so carefree, so keenly

alive. Mikhail caught her in his arms and dipped her, low enough for

Ansel’s eyes to widen. 

Mikhail truly liked Ansel—that much was obvious. He always found

excuses to touch her, always smiled at her, always looked at her as if

she were the only person in the room. 

Celaena sloshed the wine around in her glass. If she were being

honest, sometimes she thought Sam looked at her that way. But then

he’d  go  and  say  something  absurd,  or  try  to  undermine  her,  and

she’d chide herself for even thinking that about him. 

Her stomach tightened. What had Arobynn done to him that night? 

She should have inquired after him. But in the days afterward, she’d

been so busy, so wrapped in her rage … She hadn’t dared look for

him,  actually.  Because  if  Arobynn  had  hurt  Sam  the  way  he’d  hurt

her—if he’d hurt Sam  worse than that …

Celaena  drained  the  rest  of  her  wine.  During  the  two  days  after

she’d  awoken  from  her  beating,  she’d  used  a  good  chunk  of  her

savings to purchase her own apartment, away and well hidden from

the Assassins’ Keep. She hadn’t told anyone—partially because she

was  worried  she  might  change  her  mind  while  she  was  away—but

with each day here, with each lesson with the Master, she was more

and  more  resolved  to  tell  Arobynn  she  was  moving  out.  She  was

actually eager to see the look on his face. She still owed him money, 

of course—he’d seen to it that her debts would keep her with him for

a while—but there was no rule that said she had to live  with him. And

if he ever laid a hand on her again …

If Arobynn ever laid a hand on her  or Sam again, she’d see to it

that he lost that hand. Actually, she’d see to it that he lost everything

up to the elbow. 

Someone touched her shoulder, and Celaena looked up from her

empty wine goblet to find Ilias standing behind her. She hadn’t seen

much of him in the past few days, aside from at dinner, where he still

glanced  at  her  and  gave  her  those  lovely  smiles.  He  offered  his

hand. 
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Celaena’s  face  instantly  warmed  and  she  shook  her  head,  trying

her best to convey a sense of not knowing these dances. 

Ilias shrugged, his eyes bright. His hand remained extended. 

She  bit  her  lip  and  glanced  pointedly  at  his  feet.  Ilias  shrugged

again, this time as if to suggest that his toes weren’t all that valuable, 

anyway. 

Celaena  glanced  at  Mikhail  and  Ansel,  spinning  wildly  to  a  beat

only the two of them could hear. Ilias raised his brows.  Live a little, 

 Sardothien!  Ansel had said that day they stole the horses. Why not

live a little tonight, too? 

Celaena gave him a dramatic shrug and took his hand, tossing a

wry  smile  his  way.  I  suppose  I  could  spare  a  dance  or  two,  she

wanted to say. 

Even though there was no music, Ilias led her through the dances

with  ease,  each  of  his  movements  sure  and  steady.  It  was  hard  to

look away—not just from his face, but also from the contentment that

radiated from him. And he looked back at her so intently that she had

to  wonder  if  he’d  been  watching  her  all  these  weeks  not  only  to

protect his father. 

They danced until well after midnight; wild dances that weren’t at

all  like  the  waltzes  she’d  learned  in  Rifthold.  Even  when  she

switched partners, Ilias was always there, waiting for the next dance. 

It was almost as intoxicating as the oddity of dancing to no music, to

hearing  a  collective,  silent  rhythm—to  letting  the  wind  and  the

sighing sand outside the fortress provide the beat and the melody. It

was  lovely  and  strange,  and  as  the  hours  passed,  she  often

wondered if she’d strayed into some dream. 

When  the  moon  was  setting,  Celaena  found  herself  leaving  the

dance  floor,  doing  her  best  to  convey  how  exhausted  she  was.  It

wasn’t a lie. Her feet hurt, and she hadn’t had a proper night’s rest in

weeks and weeks. Ilias tried pulling her back onto the floor for one

last dance, but she nimbly slipped out of his grasp, grinning as she

shook her head. Ansel and Mikhail were still dancing, holding each

other  closer  than  any  other  pair  on  the  dance  floor.  Not  wanting  to interrupt her friend, Celaena left the hall, Ilias in tow. 

She  couldn’t  deny  that  her  racing  heartbeat  wasn’t  just  from  the

dancing  as  they  walked  down  the  empty  hall.  Ilias  strolled  beside

her, silent as ever, and she swallowed tightly. 

What  would  he  say—that  is,  if  he  could  speak—if  he  knew  that

Adarlan’s Assassin had never been kissed? She’d killed men, freed

slaves,  stolen  horses,  but  she’d  never  kissed  anyone.  It  was

ridiculous, somehow. Something that she should have gotten out of

the way at some point, but she’d never found the right person. 

All  too  quickly,  they  were  standing  outside  the  door  to  her  room. 

Celaena didn’t touch the door handle, and tried to calm her breathing

as she turned to face Ilias. 

He was smiling. Maybe he didn’t mean to kiss her. His room was, 

after all, just a few doors down. 

“Well,”  she  said.  After  so  many  hours  of  silence,  the  word  was

jarringly loud. Her face burned. He stepped closer, and she tried not

to flinch as he slipped a hand around her waist. It would be so simple

to kiss him, she realized. 

His other hand slid against her neck, his thumb caressing her jaw

as he gently tilted her head back. Her blood pounded through every

inch of her. Her lips parted … but as Ilias inclined his head, she went

rigid and stepped back. 

He  immediately  withdrew,  his  brows  crossed  with  concern.  She

wanted to seep into the stones and disappear. “I’m sorry,” she said

thickly, trying not to look too mortified. “I—I can’t. I mean, I’m leaving

in a week. And … and you live here. And I’m in Rifthold, so …” She

was babbling. She should stop. Actually, she should just stop talking. 

Forever. 

But  if  he  sensed  her  mortification,  he  didn’t  show  it.  Instead,  he

bowed his head and squeezed her shoulder. Then he gave her one

of those shrugs, which she interpreted to mean,  If only we didn’t live

 thousands of miles apart. But can you blame me for trying? 

With  that,  he  strode  the  few  feet  to  his  room.  He  gave  her  a

friendly wave before disappearing inside. 
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Alone  in  the  hallway,  Celaena  watched  the  shadows  cast  by  the

torches.  It  hadn’t  been  the  mere  impossibility  of  a  relationship  with

Ilias that had made her pull away. 

No;  it  was  the  memory  of  Sam’s  face  that  had  stopped  her  from

kissing him. 

Ansel  didn’t  come  back  to  their  room  that  night.  And  when  she

stumbled  into  the  stables  the  following  morning,  still  wearing  her

clothes from the party, Celaena could assume she’d either spent the

whole  night  dancing,  or  with  Mikhail.  From  the  flush  on  Ansel’s

freckled cheeks, Celaena thought it might be both. 

Ansel  took  one  look  at  the  grin  on  Celaena’s  face  and  glowered. 

“Don’t you even start.” 

Celaena shoveled a heap of manure into the nearby wagon. Later

she’d  cart  it  to  the  gardens,  where  it  would  be  used  for  fertilizer. 

“What?”  Celaena  said,  grinning  even  wider.  “I  wasn’t  going  to  say

anything.” 

Ansel  snatched  her  shovel  from  where  it  leaned  against  the

wooden  wall,  several  pens  down  from  where  Kasida  and  Hisli  now

had their new homes. “Good. I got enough of it from the others while

I was walking here.” 

Celaena  leaned  against  her  shovel  in  the  open  gate.  “I’m  sure

Mikhail will get his fair share of teasing, too.” 

Ansel  straightened,  her  eyes  surprisingly  dark.  “No,  he  won’t. 

They’ll congratulate him, just like they always do, for a conquest well

made.” She let out a long sigh from her nose. “But me? I’ll get teased

until I snap at them. It’s always the same.” 

They  continued  their  work  in  silence.  After  a  moment,  Celaena

spoke.  “Even  though  they  tease  you,  you  still  want  to  be  with

Mikhail?” 

Ansel  shrugged  again,  flinging  dung  into  the  pile  she’d  gathered

into  the  wagon.  “He’s  an  amazing  warrior;  he’s  taught  me  far  more

than I would have learned without him. So they can tease me all they

want,  but  at  the  end  of  the  day,  he’s  still  the  one  giving  me  extra

attention when we train.” 

That didn’t sit well with Celaena, but she opted to keep her mouth

shut. 

“Besides,” Ansel said, glancing sidelong at Celaena, “not all of us

can so easily convince the Master to train us.” 

Celaena’s stomach twisted a little. Was Ansel jealous of that? “I’m

not entirely sure why he changed his mind.” 

“Oh?”  Ansel  said,  sharper  than  Celaena  had  ever  heard  her.  It

scared  her,  surprisingly.  “The  noble,  clever,  beautiful  assassin  from

the North—the  great Celaena Sardothien, has no idea why he’d want

to  train  her?  No  idea  that  he  might  want  to  leave  his  mark  on  you, 

too? To have a hand in shaping your glorious fate?” 

Celaena’s  throat  tightened,  and  she  cursed  herself  for  feeling  so

hurt by the words. She didn’t think the Master felt that way at all, but

she still hissed, “Yes, my glorious fate. Shoveling dung in a barn. A

worthy task for me.” 

“But certainly a worthy task for a girl from the Flatlands?” 

“I didn’t say that,” Celaena said through her teeth. “Don’t put words

in my mouth.” 

“Why not? I know you think it—and you know I’m telling the truth. 

I’m  not  good  enough  for  the  Master  to  train  me.  I  began  seeing

Mikhail  to  get  extra  attention  during  lessons,  and  I  certainly  don’t

have a notorious name to flaunt around.” 

“Fine,”  Celaena  said.  “Yes:  most  of  the  people  in  the  kingdoms

know  my  name—know  to  fear  me.”  Her  temper  rose  with  dizzying

speed.  “But  you  …  You  want  to  know  the  truth  about  you,  Ansel? 

The truth is, even if you go home and get what you want, no one will

give  a  damn  if  you  take  back  your  speck  of  territory—no  one  will

even hear about it. Because no one except for  you will even care.” 

She  regretted  the  words  the  instant  they  left  her  mouth.  Ansel’s

face  went  white  with  anger,  and  her  lips  trembled  as  she  pressed

them together. Ansel threw down her shovel. For a moment, Celaena

thought  that  she’d  attack,  and  even  went  as  far  as  slightly  bending

her knees in anticipation of a fight. 

But Ansel stalked past her and said, “You’re just a spoiled, selfish

bitch.” With that, she left Celaena to finish their morning chores. 

CHAPTER

9

Celaena couldn’t focus on her lesson with the Master that night. All

day, Ansel’s words had been ringing in her ears. She hadn’t seen her

friend  for  hours—and  dreaded  the  moment  when  she’d  have  to

return  to  her  room  and  face  her  again.  Though  Celaena  hated  to

admit  it,  Ansel’s  parting  claim  had  felt  true.  She   was  spoiled.  And

selfish. 

The Master snapped his fingers, and Celaena, who was yet again


studying  an  asp,  looked  up.  Though  she’d  been  mirroring  the

snake’s  movements,  she  hadn’t  noticed  it  was  slowly  creeping

toward her. 

She  leapt  back  a  few  feet,  crouching  close  to  the  roof’s  wall,  but

stopped  when  she  felt  the  Master’s  hand  on  her  shoulder.  He

motioned  to  leave  the  snake  be  and  sit  beside  him  on  the  merlons

that ran around the roof. Grateful for a break, she hopped up, trying

not to glance down at the ground far, far below. Though she was well

acquainted  with  heights,  and  had  no  problems  with  balance,  sitting

on an edge never really felt  natural. 

The Master raised his eyebrows.  Talk, he seemed to say. 

She tucked her left foot under her right thigh, making sure to keep

an eye on the asp, which slithered into the shadows of the roof. 

But telling him about her fight with Ansel felt so … childish. As if

the Master of the Silent Assassins would want to hear about a petty

squabble. 

Cicadas  buzzed  in  the  trees  of  the  keep,  and  somewhere  in  the

gardens, a nightingale sang her lament.  Talk. Talk about what? 

She  didn’t  have  anything  to  say,  so  they  sat  on  the  parapet  in

silence  for  a  while—until  even  the  cicadas  went  to  sleep,  and  the

moon  slipped  away  behind  them,  and  the  sky  began  to  brighten. 
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 Talk. Talk about what had been haunting her these months. Haunting

every thought, every dream, every breath.  Talk. 

“I’m scared to go home,” she said at last, staring out at the dunes

beyond the walls. 

The predawn light was bright enough for her to see the Master’s

brows rise.  Why? 

“Because  everything  will  be  different.  Everything  is  already

different. I think everything changed when Arobynn punished me, but

… Some part of me still thinks that the world will go back to the way

it was before that night. Before I went to Skull’s Bay.” 

The  Master’s  eyes  shone  like  emeralds.  Compassionate—

sorrowful. 

“I’m  not  sure  I   want  it  to  go  back  to  the  way  it  was  before,”  she admitted. “And I think … I think that’s what scares me the most.” 

The  Master  smiled  at  her  reassuringly,  then  rolled  his  neck  and

stretched his arms over his head before standing atop the merlon. 

Celaena tensed, unsure if she should follow. 

But  the  Master  didn’t  look  at  her  as  he  began  a  series  of

movements, graceful and winding, as elegant as a dance and deadly

as the asp that lurked on the roof. 

The asp. 

Watching the Master, she could see each of the qualities she had

copied for the past few weeks—the contained power and swiftness, 

the cunning and the smooth restraint. 

He  went  through  the  motions  again,  and  it  took  only  a  glance  in

her direction to get her to her feet atop the parapet wall. Mindful of

her  balance,  she  slowly  copied  him,  her  muscles  singing  with  the

 rightness  of  the  movements.  She  grinned  as  night  after  night  of

careful observation and mimicry clicked into place. 

Again and again, the sweep and curve of her arm, the twisting of

her  torso,  even  the  rhythm  of  her  breathing.  Again  and  again,  until

she  became  the  asp,  until  the  sun  broke  over  the  horizon,  bathing

them in red light. 

Again  and  again,  until  there  was  nothing  left  but  the  Master  and

her as they greeted the new day. 

An hour after sunup, Celaena crept into her room, bracing herself

for another fight, but found Ansel already gone to the stables. Since

Ansel  had  abandoned  her  to  do  the  chores  by  herself  yesterday, 

Celaena decided to return the favor. She sighed with contentment as

she collapsed atop her bed. 

She  was  later  awoken  by  someone  shaking  her  shoulder—

someone who smelled like manure. 

“It had better be afternoon,” Celaena said, rolling onto her stomach

and burying her face in her pillow. 

Ansel chuckled. “Oh, it’s almost dinner. And the stables and pens

are in good order, no thanks to you.” 

“You left me to do it all yesterday,” Celaena mumbled. 

“Yes, well … I’m sorry.” 

Celaena  peeled  her  face  from  the  pillow  to  look  at  Ansel,  who

stood over the bed. Ansel twisted her hands. She was wearing her

armor again. At the sight of it, Celaena winced as she recalled what

she’d said about her friend’s homeland. 

Ansel tucked her red hair behind her ears. “I shouldn’t have said

those things about you. I don’t think you’re spoiled or selfish.” 

“Oh,  don’t  worry.  I  am—very  much  so.”  Celaena  sat  up.  Ansel

gave her a weak smile. “But,” she went on, “I’m sorry for what I said, 

too. I didn’t mean it.” 

Ansel  nodded,  glancing  toward  the  shut  door,  as  if  she  expected

someone to be there. “I have lots of friends here, but you’re the first

 true friend I’ve had. I’ll be sorry to see you go.” 

“I  still  have  five  days,”  Celaena  said.  Given  how  popular  Ansel

was, it was surprising—and somewhat relieving—to hear that she’d

also felt slightly alone. 

Ansel  flicked  her  eyes  to  the  door  again.  What  was  she  nervous

about? “Try to remember me fondly, will you?” 

“I’ll try. But it might be hard.” 

Ansel  let  out  a  quiet  laugh  and  took  two  goblets  from  the  table

beneath the window. “I brought us some wine.” She handed one to

Celaena.  Ansel  lifted  her  copper  goblet.  “To  making  amends—and

fond memories.” 

“To being the most fearsome and imposing girls the world has ever

seen.” Celaena raised her goblet high before she drank. 

As she swallowed a large mouthful of wine, she had two thoughts. 

The  first  was  that  Ansel’s  eyes  were  now  filled  with  unmasked

sorrow. 

And  the  second—which  explained  the  first—was  that  the  wine

tasted strange. 

But Celaena didn’t have time to consider what poison it was before

she heard her own goblet clatter to the floor, and the world spun and

went black. 
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CHAPTER

10

Someone was hammering against an anvil somewhere very, very

close to her head. So close that she felt each beat in her body, the

sound shattering through her mind, stirring her from sleep. 

With a jolt, Celaena sat up. There was no hammer and no anvil—

just  a  pounding  headache.  And  there  was  no  assassins’  fortress, 

only  endless  miles  of  red  dunes,  and  Kasida  standing  watch  over

her. Well, at least she wasn’t dead. 

Cursing, she got to her feet. What had Ansel done? 

The moon illuminated enough of the desert for her to see that the

assassins’  fortress  was  nowhere  in  sight,  and  that  Kasida’s

saddlebags  were  full  of  her  belongings.  Except  for  her  sword.  She

searched and searched, but it wasn’t there. Celaena reached for one

of her two long daggers, but stiffened when she felt a scroll of paper

tucked into her belt. 

Someone had also left a lantern beside her, and it took only a few

moments for Celaena to get it lit and nestled into the dune. Kneeling

before  the  dim  light,  she  unrolled  the  paper  with  shaking  hands.  It

was in Ansel’s handwriting, and wasn’t long. 
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Celaena  read  the  letter  three  times  to  make  sure  she  hadn’t

missed  something.  She  was  being  let  go—but  why?  She  had  the

letter of approval, at least, but … but what had she done that made it

so urgent to get rid of her that he’d drug her and then dump her in

the  middle  of  the  desert?  She  had  five  days  left;  he  couldn’t  have

waited for her to leave? 

Her eyes burned as she sorted through the events of the past few

days  for  ways  she  might  have  offended  the  Master.  She  got  to  her

feet and rifled through the saddlebags until she pulled out the letter

of approval. It was a folded square of paper, sealed with sea-green

wax—the color of the Master’s eyes. A little vain, but …

Her  fingers  hovered  over  the  seal.  If  she  broke  it,  then  Arobynn

might  accuse  her  of  tampering  with  the  letter.  But  what  if  it  said

horrid things about her? Ansel said it was a letter of approval, so it

couldn’t  be  that  bad.  Celaena  tucked  the  letter  back  into  the

saddlebag. 

Perhaps  the  Master  had  also  realized  that  she  was  spoiled  and

selfish. Maybe everyone had just been tolerating her, and … maybe

they’d heard of her fight with Ansel and decided to send her packing. 

It wouldn’t surprise her. They were looking out for their own, after all. 

Never mind that for a while,  she had felt like one of their own—felt, 

for the first time in a long, long while, like she had a place where she

belonged.  Where  she  might  learn  something  more  than  deceit  and

how to end lives. 

But she’d been wrong. Somehow, realizing that hurt far worse than

the beating Arobynn had given her. 

Her lips trembled, but she squared her shoulders and scanned the

night  sky  until  she  found  the  Stag  and  the  crowning  star  that  led

north.  Sighing,  Celaena  blew  out  the  lantern,  mounted  Kasida,  and

rode into the night. 

She  rode  toward  Xandria,  opting  to  find  a  ship  there  instead  of

braving  the  northern  trek  across  the  Singing  Sands  to  Yurpa—the

port  she’d  originally  sailed  into.  Without  a  guide,  she  didn’t  really

have much of a choice. She took her time, often walking instead of

riding  Kasida,  who  seemed  as  sad  as  she  was  to  leave  the  Silent Assassins and their luxurious stables. 

The  next  day,  she  was  a  few  miles  into  her  late  afternoon  trek

when  she  heard  the   thump,  thump,  thump.  It  grew  louder,  the

movements now edged with clashing and clattering and deep voices. 

She hopped onto Kasida’s back and crested a dune. 

In the distance, at least two hundred men were marching—straight

into  the  desert.  Some  bore  red  and  black  banners.  Lord  Berick’s

men.  They  marched  in  a  long  column,  with  mounted  soldiers

galloping  along  the  flanks.  Though  she  had  never  seen  Berick,  a

quick  examination  of  the  host  showed  no  signs  of  a  lord  being

present. He must have stayed behind. 

But there was nothing out here. Nothing except for …

Celaena’s  mouth  went  dry.  Nothing  except  for  the  assassins’

fortress. 

A  mounted  soldier  paused  his  riding,  his  black  mare’s  coat

gleaming  with  sweat.  He  stared  toward  her.  With  her  white  clothes

concealing all of her but her eyes, he had no way of identifying her, 

no way of telling what she was. 

Even  from  the  distance,  she  could  see  the  bow  and  quiver  of

arrows he bore. How good was his aim? 

She  didn’t  dare  to  move.  The  last  thing  she  needed  was  the

attention  of  all  those  soldiers  on  her.  They  all  possessed

broadswords,  daggers,  shields,  and  arrows.  This  definitely  wasn’t

going to be a friendly visit, not with this many men. 

Was  that  why  the  Master  had  sent  her  away?  Had  he  somehow

known this would happen and didn’t want her caught up in it? 

Celaena  nodded  to  the  soldier  and  continued  riding  toward

Xandria. If the Master didn’t want anything to do with her, then she

certainly  didn’t  need  to  warn  them.  Especially  since  he  probably

knew. And he had a fortress full of assassins. Two hundred soldiers

were nothing compared to seventy or so of the  sessiz suikast. 

The  assassins  could  handle  themselves.  They  didn’t  need  her. 

They’d made that clear enough. 

Still,  the  muffled  thump  of  Kasida’s  steps  away  from  the  fortress

became more and more difficult to bear. 
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The next morning, Xandria was remarkably quiet. At first, Celaena

thought it was because the citizens were all waiting for news about

the attack on the assassins, but she soon realized she found it quiet

because  she  had  only  seen  it  on  Market  Day.  The  winding,  narrow

streets  that  had  been  crammed  with  vendors  were  now  empty, 

littered with errant palm fronds and piles of sand that slithered in the

fierce winds from the sea. 

She bought passage on a ship that would sail to Amier, the port in

Melisande across the Gulf of Oro. She’d hoped for a ship to Innish, 

another port, so she could inquire after a young healer she’d met on

her  journey  here,  but  there  were  none.  And  with  the  embargo  on

ships  from  Xandria  going  to  other  parts  of  Adarlan’s  empire,  a

distant, forgotten port like Amier would be her best bet. From there, 

she’d  travel  on  Kasida  back  to  Rifthold,  hopefully  catching  another

boat somewhere on the long arm of the Avery River that would take

her the last leg to the capital. 

The  ship  didn’t  leave  until  high  tide  that  afternoon,  which  left

Celaena  with  a  few  hours  to  wander  the  city.  The  Spidersilk

merchant  was  long  gone,  along  with  the  cobbler  and  the  temple

priestesses. 

Nervous the mare would be identified in the city, but more worried

that someone would steal Kasida if she left her unguarded, Celaena

led  the  horse  through  back  alleys  until  she  found  a  near-private

trough for Kasida. Celaena leaned against a sandstone wall as her

horse drank her fill. Had Lord Berick’s men reached the fortress yet? 

At the rate they were going, they would probably arrive this night or

early tomorrow morning. She just hoped the Master was prepared—

and  that  he  had  at  least  restocked  the  flaming  wall  after  the  last

attack from Berick. Had he sent her away for her own safety, or was

he about to be blindsided? 

She glanced up at the palace towering over the city. Berick hadn’t

been with his men. Delivering the Mute Master’s head to the King of

Adarlan  would  surely  get  the  embargo  lifted  from  his  city.  Was  he

doing it for the sake of his people, or for himself? 

But  the  Red  Desert  also  needed  the  assassins—and  the  money

and the trade the foreign emissaries brought in, too. 

Berick  and  the  Master  had  certainly  been  communicating  in  the

past  few  weeks.  What  had  gone  wrong?  Ansel  had  made  another

trip  a  week  ago  to  see  him,  and  hadn’t  mentioned  trouble.  She’d

seemed quite jovial, actually. 

Celaena  didn’t  really  know  why  a  chill  snaked  down  her  spine  in

that moment. Or why she found herself suddenly digging through the

saddlebags until she pulled out the Master’s letter of approval, along

with the note Ansel had written her. 

If  the  Master  had  known  about  the  attack,  he  would  have  been

fortifying his defenses already; he wouldn’t have sent Celaena away. 

She was Adarlan’s greatest assassin, and if two hundred men were

marching on his fortress, he’d  need her. The Master wasn’t proud—

not  like  Arobynn.  He  truly  loved  his  disciples;  he  looked  after  and

nurtured them. But he’d never trained Ansel. Why? 

And with so many of his loved ones in the fortress, why send only

Celaena away? Why not send them all? 

Her  heart  beat  so  fast  it  stumbled,  and  Celaena  tore  open  the

letter of approval. 

It was blank. 

She flipped the paper over. The other side was also blank. Holding

it  up  to  the  sun  revealed  no  hidden  ink,  no  watermark.  But  it  had

been sealed by him, hadn’t it? That was  his seal on the—

It was easy to steal a signet ring. She’d done it with Captain Rolfe. 

And  she’d  seen  the  white  line  around  the  Master’s  finger—his  ring

 had been missing. 

But  if  Ansel  had  drugged  her,  and  given  her  a  document  sealed

with the Master’s signet ring …

No, it wasn’t possible. And it didn’t make sense. Why would Ansel

send her away and pretend the Master had done it? Unless …

Celaena  looked  up  at  Lord  Berick’s  palace.  Unless  Ansel  hadn’t

been  visiting  Lord  Berick  on  behalf  of  the  Master  at  all.  Or  maybe

she had at first, long enough to gain the Master’s trust. But while the

Master  thought  she  was  mending  the  relationships  between  them, 

Ansel  was  really  doing  quite  the  opposite.  And  that  Spidersilk

merchant  had  mentioned  something  about  a  spy  among  the

assassins—a spy working for Berick. But why? 

Celaena didn’t have time to ponder it. Not with two hundred men

so close to the fortress. She might have questioned Lord Berick, but

that, too, would take precious time. 

One warrior might not make a difference against two hundred, but

she was Celaena Sardothien. That had to count for something. That

 did count for something. 

She mounted Kasida and turned her toward the city gates. 

“Let’s  see  how  fast  you  can  run,”  she  whispered  into  the  mare’s

ear, and took off. 

CHAPTER

11

Like a shooting star across a red sky, Kasida flew over the dunes, 

and made the jump across the Cleaver as if she were leaping over a

brook. They paused only long enough for the horse to rest and fill up

on  water,  and  though  Celaena  apologized  to  the  mare  for  pushing

her  so  hard,  Kasida  never  faltered.  She,  too,  seemed  to  sense  the

urgency. 

They rode through the night, until the crimson dawn broke over the

dunes  and  smoke  stained  the  sky,  and  the  fortress  spread  before

them. 

Fires burned here and there, and shouts rang out, along with the

clashing of weapons. The assassins hadn’t yielded yet, though their

walls had been breached. A few bodies littered the sand leading up

to  the  gates,  but  the  gates  themselves  showed  no  sign  of  a  forced

entry—as if someone had left them unlocked. 

Celaena  dismounted  Kasida  before  the  final  dune,  leaving  the

horse to either follow or find her own path, and crept the rest of the

way  into  the  fortress.  She  paused  long  enough  to  swipe  a  sword

from a dead soldier and tuck it into her belt. It was cheaply made and

unbalanced, but the point was sharp enough to do the job. From the

muffled  clopping  of  hooves  behind  her,  she  knew  Kasida  had

followed.  Still,  Celaena  didn’t  dare  take  her  eyes  away  from  the

scene before her as she drew her two long daggers. 

Inside  the  walls,  bodies  were  everywhere—assassin  and  soldier

alike.  Otherwise,  the  main  courtyard  was  empty,  its  little  rivers  now

flowing red. She tried her best not to look too closely at the faces of

the fallen. 

Fires smoldered, most of them just smoking piles of ash. Charred

remnants of arrows revealed that they’d probably been ablaze when

they hit. Every step into the courtyard felt like a lifetime. The shouts and  clanging  weapons  came  from  other  parts  of  the  fortress.  Who

was winning? If all the soldiers had gotten in with so few dead on the

sand, then someone  had to have let them in—probably in the dead

of  night.  How  long  had  it  taken  before  the  night  watch  spotted  the

soldiers  creeping  inside?  …  Unless  the  night  watch  had  been

dispatched before they could sound the alarm. 

But, as Celaena took step after step, she realized that the question

she  should be asking was far worse.  Where is the Master? 

That was what Lord Berick had wanted—the Master’s head. 

And Ansel …

Celaena  didn’t  want  to  finish  that  thought.  Ansel  hadn’t  sent  her

away because of this. Ansel couldn’t be behind this. But …

Celaena started sprinting for the Master’s greeting room, heedless

of  the  noise.  Blood  and  destruction  were  everywhere.  She  passed

courtyards full of soldiers and assassins, locked in deadly battle. 

She was halfway up the stairs to the Master’s room when a soldier

came rushing down them, his blade drawn. She ducked the blow for

her head and struck low and deep, her long dagger burying itself into

his  gut.  With  the  heat,  the  soldiers  had  forgone  metal  armor—and

their leather armor couldn’t turn a blade made with Adarlanian steel. 

She  jumped  aside  as  he  groaned  and  tumbled  down  the  steps. 

She  didn’t  bother  sparing  him  a  final  look  as  she  continued  her

ascent. The upper level was completely silent. 

Her  breath  sharp  in  her  throat,  she  careened  toward  the  open

doors of the greeting room. The two hundred soldiers were meant to

destroy  the  fortress—and  provide  a  distraction.  The  Master  could

have been unguarded with everyone focused on the attack. But he

was still the Master. How could Ansel expect to best him? 

Unless she used that drug on him as well. How else would she be

able to disarm him and catch him unawares? 

Celaena hurled herself through the open wooden doors and nearly

tripped on the body prostrate between them. 

Mikhail lay on his back, his throat slit, eyes staring up at the tiled

ceiling. Dead. Beside him was Ilias, struggling to rise as he clutched

his bleeding belly. Celaena bit back her cry, and Ilias raised his head, 
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blood dripping from his lips. She made to kneel beside him, but he

grunted, pointing to the room ahead. 

To his father. 

The  Master  lay  on  his  side  atop  the  dais,  his  eyes  open  and  his

robes  still  unstained  by  blood.  But  he  had  the  stillness  of  one

drugged—paralyzed by whatever Ansel had given him. 

The girl stood over him, her back to Celaena as she talked, swift

and  quiet.  Babbling.  She  clenched  her  father’s  sword  in  one  hand, 

the  bloodied  blade  drooping  toward  the  floor.  The  Master’s  eyes

shifted to Celaena’s face, then to his son. They were filled with pain. 

Not for himself, but for Ilias—for his bleeding boy. He looked back to

Celaena’s face, his sea-green eyes now pleading.  Save my son. 

Ansel took a deep breath and the sword rose in the air, making to

slice off the Master’s head. 

Celaena had a heartbeat to flip the knife in her hands. She cocked

her wrist and let it fly. 

The dagger slammed into Ansel’s forearm, exactly where Celaena

had  aimed.  Ansel  let  out  a  cry,  her  fingers  splaying.  Her  father’s

sword clattered to the ground. Her face went white with shock as she

whirled, clutching the bleeding wound, but the expression shifted into

something  dark  and  unyielding  as  she  beheld  Celaena.  Ansel

scrambled for her fallen blade. 

But Celaena was already running. 

Ansel grabbed her sword, dashing back to the Master and lifting it

high  over  her  head.  She  plunged  the  sword  toward  the  Master’s

neck. 

Celaena  managed  to  tackle  her  before  the  blade  struck,  sending

them  both  crashing  to  the  floor.  Cloth  and  steel  and  bone,  twisting

and rolling. She brought her legs up high enough to kick Ansel. The

girls  split  apart,  and  Celaena  was  on  her  feet  the  moment  she

stopped moving. 

But Ansel was already standing, her sword still in her hands, still

between Celaena and the paralyzed Master. The blood from Ansel’s

arm dripped to the floor. 

They panted, and Celaena steadied her reeling head. “Don’t do it,” 

she breathed. 

Ansel let out a low laugh. “I thought I told you to go home.” 

Celaena drew the sword from her belt. If only she had a blade like

Ansel’s,  not  some  bit  of  scrap  metal.  It  shook  in  her  hands  as  she

realized who, exactly, stood between her and the Master. Not some

nameless soldier, not some stranger, or a person she’d been hired to

kill. But Ansel. 

“Why?” Celaena whispered. 

Ansel  cocked  her  head,  raising  her  sword  a  bit  higher.  “Why?” 

Celaena  had  never  seen  anything  more  hideous  than  the  hate  that

twisted Ansel’s face. “Because Lord Berick promised me a thousand

men  to  march  into  the  Flatlands,  that’s  why.  Stealing  those  horses

was exactly the public excuse he needed to attack this fortress. And

all I had to do was take care of the guards and leave the gate open

last  night.  And  bring  him  this.”  She  gestured  with  her  sword  to  the

Master  behind  her.  “The  Master’s  head.”  She  ran  an  eye  up  and

down  Celaena’s  body,  and  Celaena  hated  herself  for  trembling

further. “Put down your sword, Celaena.” 

Celaena didn’t move. “Go to hell.” 

Ansel chuckled. “I’ve been to hell. I spent some time there when I

was  twelve,  remember?  And  when  I  march  into  the  Flatlands  with

Berick’s  troops,  I’ll  see  to  it  that  High  King  Loch  sees  a  bit  of  hell, 

too. But first …” 

She turned to the Master and Celaena sucked in a breath. “Don’t,” 

Celaena  said.  From  this  distance,  Ansel  would  kill  him  before  she

could do anything to stop her. 

“Just  look  the  other  way,  Celaena.”  Ansel  stepped  closer  to  the

man. 

“If  you  touch  him,  I’ll  put  this  sword  through  your  neck,”  Celaena

snarled.  The  words  shook,  and  she  blinked  away  the  building

moisture in her eyes. 

Ansel looked over her shoulder. “I don’t think you will.” 

Ansel  took  another  step  closer  to  the  Master,  and  Celaena’s

second  dagger  flew.  It  grazed  the  side  of  Ansel’s  armor,  leaving  a

long mark before it clattered to a stop at the foot of the dais. 

Ansel paused, giving Celaena a faint smile. “You missed.” 

“Don’t do it.” 

“Why?” 

Celaena put a hand over her heart, tightly gripping her sword with

the  other.  “Because  I  know  what  it  feels  like.”  She  dared  another

step. “Because I  know how it feels to have that kind of hate, Ansel. I

know  how  it  feels.  And  this  isn’t  the  way.  This,”   she  said  louder, 

gesturing to the fortress and all the corpses in it, all the soldiers and

assassins still fighting. “This is not the way.” 

“Says the assassin,” Ansel spat. 

“I’ve become an assassin because I had no choice. But  you have

a choice, Ansel. You’ve always had a choice. Please don’t kill him.” 

 Please don’t make me kill you was what she truly meant to say. 

Ansel  shut  her  eyes.  Celaena  steadied  her  wrist,  testing  the

balance of her blade, trying to get a sense of its weight. When Ansel

opened her eyes, there was little of the girl she’d grown to care for

over the past month. 

“These  men,”  Ansel  said,  her  sword  rising  higher.  “These  men

destroy  everything.” 

“I know.” 

“You  know,  and  yet  you  do  nothing!  You’re  just  a  dog  chained  to

your  master.”  She  closed  the  distance  between  them,  her  sword

lowering.  Celaena  almost  sagged  with  relief,  but  didn’t  lighten  her

grip  on  her  own  blade.  Ansel’s  breathing  was  ragged.  “You  could

come with me.” She brushed back a strand of Celaena’s hair. “The

two of us alone could conquer the Flatlands—and with Lord Berick’s

troops …” Her hand grazed Celaena’s cheek, and Celaena tried not

to  recoil  at  the  touch  and  at  the  words  that  came  out  of  Ansel’s

mouth.  “I  would  make  you  my  right  hand.  We’d  take  the  Flatlands

back.” 

“I  can’t,”  Celaena  answered,  even  though  she  could  see  Ansel’s

plan with perfect clarity—even if it was tempting. 

Ansel  stepped  back.  “What  does  Rifthold  have  that’s  so  special? 

How long will you bow and scrape for that monster?” 

“I  can’t  go  with  you,  and  you  know  it.  So  take  your  troops  and

leave, Ansel.” 

She  watched  the  expressions  flitter  across  Ansel’s  face.  Hurt. 

Denial. Rage. 

“So be it,” Ansel said. 

She  struck,  and  Celaena  only  had  time  to  tilt  her  head  to  dodge

the  hidden  dagger  that  shot  out  of  Ansel’s  wrist.  The  blade  grazed

her cheek, and blood warmed her face. Her  face. 

Ansel  swiped  with  her  sword,  so  close  that  Celaena  had  to  flip

herself  backward.  She  landed  on  her  feet,  but  Ansel  was  fast  and

near  enough  that  Celaena  could  only  bring  up  her  blade.  Their

swords met. 

Celaena spun, shoving Ansel’s sword from hers. Ansel stumbled, 

and Celaena used the moment to gain the advantage, striking again

and again. Ansel’s superior blade was hardly impacted. 

They passed the prostrate Master and the dais. Celaena dropped

to the ground, swiping at Ansel with a leg. Ansel leapt back, dodging

the  blow.  Celaena  used  the  precious  seconds  to  snatch  her  fallen

dagger from where it lay on the dais steps. 

When  Ansel  struck  again,  she  met  the  crossed  blades  of

Celaena’s sword and dagger. 

Ansel let out a low laugh. “How do you imagine this ending?” She

pressed Celaena’s blades. “Or is it a fight to the death?” 

Celaena  braced  her  feet  against  the  floor.  She’d  never  known

Ansel was so strong—or so much taller than her. And Ansel’s armor

—how  would  she  get  through   that?   There  was  a  joint  between  the

armpit and the ribs—and then around her neck …

“You tell me,” Celaena said. The blood from her cheek slid down

her throat. “You seem to have everything planned.” 

“I  tried  to  protect  you.”  Ansel  shoved  hard  against  Celaena’s

blades,  but  not  strongly  enough  to  dislodge  them.  “And  you  came

back anyway.” 

“You  call  that  protection?  Drugging  me  and  leaving  me  in  the

desert?” Celaena bared her teeth. 

But before she could launch another assault, Ansel struck with her

free  hand,  right  across  the  X  made  by  their  weapons,  her  fist

slamming between Celaena’s eyes. 

Celaena’s head snapped back, the world flashing, and she landed

hard on her knees. Her sword and dagger clattered to the floor. 

Ansel was on her in a second, her bloodied arm across Celaena’s

chest,  the  other  hand  pressing  the  edge  of  her  sword  against

Celaena’s unmarred cheek. 

“Give  me  one  reason  not  to  kill  you  right  here,”  Ansel  whispered

into her ear, kicking away Celaena’s sword. Her fallen dagger still lay

near them, just out of reach. 

Celaena  struggled,  trying  to  put  some  distance  between  Ansel’s

sword and her face. 

“Oh,  how  vain  can  you   be?”   Ansel  said,  and  Celaena  winced  as

the sword dug into her skin. “Afraid I’ll scar your face?” Ansel angled

the  sword  downward,  the  blade  now  biting  into  Celaena’s  throat. 

“What about your neck?” 

“Stop it.” 

“I didn’t want it to end this way between us. I didn’t want you to be

a part of this.” 

Celaena believed her. If Ansel wanted to kill her, she would have

done it already. If she wanted to kill the Master, she would have done

that  already,  too.  And  all  of  this  waffling  between  sadistic  hate  and

passion and regret … “You’re insane,” Celaena said. 

Ansel snorted. 

“Who  killed  Mikhail?”  Celaena  demanded.  Anything  to  keep  her

talking, to keep her focused on herself. Because just a few feet away

lay her dagger …

“I did,” Ansel said. A little of the fierceness faded from her voice. 

Her  back  pressed  against  Ansel’s  chest,  Celaena  couldn’t  be  sure

without  seeing  Ansel’s  face,  but  she  could  have  sworn  the  words

were  tinged  with  remorse.  “When  Berick’s  men  attacked,  I  made

sure that I was the one who notified the Master; the fool didn’t sniff

once at the water jug he drank from before he went to the gates. But

then Mikhail figured out what I was doing and burst in here—too late

to stop the Master from drinking, though. And then Ilias just … got in

the way.” 

Celaena looked at Ilias, who still lay on the ground—still breathing. 

The  Master  watched  his  son,  his  eyes  wide  and  pleading.  If

someone didn’t staunch Ilias’s bleeding, he’d die soon. The Master’s

fingers twitched slightly, making a curving motion. 

“How  many  others  did  you  kill?”  Celaena  asked,  trying  to  keep

Ansel  distracted  as  the  Master  made  the  motion  again.  A  kind  of

slow, strange wriggling …

“Only them. And the three on the night watch. I let the soldiers do

the rest.” 

The Master’s finger twisted and slithered … like a snake. 

One strike—that was all it would take. Just like the asp. 

Ansel was fast. Celaena had to be faster. 

“You  know  what,  Ansel?”  Celaena  breathed,  memorizing  the

motions she’d have to make in the next few seconds, imagining her

muscles moving, praying not to falter, to stay focused. 

Ansel pressed the edge of the blade into Celaena’s throat. “What, 

 Celaena?” 

“You  want  to  know  what  the  Master  taught  me  during  all  those

lessons?” 

She  felt  Ansel  tense,  felt  the  question  distract  her.  It  was  all  the

opportunity she needed. 

“This.” Celaena twisted, slamming her shoulder into Ansel’s torso. 

Her bones connected against the armor with a jarring thud, and the

sword  cut  into  Celaena’s  neck,  but  Ansel  lost  her  balance  and

teetered back. Celaena hit Ansel’s fingers so hard they dropped the

sword right into Celaena’s waiting hand. 

In a flash, like a snake turning in on itself, Celaena pinned Ansel

facedown on the ground, her father’s sword now pressed against the

back of her neck. 

Celaena  hadn’t  realized  how  silent  the  room  was  until  she  was

kneeling  there,  one  knee  holding  Ansel  to  the  ground,  the  other

braced  on  the  floor.  Blood  seeped  from  where  the  sword  tip  rested

against  Ansel’s  tan  neck,  redder  than  her  hair.  “Don’t  do  it,”  Ansel

whispered,  in  that  voice  that  she’d  so  often  heard—that  girlish, 

carefree voice. But had it always been a performance? 

Celaena pushed harder and Ansel sucked in a breath, closing her

eyes. 

Celaena  tightened  her  grip  on  the  sword,  willing  steel  into  her veins.  Ansel  should  die;  for  what  she’d  done,  she  deserved  to  die. 

And not just for all those assassins lying dead around them, but also

for  the  soldiers  who’d  spent  their  lives  for  her  agenda.  And  for

Celaena  herself,  who,  even  as  she  knelt  there,  felt  her  heart

breaking.  Even  if  she  didn’t  put  the  sword  through  Ansel’s  neck, 

she’d still lose her. She’d already lost her. 

But maybe the world had lost Ansel long before today. 

Celaena couldn’t stop her lips from trembling as she asked, “Was

it ever real?” 

Ansel  opened  an  eye,  staring  at  the  far  wall.  “There  were  some

moments when it was. The moment I sent you away, it was real.” 

Celaena  reined  in  her  sob  and  took  a  long,  steadying  breath. 

Slowly, she lifted the sword from Ansel’s neck—only a fraction of an

inch. 

Ansel  made  to  move,  but  Celaena  pressed  the  steel  against  her

skin again, and she went still. From outside came cries of victory—

and  concern—in  voices  that  sounded  hoarse  from  disuse.  The

assassins  had  won.  How  long  before  they  got  here?  If  they  saw

Ansel, saw what she had done … they’d kill her. 

“You have five minutes to pack your things and leave the fortress,” 

Celaena said quietly. “Because in twenty minutes, I’m going up to the

battlements and I’m going to fire an arrow at you. And you’d better

hope  that  you’re  out  of  range  by  then,  because  if  you’re  not,  that

arrow is going straight through your neck.” 

Celaena  lifted  the  sword.  Ansel  slowly  got  to  her  feet,  but  didn’t

flee.  It  took  Celaena  a  heartbeat  to  realize  she  was  waiting  for  her

father’s sword. 

Celaena looked at the wolf-shaped hilt and the blood staining the

steel.  The  one  tie  Ansel  had  left  to  her  father,  her  family,  and

whatever twisted shred of hope burned in her heart. 

Celaena  turned  the  blade  and  handed  it  hilt-first  to  Ansel.  The

girl’s  eyes  were  damp  as  she  took  the  sword.  She  opened  her

mouth, but Celaena cut her off. “Go home, Ansel.” 

Ansel’s  face  went  white  again.  She  sheathed  the  sword  at  her

side.  She  glanced  at  Celaena  only  once  before  she  took  off  at  a

sprint, leaping over Mikhail’s corpse as if he were nothing more than

a bit of debris. 

Then she was gone. 

CHAPTER

12

Celaena rushed to Ilias, who moaned as she turned him over. The

wound in his stomach was still bleeding. She ripped strips from her

tunic, which was already soaked with blood, and shouted for help as

she bound him tightly. 

There  was  a  scrape  of  cloth  on  stone,  and  Celaena  looked  over

her  shoulder  to  see  the  Master  trying  to  drag  himself  across  the

stones to his son. The paralytic must be wearing off. 

Five  bloodied  assassins  came  rushing  up  the  stairs,  eyes  wide

and faces pale as they beheld Mikhail and Ilias. Celaena left Ilias in

their care as she dashed to the Master. 

“Don’t move,” she told him, wincing as blood from her face dripped

onto  his  white  clothes.  “You  might  hurt  yourself.”  She  scanned  the

podium  for  any  sign  of  the  poison,  and  rushed  to  the  fallen  bronze

goblet.  A  few  sniffs  revealed  that  the  wine  had  been  laced  with  a

small  amount  of  gloriella,  just  enough  to  paralyze  him,  not  kill  him. 

Ansel must have wanted him completely prone before she killed him

—she  must  have  wanted  him  to   know  she  was  the  one  who  had

betrayed  him.  To  have  him  conscious  while  she  severed  his  head. 

How  had  he  not  noticed  it  before  he  drank?  Perhaps  he  wasn’t  as

humble  as  he  seemed;  perhaps  he’d  been  arrogant  enough  to

believe  that  he  was  safe  here.  “It’ll  wear  off  soon,”  she  told  the

Master, but she still called for an antidote to speed up the process. 

One of the assassins took off at a run. 

She sat by the Master, one hand clutching her bleeding neck. The

assassins at the other end of the room carried Ilias out, stopping to

reassure the Master that his son would be fine. 

Celaena  nearly  groaned  with  relief  at  that,  but  straightened  as  a

dry,  calloused  hand  wrapped  around  hers,  squeezing  faintly.  She
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looked down into the face of the Master, whose eyes shifted to the

open door. He was reminding her of the promise she’d made. Ansel

had been given twenty minutes to clear firing range. 

It was time. 

Ansel was already a dark blur in the distance, Hisli galloping as if

demons were biting at her hooves. She was heading northwest over

the  dunes,  toward  the  Singing  Sands,  to  the  narrow  bridge  of  feral

jungle  that  separated  the  Deserted  Land  from  the  rest  of  the

continent,  and  then  the  open  expanse  of  the  Western  Wastes

beyond them. Toward Briarcliff. 

Atop the battlements, Celaena drew an arrow from her quiver and

nocked it into her bow. 

The  bowstring  moaned  as  she  pulled  it  back,  farther  and  farther, 

her arm straining. 

Focusing  upon  the  tiny  figure  atop  the  dark  horse,  Celaena  took

aim. 

In  the  silence  of  the  fortress,  the  bowstring  twanged  like  a

mournful harp. 

The  arrow  soared,  turning  relentlessly.  The  red  dunes  passed

beneath in a blur, closing the distance. A sliver of winged darkness

edged with steel. A quick, bloody death. 

Hisli’s tail flicked to the side as the arrow buried itself in the sand

just inches behind her rear hooves. 

But Ansel didn’t dare look over her shoulder. She kept riding, and

she did not stop. 

Celaena  lowered  her  bow  and  watched  until  Ansel  disappeared

beyond the horizon. One arrow, that had been her promise. 
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But she’d also promised Ansel that she had twenty minutes to get

out of range. 

Celaena had fired after twenty-one. 

The Master called Celaena to his chamber the following morning. 

It  had  been  a  long  night,  but  Ilias  was  on  the  mend,  the  wound

having  narrowly  missed  puncturing  any  organs.  All  of  Lord  Berick’s

soldiers were dead, and were in the process of being carted back to

Xandria  as  a  reminder  to  Berick  to  seek  the  King  of  Adarlan’s

approval  elsewhere.  Twenty  assassins  had  died,  and  a  heavy, 

mourning silence filled the fortress. 

Celaena  sat  on  an  ornately  carved  wooden  chair,  watching  the

Master as he stared out the window at the sky. She nearly fell out of

her seat when he began speaking. 

“I  am  glad  you  did  not  kill  Ansel.”  His  voice  was  raw,  and  his

accent  thick  with  the  clipped  yet  rolling  sounds  of  some  language

she’d never heard before. “I have been wondering when she would

decide what to do with her fate.” 

“So you knew—” 

The  Master  turned  from  the  window.  “I  have  known  for  years. 

Several months after Ansel’s arrival, I sent inquiries to the Flatlands. 

Her  family  had  not  written  her  any  letters,  and  I  was  worried  that

something might have happened.” He took a seat in a chair across

from  Celaena.  “My  messenger  returned  to  me  some  months  later, 

saying that there was no Briarcliff. The lord and his eldest daughter

had been murdered by the High King, and the youngest daughter—

Ansel—was missing.” 

“Why  didn’t  you  ever  …  confront  her?”  Celaena  touched  the

narrow scab on her left cheek. It wouldn’t scar if she looked after it

properly. And if it  did scar … then maybe she’d hunt down Ansel and

return the favor. 

“Because I hoped she would eventually trust me enough to tell me. 

I had to give her that chance, even though it was a risk. I hoped she

would  learn  to  face  her  pain—that  she’d  learn  to  endure  it.”  He

smiled  sadly  at  Celaena.  “If  you  can  learn  to  endure  pain,  you  can

survive anything. Some people learn to embrace it—to love it. Some

endure  it  through  drowning  it  in  sorrow,  or  by  making  themselves

forget. Others turn it into anger. But Ansel let her pain become hate, 

and let it consume her until she became something else entirely—a

person I don’t think she ever wished to be.” 

Celaena absorbed his words, but set them aside for consideration

at a later time. “Are you going to tell everyone about what she did?” 

“No. I would spare them that anger. Many believed Ansel was their

friend—and part of me, too, believes that at times she was.” 

Celaena looked at the floor, wondering what to do with the ache in

her chest. Would turning it into rage, as he said, help her endure it? 

“For what it is worth, Celaena,” he rasped, “I believe you were the

closest thing to a friend Ansel has ever allowed herself to have. And

I think she sent you away because she truly cared for you.” 

She hated her mouth for wobbling. “That doesn’t make it hurt any

less.” 

“I didn’t think it would. But I think you will leave a lasting imprint on

Ansel’s  heart.  You  spared  her  life,  and  returned  her  father’s  sword. 

She will not soon forget that. And maybe when she makes her next

move  to  reclaim  her  title,  she  will  remember  the  assassin  from  the

North  and  the  kindness  you  showed  her,  and  try  to  leave  fewer

bodies in her wake.” 

He walked to a latticework hutch, as if he were giving her the time

to  regain  her  composure,  and  pulled  out  a  letter.  By  the  time  he

returned  to  her,  Celaena’s  eyes  were  clear.  “When  you  give  this  to

your master, hold your head high.” 

She  took  the  letter.  Her  recommendation.  It  seemed

inconsequential  in  the  face  of  everything  that  had  just  happened. 

“How  is  it  that  you’re  speaking  to  me  now?  I  thought  your  vow  of

silence was eternal.” 

He  shrugged.  “The  world  seems  to  think  so,  but  as  far  as  my

memory serves me, I’ve never officially sworn to be silent. I choose

to  be  silent  most  of  the  time,  and  I’ve  become  so  used  to  it  that  I

often forget I have the capacity for speech, but there are some times

when  words  are  necessary—when  explanations  are  needed  that

mere gestures cannot convey.” 

She  nodded,  trying  her  best  to  hide  her  surprise.  After  a  pause, the Master said, “If you ever want to leave the North, you will always

have  a  home  here.  I  promise  you  the  winter  months  are  far  better

than the summer. And I think my son would be rather happy if you

decided to return, too.” He chuckled, and Celaena blushed. He took

her  hand.  “When  you  leave  tomorrow,  you’ll  be  accompanied  by  a

few of my people.” 

“Why?” 

“Because  they  will  be  needed  to  drive  the  wagon  to  Xandria.  I

know that you are indentured to your master—that you still owe him

a good deal of money before you are free to live your own life. He’s

making  you  pay  back  a  fortune  that  he  forced  you  to  borrow.”  He

squeezed her hand before approaching one of three trunks pushed

against the wall. “For saving my life—and sparing hers.” He flipped

open the lid of a trunk, then another, and another. 

Sunlight  gleamed  on  the  gold  inside,  reflecting  through  the  room

like  light  on  water.  All  that  gold  …  and  the  piece  of  Spidersilk  the

merchant had given her … she couldn’t think of the possibilities that

wealth would open to her, not right now. 

“When you give your master his letter, also give him this. And tell

him that in the Red Desert, we do not abuse our disciples.” 

Celaena smiled slowly. “I think I can manage that.” 

She looked to the open window, to the world beyond. For the first

time in a long while, she heard the song of a northern wind, calling

her home. And she was not afraid. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

UNDERWORLD

CHAPTER

1

The cavernous entrance hall of the Assassins’ Keep was silent as

Celaena Sardothien stalked across the marble floor, a letter clutched

between  her  fingers.  No  one  had  greeted  her  at  the  towering  oak

doors  save  the  housekeeper,  who’d  taken  her  rain-sodden  cloak—

and, after getting a look at the wicked grin on Celaena’s face, opted

not to say anything. 

The  doors  to  Arobynn  Hamel’s  study  lay  at  the  other  end  of  the

hall, and were currently shut. But she knew he was in there. Wesley, 

his  bodyguard,  stood  watch  outside,  dark  eyes  unreadable  as

Celaena  strode  toward  him.  Though  Wesley  wasn’t  officially  an

assassin,  she  had  no  doubt  that  he  could  wield  the  blades  and

daggers strapped to his massive body with deadly skill. 

She also had no doubt that Arobynn had eyes at every gate in this

city. The moment she’d stepped into Rifthold, he’d been alerted that

she’d at last returned. She trailed mud from her wet, filthy boots as

she made her way toward the study doors—and Wesley. 

It had been three months since the night Arobynn had beaten her

unconscious—punishment for ruining his slave-trade agreement with

the Pirate Lord, Captain Rolfe. It had been three months since he’d

shipped her off to the Red Desert to learn obedience and discipline

and to earn the approval of the Mute Master of the Silent Assassins. 

The  letter  clutched  in  her  hand  was  proof  that  she  had  done  it. 

Proof that Arobynn hadn’t broken her that night. 

And she couldn’t  wait to see the look on his face when she gave it

to him. 

Not  to  mention  when  she  told  him  about  the  three  trunks  of  gold

she’d  brought  with  her,  which  were  on  their  way  up  to  her  room  at

this  moment.  With  a  few  words,  she’d  explain  that  her  debt  to  him

was  now  repaid,  that  she  was  going  to  walk  out  of  the  Keep  and move into the new apartment she’d purchased. That she was free of

him. 

Celaena reached the other end of the hall, and Wesley stepped in

front  of  the  study  doors.  He  looked  about  five  years  younger  than

Arobynn,  and  the  slender  scars  on  his  face  and  hands  suggested

that the life he’d spent serving the King of the Assassins hadn’t been

easy.  She  suspected  there  were  more  scars  beneath  his  dark

clothing—perhaps brutal ones. 

“He’s busy,” said Wesley, his hands hanging loosely at his sides, 

ready  to  reach  for  his  weapons.  She  might  be  Arobynn’s  protégée, 

but Wesley had always made it clear that if she became a threat to

his master, he wouldn’t hesitate to end her. She didn’t need to see

him  in  action  to  know  he’d  be  an  interesting  opponent.  She

supposed  that  was  why  he  did  his  training  in  private—and  kept  his

personal  history  a  secret,  too.  The  less  she  knew  about  him,  the

more advantage Wesley would have if that fight ever came. Clever, 

and flattering, she supposed. 

“Nice to see you, too, Wesley,” she said, flashing him a smile. He

tensed, but didn’t stop her as she strode past him and flung open the

doors of Arobynn’s study. 

The King of the Assassins was seated at his ornate desk, poring

over  the  stack  of  papers  before  him.  Without  so  much  as  a  hello, 

Celaena  strode  right  up  to  the  desk  and  tossed  the  letter  onto  the

shining wooden surface. 

She  opened  her  mouth,  the  words  near-bursting  out  of  her.  But

Arobynn  merely  lifted  a  finger,  smiling  faintly,  and  returned  to  his

papers. Wesley shut the doors behind her. 

Celaena  froze.  Arobynn  flipped  the  page,  rapidly  scanning

whatever  document  was  in  front  of  him,  and  made  a  vague  wave

with his hand.  Sit. 

With his attention still on the document he was reading, Arobynn

picked  up  the  Mute  Master’s  letter  of  approval  and  set  it  atop  a

nearby stack of papers. Celaena blinked. Once. Twice. He didn’t look

up at her. He just kept reading. The message was clear enough: she

was to wait until  he was ready. And until then, even if she screamed

until her lungs burst, he wouldn’t acknowledge her existence. 

So Celaena sat down. 

Rain  plinked  against  the  windows  of  the  study.  Seconds  passed, 

then minutes. Her plans for a grand speech with sweeping gestures

faded  into  silence.  Arobynn  read  three  other  documents  before  he

even picked up the Mute Master’s letter. 

And as he read it, she could only think of the last time she’d sat in

this chair. 

She looked at the exquisite red carpet beneath her feet. Someone

had done a splendid job of getting all the blood out. How much of the

blood  on  the  carpet  had  been  hers—and  how  much  of  it  had

belonged  to  Sam  Cortland,  her  rival  and  coconspirator  in  the

destruction of Arobynn’s slave agreement? She still didn’t know what

Arobynn  had  done  to  him  that  night.  When  she’d  arrived  just  now, 

she hadn’t seen Sam in the entrance hall. But then again, she hadn’t

seen any of the other assassins who lived here. So maybe Sam was

busy.  She   hoped  he  was  busy,  because  that  would  mean  he  was

alive. 

Arobynn finally looked at her, setting aside the Mute Master’s letter

as if it were nothing more than a scrap of paper. She kept her back

straight and her chin upheld, even as Arobynn’s silver eyes scanned

every inch of her. They lingered the longest on the narrow pink scar

across  the  side  of  her  neck,  inches  away  from  her  jaw  and  ear. 

“Well,” Arobynn said at last, “I thought you’d be tanner.” 

She  almost  laughed,  but  she  kept  a  tight  rein  on  her  features. 

“Head-to-toe  clothes  to  avoid  the  sun,”  she  explained.  Her  words

were  quieter—weaker—than  she  wanted.  The  first  words  she’d

spoken  to  him  since  he’d  beaten  her  into  oblivion.  They  weren’t

exactly satisfying. 

“Ah,”  he  said,  his  long,  elegant  fingers  twisting  a  golden  ring

around his forefinger. 

She  sucked  in  a  breath  through  her  nose,  remembering  all  that

she’d been burning to say to him these past few months and during

the journey back to Rifthold. A few sentences, and it would be over. 

More than eight years with him, finished with a string of words and a

mountain of gold. 

She braced herself to begin, but Arobynn spoke first. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

Yet again, the words vanished from her lips. 

His eyes were intent on hers, and he stopped toying with his ring. 

“If I could take back that night, Celaena, I would.” He leaned over the

edge  of  the  desk,  his  hands  now  forming  fists.  The  last  time  she’d

seen those hands, they’d been smeared with her blood. 

“I’m  sorry,”  Arobynn  repeated.  He  was  nearly  twenty  years  her

senior, and though his red hair had a few strands of silver, his face

remained  young.  Elegant,  sharp  features,  blazingly  clear  gray  eyes

…  He  might  not  have  been  the  handsomest  man  she’d  ever  seen, 

but he was one of the most alluring. 

“Every day,” he went on. “Every day since you left, I’ve gone to the

temple  of  Kiva  to  pray  for  forgiveness.”  She  might  have  snorted  at

the idea of the King of the Assassins kneeling before a statue of the

God of Atonement, but his words were so raw. Was it possible that

he actually regretted what he had done? 

“I  shouldn’t  have  let  my  temper  get  the  better  of  me.  I  shouldn’t

have sent you away.” 

“Then  why  didn’t  you  retrieve  me?”  It  was  out  before  she  had  a

chance to control the snap in her voice. 

Arobynn’s eyes narrowed slightly, as close to a wince as he’d let

himself  come,  she  supposed.  “With  the  time  it’d  take  for  the

messengers  to  track  you  down,  you  probably  would  have  been  on

your way home, anyway.” 

She clenched her jaw. An easy excuse. 

He read the ire in her eyes—and her disbelief. “Allow me to make

it  up  to  you.”  He  rose  from  his  leather  chair  and  strode  around  the

desk.  His  long  legs  and  years  of  training  made  his  movements

effortlessly  graceful,  even  as  he  swiped  a  box  off  the  edge  of  the

table. He sank to one knee before her, his face near level with hers. 

She’d forgotten how tall he was. 

He  extended  the  gift  to  her.  The  box  in  itself  was  a  work  of  art, 

inlaid with mother-of-pearl, but she kept her face blank as she flipped

open the lid. 

An emerald-and-gold brooch glittered in the gray afternoon light. It

was  stunning,  the  work  of  a  master  craftsman—and  she  instantly

knew  what  dresses  and  tunics  it  would  best  complement.  He’d

bought it because he also knew her wardrobe, her tastes, everything

about  her.  Of  all  the  people  in  the  world,  only  Arobynn  knew  the

absolute truth. 

“For  you,”  he  said.  “The  first  of  many.”  She  was  keenly  aware  of

each  of  his  movements,  and  braced  herself  as  he  lifted  a  hand, 

carefully bringing it to her face. He brushed a finger from her temple

down to the arc of her cheekbones. “I’m sorry,” he whispered again, 

and Celaena raised her eyes to his. 

Father,  brother,  lover—he’d  never  really  declared  himself  any  of

them.  Certainly  not  the  lover  part,  though  if  Celaena  had  been

another sort of girl, and if Arobynn had raised her differently, perhaps

it might have come to that. He loved her like family, yet he put her in

the  most  dangerous  positions.  He  nurtured  and  educated  her,  yet

he’d obliterated her innocence the first time he’d made her end a life. 

He’d given her everything, but he’d also taken everything away. She

could  no  sooner  sort  out  her  feelings  toward  the  King  of  the

Assassins than she could count the stars in the sky. 

Celaena  turned  her  face  away,  and  Arobynn  rose  to  his  feet.  He

leaned  against  the  edge  of  the  desk,  smiling  faintly  at  her.  “I’ve

another gift, if you’d like it.” 

All  those  months  of  daydreaming  about  leaving,  about  paying  off

her debts … Why couldn’t she open her mouth and just  tell him? 

“Benzo  Doneval  is  coming  to  Rifthold,”  Arobynn  said.  Celaena

cocked  her  head.  She’d  heard  of  Doneval—he  was  an  immensely

powerful  businessman  from  Melisande,  a  country  far  to  the

southwest, and one of Adarlan’s newer conquests. 

“Why?” she asked quietly—carefully. 

Arobynn’s  eyes  glittered.  “He’s  a  part  of  a  large  convoy  that

Leighfer Bardingale is leading to the Capital. Leighfer is good friends

with the former Queen of Melisande, who asked her to come here to

plead  their  case  before  the  King  of  Adarlan.”  Melisande,  Celaena

recalled,  was  one  of  the  few  kingdoms  whose  royal  family  had  not

been executed. Instead, they’d handed over their crowns and sworn

loyalty  to  the  King  of  Adarlan  and  his  conquering  legions.  She

couldn’t  tell  what  was  worse:  a  quick  beheading,  or  yielding  to  the

king. 

“Apparently,”  Arobynn  went  on,  “the  convoy  will  attempt  to

demonstrate  all  that  Melisande  has  to  offer—culture,  goods,  wealth

—in  order  to  convince  the  king  to  grant  them  the  permission  and

resources  required  to  build  a  road.  Given  that  the  young  Queen  of

Melisande is now a mere figurehead, I’ll admit that I’m impressed by

her ambition—and her brazenness in asking the king.” 

Celaena bit her lip, visualizing the map of their continent. “A road

to connect Melisande to Fenharrow and Adarlan?” For years, trade

with Melisande had been tricky due to its location. Bordered by near-

impassable  mountains  and  the  Oakwald  Forest,  most  of  their  trade

had  been  reduced  to  whatever  they  could  get  out  of  their  ports.  A

road  might  change  all  of  that.  A  road  could  make  Melisande  rich—

and influential. 

Arobynn  nodded.  “The  convoy  will  be  here  for  a  week,  and  they

have parties and markets planned, including a gala three days from

now  to  celebrate  the  Harvest  Moon.  Perhaps  if  the  citizens  of

Rifthold fall in love with their goods, then the king will take their case

seriously.” 

“So what does Doneval have to do with the road?” 

Arobynn  shrugged.  “He’s  here  to  discuss  business  arrangements

in Rifthold. And probably also to undermine his former wife, Leighfer. 

And  to  complete  one  very  specific  piece  of  business  that  made

Leighfer want to dispatch him.” 

Celaena’s brows rose.  A gift, Arobynn had said. 

“Doneval  is  traveling  with  some  very  sensitive  documents,” 

Arobynn  said  so  quietly  that  the  rain  lashing  the  window  nearly

drowned  out  his  words.  “Not  only  would  you  need  to  dispatch  him, 

but you’d also be asked to retrieve the documents.” 

“What sort of documents?” 

His silver eyes brightened. “Doneval wants to set up a slave-trade

business  between  himself  and  someone  in  Rifthold.  If  the  road  is

approved and built, he wants to be the first in Melisande to profit off

the import and export of slaves. The documents, apparently, contain

proof  that  certain  influential  Melisanders  in  Adarlan  are  opposed  to

the  slave  trade.  Considering  the  lengths  the  King  of  Adarlan  has

already gone to punish those who speak against his policies … Well, 

knowing  who  stands  against  him  regarding  the  slaves—especially

when it seems like they’re taking steps to  help free the slaves from his grasp—is information that the king would be  extremely interested

in learning. Doneval and his new business partner in Rifthold plan to

use  that  list  to  blackmail  those  people  into  changing  their  minds—

into  stopping  their  resistance  and  investing  with  him  to  build  the

slave  trade  in  Melisande.  Or,  if  they  refuse,  Leighfer  believes  her

former husband will make sure the king gets that list of names.” 

Celaena swallowed hard. Was this a peace offering, then? Some

indication  that  Arobynn  actually  had  changed  his  mind  about  the

slave trade and forgiven her for Skull’s Bay? 

But  to  get  tangled  up  in  this  sort  of  thing  again  …  “What’s

Bardingale’s stake in this?” she asked carefully. “Why hire us to kill

him?” 

“Because  Leighfer  doesn’t  believe  in  slavery,  and  she  wants  to

protect the people on that list—people who are preparing to take the

necessary  steps  to  soften  the  blow  of  slavery  in  Melisande.  And

possibly  even  smuggle  captured  slaves  to  safety.”  Arobynn  spoke

like  he  knew  Bardingale  personally—like  they  were  more  than

business partners. 

“And  Doneval’s  partner  in  Rifthold?  Who  is  it?”  She  had  to

consider all the angles before she accepted, had to think it through. 

“Leighfer  doesn’t  know;  her  sources  haven’t  been  able  to  find  a

name in Doneval’s coded correspondences with his partner. All she’s

gleaned  is  that  Doneval  will  exchange  the  documents  with  his  new

business  partner  six  days  from  now  at  his  rented  house,  at  some

point  in  the  day.  She’s  uncertain  what  documents  his  partner  is

bringing  to  the  table,  but  she’s  betting  that  it  includes  a  list  of

important  people  opposed  to  slavery  in  Adarlan.  Leighfer  says

Doneval  will  probably  have  a  private  room  in  his  house  to  do  the

swap—perhaps  an  upstairs  study  or  something  of  the  sort.  She

knows him well enough to guarantee that.” 

She  was  beginning  to  see  where  this  was  going.  Doneval  was

practically wrapped in a ribbon for her. All she had to do was find out

what  time  the  meeting  would  take  place,  learn  his  defenses,  and

figure out a way around them. “So I’m not only to take out Doneval, 

but  also  to  wait  until  he’s  done  the  exchange  so  I  can  get  his

documents  and whatever documents his partner brings to the table?” 

Arobynn  smiled  slightly.  “What  about  his  partner?  Am  I  to  dispatch this person as well?” 

Arobynn’s  smile  became  a  thin  line.  “Since  we  don’t  know  who

he’ll be dealing with, you haven’t been contracted to eliminate them. 

But,  it’s  been  strongly  hinted  that  Leighfer  and  her  allies  want  the

contact dead as well. They might give you a bonus for it.” 

She studied the emerald brooch in her lap. “And how well will this

pay?” 

“Extraordinarily  well.”  She  heard  the  smile  in  his  voice,  but  kept

her attention on the lovely green jewel. “And I won’t take a cut of it. 

It’s all yours.” 

She  raised  her  head  at  that.  There  was  a  glimmer  of  pleading  in

his  eyes.  Perhaps  he  truly  was  sorry  for  what  he’d  done.  And

perhaps  he’d  picked  this  mission  just  for  her—to  prove,  in  his  way, 

that  he  understood  why  she’d  freed  those  slaves  in  Skull’s  Bay.  “I

can assume Doneval is well-guarded?” 

“Very,”  Arobynn  said,  fishing  a  letter  from  the  desk  behind  him. 

“He’s  waiting  to  do  the  deal  until  after  the  citywide  celebrations,  so

he can run home the next day.” 

Celaena  glanced  toward  the  ceiling,  as  if  she  could  see  through

the  wood  beams  and  into  her  room  on  the  floor  above,  where  her

trunks of gold now sat. She didn’t  need the money, but if she were

going  to  pay  off  her  debt  to  Arobynn,  her  funds  would  be  severely

depleted.  And  to  take  this  mission  wouldn’t  just  be  about  killing—it

would  be  about  helping  others,  too.  How  many  lives  would  be

destroyed if she didn’t dispatch Doneval and his partner and retrieve

those sensitive documents? 

Arobynn  approached  her  again,  and  she  rose  from  her  chair.  He

brushed her hair back from her face. “I missed you,” he said. 

He  opened  his  arms  to  her,  but  didn’t  make  a  further  move  to

embrace  her.  She  studied  his  face.  The  Mute  Master  had  told  her

that people dealt with their pain in different ways—that some chose

to drown it, some chose to love it, and some chose to let it turn into

rage.  While  she  had  no  regrets  about  freeing  those  two  hundred

slaves  from  Skull’s  Bay,  she  had  betrayed  Arobynn  in  doing  it. 

Perhaps hurting her had been his way of coping with the pain of that. 
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And  even  though  there  was  no  excuse  in  this  world  for  what  he

had  done,  Arobynn  was  all  she  had.  The  history  that  lay  between

them, dark and twisted and full of secrets, was forged by more than

just gold. And if she left him, if she paid off her debts right now and

never saw him again …

She took a step back, and Arobynn casually lowered his arms, not

at  all  fazed  by  her  rejection.  “I’ll  think  about  taking  on  Doneval.”  It

wasn’t  a  lie.  She  always  took  time  to  consider  her  missions—

Arobynn had encouraged that from the start. 

“I’m sorry,” he said again. 

Celaena gave him another long look before she left. 

Her  exhaustion  hit  her  the  moment  she  began  climbing  the

polished marble steps of the sweeping grand staircase. A month of

hard travel—after a month of grueling training and heartache. Every

time she saw the scar on her neck, or touched it, or felt her clothes

brush  against  it,  a  tremor  of  pain  went  through  her  as  she

remembered  the  betrayal  that  had  caused  it.  She’d  believed  Ansel

was her friend—a life-friend, a friend of the heart. But Ansel’s need

for  revenge  had  been  greater  than  anything  else.  Still,  wherever

Ansel now was, Celaena hoped that she was finally facing what had

haunted her for so long. 

A  passing  servant  bowed  his  head,  eyes  averted.  Everyone  who

worked here knew more or less who she was, and would keep her

identity secret on pain of death. Not that there was much of a point to

it  now,  given  that  every  single  one  of  the  Silent  Assassins  could

identify her. 

Celaena  took  a  ragged  breath,  running  a  hand  through  her  hair. 

Before entering the city this morning, she’d stopped at a tavern just

outside Rifthold to bathe, to wash her filthy clothes, to put on some

cosmetics. She hadn’t wanted to stride into the Keep looking like a

gutter rat. But she still felt  dirty. 

She passed one of the upstairs drawing rooms, her brows rising at

the sound of a pianoforte and laughing people inside. If Arobynn had

company,  then  why  had  he  been  in  his  study,  ever  so  busy,  when she arrived? 

Celaena ground her teeth. So that nonsense where he’d made her

wait while he finished his work …

She  clenched  her  hands  into  fists  and  was  about  to  whirl  and

stomp back down the stairs to tell Arobynn that she was leaving and

that  he  no  longer  owned  her,  when  someone  stepped  into  the

elegantly appointed hall. 

Sam Cortland. 

Sam’s  brown  eyes  were  wide,  his  body  rigid.  As  if  it  took  some

effort on his part, he shut the door to the hall washroom and strode

toward  her,  past  the  teal  velvet  curtains  hanging  on  the  floor-to-

ceiling  windows,  past  the  framed  artwork,  closer  and  closer.  She

remained  still,  taking  in  every  inch  of  him  before  he  stopped  a  few

feet away. 

No missing limbs, no limp, no indication of anything haunting him. 

His chestnut hair had gotten a little longer, but it suited him. And he

was tan—gloriously tan, as if he’d spent the whole summer basking

in the sun. Hadn’t Arobynn punished him at all? 

“You’re back,” Sam said, as if he couldn’t quite believe it. 

She lifted her chin, stuffing her hands in her pockets. “Obviously.” 

He tilted his head slightly to the side. “How was the desert?” 

There  wasn’t  a  scratch  on  him.  Of  course,  her  face  had  healed, 

too, but … “Hot,” she said. Sam let out a breathy chuckle. 

It wasn’t that she was  mad at him for being uninjured. She was so

relieved  she  could  have  vomited,  actually.  She  just  never  imagined

that seeing him today would feel so … strange. And after what had

happened with Ansel, could she honestly say that she trusted him? 

In  the  drawing  room  a  few  doors  down,  a  woman  let  out  a  shrill

giggle. How was it possible that she could have so many questions

and yet so little to say? 

Sam’s eyes slipped from her face to her neck, his brows drawing

together  for  a  heartbeat  as  he  saw  the  thin  new  scar.  “What

happened?” 

“Someone held a sword to my throat.” 

His  eyes  darkened,  but  she  didn’t  want  to  explain  the  long, 

miserable  story.  She  didn’t  want  to  talk  about  Ansel,  and  she

certainly didn’t want to talk about what had happened with Arobynn

that night they’d returned from Skull’s Bay. 

“Are you hurt?” Sam asked quietly, taking another step closer. 

It took her a moment to realize that his imagination had probably

taken him to a far, far worse place when she said someone had held

a blade to her throat. 

“No,” she said. “No, not like that.” 

“Then like what?” He was now looking more closely at her, at the

almost invisible white line along her cheek—another gift from Ansel

—at  her  hands,  at  everything.  His  lean,  muscled  body  tensed.  His

chest had gotten broader, too. 

“Like none of your business, that’s what,” she retorted. 

“Tell me what happened,” he gritted out. 

She gave him one of those simpering little smiles that she knew he

hated. Things hadn’t been bad between them since Skull’s Bay, but

after so many years of treating him awfully, she didn’t know how to

slide  back  into  that  newfound  respect  and  camaraderie  they’d

discovered for each other. “Why should I tell you anything?” 

“Because,” he hissed, taking another step, “the last time I saw you, 

Celaena,  you  were  unconscious  on  Arobynn’s  carpet  and  so

bloodied up that I couldn’t see your damn face.” 

He  was  close  enough  that  she  could  touch  him  now.  Rain

continued beating against the hall windows, a distant reminder that

there was still a world around them. “Tell me,” he said. 

 I’ll  kill  you!   Sam  had  screamed  it  at  Arobynn  as  the  King  of  the

Assassins  beat  her.  He’d  roared  it.  In  those  horrible  minutes, 

whatever bond had sprung up between her and Sam hadn’t broken. 

He’d switched loyalties—he’d chosen to stand by her, fight for  her. If

anything,  that made him different from Ansel. Sam could have hurt or

betrayed  her  a  dozen  times  over,  but  he’d  never  jumped  at  the

opportunity. 

A  half  smile  tugged  at  a  corner  of  her  lips.  She’d  missed  him. 

Seeing the expression on her face, he gave her a bewildered sort of

grin.  She  swallowed,  feeling  the  words  bubbling  up  through  her— I missed you—but the door to the drawing room opened. 

“Sam!”  a  dark-haired,  green-eyed  young  woman  chided,  laughter

on  her  lips.  “There  you—”  The  girl’s  eyes  met  Celaena’s.  Celaena

stopped smiling as she recognized her. 

A feline sort of smirk spread across the young woman’s stunning

features, and she slipped out of the doorway and slunk over to them. 

Celaena  took  in  each  swish  of  her  hips,  the  elegant  angle  of  her

hand,  the  exquisite  dress  that  dipped  low  enough  to  reveal  her

generous bosom. “Celaena,” she cooed, and Sam eyed the two girls

warily as she stopped beside him. Too close beside him for a casual

acquaintance. 

“Lysandra,” Celaena echoed. She’d met Lysandra when they were

both  ten,  and  in  the  seven  years  that  they’d  known  each  other, 

Celaena  couldn’t  recall  a  time  when  she  didn’t  want  to  beat  in  the

girl’s  face  with  a  brick.  Or  throw  her  out  a  window.  Or  do  any  of  a

number of things she’d learned from Arobynn. 

It  didn’t  help  that  Arobynn  had  spent  a  good  deal  of  money

assisting Lysandra in her rise from street orphan to one of the most

anticipated courtesans in Rifthold’s history. He was good friends with

Lysandra’s madam—and had been Lysandra’s doting benefactor for

years.  Lysandra  and  her  madam  remained  the  only  courtesans

aware  that  the  girl  Arobynn  called  his  “niece”  was  actually  his

protégée.  Celaena  had  never  learned  why  Arobynn  had  told  them, 

but  whenever  she  complained  about  the  risk  of  Lysandra  revealing

her  identity,  he  seemed  certain  she  would  not.  Celaena,  not

surprisingly,  had  trouble  believing  it;  but  perhaps  threats  from  the

King of the Assassins were enough to keep even the loud-mouthed

Lysandra silent. 

“I  thought  you’d  been  packed  off  to  the  desert,”  Lysandra  said, 

running a shrewd eye over Celaena’s clothes. Thank the Wyrd she’d

bothered to change at that tavern. “Is it possible the summer passed

 that quickly? I guess when you’re having so much fun …” 

A  deadly,  vicious  sort  of  calm  filled  Celaena’s  veins.  She’d

snapped once at Lysandra—when they were thirteen and Lysandra

had  snatched  a  lovely  lace  fan  right  out  of  Celaena’s  hands.  The

ensuing fight had sent them tumbling down a flight of stairs. Celaena

had spent a night in the Keep’s dungeon for the welts she’d left on

Lysandra’s face by beating her with the fan itself. 

She tried to ignore how close the girl stood to Sam. He’d always

been  kind  to  the  courtesans,  and  they  all  adored  him.  His  mother

had been one of them, and had asked Arobynn—a patron of hers—

to  look  after  her  son.  Sam  had  only  been  six  when  she  was

murdered  by  a  jealous  client.  Celaena  crossed  her  arms.  “Should  I

bother to ask what you’re doing here?” 

Lysandra  gave  her  a  knowing  smile.  “Oh,  Arobynn”—she  purred

his  name  like  they  were  the  most  intimate  of  friends—“threw  me  a

luncheon in honor of my upcoming Bidding.” 

Of course he did. “He invited your future clients here?” 

“Oh, no.” Lysandra giggled. “This is just for me and the girls. And

Clarisse,  of  course.”  She  used  her  madam’s  name,  too,  like  a

weapon,  a  word  meant  to  crush  and  dominate—a  word  that

whispered:  I am more important than you; I have more influence than

 you; I am everything and you are nothing. 

“Lovely,” Celaena replied. Sam still hadn’t said anything. 

Lysandra lifted her chin, looking down her delicately freckled nose

at Celaena. “My Bidding is in six days. They expect me to break all

the records.” 

Celaena had seen a few young courtesans go through the Bidding

process—girls trained until they were seventeen, when their virginity

was sold to the highest bidder. 

“Sam,” Lysandra went on, putting a slender hand on his arm, “has

been  so helpful with making sure all the preparations are ready for

my Bidding party.” 

Celaena  was  surprised  at  the  swiftness  of  her  desire  to  rip  that

hand  right  off  Lysandra’s  wrist.  Just  because  he  sympathized  with

the courtesans didn’t mean he had to be so … friendly with them. 

Sam  cleared  his  throat,  straightening.  “Not  that  helpful.  Arobynn

wanted to make sure that the vendors and location were secure.” 

“Important  clientele   must  be  given  the  best  treatment,”  Lysandra

trilled.  “I   do  wish  I  could  tell  you  who  will  be  in  attendance,  but Clarisse  would  kill  me.  It’s  extraordinarily  hush-hush  and  need-to-know.” 

It was enough. One more word out of the courtesan’s mouth, and

Celaena  was  fairly  certain  she’d  punch  Lysandra’s  teeth  down  her

throat. Celaena angled her head, her fingers curling into a fist. Sam

saw the familiar gesture and pried Lysandra’s hand off his arm. “Go

back to the luncheon,” he told her. 

Lysandra  gave  Celaena  another  one  of  those  smiles,  which  she

then  turned  on  Sam.  “When  are  you  coming  back  in?”  Her  full,  red

lips formed a pout. 

Enough, enough,  enough. 

Celaena  turned  on  her  heel.  “Enjoy  your  quality  company,”  she

said over her shoulder. 

“Celaena,” Sam said. 

But she wouldn’t turn around, not even when she heard Lysandra

giggle and whisper something, not even when all she wanted in the

entire world was to grab her dagger and  throw, as hard as she could, 

right toward Lysandra’s impossibly beautiful face. 

She’d always hated Lysandra, she told herself.  Always hated her. 

Her  touching  Sam  like  that,  speaking  to  Sam  like  that,  it  didn’t

change things. But …

Though  Lysandra’s  virginity  was  unquestionable—it   had  to  be—

there were plenty of other things that she could still do. Things that

she might have done with Sam …

Feeling sick and furious and small, Celaena reached her bedroom

and  slammed  the  door  hard  enough  to  rattle  the  rain-splattered

windows. 

CHAPTER

2

The rain didn’t stop the next day, and Celaena awoke to a grumble

of thunder and a servant setting a long, beautifully wrapped box on

her  dresser.  She  opened  the  gift  as  she  drank  her  morning  cup  of

tea,  taking  her  time  with  the  turquoise  ribbon,  doing  her  best  to

pretend that she wasn’t  that interested in what Arobynn had sent her. 

None  of  these  presents  came  close  to  earning  any  sort  of

forgiveness.  But  she  couldn’t  contain  her  squeal  when  she  opened

the  box  and  found  two  gold  hair  combs  glinting  at  her.  They  were

exquisite, formed like sharp fish fins, each point accentuated with a

sliver of sapphire. 

She nearly upset her breakfast tray as she rushed from the table

by the window to the rosewood vanity. With deft hands, she dragged

one  of  the  combs  through  her  hair,  sweeping  it  back  before  she

nimbly flipped it into place. She quickly repeated it on the other side

of  her  head,  and  when  she  had  finished,  she  beamed  at  her

reflection. Exotic, beguiling, imperious. 

Arobynn  might  be  a  bastard,  and  he  might  associate  with

Lysandra, but he had damn good taste. Oh, it was so  nice to be back

in  civilization,  with  her  beautiful  clothes  and  shoes  and  jewels  and

cosmetics  and  all  the  luxuries  she’d  had  to  spend  the  summer

without! 

Celaena  examined  the  ends  of  her  hair  and  frowned.  The  frown

deepened when her attention shifted to her hands—to her shredded

cuticles and jagged nails. She let out a low hiss, facing the windows

along  one  wall  of  her  ornate  bedroom.  It  was  early  autumn—that

meant rain usually hung around Rifthold for a good couple of weeks. 

Through the low-hanging clouds and the slashing rain, she could

see the rest of the capital city gleaming in the gray light. Pale stone
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houses  stood  tucked  together,  linked  by  broad  avenues  that

stretched  from  the  alabaster  walls  to  the  docks  along  the  eastern

quarter  of  the  city,  from  the  teeming  city  center  to  the  jumble  of

crumbling  buildings  in  the  slums  at  the  southern  edge,  where  the

Avery River curved inland. Even the emerald roofs on each building

seemed  cast  in  silver.  The  glass  castle  towered  over  them  all,  its

upper turrets shrouded in mist. 

The convoy from Melisande couldn’t have picked a worse time to

visit.  If  they  wanted  to  have  street  festivals,  they’d  find  few

participants willing to brave the merciless downpour. 

Celaena  slowly  removed  the  combs  from  her  hair.  The  convoy

would  arrive  today,  Arobynn  had  told  her  last  night  over  a  private

dinner.  She  still  hadn’t  given  him  an  answer  about  whether  she’d

take down Doneval in five days, and he hadn’t pushed her about it. 

He had been kind and gracious, serving her food himself, speaking

softly to her like she was some frightened pet. 

She  glanced  again  at  her  hair  and  nails.  A  very  unkempt,  wild-

looking pet. 

She strode into her dressing room. She’d decide what to do about

Doneval and his agenda later. For now, not even the rain would keep

her from a little pampering. 

The shop she favored for her upkeep was ecstatic to see her—and

utterly horrified at the state of her hair. And nails.  And her eyebrows! 

 She  couldn’t  have  bothered  to  pluck  her  eyebrows  while  she  was

 away?  Half a day later—her hair cut and shining, her nails soft and

gleaming—Celaena braved the sodden city streets. 

Even with the rain, people found excuses to be out and about as

the  giant  convoy  from  Melisande  arrived.  She  paused  beneath  the

awning  of  a  flower  shop  where  the  owner  was  standing  on  the

threshold  to  watch  the  grand  procession.  The  Melisanders  snaked

along the broad avenue that stretched from the western gate of the

city all the way to the castle doors. 

There  were  the  usual  jugglers  and  fire-eaters,  whose  jobs  were

made infinitely harder by the confounded rain; the dance girls whose
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billowing  pants  were  sodden  up  to  the  knees;  and  then  the  line  of

Very  Important,  Very  Wealthy  People,  who  were  bundled  under

cloaks  and  didn’t  sit  quite  as  tall  as  they’d  probably  imagined  they

would. 

Celaena tucked her numbed fingers into her tunic pockets. Brightly

painted  covered  wagons  ambled  past.  Their  hatches  had  all  been

shut against the weather—and that meant Celaena would start back

to the Keep immediately. 

Melisande  was  known  for  its  tinkerers,  for  clever  hands  that

created  clever  little  devices.  Clockwork  so  fine  you  could  swear  it

was alive, musical instruments so clear and lovely they could shatter

your  heart,  toys  so  charming  you’d  believe  magic  hadn’t  vanished

from  the  continent.  If  the  wagons  that  contained  those  things  were

shut,  then  she  had  no  interest  in  watching  a  parade  of  soaked, 

miserable people. 

Crowds  were  still  flocking  toward  the  main  avenue,  so  Celaena

took to narrow, winding alleys to avoid them. She wondered if Sam

was  making  his  way  to  see  the  procession—and  if  Lysandra  was

with  him.  So  much  for  Sam’s  unwavering  loyalty.  How  long  had  it

taken  after  she’d  gone  to  the  desert  before  he  and  Lysandra  had

become dear,  dear friends? 

Things  had  been  better  when  she  relished  the  thought  of  gutting

him.  Apparently,  Sam  was  just  as  susceptible  to  a  pretty  face  as

Arobynn  was.  She  didn’t  know  why  she’d  thought  he  would  be

different. She scowled and walked faster, her freezing arms crossed

over her chest as she hunched her shoulders against the rain. 

Twenty minutes later, she was dripping water all over the marble

floor of the Keep’s entranceway. And one minute after that, she was

dripping  water  all  over  Arobynn’s  study  carpet  as  she  told  him  that

she  would  take  on  Doneval,  his  slave-trade  blackmail  documents, 

and whoever his co-conspirator might be. 

The  next  morning,  Celaena  looked  down  at  herself,  her  mouth

caught  between  a  smile  and  a  frown.  The  neck-to-toe  black  outfit

was  all  made  from  the  same,  dark  fabric—as  thick  as  leather,  but

without the sheen. It was like a suit of armor, only skintight and made

from some strange cloth, not metal. She could feel the weight of her

weapons where they were concealed—so neatly that even someone

patting  her  down  might  think  they  were  merely  ribbing—and  she

swung her arms experimentally. 

“Careful,”  the  short  man  in  front  of  her  said,  his  eyes  wide.  “You

might take off my head.” 

Behind them, Arobynn chuckled from where he leaned against the

paneled wall of the training room. She hadn’t asked questions when

he’d  summoned  her,  then  told  her  to  put  on  the  black  suit  and

matching boots that were lined with fleece. 

“When  you  want  to  unsheathe  the  blades,”  the  inventor  said, 

taking a large step back, “it’s a downward sweep, and an extra flick

of the wrist.” He demonstrated the motion with his own scrawny arm, 

and Celaena echoed it. 

She grinned as a narrow blade shot out of a concealed flap in her

forearm. Permanently attached to the suit, it was like having a short

sword welded to her arm. She made the same motion with the other

wrist, and the twin blade appeared. Some internal mechanism had to

be responsible for it—some brilliant contraption of springs and gears. 

She gave a few deadly swings in the air in front of her, reveling in the

 whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of the swords. They were finely made, too. 

She raised her brows in admiration. “How do they go back?” 

“Ah, a little more difficult,” the inventor said. “Wrist angled up, and

press  this  little  button  here.  It  should  trigger  the  mechanism—there

you  go.”  She  watched  the  blade  slide  back  into  the  suit,  then

released and returned the blade several times. 

The deal with Doneval and his partner was in four days, just long

enough  for  her  to  try  using  the  new  suit.  Four  days  was  plenty  to

figure  out  his  house’s  defenses  and  learn  what  time  the  meeting

would  take  place,  especially  since  she  already  knew  that  it  was

occurring in some private study. 

At last she looked at Arobynn. “How much is it?” 

He pushed off the wall. “It’s a gift. As are the boots.” She knocked

a toe against the tiled floor, feeling the jagged edges and grooves of

the  soles.  Perfect  for  climbing.  The  sheepskin  interior  would  keep

her feet at body temperature, the inventor had said, even if she got

them  utterly  soaked.  She’d  never  even   heard  of  a  suit  like  this.  It

would completely change the way she conducted her missions. Not

that she needed the suit to give her an edge. But she was Celaena

Sardothien,  gods  be  damned,  so  didn’t  she  deserve  the  very  best

equipment?  With  this  suit,  no  one  would  question  her  place  as

Adarlan’s Assassin. Ever. And if they did … Wyrd help them. 

The  inventor  asked  to  take  her  final  measurements,  though  the

ones Arobynn had supplied were almost perfect. She lifted her arms

out as he did the measuring, asking him bland questions about his

trip  from  Melisande  and  what  he  planned  to  sell  here.  He  was  a

master tinkerer, he said—and specialized in crafting things that were

believed  to  be  impossible.  Like  a  suit  that  was  both  armor   and  an

armory, and lightweight enough to wear comfortably. 

Celaena  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  Arobynn,  who  had  watched

her interrogation with a bemused smile. “Are you getting one made?” 

“Of course. And Sam, too. Only the best for my best.” She noticed

that  he  didn’t  say  “assassin”—but  whatever  the  tinkerer  thought

about who they were, his face yielded no sign. 

She couldn’t hide her surprise. “You never give Sam gifts.” 

Arobynn shrugged, picking at his nails. “Oh, Sam will be paying for

the suit. I can’t have my second-best completely vulnerable, can I?” 

She  hid  her  shock  better  this  time.  A  suit  like  this  had  to  cost  a

small fortune. Materials aside, just the hours it must have taken the

tinkerer  to  create  it  …  Arobynn  had  to  have  commissioned  them

immediately after he’d sent her to the Red Desert. Perhaps he truly

felt bad about what happened. But to force Sam to buy it …

The  clock  chimed  eleven,  and  Arobynn  let  out  a  long  breath.  “I

have a meeting.” He waved a ringed hand to the tinkerer. “Give the

bill  to  my  manservant  when  you’re  done.”  The  master  tinkerer

nodded, still measuring Celaena. 

Arobynn approached her, each step as graceful as a movement of

a dance. He planted a kiss on the top of her head. “I’m glad to have

you back,” he murmured onto her hair. With that, he strolled from the

room, whistling to himself. 

The  tinkerer  knelt  to  measure  the  length  between  her  knee  and

boot tip, for whatever purpose that had. Celaena cleared her throat, 

waiting until she was sure Arobynn was out of earshot. “If I were to

give  you  a  piece  of  Spidersilk,  could  you  incorporate  it  into  one  of
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these  uniforms?  It’s  small,  so  I’d  just  want  it  placed  around  the

heart.”  She  used  her  hands  to  show  the  size  of  the  material  that

she’d been given by the merchant in the desert city of Xandria. 

Spidersilk  was  a  near-mythical  material  made  by  horse-sized

stygian spiders—so rare that you had to brave the spiders yourself to

get  it.  And  they  didn’t  trade  in  gold.  No,  they  coveted  things  like

dreams  and  memories  and  souls.  The  merchant  she’d  met  had

traded twenty years of his youth for a hundred yards of it. And after a

long,  strange  conversation  with  him,  he’d  given  her  a  few  square

inches  of  Spidersilk.  A  reminder,  he’d  said.  That  everything  has  a

 price. 

The  master  tinkerer’s  bushy  brows  rose.  “I—I  suppose.  To  the

interior or the exterior? I think the interior,” he went on, answering his

own question. “If I sewed it to the exterior, the iridescence might ruin

the stealth of the black. But it’d turn any blade, and it’s just barely the

right  size  to  shield  the  heart.  Oh,  what  I’d  give  for  ten  yards  of

Spidersilk! You’d be invincible, my dear.” 

She smiled slowly. “As long as it guards the heart.” 

She  left  the  tinkerer  in  the  hall.  Her  suit  would  be  ready  the  day

after tomorrow. 

It didn’t surprise her when she ran into Sam on her way out. She’d

spotted  the  dummy  that  bore  his  own  suit  waiting  for  him  in  the

training hall. Alone with her in the hallway, he examined her suit. She

still  had  to  change  out  of  it  and  bring  it  back  downstairs  to  the

tinkerer  so  he  could  make  his  final  adjustments  in  whatever  shop

he’d set up while he was staying in Rifthold. 

“Fancy,”  Sam  said.  She  made  to  put  her  hands  on  her  hips,  but

stopped.  Until  she  mastered  the  suit,  she  had  to  watch  how  she

moved—or else she might skewer someone. “Another gift?” 

“Is there a problem if it is?” 

She hadn’t seen Sam at all yesterday, but, then again, she’d also

made herself pretty scarce. It wasn’t that she was avoiding him; she

just  didn’t  particularly  want  to  see  him  if  it  meant  running  into

Lysandra, too. But it seemed strange that he wasn’t on any mission. 

Most  of  the  other  assassins  were  away  on  various  jobs  or  so  busy they  were  hardly  at  home.  But  Sam  seemed  to  be  hanging  around

the Keep, or helping Lysandra and her madam. 

Sam crossed his arms. His white shirt was tight enough that she

could see the muscles shifting beneath. “Not at all. Though I’m a little

surprised  that  you’re  accepting  his  gifts.  How  can  you  forgive  him

after what he did?” 

“Forgive  him!  I’m  not  the  one  cavorting  with  Lysandra  and

attending  luncheons  and  doing  …  doing  whatever  in  hell  it  is  you

spent the summer doing!” 

Sam let out a low growl. “You think I actually enjoy any of that?” 

“You weren’t the one sent off to the Red Desert.” 

“Believe me, I would rather have been thousands of miles away.” 

“I  don’t believe you. How can I believe anything you say?” 

His brows furrowed. “What are you  talking about?” 

“Nothing.  None  of  your  business.  I  don’t  want  to  talk  about  this. 

And I don’t particularly want to talk to  you, Sam Cortland.” 

“Then go ahead,” he breathed. “Go crawl back to Arobynn’s study

and talk to  him. Let him buy you presents and pet your hair and offer

you the best-paying missions we get. It won’t take him long to figure

out the price for your forgiveness, not when—” 

She  shoved  him.  “Don’t  you   dare  judge  me.  Don’t  you  say  one

more word.” 

A muscle feathered in his jaw. “That’s fine with me. You wouldn’t

listen anyway. Celaena Sardothien and Arobynn Hamel: just the two

of you, inseparable, until the end of the world. The rest of us might

as well be invisible.” 

“That sounds an awful lot like jealousy. Especially considering you

had  three  uninterrupted  months  with  him  this  summer.  What

happened,  hmm?  You  failed  to  convince  him  to  make   you  his

favorite? Found you lacking, did he?” 

Sam was in her face so quickly that she fought the urge to jump

back.  “You  know   nothing  about  what  this  summer  was  like  for  me. 

 Nothing, Celaena.” 

“Good. I don’t particularly care.” 
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His  eyes  were  so  wide  that  she  wondered  if  she’d  struck  him

without  realizing  it.  At  last  he  stepped  away,  and  she  stormed  past

him. She halted when he spoke again. “You want to know what price

I asked for forgiving Arobynn, Celaena?” 

She  slowly  turned.  With  the  ongoing  rain,  the  hall  was  full  of

shadows  and  light.  Sam  stood  so  still  that  he  might  have  been  a

statue.  “My  price  was  his  oath  that  he’d  never  lay  a  hand  on  you

again. I told him I’d forgive him in exchange for that.” 

She wished he’d punched her in the gut. It would have hurt less. 

Not trusting herself to keep from falling to her knees with shame right

there, she just stalked down the hall. 

She didn’t want to speak to Sam ever again. How could she look

him  in  the  eye?  He’d  made  Arobynn  swear  that   for her.  She  didn’t

know  what  words  could  convey  the  mixture  of  gratitude  and  guilt. 

Hating him had been so much easier … And it would have been far

simpler if he’d blamed her for Arobynn’s punishment. She had said

such cruel things to him in the hallway; how could she ever begin to

apologize? 

Arobynn came to her room after lunch and told her to have a dress

pressed.  Doneval,  he’d  heard,  was  going  to  be  at  the  theater  that

night, and with four days until his exchange, it would be in her best

interest to go. 

She’d formulated a plan for stalking Doneval, but she wasn’t proud

enough  to  refuse  Arobynn’s  offer  to  use  his  box  at  the  theater  for

spying—to  see  who  Doneval  spoke  to,  who  sat  near  him,  who

guarded  him.  And  to  see  a  classical  dance  performed  with  a  full

orchestra … well, she’d never turn that down. But Arobynn failed to

say who would be joining them. 

She  found  out  the  hard  way  when  she  climbed  into  Arobynn’s

carriage and discovered Lysandra and Sam waiting inside. With four

days until her Bidding, the young courtesan needed all the exposure

she  could  get,  Arobynn  calmly  explained.  And  Sam  was  there  to

provide additional security. 

Celaena  dared  a  glance  at  Sam  as  she  slumped  onto  the  bench beside him. He watched her, his eyes wary, shoulders tensed, as if

he  expected  her  to  launch  a  verbal  attack  right  there.  Like  she’d

mock him for what he’d done. Did he really think she was that cruel? 

Feeling a bit sick, she dropped Sam’s stare. Lysandra just smiled at

Celaena  from  across  the  carriage  and  linked  her  elbow  through

Arobynn’s. 

CHAPTER

3

Two attendants greeted them at Arobynn’s private box, taking their

sodden  cloaks  and  exchanging  them  for  glasses  of  sparkling  wine. 

Immediately,  one  of  Arobynn’s  acquaintances  popped  in  from  the

hall to say hello, and Arobynn, Sam, and Lysandra remained in the

velvet-lined  antechamber  as  they  chatted.  Celaena,  who  had  no

interest in seeing Lysandra test out her flirting with Arobynn’s friend, 

strode through the crimson curtain to take her usual seat closest to

the stage. 

Arobynn’s box was on the side of the cavernous hall, near enough

to the center so that she had a mostly unobstructed view of the stage

and  the  orchestra  pit,  but  still  angled  enough  to  make  her  look

longingly  at  the  empty  Royal  Boxes.  All  of  them  occupied  the

coveted center position, and all of them were vacant. What a waste. 

She  observed  the  floor  seats  and  the  other  boxes,  taking  in  the

glittering jewels, the silk dresses, the golden glow of sparkling wine

in fluted glasses, the rumbling murmur of the mingling crowd. If there

was one place where she felt the most at home, a place where she

felt happiest, it was here, in this theater, with the red velvet cushions

and  the  glass  chandeliers  and  the  gilded  domed  ceiling  high,  high

above them. Had it been coincidence or planning that had led to the

theater being constructed in the very heart of the city, a mere twenty-

minute walk from the Assassins’ Keep? She knew it would be hard

for her to adjust to her new apartment, which was nearly double the

distance from the theater. A sacrifice she was willing to make—if she

ever found the right moment to tell Arobynn she was paying her debt

and moving out. Which she would. Soon. 

She  felt  Arobynn’s  easy,  self-assured  gait  strutting  across  the

carpet, and straightened as he leaned over her shoulder. “Doneval is

straight  ahead,”  Arobynn  whispered,  his  breath  hot  on  her  skin. 

“Third box in from the stage, second row of seats.” 

She  immediately  found  the  man  she’d  been  assigned  to  kill.  He

was  tall  and  middle-aged,  with  pale  blond  hair  and  tan  skin.  Not

particularly handsome, but not an eyesore, either. Not heavy, but not

toned.  Aside  from  his  periwinkle  tunic—which,  even  from  this

distance,  looked  expensive—there  was  nothing  remarkable  about

him. 

There were a few others in the box. A tall, elegant woman in her

late twenties stood near the partition curtain, a cluster of men around

her. She held herself like a noble, though no diadem glittered in her

lustrous, dark hair. 

“Leighfer  Bardingale,”  Arobynn  murmured,  following  her  gaze. 

Doneval’s  former  wife—and  the  one  who’d  hired  her.  “It  was  an

arranged  marriage.  She  wanted  his  wealth,  and  he  wanted  her

youth. But when they failed to have children and some of his less …

desirable  behavior  was  revealed,  she  managed  to  get  out  of  the

marriage, still young, but far richer.” 

It  was  smart  of  Bardingale,  really.  If  she  planned  to  have  him

assassinated,  then  pretending  to  be  his  friend  would  help  keep

fingers from pointing her way. Though Bardingale might have looked

the part of a polite, elegant lady, Celaena knew there had to be some

ice-cold steel running through her veins. And an unyielding sense of

dedication to her friends and allies—not to mention to the common

rights of every human being. It was hard not to immediately admire

her. 

“And the people around them?” Celaena asked. Through a small

gap  in  the  curtains  behind  Doneval,  she  could  glimpse  three

towering men, all clad in dark gray—all looking like bodyguards. 

“Their  friends  and  investors.  Bardingale  and  Doneval  still  have

some  joint  businesses  together.  The  three  men  in  the  back  are  his

guards.” 

Celaena nodded, and might have asked him some other questions

had  Sam  and  Lysandra  not  filed  into  the  box  behind  them,  bidding

farewell  to  Arobynn’s  friend.  There  were  three  seats  along  the

balcony  rail,  and  three  seats  behind  them.  Lysandra,  to  Celaena’s

dismay, sat next to her as Arobynn and Sam took the rear seats. 

“Oh,  look at how many people are here,” Lysandra said. Her low-cut  ice-blue  dress  did  little  to  hide  her  cleavage  as  she  craned  her

neck  over  the  rail.  Celaena  blocked  out  Lysandra’s  prattling  as  the

courtesan began tossing out important names. 

Celaena could sense Sam behind her, feel his gaze focused solely

on  the  gold  velvet  curtains  concealing  the  stage.  She  should  say

something to him—apologize or thank him or just … say something

kind.  She  felt  him  tensing,  as  if  he,  too,  wanted  to  say  something. 

Somewhere in the theater, a gong began signaling the audience to

take their seats. 

It was now or never. She didn’t know why her heart thundered the

way it did, but she didn’t give herself a chance to second-guess as

she twisted to look at him. She glanced once at his clothes and then

said, “You look handsome.” 

His  brows  rose,  and  she  swiftly  turned  back  around  in  her  seat, 

focusing  hard  on  the  curtain.  He  looked  better  than  handsome,  but

…  Well,  at  least  she’d  said  one  nice  thing.  She’d   tried  to  be  nice. 

Somehow, it didn’t make her feel that much better. 

Celaena  folded  her  hands  in  the  lap  of  her  bloodred  gown.  It

wasn’t cut nearly as low as Lysandra’s, but with the slender sleeves

and  bare  shoulders,  she  felt  particularly  exposed  to  Sam.  She’d

curled and swept her hair over one shoulder, certainly  not to hide the

scar on her neck. 

Doneval lounged in his seat, eyes on the stage. How could a man

who looked so bored and useless be responsible for not just the fate

of  several  lives,  but  of  his  entire  country?  How  could  he  sit  in  this

theater and not hang his head in shame for what he was about to do

to his fellow countrymen, and to whatever slaves would be caught up

in  it?  The  men  around  Bardingale  kissed  her  cheeks  and  departed

for  their  own  boxes.  Doneval’s  three  thugs  watched  the  men  very, 

very  closely  as  they  left.  Not  lazy,  bored  guards,  then.  Celaena

frowned. 

But  then  the  chandeliers  were  hauled  upward  into  the  dome  and

dimmed,  and  the  crowd  quieted  to  hear  the  opening  notes  as  the

orchestra began playing. In the dark, it was nearly impossible to see

Doneval. 
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Sam’s hand brushed her shoulder, and she almost jumped out of

her  skin  as  he  brought  his  mouth  close  to  her  ear  and  murmured, 

“You look beautiful. Though I bet you already know that.” She most

certainly did. 

She  gave  him  a  sidelong  glare  and  found  him  grinning  as  he

leaned back into his seat. 

Suppressing  her  urge  to  smile,  Celaena  turned  toward  the  stage

as  the  music  established  the  setting  for  them.  A  world  of  shadows

and  mist.  A  world  where  creatures  and  myths  dwelled  in  the  dark

moments before dawn. 

Celaena  went  still  as  the  gold  curtain  drew  back,  and  everything

she knew and everything she was faded away to nothing. 

The music annihilated her. 

The  dancing  was  breathtaking,  yes,  and  the  story  it  told  was

certainly  lovely—a  legend  of  a  prince  seeking  to  rescue  his  bride, 

and the cunning bird he captured to help him to do it—but the  music. 

Had  there  ever  been  anything  more  beautiful,  more  exquisitely

painful? She clenched the arms of the seat, her fingers digging into

the velvet as the music hurtled toward its finale, sweeping her away

in a flood. 

With each beat of the drum, each trill of the flute and blare of the

horn,  she  felt  all  of  it  along  her  skin,  along  her  bones.  The  music

broke her apart and put her back together, only to rend her asunder

again and again. 

And  then  the  climax,  the  compilation  of  all  the  sounds  she  had

loved best, amplified until they echoed into eternity. As the final note

swelled, a gasp broke from her, setting the tears in her eyes spilling

down her face. She didn’t care who saw. 

Then, silence. 

The  silence  was  the  worst  thing  she’d  ever  heard.  The  silence

brought back everything around her. Applause erupted, and she was

on her feet, crying still as she clapped until her hands ached. 

“Celaena, I didn’t know you had a shred of human emotion in you,” 

Lysandra  leaned  in  to  whisper.  “And  I  didn’t  think  the  performance
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was  that good.” 

Sam gripped the back of Lysandra’s chair. “Shut up, Lysandra.” 

Arobynn  clicked  his  tongue  in  warning,  but  Celaena  remained

clapping,  even  as  Sam’s  defense  sent  a  faint  trickle  of  pleasure

through  her.  The  ovation  continued  for  a  while,  with  the  dancers

emerging from the curtain again and again to bow and be showered

with flowers. Celaena clapped through it all, even as her tears dried, 

even as the crowd began shuffling out. 

When she remembered to glance at Doneval, his box was empty. 

Arobynn,  Sam,  and  Lysandra  left  their  box,  too,  long  before  she

was  ready  to  end  her  applause.  But  after  she  finished  clapping, 

Celaena remained, staring toward the curtained stage, watching the

orchestra begin to pack up their instruments. 

She was the last person to leave the theater. 

There  was  another  party  at  the  Keep  that  night—a  party  for

Lysandra and her madam and whatever artists and philosophers and

writers Arobynn favored at that moment. Mercifully, it was confined to

one  of  the  drawing  rooms,  but  laughter  and  music  still  filled  the

entirety of the second floor. On the carriage ride home, Arobynn had

asked Celaena to join them, but the last thing she wanted to see was

Lysandra  being  fawned  over  by  Arobynn,  Sam,  and  everyone  else. 

So she told him that she was tired and needed to sleep. 

She  wasn’t  tired  in  the  least,  though.  Emotionally  drained, 

perhaps, but it was only ten thirty, and the thought of taking off her

gown and climbing into bed made her feel rather pathetic. She was

Adarlan’s  Assassin;  she’d  freed  slaves  and  stolen  Asterion  horses

and  won  the  respect  of  the  Mute  Master.  Surely  she  could  do

something better than go to bed early. 

So  she  slipped  into  one  of  the  music  rooms,  where  it  was  quiet

enough that she could only hear a burst of laughter every now and

then.  The  other  assassins  were  either  at  the  party  or  off  on  some

mission or other. Her rustling dress was the only sound as she folded

back  the  cover  of  the  pianoforte.  She’d  learned  to  play  when  she

was  ten—under  Arobynn’s  orders  that  she  find  at  least   one  refined

skill  other  than  ending  lives—and  had  fallen  in  love  immediately. 

Though she no longer took lessons, she played whenever she could

spare a few minutes. 

The  music  from  the  theater  still  echoed  in  her  mind.  Again  and

again, the same cluster of notes and harmonies. She could feel them

humming  under  the  surface  of  her  skin,  beating  in  time  with  her

heart. What she wouldn’t give to hear the music once more! 

She  played  a  few  notes  with  one  hand,  frowned,  adjusted  her

fingers, and tried again, clinging to the music in her mind. Slowly, the

familiar melody began to sound right. 

But  it  was  only  a  few  notes,  and  it  was  the  pianoforte,  not  an

orchestra; she pounded the keys harder, working out the riffs. It was

 almost there, but not quite right. She couldn’t remember the notes as

perfectly as they sounded in her head. She didn’t feel them the way

she’d felt them only an hour ago. 

She tried again for a few minutes, but eventually slammed the lid

shut and stalked from the room. She found Sam lounging against a

wall  in  the  hallway.  Had  he  been  listening  to  her  fumble  with  the

pianoforte this whole time? 

“Close,  but  not  quite  the  same,  is  it?”  he  said.  She  gave  him  a

withering look and started toward her bedroom, even though she had

no desire to spend the rest of the night sitting in there by herself. “It

must  drive  you  mad,  not  being  able  to  get  it  exactly  the  way  you

remember  it.”  He  kept  pace  beside  her.  His  midnight-blue  tunic

brought out the golden hues in his skin. 

“I  was  just  fooling  around,”  she  said.  “I  can’t  be  the  best  at

 everything, you know. It wouldn’t be fair to the rest of you, would it?” 

Down the hall, someone had started a merry tune on the instruments

in the gaming room. 

Sam  chewed  on  his  lip.  “Why  didn’t  you  trail  Doneval  after  the

theater?  Don’t  you  have  only  four  days  left?”  She  wasn’t  surprised

he knew; her missions weren’t usually  that secret. 

She  paused,  still  itching  to  hear  the  music  once  more.  “Some

things are more important than death.” 

Sam’s eyes flickered. “I know.” 

She tried not to squirm as he refused to drop her stare. “Why are

you helping Lysandra?” She didn’t know why she asked it. 

Sam frowned. “She’s not all that bad, you know. When she’s away

from other people, she’s … better. Don’t bite off my head for saying

it, but even though you taunt her about it, she didn’t choose this path

for  herself—like  us.”  He  shook  his  head.  “She  just  wants  your

attention—and acknowledgment of her existence.” 

She  clenched  her  jaw.  Of  course  he’d  spent  plenty  of  time  alone

with  Lysandra.  And  of  course  he’d  find  her  sympathetic.  “I  don’t

particularly  care   what  she  wants.  You  still  haven’t  answered  my

question.  Why are you helping her?” 

He shrugged. “Because Arobynn told me to. And since I have no

desire  to  have  my  face  beaten  to  a  pulp  again,  I’m  not  going  to

question him.” 

“He—he hurt you that badly, too?” 

Sam  let  out  a  low  laugh,  but  didn’t  reply  until  after  a  servant

bustled past, carrying a tray full of wine bottles. They were probably

better  off  talking  in  a  room  where  they’d  be  less  likely  to  be

overheard,  but  the  idea  of  being  utterly  alone  with  him  made  her

pulse pound. 

“I was unconscious for a day, and dozed on and off for three more

after that,” Sam said. 

Celaena hissed a violent curse. 

“He sent you to the Red Desert,” Sam went on, his words soft and

low.  “But   my  punishment  was  having  to  watch  him  beat  you  that

night.” 

“Why?” Another question she didn’t mean to ask. 

He closed the distance between them, standing near enough now

that she could see the fine gold-thread detailing on his tunic. “After

what we went through in Skull’s Bay, you should know the answer.” 

She didn’t  want to know the answer, now that she thought about it. 

“Are you going to make a Bid for Lysandra?” 

Sam  burst  out  laughing.  “Bid?  Celaena,  I  don’t  have  any  money. 

And the money that I  do have is going toward paying back Arobynn. 

Even if I  wanted to—” 

“Do you want to?” 

He gave her a lazy grin. “Why do you want to know?” 

“Because  I’m  curious  whether  Arobynn’s  beating  damaged  your

brain, that’s why.” 

“Afraid she and I had a summer romance?” That insufferable grin

was still there. 

She could have raked her nails down his face. Instead, she picked

another  weapon.  “I  hope  you  did.  I  certainly  enjoyed  myself  this

summer.” 

The smile faded at that. “What do you mean?” 

She brushed an invisible fleck of dust off her red gown. “Let’s just

say  that  the  son  of  the  Mute  Master  was   far  more  welcoming  than

the other Silent Assassins.” It wasn’t quite a lie. Ilias  had tried to kiss

her,  and  she   had  basked  in  his  attention,  but  she  hadn’t  wanted  to

start anything between them. 

Sam’s  face  paled.  Her  words  had  struck  home,  but  it  wasn’t  as

satisfying  as  she  thought  it  would  be.  Instead,  the  mere  fact  that  it

 had  affected  him  made  her  feel  …  feel  …  Oh,  why  had  she  even

said  anything about Ilias? 

Well,  she  knew  precisely  why.  Sam  began  to  turn  away,  but  she

grabbed his arm. “Help me with Doneval,” she blurted. Not that she

needed it, but this was the best she could offer him in exchange for

what he’d done for her. “I’ll—I’ll give you half of the money.” 

He snorted. “Keep your money. I don’t need it. Ruining yet another

slave-trade agreement will be enough for me.” He studied her for a

moment,  his  mouth  quirking  to  the  side.  “You’re  sure  you  want  my

help?” 

“Yes,” she said. It came out a bit strangled. He searched her eyes

for  any  sign  of  mockery.  She  hated  herself  for  making  him  distrust

her that much. 

But he nodded at last. “Then we’ll start tomorrow. We’ll scope out

his house. Unless you’ve already done that?” She shook her head. 

“I’ll come by your room after breakfast.” 

She nodded. There was more she wanted to say to him, and she

didn’t  want  him  to  go,  but  her  throat  had  closed  up,  too  full  of  all

those unspoken words. She made to turn away. 

“Celaena.”  She  looked  back  at  him,  her  red  gown  sweeping

around  her.  His  eyes  shone  as  he  flashed  her  a  crooked  grin.  “I

missed you this summer.” 

She met his stare unflinchingly, returning the smile as she said, “I

hate to admit it, Sam Cortland, but I missed your sorry ass, too.” 

He merely chuckled before he strode toward the party, his hands

in his pockets. 
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Crouched  in  the  shadows  of  a  gargoyle  the  following  afternoon, 

Celaena shifted her numb legs and groaned softly. She usually opted

to  wear  a  mask,  but  with  the  rain,  it  would  have  limited  her  vision

even  further.  Going  without,  though,  made  her  feel  somewhat

exposed. 

The rain also made the stone slick, and she took extra care while

adjusting  her  position.  Six  hours.  Six  hours  spent  on  this  rooftop, 

staring across the street at the two-story house Doneval had rented

for  the  duration  of  his  stay.  It  was  just  off  the  most  fashionable

avenue  in  the  city,  and  was  enormous,  as  far  as  city  homes  went. 

Made  of  solid  white  stone  and  capped  with  green  clay  shingles,  it

looked just like any other wealthy home in the city, right down to its

intricately  carved  windowsills  and  doorways.  The  front  lawn  was

manicured,  and  even  in  the  rain,  servants  bustled  around  the

property, bringing in food, flowers, and other supplies. 

That was the first thing she noticed—that people came and went

all day. And there were guards everywhere. They looked closely at

the  faces  of  the  servants  who  entered,  scaring  the  daylights  out  of

some of them. 

There was a whisper of boots against the ledge, and Sam nimbly

slipped into the shadows of the gargoyle, returning from scouting the

other side of the house. 

“A  guard  on  every  corner,”  Celaena  murmured  as  Sam  settled

down beside her. “Three at the front door, two at the gate. How many

did you spot in the back?” 

“One on either side of the house, three more by the stables. And

they  don’t  look  like  cheap  hands  for  hire,  either.  Will  we  take  them

out, or slip past them?” 

“I’d prefer not to kill them,” she admitted. “But we’ll see if we can

slip past when the time comes. Seems like they’re rotating every two

hours. The off-duty guards go into the house.” 

“Doneval’s still away?” 

She  nodded,  inching  nearer  to  him.  Of  course,  it  was  just  to

absorb his warmth against the freezing rain. She tried not to notice

when he pressed closer to her, too. “He hasn’t returned.” 

Doneval had left nearly an hour ago, closely flanked by a hulking

brute  of  a  man  who  looked  hewn  from  granite.  The  bodyguard

inspected  the  carriage,  examined  the  coachman  and  the  footman, 

held the door until Doneval was ensconced inside, and then slipped

in himself. It seemed like Doneval knew very well just how coveted

and delicate his list of slave sympathizers was. She’d seldom seen

this kind of security. 

They’d  already  surveyed  the  house  and  grounds,  noting

everything  from  the  stones  of  the  building  to  what  sort  of  latches

sealed the windows to the distance between the nearby rooftops and

the  roof  of  the  house  itself.  Even  with  the  rain,  she  could  see  well

enough  into  the  second-story  window  to  make  out  a  long  hallway. 

Some  servants  came  out  of  rooms  bearing  sheets  and  blankets—

bedrooms,  then.  Four  of  them.  There  was  a  supply  closet  near  the

stairwell at the center of the hall. From the light that spilled into the

hallway, she knew that the main stairwell had to be open and grand, 

just  like  the  one  in  the  Assassins’  Keep.  Not  a  chance  of  hiding, 

unless they found the servants’ passages. 

They  got  lucky,  though,  when  she  spied  a  servant  going  into  the

one  of  the  second-floor  rooms,  carrying  a  pile  of  the  afternoon

papers. A few minutes later, a maid lugged in a bucket and tools for

sweeping  out  a  fireplace,  and  then  a  manservant  brought  in  what

looked  like  a  bottle  of  wine.  She  hadn’t  seen  anyone  changing  the

linens in that room, and so they took special notice of the servants

who entered and exited. 

It  had  to  be  the  private  study  that  Arobynn  had  mentioned. 

Doneval probably maintained a formal study on the first floor, but if

he  were  doing  dark  dealings,  then  moving  his  real  business  to  a

more hidden quarter of the house would make sense. But they still

needed to figure out what time the meeting would take place. Right

now, it could be at any point on the arranged day. 

“There he is,” Sam hissed. Doneval’s carriage pulled up, and the

hulking bodyguard got out, scouring the street for a moment before

he motioned for the businessman to emerge. Celaena had a feeling

that  Doneval’s  rush  to  get  into  the  house  wasn’t  just  about  the

downpour. 

They  ducked  back  into  the  shadows  again.  “Where  do  you

suppose he went?” Sam asked. 

She shrugged. His former wife’s Harvest Moon party was tonight; 

perhaps  that  had  something  to  do  with  it,  or  the  street  festival  that

Melisande was hosting in the center of the city today. She and Sam

were  now  crouching  so  close  together  that  a  toasty  warmth  was

spreading up one side of her. “Nowhere good, I’m sure.” 

Sam let out a breathy laugh, his eyes still on the house. They were

silent for a few minutes. At last, he said, “So, the Mute Master’s son

…” 

She almost groaned. 

“How close were you, exactly?” He focused on the house, though

she noticed that he’d fisted his hands. 

 Just tell him the truth, idiot! 

“Nothing  happened  with  Ilias.  It  was  only  a  bit  of  flirtation,  but  …

nothing happened,” she said again. 

“Well,” he said after a moment, “nothing happened with Lysandra. 

And nothing is going to. Ever.” 

“And  why, exactly, do you think I care?” It was her turn to keep her

eyes fixed on the house. 

He  nudged  her  with  his  shoulder.  “Since  we’re   friends  now,  I

assumed you’d want to know.” 

She was grateful that her hood concealed most of her burning-hot

face. “I think I preferred it when you wanted to kill me.” 

“Sometimes  I  think  so,  too.  Certainly  made  my  life  more

interesting. I wonder, though—if I’m helping you, does it mean I get

to  be  your  Second  when  you  run  the  Assassins’  Guild?  Or  does  it

just mean that I can boast that the famed Celaena Sardothien finally

finds me worthy?” 

She jabbed him with an elbow. “It means you should shut up and

pay  attention.”  They  grinned  at  each  other,  and  then  they  waited. 

Around sunset—which felt especially early that day, given the heavy

cloud  cover—the  bodyguard  emerged.  Doneval  was  nowhere  in

sight, and the bodyguard motioned to the guards, speaking quietly to

them before he strode down the street. “Off on an errand?” Celaena

pondered. Sam inclined his head after the bodyguard, a suggestion

that they follow. “Good idea.” 

Celaena’s  stiff  limbs  ached  in  protest  as  she  slowly,  carefully

inched  away  from  the  gargoyle.  She  kept  her  eyes  on  the  nearby

guards,  not  once  looking  away  as  she  grabbed  the  roof  ledge  and

hauled herself up it, Sam following suit. 

She  wished  she  had  the  boots  the  master  tinkerer  was  adjusting

for  her,  but  they  wouldn’t  arrive  until  tomorrow.  Her  black  leather

boots,  while  supple  and  supportive,  felt  a  bit  traitorous  on  the  rain-

slick gutter of the roof. Still, she and Sam kept low and fast as they

dashed  along  the  roof  edge,  tracking  the  hulking  man  in  the  street

below. Luckily, he turned down a back alley, and the next house was

close enough that she could nimbly leap onto the adjacent roof. Her

boots  slid,  but  her  gloved  fingers  grappled  onto  the  green  stone

shingles. Sam landed flawlessly beside her, and, to her surprise, she

didn’t bite his head off when he grabbed the back of her cloak to help

her stand. 

The bodyguard continued along the alley, and they trailed on the

rooftops,  shadows  against  the  growing  dark.  At  last,  he  came  to  a

broader street where the gaps between houses were too big to jump, 

and Celaena and Sam shimmied down a drainpipe. Their boots were

soft  as  they  hit  the  ground.  They  picked  up  a  casual  pace  behind

their quarry, arms linked, just two citizens of the capital on their way

to somewhere, eager to get out of the rain. 

It  was  easy  to  spot  him  in  the  crowd,  even  as  they  reached  the

main  avenue  of  the  city.  People  jumped  out  of  his  way,  actually. 

Melisande’s  street  festival  in  honor  of  the  Harvest  Moon  was  in  full

swing,  and  people  flocked  to  it  despite  the  rain.  Celaena  and  Sam

followed  the  bodyguard  for  a  few  more  blocks,  down  a  few  more

alleys.  The  bodyguard  turned  to  look  behind  him  only  once,  but  he

found  them  leaning  casually  against  an  alley  wall,  merely  cloaked figures taking shelter from the rain. 

With  all  the  waste  brought  in  by  the  Melisande  convoy,  and  the

smaller  street  festivals  that  had  already  occurred,  the  streets  and

sewers  were  nearly  overflowing  with  garbage.  As  they  stalked  the

bodyguard,  Celaena  heard  people  talking  about  how  the  city

wardens  had  dammed  up  parts  of  the  sewers  to  let  them  fill  with

rainwater. Tomorrow night they were going to unleash them, causing

a  torrent  in  the  sewers  wild  enough  to  sweep  all  the  clinging  trash

into the Avery River. They’d done it before, apparently—if the sewers

weren’t  flushed  out  every  now  and  then,  the  filth  would  grow

stagnant and reek even more. Still, Celaena planned to be high, high

above  the  streets  by  the  time  they  unleashed  those  dams.  There

was  sure  to  be  some  in-street  flooding  before  it  subsided,  and  she

had no desire to walk through any of it. 

The  bodyguard  eventually  went  into  a  tavern  on  the  cusp  of  the

crumbling slums, and they waited for him across the street. Through

the cracked windows, they could see him sitting at the bar, drinking

mug after mug of ale. Celaena began to wish fervently that she could

be at the street festival instead. 

“Well, if he has a weakness for alcohol, then perhaps that could be

our  way  around  him,”  Sam  observed.  She  nodded,  but  didn’t  say

anything. Sam looked toward the glass castle, its towers wreathed in

mist.  “I  wonder  if  Bardingale  and  the  others  are  having  any  luck

convincing  the  king  to  fund  their  road,”  he  said.  “I  wonder  why  she

would even want it built, since she seems so eager to make sure the

slave trade stays out of Melisande for as long as possible.” 

“If  anything,  it  means  she  has  absolute  faith  that  we  won’t  fail,” 

Celaena said. When she didn’t say anything else, Sam fell silent. An

hour passed, and the bodyguard spoke to no one, paid the entire tab

with a piece of silver, and headed back to Doneval’s house. Despite

the ale he’d consumed, his steps were steady, and by the time Sam

and Celaena reached the house, she was almost bored to tears—not

to  mention  shivering  with  cold  and  unsure  if  her  numbed  toes  had

fallen off inside her boots. 

They watched from a nearby street corner as the bodyguard went

up  the  front  steps.  He  held  a  position  of  respect,  then,  if  he  wasn’t
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made to enter through the back. But even with the bits of information

they’d  gathered  that  day,  when  they  made  the  twenty-minute  trek

across  the  city  to  the  Keep,  Celaena  couldn’t  help  feeling  rather

useless  and  miserable.  Even  Sam  was  quiet  as  they  reached  their

home, and merely told her that he’d see her in a few hours. 

The  Harvest  Moon  party  was  that  night—and  the  deal  with

Doneval three days away. Considering how little they’d been able to

actually  glean  that  day,  perhaps  she’d  have  to  work  harder  than

she’d thought to find a way to take out her quarry. Maybe Arobynn’s

“gift” had been more of a curse. 

What a waste. 

She  spent  an  hour  soaking  in  her  bathtub,  running  the  hot  water

until she was fairly certain there wasn’t any left for anyone else in the

Keep.  Arobynn  himself  had  commissioned  the  running  water  outfit

for  the  Keep,  and  it  had  cost  as  much  as  the  building  did,  but  she

was forever grateful for it. 

Once  the  ice  had  melted  away  from  her  bones,  she  slipped  into

the  black  silk  dressing  robe  Arobynn  had  given  her  that  morning—

another  of  his  presents,  but  still  not  enough  that  she’d  forgive  him

anytime soon. She padded into her bedroom. A servant had started

a  fire,  and  she  was  about  to  begin  dressing  for  the  Harvest  Moon

party when she spotted the pile of papers on her bed. 

They were tied with a red string, and her stomach fluttered as she

pulled out the note placed on top. 

She might have rolled her eyes had she not seen what lay before

her. 

Sheet  music.  For  the  performance  she’d  seen  last  night.  For  the

notes she couldn’t get out of her mind, even a day later. She glanced

again  at  the  note.  It  wasn’t  Arobynn’s  elegant  script,  but  Sam’s
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hurried  scrawl.  When  in  hell  had  he  found  the  time  today  to  get

these? He must have gone out right after they’d returned. 

She sank onto the bed, flipping through the pages. The show had

only  debuted  a  few  weeks  ago;  sheet  music  for  it  wasn’t  even  in

circulation yet. Nor would it be, until it proved itself to be a success. 

That could be months, even years, from now. 

She couldn’t help her smile. 

Despite  the  ongoing  rain  that  night,  the  Harvest  Moon  party  at

Leighfer  Bardingale’s  riverfront  house  was  so  packed  that  Celaena

hardly had room to show off her exquisite gold-and-blue dress, or the

fish-fin combs she’d had positioned along the sides of her upswept

hair.  Everyone  who  was  anyone  in  Rifthold  was  here.  That  is, 

everyone  without royal blood, though she could have sworn she saw

a few members of the nobility mingling with the bejeweled crowd. 

The ballroom was enormous, its towering ceiling strung with paper

lanterns  of  all  colors  and  shapes  and  sizes.  Garlands  had  been

woven  around  the  pillars  lining  one  side  of  the  room,  and  on  the

many  tables,  cornucopias  overflowed  with  food  and  flowers.  Young

women in nothing more than corsets and lacy lingerie dangled from

swings attached to the filigreed ceiling, and bare-chested young men

with ornate ivory collars handed out wine. 

Celaena  had  attended  dozens  of  extravagant  parties  while

growing  up  in  Rifthold;  she’d  infiltrated  functions  hosted  by  foreign

dignitaries  and  local  nobility;  she’d  seen  everything  and  anything

until she thought nothing could surprise her anymore. But this party

blew them all away. 

There  was  a  small  orchestra  accompanied  by  two  identical-twin

singers—both  young  women,  both  dark-haired,  and  both  equipped

with  utterly  ethereal  voices.  They  had  people  swaying  where  they

stood, their voices tugging everyone toward the packed dance floor. 

With Sam flanking her, Celaena stepped from the stairs at the top

of  the  ballroom.  Arobynn  kept  on  her  left,  his  silver  eyes  scanning

the  crowd.  They  crinkled  with  pleasure  when  their  hostess  greeted

them at the bottom of the steps. In his pewter tunic, Arobynn cut a

dashing  figure  as  he  bowed  over  Bardingale’s  hand  and  pressed  a kiss to it. 

The  woman  watched  him  with  dark,  cunning  eyes,  a  gracious

smile  on  her  red  lips.  “Leighfer,”  Arobynn  crooned,  half-turning  to

beckon  to  Celaena.  “Allow  me  to  introduce  my  niece,  Dianna,  and

my ward, Sam.” 

His  niece.  That  was  always  the  story,  always  the  ruse  whenever

they  attended  events  together.  Sam  bowed,  and  Celaena  curtsied. 

The glimmer in Bardingale’s gaze said that she knew very well that

Celaena was not Arobynn’s niece. Celaena tried not to frown. She’d

never  liked  meeting  clients  face-to-face;  it  was  better  if  they  went

through Arobynn. 

“Charmed,” Bardingale said to her, then curtsied to Sam. “Both of

them are delightful, Arobynn.” A pretty, nonsense statement, said by

someone  used  to  wielding  pretty,  nonsense  words  to  get  what  she

wanted. “Walk with me?” she asked the King of the Assassins, and

Arobynn extended an elbow. 

Just before they slipped into the crowd, Arobynn glanced over his

shoulder  and  gave  Celaena  a  rakish  smile.  “Try  not  to  get  into  too

much trouble.” Then Arobynn and the lady were swallowed up by the

throng of people, leaving Sam and Celaena at the foot of the stairs. 

“What  now?”  Sam  murmured,  staring  after  Bardingale.  His  dark

green tunic brought up the faint flecks of emerald in his brown eyes. 

“Did you spot Doneval?” 

They’d  come  here  to  see  with  whom  Doneval  associated,  how

many  guards  were  waiting  outside,  and  if  he  looked  nervous.  The

exchange would happen three nights from now, in his upstairs study. 

But at what time?  That was what she needed to find out more than

anything.  And  tonight  was  the  only  chance  she’d  have  to  get  close

enough to him to do it. 

“He’s by the third pillar,” she said, keeping her gaze on the crowd. 

In the shadows of the pillars lining one half of the room, little seating

areas  had  been  erected  on  raised  platforms.  They  were  separated

by  black  velvet  curtains—private  lounges  for  Bardingale’s  most

distinguished guests. It was to one of these alcoves that she spotted

Doneval  making  his  way,  his  hulking  bodyguard  close  behind.  As

soon as Doneval plopped into the plush cushions, four of the corset-

clad girls slid into place beside him, smiles plastered on their faces. 

“Doesn’t he look cozy,” Sam mused. “I wonder how much Clarisse

stands to make off this party.” That explained where the girls came

from. Celaena just hoped Lysandra wasn’t here. 

One  of  the  beautiful  serving  boys  offered  Doneval  and  the

courtesans glasses of sparkling wine. The bodyguard, who stood by

the  curtains,  sipped  first  before  nodding  to  Doneval  to  take  it. 

Doneval,  one  hand  already  wrapped  around  the  bare  shoulders  of

the girl beside him, didn’t thank either his bodyguard or the serving

boy. Celaena felt her lip curl as Doneval pressed his lips to the neck

of  the  courtesan.  The  girl  couldn’t  have  been  older  than  twenty.  It

didn’t surprise her at all that this man found the growing slave trade

appealing—and that he was willing to destroy his opponents to make

his business arrangement a success. 

“I  have  a  feeling  he’s  not  going  to  get  up  for  a  while,”  Celaena

said,  and  when  she  turned  to  Sam,  he  was  frowning.  He’d  always

had a mixture of sorrow and sympathy for the courtesans—and such

hatred  for  their  clients.  His  mother’s  end  hadn’t  been  a  happy  one. 

Perhaps that was why he tolerated the insufferable Lysandra and her

insipid companions. 

Someone  almost  knocked  into  Celaena  from  behind,  but  she

sensed  the  staggering  man  and  easily  sidestepped  out  of  his  path. 

“This  is  a  madhouse,”  she  muttered,  her  gaze  rising  to  the  girls  on

the  swings  as  they  floated  through  the  room.  They  arched  their

backs  so  far  that  it  was  a  miracle  their  breasts  stayed  in  their

corsets. 

“I  can’t  even  imagine  how  much  Bardingale  spent  on  this  party.” 

Sam  was  so  close  his  breath  caressed  her  cheek.  Celaena  was

actually more curious about how much the hostess was spending on

keeping  Doneval  distracted;  clearly,  no  cost  was  too  great,  if  she’d

hired  Celaena  to  help  destroy  Doneval’s  trade  agreement  and  get

those  documents  into  safe  hands.  But  perhaps  there  was  more  to

this  assignment  than  just  the  slave-trade  agreement  and

blackmailing  list.  Perhaps  Bardingale  was  tired  of  supporting  her

former  husband’s  decadent  lifestyle.  Celaena  couldn’t  bring  herself

to blame her. 

Even though Doneval’s cushioned alcove was meant to be private, 

he  certainly   wanted  to  be  seen.  And  from  the  bottles  of  sparkling

wine that had been set on the low table before him, she could tell he

had no intention of getting up. A man who wanted to be approached

by others—who wanted to feel powerful. He liked to be worshipped. 

And  at  a  party  hosted  by  his  former  wife,  he  had  some  nerve

associating  with  those  courtesans.  It  was  petty—and  cruel,  if  she

thought about it. But what good did knowing that do her? 

He  rarely  spoke  to  other  men,  it  seemed.  But  who  said  his

business  partner  had  to  be  a  man?  Maybe  it  was  a  woman.  Or  a

courtesan. 

Doneval was now slobbering over the neck of the girl on his other

side, his hand roaming along her bare thigh. But if Doneval were in

league  with  a  courtesan,  why  would  he  wait  until  three  days  from

now  before  making  the  document  exchange?  It  couldn’t  be  one  of

Clarisse’s girls. Or Clarisse herself. 

“Do  you  think  he’s  going  to  meet  with  his  conspirator  tonight?” 

Sam asked. 

Celaena turned to him. “No. I have a feeling that he’s not foolish

enough  to  actually  do  any  dealings  here.  At  least,  not  with  anyone

except Clarisse.” Sam’s face darkened. 

If Doneval enjoyed female company, well, that certainly worked in

favor of her plan to get close to him, didn’t it? She began winding her

way through the crowd. 

“What are you doing?” Sam said, managing to keep up with her. 

She shot him a look over her shoulder, nudging people out of the

way as she made for the alcove. “Don’t follow me,” she said—but not

harshly. “I’m going to try something. Just stay here. I’ll come find you

when I’m done.” 

He stared at her for a heartbeat, then nodded. 

Celaena took a long breath through her nose as she mounted the

steps and walked into the raised alcove where Doneval sat. 

CHAPTER

5

The  four  courtesans  noticed  her,  but  Celaena  kept  her  eyes  on

Doneval, who looked up from the neck of the courtesan currently on

the receiving end of his affection. His bodyguard was alert, but didn’t

stop her. Fool. She forced a little smile to her lips as Doneval’s eyes

roved freely. Up and down, down and up.  That was why she’d opted

for a lower-cut dress than usual. It made her stomach turn, but she

stepped closer, only the low-lying table between her and Doneval’s

sofa. She gave a low, elegant curtsy. “My lord,” she purred. 

He was not a lord in any sense, but a man like that had to enjoy

fancy titles, however unearned they might be. 

“May I help you?” he said, taking in her dress. She was definitely

more  covered-up  than  the  courtesans  around  him.  But  sometimes

there was more allure in  not seeing everything. 

“Oh, I’m so sorry to interrupt,” she said, tilting her head so that the

light  from  the  lanterns  caught  in  her  eyes  and  set  them  sparkling. 

She knew well enough which of her features men tended to notice—

and appreciate—most. “But my uncle is a merchant, and he speaks

so  highly  of  you  that  I  …”  She  now  looked  at  the  courtesans  as  if

suddenly noticing them, as if she were a good, decent girl realizing

the company he kept and trying not to become too embarrassed. 

Doneval seemed to sense her discomfort and sat up, removing his

hand from the thigh of the girl next to him. The courtesans all went a

bit rigid, shooting daggers in her direction. She might have grinned at

them had she not been so focused on her act. 

“Go  on,  my  dear,”  Doneval  said,  his  eyes  now  fixed  on  hers. 

Really, it was too easy. 

She bit her lip, tucking her chin down—demure, shy, waiting to be

plucked.  “My  uncle  is  sick  tonight  and  couldn’t  attend.  He  was   so

looking  forward  to  meeting  you,  and  I  thought  I  might  make  an introduction on his behalf, but I’m so terribly sorry to have interrupted

you.” She made to turn, counting down the heartbeats until …

“No,  no—I’d  be  pleased  to  make  the  acquaintance.  What  is  your

name, my dear girl?” 

She turned back, letting the light catch in her blue-gold eyes again. 

“Dianna Brackyn; my uncle is Erick Brackyn …” She glanced at the

courtesans, giving her best alarmed-innocent-maiden look. “I—I truly

don’t wish to interrupt you.” Doneval kept drinking her in. “Perhaps, if

it would not be an inconvenience or an impertinence, we could call

on  you?  Not  tomorrow  or  the  day  after,  since  my  uncle  has  some

contract  with  the  viceroy  of  Bellhaven  to  work  on,  but  the  day  after

 that?  Three days from now, is what I mean.” She made a little coo of

a laugh. 

“It  wouldn’t  be  an  impertinence  in  the  least,”  Doneval  crooned, 

leaning forward. Mentioning Fenharrow’s wealthiest city—and ruler—

had done the trick. “In fact, I much admire you for having the nerve

to approach me. Not many men would, let alone young women.” 


She  almost  rolled  her  eyes,  but  she  just  fluttered  her  eyelashes

ever so slightly. “Thank you, my lord. What time would be convenient

for you?” 

“Ah,”  Doneval  said.  “Well,  I  have  dinner  plans  that  night.”  Not  a

hint  of  nerves,  or  a  flicker  of  anxiety  in  his  eyes.  “But  I  am  free  for

breakfast, or lunch,” he added with a growing smile. 

She sighed dramatically. “Oh, no—I think I might have committed

myself  then,  actually.  What  about  tea  that  afternoon?  You  say  you

have dinner plans, but perhaps something before …? Or maybe we’ll

just see you at the theater that night.” 

He fell silent, and she wondered if he was growing suspicious. But

she  blinked,  tucking  her  arms  into  her  sides  enough  that  her  chest

squeezed  a  bit  more  out  of  her  neckline.  It  was  a  trick  she’d  used

often enough to know it worked. “I would certainly like to have tea,” 

he said at last, “but I’ll also be at the theater after my dinner.” 

She gave him a bright smile. “Would you like to join us in our box? 

My  uncle  has  two  of  his  contacts  from  the  viceroy  of  Bellhaven’s

court joining us, but I just  know he’d be honored have you with us as

well.” 

He  cocked  his  head,  and  she  could  practically  see  the  cold, 

calculating  thoughts  churning  behind  his  eyes.  Come  on,  she

thought,  take the bait … Contacts with a wealthy businessman and

Bellhaven’s viceroy should be enough. 

“I’d be delighted,” he said, giving her a smile that reeked of trained

charm. 

“I’m sure you have a fine carriage to escort you to the theater, but

we’d be doubly honored if you’d use ours. We could pick you up after

your dinner, perhaps?” 

“I’m afraid my dinner is rather late—I’d hate to make you or your

uncle tardy for the theater.” 

“Oh, it wouldn’t be a problem. What time does your dinner begin—

or end, I suppose is the better question!” A giggle. A twinkle in  her

eye that suggested the sort of curiosity in what a man like Doneval

would  be  eager  to  show  an  inexperienced  girl.  He  leaned  farther

forward.  She  wanted  to  claw  at  the  skin  his  gaze  raked  over  with

such sensual consideration. 

“The  meal  should  be  over  within  an  hour,”  he  drawled,  “if  not

sooner; only a quick meal with an old friend of mine. Why don’t you

stop by the house at eight thirty?” 

Her smile grew, genuine this time. Seven thirty, then. That’s when

the  deal  would  occur.  How  could  he  be   that  foolish,  that  arrogant? 

He deserved to die just for being so irresponsible—so easily lured by

a girl who was far too young for him. 

“Oh, yes!” she said. “Of course.” She rattled off details about her

uncle’s business and how well they’d get along, and soon she was

curtsying again, giving him another long look at her cleavage before

she walked away. The courtesans were still glaring at her, and she

could  feel  Doneval’s  gaze  devouring  her  until  the  crowd  swallowed

her up. She made a show of going over to the food, keeping up the

demure maiden facade, and when Doneval finally stopped watching, 

she let out a sigh.  That had certainly gone well. She loaded a plate

with  food  that  made  her  mouth  water—roast  boar,  berries  and

cream, warm chocolate cake …

From  a  few  feet  away,  she  found  Leighfer  Bardingale  observing

her, the woman’s dark eyes remarkably sad. Pitying. Or was it regret

for  what  she  had  hired  Celaena  to  do?  Bardingale  approached, 
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brushing against Celaena’s skirts on her way to the buffet table, but

Celaena chose not to acknowledge her. Whatever Arobynn had told

the  woman  about  her,  she  didn’t  care  to  know.  Though  she   would

have liked to know what perfume Bardingale was wearing; it smelled

like jasmine and vanilla. 

Sam  was  suddenly  beside  her,  appearing  in  that  silent-as-death

way of his. “Did you get what you needed?” He followed Celaena as

she  added  more  food  to  her  plate.  Leighfer  took  a  few  scoops  of

berries and a dollop of cream and disappeared back into the crowd. 

Celaena grinned, glancing to the alcove where Doneval had now

returned to his hired company. She deposited her plate on the table. 

“I  certainly  did.  It  appears  he’s  unavailable  at  seven  thirty  in  the

evening that day.” 

“So we have our meeting time,” Sam said. 

“Indeed  we  do.”  She  turned  to  him  with  a  triumphant  smirk,  but

Sam  was  now  watching  Doneval,  his  frown  growing  as  the  man

continued pawing at the girls around him. 

The  music  shifted,  becoming  livelier,  the  twins’  voices  rising  in  a

wraithlike harmony. “And now that I got what I came here for, I want

to  dance,”  Celaena  said.  “So  drink  up,  Sam  Cortland.  We’re  not

washing our hands in blood tonight.” 

She  danced  and  danced.  The  beautiful  youths  of  Melisande  had

gathered  near  the  platform  that  held  the  twin  singers,  and  Celaena

had  gravitated  toward  them.  Bottles  of  sparkling  wine  passed  from

hand to hand, mouth to mouth. Celaena swigged from all of them. 

Around  midnight,  the  music  changed,  going  from  organized, 

elegant  dances  to  a  frenzied,  sensual  sound  that  had  her  clapping

her hands and stomping her feet in time. The Melisanders seemed

eager to writhe and fling themselves about. If there were music and

movements  that  embodied  the  wildness  and  recklessness  and

immortality of youth, they were here, on this dance floor. 

Doneval  remained  where  he  sat  on  the  cushions,  drinking  bottle

after bottle. He never once glanced in her direction; whoever he had

thought Dianna Brackyn was, she was now forgotten. Good. 

Sweat ran along every part of her body, but she tipped her head

back,  arms  upraised,  content  to  bask  in  the  music.  One  of  the

courtesans on the swings flew by so low that their fingers brushed. 

The touch sent sparks shooting through her. This was more than a

party:  it  was  a  performance,  an  orgy,  and  a  call  to  worship  at  the

altar of excess. Celaena was a willing sacrifice. 

The music shifted again, a riot of pounding drums and the staccato

notes of the twins. Sam kept a respectful distance—dancing alone, 

occasionally detangling himself from the arms of a girl who saw his

beautiful face and tried to seize him for her own. Celaena tried not to

smirk  when  she  saw  him  politely,  but  firmly,  telling  the  girl  to  find

someone else. 

Many of the older partygoers had long since left, ceding the dance

floor  to  the  young  and  beautiful.  Celaena  focused  long  enough  to

check  on  Doneval—and  to  see  Arobynn  sitting  with  Bardingale  in

another one of the nearby alcoves. A few others sat with them, and

though glasses of wine littered their table, they all had lowered brows

and tight-lipped expressions. While Doneval had come here to feast

off his former wife’s fortune, it seemed like she had other thoughts on

how to enjoy her party. What sort of strength had it taken to accept

that assassinating her former husband was the only option left? Or

was it weakness? 

The clock struck three—three! How had so many hours passed? A

glimmer of movement caught her eye by the towering doors atop the

stairs.  Four  young  men  wearing  masks  stood  atop  the  steps, 

surveying the crowd. It took all of two heartbeats for her to see that

the dark-haired youth was their ringleader, and that the fine clothes

and the masks they wore marked them as nobility. Probably nobles

looking to escape a stuffy function and savor the delights of Rifthold. 

The  masked  strangers  swaggered  down  the  steps,  one  of  them

keeping close to the dark-haired youth. That one had a sword, she

noticed,  and  from  his  tensed  shoulders,  she  could  tell  he  wasn’t

entirely pleased to be here. But the lips of the ringleader parted in a

grin as he stalked into the crowd. Gods above, even with the mask

obscuring half of his features, he was handsome. 

She  danced  as  she  watched  him,  and,  as  if  he  had  somehow

sensed  her  all  this  time,  their  eyes  met  from  across  the  room.  She

gave him a smile, then deliberately turned back toward the singers, 

her dancing a little more careful, a little more inviting. She found Sam

frowning at her. She gave him a shrug. 

It took the masked stranger a few minutes—and a knowing smile

from her to suggest that she, too, knew exactly where he was—but

soon she felt a hand slide around her waist. 

“Some  party,”  the  stranger  whispered  in  her  ear.  She  twisted  to

see sapphire eyes gleaming at her. “Are you from Melisande?” 

She swayed with the music. “Perhaps.” 

His smile grew. She itched to pull off the mask. Any young nobles

who  were  out  at  this  hour  were  certainly  not  here  for  innocent

purposes.  Still—who  was  to  say  that  she  couldn’t  have  some  fun, 

too? “What’s your name?” he asked above the roar of the music. 

She leaned close. “My name is Wind,” she whispered. “And Rain. 

And  Bone  and  Dust.  My  name  is  a  snippet  of  a  half-remembered

song.” 

He chuckled, a low, delightful sound. She was drunk, and silly, and

so full of the glory of being young and alive and in the capital of the

world that she could hardly contain herself. 

“I  have  no  name,”  she  purred.  “I  am  whoever  the  keepers  of  my

fate tell me to be.” 

He grasped her by her wrist, running a thumb along the sensitive

skin underneath. “Then let me call you Mine for a dance or two.” 

She  grinned,  but  someone  was  suddenly  between  them,  a  tall, 

powerfully built person. Sam. He ripped the stranger’s hand off her

wrist.  “She’s  spoken  for,”  he  growled,  all  too  close  to  the  young

man’s  masked  face.  The  stranger’s  friend  was  behind  him  in  an

instant, his bronze eyes fixed on Sam. 

Celaena grabbed Sam’s elbow. “Enough,” she warned him. 

The masked stranger looked Sam up and down, then held up his

hands.  “My  mistake,”  he  said,  but  winked  at  Celaena  before  he

disappeared into the crowd, his armed friend close behind. 

Celaena whirled to face Sam. “What in hell was that for?” 

“You’re  drunk,”  he  told  her,  so  close  her  chest  brushed  his.  “And

he knew it, too.” 

“So?”  Even  as  she  said  it,  someone  dancing  wildly  crashed  into her and set her reeling. Sam caught her around the waist, his hands

firm on her as he kept her from falling to the ground. 

“You’ll thank me in the morning.” 

“Just because we’re working together doesn’t mean I’m suddenly

incapable of handling myself.” His hands were still on her waist. 

“Let me take you home.” She glanced toward the alcoves. Doneval

was  passed  out  cold  on  the  shoulder  of  a  very  bored-looking

courtesan.  Arobynn  and  Bardingale  were  still  deep  in  their

conversation. 

“No,” she said. “I don’t need an escort. I’ll go home when I feel like

it.”  She  slipped  out  of  his  grasp,  slamming  into  the  shoulder  of

someone  behind  her.  The  man  apologized  and  moved  away. 

“Besides,”  Celaena  said,  unable  to  stop  the  words  or  the  stupid, 

useless  jealousy  that  grabbed  control  of  her,  “don’t  you  have

Lysandra or someone equally for hire to be with?” 

“I don’t want to be with Lysandra, or  anyone else for hire” he said

through  gritted  teeth.  He  reached  for  her  hand.  “And  you’re  a

damned fool for not seeing it.” 

She  shook  off  his  grip.  “I  am  what  I  am,  and  I  don’t  particularly

care what you think of me.” Maybe once he might have believed that, 

but now …

“Well, I care what  you think of  me. I care enough that I stayed at

this disgusting party just for you. And I care enough that I’d attend a

thousand more like it so I can spend a few hours with you when you

 aren’t looking at me like I’m not worth the dirt beneath your shoes.” 

 That  made  her  anger  stumble.  She  swallowed  hard,  her  head

spinning.  “We  have  enough  going  on  with  Doneval.  I  don’t  need  to

be  fighting  with  you.”  She  wanted  to  rub  her  eyes,  but  she  would

have  ruined  the  cosmetics  on  them.  She  let  out  a  long  sigh.  “Can’t

we just … try to enjoy ourselves right now?” 

Sam shrugged, but his eyes were still dark and gleaming. “If you

want to dance with that man, then go ahead.” 

“It’s not about that.” 

“Then tell me what it’s about.” 
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She began wringing her fingers, then stopped herself. “Look,” she

said,  the  music  so  loud  it  was  hard  to  hear  her  own  thoughts.  “I—

Sam, I don’t know how to be your friend yet. I don’t know if I know

how  to  be   anyone’s  friend.  And  …  Can  we  just  talk  about  this

tomorrow?” 

He  shook  his  head  slowly,  but  gave  her  a  smile,  even  though  it

didn’t  reach  his  eyes.  “Sure.  If  you  can  remember  anything

tomorrow,”  he  said  with  forced  lightness.  She  made  herself  smile

back  at  him.  He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  dancing.  “Go  have  fun. 

We’ll  talk  in  the  morning.”  He  stepped  closer,  as  if  he’d  kiss  her

cheek,  but  then  thought  better  of  it.  She  couldn’t  tell  if  she  was

disappointed or not as he squeezed her shoulder instead. 

With  that,  he  vanished  into  the  crowd.  Celaena  stared  after  him

until a young woman pulled her into a circle of dancing girls, and the

revelry took hold of her again. 

The rooftop of her new apartment looked out over the Avery River, 

and Celaena sat on the walled edge, her legs dangling off the side. 

The stone beneath her was chill and damp, but the rain had stopped

during the night, and fierce winds had blown the clouds away as the

stars faded and the sky lightened. 

The  sun  broke  over  the  horizon,  flooding  the  snaking  arm  of  the

Avery with light. It became a living band of gold. 

The capital began to stir, chimneys puffing up smoke from the first

of the day’s fires, fishermen calling to one another from the nearby

docks,  young  children  rushing  through  the  streets  with  bundles  of

wood  or  the  morning  papers  or  buckets  of  water.  Behind  her,  the

glass castle shimmered in the dawn. 

She hadn’t been to her new apartment since she’d returned from

the  desert,  so  she’d  taken  a  few  minutes  to  walk  through  the

spacious  rooms  hidden  on  the  upper  floor  of  a  fake  warehouse.  It

was  the  last  place  anyone  would  expect  her  to  purchase  a  home, 

and the warehouse itself was filled with bottles of ink—a supply no

one  was  likely  to  break  in  to  steal.  This  was  a  place  that  was  hers

and hers alone. Or it would be, as soon as she told Arobynn she was

leaving. Which she’d do as soon as she finished this business with

Doneval. Or sometime soon after that. Maybe. 

She  inhaled  the  damp  morning  air,  letting  it  wash  through  her. 

Seated on the roof ledge, she felt wonderfully insignificant—a mere

speck in the vastness of the great city. And yet all of it was hers for

the taking. 

Yes, the party had been delightful, but there was more to the world

than that. Bigger things, more beautiful things, more  real things. Her

future was hers, and she had three trunks of gold hidden in her room

that would solidify it. She could make of her life what she wanted. 

Celaena leaned back on her hands, drinking in the awakening city. 

And as she watched the capital, she had the joyous feeling that the

capital watched her back. 

CHAPTER

6

Since  she’d  forgotten  to  do  it  at  the  party  the  night  before,  she

meant to thank Sam for the music during their usual tumbling lesson

after  breakfast.  But  several  of  the  other  assassins  were  also  in  the

training hall, and she had no desire to explain the gift to any of the

older men. They would undoubtedly take it the wrong way. Not that

they particularly cared about what she was up to; they did their best

to  stay  out  of  her  way,  and  she  didn’t  bother  to  get  to  know  them, 

either.  Besides,  her  head  was  throbbing  thanks  to  staying  up  until

dawn and drinking all that sparkling wine, so she couldn’t even think

of the right words just now. 

She  went  through  her  training  exercises  until  noon,  impressing

their instructor with the new ways she’d learned to move while she

was in the Red Desert. She felt Sam watching her from the mats a

few feet away. She tried not to look at his shirtless chest, gleaming

with sweat, as he took a running jump, nimbly flipping through the air

and landing almost soundlessly on the ground. By the Wyrd, he was

fast. He’d certainly spent the summer training, too. 

“Milady,”  the  instructor  coughed,  and  she  turned  to  him,  giving  a

glare  that  warned  him  not  to  comment.  She  slid  into  a  backbend, 

then  flipped  out  of  it,  her  legs  smoothly  rising  over  her  head  and

back to the floor. 

She  landed  in  a  kneel,  and  looked  up  to  see  Sam  approaching. 

Stopping before her, he gave the instructor a sharp jerk of his chin, 

and the stocky, compact man found somewhere else to be. 

“He was helping me,” Celaena said. Her muscles quivered as she

stood. She’d trained hard this morning, despite how little sleep she’d

gotten—which had nothing to do with the fact that she hadn’t wanted

to spend a moment alone with Sam in the training hall. 

“He’s  here  every  other  day.  I  don’t  think  you’re  missing  anything vital,” Sam replied. She kept her gaze on his face. She’d seen Sam

shirtless before—she’d seen all of the assassins in various stages of

undress thanks to their training—but this felt different. 

“So,”  she  said,  “are  we  breaking  into  Doneval’s  house  tonight?” 

She kept her voice down. She didn’t particularly like sharing anything

with her fellow assassins. Ben she’d once told everything to, but he

was  dead  and  buried.  “Now  that  we  know  the  meeting  time,  we

should get into that upstairs study and get a sense of what and how

many documents there are before he shares them with his partner.” 

Since  the  sun  had  finally  decided  to  make  an  appearance,  it  made

daytime stalking next to impossible. 

He frowned, running a hand through his hair. “I can’t. I  want to, but

I can’t. Lysandra has a pre-Bidding rehearsal, and I’m on guard duty. 

I could meet you after, if you want to wait for me.” 

“No. I’ll go myself. It shouldn’t be that hard.” She started from the

training room, and Sam followed her, keeping close to her side. 

“It’s going to be dangerous.” 

“Sam,  I  freed  two  hundred  slaves  in  Skull’s  Bay  and  took  down

Rolfe. I think I can handle this.” They reached the main entranceway

of the Keep. 

“And you did that with  my help. Why don’t I stop by Doneval’s after

I finish and see if you need me?” 

She  patted  his  shoulder,  his  bare  skin  sticky  with  sweat.  “Do

whatever you want. Though I have a feeling I’ll already be done by

that  point.  But  I’ll  tell  you  all  about  it  tomorrow  morning,”  she

crooned, pausing at the foot of the grand staircase. 

He  grabbed  her  hand.  “Please  be  careful.  Just  get  a  look  at  the

documents and go. We’ve still got two days until the exchange; if it’s

too dangerous, then we can try tomorrow. Don’t put yourself at risk.” 

The doors to the Keep swung open and Sam dropped her hand as

Lysandra and Clarisse came sweeping in. 

Lysandra’s face was flushed, making her green eyes sparkle. “Oh, 

 Sam,”  Lysandra  said,  rushing  toward  him  with  outstretched  hands. 

Celaena  bristled.  Sam  grasped  Lysandra’s  slender  fingers  politely. 

From  the  way  she  drank  him  in—especially  his  shirtless  torso—
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Celaena had no trouble believing that two days from now, as soon as

her  Bidding  Night  was  over  and  she  could  be  with  whoever  she

wanted, she’d seek out Sam. And who wouldn’t? 

“Another  luncheon  with  Arobynn?”  Sam  asked,  but  Lysandra

wouldn’t  let  go  of  his  hands.  Madam  Clarisse  gave  Celaena  a  curt

nod  as  she  bustled  past,  heading  straight  for  Arobynn’s  study.  The

brothel madam and the King of the Assassins had been friends for

as  long  as  Celaena  had  been  here,  and  Clarisse  had  never  said

more than a few words to her. 

“Oh,  no—we’re  here  for  tea.  Arobynn  promised  a  silver  tea

service,”  Lysandra  said,  her  words  somehow  feeling  tossed  in

Celaena’s direction. “You  must join us, Sam.” 

Ordinarily,  Celaena  would  have  bitten  the  girl’s  head  off  for  the

insult. Lysandra was still grasping Sam’s hands. 

As if he sensed it, Sam wriggled his fingers away. “I—” he started. 

“You should go,” Celaena said. Lysandra looked between them. “I

have work to do, anyway. I don’t get to be the best simply by lying on

my  back  all  day.”  A  cheap  shot,  but  Lysandra’s  eyes  flashed. 

Celaena  gave  her  a  razor-sharp  smile.  Not  that  she  had  wanted  to

keep talking to Sam, or invite him to listen to her practice the music

he’d  gotten  her,  or  spend   any  more  time  with  him  than  was

absolutely necessary. 

He swallowed. “Have lunch with me, Celaena.” 

Lysandra clicked her tongue and strode off muttering, “Why would

you want to have lunch with  her?” 

“I’m busy,” Celaena said. It wasn’t a lie; she  did still have to finalize

her  plan  to  break  into  the  house  to  find  out  more  about  Doneval’s

documents.  She  jerked  her  chin  toward  Lysandra  and  the  sitting

room beyond her. “Go enjoy yourself.” 

Without wanting to see what he chose, she kept her eyes on the

marble floors, the teal drapes, and the gilded ceiling as she walked

to her room. 

The  walls  of  Doneval’s  house  were  unguarded.  Wherever  he’d

gone tonight—from the look of his clothes, probably to the theater or

a  party—he’d  taken  several  of  his  guards  with  him,  though  she hadn’t  counted  his  hulking  bodyguard  in  their  ranks.  Perhaps  the

bodyguard had the night off. It still left several guards patrolling the

grounds, not to mention whoever was inside. 

While  she  loathed  the  thought  of  getting  her  new  black  suit  wet, 

Celaena was grateful for the rain that had started again at sundown, 

even  if  it  meant  forgoing  her  usual  mask  in  order  to  keep  her

weather-limited  senses  open.  Thankfully,  the  heavy  downpour  also

meant that the guard on the side of the house didn’t even notice her

slipping right past him. The second floor was fairly high up, but the

window  was  darkened,  and  the  latch  was  easily  unlocked  from  the

outside.  She’d  mapped  the  house  already.  If  she  was  correct—and

she was certain she was—that window led right into the second-floor

study. 

Listening  carefully,  she  waited  until  the  guard  was  looking  the

other way, and began to climb. Her new boots found their grip on the

stone, and her fingers had no trouble at all seeking out cracks. The

suit  was  a  little  heavier  than  her  usual  tunic,  but  with  the  built-in

blades in the gauntlets, she didn’t have the additional encumbrance

of a sword on her back or daggers at her waist. There were even two

knives built into her boots. This was one gift from Arobynn that she’d

get a lot of use out of. 

But  while  the  rain  quieted  and  clouded   her,  it  also  masked  the

sound  of  anyone  approaching.  She  kept  her  eyes  and  ears  wide

open,  but  no  other  guards  rounded  the  corner  of  the  house.  The

additional  risk  was  worth  it.  Now  that  she  knew  what  time  the

meeting  would  take  place,  she  had  two  days  to  gather  as  much

specific information as she could about the documents, namely how

many  pages  there  were  and  where  Doneval  hid  them.  In  a  few

moments, she was at the sill of the study window. The guard below

didn’t  even  look  up  at  the  house  towering  behind  him.  Top-notch

guards indeed. 

One glance inside showed a darkened room—a desk littered with

papers, and nothing else. He wouldn’t be so foolish as to leave the

lists out in plain sight, but …

Celaena hauled herself onto the ledge, and the slender knife from

her boot gleamed dully as it wedged into the slight gap between the

window doors. Two angled jabs, a flick of her wrist, and—

She  eased  the  window  open,  praying  for  silent  hinges.  One  of

them  creaked  quietly,  but  the  other  swung  away  without  a  sound. 

She  slid  into  the  study,  boots  quiet  on  the  ornate  rug.  Carefully, 

holding her breath, she eased the windows shut again. 

She sensed the attack a heartbeat before it happened. 
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CHAPTER

7

Celaena  whirled  and  ducked,  the  other  knife  from  her  boot

instantly  in  her  hand,  and  the  guard  went  down  with  a  groan.  She

struck fast as an asp—a move she’d learned in the Red Desert. As

she  yanked  the  knife  from  his  thigh,  hot  blood  pumped  onto  her

hand. Another guard swiped a sword at her, but she met it with both

her knives before kicking him squarely in the stomach. He staggered

back,  yet  not  fast  enough  to  escape  the  blow  to  his  head  that

knocked him out. Another maneuver the Mute Master had taught her

while  she’d  been  studying  how  the  desert  animals  moved.  In  the

darkness of the room, she felt the reverberations as the guard’s body

slammed into the floor. 

But  there  were  others,  and  she  counted  three  more—three  more

grunting  and  moaning  as  they  crumpled  around  her—before

someone  grabbed  her  from  behind.  There  was  a  vicious  thump

against her head, and something wet and putrid pressed to her face, 

and then—

Oblivion. 

Celaena  awoke,  but  she  didn’t  open  her  eyes.  She  kept  her

breathing steady, even as she inhaled the reek of filth and the damp, 

rotten  air  around  her.  And  she  kept  her  ears  open,  even  as  she

heard the chuckle of male voices and the gurgle of water. She kept

very still, even as she felt the ropes that bound her to the chair, and

the water that was already up to her calves. She was in the sewer. 

Splashes  approached—heavy  enough  that  the  sewer  water

showered her lap. 

“I  think  that’s  enough  sleeping,”  said  a  deep  voice.  A  powerful hand  slapped  her  cheek.  Through  stinging  eyes,  she  found  the

hatchet-hewn  face  of  Doneval’s  bodyguard  smiling  at  her.  “Hello, 

lovely. Thought we didn’t notice you spying on us for days, did you? 

You might be good, but you’re not invisible.” 

Behind  him,  four  guards  loitered  by  an  iron  door—and  beyond  it

was  another  door,  through  which  she  could  see  a  set  of  steps  that

led upward. It must be a door into the cellar of the house. Several of

the  older  houses  in  Rifthold  had  such  doors:  escape  routes  during

wars,  ways  to  sneak  in  scandal-worthy  guests,  or  merely  an  easy

way  to  deposit  the  household’s  waste.  The  double  doors  were  to

keep out the water—airtight, and made long ago by skilled craftsmen

who  had  used  magic  to  coat  the  thresholds  with  water-repellent

spells. 

“There  are  a  lot  of  rooms  to  break  into  in  this  house,”  the

bodyguard said. “Why’d you choose the upstairs study? And where’s

your friend?” 

She gave him a crooked grin, all the while taking in the cavernous

sewer  around  her.  The  water  was  rising.  She  didn’t  want  to  think

about what was floating in it. 

“Will this be an interrogation, then torture,  then death?” she asked

him. “Or am I getting the order wrong?” 

The man grinned right back at her. “Smart-ass. I like it.” His accent

was thick, but she understood him well enough. He braced his hands

on  either  arm  of  her  chair.  With  her  own  arms  bound  behind  her

back, she only had the freedom to move her face. “Who sent you?” 

Her  heart  beat  wildly,  but  her  smile  didn’t  fade.  Withstanding

torture was a lesson she’d learned long ago. “Why do you assume

anyone  sent me? Can’t a girl be independent?” 

The wooden chair groaned under his weight as he leaned so close

their  noses  were  almost  touching.  She  tried  not  to  inhale  his  hot

breath. “Why else would a little bitch like you break into this house? I

don’t think you’re after jewels or gold.” 

She  felt  her  nostrils  flare.  But  she  wouldn’t  make  her  move—not

until she knew she had no chance to glean information from  him. 

“If you’re going to torture me,” she drawled, “then get it started. I

don’t particularly enjoy the smell down here.” 
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The man pulled back, his grin unfaltering. “Oh, we’re not going to

torture  you.  Do  you  know  how  many  spies  and  thieves  and

assassins  have  tried  to  take  down  Doneval?  We’re  beyond  asking

questions.  If  you  don’t  want  to  talk,  then  fine.  Don’t  talk.  We’ve

learned how to deal with you filth.” 

“Philip,” one of the guards said, pointing with his sword down the

dark tunnel of the sewer. “We’ve got to go.” 

“Right,”  Philip  said,  turning  back  to  Celaena.  “See,  I  figure  if

someone  was  foolish  enough  to  send  you   here,  then  you  must  be

expendable.  And  I  don’t  think  anyone  will  look  for  you  when  they

flood  the  sewers,  not  even  your  friend.  In  fact,  most  people  are

staying  off  the  streets  right  now.  You  capital  dwellers  don’t  like

getting your feet dirty, do you?” 

Her heart pounded harder, but she didn’t break his gaze. “Too bad

they won’t get  all the trash,” she said, batting her eyelashes. 

“No,” he said, “but they’ll get you. Or at least, the river will get your

remains,  if  the  rats  have  left  enough.”  Philip  patted  her  cheek  hard

enough  to  sting.  As  if  the  sewers  had  heard  him,  a  rush  of  water

began sounding from the darkness. 

 Oh, no. No. 

He  splashed  back  to  the  landing  where  the  guards  stood.  She

watched them stride out through the second door, then up the stairs, 

then—

“Enjoy  your  swim,”  Philip  said,  and  slammed  the  iron  door  shut

behind him. 

Darkness and water. In the moments it took for her to adjust to the

dim  streetlight  leaking  in  through  the  grate  high,  high  above,  water

gushed against her legs. It was up to her lap in an instant. 

She cursed violently and wriggled hard against the ropes. But as

the ropes cut into her arms, she remembered: the built-in blades. It

was a testament to the inventor’s skill that Philip hadn’t found them, 

even  though  he  must  have  searched  her.  Yet  the  bindings  were

almost too tight for her to release them …

She twisted her wrists, fighting for any shred of space to flick her

hand. The water pooled around her waist. They must have built the

sewer dam at the other end of the city; it would take a few minutes

before it completely flooded this part. 

The  rope  wouldn’t  budge,  but  she  flicked  her  wrist,  doing  as  the

master  tinkerer  had  told  her,  again  and  again.  Then,  at  last,  the

whine and splash of the blade as it shot out. Pain danced down the

side  of  her  hand,  and  she  swore.  She’d  cut  herself  on  the  damn

thing. Thankfully, it didn’t feel deep. 

Immediately she started on the ropes, her arms aching while she

twisted them as far as she could to angle against the bindings. They

should have used iron shackles. 

There  was  a  sudden  release  of  tension  around  her  middle,  and

she  almost  fell  face-first  into  the  swirling  black  water  as  the  rope

gave. Two heartbeats later, the rest of the ropes were off, though she

cringed as she plunged her hands into the filthy water to cut her feet

from the chair legs. 

When  she  stood,  the  water  was  at  her  thighs.  And  cold.  Icy,  icy

cold.  She  felt  things  sliding  against  her  as  she  splashed  for  the

landing,  struggling  to  keep  upright  in  the  fierce  current.  Rats  were

being swept past by the dozen, their squeals of terror barely audible

over the roar of the water. By the time she reached the stone steps, 

the water was already pooling there, too. She tried the iron handle. It

was locked. She tried to plunge one of her blades in alongside the

threshold, but it bounced back. The door was sealed so tightly that

nothing was getting through. 

She was trapped. 

Celaena  looked  down  the  length  of  the  sewer.  Rain  was  still

pouring  in  from  above,  but  the  streetlights  were  bright  enough  that

she could see the curved walls. There had to be some ladder to the

street—there  had to be. 

She couldn’t see any—not near her. And the grates were so high

up that she’d have to wait until the sewer filled entirely before trying

her luck. But the current was so strong that she’d probably be swept

away. 

“Think,” she whispered. “Think, think.” 

Water rose higher on the landing, lapping now at her ankles. 

She kept her breathing calm. Panicking would accomplish nothing. 

“Think.” She scanned the sewer. 

There might be a ladder, but it would be farther down. That meant

braving the water—and the dark. 

On her left, the water rose endlessly, rushing in from the other half

of the city. She looked to her right. Even if there wasn’t a grate, she

might make it to the Avery. 

It was a very, very big “might.” 

But it was better than waiting here to die. 

Celaena  sheathed  her  blades  and  plunged  into  the  smelly,  oily

water.  Her  throat  closed  up,  but  she  willed  herself  to  keep  from

vomiting. She was  not swimming through the entire capital’s refuse. 

She  was   not  swimming  through  rat-infested  waters.  She  was   not

 going to die. 

The current was faster than she expected, and she pulled against

it.  Grates  passed  overhead,  ever  nearer,  but  still  too  distant.  And

then there, on the right! Midway up the wall, several feet above the

water  line,  was  a  small  tunnel  opening.  It  was  made  for  a  solitary

worker. Rainwater leaked out over the lip of the tunnel—somewhere, 

it  had to lead to the street. 

She  swam  hard  for  the  wall,  fighting  to  keep  the  current  from

sweeping her past the tunnel. She hit the wall and clung to it, easing

down  the  side.  The  tunnel  was  high  up  enough  that  she  had  to

reach, her fingers aching as they dug into the stone. But she had a

grip,  and  even  though  pain  lanced  through  her  nails,  she  hauled

herself into the narrow passage. 

It  was  so  small  inside  that  she  had  to  lie  flat  on  her  belly.  And  it

was full of mud and the gods knew what else, but there—far ahead

—was  a  shaft  of  lamplight.  An  upward  tunnel  that  led  to  the  street. 

Behind  her,  the  sewer  continued  flooding,  the  roaring  waters  near

deafening. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be trapped. 

With the ceiling so low, she had to keep her head down, her face

nearly  in  the  putrid  mud  as  she  stretched  out  her  arms  and   pulled. 

Inch by inch, she dragged herself through the tunnel, staring at the

light ahead. 

Then the water reached the level of the tunnel. Within moments, it

swept past her feet, past her legs, then her abdomen, and then her

face.  She  crawled  faster,  not  needing  light  to  tell  how  bloody  her

hands  were.  Each  bit  of  grit  inside  the  cuts  was  like  fire.  Go,  she

thought to herself with each thrust and pull of her arms, each kick of

her feet.  Go, go, go. The word was the only thing that kept her from

screaming. Because once she started screaming … that was when

she’d concede to death. 

The water in the passage was a few inches deep by the time she

hit  the  upward  tunnel,  and  she  nearly  sobbed  at  the  sight  of  the

ladder.  It  was  probably  fifteen  feet  to  the  surface.  Through  the

circular holes in the large grate she spied a hovering streetlamp. She

forgot the pain in her hands as she climbed the rusted ladder, willing

it not to break. Water filled the tunnel bottom, swirling with debris. 

She was quickly at the top, and even allowed herself a little smile

as she pushed against the round grate. 

But it didn’t budge. 

She balanced her feet on the rickety ladder and pushed with both

hands. It still didn’t move. She angled her body on the upper rung so

that  her  back  and  shoulders  braced  against  the  grate  and  threw

herself into it. Nothing. Not a groan, not a hint of metal giving way. It

had  to  be  rusted  shut.  She  pounded  against  it  until  she  felt

something crack in her hand. Her vision flashed with pain, black-and-

white  sparks  dancing,  and  she  made  sure  the  bone  wasn’t  broken

before pounding again. Nothing.  Nothing. 

The water was close now, its muddy froth so near that she could

reach down and touch it. 

She threw herself into the grate one last time. It didn’t move. 

If people were off the streets until the mandatory flooding was over

…  Rainwater  poured  into  her  mouth,  her  eyes,  her  nose.  She

banged  against  the  metal,  praying  for  anyone  to  hear  her  over  the

roar  of  the  rain,  for  anyone  to  see  the  muddy,  bloodied  fingers

straining upward from an ordinary city grate. The water hit her boots. 

She  shoved  her  fingers  through  the  grate  holes  and  began

screaming. 

She  screamed  until  her  lungs  burned,  screamed  for  help,  for

anyone to hear. And then—

“Celaena?” 

It  was  a  shout,  and  it  was  close,  and  Celaena  sobbed  when  she

heard  Sam’s  voice,  nearly  muffled  by  the  rain  and  roaring  waters

beneath  her.  He  said  he’d  come  by  after  helping  with  Lysandra’s

party—he  must  have  been  on  his  way  to  or  from  Doneval’s  house. 

She  wriggled  her  fingers  through  the  grate  hole,  pounding  with  her

other hand against the grate. “HERE! In the sewer! ” 

She  could  feel  the  rumble  of  steps,  and  then  …  “Holy  gods.” 

Sam’s face swam into view through the grate. “I’ve been looking for

you  for  twenty  minutes,”  he  said.  “Hold  on.”  His  callused  fingers

latched onto the holes. She saw them go white with strain, saw his

face turn red, then … He swore. 

The water had reached her calves. “Get me the hell out of here.” 

“Shove with me,” he breathed, and as he pulled, she pushed. The

grate wouldn’t move. They tried again, and again. The water hit her

knees.  By  whatever  luck,  the  grate  was  far  enough  away  from

Doneval’s house that the guards couldn’t hear them. 

“Get  as  high  as  you  can,”  he  barked.  She  already  was,  but  she

didn’t  say  anything.  She  caught  the  flash  of  a  knife  and  heard  the

scrape  of  a  blade  against  the  grate.  He  was  trying  to  loosen  the

metal by using the blade as a lever. “Push on the other side.” 

She pushed. Dark water lapped at her thighs. 

The knife snapped in two. 

Sam swore violently and began yanking on the grate cover again. 

“Come on,” he whispered, more to himself than to her. “Come on.” 

The  water  was  around  her  waist  now,  and  over  her  chest  a

moment  after  that.  Rain  continued  streaming  in  through  the  grate, 

blinding her senses. “Sam,” she said. 

“I’m trying!” 

“Sam,” she repeated. 

“No,” he spat, hearing her tone. “No! ” 

He  began  screaming  for  help  then.  Celaena  pressed  her  face  to

one  of  the  holes  in  the  grate.  Help  wasn’t  going  to  come—not  fast

enough. 

She’d  never  given  much  thought  to  how  she’d  die,  but  drowning

somehow felt fitting. It was a river in her native country of Terrasen

that had almost claimed her life nine years ago—and now it seemed

that  whatever  bargain  she’d  struck  with  the  gods  that  night  was

finally  over.  The  water  would  have  her,  one  way  or  another,  no

matter how long it took. 

“Please,” Sam begged as he beat and yanked on the grate, then

tried to wedge another dagger under the lid. “Please don’t.” 

She knew he wasn’t speaking to her. 

The water hit her neck. 

“Please,” Sam moaned, his fingers now touching hers. She’d have

one last breath. Her last words. 

“Take my body home to Terrasen, Sam,” she whispered. And with

a gasping breath, she went under. 
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“Breathe!”  someone  was  roaring  as  they  pounded  on  her  chest. 

“Breathe!” 

And  just  like  that,  her  body  seized,  and  water  rushed  out  of  her. 

She  vomited  onto  the  cobblestones,  coughing  so  hard  she

convulsed. 

“Oh, gods,” Sam moaned. Through her streaming eyes, she found

him kneeling beside her, his head hung between his shoulders as he

braced  his  palms  on  his  knees.  Behind  him,  two  women  were

exchanging relieved, yet confused, expressions. One of them held a

crowbar.  Beside  her  lay  the  grate  cover,  and  around  them  spilled

water from the sewer. 

She vomited again. 

She took three baths in a row and ate food only with the intention

of  vomiting  it  up  to  clear  out  any  trace  of  the  vile  liquid  inside  her. 

She plunged her torn, aching hands into a vat of hard liquor, biting

down  her  scream  but  savoring  the  disinfectant  burning  through

whatever  had  been  in  that  water.  Once  that  proved  calming  to  her

repulsion,  she  ordered  her  bathtub  filled  with  the  same  liquor  and

submerged herself in it, too. 

She’d  never  feel  clean  again.  Even  after  her  fourth  bath—which

had  been  immediately  after  her  liquor  bath—she  felt  like  grime

coated every part of her. Arobynn had cooed and fussed, but she’d

ordered him out. She ordered  everyone out. She’d take another two

baths in the morning, she promised herself as she climbed into bed. 

There  was  a  knock  on  her  door,  and  she  almost  barked  at  the

person to go away, but Sam’s head popped in. The clock read past

twelve, but his eyes were still alert. “You’re awake,” he said, slipping inside without so much as a nod of permission from her. Not that he

needed it. He’d saved her life. She was in his eternal debt. 

On  the  way  home,  he’d  told  her  that  after  Lysandra’s  Bidding

rehearsal,  he’d  gone  to  Doneval’s  house  to  see  if  she  needed  any

help.  But  when  he  got  there,  the  house  was  quiet—except  for  the

guards  who  kept  sniggering  about  something  that  had  happened. 

He’d  been  searching  the  surrounding  streets  for  any  sign  of  her

when he heard her screaming. 

She looked at him from where she lay in bed. “What do you want?” 

Not  the  most  gracious  words  to  someone  who  had  saved  her  life. 

But,  hell,  she  was  supposed  to  be   better  than  him.  How  could  she

say she was the best when she’d needed Sam to rescue her? The

thought made her want to hit him. 

He  just  smiled  slightly.  “I  wanted  to  see  if  you  were  finally  done

with all the washing. There’s no hot water left.” 

She frowned. “Don’t expect me to apologize for that.” 

“Do I ever expect you to apologize for anything?” 

In  the  candlelight,  the  lovely  panes  of  his  face  seemed  velvet-

smooth  and  inviting.  “You  could  have  let  me  die,”  she  mused.  “I’m

surprised you weren’t dancing with glee over the grate.” 

He let out a low laugh that traveled along her limbs, warming her. 

“No  one  deserves  that  sort  of  death,  Celaena.  Not  even  you.  And

besides, I thought we were beyond that.” 

She  swallowed  hard,  but  was  unable  to  break  his  gaze.  “Thank

you for saving me.” 

His  brows  rose.  She’d  said  it  once  on  their  way  back,  but  it  had

been a quick, breathless string of words. This time, it was different. 

Though  her  fingers  ached—especially  her  broken  nails—she

reached for his hand. “And … And I’m sorry.” She made herself look

at  him,  even  as  his  features  crossed  into  incredulity.  “I’m  sorry  for

involving you in what happened in Skull’s Bay. And for what Arobynn

did to you because of it.” 

“Ah,”  he  said,  as  if  he  somehow  understood  some  great  puzzle. 

He examined their linked hands, and she quickly let go. 

The silence was suddenly too charged, his face too beautiful in the

light. She lifted her chin and found him looking at the scar along her

neck.  The  narrow  ridge  would  fade—someday.  “Her  name  was

Ansel,”  she  said,  her  throat  tightening.  “She  was  my  friend.”  Sam

slowly sat on the bed. And then the whole story came out. 

Sam only asked questions when he needed clarification. The clock

chimed one by the time she finished telling him about the final arrow

she’d  fired  at  Ansel,  and  how,  even  with  her  heart  breaking,  she’d

given  her  friend  an  extra  minute  before  releasing  what  would  have

been  a  killing  shot.  When  she  stopped  speaking,  Sam’s  eyes  were

bright with sorrow and wonder. 

“So,  that  was  my  summer,”  she  said  with  a  shrug.  “A  grand

adventure for Celaena Sardothien, isn’t it?” 

But  he  merely  reached  out  and  ran  his  fingers  down  the  scar  on

her  neck,  as  if  he  could  somehow  erase  the  wound.  “I’m  sorry,”  he

said. And she knew he meant it. 

“So am I,” she murmured. She shifted, suddenly aware of how little

her nightgown concealed. As if he’d noticed, too, his hand dropped

from her neck and he cleared his throat. “Well,” she said, “I suppose

our mission just got a little more complicated.” 

“Oh? And why is that?” 

She  shook  off  the  blush  his  touch  had  brought  to  her  face  and

gave him a slow, wicked smile. Philip had  no idea who he’d tried to

dispatch, or of the world of pain that was headed his way. You didn’t

try to drown Adarlan’s Assassin in a  sewer and get away with it. Not

in a thousand lifetimes. “Because,” she said, “my list of people to kill

is now one person longer.” 

CHAPTER

9

She  slept  until  noon,  took  the  two  baths  she’d  promised  herself, 

and  then  went  to  Arobynn’s  study.  He  was  nursing  a  cup  of  tea  as

she opened the door. 

“I’m surprised to see you out of the bathtub,” he said. 

Telling  Sam  the  story  about  her  month  in  the  Red  Desert  had

reminded  her  of  why  she’d  wanted  so  badly  to  come  home  this

summer,  and  of  what  she  had  accomplished.  She  had  no  reason

now to tiptoe around Arobynn—not after what he’d done, and what

she’d  been  through.  So  Celaena  merely  smiled  at  the  King  of  the

Assassins as she held open the door for the servants outside. They

carried in a heavy trunk. Then another. And another. 

“Do I dare ask?” Arobynn massaged his temples. 

The servants hurried out, and Celaena shut the door behind them. 

Without a word, she opened the lids of the trunks. Gold shone in the

noontime sun. 

She turned to Arobynn, clinging to the memory of what it had felt

like to sit on the roof after the party. His face was unreadable. 

“I  think  this  covers  my  debt,”  she  said,  forcing  herself  to  smile. 

“And then some.” 

Arobynn remained seated. 

She  swallowed,  suddenly  feeling  sick.  Why  had  she  thought  this

was a good idea? 

“I want to keep working with you,” she said carefully. He’d looked

at her like this before—on the night he’d beaten her. “But you don’t

own me anymore.” 

His  silver  eyes  flicked  to  the  trunks,  then  to  her.  In  a  moment  of

silence that lasted forever, she stood still as he took her in. Then he
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smiled,  a  bit  ruefully.  “Can  you  blame  me  for  hoping  that  this  day

would never come?” 

She almost sagged with relief. “I mean it: I want to keep working

with you.” 

She  knew  in  that  moment  that  she  couldn’t  tell  him  about  the

apartment and that she was moving out—not right now. Small steps. 

Today, the debt. Perhaps in a few weeks, she could mention that she

was leaving. Perhaps he wouldn’t even care that she was getting her

own home. 

“And I’ll always be happy to work with  you” he said, but remained

seated.  He  took  a  sip  from  his  tea.  “Do  I  want  to  know  where  that

money came from?” 

She became aware of the scar on her neck as she said, “The Mute

Master. Payment for saving his life.” 

Arobynn  picked  up  the  morning  paper.  “Well,  allow  me  to  extend

my  congratulations.”  He  looked  at  her  over  the  top  of  the  paper. 

“You’re now a free woman.” 

She tried not to smile. Perhaps she wasn’t free in the entire sense

of the word, but at least he wouldn’t be able to wield the debt against

her anymore. That would suffice for now. 

“Good luck with Doneval tomorrow night,” he added. “Let me know

if you need any help.” 

“As long as you don’t charge me for it.” 

He didn’t return her smile, and set down the paper. “I would never

do that to you.” Something like hurt flickered in his eyes. 

Fighting her sudden desire to apologize, she left his study without

another word. 

The walk back to her bedroom was long. She’d expected to crow

with  glee  when  she  gave  him  the  money,  expected  to  strut  around

the Keep. But seeing the way he’d looked at her made all that gold

feel … cheap. 

A glorious start to her new future. 

Though Celaena never wanted to set foot in the vile sewer again, 

she  found  herself  back  there  that  afternoon.  There  was  still  a  river

flowing through the tunnel, but the narrow walkway alongside it was

dry,  even  with  the  rain  shower  that  was  now  falling  on  the  street

above them. 

An hour before, Sam had just showed up at her bedroom, dressed

and  ready  to  spy  on  Doneval’s  house.  Now  he  crept  behind  her, 

saying nothing as they approached the iron door she remembered all

too well. She set down her torch beside the door and ran her hands

along the worn, rusty surface. 

“We’ll have to get in this way tomorrow,” she said, her voice barely

audible above the gurgle of the sewer river. “The front of the house is

too well-guarded now.” 

Sam traced a finger through the groove between the door and the

threshold.  “Aside  from  finding  a  way  to  haul  a  battering  ram  down

here, I don’t think we’re getting through.” 

She shot him a dark look. “You could try knocking.” 

Sam  laughed  under  his  breath.  “I’m  sure  the  guards  would

appreciate  that.  Maybe  they’d  invite  me  in  for  an  ale,  too.  That  is, 

after they finished pumping my gut full of arrows.” He patted the firm

plane of his stomach. He was wearing the suit Arobynn had forced

him  to  buy,  and  she  tried  not  to  look  too  closely  at  how  well  it

displayed his form. 

“So  we  can’t  get  in  this  door,”  she  murmured,  sliding  her  hand

along  it  again.  “Unless  we  figure  out  when  the  servants  dump  the

trash.” 

“Unreliable,”  he  countered,  still  studying  the  door.  “The  servants

might empty the trash whenever they feel like it.” 

She swore and glanced about the sewer. What a horrible place to

have  almost  died.  She  certainly  hoped  that  she’d  run  into  Philip

tomorrow. That arrogant ass wouldn’t see what was coming until she

was  right  in  front  of  him.  He  hadn’t  even  recognized  her  from  the

party the other night. 

She  smiled  slowly.  What  better  way  to  get  back  at  Philip  than  to

break in through the very door he’d revealed to her? “Then one of us

will  just  have  to  sit  out  here  for  a  few  hours,”  she  whispered,  still

staring at the door. “With the landing outside the door, the servants

need to take a few steps to reach the water.” Celaena’s smile grew. 

“And I’m sure that if they’re lugging a bunch of trash, they probably

won’t think to look behind them.” 

Sam’s teeth flashed in the torchlight as he smiled. “And they’ll be

preoccupied  long  enough  for  someone  to  slip  in  and  find  a  good

hiding  spot  in  the  cellar  to  wait  out  the  rest  of  the  time  until  seven

thirty.” 

“What a surprise they’ll have tomorrow, when they find their cellar

door unlocked.” 

“I think that’ll be the least of their surprises tomorrow.” 

She picked up her torch. “It certainly will be.” He followed her back

down the sewer walkway. They’d found a grate in a shadowy alley, 

far  enough  away  from  the  house  that  no  one  would  suspect  them. 

Unfortunately, it meant a long walk back through the sewers. 

“I heard you paid off Arobynn this morning,” he said, his eyes on

the dark stones beneath their feet. He still kept his voice soft. “How

does it feel to be free?” 

She glanced at him sidelong. “Not the way I thought it would.” 

“I’m surprised he accepted the money without a fight.” 

She  didn’t  say  anything.  In  the  dim  light,  Sam  took  a  ragged

breath. 

“I think I might leave,” he whispered. 

She almost tripped. “Leave?” 

He wouldn’t look at her. “I’m going down to Eyllwe—to Banjali, to

be precise.” 

“For a mission?” It was common for Arobynn to send them all over

the continent, but the way Sam was speaking felt … different. 

“Forever,” he said. 

“Why?” Her voice sounded a little shrill in her ears. 

He  faced  her.  “What  do  I  have  to  tie  me  here?  Arobynn  already

mentioned that it might be useful to firmly establish ourselves in the

south, too.” 

“Arobynn—” she seethed, fighting to keep her voice to a whisper. 

“You talked to Arobynn about this?” 

Sam gave her a half shrug. “Casually. It’s not official.” 

“But—but Banjali is a thousand miles away.” 

“Yes, but Rifthold belongs to you and Arobynn. I’ll always be … an

alternative.” 

“I’d rather be an alternative in Rifthold than ruler of the assassins

in  Banjali.”  She  hated  that  she  had  to  keep  her  voice  so  soft.  She

was going to splatter someone against a wall. She was going to rip

down the sewer with her bare hands. 

“I’m leaving at the end of the month,” he said, still calm. 

“That’s two weeks away!” 

“Do I have any reason why I should stay here?” 

“Yes!” she exclaimed as loudly as she could while still maintaining

a hushed tone. “Yes, you do.” He didn’t reply. “You  can’t go.” 

“Give me a reason why I shouldn’t.” 

“Because  what  was  the   point  in  anything  if  you  just  disappear

forever?” she hissed, splaying her arms. 

“The point in what, Celaena?” How could he be so calm when she

was so frantic? 

“The  point  in  Skull’s  Bay,  and  the  point  in  getting  me  that  music, 

and the point in … the point in telling Arobynn that you’d forgive him

if he never hurt me again.” 

“You said you didn’t care what I thought. Or what I did. Or if I died, 

if I’m not mistaken.” 

“I lied! And you  know I lied, you stupid bastard!” 

He laughed quietly. “You want to know how I spent this summer?” 

She went still. He ran a hand through his brown hair. “I spent every

single  day  fighting  the  urge  to  slit  Arobynn’s  throat.  And  he   knew I

wanted to kill him.” 

 I’ll kill you! Sam had screamed at Arobynn. 

“The moment I woke up after he beat me, I realized I  had to leave. 

Because I was going to kill him if I didn’t. But I couldn’t.” He studied

her face. “Not until you came back. Not until I knew you were all right

—until I saw that you were safe.” 

Breathing became very, very hard. 

“He knew that, too,” Sam went on. “So he decided to exploit it. He

didn’t  recommend  me  for  missions.  Instead,  he  made  me  help

Lysandra and Clarisse. He made me escort them around the city on

picnics  and  to  parties.  It  became  a  game  between  the  two  of  us—

how  much  of  his  horseshit  I  could  take  before  I  snapped.  But  we both  knew  he’d  always  have  the  winning  hand.  He’d  always  have

 you. Still, I spent every day this summer hoping you’d come back in

one  piece.  More  than  that—I  hoped  you’d  come  back  and  take

revenge for what he’d done to you.” 

But she hadn’t. She’d come back and let Arobynn shower her with

gifts. 

“And now that you’re fine, Celaena, now that you’ve paid off your

debt, I can’t stay in Rifthold. Not after all the things he’s done to us. 

She knew it was selfish, and horrible, but she whispered, “Please

don’t go.” 

He  let  out  an  uneven  breath.  “You’ll  be  fine  without  me.  You

always have been.” 

Maybe once, but not now. “How can I convince you to stay?” 

“You can’t.” 

She threw down the torch. “Do you want me to beg, is that it?” 

“No—never.” 

“Then tell me—” 

“What more can I say?” he exploded, his whisper rough and harsh. 

“I’ve already told you everything—I’ve already told you that if I stay

here, if I have to live with Arobynn, I’ll snap his damned neck.” 

“But why? Why can’t you let it go?” 

He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Because I love you!” 

Her mouth fell open. 

“I love you,” he repeated, shaking her again. “I have for  years. And

he  hurt you and made me watch because he’s always known how I

felt,  too.  But  if  I  asked  you  to  pick,  you’d  choose  Arobynn,  and  I. 

Can’t. Take. It.” 

The only sounds were their breathing, an uneven beat against the

rushing of the sewer river. 

“You’re a damned idiot,” she breathed. “You’re a moron and an ass

and a  damned  idiot.”  He  looked  like  she  had  hit  him.  But  she  went

on, and grasped both sides of his face, “Because I’d pick  you.” 

And then she kissed him. 
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She’d  never  kissed  anyone.  And  as  her  lips  met  his  and  he

wrapped  his  arms  around  her  waist,  pulling  her  close  against  him, 

she honestly had no idea why she’d waited so long. His mouth was

warm  and  soft,  his  body  wondrously  solid  against  hers,  his  hair

silken as she threaded her fingers through it. Still, she let him guide

her, forced herself to remember to breathe as he eased her lips apart

with his own. 

When she felt the brush of his tongue against hers, she was so full

of lightning she thought she might die from the rush of it. She wanted

more. She wanted  all of him. 

She couldn’t hold him tight enough, kiss him fast enough. A growl

rumbled  in  the  back  of  his  throat,  so  full  of  need  she  felt  it  in  her

core. Lower than that, actually. 

She pushed him against the wall, and his hands roamed all over

her  back,  her  sides,  her  hips.  She  wanted  to  bask  in  the  feeling—

wanted to rip off her suit so she could feel his callused hands against

her bare skin. The intensity of that desire swept her away. 

She didn’t give a damn about the sewers. Or Doneval, or Philip, or

Arobynn. 

Sam’s lips left her mouth to travel along her neck. They grazed a

spot beneath her ear and her breath hitched. 

No, she didn’t give a damn about anything right now. 

It  was  nighttime  when  they  left  the  sewers,  hair  disheveled  and

mouths swollen. He wouldn’t let go of her hand during the long walk

back to the Keep, and when they got there, she ordered the servants

to send dinner for them to her room. Though they stayed up long into
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the night, doing a minimal amount of talking, their clothes remained

on. Enough had happened today to change her life, and she was in

no particular mood to alter yet another major thing. 

But what had happened in the sewer …

Celaena  lay  awake  that  night,  long  after  Sam  had  left  her  room, 

staring at nothing. 

He loved her. For years. And he’d endured so much for her sake. 

For  the  life  of  her,  she  couldn’t  understand  why.  She’d  been

nothing but horrible to him, and had repaid any kindness on his part

with a sneer. And what she felt for him …

She  hadn’t been in love with him for years. Until Skull’s Bay, she

wouldn’t have minded killing him. 

But now … No, she couldn’t think about this now. And she couldn’t

think  about  it  tomorrow,  either.  Because  tomorrow,  they’d  infiltrate

Doneval’s house. It was still risky, but the payoff … She couldn’t turn

down that money, not now that she would be supporting herself. And

she  wouldn’t  let  the  bastard  Doneval  get  away  with  his  slave-trade

agreement, or blackmailing those who dared to stand against it. 

She just prayed Sam wouldn’t get hurt. 

In the silence of her bedroom, she swore an oath to the moonlight

that if Sam were hurt, no force in the world would hold her back from

slaughtering everyone responsible. 

After  lunch  the  next  afternoon,  Celaena  waited  in  the  shadows

beside  the  sewer  door  to  the  cellar.  A  ways  down  the  tunnel,  Sam

also  waited,  his  black  suit  making  him  almost  invisible  in  the

darkness. 

With  the  household  lunch  just  ending,  it  was  a  good  bet  that

Celaena would soon have her best chance to slip inside. She’d been

waiting for an hour already, each noise whetting the edge she’d been

riding  since  dawn.  She’d  have  to  be  quick  and  silent  and  ruthless. 

One  mistake,  one  shout—or  even  a  missing  servant—might  ruin

everything. 

A  servant   had  to  come  down  here  to  deposit  the  trash  at  some

point soon. She pulled a little pocket watch out of her suit. Carefully, 

she lit a match to glance at the face. Two o’clock. She had five hours until  she  needed  to  creep  into  Doneval’s  study  to  await  the  seven-thirty meeting. And she was willing to bet he wouldn’t enter the study

until then; a man like that would want to greet his guest at the door, 

to  see  the  look  on  his  partner’s  face  as  he  led  him  through  the

opulent  halls.  Suddenly,  she  heard  the  first,  interior  door  to  the

sewers  groan,  and  footsteps  and  grunts  sounded.  Her  trained  ear

heard  the  noises  of  one  servant—female.  Celaena  blew  out  the

match. 

She  pressed  herself  into  the  wall  as  the  lock  to  the  outer  door

snapped  open,  and  the  heavy  door  slid  against  the  ground.  She

could hear no other footsteps, save for the woman who hauled a vat

of  garbage  onto  the  landing.  The  servant  was  alone.  The  cellar

above was empty, too. 

The  woman,  too  preoccupied  with  depositing  the  metal  pail  of

garbage,  didn’t  think  to  look  to  the  shadows  beside  the  door.  She

didn’t even pause as Celaena slipped past her. Celaena was through

both doors, up the stairs, and into the cellar before she even heard

the plop and splatter of the trash landing in the water. 

As Celaena rushed toward the darkest corner of the vast, dimly lit

cellar, she took in as many details as she could. Countless barrels of

wine  and  shelves  crammed  full  of  food  and  goods  from  across

Erilea.  One  staircase  leading  up.  No  other  servants  to  be  heard, 

save for somewhere above her. The kitchen, probably. 

The outer door slammed shut, the lock sounding. But Celaena was

already crouched behind a giant keg of wine. The interior door also

shut  and  locked.  Celaena  slid  on  the  smooth  black  mask  she’d

brought  with  her,  tossing  the  hood  of  her  cloak  over  her  hair.  The

sound  of  footsteps  and  light  panting,  and  then  the  servant

reappeared  at  the  top  of  the  sewer  stairs,  empty  garbage  pail

creaking as it swung from one hand. She walked right by, humming

to herself as she mounted the stairs that led toward the kitchen. 

Celaena loosed a breath when the woman’s footsteps faded, then

grinned  to  herself.  If  Philip  had  been  smart,  he  would  have  slit  her

throat in the sewer that night. Perhaps when she killed him, she’d let

him know exactly how she got into the house. 
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When she was absolutely certain that the servant wasn’t returning

with a second pail of garbage, Celaena hurried toward the small set

of steps that led down to the sewer. Quiet as a jackrabbit in the Red

Desert, she unlocked the first door, crept through, then unlocked the

second.  Sam  wouldn’t  sneak  in  until  right  before  the  meeting—or

else  someone  might  come  down  and  discover  him  preparing  the

cellar for the fire that would serve as a distraction. And if someone

found the two unlocked doors before then, it could just be blamed on

the servant who’d dumped the trash. 

Celaena  carefully  shut  both  doors,  making  sure  the  locks

remained disabled, and then returned to her place in the shadows of

the cellar’s vast wine collection. 

Then she waited. 

At  seven,  she  left  the  cellar  before  Sam  could  arrive  with  his

torches and oil. The ungodly amount of alcohol stocked inside would

do the rest. She just hoped he made it out before the fire blew the

cellar to bits. 

She needed to be upstairs and hidden before that happened—and

before the exchange was made. Once the fire started a few minutes

after  seven  thirty,  some  of  the  guards  would  be  called  downstairs

immediately, leaving Doneval and his partner with far fewer men to

protect them. 

The  servants  were  eating  their  evening  meal,  and  from  the

laughter inside the sub-level kitchen, none of them seemed aware of

the  deal  that  was  to  occur  three  flights  above  them.  Celaena  crept

past the kitchen door. In her suit, cloak, and mask, she was a mere

shadow on the pale stone walls. She held her breath the entire way

up the servants’ narrow spiral staircase. 

With her new suit, it was far easier to keep track of her weapons, 

and  she  slid  a  long  dagger  out  of  the  hidden  flap  in  her  boot.  She

peered down the second floor hallway. 

The  wooden  doors  were  all  shut.  No  guards,  no  servants,  no

members  of  Doneval’s  household.  She  eased  a  foot  onto  the

wooden floorboards. Where the hell were the guards? 

Swift and quiet as a cat, she was at the door to Doneval’s study. 

No light shone from beneath the door. She saw no shadows of feet, 

and heard no sound. 

The  door  was  locked.  A  minor  inconvenience.  She  sheathed  her

dagger  and  pulled  out  two  narrow  bits  of  metal,  wedging  and

jamming them into the lock until— click. 

Then she was inside, door locked again, and she stared into the

inky black of the interior. Frowning, Celaena fished the pocket watch

out of her suit. She lit a match. 

She still had enough time to look around. 

Celaena flicked out the match and rushed to the curtains, shutting

them tight against the night outside. Rain still plinked faintly against

the  covered  windows.  She  moved  to  the  massive  oak  desk  in  the

center of the room and lit the oil lamp atop it, dimming it until only a

faint  blue  flame  gave  off  a  flicker  of  light.  She  shuffled  through  the

papers  on  the  desk.  Newspapers,  casual  letters,  receipts,  the

household expenses …

She opened every drawer in the desk. More of the same. Where

were those documents? 

Swallowing her violent curse, Celaena put a fist to her mouth. She

turned in place. An armchair, an armoire, a hutch … She searched

the hutch and armoire, but they had nothing. Just empty papers and

ink. Her ears strained for any sound of approaching guards. 

She  scanned  the  books  on  the  bookcase,  tapping  her  fingers

across the spines, trying to hear if any were hollowed out, trying to

hear if—

A  floorboard  creaked  beneath  her  feet.  She  was  down  on  her

knees  in  an  instant,  rapping  on  the  dark,  polished  wood.  She

knocked all around the area, until she found a hollow sound. 

Carefully,  heart  hammering,  she  dug  her  dagger  between  the

floorboards and wedged it upward. Papers stared back at her. 

She pulled them out, replaced the floorboard, and was back at the

desk  a  moment  later,  spreading  the  papers  before  her.  She’d  only

glance at them, just to be sure she had the right documents …

Her hands trembled as she flipped through the papers, one after

another.  Maps  with  red  marks  in  random  places,  charts  with

numbers,  and  names—list  after  list  of  names  and  locations.  Cities, towns, forests, mountains, all in Melisande. 

These  weren’t  just  Melisanders  opposed  to  slavery—these  were

locations  for  planned  safe  houses  to  smuggle  slaves  to  freedom. 

This  was  enough  information  to  get  all  these  people  executed  or

enslaved themselves. 

And  Doneval,  that  wretched  bastard,  was  going  to  use  this

information to force those people to support the slave trade—or be

turned over to the king. 

Celaena gathered up the documents. She’d never let Doneval get

away with this. Never. 

She  took  a  step  toward  the  trick  floorboard.  Then  she  heard  the

voices. 

CHAPTER
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She  had  the  lamp  off  and  the  curtains  opened  in  a  heartbeat, 

swearing silently as she tucked the documents into her suit and hid

in the armoire. It would only take a few moments before Doneval and

his partner found that the documents were missing. But that was all

she  needed—she  just  had  to  get  them  in  here,  away  from  the

guards, long enough to take them both down. The fire would start in

the  cellar  any  minute  now,  hopefully  distracting  many  of  the  other

guards, and hopefully happening before Doneval noticed the papers

were gone. She left the armoire door open a crack, peering out. 

The study door unlocked and then swung open. 

“Brandy?”  Doneval  was  saying  to  the  cloaked  and  hooded  man

who trailed in behind him. 

“No,” the man said, removing his hood. He was of average height

and  plain,  his  only  notable  features  his  sun-kissed  face  and  high

cheekbones. Who was he? 

“Eager  to  get  it  over  with?”  Doneval  chuckled,  but  there  was  a

hitch to his voice. 

“You could say that,” the man replied coolly. He looked about the

room, and Celaena didn’t dare move—or breathe—as his blue eyes

passed over the armoire. “My partners know to start looking for me in

thirty minutes.” 

“I’ll have you out in ten. I have to be at the theater tonight, anyway. 

There’s a young lady I’m particularly keen to see,” Doneval said with

a businessman’s charm. “I take it that your associates are prepared

to act quickly and give me a response by dawn?” 

“They are. But show me your documents first. I need to see what

you’re offering.” 
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“Of  course,  of  course,”  Doneval  said,  drinking  from  the  glass  of

brandy that he’d poured for himself. Celaena’s hands became slick

and her face turned sweaty under the mask. “Do you live here, or are

you  visiting?”  When  the  man  didn’t  respond,  Doneval  said  with  a

grin,  “Either  way,  I  hope  you’ve  stopped  by  Madam  Clarisse’s

establishment. I’ve never seen such fine girls in all my life.” 

The man gave Doneval a distinctly displeased stare. Had Celaena

not been here to kill them, she might have liked the stranger. 

“Not  one  for  chitchat?”  Doneval  teased,  setting  down  the  brandy

and  walking  toward  the  floorboard.  From  the  slight  tremble  in

Doneval’s  hands,  she  could  tell  that  his  talking  was  all  nervous

babble. How had such a man come into contact with such incredibly

delicate and important information? 

Doneval  knelt  before  the  loose  floorboard  and  pulled  it  up.  He

swore. 

Celaena  flicked  the  sword  out  of  the  hidden  compartment  in  her

suit and moved. 

She  was  out  of  the  closet  before  they  even  looked  at  her,  and

Doneval  died  a  heartbeat  after  that.  His  blood  sprayed  from  the

spine-severing  wound  she  gave  him  through  the  back  of  his  neck, 

and the other man let out a shout. She whirled toward him, the sword

flicking blood. 

An explosion rocked the house, so strong that she lost her footing. 

What in hell had Sam detonated down there? 

That  was  all  the  man  needed—he  was  out  the  study  door.  His

speed was admirable; he moved like someone used to a lifetime of

running. 

She  was  through  the  threshold  almost  instantly.  Smoke  was

already rising from the stairs. She turned left after the man, only to

run into Philip, the bodyguard. 

She  rebounded  away  as  he  swiped  with  a  sword  for  her  face. 

Behind  him,  the  man  was  still  running,  and  he  glanced  over  his

shoulder once before he sprinted down the stairs. 

“What  have  you   done?”  Philip  spat,  noticing  the  blood  on  her blade.  He  didn’t  need  to  see  whose  face  was  under  the  mask  to

identify her—he must have recognized the suit. 

She deployed the sword in her other arm, too. “Get the hell out of

my way.” The mask made her words low and gravely—the voice of a

demon, not a young woman. She slashed the swords in front of her, 

a deadly whine coming off of them. 

“I’m going to rip you limb from limb,” Philip growled. 

“Just try it.” 

Philip’s face twisted in rage as he launched himself at her. 

She  took  the  first  blow  on  her  left  blade,  her  arm  aching  at  the

impact,  and  Philip  barely  moved  away  fast  enough  to  avoid  her

punching the right blade straight through his gut. He struck again, a

clever thrust toward her ribs, but she blocked him. 

He pressed both her blades. Up close, she could see his weapon

was of impressive quality. 

“I wanted to make this last,” Celaena hissed. “But I think it’s going

to be quick. Far cleaner than the death you tried to give me.” 

Philip shoved her back with a roar. “You have  no idea what you’ve

just done!” 

She swung her swords in front of her again. “I know exactly what

I’ve just done. And I know exactly what I’m about to do.” 

Philip  charged,  but  the  hallway  was  too  narrow  and  his  blow  too

undisciplined. She got past his guard instantly. His blood soaked her

gloved hand. 

Her sword whined against bone as she whipped it out again. 

Philip’s  eyes  went  wide  and  he  staggered  back,  clutching  the

slender  wound  that  went  up  through  his  ribs  and  into  his  heart. 

“Fool,”  he  whispered,  slumping  to  the  ground.  “Did  Leighfer  hire

you?” 

She didn’t say anything as he struggled for breath, blood bubbling

from his lips. 

“Doneval  …,”  Philip  rasped,  “…  loved  his  country  …”  He  took  a

wet  breath,  hate  and  grief  mingling  in  his  eyes.  “You  don’t  know

anything.” He was dead a moment later. 
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“Maybe,”  she  said  as  she  looked  down  at  his  body.  “But  I  knew

enough just then.” 

It had taken less than two minutes—that was it. She knocked out

two guards as she catapulted down the stairs of the burning house

and  out  the  front  door,  disarming  another  three  when  she  vaulted

over the iron fence and into the streets of the capital. 

Where in hell had the man gone? 

There  were  no  alleys  from  the  house  to  the  river,  so  he  hadn’t

gone left. Which meant he had gone either straight through the alley

ahead of her or to the right. He wouldn’t have gone to the right—that

was the main avenue of the city, where the wealthy lived. She took

the alley straight ahead. 

She  sprinted  so  fast  she  could  hardly  breathe,  snapping  her

swords back into their hidden compartment. 

No one noticed her; most people were too busy rushing toward the

flames  now  licking  the  sky  above  Doneval’s  house.  What  had

happened to Sam? 

She spotted the man then, sprinting down an alley that led toward

the  Avery.  She  almost  missed  him,  because  he  was  around  the

corner and gone the next instant. He’d mentioned his partners—was

he was headed to them now? Would he be that foolish? 

She splashed through puddles and leapt over trash and grabbed

the wall of a building as she hauled herself around the corner. Right

into a dead end. 

The man was trying to scale the large brick wall at the other end. 

The buildings surrounding them had no doors—and no windows low

enough for him to reach. 

Celaena  popped  out  both  of  her  swords  as  she  slowed  to  a

stalking gait. 

The  man  made  one  last  leap  for  the  top  of  the  wall,  but  couldn’t

reach. He fell hard against the cobblestone streets. Sprawled on the

ground, he twisted toward her. His eyes were bright as he pulled out

a pile of papers from his worn jacket. What sort of documents had he

been bringing to Doneval? Their official business contract? 
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“Go  to  hell,”  he  spat,  and  a  match  flared.  The  papers  were

instantly alight, and he threw them to the ground. So fast she could

hardly  see  it,  he  grabbed  a  vial  from  his  pocket  and  swallowed  the

contents. 

She lunged toward him, but she was too late. 

By  the  time  she  grabbed  him,  he  was  dead.  Even  with  his  eyes

closed,  the  rage  remained  on  his  face.  He  was  gone.  Irrevocably

gone. But for what—some business deal gone sour? 

Easing  him  to  the  ground,  she  jumped  swiftly  to  her  feet.  She

stomped on the papers, extinguishing the flame in seconds. But half

of them had already burned, leaving only scraps. 

In the moonlight, she knelt on the damp cobblestones and picked

up the remnants of the documents he’d been so willing to die for. 

It wasn’t merely a trade agreement. Like the papers she had in her

pocket,  these  contained  names  and  numbers  and  locations  of  safe

houses. But these were in Adarlan—even stretching as far north as

the border with Terrasen. 

She whipped her head to the body. It didn’t make any sense; why

kill  himself  to  keep  this  information  secret,  when  he’d  planned  to

share it with Doneval and use it for his own profit? Heaviness rushed

through her veins.  You know nothing, Philip had said. 

Somehow,  it  suddenly  felt  very  true.  How  much  had  Arobynn

known? Philip’s words sounded in her ears again and again. It didn’t

add up. Something was wrong—something was  off. 

No one had told her these documents would be this extensive, this

damning to the people they listed. Her hands shaking, she shifted his

body  into  a  sitting  position  so  he  wouldn’t  be  face-first  on  the  filthy

ground. Why had he sacrificed himself to keep this information safe? 

Noble or not, foolish or not, she couldn’t let it go. She straightened

his coat. 

Then she picked up his half-destroyed documents, lit a match, and

let them burn until they were nothing but ashes. It was the only thing

she had to offer. 

She  found  Sam  slumped  against  the  wall  of  another  alley.  She rushed  to  him  where  he  knelt  with  a  hand  over  his  chest,  panting

heavily. 

“Are you hurt?” she demanded, scanning the alley for any sign of

guards.  An  orange  glow  spread  behind  them.  She  hoped  the

servants had gotten out of Doneval’s house in time. 

“I’m  fine,”  Sam  rasped.  But  in  the  moonlight,  she  could  see  the

gash  on  his  arm.  “The  guards  spotted  me  in  the  cellar  and  shot  at

me.” He grabbed at the breast of his suit. “One of them hit me right in

the  heart.  I  thought  I  was  dead,  but  the  arrow  clattered  right  out.  It

didn’t even touch my skin.” 

He peeled open the gash in the front of his suit, and a glimmer of

iridescence sparkled. “Spidersilk,” he murmured, his eyes wide. 

Celaena smiled grimly and pulled off the mask from her face. 

“No wonder this damned suit was so expensive,” Sam said, letting

out a breathy laugh. She didn’t feel the need to tell him the truth. He

searched her face. “It’s done, then?” 

She leaned down to kiss him, a swift brush of her mouth against

his. 

“It’s done,” she said onto his lips. 

CHAPTER

12

The  rain  clouds  had  vanished  and  the  sun  was  rising  when

Celaena strode into Arobynn’s study and stopped in front of his desk. 

Wesley,  Arobynn’s  bodyguard,  didn’t  even  try  to  stop  her.  He  just

shut the study doors behind her before resuming his sentry position

in the hall outside. 

“Doneval’s partner burned his own documents before I could see

them,” she said to Arobynn by way of greeting. “And then poisoned

himself.”  She’d  slipped  Doneval’s  documents  under  his  bedroom

door last night, but had decided to wait to explain everything to him

until that morning. 

Arobynn looked up from his ledger. His face was blank. “Was that

before or after you torched Doneval’s house?” 

She crossed her arms. “Does it make a difference?” 

Arobynn  looked  at  the  window  and  the  clear  sky  beyond.  “I  sent

the documents to Leighfer this morning. Did you look through them?” 

She snorted. “Of course I did. Right in between killing Doneval and

fighting my way out of his house, I found the time to sit down for a

cup of tea and read them.” 

Arobynn still wasn’t smiling. 

“I’ve never seen you leave such a mess in your wake.” 

“At least people will think Doneval died in the fire.” 

Arobynn slammed his hands onto his desk. “Without an identifiable

body, how can anyone be sure he’s dead?” 

She refused to flinch, refused to back down. “He’s dead.” 

Arobynn’s silver eyes hardened. “You won’t be paid for this. I know

for  certain  Leighfer  won’t  pay  you.  She  wanted  a  body  and   both

documents. You only gave me one of the three.” 

She felt her nostrils flare. “That’s fine. Bardingale’s allies are safe now,  anyway.  And  the  trade  agreement  isn’t  happening.”  She

couldn’t  mention  that  she  hadn’t  even   seen  a  trade  agreement

document among the papers—not without revealing that she’d read

the documents. 

Arobynn let out a low laugh. “You haven’t figured it out yet, have

you?” 

Celaena’s throat tightened. 

Arobynn leaned back in his chair. “Honestly, I expected more from

you.  All  the  years  I  spent  training  you,  and  you  couldn’t  piece

together what was happening right before your eyes.” 

“Just spit it out,” she growled. 

“There  was  no  trade  agreement,”  Arobynn  said,  triumph  lighting

his  silver  eyes.  “At  least,  not  between  Doneval  and  his  source  in

Rifthold. The real meetings about the slave-trade negotiations have

been going on in the glass castle—between the king and Leighfer. It

was  a  key  point  of  persuasion  in  convincing  him  to  let  them  build

their road.” 

She kept her face blank, kept herself from flinching. The man who

poisoned  himself—he  hadn’t  been  there  to  trade  documents  to  sell

out those opposed to slavery. He and Doneval had been working to

—

 Doneval loves his country, Philip had said. 

Doneval had been working to set up a system of safe houses and

form  an  alliance  of  people  against  slavery  across  the  empire. 

Doneval, bad habits or not, had been working to  help the slaves. 

And she’d killed him. 

Worse than that, she’d given the documents over to Bardingale—

who didn’t want to stop slavery at all. No, she wanted to profit from it

and use her new road to do it. And she and Arobynn had concocted

the perfect lie to get Celaena to cooperate. 

Arobynn  was  still  smiling.  “Leighfer  has  already  seen  to  it  that

Doneval’s documents are secured. If it’ll ease your conscience, she

said she won’t give them to the king—not yet. Not until she’s had a

chance to speak to the people on this list and … persuade them to

support  her  business  endeavors.  But  if  they  don’t,  perhaps  those documents will find their way into the glass castle after all.” 

Celaena  fought  to  keep  from  trembling.  “Is  this  punishment  for

Skull’s Bay?” 

Arobynn  studied  her.  “While  I  might  regret  beating  you,  Celaena, 

you  did ruin a deal that would have been extremely profitable for us.” 

“Us,” like she was a part of this disgusting mess. “You might be free

of me, but you shouldn’t forget who I am. What I’m capable of.” 

“As long as I live,” she said, “I’ll never forget that.” She turned on

her heel, striding for the door, but stopped. 

“Yesterday,” she said, “I sold Kasida to Leighfer Bardingale.” She’d

visited Bardingale’s estate in the morning of the day she was set to

infiltrate Doneval’s house. The woman had been more than happy to

purchase the Asterion horse. She hadn’t once mentioned her former

husband’s impending death. 

And  last  night,  after  Celaena  had  killed  Doneval,  she’d  spent  a

while staring at the signature at the end of the transfer of ownership

receipt, so stupidly relieved that Kasida was going to a good woman

like Bardingale. 

“And?” Arobynn asked. “Why should I care about your horse?” 

Celaena  looked  at  him  long  and  hard.  Always  power  games, 

always deceit and pain. “The money is on its way to your vault at the

bank.” 

He said nothing. 

“As of this moment, Sam’s debt to you is paid,” she said, a shred

of victory shining through her growing shame and misery. “From right

now until forever, he’s a free man.” 

Arobynn  stared  back,  then  shrugged.  “I  suppose  that’s  a  good

thing.” She felt the final blow coming, and she knew she should run, 

but she stood like an idiot and listened as he said, “Because I spent

all  the  money  you  gave  me  when  I  was  at  Lysandra’s  Bidding  last

night. My vault feels a little empty because of it.” 

It took a moment for the words to sink in. 

The money she had sacrificed so much to get …

He’d used it to win Lysandra’s Bidding. 

“I’m  moving  out,”  she  whispered.  He  just  watched  her,  his  cruel, clever  mouth  forming  a  slight  smile.  “I’ve  purchased  an  apartment, 

and I’m moving there. Today.” 

Arobynn’s  smile  grew.  “Do  come  back  and  visit  us  some  time, 

Celaena.” 

She had to bite her lip to keep it from wobbling. “Why did you do

it?” 

Arobynn shrugged again. “Why shouldn’t I enjoy Lysandra after all

these years of investing in her career? And why do you care what I

do with my own money? From what I’ve heard, you have Sam now. 

Both of you are free of me.” 

Of course he’d found out already. And of course he’d try to make

this  about  her—try  to  make  it   her  fault.  Why  shower  her  with  gifts

only to do this? Why deceive her about Doneval and then torture her

with  it?  Why  had  he  saved  her  life  nine  years  ago  just  to  treat  her

this way? 

He’d spent  her money on a person he  knew she hated. To belittle

her.  Months  ago,  it  would  have  worked;  that  sort  of  betrayal  would

have  devastated  her.  It  still  hurt,  but  now,  with  Doneval  and  Philip

and  others  dead  by   her  hand,  with  those  documents  now  in

Bardingale’s  possession,  and  with  Sam  steadfastly  at  her  side  …

Arobynn’s petty, vicious parting shot had narrowly missed the mark. 

“Don’t  come  looking  for  me  for  a  good,  long  while,”  she  said. 

“Because I might kill you if I see you before then, Arobynn.” 

He waved a hand at her. “I look forward to the fight.” 

She  left.  As  she  strode  through  his  study  doors,  she  almost

slammed into the three tall men who were walking in. They all took

one look at her face and then muttered apologies. She ignored them, 

and ignored Wesley’s dark stare as she strode past him. Arobynn’s

business was his own. She had her own life now. 

Her  boot  heels  clicked  against  the  marble  floor  of  the  grand

entrance.  Someone  yawned  from  across  the  space,  and  Celaena

found  Lysandra  leaning  against  the  banister  of  the  staircase.  She

was  wearing  a  white  silk  nightgown  that  barely  covered  her  more

private areas. 
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“You’ve  probably  already  heard,  but  I  went  for  a  record  price,” 

Lysandra  purred,  stretching  out  the  beautiful  lines  of  her  body. 

“Thank  you  for  that;  rest  assured  that  your  gold  went  a  long,  long

way.” 

Celaena froze and slowly turned. Lysandra smirked at her. 

Fast as lightning, Celaena hurled a dagger. 

The blade imbedded itself into the wooden railing a hair’s breadth

from Lysandra’s head. 

Lysandra  began  screaming,  but  Celaena  just  walked  out  of  the

front doors, across the lawn of the Keep, and kept walking until the

capital swallowed her up. 

Celaena  sat  on  the  edge  of  her  roof,  looking  out  across  the  city. 

The  convoy  from  Melisande  had  already  left,  taking  the  last  of  the

rain clouds with them. Some of them wore black to mourn Doneval’s

death.  Leighfer  Bardingale  had  ridden  Kasida,  prancing  down  the

main  avenue.  Unlike  those  in  mourning  colors,  the  lady  had  been

dressed  in  saffron  yellow—and  was  smiling  broadly.  Of  course,  it

was just because the King of Adarlan had agreed to give them the

funds and resources to build their road. Celaena had half a mind to

go after her—to get those documents back and repay Bardingale for

her deceit. And take back Kasida while she was at it, too. 

But she didn’t. She’d been fooled and had lost—badly. She didn’t

want to be a part of this tangled web. Not when Arobynn had made it

perfectly clear that she could never win. 

To  distract  her  from  that  miserable  thought,  Celaena  had  then

spent  the  whole  day  sending  servants  between  the  Keep  and  her

apartment,  fetching  all  the  clothes  and  books  and  jewelry  that  now

belonged to her and her alone. The late afternoon light shifted into a

deep gold, setting all the green rooftops glowing. 

“I thought you might be up here,” Sam said, striding across the flat

roof to where she sat atop the wall that lined the edge. He surveyed

the city. “Some view; I can see why you decided to move.” 

She  smiled  slightly,  turning  to  look  at  him  over  her  shoulder.  He

came to stand behind her, and reached out a tentative hand to run

through her hair. She leaned into the touch. “I heard what he did—

about  both  Doneval  and  Lysandra,”  Sam  murmured.  “I  never

imagined he’d sink that low—or use your money like that. I’m sorry.” 

“It was what I needed.” She watched the city again. “It was what I

needed to make me tell him I was moving out.” 

Sam gave a nod of approval. “I’ve just sort of … left my belongings

in your main room. Is that all right?” 

She nodded. “We’ll find space for it later.” 

Sam fell silent. “So, we’re free,” he said at last. 

She turned fully to look at him. His brown eyes were vivid. 

“I also heard that you paid off my debt,” he said, his voice strained. 

“You—you sold your Asterion horse to do it.” 

“I had no choice.” She pivoted from her spot on the roof and stood. 

“I’d never leave you shackled to him while I walked away.” 

“Celaena.” He said her name like a caress, slipping a hand around

her  waist.  He  pressed  his  forehead  against  hers.  “How  can  I  ever

repay you?” 

She closed her eyes. “You don’t have to.” 

He brushed his lips against hers. “I love you,” he breathed against

her  mouth.  “And  from  today  onward,  I  want  to  never  be  separated

from  you.  Wherever  you  go,  I  go.  Even  if  that  means  going  to  Hell

itself, wherever you are, that’s where I want to be. Forever.” 

Celaena  put  her  arms  around  his  neck  and  kissed  him  deeply, 

giving him her silent reply. 

Beyond  them,  the  sun  set  over  the  capital,  turning  the  world  into

crimson light and shadows. 

THE

ASSASSIN

AND THE

EMPIRE

AFTER

Curled  into  the  corner  of  a  prison  wagon,  Celaena  Sardothien

watched the splotches of shadows and light play on the wall. Trees—

just beginning to shift into the rich hues of autumn—seemed to peer

at her through the small, barred window. 

She  rested  her  head  against  the  musty  wooden  wall,  listening  to

the creak of the wagon, the clink of the shackles around her wrists

and  ankles,  the  rumbling  chatter  and  occasional  laughter  of  the

guards  who  had  been  escorting  the  wagon  along  its  route  for  two

days now. 

But while she was aware of it all, a deafening sort of silence had

settled  over  her  like  a  cloak.  It  shut  out  everything.  She  knew  she

was  thirsty,  and  hungry,  and  that  her  fingers  were  numb  with  cold, 

but she couldn’t feel it keenly. 

The  wagon  hit  a  rut,  jostling  her  so  hard  that  her  head  knocked

into the wall. Even that pain felt distant. 

The freckles of light along the panels danced like falling snow. 

Like ash. 

Ash  from  a  world  burned  into  nothing—lying  in  ruins  around  her. 

She  could  taste  the  ash  of  that  dead  world  on  her  chapped  lips, 

settling on her leaden tongue. 

She  preferred  the  silence.  In  the  silence  she  couldn’t  hear  the

worst question of all: had she brought this upon herself? 

The  wagon  passed  under  a  particularly  thick  canopy  of  trees, 

blotting  out  the  light.  For  a  heartbeat,  the  silence  peeled  back  long

enough for that question to worm its way into her skull, into her skin, 

into her breath and her bones. 

And in the dark, she remembered. 

CHAPTER

1

 Eleven Days Earlier

Celaena  Sardothien  had  been  waiting  for  this  night  for  the  past

year.  Sitting  on  the  wooden  walkway  tucked  into  the  side  of  the

gilded dome of the Royal Theater, she breathed in the music rising

from the orchestra far below. Her legs dangled over the railing edge, 

and she leaned forward to rest her cheek on her folded arms. 

The  musicians  were  seated  in  a  semicircle  on  the  stage.  They

filled the theater with such wondrous noise that Celaena sometimes

forgot how to breathe. She had seen this symphony performed four

times in the past four years—but she’d always gone with Arobynn. It

had become their annual autumn tradition. 

Though  she  knew  she  shouldn’t,  she  let  her  eyes  drift  to  the

private box where, until last month, she’d always been seated. 

Was it from spite or sheer blindness that Arobynn Hamel now sat

there,  Lysandra  at  his  side?  He   knew  what  this  night  meant  to

Celaena—knew how much she’d looked forward to it every year. And

though  Celaena  hadn’t  wanted  to  go  with  him—and  never  wanted

anything to do with him again—tonight he’d brought Lysandra. As if

this night didn’t mean anything to him at all. 

Even  from  the  rafters,  she  could  see  the  King  of  the  Assassins

holding the hand of the young courtesan, his leg resting against the

skirts of her rose-colored gown. A month after Arobynn had won the

Bidding  for  Lysandra’s  virginity,  it  seemed  that  he  was  still

monopolizing  her  time.  It  wouldn’t  be  a  surprise  if  he’d  worked  out

something with her madam to keep Lysandra until he tired of her. 

Celaena wasn’t sure if she pitied Lysandra for it. 

Celaena returned her attention to the stage. She didn’t know why

she’d  come  here,  or  why  she’d  told  Sam  that  she  had  “plans”  and

couldn’t meet him for dinner at their favorite tavern. 

In the past month, she hadn’t seen or spoken to Arobynn, nor had

she  wanted  to.  But  this  was  her  favorite  symphony,  the  music  so

lovely  that,  to  fill  the  yearlong  wait  between  performances,  she’d

mastered a fair portion of it on the pianoforte. 

The symphony’s third movement finished, and applause thundered

across the shimmering arc of the dome. The orchestra waited for the

clapping to die down before it swept into the joyous allegro that led

to the finale. 

At  least  in  the  rafters,  she  didn’t  have  to  bother  dressing  up  and

pretending to fit in with the bejeweled crowd below. She had easily

snuck in from the roof, and no one had looked up to see the black-

clad figure seated along the railing, nearly hidden from view by the

crystal  chandeliers  that  had  been  raised  and  dimmed  for  the

performance. 

Up here, she could do what she liked. She could rest her head on

her  arms,  or  swing  her  legs  in  time  with  the  music,  or  get  up  and

 dance  if  she  wanted  to.  So  what  if  she’d  never  again  sit  in  that

beloved box, so lovely with its red velvet seats and polished wooden

banisters?  The  music  braided  through  the  theater,  and  each  note

was more brilliant than the last. 

She’d   chosen  to  leave  Arobynn.  She’d  paid  off  her  debt  to  him, 

and Sam’s debt to him, and had moved out. She’d walked away from

her life as Arobynn Hamel’s protégée. That had been her decision—

and one she didn’t regret, not after Arobynn had so sorely betrayed

her.  He’d  humiliated  and  lied  to  her,  and  used  her  blood  money  to

win Lysandra’s Bidding just to spite her. 

Though  she  still  fancied  herself  Adarlan’s  Assassin,  part  of  her

wondered how long Arobynn would allow her to keep the title before

he  named  someone  else  his  successor.  But  no  one  could   truly

replace her. Whether or not she belonged to Arobynn, she was still

the best. She’d always be the best. 

Wouldn’t she? 

She blinked, realizing she’d somehow stopped hearing the music. 

She  should  change  spots—move  to  a  place  where  the  chandeliers
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blocked  out  her  view  of  Arobynn  and  Lysandra.  She  stood,  her

tailbone aching from sitting for so long on the wood. 

Celaena  took  a  step,  the  floorboards  sagging  under  her  black

boots,  but  paused.  Though  it  was  as  she’d  remembered  it,  every

note flawless, the music felt disjointed now. Even though she could

play it from memory, it was suddenly like she’d never heard it before, 

or  like  her  internal  beat  was  now  somehow   off  from  the  rest  of  the

world. 

Celaena  glanced  again  at  the  familiar  box  far  below—where

Arobynn  was  now  draping  a  long,  muscled  arm  along  the  back  of

Lysandra’s seat.  Her old seat, the one closest to the stage. 

It  was  worth  it,  though.  She  was  free,  and  Sam  was  free,  and

Arobynn … He had done his best to hurt her, to break her. Forgoing

these luxuries was a cheap price to pay for a life without him lording

over her. 

The  music  worked  itself  into  the  frenzy  of  its  climax,  becoming  a

whirlwind  of  sound  that  she  found  herself  walking  through—not

toward a new seat, but toward the small door that led onto the roof. 

The  music  roared,  each  note  a  pulse  of  air  against  her  skin. 

Celaena threw the hood of her cloak over her head as she slipped

out the door and into the night beyond. 

It  was  nearing  eleven  when  Celaena  unlocked  the  door  to  her

apartment,  breathing  in  the  already  familiar  scents  of  home.  She’d

spent  much  of  the  past  month  furnishing  the  spacious  apartment—

hidden on the upper floor of a warehouse in the slums—that she now

shared with Sam. 

He’d offered again and again to pay for half of the apartment, but

each  time,  she  ignored  him.  It  wasn’t  because  she  didn’t  want  his

money—though  she  truly  didn’t—but  rather  because,  for  the  first

time  ever,  this  was  a  place  that  was   hers.  And  though  she  cared

deeply for Sam, she wanted to keep it that way. 

She  slipped  inside,  taking  in  the  great  room  that  greeted  her:  to

the  left,  a  shining  oak  dining  table  large  enough  to  fit  eight
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upholstered  chairs  around  it;  to  her  right,  a  plush  red  couch,  two

armchairs, and a low-lying table set before the darkened fireplace. 

The cold fireplace told her enough. Sam wasn’t home. 

Celaena might have gone into the adjacent kitchen to devour the

remaining half of the berry tart Sam hadn’t finished at lunch—might

have  kicked  off  her  boots  and  reclined  before  the  floor-to-ceiling

window  to  take  in  the  stunning  nighttime  view  of  the  capital.  She

might  have  done  any  number  of  things  had  she  not  spied  the  note

atop the small table beside the front door. 

 I’ve gone out, it said in Sam’s handwriting.  Don’t wait up. 

Celaena  crumpled  the  note  in  her  fist.  She  knew   exactly  where

he’d gone—and  exactly why he didn’t want her to wait up. 

Because if she were asleep, then she most likely wouldn’t see the

blood and bruises on him when he staggered in. 

Swearing  viciously,  Celaena  threw  the  crumpled  note  on  the

ground  and  stalked  out  of  the  apartment,  slamming  the  door  shut

behind her. 

If there was a place in Rifthold where the scum of the capital could

always be found, it was the Vaults. 

On  a  relatively  quiet  street  of  the  slums,  Celaena  flashed  her

money  to  the  thugs  standing  outside  the  iron  door  and  entered  the

pleasure hall. The heat and reek hit her almost immediately, but she

didn’t  let  it  crack  her  mask  of  cold  calm  as  she  descended  into  a

warren  of  subterranean  chambers.  She  took  one  look  down  at  the

teeming  crowd  around  the  main  fighting  pit  and  knew  exactly  who

was causing them to cheer. 

She swaggered down the stone steps, her hands in easy reach of

the swords and daggers sheathed at the belt slung low over her hips. 

Most  people  would  have  opted  to  wear  even  more  weapons  to  the

Vaults—but  Celaena  had  been  here  often  enough  to  anticipate  the

threats the usual clientele posed, and she knew she could look after

herself  just  fine.  Still,  she  kept  her  hood  over  her  head,  concealing

most of her face in shadow. Being a young woman in a place like this

wasn’t without its obstacles—especially when a good number of men

came here for the  other entertainment offered by the Vaults. 

As  she  reached  the  bottom  of  the  narrow  stairs,  the  reek  of

unwashed bodies, stale ale, and worse things hit her full-on. It was

enough  to  turn  her  stomach,  and  she  was  grateful  that  she  hadn’t

eaten anything recently. 

She slipped through the crowd packed around the main pit, trying

not  to  look  to  the  exposed  rooms  on  either  side—to  the  girls  and

women who weren’t fortunate enough to be sold into an upper-class

brothel  like  Lysandra.  Sometimes,  when  Celaena  was  feeling

particularly inclined to make herself miserable, she’d wonder if their

fate  would  have  been  hers  had  Arobynn  not  taken  her  in.  She’d

wonder if she’d gaze into their eyes and see some version of herself

staring back. 

So it was easier not to look. 

Celaena pushed past the men and women assembled around the

sunken pit, keeping alert for grasping hands eager to part her from

her money—or one of her exquisite blades. 

She leaned against a wooden pillar and stared into the pit. 

Sam moved so fast the hulking man in front of him didn’t stand a

chance, dodging each knock-out blow with power and grace—some

of  it  natural,  some  learned  from  years  of  training  at  the  Assassins’

Keep. Both of them were shirtless, and Sam’s toned chest gleamed

with  sweat  and  blood.  Not  his  blood,  she  noticed—the  only  injuries

she could see were his split lip and a bruise on his cheek. 

His opponent lunged, trying to tackle Sam to the sandy floor. But

Sam  whirled,  and  as  the  giant  stumbled  past,  Sam  drove  his  bare

foot into his back. The man hit the sand with a thud that Celaena felt

through the filthy stone floor. The crowd cheered. 

Sam could have rendered the man unconscious in a heartbeat. He

could  have  snapped  his  neck  just  now,  or  ended  the  fight  any

number of ways. But from the half-wild, self-satisfied gleam in Sam’s

eyes, Celaena knew he was playing with his opponent. The injuries

on his face had probably been intentional mistakes—to make it look

like a somewhat even fight. 

Fighting  in  the  Vaults  wasn’t  only  about  knocking  out  your

opponent—it  was  about  making  a  show  out  of  it.  The  crowd  near

savage with elation, Sam probably had been giving them one hell of

a performance. And, judging by the blood on Sam, it seemed like this

performance was probably one of  several encores. 

A  low  growl  rippled  through  her.  There  was  only  one  rule  in  the

Vaults: no weapons, just fists. But you could still get horribly hurt. 

His opponent staggered to his feet, but Sam had finished waiting. 

The  poor  brute  didn’t  even  have  time  to  raise  his  hands  as  Sam

lashed out with a roundhouse kick. His foot slammed into the man’s

face  hard  enough  for  the  impact  to  sound  over  the  shouts  of  the

crowd. 

The  opponent  reeled  sideways,  blood  spurting  from  his  mouth. 

Sam struck again, a punch to the gut. The man doubled over, only to

meet  Sam’s  knee  to  his  nose.  His  head  snapped  skyward,  and  he

stumbled back, back, back—

The crowd screamed its triumph as Sam’s fist, coated in blood and

sand,  connected  with  the  man’s  exposed  face.  Even  before  he

finished swinging, Celaena knew it was a knockout punch. 

The man hit the sand and didn’t move. 

Panting, Sam lifted his bloodied arms to the surrounding crowd. 

Celaena’s ears nearly shattered at the answering roar. She gritted

her  teeth  as  the  master  of  ceremonies  strode  onto  the  sand, 

proclaiming Sam the victor. 

It wasn’t fair, really. No matter what opponents they threw his way, 

any person that went up against Sam would lose. 

Celaena  had  half  a  mind  to  hop  into  the  pit  and  challenge  Sam

herself. 

 That would be a performance the Vaults would never forget. 

She  gripped  her  arms.  She  hadn’t  had  a  contract  in  the  month

since she’d left Arobynn, and though she and Sam continued training

as best they could … Oh, the urge to jump into that pit and take them

 all down was overwhelming. A wicked smile spread across her face. 

If  they  thought  Sam  was  good,  then  she’d   really  give  the  crowd

something to scream for. 

Sam  spotted  her  leaning  against  the  pillar.  His  triumphant  grin

remained,  but  she  saw  a  glimmer  of  displeasure  flash  in  his  brown

eyes. 
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She inclined her head toward the exit. The gesture told him all he

needed to know: unless he wanted  her to get into the pit with him, he

was done for tonight, and she’d meet him on the street when he had

collected his earnings. 

And then the real fight would begin. 

“Should  I  be  relieved  or  worried  that  you  haven’t  said  anything?” 

Sam asked her as they strode through the backstreets of the capital, 

weaving their way home. 

Celaena dodged a puddle that could have been either rainwater or

urine.  “I’ve  been  thinking  of  ways  to  begin  that  don’t  involve

screaming.” 

Sam snorted, and she ground her teeth. A bag of coins jangled at

his  waist.  Although  the  hood  of  his  cloak  was  pulled  up  over  his

head, she could still clearly see his split lip. 

She fisted her hands. “You promised you wouldn’t go back there.” 

Sam  kept  his  eyes  on  the  narrow  alley  ahead  of  them,  always

alert, always watching for any source of danger. “I didn’t  promise. I

said I’d think about it.” 

“People  die  in  the  Vaults!”  She  said  it  louder  than  she  meant  to, 

her words echoing off the alley walls. 

“People  die  because  they’re  fools  in  search  of  glory.  They’re  not

trained assassins.” 

“Accidents  still  happen.  Any  of  those  men  could  have  snuck  in  a

blade.” 

He let out a quick, harsh laugh, full of pure male arrogance. “You

really think so little of my abilities?” 

They  turned  down  another  street,  where  a  group  of  people  were

smoking  pipes  outside  a  dimly  lit  tavern.  Celaena  waited  until  they

were past them before speaking. “Risking yourself for a few coins is

absurd.” 

“We need whatever money we can get,” Sam said quietly. 

She tensed. “We have money.”  Some money, less and less each

day. 

“It  won’t  last  forever.  Not  when  we  haven’t  been  able  to  get  any other contracts. And especially not with your lifestyle.” 

“My lifestyle!” she hissed. But it was true. She could rough it, but

her  heart  lay  in  luxury—in  fine  clothes  and  delicious  food  and

exquisite furnishings. She’d taken for granted how much of that had

been  provided  for  her  at  the  Assassins’  Keep.  Arobynn  might  have

kept  a  detailed  list  of  the  expenses  she  owed  him,  but  he’d  never

charged them for their food, or their servants, or their carriages. And

now that she was on her own …

“The  Vaults  are  easy  fights,”  Sam  said.  “Two  hours  there,  and  I

can make decent money.” 

“The Vaults are a festering pile of shit,” she snapped. “We’re better

than  that.  We  can  make  our  money  elsewhere.”  She  didn’t  know

where,  or  how,  exactly,  but  she  could  find  something  better  than

fighting in the Vaults. 

Sam grabbed her arm, making her stop to face him. “Then what if

we  left  Rifthold?”  Though  her  own  hood  covered  most  of  her

features, she raised her brows at him. “What’s keeping us here?” 

Nothing. Everything. 

Unable to answer him, Celaena shook off his grasp and continued

walking. 

It was an absurd idea, really. Leaving Rifthold. Where would they

even  go? 

They  reached  the  warehouse  and  were  quickly  up  the  rickety

wooden stairs at the back, then inside the apartment on the second

floor. 

She  didn’t  say  anything  to  him  as  she  tossed  off  her  cloak  and

boots, lit some candles, and went into the kitchen to down a piece of

bread  slathered  in  butter.  And  he  didn’t  say  anything  as  he  strode

into the bathing room and washed himself. The running water was a

luxury the previous owner had spent a fortune on—and had been the

biggest priority for Celaena when she was looking for places to live. 

Benefits  like  running  water  were  plentiful  in  the  capital,  but  not

widespread  elsewhere.  If  they  left  Rifthold,  what  sorts  of  things

would she have to go without? 

She  was  still  contemplating  that  when  Sam  padded  into  the

kitchen,  all  traces  of  blood  and  sand  washed  away.  His  bottom  lip

was still swollen, and he had a bruise on his cheek, not to mention

his raw knuckles, but he looked to be in one piece. 

Sam slid into one of the chairs at the kitchen table and cut himself

a piece of bread. Buying food for the house took up more time than

she’d  realized  it  would,  and  she’d  been  debating  hiring  a

housekeeper, but … that’d cost money.  Everything cost money. 

Sam took a bite, poured a glass of water from the ewer she’d left

sitting on the oak table, and leaned back in his chair. Behind him, the

window  above  the  sink  revealed  the  glittering  sprawl  of  the  capital

and the illuminated glass castle towering over them all. 

“Are you just not going to speak to me ever again?” 

She  shot  him  a  glare.  “Moving  is  expensive.  If  we  were  to  leave

Rifthold,  then  we’d  need  a  little  more  money  so  we  could  have

something to fall back on if we can’t get work right away.” Celaena

contemplated it. “One more contract each,” she said. “I might not be

Arobynn’s  protégée  anymore,  but  I’m  still  Adarlan’s  Assassin,  and

you’re  …  well,  you’re   you.”  He  gave  her  a  dark  look,  and,  despite

herself,  Celaena  grinned.  “One  more  contract,”  she  repeated,  “and

we  could  move.  It’d  help  with  the  expenses—give  us  enough  of  a

cushion.” 

“Or we could say to hell with it and go.” 

“I’m  not  giving  up  everything  just  to  slum  it  somewhere.  If  we

leave, we’ll do it my way.” 

Sam crossed his arms. “You keep saying  if—but what else is there

to decide?” 

Again: nothing. Everything. 

She took a long breath. “How will we establish ourselves in a new

city without Arobynn’s support?” 

Triumph  flashed  in  Sam’s  eyes.  She  leashed  her  irritation.  She

hadn’t said outright that she was agreeing to move, but her question

was confirmation enough for both of them. 

Before he could answer, she went on: “We’ve grown up here, and

yet  in  the  past  month,  we  haven’t  been  able  to  get  any  hires. 

Arobynn always handled those things.” 

“Intentionally,” Sam growled. “And we’d do just fine, I think. We’re

not  going  to  need  his  support.  When  we  move,  we’re  leaving  the

Guild, too. I don’t want to be paying dues for the rest of my life, and I

don’t want anything to do with that conniving bastard ever again.” 

“Yes, but you  know that we need his blessing. We need to make

…  amends.  And  need  him  to  agree  to  let  us  leave  the  Guild

peacefully.” She almost choked on it, but managed to get the words

out. 

Sam shot out of his seat. “Do I need to remind you what he did to

us? What he’s done to  you?  You know that the reason we can’t find

any  hires  is  because  Arobynn  made  sure  word  got  out  that  we

weren’t to be approached.” 

“Exactly.  And  it  will  only  get  worse.  The  Assassins’  Guild  would

punish  us  for  beginning  our  own  establishment  elsewhere  without

Arobynn’s approval.” 

Which  was  true.  While  they’d  paid  their  debts  to  Arobynn,  they

were still members of the Guild, and still obligated to pay them dues

every  year.  Every  assassin  in  the  Guild  answered  to  Arobynn. 

Obeyed him. Celaena and Sam had both been dispatched more than

once to hunt down Guild members who had gone rogue, refused to

pay their dues, or broken some sacred Guild rule. Those assassins

had tried to hide, but it had only been a matter of time before they’d

been found. And the consequences hadn’t been pleasant. 

Celaena  and  Sam  had  brought  Arobynn  and  the  Guild  a  lot  of

money and earned them a fair amount of notoriety, so their decisions

and careers had been closely monitored. Even with their debts paid, 

they’d be asked to pay a parting fee, if they were lucky. If not … well, 

it’d be a very dangerous request to make. 

“So,”  she  went  on,  “unless  you  want  to  wind  up  with  your  throat

cut,  we  need  to  get  Arobynn’s  approval  to  break  from  the  Guild

before we leave. And since you seem in such a hurry to get out of

the capital, we’ll go see him tomorrow.” 

Sam pursed his lips. “I’m not going to grovel. Not to him.” 

“Neither am I.” She stalked to the kitchen sink, bracing her hands

on either side of it as she looked out the window. Rifthold. Could she

truly leave it behind? She might hate it at times, but … this was  her

city.  Leaving  that,  starting  over  in  a  new  city  somewhere  on  the continent … Could she do it? 

Footsteps thudded on the wooden floor, a warm breath caressed

her  neck,  and  then  Sam’s  arms  slipped  around  her  waist  from

behind.  He  rested  his  chin  on  the  crook  between  her  shoulder  and

neck. 

“I just want to be with you,” he murmured. “I don’t care where we

go. That’s all I want.” 

She closed her eyes, and leaned her head against his. He smelled

of her lavender soap—her  expensive lavender soap that she’d once

warned him to never use again. He probably had no idea what soap

she’d even been scolding him about. She’d have to start hiding her

beloved toiletries and leave out something inexpensive for him. Sam

wouldn’t be able to tell the difference, anyway. 

“I’m  sorry  I  went  to  the  Vaults,”  he  said  onto  her  skin,  planting  a

kiss beneath her ear. 

A  shiver  went  down  her  spine.  Though  they’d  been  sharing  the

bedroom  for  the  past  month,  they  hadn’t  yet  crossed  that  final

threshold of intimacy. She wanted to—and he  certainly wanted to—

but  so  much  had  changed  so  quickly.  Something  that  monumental

could  wait  a  while  longer.  It  didn’t  stop  them  from  enjoying  each

other, though. 

Sam kissed her ear, his teeth grazing her earlobe, and her heart

stumbled a beat. 

“Don’t use kissing to swindle me into accepting your apology,” she

got  out,  even  as  she  tilted  her  head  to  the  side  to  allow  him  better

access. 

He chuckled, his breath caressing her neck. “It was worth a shot.” 

“If you go to the Vaults again,” she said as he nibbled on her ear, 

“I’ll hop in and beat you unconscious myself.” 

She felt him smile against her skin. “You could try.” He bit her ear

—not  hard  enough  to  hurt,  but  enough  to  tell  her  that  he’d  now

stopped listening. 

She  whirled  in  his  arms,  glaring  up  at  him,  at  his  beautiful  face

illuminated by the glow of the city, at his eyes, so dark and rich. “And

 you used my lavender soap. Don’t ever do that—” 

But then Sam’s lips found hers, and Celaena stopped talking for a

good while after that. 

Yet  as  they  stood  there,  their  bodies  twining  around  each  other, 

there  was  still  one  question  that  remained  unasked—one  question

neither of them dared voice. 

Would Arobynn Hamel let them leave? 

CHAPTER

2

When  Celaena  and  Sam  entered  the  Assassins’  Keep  the  next

day,  it  was  as  if  nothing  had  changed.  The  same  trembling

housekeeper  greeted  them  at  the  door  before  scuttling  away,  and

Wesley,  Arobynn’s  bodyguard,  was  standing  in  his  familiar  position

outside the King of the Assassins’ study. 

They strode right up to the door, Celaena using every step, every

breath, to take in details. Two blades strapped to Wesley’s back, one

at  his  side,  two  daggers  sheathed  at  his  waist,  the  glint  of  one

shining in his boot—probably one more hidden in the other boot, too. 

Wesley’s  eyes  were  alert,  keen—not  a  sign  of  exhaustion  or

sickness or anything that she could use to her advantage if it came

to a fight. 

But  Sam  just  strolled  right  up  to  Wesley,  and  despite  how  quiet

he’d been on their long walk over here, he held out a hand and said, 

“Good to see you, Wesley.” 

Wesley shook Sam’s hand and gave a half smile. “I’d say you look

good,  boyo,  but  that  bruise  says  otherwise.”  Wesley  looked  at

Celaena, who lifted her chin and huffed. “You look more or less the

same,” he said, a challenging gleam in his eyes. He’d never liked her

—never bothered to be nice. As if he’d always known that she and

Arobynn would wind up on opposite sides, and that he’d be the first

line of defense. 

She strode right past him. “And you still look like a jackass,” she

said  sweetly,  and  opened  the  doors  to  the  study.  Sam  muttered  an

apology as Celaena entered the room and found Arobynn waiting for

them. 

The King of the Assassins watched them with a smile, his hands

steepled  on  the  desk  in  front  of  him.  Wesley  shut  the  door  behind

Sam, and they silently took seats in the two chairs before Arobynn’s

massive oak desk. 

One  glance  at  Sam’s  drawn  face  told  her  that  he,  too,  was

remembering  the  last  time  the  two  of  them  had  been  in  here

together.  That  night  had  ended  with  both  of  them  beaten  into

unconsciousness at Arobynn’s hands. That had been the night that

Sam’s  loyalty  had  switched—when  he’d  threatened  to  kill  Arobynn

for hurting her. It had been the night that changed everything. 

Arobynn’s  smile  grew,  a  practiced,  elegant  expression  disguised

as benevolence. “As overjoyed as I am to see you in good health,” 

he  said,  “do  I  even  want  to  know  what  brings  the  two  of  you  back

home?”  Home—this wasn’t her home now, and Arobynn knew it. The

word was just another weapon. 

Sam bristled, but Celaena leaned forward. They’d agreed that  she

would do the talking, since Sam was more likely to lose his temper

when Arobynn was involved. 

“We  have  a  proposal  for  you,”  she  said,  keeping  perfectly  still. 

Coming face-to-face with Arobynn, after all his betrayals, made her

stomach  twist.  When  she’d  walked  out  of  this  office  a  month  ago, 

she’d  sworn  that  she’d  kill  him  if  he  bothered  her  again.  And

Arobynn, surprisingly, had kept his distance. 

“Oh?” Arobynn leaned back in his chair. 

“We’re  leaving  Rifthold,”  she  said,  her  voice  cool  and  calm.  “And

we’d  like  to  leave  the  Guild,  too.  Ideally,  we’d  establish  our  own

business in another city on the continent. Nothing that would rival the

Guild,” she added smoothly, “just a private business for us to make

ends  meet.”  She  might  need  his  approval,  but  she  didn’t  have  to

grovel. 

Arobynn looked from Celaena to Sam. His silver eyes narrowed on

Sam’s split lip. “Lovers’ quarrel?” 

“A  misunderstanding,”  Celaena  said  before  Sam  could  snap  a

retort. Of course Arobynn would refuse to immediately give them an

answer. Sam gripped the wooden arms of his chair. 

“Ah,”  Arobynn  replied,  still  smiling.  Still  calm,  and  graceful,  and

deadly. “And where, exactly, are you living now? Somewhere nice, I

hope. It wouldn’t do to have my best assassins living in squalor.” 

He’d  make  them  play  this  game  of  exchanging  niceties  until   he wanted  to  answer  their  question.  Beside  her,  Sam  was  rigid  in  his

seat.  She  could  practically  feel  the  hot  rage  rippling  off  of  him  as

Arobynn said  my assassins. Another razor-sharp use of words. She

bit down on her own rising anger. 

“You  look  well,  Arobynn,”  she  said.  If  he  didn’t  answer  her

questions,  then  she  certainly  wouldn’t  answer  his.  Especially  ones

about their current location, though he probably already knew. 

Arobynn waved a hand, leaning back in his seat. “This Keep feels

too empty without you both.” 

He said it with such conviction—as if they’d left just to spite him—

that  she  wondered  if  he  meant  it,  if  he’d  somehow  forgotten  what

he’d done to her and how he’d treated Sam. 

“And now that you’re talking of moving away from the capital and

leaving the Guild …” Arobynn’s face was unreadable. She kept her

breathing even, kept her heartbeat from racing. A nonanswer to her

question. 

She  kept  her  chin  high.  “Then  is  it  acceptable  to  the  Guild  if  we

leave?” Every word balanced on the edge of a blade. 

Arobynn’s eyes glittered. “You are free to move away.” Move away. 

He hadn’t said anything about leaving the Guild. 

Celaena  opened  her  mouth  to  demand  a  clearer  statement,  but

then—

“Give  us  a  damned  answer.”  Sam’s  teeth  were  bared,  his  face

white with anger. 

Arobynn looked at Sam, his smile so deadly that Celaena fought

the  urge  to  reach  for  a  dagger.  “I  just  did.  You  two  are  free  to  do

whatever you want.” 

She  had  seconds,  perhaps,  before  Sam  truly  exploded—before

he’d start a brawl that would ruin everything. Arobynn’s smile grew, 

and  Sam’s  hands  casually  dropped  to  his  sides—his  fingers  so,  so

near the hilts of his sword and dagger. 

 Shit. 

“We’re  willing  to  offer  this  much  to  leave  the  Guild,”  Celaena

interrupted,  desperate  for  anything  to  get  them  from  coming  to

blows. Gods above, she was aching for a fight, but not  this one—not
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with  Arobynn.  Thankfully,  both  Arobynn  and  Sam  turned  to  her  as

she  named  the  sum.  “That  price  is  more  than  satisfactory  for  us  to

leave and set up our own business elsewhere.” 

Arobynn looked at her for a too-long moment before he made her

a counteroffer. 

Sam shot to his feet. “Are you  insane?” 

Celaena was too stunned to move. That much money … He had

to  know,  somehow,  how  much  she  had  left  in  the  bank.  Because

paying him what he asked would wipe it out entirely. The only money

they’d  have  would  be  Sam’s  meager  savings,  and  whatever  she

could get from the apartment—which might be hard to sell, given its

location and unusual layout. 

She  countered  his  offer  with  another,  but  he  just  shook  his  head

and  stared  up  at  Sam.  “You  two  are  my  best,”  Arobynn  said  with

maddening  calm.  “If  you  leave,  then  the  respect   and  the  money

you’d provide the Guild would be lost. I have to account for that. This

price is generous.” 

“Generous,” Sam hissed. 

But  Celaena,  her  stomach  churning,  lifted  her  chin.  She  could

keep throwing figures at him until she was blue in the face, but he’d

obviously  picked  this  number  for  a  reason.  He  would  not  budge.  It

was one last slap in the face—one final twist of the knife meant only

to punish her. 

“I  accept,”  she  said,  giving  him  a  bland  smile.  Sam  whipped  his

head around, but she kept her eyes on Arobynn’s elegant face. “I’ll

have  the  funds  transferred  to  your  account  immediately.  And  once

that’s done, we’re leaving—and I expect to never be bothered by you

or the Guild again. Understood?” 

Celaena  rose  to  her  feet.  She  had  to  get  far  away  from  here. 

Coming  back  had  been  a  mistake.  She  shoved  her  hands  in  her

pockets to hide how they were starting to tremble. 

Arobynn  grinned  at  her,  and  she  realized  he  already  knew. 

“Understood.” 

“You had no right to accept his offer,” Sam raged, his face set with

such fury that people along the broad city avenue practically jumped

out of his way. “No right to do that without consulting me. You didn’t

even  bargain!” 

Celaena  peered  into  the  shop  windows  as  she  walked  by.  She

loved  the  shopping  district  in  the  heart  of  the  capital—the  clean

sidewalks  lined  with  trees,  the  main  avenue  leading  right  up  to  the

marble steps of the Royal Theater, the way she could find anything

from shoes to perfumes to jewelry to fine weapons. 

“If we pay that, then we definitely need to find a contract before we

leave!” 

 If we pay that. She said, “I  am paying that.” 

“Like hell you are.” 

“It’s my money, and I can do what I want with it.” 

“You paid for your debt and mine already—I’m not letting you give

him  another  copper.  We  can  find  some  way  around  paying  this

parting fee.” 

They  walked  past  the  crowded  entrance  of  a  popular  tea  court, 

where  finely  dressed  women  were  chatting  with  each  other  in  the

warm autumn sun. 

“Is the issue that he demanded so much money, or that  I’m paying

it?” 

Sam  pulled  up  short,  and  though  he  didn’t  look  twice  at  the  tea

court ladies, they certainly looked at him. Even with anger rolling off

him, Sam was beautiful. And too angry to notice that this was  not the

spot to argue. 

Celaena grabbed his arm, yanking him along. She felt the eyes of

the  ladies  on  her  as  she  did  so.  She  couldn’t  help  a  flicker  of

smugness as they took in her dark blue tunic with its exquisite gold

embroidery along the lapels and cuffs, her fitted ivory pants, and her

knee-high  brown  boots,  made  with  butter-soft  leather.  While  most

women—especially  the  wealthy  or  noble-born  ones—opted  to  wear

dresses  and  miserable  corsets,  pants  and  tunics  were  common

enough that her fine clothing wouldn’t have escaped the appreciation

of the women idling outside the tea courts. 

“The issue,” Sam said through his teeth, “is that I’m sick of playing

his games, and I’d just as soon cut his throat as pay that money.” 

“Then you’re a fool. If we leave Rifthold on bad terms, we’ll never

be  able  to  settle  anywhere—not  if  we  want  to  keep  our  current

occupation.  And  even  if  we  decided  to  find  honest  professions

instead, I’d always wonder if he or the Guild would show up one day

and demand that money. So if I have to give him every last copper in

my bank account to ensure that I can sleep in peace for the rest of

my life, so be it.” 

They  reached  the  enormous  intersection  at  the  heart  of  the

shopping  district,  where  the  domed  Royal  Theater  rose  above

streets packed with horses and wagons and people. 

“Where  do  we  draw  the  line?”  Sam  asked  her  quietly.  “When  do

we say  enough?” 

“This is the last time.” 

He let out a derisive snort. “I’m sure it is.” He turned down one of

the avenues—in the opposite direction from home. 

“Where are you going?” 

He looked over his shoulder. “I need to clear my head. I’ll see you

at home.” She watched him cross the busy avenue, watched until he

was swallowed up by the hustle of the capital. 

Celaena  began  walking,  too,  wherever  her  feet  took  her.  She

passed  by  the  steps  of  the  Royal  Theater  and  kept  walking,  the

shops and vendors blurring together. The day was blossoming into a

truly lovely example of autumn—the air was crisp, but the sun was

warm. 

In  some  ways,  Sam  was  right.  But  she’d  dragged  him  into  this

mess—she’d  been  the  one  who  had  started  things  in  Skull’s  Bay. 

Though he claimed to have been in love with her for years, if she’d

only kept her distance these past few months, he wouldn’t be in this

situation. Perhaps, if she’d been smart, she would have just broken

his heart and let him remain with Arobynn. Having him hate her was

easier than this. She was … responsible for him now. And that was

terrifying. 

She  cared  for  him  more  than  she’d  ever  cared  for  anyone.  Now

that  she’d  ruined  the  career  he’d  worked  for  his  whole  life,  she’d

hand over all her money to make sure that he could at least be free. 

But  she  couldn’t  just  explain  that  she  paid  for  everything  because

she felt guilty. He’d resent that. 

Celaena paused her walking and found herself at the other end of

the  broad  avenue,  across  the  street  from  the  gates  to  the  glass

castle.  She  hadn’t  realized  she’d  walked  so  far—or  been  so  lost  in

her thoughts. She usually avoided coming this close to the castle. 

The heavily guarded iron gates led to a long, tree-lined path that

snaked up to the infamous building itself. She craned her head back

to take in the towers that brushed the sky, the turrets sparkling in the

midmorning sun. It had been built atop the original stone castle, and

was the crowning achievement in Adarlan’s empire. 

She hated it. 

Even  from  the  street,  she  could  see  people  milling  about  the

distant  castle  grounds—uniformed  guards,  ladies  in  voluminous

dresses, servants clad in the clothes of their station … What sort of

lives did they lead, dwelling within the shadow of the king? 

Her  eyes  rose  to  the  highest  gray  stone  tower,  where  a  small

balcony  jutted  out,  covered  with  creeping  ivy.  It  was  so  easy  to

imagine that the people within had nothing to worry about. 

But  inside  that  shining  building,  decisions  were  made  daily  that

altered the course of Erilea. Inside that building, it had been decreed

that  magic  was  outlawed,  and  that  labor  camps  like  Calaculla  and

Endovier  were  to  be  established.  Inside  that  building,  the  murderer

who  called  himself  king  dwelled,  the  man  she  feared  above  all

others. If the Vaults were the heart of Rifthold’s underworld, then the

glass castle was the soul of Adarlan’s empire. 

She felt like it watched her, a giant beast of glass and stone and

iron.  Staring  at  it  made  her  problems  with  Sam  and  Arobynn  feel

inconsequential—like  gnats  buzzing  before  the  gaping  maw  of  a

creature poised to devour the world. 

A chill wind blew past, ripping strands of hair from her braid. She

shouldn’t  have  let  herself  walk  so  close,  even  if  the  odds  of  ever

encountering  the  king  were  next  to  none.  Just  the  thought  of  him

sent a wretched fear splintering through her. 

Her  only  consolation  was  that  most  people  from  the  kingdoms

conquered  by  the  king  probably  felt  the  same  way.  When  he’d
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marched  into  Terrasen  nine  years  ago,  his  invasion  had  been  swift

and brutal—so brutal that it made even Celaena sick to recall some

of the atrocities that had been committed to secure his rule. 

Shuddering, she turned on her heel and headed home. 

Sam didn’t return until dinner. 

Celaena was sprawled on the couch before the roaring fireplace, 

book  in  hand,  when  Sam  strode  into  the  apartment.  His  hood  still

covered  half  of  his  face,  and  the  hilt  of  the  sword  strapped  to  his

back glinted in the orange light of the room. As he locked the door

behind  him,  she  caught  the  dull  gleam  of  the  gauntlets  strapped  to

his  forearms—thick,  embroidered  leather  that  concealed  hidden

daggers.  He  moved  with  such  precise  efficiency  and  controlled

power that she blinked. Sometimes it was so easy to forget that the

young  man  she  shared  the  apartment  with  was  also  a  trained, 

ruthless killer. 

“I  found  a  client.”  He  pulled  off  his  hood  and  leaned  against  the

door, his arms crossed over his broad chest. 

Celaena shut the book she’d been gobbling down and set it on the

couch. “Oh?” 

His  brown  eyes  were  bright,  though  his  face  was  unreadable. 

“They’ll  pay.  A  lot.  And  they  want  to  keep  it  from  reaching  the

Assassins’ Guild’s ears. There’s even a contract in it for you.” 

“Who’s the client?” 

“I don’t know. The man I spoke to had the usual disguises—hood, 

unremarkable  clothing.  He  could  have  been  acting  on  behalf  of

someone else.” 

“Why do they want to avoid using the Guild?” She moved to perch

on the arm of the couch. The distance between her and Sam felt too

large, too full of lightning. 

“Because  they  want  me  to  kill  Ioan  Jayne  and  his  second-in-

command, Rourke Farran.” 

Celaena  stared  at  him.  “Ioan  Jayne.”  The  biggest  Crime  Lord  in

Rifthold. 


Sam nodded. 

A  roaring  filled  her  ears.  “He’s  too  well-guarded,”  she  said.  “And

Farran … That man is a psychopath. He’s a  sadist.” 

Sam  approached  her.  “You  said  that  in  order  to  move  to  another

city,  we  need  money.  And  since  you’re  insisting  on  paying  off  the

Guild, then we  really need money. So unless you want to wind up as

thieves, I suggest we take it.” 

She had to tilt her head back to look at him. “Jayne is dangerous.” 

“Then it’s good that we’re the best, isn’t it?” Though he gave her a

lazy smile, she could see the tension in his shoulders. 

“We  should  find  another  contract.  There’s  bound  to  be  someone

else.” 

“You don’t know that. And no one else would pay this much.” He

named  the  figure,  and  Celaena’s  brows  rose.  They’d  be   very

comfortable after that. They could live anywhere. 

“You’re sure you don’t know who the client is?” 

“Are you  looking for excuses to say no?” 

“I’m  trying  to  make  sure  that  we’re  safe,”  she  snapped.  “Do  you

know how many people have tried to take out Jayne and Farran? Do

you know how many of them are still alive?” 

Sam ran a hand through his hair. “Do you want to be with me?” 

“What?” 

“Do you want to be with me?” 

“Yes.” Right now, that was all she wanted. 

A  half  smile  tugged  at  one  corner  of  his  lips.  “Then  we’ll  do  this, 

and  we’ll  have  enough  money  to  tie  up  our  loose  ends  in  Rifthold

and set ourselves up somewhere else on the continent. If you asked, 

I’d  still  leave  tonight  without  giving  Arobynn  or  the  Guild  a  copper, 

but  you’re  right:  I  don’t  want  to  spend  the  rest  of  our  lives  looking

over  our  shoulders.  It  should  be  a  clean  break.  I  want  that  for  us.” 

Her throat tightened, and she looked toward the fire. Sam hooked a

finger under her chin and tilted her head up to him again. “So will you

go after Jayne and Farran with me?” 

He was so beautiful—so full of all the things that she wanted, all

that she hoped for. How had she never noticed that until this year? 

How had she spent so long hating him? 

“I’ll think about it,” she rasped. It wasn’t just bravado. She  did need to think about it. Especially if their targets were Jayne and Farran. 

Sam’s  smile  grew  and  he  leaned  down  to  brush  a  kiss  to  her

temple. “Better than a  no.” 

Their breath mingled. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier today.” 

“An  apology  from  Celaena  Sardothien?”  His  eyes  danced  with

light. “Do I dream?” 

She scowled, but Sam kissed her. She wrapped her arms around

his  neck,  opening  her  mouth  to  his,  and  a  low  growl  escaped  from

him  as  their  tongues  met.  Her  hands  tangled  in  the  strap  that  held

his  sword  against  his  back,  and  she  withdrew  long  enough  to

unclasp the scabbard buckle across his chest. 

His sword clattered to the wooden floor behind them. Sam looked

her in the eyes again, and it was enough for her to grab him closer. 

He  kissed  her  thoroughly,  lazily,  as  if  he  had  a  lifetime  of  kisses  to

look forward to. 

She liked that. A lot. 

He slid one arm around her back and the other beneath her knees, 

sweeping her up in a fluid, graceful movement. Though she’d never

tell him, she practically swooned. 

He carried her from the living room and into the bedroom, gently

setting  her  down  on  the  bed.  He  withdrew  only  long  enough  to

remove  the  deadly  gauntlets  from  his  wrists,  followed  by  his  boots, 

cloak,  jerkin,  and  shirt  beneath.  She  took  in  his  golden  skin  and

muscled chest, the slender scars that peppered his torso, her heart

beating so fast she could hardly breathe. 

He was hers. This magnificent, powerful creature was hers. 

Sam’s mouth found hers again, and he eased her farther onto the

bed. Down, down, his clever hands exploring every inch of her until

she was on her back and he braced himself on his forearms to hover

over her. He kissed her neck, and she arched up into him as he ran

his  hand  down  the  plane  of  her  torso,  unbuttoning  her  tunic  as  he

went.  She  didn’t  want  to  know  where  he  had  learned  to  do  these

things. Because if she ever learned the names of those girls …

Her  breath  hitched  as  he  reached  the  last  button  and  pulled  her

out of the jacket. He looked down at her body, his breathing ragged. 

They had gone further than this before, but there was a question in

his eyes—a question written over every inch of his body. 

“Not  tonight,”  she  whispered,  her  cheeks  flaring  with  heat.  “Not

yet.” 

“I’m  in  no  rush,”  he  said,  bending  down  to  graze  his  nose  along

her shoulder. 

“It’s just …” Gods above, she should stop talking. She didn’t owe

him an explanation, and he didn’t push it with her, but … “If I’m only

going  to  do  this  once,  then  I  want  to  enjoy  every  step.”  He

understood what she meant by  this—this relationship between them, 

this  bond  that  was  forming,  so  unbreakable  and  unyielding  that  it

made the entire axis of her world shift toward him. That terrified her

more than anything. 

“I  can  wait,”  he  said  thickly,  kissing  her  collarbone.  “We  have  all

the time in the world.” 

Maybe  he  was  right.  And  spending  all  the  time  in  the  world  with

Sam …

That was a treasure worth paying anything for. 

CHAPTER

3

Dawn crept into their room, filling it with golden light that caught in

Sam’s hair and made it shine like bronze. 

Propped on one elbow, Celaena watched him sleep. 

His  bare  torso  was  still  gloriously  tanned  from  the  summer—

suggesting days spent training in one of the courtyards of the Keep, 

or  maybe  lounging  on  the  banks  of  the  Avery.  Scars  of  varying

lengths  were  scattered  across  his  back  and  shoulders—some  of

them  slender  and  even,  some  of  them  thicker  and  jagged.  A  life

spent training and battling … His body was a map of his adventures, 

or proof of what growing up with Arobynn Hamel was like. 

She ran a finger down the groove of his spine. She didn’t want to

see another scar added to his flesh. She didn’t want  this life for him. 

He was better than that. Deserved better. 

When  they  moved,  maybe  they  couldn’t  leave  behind  death  and

killing and all that came with it—not at first, but someday, far in the

future, perhaps …

She brushed the hair from his eyes. Someday, they would both lay

down their swords and daggers and arrows. And by leaving Rifthold, 

by leaving the Guild, they’d take the first step toward that day, even if

they had to keep working as assassins for a few more years at least. 

Sam’s eyes opened, and, finding her watching him, he gave her a

sleepy smile. 

It hit her like a punch to the gut. Yes—for him, she could someday

give up being Adarlan’s Assassin, give up the notoriety and fortune. 

He pulled her down, wrapping an arm around her bare waist and

tucking  her  in  close  to  him.  His  nose  grazed  her  neck,  and  he

breathed her in deeply. 

“Let’s take down Jayne and Farran,” she said softly. 
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Sam  purred  a  response  onto  her  skin  that  told  her  he  was  only

halfawake—and  that  his  mind  was  on  anything  but  Jayne  and

Farran. 

She  dug  her  nails  into  his  back,  and  he  grunted  his  annoyance, 

but made no move to awaken. 

“We’ll eliminate Farran first—to weaken the chain of command. It’d

be too risky to take them both out at once—too many things could go

wrong.  But  if  we  take  out  Farran  first,  even  if  it  means  Jayne’s

guards will be on alert, they’ll still be in total chaos. And that’s when

we’ll  dispatch  Jayne.”  It  was  a  solid  plan.  She  liked  this  plan.  They

merely needed a few days to figure out Farran’s defenses and how

to get around them. 

Sam  mumbled  another  response  that  sounded  like   anything  you

 want, just go back to sleep. 

Celaena looked up at the ceiling and smiled. 

After breakfast, and after she’d gone to the bank to transfer a huge

sum of money to Arobynn’s account (an event that left both Celaena

and  Sam  rather  miserable  and  on  edge),  they  spent  the  day

gathering information  on  Ioan  Jayne.  As  the  biggest  Crime  Lord  in

Rifthold,  Jayne  was  well-protected,  and  his  minions  were

everywhere:  orphan  spies  in  the  streets,  harlots  working  in  the

Vaults, barkeeps and merchants and even some city guards. 

Everyone  knew  where  his  house  was:  a  sprawling  three-s  tory

building  of  white  stone  on  one  of  the  nicest  streets  in  Rifthold.  The

place was so well-watched that it was too risky to do more than walk

past.  Even  stopping  to  observe  for  a  few  minutes  might  spark  the

interest of one of the disguised henchmen loitering on the street. 

It seemed absurd that Jayne would have his house on this street. 

His  neighbors  were  well-off  merchants  and  minor  nobility.  Did  they

know who lived next door and what sort of evil went on beneath the

emerald-tiled roof? 

They  had  a  stroke  of  good  luck  as  they  meandered  past  the

house, looking for all the world like a well-dressed, handsome couple

on a morning walk through the capital. Just as they were passing by, 

Farran,  Jayne’s  Second,  swaggered  out  the  door,  heading  for  the black carriage parked out front. 

Celaena  felt  Sam’s  arm  tense  under  her  hand.  He  kept  looking

ahead,  not  daring  to  stare  at  Farran  for  too  long  in  case  someone

noticed. But Celaena, pretending that she’d discovered a pull in her

forest-green tunic, was able to glance over a few times. 

She’d heard about Farran. Most everyone had. If she had a rival

for notoriety, it was him. 

Tall, broad-shouldered, and in his late twenties, Farran had been

born and abandoned in the streets of Rifthold. He’d begun working

for Jayne as one of his orphan spies, and over the years had clawed

his  way  up  the  ranks  of  Jayne’s  twisted  court,  leaving  a  trail  of

bodies  in  his  wake  until  he  was  appointed  Second.  Looking  at  him

now,  with  his  fine  gray  clothes  and  his  gleaming  black  hair  slicked

into submission, it was impossible to tell that he’d once been one of

the vicious little beasts that roamed the slums in feral packs. 

As he walked down the stairs to the carriage that awaited him in

the private drive, Farran’s steps were smooth, calculated—his body

rippling  with  barely  restrained  power.  Even  from  across  the  street, 

Celaena could see how his dark eyes shone, his pale face set in a

smile that made a shiver go down her spine. 

The bodies Farran had left in his wake, she knew, hadn’t been left

in one piece. Somewhere in the years he’d spent rising from orphan

to Second, Farran had developed a taste for sadistic torture. It had

earned  him  his  spot  at  Jayne’s  side—and  kept  his  rivals  from

challenging him. 

Farran slung himself into the carriage. The movement was so easy

that his well-tailored clothes barely shifted out of place. The carriage

started  down  the  driveway,  turned  onto  the  street,  and  Celaena

looked up as it ambled past. 

Only to see Farran looking out the window—staring right at her. 

Sam pretended not to notice. Celaena kept her face utterly blank

—the disinterest of a well-bred lady who had no idea that the person

staring  at  her  like  a  cat  watching  a  mouse  was  actually  one  of  the

most twisted men in the empire. 

Farran gave her a smile. There was nothing human in it. 

And  that was why their client had offered a kingdom’s ransom for Farran’s and Jayne’s deaths. 

She bobbed her head in a demure deflection of his attention, and

Farran’s grin only grew before the carriage continued past and was

swallowed up in the flow of city traffic. 

Sam loosed a breath. “I’m glad we’re taking him out first.” 

A  dark,  wicked  part  of  her  wished  the  opposite  …  wished  she

could see that feline grin vanish when Farran found out that Celaena

Sardothien had killed Jayne. But Sam was right. She wouldn’t sleep

one wink if they took out Jayne first, knowing Farran would expend

all his resources hunting them down. 

They  made  a  long,  slow  circle  around  the  streets  surrounding

Jayne’s house. 

“It’d  be  easier  to  catch  Farran  on  his  way  somewhere,”  Celaena

said, all too aware of how many eyes were tracking them on these

streets. “The house is too well-guarded.” 

“I’ll probably need two days to figure it out,” Sam said. 

“You’ll need?” 

“I figured you’d want the glory of taking out Jayne. So I’ll dispatch

Farran.” 

“Why not work together?” 

His smile faded. “Because I want you to stay out of this for as long

as possible.” 

“Just  because  we’re  together  doesn’t  mean  I’ve  become  some

weakling ninny.” 

“I’m not saying that. But can you blame me for wanting to keep the

girl I love away from someone like Farran? And before you begin to

rattle off your accomplishments, let me tell you that I  do  know  how

many people you’ve killed and the scrapes you’ve gotten out of. But  I

found this client, so we’re doing it my way.” 

If there hadn’t still been eyes on every corner, Celaena might have

hit him. “How  dare you—” 

“Farran is a monster,” Sam said, not looking at her. “You said so

yourself. And if anything goes wrong, the  last place I want you to be

is in his hands.” 

“We’d be safer if we worked together.” 
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A muscle feathered in his jaw. “I don’t need you looking out for me, 

Celaena.” 

“Is this because of the money? Because I’m paying for things?” 

“It’s because I’m responsible for this hire, and because  you don’t

always get to make the rules.” 

“At  least  let  me  do  some  aerial  spotting  for  you,”  she  said.  She

could let Sam take on Farran—she could become secondary for this

mission. Hadn’t she just accepted that she could someday let go of

being Adarlan’s Assassin? He could have the spotlight. 

“No aerial spotting,” Sam said sharply. “You’ll be on the other side

of the city—far away from this.” 

“You know how ridiculous that is, don’t you?” 

“I’ve had just as much training as you, Celaena.” 

She might have pushed it—might have kept arguing until he gave

in—but  she  caught  the  flicker  of  bitterness  in  his  eyes.  She  hadn’t

seen  that  bitterness  in  months,  not  since  Skull’s  Bay,  when  they’d

been  all  but  enemies.  Sam  had  always  been  forced  to  watch  while

glory  was  heaped  upon  her,  and  always  taken  whatever  missions

she  didn’t  deign  to  accept.  Which  was  absurd,  really,  given  how

talented he was. 

If death-dealing could be called a talent. 

And  while  she  loved  strutting  around,  calling  herself  Adarlan’s

Assassin,  with  Sam  that  sort  of  arrogance  now  sometimes  felt  like

cruelty. 

So though it killed a part of her to say it, and though it went against

all  her  training  to  agree,  Celaena  nudged  him  with  a  shoulder  and

said, “Fine. You take down Farran by yourself. But I get to dispatch

Jayne—and then we’ll do it  my way.” 

Celaena  had  her  weekly  dancing  lesson  with  Madame  Florine, 

who also trained all of the dancers at the Royal Theater, so she left

Sam to finish his scouting as she headed to the old woman’s private

studio. 

Four  hours  later,  sweaty  and  aching  and  utterly  spent,  Celaena made  her  way  back  home  across  the  city.  She’d  known  the  stern

Madame  Florine  since  she  was  a  child:  she  taught  all  of  Arobynn’s

assassins the latest popular dances. But Celaena liked to take extra

lessons  because  of  the  flexibility  and  grace  the  classical  dances

instilled.  She’d  always  suspected  the  terse  instructor  had  barely

tolerated  her—but  to  her  surprise,  Madame  Florine  had  refused  to

take any pay for lessons now that she’d left Arobynn. 

She’d  have  to  find  another  dance  instructor  once  they  moved. 

More than that, a studio with a decent pianoforte player. 

And the city would have to have a library, too. A great, wonderful

library. Or a bookshop with a knowledgeable owner who could make

sure her thirst for books was always sated. 

And  a  good  clothier.  And  perfumer.  And  jeweler.  And

confectionary. 

Her  feet  dragged  as  she  walked  up  the  wooden  steps  to  her

apartment  above  the  warehouse.  She  blamed  it  on  the  lesson. 

Madame  Florine  was  a  brutal  taskmistress—she  didn’t  accept  limp

wrists  or  sloppy  posture  or  anything  except  Celaena’s  very  best. 

Though she  did always turn a blind eye to the last twenty minutes of

their  lesson,  when  she  allowed  Celaena  to  tell  the  student  on  the

pianoforte to play her favorite music and set herself loose, dancing

with  wild  abandon.  And  now  that  Celaena  had  no  pianoforte  of  her

own in the apartment, Madame Florine even let her remain after the

lesson to practice. 

Celaena found herself atop the stair landing, staring at the silvery-

green door. 

She  could leave Rifthold. If it meant being free from Arobynn, she

could  leave  behind  all  these  things  she  loved.  Other  cities  on  the

continent  had  libraries  and  bookshops  and  fine  outfitters.  Perhaps

not as wonderful as Rifthold’s, and perhaps the city’s heart wouldn’t

beat  with  the  familiar  rhythm  that  she  adored,  but  …  for  Sam,  she

could leave. 

Sighing,  Celaena  unlocked  the  door  and  walked  into  the

apartment. 

Arobynn Hamel was sitting on the couch. 

“Hello, darling,” he said, and smiled. 

CHAPTER

4

Alone in the kitchen, Celaena poured herself a cup of tea, trying to

keep her hands from shaking. He’d probably gotten the address from

the servants who had helped bring over her things. To find him here, 

having  broken  into  her  home  …  How  long  had  he  been  sitting

inside? Had he gone through her things? 

She poured another cup of tea for Arobynn. Cups and saucers in

hand, she walked back into the living room. He had his legs crossed, 

one arm sprawled across the back of the sofa, and seemed to have

made himself quite at home. 

She said nothing as she gave him the cup and then took a seat in

one  of  the  armchairs.  The  hearth  was  dark,  and  the  day  had  been

warm  enough  that  Sam  had  left  one  of  the  living  room  windows

open. A briny breeze off the Avery flowed into the apartment, rustling

the crimson velvet curtains and teasing through her hair. She’d miss

that smell, too. 

Arobynn  took  a  sip,  then  peered  into  his  teacup  to  look  at  the

amber  liquid  inside.  “Who  can  I  thank  for  the  impeccable  taste  in

tea?” 

“Me. But you already know that.” 

“Hmm.” Arobynn took another sip. “You know, I  did know that.” The

afternoon  light  caught  in  his  gray  eyes,  turning  them  to  quicksilver. 

“What  I   don’t  know  is  why  you  and  Sam  think  it’s  a  good  idea  to

dispatch Ioan Jayne and Rourke Farran.” 

Of course he knew. “It’s none of your business. Our client wanted

to  operate  outside  of  the  Guild,  and  now  that  I’ve  transferred  it  the

money to your account, Sam and I are no longer a part of it.” 

“Ioan  Jayne,”  Arobynn  repeated,  as  if  she  somehow  didn’t  know

who he was. “Ioan Jayne. Are you  insane?” 

She clenched her jaw. “I don’t see why I should trust your advice.” 

“Even  I wouldn’t take on Jayne.” Arobynn’s gaze burned. “And I’m

saying that as someone who has spent  years thinking of ways to put

that man in a grave.” 

“I’m not playing another one of your mind games.” She set down

her tea and rose from her seat. “Get out of my house.” 

Arobynn just stared up at her as if she were a sullen child. “Jayne

is the undisputed Crime Lord in Rifthold for a reason. And Farran is

his  Second  for  a  damn  good  reason,  too.  You  might  be  excellent, 

Celaena, but you’re not invincible.” 

She  crossed  her  arms.  “Maybe  you’re  trying  to  dissuade  me

because  you’re  worried  that  when  I  kill  him,  I  will  have  truly

surpassed you.” 

Arobynn shot to his feet, towering over her. “The reason I’m trying

to  dissuade  you,  you  stupid,  ungrateful  girl,  is  because  Jayne  and

Farran  are   lethal.  If  a  client  offered  me  the  glass  castle  itself,  I wouldn’t touch an offer like that!” 

She felt her nostrils flare. “After all that you’ve done, how can you

expect  me  to  believe  a  word  that  comes  out  of  your  mouth?”  Her

hand had started drifting toward the dagger at her waist. Arobynn’s

eyes  remained  on  her  face,  but  he  was  aware—he  knew  every

movement  her  hands  made  and  didn’t  have  to  look  at  her  to  track

them. “Get out of my house,” she growled. 

Arobynn  gave  her  a  half  smile  and  looked  around  the  apartment

with  deliberate  care.  “Tell  me  something,  Celaena:  do  you  trust

Sam?” 

“What sort of a question is that?” 

Arobynn casually slid his hands into the pockets of his silver tunic. 

“Have you told him the truth about where you came from? I have a

feeling  that’s  something  he’d  like  to  know.  Perhaps  before  he

dedicates his life to you.” 

She  focused  on  keeping  her  breathing  even,  and  pointed  at  the

door again. “Go.” 

Arobynn  shrugged,  waving  a  hand  as  if  to  dismiss  the  questions

he’d  raised,  and  walked  toward  the  front  door.  She  watched  his

every move, took in every step and shift of his shoulders, noted what

he looked at. He reached for the brass doorknob, but turned to her. 

His  eyes—those  silver  eyes  that  would  probably  haunt  her  for  the

rest of her life—were bright. 

“No matter what I have done, I really do love you, Celaena.” 

The  word  hit  her  like  a  stone  to  the  head.  He’d  never  said  that

word to her before. Ever. 

A long silence fell between them. 

Arobynn’s neck shifted as he swallowed. “I do the things that I do

because I’m afraid … and because I don’t know how to express what

I feel.” He said it so quietly that she barely heard it. “I did all of those

things because I was angry with you for picking Sam.” 

Was it the King of the Assassins who spoke, or the father, or the

lover who had never manifested himself? 

Arobynn’s  carefully  cultivated  mask  fell,  and  the  wound  she’d

given  him  flickered  in  those  magnificent  eyes.  “Stay  with  me,”  he

whispered. “Stay in Rifthold.” 

She swallowed, and found it particularly hard to do so. “I’m going.” 

“No,” he said softly. “Don’t go.” 

 No. 

That was what she’d said to him that night he’d beaten her, in the

moment  before  he’d  struck  her,  when  she  thought  he  was  going  to

hurt  Sam  instead.  And  then  he’d  beaten  her  so  badly  she’d  been

knocked unconscious. Then he’d beaten Sam, too. 

 Don’t. 

That was what Ansel had said to her in the desert, when Celaena

had pressed the sword into the back of her neck, when the agony of

Ansel’s  betrayal  had  been  almost  enough  to  make  Celaena  kill  the

girl she’d called a friend. But that betrayal still paled in comparison to

what  Arobynn  had  done  to  her  when  he’d  tricked  her  into  killing

Doneval, a man who could have freed countless slaves. 

He  was  using  words  as  chains  to  bind  her  again.  He’d  had  so

many  chances  over  the  years  to  tell  her  that  he  loved  her—he’d

 known  how  much  she’d  craved  those  words.  But  he  hadn’t  spoken

them  until  he  needed  to  use  them  as  weapons.  And  now  that  she

had Sam, Sam who said those words without expecting anything in
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return, Sam who loved her for reasons she would never understand

…

Celaena tilted her head to the side, the only warning she gave that

she was still ready to attack him. “Get out of my house.” 

Arobynn just nodded slowly and left. 

The Black Cygnet tavern was packed wall-to-wall, as it was most

nights. Seated with Sam at a table in the middle of the busy room, 

Celaena  didn’t  particularly  feel  like  eating  the  beef  stew  in  front  of

her.  Or  like  talking,  even  though  Sam  had  told  her  all  about  the

information  he’d  gathered  on  Farran  and  Jayne.  She  hadn’t

mentioned Arobynn’s surprise visit. 

A cluster of giggling young women sat nearby, tittering about how

the  Crown  Prince  was  gone  on  a  holiday  to  the  Surian  coast,  and

how  they wished they could join the prince and his dashing friends, 

and  on  and  on  until  Celaena  contemplated  chucking  her  spoon  at

them. 

But the Black Cygnet wasn’t a violent tavern. It catered to a crowd

who  came  to  enjoy  good  food,  good  music,  and  good  company. 

There were no brawls, no dark dealings, and certainly no prostitutes

milling  about.  Perhaps  that  was  what  brought  her  and  Sam  back

here for dinner most nights—it felt so  normal. 

It was another place she’d miss. 

When  they  arrived  home  after  dinner,  the  apartment  feeling

strangely  not  hers  now  that  Arobynn  had  broken  in,  Celaena  went

straight to the bedroom and lit a few candles. She was ready for this

day to be over. Ready to dispatch Jayne and Farran, and then leave. 

Sam appeared in the doorway. “I’ve never seen you so quiet,” he

said. 

She  looked  at  herself  in  the  mirror  above  the  dresser.  The  scar

from her fight with Ansel had faded from her cheek, and the one on

her neck was well on its way to disappearing, too. 

“I’m  tired,”  she  said.  It  wasn’t  a  lie.  She  began  unbuttoning  her

tunic, her hands feeling strangely clumsy. Was this why Arobynn had

visited?  Because  he’d  known  he’d  impact  her  like  this?  She

straightened, hating the thought so much that she wanted to shatter

the mirror in front of her. 

“Did something happen?” 

She reached the final button of her tunic, but didn’t take it off. She

turned to face him, looking him up and down.  Could she ever tell him

everything? 

“Talk  to  me,”  he  said,  his  brown  eyes  holding  only  concern.  No

twisted agendas, no mind games …

“Tell me your deepest secret,” she said softly. 

Sam’s eyes narrowed, but he pushed off the threshold and took a

seat on the edge of the bed. He ran a hand through his hair, setting

the ends sticking up at odd angles. 

After  a  long  moment,  he  spoke.  “The  only  secret  I’ve  borne  my

entire life is that I love you.” He gave her a slight smile. “It was the

one  thing  I  believed  I’d  go  to  the  grave  without  voicing.”  His  eyes

were so full of light that it almost stopped her heart. 

She  found  herself  walking  toward  him,  then  placing  one  hand

along his cheek and threading the other through his hair. He turned

his  head  to  kiss  her  palm,  as  if  the  phantom  blood  that  coated  her

hands didn’t bother him. His eyes found hers again. “What’s yours, 

then?” 

The room felt too small, the air too thick. She closed her eyes. It

took her a minute, and more nerve than she realized, but the answer

finally  came.  It  had  always  been  there—whispering  to  her  in  her

sleep,  behind  every  breath,  a  dark  weight  that  she  couldn’t  ever

escape. 

“Deep down,” she said, “I’m a coward.” 

His brows rose. 

“I’m a coward,” she repeated. “And I’m scared. I’m scared all the

time. Always.” 

He removed her hand from his cheek to kiss the tips of her fingers. 

“I  get  scared,  too,”  he  murmured  onto  her  skin.  “You  want  to  hear

something  ridiculous?  Whenever  I’m  scared  out  of  my  wits,  I  tell

myself:   My  name  is  Sam  Cortland  …  and  I  will  not  be  afraid.  I’ve

been doing it for years.” 

It was her turn to raise her brows. “And that actually works?” 

He  laughed  onto  her  fingers.  “Sometimes  it  does,  sometimes  it

doesn’t.  But  it  usually  makes  me  feel  better  to  some  degree.  Or  it

just makes me laugh at myself a bit.” 

It wasn’t the sort of fear she’d been talking about, but …

“I like that,” she said. 

He  laced  his  fingers  with  hers  and  pulled  her  onto  his  lap.  “I  like

 you,”  he  murmured,  and  Celaena  let  him  kiss  her  until  she’d  again

forgotten the dark burden that would always haunt her. 

CHAPTER

5

Rourke  Farran  was  a  busy,  busy  man.  Celaena  and  Sam  were

waiting  a  block  away  from  Jayne’s  house  before  dawn  the  next

morning, both of them wearing nondescript clothing and cloaks with

hoods  deep  enough  to  cover  most  of  their  features  without  giving

alarm. Farran was out and about before the sun had fully risen. They

trailed  his  carriage  through  the  city,  observing  him  at  each  stop.  It

was  a  wonder  he  even  had   time  to  indulge  in  his  sadistic  delights, 

because Jayne’s business certainly took up plenty of his day. 

He  took  the  same  black  carriage  everywhere—more  proof  of  his

arrogance,  since  it  made  him  an  easily  marked  target.  Unlike

Doneval,  who  was  constantly  guarded,  Farran  seemed  to

deliberately go without guards, daring anyone to take him on. 

They  followed  him  to  the  bank,  to  the  dining  rooms  and  taverns

owned by Jayne, to the brothels and the black-market stalls hidden

in  crumbling  alleys,  then  back  to  the  bank  again.  He  made  several

stops  at  Jayne’s  house  in  between,  too.  And  then  he  surprised

Celaena once by going into a bookshop—not to threaten the owner

or collect dues, but to buy books. 

She’d  hated  that,  for  some  reason.  Especially  when,  despite

Sam’s  protests,  she’d  quickly  snuck  in  while  the  bookseller  was  in

the back and spied the receipt ledger behind the desk. Farran hadn’t

bought  books  about  torture  or  death  or  anything  wicked.  Oh,  no. 

They’d  been  adventure  novels.  Novels  that   she  had  read  and

enjoyed.  The  idea  of  Farran  reading  them  too  felt  like  a  violation, 

somehow. 

The day slipped by, and they learned little except for how brazenly

he  traveled  about.  Sam  should  have  no  trouble  dispatching  him

tomorrow night. 
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When the sun was shifting into the golden hues of late afternoon, 

Farran pulled up at the nondescript iron door that led down into the

Vaults. 

At  the  end  of  the  street,  Celaena  and  Sam  watched  him  as  they

pretended to be washing dung off their boots at a public spigot. 

“It seems fitting that Jayne owns the Vaults,” Sam said quietly over

the gushing water. 

Celaena gave him a glare—or she would have, if the hood hadn’t

been in the way. “Why do you think I got so mad about you fighting

there? If you ever got into any trouble with the people at the Vaults, 

ever  pissed  them  off,  you’re  significant  enough  that  Farran  himself

would come to punish you.” 

“I can handle Farran.” 

She  rolled  her  eyes.  “I  didn’t  expect  him  actually  to  make  a  visit, 

though. Seems too dirty here, even for him.” 

“Should  we  take  a  look?”  The  street  was  quiet.  The  Vaults  came

alive  at  night,  but  during  the  day,  there  wasn’t  anyone  in  the  alley

except for a few stumbling drunks and the half-dozen guards always

posted outside. 

It was a risk, she supposed—going into the Vaults after Farran—

but … If Farran truly rivaled her for notoriety, it would be interesting

to get a sense of what he was really like before Sam ended his life

tomorrow night. “Let’s go,” she said. 

They  flashed  silver  at  the  guards  outside,  then  tossed  it  to  the

guards inside, and they were in. The thugs asked no questions, and

didn’t demand they remove their weapons or their hoods. Their usual

clientele wanted discretion while partaking in the twisted delights of

the Vaults. 

From  the  top  of  the  stairs  just  inside  the  front  door,  Celaena

instantly  spotted  Farran  sitting  at  one  of  the  scarred  and  burned

wooden  tables  in  the  center  of  the  room,  talking  to  a  man  she

recognized as Helmson, the master of ceremonies during the fights. 

A  small  lunchtime  crowd  had  gathered  at  the  other  tables,  though

they’d all cleared a ring around Farran. At the back of the chamber, 

the pits were dark and quiet, slaves working to scrape off the blood

and gore before the night’s revelries. 

Celaena  tried  not  to  look  too  long  at  the  shackles  and  broken

posture  of  the  slaves.  It  was  impossible  to  tell  where  they’d  come

from—if  they’d  begun  as  prisoners  of  war  or  had  just  been  stolen

from their kingdoms. She wondered if it was better to wind up as a

slave here, or a prisoner in a brutal labor camp like Endovier. Both

seemed like similar versions of a living hell. 

Compared to the teeming crowds the other night, the Vaults were

practically  deserted  today.  Even  the  prostitutes  in  the  exposed

chambers  flanking  the  sides  of  the  cavernous  space  were  resting

while  they  could.  Many  of  the  girls  slept  in  tangled  heaps  on  the

narrow  cots,  barely  hidden  from  view  by  the  shabby  curtains

designed to give the illusion of privacy. 

She wanted to burn this place into nothing but ashes. And then let

everyone know that this wasn’t the sort of thing Adarlan’s Assassin

stood for. Perhaps after they’d taken out Farran and Jayne, she’d do

just  that.  One  final  bit  of  glory  and  retribution  from  Celaena

Sardothien—one  last  chance  to  make  them  remember  her  forever

before she left. 

Sam kept close to her as they reached the bottom of the stairs and

strode to the bar tucked into the shadows beneath. A wisp of a man

stood behind it, pretending to wipe down the wooden surface while

his watery blue eyes stayed fixed on Farran. 

“Two ales,” Sam growled. Celaena thumped a silver coin down on

the  bar,  and  the  barkeep’s  attention  snapped  to  them.  She  was

grossly  overpaying,  but  the  barkeep’s  slender,  scabbed  hands

vanished the silver in the blink of an eye. 

There were enough people still inside the Vaults that Celaena and

Sam could blend in—mostly drunks who never left the premises and

people who seemed to enjoy this sort of wretched environment while

eating their lunch. Celaena and Sam pretended to drink their ales—

sloshing the alcohol on the ground when no one was looking—and

watched Farran. 

There  was  a  locked  wooden  chest  resting  on  the  table  beside

Farran  and  the  squat  master  of  ceremonies—a  chest  that  Celaena

had no doubt was full of the Vaults’ earnings from the night before. 

Farran’s  attention  was  fixed  with  feline  intensity  on  Helmson,  the

chest seemingly forgotten. It was practically an invitation. 

“How  mad  do  you  think  he’d  be  if  I  stole  that  chest?”  Celaena

pondered. 

“Don’t even entertain the idea.” 

She clicked her tongue. “Spoilsport.” 

Whatever  Farran  and  Helmson  were  discussing,  it  was  over

quickly. But instead of going back up the stairs, Farran walked over

to  the  warren  of  girls.  He  prowled  past  every  alcove  and  stone

chamber, and  the  girls  all  straightened.  Sleeping  ones  were  hastily

awakened,  any  sign  of  sleep  vanished  by  the  time  Farran  stalked

past. He looked them over, inspecting, making comments to the man

who  hovered  behind  him.  Helmson  nodded  and  bowed  and  barked

orders at the girls. 

Even  from  across  the  room,  the  terror  on  the  girls’  faces  was

evident. 

Both Celaena and Sam struggled to keep from going rigid. Farran

crossed the large chamber and inspected the dens on the other side. 

By  that  time,  the  girls  there  were  prepared.  When  Farran  had

finished, he looked over his shoulder and nodded to Helmson. 

Helmson sagged with what could only be relief, but then paled and

quickly found somewhere else to be as Farran snapped his fingers at

one of the sentries near a small door. Immediately, the door opened

and  a  shackled,  dirty,  muscular  man  was  dragged  out  by  another

sentry.  The  prisoner  looked  half-dead  already,  but  the  moment  he

saw Farran, he started begging, thrashing against the sentry’s grip. 

It was hard to hear, but Celaena discerned enough from the man’s

frantic  pleading  to  get  the  gist  of  it:  he  was  a  fighter  in  the  Vaults, 

owed Jayne more money than he could ever repay, and had tried to

cheat his way out of it. 

Although  the  prisoner  promised  to  repay  Jayne  with  interest, 

Farran just smiled, letting the man babble until at last he paused for

a  shuddering  breath.  Then  Farran  jerked  his  chin  toward  a  door

hidden  behind  a  ragged  curtain,  and  his  smile  grew  as  the  sentry

dragged  the  still-pleading  man  toward  it.  As  the  door  opened, 

Celaena caught a glimpse of a stairwell that swept downward. 

[image: Image 1634]

Without so much as a look in the direction of the patrons discreetly

watching  from  their  tables,  Farran  led  the  sentry  and  his  prisoner

inside  and  shut  the  door.  Whatever  was  about  to  happen  was

Jayne’s version of justice. 

Sure  enough,  five  minutes  later,  a  scream  pierced  through  the

Vaults. 

It  was  more  animal  than  human.  She’d  heard  screams  like  that

before—had  witnessed  enough  torture  at  the  Keep  to  know  that

when  people  screamed  like  that,  it  meant  that  the  pain  was  just

beginning. By the end, when that sort of pain happened, the victims

had usually blown out their vocal cords and could only emit hoarse, 

shattered shrieks. 

Celaena gritted her teeth so hard her jaw hurt. The barkeep gave

a  sharp  wave  to  the  minstrels  in  the  corner,  and  they  immediately

started  up  a  song  to  cover  the  noise.  But  screams  still  echoed  up

from beneath the stone floor. Farran wouldn’t kill the man right away. 

No, his pleasure came from the pain itself. 

“It’s time to leave,” Celaena said, noting how tightly Sam gripped

his mug. 

“We can’t just—” 

“We  can,” she said sharply. “Believe me, I’d like to burst in there, 

too. But this place is designed like a death trap, and I’ve no desire to

make my final stand here, or right now.” Sam was still staring at the

stairwell door. “When the time comes,” she added, putting a hand on

his arm, “you’ll make sure he pays his debt.” 

Sam turned to her, his face concealed within the shadows of the

hood,  but  she  could  read  the  aggression  in  his  body  well  enough. 

“He’ll  pay  his  debt  for   all  of  this,”  Sam  snarled.  And  that’s  when

Celaena noticed that some of the girls were weeping, some shook, 

some  just  stared  at  nothing.  Yes,  Farran  had  visited  before,  had

used that room to do Jayne’s dirty work—while reminding everyone

else not to cross the Crime Lord. How many horrors had these girls

witnessed—or at least heard? 

The  screams  were  still  rising  up  from  below  when  they  left  the

Vaults. 

She had intended to lead them home, but Sam insisted on going

to  the  public  park  built  along  a  well-off  neighborhood  beside  the

Avery  River.  After  meandering  along  the  neat  gravel  walkways,  he

slumped onto a bench facing the water. He pulled off his hood and

rubbed his face with his broad hands. 

“We’re not like that,” he whispered through his fingers. 

Celaena sank onto the wooden bench. She knew exactly what he

meant.  The  same  thought  had  been  echoing  through  her  head  as

they  walked  here.  They  had  been  taught  how  to  kill  and  maim  and

torture—she knew how to skin a man and keep him alive while doing

it. She knew how to keep someone awake and coherent during long

hours of torment—knew where to inflict the most pain without having

someone bleed out. 

Arobynn had been so, so clever about it, too. He’d brought in the

most  despicable  people—rapists,  murderers,  rogue  assassins  who

had  butchered  innocents—and  he’d  made  her  read  all  of  the

information  he’d  gathered  on  them.  Made  her  read  about  all  of  the

awful things they’d done until she was so enraged she couldn’t think

straight,  until  she  was   aching  to  make  them  suffer.  He’d  honed  her

anger into a lethal blade. And she’d let him. 

Before Skull’s Bay, she’d done it all and had rarely questioned it. 

She’d pretended that she had some moral code, lied to herself and

said  that  since  she  didn’t   enjoy  it,  it  meant  that  she  had  some

excuse,  but  …  she  had  still  stood  in  that  chamber  beneath  the

Assassins’  Keep  and  seen  the  blood  flow  toward  the  drain  in  the

sloped floor. 

“We  can’t be like that,” Sam said. 

She  took  his  hands,  easing  them  away  from  his  face.  “We’re  not

like Farran. We know how to do it, but we don’t enjoy it. That’s the

difference.” 

His brown eyes were distant as he watched the gentle current of

the  Avery  making  its  way  toward  the  nearby  sea.  “When  Arobynn

ordered us to do things like that, we never said no.” 

“We had no choice. But we do now.” Once they left Rifthold, they’d

never have to make a choice like that again—they could create their

own codes. 
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Sam looked at her, his expression so haunted and bleak it made

her sick. “But there was always that part. That part that  did enjoy it

when it was someone who truly deserved it.” 

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, there was always that part. But we still

had a line, Sam—we still stayed on the other side of it. Lines don’t

exist for someone like Farran.” 

They weren’t like Farran— Sam wasn’t like Farran. She knew that

in  her  bones.  Sam  would  never  be  like  Farran.  He’d  never  be  like

 her, either. She sometimes wondered if he knew just how dark she

could turn. 

Sam leaned against her, resting his head on her shoulder. “When

we die, do you think we’ll be punished for the things we’ve done?” 

She looked at the far bank of the river, where a row of ramshackle

houses and docks had been built. “When we die,” she said, “I don’t

think the gods will even know what to do with us.” 

Sam glanced at her, a hint of amusement shining in his eyes. 

Celaena smiled at him, and the world, for one flickering heartbeat, 

felt right. 

The  dagger  whined  as  Celaena  sharpened  it,  the  reverberations

shooting  through  her  hands.  Seated  beside  her  on  the  floor  of  the

great room, Sam pored over a map of the city, tracing streets with his

fingers.  The  fireplace  before  them  cast  everything  into  flickering

shadows, a welcome warmth on a chill night. 

They had returned to the Vaults in time to see Farran entering his

carriage again. So they spent the rest of the afternoon stalking him—

more  trips  to  the  bank  and  other  locations,  more  stops  back  at

Jayne’s  house.  She’d  gone  off  on  her  own  for  two  hours  to  trail

Jayne—to  get  another  subtle  glimpse  at  the  house  and  see  where

the  Crime  Lord  went.  It  was  two  uneventful  hours  of  figuring  out

where his spies hid on the streets, since Jayne didn’t emerge from

the building at all. 

If  Sam  planned  to  dispatch  Farran  tomorrow  night,  they  agreed

that the best time to do it would be when he took a carriage from the

house to wherever else he had dealings, either for himself or Jayne. 

After a long day of running errands for Jayne, Farran was sure to be

drained,  his  defenses  sloppy.  He  wouldn’t  know  what  was  coming

until his lifeblood spilled. 

Sam  would  be  wearing  the  special  suit  that  the  Master  Tinkerer

from Melisande had made for him, which in itself was its own armory. 

The  sleeves  possessed  concealed  built-in  swords,  the  boots  were

specially designed for climbing, and, thanks to Celaena, Sam’s suit

was equipped with an impenetrable patch of Spidersilk right over his

heart. 

Celaena  had  her  own  suit,  of  course—used  only  sparingly  now

that  the  convoy  from  Melisande  had  returned  home.  If  either  suit

needed  repairs,  it’d  be  near  impossible  to  find  someone  in  Rifthold

skilled  enough.  But  dispatching  Farran  was  definitely  an  occasion

worth the risk. In addition to the suit’s defenses, Sam would also be

equipped with the extra blades and daggers that Celaena was now

sharpening. She tested an edge against her hand, smiling grimly as

her skin stung. “Sharp enough to cut air,” she said, sheathing it and

setting it down beside her. 

“Well,”  Sam  said,  eyes  still  flitting  across  the  map,  “let’s  hope  I

don’t have to get close enough to use it.” 

If  all  went  according  to  plan,  Sam  would  only  need  to  fire  four

arrows: one each to disable the carriage driver and the footman, one

for Farran—and one more just to make sure Farran was dead. 

Celaena picked up another dagger and began sharpening that as

well. She jerked her chin toward the map. “Escape routes?” 

“A  dozen  planned  already,”  Sam  said,  and  showed  her.  With

Jayne’s house as a starting point, Sam had picked multiple streets in

every direction where he could fire his arrows—which led to multiple

escape routes that would get Sam away as quickly as possible. 

“Remind me again why I’m not going?” The dagger in her hands

let out a long whine. 

“Because you’ll be here, packing?” 

“Packing?” She stilled the sharpening knife in her hand. 

He returned his attention to the map. Then he said, very carefully, 

“I secured us passage on a ship to the southern continent, leaving in

five days.” 

“The southern continent.” 

Sam nodded, still focusing on the map. “If we’re going to get away

from Rifthold, then we’re going to get away from this entire continent, 

too.” 

“That wasn’t what we discussed. We decided to move to another

city on  this continent. And what if there’s  another Assassins’ Guild on

the southern continent?” 

“Then we’ll ask to join them.” 

“I’m  not  going  to  grovel  to  join  some  no-name  guild  and  be

subservient to some would-be infamous assassins!” 

Sam looked up. “Is this really about your pride, or is it because of

the distance?” 

“Both!”  She  slammed  down  the  dagger  and  the  honing  stone  on

the rug. “I was willing to move to a place like Banjali or Bellhaven or

Anielle.  Not  to  an  entirely  new  continent—a  place  we  hardly  know

 anything about! That wasn’t part of the plan.” 

“At least we’d be out of Adarlan’s empire.” 

“I don’t give a damn about the empire!” 

He sat back, propping himself on his hands. “Can’t you just admit

that this is about Arobynn?” 

“No. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Because if we sail for the southern continent, then he will  never

find us again—and I don’t think you’re quite ready to accept that.” 

“My relationship with Arobynn is—” 

“Is  what? Over? Is that why you didn’t tell me that he came to visit

yesterday?” 

Her heart skipped a beat. 

Sam  went  on.  “While  you  were  trailing  Jayne  today,  he

approached me in the street, and seemed surprised that you hadn’t

said anything about his visit. He also told me to ask about what really

happened before he found you half-dead on that riverbank when we

were children.” Sam leaned forward, bracing a hand on the floor as

he brought his face close to hers. “And you know what I told him?” 

His breath was hot on her mouth. “That I didn’t care. But he just kept

trying to bait me, to make me not trust you. So after he walked away, 

I went right to the docks and found the first ship that would take us

away  from  this  damned  continent.  Away  from   him,  because  even

though we’re out of the Guild, he will  never leave us alone.” 

She swallowed hard. “He said those things to you? About … about

where I came from?” 

Sam must have seen something like fear in her eyes, because he

suddenly  shook  his  head,  his  shoulders  slumping.  “Celaena,  when

you’re good and ready to tell me the truth, you’ll do it. And no matter

what  it  is,  when  that  day  comes,  I’ll  be  honored  that  you  trust  me

enough  to  do  so.  But  until  then,  it’s  not  my  business,  and  it’s  not

Arobynn’s business. It’s not anyone’s business but your own.” 

Celaena  leaned  her  forehead  against  his,  and  some  of  the

tightness  in  his  body—and  hers—melted  away.  “What  if  moving  to

the southern continent is a mistake?” 

“Then we’ll move somewhere else. We’ll keep moving until we find

the place where we’re meant to be.” 

She shut her eyes and took a steadying breath. “Will you laugh if I

say that I’m scared?” 

“No,” he said softly, “never.” 

“Maybe I should try your little trick.” She took another breath. “My

name is Celaena Sardothien, and I will not be afraid.” 

He  did  laugh  then,  a  tickle  of  breath  on  her  mouth.  “I  think  you

have to say it with a bit more conviction than that.” 

She  opened  her  eyes  and  found  him  watching  her,  his  face  a

mixture of pride and wonder and such open affection that she could

see  that  far-off  land  where  they’d  find  a  home,  see  that  future  that

awaited  them,  and  that  glimmer  of  hope  that  promised  happiness

she’d  never  considered  or  dared  yearn  for.  And  even  though  the

southern continent was a drastic change in their plans … Sam was

right. A new continent for a new beginning. 

“I love you,” Sam said. 

Celaena  wrapped  her  arms  around  him  and  held  him  close, 

breathing in his scent. Her only reply was, “I hate packing.” 
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The next night, the clock on the mantel seemed to be stuck at nine

o’clock. It had to be, because there was no way in hell that a minute

could take  this long. 

She been trying to read for the past two hours—trying and failing. 

Even  an  utterly  sinful  romance  novel  hadn’t  held  her  interest.  And

neither had playing cards, or digging out her atlas and reading about

the  southern  continent,  or  eating  all  the  candy  she’d  hidden  from

Sam in the kitchen. Of course, she was  supposed to be organizing

the belongings she wanted to pack. When she’d complained to Sam

about what a chore it’d be, he’d even gone so far as to take all their

empty  trunks  out  of  the  closet.  And  then  pointed  out  that  he  would

 not be traveling with her dozens of shoes, and she could have them

shipped  to  her  once  they  found  their  home.  After  saying   that,  he’d

wisely left the apartment to kill Farran. 

She didn’t know why she hesitated to pack—she’d contacted the

solicitor that morning. He had told her the apartment might be hard

to sell, but she was glad to do the dealings over a long distance, and

she told him she’d contact him as soon as she found her new home. 

A new home. 

Celaena  sighed  as  the  clock  arms  shifted.  A  whole  minute  had

passed. 

Of  course,  with  Farran’s  schedule  being  somewhat  erratic,  Sam

might have to wait a few hours for him to leave the house. Or maybe

he’d already done the job and needed to lie low for a while, just in

case someone traced him back here. 

Celaena  checked  the  dagger  beside  her  on  the  couch,  then

glanced  around  the  room  for  the  hundredth  time  that  evening, 

making sure all the concealed weapons were in their proper places. 
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She  wouldn’t  check  on  Sam.  He’d  wanted  to  do  this  on  his  own. 

And he could be anywhere now. 

The trunks lay by the window. 

Maybe  she   should  start  packing.  Once  they  dispatched  Jayne

tomorrow night, they’d need to be ready to leave the city as soon as

that ship was available to board. Because while she certainly wanted

the world to know that Celaena Sardothien had made the kill, getting

far from Rifthold would be in their best interest. 

Not that she was running away. 

The clock arms shifted again. Another minute. 

Groaning,  Celaena  stood  and  walked  to  the  bookshelf  along  the

wall, where she began pulling out books and stacking them into the

nearest empty trunk. She’d have to leave her furniture and most of

her  shoes  behind  for  now,  but  there  was  no  way  in  hell  she  was

going to move to the southern continent without all of her books. 

The  clock  struck  eleven,  and  Celaena  headed  into  the  streets, 

wearing the suit the Master Tinkerer had made for her, plus several

other weapons strapped to her body. 

Sam should have been back by now. And even though there was

still another hour until the time when they’d agreed she’d look for him

if  he  hadn’t  returned,  if  he  was  truly  in  trouble,  then  she  certainly

wasn’t going to sit around for another minute—

The  thought  sent  her  sprinting  down  alleys,  heading  toward

Jayne’s house. 

The  slums  were  silent,  but  no  more  so  than  usual.  Whores  and

barefoot  orphans  and  people  struggling  to  make  a  few  honest

coppers  glanced  at  her  as  she  ran  past,  no  more  than  a  shadow. 

She  kept  an  ear  out  for  any  snippets  of  conversation  that  might

suggest Farran was dead, but overheard nothing useful. 

She  slowed  to  a  stalking  gait,  her  steps  near-silent  on  the

cobblestones  as  she  neared  the  wealthy  neighborhood  in  which

Jayne’s house stood. Several affluent couples were walking around, 

heading  back  from  the  theater,  but  there  were  no  signs  of  a

disturbance … Though if Farran had been killed, then surely Jayne

would try to keep the assassination hidden for as long as possible. 

She made a long circuit through the neighborhood, checking on all

the points where Sam had planned to be. Not a spot of blood or sign

of a struggle. She even dared to walk across the street from Jayne’s

house. The house was brightly lit and almost merry, and the guards

were at their posts, all looking bored. 

Perhaps Sam had found out that Farran wasn’t leaving the house

tonight. She might very well have missed him on his way home. He

wouldn’t be pleased when he learned she’d gone out to find him, but

he would have done the same for her. 

Sighing, Celaena hurried back home. 
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Sam wasn’t at the apartment. 

But the clock atop the mantel read one in the morning. 

Celaena stood before the embers of the fireplace and stared at the

clock, wondering if she was somehow reading it wrong. 

But it continued ticking, and when she checked her pocket watch, 

it also read one. Then two minutes past the hour. Then five minutes

…

She  threw  more  logs  on  the  fire  and  took  off  her  swords  and

daggers, but remained in the suit. Just in case. 

She had no idea when she began pacing in front of the fire—and

only realized it when the clock chimed two and she found herself still

standing before the clock. 

He would come home any minute. 

Any minute. 

Celaena  jolted  awake  at  the  faint  chime  of  the  clock.  She’d

somehow wound up on the couch—and somehow fallen asleep. 

Four o’clock. 

She  would  go  out  again  in  a  minute.  Maybe  he’d  hidden  in  the

Assassins’  Keep  for  the  night.  Unlikely,  but  …  it  was  probably  the

safest place to hide after you’d killed Rourke Farran. 

Celaena closed her eyes. 
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The  dawn  was  blinding,  and  her  eyes  felt  gritty  and  sore  as  she

hurried  through  the  slums,  then  the  wealthy  neighborhoods, 

scanning every cobblestone, every shadowed alcove, every rooftop

for any sign of him. 

Then she went to the river. 

She  didn’t  dare  breathe  as  she  walked  up  and  down  the  banks

that bordered the slums, searching for anything. Any sign of Farran, 

or … or …

Or. 

She  didn’t  let  herself  finish  that  thought,  though  crippling  nausea

gripped  her  as  she  scanned  the  banks  and  docks  and  sewer

depositories. 

He would be waiting for her at home. And then he’d chide her and

laugh  at  her  and  kiss  her.  And  then  she’d  dispatch  Jayne  tonight, 

and then they’d set sail on this river and then out to the nearby sea, 

and then be gone. 

He would be waiting at home. 

He’d be home. 

Home. 

Noon. 

It  couldn’t  be  noon,  but  it  was.  Her  pocket  watch  was  properly

wound, and hadn’t once failed her in the years she’d had it. 

Each  of  her  steps  up  the  stairs  to  her  apartment  was  heavy  and

light—heavy  and  light,  the  sensation  shifting  with  each  heartbeat. 

She’d  stop  by  the  apartment  only  long  enough  to  see  if  he’d

returned. 

A roaring silence hovered around her, a cresting wave that she’d

been  trying  to  outrun  for  hours.  She  knew  that  the  moment  the

silence finally hit her, everything would change. 

She found herself atop the landing, staring at the door. 

It had been unlocked and left slightly ajar. 

A strangled sort of noise broke out of her, and she ran the last few

feet,  barely  noticing  as  she  threw  open  the  door  and  burst  into  the

apartment.  She  was  going  to  scream  at  him.  And  kiss  him.  And scream at him some more. A  lot more. How  dare he make her—

Arobynn Hamel was sitting on her couch. 

Celaena halted. 

The  King  of  the  Assassins  slowly  got  to  his  feet.  She  saw  the

expression  in  his  eyes  and  knew  what  he  was  going  to  say  long

before he opened his mouth and whispered, “I’m sorry.” 

The silence struck. 
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Her  body  started  moving,  walking  straight  toward  the  fireplace

before she really knew what she was going to do. 

“They  thought  he  was  still  living  in  the  Keep,”  Arobynn  said,  his

voice pitched at that horrible whisper. “They left him as a message.” 

She  reached  the  mantel  and  grabbed  the  clock  from  where  it

rested. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn breathed. 

She hurled the clock across the room so hard it shattered against

the wall behind the dining table. 

Its  fragments  landed  atop  the  buffet  table  against  the  wall, 

breaking the decorative dishes displayed there, scattering the silver

tea set she’d bought for herself. 

“Celaena,” Arobynn said again. 

She  stared  at  the  ruined  clock,  the  ruined  dishes  and  tea  set. 

There was no end to this silence. There would never be an end, only

this beginning. 

“I want to see the body.” The words came from a mouth she wasn’t

sure belonged to her anymore. 

“No,” Arobynn said gently. 

She turned her head toward him, baring her teeth. “I  want to see

 the body.” 

Arobynn’s silver eyes were wide, and he shook his head. “No, you

don’t.” 

She had to start moving, had to start walking  anywhere, because

now that she was standing still … Once she sat down …

She walked out the door. Down the steps. 

The streets were the same, the sky was clear, the briny breeze off

the Avery still ruffled her hair. She had to keep walking. Perhaps …

perhaps they’d sent the wrong body. Perhaps Arobynn had made a

mistake. Perhaps he was lying. 

She knew Arobynn followed her, staying a few feet behind as she

strode  across  the  city.  She  also  knew  that  Wesley  joined  them  at

some  point,  always  looking  after  Arobynn,  always  vigilant.  The

silence  kept  flickering  in  and  out  of  her  ears.  Sometimes  it’d  stop

long  enough  for  her  to  hear  the  whinny  of  a  passing  horse,  or  the

shout of a peddler, or the giggle of children. Sometimes none of the

noises in the capital could break through. 

There had been a mistake. 

She  didn’t  look  at  the  assassins  guarding  the  iron  gates  to  the

Keep, or at the housekeeper who opened the giant double doors of

the building, or at the assassins who milled about the grand entrance

and who stared at her with fury and grief mingling in their eyes. 

She slowed long enough for Arobynn—trailed by Wesley—to step

in front of her, to lead the rest of the way. 

The silence peeled back, and thoughts tumbled in. It had been a

mistake. And when she figured out where they were keeping him—

where they were hiding him—she’d stop at nothing to find him. And

then she’d slaughter them all. 

Arobynn  led  her  down  the  stone  stairwell  at  the  back  of  the

entrance  hall—the  stairs  that  led  into  the  cellars  and  the  dungeons

and the secret council rooms below. 

The  scrape  of  boots  on  stone.  Arobynn  in  front  of  her,  Wesley

trailing behind. 

Down and down, then along the narrow, dark passageway. To the

door across from the dungeon entrance. She knew that door. Knew

the  room  behind  it.  The  mortuary  where  they  kept  their  members

until—No, it had been a mistake. 

Arobynn took out a ring of keys and unlocked the door, but paused

before opening it. “Please, Celaena. It’s better if you don’t.” 

She elbowed past him and into the room. 

The square room was small and lit with two torches. Bright enough

to illuminate …

Illuminate …
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Each step brought her closer to the body on the table. She didn’t

know where to look first. 

At the fingers that went the wrong way, at the burns and careful, 

deep  slices  in  his  flesh,  at  the  face,  the  face  she  still  knew,  even

when  so  many  things  had  been  done  to  destroy  it  beyond

recognition. 

The  world  swayed  beneath  her  feet,  but  she  kept  upright  as  she

finished  the  walk  to  the  table  and  looked  down  at  the  naked, 

mutilated body she had—

She had—

Farran  had  taken  his  time.  And  though  that  face  was  in  ruins,  it

betrayed none of the pain he must have felt, none of the despair. 

This was some dream, or she had gone to Hell after all, because

she   couldn’t  exist  in  the  world  where  this  had  been  done  to  him, 

where  she’d  paced  like  an  idiot  all  night  while  he  suffered,  while

Farran tortured him, while he ripped out his eyes and—

Celaena vomited on the floor. 

Footsteps,  then  Arobynn’s  hands  were  on  her  shoulder,  on  her

waist, pulling her away. 

He was dead. 

Sam was dead. 

She wouldn’t leave him like this, in this cold, dark room. 

She  yanked  out  of  Arobynn’s  grasp.  Wordlessly,  she  unfastened

her  cloak  and  spread  it  over  Sam,  covering  the  damage  that  had

been  so  carefully  inflicted.  She  climbed  onto  the  wooden  table  and

lay  beside  him,  stretching  an  arm  across  his  middle,  holding  him

close. 

The  body  still  smelled  faintly  like  Sam.  And  like  the  cheap  soap

she’d  made  him  use,  because  she  was  so  selfish  that  she  couldn’t

let him have her lavender soap. 

Celaena  buried  her  face  in  his  cold,  stiff  shoulder.  There  was  a

strange, musky scent all over him—a smell that was so distinctly  not

Sam  that  she  almost  vomited  again.  It  clung  to  his  golden-brown hair, to his torn, bluish lips. 

She wouldn’t leave him. 

Footsteps heading toward the door—then the  snick of it closing as

Arobynn left. 

Celaena closed her eyes. She wouldn’t leave him. 

She wouldn’t leave him. 
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Celaena awoke in a bed that had once been hers, but somehow

no  longer  felt  that  way.  There  was  something  missing  in  the  world, 

something  vital.  She  arose  from  the  depths  of  slumber,  and  it  took

her a long moment to sort out what had changed. 

She might have thought that she was awakening in her bed in the

Keep,  still  Arobynn’s  protégée,  still  Sam’s  rival,  still  content  to  be

Adarlan’s  Assassin  forever  and  ever.  She  might  have  believed  it  if

she  hadn’t  noticed  that  so  many  of  her  beloved  belongings  were

missing from this familiar bedroom—belongings that were now in her

apartment across the city. 

Sam was gone. 

Reality opened wide and swallowed her whole. 

She didn’t move from the bed. 

She knew the day was drifting along because of the shifting light

on  the  wall  of  the  bedroom.  She  knew  the  world  still  passed  by, 

unaffected  by  the  death  of  a  young  man,  unaware  that  he’d  ever

existed  and  breathed  and  loved  her.  She  hated  the  world  for

continuing  on.  If  she  never  left  this  bed,  this  room,  maybe  she’d

never have to continue on with it. 

The memory of his face was already blurring. Had his eyes been

more  golden  brown,  or  soil  brown?  She  couldn’t  remember.  And

she’d never get the chance to find out. 

Never get to see that half smile. Never get to hear his laugh, never

get  to  hear  him  say  her  name  like  it  meant  something  special, 

something more than being Adarlan’s Assassin ever could. 
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She didn’t want to go out into a world where he didn’t exist. So she

watched the light shift and change, and let the world pass by without

her. 

Someone  was  speaking  outside  her  door.  Three  men  with  low

voices.  The  rumble  of  them  shook  her  from  sleep  to  find  the  room

was dark, the city lights glowing beyond the windows. 

“Jayne  and  Farran  will  be  expecting  retaliation,”  a  man  said. 

Harding,  one  of  Arobynn’s  more  talented  assassins,  and  a  fierce

competitor of hers. 

“Their  guards  will  be  on  alert,”  said  another—Tern,  an  older

assassin. 

“Then we’ll take out the guards, and while they’re distracted, some

of  us  will  go  for  Jayne  and  Farran.”  Arobynn.  She  had  a  foggy

memory of being carried—hours or years or a lifetime ago—up from

that dark room that smelled of death and into her bed. 

Muffled replies from Tern and Harding, then—

“We  strike  tonight,”  Arobynn  growled.  “Farran  lives  at  the  house, 

and if we time it right, we’ll kill them both while they’re in their beds.” 

“Getting  to  the  second  floor  isn’t  as  simple  as  walking  up  the

stairs,”  Harding  challenged.  “Even  the  exteriors  are  guarded.  If  we

can’t get through the front, then there’s a small second-story window

that we can leap through using the roof of the house next door.” 

“A leap like that could be fatal,” Tern countered. 

“Enough,”  Arobynn  cut  in.  “I’ll  decide  how  to  break  in  when  we

arrive. Have the others ready to go in three hours. I want us on our

way at midnight. And tell them to keep their mouths  shut. Someone

must have tipped off Farran if he knew to set a trap for Sam. Don’t

even tell your servants where you’re going.” 

Grunted acquiescence, then footsteps as Tern and Harding walked

away. 

Celaena  kept  her  eyes  closed  and  her  breathing  steady  as  the

lock turned in her bedroom door. She recognized the even, confident

gait  of  the  King  of  the  Assassins  striding  toward  her  bed.  Smelled

him  as  he  stood  over  her,  watching.  Felt  his  long  fingers  as  they stroked through her hair, then along her cheek. 

Then  the  steps  leaving,  the  door  shutting—and  locking.  She

opened her eyes, the glow of the city offering enough light for her to

see  that  the  lock  on  the  door  had  been  altered  since  she’d  left—it

now locked only from the outside. 

He had locked her in. 

To  keep  her  from  going  with  them?  To  keep  her  from  helping  to

pay back Farran for every inch of flesh he’d tortured, every bit of pain

Sam had endured? 

Farran was a master of torture, and he’d kept Sam all night. 

Celaena  sat  up,  her  head  spinning.  She  couldn’t  remember  the

last time she’d eaten. Food could wait. Everything could wait. 

Because in three hours, Arobynn and his assassins would venture

out to exact vengeance. They’d rob her of her claim to revenge—the

satisfaction of slaughtering Farran and Jayne and  anyone who stood

in her way. And she had no intention of letting them do it. 

She stalked to the door and confirmed that it was locked. Arobynn

knew  her  too  well.  Knew  that  when  the  blanket  of  grief  had  been

ripped away …

Even if she could spring the lock, she had no doubt that there was

at least one assassin watching the hall outside her bedroom. Which

left the window. 

The  window  itself  was  unlocked—but  the  two-story  drop  was

formidable.  While  she’d  been  sleeping,  someone  had  taken  off  her

suit and given her a nightgown. She ripped apart the armoire for any

sign  of  the  suit—its  boots  were  designed  for  climbing—but  all  she

found  were  two  black  tunics,  matching  pants,  and  ordinary  black

boots. Fine. 

There  were  no  weapons  in  sight,  and  she  hadn’t  brought  any  in

with her. But years of living in this room had its advantages. She kept

her motions quiet as she pulled up the loose floorboards where she’d

long ago hidden a set of four daggers. She sheathed two at her waist

and  tucked  the  other  two  into  her  boots.  Then  she  found  the  twin

swords she’d kept disguised as part of the bed frame since she was

fourteen. Neither the daggers nor the sword had been good enough

to bring with her when she moved. Today they would do. 

When  she’d  finished  strapping  the  blades  across  her  back,  she

rebraided her hair and fitted on her cloak, throwing the hood over her

head. 

She’d kill Jayne first. And then she’d drag Farran to a place where

she  could  properly  repay  him  and  take  however  long  she  wanted. 

Days,  even.  When  that  debt  was  paid,  when  Farran  had  no  more

agony or blood to offer, she’d place Sam in the embrace of the earth

and send him to the afterlife knowing he’d been avenged. 

She  eased  open  the  window,  scanning  the  front  courtyard.  The

dew-slick  stones  gleamed  in  the  lamplight,  and  the  sentries  at  the

iron gate seemed focused on the street beyond. 

Good. 

This was her kill, her revenge to take. No one else’s. 

A black fire rippled in her gut, spreading through her veins as she

hopped onto the windowsill and eased outside. 

Her  fingers  found  purchase  in  the  large  white  stones,  and,  with

one eye on the guards at the distant gate, she climbed down the side

of the house. No one noticed her, no one looked her way. The Keep

was  silent,  the  calm  before  the  storm  that  would  break  when

Arobynn and his assassins began their hunt. 

Her  landing  was  soft,  no  more  than  a  whisper  of  boots  against

slick  cobblestones.  The  guards  were  so  focused  on  the  street  that

they  wouldn’t  notice  when  she  jumped  the  fence  near  the  stables

around the back. 

Creeping  around  the  exterior  of  the  house  was  as  simple  as

getting out of her room, and she was well within the shadows of the

stables when a hand reached out and grabbed her. 

She  was  hurled  into  the  side  of  the  wooden  building,  and  had  a

dagger drawn by the time the thump finished echoing. 

Wesley’s face, set with rage, seethed at her in the dark. 

“Where  in  hell  do  you  think  you’re  going?”  he  breathed,  not

loosening his grip on her shoulders even as she pressed her dagger

to the side of his throat. 
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“Get  out  of  my  way,”  she  growled,  hardly  recognizing  her  own

voice. “Arobynn can’t keep me locked up.” 

“I’m  not  talking  about  Arobynn.  Use  your  head  and   think, 

Celaena!” A flicker of her—a part of her that had somehow vanished

since she’d shattered that clock—realized that this might be the first

time he’d ever addressed her by her name. 

“Get out of my way,” she repeated, pushing the edge of the blade

harder against his exposed throat. 

“I know you want revenge,” he panted. “I do, too—for what he did

to Sam. I know you—” 

She  flicked  the  blade,  angling  it  enough  that  he  reared  back  to

avoid her slicing a deep line across his throat. 

“Don’t  you  understand?”  he  pleaded,  his  eyes  gleaming  in  the

dark. “It’s all just a—” 

But the fire rose up in Celaena and she whirled, using a move the

Mute  Master  had  taught  her  that  summer,  and  Wesley’s  eyes  lost

focus as she slammed the pommel of her dagger into the side of his

head. He dropped like a stone. 

Before he’d even finished collapsing, Celaena was sprinting for the

fence.  A  moment  later,  she  jumped  it  and  vanished  into  the  city

streets. 

She  was  fire,  she  was  darkness,  she  was  dust  and  blood  and

shadow. 

She hurtled through the streets, each step faster than the last as

that  black  fire  burned  through  thought  and  feeling  until  all  that

remained was her rage and her prey. 

She took back alleys and leapt over walls. 

She’d slaughter them all. 

Faster  and  faster,  sprinting  for  that  beautiful  house  on  its  quiet

street,  for  the  two  men  who  had  taken  her  world  apart  piece  by

piece, bone by shattered bone. 

All  she  had  to  do  was  get  to  Jayne  and  Farran—everyone  else

was  collateral.  Arobynn  had  said  they’d  both  be  in  their  beds.  That

meant she had to get past all those guards at the front gate, the front door,  and  on  the  first  floor  …  not  to  mention  the  guards  that  were

sure to be outside the bedrooms. 

But  there  was  an  easier  way  to  get  past  all  them.  A  way  in  that

didn’t involve possibly alerting Farran and Jayne if the guards at the

front door raised the alarm. Harding had mentioned something about

a window on the second floor that he could leap through … Harding

was a good tumbler, but she was better. 

When  she  was  a  few  streets  away,  she  climbed  the  side  of  a

house  until  she  was  on  the  roof  and  running  again,  fast  enough  to

make the leap across the gap between houses. 

She’d  walked  past  Jayne’s  house  enough  times  in  the  past  few

days  to  know  that  it  was  separated  from  its  neighbors  by  alleys

probably fifteen feet wide. 

She leapt across another gap between roofs. 

Now  that  she  thought  of  it,  she   knew  there  was  a  second-floor

window  facing  one  of  those  alleys—and  she  didn’t  give  a  damn

where that window opened to, just that it would get her inside before

the guards on the first floor could notice. 

The emerald roof of Jayne’s house gleamed, and Celaena skidded

to a halt on the roof next door. A wide, flat stretch of the gabled roof

stood between her and the long jump across the alley. If she aimed

correctly  and  ran  fast  enough,  she  could  make  that  leap  and  land

through  that  second-floor  window.  The  window  was  already  thrown

open,  though  the  curtains  had  been  drawn,  blocking  any  view  of

what was within. 

Despite  the  fog  of  rage,  years  of  training  made  her  instinctively

scan the neighboring rooftops. Was it arrogance or stupidity that kept

Jayne from having guards on the nearby roofs? Even the guards on

the street didn’t look up at her. 

Celaena untied her cloak and let it slide to the ground behind her. 

Any additional drag might be fatal, and she had no intention of dying

until Jayne and Farran were corpses. 

The roof on which she stood was three stories high and faced the

second-floor  window  across  the  alley.  She  factored  in  the  distance

and how fast she’d be falling, and made sure the swords crossed to

her back were neatly tucked in. The window was wide, but she still

needed  to  avoid  the  blades  catching  on  the  threshold.  She  backed up as far as she could to give herself running space. 

Somewhere  on  that  second  floor  slept  Jayne  and  Farran.  And

somewhere in this house, they had destroyed Sam. 

After  she  had  killed  them,  perhaps  she’d  tear  the  house  down

stone by stone. 

Perhaps she’d tear this entire city down, too. 

She smiled. She liked the sound of that. 

Then she took a deep breath and broke into a run. 

The roof was no longer than fifty feet—fifty feet between her and

the jump that would either land her right through that open window a

level below, or splatter her on the alley between. 

She sprinted for the ever-nearing edge. 

Forty feet. 

There  was  no  room  for  error,  no  room  for  fear  or  sorrow  or

anything except that blinding rage and cold, vicious calculation. 

Thirty feet. 

She raced, straight as an arrow, each pump of her legs and arms

bringing her closer. 

Twenty. 

Ten. 

The  alley  below  loomed,  the  gap  looking  far  bigger  than  she’d

realized. 

Five. 

But there was nothing left of her to even consider stopping. 

Celaena reached the edge of the roof and leapt. 
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The cold kiss of night air on her face, the glitter of the wet streets

under lamplight, the sheen of moonlight on the black curtains inside

the open window as she arced toward it, hands already reaching for

her daggers …

She  tucked  her  head  into  her  chest,  bracing  for  impact  as  she

burst through the curtains, ripping them clean off their hangings, hit

the floor, and rolled. 

Right into a meeting room full of people. In a heartbeat, she took in

the details: a somewhat small room where Jayne, Farran, and others

sat around a square table, and a dozen guards now staring at her, 

already  formed  into  a  wall  of  flesh  and  weaponry  between  her  and

her prey. 

The  curtains  were  thick  enough  to  have  blocked  out  any  light

within the room—to make it look like it was dark and empty inside. A

trick. 

It  didn’t  matter.  She’d  take  them  all  down  anyway.  The  two

daggers in her boots were thrown before she was even on her feet, 

and the guards’ dying shouts brought a wicked grin to her lips. 

Her  swords  whined,  both  in  her  hands  as  the  nearest  guard

charged for her. 

He  immediately  died,  a  sword  punched  through  his  ribs  and  into

his heart. Every object—every person—between her and Farran was

an obstacle or a weapon, a shield or a trap. 

She  whirled  to  the  next  guard,  and  her  grin  turned  feral  as  she

caught a glimpse of Jayne and Farran at the other end of the room, 

seated  across  the  table.  Farran  was  smiling  at  her,  his  dark  eyes

bright, but Jayne was on his feet, gaping. 

Celaena buried one of her swords into the chest of a guard so she

could reach for her third dagger. 

Jayne was still gaping when that dagger imbedded itself to the hilt

in his neck. 

Utter  pandemonium.  The  door  flung  open,  and  more  guards

poured in as she retrieved her second sword from the chest cavity of

the fallen guard. It couldn’t have been more than ten seconds since

she’d leapt through the open window. Had they been waiting? 

Two guards lunged for her, swords slicing the air. Her twin blades

flashed. Blood sprayed. 

The  room  wasn’t  large—only  twenty  feet  separated  her  from

Farran, who remained seated, watching her with wild delight. 

Three more guards went down. 

Someone hurled a dagger at her, and she knocked it aside with a

blade,  sending  it  right  into  the  leg  of  another  guard.  Unintentional, 

but lucky. 

Another two guards fell. 

There were only a few left between her and the table—and Farran

at the other side. He didn’t even look at Jayne’s corpse, slumped on

the table beside him. 

Guards were still rushing in from the hall, but they were all wearing

strange  black  masks,  masks  with  clear  glass  eyepieces,  and  some

sort of cloth mesh over the mouths …

And then the smoke started, and the door shut, and as she gutted

another guard, she glanced at Farran in time to see him slide on a

mask. 

She  knew  this  smoke—knew  this  smell.  It  had  been  on  Sam’s

corpse. That musky, strange—

Someone  sealed  the  window,  shutting  out  the  air.  Smoke

everywhere, fogging everything. 

Her  eyes  stung,  but  she  dropped  a  sword  to  reach  for  that  last

dagger, the one that would find its home in Farran’s skull. 

The world jolted to the side. 

 No. 

She  didn’t  know  if  she  said  it  or  thought  it,  but  the  word  echoed

through the darkness that was devouring her. 
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Another masked guard had reached her, and she straightened in

time to drive a sword into his side. Blood soaked her hand, but she

kept her grip on the blade. Kept her grip on the dagger in her other

hand as she cocked it back, angling for Farran’s head. 

But the smoke invaded every pore, every breath, every muscle. As

she arched her arm, a shudder went through her body, making her

vision twist and falter. 

She  swayed  to  the  side,  losing  her  grip  on  the  dagger.  A  guard

swiped for her, but missed, slicing off an inch from her braid instead. 

Her  hair  broke  free  in  a  golden  wave  as  she  careened  to  the  side, 

falling so, so slowly, Farran still smiling at her …

A  guard’s  fist  slammed  into  her  gut,  knocking  the  air  out  of  her. 

She reeled back, and another fist like granite met her face. Her back, 

her ribs, her jaw. So many blows, so fast the pain couldn’t keep up, 

and she was falling so slowly, breathing in all that smoke …

They  had  been  waiting  for  her.  The  invitingly  open  window,  the

smoke and the masks, were all a part of a plan. And she had fallen

right into it. 

She was still falling as the blackness consumed her. 

“None  of  you  are  to  touch  her,”  a  cool,  bored  voice  was  saying. 

“She’s to be kept alive.” 

There were hands on her, prying her weapons out of her grip, then

setting  her  into  a  sitting  position  against  the  wall.  Fresh  air  poured

into the room, but she could hardly feel it on her tingling face. 

She  couldn’t  feel  anything.  Couldn’t  move  anything.  She  was

paralyzed. 

She  managed  to  open  her  eyes,  only  to  find  Farran  crouched  in

front of her, that feline smile still on his face. The smoke had cleared

from the room, and his mask lay discarded behind him. 

“Hello, Celaena,” he purred. 

Someone  had  betrayed  her.  Not  Arobynn.  Not  when  he  hated

Jayne  and  Farran  so  much.  If  she’d  been  betrayed,  it  would  have

been  one  of  the  wretches  in  the  Guild—someone  who  would  have benefited most from her death. It  couldn’t be Arobynn. 

Farran’s dark gray clothes were immaculate. “I’ve been waiting a

few years to meet you, you know,” he said, sounding rather cheerful

despite the blood and bodies. 

“To be honest,” he went on, his eyes devouring every inch of her in

a  way  that  made  her  stomach  start  to  twist,  “I’m  disappointed.  You

walked  right  into  our  little  trap.  You  didn’t  even  stop  to  think  twice

about it, did you?” Farran smiled. “Never underestimate the power of

love. Or is it revenge?” 

She  couldn’t  convince  her  fingers  to  shift.  Even  blinking  was  an

effort. 

“Don’t  worry—the  numbness  from  the  gloriella  is  already  fading, 

though you won’t be able to move much at all. It  should wear off in

about six hours. At least, that’s how long it lasted on your companion

after I caught him. It’s a particularly effective tool for keeping people

sedated  without  the  constraints  of  shackles.  Makes  the  process

much more … enjoyable, even if you can’t scream as much.” 

Gods  above.  Gloriella—the  same  poison  Ansel  had  used  on  the

Mute Master, somehow warped into incense. He must have caught

Sam,  brought  him  back  here,  used  the  smoke  on  him,  and  …  He

was going to torture her, too. She could withstand some torture, but

considering what had been done to Sam, she wondered how quickly

she’d break. If she’d had control over herself, she’d have ripped out

Farran’s throat with her teeth. 

Her only glimmer of hope came from the fact that Arobynn and the

others would arrive soon, and even if one of her kind had betrayed

her, when Arobynn found out … when he saw whatever Farran had

started to do to her … He’d keep Farran alive, if only so when she

recovered, she could gut him herself. Gut him, and take a damn long

time to do it. 

Farran stroked the hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ears. 

She’d  shatter  that  hand,  too.  The  way  Sam’s  hands  had  been

methodically  shattered.  Behind  Farran,  guards  began  dragging  the

bodies  away.  No  one  touched  Jayne’s  corpse,  still  sprawled  on  the

table. 

“You  know,”  Farran  murmured,  “you’re  really  quite  beautiful.”  He ran a finger down her cheek, then along her jaw. Her rage became a

living  thing  thrashing  inside  of  her,  fighting  for  just   one  chance  to break  free.  “I  can  see  why  Arobynn  kept  you  as  a  pet  for  so  many

years.” His finger went lower, sliding across her neck. “How old are

you, anyway?” 

She knew he didn’t expect an answer. His eyes met hers, dark and

ravenous. 

She  wouldn’t  beg.  If  she  were  to  die  like  Sam,  she’d  do  so  with

dignity. With that rage still burning. And maybe … maybe she’d get

the chance to butcher him. 

“I’m half-tempted to keep you for myself,” he said. He brushed his

thumb over her mouth. “Instead of handing you over, perhaps I’ll take

you downstairs, and if you survive …” He shook his head. “But that

wasn’t part of the bargain, was it?” 

Words boiled up in her, but her tongue didn’t move. She couldn’t

even open her mouth. 

“You’re dying to know what the bargain was, aren’t you? Let’s see

if I remember correctly … We kill Sam Cortland,” Farran recited, “you

go berserk and break in here, then  you kill Jayne”—he gave a nod

toward the huge body on the table—“and I take Jayne’s place.” His

hands  were  roving  over  her  neck  now,  sensual  caresses  that

promised unbearable agony. With each passing second, some of the

numbness  did  indeed  wear  off—but  hardly  any  control  of  her  body

returned. “Pity that I need you to take the blame for Jayne’s death. 

And if only handing you over to the king wouldn’t make  such a nice

gift.” 

The king. He wasn’t going to torture her, or kill her, but give her to

the king as a bribe to keep royal eyes from looking Farran’s way. She

could have faced torture, endured the violations she could practically

see in Farran’s eyes, but if she went to the king … She shoved the

thought away, refusing to follow its path. 

She had to get out. 

He  must  have  seen  the  panic  enter  her  eyes.  Farran  smiled,  a

hand  closing  around  her  throat.  Too-sharp  nails  pricked  her  skin. 

“Don’t  be  afraid,  Celaena,”  he  whispered  into  her  ear,  digging  his

nails in deeper. “If the king lets you survive, I’m in your eternal debt. 

You’ve handed me my crown, after all.” 

There  was  one  word  on  her  lips,  but  she  couldn’t  get  it  out,  no

matter how much she tried. 

 Who? 

Who had betrayed her so foully? She could understand hating her, 

but  Sam … Everyone had adored Sam, even Wesley …

Wesley. He had tried to tell her:  It’s all just a—And his face hadn’t

been set with irritation, but with grief—grief and rage, directed not at

her,  but  at  someone  else.  Had  Arobynn  sent  Wesley  to  warn  her? 

Harding, the assassin who had been talking about the window, had

always  had  an  eye  on  her  position  as  Arobynn’s  heir.  And  he’d

practically spoon-fed her the details about where to break in,  how to

break in … It had to be him. Maybe Wesley had figured it out just as

she  was  breaking  out  of  the  Keep.  Because  the  alternative  …  No, 

she couldn’t even think of the alternative. 

Farran pulled back, loosening his grip on her throat. “I do wish I’d

been allowed to play with you for a bit, but I swore not to harm you.” 

He cocked his head to the side, taking in the injuries she’d already

suffered. “I think a few bruised ribs and a split lip are excusable.” He

pulled out a pocket watch. “Alas, it’s eleven, and you and I both have

places to be.” Eleven. An hour before Arobynn would even  leave the

Keep. And if Harding had actually been the one to betray her, then

he’d probably do his best to delay them even further. Once she was

brought  to  the  royal  dungeons,  what  odds  did  Arobynn  have  of

successfully  breaking  her  out?  When  the  gloriella  wore  off,  what

odds did  she have of breaking out? 

Farran’s  eyes  were  still  on  hers,  glittering  with  delight.  And  then, 

without warning, his arm slashed through the air. 

She  heard  the  sound  of  a  hand  against  flesh  before  she  felt  the

stinging throb in her cheek and mouth. The pain was faint. She was

thankful  the  numbness  was  still  clinging  to  her,  especially  as  the

coppery tang of blood filled her mouth. 

Farran gracefully rose from his crouch. “That was for getting blood

on the carpet.” 

Despite the sideways angle of her head, she managed to glare up

at him, even as her blood slid down her throat. Farran straightened

his gray tunic, then leaned down to turn her head forward. His smile

returned. 

“You would have been delightful to break,” he told her, and strode

from  the  room,  motioning  to  three  tall,  well-dressed  men  as  he

passed.  Not  petty  guards.  She’d  seen  those  three  men  before. 

Somewhere—at some point that she couldn’t quite recall …

One  of  the  men  approached,  smiling,  despite  the  gore  pooled

around  her.  Celaena  glimpsed  the  rounded  pommel  of  his  sword

before it connected with her head. 
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Celaena awoke with a pulsing headache. 

She  kept  her  eyes  shut,  letting  her  senses  take  in  her

surroundings  before  she  announced  to  the  world  that  she  was

awake.  Wherever  she  was,  it  was  quiet,  and  damp,  and  cold,  and

reeked of mildew and refuse. 

She knew three things before she even opened her eyes. 

The  first  was  that  at  least  six  hours  had  passed,  because  she

could wriggle her toes and her fingers, and those movements were

enough to tell her that all of her weapons had been removed. 

The second was that because at least six hours had passed and

Arobynn and the others clearly had not found her, she was either in

the royal dungeons across the city or in some cell beneath Jayne’s

house, awaiting transport. 

The  third  was  that  Sam  was  still  dead,  and  even  her  rage  had

been  a  pawn  in  some  betrayal  so  twisted  and  brutal  she  couldn’t

begin to wrap her aching head around it. 

Sam was still dead. 

She  opened  her  eyes,  finding  herself  indeed  in  a  dungeon, 

dumped onto a rotten pallet of hay and chained to the wall. Her feet

had also been shackled to the floor, and both sets of chains had just

enough slack that she could make it to the filthy bucket in the corner

to relieve herself. 

That was the first indignity she allowed herself to suffer. 

Once she’d taken care of her bladder, she looked about the cell. 

No windows, and not enough space between the iron door and the

threshold  for  anything  more  than  light  to  squeeze  through.  She

couldn’t  hear  anything—not  through  the  walls,  nor  coming  from

outside. 

Her  mouth  was  parched,  her  tongue  leaden  in  her  mouth.  What

she wouldn’t give for a mouthful of water to wash away the lingering

taste  of  blood.  Her  stomach  was  painfully  empty,  too,  and  the

throbbing in her head sent splinters of light through her skull. 

She  had  been  betrayed—betrayed  by  Harding  or  someone  like

him, someone who would benefit from her being  permanently gone, 

with no hope of ever coming back. And Arobynn still hadn’t rescued

her. 

He’d find her, though. He  had to. 

She tested the chains on her wrists and ankles, examining where

they were anchored into the stone floor and walls, looking over every

link,  studying  the  locks.  They  were  solid.  She  felt  all  the  stones

around her, tapping for loose bits or possibly a whole block that she

could  use  as  a  weapon.  There  was  nothing.  All  the  pins  had  been

pulled out of her hair, robbing her of a chance to even try to pick the

lock. The buttons on her black tunic were too small and delicate to

be useful. 

Perhaps  if  a  guard  came  in,  she  could  get  him  close  enough  to

use the chains against him—strangle him or knock him unconscious, 

or hold him hostage long enough for someone to let her out. 

Perhaps—

The  door  groaned  open,  and  a  man  filled  the  threshold,  three

others behind him. 

His tunic was dark and embroidered with golden thread. If he was

surprised to see her awake, he didn’t reveal it. 

Royal guards. 

This was the royal dungeon, then. 

The guard in the doorway placed the food he was carrying on the

floor  and  slid  the  tray  toward  her.  Water,  bread,  a  hunk  of  cheese. 

“Dinner,” he said, not stepping one foot in the room. 

He and his companions knew the threat of getting too close. 

Celaena glanced at the tray. Dinner. How long had she been down

here?  Had  it  been  nearly  a  whole  day—and  Arobynn   still  hadn’t

come  for  her?  He  had  to  have  found  Wesley  by  the  stables—and

Wesley would have told him what she’d gone to do. He  had to know

she was here. 

The guard was watching her. “This dungeon is impenetrable,” he

said. “And those chains are made with Adarlanian steel.” 

She stared at him. He was middle-aged, perhaps forty. He wore no

weapons—another  precaution.  Usually,  the  royal  guards  joined

young  and  stayed  until  they  were  too  old  to  carry  a  sword.  That

meant  this  man  had  years  of  extensive  training.  It  was  too  dark  to

see  the  three  guards  behind  him,  but  she  knew  they  wouldn’t  trust

just anyone to watch her. 

And even if he’d said the words to intimidate her into behaving, he

was probably telling the truth. No one got out of the royal dungeons, 

and no one got in. 

If it had been a whole day and Arobynn hadn’t yet found her, she

wasn’t  getting  out  either.  If  her  betrayer  had  been  able  to  fool  her, 

and Sam, and Arobynn, then they’d find a way to keep the King of

the Assassins from knowing she was in here, too. 

Now that Sam was dead, there wasn’t anything left outside of the

dungeons  worth  fighting  for,  anyway.  Not  when  Adarlan’s  Assassin

was crumbling apart, and her world with her. The girl who’d taken on

a  Pirate  Lord  and  his  entire  island,  the  girl  who’d  stolen  Asterion

horses and raced along the beach in the Red Desert, the girl who’d

sat on her own rooftop, watching the sun rise over the Avery, the girl

who’d felt alive with possibility … that girl was gone. 

There wasn’t anything left. And Arobynn wasn’t coming. 

She’d failed. 

And  worse,  she’d  failed  Sam.  She  hadn’t  even  killed  the  man

who’d ended his life so viciously. 

The guard shifted on his feet, and she realized she’d been staring

at him. “The food is clean,” was all the guard said before he backed

out of the room and shut the door. 

She drank the water and ate as much of the bread and cheese as

she could stomach. She couldn’t tell if the food itself was bland, or if

her tongue had just lost all sense of taste. Every bite tasted like ash. 

She kicked the tray toward the door when she was finished. She

didn’t care that she could have used it as a weapon, or a lure to get

one of the guards closer. 

Because she wasn’t getting out, and Sam was dead. 
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Celaena  leaned  her  head  against  the  freezing,  damp  wall.  She’d

never be able to make sure he was safely buried in the earth. She’d

failed him even in that. 

When  the  roaring  silence  came  to  claim  her  again,  Celaena

walked into it with open arms. 

The  guards  liked  to  talk.  About  sporting  events,  about  women, 

about the movement of Adarlan’s armies. About her, most of all. 

Sometimes,  flickers  of  their  conversations  broke  through  the  wall

of silence, holding her attention for a moment before she let the quiet

sweep her back out to its endless sea. 

“The captain’s going to be furious he wasn’t here for the trial.” 

“Serves him right for gallivanting with the prince along the Surian

coast.” 

Sniggers. 

“I heard the captain’s racing back to Rifthold, though.” 

“What’s the point? Her trial is tomorrow. He won’t even make it in

time to see her executed.” 

“You think she’s really Celaena Sardothien?” 

“She looks my daughter’s age.” 

“Better  not  tell  anyone—the  king  said  he’d  flay  us  all  alive  if  we

breathe one word.” 

“Hard  to  imagine  that  it’s  her—did  you  see  the  list  of  victims?  It

went on and on.” 

“You think she’s wrong in the head? She just  looks at you without

really  looking at you, you know?” 

“I  bet  they  needed  someone  to  pay  for  Jayne’s  death.  They

probably grabbed a simple girl to pretend it was her.” 
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Snorts. “Won’t matter to the king, will it? And if she won’t talk, then

it’s her own damn fault if she’s innocent.” 

“I don’t think she’s really Celaena Sardothien.” 

“I  heard  it’ll  be  a  closed  trial  and  execution  because  the  king

doesn’t want anyone seeing who she really is.” 

“Trust the king to deny everyone else the chance to watch.” 

“I wonder if they’ll hang or behead her.” 

CHAPTER

12

The world flashed. Dungeons, rotten hay, cold stones against her

cheek,  guards  talking,  bread  and  cheese  and  water.  Then  guards

entered, crossbows aimed at her, hands on their swords. Two days

had passed, somehow. A rag and a bucket of water were thrown at

her.  Clean  herself  up  for  her  trial,  they  said.  She  obeyed.  And  she

didn’t struggle when they gave her new shackles on her wrists and

ankles—shackles she could walk in. They took her down a dark, cold

hallway that echoed with distant groans, then up the stairs. Sunlight

shone  through  a  barred  window—harsh,  blinding—as  they  went  up

more stairs, and eventually into a room of stone and polished wood. 

The wooden chair was smooth beneath her. Her head still ached, 

and the places where Farran’s men had struck her were still sore. 

The room was large, but sparsely appointed. She’d been shoved

into  a  chair  set  in  the  center  of  the  room,  a  safe  distance  from  the

massive  table  on  the  far  end—the  table  at  which  twelve  men  sat

facing her. 

She didn’t care who they were, or what their role was. She could

feel their eyes on her, though. Everyone in the room—the men at the

table and the dozens of guards—was watching her. 

A hanging or a beheading. Her throat closed up. 

There was no point in fighting, not now. 

She  deserved  this.  For  more  reasons  than  she  could  count.  She

should never have allowed Sam to convince her to dispatch Farran

on  his  own.  It  was  her  fault,  all  of  it,  set  in  motion  the  day  she’d

arrived in Skull’s Bay and decided to make a stand for something. 

A small door at the back of the room opened, and the men at the

table got to their feet. 

Heavy  boots  stomping  across  the  floor,  the  guards  straightening and saluting …

The King of Adarlan entered the room. 

She wouldn’t look at him. Let him do what he wanted to her. If she

looked  into  his  eyes,  what  semblance  of  calm  she  had  would  be

shredded. So it was better to feel nothing than to cower before him—

the butcher who had destroyed so much of Erilea. Better to go to her

grave numb and dazed than begging. 

A chair at the center of the table was pulled back. The men around

the king didn’t sit until he did. 

Then silence. 

The wooden floor of the room was so polished that she could see

the reflection of the iron chandelier hanging far above her. 

A low chuckle, like bone against rock. Even without looking at him, 

she could sense his sheer mass—the darkness swirling around him. 

“I didn’t believe the rumors until now,” the king said, “but it seems

the guards were not lying about your age.” 

A  faint  urge  to  cover  her  ears,  to  shut  out  that  wretched  voice, 

flickered in the back of her mind. 

“How old are you?” 

She  didn’t  reply.  Sam  was  gone.  Nothing  she  could  do—even  if

she fought, even if she raged—could change that. 

“Did  Rourke  Farran  get  his  claws  on  you,  or  are  you  just  being

willful?” 

Farran’s  face,  leering  at  her,  smiling  so  viciously  as  she  was

helpless before him. 

“Very  well,  then,”  the  king  said.  Papers  being  shuffled,  the  only

sound in the deathly silent room. “Do you deny that you are Celaena

Sardothien?  If  you  do  not  speak,  then  I  will  take  your  silence  for

acquiescence, girl.” 

She kept her mouth shut. 

“Then read the charges, Councilor Rensel.” 

A male throat was cleared. “You, Celaena Sardothien, are charged

with the deaths of the following people …” And then he began a long

recitation of all those lives she’d taken. The brutal story of a girl who

was now gone. Arobynn had always seen to it that the world knew of

her  handiwork.  He  always  got  word  out  through  secret  channels when another victim had fallen to Celaena Sardothien. And now, the

very  thing  that  had  earned  her  the  right  to  call  herself  Adarlan’s

Assassin  would  be  what  sealed  her  doom.  When  it  was  over,  the

man said, “Do you deny any of the charges?” 

Her breathing was so slow. 

“Girl,”  the  councilman  said  a  bit  shrilly,  “we  will  take  your  lack  of

response to mean you do not deny them. Do you understand that?” 

She didn’t bother to nod. It was all over, anyway. 

“Then I will decide your sentence,” the king growled. 

Then  there  was  murmuring,  more  rustling  papers,  and  a  cough. 

The  light  on  the  floor  flickered.  The  guards  in  the  room  remained

focused on her, weapons at the ready. 

Footsteps  suddenly  thudded  toward  her  from  the  table,  and  she

heard  the  sound  of  weapons  being  angled.  She  recognized  the

footsteps before the king even reached her chair. 

“Look at me.” 

She kept her gaze on his boots. 

“Look at me.” 

It made no difference now, did it? He’d already destroyed so much

of Erilea—destroyed parts of her without even knowing it. 

“Look at me.” 

Celaena raised her head and looked at the King of Adarlan. 

The blood drained from her face. Those black eyes were poised to

devour the world; the features were harsh and weathered. He wore a

sword  at  his  side—the  sword  whose  name  everyone  knew—and  a

fine tunic and fur cloak. No crown rested on his head. 

She had to get away. Had to get out of this room, get away from

him. 

 Get away. 

“Do  you  have  any  last  requests  before  I  announce  your

sentence?” he asked, those eyes still searing through every defense

she’d  ever  learned.  She  could  still  smell  the  smoke  that  had

suffocated  every  inch  of  Terrasen  nine  years  ago,  still  smell  the

sizzling flesh and hear the futile screams as the king and his armies

wiped out every last trace of resistance, every last trace of magic. No

matter  what  Arobynn  had  trained  her  to  do,  the  memories  of  those last  weeks  as  Terrasen  fell  were  imprinted  upon  her  blood.  So  she

just stared at him. 

When she didn’t reply, he turned on his heel and walked back to

the table. 

She  had  to  get  away.  Forever.  Brash,  foolish  fire  flared  up,  and

turned her—only for a moment—into that girl again. 

“I do,” she said, her voice hoarse from disuse. 

The king paused and looked over his shoulder at her. 

She smiled, a wicked, wild thing. “Make it quick.” 

It was a challenge, not a plea. The king’s council and the guards

shifted, some of them murmuring. 

The  king’s  eyes  narrowed  slightly,  and  when  he  smiled  at  her,  it

was the most horrific thing she’d ever seen. 

“Oh?” he said, turning to face her fully. 

That foolish fire went out. 

“If  it  is  an  easy  death  you  desire,  Celaena  Sardothien,  I  will

certainly not give it to you. Not until you have adequately suffered.” 

The  world  balanced  on  the  edge  of  a  knife,  slipping,  slipping, 

slipping. 

“You,  Celaena  Sardothien,  are  sentenced  to  nine  lives’  worth  of

labor in the Salt Mines of Endovier.” 

Her  blood  turned  to  ice.  The  councilmen  all  glanced  at  one

another. Obviously, this option hadn’t been discussed beforehand. 

“You  will  be  sent  with  orders  to  keep  you  alive  for  as  long  as

possible—so  you  will  have  the  chance  to  enjoy  Endovier’s  special

kind of agony.” 

Endovier. 

Then the king turned away. 

Endovier. 

There was a flurry of motion, and the king barked an order to have

her on the first wagon out of the city. Then there were hands on her

arms, and crossbows pointed at her as she was half-dragged out of

the room. 

Endovier. 
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She  was  thrown  in  her  dungeon  cell  for  minutes,  or  hours,  or  a

day. Then more guards came to fetch her, leading her up the stairs, 

into the still-blinding sun. 

Endovier. 

New  shackles,  hammered  shut.  The  dark  interior  of  a  prison

wagon. The turn of multiple locks, the jostle of horses starting into a

walk, and many other horses surrounding the wagon. 

Through the small window high in the door wall, she could see the

capital,  the  streets  she  knew  so  well,  the  people  milling  about  and

glancing  at  the  prison  wagon  and  the  mounted  guards,  but  not

thinking about who might be inside. The golden dome of the Royal

Theater in the distance, the briny scent of a breeze off the Avery, the

emeraldtiled roofs and white stones of every building. 

All passing by, all so quickly. 

They passed the Assassins’ Keep where she had trained and bled

and lost so much, the place where Sam’s body lay, waiting for her to

bury him. 

The game had been played, and she had lost. 

Now  they  came  to  the  looming  alabaster  walls  of  the  city,  their

gates thrown wide to accommodate their large party. 

As Celaena Sardothien was led out of the capital, she sank into a

corner of the wagon and did not get up. 

Standing atop one of the many emerald roofs of Rifthold, Rourke

Farran  and  Arobynn  Hamel  watched  as  the  prison  wagon  was

escorted  out  of  the  city.  A  chill  breeze  swept  off  the  Avery,  ruffling

their hair. 

“Endovier,  then,”  Farran  mused,  his  dark  eyes  still  upon  the

wagon.  “A  surprising  twist  of  events.  I  thought  you  had  planned  a

grand rescue from the butchering block.” 

The King of the Assassins said nothing. 

“So you’re not going after the wagon?” 

“Obviously not,” Arobynn said, glancing at the new Crime Lord of

Rifthold. It had been on this very rooftop that Farran and the King of

the Assassins had first run into each other. Farran had been going to

spy on one of Jayne’s mistresses, and Arobynn … well, Farran had

never learned why Arobynn had been meandering across the roofs

of Rifthold in the middle of the night. 

“You and your men could free her in a matter of moments,” Rourke

went  on.  “Attacking  a  prison  wagon  is  far  safer  than  what  you  had

originally planned. Though, I’ll admit—sending her to Endovier is far

more interesting to me.” 

“If I wanted your opinion, Farran, I would have asked for it.” 

Farran  gave  him  a  slow  smile.  “You  might  want  to  consider  how

you speak to me now.” 

“And you might want to consider who gave you your crown.” 

Farran chuckled, and silence fell for a long moment. “If you wanted

her to suffer, you should have left her in my care. I could have had

her begging for you to save her in a matter of minutes. It would have

been exquisite.” 

Arobynn  just  shook  his  head.  “Whatever  gutter  you  grew  up  in, 

Farran, it must have been an unparalleled sort of hell.” 

Farran studied his new ally, his gaze glittering. “You have no idea.” 

After another moment of quiet, he asked, “Why did you do it?” 

Arobynn’s attention drifted back to the wagon, already a small dot

in the rolling foothills above Rifthold. “Because I don’t like sharing my

belongings.” 
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AFTER

She had been in the wagon for two days now, watching the light

shift and dance on the walls. She only moved from the corner long

enough to relieve herself or to pick at the food they threw in for her. 

She  had  believed  she  could  love  Sam  and  not  pay  the  price. 

 Everything  has  a  price,  she’d  once  been  told  by  a  Spidersilk

merchant in the Red Desert. How right he was. 

Sun shone through the wagon again, filling it with weak light. The

trek to the Salt Mines of Endovier took two weeks, and each mile led

them farther and farther north—and into colder weather. 

When  she  dozed,  falling  in  and  out  of  dreams  and  reality  and

sometimes not knowing the difference, she was often awoken by the

shivers  that  racked  her  body.  The  guards  offered  her  no  protection

against the chill. 

Two weeks in this dark, reeking wagon, with only the shadows and

light on the wall for company, and the silence hovering around her. 

Two weeks, and then Endovier. 

She lifted her head from the wall. 

The growing fear set the silence flickering. 

No one survived Endovier. Most prisoners didn’t survive a month. 

It was a death camp. 

A tremor went down her numb fingers. She drew her legs in tighter

to her chest, resting her head against them. 

The shadows and the light continued to play on the wall. 

Excited  whispers,  the  crunch  of  rushing  feet  on  dried  grass, 

moonlight shining through the window. 

She  didn’t  know  how  she  got  upright,  or  how  she  made  it  to  the

tiny barred window, her legs stiff and aching and wobbly from disuse. 

The  guards  were  gathered  near  the  edge  of  the  clearing  they’d camped  in  for  the  night,  staring  out  into  the  tangle  of  trees.  They’d

entered Oakwald Forest sometime on the first day, and now it would

be  nothing  but  trees-trees-trees  for  the  two  weeks  that  they  would

travel north. 

The  moon  illuminated  the  mist  swirling  along  the  leaf-strewn

ground, and made the trees cast long shadows like lurking wraiths. 

And there—standing in a copse of thorns—was a white stag. 

Celaena’s breath hitched. 

She clenched the bars of the small window as the creature looked

at  them.  His  towering  antlers  seemed  to  glow  in  the  moonlight, 

crowning him in wreaths of ivory. 

“Gods above,” one of the guards whispered. 

The  stag’s  enormous  head  turned  slightly—toward  the  wagon, 

toward the small window. 

The Lord of the North. 

 So the people of Terrasen will always know how to find their way

 home, she’d once told Ansel as they lay under a blanket of stars and

traced the constellation of the Stag.  So they can look up at the sky, 

 no matter where they are, and know Terrasen is forever with them. 

Tendrils of hot air puffed from the stag’s snout, curling in the chill

night. 

Celaena bowed her head, though she kept her gaze upon him. 

 So the people of Terrasen will always know how to find their way

 home …

A  crack  in  the  silence—spreading  wider  and  wider  as  the  stag’s

fathomless eyes stayed steady on her. 

A  glimmer  of  a  world  long  since  destroyed—a  kingdom  in  ruins. 

The stag shouldn’t be here—not so deep into Adarlan or so far from

home.  How  had  he  survived  the  hunters  who  had  been  set  loose

nine years ago, when the king had ordered all the sacred white stags

of Terrasen butchered? 

And yet he was here, glowing like a beacon in the moonlight. 

He was here. 

And so was she. 

She  felt  the  warmth  of  the  tears  before  she  realized  she  was crying. 

Then the unmistakable groan of bowstrings being pulled back. 

The stag, her Lord of the North, her beacon, didn’t move. 

“Run! ”  The  hoarse  scream  erupted  out  of  her.  It  shattered  the

silence. 

The stag remained staring at her. 

She banged on the side of the wagon. “Run, damn you! ” 

The stag turned and sprinted, a bolt of white light weaving through

the trees. 

The  twang  of  bowstrings,  the  hiss  of  arrows—all  missing  their

mark. 

The guards cursed, and the wagon shook as one of them struck it

in frustration. Celaena backed away from the window, backed up, up, 

up, until she ran into the wall and collapsed to her knees. 

The  silence  had  gone.  In  its  absence,  she  could  feel  the  barking

pain  echo  through  her  legs,  and  the  ache  of  the  injuries  Farran’s

men had given her, and the dull stinging of wrists and ankles rubbed

raw by chains. And she could feel the endless hole where Sam had

once been. 

She  was  going  to  Endovier—she  was  to  be  a  slave  in  the  Salt

Mines of Endovier. 

Fear, ravenous and cold, dragged her under. 

BEGINNING

Celaena Sardothien knew she was nearing the Salt Mines when, 

two  weeks  later,  the  trees  of  Oakwald  gave  way  to  gray,  rough

terrain, and jagged mountains pierced the sky. She’d been lying on

the  floor  since  dawn  and  had  already  vomited  once.  And  now  she

couldn’t bring herself to stand up. 

Sounds in the distance—shouting and the faint crack of a whip. 

Endovier. 

She wasn’t ready. 

The  light  turned  brighter  as  they  left  the  trees  behind.  She  was

glad Sam wasn’t here to see her like this. 

She let out a sob so violent she had to press her fist to her mouth

to keep from being heard. 

She’d never be ready for this, for Endovier and the world without

Sam. 

A breeze filled the wagon, lifting away the smells of the past two

weeks. Her trembling paused for a heartbeat. She knew that breeze. 

She knew the chill bite beneath it, knew it carried the hint of pine

and  snow,  knew  the  mountains  from  which  it  hailed.  A  northern

breeze, a breeze of Terrasen. 

She  must stand up. 

Pine  and  snow  and  lazy,  golden  summers—a  city  of  light  and

music in the shadow of the Staghorn Mountains. She must stand, or

be broken before she even entered Endovier. 

The wagon slowed, wheels bouncing over the rough path. A whip

snapped. 

“My name is Celaena Sardothien …,” she whispered onto the floor, 

but her lips shook hard enough to cut off the words. 

Somewhere,  someone  started  screaming.  From  the  shift  in  the

light, she knew they were nearing what had to be a giant wall. 

“My name is Celaena Sardothien …,” she tried again. She gasped

down uneven breaths. 

The  breeze  grew  into  a  wind,  and  she  closed  her  eyes,  letting  it

sweep  away  the  ashes  of  that  dead  world—of  that  dead  girl.  And

then  there  was  nothing  left  except  something  new,  something  still

glowing red from the forging. 

Celaena opened her eyes. 

She  would  go  into  Endovier.  Go  into  Hell.  And  she  would  not

crumble. 

She braced her palms on the floor and slid her feet beneath her. 

She  had  not  stopped  breathing  yet,  and  she  had  endured  Sam’s

death and evaded the king’s execution. She would survive this. 

Celaena stood, turning to the window and looking squarely at the

mammoth stone wall rising up ahead of them. 

She would tuck Sam into her heart, a bright light for her to take out

whenever things were darkest. And then she would remember how it

had felt to be loved, when the world had held nothing but possibility. 

No matter what they did to her, they could never take that away. 

She would not break. 

And someday … someday, even if it took her until her last breath, 

she’d  find  out  who  had  done  this  to  her.  To  Sam.  Celaena  wiped

away  her  tears  as  the  wagon  entered  the  shade  of  the  tunnel

through  the  wall.  Whips  and  screams  and  the  clank  of  chains.  She

tensed, already taking in every detail she could. 

But she squared her shoulders. Straightened her spine. 

“My  name  is  Celaena  Sardothien,”  she  whispered,  “and  I  will  not

 be afraid.” 

The wagon cleared the wall and stopped. 

Celaena raised her head. 

The  wagon  door  was  unlocked  and  thrown  open,  flooding  the

space with gray light. Guards reached for her, mere shadows against

the  brightness.  She  let  them  grab  her,  let  them  pull  her  from  the

wagon. 

 I will not be afraid. 

Celaena Sardothien lifted her chin and walked into the Salt Mines

of Endovier. 
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READ ON FOR AN EXCERPT FROM THE FIRST

BOOK IN THE THRONE OF GLASS SERIES

After  a  year  of  slavery  in  the  Salt  Mines  of  Endovier,  Celaena  is

summoned to the castle of a vicious king, where she hopes to finally

win  her  freedom.  If  she  defeats  twenty-three  killers,  thieves,  and

warriors in a competition, she will be released from prison to serve

as  the  King’s  Champion.  But  something  evil  dwells  in  the  castle—

and it’s there to kill. Celaena’s fight for freedom becomes a fight for

survival—and a desperate quest to root out the evil before it destroys

her world. 

 

After  a  year  of  slavery  in  the  Salt  Mines  of  Endovier,  Celaena

Sardothien  was  accustomed  to  being  escorted  everywhere  in

shackles  and  at  sword-point.  Most  of  the  thousands  of  slaves  in

Endovier  received  similar  treatment—though  an  extra  half-dozen

guards  always  walked  Celaena  to  and  from  the  mines.  That  was

expected  by  Adarlan’s  most  notorious  assassin.  What  she  did  not

usually expect, however, was a hooded man in black at her side—as

there was now. 

He gripped her arm as he led her through the shining building in

which most of Endovier’s officials and overseers were housed. They

strode  down  corridors,  up  flights  of  stairs,  and  around  and  around

until she hadn’t the slightest chance of finding her way out again. 

At least, that was her escort’s intention, because she hadn’t failed

to notice when they went up and down the same staircase within a

matter  of  minutes.  Nor  had  she  missed  when  they  zigzagged

between  levels,  even  though  the  building  was  a  standard  grid  of

hallways and stairwells. As if she’d lose her bearings that easily. She

might have been insulted if he wasn’t trying so hard. 

They  entered  a  particularly  long  hallway,  silent  save  for  their

footsteps.  Though  the  man  grasping  her  arm  was  tall  and  fit,  she

could  see  nothing  of  the  features  concealed  beneath  his  hood. 

Another  tactic  meant  to  confuse  and  intimidate  her.  The  black

clothes  were  probably  a  part  of  it,  too.  His  head  shifted  in  her

direction, and Celaena flashed him a grin. He looked forward again, 

his iron grip tightening. 

It was flattering, she supposed, even if she  didn’t know what was

happening, or why he’d been waiting for her outside the mine shaft. 

After  a  day  of  cleaving  rock  salt  from  the  innards  of  the  mountain, 

finding him standing there with six guards hadn’t improved her mood. 

But  her  ears  had  pricked  when  he’d  introduced  himself  to  her

overseer  as  Chaol  Westfall,  Captain  of  the  Royal  Guard,  and

suddenly,  the  sky  loomed,  the  mountains  pushed  from  behind,  and

even the earth swelled toward her knees. She hadn’t tasted fear in a

while—hadn’t  let herself taste fear. When she awoke every morning, 

she repeated the same words:  I will not be afraid. For a year, those words had meant the difference between breaking and bending; they

had kept her from shattering in the darkness of the mines. Not that

she’d let the captain know any of that. 

Celaena  examined  the  gloved  hand  holding  her  arm.  The  dark

leather almost matched the dirt on her skin. 

She adjusted her torn and filthy tunic with her free hand and held

in  her  sigh.  Entering  the  mines  before  sunrise  and  departing  after

dusk, she rarely glimpsed the sun. She was frightfully pale beneath

the dirt. It was true that she had been attractive once, beautiful even, 

but—well, it didn’t matter now, did it? 

They turned down another hallway, and she studied the stranger’s

finely  crafted  sword.  Its  shimmering  pommel  was  shaped  like  an

eagle  midflight.  Noticing  her  stare,  his  gloved  hand  descended  to

rest upon its golden head. Another smile tugged at the corners of her

lips. 

“You’re a long way from Rifthold, Captain,” she said, clearing her

throat.  “Did  you  come  with  the  army  I  heard  thumping  around

earlier?”  She  peered  into  the  darkness  beneath  his  hood  but  saw

nothing.  Still,  she  felt  his  eyes  upon  her  face,  judging,  weighing, 

testing. She stared right back. The Captain of the Royal Guard would

be  an  interesting  opponent.  Maybe  even  worthy  of  some  effort  on

her part. 

Finally, the man raised his sword hand, and the folds of his cloak

fell  to  conceal  the  blade.  As  his  cloak  shifted,  she  spied  the  gold

wyvern embroidered on his tunic. The royal seal. 

“What  do  you  care  for  the  armies  of  Adarlan?”  he  replied.  How

lovely it was to hear a voice like her own—cool and articulate—even

if he was a nasty brute! 

“Nothing,”  she  said,  shrugging.  He  let  out  a  low  growl  of

annoyance. 

Oh, it’d be nice to see his blood spill across the marble. She’d lost

her  temper  once  before—once,  when  her  first  overseer  chose  the

wrong day to push her too hard. She still remembered the feeling of

embedding the pickax into his gut, and the stickiness of his blood on

her  hands  and  face.  She  could  disarm  two  of  these  guards  in  a

heartbeat.  Would  the  captain  fare  better  than  her  late  overseer? 

Contemplating the potential outcomes, she grinned at him again. 

“Don’t  you  look  at  me  like  that,”  he  warned,  and  his  hand  drifted

back toward his sword. Celaena hid her smirk this time. They passed

a series of wooden doors that she’d seen a few minutes ago. If she

wanted to escape, she simply had to turn left at the next hallway and

take  the  stairs  down  three  flights.  The  only  thing  all  the  intended

disorientation  had  accomplished  was  to  familiarize  her  with  the

building. Idiots. 

“Where are we going again?” she said sweetly, brushing a strand

of her matted hair from her face. When he didn’t reply, she clenched

her jaw. 

The halls echoed too loudly for her to attack him without alerting

the  whole  building.  She  hadn’t  seen  where  he’d  put  the  key  to  her

irons, and the six guards who trailed them would be nuisances. Not

to mention the shackles. 

They  entered  a  hallway  hung  with  iron  chandeliers.  Outside  the

windows  lining  the  wall,  night  had  fallen;  lanterns  kindled  so  bright

they offered few shadows to hide in. 

From  the  courtyard,  she  could  hear  the  other  slaves  shuffling

toward the wooden building where they slept. The moans of agony

amongst the clank of chains made a chorus as familiar as the dreary

work songs they sang all day. The occasional solo of the whip added

to  the  symphony  of  brutality  Adarlan  had  created  for  its  greatest

criminals, poorest citizens, and latest conquests. 

While some of the prisoners were people accused of attempting to

practice magic—not that they  could, given that magic had vanished

from  the  kingdom—these  days,  more  and  more  rebels  arrived  at

Endovier.  Most  were  from  Eyllwe,  one  of  the  last  countries  still

fighting Adarlan’s rule. But when she pestered them for news, many

just stared at her with empty eyes. Already broken. She shuddered

to  consider  what  they’d  endured  at  the  hands  of  Adarlan’s  forces. 

Some days, she wondered if they would have been better off dying

on the butchering blocks instead. And if she might have been better

off dying that night she’d been betrayed and captured, too. 

But  she  had  other  things  to  think  about  as  they  continued  their

walk. Was she finally to be hanged? Sickness coiled in her stomach. 

She  was important enough to warrant an execution from the Captain of  the  Royal  Guard  himself.  But  why  bring  her  inside  this  building

first? 

At last, they stopped before a set of red-and-gold glass doors so

thick that she couldn’t see through them. Captain Westfall jerked his

chin at the two guards standing on either side of the doors, and they

stomped their spears in greeting. 

The  captain’s  grip  tightened  until  it  hurt.  He  yanked  Celaena

closer,  but  her  feet  seemed  made  of  lead  and  she  pulled  against

him.  “You’d  rather  stay  in  the  mines?”  he  asked,  sounding  faintly

amused. 

“Perhaps if I were told what this was all about, I wouldn’t feel so

inclined to resist.” 

“You’ll find out soon enough.” Her palms became sweaty. Yes, she

was going to die. It had come at last. 

The  doors  groaned  open  to  reveal  a  throne  room.  A  glass

chandelier  shaped  like  a  grapevine  occupied  most  of  the  ceiling, 

spitting seeds of diamond fire onto the windows along the far side of

the  room.  Compared  to  the  bleakness  outside  those  windows,  the

opulence  felt  like  a  slap  to  the  face.  A  reminder  of  how  much  they

profited from her labor. 

“In here,” the Captain of the Guard growled, and shoved her with

his free hand, finally releasing her. Celaena stumbled, her calloused

feet  slipping  on  the  smooth  floor  as  she  straightened  herself.  She

looked back to see another six guards appear. 

Fourteen  guards,  plus  the  captain.  The  gold  royal  emblem

embroidered on the breast of black uniforms. These were members

of  the  Royal  Family’s  personal  guard:  ruthless,  lightning-swift

soldiers trained from birth to protect and kill. She swallowed tightly. 

Lightheaded and immensely heavy all at once, Celaena faced the

room.  On  an  ornate  redwood  throne  sat  a  handsome  young  man. 

Her heart stopped as everyone bowed. 

She was standing in front of the Crown Prince of Adarlan. 

 

“Your  Highness,”  said  the  Captain  of  the  Guard.  He  straightened

from  a  low  bow  and  removed  his  hood,  revealing  close-cropped

chestnut hair. The hood had definitely been meant to intimidate her

into submission during their walk. As if that sort of trick could work on

 her. Despite her irritation, she blinked at the sight of his face. He was

so young! 

Captain Westfall was not excessively handsome, but she couldn’t


help finding the ruggedness of his face and the clarity of his golden-

brown  eyes  rather  appealing.  She  cocked  her  head,  now  keenly

aware of her wretched dirtiness. 

“This is she?” the Crown Prince of Adarlan asked, and Celaena’s

head whipped around as the captain nodded. Both of them stared at

her,  waiting  for  her  to  bow.  When  she  remained  upright,  Chaol

shifted on his feet, and the prince glanced at his captain before lifting

his chin a bit higher. 

Bow to him indeed! If she were bound for the gallows, she would

most  certainly   not  spend  the  last  moments  of  her  life  in  groveling

submission. 

Thundering steps issued from behind her, and someone grabbed

her by the neck. Celaena only glimpsed crimson cheeks and a sandy

mustache before being thrown to the icy marble floor. Pain slammed

through her face, light splintering her vision. Her arms ached as her

bound hands kept her joints from properly aligning. Though she tried

to stop them, tears of pain welled. 

“That is the proper way to greet your future king,” a red-faced man

snapped at Celaena. 

The assassin hissed, baring her teeth as she twisted her head to

look  at  the  kneeling  bastard.  He  was  almost  as  large  as  her

overseer, clothed in reds and oranges that matched his thinning hair. 

His obsidian eyes glittered as his grip tightened on her neck. If she

could move her right arm just a few inches, she could throw him off

balance and grab his sword … The shackles dug into her stomach, 

and fizzing, boiling rage turned her face scarlet. 

After  a  too-long  moment,  the  Crown  Prince  spoke.  “I  don’t  quite comprehend why you’d force someone to bow when the purpose of

the  gesture  is  to  display  allegiance  and  respect.”  His  words  were

coated with glorious boredom. 

Celaena tried to pivot a free eye to the prince, but could only see a

pair of black leather boots against the white floor. 

“It’s  clear  that   you  respect  me,  Duke  Perrington,  but  it’s  a  bit

unnecessary  to  put  such  effort  into  forcing   Celaena  Sardothien  to

have the same opinion. You and I know very well she has no love for

my  family.  So  perhaps  your  intent  is  to  humiliate  her.”  He  paused, 

and she could have sworn his eyes fell on her face. “But I think she’s

had enough of that.” 
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READ ON FOR A SNEAK PEEK OF THE THIRD

BOOK IN THE THRONE OF GLASS SERIES

Celaena has survived deadly contests and shattering heartbreak—

but at an unspeakable cost. Now, she must travel to a new land to

confront  her  darkest  truth  …  a  truth  about  her  heritage  that  could

change  her  life—and  her  future—forever.  Meanwhile,  brutal  and

monstrous  forces  are  gathering  on  the  horizon,  intent  on  enslaving

her  world.  Will  Celaena  find  the  strength  not  only  to  fight  her  inner

demons but to take on the evil that is about to be unleashed? 
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She smelled smoke before she saw the lights. Not campfires, but

lights from a building rising up out of the trees, hugging the spine of

the mountain slope. The stones were dark and ancient—hewn from

something  other  than  the  abundant  granite.  Her  eyes  strained,  but

she didn’t fail to note the ring of towering rocks woven between the

trees, surrounding the entirety of the fortress. No, it was hard not to

notice  them  when  they  rode  between  two  megaliths  that  curved

toward  each  other  like  the  horns  of  a  great  beast,  and  a  zinging

current snapped against her skin. 

Wards—magic wards. Her stomach turned. If they didn’t keep out

any  enemies,  they  certainly  served  as  an  alarm.  Which  meant  the

three figures patrolling each of the three towers, the six on the outer

retaining  wall,  and  the  three  at  the  wooden  gates  would  now  know

they  were  approaching.  Men  and  women  in  light  leather  armor, 

bearing swords, daggers, and bows, all monitoring their approach. 

“I  think  I’d  rather  stay  in  the  woods,”  she  said,  her  first  words  in

days. 

Rowan  didn’t  even  lift  an  arm  in  greeting.  He  must  be  familiar, 

then, if he didn’t stoop to hellos. As they drew closer to the ancient

fortress—which  was  little  more  than  a  few  watchtowers  woven

together  by  a  large  connecting  building,  all  of  it  splattered  with

lichens  and  moss—she  did  the  calculations.  It  had  to  be  some

border  outpost—a  halfway  point  between  the  mortal  realm  and

Doranelle  itself.  Perhaps  she’d  finally  have  a  warm  place  to  sleep, 

even if it was just for the night. 

She  scanned  the  sentries  at  the  gate,  on  the  wall,  on  the  towers

above.  They  all  wore  hoods—masking  any  signs  of  their  heritage. 

Rowan might not have spoken to her for most of their journey—he’d

shown as much interest in her as a pile of horseshit on the road—but

if she were staying with the Fae … others might have questions. Just

seeing  the  Fae  gathered,  after  she’d  smelled  those  burning  stakes ten  years  ago,  heard  the  screams  on  the  wind  …  She’d  done  her

best to forget those weeks and months—to forget every thought and

feeling that went with them. 

The  guards  saluted  Rowan,  who  didn’t  spare  them  a  passing

glance. 

She  took  in  every  detail,  every  exit,  every  weakness  as  they

entered  the  large  courtyard  beyond  the  wall,  two  rather  mortal-

looking stable hands rushing to help them dismount. It was so still. 

As if everything, even the stones, was holding its breath. As if it had

been waiting. The sensation only worsened when Rowan wordlessly

led her into the dim interior of the main building, up a narrow set of

stone stairs, and into what looked to be a small office. 

It  wasn’t  the  carved  oak  furniture,  or  the  faded  green  drapes,  or

the  warmth  of  the  fire  that  made  her  stop  dead.  It  was  the  woman

seated  behind  the  desk  that  made  Celaena’s  world  shrink  and

expand with each breath. Maeve, queen of the Fae. 
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CHAPTER

1

 Feyre

The first snow of winter had begun whipping through Velaris an hour earlier. 

The ground had finally frozen solid last week, and by the time I’d finished

devouring my breakfast of toast and bacon, washed down with a heady cup of

tea, the pale cobblestones were dusted with fine, white powder. 

I  had  no  idea  where  Rhys  was.  He  hadn’t  been  in  bed  when  I’d  awoken, 

the mattress on his side already cold. Nothing unusual, as we were both busy

to the point of exhaustion these days. 

Seated at the long cherrywood dining table at the town house, I frowned at

the whirling snow beyond the leaded glass windows. 

Once,  I  had  dreaded  that  first  snow,  had  lived  in  terror  of  long,  brutal

winters. 

But it had been a long, brutal winter that had brought me so deep into the

woods that day nearly two years ago. A long, brutal winter that had made me

desperate enough to kill a wolf, that had eventually led me here—to this life, 

this … happiness. 

The snow fell, thick clumps plopping onto the dried grass of the tiny front

lawn, crusting the spikes and arches of the decorative fence beyond it. 

Deep inside me, rising with every swirling flake, a sparkling, crisp power

stirred. I was High Lady of the Night Court, yes, but also one blessed with the

gifts of all the courts. It seemed Winter now wanted to play. 

Finally  awake  enough  to  be  coherent,  I  lowered  the  shield  of  black

adamant guarding my mind and cast a thought down the soul-bridge between

me and Rhys.  Where’d you fly off to so early? 

My question faded into blackness. A sure sign that Rhys was nowhere near

Velaris.  Likely  not  even  within  the  borders  of  the  Night  Court.  Also  not

unusual—he’d  been  visiting  our  war  allies  these  months  to  solidify  our

relationships,  build  trade,  and  keep  tabs  on  their  post-wall  intentions.  When

my own work allowed it, I often joined him. 

I scooped up my plate, draining my tea to the dregs, and padded toward the

kitchen. Playing with ice and snow could wait. 

Nuala  was  already  preparing  for  lunch  at  the  worktable,  no  sign  of  her

twin,  Cerridwen,  but  I  waved  her  off  as  she  made  to  take  my  dishes.  “I  can wash them,” I said by way of greeting. 

Up to the elbows in making some sort of meat pie, the half-wraith gave me

a grateful smile and let me do it. A female of few words, though neither twin

could  be  considered  shy.  Certainly  not  when  they  worked—spied—for  both

Rhys and Azriel. 

“It’s  still  snowing,”  I  observed  rather  pointlessly,  peering  out  the  kitchen

window  at  the  garden  beyond  as  I  rinsed  off  the  plate,  fork,  and  cup.  Elain had  already  readied  the  garden  for  winter,  veiling  the  more  delicate  bushes

and beds with burlap. “I wonder if it’ll let up at all.” 

Nuala  laid  the  ornate  lattice  crust  atop  the  pie  and  began  pinching  the

edges  together,  her  shadowy  fingers  making  quick,  deft  work  of  it.  “It’ll  be nice to have a white Solstice,” she said, voice lilting and yet hushed. Full of

whispers and shadows. “Some years, it can be fairly mild.” 

Right.  The  Winter  Solstice.  In  a  week.  I  was  still  new  enough  to  being

High Lady that I had no idea what my formal role was to be. If we’d have a

High Priestess do some odious ceremony, as Ianthe had done the year before

—

A year. Gods, nearly a year since Rhys had called in his bargain, desperate

to  get  me  away  from  the  poison  of  the  Spring  Court,  to  save  me  from  my

despair. Had he been only a minute later, the Mother knew what would have

happened. Where I’d now be. 

Snow swirled and eddied in the garden, catching in the brown fibers of the

burlap covering the shrubs. 

My mate—who had worked so hard and so selflessly, all without hope that

I would ever be with him. 

We had both fought for that love, bled for it. Rhys had died for it. 

I still saw that moment, in my sleeping and waking dreams. How his face

had  looked,  how  his  chest  had  not  risen,  how  the  bond  between  us  had

shredded  into  ribbons.  I  still  felt  it,  that  hollowness  in  my  chest  where  the bond had been, where  he had been. Even now, with that bond again flowing

between  us  like  a  river  of  star-flecked  night,  the  echo  of  its  vanishing

lingered.  Drew  me  from  sleep;  drew  me  from  a  conversation,  a  painting,  a

meal. 

Rhys  knew  exactly  why  there  were  nights  when  I  would  cling  tighter  to

him, why there were moments in the bright, clear sunshine that I would grip

his  hand.  He  knew,  because   I  knew  why  his  eyes  sometimes  turned  distant, why  he  occasionally  just  blinked  at  all  of  us  as  if  not  quite  believing  it  and

rubbed his chest as if to ease an ache. 

Working  had  helped.  Both  of  us.  Keeping  busy,  keeping  focused—I

sometimes dreaded the quiet, idle days when all those thoughts snared me at

last. When there was nothing but me and my mind, and that memory of Rhys

lying  dead  on  the  rocky  ground,  the  King  of  Hybern  snapping  my  father’s

neck, all those Illyrians blasted out of the sky and falling to earth as ashes. 

Perhaps  one  day,  even  the  work  wouldn’t  be  a  battlement  to  keep  the

memories out. 

Mercifully, plenty of work remained for the foreseeable future. Rebuilding

Velaris  after  the  attacks  from  Hybern  being  only  one  of  many  monumental

tasks. For other tasks required doing as well—both in Velaris and beyond it:

in the Illyrian Mountains, in the Hewn City, in the vastness of the entire Night

Court.  And  then  there  were  the  other  courts  of  Prythian.  And  the  new, 

emerging world beyond. 

But  for  now:  Solstice.  The  longest  night  of  the  year.  I  turned  from  the

window  to  Nuala,  who  was  still  fussing  over  the  edges  of  her  pie.  “It’s  a

special holiday here as well, right?” I asked casually. “Not just in Winter and

Day.” And Spring. 

“Oh,  yes,”  Nuala  said,  stooping  over  the  worktable  to  examine  her  pie. 

Skilled spy—trained by Azriel himself—and master cook. “We love it dearly. 

It’s intimate, warm, lovely. Presents and music and food, sometimes feasting

under  the  starlight  …”  The  opposite  of  the  enormous,  wild,  days-long  party

I’d been subjected to last year. But—presents. 

I had to buy presents for all of them. Not had to, but  wanted to. 

Because  all  my  friends,  now  my  family,  had  fought  and  bled  and  nearly

died as well. 

I  shut  out  the  image  that  tore  through  my  mind:  Nesta,  leaning  over  a

wounded Cassian, the two of them prepared to die together against the King

of Hybern. My father’s corpse behind them. 

I rolled my neck. We could use something to celebrate. It had become so

rare for all of us to be gathered for more than an hour or two. 

Nuala  went  on,  “It’s  a  time  of  rest,  too.  And  a  time  to  reflect  on  the

darkness—how it lets the light shine.” 

“Is there a ceremony?” 

The half-wraith shrugged. “Yes, but none of us go. It’s more for those who

wish to honor the light’s rebirth, usually by spending the entire night sitting in

absolute darkness.” A ghost of a smirk. “It’s not quite such a novelty for my

sister and me. Or for the High Lord.” 

I tried not to look too relieved that I wouldn’t be dragged to a temple for

hours as I nodded. 

Setting my clean dishes to dry on the little wooden rack beside the sink, I wished  Nuala  luck  on  lunch,  and  headed  upstairs  to  dress.  Cerridwen  had

already laid out clothes, but there was still no sign of Nuala’s twin as I donned

the  heavy  charcoal  sweater,  the  tight  black  leggings,  and  fleece-lined  boots

before loosely braiding back my hair. 

A year ago, I’d been stuffed into fine gowns and jewels, made to parade in

front of a preening court who’d gawked at me like a prized breeding mare. 

Here … I smiled at the silver-and-sapphire band on my left hand. The ring

I’d won for myself from the Weaver in the Wood. 

My smile faded a bit. 

I  could  see  her,  too.  See  Stryga  standing  before  the  King  of  Hybern, 

covered in the blood of her prey, as he took her head in his hands and snapped

her neck. Then threw her to his beasts. 

I clenched my fingers into a fist, breathing in through my nose, out through

my mouth, until the lightness in my limbs faded, until the walls of the room

stopped pressing on me. 

Until  I  could  survey  the  blend  of  personal  objects  in  Rhys’s  room—our

room. It was by no means a small bedroom, but it had lately started to feel …

tight. The rosewood desk against one wall was covered in papers and books

from both of our own dealings; my jewelry and clothes now had to be divided

between here and my old bedroom. And then there were the weapons. 

Daggers and blades, quivers and bows. I scratched my head at the heavy, 

wicked-looking   mace  that  Rhys  had  somehow  dumped  beside  the  desk

without my noticing. 

I didn’t even want to know. Though I had no doubt Cassian was somehow

behind it. 

We could, of course, store everything in the pocket between realms, but …

I  frowned  at  my  own  set  of  Illyrian  blades,  leaning  against  the  towering

armoire. 

If we got snowed in, perhaps I’d use the day to organize things. Find room

for everything. Especially that mace. 

It  would  be  a  challenge,  since  Elain  still  occupied  a  bedroom  down  the

hall. Nesta had chosen her own home across the city, one that I opted to not

think about for too long. Lucien, at least, had taken up residence in an elegant

apartment down by the river the day after he’d returned from the battlefields. 

And the Spring Court. 

I hadn’t asked Lucien any questions about that visit—to Tamlin. 

Lucien hadn’t explained the black eye and cut lip, either. He’d only asked

Rhys and me if we knew of a place to stay in Velaris, since he did not wish to

inconvenience us further by staying at the town house, and did not wish to be

isolated at the House of Wind. 

He  hadn’t  mentioned  Elain,  or  his  proximity  to  her.  Elain  had  not  asked

him to stay, or to go. And whether she cared about the bruises on his face, she

certainly hadn’t let on. 

But  Lucien  had  remained,  and  found  ways  to  keep  busy,  often  gone  for

days or weeks at a time. 

Yet even with Lucien and Nesta staying in their own apartments, the town

house  was  a  bit  small  these  days.  Even  more  so  if  Mor,  Cassian,  and  Azriel stayed over. And the House of Wind was too big, too formal, too far from the

city proper. Nice for a night or two, but … I loved this house. 

It was my home. The first I’d really had in the ways that counted. 

And it’d be nice to celebrate the Solstice here. With all of them, crowded

as it might be. 

I  scowled  at  the  pile  of  papers  I  had  to  sort  through:  letters  from  other

courts, priestesses angling for positions, and kingdoms both human and faerie. 

I’d put them off for weeks now, and had finally set aside this morning to wade

through them. 

High Lady of the Night Court, Defender of the Rainbow and the … Desk. 

I  snorted,  flicking  my  braid  over  a  shoulder.  Perhaps  my  Solstice  gift  to

myself  would  be  to  hire  a  personal  secretary.  Someone  to  read  and  answer

those things, to sort out what was vital and what could be put aside. Because a

little extra time to myself, for  Rhys …

I’d  look  through  the  court  budget  that  Rhys  never  really  cared  to  follow

and see what could be moved around for the possibility of such a thing. For

him and for me. 

I knew our coffers ran deep, knew we could easily afford it and not make

so much as a dent in our fortune, but I didn’t mind the work. I loved the work, 

actually. This territory, its people—they were as much my heart as my mate. 

Until  yesterday,  nearly  every  waking  hour  had  been  packed  with  helping

them.  Until  I’d  been  politely,  graciously,  told  to   go  home  and  enjoy  the holiday. 

In the wake of the war, the people of Velaris had risen to the challenge of

rebuilding  and  helping  their  own.  Before  I’d  even  come  up  with  an  idea  of

 how to help them, multiple societies had been created to assist the city. So I’d volunteered with a handful of them for tasks ranging from finding homes for

those displaced by the destruction to visiting families affected during the war

to helping those without shelter or belongings ready for winter with new coats

and supplies. 

All of it was vital; all of it was good, satisfying work. And yet … there was

more. There was  more that I could do to help. Personally. I just hadn’t figured

it out yet. 

It seemed I wasn’t the only one eager to assist those who’d lost so much. 

With the holiday, a surge of fresh volunteers had arrived, cramming the public

hall  near  the  Palace  of  Thread  and  Jewels,  where  so  many  of  the  societies

were headquartered.  Your help has been crucial, Lady, one charity matron had

said to me yesterday.  You have been here nearly every day—you have worked

 yourself to the bone. Take the week off. You’ve earned it. Celebrate with your

 mate. 

I’d  tried  to  object,  insisting  that  there  were  still  more  coats  to  hand  out, more  firewood  to  be  distributed,  but  the  faerie  had  just  motioned  to  the

crowded  public  hall  around  us,  filled  to  the  brim  with  volunteers.  We   have more help than we know what to do with. 

When  I’d  tried  objecting  again,  she’d  shooed  me  out  the  front  door.  And

shut it behind me. 

Point  taken.  The  story  had  been  the  same  at  every  other  organization  I’d

stopped by yesterday afternoon.  Go home and enjoy the holiday. 

So I had. At least, the first part. The  enjoying bit, however …

Rhys’s answer to my earlier inquiry about his whereabouts finally flickered

down the bond, carried on a rumble of dark, glittering power.  I’m at Devlon’s

 camp. 

 It  took  you  this  long  to  respond?   It  was  a  long  distance  to  the  Illyrian Mountains, yes, but it shouldn’t have taken minutes to hear back. 

A sensual huff of laughter.  Cassian was ranting. He didn’t take a breath. 

 My poor Illyrian baby. We certainly do torment you, don’t we? 

Rhys’s  amusement  rippled  toward  me,  caressing  my  innermost  self  with

night-veiled  hands.  But  it  halted,  vanishing  as  quickly  as  it  had  come. 

 Cassian’s getting into it with Devlon. I’ll check in later.  With a loving brush against my senses, he was gone. 

I’d get a full report about it soon, but for now …

I smiled at the snow waltzing outside the windows. 
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CHAPTER

2

 Rhysand

It was barely nine in the morning, and Cassian was already pissed. 

The watery winter sun tried and failed to bleed through the clouds looming

over  the  Illyrian  Mountains,  the  wind  a  boom  across  the  gray  peaks.  Snow

already lay inches deep over the bustling camp, a vision of what would soon

befall Velaris. 

It had been snowing when I departed at dawn—perhaps there would be a

good  coating  already  on  the  ground  by  the  time  I  returned.  I  hadn’t  had  a

chance  to  ask  Feyre  about  it  during  our  brief  conversation  down  the  bond

minutes ago, but perhaps she would go for a walk with me through it. Let me

show her how the City of Starlight glistened under fresh snow. 

Indeed, my mate and city seemed a world away from the hive of activity in

the Windhaven camp, nestled in a wide, high mountain pass. Even the bracing

wind  that  swept  between  the  peaks,  belying  the  camp’s  very  name  by

whipping  up  dervishes  of  snow,  didn’t  deter  the  Illyrians  from  going  about

their daily chores. 

For the warriors: training in the various rings that opened onto a sheer drop

to the small valley floor below, those not present out on patrol. For the males

who  hadn’t  made  the  cut:  tending  to  various  trades,  whether  merchants  or

blacksmiths or cobblers. And for the females: drudgery. 

They  didn’t  see  it  as  such.  None  of  them  did.  But  their  required  tasks, 

whether  old  or  young,  remained  the  same:  cooking,  cleaning,  child-rearing, 

clothes-making,  laundry  …  There  was  honor  in  such  tasks—pride  and  good

work to be found in them. But not when every single one of the females here

was  expected to do it. And if they shirked those duties, either one of the half-

dozen  camp-mothers  or  whatever  males  controlled  their  lives  would  punish

them. 

So  it  had  been,  as  long  as  I’d  known  this  place,  for  my  mother’s  people. 

The world had been reborn during the war months before, the wall blasted to

nothingness, and yet some things did not alter. Especially here, where change

was  slower  than  the  melting  glaciers  scattered  amongst  these  mountains. 

Traditions going back thousands of years, left mostly unchallenged. 

Until us. Until now. 

Drawing my attention away from the bustling camp beyond the edge of the

chalk-lined training rings where we stood, I schooled my face into neutrality

as Cassian squared off against Devlon. 

“The girls are busy with preparations for the Solstice,” the camp-lord was

saying,  his  arms  crossed  over  his  barrel  chest.  “The  wives  need  all  the  help they can get, if all’s to be ready in time. They can practice next week.” 

I’d lost count of how many variations of this conversation we’d had during

the decades Cassian had been pushing Devlon on this. 

The  wind  whipped  Cassian’s  dark  hair,  but  his  face  remained  hard  as

granite as he said to the warrior who had begrudgingly trained us, “The girls

can  help  their  mothers   after  training  is  done  for  the  day.  We’ll  cut  practice down  to  two  hours.  The  rest  of  the  day  will  be  enough  to  assist  in  the

preparations.” 

Devlon  slid  his  hazel  eyes  to  where  I  lingered  a  few  feet  away.  “Is  it  an order?” 

I held that gaze. And despite my crown, my power, I tried not to fall back

into the trembling child I’d been five centuries ago, that first day Devlon had

towered over me and then hurled me into the sparring ring. “If Cassian says

it’s an order, then it is.” 

It had occurred to me, during the years we’d been waging this same battle

with Devlon and the Illyrians, that I could simply rip into his mind, all their

minds,  and  make  them  agree.  Yet  there  were  some  lines  I  could  not,  would

not cross. And Cassian would never forgive me. 

Devlon grunted, his breath a curl of steam. “An hour.” 

“Two  hours,”  Cassian  countered,  wings  flaring  slightly  as  he  held  a  hard

line that I’d been called in this morning to help him maintain. 

It had to be bad, then, if my brother had asked me to come. Really damn

bad.  Perhaps  we  needed  a  permanent  presence  out  here,  until  the  Illyrians

remembered things like consequences. 

But the war had impacted us all, and with the rebuilding, with the human

territories crawling out to meet us, with other Fae kingdoms looking toward a

wall-less  world  and  wondering  what  shit  they  could  get  away  with  …  We

didn’t have the resources to station someone out here. Not yet. Perhaps next

summer, if the climate elsewhere was calm enough. 

Devlon’s  cronies  loitered  in  the  nearest  sparring  ring,  sizing  up  Cassian

and me, the same way they had our entire lives. We’d slaughtered enough of

them in the Blood Rite all those centuries ago that they still kept back, but …

It  had  been  the  Illyrians  who  had  bled  and  fought  this  summer.  Who  had suffered  the  most  losses  as  they  took  on  the  brunt  of  Hybern  and  the

Cauldron. 

That  any  of  the  warriors  survived  was  a  testament  to  their  skill  and

Cassian’s leadership, but with the Illyrians isolated and idle up here, that loss

was starting to shape itself into something ugly. Dangerous. 

None of us had forgotten that during Amarantha’s reign, a few of the war-

bands  had  gleefully  bowed  to  her.  And  I  knew  none  of  the  Illyrians  had

forgotten  that  we’d  spent  those  first  few  months  after  her  downfall  hunting

down those rogue groups. And ending them. 

Yes, a presence here was needed. But later. 

Devlon pushed, crossing his muscled arms. “The boys need a nice Solstice

after all they endured. Let the girls give one to them.” 

The  bastard  certainly  knew  what  weapons  to  wield,  both  physical  and

verbal. 

“Two  hours  in  the  ring  each  morning,”  Cassian  said  with  that  same  hard

tone that even I knew not to push unless I wanted a flat-out brawl. He didn’t

break Devlon’s gaze. “The  boys can help decorate, clean, and cook. They’ve

got two hands.” 

“Some do,” Devlon said. “Some came home without one.” 

I felt, more than saw, the wound strike deep in Cassian. 

It  was  the  cost  of  leading  my  armies:  each  injury,  death,  scar—he  took

them all as his own personal failings. And being around these warriors, seeing

those missing limbs and brutal injuries still healing or that would never heal

…

“They  practice  for  ninety  minutes,”  I  said,  soothing  the  dark  power  that

began to roil in my veins, seeking a path into the world, and slid my chilled

hands into my pockets. Cassian, wisely, pretended to look outraged, his wings

spreading wide. Devlon opened his mouth, but I cut him off before he could

shout  something  truly  stupid.  “An  hour  and  a  half  every  morning,  then  they

do  the  housework,  the  males  pitching  in  whenever  they  can.”  I  glanced

toward the permanent tents and small stone and wood houses scattered along

the wide pass and up into the tree-crusted peaks behind us. “Do not forget that

a  great  number  of  the  females,  Devlon,  also  suffered  losses.  Perhaps  not  a

hand, but their husbands and sons and brothers were out on those battlefields. 

Everyone helps prepare for the holiday, and everyone gets to train.” 

I jerked my chin at Cassian, indicating for him to follow me to the house

across the camp that we now kept as our semi-permanent base of operations. 

There wasn’t a  surface inside where  I hadn’t taken  Feyre—the kitchen table

being my particular favorite, thanks to those raw initial days after we’d first

mated, when I could barely stand to be near her and not be buried inside her. 

How long ago, how distant, those days seemed. Another lifetime ago. 

I needed a holiday. 

Snow and ice crunched under our boots as we aimed for the narrow, two-

level stone house by the tree line. 

Not a holiday to rest, not to visit anywhere, but just to spend more than a

handful of hours in the same bed as my mate. 

To get more than a few hours to sleep  and bury myself in her. It seemed to

be  one  or  the  other  these  days.  Which  was  utterly  unacceptable.  And  had

turned me about twenty kinds of foolish. 

Last week had been so stupidly busy and I’d been so desperate for the feel

and taste of her that I’d taken her during the flight down from the House of

Wind to the town house. High above Velaris—for all to see, if it weren’t for

the cloaking I had thrown into place. It’d required some careful maneuvering, 

and I’d planned for months now on actually making a moment of it, but with

her against me like that, alone in the skies, all it had taken was one look into

those blue-gray eyes and I was unfastening her pants. 

A  moment  later,  I’d  been  inside  her,  and  had  nearly  sent  us  crashing  into

the rooftops like an Illyrian whelp. Feyre had just laughed. 

I’d climaxed at the husky sound of it. 

It  had  not  been  my  finest  moment,  and  I  had  no  doubt  I’d  sink  to  lower

levels before the Winter Solstice bought us a day’s reprieve. 

I  choked  my  rising  desire  until  it  was  nothing  but  a  vague  roaring  in  the

back  of  my  mind,  and  didn’t  speak  until  Cassian  and  I  were  nearly  through

the wooden front door. 

“Anything else I should know about while I’m here?” I knocked the snow

from  my  boots  against  the  door  frame  and  stepped  into  the  house.  That

kitchen table lay smack in the middle of the front room. I banished the image

of Feyre bent over it. 

Cassian blew out a breath and shut the door behind him before tucking in

his wings and leaning against it. “Dissension’s brewing. With so many clans

gathering for the Solstice, it’ll be a chance for them to spread it even more.” 

A flicker of my power had a fire roaring in the hearth, the small downstairs

warming swiftly. It was barely a whisper of magic, yet its release eased that

near-constant strain of keeping all that I was, all that dark power, in check. I

took up a spot against that damned table and crossed my arms. “We’ve dealt

with this shit before. We’ll deal with it again.” 

Cassian shook his head, the shoulder-length dark hair shining in the watery

light leaking through the front windows. “It’s not like it was before. Before, 

you,  me,  and  Az—we  were  resented  for  what  we  are,  who  we  are.  But  this

time …  we sent them to battle.  I sent them, Rhys. And now it’s not only the warrior-pricks who are grumbling, but also the females. They believe you and

I marched them south as revenge for our own treatment as children; they think

we specifically stationed some of the males on the front lines as payback.” 

Not good. Not good at all. “We have to handle this carefully, then. Find out

where  this  poison  comes  from  and  put  an  end  to  it—peacefully,”  I  clarified

when he lifted his brows. “We can’t kill our way out of this one.” 

Cassian  scratched  at  his  jaw.  “No,  we  can’t.”  It  wouldn’t  be  like  hunting

down those rogue war-bands who’d terrorized any in their path. Not at all. 

He  surveyed  the  dim  house,  the  fire  crackling  in  the  hearth,  where  we’d

seen  my  mother  cook  so  many  meals  during  our  training.  An  old,  familiar

ache filled my chest. This entire house, every inch of it, was full of the past. 

“A lot of them are coming in for the Solstice,” he went on. “I can stay here, 

keep an eye on things. Maybe hand out presents to the children, some of the

wives. Things that they really need but are too proud to ask for.” 

It was a solid idea. But—“It can wait. I want you home for Solstice.” 

“I don’t mind—” 

“I want you home. In Velaris,” I added when he opened his mouth to spew

some Illyrian loyalist bullshit that he still believed, even after they had treated

him  like  less  than  nothing  his  entire  life.  “We’re  spending  Solstice  together. 

All of us.” 

Even if I had to give them a direct order as High Lord to do it. 

Cassian angled his head. “What’s eating at you?” 

“Nothing.” 

As  far  as  things  went,  I  had  little  to  complain  about.  Taking  my  mate  to

bed  on  a  regular  basis  wasn’t  exactly  a  pressing  issue.  Or  anyone’s  concern

but our own. 

“Wound a little tight, Rhys?” 

Of course he’d seen right through it. 

I  sighed,  frowning  at  the  ancient,  soot-speckled  ceiling.  We’d  celebrated

the  Solstice  in  this  house,  too.  My  mother  always  had  gifts  for  Azriel  and

Cassian. For the latter, the initial Solstice we’d shared here had been the first

time he’d received  any sort of gift, Solstice or not. I could still see the tears Cassian  had  tried  to  hide  as  he’d  opened  his  presents,  and  the  tears  in  my mother’s eyes as she watched him. “I want to jump ahead to next week.” 

“Sure that power of yours can’t do it for you?” 

I leveled a dry look at him. Cassian just gave me a cocky grin back. 

I  never  stopped  being  grateful  for  them—my  friends,  my  family,  who

looked at that power of mine and did not balk, did not become scented with

fear. Yes, I could scare the shit out of them sometimes, but we  all did that to

each other. Cassian had terrified me more times than I wanted to admit, one of them being mere months ago. 

Twice. Twice, in the span of a matter of weeks, it had happened. 

I  still  saw  him  being  hauled  by  Azriel  off  that  battlefield,  blood  spilling

down  his  legs,  into  the  mud,  his  wound  a  gaping  maw  that  sliced  down  the

center of his body. 

And  I  still  saw  him  as  Feyre  had  seen  him—after  she’d  let  me  into  her

mind to reveal what, exactly, had occurred between her sisters and the King of

Hybern. Still saw Cassian, broken and bleeding on the ground, begging Nesta

to run. 

Cassian  had  not  yet  spoken  of  it.  About  what  had  occurred  in  those

moments. About Nesta. 

Cassian and my mate’s sister did not speak to each other at all. 

Nesta had successfully cloistered herself in some slummy apartment across

the Sidra, refusing to interact with any of us save for a few brief visits with

Feyre every month. 

I’d have to find a way to fix that, too. 

I saw how it ate away at Feyre. I still soothed her after she awoke, frantic, 

from  nightmares  about  that  day  in  Hybern  when  her  sisters  had  been  Made

against their will. Nightmares about the moment when Cassian was near death

and Nesta was sprawled over him, shielding him from that killing blow, and

Elain— Elain—had  taken  up  Azriel’s  dagger  and  killed  the  King  of  Hybern instead. 

I  rubbed  my  brows  between  my  thumb  and  forefinger.  “It’s  rough  now. 

We’re all busy, all trying to hold everything together.” Az, Cassian, and I had

yet again postponed our annual five days of hunting up at the cabin this fall. 

Put off for next year—again. “Come home for Solstice, and we can sit down

and figure out a plan for the spring.” 

“Sounds like a festive event.” 

With my Court of Dreams, it always was. 

But I made myself ask, “Is Devlon one of the would-be rebels?” 

I prayed it wasn’t true. I resented the male and his backwardness, but he’d

been  fair  with  Cassian,  Azriel,  and  me  under  his  watch.  Treated  us  to  the

same rights as full-blooded Illyrian warriors. Still did that for all the bastard-

born under his command. It was his absurd ideas about females that made me

want to throttle him. Mist him. But if he had to be replaced, the Mother knew

who would take his position. 

Cassian shook his head. “I don’t think so. Devlon shuts down any talk like

that. But it only makes them more secretive, which makes it harder to find out

who’s spreading this bullshit around.” 

I nodded, standing. I had a meeting in Cesere with the two priestesses who had survived Hybern’s massacre a year ago regarding how to handle pilgrims

who wanted to come from outside our territory. Being late wouldn’t lend any

favors to my arguments to delay such a thing until the spring. “Keep an eye

on  it  for  the  next  few  days,  then  come  home.  I  want  you  there  two  nights

before Solstice. And for the day after.” 

A  hint  of  a  wicked  grin.  “I  assume  our  Solstice-day  tradition  will  still  be on, then. Despite you now being such a grown-up, mated male.” 

I winked at him. “I’d hate for you Illyrian babies to miss me.” 

Cassian  chuckled.  There  were  indeed  some  Solstice  traditions  that  never

grew tiresome, even after the centuries. I was almost at the door when Cassian

said, “Is …” He swallowed. 

I  spared  him  the  discomfort  of  trying  to  mask  his  interest.  “Both  sisters

will be at the house. Whether they want to or not.” 

“Nesta  will  make  things  unpleasant  if  she  decides  she  doesn’t  want  to  be

there.” 

“She’ll  be  there,”  I  said,  grinding  my  teeth,  “and  she’ll  be  pleasant.  She

owes Feyre that much.” 

Cassian’s eyes flickered. “How is she?” 

I didn’t bother to put any sort of spin on it. “Nesta is Nesta. She does what

she  wants,  even  if  it  kills  her  sister.  I’ve  offered  her  job  after  job,  and  she refuses  them  all.”  I  sucked  on  my  teeth.  “Perhaps  you  can  talk  some  sense

into her over Solstice.” 

Cassian’s Siphons gleamed atop his hands. “It’d likely end in violence.” 

It  indeed  would.  “Then  don’t  say  a  word  to  her.  I  don’t  care—just  keep

Feyre out of it. It’s her day, too.” 

Because this Solstice … it was her birthday. Twenty-one years old. 

It hit me for a moment, how small that number was. 

My beautiful, strong, fierce mate, shackled to me—

“I  know  what  that  look  means,  you  bastard,”  Cassian  said  roughly,  “and

it’s bullshit. She loves you—in a way I’ve never seen anybody love anyone.” 

“It’s  hard  sometimes,”  I  admitted,  staring  toward  the  snow-coated  field

outside  the  house,  the  training  rings  and  dwellings  beyond  it,  “to  remember

that she picked it. Picked me. That it’s not like my parents, shoved together.” 

Cassian’s  face  turned  uncharacteristically  solemn,  and  he  remained  quiet

for  a  moment  before  he  said,  “I  get  jealous  sometimes.  I’d  never  begrudge

you for your happiness, but what you two have, Rhys …” He dragged a hand

through  his  hair,  his  crimson  Siphon  glinting  in  the  light  streaming  through

the  window.  “It’s  the  legends,  the  lies,  they  spin  us  when  we’re  children. 

About the glory and wonder of the mating bond. I thought it was all bullshit. 

Then you two came along.” 

“She’s turning twenty-one.  Twenty-one, Cassian.” 

“So? Your mother was eighteen to your father’s nine hundred.” 

“And she was miserable.” 

“Feyre  is  not  your  mother.  And  you  are  not  your  father.”  He  looked  me

over. “Where is this coming from, anyway? Are things … not good?” 

The opposite, actually. “I get this feeling,” I said, pacing a step, the ancient

wood  floorboards  creaking  beneath  my  boots,  my  power  a  writhing,  living

thing prowling through my veins, “that it’s all some sort of joke. Some sort of

cosmic trick, and that no one— no one—can be this happy and not pay for it.” 

“You’ve already paid for it, Rhys. Both of you. And then some.” 

I waved a hand. “I just …” I trailed off, unable to finish the words. 

Cassian stared at me for a long moment. 

Then  he  crossed  the  distance  between  us,  gathering  me  in  an  embrace  so

tight  I  could  barely  breathe.  “You  made  it.  We  made  it.  You  both  endured enough  that  no  one  would  blame  you  if  you  danced  off  into  the  sunset  like

Miryam and Drakon and never bothered with anything else again. But you are

bothering—you’re  both  still  working  to  make  this  peace  last.  Peace,  Rhys. 

We have  peace,  and  the  true  kind.  Enjoy  it—enjoy  each  other.  You  paid  the debt before it was ever a debt.” 

My throat tightened, and I gripped him hard around his wings, the scales of

his leathers digging into my fingers. “What about you?” I asked, pulling away

after a moment. “Are you … happy?” 

Shadows darkened his hazel eyes. “I’m getting there.” 

A halfhearted answer. 

I’d  have  to  work  on  that,  too.  Perhaps  there  were  threads  to  be  pulled, 

woven together. 

Cassian jerked his chin toward the door. “Get going, you bastard. I’ll see

you in three days.” 

I nodded, opening the door at last. But paused on the threshold. “Thanks, 

brother.” 

Cassian’s crooked grin was bright, even if those shadows still guttered in

his eyes. “It’s an honor, my lord.” 

 OceanofPDF.com

 

CHAPTER

3

 Cassian

Cassian  wasn’t  entirely  certain  that  he  could  deal  with  Devlon  and  his

warriors without throttling them. At least, not for the next good hour or so. 

And since that would do little to help quell the murmurings of discontent, 

Cassian waited until Rhys had winnowed out into the snow and wind before

vanishing himself. 

Not winnowing, though that would have been one hell of a weapon against

enemies in battle. He’d seen Rhys do it with devastating results. Az, too—in

the  strange  way  that  Az  could  move  through  the  world   without  technically winnowing. 

He’d never asked. Azriel certainly had never explained. 

But  Cassian  didn’t  mind  his  own  method  of  moving:  flying.  It  certainly

had served him well enough in battle. 

Stepping  out  the  front  door  of  the  ancient  wooden  house  so  that  Devlon

and the other pricks in the sparring rings would see him, Cassian made a good

show of stretching. First his arms, honed and still aching to pummel in a few

Illyrian faces. Then his wings, wider and broader than theirs. They’d always

resented that, perhaps more than anything else. He flared them until the strain

along  the  powerful  muscles  and  sinews  was  a  pleasurable  burn,  his  wings

casting long shadows across the snow. 

And with a mighty flap, he shot into the gray skies. 

The wind was a roar around him, the temperature cold enough that his eyes

watered.  Bracing—freeing.  He  flapped  higher,  then  banked  left,  aiming  for

the peaks behind the camp pass. No need to do a warning sweep over Devlon

and the sparring rings. 

Ignoring them, projecting the message that they weren’t important enough

to even be considered threats were far better ways of pissing them off. Rhys

had taught him that. Long ago. 

Catching an updraft that sent him soaring over the nearest peaks and then

into  the  endless,  snow-coated  labyrinth  of  mountains  that  made  up  their

homeland, Cassian breathed in deep. His flying leathers and gloves kept him warm enough, but his wings, exposed to the chill wind … The cold was sharp

as a knife. 

He  could  shield  himself  with  his  Siphons,  had  done  it  in  the  past.  But

today, this morning, he wanted that biting cold. 

Especially with what he was about to do. Where he was going. 

He  would  have  known  the  path  blindfolded,  simply  by  listening  to  the

wind  through  the  mountains,  inhaling  the  smell  of  the  pine-crusted  peaks

below, the barren rock fields. 

It  was  rare  for  him  to  make  the  trek.  He  usually  only  did  it  when  his

temper  was  likely  to  get  the  better  of  him,  and  he  had  enough  lingering

control  to  know  he  needed  to  head  out  for  a  few  hours.  Today  was  no

exception. 

In the distance, small, dark shapes shot through the sky. Warriors on patrol. 

Or perhaps armed escorts leading families to their Solstice reunions. 

Most  High  Fae  believed  the  Illyrians  were  the  greatest  menace  in  these

mountains. 

They didn’t realize that far worse things prowled between the peaks. Some

of  them  hunting  on  the  winds,  some  crawling  out  from  deep  caverns  in  the

rock itself. 

Feyre  had  braved  facing  some  of  those  things  in  the  pine  forests  of  the

Steppes.  To  save  Rhys.  Cassian  wondered  if  his  brother  had  ever  told  her

what dwelled in these mountains. Most had been slain by the Illyrians, or sent

fleeing to those Steppes. But the most cunning of them, the most ancient …

they had found ways to hide. To emerge on moonless nights to feed. 

Even  five  centuries  of  training  couldn’t  stop  the  chill  that  skittered  down

his  spine  as  Cassian  surveyed  the  empty,  quiet  mountains  below  and

wondered what slept beneath the snow. 

He  cut  northward,  casting  the  thought  from  his  mind.  On  the  horizon,  a

familiar shape took form, growing larger with each flap of his wings. 

Ramiel. The sacred mountain. 

The heart of not only Illyria, but the entirety of the Night Court. 

None  were  permitted  on  its  barren,  rocky  slopes—save  for  the  Illyrians, 

and only once a year at that. During the Blood Rite. 

Cassian  soared  toward  it,  unable  to  resist  Ramiel’s  ancient  summons. 

Different—the mountain was so different from the barren, terrible presence of

the  lone  peak  in  the  center  of  Prythian.  Ramiel  had  always  felt  alive, 

somehow. Awake and watchful. 

He’d only set foot on it once, on that final day of the Rite. When he and his

brothers, bloodied and battered, had scaled its side to reach the onyx monolith

at  its  summit.  He  could  still  feel  the  crumbling  rock  beneath  his  boots,  hear the  rasp  of  his  breathing  as  he  half  hauled  Rhys  up  the  slopes,  Azriel

providing cover behind. As one, the three of them had touched the stone—the

first to reach its peak at the end of that brutal week. The uncontested winners. 

The  Rite  hadn’t  changed  in  the  centuries  since.  Early  each  spring,  it  still

went  on,  hundreds  of  warrior-novices  deposited  across  the  mountains  and

forests surrounding the peak, the territory off-limits during the rest of the year

to prevent any of the novices from scouting ahead for the best routes and traps

to lay. There were varying qualifiers throughout the year to prove a novice’s

readiness,  each  slightly  different  depending  on  the  camp.  But  the  rules

remained the same. 

All  novices  competed  with  wings  bound,  no  Siphons—a  spell  restraining

all magic—and no supplies beyond the clothes on your back. The goal: make

it to the summit of that mountain by the end of that week and touch the stone. 

The obstacles: the distance, the natural traps, and each other. Old feuds played

out; new ones were born. Scores were settled. 

 A week of pointless bloodshed, Az insisted. 

Rhys  often  agreed,  though  he  often   also  agreed  with  Cassian’s  point:  the Blood Rite offered an escape valve for dangerous tensions within the Illyrian

community. Better to settle it during the Rite than risk civil war. 

Illyrians were strong, proud, fearless. But peacemakers, they were not. 

Perhaps  he’d  get  lucky.  Perhaps  the  Rite  this  spring  would  ease  some  of

the malcontent. Hell, he’d offer to participate  himself, if it meant quieting the grumbling. 

They’d barely survived this war. They didn’t need another one. Not with so

many unknowns gathering outside their borders. 

Ramiel  rose  higher  still,  a  shard  of  stone  piercing  the  gray  sky.  Beautiful

and lonely. Eternal and ageless. 

No  wonder  that  first  ruler  of  the  Night  Court  had  made  this  his  insignia. 

Along  with  the  three  stars  that  only  appeared  for  a  brief  window  each  year, framing  the  uppermost  peak  of  Ramiel  like  a  crown.  It  was  during  that

window  when  the  Rite  occurred.  Which  had  come  first:  the  insignia  or  the

Rite, Cassian didn’t know. Had never really cared to find out. 

The  conifer  forests  and  ravines  that  dotted  the  landscape  flowing  to

Ramiel’s  foot  gleamed  under  fresh  snow.  Empty  and  clean.  No  sign  of  the

bloodshed that would occur come the start of spring. 

The  mountain  neared,  mighty  and  endless,  so  wide  that  he  might  as  well

have  been  a  mayfly  in  the  wind.  Cassian  soared  toward  Ramiel’s  southern

face, rising high enough to catch a glimpse of the shining black stone jutting

from its top. 

Who had put that stone atop the peak, he didn’t know, either. Legend said it  had  existed  before  the  Night  Court  formed,  before  the  Illyrians  migrated

from  the  Myrmidons,  before  humans  had  even  walked  the  earth.  Even  with

the fresh snow crusting Ramiel, none had touched the pillar of stone. 

A thrill, icy and yet not unwelcome, flooded his veins. 

It was rare for anyone in the Blood Rite to make it to the monolith. Since

he and his brothers had done it five centuries ago, Cassian could recall only a

dozen  or  so  who’d  not  only  reached  the  mountain,  but  also  survived  the

climb. After a week of fighting, of running, of having to find and make your

own  weapons  and  food,  that  climb  was  worse  than  every  horror  before  it.  It

was the true test of will, of courage. To climb when you had nothing left; to

climb  when  your  body  begged  you  to  stop  …  It  was  when  the  breaking

usually occurred. 

But  when  he’d  touched  the  onyx  monolith,  when  he’d  felt  that  ancient

force  sing  into  his  blood  in  the  heartbeat  before  it  had  whisked  him  back  to the safety of Devlon’s camp … It had been worth it. To feel that. 

With a solemn bow of his head toward Ramiel and the living stone atop it, 

Cassian caught another swift wind and soared southward. 

An hour’s flight had him approaching yet another familiar peak. 

One that no one but him and his brothers bothered to come to. What he’d

so badly needed to see, to feel, today. 

Once, it had been as busy a camp as Devlon’s. 

Once.  Before  a  bastard  had  been  born  in  a  freezing,  lone  tent  on  the

outskirts of the village. Before they’d thrown a young, unwed mother out into

the  snow  only  days  after  giving  birth,  her  babe  in  her  arms.  And  then  taken that babe mere years later, tossing him into the mud at Devlon’s camp. 

Cassian landed on the flat stretch of mountain pass, the snowdrifts higher

than at Windhaven. Hiding any trace of the village that had stood here. 

Only cinders and debris remained anyway. 

He’d made sure of it. 

When  those  who  had  been  responsible  for  her  suffering  and  torment  had

been dealt with, no one had wanted to remain here a moment longer. Not with

the  shattered  bone  and  blood  coating  every  surface,  staining  every  field  and

training  ring.  So  they’d  migrated,  some  blending  into  other  camps,  others

making their own lives elsewhere. None had ever come back. 

Centuries later, he didn’t regret it. 

Standing in the snow and wind, surveying the emptiness where he’d been

born, Cassian didn’t regret it for a heartbeat. 

His mother had suffered every moment of her too-short life. It only grew

worse  after  she’d  given  birth  to  him.  Especially  in  the  years  after  he’d  been

taken away. 

And when he’d been strong and old enough to come back to look for her, 

she was gone. 

They’d refused to tell him where she was buried. If they’d given her that

honor, or if they’d thrown her body into an icy chasm to rot. 

He  still  didn’t  know.  Even  with  their  final,  rasping  breaths,  those  who’d

made sure she never knew happiness had refused to tell him. Had spat in his

face and told him every awful thing they’d done to her. 

He’d wanted to bury her in Velaris. Somewhere full of light and warmth, 

full of kind people. Far away from these mountains. 

Cassian  scanned  the  snow-covered  pass.  His  memories  here  were  murky:

mud and cold and too-small fires. But he could recall a lilting, soft voice, and

gentle, slender hands. 

It was all he had of her. 

Cassian dragged his hands through his hair, fingers catching on the wind-

tangled snarls. 

He  knew  why  he’d  come  here,  why  he  always  came  here.  For  all  that

Amren taunted him about being an Illyrian brute, he knew his own mind, his

own heart. 

Devlon  was  a  fairer  camp-lord  than  most.  But  for  the  females  who  were

less fortunate, who were preyed upon or cast out, there was little mercy. 

So  training  these  women,  giving  them  the  resources  and  confidence  to

fight  back,  to  look  beyond  their  campfires  …  it  was  for  her.  For  the  mother buried here, perhaps buried nowhere. So it might never happen again. So his

people,  whom  he  still  loved  despite  their  faults,  might  one  day  become

something  more. Something better. 

The unmarked, unknown grave in this pass was his reminder. 

Cassian  stood  in  silence  for  long  minutes  before  turning  his  gaze

westward. As if he might see all the way to Velaris. 

Rhys wanted him home for the Solstice, and he’d obey. 

Even if Nesta—

Nesta. 

Even in his thoughts, her name clanged through him, hollow and cold. 

Now wasn’t the time to think of her. Not here. 

He  very  rarely  allowed  himself  to  think  of  her,  anyway.  It  usually  didn’t

end well for whoever was in the sparring ring with him. 

Spreading  his  wings  wide,  Cassian  took  a  final  glance  around  the  camp

he’d  razed  to  the  ground.  Another  reminder,  too:  of  what  he  was  capable  of

when pushed too far. 

To be careful, even when Devlon and the others made him want to bellow. 

He  and  Az  were  the  most  powerful  Illyrians  in  their  long,  bloody  history. 

They  wore  an  unprecedented  seven  Siphons  each,  just  to  handle  the  tidal

wave  of  brute  killing  power  they  possessed.  It  was  a  gift  and  a  burden  that he’d never taken lightly. 

Three days. He had three days until he was to go to Velaris. 

He’d try to make them count. 
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CHAPTER

4

 Feyre

The Rainbow was a hum of activity, even with the drifting veils of snow. 

High  Fae  and  faeries  alike  poured  in  and  out  of  the  various  shops  and

studios, some perched on ladders to string up drooping garlands of pine and

holly between the lampposts, some sweeping gathered clusters of snow from

their  doorsteps,  some—no  doubt  artists—merely  standing  on  the  pale

cobblestones and turning in place, faces uplifted to the gray sky, hair and skin

and clothes dusted with fine powder. 

Dodging  one  such  person  in  the  middle  of  the  street—a  faerie  with  skin

like  glittering  onyx  and  eyes  like  swirling  clusters  of  stars—I  aimed  for  the front  of  a  small,  pretty  gallery,  its  glass  window  revealing  an  assortment  of paintings  and  pottery.  The  perfect  place  to  do  some  Solstice  shopping.  A

wreath  of  evergreen  hung  on  the  freshly  painted  blue  door,  brass  bells

dangling from its center. 

The door: new. The display window: new. 

Both  had  been  shattered  and  stained  with  blood  months  ago.  This  entire

street had. 

It  was  an  effort  not  to  glance  at  the  white-dusted  stones  of  the  street, 

sloping  steeply  down  to  the  meandering  Sidra  at  its  base.  To  the  walkway

along the river, full of patrons and artists, where I had stood months ago and

summoned wolves from those slumbering waters. Blood had been streaming

down these cobblestones then, and there hadn’t been singing and laughter in

the streets, but screaming and pleading. 

I took a sharp inhale through my nose, the chilled air tickling my nostrils. 

Slowly,  I  released  it  in  a  long  breath,  watching  it  cloud  in  front  of  me. 

Watching myself in the reflection of the store window: barely recognizable in

my heavy gray coat, a red-and-gray scarf that I’d pilfered from Mor’s closet, 

my eyes wide and distant. 

I realized a heartbeat later that I was not the only one staring at myself. 

Inside  the  gallery,  no  fewer  than  five  people  were  doing  their  best  not  to

gawk at me as they browsed the collection of paintings and pottery. 

My cheeks warmed, heart a staccato beat, and I offered a tight smile before

continuing on. 

No  matter  that  I’d  spotted  a  piece  that  caught  my  eye.  No  matter  that  I

 wanted to go in. 

I kept my gloved hands bundled in the pockets of my coat as I strode down

the steep street, mindful of my steps on the slick cobblestones. While Velaris

had plenty of spells upon it to keep the palaces and cafés and squares warm

during  the  winter,  it  seemed  that  for  this  first  snow,  many  of  them  had  been lifted, as if everyone wanted to feel its chill kiss. 

I’d  indeed  braved  the  walk  from  the  town  house,  wanting  to  not  only

breathe  in  the  crisp,  snowy  air,  but  to  also  just  absorb  the  crackling

excitement  of  those  readying  for  Solstice,  rather  than  merely  winnowing  or

flying over them. 

Though Rhys and Azriel still instructed me whenever they could, though I

truly  loved  to  fly,  the  thought  of  exposing  sensitive  wings  to  the  cold  made me shiver. 

Few people recognized  me while I  strode by, my  power firmly restrained

within me, and most too concerned with decorating or enjoying the first snow

to note those around them, anyway. 

A small mercy, though I certainly didn’t mind being approached. As High

Lady, I hosted weekly open audiences with Rhys at the House of Wind. The

requests  ranged  from  the  small—a  faelight  lamppost  was  broken—to  the

complicated—could  we  please  stop  importing  goods  from  other  courts

because it impacted local artisans. 

Some  were  issues  Rhys  had  dealt  with  for  centuries  now,  but  he  never

acted like he had. 

No, he listened to each petitioner, asked thorough questions, and then sent

them  on  their  way  with  a  promise  to  send  an  answer  to  them  soon.  It  had

taken me a few sessions to get the hang of it—the questions he used, the  way

he listened. He hadn’t pushed me to step in unless necessary, had granted me

the  space  to  figure  out  the  rhythm  and  style  of  these  audiences  and  begin

asking questions of my own. And then begin writing replies to the petitioners, 

too.  Rhys  personally  answered  each  and  every  one  of  them.  And  I  now  did, 

too. 

Hence the ever-growing stacks of paperwork in so many rooms of the town

house. 

How he’d lasted so long without a team of secretaries assisting him, I had

no idea. 

But  as  I  eased  down  the  steep  slope  of  the  street,  the  bright-colored

buildings  of  the  Rainbow  glowing  around  me  like  a  shimmering  memory  of summer, I again mulled it over. 

Velaris  was  by  no  means  poor,  its  people  mostly  cared  for,  the  buildings

and streets well kept. My sister, it seemed, had managed to find the only thing

relatively close to a slum. And insisted on living there, in a building that was

older than Rhys and in dire need of repairs. 

There  were  only  a  few  blocks  in  the  city  like  that.  When  I’d  asked  Rhys

about  them,  about  why  they  had  not  been  improved,  he  merely  said  that  he

had tried. But displacing people while their homes were torn down and rebuilt

… Tricky. 

I hadn’t been surprised two days ago when Rhys had handed me a piece of

paper  and  asked  if  there  was  anything  else  I  would  like  to  add  to  it.  On  the paper  had  been  a  list  of  charities  that  he  donated  to  around  Solstice-time, 

everything from aiding the poor, sick, and elderly to grants for young mothers

to start their own businesses. I’d added only two items, both to societies that

I’d  heard  about  through  my  own  volunteering:  donations  to  the  humans

displaced by the war with Hybern, as well as to Illyrian war widows and their

families.  The  sums  we  allocated  were  sizable,  more  money  than  I’d  ever

dreamed of possessing. 

Once,  all  I  had  wanted  was  enough  food,  money,  and  time  to  paint. 

Nothing more. I would have been content to let my sisters wed, to remain and

care for my father. 

But beyond my mate, my family, beyond being High Lady—the mere fact

that  I  now  lived   here,  that  I  could  walk  through  an  entire  artists’  quarter whenever I wished …

Another  avenue  bisected  the  street  midway  down  its  slope,  and  I  turned

onto  it,  the  neat  rows  of  houses  and  galleries  and  studios  curving  away  into the snow. But even amongst the bright colors, there were patches of gray, of

emptiness. 

I  approached  one  such  hollow  place,  a  half-crumbled  building.  Its  mint-

green paint had turned grayish, as if the very light had bled from the color as

the  building  shattered.  Indeed,  the  few  buildings  around  it  were  also  muted

and cracked, a gallery across the street boarded up. 

A few months ago, I’d begun donating a portion of my monthly salary—

the idea of receiving such a thing was still utterly ludicrous—to rebuilding the

Rainbow  and  helping  its  artists,  but  the  scars  remained,  on  both  these

buildings and their residents. 

And the mound of snow-dusted rubble before me: who had dwelled there, 

worked there? Did they live, or had they been slaughtered in the attack? 

There were many such places in Velaris. I’d seen them in my work, while

handing out winter coats and meeting with families in their homes. 

I  blew  out  another  breath.  I  knew  I  lingered  too  often,  too  long  at  such

sites. I knew I should continue on, smiling as if nothing bothered me, as if all

were well. And yet …

“They got out in time,” a female voice said behind me. 

I turned, boots slipping on the slick cobblestones. Throwing out a hand to

steady me, I gripped the first thing I came into contact with: a fallen chunk of

rock from the wrecked house. 

But it was the sight of who, exactly, stood behind me, gazing at the rubble, 

that made me abandon any mortification. 

I had not forgotten her in the months since the attack. 

I had not forgotten the sight of her standing outside that shop door, a rusted

pipe  raised  over  one  shoulder,  squaring  off  against  the  gathered  Hybern

soldiers, ready to go down swinging for the terrified people huddled inside. 

A  faint  rose  blush  glowed  prettily  on  her  pale  green  skin,  her  sable  hair

flowing  past  her  chest.  She  was  bundled  against  the  cold  in  a  brown  coat,  a pink scarf wrapped around her neck and lower half of her face, but her long, 

delicate fingers were gloveless as she crossed her arms. 

Faerie—and not a kind I saw too frequently. Her face and body reminded

me  of  the  High  Fae,  though  her  ears  were  slenderer,  longer  than  mine.  Her

form slimmer, sleeker, even with the heavy coat. 

I met her eyes, a vibrant ochre that made me wonder what paints I’d have

to blend and wield to capture their likeness, and offered a small smile. “I’m

glad to hear it.” 

Silence  fell,  interrupted  by  the  merry  singing  of  a  few  people  down  the

street and the wind gusting off the Sidra. 

The faerie only inclined her head. “Lady.” 

I fumbled for words, for something High Lady–ish and yet accessible, and

came up empty. Came up so empty that I blurted, “It’s snowing.” 

As if the drifting veils of white could be anything else. 

The  faerie  inclined  her  head  again.  “It  is.”  She  smiled  at  the  sky,  snow

catching in her inky hair. “A fine first snow at that.” 

I  surveyed  the  ruin  behind  me.  “You—you  know  the  people  who  lived

here?” 

“I did. They’re living at a relative’s farm in the lowlands now.” She waved

a hand toward the distant sea, to the flat expanse of land between Velaris and

the shore. 

“Ah,” I managed to say, then jerked my chin at the boarded-up shop across

the street. “What about that one?” 

The faerie surveyed where I’d indicated. Her mouth—painted a berry pink

—tightened. “Not so happy an ending, I’m afraid.” 

My palms turned sweaty within my wool gloves. “I see.” 

She faced me again, silken hair flowing around her. “Her name was Polina. 

That was her gallery. For centuries.” 

Now it was a dark, quiet husk. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, uncertain what else to offer. 

The faerie’s slim, dark brows narrowed. “Why should you be?” She added, 

“My lady.” 

I gnawed on my lip. Discussing such things with strangers … Perhaps not

a  good  idea.  So  I  ignored  her  question  and  asked,  “Does  she  have  any

family?” I hoped they’d made it, at least. 

“They  live  out  in  the  lowlands,  too.  Her  sister  and  nieces  and  nephews.” 

The faerie again studied the boarded-up front. “It’s for sale now.” 

I blinked, grasping the implied offer. “Oh—oh, I wasn’t asking after it for

 that reason.” It hadn’t even entered my mind. 

“Why not?” 

A  frank,  easy  question.  Perhaps  more  direct  than  most  people,  certainly

strangers, dared to be with me. “I—what use would I have for it?” 

She gestured to me with a hand, the motion effortlessly graceful. “Rumor

has it that you’re a fine artist. I can think of many uses for the space.” 

I  glanced  away,  hating  myself  a  bit  for  it.  “I’m  not  in  the  market,  I’m

afraid.” 

The  faerie  shrugged  with  one  shoulder.  “Well,  whether  you  are  or  aren’t, 

you needn’t go skulking around here. Every door is open to you, you know.” 

“As High Lady?” I dared ask. 

“As one of us,” she said simply. 

The  words  settled  in,  strange  and  yet  like  a  piece  I  had  not  known  was

missing. An offered hand I had not realized how badly I wanted to grasp. 

“I’m Feyre,” I said, removing my glove and extending my arm. 

The  faerie  clasped  my  fingers,  her  grip  steel-strong  despite  her  slender

build.  “Ressina.”  Not  someone  prone  to  excessive  smiling,  but  still  full  of  a practical sort of warmth. 

Noon bells chimed in a tower at the edge of the Rainbow, the sound soon

echoed across the city in the other sister-towers. 

“I should be going,” I said, releasing Ressina’s hand and retreating a step. 

“It  was  nice  to  meet  you.”  I  tugged  my  glove  back  on,  my  fingers  already

stinging with cold. Perhaps I’d take some time this winter to master my fire

gifts more precisely. Learning how to warm clothes and skin without burning

myself would be mighty helpful. 

Ressina  pointed  to  a  building  down  the  street—across  the  intersection  I
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had just passed through. The same building she’d defended, its walls painted

raspberry  pink,  and  doors  and  windows  a  bright  turquoise,  like  the  water

around Adriata. “I’m one of the artists who uses that studio space over there. 

If you ever want a guide, or even some company, I’m there most days. I live

above  the  studio.”  An  elegant  wave  toward  the  tiny  round  windows  on  the

second level. 

I put a hand on my chest. “Thank you.” 

Again that silence, and I took in that shop, the doorway Ressina had stood

before, guarding her home and others. 

“We remember it, you know,” Ressina said quietly, drawing my stare away. 

But  her  attention  had  landed  on  the  rubble  behind  us,  on  the  boarded-up

studio,  on  the  street,  as  if  she,  too,  could  see  through  the  snow  to  the  blood that had run between the cobblestones. “That you came for us that day.” 

I didn’t know what to do with my body, my hands, so I opted for stillness. 

Ressina met my stare at last, her ochre eyes bright. “We keep away to let

you have your privacy, but don’t think for one moment that there isn’t a single

one of us who doesn’t know and remember, who isn’t grateful that you came

here and fought for us.” 

It hadn’t been enough, even so. The ruined building behind me was proof

of that. People had still died. 

Ressina  took  a  few  unhurried  steps  toward  her  studio,  then  stopped. 

“There’s  a  group  of  us  who  paint  together  at  my  studio.  One  night  a  week. 

We’re meeting in two days’ time. It would be an honor if you joined us.” 

“What  sort  of  things  do  you  paint?”  My  question  was  soft  as  the  snow

falling past us. 

Ressina smiled slightly. “The things that need telling.” 

Even with the  icy evening soon  descending upon Velaris,  people packed  the

streets, laden with bags and boxes, some lugging enormous fruit baskets from

one of the many stands now occupying either Palace. 

My  fur-lined  hood  shielding  me  against  the  cold,  I  browsed  through  the

vendor carts and storefronts in the Palace of Thread and Jewels, surveying the

latter, mostly. 

Some of the public areas remained heated, but enough of Velaris had now

been temporarily left exposed to the bitter wind that I wished I’d opted for a

heavier  sweater  that  morning.  Learning  how  to  warm  myself  without

summoning a flame would be handy indeed. If I ever had the time to do it. 

I  was  circling  back  to  a  display  in  one  of  the  shops  built  beneath  the

overhanging  buildings  when  an  arm  looped  through  mine  and  Mor  drawled, 

“Amren would love you forever if you bought her a sapphire that big.” 

I  laughed,  tugging  back  my  hood  enough  to  see  her  fully.  Mor’s  cheeks

were flushed against the cold, her braided golden hair spilling into the white

fur lining her cloak. “Unfortunately, I don’t think our coffers would return the

feeling.” 

Mor smirked. “You  do know that we’re well-off, don’t you? You could fill

a  bathtub  with  those  things”—she  jerked  her  chin  toward  the  egg-sized

sapphire in the window of the jewelry shop—“and barely make a dent in our

accounts.” 

I knew. I’d seen the lists of assets. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the

enormity of Rhys’s wealth.  My wealth. It didn’t feel real, those numbers and

figures. Like it was children’s play money. I only bought what I needed. 

But now … “I’m looking for something to get her for Solstice.” 

Mor  surveyed  the  lineup  of  jewels,  both  uncut  and  set,  in  the  window. 

Some gleamed like fallen stars. Others smoldered, as if they had been carved

from the burning heart of the earth. “Amren does deserve a decent present this

year, doesn’t she?” 

After  what  Amren  had  done  during  that  final  battle  to  destroy  Hybern’s

armies, the choice she’d made to remain here … “We all do.” 

Mor nudged me with an elbow, though her brown eyes gleamed. “And will

Varian be joining us, do you think?” 

I snorted. “When I asked her yesterday, she hedged.” 

“I think that means yes. Or he’ll at least be visiting  her.” 

I smiled at the thought, and pulled Mor along to the next display window, 

pressing against her side for warmth. Amren and the Prince of Adriata hadn’t

officially declared anything, but I sometimes dreamed of it, too—that moment

when she had shed her immortal skin and Varian had fallen to his knees. 

A  creature  of  flame  and  brimstone,  built  in  another  world  to  mete  out  a

cruel  god’s  judgment,  to  be  his  executioner  upon  the  masses  of  helpless

mortals. Fifteen thousand years, she had been stuck in this world. 

And had not loved, not in the way that could alter history, alter fate, until

that silver-haired Prince of Adriata. Or at least loved in the way that Amren

was capable of loving anything. 

So,  yes:  nothing  was  declared  between  them.  But  I  knew  he  visited  her, 

secretly, in this city. Mostly because some mornings, Amren would strut into

the town house smirking like a cat. 

But  for  what  she’d  been  willing  to  walk  away  from,  so  that  we  could  be

saved …

Mor and I spied the piece in the window at the same moment. “That one,” 

she declared. 

I was already moving for the glass front door, a silver bell ringing merrily as we entered. 

The  shopkeeper  was  wide-eyed  but  beaming  as  we  pointed  to  the  piece, 

and  swiftly  laid  it  out  on  a  black  velvet  pad.  She  made  a  sweet-tempered

excuse to retrieve something from the back, granting us privacy to examine it

as we stood before the polished wood counter. 

“It’s  perfect,”  Mor  breathed,  the  stones  fracturing  the  light  and  burning

with their own inner fire. 

I  ran  a  finger  over  the  cool  silver  settings.  “What  do   you  want  as  a present?” 

Mor shrugged, her heavy brown coat bringing out the rich soil of her eyes. 

“I’ve got everything I need.” 

“Try telling Rhys that. He says Solstice isn’t about getting gifts you  need, 

but  rather  ones  you’d  never  buy  for  yourself.”  Mor  rolled  her  eyes.  Even

though I was inclined to do the same, I pushed, “So what  do you want?” 

She ran a finger along a cut stone. “Nothing. I—there’s nothing I want.” 

Beyond things she perhaps was not ready to ask for, search for. 

I  again  examined  the  piece  and  casually  asked,  “You’ve  been  at  Rita’s  a

great deal lately. Is there anyone you might want to bring to Solstice dinner?” 

Mor’s eyes sliced to mine. “No.” 

It was her business, when and how to inform the others what she’d told me

during the war. When and how to tell Azriel especially. 

My only role in it was to stand by her—to have her back when she needed

it. 

So I went on, “What are  you getting the others?” 

She  scowled.  “After  centuries  of  gifts,  it’s  a  pain  in  my  ass  to  find

something new for all of them. I’m fairly certain Azriel has a drawer full of

all the daggers I’ve bought him throughout the centuries that he’s too polite to

throw away, but won’t ever use.” 

“You honestly think he’d ever give up Truth-Teller?” 

“He  gave  it  to  Elain,”  Mor  said,  admiring  a  moonstone  necklace  in  the

counter’s glass case. 

“She gave it back,” I amended, failing to block out the image of the black

blade  piercing  through  the  King  of  Hybern’s  throat.  But  Elain   had  given  it back—had  pressed  it  into  Azriel’s  hands  after  the  battle,  just  as  he  had

pressed it into hers before. And then walked away without looking back. 

Mor hummed to herself. The jeweler returned a moment later, and I signed

the  purchase  to  my  personal  credit  account,  trying  not  to  cringe  at  the

enormous sum of money that just disappeared with a stroke of a golden pen. 

“Speaking  of  Illyrian  warriors,”  I  said  as  we  strode  into  the  crammed

Palace square and edged around a red-painted cart selling cups of piping hot molten chocolate, “what the hell  do I get either of them?” 

I  didn’t  have  the  nerve  to  ask  what  I  should  get  for  Rhys,  since,  even

though I adored Mor, it felt  wrong to ask another person for advice on what to

buy my mate. 

“You  could honestly get Cassian a new knife and he’d kiss you for it. But

Az would probably prefer no presents at all, just to avoid the attention while

opening it.” 

I laughed. “True.” 

Arm  in  arm,  we  continued  on,  the  aromas  of  roasting  hazelnuts,  pine

cones,  and  chocolate  replacing  the  usual  salt-and-lemon-verbena  scent  that

filled the city. “Do you plan to visit Viviane during Solstice?” 

In the months since the war had ended, Mor had remained in contact with

the Lady of the Winter Court, perhaps soon to be  High Lady, if Viviane had

anything to do about it. They’d been friends for centuries, until Amarantha’s

reign had severed contact, and though the war with Hybern had been brutal, 

one  of  the  good  things  to  come  of  it  had  been  the  rekindling  of  their

friendship.  Rhys  and  Kallias  had  a  still-lukewarm  alliance,  but  it  seemed

Mor’s relationship with the High Lord of Winter’s mate would be the bridge

between our two courts. 

My  friend  smiled  warmly.  “Perhaps  a  day  or  two  after.  Their  celebrating

lasts for a whole week.” 

“Have you been before?” 

A shake of her head, golden hair catching in the faelight lamps. “No. They

usually  keep  their  borders  closed,  even  to  friends.  But  with  Kallias  now  in

power,  and  especially  with  Viviane  at  his  side,  they’re  starting  to  open  up

once more.” 

“I can only imagine their celebrations.” 

Her eyes glowed. “Viviane told me about them once. They make ours look

positively  dull.  Dancing  and  drinking,  feasting  and  gifting.  Roaring  fires

made from entire tree trunks and cauldrons full of mulled wine, the singing of

a  thousand  minstrels  flowing  throughout  their  palace,  answered  by  the  bells

ringing  on  the  large  sleighs  pulled  by  those  beautiful  white  bears.”  She

sighed. I echoed it, the image she’d crafted hovering in the frosty air between

us. 

Here  in  Velaris,  we  would  celebrate  the  longest  night  of  the  year.  In

Kallias’s territory, it seemed, they would celebrate the winter itself. 

Mor’s smile faded. “I did find you for a reason, you know.” 

“Not just to shop?” 

She nudged me with an elbow. “We’re to head to the Hewn City tonight.” 

I cringed. “We as in all of us?” 

“You, me, and Rhys, at least.” 

I bit back a groan. “Why?” 

Mor  paused  at  a  vendor,  examining  the  neatly  folded  scarves  displayed. 

“Tradition. Around Solstice, we make a little visit to the Court of Nightmares

to wish them well.” 

“Really?” 

Mor  grimaced,  nodding  to  the  vendor  and  continuing  on.  “As  I  said, 

tradition.  To  foster  goodwill.  Or  as  much  of  it  as  we  have.  And  after  the

battles this summer, it wouldn’t hurt.” 

Keir and his Darkbringer army had fought, after all. 

We eased through the densely packed heart of the Palace, passing beneath

a  latticework  of  faelights  just  beginning  to  twinkle  awake  overhead.  From  a

slumbering,  quiet  place  inside  me,  the  painting  name  flitted  by.  Frost  and Starlight. 

“So you and Rhys decided to tell me mere hours before we go?” 

“Rhys has been away all day.  I decided that we’re to go tonight. Since we

don’t want to ruin the actual Solstice by visiting, now is best.” 

There  were  plenty  of  days  between  now  and  Solstice  Eve  to  do  it.  But

Mor’s face remained carefully casual. 

I still pushed, “You preside over the Hewn City, and deal with them all the

time.” She as good as ruled over it when Rhys wasn’t there. And handled her

awful father plenty. 

Mor sensed the question within my statement. “Eris will be there tonight. I

heard it from Az this morning.” 

I remained quiet, waiting. 

Mor’s  brown  eyes  darkened.  “I  want  to  see  for  myself  just  how  cozy  he

and my father have become.” 

It was good enough reason for me. 
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CHAPTER

5

 Feyre

I was curled up on the bed, toasty and drowsy atop the layers of blankets and

down quilts, when Rhys finally returned home as dusk fell. 

I felt his power beckoning to me long before he got near the house, a dark

melody through the world. 

Mor  had  announced  we  wouldn’t  be  going  to  the  Hewn  City  for  another

hour  or  so,  long  enough  that  I’d  forgone  touching  that  paperwork  on  the

rosewood writing desk across the room and had instead picked up a book. I’d

barely managed ten pages before Rhys opened the bedroom door. 

His  Illyrian  leathers  gleamed  with  melted  snow,  and  more  of  it  shone  on

his dark hair and wings as he quietly shut the door. “Right where I left you.” 

I smiled, setting down the book beside me. It was nearly swallowed by the

ivory down duvet. “Isn’t this all I’m good for?” 

A rogue smile tugging up one corner of his mouth, Rhys began removing

his  weapons,  then  the  clothes.  But  despite  the  humor  lighting  his  eyes,  each movement was heavy and slow—as if he fought exhaustion with every breath. 

“Maybe  we  should  tell  Mor  to  delay  the  meeting  at  the  Court  of

Nightmares.” I frowned. 

He shucked off his jacket, the leathers thumping as they landed on the desk

chair. “Why? If Eris will indeed be there, I’d like to surprise him with a little

visit of my own.” 

“You look exhausted, that’s why.” 

He put a dramatic hand over his heart. “Your concern warms me more than

any winter fire, my love.” 

I rolled my eyes and sat up. “Did you at least eat?” 

He  shrugged,  his  dark  shirt  straining  across  his  broad  shoulders.  “I’m

fine.” His gaze slid over my bare legs as I pushed back the covers. 

Heat  bloomed  in  me,  but  I  shoved  my  feet  into  slippers.  “I’ll  get  you

food.” 

“I don’t want—” 

“When did you last eat?” 

A sullen silence. 

“I thought so.” I hauled a fleece-lined robe around my shoulders. “Wash up

and change. We’re leaving in forty minutes. I’ll be back soon.” 

He tucked in his wings, the faelight gilding the talon atop each one. “You

don’t need to—” 

“I  want  to,  and  I’m  going  to.”  With  that,  I  was  out  the  door  and  padding

down the cerulean-blue hallway. 

Five minutes later, Rhys held the door open for me wearing nothing but his

undershorts as I strode in, tray in my hands. 

“Considering  that  you  brought  the  entire  damn  kitchen,”  he  mused  as  I

headed  for  the  desk,  still  not  anywhere  near  dressed  for  our  visit,  “I  should have just gone downstairs.” 

I stuck out my tongue, but scowled as I scanned the cluttered desk for any

spare  space.  None.  Even  the  small  table  by  the  window  was  covered  with

things. All important, vital things. I made do with the bed. 

Rhys sat, folding his wings behind him before reaching to pull me into his

lap,  but  I  dodged  his  hands  and  kept  a  healthy  distance  away.  “Eat  the  food first.” 

“Then I’ll eat you after,” he countered, grinning wickedly, but tore into the

food. 

The rate and intensity of that eating was enough to bank any rising heat in

me at his words. “Did you eat  at all today?” 

A  flash  of  violet  eyes  as  he  finished  off  his  bread  and  began  on  the  cold roast beef. “I had an apple this morning.” 

“Rhys.” 

“I was busy.” 

“Rhys.” 

He set down his fork, his mouth twitching toward a smile. “Feyre.” 

I crossed my arms. “No one is too busy to eat.” 

“You’re fussing.” 

“It’s  my  job  to  fuss.  And  besides,  you  fuss  plenty.  Over  far  more  trivial things.” 

“Your cycle  isn’t trivial.” 

“I was in a  little bit of pain—” 

“You were thrashing on the bed as if someone had gutted you.” 

“And  you were acting like an overbearing mother hen.” 

“I  didn’t  see  you  screaming  at  Cassian,  Mor,  or  Az  when   they  expressed concern for you.” 

“They didn’t try to spoon-feed me like an invalid!” 

Rhys chuckled, finishing off his food. “I’ll eat regular meals if you allow me to turn into an overbearing mother hen twice a year.” 

Right—because  my  cycle  was  so  different  in  this  body.  Gone  were  the

monthly discomforts. I’d thought it a gift. 

Until two months ago. When the first one had happened. 

In  place  of  those  monthly,  human  discomforts  was  a  biannual  week  of

stomach-shredding  agony. Even Madja, Rhys’s favored healer, could do little

for the pain short of rendering me unconscious. There had been a point during

that  week  when  I’d  debated  it,  the  pain  slicing  from  my  back  and  stomach

down  to  my  thighs,  up  to  my  arms,  like  living  bands  of  lightning  flashing

through  me.  My  cycle  had  never  been  pleasant  as  a  human,  and  there  had

indeed  been  days  when  I  couldn’t  get  out  of  bed.  It  seemed  that  in  being

Made,  the  amplification  of  my  attributes  hadn’t  stopped  at  strength  and  Fae

features. Not at all. 

Mor had little to offer me beyond commiseration and ginger tea. At least it

was only twice a year, she’d consoled me. That was two times too many, I’d

managed to groan to her. 

Rhys  had  stayed  with  me  the  entire  time,  stroking  my  hair,  replacing  the

heated  blankets  that  I  soaked  with  sweat,  even  helping  me  clean  myself  off. 

Blood was blood, was all he said when I’d objected to him seeing me peel off

the soiled undergarments. I’d been barely able to move at that point without

whimpering, so the words hadn’t entirely sunken in. 

Along  with  the  implication  of  that  blood.  At  least  the  contraceptive  brew

he took was working. But conceiving amongst the Fae was rare and difficult

enough  that  I  sometimes  wondered  if  waiting  until  I  was  ready  for  children

might wind up biting me in the ass. 

I  hadn’t  forgotten  the  Bone  Carver’s  vision,  how  he’d  appeared  to  me.  I

knew Rhys hadn’t, either. 

But he hadn’t pushed, or asked. I’d once told him that I wanted to live with

him,  experience   life  with  him,  before  we  had  children.  I  still  held  to  that. 

There  was  so  much  to  do,  our  days  too  busy  to  even   think  about  bringing  a child  into  the  world,  my  life  full  enough  that  even  though  it  would  be  a

blessing beyond measure, I would endure the twice-a-year agony for the time

being. And help my sisters with them, too. 

Fae  fertility  cycles  had  never  been  something  I’d  considered,  and

explaining them to Nesta and Elain had been uncomfortable, to say the least. 

Nesta  had  only  stared  at  me  in  that  unblinking,  cold  way.  Elain  had

blushed,  muttering  about  the  impropriety  of  such  things.  But  they  had  been

Made nearly six months ago. It was coming. Soon. If being Made somehow

didn’t interfere with it. 

I’d  have  to  find  some  way  to  convince  Nesta  to  send  word  when  hers started.  Like  hell  would  I  allow  her  to  endure  that  pain  alone.  I  wasn’t  sure she  could endure that pain alone. 

Elain, at least, would be too polite to send Lucien away when he wanted to

help. She was too polite to send him away on a normal day. She just ignored

him or barely spoke to him until he got the hint and left. As far as I knew, he

hadn’t come within touching distance since the aftermath of that final battle. 

No,  she  tended  to  her  gardens  here,  silently  mourning  her  lost  human  life. 

Mourning Graysen. 

How Lucien withstood it, I didn’t know. Not that he’d shown any interest

in bridging that gap between them. 

“Where did you go?” Rhys asked, draining his wine and setting aside the

tray. 

If I wanted to talk, he’d listen. If I didn’t want to, he would let it go. It had

been  our  unspoken  bargain  from  the  start—to  listen  when  the  other  needed, 

and  give  space  when  it  was  required.  He  was  still  slowly  working  his  way

through telling me all that had been done to him, all he’d witnessed Under the

Mountain. There were still nights when I’d kiss away his tears, one by one. 

This  subject,  however,  was  not  so  difficult  to  discuss.  “I  was  thinking

about Elain,” I said, leaning against the edge of the desk. “And Lucien.” 

Rhys arched a brow, and I told him. 

When  I  finished,  his  face  was  contemplative.  “Will  Lucien  be  joining  us

for the Solstice?” 

“Is it bad if he does?” 

Rhys  let  out  a  hum,  his  wings  tucking  in  further.  I  had  no  idea  how  he

withstood the cold while flying, even with a shield. Whenever I’d tried these

past few weeks, I’d barely lasted more than a few minutes. The only time I’d

managed  had  been  last  week,  when  our  flight  from  the  House  of  Wind  had

turned far warmer. 

Rhys said at last, “I can stomach being around him.” 

“I’m sure he’d love to hear that thrilling endorsement.” 

A half smile that had me walking toward him, stopping between his legs. 

He  braced  his  hands  idly  on  my  hips.  “I  can  let  go  of  the  taunts,”  he  said, scanning  my  face.  “And  the  fact  that  he  still  harbors  some  hope  of  one  day reuniting with Tamlin. But I cannot let go of how he treated you after Under

the Mountain.” 

“I can. I’ve forgiven him for that.” 

“Well,  you’ll  forgive   me  if  I  can’t.”  Icy  rage  darkened  the  stars  in  those violet eyes. 

“You  still  can  barely  talk  to  Nesta,”  I  said.  “Yet  Elain  you  can  talk  to

nicely.” 

“Elain is Elain.” 

“If you blame one, you have to blame the other.” 

“No,  I  don’t.  Elain  is  Elain,”  he  repeated.  “Nesta  is  …  she’s  Illyrian.  I

mean that as a compliment, but she’s an Illyrian at heart. So there is no excuse

for her behavior.” 

“She more than made up for it this summer, Rhys.” 

“I cannot forgive anyone who made you suffer.” 

Cold, brutal words, spoken with such casual grace. 

But  he  still  didn’t  care  about  those  who’d  made   him  suffer.  I  ran  a  hand over  the  swirls  and  whorls  of  tattoos  across  his  muscled  chest,  tracing  the

intricate lines. He shuddered under my fingers, wings twitching. “They’re my

family. You have to forgive Nesta at some point.” 

He  rested  his  brow  against  my  chest,  right  between  my  breasts,  and

wrapped his arms around my waist. For a long minute, he only breathed in the

scent  of  me,  as  if  taking  it  deep  into  his  lungs.  “Should  that  be  my  Solstice gift to you?” he murmured. “Forgiving Nesta for letting her fourteen-year-old

sister go into those woods?” 

I  hooked  a  finger  under  his  chin  and  tugged  his  head  up.  “You  won’t  get

any Solstice gift at all from  me if you keep up this nonsense.” 

A wicked grin. 

“Prick,” I hissed, making to step back, but his arms tightened around me. 

We fell silent, just staring at each other. Then Rhys said down the bond,  A

 thought for a thought, Feyre darling? 

I  smiled  at  the  request,  the  old  game  between  us.  But  it  faded  as  I

answered,  I went into the Rainbow today. 

 Oh?  He nuzzled the plane of my stomach. 

I  dragged  my  hands  through  his  dark  hair,  savoring  the  silken  strands

against my calluses.  There’s an artist, Ressina. She invited me to come paint

 with her and some others in two nights. 

Rhys pulled back to scan my face, then arched a brow. “Why do you not

sound excited about it?” 

I gestured to our room, the town house, and blew out a breath. “I haven’t

painted anything in a while.” 

Not since we’d returned from battle. Rhys remained quiet, letting me sort

through the jumble of words inside me. 

“It feels selfish,” I admitted. “To take the time, when there is so much to

do and—” 

“It is not selfish.” His hands tightened on my hips. “If you want to paint, 

then paint, Feyre.” 

“People in this city still don’t have homes.” 

“You taking a few hours every day to paint won’t change that.” 

“It’s not just that.” I leaned down until my brow rested on his, the citrus-

and-sea scent of him filling my lungs, my heart. “There are too many of them

—things I want to paint. Need to. Picking one …” I took an unsteady breath

and pulled back. “I’m not quite certain I’m ready to see what emerges when I

paint some of them.” 

“Ah.” He traced soothing, loving lines down my back. “Whether you join

them this week, or two months from now, I think you should go. Try it out.” 

He surveyed the room, the thick rug, as if he could see the entire town house

beneath. “We can turn your old bedroom into a studio, if you want—” 

“It’s  fine,”  I  cut  him  off.  “It—the  light  isn’t  ideal  in  there.”  At  his  raised brows, I admitted, “I checked. The only room that’s good for it is the sitting

room, and I’d rather not fill up the house with the reek of paint.” 

“I don’t think anyone would mind.” 

“I’d  mind.  And  I  like  privacy,  anyway.  The  last  thing  I  want  is  Amren standing behind me, critiquing my work as I go.” 

Rhys chuckled. “Amren can be dealt with.” 

“I’m not sure you and I are talking about the same Amren, then.” 

He  grinned,  tugging  me  close  again,  and  murmured  against  my  stomach, 

“It’s your birthday on Solstice.” 

“So?” I’d been trying to forget that fact. And let the others forget it, too. 

Rhys’s  smile  became  subdued—feline.  “So,  that  means  you  get   two

presents.” 

I groaned. “I never should have told you.” 

“You were born on the longest night of the year.” His fingers again stroked

down  my  back.  Lower.  “You  were  meant  to  be  at  my  side  from  the  very

beginning.” 

He  traced  the  seam  of  my  backside  with  a  long,  lazy  stroke.  With  me

standing before him like this, he could instantly smell the shift in my scent as

my core heated. 

I  managed  to  say  down  the  bond  before  words  failed  me,  Your  turn.    A thought for a thought. 

He  pressed  a  kiss  to  my  stomach,  right  over  my  navel.  “Have  I  told  you

about that first time you winnowed and tackled me into the snow?” 

I  smacked  his  shoulder,  the  muscle  beneath  hard  as  stone.  “That’s  your thought for a thought?” 

He  smiled  against  my  stomach,  his  fingers  still  exploring,  coaxing.  “You

tackled me like an Illyrian. Perfect form, a direct hit. But then you lay on top

of me, panting. All I wanted to do was get us both naked.” 

“Why am I not surprised?” Yet I threaded my fingers through his hair. 

The fabric of my dressing gown was barely more than cobwebs between us

as  he  huffed  a  laugh  onto  my  belly.  I  hadn’t  bothered  putting  on  anything

beneath. “You drove me out of my mind. All those months. I still don’t quite

believe I get to have this. Have you.” 

My  throat  tightened.  That  was  the  thought  he  wanted  to  trade,  needed  to

share. “I wanted you, even Under the Mountain,” I said softly. “I chalked it up

to  those  horrible  circumstances,  but  after  we  killed  her,  when  I  couldn’t  tell anyone  how  I  felt—about  how  truly  bad  things  were,  I  still  told  you.  I’ve

always  been  able  to  talk  to  you.  I  think  my  heart  knew  you  were  mine  long before I ever realized it.” 

His eyes gleamed, and he buried his face between my breasts again, hands

caressing my back. “I love you,” he breathed. “More than life, more than my

territory, more than my crown.” 

I  knew.  He’d  given  up  that  life  to  reforge  the  Cauldron,  the  fabric  of  the world itself, so I might survive. I hadn’t had it in me to be furious with him

about it afterward, or in the months since. He’d lived—it was a gift I would

never stop being grateful for. And in the end, though, we’d saved each other. 

All of us had. 

I kissed the top of his head. “I love you,” I whispered onto his blue-black

hair. 

Rhys’s hands clamped on the back of my thighs, the only warning before

he  smoothly  twisted  us,  pinning  me  to  the  bed  as  he  nuzzled  my  neck.  “A

week,”  he  said  onto  my  skin,  gracefully  folding  his  wings  behind  him.  “A

week to have you in this bed. That’s all I want for Solstice.” 

I  laughed  breathlessly,  but  he  flexed  his  hips,  driving  against  me,  the

barriers between us little more than scraps of cloth. He brushed a kiss against

my  mouth,  his  wings  a  dark  wall  behind  his  shoulders.  “You  think  I’m

joking.” 

“We’re strong for High Fae,” I mused, fighting to concentrate as he tugged

on my earlobe with his teeth, “but a week straight of sex? I don’t think I’d be

able to walk. Or you’d be able to function, at least with your favorite part.” 

He  nipped  the  delicate  arch  of  my  ear,  and  my  toes  curled.  “Then  you’ll

just have to kiss my favorite part and make it better.” 

I  slid  a  hand  to  that  favorite  part— my  favorite  part—and  gripped  him

through his undershorts. He groaned, pressing himself into my touch, and the

garment  disappeared,  leaving  only  my  palm  against  the  velvet  hardness  of

him. 

“We need to get dressed,” I managed to say, even as my hand stroked over

him. 

“Later,” he ground out, sucking on my lower lip. 

Indeed. Rhys pulled back, tattooed arms braced on either side of my head. 

One was covered with his Illyrian markings, the other with the twin tattoo to

the one on my arms: the last bargain we’d made. To remain together through

all that waited ahead. 

My core pounded, sister to my thunderous heartbeat, the need to have him

buried inside me, to have him—

As  if  in  mockery  of  those  twin  beats  within  me,  a  knocking  rattled  the

bedroom door. “Just so you’re aware,” Mor chirped from the other side, “we

 do have to go soon.” 

Rhys let out a low growl that skittered over my skin, his hair slipping over

his brow as he turned his head toward the door. Nothing but predatory intent

in  his  glazed  eyes.  “We  have  thirty  minutes,”  he  said  with  remarkable

smoothness. 

“And  it  takes  you  two  hours  to  get  dressed,”  Mor  quipped  through  the

door. A sly pause. “And I’m not talking about Feyre.” 

Rhys  grumbled  a  laugh  and  lowered  his  brow  against  mine.  I  closed  my

eyes,  breathing  him  in,  even  while  my  fingers  unfurled  from  around  him. 

“This  isn’t  finished,”  he  promised  me,  his  voice  rough,  before  he  kissed  the hollow of my throat and pulled away. “Go terrorize someone else,” he called

to Mor, rolling his neck as his wings vanished and he stalked for the bathing

room. “I need to primp.” 

Mor chuckled, her light footsteps soon fading away. 

I  slumped  against  the  pillows  and  breathed  deep,  cooling  the  need  that

coursed  through  me.  Water  gurgled  in  the  bathing  room,  followed  by  a  soft

yelp. 

I wasn’t the only one in need of cooling, it seemed. 

Indeed, when I strode into the bathing room a few minutes later, Rhys was

still cringing as he washed himself in the tub. 

A dip of my fingers into the soapy water confirmed my suspicions: it was

ice-cold. 
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CHAPTER

6

 Morrigan

There was no light in this place. 

There never had been. 

Even the evergreen garlands, holly wreaths, and crackling birchwood fires

in  honor  of  the  Solstice  couldn’t  pierce  the  eternal  darkness  that  dwelled  in the Hewn City. 

It  was  not  the  sort  of  darkness  that  Mor  had  come  to  love  in  Velaris,  the sort of darkness that was as much a part of Rhys as his blood. 

It  was  the  darkness  of  rotting  things,  of  decay.  The  smothering  darkness

that withered all life. 

And  the  golden-haired  male  standing  before  her  in  the  throne  room, 

amongst  the  towering  pillars  carved  with  those  scaled,  slithering  beasts—he

had been created from it. Thrived in it. 

“I apologize if we interrupted your festivities,” Rhysand purred to him. To

Keir. And to the male beside him. 

Eris. 

The  throne  room  was  empty  now.  A  word  from  Feyre,  and  the  usual  ilk

who  dined  and  danced  and  schemed  here  were  gone,  leaving  only  Keir  and

the High Lord of Autumn’s eldest son. 

The former spoke first, adjusting the lapels on his black jacket. “To what

do we owe this pleasure?” 

The  sneering  tone.  She  could  still  hear  the  hissed  insults  beneath  it, 

whispered long ago in her family’s private suite, whispered at every meeting

and  gathering  when  her  cousin  was  not  present.  Half-breed  monstrosity.  A

 disgrace to the bloodline. 

“High Lord.” 

The words came out of her without thought. And her voice, the voice she

used here … Not her own. Never her own, never down here with them in the

darkness.  Mor  kept  her  voice  just  as  cold  and  unforgiving  as  she  corrected, 

“To what do we owe this pleasure,  High Lord.” 

She didn’t bother to keep her teeth from flashing. 

Keir ignored her. 

His  preferred  method  of  insult:  to  act  as  if  a  person  weren’t  worth  the

breath it’d take to speak with them. 

 Try something new, you miserable bastard. 

Rhys cut in before Mor could contemplate saying just that, his dark power

filling the room, the mountain, “We came, of course, to wish you and yours

well for the Solstice. But it seems you already had a guest to entertain.” 

Az’s information had been flawless, as it always was. When he’d found her

reading  up  on  Winter  Court  customs  in  the  House  of  Wind’s  library  this

morning,  she  hadn’t  asked   how  he’d  learned  that  Eris  was  to  come  tonight. 

She’d long since learned that Az was just as likely not to tell her. 

But  the  Autumn  Court  male  standing  beside  Keir  …  Mor  made  herself

look at Eris. Into his amber eyes. 

Colder than any hall of Kallias’s court. They had been that way from the

moment she’d met him, five centuries ago. 

Eris laid a pale hand on the breast of his pewter-colored jacket, the portrait

of Autumn Court  gallantry. “I thought  I’d extend some  Solstice greetings of

my own.” 

That  voice.  That  silky,  arrogant  voice.  It  had  not  altered,  not  in  tone  or

timbre, in the passing centuries, either. Had not changed since that day. 

 Warm, buttery sunlight through the leaves, setting them glowing like rubies

 and citrines. The damp, earthen scent of rotting things beneath the leaves and

 roots she lay upon. Had been thrown and left upon. 

 Everything hurt. Everything. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything but

 watch  the  sun  drift  through  the  rich  canopy  far  overhead,  listen  to  the  wind between the silvery trunks. 

 And  the  center  of  that  pain,  radiating  outward  like  living  fire  with  each uneven, rasping breath …

 Light,  steady  steps  crunched  on  the  leaves.  Six  sets.  A  border  guard,  a

 patrol. 

 Help. Someone to help —

 A male voice, foreign and deep, swore. Then went silent. 

 Went  silent  as  a  single  pair  of  steps  approached.  She  couldn’t  turn  her

 head,  couldn’t  bear  the  agony.  Could  do  nothing  but  inhale  each  wet, 

 shuddering breath. 

 “Don’t touch her.” 

 Those steps stopped. 

 It was not a warning to protect her. Defend her. 

 She knew the voice that spoke. Had dreaded hearing it. 

 She felt him approach now. Felt each reverberation in the leaves, the moss, the roots. As if the very land shuddered before him. 

 “No  one  touches  her,”  he  said.  Eris.  “The  moment  we  do,  she’s  our

 responsibility.” 

 Cold, unfeeling words. 

 “But—but they nailed  a—” 

 “No one touches her.” 

 Nailed. 

 They had spiked nails into her. 

 Had pinned her down as she screamed, pinned her down as she roared at

 them, then begged them. And then they had taken out those long, brutal iron

 nails. And the hammer. 

 Three of them. 

 Three strikes of the hammer, drowned out by her screaming, by the pain. 

 She began shaking, hating it as much as she’d hated the begging. Her body

 bellowed in agony, those nails in her abdomen relentless. 

 A  pale,  beautiful  face  appeared  above  her,  blocking  out  the  jewel-like

 leaves  above.  Unmoved.  Impassive.  “I  take  it  you  do  not  wish  to  live   here, Morrigan.” 

 She would rather die here, bleed out here. She would rather die and return

 —return as something wicked and cruel, and shred them all apart. 

 He must have read it in her eyes. A small smile curved his lips. “I thought

 so.” 

 Eris straightened, turning. Her fingers curled in the leaves and loamy soil. 

 She wished she could grow claws—grow claws as Rhys could—and rip out

 that  pale  throat.  But  that  was  not  her  gift.  Her  gift  …  her  gift  had  left  her here. Broken and bleeding. 

 Eris took a step away. 

 Someone behind him blurted, “We can’t just leave her to—” 

 “We can, and we will,” Eris said simply, his pace unfaltering as he strode

 away.  “She  chose  to  sully  herself;  her  family  chose  to  deal  with  her  like garbage. I have already told them my decision in this matter.” A long pause, 

 crueler than the rest. “And I am not in the habit of fucking Illyrian leftovers.” 

 She couldn’t stop it, then. The tears that slid out, hot and burning. 

 Alone.  They  would  leave  her  alone  here.  Her  friends  did  not  know  where

 she had gone. She barely knew where she was. 

 “But—” That dissenting voice cut in again. 

 “Move out.” 

 There was no dissension after that. 

 And when their steps faded away, then vanished, the silence returned. 

 The sun and the wind and the leaves. 

 The blood and the iron and the soil beneath her nails. 

 The pain. 

A subtle nudge of Feyre’s hand against her own drew her out, away from

that bloody clearing just over the border of the Autumn Court. 

Mor threw her High Lady a grateful glance, which Feyre smartly ignored, 

already  returning  her  attention  to  the  conversation.  Never  having  taken  her

focus off it in the first place. 

Feyre had fallen into the role of mistress of this horrible city with far more

ease than she had. Clad in a sparkling onyx gown, the crescent-moon diadem

atop  her  head,  her  friend  looked  every  part  the  imperious  ruler.  As  much  a

part  of  this  place  as  the  twining,  serpentine  beasts  carved  and  etched

everywhere. What Keir, perhaps, had one day pictured for Mor herself. 

Not  the  red  gown  Mor  wore,  bright  and  bold,  or  the  gold  jewelry  at  her

wrists, her ears, shimmering like sunlight down here in the gloom. 

“If you wanted this little liaison to remain private,” Rhys was saying with

lethal calm, “perhaps a public gathering was not the wisest place to meet.” 

Indeed. 

The  Steward  of  the  Hewn  City  waved  a  hand.  “Why  should  we  have

anything to hide? After the war, we’re all such good friends.” 

She  often  dreamed  of  gutting  him.  Sometimes  with  a  knife;  sometimes

with her own bare hands. 

“And  how  does  your  father’s  court  fare,  Eris?”  A  mild,  bored  question

from Feyre. 

His amber eyes held nothing but distaste. 

A roaring filled Mor’s head at that look. She could barely hear his drawled

answer. Or Rhys’s reply. 

It had once been her delight to taunt Keir and this court, to keep them on

their toes. Hell, she’d even snapped a few of the Steward’s bones this spring

—after Rhys had shattered his arms into uselessness. Had been glad to do it, 

after  what  Keir  had  said  to  Feyre,  and  then  delighted  when  her  mother  had

banished her from their private quarters. An order that still held. But from the

moment Eris had walked into that council chamber all those months ago …

 You are over five hundred years old, she often reminded herself. She could

face it, handle it better than this. 

 I am not in the habit of fucking Illyrian leftovers. 

Even now, even after Azriel had found her in those woods, after Madja had

healed her until no trace of those nails marred her stomach … She should not

have come here tonight. 

Her skin became tight, her stomach roiling.  Coward. 

She had faced down enemies, fought in many wars, and yet this, these two males together—

Mor felt more than saw Feyre stiffen beside her at something Eris had said. 

Her High Lady answered Eris, “Your father is forbidden to cross into the

human  lands.”  No  room  for  compromise  with  that  tone,  with  the  steel  in

Feyre’s eyes. 

Eris only shrugged. “I don’t think it’s your call.” 

Rhys  slid  his  hands  into  his  pockets,  the  portrait  of  casual  grace.  Yet  the shadows  and  star-flecked  darkness  that  wafted  from  him,  that  set  the

mountain  shuddering  beneath  his  every  step—that  was  the  true  face  of  the

High  Lord  of  the  Night  Court.  The  most  powerful  High  Lord  in  history.  “I

would  suggest  reminding  Beron  that  territory  expansion  is  not  on  the  table. 

For any court.” 

Eris  wasn’t  fazed.  Nothing  had  ever  disturbed  him,  ruffled  him.  Mor  had

hated  it  from  the  moment  she’d  met  him—that  distance,  that  coldness.  That

lack of interest or feeling for the world. “Then I would suggest to you, High

Lord, that you speak to your dear friend Tamlin about it.” 

“Why.” Feyre’s question was sharp as a blade. 

Eris’s mouth curved in an adder’s smile. “Because Tamlin’s territory is the

only  one  that  borders  the  human  lands.  I’d  think  that  anyone  looking  to

expand would have to go through the Spring Court first. Or at least obtain his

permission.” 

Another person she’d one day kill. If Feyre and Rhys didn’t do it first. 

It  didn’t  matter  what  Tamlin  had  done  in  the  war,  if  he’d  brought  Beron

and the human forces with him. If he’d played Hybern. 

It was another day, another female lying on the ground, that Mor would not

forget, could not forgive. 

Rhys’s  cold  face  turned  contemplative,  though.  She  could  easily  read  the

reluctance  in  his  eyes,  the  annoyance  at  having  Eris  tip  him  off,  but

information was information. 

Mor glanced toward Keir and found him watching her. 

Save  for  her  initial  order  to  the  Steward,  she  had  not  spoken  a  word. 

Contributed to this meeting. Stepped up. 

She could see that in Keir’s eyes. The satisfaction. 

 Say something. Think of something to say. To strip him down to nothing. 

But  Rhys  deemed  they  were  done,  linking  his  arm  through  Feyre’s  and

guiding them away, the mountain indeed trembling beneath their steps. What

he’d said to Eris, Mor had no idea. 

 Pathetic. Cowardly and pathetic. 

 Truth is your gift. Truth is your curse. 

 Say something. 

But the words to strike down her father did not come. 

Her  red  gown  flowing  behind  her,  Mor  turned  her  back  on  him,  on  the

smirking heir to Autumn, and followed her High Lord and Lady through the

darkness and back into the light. 
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CHAPTER

7

 Rhysand

“You really do know how to give Solstice presents, Az.” 

I  turned  from  the  wall  of  windows  in  my  private  study  at  the  House  of

Wind, Velaris awash in the hues of early morning. 

My spymaster and brother remained on the other side of the sprawling oak

desk,  the  maps  and  documents  he’d  presented  littering  the  surface.  His

expression  might  as  well  have  been  stone.  Had  been  that  way  from  the

moment he’d knocked on the double doors to the study just after dawn. As if

he’d  known  that  sleep  had  been  futile  for  me  last  night  after  Eris’s  not-so-subtle warning about Tamlin and his borders. 

Feyre hadn’t mentioned it when we’d returned home. Hadn’t seemed ready

to discuss it: how to deal with the High Lord of Spring. She’d quickly fallen

asleep, leaving me to brood before the fire in the sitting room. 

It was little wonder I’d flown up here before sunrise, eager for the biting

cold to chase the weight of the sleepless night away from me. My wings were

still numb in spots from the flight. 

“You  wanted  information,”  Az  said  mildly.  At  his  side,  Truth-Teller’s

obsidian hilt seemed to absorb the first rays of the sun. 

I  rolled  my  eyes,  leaning  against  the  desk  and  gesturing  to  what  he’d

compiled.  “You  couldn’t  have  waited  until  after  Solstice  for  this  particular

gem?” 

One  glance  at  Azriel’s  unreadable  face  and  I  added,  “Don’t  bother  to

answer that.” 

A corner of Azriel’s mouth curled up, the shadows about him sliding over

his  neck  like  living  tattoos,  twins  to  the  Illyrian  ones  marked  beneath  his

leathers. 

Shadows different from anything my powers summoned, spoke to. Born in

a lightless, airless prison meant to break him. 

Instead, he had learned its language. 

Though  the  cobalt  Siphons  were  proof  that  his  Illyrian  heritage  ran  true, 

even the rich lore of that warrior-people,  my warrior-people, did not have an explanation  for  where  the  shadowsinger  gifts  came  from.  They  certainly

weren’t  connected  to  the  Siphons,  to  the  raw  killing  power  most  Illyrians

possessed  and  channeled  through  the  stones  to  keep  from  destroying

everything in its path. The bearer included. 

Drawing my eyes from the stones atop his hands, I frowned at the stack of

papers Az had presented moments ago. “Have you told Cassian?” 

“I came right here,” Azriel said. “He’ll arrive soon enough, anyway.” 

I chewed on my lip as I studied the territory map of Illyria. “It’s more clans

than I expected,” I admitted and sent a flock of shadows skittering across the

room  to  soothe  the  power  now  stirring,  restless,  in  my  veins.  “Even  in  my

worst-case calculations.” 

“It’s not every member of these clans,” Az said, his grim face undermining

his  attempt  to  soften  the  blow.  “This  overall  number  just  reflects  the  places where discontent is spreading, not where the majorities lie.” He pointed with

a scarred finger to one of the camps. “There are only two females here who

seem to be spewing poison about the war. One a widow, and one a mother to a

soldier.” 

“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” I countered. 

Azriel studied the map for a long minute. I gave him the silence, knowing

that  he’d  speak  only  when  he  was  damn  well  ready.  As  boys,  Cassian  and  I

had devoted hours to pummeling Az, trying to get him to speak. He’d never

once yielded. 

“The Illyrians are pieces of shit,” he said too quietly. 

I opened my mouth and shut it. 

Shadows gathered around his wings, trailing off him and onto the thick red

rug.  “They  train  and  train  as  warriors,  and  yet  when  they  don’t  come  home, 

their families make  us into villains for sending them to war?” 

“Their families have lost something irreplaceable,” I said carefully. 

Azriel waved a scarred hand, his cobalt Siphon glinting with the movement

as his fingers cut through the air. “They’re hypocrites.” 

“And  what  would  you  have  me  do,  then?  Disband  the  largest  army  in

Prythian?” 

Az didn’t answer. 

I held his gaze, though. Held that ice-cold stare that still sometimes scared

the shit out of me. I’d seen what he’d done to his half brothers centuries ago. 

Still  dreamed  of  it.  The  act  itself  wasn’t  what  lingered.  Every  bit  of  it  had been deserved. Every damn bit. 

But it was the frozen precipice that Az had plummeted into that sometimes

rose from the pit of my memory. 

The beginnings of that frost cracked over his eyes now. So I said calmly, yet  with  little  room  for  argument,  “I  am  not  going  to  disband  the  Illyrians. 

There is nowhere for them to go, anyway. And if we try to drag them out of

those mountains, they might launch the very assault we’re trying to defuse.” 

Az said nothing. 

“But perhaps more pressing,” I went on, jabbing a finger on the sprawling

continent,  “is  the  fact  that  the  human  queens  have  not  returned  to  their  own territories.  They  linger  in  that  joint  palace  of  theirs.  Beyond  that,  Hybern’s general  populace  is  not  too  thrilled  to  have  lost  this  war.  And  with  the  wall gone,  who  knows  what  other  Fae  territories  might  make  a  grab  for  human

lands?” My jaw tightened at that last one. “This peace is tenuous.” 

“I know that,” Az said at last. 

“So we might need the Illyrians again before it is over. Need them willing

to shed blood.” 

Feyre  knew.  I’d  been  filling  her  in  on  every  report  and  meeting.  But  this

latest  one  …  “We  will  keep  an  eye  on  the  dissenters,”  I  finished,  letting  Az sense a rumble of the power that prowled inside me, let him  feel that I meant

every word. “Cassian knows it’s growing amongst the camps and is willing to

do whatever it takes to fix it.” 

“He doesn’t know just how many there are.” 

“And  perhaps  we  should  wait  to  tell  him.  Until  after  the  holiday.”  Az

blinked. I explained quietly, “He’s going to have enough to deal with. Let him

enjoy the holiday while he can.” 

Az and I made a point not to mention Nesta. Not amongst each other, and

certainly  not  in  front  of  Cassian.  I  didn’t  let  myself  contemplate  it,  either. 

Neither  did  Mor,  given  her  unusual  silence  on  the  matter  since  the  war  had

ended. 

“He’ll be pissed at us for keeping it from him.” 

“He already suspects much of it, so it’s only confirmation at this point.” 

Az ran a thumb down Truth-Teller’s black hilt, the silver runes on the dark

scabbard shimmering in the light. “What about the human queens?” 

“We continue to watch.  You continue to watch.” 

“Vassa and Jurian are still with Graysen. Do we loop them in?” 

A strange gathering, down in the human lands. With no queen ever having

been appointed to the slice of territory at the base of Prythian, only a council

of  wealthy  lords  and  merchants,  Jurian  had  somehow  stepped  in  to  lead. 

Using Graysen’s family estate as his seat of command. 

And Vassa … She had stayed. Her  keeper had granted her a reprieve from

her  curse—the  enchantment  that  turned  her  into  a  firebird  by  day,  woman

again by night. And bound her to his lake deep in the continent. 

I’d  never  seen  such  spell  work.  I’d  sent  my  power  over  her,  Helion  too, hunting  for  any  possible  threads  to  unbind  it.  I  found  none.  It  was  as  if  the curse was woven into her very blood. 

But Vassa’s freedom would end. Lucien had said as much months ago, and

still visited her often enough that I knew nothing in that regard had improved. 

She  would  have  to  return  to  the  lake,  to  the  sorcerer-lord  who  kept  her

prisoner, sold to him by the very queens who had again gathered in their joint

castle. Formerly Vassa’s castle, too. 

“Vassa knows that the Queens of the Realm will be a threat until they are

dealt with,” I said at last. Another tidbit that Lucien had told us. Well, Az and

me at least. “But unless the queens step out of line, it’s not for us to face. If

we sweep in, even to stop them from triggering another war, we’ll be seen as

conquerors, not heroes. We need the humans in other territories to trust us, if

we can ever hope to achieve lasting peace.” 

“Then perhaps Jurian and Vassa should deal with them. While Vassa is free

to do so.” 

I’d  contemplated  it.  Feyre  and  I  had  discussed  it  long  into  the  night. 

Several  times.  “The  humans  must  be  given  a  chance  to  rule  themselves. 

Decide for themselves. Even our allies.” 

“Send Lucien, then. As our human emissary.” 

I  studied  the  tenseness  in  Azriel’s  shoulders,  the  shadows  veiling  half  of

him from the sunlight. “Lucien is away right now.” 

Az’s brows rose. “Where?” 

I winked at him. “You’re my spymaster. Shouldn’t you know?” 

Az  crossed  his  arms,  face  as  elegant  and  cold  as  the  legendary  dagger  at

his side. “I don’t make a point of looking after his movements.” 

“Why?” 

Not a flicker of emotion. “He is Elain’s mate.” 

I waited. 

“It would be an invasion of her privacy to track him.” 

To know when and if Lucien sought her out. What they did together. 

“You sure about that?” I asked quietly. 

Azriel’s Siphons guttered, the stones turning as dark and foreboding as the

deepest sea. “Where did Lucien go.” 

I straightened at the pure order in the words. But I said, voice slipping into

a drawl, “He went to the Spring Court. He’ll be there for Solstice.” 

“Tamlin kicked him out the last time.” 

“He  did.  But  he  invited  him  for  the  holiday.”  Likely  because  Tamlin

realized he’d be spending it alone in that manor. Or whatever was left of it. 

I had no pity where that was concerned. 

Not when I could still feel Feyre’s undiluted terror as Tamlin tore through the study. As he locked her in that house. 

Lucien had let him do it, too. But I’d made my peace with him. Or tried to. 

With Tamlin, it was more complicated than that. More complicated than I

let myself usually dwell on. 

He was still in love with Feyre. I couldn’t blame him for it. Even if it made

me want to rip out his throat. 

I  shoved  the  thought  away.  “I’ll  discuss  Vassa  and  Jurian  with  Lucien

when he returns. See if he’s up for another visit.” I angled my head. “Do you

think he can handle being around Graysen?” 

Az’s expressionless face was precisely the reason he’d never lost to us at

cards. “Why should I be the judge of that?” 

“You mean to tell me that you  weren’t bluffing when you said you didn’t

track Lucien’s every movement?” 

Nothing.  Absolutely  nothing  on  that  face,  on  his  scent.  The  shadows, 

whatever the hell they were, hid too well. Too much. Azriel only said coldly, 

“If Lucien kills Graysen, then good riddance.” 

I was inclined to agree. So was Feyre—and Nesta. 

“I’m half tempted to give Nesta hunting rights for Solstice.” 

“You’re getting her a gift?” 

No.  Sort  of.  “I’d  think  bankrolling  her  apartment  and  drinking  was  gift

enough.” 

Az  ran  a  hand  through  his  dark  hair.  “Are  we  …”  Unusual  for  him  to

stumble with words. “Are we supposed to get the sisters presents?” 

“No,” I said, and meant it. Az seemed to loose a sigh of relief. Seemed to, 

since all but a breath of air passed from his lips. “I don’t think Nesta gives a

shit, and I don’t think Elain expects to receive anything from us. I’d leave the

sisters to exchange presents amongst themselves.” 

Az nodded distantly. 

I drummed my fingers on the map, right over the Spring Court. “I can tell

Lucien myself in a day or two. About going to Graysen’s manor.” 

Azriel arched a brow. “You mean to visit the Spring Court?” 

I  wished  I  could  say  otherwise.  But  I  instead  told  him  what  Eris  had

implied:  that  Tamlin  either  might  not  care  to  enforce  his  borders  with  the

human realm or might be open to letting anyone through them. I doubted I’d

get a decent night’s rest until I found out for myself. 

When  I  finished,  Az  picked  at  an  invisible  speck  of  dust  on  the  leather

scales of his gauntlet. The only sign of his annoyance. “I can go with you.” 

I shook my head. “It’s better to do this on my own.” 

“Are you talking about seeing Lucien or Tamlin?” 

“Both.” 

Lucien,  I  could  stomach.  Tamlin  …  Perhaps  I  didn’t  want  any  witnesses

for what might be said. Or done. 

“Will  you  ask  Feyre  to  join  you?”  One  look  in  Azriel’s  hazel  eyes  and  I

knew he was well aware of my reasons for going alone. 

“I’ll  ask  her  in  a  few  hours,”  I  said,  “but  I  doubt  she  will  want  to  come. 

And I doubt I will try my best to convince her to change her mind.” 

Peace.  We  had  peace  within  our  grasp.  And  yet  there  were  debts  left

unpaid that I was not above righting. 

Az  nodded  knowingly.  He’d  always  understood  me  best—more  than  the

others. Save my mate. Whether it was his gifts that allowed him to do so, or

merely the fact that he and I were more similar than most realized, I’d never

learned. 

But Azriel knew a thing or two about old scores to settle. Imbalances to be

righted. 

So did most of my inner circle, I supposed. 

“No  word  on  Bryaxis,  I  take  it.”  I  peered  toward  the  marble  beneath  my

boots, as if I could see all the way to the library beneath this mountain and the

now-empty lower levels that had once been occupied. 

Az studied the floor as well. “Not a whisper. Or a scream, for that matter.” 

I  chuckled.  My  brother  had  a  sly,  wicked  sense  of  humor.  I’d  planned  to

hunt Bryaxis down for months now—to take Feyre and let her track down the

entity  that,  for  lack  of  a  better  explanation,  seemed  to  be  fear  itself.  But,  as with so many of my plans for my mate, running this court and figuring out the

world beyond it had gotten in the way. 

“Do you want me to hunt it down?” An easy, unruffled question. 

I  waved  a  hand,  my  mating  band  catching  in  the  morning  light.  That  I

hadn’t heard from Feyre yet told me enough: still asleep. And as tempting as

it  was  to  wake  her  just  to  hear  the  sound  of  her  voice,  I  had  little  desire  to have my balls nailed to the wall for disrupting her sleep. “Let Bryaxis enjoy

the Solstice as well,” I said. 

A rare smile curled Az’s mouth. “Generous of you.” 

I  inclined  my  head  dramatically,  the  portrait  of  regal  magnanimity,  and

dropped  into  my  chair  before  propping  my  feet  on  the  desk.  “When  do  you

head out for Rosehall?” 

“The  morning  after  Solstice,”  he  supplied,  turning  toward  the  glittering

sprawl  of  Velaris.  He  winced—slightly.  “I  still  need  to  do  some  shopping

before I go.” 

I  offered  my  brother  a  crooked  smile.  “Buy  her  something  from  me,  will

you? And put it on my account this time.” 

I knew Az wouldn’t, but he nodded all the same. 
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CHAPTER

8

 Cassian

A storm was coming. 

Right  in  time  for  Solstice.  It  wouldn’t  hit  for  another  day  or  two,  but

Cassian could smell it on the wind. The others in the Windhaven camp could

as well, the usual flurry of activity now a swift, efficient thrum. Houses and

tents  checked,  stews  and  roasts  being  prepared,  people  departing  or  arriving

earlier than expected to outrace it. 

Cassian  had  given  the  girls  the  day  off  because  of  it.  Had  ordered  all

training and exercises, males included, to be postponed until after the storm. 

Limited  patrols  would  still  go  out,  only  by  those  skilled  and  eager  to  test themselves against the sure-to-be-brutal winds and frigid temperatures. Even

in a storm, enemies could strike. 

If  the  storm  was  as  great  as  he  sensed  it  would  be,  this  camp  would  be

buried under snow for a good few days. 

Which is why he wound up standing in the small craftsman center of the

camp,  beyond  the  tents  and  handful  of  permanent  houses.  Only  a  few  shops

occupied either side of the unpaved road, usually just a dirt track in warmer

months. A general goods store, which had already posted a sold-out sign, two

blacksmiths, a cobbler, a wood-carver, and a clothier. 

The wooden building of the clothier was relatively new. At least by Illyrian

standards—perhaps  ten  years  old.  Above  the  first-floor  store  seemed  to  be

living  quarters,  lamps  burning  brightly  within.  And  in  the  glass  display

window of the store: exactly what he’d come seeking. 

A bell above the leaded-glass door tinkled as Cassian entered, tucking his

wings  in  tight  even  with  the  broader-than-usual  doorway.  Warmth  hit  him, 

welcome and delicious, and he quickly shut the door behind him. 

The  slender  young  female  behind  the  pine  counter  was  already  standing

still. Watching him. 

Cassian noticed the scars on her wings first. The careful, brutal scars down

the center tendons. 

Nausea roiled in his gut, even as he offered a smile and strode toward the polished counter. Clipped. She’d been clipped. 

“I’m looking for Proteus,” he said, meeting the female’s brown eyes. Sharp

and  shrewd.  Taken  aback  by  his  presence,  but  unafraid.  Her  dark  hair  was

braided simply, offering a clear view of her tan skin and narrow, angular face. 

Not a face of beauty, but striking. Interesting. 

Her  eyes  did  not  lower,  not  in  the  way  Illyrian  females  had  been  ordered

and  trained  to  do.  No,  even  with  the  clipping  scars  that  proved  traditional

ways ran brutally deep in her family, she held his stare. 

It reminded him of Nesta, that stare. Frank and unsettling. 

“Proteus  was  my  father,”  she  said,  untying  her  white  apron  to  reveal  a

simple brown dress before she emerged from behind the counter.  Was. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. 

“He didn’t come home from the war.” 

Cassian kept his chin from lowering. “I am even sorrier, then.” 

“Why should you be?” An unmoved, uninterested question. She extended

a slender hand. “I’m Emerie. This is my shop now.” 

A  line  in  the  sand.  And  an  unusual  one.  Cassian  shook  her  hand, 

unsurprised to find her grip strong and unfaltering. 

He’d  known  Proteus.  Had  been  surprised  when  the  male  had  joined  the

ranks  during  the  war.  Cassian  knew  he’d  had  one  daughter  and  no  sons.  No

close male relatives, either. With his death, the store would have gone to one

of them. But for his daughter to step up, to insist this store was  hers, and to

keep running it … He surveyed the small, tidy space. 

Glanced through the front window to the shop across the street, the sold-

out sign there. 

Stock filled Emerie’s store. As if she’d just gotten a fresh shipment. Or no

one had bothered to come in. Ever. 

For Proteus to have owned and built this place, in a camp where the idea of

shops was one that had only started in the past fifty or so years, meant he’d

had  a  good  deal  of  money.  Enough  perhaps  for  Emerie  to  coast  on.  But  not

forever. 

“It certainly seems like it’s your shop,” he said at last, turning his attention

back  to  her.  Emerie  had  drifted  a  few  feet  away,  her  back  straight,  chin

upraised. 

He’d seen Nesta in that particular pose, too. He called it her  I Will Slay My

 Enemies pose. 

Cassian had named about two dozen poses for Nesta at this point. Ranging

from  I Will Eat Your Eyes for Breakfast to  I Don’t Want Cassian to Know I’m

 Reading Smut. The latter was his particular favorite. 

Suppressing  his  smile,  Cassian  gestured  to  the  pretty  piles  of  shearling-lined  gloves  and  thick  scarves  that  bedecked  the  window  display.  “I’ll  take

every bit of winter gear you have.” 

Her dark brows rose toward her hairline. “Really?” 

He  fished  a  hand  into  the  pocket  of  his  leathers  to  pull  out  his  money

pouch and extended it to her. “That should cover it.” 

Emerie  weighed  the  small  leather  pouch  in  her  palm.  “I  don’t  need

charity.” 

“Then take whatever the cost is for your gloves and boots and scarves and

coats out of it and give the rest back to me.” 

She  made  no  answer  before  chucking  the  pouch  on  the  counter  and

bustling to the window display. Everything he asked for she gathered onto the

counter  in  neat  piles  and  stacks,  even  going  into  the  back  room  behind  the

counter and emerging with more. Until there wasn’t an empty bit of space on

the polished counter, and only the sound of clinking coins filled the shop. 

She wordlessly handed him back his pouch. He refrained from mentioning

that  she  was  one  of  the  few  Illyrians  who’d  ever  accepted  his  money.  Most

had spat on it, or thrown it on the ground. Even after Rhys had become High

Lord. 

Emerie  surveyed  the  piles  of  winter  goods  on  the  counter.  “Do  you  want

me to find some bags and boxes?” 

He shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.” 

Again, her dark brows rose. 

Cassian reached into his money pouch and set three heavy coins onto the

only  sliver  of  empty  space  he  could  find  on  the  counter.  “For  the  delivery

charges.” 

“To whom?” Emerie blurted. 

“You  live  above  the  shop,  don’t  you?”  A  terse  nod.  “Then  I  assume  you

know  enough  about  this  camp  and  who  has  plenty,  and  who  has  nothing.  A

storm  is  going  to  hit  in  a  few  days.  I’d  like  you  to  distribute  this  amongst those who might feel its impact the hardest.” 

She blinked, and he saw her reassessment. Emerie studied the piled goods. 

“They—a lot of them don’t like me,” she said, more softly than he’d heard. 

“They don’t like me, either. You’re in good company.” 

A reluctant curl of her lips at that. Not quite a smile. Certainly not with a

male she didn’t know. 

“Consider it good advertising for this shop,” he went on. “Tell them it was

a gift from their High Lord.” 

“Why not you?” 

He didn’t want to answer that. Not today. “Better to leave me out of it.” 

Emerie took his measure for a moment, then nodded. “I’ll make sure this has been delivered to those who need it most by sundown.” 

Cassian bowed his head in thanks and headed for the glass door. The door

and windows on this building alone had likely cost more than most Illyrians

could afford in years. 

Proteus  had  been  a  wealthy  man—a  good  businessman.  And  a  decent

warrior. To have risked this by going to war, he had to have possessed some

shred of pride. 

But  the  scars  on  Emerie’s  wings,  proof  that  she’d  never  taste  the  wind

again …

Half of him wished that Proteus were still alive. If only so he could kill the

male himself. 

Cassian reached for the brass handle, the metal cold against his palm. 

“Lord Cassian.” 

He peered over a shoulder to where Emerie still stood behind the counter. 

He didn’t bother to correct her, to say that he did not and would never accept

using  lord before his name. “Happy Solstice,” she said tersely. 

Cassian flashed her a smile. “You, too. Send word if you have any trouble

with the deliveries.” 

Her narrow chin rose. “I’m sure I won’t need to.” 

Fire  in  those  words.  Emerie  would  make  the  families  take  them,  whether

they wanted to or not. 

He’d  seen  that  fire  before—and  the  steel.  He  half  wondered  what  might

happen if the two of them ever met. What might come of it. 

Cassian shouldered his way out of the shop and into the freezing day, the

bell tinkling in his wake. A herald of the storm to come. 

Not just the storm that was barreling toward these mountains. 

But perhaps one that had been brewing here for a long, long time. 
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CHAPTER

9

 Feyre

I shouldn’t have eaten dinner. 

It  was  the  thought  tumbling  through  my  head  as  I  neared  the  studio

Ressina occupied, darkness full overhead. As I saw the lights spilling into the

frosted street, mixing with the glow from the lamps. 

At this hour, three days before Solstice, it was packed with shoppers—not

just residents of the quarter, but those from across the city and its countryside. 

So many High Fae and faeries, many of the latter kinds that I had never seen

before. But all smiling, all seeming to shimmer with merriment and goodwill. 

It was impossible not to feel the thrum of that energy under my skin, even as

nerves threatened to send me flying home, frigid wind or no. 

I’d  hauled  a  pack  full  of  supplies  down  here,  a  canvas  tucked  under  my

arm, unsure whether they would be provided or if it would look rude to show

up  at  Ressina’s  studio  and  appear  to  have   expected  to  be  given  them.  I’d walked  from  the  town  house,  not  wanting  to  winnow  with  so  many  things, 

and not wanting to risk losing the canvas to the tug of the bitter wind if I flew. 

Staying  warm  aside,  shielding  against  the  wind  while  still   flying  on  the wind  was  something  I’d  yet  to  master,  despite  my  now-occasional  lessons

with Rhys or Azriel, and with additional weight in my arms, plus the cold … I

didn’t know how the Illyrians did it, up in their mountains, where it was cold

all year. 

Perhaps I’d find out soon, if the grumblings and malcontent spread across

the war-camps. 

Not the time to think about it. My stomach was already uneasy enough. 

I  paused  a  house  away  from  Ressina’s  studio,  my  palms  sweating  within

my gloves. 

I’d never painted with a group before. I rarely liked to share my paintings

with anyone. 

And  this  first  time  back  in  front  of  a  canvas,  unsure  of  what  might  come

spilling out of me …
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A tug on the bond. 

 Everything all right? 

A casual, soft question, the cadence of Rhys’s voice soothing the tremors

along my nerves. 

He’d  told  me  where  he  planned  to  go  tomorrow.  What  he  planned  to

inquire about. 

He’d asked me if I’d like to go with him. 

I’d said no. 

I might owe Tamlin my mate’s life, I might have told Tamlin that I wished

him peace and happiness, but I did not wish to see him. Speak with him. Deal

with him. Not for a good long while. Perhaps forever. 

Maybe it was because of that, because I’d felt worse after declining Rhys’s

invitation than I had when he’d asked, that I’d ventured out into the Rainbow

tonight. 

But  now,  faced  with  Ressina’s  communal  studio,  already  hearing  the

laughter flitting out from where she and others had gathered for their weekly

paint-in, my resolve sputtered out. 

 I don’t know if I can do this. 

Rhys was quiet for a moment.  Do you want me to come with you? 

 To paint? 

 I’d be an excellent nude model. 

I smiled, not caring that I was by myself in the street with countless people

streaming  past  me.  My  hood  concealed  most  of  my  face,  anyway.  You’ll

 forgive me if I don’t feel like sharing the glory that is you with anyone else. 

 Perhaps  I’ll  model  for  you  later,  then.  A  sensuous  brush  down  the  bond that had my blood heating.  It’s been a while since we had paint involved. 

That cabin and kitchen table flashed into my mind, and my mouth went a

bit dry.  Rogue. 

A chuckle.  If you want to go in, then go in. If you don’t, then don’t. It’s your

 call. 

I  frowned  down  at  the  canvas  tucked  under  one  arm,  the  box  of  paints

cradled in the other. Frowned toward the studio thirty feet away, the shadows

thick between me and that golden spill of light. 

 I know what I want to do. 

No  one  noticed  me  winnow  inside  the  boarded-up  gallery  and  studio  space

down the street. 

And with the boards over the windows, no one noticed the balls of faelight

that I kindled and set to floating in the air on a gentle wind. 

Of  course,  with  the  boards  over  empty  windows,  and  no  occupant  for months,  the  main  room  was  freezing.  Cold  enough  that  I  set  down  my

supplies and bounced on my toes as I surveyed the space. 

It  had  probably  been  lovely  before  the  attack:  a  massive  window  faced

southward,  letting  in  endless  sunshine,  and  skylights—also  boarded  up—

dotted  the  vaulted  ceiling.  The  gallery  in  the  front  was  perhaps  thirty  feet wide, fifty feet deep, with a counter against one wall halfway back, and a door

to what had to be the studio space or storage in the rear. A quick examination

told  me  I  was  half  right:  storage  was  in  the  back,  but  no  natural  light  for painting.  Only  narrow  windows  above  a  row  of  cracked  sinks,  a  few  metal

counters still stained with paint, and old cleaning supplies. 

And paint. Not paint itself, but the  smell of it. 

I breathed in deep, feeling it settle into my bones, letting the quiet of the

space settle, too. 

The gallery up front had been her studio as well. Polina must have painted

while  she  chatted  with  customers  surveying  the  hung  art  whose  outlines  I

could barely make out against the white walls. 

The  floors  beneath  them  were  gray  stone,  kernels  of  shattered  glass  still

shining between the cracks. 

I didn’t want to do this first painting in front of others. 

I  could  barely  do  it  in  front  of  myself.  It  was  enough  to  drive  away  any

guilt  in  regard  to  ignoring  Ressina’s  offer  to  join  her.  I’d  made  her  no

promises. 

So I summoned my flame to begin warming the space, setting little balls of

it burning midair throughout the gallery. Lighting it further. Warming it back

to life. 

Then I went in search of a stool. 
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CHAPTER

10

 Feyre

I painted and painted and painted. 

My heart thundered the entire time, steady as a war-drum. 

I  painted  until  my  back  cramped  and  my  stomach  gurgled  with  demands

for hot cocoa and dessert. 

I’d  known  what  needed  to  come  out  of  me  the  moment  I  perched  on  the

rickety stool I’d dusted off from the back. 

I’d barely been able to hold the paintbrush steady enough to make the first

few strokes. From fear, yes. I was honest enough with myself to admit that. 

But also from the sheer unleashing of it, as if I were a racehorse freed from

my  pen,  the  image  in  my  mind  a  dashing  vision  that  I  sprinted  to  keep  up

with. 

But it began to emerge. Began to take form. 

And  in  its  wake,  a  sort  of  quiet  followed,  as  if  it  were  a  layer  of  snow blanketing the earth. Clearing away what was beneath. 

More cleansing, more soothing than any of the hours I’d spent rebuilding

this city. Equally as fulfilling, yes, but the painting, the unleashing and facing

it, was a release. A first stitch to close a wound. 

The tower bells of Velaris sang twelve before I stopped. 

Before I lowered my brush and stared at what I’d created. 

Stared at what gazed back. 

Me. 

Or  how  I’d  been  in  the  Ouroboros,  that  beast  of  scale  and  claw  and

darkness; rage and joy and cold. All of me. What lurked beneath my skin. 

I had not run from it. And I did not run from it now. 

Yes—the first stitch to close a wound. That’s how it felt. 

With  my  brush  dangling  between  my  knees,  with  that  beast  forever  on

canvas, my body went a bit limp. Boneless. 

I  scanned  the  gallery,  the  street  behind  the  boarded-up  windows.  No  one

had come to inquire about the lights in the hours I’d been here. 

I stood at last, groaning as I stretched. I couldn’t take it with me. Not when the  painting  had  to  dry,  and  the  damp  night  air  off  the  river  and  distant  sea would be terrible for it. 

I certainly wasn’t going to bring it back to the town house for someone to

find. Even Rhys. 

But  here  …  No  one  would  know,  should  someone  come  in,  who  had

painted it. I hadn’t signed my name. Didn’t want to. 

If  I  left  it  here  to  dry  overnight,  if  I  came  back  tomorrow,  there  would

certainly  be  some  closet  in  the  House  of  Wind  where  I  might  hide  it

afterward. 

Tomorrow, then. I’d come back tomorrow to claim it. 
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CHAPTER

11

 Rhysand

It was Spring, and yet it wasn’t. 

It  was  not  the  land  I  had  once  roamed  in  centuries  past,  or  even  visited

almost a year ago. 

The sun was mild, the day clear, distant dogwoods and lilacs still in eternal

bloom. 

Distant—because on the estate, nothing bloomed at all. 

The pink roses that had once climbed the pale stone walls of the sweeping

manor  house  were  nothing  but  tangled  webs  of  thorns.  The  fountains  had

gone dry, the hedges untrimmed and shapeless. 

The  house  itself  had  looked  better  the  day  after  Amarantha’s  cronies  had

trashed it. 

Not for any visible signs of destruction, but for the general quiet. The lack

of life. 

Though  the  great  oak  doors  were  undeniably  worse  for  wear.  Deep,  long

claw marks had been slashed down them. 

Standing  on  the  top  step  of  the  marble  staircase  that  led  to  those  front

doors,  I  surveyed  the  brutal  gashes.  My  money  was  on  Tamlin  having

inflicted them after Feyre had duped him and his court. 

But  Tamlin’s  temper  had  always  been  his  downfall.  Any  bad  day  could

have produced the gouge marks. 

Perhaps today would produce more of them. 

The  smirk  was  easy  to  summon.  So  was  the  casual  stance,  a  hand  in  the

pocket of my black jacket, no wings or Illyrian leathers in sight, as I knocked

on the ruined doors. 

Silence. 

Then—

Tamlin answered the door himself. 

I wasn’t sure what to remark on: the haggard male before me, or the dark

house behind him. 
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An easy mark. Too easy of a mark, to mock the once-fine clothes desperate

for  a  wash,  the  shaggy  hair  that  needed  a  trim.  The  empty  manor,  not  a

servant in sight, no Solstice decorations to be found. 

The green eyes that met mine weren’t the ones I was accustomed to, either. 

Haunted and bleak. Not a spark. 

It would be a matter of minutes to fillet him, body and soul. To finish what

had  undoubtedly  started  that  day  Feyre  had  called  out  silently  at  their

wedding, and I had come. 

But—peace. We had peace within our sights. 

I could rip him apart after we attained it. 

“Lucien claimed you would come,” Tamlin said by way of greeting, voice

as flat and lifeless as his eyes, a hand still braced on the door. 

“Funny, I thought his mate was the seer.” 

Tamlin only stared at me, either ignoring or missing the humor. “What do

you want.” 

No  whisper  of  sound  behind  him.  On  any  acre  of  this  estate.  Not  even  a

note of birdsong. “I came to have a little chat.” I offered him a half grin that I

knew made him see red. “Can I trouble you for a cup of tea?” 

The halls were dim, the embroidered curtains drawn. 

A tomb. 

This place was a tomb. 

With each step toward what had once been the library, the dust and silence

pressed in. 

Tamlin  didn’t  speak,  didn’t  offer  any  explanations  for  the  vacant  house. 

For the rooms we passed, some of the carved doors cracked open enough for

me to behold the destruction inside. 

Shattered furniture, shredded paintings, cracked walls. 

Lucien  had  not  come  here  to  make  amends  during  Solstice,  I  realized  as

Tamlin opened the door to the dark library. 

Lucien had come here out of pity. Mercy. 

My sight adjusted to the darkness before Tamlin waved a hand, igniting the

faelights in their glass bowls. 

He hadn’t destroyed this room yet. Had likely taken me to the one chamber

in this house that had usable furniture. 

I  kept  my  mouth  shut  as  we  strode  for  a  large  desk  in  the  center  of  the

space, Tamlin claiming an ornate cushioned chair on one side of it. The only

thing he had that was close to a throne these days. 

I  slid  into  the  matching  seat  across  from  him,  the  pale  wood  groaning  in

protest. The set had likely been meant to accommodate tittering courtiers, not two full-grown warriors. 

Quiet fell, as thick as the emptiness in this house. 

“If you’ve come to gloat, you can spare yourself the effort.” 

I put a hand on my chest. “Why should I bother?” 

No humor. “What did you want to talk about?” 

I  made  a  good  show  of  surveying  the  books,  the  vaulted,  painted  ceiling. 

“Where’s my dear friend Lucien?” 

“Hunting for our dinner.” 

“No taste for such things these days?” 

Tamlin’s eyes remained dull. “He left before I was awake.” 

Hunting for dinner—because there were no servants here to make food. Or

buy it. 

I couldn’t say I felt bad for him. 

Only for Lucien, once again stuck with being his crony. 

I crossed an ankle over a knee and leaned back in my chair. “What’s this I

hear about you not enforcing your borders?” 

A  beat  of  quiet.  Then  Tamlin  gestured  toward  the  door.  “Do  you  see  any

sentries around to do it?” 

Even  they  had  abandoned  him.  Interesting.  “Feyre  did  her  work

thoroughly, didn’t she.” 

A flash of white teeth, a glimmer of light in his eyes. “With your coaching, 

I have no doubt.” 

I smiled. “Oh, no. That was all her. Clever, isn’t she.” 

Tamlin gripped the curved arm of his chair. “I thought the High Lord of the

Night Court couldn’t be bothered to brag.” 

I  didn’t  smile  as  I  countered  with,  “I  suppose  you  think  I  should  be

thanking you, for stepping up to assist in reviving me.” 

“I  have  no  illusions  that  the  day  you  thank  me  for  anything,  Rhysand,  is

the day the burning fires of hell go cold.” 

“Poetic.” 

A low snarl. 

Too easy. It was far too easy to bait him, rile him. And though I reminded

myself of the wall, of the peace we needed, I said, “You saved my mate’s life

on several occasions. I will always be thankful for that.” 

I knew the words found their mark.  My mate. 

Low.  It  was  a  low  blow.  I  had  everything— everything  I’d  wished  for, 

dreamed of, begged the stars to grant me. 

He  had  nothing.  Had  been  given  everything  and  squandered  it.  He  didn’t

deserve my pity, my sympathy. 

No, Tamlin deserved what he’d brought upon himself, this husk of a life. 

He deserved every empty room, every snarl of thorns, every meal he had to

hunt for himself. 

“Does she know you’re here?” 

“Oh,  she  certainly  does.”  One  look  at  Feyre’s  face  yesterday  when  I’d

invited her along had given me her answer before she’d voiced it: she had no

interest in ever seeing the male across from me again. 

“And,” I went on, “she was as disturbed as I was to learn that your borders

are not as enforced as we’d hoped.” 

“With the wall gone, I’d need an army to watch them.” 

“That can be arranged.” 

A  soft  snarl  rumbled  from  Tamlin,  and  a  hint  of  claws  gleamed  at  his

knuckles. “I’m not letting your ilk onto my lands.” 

“My   ilk,  as  you  call  them,  fought  most  of  the  war  that   you  helped  bring about. If you need patrols, I will supply the warriors.” 

“To protect humans from us?” A sneer. 

My hands ached to wrap around his throat. Indeed, shadows curled at my

fingertips, heralds of the talons lurking just beneath. 

This house—I hated this house. Had hated it from the moment I’d set foot

in it that night, when Spring Court blood had flowed, payment for a debt that

could never be repaid. Payment for two sets of wings, pinned in the study. 

Tamlin  had  burned  them  long  ago,  Feyre  had  told  me.  It  made  no

difference. He’d been there that day. 

Had given his father and brothers the information on where my sister and

mother would be waiting for me to meet them. And done nothing to help them

as they were butchered. 

I still saw their heads in those baskets, their faces still etched with fear and

pain.  And  saw  them  again  as  I  beheld  the  High  Lord  of  Spring,  both  of  us

crowned in the same blood-soaked night. 

“To  protect  humans  from  us,  yes,”  I  said,  my  voice  going  dangerously

quiet. “To maintain the peace.” 

“What peace?” The claws slid back under his skin as he crossed his arms, 

less muscled than I’d last seen them on the battlefields. “Nothing is different. 

The wall is gone, that’s all.” 

“We can make it different. Better. But only if we start off the right way.” 

“I’m not allowing one Night Court brute onto my lands.” 

His people despised him enough, it seemed. 

And  at  that  word— brute—I  had  enough.  Dangerous  territory.  For  me,  at

least. To let my own temper get the better of me. At least around him. 

I rose from the chair, Tamlin not bothering to stand. “You brought every bit

of  this  upon  yourself,”  I  said,  my  voice  still  soft.  I  didn’t  need  to  yell  to convey my rage. I never had. 

“You  won,”  he  spat,  sitting  forward.  “You  got  your   mate.  Is  that  not enough?” 

“No.” 

The word echoed through the library. 

“You nearly destroyed her. In every way possible.” 

Tamlin bared his teeth. I bared mine back, temper be damned. Let some of

my power rumble through the room, the house, the grounds. 

“She  survived  it,  though.  Survived   you.  And  you  still  felt  the  need  to humiliate  her,  belittle  her.  If  you  meant  to  win  her  back,  old  friend,  that wasn’t the wisest route.” 

“Get out.” 

I  wasn’t  finished.  Not  even  close.  “You  deserve  everything  that  has

befallen  you.  You  deserve  this  pathetic,  empty  house,  your  ravaged  lands.  I

don’t care if you offered that kernel of life to save me, I don’t care if you still

love  my  mate.  I  don’t  care  that  you  saved  her  from  Hybern,  or  a  thousand

enemies before that.” The words poured out, cold and steady. “I hope you live

the rest of your miserable life alone here. It’s a far more satisfying end than

slaughtering  you.”  Feyre  had  once  arrived  at  the  same  decision.  I’d  agreed

with her then, still did, but now I truly understood. 

Tamlin’s green eyes went feral. 

I  braced  for  it,  readied  for  it— wanted  it.  For  him  to  explode  out  of  that chair and launch himself at me, for his claws to start slashing. 

My blood hammered in my veins, my power coiling inside me. 

We could wreck this house in our fight. Bring it down to rubble. And then

I’d turn the stones and wood into nothing but black dust. 

But Tamlin only stared. And after a heartbeat, his eyes lowered to the desk. 

“Get out.” 

I  blinked,  the  only  sign  of  my  surprise.  “Not  in  the  mood  for  a  brawl, 

Tamlin?” 

He didn’t bother to look at me again. “Get out” was all he said. 

A broken male. 

Broken, from his own actions, his own choices. 

It was not my concern. He did not deserve my pity. 

But as I winnowed away, the dark wind ripping around me, a strange sort

of hollowness took root in my stomach. 

Tamlin didn’t have shields around the house. None to prevent anyone from

winnowing in, to guard against enemies appearing in his bedroom and slitting

his throat. 
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It was almost as if he was waiting for someone to do it. 

I  found  Feyre  walking  home  from  presumably  doing  some  shopping,  a  few

bags dangling from her gloved hands. 

Her smile when I landed beside her, snow whipping around us, was like a

fist to my heart. 

It faded immediately, however, when she read my face. 

Even  in  the  middle  of  the  busy  city  street,  she  put  a  hand  to  my  cheek. 

“That bad?” 

I nodded, leaning into her touch. The most I could manage. 

She pressed a kiss to my mouth, her lips warm enough that I realized I’d

gone cold. 

“Walk  home  with  me,”  she  said,  looping  her  arm  through  mine  and

pressing close. 

I  obeyed,  taking  the  bags  from  her  other  hand.  As  the  blocks  passed  and

we  crossed  over  the  icy  Sidra,  then  up  the  steep  hills,  I  told  her.  Everything I’d said to Tamlin. 

“Having  heard  you  rip  into  Cassian,  I’d  say  you  were  fairly  mild,”  she

observed when I’d finished. 

I snorted. “Profanity wasn’t necessary here.” 

She  contemplated  my  words.  “Did  you  go  because  you  were  concerned

about the wall, or just because you wanted to say those things to him?” 

“Both.”  I  couldn’t  bring  myself  to  lie  to  her  about  it.  “And  perhaps

slaughter him.” 

Alarm flared in her eyes. “Where is this coming from?” 

I didn’t know. “I just …” Words failed me. 

Her  arm  tightened  around  mine,  and  I  turned  to  study  her  face.  Open, 

understanding. “The things you said … they weren’t wrong,” she offered. No

judgment, no anger. 

Something still a bit hollow inside me filled slightly. “I should have been

the bigger male.” 

“You’re  the  bigger  male  most  days.  You’re  entitled  to  a  slipup.”  She

smiled broadly. Bright as the full moon, lovelier than any star. 

I still had not gotten her a Solstice gift. And birthday present. 

She angled her head at my frown, her braid slipping over a shoulder. I ran

my hand along it, savoring the silken strands against my frozen fingers. “I’ll

meet you at home,” I said, handing her the bags once more. 

It was her turn to frown. “Where are you going?” 

I  kissed  her  cheek,  breathing  in  her  lilac-and-pear  scent.  “I  have  some
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errands  that  need  tending  to.”  And  looking  at  her,  walking  beside  her,  did

little  to  cool  the  rage  that  still  roiled  in  me.  Not  when  that  beautiful  smile made  me  want  to  winnow  back  to  the  Spring  Court  and  punch  my  Illyrian

blade through Tamlin’s gut. 

Bigger male indeed. 

“Go paint my nude portrait,” I told her, winking, and shot into the bitterly

cold sky. 

The  sound  of  her  laughter  danced  with  me  all  the  way  to  the  Palace  of

Thread and Jewels. 

I surveyed the spread my preferred jeweler had laid out on black velvet atop

the  glass  counter.  In  the  lights  of  her  cozy  shop  bordering  the  Palace,  they flickered with an inner fire, beckoning. 

Sapphires,  emeralds,  rubies  …  Feyre  had  them  all.  Well,  in  moderate

amounts. Save for those cuffs of solid diamond I’d given her for Starfall. 

She’d worn them only twice:

That night I had danced with her until dawn, barely daring to hope that she

might be starting to return a fraction of what I felt for her. 

And the night we’d returned to Velaris, after that final battle with Hybern. 

When she had worn  only those cuffs. 

I shook my head, and said to the slim, ethereal faerie behind the counter, 

“Beautiful as they are, Neve, I don’t think milady wants jewels for Solstice.” 

A shrug that wasn’t at all disappointed. I was a frequent enough customer

that Neve knew she’d make a sale at some point. 

She  slid  the  tray  beneath  the  counter  and  pulled  out  another,  her  night-

veiled hands moving smoothly. 

Not  a  wraith,  but  something  similar,  her  tall,  lean  frame  wrapped  in

permanent  shadows,  only  her  eyes—like  glowing  coals—visible.  The  rest

tended to come in and out of view, as if the shadows parted to reveal a dark

hand, a shoulder, a foot. Her people all master jewel smiths, dwelling in the

deepest mountain mines in our court. Most of the heirlooms of our house had

been Tartera-made, Feyre’s cuffs and crowns included. 

Neve waved a shadowed hand over the tray she’d laid out. “I had selected

these earlier, if it’s not too presumptuous, to consider for Lady Amren.” 

Indeed,  these  all   sang  Amren’s  name.  Large  stones,  delicate  settings. 

Mighty  jewelry,  for  my  mighty  friend.  Who  had  done  so  much  for  me,  my

mate—our people. The world. 

I surveyed the three pieces. Sighed. “I’ll take all of them.” 

Neve’s eyes glowed like a living forge. 
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CHAPTER

12

 Feyre

“What the hell is that?” 

Cassian was grinning the next evening as he waved a hand toward the pile

of  pine  boughs  dumped  on  the  ornate  red  rug  in  the  center  of  the  foyer. 

“Solstice decorations. Straight from the market.” 

Snow clung to his broad shoulders and dark hair, and his tan cheeks were

flushed with cold. “You call that a decoration?” 

He  smirked.  “A  heap  of  pine  in  the  middle  of  the  floor  is  Night  Court

tradition.” 

I crossed my arms. “Funny.” 

“I’m serious.” I glared, and he laughed. “It’s for the mantels, the banister, 

and whatever else, smartass. Want to help?” He shrugged off his heavy coat, 

revealing  a  black  jacket  and  shirt  beneath,  and  hung  it  in  the  hall  closet.  I remained where I was and tapped my foot. 

“What?” he said, brows rising. It was rare to see Cassian in anything but

his  Illyrian  leathers,  but  the  clothes,  while  not  as  fine  as  anything  Rhys  or Mor usually favored, suited him. 

“Dumping  a  bunch  of  trees  at  my  feet  is  really  how  you  say  hello  these

days? A little time in that Illyrian camp and you forget all your manners.” 

Cassian  was  on  me  in  a  second,  hoisting  me  off  the  ground  to  twirl  me

until I was going to be sick. I beat at his chest, cursing at him. 

Cassian set me down at last. “What’d you get me for Solstice?” 

I smacked his arm. “A heaping pile of shut the hell up.” He laughed again, 

and I winked at him. “Hot cocoa or wine?” 

Cassian curved a wing around me, turning us toward the cellar door. “How

many good bottles does little Rhysie have left?” 

We  drank  two  of  them  before  Azriel  arrived,  took  one  look  at  our  drunken

attempts at decorating, and set about fixing it before anyone else could see the

mess we’d made. 

Lounging on a couch before the birch fire in the living room, we grinned

like  devils  as  the  shadowsinger  straightened  the  wreaths  and  garlands  we’d

chucked  over  things,  swept  up  pine  needles  we’d  scattered  over  the  carpets, 

and generally shook his head at everything. 

“Az,  relax  for  a  minute,”  Cassian  drawled,  waving  a  hand.  “Have  some

wine. Cookies.” 

“Take off your coat,” I added, pointing the bottle toward the shadowsinger, 

who hadn’t even bothered to do so before fixing our mess. 

Azriel straightened a sagging section of garland over the windowsill. “It’s

almost like you two  tried to make it as ugly as possible.” 

Cassian clutched at his heart. “We take offense to that.” 

Azriel sighed at the ceiling. 

“Poor Az,” I said, pouring myself another glass. “Wine will make you feel

better.” 

He  glared  at  me,  then  the  bottle,  then  Cassian  …  and  finally  stormed

across the room, took the bottle from my hand, and chugged the rest. Cassian

grinned with delight. 

Mostly  because  Rhys  drawled  from  the  doorway,  “Well,  at  least  now  I

know who’s drinking all my good wine. Want another one, Az?” 

Azriel nearly spewed the wine into the fire, but made himself swallow and

turn, red-faced, to Rhys. “I would like to explain—” 

Rhys laughed, the rich sound bouncing off the carved oak moldings of the

room.  “Five  centuries,  and  you  think  I  don’t  know  that  if  my  wine’s  gone, 

Cassian’s usually behind it?” 

Cassian raised his glass in a salute. 

Rhys surveyed the room and chuckled. “I can tell exactly which ones you

two  did,  and  which  ones  Azriel  tried  to  fix  before  I  got  here.”  Azriel  was indeed now rubbing his temple. Rhys lifted a brow at me. “I expected better

from an artist.” 

I stuck out my tongue at him. 

A  heartbeat  later,  he  said  in  my  mind,  Save  that  tongue  for  later.  I  have ideas for it. 

My toes curled in their thick, high socks. 

“It’s  cold  as  hell!”  Mor  called  from  the  front  hall,  startling  me  from  the

warmth  pooling  in  my  core.  “And  who  the  hell  let  Cassian  and  Feyre

decorate?” 

Azriel  choked  on  what  I  could  have  sworn  was  a  laugh,  his  normally

shadowed face lighting up as Mor bustled in, pink with cold and puffing air

into  her  hands.  She,  however,  scowled.  “You  two  couldn’t  wait  until  I  got
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here to break into the good wine?” 

I  grinned  as  Cassian  said,  “We  were  just  getting  started  on  Rhys’s

collection.” 

Rhys scratched his head. “It  is there for anyone to drink, you know. Help

yourself to whatever you want.” 

“Dangerous  words,  Rhysand,”  Amren  warned,  strutting  through  the  door, 

nearly swallowed up by the enormous white fur coat she wore. Only her chin-

length  dark  hair  and  solid  silver  eyes  were  visible  above  the  collar.  She

looked—

“You look like an angry snowball,” Cassian said. 

I clamped my lips together to keep the laugh in. Laughing at Amren wasn’t

a wise move. Even now, with her powers mostly gone and permanently in a

High Fae body. 

The  angry  snowball  narrowed  her  eyes  at  him.  “Careful,  boy.  Wouldn’t

want to start a war you can’t win.” She unbuttoned the collar so we all heard

her  clearly  as  she  purred,  “Especially  with  Nesta  Archeron  coming  for

Solstice in two days.” 

I  felt  the  ripple  that  went  through  them—between  Cassian,  and  Mor,  and

Azriel.  Felt  the  pure  temper  that  rumbled  from  Cassian,  all  half-drunk

merriness suddenly gone. He said in a low voice, “Shut it, Amren.” 

Mor was watching closely enough that it was hard not to stare. I glanced at

Rhys instead, but a contemplative look had overtaken his face. 

Amren merely grinned, those red lips spreading wide enough to show most

of her white teeth as she stalked toward the front hall closet and said over a

shoulder, “I’m going to enjoy seeing her shred into you. That’s if she shows

up sober.” 

And that was enough. Rhys seemed to arrive at the same idea, but before

he could say something, I cut in, “Leave Nesta out of it, Amren.” 

Amren  gave  me  what  might  have  been  considered  an  apologetic  glance. 

But she merely declared, shoving her enormous coat into the closet, “Varian’s

coming, so deal with it.” 

Elain  was  in  the  kitchen,  helping  Nuala  and  Cerridwen  prepare  the  evening

meal. Even with Solstice two nights away, everyone had descended upon the

town house. 

Except one. 

“Any word from Nesta?” I said to my sister by way of greeting. 

Elain straightened from the piping-hot loaves of bread she’d hauled from

the  oven,  her  hair  half  up,  the  apron  over  her  rose-pink  gown  dusted  with

flour.  She  blinked,  her  large  brown  eyes  clear.  “No.  I  told  her  to  join  us tonight, and to let me know when she’d decided. I didn’t hear back.” 

She waved a dishcloth over the bread to cool it slightly, then lifted a loaf to

tap the bottom. A hollow sound thumped back, answer enough for her. 

“Do you think it’s worth fetching her?” 

Elain slung the dishcloth over her slim shoulder, rolling her sleeves up to

the elbow. Her skin had gained color these months—at least, before the cold

weather had set in. Her face had filled in, too. “Are you asking me that as her

sister, or as a seer?” 

I kept my face calm, pleasant, and leaned against the worktable. 

Elain had not mentioned any further visions. And we had not asked her to

use her gifts. Whether they still existed, with the Cauldron’s destruction and

then re-forming, I didn’t know. Didn’t want to ask. 

“You  know  Nesta  best,”  I  answered  carefully.  “I  thought  you’d  like  to

weigh in.” 

“If  Nesta  doesn’t  want  to  be  here  tonight,  then  it’s  more  trouble  than  it’s worth to bring her in.” 

Elain’s voice was colder than usual. I glanced at Nuala and Cerridwen, the

latter giving me a shake of her head as if to say,  Not a good day for her. 

Like the rest of us, Elain’s recovery was ongoing. She’d wept for hours the

day I’d taken her to a wildflower-covered hill on the outskirts of the city—to

the marble headstone I’d had erected there in honor of our father. 

I’d turned his body to ashes after the King of Hybern had killed him, but

he still deserved a resting place. For all he’d done in the end, he deserved the

beautiful stone I’d had carved with his name. And Elain had deserved a place

to visit with him, talk with him. 

She went at least once a month. 

Nesta  had  never  been  at  all.  Had  ignored  my  invitation  to  come  with  us

that first day. And every time afterward. 

I took up a spot beside Elain, grabbing a knife from the other side of the

table  to  begin  cutting  the  bread.  Down  the  hall,  the  sounds  of  my  family

echoed toward us, Mor’s bright laughter ringing out above Cassian’s rumble. 

I waited until I had a stack of steaming slices before I said, “Nesta is still a

part of this family.” 

“Is  she?”  Elain  sawed  deep  into  the  next  loaf.  “She  certainly  doesn’t  act

like it.” 

I hid my frown. “Did something happen when you saw her today?” 

Elain didn’t answer. She just kept slicing the bread. 

So I continued as well. I didn’t appreciate when other people pushed me to

speak. I’d grant her that same courtesy, too. 

In  silence,  we  worked,  then  set  about  filling  the  platters  with  the  food Nuala  and  Cerridwen  signaled  was  ready,  their  shadows  veiling  them  more

than  usual.  To  grant  us  some  sense  of  privacy.  I  threw  them  a  look  of

gratitude, but they both shook their heads. No thanks necessary. They’d spent

more time with Elain than even I had. They understood her moods, what she

sometimes needed. 

It  was  only  when  Elain  and  I  were  hauling  the  first  of  the  serving  dishes

down the hall toward the dining room that she spoke. “Nesta said she didn’t

want to come to Solstice.” 

“That’s fine.” Even though something in my chest twisted a bit. 

“She said she didn’t want to come to  anything. Ever.” 

I paused, scanning the pain and fear now shining in Elain’s eyes. “Did she

say why?” 

“No.” Anger—there was anger in Elain’s face, too. “She just said … She

said that we have our lives, and she has hers.” 

To say that to me, fine. But to  Elain? 

I  blew  out  a  breath,  my  stomach  gurgling  at  the  platter  of  slow-roasted

chicken  I  held  between  my  hands,  the  scent  of  sage  and  lemon  filling  my

nose. “I’ll talk to her.” 

“Don’t,”  Elain  said  flatly,  starting  once  more  into  a  walk,  veils  of  steam

drifting past her shoulders from the roasted rosemary potatoes in her hands, as

if they were Azriel’s shadows. “She won’t listen.” 

Like hell she wouldn’t. 

“And you?” I made myself say. “Are you—all right?” 

Elain looked over a shoulder at me as we entered the foyer, then turned left

—to  the  dining  room.  In  the  sitting  room  across  the  way,  all  conversation

halted at the smell of food. “Why wouldn’t I be all right?” she asked, a smile

lighting up her face. 

I’d seen those smiles before. On my own damn face. 

But  the  others  came  barreling  in  from  the  sitting  room,  Cassian  kissing

Elain’s cheek in greeting before he nearly lifted her out of the way to get to

the dining table. Amren came next, giving my sister a nod, her ruby necklace

sparkling  in  the  faelights  speckled  throughout  the  garlands  in  the  hall.  Then Mor,  with  a  smacking  kiss  for  either  cheek.  Then  Rhys,  shaking  his  head  at

Cassian,  who  began  helping  himself  to  the  platters  Nuala  and  Cerridwen

winnowed in. As Elain lived here, my mate gave her only a smile of greeting

before taking up his seat at Cassian’s right. 

Azriel emerged from the sitting room, a glass of wine in hand and wings

tucked back to reveal his fine, yet simple black jacket and pants. 

I  felt,  more  than  saw,  my  sister  go  still  as  he  approached.  Her  throat

bobbed. 

“Are you just going to hold that chicken all night?” Cassian asked me from

the table. 

Scowling,  I  stomped  toward  him,  plunking  the  platter  onto  the  wooden

surface. “I spat in it,” I said sweetly. 

“Makes  it  all  the  more  delicious,”  Cassian  crooned,  smiling  right  back. 

Rhys snickered, drinking deeply from his wine. 

But I strode to my seat—nestled between Amren and Mor—in time to see

Elain say to Azriel, “Hello.” 

Az said nothing. 

No, he just moved toward her. 

Mor tensed beside me. 

But  Azriel  only  took  Elain’s  heavy  dish  of  potatoes  from  her  hands,  his

voice soft as night as he said, “Sit. I’ll take care of it.” 

Elain’s  hands  remained  in  midair,  as  if  the  ghost  of  the  dish  remained

between them. With a blink, she lowered them, and noticed her apron. “I—I’ll

be  right  back,”  she  murmured,  and  hurried  down  the  hall  before  I  could

explain that no one cared if she showed up to dinner covered in flour and that

she should just  sit. 

Azriel set the potatoes in the center of the table, Cassian diving right in. Or

he tried to. 

One moment, his hand was spearing toward the serving spoon. The next, it

was  stopped,  Azriel’s  scarred  fingers  wrapped  around  his  wrist.  “Wait,” 

Azriel said, nothing but command in his voice. 

Mor gaped wide enough that I was certain the half-chewed green beans in

her mouth were going to tumble onto her plate. Amren just smirked over the

rim of her wineglass. 

Cassian gawked at him. “Wait for  what? Gravy?” 

Azriel didn’t let go. “Wait until everyone is seated before eating.” 

“Pig,” Mor supplied. 

Cassian  gave  a  pointed  look  to  the  plate  of  green  beans,  chicken,  bread, 

 and ham already half eaten on Mor’s plate. But he relaxed his hand, leaning

back in his chair. “I never knew you were a stickler for manners, Az.” 

Azriel only released Cassian’s hand, and stared at his wineglass. 

Elain  swept  in,  apron  gone  and  hair  rebraided.  “Please  don’t  wait  on  my

account,” she said, taking the seat at the head of the table. 

Cassian glared at Azriel. Az pointedly ignored him. 

But Cassian waited until Elain had filled her plate before he took another

scoop of anything. As did the others. 

I met Rhys’s stare across the table.  What was that about? 

Rhys sliced into his glazed ham in smooth, skilled strokes.  It had nothing to do with Cassian. 

 Oh? 

Rhys took a bite, gesturing with his knife for me to eat.  Let’s just say it hit

 a  little  close  to  home.   At  my  beat  of  confusion,  he  added,  There  are  some scars when it comes to how his mother was treated. Many scars. 

His mother, who had been a servant—near-slave—when he was born. And

afterward.  None of us bother to wait for everyone to sit, least of all Cassian. 

 It can strike at odd times. 

I did my best not to look toward the shadowsinger.  I see. 

Turning to Amren, I studied her plate. Small portions of everything. “Still

getting used to it?” 

Amren grunted, rolling around her roasted, honeyed carrots. “Blood tastes

better.” 

Mor and Cassian choked. 

“And it didn’t take so much  time to consume,” Amren groused, lifting the

teensiest scrap of roast chicken to her red-painted lips. 

Small,  slow  meals  for  Amren.  The  first  normal  meal  she’d  eaten  after

returning—a bowl of lentil soup—had made her vomit for an hour. So it had

been a gradual adjustment. She still couldn’t dive into a meal the way the rest

of us were prone to. Whether it was wholly physical or perhaps some sort of

personal adjustment period, none of us knew. 

“And  then  there  are  the  other  unpleasant  results  of  eating,”  Amren  went

on, slicing her carrots into tiny slivers. 

Azriel and Cassian swapped a glance, then both seemed to find their plates

 very interesting. Even as smiles tugged on their faces. 

Elain asked, “What sort of results?” 

“Don’t answer that,” Rhys said smoothly, pointing to Amren with his fork. 

Amren hissed at him, her dark hair swaying like a curtain of liquid night, 

“Do you know what an inconvenience it is to need to find a place to relieve

myself  everywhere I go?” 

A  fizzing  noise  came  from  Cassian’s  side  of  the  table,  but  I  clamped  my

lips together. Mor gripped my knee beneath the table, her body shaking with

the effort of keeping her laugh reined in. 

Rhys  drawled  to  Amren,  “Shall  we  start  building  public  toilets  for  you

throughout Velaris, Amren?” 

“I mean it, Rhysand,” Amren snapped. I didn’t dare meet Mor’s stare. Or

Cassian’s. One look and I’d completely dissolve. Amren waved a hand down

at herself. “I should have selected a male form. At least  you can whip it out

and go wherever you like without having to worry about spilling on—” 

Cassian lost it. Then Mor. Then me. And even Az, chuckling faintly. 

“You really don’t know how to pee?” Mor roared. “After all this time?” 

Amren seethed. “I’ve seen animals—” 

“Tell  me  you  know  how  a  toilet  works,”  Cassian  burst  out,  slapping  a

broad hand on the table. “Tell me you know that much.” 

I  clapped  a  hand  over  my  mouth,  as  if  it  would  push  the  laugh  back  in. 

Across the table, Rhys’s eyes were brighter than stars, his mouth a quivering

line as he tried and failed to remain serious. 

“I know how to sit on a toilet,” Amren growled. 

Mor  opened  her  mouth,  laughter  dancing  on  her  face,  but  Elain  asked, 

“Could you have done it? Decided to take a male form?” 

The question cut through the laughter, an arrow fired between us. 

Amren studied my sister, Elain’s cheeks red from our unfiltered talk at the

table.  “Yes,”  she  said  simply.  “Before,  in  my  other  form,  I  was  neither.  I

simply  was.” 

“Then  why  did  you  pick  this  body?”  Elain  asked,  the  faelight  of  the

chandelier catching in the ripples of her golden-brown braid. 

“I  was  more  drawn  to  the  female  form,”  Amren  answered  simply.  “I

thought it was more symmetrical. It pleased me.” 

Mor  frowned  down  at  her  own  form,  ogling  her  considerable  assets. 

“True.” 

Cassian snickered. 

Elain asked, “And once you were in this body, you couldn’t change?” 

Amren’s  eyes  narrowed  slightly.  I  straightened,  glancing  between  them. 

Unusual, yes, for Elain to be so vocal, but she’d been improving. Most days, 

she was lucid—perhaps quiet and prone to melancholy, but aware. 

Elain, to my surprise, held Amren’s gaze. 

Amren said after a moment, “Are you asking out of curiosity for my past, 

or your own future?” 

The  question  left  me  too  stunned  to  even  reprimand  Amren.  The  others, 

too. 

Elain’s brow furrowed before I could leap in. “What do you mean?” 

“There’s no going back to being human, girl,” Amren said, perhaps a tad

gently. 

“Amren,” I warned. 

Elain’s face reddened further, her back straightening. But she didn’t bolt. “I

don’t know what you’re talking about.” I’d never heard Elain’s voice so cold. 

I  glanced  at  the  others.  Rhys  was  frowning,  Cassian  and  Mor  were  both

grimacing, and Azriel … It was pity on his beautiful face. Pity and sorrow as

he watched my sister. 
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Elain  hadn’t  mentioned  being  Made,  or  the  Cauldron,  or  Graysen  in

months.  I’d  assumed  that  perhaps  she  was  becoming  accustomed  to  being

High Fae, that she’d perhaps begun to let go of that mortal life. 

“Amren, you have a spectacular gift for ruining dinner conversation,” Rhys

said, swirling his wine. “I wonder if you could make a career out of it.” 

His  Second  glared  at  him.  But  Rhys  held  her  stare,  silent  warning  in  his

face. 

 Thank you, I said down the bond. A warm caress echoed in answer. 

“Pick on someone your own size,” Cassian said to Amren, shoveling roast

chicken into his mouth. 

“I’d feel bad for the mice,” Azriel muttered. 

Mor and Cassian howled, earning a blush from Azriel and a grateful smile

from Elain—and no shortage of scowling from Amren. 

But  something  in  me  eased  at  that  laughter,  at  the  light  that  returned  to

Elain’s eyes. 

A light I wouldn’t see dimmed further. 

 I need to go out after dinner, I said to Rhys as I dug into my meal again. 

 Care for a flight across the city? 

Nesta didn’t open her door. 

I  knocked  for  perhaps  a  good  two  minutes,  scowling  at  the  dim  wooden

hallway  of  the  ramshackle  building  that  she’d  chosen  to  live  in,  then  sent  a tether of magic through the apartment beyond. 

Rhys  had  erected  wards  around  the  entire  thing,  and  with  our  magic,  our

souls’  bond,  there  was  no  resistance  to  the  thread  of  power  I  unspooled

through the door and into the apartment itself. 

Nothing. No sign of life or—or worse beyond. 

She wasn’t at home. 

I had a good idea of where she’d be. 

Winnowing into the freezing street, I pinwheeled my arms to keep upright

as my boots slid on the ice coating the stones. 

Leaning  against  a  lamppost,  faelight  gilding  the  talons  atop  his  wings, 

Rhys chuckled. And didn’t move an inch. 

“Asshole,” I muttered. “Most males would  help their mates if they’re about

to break their heads on the ice.” 

He  pushed  off  the  lamppost  and  prowled  toward  me,  every  movement

smooth and unhurried. Even now, I’d gladly spend hours just watching him. 

“I have a feeling that if I  had stepped in, you would have bitten my head

off for being an overbearing mother hen, as you called me.” 

I grumbled an answer he chose not to hear. 

“Not at home, then?” 

I grumbled again. 

“Well, that leaves precisely ten other places where she could be.” 

I grimaced. 

Rhys asked, “Do you want me to look?” 

Not physically, but use his power to find Nesta. I hadn’t wanted him to do

it  earlier,  since  it  felt  like  some  sort  of  violation  of  privacy,  but  given  how damned  cold it was … “Fine.” 

Rhys  wrapped  his  arms,  then  his  wings  around  me,  tucking  me  into  his

heat as he murmured onto my hair, “Hold on.” 

Darkness and wind tumbled around us, and I buried my face in his chest, 

breathing in the scent of him. 

Then laughter and singing, music blaring, the tangy smell of stale ale, the

bite of cold—

I  groaned  as  I  beheld  where  he’d  winnowed  us,  where  he’d  detected  my

sister. 

“There  are  wine  rooms  in  this  city,”  Rhys  said,  cringing.  “There  are

concert halls. Fine restaurants. Pleasure clubs. And yet your sister …” 

And yet my sister managed to find the seediest, most miserable taverns in

Velaris. There weren’t many. But she patronized all of them. And this one—

the Wolf’s Den—was by far the worst. 

“Wait here,” I said over the fiddles and drums spilling from the tavern as I

pulled  out  of  his  embrace.  Down  the  street,  a  few  drunk  revelers  spotted  us and  fell  silent.  Felt  Rhys’s  power,  perhaps  my  own  as  well,  and  found

somewhere else to be for a while. 

I  had  no  doubt  the  same  would  happen  in  the  tavern,  and  had  no  doubt

Nesta would resent us for ruining her night. At least I could slip inside mostly

unnoticed.  If  both  of  us  went  in  there,  I  knew  my  sister  would  see  it  as  an attack. 

So it would be me. Alone. 

Rhys kissed my brow. “If someone propositions you, tell them we’ll both

be free in an hour.” 

“Och.” I waved him off, banking my powers to a near-whisper within me. 

He blew me a kiss. 

I waved that away, too, and slipped through the tavern door. 
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CHAPTER

13

 Feyre

My  sister  didn’t  have  drinking  companions.  As  far  as  I  knew,  she  went  out

alone, and made them as the night progressed. And every now and then, one

of them went home with her. 

I hadn’t asked. Wasn’t even sure when the first time had been. 

I also didn’t dare ask Cassian if he knew. They had barely exchanged more

than a few words since the war. 

And  as  I  entered  the  light  and  rolling  music  of  the  Wolf’s  Den  and

immediately spotted my sister seated with three males at a round table in the

shadowed  back,  I  could  almost  see  the  specter  of  that  day  against  Hybern

looming behind her. 

Every ounce of weight that Elain had gained it seemed Nesta had lost. Her

already proud, angular face had turned more so, her cheekbones sharp enough

to  slice.  Her  hair  remained  up  in  her  usual  braided  coronet,  she  wore  her

preferred  gray  gown,  and  she  was,  as  ever,  immaculately  clean  despite  the

hovel she chose to occupy. Despite the reeking, hot tavern that had seen better

years. Centuries. 

 A  queen  without  a  throne.  That  was  what  I’d  call  the  painting  that  swept into my mind. 

Nesta’s eyes, the same blue-gray as my own, lifted the moment I shut the

wooden  door  behind  me.  Nothing  flickered  across  her  face  beyond  vague

disdain.  The  three  High  Fae  males  at  her  table  were  all  fairly  well  dressed considering the place they patronized. 

 Likely wealthy young bucks out for the night. 

I  reined  in  my  scowl  as  Rhys’s  voice  filled  my  head.  Mind  your  own

 business. 

 Your sister is handily beating them at cards, by the way. 

 Snoop. 

 You love it. 

I  pressed  my  lips  together,  sending  a  vulgar  gesture  down  the  bond  as  I

approached  my  sister’s  table.  Rhys’s  laughter  rumbled  against  my  shields  in answer, like star-flecked thunder. 

Nesta simply went back to staring at the fan of cards she held, her posture

the epitome of glorious boredom. But her companions peered up at me when I

stopped at the edge of their stained and scarred wooden table. Half-consumed

glasses  of  amber  liquid  sweated  with  moisture,  kept  chilled  through  some

magic of the tavern’s. 

The  male  across  the  table—a  handsome,  rakish-looking  High  Fae,  with

hair like spun gold—met my eyes. 

His  hand  of  cards  slumped  to  the  table  as  he  bowed  his  head.  The  others

followed suit. 

Only my sister, still studying her cards, remained uninterested. 

“My  lady,”  said  a  thin,  dark-haired  male,  throwing  a  wary  glance  toward

my sister. “How may we be of assistance?” 

Nesta didn’t so much as look up as she adjusted one of her cards. 

Fine. 

I  smiled  sweetly  at  her  companions.  “I  hate  to  interrupt  your  night  out, 

gentlemen.” Gentle males, I supposed. A holdover from my human life—one

that the third male noted with a hint of a raised, thick brow. “But I would like

a word with my sister.” 

The dismissal was clear enough. 

As one, they rose, cards abandoned, and swiped up their drinks. “We’ll get

a refill,” the golden-haired one declared. 

I  waited  until  they  were  at  the  bar,  pointedly  not  gazing  over  their

shoulders, before I slid into the rickety seat the dark-haired one had vacated. 

Slowly, Nesta’s eyes lifted toward mine. 

I leaned back in the chair, wood groaning. “So which one was going home

with you tonight?” 

Nesta snapped her cards together, setting the stack facedown on the table. 

“I hadn’t decided.” 

Icy, flat words. The perfect accompaniment to the expression on her face. 

I simply waited. 

Nesta waited, too. 

Still as an animal. Still as death. 

I’d  once  wondered  if  that  was  her  power.  Her  curse,  granted  by  the

Cauldron. 

Nothing  I’d  seen  of  it,  glimpsed  in  those  moments  against  Hybern,  had

seemed  like death. Just brute power. But the Bone Carver had whispered of it. 

And I’d seen it, shining cold and bright in her eyes. 

But not for months now. 

Not that I’d seen much of her. 

A minute passed. Then another. 

Utter  silence,  save  for  the  merry  music  from  the  four-piece  band  on  the

other side of the room. 

I could wait. I’d wait here all damn night. 

Nesta settled back in her chair, inclined to do the same. 

 My money’s on your sister. 

 Quiet. 

 I’m getting cold out here. 

 Illyrian baby. 

A dark chuckle, then the bond went silent again. 

“Is that mate of yours going to stand in the cold all night?” 

I  blinked,  wondering  if  she’d  somehow  sensed  the  thoughts  between  us. 

“Who says he’s here?” 

Nesta snorted. “Where one goes, the other follows.” 

I  refrained  from  voicing  all  of  the  potential  retorts  that  leaped  onto  my

tongue. 

Instead,  I  asked,  “Elain  invited  you  to  dinner  tonight.  Why  didn’t  you

come?” 

Nesta’s smile was slow, sharp as a blade. “I wanted to hear the musicians

play.” 

I cast a pointed look to the band. More skilled than the usual tavern set, but

not a real excuse. “She wanted you there.”  I wanted you there. 

Nesta shrugged. “She could have eaten with me here.” 

“You know Elain wouldn’t feel comfortable in a place like this.” 

She arched a well-groomed brow. “A place like this? What sort of place is

that?” 

Indeed, some people were turning our way. High Lady—I was High Lady. 

Insulting  this  place  and  the  people  in  it  wouldn’t  win  me  any  supporters. 

“Elain is overwhelmed by crowds.” 

“She didn’t used to be that way.” Nesta swirled her glass of amber liquid. 

“She loved balls and parties.” 

The  words  hung  unspoken.  But  you  and  your  court  dragged  us  into  this

 world. Took that joy away from her. 

“If  you  bothered  to  come  by  the  house,  you’d  see  that  she’s  readjusting. 

But  balls  and  parties  are  one  thing.  Elain  never  patronized  taverns  before

this.” 

Nesta opened her mouth, no doubt to lead me down a path away from the

reason I’d come here. So I cut in before she could. “That’s beside the point.” 

Steel-cold eyes held mine. “Can you get to it, then? I’d like to return to my

game.” 

I debated scattering the cards to the ale-slick ground. “Solstice is the day

after tomorrow.” 

Nothing. Not a blink. 

I interlaced my fingers and set them on the table between us. “What will it

take to get you to come?” 

“For Elain’s sake or yours?” 

“Both.” 

Another snort. Nesta surveyed the room, everyone carefully  not  watching

us now. I knew without asking that Rhys had slid a sound barrier around us. 

Finally, my sister looked back at me. “So you’re bribing me, then?” 

I didn’t flinch. “I’m seeing if you’re willing to be reasoned with. If there’s

a way to make it worth your while.” 

Nesta  planted  the  tip  of  her  pointer  finger  atop  her  stack  of  cards  and

fanned  them  out  across  the  table.  “It’s  not  even  our  holiday.  We  don’t   have holidays.” 

“Perhaps you should try it. You might enjoy yourself.” 

“As I told Elain: you have your lives, and I have mine.” 

Again, I cast a pointed glance to the tavern. “Why? Why this insistence on

distancing yourself?” 

She settled back in her seat, crossing her arms. “Why do I have to be a part

of your merry little band?” 

“You’re my sister.” 

Again, that empty, cold look. 

I waited. 

“I’m not going to your party,” she said. 

If  Elain  hadn’t  been  able  to  convince  her,  I  certainly  wouldn’t  succeed.  I

didn’t  know  why  I  hadn’t  realized  it  before.  Before  wasting  my  time.  But  I

tried—one last time. For Elain’s sake. “Father would want you to—” 

 “Don’t you finish that sentence.” 

Despite the sound shield around us, there was nothing to block the view of

my  sister  baring  her  teeth.  The  view  of  her  fingers  curling  into  invisible

claws. 

Nesta’s nose crinkled with undiluted rage as she snarled, “Leave.” 

A scene. This was about to become a scene in the worst way. 

So I rose, hiding my trembling hands by balling them into tight fists at my

sides. “Please come,” was all I said before turning back toward the door, the

walk  between  her  table  and  the  exit  feeling  so  much  longer.  All  the  staring faces I’d have to pass looming. 

“My rent,” Nesta said when I’d walked two steps. 

I paused. “What about your rent?” 

She swigged from her glass. “It’s due next week. In case you forgot.” 

She was completely serious. 

I said flatly, “Come to Solstice and I’ll make sure it’s delivered.” 

Nesta  opened  her  mouth,  but  I  turned  again,  staring  down  every  gaping

face that peered up at me as I passed. 

I felt my sister’s gaze piercing the space between my shoulder blades the

entire walk to that front door. And the entire flight home. 
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CHAPTER

14

 Rhysand

Even with workers seldom halting their repairs, the rebuilding was still years

from  being  finished.  Especially  along  the  Sidra,  where  Hybern  had  hit

hardest. 

Little  more  than  rubble  remained  of  the  once-great  estates  and  homes

along the southeastern bend of the river, their gardens overgrown and private

boathouses half sunken in the gentle flow of the turquoise waters. 

I’d  grown  up  in  these  houses,  attending  the  parties  and  feasts  that  lasted

long into the night, spending bright summer days lazing on the sloping lawns, 

cheering  the  summer  boat  races  on  the  Sidra.  Their  facades  had  been  as

familiar  as  any  friend’s  face.  They’d  been  built  long  before  I  was  born.  I’d expected them to last long after I was gone. 

“You haven’t heard from the families about when they’ll be returning, have

you?” 

Mor’s  question  floated  to  me  above  the  crunch  of  pale  stone  beneath  our

feet as we ambled along the snow-dusted grounds of one such estate. 

She’d found me after lunch—a rare, solitary meal these days. With Feyre

and Elain out shopping in the city, when my cousin had appeared in the foyer

of the town house, I hadn’t hesitated to invite her for a walk. 

It had been a long while since Mor and I had walked together. 

I  wasn’t  stupid  enough  to  believe  that  though  the  war  had  ended,  all

wounds had been healed. Especially between Mor and me. 

And I wasn’t stupid enough to delude myself into thinking that I hadn’t put

off this walk for a while now—and so had she. 

I’d seen her eyes go distant the other night at the Hewn City. Her silence

after her initial snarled warning at her father had told me enough about where

her mind had drifted. 

Another  casualty  of  this  war:  working  with  Keir  and  Eris  had  dimmed

something in my cousin. 

Oh, she hid it well. Save for when she was face-to-face with the two males

who had—

I  didn’t  let  myself  finish  the  thought,  summon  the  memory.  Even  five

centuries later, the rage threatened to swallow me until I’d left the Hewn City

and Autumn Court in ruins. 

But  those  were  her  deaths  to  claim.  They  always  had  been.  I  had  never

asked why she’d waited so long. 

We’d  quietly  meandered  through  the  city  for  half  an  hour  now,  going

mostly  unnoticed.  A  small  blessing  of  Solstice:  everyone  was  too  busy  with

their own preparations to mark who strolled through the packed streets. 

How we’d wound up here, I had no idea. But here we were, nothing but the

fallen  and  cracked  blocks  of  stone,  winter-dry  weeds,  and  gray  sky  for

company. 

“The families,” I said at last, “are at their other estates.” I knew them all, 

wealthy  merchants  and  nobles  who  had  defected  from  the  Hewn  City  long

before the two halves of my realm had been officially severed. “With no plans

to  return  anytime  soon.”  Perhaps  forever.  I’d  heard  from  one  of  them,  a

matriarch of a merchant empire, that they were likely going to sell rather than

face the ordeal of building from scratch. 

Mor nodded absently, the chill wind whipping strands of her hair over her

face  as  she  paused  in  the  middle  of  what  had  once  been  a  formal  garden

sloping from the house to the icy river itself. “Keir is coming here soon, isn’t

he.” 

So rarely would she ever refer to him as her father. I didn’t blame her. That

male hadn’t been her father for centuries. Long before that unforgivable day. 

“He is.” 

I’d  managed  to  keep  Keir  at  bay  since  the  war  had  ended—had  prepared

for him to inevitably decide that no matter the work I dumped in his lap, no

matter how I might interrupt his little visits with Eris, he would visit this city. 

Perhaps  I  had  brought  this  upon  myself,  by  enforcing  the  Hewn  City’s

borders  for  so  long.  Perhaps  their  horrible  traditions  and  narrow  minds  had

only  grown  worse  while  being  contained.  It  was  their  territory,  yes,  but  I’d given  them  nothing  else.  No  wonder  they  were  so  curious  about  Velaris. 

Though  Keir’s  desire  to  visit  only  stemmed  from  one  need:  to  torment  his

daughter. 

“When.” 

“Likely in the spring, if I’m guessing correctly.” 

Mor’s throat bobbed, her face going cold in a way I so rarely witnessed. In

a way I hated, if only because I was to blame for it. 

I’d told myself it had been worth it. Keir’s Darkbringers had been crucial

in our victory. And he’d suffered losses because of it. The male was a prick in

every sense of the word, but he’d come through on his end. 

I had little choice but to hold up my own. 

Mor scanned me from head to toe. I’d opted for a black jacket crafted from

heavier wool, and forgone wings entirely. Just because Cassian and Azriel had

to suffer through having them be freezing all the time didn’t mean I had to. I

remained  still,  letting  Mor  arrive  at  her  own  conclusions.  “I  trust  you,”  she said at last. 

I bowed my head. “Thank you.” 

She waved a hand, launching into a walk again down the pale gravel paths

of the garden. “But I still wish there had been another way.” 

“I do, too.” 

She  twisted  the  ends  of  her  thick  red  scarf  before  tucking  them  into  her

brown overcoat. 

“If your father comes here,” I offered, “I can make sure you’re away.” No

matter that she had been the one to push for the minor confrontation with the

Steward and Eris the other night. 

She  scowled.  “He’ll  see  it  for  what  it  is:  hiding.  I  won’t  give  him  that

satisfaction.” 

I knew better than to ask if she thought her mother would come along. We

didn’t discuss Mor’s mother. Ever. 

“Whatever you decide, I’ll support you.” 

“I know that.” She paused between two low-lying boxwoods and watched

the icy river beyond. 

“And you know that Az and Cassian are going to be monitoring them like

hawks  for  the  entire  visit.  They’ve  been  planning  the  security  protocols  for

months now.” 

“They have?” 

I nodded gravely. 

Mor  blew  out  a  breath.  “I  wish  we  were  still  able  to  threaten  to  unleash

Amren on the entire Hewn City.” 

I  snorted,  gazing  across  the  river  to  the  quarter  of  the  city  just  barely

visible  over  the  rise  of  a  hill.  “Half  of  me  wonders  if  Amren  wishes  the

same.” 

“I assume you’re getting her a  very good present.” 

“Neve was practically skipping with glee when I left the shop.” 

A small laugh. “What did you get Feyre?” 

I slid my hands into my pockets. “This and that.” 

“So, nothing.” 

I dragged a hand through my hair. “Nothing. Any ideas?” 

“She’s your mate. Shouldn’t this sort of thing be instinctual?” 

“She’s impossible to shop for.” 

Mor gave me a wry look. “Pathetic.” 

I nudged her with an elbow. “What did  you get her?” 

“You’ll have to wait until Solstice evening to see.” 

I  rolled  my  eyes.  In  the  centuries  I’d  known  her,  Mor’s  present-buying

abilities  had  never  improved.  I  had  a  drawer  full  of  downright  hideous  cuff

links  that  I’d  never  worn,  each  gaudier  than  the  next.  I  was  lucky,  though: Cassian had a trunk crammed with silk shirts of varying colors of the rainbow. 

Some even had ruffles on them. 

I could only imagine the horrors in store for my mate. 

Thin  sheets  of  ice  lazily  drifted  down  the  Sidra.  I  didn’t  dare  ask  Mor

about Azriel—what she’d gotten him, what she planned to  do with him. I had

little interest in being chucked right into that icy river. 

“I’m going to need you, Mor,” I said quietly. 

The  amusement  in  Mor’s  eyes  sharpened  to  alertness.  A  predator.  There

was a reason she’d held her own in battle, and could hold her own against any

Illyrian. My brothers and I had overseen much of the training ourselves, but

she’d spent years traveling to other lands, other territories, to learn what they

knew. 

Which  was  precisely  why  I  said,  “Not  with  Keir  and  the  Hewn  City,  not

with holding the peace long enough for things to stabilize.” 

She crossed her arms, waiting. 

“Az  can  infiltrate  most  courts,  most  lands.  But  I  might  need  you  to  win

those  lands  over.”  Because  the  pieces  that  were  now  strewn  on  the  table  …

“Treaty negotiations are dragging on too long.” 

“They’re not happening at all.” 

Truth. With the rebuilding, too many tentative allies had claimed they were

busy and would reconvene in the spring to discuss the new terms. 

“You  wouldn’t  need  to  be  gone  for  months.  Just  visits  here  and  there. 

Casual.” 

“Casual, but make the kingdoms and territories realize that if they push too

far or enter into human lands, we’ll obliterate them?” 

I huffed a laugh. “Something like that. Az has lists of the kingdoms most

likely to cross the line.” 

“If  I’m  flitting  about  the  continent,  who  will  deal  with  the  Court  of

Nightmares?” 

“I will.” 

Her brown eyes narrowed. “You’re not doing this because you think I can’t

handle Keir, are you?” 

Careful, careful territory. “No,” I said, and wasn’t lying. “I think you can. I

know  you  can.  But  your  talents  are  better  wielded  elsewhere  for  now.  Keir wants to build ties to the Autumn Court—let him. Whatever he and Eris are

scheming  up,  they  know  we’re  watching,  and  know  how  stupid  it  would  be

for either of them to push us. One word to Beron, and Eris’s head will roll.” 

Tempting.  So  damn  tempting  to  tell  the  High  Lord  of  Autumn  that  his

eldest  son  coveted  his  throne—and  was  willing  to  take  it  by  force.  But  I’d

made a bargain with Eris, too. Perhaps a fool’s bargain, but only time would

tell in that regard. 

Mor fiddled with her scarf. “I’m not afraid of them.” 

“I know you’re not.” 

“I  just—being  near  them,  together  …”  She  shoved  her  hands  into  her

pockets. “It’s probably what it feels like for you to be around Tamlin.” 

“If it’s any consolation, cousin, I behaved rather poorly the other day.” 

“Is he dead?” 

“No.” 

“Then I’d say you controlled yourself admirably.” 

I laughed. “Bloodthirsty of you, Mor.” 

She shrugged, again watching the river. “He deserves it.” 

He did indeed. 

She glanced sidelong at me. “When would I need to leave?” 

“Not for another few weeks, maybe a month.” 

She  nodded,  and  fell  quiet.  I  debated  asking  her  if  she  wished  to  know

 where  Azriel  and  I  thought  she  might  go  first,  but  her  silence  said  enough. 

She’d go anywhere. 

Too  long.  She’d  been  cooped  up  within  the  borders  of  this  court  for  too

long. The war barely counted. And it wouldn’t happen in a month, or perhaps

a few years, but I could see it: the invisible noose tightening around her neck

with every day spent here. 

“Take a few days to think about it,” I offered. 

She whipped her head toward me, golden hair catching in the light. “You

said you needed me. It didn’t seem like there was much room for choice.” 

“You always have a choice. If you don’t want to go, then it’s fine.” 

“And who would do it instead? Amren?” A knowing look. 

I  laughed  again.  “Certainly  not  Amren.  Not  if  we  want  peace.”  I  added, 

“Just—do me a favor and take some time to think about it before you say yes. 

Consider it an offer, not an order.” 

She  fell  silent  once  more.  Together,  we  watched  the  ice  floes  drift  down

the  Sidra,  toward  the  distant,  wild  sea.  “Does  he  win  if  I  go?”  A  quiet, 

tentative question. 

“You have to decide that for yourself.” 

Mor turned toward the ruined house and grounds behind us. Staring not at them, I realized, but eastward. 

Toward the continent and the lands within. As if wondering what might be

waiting there. 
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CHAPTER

15

 Feyre

I had yet to find or even come up with a vague idea for what to give Rhysand

for Solstice. 

Mercifully, Elain quietly approached me at breakfast, Cassian still passed

out  on  the  couch  in  the  sitting  room  across  the  foyer  and  no  sign  of  Azriel where  he’d  fallen  asleep  on  the  couch  across  from  him,  both  too  lazy—and

perhaps a little drunk, after all the wine we’d had last night—to make the trek

up to the tiny spare bedroom they’d be sharing during Solstice. Mor had taken

my old bedroom, not minding the clutter I’d added, and Amren had gone back

to her own apartment when we’d finally drifted to sleep in the early hours of

the morning. Both my mate and Mor were still sleeping, and I’d been content

to let them continue doing so. They’d earned that rest. We all had. 

But Elain, it seemed, was as sleepless as me, especially after my stinging

talk  with  Nesta  that  even  the  wine  I’d  returned  home  to  drink  couldn’t  dull, and she wanted to see if I was game for a walk about the city, providing me

with the perfect excuse to head out for more shopping. 

Decadent—it felt decadent, and selfish, to shop, even if it was for people I

loved. There were so many in this city and beyond it who had next to nothing, 

and  every  additional,  unnecessary  moment  I  spent  peering  into  window

displays and running my fingers over various goods grated against my nerves. 

“I  know  it’s  not  easy  for  you,”  Elain  observed  as  we  drifted  through  a

weaver’s  shop,  admiring  the  fine  tapestries,  rugs,  and  blankets  she’d  crafted

into images of various Night Court scenes: Velaris under the glow of Starfall; 

the  rocky,  untamed  shores  of  the  northern  isles;  the  stelae  of  the  temples  of Cesere; the insignia of this court, the three stars crowning a mountain peak. 

I  turned  from  a  wall  covering  depicting  that  very  image.  “What’s  not

easy?” 

We kept our voices to a near-murmur in the quiet, warm space, more out of

respect to the other browsers admiring the work. 

Elain’s  brown  eyes  roved  over  the  Night  Court  insignia.  “Buying  things

without a dire need to do so.” 

In  the  back  of  the  vaulted,  wood-paneled  shop,  a  loom  thrummed  and

clicked  as  the  dark-haired  artist  who  made  the  pieces  continued  her  work, 

pausing only to answer questions from customers. 

So  different.  This  space  was  so  different  from  the  cottage  of  horrors  that

had belonged to the Weaver in the Wood. To Stryga. 

“We have everything we need,” I admitted to Elain. “Buying presents feels

excessive.” 

“It’s their tradition, though,” Elain countered, her face still flushed with the

cold. “One that they fought and died to protect in the war. Perhaps that’s the

better way to think of it, rather than feeling guilty. To remember that this day

means something to them. All of them, regardless of who has more, who has

less,  and  in  celebrating  the  traditions,  even  through  the  presents,  we  honor

those who fought for its very existence, for the peace this city now has.” 

For a moment, I just stared at my sister, the wisdom she’d spoken. Not a

whisper  of  those  oracular  abilities.  Just  clear  eyes  and  an  open  expression. 

“You’re right,” I said, taking in the insignia rising before me. 

The tapestry had been woven from fabric so black it seemed to devour the

light,  so  black  it  almost  strained  the  eye.  The  insignia,  however,  had  been

rendered  in  silver  thread—no,  not  silver.  A  sort  of  iridescent  thread  that

shifted with sparks of color. Like woven starlight. 

“You’re thinking of getting it?” Elain asked. She hadn’t bought anything in

the  hour  we’d  already  been  out,  but  she’d  stopped  often  enough  to

contemplate.  A  gift  for  Nesta,  she’d  said.  She  was  looking  for  a  gift  for  our sister, regardless of whether Nesta deigned to join us tomorrow. 

But  Elain  had  seemed  more  than  content  to  simply  watch  the  humming

city, to take in the sparkling strands of faelights strung between buildings and

over the squares, to sample any tidbit of food offered by an eager vendor, to

listen to minstrels busking by the now-silent fountains. 

As  if  my  sister,  too,  had  merely  been  looking  for  an  excuse  to  get  out  of the house today. 

“I don’t know  who I’d get it for,” I admitted, extending a finger toward the

black  fabric  of  the  tapestry.  The  moment  my  nail  touched  the  velvet-soft

surface, it seemed to vanish. As if the material truly did gobble up all color, 

all light. “But …” I looked toward the weaver at the other end of the space, 

another  piece  half-formed  on  her  loom.  Leaving  my  thought  unfinished,  I

strode for her. 

The weaver was High Fae, full-figured and pale-skinned. A sheet of black

hair had been braided back from her face, the length of the plait dropping over

the  shoulder  of  her  thick,  red  sweater.  Practical  brown  pants  and  shearling-

lined  boots  completed  her  attire.  Simple,  comfortable  clothes.  What  I  might wear while painting. Or doing anything. 

What I was wearing beneath my heavy blue overcoat, to be honest. 

The  weaver  halted  her  work,  deft  fingers  stilling,  and  lifted  her  head. 

“How can I help you?” 

Despite her pretty smile, her gray eyes were … quiet. There was no way of

explaining it. Quiet, and a little distant. The smile tried to offset it, but failed

to mask the heaviness lingering within. 

“I wanted to know about the tapestry with the insignia,” I said. “The black

fabric—what is it?” 

“I  get  asked  that  at  least  once  an  hour,”  the  weaver  said,  her  smile

remaining yet no humor lighting her eyes. 

I cringed a bit. “Sorry to add to that.” Elain drifted to my side, a fuzzy pink

blanket in one hand, a purple blanket in the other. 

The weaver waved off my apology. “It’s an unusual fabric. Questions are

expected.” She smoothed a hand over the wooden frame of her loom. “I call it

Void. It absorbs the light. Creates a complete lack of color.” 

“You  made  it?”  Elain  asked,  now  staring  over  her  shoulder  toward  the

tapestry. 

A solemn nod. “A newer experiment of mine. To see how darkness might

be made, woven. To see if I could take it farther, deeper than any weaver has

before.” 

Having  been  in  a  void  myself,  the  fabric  she’d  woven  came  unnervingly

close. “Why?” 

Her  gray  eyes  shifted  toward  me  again.  “My  husband  didn’t  return  from

the war.” 

The frank, open words clanged through me. 

It was an effort to hold her gaze as she continued, “I began trying to create

Void the day after I learned he’d fallen.” 

Rhys  hadn’t  asked  anyone  in  this  city  to  join  his  armies,  though.  Had

deliberately made it a choice. At the confusion on my face, the weaver added

softly, “He thought it was right. To help fight. He left with several others who

felt the same, and joined up with a Summer Court legion they found on their

way south. He died in the battle for Adriata.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. Elain echoed the words, her voice gentle. 

The  weaver  only  stared  toward  the  tapestry.  “I  thought  we’d  have  a

thousand  more  years  together.”  She  began  to  coax  the  loom  back  into

movement.  “In  the  three  hundred  years  we  were  wed,  we  never  had  the

chance  to  have  children.”  Her  fingers  moved  beautifully,  unfaltering  despite

her words. “I don’t even have a piece of him in that way. He’s gone, and I am

not. Void was born of that feeling.” 

I  didn’t  know  what  to  say  as  her  words  settled  in.  As  she  continued

working. 

It could have been me. 

It could have been Rhys. 

That  extraordinary  fabric,  created  and  woven  in  grief  that  I  had  briefly

touched and never wished to know again, contained a loss I could not imagine

recovering from. 

“I keep hoping that every time I tell someone who asks about Void, it will

get  easier,”  the  weaver  said.  If  people  asked  about  it  as  frequently  as  she’d claimed … I couldn’t have endured it. 

“Why not take it down?” Elain asked, sympathy written all over her face. 

“Because  I  do  not  want  to  keep  it.”  The  shuttle  swept  across  the  loom, 

flying with a life of its own. 

Despite  her  poise,  her  calm,  I  could  almost  feel  her  agony  radiating  into

the room. A few touches of my daemati gifts and I might ease that grief, make

the pain less. I’d never done so for anyone, but …

But I could not. Would not. It would be a violation, even if I made it with

good intentions. 

And  her  loss,  her  unending  sorrow—she  had  created  something  from  it. 

Something  extraordinary.  I  couldn’t  take  that  away  from  her.  Even  if  she

asked me to. 

“The silver thread,” Elain asked. “What is that called?” 

The weaver paused the loom again, the colorful strings vibrating. She held

my sister’s gaze. No attempt at a smile this time. “I call it Hope.” 

My throat became unbearably tight, my eyes stinging enough that I had to

turn away, to walk back toward that extraordinary tapestry. 

The weaver explained to my sister, “I made it after I mastered Void.” 

I  stared  and  stared  at  the  black  fabric  that  was  like  peering  into  a  pit  of hell. And then stared at the iridescent, living silver thread that cut through it, 

bright despite the darkness that devoured all other light and color. 

It could have been me. And Rhys. Had very nearly gone that way. 

Yet  he  had  lived,  and  the  weaver’s  husband  had  not.  We  had  lived,  and their story had ended. She did not have a piece of him left. At least, not in the

way she wished. 

I  was  lucky—so  tremendously   lucky  to  even  be  complaining  about

shopping for my mate. That moment when he had died had been the worst of

my  life,  would  likely  remain  so,  but  we  had  survived  it.  These  months,  the

 what-if had haunted me. All of the  what-if s that we’d so narrowly escaped. 

And this holiday tomorrow, this chance to celebrate being together, living
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…

The  impossible  depth  of  blackness  before  me,  the  unlikely  defiance  of

Hope shining through it, whispered the truth before I knew it. Before I knew

what I wanted to give Rhys. 

The weaver’s husband had not come home. But mine had. 

“Feyre?” 

Elain  was  again  at  my  side.  I  hadn’t  heard  her  steps.  Hadn’t  heard  any

sound for moments. 

The  gallery  had  emptied  out,  I  realized.  But  I  didn’t  care,  not  as  I  again approached  the  weaver,  who  had  stopped  once  more.  At  the  mention  of  my

name. 

The weaver’s eyes were slightly wide as she bowed her head. “My lady.” 

I ignored the words. “How.” I gestured to the loom, the half-finished piece

taking  form  on  its  frame,  the  art  on  the  walls.  “How  do  you  keep  creating, despite what you lost?” 

Whether  she  noted  the  crack  in  my  voice,  she  didn’t  let  on.  The  weaver

only said, her sad, sorrowful gaze meeting mine, “I have to.” 

The simple words hit me like a blow. 

The weaver went on, “I  have to create, or it was all for nothing. I  have to create,  or  I  will  crumple  up  with  despair  and  never  leave  my  bed.  I   have  to create because I have no other way of voicing  this.” Her  hand  rested  on  her

heart,  and  my  eyes  burned.  “It  is  hard,”  the  weaver  said,  her  stare  never

leaving mine, “and it hurts, but if I were to stop, if I were to let this loom or

the  spindle  go  silent  …”  She  broke  my  gaze  at  last  to  look  to  her  tapestry. 

“Then there would be no Hope shining in the Void.” 

My mouth trembled, and the weaver reached over to squeeze my hand, her

callused fingers warm against mine. 

I  had  no  words  to  offer  her,  nothing  to  convey  what  surged  in  my  chest. 

Nothing other than, “I would like to buy that tapestry.” 

The tapestry was a gift for no one but myself, and would be delivered to the

town house later that afternoon. 

Elain and I browsed various stores for another hour before I left my sister

to do her own shopping at the Palace of Thread and Jewels. 

I winnowed right into the abandoned studio in the Rainbow. 

I  needed  to  paint.  Needed  to  get  out  what  I’d  seen,  felt  in  the  weaver’s

gallery. 

I wound up staying for three hours. 

Some  paintings  were  quick,  swift  renderings.  Some  I  began  plotting  out

with  pencil  and  paper,  mulling  over  the  canvas  needed,  the  paint  I’d  like  to use. 

I painted through the grief that lingered at the weaver’s story, painted  for

her  loss.  I  painted  all  that  rose  within  me,  letting  the  past  bleed  onto  the canvas, a blessed relief with each stroke of my brush. 

It was little surprise I was caught. 

I  barely  had  time  to  leap  off  my  stool  before  the  front  door  opened  and

Ressina entered, a mop and bucket in her green hands. I certainly didn’t have

enough time to hide all the paintings and supplies. 

Ressina, to her credit, only smiled as she stopped short. “I suspected you’d

be in here. I saw the lights the other night and thought it might be you.” 

My  heart  pounded  through  my  body,  my  face  as  warm  as  a  forge,  but  I

managed to offer a close-lipped smile. “Sorry.” 

The faerie gracefully crossed the room, even with the cleaning supplies in

hand. “No need to apologize. I was just headed in to do some cleaning up.” 

She dumped the mop and bucket against one of the empty white walls with

a faint thud. 

“Why?” I laid my paintbrush atop the palette I’d placed on a stool beside

mine. 

Ressina set her hands on her narrow hips and surveyed the place. 

By  some  mercy  or  lack  of  interest,  she  didn’t  look  too  long  at  my

paintings.  “Polina’s  family  hasn’t  discussed  whether  they’re  selling,  but  I

figured she, at least, wouldn’t want the place to be a mess.” 

I  bit  my  lip,  nodding  awkwardly  as  I  lingered  by  the  mess  I’d  added. 

“Sorry I … I didn’t come by your studio the other night.” 

Ressina shrugged. “Again, no need to apologize.” 

So  rarely  did  anyone  outside  the  Inner  Circle  speak  to  me  with  such

casualness. Even the weaver had become more formal after I’d offered to buy

her tapestry. 

“I’m just glad someone’s using this place. That  you are using it,” Ressina

added. “I think Polina would have liked you.” 

Silence fell when I didn’t answer. When I began scooping up supplies. “I’ll

get out of your way.” I moved to set down a still-drying painting against the

wall.  A  portrait  I’d  been  thinking  about  for  some  time  now.  I  sent  it  to  that pocket between realms, along with all the others I’d been working on. 

I bent to pick up my pack of supplies. 

“You could leave those.” 

I paused, a hand looped around the leather strap. “It’s not my space.” 

Ressina leaned against the wall beside her mop and bucket. “Perhaps you

could talk to Polina’s family about that. They’re motivated sellers.” 

I  straightened,  taking  the  supply  pack  with  me.  “Perhaps,”  I  hedged, sending the rest of the supplies and paintings tumbling into that pocket realm, 

not caring if they crashed into each other as I headed for the door. 

“They  live  out  on  a  farm  in  Dunmere,  by  the  sea.  In  case  you’re  ever

interested.” 

Not likely. “Thanks.” 

I  could  practically  hear  her  smile  as  I  reached  the  front  door.  “Happy

Solstice.” 

“You, too,” I threw over my shoulder before I vanished onto the street. 

And slammed right into the hard, warm chest of my mate. 

I rebounded off Rhys with a curse, scowling at his laugh as he gripped my

arms to steady me against the icy street. “Going somewhere?” 

I frowned at him, but linked my arm through his and launched into a brisk

walk. “What are you doing here?” 

“Why  are  you  running  out  of  an  abandoned  gallery  as  if  you’ve  stolen

something?” 

“I was not  running.”I pinched his arm, earning another deep, husky laugh. 

“Walking suspiciously quickly, then.” 

I  didn’t  answer  until  we’d  reached  the  avenue  that  sloped  down  to  the

river.  Thin  crusts  of  ice  drifted  along  the  turquoise  waters.  Beneath  them,  I could  feel  the  current  still  flowing  past—not  as  strongly  as  I  did  in  warmer months,  though.  As  if  the  Sidra  had  fallen  into  a  twilight  slumber  for  the

winter. 

“That’s where I’ve been painting,” I said at last as we halted at the railed

walkway beside the river. A damp, cold wind brushed past, ruffling my hair. 

Rhys  tucked  a  strand  of  it  behind  my  ear.  “I  went  back  today—and  was

interrupted  by  an  artist,  Ressina.  But  the  studio  belonged  to  a  faerie  who

didn’t survive the attack this spring. Ressina was cleaning up the space on her

behalf. Polina’s behalf, in case Polina’s family wants to sell it.” 

“We  can  buy  you  a  studio  space  if  you  need  somewhere  to  paint  by

yourself,” he offered, the thin sunlight gilding his hair. No sign of his wings. 

“No—no, it’s not being alone so much as … the right space to do it. The

right   feel  to  it.”  I  shook  my  head.  “I  don’t  know.  The  painting  helps.  Helps me, I mean.” I blew out a breath and surveyed him, the face dearer to me than

anything in the world, the weaver’s words echoing through me. 

She had lost her husband. I had not. And yet she still wove, still created. I

cupped Rhys’s cheek, and he leaned into the touch as I quietly asked, “Do you

think it’s stupid to wonder if painting might help others, too? Not  my painting, I  mean.  But  teaching  others  to  paint.  Letting  them  paint.  People  who  might

struggle the same way I do.” 
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His eyes softened. “I don’t think that’s stupid at all.” 

I traced my thumb over his cheekbone, savoring every inch of contact. “It

makes me feel better—perhaps it would do the same for others.” 

He  remained  quiet,  offering  me  that  companionship  that  demanded

nothing, asked nothing as I kept stroking his face. We had been mated for less

than  a  year.  If  things  had  not  gone  well  during  that  final  battle,  how  many regrets would have consumed me? I knew—knew which ones would have hit

the  hardest,  struck  the  deepest.  Knew  which  ones  were  in  my  power  to

change. 

I  lowered  my  hand  from  his  face  at  last.  “Do  you  think  anyone  would

come? If such a space, such a thing, were available?” 

Rhys  considered,  scanning  my  eyes  before  kissing  my  temple,  his  mouth

warm against my chilled face. “You’ll have to see, I suppose.” 

I found Amren in her loft an hour later. Rhys had another meeting to attend

with  Cassian  and  their  Illyrian  commanders  out  at  Devlon’s  war-camp,  and

had walked me to the door of her building before winnowing. 

My  nose  crinkled  as  I  entered  Amren’s  toasty  apartment.  “It  smells  …

interesting in here.” 

Amren, seated at the long worktable in the center of the space, gave me a

slashing grin before gesturing to the four-poster bed. 

Rumpled  sheets  and  askew  pillows  said  enough  about  what  scents  I  was

detecting. 

“You could open a window,” I said, waving to the wall of them at the other

end of the apartment. 

“It’s cold out,” was all she said, going back to—

“A jigsaw puzzle?” 

Amren  fitted  a  tiny  piece  into  the  section  she’d  been  working  on.  “Am  I

supposed to be doing something else during my Solstice holiday?” 

I didn’t dare answer that as I shrugged off my overcoat and scarf. Amren

kept the fire in the hearth near-sweltering. Either for herself, or her Summer

Court companion, no sign of whom could I detect. “Where’s Varian?” 

“Out buying more presents for me.” 

“More?” 

A smaller smile this time, her red mouth quirking to the side as she fitted

another  piece  into  her  puzzle.  “He  decided  the  ones  he  brought  from  the

Summer Court were not enough.” 

I didn’t want to get into that comment, either. 

I took a seat across from her at the long, dark wood table, examining the

half-finished puzzle of what seemed to be some sort of autumnal pastoral. “A new hobby of yours?” 

“Without  that  odious  Book  to  decipher,  I’ve  found  I  miss  such  things.” 

Another piece snapped into place. “This is my fifth this week.” 

“We’re only three days into the week.” 

“They don’t make them hard enough for me.” 

“How many pieces is this one?” 

“Five thousand.” 

“Show-off.” 

Amren  tutted  to  herself,  then  straightened  in  her  chair,  rubbing  her  back

and wincing. “Good for the mind, but bad for the posture.” 

“Good thing you have Varian to exercise with.” 

Amren laughed, the sound like a crow’s caw. “Good thing indeed.” Those

silver eyes, still uncanny, still limned with some trace of power, scanned me. 

“You didn’t come here to keep me company, I suppose.” 

I leaned back in the rickety old chair. None at the table matched. Indeed, 

each seemed from a different decade. Century. “No, I didn’t.” 

The High Lord’s Second waved a hand tipped in long red nails and stooped

over her puzzle again. “Proceed.” 

I took a steadying breath. “It’s about Nesta.” 

“I suspected as much.” 

“Have you spoken to her?” 

“She comes here every few days.” 

“Really?” 

Amren tried and failed to fit a piece into her puzzle, her eyes darting over

the color-sorted pieces around her. “Is it so hard to believe?” 

“She doesn’t come to the town house. Or the House of Wind.” 

“No one likes going to the House of Wind.” 

I  reached  for  a  piece  and  Amren  clicked  her  tongue  in  warning.  I  set  my

hand back on my lap. 

“I  was  hoping  you  might  have  some  insight  into  what  she’s  going

through.” 

Amren didn’t reply for a while, scanning the pieces laid out instead. I was

about to repeat myself when she said, “I like your sister.” 

One of the few. 

Amren  lifted  her  eyes  to  me,  as  if  I’d  said  the  words  aloud.  “I  like  her

because  so  few  do.  I  like  her  because  she  is  not  easy  to  be  around,  or  to understand.” 

“But?” 

“But nothing,” Amren said, returning to the puzzle. “Because I like her, I

am not inclined to gossip about her current state.” 

“It’s not gossip. I’m concerned.” We all were. “She is starting down a path

that—” 

“I will not betray her confidence.” 

“She’s  talked  to  you?”  Too  many  emotions  cascaded  through  me  at  that. 

Relief that Nesta had talked to anyone, confusion that it had been  Amren, and

perhaps even some jealousy that my sister had not turned to me—or Elain. 

“No,” Amren said. “But I know she would not like me to be musing over

her  path with anyone. With you.” 

“But—” 

“Give  her  time.  Give  her  space.  Give  her  the  opportunity  to  sort  through

this on her own.” 

“It’s been months.” 

“She’s an immortal. Months are inconsequential.” 

I clenched my jaw. “She refuses to come home for Solstice. Elain will be

heartbroken if she doesn’t—” 

“Elain, or you?” 

Those silver eyes pinned me to the spot. 

“Both,” I said through my teeth. 

Again,  Amren  sifted  through  her  pieces.  “Elain  has  her  own  problems  to

focus on.” 

“Such as?” 

Amren just gave me a Look. I ignored it. 

“If Nesta deigns to visit you,” I said, the ancient chair groaning as I pushed

it back and rose, grabbing my coat and scarf from the bench by the door, “tell

her that it would mean a great deal if she came on Solstice.” 

Amren didn’t bother to look up from her puzzle. “I will make no promises, 

girl.” 

It was the best I could hope for. 
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CHAPTER

16

 Rhysand

That afternoon, Cassian dumped his leather bag on the narrow bed against the

wall of the fourth bedroom in the town house, the contents rattling. 

“You  brought  weapons  to  Solstice?”  I  asked,  leaning  against  the  door

frame. 

Azriel,  setting  his  own  bag  on  the  bed  opposite  Cassian’s,  threw  our

brother a vague look of alarm. After passing out on the sitting room couches

last  night,  and  a  likely  uncomfortable  sleep,  they’d  finally  bothered  to  settle into the bedroom designated for them. 

Cassian  shrugged,  plopping  onto  the  bed,  which  was  better  suited  for  a

child than an Illyrian warrior. “Some might be gifts.” 

“And the rest?” 

Cassian  toed  off  his  boots  and  leaned  against  the  headboard,  folding  his

arms  behind  his  head  as  his  wings  draped  to  the  floor.  “The  females  bring

their jewelry. I bring my weapons.” 

“I know a few females in this house who might take offense to that.” 

Cassian  offered  me  a  wicked  grin  in  response.  The  same  grin  he’d  given

Devlon  and  the  commanders  at  our  meeting  an  hour  ago.  All  was  ready  for

the storm; all patrols accounted for. A standard meeting, and one I didn’t need

to attend, but it was always good to remind them of my presence. Especially

before they all gathered for Solstice. 

Azriel strode to the lone window at the end of the room and peered into the

garden below. “I’ve never stayed in this room.” His midnight voice filled the

space. 

“That’s  because  you  and  I  have  been  shoved  to  the  bottom  of  the  ladder, 

brother,” Cassian answered, his wings draping over the bed and to the wooden

floor. “Mor gets the good bedroom, Elain is living in the other, and so we get

this one.” He didn’t mention that the final, empty bedroom—Nesta’s old room

—would remain open. Azriel, to his credit, didn’t, either. 

“Better than the attic,” I offered. 

“Poor Lucien,” Cassian said, smiling. 

“If  Lucien  shows  up,”  I  corrected.  No  word  about  whether  he  would  be

joining us. Or remaining in that mausoleum Tamlin called a home. 

“My money’s on yes,” Cassian said. “Want to make a wager?” 

“No,” Azriel said, not turning from the window. 

Cassian sat up, the portrait of outrage. “No?” 

Azriel tucked in his wings. “Would  you want people betting on you?” 

“You  assholes  bet  on  me  all  the  time.  I  remember  the  last  one  you  did—

you and Mor, making wagers about whether my wings would heal.” 

I snorted. True. 

Azriel remained at the window. “Will Nesta stay here if she comes?” 

Cassian  suddenly  found  the  Siphon  atop  his  left  hand  to  be  in  need  of

polishing. 

I  decided  to  spare  him  and  said  to  Azriel,  “Our  meeting  with  the

commanders  went  as  well  as  could  be  expected.  Devlon  actually  had  a

schedule  drawn  up  for  the  girls’  training,  whenever  this  oncoming  storm

blows out. I don’t think it was for show.” 

“I’d still be surprised if they remember once the storm clears,” Azriel said, 

turning from the garden window at last. 

Cassian grunted in agreement. “Anything new about the grumbling in the

camps?” 

I kept my face neutral. Az and I had agreed to wait until after the holiday

to divulge to  Cassian the full  extent of what  we knew,  who we suspected or

knew was behind it. We’d told him the basics, though. Enough to assuage any

sort of guilt. 

But I knew Cassian—as well as myself. Perhaps more so. He wouldn’t be

able to leave it alone if he knew now. And after all he’d been putting up with

these months, and long before it, my brother deserved a break. At least for a

few days. 

Of course that  break had already included the meeting with Devlon and a

grueling training session atop the House of Wind this morning. Out of all of

us, the concept of relaxing was the most foreign to Cassian. 

Azriel  leaned  against  the  carved  wood  footboard  at  the  end  of  his  bed. 

“Little  to  add  to  what  you  already  know.”  Smooth,  easy  liar.  Far  better  than me.  “But  they  sensed  that  it’s  growing.  The  best  time  to  assess  is  after

Solstice, when they’ve all returned home. See who spreads the discord then. If

it’s  grown  while  they  were  all  celebrating  together  or  snowed  in  with  this

storm.” 

The perfect way to then reveal the full extent of what we knew. 

If  the  Illyrians  revolted  …  I  didn’t  want  to  think  that  far  down  the  road. 

What it would cost me. What it would cost Cassian, to fight the people he still so desperately wanted to be a part of. To kill them. It’d be far different from

what  we’d  done  to  the  Illyrians  who’d  gladly  served  Amarantha,  and  done

such terrible things in her name. Far different. 

I shut out the thought. Later. After Solstice. We’d deal with it then. 

Cassian,  mercifully,  seemed  inclined  to  do  the  same.  Not  that  I  blamed

him, given the hour of bullshit posturing he’d endured before we’d winnowed

here.  Even  now,  centuries  later,  the  camp-lords  and  commanders  still

challenged him. Spat on him. 

Cassian  toed  his  own  footboard,  his  legs  not  even  fully  stretched  out. 

“Who used this bed anyway? It’s Amren-sized.” 

I  snorted.  “Careful  how  you  whine.  Feyre  calls  us  Illyrian  babies  often

enough.” 

Azriel  chuckled.  “Her  flying  has  improved  enough  that  I  think  she’s

entitled to do so.” 

Pride  rippled  through  me.  Perhaps  she  wasn’t  a  natural,  but  she  made  up

for it with sheer grit and focus. I’d lost count of the hours we spent in the air

—the precious time we’d managed to steal for ourselves. 

I  said  to  Cassian,  “I  can  see  about  finding  you  two  longer  beds.”  With

Solstice  Eve  here,  it  would  take  a  minor  miracle.  I’d  have  to  turn  Velaris

upside down. 

He waved a hand. “No need. Better than the couch.” 

“You  being  too  drunk  to  climb  the  stairs  last  night  aside,”  I  said  wryly, 

earning a vulgar gesture in response, “space in this house does indeed seem to

be an issue. You could stay up at the House if you’d prefer. I can winnow you

in.” 

“The House is boring.” Cassian yawned for emphasis. “Az sneaks off into

shadows and I’m left all alone.” 

Azriel gave me a look that said,  Illyrian baby indeed. 

I  hid  my  smile  and  said  to  Cassian,  “Perhaps  you  should  get  a  place  of

your own, then.” 

“I have one in Illyria.” 

“I meant here.” 

Cassian lifted a brow. “I don’t need a house here. I need a  room.” He again

toed  the  footboard,  rocking  the  wood  panel.  “This  one  would  be  fine,  if  it

didn’t have a doll’s bed.” 

I chuckled again, but held in my retort. My suggestion that he might  want a

place of his own. Soon. 

Not  that  anything  was  happening  on  that  front.  Not  anytime  soon.  Nesta

had made it clear enough she had no interest in Cassian—not even in being in
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the  same  room  as  him.  I  knew  why.  I’d  seen  it  happen,  had  felt  that  way

plenty. 

“Perhaps that will be your Solstice present, Cassian,” I replied instead. “A

new bed here.” 

“Better than Mor’s presents,” Az muttered. 

Cassian laughed, the sound booming off the walls. 

But I peered in the direction of the Sidra and lifted a brow. 

She looked radiant. 

Solstice  Eve  had  fully  settled  upon  Velaris,  quieting  the  thrum  that  had

pulsed through the city for the past few weeks, as if everyone paused to listen

to the falling snow. 

A  gentle  fall,  no  doubt,  compared  with  the  wild  storm  unleashing  itself

upon the Illyrian Mountains. 

We’d  gathered  in  the  sitting  room,  the  fire  crackling,  wine  opened  and

flowing.  Though  neither  Lucien  nor  Nesta  had  shown  their  faces,  the  mood

was far from somber. 

Indeed,  as  Feyre  emerged  from  the  kitchen  hallway,  I  took  a  moment  to

simply drink her in from where I sat in an armchair near the fire. 

She  went  right  to  Mor—perhaps  because  Mor  was  holding  the  wine,  the

bottle already outreached. 

I admired the view from behind as Feyre’s glass was filled. 

It was an effort to leash every raging instinct at that particular view. At the

curves  and  hollows  of  my  mate,  the  color  of  her—so  vibrant,  even  in  this

room  of  so  many  personalities.  Her  midnight-blue  velvet  gown  hugged  her

perfectly, leaving little to the imagination before it pooled to the floor. She’d

left her hair down, curling slightly at the ends—hair I knew I later wanted to

plunge my hands into, scattering the silver combs pinning up the sides. And

then I’d peel off that dress. Slowly. 

“You’ll  make  me  vomit,”  Amren  hissed,  kicking  me  with  her  silver  silk

shoe from where she sat in the armchair adjacent to mine. “Rein in that scent

of yours, boy.” 

I  cut  her  an  incredulous  look.  “Apologies.”  I  threw  a  glance  to  Varian, 

standing to the side of her armchair, and silently offered him my condolences. 

Varian, clad in Summer Court blue and gold, only grinned and inclined his

head toward me. 

Strange—so strange to see the Prince of Adriata here. In my town house. 

Smiling. Drinking my liquor. 

Until—

“Do you even celebrate Solstice in the Summer Court?” 

Until Cassian decided to open his mouth. 

Varian  turned  his  head  toward  where  Cassian  and  Azriel  lounged  on  the

sofa,  his  silver  hair  sparkling  in  the  firelight.  “In  the  summer,  obviously.  As there are two Solstices.” 

Azriel hid his smile by taking a sip from his wine. 

Cassian slung an arm across the back of the sofa. “Are there really?” 

Mother above. It was going to be this sort of night, then. 

“Don’t  bother  answering  him,”  Amren  said  to  Varian,  sipping  from  her

own  wine.  “Cassian  is  precisely  as  stupid  as  he  looks.  And  sounds,”  she

added with a slashing glance. 

Cassian lifted his glass in salute before drinking. 

“I suppose your Summer Solstice is the same in theory as ours,” I said to

Varian,  though  I  knew  the  answer.  I’d  seen  many  of  them—long  ago. 

“Families gather, food is eaten, presents shared.” 

Varian gave me what I could have sworn was a grateful nod. “Indeed.” 

Feyre  appeared  beside  my  seat,  her  scent  settling  into  me.  I  tugged  her

down to perch on the rolled arm of my chair. 

She did so with a familiarity that warmed something deep in me, not even

bothering  to  look  my  way  before  her  arm  slid  around  my  shoulders.  Just

resting there—just because she could. 

Mate. My mate. 

“So Tarquin doesn’t celebrate Winter Solstice at all?” she asked Varian. 

A shake of the head. 

“Perhaps we should have invited him,” Feyre mused. 

“There’s  still  time,”  I  offered.  The  Cauldron  knew  we  needed  alliances

more than ever. “The call is yours, Prince.” 

Varian peered down at Amren, who seemed to be entirely focused on her

goblet of wine. “I’ll think about it.” 

I nodded. Tarquin was his High Lord. Should he come here, Varian’s focus

would  be  elsewhere.  Away  from  where  he  wished  that  focus  to  be—for  the

few days he had with Amren. 

Mor  plopped  onto  the  sofa  between  Cassian  and  Azriel,  her  golden  curls

bouncing.  “I  like  it  to  be  just  us  anyway,”  she  declared.  “And  you,  Varian,” 

she amended. 

Varian offered her a smile that said he appreciated the effort. 

The  clock  on  the  mantel  chimed  eight.  As  if  it  had  summoned  her,  Elain

slid into the room. 

Mor was instantly on her feet, offering— insisting on wine. Typical. 

Elain politely refused, taking up a spot in one of the wooden chairs set in

the bay of windows. Also typical. 

But Feyre was staring at the clock, her brow furrowed.  Nesta isn’t coming. 

 You invited her for tomorrow. I sent a soothing caress down the bond, as if

it could wipe away the disappointment rippling from her. 

Feyre’s hand tightened on my shoulder. 

I  lifted  my  glass,  the  room  quieting.  “To  family  old  and  new.  Let  the

Solstice festivities begin.” 

We all drank to that. 
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CHAPTER

17

 Feyre

The  glare  of  sunlight  on  snow  filtering  through  our  heavy  velvet  curtains

awoke me on Solstice morning. 

I  scowled  at  the  sliver  of  brightness  and  turned  my  head  away  from  the

window. But my cheek collided with something crinkly and firm. Definitely

not my pillow. 

Peeling  my  tongue  from  the  roof  of  my  mouth,  rubbing  at  the  headache

that  had  formed  by  my  left  brow  thanks  to  the  hours  of  drinking,  laughing, 

and more drinking that we’d done until the early hours of the morning, I lifted

myself enough to see what had been set beside my face. 

A present. Wrapped in black crepe paper and tied with silver thread. And

beside it, smiling down at me, was Rhys. 

He’d  propped  his  head  on  a  fist,  his  wings  draped  across  the  bed  behind

him. “Happy birthday, Feyre darling.” 

I groaned. “How are you smiling after all that wine?” 

“I  didn’t  have  a  whole  bottle  to  myself,  that’s  how.”  He  traced  a  finger

down the groove of my spine. 

I  rose  onto  my  elbows,  surveying  the  present  he’d  laid  out.  It  was

rectangular and almost flat—only an inch or two thick. “I was hoping you’d

forget.” 

Rhys smirked. “Of course you were.” 

Yawning,  I  dragged  myself  into  a  kneeling  position,  stretching  my  arms

high  above  my  head  before  I  pulled  the  gift  to  me.  “I  thought  we  were

opening presents tonight with the others.” 

“It’s your birthday,” he drawled. “The rules don’t apply to you.” 

I rolled my eyes at that, even as I smiled a bit. Easing away the wrapping, I

pulled out a stunning notebook bound in black, supple leather, so soft it was

almost  like  velvet.  On  the  front,  stamped  in  simple  silver  letters,  were  my

initials. 

Opening  the  floppy  front  cover,  it  revealed  page  after  page  of  beautiful, 

thick paper. All blank. 

“A sketchbook,” he said. “Just for you.” 

“It’s beautiful.” It was. Simple, yet exquisitely made. I would have picked

it for myself, had such a luxury not seemed excessive. 

I leaned down to kiss him, a brush of our mouths. From the corner of my

eye, I saw another item appear on my pillow. 

I  pulled  back  to  see  a  second  present  waiting,  the  large  box  wrapped  in

amethyst paper. “More?” 

Rhys  waved  a  lazy  hand,  pure  Illyrian  arrogance.  “Did  you  think  a

sketchbook would suffice for my High Lady?” 

My face heating, I opened the second present. A sky-blue scarf of softest

wool lay folded inside. 

“So you can stop stealing Mor’s,” he said, winking. 

I grinned, wrapping the scarf around myself. Every inch of skin it touched

felt like a decadence. 

“Thank you,” I said, stroking the fine material. “The color is beautiful.” 

“Mmmm.” Another wave of his hand, and a third present appeared. 

“This is getting excessive.” 

Rhys only arched a brow, and I chuckled as I opened the third gift. “A new

satchel for my painting supplies,” I breathed, running my hands over the fine

leather  as  I  admired  all  the  various  pockets  and  straps.  A  set  of  pencils  and charcoals already lay within. The front had also been monogrammed with my

initials—along with a tiny Night Court insignia. “Thank you,” I said again. 

Rhysand’s  smile  deepened.  “I  had  a  feeling  jewels  wouldn’t  be  high  on

your list of desired gifts.” 

It  was  true.  Beautiful  as  they  were,  I  had  little  interest  in  them.  And  had plenty already. “This is exactly what I would have asked for.” 

“Had  you  not  been  hoping  that  your  own  mate  would  forget  your

birthday.” 

I snorted. “Had I not been hoping for that.” I kissed him again, and when I

made to pull away, he slid a hand behind my head and kept me there. 

He  kissed  me  deeply,  lazily—as  if  he’d  be  content  to  do  nothing  but  that

all day. I might have considered it. 

But I managed to extract myself, and crossed my legs as I settled back on

the bed and reached for my new sketchbook and satchel of supplies. “I want

to draw you,” I said. “As my birthday present to  me.” 

His smile was positively feline. 

I added, flipping open my sketchbook and turning to the first page, “You

said once that nude would be best.” 

Rhys’s eyes glowed, and a whisper of his power through the room had the
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curtains  parting,  flooding  the  space  with  midmorning  sunshine.  Showing

every  glorious  naked  inch  of  him  sprawled  across  the  bed,  illuminating  the

faint reds and golds of his wings. “Do your worst, Cursebreaker.” 

My very blood sparking, I pulled out a piece of charcoal and began. 

It was nearly eleven by the time we emerged from our room. I’d filled pages

and pages of my sketchbook with him—drawings of his wings, his eyes, his

Illyrian tattoos. And enough of his naked, beautiful body that I knew I’d never

share  this  sketchbook  with  anyone  but  him.  Rhys  had  indeed  hummed  his

approval when he’d leafed through my work, smirking at the accuracy of my

drawings regarding certain areas of his body. 

The town house was still silent as we descended the stairs, my mate opting

for  Illyrian  leathers—for  whatever  strange  reason.  If  Solstice  morning

included  one  of  Cassian’s  grueling  training  sessions,  I’d  gladly  stay  behind

and  start  eating  the  feast  I  could  already  smell  cooking  in  the  kitchen  down the hall. 

Entering  the  dining  room  to  find  breakfast  waiting,  but  none  of  our

companions  present,  Rhys  helped  me  into  my  usual  seat  midway  down  the

table, then slid into the chair beside me. 

“I’m  assuming  Mor’s  still  asleep  upstairs.”  I  plopped  a  chocolate  pastry

onto my plate, then another onto his. 

Rhys  sliced  into  the  leek-and-ham  quiche  and  set  a  chunk  on  my  plate. 

“She  drank  even  more  than  you,  so  I’m  guessing  we  won’t  see  her  until

sundown.” 

I  snorted,  and  held  out  my  cup  to  receive  the  tea  he  now  offered,  steam

curling from the pot’s spout. 

But two massive figures filled the archway of the dining room, and Rhys

paused. 

Azriel  and  Cassian,  having  crept  up  on  cat-soft  feet,  were  also  wearing

their Illyrian leathers. 

And from their shit-eating grins, I knew this would not end well. 

They  moved  before  Rhys  could,  and  only  a  flare  of  his  power  kept  the

teapot from falling onto the table before they hauled him out of his seat. And

aimed right for the front door. 

I only bit into my pastry. “Please bring him back in one piece.” 

“We’ll  take  good  care  of  him,”  Cassian  promised,  wicked  humor  in  his

eyes. 

Even Azriel was still grinning as he said, “If he can keep up.” 

I lifted a brow, and just as they vanished out the front door, still dragging

Rhys along, my mate said to me, “Tradition.” 

As if that was an explanation. 

And then they were gone, off to the Mother knew where. 

But  at  least  neither  of  the  Illyrians  had  remembered  my  birthday—thank

the Cauldron. 

So with Mor asleep and Elain likely in the kitchen helping to prepare that

delicious food whose aroma now filled the house, I indulged in a rare, quiet

meal.  Helped  myself  to  the  pastry  I’d  put  on  Rhys’s  plate,  along  with  his

portion of the quiche. And another after that. 

Tradition indeed. 

With little to do beyond resting until the festivities began the hour before

sundown, I settled in at the desk in our bedroom to do some paperwork. 

 Very festive, Rhys purred down the bond. 

I could practically see his smirk. 

 And where, exactly, are you? 

 Don’t worry about it. 

I  scowled  at  the  eye  on  my  palm,  though  I  knew  Rhys  no  longer  used  it. 

 That makes it sound like I should  be worried. 

A dark laugh.  Cassian says you can pummel him when we get home. 

 Which will be when? 

A too-long pause.  Before dinner? 

I chuckled.  I really don’t want to know, do I? 

 You really don’t. 

Still  smiling,  I  let  the  thread  between  us  drop,  and  sighed  at  the  papers

staring up at me. Bills and letters and budgets …

I lifted a brow at the last, hauling a leather-bound tome toward me. A list

of  household  expenses—just  for  Rhys  and  me.  A  drop  of  water  compared

with the wealth contained across his various assets. Our assets. Pulling out a

piece of paper, I began counting the expenses so far, working through a tangle

of mathematics. 

The money  was there—if I wanted to use it. To buy that studio. There was

money in the “miscellaneous purchases” funds to do it. 

Yes,  I  could  buy  that  studio  in  a  heartbeat  with  the  fortune  now  in  my

name.  But  using  that  money  so  lavishly,  even  for  a  studio  that  wouldn’t  be

just for me …

I  shut  the  ledger,  sliding  my  calculations  into  the  pages,  and  rose. 

Paperwork could wait. Decisions like that could wait. Solstice, Rhys had told

me, was for family. And since he was currently spending it with his brothers, I

supposed I should find at least one of my sisters. 

Elain met me halfway to the kitchen, bearing a tray of jam tarts toward the

table  in  the  dining  room.  Where  an  assortment  of  baked  goods  had  already begun  to  take  form,  tiered  cakes  and  iced  cookies.  Sugar-frosted  buns  and

caramel-drizzled fruit pies. “Those look pretty,” I told her by way of greeting, 

nodding toward the heart-shaped cookies on her tray.  All of it looked pretty. 

Elain smiled, her braid swishing with each step toward the growing mound

of food. “They taste as good as they look.” She set down the tray and wiped

her flour-coated hands on the apron she wore over her dusty-pink gown. Even

in the middle of winter, she was a bloom of color and sunshine. 

She handed me one of the tarts, sugar sparkling. I bit in without hesitation

and let out a hum of pleasure. Elain beamed. 

I  surveyed  the  food  she  was  assembling  and  asked  between  bites,  “How

long have you been working on this?” 

A one-shouldered shrug. “Since dawn.” She added, “Nuala and Cerridwen

were up hours earlier.” 

I’d seen the Solstice bonus Rhys had given each of them. It was more than

most families made in a year. They deserved every damned copper mark. 

Especially  for  what  they’d  done  for  my  sister.  The  companionship,  the

purpose, the small sense of normalcy in that kitchen. She’d bought them those

cozy, fuzzy blankets from the weaver, one raspberry pink and the other lilac. 

Elain surveyed me in turn as I finished off the tart and reached for another. 

“Have you had any word from her?” 

I knew who she meant. Just as I opened my mouth to tell her no, a knock

thudded on the front door. 

Elain  moved  fast  enough  that  I  could  barely  keep  up,  flinging  open  the

fogged  glass  antechamber  door  in  the  foyer,  then  unlatching  the  heavy  oak

front door. 

But it wasn’t Nesta who stood on the front step, cheeks flushed with cold. 

No,  as  Elain  took  a  step  back,  hand  falling  away  from  the  doorknob,  she

revealed Lucien smiling tightly at us both. 

“Happy Solstice,” was all he said. 
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18

 Feyre

“You look well,” I said to Lucien when we’d settled in the armchairs before

the fire, Elain perched silently on the couch nearby. 

Lucien warmed his hands in the glow of the birch fire, the light casting his

face  in  reds  and  golds—golds  that  matched  his  mechanical  eye.  “You  as

well.” A sidelong glance toward Elain, swift and fleeting. “Both of you.” 

Elain said nothing, but at least she bowed her head in thanks. In the dining

room, Nuala and Cerridwen continued to add food to the table, their presence

now little more than twin shadows as they walked through the walls. 

“You  brought  presents,”  I  said  uselessly,  nodding  toward  the  small  stack

he’d set by the window. 

“It’s Solstice tradition here, isn’t it?” 

I stifled my wince. The last Solstice I’d experienced had been at the Spring

Court. With Ianthe. And Tamlin. 

“You’re welcome to stay for the night,” I said, since Elain certainly wasn’t

going to. 

Lucien  lowered  his  hands  into  his  lap  and  leaned  back  in  the  armchair. 

“Thank you, but I have other plans.” 

I prayed he didn’t catch the slightly relieved glimmer on Elain’s face. 

“Where are you going?” I asked instead, hoping to keep his focus on me. 

Knowing it was an impossible task. 

“I  …”  Lucien  fumbled  for  the  words.  Not  out  of  some  lie  or  excuse,  I

realized  a  moment  later.  Realized  when  he  said,  “I’ve  been  at  the  Spring

Court  every  now  and  then.  But  if  I’m  not  here  in  Velaris,  I’ve  mostly  been staying with Jurian. And Vassa.” 

I straightened. “Really? Where?” 

“There’s  an  old  manor  house  in  the  southeast,  in  the  humans’  territory. 

Jurian and Vassa were … gifted it.” 

From the lines that bracketed his mouth, I knew who had likely arranged

for  the  manor  to  fall  into  their  hands.  Graysen—or  his  father.  I  didn’t  dare

glance at Elain. 

“Rhys  mentioned  that  they  were  still  in  Prythian.  I  didn’t  realize  it  was

such a permanent base.” 

A short nod. “For now. While things are sorted out.” 

Like  the  world  without  a  wall.  Like  the  four  human  queens  who  still

squatted across the continent. But now wasn’t the time to talk of it. “How are

they—Jurian  and  Vassa?”  I’d  learned  enough  from  Rhys  about  how  Tamlin

was faring. I didn’t care to hear any more of it. 

“Jurian  …”  Lucien  blew  out  a  breath,  scanning  the  carved  wood  ceiling

above.  “Thank  the  Cauldron  for  him.  I  never  thought  I’d  say  that,  but  it’s

true.”  He  ran  a  hand  through  his  silken  red  hair.  “He’s  keeping  everything

running. I think he’d have been crowned king by now if it wasn’t for Vassa.” 

A  twitch  of  the  lips,  a  spark  in  that  russet  eye.  “She’s  doing  well  enough. 

Savoring every second of her temporary freedom.” 

I  had  not  forgotten  her  plea  to  me  that  night  after  the  last  battle  with

Hybern. To break the curse that kept her human by night, firebird by day. A

once-proud queen—still proud, yes, but desperate to reclaim her freedom. Her

human body. Her kingdom. 

“She and Jurian are getting along?” 

I  hadn’t  seen  them  interact,  could  only  imagine  what  the  two  of  them

would be like in the same room together. Both trying to lead the humans who

occupied  the  sliver  of  land  at  the  southernmost  end  of  Prythian.  Left

ungoverned for so long. Too long. 

No king or queen remained in these lands. No memory of their name, their

lineage. 

At least amongst humans. The Fae might know. Rhys might know. 

But all that lingered of whoever had once ruled the southern tip of Prythian

was a motley assortment of lords and ladies. Nothing else. No dukes or earls

or  any  of  the  titles  I’d  once  heard  my  sisters  mention  while  discussing  the humans  on  the  continent.  There  were  no  such  titles  in  the  Fae  lands.  Not  in Prythian. 

No, there were just High Lords and lords. And now a High Lady. 

I wondered if the humans had taken to using only  lord as a title thanks to

the High Fae who lurked above the wall. 

Lurked—but no longer. 

Lucien  considered  my  question.  “Vassa  and  Jurian  are  two  sides  of  the

same  coin.  Mercifully,  their  vision  for  the  future  of  the  human  territories  is mostly aligned. But the methods on how to attain that …” A frown to Elain, 

then a wince at me. “This isn’t very Solstice-like talk.” 

Definitely not, but I didn’t mind. And as for Elain …

My sister rose to her feet. “I should get refreshments.” 

Lucien rose as well. “No need to trouble yourself. I’m—” 

But she was already out of the room. 

When  her  footsteps  had  faded  from  earshot,  Lucien  slumped  into  his

armchair and blew out a long breath. “How is she?” 

“Better. She makes no mention of her abilities. If they remain.” 

“Good.  But  is  she  still  …”  A  muscle  flickered  in  his  jaw.  “Does  she  still

mourn him?” 

The words were little more than a growl. 

I chewed on my lip, weighing how much of the truth to reveal. In the end, I

opted for all of it. “She was deeply in love with him, Lucien.” 

His  russet  eye  flashed  with  simmering  rage.  An  uncontrollable  instinct—

for a mate to eliminate any threat. But he remained sitting. Even as his fingers

dug into the arms of his chair. 

I continued, “It has only been a few months. Graysen made it clear that the

engagement is ended, but it might take her a while longer to move past it.” 

Again  that  rage.  Not  from  jealousy,  or  any  threat,  but—“He’s  as  fine  a

prick as any I’ve ever encountered.” 

Lucien   had  encountered  him,  I  realized.  Somehow,  in  living  with  Jurian and Vassa at that manor, he’d run into Elain’s former betrothed. And managed

to leave the human lord breathing. 

“I  would  agree  with  you  on  that,”  I  admitted.  “But  remember  that  they

were engaged. Give her time to accept it.” 

“To accept a life shackled to me?” 

My nostrils flared. “That’s not what I meant.” 

“She wants nothing to do with me.” 

“Would  you, if your positions were reversed?” 

He didn’t answer. 

I tried, “After Solstice wraps up, why don’t you come stay for a week or

two? Not in your apartment, I mean. Here, at the town house.” 

“And do what?” 

“Spend time with her.” 

“I  don’t  think  she’ll  tolerate  two  minutes  alone  with  me,  so  forget  about

two weeks.” His jaw worked as he studied the fire. 

Fire. His mother’s gift. 

Not his father’s. 

Yes, it was Beron’s gift. The gift of the father who the world believed had

sired him. But not the gift of Helion. His true father. 

I still hadn’t mentioned it. To anyone other than Rhys. 

Now wasn’t the time for that, either. 

“I’d  hoped,”  I  ventured  to  say,  “that  when  you  rented  the  apartment,  it meant you would come work here. With us. Be our human emissary.” 

“Am I not doing that now?” He arched a brow. “Am I not sending twice-

weekly reports to your spymaster?” 

“You could come  live here, is all I’m saying,” I pushed. “Truly live here, 

stay  in  Velaris  for  longer  than  a  few  days  at  a  time.  We  could  get  you  nicer quarters—” 

Lucien got to his feet. “I don’t need your charity.” 

I rose as well. “But Jurian and Vassa’s is fine?” 

“You’d be surprised to see how the three of us get along.” 

Friends,  I  realized.  They  had  somehow  become  his   friends.  “So  you’d

rather stay with them?” 

“I’m not staying  with them. The manor is  ours.” 

“Interesting.” 

His golden eye whirred. “What is.” 

Not  feeling  very  festive  at  all,  I  said  sharply,  “That  you  now  feel  more

comfortable with humans than with the High Fae. If you ask me—” 

“I’m not.” 

“It seems like you’ve decided to fall in with two people without homes of

their own as well.” 

Lucien stared at me, long and hard. When he spoke, his voice was rough. 

“Happy Solstice to you, Feyre.” 

He turned toward the foyer, but I grabbed his arm to halt him. The corded

muscle of his forearm shifted beneath the fine silk of his sapphire jacket, but

he made no move to shake me off. “I didn’t mean that,” I said. “You have a

home here. If you want it.” 

Lucien studied the sitting room, the foyer beyond and dining room on its

other side. “The Band of Exiles.” 

“The what?” 

“That’s what we call ourselves. The Band of Exiles.” 

“You have a name for yourselves.” I fought my incredulous tone. 

He nodded. 

“Jurian isn’t an exile,” I said. Vassa, yes. Lucien, two times over now. 

“Jurian’s  kingdom  is  nothing  but  dust  and  half-forgotten  memory,  his

people long scattered and absorbed into other territories. He can call himself

whatever he likes.” 

Yes, after the battle with Hybern, after Jurian’s aid, I supposed he could. 

But I asked, “And what, exactly, does this Band of Exiles plan to do? Host

events? Organize party-planning committees?” 

Lucien’s metal eye clicked faintly and narrowed. “You can be as much of

an asshole as that mate of yours, you know that?” 

True. I sighed again. “I’m sorry. I just—” 

“I  don’t  have  anywhere  else  to  go.”  Before  I  could  object,  he  said,  “You

ruined any chance I have of going back to Spring. Not to Tamlin, but to the

court  beyond  his  house.  Everyone  either  still  believes  the  lies  you  spun  or

they  believe  me  complicit  in  your  deceit.  And  as  for  here  …”  He  shook  off

my grip and headed for the door. “I can’t stand to be in the same room as her

for  more  than  two  minutes.  I  can’t  stand  to  be  in  this  court  and  have  your mate pay for the very clothes on my back.” 

I studied the jacket he wore. I’d seen it before. Back in—

“Tamlin sent it  to our manor  yesterday,” Lucien hissed.  “My clothes. My

belongings. All of it. He had it sent from the Spring Court and dumped on the

doorstep.” 

Bastard.  Still  a  bastard,  despite  what  he’d  done  for  Rhys  and  me  during

that last battle. But the blame for that behavior was not on Tamlin’s shoulders

alone. I’d created that rift. Ripped it apart with my own two hands. 

I  didn’t  quite  feel  guilty  enough  to  warrant  apologizing  for  it.  Not  yet. 

Possibly not ever. 

“Why?” It was the only question I could think to ask. 

“Perhaps it had something to do with your mate’s visit the other day.” 

My spine stiffened. “Rhys didn’t involve you in that.” 

“He  might  as  well  have.  Whatever  he  said  or  did,  Tamlin  decided  he

wishes  to  remain  in  solitude.”  His  russet  eye  darkened.  “Your  mate  should

have known better than to kick a downed male.” 

“I can’t say I’m particularly sorry that he did.” 

“You  will  need  Tamlin  as  an  ally  before  the  dust  has  settled.  Tread

carefully.” 

I  didn’t  want  to  think  about  it,  consider  it,  today.  Any  day.  “My  business

with him is done.” 

“Yours might be, but Rhys’s isn’t. And you’d do well to remind your mate

of that fact.” 

A pulse down the bond, as if in answer.  Everything all right? 

I let Rhys see and hear all that had been said, the conversation conveyed in

the blink of an eye.  I’m sorry to have caused him trouble, Rhys said.  Do you need me to come home? 

 I’ll handle it. 

 Let me know if you need anything, Rhys said, and the bond went silent. 

“Checking in?” Lucien asked quietly. 

“I  don’t  know  what  you’re  talking  about,”  I  said,  my  face  the  portrait  of

boredom. 
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He  gave  me  a  knowing  look,  continuing  to  the  door  and  grabbing  his

heavy  overcoat  and  scarf  from  the  hooks  mounted  on  the  wood  paneling

beside it. “The bigger box is for you. The smaller one is for her.” 

It took me a heartbeat to realize he meant the presents. I glanced over my

shoulder to the careful silver wrapping, the blue bows atop both boxes. 

When I looked back, Lucien was gone. 

I found my sister in the kitchen, watching the kettle scream. 

“He’s not staying for tea,” I said. 

No sign of Nuala or Cerridwen. 

Elain simply removed the kettle from the heat. 

I knew I wasn’t truly angry with her, not angry with anyone but myself, but

I said, “You couldn’t say a single word to him? A pleasant greeting?” 

Elain only stared at the steaming kettle as she set it on the stone counter. 

“He brought you a present.” 

Those doe-brown eyes turned toward me. Sharper than I’d ever seen them. 

“And that entitles him to my time, my affections?” 

“No.” I blinked. “But he is a  good male.” Despite our harsh words. Despite

this Band of Exiles bullshit. “He cares for you.” 

“He doesn’t know me.” 

“You don’t give him the chance to even try to do so.” 

Her mouth tightened, the only sign of anger in her graceful countenance. “I

don’t want a mate. I don’t want a  male.” 

She wanted a human man. 

Solstice.  Today  was  Solstice,  and  everyone  was  supposed  to  be  cheerful

and happy. Certainly  not fighting left and right. “I know you don’t.” I loosed a long breath. “But …” 

But I had no idea how to finish that sentence. Just because Lucien was her

mate didn’t mean he had a claim on her time. Her affection. She was her own

person, capable of making her own choices. Assessing her own needs. 

“He  is  a  good  male,”  I  repeated.  “And  it  …  it  just  …”  I  fought  for  the

words. “I don’t like to see either of you unhappy.” 

Elain  stared  at  the  worktable,  baked  goods  both  finished  and  incomplete

arrayed  on  the  surface,  the  kettle  now  cooling  on  the  counter.  “I  know  you

don’t.” 

There  was  nothing  else  to  be  said.  So  I  touched  her  shoulder  and  strode

out. 

Elain didn’t say a word. 

I  found  Mor  sitting  on  the  bottom  steps  of  the  stairs,  wearing  a  pair  of

peach-colored  loose  pants  and  a  heavy  white  sweater.  A  combination  of Amren’s usual style and my own. 

Gold earrings flashing, Mor offered a grim smile. “Drink?” A decanter and

pair of glasses appeared in her hands. 

“Mother above, yes.” 

She waited until I’d sat beside her on the oak steps and downed a mouthful

of  amber  liquid,  the  stuff  burning  its  way  along  my  throat  and  warming  my

belly, before she asked, “Do you want my advice?” 

No. Yes. 

I nodded. 

Mor  drank  deeply  from  her  glass.  “Stay  out  of  it.  She’s  not  ready,  and

neither is he, no matter how many presents he brings.” 

I lifted a brow. “Snoop.” 

Mor leaned back against the steps, utterly unrepentant. “Let him live with

his Band of Exiles. Let him deal with Tamlin in his own way. Let him figure

out where he wants to be.  Who he wants to be. The same goes with her.” 

She was right. 

“I know you still blame yourself for your sisters being Made.” Mor nudged

my knee with her own. “And because of that, you want to fix everything for

them now that they’re here.” 

“I always wanted to do that,” I said glumly. 

Mor smiled crookedly. “That’s why we love you. Why they love you.” 

Nesta, I wasn’t so sure about. 

Mor continued, “Just be patient. It’ll sort itself out. It always does.” 

Another kernel of truth. 

I refilled my glass, set the crystal decanter on the step behind us, and drank

again. “I want them to be happy. All of them.” 

“They will be.” 

She said the simple words with such unflagging conviction that I believed

her. 

I arched a brow. “And you—are you happy?” 

Mor  knew  what  I  meant.  But  she  just  smiled,  swirling  the  liquor  in  her

glass. “It’s Solstice. I’m with my family. I’m drinking. I’m  very happy.” 

A skilled evasion. But one I was content to partake in. I clinked my heavy

glass against hers. “Speaking of our family … Where the  hell are they?” 

Mor’s brown eyes lit up. “Oh—oh, he didn’t tell you, did he?” 

My smile faltered. “Tell me what.” 

“What the three of them do every Solstice morning.” 

“I’m beginning to be nervous.” 

Mor set down her glass, and gripped my arm. “Come with me.” 

Before I could object, she’d winnowed us out. 

Blinding light hit me. And cold. 

Brisk, brutal cold. Far too cold for the sweaters and pants we wore. 

Snow. And sun. And wind. 

And mountains. 

And—a cabin. 

 The cabin. 

Mor pointed to the endless field atop the mountain. Covered in snow, just

as I’d last seen it. But rather than a flat, uninterrupted expanse …

“Are those  snow forts?” 

A nod. 

Something white shot across the field, white and hard and glistening, and

then—

Cassian’s  yowl  echoed  off  the  mountains  around  us.  Followed  by,  “You

 bastard!” 

Rhys’s answering laugh was bright as the sun on snow. 

I  surveyed  the  three  walls  of  snow—the   barricades—that  bordered  the

field as Mor erected an invisible shield against the bitter wind. It did little to

drive away the cold, though. “They’re having a snowball fight.” 

Another nod. 

“Three  Illyrian  warriors,”  I  said.  “The   greatest  Illyrian  warriors.  Are having a snowball fight.” 

Mor’s  eyes  practically  glowed  with  wicked  delight.  “Since  they  were

children.” 

“They’re over five hundred years old.” 

“Do you want me to tell you the running tally of victories?” 

I gaped at her. Then at the field beyond. At the snowballs that were indeed

flying with brutal, swift precision as dark heads popped over the walls they’d

built. 

“No magic,” Mor recited, “no wings, no breaks.” 

“They’ve  been  out  here  since  noon.”  It  was  nearly  three.  My  teeth  began

chattering. 

“I’ve always stayed in to drink,” Mor supplied, as if that were an answer. 

“How do they even decide who  wins?” 

“Whoever doesn’t get frostbite?” 

I gaped at her again over my clacking teeth. “This is ridiculous.” 

“There’s more alcohol in the cabin.” 

Indeed, none of the males seemed to even notice us. Not as Azriel popped

up, launched two snowballs sky-high, and vanished behind his wall of snow

again. 

A moment later, Rhys’s vicious curse barked toward us.  “Asshole.  ” 

Laughter laced every syllable. 

Mor looped her arm through mine again. “I don’t think your mate is going

to be the victor this year, my friend.” 

I  leaned  into  her  warmth,  and  we  waded  through  the  shin-high  snow

toward the cabin, the chimney already puffing against the clear blue sky. 

Illyrian babies indeed. 

 OceanofPDF.com

 

CHAPTER

19

 Feyre

Azriel won. 

His one-hundred-ninety-ninth victory, apparently. 

The three of them had entered the cabin an hour later, dripping snow, skin

splotched with red, grinning from ear to ear. 

Mor and I, snuggled together beneath a blanket on the couch, only rolled

our eyes at them. 

Rhys  just  dropped  a  kiss  atop  my  head,  declared  the  three  of  them  were

going to take a steam in the cedar-lined shed attached to the house, and then

they were gone. 

I blinked at Mor as they vanished, letting the image settle. 

“Another  tradition,”  she  told  me,  the  bottle  of  amber-colored  alcohol

mostly  empty.  And  my  head  now  spinning  with  it.  “An  Illyrian  custom, 

actually—the  heated  sheds.  The  birchin.  A  bunch  of  naked  warriors,  sitting

together in the steam, sweating.” 

I blinked again. 

Mor’s lips twitched. “About the only good custom the Illyrians ever came

up with, to be honest.” 

I snorted. “So the three of them are just in there. Naked. Sweating.” 

Mother above. 

 Interested in taking a look?  The dark purr echoed into my mind. 

 Lech. Go back to your sweating. 

 There’s room for one more in here. 

 I thought mates were territorial. 

I could feel him smile as if he were grinning against my neck.  I’m  always

 eager to learn what sparks your interest, Feyre darling. 

I surveyed the cabin around me, the surfaces I’d painted nearly a year ago. 

 I was promised a wall, Rhys. 

A pause. A long pause.  I’ve taken you against a wall before. 

 These walls. 
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Another  long,  long  pause.  It’s  bad  form  to  be  at  attention  while  in  the

 birchin. 

My lips curved as I sent him an image. A memory. 

Of  me  on  the  kitchen  table  just  a  few  feet  away.  Of  him  kneeling  before

me. My legs wrapped around his head. 

 Cruel, wicked thing. 

I heard a door slamming somewhere in the house, followed by a distinctly

male yelp. Then banging—as if someone was trying to get back inside. 

Mor’s eyes sparkled. “You got him kicked out, didn’t you?” 

My answering smile set her roaring. 

The sun was sinking toward the distant sea beyond Velaris when Rhys stood

at the black marble mantel of the town house sitting room and lifted his glass

of wine. 

All of us—in our finery for once—lifted ours in suit. 

I’d  opted  to  wear  my  Starfall  gown,  forgoing  my  crown  but  wearing  the

diamond cuffs at my wrists. It sparkled and gleamed in my line of vision as I

stood at Rhys’s side, taking in every plane of his beautiful face as he said, “To

the blessed darkness from which we are born, and to which we return.” 

Our glasses rose, and we drank. 

I  glanced  to  him—my  mate,  in  his  finest  black  jacket,  the  silver

embroidery gleaming in the faelight.  That’s it? 

He arched a brow.  Did you want me to keep droning on, or did you want to

 start celebrating? 

My lips twitched.  You really do keep things casual. 

 Even after all this time, you still don’t believe me. His hand slid behind me

and  pinched.  I  bit  my  lip  to  keep  from  laughing.  I  hope  you  got  me  a  good Solstice present. 

It  was  my  turn  to  pinch  him,  and  Rhys  laughed,  kissing  my  temple  once

before sauntering out of the room to no doubt grab more wine. 

Beyond the windows, darkness had indeed fallen. The longest night of the

year. 

I found Elain studying it, beautiful in her amethyst-colored gown. I made

to move toward her, but someone beat me to it. 

The  shadowsinger  was  clad  in  a  black  jacket  and  pants  similar  to

Rhysand’s—the  fabric  immaculately  tailored  and  built  to  fit  his  wings.  He

still  wore  his  Siphons  atop  either  hand,  and  shadows  trailed  his  footsteps, 

curling like swirled embers, but there was little sign of the warrior otherwise. 

Especially as he gently said to my sister, “Happy Solstice.” 

Elain  turned  from  the  snow  falling  in  the  darkness  beyond  and  smiled slightly. “I’ve never participated in one of these.” 

Amren  supplied  from  across  the  room,  Varian  at  her  side,  resplendent  in

his princely regalia, “They’re highly overrated.” 

Mor smirked. “Says the female who makes out like a bandit every year. I

don’t  know  how  you  don’t  get  robbed  going  home  with  so  much  jewelry

stuffed into your pockets.” 

Amren  flashed  her  too-white  teeth.  “Careful,  Morrigan,  or  I’ll  return  the

pretty little thing I got you.” 

Mor, to my surprise, shut right up. 

And so did the others, as Rhys returned with—

“You didn’t.” I blurted out the words. 

He grinned at me over the giant tiered cake in his arms—over the twenty-

one sparkling candles lighting up his face. 

Cassian clapped me on the shoulder. “You thought you could sneak it past

us, didn’t you?” 

I groaned. “You’re all insufferable.” 

Elain floated to my side. “Happy birthday, Feyre.” 

My  friends—my  family—echoed  the  words  as  Rhys  set  the  cake  on  the

low-lying table before the fire. I glanced toward my sister. “Did you …?” 

A nod from Elain. “Nuala did the decorating, though.” 

It was then that I realized what the three different tiers had been painted to

look like. 

On the top: flowers. In the middle: flames. 

And on the bottom, widest layer … stars. 

The  same  design  of  the  chest  of  drawers  I’d  once  painted  in  that

dilapidated  cottage.  One  for  each  of  us—each  sister.  Those  stars  and  moons

sent to me, my mind, by my mate, long before we’d ever met. 

“I  asked  Nuala  to  do  it  in  that  order,”  Elain  said  as  the  others  gathered

round. “Because you’re the foundation, the one who lifts us. You always have

been.” 

My throat tightened unbearably, and I squeezed her hand in answer. 

Mor,  Cauldron  bless  her,  shouted,  “Make  a  wish  and  let  us  get  to  the

presents!” 

At least one tradition did not change on either side of the wall. 

I  met  Rhys’s  stare  over  the  sparkling  candles.  His  smile  was  enough  to

make the tightness in my throat turn into burning in my eyes. 

 What are you going to wish for? 

A simple, honest question. 

And looking at him, at that beautiful face and easy smile, so many of those
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shadows vanished, our family gathered around us, eternity a road ahead … I

knew. 

I  truly  knew  what  I  wanted  to  wish  for,  as  if  it  were  a  piece  of  Amren’s puzzle  clicking  into  place,  as  if  the  threads  of  the  weaver’s  tapestry  finally revealed the design they’d formed to make. 

I didn’t tell him, though. Not as I gathered my breath and blew. 

Cake before dinner was utterly acceptable on Solstice, Rhys informed me as

we  set  aside  our  plates  on  whatever  surface  was  nearest  in  the  sitting  room. 

Especially before presents. 

“What  presents?”  I  asked,  surveying  the  room  empty  of  them,  save  for

Lucien’s two boxes. 

The others grinned at me as Rhys snapped his fingers, and—

“Oh.” 

Boxes and bags, all brightly wrapped and adorned, filled the bay windows. 

Piles and mountains and  towers of them. Mor let out a squeal of delight. 


I twisted toward the foyer. I’d left mine in a broom closet on the third level

—

No. There they were. Wrapped and by the back of the bay. 

Rhys  winked  at  me.  “I  took  it  upon  myself  to  add  your  presents  to  the

communal trove.” 

I lifted my brows. “Everyone gave you their gifts?” 

“He’s the only one who can be trusted not to snoop,” Mor explained. 

I looked toward Azriel. 

“Even him,” Amren said. 

Azriel gave me a guilty cringe. “Spymaster, remember?” 

“We started doing it two centuries ago,” Mor went on. “After Rhys caught

Amren literally  shaking a box to figure out what was inside.” 

Amren clicked her tongue as I laughed. “What they didn’t see was Cassian

down here ten minutes earlier,  sniffing each box.” 

Cassian threw her a lazy smile. “I wasn’t the one who got caught.” 

I turned to Rhys. “And somehow  you’re the most trustworthy one?” 

Rhys  looked  outright  offended.  “I  am  a  High  Lord,  Feyre  darling. 

Unwavering honor is built into my bones.” 

Mor and I snorted. 

Amren strode for the nearest pile of presents. “I’ll go first.” 

“Of course she will,” Varian muttered, earning a grin from me and Mor. 

Amren smiled sweetly at him before bending to pick up a gift. Varian had

the good sense to shudder only when she’d turned her back on him. 

But she plucked up a pink-wrapped present, read the label, and ripped into it. 

Everyone tried and failed to hide their wince. 

I’d seen some animals tear into carcasses with less ferocity. 

But  she  beamed  as  she  turned  to  Azriel,  a  set  of  exquisite  pearl-and-

diamond  earrings  dangling  from  her  small  hands.  “Thank  you, 

Shadowsinger,” she said, inclining her head. 

Azriel only inclined his head in return. “I’m glad they pass inspection.” 

Cassian elbowed his way past Amren, earning a hiss of warning, and began

chucking presents. Mor caught hers easily, shredding the paper with as much

enthusiasm as Amren. She grinned at the general. “Thank you, darling.” 

Cassian smirked. “I know what you like.” 

Mor held up—

I choked. Azriel did, too, whirling on Cassian as he did. 

Cassian  only  winked  at  him  as  the  barely  there  red  negligee  swayed

between Mor’s hands. 

Before  Azriel  could  undoubtedly  ask  what  we  were  all  thinking,  Mor

hummed to herself and said, “Don’t let him fool you: he couldn’t think of a

damn  thing  to  get  me,  so  he  gave  up  and  asked  me  outright.  I  gave  him

precise orders. For once in his life, he obeyed them.” 

“The perfect warrior, through and through,” Rhys drawled. 

Cassian  leaned  back  on  the  couch,  stretching  his  long  legs  before  him. 

“Don’t worry, Rhysie. I got one for you, too.” 

“Shall I model it for you?” 

I laughed, surprised to hear the sound echo across the room. From Elain. 

Her  present  …  I  hurried  to  the  pile  of  gifts  before  Cassian  could  lob  one

across the room again, hunting for the parcel I’d carefully wrapped yesterday. 

I just spied it behind a larger box when I heard it. The knock. 

Just once. Quick and hard. 

I knew. I knew, before Rhys even looked toward me, who was standing at

that door. 

Everyone did. 

Silence fell, interrupted only by the crackling fire. 

A beat, and then I was moving, dress swishing around me as I crossed into

the foyer, heaved open the leaded glass door and the oak one beyond it, then

braced myself against the onslaught of cold. 

Against the onslaught of Nesta. 
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Snow clung to Nesta’s hair as we stared at each other across the threshold. 

Pink tinged her cheeks from the frigid night, but her face remained solemn. 

Cold as the snow-dusted cobblestones. 

I opened the door a bit wider. “We’re in the sitting room.” 

“I saw.” 

Conversation, tentative and halting, carried to the foyer. No doubt a noble

attempt by everyone to give us some privacy and sense of normalcy. 

When  Nesta  remained  on  the  doorstep,  I  extended  a  hand  toward  her. 

“Here—I’ll take your coat.” 

I tried not to hold my breath as she glanced past me, into the house. As if

weighing whether to take that step over the threshold. 

From the edge  of my vision,  purple and gold  flashed—Elain. “You’ll fall

ill  if  you  just  stand  there  in  the  cold,”  she  tutted  to  Nesta,  smiling  broadly. 

“Come sit with me by the fire.” 

Nesta’s blue-gray eyes slid to mine. Wary. Assessing. 

I held my ground. Held that door open. 

Without a word, my sister crossed the threshold. 

It  was  the  matter  of  a  moment  to  remove  her  coat,  scarf,  and  gloves  to

reveal one of those simple yet elegant gowns she favored. She’d opted for a

slate gray. No jewelry. Certainly no presents, but at least she’d come. 

Elain linked elbows to lead Nesta into the room, and I followed, watching

the group beyond as they paused. 

Watching Cassian especially, now standing with Az at the fire. 

He  was  the  portrait  of  relaxed,  an  arm  braced  against  the  carved  mantel, 

his wings tucked in loosely, a faint grin on his face and a glass of wine in his

hand. He slid his hazel eyes toward my sister without him moving an inch. 

Elain had plastered a smile onto her face as she led Nesta not toward the

fire as she’d promised, but the liquor cabinet. 

“Don’t take her to the wine—take her to the food,” Amren called to Elain

from her perch on the armchair as she slid the pearl earrings Az had given her into her lobes. “I can see her bony ass even through that dress.” 

Nesta  halted  halfway  across  the  room,  spine  stiff.  Cassian  went  still  as

death. 

Elain paused beside our sister, that plastered-on smile faltering. 

Amren just smirked at Nesta. “Happy Solstice, girl.” 

Nesta  stared  at  Amren—until  a  ghost  of  a  smile  curved  her  lips.  “Pretty

earrings.” 

I felt, more than saw, the room relax slightly. 

Elain said brightly, “We were just getting to presents.” 

It occurred to me only when she said the words that none of the gifts in this

room had Nesta’s name on them. 

“We haven’t eaten yet,” I supplied, lingering in the threshold between the

sitting room and foyer. “But if you’re hungry, we can get you a plate—” 

Nesta accepted the glass of wine Elain pressed into her hand. I didn’t fail

to note that when Elain turned again to the liquor cabinet, she poured a finger

of  amber-colored  liquor  into  a  glass  and  knocked  back  the  contents  with  a

grimace before facing Nesta again. 

A soft snort from Amren at that, missing nothing. 

But Nesta’s attention had gone to the birthday cake still sitting on the table, 

its various tiers delved into many times over. 

Her eyes lifted to mine in the silence. “Happy birthday.” 

I  offered  a  nod  of  thanks.  “Elain  made  the  cake,”  I  offered  somewhat

uselessly. 

Nesta only nodded before heading for a chair near the back of the room, by

one of the bookcases. “You can return to your presents,” she said softly, but

not weakly, as she sat. 

Elain rushed toward a box near the front of the pile. “This one’s for you,” 

she declared to our sister. 

I threw Rhys a pleading glance.  Please start talking again. Please. 

Some  of  the  light  had  vanished  from  his  violet  eyes  as  he  studied  Nesta

while she drank from her glass. He didn’t respond down the bond, but instead

said to Varian, “Does Tarquin host a formal party for the Summer Solstice, or

does he have a more casual gathering?” 

The  Prince  of  Adriata  didn’t  miss  a  beat,  and  launched  into  a  perhaps

unnecessarily  detailed  description  of  the  Summer  Court’s  celebrations.  I’d

thank him for it later. 

Elain had reached Nesta by then, offering her what seemed to be a heavy, 

paper-wrapped box. 

By the windows, Mor sprang into motion, handing Azriel his gift. 

Torn between watching the two, I remained in the doorway. 

Azriel’s composure didn’t so much as falter as he opened her present: a set

of embroidered blue towels—with his initials on them. Bright blue. 

I  had  to  look  away  to  keep  from  laughing.  Az,  to  his  credit,  gave  Mor  a

smile of thanks, a blush creeping over his cheeks, his hazel eyes fixed on her. 

I looked away at the heat, the yearning that filled them. 

But Mor waved him off and moved to pass Cassian his gift; but the warrior

didn’t  take  it.  Or  take  his  eyes  off  Nesta  as  she  undid  the  brown  paper

wrapping  on  the  box  and  revealed  a  set  of  five  novels  in  a  leather  box.  She read the titles, then lifted her head to Elain. 

Elain smiled down at her. “I went into that bookshop. You know the one by

the  theater?  I  asked  them  for  recommendations,  and  the  woman—female,  I

mean … She said this author’s books were her favorite.” 

I inched close enough to read one of the titles. Romance, from the sound of

it. 

Nesta  pulled  out  one  of  the  books  and  fanned  through  the  pages.  “Thank

you.” 

The words were stiff—gravelly. 

Cassian at last turned to Mor, tearing open her present with a disregard for

the  fine  wrapping.  He  laughed  at  whatever  was  inside  the  box.  “Just  what  I

always wanted.” He held up a pair of what seemed to be red silk undershorts. 

The perfect match to her negligee. 

With Nesta pointedly preoccupied with flipping through her new books, I

moved to the presents I’d wrapped yesterday. 

For  Amren:  a  specially  designed  folding  carrier  for  her  puzzles.  So  she

didn’t need to leave them at home if she were to visit sunnier, warmer lands. 

This  earned  me  both  an  eye  roll  and  a  smile  of  appreciation.  The  ruby-and-

silver brooch, shaped like a pair of feathered wings, earned me a rare peck on

the cheek. 

For  Elain:  a  pale  blue  cloak  with  armholes,  perfect  for  gardening  in  the

chillier months. 

And for Cassian, Azriel, and Mor …

I  grunted  as  I  hauled  over  the  three  wrapped  paintings.  Then  waited  in

foot-shifting silence while they opened them. 

While they beheld what was inside and smiled. 

I hadn’t any idea what to get them, other than this. The pieces I’d worked

on recently—glimpses of their stories. 

None of them explained what the paintings meant, what they beheld. But

each of them kissed me on the cheek in thanks. 

Before I could hand Rhys his present, I found a heap of them in my lap. 

From  Amren:  an  illuminated  manuscript,  ancient  and  beautiful.  From Azriel: rare, vibrant paint from the continent. From Cassian: a proper leather

sheath for a blade, to be set down the groove of my spine like a true Illyrian

warrior.  From  Elain:  fine  brushes  monogrammed  with  my  initials  and  the

Night  Court  insignia  on  the  handles.  And  from  Mor:  a  pair  of  fleece-lined

slippers. Bright pink, fleece-lined slippers. 

Nothing from Nesta, but I didn’t care. Not one bit. 

The others passed around their gifts, and I finally found a moment to haul

the  last  painting  over  to  Rhys.  He’d  lingered  by  the  bay  window,  quiet  and

smiling. Last year had been his first Solstice since Amarantha—this year, his

second. I didn’t want to know what it had been like, what she’d done to him, 

during those forty-nine Solstices he’d missed. 

Rhys  opened  my  present  carefully,  lifting  the  painting  so  the  others

wouldn’t see it. 

I watched his eyes rove over what was on it. Watched his throat bob. 

“Tell me that’s not your new pet,” Cassian said, having snuck behind me to

peer at it. 

I shoved him away. “Snoop.” 

Rhys’s  face  remained  solemn,  his  eyes  star-bright  as  they  met  mine. 

“Thank you.” 

The  others  continued  on  a  tad  more  loudly—to  give  us  privacy  in  that

crowded room. 

“I have no idea where you might hang it,” I said, “but I wanted you to have

it.” 

To see. 

For  on  that  painting,  I’d  shown  him  what  I  had  not  revealed  to  anyone. 

What  the  Ouroboros  had  revealed  to  me:  the  creature  inside  myself,  the

creature full of hate and regret and love and sacrifice, the creature that could

be cruel and brave, sorrowful and joyous. 

I  gave  him   me—as  no  one  but  him  would  ever  see  me.  No  one  but  him would ever understand. 

“It’s beautiful,” he said, voice still hoarse. 

I blinked away the tears that threatened at those words and leaned into the

kiss he pressed to my mouth.  You are beautiful, he whispered down the bond. 

 So are you. 

 I know. 

I laughed, pulling away.  Prick. 

There were only a few presents left—Lucien’s. I opened mine to find a gift

for  me  and  my  mate:  three  bottles  of  fine  liquor.  You’ll  need  it,  was  all  the note said. 

I handed Elain the small box with her name on it. Her smile faded as she opened it. 

“Enchanted  gloves,”  she  read  from  the  card.  “That  won’t  tear  or  become

too  sweaty  while  gardening.”  She  set  aside  the  box  without  looking  at  it  for longer  than  a  moment.  And  I  wondered  if  she   preferred  to  have  torn  and sweaty hands, if the dirt and cuts were proof of her labor. Her joy. 

Amren  squealed—actually   squealed—with  delight  when  she  beheld

Rhys’s  present.  The  jewels  glittering  inside  the  multiple  boxes.  But  her

delight turned quieter, more tender when she opened Varian’s gift. She didn’t

show  any  of  us  what  was  inside  the  small  box  before  offering  him  a  small, 

private smile. 

There  was  a  tiny  box  left  on  the  table  by  the  window—a  box  that  Mor

lifted, squinted at the name tag, and said, “Az, this one’s for you.” 

The shadowsinger’s brows lifted, but his scarred hand extended to take the

present. 

Elain  turned  from  where  she’d  been  speaking  to  Nesta.  “Oh,  that’s  from

me.” 

Azriel’s face didn’t so much as shift at the words. Not even a smile as he

opened the present and revealed—

“I had Madja make it for me,” Elain explained. Azriel’s brows narrowed at

the mention of the family’s preferred healer. “It’s a powder to mix in with any

drink.” 

Silence. 

Elain  bit  her  lip  and  then  smiled  sheepishly.  “It’s  for  the  headaches

everyone always gives you. Since you rub your temples so often.” 

Silence again. 

Then Azriel tipped his head back and  laughed. 

I’d  never  heard  such  a  sound,  deep  and  joyous.  Cassian  and  Rhys  joined

him, the former grabbing the glass bottle from Azriel’s hand and examining it. 

“Brilliant,” Cassian said. 

Elain smiled again, ducking her head. 

Azriel  mastered  himself  enough  to  say,  “Thank  you.”  I’d  never  seen  his

hazel eyes so bright, the hues of green amid the brown and gray like veins of

emerald. “This will be invaluable.” 

“Prick,” Cassian said, but laughed again. 

Nesta watched warily from her chair, Elain’s present—her only present—

in her lap. Her spine stiffened slightly. Not at the words, but at Elain, laughing

with them. With us. 

As  if  Nesta  were  looking  at  us  through  some  sort  of  window.  As  if  she

were still standing out in the front yard, watching us in the house. 
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I forced myself to smile, though. To laugh with them. 

I had a feeling Cassian was doing the same. 

The night was a blur of laughter and drinking, even with Nesta sitting in near-

silence at the packed dinner table. 

It  was  only  when  the  clock  chimed  two  that  the  yawns  began  to  appear. 

Amren and Varian were the first to leave, the latter bearing all of her presents

in his arms, the former nestled in the fine ermine coat that he’d given her—a

second gift to whatever one he’d put in that small box. 

Settled  again  in  the  sitting  room,  Nesta  got  to  her  feet  half  an  hour  later. 

She  quietly  bid  Elain  good  night,  dropping  a  kiss  to  the  top  of  her  hair,  and drifted for the front door. 

Cassian, nestled with Mor, Rhys, and Azriel on the couch, didn’t so much

as move. 

But  I  did,  rising  from  my  own  chair  to  follow  Nesta  to  where  she  was

donning  her  layers  at  the  front  door.  I  waited  until  she’d  entered  the

antechamber before extending my hand. 

“Here.” 

Nesta half turned toward me, focus darting to what was in my hand. The

small slip of paper. 

The banker’s note for her rent. And then some. 

“As promised,” I said. 

For a moment, I prayed she wouldn’t take it. That she would tell me to tear

it up. 

But  Nesta’s  lips  only  tightened,  her  fingers  unwavering  as  she  took  the

money. 

As  she  turned  her  back  on  me  and  walked  out  the  front  door,  into  the

freezing darkness beyond. 

I remained in the chilly antechamber, hand still outstretched, the phantom

dryness of that check lingering on my fingers. 

The  floorboards  thudded  behind  me,  and  then  I  was  being  gently  but

forcibly moved to the side. It happened so fast I barely had time to realize that

Cassian had gone storming past—right out the front door. 

To my sister. 
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CHAPTER

21

 Cassian

He’d had enough. 

Enough of the coldness, the sharpness. Enough of the sword-straight spine

and razor-sharp stare that had only honed itself these months. 

Cassian could barely hear over the roaring in his head as he charged into

the snowy night. Could barely register moving aside his High Lady to get to

the front door. To get to Nesta. 

She’d  already  made  it  to  the  gate,  walking  with  that  unfaltering  grace

despite the icy ground. Her collection of books tucked under an arm. 

It  was  only  when  Cassian  reached  her  that  he  realized  he  had  nothing  to

say. Nothing to say that wouldn’t make her laugh in his face. 

“I’ll walk you home,” was all that came out instead. 

Nesta  paused  just  past  the  low  iron  gate,  her  face  cold  and  pale  as

moonlight. 

Beautiful. Even with the weight loss, she was as beautiful standing in the

snow as she’d been the first time he’d laid eyes on her in her father’s house. 

And infinitely more deadly. In so many ways. 

She looked him over. “I’m fine.” 

“It’s a long walk, and it’s late.” 

 And you didn’t say one gods-damned word to me the entire night. 

Not that he’d said a word to her. 

She’d  made  it  clear  enough  in  those  initial  days  after  that  last  battle  that she wanted nothing to do with him. With any of them. 

He understood. He really did. It had taken him months— years—after  his

first  battles  to  readjust.  To  cope.  Hell,  he  was  still  reeling  from  what  had happened in that final battle with Hybern, too. 

Nesta held her ground, proud as any Illyrian. More vicious, too. “Go back

into the house.” 

Cassian  gave  her  a  crooked  grin,  one  he  knew  sent  that  temper  of  hers

boiling. “I think I need some fresh air, anyway.” 

She rolled her eyes and launched into a walk. He wasn’t stupid enough to offer to carry her books. 

Instead, he easily kept pace, an eye out for any treacherous patches of ice

on  the  cobblestones.  They’d  barely  survived  Hybern.  He  didn’t  need  her

snapping her neck on the street. 

Nesta lasted all of a block, the green-roofed houses merry and still full of

song and laughter, before she halted. Whirled on him. 

“Go back to the house.” 

“I will,” he said, flashing a grin again. “After I drop you off at your front

door.” 

At that piece-of-shit apartment she insisted on living in. Across the city. 

Nesta’s eyes—the same as Feyre’s and yet wholly different, sharp and cold

as steel—went to his hands. What was in them. “What is that.” 

Another  grin  as  he  lifted  the  small,  wrapped  parcel.  “Your  Solstice

present.” 

“I don’t want one.” 

Cassian continued past her, tossing the present in his hands. “You’ll want

this one.” 

He prayed she would. It had taken him months to find it. 

He  hadn’t  wanted  to  give  it  to  her  in  front  of  the  others.  Hadn’t  even

known  she’d  be  there  tonight.  He’d  been  well  aware  of  Elain’s  and  Feyre’s

cajoling. Just as he’d been well aware of the money he’d seen Feyre give to

Nesta moments before she left. 

 As promised, his High Lady had said. 

He wished she hadn’t. Wished for a lot of things. 

Nesta fell into step beside him, huffing as she kept up with his long strides. 

“I don’t want  anything from you.” 

He made himself arch an eyebrow. “You sure about that, sweetheart?” 

 I have no regrets in my life, but this. That we did not have  time. 

Cassian  shut  out  the  words.  Shut  out  the  image  that  chased  him  from  his

dreams, night after night: not Nesta holding up the King of Hybern’s head like

a trophy; not the way her father’s neck had twisted in Hybern’s hands. But the

image of her leaning over him,  covering Cassian’s body with her own, ready

to take the full brunt of the king’s power for him. To die for him—with him. 

That  slender,  beautiful  body,  arching  over  him,  shaking  in  terror,  willing  to face that end. 

He hadn’t seen a glimpse of that person in months. Had not seen her smile

or laugh. 

He  knew  about  the  drinking,  about  the  males.  He  told  himself  he  didn’t

care. 

He  told  himself  he  didn’t  want  to  know  who  the  bastard  was  who  had taken  her  maidenhead.  Told  himself  he  didn’t  want  to  know  if  the  males

meant anything—if  he meant anything. 

He didn’t know why the hell he cared. Why he’d bothered. Even from the

start. Even after she’d kneed him in the balls that one afternoon at her father’s

house. 

Even  as  she  said,  “I’ve  made  my  thoughts  clear  enough  on  what  I  want

from  you.” 

He’d  never  met  someone  able  to  imply  so  much  in  so  few  words,  in

placing so much emphasis on  you as to make it an outright insult. 

Cassian  clenched  his  jaw.  And  didn’t  bother  to  restrain  himself  when  he

said, “I’m tired of playing these bullshit games.” 

She kept her chin high, the portrait of queenly arrogance. “I’m not.” 

“Well,  everyone  else  is.  Perhaps  you  can  find  it  in  yourself  to  try  a  little harder this year.” 

Those  striking  eyes  slid  toward  him,  and  it  was  an  effort  to  stand  his

ground. “Try?” 

“I know that’s a foreign word to you.” 

Nesta stopped at the bottom of the street, right along the icy Sidra. “Why

should I have to  try to do anything?” Her teeth flashed. “I was dragged into

this world of yours, this court.” 

“Then go somewhere else.” 

Her mouth formed a tight line at the challenge. “Perhaps I will.” 

But he knew there was no other place to go. Not when she had no money, 

no family beyond this territory. “Be sure to write.” 

She launched into a walk again, keeping along the river’s edge. 

Cassian followed, hating himself for it. “You could at least come live at the

House,” he began, and she whirled on him. 

“Stop,” she snarled. 

He halted in his tracks, wings spreading slightly to balance him. 

“Stop  following  me.  Stop  trying  to  haul  me  into  your  happy  little  circle. 

 Stop doing all of it.” 

He knew a wounded animal when he saw one. Knew the teeth they could

bare,  the  viciousness  they  displayed.  But  it  couldn’t  keep  him  from  saying, 

“Your sisters love you. I can’t for the life of me understand why, but they do. 

If you can’t be bothered to try for my happy little circle’s sake, then at least

try for them.” 

A void seemed to enter those eyes. An endless, depthless void. 

She only said, “Go home, Cassian.” 

He  could  count  on  one  hand  the  number  of  times  she’d  used  his  name. 

Called him anything other than  you or  that one. 

She turned away—toward her apartment, her grimy part of the city. 

It was instinct to lunge for her free hand. 

Her gloved fingers scraped against his calluses, but he held firm. “Talk to

me. Nesta. Tell me—” 

She ripped her hand out of his grip. Stared him down. A mighty, vengeful

queen. 

He  waited,  panting,  for  the  verbal  lashing  to  begin.  For  her  to  shred  him

into ribbons. 

But Nesta only stared at him, her nose crinkling. Stared, then snorted—and

walked away. 

As if he were nothing. As if he weren’t worth her time. The effort. 

A low-born Illyrian bastard. 

This time, when she continued onward, Cassian didn’t follow. 

He watched her until she was a shadow against the darkness—and then she

vanished completely. 

He remained staring after her, that present in his hands. 

Cassian’s fingertips dug into the soft wood of the small box. 

He  was  grateful  the  streets  were  empty  when  he  hurled  that  box  into  the

Sidra. Hurled it hard enough that the splash echoed off the buildings flanking

the river, ice cracking from the impact. 

Ice  instantly  re-formed  over  the  hole  he’d  blown  open.  As  if  it,  and  the

present, had never been. 

 Nesta

Nesta  sealed  the  fourth  and  final  lock  on  her  apartment  door  and  slumped

against the creaking, rotting wood. 

Silence settled in around her, welcome and smothering. 

Silence, to soothe the trembling that had chased her across this city. 

He’d followed. 

She’d  known  it  in  her  bones,  her  blood.  He’d  kept  high  in  the  skies,  but

he’d followed until she’d entered the building. 

She knew he was now waiting on a nearby rooftop to see her light kindle. 

Twin instincts warred within her: to leave the faelight untouched and make

him  wait  in  the  freezing  dark,  or  to  ignite  that  bowl  and  just  get  rid  of  his presence. Get rid of everything he was. 

She opted for the latter. 

In the dim, thick silence, Nesta lingered by the table against the wall near her  front  door.  Slid  her  hand  into  her  pocket  and  pulled  out  the  folded

banknote. 

Enough for three months’ rent. 

She tried and failed to muster the shame. But nothing came. 

Nothing at all. 

There was anger, occasionally. Sharp, hot anger that sliced her. 

But most of the time it was silence. 

Ringing, droning silence. 

She hadn’t felt anything in months. Had days when she didn’t really know

where she was or what she’d done. They passed swiftly and yet dripped by. 

So did the months. She’d blinked, and winter had fallen. Blinked, and her

body had turned too thin. As hollow as she felt. 

The  night’s  frosty  chill  crept  through  the  worn  shutters,  drawing  another

tremble from her. But she didn’t light the fire in the hearth across the room. 

She could barely stand to hear the crack and pop of the wood. Had barely

been able to endure it in Feyre’s town house.  Snap; crunch. 

How  no  one  ever  remarked  that  it  sounded  like  breaking  bones,  like  a

snapping neck, she had no idea. 

She hadn’t lit one fire in this apartment. Had kept warm with blankets and

layers. 

Wings rustled, then boomed outside the apartment. 

Nesta loosed a shuddering sigh and slid down the wall until she was sitting

against it. 

Until she drew her knees to her chest and stared into the dimness. 

Still the silence raged and echoed around her. 

Still she felt nothing. 
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22

 Feyre

It was three by the time the others went to bed. By the time Cassian returned, 

quiet  and  brooding,  and  knocked  back  a  glass  of  liquor  before  stalking

upstairs. Mor followed him, worry dancing in her eyes. 

Azriel and Elain remained in the sitting room, my sister showing him the

plans  she’d  sketched  to  expand  the  garden  in  the  back  of  the  town  house, 

using the seeds and tools my family had given her tonight. Whether he cared

about such things, I had no idea, but I sent him a silent prayer of thanks for

his kindness before Rhys and I slipped upstairs. 

I reached to remove my diamond cuffs when Rhys stopped me, his hands

wrapping around my wrists. “Not yet,” he said softly. 

My brows bunched. 

He only smiled. “Hold on.” 

Darkness and wind swept in, and I clung to him as he winnowed—

Candlelight and crackling fire and colors …

“The  cabin?”  He  must  have  altered  the  wards  to  allow  us  to  winnow

directly inside. 

Rhys grinned, letting go of me to swagger to the couch before the fireplace

and  plop  down,  his  wings  draping  to  the  floor.  “For  some  peace  and  quiet, 

mate.” 

Dark, sensual promise lay in his star-flecked eyes. 

I bit my lip as I approached the rolled arm of the couch and perched on it, 

my dress glittering like a river in the firelight. 

“You look beautiful tonight.” His words were low, rough. 

I stroked a hand down the lap of my gown, the fabric shimmering beneath

my fingers. “You say that every night.” 

“And mean it.” 

I blushed. “Cad.” 

He inclined his head. 

“I  know  High  Ladies  are  probably  supposed  to  wear  a  new  dress  every

day,” I mused, smiling at the gown, “but I’m rather attached to this one.” 

He ran his hand down my thigh. “I’m glad.” 

“You  never  told  me  where  you  got  it—where  you  got  all  my  favorite

dresses.” 

Rhys arched a dark brow. “You never figured it out?” 

I shook my head. 

For a moment, he said nothing, his head dipping to study the dress. 

“My mother made them.” 

I went still. 

Rhys smiled sadly at the shimmering gown. “She was a seamstress, back at

the  camp  where  she’d  been  raised.  She  didn’t  just  do  the  work  because  she

was  ordered  to.  She  did  it  because  she  loved  it.  And  when  she  mated  my

father, she continued.” 

I grazed a reverent hand down my sleeve. “I—I had no idea.” 

His  eyes  were  star-bright.  “Long  ago,  when  I  was  still  a  boy,  she  made

them—all your gowns. A trousseau for my future bride.” His throat bobbed. 

“Every piece … Every piece I have ever given you to wear, she made them. 

For you.” 

My eyes stung as I breathed, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

He  shrugged  with  one  shoulder.  “I  thought  you  might  be  …  disturbed  to

wear gowns made by a female who died centuries ago.” 

I put a hand over my heart. “I am honored, Rhys. Beyond words.” 

His mouth trembled a bit. “She would have loved you.” 

It was as great a gift as any I’d been given. I leaned down until our brows

touched.  I would have loved her. 

I  felt  his  gratitude  without  him  saying  a  word  as  we  remained  there, 

breathing each other in for long minutes. 

When I could finally speak again, I pulled away. “I’ve been thinking.” 

“Should I be worried?” 

I  slapped  his  boots,  and  he  laughed,  deep  and  rasping,  the  sound  curling

around my core. 

I showed him my palms, the eye in both of them. “I want these changed.” 

“Oh?” 

“Since you’re no longer using them to snoop on me, I figured they could

be something else.” 

He set a hand on his broad chest. “I never snoop.” 

“You’re the greatest busybody I’ve ever met.” 

Another laugh. “And what, exactly, do you want on your palms?” 

I  smiled  at  the  paintings  I’d  done  on  the  walls,  the  mantel,  the  tables. 

Thought  of  the  tapestry  I’d  bought.  “I  want  a  mountain—with  three  stars.” 

The Night Court insignia. “The same that you have on your knees.” 

Rhys  was  quiet  for  a  long  time,  his  face  unreadable.  When  he  spoke,  his

voice was low. “Those are markings that can never be altered.” 

“It’s a good thing I plan to be here for a while, then.” 

Rhys slowly sat up, unbuttoning the top of his tight black jacket. “You’re

sure?” 

I nodded slowly. 

He moved to stand before me, gently taking my hands in his, turning them

palm-up. To the cat’s eye that stared at us. “I never snooped, you know.” 

“You certainly did.” 

“Fine, I did. Can you forgive me?” 

He  meant  it—the  worry  that  I’d  deemed  his  glimpses  a  violation.  I  rose

onto my toes and kissed him softly. “I suppose I could find it in me.” 

“Hmmm.” He brushed a thumb over the eye inked into both of my palms. 

“Any last words before I mark you forever?” 

My heart thundered, but I said, “I have one last Solstice gift for you.” 

Rhys went still at my soft voice, the tremble in it. “Oh?” 

Our  hands  linked,  I  caressed  the  adamant  walls  of  his  mind.  The  barriers

immediately fell, allowing me in. Allowing me to show him that last gift. 

What I hoped he’d deem as a gift, too. 

His  hands  began  shaking  around  mine,  but  he  said  nothing  until  I’d

retreated from his mind. Until we were staring at each other again in silence. 

His  breathing  turned  ragged,  his  eyes  silver-lined.  “You’re  sure?”  he

repeated. 

Yes.  More  than  anything.  I’d  realized  it,  felt  it,  in  the  weaver’s  gallery. 

“Would it be … Would it indeed be a gift for you?” I dared ask. 

His fingers tightened around mine. “Beyond measure.” 

As  if  in  answer,  light  flared  and  sizzled  along  my  palms,  and  I  peered

down to find my hands altered. The mountain and three stars gracing the heart

of each palm. 

Rhys was still staring at me, his breathing uneven. 

“We  can  wait,”  he  said  quietly,  as  if  fearful  of  the  snow  falling  outside

hearing our whispered words. 

“I  don’t  want  to,”  I  said,  and  meant  it.  The  weaver  had  made  me  realize

that,  too.  Or  perhaps  just  see  clearly  what  I’d  quietly  wanted  for  some  time now. 

“It could take years,” he murmured. 

“I can be patient.” He lifted a brow at that, and I smiled, amending, “I can

 try to be patient.” 

His own answering smile set me grinning. 

Rhys  leaned  in,  brushing  a  kiss  to  my  neck,  right  beneath  my  ear.  “Shall we begin tonight, mate?” 

My toes curled. “That was the plan.” 

“Mmm.  Do  you  know  what  my  plan  was?”  Another  kiss,  this  one  to  the

hollow of my throat as his hands slipped around my back and began to undo

the  hidden  buttons  of  my  dress.  That  precious,  beautiful  dress.  I  arched  my

neck  to  give  him  better  access,  and  he  obliged,  his  tongue  flicking  over  the spot he’d just kissed. 

“My  plan,”  he  went  on,  the  dress  sliding  from  me  to  pool  on  the  rug, 

“involved this cabin, and a wall.” 

My eyes opened just as his hands began to trace long lines along my bare

back. Lower. 

I found Rhys smiling down at me, his eyes heavy-lidded while he surveyed

my  naked  body.  Naked,  save  for  the  diamond  cuffs  at  my  wrists.  I  went  to

remove them, but he murmured, “Leave them.” 

My stomach tightened in anticipation, my breasts turning achingly heavy. 

I unbuttoned the rest of his jacket, fingers shaking, and peeled it from him, 

along with his shirt. And his pants. 

Then  he  was  standing  naked  before  me,  wings  slightly  flared,  muscled

chest heaving, showing me the full evidence of just how ready he was. 

“Do  you  want  to  begin  at  the  wall,  or  finish  there?”  His  words  were

guttural, barely recognizable, and the gleam in his eyes turned into something

predatory.  He  slid  a  hand  down  the  front  of  my  torso  in  brazen

possessiveness. “Or shall it be the wall the entire time?” 

My  knees  buckled,  and  I  found  myself  beyond  words.  Beyond  anything

but him. 

Rhys  didn’t  wait  for  my  answer  before  kneeling  before  me,  his  wings

draping  over  the  rug.  Before  he  pressed  a  kiss  to  my  abdomen,  as  if  in

reverence and benediction. Then pressed a kiss lower. 

Lower. 

My hand slid into his hair, just as he gripped one of my thighs and hoisted

my leg over his shoulder. Just as I found myself somehow leaning against the

wall near the doorway, as if he’d winnowed us. My head hit the wood with a

soft thud as Rhys lowered his mouth to me. 

He took his time. 

Licked  and  stroked  me  until  I’d  shattered,  then  laughed  against  me,  dark

and rich, before he rose to his full height. 

Before he hoisted me up, my legs wrapping around his waist, and pinned

me against that wall. 

One arm braced on the wall, the other holding me aloft, Rhys met my eyes. 

“How shall it be, mate?” 

In his stare, I could have sworn galaxies swirled. In the shadows between

his wings, the glorious depths of the night dwelled. 

“Hard enough to make the pictures fall off,” I reminded him, breathless. 

He laughed again, low and wicked. “Hold on tight, then.” 

Mother above and Cauldron save me. 

My hands slid onto his shoulders, digging into the hard muscle. 

But he slowly,  so slowly, pushed into me. 

So I felt every inch of him, every place where we were joined. I tipped my

head back again, a moan slipping out of me. 

“Every time,” he gritted out. “Every time, you feel  exquisite.” 

I  clenched  my  teeth,  panting  through  my  nose.  He  worked  his  way  in, 

thrusting in small movements, letting me adjust to each thick inch of him. 

And when he was seated inside me, when his hand tightened on my hip, he

just … stopped. 

I moved my hips, desperate for any friction. He shifted with me, denying

it. 

Rhys  licked  his  way  up  my  throat.  “I  think  about  you,  about  this,  every

damn hour,” he purred against my skin. “About the way you taste.” 

Another slight withdrawal—then a plunge in. I panted and panted, leaning

my head into the hard wall behind me. 

Rhys let out an approving sound, and withdrew slightly. Then pushed back

in. Hard. 

A low rattle sounded down the wall to my left. 

I stopped caring. Stopped caring if we did indeed make the pictures fall off

the wall as Rhys halted once more. 

“But mostly I think about this. How you feel around me, Feyre.” He drove

into me, exquisite and relentless. “How you taste on my tongue.” My nails cut

into his broad shoulders. “How even if we have a thousand years together, I

will never tire of  this.” 

Release began to gather along my spine, shutting out all sound and sense

beyond where he met me, touched me. 

Another thrust, longer and harder. The wood groaned beneath his hand. 

He  lowered  his  mouth  to  my  breast  and  nipped—nipped,  and  then  licked

away the hurt that sent pleasure zinging through my blood. “How you let me

do such naughty, terrible things to you.” 

His voice was a caress that had my hips moving, begging him to go  faster. 

Rhys  only  chuckled  softly,  cruelly,  as  he  withheld  that  all-out,  unhinged

joining I craved. 

I  opened  my  eyes  long  enough  to  peer  down,  to  where  I  could  see  him

joined  with  me,  moving  so  achingly  slowly  in  and  out  of  me.  “Do  you  like watching?” he breathed. “Watching me move in you?” 

In  answer,  beyond  words,  I  shot  my  mind  down  the  bridge  between  us, 

brushing against his adamant shields. 

He  let  me  in  instantly,  mind-to-mind  and  soul-to-soul,  and  then  I  was

looking  through  his  eyes—looking  down  at   me  as  he  gripped  my  hip  and thrust. 

He purred,  Look at how I fuck you, Feyre. 

 Gods, was my only answer. 

Mental hands ran along my mind, my soul.  Look at how perfectly we fit. 

My flushed body was arched against the wall—perfect indeed for receiving

him, for taking every inch of him. 

 Do you see why I can’t stop thinking of this—of you? 

Again, he withdrew and drove in, and released the damper on his power. 

Stars flickered around us, sweet darkness sweeping in. As if we were the

only souls in a galaxy. And still Rhys remained before me, my legs wrapped

around his waist. 

I brushed my own mental hands down him and breathed,  Can you fuck me

 in here, too? 

That wicked delight faltered. Went silent. 

The stars and darkness paused, too. 

Then undiluted, utter predator answered,  It would be my pleasure. 

And then I didn’t have the words for what happened. 

He gave me everything I wanted: the unleashed pounding of him inside my

body—the unrelenting thrust and filling and slap of skin on skin, the slam of

our bodies against wood. Night singing all around us, stars sweeping by like

snow. 

And then there was us. Mind-to-mind, lain out on that bridge between our

souls. 

We  had  no  bodies  here,  but  I  felt  him  as  he  seduced  me,  his  dark  power

wrapping  around  mine,  licking  at  my  flames,  sucking  on  my  ice,  scraping

claws against my own. 

I felt him as his power blended with mine, ebbing and flowing, in and out, 

until my magic lashed out, latching onto him, both of us raging and burning

together. 

All while he moved in me, relentless and driving as the sea. Over and over, 

power and flesh and soul, until I think I was screaming, until I think he was

roaring, and my mortal body clenched around him, shattering. 

Then   I  shattered,  everything  I  was  rupturing  into  stars  and  galaxies  and comets,  nothing  but  pure,  shining  joy.  Rhys  held  me,  enveloped  me,  his

darkness  absorbing  the  light  that  sparkled  and  blasted,  keeping  me  whole, keeping me together. 

And when my mind could form words, when I could again feel his essence

around me, his body still moving in my own, I sent him that image one last

time, into the dark and stars—my gift. 

Perhaps our gift, one day. 

Rhys spilled into me with a roar, his wings splaying wide. 

And  in  our  minds,  down  that  bond,  his  magic  erupted,  his  soul  washing

over mine, filling every crack and pit so that there was not one part of me that

was not full of him, brimming with his dark, glorious essence and undimming

love. 

He  remained  buried  in  me,  leaning  heavily  against  the  wall  as  he  panted

against my neck, “FeyreFeyreFeyre.” 

He was shaking. We both were. 

I worked up the presence of mind to crack open my eyes. 

His face was wrecked. Stunned. His mouth remained partially open as he

gaped  at  me,  the  glow  still  radiating  from  my  skin,  bright  against  the  star-kissed shadows along his. 

For long moments, we only stared. Breathed. 

And then Rhys glanced sidelong toward the rest of the room. 

Toward what we’d done. 

A sly smile formed on his lips as we took in the pictures that had indeed

come off the wall, their frames cracked on the floor. A vase atop a nearby side

table had even been knocked to the ground, shattered into little blue pieces. 

Rhys kissed beneath my ear. “That’ll come out of your salary, you know.” 

I whipped my head to him and released my grip on his shoulders to flick

his nose. He laughed, brushing his lips against my temple. 

But I stared at the marks I’d left on his skin, already fading. Stared at the

tattoos  across  his  chest,  his  arms.  Even  an  immortal’s  lifetime  of  painting

wouldn’t be enough to capture every facet of him. Of us. 

I lifted my eyes to his again and found stars and darkness waiting. Found

 home waiting. 

Never enough. Not to paint him, know him. Eons would never be enough

for all I wanted to do, see with him. For all I wanted to love him. 

The painting shone before me:  Night Triumphant—and the Stars Eternal. 

“Do it again,” I breathed, my voice hoarse. 

Rhys knew what I meant. 

And  I’d  never  been  so  glad  for  a  Fae  mate  when  he  hardened  again  a

heartbeat later, lowered me to the floor and flipped me onto my stomach, then

plunged deep into me with a growling purr. 
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And  even  when  we  eventually  collapsed  on  the  rug,  barely  avoiding  the

broken pictures and vase shards, unable to move for a good long while, that

image of my gift remained between us, shimmering as bright as any star. 

That beautiful, blue-eyed, dark-haired boy that the Bone Carver had once

shown me. 

That promise of the future. 

Velaris was still sleeping when Rhys and I returned the next morning. 

He didn’t bring us to the town house, however. But to an estate along the

river, the building in ruins, the gardens a tangle. 

Mist hung over much of the city in the hour before dawn. 

The words we’d exchanged last night, what we’d done, flowed between us, 

as invisible and solid as our mating bond. He hadn’t taken his contraceptive

tonic with breakfast. Wouldn’t be taking it again anytime soon. 

“You never asked about your Solstice present,” Rhys said after a while, our

steps crunching in the frosted gravel of the gardens along the Sidra. 

I lifted my head from where I’d been leaning it against his shoulder while

we’d ambled along. “I suppose you were waiting to make a dramatic reveal.” 

“I suppose I was.” He halted, and I paused beside him as he turned to the

house behind us. “This.” 

I blinked at him. At the rubble of the estate. “This?” 

“Consider  it  a  Solstice  and  birthday  present  in  one.”  He  gestured  to  the

house, the gardens, the grounds that flowed to the river’s edge. With a perfect

view of the Rainbow at night, thanks to the land’s curve. “It’s yours. Ours. I

purchased  it  on  Solstice  Eve.  Workers  are  coming  in  two  days  to  begin

clearing the rubble and knock down the rest of the house.” 

I blinked again, long and slow. “You bought me an  estate.” 

“Technically, it will be  our estate, but the house is yours. Build it to your

heart’s content. Everything you want, everything you need—build it.” 

The  cost  alone,  the  sheer  size  of  this  gift  had  to  be  beyond  astronomical. 

“Rhys.” 

He  paced  a  few  steps,  running  his  hands  through  his  blue-black  hair,  his

wings  tucked  in  tight.  “We  have  no  space  at  the  town  house.  You  and  I  can barely fit everything in the bedroom. And no one wants to be at the House of

Wind.”  He  again  gestured  to  the  magnificent  estate  around  us.  “So  build  a

house for us, Feyre. Dream as wildly as you want. It’s yours.” 

I didn’t have words for it. What cascaded through me. “It—the  cost—” 

“Don’t worry about the cost.” 

“But …” I gaped at the sleeping, tangled land, the ruined house. Pictured

what I might want there. My knees wobbled. “Rhys—it’s too much.” 

His face became deadly serious. “Not for you. Never for you.” He slid his

arms  around  my  waist,  kissing  my  temple.  “Build  a  house  with  a  painting

studio.”  He  kissed  my  other  temple.  “Build  a  house  with  an  office  for  you, 

and  one  for  me.  Build  a  house  with  a  bathtub  big  enough  for  two—and  for

wings.” Another kiss, this time to my cheek. “Build a house with rooms for

all our family.” He kissed my other cheek. “Build a house with a garden for

Elain,  a  training  ring  for  the  Illyrian  babies,  a  library  for  Amren,  and  an enormous  dressing  room  for  Mor.”  I  choked  on  a  laugh  at  that.  But  Rhys

silenced it with a kiss to my mouth, lingering and sweet. “Build a house with

a nursery, Feyre.” 

My heart tightened to the point of pain, and I kissed him back. Kissed him

again, and again, the property wide and clear around us. “I will,” I promised. 
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23

 Rhysand

The sex had destroyed me. 

Utterly ruined me. 

Any  lingering  scrap  of  my  soul  that  hadn’t  already  belonged  to  her  had

unconditionally surrendered last night. 

And seeing Feyre’s expression when I showed her the riverfront estate … I

held  the  memory  of  her  shining,  beautiful  face  close  to  me  as  I  knocked  on the cracked front doors of Tamlin’s manor. 

No answer. 

I waited a minute. Two. 

I  unspooled  a  thread  of  power  through  the  house,  sensing.  Half  dreading

what I might find. 

But there—in the kitchens. A level below. Alive. 

I saw myself in, my steps echoing on the splintered marble floors. I didn’t

bother  to  veil  them.  He  likely  sensed  my  arrival  the  moment  I’d  winnowed

onto his front step. 

It was a matter of a few minutes to reach the kitchen. 

I wasn’t entirely prepared for what I saw. 

A great elk lay dead on the long worktable in the center of the dark space, 

the arrow through its throat illumined by the watery light leaking through the

small windows. Blood pooled on the gray stone floor, its drip the only sound. 

The  only  sound  as  Tamlin  sat  in  a  chair  before  it.  Staring  at  the  felled

beast. 

“Your  dinner  is  leaking,”  I  told  him  by  way  of  greeting,  nodding  toward

the mess gathering on the floor. 

No reply. The High Lord of Spring didn’t so much as look up at me. 

 Your mate should have known better than to kick a downed male. 

Lucien’s  words  to  Feyre  yesterday  had  lingered.  Perhaps  it  was  why  I’d

left Feyre to explore the new paints Azriel had given her and winnowed here. 

I surveyed the mighty elk, its dark eyes open and glazed. A hunting knife

lay embedded in the wood beside its shaggy head. 

Still no words, not even a whisper of movement. Very well, then. 

“I spoke to Varian, Prince of Adriata,” I said, lingering on the other side of

the table, the rack of antlers like a briar of thorns between us. “I requested that

he  ask  Tarquin  to  dispatch  soldiers  to  your  border.”  I’d  done  it  last  night, pulling Varian aside during dinner. He’d readily agreed, swearing it would be

done. “They will arrive within a few days.” 

No reply. 

“Is that acceptable to you?” As part of the Seasonal Courts, Summer and

Spring had long been allies—until this war. 

Slowly, Tamlin’s head lifted, his unbound golden hair dull and matted. 

“Do you think she will forgive me?” The question was a rasp. As if he’d

been screaming. 

I knew whom he meant. And I didn’t know. I didn’t know if her wishing

him happiness was the same as forgiveness. If Feyre would ever want to offer

that to him. Forgiveness could be a gift to both, but what he’d done … “Do

you want her to?” 

His green eyes were empty. “Do I deserve it?” 

No. Never. 

He must have read it on my face, because he asked, “Do you forgive me—

for your mother and sister?” 

“I don’t recall ever hearing an apology.” 

As if an apology would ever right it. As if an apology would ever cover the

loss that still ate at me, the hole that remained where their bright, lovely lives

had once glowed. 

“I don’t think one will make a difference, anyway,” Tamlin said, staring at

the felled elk once more. “For either of you.” 

Broken. Utterly broken. 

 You  will  need  Tamlin  as  an  ally  before  the  dust  has  settled,  Lucien  had warned my mate. Perhaps that was why I’d come, too. 

I waved a hand, my magic slicing and sundering, and the elk’s coat slid to

the floor in a rasp of fur and slap of wet flesh. Another flicker of power, and

slabs  of  meat  had  been  carved  from  its  sides,  piled  next  to  the  dark  stove—

which soon kindled. 

“Eat, Tamlin,” I said. He didn’t so much as blink. 

It  was  not  forgiveness—it  was  not  kindness.  I  could  not,  would  not,  ever

forget what he’d done to those I loved most. 

But it was Solstice, or had been. And perhaps because Feyre had given me

a gift greater than any I could dream of, I said, “You can waste away and die

after we’ve sorted out this new world of ours.” 

A  pulse  of  my  power,  and  an  iron  skillet  slid  onto  the  now-hot  stove,  a steak of meat thumping into it with a sizzle. 

“Eat, Tamlin,” I repeated, and vanished on a dark wind. 
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 Morrigan

She’d lied to Feyre. 

Sort of. 

She  was going to the Winter Court. Just not as soon as she’d said. Viviane, 

at  least,  knew  when  to  truly  expect  her.  Although  they’d  been  exchanging

letters  for  months  now,  Mor  still  hadn’t  told  even  the  Lady  of  the  Winter

Court where she’d be between Solstice in Velaris and her visit to Viviane and

Kallias’s mountain home. 

She  didn’t  like  telling  people  about  this  place.  Had  never  mentioned  it  to

the others. 

And as Mor galloped over the snowy hills, her mare, Ellia, a solid, warm

weight beneath her, she remembered why. 

Early-morning mist hung between the bumps and hollows of the sprawling

estate. Her estate. Athelwood. 

She’d bought it three hundred years ago for the quiet. Had kept it for the

horses. 

Ellia took the hills with unfaltering grace, flowing fast as the west wind. 

Mor hadn’t been raised to ride. Not when winnowing was infinitely faster. 

But  with  winnowing,  it  never  felt  as  if  she  were  actually   traveling

anywhere. As if she were going, running, racing to the next place. She wished

it, and there she was. 

The  horses,  though  …  Mor  felt  every  inch  of  land  they  galloped  across. 

Felt the wind and smelled the hills and snow and could see the passing wall of

dense forest to her left. 

Alive. It was all alive, and her ever more so, when she rode. 

Athelwood  had  come  with  six  horses,  the  previous  owner  having  grown

bored with them. All of them rare and coveted breeds. They’d been worth as

much  as  the  sprawling  estate  and  three  hundred  pristine  acres  northwest  of

Velaris.  A  land  of  rolling  hills  and  burbling  streams,  of  ancient  forests  and crashing seas. 

She  did  not  like  being  alone  for  long  periods  of  time—couldn’t  stand  it. 

But a few days here and there were necessary, vital for her soul. And getting

out on Ellia was as rejuvenating as any day spent basking in the sun. 

She pulled Ellia to a halt atop one of the larger hills, letting the mare rest, 

even  as  Ellia  yanked  on  the  reins.  She’d  run  until  her  heart  gave  out—had

never  been  quite  as  docile  as  her  handlers  desired.  Mor  loved  her  all  the

greater for it. 

She had always been drawn to the untamed, wild things of the world. 

Horse and rider breathing hard, Mor surveyed her rolling grounds, the gray

sky.  Nestled  in  her  Illyrian  leathers  and  heated  from  the  ride,  she  was

comfortably warm. An afternoon reading by the crackling fire in Athelwood’s

extensive library followed by a hearty dinner and early bed would be bliss. 

How far away the continent seemed, Rhys’s request with it. To go, to play

spy  and  courtier  and  ambassador,  to  see  those  kingdoms  long  closed,  where

friends had once dwelled …  Yes, her blood called to her.  Go as far and wide

 as you can. Go on the wind. 

But to leave, to let Keir believe he had  made her go with his bargain with

Eris …

 Coward. Pathetic coward. 

She  shut  out  the  hissing  in  her  head,  running  a  hand  down  Ellia’s  snowy

mane. 

She  had  not  mentioned  it  these  past  few  days  in  Velaris.  Had  wanted  to

make this choice on her own, and had understood how the news might cast a

shadow over the merriment. 

She  knew  Azriel  would  say  no,  would  want  her  safe.  As  he  had  always

done. Cassian would have said yes, Amren with him, and Feyre would have

worried but agreed. Az would have been pissed, and withdrawn even further

into himself. 

She  hadn’t  wanted  to  take  his  joy  away  from  him.  Any  more  than  she

already did. 

But she’d have to tell them, regardless of what she decided, at some point. 

Ellia’s ears went flat against her head. 

Mor stiffened, following the mare’s line of sight. 

To the tangle of wood to their left, little more than a thatch of trees from

this distance. 

She rubbed Ellia’s neck. “Easy,” she breathed. “Easy.” 

Even in these woods, ancient terrors had been known to emerge. 

But  Mor  scented  nothing,  saw  nothing.  The  tendril  of  power  she  speared

toward  the  woods  revealed  only  the  usual  birds  and  small  beasts.  A  hart

drinking from a hole in an iced-over stream. 

Nothing, except—

There, between a snarl of thorns. A patch of darkness. 

It did not move, did not seem to do anything but linger. And watch. 

Familiar and yet foreign. 

Something in her power whispered not to touch it, not to go near it. Even

from this distance. 

Mor obeyed. 

But she still watched that darkness in the thorns, as if a shadow had fallen

asleep amongst them. 

Not like Azriel’s shadows, twining and whispering. 

Something different. 

Something that stared back, watching her in turn. 

Best  left  undisturbed.  Especially  with  the  promise  of  a  crackling  fire  and

glass of wine at home. 

“Let’s take the short route back,” she murmured to Ellia, patting her neck. 

The horse needed no further encouragement before launching into a gallop, 

turning them from the woods and its shadowy watcher. 

Over and between the hills they rode, until the woods were hidden in the

mists behind them. 

What else might she see, witness, in lands where none in the Night Court

had ventured for millennia? 

The  question  lingered  with  every  thunderous  step  from  Ellia  over  snow

and brook and hill. 

Its answer echoed off the rocks and trees and gray clouds overhead. 

 Go. Go. 
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25

 Feyre

Two days later, I stood in the doorway of Polina’s abandoned studio. 

Gone  were  the  boarded-up  windows,  the  drooping  cobwebs.  Only  open

space remained, clean and wide. 

I  was  still  gaping  when  Ressina  found  me,  halting  on  her  path  down  the

street, no doubt coming from her own studio. “Happy Solstice, my lady,” she

said, smiling brightly. 

I didn’t return the smile as I stared and stared at the open door. The space

beyond. 

Ressina laid a hand on my arm. “Is something wrong?” 

My fingers curled at my sides, wrapping around the brass key in my palm. 

“It’s mine,” I said quietly. 

Ressina’s smile began to grow again. “Is it, now?” 

“They—her family gave it to me.” 

It  had  happened  this  morning.  I’d  winnowed  to  Polina’s  family  farm, 

somehow surprising no one when I’d appeared. As if they’d been waiting. 

Ressina angled her head. “So why the face?” 

“They  gave  it  to  me.”  I  splayed  my  arms.  “I  tried  to  buy  it.  I  offered  her family money.” I shook my head, still reeling. I hadn’t even been back to the

town house. Hadn’t even told Rhys. I’d woken at dawn, Rhys already off to

meet with Az and Cassian at Devlon’s camp, and decided to hell with waiting. 

Putting  life off didn’t make a lick of sense. I knew what I wanted. There was

no reason to delay. “They handed me the deed, told me to sign my name to it, 

and gave me the key.” I rubbed my face. “They refused my money.” 

Ressina let out a long whistle. “I’m not surprised.” 

“Polina’s sister, though,” I said, my voice shaking as I pocketed the key in

my overcoat, “suggested I use the money for something else. That if I wanted

to give it away, I should donate it to the Brush and Chisel. Do you know what

that is?” 

I’d been too stunned to ask, to do anything other than nod and say I would. 

Ressina’s ochre eyes softened. “It’s a charity for artists in need of financial help—to  provide  them  and  their  families  with  money  for  food  or  rent  or

clothes. So they needn’t go hungry or want for anything while they create.” 

I couldn’t stop the tears that blurred my vision. Couldn’t stop myself from

remembering  those  years  in  that  cottage,  the  hollow  ache  of  hunger.  The

image of those three little containers of paint that I’d savored. 

“I  didn’t  know  it  existed,”  I  managed  to  whisper.  Even  with  all  the

committees that I volunteered to help, they had not mentioned it. 

I  didn’t  know  that  there  was  a  place,  a  world,  where  artists  might  be

valued. Taken care of. I’d never dreamed of such a thing. 

A warm, slender hand landed on my shoulder, gently squeezing. 

Ressina asked, “So what are you going to do with it? The studio.” 

I surveyed the empty space before me. Not empty— waiting. 

And  from  far  away,  as  if  it  was  carried  on  the  cold  wind,  I  heard  the

Suriel’s voice. 

 Feyre  Archeron,  a  request.  Leave  this  world  a  better  place  than  how  you

 found it. 

I  swallowed  down  my  tears,  and  brushed  a  stray  strand  of  my  hair  back

into  my  braid  before  I  turned  to  the  faerie.  “You  wouldn’t  be  looking  for  a wholly inexperienced business partner, would you?” 
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26

 Rhysand

The girls were in the training ring. 

Only  six  of  them,  and  none  looking  too  pleased,  but  they  were  there, 

cringing  their  way  through  Devlon’s  halfhearted  orders  on  how  to  handle  a

dagger. At least Devlon had given them something relatively simple to learn. 

Unlike  the  Illyrian  bows,  a  stack  of  them  lingering  by  the  girls’  chalk-lined ring. As if in a taunt. 

A  good  number  of  males  couldn’t  muster  the  strength  to  wield  those

mighty  bows.  I  could  still  feel  the  whip  of  the  string  against  my  cheek,  my wrist, my fingers during the years it had taken to master it. 

If  one  of  the  girls  decided  to  take  up  the  Illyrian  bow,  I’d  oversee  her

lessons myself. 

I lingered with Cassian and Azriel at the far end of the sparring rings, the

Windhaven camp glaringly bright with the fresh snow that had been dumped

by the storm. 

As  expected,  the  storm  had  finished  yesterday—two  days  after  Solstice. 

And as promised, Devlon had the girls in the ring. The youngest was around

twelve, the eldest sixteen. 

“I thought there were more,” Azriel muttered. 

“Some  left  with  their  families  for  Solstice,”  Cassian  said,  eyes  on  the

training,  hissing  every  now  and  then  when  one  of  the  girls  did  a  painfully

wrong maneuver that went uncorrected. “They won’t be back for a few more

days.” 

We’d shown him the lists Az had compiled of the possible troublemakers

in  these  camps.  Cassian  had  been  distant  ever  since.  More  malcontents  than

we’d  expected.  A  good  number  of  them  from  the  Ironcrest  camp,  notorious

rival of this clan, where Kallon, son of its lord, was taking pains to stir up as

much dissent as possible. All directed toward Cassian and myself. 

A  ballsy  move,  considering  Kallon  was  still  a  warrior-novice.  Not  even

due to take the Rite until this spring or the next. But he was as bad as his brute

of a father. Worse, Az claimed. 

 Accidents  happen  in  the  Rite,  I’d  only  suggested  when  Cass’s  face  had tightened with the news. 

 We won’t dishonor the Rite by tampering with it, was his only reply. 

 Accidents  happen  in  the  skies  all  the  time,  then,  Azriel  had  coolly

countered. 

 If the whelp wants to bust my balls, he can grow a pair himself and do it to

 my face, Cassian had growled, and that was that. 

I  knew  him  well  enough  to  leave  him  to  it—to  decide  how  and  when  to

deal with Kallon. 

“Despite the grumblings in the camps,” I said to Cassian, gesturing toward

the  training  rings.  The  males  kept  a  healthy  distance  from  where  the  few

females  trained,  as  if  frightened  of  catching  some  deadly  disease.  Pathetic. 

“This  is a good sign, Cass.” 

Azriel nodded his agreement, his shadows twining around him. Most of the

camp women had ducked into their homes when he’d appeared. 

A rare visit from the shadowsinger. Both myth and terror. Az looked just as

displeased to be here, but he’d come when I asked. 

It was healthy, perhaps, for Az to sometimes remember where he’d come

from.  He  still  wore  the  Illyrian  leathers.  Had  not  tried  to  get  the  tattoos removed.  Some  part  of  him  was  Illyrian  still.  Always  would  be.  Even  if  he

wished to forget it. 

Cassian  said  nothing  for  a  minute,  his  face  a  mask  of  stone.  He’d  been

distant even before we’d gathered around the table in my mother’s old house

to deliver the report this morning. Distant since Solstice. I’d bet decent money

on why. 

“It will be a good sign,” Cassian said at last, “when there are twenty girls

out there and they’ve shown up for a month straight.” 

Az snorted softly. “I’ll bet you—” 

“No bets,” Cassian said. “Not on this.” 

Az held Cassian’s stare for a moment, cobalt Siphons flickering, and then

nodded.  Understood.  This  mission  of  Cassian’s,  hatched  years  ago  and

perhaps  close  to  fruition  …  It  went  beyond  bets  for  him.  Went  down  to  a

wound that had never really healed. 

I slung my arm around Cassian’s shoulders. “Small steps, brother.” I threw

him a grin, knowing it didn’t meet my eyes. “Small steps.” 

For all of us. 

Our world might very well depend on it. 
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27

 Feyre

The city bells chimed eleven in the morning. 

A month later, Ressina and I stood near the front door, both of us in nearly

identical clothes: thick, long sweaters, warm leggings, and sturdy, shearling-

lined work boots. 

Boots that were already splattered with paint. 

In the weeks since Polina’s family had gifted me the studio, Ressina and I

had been here nearly every day. Readying the place. Figuring out our strategy. 

The lessons. 

“Any  minute  now,”  Ressina  murmured,  glancing  to  the  small  clock

mounted  on  the  bright  white  walls  of  the  studio.  That  had  been  an  endless debate: what color to paint the space? We’d wanted yellow, then decided that

it might not display the art well enough. Black and gray were too dreary for

the  atmosphere  we  wanted,  beige  could  also  clash  with  the  art  …  So  we’d

gone with white. The back room, at least, we’d painted brightly—a different

color on each wall. Green and pink and red and blue. 

But this front space … Empty. Save for the tapestry I’d hung on one wall, 

the black of the Void mesmerizing. And a reminder. As much of a reminder as

the  impossible  iridescence  of  Hope,  glittering  throughout.  To  work  through

loss, no matter how overwhelming. To create. 

And then there were the ten easels and stools set in a circle in the middle of

the gallery floor. 

Waiting. 

“Will they come?” I murmured to Ressina. 

The faerie shifted on her feet, the only sign of her worry. “They said they

would.” 

In  the  month  that  we’d  been  working  together,  she’d  become  a  good

friend. A dear friend. Ressina’s eye for design was impeccable, good enough

that I’d asked her to help me plan the river-house. That’s what I was calling it. 

Since  river-manor … No.  House it would be, even if it was the largest home

in this city. Not from any preening, but simply from practicality. From the size of our court, our family. A family that would perhaps keep growing. 

But that was later. For now …

A minute passed by. Then two. 

“Come on,” Ressina muttered. 

“Perhaps they had the wrong time?” 

But as I said it, they emerged. Ressina and I held our breath as the pack of

them rounded the corner, aiming for the studio. 

Ten children, High Fae and faerie, and some of their parents. 

Some of them—since others were no longer alive. 

I  kept  a  warm  smile  on  my  face,  even  as  my  heart  thundered  with  each

child  that  passed  through  our  door,  wary  and  unsure,  clustering  near  the

easels. My palms sweated as the parents gathered with them, their faces less

guarded, but still hesitant. Hesitant, yet hopeful. 

Not just for themselves, but the children they’d brought with them. 

We hadn’t advertised broadly. Ressina had reached out to some friends and

acquaintances,  and  requested  they  ask  around.  If  there  were  children  in  this

city who might need a place to express the horrors that had happened during

the  war.  If  there  were  children  who  might  not  be  able  to  talk  about  what

they’d  endured,  but  could  perhaps  paint  or  draw  or  sculpt  it.  Perhaps  they

wouldn’t do any of those things, but the act of creating  something … it could

be a balm to them. 

As it was for me. 

As  it  was  for  the  weaver,  and  Ressina,  and  so  many  of  the  artists  in  this city. 

Once word had gotten out, inquiries had poured in. Not just from parents

or guardians, but from potential instructors. Artists in the Rainbow who were

eager to help—to teach classes. 

I’d  instruct  one  a  day,  depending  on  what  was  required  of  me  as  High

Lady. Ressina would do another. And a rotating schedule of other teachers to

teach  the  third  and  fourth  classes  of  the  day.  Including  the  weaver,  Aranea, herself. 

Because the response from parents and family had been overwhelming. 

 How  soon  do  classes  start?   was  the  most  frequent  question.  The  close second being  How much does it cost? 

Nothing. Nothing, we told them. It was free. No child or family would ever

pay for classes here—or the supplies. 

The  room  filled,  and  Ressina  and  I  swapped  a  quick,  relieved  look.  A

nervous look, too. 

And when I faced the families gathered, the room open and sunny around

us, I smiled once more and began. 
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28

 Feyre

He was waiting for me an hour and a half later. 

As the last of the children flitted out, some laughing, some still solemn and

hollow-eyed,  he  held  the  door  open  for  them  and  their  families.  They  all

gawked,  bowing  their  heads,  and  Rhys  offered  them  a  wide,  easy  smile  in

return. 

I loved that smile. Loved that casual grace as he strode into the gallery, no

sign of his wings today, and surveyed the still-drying paintings. Surveyed the

paint splattered on my face and sweater and boots. “Rough day at the office?” 

I  pushed  back  a  strand  of  my  hair.  Knowing  it  was  likely  streaked  with

blue paint. Since my fingers were covered in it. “You should see Ressina.” 

Indeed,  she’d  gone  into  the  back  moments  ago  to  wash  off  a  face  full  of

red  paint.  Courtesy  of  one  of  the  children,  who’d  deemed  it  a  good  idea  to form a bubble of  all the paint to see what color it would turn, and then float it across the room. Where it collided with her face. 

Rhys laughed when I showed him down the bond. “Excellent use of their

budding powers, at least.” 

I grinned, surveying one of the paintings beside him. “That’s what I said. 

Ressina didn’t find it so funny.” 

Though she had. Smiling had been a little difficult, though, when so many

of the children had both visible and unseen scars. 

Rhys  and  I  studied  a  painting  by  a  young  faerie  whose  parents  had  been

killed  in  the  attack.  “We  didn’t  give  them  any  detailed  prompts,”  I  said  as Rhys’s  eyes  roved  around  the  painting.  “We  only  told  them  to  paint  a

memory. This is what she came up with.” 

It was hard to look at. The two figures in it. The red paint. The figures in

the sky, their vicious teeth and reaching claws. 

“They don’t take their paintings home?” 

“These  will  dry  first,  but  I  asked  her  if  she  wanted  me  to  keep  this

somewhere special. She said to throw it out.” 

Rhys’s eyes danced with worry. 

I said quietly, “I want to keep it. To put in my future office. So we don’t

forget.” 

What  had  happened,  what  we  were  working  for.  Exactly  why  Aranea’s

tapestry of the Night Court insignia hung on the wall here. 

He kissed my cheek in answer and moved to the next painting. He laughed. 

“Explain this one.” 

“This boy was  immensely disappointed in his Solstice presents. Especially

since it didn’t include a puppy. So his ‘memory’ is one he hopes to make in

the  future—of  him  and  his  ‘dog.’  With  his  parents  in  a  doghouse  instead, 

while he and the dog live in the proper house.” 

“Mother help his parents.” 

“He was the one who made the bubble.” 

He laughed again. “Mother help  you.” 

I nudged him, laughing now. “Walk me home for lunch?” 

He sketched a bow. “It would be my honor, lady.” 

I  rolled  my  eyes,  shouting  to  Ressina  that  I’d  be  back  in  an  hour.  She

called that I should take my time. The next class didn’t come until two. We’d

decided to both be at these initial classes, so the parents and guardians got to

know us. And the children as well. It would be two full weeks of this before

we got through the entire roster of classes. 

Rhys  helped  me  with  my  coat,  stealing  a  kiss  before  we  walked  out  into

the  sunny,  frigid  day.  The  Rainbow  bustled  around  us,  artists  and  shoppers

nodding and waving our way as we strode for the town house. 

I  linked  my  arm  through  his,  nestling  into  his  warmth.  “It’s  strange,”  I

murmured. 

Rhys angled his head. “What is?” 

I smiled. At him, at the Rainbow, at the city. “This feeling, this excitement

to wake up every day. To see you, and to work, and to just  be here.” 

Nearly a year ago, I’d told him the opposite. Wished for the opposite. His

face softened, as if he, too, remembered it. And understood. 

I went on, “I know there’s much to do. I know there are things we’ll have

to face. A few sooner than later.” Some of the stars in his eyes banked at that. 

“I  know  there’s  the  Illyrians,  and  the  human  queens,  and  the  humans

themselves, and all of it. But despite them …” I couldn’t finish. Couldn’t find

the right words. Or speak them without falling apart in public. 

So I leaned into him, into that unfailing strength, and said down the bond, 

 You  make  me  so  very  happy.  My  life   is  happy,  and  I  will  never  stop  being grateful that you are in it. 

I looked up to find him not at all ashamed to have tears slipping down his

cheeks  in  public.  I  brushed  a  few  away  before  the  chill  wind  could  freeze them, and Rhys whispered in my ear, “I will never stop being grateful to have

you  in  my  life,  either,  Feyre  darling.  And  no  matter  what  lies  ahead”—a

small, joyous smile at that—“we will face it together. Enjoy every moment of

it together.” 

I leaned into him again, his arm tightening around my shoulders. Around

the top of the arm inked with the tattoo we both bore, the promise between us. 

To never part, not until the end. 

And even after that. 

 I love you, I said down the bond. 

 What’s not to love? 

Before I could elbow him, Rhys kissed me again, breathless and swift.  To

 the stars who listen, Feyre. 

I brushed a hand over his cheek to wipe away the last of his tears, his skin

warm  and  soft,  and  we  turned  down  the  street  that  would  lead  us  home. 

Toward our future—and all that waited within it. 

 To the dreams that are answered, Rhys. 

 OceanofPDF.com

[image: Image 1681]

 OceanofPDF.com

 



The black water at her thrashing heels was freezing. 

Not  the  bite  of  winter  chill,  or  even  the  burn  of  solid  ice,  but  something colder. Deeper. 

It was the cold of the gaps between stars, the cold of a world before light. 

The cold of hell—true hell, she realized, as she bucked and kicked against

the strong hands trying to shove her into that Cauldron. 

True  hell,  because  that  was  Elain  lying  on  the  floor,  the  red-haired,  one-

eyed  Fae  male  hovering  over  her.  Because  those  were  pointed  ears  poking

through  the  sodden  gold-brown  hair,  and  that  was  an  immortal  glow  resting

upon Elain’s fair skin. 

True  hell,  worse  than  the  inky  depths  that  waited  mere  inches  from  her

toes. 

 Put her in, the hard-faced king ordered. 

And the sound of that voice, the male who had done this to Elain …

She knew that she was going into the Cauldron. Knew she would lose this

fight. 

Knew  no  one  was  coming  to  save  her,  not  sobbing  Feyre,  not  Feyre’s

gagged former lover,  not her devastated  new mate. Not  Cassian, broken and

bleeding on the floor, still trying to rise on trembling arms. 

The king—he had done this. To Elain. To Cassian. 

And to her. 

The icy water bit into the soles of her feet. 

It was a bite of venom, a bite of a death so permanent that every inch of

her roared in defiance. 

She was going in, but she would not go gently. She would not go bowed to

this Fae king. 

The water gripped her ankles with phantom hands, tugging her down. 

So she twisted, wrenching her arm free from the guard who held it. 

And so she pointed. 

One finger—at the king. 

 Down down down that water wanted to pull her. 

But Nesta Archeron still pointed at the King of Hybern. 

A death-promise. A target marked. 

Hands shoved her into the water’s awaiting claws. 

And Nesta Archeron laughed at the fear that crept into the king’s eyes. Just

before the water devoured her whole. 

 In the beginning

 And at the end

 There was Darkness

 And nothing more

She  did  not  feel  the  cold  as  she  sank  into  a  sea  of  blackness  that  had  no bottom, no horizon, no surface. 

But she felt the burning when it began. 

Immortality was not a serene youth. 

It was fire. 

It was molten ore poured into her veins, boiling up her human blood until

it was nothing but steam, forging her brittle bones into fresh steel. 

When  she  opened  her  mouth  to  scream,  when  the  pain  ripped  apart  her

very  self,  there  was  no  sound.  There  was  nothing  here,  in  this  place,  but

darkness and agony and power—

Not gently. 

She would not take this gently. 

She would not  let them do this. To her, to Elain. 

She would not bow, or yield, or grovel. 

They would pay. All of them. 

Starting with this  place, this  thing. 

Starting  now. 

She  tore  into  the  darkness  with  claws  and  talons  and  teeth.  Rent  and

cleaved and shredded. 

The dark eternity around her shuddered. Bucked. Thrashed. 

She  laughed  as  it  tried  to  recoil.  Laughed  around  the  mouthful  of  raw

power  she  ripped  from  the  inky  black  around  her  and  swallowed  whole; 

laughed at the fistfuls of eternity she shoved into her heart, her veins. 

The Cauldron struggled like a bird under a cat’s paw. She refused to relent

her grip. 

Everything  it  had  stolen  from  her,  from  Elain,  she  would  take  from  it. 

From Hybern. 

So she did. 

Down into black eternity, Nesta and the Cauldron twined and fell, burning

through the darkness like a newborn star. 
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Cassian  raised  his  fist  to  the  green-painted  door  in  the  dim  hallway—and

hesitated. 

He’d cut down more enemies than he could count or remember, had stood

knee-deep in gore on a killing field and kept swinging, had made choices that

cost  him  the  lives  of  good  warriors,  had  been  a  general  and  a  grunt  and  an assassin, and yet here he was, lowering his fist. Balking. 

The building on the north side of the Sidra was in need of new paint. And

new floors, if the creaking boards beneath his boots had been any indication

as he’d climbed the two flights. But at least it was clean. It was still grim by

Velaris  standards,  but  when  the  city  itself  had  no  slums,  that  wasn’t  saying much. He’d seen and stayed in far worse. 

But it didn’t quite explain  why she was staying here. Had insisted she live

here,  when  the  town  house  was  sitting  empty  thanks  to  the  river  estate’s

completion. He could understand why she wouldn’t bother taking up rooms in

the  House  of  Wind—it  was  too  far  from  the  city,  and  she  couldn’t  fly  or

winnow  in.  But  Feyre  and  Rhys  gave  her  a  salary.  The  same,  generous  one

they gave him, and every member of their circle. So Cassian knew she could

afford far, far better. 

He frowned at the peeling paint on the green door before him. No sounds

trickled  through  the  sizable  gap  between  the  door  and  floor;  no  fresh  scents lingered  in  the  hallway.  Maybe  he’d  get  lucky  and  she’d  be  out.  Maybe  she

was still sleeping under the bar of whatever pleasure hall she’d frequented last

night.  Though  maybe  that’d  be  worse,  since  he’d  have  to  track  her  down

there, too. And a public scene …

He lifted his fist again, the red of his Siphon flickering in the ancient balls

of faelight tucked into the ceiling. 

 Coward. Grow some damned balls and do your job. 

Cassian knocked. 

Once. Twice. 

Silence. 

Cassian almost sighed. Thank the Mother—

Clipped, precise footsteps thudded toward the other side of the door. Each

more pissed off than the last. 

He tucked his wings in tight, squaring his shoulders as he braced his feet

slightly farther apart. 

She had  four locks on her door, and the snap as she unlatched each of them

might as well have been the beating of a war-drum. He ran through the list of

things he was to say,  how Feyre had suggested he say them, but—

The door yanked open, the knob twisting so hard Cassian wondered if she

was imagining it was his neck. 

Nesta Archeron was already frowning. 

But there she was. And she looked like hell. 

“What do you want?” She didn’t open the door wider than a hand’s length. 

When the hell had he last seen her? The end-of-summer party on that barge

in the Sidra last month? She hadn’t looked this bad. Though a night trying to

drown oneself in alcohol never left anyone looking particularly good the next

morning. Especially when it was—

“It’s  seven  in  the  morning,”  she  hissed,  looking  him  over  with  that  gray-

blue stare that was usually kindling to his temper. “Come back later.” 

Indeed, she was in a male’s shirt. That definitely didn’t belong to her. 

He  braced  a  hand  on  the  threshold  and  gave  her  a  lazy  grin  he  knew

brought out the best in her. “Rough night?” 

 Rough  year,  he  almost  said.  Because  that  beautiful  face  was  indeed  still pale, thinner than it’d been before the war, her lips bloodless, and those eyes

… Cold and sharp, like a winter morning. No joy, no laughter, in any plane of

her exquisite face. 

“Come  back  in  the  afternoon,”  she  said,  making  to  slam  the  door  on  his

hand. 

Cassian shoved out a foot before she could break his fingers. Her nostrils

flared slightly. 

“Feyre wants you at the house.” 

“Which  one,”  Nesta  said  flatly,  frowning  at  the  foot  he’d  wedged  there. 

“She has three, after all.” 

He  bit  back  the  retort  and  the  questions.  This  wasn’t  the  selected

battlefield, and he wasn’t her opponent. No, his job was just to  get her to the

assigned spot. And then pray that the lovely riverfront home Feyre and Rhys

had just moved into wouldn’t be reduced to rubble. 

“She’s at the new one.” 

“Why didn’t she come get me herself?” He knew that suspicious gleam in

her eyes, the slight stiffening in her back. It had his own instincts surging to

meet them, to push and push and see what might happen. 

“Because she is High Lady of the Night Court, and she’s busy running the

territory.” 

Fine. Maybe they’d have a skirmish right here, right now. 

A nice prelude to the battle ahead. 

Nesta  angled  her  head,  golden-brown  hair  sliding  over  her  too-thin

shoulder. On anyone else, the movement would have been contemplative. On

her, it was a predator sizing up prey. 

“And my sister,” she said in that flat voice that refused to yield any sign of

emotion, “deemed that meeting her  right now was necessary?” 

“She knew you’d likely need to clean yourself up, and wanted you to get a

head start. You’re expected at eleven.” 

He waited for the explosion as she took in the words, did the math. 

Her  pupils  flared.  “Do  I   look  like  I  need   four  hours  to  become presentable?” 

He took the invitation to survey her: long, bare legs, an elegant sweep of

hips, tapered waist—again, too damn thin—and full, inviting breasts that were

so at odds with the sharp angles of her bones. On any other female, he might

have  called  the  combination  mouthwatering.  Might  have  begun  courting  her

from the moment he’d met her. 

But  from  the  moment  he’d  met  Nesta,  the  cold  fire  in  her  blue-gray  eyes

had been a temptation of a different sort. And now that she was High Fae, that

inherent dominance, the aggression—and that piss-poor attitude … There was

a reason he avoided her as much as possible. Even after the war, things were

still  too  volatile,  both  within  the  Night  Court’s  borders  and  in  the  world

beyond.  And  the  female  before  him  had  always  made  him  feel  like  he  was

standing in quicksand. 

Cassian said at last, “You look like you could use a few big meals, a bath, 

and some real clothes.” 

She rolled her eyes, but fingered the shirt she wore. 

Cassian  added,  “Eleven  o’clock.  Kick  the  sorry  prick  out  of  here,  get

washed, and I’ll bring you breakfast myself.” 

Her brows rose slightly. 

He  gave  her  a  half-smile.  “You  think  I  can’t  hear  that  male  in  your

bedroom, trying to quietly put on his clothes and sneak out the window?” 

As if in answer, a muffled thud came from the bedroom. Nesta hissed. 

Cassian  said,  “I’ll  be  back  in  an  hour  to  see  how  things  are  proceeding.” 

He put enough bite behind the words that his soldiers would know not to push

him, that he wore seven Siphons for a damned good reason. But Nesta did not

fly in his legions, did not train under his command, and certainly did not seem
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to bother to remember that he was five hundred years old and—

“Don’t bother. I’ll be there on time.” 

He  pushed  off  the  door,  wings  flaring  slightly  as  he  retreated  a  few  steps

and  grinned  in  that  way  he  knew  made  her  see  red.  “That’s  not  what  I  was

asked to do. I’m to see you from door to door.” 

Her face indeed tightened. “Go perch on a chimney.” 

He sketched a bow, not daring to take his eyes off her. She’d emerged from

that  Cauldron  with  gifts.  Considerable,  dark  gifts.  And  though  she  had  not

used  them,  or  explained  to  even  Feyre  and  Amren  what  they  were,  or  even

shown a hint of them in the year since the war … he knew better than to make

himself  vulnerable  to  another  predator.  “Do  you  want  your  tea  with  milk  or

lemon?” 

She slammed the door in his face. 

Then locked each of those four locks. Slowly. Loudly. 

Whistling  to  himself,  wondering  if  that  poor  bastard  inside  the  apartment

would  indeed  flee  out  the  window—mostly  to  escape   her—Cassian  strode

down the dim hallway, and went to find some food. 

He’d need it today, too—especially once Nesta learned precisely why her

sister had summoned her. 

Nesta Archeron didn’t know the male’s name. 

She  ransacked  her  wine-soaked  memory  as  she  strode  for  the  bedroom, 

dodging  columns  of  books  and  piles  of  clothing,  recalling  heated  glances  at

the tavern, the initial wet, hot meeting of their mouths, the sweat coating her

as she rode him until pleasure and drink sent her into oblivion, but … not the

name. 

The  male  was  already  at  the  window,  Cassian  no  doubt  lurking  on  the

street  below  to  witness  this  spectacularly  pathetic  exit,  when  Nesta  reached

the dim, cramped bedroom. The sheets on the brass poster bed were rumpled, 

half-spilled  on  the  creaky  wood  floor,  and  the  cracked  window  was  already

open as the male turned to her. 

Handsome, in the way most Fae males were handsome. A bit thinner than

she liked them—practically a boy compared to the towering  mass  of  muscle

that had just lurked outside her door. He winced as she padded in, and gave a

pointed look to her shirt. “I … That’s …” 

Nesta reached over her head and tugged off his shirt, leaving nothing but

bare skin in its wake. His eyes widened, but the scent of his fear remained—

not at her, but at who he’d heard at the front door. As he remembered who  she

was,  both  in  the  court,  and  to  Cassian.  She  chucked  his  white  shirt  to  him. 

“You can use the front door now.” 

He swallowed, slinging the shirt over his head. “I—is he still—” His gaze

kept snagging on her breasts, peaked against the chill morning, her bare skin. 

The apex of her thighs. 

“Good-bye,” was all Nesta said, striding for the rusty and leaky bathroom

attached to her bedroom. At least the place had hot running water. 

Sometimes. 

Feyre and the others had tried to convince her to move more times than she

could count. Each time, she’d ignored it. 

Elain was happily ensconced in the new riverfront estate, and had spent the

spring and summer planning and nurturing its spectacular gardens—all while

avoiding  her  mate—but  Nesta  …  She  was  immortal,  she  was  beautiful,  and

she  had  no  intention  of  beginning  an  eternity  of  working  for  these  people

anytime soon. Before she’d gotten to enjoy all that the Fae had to offer. 

She had no doubt Feyre planned a scolding at their little  meeting today. 

After all, Nesta had signed the outrageous tab at the pleasure hall last night

to  her  sister’s  account.  But  neither  Feyre  nor  her  mate  would  do  anything

about it beyond idle threats. 

Nesta snorted, twisting the ancient faucet in the bath. It groaned, the metal

icy to the touch, and water sputtered—then sprayed into the cracked, stained

tub. 

This  was  her  place.  No  servants,  no  eyes  monitoring  and  judging  every

move,  no  company  unless  …  Unless  busybody,  puffed-up  warriors  made  it

their business to stop by. 

It  took  five  minutes  for  the  water  to  actually  heat  enough  to  fill  the  tub. 

That she would even get into it was the biggest accomplishment she’d made

in the past year. It had begun with willing herself,  forcing herself to put in her feet. Then, each time, going a little further. Until she’d been able to stomach

sitting  fully  submerged  in  the  tub  without  her  heart  thundering.  It  had  taken her months to get that far. 

Today, at least, she slid into the hot water with little hesitation. By the time

she’d  finished  washing  away  the  sweat  and  other  remnants  of  last  night,  a

glance in the bedroom revealed the male had indeed taken the window out. 

The  sex  hadn’t  been  bad.  She’d  had  better,  but  also  had  much  worse. 

Immortality still wasn’t enough to teach some males the art of the bedroom. 

So she’d taught herself. Starting with the first male she’d taken here, who

had  no  idea  that  her  maidenhead  was  intact  until  he’d  spied  the  speckled

blood on the sheets. His face had gone white with terror—pure, ghastly white. 

Not for fear of Feyre and Rhysand’s wrath. 

But the wrath of that insufferable Illyrian brute. 

Everyone  somehow  knew  what  had  happened  during  the  war;  that  final battle with Hybern. 

That  Cassian  had  nearly  bled  out  defending  her  against  the  King  of

Hybern, that she’d chosen to shield him with her body in those last moments. 

They had never spoken of it. 

She still barely spoke to anyone about anything, let alone the war. 

Yet as far as anyone was now concerned, the events of that last battle had

bound them. Her and Cassian. No matter that she could scarcely stand to be

around him. No matter that she had once, long ago, in a mortal body and in a

house that no longer existed, let him kiss her throat. Being near him made her

want to shatter things. 

As her power sometimes did, unbidden. Secretly. 

Nesta  surveyed  the  ramshackle,  dark  apartment,  the  sagging  and  filthy

furniture that had come with it, the clothes and dishes she left untended. 

Rhysand had offered her jobs. Positions. 

She didn’t want them. 

They were pity offerings, some attempt to get her to be a part of their life, 

to  be  gainfully  occupied.  Done  not  because  Rhysand  particularly  liked  her, 

but because he loved Feyre that much. No, the High Lord had never liked her

—and their conversations were coldly civil at best. 

So  any  offering,  she  knew,  was  made  to  appease  his  mate.  Not  because

Nesta was truly needed for it. Truly … wanted. 

Better  to  spend  her  time  the  way  she  wished  to.  They  kept  paying  for  it, 

after all. 

The knock on the door rattled the entire apartment. 

She glared toward the front room, debating pretending she’d left, but … he

could hear her, smell her. 

And if Cassian broke down the door, which he was likely to do, she’d just

have the headache of explaining it to her stingy landlord. 

So she freed all four locks. 

Locking  them  each  night  was  part  of  the  ritual.  Even  when  the  nameless

male had been here, even with the wine, she’d remembered to lock them all. 

Some muscle memory  buried deep. She’d  installed them that  first day she’d

arrived months and months ago, and had locked them every night since. 

Nesta yanked open the door enough to spy Cassian’s cocky grin and left it

ajar as she stormed back inside for her shoes. 

He took the unspoken invitation and walked in, a mug of tea in his hand—

the cup no doubt borrowed from the shop at the corner. Or outright given to

him, considering how people tended to worship the ground his muddy boots

walked on. 

He surveyed the squalor and let out a low whistle. “You do know that you could hire a maid, don’t you?” 

She scanned the small living area for her shoes—a sagging couch, a soot-

stained  hearth,  a  moth-eaten  armchair—then  the  cracked  and  ancient

kitchenette,  then  traced  her  steps  into  her  bedroom.  Where  had  she  kicked

them last night? 

“Some fresh air would be a good start,” he added from the other room, the

window  groaning  as  he  no  doubt  cracked  it  open  to  let  in  the  early-autumn

breeze. 

She  found  her  shoes  in  opposite  corners  of  the  bedroom.  One  reeked  of

spilled wine and ale. 

Nesta perched on the edge of her bed, sliding on her shoes, tugging at the

laces. She didn’t bother to look up as Cassian’s steady steps approached, then

halted at the threshold. 

He sniffed once. Loudly. 

It said enough. 

“I’d  hoped  you  at  least  changed  the  sheets  between  visitors,  but  …

apparently that doesn’t bother you, either.” 

She  tied  the  lace  on  the  first  shoe  and  looked  up  at  him  beneath  lowered

brows. “Again, what business is it of yours?” 

He  shrugged,  though  the  tightness  on  his  face  didn’t  reflect  it.  “If  I  can

smell a few different males in here, then surely your … companions can, too.” 

“Hasn’t  stopped  them  yet.”  She  tied  the  other  shoe,  Cassian’s  hazel  eyes

tracking the movement. 

“Your tea is getting cold,” he said through his teeth. 

She  ignored  him  and  rose  to  her  feet,  searching  the  bedroom  again.  Her

coat …

“Your  coat  is  on  the  floor  by  the  front  door,”  he  said  sharply.  “And  it’s

going to be brisk out, so bring a scarf.” 

She  ignored  that,  too,  but  strode  past  him,  careful  to  avoid  touching  him, 

and found her dark blue overcoat exactly where he’d said it was. Only a few

days  ago  had  summer  begun  to  yield  to  fall,  drastically  enough  that  she’d

needed to pull out her warmer attire. 

Nesta yanked open the front door, pointing for him to go. 

Cassian held her gaze as he strode for her, then reached out an arm—

And  plucked  the  cerulean-and-cream  scarf  Elain  had  given  her  for  her

birthday this spring off the brass hook on the wall. He gripped it in his fist as

he stalked out, the scarf dangling like a strangled snake. 

Something was eating at him. Usually, Cassian held out a bit longer before

yielding to his temper. Perhaps it had to do with whatever Feyre wanted to tell
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her up at the house. 

Her gut twisted a bit as she strode into the hall and set each lock, including

the magical one Feyre had insisted Rhys install, linked to her blood and will. 

She wasn’t stupid—she knew there had been unrest, both in Prythian and

on  the  continent,  since  the  war  had  ended.  Knew  some  Fae  territories  were

pushing  their  new  limits  on  what  they  could  get  away  with  in  terms  of

territory claims and how they treated humans. 

But if some new threat had arisen …

Nesta shoved out the thought. She’d think about it when the time came.  If

the time came. No use wasting her energy on a phantom fear. 

The four locks seemed to laugh at her before she silently followed Cassian

out of the building, and into the bustling city beyond. 

The  riverfront  house  was  more  of  an  estate,  and  so  new  and  clean  and

beautiful that Nesta realized that she was wearing two-day-old clothes, hadn’t

washed her hair, and her shoes were indeed covered in stale wine precisely as

she  strode  through  the  towering  marble  archway  and  into  the  shining  white-

and-sand-colored front hall. 

A sweeping staircase bisected the enormous space, either side of it shaped

like  a  pair  of  spread  wings,  and  a  chandelier  of  hand-blown  Velaris  glass

fashioned after a cluster of shooting stars drooped from the carved ceiling to

meet  it.  The  faelights  in  each  golden  orb  cast  shimmering  reflections  on  the polished  white  marble  floors,  interrupted  only  by  potted  plants,  wood

furniture   also  made  in  Velaris,  and  art-art-art.  Plush  blue  rugs  broke  up  the perfect  floors,  a  long  runner  leading  down  the  cavernous  hallway  on  either

side of the entry, and one flowing straight beneath the stairs—to the sloping

lawn and gleaming river beyond. 

Trailing  Cassian,  Nesta  headed  to  the  left—toward  the  formal  rooms  for

 business, Feyre had told her, during that first and only tour two months ago. 

She’d been half-drunk at the time, and had hated every second of it, every

perfect, happy room. 

Most  males  bought  their  wives  and  mates  jewelry  for  an  outrageous

Solstice present. 

Rhys had bought Feyre a palace. 

No—he’d purchased the war-decimated property, and then given his mate

free rein to design the residence of  both their dreams. 

And somehow, Nesta thought as she silently followed an unnaturally quiet

Cassian  down  the  hall  toward  one  of  the  studies  whose  doors  were  already

open,  Feyre  and  Rhys   had  managed  to  make  this  place  seem  cozy, 

welcoming. A behemoth of a building, but a  home, somehow. 

Even  the  formal  furniture,  while  beautiful,  seemed  designed  for  comfort

and lounging, for long conversations over good food. Every piece of art had

been picked by Feyre herself, or painted by her, so many of them portraits and

depictions of  them—her friends, her new family. 

There was not one of her, naturally. 

Even their gods-damned father had a picture in here, with him and Elain, 

smiling and happy, as they’d been before the world went to shit. 

But during that tour, Nesta had noted the lack of herself here. Said nothing, 

of course, but it was a pointed absence. 

It was enough to set her teeth on edge as Cassian slipped inside the study

and said to whoever was inside, “She’s here.” 

Nesta  braced  herself  for  whatever  waited  within,  but  Feyre  merely

chuckled and said, “You’re five minutes early. I’m impressed.” 

“Seems  like  a  good  omen  for  gambling.  We  should  head  to  Rita’s,” 

Cassian drawled just as Nesta stepped into the wood-paneled room. 

The study opened into a garden courtyard, the space warm and merry and

rich,  and  Nesta  might  have  admitted  that  she  liked  the  floor-to-ceiling  oak

bookshelves,  the  plush  green-velvet  furniture  before  the  pale  marble  hearth, 

had she not seen who was sitting inside. 

Feyre  perched  on  the  couch,  clad  in  a  heavy  cream  sweater  and  dark

leggings. 

Rhys,  clad  in  his  usual  black,  leaned  against  the  marble  mantel,  arms

crossed. 

And  Amren,  in  her  usual  gray—cross-legged  in  the  Illyrian  armchair  by

the  roaring  hearth,  those  uptilted  silver  eyes  sweeping  over  Nesta  with

distaste. So much had changed between her and the small lady, perhaps more

than any other relationship. 

Nesta  didn’t  let  herself  think  about  that  argument  at  the  end-of-summer

party on the river barge. Or the silence between her and Amren since then. 

Feyre, at least, smiled. “I heard you had quite the night.” 

Nesta merely glanced  between where Cassian  took a seat  in the armchair

across  from  Amren,  the  empty  spot  on  the  couch  beside  Feyre,  and  where

Rhys stood by the hearth. 

In far more formal clothes than he usually wore. 

The High Lord’s clothes. 

Even if the High Lady of the Night Court was in attire fit for lounging on

the sunny autumn day around them. 

Nesta  kept  her  spine  straight,  her  chin  high,  hating  that  they  all  stared  at her  as  she  sat  on  the  couch  beside  her  sister.  Hating  that  Rhys  and  Amren

undoubtedly noted the filthy shoes, scented her old clothes, and probably still smelled that male on her. 

“You look horrible,” Amren said. 

Nesta wasn’t stupid enough to glare. 

So she simply ignored her. 

“Though it’s hard to look good,” Amren went on, “when you’re out until

the darkest hours of the night, drinking yourself stupid and fucking anything

that comes your way.” 

Feyre  whipped  her  head  to  the  High  Lord’s  Second.  But  Rhysand  looked

inclined to agree with Amren. 

Cassian, at least, kept his mouth shut, and before Feyre could say anything

to confirm or deny it, Nesta beat them to it and said, “I wasn’t aware that my

physical looks were under your jurisdiction.” 

Cassian loosed a breath that sounded like a warning. 

Amren’s  silver  eyes  glowed,  a  small  remnant  of  the  terrible  power  she’d

once  wielded.  “They  are  when  you  spend  that  many  of  our  gold  marks  on

wine and garbage.” 

Perhaps she had pushed them too far with last night’s tab. Interesting. 

Nesta  looked  to  Feyre,  who  was  wincing  on  the  other  end  of  the  couch. 

“So you made me come to  you for a scolding?” 

Feyre’s eyes—the eyes they both shared—seemed to soften slightly. “No. 

It’s not a scolding.” She cut a sharp glance at Rhys, still icily silent against the

mantel,  and  then  to  Amren,  seething  in  her  chair.  “Think  of  this  as  a  …

discussion.” 

“I  don’t  see  how  my  life  is  any  of  your  concern,  or  up  for  any  sort  of

 discussion,” Nesta bit out, and shot to her feet. 

“Sit down,” Rhys snarled. 

And the raw command in that voice, the utter dominance and power …

Nesta  froze,  fighting  it,  hating  that  Fae  part  of  her  that  bowed  to  such

things. Cassian leaned forward in his chair, as if he’d leap between them. 

But Nesta held Rhysand’s lethal gaze. Threw every ounce of defiance she

could into it, even as his order held her still. Made her knees  want to bend, to sit. 

Rhys said too quietly, “You are going to sit. You are going to listen.” 

She  let  out  a  low  laugh.  “You’re  not  my  High  Lord.  You  don’t  give  me

orders.” 

But she knew how powerful he was. Had seen it, felt it. Still trembled to be

near him. The most powerful High Lord in history. 

Rhys scented that fear. She knew it from the second one side of his mouth

curled up in a cruel smile. 

“That’s enough,” Feyre said, more to Rhys than her. Then indeed snapped at her mate, “I told you to keep out of it.” 

He dragged those star-flecked eyes to Feyre, and it was all Nesta could do

to keep from collapsing onto the couch as her knees gave out. 

Feyre angled her head at her mate, nostrils flaring. “You can either  leave,” 

she hissed at him, “or you can stay and keep your mouth shut.” 

Rhys just crossed his arms. But said nothing. 

“You too,” Feyre spat in Amren’s direction. 

The little female harrumphed and nestled back in her chair. 

Nesta didn’t bother to look pleasant as Feyre twisted to face her. Her sister

swallowed.  “We  need  to  make  some  changes,  Nesta,”  Feyre  said  hoarsely. 

“You do—and  we do.” 

They were kicking her out. Throwing her into the wild, perhaps to go back

to the human lands—

“I’ll  take  the  blame,”  Feyre  went  on,  “for  things  getting  this  far,  and

getting this bad. After the war, with everything else that was going on, it …

you …  I should have been there to help you, but I wasn’t, and I am ready to

admit that this is partially my fault.” 

“That  what is your fault,” Nesta demanded. 

“You,” Cassian said from the armchair to her left. “This bullshit behavior.” 

Her spine locked up, fire boiled in her veins at the insult, the  arrogance—

“I understand how you’re feeling,” Feyre cut in. 

“You know  nothing about how I’m feeling,” Nesta snapped. 

“It’s time for some changes.” Feyre plowed ahead. “Starting  now.” 

“Keep your self-righteous do-gooder nonsense out of my life.” 

“You don’t have a life,” Feyre retorted. “You have quite the opposite. And

I’m not going to sit by and watch you destroy yourself for another moment.” 

“Oh?” 

Rhys tensed at the sneer, but said nothing, as he’d promised. 

“I want you out of Velaris,” Feyre breathed, her voice shaking. 

Nesta tried—tried and failed—not to feel the blow, the sting of the words. 

Though she didn’t know why she was surprised by it. 

There  were  no  paintings  of  her  in  this  house,  they  did  not  invite  her  to

parties or dinners anymore, they certainly didn’t visit—

“And  where,”  Nesta  asked,  her  voice  mercifully  icy,  “am  I  supposed  to

go?” 

Feyre only looked to Cassian. 

And  for  once,  the  Illyrian  warrior  wasn’t  grinning  as  he  said,  “You’re

coming with me to the Illyrian Mountains.” 

 OceanofPDF.com

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

In the course of writing this tale, I wound up going through two of the biggest

events  of  my  life.  This  past  summer,  I  was  about  a  third  of  the  way  into

drafting  A Court of Frost and Starlight when I got the worst sort of phone call

from  my  mom:  my  father  had  suffered  a  massive  heart  attack,  and  it  was

unlikely  that  he  would  survive.  What  happened  next  was  nothing  short  of  a

miracle, and the fact that my dad is alive today to see this book come out fills

me with more joy than I can express. 

The  incredible  ICU  team  at  the  University  of  Vermont  in  Burlington  will

forever  have  my  deepest  gratitude.  Not  only  for  saving  my  father’s  life,  but also for the unparalleled care and compassion that he (and my entire family)

received during the two weeks we spent camped out in the hospital. The ICU

nurses  will  always  be  my  heroes—your  tireless  hard  work,  unfailing

positivity,  and  remarkable  intelligence  are  the  stuff  of  legends.  You  offered

my family a ray of hope during the darkest days of our lives, and never once

made  us  feel  the  tremendous  weight  of  the  odds  stacked  against  us.  Thank

you,  thank  you,  thank  you  for  all  that  you  do  and  have  done,  both  for  my

family and for countless others. 

I  managed  to  finish  writing   A  Court  of  Frost  and  Starlight  after  that (thanks  to  a  few  healing  weeks  spent  up  in  beautiful  Maine),  but  it  wasn’t

until early autumn that the second life-changing thing happened: I found out

that I was pregnant. To go from a summer that ranks among the worst days of

my life to that sort of joy was such an enormous blessing, and though this tale
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FEYRE

La prima neve dell’inverno stava sferzando Velaris già da un’ora. 

La settimana precedente il terreno si era finalmente ghiacciato e, quando finii di divora-re la mia colazione a base di pane tostato e pancetta e di mandarla giù con un’inebriante tazza di tè, i ciottoli chiari erano coperti da una polvere bianca e fine. 

Non avevo idea di dove fosse Rhys. Non era a letto quando mi ero svegliata, e il mate-

rasso dalla sua parte era già freddo. Niente di insolito, visto che in quei giorni eravamo tutti e due impegnati fino allo sfinimento. 

Seduta al lungo tavolo di ciliegio nella casa di città, guardavo accigliata la neve che turbinava oltre le finestre di vetro piombato. 

Un tempo avevo temuto la prima neve, avevo vissuto nel terrore degli inverni lunghi e 

brutali. 

Ma, quel giorno di quasi due anni prima, era stato proprio un inverno lungo e brutale 

a spingermi nelle profondità del bosco. Un inverno lungo e brutale che mi aveva portata 

a una disperazione tale da farmi uccidere un lupo, e l’uccisione del lupo alla fine mi aveva condotta lì: a quella vita, a quella... felicità. 

Scendeva la neve; grossi agglomerati cadevano sull’erba secca del minuscolo prato da-

vanti a casa e coprivano le punte e gli archi della recinzione decorativa. 

Nel profondo di me, un potere sfavillante e frizzante si agitava e si sollevava con il tur-binio di ogni fiocco. Ero la Signora Suprema della Corte della Notte, sì, ma ero anche stata benedetta dai doni di tutte le corti. Ormai mi sembrava che l’inverno volesse giocare. 
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Finalmente abbastanza sveglia da non dire cose senza senso, abbassai lo scudo nero – duro come il diamante – che mi proteggeva la mente e proiettai un pensiero lungo il ponte che univa la mia anima e quella di Rhys. “Dove sei volato, così presto?” 

La mia domanda svanì nell’oscurità. Una conferma del fatto che Rhys non era nelle vi-

cinanze di Velaris. Probabilmente non era nemmeno entro i confini della Corte della Not-

te. Anche quello non era insolito: in quei mesi aveva fatto visita ai nostri alleati di guerra per consolidare i nostri rapporti, organizzare il commercio e tenere sotto controllo le loro intenzioni nel nuovo mondo senza muro. Spesso, quando il lavoro me lo permette-va, andavo con lui. 

Raccolsi il piatto, scolai il tè fino all’ultima goccia e mi avviai verso la cucina. Giocare con il ghiaccio e la neve poteva attendere. 

Nuala stava già preparando il pranzo al tavolo da lavoro. Non c’era traccia della sua gemella, Cerridwen, ma la allontanai con un gesto della mano quando fece per prendere le 

mie stoviglie. «Posso lavarle io» dissi a mo’ di saluto. 

Immersa fino ai gomiti in una sorta di pasticcio di carne, il mezzo spettro mi rivolse un sorriso grato e mi lasciò fare. Era una donna di poche parole, anche se nessuna delle due gemelle si poteva definire timida. Certamente non quando lavoravano – spiavano – sia 

per Rhys sia per Azriel. 

«Sta ancora nevicando» osservai un po’ inutilmente, guardando il giardino dalla fine-

stra della cucina mentre sciacquavo il piatto, la forchetta e la tazza. Elain aveva già preparato il giardino per l’inverno, coprendo con sacchi di tela i cespugli e le aiuole più delicati. «Chissà se smetterà mai.»

Nuala posò la sfoglia con un disegno a griglia sopra il pasticcio di carne e iniziò a pizzi-care i bordi per unirli; le sue dita d’ombra lavoravano rapidamente e con destrezza. «Sarà bello avere un Solstizio bianco» disse, con voce cadenzata ma bassa. Piena di sussurri e di ombre. «Certi anni può esserci un clima abbastanza mite.»

Giusto. Il Solstizio d’inverno. Una settimana dopo. Il mio titolo di Signora Suprema era ancora così recente che non avevo idea di quale sarebbe stato il mio ruolo formale. Non 

sapevo se ci sarebbe stata una Somma Sacerdotessa che avrebbe condotto qualche odiosa 

cerimonia, come aveva fatto Ianthe l’anno prima... 

Un anno. Per gli dèi, era passato quasi un anno da quando Rhys aveva preteso il rispet-

to del nostro patto perché voleva disperatamente allontanarmi dal veleno della Corte della Primavera, voleva salvarmi dalla mia disperazione. Se l’avesse fatto un minuto dopo, solo la Madre sapeva che cosa sarebbe successo. Dove sarei stata in quel momento. 

La neve turbinava vorticosamente nel giardino e si impigliava nelle fibre marroni della 

tela che copriva gli arbusti. 

La mia Metà, che si era impegnata così tanto e così generosamente, senza neanche la 

speranza che un giorno saremmo stati insieme. 

Avevamo combattuto entrambi e avevamo sanguinato per quell’amore. Rhys era mor-

to per quell’amore. 

Vedevo ancora quel momento, nei miei sogni da addormentata e da sveglia. L’aspetto 
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del suo viso, il petto che non si sollevava, l’Unione tra noi che si era spezzata. Lo sentivo ancora, quel vuoto nel petto dov’era stata l’Unione, dov’era stato  lui. Anche adesso, con l’Unione che scorreva di nuovo tra noi come un fiume notturno punteggiato di stelle, per-maneva l’eco del suo svanire. Mi strappava dal sonno; mi distoglieva da una conversazio-

ne, da un dipinto, da un pasto. 

Rhys capiva perfettamente perché c’erano notti in cui mi aggrappavo più forte a lui, perché c’erano momenti sotto il sole luminoso e splendente in cui gli stringevo una mano. Lo capiva, così come io sapevo perché a volte distoglieva gli occhi, perché ogni tanto batteva le palpebre davanti a tutti noi come se non ci credesse del tutto e si strofinava il petto come per alleviare un dolore. 

Lavorare aveva fatto bene a entrambi. Ci aveva tenuti occupati, ci aveva fatto rimanere 

concentrati... A volte temevo i giorni tranquilli e oziosi in cui tutti quei pensieri alla fine mi catturavano. Quando c’eravamo solo io e la mia mente, e quel ricordo di Rhys che giaceva morto sul terreno roccioso, quello del re di Hybern che spezzava il collo a mio padre, quello dei tanti Illyrian che prorompevano dal cielo e cadevano sulla terra come cenere. 

Forse, un giorno, neanche il lavoro sarebbe bastato a tenere alla larga i ricordi. 

Per fortuna, ne restava molto per l’immediato futuro. Ricostruire Velaris dopo gli attacchi di Hybern era solo uno dei tanti compiti monumentali. E ce n’erano molti altri, sia a Velaris sia oltre: sui Monti Illyrian, nella Città Spaccata, in tutta la vasta Corte della Notte. E poi c’erano le altre corti di Prythian. E, più in là, il nuovo mondo emergente. 

Ma, per il momento, ci sarebbe stato il Solstizio. La notte più lunga dell’anno. Mi vol-

tai dalla finestra verso Nuala, che stava ancora sigillando i bordi del suo pasticcio di carne. «Anche qui è una festa speciale, vero?» chiesi con apparente noncuranza. «Non solo 

nelle Corti dell’Inverno e del Giorno.» E della Primavera. 

«Oh, sì» rispose Nuala, chinandosi sul tavolo da lavoro per esaminare la sua opera. Era 

un’abile spia, addestrata dallo stesso Azriel, e una cuoca provetta. «Ci piace moltissimo. È 

una festa intima, calda, incantevole. Ci sono regali, musica e cibo, a volte banchetti sotto la luce delle stelle...» L’opposto dell’enorme, selvaggia, lunghissima festa che avevo dovuto subire l’anno prima. Ma... i regali. 

Dovevo comprare regali per tutti loro. Non dovevo, ma  volevo. 

Perché tutti i miei amici, che ormai erano la mia famiglia, avevano combattuto e sangui-

nato, e anche loro erano quasi morti. 

Scacciai l’immagine che mi attraversò la mente: Nesta, china su Cassian ferito, entram-

bi pronti a morire insieme contro il re di Hybern. Dietro di loro, il cadavere di mio padre. 

Feci roteare il collo. Ci avrebbe fatto bene festeggiare qualcosa. Erano diventate rare le occasioni in cui potevamo riunirci tutti per più di un’ora o due. 

Nuala continuò: «È anche un tempo di riposo. E un tempo per riflettere sull’oscurità, su come fa risplendere la luce». 

«C’è una cerimonia?»

Il mezzo spettro si strinse nelle spalle. «Sì, ma nessuno di noi ci va. È più per coloro che desiderano onorare la rinascita della luce; di solito passano tutta la notte seduti nel buio INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   5
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totale.» L’ombra di un sorriso. «Non è proprio una novità per me e mia sorella. O per il Signore Supremo.»

Annuii, e cercai di non far trasparire troppo il mio sollievo per il fatto che non sarei stata obbligata a passare ore in un tempio. 

Misi ad asciugare i piatti puliti sulla piccola griglia di legno accanto al lavandino, augurai buona fortuna a Nuala per il pranzo e mi diressi al piano di sopra per vestirmi. Cerridwen mi aveva già preparato gli abiti, ma ancora non c’era traccia della gemella di Nuala mentre indossavo il pesante maglione color carbone, i pantaloni neri aderenti e gli stivali foderati di pelliccia e poi mi legavo i capelli in una treccia morbida. 

Un anno prima ero stata rivestita di abiti e gioielli raffinati e avevo dovuto sfilare davanti a una corte tutta agghindata che mi aveva guardata a bocca aperta come se fossi una pregiata giumenta da riproduzione. 

Lì, invece... Sorrisi all’anello di argento e zaffiri che portavo alla mano sinistra. L’anello che avevo sottratto alla Tessitrice del Bosco. 

Il mio sorriso si affievolì un po’. 

Potevo vedere anche lei. Vedevo Stryga in piedi davanti al re di Hybern che, coperto del sangue della sua preda, le prendeva la testa tra le mani e le spezzava il collo. Poi la getta-va alle sue bestie. 

Strinsi le dita a pugno, inspirando dal naso, espirando dalla bocca, finché la leggerez-

za delle mie membra non svanì, finché le pareti della stanza non smisero di opprimermi. 

Finché non potei esaminare il miscuglio di oggetti personali nella stanza di Rhys, la nostra stanza. Non era affatto piccola come camera, ma ultimamente cominciava a... starci 

stretta. La scrivania in palissandro contro una parete era coperta di carte e libri riguardanti gli affari di entrambi; i miei gioielli e i miei vestiti dovevano essere divisi tra lì e la mia vecchia camera da letto. E poi c’erano le armi. 

Pugnali e spade, faretre e archi. Mi grattai la testa mentre guardavo una mazza pesan-

te e dall’aria malvagia che Rhys doveva aver posato accanto alla scrivania senza che io me ne accorgessi. 

Non volevo nemmeno sapere che cosa ci fosse dietro. Ma non avevo dubbi sul fatto che 

in qualche modo c’entrasse Cassian. 

Ovviamente avremmo potuto mettere tutto nello spazio tra i reami, ma... Mi accigliai 

guardando la mia serie di lame Illyrian, appoggiate all’armadio torreggiante. 

Se fossimo rimasti bloccati dalla neve, forse avrei potuto approfittarne per mettere a posto quelle cose. Trovare spazio per tutto. Soprattutto per quella mazza. 

Non sarebbe stato facile, perché Elain occupava ancora una camera da letto in fondo al 

corridoio. Nesta si era trovata una casa all’altro lato della città, una casa a cui avevo deciso di non pensare troppo. Lucien, perlomeno, era andato ad abitare in un elegante appar-

tamento lungo il fiume il giorno dopo essere tornato dai campi di battaglia. E dalla Cor-te della Primavera. 

Non avevo chiesto niente a Lucien su quella visita, su Tamlin. 

E Lucien, del resto, non aveva fornito spiegazioni sull’occhio nero e il labbro spaccato. 
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Aveva solo chiesto a me e a Rhys se sapevamo di un posto dove potesse stare a Velaris, dal momento che non voleva darci ulteriore disturbo soggiornando nella casa di città e non 

desiderava restare isolato nella Casa del Vento. 

Non aveva menzionato Elain, o la sua vicinanza a lei. Elain non gli aveva chiesto di re-

stare o di andarsene. E, se le importava qualcosa dei lividi sul viso di lui, di certo non l’aveva detto. 

Ma Lucien era rimasto, aveva trovato il modo di tenersi occupato e spesso era via per 

giorni o settimane di seguito. 

Eppure, anche con Lucien e Nesta che vivevano nei loro appartamenti, la casa di città 

era un po’ piccola di quei tempi. Lo sarebbe stata ancora di più se Mor, Cassian e Azriel si fossero fermati a dormire. E la Casa del Vento era troppo grande, troppo formale, troppo lontana dalla città vera e propria. Andava benissimo per una notte o due, ma... io ama-vo la casa di città. 

Era casa mia. La prima che avessi davvero avuto, negli aspetti che contavano davvero. 

E sarebbe stato bello festeggiare lì il Solstizio. Con tutti loro, per quanto potessimo stare stretti. 

Guardai accigliata la pila di carte che dovevo esaminare: lettere da altre corti, da sacerdotesse che volevano essere ingaggiate e da regni umani e Fae. Era un compito che riman-

davo da settimane, ormai, e avevo deciso di occuparmene quella mattina. 

Signora Suprema della Corte della Notte, Protettrice dell’Arcobaleno e della... Scrivania. 

Sbuffai e mi buttai la treccia dietro una spalla. Forse per il Solstizio mi sarei fatta un regalo: una segretaria personale. Una persona che leggesse quelle cose e rispondesse, che 

stabilisse che cosa era importante e che cosa si poteva scartare. Perché sarebbe stato bellissimo avere un po’ di tempo in più per me stessa, per Rhys... 

Avrei studiato il bilancio della Corte, cosa che Rhys non faceva mai, e avrei visto che 

spese si potevano eliminare per rendere possibile una cosa del genere. Per lui e per me. 

Sapevo che i nostri forzieri erano pieni, sapevo che ce lo potevamo permettere tran-

quillamente senza nemmeno intaccare la nostra fortuna, ma non mi dispiaceva darmi da 

fare. Amavo darmi da fare, in realtà. Quel territorio, la sua gente... mi stavano a cuore quanto la mia Metà. Fino al giorno prima, avevo passato quasi tutte le ore di veglia ad 

aiutarli. Fino a quando non mi era stato detto, educatamente e gentilmente, di tornare a casa e godermi le feste. 

Dopo la guerra, il popolo di Velaris aveva accettato la sfida: ricostruire e aiutare la sua gente. Prima ancora che mi venisse un’idea su come aiutarli, erano state create varie asso-ciazioni per sostenere la città. Mi ero quindi offerta volontaria presso alcune per compiti che andavano dalla ricerca di case per quelli che si erano visti distruggere la loro, alle visite alle famiglie che avevano subito danni, alla distribuzione di cappotti e altri oggetti a coloro che non avevano più effetti personali. 

Tutto era importantissimo; tutto rappresentava un lavoro utile e soddisfacente. Eppure... 

mancava qualcosa. Avrei potuto fare di più per aiutare. Io, personalmente. Ma non avevo 

ancora capito come. 
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Sembrava che non fossi l’unica desiderosa di aiutare quelli che avevano perso così tan-

to. Con le feste era arrivata tutta un’ondata di nuovi volontari, che riempivano la sala pubblica vicino al Palazzo del Filo e dei Gioielli, dove si trovava la sede di molte associazioni. “Il tuo aiuto è stato fondamentale, Signora” mi aveva detto il giorno prima la direttrice di un ente di beneficenza. “Sei stata qui quasi ogni giorno, hai lavorato come una schiava. 

Prenditi una settimana libera. Te la sei guadagnata. Festeggia con la tua Metà.” 

Avevo cercato di obiettare, avevo insistito sul fatto che c’erano altri cappotti e altra le-gna da distribuire, ma la femmina si era limitata a indicare la sala pubblica affollata attorno a noi, piena fino all’orlo di volontari. “Abbiamo più mani di quante ce ne servano.” 

Quando avevo provato a obiettare di nuovo, mi aveva sospinta oltre la porta d’ingresso. 

E me l’aveva chiusa alle spalle. 

Capito. Era successo lo stesso in tutte le altre organizzazioni da cui ero passata il pomeriggio prima. “Vai a casa e goditi le feste” mi dicevano tutti. 

E così avevo fatto. La prima parte, perlomeno. In quanto al godermi le feste, però... 

Finalmente, su un rombo di potere scuro e brillante, scintillò lungo l’Unione la rispo-

sta di Rhys alla mia domanda precedente: dove si trovasse. “Sono al campo di Devlon.” 

“E ci voleva così tanto a rispondere?” I Monti Illyrian erano a una bella distanza, sì, ma era strano che la risposta avesse impiegato diversi minuti. 

Un sensuale sbuffo di risate. “Cassian stava sbraitando. Non prendeva neanche fiato.” 

“Mio povero piccolo Illyrian. Ti tormentiamo proprio, eh?” 

Il divertimento di Rhys si propagò nella mia direzione e mi accarezzò nel profondo con 

mani velate di notte. Ma poi si interruppe e svanì rapidamente come era arrivato. “Cassian sta entrando nel vivo della questione con Devlon. Ci vediamo più tardi.” Sfiorandomi amo-revolmente i sensi, sparì. 

Presto avrei ricevuto un rapporto completo, ma per il momento... 

Sorrisi alla neve che danzava fuori dalle finestre. 
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RHYSAND

Erano appena le nove di mattina e Cassian era già imbufalito. 

Il sole scialbo dell’inverno cercava invano di penetrare tra le nuvole che incombevano 

sui Monti Illyrian, e il vento fischiava sulle vette grigie. C’era già qualche pollice di neve sul campo affaccendato, un anticipo di come sarebbe stato presto a Velaris. 

Stava nevicando quando ero partito, all’alba; forse al mio ritorno avrei trovato un bello strato per terra. Non avevo potuto chiederlo a Feyre durante la nostra breve conversazione attraverso l’Unione, qualche minuto prima, ma forse avremmo potuto fare una passeggiata 

insieme. Le avrei potuto mostrare come scintillava la Città delle Stelle sotto la neve fresca. 

La mia Metà e la mia città, però, sembravano lontanissime dal brulichio di attività nel 

campo di Rifugio dal Vento, annidato in un ampio e alto passo di montagna. Neanche le 

raffiche che soffiavano tra le vette, che sollevavano frenetici vortici di neve smentendo il nome dell’accampamento, impedivano agli Illyrian di svolgere le loro faccende quotidiane. 

Per i guerrieri che non erano di pattuglia: allenamento nei vari recinti, a picco sul fon-dovalle sottostante. Per i maschi che non si erano qualificati come guerrieri, che fossero mercanti o fabbri o calzolai: occuparsi dei loro vari mestieri. E per le femmine: monoto-ne sfacchinate. 

Non la vedevano così. Nessuno di loro. Ma i compiti assegnati alle donne, vecchie o 

giovani, erano sempre gli stessi: cucinare, pulire, allevare i bambini, confezionare indumenti, fare il bucato... C’era onore anche in quei compiti: era lavoro onesto, di cui essere orgogliose. Ma non quando si dava per scontato che ogni singola femmina, lì, lo svolges-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   9
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se. E, se alcune si fossero sottratte a quei doveri, sarebbero state punite da una della mezza dozzina di “madri del campo” o da qualcuno dei maschi che controllavano le loro vite. 

Era stato sempre così, per la gente di mia madre, fin da quando conoscevo quel posto. 

Il mondo si era trasformato durante i mesi di guerra, il muro era crollato nel nulla, eppure alcune cose non cambiavano. Soprattutto lì, dove i cambiamenti erano più lenti dello scio-glimento dei ghiacciai sparsi tra le montagne. C’erano tradizioni che risalivano a migliaia di anni prima e che in buona parte non erano mai state contrastate. 

Fino a quel momento. Finché non l’avevamo fatto noi. 

Distogliendo l’attenzione dal trambusto del campo oltre i bordi dei recinti di allenamento tracciati con il gesso, mi imposi un’espressione neutrale mentre Cassian affrontava Devlon. 

«Le ragazze sono impegnate nei preparativi per il Solstizio» stava dicendo il signore 

del campo, con le braccia conserte sul torace possente. «Le mogli hanno bisogno di tut-

to l’aiuto possibile, perché i preparativi siano completati in tempo. Le ragazze si potranno addestrare la settimana prossima.»

Avevo perso il conto di quante variazioni di quella conversazione avessi già sentito, durante i decenni in cui Cassian aveva discusso di quell’argomento con Devlon. 

Il vento sferzava i capelli scuri di Cassian, ma la sua faccia rimase dura come il grani-to quando disse al guerriero che – a malincuore – ci aveva addestrati: «Le ragazze posso-no aiutare le loro madri dopo aver concluso l’allenamento. Lo ridurremo a due ore. Il resto della giornata sarà più che sufficiente per i preparativi». 

Devlon fece scivolare gli occhi nocciola sul punto in cui mi trovavo io, a pochi passi di distanza. «È un ordine?»

Sostenni quello sguardo. E nonostante la mia corona, nonostante il mio potere, dovet-

ti sforzarmi per non ridiventare il bambino tremante che ero stato cinque secoli addietro, quel primo giorno in cui Devlon aveva torreggiato su di me e poi mi aveva scagliato nell’area di addestramento. «Se Cassian dice che è un ordine, allora lo è.»

Mi era venuto in mente, durante gli anni in cui avevamo condotto la stessa battaglia con Devlon e gli Illyrian, che avrei potuto semplicemente penetrare nella sua mente, in tutte le loro menti, e fare in modo che fossero d’accordo. Ma c’erano alcune linee che non 

potevo superare, che non avrei superato. E poi Cassian non me l’avrebbe mai perdonato. 

Devlon grugnì e il suo respiro formò un viticcio di vapore. «Un’ora.»

«Due ore» ribatté Cassian, aprendo leggermente le ali. Mi aveva chiamato, quella mat-

tina, perché lo aiutassi a mantenere la linea dura. 

La situazione doveva essere brutta, se mio fratello mi aveva chiesto di andare lì. Davve-ro schifosa. Forse era necessario che qualcuno stesse lì in permanenza, almeno finché gli Illyrian non si fossero ricordati dell’esistenza di quelle piccole cose chiamate “conseguenze”. 

Ma la guerra aveva avuto un impatto su tutti noi; con la ricostruzione, con i territori 

umani che ci venivano pian piano incontro, con altri regni Fae che osservavano un mon-

do senza il muro e si chiedevano che stronzate potessero fare senza subirne le conseguen-ze... non avevamo le risorse per piazzare stabilmente lì qualcuno. Non ancora. Forse l’estate successiva, se le altre situazioni fossero state abbastanza tranquille. 
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Gli amici di Devlon indugiavano nel campo di addestramento più vicino, soppesando 

Cassian e me, esattamente come avevano fatto durante tutta la nostra vita. Nel Rito di Sangue di molti secoli prima ne avevamo massacrati tanti che ancora si tenevano in disparte, ma... erano stati gli Illyrian che avevano sanguinato e combattuto quell’estate. Che avevano dovuto subire il maggior numero di perdite, che erano stati più danneggiati da Hybern e dal Calderone. 

Il fatto che una parte dei guerrieri fosse sopravvissuta testimoniava a favore della loro abilità e delle capacità di comando di Cassian, ma, con gli Illyrian isolati e inattivi lassù, quelle perdite stavano iniziando a dare forma a qualcosa di brutto. Di pericoloso. 

Nessuno di noi aveva dimenticato che, durante il regno di Amarantha, alcune bande di 

guerrieri si erano allegramente inchinate davanti a lei. E sapevo che nessuno degli Illyrian aveva dimenticato che, nei primi mesi dopo la sua caduta, avevamo dato la caccia a quelle masnade. E le avevamo fatte fuori. 

Sì, lì era necessaria una presenza stabile. Ma più avanti. 

Devlon insistette, incrociando le braccia muscolose. «I ragazzi hanno bisogno di un bel 

Solstizio, dopo tutto quello che hanno dovuto sopportare. Lasciate che le ragazze glie-

lo forniscano.»

Quel bastardo sapeva sicuramente quali armi brandire, sia fisiche sia verbali. 

«Due ore nel campo di addestramento ogni mattina» disse Cassian con lo stesso tono 

duro; quando aveva quel tono, io stesso non insistevo, a meno che non avessi voglia di una rissa. Non distolse lo sguardo da Devlon. «I ragazzi possono aiutare a decorare, pulire e cucinare. Hanno due mani anche loro.»

«Alcuni sì» disse Devlon. «Altri sono tornati a casa con una sola.»

Percepii, più che vedere, la ferita che quelle parole infersero a Cassian. 

Era il prezzo che pagava il comandante dei miei eserciti: considerava suoi fallimen-

ti personali ogni ferita, ogni morte, ogni cicatrice. E stare con quei guerrieri, vedere quegli arti mancanti e quelle ferite brutali che stavano ancora guarendo o che non sarebbe-

ro mai guarite... 

«Si eserciteranno per novanta minuti» dissi, placando il potere oscuro che iniziava ad 

agitarsi nelle mie vene, che voleva uscire nel mondo, e mi feci scivolare in tasca le mani gelate. Cassian, saggiamente, si finse oltraggiato e spalancò le ali. Devlon aprì la bocca, ma lo interruppi prima che potesse sbraitare qualcosa di molto stupido. «Un’ora e mezzo ogni mattina, poi si dedicheranno alle faccende domestiche, e i maschi contribuiran-

no ogni volta che possono.» Guardai le tende permanenti e le piccole case di pietra e legno sparse lungo l’ampio passo e le vette coperte di alberi dietro di noi. «Devlon, non 

dimenticare che anche un gran numero di donne ha subito perdite. Forse non hanno per-

so mani, ma i loro mariti, figli e fratelli erano su quei campi di battaglia. Tutti collabore-ranno ai preparativi per le feste e tutti si alleneranno.»

Feci un cenno con il mento a Cassian, per dirgli di seguirmi fino alla casa dall’altra parte del campo, che era diventata la nostra base operativa semi-permanente. Lì dentro non 

esisteva una superficie su cui non avessi preso Feyre; il tavolo della cucina era il mio pre-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   11
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ferito, grazie a quei giorni selvaggi dopo il nostro primo accoppiamento, quando riuscivo a malapena a stare vicino a lei senza seppellirmici dentro. 

Quanto sembravano lontani quei giorni. Un’altra vita. 

Avevo bisogno di una vacanza. 

La neve e il ghiaccio ci scricchiolavano sotto gli stivali mentre ci dirigevamo verso la stretta casa di pietra a due piani, vicino alla linea degli alberi. 

Non mi serviva una vacanza per riposare, né per visitare qualche luogo, ma solo per pas-

sare più di qualche ora nello stesso letto della mia Metà. 

Per dormire un po’ più di qualche ora e per immergermi in lei. Sembrava che in quei 

giorni potessimo fare solo l’una o l’altra cosa. Il che era assolutamente inaccettabile. E mi aveva rimbecillito. 

La settimana prima era stata piena di stupidi impegni, e io desideravo così disperatamente la pelle e il sapore di Feyre che l’avevo presa durante il volo dalla Casa del Vento alla casa di città. In alto, sopra Velaris... avrebbe potuto vederci chiunque, se non ci avessi scher-mati. Erano state necessarie alcune accurate manovre, e ormai da mesi avevo programma-

to di farne un’occasione speciale, ma con lei stretta contro di me, e noi soli nei cieli, era bastato uno sguardo in quegli occhi grigio-azzurri e le stavo già slacciando i pantaloni. 

Un attimo dopo ero dentro di lei, e per poco non ci eravamo schiantati sui tetti come se fossi stato un ragazzetto Illyrian alle prime armi. Feyre aveva riso. 

Quel suono roco mi aveva fatto raggiungere subito il culmine. 

Non era stato il mio momento più glorioso, e senza dubbio sarei sceso a livelli ancora 

più bassi prima che il Solstizio invernale ci regalasse un giorno di tregua. 

Soffocai il mio crescente desiderio finché non fu altro che un vago ruggito nella parte 

posteriore della mia mente, e non parlai fino a quando io e Cassian non fummo quasi ol-

tre la porta di legno. 

«C’è qualcos’altro che dovrei sapere, già che sono qui?» Picchiai gli stivali contro lo stipite della porta per farne cadere la neve ed entrai in casa. Il tavolo della cucina era in mezzo alla stanza d’ingresso. Scacciai l’immagine di Feyre china su di esso. 

Cassian fece un sospiro e chiuse la porta dietro di sé, poi ripiegò le ali e si appoggiò allo stipite. «Il dissenso è in fermento. Con tutti i clan che si riuniscono per il Solstizio, avran-no l’opportunità di diffonderlo ancora di più.»

Un guizzo del mio potere fece accendere un fuoco nel camino e il piccolo piano infe-

riore si riscaldò rapidamente. Era appena un alito di magia, eppure servì ad alleviare la tensione quasi costante di dover tenere sotto controllo tutto ciò che ero, tutto quel potere oscuro. Mi appoggiai a quel dannato tavolo e incrociai le braccia. «Ci siamo già occupati di stronzate simili, in passato. Ce ne occuperemo di nuovo.»

Cassian scosse la testa; i capelli scuri, lunghi fino alle spalle, brillarono nella luce smor-ta che entrava dalle finestre anteriori. «Non è più come prima. Allora ce l’avevano con me, te e Az per quello che siamo, per chi siamo. Ma questa volta... li abbiamo mandati a combattere. Ce li ho mandati io, Rhys. E ora non si lamentano solo quei coglioni di guerrie-ri, ma anche le femmine. Credono che li abbiamo fatti marciare verso sud per vendicarci 
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di come siamo stati trattati da bambini; pensano che abbiamo messo apposta in prima li-

nea alcuni dei maschi come vendetta.»

Non andava bene. Non andava bene per niente. «Dovremo affrontare la situazione con 

delicatezza, allora. Scopri da dove viene questo veleno ed eliminalo...  pacificamente» preci-sai, quando inarcò le sopracciglia. «Non possiamo uscire da questa faccenda ammazzan-

do gente a destra e a manca.»

Cassian si grattò la mascella. «No, non possiamo.» Non sarebbe stato come dare la cac-

cia a quelle bande di guerrieri farabutti che avevano terrorizzato chiunque si trovasse sul loro cammino. No, per niente. 

Vidi che scrutava la casa in penombra, il fuoco che scoppiettava nel focolare, su cui avevamo visto mia madre cucinare tanti pasti durante il nostro addestramento. Un dolore an-

tico e familiare mi riempì il petto. Ogni punto di quella casa era colmo di passato. «Molti di loro stanno arrivando per il Solstizio» proseguì. «Posso restare qui io, tenere d’occhio la situazione. Magari distribuire regali ai bambini, ad alcune mogli. Cose di cui hanno veramente bisogno, ma che non chiedono per orgoglio.»

Era un’ottima idea. Ma... «Può aspettare. Ti voglio a casa per il Solstizio.»

«A me non importa...»

«Ti voglio a casa. A Velaris» aggiunsi quando aprì bocca per vomitare qualche stronzata 

lealista Illyrian a cui credeva ancora, anche dopo che lo avevano trattato per tutta la vita come se valesse meno di niente. «Passeremo il Solstizio insieme. Tutti noi.»

Anche se, per ottenerlo, avessi dovuto impartire un ordine preciso come Signore Supremo. 

Cassian inclinò la testa. «Che cosa ti rode?»

«Niente.»

Per come stavano andando le cose, avevo poco di cui lamentarmi. Fare sesso regolar-

mente con la mia Metà non era esattamente un problema urgente. E non riguardava nes-

suno tranne noi. 

«Sei un attimino teso, Rhys?»

Ovviamente non si era fatto ingannare. 

Sospirai, aggrottai la fronte e fissai l’antico soffitto macchiato di fuliggine. In quella casa avevamo celebrato anche il Solstizio. Mia madre aveva sempre regali per Azriel e Cassian. 

Per Cassian, il primo Solstizio che avevamo condiviso lì era stata la prima volta in assoluto in cui aveva ricevuto un regalo qualsiasi. Potevo ancora vedere le lacrime che Cassian aveva cercato di nascondere mentre apriva i regali, e le lacrime negli occhi di mia madre mentre lo guardava. «Vorrei passare direttamente alla prossima settimana.»

«Sicuro di non poterlo chiedere al tuo potere?»

Gli lanciai uno sguardo pungente. Cassian si limitò a rivolgermi un sorrisetto arrogante. 

Non smettevo mai di provare gratitudine per loro: i miei amici, la mia famiglia, che ve-

devano quel mio potere e non si tiravano indietro, non odoravano di paura. Sì, a volte potevo spaventarli a morte, ma ci spaventavamo tutti l’un l’altro. Cassian mi aveva terrorizzato più volte di quante volessi ammettere, e una era stata solo pochi mesi prima. 

Due volte. Era successo due volte, nel giro di poche settimane. 
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Vedevo ancora Azriel che lo trascinava fuori dal campo di battaglia, con il sangue che 

gli colava lungo le gambe, nel fango, con quella ferita simile a delle fauci spalancate al centro del corpo. 

E lo vedevo ancora come l’aveva visto Feyre, dopo che mi aveva lasciato entrare nella sua mente per rivelare che cosa fosse successo esattamente tra le sue sorelle e il re di Hybern. 

Vedevo ancora Cassian, a terra, a pezzi e sanguinante, che implorava Nesta di correre via. 

Cassian non mi aveva ancora parlato di quello che era successo in quei momenti. Di Nesta. 

Cassian e la sorella della mia Metà non si rivolgevano la parola. 

Nesta si era segregata in un appartamento squallido al di là della Sidra e rifiutava di interagire con tutti noi, a parte una breve visita a Feyre ogni mese. 

Avrei dovuto trovare una soluzione anche a quel problema. 

Vedevo quanto quella cosa tormentasse Feyre. La tranquillizzavo ancora quando si sve-

gliava, agitatissima, dagli incubi in cui riviveva quel giorno a Hybern, quando le sue sorelle erano state Create contro la loro volontà. Incubi sul momento in cui Cassian era stato vicino alla morte e Nesta si era sdraiata su di lui, proteggendolo dal colpo mortale, e sul momento in cui Elain –  Elain – aveva afferrato il pugnale di Azriel e aveva ucciso il re di Hybern. 

Mi strofinai la fronte col pollice e l’indice. «È dura, adesso. Siamo tutti impegnati, stiamo tutti cercando di far funzionare le cose.» Io, Az e Cassian avevamo rimandato anco-

ra una volta i nostri cinque giorni annuali di caccia al rifugio, quell’autunno. Rimandati all’anno successivo, di nuovo. «Torna a casa per il Solstizio, e potremo metterci tranquilli a studiare un piano per la primavera.»

«Sembra un evento festivo.»

Con la mia Corte dei Sogni, lo era sempre. 

Ma mi costrinsi a chiedere: «Devlon è uno degli aspiranti ribelli?». 

Pregavo che non fosse vero. Mi disturbavano i suoi atteggiamenti da maschio e le sue 

idee arretrate, ma si era comportato correttamente con me, Cassian e Azriel quando erava-mo ai suoi ordini. Ci aveva riconosciuto gli stessi diritti dei guerrieri Illyrian purosangue. 

Lo faceva ancora per tutti i bastardi sotto il suo comando. Erano le sue assurde idee sulle donne che mi facevano venire voglia di strozzarlo. Di nebulizzarlo. Ma, se avessi dovuto sostituirlo, solo la Madre sapeva chi avrebbe preso il suo posto. 

Cassian scosse la testa. «Non credo. Devlon interrompe qualsiasi discorso del genere. 

Ma serve solo a farli diventare più riservati, il che rende più difficile scoprire chi sta dif-fondendo queste stronzate.»

Annuii e mi alzai in piedi. Dovevo andare a Cesere e parlare con le due sacerdotesse so-

pravvissute alla strage di Hybern l’anno prima; dovevamo decidere che cosa fare dei pel-

legrini che volevano andare lì dall’esterno del nostro territorio. Arrivare in ritardo non mi avrebbe aiutato a convincerle a rimandare fino alla primavera. «Tienilo d’occhio per i pros-simi giorni, poi torna a casa. Ti voglio lì due notti prima del Solstizio. E il giorno dopo.»

Un accenno di sorriso malizioso. «Presumo che continueremo la nostra tradizione del 

giorno del Solstizio, allora. Anche se adesso sei un maschio tutto adulto e accoppiato.»

Gli feci l’occhiolino. «Non vorrei che voi piccoli Illyrian sentiste la mia mancanza.»
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Cassian ridacchiò. In effetti c’erano alcune tradizioni del Solstizio che non diventavano mai noiose, anche dopo secoli. Ero quasi alla porta quando Cassian disse: «E...». Deglutì. 

Gli risparmiai il tentativo di mascherare il suo interesse. «Entrambe le sorelle saranno a casa. Che lo vogliano o no.»

«Nesta renderà le cose sgradevoli, se decide di non volerci venire.»

«Ci sarà» dissi, digrignando i denti «e si comporterà bene. Lo deve a Feyre.»

Gli occhi di Cassian lampeggiarono. «Come sta?»

Non ci ricamai sopra. «Nesta è Nesta. Fa quello che vuole, anche quando ferisce sua 

sorella. Le ho offerto un lavoro dopo l’altro, e lei li rifiuta tutti.» Feci un verso esasperato. 

«Forse potrai inculcarle un po’ di buon senso, durante il Solstizio.»

I Sifoni di Cassian gli scintillarono sulle mani. «Probabilmente finirebbe in rissa.»

Verissimo. «Allora non dirle una parola. Non mi importa, ma tienine fuori Feyre. È an-

che la sua giornata.»

Perché quel Solstizio... era anche il suo compleanno. Avrebbe compiuto ventun anni. 

Per un momento mi colpì l’esiguità di quel numero. 

La mia bella, forte, fiera Metà, incatenata a me... 

«So che cosa significa quello sguardo, bastardo» disse brutalmente Cassian «ed è una 

stronzata. Ti ama, e non ho mai visto nessuno amare così tanto qualcun altro.»

«A volte è difficile» ammisi, fissando il campo innevato fuori dalla casa, i recinti di addestramento e le abitazioni più in là, «ricordare che è stata una sua scelta. Che lei ha scelto me. Che non è come i miei genitori, spinti insieme a forza.»


Cassian fece un’espressione insolitamente solenne, e rimase in silenzio per un momento 

prima di dire: «A volte divento geloso. Non potrei mai avercela con te per la tua felicità, ma quello che avete voi due, Rhys...». Si passò una mano tra i capelli e il suo Sifone cre-misi brillò nella luce che filtrava dalla finestra. «Tutte quelle leggende, quelle bugie che ci raccontano quando siamo bambini. Su com’è gloriosa e meravigliosa l’Unione delle Metà. 

Pensavo che fossero tutte stronzate. Poi siete arrivati voi due.»

«Sta per compiere ventun anni.  Ventuno, Cassian.»

«E allora? Tua madre aveva diciotto anni contro i novecento di tuo padre.»

«Ed era infelice.»

«Feyre non è tua madre. E tu non sei tuo padre.» Mi studiò. «A che cosa è dovuto tut-

to questo, comunque? Non vanno bene le cose tra voi?»

Il contrario, in realtà. «Ho questa sensazione...» dissi, spostandomi di un passo; le antiche assi del pavimento in legno mi scricchiolavano sotto gli stivali, il mio potere era come una cosa viva che vagava e si torceva nelle mie vene, «che sia tutto una specie di burla. 

Una sorta di trucco cosmico, e che nessuno, proprio  nessuno, possa essere così felice senza doverla pagare.»

«L’hai pagata in anticipo, Rhys. L’avete pagata tutti e due. Abbondantemente.»

Agitai una mano. «È solo che...» Ma non riuscivo ad andare avanti. 

Cassian mi fissò per un lungo momento. 

Poi mi venne vicino e mi strinse in un abbraccio così forte che riuscivo a malapena a re-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   15
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spirare. «Ce l’hai fatta. Ce  l’abbiamo fatta. Entrambi avete sopportato tanto che nessuno vi biasimerebbe se vi allontanaste danzando nel tramonto come Miryam e Drakon e non vi 

preoccupaste più di nient’altro. E invece vi preoccupate ancora, e vi state ancora dando da fare per far durare questa pace.  Pace, Rhys. Abbiamo la pace, quella vera. Goditela, e go-detevi lo stare insieme. Avete ripagato il debito prima ancora che esistesse.»

Mi si chiuse la gola e lo strinsi forte attorno alle ali; le scaglie delle pelli che indossava mi si piantarono nelle dita. «E tu?» chiesi dopo un momento, tirandomi indietro. «Sei... felice?»

Ombre oscurarono i suoi occhi nocciola. «Ci sto lavorando.» 

Una risposta tiepida. 

Mi sarei dovuto dare da fare anche in quella direzione. Forse c’erano fili da tirare o da intrecciare. 

Cassian mi indicò la porta con il mento. «Vai, bastardo. Ci vediamo fra tre giorni.»

Annuii e finalmente aprii la porta. Ma mi fermai sulla soglia. «Grazie, fratello.»

Il sorriso storto di Cassian era luminoso, anche se aveva ancora quelle ombre sugli oc-

chi. «È un onore, mio signore.»
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CASSIAN

Cassian non era totalmente sicuro di poter trattare con Devlon e i suoi guerrieri senza 

strozzarli. Non per un’ora abbondante o giù di lì, perlomeno. 

E, visto che strozzarli non avrebbe contribuito a placare il malcontento, Cassian aspettò che Rhys trasmutasse nella neve e nel vento prima di sparire a sua volta. 

Non trasmutò, anche se sarebbe stata un’arma fantastica contro i nemici in battaglia. Ave-va visto Rhys farlo, con risultati devastanti. Anche Az, che aveva un suo strano modo di spostarsi nel mondo senza tecnicamente trasmutare. 

Non gli aveva mai chiesto niente, e di certo Azriel non l’aveva mai spiegato. 

Ma a Cassian andava benissimo il suo metodo di movimento personale: il volo. Di sicu-

ro gli era stato utile in combattimento. 

Uscì dalla porta principale dell’antica casa di legno in modo che lo potessero vede-

re Devlon e quegli altri cazzoni nei recinti di allenamento e poi si stirò per bene. Pri-ma le braccia, ben sviluppate... e ancora doloranti perché aveva preso a pugni alcune fac-ce Illyrian. Poi le ali, più ampie e larghe delle loro. Ce l’avevano sempre avuta con lui per quello, forse più che per tutto il resto. Le allargò finché la tensione lungo i potenti muscoli e i tendini non divenne un piacevole bruciore; le ali proiettavano lunghe ombre sulla neve. 

E solo allora, battendole poderosamente, scattò nei cieli grigi. 

Il vento gli ruggiva tutto attorno, la temperatura era così bassa da fargli lacrimare gli occhi. Tonificante, liberatoria. Salì più in alto e poi virò a sinistra, puntando verso le vette dietro il passo. Non era necessario fare un giro di avvertimento su Devlon e sui cam-

pi di addestramento. 
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Ignorarli, trasmettere il messaggio che non erano così importanti da costituire una minaccia, erano modi perfetti per farli infuriare. Glielo aveva insegnato Rhys. Molto tempo prima. 

Catturando una corrente ascensionale che lo mandò a librarsi sulle vette più vicine e poi nell’infinito labirinto di montagne innevate che rappresentavano la loro patria, Cassian fece un respiro profondo. Gli indumenti di cuoio da volo e i guanti gli tenevano abbastanza caldo, ma le ali erano esposte al vento gelido... Il freddo era tagliente come un coltello. 

Poteva proteggersi con i suoi Sifoni, l’aveva già fatto in passato. Ma, quella mattina, desiderava quel freddo pungente. 

Soprattutto tenendo conto di quello che avrebbe fatto. Del luogo in cui stava andando. 

Avrebbe riconosciuto la via anche se fosse stato bendato; gli sarebbe bastato ascoltare il suono del vento tra le montagne, inalare l’odore dei pini dalle cime sottostanti, dei campi di roccia brulla. 

Andava lì di rado. Di solito lo faceva solo quando era probabile che il suo temperamen-

to avesse la meglio su di lui, e gli restava abbastanza autocontrollo da capire che aveva bisogno di andarsene per qualche ora. Era andata così anche quel giorno. 

In lontananza, piccole forme scure sfrecciavano nel cielo. Guerrieri di pattuglia. O forse scorte armate che guidavano le famiglie alle riunioni del Solstizio. 

I Fae Superiori, in gran parte, credevano che gli Illyrian fossero la minaccia peggiore su quelle montagne. 

Non sapevano che, tra le vette, si aggiravano furtivamente esseri molto più pericolosi. 

Alcuni di loro cacciavano trasportati dai venti, altri strisciavano fuori da profonde caverne nelle rocce stesse. 

Feyre era stata così coraggiosa da affrontare alcuni di quegli esseri nelle pinete delle Steppe. Per salvare Rhys. Cassian si chiese se suo fratello le avesse mai detto che cosa viveva su quelle montagne. La maggior parte dei mostri era stata uccisa dagli Illyrian o era fuggita in quelle Steppe. Ma i più astuti di loro, i più antichi... erano riusciti a nasconder-si. E nelle notti senza luna emergevano per nutrirsi. 

Neanche cinque secoli di addestramento riuscirono a impedire che un brivido gli per-

corresse la spina dorsale, mentre osservava le montagne vuote e silenziose più in basso e si chiedeva che cosa dormisse sotto la neve. 

Virò verso nord, scacciando quel pensiero dalla mente. All’orizzonte prese forma una sa-

goma familiare, che diventava sempre più grande a ogni battito d’ali. 

Ramiel. La montagna sacra. 

Il cuore non solo dell’Illyria, ma di tutta la Corte della Notte. 

Nessuno, tranne gli Illyrian, era autorizzato ad andare sui suoi pendii brulli e rocciosi, e anche loro potevano farlo soltanto una volta all’anno. Durante il Rito di Sangue. 

Cassian volò in quella direzione, incapace di resistere all’antico richiamo di Ramiel. Diversa: la montagna era così diversa dall’arida, terribile presenza della vetta solitaria al centro di Prythian. Ramiel gli era sempre sembrata viva. Sveglia e vigile. 

Ci aveva messo piede solo una volta, nell’ultimo giorno del Rito, quando lui e i suoi fratelli – insanguinati e malconci – ne avevano scalato le pendici per raggiungere il monolite di INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   18
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onice sulla sua sommità. Poteva ancora sentire la roccia che gli si sgretolava sotto gli stivali, udire il rantolo del suo respiro mentre quasi trascinava Rhys su per i pendii, con Azriel che copriva loro le spalle. I tre avevano toccato la pietra nello stesso momento; erano stati i primi a raggiungere la vetta al termine di quella settimana brutale. Erano stati i vincitori indiscussi. 

Il Rito non era cambiato nel corso dei secoli successivi. Si svolgeva ancora all’inizio di ogni primavera: centinaia di guerrieri novizi venivano sguinzagliate tra le montagne e le foreste che circondavano la vetta. Durante il resto dell’anno l’accesso a quel territorio era proibito, per impedire che qualcuno dei novizi andasse a cercare i percorsi migliori e i punti in cui piazzare trappole. C’erano varie prove di qualificazione durante l’anno per capire quali novizi erano pronti, e ogni campo aveva le sue prove, leggermente diverse da quelle degli altri. Ma le regole del Rito restavano le stesse per tutti. 

I novizi gareggiavano con le ali legate, senza alcun Sifone – veniva attivato un incantesimo che bloccava ogni magia – e senza alcuna scorta, solo gli indumenti che portavano 

addosso. L’obiettivo: arrivare in cima a quella montagna entro la fine della settimana e toccare la pietra. Gli ostacoli: le distanze, le trappole naturali e gli altri partecipanti. Vecchie faide giungevano a conclusione e ne nascevano di nuove. Si saldavano i conti. 

 Una settimana di inutile spargimento di sangue, insisteva Az. 

Rhys era spesso d’accordo, ma altrettanto spesso concordava con Cassian: il Rito di San-

gue offriva una valvola di sfogo per le pericolose tensioni all’interno della comunità Illyrian. Meglio sfogarle durante il Rito che rischiare la guerra civile. 

Gli Illyrian erano forti, orgogliosi, senza paura. Ma non erano certo custodi della pace. 

Forse sarebbe stato fortunato. Forse il Rito di quella primavera avrebbe placato una par-te del malcontento. Diavolo, si sarebbe offerto di partecipare lui stesso, se fosse servito a silenziare i brontolii. 

Erano sopravvissuti a malapena a quella guerra. Non avevano proprio bisogno di un’al-

tra. Non con tanti estranei che si radunavano all’esterno dei loro confini. 

Ramiel svettava ancora più in alto, un frammento di pietra che perforava il cielo grigio. 

Bella e solitaria. Eterna e senza età. 

Non c’era da stupirsi che il primo sovrano della Corte della Notte ne avesse fatto la sua insegna. Insieme alle tre stelle che apparivano solo per un breve periodo ogni anno e che incorniciavano la vetta più alta di Ramiel come una corona. Era durante quel periodo che si svolgeva il Rito. Se fosse nata prima l’insegna o il rito, Cassian non lo sapeva. Non gli era mai importato scoprirlo. 

Le foreste di conifere e i burroni che punteggiavano il paesaggio ai piedi di Ramiel brillavano sotto la neve fresca. Era tutto vuoto e pulito. Nessun indizio dello spargimento di sangue che si sarebbe verificato all’inizio della primavera. 

La montagna si avvicinava, potente e sconfinata, così vasta che lui, in confronto, sem-

brava un’effimera nel vento. Cassian volò verso la parete meridionale di Ramiel e salì abbastanza in alto da intravedere la lucente pietra nera che si ergeva sulla vetta. 

Non sapeva nemmeno chi avesse messo lì quella pietra. Secondo la leggenda, esisteva 

già prima che si formasse la Corte della Notte, prima che gli Illyrian migrassero dai Mir-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   19
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midoni, prima ancora che gli umani camminassero sulla Terra. Anche con la neve fresca 

che copriva Ramiel, nessuno aveva toccato il pilastro di pietra. 

Un brivido, gelido eppure non sgradevole, gli percorse le vene. 

Era raro che qualcuno, durante il Rito di Sangue, riuscisse a raggiungere il monolite. Da quando l’avevano fatto lui e i suoi fratelli, cinque secoli prima, Cassian ricordava solo una dozzina di persone circa che non solo avevano raggiunto la montagna, ma erano anche 

sopravvissute alla scalata. Dopo una settimana di combattimenti, di corse, di ricerca del cibo e fabbricazione delle proprie armi, quella scalata era peggio di tutti gli orrori precedenti. Era la vera prova di volontà, di coraggio. Arrampicarsi quando non si avevano più forze; arrampicarsi quando il corpo implorava di fermarsi... Era lì che di solito si crollava. 

Ma quando aveva toccato il monolite di onice, quando aveva sentito quell’antica for-

za cantargli nel sangue e nel battito del cuore prima di riportarlo al sicuro al campo di Devlon... Ne era valsa la pena. Pur di sentirla. 

Dopo aver chinato solennemente la testa in direzione di Ramiel e della pietra viva sul-

la cima, Cassian colse un altro vento veloce e si librò verso sud. 

Un’ora di volo lo fece avvicinare a un’altra vetta familiare. 

Una a cui non si avvicinava nessuno, a parte lui e i suoi fratelli. Ciò che aveva tanto desiderato vedere e sentire, quel giorno. 

Lì, un tempo, c’era stato un campo pieno di attività, come quello di Devlon. 

Un tempo. Prima che nascesse un bastardo in una gelida tenda solitaria ai margini del villaggio. Prima che scagliassero nella neve una giovane madre non sposata, solo pochi gior-ni dopo il parto, con il suo bambino tra le braccia. E prima che riprendessero quel bam-

bino, pochi anni dopo, e lo gettassero nel fango al campo di Devlon. 

Cassian atterrò sul tratto pianeggiante del passo di montagna; i cumuli di neve erano 

più alti che a Rifugio dal Vento. Nascondevano ogni traccia del villaggio che un tempo 

sorgeva lì. 

Comunque di quel villaggio rimanevano solo cenere e detriti. 

Se ne era assicurato. 

Dopo che lui aveva affrontato i responsabili delle sofferenze e dei tormenti di sua ma-

dre, nessuno era voluto restare lì un minuto di più. Non con i frammenti di ossa e il sangue che ricoprivano ogni superficie, che imbrattavano ogni campo e ogni area di adde-

stramento. E quindi erano emigrati; alcuni si erano uniti ad altri campi, altri si erano rifatti una vita altrove. Nessuno era mai tornato. 

Secoli dopo, non se ne pentiva. 

In piedi nella neve e al vento, mentre osservava il vuoto in cui era nato, Cassian non se ne pentiva nemmeno per un istante. 

Sua madre aveva sofferto in ogni momento della sua troppo breve vita. E le cose non 

avevano fatto altro che peggiorare dopo averlo partorito. Soprattutto gli anni dopo che 

lui era stato portato via. 

E quando Cassian era stato abbastanza forte e abbastanza grande da tornare a cercar-

la, lei non c’era più. 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   20

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1706]

U N A   C O R T E   D I   G E L O   E   S T E L L E

21

Si erano rifiutati di dirgli dove era stata sepolta. Avevano rifiutato di dirgli se le avevano almeno concesso quell’onore, o se avevano gettato il suo corpo a marcire in un bara-

tro ghiacciato. 

Ancora non lo sapeva. Anche con i loro ultimi, rantolanti respiri, quelli che si erano assi-curati che lei non conoscesse mai la felicità si erano rifiutati di dirglielo. Gli avevano sputato in faccia e gli avevano raccontato ogni cosa orribile che le avevano fatto. 

Avrebbe voluto seppellirla a Velaris. In un posto pieno di luce e calore, pieno di perso-ne gentili. Lontano da quelle montagne. 

Cassian esaminò il passo innevato. Aveva ricordi cupi di quel posto: fango e freddo e fuoche-relli troppo piccoli. Ma riusciva a ricordare una voce dolce e cadenzata, mani gentili e snelle. 

Era tutto ciò che gli rimaneva di lei. 

Cassian si passò le mani tra i capelli e le dita si incastrarono nei nodi provocati dal vento. 

Sapeva perché era andato lì, perché andava sempre lì. Anche se Amren lo derideva e di-

ceva che era un bruto Illyrian, lui conosceva la propria mente, il proprio cuore. 

Devlon era un signore del campo più corretto degli altri. Ma per le femmine meno for-

tunate, prese di mira o scacciate, c’era ben poca pietà. 

Quindi addestrare quelle donne, dare loro le risorse e la sicurezza necessarie per reagi-re, per poter guardare oltre i loro fuochi da campo... era una cosa che faceva per lei. Per la madre sepolta lì, o forse sepolta da nessuna parte. Perché non succedessero mai più cose del genere. Perché il suo popolo, che amava ancora nonostante i tanti difetti, potesse un giorno diventare qualcosa di più. Qualcosa di meglio. 

La tomba anonima e ignota in quel passo era il suo promemoria. 

Cassian rimase in silenzio per lunghi minuti prima di volgere lo sguardo verso ovest. 

Come se potesse vedere fino a Velaris. 

Rhys lo voleva a casa per il Solstizio, e lui avrebbe obbedito. 

Anche se Nesta... 

Nesta. 

Persino nei suoi pensieri, quel nome risuonava dentro di lui, vuoto e freddo. 

Non era il momento di pensare a lei. Non lì. 

E, comunque, si concedeva molto raramente di pensare a lei. Di solito, in quei casi, non finiva bene per chiunque fosse nel campo di addestramento con lui. 

Mentre spalancava le ali, Cassian lanciò un’ultima occhiata al campo che aveva raso al 

suolo. Rappresentava anche un altro promemoria: di che cosa era capace quando veniva 

spinto troppo oltre. 

Gli ricordava di fare attenzione, anche quando Devlon e gli altri gli facevano venire voglia di urlare. Lui e Az erano gli Illyrian più potenti di tutta la loro lunga e sanguinosa storia. Indossavano sette Sifoni ciascuno, una cosa senza precedenti, solo per poter gestire le ondate di potere letale che possedevano. Era un dono, e un fardello insieme, che non aveva mai preso alla leggera. 

Tre giorni. Aveva tre giorni prima di dover andare a Velaris. 

Avrebbe cercato di sfruttarli bene. 
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FEYRE

L’Arcobaleno era un ronzio di attività, anche sotto la neve che continuava a cadere. 

I Fae Superiori e i Fae entravano e uscivano dai vari negozi e studi; alcuni erano appol-laiati sulle scale per appendere ghirlande di pino e agrifoglio tra i lampioni, altri spaz-zavano mucchietti di neve dalle loro soglie, altri ancora – senza dubbio artisti – stavano semplicemente in piedi sui ciottoli chiari e giravano su se stessi, con i visi sollevati verso il cielo grigio e capelli, pelle e abiti coperti di fiocchi di neve. 

Dopo avere schivato una di quelle persone in mezzo alla strada – una Fae con la pel-

le simile a onice scintillante e gli occhi come ammassi vorticosi di stelle – puntai verso la facciata di una piccola e graziosa galleria, la cui vetrina rivelava un assortimento di dipinti e ceramiche. Il posto perfetto per fare acquisti per il Solstizio. Una ghirlanda di sempreverdi era appesa alla porta azzurra dipinta di fresco, dal centro della quale pendevano campanelle di ottone. 

La porta: nuova. La vetrina: nuova. 

Entrambe erano state spaccate e inzaccherate di sangue, mesi prima. E lo stesso valeva 

per tutta la strada. 

Faticavo a non guardare le pietre della strada spolverate di bianco, che scendevano ripi-de fino alla serpeggiante Sidra. Il lungofiume, pieno di mecenati e artisti, dove mesi prima avevo evocato i lupi da quelle acque sonnolente. Allora il sangue scorreva sui ciottoli e per le strade non c’erano stati canti e risate, ma urla e suppliche. 

Inspirai forte dal naso e l’aria gelata mi solleticò le narici. Lasciai uscire il fiato lenta-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   22
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mente e lo guardai formare una nuvoletta davanti a me. Mi osservai nel riflesso della vetrina del negozio: ero a malapena riconoscibile nel mio pesante cappotto grigio, una sciarpa rossa e grigia che avevo sgraffignato dall’armadio di Mor, gli occhi spalancati e distanti. 

Un istante dopo mi resi conto che non ero l’unica a fissarmi. 

All’interno della galleria, almeno cinque persone stavano facendo del loro meglio per 

non guardarmi a bocca aperta mentre esaminavano la collezione di dipinti e ceramiche. 

Mi avvamparono le guance, il cuore si mise a battere in modo discontinuo, feci un sor-

riso teso e poi proseguii. 

Anche se un oggetto aveva attirato la mia attenzione. Anche se sarei voluta entrare. 

Tenni le mani inguantate nelle tasche del cappotto mentre scendevo a grandi passi lun-

go la strada ripida, attenta a dove mettevo i piedi sui ciottoli scivolosi. C’erano tanti in-cantesimi attivi su Velaris per mantenere caldi i palazzi, i caffè e le piazze durante l’inverno, ma sembrava che molti di essi fossero stati sospesi in occasione di quella prima neve, come se tutti volessero sentirne il bacio gelido. 

Io avevo affrontato coraggiosamente la camminata dalla casa di città, invece di trasmu-

tare o volare, non solo perché volevo respirare l’aria fredda e odorosa di neve, ma anche per assorbire l’eccitazione scoppiettante di tutti quelli che si preparavano per il Solstizio. 

Sebbene Rhys e Azriel mi istruissero ancora ogni volta che potevano, sebbene amassi 

davvero volare, il pensiero di esporre al freddo le mie ali sensibili mi faceva rabbrividire. 

Poche persone mi riconobbero mentre passavo; trattenevo saldamente dentro di me il 

mio potere, e comunque la maggior parte della gente era troppo occupata a mettere deco-

razioni o a godersi la prima neve per notare gli altri. 

Una piccola grazia, anche se certo non mi dispiaceva essere avvicinata. In quanto Signo-

ra Suprema, ogni settimana tenevo udienze pubbliche alla Casa del Vento, insieme a Rhys. 

Le richieste andavano dalle cose più piccole – un lampione di luce Fae che si era rotto – 

a quelle complicate: “per favore, è possibile smettere di importare merci da altre corti, visto che questo danneggia gli artigiani locali?”. 

Alcuni erano problemi che Rhys affrontava ormai da secoli, ma non lo dava mai a vedere. 

No: ascoltava ogni postulante, poneva domande approfondite e poi lo congedava con 

la promessa di inviare una risposta al più presto. Mi ci erano volute alcune udienze per capire bene le domande che faceva, il  modo in cui ascoltava. Non mi aveva spinta a intervenire a meno che non fosse necessario, mi aveva concesso lo spazio per capire il ritmo e lo stile di quelle udienze e iniziare a fare domande per conto mio. E poi iniziare a scrivere anche le risposte ai postulanti. Rhys replicava personalmente a ognuno di loro. E or-

mai lo facevo anch’io. 

Ecco il motivo delle pile di scartoffie – sempre in aumento – in tante stanze della casa di città. 

Non avevo idea di come avesse potuto gestirle così a lungo senza una squadra di segre-

tari ad assisterlo. 

Ma mentre scendevo lungo la strada ripida, con gli edifici colorati dell’Arcobaleno che brillavano intorno a me come un luccicante ricordo dell’estate, riflettei di nuovo sull’argomento. 
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Velaris non era affatto povera, la maggior parte della sua popolazione stava bene, gli edifici e le strade erano ben tenuti. Mia sorella, a quanto pareva, era riuscita a trovare la cosa più simile ai bassifondi che esistesse lì. E insisteva per viverci, in un edificio più vecchio di Rhys e che aveva un bisogno disperato di riparazioni. 

In città c’erano solo pochi isolati in quelle condizioni. Quando avevo chiesto a Rhys 

perché non vi si era posto rimedio, si era limitato a dirmi che ci aveva provato. Ma sfollare le persone mentre le loro case venivano demolite e ricostruite... era una faccenda delicata. 

Non ero rimasta sorpresa, due giorni prima, quando Rhys mi aveva consegnato un fo-

glio e mi aveva chiesto se avrei voluto aggiungere qualcos’altro. Sul foglio c’era un elenco di organizzazioni di beneficenza a cui faceva donazioni attorno al Solstizio. C’era di tutto: dall’aiuto ai poveri, ai malati e agli anziani fino alle sovvenzioni alle giovani madri perché potessero avviare una loro attività. Avevo aggiunto solo due voci, entrambe organiz-

zazioni di cui avevo sentito parlare mentre facevo volontariato: donazioni agli umani che erano stati sfollati durante la guerra contro Hybern, nonché alle vedove di guerra Illyrian e alle loro famiglie. Le somme che stavamo stanziando erano considerevoli, più denaro di quanto avessi mai sognato di possedere. 

Un tempo non desideravo altro che cibo a sufficienza, un po’ di denaro e il tempo per 

poter dipingere. Niente di più. Mi sarebbe andato benissimo se le mie sorelle si fossero sposate e io fossi rimasta a prendermi cura di mio padre. 

E invece, oltre ad avere la mia Metà, la mia famiglia, oltre a essere Signora Suprema, c’e-ra il semplice fatto che vivevo  lì, che potevo attraversare un intero quartiere di artisti ogni volta che lo desideravo... 

Un altro viale incrociava la strada a metà del pendio e io lo imboccai. In mezzo alla neve, le file ordinate di case, gallerie e studi seguivano la sua curva. Ma anche tra i colori acce-si c’erano macchie di grigio, di vuoto. 

Mi avvicinai a uno di quei punti, un edificio semidiroccato. Il colore verde menta dei 

muri era diventato grigiastro, come se la luce stessa si fosse ritirata dal colore quando l’edificio era stato fatto a pezzi. Anche alcune costruzioni lì attorno erano silenziose e crepate, e una galleria sull’altro lato della strada era sbarrata da assi. 

Qualche mese prima avevo iniziato a donare una parte del mio stipendio mensile – l’i-

dea di ricevere una cosa del genere mi sembrava ancora assolutamente ridicola – per ri-

costruire l’Arcobaleno e aiutare i suoi artisti, ma le cicatrici c’erano ancora, sia sugli edifici sia sui loro residenti. 

E poi c’era il cumulo di macerie coperte di neve davanti a me: chi ci aveva abitato, chi ci aveva lavorato? Erano ancora vivi o erano stati trucidati durante l’attacco? 

C’erano molti posti così a Velaris. Li avevo visti mentre lavoravo, mentre distribuivo cappotti invernali e facevo visita alle famiglie nelle loro case. 

Buttai fuori il fiato di nuovo. Sapevo che mi soffermavo troppo spesso e troppo a lungo 

in punti simili. Sapevo che avrei dovuto proseguire, sorridere come se nulla mi disturbas-se, come se tutto andasse bene. Eppure... 

«Sono usciti in tempo» disse una voce femminile dietro di me. 
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Mi voltai, con gli stivali che slittavano sull’acciottolato scivoloso. Allungai un braccio per riprendere l’equilibrio e mi aggrappai alla prima cosa con cui venni a contatto: un pezzo di pietra caduto dalla casa distrutta. 

Ma vedere chi c’era dietro di me, a guardare le macerie, mi fece dimenticare ogni imbarazzo. 

Nei mesi trascorsi dall’attacco, non l’avevo dimenticata. 

Non avevo dimenticato il momento in cui l’avevo vista fuori dal negozio, con un tubo ar-

rugginito sollevato su una spalla, pronta ad affrontare il gruppo di soldati di Hybern, pronta a sferrare colpi con quel tubo per difendere le persone terrorizzate rannicchiate lì dentro. 

Una tenue e graziosa sfumatura rosata le brillava sulla pelle verde chiaro, e i capelli neri le scendevano fin sotto il petto. La proteggevano dal freddo un cappotto marrone, una 

sciarpa rosa avvolta intorno al collo e alla metà inferiore del viso, ma mentre incrociava le braccia vidi che le dita lunghe e delicate non portavano guanti. 

Era una Fae, ma di un tipo che non avevo visto spesso. Il suo viso e il suo corpo mi ri-

cordavano i Fae Superiori, anche se aveva le orecchie più sottili e più lunghe delle mie. 

Aveva una forma più snella e più slanciata; lo vedevo nonostante il cappotto pesante. 

Incrociai il suo sguardo – gli occhi erano di un ocra vibrante che mi fece chiedere qua-

li colori avrei dovuto mescolare per rendere quella sfumatura – e le feci un sorrisino. «Mi fa piacere.»

Calò il silenzio, interrotto dal canto allegro di alcune persone per strada e dal vento 

che soffiava dalla Sidra. 

La Fae si limitò a inclinare la testa. «Signora.»

Cercai qualcosa da dire, qualcosa di adatto a una Signora Suprema e tuttavia amichevo-

le, e non trovai niente. Avevo la mente così vuota che mi uscì di bocca: «Sta nevicando». 

Come se quella roba bianca che scendeva dal cielo potesse essere qualcos’altro. 

La donna inclinò di nuovo la testa. «Già.» Sorrise al cielo, mentre i fiocchi di neve si posavano sui capelli neri come l’inchiostro. «Ed è proprio bella, come prima nevicata.»

Studiai le rovine dietro di me. «Tu... conosci le persone che abitavano qui?»

«Sì. Adesso vivono nella fattoria di un parente, in pianura.» Agitò una mano verso la 

piatta distesa di terra tra Velaris e la lontana riva del mare. 

«Ah» riuscii a dire, poi indicai con il mento il negozio sbarrato sull’altro lato della strada. «E quello?»

Lei guardò il punto che indicavo. Strinse le labbra, dipinte di un rosa-bacca. «Lì non 

c’è stato un lieto fine, temo.»

Mi sudarono i palmi dentro i guanti di lana. «Capisco.»

Si voltò di nuovo verso di me e i capelli di seta ondeggiarono. «Si chiamava Polina. 

Quella era la sua galleria. Lo era stata per secoli.»

Ormai era un guscio scuro e silenzioso. 

«Mi dispiace» dissi, incerta su cos’altro dire. 

Le sopracciglia sottili e scure della femmina si aggrottarono. «Perché dovresti essere dispiaciuta?» E poi aggiunse: «Mia signora». 
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na idea. Quindi ignorai la sua domanda e le chiesi: «Aveva una famiglia?». Speravo che almeno loro ce l’avessero fatta. 

«Anche loro vivono in pianura. Sua sorella e tutti i nipoti.» La creatura studiò di nuo-

vo la facciata sbarrata. «È in vendita, adesso.»

Sbattei le palpebre, comprendendo la proposta implicita. «Oh, ma... non lo stavo chie-

dendo per questo motivo.» Non mi era nemmeno passato per la mente. 

«Perché no?»

Una domanda franca e facile. Forse più diretta di quanto la maggior parte delle persone 

osasse essere con me, soprattutto gli estranei. «Io... che cosa me ne potrei fare?»

Mi fece un gesto aggraziato con una mano. «Si dice che tu sia una brava artista. Mi ven-

gono in mente molti possibili usi.»

Distolsi lo sguardo, odiandomi un po’ per quello. «Non sono introdotta nel settore, temo.»

La Fae sollevò una spalla. «Be’, che tu lo sia o no, non è necessario che giri qui attor-no furtivamente. Ogni porta è aperta per te, sai.»

«Come Signora Suprema?» osai chiedere. 

«Come una di noi» rispose semplicemente. 

Le parole si assestarono dentro di me; in modo strano ma, allo stesso tempo, come un 

pezzo della cui assenza non mi ero accorta. Mi era stata tesa una mano, e non mi ero resa conto di quanto volessi afferrarla. 

«Io sono Feyre» dissi, togliendomi il guanto e allungando il braccio. 

La Fae mi strinse le dita; aveva una presa forte come l’acciaio, nonostante la corporatu-ra snella. «Ressina.» Non era una persona incline a sorridere eccessivamente, ma comun-

que sembrava piena di un calore pragmatico. 

Le campane di mezzogiorno suonarono in una torre ai margini dell’Arcobaleno, e su-

bito il suono fu ripreso in tutta la città dalle altre torri. 

«Dovrei andare» dissi, lasciando la mano di Ressina e indietreggiando di un passo. 

«Mi ha fatto piacere conoscerti.» Mi rimisi il guanto; le dita già bruciavano per il fred-do. Forse quell’inverno avrei dovuto dedicare un po’ di tempo a padroneggiare meglio 

i miei poteri del fuoco. Sarebbe stato molto utile imparare a scaldarmi i vestiti e la pelle senza bruciarmi. 

Ressina mi indicò un edificio lungo la strada, sull’altro lato dell’incrocio da cui ero appena passata. Era lo stesso edificio che aveva difeso, con le pareti dipinte di rosa lampone e le porte e le finestre di un turchese brillante, come l’acqua attorno a Adriata. «Sono una degli artisti che usano lo spazio in quello studio. Se mai volessi una guida, o anche solo un po’ di compagnia, sono lì quasi tutti i giorni. Vivo sopra lo studio.» Un elegante cenno della mano verso le minuscole finestre rotonde al primo piano. 

Mi posai una mano sul petto. «Grazie.»

Di nuovo silenzio, e io guardai quel negozio, la porta davanti a cui si era piazzata Ressina, per difendere la sua casa e le case di altri. 

«Lo ricordiamo, sai» disse sottovoce Ressina, facendomi distogliere lo sguardo. Ma la sua attenzione si era rivolta alle macerie dietro di noi, allo studio sbarrato, alla strada, come se INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   26
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anche lei potesse vedere – attraverso la neve – il sangue che era colato tra i ciottoli. «Ricordiamo che quel giorno sei venuta ad aiutarci.»

Non sapevo che cosa fare del mio corpo, delle mie mani, quindi optai per l’immobilità. 

Finalmente Ressina incrociò il mio sguardo, e gli occhi color ocra erano luminosi. «Ci 

teniamo a distanza per lasciarti il tuo spazio, ma non pensare neanche per un momento 

che qualcuno di noi non lo sappia e non lo ricordi, che non ti sia grato di essere venuta qui e avere combattuto per noi.»

Non era stato sufficiente, però. L’edificio in rovina dietro di me ne era la prova. Parecchie persone erano comunque morte. 

Ressina fece qualche passo verso il suo studio, senza fretta, poi si fermò. «Abbiamo un 

gruppo che dipinge insieme, nel mio studio. Una sera alla settimana. Ci incontreremo tra due giorni. Sarebbe un onore se volessi unirti a noi.»

«Che genere di cose dipingi?» La mia domanda era sommessa come la neve che ci ca-

deva attorno. 

Ressina fece un sorrisino. «Le cose che devono essere raccontate.»

Anche se la gelida sera era scesa presto su Velaris, le strade erano piene di persone; alcune erano cariche di borse e di scatole, alcune trasportavano a fatica enormi cesti di frutta presi in una delle tante bancarelle che occupavano i due Palazzi. 

Con il cappuccio foderato di pelliccia che mi proteggeva dal freddo, esaminai i carrelli dei venditori e le vetrine dei negozi nel Palazzo del Filo e dei Gioielli, soprattutto le vetrine. 

Alcune delle aree pubbliche erano ancora riscaldate, ma buona parte di Velaris era stata temporaneamente esposta al vento pungente e mi dispiacque non essermi messa un maglione più pesante, quella mattina. Imparare a riscaldarmi senza evocare una fiamma sa-

rebbe stato davvero utile. Se mai avessi avuto il tempo per farlo. 

Stavo tornando a guardare la vetrina di uno dei negozi costruiti sotto gli aggetti degli edifici quando un braccio si allacciò al mio e Mor disse, con voce strascicata: «Amren ti amerebbe per sempre se le comprassi uno zaffiro così grande». 

Risi e tirai indietro il cappuccio per poterla vedere bene. Le guance di Mor erano arrossate dal freddo, e le trecce dorate scendevano sulla pelliccia bianca che bordava il suo mantello. «Purtroppo, non credo che le nostre casse ci amerebbero altrettanto.»

Mor fece un sorrisetto compiaciuto. «Lo sai che siamo facoltosi, vero? Potresti riempi-

re una vasca da bagno con quei cosi» indicò col mento lo zaffiro, delle dimensioni di un uovo, nella vetrina della gioielleria «e intaccare appena i nostri conti.»

Lo sapevo. Avevo visto gli elenchi dei beni. Non riuscivo ancora a comprendere l’enormi-

tà della ricchezza di Rhys. Della  mia ricchezza. Quei numeri, quelle cifre non sembravano reali. Come se fossero soldi giocattolo, per i bambini. Compravo solo quello che mi serviva. 

Ma in quel momento... «Sto cercando qualcosa da prenderle per il Solstizio.»

Mor esaminò la fila di gemme nella vetrina, da quelle grezze a quelle incastonate. Alcune brillavano come stelle cadute. Altre ardevano senza fiamma, come se fossero state sottratte al cuore infuocato della Terra. «In effetti Amren merita un regalo decente quest’anno, non è vero?»
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Dopo quello che aveva fatto per distruggere gli eserciti di Hybern durante quella batta-

glia finale, dopo la sua scelta di rimanere lì con noi... «Lo meritiamo tutti.»

Mor mi diede un colpetto col gomito, ma i suoi occhi castani brillavano. «E Varian ci 

raggiungerà, secondo te?»

Sbuffai. «Ieri l’ho chiesto ad Amren e lei non mi ha risposto.»

«Penso che voglia dire che verrà. O, perlomeno, andrà a trovarla.»

Sorrisi al pensiero e trascinai Mor verso la vetrina successiva, standole appiccicata per riscaldarmi. Amren e il principe di Adriata non avevano fatto dichiarazioni ufficiali, ma a volte rivedevo in sogno quel momento in cui lei si era spogliata della sua pelle immortale e Varian si era inginocchiato. 

Amren era stata una creatura di fiamme e zolfo, creata in un altro mondo per infligge-

re le punizioni decise da un dio crudele, per essere il suo carnefice delle masse di mortali inermi. Per quindicimila anni era rimasta bloccata nel nostro mondo. 

E non aveva amato – non di quell’amore che può modificare la storia, che può mutare 

il destino – finché non aveva conosciuto quel principe di Adriata dai capelli d’argento. O, perlomeno, amato nella maniera in cui Amren poteva amare qualcosa. 

E quindi, certo, non c’era niente di ufficiale tra loro. Ma sapevo che lui era venuto a trovarla, in segreto, nella nostra città. Soprattutto perché alcune mattine Amren incedeva nella casa di città con un sorrisetto compiaciuto simile a quello di un gatto. 

Ma se pensavo a ciò a cui aveva rinunciato, per poterci salvare... 

Io e Mor notammo il gioiello in vetrina nello stesso istante. «Quello» dichiarò lei. 

Io mi stavo già dirigendo verso la porta d’ingresso a vetri; quando entrammo, si udì l’allegro tintinnio di un campanello d’argento. 

La negoziante spalancò gli occhi ma sembrò raggiante quando indicammo il gioiello, e 

lo posò subito su un cuscinetto di velluto nero. Inventò una scusa gentile – disse che doveva prendere qualcosa dal retro – per lasciarci un po’ di intimità davanti al bancone di legno lucido. 

«È perfetto» sussurrò Mor; le pietre spezzavano la luce e sembravano ardere internamente. 

Feci scorrere un dito sull’elegante montatura d’argento. «E  tu che regalo vuoi?»

Mor scrollò le spalle. Il pesante cappotto marrone faceva risaltare il ricco color terra dei suoi occhi. «Ho tutto ciò di cui ho bisogno.»

«Prova a dirlo a Rhys. Dice che al Solstizio non si dovrebbero ricevere regali di cui si ha bisogno, ma quelli che non si comprerebbero mai per se stessi.» Mor alzò gli occhi al cielo. Ero tentata di fare altrettanto, ma insistei: «Allora, che cosa vuoi tu?». 

Fece scorrere un dito su una gemma tagliata. «Niente. Io... Non c’è niente che voglia.»

A parte le cose che forse non era pronta a chiedere, a cercare. 

Esaminai di nuovo il gioiello e chiesi con tono disinvolto: «Sei andata spesso da Rita, 

ultimamente. C’è una persona che vorresti portare alla cena del Solstizio?». 

Mor mi guardò negli occhi. «No.»

Doveva decidere lei quando e come informare gli altri di quello che mi aveva detto du-

rante la guerra. Soprattutto, quando e come dirlo ad Azriel. 
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Il mio unico ruolo era starle accanto... coprirle le spalle quando ne aveva bisogno. 

E così continuai: «Che cosa regali agli altri?». 

Lei si accigliò. «Dopo secoli di doni, è una gran rottura di palle trovare qualcosa di nuovo per tutti loro. Azriel deve avere un cassetto pieno di tutti i pugnali che gli ho comprato nel corso dei secoli, ne sono sicura; è troppo educato per buttarli via, ma non li userà mai.»

«Pensi sinceramente che darebbe mai via lo StrappaVerità?»

«L’ha dato a Elain» disse Mor, ammirando una collana di pietra lunare nella teca di ve-

tro del bancone. 

«Lei gliel’ha restituito» la corressi, e non riuscii a evitare di ricordare la lama nera che trafiggeva la gola del re di Hybern. Ma Elain l’aveva restituito; l’aveva messo nelle mani di Azriel dopo la battaglia, proprio come lui aveva fatto prima con lei. E poi se n’era andata senza voltarsi. 

Mor mormorò qualcosa fra sé e sé. La gioielliera tornò un attimo dopo e io firmai il 

mio conto di credito personale, cercando di non rabbrividire per l’enorme somma di de-

naro che era appena scomparsa con un tratto di penna d’oro. 

«A proposito di guerrieri Illyrian,» dissi mentre camminavamo nella piazza del Palaz-

zo, piena di gente, e giravamo attorno a un carrello dipinto di rosso che vendeva tazze di cioccolata bollente «che diavolo posso comprare per loro?»

Non avevo il coraggio di chiedere che cosa avrei dovuto prendere per Rhys, perché, an-

che se adoravo Mor, mi sembrava sbagliato chiedere consiglio a un’altra persona su che 

cosa comprare alla mia Metà. 

«In tutta onestà, potresti regalare un nuovo coltello a Cassian e lui ti bacerebbe. Ma Az probabilmente preferirebbe non ricevere regali, solo per evitare di essere al centro dell’attenzione mentre li apre.»

Risi. «Vero.»

Proseguimmo, tenendoci sottobraccio; gli aromi di nocciole tostate, pigne e cioccola-

to sostituivano il solito profumo di sale, limone e verbena che riempiva la città. «Conti di andare a trovare Viviane durante il Solstizio?»

Nei mesi trascorsi dalla fine della guerra, Mor era rimasta in contatto con la Signora 

della Corte dell’Inverno; forse presto Viviane ne sarebbe diventata la Signora Suprema, se dipendeva da lei. Erano state amiche per secoli, fino a quando il regno di Amarantha non aveva interrotto i contatti, e, anche se la guerra con Hybern era stata brutale, una delle conseguenze positive era stato il riaccendersi della loro amicizia. Rhys e Kallias avevano un’alleanza ancora tiepida, ma sembrava che il rapporto di Mor con la Metà del Signore 

Supremo dell’Inverno avrebbe fatto da ponte tra le nostre due corti. 

La mia amica mi rivolse un sorriso pieno di calore. «Forse uno o due giorni dopo. Loro 

festeggiano per tutta una settimana.»

«Ci sei già stata?»

Scosse la testa e i capelli dorati catturarono la luce Fae dei lampioni. «No. Di solito ten-gono chiusi i loro confini, anche agli amici. Ma con Kallias ora al potere e, soprattutto, con Viviane al suo fianco, stanno ricominciando ad aprirsi.»
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«Posso solo immaginare le loro celebrazioni.»

Le brillarono gli occhi. «Viviane me ne ha parlato, una volta. Fanno sembrare le nostre 

decisamente noiose. Ballano e bevono, banchettano e si scambiano regali. Ci sono falò 

ruggenti in cui bruciano interi tronchi d’albero, calderoni pieni di vino caldo e speziato e il canto di mille menestrelli che percorre tutto il palazzo, a cui fanno eco le campanelle delle grandi slitte trainate da quei bellissimi orsi bianchi.» Sospirò e io feci altrettanto, mentre le immagini che aveva evocato aleggiavano nell’aria gelida tra noi. 

Lì a Velaris festeggiavamo la notte più lunga dell’anno. Nel territorio di Kallias, a quanto pareva, festeggiavano l’inverno stesso. 

Il sorriso di Mor svanì. «Sono venuta a cercarti per un motivo preciso, sai.»

«Non solo per fare acquisti?»

Mi diede una gomitata. «Dobbiamo andare alla Città Spaccata. Stasera.»

Rabbrividii. «“Dobbiamo” nel senso di “tutti noi”?»

«Almeno io, tu e Rhys.»

Trattenni un gemito. «Perché?»

Mor si fermò davanti a un venditore ed esaminò le sciarpe ben piegate. «Per rispetta-

re la tradizione. Attorno al Solstizio, facciamo una visitina alla Corte degli Incubi per au-gurare loro ogni bene.»

«Davvero?»

Mor fece una smorfia, annuì al venditore e proseguì. «Come ho detto, è una tradizio-

ne. Per incoraggiare la buona volontà. Quella poca che c’è. E, dopo le battaglie di quest’estate, non farebbe male.»

Keir e il suo esercito di Oscuranti avevano combattuto, dopotutto. 

Attraversammo il centro del Palazzo, molto affollato, passando sotto un reticolo di luci Fae che cominciavano appena a sfavillare. Da un punto silenzioso e assopito dentro di me, arrivò svolazzando il nome del dipinto.  Il gelo e le stelle. 

«Quindi tu e Rhys avete deciso di dirmelo poche ore prima di dover andare?»

«Rhys è stato via tutto il giorno. Ho deciso io di andare stasera. Se non vogliamo rovi-

narci il Solstizio vero e proprio con questa visita, è meglio farlo adesso.»

C’erano ancora diversi giorni tra quel momento e la vigilia del Solstizio. Ma Mor man-

tenne un’espressione indifferente. 

Insistetti: «Tu amministri la Città Spaccata e tratti sempre con loro». Praticamente la go-vernava, quando non c’era Rhys. E gestiva il suo terribile padre. 

Mor intuì che domanda c’era dietro la mia affermazione. «Stasera ci sarà Eris. L’ho sa-

puto stamattina da Az.»

Rimasi in silenzio, in attesa. 

Gli occhi marroni di Mor si incupirono. «Voglio vedere di persona quanto sono diven-

tati amiconi lui e mio padre.»

Per me era una ragione sufficiente. 
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FEYRE

Al calar del crepuscolo ero raggomitolata sul letto, calda, comoda e assonnata tra gli 

strati di coperte e piumoni, quando Rhys finalmente tornò. 

Sentii il richiamo del suo potere molto prima che si avvicinasse alla casa, una melodia 

oscura che attraversava il mondo. 

Mor aveva annunciato che non saremmo andati alla Città Spaccata prima di un’ora o 

giù di lì; con tutto quel tempo a disposizione, avevo scartato i documenti sulla scrivania in palissandro dall’altra parte della stanza e avevo preso un libro. Ero riuscita a leggere appena una decina di pagine quando Rhys aprì la porta della camera da letto. 

I suoi indumenti Illyrian brillavano di neve sciolta, e altra luccicava sui capelli scuri e sulle ali mentre chiudeva silenziosamente la porta. «Esattamente dove ti ho lasciata.»

Sorrisi e posai il libro accanto a me. Fu quasi inghiottito dal piumone color avorio. «Non è forse l’unica cosa in cui sono brava?»

Rhys cominciò a togliersi di dosso le armi e poi i vestiti con un sorriso da mascalzone 

che gli sollevava un angolo della bocca. Ma, nonostante l’umorismo che gli illuminava gli occhi, ogni movimento era pesante e lento, come se combattesse la stanchezza a ogni respiro. 

«Forse dovremmo dire a Mor di rimandare l’incontro alla Corte degli Incubi.» Aggrot-

tai la fronte. 

Lui si tolse la giacca di cuoio, che atterrò rumorosamente sulla sedia della scrivania. 

«Perché? Se davvero ci sarà Eris, vorrei sorprenderlo con una mia visitina.»

«Perché sembri esausto, ecco perché.»
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Si mise una mano sul cuore con aria drammatica. «La tua preoccupazione mi riscalda 

più di qualsiasi fuoco invernale, amore mio.»

Alzai gli occhi al cielo e mi misi a sedere. «Perlomeno hai mangiato?»

Alzò le ampie spalle, che sforzarono la stoffa della camicia scura. «Sto bene.» Quando 

spinsi via le coperte, gli scivolò lo sguardo sulle mie gambe nude. 

Mi sentii invadere dal calore, ma infilai i piedi nelle pantofole. «Ti porto qualcosa da mangiare.»

«Non voglio...»

«Quando hai mangiato l’ultima volta?» Un silenzio imbronciato. «Ecco, come pensa-

vo.» Mi misi sulle spalle una vestaglia bordata di pelliccia. «Lavati e cambiati. Partiamo tra quaranta minuti. Torno fra poco.»

Raccolse le ali, e la luce Fae indorò l’artiglio sopra ciascuna di esse. «Non c’è bisogno che tu...»

«Lo voglio fare e lo farò.» Detto questo, uscii e percorsi il corridoio azzurrino. 

Cinque minuti dopo, un Rhys in mutande mi tenne aperta la porta mentre entravo con 

un vassoio tra le mani. 

«Visto che hai portato su tutto quello che c’era in cucina» brontolò mentre andavo verso la scrivania «tanto valeva che scendessi io.» Non si era ancora vestito per la nostra visita. 

Gli mostrai la lingua, ma poi mi accigliai mentre esaminavo la scrivania ingombra alla 

ricerca di spazio libero per il vassoio. Niente. Anche il tavolino vicino alla finestra era coperto di oggetti. Tutti oggetti importanti e vitali. Mi rassegnai a posarlo sul letto. 

Rhys si sedette e piegò le ali dietro di sé prima di allungare le mani per tirarmi in grembo, ma io le schivai e mi mantenni a una prudente distanza. «Prima pensa alla cena.»

«Allora dopo mangerò te» ribatté, sorridendo maliziosamente, ma si tuffò sul cibo. 

La velocità e intensità con cui lo divorava furono tali da farmi passare ogni desiderio 

provocato dalle sue parole. «Non hai mangiato per niente, oggi?»

Un lampo di occhi viola mentre finiva il pane e attaccava l’arrosto freddo. «Una mela, 

stamattina.»

«Rhys.»

«Avevo da fare.»

« Rhys.»

Posò la forchetta, e la bocca ebbe un guizzo che era quasi un sorriso. «Feyre.»

Incrociai le braccia. «Nessuno ha troppo da fare per poter mangiare.»

«Ti stai agitando.»

«Agitarmi è il mio compito. E, poi, tu ti agiti parecchio. Per cose molto più banali.»

«Il tuo ciclo non è banale.»

«Avevo un po’ di dolore...»

«Ti contorcevi sul letto come se qualcuno ti avesse sventrato.»

«E tu ti comportavi come una chioccia prepotente.»

«Non ti ho vista sbraitare contro Cassian, Mor o Az quando si sono preoccupati per te.»

«Loro non hanno provato a imboccarmi come se fossi un’invalida!»
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Rhys ridacchiò e finì il suo cibo. «Mangerò regolarmente se mi permetti di trasformar-

mi in una mamma chioccia prepotente due volte l’anno.»

Giusto, perché il mio ciclo era così diverso in quel corpo. Erano finiti i disagi mensili. 

Mi era sembrato un dono. 

Fino a due mesi prima. Quando avevo scoperto com’era. 

Al posto dei disagi mensili delle donne umane, c’era – due volte all’anno – una settima-

na di dolori atroci che laceravano il ventre. Persino Madja, la guaritrice preferita di Rhys, poteva fare poco per quel dolore... se non farmi perdere conoscenza. C’era stato un momento durante quella settimana in cui avevo preso in considerazione tale rimedio. Il dolo-re partiva dalla schiena e dalla pancia fino ad arrivare alle cosce e alle braccia; mi sembrava di essere attraversata da fulmini viventi. Le mestruazioni non erano mai state piacevoli quando ero umana, e addirittura c’erano stati giorni in cui non riuscivo ad alzarmi dal letto. Quando ero stata Creata, a quanto pareva, l’amplificazione delle mie qualità non si era limitata alla forza e ai lineamenti Fae. No, per niente. 

Mor aveva poco da offrirmi oltre alla commiserazione e alla tisana di zenzero. “Perlo-

meno succede solo due volte l’anno” aveva detto per consolarmi. “Sono due volte di trop-

po” ero riuscita a gemere. 

Rhys era rimasto con me per tutto il tempo, accarezzandomi i capelli, sostituendo le co-

perte surriscaldate e fradice di sudore, e anche aiutando a pulirmi. Quando avevo obiet-

tato al fatto che stesse lì mentre mi toglievo la biancheria sporca, si era limitato a dire “Il sangue è sangue”. A quel punto ero a malapena in grado di muovermi senza piagnucolare, quindi non avevo assimilato del tutto quelle parole. 

Né avevo assimilato bene ciò che implicava quel sangue. Evidentemente la miscela con-

traccettiva che Rhys mi aveva preso stava funzionando. Ma concepire, tra i Fae, era così raro e difficile che a volte mi chiedevo se aspettare di essere pronta ad avere figli mi si sarebbe potuto ritorcere contro. 

Non avevo dimenticato come mi era apparso l’Intagliaossa. Sapevo che non l’aveva scor-

dato neanche Rhys. 

Ma non aveva insistito e non mi aveva chiesto niente. Una volta gli avevo detto che vo-

levo vivere con lui, sperimentare la vita con lui, prima di avere figli. Lo pensavo ancora. 

C’era così tanto da fare: i nostri giorni erano troppo pieni di impegni anche solo per pensare di portare un bambino al mondo, e la mia vita era così appagante che – anche se un 

figlio sarebbe stata un’immensa benedizione – per il momento avrei sopportato quell’ago-

nia due volte all’anno. E avrei anche aiutato le mie sorelle a sopportarla. 

Non avevo mai preso in considerazione i cicli di fertilità Fae, e spiegarli a Nesta ed Elain era stato disagevole, a dir poco. 

Nesta si era limitata a fissarmi in quel modo freddo e imperturbabile. Elain era arrossi-ta e aveva mormorato qualcosa sulla sconvenienza di certi argomenti. Ma loro erano sta-

te Create quasi sei mesi prima. Stava per succedere. Molto presto. Ammesso che la loro 

Creazione non interferisse. 

Avrei dovuto capire come convincere Nesta a mandarmi un messaggio, quando il suo ci-
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clo fosse iniziato. Come diavolo avrei potuto lasciare che sopportasse quel dolore da sola? 

Non ero neanche sicura che ce l’avrebbe fatta, da sola. 

Elain, perlomeno, sarebbe stata troppo gentile per mandare via Lucien se lui avesse vo-

luto aiutarla. Era troppo gentile per mandarlo via anche in una giornata normale. Si limitava a ignorarlo o gli rivolgeva appena la parola finché lui non capiva l’antifona e se ne andava. Per quanto ne sapevo, non le si era più avvicinato dal giorno dopo la battaglia finale. Lei non faceva altro che curare i suoi giardini e piangere silenziosamente la sua vita umana perduta. Piangere Graysen. 

Non avevo idea di come potesse sopportarlo Lucien. Non che avesse mostrato interes-

se a colmare quel divario tra loro. 

«Su che pianeta sei finita?» mi chiese Rhys, scolando il vino e mettendo da parte il vassoio. 

Se avessi voluto parlare, mi avrebbe ascoltata. Se non avessi voluto, mi avrebbe lasciata in pace. Era stato un nostro patto tacito fin dall’inizio: ascoltare quando l’altro ne aveva bisogno e concedere spazio quando era necessario. Lui stava ancora lentamente cercando la maniera per raccontarmi tutto quello che gli era stato fatto, tutto quello a cui aveva assistito nel Regno Sotto la Montagna. C’erano ancora notti in cui baciavo via le sue lacrime, una per una. 

Quell’argomento, tuttavia, non era altrettanto difficile. «Stavo pensando a Elain» dissi, appoggiandomi al bordo della scrivania. «E a Lucien.»

Rhys inarcò un sopracciglio e io condivisi le mie riflessioni. 

Quando conclusi, aveva un’espressione meditabonda. «Lucien si unirà a noi per il 

Solstizio?»

«Sarà una brutta cosa, se lo farà?»

Rhys mormorò qualcosa e ripiegò ulteriormente le ali. Non avevo idea di come potes-

se resistere al freddo durante il volo, anche se si schermava. Ogni volta che avevo provato a volare, nel corso delle ultime settimane, avevo resistito a malapena qualche minuto. L’unica volta che ci ero riuscita era stata la settimana prima, quando il nostro volo dalla Casa del Vento si era fatto molto più caldo. 

Alla fine Rhys disse: «Posso sopportare di stargli vicino». 

«Sono sicura che lui apprezzerebbe tutto questo galoppante entusiasmo.»

Fece un mezzo sorriso che mi attirò verso di lui; mi fermai tra le sue gambe. Mi posò 

pigramente le mani sui fianchi. «Posso lasciar correre le derisioni» disse, studiandomi il viso. «E il fatto che nutra ancora qualche speranza di riunirsi, un giorno, con Tamlin. Ma non posso lasciar correre il modo in cui ti ha trattata dopo il Regno Sotto la Montagna.»

«Io posso. È una cosa che gli ho perdonato.»

«Be’, scusami, ma io non ci riesco.» Rabbia gelida oscurava le stelle in quegli occhi viola. 

«Ancora quasi non riesci a parlare con Nesta» dissi. «Eppure con Elain parli gentilmente.»

«Elain è Elain.»

«Se biasimi una, devi biasimare anche l’altra.»

«No, non necessariamente. Elain è Elain» ripeté. «Nesta è... lei è Illyrian. Lo dico 

come un complimento, ma ha un cuore da Illyrian. Quindi non ci sono scuse per il suo 

comportamento.»
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«L’estate scorsa lo ha più che compensato, Rhys.»

«Non posso perdonare nessuno che ti abbia fatto soffrire.»

Parole fredde e brutali, pronunciate con una grazia così disinvolta. 

Ma ancora non gli importava di chi aveva fatto soffrire  lui. Passai una mano sulle spire e i vortici dei tatuaggi sul suo petto muscoloso, seguendone le linee intricate. Rabbri-vidì sotto le mie dita e gli si contrassero le ali. «Loro sono la mia famiglia. Dovrai perdonare Nesta, prima o poi.»

Mi appoggiò la fronte sul petto, proprio tra i seni, e mi avvolse le braccia attorno alla vita. Per un lungo minuto si limitò a inalare il mio odore, come per riempirsene i polmoni in profondità. «Vorresti questo come regalo per il Solstizio da parte mia?» mormorò. «Che perdoni Nesta per aver permesso alla sorella quattordicenne di andare in quei boschi?»

Gli misi un dito sotto il mento e gli tirai su la testa. «Non riceverai nessun regalo per il Solstizio da me, se continui con queste stupidaggini.»

Un sorriso malizioso. 

«Sciocco» sibilai, cercando di indietreggiare, ma le sue braccia mi strinsero più forte. 

Restammo in silenzio, fissandoci l’un l’altro. Poi Rhys mi disse attraverso l’Unione: “Un pensiero per un pensiero, Feyre cara?”. 

Sorrisi alla richiesta, il vecchio gioco tra noi. Ma il sorriso svanì mentre rispondevo 

“Oggi sono entrata nell’Arcobaleno”. 

“Oh?” Mi strofinò il naso contro lo stomaco. 

Gli feci scorrere le dita tra i capelli scuri, godendomi le ciocche setose contro i miei calli. “C’è un’artista, Ressina. Mi ha invitata a dipingere con lei e altri, fra due sere.” 

Rhys si tirò indietro per studiarmi il viso, poi inarcò un sopracciglio. «Perché non hai l’aria entusiasta?»

Feci un cenno per indicare la nostra stanza e tutta la casa di città, e poi sbuffai. «Non dipingo niente da un po’.»

Fin da quando eravamo tornati dalla battaglia. Rhys rimase in silenzio, lasciandomi rior-dinare il groviglio di parole dentro di me. 

«Mi sentirei egoista» ammisi. «Se mi prendessi il tempo per dipingere, quando c’è così 

tanto da fare e...»

«Non è egoista.» Mi strinse le mani sui fianchi. «Se vuoi dipingere, allora dipingi, 

Feyre.»

«C’è gente, in questa città, che non ha ancora una casa.»

«Dedicare alla pittura qualche ora al giorno non cambierà lo stato dei fatti.»

«Non è solo questo.» Mi chinai fino a toccargli la fronte con la mia; il suo profumo di 

agrumi e di mare mi riempì i polmoni, il cuore. «Ci sono troppe... troppe cose che vor-

rei dipingere. Che ho bisogno di dipingere. Scegliendone una...» Feci un respiro tremu-

lo e mi tirai un po’ indietro. «Non sono sicura di essere pronta a vedere che cosa verreb-be fuori, se ne dipingessi qualcuna.»

«Ah.» Mi tracciò linee sulla schiena, con un movimento rilassante e amoroso. «Che tu 
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provarci.» Esaminò la stanza e poi il folto tappeto, come se potesse vedere l’intera casa lì sotto. «Possiamo trasformare in uno studio la tua vecchia camera da letto, se vuoi...»

«Non ce n’è bisogno» lo interruppi. «È che... La luce non è ideale là dentro.» Di fronte alle sue sopracciglia inarcate, ammisi: «Ho controllato. L’unica stanza che andrebbe bene è il soggiorno, e preferirei non fare puzzare tutta la casa di pittura». 

«Credo che non dispiacerebbe a nessuno.»

«Dispiacerebbe a me. E comunque mi piace stare per conto mio. L’ultima cosa che vo-

glio è avere Amren dietro di me, che mi critica mentre lavoro.»

Rhys ridacchiò. «Si può scendere a patti con Amren.»

«Non sono sicura che stiamo parlando della stessa Amren, allora.»

Sorrise, mi attirò di nuovo a sé e mormorò contro il mio stomaco: «Il giorno del Sol-

stizio è anche il tuo compleanno». 

«E allora?» Stavo cercando di dimenticare quel fatto. E lasciare che anche gli altri lo 

dimenticassero. 

Il sorriso di Rhys si mitigò e divenne felino. «E, allora, significa che riceverai  due regali.»

Gemetti. «Non avrei mai dovuto dirtelo.»

«Sei nata nella notte più lunga dell’anno.» Le sue dita mi accarezzarono di nuovo la 

schiena. In basso. «Fin dal primo istante eri destinata a essere al mio fianco.»

Mi passò – lentamente, pigramente – una mano tra le natiche. Visto che ero in piedi 

davanti a lui, poté sentire subito il mio odore cambiare quando il calore iniziò a propa-garsi nel mio corpo. 

Prima che mi mancassero le parole, riuscii a dire lungo l’Unione: “Tocca a te. Un pen-

siero per un pensiero”. 

Mi diede un bacio proprio sull’ombelico. «Ti ho già parlato di quella prima volta che 

trasmutasti, quando mi placcasti nella neve?»

Gli diedi uno schiaffetto sulla spalla, sul muscolo duro come la pietra. «Questo è il tuo pensiero per un pensiero?»

Sorrise contro il mio stomaco mentre le sue dita continuavano a esplorare e a blandire. 

«Mi affrontasti come un Illyrian. Mossa perfetta, un colpo diretto. Ma poi ti ritrovasti distesa su di me, ansimante. Non desideravo altro che restare nudi.»

«Com’è che la cosa non mi sorprende?» Ma gli passai le dita tra i capelli. 

La stoffa della mia vestaglia era poco più che una ragnatela tra noi mentre faceva una 

risata sulla mia pancia. Non mi ero messa niente, sotto. «Mi facevi impazzire. In tutti quei mesi. Ancora non riesco bene a credere di esserci riuscito. Ad averti.»

Mi si strinse la gola. Questo era il pensiero che voleva scambiare, che aveva bisogno di condividere. «Ti volevo, anche nel Regno Sotto la Montagna» dissi piano. «Lo attribui-vo a quelle circostanze orribili, ma dopo che l’abbiamo uccisa, quando non potevo dire a nessuno come mi sentivo... quanto fosse davvero brutta la situazione, a te lo dicevo. Sono sempre riuscita a parlare con te. Penso che il mio cuore sapesse che eri mio molto prima che me ne rendessi conto razionalmente.»
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no ad accarezzarmi la schiena. «Ti amo» sussurrò. «Più della vita, più del mio territorio, più della mia corona.»

Lo sapevo. Aveva rinunciato alla sua vita per riforgiare il Calderone, il tessuto di cui era fatto il mondo stesso, perché io potessi sopravvivere. Non avevo potuto essere furio-sa con lui per quel motivo, subito dopo o nei mesi successivi. Era di nuovo vivo: un dono per cui non avrei mai smesso di essere grata. Alla fine, comunque, ci eravamo salvati a vi-cenda. Tutti noi l’avevamo fatto. 

Lo baciai in cima alla testa. «Ti amo» sussurrai sui suoi capelli nero-blu. 

Le mani di Rhys mi strinsero la parte posteriore delle cosce, l’unico preavviso prima 

che ci capovolgesse e mi bloccasse sul letto mentre mi strofinava il collo con il naso. «Una settimana» disse sulla mia pelle, ripiegando con grazia le ali dietro di sé. «Una settimana con te in questo letto. Non voglio altro, per il Solstizio.»

Risi affannosamente, ma lui mosse i fianchi e si spinse contro di me; le barriere tra noi erano poco più che pezzetti di stoffa. Mi sfiorò la bocca con un bacio. Le ali erano una parete scura dietro le sue spalle. «Pensi che stia scherzando.»

«Siamo forti, come Fae Superiori» riflettei, cercando di concentrarmi mentre mi tirava il lobo dell’orecchio con i denti, «ma una settimana di fila di sesso? Non credo che sarei in grado di camminare. O che tu potresti ancora funzionare, perlomeno la tua parte preferita.»

Mi morse la delicata curva dell’orecchio e mi si piegarono le dita dei piedi. «Allora dovrai solo baciare la mia parte preferita e farla guarire.»

Feci scivolare una mano su quella sua parte preferita – che era anche la mia – e la strin-si attraverso la stoffa. Gemette, spingendosi contro il mio tocco, e l’indumento scompar-ve, lasciando solo il mio palmo contro la sua durezza, come velluto al tatto. 

«Dobbiamo vestirci» riuscii a dire, pur continuando ad accarezzarlo. 

«Più tardi» ringhiò, succhiandomi il labbro inferiore. 

Si tirò indietro, appoggiandosi sulle braccia tatuate ai lati della mia testa. Uno era coperto dai suoi simboli Illyrian, l’altro dal tatuaggio uguale a quello sulle mie braccia: l’ultimo patto che avevamo fatto. Per affrontare insieme tutto ciò che ci attendeva. 

Pulsavo nel profondo, con lo stesso ritmo del mio fragoroso battito cardiaco, e avevo 

bisogno di sentirlo dentro di me, di possederlo... 

Come per deridere quelle mie pulsazioni, si sentì bussare alla porta della camera. «Tan-

to perché lo sappiate» cinguettò Mor dall’altro lato «fra poco dobbiamo andare.»

Rhys fece un ringhio sommesso che mi percorse la pelle, e i capelli gli scivolarono sulla fronte mentre girava la testa verso la porta. Non c’era altro che un intento predatorio nei suoi occhi vitrei. «Abbiamo trenta minuti» disse con ammirevole fluidità. 

«E ti ci vogliono due ore per vestirti» lo schernì Mor attraverso la porta. Una pausa a 

effetto. «E non sto parlando con Feyre.»

Rhys fece una risata che era quasi un brontolio e abbassò la fronte contro la mia. Chiusi gli occhi, respirando il suo odore, mentre aprivo le dita. «Non è finita» mi promise, con voce roca, prima di baciarmi l’incavo della gola e allontanarsi. «Vai a terrorizzare qualcun altro» gridò a Mor, roteando il collo mentre faceva svanire le ali e si avviava verso il bagno. «Devo vestirmi.»
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Mor ridacchiò e i suoi passi lievi presto svanirono. 

Mi accasciai sui cuscini e respirai profondamente, raffreddando il bisogno che mi scor-

reva dentro. Sentii gorgogliare l’acqua nel bagno, e poi un fievole guaito. 

Non ero l’unica che aveva bisogno di raffreddarsi, a quanto pareva. 

In effetti, quando entrai in bagno, pochi minuti dopo, Rhys stava ancora rabbrividendo 

mentre si lavava nella vasca. 

Un tuffo delle dita nell’acqua saponosa confermò i miei sospetti: era gelida. 
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MORRIGAN

Non c’era luce in quel luogo. 

Non c’era mai stata. 

Persino le ghirlande sempreverdi, le corone di agrifoglio e gli scoppiettanti fuochi di 

betulla in onore del Solstizio non potevano squarciare l’eterna oscurità che dimorava nel-la Città Spaccata. 

Non era il tipo di oscurità che Mor aveva imparato ad amare a Velaris, il tipo di oscuri-tà che faceva parte di Rhys quanto il suo sangue. 

Era l’oscurità del marciume, della decomposizione. L’oscurità soffocante che faceva ap-

passire ogni forma di vita. 

E il maschio dai capelli d’oro in piedi davanti a lei nella sala del trono, tra le imponenti colonne su cui erano scolpite quelle bestie squamose e striscianti, era stato creato da tale oscurità. Vi prosperava. 

«Perdonate se abbiamo interrotto i vostri festeggiamenti» disse Rhysand a Keir. E al 

maschio accanto a lui. 

Eris. 

La sala del trono si era svuotata. Una parola di Feyre, ed era scomparsa la solita gente che in quel luogo pranzava, danzava e complottava, lasciando solo Keir e il figlio maggiore del Signore Supremo della Corte dell’Autunno. 

Keir parlò per primo, aggiustandosi i risvolti della giacca nera. «A che cosa dobbiamo 

questo piacere?»

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   39

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1725]

40

U N A   C O R T E   D I   S P I N E   E   R O S E .   T R I L O G I A

Il tono era beffardo. Mor poteva ancora sentire gli insulti sibilati che c’erano dietro, sus-surrati molto tempo prima nell’appartamento privato della sua famiglia, bisbigliati a ogni riunione e raduno a cui non era presente suo cugino. “Mostruosità mezzosangue.” “Una 

disgrazia per la nostra stirpe.” 

«Signore Supremo.»

L’aveva detto senza pensarci. E la voce, la voce che usava lì... non era la sua. Non usa-va mai la sua, mai, laggiù con loro nell’oscurità. Mor mantenne la sua voce fredda e ine-sorabile mentre lo correggeva: «A che cosa dobbiamo questo piacere,  Signore Supremo». 

Lasciò intravedere un balenare di denti. Keir la ignorò. 

Era il suo insulto preferito: agire come se una persona non valesse il fiato necessario 

per parlarle. 

“Prova qualcosa di nuovo, miserabile bastardo” pensò Mor. 

Rhys intervenne prima che lei decidesse di dirlo ad alta voce, e il suo potere oscuro 

riempì la stanza, la montagna: «Siamo venuti, naturalmente, a fare gli auguri per il Solstizio a te e ai tuoi. Ma pare che tu abbia già un ospite da intrattenere». 

Le informazioni di Az erano state impeccabili, come sempre. Quella mattina l’aveva tro-

vata nella biblioteca della Casa del Vento, che leggeva un volume sulle usanze della Cor-te dell’Inverno, e lei non gli aveva chiesto come avesse fatto a sapere che Eris sarebbe andato lì quella sera. Aveva imparato da tempo che forse Az gliel’avrebbe detto o forse no. 

Ma quel maschio della Corte dell’Autunno in piedi accanto a Keir... Mor si costrinse a 

guardare Eris. A guardarlo negli occhi color ambra. 

Più freddi di qualsiasi sala della corte di Kallias. Erano sempre stati così dal momento in cui l’aveva conosciuto, cinque secoli prima. 

Eris posò una mano pallida sul petto della sua giacca color peltro, il ritratto della galanteria della Corte dell’Autunno. «Ho pensato anch’io di portare i miei auguri per un buon Solstizio.»

Quella voce. Quella voce setosa e arrogante. Nel corso dei secoli non erano cambiati 

neanche il tono e il timbro. Erano gli stessi di quel giorno. 

 Luce solare calda e avvolgente passava tra le foglie, e le faceva brillare come rubini e topazi. L’odore umido e terroso di cose marce sotto le foglie e le radici su cui giaceva. Su cui era stata gettata e lasciata. 

 Le faceva male tutto. Ogni parte di sé. Non poteva muoversi. Non poteva fare altro che guardare il sole filtrare attraverso il fitto baldacchino di rami molto più in alto, ascoltare il suono del vento tra i tronchi argentei. 

 E ascoltare anche quel dolore, che si irradiava verso l’esterno come fuoco vivo a ogni suo respiro irregolare e stridulo... 

 Passi leggeri e regolari fecero scricchiolare le foglie. Sei paia di piedi. Una squadra di frontiera, una pattuglia. 

 “Aiuto. Qualcuno mi aiuti...” pensò Mor. 

 Una voce maschile, estranea e profonda, imprecò. Poi tacque. 

 Tacque quando si avvicinò una sola persona. Lei non poteva voltare la testa, non poteva sopportare quel dolore atroce. Non poteva fare altro che respiri umidi e tremolanti. 

 «Non toccarla.»
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 Quei passi si fermarono. 

 L’avvertimento non serviva a proteggerla. A difenderla. 

 Conosceva la voce che parlava. Aveva temuto di udirla. 

 Adesso lo sentiva avvicinarsi. Ne percepiva il riverbero nelle foglie, nel muschio, nelle radici. Come se la terra stessa tremasse davanti a lui. 

 «Nessuno la tocchi» disse l’uomo. Era Eris. «Se lo facciamo, diventa una nostra responsabilità.»

 Parole fredde e insensibili. 

 «Ma... ma le hanno  inchiodato  un...»

 «Nessuno la tocchi.» 

 Inchiodato. 

 Le avevano piantato addosso dei chiodi. 

 L’avevano tenuta bloccata a terra mentre urlava, l’avevano tenuta mentre ruggiva contro di loro, e poi mentre li implorava. E poi avevano tirato fuori quei chiodi di ferro lunghi e brutali. E il martello. 

 Tre chiodi. 

 Tre colpi di martello, soffocati dalle sue urla, dal dolore. 

 Iniziò a tremare; odiava tremare, tanto quanto aveva odiato implorare. Il suo corpo era devastato dal dolore agonizzante, quei chiodi nell’addome erano implacabili. 

 Un bel volto pallido apparve sopra di lei, oscurando le foglie simili a gioielli. Imperturbato. Impassibile. «Mi sembra di capire che non desideri vivere qui, Morrigan.»

 Avrebbe preferito morire lì, dissanguarsi lì. Avrebbe preferito morire e tornare... tornare sotto forma di un essere malvagio e crudele, e massacrarli tutti. 

 Doveva averglielo letto negli occhi. Un sorrisino gli incurvò le labbra. «Come pensavo.»

 Eris raddrizzò la schiena e si voltò. Le dita di Mor si curvarono tra le foglie e il terreno argilloso. 

 Avrebbe voluto farsi crescere degli artigli, gli stessi artigli di Rhys, e lacerare quella gola pallida. 

 Ma non era quello il suo dono. Il suo dono... il suo dono l’aveva portata lì. Spezzata e sanguinante. 

 Eris fece un passo indietro. 

 Qualcuno dietro di lui sbottò: «Non possiamo lasciarla a...». 

 «Possiamo, e lo faremo» disse semplicemente Eris, mentre si allontanava con passo risoluto. «Lei ha scelto di insozzarsi; la sua famiglia ha scelto di trattarla come un rifiuto. Ho già riferito loro la mia decisione in merito.» Una lunga pausa, più crudele del resto. «E non ho l’abitudine di scoparmi gli avanzi degli Illyrian.»

 Non riuscì più a impedirselo, a quel punto, e le lacrime presero a scorrere, calde e ardenti. 

 Sola. L’avrebbero lasciata sola, lì. I suoi amici non sapevano dove fosse andata. Lei stessa sapeva a malapena dov’era. 

 «Ma...» Quella voce dissenziente intervenne di nuovo. 

 «Via.»

 Non ci furono altre proteste, dopo. 

 E quando il suono dei loro passi si affievolì e poi svanì, tornò il silenzio. 

 Il sole e il vento e le foglie. 

 Il sangue e il ferro e la terra sotto le sue unghie. 

 Il dolore. 
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Un colpetto della mano di Feyre contro la sua la strappò via da quella radura insangui-

nata appena oltre il confine della Corte dell’Autunno. 

Mor lanciò uno sguardo grato alla sua Signora Suprema, che Feyre ignorò abilmente, 

concentrandosi di nuovo sulla conversazione. Da cui, del resto, non si era mai distratta. 

Feyre aveva assunto il ruolo di signora di quella orribile città con molta più disinvoltu-ra di lei. Vestita di uno scintillante abito color onice, con il diadema della luna crescente sulla testa, la sua amica interpretava benissimo la parte dell’imperiosa sovrana. Sembrava far parte di quel luogo quanto le bestie serpeggianti che si attorcigliavano, scolpite e incise ovunque. Forse era così che, un tempo, Keir aveva immaginato potesse diventare Mor stessa. 

Non com’era in quel momento, con l’abito rosso brillante e audace, o con quei gioielli 

d’oro ai polsi e alle orecchie, che lì nell’oscurità splendevano come la luce del sole. 

«Se volevi che questo vostro rapporto rimanesse privato» stava dicendo Rhys con calma 

letale «forse non è stata una mossa saggia incontrarsi in una riunione pubblica.»

Effettivamente. 

Il castaldo della Città Spaccata agitò una mano. «Perché lo dovremmo nascondere? Dopo 

la guerra, siamo tutti così buoni amici.»

Lei sognava spesso di sventrarlo. A volte con un coltello; a volte a mani nude. 

«Come vanno le cose alla corte di tuo padre, Eris?» chiese Feyre con tono tranquillo 

e annoiato. 

Quegli occhi color ambra non contenevano altro che disgusto. 

Vedendo quello sguardo, un boato riempì la testa di Mor. Riuscì a stento a sentire la sua risposta, pronunciata con voce strascicata. O la risposta di Rhys. 

Una volta la deliziava provocare Keir e quella corte, per tenerli sull’attenti. Diamine, quella primavera aveva anche spezzato alcune ossa del castaldo, dopo che Rhys gli aveva frantumato le braccia fino a renderle inutilizzabili. L’aveva fatto con gioia, dopo quello che Keir aveva detto a Feyre, e poi si era rallegrata quando sua madre l’aveva bandita dai loro alloggi privati. Un bando che era ancora in vigore. Ma dal momento in cui Eris era 

entrato in quella sala del consiglio diversi mesi prima... 

“Hai più di cinquecento anni” ricordava spesso a se stessa. Avrebbe potuto affrontarlo, 

gestirlo meglio di così. 

“Non ho l’abitudine di scoparmi gli avanzi degli Illyrian.” 

Anche ora, anche dopo che Azriel l’aveva trovata in quei boschi, dopo che Madja l’a-

veva guarita e le ferite dei chiodi non le deturpavano più il ventre... Non sarebbe dovu-ta andare lì quella sera. 

Le si tese la pelle, il suo stomaco si agitò. “Vigliacca.” 

Aveva affrontato tanti nemici, combattuto molte guerre, eppure quello, quei due ma-

schi insieme... 

Mor percepì – più che vedere – Feyre irrigidirsi accanto a lei per qualcosa che aveva 

detto Eris. 

La sua Signora Suprema gli rispose: «A tuo padre è proibito entrare nelle terre degli uma-ni». Nessuna possibilità di compromesso con quel tono, con l’acciaio negli occhi di Feyre. 
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Eris si limitò a scrollare le spalle. «Non credo che spetti a te deciderlo.»

Rhys si infilò le mani in tasca; era il ritratto stesso della grazia disinvolta. Eppure le ombre e l’oscurità punteggiata di stelle che aleggiavano da lui, che facevano rabbrividire la montagna sotto ogni suo passo, erano il vero volto del Signore Supremo della Corte della Notte. Il più potente Signore Supremo della storia. «Suggerirei di ricordare a Beron che non sono previste espansioni territoriali. Per nessuna corte.»

Eris non sembrò turbato. Niente lo aveva mai sconcertato, scomposto. Fin dal momen-

to in cui l’aveva conosciuto, Mor aveva odiato quella distanza, quella freddezza. Quella mancanza di interesse o di sentimenti nei confronti del mondo. «Allora ti suggerirei, Signore Supremo, di parlarne con il tuo caro amico Tamlin.»

«Perché?» La domanda di Feyre era affilata come una lama. 

La bocca di Eris si curvò in un sorriso da vipera. «Perché il territorio di Tamlin è l’unico che confina con le terre umane. Direi che chiunque voglia espandersi dovrà prima at-

traversare la Corte della Primavera. O, quanto meno, ottenere l’autorizzazione del suo Signore Supremo.»

Quella era un’altra persona che un giorno lei avrebbe ucciso. Se Feyre e Rhys non l’a-

vessero preceduta. 

Non le importava che cosa avesse fatto Tamlin durante la guerra, non le importava che 

avesse portato con sé Beron e le forze umane. Che avesse ingannato Hybern. 

Quello che Mor non avrebbe dimenticato, non avrebbe potuto perdonare era un’altra 

scena, un’altra femmina distesa a terra. 

Il viso freddo di Rhys divenne riflessivo, però. Lei gli leggeva la riluttanza negli occhi, il fastidio per il fatto che la soffiata venisse da Eris, ma le informazioni erano informazioni. 

Mor lanciò un’occhiata a Keir e scoprì che la stava osservando. 

A parte l’ordine iniziale al castaldo, lei non aveva detto una parola. Non aveva contri-

buito a quell’incontro. Non si era fatta avanti. 

Vedeva la soddisfazione negli occhi di Keir. 

“Di’ qualcosa. Pensa a qualcosa da dire. Per ridurlo a niente.” 

Ma Rhys ritenne che avessero finito e quindi prese Feyre sottobraccio e li condusse 

via; la montagna tremava davvero sotto i loro passi. Mor non aveva idea di che cosa aves-se detto a Eris. 

“Patetica. Codarda e patetica.” 

“La verità è il tuo dono. La verità è la tua maledizione.” 

“Di’ qualcosa.” 

Ma le parole giuste per colpire suo padre non le vennero in mente. 

Con la veste rossa che le fluttuava dietro, Mor voltò le spalle a lui e al sogghignante 

erede della Corte dell’Autunno e seguì il suo Signore Supremo e la sua Signora Suprema 

mentre attraversavano l’oscurità e tornavano nella luce. 
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RHYSAND

«Tu sì che sai come fare regali per il Solstizio, Az.»

Voltai le spalle alla parete di vetro del mio studio personale alla Casa del Vento. Velaris era immersa nei colori del primo mattino. 

Il mio capo delle spie – nonché fratello – restò al lato opposto della grande scrivania di quercia; le mappe e i documenti che aveva portato ne costellavano la superficie. Il viso era inespressivo come se fosse fatto di pietra. Era stato così fin dal momento in cui aveva bussato alla doppia porta dello studio, subito dopo l’alba. Come se avesse saputo che non riuscivo più a dormire, dopo l’avvertimento non tanto sottile di Eris su Tamlin e sui suoi confini. 

Feyre non ne aveva parlato quando eravamo tornati a casa. Non sembrava pronta a par-

lare di come affrontare il Signore Supremo della Corte della Primavera. Si era addormen-

tata rapidamente, lasciandomi a rimuginare davanti al fuoco nel soggiorno. 

Non c’era da meravigliarsi che fossi volato lì prima dell’alba, perché il freddo pungen-

te scacciasse via da me il peso della notte insonne. Dopo quel volo, le mie ali erano ancora insensibili in alcuni punti. 

«Volevi informazioni» disse Az con dolcezza. Al suo fianco, l’elsa di ossidiana dello 

StrappaVerità sembrava assorbire i primi raggi del sole. 

Alzai gli occhi al cielo, appoggiandomi alla scrivania e indicando i fogli che aveva compi-lato. «Non avresti potuto aspettare fino a dopo il Solstizio per questa particolare gemma?» 

Poi lanciai uno sguardo al suo viso impassibile e aggiunsi: «Non c’è bisogno di rispondere». 

Un angolo della bocca di Azriel si sollevò, le ombre gli scivolarono sul collo come ta-

tuaggi viventi, gemelli di quelli Illyrian che aveva sotto gli indumenti di cuoio. 
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Ombre diverse da tutte quelle che i miei poteri evocavano, a cui parlavano. Era nato in 

una prigione priva di luce e di aria, una prigione studiata per distruggerlo. 

E lui, invece, ne aveva imparato la lingua. 

Anche se i Sifoni color cobalto dimostravano che il suo lignaggio Illyrian era reale, neanche il ricco folklore di quel popolo guerriero, del  mio popolo guerriero, sapeva spiegare da dove provenissero i doni del cantaombre. Certo non erano collegati ai Sifoni, al puro potere letale che la maggior parte degli Illyrian possedeva e incanalava attraverso quelle pietre per evitare di distruggere tutto quello che incrociava. Compreso il portatore stesso. 

Distogliendo gli occhi dalle gemme sulle sue mani, guardai aggrottato la pila di fogli 

che Az mi aveva consegnato pochi istanti prima. «L’hai già detto a Cassian?»

«Sono venuto direttamente qui» rispose Azriel. «Arriverà presto anche lui, comunque.»

Mi mordicchiai un labbro mentre studiavo la mappa del territorio Illyrian. «I clan sono 

più numerosi di quanto mi aspettassi» ammisi, e feci svolazzare nella stanza uno stormo 

di ombre per alleviare il potere che si agitava, irrequieto, nelle mie vene. «Anche nei miei calcoli più pessimistici.»

«Non sono  tutti i membri di questi clan» disse Az, ma la sua espressione cupa minò quel tentativo di attenuare il colpo. «Questo numero complessivo riflette solo i luoghi in cui si diffonde il malcontento, non dove si trovano le maggioranze.» Indicò uno dei campi con 

un dito sfregiato. «Qui ci sono solo due femmine che sembrano vomitare veleno a propo-

sito della guerra. Una è vedova e l’altra è madre di un soldato.»

«Dove c’è fumo, c’è fuoco» replicai. 

Azriel studiò a lungo la mappa. Gli permisi di restare in silenzio, sapendo che avrebbe 

parlato solo quando fosse stato davvero pronto. Da ragazzi, Cassian e io avevamo dedica-

to ore a prendere a pugni Az, cercando di convincerlo a parlare. Non aveva mai ceduto. 

«Gli Illyrian sono pezzi di merda» disse piano, troppo piano. 

Aprii la bocca e la richiusi. 

Le ombre gli si raccolsero attorno alle ali, poi si riversarono sullo spesso tappeto rosso. 

«Passano la vita a addestrarsi come guerrieri, eppure, quando non tornano a casa, le loro famiglie ci considerano i cattivi che li hanno mandati a combattere?»

«Le loro famiglie hanno perso qualcosa di insostituibile» risposi con cautela. 

Azriel agitò una mano piena di cicatrici e, mentre le dita tagliavano l’aria, il suo Sifone color cobalto brillò. «Sono ipocriti.»

«E che cosa vorresti che facessi, allora? Sciogliere il più grande esercito di Prythian?»

Az non rispose. 

Io sostenni il suo sguardo, però. Sostenni quello sguardo gelido che, a volte, ancora mi spaventava a morte. Avevo visto che cosa aveva fatto ai suoi fratellastri secoli prima. Lo so-gnavo ancora. A continuare a turbarmi non era l’atto in sé. Ne avevano meritato ogni par-te. Ogni singola dannata azione. 

Era il precipizio ghiacciato in cui era caduto Az che a volte si levava dal fondo della 

mia memoria. 

Quel gelo ora stava cominciando a formarsi nei suoi occhi. Così dissi con calma, ma la-
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sciando ben poco spazio per la discussione: «Non ho intenzione di sciogliere gli Illyrian. 

Non hanno un posto in cui andare, comunque. E, se provassimo a trascinarli fuori da quel-le montagne, potrebbero scatenare proprio l’assalto che stiamo cercando di disinnescare». 

Az non disse niente. 

«Ma forse ancora più pressante» continuai, puntando un dito sul continente tentacola-

re, «è il fatto che le regine umane non sono tornate nei rispettivi territori. Sono rimaste in quel loro palazzo comune. Oltre a ciò, la popolazione generale di Hybern non è esattamente entusiasta di aver perso questa guerra. E, senza più il muro, chissà quali altri territori Fae potrebbero tentare di conquistare terre umane?» Quell’ultimo pensiero mi fece irrigidire la mascella. «Questa pace è fragile.»

«Lo so» disse infine Az. 

«Quindi potremmo aver bisogno nuovamente degli Illyrian, prima che sia finita. Devo-

no essere disposti a versare sangue.»

Feyre lo sapeva. L’avevo tenuta al corrente di ogni rapporto e riunione. Ma quell’ultima cosa... «Terremo d’occhio i dissidenti» conclusi, lasciando che Az percepisse il rombo del potere che si agitava dentro di me, facendogli capire che parlavo molto sul serio. «Cassian sa che sta crescendo il dissenso nei vari campi ed è pronto a fare tutto quello che è necessario per risolvere il problema.»

«Non sa quanti sono.»

«E forse dovremmo aspettare per dirglielo. Fino a dopo le feste.» Az batté le palpebre. 

Spiegai sottovoce: «Avrà già abbastanza problemi da affrontare. Lascia che si goda le festività, finché può». 

Io e Az badavamo a non nominare Nesta. Non tra di noi, e certamente non davanti a 

Cassian. Non lo prendevo neanche in considerazione. Altrettanto valeva per Mor, dato il 

suo insolito silenzio sulla questione da quando la guerra era finita. 

«Si arrabbierà con noi per averglielo tenuto nascosto.»

«Ne sospetta già una gran parte, quindi a questo punto è solo una conferma.»

Az fece scorrere il pollice lungo l’elsa nera dello StrappaVerità; le rune argentate sul fodero scuro scintillavano alla luce. «E le regine umane?»

«Continueremo a tenerle d’occhio.  Tu continuerai a tenerle d’occhio.»

«Vassa e Jurian sono ancora con Graysen. Li informiamo?»

Era uno strano gruppo, quello nelle terre umane. Visto che non era mai stata assegna-

ta una regina alla porzione di territorio alla base di Prythian, ma c’era solo un concilio di ricchi signori e mercanti, Jurian si era in qualche modo assunto il compito di guidarli. 

Usando la tenuta di famiglia di Graysen come postazione di comando. 

E Vassa... lei era rimasta. Il suo custode le aveva concesso una tregua dalla maledizione, quell’incantesimo che la trasformava in un uccello di fuoco di giorno e la faceva tornare donna di notte. E la legava al lago di lui, nel profondo del continente. 

Non avevo mai visto in funzione un simile incantesimo. Avevo provato a usare il mio 

potere su di lei, e ci aveva provato anche Helion, alla ricerca di fili da sciogliere. Non avevo trovato niente. Era come se la maledizione fosse intessuta nel suo stesso sangue. 
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Ma la libertà di Vassa sarebbe finita. Lucien l’aveva detto mesi prima, e andava ancora a trovarla abbastanza spesso da sapere che non era cambiato nulla. Sarebbe dovuta tornare al lago, dallo stregone che la teneva prigioniera, a cui era stata venduta dalle stesse regine che si erano riunite di nuovo nel loro castello comune. Quello che un tempo era anche il castello di Vassa. 

«Vassa sa che le regine saranno una minaccia fino a quando non verranno affrontate» 

dissi infine. Un’altra notizia che ci aveva riportato Lucien. Almeno a me e ad Az. «Ma, a meno che le regine non superino i limiti, non spetta a noi affrontarle. Se facessimo irru-zione, anche se fosse per impedire loro di scatenare un’altra guerra, saremmo considerati invasori, non eroi. Abbiamo bisogno che gli umani negli altri territori si fidino di noi, se vogliamo sperare di raggiungere una pace duratura.»

«Allora forse se ne dovrebbero occupare Jurian e Vassa. Finché Vassa può ancora farlo.»

L’avevo preso in considerazione. Io e Feyre ne avevamo discusso per tutta la notte, pa-

recchie volte. «Agli umani deve essere data la possibilità di governarsi da soli. Di decidere per se stessi. Anche ai nostri alleati.»

«Invia Lucien, allora. Come nostro Emissario umano.»

Studiai la tensione nelle spalle di Azriel, le ombre che lo riparavano in parte dalla luce del sole. «Lucien è via, in questo momento.»

Az inarcò le sopracciglia. «Dove?»

Gli strizzai un occhio. «Sei il mio capo delle spie. Non dovresti saperlo?»

Az incrociò le braccia, il viso elegante e freddo come il leggendario pugnale al suo fian-co. «Non seguo i suoi movimenti.»

«Perché?»

Neanche un barlume di emozione. «È la Metà di Elain.» Attesi il seguito. «Seguirli sa-

rebbe un’invasione dell’intimità di lei.»

Perché avrebbe saputo quando e se Lucien la cercava. E che cosa facevano insieme. 

«Sei sicuro di questo?» chiesi con calma. 

I Sifoni di Azriel lampeggiarono e le pietre diventarono scure e minacciose come il mare più profondo. «Dov’è andato Lucien?»

Raddrizzai la schiena per il tono di comando. Ma risposi, con voce strascicata: «È an-

dato alla Corte della Primavera. Sarà lì per il Solstizio». 

«Tamlin lo ha buttato fuori, l’ultima volta.»

«Sì. Ma lo ha invitato per le feste.» Probabilmente perché Tamlin si era reso conto che 

l’alternativa era passarle da solo in quella villa. O in quello che ne era rimasto. 

Non mi ispirava nessuna compassione. 

Non quando potevo ancora sentire il puro terrore di Feyre mentre Tamlin distruggeva 

lo studio. Mentre la rinchiudeva in quella casa. 

Anche Lucien l’aveva lasciato fare. Ma avevo fatto pace con lui. O ci provavo. 

Con Tamlin, era più complicato. Così complicato che, di solito, non mi permettevo di 

soffermarmici. 

Era ancora innamorato di Feyre. Non potevo biasimarlo per questo. Anche se mi face-

va venire voglia di squarciargli la gola. 
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Allontanai quel pensiero. «Discuterò di Vassa e Jurian con Lucien, quando tornerà. Ve-

drò se sarà pronto per un’altra visita.» Inclinai la testa. «Pensi che possa sopportare la presenza di Graysen?»

Il viso inespressivo di Az era il motivo per cui non perdeva mai a carte con noi. «Per-

ché dovrei valutarlo io?»

«Vuoi dire che non bluffavi quando hai detto che non segui ogni movimento di Lucien?»

Niente. Assolutamente niente su quel viso, nel suo odore. Le ombre, qualunque cosa fos-

sero, si nascondevano troppo bene. Troppo. Azriel disse solo, con voce fredda: «Se Lucien ucciderà Graysen, sarà una liberazione». 

Tendevo a essere d’accordo. E così la pensavano Feyre... e Nesta. 

«Sono quasi tentato di concedere a Nesta i diritti di caccia, per il Solstizio.»

«Le farai un regalo?»

No. Più o meno. «Penso che finanziare il suo appartamento e l’alcol sia un dono suf-

ficiente.»

Az si passò una mano tra i capelli scuri. «Siamo...» Era insolito per lui incespicare con le parole. «Dovremmo fare regali alle sorelle?»

«No» risposi, e dicevo sul serio. Az sembrò fare un sospiro di sollievo. “Sembrò”, per-

ché neanche un filo d’aria gli uscì dalle labbra. «Penso che a Nesta non importi un accidente, e non credo che Elain si aspetti di ricevere qualcosa da noi. Lascerei che le sorelle si scambino regali tra loro.»

Az annuì con espressione distante. 

Picchiettai con le dita sulla mappa, proprio sopra la Corte della Primavera. «Potrò dir-

lo a Lucien io stesso, tra un giorno o due. Di andare alla tenuta di Graysen.»

Azriel inarcò un sopracciglio. «Vuoi far visita alla Corte della Primavera?»

Avrei voluto poterlo negare. Ma invece gli dissi ciò che Eris aveva insinuato: che forse Tamlin non avrebbe avuto voglia di rafforzare i suoi confini con il regno umano, o forse avrebbe lasciato che li attraversasse chiunque. Dubitavo che avrei avuto una notte di riposo decente finché non l’avessi saputo con certezza. 

Quando conclusi, Az tolse una particella invisibile di polvere dalle scaglie di cuoio del suo guanto. L’unico segno del suo fastidio. «Posso venire con te.»

Scossi la testa. «È meglio che lo faccia da solo.»

«Ti riferisci al vedere Lucien o Tamlin?»

«Tutti e due.»

Lucien l’avrei potuto sopportare. Tamlin... Forse non volevo testimoni per quello che 

avremmo potuto dire. O fare. 

«Chiederai a Feyre di venire con te?» Lanciai un’occhiata agli occhi nocciola di Azriel 

e capii che aveva compreso benissimo le ragioni per cui preferivo andare da solo. 

«Glielo chiederò tra qualche ora» dissi «ma dubito che vorrà. E dubito che farò del mio 

meglio per convincerla a cambiare idea.»

Pace. Avevamo la pace a portata di mano. Eppure c’erano dei debiti non riscossi che 

volevo sistemare. 
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Az annuì con aria di intesa. Era lui che mi aveva sempre capito meglio, più degli altri. 

A parte la mia Metà. Non avevo mai saputo se fosse merito dei suoi doni o, semplicemen-

te, del fatto che io e lui eravamo più simili di quanto molti pensassero. 

In ogni caso, Azriel sapeva un paio di cosette sui vecchi conti da regolare. Sugli squi-

libri da correggere. 

E così era per la maggior parte della mia cerchia ristretta, supponevo. 

«Non si sa niente di Bryaxis, immagino.» Sbirciai verso il marmo sotto i miei stivali, 

come se potessi vedere fino alla biblioteca sotto quella montagna e ai livelli inferiori, ora vuoti, che un tempo erano stati occupati. 

Anche Az studiò il pavimento. «Neanche un sussurro. Né un urlo, se è per questo.»

Ridacchiai. Quel mio fratello aveva un senso dell’umorismo perverso e maligno. Ormai 

da mesi avevo progettato di dare la caccia a Bryaxis, di prendere Feyre e lasciarle rintracciare l’entità che, in mancanza di una spiegazione migliore, sembrava essere la paura stessa. Ma, come succedeva a molti miei piani per la mia Metà, si era messo di mezzo il dirigere quella Corte e capire il mondo all’esterno. 

«Vuoi che gli dia la caccia?» Una domanda disinvolta e imperturbabile. 

Agitai una mano e il mio anello, simbolo dell’Unione, catturò la luce del mattino. Il fat-to che non avessi ancora sentito Feyre era sufficiente a dirmi che dormiva ancora. E, per quanto fosse allettante l’idea di svegliarla solo per sentire il suono della sua voce, non mi andava di farmi inchiodare le palle al muro per averle interrotto il sonno. «Lascia che anche Bryaxis si goda il Solstizio» dissi. 

Un raro sorriso curvò le labbra di Az. «Generoso da parte tua.»

Inclinai la testa con fare drammatico, il ritratto della magnanimità regale, poi mi la-

sciai cadere sulla sedia e appoggiai i piedi sulla scrivania. «Quando parti per Rosehall?»

«La mattina dopo il Solstizio» rispose, voltandosi verso la scintillante distesa di Velaris. 

Fece una lieve smorfia. «Devo provvedere ancora a qualche acquisto, prima di andare.»

Rivolsi a mio fratello un sorriso storto. «Comprale qualcosa da parte mia, ti va? E met-

tilo sul mio conto, questa volta.»

Sapevo che Az non l’avrebbe fatto, ma lui annuì lo stesso. 
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CASSIAN

Si stava avvicinando una tempesta. 

Giusto in tempo per il Solstizio. Non si sarebbe scatenata ancora prima di un giorno o 

due, ma Cassian poteva sentirne l’odore nel vento. Evidentemente lo sentivano anche gli 

altri nel campo di Rifugio dal Vento, perché le solite attività avevano preso un ritmo rapido ed efficiente. Case e tende venivano controllate, stufati e arrosti erano in preparazione, e gli passavano accanto persone in arrivo o in partenza prima del previsto. 

Cassian aveva concesso alle ragazze un giorno libero per quei preparativi. Aveva ordinato che tutti gli allenamenti e gli esercizi, compresi quelli dei maschi, fossero rinviati a dopo la tempesta. Le pattuglie a raggio limitato sarebbero comunque andate in perlustrazione, forma-te solo da guerrieri esperti e desiderosi di mettersi alla prova contro i venti sicuramente brutali e le temperature gelide. I nemici avrebbero potuto colpire anche durante una tempesta. 

Se fosse stata forte come lui pensava, quel campo sarebbe stato sepolto sotto la neve 

per diversi giorni. 

Ed era per quel motivo che si trovava nel piccolo centro artigiano del campo, al di là 

delle tende e di una manciata di case permanenti. C’erano solo poche botteghe a entram-

bi i lati della strada non lastricata, nient’altro che una pista di terra nei mesi più caldi. Una bottega di generi alimentari, che aveva già affisso un cartello TUTTO ESAURITO, due fabbri, un calzolaio, un intagliatore di legno e un venditore di stoffe. 

L’edificio in legno del sarto era relativamente nuovo, almeno per gli standard Illyrian; forse aveva una decina d’anni. Sembrava che sopra la bottega, al primo piano, ci fosse-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   50
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ro alloggi, con le lampade accese all’interno. E, nella vetrina, c’era esattamente quello che era venuto a cercare. 

Un campanello sopra la porta di vetro impiombato tintinnò quando entrò Cassian, strin-

gendo a sé le ali anche se la porta era più larga del normale. Lo accolse un gradito e delizioso calore, e lui si chiuse subito la porta alle spalle. 

La femmina giovane e snella dietro il bancone di pino era già in piedi, immobile. E lo 

osservava. 

Cassian notò innanzitutto che aveva cicatrici sulle ali. Cicatrici brutali e precise lungo i tendini centrali. 

Si sentì ribollire lo stomaco per la nausea, ma le rivolse un sorriso e si diresse verso il bancone lucidato. Menomata. Era stata menomata. 

«Sto cercando Proteus» disse, guardando la femmina negli occhi castani. Svegli e ac-

corti. Era stata colta alla sprovvista dalla sua presenza, ma non aveva paura. I capelli scuri, intrecciati in maniera semplice, lasciavano vedere bene la sua pelle abbronzata e il viso stretto e spigoloso. Un viso non propriamente bello, ma sorprendente. Interessante. 

Lei non abbassò gli occhi, anche se le femmine Illyrian venivano addestrate e costrette 

a farlo. No: anche se le cicatrici da taglio dimostravano che le brutali usanze tradizionali erano in uso nella sua famiglia, sostenne lo sguardo di Cassian. 

Gli ricordava Nesta, quello sguardo. Era franco e inquietante. 

«Proteus era mio padre» disse lei, slacciandosi il grembiule bianco e rivelando un sem-

plice vestito marrone. Poi emerse da dietro il bancone.  Era. 

«Mi dispiace» disse lui. 

«Non è tornato a casa dalla guerra.»

Cassian si impedì di abbassare il mento. «Sono ancora più dispiaciuto, allora.»

«Perché dovresti esserlo?» Una domanda impassibile e disinteressata. Protese una mano 

sottile. «Sono Emerie. Questa bottega è mia, adesso.»

Aveva tracciato un confine. E un confine insolito. Cassian le strinse la mano e non lo 

sorprese scoprire che la sua presa era forte e risoluta. 

Aveva conosciuto Proteus. Era rimasto stupito quando si era unito all’esercito durante 

la guerra. Cassian sapeva che aveva una sola figlia e nessun figlio maschio. Nemmeno pa-

renti maschi stretti. Con la sua morte, l’attività sarebbe dovuta andare a uno di loro. Ma era indicativo che sua figlia si fosse fatta avanti, avesse insistito che quella bottega era sua e avesse continuato a gestirla. Esaminò lo spazio piccolo e ordinato. 

Diede un’occhiata alla bottega dall’altra parte della strada, con l’insegna del tutto esaurito. 

Poi a quella di Emerie, pieno di merci. Come se avesse appena ricevuto nuovi riforni-

menti. O come se non vi fosse entrato nessuno. Mai. 

Il fatto che Proteus avesse posseduto e costruito quel posto, in un accampamento in cui 

l’idea delle botteghe era nata solo una cinquantina di anni prima, significava che aveva avuto un bel po’ di soldi. Forse abbastanza perché Emerie potesse tirare avanti. Ma non per sempre. 

«Sì, sembra proprio che sia tua» disse infine, riportando l’attenzione su di lei. Emerie si era allontanata di un paio di piedi, la schiena dritta, il mento sollevato. 
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Aveva visto anche Nesta in quella particolare posizione. L’aveva chiamata la posa “Tru-

ciderò i miei nemici”. 

Ormai Cassian aveva dato un nome a circa due dozzine di posizioni di Nesta. A parti-

re da “Ti divorerò gli occhi per colazione” fino a “Non voglio che Cassian sappia che sto leggendo sconcezze”. Quell’ultima era decisamente la sua preferita. 

Sopprimendo un sorriso, Cassian indicò le graziose pile di guanti foderati di vello di 

pecora e le grosse sciarpe che adornavano la vetrina. «Prenderò ogni indumento inverna-

le che hai.»

Le sopracciglia scure della ragazza si sollevarono verso l’attaccatura dei capelli. «Dici sul serio?»

Lui si infilò una mano in tasca, tirò fuori un sacchetto di monete e glielo porse. «Que-

sto dovrebbe coprire il costo.»

Emerie soppesò il sacchetto di pelle nel palmo della mano. «Non ho bisogno di carità.»

«Allora prenditi il costo dei tuoi guanti, stivali, sciarpe e cappotti, qualunque sia, e re-stituiscimi il resto.»

Lei non rispose, ma gettò il sacchetto sul bancone e andò alla vetrina. Trasferì sul bancone tutto ciò che lui chiedeva, in pile e mucchi ordinati, poi si spostò nella stanza sul retro e ne emerse con altre merci. Continuò finché non ci fu più spazio vuoto sul bancone 

lucido, dopodiché si mise a contare il denaro e si udì solo il suono delle monete tintinnanti. 

Poi, senza una parola, gli restituì la borsa. Cassian si trattenne dal dirle che era una dei pochi Illyrian ad aver mai accettato i suoi soldi. Gli altri, in gran parte, ci avevano sputato sopra o li avevano gettati a terra. Anche dopo che Rhys era diventato Signore Supremo. 

Emerie studiò i mucchi di indumenti invernali sul bancone. «Vuoi che trovi borse e sca-

tole?»

Lui scosse la testa. «Non sarà necessario.»

Di nuovo, la ragazza inarcò le sopracciglia scure. 

Cassian infilò una mano nel sacchetto del denaro e mise tre pesanti monete sull’unico 

spazietto vuoto che riuscì a trovare sul bancone. «Per le spese di spedizione.»

«A chi?» sbottò Emerie. 

«Vivi sopra il negozio, vero?» Un conciso cenno di assenso. «Allora presumo che tu ne 

sappia abbastanza di questo campo, di chi vive nell’abbondanza e di chi non ha niente. 

Qui, tra qualche giorno, si abbatterà una tempesta. Vorrei che distribuissi questi indumenti tra quelli che potrebbero soffrirne di più.»

Lei batté le palpebre e Cassian vide che lo stava rivalutando. Poi studiò la merce am-

mucchiata. «A loro... a molti di loro non piaccio» disse, più piano di quanto lui avesse mai sentito parlare. 

«Non apprezzano neanche me. Sei in buona compagnia.»

Le si curvarono le labbra, con riluttanza. Non era esattamente un sorriso. Certo non 

avrebbe sorriso a un maschio estraneo. 

«Considerala una buona pubblicità per questo negozio» proseguì lui. «Di’ che è un dono 

da parte del loro Signore Supremo.»
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«Perché non da parte tua?»

Non voleva rispondere a quella domanda. Non quel giorno. «Meglio lasciarmi fuori.»

Emerie lo soppesò per un momento, poi annuì. «Mi assicurerò che, entro il tramonto, 

tutto questo sia stato consegnato a chi ne ha più bisogno.»

Cassian chinò la testa in segno di ringraziamento e si diresse verso la porta di vetro. 

Probabilmente la porta e le finestre di quell’edificio, da sole, erano costate più di quanto la maggior parte degli Illyrian potesse permettersi da anni. 

Proteus era stato un uomo ricco, un buon uomo d’affari. E un guerriero decoroso. Per 

mettere a rischio tutto quello arruolandosi, doveva anche aver posseduto un po’ di orgoglio. 

Ma le cicatrici sulle ali di Emerie, la prova del fatto che non avrebbe mai più assapo-

rato il vento... 

Una parte di lui desiderava che Proteus fosse ancora vivo. Perché così avrebbe potuto 

ammazzarlo lui stesso. 

Cassian afferrò la maniglia di ottone; il metallo era freddo contro il suo palmo. 

«Mio signore Cassian.»

Voltò la testa e vide che Emerie era ancora dietro il bancone. Non si prese la briga di 

correggerla, di dire che non accettava – e non avrebbe mai accettato – l’uso di “mio signore” prima del suo nome. «Buon Solstizio» disse lei, concisa. 

Cassian le sorrise. «Anche a te. Mandami un messaggio se hai problemi con le consegne.»

La ragazza sollevò il mento sottile. «Sono sicura che non sarà necessario.»

C’era fuoco in quelle parole. Emerie avrebbe fatto accettare gli indumenti alle famiglie, che li volessero o no. 

Aveva già visto quel fuoco... e quell’acciaio. Quasi si chiedeva che cosa sarebbe potuto succedere se le due femmine si fossero incontrate. Che cosa ne sarebbe potuto venir fuori. 

Cassian uscì dal negozio e si addentrò nella giornata gelida, con la campanella che tin-

tinnava dietro di lui. Come a preannunciare l’imminente tempesta. 

Non solo la tempesta che si stava dirigendo verso quelle montagne. 

Ma forse anche una che si preparava lì da molto, molto tempo. 
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FEYRE

Non avrei dovuto cenare. 

Era il pensiero che mi attraversava la testa mentre mi avvicinavo allo studio di Ressina, con il buio totale sopra di me. Mentre vedevo le luci riversarsi nella strada gelida, mesco-landosi al bagliore dei lampioni. 

A quell’ora, tre giorni prima del Solstizio, c’erano acquirenti dappertutto: non solo i residenti del quartiere, ma quelli di tutta la città e delle campagne. Così tanti Fae Superiori e Fae, tra cui Fae dall’aspetto che non avevo mai visto prima. Ma tutti sorridevano, tutti sembravano risplendere di allegria e di buona volontà. Era impossibile non sentire il fre-mito di quell’energia sotto la mia pelle, anche se i nervi minacciavano di rimandarmi a 

casa, vento gelido o no. 

Mi ero trascinata fin lì un pacco pieno di materiali con una tela infilata sotto il braccio; non sapevo se i materiali sarebbero stati forniti o se sarebbe stato scortese presentarmi nello studio di Ressina con l’aria di chi si aspetta di ricevere tutto. Ci ero andata a piedi dalla casa di città, perché non volevo trasmutare trasportando tutte quelle cose, e non volevo rischiare di farmi strappare via la tela dal vento pungente mentre ero in volo. 

Non avevo ancora imparato a mantenere il mio calore interno, a schermarmi dal vento 

mentre volavo, nonostante le mie lezioni ormai occasionali con Rhys o Azriel, e con un 

peso tra le braccia, più il freddo... Non avevo idea di come facessero gli Illyrian, sulle loro montagne, dove faceva freddo tutto l’anno. 

Forse lo avrei scoperto presto, se il dissenso e il malcontento si fossero diffusi nei campi. 

Ma non era il momento adatto per pensarci. Il mio stomaco era già abbastanza a disagio. 
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Mi fermai a una casa di distanza dallo studio di Ressina, con i palmi sudati sotto i guanti. 

Prima di allora non avevo mai dipinto con un gruppo. Raramente mi andava di condi-

videre i miei quadri con qualcuno. 

E quella prima volta di nuovo davanti a una tela, senza essere sicura di che cosa sareb-

be potuto uscire da me... 

Un richiamo lungo l’Unione. 

“Tutto bene?” 

Una domanda casuale e sommessa. La cadenza della voce di Rhys mi lenì i tremori lun-

go i nervi. 

Mi aveva detto dove intendeva andare il giorno dopo. Che informazioni voleva recuperare. 

Mi aveva chiesto se volevo andare con lui. 

Avevo risposto di no. 

Anche se ero in debito con Tamlin per la vita della mia Metà, anche se gli avevo augu-

rato pace e felicità, non desideravo vederlo. Parlare con lui. Trattare con lui. Non per molto tempo, di sicuro. Forse per sempre. 

Forse era per quel motivo, forse era perché, dopo aver rifiutato l’invito di Rhys, mi ero sentita peggio di come stavo prima, che quella sera mi ero avventurata nell’Arcobaleno. 

Ma a quel punto, di fronte allo studio condiviso di Ressina, sentendo già le risate che 

si levavano dalla sala in cui lei e gli altri si erano riuniti per il loro lavoro collettivo setti-manale, la mia determinazione si spense come una candela. 

“Non so se posso farlo.” 

Rhys rimase in silenzio per un momento. “Vuoi che venga con te?” 

“A dipingere?” 

“Sarei un ottimo modello per i nudi.” 

Sorrisi, senza preoccuparmi di essere da sola in strada con innumerevoli persone che mi passavano accanto. Comunque, il cappuccio mi nascondeva la maggior parte del viso. “Spero che mi perdonerai, ma non ho voglia di condividere con altri la visione del tuo corpo glorioso.” 

“Forse ti farò da modello più tardi, allora.” Un lieve tocco sensuale lungo l’Unione, che mi scaldò il sangue. “È passato un po’ di tempo dall’ultima volta che ci siamo divertiti con la pittura.” 

Mi balenarono in mente quella casa e il tavolo della cucina, e mi si seccò la bocca. 

“Mascalzone.” 

Una risatina. “Se vuoi entrare, entra. Se non vuoi, non farlo. Spetta a te decidere.” 

Aggrottai la fronte e abbassai lo sguardo sulla tela infilata sotto un braccio, la scatola di colori tenuta dall’altro. Guardai accigliata lo studio a trenta piedi di distanza. C’erano ombre fitte tra me e quella macchia dorata di luce. 

“So che cosa voglio fare.” 

Nessuno mi notò trasmutare dentro la galleria chiusa e lo studio in fondo alla strada. 

E, con le finestre sbarrate, nessuno si accorse delle sfere di luce Fae che accendevo e facevo fluttuare nell’aria, trasportate da una lieve brezza. 
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Ovviamente, con le finestre chiuse solo da assi e la casa vuota da mesi, la stanza prin-

cipale era gelida. Così fredda che posai i miei pacchi e saltellai sulla punta dei piedi mentre osservavo quello spazio. 

Probabilmente era stato bello prima dell’attacco: c’era un’enorme finestra rivolta a sud, che lasciava passare infinita luce, e il soffitto a volta era punteggiato di lucernari, anch’es-si chiusi con assi. La galleria sul davanti era forse larga trenta piedi e profonda cinquanta, con un bancone a metà di una parete e una porta che doveva dare su uno studio o un magazzino sul retro. Un rapido esame mi disse che avevo ragione in parte: il magazzino era sul retro, ma lì non c’era luce naturale per dipingere. Solo finestre strette sopra una fila di lavandini incrinati, alcuni ripiani di metallo ancora macchiati di vernice e vecchi prodotti per la pulizia. 

E pittura. Non proprio pittura, ma il suo odore. 

Respirai profondamente, sentii che quell’odore mi penetrava nelle ossa, lasciai che vi si depositasse insieme alla quiete di quel luogo. 

La galleria sul davanti era stata anche il suo studio. Polina doveva aver dipinto mentre chiacchierava con i clienti che osservavano i quadri appesi, di cui riuscivo appena a distin-guere i contorni contro le pareti bianche. 

Il pavimento era di pietra grigia, e frammenti di vetro brillavano ancora tra le fessu-

re delle pietre. 

Non volevo iniziare a dipingere, la prima volta, davanti ad altri. 

Sarei riuscita a malapena a farlo davanti a me stessa. Era sufficiente a scacciare ogni senso di colpa per aver ignorato l’offerta di Ressina. Dopotutto non le avevo promesso niente. 

Così evocai il mio fuoco per cominciare a riscaldare l’aria, e feci ardere piccole sfere di fiamme a mezz’aria in tutta la galleria. Illuminandola ulteriormente. Ridandole vita con il calore. 

Poi andai in cerca di uno sgabello. 
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Dipinsi e dipinsi e dipinsi. 

Il mio cuore rimbombò per tutto il tempo, regolare come un tamburo da guerra. 

Dipinsi finché non mi vennero crampi alla schiena e finché il mio stomaco non si mise 

a gorgogliare, esigendo cioccolata calda e un dessert. 

Avevo saputo che cosa doveva uscire da me nell’istante stesso in cui mi ero appollaiata 

su uno sgabello traballante che avevo recuperato nel retro. 

Ero riuscita a malapena a tenere il pennello abbastanza fermo da tracciare i primi tratti. 

Era per la paura, sì. Ero sufficientemente onesta con me stessa da ammetterlo. 

Ma anche per il puro e semplice scatenarsi di qualcosa, come se io fossi stata un caval-

lo da corsa liberato dal recinto, come se l’immagine nella mia mente fosse stata una rapi-dissima visione e io avessi dovuto correre per stare al passo con lei. 

Ma aveva cominciato a emergere. A prendere forma. 

E sulla sua scia era arrivata una sorta di quiete, come uno strato di neve che ricopriva la terra. Che annullava quello che c’era sotto. 

Era stato più purificante, più tranquillizzante di tutte le ore che avevo passato a ricostruire quella città. Altrettanto appagante, sì, ma dipingere, lasciare uscire il soggetto e affrontarlo, era stato una liberazione. Il primo punto per chiudere una ferita. 

Le campane della torre di Velaris suonarono dodici rintocchi prima che mi fermassi. 

Prima che abbassassi il pennello e fissassi ciò che avevo creato. Ciò che mi guardava a 

sua volta. Me stessa. 
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O la me stessa che avevo visto dentro l’Ouroboros, quella bestia fatta di squame, arti-

gli e oscurità; di rabbia e gioia e freddo. Tutto quello che c’era in me. Ciò che stava in agguato sotto la mia pelle. 

Non ero fuggita quando l’avevo visto nello specchio. E non ero fuggita dipingendolo. 

Sì, era il primo punto per chiudere una ferita. Ecco l’effetto che mi faceva. 

Con il pennello penzoloni tra le ginocchia, con quella bestia immortalata sulla tela, il mio corpo si afflosciò un po’. Come se fosse senza ossa. 

Studiai la galleria, la strada dietro le finestre sbarrate. Nessuno era venuto a indagare sulle luci accese, durante le ore che avevo passato lì. 

Alla fine mi alzai, mi stirai e gemetti. Non potevo portarlo con me. Il quadro doveva 

asciugarsi, e non gli avrebbe certo fatto bene l’aria notturna, resa umida dal fiume e dal mare lontano. 

Di sicuro non l’avrei riportato alla casa di città, perché non volevo che qualcuno lo trovasse. Neanche Rhys. 

Ma lì... Se anche fosse entrato qualcuno, non avrebbe saputo chi l’aveva dipinto. Non 

l’avevo firmato con il mio nome. Non volevo. 

Se l’avessi lasciato lì ad asciugare durante la notte, se fossi tornata il giorno dopo, poi l’avrei potuto sicuramente nascondere in un ripostiglio nella Casa del Vento. 

L’indomani, allora. Sarei tornata l’indomani a reclamarlo. 
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Era primavera, eppure non lo era. 

Quella non era la terra in cui avevo vagato un tempo, nei secoli passati, o che avevo visitato quasi un anno prima. 

Il sole era mite, la giornata limpida, i distanti cornioli e lillà erano ancora in eterna fioritura. 

Distanti... perché nella tenuta non fioriva nulla. 

Le rose rosa che un tempo si erano arrampicate sui muri di pietra chiara dell’ampia vil-

la non erano altro che ingarbugliati intrecci di spine. Le fontane si erano seccate, le siepi non potate avevano perso la loro forma. 

La casa stessa aveva un aspetto migliore il giorno dopo essere stata vandalizzata dagli 

sgherri di Amarantha. 

Non c’erano segni visibili di distruzione, ma c’era troppo silenzio. Un’assenza di vita. 

Le grandi porte di quercia, però, erano innegabilmente danneggiate. C’erano profon-

di e lunghi segni di artigli. 

In piedi sul gradino più alto della scala di marmo che conduceva a quelle porte d’in-

gresso, osservai i brutali squarci. Avrei scommesso che li avesse fatti Tamlin, dopo aver capito che Feyre aveva ingannato lui e la sua Corte. 

Ma il carattere di Tamlin era sempre stato la sua rovina. Qualsiasi brutta giornata avreb-be potuto produrre quei solchi. 

Forse quel giorno ne avrebbe prodotti altri. 
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mano nella tasca della giacca nera, senza ali o indumenti di cuoio Illyrian in vista, mentre bussavo alle porte rovinate. 

Silenzio. 

E poi... 

Tamlin stesso aprì la porta. 

Non sapevo bene che cosa commentare: il maschio smunto davanti a me o la casa buia 

dietro di lui. 

Era un bersaglio facile. Un bersaglio troppo facile; non valeva la pena di deridere i vestiti – un tempo eleganti – che avevano un disperato bisogno di essere lavati, i capelli arruffati che chiedevano a gran voce di essere spuntati. La villa era vuota, non si vedeva un servitore, non c’erano decorazioni per il Solstizio. 

Neanche gli occhi verdi che guardarono i miei erano quelli a cui ero abituato. Ossessio-

nati e tetri. Non c’era una scintilla di vita. 

Sarebbe bastato qualche minuto per farlo a pezzi, anima e corpo. Per finire quello che 

senza dubbio era iniziato il giorno in cui Feyre aveva gridato in silenzio al loro matrimonio, e io ero andato lì. 

Ma... avevamo bisogno di pace. Il nostro obiettivo era la pace. 

Avrei potuto farlo a pezzetti dopo aver raggiunto quell’obiettivo. 

«Lucien mi aveva detto che saresti venuto» disse Tamlin in segno di saluto, con una voce piatta e senza vita come i suoi occhi, una mano ancora appoggiata alla porta. 

«Buffo... pensavo che fosse la sua Metà ad avere il dono della veggenza.»

Tamlin si limitò a fissarmi, ignorando – o non rilevando – l’umorismo. «Che cosa vuoi?»

Nessun suono dietro di lui. Su ogni acro di quella tenuta. Nemmeno un singolo cin-

guettio. «Sono venuto per fare due chiacchiere.» Gli rivolsi un sorrisetto che, lo sapevo, lo mandava su tutte le furie. «Posso scomodarti per una tazza di tè?»

Le sale erano buie, le tende ricamate erano chiuse. 

Una tomba. 

Quel posto era una tomba. 

A ogni passo verso quella che una volta era stata la biblioteca, mi sentivo avvolgere dal-la polvere e dal silenzio. 

Tamlin non parlò, non fornì alcuna spiegazione per la casa vuota. Per la distruzione 

nelle stanze accanto a cui passammo, quando le porte scolpite erano aperte abbastanza da farmi vedere l’interno. 

Mobili in frantumi, dipinti a brandelli, pareti crepate. 

Lucien non era andato lì per fare ammenda durante il Solstizio, capii mentre Tamlin 

apriva la porta della biblioteca buia. 

Lucien era andato lì per pietà. Per misericordia. 

La mia vista si adattò all’oscurità prima che Tamlin agitasse una mano e accendesse le 

luci Fae nelle loro coppe di vetro. 
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La biblioteca non era ancora stata distrutta. Probabilmente mi aveva portato nell’unica 

stanza di quella casa che avesse ancora mobili utilizzabili. 

Tenni la bocca chiusa mentre ci dirigevamo verso una grande scrivania al centro del-

la sala; Tamlin occupò una sedia decorata e imbottita su un lato della scrivania stessa. In quei giorni doveva essere l’unica cosa rimasta che somigliasse a un trono. 

Mi adagiai sul sedile uguale di fronte a lui e il legno chiaro gemette in segno di pro-

testa. Probabilmente quelle sedie erano state pensate per ridenti cortigiani, non per due guerrieri adulti. 

Cadde il silenzio, denso come il vuoto di quella casa. 

«Se sei venuto a gongolare, puoi risparmiarti lo sforzo.»

Mi posai una mano sul petto. «Perché dovrei disturbarmi?»

Nessun segno di divertimento. «Di che cosa volevi parlare?»

Studiai con ostentazione i libri, il soffitto a volta dipinto. «Dov’è il mio caro amico 

Lucien?»

«A caccia della nostra cena.»

«A te non interessano queste cose, al momento?»

Gli occhi di Tamlin rimasero spenti. «Se n’è andato prima che mi svegliassi.»

A caccia della cena, perché lì non c’erano servitori che preparassero il cibo. O che lo 

comprassero. 

Non potevo dire di soffrire per lui. 

Mi dispiaceva solo per Lucien, che ancora una volta era stato intrappolato dall’amicizia. 

Posai una caviglia sopra un ginocchio e mi appoggiai allo schienale della sedia. «Cos’è 

questa faccenda che ho sentito, sul fatto che non fai rispettare i tuoi confini?»

Un attimo di silenzio. Poi Tamlin indicò la porta. «Vedi qualche sentinella che possa 

farlo?»

Anche loro lo avevano abbandonato. Interessante. «Feyre ha fatto bene il suo lavoro, 

non è vero?»

Un lampo di denti bianchi, un barlume di luce nei suoi occhi. «Seguendo le tue istru-

zioni, senza dubbio.»

Sorrisi. «Oh, no. Ha fatto tutto lei. Intelligente, non è vero?»

Tamlin strinse il bracciolo curvo della sedia. «Credevo che il Signore Supremo della 

Corte della Notte non si disturbasse a vantarsi.»

Non sorrisi mentre replicavo: «Penserai che dovrei ringraziarti, per avere contribuito a resuscitarmi». 

«Non mi illudo: il giorno in cui mi ringrazierai di qualcosa, Rhysand, sarà il giorno in cui le fiamme dell’inferno diventeranno fredde.»

«Poetico.»

Un ringhio basso. 

Troppo facile. Era fin troppo facile innervosirlo, irritarlo. E anche se non avevo dimenticato il muro, la pace di cui avevamo bisogno, dissi: «Hai salvato la vita della mia Metà in diverse occasioni. Te ne sarò sempre grato». 
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Sapevo che le parole avevano colpito nel segno.  La mia Metà. 

Basso. Era stato un colpo basso. Avevo tutto: tutto ciò che avevo desiderato, sognato, 

che avevo chiesto alle stelle di concedermi. 

Lui non aveva niente. Aveva ricevuto tutto e l’aveva sprecato. Non meritava la mia pietà, la mia compassione. 

No, Tamlin si meritava tutto quello che si era tirato addosso, quella parvenza di vita. 

Si meritava ogni stanza vuota, ogni ginepraio di spine, ogni pasto che doveva procu-

rarsi da solo. 

«Lei sa che sei qui?»

«Oh, certo.» Uno sguardo al viso di Feyre il giorno prima, quando l’avevo invitata, mi 

aveva dato la risposta prima che lei la pronunciasse: avrebbe preferito non vedere mai più il maschio di fronte a me. 

«E» continuai «è stata turbata quanto me nell’apprendere che i tuoi confini non sono 

custoditi come speravamo.»

«Senza più il muro, mi servirebbe un esercito per sorvegliarli.»

«Questo si può organizzare.»

Tamlin emise un lieve ringhio, e un accenno di artigli gli brillò sulle nocche. «Non la-

scerò entrare la tua specie nelle mie terre.»

«La mia  specie, come la chiami tu, ha combattuto buona parte della guerra che  tu hai contribuito a provocare. Se hai bisogno di pattuglie, fornirò i guerrieri necessari.»

«Per proteggere gli umani da noi?» Un ghigno beffardo. 

Mi prudevano le mani per la voglia di stringergliele attorno alla gola. In effetti del-

le ombre si stavano incurvando sulla punta delle mie dita, araldi degli artigli in agguato proprio lì sotto. 

Quanto odiavo quella casa. L’avevo odiata dal momento in cui vi avevo messo piede 

quella notte, quando era stato versato il sangue della Corte della Primavera, come paga-

mento di un debito che non avrebbe mai potuto essere ripagato. Il pagamento per due 

coppie di ali, affisse nello studio. 

Tamlin le aveva bruciate molto tempo prima, mi aveva detto Feyre. Non faceva diffe-

renza. Era stato lì, quel giorno. 

Aveva detto a suo padre e ai suoi fratelli dove mi avrebbero aspettato mia sorella e mia madre. E non aveva fatto nulla per aiutarle mentre venivano massacrate. 

Vedevo ancora le loro teste in quei cesti, i loro visi ancora stravolti dalla paura e dal dolore. E li vedevo di nuovo quando guardavo il Signore Supremo della Primavera; entram-

bi avevamo assunto il potere in quella notte intrisa di sangue. 

«Per proteggere gli umani da noi, sì» dissi, con voce minacciosamente bassa. «Per man-

tenere la pace.»

«Quale pace?» I suoi artigli si ritrassero sotto la pelle mentre incrociava le braccia, meno muscolose di come le avevo viste l’ultima volta, sui campi di battaglia. «Non c’è niente di diverso. È sparito il muro, tutto qui.»

«Possiamo fare in modo che sia diverso. Migliore. Ma solo se partiamo con il piede giusto.»
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«Non permetterò l’accesso alle mie terre neanche a un solo bruto della Corte della Notte.» 

La sua gente lo disprezzava già a sufficienza, a quanto pareva. 

E a quella parola –  bruto – ne ebbi abbastanza. Era un territorio pericoloso. Almeno per me. Era pericoloso lasciarmi trascinare dal mio temperamento. Perlomeno quando c’era lui. 

Mi alzai dalla sedia, Tamlin non si mosse. «È colpa tua tutto quello che ti è successo» 

dissi, ancora a voce bassa. Non avevo bisogno di urlare per trasmettere la mia rabbia. Non ne avevo mai avuto bisogno. 

«Hai vinto» sembrò sputare, inclinandosi in avanti. «Hai la tua Metà. Non è suffi-

ciente?»

«No.»

La parola echeggiò nella biblioteca. 

«L’hai quasi distrutta. In ogni modo possibile.»

Tamlin mi mostrò i denti. Io gli mostrai i miei, e al diavolo il controllo del tempera-

mento. Lasciai che un po’ del mio potere rimbombasse nella sala, nella casa, nei giardini. 

«Però è sopravvissuta. È sopravvissuta a  te. E tu hai ancora sentito il bisogno di umiliar-la, di sminuirla. Se volevi riconquistarla, vecchio mio, non era quella la strada più saggia.»

«Vattene.»

Non avevo finito. Non ci ero neanche arrivato vicino. «Ti meriti tutto quello che ti è accaduto. Ti meriti questa casa patetica e vuota, ti meriti le tue terre devastate. Non mi interessa se hai offerto quel nucleo di vita per salvarmi, non mi interessa se ami ancora la mia Metà. Non mi importa se l’hai salvata da Hybern o, prima, da mille altri nemici.» Le parole si riversavano da me, fredde e regolari. «Spero che tu viva il resto della tua miserabile vita qui, da solo. Mi darà molta più soddisfazione che massacrarti.» Feyre una vol-ta era giunta alla stessa decisione. Allora ero stato d’accordo con lei, e lo ero ancora, ma solo ora la capivo veramente. 

Gli occhi verdi di Tamlin divennero feroci. 

Mi irrigidii, mi preparai... lo volevo. Volevo che lui saltasse su da quella sedia e si lan-ciasse contro di me, volevo che i suoi artigli cominciassero a squarciarmi. 

Il sangue mi martellava nelle vene, il mio potere vorticava dentro di me. 

Combattendo, avremmo potuto distruggere quella casa. Ridurla in macerie. E poi avrei 

trasformato le pietre e il legno in nient’altro che polvere nera. 

Ma Tamlin si limitò a fissarmi. E, dopo un istante, abbassò gli occhi sulla scrivania. 

«Vattene.»

Sbattei le palpebre, l’unico segno della mia sorpresa. «Non ti va una rissa, Tamlin?»

Non si disturbò a guardarmi di nuovo. «Vattene» si limitò a ripetere. 

Un maschio distrutto. 

Distrutto dalle sue stesse azioni, dalle sue scelte. 

Non era un problema mio. Non meritava la mia compassione. 

Ma mentre trasmutavo, e il vento oscuro mi sferzava intorno, una strana sensazione di 

vuoto mise radici nel mio stomaco. 

Tamlin non aveva scudi attorno alla casa. Non c’era niente che potesse impedire a qual-
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cuno di trasmutare lì dentro, che potesse impedire ai suoi nemici di apparire nella sua camera da letto e tagliargli la gola. 

Era quasi come se stesse aspettando che qualcuno lo facesse. 

Incontrai Feyre che stava tornando a casa; presumibilmente era stata a fare acquisti, perché alcune borse le pendevano dalle mani inguantate. 

Il suo sorriso quando atterrai accanto a lei, con la neve che ci sferzava intorno, mi fece l’effetto di un pugno nel cuore. 

Tuttavia il sorriso svanì immediatamente quando mi guardò bene in faccia. 

Anche se eravamo nel bel mezzo di una trafficata strada cittadina, mi mise una mano 

sulla guancia. «È andata così male?»

Annuii e appoggiai la guancia alla sua mano. Il massimo che potevo fare. 

Mi diede un bacio sulla bocca; le sue labbra mi sembrarono così calde da farmi capi-

re che avevo freddo. 

«Torna a casa con me» disse, prendendomi a braccetto e stringendosi a me. 

Obbedii e le presi le borse dall’altra mano. Mentre superavamo vari isolati e attraver-

savamo la gelida Sidra, e poi risalivamo le ripide colline, glielo raccontai. Le riferii tutto quello che avevo detto a Tamlin. 

«In confronto a come insulti Cassian, direi che sei stato abbastanza mite» osservò quan-

do ebbi finito. 

Sbuffai. «In questo caso non era necessario imprecare.»

Rifletté sulle mie parole. «Sei andato lì perché eri preoccupato per il muro, o solo perché volevi dirgli quelle cose?»

«Tutte e due le cose.» Non potevo mentirle su quell’argomento. «E forse massacrarlo.»

Un lampo d’allarme le accese gli occhi. «E questo a che cosa è dovuto?» 

Non lo sapevo. «Ho solo...» Mi mancarono le parole. 

Strinse il braccio attorno al mio, e mi voltai per studiarle il viso. Era aperto, comprensi-vo. «Le cose che hai detto... non erano sbagliate» dichiarò. Nessun giudizio, nessuna rabbia. 

Una parte del vuoto che avevo dentro si riempì un po’. «Avrei dovuto essere il maschio 

più maturo.»

«Sei il maschio più maturo quasi tutti i giorni. Hai il diritto di commettere un errore.»

Fece un ampio sorriso. Luminoso come la luna piena, più bello di qualsiasi stella. 

Non le avevo ancora preso un regalo per il Solstizio. Né per il compleanno. 

Inclinò la testa vedendo il mio cipiglio e la treccia le scivolò su una spalla. Ci passai sopra una mano, per il piacere di sentire quei fili di seta contro le mie dita congelate. «Ci vediamo a casa» dissi, ridandole le borse. 

Fu il suo turno di aggrottare la fronte. «Dove vai?»

La baciai sulla guancia, respirando il suo profumo di lillà e pera. «Devo sbrigare qualche commissione.» E poi guardarla, camminare accanto a lei, non aveva placato la rabbia che 

ancora mi si agitava nelle viscere. No: quel bel sorriso mi faceva venire voglia di trasmutare di nuovo alla Corte della Primavera e piantare la mia lama Illyrian nelle viscere di Tamlin. 
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Ero proprio il maschio più maturo. 

«Vai a dipingere un quadro di me nudo» le suggerii, ammiccando, e mi lanciai nel cie-

lo gelido. 

Il suono della sua risata danzò con me per tutto il tragitto fino al Palazzo del Filo e 

dei Gioielli. 

Esaminai tutto quello che la mia gioielliera preferita aveva disposto sul velluto nero sopra il bancone di vetro. Sotto le luci del suo accogliente negozio accanto al palazzo, avevano un fuoco interno che sembrava chiamare con un cenno. 

Zaffiri, smeraldi, rubini... Feyre li aveva tutti. Be’, in quantità moderate. Tranne quei bracciali di diamanti che le avevo dato per la Notte delle Stelle. 

Li aveva portati solo due volte. 

Quella notte in cui avevo ballato con lei fino all’alba, osando appena sperare che potes-se iniziare a provare per me una frazione di quello che provavo per lei. 

E la notte in cui eravamo tornati a Velaris, dopo la battaglia finale con Hybern. Quan-

do aveva indossato  solo quelli. 

Scossi la testa e dissi alla Fae snella ed eterea dietro il bancone: «Per quanto siano belli, Neve, non credo che la Signora voglia gioielli per il Solstizio». 

Una scrollata di spalle, per niente delusa. Ero un cliente abituale e Neve sapeva che presto mi avrebbe venduto qualcos’altro. 

Fece scivolare il vassoio sotto il bancone e ne tirò fuori un altro, muovendo dolcemen-

te le mani velate dalla notte. 

Non era uno spettro, ma qualcosa di simile: il suo corpo alto e snello era avvolto da ombre permanenti. Solo i suoi occhi, simili a carboni ardenti, erano sempre visibili. Il resto tendeva ad apparire e scomparire, come se le ombre si aprissero per rivelare una mano scura, una spalla, un piede. Il suo popolo era tutto composto da maestri gioiellieri, che vivevano nelle più profonde miniere di montagna della nostra corte. La maggior parte dei nostri cimeli di famiglia era stata creata dai Tartera, compresi i braccialetti e le corone di Feyre. 

Neve agitò una mano ombrosa sul vassoio che aveva sottoposto al mio esame. «Li ave-

vo selezionati in precedenza. Se non è troppo presuntuoso, potresti prenderli in considerazione per la Signora Amren.»

In effetti, tutti sembravano  cantare il nome di Amren. Pietre grandi, castoni delicati. 

Gioielli possenti, per la mia possente amica. Che aveva fatto così tanto per me, per la mia Metà, per la nostra gente. Per il mondo. 

Esaminai i tre gioielli. Sospirai. «Li prendo tutti.» 

Gli occhi di Neve brillarono come una fornace vivente. 
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FEYRE

«Che diavolo è quella roba?»

Era la sera successiva, e Cassian sorrideva agitando una mano verso il mucchio di rami 

di pino deposti sul tappeto rosso, al centro dell’atrio. «Decorazioni per il Solstizio. Direttamente dal mercato.»

La neve aderiva alle sue spalle larghe e ai capelli scuri, e le guance abbronzate erano arrossate dal freddo. «E queste le chiami decorazioni?»

Lui fece un sorrisetto furbo. «Le tradizioni della Corte della Notte prevedono un muc-

chio di rami di pino in mezzo al pavimento.»

Incrociai le braccia. «Divertente.»

«Dico sul serio.» Lo fissai e lui rise. «Sono per il ripiano del camino, per la ringhiera e per qualsiasi altra cosa, sciocca. Mi vuoi aiutare?» Si scrollò di dosso il cappotto pesante, rivelando una giacca e una camicia nere, e lo appese nell’armadio dell’ingresso. Rima-si dov’ero e battei a terra un piede. 

«Che c’è?» chiese, inarcando le sopracciglia. Era raro vedere Cassian vestito con qualco-sa che non fosse la divisa Illyrian di cuoio, ma quegli indumenti, anche se non erano eleganti come quelli che indossavano di solito Rhys o Mor, gli stavano bene. 

«Gettarmi ai piedi un mucchio di rami è il tuo modo di salutare, in questi giorni? Un 

po’ di tempo in quel campo Illyrian e dimentichi tutte le buone maniere.»

Cassian in un secondo mi fu addosso, mi sollevò da terra e mi fece roteare finché non 

mi venne la nausea. Gli presi a pugni il petto, imprecando. 
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Alla fine mi rimise giù. «Che cosa mi hai portato per il Solstizio?»

Gli diedi uno schiaffetto sul braccio. «Un enorme mucchio di chiudi-quella-boccaccia.» 

Rise di nuovo e io gli strizzai l’occhio. «Cioccolata calda o vino?»

Cassian mi circondò con un’ala e fece voltare entrambi verso la porta della cantina. 

«Quante bottiglie buone ci ha lasciato il piccolo Rhysie?»

Ne bevemmo due prima che arrivasse Azriel, desse un’occhiata ai nostri tentativi ubriachi di decorazione e decidesse di migliorarli prima che chiunque altro potesse vedere il casino che avevamo fatto. 

Seduti su un divano davanti al fuoco di betulla nel soggiorno, ghignavamo come de-

moni mentre il cantaombre raddrizzava le corone e le ghirlande che avevamo buttato qua 

e là, raccoglieva gli aghi di pino che avevamo sparso sui tappeti e, soprattutto, scuoteva la testa per quello che vedeva. 

«Az, rilassati per un minuto» biascicò Cassian, agitando una mano. «Prendi un po’ di 

vino. Biscotti.»

«E togliti il cappotto» aggiunsi, puntando la bottiglia verso il cantaombre, che non si 

era nemmeno preoccupato di spogliarsi prima di sistemare il nostro casino. 

Azriel raddrizzò una parte floscia della ghirlanda sul davanzale della finestra. «È quasi come se vi foste  sforzati di rendere tutto il più brutto possibile.»

Cassian si afferrò il cuore. «Questo ci offende.» 

Azriel rivolse un sospiro al soffitto. 

«Povero Az» dissi, riempiendomi un altro bicchiere. «Il vino ti farà sentire meglio.»

Lui mi lanciò un’occhiataccia, poi guardò la bottiglia, poi Cassian... e infine attraversò in un lampo la stanza, mi tolse la bottiglia di mano e ingollò il resto. Cassian ghignò di gioia. 

Soprattutto perché in quel momento Rhys disse, dalla porta: «Be’, almeno ora so chi sta 

bevendo tutto il mio vino migliore. Ne vuoi un’altra bottiglia, Az?». 

Azriel quasi sputò il vino nel fuoco, ma si costrinse a deglutire e a voltarsi, rosso in faccia, verso Rhys. «Vorrei spiegare...»

Rhys rise, e quel suono intenso rimbalzò sulle modanature di quercia intagliata della 

stanza. «Cinque secoli, e pensi che non sappia ancora che, se il mio vino finisce, di solito c’è dietro Cassian?»

Il quale alzò il bicchiere in segno di saluto. 

Rhys esaminò la stanza e ridacchiò. «Si capisce benissimo quali decorazioni avete fatto voi due, e quali ha cercato di sistemare Azriel prima che io arrivassi.» Azriel si stava massaggiando una tempia. Rhys mi guardò e inarcò un sopracciglio. «Mi aspettavo di meglio, da un’artista.»

Gli mostrai la lingua. 

Un istante dopo mi disse nella mente: “Risparmia quella lingua per dopo. Ho qualche 

idea su come usarla”. 

Mi si incurvarono le dita dei piedi nei calzettoni spessi e alti. 

«Fa un freddo infernale!» proclamò Mor dall’ingresso, distogliendomi dal calore che stava crescendo dentro di me. «E chi diavolo ha lasciato le decorazioni in mano a Cassian e Feyre?»
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Azriel sembrò strozzarsi con quella che avrei giurato essere una risata, e il suo viso normalmente ombroso si illuminò all’ingresso di Mor, rosea per il freddo, che si soffiava aria nelle mani. Lei, invece, si accigliò. «Voi due non potevate aspettare che arrivassi anch’io, prima di aprire il vino buono?»

Sorrisi quando Cassian disse: «Avevamo appena attaccato la collezione di Rhys». 

Rhys si grattò la testa. «È lì per tutti voi, lo sapete. Servitevi pure.»

«Parole pericolose, Rhysand» lo ammonì Amren mentre attraversava impettita la porta; 

era quasi inghiottita dalla sua enorme pelliccia bianca. Sopra il colletto erano visibili solo i capelli scuri, lunghi fino al mento, e i suoi occhi d’argento. Sembrava... 

«Sembri una palla di neve rabbiosa» disse Cassian. 

Strinsi le labbra per trattenere una risata. Ridere di Amren non era mai una mossa saggia. 

Anche ora, con i suoi poteri in buona parte scomparsi e un corpo stabile da Fae Superiore. 

La palla di neve rabbiosa lo fissò con gli occhi socchiusi. «Attento, ragazzo. Non ti con-viene dare il via a una guerra che non puoi vincere.» Sbottonò il colletto e tutti la ascol-tammo mentre diceva chiaramente: «Soprattutto con Nesta Archeron che verrà per il Sol-

stizio, tra due giorni». 

Sentii qualcosa che si propagava tra loro: Cassian, Mor e Azriel. Sentii la pura rabbia che emanava Cassian, la cui allegria mezza ubriaca svanì di colpo. Disse a bassa voce: «Chiudi la bocca, Amren». 

Mor stava osservando così da vicino che era difficile non fissarla. Io lanciai un’occhiata a Rhys, ma un’espressione contemplativa si era impossessata della sua faccia. 

Amren si limitò a sorridere, e quelle labbra rosse si aprirono tanto da mostrare la mag-

gior parte dei suoi denti bianchi mentre andava verso l’armadio dell’ingresso e diceva, da sopra una spalla: «Mi divertirò a vedere come ti fa a brandelli. Ammesso che arrivi sobria». 

E quello era sufficiente. Rhys sembrava avere la stessa idea ma, prima che potesse dire 

qualcosa, intervenni io: «Lascia perdere Nesta, Amren». 

Amren mi rivolse quello che si sarebbe potuto considerare uno sguardo di scuse. Ma, 

mentre infilava il suo enorme cappotto nell’armadio, si limitò a dire: «Sta arrivando Varian, quindi datevi pace». 

Elain era in cucina e stava aiutando Nuala e Cerridwen a preparare la cena. Anche se man-cavano due notti al Solstizio, erano venuti tutti nella casa di città. 

Tutti tranne una persona. 

«Sai qualcosa di Nesta?» chiesi a mia sorella a mo’ di saluto. 

Elain sollevò il busto dalle pagnotte roventi che aveva tirato fuori dal forno; aveva i capelli raccolti solo a metà e il grembiule, sopra il vestito rosa, imbiancato dalla farina. Sbatté le palpebre sui grandi occhi castani. «No. Le ho chiesto di unirsi a noi stasera e, quando avesse deciso, di farmelo sapere. Non ho avuto risposta.»

Agitò uno strofinaccio sul pane per raffreddarlo un po’, poi sollevò una pagnotta e pic-

chiettò sul fondo. Ne uscì un suono cupo che evidentemente la convinse. 

«Credi che valga la pena di andarla a prendere?»
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Elain si mise lo strofinaccio sulla spalla sottile e si arrotolò le maniche fino al gomito. 

La sua pelle aveva preso colore in quei mesi, almeno finché non era arrivato il freddo. Le si era anche riempito il viso. «Vorresti che ti rispondessi come sua sorella o come veggente?»

Mantenni il viso calmo e sereno e mi appoggiai al tavolo da lavoro. 

Elain non aveva accennato ad altre visioni. E noi non le avevamo chiesto di usare il suo dono. Se esistesse ancora, con la distruzione del Calderone e poi la sua riformazione, non lo sapevo. E non glielo volevo chiedere. 

«Conosci Nesta meglio di me» risposi cautamente. «Pensavo che ti facesse piacere dire 

la tua.»

«Se Nesta non vuole venire qui stasera, portarla qui sarebbe un problema tale che non 

ne varrebbe la pena.»

La voce di Elain era più fredda del solito. Lanciai un’occhiata a Nuala e Cerridwen e 

quest’ultima scosse la testa come per dire “Non è in una buona giornata”. 

Come tutti noi, Elain stava guarendo pian piano. Aveva pianto per ore il giorno in cui 

l’avevo portata su una collina ricoperta di fiori selvatici alla periferia della città, fino alla lapide di marmo che avevo fatto erigere lì in onore di nostro padre. 

Avevo ridotto il suo corpo in cenere dopo che il re di Hybern l’aveva ucciso, ma si me-

ritava comunque un luogo di riposo. Per tutto quello che aveva fatto alla fine, si merita-va la bellissima lapide su cui avevo fatto scolpire il suo nome. Ed Elain si era meritata un luogo in cui fargli visita, in cui parlare con lui. 

Ci andava almeno una volta al mese. 

Nesta non c’era mai stata. Aveva ignorato il mio invito a venire con noi quel primo gior-no, e ogni volta successiva. 

Mi piazzai accanto a Elain e presi un coltello dall’altra parte del tavolo per iniziare a tagliare il pane. Lungo il corridoio echeggiavano i suoni della mia famiglia: la risata luminosa di Mor copriva il rombo di Cassian. 

Attesi di avere una pila di fette fumanti prima di dire: «Nesta fa ancora parte di que-

sta famiglia». 

«Davvero?» Elain infilò il coltello in profondità nella pagnotta successiva. «Di certo non si comporta come se fosse così.»

Nascosi il mio cipiglio. «È successo qualcosa, oggi, quando l’hai vista?» Elain non ri-

spose. Continuò ad affettare il pane. 

E quindi continuai anch’io. Non mi piaceva quando gli altri cercavano di costringermi 

a parlare. Le avrei offerto la stessa cortesia. 

Continuammo a lavorare in silenzio, poi iniziammo a riempire i vassoi con il cibo che 

Nuala e Cerridwen avevano dichiarato pronto; le loro ombre le velavano più del solito. 

Per garantirci un senso di intimità. Lanciai loro uno sguardo di gratitudine, ma entrambe scossero la testa. Non era necessario ringraziarle. Avevano passato più tempo con Elain di quanto ne avessi passato io. Capivano i suoi stati d’animo, sapevano di che cosa aveva bisogno a volte. 

Fu solo quando Elain e io eravamo nel corridoio, e stavamo portando nella sala da 
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pranzo il primo dei piatti da portata, che lei parlò. «Nesta ha detto che non vuole veni-re al Solstizio.»

«Va bene.» Anche se mi si torse qualcosa nel petto. 

«Ha detto che non vuole venire neanche in altre occasioni. Mai.»

Mi fermai, studiando il dolore e la paura che in quel momento lampeggiavano negli oc-

chi di Elain. «Ha detto perché?»

«No.» Rabbia: c’era anche rabbia sul viso di Elain. «Ha detto solo... ha detto che noi 

abbiamo le nostre vite, e lei ha la sua.»

Che lo dicesse a me, poteva andar bene. Ma a Elain? 

Inspirai. Il mio stomaco gorgogliò quando mi si riempì il naso con il profumo di salvia 

e limone del pollo arrosto che tenevo tra le mani. «Le parlerò.»

«No» disse Elain in tono piatto, riprendendo a camminare; veli di vapore le fluttuava-

no sulle spalle dal piatto di patate al rosmarino arrostite che aveva in mano, come se fossero le ombre di Azriel. «Non ti ascolterà.»

Altroché se l’avrebbe fatto. 

«E tu?» mi costrinsi a chiedere. «Stai... bene?»

Elain mi guardò da sopra una spalla quando entrammo nell’atrio, poi girò a sinistra, in 

sala da pranzo. Nel soggiorno lì di fronte, tutte le conversazioni si interruppero all’odore del cibo. «Perché non dovrei stare bene?» chiese, con il volto illuminato da un sorriso. 

Avevo già visto quei sorrisi. Sulla mia dannata faccia. 

Ma gli altri arrivarono precipitosamente dal soggiorno, e Cassian diede un bacio su una 

guancia a Elain in segno di saluto, poi quasi la sollevò per spostarla e poter andare al tavolo da pranzo. Dopo arrivò Amren che rivolse un cenno del capo a mia sorella. Le luci Fae, sparse sulle ghirlande nell’ingresso, facevano scintillare la sua collana di rubini. Poi Mor, che le schioccò un bacio su ogni guancia. Poi Rhys, scuotendo la testa a Cassian, che aveva iniziato a servirsi dai piatti che Nuala e Cerridwen trasmutavano lì. Dato che Elain viveva con noi, la mia Metà la salutò solo con un sorriso prima di prendere posto alla destra di Cassian. 

Azriel emerse dal soggiorno, con un bicchiere di vino in mano e le ali ripiegate all’in-

dietro, che lasciavano vedere la sua giacca nera – semplice ma bella – e i pantaloni del-lo stesso colore. 

Più che vederla, sentii mia sorella immobilizzarsi mentre Az si avvicinava, e le sussul-

tò la gola. 

«Hai intenzione di tenerti quel pollo tutta la notte?» mi chiese Cassian dal tavolo. 

Accigliandomi, andai verso di lui e posai il piatto sulla superficie di legno. «Ci ho sputato dentro» dissi con dolcezza. 

«Il che lo avrà reso ancora più delizioso» cantilenò Cassian, e subito sorrise. Rhys ri-

dacchiò e bevve un lungo sorso del suo vino. 

Io andai al mio posto – annidata tra Amren e Mor – in tempo per vedere Elain che di-

ceva ad Azriel: «Ciao». 

Az non disse niente. 

No, le si era appena avvicinato. 
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Mor si tese, accanto a me. 

Ma Azriel si limitò a prenderle dalle mani il pesante piatto di patate e a dirle, con una voce dolce come la notte: «Siediti. Ci penso io». 

Le mani di Elain rimasero a mezz’aria, come se il fantasma del piatto fosse ancora lì tra loro. Poi sbatté le palpebre, abbassò le mani e notò il suo grembiule. «Io... torno subito» mormorò, e corse lungo il corridoio, prima che potessi spiegarle che a nessuno sarebbe importato se si fosse presentata a cena coperta di farina, e che avrebbe potuto semplicemente  sedersi. 

Azriel mise le patate al centro del tavolo e Cassian ci si tuffò. O, almeno, ci provò. 

Un istante la sua mano stava puntando il cucchiaio da portata; l’istante successivo si era fermata, perché le dita sfregiate di Azriel gli si erano avvolte attorno al polso. «Aspetta» 

disse Azriel, con voce imperiosa. 

Mor spalancò la bocca, tanto da farmi temere che i fagiolini mezzo masticati al suo in-

terno cadessero nel piatto. Amren sorrise appena da sopra il bordo del suo bicchiere. 

Cassian lo fissò inebetito. « Che cosa devo aspettare? La salsa?»

Azriel non mollò la presa. «Aspetta che tutti siano seduti prima di mangiare.»

«Maiale» aggiunse Mor. 

Cassian studiò il piatto di fagiolini, pollo, pane e prosciutto già mezzo mangiato nel 

piatto di Mor. Ma rilassò la mano e si appoggiò allo schienale della sedia. «Non sapevo 

che tenessi tanto alle buone maniere, Az.»

Azriel lasciò la mano di Cassian e fissò il suo bicchiere di vino. 

Elain entrò, senza grembiule e con i capelli appena intrecciati. «Per favore, non state ad aspettarmi» disse, prendendo posto a capotavola. 

Cassian lanciò un’occhiataccia ad Azriel. Az badò bene a ignorarlo. 

Ma Cassian aspettò che Elain si fosse riempita il piatto prima di prendere altro cibo. Lo stesso fecero gli altri. 

Incrociai lo sguardo di Rhys, che era all’altro lato del tavolo. “Di che si trattava?” 

Rhys affettò abilmente il suo prosciutto glassato. “Non aveva niente a che fare con Cassian.” 

“Oh?” 

Rhys diede un morso e, con il coltello, mi fece cenno di mangiare. “Diciamo solo che 

l’ha toccato un po’ troppo da vicino.” Vedendomi confusa, aggiunse: “Ha ancora alcune cicatrici per quanto riguarda il modo in cui fu trattata sua madre. Molte cicatrici”. 

Sua madre, che era stata una serva, quasi una schiava, quando lui era nato. E anche 

dopo. “Nessuno di noi si preoccupa mai di aspettare che tutti si siedano, men che meno 

Cassian” dissi. 

“Può colpire in momenti inaspettati.” 

Feci del mio meglio per non guardare il cantaombre. “Capisco.” 

Mi voltai verso Amren e studiai il suo piatto. Piccole porzioni di tutto. «Ti stai anco-

ra abituando?»

Amren grugnì, facendo rotolare qua e là le sue carote arrostite al miele. «Il sangue ha 

un sapore migliore.»

Mor e Cassian quasi si strozzarono. 
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«E non perdevo tanto  tempo per consumarlo» grugnì Amren, sollevando un minuscolo brandello di pollo arrosto verso le labbra dipinte di rosso. 

Ci volevano pasti piccoli e lenti per Amren. Il primo pasto normale che aveva mangia-

to al ritorno dalla battaglia, una scodella di zuppa di lenticchie, l’aveva fatta vomitare per un’ora. Quindi era stato necessario un adattamento graduale. Non poteva ancora tuffarsi 

nei pasti come tendevamo a fare tutti noi. Non sapevamo se era un problema totalmente 

fisico o se, forse, aveva bisogno di un periodo di adattamento psicologico. 

«E poi ci sono altre spiacevoli conseguenze del mangiare» continuò Amren, tagliando 

le sue carote in minuscole schegge. 

Azriel e Cassian si scambiarono un’occhiata, poi entrambi sembrarono trovare i loro 

piatti molto interessanti. Anche se un sorriso era spuntato sui loro visi. 

Elain chiese: «Che tipo di conseguenze?». 

«Non rispondere» disse subito Rhys, indicando Amren con la forchetta. 

Amren gli sibilò, con i capelli scuri che ondeggiavano come una cortina di notte liqui-

da: «Sai quanto è disagevole dover trovare un posto per liberarmi  ovunque io vada?». 

Un suono effervescente provenne dal lato del tavolo dov’era Cassian, ma io strinsi le labbra. 

Mor mi afferrò un ginocchio sotto il tavolo; tremava per lo sforzo di tenere a freno la sua risata. 

Rhys chiese ad Amren: «Vuoi che cominciamo a costruire bagni pubblici per te in tut-

ta Velaris, Amren?». 

«Dico sul serio, Rhysand» scattò Amren. Non osavo incrociare lo sguardo di Mor. O 

di Cassian. Uno sguardo e mi sarei dissolta in risate. Amren agitò una mano verso di sé. 

«Avrei dovuto scegliere una forma maschile. Almeno puoi tirarlo fuori e andare dove ti 

pare senza doverti preoccupare di versare...»

Cassian perse la battaglia contro l’ilarità. Poi Mor. Poi io. E persino Az ridacchiò un po’. 

«Davvero non sai ancora come fare la pipì?» ruggì Mor. «Dopo tutto questo tempo?»

Amren ribolliva. «Ho visto animali...»

«Dimmi che sai come funziona un gabinetto» esplose Cassian, battendo il palmo aper-

to sul tavolo. «Dimmi che sai almeno questo.»

Mi premetti una mano sulla bocca, come se potessi ricacciare indietro la risata. Dall’altra parte del tavolo, gli occhi di Rhys erano più luminosi delle stelle e la sua bocca una linea tremante mentre cercava, senza riuscirci, di rimanere serio. 

«So come sedermi sulla tazza» ringhiò Amren. 

Mor aprì la bocca, con l’ilarità che le danzava sul viso, ma Elain chiese: «Avresti potu-to farlo? Avresti potuto decidere di assumere una forma maschile?». 

La domanda interruppe di colpo le risate, come una freccia scoccata tra noi. 

Amren studiò mia sorella, che era arrossita per quel nostro discorso a tavola. «Sì» disse semplicemente. «Prima, nella mia altra forma, non ero né l’uno né l’altro. Semplicemente ero.»

«Allora perché scegliesti quel corpo?» chiese Elain, mentre le curve della sua treccia ca-stano-dorato catturavano la luce Fae del lampadario. 

«Ero più attratta dalla forma femminile» rispose semplicemente Amren. «Pensai che era 

più simmetrica. Mi appagava.»
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Mor guardò accigliata la sua stessa forma, i suoi considerevoli pregi. «Vero.»

Cassian ridacchiò. 

Elain chiese: «E dopo esserti ritrovata in quel corpo, non potevi cambiare?». 

Gli occhi di Amren si strinsero leggermente. Raddrizzai la schiena e spostai lo sguar-

do tra l’una e l’altra. Era insolito che Elain parlasse tanto, ma stava migliorando. La maggior parte dei giorni era lucida, forse silenziosa e incline alla malinconia, ma consapevole. 

Elain, con mia sorpresa, sostenne lo sguardo di Amren. 

Dopo un momento Amren disse: «Me lo chiedi perché ti incuriosisce il mio passato o 

il tuo futuro?». 

La domanda mi lasciò troppo sbalordita per pensare a rimproverare Amren. Lo stesso 

accadde agli altri. 

La fronte di Elain si aggrottò prima che potessi intervenire. «Che cosa intendi?»

«Non si può tornare a essere umani, ragazza» disse Amren, forse con una traccia di 

gentilezza. 

«Amren» la ammonii. 

Elain arrossì ulteriormente e drizzò la schiena. Ma non scappò. «Non so di che cosa tu 

stia parlando.» Non avevo mai sentito la voce di Elain così fredda. 

Guardai gli altri. Rhys era accigliato, Cassian e Mor stavano entrambi facendo una smor-

fia, e Azriel... C’era compassione sul suo bel viso, mentre guardava mia sorella. Compassione e dolore. 

Erano mesi che Elain non parlava dell’essere stata Creata, o del Calderone, o di Graysen. 

Avevo pensato che forse si stesse abituando a essere una Fae Superiore, che forse avesse iniziato a distaccarsi dalla sua vita mortale. 

«Amren, hai un vero talento per rovinare la conversazione a cena» disse Rhys, facendo 

roteare il suo vino. «Chissà, forse potresti farne una carriera.»

La sua seconda in comando lo fulminò con gli occhi. Ma Rhys sostenne il suo sguardo, 

con un ammonimento silenzioso sul viso. 

“Grazie” dissi lungo l’Unione. In risposta mi giunse una calda carezza. 

«Scegliti avversari della tua stessa taglia» disse Cassian ad Amren, infilandosi con foga il pollo arrosto in bocca. 

«Mi dispiacerebbe per i topi» borbottò Azriel. 

Mor e Cassian ulularono divertiti, guadagnandosi un rossore da parte di Azriel e un sor-

riso di gratitudine da parte di Elain, e non mancarono occhiate truci da parte di Amren. 

Ma qualcosa in me si rilassò sentendo quella risata, vedendo tornare la luce negli oc-

chi di Elain. 

Non avrei permesso che quella luce si attenuasse ulteriormente. 

“Devo uscire dopo cena” dissi mentalmente a Rhys mentre riprendevo a mangiare. “Ti 

andrebbe un volo fino all’altro capo della città?” 

Nesta non apriva la porta. 

Bussai forse per due minuti abbondanti, fissando accigliata il corridoio poco illumina-
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to dell’edificio fatiscente in cui aveva scelto di vivere, poi inviai un filo di magia attraverso l’appartamento oltre quella porta. 

Rhys aveva eretto barriere intorno all’intero edificio, e con la nostra magia unita, l’unione delle nostre anime, non c’era possibilità di resistere al filo di potere che avevo proiet-tato attraverso la porta e dentro l’appartamento stesso. 

Niente. Nessun segno di vita o... o peggio ancora. 

Non era a casa. 

Avevo una buona idea di dove potesse essere. 

Quando tornai sulla strada gelata, vorticai le braccia per mantenermi in equilibrio men-

tre i miei stivali scivolavano sul ghiaccio che ricopriva le pietre. 

Appoggiato a un lampione, Rhys ridacchiò e non si mosse di un pollice. La luce Fae gli 

indorava gli artigli in cima alle ali. 

«Stronzo» bofonchiai. «La maggior parte dei maschi aiuterebbe la sua Metà se stesse 

per spaccarsi la testa sul ghiaccio.»

Si staccò dal lampione e venne verso di me, ogni movimento fluido e calmo. Anche 

dopo tutto quel tempo, avrei passato ore a guardarlo. 

«Ho la sensazione che, se fossi intervenuto, mi avresti staccato la testa a morsi per essermi comportato come una chioccia prepotente. Mi hai già chiamato così.»

Brontolai una risposta che lui scelse di non sentire. 

«Non è a casa, allora?»

Brontolai di nuovo. 

«Be’, ci sono esattamente altri dieci posti in cui potrebbe essere.» 

Feci una smorfia. 

Rhys chiese: «Vuoi che la cerchi?». 

Non parlava di andare a cercarla fisicamente, ma di usare il suo potere per trovare Ne-

sta. Non avevo voluto che lo facesse prima, perché mi sembrava una sorta di violazione 

della sua intimità, ma visto che faceva un freddo tremendo... «Va bene.»

Rhys mi circondò con le braccia e poi con le ali, avvolgendomi nel suo calore, mentre 

mi mormorava tra i capelli: «Tieniti forte». 

L’oscurità e il vento turbinarono attorno a noi, e io nascosi il viso sul suo petto, inspirando il suo odore. 

Poi ci furono risate e canti, musica ad alto volume, l’odore pungente della birra stan-

tia, il morso del freddo... 

Gemetti quando vidi dove ci aveva trasmutati, dove aveva individuato mia sorella. 

«Ci sono cantine in questa città» disse Rhys, rabbrividendo. «Ci sono sale da concerto. 

Ristoranti raffinati. Circoli eleganti. Eppure tua sorella...»

Eppure mia sorella era riuscita a trovare le taverne più squallide e miserabili di Velaris. 

Non erano molte. Ma lei le frequentava tutte. E quella, la Tana del lupo, era di gran lun-ga la peggiore. 

«Aspetta qui» dissi sopra il suono di violini e tamburi che fuoriusciva dalla taverna, 
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mentre mi staccavo dal suo abbraccio. In fondo alla strada, alcuni festaioli ubriachi ci av-vistarono e tacquero. Sentirono il potere di Rhys, forse anche il mio, e decisero di anda-re altrove per un po’. 

Di sicuro sarebbe accaduto lo stesso nella taverna, e di sicuro Nesta si sarebbe risentita perché le avevamo rovinato la serata. Perlomeno, da sola, sarei potuta passare più o meno inosservata. Sapevo che, se fossimo entrati entrambi, mia sorella si sarebbe sentita attaccata. 

Quindi sarei andata io. Da sola. 

Rhys mi baciò la fronte. «Se qualcuno ti fa una proposta, digli che saremo liberi tut-

ti e due tra un’oretta.»

«Sciò.» Gli feci cenno di andarsene e ridussi i miei poteri a una specie di sussurro dentro di me. 

Mi mandò un bacio. 

Scacciai anche quello con un cenno e attraversai la porta della taverna. 
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Mia sorella non aveva compagni di bevute. Per quel che ne sapevo, usciva da sola e 

si trovava compagnia nel corso della notte. E ogni tanto portava qualcuno a casa con sé. 

Non le avevo chiesto niente. Non ero nemmeno sicura di quale fosse stata la sua pri-

ma volta. 

Non osavo nemmeno chiedere a Cassian se lo sapeva. Dopo la guerra si erano scambia-

ti a malapena qualche parola. 

E quando mi immersi nella musica popolare della Tana del lupo e individuai mia so-

rella, seduta con tre maschi a un tavolo rotondo e poco illuminato in fondo alla taverna, potei quasi vedere incombere dietro di lei lo spettro di quella giornata contro Hybern. 

Sembrava che avesse perso ogni oncia di peso che aveva guadagnato Elain. Il suo viso 

si era fatto ancor più orgoglioso e spigoloso di prima, gli zigomi parevano abbastanza af-filati da tagliare. Aveva i capelli raccolti nella solita coroncina intrecciata, indossava il suo abito grigio preferito ed era, come sempre, perfettamente pulita nonostante il tugurio in cui si trovava. Nonostante fosse in una taverna puzzolente e surriscaldata che aveva visto anni migliori. Secoli migliori. 

 Una regina senza trono. Ecco come avrei chiamato il dipinto che mi venne in mente. 

Gli occhi di Nesta, dello stesso grigio-azzurro dei miei, si sollevarono nell’istante in cui mi chiusi alle spalle la porta di legno. Nulla balenò sul suo viso, oltre a un vago disprezzo. I tre Fae Superiori al suo tavolo erano tutti abbastanza ben vestiti, per essere frequen-tatori di quel posto. 
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“Probabilmente sono damerini benestanti che esplorano la vita notturna.” 

Trattenni una smorfia quando la voce di Rhys mi colmò la testa. “Fatti gli affari tuoi.” 

“A proposito, tua sorella li sta battendo a carte con molta facilità.” 

“Ficcanaso.” 

“Tu ami la mia curiosità.” 

Strinsi le labbra e inviai un gesto volgare lungo l’Unione mentre mi avvicinavo al ta-

volo di mia sorella. La risata di Rhys rimbombò contro i miei scudi, come un tuono pun-

teggiato di stelle. 

Nesta tornò semplicemente a fissare il ventaglio di carte che aveva in mano; la sua po-

stura era l’epitome di una gloriosa noia. Ma i suoi compagni mi guardarono quando mi 

fermai proprio sul bordo del loro tavolo di legno macchiato e sfregiato. Bicchieri mezzi pieni di liquido ambrato, mantenuti freddi grazie a una qualche magia della taverna, erano coperti da goccioline di condensa. 

Il maschio all’altro lato del tavolo – un bel Fae Superiore dall’aspetto sbarazzino, con i capelli come oro filato – incrociò il mio sguardo. 

La sua mano di carte cadde sul tavolo mentre chinava la testa. Gli altri seguirono il suo esempio. 

Solo mia sorella, che stava ancora studiando le carte, rimase indifferente. 

«Mia signora» disse un maschio magro dai capelli scuri, lanciando un’occhiata diffiden-

te a mia sorella. «Come possiamo esserti utili?»

Nesta non alzò nemmeno lo sguardo, mentre sistemava una delle sue carte. 

Bene. 

Sorrisi dolcemente ai suoi compagni. «Mi dispiace molto interrompere la vostra sera-

ta, gentiluomini.» Avrei dovuto dire maschi, supponevo. Un residuo della mia vita umana, che il terzo maschio rilevò inarcando appena un sopracciglio spesso. «Ma vorrei scambiare qualche parola con mia sorella.»

Era un congedo abbastanza chiaro. 

Si alzarono tutti insieme, lasciarono lì le carte e presero i loro bicchieri. «Andiamo a far-celi riempire» dichiarò quello dai capelli dorati. 

Aspettai che arrivassero al bancone, senza guardarsi alle spalle, e poi scivolai sul sedile traballante che aveva lasciato libero quello con i capelli scuri. 

Lentamente, gli occhi di Nesta si alzarono verso i miei. 

Mi appoggiai allo schienale della sedia, facendo gemere il legno. «Quale ti saresti por-

tato a casa stasera?»

Nesta riunì le sue carte con uno scatto e le posò sul tavolo a faccia in giù. «Non l’ave-vo ancora deciso.»

Parole gelide e piatte. L’accompagnamento perfetto per l’espressione sul suo viso. 

Mi limitai ad attendere. 

Anche Nesta attendeva. 

Immobile come un animale. Immobile come la morte. 

Una volta mi ero chiesta se fosse quello il suo potere. La maledizione che le aveva in-

flitto il Calderone. 
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Niente di ciò che avevo visto – intravisto – in quei momenti contro Hybern era sem-

brato morte. Solo bruto potere. Ma l’Intagliaossa l’aveva sussurrato. E io l’avevo vista brillare fredda e luminosa nei suoi occhi. 

Ma non la vedevo da mesi, ormai. 

Non che l’avessi frequentata molto. 

Passò un minuto. Poi un altro. 

Silenzio assoluto, fatta eccezione per l’allegra musica del gruppo di quattro elementi 

all’altro lato dello stanzone. 

Potevo aspettare. Potevo stare lì ad aspettare tutta la dannata notte. 

Nesta si appoggiò allo schienale della sedia, con l’evidente intenzione di fare altrettan-to. “Io punto su tua sorella” disse Rhys lungo l’Unione. 

“Taci.” 

“Sto prendendo freddo, qui fuori.” 

“Piccolo Illyrian.” 

Una risatina cupa, poi l’Unione tacque di nuovo. 

«Quella tua specie di “Metà” starà al freddo tutta la notte?»

Sbattei le palpebre, chiedendomi se avesse potuto percepire i pensieri che ci eravamo 

scambiati. «Chi ti dice che sia qui?»

Nesta sbuffò. «Dove va uno, segue l’altro.»

Mi impedii di pronunciare tutte le potenziali risposte che mi erano balzate sulla lingua. 

Chiesi invece: «Elain ti ha invitata a cena stasera. Perché non sei venuta?». 

Il sorriso di Nesta fu lento, affilato come una lama. «Volevo sentire suonare questi musicisti.»

Lanciai uno sguardo al gruppo. Più bravi del gruppo medio da osteria, ma non erano 

un granché come scusa. «Lei ti voleva lì.» “E io ti volevo lì” pensai. 

Nesta si strinse nelle spalle. «Avrebbe potuto mangiare qui con me.»

«Sai bene che Elain non si sentirebbe a suo agio in un posto come questo.»

Inarcò un sopracciglio ben curato. «Un posto come questo? Che posto sarebbe?»

Alcune persone si stavano voltando verso di noi. Signora Suprema... io ero la Signo-

ra Suprema. Insultare quel posto e le persone che lo frequentavano non mi avrebbe fatto 

guadagnare sostenitori. «Elain non sopporta gli affollamenti.»

«Non era così.» Nesta fece roteare il liquido ambrato nel suo bicchiere. «Amava i bal-

li e le feste.»

Altre parole rimasero inespresse: “Ma tu e la tua corte ci avete trascinate in questo mon-do. Le avete portato via quella gioia”. 

«Se ti prendessi la briga di passare da casa, vedresti che si sta riadattando. Ma i balli e le feste sono un’altra cosa. Elain non ha mai frequentato taverne, in passato.»

Nesta aprì la bocca, senza dubbio per cambiare discorso ed evitare il motivo per cui ero andata lì. Quindi la interruppi prima che potesse farlo. «Non è questo il punto.»

Occhi gelidi come l’acciaio fissarono i miei. «Puoi arrivarci, allora? Vorrei tornare al mio gioco.»

Pensai se spargere le carte sul pavimento viscido di birra. «Il Solstizio è dopodomani.»

Niente. Nemmeno un battito di ciglia. 
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Intrecciai le dita e le misi sul tavolo in mezzo a noi. «Che cosa posso dire per farti venire?»

«Per amore di Elain o per te?»

«Per entrambe.»

Un altro sbuffo. Nesta esaminò la stanza; ormai tutti badavano bene a non guardarci. 

Sapevo che, senza che ci fosse bisogno di chiederglielo, Rhys aveva creato una barriera 

del suono attorno a noi. 

Alla fine, mia sorella si voltò a guardarmi. «Mi vuoi corrompere, allora?» 

Non trasalii. «Voglio vedere se sei disposta a ragionare. Se posso fare in modo che per 

te ne valga la pena.»

Nesta piantò la punta dell’indice sopra il mazzo di carte e le aprì a ventaglio sul tavo-lo. «Non è nemmeno una nostra festività. Noi non abbiamo festività.»

«Forse dovresti provarci. Potresti divertirti.»

«Come ho detto a Elain: voi avete le vostre vite e io ho la mia.»

Lanciai di nuovo uno sguardo alla taverna. «Perché? Perché vuoi la distanza a tutti i costi?»

Si sistemò meglio sul sedile e incrociò le braccia. «E perché dovrei far parte della tua allegra piccola brigata?»

«Sei mia sorella.»

Di nuovo, quello sguardo vuoto e freddo. Attesi. 

«Non verrò alla tua festa» disse. 

Se Elain non era riuscita a convincerla, di certo non ci sarei riuscita io. Chissà perché non l’avevo capito prima. Prima di sprecare il mio tempo. Ma feci ancora un tentativo... un ultimo tentativo. Per amore di Elain. «Papà vorrebbe che tu...»

«Non finire quella frase.»

Nonostante lo scudo acustico attorno a noi, non c’era nulla che impedisse di vedere 

mia sorella che scopriva i denti. Di vedere le sue dita che si piegavano in artigli invisibili. 

Il naso di Nesta si increspò di rabbia pura mentre ringhiava: «Vattene». 

Una scenata. Stava per diventare una tremenda scenata. 

Così mi alzai e nascosi il tremore delle mie mani stringendole a pugno lungo i fianchi. 

«Per favore, vieni» fu tutto quello che dissi prima di voltarmi verso la porta. Il percorso tra il suo tavolo e l’uscita mi sembrava molto lungo. Vedevo incombere tutte le facce a cui dovevo passare accanto. 

«Il mio affitto» disse Nesta dopo che ebbi fatto due passi. 

Mi arrestai. «L’affitto?»

Sorseggiò dal suo bicchiere. «Il pagamento è previsto per la settimana prossima. In caso te lo fossi dimenticato.»

Era totalmente seria. 

Risposi con voce asciutta: «Vieni al Solstizio e mi assicurerò che venga consegnato». 

Nesta aprì la bocca, ma io mi voltai di nuovo, fissando ogni volto stupito che mi guar-

dava passare. 

Sentii lo sguardo di mia sorella che mi perforava la schiena, in mezzo alle scapole, per tutto il tragitto fino a quella porta d’ingresso. E per tutto il volo di ritorno. 
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RHYSAND

Anche se gli operai interrompevano di rado le riparazioni, ci sarebbero voluti ancora 

anni prima che la ricostruzione fosse conclusa. Soprattutto lungo la Sidra, dove Hybern 

aveva inflitto i danni peggiori. 

Delle tenute e delle case un tempo grandiose, lungo l’ansa sudorientale del fiume, ri-

manevano quasi solo macerie; i loro giardini coperti di vegetazione e le rimesse per barche private erano semisommerse nel dolce flusso delle acque turchesi. 

Ero cresciuto tra quelle case, avevo partecipato alle feste e ai banchetti che duravano 

fino a tarda notte, avevo trascorso luminose giornate estive oziando sui prati in penden-za, acclamando le regate sulla Sidra. Le facciate di quelle case mi erano familiari come i visi dei miei amici. Erano state costruite molto prima che io nascessi. Mi ero aspettato che durassero più a lungo di me. 

«Le famiglie non ti hanno detto quando torneranno, vero?»

Udii la domanda di Mor al di sopra dello scricchiolio della ghiaia chiara sotto i nostri piedi, mentre camminavamo sui terreni coperti di neve di una di queste proprietà. 

Mi aveva trovato dopo pranzo, un pasto solitario, cosa rara in quel periodo. Feyre ed 

Elain erano a fare acquisti in città e, quando mia cugina era apparsa nell’atrio della casa di città, l’avevo subito invitata a fare una passeggiata. 

Era passato molto tempo dall’ultima volta che io e Mor avevamo camminato insieme. 

Non ero così stupido da credere che, con la fine della guerra, fossero guarite tutte le ferite. Soprattutto quelle tra me e Mor. 
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E non ero così stupido da ignorare il fatto che stavo rimandando questa passeggiata da 

un bel po’, e che lei aveva fatto altrettanto. 

Avevo visto i suoi occhi diventare distanti, quella sera alla Città Spaccata. Il suo silenzio dopo il ringhio iniziale di ammonimento a suo padre mi aveva detto abbastanza sul 

percorso della sua mente. 

Era un’altra vittima di quella guerra: dover collaborare con Keir ed Eris aveva offusca-

to qualcosa in mia cugina. 

Oh, lo nascondeva bene. A parte quando si era trovata faccia a faccia con i due maschi 

che l’avevano... 

Non mi permisi di concludere quel pensiero, di evocare quel ricordo. Anche cinque se-

coli dopo, la rabbia minacciava di inghiottirmi tanto da farmi distruggere la Città Spaccata e la Corte dell’Autunno. 

Ma spettava a lei uccidere quelle persone. Era sempre stato così. Non le avevo mai chie-

sto perché avesse aspettato così a lungo. 

Avevamo girato tranquillamente nella città per una mezz’ora, passando quasi inosser-

vati. Una piccola benedizione del Solstizio: erano tutti troppo impegnati con i loro preparativi, per fare caso a chi passeggiava nelle strade gremite. 

Non avevo idea di come fossimo finiti in quella zona. Ma eccoci lì, e come unica com-

pagnia avevamo i blocchi di pietra caduti e spaccati, le erbacce secche per l’inverno e il cielo grigio. 

«Le famiglie» dissi infine «sono nelle loro altre tenute.» Li conoscevo tutti, nobili e ricchi mercanti che avevano lasciato la Città Spaccata molto prima che le due metà del mio 

regno venissero ufficialmente separate. «E non contano di tornare presto.» Forse non sa-

rebbero mai tornate. Avevo sentito da una di loro, la matriarca di un impero mercantile, che probabilmente avrebbe venduto la sua proprietà piuttosto che affrontare la dura prova di ricostruire da zero. 

Mor annuì distrattamente; il vento gelido le sferzava ciocche di capelli sul viso mentre si fermava nel mezzo di quello che una volta era stato un giardino formale, che scendeva dalla casa al fiume ghiacciato stesso. «Keir verrà qui presto, vero?»

Era rarissimo che lo chiamasse “mio padre”. Certo non la biasimavo. Quel maschio non 

era suo padre da secoli. Da molto prima di quel giorno imperdonabile. 

«Sì.»

Ero riuscito a tenere a bada Keir, da quando la guerra era finita. Ma mi ero preparato: 

sapevo che – indipendentemente da quanto lavoro gli assegnassi, indipendentemente dal-

le mie interruzioni delle visite di Eris – avrebbe visitato quella città. 

Forse avevo provocato io quella situazione, imponendo il confinamento della Città Spac-

cata per così tanto tempo. Forse le loro orribili tradizioni e le loro menti ristrette non avevano fatto che peggiorare durante quel lunghissimo periodo. Quel territorio era loro, sì, ma non avevo dato loro nient’altro. Non mi stupiva che fossero così curiosi nei confronti di Velaris. Anche se Keir desiderava visitarla solo per tormentare sua figlia. 

«Quando?»
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«Probabilmente in primavera, se ho indovinato.»

La gola di Mor sussultò, il suo viso si gelò in un modo a cui avevo assistito molto raramente. In un modo che odiavo, se non altro perché era colpa mia. 

Mi ero detto che ne era valsa la pena. Gli Oscuranti di Keir erano stati cruciali per la nostra vittoria. E lui aveva subito perdite per questo. Quel maschio era un vero coglione, ma aveva fatto la sua parte. 

Non avevo altra scelta che fare la mia. 

Mor mi esaminò dalla testa ai piedi. Avevo optato per una giacca nera in lana più pe-

sante e avevo rinunciato alle ali. Il fatto che Cassian e Azriel soffrissero, perché si congela-vano le ali, non significava che dovessi farlo anch’io. Rimasi immobile, lasciando che Mor arrivasse alle sue conclusioni. «Mi fido di te» disse alla fine. 

Chinai la testa. «Grazie.»

Agitò una mano e si mise di nuovo a passeggiare lungo i sentieri di ghiaia chiara del 

giardino. «Ma vorrei ancora che ci fosse stato un altro modo.»

«Anch’io.»

Attorcigliò le estremità della sua grossa sciarpa rossa e poi le infilò nel cappotto marrone. 

«Se tuo padre viene qui» proposi «posso fare in modo che tu sia altrove.» Non aveva im-

portanza che fosse stata lei a insistere per il confronto con il castaldo ed Eris, quella sera. 

Lei si accigliò. «Ne dedurrebbe, e a ragione, che mi sono nascosta. Non gli darò que-

sta soddisfazione.»

Non era il caso di chiederle se pensava che sarebbe venuta anche sua madre. Non par-

lavamo della madre di Mor. Mai. 

«Qualunque cosa tu decida, ti sosterrò.»

«Lo so.» Si fermò tra due piccoli bossi e guardò il fiume gelido al di là. 

«E sai che Az e Cassian li terranno d’occhio come falchi per tutta la visita. Stanno preparando i protocolli di sicurezza da mesi, ormai.»

«Davvero?»

Annuii gravemente. 

Mor fece un sospiro. «Vorrei che potessimo ancora minacciare di scatenare Amren sul-

la Città Spaccata.»

Sbuffai e guardai, oltre il fiume, il quartiere appena visibile sopra l’altura. «Una parte di me si chiede se lo desideri anche Amren.»

«Presumo che le farai uno splendido regalo.»

«Neve stava praticamente saltellando di gioia quando sono uscito dal negozio.»

Una risatina. «Che cosa hai preso per Feyre?»

Infilai le mani nelle tasche. «Questo e quello.»

«Niente, quindi.»

Mi passai le dita tra i capelli. «Niente. Qualche idea?»

«È la tua Metà. Non dovrebbe esserci un istinto per cose del genere?»

«È impossibile fare acquisti per lei.»

Mor mi lanciò uno sguardo ironico. «Patetico.»
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Le diedi un colpetto con un gomito. «Che cosa le hai comprato  tu?»

«Per saperlo, dovrai aspettare la sera del Solstizio.»

Alzai gli occhi al cielo. In tutti i secoli passati da quando l’avevo conosciuta, Mor non era migliorata nella scelta dei regali. Avevo un cassetto pieno di orribili gemelli che non avevo mai usato, un paio più sgargiante dell’altro. Ero fortunato, però: Cassian aveva un baule pieno zeppo di camicie di seta di vari colori dell’arcobaleno. Alcune avevano persino le balze. 

Potevo solo immaginare gli orrori in serbo per la mia Metà. 

Sottili lastre di ghiaccio scivolavano pigramente lungo la Sidra. Non osavo chiedere a 

Mor di Azriel, che cosa gli avrebbe regalato, che intenzioni aveva nei suoi confronti. Non mi andava di essere scaraventato in quel fiume ghiacciato. 

«Avrò bisogno di te, Mor» dissi a bassa voce. 

Il divertimento negli occhi di Mor si trasformò in attenzione da predatrice. C’era una ragione per cui aveva fatto la sua parte in battaglia e poteva lottare contro qualsiasi Illyrian. 

Io e i miei fratelli avevamo supervisionato gran parte del suo addestramento, ma per anni lei aveva viaggiato in altri regni, in altri territori, per imparare quello che sapevano fare loro. 

Proprio per quel motivo dissi: «Non riguarda Keir e la Città Spaccata, e neanche la ne-

cessità di mantenere la pace abbastanza a lungo perché le cose si stabilizzino». 

Incrociò le braccia, in attesa. 

«Az può infiltrarsi nella maggior parte delle Corti, nella maggior parte dei territori. Ma potrei aver bisogno di te per persuadere quelle terre.» Perché i pezzi che erano sparsi sul tavolo... «I negoziati sul trattato si stanno trascinando troppo a lungo.»

«Non sta succedendo niente.»

Era vero. Troppi alleati titubanti avevano detto di essere occupati con la ricostruzione, e che si sarebbero riuniti di nuovo in primavera per discutere i nuovi termini. 

«Non dovresti stare via per mesi. Solo qualche visita qua e là. Visite informali.»

«Informali, ma dovrei far capire a regni e territori che, se si spingono troppo oltre o en-trano in terre umane, li spazzeremo via?»

Feci una mezza risata. «Qualcosa del genere. Az ha un elenco dei regni che hanno mag-

giori probabilità di oltrepassare il limite.»

«Se io svolazzerò per il continente, chi si occuperà della Corte degli Incubi?»

«Lo farò io.»

I suoi occhi marroni si socchiusero. «Non lo fai perché pensi che io non sia in grado 

di gestire Keir, vero?»

Terreno molto, molto pericoloso. «No» risposi, e non mentivo. «Penso che tu ne sia in 

grado. So che lo sei. Ma i tuoi talenti sono più utili altrove, al momento. Keir vuole creare legami con la Corte dell’Autunno; lasciaglielo fare. Qualunque cosa stiano tramando lui 

ed Eris, sanno che li stiamo tenendo d’occhio, e sanno quanto sarebbe stupido se uno di 

loro ci provocasse. Una parola a Beron, e la testa di Eris rotolerà.»

Allettante. Era fortissima la tentazione di dire al Signore Supremo dell’Autunno che suo figlio maggiore ambiva al suo trono e che era disposto a prenderlo con la forza. Ma avevo anche fatto un patto con Eris. Forse era stata una follia, ma solo il tempo l’avrebbe rivelato. 
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Mor giocherellò con la sua sciarpa. «Non ho paura di loro.»

«Lo so.»

«È solo che... stare vicino a loro, insieme...» Si ficcò le mani nelle tasche. «Probabilmente è come ti senti tu vicino a Tamlin.»

«Se può consolarti, cugina, l’altro giorno mi sono comportato piuttosto male.»

«È morto?»

«No.»

«Allora direi che ti sei controllato in modo ammirevole.»

Risi. «Sembri assetata di sangue, Mor.»

Alzò le spalle e guardò di nuovo il fiume. «Se lo merita.» 

Lo meritava davvero. 

Mi guardò di sbieco. «Quando dovrei partire?»

«Fra qualche settimana, forse tra un mese.»

Annuì e tacque. Avrei potuto chiederle se voleva sapere  dove sarebbe potuta andare per iniziare, secondo me e Azriel, ma il suo silenzio era molto eloquente: sarebbe andata ovunque. 

Era stata rinchiusa entro i confini di quella corte per troppo tempo. La guerra conta-

va ben poco. E non sarebbe successo dopo un mese, o forse neanche dopo qualche anno, 

ma lo vedevo: c’era un cappio invisibile che le stringeva il collo un po’ di più, ogni giorno che passava lì. 

«Prenditi qualche giorno per pensarci» le proposi. 

Girò la testa verso di me e i capelli dorati catturarono la luce. «Hai detto che avevi bisogno di me. Non sembrava che io avessi molte possibilità di scelta.»

«Hai sempre una scelta. Se non vuoi andare, va bene.»

«E chi lo farebbe al mio posto? Amren?» Uno sguardo d’intesa. 

Risi di nuovo. «Certo non Amren. Non se vogliamo la pace.» E poi aggiunsi: «Fam-

mi solo un favore e prenditi un po’ di tempo per pensarci, prima di dire di sì. Considera-la una proposta, non un ordine». 

Tacque ancora una volta. Insieme, guardammo i banchi di ghiaccio che scivolavano lun-

go la Sidra, verso il mare lontano e selvaggio. «Vince lui, se vado?» Una domanda som-

messa, esitante. 

«Questo puoi deciderlo solo tu.»

Mor si voltò verso la casa in rovina e il terreno dietro di noi. Ma mi accorsi che non fissava quelli: guardava verso est. 

Verso il continente e le terre al suo interno. Come se si stesse chiedendo che cosa po-

teva attenderci lì. 
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Dovevo ancora trovare un regalo per Rhysand, o almeno farmi venire una vaga idea di 

che cosa donargli per il Solstizio. 

Per fortuna, Elain mi si avvicinò silenziosamente a colazione; Cassian era ancora praticamente svenuto sul divano del salotto di fronte all’atrio e non c’era traccia di Azriel sul divano di fronte a lui su cui si era addormentato. Entrambi erano stati troppo pigri – e forse un po’ troppo ubriachi, dopo tutto il vino che avevamo bevuto la notte prima – per trasci-narsi fino alla minuscola camera degli ospiti che avrebbero condiviso durante il Solstizio. 

Mor aveva preso la mia vecchia camera da letto, senza preoccuparsi di tutte le cose che vi avevo stipato, e Amren era tornata nel suo appartamento alle prime ore del mattino, quando finalmente eravamo andati a letto. Sia la mia Metà sia Mor stavano ancora dormendo, e io ero stata contenta di lasciarli dormire. Si erano meritati quel riposo. Ce lo meritavamo tutti. 

Ma Elain pareva insonne tanto quanto me (io lo ero soprattutto per la bruciante con-

versazione con Nesta, che neanche il vino che avevo bevuto una volta a casa aveva potuto smorzare) e voleva sapere se mi interessava una passeggiata in città; mi aveva fornito una scusa perfetta per andare a fare altri acquisti. 

Com’era decadente. Mi sembrava decadente ed egoista fare acquisti, anche se era per le 

persone che amavo. In città – e fuori – c’erano tante persone che non avevano quasi nul-

la, e mi irritava ogni momento che passavo a sbirciare nelle vetrine e a far scorrere le dita sulle varie merci. 

«So che non è facile per te» osservò Elain mentre vagavamo nella bottega di una tessi-
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trice, ammirando i begli arazzi, i tappeti e le coperte su cui aveva raffigurato varie scene della Corte della Notte: Velaris sotto il bagliore della Notte delle Stelle, le coste roccio-se e selvagge delle isole settentrionali, le stele dei templi di Cesere, i simboli della Corte, cioè le tre stelle che incoronavano un picco montano. 

Smisi di guardare un rivestimento murale con quella immagine e mi voltai. «Che cosa 

non è facile?»

Le nostre voci erano poco più che un mormorio in quello spazio tranquillo e caldo, per 

rispetto verso gli altri che ammiravano le opere. 

Gli occhi castani di Elain vagarono sulle insegne della Corte della Notte. «Acquistare 

cose senza un disperato bisogno di farlo.»

In fondo alla bottega a volta, rivestita di pannelli di legno, un telaio vibrò e scattò mentre l’artista dai capelli scuri continuava il suo lavoro, fermandosi solo per rispondere alle domande dei clienti. 

Com’era diverso... Quel posto era così diverso dalla casa degli orrori che era apparte-

nuta alla Tessitrice del Bosco. A Stryga. 

«Abbiamo tutto il necessario» ammisi a Elain. «Comprare regali mi sembra eccessivo.»

«È la loro tradizione, però» ribatté Elain, con il viso ancora arrossato dal freddo. «Durante la guerra hanno combattuto e sono morti per proteggere anche questa tradizione. 

Forse è meglio vederla così, invece che sentirsi in colpa. Meglio ricordare che questa giornata significa qualcosa per loro. Per tutti loro, indipendentemente da chi ha di più, chi ha meno. E nel seguire le tradizioni, anche attraverso i regali, onoriamo coloro che hanno lot-tato per la loro stessa esistenza, per la pace di cui gode adesso questa città.»

Per un momento mi limitai a fissare mia sorella, meravigliandomi per la saggezza che 

aveva appena espresso. Non c’erano tracce dei suoi poteri profetici. Solo occhi limpidi e un’espressione aperta. «Hai ragione» dissi, e mi misi a guardare l’insegna davanti a me. 

L’arazzo era stato tessuto con un filato così nero che sembrava divorare la luce, così nero che quasi stancava gli occhi. Il ricamo, tuttavia, era in filo d’argento, no, non d’argento: in una sorta di filo iridescente che, a ogni movimento, creava scintille di colori. Come se fosse stata intessuta la luce delle stelle. 

«Stai pensando di comprarlo?» chiese Elain. Non aveva comprato niente durante l’ora 

che avevamo già passato fuori, ma abbastanza spesso si era fermata a riflettere. Le serviva un regalo per Nesta, aveva detto. Stava cercando un regalo per nostra sorella, anche senza sapere se si sarebbe degnata di unirsi a noi l’indomani. 

Ma Elain era sembrata più che soddisfatta di limitarsi a guardare la città ronzante di 

vita, di ammirare i filamenti scintillanti di luce Fae tra gli edifici e sulle piazze, di provare tutti gli assaggi di cibo offerti da un venditore zelante, di ascoltare i menestrelli che suo-navano vicino alle fontane attualmente silenziose. 

Come se, quel giorno, anche mia sorella avesse avuto bisogno di una scusa per usci-

re di casa. 

«Non so  a chi potrei regalarlo» ammisi, allungando un dito verso la stoffa nera dell’arazzo. Quando la mia unghia toccò la superficie morbida come il velluto, sembrò svanire. 
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Come se il materiale avesse davvero assorbito tutto il colore, tutta la luce. «Ma...» Guardai la tessitrice all’altra estremità della galleria, che aveva sul telaio metà di un’altra opera. Lasciando incompiuto il mio pensiero, andai verso di lei. 

La tessitrice era una Fae Superiore, con una figura piena e la pelle chiara. Aveva una 

ciocca di capelli neri intrecciata dietro alla testa, che le ricadeva lungo la spalla del suo spesso maglione rosso. Pratici pantaloni marroni e stivali foderati di lana completavano il suo abbigliamento. Abiti semplici e comodi. Quello che avrei potuto indossare io per dipingere. O per fare qualsiasi altra cosa. 

Quello che stavo indossando sotto il mio pesante cappotto blu, a dir la verità. 

La tessitrice interruppe il suo lavoro, fermò le dita abili e alzò la testa. «Come posso esserti utile?»

Nonostante il suo bel sorriso, gli occhi grigi erano... silenziosi. Non sapevo in che altro modo definirli. Silenziosi, e un po’ distanti. Il sorriso cercava di compensare, ma non riusciva a mascherare la pesantezza al loro interno. 

«Volevo sapere dell’arazzo con l’insegna» dissi. «Quel tessuto nero... che cos’è?»

«Me lo chiedono almeno una volta all’ora» disse la tessitrice; sorrideva ancora, ma non 

c’era allegria nei suoi occhi spenti. 

Mi tirai un po’ indietro. «Mi dispiace aggiungermi alla lista.» Elain si spostò al mio fianco, con una coperta pelosa rosa in una mano e una viola nell’altra. 

La tessitrice respinse le mie scuse con un cenno della mano. «È un filato insolito. Le 

domande sono previste.» Passò una mano sulla cornice di legno del telaio. «Io lo chiamo 

 Vuoto. Assorbe la luce. Crea una completa mancanza di colore.»

«L’hai fatto tu?» chiese Elain, girando la testa per guardare l’arazzo. 

Un solenne cenno del capo. «Un mio nuovo esperimento. Per capire come si possa crea-

re, tessere l’oscurità. Per vedere se potevo andare più lontano, più in profondità di quanto abbia fatto qualsiasi altro tessitore.»

Essendo stata anch’io sospesa in un vuoto, mi sentivo vicina a quel tessuto in un modo 

snervante. «Perché?»

I suoi occhi grigi si spostarono di nuovo verso di me. «Mio marito non è tornato dal-

la guerra.»

Quelle parole franche e aperte mi echeggiarono dentro. 

Mi sforzai di sostenere il suo sguardo mentre continuava: «Ho iniziato a provare a crea-

re  Vuoto il giorno dopo aver saputo che era morto». 

Ma Rhys non aveva chiesto a nessuno, in quella città, di unirsi ai suoi eserciti. Ave-

va voluto che fosse una scelta personale. Vedendo la confusione sul mio viso, la tessitri-ce aggiunse dolcemente: «Pensava che fosse giusto. Contribuire ai combattimenti. Se ne 

andò con molti altri che la pensavano allo stesso modo, e si unì a una legione della Cor-te dell’Estate in cui si imbatterono mentre andavano verso sud. Morì nella battaglia di 

Adriata». 

«Mi dispiace» dissi dolcemente. Elain fece eco alle parole, con la sua voce gentile. 
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insieme.» Iniziò a rimettere in movimento il telaio. «Nei nostri trecento anni di matrimonio, non siamo mai riusciti ad avere figli.» Le sue dita si muovevano con estrema grazia e, nonostante l’argomento, non esitavano mai. «Non ho nemmeno una parte di lui, quindi. 

Se n’è andato, e io no.  Vuoto è nato da quella sensazione.»

Non sapevo che cosa dire mentre le sue parole mi si depositavano dentro. Mentre lei 

continuava a lavorare. 

Sarei potuta morire io. 

Sarebbe potuto morire Rhys. 

Quella stoffa straordinaria, creata e tessuta nel dolore che avevo sfiorato per un attimo e che speravo di non provare mai più, conteneva una perdita da cui probabilmente io non 

mi sarei mai ripresa. 

«Continuo a sperare che sarà più facile, ogni volta che racconto a qualcuno di  Vuoto» 

disse la tessitrice. Se la gente lo chiedeva con la frequenza a cui aveva accennato... io non lo avrei potuto sopportare. 

«Perché non lo togli da lì?» chiese Elain, con il viso pieno di compassione. 

«Perché non voglio tenerlo per me.» La navetta volò attraverso il telaio, come se aves-

se una vita propria. 

Nonostante l’equilibrio e la calma della tessitrice, potevo quasi sentire il suo tremendo dolore che si irradiava nella stanza. Un tocco del mio potere da daemati e avrei potuto alleviare quel dolore, ridurre quella pena. Non l’avevo mai fatto per nessuno, ma... 

Ma non potevo. Non lo avrei fatto. Sarebbe stata una violazione, pur eseguita con le 

migliori intenzioni. 

E la sua perdita, il suo infinito dolore le avevano fatto creare qualcosa. Qualcosa di 

straordinario. Non potevo portarglielo via. Anche se me lo avesse chiesto. 

«Il filo d’argento...» chiese Elain. «Come si chiama?»

La tessitrice mise di nuovo in pausa il telaio; i fili colorati vibravano. Sostenne lo sguardo di mia sorella. Non provò neanche a sorridere, stavolta. «Lo chiamo Speranza.»

La mia gola si strinse in maniera insopportabile, gli occhi mi bruciavano così tanto che dovetti voltarmi e tornare a quello straordinario arazzo. 

La tessitrice spiegò a mia sorella: «L’ho creato dopo aver padroneggiato  Vuoto». 

Rimasi a fissare il tessuto nero; era come scrutare in un pozzo dell’inferno. E poi fissai il filo d’argento vivo e iridescente che lo attraversava, luminoso nonostante l’oscurità che divorava ogni altra luce e colore. 

Sarebbe potuto succedere a me. E a Rhys. Era quasi andata così. Eppure lui era vivo, 

e il marito della tessitrice no.  Noi eravamo sopravvissuti, mentre la loro storia si era conclusa. A lei non era rimasta una parte del marito. Non come avrebbe voluto, perlomeno. 

Io ero fortunata, così tremendamente  fortunata che potevo persino lamentarmi della ne-cessità di fare acquisti per la mia Metà. Il momento in cui era morto era stato il peggio-re della mia vita, e probabilmente sarebbe rimasto un atroce ricordo, ma eravamo soprav-

vissuti. In questi mesi, gli “e se...” mi avevano perseguitato. Tutti gli “e se...” a cui eravamo scampati per un soffio. 
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E c’era la festa dell’indomani, quell’occasione per festeggiare il fatto che eravamo in-

sieme, che eravamo vivi... 

L’impossibile profondità del nero davanti a me, l’improbabile sfida di Speranza che 

splendeva attraverso il nero, mi sussurrò la verità prima che me ne rendessi conto. Prima che capissi che cosa volevo regalare a Rhys. 

Il marito della tessitrice non era tornato a casa. Ma il mio sì. 

«Feyre?»

Elain era di nuovo al mio fianco. Non avevo sentito i suoi passi. Non sentivo alcun suo-

no da un po’. 

La galleria si era svuotata, mi resi conto. Ma non mi importava. Mi avvicinai ancora una volta alla tessitrice, che aveva fermato di nuovo il telaio sentendo il mio nome. 

Aprì un po’ di più gli occhi e chinò la testa. «Mia signora.»

Ignorai quelle parole. «Come...» Accennai al telaio, al pezzo semilavorato che prende-

va forma sulla sua cornice, alle opere sulle pareti. «Come fai a continuare a creare, nonostante quello che hai perso?»

Se notò che mi si era spezzata la voce, non lo diede a vedere. Disse solo, con lo sguar-

do triste e addolorato che incrociava il mio: «Devo». 

Quella semplice parola mi colpì come una mazzata. 

La tessitrice continuò: « Devo creare, o sarà stato tutto per niente. Devo creare, o mi rag-gomitolerò su me stessa per la disperazione e non mi alzerò più dal letto. Devo creare perché non ho altro modo di esprimere quello che provo». Aveva posato una mano sul cuo-

re; a me bruciavano gli occhi. «È difficile» disse, continuando a guardarmi negli occhi, 

«e fa male, ma, se mi dovessi fermare, se lasciassi silenziare questo telaio o il fuso...» Distolse lo sguardo, infine, e fissò il suo arazzo. «Allora non ci sarebbe la Speranza che risplende nel Vuoto.»

Mi tremarono le labbra e lei si protese per stringermi una mano; le sue dita callose era-no calde a contatto con le mie. 

Non avevo parole da offrirle, non sapevo trasmetterle ciò che mi si agitava nel petto. 

Riuscii solo a dire: «Vorrei comprare quell’arazzo». 

L’arazzo era un regalo per me e per nessun altro, e sarebbe stato consegnato alla casa di città nel tardo pomeriggio. 

Io ed Elain esplorammo vari negozi per un’altra ora, poi lasciai mia sorella a fare i suoi acquisti al Palazzo del Filo e dei Gioielli. 

Trasmutai direttamente dentro lo studio abbandonato nell’Arcobaleno. 


Avevo bisogno di dipingere. Avevo bisogno di tirare fuori quello che avevo visto, che 

avevo provato nella galleria della tessitrice. 

Finii col restarvi tre ore. 

Alcuni dipinti furono schizzi rapidi. Altri cominciai solo a delinearli con carta e mati-ta, rimuginando sulla tela necessaria, sui colori che avrei voluto usare. 
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perdita. Dipinsi tutto ciò che sorgeva dentro di me, lasciando che il passato si riversasse sulla tela e provando un beato sollievo a ogni pennellata. 

Non mi stupì essere colta sul fatto. 

Feci appena in tempo a saltare giù dallo sgabello quando si aprì la porta d’ingresso ed 

entrò Ressina, con uno spazzolone e un secchio tra le mani verdi. Certo non feci in tem-

po a nascondere tutti i dipinti e i materiali. 

Ressina, dovevo dargliene atto, si fermò di colpo e sorrise semplicemente. «Sospettavo 

che fossi qui. Ho visto le luci l’altra sera e ho pensato che fossi tu.»

Il cuore mi batteva forte, avevo il viso caldo come una fornace, ma riuscii a produrre un sorriso a labbra serrate. «Scusa.»

La Fae attraversò la sala con grazia, pur tirandosi dietro quegli attrezzi per la pulizia. 

«Non c’è bisogno di scusarti. Avevo solo intenzione di pulire un po’.»

Lasciò cadere con un lieve tonfo lo spazzolone e il secchio contro una delle pareti bianche senza quadri. 

«Perché?» Posai il pennello sulla tavolozza, che era su uno sgabello accanto al mio. 

Ressina si mise le mani sui fianchi sottili e studiò la stanza. 

Per misericordia o per mancanza di interesse, non guardò troppo a lungo i miei quadri. 

«Nella famiglia di Polina non hanno discusso la possibilità di vendere, ma ho pensato che lei non avrebbe voluto che il posto fosse un disastro.»

Mi morsi un labbro e annuii, a disagio, accanto al disordine che avevo aggiunto. «Scu-

sa se... se non sono venuta nel tuo studio, l’altra sera.»

Ressina si strinse nelle spalle. «Ancora una volta, non c’è bisogno di scusarsi.»

Era molto raro che qualcuno al di fuori della cerchia ristretta mi parlasse con tanta disinvoltura. Persino la tessitrice era diventata più formale, quando mi ero offerta di comprare il suo arazzo. 

«Sono solo contenta che qualcuno stia usando questo posto. Che  tu lo stia usando» aggiunse Ressina. «Penso che a Polina saresti piaciuta.»

Non risposi, e cadde il silenzio. Cominciai a raccogliere le mie cose. «Mi tolgo di mez-

zo.» Andai ad appoggiare alla parete un quadro che si stava ancora asciugando. Un ritrat-to a cui ormai pensavo da tempo. Lo inviai in quello spazio tra i regni, insieme a tutti gli altri su cui stavo lavorando. 

Poi mi chinai a prendere il mio pacco di materiali. 

«Quelli potresti lasciarli.»

Mi fermai, con una mano attorno alla cinghia di cuoio. «Non è mio questo posto.»

Ressina si appoggiò al muro accanto al secchio e allo spazzolone. «Forse potresti par-

larne con la famiglia di Polina. Hanno buoni motivi per vendere.»

Mi raddrizzai e sollevai il pacco. «Può darsi» risposi vagamente e, mentre mi avviavo 

verso la porta, inviai nello spazio tra i regni il resto dei materiali e dei quadri, senza preoccuparmi della possibilità che si schiantassero uno contro l’altro. 

«Vivono in una fattoria a Dunmere, vicino al mare. In caso ti interessasse.»

Non era probabile. «Grazie.»
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Potevo percepire il suo sorriso mentre raggiungevo la porta d’ingresso. «Felice Solstizio.»

«Anche a te» risposi girando appena la testa prima di svanire in strada. 

E andai a sbattere contro il petto duro e caldo della mia Metà. 

Rimbalzai da Rhys con un’imprecazione e lo guardai male, mentre lui rideva e mi af-

ferrava le braccia per evitare che scivolassi sulla strada ghiacciata. «Stai andando da qualche parte?»

Lo fissai accigliata, ma poi lo presi sottobraccio e mi misi a camminare rapidamente. 

«Che cosa ci fai qui?»

«Perché stai scappando da una galleria abbandonata come se avessi rubato qualcosa?»

«Non stavo scappando.» Gli diedi un pizzicotto al braccio e provocai un’altra profon-

da, roca risata. 

«Stavi camminando con una velocità sospetta, allora.»

Non risposi finché non arrivammo al viale che scendeva verso il fiume. Sottili lastre di ghiaccio scivolavano sopra le acque turchesi. Potevo sentire la corrente che scorreva ancora sotto di loro, ma non forte quanto nei mesi più caldi. Come se, per l’inverno, la Sidra fosse caduta in un sonno crepuscolare. 

«È lì che avevo dipinto» dissi alla fine mentre ci fermavamo al parapetto del lungo-

fiume. Fui investita da un vento freddo e umido che mi scompigliò i capelli. Rhys me ne 

mise un ciuffo dietro l’orecchio. «Oggi ci sono tornata e sono stata interrotta da un’artista, Ressina. Ma lo studio apparteneva a una femmina Fae che non è sopravvissuta all’at-

tacco della primavera scorsa. Ressina stava ripulendo la galleria per suo conto. Per conto di Polina, nel caso la famiglia di Polina volesse venderla.»

«Possiamo comprare uno studio per te, se hai bisogno di un posto dove dipingere da 

sola» propose, con i capelli indorati dalla tenue luce del sole. Nessuna traccia delle sue ali. 

«No, no, il punto non è tanto essere sola quanto... avere il luogo giusto per farlo. Un 

luogo che mi dia la sensazione giusta.» Scossi la testa. «Non so. Dipingere aiuta. Aiuta me, voglio dire.» Feci un sospiro e osservai quel viso che per me era la cosa più preziosa del mondo, mentre mi echeggiavano dentro le parole della tessitrice. 

Lei aveva perso suo marito. Io no. Eppure lei continuava a tessere, continuava a creare. 

Posai una mano sulla guancia di Rhys, e lui vi si appoggiò mentre io chiedevo con calma: 

«Pensi che sia stupido domandarsi se la pittura possa aiutare anche gli altri? Non la mia pittura, voglio dire. Ma insegnare agli altri a dipingere. Lasciare che dipingano. Persone che potrebbero avere problemi da affrontare, come li ho io». 

Gli si addolcirono gli occhi. «Credo che non sia affatto stupido.»

Gli passai un pollice sullo zigomo, assaporando ogni punto di contatto. «Se fa sentire 

meglio me, forse sarebbe lo stesso per gli altri.»

Rimase in silenzio, offrendomi quella compagnia che non richiedeva nulla, non chie-

deva nulla mentre continuavo ad accarezzargli il viso. Eravamo Metà da meno di un anno. 

Se le cose fossero andate male durante quella battaglia finale, quanti rimpianti mi avrebbero consumato? Sapevo... sapevo quali mi avrebbero colpita di più, colpita più a fondo. 

Sapevo quali cose avevo il potere di cambiare. 
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Alla fine abbassai la mano. «Pensi che verrebbe qualcuno? Se fosse disponibile uno spa-

zio del genere, una possibilità del genere?»

Rhys rifletté, mi studiò gli occhi e poi mi baciò una tempia; la bocca era calda contro 

il mio viso gelido. «Dovrai aspettare e vedere, suppongo.»

Un’ora dopo trovai Amren a casa sua. Rhys doveva partecipare a un’altra riunione con Cassian e i comandanti Illyrian al campo di guerra di Devlon, e mi aveva accompagnata alla 

porta del suo edificio prima di trasmutare. 

Arricciai il naso quando entrai nel caldissimo appartamento di Amren. «C’è un odore... 

interessante qui dentro.»

Amren, seduta al lungo tavolo da lavoro al centro dello spazio, mi rivolse un sorriso 

sferzante e poi indicò il letto a baldacchino. 

Lenzuola sgualcite e cuscini di traverso la dicevano lunga sugli odori che stavo rilevando. 

«Potresti aprire una finestra» dissi, indicando tutte quelle all’altro lato dell’appartamento. 

«Fuori fa freddo» si limitò a dire, e tornò a... 

«Un puzzle?»

Amren inserì un minuscolo pezzo nella sezione a cui stava lavorando. «Perché, dovrei 

fare qualcos’altro durante la mia vacanza del Solstizio?»

Non osai rispondere, ma mi tolsi il cappotto e la sciarpa. Amren manteneva il fuoco nel 

camino a un livello tale che la stanza era quasi soffocante. O lo faceva per sé o per il suo compagno della Corte dell’Estate, di cui non vedevo traccia. «Dov’è Varian?»

«È uscito a comprare altri regali per me.»

«Ancora?»

Quella volta mi fece un sorriso più ridotto: un lato della sua bocca rossa fremette men-

tre lei inseriva un altro pezzo nel suo puzzle. «Ha deciso che non bastavano quelli che mi ha portato dalla Corte dell’Estate.»

Sorvolai anche su quella frase. 

Mi sedetti di fronte a lei al lungo tavolo di legno scuro ed esaminai il puzzle comple-

tato a metà; sembrava essere una sorta di scena agreste autunnale. «Un tuo nuovo pas-

satempo?»

«Senza quell’odioso Libro da decifrare, ho scoperto che mi mancano cose del genere.» 

Un altro pezzo fu piazzato nel punto giusto. «È il quinto che faccio, questa settimana.»

«La settimana è iniziata solo da tre giorni.»

«Non li fanno abbastanza difficili per me.»

«Quanti pezzi ha, questo?»

«Cinquemila.»

«Sbruffona.»

Amren emise un suono di disapprovazione, poi raddrizzò la schiena, se la massaggiò e 

fece una smorfia. «Fa bene alla mente, ma male alla postura.»

«Meno male che hai Varian con cui tenere in esercizio anche il corpo.»

Amren rise, e il suono sembrò il gracchiare di un corvo. «Davvero una buona cosa.» 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   92

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1778]

U N A   C O R T E   D I   G E L O   E   S T E L L E

93

Quegli occhi d’argento, ancora misteriosi, ancora illuminati da una traccia di potere, mi scrutarono. «Non sei venuta qui per tenermi compagnia, suppongo.»

Mi appoggiai allo schienale della vecchia sedia traballante. Non c’erano due sedie ugua-

li attorno al tavolo. In realtà, ognuna sembrava di un decennio diverso. O di un secolo diverso. «No, in effetti.»

La seconda in comando del Signore Supremo agitò una mano dotata di lunghe unghie 

rosse e si chinò di nuovo sul suo puzzle. «Procedi.»

Feci un respiro profondo. «Si tratta di Nesta.»

«Lo sospettavo.»

«Le hai parlato?»

«Viene qui spesso.»

«Davvero?»

Amren tentò, senza riuscirci, di inserire un pezzo nel suo puzzle; i suoi occhi saettava-no sui pezzi attorno a lei, divisi in base al colore. «È così difficile da credere?»

«Non viene alla casa di città. O alla Casa del Vento.»

«A nessuno piace andare alla Casa del Vento.»

Presi un tassello e Amren fece schioccare la lingua in segno di ammonimento. Posai di 

nuovo la mano su un ginocchio. 

«Speravo che tu potessi avere un’idea di che cosa le sta succedendo.»

Amren non rispose per un po’ ed esaminò invece i pezzi disposti tutt’attorno. Stavo per 

ripetermi quando disse: «Mi piace tua sorella». 

Una dei pochi, ad apprezzarla. 

Amren alzò gli occhi su di me, come se avessi pronunciato le parole a voce alta. «Mi pia-ce perché piace a ben poche persone. Mi piace perché non è facile starle vicino, né capirla.»

«Ma?»

«Ma niente» disse Amren, tornando al puzzle. «Visto che mi piace, non sono incline a 

spettegolare sul suo stato attuale.»

«Non sono pettegolezzi. Sono preoccupata.» Lo eravamo tutti. «Si sta avviando su una 

strada che...»

«Non tradirò la sua fiducia.»

«Ti ha parlato?» Troppe emozioni mi attraversarono tutte insieme. Sollievo per il fatto 

che Nesta avesse parlato con qualcuno, confusione perché la prescelta era Amren, e for-

se anche un po’ di gelosia per il fatto che mia sorella non si fosse rivolta a me... o a Elain. 

«No» disse Amren. «Ma so che non vorrebbe che meditassi sul suo  percorso con nessuno. Con te.»

«Ma...»

«Dalle tempo. Dalle spazio. Dalle la possibilità di risolvere la questione da sola.»

«Sono passati mesi.»

«È un’immortale. I mesi sono irrilevanti.»

Strinsi i denti. «Si rifiuta di venire a casa per il Solstizio. Elain avrà il cuore spezzato se non...»
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«Elain, o tu?»

Quegli occhi d’argento mi inchiodarono. 

«Entrambe» dissi tra i denti. 

Di nuovo, Amren passò al setaccio i suoi pezzi. «Elain ha i suoi problemi su cui con-

centrarsi.»

«Per esempio?»

Amren si limitò a lanciarmi un’occhiata. La ignorai. 

«Se Nesta si degna di farti visita» risposi, e l’antica sedia gemette mentre la spingevo indietro e mi tiravo su, poi presi il cappotto e la sciarpa dalla panchina vicino alla porta, 

«dille che significherebbe molto se venisse per il Solstizio.»

Amren non si disturbò ad alzare lo sguardo dal suo puzzle. «Non ti prometto niente, 

ragazza.»

Era il meglio che potessi sperare. 
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RHYSAND

Quel pomeriggio, Cassian lasciò cadere la sua borsa di cuoio sul lettuccio contro la pa-

rete della quarta camera da letto, nella casa di città; il contenuto tintinnò. 

«Hai portato armi al Solstizio?» chiesi, appoggiandomi allo stipite della porta. 

Azriel posò la sua borsa sul letto di fronte a quello di Cassian e poi lanciò a nostro fratello un vago sguardo di allarme. Dopo aver perso conoscenza sui divani del soggiorno la notte prima, e dopo aver – probabilmente – dormito scomodi, si erano finalmente decisi 

a sistemarsi nella camera assegnata loro. 

Cassian alzò le spalle e si lasciò cadere sul letto, più adatto a un bambino che a un guerriero Illyrian. «Alcuni potrebbero essere regali.»

«E il resto?»

Cassian si sfilò gli stivali, si appoggiò alla testiera del letto e incrociò le braccia dietro la testa mentre le sue ali si posavano sul pavimento. «Le femmine portano i loro gioielli. 

Io porto le mie armi.»

«Conosco alcune donne in questa casa che si potrebbero offendere per questa frase.»

Cassian mi rispose con un sorriso perfido. Lo stesso sorriso che aveva rivolto a Devlon 

e ai comandanti un’ora prima, durante la nostra riunione. Tutto era pronto per affrontare la tempesta; tutte le pattuglie erano presenti all’appello. Una riunione ordinaria, a cui non avrei avuto bisogno di partecipare, ma era sempre bene ricordare loro la mia presenza. Soprattutto prima che si radunassero tutti per il Solstizio. 

Azriel si avvicinò all’unica finestra in fondo alla camera e sbirciò nel giardino sottostante. «Non sono mai stato in questa stanza.» La sua voce da mezzanotte riempì la stanza. 
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«Questo perché tu e io siamo stati spinti in fondo alla gerarchia, fratello» rispose 

Cassian, le cui ali erano drappeggiate sul letto e sul pavimento di legno. «Mor ha la camera bella, Elain vive nell’altra e quindi noi ci becchiamo questa.» Non disse che l’uni-ca camera rimasta vuota, la vecchia stanza di Nesta, sarebbe rimasta disponibile. Non lo fece neanche Azriel. 

«Meglio della soffitta» suggerii. 

«Povero Lucien» commentò Cassian con un sorriso. 

«Ammesso che Lucien si faccia vivo» lo corressi. Non ci aveva fatto sapere se sarebbe 

venuto o no. O se sarebbe rimasto in quel mausoleo che Tamlin chiamava casa. 

«Io punto sul fatto che verrà» disse Cassian. «Vuoi scommettere?»

«No» rispose Azriel, senza voltarsi dalla finestra. 

Cassian si mise a sedere, e sembrava il ritratto dell’indignazione. «No?»

Azriel si richiuse nelle ali. «Ti piacerebbe se la gente scommettesse su di  te?»

«Voi stronzi scommettete su di me tutto il tempo. Ricordo l’ultima volta: tu e Mor scom-

mettevate sul fatto che le mie ali sarebbero guarite.»

Sbuffai. Era vero. 

Azriel rimase alla finestra. «Nesta starà qui, se viene?»

All’improvviso Cassian notò che il Sifone sulla sua mano sinistra aveva bisogno di una 

lucidata. 

Decisi di risparmiarlo e dissi ad Azriel: «Il nostro incontro con i comandanti è anda-

to come ci si poteva aspettare. Devlon aveva effettivamente preparato un programma per 

l’addestramento delle ragazze, per quando sarà passata la tempesta in arrivo. Non credo 

che fosse solo per fare scena». 

«Comunque mi sorprenderebbe se se ne ricordassero, una volta passata la tempesta» dis-

se Azriel, voltandosi finalmente dalla finestra che dava sul giardino. 

Cassian grugnì in segno di approvazione. «Qualcosa di nuovo sui dissensi nei campi?»

Mantenni un’espressione neutra. Az e io avevamo deciso di aspettare fino a dopo le va-

canze per rivelare a Cassian tutto quello che sapevamo,  chi sospettavamo – o sapevamo – 

ci fosse dietro. Gli avevamo detto le cose basilari, però. Quanto bastava per placare ogni senso di colpa. 

Ma conoscevo Cassian tanto quanto conoscevo me stesso. Forse anche meglio. Se l’a-

vesse saputo in quel momento, non sarebbe stato in grado di lasciar correre. E, dopo tut-to quello che aveva sopportato in quei mesi, e anche molto prima, mio fratello si merita-va una pausa. Almeno per qualche giorno. 

Ovviamente quella pausa aveva già incluso l’incontro con Devlon e un’estenuante ses-

sione di allenamento in cima alla Casa del Vento, quella mattina. Fra tutti noi, Cassian era quello a cui suonava più estraneo il concetto di rilassamento. 

Azriel si appoggiò alla pediera di legno intagliato in fondo al letto. «C’è poco da ag-

giungere a quello che sai già.» Con che disinvoltura e facilità mentiva. Era molto più bravo di me. «Ma hanno capito che la situazione sta peggiorando. Il momento migliore per 
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diffonde discordia. Vedremo se il dissenso è cresciuto, mentre festeggiavano tutti insieme, o se è stato seppellito dalla neve.»

Era il modo perfetto per rivelare, più avanti, tutto quello che sapevamo. 

Se gli Illyrian si fossero ribellati... Non volevo portarmi così avanti con il pensiero. Non volevo calcolare quanto mi sarebbe costato. Quanto sarebbe costato a Cassian combattere le persone di cui voleva ancora disperatamente far parte. Ucciderli. Sarebbe stato mol-to diverso da quello che avevamo fatto agli Illyrian che avevano servito Amarantha e fat-to cose terribili in suo nome. Molto diverso. 

Allontanai quel pensiero. Dopo. Dopo il Solstizio. Ce ne saremmo occupati allora. 

Cassian, per fortuna, sembrava incline a fare altrettanto. Non che lo biasimassi, visto 

che aveva dovuto sopportare un’ora di atteggiamenti da stronzi, prima che trasmutassimo 

lì. Anche se erano passati secoli, i signori dei campi e i comandanti continuavano a sfidar-lo. A sputargli addosso, praticamente. 

Cassian toccò la pediera con le dita dei piedi, e non aveva neanche allungato completa-

mente le gambe. «Comunque, chi usava questo letto? Andrebbe bene per Amren.»

Sbuffai. «Attento a non piagnucolare troppo. Feyre ci chiama “piccoli Illyrian” già trop-po spesso.»

Azriel ridacchiò. «È migliorata così tanto, nel volo, che penso ne abbia il diritto.»

Mi sentii traboccare di orgoglio. Magari non le veniva naturale, ma compensava con la 

grinta e la concentrazione. Avevo perso il conto delle ore che avevamo trascorso in aria, del tempo prezioso che eravamo riusciti a ritagliare per noi stessi. 

Dissi a Cassian: «Posso vedere se riesco a trovarvi due letti più lunghi». Alla vigilia del Solstizio, ci sarebbe voluto un piccolo miracolo. Avrei dovuto mettere sottosopra Velaris. 

Lui agitò una mano. «Non ce n’è bisogno. Sono già meglio del divano.»

«A parte il fatto che ieri notte eri troppo ubriaco per salire le scale» dissi con tono beffardo, ed ebbi in risposta un gestaccio, «sembra che lo spazio in questa casa sia davvero un problema. Potete stare su alla Casa del Vento, se preferite. Posso trasmutarvi lì.»

«La Casa è noiosa.» Cassian sbadigliò per enfatizzare il concetto. «Az sparisce nelle ombre e io resto lì tutto solo.»

Azriel mi lanciò uno sguardo che diceva: “Proprio un piccolo Illyrian”. 

Nascosi il mio sorriso e risposi a Cassian: «Forse dovresti prenderti un posto tutto tuo, allora». 

«Ne ho uno in Illyria.»

«Volevo dire qui.»

Cassian inarcò un sopracciglio. «Non ho bisogno di una casa, qui. Mi serve solo una 

 stanza.» Toccò di nuovo la pediera con le dita dei piedi, facendo oscillare il pannello di legno. «Questa andrebbe benissimo, se non avesse un lettino da bambole.»

Ridacchiai di nuovo, ma mi trattenni dal replicare che forse avrebbe potuto  desiderare un posto tutto suo. Presto. 

Non che stesse accadendo qualcosa su quel fronte. E non sembrava che sarebbe successo 
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non le piaceva neanche trovarsi nella sua stessa stanza. Sapevo perché. L’avevo visto accadere, mi ero sentito spesso così. 

«Forse quello sarà il tuo regalo per il Solstizio, Cassian» risposi invece. «Un nuovo letto qui.»

«Meglio dei regali di Mor» mormorò Az. 

Cassian rise e il suono rimbombò sui muri. 

Io diedi un’occhiata verso la Sidra e alzai un sopracciglio. 

Sembrava raggiante. 

La vigilia del Solstizio aveva totalmente permeato Velaris, placando il brusio che ave-

va pulsato per la città nelle ultime settimane, come se tutti si fossero fermati ad ascoltare la neve che cadeva. 

Una nevicata leggera, senza dubbio, in confronto alla tempesta selvaggia che si stava 

scatenando sulle montagne dell’Illyria. 

Ci eravamo riuniti nel soggiorno; il fuoco scoppiettava, si aprivano le bottiglie e il vino scorreva. Non si erano fatti vedere né Lucien né Nesta, ma l’atmosfera era tutt’altro che cupa. 

In effetti, quando Feyre emerse dal corridoio della cucina, mi presi un momento per di-

vorarla con gli occhi dalla poltrona su cui ero seduto, accanto al fuoco. 

Andò dritta da Mor, forse perché Mor aveva in mano il vino, la bottiglia già protesa. 

Ammirai la visuale da dietro mentre il bicchiere di Feyre veniva riempito. 

Faticavo a tenere sotto controllo i miei furiosi istinti, con quella particolare visuale. Con le forme sinuose della mia Metà, con la sua aura così vibrante, anche in quella stanza piena di tante personalità. Il suo abito di velluto blu notte la fasciava perfettamente, lasciando ben poco all’immaginazione, prima di ricadere sul pavimento. Aveva lasciato i capelli sciolti, leggermente arricciati alle estremità; sapevo che più tardi avrei voluto immergere le mani in quei capelli, sparpagliando i pettini d’argento che li fissavano ai lati della testa. 

E poi le avrei tolto quel vestito. Lentamente. 

«Mi farai vomitare» sibilò Amren, dalla poltrona accanto alla mia, prendendomi a calci 

con la sua scarpina di seta argentata. «Tieni a freno quel tuo odore, ragazzo.»

Le lanciai uno sguardo incredulo. «Scusa.» Guardai Varian, in piedi accanto alla sua poltrona, e in silenzio gli porsi le mie condoglianze. 

Varian, vestito con i colori azzurro e oro della Corte dell’Estate, si limitò a sorridere e a inclinare la testa verso di me. 

Com’era strano vedere lì il principe di Adriata. Nella mia casa di città. Che sorrideva. 

Che beveva il mio liquore. 

Finché... 

«Festeggiate il Solstizio anche alla Corte dell’Estate?» 

Finché Cassian non decise di aprire la bocca. 

Varian voltò la testa verso il punto in cui Cassian e Azriel giacevano sul divano, i suoi capelli argentei scintillanti alla luce del fuoco. «Quello estivo, ovviamente. Visto che ci sono due solstizi.»

Azriel nascose il suo sorriso bevendo un sorso di vino. 
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Cassian mise un braccio sullo schienale del divano. «Ci sono davvero?»

Madre nei cieli. Ecco che razza di notte sarebbe stata, dunque. 

«Non preoccuparti di rispondergli» disse Amren a Varian, sorseggiando il suo vino. 

«Cassian è proprio stupido come sembra» aggiunse con uno sguardo tagliente. 

Cassian alzò il bicchiere in segno di saluto prima di bere. 

«Suppongo che il vostro Solstizio estivo si svolga più o meno come il nostro» dissi a 

Varian, anche se conoscevo la risposta. Ne avevo visti parecchi, molto tempo prima. «Le 

famiglie si riuniscono, si mangia, ci si scambiano regali.»

Varian mi rivolse un cenno, e avrei giurato che fosse di gratitudine. «Infatti.»

Feyre apparve accanto a dov’ero seduto e il suo profumo mi riempì i polmoni. La tirai 

giù perché si appollaiasse sul bracciolo della mia poltrona. 

Lo fece con una familiarità che mi riscaldò nel profondo, senza nemmeno preoccuparsi 

di guardare nella mia direzione prima di posarmi un braccio sulle spalle. Metteva il braccio lì solo perché poteva. 

Metà. La mia Metà. 

«Quindi Tarquin non celebra per niente il Solstizio d’inverno?» chiese a Varian. 

Lui scosse la testa. 

«Forse avremmo dovuto invitarlo» rifletté Feyre. 

«C’è ancora tempo» dissi io. Solo il Calderone sapeva quanto avessimo bisogno di al-

leanze. Più che mai. «Vedi tu se è il caso, principe.»

Varian abbassò lo sguardo su Amren, che sembrava totalmente concentrata sul suo ca-

lice di vino. «Ci penserò.»

Annuii. Tarquin era il suo Signore Supremo. Se fosse venuto lì, l’attenzione di Varian 

sarebbe stata altrove. Lontano da dove desiderava concentrarsi, per i pochi giorni che poteva passare con Amren. 

Mor si lasciò cadere sul divano tra Cassian e Azriel, e i suoi riccioli dorati rimbalza-

rono. «Comunque mi fa piacere che siamo solo noi» dichiarò. «E tu, Varian» si corresse. 

Varian le offrì un sorriso che significava: apprezzo lo sforzo. 

L’orologio sulla mensola del camino suonò le otto. Come se fosse stata evocata, entrò Elain. 

Mor si alzò all’istante, offrendole vino, insistendo. Tipico. 

Elain lo rifiutò cortesemente e si sistemò su una delle sedie di legno nel bovindo. Ti-

pico anche quello. 

Ma Feyre stava fissando l’orologio, con la fronte aggrottata. “Nesta non arriva.” 

“L’hai invitata per domani.” Inviai una carezza rilassante lungo l’Unione, come se po-

tesse spazzare via la delusione che si irradiava da lei. 

La mano di Feyre si strinse sulla mia spalla. 

Alzai il bicchiere e tutti si zittirono. «Alle famiglie vecchie e nuove. Che inizino i festeggiamenti del Solstizio.»

Bevemmo tutti a quello. 
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FEYRE

La mattina del Solstizio, mi svegliò il bagliore del sole sulla neve; filtrava dalle nostre pesanti tende di velluto. 

Guardai accigliata il raggio di luce e mi voltai, distogliendo lo sguardo dalla finestra. 

Ma la mia guancia si scontrò con qualcosa di increspato e solido. Di sicuro non era il mio cuscino. 

Staccandomi la lingua dal palato, massaggiandomi la testa per scacciare il dolore che si era piantato sul lato sinistro della fronte grazie alle ore di bevute, risate e altre bevute ancora fino alle prime ore del mattino, mi tirai su il necessario per vedere che cosa c’era vicino al mio viso. 

Un regalo. Avvolto in carta crespa nera e legato con filo d’argento. E accanto, sorriden-te, c’era Rhys. 

Aveva appoggiato la testa su un pugno e drappeggiato le ali sul letto, dietro di sé. «Buon compleanno, Feyre cara.»

Gemetti. «Come fai a sorridere dopo tutto quel vino?»

«Non avevo una bottiglia tutta per me, ecco come.» Mi passò un dito lungo il solco 

della spina dorsale. 

Mi alzai sui gomiti e studiai il pacchetto. Era rettangolare e quasi piatto, spesso solo uno o due pollici. «Speravo che te ne dimenticassi.»

Rhys sorrise. «Certo che lo speravi.»

Sbadigliando mi sollevai in ginocchio, allungai le braccia sopra la testa e poi tirai il regalo verso di me. «Pensavo che avremmo aperto i regali stanotte insieme agli altri.»
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«È il tuo compleanno» rispose. «Le regole non si applicano a te.»

Alzai gli occhi al cielo, ma feci un sorrisino. Tolsi la carta crespa e tirai fuori uno splendido blocco rilegato in pelle nera e morbida, così morbida che era quasi come il velluto. 

Sul davanti, stampigliate in semplici lettere d’argento, c’erano le mie iniziali. 

Aprii la copertina flessibile, scoprendo pagina dopo pagina di una bella carta spessa. 

Erano tutte vuote. 

«Un album da disegno» disse. «Solo per te.»

«È bellissimo.» Lo era davvero. Semplice, ma di fattura squisita. Quello che avrei scelto per me, se un tale lusso non mi fosse sembrato eccessivo. 

Mi chinai per baciarlo, sfiorandogli la bocca. Con la coda dell’occhio, vidi apparire sul cuscino un altro oggetto. 

Mi tirai indietro: c’era in attesa un secondo regalo, una grande scatola avvolta in car-

ta ametista. «Ancora?»

Rhys agitò pigramente una mano, con pura arroganza Illyrian. «Pensavi che un album 

da disegno sarebbe bastato per la mia Signora Suprema?»

Arrossii e aprii il secondo pacchetto. All’interno c’era una sciarpa azzurra di lana 

morbidissima. 

«Così puoi smettere di rubare quelle di Mor» disse ammiccando. 

Sorrisi e mi avvolsi attorno la sciarpa. Era una goduria, su ogni punto della mia pelle. 

«Grazie» dissi, accarezzando il materiale pregiato. «Il colore è bellissimo.»

«Mmh.» Un altro gesto della mano e apparve un terzo regalo. 

«Questo sta diventando eccessivo.»

Rhys si limitò a inarcare un sopracciglio e io, ridacchiando, aprii il terzo pacchetto. 

«Una nuova cartella per i miei materiali da pittura» sussurrai, facendo scorrere le mani sulla pelle pregiata mentre ammiravo tutte le varie tasche e cinghie. Dentro c’erano già una serie di matite e una di carboncini. Anche quella borsa aveva un monogramma con 

le mie iniziali, insieme a una minuscola insegna della Corte della Notte. «Grazie» dis-

si di nuovo. 

Il sorriso di Rhysand si fece più intenso. «Avevo la sensazione che i gioielli non sarebbero stati in cima alla tua lista di desideri.»

Era vero. Per quanto belli, non mi interessavano molto. E ne avevo già in abbondanza. 

«Questo è esattamente quello che avrei chiesto.»

«Se non avessi sperato che la tua Metà dimenticasse il tuo compleanno.»

Sbuffai. «Se non l’avessi sperato.» Lo baciai di nuovo, e quando feci per allontanarmi, 

mi fece scivolare una mano dietro la testa e mi trattenne. 

Mi baciò profondamente, pigramente, come se non desiderasse fare altro per tutto il 

giorno. Avrei potuto farci un pensierino. 

Ma riuscii a staccarmi; incrociai le gambe, mi sistemai comodamente sul letto e presi il mio nuovo album da disegno e la cartella dei materiali. «Voglio ritrarti» dissi. «Come regalo di compleanno da me e per me.»

Il suo sorriso era decisamente felino. 
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Aggiunsi, aprendo il mio album da disegno sulla prima pagina: «Una volta hai detto 

che l’ideale sarebbe stato un nudo». 

A Rhys brillarono gli occhi; un sussurro del suo potere fece spalancare le tende, e il 

sole di metà mattina inondò la camera, mostrò tutto il suo glorioso corpo nudo diste-

so sul letto e illuminò le tenui sfumature rosse e dorate delle sue ali. «Fai del tuo peggio, Spezzamaledizioni.»

Mi sentivo scintillare il sangue. Tirai fuori un carboncino e iniziai. 

Erano quasi le undici quando uscimmo dalla nostra camera. Avevo riempito pagine e pa-

gine del mio album: avevo disegnato le sue ali, i suoi occhi, i suoi tatuaggi Illyrian. E così tante parti del suo bel corpo nudo che non avrei mai mostrato quell’album a nessuno, tranne lui. Rhys aveva mormorato la sua approvazione quando l’aveva sfogliato, sorridendo 

per l’accuratezza dei miei disegni riguardanti certe aree del suo corpo. 

La casa di città era ancora silenziosa mentre scendevamo le scale; la mia Metà si era 

messa gli indumenti di pelle Illyrian, per qualche strana ragione. Se la mattina del Solstizio includeva una delle estenuanti sessioni di allenamento con Cassian, sarei stata ben felice di restare a casa e iniziare a mangiare le leccornie; arrivava già il loro profumo dalla cucina in fondo al corridoio. 

Entrando nella sala da pranzo trovammo la colazione in attesa, ma non c’era nessuno 

degli altri. Rhys mi spostò la sedia per farmi accomodare al mio solito posto a metà tavo-lo, poi si sedette accanto a me. 

«Immagino che Mor sia ancora di sopra a dormire» dissi, mettendo un dolcetto al cioc-

colato nel mio piatto, poi uno nel suo. 

Rhys affettò il pasticcio di porri e prosciutto e me ne mise un pezzo nel piatto. «Ha bevuto anche più di te, quindi immagino che non la vedremo fino al tramonto.»

Sbuffai e porsi la tazza per farmi versare il tè che mi stava offrendo, mentre si levava il vapore dal beccuccio della teiera. 

Ma due massicce figure riempirono l’arco della sala da pranzo e Rhys si arrestò. 

Anche Azriel e Cassian – che dovevano essersi avvicinati in punta di piedi – indossa-

vano i loro indumenti Illyrian. 

E, a giudicare dai loro sogghigni schifosi, sapevo che non sarebbe finita bene. 

Si mossero prima che potesse farlo Rhys, e solo un lampo del suo potere impedì alla 

teiera di cadere sul tavolo quando lo trascinarono via dalla sedia, puntando verso la por-ta d’ingresso. 

Io mi limitai a addentare il mio dolcetto. «Per favore, riportatelo indietro tutto intero.»

«Ci prenderemo cura di lui» promise Cassian, con un perfido umorismo negli occhi. 

Anche Azriel stava sorridendo quando disse: «Se riesce a tenere il passo con noi». 

Alzai un sopracciglio e, proprio mentre svanivano dal portone, sempre trascinando Rhys, 

la mia Metà mi disse: «Tradizione». 

Come se quello spiegasse qualcosa. 

E poi se ne andarono, solo la Madre sapeva dove. 
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Ma almeno nessuno degli Illyrian si era ricordato del mio compleanno, e ne resi gra-

zie al Calderone. 

Quindi, con Mor addormentata ed Elain probabilmente in cucina – che aiutava a pre-

parare quel cibo delizioso il cui aroma riempiva la casa – mi concessi un raro pasto tranquillo. Mangiai anche il dolcetto che avevo messo nel piatto di Rhys, insieme alla sua porzione di pasticcio. E poi un’altra. 

La tradizione, sì. 

Visto che avevo poco da fare, oltre a riposarmi, fino a un’ora prima del tramonto, quan-

do sarebbero iniziati i festeggiamenti, mi piazzai alla scrivania nella nostra camera da letto per sbrigare alcune scartoffie. 

“Che attività festosa” commentò Rhys lungo l’Unione. Potevo praticamente vedere il 

suo sorrisetto. 

“E dove sei esattamente?” 

“Non ti preoccupare.” 

Fissai l’occhio sul palmo della mia mano, anche se sapevo che Rhys non lo usava più. 

“Questo mi fa proprio pensare che  dovrei preoccuparmi.” 

Una risata sinistra. “Cassian dice che potrai prenderlo a pugni quando torneremo a casa.” 

“Cioè quando?” 

Una pausa troppo lunga. “Prima di cena?” 

Ridacchiai. “Meglio che non ne sappia niente, eh?” 

“Molto meglio.” 

Continuando a sorridere, lasciai cadere il filo che ci univa e rivolsi un sospiro ai fogli che mi fissavano. Fatture, lettere e conti... 

Alla fine sollevai un sopracciglio e tirai verso di me un tomo rilegato in pelle. Un elen-co delle spese domestiche, solo mie e di Rhys. Una goccia d’acqua rispetto alla ricchezza rappresentata dai suoi beni. Dai nostri beni. Presi un foglio e cominciai a sommare le spese fatte fino a quel momento, aggrovigliandomi con la matematica. 

I soldi c’erano, se avessi voluto usarli. Se avessi voluto comprare quello studio. Nel fondo per gli “acquisti vari” c’era denaro a sufficienza. 

Sì, avrei potuto comprare quello studio in un baleno con la fortuna che ora possedevo. 

Ma l’idea di usare tutti quei soldi in maniera così disinvolta, anche se lo studio non sarebbe stato solo per me... 

Chiusi il libro mastro, infilai i miei calcoli tra le pagine e mi alzai. I documenti potevano aspettare. Decisioni del genere potevano aspettare. Il Solstizio, mi aveva detto Rhys, era per la famiglia. E dato che lui, al momento, lo stava trascorrendo con i suoi fratelli, io avrei dovuto trovare almeno una delle mie sorelle. 

Incrociai Elain a metà del percorso per la cucina; stava portando un vassoio di crosta-

tine al tavolo della sala da pranzo. Su cui si stava accumulando un assortimento di delizie cotte al forno, torte a vari strati e biscotti glassati, panini coperti di zucchero e torte alla frutta spruzzate di caramello. «Quelli sembrano proprio belli» le dissi a mo’ di saluto, indicando i biscotti a forma di cuore sul vassoio. Sembrava tutto bello. 
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Elain sorrise; la sua treccia dondolava a ogni passo verso il crescente mucchio di cibo. 

«Il sapore è all’altezza dell’aspetto.» Posò il vassoio e si pulì le mani coperte di farina sul grembiule che indossava sopra il vestito rosa polvere. Anche in pieno inverno, lei era sempre un’esplosione di colori e di sole. 

Mi passò una delle crostatine, con lo zucchero scintillante. Le diedi un morso senza esitare e mi lasciai sfuggire un mormorio di piacere. Elain era raggiante. 

Esaminai il cibo che stava assemblando e, tra un boccone e l’altro, le chiesi: «Da quan-

to tempo ci lavori?». 

Alzò una spalla. «Dall’alba.» E poi aggiunse: «Nuala e Cerridwen si erano alzate ore 

prima». 

Avevo visto la gratifica che Rhys aveva dato a ognuna di loro per il Solstizio. Era più di quanto la maggior parte delle famiglie guadagnasse in un anno. Ma loro meritavano ogni 

singolo marco di rame. 

Soprattutto per quello che avevano fatto per mia sorella. In quella cucina le avevano fornito compagnia, uno scopo, un senso di normalità. Era per loro che aveva comprato quel-

le coperte morbidissime dalla tessitrice, una rosa lampone e l’altra lilla. 

Elain mi studiò a sua volta mentre finivo la tortina e ne prendevo un’altra. «Hai avu-

to sue notizie?»

Sapevo a chi si riferiva. Proprio mentre aprivo la bocca per dire di no, bussarono alla 

porta di casa. 

Elain si mosse così velocemente che riuscivo a malapena a starle dietro, spalancò la por-ta di vetro satinato che dava sull’atrio, e quindi aprì la pesante porta d’ingresso di quercia. 

Ma non era Nesta che stava lì sulla soglia, con le guance arrossate dal freddo. 

No: Elain fece un passo indietro e tolse la mano dalla maniglia, permettendomi di ve-

dere Lucien che faceva un sorriso tirato a entrambe. 

«Buon Solstizio» fu tutto ciò che disse. 
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«Sembri star bene» dissi a Lucien quando ci fummo sistemati sulle poltrone davanti al 

fuoco. Elain si appollaiò in silenzio sul divano vicino. 

Lucien si scaldò le mani al fuoco di betulla; la luce proiettava sul suo viso toni rossi e dorati, e quelli dorati erano uguali al colore del suo occhio meccanico. «Anche tu.» Un’occhiata di sbieco verso Elain, rapida e fugace. «Anche voi, tutte e due.»

Elain non disse nulla, ma perlomeno chinò la testa in segno di ringraziamento. Nella 

sala da pranzo, Nuala e Cerridwen continuarono ad aggiungere cibo al tavolo. Erano di-

ventate poco più che ombre gemelle, e passavano attraverso le pareti. 

«Hai portato regali» dissi, indicando la piccola pila che aveva messo vicino alla finestra. 

«Qui si usa così per il Solstizio, no?»

Repressi un sussulto. Il mio precedente Solstizio era stato alla Corte della Primavera. 

Con Ianthe. E Tamlin. 

«Sei il benvenuto, se vuoi fermarti stasera» lo invitai, visto che Elain non l’avrebbe certo fatto. 

Lucien si mise le mani in grembo e si appoggiò allo schienale della poltrona. «Grazie, 

ma ho altri programmi.»

Pregai che non si accorgesse del barlume di sollievo sul viso di Elain. 

«Dove andrai?» chiesi invece, sperando che restasse concentrato su di me. Pur sapendo 

che era un compito impossibile. 

«Io...» Lucien cercò a tentoni le parole. Non per inventare una bugia o una scusa, come 
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capii un attimo dopo. Me ne resi conto quando disse: «Sono stato alla Corte della Prima-

vera, ogni tanto. Ma, se non sono qui a Velaris, sto per lo più con Jurian. E con Vassa». 

Raddrizzai la schiena. «Davvero? Dove?»

«C’è una vecchia casa padronale nel Sudest, nel territorio degli umani. Jurian e Vassa 

l’hanno... ricevuta in regalo.»

Dalle rughe che gli circondavano la bocca, probabilmente sapevo chi aveva fatto in modo 

che avessero la tenuta. Graysen... o suo padre. Non osavo guardare Elain. 

«Rhys mi aveva detto che erano ancora a Prythian. Non avevo capito che fosse una 

base così permanente.»

Un breve cenno del capo. «Per ora. Mentre le cose si sistemano.»

“Cose” come il mondo senza un muro. Come le quattro regine umane che occupavano 

ancora il palazzo all’altro lato del continente. Ma non era il momento giusto per parlarne. 

«Come stanno... Jurian e Vassa?» Rhys mi aveva detto abbastanza su come stava Tamlin. 

Non mi andava più di sentirne parlare. 

«Jurian...» Lucien sospirò e studiò il soffitto di legno intagliato sopra di lui. «Ringrazio il Calderone per la sua esistenza. Non avrei mai pensato di poterlo dire, ma è vero.» Si passò una mano tra i setosi capelli rossi. «Sta facendo funzionare tutto. Penso che a quest’o-ra sarebbe stato incoronato re, se non fosse per Vassa.» Contrasse le labbra e apparve una scintilla in quell’occhio rossastro. «Lei se la cava abbastanza bene. Assapora ogni secondo della sua temporanea libertà.»

Non avevo dimenticato la sua supplica di quella notte, dopo l’ultima battaglia contro 

Hybern. Mi aveva implorata di spezzare la maledizione che la rendeva umana durante la 

notte, uccello di fuoco durante il giorno. Una regina che un tempo era stata orgogliosa, e che lo era ancora, sì, ma alla disperata ricerca della sua libertà. Del suo corpo umano. 

Del suo regno. 

«Lei e Jurian vanno d’accordo?»

Non li avevo visti interagire; potevo solo provare a immaginare come si comportassero 

quando erano nella stessa stanza. Entrambi cercavano di guidare gli umani che occupava-

no il lembo di terra all’estremità meridionale di Prythian. Che era rimasto senza governo per tanto tempo. Troppo a lungo. 

Non c’erano più re o regine in quelle terre. Nessun ricordo dei loro nomi, delle loro stirpi. 

Almeno tra gli umani. Forse i Fae lo sapevano. Forse Rhys lo sapeva. 

Ma tutto ciò che restava, di chi un tempo aveva governato la punta meridionale di 

Prythian, era un assortimento eterogeneo di signori e signore. Nient’altro. Niente duchi o conti o nessuno dei titoli che una volta avevo sentito menzionare dalle mie sorelle mentre parlavano degli umani nel continente. Non c’erano titoli del genere nelle terre dei Fae. 

A Prythian. 

No, c’erano solo Signori Supremi e Signori. E ora una Signora Suprema. 

Mi chiedevo se gli umani avessero preso a usare solo “signore” come titolo grazie ai Fae Superiori che erano stati in agguato a nord del muro. 

Ma che ora non lo erano più. 
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Lucien rifletteva sulla mia domanda. «Vassa e Jurian sono le due facce della stessa me-

daglia. Per fortuna, la loro visione del futuro dei territori umani per lo più coincide. Ma i metodi su come ottenerlo...» Aggrottò la fronte in direzione di Elain, poi fece una smorfia a me. «Questo non è un discorso molto adatto al Solstizio.»

Assolutamente no, ma non mi importava. E, per quanto riguardava Elain... 

Mia sorella si alzò in piedi. «Vado a preparare il tè.»

Anche Lucien si alzò. «No, non preoccuparti. Sono...» 

Ma lei era già fuori della stanza. 

Quando non udimmo più i suoi passi, Lucien si accasciò sulla poltrona e fece un lun-

go respiro. «Come sta?»

«Meglio. Non fa menzione dei suoi poteri. Ammesso che ci siano ancora.»

«Bene. Ma è ancora...» Gli guizzò un muscolo nella mascella. «Lo piange ancora?»

Le parole erano poco più di un grugnito. 

Mi morsi un labbro, valutando quanta verità rivelare. Alla fine decisi di dire tutto. «Era profondamente innamorata di lui, Lucien.»

I suoi occhi rossastri lampeggiarono di rabbia latente. L’istinto incontrollabile di una Metà: eliminare qualsiasi minaccia. Ma lui rimase seduto. Anche se le sue dita si conficca-rono nei braccioli della poltrona. 

Continuai: «Sono passati solo pochi mesi. Graysen ha chiarito che il fidanzamento è 

terminato, ma forse ci vorrà un po’ più tempo perché lei lo superi». 

Di nuovo quella rabbia. Non per gelosia o per una minaccia, ma... «È uno dei peggio-

ri stronzi che io abbia mai incontrato.»

Lucien lo aveva conosciuto, capii. In qualche modo, vivendo con Jurian e Vassa in quella tenuta, si era imbattuto nell’ex fidanzato di Elain. Ed era riuscito a lasciarlo in vita. 

«Tendo a essere d’accordo con te, su questo argomento» ammisi. «Ma ricorda che era-

no fidanzati. Dalle il tempo di accettarlo.»

«Di accettare una vita incatenata a me?»

Le mie narici si dilatarono. «Non è quello che intendevo.»

«Non vuole avere niente a che fare con me.»

«E tu vorresti, se fossi al suo posto?» 

Non rispose. 

Feci un tentativo: «Dopo la fine del Solstizio, perché non vieni a stare qui una settima-na o due? Non nel tuo appartamento, voglio dire. Qui, nella casa di città». 

«Per fare cosa?»

«Per passare un po’ di tempo con lei.»

«Non credo che sopporterebbe due minuti da sola con me, figurati due settimane.» Ave-

va la mascella contratta, mentre studiava il fuoco. 

Fuoco. Il dono ereditato da sua madre. Non da suo padre. 

Sì, era il potere di Beron. Il potere del padre che, per quel che ne sapeva il mondo, lo aveva generato. Ma non di Helion. Il suo vero padre. 

Non ne avevo ancora parlato a nessuno, a parte Rhys. 
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Ma non era il momento giusto neppure per quello. 

«Quando hai affittato l’appartamento» mi azzardai a dire «speravo volesse dire che sa-

resti venuto a lavorare qui. Con noi. Che saresti stato il nostro Emissario con gli umani.»

«Perché, non lo sto facendo?» Inarcò un sopracciglio. «Non sto inviando rapporti bi-

settimanali al vostro capo delle spie?»

«Potresti venire a  vivere qui, sto dicendo solo questo» insistei. «Vivere davvero qui, fermarti a Velaris più di qualche giorno per volta. Potremmo procurarti un alloggio migliore...»

Lucien si alzò. «Non ho bisogno della vostra carità.»

Mi alzai anch’io. «Ma quella di Jurian e Vassa ti va bene?»

«Ti sorprenderebbe vedere come andiamo d’accordo noi tre.»

Erano amici, mi resi conto. Non sapevo come, ma erano diventati suoi  amici. «Quindi preferiresti restare con loro?»

«Non sto  con loro. La tenuta è  nostra.»

«Interessante.»

Il suo occhio dorato ronzò. «Che cosa è interessante?»

In quel momento non sentivo per niente l’atmosfera festiva, quindi dissi bruscamente: 

«Che ora tu ti senta più a tuo agio con gli umani che con i Fae Superiori. Se vuoi sape-

re che cosa ne penso...». 

«Non particolarmente.»

«Sembra che tu abbia deciso di metterti con due persone senza patria.»

Lucien mi fissò, a lungo e intensamente. Quando parlò, la sua voce era aspra. «Buon 

Solstizio a te, Feyre.»

Si voltò verso l’atrio, ma gli afferrai un braccio per fermarlo. I muscoli rigidi del suo avam-braccio si spostarono sotto la seta sottile della giacca color zaffiro, ma lui non fece nulla per scrollare via la mia mano. «Non intendevo questo» dissi. «Qui hai una casa. Se la vuoi.»

Lucien studiò il soggiorno, l’atrio al di là e la sala da pranzo dall’altra parte. «La Banda degli Esiliati.»

«La che?»

«È così che ci chiamiamo. La Banda degli Esiliati.»

«Vi siete dati un nome.» Cercai di non far trasparire la mia incredulità. 

Lui annuì. 

«Jurian non è un esule» dissi. Vassa, sì. Lucien, a quel punto, lo era doppiamente. 

«Il regno di Jurian non è altro che polvere e ricordi semidimenticati, la sua gente si è dispersa ed è stata assorbita da altri territori molto tempo fa. Può chiamarsi come vuole.»

Sì, immaginavo che potesse, dopo la battaglia contro Hybern, dopo l’aiuto che ci aveva dato. 

Ma chiesi: «E che cosa intende fare, esattamente, questa Banda degli Esiliati? Ospitare 

eventi? Organizzare comitati per progettare feste?». 

L’occhio metallico di Lucien scattò leggermente e si restrinse. «Puoi essere stronza quan-to la tua Metà, lo sai?»

Vero. Sospirai di nuovo. «Mi dispiace. Ho solo...»

«Non ho nessun altro posto dove andare.» Prima che potessi obiettare, aggiunse: «Hai ro-
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vinato ogni mia possibilità di tornare alla Corte della Primavera. Non da Tamlin, ma nella Corte oltre casa sua. Tutti credono ancora alle bugie che hai inventato o mi credono complice del tuo inganno. E per quanto riguarda questa casa...». Si liberò dalla mia presa e si diresse verso la porta. «Non sopporto di stare nella stessa stanza con lei per più di due minuti. Non sopporto di stare in questa Corte e sapere che è la tua Metà a pagare quello che indosso.»

Studiai la giacca che portava. L’avevo già vista. Ai tempi di... 

«Tamlin l’ha mandata ieri alla nostra tenuta» sibilò Lucien. «Ha mandato i miei vestiti. 

I miei averi. Tutto. Li ha spediti dalla Corte della Primavera e me li ha fatti scaricare sulla soglia della porta.»

Bastardo. Era ancora un bastardo, nonostante quello che aveva fatto per me e Rhys du-

rante l’ultima battaglia. Ma la colpa di quel comportamento non era solo di Tamlin. Ave-

vo creato io quella spaccatura. L’avevo creata con le mie stesse mani. 

Non mi sentivo abbastanza in colpa da volermi scusare. Non ancora. Forse mai. 

«Perché?» L’unica domanda che mi venne in mente. 

«Forse ha avuto qualcosa a che fare con la visita della tua Metà, l’altro giorno.»

Mi si irrigidì la spina dorsale. «Rhys non ti ha coinvolto in questa faccenda.»

«Potrebbe anche essere. Qualunque cosa abbia detto o fatto, Tamlin ha deciso che de-

sidera rimanere solo.» Il suo occhio rossastro si incupì. «La tua Metà avrebbe dovuto sapere che non è il caso di prendere a calci un maschio abbattuto.»

«Non posso dire di essere particolarmente dispiaciuta, se l’ha fatto.»

«Avrete bisogno di Tamlin come alleato prima che si depositi la polvere. Procedete con 

cautela.»

Non volevo proprio pensarci, quel giorno. Qualsiasi giorno. «Non ho più niente a che 

fare con lui.»

«Tu forse, ma Rhys no. E faresti bene a ricordarlo alla tua Metà.»

Un impulso lungo l’Unione, come in risposta. “Tutto bene?” 

Lasciai che Rhys vedesse e sentisse tutto quello che era stato detto: gli trasmisi la conversazione in un batter d’occhio. “Mi dispiace avergli causato problemi” disse Rhys. “Ti serve che torni a casa?” 

“Ci penso io.” 

“Fammi sapere se hai bisogno di qualcosa” aggiunse Rhys, e l’Unione tacque. 

«Comunicazioni?» chiese piano Lucien. 

«Non so di che cosa tu stia parlando» risposi, e il mio viso era il ritratto della noia. 

Mi lanciò uno sguardo consapevole, proseguì verso la porta e prese il suo cappotto pe-

sante e la sciarpa dai ganci dei pannelli di legno. «La scatola più grande è per te. Quella più piccola è per lei.»

Mi ci volle un attimo per capire che si riferiva ai regali. Mi guardai alle spalle per vedere i begli involucri di carta argentata, i fiocchi azzurri su entrambe le scatole. 

Quando mi voltai di nuovo, Lucien se n’era andato. 

Trovai mia sorella in cucina, che guardava fischiare il bollitore. 
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«Non si è fermato per il tè» dissi. Nessuna traccia di Nuala o Cerridwen. 

Elain tolse il bollitore dal fuoco. 

Sapevo di non essere davvero arrabbiata con lei, né con nessun altro a parte me stessa, 

ma dissi: «Non potevi rivolgergli almeno una parola? Un saluto gentile?». 

Elain si limitò a fissare il bollitore fumante mentre lo appoggiava sul bancone di pietra. 

«Ti ha portato un regalo.»

Quegli occhi castani da daino si voltarono verso di me. Più limpidi di quanto li avessi 

mai visti. «E questo gli dà diritto al mio tempo, ai miei affetti?»

«No.» Battei le palpebre. «Ma è un bravo maschio.» Nonostante le nostre dure parole. 

Nonostante quelle stronzate sulla Banda degli Esiliati. «Ti vuole bene.»

«Non mi conosce.»

«Non gli dai neanche la possibilità di provare a farlo.»

Strinse le labbra, l’unico segno di rabbia sul suo volto aggraziato. «Non voglio una Metà. 

Non voglio un  maschio.»

Voleva un uomo umano. 

Solstizio. Era il Solstizio e tutti dovevamo essere allegri e felici. Certamente non era il caso di litigare a destra e a manca. «Lo so.» Feci un lungo respiro. «Ma...»

Ma non avevo idea di come finire quella frase. Il fatto che Lucien fosse la sua Metà non significava che avesse diritti sul suo tempo. Sui suoi affetti. Lei apparteneva a se stessa, ed era in grado di fare le sue scelte. Di valutare i suoi bisogni. 

«È un bravo maschio» ripetei. «Ed è... è solo che...» Mi sforzai di trovare le parole giuste. «Non mi piace vedervi infelici.»

Elain fissò il piano di lavoro e i dolci – sia finiti sia incompleti – disposti sulla superficie, il bollitore che si stava raffreddando. «Lo so.»

Non c’era altro da dire. Così le toccai una spalla e uscii. 

Elain non disse una parola. 

Trovai Mor seduta sugli ultimi gradini delle scale; indossava un paio di pantaloni larghi color pesca e un maglione bianco pesante. Una combinazione dello stile usuale di Amren 

e del mio. 

Mentre gli orecchini d’oro lampeggiavano, Mor mi rivolse un sorriso torvo. «Qualcosa 

da bere?» Tra le sue mani apparvero una caraffa e un paio di bicchieri. 

«Madre nei cieli, sì.»

Aspettò che mi fossi seduta accanto a lei sui gradini di quercia e avessi bevuto un sor-

so di liquido ambrato, che mi fece bruciare la gola e mi riscaldò il ventre, e poi mi chiese: «Vuoi un mio consiglio?». 

No... Sì. 

Annuii. 

Mor bevve a lungo dal suo bicchiere. «Stanne fuori. Non è pronta, e non lo è nemme-

no lui, non importa quanti regali porti.»

Inarcai un sopracciglio. «Ficcanaso.»

Mor si appoggiò contro i gradini, senza traccia di pentimento. «Lascialo vivere con la 
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sua Banda di Esiliati. Lascia che si occupi di Tamlin a modo suo. Lascia che capisca dove vuole stare.  Chi vuole essere. E lo stesso vale per lei.»

Aveva ragione. 

«So che ti senti ancora in colpa per la Creazione delle tue sorelle.» Mor mi diede un 

colpetto al ginocchio con il suo. «Ed è per questo che vuoi risolvere tutto per loro, ora che sono qui.»

«Ho sempre voluto farlo» dissi, cupa. 

Mor fece un sorriso storto. «Ecco perché ti amiamo. Perché ti amano.»

Non ero tanto sicura che mi amasse anche Nesta. 

Mor continuò: «Sii paziente. Le cose si risolveranno da sole. Lo fanno sempre». 

Un altro nocciolo di verità. 

Mi riempii il bicchiere, posai la caraffa di cristallo sul gradino dietro di noi e bevvi di nuovo. «Voglio che siano felici. Tutti loro.»

«E lo saranno.»

Pronunciò quelle semplici parole con tanta convinzione che le credetti. 

Inarcai un sopracciglio. «E tu... sei felice?»

Mor sapeva che cosa intendevo. Ma lei si limitò a sorridere, facendo roteare il liquore nel suo bicchiere. «È il Solstizio. Sono con la mia famiglia. Sto bevendo. Sì, sono  molto felice.»

Abilmente evasiva. Ma mi andava bene prendere parte a quell’evasione. Feci tintinnare il mio pesante bicchiere contro il suo. «A proposito della nostra famiglia... Dove diavolo sono?»

Gli occhi marroni di Mor si illuminarono. «Oh... oh, non te l’ha detto, vero?»

Il mio sorriso vacillò. «Dimmelo tu.»

«Stanno facendo quello che fanno loro tre, ogni mattina del Solstizio.»

«Comincio a innervosirmi.»

Mor posò il bicchiere e mi prese per un braccio. «Vieni con me.» Prima che potessi 

obiettare, ci aveva trasmutate. Mi colpì una luce accecante. E il freddo. 

Un freddo vivo e brutale. Un freddo eccessivo per i maglioni e i pantaloni che indossavamo. 

Neve. E sole. E vento. 

E montagne. 

E... una casa. 

 La casa. 

Mor indicò il grandissimo campo in cima alla montagna. Coperto di neve, proprio come 

l’avevo visto l’ultima volta. Ma invece che una distesa piatta e ininterrotta... 

«Quelli sono fortini di neve?»

Annuì. 

Qualcosa di bianco attraversò il campo, qualcosa di bianco, duro e scintillante, e poi... 

L’urlo di Cassian echeggiò sulle montagne intorno a noi. Seguito da un «Bastardo!». 

La risata di risposta di Rhys fu luminosa come il sole sulla neve. 

Studiai le tre pareti di neve – le  barricate – che delimitavano il campo mentre Mor eri-geva uno scudo invisibile contro il vento pungente. Che, tuttavia, fece ben poco per scacciare il freddo. «Stanno facendo una battaglia a palle di neve.»
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Annuì di nuovo. 

«Tre guerrieri Illyrian» dissi. «I  più grandi guerrieri Illyrian della storia. E stanno com-battendo a palle di neve.»

Gli occhi di Mor brillavano di gioia e malizia. «Da quando erano bambini.»

«Hanno più di cinquecento anni!»

«Vuoi che ti dica il numero attuale di vittorie?»

La guardai a bocca aperta. Poi fissai il campo. Le palle di neve che volavano con brutale e rapida precisione mentre teste scure spuntavano dai muri che avevano costruito. 

«Niente magia» recitò Mor «niente ali, niente pause.»

«Sono qui fuori da mezzogiorno.» Erano quasi le tre. Cominciai a battere i denti. 

«Io sono sempre rimasta dentro a bere» disse Mor, come se quella fosse una risposta. 

«Come fanno a decidere chi ha vinto?»

«Chi non subisce danni da assideramento?»

La guardai di nuovo sbalordita, battendo i denti. «Ma è ridicolo.»

«C’è altro alcol in casa.»

Nessuno dei maschi sembrava averci notate. Azriel spuntò fuori, lanciò due palle di neve verso il cielo e scomparve di nuovo dietro il suo muro di neve. 

Un attimo dopo, volarono verso di noi feroci imprecazioni di Rhys. «Coglione.» 

C’era gioia in ogni sillaba. 

Mor mi prese di nuovo a braccetto. «Non credo che quest’anno vincerà la tua Metà, 

amica mia.»

Mi adagiai nel suo calore e ci avviammo nella neve alta fino alla casa, il cui camino sbuf-fava fumo contro il cielo azzurro e limpido. 

Piccoli Illyrian, proprio. 
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Vinse Azriel. 

Era la sua centonovantanovesima vittoria, a quanto pareva. 

I tre erano entrati in casa un’ora dopo, sgocciolando neve, con la pelle chiazzata di ros-so e sorrisi che andavano da un orecchio all’altro. 

Mor e io, accoccolate insieme sul divano sotto una coperta, ci limitammo ad alzare gli 

occhi al cielo. 

Rhys mi diede un bacio sulla testa, annunciò che loro tre avrebbero fatto un bagno di 

vapore nella baracca rivestita di cedro adiacente alla casa, e poi se ne andarono. 

Sbattei le palpebre verso Mor mentre svanivano, lasciando che l’immagine si stabilizzasse. 

«Un’altra tradizione» mi disse. La bottiglia di alcol color ambra era quasi vuota, e mi girava la testa. «Sono un’usanza Illyrian, in realtà, le capanne riscaldate. I birchin. Un branco di guerrieri nudi, seduti insieme nel vapore, a sudare.»

Battei di nuovo le palpebre. 

Le labbra di Mor si contrassero. «È praticamente l’unica bella usanza che gli Illyrian ab-biano mai inventato, a essere onesti.»

Sbuffai. «Quindi loro tre sono lì dentro. Nudi. E sudano.»

Madre nei cieli. 

“Ti interessa dare un’occhiata?” Le fusa oscure echeggiavano nella mia mente. 

“Vecchio bavoso. Torna alla tua sudata.” 

“C’è spazio per un’altra persona, qui.” 
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“Pensavo che le Metà fossero territoriali.” 

Lo sentivo sorridere come se stesse sorridendo contro il mio collo. “Sono sempre ansio-

so di sapere che cosa accende il tuo interesse, Feyre cara.” 

Esaminai la casa attorno a me, le superfici che avevo dipinto quasi un anno prima. “Mi 

è stata promessa una parete, Rhys.” 

Una pausa. Una lunga pausa. “Ti ho già presa contro una parete. Contro queste pareti.” 

Un’altra lunga, lunga pausa. “È maleducazione stare sull’attenti mentre si è nel birchin.” 

Le mie labbra si incurvarono mentre gli inviavo un’immagine. Un ricordo. 

Di me sul tavolo della cucina a pochi piedi di distanza. Di lui inginocchiato davanti a 

me. Le mie gambe avvolte intorno alla sua testa. 

“Sei una creatura crudele e malvagia.” 

Sentii sbattere una porta in qualche angolo della casa, e poi un uggiolio distintamente 

maschile. Poi pugni sul legno, come se qualcuno stesse cercando di rientrare. 

A Mor brillarono gli occhi. «L’hai fatto sbattere fuori, vero?» Il mio sorriso di risposta la fece scoppiare a ridere. 

Il sole stava tramontando verso il mare lontano al di là di Velaris quando Rhys si acco-

stò alla mensola del camino di marmo nero, nel salotto della casa di città, e sollevò il suo bicchiere di vino. 

Tutti noi – una volta tanto, eleganti dal primo all’ultimo – sollevammo i nostri. 

Avevo scelto di indossare il mio abito della Notte delle Stelle, rinunciando alla corona ma mettendo i braccialetti di diamanti ai polsi. Il vestito brillava e splendeva nella mia linea visiva mentre stavo al fianco di Rhys e osservavo il suo bellissimo viso. Stava dicendo: 

«Alla benedetta oscurità da cui siamo nati e alla quale ritorneremo». 

Alzammo i bicchieri e bevemmo. 

Guardai la mia Metà, nella sua più bella giacca nera, con il ricamo d’argento che bril-

lava alla luce del sole. “Questo è tutto?” gli chiesi lungo l’Unione. 

Inarcò un sopracciglio. “Volevi che continuassi a blaterare o è meglio cominciare a 

festeggiare?” 

Le mie labbra si contrassero. “Mantieni davvero le cose informali.” 

“Dopo tutto questo tempo, ancora non mi credi.” Fece scivolare una mano dietro di me 

e mi diede un pizzicotto. Mi morsi un labbro per non ridere. “Spero che tu mi abbia fat-

to un bel regalo per il Solstizio.” 

Toccava a me pizzicarlo; lui rise e mi diede un bacio sulla tempia, poi uscì dalla stanza. 

Senza dubbio per prendere altro vino. 

Al di là delle finestre, era calata l’oscurità. La notte più lunga dell’anno. 

Trovai Elain, bellissima nel suo abito color ametista, che studiava quell’oscurità. Feci per andare verso di lei, ma qualcuno mi batté sul tempo. 

Il cantaombre indossava giacca e pantaloni neri simili a quelli di Rhysand, perfetta-
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e le ombre seguivano i suoi passi, arricciandosi come tizzoni turbinanti, ma non si vedevano altre tracce del guerriero che era in lui. Soprattutto quando disse gentilmente a mia sorella: «Buon Solstizio». 

Elain voltò le spalle alla neve che cadeva nel buio e fece un sorrisino. «Non ho mai partecipato a una di queste festività.»

Amren – dall’altra parte della stanza, con Varian al suo fianco, splendente nelle sue vesti principesche – proclamò: «Sono decisamente sopravvalutate». 

Mor sorrise. «Dice la donna che si riempie le tasche ogni anno. Non so com’è che non 

ti hanno ancora derubata sulla strada verso casa, con tutti quei gioielli addosso.»

Amren mostrò i suoi denti troppo bianchi. «Attenta, Morrigan, o riporto indietro la gra-

ziosa cosina che ti ho preso.»

Mor, con mia sorpresa, tacque subito. 

E così fecero gli altri, quando Rhys tornò con... 

«No, dimmi che non è vero» sbottai. 

Lui mi fece un ampio sorriso da sopra la gigantesca torta a vari strati che aveva tra le braccia... e sopra le ventun candeline scintillanti che gli illuminavano il viso. 

Cassian mi diede una pacca sulla spalla. «Pensavi di poterci sfuggire, eh?»

Gemetti. «Siete tutti insopportabili.»

Elain fluttuò al mio fianco. «Buon compleanno, Feyre.»

I miei amici – la mia famiglia – riecheggiarono quelle parole mentre Rhys posava la tor-

ta sul tavolino basso davanti al fuoco. Guardai mia sorella. «L’hai...?»

Annuì. «Però l’ha decorata Nuala.»

Fu allora che mi resi conto di come erano stati dipinti i tre diversi strati. 

In alto: fiori. Al centro: fiamme. E sul fondo, sullo strato più largo... stelle. 

Le stesse cose che un tempo avevo disegnato sulla cassettiera di quella casetta fatiscen-te. Un disegno diverso per ognuna di noi, per ogni sorella. Quelle stelle e lune che era-no state inviate a me, alla mia mente, dalla mia Metà. Molto prima che ci conoscessimo. 

«Ho chiesto a Nuala di metterli in quest’ordine» disse Elain mentre gli altri si radunavano attorno a noi. «Perché sei le nostre fondamenta, quello che ci sostiene. Lo sei sempre stata.»

Mi si annodò la gola in maniera insopportabile e le strinsi la mano in risposta. 

Mor, che fosse benedetta dal Calderone, gridò: «Esprimi un desiderio e passiamo ai 

regali!». 

Almeno una tradizione era uguale da entrambi i lati del muro. 

Incrociai lo sguardo di Rhys sopra le candele scintillanti. Il suo sorriso fu sufficiente a trasformare la tensione alla gola in un bruciore agli occhi. 

“Che desiderio esprimerai?” mi chiese lungo l’Unione. 

Una domanda semplice e franca. 

E osservandolo, guardando quel bel viso e quel sorriso disinvolto, tante di quelle om-

bre svanirono, con la nostra famiglia raccolta attorno a noi, con l’eternità che era una strada davanti a noi... lo seppi. 

Seppi esattamente che desiderio volevo esprimere, come se fosse un pezzo dei puzzle 
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di Amren che si incastrava, come se i fili dell’arazzo della tessitrice rivelassero finalmente il disegno che dovevano formare. 

Non glielo dissi, però. Presi fiato e soffiai. 

La torta prima di cena era assolutamente accettabile al Solstizio, mi informò Rhys men-

tre posavamo i nostri piatti su qualsiasi superficie disponibile nel soggiorno. Soprattutto prima dei regali. 

«Quali regali?» chiesi, esaminando la stanza vuota, fatta eccezione per le due scato-

le di Lucien. 

Gli altri mi sorrisero mentre Rhys schioccava le dita e... 

«Oh.»

Scatole e borse, tutte colorate e decorate, riempirono i bovindi. 

Mucchi e montagne e torri di pacchetti. Mor si lasciò sfuggire uno strillo di gioia. 

Mi voltai verso l’atrio. Avevo lasciato i miei in un ripostiglio delle scope al secondo piano... 

No. Eccoli. Dietro agli altri, tutti incartati. 

Rhys mi strizzò un occhio. «Mi sono preso la libertà di aggiungere i tuoi regali al bot-

tino comune.»

Inarcai le sopracciglia. «Tutti ti hanno affidato i loro doni?»

«È l’unico di cui ci si può fidare, l’unico che non ficca il naso» mi spiegò Mor. 

Guardai Azriel. 

«Lui no» disse Amren. 

Azriel fece una smorfia con aria colpevole. «Capo delle spie, ricordi?»

«Cominciammo a farlo due secoli fa» continuò Mor. «Quando Rhys sorprese Amren 

che letteralmente  scuoteva una scatola per capire che cosa ci fosse dentro.»

Amren fece schioccare la lingua mentre io ridevo. «Quello che non hanno visto era Cas-

sian, quaggiù, dieci minuti prima, che annusava ogni pacchetto.»

Cassian le lanciò un sorriso pigro. «Non sono stato colto in flagrante, io.»

Mi rivolsi a Rhys. «E così  tu saresti il più degno di fiducia?»

Rhys sembrò decisamente offeso. «Sono un Signore Supremo, Feyre cara. L’onore in-

crollabile è incorporato nelle mie ossa.»

Mor e io sbuffammo. 

Amren si diresse verso la pila di regali più vicina. «Comincio io.»

«Non avevo dubbi» mormorò Varian, guadagnandosi sorrisi da me e da Mor. 

Amren gli sorrise dolcemente e poi si chinò a prendere un regalo. Varian ebbe il buon-

senso di rabbrividire solo quando lei gli ebbe voltato le spalle. 

Ma Amren prese un regalo avvolto in carta rosa, lesse il bigliettino con il nome e la-

cerò la confezione. 

Tutti tentammo di nascondere i nostri sussulti e nessuno ci riuscì. 

Avevo visto animali strappare brani dalle carcasse con meno ferocia. 

Ma lei sorrideva quando si voltò verso Azriel, con squisiti orecchini di perle e diaman-

ti nelle mani. «Grazie, cantaombre» disse, inclinando la testa. 
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Azriel si limitò a inclinare la testa a sua volta. «Sono contento che passino l’ispezione.»

Cassian superò Amren a gomitate, guadagnandosi un sibilo di avvertimento, e iniziò a 

lanciare regali. Mor prese al volo il suo e distrusse l’involucro con lo stesso entusiasmo di Amren. Poi sorrise al generale. «Grazie, caro.»

Cassian assunse un’aria compiaciuta. «So che cosa ti piace.»

Mor tenne in alto... 

Quasi mi strozzai. Anche Azriel, che si voltò di colpo verso Cassian. 

Cassian gli fece l’occhiolino mentre l’impalpabile negligé rosso oscillava tra le mani di Mor. 

Prima che Azriel potesse esprimere ad alta voce quello che ci stavamo chiedendo tutti, 

Mor mormorò tra sé e sé e poi disse: «Non lasciatevi ingannare: non riusciva a decidere 

che cosa regalarmi, quindi si è arreso e me lo ha chiesto apertamente. Io gli ho dato istruzioni precise. Per una volta nella vita, le ha seguite alla lettera». 

«Un guerriero perfetto, in tutto e per tutto» commentò Rhys. 

Cassian si appoggiò allo schienale del divano e stese davanti a sé le lunghe gambe. «Non preoccuparti, Rhysie. Te ne ho preso uno uguale.»

«Dovrò indossarlo per te?»

Risi, e mi sorprese sentire un’eco della mia risata nella stanza. 

Era Elain. 

Il suo regalo... Mi precipitai verso la pila di regali prima che Cassian potesse lanciarne un altro e cercai il pacchetto che avevo incartato con cura il giorno prima. L’avevo appena visto dietro una scatola più grande quando lo sentii. Un colpo alla porta. 

Solo uno. Rapido e duro. 

Lo sapevo. Sapevo, prima ancora che Rhys mi guardasse, chi era in piedi dietro quel-

la porta. 

Tutti lo sapevano. 

Cadde il silenzio, interrotto solo dallo scoppiettio del fuoco. 

Un attimo e poi mi mossi, con il vestito che mi frusciava attorno mentre attraversavo 

l’atrio, spalancavo la porta di vetro impiombato e poi quella di quercia, e mi preparavo all’assalto del freddo. 

All’assalto di Nesta. 
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La neve si attaccava ai capelli di Nesta mentre stavamo a fissarci ai due lati della soglia. 

La notte gelida le aveva tinto di rosa le guance, ma il suo viso rimaneva solenne. Fred-

do come i ciottoli spolverati di neve. 

Aprii un po’ di più la porta. «Siamo in salotto.»

«Ho visto.»

Arrivavano fino all’atrio conversazioni incerte ed esitanti. Senza dubbio era un nobile 

tentativo da parte di tutti: volevano fornirci un po’ di intimità, dare un senso di normalità a quella situazione. 

Visto che Nesta restava sul pianerottolo, le tesi una mano. «Dai, ti prendo il cappotto.»

Cercai di non trattenere il respiro mentre lei guardava oltre le mie spalle, verso l’interno della casa. Come se stesse valutando se fare quel passo oltre la soglia. 

Al limite del mio campo visivo, un barlume viola e oro: Elain. «Ti ammalerai se rimani lì al freddo» disse a Nesta, con un ampio sorriso. «Vieni a sederti con me accanto al fuoco.»

Gli occhi grigio-azzurri di Nesta si posarono sui miei. Diffidenti. Calcolatori. 

Restai dov’ero. Tenni aperta quella porta. 

Senza una parola, mia sorella varcò la soglia. 

In un momento l’aiutammo a togliersi il cappotto, la sciarpa e i guanti; sotto c’era uno di quegli abiti semplici ma eleganti che prediligeva. Aveva optato per un grigio ardesia. 

Niente gioielli. Certamente non aveva regali con sé, ma almeno era venuta. 
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Elain prese Nesta sottobraccio per condurla nel salotto, e io le seguii, osservando il gruppo che aveva interrotto le conversazioni. 

Osservando soprattutto Cassian, che era in piedi davanti al fuoco con Az. 

Sembrava perfettamente rilassato, con un braccio appoggiato sulla mensola scolpita del 

camino, le ali ripiegate ma non serrate, un vago sorriso sul volto e un bicchiere di vino in mano. Puntò i suoi occhi nocciola su mia sorella senza muoversi di un pollice. 

Elain si era incollata un sorriso in faccia mentre conduceva Nesta non verso il fuoco 

come aveva promesso, ma verso l’armadietto dei liquori. 

«Non portarla al vino, portala al cibo» la esortò Amren dalla poltrona su cui era appol-

laiata, mentre si infilava nei lobi gli orecchini di perle che le aveva regalato Az. «Vedo il suo culo ossuto anche attraverso il vestito.»

Nesta si fermò a metà della stanza, con la schiena rigida. Cassian era immobile come 

la morte. 

Elain si fermò accanto a nostra sorella; quel sorriso stampato stava vacillando. 

Amren fece un sorrisetto furbo a Nesta. «Buon Solstizio, ragazza.»

Nesta fissò Amren, finché il fantasma di un sorriso non le incurvò le labbra. «Begli 

orecchini.»

Più che vederlo, percepii che tutti si rilassavano un pochino. 

Elain disse allegramente: «Avevamo appena iniziato con i regali». 

Solo quando lo disse, mi venne in mente che su nessuno dei pacchetti in quella stanza 

c’era il nome di Nesta. 

«Non abbiamo ancora mangiato» dissi, indugiando sulla soglia tra il salotto e l’atrio. 

«Ma, se hai fame, possiamo prepararti un piatto...»

Nesta accettò il bicchiere di vino che Elain le mise in mano. Non mancai di notare che, 

quando Elain si voltò di nuovo verso l’armadietto degli alcolici, versò un dito di liquore color ambra in un bicchiere e lo buttò giù con una smorfia prima di affrontare di nuovo Nesta. 

Amren, a cui non sfuggiva nulla, fece un lieve sbuffo. 

Ma l’attenzione di Nesta si era rivolta alla torta di compleanno ancora posata sul tavo-

lino; tutti avevamo attinto più volte ai suoi vari strati. 

Nel silenzio, sollevò lo sguardo verso il mio. «Buon compleanno.»

Feci un cenno di ringraziamento. «Ha fatto Elain la torta» la informai, anche se era ab-

bastanza inutile. 

Nesta si limitò ad annuire e poi si diresse verso una sedia sul fondo della stanza, vici-no a una delle librerie. «Potete tornare ai vostri regali» disse con voce bassa, ma non debole, mentre si sedeva. 

Elain si precipitò verso un pacchetto sulla parte anteriore del mucchio. «Questo è per 

te» annunciò a nostra sorella. 

Lanciai a Rhys uno sguardo implorante. “Per favore, ricomincia a parlare. Per favore.” 

Parte della luce era svanita dai suoi occhi viola mentre studiava Nesta che beveva. Non 

rispose lungo l’Unione, ma disse invece a Varian: «Tarquin organizza una festa ufficiale per il Solstizio d’estate o ci sono incontri più informali?». 
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Il principe di Adriata non perse un colpo e si lanciò in una descrizione – forse inutil-

mente dettagliata – delle celebrazioni alla Corte dell’Estate. Lo avrei ringraziato più tardi. 

A quel punto Elain aveva raggiunto Nesta e le stava porgendo quella che sembrava una 

scatola pesante avvolta nella carta. 

Vicino alle finestre, Mor si mise in moto e porse il suo regalo ad Azriel. 

Non sapendo chi guardare, rimasi sulla soglia. 

La compostezza di Azriel non vacillò nemmeno quando aprì il suo regalo: un assorti-

mento di asciugamani azzurri ricamati, con le sue iniziali sopra. Un azzurro acceso. 

Dovetti distogliere lo sguardo per non ridere. Az, a suo merito, rivolse a Mor un sorri-

so di ringraziamento, con le guance che si arrossavano e gli occhi nocciola fissi su di lei. 

Guardai altrove notando come erano colmi di calore, di desiderio. 

Mor respinse i ringraziamenti con un cenno della mano e fece per passare a Cassian 

il suo regalo, ma il guerriero non lo prese. Né distolse gli occhi da Nesta che toglieva la carta marrone dalla scatola e scopriva una serie di cinque romanzi in una scatola di pelle. 

Lesse i titoli e poi alzò la testa verso Elain. 

Elain le sorrise. «Sono entrata in quella libreria. Hai presente quella del teatro? Ho chiesto un consiglio, e la donna, voglio dire la femmina... ha detto che i libri di questa autri-ce sono i suoi preferiti.»

Mi avvicinai abbastanza da poter leggere uno dei titoli. Narrativa romantica, sembrava. 

Nesta tirò fuori uno dei libri e ne sfogliò le pagine. «Grazie.»

La parola era rigida... aspra. 

Alla fine Cassian si voltò verso Mor e aprì il suo regalo senza alcun riguardo per la bel-la carta in cui era avvolto. Rise, qualunque cosa ci fosse dentro la scatola. «Proprio quello che ho sempre desiderato.» Ci mostrò quelle che sembravano essere mutande di seta rossa. L’abbinamento perfetto con il negligé di lei. 

Con Nesta occupatissima a sfogliare i suoi nuovi libri, passai ai regali che avevo incartato il giorno prima. 

Per Amren: un contenitore pieghevole studiato appositamente per i suoi puzzle. Così 

non avrebbe dovuto lasciarli a casa se avesse voluto visitare terre più soleggiate e più calde. 

Questo le fece alzare gli occhi al cielo ma mi fece ottenere un sorriso di apprezzamento. 

La spilla di rubini e argento, a forma di ali piumate, mi valse un raro bacio sulla guancia. 

Per Elain: un mantello celeste con fori per le braccia, perfetto per il giardinaggio nei mesi più freddi. 

E per Cassian, Azriel e Mor... 

Grugnii mentre trascinavo i tre dipinti incartati. Poi attesi in silenzio, nervosa, mentre li aprivano. 

Mentre guardavano che cosa c’era dentro e sorridevano. 

Non avevo idea di che cosa regalare a loro tre, a parte quelle cose. I quadri a cui avevo lavorato di recente: momenti delle loro storie. 

Nessuno di loro commentò i dipinti, disse che cosa ci vedevano. Ma ognuno di loro mi 

baciò sulla guancia in segno di ringraziamento. 
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Prima che potessi dare a Rhys il suo regalo, me ne trovai un mucchio in grembo. 

Da Amren: un manoscritto miniato, antico e bellissimo. Da Azriel: colori rari e palpi-

tanti portati dal continente. Da Cassian: un vero fodero di cuoio per una lama, da metter-mi lungo il solco della spina dorsale come un autentico guerriero Illyrian. Da Elain: pen-nelli fini con il monogramma delle mie iniziali e le insegne della Corte della Notte sui manici. E da Mor: un paio di pantofole foderate di pelliccia. Pantofole di un rosa brillante foderate di pelliccia. 

Niente da Nesta, ma non mi importava. Neanche un po’. 

Gli altri si scambiarono i loro regali e finalmente trovai il momento giusto per portare l’ultimo dipinto a Rhys. Si era soffermato vicino al bovindo, silenzioso e sorridente. L’an-no precedente era stato il suo primo Solstizio dopo Amarantha, questo il secondo. Non 

volevo sapere com’era stato, che cosa gli aveva fatto, durante quei quarantanove Solstizi che si era perso. 

Rhys aprì con cura il mio regalo, sollevando il dipinto in modo che gli altri non lo 

vedessero. 

Osservai i suoi occhi vagare su quello che c’era sopra. Guardai la sua gola muoversi. 

«Dimmi che non è il tuo nuovo animaletto domestico» disse Cassian, che si era intru-

folato dietro di me per sbirciare. 

Lo spinsi via. «Impiccione.»

Il viso di Rhys rimase solenne; i suoi occhi luminosi come stelle quando incontrarono 

i miei. «Grazie.»

Gli altri si misero a parlare un po’ più rumorosamente, per darci un po’ di intimità in 

quella stanza affollata. 

«Non ho idea di dove potresti appenderlo» dissi «ma volevo che lo avessi tu.»

Che lo vedesse lui. 

Perché su quel dipinto gli mostravo ciò che non avevo rivelato a nessuno. Ciò che mi 

aveva rivelato l’Ouroboros: la creatura dentro di me, la creatura piena di odio e di rim-pianto, di amore e di spirito di sacrificio, la creatura che poteva essere crudele e coraggiosa, triste e gioiosa. 

Gli avevo dato la me stessa che nessuno, tranne lui, avrebbe mai visto. Che nessuno, 

tranne lui, avrebbe mai capito. 

«È bellissimo» disse, con la voce ancora roca. 

Battei le palpebre per allontanare le lacrime che mi fecero spuntare quelle parole e mi 

adagiai nel bacio che mi premette sulla bocca. “Sei bellissima” sussurrò nell’Unione. 

“Anche tu.” 

“Lo so.” 

Risi e mi tirai indietro. “Scemo.” 

Erano rimasti solo pochi pacchetti, quelli di Lucien. Aprii il mio e trovai un rega-

lo per me e per la mia Metà: tre bottiglie di ottimo liquore. “Ne avrete bisogno” dice-

va il biglietto. 

Passai a Elain la scatoletta con il suo nome sopra. Quando lo aprì, le svanì il sorriso. 
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«Guanti incantati» lesse dal cartoncino. «Non ci si taglia né si suda troppo quando si fa giardinaggio.» Mise da parte la scatola senza guardarla per più di un istante. E mi chiesi se magari preferisse avere le mani tagliate e sudate, se lo sporco e i graffi fossero la prova del suo lavoro. Se le dessero gioia. 

Amren strillò di gioia – davvero strillò – quando vide il regalo di Rhys, i gioielli che scintillavano nelle loro varie scatole. Ma la sua gioia si fece più tranquilla, più intenerita quando aprì il regalo di Varian. Non mostrò a nessuno di noi che cosa c’era dentro la scatolina e poi gli rivolse un piccolo sorriso privato. 

Era rimasto un minuscolo pacchetto sul tavolo accanto alla finestra: Mor lo sollevò, guar-dò l’etichetta con il nome e disse: «Az, questo è per te». 

Il cantaombre inarcò le sopracciglia, ma la sua mano sfregiata si protese per prende-

re il regalo. 

Elain, che stava parlando con Nesta, si voltò. «Oh, quello è da parte mia.»

Il viso di Azriel non cambiò espressione a quelle parole. Non fece nemmeno un sorri-

so mentre apriva il regalo e rivelava... 

«L’ho fatto fare da Madja» spiegò Elain. Azriel aggrottò la fronte sentendo nominare la 

guaritrice preferita della famiglia. «È una polvere che puoi mescolare con qualsiasi bevanda.»

Silenzio. 

Elain si morse un labbro e poi sorrise, imbarazzata. «È per il mal di testa che ti fanno venire sempre tutti. Visto che ti strofini le tempie così spesso.»

Di nuovo silenzio. 

Poi Azriel piegò all’indietro la testa e rise. 

Non avevo mai sentito un suono così profondo e gioioso. Cassian e Rhys lo raggiunsero; 

il primo strappò la bottiglia di vetro dalla mano di Azriel e la esaminò. «Fantastico» disse. 

Elain sorrise di nuovo e chinò la testa. 

Azriel riprese il controllo, abbastanza da poter dire: «Grazie». Non avevo mai visto i suoi occhi così luminosi; i toni del verde tra il marrone e il grigio sembravano vene di smeral-do. «Questo è un regalo inestimabile.»

«Coglione» disse Cassian, ma rise di nuovo. 

Nesta osservava con diffidenza dalla sua sedia, tenendo in grembo il regalo di Elain... 

il suo unico regalo. Irrigidì leggermente la schiena. Non per le parole, ma perché Elain rideva con loro. Con noi. 

Come se Nesta ci stesse guardando da una specie di finestra. Come se fosse ancora in 

piedi in giardino, a guardare dentro casa. 

Però mi sforzai di sorridere. Di ridere con loro. 

Avevo la sensazione che Cassian stesse facendo altrettanto. 

La notte fu un insieme confuso di risate e bevute, anche se Nesta stava seduta quasi in silenzio al tavolo da pranzo pieno zeppo. 

Fu solo quando l’orologio suonò le due che i presenti cominciarono a sbadigliare. Amren 
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cia, la prima avvolta nella bella pelliccia di ermellino che le aveva regalato lui: un secondo regalo, oltre a quello – qualunque cosa fosse – che era in quella scatoletta. 

Nesta si sistemò di nuovo in salotto, ma mezz’ora dopo si alzò in piedi. Con calma augurò la buona notte a Elain, le diede un bacio sulla testa e si diresse verso la porta d’ingresso. 

Cassian, accoccolato sul divano con Mor, Rhys e Azriel, non si mosse nemmeno. 

Ma io sì: mi alzai e seguii Nesta fino alla porta d’ingresso; stava indossando i suoi vari strati di abbigliamento. Aspettai che fosse entrata nell’anticamera e poi allungai una mano. 

«Ecco.»

Nesta si voltò a metà verso di me, concentrandosi su ciò che avevo in mano. Il picco-

lo pezzo di carta. 

La nota del banchiere per l’affitto. E qualcosa in più. 

«Come promesso» dissi. 

Per un momento, pregai che non lo prendesse. Che mi dicesse di strapparlo. 

Ma le labbra di Nesta si limitarono a contrarsi, e le sue dita non esitarono mentre prendeva i soldi. 

Poi mi voltò le spalle e uscì dalla porta principale, nell’oscurità gelida. 

Rimasi nella fredda anticamera, con la mano ancora tesa; indugiava sulle mie dita la 

spettrale aridità di quell’assegno. 

Sentii dei tonfi sulle assi del pavimento dietro di me, e poi fui spostata di lato con delicatezza ma con decisione. Accadde così in fretta che ebbi a malapena il tempo di render-

mi conto che Cassian era passato come una furia ed era uscito dal portone. 

Dietro mia sorella. 
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CASSIAN

Ne aveva avuto abbastanza. 

Non sopportava più quella freddezza, quell’asprezza. Non sopportava più quella spina 

dorsale dritta come una spada e quello sguardo tagliente come un rasoio, che nel corso di quei mesi era solo diventato più tagliente. 

Cassian non riusciva a udire quasi niente a parte il ruggito nella sua testa, mentre avanzava a passo di carica nella notte nevosa. Si rese appena conto del fatto che aveva spostato di lato la sua Signora Suprema per arrivare alla porta principale. Per arrivare a Nesta. 

Lei era già arrivata al cancello, camminando con quella grazia risoluta nonostante il terreno ghiacciato. Teneva sotto il braccio la sua collezione di libri. 

Fu solo quando Cassian la raggiunse che si rese conto di non avere niente da dire. Nien-

te da dire che non la spingesse a ridergli in faccia. 

«Ti accompagno a casa» fu tutto ciò che gli uscì dalla bocca. 

Nesta si fermò appena oltre il basso cancello di ferro, con il viso freddo e pallido come la luce della luna. 

Bellissima. Anche se aveva perso peso, lì in piedi sulla neve era bella come la prima vol-ta che l’aveva vista, a casa di suo padre. 

E infinitamente più letale. In tanti sensi. 

Lei lo studiò. «Non è necessario.»

«È una lunga camminata, ed è tardi.»

“E non mi hai detto una sola stramaledetta parola per tutta la notte” aggiunse mentalmente. 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   124

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1810]

U N A   C O R T E   D I   G E L O   E   S T E L L E

125

Non che lui le avesse parlato. 

Nesta aveva messo abbastanza in chiaro, in quei primi giorni dopo l’ultima battaglia, 

che non voleva avere niente a che fare con lui. Con nessuno di loro. 

Lui la capiva. La capiva davvero. Gli ci erano voluti mesi – anni – dopo le sue prime battaglie per riadattarsi. Per fronteggiare il mondo. Diavolo, anche lui si stava ancora riprendendo da quello che era successo in quella battaglia finale contro Hybern. 

Nesta mantenne la sua posizione, orgogliosa come tutti gli Illyrian. E anche più fero-

ce. «Torna in casa.»

Cassian le rivolse un sorriso storto, un sorriso che la mandava su tutte le furie, lo sapeva. «Penso di aver bisogno di aria fresca, comunque.»

Lei alzò gli occhi al cielo e si mise a camminare rapidamente. Cassian non era così stu-

pido da offrirsi di portarle i libri. 

Restò al passo con lei, invece, attento a eventuali chiazze di ghiaccio sui ciottoli. Erano sopravvissuti a malapena a Hybern. Non era il caso che lei si spezzasse il collo per strada. 

Nesta resisté per tutto un isolato di case dai tetti verdi, allegre e ancora piene di canti e risate, prima di fermarsi. Si voltò verso di lui. 

«Torna a casa.»

«Lo farò» le rispose, sorridendo di nuovo. «Dopo che ti avrò salutata sulla porta di casa.»

Sulla porta del merdoso appartamento in cui insisteva a vivere. Dall’altra parte della città. 

Gli occhi di Nesta, uguali a quelli di Feyre eppure completamente diversi, acuti e freddi come l’acciaio, si posarono sulle mani di Cassian. Su ciò che racchiudevano. «Che cos’è quello.»

Un altro sorriso mentre sollevava il pacchetto avvolto nella carta. «Il tuo regalo per il Solstizio.»

«Non voglio un regalo.»

Cassian la superò e glielo lanciò tra le mani. «Questo lo vorrai.»

Perlomeno pregava che fosse così. Aveva impiegato mesi per trovarlo. 

Non aveva voluto darglielo davanti agli altri. Non sapeva nemmeno se sarebbe anda-

ta lì quella sera. Era ben consapevole del lavoro di persuasione che avevano fatto Elain e Feyre. Proprio come era ben consapevole dei soldi che aveva visto Feyre dare a Nesta pochi istanti prima che lei uscisse. 

“Come promesso” aveva detto la sua Signora Suprema. 

Avrebbe voluto che non lo facesse. Avrebbe voluto molte cose. 

Nesta gli si mise accanto, respirando pesantemente per tenere il passo con le sue lun-

ghe gambe. «Non voglio  niente da te.»

Lui si costrinse a inarcare un sopracciglio. «Ne sei sicura, tesoro?»

“Non ho rimpianti nella mia vita” pensò “a parte questo. Che non abbiamo avuto tempo.” 

Cassian respinse quelle parole. Respinse l’immagine che lo tormentava in sogno, notte 

dopo notte: non Nesta che reggeva la testa del re di Hybern come un trofeo; non il modo 

in cui il collo di suo padre si era spezzato tra le mani di Hybern. Ma l’immagine di lei china su di lui, che copriva il corpo di Cassian con il proprio, pronta a subire tutto il potere del re per lui. Pronta a morire per lui... con lui. Quel corpo snello e bellissimo, inarcato su di lui, tremante di terrore, disposto ad affrontare quella fine. 
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Non l’aveva vista, neanche di sfuggita, per mesi. Non aveva visto il suo sorriso, né sentito la sua risata. 

Sapeva che beveva, sapeva degli altri maschi. Diceva a se stesso che non gli importava. 

Diceva a se stesso che non voleva sapere chi fosse il bastardo che aveva colto la sua verginità. Diceva a se stesso che non voleva sapere se quei maschi significavano qualcosa... 

se lui significava qualcosa. 

Non sapeva perché diavolo gli importasse. Perché si preoccupasse. Fin dall’inizio. Anche dopo che lei gli aveva dato una ginocchiata nelle palle, quel pomeriggio, a casa di suo padre. 

Anche quando aveva detto: “Ho spiegato chiaramente che cosa voglio da  te”. 

Non aveva mai incontrato qualcuno capace di mettere tanto significato in così poche 

parole, di porre tanta enfasi su “te” da renderlo un vero e proprio insulto. 

Cassian strinse la mascella. E non si preoccupò di trattenersi quando disse: «Sono stan-

co di giocare a questi giochi di merda». 

Lei teneva il mento alto, era il ritratto dell’arroganza regale. «Io no.»

«Be’, tutti gli altri sì. Forse potresti sforzarti un po’ di più, quest’anno.»

Quegli occhi sorprendenti scivolarono verso di lui, e lui faticò a mantenere la sua po-

sizione. «Sforzarmi?»

«So che per te è una parola straniera.»

Nesta si fermò in fondo alla strada, proprio lungo la gelida Sidra. «Perché dovrei sfor-

zarmi di fare qualcosa?» I suoi denti brillarono. «Sono stata trascinata in questo tuo mondo, in questa Corte.»

«Allora vai da qualche altra parte.»

La sua bocca si trasformò in una linea tesa, a quelle parole di sfida. «Forse lo farò.»

Ma sapeva che non c’era un altro posto in cui andare. Non aveva soldi, e non aveva una 

famiglia al di fuori di quel territorio. «Scrivici, ogni tanto.»

Lei si mise di nuovo a camminare rapidamente, mantenendosi lungo la riva del fiume. 

Cassian la seguì, odiandosi. «Potresti almeno venire a vivere alla Casa» iniziò, e Nesta si voltò verso di lui. 

«Smettila» ringhiò. 

Lui si arrestò, allargando leggermente le ali per bilanciarsi. 

«Smettila di seguirmi. Smettila di cercare di trascinarmi nel tuo piccolo circolo felice. 

Smettila di fare tutto quanto.»

Quando li aveva davanti agli occhi, Cassian riconosceva gli animali feriti. Sapeva che 

potevano scoprire i denti, che potevano mostrare cattiveria. Ma ciò non gli impedì di dire: 

«Le tue sorelle ti amano. Non riesco proprio a capire perché, ma ti amano. Se non puoi 

sforzarti per il bene del mio piccolo circolo felice, almeno potresti farlo per loro». 

Quegli occhi sembrarono colmarsi di vuoto. Un vuoto infinito e senza profondità. 

Ma Nesta disse solo: «Vai a casa, Cassian». 

Poteva contare sulle dita di una mano il numero di volte che lei aveva usato il suo nome. 

Che lo aveva chiamato in un modo diverso da “tu” o “quello là”. 

Si voltò verso il suo appartamento, verso la sua parte sudicia della città. 
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Fu l’istinto che gli fece afferrare la sua mano libera. 

Le dita inguantate di lei sfregarono contro i suoi calli, ma lui tenne duro. «Parla con 

me. Nesta. Dimmi...»

Gli strappò la mano dalla presa. Lo fissò. Come una regina potente e vendicativa. 

Lui attese, ansimando, che lo frustasse con le parole. Che lo facesse a brandelli. 

Ma Nesta si limitò a fissarlo, arricciando il naso. Lo fissava, poi sbuffò... e se ne andò. 

Come se lui non fosse niente. Come se non valesse il suo tempo. Non valesse lo sforzo. 

Un bastardo Illyrian di bassa nascita. 

Quella volta, quando lei andò avanti, Cassian non la seguì. 

La osservò finché non divenne un’ombra contro l’oscurità... e poi scomparve comple-

tamente. 

Rimase a fissarla, con il regalo ancora in mano. 

Cassian affondò la punta delle dita nel legno tenero della scatolina. 

Fu grato del fatto che le strade fossero vuote, quando lanciò quella scatolina nella Si-

dra. La scagliò così forte che l’impatto spaccò il ghiaccio e l’acqua schizzò sugli edifici che fiancheggiavano il fiume. 

Poi il ghiaccio si riformò all’istante sopra il foro che aveva aperto. Come se quel foro, e il regalo, non fossero mai esistiti. 

NESTA

Nesta chiuse la quarta e ultima serratura della porta del suo appartamento e si accasciò contro il legno scricchiolante e marcio. 

Il silenzio calò attorno a lei, accogliente e soffocante. 

Silenzio, per lenire il tremito che l’aveva inseguita in tutta la città. 

Lui l’aveva seguita. 

Lo sentiva nelle ossa, nel sangue. Si era tenuto alto nei cieli, ma l’aveva seguita finché lei non era entrata nell’edificio. 

Sapeva che, in quel momento, era su un tetto vicino e aspettava che si accendesse la 

sua luce. 

Istinti gemelli combattevano dentro di lei: avrebbe voluto non toccare la luce Fae e far-lo aspettare nell’oscurità gelida e, allo stesso tempo, accendere quella ciotola e liberarsi della sua presenza. Liberarsi di tutto ciò che era lui. 

Scelse la seconda opzione. 

Nel silenzio semibuio e denso, Nesta indugiò accanto al tavolo contro il muro, vicino 

alla sua porta di casa. Fece scivolare la mano in tasca e tirò fuori l’assegno piegato. 

Era abbastanza per tre mesi di affitto. 

Cercò la vergogna dentro di sé, ma non riuscì a trovarla. Non vi trovò niente. 

Niente di niente. 

Ogni tanto c’era rabbia. Una rabbia rovente e acuta che la feriva. 
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Ma il più delle volte c’era solo silenzio. Squillante, ronzante silenzio. 

Non provava niente da mesi. C’erano giornate in cui non sapeva esattamente dove fos-

se o che cosa avesse fatto. Passavano veloci e tuttavia sgocciolavano via. 

Così facevano i mesi. Un battito di palpebre ed era arrivato l’inverno. Un altro battito di palpebre e il suo corpo era diventato troppo magro. Vuoto... come si sentiva lei. 

Il freddo rigido della notte si insinuò attraverso le imposte logore e le provocò un altro brivido. Ma non accese il fuoco nel focolare all’altro lato della stanza. 

Riusciva con difficoltà a sopportare i crepitii e gli schiocchi del legno. Era riuscita a malapena a sopportarlo nella casa di città di Feyre. Schiocco; scricchiolio. 

Com’era possibile che nessuno avesse mai notato quanto il suono fosse simile a quello 

delle ossa rotte, di un collo spezzato? 

Non aveva mai acceso il fuoco in quell’appartamento. Si era tenuta calda con coperte 

e strati di indumenti. 

Sentì un fruscio e poi un rimbombo di ali all’esterno dell’appartamento. 

Nesta emise un sospiro tremante e si lasciò scivolare lungo la parete finché non fu se-

duta sul pavimento. 

Finché non si portò le ginocchia contro il petto e si mise a fissare l’oscurità. 

Il silenzio continuava a imperversare e a echeggiare attorno a lei, che però non prova-

va niente. 
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Erano le tre quando gli altri andarono a letto. E quando Cassian tornò, silenzioso e pen-sieroso, e buttò giù un bicchiere di liquore prima di salire di sopra. Mor lo seguì, con la preoccupazione che le danzava negli occhi. 

Azriel ed Elain rimasero in salotto; mia sorella gli mostrò i piani che aveva abbozzato 

per espandere il giardino sul retro della casa di città, usando i semi e gli strumenti che la mia famiglia le aveva regalato quella sera. Non sapevo proprio se a lui interessassero quelle cose, ma gli inviai una silenziosa preghiera di ringraziamento per la sua gentilezza prima che io e Rhys scivolassimo di sopra. 

Feci per togliermi i braccialetti di diamanti ma Rhys mi fermò e mi strinse i polsi tra le mani. «Non ancora» disse con dolcezza. 

Aggrottai la fronte. 

Lui si limitò a sorridere. «Tieniti forte.»

Arrivarono l’oscurità e il vento, e io mi aggrappai a lui mentre ci trasmutava... 

Lume di candela e fuoco scoppiettante e colori... 

«La casa?» Doveva avere modificato le barriere per permetterci di trasmutare diretta-

mente all’interno. 

Rhys sorrise, mi lasciò andare, si spostò con aria spavalda al divano davanti al caminet-to e vi si lasciò cadere, con le ali che toccavano il pavimento. «Per avere un po’ di pace e tranquillità, Metà.»

C’era una promessa oscura e sensuale nei suoi occhi punteggiati di stelle. 
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Mi morsi un labbro mentre mi avvicinavo al bracciolo arrotondato del divano e mi ci 

sedevo; alla luce del fuoco, il mio vestito luccicava come un fiume. 

«Sei bellissima stasera.» La voce era bassa, ruvida. 

Passai una mano sul mio abito; il tessuto mi brillava sotto le dita. «Me lo dici ogni sera.»

«E parlo sul serio.»

Arrossii. «Mascalzone.»

Inclinò la testa. 

«Probabilmente le Signore Supreme dovrebbero indossare un vestito nuovo ogni gior-

no» riflettei, sorridendo all’abito, «ma sono affezionata a questo.»

Mi fece scorrere una mano lungo la coscia. «Sono contento.»

«Non mi hai mai detto dove l’hai preso, dove hai preso tutti i miei vestiti preferiti.»

Rhys inarcò un sopracciglio scuro. «Non l’hai mai capito?» 

Scossi la testa. 

Per un momento non disse nulla e chinò la testa per studiare il vestito. 

«Li ha fatti mia madre.» 

Mi immobilizzai. 

Rhys sorrise con tristezza all’abito scintillante. «Era una sarta, nel campo in cui era cresciuta. Non faceva quel lavoro solo perché le era stato ordinato di farlo; lo faceva perché le piaceva. E continuò a farlo anche quando divenne la Metà di mio padre.»

Mi sfiorai la manica con una mano riverente. «Io... non ne avevo idea.»

Lui aveva gli occhi luminosi come le stelle. «Molto tempo fa, quando ero ancora un 

ragazzo, fece tutti i tuoi abiti. Un corredo per la mia futura sposa.» Gli sussultò la gola. 

«Ogni abito... ogni indumento che ti ho dato, lo ha realizzato lei. Per te.»

Mi pungevano gli occhi mentre sussurravo: «Perché non me l’hai mai detto?». 

Alzò una spalla. «Temevo che potesse... infastidirti indossare abiti confezionati da una donna che è morta secoli fa.»

Mi misi una mano sul cuore. «Sono onorata, Rhys. Più di quanto sappia dire.»

Gli tremava leggermente la bocca. «Lei ti avrebbe amata.»

“È stato un regalo fantastico, come tutti gli altri che ho ricevuto” dissi lungo l’Unione. 

Mi chinai finché le nostre sopracciglia non si toccarono. “L’avrei amata.” 

Percepii la sua gratitudine senza che lui dicesse una parola e rimanemmo lì, inalando i 

reciproci odori per lunghi minuti. 

Quando finalmente fui di nuovo in grado di parlare, mi scostai. «Stavo pensando...»

«Devo preoccuparmi?»

Gli diedi una pacca sugli stivali e lui fece una risata profonda e roca; il suono si avvolse attorno alle mie parti più intime. 

Gli mostrai i palmi, l’occhio su entrambi. «Voglio che questi vengano cambiati.»

«Oh?»

«Dato che non li usi più per curiosare su di me, ho pensato che potrebbero diventare 

qualcos’altro.»

Mise una mano sul suo ampio petto. «Non ho mai ficcato il naso.»
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«Sei il più grande ficcanaso che abbia mai incontrato.»

Un’altra risata. «E che cosa, esattamente, vorresti sui tuoi palmi?»

Sorrisi ai dipinti che avevo fatto sui muri, sulla mensola del camino, sui tavoli. Pensai all’arazzo che avevo comprato. «Voglio una montagna, con tre stelle.» Le insegne della 

Corte della Notte. «Lo stesso che hai sulle ginocchia.»

Rhys rimase a lungo in silenzio, con un’espressione imperscrutabile. Quando parlò, la 

sua voce era bassa. «Quelli sono segni che non si possono alterare.»

«È un bene che io abbia intenzione di restare per un po’, allora.»

Rhys si mise a sedere lentamente, sbottonando la parte superiore della sua aderente 

giacca nera. «Sei sicura?»

Annuii lentamente. 

Si mise davanti a me, con delicatezza mi prese le mani nelle sue e mi voltò i palmi ver-

so l’alto. L’occhio di gatto ci fissava. «Non ho mai ficcato il naso, sai.»

«Altroché se l’hai fatto.»

«Va bene, l’ho fatto. Puoi perdonarmi?»

Diceva sul serio: lo preoccupava che avessi considerato una violazione le sue sbirciatine. 

Mi alzai in punta di piedi e lo baciai dolcemente. «Immagino di poterci riuscire.»

«Mmh.» Mi passò un pollice sugli occhi disegnati di entrambi i palmi. «Qualche ulti-

ma parola prima che ti marchi per sempre?»

Mi martellò il cuore, ma risposi: «Ho un ultimo regalo di Solstizio per te». 

Rhys si immobilizzò sentendo la mia voce sommessa e tremante. «Oh?»

Con le mani unite alle sue, accarezzai le pareti impenetrabili della sua mente. Le barriere caddero all’istante e mi permisero di entrare. Mi permisero di mostrargli l’ultimo mio regalo. 

Quello che  speravo considerasse un regalo. 

Le sue mani si misero a tremare attorno alle mie, ma non disse nulla finché non mi ri-

tirai dalla sua mente. Finché, di nuovo, non ci guardammo in silenzio. 

Il suo respiro divenne affannoso, i suoi occhi erano rivestiti d’argento. «Sei sicura?» ripeté. 

Sì. Era la cosa di cui mi sentivo più sicura. L’avevo capito, l’avevo sentito nella galleria della tessitrice. «Sarebbe... sarebbe davvero un regalo per te?» osai chiedere. 

Strinse le dita attorno alle mie. «Oltre misura.»

Come in risposta, una luce lampeggiò e sfrigolò sui miei palmi; abbassai lo sguardo e scoprii che le mie mani erano diverse. La montagna e le tre stelle adornavano il centro di ogni palmo. 

Rhys mi stava ancora fissando, con il respiro irregolare. 

«Possiamo aspettare» disse piano, come se avesse paura che la neve lì fuori, che conti-

nuava a cadere, sentisse i nostri sussurri. 

«Non voglio aspettare» risposi, e dicevo sul serio. La tessitrice mi aveva fatto capire anche quello. O forse mi aveva solo fatto vedere chiaramente quello che desideravo in silenzio da un po’ di tempo. 

«Potrebbero volerci anni» mormorò. 

«Posso essere paziente.» Inarcò un sopracciglio a quelle parole, e io sorrisi e mi corres-si. «Posso  provare a essere paziente.»
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Il suo sorriso di risposta mi fece sorridere a mia volta. 

Rhys si sporse e mi sfiorò il collo, proprio sotto l’orecchio. «Cominciamo stasera, mia 

Metà?»

Mi si contrassero le dita dei piedi. «L’idea era questa.»

«Mmh. Sai qual era la mia idea?» Un altro bacio – quella volta sull’incavo della mia 

gola – mentre le sue mani mi scivolavano dietro la schiena e cominciavano a slacciare i 

bottoni nascosti del mio vestito. Quel prezioso, bellissimo vestito. Inarcai il collo per dargli un accesso migliore, e lui obbedì e passò la lingua sul punto che aveva appena baciato. 

«La mia idea» continuò, mentre il vestito scivolava via e si ammucchiava sul tappeto, 

«riguardava questa casa e una parete.»

Aprii gli occhi proprio quando le sue mani iniziarono a tracciare lunghe linee lungo la 

mia schiena nuda. La parte inferiore della mia schiena nuda. 

Vidi Rhys che mi sorrideva, vidi che i suoi occhi avevano le palpebre pesanti mentre 

osservava il mio corpo nudo. Nudo, a parte i braccialetti di diamanti ai polsi. Feci per to-gliermeli, ma lui mormorò: «Lasciali». 

Il mio stomaco si strinse nell’attesa, i miei seni diventarono dolorosamente pesanti. 

Gli sbottonai il resto della giacca, con le dita tremanti, e gliela tolsi, insieme alla camicia. E ai pantaloni. 

Poi fu in piedi nudo davanti a me, con le ali leggermente allargate, con il petto musco-

loso che si sollevava, mostrandomi l’evidente prova di quanto fosse pronto. 

«Vuoi iniziare dalla parete o lasciarla per ultima?» Le sue parole erano gutturali, appe-na riconoscibili, e il luccichio nei suoi occhi si trasformò in qualcosa di predatorio. Fece scivolare una mano lungo la parte anteriore del mio busto, con sfrontata possessività. «O 

vuoi la parete per tutto il tempo?»

Mi cedettero le ginocchia e mi ritrovai oltre le parole. Oltre tutto, tranne lui. 

Rhys non attese la mia risposta ma si inginocchiò davanti a me, con le ali drappeggia-

te sul tappeto. Poi mi baciò l’addome, come per esprimere reverenza e gratitudine. Poi mi diede un bacio più in basso. 

E ancora più in basso. 

Gli feci scorrere una mano tra i capelli, proprio mentre lui mi afferrava una coscia e mi sollevava la gamba sopra la sua spalla. In qualche maniera mi ritrovai appoggiata alla parete vicino alla porta, come se ci avesse trasmutati. La mia testa colpì il legno con un lieve tonfo quando Rhys abbassò la bocca verso di me. 

Se la prese con calma. 

Mi leccò e mi accarezzò finché non fui devastata, poi rise contro di me, scuro e rigo-

glioso, prima di erigersi in tutta la sua altezza. 

Prima di sollevarmi, con le mie gambe attorno alla sua vita, e bloccarmi contro il muro. 

Rhys incrociò il mio sguardo; un braccio era appoggiato alla parete, l’altro mi sostene-

va. «Come vuoi che sia, mia Metà?»

Avrei potuto giurare che intere galassie turbinassero nel suo sguardo. Nell’ombra tra le sue ali dimoravano le gloriose profondità della notte. 
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«Così forte da far cadere i quadri» gli ricordai, senza fiato. 

Rise di nuovo, sommesso e perverso. «Tieniti forte, allora.» 

Che la Madre e il Calderone mi salvassero. 

Le mie mani gli scivolarono sulle spalle e affondarono nei muscoli duri. 

Ma lui si spinse dentro di me lentamente, molto lentamente. 

Così sentii ogni piccola parte di lui, ogni punto in cui eravamo uniti. Inclinai di nuovo la testa all’indietro e mi sfuggì un gemito. 

«Ogni volta» grugnì lui. «Ogni volta sei  stupenda.»

Strinsi i denti, respirando forte dal naso. Si fece strada, spingendo con piccoli movimen-ti, permettendomi di adattarmi a ogni pezzetto di lui. 

E quando fu tutto dentro di me, quando la sua mano si strinse sul mio fianco... si fermò. 

Mossi i fianchi, alla disperata ricerca dell’attrito. Ma Rhys si spostò con me, negandomelo. 

Mi leccò la gola. «Penso a te, a questo, ogni dannata ora» mormorò contro la mia pel-

le. «Al tuo sapore.»

Si ritirò leggermente, poi si rituffò. Io ansimai, appoggiando la testa contro la dura parete dietro di me. 

Rhys emise un suono di approvazione e si ritirò un po’. Poi spinse di nuovo. Forte. 

Sentii sbatacchiare qualcosa alla mia sinistra. 

Ma non mi importava più. Mentre Rhys si fermava ancora una volta, non mi importò 

più sapere se davvero stessimo facendo cadere i quadri dalla parete. 

«Ma soprattutto penso a questo. Alla sensazione che mi dà sentirti attorno a me, Feyre.» 

Spinse ancora, stupendo e implacabile. «Che sapore hai sulla mia lingua.» Gli piantai le unghie nelle ampie spalle. «Penso al fatto che, anche se avremo mille anni insieme, non 

mi stancherò mai di  questo.»

L’orgasmo iniziò a raccogliersi lungo la mia spina dorsale, escludendo ogni suono e ogni sensazione tranne il punto in cui eravamo uniti, in cui ci toccavamo. 

Un’altra spinta, più lunga e più forte. Il legno gemette sotto la sua mano. 

Lui abbassò la bocca sul mio petto e mi mordicchiò, e poi leccò via il dolore che mi fa-

ceva sfrecciare il piacere nel sangue. «Come mi permetti di farti cose così cattive e terribili.»

La sua voce era una carezza che mi faceva muovere i fianchi, per implorarlo di muover-

si più velocemente. 

Rhys si limitò a ridacchiare piano, perfidamente, mentre mi privava dell’unione totale 

e sfrenata che desideravo. 

Aprii gli occhi abbastanza a lungo da poter guardare in basso, dove lo vedevo unito a 

me, che si muoveva così dolorosamente piano dentro e fuori di me. «Ti piacerebbe guar-

dare?» ansimò. «Guardare come mi muovo dentro di te?»

In risposta, visto che ero ormai al di là delle parole, rivolsi la mia mente al ponte tra noi e sfiorai i suoi scudi inespugnabili. 

Mi fece entrare all’istante, perché potessimo comunicare da mente a mente e da anima 

ad anima, e poi vidi attraverso i suoi occhi, vidi che guardava in basso mentre mi stringeva un fianco e spingeva. 
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Disse, con tono seducente: “Guarda come ti scopo, Feyre”. 

“Oh” fu la mia unica risposta. 

Mani mentali correvano lungo la mia mente, la mia anima. “Guarda come ci incastria-

mo perfettamente.” 

Il mio corpo, che avvampava, era inarcato contro la parete, pronto per accoglierlo, pron-to per lui. 

“Capisci perché non riesco a smettere di pensare a questo... a te?” 

Di nuovo si ritirò e rientrò, e smise di smorzare il suo potere. 

Le stelle tremolavano intorno a noi, che eravamo circondati da una dolce oscurità. Come 

se fossimo le uniche anime in tutta una galassia. Eppure Rhys era ancora davanti a me, e aveva le mie gambe avvolte attorno alla vita. 

Usai le stesse mani mentali per sfiorarlo e sussurrai: “Puoi prendermi anche qui?”. 

Quella sua gioia perfida vacillò. Tacque. 

Anche le stelle e l’oscurità si fermarono. 

Allora rispose, con uno sguardo da predatore: “Sarebbe un piacere”. 

E poi non ebbi più le parole necessarie a descrivere quello che succedeva. 

Era tutto quello che volevo: un tripudio di sensazioni, le implacabili spinte dentro di 

me, il suono delle nostre pelli una contro l’altra e dei corpi contro il legno. La notte cantava tutt’intorno a noi, le stelle sfrecciavano come fiocchi di neve. 

E poi c’eravamo noi. Uniti da mente a mente, sdraiati su quel ponte tra le nostre anime. 

Lì non avevamo corpi, ma lo sentii mentre mi seduceva, mentre il suo potere oscuro si 

avvolgeva attorno al mio, mentre lambiva le mie fiamme, succhiava il mio ghiaccio, face-

va stridere gli artigli contro i miei. 

Lo sentii mentre il suo potere si fondeva con il mio, si ritirava e poi fluiva, dentro e fuori, finché la mia magia si scatenò e si allacciò a lui, ed entrambi fummo frenetici e ardenti insieme. 

Per tutto il tempo si mosse dentro di me, implacabile e trascinante come il mare. Ripe-

tutamente, ancora, potere, carne e anima, finché probabilmente non mi misi a urlare, finché mi sembrò di sentirlo ruggire, e il mio corpo si contrasse attorno a lui ed esplose in mille pezzi. 

E poi  io esplosi in mille pezzi, tutto quello che ero si frantumò in stelle, galassie e co-mete, nient’altro che pura gioia splendente. Rhys mi abbracciò, mi avvolse, la sua oscuri-tà assorbì la luce che scintillava ed esplodeva, mantenendomi integra, tenendomi insieme. 

E quando la mia mente poté di nuovo formare parole, quando potei sentire di nuovo la 

sua essenza attorno a me, il suo corpo che si muoveva ancora nel mio, gli inviai quell’immagine un’altra volta, nell’oscurità e nelle stelle: il mio dono. 

Forse il nostro dono, un giorno. 

Rhys raggiunse il culmine con impeto, spalancando le ali. 

E nelle nostre menti, lungo la nostra Unione, la sua magia proruppe, la sua anima inondò la mia, riempiendo ogni crepa e cavità e non ci fu più una parte di me che non fosse piena di lui, che non traboccasse della sua oscura, gloriosa essenza e del suo amore smodato. 
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Rimase sepolto in me, appoggiandosi pesantemente al muro mentre ansimava contro il 

mio collo: «FeyreFeyreFeyre». 

Stava tremando. Tremavamo entrambi. 

Radunai le forze necessarie ad aprire gli occhi. 

Aveva la faccia sconvolta. Stordita. Mi fissava con la bocca un po’ aperta, guardava il bagliore che si irradiava ancora dalla mia pelle, luminoso contro le ombre baciate dalle stelle che si riversavano dalla sua. 

Per lunghi momenti, ci limitammo a fissarci. A respirare. 

E poi Rhys diede un’occhiata obliqua al resto della stanza. 

A quello che avevamo fatto. 

Gli si formò un sorriso malizioso sulle labbra mentre guardavamo i quadri che si erano 

effettivamente staccati dal muro, le cornici spezzate sul pavimento. Da un tavolino lì vicino era persino caduto a terra un vaso; ne restavano piccoli frammenti azzurri. 

Rhys mi baciò sotto l’orecchio. «Detrarrò questi danni dal tuo stipendio, sai.»

Girai la testa di scatto verso di lui e lasciai la presa sulle sue spalle per dargli un colpetto sul naso. Rise e mi sfiorò una tempia con le labbra. 

Ma io fissai i segni che gli avevo lasciato sulla pelle e che stavano già svanendo. Fissai i tatuaggi che aveva sul petto, sulle braccia. Anche una vita da immortale non mi sarebbe bastata per dipingere ogni sfaccettatura di lui. Di noi. 

Lo guardai di nuovo negli occhi e trovai le stelle e l’oscurità che mi attendevano. Tro-

vai una  casa che mi attendeva. 

No, non mi sarebbe certo bastata. Né per ritrarlo né per conoscerlo. Neanche interi 

eoni sarebbero bastati per tutto quello che volevo fare e vedere con lui. Per tutto l’amo-re che volevo dargli. 

Un quadro splendeva davanti a me:  Notte trionfante – e le stelle eterne. 

«Fallo di nuovo» sussurrai, con la voce roca. 

Rhys sapeva che cosa intendevo. 

E non ero mai stata così felice di avere una Metà Fae come quando si indurì di nuovo 

un istante dopo, mi calò sul pavimento e mi girò sullo stomaco, poi si immerse profonda-

mente in me con un ringhio. 

E anche quando alla fine crollammo sul tappeto, appena in grado di evitare i quadri 

rotti e i frammenti del vaso, incapaci di muoverci per un bel po’ di tempo, quell’immagi-ne del mio dono rimase tra noi, scintillante e luminosa come una stella. 

Quel bel ragazzo dagli occhi azzurri e dai capelli scuri che una volta mi aveva fatto vedere l’Intagliaossa. 

Quella promessa per il futuro. 

Velaris stava ancora dormendo quando io e Rhys vi tornammo, la mattina dopo. 

Tuttavia la mia Metà non ci portò alla casa di città, ma a una tenuta lungo il fiume; l’edificio era in rovina, i giardini un groviglio. 

La nebbia aleggiava su gran parte della città in quell’ora prima dell’alba. 
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Scorrevano tra noi ciò che avevamo fatto la notte prima e le parole che ci eravamo scam-

biati, invisibili e solide come la nostra Unione delle Metà. Non avevo preso il mio tonico contraccettivo a colazione. Non avrei ricominciato presto a prenderlo. 

«Non mi hai chiesto del tuo regalo per il Solstizio» disse Rhys dopo un po’, mentre i 

nostri passi facevano scricchiolare la ghiaia ghiacciata dei giardini lungo la Sidra. 

Sollevai la testa dalla sua spalla mentre camminavamo lentamente. «Suppongo che stes-

si aspettando per fare una rivelazione drammatica.»

«Suppongo di sì.» Si fermò e io mi fermai accanto a lui mentre si voltava verso la casa 

dietro di noi. «È questo.»

Sbattei le palpebre guardando le macerie della magione. «Questo?»

«Consideralo due regali in uno, per il Solstizio e per il compleanno.» Indicò la casa, i giardini, i terreni che arrivavano fino al bordo del fiume. Con una perfetta visuale notturna dell’Arcobaleno, grazie alla curvatura del terreno. «È tuo. Nostro. L’ho acquistato alla vigilia del Solstizio. Tra due giorni arriveranno gli operai per cominciare a rimuovere le macerie e abbattere il resto della casa.»

Sbattei di nuovo le palpebre, a lungo e lentamente. «Mi hai comprato una proprietà.»

«Tecnicamente sarà la nostra proprietà, ma la casa è tua. Ricostruiscila a tuo piacimen-

to. Tutto ciò che vuoi, tutto ciò di cui hai bisogno... costruiscilo.»

Il costo... il costo di quel dono doveva essere più che astronomico. «Rhys.»

Fece qualche passo e si passò le mani tra i capelli blu-neri, con le ali ben serrate. «Non abbiamo spazio nella casa di città. Noi due riusciamo a malapena a far stare tutto in camera da letto. E nessuno vuole abitare alla Casa del Vento.» Indicò di nuovo la magnifica tenuta che ci circondava. «E quindi costruisci una casa per noi, Feyre. Realizza i tuoi sogni più sfrenati. È tua.»

Non avevo parole per descrivere quello che stavo provando. «È... il costo...»

«Non preoccuparti per il costo.»

«Ma...» Ero rimasta a bocca aperta davanti a quella terra addormentata e aggrovigliata, 

alla casa in rovina. Immaginai che cosa avrei potuto voler ricostruire, lì. Mi tremavano le ginocchia. «Rhys... è troppo.»

La sua faccia divenne mortalmente seria. «Non è troppo per te. Niente è mai troppo per 

te.» Mi circondò la vita con le braccia e mi baciò una tempia. «Costruisci una casa con 

uno studio per dipingere.» Mi baciò l’altra tempia. «Costruisci una casa con un ufficio per te e uno per me. Costruisci una casa con una vasca da bagno abbastanza grande per noi 

due... e per le ali.» Un altro bacio, questa volta sulla guancia. «Costruisci una casa con ca-mere per tutta la nostra famiglia.» Mi baciò l’altra guancia. «Costruisci una casa con un giardino per Elain, un’area di allenamento per i piccoli Illyrian, una biblioteca per Amren e un’enorme cabina armadio per Mor.» Risi all’idea. Ma Rhys mi zittì con un bacio sulla 

bocca, lungo e dolce. «Costruisci una casa con stanze per i bambini, Feyre.»

Il mio cuore si strinse fino al punto di far male, e ricambiai il bacio. Lo baciai ancora, e ancora, in mezzo a quella proprietà ampia e luminosa. «Lo farò» promisi. 
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RHYSAND

Il sesso mi aveva distrutto. 

Mi aveva completamente rovinato. 

La notte prima, si era arresa incondizionatamente qualsiasi parte residua della mia ani-

ma che non le appartenesse già. 

E, poi, vedere l’espressione di Feyre quando le avevo mostrato la tenuta in riva al fiu-

me... Mi tenni stretto il ricordo del suo viso bello e splendente mentre bussavo alle porte d’ingresso incrinate della villa di Tamlin. 

Nessuna risposta. 

Attesi un minuto. Due. 

Inviai un filo di potere attraverso tutta la casa, a sondare. Quasi temendo quello che 

avrei potuto trovare. 

Ma ecco... nelle cucine. Un livello più in basso. Era vivo. 

Aprii la porta ed entrai. I miei passi echeggiavano sui pavimenti di marmo scheggiati. 

Non mi preoccupai di silenziarli. Probabilmente aveva percepito il mio arrivo nel momen-

to stesso in cui ero trasmutato sui gradini d’ingresso. 

In pochi minuti raggiunsi la cucina. 

Non ero ben preparato alla scena che mi attendeva. 

Un grande alce giaceva morto sul lungo tavolo da lavoro al centro della stanza semi-
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va la gola. Il sangue si stava raccogliendo sul pavimento di pietra grigia, e il suo goccio-lio era l’unico suono. 

L’unico suono, mentre Tamlin sedeva davanti al tavolo e fissava la bestia abbattuta. 

«La tua cena sta sgocciolando» gli dissi a mo’ di saluto, indicando la pozza sul pavimento. 

Nessuna risposta. Il Signore Supremo della Primavera non mi guardò nemmeno. 

“La tua Metà avrebbe dovuto sapere che non è il caso di prendere a calci un maschio 

abbattuto.” 

Mi si erano piantate in testa le parole che aveva detto Lucien a Feyre, il giorno prima. 

Forse era per quello che avevo lasciato Feyre a sperimentare con i nuovi colori che le aveva regalato Azriel ed ero trasmutato lì. 

Osservai il possente alce, i suoi occhi scuri, aperti e vitrei. Accanto alla testa ispida c’e-ra un coltello da caccia, conficcato nel legno. 

Ancora nessuna parola, nemmeno un accenno di movimento. Benissimo, allora. 

«Ho parlato con Varian, il principe di Adriata» lo informai dall’altra parte del tavolo; l’impalcatura dell’alce era come un cespuglio di spine tra noi. «Gli ho detto di chiedere a Tarquin di inviare soldati al tuo confine.» L’avevo fatto la sera prima, prendendo da parte Varian durante la cena. Aveva accettato subito e giurato che l’avrebbe fatto. «Arriveranno entro pochi giorni.»

Nessuna risposta. 

«È accettabile per te?» Nell’ambito delle Corti delle Stagioni, quella dell’Estate e quel-la della Primavera erano state a lungo alleate, fino a quella guerra. 

Tamlin sollevò lentamente la testa; i capelli dorati erano sciolti, opachi e arruffati. 

«Pensi che mi perdonerà?» Aveva la voce stridula. Come se avesse urlato. 

Sapevo chi intendeva. E non sapevo che cosa rispondergli. Non sapevo se il suo augurio 

di felicità equivalesse al perdono. Chissà se Feyre avrebbe mai voluto offrirgli il suo perdono. Il perdono poteva essere un dono per entrambi, ma quello che aveva fatto... «Vor-

resti che lo facesse?»

I suoi occhi verdi erano vuoti. «Me lo merito?»

No. Mai. 

Doveva avermelo letto sul viso, perché mi chiese: «Tu mi perdoni... per tua madre e tua 

sorella?». 

«Non ricordo di aver mai sentito scuse da parte tua.»

Come se le scuse potessero mettere tutto a posto. Come se le scuse compensassero la 

perdita che ancora mi divorava, il vuoto che era rimasto dove un tempo brillavano le loro belle e luminose vite. 

«Non credo che le scuse faranno differenza, comunque» disse Tamlin, rimettendosi a 

fissare l’alce abbattuto. «Per nessuno dei due.»

Era a pezzi. Completamente a pezzi. 

“Avrete bisogno di Tamlin come alleato prima che si depositi la polvere” aveva detto 

Lucien alla mia Metà. Forse era anche per quello che ero venuto lì. 
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volò sul pavimento con un fruscio di pelo e un tonfo di carne bagnata. Un altro guizzo 

di potere e fette di carne si tagliarono dai lati e si ammucchiarono vicino alla stufa scura, che presto si accese. 

«Mangia, Tamlin» dissi. Non sbatté nemmeno le palpebre. 

Non era perdono, non era gentilezza. Non potevo dimenticare... non avrei mai dimen-

ticato quello che aveva fatto alle persone che amavo di più. 

Ma era il Solstizio, o lo era stato. E, forse perché Feyre mi aveva fatto un regalo più grande di qualsiasi cosa potessi mai sognare, dissi: «Potrai lasciarti deperire e morire dopo che avremo risolto i problemi di questo nostro nuovo mondo». 

Una pulsazione del mio potere e una padella di ferro scivolò sul fornello ormai caldo, 

una bistecca di carne vi atterrò dentro con uno sfrigolio. 

«Mangia, Tamlin» ripetei, e svanii in un vento scuro. 
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Aveva mentito a Feyre. 

Più o meno. 

Sarebbe andata alla Corte dell’Inverno. Ma non presto come aveva detto. Viviane, alme-

no, sapeva quando aspettarla veramente. Si scrivevano ormai da mesi, ma Mor non le ave-

va ancora rivelato nemmeno dove si sarebbe trovata tra il Solstizio a Velaris e la sua visita alla casa di montagna dei Signori della Corte dell’Inverno. 

Non le piaceva parlare di quel posto. Non ne aveva mai parlato agli altri. 

E mentre Mor galoppava sulle colline innevate con la sua cavalla, Ellia, una massa soli-

da e calda sotto di sé, si ricordò del perché. 

La nebbia del primo mattino aleggiava tra i dossi e gli avvallamenti della vasta tenuta. 

La sua tenuta. Athelwood. 

L’aveva comprata trecento anni prima per la sua quiete. L’aveva tenuta per i cavalli. 

Ellia percorreva le colline con grazia instancabile, scorrendo veloce come il vento dell’ovest. 

Mor non era stata allevata per cavalcare. Non se trasmutare era infinitamente più veloce. 

Ma, con la trasmutazione, non le era mai sembrato di spostarsi davvero. Di andare, cor-

rere, precipitarsi al luogo successivo. Le bastava desiderarlo, e si ritrovava lì. 

I cavalli, invece... Mor percepiva ogni pollice della terra su cui galoppavano. Sentiva il vento e fiutava le colline e la neve, e poteva vedere la muraglia di una fitta foresta alla sua sinistra. 

Vivo. Era tutto vivo, e lei lo era ancora di più, quando cavalcava. 

Ad Athelwood c’erano già sei cavalli quando l’aveva acquistata, perché il proprietario 
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precedente si era stufato di loro. Tutte razze rare e ambite. Valevano quanto la vasta tenuta e i trecento acri incontaminati a nordovest di Velaris. Una terra di ondulate colline e di ruscelli gorgoglianti, di antiche foreste e di mari che si infrangevano sulle rive. 

Non le piaceva stare da sola a lungo, non lo sopportava. Ma alcuni giorni qua e là era-

no necessari, erano vitali per la sua anima. E uscire con Ellia era ringiovanente come ogni giorno passato a crogiolarsi al sole. 

Fece fermare la giumenta in cima a una delle colline più grandi e la lasciò riposare, anche se Ellia dava strattoni alle redini. Se fosse stato per lei, avrebbe corso fino a farsi scoppiare il cuore: non era mai stata docile come avrebbero voluto i suoi allevatori. Mor l’amava ancora di più per quel motivo. 

Era sempre stata attratta da ciò che era indomito e selvaggio. 

Mentre cavalla e cavallerizza respiravano affannosamente, Mor osservò i suoi terreni 

ondulati e il cielo grigio. Grazie agli indumenti Illyrian e alla galoppata, si sentiva piace-volmente calda. Pregustava la gioia di una lettura pomeridiana accanto al fuoco scoppiettante nella vasta biblioteca di Athelwood, seguita da una ricca cena, e poi sarebbe anda-ta a letto presto. 

Quanto sembravano lontani il continente e la richiesta di Rhys. Andare là, fare la spia, la cortigiana e l’ambasciatrice, vedere quei regni chiusi da tempo, dove un tempo avevano dimorato gli amici... Sì, il suo sangue la spronava. Le diceva: “Vai più lontano che puoi. 

Vai con il vento”. 

Ma andarsene, far credere a Keir che il suo patto con Eris l’avesse spinta ad allontanarsi... 

“Codarda. Patetica codarda” disse a se stessa. 

Mise a tacere i sibili nella sua mente e fece scorrere una mano lungo la criniera inne-

vata di Ellia. 

Non ne aveva parlato durante gli ultimi giorni a Velaris. Preferiva fare quella scelta da sola, e aveva capito che la notizia avrebbe potuto gettare un’ombra sull’allegria. 

Sapeva che Azriel sarebbe stato contrario, che avrebbe voluto saperla al sicuro. Come 

sempre. Cassian avrebbe approvato, anche Amren, e Feyre si sarebbe preoccupata ma avreb-

be acconsentito. Az sarebbe stato furibondo e si sarebbe chiuso ancor più in se stesso. 

Non aveva voluto sottrargli la gioia. Non più di quanto facesse già normalmente. 

Ma a un certo punto avrebbe dovuto dirglielo, indipendentemente da che cosa avreb-

be deciso. 

Ellia appiattì le orecchie contro la testa. 

Mor si irrigidì, seguendo lo sguardo della giumenta. 

Stava fissando il bosco intricato alla loro sinistra, poco più che un mucchio di alberi da quella distanza. 

Accarezzò il collo di Ellia. «Tranquilla» sussurrò. «Tranquilla.»

Si sapeva che anche da quei boschi erano emersi antichi terrori. 

Ma Mor non sentiva odori particolari, non vedeva niente. Il viticcio di potere che lan-

ciò verso i boschi rivelò solo i soliti uccelli e altri piccoli animali, più un cervo che beveva da un foro in un ruscello ghiacciato. 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   141

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1827]

142

U N A   C O R T E   D I   S P I N E   E   R O S E .   T R I L O G I A

Niente, tranne... 

Là, in mezzo a un groviglio di spine. Una chiazza di oscurità. 

Non si muoveva, sembrava non fare altro che aspettare. E guardare. 

Era qualcosa di familiare e, allo stesso tempo, di estraneo. 

Il suo potere le sussurrò di non toccarlo, di non avvicinarsi. Neanche da quella distanza. 

Mor obbedì. 

Ma continuò a osservare quell’oscurità tra le spine; era come se un’ombra si fosse ad-

dormentata in mezzo a loro. 

Non come le ombre di Azriel, che si intrecciavano e sussurravano. 

Era qualcosa di diverso. 

Qualcosa che contraccambiava, che la osservava a sua volta. 

Era meglio lasciarlo indisturbato. Tanto più che, a casa, la attendevano un fuoco scop-

piettante e un bicchiere di vino. 

«Prendiamo la strada più breve per tornare indietro» mormorò a Ellia, accarezzando-

le il collo. 

La cavalla non aveva bisogno di ulteriori incoraggiamenti e si lanciò al galoppo, allon-

tanandole dal bosco e dall’ombroso osservatore. 

Cavalcarono sopra e tra le colline, finché i boschi non rimasero nascosti dalle nebbie 

dietro di loro. 

Che cos’altro avrebbe potuto vedere, scoprire, in terre in cui nessuno della Corte della Notte si avventurava da millenni? 

La domanda si ripresentava a ogni passo tonante di Ellia sulla neve, sul ruscello e sul-

la collina. 

La risposta echeggiò tra le rocce, gli alberi e le nuvole grigie nel cielo. 

“Vai. Vai.” 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   142

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1828]

25

FEYRE

Due giorni dopo, mi trovavo sulla soglia dello studio abbandonato di Polina. 

Le finestre sbarrate e le ragnatele cascanti erano sparite. Rimaneva solo uno spazio aper-to, pulito e ampio. 

Lo stavo ancora guardando a bocca aperta quando passò Ressina, senza dubbio prove-

niente dal suo studio, e si fermò sulla strada. «Buon Solstizio, mia Signora» mi disse, con un sorriso luminoso. 

Non ricambiai il sorriso e continuai a fissare la porta aperta. La sala al di là. 

Ressina mi mise una mano sul braccio. «C’è qualcosa che non va?»

Strinsi le dita lungo i fianchi, per racchiudere la chiave di ottone nel palmo della mano. 

«È mia» dissi piano. 

Il sorriso di Ressina ricominciò a crescere. «Ah, davvero?»

«Me l’ha data la sua famiglia.»

Era successo quella mattina. Avevo trasmutato alla fattoria della famiglia di Polina e nessuno era sembrato sorpreso quando ero apparsa. Come se mi stessero aspettando. 

Ressina inclinò la testa. «E, allora, perché hai quell’espressione?»

«Me l’hanno  regalata.» Allargai le braccia. «Ho provato a comprarla. Ho offerto il denaro alla sua famiglia.» Scossi la testa, ancora confusa. Non ero nemmeno tornata alla casa di città. Non l’avevo neppure detto a Rhys. Mi ero svegliata all’alba; Rhys era già andato a incontrare Az e Cassian all’accampamento di Devlon, e avevo deciso di non aspettar-
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rinviare. «Mi hanno consegnato l’atto di proprietà, mi hanno detto di firmarlo con il mio nome e mi hanno dato la chiave.» Mi strofinai la faccia. «Hanno rifiutato i miei soldi.»

Ressina emise un lungo fischio. «Non mi sorprende.»

«La sorella di Polina, però» dissi, con la voce che tremava mentre infilavo la chiave nel-la tasca del cappotto, «mi ha suggerito di usare il denaro per qualcos’altro. Ha detto che, se volevo darlo via, potevo donarlo a “Pennello e Scalpello”. Tu sai che cos’è?»

Ero stata troppo sbalordita per chiederglielo; ero riuscita solo ad annuire e a dire che avrei fatto così. 

Gli occhi ocra di Ressina si addolcirono. «È un ente di beneficenza per artisti che hanno bisogno di aiuto finanziario. Fornisce a loro e alle loro famiglie i soldi per il cibo, l’affitto o i vestiti, così non devono soffrire la fame o la mancanza di qualcos’altro mentre creano.»

Non riuscivo a frenare le lacrime che mi offuscavano la vista. Non potevo impedirmi di 

ricordare gli anni in quel tugurio, il cupo dolore della fame. L’immagine di quei tre piccoli contenitori di colori che avevo apprezzato tanto. 

«Non sapevo che esistesse» riuscii a sussurrare. Anche se avevo aiutato tante associazio-ni, come volontaria, non l’avevo sentito nominare. 

Non sapevo che ci fosse un luogo, un mondo, in cui gli artisti potevano essere apprez-

zati. In cui ci si prendeva cura di loro. Non avevo mai sognato una cosa del genere. 

Una mano calda e snella mi si posò sulla spalla e la strinse delicatamente. 

Ressina chiese: «Allora che cosa ne farai? Dello studio, dico». 

Esaminai lo spazio vuoto davanti a me. No, non vuoto, ma in attesa. 

E da lontano, come se venisse trasportata dal vento gelido, udii la voce del Suriel. 

“Feyre Archeron, ho una richiesta. Lascia questo mondo migliore di come l’hai trovato.” 

Inghiottii le mie lacrime e mi rinfilai una ciocca di capelli nella treccia prima di rispon-derle. «Non è che per caso stai cercando una socia totalmente inesperta, vero?»
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RHYSAND

Le ragazze si trovavano nel campo di addestramento. 

Erano solo sei, e nessuna sembrava entusiasta, ma erano lì; facevano smorfie, ma cerca-

vano di seguire le istruzioni svogliate di Devlon su come maneggiare un pugnale. Perlo-

meno Devlon aveva dato loro qualcosa di relativamente semplice da imparare. Sarebbe sta-

to ben diverso se la lezione fosse stata sugli archi Illyrian, di cui c’era una pila nel campo delle ragazze, lungo i bordi tracciati con il gesso. Come per schernirle. 

Un buon numero di maschi non era abbastanza forte da brandire quegli archi possenti. 

Sentivo ancora la frustata della corda contro la mia guancia, il mio polso, le mie dita durante gli anni che avevo impiegato per imparare a usarli. 

Se una delle ragazze avesse deciso di imbracciare l’arco Illyrian, avrei supervisionato io stesso le sue lezioni. 

Mi attardai con Cassian e Azriel all’estremità dei recinti di combattimento; il campo di Rifugio dal Vento risplendeva di una luce vivida per la neve fresca che era caduta durante la tempesta. 

Come previsto, la tempesta era finita il giorno prima, due giorni dopo il Solstizio. E, 

come promesso, il signore del campo aveva mandato le ragazze all’addestramento. La più 

giovane aveva circa dodici anni, la maggiore sedici. 

«Pensavo che ce ne fossero di più» mormorò Azriel. 

«Alcune sono partite con le loro famiglie per il Solstizio» disse Cassian, senza distogliere gli occhi dall’addestramento, sibilando ogni tanto quando una delle ragazze faceva una mossa sbagliata senza che Devlon la correggesse. «Non torneranno prima di qualche giorno.»

Gli avevamo mostrato gli elenchi compilati da Az: i possibili piantagrane nei vari cam-
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pi. Da allora Cassian era stato distante. C’era più malcontento di quanto ci aspettassimo. 

Molti di loro appartenevano al campo Cresta di Ferro, famigerato rivale del nostro; era lì che Kallon, figlio del suo Signore, stava cercando di fomentare il maggior dissenso possibile. Tutto diretto contro me e Cassian. 

Una mossa coraggiosa, tenuto conto del fatto che Kallon era ancora un guerriero novi-

zio. Non avrebbe nemmeno affrontato il Rito fino alla primavera successiva o quella dopo ancora. Ma era cattivo quanto quel bruto di suo padre. Anche di più, aveva affermato Az. 

“A volte ci sono incidenti durante il Rito” avevo suggerito, quando Cass aveva sentito 

quella notizia e si era irrigidito. 

“Non disonoreremo il Rito interferendo” si era limitato a rispondere. 

“Ci sono spesso incidenti durante il volo, allora” aveva detto Azriel con voce fredda. 

“Se quel ragazzetto vuole rompermi i coglioni, può farsene crescere un paio e farlo allo scoperto” aveva ringhiato Cassian, e la questione si era conclusa lì. 

Lo conoscevo abbastanza da lasciar fare a lui, da lasciargli decidere come e quando af-

frontare Kallon. 

«Nonostante i dissensi nei campi...» dissi a Cassian, indicando i recinti di addestramen-to. I maschi si tenevano a debita distanza da dove si allenavano le poche femmine, come se temessero di contrarre qualche malattia mortale. Patetici. «Questo è un buon segno, Cass.»

Azriel annuì in approvazione e le sue ombre lo avvilupparono. La maggior parte delle 

donne del campo si era rifugiata in casa quando era apparso lui. 

Una rara visita dal cantaombre. Mito e terrore insieme. Az sembrava altrettanto dispia-

ciuto di essere lì, ma aveva acconsentito quando glielo avevo chiesto. 

Forse era salutare, per Az, che a volte ricordasse da dove veniva. Indossava ancora gli 

indumenti di pelle Illyrian. Non aveva provato a far rimuovere i tatuaggi. Una parte di lui era ancora Illyrian. Lo sarebbe sempre stata. Anche se avrebbe voluto dimenticarlo. 

Cassian non disse nulla per un minuto; il suo viso era una maschera di pietra. Era sta-

to distante anche prima che, quella mattina, ci riunissimo intorno al tavolo nella vecchia casa di mia madre per consegnargli il rapporto. Era distante dal Solstizio. Avrei scommesso una bella cifra sul perché. 

«Sarà un buon segno» disse infine Cassian «quando lì ci saranno venti ragazze e si pre-

senteranno ogni giorno per un mese di fila.»

Az sbuffò. «Scommetto che...»

«Niente scommesse» disse Cassian. «Non su questo argomento.»

Az sostenne lo sguardo di Cassian per un momento, con i Sifoni color cobalto che lam-

peggiavano, e poi annuì. Aveva capito. Quella missione di Cassian, iniziata anni prima e forse prossima al completamento... per lui andava oltre le scommesse. Risaliva a una ferita che non si era mai davvero rimarginata. 

Gli posai un braccio sulle spalle. «Piccoli passi, fratello.» Gli rivolsi un sorriso, pur sapendo che non mi arrivava agli occhi. «Piccoli passi.»

Per tutti noi. 

Il nostro mondo poteva benissimo dipendere da quello. 
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Le campane della città annunciavano le undici del mattino. 

Era passato un mese. Io e Ressina eravamo in piedi vicino alla porta d’ingresso, vesti-

te in modo quasi identico: maglioni lunghi e spessi, pantaloni caldi e stivali da lavoro ro-busti e foderati di lana. 

Stivali che avevano già schizzi di colore. 

Nelle settimane trascorse da quando la famiglia di Polina mi aveva regalato lo studio, 

io e Ressina eravamo andate lì quasi tutti i giorni. Per preparare il posto. Per studiare la nostra strategia. Le lezioni. 

«Arriveranno da un momento all’altro» mormorò Ressina, guardando il piccolo orolo-

gio su una delle pareti bianche e luminose dello studio. Quello era stato un dibattito senza fine: di che colore dipingerle? Prima le volevamo gialle, poi avevamo deciso che forse non sarebbe stato l’ideale come sfondo per i dipinti. Il nero e il grigio erano troppo cupi per l’atmosfera che ci interessava, il beige – come il giallo – poteva anche stare male con le cose da appendere... Alla fine avevamo optato per il bianco. La stanza sul retro, però, l’avevamo dipinta a colori vivaci: uno diverso su ogni parete. Verde, rosa, rosso e azzurro. 

Ma quello spazio frontale... era vuoto. A parte l’arazzo che avevo appeso a una parete, 

il nero del Vuoto ipnotizzante. Era un promemoria. Un promemoria come l’assurda iride-

scenza di Speranza, che scintillava in ogni parte. Ci ricordava di superare le perdite, per quanto potessero essere travolgenti. Di creare. 

E poi c’erano i dieci cavalletti e gli sgabelli disposti in cerchio al centro del pavimento. 
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In attesa. 

«Verranno?» mormorai a Ressina. 

La Fae spostò il peso da un piede all’altro, l’unico segno esteriore della sua preoccupazione. «Hanno detto che sarebbero venuti.»

Nel mese in cui avevamo lavorato insieme, era diventata una buona amica. Una cara ami-

ca. L’occhio di Ressina per il design era impeccabile, tanto che le avevo chiesto di aiutar-mi a progettare la casa sul fiume. È così che la chiamavo. Perché tenuta sul fiume... no. L’avremmo chiamata  casa, anche se sarebbe stata la più grande di quella città. E questo non per pavoneggiarci, ma semplicemente per praticità. Per le dimensioni della nostra corte, dalla nostra famiglia. Una famiglia che forse sarebbe cresciuta ancora. 

Ma quello riguardava il futuro. Per il momento... 

Passò un minuto. Poi due. 

«Su, forza» mormorò Ressina. 

«Forse non hanno capito giorno e ora?»

Ma, mentre lo dicevo, apparvero. Ressina e io trattenemmo il fiato mentre il branco gi-

rava l’angolo e puntava verso lo studio. 

Erano dieci bambini, Fae Superiori e Fae, e alcuni dei loro genitori. 

Solo alcuni di loro, perché gli altri non erano più vivi. 

Mantenni un caldo sorriso sul volto, anche se mi martellava il cuore per ogni bambino 

che passava dalla nostra porta, circospetto e insicuro, e si raggruppava con gli altri vicino ai cavalletti. Mi sudavano i palmi mentre i genitori li raggiungevano, con i visi meno guar-dinghi ma comunque esitanti. Esitanti, ma speranzosi. 

La speranza non era solo per se stessi, ma per i bambini che avevano portato lì. 

Non avevamo fatto molta pubblicità. Ressina aveva contattato alcuni amici e conoscenti e aveva detto di chiedere in giro. Di chiedere se in quella città c’erano bambini che potevano aver bisogno di un luogo in cui esprimere gli orrori che avevano vissuto durante la guerra. Se c’erano bambini che non riuscivano a parlare di ciò che avevano dovuto subire, ma che forse sarebbero riusciti a dipingerlo, disegnarlo o scolpirlo. Forse non avrebbero fatto nessuna di quelle cose, ma il semplice atto di creare qualcosa... sarebbe potuto essere un balsamo per loro. 

Come lo era stato per me. 

Come lo era stato per la tessitrice, per Ressina e per tanti altri artisti di quella città. 

Appena si era sparsa la voce, erano arrivate richieste di informazioni. Non solo da ge-

nitori o tutori, ma da potenziali istruttori. Artisti dell’Arcobaleno desiderosi di aiutare, di tenere classi. 

Io avrei tenuto una lezione al giorno, se me l’avessero permesso i miei doveri di Signo-

ra Suprema. Ressina ne avrebbe tenuta un’altra. E c’era un programma a rotazione di altri insegnanti per il terzo e il quarto corso della giornata. E c’era anche la tessitrice, Aranea. 

Perché la reazione di genitori e famiglie era stata travolgente. 

“Quando iniziano le lezioni?” era stata la domanda più frequente. Subito dopo, c’era: 

“Quanto costa?”. 
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Niente. Niente, dicevamo loro. Era gratis. Nessun bambino e nessuna famiglia avrebbe 

mai dovuto pagare le lezioni o i materiali. 

La stanza si riempì, e io e Ressina ci scambiammo rapidamente uno sguardo solleva-

to. E anche nervoso. 

Poi mi voltai verso le famiglie riunite in quella sala aperta e soleggiata, sorrisi ancora una volta e cominciai. 
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FEYRE

Un’ora e mezza dopo, lui era lì fuori ad aspettarmi. 

Quando tutti i bambini se ne andarono, alcuni ridendo, altri ancora con l’aria grave e gli occhi spenti, tenne la porta aperta per loro e per le loro famiglie. Rimasero tutti a bocca spalancata, chinando la testa, e Rhys contraccambiò con un sorriso ampio e amichevole. 

Adoravo quel sorriso. Adoravo quella grazia disinvolta mentre entrava nella galleria, senza traccia delle ali, e osservava i dipinti che si stavano ancora asciugando. Studiò i colori che mi erano schizzati sul viso, sul maglione e sugli stivali. «Giornata dura in ufficio, oggi?»

Mi tirai indietro una ciocca di capelli. Pur sapendo che probabilmente era macchia-

ta di azzurro, dal momento che le mie dita ne erano coperte. «Dovresti vedere Ressina.»

In effetti era andata nel retro, pochi istanti prima, per lavarsi la faccia che era diventata rossastra. A uno dei bambini era sembrata una bella idea formare una bolla mescolan-

do tutti i colori per vedere come sarebbe diventata, e poi farla fluttuare nella stanza. Dove si era scontrata con il suo viso. 

Rhys rise quando glielo mostrai attraverso l’Unione. «Ottimo uso dei suoi poteri in 

erba, perlomeno.»

Sorrisi, esaminando uno dei dipinti accanto a lui. «È quello che ho detto io. Ressina 

non l’ha trovato altrettanto divertente.»

Anche se, in realtà, si era divertita anche lei. Sorridere era stato un po’ difficile, però, visto quanti bambini avevano cicatrici visibili e invisibili. 

Rhys e io studiammo il dipinto di una ragazzina i cui genitori erano stati uccisi nell’at-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   150
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tacco. «Non abbiamo dato loro suggerimenti dettagliati» dissi, mentre gli occhi di Rhys 

vagavano sul quadro. «Abbiamo solo suggerito di dipingere un ricordo. Questo è quello 

che ha tirato fuori lei.»

Era difficile da guardare. Le due figure. Il colore rosso. Le figure nel cielo, i loro denti feroci e gli artigli allungati. 

«Non portano i loro quadri a casa?»

«Questi si devono asciugare, prima, ma le ho chiesto se voleva che lo tenessi in un po-

sto speciale. Ha detto di buttarlo via.»

Negli occhi di Rhys balenava la preoccupazione. 

Dissi a bassa voce: «Voglio tenerlo. Per metterlo nel mio futuro ufficio. Così non 

dimenticheremo». 

Così non avremmo dimenticato che cosa era successo, per che cosa ci stavamo dando 

da fare. Lo stesso motivo per cui era appeso lì alla parete l’arazzo di Aranea con le insegne della Corte della Notte. 

In risposta, lui mi baciò una guancia e passò al dipinto successivo. Rise. «Spiegami questo.»

«Questo ragazzo era terribilmente deluso dai regali che ha ricevuto per il Solstizio. Soprattutto perché non includevano un cucciolo. Quindi il suo “ricordo” è quello che spera di avere in futuro, di lui e del suo “cane”. Con i suoi genitori in una cuccia, mentre lui e il cane vivono nella casa vera e propria.»

«Che la Madre aiuti i suoi genitori.»

«È stato lui a creare la bolla.»

Rise di nuovo. «Che la Madre aiuti  voi, allora.»

Gli diedi una gomitata, ridendo a mia volta. «Mi accompagni a casa per pranzo?»

Abbozzò un inchino. «Sarà un onore, mia Signora.»

Alzai gli occhi al cielo e gridai a Ressina che sarei tornata dopo un’ora. Rispose di pren-dermela con calma. La lezione successiva sarebbe iniziata solo alle due. Avevamo deci-

so di partecipare a tutte le lezioni iniziali, perché i genitori e i tutori potessero conoscer-ci. E anche i bambini. Sarebbero passate due settimane intere prima di completare l’intero elenco delle classi. 

Rhys mi aiutò a mettermi il cappotto e mi rubò un bacio, poi uscimmo nella giornata 

soleggiata e gelida. L’Arcobaleno era pieno di vita attorno a noi; artisti e acquirenti ci ri-volsero cenni del capo e saluti mentre ci avviavamo verso la casa di città. 

Lo presi a braccetto e mi annidai nel suo calore. «È strano» mormorai. 

Rhys inclinò la testa. «Che cosa è strano?»

Sorrisi. A lui, all’Arcobaleno, alla città. «Questa sensazione, questa eccitazione quando mi sveglio ogni giorno. Vederti, lavorare, semplicemente  essere qui.»

Quasi un anno prima, gli avevo detto il contrario. Avevo desiderato il contrario. Il suo viso si addolcì, come se anche lui lo avesse ricordato. E capisse. 

Continuai: «Lo so che c’è tanto da fare. So che ci sono cose che dovremo affrontare. E 

diverse abbastanza presto». A quelle parole, alcune delle stelle nei suoi occhi si oscurarono. «So che ci sono gli Illyrian, le regine umane e gli umani stessi, e tutto il resto. Ma no-INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   151
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nostante questo...» Non riuscii a completare la frase. Impossibile trovare le parole giuste. 

Oppure pronunciarle senza cadere a pezzi in pubblico. 

Così mi appoggiai a lui, a quella forza inesauribile, e dissi lungo l’Unione: “Mi rendi 

talmente felice. Ho una vita felice, e non smetterò mai di essere grata del fatto che ne fai parte anche tu”. 

Alzai lo sguardo e scoprii che non si vergognava affatto – anche se eravamo in un luo-

go pubblico – di avere lacrime che gli scorrevano sulle guance. Ne asciugai qualcuna pri-ma che il vento gelido potesse congelarle, e Rhys mi sussurrò all’orecchio: «Nemmeno 

io smetterò mai di essere grato di averti nella mia vita, Feyre cara. E, qualunque cosa ci aspetti» fece un piccolo, gioioso sorriso «la affronteremo insieme. Ce ne godremo ogni 

momento insieme». 

Mi inclinai di nuovo verso di lui e il suo braccio mi strinse le spalle. E mi strinse la parte superiore del braccio, decorato con il tatuaggio che portavamo entrambi, quella pro-

messa tra noi. La promessa di non separarci mai, fino alla fine. 

E anche dopo. 

“Ti amo” gli dissi lungo l’Unione. 

“Per forza: non ho difetti.” 

Prima che potessi dargli una gomitata mi diede un altro bacio, rapido e ansante. “Alle 

stelle che ascoltano, Feyre.” 

Per asciugare le ultime lacrime gli passai una mano sulla guancia, su quella pelle calda e morbida, e imboccammo la strada che ci avrebbe portato a casa. Verso il nostro futuro, verso tutto ciò che ci attendeva. 

“Ai sogni che si avverano, Rhys.” 
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 Illustrazione di Charlie Bowater
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ALI  

E BRACI

UNA SCENA ELIMINATA DA UNA CORTE DI NEBBIA E FURIA

Non era a caccia di litigi, disse Cassian a se stesso mentre – per la quinta volta – volava in cerchio sopra la vasta tenuta, nonostante il freddo fuori stagione; quell’inizio di primavera era così brutale da togliere il respiro anche al guerriero Illyrian più temprato. Era stato Rhys a chiedergli di consegnare un’altra lettera per le regine umane, perché Az stava cercando un modo per superare le malevole difese che avevano piazzato attorno al loro palaz-zo, e Mor non voleva mettere piede nel regno dei mortali se non era proprio indispensabi-le. Amren, naturalmente, era fuori discussione, semplicemente perché era Amren e sarebbe stato come mandare un felino delle pianure in un recinto di agnelli. Quindi restava solo lui. 

Be’, ci sarebbe stata anche Feyre, ma lei e Rhys erano... occupati. 

E, certo, forse aveva accettato un po’ troppo in fretta di andarci, ma... Cassian esaminò la tenuta, i terreni resi fangosi dal disgelo, il villaggio lontano e la foresta minacciosa e piena di gemme. Quando se n’era andato da lì dopo il loro primo incontro, non sapeva bene 

che rapporto si fosse creato fra loro o chi avesse avuto la meglio. E, che la Madre lo dan-nasse, nelle ultime settimane si era ritrovato a riesaminare ogni parola e ogni sguardo che aveva scambiato con lei, più e più volte. 

Non c’era stato nulla di piacevole, neanche una sillaba uscita dalla bocca pungente e 

crudele di Nesta. Cassian emise un sospiro, e il vento lo portò via. Non sapeva che cosa fosse peggio: averci pensato così tanto o essersi precipitato alla tenuta con tale velocità. 

Per poi rimanere lì a ciondolare. 

Quel pensiero lo spinse in un tuffo rapido e quasi avventato verso il tetto verde della 

casa; il manto della sua magia lo rendeva poco più che un vento nefasto e un sordo bat-

tito di ali. I cavalli nelle stalle vicine si agitarono e nitrirono percependo la sua presenza, INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   155
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ma gli stallieri scrutarono le immediate vicinanze, non videro nulla di allarmante e ripresero il lavoro. 

Cassian cercò di non pensare a quanto era stato facile, al fatto che quella mancanza di 

percezioni, quella mancanza di istinto, probabilmente sarebbe costata loro la vita se il muro fosse stato abbattuto. Se uno come lui avesse deciso di trasformare quella tenuta nella sua personale riserva di caccia. 

L’aveva visto accadere nell’ultima guerra. Non c’erano stati molti umani così ricchi da 

possedere una proprietà, ma lui aveva visto che cosa era rimasto di interi accampamenti di schiavi quando uno dei Fae aveva deciso di divertirsi. Gli bastò quel pensiero per stringe-re i denti e concentrarsi sulla porta d’ingresso davanti a lui. 

Il giorno prima avevano fatto sapere esattamente quando aspettarlo. Quindi, quando 

bussò alla porta d’ingresso, questa venne spalancata dopo un istante. 

Il movimento brusco gli disse quale sorella lo stava aspettando. 

Ma lui era avvolto dalla sua magia, e quindi Nesta Archeron – e il suo viso così per-

fetto da essere inquietante – non videro altro che chiazze di neve residua sul prato fan-goso e sul vialetto in pendenza che lo attraversava, e i ciottoli su cui luccicava il ghiaccio che si stava sciogliendo. Aprì con disinvoltura la porta per farlo passare e gridò a quell’insopportabile ficcanaso della governante che non c’era nessuno e che doveva essere stato il vento. 

Giusto. Perché fare andare via tutti i domestici così spesso avrebbe potuto far sorgere 

troppi sospetti. Soprattutto tenendo conto del fatto che l’altra sorella era fidanzata con un imbecille che andava a caccia di Fae. 

La governante si precipitò nell’atrio immacolato per controllare che davvero non ci fos-

se nessuno, ma Nesta si limitò a informarla che stava andando di sopra e che non voleva 

essere disturbata per un’ora. La donna aprì la bocca per obiettare, ma Nesta, con un tono notevolmente asciutto, ripeté il suo ordine e iniziò a salire la grande scalinata. 

La governante socchiuse gli occhi fino a ridurli a una fessura mentre la giovane padrona si allontanava a grandi passi, e Cassian – silenzioso come la morte – girò attorno all’an-ziana donna e poi seguì Nesta sulle scale. 

Si stava concentrando tanto sul non fare rumore, sul tenere le ali ben serrate in modo 

che non facessero frusciare nulla, che notò appena il pesante abito viola chiaro, più semplice di altri che le aveva visto indossare: il corpetto attillato metteva in risalto la vita sottile, le maniche aderenti mostravano le braccia snelle. Aveva una corporatura più esile di Feyre ed Elain, se non si teneva conto del seno generoso che Cassian intravide quando 

Nesta arrivò in cima alle scale e svoltò a sinistra. 

Non che lui lo guardasse. Non lo guardò tanto, perlomeno. 

Per quel che ne sapevano tutti, Nesta stava semplicemente andando con calma verso 

la sua stanza, forse un po’ scontrosa e stizzita. Ma appena entrò nella spaziosa camera da letto, piena di velluti e sete in varie tonalità di blu e argento, e un attimo dopo richiuse la porta di quercia, perse quel portamento pesante e lento. 

E lui fece svanire il suo manto. 
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Come unico segnale di disagio o sorpresa, Nesta batté le ciglia. E forse Cassian lasciò 

che le sue ali si allargassero un po’, mentre lei lo guardava. 

«Sei in ritardo di dieci minuti» si limitò a dirgli, spostandosi verso l’estremità opposta della stanza, dove ardeva un fuoco contro il freddo di quell’inizio di primavera. Lì il cre-pitio delle fiamme avrebbe coperto le loro voci. Ragazza sveglia. 

«Ho altri doveri, sai» disse lui sottovoce, sorridendo. 

Per esempio, volteggiare sopra la casa compilando un elenco di insulti raffinati da lan-

ciarle, in risposta a una discussione inventata. Come un perfetto idiota. 

«E io» replicò Nesta, simile a una colonna di ghiaccio e acciaio accanto al camino «che 

pensavo di averti sentito svolazzare in giro per dieci minuti. Deve essere stato un piccione bloccato in uno dei comignoli.»

Cassian si limitò a fissarla. E Nesta fissò lui. 

Si infuriò con una velocità vertiginosa per quelle parole, per la sua assurda perfezione. 

Una lama che aveva preso vita, ecco che cos’era quella donna. 

Le rivolse un sorriso lento e malizioso, quel tipo di sorriso che – aveva scoperto – la 

mandava in bestia. Un sorriso che le avrebbe fatto sfoderare immediatamente quei suoi 

stupendi artigli. «Salve, Nesta. Mi fa piacere vederti.»

Nessuna reazione, nessuna modifica del suo odore vedendo il sorriso che di solito face-

va scappare i nemici di Cassian. Niente, a parte una lieve dilatazione delle narici. «Come sta mia sorella?»

“Sta guarendo” pensò – e quasi disse – lui. “Cerca di sfuggire al fatto che si sta inna-

morando di Rhys, e ignorando esplicitamente il fatto che lui si è innamorato di lei tanto tempo fa. E che tutti gli indizi indicano che sono Metà, ma non sono così stupido da andarlo a dire a uno dei due.” 

Quindi si limitò a rispondere: «Molto indaffarata». 

Un guizzo nella gola di Nesta. «Così indaffarata da non poterci degnare di una visi-

ta, a quanto pare.»

«Feyre ha già abbastanza da fare, con la faccenda di Hybern e tutto il resto.»

Nesta inclinò la testa, e il fuoco fece risaltare la lucentezza dorata dei suoi capelli. Un predatore che valutava un degno avversario. «E qual è il tuo ruolo in tutto questo?»

Cassian allargò i piedi. «Io comando gli eserciti di Rhys.»

I suoi occhi grigio-azzurri lo percorsero con uno sguardo che avrebbe potuto trancia-

re le palle di un maschio più debole. «Tutti?»

«Quelli principali.»

Lei sbuffò e guardò di nuovo il fuoco. Cassian non si era mai sentito così rifiutato e 

sminuito. 

Si irrigidì. «E  tu che cosa fai, esattamente, di importante?»

La ragazza sollevò la testa di scatto. Oh, quella domanda aveva colpito nel segno. 

«Perché mai dovrei giustificarmi» disse Nesta, e la sua voce era letalmente fredda, «con un maschio talmente pieno di sé che nella stanza c’è spazio solo per la sua enorme testa?»

Toccò a Cassian sbattere le palpebre. 
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Poi le si avvicinò, percorrendo a lunghi passi il tappeto tra loro. Lei non si ritrasse, non fece un passo indietro. Si limitò a sollevare il mento per incrociare lo sguardo del maschio che torreggiava su di lei, che allargò leggermente le ali e che le chiese tra i denti: «Hai ricevuto notizie dalle regine?». 

Nesta abbassò le sopracciglia. «Comandi gli eserciti del Signore Supremo, ma sei sem-

pre un bruto. Non puoi intimorirmi con le parole, quindi cerchi di intimorirmi con la tua mole imponente.»

«Enorme...»

«Hai bisogno di me molto più di quanto io abbia bisogno di te. Quindi ti suggerirei 

semplicemente di mostrarti d’accordo, chiudere per bene quelle ali da pipistrello e chiedere le cose con gentilezza.»

Lui non fece niente del genere. 

Invece fece un passo avanti, posò una mano sulla mensola del camino e si chinò verso 

di lei per respirare quel suo odore. 

L’odore lo colpì allo stomaco con tale forza che riuscì a malapena a concentrarsi, e solo grazie a cinque secoli di autodisciplina riuscì a guardarla negli occhi e a impedire che i propri ruotassero all’indietro, a restare fermo e a impedirsi di seppellire il viso nell’incavo tra il suo collo e la sua spalla, a impedirsi di avvicinarsi ancora, di... toccarla. 

Mantenne la stessa distanza tra loro, poco più di un palmo tra i loro visi, ma lei non arrossì. 

Era giovane: ventidue, ventitré anni al massimo. Ma era già stata con un uomo? Non 

avrebbe dovuto preoccuparsene, neanche chiederselo, e per lui non faceva differenza, ma... 

di solito, lo capiva. Con lei era diverso, invece: Cassian non poteva leggerla affatto. Quindi avvicinò la testa, mentre i capelli scuri gli scivolavano sulla fronte, e disse con tono sua-dente: «Potrei fare altre cose con gentilezza, Nesta Archeron». 

Quel maschio Fae, Cassian, era pericoloso. 

Certo, era pericoloso in tutti i modi che uno si aspetterebbe: alto, muscoloso, esperto di armi e di guerra. Poi c’erano quelle enormi ali e un piccolo particolare: era un letale guerriero Fae che serviva il più potente Signore Supremo della storia. Un Signore Supremo con cui sua sorella si era invischiata: anzi, di cui sua sorella si stava innamorando, se aveva in-terpretato bene gli indizi. Il Signore Supremo l’amava già follemente, quello era evidente. 

Ma Cassian era pericoloso anche per un motivo totalmente diverso. Non per il bel viso, 

ma per quegli occhi nocciola che soppesavano tutto e tutti. 

Mentre stava lì in piedi contro la mensola del camino, si sentiva ardere tutto il lato sinistro del corpo per il fuoco scoppiettante; Cassian torreggiava su di lei, così vicino da respirare la sua stessa aria. Nesta contò i propri respiri. Sostenne il suo sguardo, sperando intensamente che non vedesse troppo lontano, troppo in profondità. Meglio tenerlo di-stratto con le parole taglienti, con un totale rigetto. 

Oppure... con la frase che aveva buttato lì, una proposta per metterla alla prova. 

Senza dubbio l’aveva fatto per trovare un’altra debolezza, per vedere se c’era un modo 

per superare le sue difese. 
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“Altre cose con gentilezza.” Un sorrisino le incurvò le labbra. 

«Se volessi farmi palpare da un maschio» disse, a testa alta, «preferirei chiederlo a uno dei cani.»

Quel sorriso insopportabile non sfumò. E Cassian puntò dritto alla gola chiedendo: «Sei 

mai stata con un maschio, Nesta?». 

Mentire o dire la verità: che cosa avrebbe funzionato meglio? Nel dubbio, rispose sem-

plicemente: «E tu?». 

Cassian sbuffò e il suo fiato le accarezzò le labbra. «L’ho chiesto prima io, tesoro.» Inclinò la testa, e quei capelli nerissimi gli scivolarono come seta sulla fronte. «A meno che tu non preferisca le femmine?»

Non sarebbe stato affatto un insulto, in quel caso, ma la domanda era provocatoria e 

quindi gli posò una mano impudente sul petto. Sotto il cuoio dell’aderente divisa da combattimento c’erano muscoli scolpiti, e il suo calore le scaldò il palmo. 

Fuoco. La faceva pensare al fuoco fatto carne. Gli premette delicatamente sul petto la 

mano, che sembrava più piccola contro l’ampiezza di quel torso. 

Un assassino esperto: predatore per nascita e per addestramento. 

Arrogante per natura. 

Cassian si raddrizzò solo quando lei osò avvicinarsi ancora; dovette farlo perché, altrimenti, sarebbe svanita la distanza tra le loro bocche. «Chi e che cosa preferisco non è af-fare tuo» disse Nesta. «Né lo è...»

«Non hai risposto alla mia prima domanda. O tutte queste altre domande sono una ma-

novra diversiva?»

«Che te ne importa?»

«Un’altra domanda.» Un sorriso arrogante. 

E a quel punto, con facilità, lei trovò la risposta che – lo sapeva – lo avrebbe ferito. 

Nesta sfiorò con il corpo quello di lui, un tocco appena accennato, ma lo fece irrigidi-

re in ogni caso. Gli fece comunque espandere le pupille, che quasi divorarono quelle iridi nocciola. Cantilenò: «No, non l’ho mai fatto». Era la verità. Premette la mano su quel petto rivestito di cuoio. «Perché avrei dovuto prendermi il disturbo? Quando ho avuto l’età giusta, ero circondata solo da persone di basso livello, bruti e bastardi. Preferisco usare la mia mano che farmi insudiciare dalle loro.»

Ogni traccia di divertimento sparì dal viso di Cassian. Nesta avrebbe potuto giurare di 

aver udito il suono della propria freccia che colpiva il bersaglio. Sapeva qualcosa su come era cresciuto. E quindi gli aveva detto la verità, avvolgendola in un fascio di lame che l’avrebbero lacerato se ci avesse pensato troppo. 

No, non era stata con nessun maschio, Fae o umano. Tomas avrebbe voluto, ma lei... una 

parte di lei sapeva che il suo futuro non era con lui. Sapeva del padre odioso, sapeva che lui non faceva nulla per impedire a quell’uomo di picchiare la moglie. A malapena si era lasciata baciare da Tomas, e il giorno in cui l’aveva lasciato, lui... 

Deglutì e cercò di scacciare il ricordo di ciò che lui aveva detto e fatto. 
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aveva tentato di farlo, lei aveva provato un terrore cieco, prima di mettersi a gridare e di liberarsi graffiandolo. E non l’aveva mai detto a nessuno. 

Qualcosa doveva essere apparso sul suo viso, nel suo odore. 

Perché l’irritazione di Cassian svanì... no, si trasformò. In qualcos’altro, in qualcosa... Rabbia. 

Fu quella che raggelò la faccia di Cassian. 

Pura rabbia ardente. 

La fece rimanere senza fiato, le tolse la sensazione di avere avuto la meglio mentre lui chiedeva a denti stretti: «Chi è stato?». 

Odiava Tomas, lo odiava così tanto che a volte sperava che venisse investito da un car-

ro, ma non augurava a nessuno il tipo di morte che promettevano gli occhi di Cassian. 

«Non so di che cosa stai parlando» disse, e fece per ritirare la mano. 

Lui la afferrò, con un movimento troppo rapido per gli occhi, e la tenne lì. 

Il cuore di Cassian stava galoppando: un galoppo possente e fragoroso. 

Quel maschio era pericoloso, pericoloso, pericoloso. 

Se non altro per il fatto che la faceva sentire così fuori controllo. Che Nesta non aveva idea di cosa avrebbe fatto lui – o di che cosa avrebbe fatto lei – se l’avesse trovata in uno stato di vulnerabilità, anche solo per un momento. 

«Qualcuno ti ha fatto del male?» chiese Cassian, con una voce così profonda che lei 

riusciva appena a capirla. 

Quell’ira, quella totale immobilità: ecco com’era lui quando era sul punto di uccidere. 

Quando voleva uccidere. 

La sua mano premette contro quella di Nesta, che sentì il raschio dei calli. 

Non gli aveva risposto. «Cambierebbe qualcosa se qualcuno l’avesse fatto? Mi vedresti 

in modo diverso, mi tratteresti in modo diverso?»

«Andrei a cercarlo e gli frantumerei ogni osso del corpo.»

Un brivido le scese lungo la schiena, non perché lui le facesse paura, ma per la verità 

che c’era in quella promessa. La sincerità. 

«Non mi conosci» disse. «Perché dovresti farlo?»

Cassian ringhiò e si avvicinò a poco a poco, tenendole stretta la mano, poi si fermò. 

Come se avesse assimilato la domanda. Come se avesse assimilato la realtà. Batté le pal-

pebre. «Lo farei per chiunque.»

Nesta sapeva che diceva sul serio, e che l’avrebbe fatto. 

Forse era quello che la innervosiva, che le faceva venir voglia di ferirlo. L’assoluta sincerità. Sapere che non prometteva con leggerezza e che onorava le sue promesse. Che ve-

deva e diceva la verità e che, al loro primo incontro, aveva soppesato come si era comportata lei quando vivevano nella casupola. 

La sua codardia, il suo egoismo. La rabbia che l’aveva consumata, tanto da desiderare 

che facessero tutti la fame, solo per vedere se quel loro padre inetto avrebbe fatto qualcosa per salvarli. E poi era intervenuta la piccola Feyre, e Nesta aveva odiato anche lei per quello: Feyre aveva fatto l’impensabile ed era riuscita a mantenerli in vita. 

Non sapeva che cosa farsene, di quella rabbia. La bruciava ancora e la braccava, le fa-
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ceva ancora venire voglia di lacerare le cose, di urlare e di fare a pezzi il mondo. Percepiva tutto con troppa intensità, con troppa acutezza. A volte pensava di odiare e di prendere a cuore, di amare e di temere più delle altre persone. Poteva vivere tutte quelle emozioni in pochi momenti, come se si stesse provando diversi vestiti, e nessuno se ne accorge-va o se ne preoccupava. 

Tranne lui. Lui lo vedeva, lo sentiva. 

Quel primo pomeriggio, l’aveva guardata – non il viso e il corpo che notavano gli uma-

ni, ma aveva guardato lei – e aveva visto tutto. Per quello aveva voluto ferirlo, prima che potesse rivelare quelle cose a tutti gli altri, voleva trovare un modo per spezzarlo in modo che non potesse... 

La mano che premeva la sua contro il petto divenne più delicata. Il pollice di Cassian, 

con il polpastrello irruvidito dai calli, gliene accarezzò il dorso. 

Un ceppo si mosse nel fuoco e si spezzò; le braci esplosero e illuminarono la stanza. 

Lei lo stava fissando. Cassian batté le palpebre e socchiuse la bocca. 

Poi si chinò verso di lei e Nesta si ritrovò a inclinare la testa all’indietro, esponendo il collo, concedendogli un accesso totale mentre lui le sfiorava la gola con il naso. 

Che la Madre e il Calderone lo maledicessero entrambi. 

Quella donna. 

Nesta. 

Cassian non riusciva a indietreggiare dalla linea che, con ogni evidenza, era stata tracciata tra loro. Per un momento aveva desiderato strozzarla, poi le aveva letto quel terrore sul viso per qualcosa successo in passato ed era diventato così brutalmente calmo da spa-ventare persino se stesso, poi... poi si era fermato tutto, come se fossero dentro l’occhio di un ciclone, ed eccola lì. 

E, in quegli occhi grigio-azzurri, poteva vedere i pensieri che le turbinavano dentro 

come se fossero fumo sotto vetro. La mente scaltra al lavoro dietro quel viso, il viso che non era riuscito a togliersi dalla testa in quelle settimane. 

E quindi si era... mosso. 

E poi Nesta aveva sollevato il mento, permettendogli di accedere alla sua gola. 

Tutti gli istinti del suo corpo emersero con veemenza, così violenti che dovette bloccar-li con una stretta brutale, altrimenti si sarebbe ritrovato in ginocchio a implorare un suo tocco o qualsiasi altra cosa. 

Invece si chinò e le sfiorò il lato del collo con la punta del naso. 

Morbida: la sua pelle era così morbida, così fragile. Riusciva a sentire l’odore del sangue mortale che scorreva sotto la pelle. Cassian inspirò nei polmoni il suo profumo, che lo eccitò e si insidiò in profondità, affondando in lui gli artigli. 

“Nesta Nesta Nesta” pensò. 

Lei chiuse gli occhi ed emise un lieve ansito quando Cassian passò le labbra lungo la linea che aveva già sfiorato con il naso. 

Quasi gli cedettero le ginocchia quando la mano sottile di Nesta premette contro la sua 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   161

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1847]

162

U N A   C O R T E   D I   S P I N E   E   R O S E .   T R I L O G I A

divisa di cuoio. Cercò di non pensare a che effetto gli avrebbe fatto quella mano altrove. 

Quella mano che lo afferrava; che lo accarezzava. 

“Ancora, ancora, ancora” cantava il suo corpo. 

Inclinò la testa e le baciò un altro punto, più vicino alla mascella. 

Il frenetico battito del cuore di Nesta sembrava la vibrazione delle ali di un colibrì, ma il suo corpo rimase teso e sciolto allo stesso tempo; un rossore si era diffuso sul suo petto, facendosi strada verso i suoi seni meravigliosi. Seni grandi abbastanza da riempirgli il palmo, da accarezzare finché lei non lo avesse pregato... 

Sentiva il ritmo frenetico delle sue pulsazioni proprio sotto la bocca. Sfiorò quel pun-

to con la lingua. 

Fu quel tocco a farla sobbalzare e indietreggiare. 

Nesta andò a sbattere contro i pannelli di legno, così forte che Cassian allungò un braccio. 

Ma lei aveva gli occhi spalancati, sembrava livida di rabbia, e si portò una mano alla gola. 

Cassian sapeva che avrebbe detto qualcosa di velenoso e la prevenne: «Sei un po’ tesa 

in questi giorni, Nesta?». 

Lei abbassò la mano e sibilò: «Tutto questo è opera della tua magia Fae?». 

Lui fece una risata che sembrava un latrato. «No. Anche se mi lusinga che tu lo pensi.»

Nesta lo guardò torva, ma fece una risatina sommessa e riflessiva. «Bene» disse, passan-

dogli accanto e andando verso la finestra con passi calmi e calcolati. «Se è questo che può fare un guerriero Fae, un bastardo qualunque, non mi stupisce che mia sorella si sia lega-ta così tanto ai Signori Supremi.»

Stronza. 

Stronza, per l’insulto a lui e a Feyre. «Che cosa ti ha dato più fastidio, Nesta? Che lo volessi anche tu, o che sia stato un bastardo a farti provare queste cose?»

«È stato un lungo inverno. Quando c’è poca scelta, non si può essere schizzinosi.» Ri-

tirò su un muro dietro l’altro e la sua postura divenne più rigida. 

Che importanza aveva? Che importanza aveva? Aveva già abbastanza merda di cui oc-

cuparsi. Metterci dentro anche una mortale, con cui la situazione sarebbe diventata imba-razzante dopo qualche decennio, era... folle. E poi avrebbe dovuto spiegarlo a tutti. 

A Mor. Si sentì gelare il sangue. 

Non era stupido. Sapeva che lei e Azriel erano... qualunque cosa fossero. Sapeva che 

Azriel si era innamorato di Mor nell’istante stesso in cui lei era entrata impettita nell’accampamento Illyrian, cinque secoli prima. E Cassian era stato geloso: degli sguardi timidi di Mor ad Azriel in quelle prime settimane, e del fatto che il suo più caro amico e fratello... guardava qualcun altro. Del fatto che lei era apparsa, e Azriel era cambiato. Non c’erano stati grandi cambiamenti, ma Cassian sapeva che il suo amico non apparteneva più 

solo a lui e Rhys. 

E quindi, quando Mor gli aveva chiesto di andare a letto con lei... l’aveva fatto. Da coglione geloso e stupido, l’aveva fatto, e se ne era pentito immediatamente, quando si era reso conto di aver preso la sua verginità e aveva realizzato l’enormità di ciò che era successo. 

Ma poi lei se n’era andata e Azriel non aveva fatto niente, e... Mor era ancora lì tra loro. 
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In qualche punto, tra amica e amante. Gli era cara come se fosse del suo sangue, ma... 

Cassian si era odiato per l’espressione che aveva visto, dopo, sul viso di Azriel. 

E poi per quello che aveva fatto a Mor la sua stessa famiglia. 

Aveva avuto amanti, alcune per una notte e altre per mesi, e a Mor non era mai impor-

tato, ma... 

Quella donna in piedi davanti a lui come una colonna d’acciaio e di fiamme... Cassian 

non voleva parlare di lei a Mor. Di come le aveva sfiorato il collo. 

Riuscì a dire: «Visto che desideravi una distrazione, ne dedurrò che le regine non si sono messe in contatto e me ne andrò». Prima che riuscisse a castrarlo completamente. Fece 

schioccare le dita e la lettera di Rhys apparve tra loro. La gettò su un tavolo basso lì vicino. 

«Spediscila alle regine il prima possibile.»

Nesta spostò lo sguardo tra lui e la lettera, raddrizzando le spalle. 

«Di’ a mia sorella e a quel suo nuovo Signore Supremo di mandare qualcun altro, la 

prossima volta.»

Cassian scoprì i denti in un sorriso feroce. «Di’ a quell’altra tua sorella che preferiremmo trattare con lei.»

«Elain deve restare fuori da questa faccenda. Meno viene associata con la tua specie, 

meglio è.»

Lui non riuscì a trattenersi. «Perché le lasci sposare quel coglione fanatico?»

«Lui ha buone ragioni per odiare la tua specie. Come tutti noi.»

«Questa è una stronzata, e lo sai.»

«Pensavo che te ne stessi andando.»

«Hai una stramaledetta opinione su ogni altro essere vivente. Perché non vuoi dire a 

Elain che sta per sposare un mostro?»

«Forse tutti voi maschi siete mostri.»

Se qualcuno le aveva fatto del male, non la biasimava affatto per quel sentimento. Ma 

rispose con tono ancora tagliente: «Lei merita di meglio di una persona del genere». 

«Verissimo.» Con voce piatta e fredda. 

Lui insisté, semplicemente perché non riuscì a impedirselo: «E che cosa meriti  tu?». 

Un sorriso lento; sembrava davvero un felino delle pianure che si prepara a uccidere. 

Poi: «Certo più di un bastardo qualunque». 

“Stronza” pensò lui. Ma disse con voce strascicata: «Che brava alleata sei, Nesta. Ricordami di portarti un libro sulla strategia militare, la prossima volta. Forse allora avrai una possibilità». 

Uno sguardo freddo e piatto. 


«È più facile, no?» bisbigliò Cassian, andandole di nuovo vicino, senza preoccuparsi di 

chi li potesse vedere in piedi nel bovindo. «Brandire le parole e la freddezza come un’ar-matura per impedire a tutti di vedere dove e come hai fallito, e il fatto che non ti è importato finché non è stato troppo tardi.»

Solo l’odio brillava negli occhi di Nesta; nessun accenno di quel desiderio assopito che gli aveva sconvolto i sensi. 

«Be’, io lo vedo, Nesta Archeron. E tutto quello che vedo è una ragazza annoiata e viziata...»
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Si mosse con una rapidità impressionante per un essere umano, ma era comunque trop-

po lenta per impedirgli di bloccarla. 

Cassian le afferrò il ginocchio sollevato, vicinissimo alle sue palle, e lo strinse abbastanza forte da farla sibilare. 

«Un colpo da due soldi» le disse con un mezzo sorriso. «Vieni a giocare con me, Nesta, 

e ti insegnerò modi molto più interessanti per mettere in ginocchio un maschio.»

Nesta cercò di liberarsi, ma Cassian non la lasciò andare. Si inclinò all’indietro e lui la prese per la vita e se la tirò più vicino, per impedirle di cadere dalla finestra. Ridacchiò vedendosi circondato dalle sue gonne. 

«E, comunque, che cosa nascondi sotto tutto questo?»

Nesta si stabilizzò abbastanza da strappare il ginocchio dalla sua presa. 

«Fuori da casa mia.»

Cassian si limitò a sorriderle. 

Lei si sollevò verso di lui. 

Cassian pensò che volesse strangolarlo, e fu proprio per quello che le afferrò i polsi, ma... 

Le mani di Nesta, fredde e ferme, gli si posarono sui lati del viso. Poi gli tirò giù la testa. 

Il respiro di Cassian divenne irregolare mentre le posava lo sguardo sulla bocca, men-

tre i due corpi si accostavano, mentre sentiva contro di sé quei seni così morbidi. “Stupido, stupido, stupido...” si disse. 

Non gli importava. Non gliene fregava niente. Lei si sollevò sulla punta dei piedi, av-

vicinò la bocca alla sua... 

E poi il dolore gli esplose tra le gambe, bloccandogli il respiro, quando il dannato gi-

nocchio di lei colpì il bersaglio. 

Cassian indietreggiò barcollando e imprecando ferocemente. Lei sbuffò, guardandolo 

mentre cadeva a sedere su una poltrona, si afferrava lo stomaco, cercava di rimettere ordine nel suo cervello... 

«Siete tutti uguali», disse, imperiosa come la notte e fredda come l’alba. «Forse essere un immortale ti rende prevedibile.»

«Tu...» ansimò lui. 

Una risatina sommessa uscì da quelle labbra, che lui era stato prontissimo ad assapora-

re, a divorare. 

«No, le regine non hanno mandato notizie» disse Nesta, andando verso la porta. «Non 

ne ho più saputo niente.»

Cassian ordinò alle sue gambe di muoversi, ma il dolore persisteva e gli immobilizza-

va le ginocchia. 

«Spedirò la lettera domani mattina.» Nesta si fermò con la mano sul pomo della porta 

e voltò la testa verso di lui. «Non sai nulla di chi sono, di che cosa ho fatto e di che cosa voglio. E, già che siamo in argomento... ricordati di mandare qualcun altro, la prossima volta. Se ti vedrò sulla porta di casa mia, urlerò così forte da allertare la servitù.»

La guardò a bocca aperta; il dolore diminuì abbastanza da permettergli di alzarsi 

barcollando. 

INT_Maas_CRS_UNA CORTE DI GELO E STELLE.indd   164

13/12/21   12:32

[image: Image 1850]

U N A   C O R T E   D I   N E B B I A   E   F U R I A

165

Ma Nesta se n’era già andata e camminava con grazia lungo il corridoio. Un servitore 

la chiamò e lei mormorò una risposta. 

Un minuto dopo, se ne andò anche lui. Non dalla porta d’ingresso, ma passando dalla 

finestra della sua dannata camera, come un ladro nella notte. Si lanciò in cielo prima che qualcuno potesse stupirsi per il fruscio e per il battito delle ali. 

Cassian non volò più in cerchio sopra la casa. Ma si sentì osservato dallo sguardo di 

Nesta mentre si librava in direzione del muro. Anche quando fu troppo distante per esse-

re visto, continuò a sentirsi addosso quegli occhi grigio-azzurri. 

Quella sensazione lo seguì fino a Velaris. 
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 For Taran—

 The brightest star in my sky
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THE FOUR HOUSES OF MIDGARD

 As decreed in 33 V.E. by the Imperial Senate

 in the Eternal City

HOUSE OF EARTH AND BLOOD

Shifters, humans, witches, ordinary animals, and many others to whom Cthona calls, as well as some chosen by Luna

HOUSE OF SKY AND BREATH

Malakim (angels), Fae, elementals, sprites, * and those who are blessed by Solas, along with some favored by Luna

HOUSE OF MANY WATERS

River-spirits, mer, water beasts, nymphs, kelpies, nøkks, and others watched over by Ogenas HOUSE OF FLAME AND SHADOW

Daemonaki, Reapers, wraiths, vampyrs, draki, dragons, necromancers, and many wicked and

unnamed things that even Urd herself cannot see

 * Sprites were kicked out of their House as a result of their participation in the Fall, and are now considered Lowers, though many of them refuse to accept this. 

 

PART I

THE HOLLOW

 

1

There was a wolf at the gallery door. 

Which meant it must be Thursday, which meant Bryce had to be  really gods-damned tired if she relied on Danika’s comings and goings to figure out what day it was. 

The heavy metal door to Griffin Antiquities thudded with the impact of the wolf’s fist—a fist that Bryce knew ended in metallic-purple painted nails in dire need of a manicure. A heartbeat later, a female voice barked, half-muffled through the steel, “Open the Hel up, B. It’s hot as shit out here!” 

Seated at the desk in the modest gallery showroom, Bryce smirked and pulled up the front door’s video feed. Tucking a strand of her wine-red hair behind a pointed ear, she asked into the intercom,  “Why  are  you  covered  in  dirt?  You  look  like  you’ve  been  rootling  through  the garbage.” 

“What the fuck does  rootling mean?” Danika hopped from foot to foot, sweat gleaming on her brow. She wiped at it with a filthy hand, smearing the black liquid splattered there. 

“You’d know if you ever picked up a book, Danika.” Glad for the break in what had been a morning of tedious research, Bryce smiled as she rose from the desk. With no exterior windows, the gallery’s extensive surveillance equipment served as her only warning of who stood beyond its  thick  walls.  Even  with  her  sharp  half-Fae  hearing,  she  couldn’t  make  out  much  beyond  the iron door save for the occasional banging fist. The building’s unadorned sandstone walls belied the latest tech and grade A spellwork that kept it operational and preserved many of the books in the archives below. 

As if merely thinking about the level beneath Bryce’s high heels had summoned her, a little voice asked from behind the six-inch-thick archives door to her left, “Is that Danika?” 

“Yes, Lehabah.” Bryce wrapped her hand around the front door’s handle. The enchantments

on it hummed against her palm, slithering like smoke over her freckled golden skin. She gritted her teeth and withstood it, still unused to the sensation even after a year of working at the gallery. 

From the other side of the deceptively simple metal door to the archives, Lehabah warned, 

“Jesiba doesn’t like her in here.” 

“You don’t like her in here,” Bryce amended, her amber eyes narrowing toward the archives door and the tiny fire sprite she knew was hovering just on the other side, eavesdropping as she always did whenever someone stood out front. “Go back to work.” 

Lehabah  didn’t  answer,  presumably  drifting  back  downstairs  to  guard  the  books  below. 

Rolling her eyes, Bryce yanked open the front door, getting a face full of heat so dry it threatened to suck the life from her. And summer had only just begun. 

Danika didn’t just look like she’d been rootling through the garbage. She smelled like it, too. 

Wisps  of  her  silvery  blond  hair—normally  a  straight,  silken  sheet—curled  from  her  tight, long braid, the streaks of amethyst, sapphire, and rose splattered with some dark, oily substance that reeked of metal and ammonia. 

“Took  you  long  enough,”  Danika  groused,  and  swaggered  into  the  gallery,  the  sword strapped at her back bobbing with each step. Her braid had become tangled in its worn leather hilt, and as she stopped before the desk, Bryce took the liberty of prying the plait free. 

She’d barely untangled it before Danika’s slim fingers were unbuckling the straps that kept the  sword  sheathed  across  her  worn  leather  motorcycle  jacket.  “I  need  to  dump  this  here  for  a few  hours,”  she  said,  pulling  the  sword  off  her  back  and  aiming  for  the  supply  closet  hidden behind a wooden panel across the showroom. 

Bryce  leaned  against  the  lip  of  the  desk  and  crossed  her  arms,  fingers  brushing  against  the stretchy  black  fabric  of  her  skintight  dress.  “Your  gym  bag’s  already  stinking  up  the  place. 

Jesiba’s  due  back  later  this  afternoon—she’ll  throw  your  shit  in  the  dumpster  again  if  it’s  still here.” 

It was the mildest Hel Jesiba Roga could unleash if provoked. 

A  four-hundred-year-old  enchantress  who’d  been  born  a  witch  and  defected,  Jesiba  had joined  the  House  of  Flame  and  Shadow  and  now  answered  only  to  the  Under-King  himself. 

Flame  and  Shadow  suited  her  well—she  possessed  an  arsenal  of  spells  to  rival  any  sorcerer  or necromancer  in  the  darkest  of  the  Houses.  She’d  been  known  to  change  people  into  animals when  irritated  enough.  Bryce  had  never  dared  ask  if  the  small  animals  in  the  dozen  tanks  and terrariums had always been animals. 

And Bryce tried never to irritate her. Not that there were any safe sides when the Vanir were involved.  Even  the  least  powerful  of  the  Vanir—a  group  that  covered  every  being  on  Midgard aside from humans and ordinary animals—could be deadly. 

“I’ll get it later,” Danika promised, pushing on the hidden panel to spring it open. Bryce had warned  her  three  times  now  that  the  showroom  supply  closet  wasn’t  her  personal  locker.  Yet Danika  always  countered  that  the  gallery,  located  in  the  heart  of  the  Old  Square,  was  more centrally located than the wolves’ Den over in Moonwood. And that was that. 

The  supply  closet  opened,  and  Danika  waved  a  hand  in  front  of  her  face.  “My  gym  bag’s stinking up the place?” With a black boot, she toed the sagging duffel that held Bryce’s dance gear,  currently  wedged  between  the  mop  and  bucket.  “When  the  fuck  did  you  last  wash  those clothes?” 

Bryce wrinkled her nose at the reek of old shoes and sweaty clothing that wafted out. Right

—she’d forgotten to bring home the leotard and tights to wash after a lunchtime class two days ago. Mostly thanks to Danika sending her a video of a heap of mirthroot on their kitchen counter, music  already  blasting  from  the  beat-up  boom  box  by  the  windows,  along  with  a  command  to hurry  home  quick.  Bryce  had  obeyed.  They’d  smoked  enough  that  there  was  a  good  chance Bryce had still been high yesterday morning when she’d stumbled into work. 

There  was  really  no  other  explanation  for  why  it  had  taken  ten  minutes  to  type  out  a  two-sentence email that day. Letter by letter. 

“Never mind that,” Bryce said. “I have a bone to pick with you.” 

Danika rearranged the crap in the closet to make space for her own. “I told you I was sorry I ate your leftover noodles. I’ll buy you more tonight.” 

“It’s  not  that,  dumbass,  though  again:  fuck  you.  That  was  my  lunch  for  today.”  Danika

chuckled. “This tattoo hurts like Hel,” Bryce complained. “I can’t even lean against my chair.” 

Danika countered in a singsong voice, “The artist warned you it’d be sore for a few days.” 

“I was so drunk I spelled my name wrong on the waiver. I’d hardly say I was in a good place to understand what ‘sore for a few days’ meant.” Danika, who’d gotten a matching tattoo of the text  now  scrolling  down  Bryce’s  back,  had  already  healed.  One  of  the  benefits  to  being  a  full-blooded Vanir: swift recovery time compared to humans—or a half-human like Bryce. 

Danika shoved her sword into the mess of the closet. “I promise I’ll help you ice your sore back tonight. Just let me take a shower and I’ll be out of here in ten.” 

It  wasn’t  unusual  for  her  friend  to  pop  into  the  gallery,  especially  on  Thursdays,  when  her morning  patrol  ended  just  a  few  blocks  away,  but  she’d  never  used  the  full  bathroom  in  the archives downstairs. Bryce motioned to the dirt and grease. “What  is that on you?” 

Danika  scowled,  the  angular  planes  of  her  face  scrunching.  “I  had  to  break  up  a  fight between a satyr and a nightstalker.” She bared her white teeth at the black substance crusting her hands. “Guess which one spewed its  juices onto me.” 

Bryce  snorted  and  gestured  to  the  archives  door.  “Shower’s  yours.  There  are  some  clean clothes in the bottom drawer of the desk down there.” 

Danika’s filthy fingers began pulling the handle of the archives door. Her jaw tightened, the older tattoo on her neck—the horned, grinning wolf that served as the sigil for the Pack of Devils

—rippling with tension. 

Not  from  the  effort,  Bryce  realized  as  she  noted  Danika’s  stiff  back.  Bryce  glanced  to  the supply closet, which Danika had not bothered to shut. The sword, famed both in this city and far beyond it, leaned against the push broom and mop, its ancient leather scabbard nearly obscured by the full container of gasoline used to fuel the electric generator out back. 

Bryce had always wondered why Jesiba bothered with an old-fashioned generator—until the

citywide firstlight outage last week. When the power had failed, only the generator had kept the mechanical locks in place during the looting that followed, when creeps had rushed in from the Meat  Market,  bombarding  the  gallery’s  front  door  with  counterspells  to  break  through  the enchantments. 

But—Danika  ditching  the  sword  in  the  office.  Danika  needing  to  take  a  shower.  Her  stiff back. 

Bryce asked, “You’ve got a meeting with the City Heads?” 

In the five years since they’d met as freshmen at Crescent City University, Bryce could count on one hand the number of times Danika had been called in for a meeting with the seven people important  enough  to  merit  a  shower  and  change  of  clothes.  Even  while  delivering  reports  to Danika’s  grandfather,  the  Prime  of  the  Valbaran  wolves,  and  to  Sabine,  her  mother,  Danika usually wore that leather jacket, jeans, and whatever vintage band T-shirt wasn’t dirty. 

Of course, it pissed off Sabine to no end, but  everything about Danika—and Bryce—pissed off the Alpha of the Scythe Moon Pack, chief among the shifter units in the city’s Auxiliary. 

It didn’t matter that Sabine was the Prime Apparent of the Valbaran wolves and had been her aging  father’s  heir  for  centuries,  or  that  Danika  was  officially  second  in  line  to  the  title.  Not when  whispers  had  swirled  for  years  that  Danika  should  be  tapped  to  be  the  Prime  Apparent, bypassing  her  mother.  Not  when  the  old  wolf  had  given  his  granddaughter  their  family’s heirloom  sword  after  centuries  of  promising  it  to  Sabine  only  upon  his  death.  The  blade  had called to Danika on her eighteenth birthday like a howl on a moonlit night, the Prime had said to explain his unexpected decision. 

Sabine had never forgotten that humiliation. Especially when Danika carried the blade nearly everywhere—especially in front of her mother. 

Danika  paused  in  the  gaping  archway,  atop  the  green  carpeted  steps  that  led  down  to  the archives beneath the gallery—where the true treasure in this place lay, guarded by Lehabah day and night. It was the real reason why Danika, who’d been a history major at CCU, liked to drop by so often, just to browse the ancient art and books, despite Bryce’s teasing about her reading habits. 

Danika turned, her caramel eyes shuttered. “Philip Briggs is being released today.” 

Bryce started. “What? ” 

“They’re  letting  him  go  on  some  gods-damned  technicality.  Someone  fucked  up  the paperwork. We’re getting the full update in the meeting.” She clenched her slim jaw, the glow from the firstlights in the glass sconces along the stairwell bouncing off her dirty hair. “It’s so fucked up.” 

Bryce’s stomach churned. The human rebellion remained confined to the northern reaches of Pangera,  the  sprawling  territory  across  the  Haldren  Sea,  but  Philip  Briggs  had  done  his  best  to bring it over to Valbara. “You and the pack busted him right in his little rebel bomb lab, though.” 

Danika tapped her booted foot on the green carpet. “Bureaucratic fucking nonsense.” 

“He was going to blow up a  club. You literally found his blueprints for blowing up the White Raven.”  As  one  of  the  most  popular  nightclubs  in  the  city,  the  loss  of  life  would  have  been catastrophic.  Briggs’s  previous  bombings  had  been  smaller,  but  no  less  deadly,  all  designed  to trigger a war between the humans and Vanir to match the one raging in Pangera’s colder climes. 

Briggs made no secret of his goal: a global conflict that would cost the lives of millions on either side.  Lives  that  were  expendable  if  it  meant  a  possibility  for  humans  to  overthrow  those  who oppressed  them—the  magically  gifted  and  long-lived  Vanir  and,  above  them,  the  Asteri,  who ruled the planet Midgard from the Eternal City in Pangera. 

But  Danika  and  the  Pack  of  Devils  had  stopped  the  plot.  She’d  busted  Briggs  and  his  top supporters, all part of the Keres rebels, and spared innocents from their brand of fanaticism. 

As  one  of  the  most  elite  shifter  units  in  Crescent  City’s  Auxiliary,  the  Pack  of  Devils patrolled  the  Old  Square,  making  sure  drunken,  handsy  tourists  didn’t  become  drunken,  dead tourists when they approached the wrong person. Making sure the bars and cafés and music halls and shops stayed safe from whatever lowlife had crawled into town that day. And making sure people like Briggs were in prison. 

The  33rd  Imperial  Legion  claimed  to  do  the  same,  but  the  angels  who  made  up  the  fabled ranks of the Governor’s personal army just glowered and promised Hel if challenged. 

“Believe  me,”  Danika  said,  stomping  down  the  stairs,  “I’m  going  to  make  it  perfectly fucking clear in this meeting that Briggs’s release is unacceptable.” 

She would. Even if Danika had to snarl in Micah Domitus’s face, she’d get her point across. 

There  weren’t  many  who’d  dare  piss  off  the  Archangel  of  Crescent  City,  but  Danika  wouldn’t hesitate.  And  given  that  all  seven  Heads  of  the  City  would  be  at  this  meeting,  the  odds  of  that happening were high. Things tended to escalate swiftly when they were in one room. There was little love lost between the six lower Heads in Crescent City, the metropolis formally known as Lunathion.  Each  Head  controlled  a  specific  part  of  the  city:  the  Prime  of  the  wolves  in Moonwood, the Fae Autumn King in Five Roses, the Under-King in the Bone Quarter, the Viper Queen in the Meat Market, the Oracle in the Old Square, and the River Queen—who very rarely made  an  appearance—representing  the  House  of  Many  Waters  and  her  Blue  Court  far  beneath

the Istros River’s turquoise surface. She seldom deigned to leave it. 

The  humans  in  Asphodel  Meadows  had  no  Head.  No  seat  at  the  table.  Philip  Briggs  had found more than a few sympathizers because of it. 

But Micah, Head of the Central Business District, ruled over them all. Beyond his city titles, he was Archangel of Valbara. Ruler of this entire fucking territory, and answerable only to the six  Asteri  in  the  Eternal  City,  the  capital  and  beating  heart  of  Pangera.  Of  the  entire  planet  of Midgard. If anyone could keep Briggs in prison, it would be him. 

Danika reached the bottom of the stairs, so far below that she was cut off from sight by the slope of the ceiling. Bryce lingered in the archway, listening as Danika said, “Hey, Syrinx.” A little yip of delight from the thirty-pound chimera rose up the stairs. 

Jesiba had purchased the Lower creature two months ago, to Bryce’s delight.  He is not a pet, Jesiba had warned her.  He’s an expensive, rare creature bought for the sole purpose of assisting Lehabah in guarding these books.  Do not interfere with his duties. 

Bryce had so far failed to inform Jesiba that Syrinx was more interested in eating, sleeping, and getting belly rubs than monitoring the precious books. No matter that her boss might see that at any point, should she bother to check the dozens of camera feeds in the library. 

Danika  drawled,  the  smirk  audible  in  her  voice,  “What’s  got  your  panties  in  a  twist, Lehabah?” 

The fire sprite grumbled, “I don’t wear panties. Or clothes. They don’t pair well when you’re made of flame, Danika.” 

Danika snickered. Before Bryce could decide whether to go downstairs to referee the match between the fire sprite and the wolf, the phone on the desk began ringing. She had a good idea who it would be. 

Heels sinking into the plush carpeting, Bryce reached the phone before it went to audiomail, sparing herself a five-minute lecture. “Hi, Jesiba.” 

A beautiful, lilting female voice answered, “Please tell Danika Fendyr that if she continues to use the supply closet as her own personal locker, I  will turn her into a lizard.” 
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By  the  time  Danika  emerged  on  the  gallery’s  showroom  floor,  Bryce  had  endured  a  mildly threatening reprimand from Jesiba about her ineptitude, one email from a fussy client demanding Bryce  expedite  the  paperwork  on  the  ancient  urn  she’d  bought  so  she  could  show  it  off  to  her equally  fussy  friends  at  her  cocktail  party  on  Monday,  and  two  messages  from  members  of Danika’s  pack  inquiring  about  whether  their  Alpha  was  about  to  kill  someone  over  Briggs’s release. 

Nathalie, Danika’s Third, had gotten straight to the point:  Has she lost her shit about Briggs yet? 

Connor  Holstrom,  Danika’s  Second,  took  a  little  more  care  with  what  he  sent  out  into  the ether. There was always a chance of a leak.  Have you spoken to Danika?  was all he’d asked. 

Bryce was writing back to Connor— Yes. I’ve got it covered—when a gray wolf the size of a small horse pushed the iron archives door shut with a paw, claws clicking on the metal. 

“You  hated  my  clothes  that  much?”  Bryce  asked,  rising  from  her  seat.  Only  Danika’s caramel eyes remained the same in this form—and only those eyes softened the pure menace and grace the wolf radiated with each step toward the desk. 

“I’ve got them on, don’t worry.” Long, sharp fangs flashed with each word. Danika cocked her fuzzy ears, taking in the computer that had been shut down, the purse Bryce had set on the desk. “You’re coming out with me?” 

“I’ve got to do some sleuthing for Jesiba.” Bryce grabbed the ring of keys that opened doors into various parts of her life. “She’s been hounding me about finding Luna’s Horn again. As if I haven’t been trying to find it nonstop for the last week.” 

Danika glanced to one of the visible cameras in the showroom, mounted behind a decapitated statue of a dancing faun dating back ten thousand years. Her bushy tail swished once. “Why does she even want it?” 

Bryce shrugged. “I haven’t had the balls to ask.” 

Danika  stalked  to  the  front  door,  careful  not  to  let  her  claws  snag  a  single  thread  in  the carpet. “I doubt she’s going to return it to the temple out of the goodness of her heart.” 

“I have a feeling Jesiba would leverage its return to her advantage,” Bryce said. They strode onto  the  quiet  street  a  block  off  the  Istros,  the  midday  sun  baking  the  cobblestones,  Danika  a solid wall of fur and muscle between Bryce and the curb. 

The theft of the sacred horn during the power outage had been the biggest news story out of the disaster: looters had used the cover of darkness to break into Luna’s Temple and swipe the ancient Fae relic from its resting place atop the lap of the massive, enthroned deity. 

The Archangel Micah himself had offered a hefty reward for any information regarding its return and promised that the sacrilegious bastard who’d stolen it would be brought to justice. 

Also known as public crucifixion. 

Bryce always made a point of not going near the square in the CBD, where they were usually held. On certain days, depending on the wind and heat, the smell of blood and rotting flesh could carry for blocks. 

Bryce fell into step beside Danika as the massive wolf scanned the street, nostrils sniffing for any  hint  of  a  threat.  Bryce,  as  half-Fae,  could  scent  people  in  greater  detail  than  the  average human. She’d entertained her parents endlessly as a kid by describing the scents of everyone in their little mountain town, Nidaros—humans possessed no such way to interpret the world. But her abilities had nothing on her friend’s. 

As Danika scented the street, her tail wagged once—and not from happiness. 

“Chill,” Bryce said. “You’ll make your case to the Heads, then they’ll figure it out.” 

Danika’s ears flattened. “It’s all fucked, B. All of it.” 

Bryce frowned. “You really mean to tell me that any of the Heads want a rebel like Briggs at large?  They’ll  find  some  technicality  and  throw  his  ass  right  back  in  jail.”  She  added,  because Danika  still  wouldn’t  look  at  her,  “There’s  no  way  the  33rd’s  not  monitoring  his  every  breath. 

Briggs so much as blinks wrong and he’ll see what kind of pain angels can rain down on us all. 

Hel, the Governor might even send the Umbra Mortis after him.” Micah’s personal assassin, with the rare gift of lightning in his veins, could eliminate almost any threat. 

Danika snarled, teeth gleaming. “I can handle Briggs myself.” 

“I know you can. Everyone knows you can, Danika.” 

Danika surveyed the street ahead, glancing past a poster of the six enthroned Asteri tacked up on a wall—with an empty throne to honor their fallen sister—but loosed a breath. 

She would always have burdens and expectations to shoulder that Bryce would never have to endure, and Bryce was thankful as Hel for that privilege. When Bryce fucked up, Jesiba usually griped  for  a  few  minutes  and  that  was  that.  When  Danika  fucked  up,  it  was  blasted  on  news reports and across the interweb. 

Sabine made sure of it. 

Bryce and Sabine had hated each other from the moment the Alpha had sneered at her only

child’s improper, half-breed roommate that first day at CCU. And Bryce had loved Danika from the moment her new roommate had offered her a hand in greeting anyway, and then said Sabine was just pissy because she’d been hoping for a muscle-bound vampyr to drool over. 

Danika  rarely  let  the  opinions  of  others—especially  Sabine—eat  away  at  her  swagger  and joy, yet on rough days like this … Bryce lifted a hand and ran it down Danika’s muscled ribs, a comforting, sweeping stroke. 

“Do you think Briggs will come after you or the pack?” Bryce asked, her stomach twisting. 

Danika hadn’t busted Briggs alone—he had a score to settle with all of them. 

Danika’s snout wrinkled. “I don’t know.” 

The  words  echoed  between  them.  In  hand-to-hand  combat,  Briggs  would  never  survive against Danika. But one of those bombs would change everything. If Danika had made the Drop into  immortality,  she’d  probably  survive.  But  since  she  hadn’t—since  she  was  the  only  one  of the Pack of Devils who hadn’t yet done it … Bryce’s mouth turned dry. 

“Be careful,” Bryce said quietly. 

“I will,” Danika said, her warm eyes still full of shadows. But then she tossed her head, as if

shaking it free of water—the movement purely canine. Bryce often marveled at this, that Danika could  clear  away  her  fears,  or  at  least  bury  them,  enough  to  move  onward.  Indeed,  Danika changed the subject. “Your brother will be at the meeting today.” 

 Half brother. Bryce didn’t bother to correct her.  Half brother and full-Fae prick. “And?” 

“Just thought I’d warn you that I’ll be seeing him.” The wolf’s face softened slightly. “He’s going to ask me how you’re doing.” 

“Tell Ruhn I’m busy doing important shit and to go to Hel.” 

Danika huffed a laugh. “Where, exactly, are you doing this sleuthing for the Horn?” 

“The temple,” Bryce said with a sigh. “Honestly, I’ve been looking into this thing for days on end, and can’t figure out anything. No suspects, no murmurings at the Meat Market about it being for sale, no motive for who’d even bother with it. It’s famous enough that whoever’s got it has it wrapped up  tight.” She frowned at the clear sky. “I almost wonder if the power outage was tied to it—if someone shut down the city’s grid to steal it in the chaos. There are about twenty people in this city capable of being that crafty, and half of them possess the resources to pull it off.” 

Danika’s tail twitched. “If they’re able to do something like that, I’d suggest staying away. 

Lead  Jesiba  around  a  bit,  make  her  think  you’re  looking  for  it,  and  then  let  it  drop.  Either  the Horn will show up by then, or she’ll move on to her next stupid quest.” 

Bryce admitted, “I just … It’d be good to find the Horn. For my own career.” Whatever the Hel that would be. A year of working at the gallery hadn’t sparked anything beyond disgust at the obscene amounts of money that rich people squandered on old-ass shit. 

Danika’s eyes flickered. “Yeah, I know.” 

Bryce  zipped  a  tiny  golden  pendant—a  knot  of  three  entwined  circles—along  the  delicate chain around her neck. 

Danika  went  on  patrol  armed  with  claws,  a  sword,  and  guns,  but  Bryce’s  daily  armor consisted solely of this: an Archesian amulet barely the size of her thumbnail, gifted by Jesiba on the first day of work. 

 A hazmat suit in a necklace, Danika had marveled when Bryce had shown off the amulet’s considerable  protections  against  the  influence  of  various  magical  objects.  Archesian  amulets didn’t  come  cheap,  but  Bryce  didn’t  bother  to  delude  herself  into  thinking  her  boss’s  gift  was given out of anything but self-interest. It would have been an insurance nightmare if Bryce didn’t have one. 

Danika  nodded  to  the  necklace.  “Don’t  take  that  off.  Especially  if  you’re  looking  into  shit like the Horn.” Even though the Horn’s mighty powers had long been dead—if it had been stolen by someone powerful, she’d need every magical defense against them. 

“Yeah, yeah,” Bryce said, though Danika was right. She’d never taken the necklace off since getting it. If Jesiba ever kicked her to the curb, she knew she’d have to find some way to make sure  the  necklace  came  with  her.  Danika  had  said  as  much  several  times,  unable  to  stop  that Alpha  wolf’s  instinct  to  protect  at  all  costs.  It  was  part  of  why  Bryce  loved  her—and  why  her chest tightened in that moment with that same love and gratitude. 

Bryce’s phone buzzed in her purse, and she fished it out. Danika peered over, noted who was calling, and wagged her tail, ears perking up. 

“Do not say a word about Briggs,” Bryce warned, and accepted the call. “Hi, Mom.” 

“Hey, sweetie.” Ember Quinlan’s clear voice filled her ear, drawing a smile from Bryce even with  three  hundred  miles  between  them.  “I  wanted  to  double-check  that  next  weekend  is  still

okay to visit.” 

“Hi, Mommy!” Danika barked toward the phone. 

Ember laughed. Ember had always been  Mom to Danika, even from their first meeting. And Ember, who had never borne any children beyond Bryce, had been more than glad to find herself with a second—equally willful and troublesome—daughter. “Danika’s with you?” 

Bryce rolled her eyes and held out the phone to her friend. Between one step and the next, Danika shifted in a flash of light, the massive wolf shrinking into the lithe humanoid form. 

Snatching  the  phone  from  Bryce,  Danika  pinned  it  between  her  ear  and  shoulder  as  she adjusted  the  white  silk  blouse  Bryce  had  loaned  her,  tucking  it  into  her  stained  jeans.  She’d managed to wipe a good amount of the nightstalker gunk off both the pants and leather jacket, but  the  T-shirt  had  apparently  been  a  lost  cause.  Danika  said  into  the  phone,  “Bryce  and  I  are taking a walk.” 

With Bryce’s arched ears, she could hear her mother perfectly as she said, “Where?” 

Ember Quinlan made overprotectiveness a competitive sport. 

Moving  here,  to  Lunathion,  had  been  a  test  of  wills.  Ember  had  only  relented  when  she’d learned who Bryce’s freshman-year roommate was—and then gave Danika a lecture on how to

make  sure  Bryce  stayed  safe.  Randall,  Bryce’s  stepfather,  had  mercifully  cut  his  wife  off  after thirty minutes. 

 Bryce knows how to defend herself, Randall had reminded Ember.  We saw to that.  And Bryce will keep up her training while she’s here, won’t she? 

Bryce  certainly  had.  She’d  hit  up  the  gun  range  just  a  few  days  ago,  going  through  the motions Randall—her true father, as far as she was concerned—had taught her since childhood: assembling a gun, taking aim at a target, controlling her breathing. 

Most  days,  she  found  guns  to  be  brutal  killing  machines,  and  felt  grateful  that  they  were highly  regulated  by  the  Republic.  But  given  that  she  had  little  more  to  defend  herself  beyond speed and a few well-placed maneuvers, she’d learned that for a human, a gun could mean the difference between life and slaughter. 

Danika  fibbed,  “We’re  just  heading  to  one  of  the  hawker  stalls  in  the  Old  Square—we wanted some lamb kofta.” 

Before Ember could continue the interrogation, Danika added, “Hey, B must have forgotten to  tell  you  that  we’re  actually  heading  down  to  Kalaxos  next  weekend—Ithan’s  got  a  sunball game there, and we’re all going to cheer him on.” 

A half-truth. The game was happening, but there had been no discussion of going to watch Connor’s  younger  brother,  CCU’s  star  player.  This  afternoon,  the  Pack  of  Devils  was  actually heading  over  to  the  CCU  arena  to  cheer  for  Ithan,  but  Bryce  and  Danika  hadn’t  bothered  to attend  an  away  game  since  sophomore  year,  when  Danika  had  been  sleeping  with  one  of  the defensemen. 

“That’s too bad,” Ember said. Bryce could practically hear the frown in her mother’s tone. 

“We were really looking forward to it.” 

Burning Solas, this woman was a master of the guilt trip. Bryce cringed and snatched back the phone. “So were we, but let’s reschedule for next month.” 

“But that’s so long from now—” 

“Shit, a client’s coming down the street,” Bryce lied. “I gotta go.” 

“Bryce Adelaide Quinlan—” 

“Bye, Mom.” 

“Bye, Mom!” Danika echoed, just as Bryce hung up. 

Bryce  sighed  toward  the  sky,  ignoring  the  angels  soaring  and  flapping  past,  their  shadows dancing over the sun-washed streets. “Message incoming in three, two …” 

Her phone buzzed. 

Ember had written,  If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were avoiding us, Bryce. Your father will be very hurt. 

Danika let out a whistle. “Oh, she’s good.” 

Bryce groaned. “I’m not letting them come to the city if Briggs is running free.” 

Danika’s  smile  faded.  “I  know.  We’ll  keep  pushing  them  off  until  it’s  sorted  out.”  Thank Cthona for Danika—she always had a plan for everything. 

Bryce slid her phone into her purse, leaving her mother’s message unanswered. 

When  they  reached  the  Gate  at  the  heart  of  the  Old  Square,  its  quartz  archway  as  clear  as  a frozen pond, the sun was just hitting its upper edge, refracting and casting small rainbows against one of the buildings flanking it. On Summer Solstice, when the sun lined up perfectly with the Gate, it filled the entire square with rainbows, so many that it was like walking inside a diamond. 

Tourists  milled  about,  a  line  of  them  snaking  across  the  square  itself,  all  waiting  for  the chance at a photo with the twenty-foot-high landmark. 

One of seven in this city, all carved from enormous blocks of quartz hewn from the Laconian Mountains  to  the  north,  the  Old  Square  Gate  was  often  called  the  Heart  Gate,  thanks  to  its location  in  the  dead  center  of  Lunathion,  with  the  other  six  Gates  located  equidistant  from  it, each one opening onto a road out of the walled city. 

“They should make a special access lane for residents to cross the square,” Bryce muttered as they edged around tourists and hawkers. 

“And give tourists fines for slow walking,” Danika muttered back, but flashed a lupine grin at a young human couple that recognized her, gawked, and began snapping photos. 

“I wonder what they’d think if they knew that nightstalker’s special sauce is all over you,” 

Bryce murmured. 

Danika elbowed her. “Asshole.” She threw a friendly wave to the tourists and continued on. 

On the other side of the Heart Gate, amid a small army of vendors selling food and touristy crap, a second line of people waited to access the golden block sticking out of its southern side. 

“We’ll have to cut through them to get across,” Bryce said, scowling at the tourists idling in the wilting heat. 

But Danika halted, her angular face turned to the Gate and the plaque. “Let’s make a wish.” 

“I’m not waiting in that line.” Usually, they just shouted their wishes drunkenly into the ether late at night when they were staggering home from the White Raven and the square was empty. 

Bryce  checked  the  time  on  her  phone.  “Don’t  you  have  to  get  over  to  the  Comitium?”  The Governor’s five-towered stronghold was at least a fifteen-minute walk away. 

“I’ve got time,” Danika said, and grabbed Bryce’s hand, tugging her through the crowds and toward the real tourist draw of the Gate. 

Jutting  out  of  the  quartz  about  four  feet  off  the  ground  lay  the  dial  pad:  a  solid-gold  block embedded with seven different gems, each for a different quarter of the city, the insignia of each district etched beneath it. 

Emerald and a rose for Five Roses. Opal and a pair of wings for the CBD. Ruby and a heart

for  the  Old  Square.  Sapphire  and  an  oak  tree  for  Moonwood.  Amethyst  and  a  human  hand  for Asphodel  Meadows.  Tiger’s-eye  and  a  serpent  for  the  Meat  Market.  And  onyx—so  black  it gobbled the light—and a set of skull and crossbones for the Bone Quarter. 

Beneath the arc of stones and etched emblems, a small, round disk rose up slightly, its metal worn down by countless hands and paws and fins and any other manner of limb. 

A  sign  beside  it  read:   Touch  at  your  own  risk.  Do  not  use  between  sundown  and  sunrise. 

 Violators will be fined. 

The people in line, waiting for access to the disk, seemed to have no problem with the risks. 

A  pair  of  giggling  teenage  male  shifters—some  kind  of  feline  from  their  scents—goaded each other forward, elbowing and taunting, daring the other to touch the disk. 

“Pathetic,” Danika said, striding past the line, the ropes, and a bored-looking city guard—a young Fae female—to the very front. She fished a badge from inside her leather coat and flashed it  at  the  guard,  who  stiffened  as  she  realized  who’d  cut  the  line.  She  didn’t  even  look  at  the golden emblem of the crescent moon bow with an arrow nocked through it before stepping back. 

“Official  Aux  business,”  Danika  declared  with  an  unnervingly  straight  face.  “It’ll  just  be  a minute.” 

Bryce stifled her laughter, well aware of the glares fixed on their backs from the line. 

Danika drawled to the teenage boys, “If you’re not going to do it, then clear off.” 

They whirled toward her, and went white as death. 

Danika smiled, showing nearly all her teeth. It wasn’t a pleasant sight. 

“Holy shit,” whispered one of them. 

Bryce hid her smile as well. It never got old—the awe. Mostly because she knew Danika had earned it. Every damned day, Danika earned the awe that bloomed across the faces of strangers when they spotted her corn-silk hair and that neck tattoo. And the fear that made the lowlifes in this city think twice before fucking with her and the Pack of Devils. 

Except for Philip Briggs. Bryce sent a prayer to Ogenas’s blue depths that the sea goddess would whisper her wisdom to Briggs to keep his distance from Danika if he ever really did walk free. 

The  boys  stepped  aside,  and  it  only  took  a  few  milliseconds  for  them  to  notice  Bryce,  too. 

The awe on their faces turned to blatant interest. 

Bryce snorted.  Keep dreaming. 

One  of  them  stammered,  turning  his  attention  from  Bryce  to  Danika,  “My—my  history teacher said the Gates were originally communication devices.” 

“I bet you get all the ladies with those stellar factoids,” Danika said without looking back at them, unimpressed and uninterested. 

Message received, they slunk back to the line. Bryce smirked and stepped up to her friend’s side, peering down at the dial pad. 

The  teenager  was  right,  though.  The  seven  Gates  of  this  city,  each  set  along  a  ley  line running through Lunathion, had been designed as a quick way for the guards in the districts to speak to each other centuries ago. When someone merely placed a hand against the golden disk in  the  center  of  the  pad  and  spoke,  the  wielder’s  voice  would  travel  to  the  other  Gates,  a  gem lighting up with the district from which the voice originated. 

Of course, it required a drop of magic to do so—literally sucked it like a vampyr from the veins of the person who touched the pad, a tickling  zap of power, gone forever. 

Bryce  raised  her  eyes  to  the  bronze  plaque  above  her  head.  The  quartz  Gates  were

memorials,  though  she  didn’t  know  for  which  conflict  or  war.  But  each  bore  the  same  plaque: The power shall always belong to those who give their lives to the city. 

Considering it was a statement that could be construed as being in opposition to the Asteri’s rule,  Bryce  was  always  surprised  that  they  allowed  the  Gates  to  continue  to  stand.  But  after becoming obsolete with the advent of phones, the Gates had found a second life when kids and tourists  began  using  them,  having  their  friends  go  to  the  other  Gates  in  the  city  so  they  could whisper  dirty  words  or  marvel  at  the  sheer  novelty  of  such  an  antiquated  method  of communication.  Not  surprisingly,  come  weekends,  drunk  assholes—a  category  to  which  Bryce and  Danika  firmly  belonged—became  such  a  pain  in  the  ass  with  their  shouting  through  the Gates that the city had instituted hours of operation. 

And then dumb superstition grew, claiming the Gate could make wishes come true, and that to give over a droplet of your power was to make an offering to the five gods. 

It was bullshit, Bryce knew—but if it made Danika not dread Briggs’s release so much, well, it was worth it. 

“What  are  you  going  to  wish  for?”  Bryce  asked  when  Danika  stared  down  at  the  disk,  the gems dark above it. 

The emerald for FiRo lit up, a young female voice coming through to shriek, “Titties! ” 

People laughed around them, the sound like water trickling over stone, and Bryce chuckled. 

But Danika’s face had gone solemn. “I’ve got too many things to wish for,” she said. Before Bryce  could  ask,  Danika  shrugged.  “But  I  think  I’ll  wish  for  Ithan  to  win  his  sunball  game tonight.” 

With  that,  she  set  her  palm  onto  the  disk.  Bryce  watched  as  her  friend  let  out  a  shiver  and quietly laughed, stepping back. Her caramel eyes shone. “Your turn.” 

“You know I have barely any magic worth taking, but okay,” Bryce said, not to be outdone, even  by  an  Alpha  wolf.  From  the  moment  Bryce  walked  into  her  dorm  room  freshman  year, they’d done everything together. Just the two of them, as it always would be. 

They even planned to make the Drop together—to freeze into immortality at the same breath, with members of the Pack of Devils Anchoring them. 

Technically, it wasn’t true immortality—the Vanir did age and die, either of natural causes or other  methods,  but  the  aging  process  was  so  slowed  after  the  Drop  that,  depending  on  one’s species,  it  could  take  centuries  to  show  a  wrinkle.  The  Fae  could  last  a  thousand  years,  the shifters and witches usually five centuries, the angels somewhere between. Full humans did not make the Drop, as they bore no magic. And compared to humans, with their ordinary life spans and slow healing, the Vanir  were essentially immortal—some species bore children who didn’t even enter maturity until they were in their eighties. And most were very, very hard to kill. 

But Bryce had rarely thought about where she’d fall on that spectrum—whether her half-Fae heritage would grant her a hundred years or a thousand. It didn’t matter, so long as Danika was there for all of it. Starting with the Drop. They’d take the deadly plunge into their matured power together, encounter whatever lay at the bottom of their souls, and then race back up to life before the lack of oxygen rendered them brain-dead. Or just plain dead. 

Yet  while  Bryce  would  inherit  barely  enough  power  to  do  cool  party  tricks,  Danika  was expected to claim a sea of power that would put her ranking far past Sabine’s—likely equal to that of Fae royalty, maybe even beyond the Autumn King himself. 

It was unheard of, for a shifter to have that sort of power, yet all the standard childhood tests had confirmed it: once Danika Dropped, she’d become a considerable power among the wolves, 

the likes of which had not been seen since the elder days across the sea. 

Danika  wouldn’t  just  become  the  Prime  of  the  Crescent  City  wolves.  No,  she  had  the potential to be the Alpha of  all wolves. On the fucking planet. 

Danika never seemed to give two shits about it. Didn’t plan for her future based on it. 

Twenty-seven  was  the  ideal  age  to  make  the  Drop,  they’d  decided  together,  after  years  of mercilessly  judging  the  various  immortals  who  marked  their  lives  by  centuries  and  millennia. 

Right  before  any  permanent  lines  or  wrinkles  or  gray  hairs.  They  merely  said  to  anyone  who inquired,  What’s the point of being immortal badasses if we have sagging tits? 

 Vain assholes, Fury had hissed when they’d explained it the first time. 

Fury, who had made the Drop at age twenty-one, hadn’t chosen the age for herself. It’d just happened,  or  had  been  forced  upon  her—they  didn’t  know  for  sure.  Fury’s  attendance  at  CCU

had only been a front for a mission; most of her time was spent doing  truly fucked-up things for disgusting amounts of money over in Pangera. She made it a point never to give details. 

 Assassin, Danika claimed. Even sweet Juniper, the faun who occupied the fourth side of their little  friendship-square,  admitted  the  odds  were  that  Fury  was  a  merc.  Whether  Fury  was occasionally employed by the Asteri and their puppet Imperial Senate was up for debate, too. But none of them really cared—not when Fury always had their back when they needed it. And even when they didn’t. 

Bryce’s hand hovered over the golden disk. Danika’s gaze was a cool weight on her. 

“Come on, B, don’t be a wimp.” 

Bryce sighed, and set her hand on the pad. “I wish Danika would get a manicure. Her nails look like shit.” 

Lightning zapped through her, a slight vacuuming around her belly button, and then Danika was laughing, shoving her. “You fucking  dick.” 

Bryce slung an arm around Danika’s shoulders. “You deserved it.” 

Danika thanked the security guard, who beamed at the attention, and ignored the tourists still snapping photos. They didn’t speak  until  they  reached  the  northern  edge  of  the  square—where Danika  would  head  toward  the  angel-filled  skies  and  towers  of  the  CBD,  to  the  sprawling Comitium complex in its heart, and Bryce toward Luna’s Temple, three blocks up. 

Danika jerked her chin toward the streets behind Bryce. “I’ll see you at home, all right?” 

“Be careful.” Bryce blew out a breath, trying to shake her unease. 

“I know how to look out for myself, B,” Danika said, but love shone in her eyes—gratitude that crushed Bryce’s chest—merely for the fact that someone cared whether she lived or died. 

Sabine was a piece of shit. Had never whispered or hinted who Danika’s father might be—so Danika  had  grown  up  with  absolutely  no  one  except  her  grandfather,  who  was  too  old  and withdrawn to spare Danika from her mother’s cruelty. 

Bryce inclined her head toward the CBD. “Good luck. Don’t piss off too many people.” 

“You know I will,” Danika said with a grin that didn’t meet her eyes. 
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The Pack of Devils was already at her apartment by the time Bryce got home from work. 

It had been impossible to miss the roaring laughter that met her before she’d even cleared the second-floor stairwell landing—as well as the canine yips of amusement. Both had continued as she  ascended  the  remaining  level  of  the  walk-up  apartment  building,  during  which  time  Bryce grumbled to herself about her plans for a quiet evening on the couch being ruined. 

Chanting  a  string  of  curses  that  would  make  her  mother  proud,  Bryce  unlocked  the  blue-painted iron door to the apartment, bracing for the onslaught of lupine bossiness, arrogance, and general nosiness in all matters of her life. And that was just Danika. 

Danika’s pack made each of those things an art form. Mostly because they claimed Bryce as one of their own, even if she didn’t bear the tattoo of their sigil down the side of her neck. 

Sometimes she felt bad for Danika’s future mate, whoever that would be. The poor bastard wouldn’t know what hit him when he bound himself to her. Unless he was wolf-kind himself—

though Danika had about as much interest in sleeping with a wolf as Bryce did. 

That is to say, not a gods-damned shred. 

Giving the door a good shove with her shoulder—its warped edges got stuck more often than not,  mostly  thanks  to  the  romping  of  the  hellions  currently  spread  across  the  several  sagging couches and armchairs—Bryce sighed as she found six pairs of eyes fixed on her. And six grins. 

“How  was  the  game?”  she  asked  no  one  in  particular,  chucking  her  keys  into  the  lopsided ceramic bowl Danika had half-assed during a fluff pottery course in college. She’d heard nothing from Danika regarding the Briggs meeting beyond a general  I’ll tell you at home. 

It couldn’t have been that bad, if Danika made it to the sunball game. She’d even sent Bryce a  photo  of  the  whole  pack  in  front  of  the  field,  with  Ithan  a  small,  helmeted  figure  in  the background. 

A message from  the star player  himself had popped  up later:   Next  time,  you  better  be  with them, Quinlan. 

She’d written back,  Did baby pup miss me? 

 You know it, Ithan had answered. 

“We  won,”  Connor  drawled  from  where  he  lounged  on   her  favorite  spot  on  the  couch,  his gray CCU sunball T-shirt rumpled enough to reveal the cut of muscle and golden skin. 

“Ithan  scored  the  winning  goal,”  Bronson  said,  still  wearing  a  blue-and-silver  jersey  with Holstrom on the back. 

Connor’s little brother, Ithan, held an unofficial membership in the Pack of Devils. Ithan also happened to be Bryce’s second-favorite person after Danika. Their message chain was an endless

stream  of  snark  and  teasing,  swapped  photos,  and  good-natured  grousing  about  Connor’s bossiness. 

“Again?” Bryce asked, kicking off her four-inch, pearl-white heels. “Can’t Ithan share some of the glory with the other boys?” Normally, Ithan would have been sitting right on that couch beside  his  brother,  forcing  Bryce  to  wedge  herself  between  them  while  they  watched  whatever TV show was on, but on game nights, he usually opted to party with his teammates. 

A  half  smile  tugged  at  a  corner  of  Connor’s  mouth  as  Bryce  held  his  stare  for  longer  than most  people  considered  wise.  His  five  packmates,  two  still  in  wolf  form  with  bushy  tails swishing, wisely kept their mouths and maws shut. 

It  was  common  knowledge  that  Connor  would  have  been  Alpha  of  the  Pack  of  Devils  if Danika  weren’t  around.  But  Connor  didn’t  resent  it.  His  ambitions  didn’t  run  that  way.  Unlike Sabine’s. 

Bryce nudged her backup dance bag over on the coatrack to make room for her purse, and

asked the wolves, “What are you watching tonight?” Whatever it was, she’d already decided to curl up with a romance novel in her room. With the door shut. 

Nathalie,  flipping  through  celebrity  gossip  magazines  on  the  couch,  didn’t  lift  her  head  as she  answered,  “Some  new  legal  procedural  about  a  pack  of  lions  taking  on  an  evil  Fae corporation.” 

“Sounds  like  a  real  award  winner,”  Bryce  said.  Bronson  grunted  his  disapproval.  The massive male’s tastes skewed more toward art house flicks and documentaries. Unsurprisingly, he was never allowed to select the entertainment for Pack Night. 

Connor ran a calloused finger down the rolled arm of the couch. “You’re home late.” 

“I have a job,” Bryce said. “You might want to get one. Stop being a leech on my couch.” 

This wasn’t exactly fair. As Danika’s Second, Connor acted as her enforcer. To keep this city safe,  he’d  killed,  tortured,  maimed,  and  then  gone  back  out  and  done  it  again  before  the  moon had even set. 

He never complained about it. None of them did. 

 What’s  the  point  in  bitching,  Danika  had  said  when  Bryce  asked  how  she  endured  the brutality,  when  there’s  no  choice  in  joining  the  Auxiliary?   The  predator-born  shifters  were destined for certain Aux packs before they were even born. 

Bryce tried not to glance at the horned wolf tattooed on the side of Connor’s neck—proof of that predestined lifetime of service. Of his eternal loyalty to Danika, the Pack of Devils, and the Aux. 

Connor just looked Bryce over with that half smile. It set her teeth to grinding. “Danika’s in the kitchen. Eating half the pizza before we can get a bite.” 

“I am not! ” was the muffled reply. 

Connor’s smile grew. 

Bryce’s breathing turned a shade uneven at that smile, the wicked light in his eyes. 

The rest of the pack remained dutifully focused on the television screen, pretending to watch the nightly news. 

Swallowing,  Bryce  asked  him,  “Anything  I  should  know?”  Translation:   Was  the  Briggs meeting a disaster? 

Connor  knew  what  she  meant.  He  always  did.  He  jerked  his  head  to  the  kitchen.  “You’ll see.” 

Translation:  Not great. 

Bryce winced, and managed to tear her gaze away from him so she could pad into the galley kitchen. She felt Connor’s stare on her every step of the way. 

And maybe she swished her hips. Only a tiny bit. 

Danika was indeed shoveling a slice down her throat, her eyes wide in warning for Bryce to keep her mouth shut. Bryce noted the unspoken plea, and merely nodded. 

A  half-empty  bottle  of  beer  dripped  condensation  onto  the  white  plastic  counter  Danika leaned  against,  her  borrowed  silk  shirt  damp  with  sweat  around  the  collar.  Her  braid  drooped over  her  slim  shoulder,  the  few  colorful  streaks  unusually  muted.  Even  her  pale  skin,  usually flushed with color and health, seemed ashen. 

Granted, the crappy kitchen lighting—two meager recessed orbs of firstlight—wasn’t exactly favorable  to  anyone,  but  …  Beer.  Food.  The  pack  keeping  their  distance.  And  that  hollow weariness in her friend’s eyes—yeah, some shit had gone down in that meeting. 

Bryce  tugged  open  the  fridge,  grabbing  a  beer  for  herself.  The  pack  all  had  different preferences,  and  were  prone  to  coming  over  whenever  they  felt  like  it,  so  the  fridge  was crammed with bottles and cans and what she could have sworn was a jug of … mead? Must be Bronson’s. 

Bryce grabbed one of Nathalie’s favorites—a cloudy, milky-tasting beer, heavy on the hops

—and twisted off the top. “Briggs?” 

“Officially  released.  Micah,  the  Autumn  King,  and  the  Oracle  pored  over  every  law  and bylaw and still couldn’t find a way around that loophole. Ruhn even had Declan run some of his fancy tech searches  and  found  nothing.  Sabine  ordered  the  Scythe  Moon  Pack  to  watch  Briggs tonight, along with some of the 33rd.” The packs had mandatory nights off once a week, and this was  the  Pack  of  Devils’—no  negotiating.  Otherwise,  Bryce  knew  Danika  would  be  out  there, watching Briggs’s every move. 

“So you’re all in agreement,” Bryce said. “At least that’s good.” 

“Yeah, until Briggs blows something or someone up.” Danika shook her head with disgust. 

“It’s fucking bullshit.” 

Bryce studied her friend carefully. The tension around her mouth, her sweaty neck. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing’s wrong.” 

The words were spoken too quickly to be believable. “Something’s been eating at you. Shit like this thing with Briggs is big, but you always bounce back.” Bryce narrowed her eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?” 

Danika’s eyes gleamed. “Nothing.” She swigged from her beer. 

There was only one other answer. “I take it Sabine was in rare form this afternoon.” 

Danika just tore into her pizza. 

Bryce swallowed two mouthfuls of beer, watching Danika blankly consider the teal cabinets above the counter, the paint chipping at the edges. 

Her  friend  chewed  slowly,  then  said  around  a  mouthful  of  bread  and  cheese,  “Sabine cornered me after the meeting. Right in the hall outside Micah’s office. So everyone could hear her tell me that two CCU research students got killed near Luna’s Temple last week during the blackout. My shift. My section. My fault.” 

Bryce winced. “It took a  week to hear about this?” 

“Apparently.” 

“Who killed them?” 

Crescent City University students were  always out in the Old Square, always causing trouble. 

Even as alums Bryce and Danika often bemoaned the fact that there wasn’t a sky-high electric fence  penning  CCU  students  into  their  corner  of  the  city.  Just  to  keep  them  from  puking  and pissing all over the Old Square every Friday night to Sunday morning. 

Danika drank again. “No clue who did it.” A shiver, her caramel eyes darkening. “Even with their  scents  marking  them  as  human,  it  took  twenty  minutes  to  identify  who  they  were.  They were ripped to shreds and partially eaten.” 

Bryce tried not to imagine it. “Motive?” 

Danika’s  throat  bobbed.  “No  idea,  either.  But  Sabine  told  me  in  front  of  everyone  exactly what she thought of such a public butchering happening on my watch.” 

Bryce asked, “What’d the Prime say about it?” 

“Nothing,”  Danika  said.  “The  old  man  fell  asleep  during  the  meeting,  and  Sabine  didn’t bother to wake him before cornering me.” It would be soon now, everyone said—only a matter of  a  year  or  two  until  the  current  Prime  of  the  wolves,  nearly  four  hundred  years  old,  had  his Sailing across the Istros to the Bone Quarter for his final sleep. There was no way the black boat would tip for him during the final rite—no way his soul would be deemed unworthy and given to the  river.  He’d  be  welcomed  into  the  Under-King’s  realm,  granted  access  to  its  mist-veiled shores … and then Sabine’s reign would begin. 

Gods spare them all. 

“It’s  not  your  fault,  you  know,”  Bryce  said,  flipping  open  the  cardboard  lids  of  the  two closest  pizza  boxes.  Sausage,  pepperoni,  and  meatball  in  one.  The  other  held  cured  meats  and stinky cheeses—Bronson’s choice, no doubt. 

“I know,” Danika muttered, draining the last of her beer, clunking the bottle in the sink, and rooting around in the fridge for another. Every muscle in her lean body seemed taut—on a hair trigger. She slammed the fridge shut and leaned against it. Danika didn’t meet Bryce’s eyes as she breathed, “I was three blocks away that night.  Three. And I didn’t hear or see or smell them being shredded.” 

Bryce  became  aware  of  the  silence  from  the  other  room.  Keen  hearing  in  both  human  and wolf form meant endless,  entitled eavesdropping. 

They could finish this conversation later. 

Bryce flipped open the rest of the pizza boxes, surveying the culinary landscape. “Shouldn’t you put them out of their misery and let them get a bite before you demolish the rest?” 

She’d had the pleasure of witnessing Danika eat three large pies in one sitting. In this sort of mood, Danika might very well break her record and hit four. 

“Please let us eat,” begged Bronson’s deep, rumbling voice from the other room. 

Danika swigged from her beer. “Come get it, mongrels.” 

The wolves rushed in. 

In the frenzy, Bryce was nearly flattened against the back wall of the kitchen, the monthly calendar pinned to it crumpling behind her. 

Damn  it—she  loved  that  calendar:   Hottest  Bachelors  of  Crescent  City:  Clothing-Optional Edition.  This  month  had  the  most  gorgeous  daemonaki  she’d  ever  seen,  his  propped  leg  on  a stool the only thing keeping  everything from being shown. She smoothed out the new wrinkles in all the tan skin and muscles, the curling horns, and then turned to scowl at the wolves. 

A  step  away,  Danika  stood  among  her  pack  like  a  stone  in  a  river.  She  smirked  at  Bryce. 

“Any update on your hunt for the Horn?” 

“No.” 

“Jesiba must be thrilled.” 

Bryce grimaced. “Overjoyed.” She’d seen Jesiba for all of two minutes this afternoon before the sorceress threatened to turn Bryce into a donkey, and then vanished in a chauffeured sedan to the  gods  knew  where.  Maybe  off  on  some  errand  for  the  Under-King  and  the  dark  House  he ruled. 

Danika grinned. “Don’t you have that date with what’s-his-face tonight?” 

The question clanged through Bryce. “Shit.  Shit. Yes.” She winced at the kitchen clock. “In an hour.” 

Connor, taking an entire pizza box for himself, stiffened. He’d made his thoughts on Bryce’s rich-ass boyfriend clear since the first date two months ago. Just as Bryce had made it perfectly clear she did not give a fuck about Connor’s opinion regarding her love life. 

Bryce  took  in  his  muscled  back  as  Connor  stalked  out,  rolling  his  broad  shoulders.  Danika frowned. She never missed a fucking thing. 

“I need to get dressed,” Bryce said, scowling. “And his name is Reid, and you know it.” 

A wolfish smile. “Reid’s a stupid fucking name,” Danika said. 

“One,  I think it’s a hot name. And two,  Reid is hot.” Gods help her, Reid Redner was hot as Hel. Though the sex was … fine. Standard. She’d gotten off, but she’d really had to work for it. 

And not in the way she sometimes  liked to work for it. More in the sense of  Slow down, Put that here, Can we switch positions?  But she’d slept with him only twice. And she told herself that it could take time to find the right rhythm with a partner. Even if …

Danika just said it. “If he grabs his phone to check his messages before his dick’s barely out of  you  again,  please  have  the  self-respect  to  kick  his  balls  across  the  room  and  come  home  to me.” 

“Fucking Hel, Danika!” Bryce hissed. “Say it a little gods-damn louder.” 

The wolves had gone silent. Even their munching had stopped. Then resumed just a decibel too loudly. 

“At least he’s got a good job,” Bryce said to Danika, who crossed her slender arms—arms

that  hid  tremendous,  ferocious  strength—and  gave  her  a  look.  A  look  that  said,  Yeah,  one  that Reid’s daddy gave him. Bryce added, “And at least he’s not some psychotic alphahole who will demand a three-day sex marathon and then call me his mate, lock me in his house, and never let me out again.” Which was why Reid—human, okay-at-sex Reid—was perfect. 

“You could use a three-day sex marathon,” Danika quipped. 

“You’re to blame for this, you know.” 

Danika waved a hand. “Yeah, yeah. My first and last mistake: setting you two up.” 

Danika  knew  Reid  casually  through  the  part-time  security  work  she  did  for  his  father’s business—a massive human-owned magi-tech company in the Central Business District. Danika claimed  that  the  work  was  too  boring  to  bother  explaining,  but  paid  well  enough  that  she couldn’t say no. And more than that—it was a job she  chose. Not the life she’d been shoved into. 

So  between  her  patrols  and  obligations  with  the  Aux,  Danika  was  often  at  the  towering skyscraper  in  the  CBD—pretending  she  had  a  shot  at  a  normal  life.  It  was  unheard  of  for  any Aux member to have a secondary job—for an Alpha, especially—but Danika made it work. 

It  didn’t  hurt  that  everyone  wanted  a  piece  of  Redner  Industries  these  days.  Even  Micah Domitus was a major investor in its cutting-edge experiments. It was nothing out of the ordinary, when  the  Governor  invested  in  everything  from  tech  to  vineyards  to  schools,  but  since  Micah

was  on  Sabine’s  eternal  shit  list,  pissing  off  her  mother  by  working  for  a  human  company  he supported was likely even better for Danika than the sense of free will and generous pay. 

Danika  and  Reid  had  been  in  the  same  presentation  one  afternoon  months  ago—exactly when  Bryce  had  been  single  and  complaining  constantly  about  it.  Danika  had  given  Bryce’s number to Reid in a last-ditch effort to preserve her sanity. 

Bryce smoothed a hand over her dress. “I need to change. Save me a slice.” 

“Aren’t you going out for dinner?” 

Bryce cringed. “Yeah. To one of those frilly spots—where they give you salmon mousse on

a cracker and call it a meal.” 

Danika shuddered. “Definitely fill up before, then.” 

“A slice,” Bryce said, pointing at Danika. “Remember my slice.” She eyed the one remaining box and padded out of the kitchen. 

The Pack of Devils were now all in human form—save for Zelda—pizza boxes balanced on

knees  or  spread  on  the  worn  blue  rug.  Bronson  was  indeed  swigging  from  the  ceramic  jug  of mead,  his  brown  eyes  fixed  on  the  nightly  news  broadcast.  The  news  about  Briggs’s  release—

along with grainy footage of the human male being escorted out of the jail complex in a white jumpsuit—began  blasting.  Whoever  held  the  remote  quickly  changed  the  channel  to  a documentary on the Black River delta. 

Nathalie gave Bryce a shit-eating grin as she strode for her bedroom door at the opposite end of the living room. Oh, Bryce wouldn’t live down that little tidbit about Reid’s performance in the bedroom anytime soon. Especially when Nathalie was sure to make it a reflection on Bryce’s skills. 

“Don’t  even  start,”  Bryce  warned  her.  Nathalie  clamped  her  lips  together,  like  she  could hardly  keep  the  howl  of  wicked  amusement  contained.  Her  sleek  black  hair  seemed  to  quiver with the effort of holding in her laughter, her onyx eyes near-glowing. 

Bryce pointedly ignored Connor’s heavy golden stare as he tracked her across the space. 

Wolves. Gods-damned wolves shoving their noses into her business. 

There  would  never  be  any  mistaking  them  for  humans,  though  their  forms  were  nearly identical.  Too  tall,  too  muscled,  too  still.  Even  the  way  they  tore  into  their  pizzas,  each movement deliberate and graceful, was a silent reminder of what they could do to anyone who crossed them. 

Bryce  walked  over  Zach’s  sprawled,  long  legs,  and  carefully  avoided  stepping  on  Zelda’s snow-white  tail,  where  she  lay  on  the  floor  beside  her  brother.  The  twin  white  wolves,  both slender and dark-haired in human form, were utterly terrifying when they shifted.  The Ghosts—

the whispered nickname followed them everywhere. 

So, yeah. Bryce tried really hard not to step on Zelda’s fluffy tail. 

Thorne, at least, threw Bryce a sympathetic smile from where he sat in the half-rotted leather armchair near the television, his CCU sunball hat turned backward. He was the only other person in the apartment who understood how meddlesome the pack could be. And who cared as much

about Danika’s moods. About Sabine’s ruthlessness. 

It was a long shot for an Omega like Thorne to ever be noticed by an Alpha like Danika. Not that Thorne had ever so much as hinted at it to any of them. But Bryce saw it—the gravitational pull that seemed to happen whenever Danika and Thorne were in a room together, like they were two stars orbiting each other. 

Mercifully,  Bryce  reached  her  bedroom  without  any  comments  regarding  her  sort-of

boyfriend’s prowess, and shut the door behind her firmly enough to tell them all to fuck off. 

She made it three steps toward her sagging green dresser before laughter barked through the apartment.  It  was  silenced  a  moment  later  by  a  vicious,  not-quite-human  snarl.  Deep  and rumbling and utterly lethal. 

Not  Danika’s  snarl,  which  was  like  death  incarnate,  soft  and  husky  and  cold.  This  was Connor’s. Full of heat and temper and feeling. 

Bryce  showered  off  the  dust  and  grime  that  seemed  to  coat  her  whenever  she  made  the fifteen-block  walk  between  the  apartment  and  the  slim  sandstone  building  that  Griffin Antiquities occupied. 

A few carefully placed pins erased the end-of-day limpness that usually plagued her heavy sheet  of  wine-red  hair,  and  she  hastily  applied  a  fresh  coat  of  mascara  to  bring  some  life  back into  her  amber  eyes.  From  shower  to  sliding  on  her  black  stiletto  heels,  it  was  a  grand  total  of twenty minutes. 

Proof, she realized, of how little she really cared about this date. She spent a gods-damned hour  on  her  hair  and  makeup  every  morning.  Not  counting  the  thirty-minute  shower  to  get herself  gleaming,  shaved,  and  moisturized.  But  twenty  minutes?  For  dinner  at  the  Pearl  and Rose? 

Yeah,  Danika  had  a  point.  And  Bryce  knew  the  bitch  was  watching  the  clock,  and  would probably ask if the short prep time was reflective of how long, exactly, Reid could keep it going. 

Bryce  glared  in  the  direction  of  the  wolves  beyond  the  door  of  her  cozy  bedroom  before surveying  the  quiet  haven  around  her.  Every  wall  was  bedecked  in  posters  of  legendary performances at the Crescent City Ballet. Once, she’d imagined herself up there among the lithe Vanir, exploding across the stage in turn after turn, or making audiences weep with an agonizing death scene. Once, she’d imagined there might be a spot for a half-human female on that stage. 

Even  being  told,  over  and  over,  that  she  had  the   wrong body type  hadn’t  stopped  her  from loving  to  dance.  Hadn’t  stopped  that  heady  rush  seeing  a  dance  performed  live,  or  her  taking amateur classes after work, or her following CCB’s dancers the way Connor, Ithan, and Thorne followed sports teams. Nothing could ever stop her from craving that soaring sensation she found when she was dancing, whether in class or at a club or even on the gods-damned street. 

Juniper, at least, hadn’t been deterred. Had decided that she was in it for the long haul, that a faun   would  defy  the  odds  and  grace  a  stage  built  for  Fae  and  nymphs  and  sylphs—and  leave them all in her dust. She’d done it, too. 

Bryce loosed a long sigh. Time to go. It was a twenty-minute walk to the Pearl and Rose, and in  these  heels,  it’d  take  her  twenty-five.  No  point  in  getting  a  taxi  during  the  chaos  and congestion of Thursday night in the Old Square when the car would just  sit there. 

She  stabbed  pearl  studs  into  her  ears,  hoping  half-heartedly  that  they’d  add  some  class  to what might be considered a somewhat scandalous dress. But she was twenty-three, and she might as  well  enjoy  her  generously  curved  figure.  She  gave  her  gold-dusted  legs  a  little  smile  as  she twisted in front of the full-length mirror propped against the wall to admire the slope of her ass in the skintight gray dress, the hint of text from that still-sore new tattoo peeking over the plunging back, before she stepped into the living room again. 

Danika let out a wicked laugh that rumbled over the nature show the wolves were watching. 

“I bet fifty silver marks the bouncers don’t let you through the doors looking like that.” 

Bryce  flipped  off  her  friend  as  the  pack  chuckled.  “I’m  sorry  if  I  make  you  feel  self-conscious about your bony ass, Danika.” 

Thorne barked a laugh. “At least Danika makes up for it with her winning personality.” 

Bryce smirked at the handsome Omega. “That must explain why I have a date and she hasn’t been on one in … what’s it now? Three years?” 

Thorne winked, his blue eyes sliding toward Danika’s scowling face. “Must be why.” 

Danika slouched in her chair and propped her bare feet on the coffee table. Each toenail was painted a different color. “It’s only been two years,” she muttered. “Assholes.” 

Bryce patted Danika’s silken head as she passed. Danika nipped at her fingers, teeth flashing. 

Bryce  chuckled,  entering  the  narrow  kitchen.  She  pawed  through  the  upper  cabinets,  glass rattling as she searched for the—

Ah. The gin. 

She knocked back a shot. Then another. 

“Rough  night  ahead?”  Connor  asked  from  where  he  leaned  against  the  kitchen  doorway, arms crossed over his muscular chest. 

A drop of gin had landed on her chin. Bryce narrowly avoided wiping the sin-red lipstick off her mouth with the back of her wrist and instead opted for patting it away with a leftover napkin from the pizza place. Like a proper person. 

 That color should be called Blow Job Red, Danika had said the first time Bryce had worn it. 

 Because that’s all any male will think about when you wear it. Indeed, Connor’s eyes had dipped right  to  her  lips.  So  Bryce  said  as  nonchalantly  as  she  could,  “You  know  I  like  to  enjoy  my Thursday nights. Why not kick it off early?” 

She balanced on her toes as she put the gin back in the upper cupboard, the hem of her dress rising precariously high. Connor studied the ceiling as if it were immensely interesting, his gaze only  snapping  to  hers  as  she  settled  on  her  feet  again.  In  the  other  room,  someone  turned  the volume on the television up to an apartment-rattling level. 

 Thank you, Danika. 

Even wolf hearing couldn’t sort through that cacophony to eavesdrop. 

Connor’s sensuous mouth twitched upward, but he remained in the doorway. 

Bryce swallowed, wondering how gross it would be to chase away the burn of the gin with

the beer she’d left warming on the counter. 

Connor said, “Look. We’ve known each other a while …” 

“Is this a rehearsed speech?” 

He straightened, color staining his cheeks. The Second in the Pack of Devils, the most feared and lethal of all the Auxiliary units, was  blushing. “No.” 

“That sounded like a rehearsed introduction to me.” 

“Can  you  let  me  ask  you  out,  or  do  I  need  to  get  into  a  fight  with  you  about  my  phrasing first?” 

She snorted, but her guts twisted. “I don’t date wolves.” 

Connor threw her a cocky grin. “Make an exception.” 

“No.” But she smiled slightly. 

Connor  merely  said  with  the  unwavering  arrogance  that  only  an  immortal  predator  could achieve, “You want me. I want you. It’s been that way for a while, and playing with these human males hasn’t done a damn thing to make you forget that, has it?” 

No, it hadn’t. But she said, her voice mercifully calm despite her thundering heart, “Connor, I’m not going out with you. Danika is bossy enough. I don’t need another wolf, especially a  male wolf, trying to run my life. I don’t need any more Vanir shoving into my business.” 

His golden eyes dimmed. “I’m not your father.” 

He didn’t mean Randall. 

She shoved off the counter, marching toward him. And the apartment door beyond. She was

going to be late. “That has nothing to do with this—with you. My answer is no.” 

Connor didn’t move, and she halted mere inches away. Even in heels, even though she fell on  the  taller  side  of  average  height,  he  towered  over  her.  Dominated  the  entire  space  just  by breathing. 

Like  any  alphahole  would.  Like  what  her  Fae  father  had  done  to  nineteen-year-old  Ember Quinlan, when he’d pursued her, seduced her, tried to keep her, and gone so far into possessive territory that the moment Ember had realized she was carrying his child—carrying  Bryce—she ran before he could scent it and lock her up in his villa in FiRo until she grew too old to interest him. 

Which  was  something  Bryce  didn’t  let  herself  consider.  Not  after  the  blood  tests  had  been done and she’d walked out of the medwitch’s office knowing that she’d taken after her Fae father in more ways than the red hair and pointed ears. 

She would have to bury her mother one day, bury Randall, too. Which was utterly expected, if  you  were  a  human.  But  the  fact  that  she’d  go  on  living  for  a  few  more  centuries,  with  only photos and videos to remind her of their voices and faces, made her stomach twist. 

She should have had a third shot of gin. 

Connor remained unmoving in the doorway. “One date won’t send me into a territorial hissy fit. It doesn’t even have to be a date. Just … pizza,” he finished, glancing at the stacked boxes. 

“You  and  I  go  out  plenty.”  They  did—on  nights  when  Danika  was  called  in  to  meet  with Sabine or the other Aux commanders, he often brought over food, or he met up with her at one of the  many  restaurants  lining  the  apartment’s  lively  block.  “If  it’s  not  a  date,  then  how  is  it different?” 

“It’d be a trial run. For a date,” Connor said through his teeth. 

She lifted a brow. “A date to decide if I want to date you?” 

“You’re impossible.” He pushed off the doorjamb. “See you later.” 

Smiling  to  herself,  she  trailed  him  out  of  the  kitchen,  cringing  at  the  monstrously  loud television the wolves were all watching very,  very intently. 

Even  Danika  knew  there  were  limits  to  how  far  she  could  push  Connor  without  serious consequences. 

For a heartbeat, Bryce debated grabbing the Second by the shoulder and explaining that he’d be better off finding a nice, sweet wolf who wanted to have a litter of pups, and that he didn’t really want someone who was ten kinds of fucked-up, still liked to party until she was no better than a puking-in-an-alley CCU student, and wasn’t entirely sure if she  could love someone, not when Danika was all she really needed anyway. 

But she didn’t grab Connor, and by the time Bryce scooped her keys from the bowl beside

the  door,  he’d  slumped  onto  the  couch—again,  in   her  spot—and  was  staring  pointedly  at  the screen. “Bye,” she said to no one in particular. 

Danika  met  her  gaze  from  across  the  room,  her  eyes  still  wary  but  faintly  amused.  She winked. “Light it up, bitch.” 

“Light  it  up,  asshole,”  Bryce  replied,  the  farewell  sliding  off  her  tongue  with  the  ease  of years of usage. 

But it was Danika’s added “Love you” as Bryce slipped out into the grimy hallway that made

her hesitate with her hand on the knob. 

It’d taken Danika a few years to say those words, and she still used them sparingly. Danika had initially hated it when Bryce said them to her—even when Bryce explained that she’d spent most  of  her  life  saying  it,  just  in  case  it   was  the  last  time.  In  case  she  wouldn’t  get  to  say goodbye  to  the  people  who  mattered  most.  And  it  had  taken  one  of  their  more  fucked-up adventures—a  trashed  motorcycle,  and  literally  having  guns  pointed  at  their  heads—to  get Danika to utter the words, but at least she now said them. Sometimes. 

Forget Briggs’s release. Sabine must have really done a number on Danika. 

Bryce’s heels clacked on the worn tile floor as she headed for the stairs at the end of the hall. 

Maybe  she  should  cancel  on  Reid.  She  could  grab  some  buckets  of  ice  cream  from  the  corner market and cuddle in bed with Danika while they watched their favorite absurd comedies. 

Maybe she’d call up Fury and see if she could pay a little visit to Sabine. 

But—she’d never ask that of Fury. Fury kept her professional shit out of their lives, and they knew better than to ask too many questions. Only Juniper could get away with it. 

Honestly, it made no sense that any of them were friends: the future Alpha of all wolves, an assassin for high-paying clients waging war across the sea, a stunningly talented dancer and the only faun  ever to grace the stage of the Crescent City Ballet, and … her. 

Bryce  Quinlan.  Assistant  to  a  sorceress.  Would-be,  wrong-body-type  dancer.  Chronic  dater of preening, breakable human men who had no idea what to do with her. Let alone what to do with Danika, if they ever got far enough into the dating crucible. 

Bryce  clomped  down  the  stairs,  scowling  at  one  of  the  orbs  of  firstlight  that  cast  the crumbling  gray-blue  paint  in  flickering  relief.  The  landlord  went  as  cheap  as  possible  on  the firstlight, likely siphoning it off the grid rather than paying the city for it like everyone else. 

Everything in this apartment building was a piece of shit, to be honest. 

Danika could afford better. Bryce certainly couldn’t. And Danika knew her well enough not to even suggest that she alone pay for one of the high-rise, glossy apartments by the river’s edge or  in  the  CBD.  So  after  graduation,  they’d  only  looked  at  places  Bryce  could  swing  with  her paycheck—this particular shithole being the least miserable of them. 

Sometimes, Bryce wished she’d accepted her monstrous father’s money—wished she hadn’t

decided  to  develop  some  semblance  of  morals  at  the  exact  moment  the  creep  had  offered  her mountains  of  gold  marks  in  exchange  for  her  eternal  silence  about  him.  At  least  then  she’d currently  be  lounging  by  some  sky-high  pool  deck,  ogling  oiled-up  angels  as  they  swaggered past, and not avoiding the letch of a janitor who leered at her chest anytime she had to complain about the trash chute being blocked yet again. 

The  glass  door  at  the  bottom  of  the  stairwell  led  onto  the  night-darkened  street,  already packed  with  tourists,  revelers,  and  bleary-eyed  residents  trying  to  squeeze  their  way  home through  the  rowdy  crowds  after  a  long,  hot  summer  day.  A  draki  male  clad  in  a  suit  and  tie rushed past, messenger bag bobbing at his hip as he wove his way around a family of some sort of equine shifters—perhaps horses, judging by their scents full of open skies and green fields—

all so busy snapping photos of everything that they remained oblivious to anyone trying to get somewhere. 

At the corner, a pair of bored malakim clad in the black armor of the 33rd kept their wings tucked in tight to their powerful bodies, no doubt to avoid any harried commuter or drunk idiot touching  them.  Touch  an  angel’s  wings  without  permission  and  you’d  be  lucky  to  lose  just  a hand. 

Firmly shutting the glass door behind her, Bryce soaked in the tangle of sensations that was this ancient, vibrant city: the dry summer heat that threatened to bake her very bones; the honk of car horns slicing through the steady hiss and dribble of music leaking from the revel halls; the wind off the Istros River, three blocks away, rustling the swaying palms and cypresses; the hint of  brine  from  the  nearby  turquoise  sea;  the  seductive,  night-soft  smell  of  the  crawling  jasmine wrapped  around  the  iron  park  fence  nearby;  the  tang  of  puke  and  piss  and  stale  beer;  the beckoning, smoky spices crusting the slow-roasting lamb at the vendor’s cart on the corner … It all hit her in one awakening kiss. 

Trying not to snap her ankles on the cobblestones, Bryce breathed in the nightly offering of Crescent City, drank it deep, and vanished down the teeming street. 
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The Pearl and Rose was everything Bryce hated about this city. 

But at least Danika now owed her fifty silver marks. 

The bouncers had let her stride past them, up the three steps, and through the open bronze-plated doors of the restaurant. 

But even fifty silver marks wouldn’t put so much as a dent in paying for this meal. No, this would be firmly in the  gold zone. 

Reid  could  certainly  afford  it.  Given  the  size  of  his  bank  account,  he  likely  wouldn’t  even glance at the check before handing over his black card. 

Seated  at  a  table  in  the  heart  of  the  gilded  dining  room,  under  the  crystal  chandeliers dangling from the intricately painted ceiling, Bryce went through two glasses of water and half a bottle of wine while she waited. 

Twenty minutes in, her phone buzzed in her black silk clutch. If Reid was canceling on her, she’d  kill  him.  There  was  no  fucking  way  she  could  afford  to  pay  for  the  wine—not  without having to give up dance classes for the next month. Two months, actually. 

But the messages weren’t from Reid, and Bryce read them three times before chucking her

phone back in her purse and pouring another glass of very, very expensive wine. 

Reid was rich  and he was late. He owed her. 

Especially  since  the  upper  echelons  of  Crescent  City  were  entertaining  themselves  by sneering at her dress, the skin on display, the Fae ears but clearly human body. 

 Half-breed—she could nearly hear the hateful term as they thought it. They considered her a lowly worker at best. Prey and dumpster fodder at worst. 

Bryce took out her phone and read the messages a fourth time. 

Connor had written,  You know I’m shit with talking. But what I wanted to say—before you tried to get into a fight with me instead, by the way—was that I think it’s worth it. You and me. 

 Giving us a shot. 

He’d added:  I’m crazy about you. I don’t want anyone else. I haven’t for a long while. One date. If it doesn’t work, then we’ll deal with it. But just give me a chance. Please. 

Bryce was still staring at the messages, her head spinning from all that gods-damned wine, when Reid finally appeared. Forty-five minutes late. 

“Sorry,  babe,”  he  said,  leaning  in  to  kiss  her  cheek  before  sliding  onto  his  chair.  His charcoal-gray  suit  remained  immaculate,  his  golden  skin  glowing  above  the  collar  of  his  white shirt. Not one dark brown hair on his head was out of place. 

Reid  had  the  easy  manners  of  someone  brought  up  with  money,  education,  and  no  doors

locked to his desires. The Redners were one of the few human families who had risen into Vanir high society—and dressed for the part. Reid was meticulous about his appearance, down to the very last detail. Every tie he wore, she’d learned, was selected to bring out the green in his hazel eyes. His suits were always impeccably cut to his toned body. She might have called him vain, had  she  not  put  such  consideration  into  her  own  outfits.  Had  she  not  known  that  Reid  worked with  a  personal  trainer  for  the  exact  reason  that  she  kept  dancing—beyond  her  love  for  it—

making sure her body was primed for when its strength might be needed to escape any would-be predator hunting the streets. 

Since the day the Vanir had crawled through the Northern Rift and overtaken Midgard eons ago,  an  event  historians  called  the  Crossing,  running  was  the  best  option  if  a  Vanir  decided  to make a meal of you. That is, if you didn’t have a gun or bombs or any of the horrid things people like Philip Briggs had developed to kill even a long-lived, quick-healing creature. 

She  often  wondered  about  it:  what  it  had  been  like  before  this  planet  had  found  itself occupied by creatures from so many different worlds, all of them far more advanced and  civilized than  this  one,  when  it  was  just  humans  and  ordinary  animals.  Even  their  calendar  system hearkened  to  the  Crossing,  and  the  time  before  and  after  it:  H.E.  and  V.E.— Human  Era  and Vanir Era. 

Reid lifted his dark brows at the mostly empty bottle of wine. “Nice choice.” 

Forty-five minutes. Without a call or a message to tell her he’d be late. 

Bryce gritted her teeth. “Something came up at work?” 

Reid shrugged, scanning the restaurant for high-ranking officials to hobnob with. As the son of  a  man  who  had  his  name  displayed  in  twenty-foot  letters  on  three  buildings  in  the  CBD, people usually lined up to chat with him. “Some of the malakim are restless about developments in  the  Pangeran  conflict.  They  needed  reassurance  their  investments  were  still  sound.  The  call ran long.” 

The  Pangeran  conflict—the  fighting  Briggs  so  badly  wanted  to  bring  to  this  territory.  The wine  that  had  gone  to  her  head  eddied  into  an  oily  pool  in  her  gut.  “The  angels  think  the  war might spread here?” 

Spying no one of interest in the restaurant, Reid flipped open his leather-bound menu. “No. 

The Asteri wouldn’t let that happen.” 

“The Asteri let it happen over there.” 

His lips twitched downward. “It’s a complicated issue, Bryce.” 

Conversation over. She let him go back to studying the menu. 

Reports of the territory across the Haldren Sea were grim: the human resistance was prepared to  wipe  themselves  out  rather  than  submit  to  the  Asteri  and  their  “elected”  Senate’s  rule.  For forty  years  now,  the  war  had  raged  in  the  vast  Pangeran  territory,  wrecking  cities,  creeping toward  the  stormy  sea.  Should  the  conflict  cross  it,  Crescent  City,  sitting  on  Valbara’s southeastern  coast—midway  up  a  peninsula  called  the  Hand  for  the  shape  of  the  arid, mountainous land that jutted out—would be one of the first places in its path. 

Fury refused to talk about what she saw over there. What she did over there. What side she fought for. Most Vanir did not find a challenge to more than fifteen thousand years of their reign amusing. 

Most humans did not find fifteen thousand years of near-slavery, of being prey and food and whores, to be all that amusing, either. Never mind that in recent centuries, the Imperial Senate had granted humans more rights—with the Asteri’s approval, of course. The fact remained that

anyone who stepped out of line was thrown right back to where they’d started: literal slaves to the Republic. 

The slaves, at least, existed mostly in Pangera. A few lived in Crescent City, namely among the warrior-angels in the 33rd, the Governor’s personal legion, marked by the  SPQM slave tattoo on their wrists. But they blended in, for the most part. 

Crescent City, for all that its wealthiest were grade A assholes, was still a melting pot. One of  the  rare  places  where  being  a  human  didn’t  necessarily  mean  a  lifetime  of  menial  labor. 

Though it didn’t entitle you to much else. 

A  dark-haired,  blue-eyed  Fae  female  caught  Bryce’s  cursory  glance  around  the  room,  her boy toy across the table marking her as some sort of noble. 

Bryce  had  never  decided  whom  she  hated  more:  the  winged  malakim  or  the  Fae.  The  Fae, probably, whose considerable magic and grace made them think they were allowed to do what they  pleased,  with  anyone  they  pleased.  A  trait  shared  by  many  members  of  the  House  of  Sky and Breath: the swaggering angels, the lofty sylphs, and the simmering elementals. 

 House of Shitheads and Bastards, Danika always called them. Though her own allegiance to the House of Earth and Blood might have shaded her opinion a bit—especially when the shifters and Fae were forever at odds. 

Born of two Houses, Bryce had been forced to yield her allegiance to the House of Earth and Blood as part of accepting the civitas rank her father had gotten her. It had been the price paid for accepting  the  coveted  citizen  status:  he’d  petition  for  full  citizenship,  but  she  would  have  to claim  Sky  and  Breath  as  her  House.  She’d  resented  it,  resented  the  bastard  for  making  her choose, but even her mother had seen that the benefits outweighed the costs. 

Not  that  there  were  many  advantages  or  protections  for  humans  within  the  House  of  Earth and Blood, either. Certainly not for the young man seated with the Fae female. 

Beautiful, blond, no more than twenty, he was likely a tenth of his Fae companion’s age. The tanned skin of his wrists held no hint of the four-lettered slave tattoo. So he had to be with her through  his  own  free  will,  then—or  desire  for  whatever  she  offered:  sex,  money,  influence.  It was  a  fool’s  bargain,  though.  She’d  use  him  until  she  was  bored,  or  he  grew  too  old,  and  then dump his ass at the curb, still craving those Fae riches. 

Bryce inclined her head to the noblewoman, who bared her too-white teeth at the insolence. 

The Fae female was beautiful—but most of the Fae were. 

She found Reid watching, a frown on his handsome face. He shook his head—at  her—and resumed reading the menu. 

Bryce sipped her wine. Signaled the waiter to bring over another bottle. 

 I’m crazy about you. 

Connor  wouldn’t  tolerate  the  sneering,  the  whispering.  Neither  would  Danika.  Bryce  had witnessed  both of them rip into the stupid assholes who’d hissed slurs at her, or who mistook her for one of the many half-Vanir females who scraped a living in the Meat Market by selling their bodies. 

Most of those women didn’t get the chance to complete the Drop—either because they didn’t make it to the threshold of maturity or because they got the short end of the stick with a mortal life span. There were predators, both born and trained, who used the Meat Market as a personal hunting ground. 

Bryce’s phone buzzed, right as the waiter finally made his way over, fresh bottle of wine in hand.  Reid  frowned  again,  his  disapproval  heavy  enough  that  she  refrained  from  reading  the

message until she’d ordered her beef-with-cheese-foam sandwich. 

Danika had written,  Dump the limp-dicked bastard and put Connor  out of his misery. A date with  him  won’t  kill  you.  He’s  been  waiting  years,  Bryce.  Years.  Give  me  something  to  smile about tonight. 

Bryce cringed as she shoved her phone back into her bag. She looked up to find Reid on his own phone, thumbs flying, his chiseled features illuminated by the dim screen. Their invention five  decades  ago  had  occurred  right  in  Redner  Industries’  famed  tech  lab,  and  vaulted  the company into unprecedented fortune. A new era of linking the world, everyone claimed. Bryce thought they just gave people an excuse not to make eye contact. Or be bad dates. 

“Reid,” she said. He just held up a finger. 

Bryce  tapped  a  red  nail  on  the  base  of  her  wineglass.  She  kept  her  nails  long—and  took  a daily  elixir  to  keep  them  strong.  Not  as  effective  as  talons  or  claws,  but  they  could  do  some damage. At least enough to potentially get away from an assailant. 

“Reid,” she said again. He kept typing, and looked up only when the first course appeared. 

It was indeed a salmon mousse. Over a crisp of bread, and encaged in some latticework of curling green plants. Small ferns, perhaps. She swallowed her laugh. 

“Go ahead and dig in,” Reid said distantly, typing again. “Don’t wait for me.” 

“One bite and I’ll be done,” she muttered, lifting her fork but wondering how the Hel to eat the thing. No one around them used their fingers, but … The Fae female sneered again. 

Bryce set down the fork. Folded her napkin into a neat square before she rose. “I’m going.” 

“All  right,”  Reid  said,  eyes  fixed  on  his  screen.  He  clearly  thought  she  was  going  to  the bathroom. She could feel the eyes of a well-dressed angel at the next table travel up her expanse of bare leg, then heard the chair groan as he leaned back to admire the view of her ass. 

Exactly why she kept her nails strong. 

But she said to Reid, “No—I’m leaving. Thank you for dinner.” 

That made him look up. “What? Bryce, sit down. Eat.” 

As if his being late, being on the phone, weren’t part of this. As if she were just something he needed to feed before he fucked. She said clearly, “This isn’t working out.” 

His mouth tightened. “Excuse me?” 

She  doubted  he’d  ever  been  dumped.  She  said  with  a  sweet  smile,  “Bye,  Reid.  Good  luck with work.” 

“Bryce.” 

But she had enough gods-damned self-respect not to let him explain, not to accept sex that was  merely  okay  basically  in  exchange  for  meals  at  restaurants  she  could  never  afford,  and  a man who had indeed rolled off her and gotten right back on that phone. So she swiped the bottle of wine and stepped away from the table, but not toward the exit. 

She went up to the sneering Fae female and her human plaything and said in a cool voice that would have made even Danika back away, “Like what you see?” 

The female gave her a sweeping glance, from Bryce’s heels to her red hair to the bottle of wine  dangling  from  her  fingers.  The  Fae  female  shrugged,  setting  the  black  stones  in  her  long dress sparkling. “I’ll pay a gold mark to watch you two.” She inclined her head to the human at her table. 

He offered Bryce a smile, his vacant face suggesting he was soaring high on some drug. 

Bryce smirked at the female. “I didn’t know Fae females had gotten so cheap. Word on the street used to be that you’d pay us gold by the armful to pretend you’re not lifeless as Reapers

between the sheets.” 

The  female’s  tan  face  went  white.  Glossy,  flesh-shredding  nails  snagged  on  the  tablecloth. 

The man across from her didn’t so much as flinch. 

Bryce  put  a  hand  on  the  man’s  shoulder—in  comfort  or  to  piss  off  the  female,  she  wasn’t sure. She squeezed lightly, again inclining her head toward the female, and strode out. 

She swigged from the bottle of wine and flipped off the preening hostess on her way through the bronze doors. Then snatched a handful of matchbooks from the bowl atop the stand, too. 

Reid’s breathless apologies to the noble drifted behind her as Bryce stepped onto the hot, dry street. 

Well,  shit.  It  was  nine  o’clock,  she  was  decently  dressed,  and  if  she  went  back  to  that apartment,  she’d  pace  around  until  Danika  bit  her  head  off.  And  the  wolves  would  shove  their noses into her business, which she didn’t want to discuss with them  at all. 

Which left one option. Her favorite option, fortunately. 

Fury picked up on the first ring. “What.” 

“Are you on this side of the Haldren or the wrong one?” 

“I’m  in  Five  Roses.”  The  flat,  cool  voice  was  laced  with  a  hint  of  amusement—practically outright laughter, coming from Fury. “But I’m not watching television with the pups.” 

“Who the Hel would want to do that?” 

A  pause  on  the  line.  Bryce  leaned  against  the  pale  stone  exterior  of  the  Pearl  and  Rose.  “I thought you had a date with what’s-his-face.” 

“You and Danika are the worst, you know that?” 

She  practically  heard  Fury’s  wicked  smile  through  the  line.  “I’ll  meet  you  at  the  Raven  in thirty minutes. I need to finish up a job.” 

“Go easy on the poor bastard.” 

“That’s not what I was paid to do.” 

The line went dead. Bryce swore and prayed Fury wouldn’t reek of blood when she got to

their preferred club. She dialed another number. 

Juniper  was  breathless  when  she  picked  up  on  the  fifth  ring,  right  before  it  went  to audiomail. She must have been in the studio, practicing after-hours. As she always did. As Bryce loved to do whenever she had a spare moment herself. To dance and dance and dance, the world fading into nothing but music and breath and sweat. “Oh, you dumped him, didn’t you?” 

“Did motherfucking Danika send a message to  everyone?” 

“No,” the sweet, lovely faun replied, “but you’ve been on your date for only an hour. Since the recap calls usually happen the morning after …” 

“We’re  going  to  the  Raven,”  Bryce  snapped.  “Be  there  in  thirty.”  She  hung  up  before Juniper’s quicksilver laugh set her cursing. 

Oh,  she’d  find  a  way  to  punish  Danika  for  telling  them.  Even  though  she  knew  it’d  been meant  as  a  warning,  to  prepare  them  for  any  picking  up  the  pieces,  if  necessary.  Just  as  Bryce had checked in with Connor regarding Danika’s state earlier that evening. 

The  White  Raven  was  only  a  five-minute  walk  away,  right  in  the  heart  of  the  Old  Square. 

Which left Bryce with enough time to either really, truly get into trouble, or face what she’d been avoiding for an hour now. 

She opted for trouble. 

Lots of trouble, enough to empty out the seven hard-earned gold marks in her purse as she handed  them  over  to  a  grinning  draki  female,  who  slipped  everything  Bryce  asked  for  into  her

waiting palm. The female had tried to sell her on some new party drug—S ynth will make you feel like a god, she said—but the thirty gold marks for a single dose had been well above Bryce’s pay grade. 

She  was  still  left  with  five  minutes.  Standing  across  from  the  White  Raven,  the  club  still teeming  with  revelers  despite  Briggs’s  failed  plan  to  blast  it  apart,  Bryce  pulled  out  her  phone and opened the thread with Connor. She’d bet all the money she’d just blown on mirthroot that he was checking his phone every two seconds. 

Cars  crawled  past,  the  bass  of  their  sound  systems  thumping  over  the  cobblestones  and cypresses, windows down to reveal passengers eager to start their Thursday: drinking; smoking; singing along to the music; messaging friends, dealers, whoever might get them into one of the dozen  clubs  that  lined  Archer  Street.  Queues  already  snaked  from  the  doors,  including  the Raven’s.  Vanir  peered  up  in  anticipation  at  the  white  marble  facade,  well-dressed  pilgrims waiting at the gates of a temple. 

The Raven was just that: a temple. Or it had been. A building now encased the ruins, but the dance  floor  remained  the  original,  ancient  stones  of  some  long-forgotten  god’s  temple,  and  the carved  stone  pillars  throughout  still  stood  from  that  time.  To  dance  inside  was  to  worship  that nameless god, hinted at in the age-worn carvings of satyrs and fauns drinking and dancing and fucking amid grapevines. A temple to pleasure—that’s what it had once been. And what it had become again. 

A  cluster  of  young  mountain-lion  shifters  prowled  past,  a  few  twisting  back  to  growl  in invitation.  Bryce  ignored  them  and  sidled  over  to  an  alcove  at  the  left  of  the  Raven’s  service doors. She leaned against the slick stone, tucked the wine into the crook of her arm, braced a foot on  the  wall  behind  her  as  she  bobbed  her  head  to  the  music  pouring  out  of  a  nearby  car,  and finally typed:  Pizza. Saturday night at six. If you’re late, it’s over. 

Instantly, Connor began typing in reply. Then the bubble paused. Then started again. 

Then finally, the message came. 

 I’ll never keep you waiting. 

She rolled her eyes and wrote,  Don’t make promises you can’t keep. 

More typing, deleting, typing. Then,  You mean it—about the pizza? 

 Do I look like I’m joking, Connor? 

 You looked delicious when you left the apartment. 

Heat curled in her, and she bit her lip. Charming, arrogant bastard.  Tell Danika I’m going to the Raven with Juniper and Fury. I’ll see you in two days. 

 Done. What about what’s-his-face? 

 REID is officially dumped. 

 Good. I was getting worried I’d have to kill him. 

Her gut churned. 

He quickly added,  Kidding, Bryce. I won’t go alphahole on you, I promise. 

Before she could answer, her phone buzzed again. 

Danika, this time.  HOW DARE YOU GO TO THE RAVEN WITHOUT ME. TRAITOR. 

Bryce snorted.  Enjoy Pack Night, loser. 

 DO NOT HAVE FUN WITHOUT ME. I FORBID YOU. 

She knew that as much as it killed Danika to stay in, she wouldn’t leave the pack. Not on the one night they all had together, the night they used to keep the bonds between them strong. Not after this shitstorm of a day. And especially not while Briggs was on the loose, with a reason to

get back at the whole Pack of Devils. 

That loyalty was why they loved Danika, why they fought so fiercely for her, went to the mat for  her  again  and  again  when  Sabine  publicly  wondered  if  her  daughter  was  worthy  of  the responsibilities and status as second in line. The power hierarchy among the wolves of Crescent City was dictated by dominance alone—but the three-generation lineage that made up the Prime of the wolves, Prime Apparent, and whatever Danika was (the Apparent Prime Apparent?) was a rarity. Powerful, ancient bloodlines was the usual explanation. 

Danika  had  spent  countless  hours  looking  into  the  history  of  the  dominant  shifter  packs  in other  cities—why  lions  had  come  to  rule  in  Hilene,  why  tigers  oversaw  Korinth,  why  falcons reigned in Oia. Whether the dominance that determined the Prime Alpha status passed through families or skipped around. Non-predatory shifters could head up a city’s Aux, but it was rare. 

Honestly, most of it bored Bryce to tears. And if Danika had ever learned why the Fendyr family claimed such a large share of the dominance pie, she’d never told Bryce. 

Bryce wrote back to Connor,  Good luck handling Danika. 

He simply replied,  She’s telling me the same about you. 

Bryce was about to put her phone away when the screen flashed again. Connor had added, 

 You won’t regret this. I’ve had a long while to figure out all the ways I’m going to spoil you. All the fun we’re going to have. 

 Stalker.  But she smiled. 

 Go enjoy yourself. I’ll see you in a few days. Message me when you’re home safe. 

She reread the conversation twice because she really was an absolute fucking loser, and was debating asking Connor to skip waiting and just meet her  now, when something cool and metal pressed against her throat. 

“And you’re dead,” crooned a female voice. 

Bryce yelped, trying to calm the heart that had gone from stupid-giddy to stupid-scared in the span of one beat. 

“Don’t  fucking   do  that,”  she  hissed  at  Fury  as  the  female  lowered  the  knife  from  Bryce’s throat and sheathed it across her back. 

“Don’t be a walking target,” Fury said coolly, her long onyx hair tied high in a ponytail that brought  out  the  sharp  lines  of  her  light  brown  face.  She  scanned  the  line  into  the  Raven,  her deep-set chestnut eyes marking everything and promising death to anyone who crossed her. But beneath that … mercifully, the black leather leggings, skintight velvet top, and ass-kicking boots did  not smell of blood. Fury gave Bryce a once-over. “You barely put on any makeup. That little human should have taken one look at you and known you were about to dump his ass.” 

“He was too busy on his phone to notice.” 

Fury  glanced  pointedly  at  Bryce’s  own  phone,  still  clenched  in  a  death  grip  in  her  hand. 

“Danika’s going to nail your balls to the wall when I tell her I caught you distracted like that.” 

“It’s her own damn fault,” Bryce snapped. 

A sharp smile was her only response. Bryce knew Fury was Vanir, but she had no idea what kind. No idea what House Fury belonged to, either. Asking wasn’t polite, and Fury, aside from her preternatural speed, grace, and reflexes, had never revealed another form, nor any inkling of magic beyond the most basic. 

But  she  was  a  civitas.  A  full  citizen,  which  meant  she  had  to  be  something  they  deemed worthy.  Given  her  skill  set,  the  House  of  Flame  and  Shadow  was  the  likeliest  place  for  her—

even  if  Fury  was  certainly  not  a  daemonaki,  vampyr,  or  even  a  wraith.  Definitely  not  a  witch-

turned-sorceress  like  Jesiba,  either.  Or  a  necromancer,  since  her  gifts  seemed  to  be  taking  life, not illegally bringing it back. 

“Where’s the leggy one?” Fury asked, taking the wine bottle from Bryce and swigging as she scanned the teeming clubs and bars along Archer Street. 

“Hel  if  I  know,”  Bryce  said.  She  winked  at  Fury  and  held  up  the  plastic  bag  of  mirthroot, jostling the twelve rolled black cigarettes. “I got us some goodies.” 

Fury’s grin was a flash of red lips and straight white teeth. She reached into the back pocket of her leggings and held up a small bag of white powder that glittered with a fiery iridescence in the glow of the streetlamp. “So did I.” 

Bryce squinted at the powder. “Is that what the dealer just tried to sell me?” 

Fury went still. “What’d she say it was?” 

“Some new party drug—gives you a godlike high, I don’t know. Super expensive.” 

Fury frowned. “Synth? Stay away from it. That’s some bad shit.” 

“All right.” She trusted Fury enough to heed the warning. Bryce peered at the powder Fury still held in her hand. “I can’t take anything that makes me hallucinate for days, please. I have work  tomorrow.”  When  she  had  to  at  least  pretend  she  had  some  idea  how  to  find  that  gods-damned Horn. 

Fury tucked the bag into her black bra. She swigged from the wine again before passing it back to Bryce. “Jesiba won’t be able to scent it on you, don’t worry.” 

Bryce linked elbows with the slender assassin. “Then let’s go make our ancestors roll over in their graves.” 
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Going on a date with Connor in a few days didn’t mean she had to behave. 

So within the inner sanctum of the White Raven, Bryce savored every delight it offered. 

Fury knew the owner, Riso, either through work or whatever the Hel she did in her personal life,  and  as  such,  they  never  had  to  wait  in  line.  The  flamboyant  butterfly  shifter  always  left  a booth open for them. 

None  of  the  smiling,  colorfully  dressed  waiters  who  brought  over  their  drinks  so  much  as blinked  at  the  lines  of  glittering  white  powder  Fury  arranged  with  a  sweep  of  her  hand  or  the plumes of smoke that rippled from Bryce’s parted lips as she tipped her head back to the domed, mirrored ceiling and laughed. 

Juniper had a studio class at dawn, so she abstained from the powder and smoke and booze. 

But it didn’t stop her from sneaking away for a good twenty minutes with a broad-chested Fae male  who  took  in  the  dark  brown  skin,  the  exquisite  face  and  curling  black  hair,  the  long  legs that ended in delicate hooves, and practically begged on his knees for the faun to touch him. 

Bryce reduced herself into the pulsing beat of the music, to the euphoria glittering through her blood faster than an angel diving out of the sky, to the sweat sliding down her body as she writhed on the ancient dance floor. She would barely be able to walk tomorrow, would have half a brain, but holy shit— more, more, more. 

Laughing,  she  swooped  over  the  low-lying  table  in  their  private  booth  between  two  half-crumbling pillars; laughing, she arched away, a red nail releasing its hold on one nostril as she sagged  against  the  dark  leather  bench;  laughing,  she  knocked  back  water  and  elderberry  wine and stumbled again into the dancing throng. 

Life was good. Life was fucking  good, and she couldn’t gods-damn wait to make the Drop with Danika and do this until the earth crumbled into dust. 

She  found  Juniper  dancing  amid  a  pack  of  sylph  females  celebrating  a  friend’s  successful Drop.  Their  silvery  heads  were  adorned  with  circlets  of  neon  glow  sticks  chock-full  of  their friend’s designated allotment of her own firstlight, which she’d generated when she successfully completed  the  Drop.  Juniper  had  managed  to  swipe  a  glow-stick  halo  for  herself,  and  her  hair shone with blue light as she extended her hands to Bryce, their fingers linking as they danced. 

Bryce’s blood pulsed in time to the music, as if she had been crafted just for this: the moment when  she   became  the  notes  and  rhythm  and  the  bass,  when  she  became  song  given  form. 

Juniper’s  glittering  eyes  told  Bryce  that  she  understood,  had  always  understood  the  particular freedom and joy and unleashing that came from dancing. Like their bodies were so full of sound they could barely contain it, could barely stand it, and only  dance could express it, ease it, honor

it. 

Males  and  females  gathered  to  watch,  their  lust  coating  Bryce’s  skin  like  sweat.  Juniper’s every movement matched hers without so much as a lick of hesitation, as if they were question and answer, sun and moon. 

Quiet,  pretty  Juniper  Andromeda—the  exhibitionist.  Even  dancing  in  the  sacred,  ancient heart of the Raven, she was sweet and mild, but she shone. 

Or maybe that was all the lightseeker Bryce had ingested up her nose. 

Her hair clung to her sweaty neck, her feet were utterly numb thanks to the steep angle of her heels, her throat was ravaged from screaming along to the songs that blasted through the club. 

She managed to shoot a few messages to Danika—and one video, because she could barely

read any of what was coming in anyway. 

She’d be so royally fucked if she showed up at work tomorrow unable to  read. 

Time slowed and bled. Here, dancing among the pillars and upon the timeworn stones of the temple that had been reborn, no time existed at all. 

Maybe she’d live here. 

Quit  her  job  at  the  gallery  and  live  in  the  club.  They  could  hire  her  to  dance  in  one  of  the steel cages dangling from the glass ceiling high above the temple ruins that made up the dance floor. They certainly wouldn’t spew bullshit about a  wrong body type. No, they’d pay her to do what she loved, what made her come alive like nothing else. 

It seemed like a reasonable enough plan, Bryce thought as she stumbled down her own street later with no recollection of leaving the Raven, saying goodbye to her friends, or of how the Hel she’d even gotten here. Taxi? She’d blown all her marks on the drugs. Unless someone had paid

…

Whatever. She’d think about it tomorrow. If she could even sleep. She wanted to stay awake, to dance for-gods-damn- ever. Only … oh, her feet fucking  hurt. And they were near-black and sticky—

Bryce  paused  outside  her  building  door  and  groaned  as  she  unstrapped  her  heels  and gathered them in a hand. A code. Her building had a code to get in. 

Bryce contemplated the keypad as if it’d open a pair of eyes and tell her. Some buildings did that. 

Shit.  Shiiit.  She  pulled  out  her  phone,  the  glaring  screen  light  burning  her  eyes.  Squinting, she  could  make  out  a  few  dozen  message  alerts.  They  blurred,  her  eyes  trying  and  failing  to focus enough to read one single coherent letter. Even if she somehow managed to call Danika, her friend would rip her head off. 

The screech of the building buzzer would piss off Danika even more. Bryce cringed, hopping from foot to foot. 

What was the code? The code, the code, the cooooode …

Oh, there it was. Tucked into a back pocket of her mind. 

She cheerfully punched in the numbers, then heard the buzz as the lock opened with a faint, tinny sound. 

She  scowled  at  the  reek  of  the  stairwell.  That  gods-damned  janitor.  She’d  kick  his  ass. 

Impale him with these useless, cheap stilettos that had wrecked her feet—

Bryce set a bare foot on the stairs and winced. This was going to hurt. Walking-on-glass hurt. 

She let her heels clunk to the tile floor, whispering a fervent promise to find them tomorrow, and  gripped  the  black-painted  metal  banister  with  both  hands.  Maybe  she  could  straddle  the

banister and scoot herself up the stairs. 

Gods,  it  stunk.  What  did  the  people  in  this  building   eat?  Or,  for  that  matter,  who  did  they eat?  Hopefully  not  wasted,  stupid-high,  half-Fae  females  who  couldn’t  manage  to  walk  up  the stairs. 

If Fury had laced the lightseeker with something else, she’d fucking  kill her. 

Snorting at the idea of even attempting to kill the infamous Fury Axtar, Bryce hauled herself up the stairs, step by step. 

She debated sleeping on the second-level landing, but the stench was overwhelming. 

Maybe she’d get lucky and Connor would still be at the apartment. And then she’d  really get lucky. 

Gods, she wanted good sex. No-holds-barred, scream-your-lungs-out sex. Break-the-bed sex. 

She knew Connor would be like that. More than that. It’d go far beyond the physical with him. It might honestly melt whatever was left of her mind after tonight. 

It was why she’d been a coward, why she’d avoided thinking about it from the moment he’d leaned  in  her  doorway  five  years  ago,  having  come  to  say  hi  to  Danika  and  meet  her  new roommate, and they’d just … stared at each other. 

Having Connor living four doors down freshman year had been the worst sort of temptation. 

But Danika had given the order to stay away until Bryce approached  him, and even though they hadn’t  yet  formed  the  Pack  of  Devils,  Connor  obeyed.  It  seemed  Danika  had  lifted  the  order tonight. 

Lovely, wicked Danika. Bryce smiled as she half crawled onto the third-floor landing, found her  balance,  and  dug  her  keys  out  of  her  purse—which  she’d  managed  to  hold  on  to  by  some miracle. She took a few swaying steps down the hall they shared with one other apartment. 

Oh, Danika was going to be so pissed.  So pissed that Bryce had not only had fun without her, but that she’d gotten so wasted she couldn’t remember how to read. Or the code to the building. 

The flickering firstlight stung her eyes enough that she again squinted them to near-darkness and  staggered  down  the  hall.  She  should  shower,  if  she  could  remember  how  to  operate  the handles. Wash off her filthy, numb feet. 

Especially  after  she  stepped  in  a  cold  puddle  beneath  some  dripping  ceiling  pipe.  She shuddered, bracing a hand on the wall, but kept staggering ahead. 

Fuck. Too many drugs. Even her Fae blood couldn’t clear them out fast enough. 

But there was her door. Keys. Right—she had them in her hand already. 

There were six. Which one was hers? One opened the gallery; one opened the various tanks and cages in the archives; one opened Syrinx’s crate; one was to the chain on her scooter; one was  to her scooter … and one was to the door. This door. 

The brass keys tinkled and swayed, shining in the firstlights, then blending with the painted metal of the hall. They slipped out of her slackening fingers, clanking on the tile. 

 “Fuuuuuuck.”  The word was a long exhale. 

Bracing a hand on the doorframe to keep from falling clean on her ass, Bryce stooped to pick up the keys. 

Something cool and wet met her fingertips. 

Bryce  closed  her  eyes,  willing  the  world  to  stop  spinning.  When  she  opened  them,  she focused on the tile before the door. 

Red. And the smell—it wasn’t the reek of before. 

It was blood. 

And the apartment door was already open. 

The lock had been mangled, the handle wrenched off completely. 

Iron—the door was  iron, and enchanted with the best spells money could buy to keep out any unwanted  guests,  attackers,  or  magic.  Those  spells  were  the  one  thing  Bryce  had  ever  allowed Danika to purchase on her behalf. She hadn’t wanted to know how much they’d cost, not when it was likely double her parents’ annual salary. 

But the door now looked like a crumpled piece of paper. 

Blinking  furiously,  Bryce  straightened.  Fuck  the  drugs  in  her  system—fuck  Fury.  She’d promised no hallucinations. 

Bryce  was   never  drinking  or  polluting  her  body  with  those  drugs   ever  again.  She’d  tell Danika first thing tomorrow. No more. No. More. 

She rubbed her eyes, mascara smearing on her fingertips. On her blood-soaked fingertips—

The blood remained. The mangled door, too. 

“Danika?” she croaked. If the attacker was still inside …“Danika?” 

That bloody hand—her own hand—pushed the half-crumpled door open farther. 

Blackness greeted her. 

The coppery tang of blood, and that festering odor, slammed into her. 

Her entire body seized, every muscle going on alert, every instinct screaming to  run, run, run

—

But her Fae eyes adjusted to the dark, revealing the apartment. 

What was left of it. 

What was left of them. 

Help—she needed to get  help, but—

She staggered into the trashed apartment. 

“Danika?” The word was a raw, broken sound. 

The  wolves  had  fought.  There  wasn’t  a  piece  of  furniture  that  was  intact,  that  wasn’t shredded and splintered. 

There wasn’t a body intact, either. Piles and clumps were all that remained. 

“DanikaDanikaDanika—” 

She needed to call someone, needed to scream for help, needed to get Fury, or her brother, her father, needed Sabine—

Bryce’s bedroom door was destroyed, the threshold painted in blood. The ballet posters hung in ribbons. And on the bed …

She knew in her bones it was not a hallucination, what lay on that bed, knew in her bones that what bled out inside her chest was her heart. 

Danika lay there. In pieces. 

And  at  the  foot  of  the  bed,  littering  the  torn  carpet  in  even  smaller  pieces,  as  if  he’d  gone down defending Danika … she knew that was Connor. 

Knew the heap just to the right of the bed, closest to Danika … That was Thorne. 

Bryce stared. And stared. 

Perhaps time stopped. Perhaps she was dead. She couldn’t feel her body. 

A clanging, echoing  thunk sounded from outside. Not from the apartment, but the hall. 

She  moved.  The  apartment  warped,  shrinking  and  expanding  as  if  it  were  breathing,  the floors rising with each inhale, but she managed to move. 

The  small  kitchen  table  lay  in  fragments.  Her  blood-slick,  shaking  fingers  wrapped  around

one of its wooden legs, silently lifting it over her shoulder. She peered into the hall. 

It took a few blinks to clear her contracting vision. The gods-damned drugs—

The trash chute hatch lay open. Blood that smelled of wolf coated the rusty metal door, and prints that did not belong to a human stained the tile floor, aiming toward the stairs. 

It was real. She blinked, over and over, swaying against the door—

Real. Which meant—

From far away, she saw herself launch into the hallway. 

Saw herself slam into the opposite wall and rebound off it, then scramble into a sprint toward the stairwell. 

Whatever  had  killed  them  must  have  heard  her  coming  and  hidden  inside  the  trash  chute, waiting for the chance to leap out at her or slink away unnoticed—

Bryce hit the stairs, a glowing white haze creeping over her vision. It blazed through every inhibition, disregarded every warning bell. 

The glass door at the bottom of the stairs was already shattered. People screamed outside. 

Bryce leapt from the top of the landing. 

Her knees popped and buckled as she cleared the stairs, her bare feet shredding on the glass littering the lobby floor. Then they ripped open more as she hurtled through the door and into the street, scanning—

People  were  gasping  to  the  right.  Others  were  screaming.  Cars  had  halted,  drivers  and passengers all staring toward a narrow alley between the building and its neighbor. 

Their faces blurred and stretched, twisting their horror into something grotesque, something strange and primordial and—

This was no hallucination. 

Bryce sprinted across the street, following the screams, the  reek—

Her  breath  tore  apart  her  lungs  as  she  hurtled  along  the  alley,  dodging  piles  of  trash. 

Whatever she was chasing had gotten only a brief head start. 

Where was it, where was it? 

Every logical thought was a ribbon floating above her head. She read them, as if following a stock ticker mounted on a building’s side in the CBD. 

One glimpse, even if she couldn’t kill it. One glimpse, just to ID it, for Danika—

Bryce  cleared  the  alley,  careening  onto  bustling  Central  Avenue,  the  street  full  of  fleeing people  and  honking  cars.  She  leapt  over  their  hoods,  scaling  them  one  after  another,  every movement as smooth as one of her dance steps.  Leap, twirl, arch—her body did not fail her. Not as she followed the creature’s rotting stench to another alley. Another and another. 

They were almost at the Istros. A snarl and roar rent the air ahead. It had come from another connected alley, more of a dead-end alcove between two brick buildings. 

She hefted the table leg, wishing she’d grabbed Danika’s sword instead, wondering if Danika had even had time to unsheathe it—

No. The sword was in the gallery, where Danika had ignored Jesiba’s warning and left it in the supply closet. Bryce launched herself around the alley’s corner. 

Blood everywhere.  Everywhere. 

And the thing halfway down the alley … not Vanir. Not one she’d encountered before. 

A demon? Some feral thing with smooth, near-translucent gray skin. It crawled on four long, spindly limbs, but looked vaguely humanoid. And it was feasting on someone else. 

On—on a malakh. 

Blood  covered  the  angel’s  face,  soaking  his  hair  and  veiling  the  swollen,  battered  features beneath.  His  white  wings  were  splayed  and  snapped,  his  powerful  body  arced  in  agony  as  the beast ripped at his chest with a maw of clear, crystalline fangs that easily dug through skin and bone—

She did not think, did not feel. 

She moved, fast like Randall had taught her, brutal like he’d made her learn to be. 

She slammed the table leg into the creature’s head so hard that bone and wood cracked. 

It was thrown off the angel and whirled, its back legs twisting beneath it while its front legs

— arms—gouged lines in the cobblestones. 

The creature had no eyes. Only smooth planes of bone above deep slits—its nose. 

And the blood that leaked from its temple … it was clear, not red. 

Bryce panted, the malakh male groaning some wordless plea as the creature sniffed at her. 

She blinked and blinked, willing the lightseeker and mirthroot out of her system, willing the image ahead to stop blurring—

The  creature  lunged.  Not  for  her—but  the  angel.  Right  back  to  the  chest  and  heart  it  was trying to get to. The more considerable prey. 

Bryce launched forward, table leg swinging again. The reverberations against bone bit into her palm. The creature roared, blindly surging at her. 

She dodged, but its sharp, clear fangs ripped her thigh clean open as she twisted away. 

She  screamed,  losing  her  balance,  and  swung  upward  as  it  leapt  again,  this  time  for  her throat. 

Wood  smashed  those  clear  teeth.  The  demon  shrieked,  so  loudly  that  her  Fae  ears  nearly ruptured, and she dared all of one blink—

Claws scraped, hissing sounded, and then it was gone. 

It was just clearing the lip of the brick building the malakh lay slumped against. She could track it from the streets, could keep it in sight long enough for the Aux or 33rd to come—

Bryce  had  dared  one  step  when  the  angel  groaned  again.  His  hand  was  against  his  chest, pushing weakly. Not hard enough to stop the death-bite from gushing blood. Even with his fast healing, even if he’d made the Drop, the injuries were substantial enough to be fatal. 

Someone screamed in a nearby street as the creature jumped between buildings. 

Go, go,  go. 

The angel’s face was so battered it was barely more than a slab of swollen flesh. 

The table leg clattered into a puddle of the angel’s blood as she dove for him, biting down her scream at the burning gash in her thigh. Someone had poured  acid onto her skin, her bones. 

Unbearable, impenetrable darkness swept through her, blanketing everything within. 

But she shoved her hand against the angel’s wound, not allowing herself to feel the wet, torn flesh, the jagged bone of his cleaved sternum. The creature had been eating its way into his heart

—

“Phone,” she panted. “Do you have a phone?” 

The angel’s white wing was so shredded it was mostly red splinters. But it shifted slightly to reveal the pocket of his black jeans. The square lump in them. 

How  she  managed  to  pull  out  the  phone  with  one  hand  was  beyond  her.  Time  was  still snagging, speeding and stopping. Pain lanced through her leg with every breath. 

But she gripped the sleek black device in her wrecked hands, her red nails almost snapping with the force as she punched in the emergency number. 

A male voice answered on the first ring. “Crescent City Rescue—” 

“Help.” Her voice broke.  “Help.” 

A pause. “Miss, I need you to specify where you are, what the situation is.” 

“Old Square. River—off the river, near Cygnet Street …” But that was where she lived. She was blocks away from that. Didn’t know the cross streets. “Please—please help.” 

The angel’s blood soaked her lap. Her knees were bleeding, scraped raw. 

And Danika was

And Danika was

And Danika was

“Miss, I need you to tell me where you are—we can have wolves on the scene in a minute.” 

She sobbed then, and the angel’s limp fingers brushed against her torn knee. As if in comfort. 

“Phone,” she managed, interrupting the responder. “His phone—track it, track us. Find us.” 

“Miss, are you—” 

 “Track this phone number.” 

“Miss, I need a moment to—” 

She pulled up the main screen of the phone, clicking through pages in a haze until she found the number herself.  “112 03 0577.” 

“Miss, the records are—” 

 “112 03 0577!”  she screamed into the phone. Over and over.  “112 03 0577!” 

It was all she could remember. That stupid number. 

“Miss—holy gods.” The line crackled. “They’re coming,” the responder breathed. 

He tried to inquire about the injuries on the male, but she dropped the angel’s phone as the drugs pulled her back, yanked her down, and she swayed. The alley warped and rippled. 

The angel’s gaze met hers, so full of agony she thought it was what her soul must look like. 

His blood poured out between her fingers. It did not stop. 
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The half-Fae female looked like Hel. 

No,  not  Hel,  Isaiah  Tiberian  realized  as  he  studied  her  through  the  one-way  mirror  in  the legion’s holding center. She looked like death. 

Looked like the soldiers he’d seen crawl off the blood-drenched battlefields of Pangera. 

She sat at the metal table in the center of the interrogation room, staring at nothing. Just as she had done for hours now. 

A  far  cry  from  the  screaming,  thrashing  female  Isaiah  and  his  unit  had  found  in  the  Old Square  alley,  her  gray  dress  ripped,  her  left  thigh  gushing  enough  blood  that  he  wondered  if she’d  faint.  She’d  been  half-wild,  either  from  the  sheer  terror  of  what  had  occurred,  the  grief sinking in, or the drugs that had been coursing through her system. 

Likely  a  combination  of  all  three.  And  considering  that  she  was  not  only  a  source  of information regarding the attack, but also currently a danger to herself, Isaiah had made the call to bring her into the sterile, subterranean processing center a few blocks from the Comitium. A witness, he’d made damn sure the records stated. Not a suspect. 

He  blew  out  a  long  breath,  resisting  the  urge  to  rest  his  forehead  against  the  observation window. Only the incessant hum of the firstlights overhead filled the space. 

The first bit of quiet he’d had in hours. He had little doubt it would end soon. 

As if the thought had tempted Urd herself, a rough male voice spoke from the door behind him. “She’s still not talking?” 

It  took  all  two  centuries  of  Isaiah’s  training  on  and  off  the  battlefield  to  avoid  flinching  at that  voice.  To  turn  slowly  toward  the  angel  he  knew  would  be  leaning  against  the  doorway, wearing his usual black battle-suit—an angel who reason and history reminded him was an ally, though every instinct roared the opposite. 

 Predator. Killer. Monster. 

Hunt  Athalar’s  angular  dark  eyes,  however,  remained  fixed  on  the  window.  On  Bryce Quinlan. Not one gray feather on his wings rustled. Ever since their first days in the 17th Legion in  southern  Pangera,  Isaiah  had  tried  to  ignore  the  fact  that  Hunt  seemed  to  exist  within  a permanent ripple of stillness. It was the bated silence before a thunderclap, like the entire land held its breath when he was near. 

Given what he’d seen Hunt do to his enemies and chosen targets, it came as no surprise. 

Hunt’s stare slid toward him. 

Right. He’d been asked a question. Isaiah shifted his white wings. “She hasn’t said a word since she was brought in.” 

Hunt again regarded the female through the window. “Has the order come down yet to move her to another room?” 

Isaiah  knew  exactly  what  sort  of  room  Hunt  referred  to.  Rooms  designed  to  get  people  to talk. Even witnesses. 

Isaiah straightened his black silk tie and offered up a half-hearted plea to the five gods that his charcoal business suit wouldn’t be stained with blood by sunrise. “Not yet.” 

Hunt nodded once, his golden-brown face betraying nothing. 

Isaiah scanned the angel, since Hunt sure as Hel wasn’t going to volunteer anything without being prompted. No sign of the skull-faced helmet that had earned Hunt a nickname whispered down every corridor and street in Crescent City: the Umbra Mortis. 

 The Shadow of Death. 

Unable  to  decide  whether  to  be  relieved  or  worried  at  the  absence  of  Hunt’s  infamous helmet, Isaiah wordlessly handed Micah’s personal assassin a thin file. 

He made sure his dark brown fingers didn’t touch Hunt’s gloved ones. Not when blood still coated the leather, its scent creeping through the room. He recognized the angelic scent in that blood, so the other scent had to be Bryce Quinlan’s. 

Isaiah  jerked  his  chin  to  the  white-tiled  interrogation  room.  “Bryce  Quinlan,  twenty-three years old, half-Fae, half-human. Blood test from ten years ago confirmed she’ll have an immortal life span. Power rating near-negligible. Hasn’t made the Drop yet. Listed as a full civitas. Found in the alley with one of our own, trying to keep his heart from falling out with her bare hands.” 

The words sounded so damn clinical. But he knew Hunt was well versed in the details. They both  were.  They’d  been  in  that  alley,  after  all.  And  they  knew  that  even  here,  in  the  secure observation room, they’d be fools to risk saying anything delicate aloud. 

It had taken both of them to get Bryce to her feet, only for her to collapse against Isaiah—not from grief but from pain. 

Hunt had realized it first: her thigh had been shredded open. 

She’d  still  been  nearly  feral,  had  thrashed  as  they  guided  her  back  to  the  ground,  Isaiah calling  for  a  medwitch  as  the  blood  gushed  out  of  her  thigh.  An  artery  had  been  hit.  It  was  a gods-damn miracle she wasn’t dead before they arrived. 

Hunt had cursed up a storm as he knelt before her, and she’d bucked, nearly kicking him in the balls. But then he’d pulled off his helmet. Looked her right in the eye. 

And told her to calm the fuck down. 

She’d fallen completely silent. Just stared at Hunt, blank and hollow. She didn’t so much as flinch  with  each  punch  of  the  staple  gun  Hunt  had  pulled  from  the  small  medkit  built  into  his battle-suit. She just stared and stared and stared at the Umbra Mortis. 

Yet Hunt hadn’t lingered after he’d stapled her leg shut—he’d launched into the night to do what he did best: find their enemies and obliterate them. 

As if noticing the blood on his gloves, Hunt swore and peeled them off, dumping them into the metal trash can by the door. 

Then the male leafed through Quinlan’s thin file, his shoulder-length black hair slipping over his unreadable face. 

“Seems like she’s your standard spoiled party girl,” he said, turning the pages. A corner of Hunt’s  mouth  curved  upward,  anything  but  amused.  “And  what  a  surprise:  she’s  Danika Fendyr’s roommate. The Party Princess herself.” 

No  one  but  the  33rd  used  that  term—because  no  one  else  in  Lunathion,  not  even  the  Fae

royals,  would  have  dared.  But  Isaiah  motioned  to  keep  reading.  Hunt  had  left  the  alley  before he’d learned the entire scope of this disaster. 

Hunt kept reading. His brows rose. “Holy fucking Urd.” 

Isaiah waited for it. 

Hunt’s dark eyes widened. “Danika Fendyr is dead?” He read further. “Along with the entire Pack of Devils.” He shook his head and repeated, “Holy fucking Urd.” 

Isaiah took back the file. “It is totally and completely fucked, my friend.” 

Hunt’s jaw clenched. “I didn’t find any trace of the demon that did this.” 

“I  know.”  At  Hunt’s  questioning  glance,  Isaiah  clarified,  “If  you  had,  you’d  be  holding  a severed head in your hands right now and not a file.” 

Isaiah  had  been  there—on  many  occasions—when  Hunt  had  done  just  that,  returning triumphant  from  a  demon-hunting  mission  he’d  been  ordered  to  go  on  by  whatever  Archangel currently held their reins. 

Hunt’s mouth twitched slightly, as if remembering the last time he’d presented a kill in such a  manner,  but  he  crossed  his  powerful  arms.  Isaiah  ignored  the  inherent  dominance  in  the position. There was a pecking order among them, the five-warrior team who made up the triarii

—the most elite of all the Imperial Legion units. Micah’s little cabal. 

Though  Micah  had  appointed  Isaiah  the  Commander  of  the  33rd,  he’d  never  formally declared him its leader. But Isaiah had always assumed he stood right at the top, the unspoken finest soldier of the triarii, despite his fancy suit and tie. 

Where Hunt fell, however … no one had really decided in the two years since he’d arrived from Pangera. Isaiah wasn’t entirely sure he really wanted to know, either. 

Tracking down and eliminating any demons who crept through cracks in the Northern Rift or entered  this  world  through  an  illegal  summoning  was  his  official  role,  and  one  well  suited  to Hunt’s  particular  skill  set.  The  gods  knew  how  many  of  them  he’d  tracked  down  over  the centuries,  starting  from  that  very  first  Pangeran  unit  they’d  been  in  together—the  17th—

dedicated to sending the creatures into the afterlife. 

But the work Hunt did in the shadows for the Archangels—for Micah, currently—that was

what had earned him his nickname. Hunt answered directly to Micah, and the rest of them stayed out of his way. 

“Naomi  just  arrested  Philip  Briggs  for  the  murders,”  Isaiah  said,  naming  the  captain  of  the 33rd’s infantry. “Briggs got out of jail today—and Danika and the Pack of Devils were the ones who busted him in the first place.” That the honor hadn’t gone to the 33rd had irked Isaiah to no end.  At  least  Naomi  had  been  the  one  to  apprehend  him  tonight.  “How  the  fuck  a  human  like Briggs could summon a demon that powerful, I don’t know.” 

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” Hunt said darkly. 

Yeah, they fucking would. “Briggs has to be ten kinds of stupid to have been released only to go  for  a  kill  that  big.”  The  leader  of  the  Keres  rebels—an  offshoot  of  the  larger  rebellion movement,  the  Ophion—hadn’t  seemed  dumb,  though.  Just  a  fanatic  hell-bent  on  starting  a conflict to mirror the war raging across the sea. 

“Or maybe Briggs acted on the sole chance of freedom he had before we found an excuse to bring  him  back  into  custody,”  Hunt  countered.  “He  knew  his  time  was  limited  and  wanted  to make sure he got one up on the Vanir first.” 

Isaiah shook his head. “What a mess.” Understatement of the century. 

Hunt blew out a breath. “Has the press gotten wind of anything?” 

“Not yet,” Isaiah said. “And I got the order a few minutes ago that we’re to keep it quiet—

even if it’ll be all over the news tomorrow morning.” 

Hunt’s eyes gleamed. “I’ve got no one to tell.” 

Indeed, Hunt and the concept of  friends didn’t mesh well. Even among the triarii, even after being here for two years, Hunt still kept to himself. Still worked relentlessly toward one thing: freedom. Or rather, the slim chance of it. 

Isaiah sighed. “How soon until Sabine gets here?” 

Hunt  checked  his  phone.  “Sabine’s  on  her  way  downstairs  right—”  The  door  blew  open. 

Hunt’s eyes flickered. “Now.” 

Sabine  looked  barely  older  than  Bryce  Quinlan,  with  her  fine-boned  face  and  long,  silvery blond  hair,  but  there  was  only  an  immortal’s  rage  in  her  blue  eyes.  “Where  is  that  half-breed whore—” She simmered as she spotted Bryce through the window. “I’ll fucking  kill her—” 

Isaiah extended a white wing to block the Prime Apparent’s path back out the door and into the interrogation room, a few steps to its left. 

Hunt fell into a casual stance on her other side. Lightning danced along his knuckles. 

A  mild  showing  of  the  power  Isaiah  had  witnessed  being  unleashed  upon  their  enemies: lightning, capable of bringing down a building. 

Whether  ordinary  angel  or  Archangel,  the  power  was  always  some  variation  of  the  same: rain,  storms,  the  occasional  tornado—Isaiah  himself  could  summon  wind  capable  of  keeping  a charging enemy at bay, but none in living memory possessed Hunt’s ability to harness lightning to his will. Or the depth of power to make it truly destructive. It had been Hunt’s salvation and destruction. 

Isaiah let one of his cold breezes sift through Sabine’s corn-silk hair, over to Hunt. 

They’d  always  worked  well  together—Micah  had  known  it  when  he  put  Hunt  with  Isaiah two years ago, despite the entwined thorns tattooed across both their brows. Most of Hunt’s mark was hidden by his dark hair, but there was no concealing the thin black band on his forehead. 

Isaiah could barely remember what his friend had looked like before those Pangeran witches had  branded  him,  working  their  infernal  spells  into  the  ink  itself  so  they  might  never  let  his crimes be forgotten, so the witch-magic bound the majority of his power. 

The  halo,  they  called  it—a  mockery  of  the  divine  auras  early  humans  had  once  portrayed angels as possessing. 

There was no hiding it on Isaiah’s brow, either, the tattoo on it the same as on Hunt’s, and on the brows of the nearly two thousand rebel angels who had been such idealistic, brave fools two centuries ago. 

The Asteri had created the angels to be their perfect soldiers and loyal servants. The angels, gifted with such power, had relished their role in the world. Until Shahar, the Archangel they’d once called the Daystar. Until Hunt and the others who’d flown in Shahar’s elite 18th Legion. 

Their  rebellion  had  failed—only  for  the  humans  to  begin  their  own  forty  years  ago.  A different  cause,  a  different  group  and  species  of  fighters,  but  the  sentiment  was  essentially  the same: the Republic was the enemy, the rigid hierarchies utter bullshit. 

When the human rebels had started their war, one of the idiots should have asked the Fallen angels how their rebellion had failed, long before those humans were even born. Isaiah certainly could  have  given  them  some  pointers  on  what  not  to  do.  And  enlightened  them  about  the consequences. 

For there was also no hiding the second tattoo, stamped on their right wrists:  SPQM. 

It  adorned  every  flag  and  letterhead  of  the  Republic—the  four  letters  encircled  with  seven stars—and adorned the wrist of every being owned by it. Even if Isaiah chopped off his arm, the limb that regrew would bear the mark. Such was the power of the witch-ink. 

A fate worse than death: to become an eternal servant to those they’d sought to overthrow. 

Deciding  to  spare  Sabine  from  Hunt’s  way  of  dealing  with  things,  Isaiah  asked  mildly,  “I understand you are grieving, but do you have reason, Sabine, to want Bryce dead?” 

Sabine  snarled,  pointing  at  Bryce,  “She  took  the  sword.  That  wannabe  wolf  took  Danika’s sword. I know she did, it’s not at the apartment—and it’s  mine.” 

Isaiah had seen those details: that the heirloom of the Fendyr family was missing. But there was  no  sign  of  Bryce  Quinlan  possessing  it.  “What  does  the  sword  have  to  do  with  your daughter’s death?” 

Rage and grief warred in that feral face. Sabine shook her head, ignoring his question, and said, “Danika couldn’t stay out of trouble. She could never keep her mouth  shut and know when to be quiet around her enemies. And look what became of her. That stupid little bitch in there is still  breathing,  and  Danika  is   not.”  Her  voice  nearly  cracked.  “Danika  should  have  known better.” 

Hunt asked a shade more gently, “Known better about what?” 

“All of it,” Sabine snapped, and again shook her head, clearing her grief away. “Starting with that slut of a roommate.” She whirled on Isaiah, the portrait of wrath. “Tell me  everything.” 

Hunt said coolly, “He doesn’t have to tell you shit, Fendyr.” 

As Commander of the 33rd Imperial Legion, Isaiah held an equal rank to Sabine: they both sat on the same governing councils, both answered to males of power within their own ranks and their own Houses. 


Sabine’s canines lengthened as she surveyed Hunt. “Did I fucking speak to you, Athalar?” 

Hunt’s eyes glittered. But Isaiah pulled out his phone, typing as he cut in calmly, “We’re still getting the reports in. Viktoria is coming to talk to Miss Quinlan right now.” 

“I’ll talk to her,” Sabine seethed. Her fingers curled, as if ready to rip out Hunt’s throat. Hunt gave her a sharp smile that told her to just try, the lightning around his knuckles twining up his wrist. 

And fortunately for Isaiah, the interrogation room’s door opened and a dark-haired woman in an immaculately tailored navy suit walked in. 

They were a front, those suits that he and Viktoria wore. A sort of armor, yes, but also a last attempt to pretend that they were even remotely normal. 

It was no wonder Hunt never bothered with them. 

As  Viktoria  made  her  graceful  approach,  Bryce  gave  no  acknowledgment  of  the  stunning female who usually made people of  all Houses do a double take. 

But Bryce had been that way for hours now. Blood still stained the white bandage around her bare  thigh.  Viktoria  sniffed  delicately,  her  pale  green  eyes  narrowing  beneath  the  halo’s  dark tattoo  on  her  brow.  The  wraith  had  been  one  of  the  few  non-malakim  who  had  rebelled  with them  two  centuries  ago.  She’d  been  given  to  Micah  soon  afterward,  and  her  punishment  had gone beyond the brow tattoo and slave markings. Not nearly as brutal as what Isaiah and Hunt had  endured  in  the  Asteri’s  dungeons,  and  then  in  various  Archangels’  dungeons  for  years afterward, but its own form of torment that lasted even when their own had stopped. 

Viktoria said, “Miss Quinlan.” 

She didn’t respond. 

The wraith dragged over a steel chair from the wall and set it on the other side of the table. 

Pulling a file from her jacket, Viktoria crossed her long legs as she perched on the seat. 

“Can you tell me who is responsible for the bloodshed tonight?” 

Not even a hitch of breath. Sabine growled softly. 

The wraith folded her alabaster hands in her lap, the unnatural elegance the only sign of the ancient power that rippled beneath the calm surface. 

Vik had no body of her own. Though she’d fought in the 18th, Isaiah had learned her history only when he’d arrived here ten years ago. How Viktoria had acquired this particular body, who it had once belonged to, he didn’t ask. She hadn’t told him. Wraiths wore bodies the way some people  owned  cars.  Vainer  wraiths  switched  them  often,  usually  at  the  first  sign  of  aging,  but Viktoria had held on to this one for longer than usual, liking its build and movement, she’d said. 

Now  she  held  on  to  it  because  she  had  no  choice.  It  had  been  Micah’s  punishment  for  her rebellion:  to  trap  her  within  this  body.  Forever.  No  more  changing,  no  more  trading  up  for something newer and sleeker. For two hundred years, Vik had been contained, forced to weather the  slow  erosion  of  the  body,  now  plainly  visible:  the  thin  lines  starting  to  carve  themselves around her eyes, the crease now etched in her forehead above the tattoo’s twining band of thorns. 

“Quinlan’s  gone  into  shock,”  Hunt  observed,  monitoring  Bryce’s  every  breath.  “She’s  not going to talk.” 

Isaiah  was  inclined  to  agree,  until  Viktoria  opened  the  file,  scanned  a  piece  of  paper,  and said, “I, for one, believe that you are not in full control of your body or actions right now.” 

And  then  she  read  a  shopping  list  of  a  cocktail  of  drugs  and  alcohol  that  would  stop  a human’s heart dead. Stop a lesser Vanir’s heart, too, for that matter. 

Hunt swore again. “Is there anything she didn’t snort or smoke tonight?” 

Sabine bristled. “Half-breed trash—” 

Isaiah threw Hunt a look. All that was needed to convey the request. 

Never  an  order—he’d  never  dared  to  order  Hunt  around.  Not  when  the  male  possessed  a hair-trigger temper that had left entire imperial fighting units in smoldering cinders. Even with the  spells  of  the  halo  binding  that  lightning  to  a  tenth  of  its  full  strength,  Hunt’s  skills  as  a warrior made up for it. 

But  Hunt’s  chin  dipped,  his  only  sign  that  he’d  agreed  to  Isaiah’s  request.  “You’ll  need  to complete some paperwork upstairs, Sabine.” Hunt blew out a breath, as if reminding himself that Sabine  was  a  mother  who  had  lost  her  only  child  tonight,  and  added,  “If  you  want  time  to yourself, you can take it, but you need to sign—” 

“Fuck signing things and fuck time to myself. Crucify the bitch if you have to, but get her to give a statement.” Sabine spat on the tiles at Hunt’s booted feet. 

Ether coated Isaiah’s tongue as Hunt gave her the cool stare that served as his only warning to opponents on a battlefield. None had ever survived what happened next. 

Sabine  seemed  to  remember  that,  and  wisely  stormed  into  the  hall.  She  flexed  her  hand  as she did, four razor-sharp claws appearing, and slashed them through the metal door. 

Hunt smiled at her disappearing figure. A target marked. Not today, not even tomorrow, but at one point in the future …

And people claimed the shifters got along better with the angels than the Fae. 

Viktoria  was  saying  gently  to  Bryce,  “We  have  video  footage  from  the  White  Raven, confirming your whereabouts. We have footage of you walking home.” 

Cameras covered all of Lunathion, with unparalleled visual and audio coverage, but Bryce’s

apartment building was old, and the mandatory monitors in the hallways hadn’t been repaired in decades. The landlord would be getting a visit tonight for the code violations that had fucked this entire investigation. One tiny sliver of audio was all the building cameras had managed to catch

—just  the  audio.  It  held  nothing  beyond  what  they  already  knew.  The  phones  of  the  Pack  of Devils had all been destroyed in the attack. Not one message had gone out. 

“What  we  don’t  have  footage  of,  Bryce,”  Viktoria  went  on,  “is  what  happened  in  that apartment. Can you tell me?” 

Slowly,  as  if  she  drifted  back  into  her  battered  body,  Bryce  turned  her  amber  eyes  to Viktoria. 

“Where’s her family?” Hunt asked roughly. 

“Human  mother  lives  with  the  stepfather  in  one  of  the  mountain  towns  up  north—both peregrini,”  Isaiah  said.  “The  sire  wasn’t  registered  or  refused  to  acknowledge  paternity.  Fae, obviously. And likely one with some standing, since he bothered to get her civitas status.” 

Most  of  the  offspring  born  to  human  mothers  took  their  peregrini  rank.  And  though  Bryce had something of the Fae’s elegant beauty, her face marked her as human—the gold-dusted skin, the smattering of freckles over her nose and high cheekbones, the full mouth. Even if the silken flow of red hair and arched ears were pure Fae. 

“Have the human parents been notified?” 

Isaiah  dragged  a  hand  over  his  tight  brown  curls.  He’d  been  awoken  by  his  phone’s  shrill ringing at two in the morning, hurtled from the barracks a minute after that, and was now starting to feel the effects of a sleepless night. Dawn was likely not far off. “Her mother was hysterical. 

She  asked  over  and  over  if  we  knew  why  they’d  attacked  the  apartment,  or  if  it  was  Philip Briggs. She saw on the news that he’d been released on a technicality and was certain he did this. 

I have a patrol from the 31st flying out right now; the parents will be airborne within the hour.” 

Viktoria’s voice slid through the intercom as she continued her interview. “Can you describe the creature that attacked your friends?” 

But Quinlan was gone again, her eyes vacant. 

They had fuzzy footage thanks to the street cameras, but the demon had moved faster than the  wind  and  had  known  to  keep  out  of  lens  range.  They  hadn’t  been  able  to  ID  it  yet—even Hunt’s  extensive  knowledge  hadn’t  helped.  All  they  had  of  it  was  a  vague,  grayish  blur  no slowdown could clarify. And Bryce Quinlan, charging barefoot through the city streets. 

“That girl isn’t ready to give a statement,” Hunt said. “This is a waste of our time.” 

But Isaiah asked him, “Why does Sabine hate Bryce so much—why imply she’s to blame for

all  this?”  When  Hunt  didn’t  answer,  Isaiah  jerked  his  chin  toward  two  files  on  the  edge  of  the desk.  “Look  at  Quinlan’s.  Only  one  standing  crime  before  this—for  public  indecency  during  a Summer Solstice parade. She got a little frisky against a wall and was caught in the act. Holding cell overnight, paid the fine the next day, did community service for a month to get it wiped off any permanent record.” Isaiah could have sworn a ghost of a smile appeared on Hunt’s mouth. 

But Isaiah tapped a calloused finger on the impressively thick stack beside it. “This is part one of Danika Fendyr’s file. Of seven. Starts with petty theft when she was ten, continues until she reached her majority five years ago. Then it goes eerily quiet. If you ask me, Bryce was the one who was led down a road of ruination—and then maybe led Danika out of hers.” 

“Not far enough to keep from snorting enough lightseeker to kill a horse,” Hunt said. “I’m assuming she didn’t party alone. Were there any other friends with her tonight?” 

“Two  others.  Juniper  Andromeda,  a  faun  who’s  a  soloist  at  the  City  Ballet,  and  …”  Isaiah

flipped open the case file and muttered a prayer. “Fury Axtar.” 

Hunt swore softly at the mercenary’s name. 

Fury Axtar was licensed to kill in half a dozen countries. Including this one. 

Hunt asked, “Fury was with Quinlan tonight?” 

They’d crossed paths with the merc enough to know to stay the Hel away. Micah had even

ordered Hunt to kill her. Twice. 

But she had too many high-powered allies. Some, it was whispered, on the Imperial Senate. 

So both times, Micah had decided that the fallout over the Umbra Mortis turning Fury Axtar into veritable toast would be more trouble than it was worth. 

“Yes,” Isaiah said. “Fury was with her at the club.” 

Hunt frowned. But Viktoria leaned in to speak to Bryce once more. 

“We’re trying to find who did this. Can you give us the information we need?” 

Only a shell sat before the wraith. 

Viktoria said, in that luxurious purr that usually had people eating out of her palm, “I want to help you. I want to find who did this. And punish them.” 

Viktoria  reached  into  her  pocket,  pulled  out  her  phone,  and  set  it  faceup  on  the  table. 

Instantly, its digital feed appeared on the small screen in the room with Isaiah and Hunt. They glanced between the wraith and the screen as a series of messages opened. 

“We downloaded the data from your phone. Can you walk me through these?” 

Glassy  eyes  tracked  a  small  screen  that  rose  from  a  hidden  compartment  in  the  linoleum floor. It displayed the same messages Isaiah and Hunt now read. 

The first one, sent from Bryce, read,  TV nights are for waggle-tailed pups. Come play with the big bitches. 

And then a short, dark video, shaking as someone roared with laughter while Bryce flipped off  the  camera,  leaned  over  a  line  of  white  powder—lightseeker—and  sniffed  it  right  up  her freckled  nose.  She  was  laughing,  so  bright  and  alive  that  the  woman  in  the  room  before  them looked  like  a  gutted  corpse,  and  she  shrieked  into  the  camera,  “LIGHT  IT  UP, DANIKAAAAA!” 

Danika’s  written  reply  was  precisely  what  Isaiah  expected  from  the  Prime  Apparent  of  the wolves, whom he’d seen only from a distance at formal events and who had seemed poised to start  trouble  wherever  she  went:   I  FUCKING  HATE  YOU.  STOP  DOING  LIGHTSEEKER

 WITHOUT ME. ASSHOLE. 

Party Princess, indeed. 

Bryce had written back twenty minutes later,  I just hooked up with someone in the bathroom. 

 Don’t tell Connor. 

Hunt shook his head. 

But Bryce sat there as Viktoria read the messages aloud, the wraith stone-faced. 

Danika wrote back,  Was it good?!!? 

 Only good enough to take the edge off. 

“This isn’t relevant,” Hunt murmured. “Pull in Viktoria.” 

“We have our orders.” 

“Fuck the orders. That woman is about to break, and not in a good way.” 

Then Bryce stopped responding to Danika. 

But Danika kept messaging. One after another. Over the next two hours. 

 The show’s over. Where are you assholes? 

 Why aren’t you picking up your phone? I’m calling Fury. 

 Where the FUCK is Fury? 

 Juniper never brings her phone, so I’m not even gonna bother with her. Where are you?!!! 

 Should I come to the club? The pack’s leaving in ten. Stop fucking strangers in the bathroom, because Connor’s coming with me. 

 BRYYYYCE. When you look at your phone, I hope the 1,000 alerts piss you off. 

 Thorne is telling me to stop messaging you. I told him to mind his own fucking business. 

 Connor says to grow the Hel up and stop doing shady-ass drugs, because only losers do that shit. He wasn’t happy when I said I’m not sure I can let you date a holier-than-thou priss. 

 Okay, we’re leaving in five. See you soon, cocksucker. Light it up. 

Bryce stared at the screen unblinkingly, her torn face sickly pale in the light of the monitor. 

“The  building’s  cameras  are  mostly  broken,  but  the  one  in  the  hall  was  still  able  to  record some audio, though its video footage was down,” Viktoria said calmly. “Shall I play it?” 

No response. So Viktoria played it. 

Muffled snarling and screaming filled the speakers—quiet enough that it was clear the hall camera  had  picked  up  only  the  loudest  noises  coming  from  the  apartment.  And  then  someone was roaring—a feral wolf’s roar. “Please, please—” 

The words were cut off. But the hall camera’s audio wasn’t. 

Danika  Fendyr  screamed.  Something  tumbled  and  crashed  in  the  background—as  if  she’d been thrown into furniture. And the hall camera kept recording. 

The screaming went on, and on, and on. Interrupted only by the camera’s fritzed system. The muffled  grunts  and  growls  were  wet  and  vicious,  and  Danika  was  begging,  sobbing  as  she pleaded for mercy, wept and screamed for it to stop—

“Turn  it  off,”  Hunt  ordered,  stalking  from  the  room.  “Turn  it  off   now.” He was out so fast Isaiah  couldn’t  stop  him,  instantly  crossing  the  space  to  the  door  beside  theirs  and  flinging  it open before Isaiah had cleared the room. 

But  there  was  Danika,  audio  crackling  in  and  out,  the  sound  of  her  voice  still  pleading  for mercy coming from the speakers in the ceiling. Danika, being devoured and shredded. 

The silence from the murderer was as chilling as Danika’s sobbing screams. 

Viktoria  twisted  toward  the  door  as  Hunt  barreled  in,  his  face  dark  with  fury,  wings spreading. The Shadow of Death unleashed. 

Isaiah tasted ether. Lightning writhed at Hunt’s fingertips. 

Danika’s unending, half-muffled screams filled the room. 

Isaiah stepped into the chamber in time to see Bryce explode. 

He  summoned  a  wall  of  wind  around  himself  and  Vik,  Hunt  no  doubt  doing  the  same,  as Bryce shot out of her chair and flipped the table. It soared over Viktoria’s head and slammed into the observation window. 

A feral growl filled the room as she grabbed the chair she’d been sitting on, hurling it against the wall, so hard its metal frame dented and crumpled. 

She  vomited  all  over  the  floor.  If  his  power  hadn’t  been  around  Viktoria,  it  would  have showered her absurdly expensive bespoke heels. 

The audio finally cut off when the hall camera went on the fritz again—and stayed that way. 

Bryce panted, staring at her mess. Then fell to her knees in it. 

She puked again. And again. And then curled over her knees, her silky hair falling into the vomit as she rocked herself in the stunned silence. 

She was half-Fae, assessed at a power level barely on the grid. What she’d just done to the table and chair … Pure, physical rage. Even the most aloof of the Fae couldn’t halt an eruption of primal wrath when it overtook them. 

Unfazed, Hunt approached her, his gray wings high to avoid dragging through the vomit. 

“Hey.” Hunt knelt at Bryce’s side. He reached for her shoulder, but lowered his hand. How many people ever saw the hands of the Umbra Mortis reach for them with no hint of violence? 

Hunt nodded toward the destroyed table and chair. “Impressive.” 

Bryce bowed farther over herself, her tan fingers near-white as they dug into her back hard enough to bruise. Her voice was a broken rasp. “I want to go home.” 

Hunt’s dark eyes flickered. But he said nothing more. 

Viktoria, frowning at the mess, slipped away to find someone to clean it. 

Isaiah  said,  “You  can’t  go  home,  I’m  afraid.  It’s  an  active  crime  scene.”  And  it  was  so wrecked  that  even  if  they  scrubbed  it  with  bleach,  no  Vanir  would  be  able  to  walk  in  and  not scent the slaughter. “It’s not safe for you to return until we’ve found who did this. And why they did it.” 

Then Bryce breathed, “Does S-Sabine—” 

“Yes,” Isaiah said gently. “Everyone who was in Danika’s life has been notified.” 

The entire world would know in a few hours. 

Still kneeling beside her, Hunt said roughly, “We can move you to a room with a cot and a bathroom. Get you some clothes.” 

Her dress was so torn that most of her skin was on display, a rip along the waist revealing the hint of a dark tattoo down her back. He’d seen whores in the Meat Market wearing more modest clothes. 

The phone in Isaiah’s pocket buzzed. Naomi. The voice of the captain of the 33rd’s infantry was strained when Isaiah answered. “Let the girl go. Right now. Get her out of this building, and for all our sakes, do  not put anyone on her tail. Especially Hunt.” 

“Why? The Governor gave us the opposite order.” 

“I  got  a  phone  call,”  Naomi  said.  “From  Ruhn  fucking  Danaan.  He’s  livid  that  we  didn’t notify  Sky  and  Breath  about  bringing  in  the  girl.  Says  it  falls  under  the  Fae’s  jurisdiction  and whatever the fuck else. So screw what the Governor wants—he’ll thank us later for avoiding this enormous  fucking  headache.  Let  the  girl  go   now.  She  can  come  back  in  with  a  Fae  escort,  if that’s what those assholes want.” 

Hunt,  having  heard  the  entire  conversation,  studied  Bryce  Quinlan  with  a  predator’s unflinching assessment. As one of the triarii, Naomi Boreas answered only to Micah and owed them no explanation, but to disregard his direct order in favor of the Fae … Naomi added, “Do it, Isaiah.” Then she hung up. 

Despite Bryce’s pointed Fae ears, her glazed eyes registered no sign that she’d heard. 

Isaiah pocketed his phone. “You’re free to go.” 

She uncurled on surprisingly steady legs, despite the bandage on one of them. Yet blood and dirt caked her bare feet. Enough of the former that Hunt said, “We’ve got a medwitch on-site.” 

But Bryce ignored him and limped out, through the open door and into the hall. 

His eyes fixed on the doorway as the scuffle-hop of her steps faded. 

For a long minute, neither of them spoke. Then Hunt blew out a breath and rose. “What room is Naomi putting Briggs in?” 

Isaiah didn’t get the chance to answer before footsteps sounded down the hall, approaching

fast. Definitely not Bryce’s. 

Even  in  one  of  the  most  secure  places  in  this  city,  Isaiah  and  Hunt  positioned  their  hands within easy reach of their weapons, the former crossing his arms so that he might draw the gun hidden  beneath  his  suit  jacket,  the  latter  letting  his  hand  dangle  at  his  thigh,  inches  from  the black-hilted knife sheathed there. Lightning again writhed at Hunt’s fingers. 

A dark-haired Fae male burst through the interrogation room door. Even with a silver hoop through  his  lower  lip,  even  with  one  side  of  his  long  raven-black  hair  buzzed,  even  with  the sleeves of tattoos beneath the leather jacket, there was no disguising the heritage the strikingly handsome face broadcasted. 

Ruhn Danaan, Crown Prince of the Valbaran Fae. Son of the Autumn King and the current

possessor of the Starsword, fabled dark blade of the ancient Starborn Fae. Proof of the prince’s Chosen One status among the Fae—whatever the Hel that meant. 

That  sword  was  currently  strapped  across  Ruhn’s  back,  its  black  hilt  devouring  the  glaring firstlights. Isaiah had once heard someone say the sword was made from iridium mined from a meteorite, forged in another world—before the Fae had come through the Northern Rift. 

Danaan’s blue eyes simmered like the heart of a flame—though Ruhn himself bore no such

magic. Fire magic was common among the Valbaran Fae, wielded by the Autumn King himself. 

But rumor claimed Ruhn’s magic was more like those of his kin who ruled the sacred Fae isle of Avallen across the sea: power to summon shadows or mist that could not only veil the physical world, but the mind as well. Perhaps even telepathy. 

Ruhn glanced at the vomit, scenting the female who’d just left. “Where the fuck is she?” 

Hunt went still at the cold command in the prince’s voice. 

“Bryce Quinlan has been released,” Isaiah said. “We sent her upstairs a few minutes ago.” 

Ruhn had to have taken a side entrance if he’d missed her, and they hadn’t been warned by the front desk of his arrival. Perhaps he’d used that magic of his to worm through the shadows. 

The prince turned toward the doorway, but Hunt said, “What’s it to you?” 

Ruhn bristled. “She’s my cousin, asshole. We take care of our own.” 

A  distant  cousin,  since  the  Autumn  King  had  no  siblings,  but  apparently  the  prince  knew Bryce well enough to intervene. 

Hunt threw Ruhn a grin. “Where were you tonight?” 

“Fuck you, Athalar.” Ruhn bared his teeth. “I suppose you heard that Danika and I got into it over  Briggs  at  the  Head  meeting.  What  a  lead.  Good  job.”  Each  word  came  out  more  clipped than the last. “If I wanted to kill Danika, I wouldn’t summon a fucking demon to do it. Where the fuck is Briggs? I want to talk to him.” 

“He’s  incoming.”  Hunt  was  still  smiling.  That  lightning  still  danced  at  his  knuckles.  “And you don’t get the first shot at him.” Then he added, “Daddy’s clout and cash only get you so far, Prince.” 

It  made  no  difference  that  Ruhn  headed  up  the  Fae  division  of  the  Aux,  and  was  as  well trained as any of their elite fighters. Or that the sword on his back wasn’t merely decorative. 

It didn’t matter to Hunt. Not where royals and rigid hierarchies were concerned. 

Ruhn said, “Keep talking, Athalar. Let’s see where it gets you.” 

Hunt smirked. “I’m shaking.” 

Isaiah cleared his throat. Burning Solas, the last thing he needed tonight was a brawl between one  of  his  triarii  and  a  prince  of  the  Fae.  He  said  to  Ruhn,  “Can  you  tell  us  if  Miss  Quinlan’s behavior before the murder tonight was unusual or—” 

“The  Raven’s  owner  told  me  she  was  drunk  and  had  snorted  a  pile  of  lightseeker,”  Ruhn snapped. “But you’ll find Bryce with that kind of shit in her system at least one night a week.” 

“Why does she do it at all?” Isaiah asked. 

Ruhn  crossed  his  arms.  “She  does  what  she  wants.  She  always  has.”  There  was  enough bitterness there to suggest history—bad history. 

Hunt drawled, “Just how close are you two?” 

“If you’re asking whether I’m fucking her,” Ruhn seethed, “the answer, asshole, is no. She’s family.” 

“Distant family,” Hunt pointed out. “I heard the Fae like to keep their bloodline undiluted.” 

Ruhn held his stare. And as Hunt smiled again, ether filled the room, the promise of a storm skittering over Isaiah’s skin. 

Wondering  if  he’d  be  dumb  enough  to  get  between  them  when  Ruhn  attempted  to  bash  in Hunt’s  teeth  and  Hunt  turned  the  prince  into  a  pile  of  smoldering  bones,  Isaiah  said  quickly, 

“We’re just trying to do our job, Prince.” 

“If you assholes had kept an eye on Briggs like you were supposed to, maybe this wouldn’t have happened at all.” 

Hunt’s  gray  wings  flared  slightly—a  malakh’s  usual  stance  when  preparing  for  a  physical fight. And those dark eyes … They were the eyes of the feared warrior, the Fallen angel. The one who had smashed apart the battlefields he’d been ordered to fight on. The one who killed on an Archangel’s whim, and did it so well they called him the Shadow of Death. 

“Careful,” Hunt said. 

“Stay  the  fuck  away  from  Bryce,”  Ruhn  snarled  before  striding  back  through  the  door, presumably after his cousin. At least Bryce would have an escort. 

Hunt flipped off the empty doorway. After a moment, he murmured, “The tracking device in the water Quinlan drank when she got here. What’s the time frame on it?” 

“Three days,” Isaiah replied. 

Hunt studied the knife sheathed at his thigh. “Danika Fendyr was one of the strongest Vanir in the city, even without making the Drop. She begged like a human by the end.” 

Sabine would never recover from the shame. 

“I  don’t  know  of  a  demon  that  kills  like  that,”  Hunt  mused.  “Or  disappears  that  easily.  I couldn’t find a trace. It’s like it vanished back to Hel.” 

Isaiah said, “If Briggs is behind it, we’ll learn what the demon is soon enough.” 

If Briggs talked at all. He certainly hadn’t when he’d been busted in his bomb lab, despite the best efforts of the 33rd’s interrogators and the Aux. 

Isaiah added, “I’ll have every available patrol quietly looking out for other young packs in the Auxiliary. If it winds up not being related to Briggs, then it could be the start of a pattern.” 

Hunt asked darkly, “If we find the demon?” 

Isaiah shrugged. “Then make sure it’s not a problem anymore, Hunt.” 

Hunt’s eyes sharpened into lethal focus. “And Bryce Quinlan—after the three days are up?” 

Isaiah frowned at the table, the crumpled chair. “If she’s smart, she’ll lie low and not attract the attention of any other powerful immortals for the rest of her life.” 
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The black steps ringing the foggy shore of the Bone Quarter bit into Bryce’s knees as she knelt before the towering ivory gates. 

The Istros spread like a gray mirror behind her, silent in the predawn light. 

As quiet and still as she had gone, hollowed out and drifting. 

Mist  curled  around  her,  veiling  all  but  the  obsidian  steps  she  knelt  on  and  the  carved  bone gates looming overhead. The rotting black boat at her back was her only companion, its moldy, ancient  rope  draped  over  the  steps  in  lieu  of  a  mooring.  She’d  paid  the  fee—the  boat  would linger here until she was done. Until she had said what she needed to say. 

The  living  realm  remained  a  world  away,  the  spires  and  skyscrapers  of  the  city  hidden  by that swirling mist, its car horns and array of voices rendered mute. She’d left behind any mortal possessions. They would have no value here, among the Reapers and the dead. 

She’d been glad to leave them—especially her phone, so full of anger and hatred. 

Ithan’s latest audiomail had come only an hour ago, stirring her from the unsleeping stupor in  which  she’d  spent  the  past  six  nights,  staring  at  the  dark  ceiling  of  the  hotel  room  she  was sharing with her mother. Ignoring every call and message. 

Ithan’s words had lingered, though, when she’d slipped into the hotel bathroom to listen. 

 Don’t come to the Sailing tomorrow. You’re not welcome there. 

She’d listened to it over and over, the first words to echo in her silent head. 

Her mother hadn’t woken from the bed beside hers when Bryce had exited the hotel room on Fae-soft  feet,  taking  the  service  elevator  and  leaving  through  the  unwatched  alley  door.  She hadn’t left that room for six days, just sat staring vacantly at the floral hotel wallpaper. And now, with the seventh dawning … Only for this would she leave. Would she remember how to move her body, how to speak. 

Danika’s Sailing would commence at dawn, and the Sailings for the rest of the pack would follow. Bryce would not be there to witness them. Even without the wolves banning her from it, she  couldn’t  have  endured  it.  To  see  the  black  boat  pushed  from  the  dock,  all  that  was  left  of Danika with it, her soul to be judged either worthy or unworthy of entering the sacred isle across the river. 

There was only silence here. Silence and mist. 

Was this death? Silence and fog? 

Bryce ran her tongue over her dry, chapped lips. She did not remember the last time she’d drunk anything. Had a meal. Only her mother coaxing her to take a sip of water. 

A light had gone out inside her. A light had been extinguished. 

She might as well have been staring inside herself: Darkness. Silence. Mist. 

Bryce lifted her head, peering up toward the carved bone gates, hewn from the ribs of a long-dead  leviathan  who’d  prowled  the  deep  seas  of  the  north.  The  mist  swirled  tighter,  the temperature dropping. Announcing the arrival of something ancient and terrible. 

Bryce remained kneeling. Bowed her head. 

She was not welcome at the Sailing. So she had come here to say goodbye. To give Danika

this one last thing. 

The creature that dwelt in the mist emerged, and even the river at her back trembled. 

Bryce opened her eyes. And slowly lifted her gaze. 

 

PART II

THE TRENCH
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TWENTY-TWO MONTHS LATER

Bryce Quinlan stumbled from the White Raven’s bathroom, a lion shifter nuzzling her neck, his broad hands grabbing at her waist. 

It was easily the best sex she’d had in three months. Maybe longer than that. Maybe she’d keep him for a while. 

Maybe she should learn his name first. Not that it mattered. Her meeting was at the VIP bar across the club in … well, shit. Right now. 

The beat of the music pounded against her bones, echoing off the carved pillars, an incessant summons that Bryce ignored, denied. Just as she had every day for the past two years. 

“Let’s  dance.”  The  golden-haired  lion’s  words  rumbled  against  her  ear  as  he  gripped  her hand to drag her toward the teeming throng on the ancient stones of the dance floor. 

She planted her feet as firmly as her four-inch stilettos would allow. “No, thanks. I’ve got a business meeting.” Not a lie, though she would have turned him down regardless. 

The corner of the lion’s lip twitched as he surveyed her short-as-sin black dress, the bare legs she’d had wrapped around his waist moments ago. Urd spare her, his cheekbones were unreal. So were  those  golden  eyes,  now  narrowing  in  amusement.  “You  go  to  business  meetings  looking like that?” 

She did when her boss’s clients insisted on meeting in a neutral space like the Raven, fearful of whatever monitoring or spells Jesiba had at the gallery. 

Bryce never would have come here—had so rarely come back here at all—on her own. She’d

been  sipping  sparkling  water  at  the   normal  bar  within  the  club,  not  the  VIP  one  she  was supposed  to  be  sitting  at  on  the  mezzanine,  when  the  lion  approached  her  with  that  easy  smile and those broad shoulders. She’d been in such need of a distraction from the tension building in her with each moment in here that she’d barely finished her glass before she’d dragged him into the bathroom. He’d been all too happy to oblige her. 

Bryce said to the lion, “Thanks for the ride.”  Whatever your name is. 

It took him a blink to realize she was serious about the business meeting. Red crept over his tanned cheeks. Then he blurted, “I can’t pay you.” 

It was her turn to blink. Then she tipped her head back and laughed. 

Just  perfect:  he  thought  she  was  one  of  the  whores  in  Riso’s  employ.  Sacred  prostitution, Riso had once explained—since the club lay on the ruins of a temple to pleasure, it was his duty to continue its traditions. 

“Consider it on the house,” she crooned, patting him on the cheek before she turned toward the glowing golden bar on the glass mezzanine hovering over the cavernous space. 

She didn’t let herself look toward the booth tucked between two age-worn pillars. Didn’t let herself see who might now be occupying it. Not Juniper, who was too busy these days for more than the occasional brunch, and certainly not Fury, who didn’t bother to take her calls, or answer messages, or even visit this city. 

Bryce rolled her shoulders, shoving the thoughts away. 

The jaguar shifters standing guard atop the illuminated golden staircase that linked the VIP

mezzanine with the converted temple pulled aside their black velvet rope to let her pass. Twenty glass stools flanked the solid gold bar, and only a third of them were occupied. Vanir of every House sat in them. No humans, though. 

Except for her, if she even counted. 

Her  client  was  already  seated  at  the  far  end  of  the  bar,  his  dark  suit  tight  over  his  bulky frame, long black hair slicked back to reveal a sharp-boned face and inky eyes. 

Bryce rattled off his details to herself as she sauntered up to him, praying he wasn’t the sort to mark that she was technically two minutes late. 

Maximus Tertian: two-hundred-year-old vampyr; unwed and unmated; son of Lord Cedrian, 

richest of the Pangeran vamps and the most monstrous, if rumor was to be believed. Known for filling  bathtubs  with  the  blood  of  human  maidens  in  his  frosty  mountain  keep,  bathing  in  their youth—

 Not helpful. Bryce plastered on a smile and claimed the stool beside his, ordering a sparkling water from the bartender. “Mr. Tertian,” she said by way of greeting, extending her hand. 

The  vampyr’s  smile  was  so  smooth  she  knew  ten  thousand  pairs  of  underwear  had  likely dropped  at  the  sight  of  it  over  the  centuries.  “Miss  Quinlan,”  he  purred,  taking  her  hand  and brushing a kiss to the back of it. His lips lingered just long enough that she suppressed the urge to yank her fingers back. “A pleasure to meet you in the flesh.” His eyes dipped toward her neck, then the cleavage exposed by her dress. “Your employer might have a gallery full of art, but you are the true masterpiece.” 

 Oh please. 

Bryce ducked her head, making herself smile. “You say that to all the girls.” 

“Only the mouthwatering ones.” 

An  offer  for  how  this  night  could  end,  if  she  wanted:  being  sucked  and  fucked.  She  didn’t bother  to  inform  him  she’d  already  had  that  particular  need  scratched,  minus  the  sucking.  She liked her blood where it was, thank you very much. 

She reached into her purse, pulling out a narrow leather folio—an exact replica of what the Raven used to hand out steep bills to its most exclusive patrons. “Your drink’s on me.” She slid the folio toward him with a smile. 

Maximus peered at the ownership papers for the five-thousand-year-old onyx bust of a long-dead vampyr lord. The deal had been a triumph for Bryce after weeks of sending out feelers to potential buyers, taunting them with the chance to buy a rare artifact before any of their rivals. 

She’d had her eye on Maximus, and during their endless phone calls and messages, she’d played him  well,  drawing  upon  his  hatred  for  other  vampyr  lords,  his  fragile  ego,  his  unbearable arrogance. 

It was an effort now to suppress her smile as Maximus— never Max—nodded while he read. 

Giving him the illusion of privacy, Bryce pivoted on the stool to peer at the teeming club below. 

A  cluster  of  young  females  adorned  in  firstlight  glow-stick  halos  danced  together  near  a pillar, laughing and singing and passing a bottle of sparkling wine among them. 

Bryce’s  chest  tightened.  She’d  once  planned  to  have  her  Drop  party  at  the  Raven.  Had planned  to  be  as  obnoxious  as  those  females  down  there,  partying  with  her  friends  from  the moment she emerged from the Ascent until she either passed out or was kicked to the curb. 

The party, honestly, was what she’d wanted to focus on. What most people tried to focus on. 

Rather than the sheer terror of the Drop ritual itself. 

But  it  was  a  necessary  rite.  Because  the  firstlight  grid’s  power  was  generated  by  the  pure, undiluted light each Vanir emitted while making the Drop. And it was only during the Drop that the  flash  of  firstlight  appeared—raw,  unfiltered  magic.  It  could  heal  and  destroy  and  do everything in between. 

Captured  and  bottled,  the  first  glow  was  always  used  for  healing,  then  the  rest  of  it  was handed over to the energy plants to fuel their lights and cars and machines and tech; some of it was used for spells, and some was reserved for whatever shady shit the Republic wanted. 

The “donation” of the firstlight by each citizen was a key element of the Drop ritual, part of why it was always done in a government center: a sterile room, where the light from the person making  the  Drop  was  gobbled  up  during  the  transition  into  immortality  and  true  power.  All tracked  by  the  Eleusian  system,  able  to  monitor  every  moment  of  it  through  vibrations  in  the world’s magic. Indeed, family members sometimes watched the feeds in an adjacent room. 

The  Drop  was  the  easy  part:  falling  into  one’s  power.  But  once  the  bottom  was  reached, one’s mortal body expired. And then the clock began counting down. 

Mere  minutes  were  allowed  for  the  race  back  up  to  life—before  the  brain  shut  down permanently  from  lack  of  oxygen.  Six  minutes  to  start  barreling  down  a  psychic  runway  along the  bottom  of  one’s  power,  a  single  desperate  shot  at  launching  skyward  toward  life.  The alternative  to  successfully  making  that  leap:  tumbling  into  an  endless  black  pit  and  awaiting death.  The  alternative  to  getting  enough  momentum  on  that  runway:  tumbling  into  an  endless black pit and awaiting death. 

Which was why someone else had to act as an Anchor: a beacon, a lifeline, a bungee cord

that  would  snap  their  companion  back  up  to  life  once  they  leapt  off  the  runway.  To  make  the Drop  alone  was  to  die—to  reach  the  bottom  of  one’s  power,  to  have  one’s  heart  stop  beating upon hitting that nadir. No one knew if the soul continued living down there, lost forever, or if it died along with the body left in life. 

It was why Anchors were usually family—parents or siblings—or trusted friends. Someone

who wouldn’t leave you stranded. Or a government employee who had a legal obligation not to do so. Some claimed those six minutes were called the Search—that during that time, you faced the very depths of your soul. But beyond that, there was no hope of survival. 

It was only upon making the Ascent and reaching that threshold back to life, brimming with new  power,  that  immortality  was  attained,  the  aging  process  slowed  to  a  glacial  drip  and  the body rendered near-indestructible as it was bathed in all that ensuing firstlight, so bright it could blind  the  naked  eye.  And  at  the  end  of  it,  when  the  Drop  Center’s  sleek  energy  panels  had siphoned  off  that  firstlight,  all  any  of  them  were  left  with  to  mark  the  occasion  was  a  mere pinprick of that light in a bottle. A pretty souvenir. 

These days, with Drop parties like the one below all the rage, the newly immortal often used their allotment of their own firstlight to make party favors to hand out to their friends. Bryce had planned for glow sticks and key chains that said  Kiss My Sparkly Ass!   Danika  had  just  wanted

shot glasses. 

Bryce  tucked  away  that  old  ache  in  her  chest  as  Maximus  shut  the  folio  with  a  snap,  his reading done. A matching folio appeared in his hand, then he nudged it across the shining gold surface of the bar. 

Bryce  glanced  at  the  check  within—for  a  mind-boggling  sum  that  he  handed  over  as  if passing her an empty gum wrapper—and smiled again. Even as some small part of her cringed at the  tiny  fact  that  she  wouldn’t  receive  any  part  of  her  commission  on  the  piece.  On  any  art  in Jesiba’s gallery. That money went elsewhere. 

“A pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Tertian.” 

There. Done. Time to go home and climb into bed and snuggle with Syrinx. The best form of celebrating she could think of these days. 

But a pale, strong hand landed on the folio. “Going so soon?” Maximus’s smile grew again. 

“It’d be a shame for a pretty thing like you to leave when I was about to order a bottle of Serat.” 

The sparkling wine from the south of Valbara started at roughly a hundred gold marks a bottle. 

And apparently made pricks like him believe they were entitled to female company. 

Bryce gave him a wink, trying to pull the folio with the check toward her awaiting purse. “I think you’d be the one feeling sorry if a pretty thing like me left, Mr. Tertian.” 

His hand remained on the folio. “For what I paid your boss, I’d think some perks came with this deal.” 

Well, it had to be a record: being mistaken for a whore twice within ten minutes. She had no disdain  for  the  world’s  oldest  profession,  only  respect  and  sometimes  pity,  but  being  mistaken for one of them had led to more unfortunate incidents than she liked. Yet Bryce managed to say calmly, “I’m afraid I have another meeting.” 

Maximus’s hand slipped to her wrist, gripping hard enough to demonstrate that he could snap every bone inside it with barely a thought. 

She refused to allow her scent to shift as her stomach hollowed out. She had dealt with his kind and worse. “Take your hand off me, please.” 

She added the last word because she owed it to Jesiba to at least sound polite—just once. 

But Maximus surveyed her body with all the male, immortal entitlement in the world. “Some like their prey to play hard to get.” He smiled up at her again. “I happen to be one of them. I’ll make it good for you, you know.” 

She met his stare, hating that some small part of her wanted to recoil. That it recognized him as a predator and her as his prey and she’d be lucky to even get the chance to run before she was eaten whole. “No, thank you.” 

The  VIP  mezzanine  went  quiet,  the  ripple  of  silence  a  sure  sign  that  some  bigger,  badder predator had prowled in. Good. 

Maybe it’d distract the vampyr long enough for her to snatch her wrist back. And that check. 

Jesiba would flay her alive if she left without it. 

Indeed,  Maximus’s  gaze  drifted  over  her  shoulder  to  whoever  had  entered.  His  hand tightened on Bryce’s. Just hard enough that Bryce looked. 

A dark-haired Fae male stalked up to the other end of the bar. Looking right at her. 

She tried not to groan. And not the way she’d groaned with that lion shifter. 

The  Fae  male  kept  looking  at  her  as  Maximus’s  upper  lip  pulled  back  from  his  teeth, revealing  the  elongated  canines  he  so  badly  wanted  to  sink  into  her.  Maximus  snarled  in warning. “You are mine.” The words were so guttural she could barely understand him. 

Bryce sighed through her nose as the Fae male took a seat at the bar, murmuring his drink order to the silver-haired sylph behind it. “That’s my cousin,” Bryce said. “Relax.” 

The vampyr blinked. “What?” 

His  surprise  cost  him:  his  grip  loosened,  and  Bryce  stashed  the  folio  with  the  check  in  her purse  as  she  stepped  back.  At  least  her  Fae  heritage  was  good  for  moving  quickly  when necessary.  Walking  away,  Bryce  purred  over  a  shoulder,  “Just  so  you  know—I  don’t  do possessive and aggressive.” 

Maximus snarled again, but he’d seen who her “cousin” was. He didn’t dare follow. 

Even  when  the  world  thought  they  were  only  distantly  related,  one  didn’t  fuck  with  the relatives of Ruhn Danaan. 

If they had known Ruhn was her brother—well, technically her half brother—no male would

ever go near her. But thankfully, the world thought he was her cousin, and she was glad to keep it that way. Not just because of who their sire was and the secrecy that she’d long ago sworn to maintain. Not just because Ruhn was the legitimate child, the fucking Chosen One, and she was

… not. 

Ruhn  was  already  sipping  from  his  whiskey,  his  striking  blue  eyes  fixed  on  Maximus. 

Promising death. 

She  was  half-tempted  to  let  Ruhn  send  Maximus  scurrying  back  to  his  daddy’s  castle  of horrors, but she’d worked so hard on the deal, had tricked the asshole into paying nearly a third more than the bust was worth. All it would take was one phone call from Maximus to his banker and that check in her purse would be dead on arrival. 

So Bryce went up to Ruhn, drawing his attention from the vampyr at last. 

Her  brother’s  black  T-shirt  and  dark  jeans  were  tight  enough  to  show  off  the  muscles  Fae went to  pieces  over, and  that  plenty of  people  on  the VIP  level  were now  ogling.  The  tattooed sleeves on his golden-skinned arms, however, were colorful and beautiful enough to piss off their father. Along with the line of rings in one arched ear, and the straight black hair that flowed to his waist save for one shaved side. All painting a glaring billboard that said  Fuck You, Dad! 

But  Ruhn  was  still  a  Fae  male.  Still  fifty  years  older  than  her.  Still  a  domineering  dick whenever she ran into him or his friends. Which was whenever she couldn’t avoid it. 

“Well,  well,  well,”  Bryce  said,  nodding  her  thanks  to  the  bartender  as  another  sparkling water  appeared  before  her.  She  took  a  swig,  swishing  the  bubbles  to  rinse  away  the  lingering taste of lion and alphahole. “Look who decided to stop frequenting poseur rock clubs and start hanging with the cool kids. Seems like the Chosen One’s finally getting hip.” 

“I  always  forget  how  annoying  you  are,”  Ruhn  said  by  way  of  greeting.  “And  not  that  it’s any of your business, but I’m not here to party.” 

Bryce surveyed her brother. No sign of the Starsword tonight—and, glancing at him, beyond the telltale physical heritage of the Starborn line, little declared that he’d been anointed by Luna or  genetics  to  usher  their  people  to  greater  heights.  But  it  had  been  years  since  they’d  really spoken. Maybe Ruhn had crawled back into the fold. It’d be a shame, considering the shit that had gone down to pull him out of it in the first place. 

Bryce asked, “Is there a reason why you’re here, other than to ruin my night?” 

Ruhn snorted. “Still happy playing slutty secretary, I see.” 

Spoiled  prick.  For  a  few  glittering  years,  they’d  been  best  friends,  a  dynamic  duo  against Motherfucker Number One—aka the Fae male who’d sired them—but that was ancient history. 

Ruhn had seen to that. 

She  frowned  at  the  packed  club  below,  scanning  the  crowd  for  any  sign  of  the  two  friends who trailed Ruhn everywhere, both pains in her ass. “How’d you get in here, anyway?” Even a Fae Prince had to wait in line at the Raven. Bryce had once delighted in watching preening Fae assholes be turned away at the doors. 

“Riso’s my buddy,” Ruhn said. “He and I play poker on Tuesday nights.” 

Of  course  Ruhn  had  somehow  managed  to  befriend  the  club’s  owner.  A  rare  breed  of butterfly  shifter,  what  Riso  lacked  in  size  he  made  up  for  with  sheer  personality,  always laughing, always flitting about the club and dancing above the crowd. Feeding off its merriment as if it were nectar. He was picky about his close circle, though—he liked to cultivate  interesting groups of people to entertain him. Bryce and Danika had never made the cut, but odds were that Fury was in that poker group. Too bad Fury didn’t answer her calls for Bryce to even ask about it. 

Ruhn  bared  his  teeth  at  Maximus  as  the  glowering  vamp  headed  toward  the  golden  steps. 

“Riso called me a few minutes ago and said you were here. With that fucking creep.” 

“Excuse me?” Her voice sharpened. It had nothing to do with the fact that she highly doubted the  diplomatic  club  owner  had  used  those  terms.  Riso  was  more  the  type  to  say,  She’s  with someone who might cause the dancing to cease. Which would have been Riso’s idea of Hel. 

Ruhn  said,  “Riso  can’t  risk  tossing  Tertian  to  the  curb—he  implied  the  prick  was  being handsy  and  you  needed  backup.”  A  purely  predatory  gleam  entered  her  brother’s  eyes.  “Don’t you know what Tertian’s father  does?” 

She grinned, and knew it didn’t reach her eyes. None of her smiles did these days. “I do,” she said sweetly. 

Ruhn  shook  his  head  in  disgust.  Bryce  leaned  forward  to  grab  her  drink,  each  movement controlled—if only to keep from taking the water and throwing it in his face. 

“Shouldn’t you be home?” Ruhn asked. “It’s a weekday. You’ve got  work in six hours.” 

“Thanks, Mom,” she said. But getting home and taking off her bra did sound fantastic. She’d been  up  before  dawn  again,  sweat-soaked  and  breathless,  and  the  day  hadn’t  improved  from there. Maybe she’d be exhausted enough tonight to actually sleep. 

But when Ruhn made no move to leave, Bryce sighed. “Let’s hear it, then.” 

There  had  to  be  another  reason  why  Ruhn  had  bothered  to  come—there  always  was, considering who had sired them. 

Ruhn sipped from his drink. “The Autumn King wants you to lie low. The Summit meeting

is in just over a month, and he wants any loose cannons tied down.” 

“What  does  the  Summit  meeting  have  to  do  with  me?”  They  occurred  every  ten  years,  a gathering  of  Valbara’s  ruling  powers  to  debate  whatever  issues  or  policies  the  Asteri  ordered them  to  deal  with.  Each  territory  in  the  Republic  held  its  own  Summit  meeting  on  a  rotating schedule, so that one occurred in the world each year—and Bryce had paid attention to exactly zero of them. 

“The  Autumn  King  wants  everyone  associated  with  the  Fae  on  their  best  behavior—rumor says the Asteri are sending over some of their favored commanders, and he wants us all looking like good, obedient subjects. Honestly, I don’t fucking care, Bryce. I was just ordered to tell you to not … get into trouble until the meeting’s over.” 

“You mean, don’t do anything embarrassing.” 

“Basically,” he said, drinking again. “And look: beyond that, shit always gets intense around the  Summit  meetings,  so  be  careful,  okay?  People  come  out  of  the  woodwork  to  make  their

agendas known. Be on your guard.” 

“I didn’t know Daddy bothered to care about my safety.” He never had before. 

“He doesn’t,” Ruhn said, lips thinning, the silver hoop through the bottom one shifting with the movement. “But I’ll make him care about it.” 

She considered the rage in his blue eyes—it wasn’t directed at her. Ruhn hadn’t yet fallen in line, then. Hadn’t bought into his Chosen One greatness. She took another sip of water. “Since when does he listen to you?” 

“Bryce. Just stay out of trouble—on all fronts. For whatever reason, this Summit is important to him. He’s been on edge about it—beyond the whole everyone-needing-to-behave-themselves bullcrap.” He sighed. “I haven’t seen him this riled since two years ago …” 

The  words  trailed  off  as  he  caught  himself.  But  she  got  his  meaning.  Since  two  years  ago. 

Since Danika. And Connor. 

The glass in her hands cracked. 

“Easy,” Ruhn murmured. “Easy.” 

She  couldn’t  stop  clutching  the  glass,  couldn’t  get  her  body  to  back  down  from  the  primal fury that surged up, up—

The  heavy  crystal  glass  exploded  in  her  hands,  water  spraying  across  the  golden  bar.  The bartender whirled, but kept away. No one along the bar dared look for more than a breath—not at the Crown Prince of the Valbaran Fae. 

Ruhn gripped Bryce’s face with a hand.  “Take a fucking breath.” 

That  horrible,  useless  Fae  side  of  her  obeyed  the  dominance  in  his  command,  her  body falling back on instincts that had been bred into her, despite her best attempts to ignore them. 

Bryce sucked in a breath, then another. Gasping, shuddering sounds. 

But with each breath, the blinding wrath receded. Eddied away. 

Ruhn  held  her  gaze  until  she  stopped  snarling,  until  she  could  see  clearly.  Then  he  slowly released her face—and took a deep breath of his own. “Fuck, Bryce.” 

She  stood  on  wobbling  legs  and  adjusted  the  strap  of  her  purse  over  her  shoulder,  making sure  Maximus’s  outrageous  check  was  still  inside.  “Message  received.  I’ll  lie  low  and  act  my classiest until the Summit.” 

Ruhn scowled and slid off the stool with familiar Fae grace. “Let me walk you home.” 

“I don’t need you to.” Besides, no one went to her apartment. Which wasn’t technically even her  apartment,  but  that  was  beside  the  point.  Only  her  mom  and  Randall,  and  occasionally Juniper if she ever left the dance studio, but no one else was allowed inside. It was her sanctuary, and she didn’t want Fae scents anywhere near it. 

But Ruhn ignored her refusal and scanned the bar. “Where’s your coat?” 

She clenched her jaw. “I didn’t bring one.” 

“It’s barely spring.” 

She stomped past him, wishing she’d worn boots instead of stilettos. “Then it’s a good thing I have my alcohol sweater on, isn’t it?” A lie. She hadn’t touched a drink in nearly two years. 

Ruhn didn’t know that, though. Nor did anyone else. 

He trailed her. “You’re hilarious. Glad all those tuition dollars went to something.” 

She  strode  down  the  stairs.  “At  least  I  went  to  college  and  didn’t  sit  at  home  on  a  pile  of Daddy’s cash, playing video games with my dickbag friends.” 

Ruhn  growled,  but  Bryce  was  already  halfway  down  the  staircase  to  the  dance  floor. 

Moments later, she was elbowing her way through the crowds between the pillars, then breezing

down the few steps into the glass-enclosed courtyard—still flanked on two sides by the temple’s original  stone  walls—and  toward  the  enormous  iron  doors.  She  didn’t  wait  to  see  if  Ruhn  still trailed  before  she  slipped  out,  waving  at  the  half-wolf,  half-daemonaki  bouncers,  who  returned the gesture. 

They were good guys—years ago, on rougher nights, they had always made sure Bryce got

into a taxi. And that the driver knew exactly what would happen if she didn’t get home in one piece. 

She made it a block before she sensed Ruhn catching up, a storm of temper behind her. Not close enough for someone to know they were together, but near enough for her senses to be full of his scent, his annoyance. 

At least it kept any would-be predators from approaching her. 

When  Bryce  reached  the  glass-and-marble  lobby  of  her  building,  Marrin,  the  ursine  shifter behind the front desk, buzzed her through the double doors with a friendly wave. Pausing with a hand  on  the  glass  doors,  she  glanced  over  a  shoulder  to  where  Ruhn  leaned  against  a  black-painted lamppost. He lifted a hand in farewell—a mockery of one. 

She flipped him off and walked into her building. A quick hello to Marrin, an elevator ride up  to  the  penthouse,  five  levels  above,  and  the  small  cream-colored  hallway  appeared.  She sighed, heels sinking into the plush cobalt runner that flowed between her apartment and the one across the hall, and opened her purse. She found her keys by the glow of the firstlight orb in the bowl  atop  the  blackwood  table  against  the  wall,  its  radiance  gilding  the  white  orchid  drooping over it. 

Bryce  unlocked  her  door,  first  by  key,  then  by  the  finger  pad  beside  the  knob.  The  heavy locks and spells hissed as they faded away, and she stepped into her dark apartment. The scent of lilac  oil  from  her  diffuser  caressed  her  as  Syrinx  yowled  his  greeting  and  demanded  to  be immediately released from his crate. But Bryce leaned back against the door. 

She hated knowing that Ruhn still lurked on the street below, the Crown Fucking Prince of Possessive  and  Aggressive  Alphaholes,  staring  at  the  massive  floor-to-ceiling  wall  of  windows across the great room before her, waiting for the lights to come on. 

His  banging  on  the  door  in  three  minutes  would  be  inevitable  if  she  refused  to  turn  on  the lights. Marrin wouldn’t be stupid enough to stop him. Not Ruhn Danaan. There had never been a door shut for him, not once in his entire life. 

But she wasn’t in the mood for that battle. Not tonight. 

Bryce flicked on the panel of lights beside the door, illuminating the pale wood floors, the white plush furniture, the matching white walls. All of it as pristine as the day she’d moved in, almost two years ago—all of it far above her pay grade. 

All of it paid for by Danika. By that stupid fucking will. 

Syrinx  grumbled,  his  cage  rattling.  Another  possessive  and  aggressive  alphahole.  But  a small, fuzzy one, at least. 

With  a  sigh,  Bryce  kicked  off  her  heels,  unhooked  her  bra  at  last,  and  went  to  let  the  little beast out of his cage. 
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“Please.” 

The male’s whimper was barely discernible with the blood filling his mouth, his nostrils. But he still tried again. “Please.” 

Hunt  Athalar’s  sword  dripped  blood  onto  the  soaked  carpet  of  the  dingy  apartment  in  the Meadows.  Splatters  of  it  coated  the  visor  of  his  helmet,  speckling  his  line  of  vision  as  he surveyed the lone male standing. 

Kneeling, technically. 

The male’s friends littered the living room floor, one of them still spurting blood from what was now his stump of a neck. His severed head lay on the sagging sofa, gaping face rolled into the age-flattened cushions. 

“I’ll tell you everything,” the male pleaded, sobbing as he pressed his hand against the gash on his shoulder. “They didn’t tell you all of it, but I can.” 

The male’s terror filled the room, overpowering the scent of blood, its reek as bad as stale piss in an alley. 

Hunt’s  gloved  hand  tightened  on  his  blade.  The  male  noted  it  and  began  shaking,  a  stain paler than blood leaking across his pants. “I’ll tell you more,” the man tried again. 

Hunt braced his feet, rooting his strength into the floor, and slashed his blade. 

The male’s innards spilled onto the carpet with a wet slap. Still the male kept screaming. 

So Hunt kept working. 

Hunt made it to the Comitium barracks without anyone seeing him. 

At  this  hour,  the  city  at  least  appeared  asleep.  The  five  buildings  that  made  up  the Comitium’s  complex  did,  too.  But  the  cameras  throughout  the  33rd  Legion’s  barracks—the second of the Comitium’s spire-capped towers—saw everything. Heard everything. 

The white-tiled halls were dim, no hint of the hustle that would fill them come dawn. 

The  helmet’s  visor  cast  everything  into  stark  relief,  its  audio  receptors  picking  up  sounds from  behind  the  shut  bedroom  doors  lining  either  side  of  hallway:  low-level  sentries  playing some  video  game,  doing  their  best  to  keep  their  voices  down  as  they  cursed  at  each  other;  a female  sentry  talking  on  the  phone;  two  angels  fucking  each  other’s  brains  out;  and  several snorers. 

Hunt passed his own door, instead aiming for the shared bathroom in the center of the long hallway, accessible only through the common room. Any hope for an unnoticed return vanished at  the  sight  of  the  golden  light  leaking  from  beneath  the  shut  door  and  the  sound  of  voices

beyond it. 

Too  tired,  too  filthy,  Hunt  didn’t  bother  to  say  hello  as  he  entered  the  common  room, prowling past the scattering of couches and chairs toward the bathroom. 

Naomi  was  sprawled  on  the  worn  green  couch  before  the  TV,  her  black  wings  spread. 

Viktoria  lounged  in  the  armchair  next  to  her,  watching  the  day’s  sports  highlights,  and  on  the other end of the couch sat Justinian, still in his black legionary armor. 

Their conversation stalled as Hunt entered. 

“Hey,” Naomi said, her inky braid draping over her shoulder. She wore her usual black—the triarii’s usual black—though there was no trace of her wicked weapons or their holsters. 

Viktoria  seemed  content  to  let  Hunt  pass  without  greeting.  It  was  why  he  liked  the  wraith more  than  nearly  anyone  else  in  Micah  Domitus’s  inner  circle  of  warriors,  had  liked  her  since those early days in the 18th, when she’d been one of the few non-angel Vanir to join their cause. 

Vik never pushed when Hunt didn’t want to be bothered. But Justinian—

The  angel  sniffed,  scenting  the  blood  on  Hunt’s  clothes,  his  weapons.  How  many  different people it belonged to. Justinian blew out a whistle. “You are one sick fuck, you know that?” 

Hunt continued toward the bathroom door. His lightning didn’t so much as hiss inside him. 

Justinian went on, “A gun would have been a Hel of a lot cleaner.” 

“Micah didn’t want a gun for this,” Hunt said, his voice hollow even to his ears. It had been that way for centuries now; but tonight, these kills he’d made, what they’d done to earn the wrath of the Archangel … “They didn’t deserve a gun,” he amended. Or the swift bolt of his lightning. 

“I don’t want to know,” Naomi grumbled, punching up the volume of the TV. She pointed

with the remote at Justinian, the youngest in the triarii. “And neither do you, so shut it.” 

No, they really didn’t want to know. 

Naomi—the  only  one  of  the  triarii  who  was  not  Fallen—said  to  Hunt,  “Isaiah  told  me  that Micah wants you two playing investigators tomorrow for some shit in the Old Square. Isaiah will call you after breakfast with the details.” 

The words barely registered. Isaiah. Tomorrow. Old Square. 

Justinian snorted. “Good luck, man.” He swigged from his beer. “I hate the Old Square—it’s all university brats and tourist creeps.” Naomi and Viktoria grunted their agreement. 

Hunt  didn’t  ask  why  they  were  up,  or  where  Isaiah  was,  given  that  he  couldn’t  deliver  the message. The angel was likely with whatever handsome male he was currently dating. 

As Commander of the 33rd, acquired by Micah to shore up Crescent City’s defenses, Isaiah had enjoyed every second here since he’d arrived more than a decade ago. In four years, Hunt hadn’t seen the city’s appeal beyond it being a cleaner, more organized version of any Pangeran metropolis, with streets in clean lines rather than meandering curves that often doubled back on themselves, as if in no hurry to get anywhere. 

But at least it wasn’t Ravilis. And at least it was Micah ruling over it, not Sandriel. 

Sandriel—the Archangel and Governor of the northwestern quadrant of Pangera, and Hunt’s

former owner before Micah had traded with her, desiring to have Hunt clear Crescent City of any enemies. Sandriel—his dead lover’s twin sister. 

The formal papers declared that Hunt’s duties would be to track down and dispatch any loose demons. But considering that those sorts of disasters happened only once or twice a year, it was glaringly  obvious  why  he’d  really  been  brought  over.  He’d  done  most  of  the  assassinating  for Sandriel,  the  Archangel  who  bore  the  same  face  as  his  beloved,  for  the  fifty-three  years  she’d possessed him. 

A  rare  occurrence,  for  both  siblings  to  bear  an  Archangel’s  title  and  power.  A  good  omen, people  had  believed.  Until  Shahar—until  Hunt,  leading  her  forces—had  rebelled  against everything the angels stood for. And betrayed her sister in the process. 

Sandriel  had  been  the  third  of  his  owners  after  the  defeat  at  Mount  Hermon,  and  had  been arrogant enough to believe that despite the two Archangels before her who had failed to do so, she  might  be  the  one  to  break  him.  First  in  her  horror  show  of  a  dungeon.  Then  in  her  blood-soaked arena in the heart of Ravilis, pitting him against warriors who never stood a chance. Then by  commanding  him  to  do  what  he  did  best:  slipping  into  a  room  and  ending  lives.  One  after another after another, year after year, decade after decade. 

Sandriel  certainly  had  motivation  to  break  him.  During  that  too-short  battle  at  Hermon,  it was her forces that Hunt had decimated, his lightning that turned soldier after soldier into charred husks  before  they  could  draw  their  swords.  Sandriel  had  been  Shahar’s  prime  target,  and  Hunt had been ordered to take her out. By whatever means necessary. 

And Shahar had good reason to go after her sister. Their parents had both been Archangels, whose titles had passed to their daughters after an assassin had somehow managed to rip them to shreds. 

He’d  never  forget  Shahar’s  theory:  that  Sandriel  had  killed  their  parents  and  framed  the assassin.  That  she’d  done  it  for  herself  and  her  sister,  so  they  might  rule  without   interference. 

There had never been proof to pin it on Sandriel, but Shahar believed it to her dying day. 

Shahar, the Daystar, had rebelled against her fellow Archangels and the Asteri because of it. 

She’d wanted a world free of rigid hierarchies, yes—would have brought their rebellion right to the crystal palace of the Asteri if it had been successful. But she’d also wanted to make her sister pay. So Hunt had been unleashed. 

Fools. They had all been fools. 

It made no difference if he’d admitted his folly. Sandriel believed he’d lured her twin into the rebellion,  that   he  had  turned  Shahar  against  her.  That  somehow,  when  sister  had  drawn  blade against  sister,  so  nearly  identical  in  face  and  build  and  fighting  technique  that  it  was  like watching  someone  battle  their  reflection,  it  was   his  fucking  fault  that  it  had  ended  with  one  of them dead. 

At least Micah had offered him the chance to redeem himself. To prove his utter loyalty and submission  to  the  Archangels,  to  the  empire,  and  then  one  day  get  the  halo  removed.  Decades from  now,  possibly  centuries,  but  considering  that  the  oldest  angels  lived  to  be  nearly  eight hundred … maybe he’d earn back his freedom in time to be old. He could potentially die free. 

Micah had offered Hunt the bargain from his first day in Crescent City four years ago: a kill for every life he’d taken that bloody day on Mount Hermon. Every angel he’d slaughtered during that doomed battle, he was to pay back. In the form of more death.  A death for a death, Micah had  said.  When  you’ve  fulfilled  the  debt,  Athalar,  we’ll  discuss  removing  that  tattoo  on  your brow. 

Hunt had never known the tally—how many he’d killed that day. But Micah, who’d been on

that  battlefield,  who’d  watched  while  Shahar  fell  at  her  twin  sister’s  hand,  had  the  list.  They’d had to pay out commissions for all the legionaries. Hunt had been about to ask how they’d been able to determine which killing blows had been made by his blade and not someone else’s, when he’d seen the number. 

 Two thousand two hundred and seventeen. 

It was impossible for him to have personally killed that many in one battle. Yes, his lightning

had been unleashed; yes, he’d blasted apart entire units, but that many? 

He’d gaped.  You were Shahar’s general, Micah said.  You commanded the 18th. So you will atone, Athalar, not only for the lives you took, but those your traitorous legion took as well.   At Hunt’s  silence,  Micah  had  added,  This  is  not  some  impossible  task.  Some  of  my  missions  will count for more than one life. Behave, obey, and you will be able to reach this number. 

For four years now, he had behaved. He had obeyed. And tonight had put him at a grand total of eighty-fucking-two. 

It was the best he could hope for. All he worked for. No other Archangel had ever offered him  the  chance.  It  was  why  he’d  done  everything  Micah  had  ordered  him  to  do  tonight.  Why every thought felt distant, his body pulled from him, his head full of a dull roaring. 

Micah was an Archangel. A Governor appointed by the Asteri. He was a king among angels, 

and law unto himself, especially in Valbara—so far from the seven hills of the Eternal City. If he deemed someone a threat or in need of justice, then there would be no investigation, no trial. 

Just his command. Usually to Hunt. 

It would arrive in the form of a file in his barracks mailbox, the imperial crest on its front. No mention of his name. Just  SPQM, and the seven stars surrounding the letters. 

The file contained all he needed: names, dates, crimes, and a timeline for Hunt to do what he did best. Plus any requests from Micah regarding the method employed. 

Tonight  it  had  been  simple  enough—no  guns.  Hunt  understood  the  unwritten  words:  make them suffer. So he had. 

“There’s a beer with your name on it when you come out,” Viktoria said, her eyes meeting Hunt’s even with the helmet on. Nothing but a casual, cool invitation. 

Hunt continued into the bathroom, the firstlights fluttering to life as he shouldered his way through  the  door  and  approached  one  of  the  shower  stalls.  He  cranked  the  water  to  full  heat before stalking back to the row of pedestal sinks. 

In the mirror above one, the being who stared back was as bad as a Reaper. Worse. 

Blood splattered the helmet, right over the painted silver skull’s face. It gleamed faintly on the  intricate  leather  scales  of  his  battle-suit,  on  his  black  gloves,  on  the  twin  swords  peeking above his shoulders. Flecks of it even stained his gray wings. 

Hunt peeled off the helmet and braced his hands on the sink. 

In  the  harsh  bathroom  firstlights,  his  light  brown  skin  was  pallid  under  the  black  band  of thorns across his brow. The tattoo, he’d learned to live with. But he shrank from the look in his dark eyes. Glazed. Empty. Like staring into Hel. 

Orion, his mother had named him. Hunter. He doubted she would have done so, would have

so lovingly called him Hunt instead, if she’d known what he’d become. 

Hunt glanced to where his gloves had left red stains on the porcelain sink. 

Tugging  off  the  gloves  with  brutal  efficiency,  Hunt  prowled  to  the  shower  stall,  where  the water  had  reached  near-scalding  temperatures.  He  removed  his  weapons,  then  his  battle-suit, leaving more streaks of blood on the tiles. 

Hunt stepped under the spray, and submitted himself to its relentless burning. 
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It was barely ten in the morning, and Tuesday was already fucked. 

Keeping a smile pasted on her face, Bryce lingered by her ironwood desk in the showroom of the gallery while a Fae couple browsed. 

The elegant plucking of violins trickled through the hidden speakers in the two-level, wood-paneled  space,  the  opening  movement  of  a  symphony  that  she’d  switched  on  as  soon  as  the intercom had buzzed. Given the couple’s attire—a pleated tan skirt and white silk blouse for the female,  a  gray  suit  for  the  male—she’d  doubted  they’d  appreciate  the  thumping  bass  of  her morning workout mix. 

But  they’d  been  browsing  the  art  for  ten  minutes  now,  which  was  enough  time  for  her  to politely inquire, “Are you here for anything in particular, or just to browse?” 

The blond Fae male, older-looking for one of his kind, waved a dismissive hand, leading his companion toward the nearest display: a partial marble relief from the ruins of Morrah, salvaged from a wrecked temple. The piece was about the size of a coffee table, with a rearing hippocamp filling most of it. The half-horse, half-fish creatures had once dwelled in the cerulean waters of the Rhagan Sea in Pangera, until ancient wars had destroyed them. 

“Browsing,”  the  male  replied  coldly,  his  hand  coming  to  rest  on  his  companion’s  slender back as they studied the waves carved in strikingly precise detail. 

Bryce summoned another smile. “Take your time. I’m at your disposal.” 

The female nodded her thanks, but the male sneered his dismissal. His companion frowned

deeply at him. 

The silence in the small gallery turned palpable. 

Bryce had gleaned from the moment they’d walked through the door that the male was here

to  impress  the  female,  either  by  buying  something  outrageously  expensive  or  pretending  he could. Perhaps this was an arranged pairing, testing out the waters before committing to anything further. 

Had Bryce been full-blooded Fae, had her father claimed her as his offspring, she might have been subjected to such things. Ruhn, especially with his Starborn status, would one day have to submit to an arranged marriage, when a young female deemed suitable to continue the precious royal bloodline came along. 

Ruhn might sire a few children before then, but they wouldn’t be acknowledged as royalty unless their father chose that path. Unless they were  worthy of it. 

The  Fae  couple  passed  the  mosaic  from  the  courtyard  of  the  once-great  palace  in  Altium, then studied the intricate jade puzzle box that had belonged to a princess in a forgotten northern

land. 

Jesiba  did  most  of  the  art  acquisitions,  which  was  why  she  was  away  so  often,  but  Bryce herself had tracked down and purchased a good number of the pieces. And then resold them at a steep profit. 

The couple had reached a set of fertility statues from Setmek when the front door buzzed. 

Bryce  glanced  toward  the  clock  on  her  desk.  The  afternoon  client  appointment  wasn’t  for another three hours. To have multiple browsers in the gallery was an oddity given the notoriously steep price tags of the art in here, but—maybe she’d get lucky and sell something today. 

“Excuse me,” Bryce murmured, ducking around the massive desk and pulling up the outside

camera feed on the computer. She’d barely clicked the icon when the buzzer rang again. 

Bryce beheld who was standing on the sidewalk and froze. 

Tuesday was indeed fucked. 

No windows lined the sandstone facade of the slender two-story building a block off the Istros River. Only a bronze plaque to the right of the heavy iron door revealed to Hunt Athalar that it was a business of any sort. 

 Griffin Antiquities had been etched there in archaic, bold lettering, the words adorned with a set  of  glaring  owl  eyes  beneath  them,  as  if  daring  any  shoppers  to  enter.  An  intercom  with  a matching bronze button lay beneath. 

Isaiah,  in  his  usual  suit  and  tie,  had  been  staring  at  the  buzzer  for  long  enough  that  Hunt finally  drawled,  “There  aren’t  any  enchantments  on  it,  you  know.”  Despite  the  identity  of  its owner. 

Isaiah shot him a look, straightening his tie. “I should have had a second cup of coffee,” he muttered  before  stabbing  a  finger  onto  the  metal  button.  A  faint  buzzing  sounded  through  the door. 

No one answered. 

Hunt  scanned  the  building  exterior  for  a  hidden  camera.  Not  a  gleam  or  hint.  The  nearest one, in fact, was mounted on the chrome door of the bomb shelter halfway down the block. 

Hunt  scanned  the  sandstone  facade  again.  There  was  no  way  Jesiba  Roga  wouldn’t  have cameras covering every inch, both outside and within. 

Hunt unleashed a crackle of his power, small tongues of lightning tasting for energy fields. 

Nearly  invisible  in  the  sunny  morning,  the  lightning  bounced  off  a  skintight  enchantment coating  the  stone,  the  mortar,  the  door.  A  cold,  clever  spell  that  seemed  to  laugh  softly  at  any attempt to enter . 

Hunt murmured, “Roga isn’t screwing around, is she?” 

Isaiah pushed the buzzer again, harder than necessary. They had their orders—ones that were pressing enough that even Isaiah, regardless of the lack of coffee, was on a short fuse. 

Though  it  could  also  have  been  due  to  the  fact  that  Isaiah  had  been  out  until  four  in  the morning. Hunt hadn’t asked about it, though. Had only heard Naomi and Justinian gossiping in the common room, wondering if this new boyfriend meant Isaiah was finally moving on. 

Hunt hadn’t bothered to tell them there was no fucking way. Not when Isaiah obeyed Micah only because of the generous weekly salary that Micah gave them all, when the law declared that slaves weren’t owed a paycheck. The money Isaiah amassed would buy someone else’s freedom. 

Just as the shit Hunt did for Micah went toward earning his own. 

Isaiah rang the buzzer a third time. “Maybe she’s not in.” 

“She’s here,” Hunt said. The scent of her still lingered on the sidewalk, lilac and nutmeg and something he couldn’t quite place—like the gleam of the first stars at nightfall. 

And  indeed,  a  moment  later,  a  silky  female  voice  that  definitely  did  not  belong  to  the gallery’s owner crackled through the intercom. “I didn’t order a pizza.” 

Despite himself, despite the mental clock ticking away, Hunt choked on a laugh. 

Isaiah  rustled  his  white  wings,  plastering  on  a  charming  smile,  and  said  into  the  intercom, 

“We’re from the 33rd Legion. We’re here to see Bryce Quinlan.” 

The voice sharpened. “I’m with clients. Come back later.” 

Hunt was pretty sure that “come back later” meant “go fuck yourselves.” 

Isaiah’s charming smile strained. “This is a matter of some urgency, Miss Quinlan.” 

A low hum. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to make an appointment. How about … three weeks? 

I’ve got the twenty-eighth of April free. I’ll pencil you in for noon.” 

Well, she had balls, Hunt would give her that much. 

Isaiah  widened  his  stance.  Typical  legion  fighting  position,  beaten  into  them  from  their earliest days as grunts. “We need to talk right now, I’m afraid.” 

No answer came. Like she’d just walked away from the intercom. 

Hunt’s  snarl  sent  the  poor  faun  walking  behind  them  bolting  down  the  street,  his  delicate hooves clopping on the cobblestones. “She’s a spoiled party girl. What did you expect?” 

“She’s not stupid, Hunt,” Isaiah countered. 

“Everything I’ve seen and heard suggests otherwise.” What he’d seen when he skimmed her

file  two  years  ago,  combined  with  what  he’d  read  this  morning  and  the  pictures  he’d  gone through, all painted a portrait that told him precisely how this meeting would go. Too bad for her it was about to get a Hel of a lot more serious. 

Hunt jerked his chin toward the door. “Let’s see if a client’s even in there.” He stalked back across the street, where he leaned against a parked blue car. Some drunken reveler had used its hood  as  a  canvas  to  spray-paint  an  unnecessarily  detailed,  massive  cock—with  wings.  A mockery of the 33rd’s logo of a winged sword, he realized. Or merely the logo stripped down to its true meaning. 

Isaiah noted it as well and chuckled, following Hunt’s lead and leaning against the car. 

A minute passed. Hunt didn’t move an inch. Didn’t take his gaze away from the iron door. 

He  had  better  things  to  do  with  this  day  than  play  games  with  a  brat,  but  orders  were  orders. 

After five minutes, a sleek black sedan rolled up and the iron door opened. 

The Fae driver of the car, which was worth more than most human families saw in a lifetime, got out. He was around the other side of the vehicle in a heartbeat, opening the back passenger door. Two Fae paraded out of the gallery, a male and a female. The pretty female’s every breath radiated the easy confidence gained from a lifetime of wealth and privilege. 

Around her slim neck lay a strand of diamonds, each as large as Hunt’s fingernail. Worth as much  as  the  car—more.  The  male  climbed  into  the  sedan,  face  tight  as  he  slammed  the  door before his driver could do it for him. The well-heeled female just rushed down the street, phone already  to  her  ear,  grousing  to  whoever  was  on  the  line  about   No  more  blind  dates,  for  Urd’s sake. 

Hunt’s attention returned to the gallery door, where a curvy, red-haired woman stood. 

Only when the car rounded the corner did Bryce slide her eyes toward them. 

She angled her head, her silken sheet of hair sliding over the shoulder of her white skintight

dress, and smiled brightly. Waved. The delicate gold amulet around her tan neck glinted. 

Hunt pushed off the parked car and stalked toward her, his gray wings flaring wide. 

A flick of Bryce’s amber eyes took in Hunt from his tattoo to his ass-kicking boot tips. Her smile grew. “See you in three weeks,” she said cheerfully, and slammed the door shut. 

Hunt cleared the street in a matter of steps. A car screeched to a stop, but the driver wasn’t stupid enough to blast the horn. Not when lightning wreathed Hunt’s fist as he pounded it into the intercom button. “Don’t waste my fucking time, Quinlan.” 

Isaiah  let  the  near-frantic  driver  pass  before  coming  up  behind  Hunt,  his  brown  eyes narrowing. But Bryce replied sweetly, “My boss doesn’t like legionaries in her place. Sorry.” 

Hunt slammed his fist into the iron door. That same blow had smashed cars, shattered walls, and splintered bones. And that was without the aid of the storm in his veins. The iron didn’t so much as shudder; his lightning skittered off it. 

To  Hel  with  threats,  then.  He’d  go  for  the  jugular,  as  deep  and  sure  as  any  of  his  physical kills. So Hunt said into the intercom, “We’re here about a murder.” 

Isaiah winced, scanning the street and skies for anyone who might have heard. 

Hunt crossed his arms as the silence spread. 

Then the iron door hissed and clicked, and inched open. 

Bull’s-fucking-eye. 

It took Hunt a heartbeat to adjust from the sunlight to the dimmer interior, and he used that first step into the gallery to note every angle and exit and detail. 

Plush  pine-green  carpets  went  wall  to  wood-paneled  wall  in  the  two-story  showroom. 

Alcoves  with  soft-lit  art  displays  dotted  the  edges  of  the  room:  chunks  of  ancient  frescoes, paintings, and statues of Vanir so strange and rare even Hunt didn’t know their names. 

Bryce Quinlan leaned against the large ironwood desk in the center of the space, her snow-white dress clinging to every generous curve and dip. 

Hunt smiled slowly, showing all his teeth. 

He waited for it: the realization of who he was. Waited for her to shrink back, to fumble for the panic button or gun or whatever the fuck she thought might save her from the likes of him. 

But  maybe  she  was  stupid,  after  all,  because  her  answering  smile  was  saccharine  in  the extreme.  Her  red-tinted  nails  idly  tapped  on  the  pristine  wood  surface.  “You  have  fifteen minutes.” 

Hunt didn’t tell her that this meeting would likely take a good deal longer than that. 

Isaiah turned to shut the door, but Hunt knew it was already locked. Just as he knew, thanks to legion intel gathered over the years, that the small wood door behind the desk led upstairs to Jesiba  Roga’s  office—where  a  floor-to-ceiling  internal  window  overlooked  the  showroom  they stood in—and the simple iron door to their right led down into another full level, stocked with things  that  legionaries  weren’t  supposed  to  find.  The  enchantments  on  those  two  doors  were probably even more intense than those outside. 

Isaiah  loosed  one  of  his  long-suffering  sighs.  “A  murder  occurred  on  the  outskirts  of  the Meat Market last night. We believe you knew the victim.” 

Hunt  marked  every  reaction  that  flitted  across  her  face  as  she  maintained  her  perch  on  the edge of the desk: the slight widening of her eyes, the pause in those tapping nails, the sole blink that suggested she had a short list of possible victims and none of the options were good. 

“Who?” was all she said, her voice steady. Wisps of smoke from the conical diffuser beside the computer drifted past her, carrying the bright, clean scent of peppermint. Of course she was

one  of  those  aromatherapy  zealots,  conned  into  handing  over  her  marks  for  the  promise  of feeling  happier,  or  being  better  in  bed,  or  growing  another  half  a  brain  to  match  the  half  she already had. 

“Maximus Tertian,” Isaiah told her. “We have reports that you had a meeting with him in the VIP mezzanine of the White Raven two hours before his death.” 

Hunt  could  have  sworn  Bryce’s  shoulders  sagged  slightly.  She  said,  “Maximus  Tertian  is dead.” They nodded. She angled her head. “Who did it?” 

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Isaiah said neutrally. 

Hunt  had  heard  of  Tertian—a  creep  of  a  vamp  who  couldn’t  take  no  for  an  answer,  and whose  rich,  sadistic  father  had  taught  him  well.  And  shielded  him  from  any  fallout  from  his hideous behavior. If Hunt was being honest, Midgard was better off without him. Except for the headache  they’d  now  have  to  endure  when  Tertian’s  father  got  word  that  his  favored  son  had been killed … Today’s meeting would be just the start. 

Isaiah went on, “You might have been one of the last people to see him alive. Can you walk us through your encounter with him? No detail is too small.” 

Bryce glanced between them. “Is this your way of feeling out whether I killed him?” 

Hunt smiled slightly. “You don’t seem too cut up that Tertian’s dead.” 

Those amber eyes slid to him, annoyance lighting them. 

He’d admit it: males would do a lot of fucked-up things for someone who looked like that. 

He’d  done  precisely  those  sort  of  things  for  Shahar  once.  Now  he  bore  the  halo  tattooed across his brow and the slave tattoo on his wrist because of it. His chest tightened. 

Bryce said, “I’m sure someone’s already said that Maximus and I parted on unfriendly terms. 

We met to finish up a deal for the gallery, and when it was done, he thought he was entitled to some … personal time with me.” 

Hunt understood her perfectly. It lined up with everything he’d heard regarding Tertian and his father. It also offered a good amount of motive. 

Bryce  went  on,  “I  don’t  know  where  he  went  after  the  Raven.  If  he  was  killed  on  the outskirts  of  the  Meat  Market,  I’d  assume  he  was  heading  there  to  purchase  what  he  wanted  to take from me.” Cold, sharp words. 

Isaiah’s  expression  grew  stony.  “Was  his  behavior  last  night  different  from  how  he  acted during previous meetings?” 

“We only interacted over emails and the phone, but I’d say no. Last night was our first face-to-face, and he acted exactly as his past behavior would indicate.” 

Hunt asked, “Why not meet here? Why the Raven?” 

“He got off on the thrill of acting like our deal was secretive. He claimed he didn’t trust that my  boss  wasn’t  recording  the  meeting,  but  he  really  just  wanted  people  to  notice  him—to  see him doing deals. I had to slide him the paperwork in a bill folio, and he swapped it with one of his own, that sort of thing.” She met Hunt’s stare. “How did he die?” 

The question was blunt, and she didn’t smile or blink. A girl used to being answered, obeyed, heeded. Her parents weren’t wealthy—or so her file said—yet her apartment fifteen blocks away suggested outrageous wealth. Either from this job or some shady shit that had escaped even the legion’s watchful eyes. 

Isaiah sighed. “Those details are classified.” 

She shook her head. “I can’t help you. Tertian and I did the deal, he got handsy, and he left.” 

Every bit of the camera footage and eyewitness reports from the Raven confirmed that. But

that wasn’t why they were here. What they’d been sent over to do. 

Isaiah said, “And when did Prince Ruhn Danaan show up?” 

“If you know everything, why bother asking me?” She didn’t wait for them to answer before she said, “You know, you two never told me your names.” 

Hunt couldn’t read her expression, her relaxed body language. They hadn’t initiated contact since  that  night  in  the  legion’s  holding  center—and  neither  of  them  had  introduced  themselves then. Had she even registered their faces in that drug-induced haze? 

Isaiah  adjusted  his  pristine  white  wings.  “I’m  Isaiah  Tiberian,  Commander  of  the  33rd Imperial Legion. This is Hunt Athalar, my—” 

Isaiah  tripped  up,  as  if  realizing  that  it  had  been  a  damn  long  time  since  they’d  had  to introduce  themselves  with  any  sort  of  rank  attached.  So  Hunt  did  Isaiah  a  favor  and  finished with, “His Second.” 

If  Isaiah  was  surprised  to  hear  it,  that  calm,  pretty-boy  face  didn’t  let  on.  Isaiah  was, technically,  his  superior  in  the  triarii  and  in  the  33rd  as  a  whole,  even  if  the  shit  Hunt  did  for Micah made him directly answerable to the Governor. 

Isaiah  had  never  pulled  rank,  though.  As  if  he  remembered  those  days  before  the  Fall,  and who’d been in charge then. 

As if it fucking mattered now. 

No, all that mattered about that shit was that Isaiah had killed at least three dozen Imperial Legionaries that day on Mount Hermon. And Hunt now bore the burden of paying back each one of those lives to the Republic. To fulfill Micah’s bargain. 

Bryce’s eyes flicked to their brows—the tattoos there. Hunt braced for the sneering remark, for  any  of  the  bullshit  comments  people  still  liked  to  make  about  the  Fallen  Legion  and  their failed rebellion. But she only said, “So, what—you two investigate crimes on the side? I thought that was Auxiliary territory. Don’t you have better things to do in the 33rd than play buddy cop?” 

Isaiah, apparently not amused that there was one person in this city who didn’t fall at his feet, said a tad stiffly, “Do you have people who can verify your whereabouts after you left the White Raven?” 

Bryce held Isaiah’s gaze. Then flicked her eyes to Hunt. And he still couldn’t read her mask of  boredom  as  she  pushed  off  the  desk  and  took  a  few  deliberate  steps  toward  them  before crossing her arms. 

“Just my doorman … and Ruhn Danaan, but you already knew that.” 

How anyone could walk in heels that high was beyond him. How anyone could breathe in a

dress that tight was also a mystery. It was long enough that it covered the area on her thigh where the scar from that night two years ago would be—that is, if she hadn’t paid some medwitch to erase it. For someone who clearly took pains to dress nicely, he had little doubt she’d gotten it removed immediately. 

Party girls didn’t like scars messing with how they looked in a swimsuit. 

Isaiah’s white wings shifted. “Would you call Ruhn Danaan a friend?” 

Bryce shrugged. “He’s a distant cousin.” 

But apparently invested enough to have charged into the interrogation room two years ago. 

And shown up at the VIP bar last night. If he was that protective of Quinlan, that might be one Hel of a motive, too. Even if Ruhn and his father would make the interrogation a nightmare. 

Bryce smiled sharply, as if she remembered that fact, too. “Have fun talking to him.” 

Hunt  clenched  his  jaw,  but  she  strode  for  the  front  door,  hips  swishing  like  she  knew

precisely how spectacular her ass was. 

“Just a moment, Miss Quinlan,” Isaiah said. The commander’s voice was calm, but take-no-

shit. 

Hunt hid his smile. Seeing Isaiah angry was always a good show. So long as you weren’t on the receiving end. 

Quinlan hadn’t realized that yet as she glanced over a shoulder. “Yes?” 

Hunt eyed her as Isaiah at last voiced their true reason for this little visit. “We weren’t just sent here to ask you about your whereabouts.” 

She gestured to the gallery. “You want to buy something pretty for the Governor?” 

Hunt’s mouth twitched upward. “Funny you should mention him. He’s on his way here right

now.” 

A slow blink. Again, no sign or scent of fear. “Why?” 

“Micah  just  told  us  to  get  information  from  you  about  last  night,  and  then  make  sure  you were available and have you get your boss on the line.” Given how infrequently Hunt was asked to help out on investigations, he’d been shocked as Hel to get the order. But considering that he and Isaiah had been there that night in the alley, he supposed that made them the top choices to head this sort of thing up. 

“Micah is coming here.” Her throat bobbed once. 

“He’ll be here in ten minutes,” Isaiah said. He nodded toward her phone. “I suggest you call your boss, Miss Quinlan.” 

Her breathing turned slightly shallow. “Why?” 

Hunt  dropped  the  bomb  at  last.  “Because  Maximus  Tertian’s  injuries  were  identical  to  the ones inflicted upon Danika Fendyr and the Pack of Devils.” Pulped and dismembered. 

Her eyes shuttered. “But—Philip Briggs killed them. He summoned that demon to kill them. 

And he’s in prison.” Her voice sharpened. “He’s been in prison for  two years.” 

In a place worse than prison, but that was beside the point. 

“We know,” Hunt said, keeping his face devoid of any reaction. 

“He can’t have killed Tertian. How could he possibly summon the demon from jail?” Bryce

said.  “He  …”  She  swallowed,  catching  herself.  Realizing,  perhaps,  why  Micah  was  coming. 

Several people she’d known had been killed, all within hours of interacting with her. “You think Briggs didn’t do it. Didn’t kill Danika and her pack.” 

“We don’t know that for sure,” Isaiah cut in. “But the specific details of how they all died never leaked, so we have good reason to believe this wasn’t a copycat murder.” 

Bryce asked flatly, “Have you met with Sabine?” 

Hunt said, “Have  you?” 

“We do our best to stay out of each other’s way.” 

It was perhaps the only smart thing Bryce Quinlan had ever decided to do. Hunt remembered Sabine’s venom as she’d glared through the window at Bryce in the observation room two years ago,  and  he  had  no  doubt  Sabine  was  just  waiting  for  enough  time  to  pass  for  Quinlan’s unfortunate and untimely death to be considered nothing more than a fluke. 

Bryce walked back to her desk, giving them a wide berth. To her credit, her gait remained unhurried and solid. She picked up the phone without so much as looking at them. 

“We’ll wait outside,” Isaiah offered. Hunt opened his mouth to object, but Isaiah shot him a warning look. 

Fine. He and Quinlan could spar later. 

Phone held in a white-knuckled grip, Bryce listened to the other end ring. Twice. Then—

“Morning, Bryce.” 

Bryce’s  heartbeat  pounded  in  her  arms,  her  legs,  her  stomach.  “Two  legionaries  are  here.” 

She  swallowed.  “The  Commander  of  the  33rd  and  …”  She  blew  out  a  breath.  “The  Umbra Mortis.” 

She’d  recognized  Isaiah  Tiberian—he  graced  the  nightly  news  and  gossip  columns  often enough that there would never be any mistaking the 33rd’s beautiful Commander. 

And she’d recognized Hunt Athalar, too, though he was never on television. Everyone knew who  Hunt  Athalar  was.  She’d  heard  of  him  even  while  growing  up  in  Nidaros,  when  Randall would  talk  about  his  battles  in  Pangera  and  whispered  when  he  mentioned  Hunt.  The  Umbra Mortis. The Shadow of Death. 

Then,  the  angel  hadn’t  worked  for  Micah  Domitus  and  his  legion,  but  for  the  Archangel Sandriel—he’d  flown  in  her  45th  Legion.  Demon-hunting,  rumor  claimed  his  job  was.  And worse. 

Jesiba hissed, “Why?” 

Bryce clutched the phone. “Maximus Tertian was murdered last night.” 

“Burning  Solas—” 

“The same way as Danika and the pack.” 

Bryce  shut  out  every  hazy  image,  breathing  in  the  bright,  calming  scent  of  the  peppermint vapors rippling from the diffuser on her desk. She’d bought the stupid plastic cone two months after Danika had been killed, figuring it couldn’t hurt to try some aromatherapy during the long, quiet hours of the day, when her thoughts swarmed and descended, eating her up from the inside out. By the end of the week, she’d bought three more and placed them throughout her house. 

Bryce breathed, “It seems like Philip Briggs might not have killed Danika.” 

For  two  years,  part  of  her  had  clung  to  it—that  in  the  days  following  the  murder,  they’d found enough evidence to convict Briggs, who’d wanted Danika dead for busting his rebel bomb ring. Briggs had denied it, but it had added up: He’d been caught purchasing black summoning salts in the weeks before his initial arrest, apparently to fuel some sort of new, horrible weapon. 

That Danika had then been murdered by a Pit-level demon—which would have required the

deadly  black  salt  to  summon  it  into  this  world—couldn’t  have  been  a  coincidence.  It  seemed quite  clear  that  Briggs  had  been  released,  gotten  his  hands  on  the  black  salt,  summoned  the demon,  and  set  it  loose  upon  Danika  and  the  Pack  of  Devils.  It  had  attacked  the  33rd  soldier who’d been patrolling the alleyway, and when its work was done, it had been sent back to Hel by Briggs. Though he’d never confessed to it, or what the breed even was, the fact remained that the demon hadn’t been seen again in two years. Since Briggs had been locked up. Case closed. 

For two years, Bryce had clung to those facts. That even though her world had fallen apart, the person responsible was behind bars. Forever. Deserving of every horror his jailors inflicted on him. 

Jesiba let out a long, long breath. “Did the angels accuse you of anything?” 

“No.” Not quite. “The Governor is coming here.” 

Another pause. “To interrogate you?” 

“I hope not.” She liked her body parts where they were. “He wants to talk to you, too.” 

“Does Tertian’s father know he’s dead?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“I  need  to  make  some  phone  calls,”  Jesiba  said,  more  to  herself.  “Before  the  Governor comes.” Bryce understood her meaning well enough: So Maximus’s father didn’t show up at the gallery, demanding answers. Blaming Bryce for his death. It’d be a mess. 

Bryce wiped her sweaty palms on her thighs. “The Governor will be here soon.” 

Faint tapping sounded on the iron archives door before Lehabah whispered, “BB? Are you

all right?” 

Bryce put a hand over the mouthpiece of her phone. “Go back to your post, Lele.” 

“Were those two angels?” 

Bryce ground her teeth. “Yes. Go downstairs. Keep Syrinx quiet.” 

Lehabah  let  out  a  sigh,  audible  through  six  inches  of  iron.  But  the  fire  sprite  didn’t  speak further,  suggesting  she’d  either  returned  to  the  archives  beneath  the  gallery  or  was  still eavesdropping. Bryce didn’t care, as long as she and the chimera stayed quiet. 

Jesiba was asking, “When does Micah get there?” 

“Eight minutes.” 

Jesiba  considered.  “All  right.”  Bryce  tried  not  to  gape  at  the  fact  that  she  didn’t  push  for more time—especially with a client’s death in the balance. 

But even Jesiba knew not to screw around with an Archangel. Or maybe she’d finally found a scrap of empathy where Danika’s murder was concerned. She sure as Hel hadn’t demonstrated it when she’d ordered Bryce to get back to work or be turned into a pig two weeks after Danika’s death. 

Jesiba said, “I don’t need to tell you to make sure everything is on lockdown.” 

“I’ll double-check.” But she’d made sure before the angels had even set foot in the gallery. 

“Then  you  know  what  to  do,  Quinlan,”  Jesiba  said,  the  sound  of  rustling  sheets  or  clothes filling the background. Two male voices grumbled in protest. Then the line went dead. 

Blowing out a breath, Bryce launched into motion. 
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The Archangel rang the buzzer precisely seven minutes later. 

Calming her panting, Bryce scanned the gallery for the tenth time, confirming that all was in place, the art dust-free, any contraband stored below—

Her legs felt spindly, the old ache in her thigh clawing at the bone, but her hands remained steady as she reached the front door and hauled it open. 

The Archangel was gorgeous. Horrifically, indecently gorgeous. 

Hunt  Athalar  and  Isaiah  Tiberian  stood  behind  him—almost  as  good-looking;  the  latter giving her another bland smile he obviously believed was charming. The former … Hunt’s dark eyes missed nothing. 

Bryce  lowered  her  head  to  the  Governor,  stepping  back,  her  stupid  heels  wobbling  on  the carpet. “Welcome, Your Grace. Please come in.” 

Micah Domitus’s brown eyes devoured her. His power pressed against her skin, ripped the

air from the room, her lungs. Filled the space with midnight storms, sex and death entwined. 

“I  assume  your  employer  will  be  joining  us  through  the  vidscreen,”  the  Archangel  said, stepping in from the glaringly bright street. 

Fucking Hel, his  voice—silk and steel and ancient stone. He could probably make someone come by merely whispering filthy things in their ear. 

Even without that voice, it would have been impossible to forget what Micah was, what the Governor radiated with every breath, every blink. There were currently ten Archangels who ruled the  various  territories  of  the  Republic,  all  bearing  the  title  of  Governor—all  answering  only  to the Asteri. An ordinary angel’s magic might level a building if they were considered powerful. 

An Archangel’s power could level an entire metropolis. There was no predicting where the extra strength that separated Archangel from angel came from—sometimes, it was passed on, usually upon  the  careful  breeding  orders  of  the  Asteri.  Other  times,  it  popped  up  in  unremarkable bloodlines. 

She didn’t know much about Micah’s history—had never paid attention during history class, too  busy  drooling  over  the  unfairly  perfect  face  currently  before  her  to  listen  to  her  teacher’s droning. 

“Miss Roga is waiting for our call,” she managed to say, and tried not to breathe too loudly as  the  Governor  of  Valbara  swept  past.  One  of  his  pristine  white  feathers  brushed  her  bare collarbone. She might have shuddered—were it not for the two angels behind him. 

Isaiah just gave her a nod as he trailed Micah toward the chairs before the desk. 

Hunt Athalar, however, lingered. Holding her gaze—before he glanced at her collarbone. As

if the feather had left a mark. The tattoo of thorns across his forehead seemed to turn darker. 

And just like that, that scent of sex rippling off the Archangel turned to rot. 

The Asteri and the Archangels could have easily found another way to hobble the power of the  Fallen,  yet  they’d  enslaved  them  with  the  witch  spells  woven  into  magical  tattoos  stamped onto their foreheads like fucked-up crowns. And the tattoos on their wrists:  SPQM. 

 Senatus Populusque Midgard. 

 The Midgard Senate and People.  Total fucking bullshit. As if the Senate was anything but a puppet  ruling  body.  As  if  the  Asteri  weren’t  their  emperors  and  empresses,  ruling  over everything and everyone for eternity, their rotted souls regenerating from one form to the next. 

Bryce shoved the thought from her mind as she shut the iron door behind Hunt, just barely missing his gray feathers. His black eyes flashed with warning. 

She gave him a smile to convey everything she didn’t dare say aloud regarding her feelings about this ambush.  I’ve faced worse than you, Umbra Mortis.  Glower and snarl all you like. 

Hunt blinked, the only sign of his surprise, but Bryce was already turning toward her desk, trying  not  to  limp  as  pain  speared  through  her  leg.  She’d  dragged  up  a  third  chair  from  the library, which had aggravated her leg further. 

She didn’t dare rub at the thick, curving scar across her upper thigh, hidden under her white dress. “Can I get you anything, Your Grace? Coffee? Tea? Something stronger?” She’d already laid out bottled sparkling water on the small tables between the chairs. 

The Archangel had claimed the middle seat, and as she smiled politely at him, the weight of his gaze pressed on her like a silken blanket. “I’m fine.” Bryce looked to Hunt and Isaiah, who slid into their chairs. “They’re fine, too,” Micah said. 

Very  well,  then.  She  strode  around  the  desk,  sliding  her  hand  beneath  its  ledge  to  push  a brass button and sending up a prayer to merciful Cthona that her voice remained calm, even as her mind kept circling back to the same thought, over and over:  Briggs didn’t kill Danika, Briggs didn’t kill Danika, Briggs didn’t kill Danika—

The wood panel in the wall behind her split open, revealing a large screen. As it flickered to life, she picked up the desk phone and dialed. 

Briggs had been a monster who had planned to hurt people, and he deserved to be in jail, but

—he’d been wrongly accused of the murder. 

Danika’s killer was still out there. 

Jesiba answered on the first ring. “Is the screen ready?” 

“Whenever you are.” Bryce typed the codes into her computer, trying to ignore the Governor staring at her like she was a steak and he was … something that ate steak. Raw. And moaning. 

“I’m dialing you in,” she declared. 

Jesiba Roga appeared on the screen an instant later—and they both hung up their phones. 

Behind  the  sorceress,  the  hotel  suite  was  decorated  in  Pangeran  splendor:  paneled  white walls with gilded molding, plush cream carpets and pale pink silk drapes, a four-poster oak bed big enough for her and the two males Bryce had heard when she called before. 

Jesiba played as hard as she worked while over on the massive territory, seeking out more art for  the  gallery,  either  through  visiting  various  archaeological  digs  or  courting  high-powered clients who already possessed them. 

Despite having less than ten minutes, and despite using most of that time to make some very important calls, Jesiba’s flowing navy dress was immaculate, revealing tantalizing glimpses of a lush female body adorned with freshwater pearls at her ears and throat. Her cropped ash-blond

hair  glowed  in  the  golden  firstlight  lamps—cut  shorter  on  the  sides,  longer  on  the  top. 

Effortlessly chic and casual. Her face …

Her face was both young and wise, bedroom-soft yet foreboding. Her pale gray eyes gleamed with glittering magic, alluring and deadly. 

Bryce  had  never  dared  ask  why  Jesiba  had  defected  from  the  witches  centuries  ago.  Why she’d aligned herself with the House of Flame and Shadow and its leader, the Under-King—and what she did for him. She called herself a sorceress now. Never a witch. 

“Morning, Micah,” Jesiba said mildly. A pleasant, disarming voice compared to that of other members of Flame and Shadow—the hoarse rasp of Reapers, or the silken tones of vampyrs. 

“Jesiba,” Micah purred. 

Jesiba gave him a slight smile, as if she’d heard that purr a thousand different times, from a thousand different males. “Pleased as I am to see your handsome face, I’d like to know why you called this meeting. Unless the Danika thing was an excuse to talk to sweet Bryce.” 

 The Danika thing. Bryce kept her face neutral, even as she felt Hunt watching her carefully. 

As if he could hear her heart thundering, scent the sweat now coating her palms. 

But Bryce gave him a bored look in return. 

Micah leaned back in his chair, crossing his long legs, and said without so much as glancing at Bryce, “Tempting as your assistant is, we have important matters to discuss.” 

She  ignored  the  outright  entitlement,  the  timbre  of  that  sensual  voice.  Tempting—as  if  she were a piece of dessert on a platter. She was used to it, but … these gods-damned Vanir males. 

Jesiba waved with ethereal grace to continue, silver nails sparkling in the hotel’s lamplight. 

Micah said smoothly, “I believe my triarii informed Miss Quinlan of the murder last night. 

One that was an exact match for the deaths of Danika Fendyr and the Pack of Devils two years ago.” 

Bryce kept herself still, unfeeling. She took a subtle inhale of the soothing peppermint wisps from the infuser a few inches away. 

Micah went on, “What they did not mention was the other connection.” 

The  two  angels  flanking  the  Governor  stiffened  almost  imperceptibly.  This  was  clearly  the first they were hearing of this as well. 

“Oh?” Jesiba said. “And do I have to pay for this information?” 

Vast,  cold  power  crackled  in  the  gallery,  but  the  Archangel’s  face  remained  unreadable.  “I am sharing this information so we might combine resources.” 

Jesiba arched a blond brow with preternatural smoothness. “To do what?” 

Micah said, “For Bryce Quinlan to find the true murderer behind this, of course.” 
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Bryce had gone still as death—so unmoving that Hunt wondered if she knew it was a solid tell. 

Not about her own nerves, but about her heritage. Only the Fae could go that still. 

Her  boss,  the  young-faced  sorceress,  sighed.  “Is  your  33rd  so  incompetent  these  days  that you  truly  need  my  assistant’s  help?”  Her  lovely  voice  hardly  softened  her  question.  “Though  I suppose I already have my answer, if you falsely convicted Philip Briggs.” 

Hunt didn’t dare grin at her outright challenge. Few people could get away with speaking to Micah Domitus, let alone any Archangel, like that. 

He considered the four-hundred-year-old sorceress on the screen. He’d heard the rumors: that Jesiba answered to the Under-King, that she could transform people into common animals if they provoked her, that she’d once been a witch who’d left her clan for reasons still unknown. Most likely bad ones, if she’d wound up a member of the House of Flame and Shadow. 

Bryce breathed, “I don’t know anything about this. Or who wanted to kill Tertian.” 

Jesiba sharpened her gaze. “Regardless, you are  my assistant. You don’t work for the 33rd.” 

Micah’s  mouth  tightened.  Hunt  braced  himself.  “I  invited  you  to  this  meeting,  Jesiba,  as  a courtesy.” His brown eyes narrowed with distaste. “It does indeed appear that Philip Briggs was wrongly convicted. But the fact remains that Danika Fendyr and the Pack of Devils apprehended him in his laboratory, with undeniable evidence regarding his intention to bomb innocents at the White Raven nightclub. And though he was initially released due to a loophole, in the past two years, enough evidence has been found for his earlier crimes that he has been convicted of them, too. As  such,  he will  remain  behind bars  and  serve  out the  sentence  for those  earlier  crimes  as leader of the now-inactive Keres sect, and his participation in the larger human rebellion.” 

Quinlan seemed to sag with relief. 

But then Micah went on, “However, this means a dangerous murderer remains loose in this

city, able to summon a lethal demon—for sport or revenge, we do not know. I will admit that my 33rd and the Auxiliary have exhausted their resources. But the Summit is in just over a month. 

There are individuals attending who will see these murders as proof that I am not in control of my city, let alone this territory, and seek to use it against me.” 

Of course it wasn’t about catching a deadly killer. No, this was pure PR. 

Even with the Summit so far off, Hunt and the other triarii had been prepping for weeks now, getting  the  units  in  the  33rd  ready  for  the  pomp  and  bullshit  that  surrounded  the  gathering  of Valbaran  powers  every  ten  years.  Leaders  from  across  the  territory  would  attend,  airing  their grievances, with maybe a few guest appearances from the ruling assholes across the Haldren. 

Hunt hadn’t yet attended one in Valbara, but he’d been through plenty of other Summits in

Pangera,  with  rulers  who  all  pretended  they  had  some  semblance  of  free  will.  The  Summit meetings usually amounted to a week of powerful Vanir arguing until the overseeing Archangel laid down the law. He had little doubt Micah would be any different. Isaiah had experienced one already, and had warned him that the Archangel liked to flex his military might at the Summits—

liked to have the 33rd in marching and flying formation, decked out in imperial regalia. 

Hunt’s  golden  breastplate  was  already  being  cleaned.  The  thought  of  donning  the  formal armor, the seven stars of the Asteri’s crest displayed across his heart, made him want to puke. 

Jesiba examined her silver nails. “Anything exciting happening at the Summit this time?” 

Micah seemed to weigh Jesiba’s casual expression as he said, “The new witch-queen will be formally recognized.” 

Jesiba  didn’t  let  one  speck  of  emotion  show.  “I  heard  of  Hecuba’s  passing,”  the  sorceress said. No tinge of grief or satisfaction. Just fact. 

But Quinlan tensed, as if she’d shout at them to get back to the murder. Micah added, “And the Asteri are sending Sandriel to deliver a report from the Senate regarding the rebel conflict.” 

Every thought eddied out of Hunt’s head. Even the usually unflappable Isaiah went rigid. 

Sandriel was coming  here. 

Micah  was  saying,  “Sandriel  will  arrive  at  the  Comitium  next  week,  and  at  the  Asteri’s request, she will be my guest until the Summit.” 

A month. That fucking monster would be in this city for a month. 

Jesiba angled her head with unnerving grace. She might not have been a Reaper, but she sure as shit moved like one. “What does my assistant have to offer in finding the murderer?” 

Hunt shoved it down—the roaring, the trembling, the stillness. Shoved it down and down and down  until  it  was  just  another  wave  in  the  black,  roiling  pit  inside  himself.  Forced  himself  to concentrate on the conversation. And not on the psychopath on her way to this city. 

Micah’s  stare  settled  on  Bryce,  who  had  turned  so  pale  her  freckles  were  like  splattered blood  across  the  bridge  of  her  nose.  “Miss  Quinlan  is,  thus  far,  the  only  person  alive  to  have witnessed the demon the murderer summoned.” 

Bryce had the nerve to ask, “What about the angel in the alley?” 

Micah’s face remained unchanged. “He had no memories of the attack. It was an ambush.” 

Before Bryce could push, he went on, “Considering the delicate nature of this investigation, I am now willing to look outside the box, as they say, for assistance in solving these murders before they become a true problem.” 

Meaning,  the  Archangel  needed  to  look  good  in  front  of  the  powers  that  be.  In  front  of Sandriel, who would report it all to the Asteri and their puppet Senate. 

A murderer on the loose, capable of summoning a demon that could kill Vanir as easily as humans?  Oh,  it’d  be  precisely  the  sort  of  shit  Sandriel  would  delight  in  telling  the  Asteri. 

Especially  if  it  cost  Micah  his  position.  And  if  she  gained  it  for  herself.  What  was  the northwestern  quadrant  of  Pangera  compared  to   all  of  Valbara?  And  Micah  losing  everything meant  his  slaves—Hunt,  Isaiah,  Justinian,  and  so  many  others—went  to  whoever  inherited  his Governor’s title. 

Sandriel would never honor Micah’s bargain with Hunt. 

Micah turned to Hunt, a cruel tilt to his lips. “You can guess, Athalar, who Sandriel will be bringing  with  her.”  Hunt  went  rigid.  “Pollux  would  be  all  too  happy  to  report  his  findings  as well.” 

Hunt fought to master his breathing, to keep his face neutral. 

Pollux Antonius, Sandriel’s triarii commander—the Malleus, they called him. The Hammer. 

As cruel and merciless as Sandriel. And an absolute motherfucking asshole. 

Jesiba cleared her throat. “And you still don’t know what kind of demon it was?” She leaned back in her chair, a frown on her full mouth. 

“No,” Micah said through his teeth. 

It was true. Even Hunt hadn’t been able to identify it, and he’d had the distinct pleasure of killing more demons than he could count. They came in endless breeds and levels of intelligence, ranging  from  the  beasts  that  resembled  feline-canine  hybrids  to  the  humanoid,  shape-shifting princes  who  ruled  over  Hel’s  seven  territories,  each  one  darker  than  the  last:  the  Hollow,  the Trench, the Canyon, the Ravine, the Chasm, the Abyss, and the worst of them all—the Pit. 

Even  without  a  specific  identification,  though,  given  its  speed  and  what  it  had  done,  the demon fit with something belonging to the Pit, perhaps a pet of the Star-Eater himself. Only in the  depths  of  the  Pit  could  something  like  that  evolve—a  creature  who  had  never  seen  light, never needed it. 

It  didn’t  matter,  Hunt  supposed.  Whether  the  demon  was  accustomed  to  light  or  not,  his particular  skills  could  still  turn  it  into  chunks  of  sizzling  meat.  A  quick  flash  of  light  and  a demon would either turn tail or writhe in pain. 

Quinlan’s  voice  cut  through  the  storm  in  Hunt’s  head.  “You  said  that  there  was  another connection between the murders then and the one now. Beyond the … style.” 

Micah  looked  at  her.  To  her  credit,  Quinlan  didn’t  lower  her  eyes.  “Maximus  Tertian  and Danika Fendyr were friends.” 

Bryce’s brows twitched toward each other. “Danika didn’t know Tertian.” 

Micah sighed toward the wood-paneled ceiling high above. “I suspect there might have been a good deal about which she didn’t inform you.” 

“I would have known if she was friends with Maximus Tertian,” Quinlan ground out. 

Micah’s power murmured through the room. “Careful, Miss Quinlan.” 

No one took that kind of tone with an Archangel, at least not anyone with nearly zero power in  their  veins.  It  was  enough  to  get  Hunt  to  set  aside  Sandriel’s  visit  and  focus  on  the conversation. 

Micah  went  on,  “There  is  also  the  fact  that   you  knew  both  Danika  and  Maximus  Tertian. 

That  you  were  at  the  White  Raven  nightclub  on  each  of  the  nights  the  murders  happened.  The similarity is enough to be … of interest.” 

Jesiba straightened. “Are you saying that Bryce is a suspect?” 

“Not yet,” Micah said coldly. “But anything is possible.” 

Quinlan’s fingers curled into fists, her knuckles going white as she no doubt tried to restrain herself  from  spitting  at  the  Archangel.  She  opted  to  change  the  subject  instead.  “What  about investigating the others in the Pack of Devils? None of them might have been a target?” 

“It has already been looked into and dismissed. Danika remains our focus.” 

Bryce  asked  tightly,  “You  honestly  think  I  can  find  anything,  when  the  Aux  and  33rd couldn’t? Why not get the Asteri to send over someone like the Hind?” 

The question rippled through the room. Surely Quinlan wasn’t dumb enough to wish for that. 

Jesiba threw a warning look at her assistant. 

Micah, unfazed by the mention of Lidia Cervos, the Republic’s most notorious spy-hunter—

and breaker—replied, “As I said, I do not wish for knowledge of these … events to pass beyond the walls of my city.” 

Hunt heard what Micah left unspoken: despite being part of Sandriel’s triarii, the deer shifter known as the Hind reported directly to the Asteri and was known to be Pollux’s lover. 

The Hammer and the Hind—the smasher of battlefields and the destroyer of the Republic’s

enemies. Hunt had seen the Hind a few times in Sandriel’s stronghold and always walked away unnerved by her unreadable golden eyes. Lidia was as beautiful as she was ruthless in her pursuit of rebel spies. A perfect match for Pollux. The only one who might have suited Pollux more than the Hind was the Harpy, but Hunt tried not to think about the second in command of Sandriel’s triarii when he could avoid it. 

Hunt smothered his rising dread. Micah was saying, “Crime statistics suggest that it’s likely Danika  knew  her  killer.”  Another  pointed  silence  that  left  Quinlan  bristling.  “And  despite  the things she might not have told you, you remain the person who knew Danika Fendyr better than anyone. I believe you can provide unparalleled insight.” 

Jesiba leaned toward the screen in her plush hotel room, all grace and restrained power. “All right, Governor. Let’s say you commandeer Bryce to look into this. I’d like compensation.” 

Micah  smiled,  a  sharp,  thrilling  thing  that  Hunt  had  witnessed  only  before  the  Archangel blasted someone into wind-torn smithereens. “Regardless of your allegiance to the Under-King, and the protection you believe it affords you, you remain a citizen of the Republic.” 

 And you will answer to me, he didn’t need to add. 

Jesiba said simply, “I’d think you’d be well versed in the bylaws, Governor. Section Fifty-Seven: If a government official requires the services of an outside contractor, they are to pay—” 

“Fine.  You  will  send  your  invoice  to  me.”  Micah’s  wings  rustled,  the  only  sign  of  his impatience. But his voice was kind, at least, as he turned to Quinlan. “I am out of options, and shall soon be out of time. If there is someone who might retrace Danika’s steps in her final days and discover who murdered her, it would be you. You are the only tie between the victims.” She just gaped. “I believe your position here at the gallery also grants you access to individuals who might  not  be  willing  to  talk  to  the  33rd  or  Auxiliary.  Isaiah  Tiberian  will  report  to  me  on  any progress you make, and keep a keen eye on this investigation.” His brown eyes appraised Hunt, as if he could read every line of tension on his body, the panic seeping through his veins at the news  of  Sandriel’s  arrival.  “Hunt  Athalar  is  experienced  in  hunting  demons.  He  shall  be  on protection duty, guarding you during your search for the person behind this.” 

Bryce’s  eyes  narrowed,  but  Hunt  didn’t  dare  say  a  word.  To  blink  his  displeasure—and relief. 

At least he would have an excuse not to be at the Comitium while Sandriel and Pollux were around. But to be a glorified babysitter, to not be able to work toward earning back his  debts …

“Very well,” Jesiba said. Her gaze slid to her assistant. “Bryce?” 

Bryce said quietly, her amber eyes full of cold fire, “I’ll find them.” She met the Archangel’s gaze. “And then I want you to wipe them off the fucking planet.” 

Yeah,  Quinlan  had  balls.  She  was  stupid  and  brash,  but  at  least  she  had  nerve.  The combination, however, would likely see her dead before she completed the Drop. 

Micah  smiled,  as  if  realizing  that,  too.  “What  is  done  with  the  murderer  will  be  up  to  our justice system.” Mild, bureaucratic nonsense, even as the Archangel’s power thundered through the room, as if promising Quinlan he’d do exactly as she wished. 

Bryce muttered, “Fine.” 

Jesiba Roga frowned at her assistant, noting that her face still burned with that cold fire. “Do try not to die, Bryce. I’d hate to endure the inconvenience of training someone new.” The feed

cut off. 

Bryce stood in those absurd shoes. Walking around the desk, she swept the silky curtain of red hair over a shoulder, the slightly curled ends almost brushing the generous curve of her ass. 

Micah stood, eyes sliding down Bryce as if he, too, noted that particular detail, but said to none of them in particular, “We’re done here.” 

Bryce’s dress was so tight that Hunt could see the muscles in her thighs strain as she hauled open the iron door for the Archangel. A faint wince passed over her face—then vanished. 

Hunt reached her as the Archangel and his Commander paused outside. She only gave Hunt

a winning,  bland  smile and  began  closing the  door  on  him before  he  could step  onto  the  dusty street. He wedged a foot between the door and jamb, and the enchantments zinged and snapped against his skin as they tried to align around him. Her amber eyes flared.  “What.” 

Hunt gave her a sharp grin. “Make a list of suspects today. Anyone who might have wanted Danika  and  her  pack  dead.”  If  Danika  knew  her  murderer,  odds  were  that  Bryce  probably  did, too. “And make a list of Danika’s locations and activities during the last few days of her life.” 

Bryce only smiled again, as if she hadn’t heard a damn word he said. But then she hit some button beside the door that had the enchantments  burning like acid—

Hunt jumped back, his lightning flaring, defending against an enemy that was not there. 

The door shut. She purred through the intercom, “I’ll call you. Don’t bother me until then.” 

Urd fucking spare him. 
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Atop  the  roof  of  the  gallery  a  moment  later,  Isaiah  silent  at  his  side,  Hunt  watched  the  late morning sunlight gild Micah’s pristine white wings and set the strands of gold in his hair to near-glowing as the Archangel inspected the walled city sprawled around them. 

Hunt  instead  surveyed  the  flat  roof,  broken  up  only  by  equipment  and  the  doorway  to  the gallery below. 

Micah’s wings shifted, his only warning that he was about to speak. “Time is not our ally.” 

Hunt  just  said,  “Do  you  really  think  Quinlan  can  find  whoever  is  behind  this?”  He  let  the question convey the extent of his own faith in her. 

Micah  angled  his  head.  An  ancient,  lethal  predator  sizing  up  prey.  “I  think  this  is  a  matter that requires us to use every weapon in our arsenal, no matter how unorthodox.” He sighed as he looked out at the city again. 

Lunathion had been built as a model of the ancient coastal cities around the Rhagan Sea, a near-exact  replica  that  included  its  sandstone  walls,  the  arid  climate,  the  olive  groves  and  little farms  that  lined  distant  hills  beyond  the  city  borders  to  the  north,  even  the  great  temple  to  a patron  goddess  in  the  very  center.  But  unlike  those  cities,  this  one  had  been  allowed  to  adapt: streets lay in an orderly grid, not a tangle; and modern buildings jutted up like lances in the heart of the CBD, far surpassing the strict height codes of Pangera. 

Micah had been responsible for it—for seeing this city as a tribute to the old model, but also a  place  for  the  future  to  thrive.  He’d  even  embraced  using  the  name  Crescent  City  over Lunathion. 

A male of progress. Of tolerance, they said. 

Hunt often wondered what it would feel like to rip out his throat. 

He’d contemplated it so many times he’d lost count. Had contemplated blasting a bolt of his lightning into that beautiful face, that perfect mask for the brutal, demanding bastard inside. 

Maybe  it  was  unfair.  Micah  had  been  born  into  his  power,  had  never  known  a  life  as anything but one of the major forces on this planet. A near-god who was unused to having his authority questioned and would put down any threats to it. 

A rebellion led by a fellow Archangel and three thousand warriors had been just that. Even though nearly all of his triarii was now made up of the Fallen. Offering them a second chance, apparently. Hunt couldn’t fathom why he’d bother being that merciful. 

Micah said, “Sabine is certainly already putting her people on this case and will be visiting my office to tell me precisely what she thinks of the fuckup with Briggs.” An icy glance between them. “I want  us to find the murderer, not the wolves.” 

Hunt said coolly, “Dead or alive?” 

“Alive, preferably. But dead is better than letting the person run free.” 

Hunt dared ask, “And will this investigation count toward my quota? It could take months.” 

Isaiah tensed. But Micah’s mouth curled upward. For a long moment, he said nothing. Hunt didn’t so much as blink. 

Then Micah said, “How about this incentive, Athalar: you solve this case quickly—you solve it before the Summit, and I’ll lower your debts to ten.” 

The very wind seemed to halt. 

“Ten,” Hunt managed to say, “more assignments?” 

It  was  outrageous.  Micah  had  no  reason  to  offer  him  anything.  Not  when  his  word  was  all that was needed for Hunt to obey. 

“Ten more assignments,” Micah said, as if he hadn’t dropped a fucking bomb into the middle of Hunt’s life. 

It could be a fool’s bargain. Micah might draw out those ten assignments over decades, but

… Burning fucking Solas. 

The  Archangel  added,  “You  tell  no  one  about  this,  Athalar.”  That  he  didn’t  bother  to  also warn Isaiah suggested enough about how much he trusted his commander. 

Hunt said, as calmly as he could, “All right.” 

Micah’s stare turned merciless, though. He scanned Hunt from head to toe. Then the gallery beneath their booted feet. The assistant within it. Micah growled, “Keep your dick in your pants and your hands to yourself. Or you’ll find yourself without either for a long while.” 

Hunt  would  regrow  both,  of  course.  Any  immortal  who  made  the  Drop  could  regrow  just about anything if they weren’t beheaded or severely mutilated, with arteries bleeding out, but …

the recovery would be painful. Slow. And being dickless, even for a few months, wasn’t high up on Hunt’s to-do list. 

Fucking  around  with  a  half-human  assistant  was  the  least  of  his  priorities,  anyway,  with freedom potentially ten kills away. 

Isaiah nodded for both of them. “We’ll keep it professional.” 

Micah twisted toward the CBD, assessing the river breeze, his pristine wings twitching. He said to Isaiah, “Be in my office in an hour.” 

Isaiah bowed at the waist to the Archangel, a Pangeran gesture that made Hunt’s hackles rise. 

He’d been forced to do that, at the risk of having his feathers pulled out, burned off, sliced apart. 

Those initial decades after the Fall had not been kind. 

The wings he knew were mounted to the wall in the Asteri throne room were proof. 

But  Isaiah  had  always  known  how  to  play  the  game,  how  to  stomach  their  protocols  and hierarchies. How to dress like them, dine and fuck like them. He’d Fallen and risen back to the rank  of  commander  because  of  it.  It  wouldn’t  surprise  anyone  if  Micah  recommended  that Isaiah’s  halo  be  removed  at  the  next  Governors’  Council  with  the  Asteri  after  the  Winter Solstice. 

No assassinating, butchering, or torturing required. 

Micah didn’t so much as glance at them before he shot into the skies. Within seconds he’d become a white speck in the sea of blue. 

Isaiah blew out a breath, frowning toward the spires atop the five towers of the Comitium, a glass-and-steel crown rising from the heart of the CBD. 

“You think there’s a catch?” Hunt asked his friend. 

“He doesn’t scheme like that.” Like Sandriel and most of the other Archangels. “He means what he says. He’s got to be desperate, if he wants to give you that kind of motivation.” 

“He owns me. His word is my command.” 

“With Sandriel coming, maybe he realized it’d be advantageous if you were inclined to be …

loyal.” 

“Again: slave.” 

“Then  I  don’t  fucking  know,  Hunt.  Maybe  he  was  just  feeling  generous.”  Isaiah  shook  his head again. “Don’t question the hand Urd dealt you.” 

Hunt blew out a breath. “I know.” Odds were, the truth was a combination of those things. 

Isaiah arched a brow. “You think you can find whoever is behind this?” 

“I don’t have a choice.” Not with this new bargain on the table. He tasted the dry wind, half listening to its rasping song through the sacred cypresses lining the street below—the thousands of them in this city planted in honor of its patron goddess. 

“You’ll find them,” Isaiah said. “I know you will.” 

“If  I  can  stop  thinking  about  Sandriel’s  visit.”  Hunt  blew  out  a  breath,  dragging  his  hands through his hair. “I can’t believe she’s coming  here. With that piece of shit Pollux.” 

Isaiah  said  carefully,  “Tell  me  you  realize  that  Micah  threw  you   another  big  fucking  bone just now in stationing you to protect Quinlan instead of keeping you around the Comitium with Sandriel there.” 

Hunt knew that, knew Micah was well aware of how Hunt felt about Sandriel and Pollux, but rolled  his  eyes.  “Whatever.  Trumpet  all  you  want  about  how  fantastic  Micah  is,  but  remember that the bastard is welcoming her with open arms.” 

“The Asteri ordered her to come for the Summit,” Isaiah countered. “It’s standard for them to send one of the Archangels as their emissary to these meetings. Governor Ephraim came to the last one here. Micah welcomed him, too.” 

Hunt said, “The fact remains that she’ll be here for a whole month. In that fucking complex.” 

He pointed to the five buildings of the Comitium. “Lunathion isn’t her scene. There’s nothing to amuse her here.” 

With most of the Fallen either scattered to the four winds or dead, Sandriel enjoyed nothing better  than  strolling  through  her  castle  dungeons,  crammed  full  of  human  rebels,  and  selecting one,  two,  or  three  at  a  time.  The  arena  at  the  heart  of  her  city  was  just  for  the  pleasure  of destroying  these  prisoners  in  various  ways.  Battles  to  the  death,  public  torture,  unleashing Lowers and basic animals against them … There was no end to her creativity. Hunt had seen and endured it all. 

With  the  conflict  currently  surging,  those  dungeons  were  sure  to  be  packed.  Sandriel  and Pollux must have been enjoying the Hel out of the pain that flowed from that arena. 

The thought made Hunt stiffen. “Pollux will be a fucking menace in this city.” The Hammer was well known for his favorite activities: slaughter and torture. 

“Pollux  will  be  dealt  with.  Micah  knows  what  he’s  like—what  he  does.  The  Asteri  might have ordered him to welcome Sandriel, but he isn’t going to let her give Pollux free rein.” Isaiah paused,  eyes  going  distant  as  he  seemed  to  weigh  something  internally.  “But  I  can  make  you unavailable while Sandriel visits—permanently.” 

Hunt  lifted  an  eyebrow.  “If  you’re  referring  to  Micah’s  promise  to  make  me  dickless,  I’ll pass.” 

Isaiah  laughed  quietly.  “Micah  gave  you  an  order  to  investigate  with  Quinlan.  Orders  that

will make you very, very busy. Especially if he wants Bryce protected.” 

Hunt threw him a half grin. “So busy that I won’t have time to be around the Comitium.” 

“So busy that you’ll be staying on the roof across from Quinlan’s building to monitor her.” 

“I’ve  slept  in  worse  conditions.”  So  had  Isaiah.  “And  it’d  be  an  easy  cover  for  keeping  an eye on Quinlan for more than protection.” 

Isaiah frowned. “You honestly mark her as a suspect?” 

“I’m  not  ruling  it  out,”  Hunt  said,  shrugging.  “Micah  didn’t  clear  her,  either.  So  until  she proves otherwise, she’s not off  my list.” He wondered who the Hel might make it onto Quinlan’s list  of  suspects.  When  Isaiah  only  nodded,  Hunt  asked,  “You’re  not  going  to  tell  Micah  I’m watching her around the clock?” 

“If he notices that you’re not sleeping at the barracks, I’ll tell him. But until then, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” 

“Thanks.” It wasn’t a word in Hunt’s normal vocabulary, not to anyone with wings, but he meant it. Isaiah had always been the best of them—the best of the Fallen, and all the legionaries Hunt had ever served with. Isaiah should have been in the Asterian Guard, with those skills and those  pristine  white  wings,  but  like  Hunt,  Isaiah  had  come  from  the  gutter.  Only  the  highborn would  do  for  the  Asteri’s  elite  private  legion.  Even  if  it  meant  passing  over  good  soldiers  like Isaiah. 

Hunt, with his gray wings and common blood, despite his lightning, had never even been in the running. Being asked to join Shahar’s elite 18th had been privilege enough. He’d loved her almost instantly for seeing his worth—and Isaiah’s. All of the 18th had been like that: soldiers she’d selected not for their status, but their skills. Their true value. 

Isaiah  gestured  toward  the  CBD  and  the  Comitium  within  it.  “Grab  your  gear  from  the barracks.  I  need  to  make  a  stop  before  I  meet  with  Micah.”  At  Hunt’s  blink,  Isaiah  winced.  “I owe Prince Ruhn a visit to confirm Quinlan’s alibi.” 

It  was  the  last  fucking  thing  Hunt  wanted  to  do,  and  the  last  fucking  thing  he  knew  Isaiah wanted to do, but protocols were protocols. “You want me to go with you?” Hunt offered. It was the least he could offer. 

The corner of Isaiah’s mouth lifted. “Considering that you broke Danaan’s nose the last time you were in a room together, I’m going to say no.” 

Wise move. Hunt drawled, “He deserved it.” 

Micah, mercifully, had found the entire event—the Incident, as Naomi called it—amusing. It wasn’t  every  day  that  the  Fae  had  their  asses  handed  to  them,  so  even  the  Governor  had discreetly gloated over the altercation at the Spring Equinox celebrations the previous year. He’d given Hunt a whole week off for it.  A suspension, Micah had claimed—but that suspension had come with an especially padded paycheck. And three less deaths to atone for. 

Isaiah said, “I’ll call you later to check in.” 

“Good luck.” 

Isaiah  threw  him  a  weary,  worn  smile—the  only  hint  of  the  grind  of  all  these  years  with those two tattoos—and went to track down Ruhn Danaan, the Crown Prince of the Fae. 

Bryce  paced  the  showroom  once,  hissed  at  the  pain  in  her  leg,  and  kicked  off  her  heels  hard enough that one slammed into the wall, setting an ancient vase shuddering. 

A cool voice asked behind her, “When you nail Hunt Athalar’s balls to the wall, will you do

me a favor and take a picture?” 

She  glared  at  the  vidscreen  that  had  come  on  again—and  the  sorceress  still  sitting  there. 

“You really want to get mixed up in this, boss?” 

Jesiba leaned back in her gilded chair, a queen at ease. “Good old-fashioned revenge doesn’t hold any appeal?” 

“I  have  no  idea  who  wanted  Danika  and  the  pack  dead.  None.”  It  had  made  sense  when  it seemed like Briggs had summoned the demon to do it: he’d been released that day, Danika was on  edge  and  upset  about  it,  and  then  she  had  died.  But  if  it  wasn’t  Briggs,  and  with  Maximus Tertian killed … She didn’t know where to start. 

But  she’d  do  it.  Find  whoever  had  done  this.  A  small  part  of  it  was  just  to  make  Micah Domitus eat his words hinting that she might be  of interest in this case, but … She ground her teeth. She’d find whoever had done this and make them regret ever being born. 

Bryce  walked  over  to  the  desk,  stifling  the  limp.  She  perched  on  the  edge.  “The  Governor must be desperate.” And insane, if he was asking for her help. 

“I  don’t  care  about  the  Governor’s  agenda,”  Jesiba  said.  “Play  vengeful  detective  all  you want, Bryce, but do remember that you have a job. Client meetings will not take a back seat.” 

“I  know.”  Bryce  chewed  on  the  inside  of  her  cheek.  “If  whoever  is  behind  this  is  strong enough to summon a demon like that to do their dirty work, I’ll likely wind up dead, too.” Very likely, given that she hadn’t decided if or when to make the Drop yet. 

Those gray glittering eyes roved over her face. “Then keep Athalar close.” 

Bryce bristled. As if she were some little female in need of a big, strong warrior to guard her. 

Even if it  was partially true. Mostly true. 

Totally and definitely true, if that demon was being summoned again. 

But—make  a  list  of  suspects,  indeed.  And  the  other  task  he’d  given  her,  to  make  a  list  of Danika’s last locations … Her body tightened at the thought. 

She might accept Athalar’s protection, but she didn’t need to make it easy for the swaggering asshole. 

Jesiba’s  phone  rang.  The  female  glanced  at  the  screen.  “It’s  Tertian’s  father.”  She  threw Bryce  a  warning  glare.  “If  I  start  losing  money  because  you’re  off  playing  detective  with  the Umbra Mortis, I’ll turn you into a turtle.” She lifted the phone to her ear and the feed ended. 

Bryce blew out a long breath before she hit the button to close the screen into the wall. 

The silence of the gallery twined around her, gnawing at her bones. 

Lehabah  for  once,  seemed  to  not  be  eavesdropping.  No  tapping  on  the  iron  door  filled  the thrumming silence. Not a whisper of the tiny, incurably nosy fire sprite. 

Bryce braced her arm on the cool surface of the desk, cupping her forehead in her hand. 

Danika had never mentioned knowing Tertian. They’d never even spoken of him—not once. 

And that was all she had to go on? 

Without Briggs as the summoner-killer, the murder didn’t make sense. Why had the demon

chosen  their  apartment,  when  it  was  three  stories  up  and  located  in  a  supposedly  monitored building?  It  had  to  be  intentional.  Danika  and  the  others,  Tertian  included,  must  have  been targeted, with Bryce’s connection to the latter a sick coincidence. 

Bryce toyed with the amulet on the end of her golden chain, zipping it back and forth. 

Later. She’d think it over tonight, because—she glanced at the clock. Shit. 

She had another client coming in forty-five minutes, which meant she should get through the tsunami of paperwork for the Svadgard wood carving purchased yesterday. 

Or maybe she should work on that job application she’d kept in a secret, deceptively named file on her computer:  Paper Vendor Spreadsheets. 

Jesiba, who left her in charge of everything from restocking toilet paper to ordering printer paper,  would  never  open  the  file.  She’d  never  see  that  among  the  actual  documents  Bryce  had thrown  in  there,  there  was  one  folder— March  Office  Supply  Invoices—that  didn’t  contain  a spreadsheet.  It  held  a  cover  letter,  a  résumé,  and  half-completed  applications  for  positions  at about ten different places. 

Some  were  long  shots.  Crescent  City  Art  Museum  Associate  Curator.  As  if  she’d  ever  get that  job,  when  she  had  neither  an  art  nor  a  history  degree.  And  when  most  museums  believed places like Griffin Antiquities should be illegal. 

Other  positions— Personal  Assistant  to  Miss  Fancypants  Lawyer—would  be  more  of  the same. Different setting and boss, but same old bullshit. 

But  they  were  a  way  out.  Yeah,  she’d  have  to  find  some  kind  of  arrangement  with  Jesiba regarding her debts, and avoid finding out if just mentioning she wanted to leave would get her turned into some slithering animal, but dicking around with the applications, endlessly tweaking her résumé—it made her feel better, at least. Some days. 

But if Danika’s murderer had resurfaced, if being in this dead-end job could help … Those résumés were a waste of time. 

Her phone’s dark screen barely reflected the lights high, high above. 

Sighing again, Bryce punched in her security code, and opened the message thread. 

 You won’t regret this. I’ve had a long while to figure out all the ways I’m going to spoil you. 

 All the fun we’re going to have. 

She could have recited Connor’s messages from memory, but it hurt more to see them. Hurt enough  to  feel  through  every  part  of  her  body,  the  dark  remnants  of  her  soul.  So  she  always looked. 

 Go enjoy yourself. I’ll see you in a few days. 

The white screen burned her eyes.  Message me when you’re home safe. 

She shut that window. And didn’t dare open up her audiomail. She usually had to be in one of her monthly emotional death-spirals to do that. To hear Danika’s laughing voice again. 

Bryce loosed a long breath, then another, then another. 

She’d  find  the  person  behind  this.  For  Danika,  for  the  Pack  of  Devils,  she’d  do  it.  Do anything. 

She opened up her phone again and began typing out a group message to Juniper and Fury. 

Not that Fury ever replied—no, the thread was a two-way conversation between Bryce and June. 

She’d written out half of her message:  Philip Briggs didn’t kill Danika. The murders are starting again  and  I’m—  when  she  deleted  it.  Micah  had  given  an  order  to  keep  this  quiet,  and  if  her phone was hacked … She wouldn’t jeopardize being taken off the case. 

Fury had to know about it already. That her so-called  friend hadn’t contacted her … Bryce shoved  the  thought  away.  She’d  tell  Juniper  face-to-face.  If  Micah  was  right  and  there  was somehow  a  connection  between  Bryce  and  how  the  victims  were  chosen,  she  couldn’t  risk leaving Juniper unaware. Wouldn’t lose anyone else. 

Bryce glanced at the sealed iron door. Rubbed the deep ache in her leg once before standing. 

Silence walked beside her during the entire trip downstairs. 

 

14

Ruhn  Danaan  stood  before  the  towering  oak  doors  to  his  father’s  study  and  took  a  bracing, cooling breath. 

It had nothing to do with the thirty-block run he’d made from his unofficial office above a dive bar in the Old Square over to his father’s sprawling marble villa in the heart of FiRo. Ruhn let out a breath and knocked. 

He knew better than to barge in. 

“Enter.” The cold male voice leached through the doors, through Ruhn. But he shoved aside any indication of his thundering heart and slid into the room, shutting the door behind him. 

The Autumn King’s personal study was larger than most single-family houses. Bookshelves

rose two stories on every wall, crammed with tomes and artifacts both old and new, magic and ordinary.  A  golden  balcony  bisected  the  rectangular  space,  accessible  by  either  of  the  spiral staircases at the front and back, and heavy black velvet curtains currently blocked the morning light from the tall windows overlooking the interior courtyard of the villa. 

The  orrery  in  the  far  back  of  the  space  drew  Ruhn’s  eye:  a  working  model  of  their  seven planets, moons, and sun. Made from solid gold. Ruhn had been mesmerized by it as a boy, back when  he’d  been  stupid  enough  to  believe  his  father  actually  gave  a  shit  about  him,  spending hours in here watching the male make whatever observations and calculations he jotted down in his black leather notebooks. He’d asked only once about what his father was looking for, exactly. 

 Patterns was all his father said. 

The Autumn King sat at one of the four massive worktables, each littered with books and an array  of  glass  and  metal  devices.  Experiments  for  whatever  the  fuck  his  father  did  with  those patterns.  Ruhn  passed  one  of  the  tables,  where  iridescent  liquid  bubbled  within  a  glass  orb  set over a burner—the flame likely of his father’s making—puffs of violet smoke curling from it. 

“Should I be wearing a hazmat suit?” Ruhn asked, aiming for the worktable where his father peered through a foot-long prism ensconced in some delicate silver contraption. 

“State  your  business,  Prince,”  his  father  said  shortly,  an  amber  eye  fixed  to  the  viewing apparatus atop the prism. 

Ruhn refrained from commenting about how the taxpaying people of this city would feel if they knew how one of their seven Heads spent his days. The six lower Heads were all appointed by Micah, not elected by any democratic process. There were councils within councils, designed to  give  people  the  illusion  of  control,  but  the  main  order  of  things  was  simple:  The  Governor ruled,  and  the  City  Heads  led  their  own  districts  under  him.  Beyond  that,  the  33rd  Legion answered only to the Governor, while the Aux obeyed the City Heads, divided into units based

upon districts and species. It grew murkier from there. The wolves claimed the shifter packs were the commanders of the Aux—but the Fae insisted that this distinction belonged to them, instead. 

It made dividing— claiming—responsibilities difficult. 

Ruhn had been heading up the Fae division of the Aux for fifteen years now. His father had given the command, and he had obeyed. He had little choice. Good thing he’d trained his entire life to be a lethal, efficient killer. 

Not that it brought him any particular joy. 

“Some major shit is going down,” Ruhn said, halting on the other side of the table. “I just got a visit from Isaiah Tiberian. Maximus Tertian was murdered last night—in exactly the same way that Danika and her pack were killed.” 

His father adjusted some dial on the prism device. “I received the report earlier this morning. 

It appears Philip Briggs wasn’t the murderer.” 

Ruhn stiffened. “You were going to tell me when?” 

His father glanced up from the prism device. “Am I beholden to you, Prince?” 

The bastard certainly wasn’t, his title aside. Though they were close in depth of power, the fact  remained  that  Ruhn,  despite  his  Starborn  status  and  possession  of  the  Starsword,  would always  have  just  a  little  less  than  his  father.  He’d  never  decided,  after  he’d  gone  through  his Ordeal  and  made  the  Drop  fifty  years  ago,  whether  it  was  a  relief  or  a  curse  to  have  come  up short on the power ranking. On the one hand, had he surpassed his father, the playing field would have tipped in his favor. On the other, it would have established him firmly as a rival. 

Having seen what his father did to rivals, it was better to not be on that list. 

“This information is vital. I already put out a call to Flynn and Declan to amp up patrols in FiRo. We’ll have every street watched.” 

“Then it does not appear that I needed to tell you, does it?” 

His  father  was  nearing  five  hundred  years  old,  had  worn  the  golden  crown  of  the  Autumn King for most of that time, and had been an asshole for all of it. And he still showed no signs of aging—not  as  the  Fae  did,  with  their  gradual  fading  into  death,  like  a  shirt  washed  too  many times. 

So it’d be another few centuries of this. Playing prince. Having to knock on a door and wait for permission to enter. Having to kneel and obey. 

Ruhn was one of about a dozen Fae Princes across the whole planet Midgard—and had met

most of the others over the decades. But he stood apart as the only Starborn among them. Among all the Fae. 

Like  Ruhn,  the  other  princes  served  under  preening,  vain  kings  stationed  in  the  various territories as Heads of city districts or swaths of wilderness. Some of them had been waiting for their thrones for centuries, counting down each decade as if it were mere months. 

It disgusted him. Always had. Along with the fact that everything he had was bankrolled by the  bastard  before  him:  the  office  above  the  dive  bar,  the  villa  in  FiRo  adorned  with  priceless antiques  that  his  father  had  gifted  him  upon  winning  the  Starsword  during  his  Ordeal.  Ruhn never stayed at the villa, instead choosing to live in a house he shared with his two best friends near the Old Square. 

Also purchased with his father’s money. 

Officially,  the  money  came  from  the  “salary”  Ruhn  received  for  heading  up  the  Fae Auxiliary patrols. But his father’s signature authorized that weekly check. 

The Autumn King lifted the prism device. “Did the Commander of the 33rd say anything of

note?” 

The meeting had been one step short of a disaster. 

First,  Tiberian  had  grilled  him  about  Bryce’s  whereabouts  last  night,  until  Ruhn  was  about one  breath  away  from  beating  the  shit  out  of  the  angel,  Commander  of  the  33rd  or  no.  Then Tiberian had the balls to ask about  Ruhn’s whereabouts. 

Ruhn  had  refrained  from  informing  the  commander  that  pummeling  Maximus  Tertian  for grabbing Bryce’s hand had been tempting. 

She’d have bitten his head off for it. And she’d been able to handle herself, sparing Ruhn the political nightmare of setting off a blood feud between their two Houses. Not just between Sky and Breath and Flame and Shadow, but between the Danaans and the Tertians. And thus every Fae  and  vampyr  living  in  Valbara  and  Pangera.  The  Fae  didn’t  fuck  around  with  their  blood feuds. Neither did the vamps. 

“No,”  Ruhn  said.  “Though  Maximus  Tertian  died  a  few  hours  after  having  a  business meeting with Bryce.” 

His father set down the prism, his lip curling. “I told you to warn that girl to stay  quiet.” 

 That girl. Bryce was always  that girl, or  the girl, to their father. Ruhn hadn’t heard the male speak her name in twelve years. Not since her first and last visit to this villa. 

Everything  had  changed  after  that  visit.  Bryce  had  come  here  for  the  first  time,  a  coltish thirteen-year-old ready to finally meet her father and his people. To meet Ruhn, who had been intrigued  at  the  prospect  of  finding  he  had  a  half  sister  after  more  than  sixty  years  of  being  an only child. 

The  Autumn  King  had  insisted  that  the  visit  be  discreet—not  saying  the  obvious:   until  the Oracle whispers of your future. What had gone down had been an unmitigated disaster not only for Bryce, but for Ruhn as well. His chest still ached when he remembered her leaving the villa in  tears  of  rage,  refusing  to  look  back  over  her  shoulder  even  once.  His  father’s  treatment  of Bryce  had  opened  Ruhn’s  eyes  to  the  Autumn  King’s  true  nature  …  and  the  cold  Fae  male before him had never forgotten this fact. 

Ruhn had visited Bryce frequently at her parents’ place over the next three years. She’d been a  bright  spot—the  brightest  spot,  if  he  felt  like  being  honest.  Until  that  stupid,  shameful  fight between  them  that  had  left  things  in  such  shambles  that  Bryce  still  hated  his  guts.  He  didn’t blame her—not with the words he’d said, that he’d immediately regretted as soon as they’d burst from him. 

Now Ruhn said, “Bryce’s meeting with Maximus preceded my warning to behave. I arrived right  as  she  was  wrapping  up.”  When  he’d  gotten  that  call  from  Riso  Sergatto,  the  butterfly shifter’s  laughing  voice  unusually  grave,  he’d  sprinted  over  to  the  White  Raven,  not  giving himself time to second-guess the wisdom of it. “I’m her alibi, according to Tiberian—I told him that I walked her home, and stayed there until well after Tertian’s time of death.” 

His father’s face revealed nothing. “And yet it still does not seem very flattering that the girl was at the club on both nights, and interacted with the victims hours before.” 

Ruhn  said  tightly,  “Bryce  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  murders.  Despite  the  alibi  shit,  the Governor must believe it, too, because Tiberian swore Bryce is being guarded by the 33rd.” 

It might have been admirable that they bothered to do so, had all the angels not been arrogant assholes.  Luckily,  the  most  arrogant  of  those  assholes  hadn’t  been  the  one  to  pay  Ruhn  this particular visit. 

“That girl has always possessed a spectacular talent for being where she shouldn’t.” 

Ruhn  controlled  the  anger  thrumming  through  him,  his  shadow  magic  seeking  to  veil  him, shield him from sight. Another reason his father resented him: beyond his Starborn gifts, the bulk of his magic skewed toward his mother’s kin—the Fae who ruled Avallen, the mist-shrouded isle in the north. The sacred heart of Faedom. His father would have burned Avallen into ashes if he could. That Ruhn did not possess his father’s flames, the flames of most of the Valbaran Fae, that he  instead  possessed  Avallen  abilities—more  than  Ruhn  ever  let  on—to  summon  and  walk through shadows, had been an unforgivable insult. 

Silence rippled between father and son, interrupted only by the ticking metal of the orrery at the other end of the room as the planets inched around their orbit. 

His father picked up the prism, holding it up to the firstlights twinkling in one of the three crystal chandeliers. 

Ruhn said tightly, “Tiberian said the Governor wants these murders kept quiet, but I’d like your permission to warn my mother.” Every word grated.  I’d like your permission. 

His father waved a hand. “Permission granted. She’ll heed the warning.” 

Just as Ruhn’s mother had obeyed everyone her entire life. 

She’d listen and lie low, and no doubt gladly accept the extra guards sent to her villa, down the block from his own, until this shit was sorted out. Maybe he’d even stay with her tonight. 

She  wasn’t  queen—wasn’t  even  a  consort  or  mate.  No,  his  sweet,  kind  mother  had  been selected  for  one  purpose:  breeding.  The  Autumn  King  had  decided,  after  a  few  centuries  of ruling,  that  he  wanted  an  heir.  As  the  daughter  of  a  prominent  noble  house  that  had  defected from Avallen’s court, she’d done her duty gladly, grateful for the eternal privilege it offered. In all of Ruhn’s seventy-five years of life, he’d never heard her speak one ill word about his father. 

About the life she’d been conscripted to. 

Even when Ember and his father had their secret, disastrous relationship, his mother had not been jealous. There had been so many other females before her, and after her. Yet none had been formally  chosen,  not  as  she  was,  to  continue  the  royal  bloodline.  And  when  Bryce  had  come along, the few times his mother had met her, she’d been kind. Doting, even. 

Ruhn couldn’t tell if he admired his mother for never questioning the gilded cage she lived in. If something was wrong with  him for resenting it. 

He might never understand his mother, yet it didn’t stop his fierce pride that he took after her bloodline,  that  his  shadow-walking  set  him  apart  from  the  asshole  in  front  of  him,  a  constant, welcome  reminder  that  he  didn’t   have  to  turn  into  a  domineering  prick.  Even  if  most  of  his mother’s kin in Avallen were little better. His cousins especially. 

“Perhaps you should call her,” Ruhn said, “give the warning yourself. She’d appreciate your concern.” 

“I’m  otherwise  engaged,”  his  father  said  calmly.  It  had  always  astonished  Ruhn:  how  cold his father was, when those flames burned in his veins. “You may inform her yourself. And you will refrain from telling me how to manage my relationship with your mother.” 

“You don’t have a relationship. You bred her like a mare and sent her out to pasture.” 

Cinders sparked through the room. “You benefited quite well from that  breeding, Starborn.” 

Ruhn  didn’t  dare  voice  the  words  that  tried  to  spring  from  his  mouth.  Even  as  my  stupid fucking  title   brought  you  further  influence  in  the  empire  and  among  your  fellow  kings,  it  still chafed,  didn’t  it?  That  your  son,  not  you,  retrieved  the  Starsword  from  the  Cave  of  Princes  in Avallen’s  dark  heart.  That  your  son,  not  you,  stood  among  the  long-dead  Starborn  Princes asleep in their sarcophagi and was deemed worthy to pull the sword from its sheath. How many

 times did you try to draw the sword when you were young? How much research did you do in this very study to find ways to wield it without being chosen? 

His father curled a finger toward him. “I have need of your  gift.” 

“Why?”  His  Starborn  abilities  were  little  more  than  a  sparkle  of  starlight  in  his  palm.  His shadow  talents  were  the  more  interesting  gift.  Even  the  temperature  monitors  on  the  high-tech cameras in this city couldn’t detect him when he shadow-walked. 

His father held up the prism. “Direct a beam of your starlight through this.” Not waiting for an answer, his father again put an eye to the metal viewing contraption atop the prism. 

It  ordinarily  took  Ruhn  a  good  amount  of  concentration  to  summon  his  starlight,  and  it usually left him with a headache for hours afterward, but … He was intrigued enough to try. 

Setting his index finger onto the crystal of the prism, Ruhn closed his eyes and focused upon his breathing. Let the clicking metal of the orrery guide him down, down, down into the black pit within himself, past the churning well of his shadows, to the little hollow beneath them. There, curled upon itself like some hibernating creature, lay the single seed of iridescent light. 

He gently cupped it with a mental palm, stirring it awake as he carefully brought it upward, as  if  he  were  carrying  water  in  his  hands.  Up  through  himself,  the  power  shimmering  with anticipation, warm and lovely and just about the only part of himself he liked. 

Ruhn  opened  his  eyes  to  find  the  starlight  dancing  at  his  fingertip,  refracting  through  the prism. 

His father adjusted a few dials on the device, jotting down notes with his other hand. 

The starlight seed became slippery, disintegrating into the air around them. 

“Just another moment,” the king ordered. 

Ruhn gritted his teeth, as if it’d somehow keep the starlight from dissolving. 

Another  click  of  the  device,  and  another  jotted  note  in  an  ancient,  rigid  hand.  The  Old Language of the Fae—his father recorded everything in the half-forgotten language their people had used when they had first come to Midgard through the Northern Rift. 

The  starlight  shivered,  flared,  and  faded  into  nothing.  The  Autumn  King  grunted  in annoyance, but Ruhn barely heard it over his pounding head. 

He’d  mastered  himself  enough  to  pay  attention  as  his  father  finished  his  notes.  “What  are you even doing with that thing?” 

“Studying how light moves through the world. How it can be shaped.” 

“Don’t we have scientists over at CCU doing this shit?” 

“Their interests are not the same as mine.” His father surveyed him. And then said, without a hint of warning, “It is time to consider females for an appropriate marriage.” 

Ruhn blinked. “For you?” 

“Don’t play stupid.” His father shut his notebook and leaned back in his chair. “You owe it to our bloodline to produce an heir—and to expand our alliances. The Oracle decreed you would be a fair and just king. This is the first step in that direction.” 

All Fae, male and female, made a visit to the city’s Oracle at age thirteen as one of the two Great  Rites  to  enter  adulthood:  first  the  Oracle,  and  then  the  Ordeal—a  few  years  or  decades later. 

Ruhn’s  stomach  churned  at  the  memory  of  that  first  Rite,  far  worse  than  his  harrowing Ordeal in so many ways. “I’m not getting married.” 

“Marriage  is  a  political  contract.  Sire  an  heir,  then  go  back  to  fucking  whomever  you please.” 

Ruhn snarled. “I am  not getting married. Certainly not in an arranged marriage.” 

“You will do as you are told.” 

“You’re not fucking married.” 

“I did not need the alliance.” 

“But now we do?” 

“There is a war raging overseas, in case you weren’t aware. It worsens by the day, and it may very well spread here. I do not plan to enter it without insurance.” 

Pulse hammering, Ruhn stared at his father. He was completely serious. 

Ruhn  managed  to  say,  “You  plan  to  make  me  marry  so  we  have  solid  allies  in  the  war? 

Aren’t we the Asteri’s allies?” 

“We  are.  But  war  is  a  liminal  time.  Power  rankings  can  easily  be  reshuffled.  We  must demonstrate how vital and influential we are.” 

Ruhn  considered  the  words.  “You’re  talking  about  a  marriage  to  someone  not  of  the  Fae.” 

His father had to be worried, to even consider something so rare. 

“Queen Hecuba died last month. Her daughter, Hypaxia, has been crowned the new witch-

queen of Valbara.” 

Ruhn had seen the news reports. Hypaxia Enador was young, no more than twenty-six. No

photos of her existed, as her mother had kept her cloistered in her mountain fortress. 

His father went on, “Her reign will be officially recognized by the Asteri at the Summit next month. I will tie her to the Fae soon after that.” 

“You’re forgetting that Hypaxia will have a say in this. She might very well laugh you off.” 

“My  spies  tell  me  she  will  heed  her  mother’s  old  friendship  with  us—and  will  be  skittish enough as a new ruler to accept the friendly hand we offer.” 

Ruhn  had  the  distinct  feeling  of  being  led  into  a  web,  the  Autumn  King  drawing  him  ever closer to its heart. “I’m not marrying her.” 

“You are the Crown Prince of the Valbaran Fae. You do not have a choice.” His father’s cold face became so like Bryce’s that Ruhn turned away, unable to stomach it. It was a miracle no one had figured out their secret yet. “Luna’s Horn remains at large.” 

Ruhn twisted back to his father. “So? What does one have to do with the other?” 

“I want you to find it.” 

Ruhn glanced to the notebooks, the prism. “It went missing two years ago.” 

“And I now have an interest in locating it. The Horn belonged to the Fae first. Public interest in retrieving it has waned; now is the right time to attain it.” 

His father tapped a finger on the table. Something had riled him. Ruhn considered what he’d seen on his father’s schedule this morning when he’d done his cursory scan of it as commander of the Fae Auxiliary. Meetings with preening Fae nobility, a workout with his private guard, and

— “The meeting with Micah went well this morning, I take it.” 

His father’s silence confirmed his suspicions. The Autumn King pinned him with his amber eyes, weighing Ruhn’s stance, his expression, all of it. Ruhn knew he’d always come up short, but his father said, “Micah wished to discuss shoring up our city’s defenses should the conflict overseas spread here. He made it clear the Fae are … not as they once were.” 

Ruhn stiffened. “The Fae Aux units are in just as good shape as the wolves are.” 

“It is not about our strength of arms, but rather our strength as a people.” His father’s voice dripped with disgust. “The Fae have long been fading—our magic wanes with each generation, like watered-down wine.” He frowned at Ruhn. “The first Starborn Prince could blind an enemy

with a flash of his starlight. You can barely summon a sparkle for an instant.” 

Ruhn clenched his jaw. “The Governor pushed your buttons. So what?” 

“He insulted our strength.” His father’s hair simmered with fire, as if the strands had gone molten. “He said we gave up the Horn in the first place, then let it be lost two years ago.” 

“It was stolen from Luna’s Temple. We didn’t fucking  lose it.” Ruhn barely knew anything about the object, hadn’t even cared when it went missing two years ago. 

“We  let  a  sacred  artifact  of  our  people  be  used  as  a  cheap  tourist  attraction,”  his  father snapped. “And I want  you to find it again.” So his father could rub it in Micah’s face. 

Petty, brittle male. That’s all his father was. 

“The Horn has no power,” Ruhn reminded him. 

“It  is  a  symbol—and  symbols  will  always  wield  power  of  their  own.”  His  father’s  hair burned brighter. 

Ruhn  suppressed  his  urge  to  cringe,  his  body  tensing  with  the  memory  of  how  the  king’s burning hand had felt wrapped around his arm, sizzling through his flesh. No shadows had ever been able to hide him from it. “Find the Horn, Ruhn. If war comes to these shores, our people will need it in more ways than one.” 

His father’s amber eyes blazed. There was more the male wasn’t telling him. 

Ruhn  could  think  of  only  one  other  thing  to  cause  this  much  aggravation:  Micah  again suggesting  that  Ruhn  replace  his  father  as  City  Head  of  FiRo.  Whispers  had  swirled  for  years, and  Ruhn  had  no  doubt  the  Archangel  was  smart  enough  to  know  how  much  it’d  anger  the Autumn King. With the Summit nearing, Micah knew pissing off the Fae King with a reference to his fading power was a good way to ensure the Fae Aux was up to snuff before it, regardless of any war. 

Ruhn tucked that information aside. “Why don’t  you look for the Horn?” 

His father loosed a breath through his long, thin nose, and the fire in him banked to embers. 

The king nodded toward Ruhn’s hand, where the starlight had been. “I have been looking. For two  years.”  Ruhn  blinked,  but  his  father  went  on,  “The  Horn  was  originally  the  possession  of Pelias, the first Starborn Prince. You may find that like calls to like—merely researching it could reveal things to you that were hidden from others.” 

Ruhn hardly bothered to read anything these days beyond the news and the Aux reports. The prospect of poring over ancient tomes just in case something jumped out at him while a murderer ran loose … “We’ll get into a lot of trouble with the Governor if we take the Horn for ourselves.” 

“Then keep it quiet, Prince.” His father opened his notebook again. Conversation over. 

Yeah,  this  was  nothing  more  than  political  ego-stroking.  Micah  had  taunted  his  father, insulted his strength—and now his father would show him precisely where the Fae stood. 

Ruhn ground his teeth. He needed a drink. A strong fucking drink. 

His  head  roiled  as  he  headed  for  the  door,  the  pain  from  summoning  the  starlight  eddying with every word thrown at him. 

 I told you to warn that girl to stay quiet. 

 Find the Horn. 

 Like calls to like. 

 An appropriate marriage. 

 Produce an heir. 

 You owe it to our bloodline. 

Ruhn  slammed  the  door  behind  him.  Only  when  he’d  gotten  halfway  down  the  hall  did  he


laugh, a harsh, rasping sound. At least the asshole still didn’t know that he’d lied about what the Oracle had told him all those decades ago. 

With every step out of his father’s villa, Ruhn could once more hear the Oracle’s unearthly whispering, reading the smoke while he’d trembled in her dim marble chamber:

 The royal bloodline shall end with you, Prince. 
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Syrinx  pawed  at  the  window,  his  scrunched-up  face  smooshed  against  the  glass.  He’d  been hissing incessantly for the past ten minutes, and Bryce, more than ready to settle into the plush cushions  of  the  L-shaped  couch  and  watch  her  favorite  Tuesday  night  reality  show,  finally twisted to see what all the fuss was about. 

Slightly bigger than a terrier, the chimera huffed and pawed at the floor-to-ceiling glass, the setting  sun  gilding  his  wiry  golden  coat.  The  long  tail,  tufted  with  dark  fur  at  the  end  like  a lion’s,  waved  back  and  forth.  His  folded  little  ears  were  flat  to  his  round,  fuzzy  head,  his wrinkles  of  fat  and  the  longer  hair  at  his  neck—not  quite  a  mane—were  vibrating  with  his growling, and his too-big paws, which ended in birdlike talons, were now—

“Stop that!  You’re scratching the glass!” 

Syrinx looked over a rounded, muscled shoulder, his squished face more dog than anything, and narrowed his dark eyes. Bryce glared right back. 

The rest of her day had been long and weird and exhausting, especially after she’d gotten a message  from  Juniper,  saying  Fury  had  alerted  her  about  Briggs’s  innocence  and  the  new murder, and warning Bryce to be careful. She doubted either friend knew of her involvement in finding the murderer, or of the angel who’d been assigned to work with her, but it had stung—

just a bit. That Fury hadn’t bothered to contact her personally. That even June had done it over messaging and not face-to-face. 

Bryce  had  a  feeling  tomorrow  would  be  just  as  draining—if  not  worse.  So  throwing  in  a battle of wills with a thirty-pound chimera wasn’t her definition of a much-needed unwinding. 

“You just got a walk,” she reminded Syrinx. “And an extra helping of dinner.” 

Syrinx gave a  hmmph and scratched the window again. 

“Bad! ” she hissed. Half-heartedly, sure, but she  tried to sound authoritative. 

Where the little beast was concerned, dominance was a quality they both pretended she had. 

Groaning, Bryce hauled herself from the nest of cushions and padded across wood and carpet to the window. On the street below, cars inched past, a few late commuters trudged home, and some dinner patrons strolled arm-in-arm to one of the fine restaurants along the river at the end of the block. Above them, the setting sun smeared the sky red and gold and pink, the palm trees and cypresses swayed in the balmy spring breeze, and … And that was a winged male sitting on the opposite roof. Staring right at her. 

She  knew  those  gray  wings,  and  the  dark,  shoulder-length  hair,  and  the  cut  of  those  broad shoulders. 

 Protection duty, Micah had said. 

Bullshit. She had a strong feeling the Governor still didn’t trust her, alibi or no. 

Bryce gave Hunt Athalar a dazzling smile and slashed the heavy curtains shut. 

Syrinx yowled as he was caught in them, reversing his stout little body out of the folds. His tail  lashed  from  side  to  side,  and  she  braced  her  hands  on  her  hips.  “You  were   enjoying  the sight?” 

Syrinx showed all his pointy teeth as he let out another yowl, trotted to the couch, and threw himself onto the warmed cushions where she’d been sitting. The portrait of despair. 

A moment later, her phone buzzed on the coffee table. Right as her show began. 

She  didn’t  know  the  number,  but  she  wasn’t  at  all  surprised  when  she picked up, plopping down onto the cushions, and Hunt growled, “Open the curtains. I want to watch the show.” 

She propped both bare feet on the table. “I didn’t know angels deigned to watch trash TV.” 

“I’d rather watch the sunball game that’s on right now, but I’ll take what I can get.” 

The  idea  of  the  Umbra  Mortis  watching  a  dating  competition  was  laughable  enough  that Bryce hit pause on the live show. At least she could now speed through commercials. “What are you doing on that roof, Athalar?” 

“What I was ordered to do.” 

Gods spare her. “Protecting me doesn’t entitle you to invade my privacy.” She could admit to the wisdom in letting him guard her, but she didn’t have to yield all sense of boundaries. 

“Other  people  would  disagree.”  She  opened  her  mouth,  but  he  cut  her  off.  “I’ve  got  my orders. I can’t disobey them.” 

Her stomach tightened. No, Hunt Athalar certainly could not disobey his orders. 

No slave could, whether Vanir or human. So she instead asked, “And how, exactly, did you get this number?” 

“It’s in your file.” 

She tapped her foot on the table. “Did you pay Prince Ruhn a visit?” She would have handed over a gold mark to watch her brother go head-to-head with Micah’s personal assassin. 

Hunt grunted, “Isaiah did.” She smiled. “It was standard protocol.” 

“So even after your boss tasked me with finding this murderer, you felt the need to look into whether my alibi checked out?” 

“I didn’t write the fucking rules, Quinlan.” 

“Hmm.” 

“Open the curtains.” 

“No, thank you.” 

“Or you could invite me in and make my job easier.” 

“Definitely no.” 

“Why?” 

“Because you can do your job just as well from that roof.” 

Hunt’s chuckle skittered along her bones. “We’ve been ordered to get to the bottom of these murders. So I hate to tell you this, sweetheart, but we’re about to get real up close and personal.” 

The  way  he  said   sweetheart—full  of  demeaning,  condescending  swagger—made  her  grind her teeth. 

Bryce rose, padding to the floor-to-ceiling window under Syrinx’s careful watch, and tugged the curtains back enough to see the angel standing on the opposite roof, phone to his ear, gray wings  slightly  flared,  as  if  balancing  against  the  wind.  “I’m  sure  you  get  off  on  the  whole protector-of-damsels thing, but  I was asked to head this case. You’re the backup.” 

Even from across the street, she could see him roll his eyes. “Can we skip this pecking-order bullshit?” 

Syrinx nudged at her calves, then shoved his face past her legs to peer at the angel. 

“What  is that pet of yours?” 

“He’s a chimera.” 

“Looks expensive.” 

“He was.” 

“Your apartment looks pretty damn expensive, too. That sorceress must pay you well.” 

“She does.” Truth and lie. 

His  wings  flared.  “You  have  my  number  now.  Call  it  if  something  goes  wrong,  or  feels wrong, or if you need anything.” 

“Like a pizza?” 

She clearly saw the middle finger Hunt lifted above his head. Shadow of Death, indeed. 

Bryce  purred,  “You   would  make  a  good  delivery  boy  with  those  wings.”  Angels  in Lunathion never stooped to such work, though. Ever. 

“Keep the damn curtains open, Quinlan.” He hung up. 

She just gave him a mocking wave. And shut the curtains entirely. 

Her phone buzzed with a message just as she plopped down again. 

 Do you have enchantments guarding your apartment? 

She rolled her eyes, typing back,  Do I look stupid? 

Hunt  fired  back,  Some  shit  is  going  down  in  this  city  and  you’ve  been  gifted  with  grade  A protection  against  it—yet  you’re  busting  my  balls  about  boundaries.  I  think  that’s  answer enough regarding your intelligence. 

Her thumbs flew over the screen as she scowled and wrote,  Kindly fly the fuck off. 

She hit send before she could debate the wisdom of saying that to the Umbra Mortis. 

He didn’t reply. With a smug smile, she picked up her remote. 

A  thud against the window had her leaping out of her skin, sending Syrinx scrambling in a mad dash toward the curtains, yowling his fuzzy head off. 

She  stormed  around  the  couch,  whipping  the  curtains  back,  wondering  what  the  fuck  he’d thrown at her window—

The Fallen angel hovered right there. Glaring at her. 

She  refused  to  back  away,  even  as  her  heart  thundered.  Refused  to  do  anything  but  shove open the window, the wind off his mighty wings stirring her hair.  “What?” 

His dark eyes didn’t so much as blink. Striking—that was the only word Bryce could think of to describe his handsome face, full of powerful lines and sharp cheekbones. “You can make this investigation easy, or you can make it hard.” 

“I don’t—” 

“Spare  me.”  Hunt’s  dark  hair  shifted  in  the  wind.  The  rustle  and  beat  of  his  wings overpowered the traffic below—and the humans and Vanir now gawking up at him. “You don’t appreciate being watched, or coddled, or whatever.” He crossed his muscled arms. “Neither of us gets a say in this arrangement. So rather than waste your breath arguing about boundaries, why don’t you make that list of suspects and Danika’s movements?” 

“Why don’t you stop telling me what I should be doing with my time?” 

She could have sworn she tasted ether as he growled, “I’m going to be straight with you.” 

“Goody.” 

His nostrils flared. “I will do whatever the Hel it takes to solve this case. Even if it means tying you to a fucking chair until you write those lists.” 

She smirked. “Bondage. Nice.” 

Hunt’s eyes darkened. “Do. Not. Fuck. With. Me.” 

“Yeah, yeah, you’re the Umbra Mortis.” 

His  teeth  flashed.  “I  don’t  care  what  you  call  me,  Quinlan,  so  long  as  you  do  what  you’re told.” 

Fucking alphahole. 

“Immortality  is  a  long  time  to  have  a  giant  stick  up  your  ass.”  Bryce  put  her  hands  on  her hips. Never mind that she was completely undermined by Syrinx dancing at her feet, prancing in place. 

Dragging his stare away from her, the angel surveyed her pet with raised brows. Syrinx’s tail waved and bobbed. Hunt snorted, as if despite himself. “You’re a smart beastie, aren’t you?” He threw a scornful glance to Bryce. “Smarter than your owner, it seems.” 

Make that the King of Alphaholes. 

But Syrinx preened. And Bryce had the stupid, overwhelming urge to hide Syrinx from Hunt, from anyone, from anything. He was  hers, and no one else’s, and she didn’t particularly like the thought of anyone coming into their little bubble—

Hunt’s stare lifted to her own again. “Do you own any weapons?” The purely male gleam in his eye told her that he assumed she didn’t. 

“Bother me again,” she said sweetly, just before she shut the window in his face, “and you’ll find out.” 

Hunt wondered how much trouble he’d get in if he chucked Bryce Quinlan into the Istros. 

After the morning he’d had, any punishment from Micah or being turned into a pig by Jesiba Roga was starting to seem well worth it. 

Leaning  against  a  lamppost,  his  face  coated  with  the  misting  rain  that  drifted  through  the city,  Hunt  clenched  his  jaw  hard  enough  to  hurt.  At  this  hour,  commuters  packed  the  narrow streets  of  the  Old  Square—some  heading  to  jobs  in  the  countless  shops  and  galleries,  others aiming for the spires of the CBD, half a mile westward. All of them, however, noted his wings, his face, and gave him a wide berth. 

Hunt ignored them and glanced at the clock on his phone. Eight fifteen. 

He’d waited long enough to make the call. He dialed the number and held the phone to his ear, listening to it ring once, twice—

“Please tell me Bryce is alive,” said Isaiah, his voice breathless in a way that told Hunt he was either at the barracks gym or enjoying his boyfriend’s company. 

“For the moment.” 

A  machine  beeped,  like  Isaiah  was  dialing  down  the  speed  of  a  treadmill.  “Do  I  want  to know why I’m getting a call this soon?” A pause. “Why are you on Samson Street?” 

Though Isaiah probably tracked his location through the beacon on Hunt’s phone, Hunt still scowled toward the nearest visible camera. There were likely ones hidden in the cypresses and palm trees flanking the sidewalks, too, or disguised as sprinkler heads popping from the soggy grass of the flower beds, or built into the iron lampposts like the one he leaned against. 

Someone was always watching. In this entire fucking city, territory, and world, someone was

always  watching,  the  cameras  so  bespelled  and  warded  that  they  were  bombproof.  Even  if  this city  turned  to  rubble  under  the  lethal  magic  of  the  Asterian  Guard’s  brimstone  missiles,  the cameras would keep recording. 

“Are you aware,” Hunt said, his voice a low rasp as a bevy of quails snaked across the street

—some  tiny  shifter  family,  no  doubt—“that  chimeras  are  able  to  pick  locks,  open  doors,  and jump between two places as if they were walking from one room to another?” 

“No …?” Isaiah said, panting. 

Apparently,  Quinlan  wasn’t,  either,  if  she  bothered  to  have  a  crate  for  her  beast.  Though maybe the damn thing was more to give the chimera a designated comfort space, like people did with  their  dogs.  Since  there  was  no  way  he  would  stay  contained  without  a  whole  host  of enchantments. 

The Lowers, the class of Vanir to which the chimera belonged, had all sorts of interesting, small powers like that. It was part of why they demanded such high prices on the market. And why, even millennia later, the Senate and Asteri had shot down any attempts to change the laws that branded them as property to be traded. The Lowers were too dangerous, they’d claimed—

unable  to  understand  the  laws,  with  powers  that  could  be  disruptive  if  left  unchecked  by  the various spells and magic-infused tattoos that held them. 

And too lucrative, especially for the ruling powers whose families profited from their trade. 

So they remained Lowers. 

Hunt tucked his wings in one at a time. Water beaded off the gray feathers like clear jewels. 

“This is already a nightmare.” 

Isaiah coughed. “You watched Quinlan for one night.” 

“Ten hours, to be exact. Right until her pet chimera just  appeared next to me at dawn, bit me in  the  ass  for  looking  like  I  was  dozing  off,  and  then  vanished  again—right  back  into  the apartment. Just as Quinlan came out of her bedroom and opened the curtains to see me grabbing my own ass like a fucking idiot. Do you  know how sharp a chimera’s teeth are?” 

“No.” Hunt could have sworn he heard a smile in Isaiah’s voice. 

“When  I  flew  over  to  explain,  she  blasted  her  music  and  ignored  me  like  a  fucking  brat.” 

With enough enchantments around her apartment to keep out a host of angels, Hunt hadn’t even tried  to  get  in  through  a  window,  since  he’d  tested  them  all  overnight.  So  he’d  been  forced  to glower  through  the  glass—returning  to  the  roof  only  after  she’d  emerged  from  her  bedroom  in nothing but a black sports bra and thong. Her smirk at his backtracking wings had been nothing short of feline. “I didn’t see her again until she went for a run. She flipped me off as she left.” 

“So you went to Samson Street to brood? What’s the emergency?” 

“The emergency, asshole, is that I might kill her before we find the real murderer.” He had too much riding on this case. 

“You’re just pissed she’s not cowering or fawning.” 

“Like I fucking want anyone to  fawn—” 

“Where’s Quinlan now?” 

“Getting her nails done.” 

Isaiah’s pause sounded a Hel of a lot like he was about to burst out laughing. “Hence your presence on Samson Street before nine.” 

“Gazing through the window of a  nail salon like a gods-damned stalker.” 

The fact that Quinlan wasn’t gunning for the murderer grated as much as her behavior. And Hunt couldn’t help being suspicious. He didn’t know how or why she might have killed Danika, 

her pack, and Tertian, but she’d been connected to all of them. Had gone to the same place on the nights they’d been murdered. She knew something—or had done something. 

“I’m hanging up now.” The bastard was smiling. Hunt knew it. “You’ve faced down enemy

armies, survived Sandriel’s arena, gone toe-to-toe with Archangels.” Isaiah chuckled. “Surely a party girl isn’t as difficult as all that.” The line cut off. 

Hunt ground his teeth. Through the glass window of the salon, he could perfectly make out Bryce  seated  at  one  of  the  marble  workstations,  hands  outstretched  to  a  pretty  reddish-gold-scaled draki female who was putting yet  another coat of polish on her nails. How many did she need? 

At  this  hour,  only  a  few  other  patrons  were  seated  inside,  nails  or  talons  or  claws  in  the process of being filed and painted and whatever the Hel they did to them in there. But all of them kept glancing through the window. To him. 

He’d already earned a glare from the teal-haired falcon shifter at the welcome counter, but she hadn’t dared come out to ask him to stop making her clients nervous and leave. 

Bryce sat there, wholly ignoring him. Chatting and laughing with the female doing her nails. 

It  had  taken  Hunt  a  matter  of  moments  to  launch  into  the  skies  when  Bryce  had  left  her apartment. He’d trailed overhead, well aware of the morning commuters who would film him if he landed beside her in the middle of the street and wrapped his hands around her throat. 

Her run took her fifteen blocks away, apparently. She had barely broken a sweat by the time she  jogged  up  to  the  nail  salon,  her  skintight  athletic  clothes  damp  with  the  misting  rain,  and threw him a look that warned him to stay outside. 

That had been an hour ago. A full hour of drills and files and scissors being applied to her nails in a way that would make the Hind herself cringe. Pure torture. 

Five  minutes.  Quinlan  had  five  more  fucking  minutes,  then  he’d  drag  her  out.  Micah  must have  lost  his  mind—that  was  the  only  explanation  for  asking  her  to  help,  especially  if  she prioritized her  nails over solving her friends’ murder. 

He  didn’t  know  why  it  came  as  a  surprise.  After  all  he’d  seen,  everyone  he’d  met  and endured, this sort of shit should have ceased to bother him long ago. 

Someone with Quinlan’s looks would become accustomed to the doors that face and body of

hers opened without so much as a squeak of protest. Being half-human had some disadvantages, yes—a  lot  of  them,  if  he  was  being  honest  about  the  state  of  the  world.  But  she’d  done  well. 

Really fucking well, if that apartment was any indication. 

The draki female set aside the bottle and flicked her claw-tipped fingers over Bryce’s nails. 

Magic sparked, Bryce’s ponytail shifting as if a dry wind had blown by. 

Like that of the Valbaran Fae, draki magic skewed toward flame and wind. In the northern climes of Pangera, though, he’d met draki and Fae whose power could summon water, rain, mist

—element-based magic. But even among the reclusive draki and the Fae, no one bore lightning. 

He knew, because he’d looked—desperate in his youth for anyone who might teach him how to control it. He’d had to teach himself in the end. 

Bryce  examined  her  nails,  and  smiled.  And  then  hugged  the  female.  Fucking   hugged  her. 

Like she was some sort of gods-damned war hero for the job she’d done. 

Hunt was surprised his teeth weren’t ground to stumps by the time she headed for the door, waving goodbye to the smiling falcon shifter at the front desk, who handed her a clear umbrella, presumably to borrow against the rain. 

The glass door opened, and Bryce’s eyes at last met Hunt’s. 

“Are you fucking  kidding me?” The words exploded out of him. 

She popped open the umbrella, nearly taking out his eye. “Did you have something better to do with your time?” 

“You made me wait in the rain.” 

“You’re a big, tough male. I think you can handle a little water.” 

Hunt fell into step beside her. “I told you to make those two lists. Not go to a motherfucking beauty salon.” 

She  paused  at  an  intersection,  waiting  for  the  bumper-to-bumper  cars  to  crawl  past,  and straightened  to  her  full  height.  Not  anywhere  close  to  his,  but  she  somehow  managed  to  look down her nose at him while still looking  up at him. “If you’re so good at investigating, why don’t you look into it and spare me the effort?” 

“You were given an order by the Governor.” The words sounded ridiculous even to him. She crossed the street, and he followed. “And I’d think you’d be personally motivated to figure out who’s behind this.” 

“Don’t assume anything about my motivations.” She dodged around a puddle of either rain

or piss. In the Old Square, it was impossible to tell. 

He refrained from pushing her into that puddle. “Do you have a problem with me?” 

“I don’t really care about you enough to have a problem with you.” 

“Likewise.” 

Her eyes really did glow then, as if a distant fire simmered within. She surveyed him, sizing up every inch and somehow—some-fucking-how—making him feel about three inches tall. 

He said nothing until they turned down her street at last. He growled, “You need to make the list of suspects and the list of Danika’s last week of activities.” 

She examined her nails, now painted in some sort of color gradient that went from pink to periwinkle tips. Like the sky at twilight. “No one likes a nag, Athalar.” 

They reached the arched glass entry of her apartment building—structured like a fish’s fin, he’d realized last night—and the doors slid open. Ponytail swishing, she said cheerfully, “Bye.” 

Hunt drawled, “People might see you dicking around like this, Quinlan, and think you were trying  to  hinder  an  official  investigation.”  If  he  couldn’t  bully  her  into  working  on  this  case, maybe he could scare her into it. 

Especially with the truth: She wasn’t off the hook. Not even close. 

Her eyes flared again, and damn if it wasn’t satisfying. So Hunt just added, mouth curving into a half smile, “Better hurry. You wouldn’t want to be late for work.” 

Going to the nail salon had been worth it on so many levels, but perhaps the biggest benefit had been pissing off Athalar. 

“I  don’t  see  why  you  can’t  let  the  angel  in,”  moped  Lehabah,  perched  atop  an  old  pillar candle. “He’s so handsome.” 

In the bowels of the gallery library, client paperwork spread on the table before her, Bryce cast a sidelong glare at the female-shaped flame. “Do  not drip wax on these documents, Lele.” 

The  fire  sprite  grumbled,  and  plopped  her  ass  on  the  candle’s  wick  anyway.  Wax  dribbled down the sides, her tangle of yellow hair floating above her head—as if she were indeed a flame given a plump female shape. “He’s just sitting on the roof in the dreary weather. Let him rest on the couch down here. Syrinx says the angel can brush his coat if he needs something to do.” 

Bryce  sighed  at  the  painted  ceiling—the  night  sky  rendered  in  loving  care.  The  giant  gold chandelier that hung down the center of the space was fashioned after an exploding sun, with all the  other  dangling  lights  in  perfect  alignment  of  the  seven  planets.  “The  angel,”  she  said, frowning toward Syrinx’s slumbering form on the green velvet couch, “is not allowed in here.” 

Lehabah  let  out  a  sad  little  noise.  “One  day,  the  boss  will  trade  my  services  to  some lecherous old creep, and you’ll regret ever denying me anything.” 

“One day, that lecherous old creep will actually make you do your job and guard his books, and you’ll regret spending all these hours of relative freedom moping.” 

Wax sizzled on the table. Bryce whipped her head up. 

Lehabah  was  sprawled  belly-down  on  the  candle,  an  idle  hand  hanging  off  the  side. 

Dangerously near the documents Bryce had spent the past three hours poring over. 

“Do  not.” 

Lehabah rotated her arm so that the tattoo inked amid the simmering flesh was visible. It had been stamped on her arm within moments of her birth, Lehabah had said.  SPQM. It was inked on the  flesh  of  every  sprite—fire  or  water  or  earth,  it  didn’t  matter.  Punishment  for  joining  the angels’  rebellion  two  hundred  years  ago,  when  the  sprites  had  dared  protest  their  status  as peregrini. As Lowers. The Asteri had gone even further than their enslavement and torture of the angels.  They’d  decreed  after  the  rebellion  that  every  sprite—not  only  the  ones  who’d  joined Shahar and her legion—would be enslaved, and cast from the House of Sky and Breath. All of their descendants would be wanderers and slaves, too. Forever. 

It was one of the more spectacularly fucked episodes of the Republic’s history. 

Lehabah  sighed.  “Buy  my  freedom  from  Jesiba.  Then  I  can  go  live  at  your  apartment  and keep your baths and all your food warm.” 

She  could  do  far  more  than  that,  Bryce  knew.  Technically,  Lehabah’s  magic  outranked Bryce’s  own.  But  most  non-humans  could  claim  the  same.  And  even  while  it  was  greater  than Bryce’s, Lehabah’s power was still an ember compared to the Fae’s flames. Her father’s flames. 

Bryce set down the client’s purchase papers. “It’s not that easy, Lele.” 

“Syrinx told me you’re lonely. I could cheer you up.” 

In answer, the chimera rolled onto his back, tongue dangling from his mouth, and snored. 

“One, my building doesn’t allow fire sprites.  Or  water  sprites.  It’s  an  insurance  nightmare. 

Two, it’s not as simple as asking Jesiba. She might very well get rid of you  because I ask.” 

Lehabah cupped her round chin in her hand and dripped another freckle of wax dangerously close to the paperwork. “She gave you Syrie.” 

Cthona give her patience. “She  let me  buy Syr inx because my life was fucked up, and I lost it when she got bored with him and tried to sell him off.” 

The fire sprite said quietly, “Because Danika died.” 

Bryce closed her eyes for a second, then said, “Yeah.” 

“You shouldn’t curse so much, BB.” 

“Then you really won’t like the angel.” 

“He led my people into battle— and he’s a member of my House. I deserve to meet him.” 

“Last  I  checked,  that  battle  went  rather  poorly,  and  the  fire  sprites  were  kicked  out  of  Sky and Breath thanks to it.” 

Lehabah sat up, legs crossed. “Membership in the Houses is not something a government can decree. Our expulsion was in name only.” 

It was true. But Bryce still said, “What the Asteri and their Senate say goes.” 

Lehabah had been guardian of the gallery’s library for decades. Logic insisted that ordering a fire  sprite  to  watch  over  a  library  was  a  poor  idea,  but  when  a  third  of  the  books  in  the  place would like nothing more than to escape, kill someone, or eat them—in varying orders—having a living flame keeping them in line was worth any risk. Even the endless chatter, it seemed. 

Something thumped on the mezzanine. As if a book had dived off the shelf of its own accord. 

Lehabah hissed toward it, turning a deep blue. Paper and leather whispered as the errant book found its place once again. 

Bryce smiled, and then the office phone rang. One glance at the screen had her reaching for the phone and hissing at the sprite, “Back on your perch  now.” 

Lehabah  had  just  reached  the  glass  dome  where  she  maintained  her  fiery  vigil  over  the library’s wandering books when Bryce answered. “Afternoon, boss.” 

“Any progress?” 

“Still investigating. How’s Pangera?” 

Jesiba didn’t bother answering, instead saying, “I’ve got a client coming in at two o’clock. 

Be ready. And stop letting Lehabah prattle. She has a job to do.” The line went dead. 

Bryce  rose  from  the  desk  where  she’d  been  working  all  morning.  The  oak  panels  of  the library  beneath  the  gallery  looked  old,  but  they  were  wired  with  the  latest  tech  and  best enchantments money could buy. Not to mention, there was a killer sound system that she often put to good use when Jesiba was on the other side of the Haldren. 

Not that she danced down here—not anymore. Nowadays, the music was mostly to keep the

thrumming  of  the  firstlights  from  driving  her  insane.  Or  for  drowning  out  Lehabah’s monologues. 

Bookshelves lined every wall, interrupted only by a dozen or so small tanks and terrariums, occupied  by  all  manner  of  small  common  animals:  lizards  and  snakes  and  turtles  and  various rodents. Bryce often wondered if they were all people who’d pissed off Jesiba. None showed any sign of awareness, which was even more horrifying if it was true. They’d not only been turned into animals, but had also forgotten they were something else entirely. 

Naturally, Lehabah had named all of them, each one more ridiculous than the last.  Nutmeg and  Ginger were the names of the geckos in the tank closest to Bryce. Sisters, Lehabah claimed. 

 Miss Poppy was the name of the black-and-white snake on the mezzanine. 

Lehabah never named anything in the biggest tank, though. The massive one that occupied

an entire wall of the library, and whose glass expanse revealed a watery gloom. Mercifully, the tank was currently empty. 

Last year, Bryce lobbied on Lehabah’s behalf for a few iris eels to brighten the murky blue with their shimmering rainbow light. Jesiba had said no, and instead bought a pet kelpie that had humped the glass with all the finesse of a wasted college guy. 

Bryce had made sure that motherfucker was given to a client as a gift  really quickly. 

Bryce braced herself for the work before her. Not the paperwork or the client—but what she had to do tonight. Gods fucking help her when Athalar got wind of it. 

But  the  thought  of  his  face  when  he  realized  what  she  had  planned  …  Yeah,  it’d  be satisfying. 

If she survived. 

 

16

The mirthroot Ruhn had smoked ten minutes ago with Flynn might have been more potent than his friend had let on. 

Lying  on  his  bed,  specially  shaped  Fae  headphones  over  his  arched  ears,  Ruhn  closed  his eyes and let the thumping bass and sizzling, soaring synthesizer of the music send him drifting. 

His booted foot tapped in time to the steady beat, the drumming fingers he’d interlaced over his stomach echoing each flutter of notes high, high above. Every breath pulled him further back from  consciousness,  as  if  his  very  mind  had  been  yanked  a  good  few  feet  away  from  where  it normally rested like a captain at the helm of a ship. 

Heavy  relaxation  melted  him,  bone  and  blood  morphing  to  liquid  gold.  Each  note  sent  it rippling through him. Every stressor and sharp word and aggravation leaked from him, slithered off the bed like a snake. 

He flipped off those feelings as they slid away. He was well aware that he’d taken the hits of Flynn’s mirthroot thanks to the hours he’d spent brooding over his father’s bullshit orders. 

His father could go to Hel. 

The  mirthroot  wrapped  soft,  sweet  arms  around  his  mind  and  dragged  him  into  its shimmering pool. 

Ruhn let himself drown in it, too mellow to do anything but let the music wash over him, his body sinking into the mattress, until he was falling through shadows and starlight. The strings of the  song  hovered  overhead,  golden  threads  that  glittered  with  sound.  Was  he  still  moving  his body? His eyelids were too heavy to lift to check. 

A scent like lilac and nutmeg filled the room. Female, Fae …

If one of the females partying downstairs had shown herself into his room, thinking she’d get a nice, sweaty ride with a Prince of the Fae, she’d be sorely disappointed. He was in no shape for fucking right now. At least not any fucking that would be worthwhile. 

His eyelids were so incredibly heavy. He should open them. Where the Hel were the controls to his body? Even his shadows had drifted away, too far to summon. 

The scent grew stronger. He knew that scent. Knew it as well as—

Ruhn jerked upward, eyes flying open to find his sister standing at the foot of his bed. 

Bryce’s  mouth  was  moving,  whiskey-colored  eyes  full  of  dry  amusement,  but  he  couldn’t hear a word she said, not a word—

Oh. Right. The headphones. Blasting music. 

Blinking  furiously,  gritting  his  teeth  against  the  drug  trying  to  haul  him  back  down,  down, down, Ruhn removed the headphones and hit pause on his phone. “What?” 

Bryce leaned against his chipped wood dresser. At least she was in normal clothes for once. 

Even if the jeans were painted on and the cream-colored sweater left little to the imagination. “I said, you’ll blow out your eardrums listening to music that loud.” 

Ruhn’s head spun as he narrowed his eyes at her, blinking at the halo of starlight that danced around her head, at her feet. He blinked again, pushing past the auras clouding his vision, and it was gone. Another blink, and it was there. 

Bryce snorted. “You’re not hallucinating. I’m standing here.” 

His mouth was a thousand miles away, but he managed to ask, “Who let you in?” Declan and Flynn were downstairs, along with half a dozen of their top Fae warriors. A few of them people he didn’t want within a block of his sister. 

Bryce  ignored  his  question,  frowning  toward  the  corner  of  his  room.  Toward  the  pile  of unwashed laundry and the Starsword he’d chucked atop it. The sword glimmered with starlight, too. He could have sworn the damn thing was singing. Ruhn shook his head, as if it’d clear out his ears, as Bryce said, “I need to talk to you.” 

The  last  time  Bryce  had  been  in  this  room,  she’d  been  sixteen  and  he’d  spent  hours beforehand  cleaning  it—and  the  whole  house.  Every  bong  and  bottle  of  liquor,  every  pair  of female  underwear  that  had  never  been  returned  to  its  owner,  every  trace  and  scent  of  sex  and drugs and all the stupid shit they did here had been hidden. 

And she’d stood right there, during that last visit. Stood there as they screamed at each other. 

Then and now blurred, Bryce’s form shrinking and expanding, her adult face blending into teenage  softness,  the  light  in  her  amber  eyes  warming  and  cooling,  his  vision  surrounding  the scene glinting with starlight, starlight, starlight. 

“Fucking Hel,” Bryce muttered, and aimed for the door. “You’re pathetic.” 

He managed to say, “Where are you going?” 

“To get you water.” She flung the door open. “I can’t talk to you like this.” 

It occurred to him then that this had to be important if she was not only here, but eager to get him to focus. And that there might still be a chance he was hallucinating, but he wasn’t going to let her venture into the warren of sin unaccompanied. 

On legs that felt ten miles long, feet that weighed a thousand pounds, he staggered after her. 

The  dim  hallway  hid  most  of  the  various  stains  on  the  white  paint—all  thanks  to  the  various parties  he  and  his  friends  had  thrown  in  fifty  years  of  being  roommates.  Well,  they’d  had  this house for twenty years—and had only moved because their first one had literally started to fall apart. This house might not last another two years, if he was being honest. 

Bryce was halfway down the curving grand staircase, the firstlights of the crystal chandelier bouncing off her red hair in that shimmering halo. How had he not noticed the chandelier was hanging  askew?  Must  be  from  when  Declan  had  leapt  off  the  stair  railing  onto  it,  swinging around  and  swigging  from  his  bottle  of  whiskey.  He’d  fallen  off  a  moment  later,  too  drunk  to hold on. 

If the Autumn King knew the shit they did in this house, there was no way he or any other City Head would allow them to lead the Fae Aux division. No way Micah would ever tap him to take his father’s place on that council. 

But getting wasted was for off-nights only. Never when on duty or on call. 

Bryce hit the worn oak floor of the first level, edging around the beer pong table occupying most of the foyer. A few cups littered its stained plywood surface, painted by Flynn with what they’d  all  deemed  was  high-class  art:  an  enormous  Fae  male  head  devouring  an  angel  whole, 

only frayed wings visible through the snapped-shut teeth. It seemed to ripple with movement as Ruhn cleared the stairs. He could have sworn the painting winked at him. 

Yeah, water. He needed water. 

Bryce  showed  herself  through  the  living  room,  where  the  music  blasted  so  loud  it  made Ruhn’s teeth rattle in his skull. 

He entered in time to see Bryce striding past the pool table in the rear of the long, cavernous space. A few Aux warriors stood around it, females with them, deep in a game. 

Tristan  Flynn,  son  of  Lord  Hawthorne,  presided  over  it  from  a  nearby  armchair,  a  pretty dryad on his lap. The glazed light in his brown eyes mirrored Ruhn’s own. Flynn gave Bryce a crooked  grin  as  she  approached.  All  it  usually  took  was  one  look  and  females  crawled  into Tristan Flynn’s lap just like the tree nymph, or—if the look was more of a glower—any enemies outright bolted. 

Charming as all Hel and lethal as fuck. It should have been the Flynn family motto. 

Bryce  didn’t  stop  as  she  passed  him,  unfazed  by  his  classic  Fae  beauty  and  considerable muscles, but demanded over her shoulder, “What the fuck did you give him?” 

Flynn  leaned  forward,  prying  his  short  chestnut  hair  free  from  the  dryad’s  long  fingers. 

“How do you know it was me?” 

Bryce  walked  toward  the  kitchen  at  the  back  of  the  room,  accessible  through  an  archway. 

“Because you look high off your ass, too.” 

Declan called from the sectional couch at the other end of the living room, a laptop on his knee  and  a   very  interested  draki  male  half-sprawled  over  him,  running  clawed  fingers  through Dec’s dark red hair, “Hey, Bryce. To what do we owe the pleasure?” 

Bryce jerked her thumb back at Ruhn. “Checking on the Chosen One. How’s your fancy tech

crap going, Dec?” 

Declan Emmet didn’t usually appreciate anyone belittling the lucrative career he’d built on a foundation  of  hacking  into  Republic  websites  and  then  charging  them  ungodly  amounts  of money to reveal their critical weaknesses, but he grinned. “Still raking in the marks.” 

“Nice,” Bryce said, continuing into the kitchen and out of sight. 

Some of the Aux warriors were staring toward the kitchen now, blatant interest in their eyes. 

Flynn growled softly, “She’s off-limits, assholes.” 

That was all it took. Not even a snapping vine of Flynn’s earth magic, rare among the fire-prone  Valbaran  Fae.  The  others  immediately  returned  their  attention  to  the  pool  game.  Ruhn threw his friend a grateful look and followed Bryce—

But she was already back in the doorway, water bottle in hand. “Your fridge is worse than mine,” she said, shoving the bottle toward him and entering the living room again. Ruhn sipped as the stereo system in the back thumped the opening notes of a song, guitars wailing, and she angled her head, listening, weighing. 

Fae impulse—to be drawn to music, and to love it. Perhaps the one side of her heritage she didn’t  mind.  He  remembered  her  showing  him  her  dance  routines  as  a  young  teenager.  She’d always looked so unbelievably happy. He’d never had the chance to ask why she stopped. 

Ruhn sighed, forcing himself to  focus, and said to Bryce, “Why are you here?” 

She stopped near the sectional. “I told you: I need to talk to you.” 

Ruhn kept his face blank. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d bothered finding him. 

“Why  would  your  cousin  need  an  excuse  to  chat  with  us?”  Flynn  asked,  murmuring something in the dryad’s delicate ear that had her heading for the cluster of her three friends at

the pool table, her narrow hips swishing in a reminder of what he’d miss if he waited too long. 

Flynn drawled, “She knows we’re the most charming males in town.” 

Neither of his friends ever guessed the truth—or at least voiced any suspicions. Bryce tossed her hair over a shoulder as Flynn rose from his armchair. “I have better things to do—” 

“Than hang out with Fae losers,” Flynn finished for her, heading to the built-in bar against the far wall. “Yeah, yeah. You’ve said so a hundred times now. But look at that: here you are, hanging with us in our humble abode.” 

Despite  his  carefree  demeanor,  Flynn  would  one  day  inherit  his  father’s  title:  Lord Hawthorne. Which meant that for the past several decades, Flynn had done everything he could to forget that little fact—and the centuries of responsibilities it would entail. He poured himself a drink, then a second one that he handed to Bryce. “Drink up, honeycakes.” 

Ruhn rolled his eyes. But—it was nearly midnight, and she was at their house, on one of the rougher streets in the Old Square, with a murderer on the loose. Ruhn hissed, “You were given an order to  lie low—” 

She  waved  a  hand,  not  touching  the  whiskey  in  her  other.  “My  imperial  escort  is  outside. 

Scaring everyone away, don’t worry.” 

Both his friends went still. The draki male took that as an invitation to drift away, aiming for the billiards game behind them as Declan twisted to look at her. Ruhn just said, “Who.” 

A little smile. Bryce asked, swirling the whiskey in its glass, “Is this house really befitting of the Chosen One?” 

Flynn’s  mouth  twitched.  Ruhn  shot  him  a  warning  glare,  just  daring  him  to  bring  up  the Starborn  shit  right  now.  Outside  of  his  father’s  villa  and  court,  all  that  had  gotten  Ruhn  was  a lifetime of teasing from his friends. 

Ruhn ground out, “Let’s hear it, Bryce.” Odds were, she’d come here just to piss him off. 

She  didn’t  respond  immediately,  though.  No,  Bryce  traced  a  circle  on  a  cushion,  utterly unfazed  by  the  three  Fae  warriors  watching  her  every  breath.  Tristan  and  Declan  had  been Ruhn’s  best  friends  for  as  long  as  he  could  remember,  and  always  had  his  back,  no  questions asked. That they were highly trained and efficient warriors was beside the point, though they’d saved  each  other’s  asses  more  times  than  Ruhn  could  count.  Going  through  their  Ordeals together had only cemented that bond. 

The  Ordeal  itself  varied  depending  on  the  person:  for  some,  it  might  be  as  simple  as overcoming  an  illness  or  a  bit  of  personal  strife.  For  others,  it  might  be  slaying  a  wyrm  or  a demon. The greater the Fae, the greater the Ordeal. 

Ruhn  had  been  learning  to  wield  his  shadows  from  his  hateful  cousins  in  Avallen,  his  two friends with him, when they’d all gone through their Ordeal, nearly dying in the process. It had culminated  in  Ruhn  entering  the  mist-shrouded  Cave  of  Princes,  and  emerging  with  the Starsword—and saving them all. 

And  when  he’d  made  the  Drop  weeks  later,  it  had  been  Flynn,  fresh  from  his  own  Drop, who’d Anchored him. 

Declan asked, his deep voice rumbling over the music and chatter, “What’s going on?” 

For a second, Bryce’s swagger faltered. She glanced at them: their casual clothes, the places where she knew their guns were hidden even in their own home, their black boots and the knives tucked inside them. Bryce’s eyes met Ruhn’s. 

“I know what that look means,” Flynn groaned. “It means you don’t want us to hear.” 

Bryce didn’t take her eyes away from Ruhn as she said, “Yep.” 

Declan slammed his laptop shut. “You’re really gonna go all mysterious and shit?” 

She  looked  between  Declan  and  Flynn,  who  had  been  inseparable  since  birth.  “You  two dickbags have the biggest mouths in town.” 

Flynn winked. “I thought you liked my mouth.” 

“Keep dreaming, lordling.” Bryce smirked. 

Declan chuckled, earning a sharp elbow from Flynn and the glass of whiskey from Bryce. 

Ruhn swigged from his water, willing his head to clear further. “Enough of this crap,” he bit out. All that mirthroot threatened to turn on him as he pulled Bryce toward his bedroom again. 

When they arrived, he took up a spot by the bed. “Well?” 

Bryce  leaned  against  the  door,  the  wood  peppered  with  holes  from  all  the  knives  he’d chucked at it for idle target practice. “I need you to tell me if you’ve heard anything about what the Viper Queen’s been up to.” 

This could not be good. “Why?” 

“Because I need to talk to her.” 

“Are you fucking  nuts?” 

Again,  that  annoying-ass  smile.  “Maximus  Tertian  was  killed  on  her  turf.  Did  the  Aux  get any intel about her movements that night?” 

“Your boss put you up to this?” It reeked of Roga. 

“Maybe. Do you know anything?” She angled her head again, that silky sheet of hair—the

same as their father’s—shifting with the movement. 

“Yes. Tertian’s murder was … the same as Danika’s and the pack’s.” 

Any trace of a smile faded from her face. “Philip Briggs didn’t do it. I want to know what the Viper Queen was up to that night. If the Aux has any knowledge of her movements.” 

Ruhn shook his head. “Why are you involved in this?” 

“Because I was asked to look into it.” 

“Don’t fuck with this case. Tell your boss to lay off. This is a matter for the Governor.” 

“And  the  Governor  commandeered  me  to  look  for  the  murderer.  He  thinks  I’m  the  link between them.” 

Great. Absolutely fantastic. Isaiah Tiberian had failed to mention that little fact. “You spoke to the Governor.” 

“Just  answer  my  question.  Does  the  Aux  know  anything  about  the  Viper  Queen’s whereabouts on the night of Tertian’s death?” 

Ruhn  blew  out  a  breath.  “No.  I’ve  heard  that  she  pulled  her  people  from  the  streets. 

Something  spooked  her.  But  that’s  all  I  know.  And  even  if  I  knew  the  Viper  Queen’s  alibis,  I wouldn’t tell you. Stay the fuck out of this. I’ll call the Governor to tell him you’re done being his personal investigator.” 

That icy look—their father’s look—passed over her face. The sort of look that told him there was  a  wild,  wicked  storm  raging  beneath  that  cold  exterior.  And  the  power  and  thrill  for  both father and daughter lay not in sheer force, but in the control over the self, over those impulses. 

The outside world saw his sister as reckless, unchecked—but he knew she’d been the master of her fate since before he’d met her. Bryce was just one of those people who, once she’d set her sights on what she wanted, didn’t let anything get in her way. If she wanted to sleep around, she did it. If she wanted to party for three days straight, she did it. If she wanted to catch Danika’s murderer …

“I am going to find the person behind this,” she said with quiet fury. “If you try to interfere

with it, I will make your life a living Hel.” 

“The demon that murderer is using is  lethal.” He’d seen the crime scene photos. The thought that  Bryce  had  been  saved  by  mere  minutes,  by  sheer  drunken  stupidity,  still  twisted  him  up. 

Ruhn  continued  before  she  could  answer.  “The  Autumn  King   told  you  to  lie  low  until  the Summit—this is the fucking opposite, Bryce.” 

“Well, it’s now part of my job. Jesiba signed off on it. I can’t very well refuse, can I?” 

No.  No one could say no to that sorceress. 

He slid his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “She ever tell you anything about Luna’s Horn?” 

Bryce’s brows lifted at the shift in subject, but considering Jesiba Roga’s field of work, she’d be the one to ask. 

“She had me look for it two years ago,” Bryce said warily. “But it was a dead end. Why?” 

“Never mind.” He eyed the small gold amulet around his sister’s neck. At least Jesiba gave her  that  much  protection.  Expensive  protection,  too—and  powerful.  Archesian  amulets  didn’t come cheap, not when there were only a few in the world. He nodded to it. “Don’t take that off.” 

Bryce rolled her eyes. “Does everyone in this city think I’m dumb?” 

“I mean it. Beyond the shit you do for work, if you’re looking for someone strong enough to summon  a  demon  like  that,  don’t  take  that  necklace  off.”  At  least  he  could  remind  her  to  be smart. 

She just opened the door. “If you hear anything about the Viper Queen, call me.” 

Ruhn stiffened, his heart thundering. “Do  not provoke her.” 

“Bye, Ruhn.” 

He was desperate enough that he said, “I’ll go with you to—” 

 “Bye.”   Then  she  was  down  the  stairs,  waving  in  that  annoying-as-fuck  way  at  Declan  and Flynn, before swaggering out the front door. 

His  friends  threw  inquisitive  looks  to  where  Ruhn  stood  on  the  second-floor  landing. 

Declan’s whiskey was still raised to his lips. 

Ruhn  counted  to  ten,  if  only  to  keep  from  snapping  the  nearest  object  in  half,  and  then vaulted over the railing, landing so hard that the scuffed oak planks shuddered. 

He  felt,  more  than  saw,  his  friends  fall  into  place  behind  him,  hands  within  easy  reach  of their hidden weapons, drinks discarded as they read the fury on his face. Ruhn stormed through the front door and out into the brisk night. 

Just in time to see Bryce strut across the street. To Hunt fucking Athalar. 

“What the actual Hel,” Declan breathed, halting beside Ruhn on the porch. 

The Umbra Mortis looked pissed, his arms crossed and wings flaring slightly, but Bryce just breezed past him without so much as a glance. Causing Athalar to  slowly turn, arms slackening at his sides, as if such a thing had never happened in his long, miserable life. 

And wasn’t that enough to put Ruhn in a killing sort of mood. 

Ruhn cleared the porch and front lawn and stepped into the street, holding out a hand to the car  that  skidded  to  a  screeching  halt.  His  hand  hit  the  hood,  fingers  curving.  Metal  dented beneath it. 

The driver, wisely, didn’t scream. 

Ruhn strode between two parked sedans, Declan and Flynn close behind, just as Hunt turned to see what the fuss was about. 

Understanding flashed in Hunt’s eyes, quickly replaced by a half smile. “Prince.” 

“What the fuck are you doing here?” 

Hunt jerked his chin toward Bryce, already disappearing down the street. “Protection duty.” 

“Like Hel you’re watching her.” Isaiah Tiberian had failed to mention  this, too. 

A shrug. “Not my call.” The halo across his brow seemed to darken as he sized up Declan

and Flynn. Athalar’s mouth twitched upward, onyx eyes glinting with an unspoken challenge. 

Flynn’s  gathering  power  had  the  earth  beneath  the  pavement  rumbling.  Hunt’s  shit-eating grin only spread. 

Ruhn said, “Tell the Governor to put someone else on the case.” 

Hunt’s grin sharpened. “Not an option. Not when it plays to my expertise.” 

Ruhn  bristled  at  the  arrogance.  Sure,  Athalar  was  one  of  the  best  demon-hunters  out  there, but fuck, he’d even take Tiberian on this case over the Umbra Mortis. 

A year ago, the Commander of the 33rd hadn’t been dumb enough to get between them when

Ruhn had launched himself at Athalar, having had enough of his snide remarks at the fancy-ass Spring  Equinox  party  Micah  threw  every  March.  He’d  broken  a  few  of  Athalar’s  ribs,  but  the asshole had gotten in a punch that had left Ruhn’s nose shattered and gushing blood all over the marble floors of the Comitium’s penthouse ballroom. Neither of them had been pissed enough to unleash their power in the middle of a crowded room, but fists had done just fine. 

Ruhn calculated how much trouble he’d be in if he punched the Governor’s personal assassin again. Maybe it’d be enough to get Hypaxia Enador to refuse to consider marrying him. 

Ruhn demanded, “Did you figure out what kind of demon did it?” 

“Something that eats little princes for breakfast,” Hunt crooned. 

Ruhn bared his teeth. “Blow me, Athalar.” 

Lightning  danced  over  the  angel’s  fingers.  “Must  be  easy  to  run  your  mouth  when  you’re bankrolled by your father.” Hunt pointed to the white house. “He buy that for you, too?” 

Ruhn’s shadows rose to meet the lightning wreathing Athalar’s fists, setting the parked cars behind  him  shuddering.  He’d  learned  from  his  cousins  in  Avallen  how  to  make  the  shadows solidify—how to wield them as whips and shields and pure torment. Physical and mental. 

But mixing magic and drugs was never a good idea. Fists it would have to be, then. And all it would take was one swing, right into Athalar’s face—

Declan growled, “This isn’t the time or place.” 

No,  it  wasn’t.  Even  Athalar  seemed  to  remember  the  gawking  people,  the  upraised  phones recording  everything.  And  the  red-haired  female  nearing  the  end  of  the  block.  Hunt  smirked. 

“Bye, assholes.” He followed Bryce, lightning skittering over the pavement in his wake. 

Ruhn growled at the angel’s back, “Do not fucking let her go to the Viper Queen.” 

Athalar  glanced  over  a  shoulder,  his  gray  wings  tucking  in.  His  blink  told  Ruhn  that  he hadn’t  been  aware  of  Bryce’s  agenda.  A  shiver  of  satisfaction  ran  through  Ruhn.  But  Athalar continued  down  the  street,  people  pressing  themselves  against  buildings  to  give  him  a  wide berth. The warrior’s focus remained on Bryce’s exposed neck. 

Flynn shook his head like a wet dog. “I literally can’t tell if I’m hallucinating right now.” 

“I  wish  I  were,”  Ruhn  muttered.  He’d  need  to  smoke  another  mountain  of  mirthroot  to mellow  the  Hel  out  again.  But  if  Hunt  Athalar  was  watching  Bryce  …  He’d  heard  enough rumors  to  know  what  Hunt  could  do  to  an  opponent.  That  he,  in  addition  to  being  a  prime bastard, was relentless, single-minded, and utterly brutal when it came to eliminating threats. 

Hunt had to obey the order to protect her. No matter what. 

Ruhn studied them as they walked away. Bryce would speed up; Hunt would match her pace. 

She’d drop  back;  he’d do  the  same. She’d  edge  him  to the  right,  right, right—off  the  curb  and into oncoming traffic; he’d narrowly avoid a swerving car and step back onto the sidewalk. 

Ruhn was half-tempted to trail them, just to watch the battle of wills. 

“I need a drink,” Declan muttered. Flynn agreed and the two of them headed back toward the house, leaving Ruhn alone on the street. 

Could  it  really  be  a  coincidence  that  the  murders  were  starting  again  at  the  same  time  his father had given the order to find an object that had gone missing a week before Danika’s death? 

It felt … odd. Like Urd was whispering, nudging them all. 

Ruhn planned to find out why. Starting with finding that Horn. 
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Bryce  had  just  succeeded  in  nudging  Hunt  into  oncoming  traffic  when  he  asked,  “Do  I  get  an explanation for why I’ve had to trail you like a dog all night?” 

Bryce  shoved  her  hand  into  the  pocket  of  her  jeans  and  pulled  out  a  piece  of  paper.  Then silently handed it to Hunt. 

His brow furrowed. “What’s this?” 

“My list of suspects,” she said, letting him glance at the names before she snatched it away. 

“When did you make this?” 

She said sweetly, “Last night. On the couch.” 

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “And you were going to tell me when?” 

“After  you’d  spent  a  whole  day  assuming  I  was  a  dumb,  vapid  female  more  interested  in getting my nails done than solving this case.” 

“You  did get your nails done.” 

She waved her pretty ombre fingernails in his face. He looked half-inclined to bite them. “Do you know what  else I did last night?” His silence was delightful. “I looked up Maximus Tertian some  more.  Because  despite  what  the  Governor  says,  there  was  no  fucking  way  Danika  knew him. And you know what? I was right. And you know how I know I’m right?” 

“Cthona fucking save me,” Hunt muttered. 

“Because I looked up his profile on Spark.” 

“The dating site?” 

“The  dating  site.  Turns  out  even  creepy  vamps  are  looking  for  love,  deep  down.  And  it showed that he was in a relationship. Which apparently did nothing to stop him from hitting on me, but that’s beside the point. So I did some  more digging. And found his girlfriend.” 

“Fuck.” 

“Aren’t there people at the 33rd who should be doing this shit?” When he refused to answer, she grinned. “Guess where Tertian’s girlfriend works.” 

Hunt’s eyes simmered. He said through his teeth, “At the nail salon on Samson.” 

“And  guess  who  did  my  nails  and  got  to  chatting  about  the  terrible  loss  of  her  rich-ass boyfriend?” 

He  ran  his  hands  through  his  hair,  looking  so  disbelieving  that  she  chuckled.  He  snarled, 

“Stop with the fucking questions and just tell me, Quinlan.” 

She examined her gorgeous new nails. “Tertian’s girlfriend didn’t know anything about who might have wanted to murder him. She said the 33rd did vaguely question her, but that was it. So I told her that I’d lost someone, too.” It was an effort to keep her voice steady as the memory of

that bloody apartment flashed. “She asked me who, I told her, and she looked so shocked that I asked  if  Tertian  was  friends  with  Danika.  She  told  me  no.  She  said  she  would  have  known  if Maximus was, because Danika was famous enough that he’d have been bragging about it. The closest to Danika she or Tertian got was through two degrees of separation—through the Viper Queen. Whose nails she does on Sundays.” 

“Danika knew the Viper Queen?” 

Bryce  held  up  the  list.  “Danika’s  job  in  the  Aux  made  her  a  friend  and  enemy  to  a  lot  of people. The Viper Queen was one of them.” 

Hunt paled. “You honestly think the Viper Queen killed Danika?” 

“Tertian was found dead just over her borders. Ruhn said she pulled her people in last night. 

And no one knows what kind of powers she has. She could have summoned that demon.” 

“That is a big fucking accusation to make.” 

“Which is why we need to feel her out. This is the only clue we have to go on.” 

Hunt shook his head. “All right. I can buy the possibility. But we need to go through the right channels to contact her. It could be days or weeks before she deigns to meet with us. Longer, if she gets a whiff that we’re onto her.” 

With someone like the Viper Queen, even the law was flexible. 

Bryce scoffed. “Don’t be such a stickler for the rules.” 

“The rules are there to keep us alive. We follow them, or we don’t go after her at all.” 

She waved a hand. “Fine.” 

A muscle ticked in his jaw again. “And what about Ruhn? You just dragged your cousin into our business.” 

“My  cousin,”  she  said  tightly,  “will  be  unable  to  resist  the  urge  to  inform  his  father  that  a member  of  the  Fae  race  has  been  commandeered  for  an  imperial  investigation.  How  he  reacts, who he contacts, might be worth noting.” 

“What—you think the Autumn King could have done this?” 

“No. But Ruhn was given an order to warn me to keep out of trouble the night of Maximus’s murder—maybe  the  old  bastard  knew  something,  too.  I’d  suggest  telling  your  people  to  watch him. See what he does and where he goes.” 

“Gods,” Hunt breathed, striding past gawking pedestrians. “You want me to just put a tail on the Autumn King like it’s not a violation of about ten different laws?” 

“Micah said to do whatever was necessary.” 

“The Autumn King has free rein to kill anyone found stalking him like that.” 

“Then you better tell your spies to keep themselves hidden.” 

Hunt snapped his wings. “Don’t play games again. If you know something, tell me.” 

“I was going to tell you everything when I finished up at the nail salon this morning.” She put her hands on her hips. “But then you bit my head off.” 

“Whatever, Quinlan. Don’t do it again. You  tell me before you make a move.” 

“I’m getting real bored with you giving me orders and forbidding me to do things.” 

“Whatever,”  he  said  again.  She  rolled  her  eyes,  but  they’d  reached  her  building.  Neither bothered to say goodbye before Hunt leapt into the skies, aiming for the adjacent roof, a phone already at his ear. 

Bryce rode the elevator up to her floor, mulling everything over in the silence. She’d meant what she said to Hunt—she didn’t think her father was behind Danika’s and the pack’s deaths. 

She had little doubt he’d killed others, though. And would do anything to keep his crown. 

The Autumn King was a courtesy title in addition to her father’s role as a City Head—as for all the seven Fae Kings. No kingdom was truly their own. Even Avallen, the green isle ruled by the Stag King, still bowed to the Republic. 

The  Fae  had  coexisted  with  the  Republic  since  its  founding,  answerable  to  its  laws,  but ultimately  left  to  govern  themselves  and  retain  their  ancient  titles  of  kings  and  princes  and  the like. Still respected by all—and feared. Not as much as the angels, with their destructive, hideous storm-and-sky powers, but they could inflict pain if they wished. Choke the air from your lungs or freeze you or burn you from the inside out. Solas knew Ruhn and his two friends could raise Hel when provoked. 

But she wasn’t looking to raise Hel tonight. She was looking to quietly slip into its Midgard equivalent. 

Which  was  precisely  why  she  waited  thirty  minutes  before  tucking  a  knife  into  her  black leather ankle boots, and placed something that packed a bigger punch into the back of her dark jeans,  hidden  beneath  her  leather  jacket.  She  kept  the  lights  and  television  on,  the  curtains partially closed—just enough to block Hunt’s view of her front door as she left. 

Sneaking  out  the  rear  stairwell  of  her  building  to  the  small  alley  where  her  scooter  was chained, Bryce took a swift, bracing breath before fitting on her helmet. 

Traffic  wasn’t  moving  as  she  unchained  the  ivory  Firebright  3500  scooter  from  the  alley lamppost  and  waddled  it  onto  the  cobblestones.  She  waited  for  other  scooters,  pedicabs,  and motorcycles  to  zip  past,  then  launched  into  the  flow,  the  world  stark  through  the  visor  of  her helmet. 

Her mother still complained about the scooter, begging her to use a car until after the Drop, but  Randall  had  always  insisted  Bryce  was  fine.  Of  course,  she  never  told  them  of  the  various incidents on this scooter, but … her mother had a mortal life span. Bryce didn’t need to shave off any more years than necessary. 

Bryce cruised down one of the city’s main arteries, losing herself in the rhythm of weaving between  cars  and  swerving  around  pedestrians.  The  world  was  a  blur  of  golden  light  and  deep shadows, neon glaring above, all of it accented by pops and flittering shimmers of street magic. 

Even  the  little  bridges  she  crossed,  spanning  the  countless  tributaries  to  the  Istros,  were  strung with sparkling lights that danced on the dim, drifting water below. 

High  above  Main  Street,  a  silvery  sheen  filled  the  night  sky,  limning  the  drifting  clouds where the malakim partied and dined. Only a flare of red interrupted the pale glow, courtesy of Redner Industries’ massive sign atop their skyscraper in the heart of the district. 

Few people walked the streets of the CBD at this hour, and Bryce made sure to get through its canyons of high-rises as swiftly as possible. She knew she’d entered the Meat Market not by any street or marker, but by the shift in the darkness. 

No  lights  stained  the  skies  above  the  low  brick  buildings  crammed  together.  And  here  the shadows became permanent, tucked into alleys and under cars, the streetlamps mostly shattered and never repaired. 

Bryce pulled down a cramped street where a few dented delivery trucks were in the process of  unloading  boxes  of  spiky  green  fruit  and  crates  of  crustacean-looking  creatures  that  seemed far too aware of their captivity and oncoming demise via boiling pots of water in one of the food stalls. 

Bryce tried not to meet their googly black eyes pleading with her through the wooden bars as she parked a few feet away from a nondescript warehouse, removed her helmet, and waited. 

Vendors and shoppers alike eyed her to glean if she was selling or for sale. In the warrens below, carved deep into Midgard’s womb, lay three different levels just for flesh. Mostly human; mostly living, though she’d heard of some places that specialized in certain tastes. Every fetish could  be  bought;  no  taboo  was  too  foul.  Half-breeds  were  prized:  they  could  heal  faster  and better  than  full-humans.  A  smarter  long-term  investment.  And  occasional  Vanir  were  enslaved and  bound  with  so  many  enchantments  that  they  had  no  hope  of  escape.  Only  the  wealthiest could afford to purchase a few hours with them. 

Bryce  checked  the  time  on  her  scooter’s  dash  clock.  Crossing  her  arms,  she  leaned  against the black leather seat. 

The Umbra Mortis slammed to the ground, cracking the cobblestones in a rippling circle. 

Hunt’s eyes practically glowed as he said, in full view of those cowering along the street, “I am going to kill you.” 
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Hunt stormed toward Bryce, stepping over the cobblestones fragmented from his landing. He’d detected her lilac-and-nutmeg scent on the wind the moment she’d stepped outside the back door of her building, and when he’d discovered where, precisely, she was driving on that scooter …

Bryce had the nerve to push back the sleeve of her leather jacket, frown at her bare wrist as if she were reading a gods-damned watch, and say, “You’re two minutes late.” 

He was going to throttle her. Someone should have done it a long fucking time ago. 

Bryce smiled in a way that said she’d like to see him try, and sauntered toward him, scooter and helmet left behind. 

Unbelievable. Un-fucking-believable. 

Hunt growled, “There’s no way that scooter is there when we get back.” 

Bryce batted her eyelashes, fluffing out her helmet hair. “Good thing you’ve made such a big entrance.  No  one  would  dare  touch  it  now.  Not  with  the  Umbra  Mortis  as  my  wrathful companion.” 

Indeed,  people  shrank  from  his  gaze,  some  stepping  behind  the  stacked  crates  as  Bryce aimed for one of the open doors into the labyrinth of subterraneanly interconnected warehouses that made up the blocks of the district. 

Even Micah didn’t station legionaries here. The Meat Market had its own laws and methods of enforcing them. 

Hunt ground out, “I told you that there are protocols to follow if we want to stand a chance of contacting the Viper Queen—” 

“I’m not here to contact the Viper Queen.” 

“What?”  The  Viper  Queen  had  ruled  the  Meat  Market  for  longer  than  anyone  could remember. Hunt made a point—all the angels, whether civilians or legionaries, made a point—of staying the fuck away from the serpentine shifter, whose snake form, rumor claimed, was a true horror  to  behold.  Before  Bryce  could  answer,  Hunt  said,  “I’m  growing  tired  of  this  bullshit, Quinlan.” 

She bared her teeth. “I’m sorry,” she seethed, “if your fragile ego can’t handle that  I  know what I’m fucking doing.” 

Hunt  opened  and  closed  his  mouth.  Fine,  he’d  misjudged  her  earlier  today,  but  she  hadn’t exactly given him any hint of being remotely interested in this investigation. Or that she wasn’t trying to hinder it. 

Bryce continued through the open doors to the warehouse without saying another word. 

Being in the 33rd—or any legion—was as good as putting a target on your back, and Hunt

checked that his weapons were in place in the cleverly constructed sheaths along his suit as he followed her. 

The reek of bodies and smoke coated his face like oil. Hunt tucked in his wings tightly. 

Whatever  fear  he’d  instilled  in  people  on  the  streets  was  of  no  consequence  inside  the market, packed with ramshackle stalls and vendors and food stands, smoke drifting throughout, the tang of blood and spark of magic acrid in his nostrils. And above it all, against the far wall of the enormous space, was a towering mosaic, the tiles taken from an ancient temple in Pangera, restored and re-created here in loving detail, despite its gruesome depiction: cloaked and hooded death, the skeleton’s face grinning out from the cowl, a scythe in one hand and an hourglass in the other. Above its head, words had been crafted in the Republic’s most ancient language: Memento Mori. 

 Remember  that  you  will  die.   It  was  meant  to  be  an  invitation  for  merriment,  to  seize  each moment as if it were one’s last, as if tomorrow were not guaranteed, even for slow-aging Vanir. 

 Remember that you will die, and enjoy each pleasure the world has to offer.  Remember that you will  die,  and  none  of  this  illegal  shit  will  matter  anyway.  Remember  that  you  will  die,  so  who cares how many people suffer from your actions? 

Bryce swept past it, her swaying hair shining like the heart of a ruby. The lights illuminated the worn black leather of her jacket, bringing into stark relief the painted words along the back in feminine, colorful script. It was instinct to translate—also from the ancient language, as if Urd herself had chosen this moment to lay the two ancient phrases before him. 

 Through love, all is possible. 

Such  a  pretty  phrase  was  a  fucking  joke  in  a  place  like  this.  Glimmering  eyes  that  tracked Quinlan from the stalls and shadows quickly looked away when they noticed him at her side. 

It was an effort not to haul her out of this shithole. Even though he wanted this case solved, having only ten beautiful kills standing between him and freedom, coming here was a colossal risk.  What  was  the  use  of  his  freedom  if  he  was  left  in  a  dumpster  behind  one  of  these warehouses? 

Maybe that was what she wanted. To lure him here—use the Meat Market itself to kill him. 

It seemed unlikely, but he kept one eye on her. 

Bryce  knew  her  way  around.  Knew  a  few  of  the  vendors,  from  the  nods  they  exchanged. 

Hunt marked each one: a metalworker specializing in intricate little mechanisms; a fruit vendor with exotic produce for sale; an owl-faced female who had a spread of scrolls and books bound in materials that were everything but cow leather. 

“The metalworker helps me identify if an artifact is a fake,” Bryce said under her breath as they wound through the steam and smoke of a food pit. How she’d noticed his observing, he had no  idea.  “And  the  fruit  lady  gets  shipments  of  durian  in  the  early  spring  and  fall—Syrinx’s favorite food. Stinks up the whole house, but he goes nuts for it.” She edged around a garbage pail  near-overflowing  with  discarded  plates  and  bones  and  soiled  napkins  before  ascending  a rickety set of stairs to the mezzanine flanking either side of the warehouse floor, doors stationed every few feet. 

“The  books?”  Hunt  couldn’t  help  asking.  She  seemed  to  be  counting  doors,  rather  than looking at the numbers. There  were no numbers, he realized. 

“The  books,”  Bryce  said,  “are  a  story  for  another  time.”  She  paused  outside  a  pea-green door,  chipped  and  deeply  gouged  in  spots.  Hunt  sniffed,  trying  to  detect  what  lay  beyond. 

Nothing, as far as he could detect. He subtly braced himself, keeping his hands within range of

his weapons. 

Bryce opened the door, not bothering to knock, revealing flickering candles and—brine. Salt. 

Smoke and something that dried out his eyes. 

Bryce stalked down the cramped hallway to the open, rotting sitting room beyond. Scowling, he shut the door and followed, wings tucked in to keep from brushing the oily, crumbling walls. 

If Quinlan died, Micah’s offer would be off the table. 

White and ivory candles guttered as Bryce walked onto the worn green carpet, and Hunt held in his cringe. A sagging, ripped couch was shoved against a wall, a filthy leather armchair with half its stuffing bursting from it sat against the other, and around the room, on tables and stacks of books and half-broken chairs, were jars and bowls and cups full of salt. 

White salt, black salt, gray salt—in grains of every size: from near-powder to flakes to great, rough hunks of it. Salts for protection against darker powers. Against demons. Many Vanir built their  houses  with  slabs  of  salt  at  the  cornerstones.  Rumor  claimed  that  the  entire  base  of  the Asteri’s crystal palace was a slab of salt. That it had been built atop a natural deposit. 

Fucking Hel. He’d never seen such an assortment. As Bryce peered down the darkened hall

to the left, where the shadows yielded three doors, Hunt hissed, “Please tell me—” 

“Just keep your snarling and eye rolling to yourself,” she snapped at him, and called into the gloom, “I’m here to buy, not collect.” 

One of the doors cracked open, and a pale-skinned, dark-haired satyr hobbled toward them, his  furred  legs  hidden  by  trousers.  His  pageboy  hat  must  have  hid  little,  curling  horns.  The clopping of the hooves gave him away. 

The  male  barely  came  up  to  Bryce’s  chest,  his  shrunken,  twisted  body  half  the  size  of  the bulls  that  Hunt  had  witnessed  tearing  people  into  shreds  on  battlefields.  And  that  he  had  faced himself  in  Sandriel’s  arena.  The  male’s  slitted  pupils,  knobbed  at  either  side  like  a  goat’s, expanded. 

Fear—and not at Hunt’s presence, he realized with a jolt. 

Bryce dipped her fingers into a lead bowl of pink salt, plucking up a few pieces and letting them drop into the dish with faint, hollow cracks. “I need the obsidian.” 

The satyr shifted, hooves clopping faintly, rubbing his hairy, pale neck. “Don’t deal in that.” 

She smiled slightly. “Oh?” She went over to another bowl, stirring the powder-fine black salt in there. “Grade A, whole-rock obsidian salt. Seven pounds, seven ounces. Now.” 

The male’s throat bobbed. “It’s illegal.” 

“Are you quoting the motto of the Meat Market, or trying to tell me that you somehow  don’t have precisely what I need?” 

Hunt scanned the room. White salt for purification; pink for protection; gray for spellwork; red for … he forgot what the Hel red was for. But obsidian … Shit. 

Hunt fell back on centuries of training to keep the shock off his face. Black salts were used for  summoning  demons  directly—bypassing  the  Northern  Rift  entirely—or  for  various  dark spellwork. A salt that went beyond black, a salt like the  obsidian … It could summon something big. 

Hel  was  severed  from  them  by  time  and  space,  but  still  accessible  through  the  twin  sealed portals at the north and south poles—the Northern Rift and the Southern Rift, respectively. Or by idiots who tried to summon demons through salts of varying powers. 

A lot of fucked-up shit, Hunt had always thought. The benefit of using salts, at least, was that only one demon could be summoned at a time. Though if things went badly, the summoner could

wind up dead. And a demon could wind up stuck in Midgard, hungry. 

It was why the creeps existed in their world at all: most had been hunted after those long-ago wars between realms, but every so often, demons got loose. Reproduced, usually by force. 

The  result  of  those  horrible  unions:  the  daemonaki.  Most  walking  the  streets  were  diluted, weaker incarnations and hybrids of the purebred demons in Hel. Many were pariahs, through no fault of their own beyond genetics, and they usually worked hard to integrate into the Republic. 

But the lowest-level purebred demon fresh out of Hel could bring an entire city to a standstill as it went on a rampage. And for centuries now, Hunt had been tasked with tracking them down. 

This satyr had to be a big-time dealer then, if he peddled obsidian salt. 

Bryce took a step toward the satyr. The male retreated. Her amber eyes gleamed with feral amusement, no doubt from her Fae side. A far cry from the party girl getting her nails done. 

Hunt tensed. She couldn’t be that foolish, could she? To show him that she knew how to and could easily acquire the same type of salt that had probably been used to summon the demon that killed Tertian and Danika? Another tally scratched itself into the Suspect column in his mind. 

Bryce shrugged with one shoulder. “I could call your queen. See what she makes of it.” 

“You—you don’t have the rank to summon  her.” 

“No,” Bryce said, “I don’t. But I bet if I go down to the main floor and start screaming for the Viper Queen, she’ll drag herself out of that fighting pit to see what the fuss is about.” 

Burning Solas, she was serious, wasn’t she? 

Sweat  beaded  the  satyr’s  brow.  “Obsidian’s  too  dangerous.  I  can’t  in  good  conscience  sell it.” 

Bryce crooned, “Did you say that when you sold it to Philip Briggs for his bombs?” 

Hunt stilled, and the male went a sickly white. He glanced to Hunt, noting the tattoo across his brow, the armor he wore. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I—I was cleared by the investigators. I never sold Briggs anything.” 

“I’m sure he paid you in cash to hide the money trail,” Bryce said. She yawned. “Look, I’m tired  and  hungry,  and  I  don’t  feel  like  playing  this  game.  Name  your  price  so  I  can  be  on  my way.” 

Those goatlike eyes snapped to hers. “Fifty thousand gold marks.” 

Bryce smiled as Hunt held in his curse. “Do you know my boss paid fifty thousand to watch a pack of Helhounds rip apart a satyr? Said it was the best minute of her miserable life.” 

“Forty-five.” 

“Don’t waste my time with nonsense offers.” 

“I won’t go below thirty. Not for that much obsidian.” 

“Ten.”  Ten  thousand  gold  marks  was  still  outrageous.  But  summoning  salts  were extraordinarily  valuable.  How  many  demons  had  he  hunted  because  of  them?  How  many dismembered  bodies  had  he  seen  from  summonings  gone  wrong?  Or  right,  if  it  was  a  targeted attack? 

Bryce  held  up  her  phone.  “In  five  minutes,  I’m  expected  to  call  Jesiba,  and  say  that  the obsidian salt is in my possession. In six minutes, if I do  not make that phone call, someone will knock on that door. And it will not be someone for me.” 

Hunt  honestly  couldn’t  tell  if  Quinlan  was  bluffing.  She  likely  wouldn’t  have  told  him—

could have gotten that order from her boss while he was sitting on the roof. If Jesiba Roga was dealing  with  whatever  shit  the  obsidian  implied,  either  for  her  own  uses  or  on  behalf  of  the Under-King … Maybe Bryce hadn’t committed the murder, but rather abetted it. 

“Four minutes,” Bryce said. 

Sweat slid down the satyr’s temple and into his thick beard. Silence. 

Despite his suspicions, Hunt had the creeping feeling that this assignment was either going to be  a  fuck-ton  of  fun  or  a  nightmare.  If  it  got  him  to  his  end  goal,  he  didn’t  care  one  way  or another. 

Bryce perched on the rotting arm of the chair and began typing into her phone, no more than a bored young woman avoiding social interaction. 

The satyr whirled toward Hunt. “You’re the Umbra Mortis.” He swallowed audibly. “You’re

one of the triarii. You protect us—you serve the Governor.” 

Before Hunt could reply, Bryce lifted her phone to show him a photo of two fat, roly-poly puppies. “Look what my cousin just adopted,” she told him. “That one is Osirys, and the one on the right is Set.” She lowered the phone before he could come up with a response, thumbs flying. 

But she glanced at Hunt from under her thick lashes.  Play along, please, she seemed to say. 

So Hunt said, “Cute dogs.” 

The satyr let out a small whine of distress. Bryce lifted her head, curtain of red hair limned with silver in her screen’s light. “I thought you’d be running to get the salt by now. Maybe you should, considering you’ve got”—a glance at the phone, fingers flying—“oh. Ninety seconds.” 

She opened what looked like a message thread and began typing. 

The satyr whispered, “T-twenty thousand.” 

She held up a finger. “I’m writing back to my cousin. Give me two seconds.” The satyr was trembling enough that Hunt almost felt bad. Almost, until—

“Ten, ten, damn you! Ten!” 

Bryce smiled. “No need to shout,” she purred, pressing a button that had her phone ringing. 

“Yes?” The sorceress picked up after the first ring. 

“Call off your dogs.” 

A breathy, feminine laugh. “Done.” 

Bryce lowered the phone. “Well?” 

The satyr rushed to the back, hooves thumping on the worn floors, and procured a wrapped bundle a moment later. It reeked of mold and dirt. Bryce lifted a brow. “Put it in a bag.” 

“I don’t have a—” Bryce gave him a look. The satyr found one. A stained, reusable grocery bag, but better than holding the slab in public. 

Bryce weighed the salt in her hands. “It’s two ounces over.” 

“It’s seven and seven! Just what you asked for! It’s all cut to sevens.” 

Seven—the  holy  number.  Or  unholy,  depending  on  who  was  worshipping.  Seven  Asteri, seven hills in their Eternal City, seven neighborhoods and seven Gates in Crescent City; seven planets, and seven circles in Hel, with seven princes who ruled them, each darker than the last. 

Bryce inclined her head. “If I measure it and it’s not—” 

“It is!” the satyr cried. “Dark Hel, it is!” 

Bryce tapped some buttons on her phone. “Ten grand, transferred right to you.” 

Hunt kept at her back as she strode out, the satyr half-seething, half-trembling behind them. 

She  opened  the  door,  grinning  to  herself,  and  Hunt  was  about  to  start  demanding  answers when she halted. When he also beheld who stood outside. 

The  tall,  moon-skinned  woman  was  dressed  in  a  gold  jumpsuit,  emerald  hoop  earrings hanging lower than her chin-length black bob. Her full lips were painted in purple so dark it was nearly black, and her remarkable green eyes … Hunt knew her by the eyes alone. 

Humanoid in every aspect, but for them. Green entirely, marbled with veins of jade and gold. 

Interrupted only by a slitted pupil now razor-thin in the warehouse lights. A snake’s eyes. 

Or a Viper Queen’s. 
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Bryce shouldered the canvas bag, surveying the Viper Queen. “Nice outfit.” 

The  serpentine  shifter  smiled,  revealing  bright  white  teeth—and  canines  that  were  slightly too elongated. And slightly too thin. “Nice bodyguard.” 

Bryce shrugged as those snake’s eyes dragged over every inch of Hunt. “Nothing going on

upstairs, but everything happening where it counts.” 

Hunt stiffened. But the female’s purple lips curved upward. “I’ve never heard Hunt Athalar described that way, but I’m sure the general appreciates it.” 

At the near-forgotten title, Hunt’s jaw tightened. Yes, the Viper Queen had likely been alive during the Fall. Would have known Hunt not as one of the 33rd’s triarii or the Shadow of Death, but as General Hunt Athalar, High Commander of all the Archangel Shahar’s legions. 

And  Bryce  had  strung  him  along  for  two  days.  She  glanced  over  a  shoulder,  finding  Hunt assessing the Viper Queen and the four Fae males flanking her. Defectors from her father’s court

—trained assassins in not just weapons, but the queen’s specialty: venoms and poisons. 

None of them deigned to acknowledge her. 

The Viper Queen tilted her head to the side, the razor-sharp bob shifting like black silk. On the  ground  below,  patrons  milled  about,  unaware  that  their  ruler  had  graced  them  with  her presence. “Looks like you were doing some shopping.” 

Bryce gave a half shrug. “Bargain hunting is a hobby. Your realm is the best place for it.” 

“I thought your boss paid you too well for you to stoop to cutting costs. And using salts.” 

Bryce  forced  herself  to  smile,  to  keep  her  heartbeat  steady,  knowing  full  well  the  female could  pick  up  on  it.  Could  taste  fear.  Could  likely  taste  what  variety  of  salt,  exactly,  sat  in  the bag dangling from her shoulder. “Just because I make money doesn’t mean I have to get ripped off.” 

The Viper Queen glanced between her and Hunt. “I heard you two have been spotted around

town together.” 

Hunt growled, “It’s classified.” 

The Viper Queen arched a well-groomed black eyebrow, the small beauty mark just beneath

the  outer  corner  of  her  eye  shifting  with  the  movement.  Her  gold-painted  nails  glinted  as  she reached  a  hand  into  the  pocket  of  her  jumpsuit,  fishing  out  a  lighter  encrusted  with  rubies forming the shape of a striking asp. A cigarette appeared between her purple lips a moment later, and  they  watched  in  silence,  her  guards  monitoring  every  breath  they  made,  as  she  lit  up  and inhaled deeply. Smoke rippled from those dark lips as she said, “Shit’s getting interesting these days.” 

Bryce pivoted toward the exit. “Yep. Let’s go, Hunt.” 

One of the guards stepped in front of her, six and a half feet of Fae grace and muscle. 

Bryce  stopped  short,  Hunt  nearly  slamming  into  her—his  growl  likely  his  first  and  last warning  to  the  male.  But  the  guard  merely  gazed  at  his  queen,  vacant  and  beholden.  Likely addicted to the venom she secreted and doled out to her inner circle. 

Bryce  looked  over  her  shoulder  at  the  Viper  Queen,  still  leaning  against  the  rail,  still smoking that cigarette. “It’s a good time for business,” the queen observed, “when key players converge for the Summit. So many ruling-class elites, all with their own … interests.” 

Hunt  was  close  enough  to  Bryce’s  back  that  she  could  feel  the  tremor  that  ran  through  his powerful body, could have sworn lightning tingled over her spine. But he said nothing. 

The Viper Queen merely extended a hand to the walkway behind her, gold nails flashing in the light. “My office, if you will.” 

“No,” Hunt said. “We’re going.” 

Bryce stepped closer to the Viper Queen. “Lead the way, Majesty.” 

She did. Hunt was bristling at her side, but Bryce kept her eyes on the swaying, glossy bob of the  female  ahead  of  them.  Her  guards  kept  a  few  feet  behind—far  enough  away  that  Hunt deemed it safe to mutter, “This is a terrible idea.” 

“You  were  bitching  this  morning  that  I  wasn’t  doing  anything  of  value,”  Bryce  muttered back  as  they  trailed  the  Viper  Queen  through  an  archway  and  down  a  back  set  of  stairs.  From below,  roaring  and  cheers  rose  to  meet  them.  “And  now  that  I  am  doing  something,  you’re bitching about it, too?” She snorted. “Get your shit together, Athalar.” 

His jaw tightened again. But he glanced at her bag, the block of salt weighing it down. “You bought the salt because you knew it’d attract her attention.” 

“You  told  me  that  it’d  take  weeks  to  get  a  meeting  with  her.  I  decided  to  bypass  all  the bullshit.” She tapped the bag, the salt thumping hollowly beneath her hand. 

“Cthona’s  tits,”  he  muttered,  shaking  his  head.  They  exited  the  stairwell  a  level  down,  the walls solid concrete. Behind them, the roar of the fighting pit echoed down the corridor. But the Viper  Queen  glided  ahead,  passing  rusty  metal  doors.  Until  she  opened  an  unmarked  one  and swept in without so much as looking back. Bryce couldn’t help her smug smile. 

“Don’t  look  so  fucking  satisfied,”  Hunt  hissed.  “We  might  not  even  walk  out  of  this  place alive.” True. “I’ll ask the questions.” 

“No.” 

They glowered at each other, and Bryce could have sworn lightning forked across his eyes. 

But they’d reached the door, which opened into—

She’d  been  expecting  the  plush  opulence  of  Griffin  Antiquities  hidden  behind  that  door: gilded mirrors and velvet divans and silk drapes and a carved oak desk as old as this city. 

Not this … mess. It was barely better than the stockroom of a dive bar. A dented metal desk occupied most of the cramped space, a scratched purple chair behind it—tufts of stuffing poking out of the upper corner, and the pale green paint peeled off the wall in half a dozen spots. Not to mention the water stain gracing the ceiling, made worse by the thrumming fluorescent firstlights. 

Against one wall stood an open shelving unit filled with everything from files to crates of liquor to discarded guns; on the opposite, stacked cardboard boxes rose above her head. 

One glance at Hunt and Bryce knew he was thinking the same: the Viper Queen, mistress of the  underworld,  feared  poisons  expert  and  ruler  of  the  Meat  Market,  claimed  this  hovel  as  an office? 

The female slid into the chair, interlacing her fingers atop the mess of papers strewn across the desk. A computer that was about twenty years out of date sat like a fat rock before her, a little statue of Luna poised atop it, the goddess’s bow aimed at the shifter’s face. 

One of her guards shut the door, prompting Hunt’s hand to slide toward his hip, but Bryce had already taken a seat in one of the cheap aluminum chairs. 

“Not as fancy as your boss’s place,” the Viper Queen said, reading the disbelief on Bryce’s face, “but it does the trick.” 

Bryce  didn’t  bother  agreeing  that  the  space  was  far  from  anything  befitting  a  serpentine shifter  whose  snake  form  was  a  moon-white  cobra  with  scales  that  gleamed  like  opals—and whose  power  was  rumored  to  be  …  different.  Something   extra  that  mixed  with  her  venom, something strange and old. 

Hunt took a seat beside her, twisting the chair frontward to accommodate his wings. Roaring from the fighting pit rumbled through the concrete floor beneath their feet. 

The Viper Queen lit another cigarette. “You’re here to ask about Danika Fendyr.” 

Bryce kept her face neutral. To his credit, Athalar did, too. 

Hunt said carefully, “We’re trying to get a clearer picture of everything.” 

Her remarkable eyes narrowed with pleasure. “If that’s what you want to claim, then sure.” 

Smoke rippled from her lips. “I’ll spare you the bullshit, though. Danika was a threat to me, and in more ways than perhaps you know. But she was smart. Our relationship was a working one.” 

Another inhale. “I’m sure Athalar can back me up on this,” she drawled, earning a warning glare from him, “but to get shit done, sometimes the Aux and 33rd have to work with those of us who dwell in the shadows.” 

Hunt said, “And Maximus Tertian? He was killed on the outskirts of your territory.” 

“Maximus  Tertian  was  a  spoiled  little  bitch,  but  I  would  never  be  stupid  enough  to  pick  a fight with his father like that. I’d only stand to gain a headache.” 

“Who killed him?” Bryce asked. “I heard you pulled in your people. You know something.” 

“Just a precaution.” She flicked her tongue over her bottom teeth. “Us serps can taste when shit is about to go down. Like a charge in the air. I can taste it now—all over this city.” 

Hunt’s lightning grumbled in the room. “You didn’t think to warn anyone?” 

“I warned my people. As long as trouble doesn’t pass through my district, I don’t care what goes on in the rest of Lunathion.” 

Hunt said, “Real noble of you.” 

Bryce asked again, “Who do you think killed Tertian?” 

She shrugged. “Honestly? It’s the Meat Market. Shit happens. He was probably coming here for drugs, and this is the price he paid.” 

“What  kind  of  drugs?”  Bryce  asked,  but  Hunt  said,  “Toxicology  report  says  there  were  no drugs in his system.” 

“Then  I  can’t  help  you,”  the  shifter  said.  “Your  guess  is  as  good  as  mine.”  Bryce  didn’t bother to ask about camera footage, not when the 33rd would have already combed through it. 

The Viper Queen pulled something from a drawer and chucked it on the desk. A flash drive. 

“My alibis from the night Tertian was killed and from the days before and during Danika and her pack’s murders.” 

Bryce didn’t touch the tiny metal drive, no bigger than a lipstick tube. 

The Viper Queen’s lips curved again. “I was at the spa the night of Tertian’s murder. And as for Danika and the Pack of Devils, one of my associates threw a Drop party for his daughter that

night. Turned into three days of … well, you’ll see.” 

“This drive contains footage of you at a three-day orgy?” Hunt demanded. 

“Let me know if it gets you hot and bothered, Athalar.” The Viper Queen took another hit of the cigarette. Her green eyes drifted toward his lap. “I hear you’re one Hel of a ride when you pause the brooding long enough.” 

Oh please. Hunt’s teeth flashed as he bared them in a silent snarl, so Bryce said, “Orgy and Hunt’s  bedroom  prowess  aside,  you’ve  got  a  salt  vendor  in  this  market.”  She  tapped  the  bag balanced on her knees. 

The Viper Queen tore her eyes from a still-snarling Hunt and said sharply to Bryce, “I don’t use  what  I  sell.  Though  I  don’t  think  you  live  by  that  rule  over  at  your  fancy  gallery.”  She winked.  “You  ever  get  sick  of  crawling  for  that  sorceress,  come  find  me.  I  have  a  stable  of clients who’d crawl for you. And pay to do it.” 

Hunt’s hand was warm on her shoulder. “She’s not for sale.” 

Bryce leaned out of his grip, throwing him a warning glare. 

The Viper Queen said, “Everyone, General, is for sale. You just have to figure out the asking price.” Smoke flared from her nostrils, a dragon huffing flames. “Give me a day or two, Athalar, and I’ll figure out yours.” 

Hunt’s smile was a thing of deadly beauty. “Maybe I’ve figured out yours already.” 

The  Viper  Queen  smiled.  “I  certainly  hope  so.”  She  stubbed  out  the  cigarette  and  met Bryce’s stare. “Here’s a pro tip for your little investigation.” Bryce stiffened at the cool mockery. 

“Look toward where it hurts the most. That’s always where the answers are.” 

“Thanks for the advice,” Bryce gritted out. 

The  shifter  merely  snapped  her  gold-tipped  fingers.  The  office  door  opened,  those  venom-addicted Fae males peering in. “They’re done,” the Viper Queen said, turning on her antique of a computer. “Make sure they get outside.”  And don’t go poking about. 

Bryce shouldered the block of salt as Hunt snatched up the flash drive, pocketing it. 

The  guard  was  smart  enough  to  step  away  as  Hunt  nudged  Bryce  through  the  door.  Bryce made it three steps before the Viper Queen said, “Don’t underestimate the obsidian salt, Quinlan. 

It can bring over the very worst of Hel.” 

A chill snaked down her spine. But Bryce merely lifted a hand in an over-the-shoulder wave as she entered the hall. “Well, at least I’ll be entertained, won’t I?” 

They  left  the  Meat  Market  in  one  piece,  thank  the  five  fucking  gods—especially  Urd  herself. 

Hunt wasn’t entirely sure how they’d managed to walk away from the Viper Queen without their guts pumped full of poisoned bullets, but … He frowned at the red-haired woman now inspecting her white scooter for damage. Even the helmet had been left untouched. 

Hunt  said,  “I  believe  her.”  No  way  in  Hel  was  he  watching  the  video  on  that  flash  drive. 

He’d be sending it right over to Viktoria. “I don’t think she had anything to do with this.” 

Quinlan and Roga, however … He hadn’t yet crossed them off his mental list. 

Bryce tucked the helmet into the crook of her arm. “I agree.” 

“So  that  brings  us  back  to  square  one.”  He  suppressed  the  urge  to  pace,  picturing  his  kill count still in the thousands. 

“No,” Bryce countered. “It doesn’t.” She fastened the bag of salt into the small compartment on the back of her scooter. “She said to look where it hurts most for answers.” 

“She was just spewing some bullshit to mess with us.” 

“Probably,” Bryce said, fitting the helmet over her head before flicking up the visor to reveal those amber eyes. “But maybe she was unintentionally right. Tomorrow …” Her eyes shuttered. 

“I’ve got to do some thinking tomorrow. At the gallery, or else Jesiba will throw a fit.” 

He was intrigued enough that he said, “You think you have a lead?” 

“Not yet. A general direction, though. It’s better than nothing.” 

He  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  compartment  of  her  scooter.  “What’s  the  obsidian  salt  for?” 

She had to have another purpose for it. Even if he prayed she wasn’t dumb enough to use it. 

Bryce just said blandly, “Seasoning my burgers.” 

Fine. He’d walked into that. “How’d you afford the salt, anyway?” He doubted she had ten grand just sitting around in her bank account. 

Bryce zipped up her leather jacket. “I put it on Jesiba’s account. She spends more money on beauty products in a month, so I doubt she’ll notice.” 

Hunt had no idea how to even respond to any of that, so he gritted his teeth and surveyed her atop  her  ride.  “You  know,  even  a  scooter  is  a  dumb  fucking  thing  to  drive  before  making  the Drop.” 

“Thanks, Mom.” 

“You should take the bus.” 

She just let out a barking laugh, and zoomed off into the night. 
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 Look toward where it hurts the most. 

Bryce had refrained from telling Athalar how accurate the Viper Queen’s tip had been. She’d already given him her list of suspects—but he hadn’t asked about the other demand he’d made. 

So that’s what she’d decided to do: compile a list of every one of Danika’s movements from the week before her death. But the moment she’d finished opening up the gallery for the day, the moment she’d come down to the library to make the list … Nausea had hit her. 

She  turned  on  her  laptop  instead,  and  began  combing  through  her  emails  with  Maximus Tertian, dating back six weeks. Perhaps she’d find some sort of connection there—or at least a hint of his plans for that night. 

Yet  with  each  professional,  bland  email  she  reread,  the  memories  from  Danika’s  last  days clawed at the welded-shut door of her mind. Like looming specters, they hissed and whispered, and she tried to ignore them, tried to focus on Tertian’s emails, but—

Lehabah looked over from where she’d sprawled on the tiny fainting couch Bryce had given her years ago—courtesy of a dollhouse from her childhood—watching her favorite Vanir drama on her tablet. Her glass dome sat behind her atop a stack of books, the plumes of a purple orchid arching  over  it.  “You  could  let  the  angel  down  here  and  work  together  on  whatever  is  causing you such difficulty.” 

Bryce rolled her eyes. “Your fascination with Athalar is taking on stalkerish levels.” 

Lehabah sighed. “Do you know what Hunt Athalar  looks like?” 

“Considering that he’s living on the roof across from my apartment, I’d say yes.” 

Lehabah  hit  pause  on  her  show,  leaning  her  head  against  the  backrest  of  her  little  fainting couch. “He’s  dreamy.” 

“Yeah,  just  ask  him.”  Bryce  clicked  out  of  the  email  she’d  been  reading—one  of  about  a hundred between her and Tertian, and the first where he’d been mildly flirty with her. 

“Hunt’s handsome enough to be on this show.” Lehabah pointed with a dainty toe toward the tablet propped before her. 

“Unfortunately, I don’t think the size differences between you and Athalar would work in the bedroom. You’re barely big enough to wrap your arms around his dick.” 

Smoke swirled around Lehabah at her puff of embarrassment, and the sprite waved her little hands to clear it away. “BB!” 

Bryce  chuckled,  then  she  gestured  to  the  tablet.  “I’m  not  the  one  who’s  bingeing  a  show that’s basically porn with a plot. What’s it called again?  Fangs and Bangs?” 

Lehabah  turned  purple.  “It’s  not  called  that  and  you  know  it!  And  it’s   artistic.  They  make

 love. They don’t …” She choked. 

“Fuck?” Bryce suggested dryly. 

“Exactly,” Lehabah said with a prim nod. 

Bryce laughed, letting it chase away the swarming ghosts of the past, and the sprite, despite her prudishness, joined her. Bryce said, “I doubt Hunt Athalar is the  making love type.” 

Lehabah hid her face behind her hands, humming with mortification. 

Just to torture her a bit more, Bryce added, “He’s the type to bend you over a desk and—” 

The phone rang. 

She glanced at the ceiling, wondering if Athalar had somehow heard, but—no. It was worse. 

“Hi, Jesiba,” she said, motioning Lehabah back to her guardian’s perch in case the sorceress was monitoring through the library’s cameras. 

“Bryce. Glad to see Lehabah is hard at work.” 

Lehabah quickly shut down the tablet and did her best to look alert. Bryce said, “It was her midmorning break. She’s entitled to one.” 

Lehabah threw her a grateful glance that cut right to the bone. 

Jesiba just began rattling off commands. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  at  the  desk  in  the  gallery  showroom,  Bryce  stared  toward  the  shut  front door.  The  ticking  of  the  clock  filled  the  space,  a  steady  reminder  of  each  second  lost.  Each second  that  Danika  and  the  pack’s  killer  roamed  the  streets  while  she  sat  in  here,  checking bullshit paperwork. 

Unacceptable. Yet the thought of prying open the door to those memories …

She  knew  she’d  regret  it.  Knew  it  was  probably  ten  kinds  of  stupid.  But  she  dialed  the number before she could second-guess it. 

“What’s wrong.” Hunt’s voice was already sharp, full of storms. 

“Why do you assume something’s wrong?” 

“Because you’ve never called me before, Quinlan.” 

This was stupid—really fucking stupid. She cleared her throat to make up some excuse about ordering food for lunch, but he said, “You found something?” 

For Danika, for the Pack of Devils, she could do this. Would do this. Pride had no place here. 

“I need you to … help me with something.” 

“With what?” But before his words finished sounding, a fist banged on the door. She knew it was him without pulling up the camera feed. 

She opened the door, getting a face full of wings and rain-kissed cedar. Hunt asked wryly, 

“Are you going to give me shit about coming in or can we spare ourselves that song and dance?” 

“Just get inside.” Bryce left Hunt in the doorway and walked to her desk, where she hauled open the bottom drawer to yank out a reusable bottle. She drank straight from it. 

Hunt shut the door after himself. “A little early to be drinking, isn’t it?” 

She didn’t bother to correct him, just took another sip and slid into her chair. 

He eyed her. “You gonna tell me what this is about?” 

A  polite  but  insistent   thump-thump-thump  came  from  the  iron  door  down  to  the  library. 

Hunt’s wings snapped shut as he turned his head toward the heavy metal slab. 

Another  tap-tap-tap filled the showroom atrium. “BB,” Lehabah said mournfully through the door. “BB, are you all right?” 

Bryce rolled her eyes. Cthona spare her. 

Hunt asked too casually, “Who is that?” 

A third little  knock-knock-knock. “BB? BB, please say you’re all right.” 

“I’m fine,” Bryce called. “Go back downstairs and do your job.” 

“I  want  to  see  you  with  my  own  eyes,”  Lehabah  said,  sounding  for  all  the  world  like  a concerned aunt. “I can’t focus on my work until then.” 

Hunt’s brows twitched toward each other—even as his lips tugged outward. 

Bryce said to him, “One, hyperbole is an art form for her.” 

“Oh, BB, you can be so terribly cruel—” 

“Two,  very  few  people  are  allowed  downstairs,  so  if  you  report  to  Micah  about  it,  we’re done.” 

“I promise,” Hunt said warily. “Though Micah can make me talk if he insists.” 

“Then  don’t  give  him  a  reason  to  be  curious  about  it.”  She  set  the  bottle  on  her  desk,  and found her legs were surprisingly sturdy. Hunt still towered over her. The horrible twining thorns tattooed across his brow seemed to suck the light from the room. 

But Hunt rubbed his jaw. “A lot of the stuff down there is contraband, isn’t it.” 

“Surely  you’ve  realized   most  of  the  shit  in  here  is  contraband.  Some  of  these  books  and scrolls are the last known copies in existence.” She pursed her lips, then added quietly, “A lot of people suffered and died to preserve what’s in the library downstairs.” 

More than that, she wouldn’t say. She hadn’t been able to read most of the books, since they were  in  long-dead  languages  or  in  codes  so  clever  only  highly  trained  linguists  or  historians might  decipher  them,  but  she’d  finally  learned  last  year  what  most  of  them  were.  Knew  the Asteri  and  the  Senate  would  order  them  destroyed.  Had  destroyed  all  other  copies.  There  were normal  books  in  there,  too,  which  Jesiba  acquired  mostly  for  her  own  uses—possibly  even  for the Under-King. But the ones that Lehabah guarded … those were the ones people would kill for. 

Had killed for. 

Hunt nodded. “I won’t breathe a word.” 

She  assessed  him  for  a  moment,  then  turned  to  the  iron  door.  “Consider  this  your  birthday present, Lele,” she muttered through the metal. 

The iron door opened on a sigh, revealing the pine-green carpeted staircase that led straight down into the library. Hunt almost crashed into her as Lehabah floated up between them, her fire shining bright, and purred, “Hello.” 

The  angel  examined  the  fire  sprite  hovering  a  foot  away  from  his  face.  She  was  no  longer than Bryce’s hand, her flaming hair twirling above her head. 

“Well,  aren’t  you  beautiful,”  Hunt  said,  his  voice  low  and  soft  in  a  way  that  made  every instinct in Bryce sit up straight. 

Lehabah flared as she wrapped her plump arms around herself and ducked her head. 

Bryce shook off the effects of Hunt’s voice. “Stop pretending to be shy.” 

Lehabah cut her a simmering glare, but Hunt lifted a finger for her to perch on. “Shall we?” 

Lehabah shone ruby red, but floated over to his scarred finger and sat, smiling at him beneath her lashes. “He is very nice, BB,” Lehabah observed as Bryce walked down the stairs, the sun-chandelier blinking to life again. “I don’t see why you complain so much about him.” 

Bryce scowled over her shoulder. But Lehabah was making mooncalf eyes at the angel, who

gave Bryce a wry smile as he trailed her into the library’s heart. 

Bryce looked ahead quickly. 

Maybe Lehabah had a point about Athalar’s looks. 

Bryce was aware of every step downward, every rustle of Hunt’s wings mere steps behind her. 

Every bit of air that he filled with his breath, his power, his will. 

Other than Jesiba, Syrinx, and Lehabah, only Danika had been down here with her before. 

Syrinx  stirred  enough  from  his  nap  to  see  that  they  had  a  guest—and  his  little  lion’s  tail whacked against the velvet sofa. “Syrie says you can brush him now,” Lehabah told Hunt. 

“Hunt is busy,” Bryce said, heading for the table where she’d left the book open. 

“Syrie talks, does he?” 

“According to her, he does,” Bryce muttered, scanning the table for—right, she’d put the list on Lehabah’s table. She aimed for it, heels sinking deep into the carpet. 

“There must be thousands of books in here,” Hunt said, surveying the towering shelves. 

“Oh  yes,”  Lehabah  said.  “But  half  of  this  is  also  Jesiba’s  private  collection.  Some  of  the books date all the way back to—” 

“Ahem,” Bryce said. 

Lehabah  stuck  out  her  tongue  and  said  in  a  conspiratorial  whisper  to  Hunt,  “BB  is  cranky because she hasn’t been able to make her list.” 

“I’m cranky because I’m hungry and you’ve been a pain in my ass all morning.” 

Lehabah floated off Hunt’s finger to rush to her table, where she plopped on her doll’s couch and said to the angel, who looked torn between wincing and laughing, “BB pretends to be mean, but she’s a softie. She bought Syrie because Jesiba was going to gift him to a warlord client in the Farkaan mountains—” 

 “Lehabah—” 

“It’s true.” 

Hunt examined the various tanks throughout the room and the assortment of reptiles within them, then the empty waters of the massive aquarium. “I thought he was some designer pet.” 

“Oh, he is,” Lehabah said. “Syrinx was stolen from his mother as a cub, then traded for ten years  around  the  world,  then  Jesiba  bought  him  to  be  her  pet,  then   Bryce  bought  him—his freedom, I mean. She even had proof of his freedom certified. No one can ever buy him again.” 

She  pointed  to  the  chimera.  “You  can’t  see  it  with  him  lying  down  like  that,  but  he’s  got  the freed brand on his front right paw. The official  C and everything.” 

Hunt twisted from the gloomy water to look Bryce over. 

She crossed her arms. “What? You did the assuming.” 

His eyes flickered. Whatever the fuck that meant. 

She tried not to look at his own wrist, though—the  SPQM stamped there. She wondered if he was resisting the same urge; if he was contemplating whether he’d ever get that  C one day. 

But then Lehabah said to Hunt, “How much do  you cost to buy, Athie?” 

Bryce cut in, “Lele, that’s rude. And don’t call him Athie.” 

She sent up a puff of smoke. “He and I are of the same House, and are both slaves. My great-grandmother fought in his 18th Legion during their rebellion. I am allowed to ask.” 

Hunt’s face wholly shuttered at the mention of the rebellion, but he approached the couch, let Syrinx  sniff  his  fingers,  then  scratched  the  beast  behind  his  velvety  ears.  Syrinx  let  out  a  low growl of pleasure, his lion’s tail going limp. 

Bryce tried to block out the squeezing sensation in her chest at the sight of it. 

Hunt’s wings rustled. “I was sold to Micah for eighty-five million gold marks.” 

Bryce’s  heel  snagged  on  the  carpet  as  she  reached  Lehabah’s  little  station  and  grabbed  the tablet.  Lehabah  again  floated  over  to  the  angel.  “I  cost  ninety  thousand  gold  marks,”  Lehabah confided. “Syrie was two hundred thirty-three thousand gold marks.” 

Hunt’s eyes snapped to Bryce. “You paid that?” 

Bryce  sat  at  the  worktable  and  pointed  to  the  empty  chair  beside  hers.  Hunt  followed obediently,  for  once.  “I  got  a  fifteen  percent  employee  discount.  And  we  came  to  an arrangement.” 

Let that be that. 

Until Lehabah declared, “Jesiba takes some out of each paycheck.” Bryce growled, reining in the  instinct  to  smother  the  sprite  with  a  pillow.  “BB  will  be  paying  it  off  until  she’s  three hundred. Unless she doesn’t make the Drop. Then she’ll die first.” 

Hunt dropped into his seat, his wing brushing her arm. Softer than velvet, smoother than silk. 

He snapped it in tight at the touch, as if he couldn’t bear the contact. “Why?” 

Bryce said, “Because that warlord wanted to hurt and break him until he was a fighting beast, and Syrinx is my friend, and I was sick of losing friends.” 

“I thought you were loaded.” 

“Nope.” She finished the word on a popping noise. 

Hunt’s brow furrowed. “But your apartment—” 

“The apartment is Danika’s.” Bryce couldn’t meet his gaze. “She bought it as an investment. 

Had its ownership written in our names. I didn’t even know it existed until after she died. And I would have just sold it, but it had top-notch security, and grade A enchantments—” 

“I get it,” he said again, and she shrank from the kindness in his eyes. The pity. 

Danika had died, and she was alone, and—Bryce couldn’t breathe. 

She’d refused to go to therapy. Her mother had set up appointment after appointment for the first year, and Bryce had bailed on all of them. She’d bought herself an aromatherapy diffuser, had read up on breathing techniques, and that had been that. 

She  knew  she  should  have  gone.  Therapy  helped  so  many  people—saved  so  many  lives. 

Juniper had been seeing a therapist since she was a teenager and would tell anyone who would listen about how vital and brilliant it was. 

But Bryce hadn’t shown up—not because she didn’t believe it would work. No, she knew it

would work, and help, and probably make her feel better. Or at least give her the tools to try to do so. 

That was precisely why she hadn’t gone. 

From the way Hunt was staring at her, she wondered if he knew it—realized why she blew

out a long breath. 

 Look toward where it hurts the most. 

Fucker. The Viper Queen could go to Hel with her pro tips. 

She turned on Lehabah’s electronic tablet. The screen revealed a vampyr and wolf tangled in each other, groaning, naked—

Bryce laughed. “You stopped watching in the middle of  this to come bother me, Lele?” 

The  air  in  the  room  lightened,  as  if  Bryce’s  sorrow  had  cracked  at  the  sight  of  the  wolf pounding into the moaning vampyr female. 

Lehabah burned ruby. “I wanted to meet Athie,” she muttered, slinking back to her couch. 

Hunt, as if despite himself, chuckled. “You watch  Fangs and Bangs?” 

Lehabah shot upright. “That is  not what it’s called! Did you tell him to say that, Bryce?” 

Bryce  bit  her  lip  to  keep  from  laughing  and  grabbed  her  laptop  instead,  bringing  up  her emails with Tertian on the screen. “No, I didn’t.” 

Hunt raised a brow, with that wary amusement. 

“I’m taking a nap with Syrie,” Lehabah declared to no one in particular. Almost as soon as she said it, something heavy thumped on the mezzanine. 

Hunt’s hand went to his side, presumably for the gun there, but Lehabah hissed toward the railing, “Do not interrupt my nap.” 

A  heavy  slithering  filled  the  library,  followed  by  a  thump  and  rustle.  It  didn’t  come  from Miss Poppy’s tank. 

Lehabah said to Hunt, “Don’t let the books sweet-talk you into taking them home.” 

He threw her a half smile. “You’re doing a fine job ensuring that doesn’t happen.” 

Lehabah beamed, curling along Syrinx’s side. He purred with delight at her warmth. “They’ll do  anything  to  get  out  of  here:  sneak  into  your  bag,  the  pocket  of  your  coat,  even  flop  up  the stairs.  They’re  desperate  to  get  into  the  world  again.”  She  flowed  toward  the  distant  shelves behind them, where a book had landed on the steps. “Bad! ” she seethed. 

Hunt’s  hand  slid  within  easy  reach  of  the  knife  at  his  thigh  as  the  book,  as  if  carried  by invisible  hands,  drifted  up  the  steps,  floated  to  the  shelf,  and  found  its  place  again,  humming once with golden light—as if in annoyance. 

Lehabah  cast  a  warning  simmer  toward  it,  then  wrapped  Syrinx’s  tail  around  herself  like  a fur shawl. 

Bryce shook her head, but a sidelong glance told her that Hunt was now staring at her. Not in the way that males tended to stare at her. He said, “What’s up with all the little critters?” 

“They’re Jesiba’s former lovers and rivals,” Lehabah whispered from her fur-blanket. 

Hunt’s wings rustled. “I’d heard the rumors.” 

“I’ve never seen her transform anyone into an animal,” Bryce said, “but I try to stay on her good side. I’d really prefer not to be turned into a pig if Jesiba gets pissed at me for fucking up a deal.” 

Hunt’s lips twitched upward, as if caught between amusement and horror. 

Lehabah opened her mouth, presumably to tell Hunt all the names she’d given the creatures in the library, but Bryce cut her off, saying to Hunt, “I called you because I started to make that list  of  all  of  Danika’s  movements  during  her  final  days.”  She  patted  the  page  she’d  started writing on. 

“Yeah?” His dark eyes remained on her face. 

Bryce cleared her throat and admitted, “It’s, um, hard. To make myself remember. I thought

… maybe you could ask me some questions. Help get the … memories flowing.” 

“Ah. Okay.” Silence rippled again as she waited for him to remind her that time wasn’t on their side, that he had a fucking job to do and she shouldn’t be such a wimp, blah blah. 

But Hunt surveyed the books; the tanks; the door to the bathroom at the back of the space; the lights high above, disguised like the stars painted across the ceiling. And then, rather than ask her about Danika, he said, “Did you study antiquities at school?” 

“I took a few classes, yeah. I liked learning about old crap. I was a classical literature major.” 

She added, “I learned the Old Language of the Fae when I was a kid.” She’d taught herself out of a sudden interest in learning more about her heritage. When she’d gone to her father’s house a year later—for the first time in her life—she’d hoped to use it to impress him. After everything

went to shit, she’d refused to learn another language. Childish, but she didn’t care. 

Though knowing the most ancient of the Fae languages had been helpful for this job, at least. 

For the few Fae antiquities that weren’t hoarded in their glittering troves. 

Hunt again surveyed the space. “How’d you get this job?” 

“After  I  graduated,  I  couldn’t  get  a  job  anywhere.  The  museums  didn’t  want  me  because  I didn’t  have  enough  experience,  and  the  other  art  galleries  in  town  were  run  by  creeps  who thought  I  was  …  appetizing.”  His  eyes  darkened,  and  she  made  herself  ignore  the  rage  she beheld  there  on  her  behalf.  “But  my  friend  Fury  …”  Hunt  stiffened  slightly  at  the  name—he clearly  knew  her  reputation.  “Well,  she  and  Jesiba  worked  together  in  Pangera  at  some  point. 

And when Jesiba mentioned that she needed a new assistant, Fury basically shoved my résumé down  her  throat.”  Bryce  snorted  at  the  memory.  “Jesiba  offered  me  the  job  because  she  didn’t want  an  uptight  priss.  The  work  is  too  dirty,  customers  too  shady.  She  needed  someone  with social skills as well as a little background in ancient art. And that was that.” 

Hunt considered, then asked, “What’s your deal with Fury Axtar?” 

“She’s in Pangera. Doing what Fury does best.” It wasn’t really an answer. 

“Axtar ever tell you what she gets up to over there?” 

“No.  And  I  like  it  to  stay  that  way.  My  dad  told  me  enough  stories  about  what  it’s  like.  I don’t enjoy imagining what Fury sees and deals with.” Blood and mud and death, science versus magic, machines versus Vanir, bombs of chemicals and firstlight, bullets and fangs. 

Randall’s  own  service  had  been  mandatory,  a  condition  of  life  for  any  non-Lower  in  the peregrini class: all humans had to serve in the military for three years. Randall had never said it, but she’d always known the years on the front had left deep scars beyond those visible on him. 

Being forced to kill your own kind was no small task. But the Asteri’s threat remained: Should any refuse, their lives would be forfeit. And then the lives of their families. Any survivors would be slaves, their wrists forever inked with the same letters that marred Hunt’s skin. 

“There’s no chance Danika’s murderer might have been connected to—” 

“No.” Bryce growled. She and Fury might be totally fucked up right now, but she knew that. 

“Fury’s  enemies  weren’t  Danika’s  enemies.  Once  Briggs  was  behind  bars,  she  bailed.”  Bryce hadn’t seen her since. 

Searching for anything to change the topic, Bryce asked, “How old are you?” 

“Two hundred thirty-three.” 

She  did  the  math,  frowning.  “You  were  that  young  when  you  rebelled?  And  already commanded a legion?” The angels’ failed rebellion had been two hundred years ago; he’d have been incredibly young—by Vanir standards—to have led it. 

“My gifts made me invaluable to people.” He held up a hand, lightning writhing around his fingers.  “Too  good  at  killing.”  She  grunted  her  agreement.  Hunt  eyed  her.  “You  ever  killed before?” 

“Yes.” 

Surprise  lit  his  eyes.  But  she  didn’t  want  to  go  into  it—what  had  happened  with  Danika senior  year  that  had  left  them  both  in  the  hospital,  her  arm  shattered,  and  a  stolen  motorcycle little more than scrap. 

Lehabah  cut  in  from  across  the  library,  “BB,  stop  being  cryptic!  I’ve  wanted  to  know  for years, Athie, but she never tells me anything good—” 

“Leave  it,  Lehabah.”  The  memories  of  that  trip  pelted  her.  Danika’s  smiling  face  in  the hospital bed beside hers. How Thorne carried Danika up the stairs of their dorm when they got

home, despite her protests. How the pack had fussed over them for a week, Nathalie and Zelda kicking  the  males  out  one  night  so  they  could  have  a  girls-only  moviefest.  But  none  of  it  had compared to what had changed between her and Danika on that trip. The final barrier that had fallen, the truth laid bare. 

 I love you, Bryce. I’m so sorry. 

 Close your eyes, Danika. 

A hole tore open in her chest, gaping and howling. 

Lehabah  was  still  grousing.  But  Hunt  was  watching  Bryce’s  face.  He  asked,  “What’s  one happy memory you have with Danika from the last week of her life?” 

Her blood pounded through her entire body. “I—I have a lot of them from that week.” 

“Pick one, and we’ll start with that.” 

“Is this how you get witnesses to talk?” 

He  leaned  back  in  his  seat,  wings  adjusting  around  its  low  back.  “It’s  how  you  and  I  are going to make this list.” 

She  weighed  his  stare,  his  solid,  thrumming  presence.  She  swallowed.  “The  tattoo  on  my back—she and I got it done that week. We got stupid drunk one night, and I was so out of it I didn’t even know what the fuck she put on my back until I’d gotten over my hangover.” 

His lips twitched. “I hope it was something good, at least.” 

Her chest ached, but she smiled. “It was.” 

Hunt sat forward and tapped the paper. “Write it down.” 

She did. He asked, “What’d Danika do during that day before you got the tattoo?” 

The  question  was  calm,  but  he  weighed  her  every  movement.  As  if  he  were  reading something, assessing something that she couldn’t see. 

Eager to avoid that too-aware look, Bryce picked up the pen, and began writing, one memory after another. Kept writing her recollections of Danika’s whereabouts that week: that silly wish on the Old Square Gate, the pizza she and Danika had devoured while standing at the counter of the  shop,  swigging  from  bottles  of  beer  and  talking  shit;  the  hair  salon  where  Bryce  flipped through gossip magazines while Danika had gotten her purple, blue, and pink streaks touched up; the  grocery  store  two  blocks  down  where  she  and  Thorne  had  found  Danika  stuffing  her  face with a bag of chips she hadn’t yet paid for and teased her for hours afterward; the CCU sunball arena where she and Danika had ogled the hot players on Ithan’s team during practice and called dibs on them … She kept writing and writing, until the walls pressed in again. 

Her knee bounced relentlessly beneath the table. “I think we can stop there for today.” 

Hunt opened his mouth, glancing to the list—but her phone buzzed. 

Thanking  Urd  for  the  well-timed  intervention,  Bryce  glanced  at  the  message  on  the  screen and  scowled.  The  expression  was  apparently  intriguing  enough  that  Hunt  peered  over  her shoulder. 

Ruhn had written,  Meet me at Luna’s Temple in thirty minutes. 

Hunt asked, “Think it’s got to do with last night?” 

Bryce didn’t answer as she typed back,  Why? 

Ruhn replied.  Because it’s one of the few places in this city without cameras. 

“Interesting,” she murmured. “You think I should give him a heads-up that you’re coming?” 

Hunt’s grin was pure wickedness. “Hel no.” 

Bryce couldn’t keep herself from grinning back. 
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Ruhn Danaan leaned against one of the marble pillars of the inner sanctum of Luna’s Temple and waited for his sister to arrive. Tourists drifted past, snapping photos, none marking his presence, thanks to the shadow veil he’d pulled around himself. 

The chamber was long, its ceiling lofty. It had to be, to accommodate the statue enthroned at the back. 

Thirty  feet  high,  Luna  sat  in  a  carved  golden  throne,  the  goddess  lovingly  rendered  in shimmering  moonstone.  A  silver  tiara  of  a  full  moon  held  by  two  crescent  ones  graced  her upswept curling hair. At her sandaled feet lay twin wolves, their baleful eyes daring any pilgrim to come closer. Across the back of her throne, a bow of solid gold had been slung, its quiver full of  silver  arrows.  The  pleats  of  her  thigh-length  robe  draped  across  her  lap,  veiling  the  slim fingers resting there. 

Both wolves and Fae claimed Luna as their patron goddess—had gone to war over whom she

favored in millennia long past. And while the wolves’ connection to her had been carved into the statue  with  stunning  detail,  the  nod  to  the  Fae  had  been  missing  for  two  years.  Maybe  the Autumn King had a point about restoring the Fae to glory. Not in the haughty, sneering way his father intended, but … the lack of Fae heritage on the statue raked down Ruhn’s nerves. 

Footsteps scuffed in the courtyard beyond the sanctum doors, followed by excited whispers and the click of cameras. 

“The courtyard itself is modeled after the one in the Eternal City,” a female voice was saying as a new flock of tourists entered the temple, trailing their guide like ducklings. 

And at the rear of the group—a wine-red head of hair. 

And a too-recognizable pair of gray wings. 

Ruhn gritted his teeth, keeping hidden in the shadows. At least she’d shown up. 

The  tour  group  stopped  in  the  center  of  the  inner  sanctum,  the  guide  speaking  loudly  as everyone  spread  out,  cameras  flashing  like  Athalar’s  lightning  in  the  gloom.  “And  here  it  is, folks: the statue of Luna herself. Lunathion’s patron goddess was crafted from a single block of marble hewn from the famed Caliprian Quarries by the Melanthos River up north. This temple was the first thing built upon the city’s founding five hundred years ago; the location of this city was selected precisely because of the way the Istros River bends through the land. Can anyone tell me what shape the river makes?” 

“A crescent!” someone called out, the words echoing off the marble pillars, wending through the curling smoke from the bowl of incense laid between the wolves at the goddess’s feet. 

Ruhn saw Bryce and Hunt scan the sanctum for him, and he let the shadows peel back long

enough for them to spy his location. Bryce’s face revealed nothing. Athalar just grinned. 

Fan-fucking-tastic. 

With  all  the  tourists  focused  on  their  guide,  no  one  noticed  the  unusual  pair  crossing  the space. Ruhn kept the shadows at bay until Bryce and Hunt reached him—and then willed them to encompass them as well. 

Hunt just said, “Fancy trick.” 

Bryce  said  nothing.  Ruhn  tried  not  to  remember  how  delighted  she’d  once  been  whenever he’d demonstrated how his shadows and starlight worked—both halves of his power working as one. 

Ruhn said to her, “I asked you to come. Not him.” 

Bryce  linked  her  arm  through  Athalar’s,  the  portrait  they  painted  laughable:  Bryce  in  her fancy  work  dress  and  heels,  the  angel  in  his  black  battle-suit.  “We’re  joined  at  the  hip  now, unfortunately for you. Best, best friends.” 

“The best,” Hunt echoed, his grin unfading. 

Luna shoot him dead. This would not end well. 

Bryce  nodded  to  the  tour  group  still  trailing  their  leader  through  the  temple.  “This  place might not have any cameras, but they do.” 

“They’re focused on their guide,” Ruhn said. “And the noise they’re making will mask any conversation we have.” The shadows could only hide him from sight, not sound. 

Through thin ripples in the shadows, they could make out a young couple edging around the statue, so busy snapping photos they didn’t note the denser bit of darkness in the far corner. But Ruhn fell silent, and Bryce and Athalar followed suit. 

As  they  waited  for  the  couple  to  pass,  the  tour  guide  went  on,  “We’ll  dive  more  into  the architectural wonders of the inner sanctum in a minute, but let’s direct our attention to the statue. 

The quiver, of course, is real gold, the arrows pure silver with tips of diamond.” 

Someone  let  out  an  appreciative  whistle.  “Indeed,”  the  tour  guide  agreed.  “They  were donated by the Archangel Micah, who is a patron and investor in various charities, foundations, and innovative companies.” The tour guide went on, “Unfortunately, two years ago, the third of Luna’s treasures was stolen from this temple. Can anyone tell me what it was?” 

“The Horn,” someone said. “It was all over the news.” 

“It was a terrible theft. An artifact that cannot be replaced easily.” 

The couple moved on, and Ruhn uncrossed his arms. 

Hunt said, “All right, Danaan. Get to the point. Why’d you ask Bryce to come?” 

Ruhn  gestured  to  where  the  tourists  were  snapping  photos  of  the  goddess’s  hand. 

Specifically, the fingers that now curled around air, where a cracked ivory hunting horn had once lain. 

“Because I was tasked by the Autumn King to find Luna’s Horn.” 

Athalar angled his head, but Bryce snorted. “Is that why you asked about it last night?” 

They were interrupted again by the tour guide saying, as she moved  toward  the  rear  of  the room, “If you’ll follow me, we’ve been granted special permission to see the chamber where the stag sacrifices are prepared to be burned in Luna’s honor.” Through the murky shadows, Bryce could make out a small door opening in the wall. 

When they’d filtered out, Hunt asked, eyes narrowing, “What is the Horn, exactly?” 

“A bunch of fairy-tale bullcrap,” Bryce muttered. “You really dragged me here for this? To what—help you impress your daddy?” 

Growling,  Ruhn  pulled  out  his  phone,  making  sure  the  shadows  held  around  them,  and brought up the photos he’d snapped in the Fae Archives last night. 

But he didn’t share them, not before he said to Athalar, “Luna’s Horn was a weapon wielded by Pelias, the first Starborn Prince, during the First Wars. The Fae forged it in their home world, named it for the goddess in their new one, and used it to battle the demon hordes once they made the Crossing. Pelias wielded the Horn until he died.” Ruhn put a hand on his chest. “My ancestor

—whose  power  flows  in  my  veins.  I  don’t  know  how  it  worked,  how  Pelias  used  it  with  his magic, but the Horn became enough of a nuisance for the demon princes that they did everything they could to retrieve it from him.” 

Ruhn  held  out  his  phone,  the  picture  of  the  illuminated  manuscript  glaringly  bright  in  the thick shadows. The illustration of the carved horn lifted to the lips of a helmeted Fae male was as pristine as it had been when inked millennia ago. Above the figure gleamed an eight-pointed star, the emblem of the Starborn. 

Bryce went wholly still. The stillness of the Fae, like a stag halting in a wood. 

Ruhn went on, “The Star-Eater himself bred a new horror just to hunt the Horn, using some blood  he  managed  to  spill  from  Prince  Pelias  on  a  battlefield  and  his  own  terrible  essence.  A beast twisted out of the collision of light and darkness.” Ruhn swiped on his phone, and the next illustration appeared. The reason he’d had her come here—had taken this gamble. 

Bryce recoiled at the grotesque, pale body, the clear teeth bared in a roar. 

“You recognize it,” Ruhn said softly. 

Bryce  shook  herself,  as  if  to  bring  herself  back  to  reality,  and  rubbed  her  thigh  absently. 

“That’s the demon I found attacking the angel in the alley on that night.” 

Hunt gave her a sharp look. “The one that attacked you, too?” 

Bryce gave a small, affirmative nod. “What is it?” 

“It dwells in the darkest depths of the Pit,” Ruhn answered. “So lightless that the Star-Eater named it the kristallos, for its clear blood and teeth.” 

Athalar said, “I’ve never heard of it.” 

Bryce contemplated the drawing. “It … There was never a mention of a fucking  demon in the research I did on the Horn.” She met his gaze. “No one put this together two years ago?” 

“I think it’s  taken two years to put it together,” Ruhn said carefully. “This volume was deep in the Fae Archives, with the stuff that’s not allowed to be scanned. None of your research would have  ever  pulled  it  up.  The  entire  damn  thing  was  in  the  Old  Language  of  the  Fae.”  And  had taken  him  most  of  the  night  to  translate.  Throwing  in  the  lingering  fog  of  the  mirthroot  hadn’t helped. 

Bryce’s brow furrowed. “But the Horn was broken—it basically became a dud, right?” 

“Right,” Ruhn said. “During the final battle of the First Wars, Prince Pelias and the Prince of the Pit faced each other. The two of them fought for like three fucking days, until the Star-Eater struck  the  fatal  blow.  But  not  before  Pelias  was  able  to  summon  all  the  Horn’s  strength,  and banished the Prince of the Pit, his brethren, and their armies back to Hel. He sealed the Northern Rift forever—so only small cracks in it or summonings with salt can bring them over now.” 

Athalar  frowned.  “So  you  mean  to  tell  me  this  deadly  artifact,  which  the  Prince  of  the  Pit literally  bred  a  new  demon  species  to  hunt,  was  just  sitting  here?  In  this  temple?  And   no  one from this world or Hel tried to take it until that blackout? Why?” 

Bryce  met  Hunt’s  disbelieving  stare.  “The  Horn  cracked  in  two  when  Pelias  sealed  the Northern  Rift.  Its  power  was  broken.  The  Fae  and  Asteri  tried  for  years  to  renew  it  through

magic  and  spells  and  all  that  crap,  but  no  luck.  It  was  given  a  place  of  honor  in  the  Asteri Archives, but when they established Lunathion a few millennia later, they had it dedicated to the temple here.” 

Ruhn shook his head. “That the Fae allowed for the artifact to be given over suggests they’d dismissed  its  worth—that  even  my  father  might  have  forgotten  its  importance.”  Until  it  was stolen—and  he’d  gotten  it  into  his  head  that  it  would  be  a  rallying  symbol  of  power  during  a possible war. 

Bryce added, “I thought it was just a replica until Jesiba made me start looking for it.” She turned to Ruhn. “So you think someone has been summoning this demon to hunt for the Horn? 

But  why,  when  it  no  longer  has  any  power?  And  how  does  it  explain  any  of  the  deaths?  You think  the  victims  somehow  …  had  contact  with  the  Horn,  and  it  brought  the  kristallos  right  to them?” She went on before either of them could answer, “And why the two-year gap?” 

Hunt  mused,  “Maybe  the  murderer  waited  until  things  calmed  down  enough  to  resume searching.” 

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Ruhn admitted. “It doesn’t seem like coincidence that the Horn went missing right before this demon showed up, though, and for the murders to be starting again—” 

“Could mean someone is hunting for the Horn once more,” Bryce finished, frowning. 

Hunt  said,  “The  kristallos’s  presence  in  Lunathion  suggests  the  Horn  is  still  inside  the  city walls.” 

Bryce pinned Ruhn with a look. “Why does the Autumn King suddenly want it?” 

Ruhn chose his words carefully. “Call it pride. He wants it returned to the Fae. And wants me to find it quietly.” 

Athalar asked him, “But why ask  you to look for the Horn?” 

The shadows veiling them rippled. “Because Prince Pelias’s Starborn power was woven into the Horn itself. And it’s in my blood. My father thinks I might have some sort of preternatural gift to find it.” He admitted, “When I was browsing the Archives last night, this book … jumped out at me.” 

“Literally?” Bryce asked, brows high. 

Ruhn said, “It just felt like it … shimmered. I don’t fucking know. All I know is I was down there for hours, and then I sensed the book, and when I saw that illustration of the Horn … There it was. The crap I translated confirmed it.” 

“So the kristallos can track the Horn,” Bryce said, eyes glittering. “But so can  you.” 

Athalar’s  mouth  curled  in  a  crooked  grin,  catching  Bryce’s  drift.  “We  find  the  demon,  we find who’s behind this. And if we have the Horn …” 

Ruhn grimaced. “The kristallos will come to us.” 

Bryce glanced to the empty-handed statue behind them. “Better get cracking, Ruhn.” 

Hunt leaned against the entry pillars atop the steps leading into Luna’s Temple, his phone at his ear. He’d left Quinlan inside with her cousin, needing to make this phone call before they could sort  out  logistics.  He  would  have  made  the  call  right  there,  but  the  moment  he’d  pulled  up  his contacts list, he’d earned a snipe from Bryce about mobile phones in sacred spaces. 

Cthona spare him. Declining to tell her to fuck off, he’d decided to spare them a public scene and stalked out through the cypress-lined courtyard and to the front steps. 

Five  temple  acolytes  emerged  from  the  sprawling  villa  behind  the  temple  itself,  bearing brooms  and  hoses  to  clean  the  temple  steps  and  the  flagstones  beyond  it  for  their  midday washing. 

Unnecessary,  he  wanted  to  tell  the  young  females.  With  the  misting  rain  yet  again  gracing the city, the hoses were superfluous. 

Teeth gritted, he listened to the phone ring and ring. “Pick the fuck up,” he muttered. 

A dark-skinned temple acolyte—black-haired, white-robed, and no more than twelve—gaped

at  him  as  she  walked  past,  clutching  a  broom  to  her  chest.  He  nearly  winced,  realizing  the portrait of wrath he now presented, and checked his expression. 

The Fae girl still kept back, the golden crescent moon dangling from a delicate chain across her  brow  glinting  in  the  gray  light.  A  waxing  moon—until  she  became  a  full-fledged  priestess upon  reaching  maturity,  when  she  would  trade  the  crescent  for  the  full  circle  of  Luna.  And whenever her immortal body began to age and fade, her cycle vanishing with it, she would again trade the charm, this time for a waning crescent. 

The priestesses all had their own reasons for offering themselves to Luna. For forsaking their lives beyond the temple grounds and embracing the goddess’s eternal maidenhood. Just as Luna had no mate or lover, so they would live. 

Hunt  had  always  thought  celibacy  seemed  like  a  bore.  Until  Shahar  had  ruined  him  for anyone else. 

Hunt  offered  the  shrinking  acolyte  his  best  attempt  at  a  smile.  To  his  surprise,  the  Fae  girl offered a small one back. The girl had courage. 

Justinian Gelos answered on the sixth ring. “How’s babysitting?” 

Hunt straightened. “Don’t sound so amused.” 

Justinian huffed a laugh. “You sure Micah’s not punishing you?” 

Hunt had considered the question a great deal in the past two days. Across the empty street, the  palm  trees  dotting  the  rain-soft  grasses  of  the  Oracle’s  Park  shone  in  the  gray  light,  the domed onyx building of the Oracle’s Temple veiled in the mists that had rolled in over the river. 

Even at midday, the Oracle’s Park was near-empty, save for the hunched, slumbering forms of the desperate Vanir and humans who wandered the paths and gardens, waiting for their turn to enter the incense-filled hallways. 

And if the answers they sought weren’t what they’d hoped … Well, the white-stoned temple on whose steps Hunt now stood could offer some solace. 

Hunt glanced over his shoulder to the dim temple interior just visible through the towering bronze doors. In the firstlight from a row of shimmering braziers, he could just barely make out the gleam of red hair in the quiet gloom of the inner sanctum, shining like molten metal as Bryce talked animatedly with Ruhn. 

“No,”  Hunt  said  at  last.  “I  don’t  think  this  assignment  was  punishment.  He  was  out  of options and knew I’d cause more trouble if he stationed me on guard duty around Sandriel.” And Pollux. 

He didn’t mention the bargain he’d struck with Micah. Not when Justinian bore the halo as well  and  Micah  had  never  shown  much  interest  in  him  beyond  his  popularity  with  the  grunt troops of the 33rd. If there was any sort of deal to earn his freedom, Justinian had never said a word. 

Justinian blew out a breath. “Yeah—shit’s getting intense around here right now. People are on edge and she hasn’t even arrived yet. You’re better off where you are.” 

A glassy-eyed Fae male stumbled past the steps of the temple, got a good look at who was barring entry into the temple itself—and aimed for the street, staggering toward the Oracle’s Park and  the  domed  building  in  its  heart.  Another  lost  soul  looking  for  answers  in  smoke  and whispers. 

“I’m not so sure of that,” Hunt said. “I need you to look up something for me—an old-school demon. The kristallos. Just search through the databases and see if anything pops up.” He’d have asked Vik, but she was already busy going through the alibi footage from the Viper Queen. 

“I’ll get on it,” Justinian said. “I’ll message over any results.” He added, “Good luck.” 

“I’ll need it,” Hunt admitted. In a hundred fucking ways. 

Justinian added slyly, “Though it doesn’t hurt that your  partner is easy on the eyes.” 

“I gotta go.” 

“No one gets a medal for suffering the most, you know,” Justinian pushed, his voice slipping into uncharacteristic seriousness. “It’s been two centuries since Shahar died, Hunt.” 

“Whatever.” He didn’t want to have this conversation. Not with Justinian or anyone. 

“It’s admirable that you’re still holding out for her, but let’s be realistic about—” 

Hunt hung up. Debated throwing his phone against a pillar. 

He had to call Isaiah and Micah about the Horn. Fuck. When it had gone missing two years ago, top inspectors from the 33rd and the Aux had combed this temple. They’d found nothing. 

And  since  no  cameras  were  allowed  within  the  temple  walls,  there  had  been  no  hint  of  who might have taken it. It had been nothing more than a stupid prank, everyone had claimed. 

Everyone except for the Autumn King, it seemed. 

Hunt  hadn’t  paid  much  attention  to  the  theft  of  the  Horn,  and  sure  as  fuck  hadn’t  listened during history lessons as a boy about the First Wars. And after Danika’s and the Pack of Devils’

murders, they’d had bigger things to worry about. 

He couldn’t tell what was worse: the Horn possibly being a vital piece of this case, or the fact that he’d now have to work alongside Ruhn Danaan to find it. 
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Bryce waited until Hunt’s muscled back and beautiful wings had disappeared through the inner sanctum’s gates before she whirled on Ruhn. “Did the Autumn King do it?” 

Ruhn’s blue eyes glimmered in his shadow-nest or whatever the fuck he called it. “No. He’s a monster in so many ways, but he wouldn’t kill Danika.” 

She’d come to that conclusion the other night, but she asked, “How can you be so sure? You have no idea what the Hel his long-term agenda is.” 

Ruhn crossed his arms. “Why ask me to hunt for the Horn if he’s summoning the kristallos?” 

“Two trackers are better than one?” Her heart thundered. 

“He’s not behind this. He’s just trying to take advantage of the situation—to restore the Fae to their former glory. You know how he likes to delude himself with that kind of crap.” 

Bryce trailed her fingers through the wall of shadows, the darkness running over her skin like mist. “Does he know you came to meet with me?” 

“No.” 

She held her brother’s stare. “Why …” She struggled for words. “Why bother?” 

“Because I want to help you. Because this shit puts the entire city at risk.” 

“How very Chosen One of you.” 

Silence  stretched  between  them,  so  taut  it  trembled.  She  blurted,  “Just  because  we’re working together doesn’t mean anything changes between us. You’ll find the Horn, and I’ll find who’s behind this. End of story.” 

“Fine,”  Ruhn  said,  his  eyes  cold.  “I  wouldn’t  expect  you  to  consider  listening  to  me anyway.” 

“Why would I listen to you?” she seethed. “I’m just a  half-breed slut, right?” 

Ruhn stiffened, a flush flaring. “You know it was a dumb fight and I didn’t  mean that—” 

“Yes,  you  fucking  did,”  she  spat,  and  turned  on  her  heel.  “You  might  dress  like  you’re  a punk  rebelling  against  Daddy’s  rules,  but  deep  down,  you’re  no  better  than  the  rest  of  the  Fae shitheads who kiss your Chosen One ass.” 

Ruhn  snarled,  but  Bryce  didn’t  wait  before  shoving  through  the  shadows,  blinking  at  the flood of light that greeted her, and aiming for where Hunt had paused at the doors. 

“Let’s go,” she said. She didn’t care what he’d overheard. 

Hunt  lingered  in  place,  his  black  eyes  flickering  as  he  gazed  toward  the  shadowed  back  of the room, where her so-called cousin was again veiled in darkness. But the angel thankfully said nothing as he fell into step beside her, and she said nothing more to him. 

Bryce  practically  ran  back  to  the  gallery.  In  part  to  start  researching  the  Horn  again,  but  also thanks  to  the  flurry  of  messages  from  Jesiba,  demanding  to  know  where  she  was,  whether  she still  wanted  her  job,  and  whether  she’d  prefer  to  be  turned  into  a  rat  or  a  pigeon.  And  then  an order to get back  now to greet a client. 

Five minutes after Bryce got there, Jesiba’s client—a raging asshole of a leopard shifter who believed  he  was  entitled  to  put  his  paws  all  over  her  ass—prowled  in  and  purchased  a  small statue of Solas and  Cthona,  portrayed  as  a  sun  with  male  features  burying  his  face  in  a  pair  of mountain-shaped breasts. The holy image was known simply as the Embrace. Her mother even wore its simplified symbol—a circle nestled atop two triangles—as a silver pendant. But Bryce had always found the Embrace cheesy and cliché  in  every  incarnation.  Thirty  minutes  and  two blatant rejections to his slimy come-ons later, Bryce was mercifully alone again. 

But in the hours she looked, the gallery’s databases for Luna’s Horn revealed nothing beyond what she already knew, and what her brother had claimed that morning. Even Lehabah, gossip queen extraordinaire, didn’t know anything about the Horn. 

With Ruhn heading back to the Fae Archives to see if any more information appealed to his Starborn sensibilities, she supposed she’d have to wait for an update. 

Hunt had gone to take watch on the roof, apparently needing to make calls to his boss—or whatever Micah pretended he was—and Isaiah regarding the Horn. He hadn’t tried to come back down to the library, as if sensing she needed space. 

 Look toward where it hurts the most. That’s always where the answers are. 

Bryce found herself staring down at the half-finished list she’d started that morning. 

She might not be able to find much on the Horn itself, but maybe she could figure out how the Hel Danika factored into all of it. 

Hands shaking, she made herself finish the list of Danika’s locations—as far as she knew. 

By the time the sun was near setting, and Syrinx was ready to be walked home, Bryce would have  traded  what  was  left  of  her  soul  to  a  Reaper  just  for  the  quiet  comfort  of  her  bed.  It  had been a long fucking day, full of information she needed to process, and a list that she’d left in her desk drawer. 

It  must  have  been  a  long  day  for  Athalar,  too,  because  he  trailed  her  and  Syrinx  from  the skies without saying a word to her. 

She was in bed by eight, and didn’t even remember falling asleep. 
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The next morning, Bryce was sitting at the reception desk in the gallery’s showroom, staring at her list of Danika’s last locations, when her phone rang. 

“The  deal  with  the  leopard  went  through,”  she  said  to  Jesiba  by  way  of  greeting.  The paperwork had been finalized an hour ago. 

“I need you to go up into my office and send me a file from my computer.” 

Bryce  rolled  her  eyes,  refraining  from  snipping,  You’re  welcome,  and  asked,  “You  don’t have access to it?” 

“I made sure this one wasn’t on the network.” 

Nostrils flaring, Bryce rose, her leg throbbing slightly, and walked to the small door in the wall adjacent to the desk. A hand on the metal panel beside it had the enchantments unlocking, the door swinging open to reveal the tight, carpeted staircase upward. 

“When I want things done, Bryce, you’re to do them. No questions.” 

“Yes,  Jesiba,”  Bryce  muttered,  climbing  the  stairs.  Dodging  the  reaching  hands  of  the leopard shifter yesterday had twinged something in her bad leg. 

“Would  you  like  to  be  a  worm,  Bryce?”  Jesiba  purred,  voice  sliding  into  something  eerily close to a Reaper’s rasp. At least Jesiba wasn’t one of them—even if Bryce knew the sorceress often dealt with them in the House of Flame and Shadow. Thank the gods none had ever shown up at the gallery, though. “Would you like to be a dung beetle or a centipede?” 

“I’d prefer to be a dragonfly.” Bryce entered the small, plush office upstairs. One wall was a pane of glass that overlooked the gallery floor a level below, the material utterly soundproof. 

“Be careful what you ask of me,” Jesiba went on. “You’d find that smart mouth of yours shut up fairly quickly if I transform you. You wouldn’t have any voice at all.” 

Bryce calculated the time difference between Lunathion and the western shores of Pangera and realized Jesiba had probably just come back from dinner. “That Pangeran red wine is heady stuff,  isn’t  it?”  She  was  almost  to  the  wooden  desk  when  the  firstlights  flicked  on.  A  rack  of them  illuminated  the  dismantled  gun  hanging  on  the  wall  behind  the  desk,  the  Godslayer  Rifle gleaming as fresh as it had the day it’d been forged. She could have sworn a faint whine radiated from the gold and steel—like the legendary, lethal gun was still ringing after a shot. 

It  unnerved  her  that  it  was  in  here,  despite  the  fact  that  Jesiba  had  split  it  into  four  pieces, mounted like a work of art behind her desk. Four pieces that could still be easily assembled, but it put her clients at ease, even while it reminded them that she was in charge. 

Bryce  knew  the  sorceress  never  told  them  about  the  six-inch  engraved  golden  bullet  in  the safe beside the painting on the right wall. Jesiba had shown it to her just once, letting her read the

words etched onto the bullet:  Memento Mori. 

The same words that appeared in the mosaic in the Meat Market. 

It’d seemed melodramatic, but some part of her had marveled at it—at the bullet and at the rifle, so rare only a few existed in Midgard. 

Bryce powered up Jesiba’s computer, letting the female rattle off instructions before sending the  file.  Bryce  was  halfway  down  the  stairs  again  when  she  asked  her  boss,  “Have  you  heard anything new about Luna’s Horn?” 

A long, contemplative pause. “Does it have to do with this investigation of yours?” 

“Maybe.” 

Jesiba’s  low,  cold  voice  was  an  embodiment  of  the  House  she  served.  “I  haven’t  heard anything.”  Then  she  hung  up.  Bryce  gritted  her  teeth  as  she  headed  back  to  her  desk  on  the showroom floor. 

Lehabah interrupted her by whispering through the iron door, “Can I see Athie now?” 

“No, Lele.” 

He’d kept his distance this morning, too. Good. 

 Look toward where it hurts the most. 

She  had  her  list  of  Danika’s  locations.  Unfortunately,  she  knew  what  she  had  to  do  next. 

What she’d woken up this morning dreading. Her phone rang in her clenched hand, and Bryce steeled herself for Jesiba calling to bitch that she’d fucked up the file, but it was Hunt. 

“Yeah?” she asked by way of greeting. 

“There’s been another murder.” His voice was tight—cold. 

She nearly dropped the phone. “Who—” 

“I’m still getting the details. But it was about ten blocks from here—near the Gate in the Old Square.” 

Her heart beat so fast she could scarcely draw breath to say, “Any witnesses?” 

“No. But let’s go over there.” 

Her hands shook. “I’m busy,” she lied. 

Hunt paused. “I’m not fucking around, Quinlan.” 

No. No, she couldn’t do it, endure it, see it again—

Bryce forced herself to breathe, practically inhaling the peppermint vapors from the diffuser. 

“There’s a client coming—” 

He banged on the gallery door, sealing her fate. “We’re leaving.” 

Bryce’s  entire  body  was  taut  to  the  point  of  near-trembling  as  she  and  Hunt  approached  the magi-screens blocking the alley a few blocks away from the Old Square Gate. 

She tried to breathe through it, tried all the techniques she’d read and heard about regarding reining in her dread, that sickening plunging feeling in her stomach. None of them worked. 

Angels and Fae and shifters milled about the alley, some on radios or phones. 

“A  jogger  found  the  remains,”  Hunt  said  as  people  parted  to  let  him  pass.  “They  think  it happened sometime last night.” He added carefully, “The 33rd’s still working on getting an ID, but  from  the  clothes,  it  looks  like  an  acolyte  from  Luna’s  Temple.  Isaiah  is  already  asking  the temple priestesses who might be missing.” 

All sounds turned into a blaring drone. She didn’t entirely remember the walk over. 

Hunt  edged  around  the  magi-screen  blocking  the  crime  scene  from  view,  took  one  look  at

what lay there, and swore. He whirled toward her, as if realizing what he was dragging her back into, but too late. 

Blood  had  splashed  across  the  bricks  of  the  building,  pooled  on  the  cracked  stones  of  the alley floor, splattered on the sides of the dumpster. And beside that dumpster, as if someone had chucked them out of a bucket, sat clumps of red pulp. A torn robe lay beside the carnage. 

The droning turned into a roar. Her body pulled farther away. 

 Danika  howling  with  laughter,  Connor  winking  at  her,  Bronson  and  Zach  and  Zelda  and Nathalie and Thorne all in hysterics—

Then  nothing  but  red  pulp.  All  of  them,  all  they  had  been,  all  she  had  been  with  them, became nothing more than piles of red pulp. 

Gone, gone, gone—

A hand gripped her shoulder. But not Athalar’s. No, Hunt remained where he was, face now hard as stone. 

She flinched as Ruhn said at her ear, “You don’t need to see this.” 

This was another murder. Another body. Another year. 


A medwitch even knelt before the body, a wand buzzing with firstlight in her hands, trying to piece the corpse—the  girl—back together. 

Ruhn tugged her away, toward the screen and open air beyond—

The movement shook her loose. Snapped the droning in her ears. 

She yanked her body free from his grip, not caring if anyone else saw, not caring that he, as head of the Fae Aux units, had the right to be here. “Don’t fucking touch me.” 

Ruhn’s mouth tightened. But he looked over her shoulder to Hunt. “You’re an asshole.” 

Hunt’s  eyes  glittered.  “I  warned  her  on  the  walk  over  what  she’d  see.”  He  added  a  touch ruefully, “I didn’t realize what a mess it’d be.” He had warned her, hadn’t he? She’d drifted so far away that she’d barely listened to Hunt on the walk. As dazed as if she’d snorted a heap of lightseeker.  Hunt  added,  “She’s  a  grown  woman.  She  doesn’t  need  you  deciding  what  she  can handle.”  He  nodded  toward  the  alley  exit.  “Shouldn’t  you  be  researching?  We’ll  call  you  if you’re needed, princeling.” 

“Fuck you,” Ruhn shot back, shadows twining through his hair. Others were noticing now. 

“You don’t think it’s more than a coincidence that an acolyte was killed right after we went to the temple?” 

Their words didn’t register. None of it registered. 

Bryce turned from the alley, the swarming investigators. Ruhn said, “Bryce—” 

“Leave me alone,” she said quietly, and kept walking. She shouldn’t have let Athalar bully her into coming, shouldn’t have seen this, shouldn’t have had to remember. 

Once,  she  might  have  gone  right  to  the  dance  studio.  Would  have  danced  and  moved  until the world made sense again. It had always been her haven, her way of puzzling out the world. 

She’d gone to the studio whenever she’d had a shit day. 

It had been two years since she’d set foot in one. She’d thrown out all her dance clothes and shoes. Her bags. The one at the apartment had all been splattered with blood anyway—Danika’s, Connor’s,  and  Thorne’s  on  the  clothes  in  the  bedroom,  and  Zelda’s  and  Bronson’s  on  her secondary bag, which had been left hanging beside the door. Blood patterns just like—

A  rain-kissed  scent  brushed  her  nose  as  Hunt  fell  into  step  beside  her.  And  there  he  was. 

Another memory from that night. 

“Hey,” Hunt said. 

 Hey,  he’d  said  to  her,  so  long  ago.  She’d  been  a  wreck,  a  ghost,  and  then  he’d  been  there, kneeling beside her, those dark eyes unreadable as he’d said,  Hey. 

She hadn’t told him—that she remembered that night in the interrogation room. She sure as Hel didn’t feel like telling him now. 

If she had to talk to someone, she’d explode. If she had to do  anything right now, she’d sink into one of those primal Fae wraths and—

The haze started to creep over her vision, her muscles seizing painfully, her fingertips curled as if imagining shredding into someone—

“Walk it off,” Hunt murmured. 

“Leave me alone, Athalar.” She wouldn’t look at him. Couldn’t stand him or her brother or anyone.  If  the  acolyte’s  murder   had  been  because  of  their  presence  at  the  temple,  either  as  a warning or because the girl might have seen something related to the Horn, if they’d accidentally brought  her  death  about  …  Her  legs  kept  moving,  swifter  and  swifter.  Hunt  didn’t  falter  for  a beat. 

She  wouldn’t  cry.  Wouldn’t  dissolve  into  a  hyperventilating  mess  on  the  street  corner. 

Wouldn’t scream or puke or—

After another block, Hunt said roughly, “I was there that night.” 

She kept walking, her heels eating up the pavement. 

Hunt asked, “How did you survive the kristallos?” 

He’d no doubt been looking at the body just now and wondering this. How did she, a pathetic half-breed, survive when full-blooded Vanir hadn’t? 

“I  didn’t  survive,”  she  mumbled,  crossing  a  street  and  edging  around  a  car  idling  in  the intersection. “It got away.” 

“But the kristallos pinned Micah, ripped open his chest—” 

She nearly tripped over the curb, and whipped around to gape at him. “That was Micah?” 
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She had saved Micah Domitus that night. 

Not  some  random  legionary,  but  the  gods-damned  Archangel  himself.  No  wonder  the emergency responder had launched into action when he traced the phone number. 

The  knowledge  rippled  through  her,  warping  and  clearing  some  of  the  fog  around  her memories. “I saved the Governor in the alley.” 

Hunt just gave her a slow, wincing nod. 

Her voice sharpened. “Why was it a secret?” 

Hunt waited until a flock of tourists had passed before saying, “For his sake. If word got out that the Governor had his ass handed to him, it wouldn’t have looked good.” 

“Especially when he was saved by a half-breed?” 

“No one in our group  ever used that term—you know that, right? But yes. We did consider how it’d look if a twenty-three-year-old human-Fae female who hadn’t made the Drop had saved the Archangel when he couldn’t save himself.” 

Her blood roared in her ears. “Why not tell  me, though? I looked in all the hospitals, just to see if he’d made it.” More than that, actually. She’d demanded answers about how the warrior was recovering, but she’d been put on hold or ignored or asked to leave. 

“I know,” Hunt said, scanning her face. “It was deemed wiser to keep it a secret. Especially when your phone got hacked right after—” 

“So I was just going to live in ignorance forever—” 

“Did you want a medal or something? A parade?” 

She halted so quickly that Hunt had to splay his wings to pause, too. “Go fuck yourself.  What I wanted …” She tried to stop the sharp, jagged breaths that blinded her, built and built under her skin—  “What  I  wanted,”  she  hissed,  resuming  her  walk  as  he  just  stared  at  her,  “was  to  know that  something I did made a difference that night. I assumed you’d dumped him in the Istros—

some legionary grunt not worth the honor of a Sailing.” 

Hunt shook his head. “Look, I know it was shitty. And I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry for all of it, Quinlan. I’m sorry we didn’t tell you, and I’m sorry you’re on my suspect list, and I’m sorry

—” 

“I’m on your  what?” she spat. Red washed over her vision as she bared her teeth. “After all of  this,” she seethed, “you think I am a  fucking suspect?” She screamed the last words, only pure will keeping her from leaping on him and shredding his face off. 

Hunt  held  up  his  hands.  “That—fuck,  Bryce.  That  didn’t  come  out  right.  Look—I  had  to consider every angle, every possibility, but I know now … Solas, when I saw your face in that

alley, I realized it couldn’t ever have been you, and—” 

“Get  the fuck out of my sight.” 

He watched her, assessing, then spread his wings. She refused to back up a step, teeth still bared. The wind off his wings stirred her hair, throwing his cedar-and-rain scent into her face as he leapt into the skies. 

 Look toward where it hurts the most. 

Fuck the Viper Queen. Fuck  everything. 

Bryce launched into a run—a steady, swift run, despite the flimsy flats she’d switched into at the gallery. A run not toward anything or from anything, but just … movement. The pounding of her feet on pavement, the heaving of her breath. 

Bryce  ran  and  ran,  until  sounds  returned  and  the  haze  receded  and  she  could  escape  the screaming labyrinth of her mind. It wasn’t dancing, but it would do. 

Bryce ran until her body screamed to stop. Ran until her phone buzzed and she wondered if Urd herself had extended a golden hand. The phone call was swift, breathless. 

Minutes later, Bryce slowed to a walk as she approached the White Raven. And then stopped entirely before the alcove tucked into the wall just beside its service doors. Sweat ran down her neck, into her dress, soaking the green fabric as she again pulled out her phone. 

But she didn’t call Hunt. He hadn’t interrupted her, but she knew he was overhead. 

A few drops of rain splattered the pavement. She hoped it poured on Athalar all night. 

Her fingers hesitated on the screen, and she sighed, knowing she shouldn’t. 

But  she  did.  Standing  there  in  that  same  alcove  where  she’d  exchanged  some  of  her  final messages with Danika, she pulled up the thread. It burned her eyes. 

She scrolled upward, past all those final, happy words and teasing. To the photo Danika had sent that afternoon of herself and the pack at the sunball game, decked out in CCU gear. In the background, Bryce could make out the players on the field—Ithan’s powerful form among them. 

But her gaze drifted to Danika’s face. That broad smile she’d known as well as her own. 

 I love you, Bryce. The worn memory of that mid-May day during their senior year tugged at her, sucked her in. 

 The hot road bit into Bryce’s knees through her torn jeans, her scraped hands trembling as she kept them interlocked behind her head, where she’d been ordered to hold them. The pain in her arm sliced like a knife. Broken. The males had made her put her hands up anyway. 

 The  stolen  motorcycle  was  no  more  than  scrap  metal  on  the  dusty  highway,  the  unmarked semitruck pulled over twenty feet away left idle. The rifle had been thrown into the olive grove beyond the mountain road, wrenched from Bryce’s hands in the accident that had led them here. 

 The  accident  Danika  had  shielded  her  from,  wrapping  her  body  around  Bryce’s.  Danika  had taken the shredding of the asphalt for them both. 

 Ten  feet  away,  hands  also  behind  her  head,  Danika  bled  from  so  many  places  her  clothes were soaked with it. How had it come to this? How had things gone so terribly wrong? 

 “Where  are  those  fucking   bullets?”  the  male  from  the  truck  shrieked  to  his  cronies,  his empty gun—that blessedly, unexpectedly empty gun—clenched in his hand. 

 Danika’s caramel eyes were wide, searching, as they remained on Bryce’s face. Sorrow and pain and fear and regret—all of it was written there. 

 “I love you, Bryce.” Tears rolled down Danika’s face. “And I’m sorry.” 

 She had never said those words before. Ever. Bryce had teased her for the past three years about it, but Danika had refused to say them. 

 Motion caught Bryce’s attention to their left. Bullets had been found in the truck’s cab. But her gaze remained on Danika. On that beautiful, fierce face. 

 She let go, like a key turning in a lock. The first rays of the sun over the horizon. 

 And Bryce whispered, as those bullets came closer to that awaiting gun and the monstrous male who wielded it, “Close your eyes, Danika.” 

Bryce blinked, the shimmering memory replaced by the photo still glaring from her screen. 

Of Danika and the Pack of Devils years later—so happy and young and alive. 

Mere hours from their true end. 

The  skies  opened,  and  wings  rustled  above,  reminding  her  of  Athalar’s  hovering  presence. 

But she didn’t bother to look as she strode into the club. 
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Hunt knew he’d fucked up. And he was in deep shit with Micah— if Micah found out that he’d revealed the truth about that night. 

He  doubted  Quinlan  had  made  that  call—either  to  the  sorceress  or  to  Micah’s  office—and he’d  make  sure  she  didn’t.  Maybe  he’d  bribe  her  with  a  new  pair  of  shoes  or  some  purse  or whatever the fuck might be enticing enough to keep her mouth shut. One fuckup, one misstep, and he had few illusions about how Micah would react. 

He let Quinlan run through the city, trailing her from the Old Square into the dark wasteland of Asphodel Meadows, then into the CBD, and back to the Old Square again. 

Hunt  flew  above  her,  listening  to  the  symphony  of  honking  cars,  thumping  bass,  and  the brisk April wind whispering through the palms and cypresses. Witches on brooms soared down the streets, some close enough to touch the roofs of the cars they passed. So different from the angels,  Hunt  included,  who  always  kept  above  the  buildings  when  flying.  As  if  the  witches wanted to be a part of the bustle the angels defined themselves by avoiding. 

While he’d trailed Quinlan, Justinian had called with the information on the kristallos, which amounted to a whole lot of nothing. A few myths that matched with what they already knew. Vik had called five minutes after that: the Viper Queen’s alibis checked out. 

Then Isaiah had called, confirming that the victim in the alley was indeed a missing acolyte. 

He  knew  Danaan’s  suspicions  were  right:  it  couldn’t  be  coincidence  that  they’d  been  at  the temple  yesterday,  talking  about  the  Horn  and  the  demon  that  had  slaughtered  Danika  and  the Pack of Devils, and now one of its acolytes had died at the kristallos’s claws. 

A Fae girl. Barely more than a child. Acid burned through his stomach at the thought. 

He  shouldn’t  have  brought  Quinlan  to  the  murder  scene.  Shouldn’t  have  pushed  her  into going, so blinded by his damn need to get this investigation solved quickly that he hadn’t thought twice about her hesitation. 

He hadn’t realized until he’d seen her look at the pulped body, until her face had gone white as death, that her quiet wasn’t calm at all. It was shock. Trauma. Horror. And he’d shoved her into it. 

He’d fucked up, and Ruhn had been right to call him on that, but—shit. 

He’d  taken  one  look  at  Quinlan’s  ashen  face  and  known  she  hadn’t  been  behind  these murders,  or  even  remotely  involved.  And  he  was  a  giant  fucking  asshole  for  even  entertaining the idea. For even  telling her she’d been on his list. 

He rubbed his face. He wished Shahar were here, soaring beside him. She’d always let him talk  out  various  strategies  or  issues  during  the  five  years  he’d  been  with  her  18th,  always

listened, and asked questions. Challenged him in a way no one else had. 

By the time an hour had passed and the rain had begun, Hunt had planned a whole speech. 

He doubted Quinlan wanted to hear it, or would admit what she’d felt today, but he owed her an apology.  He’d  lost  so  many  essential  parts  of  himself  over  these  centuries  of  enslavement  and war, but he liked to think he hadn’t lost his basic decency. At least not yet. 

After completing those two thousand–plus kills he still had to make if he failed to solve this case, however, he couldn’t imagine he’d have even that left. Whether the person he’d be at that point would deserve freedom, he didn’t know. Didn’t want to think about it. 

But  then  Bryce  got  a  phone  call—got  one,  didn’t  make  one,  thank  fuck—and  didn’t  break her stride to answer it. Too high up to hear, he could only watch as she’d shifted directions again and aimed—he realized ten minutes later—for Archer Street. 

Just as the rain increased, she’d paused outside the White Raven and spent a few minutes on her phone. But despite his eagle-sharp eyesight, he couldn’t make out what she was doing on it. 

So he’d watched from the adjacent roof, and must have checked his own phone a dozen times in those five minutes like a pathetic fucking loser, hoping she’d message him. 

And  right  when  the  rain  turned  to  a  downpour,  she  put  her  phone  away,  walked  past  the bouncers  with  a  little  wave,  and  vanished  into  the  White  Raven  without  so  much  as  a  look upward. 

Hunt  landed,  sending  Vanir  and  humans  skittering  down  the  sidewalk.  And  the  half-wolf, half-daemonaki bouncer had the nerve to actually hold out a hand. “Line’s to the right,” the male to his left rumbled. 

“I’m with Bryce,” he said. 

The other bouncer said, “Tough shit. Line’s on the right.” 

The line, despite the early hour, was already down the block. “I’m here on legion business,” 

Hunt said, fishing for his badge, wherever the fuck he’d put it—

The door cracked open, and a stunning Fae waitress peeked out. “Riso says he’s in, Crucius.” 

The bouncer who’d first spoken just held Hunt’s stare. 

Hunt smirked. “Some other time.” Then he followed the female inside. 

The  scent  of  sex  and  booze  and  sweat  that  hit  him  had  every  instinct  rising  with  dizzying speed  as  they  crossed  the  glass-framed  courtyard  and  ascended  the  steps.  The  half-crumbled pillars were uplit by purple lights. 

He’d  never  set  foot  in  the  club—always  made  Isaiah  or  one  of  the  others  do  it.  Mostly because he knew it was no better than the palaces and country villas of the Pangeran Archangels, where feasts turned to orgies that lasted for days. All while people starved mere steps from those villas—humans and Vanir alike rooting through garbage piles for anything to fill their children’s bellies. He knew his temper and triggers well enough to stay the fuck away. 

Some people whispered as he walked by. He just kept his eyes on Bryce, who was already in a booth between two carved pillars, sipping at a glass of something clear—either vodka or gin. 

With all the scents in here, he couldn’t make it out. 

Her eyes lifted to him from the rim of her glass as she sipped. “How’d  you get in?” 

“It’s a public place, isn’t it?” 

She  said  nothing.  Hunt  sighed,  and  was  about  to  sit  down  to  make  that  apology  when  he scented jasmine and vanilla, and—

“Excuse  me,  sir—oh.  Um.  Erm.”  He  found  himself  looking  at  a  lovely  faun,  dressed  in  a white tank top and skirt short enough to show off her long, striped legs and delicate hooves. Her

gently arcing horns were nearly hidden in curly hair that was pulled back into a coiled bun, her brown skin dusted with gold that flickered in the club lights. Gods, she was beautiful. 

Juniper Andromeda: Bryce’s friend in the ballet. He’d read her file, too. The dancer glanced between Hunt and Quinlan. “I—I hope I’m not interrupting anything—” 

“He was just leaving,” Bryce said, draining her glass. 

He finally slid into the booth. “I was just arriving.” He extended a hand to the faun. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Hunt.” 

“I know who you are,” the faun said, her voice husky. 

Juniper’s grip was light but solid. Bryce refilled her glass from a decanter of clear liquid and drank  deep.  Juniper  asked  her,  “Did  you  order  food?  Rehearsal  just  let  out  and  I’m   starving.” 

Though the faun was thin, she was leanly muscled, strong as Hel beneath that graceful exterior. 

Bryce held up her drink. “I’m having a liquid dinner.” 

Juniper frowned. But she asked Hunt, “You want food?” 

“Hel yes.” 

“You  can  order  whatever  you  want—they’ll  get  it  for  you.”  She  raised  a  hand,  signaling  a waitress.  “I’ll  have  a  veggie  burger,  no  cheese,  with  a  side  of  fries,  vegetable  oil  only  to  cook them, and two pieces of pizza—plant-based cheese on it, please.” She bit her lip, then explained to Hunt, “I don’t eat animal products.” 

As a faun, meat and dairy were abhorrent. Milk was only for nursing babies. 

“Got it,” he said. “You mind if I do?” He’d fought alongside fauns over the centuries. Some hadn’t been able to stand the sight of meat. Some hadn’t cared. It was always worth asking. 

Juniper blinked, but shook her head. 

He offered the waitress a smile as he said, “I’ll have … a bone-in rib eye and roasted green beans.”  What  the  Hel.  He  glanced  at  Bryce,  who  was  guzzling  her  booze  like  it  was  a  protein shake. 

She hadn’t eaten dinner yet, and even though he’d been distracted this morning when she’d emerged  from  her  bedroom  in  nothing  but  a  lacy  hot-pink  bra  and  matching  underwear,  he’d noted  through  the  living  room  window  that  she’d  also  forgone  breakfast,  and  since  she  hadn’t brought lunch with her or ordered in, he was willing to bet she hadn’t eaten that, either. 

So Hunt said, “She’ll have lamb kofta with rice, roasted chickpeas, and pickles on the side. 

Thanks.” He’d watched her go for lunch a few times now, and had scented precisely what was inside her takeaway bags. Bryce opened her mouth, but the waitress was already gone. Juniper surveyed them nervously. Like she knew precisely what Bryce was about to—

“Are you going to cut my food, too?” 

“What?” 

“Just because you’re some big, tough asshole doesn’t mean you get the right to decide when I should eat—or when  I’m not taking care of my body. I’m the one who lives in it,  I know when I fucking want to eat. So keep your possessive and aggressive bullshit to yourself.” 

Juniper’s swallow was audible over the music. “Long day at work, Bryce?” 

Bryce  reached  for  her  drink  again.  But  Hunt  moved  faster,  his  hand  wrapping  around  her wrist and pinning it to the table before she could guzzle down more booze. 

“Get your fucking hand off me,” she snarled. 

Hunt  threw  her  a  half  smile.  “Don’t  be  such  a  cliché.”  Her  eyes  simmered.  “You  have  a rough  day  and  you  come  to  drown  yourself  in  vodka?”  He  snorted,  letting  go  of  her  wrist  and grabbing her glass. He lifted it to his lips, holding her stare over the rim as he said, “At least tell

me you have good taste in—” He sniffed the liquor. Tasted it. “This is water.” 

Her fingers curled into fists on the table. “I don’t drink.” 

Juniper  said,  “I  invited  Bryce  tonight.  It’s  been  a  while  since  we’ve  seen  each  other,  and  I have to meet some of the company members here later, so—” 

“Why don’t you drink?” Hunt asked Bryce. 

“You’re the Umbra Mortis. I’m sure you can figure it out.” Bryce scooted out of the booth, forcing Juniper to get up. “Though considering you thought I killed my best friend, maybe you can’t.”  Hunt  bristled,  but  Bryce  just  declared,  “I’m  going  to  the  bathroom.”  Then  she  walked right into the throng on the ancient dance floor, the crowd swallowing her as she wove her way toward a distant door between two pillars at the back of the space. 

Juniper’s face was tight. “I’ll go with her.” 

Then she was gone, moving swift and light, two males gaping as she passed. Juniper ignored them. She caught up to Bryce midway across the dance floor, halting her with a hand on her arm. 

Juniper smiled—bright as the lights around them—and began speaking, gesturing to the booth, the club. Bryce’s face remained cold as stone. Colder. 

Males approached, saw that expression, and didn’t venture closer. 

“Well, if she’s pissed at you, it’ll make me look better,” drawled a male voice beside him. 

Hunt didn’t bother to look pleasant. “Tell me you’ve found something.” 

The  Crown  Prince  of  the  Valbaran  Fae  leaned  against  the  edge  of  the  booth,  his  strikingly blue eyes lingering on his cousin. He’d no doubt used those shadows of his to creep up without Hunt’s notice. “Negative. I got a call from the Raven’s owner that she was here. She was in bad enough shape when she left the crime scene that I wanted to make sure she was all right.” 

Hunt couldn’t argue with that. So he said nothing. 

Ruhn nodded toward where the females stood motionless in the middle of a sea of dancers. 

“She  used  to  dance,  you  know.  If  she’d  been  able,  she  would  have  gone  into  the  ballet  like Juniper.” 

He hadn’t known—not really. Those facts had been blips on her file. “Why’d she drop it?” 

“You’ll have to ask her. But she stopped dancing completely after Danika died.” 

“And drinking, it seems.” Hunt glanced toward her discarded glass of water. 

Ruhn followed his line of sight. If he was surprised, the prince didn’t let on. 

Hunt took a sip of Bryce’s water and shook his head. Not a party girl at all—just content to let the world believe the worst of her. 

Including him. Hunt rolled his shoulders, wings moving with him, as he watched her on the dance floor. Yeah, he’d fucked up. Royally. 

Bryce looked toward the booth and when she saw her cousin there … There were trenches of Hel warmer than the look she gave Ruhn. 

Juniper tracked her gaze. 

Bryce took all of one step toward the booth before the club exploded. 
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One minute, Athalar and Ruhn were talking. One minute, Bryce was about to go rip into both of them for their alphahole protectiveness, smothering her even from afar. One minute, she was just trying not to drown in the weight that had yanked her under that too-familiar black surface. No amount of running could free her from it, buy her a sip of air. 

The  next,  her  ears  hollowed  out,  the  ground  ripped  from  beneath  her,  the  ceiling  rained down,  people  screamed,  blood  sprayed,  fear  scented  the  air,  and  she  was  twisting,  lunging  for Juniper—

Shrill, incessant ringing filled her head. 

The world had been tipped on its side. 

Or maybe that was because she lay sprawled on the wrecked floor, debris and shrapnel and body parts around her. 

But Bryce kept down, stayed arched over Juniper, who might have been screaming—

That shrill ringing wouldn’t stop. It drowned out every other sound. Coppery slickness in her mouth—blood. Plaster coated her skin. 

 “Get up.”  Hunt’s voice cut through the ringing, the screaming, the shrieking, and his strong hands wrapped around her shoulders. She thrashed against him, reaching for Juniper—

But Ruhn was already there, blood running from his temple as he helped her friend stand—

Bryce looked over every inch of Juniper: plaster and dust and someone else’s green blood, but not a scratch, not a scratch, not a scratch—

Bryce swayed back into Hunt, who gripped her shoulders. “We need to get out— now,”  the angel was saying to Ruhn, ordering her brother like a foot soldier. “There could be more.” 

Juniper pushed out of Ruhn’s grip and screamed at Bryce, “Are you out of your mind? ” 

Her  ears—her  ears  wouldn’t  stop  ringing,  and  maybe  her  brain  was  leaking  because  she couldn’t talk, couldn’t seem to remember how to use her limbs—

Juniper  swung.  Bryce  didn’t  feel  the  impact  on  her  cheek.  Juniper  sobbed  as  if  her  body would break apart.  “I made the Drop, Bryce! Two years ago! You haven’t! Have you completely lost it?” 

A warm, strong arm slid across her abdomen, holding her upright. Hunt said, his mouth near her ear, “Juniper, she’s shell-shocked. Give it a rest.” 

Juniper snapped at him, “Stay out of this! ” But people were wailing, screaming, and debris was still raining down. Pillars lay like fallen trees around them. June seemed to notice, to realize

—

Her body, gods, her body wouldn’t work—

Hunt  didn’t  object  when  Ruhn  gave  them  an  address  nearby  and  told  them  to  go  wait  for  him there.  It  was  closer  than  her  apartment,  but  frankly,  Hunt  wasn’t  entirely  sure  Bryce  would  let him in—and if she went into shock and he couldn’t get past those enchantments … Well, Micah would spike his head to the front gates of the Comitium if she died on his watch. 

He might very well do that just for not sensing that the attack was about to happen. 

Quinlan didn’t seem to notice he was carrying her. She was heavier than she looked—her tan skin covered more muscle than he’d thought. 

Hunt found the familiar white-columned house a few blocks away; the key Ruhn had given

him  opened  a  green-painted  door.  The  cavernous  foyer  was  laced  with  two  male  scents  other than the prince’s. A flick of the light switch revealed a grand staircase that looked like it’d been through a war zone, scuffed oak floors, and a crystal chandelier hanging precariously. 

Beneath it: a beer pong table painted with remarkable skill—portraying a gigantic Fae male swallowing an angel whole. 

Ignoring that particular  fuck you to his kind, Hunt aimed for the living room to the left of the entry.  A  stained  sectional  lay  against  the  far  wall  of  the  long  room,  and  Hunt  set  Bryce  down there as he hurried for the equally worn wet bar midway down the far wall. Water—she needed some water. 

There  hadn’t  been  an  attack  in  the  city  for  years  now—since  Briggs.  He’d  felt  the  bomb’s power as it rippled through the club, shredding the former temple and its inhabitants apart. He’d leave it to the investigators to see what exactly it was, but—

Even  his  lightning  hadn’t  been  fast  enough  to  stop  it,  not  that  it  would  have  been  any protection against a bomb, not in an ambush like that. He’d destroyed enough on battlefields to know how to intercept them with his power, how to match death with death, but this hadn’t been some long-range missile fired from a tank. 

It had been planted somewhere in the club, and detonated at a predetermined moment. There were a handful of people who might be capable of such a thing, and at the top of Hunt’s list …

there was Philip Briggs again. Or his followers, at least—Briggs himself was still imprisoned at the Adrestia Prison. He’d think on it later, when his head wasn’t still spinning, and his lightning wasn’t still a crackle in his blood, hungry for an enemy to obliterate. 

Hunt turned his attention to the woman who sat on the couch, staring at nothing. 

Bryce’s green dress was wrecked, her skin was covered in plaster and someone else’s blood, her face pale—save for the red mark on her cheek. 

Hunt grabbed an ice pack from the freezer under the bar counter and a dish towel to wrap it in.  He  set  the  glass  of  water  on  the  stained  wood  coffee  table,  then  handed  her  the  ice.  “She slugged you pretty damn good.” 

Those amber eyes lifted slowly to him. Dried blood crusted inside her ears. 

A  moment’s  searching  in  the  sorry-looking  kitchen  and  bathroom  cabinet  revealed  more towels and a first aid kit. 

He  knelt  on  the  worn  gray  carpet  before  her,  tucking  his  wings  in  tight  to  keep  them  from tangling with the beer cans that littered the coffee table. 

She kept staring at nothing as he cleaned out her bloody ears. 

He didn’t have med-magic like a witch, but he knew enough battlefield healing to assess her

arched  ears.  The  Fae  hearing  would  have  made  that  explosion  horrific—the  human  bloodline then slowing down the healing process. Mercifully, he found no signs of continued bleeding or damage. 

He started on the left ear. And when he’d finished, he noticed her knees were scraped raw, with shards of stone embedded in them. 

“Juniper stands a shot of being promoted to principal,” Bryce rasped at last. “The first faun ever.  The  summer  season  starts  soon—she’s  an  understudy  for  the  main  roles  in  two  of  the ballets. A soloist in all five of them. This season is crucial. If she got injured, it could interfere.” 

“She made the Drop. She would have bounced back quickly.” He pulled a pair of tweezers

from the kit. 

“Still.” 

She hissed as he carefully pried out some shards of metal and stone from her knee. She’d hit the ground hard. Even with the club exploding, he’d seen her move. 

She’d thrown herself right over Juniper, shielding her from the blast. 

“This will sting,” he told her, frowning at the bottle of healing solution. Fancy, high-priced stuff. Surprising that it was even here, given that the prince and his roommates had all made the Drop. “But it’ll keep it from scarring.” 

She shrugged, studying the massive, dark television screen over his shoulder. 

Hunt  doused  her  leg  with  the  solution,  and  she  jerked.  He  gripped  her  calf  hard  enough  to keep her down, even as she cursed. “I warned you.” 

She  pushed  a  breath  out  between  clenched  teeth.  The  hem  of  her  already  short  dress  had ridden up with her movements, and Hunt told himself he looked only to assess if there were other injuries, but—

The thick, angry scar cut across an otherwise sleek, unnervingly perfect thigh. 

Hunt stilled. She’d never gotten it healed. 

And every limp he’d sometimes caught her making from the corner of his eye … Not from

her dumb fucking shoes. But from this. From  him. From his clumsy battlefield instincts to staple her up like a soldier. 

“When  males  are  kneeling  between  my  legs,  Athalar,”  she  said,  “they’re  not  usually grimacing.” 

“What?” But her words registered, just at the moment he realized his hand still gripped her calf, the silky skin beneath brushing against the calluses on his palms. Just as he realized that he was indeed kneeling between her thighs, and had leaned closer to her lap to see that scar. 

Hunt reeled back, unable to help the heat rising to his face. He removed his hand from her leg. “Sorry,” he ground out. 

Any amusement faded from her eyes as she said, “Who do you think did it—the club?” 

The heat of her soft skin still stained his palm. “No idea.” 

“Could it have anything to do with us looking into this case?” Guilt already dampened her eyes, and he knew the body of the acolyte flashed through her mind. 

He shook his head. “Probably not. If someone wanted to stop us, a bullet in the head’s a lot more precise than blowing up a club. It could easily have been some rival of the club’s owner. Or the remaining Keres members looking to start more shit in this city.” 

Bryce asked, “You think we’ll have war here?” 

“Some humans want us to. Some Vanir want us to. To get rid of the humans, they say.” 

“They’ve  destroyed  parts  of  Pangera  with  the  war  there,”  she  mumbled.  “I’ve  seen  the

footage.” She looked at him, letting her unspoken question hang.  How bad was it? 

Hunt just said, “Magic and machines. Never a good mix.” 

The words rippled between them. “I want to go home,” she breathed. He peeled off his jacket and settled it around her shoulders. It nearly devoured her. “I want to shower all this off.” She gestured at the blood on her bare skin. 

“Okay.” But the front door in the foyer opened. One set of booted feet. 

Hunt had his gun out, hidden against his thigh as he turned, when Ruhn walked in, shadows in his wake. “You’re not going to like this,” the prince said. 

She wanted to go home. Wanted to call Juniper. Wanted to call her mom and Randall just to hear their  voices.  Wanted  to  call  Fury  and  learn  what  she  knew,  even  if  Fury  wouldn’t  pick  up  or answer her messages. Wanted to call Jesiba and  make her find out what had happened. But she mostly just wanted to  go home and shower. 

Ruhn, stone-faced and blood-splattered, halted in the archway. 

Hunt slid the handgun back into its holster at his thigh before sitting on the couch beside her. 

Ruhn  went  to  the  wet  bar  and  filled  a  glass  of  water  from  the  sink.  Every  movement  was stiff,  shadows  whispering  around  him.  But  the  prince  exhaled  and  the  shadows,  the  tension, vanished. 

Hunt  spared  her  from  demanding  that  Ruhn  elaborate.  “I’m  assuming  this  has  to  do  with whoever bombed the club?” 

Ruhn nodded and tossed back a gulp of water. “All signs point to the human rebels.” Bryce’s blood  chilled.  She  and  Hunt  swapped  glances.  Their  discussion  moments  ago  hadn’t  been  far from  the  mark.  “The  bomb  was  smuggled  into  the  club  through  some  new  exploding  liquid hidden in a delivery of wine. They left the calling card on the crate—their own logo.” 

Hunt cut in. “Any potential connection to Philip Briggs?” 

Ruhn said, “Briggs is still behind bars.” A polite way of describing the punishment the rebel leader now endured at Vanir hands in Adrestia Prison. 

“The rest of his Keres group isn’t,” Bryce croaked. “Danika was the one who made the raid on Briggs in the first place. Even if he didn’t kill her, he’s still doing time for his rebel crimes. 

He could have instructed his followers to carry out this bombing.” 

Ruhn  frowned.  “I  thought  they’d  disbanded—joined  other  factions  or  returned  to  Pangera. 

But here’s the part you’re not going to like. Next to the logo on the crate was a branded image. 

My team and your team thought it was a warped  C for Crescent City, but I looked at the footage of the storage area before the bomb went off. It’s hard to make out, but it could also be depicting a curved horn.” 

“What does the Horn have to do with the human rebellion?” Bryce asked. Then her mouth

dried  out.  “Wait.  Do  you  think  that  Horn  image  was  a  message  to   us?  To  warn  us  away  from looking for the Horn? As if that acolyte wasn’t enough?” 

Hunt mused, “It can’t just be coincidence that the club was bombed when we were there. Or that one of the images on the crate seems like it could be the Horn, when we’re knee-deep in a search for it. Before Danika busted him, Briggs planned to blow up the Raven. The Keres sect has been inactive since he went to prison, but …” 

“They could be coming back,” Bryce insisted. “Looking to pick up where Briggs left off, or somehow getting directions from him even now.” 

Hunt looked somber. “Or it was one of Briggs’s followers all along—the planned bombing, Danika’s murder,  this bombing … Briggs might not be guilty, but maybe he knows who is. He could be protecting someone.” He pulled out his phone. “We need to talk to him.” 

Ruhn said, “Are you fucking nuts?” 

Hunt  ignored  him  and  dialed  a  number,  rising  to  his  feet.  “He’s  in  Adrestia  Prison,  so  the request might take a few days,” he said to Bryce. 

“Fine.” She blocked out the thought of what, exactly, this meeting would be like. Danika had been  unnerved  by  Briggs’s  fanaticism  toward  the  human  cause,  and  had  rarely  wanted  to  talk about  him.  Busting  him  and  his  Keres  group—an  offshoot  of  the  main  Ophion  rebellion—had been a triumph, a legitimization of the Pack of Devils. It still hadn’t been enough to win Sabine’s approval. 

Hunt  tucked  the  phone  to  his  ear.  “Hey,  Isaiah.  Yeah,  I’m  all  right.”  He  stepped  into  the foyer, and Bryce watched him go. 

Ruhn said quietly, “The Autumn King knows I’ve involved you in looking for the Horn.” 

She lifted heavy eyes to her brother. “How pissed is he?” 

Ruhn’s grim smile wasn’t comforting. “He warned me of the  poison you’d spew in my ear.” 

“I should take that as a compliment, I suppose.” 

Ruhn didn’t smile this time. “He wants to know what you’ll do with the Horn if it’s found.” 

“Use it as my new drinking mug on game day.” 

Hunt  gave  a  snort  of  laughter  as  he  entered  the  room,  call  over.  Ruhn  just  said,  “He  was serious.” 

“I’ll give it back to the temple,” Bryce said. “Not to him.” 

Ruhn  looked  at  both  of  them  as  Hunt  again  sat  on  the  couch.  “My  father  said  that  since  I have now involved you in something so dangerous, Bryce, you need a guard to … remain with you at all times. Live with you. I volunteered.” 

Every part of her battered body ached. “Over my dead fucking corpse.” 

Hunt crossed his arms. “Why does your king care if Quinlan lives or dies?” 

Ruhn’s eyes grew cold. “I asked him the same. He said that she falls under his jurisdiction, as half-Fae, and he doesn’t want to have to clean up any messy situations.  The girl is a liability, he said.” Bryce could hear the cruel tones in every word Ruhn mimicked. Could see her father’s face as he spoke them. She often imagined how it’d feel to beat in that perfect face with her fists. 

To  give  him  a  scar  like  the  one  her  mother  bore  along  her  cheekbone—small  and  slender,  no longer than a fingernail, but a reminder of the blow he’d given her when his hideous rage drove him too far. 

The blow that had sent Ember Quinlan running—pregnant with Bryce. 

Creep. Old, hateful creep. 

“So  he’s  just  concerned  about  the  PR  nightmare  of  Quinlan’s  death  before  the  Summit,” 

Hunt said roughly, disgust tightening his face. 

“Don’t  look  so  shocked,”  Ruhn  said,  then  added  to  Bryce,  “I’m  only  the  messenger. 

Consider whether it’s wise to pick this as your big battle with him.” 

No  chance  in  Hel  was  she  letting   Ruhn  into  her  apartment  to  order  her  around.  Especially with those friends of his. It was bad enough she had to work with him on this case. 

Gods, her head was pounding. “Fine,” she said, simmering. “He said I needed a guard—not

you specifically, right?” At Ruhn’s tense silence, Bryce went on, “That’s what I thought. Athalar stays with me instead. Order fulfilled. Happy?” 

“He won’t like that.” 

Bryce smiled smugly, even as her blood simmered. “He didn’t say who the guard had to be. 

The bastard should have been more precise with his wording.” 

Even Ruhn couldn’t argue against that. 

If Athalar was shocked at Bryce’s choice of roommates, he didn’t let on. 

Ruhn watched the angel glance between them—carefully. 

Fuck.  Had  Athalar  finally  started  putting  it  together—that  they  were  more  entwined  than cousins should be, that Ruhn’s father  shouldn’t be taking such an interest in her? 

Bryce seethed at Ruhn, “Did you put your father up to this?” 

“No,”  Ruhn  said.  His  father  had  cornered  him  about  the  temple  visit  right  as  he  left  the ruined club. Honestly, given how pissed the male had been, it was a miracle Ruhn wasn’t dead in a gutter. “He’s got a network of spies that even I don’t know about.” 

Bryce scowled, but it morphed into a wince as she got off the couch, Athalar keeping a hand within easy reach of her elbow, should she need it. 

Ruhn’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it from his pocket long enough to read the message on the screen. And the others that began flying in. 

Declan had written in the group chain with Flynn,  What the fuck happened? 

Flynn replied,  I’m at the club. Sabine sent Amelie Ravenscroft to head the Aux packs hauling away debris and helping the wounded. Amelie said she saw you leave, Ruhn. You all right? 

Ruhn  answered,  just  so  they  wouldn’t  call.  I’m  fine.  I’ll  meet  you  at  the  club  soon.   He squeezed  the  phone  in  his  fist  as  Bryce  made  her  way  toward  the  front  door  and  the  Helscape beyond. Blue and red sirens blared, casting their light on the oak floors of the foyer. 

But his sister paused before reaching for the handle, twisting to ask him, “Why were you at the Raven earlier?” 

And here it was. If he mentioned the call Riso had made to him, that Ruhn had been keeping tabs  on  her,  he’d  get  his  head  bitten  off.  So  Ruhn  half  lied,  “I  want  to  check  out  your  boss’s library.” 

Hunt  paused,  a  step  behind  Bryce.  It  was  impressive,  really,  to  watch  both  of  them  plaster confused expressions on their faces. 

“What library?” she asked, the portrait of innocence. 

Ruhn  could  have  sworn  Athalar  was  trying  not  to  smile.  But  he  said  tightly,  “The  one everyone says is beneath the gallery.” 

“First I’ve heard of it,” Hunt said with a shrug. 

“Fuck off, Athalar.” Ruhn’s jaw ached from clenching it so hard. 

Bryce  said,  “Look,  I  get  that  you  want  in  on  our  little  cool  kids’  club,  but  there’s  a  strict membership-vetting process.” 

Yeah, Athalar was trying really hard not to smile. 

Ruhn growled, “I want to look at the books there. See if anything about the Horn jumps out.” 

She  paused  at  the  tone  in  his  voice,  the  bit  of  dominance  Ruhn  threw  into  it.  He  wasn’t  above pulling rank. Not where this was concerned. 

Though Athalar was glaring daggers at him, Ruhn said to his sister, “I’ve been through the Fae Archives twice, and …” He shook his head. “I just kept thinking about the gallery. So maybe there’s something there.” 

“I searched it,” she said. “There’s nothing about the Horn beyond vague mentions.” 

Ruhn gave her a half smile. “So you admit there’s a library.” 

Bryce frowned at him. He knew that contemplative look. “What.” 

Bryce  flipped  her  hair  over  a  dirty,  torn  shoulder.  “I’ll  make  a  bargain  with  you:  you  can come hunt for the Horn at the gallery, and I’ll help in whatever way I can. If—” Athalar whipped his head to her, the outrage on his face almost delightful. Bryce went on, nodding to the phone in Ruhn’s hand, “If you put Declan at my disposal.” 

“I’ll have to tell him about this case, then. And what he knows, Flynn will learn two seconds later.” 

“Fine. Go ahead and fill them in. But tell Dec I need intel about Danika’s last movements.” 

“I don’t know where he can get that,” Ruhn admitted. 

“The  Den  would  have  it,”  Hunt  said,  eyeing  Bryce  with  something  like  admiration.  “Tell Emmet to hack the Den archives.” 

So Ruhn nodded. “Fine. I’ll ask him later.” 

Bryce gave him that smile that didn’t meet her eyes. “Then come by the gallery tomorrow.” 

Ruhn  had  to  give  himself  a  moment  to  master  his  shock  at  how  easy  it  had  been  to  get access. Then he said, “Be careful out there.” 

If she and Athalar were right and it  was some Keres rebels acting on Briggs’s request or in his honor … the political mess would be a nightmare. And if he hadn’t been wrong about that  C

actually  being  an  image  of  the  Horn,  if  this  bombing  and  the  acolyte’s  murder  were  targeted warnings to them regarding their search for it … then the threat to all of them had just become a Hel of a lot deadlier. 

Bryce said sweetly before continuing on, “Tell your daddy we say hello—and that he can go fuck himself.” 

Ruhn gritted his teeth again, earning another grin from Athalar. Winged asshole. 

The two of them strode through the door, and Ruhn’s phone rang a heartbeat after that. 

“Yeah,” he said. 

Ruhn could have sworn he could hear his father tense before the male drawled, “Is that how you speak to your king?” 

Ruhn  didn’t  bother  replying.  His  father  said,  “Since  you  couldn’t  stop  yourself  from revealing my business, I wish to make one thing clear regarding the Horn.” Ruhn braced himself. 

“I don’t want the angels getting it.” 

“Fine.” If Ruhn had anything to say about it,  no one would get the Horn. It would go straight back to the temple, with a permanent Fae guard. 

“Keep an eye on that girl.” 

“Both eyes.” 

“I mean it, boy.” 

“So do I.” He let his father hear the growl of sincerity in his voice. 

His father went on, “You, as Crown Prince, revealed the secrets of your king to the girl and Athalar. I have every right to punish you for this, you know.” 

 Go  ahead,  he  wanted  to  say.  Go  ahead  and  do  it.  Do  me  a  favor  and  take  my  title  while you’re at it. The royal bloodline ends with me anyway. 

Ruhn had puked after hearing it the first time when he was thirteen, sent to the Oracle for a glimpse of his future, like all Fae. The ritual had once been to foretell marriages and alliances. 

Today, it was more to get a feel for a child’s career and whether they’d amount to anything. For

Ruhn—and for Bryce, years later—it had been a disaster. 

Ruhn had  begged  the Oracle  to  tell him  whether  she  meant he’d  die  before he  could  sire  a child,  or  if  she  meant  he  was  infertile.  She  only  repeated  her  words.  The  royal  bloodline  shall end with you, Prince. 

He’d been too much of a coward to tell his king what he’d learned. So he’d fed his father a lie, unable to bear the male’s disappointment and rage.  The Oracle said I would be a fair and just king. 

His father had been disappointed, but only that the fake prophecy hadn’t been mightier. 

So,  yeah.  If  his  father  wanted  to  strip  him  of  his  title,  he’d  be  doing  him  a  favor.  Or  even unwittingly fulfilling that prophecy at last. 

Ruhn had truly worried about its meaning once—the day he’d learned he had a little sister. 

He’d thought it might foretell an untimely death for her. But his fears had been assuaged by the fact that she was not and would never be formally recognized as part of the royal bloodline. To his  relief,  she’d  never  questioned  why,  in  those  early  years  when  they  were  still  close,  Ruhn hadn’t lobbied their father to publicly accept her. 

The Autumn King continued, “Unfortunately, the punishment you deserve would render you

unable to look for the Horn.” 

Ruhn’s shadows drifted around him. “I’ll take a rain check, then.” 

His father snarled, but Ruhn hung up. 
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The streets were packed with Vanir streaming from the still-chaotic White Raven, all looking for answers about what the Hel had happened. Various legionaries, Fae, and Aux pack members had erected  a  barricade  around  the  site,  a  thrumming,  opaque  magic  wall,  but  the  crowds  still converged. 

Hunt glanced to where Bryce walked beside him, silent, glassy-eyed. Barefoot, he realized. 

How long had she been barefoot? She must have lost her shoes in the explosion. 

He debated offering to carry her again, or suggesting that he fly them to her apartment, but she held her arms so tightly around herself that he had a feeling one word would send her into a rage-spiral with no bottom. 

The look she gave Ruhn before walking out … It made Hunt glad she wasn’t an acid-spitting viper. The male’s face would have  melted. 

Gods help them when the prince arrived at the gallery tomorrow. 

Bryce’s  doorman  leapt  out  of  his  seat  as  they  walked  into  the  pristine  lobby,  asking  if  she was  all  right,  if  she’d  been  in  the  club.  She  mumbled  that  she  was  fine,  and  the  ursine  shifter surveyed Hunt with a predator’s focus. Noticing that look, she waved a hand at him, punching the elevator button, and introduced them.  Hunt,   this is Marrin; Marrin, this is Hunt; he’s staying with me for the foreseeable future, unfortunately.  Then she was padding into the elevator, where she had to lean against the chrome rail along the back, as if she were about to collapse—

Hunt squeezed in as the doors were closing. The box was too small, too tight with his wings, and he kept them close as they shot up to the penthouse—

Bryce’s head sagged, her shoulders curving inward—

Hunt blurted, “Why won’t you make the Drop?” 

The  elevator  doors  opened  and  she  slumped  against  them  before  she  entered  the  elegant cream-and-cobalt hallway. But she halted at her apartment door. Then turned to him. 

“My keys were in my purse.” 

Her purse was now in the ruin of the club. 

“Does the doorman have a spare?” 

She grunted her confirmation, eyeing the elevator as if it were a mountain to climb. 

Marrin busted Hunt’s balls for a good minute, checking that Bryce was alive in the hallway, asking into the hall vidcom if she approved—to which he got a thumbs-up. 

When  Hunt  returned,  he  found  her  sitting  against  her  door,  legs  up  and  spread  enough  to show a pair of hot-pink underwear. Thankfully, the hall cameras couldn’t see at that angle, but he had no doubt the shifter monitored them as Hunt helped her to her feet and handed her the spare

keys. 

She slowly slid in the key, then put her palm to the bespelled finger pad beside the door. 

“I  was  waiting,”  she  murmured  as  the  locks  clicked  open  and  the  dim  apartment  lights flickered on. “We were supposed to make the Drop together. We picked two years from now.” 

He knew who she meant. The reason why she no longer drank, or danced, or really seemed

to live her life. The reason why she must keep that scar on her pretty, sleek thigh. Ogenas and all her  sacred  Mysteries  knew  that  Hunt  had  punished  himself  for  a  damn  long  while  after  the colossal failure that had been the Battle of Mount Hermon. Even while he’d been tortured in the Asteri’s dungeons, he’d punished himself, flaying his own soul in a way no imperial interrogator ever could. 

So maybe it was a stupid question, but he asked as they entered the apartment, “Why bother waiting now?” 

Hunt stepped inside and got a good look at the place Quinlan called home. The open-concept apartment had looked nice from outside the windows, but inside …

Either she or Danika had decorated it without sparing any expense: a white deep-cushioned couch lay in the right third of the great room, set before a reclaimed wood coffee table and the massive  television  atop  a  carved  oak  console.  A  fogged-glass  dining  table  with  white  leather chairs  took  up  the  left  third  of  the  space,  and  the  center  third  of  it  went  to  the  kitchen—white cabinets,  chrome  appliances,  and  white  marble  counters.  All  of  it  impeccably  clean,  soft,  and welcoming. 

Hunt took it in, standing like a piece of baggage by the kitchen island while Bryce padded down a pale oak hallway to release Syrinx from where he yowled from his crate. 

She was halfway down the hallway when she said without looking back, “Without Danika …

We were supposed to make the Drop together,” she said again. “Connor and Thorne were going to Anchor us.” 

The choice of Anchor during the Drop was pivotal—and a deeply personal choice. But Hunt

shoved aside the thoughts of the sour-faced government employee he’d been appointed, since he sure as fuck hadn’t had any family or friends left to Anchor him. Not when his mother had died only days before. 

Syrinx flung himself through the apartment, claws clicking on the light wood floors, yipping as he leapt upon Hunt, licking his hands. Each one of Bryce’s returning steps dragged on her way to the kitchen counter. 

The silence pressed on him enough that he asked, “Were you and Danika lovers?” 

He’d been told two years ago that they weren’t, but friends didn’t mourn each other the way Bryce seemed to have so thoroughly shut down every part of herself. The way he had for Shahar. 

The patter of kibble hitting tin filled the apartment before Bryce plunked down the bowl, and Syrinx, abandoning Hunt, half threw himself inside it as he gobbled it down. 

Hunt  turned  in  place  as  Bryce  padded  around  the  other  end  of  the  kitchen  island,  flinging open  the  enormous  metal  fridge  to  examine  its  meager  contents.  “No,”  she  said,  her  voice  flat and  cold.  “Danika  and  I  weren’t  like  that.”  Her  grip  on  the  fridge’s  handle  tightened,  her knuckles going white. “Connor and I—Connor Holstrom, I mean. He and I …” She trailed off. 

“It was complicated. When Danika died, when they all died … a light went out in me.” 

He  remembered  the  details  about  her  and  the  elder  of  the  Holstrom  brothers.  Ithan  hadn’t been  there  that  night,  either—and  was  now  Second  in  Amelie  Ravenscroft’s  pack.  A  sorry replacement for what the Pack of Devils had once been. This city had also lost something that

night. 

Hunt opened his mouth to tell Quinlan he understood. Not just the complicated relationship thing, but the loss. To wake up one morning surrounded by friends and his lover—and then to end  the  day  with  all  of  them  dead.  He  understood  how  it  gnawed  on  bones  and  blood  and  the very soul of a person. How nothing could ever make it right. 

How cutting out the alcohol and the drugs, how refusing to do the thing she loved most—the dancing—still  couldn’t  make  it  right.  But  the  words  stalled  in  his  throat.  He  hadn’t  felt  like talking about it two hundred years ago, and sure as Hel didn’t feel like talking about it now. 

A landline phone somewhere in the house began ringing, and a pleasant female voice trilled, Call from … Home. 

Bryce closed her eyes, as if rallying herself, then padded down the darkened hallway that led to  her  bedroom.  A  moment  later,  she  said  with  a  cheerfulness  that  should  have  earned  her  an award  for  Best  Fucking  Actor  in  Midgard,  “Hey,  Mom.”  A  mattress  groaned.  “No,  I  wasn’t there. My phone fell in the toilet at work—yep, totally dead. I’ll get a new one tomorrow. Yeah, I’m fine. June wasn’t there, either. We’re all good.” A pause. “I know—it was just a long day at work.” Another pause. “Look, I’ve got company.” A rough laugh. “Not that kind. Don’t get your hopes up.  I’m  serious. Yes,  I  let him  into  my  house willingly.  Please  don’t call  the  front  desk. 

His name? I’m not telling you.” Just the slightest hesitation. “Mom. I will call you tomorrow. I’m not telling him hello. Bye— bye, Mom. Love you.” 

Syrinx  had  finished  his  food  and  was  staring  expectantly  at  Hunt—silently  pleading  for more, that lion’s tail waggling. “No,” he hissed at the beast just as Bryce walked back into the main room. 

“Oh,” she said, as if she’d forgotten he was there. “I’m going to take a shower. Guest room is yours. Use whatever you need.” 

“I’ll swing by the Comitium tomorrow to get more clothes.” Bryce just nodded like her head weighed  a  thousand  pounds.  “Why’d  you  lie?”  He’d  let  her  decide  which  one  she  wanted  to explain. 

She  paused,  Syrinx  trotting  ahead  down  the  hall  to  her  bedroom.  “My  mom  would  only worry and come visit. I don’t want her around if things are getting bad. And I didn’t tell her who you were because that would lead to questions, too. It’s easier this way.” 

Easier to not let herself enjoy life, easier to keep everyone at arm’s length. 

The mark on her cheek from Juniper’s slap had barely faded. Easier to throw herself on top of a friend as a bomb exploded, rather than risk losing them. 

She said quietly, “I need to find who did this, Hunt.” 

He met her raw, aching stare. “I know.” 

“No,” she said hoarsely. “You don’t. I don’t care what Micah’s motives are—if I don’t find this fucking person, it is going to  eat me alive.” Not the murderer or the demon, but the pain and grief that he was only starting to realize dwelled inside her. “I need to find who did this.” 

“We will,” he promised. 

“How can you know that?” She shook her head. 

“Because we don’t have another choice.  I don’t have another choice.” At her confused look, Hunt blew out a breath and said, “Micah offered me a deal.” 

Her eyes turned wary. “What sort of deal?” 

Hunt  clenched  his  jaw.  She’d  offered  up  a  piece  of  herself,  so  he  could  do  the  same. 

Especially  if  they  were  now  gods-damned  roommates.  “When  I  first  came  here,  Micah  offered

me a bargain: if I could make up for every life the 18th took that day on Mount Hermon, I’d get my  freedom  back.  All  two  thousand  two  hundred  and  seventeen  lives.”  He  steeled  himself, willing her to hear what he couldn’t quite say. 

She chewed on her lip. “I’m assuming that  make up means …” 

“Yes,” he ground out. “It means doing what I’m good at. A death for a death.” 

“Micah has more than two thousand people for you to assassinate?” 

Hunt let out a harsh laugh. “Micah is a Governor of an entire territory, and he will live for at least  another  two  hundred  years.  He’ll  probably  have  double  that  number  of  people  on  his  shit list  before  he’s  done.”  Horror  crept  into  her  eyes,  and  he  scrambled  for  a  way  to  get  rid  of  it, unsure why. “It comes with the job. His job, and mine.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, it’s awful, but he offered me a way out, at least. And when the killings started again, he offered me a different bargain: find the murderer before the Summit meeting, and he’d reduce the debts I owe to ten.” 

He  waited  for  her  judgment,  her  disgust  with  him  and  Micah.  But  she  angled  her  head. 

“That’s why you’ve been a bullish pain the ass.” 

“Yes,” he said tightly. “Micah ordered me not to say anything, though. So if you breathe one word about it—” 

“His offer will be rescinded.” 

Hunt  nodded,  scanning  her  battered  face.  She  said  nothing  more.  After  a  heartbeat,  he demanded, “Well?” 

“Well, what?” She again began walking toward her bedroom. 

“Well, aren’t you going to say that I’m a self-serving piece of shit?” 

She paused again, a faint ray of light entering her eyes. “Why bother, Athalar, when you just said it for me?” 

He couldn’t help it then. Even though she was bloodied and covered in debris, he looked her over.  Every  inch  and  curve.  Tried  not  to  think  about  the  hot-pink  underwear  beneath  that  tight green dress. But he said, “I’m sorry I thought you were a suspect. And more than that, I’m sorry I judged you. I thought you were just a party girl, and I acted like an asshole.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with being a party girl. I don’t get why the world thinks there is.” 

But she considered his words. “It’s easier for me—when people assume the worst about what I am. It lets me see who they really are.” 

“So you’re saying you think I’m really an asshole?” A corner of his mouth curled up. 

But her eyes were dead serious. “I’ve met and dealt with a lot of assholes, Hunt. You’re not one of them.” 

“You weren’t singing that tune earlier.” 

She just aimed for her room once more. So Hunt asked, “Want me to get food?” 

Again, she paused. She looked like she was about to say no, but then rasped, “Cheeseburger

—with cheese fries. And a chocolate milkshake.” 

Hunt smiled. “You got it.” 

The elegant guest room on the other side of the kitchen was spacious, decorated in shades of gray and  cream  accented  with  pale  rose  and  cornflower  blue.  The  bed  was  big  enough  for  Hunt’s wings,  thankfully—definitely  bought  with  Vanir  in  mind—and  a  few  photos  in  expensive-looking frames were propped next to a lopsided, chipped ceramic blue bowl, all adorning a chest

of drawers to the right of the door. 

He’d  gotten  them  both  burgers  and  fries,  and  Bryce  had  torn  into  hers  with  a  ferocity  that Hunt had seen only among lions gathered around a fresh kill. He’d tossed the whining Syrinx a few fries under the white glass table, since she sure as shit wasn’t sharing anything. 

Exhaustion  had  set  in  so  thoroughly  that  neither  of  them  spoke,  and  once  she’d  finished slurping  down  the  milkshake,  she’d  merely  gathered  up  the  trash,  dumped  it  into  the  bin,  and headed to her room. Leaving Hunt to enter his. 

A mortal scent lingered that he assumed was courtesy of her parents, and as Hunt opened the drawers,  he  found  some  of  them  full  of  clothes—light  sweaters,  socks,  pants,  athletic-looking gear … He was snooping. Granted, it was part of the job description, but it was still snooping. 

He shut the drawers and studied the framed photos. 

Ember  Quinlan  had  been  a  knockout.  No  wonder  that  Fae  asshole  had  pursued  her  to  the point  where  she’d  bailed.  Long  black  hair  framed  a  face  that  could  have  been  on  a  billboard: freckled  skin,  full  lips,  and  high  cheekbones  that  made  the  dark,  depthless  eyes  above  them striking. 

It  was  Bryce’s  face—the  coloring  was  just  different.  An  equally  attractive  brown-skinned, dark-haired human male stood beside her, arm slung around her slim shoulders, grinning like a fiend  at  whoever  was  behind  the  camera.  Hunt  could  just  barely  make  out  the  writing  on  the silver dog tags dipping over the man’s gray button-up. 

Well, holy shit. 

 Randall Silago was Bryce’s adoptive father? The legendary war hero and sharpshooter? He had  no  idea  how  he’d  missed  that  fact  in  her  file,  though  he  supposed  he  had  been  skimming when he’d read it years ago. 

No wonder his daughter was so fearless. And there, to the right of Ember, stood Bryce. 

She  was  barely  past  three,  that  red  hair  pulled  high  into  two  floppy  pigtails.  Ember  was looking at her daughter—the expression a bit exasperated—as if Bryce was  supposed to be in the nice clothes that the two adults were wearing. But there she was, giving her mother an equally sassy look, hands on her chubby hips, legs set apart in an unmistakable fighting stance. Covered head to toe in mud. 

Hunt snickered and turned to the other photo on the dresser. 

It was a beautiful shot of two women—girls, really—sitting on some red rocks atop a desert mountain,  their  backs  to  the  camera,  shoulder-to-shoulder  as  they  faced  the  scrub  and  sand  far below.  One  was  Bryce—he  could  tell  from  her  sheet  of  red  hair.  The  other  was  in  a  familiar leather  jacket,  the  back  painted  with  those  words  in  the  Republic’s  most  ancient  language. 

 Through love, all is possible. 

It had to be Bryce and Danika. And—that was Danika’s jacket that Bryce now wore. 

She had no other photos of Danika in the apartment. 

 Through love, all is possible. It was an ancient saying, dating back to some god he couldn’t remember.  Cthona,  probably—what  with  all  the  mother-goddess  stuff  she  presided  over.  Hunt had long since stopped visiting temples, or paying much attention to the overzealous priestesses who popped up on the morning talk shows every now and then. None of the five gods had ever helped him—or anyone he cared about. Urd, especially, had fucked him over often enough. 

Danika’s  blond  ponytail  draped  down  Bryce’s  back  as  she  leaned  her  head  against  her friend’s shoulder. Bryce wore a loose white T-shirt, showing a bandaged arm braced on her knee. 

Bruises  peppered  her  body.  And  gods—that  was  a  sword  lying  to  Danika’s  left.  Sheathed  and

clean, but—he knew that sword. 

Sabine  had  gone  ballistic  searching  for  it  when  it  was  discovered  to  be  missing  from  the apartment  where  her  daughter  had  been  murdered.  Apparently  it  was  some  wolf  heirloom.  But there it lay, beside Bryce and Danika in the desert. 

Sitting there on those rocks, perched over the world, they seemed like two soldiers who had just walked through the darkest halls of Hel and were taking a well-earned break. 

Hunt turned from the picture and rubbed at the tattoo on his brow. A flick of his power had the heavy gray curtains sliding shut over the floor-to-ceiling windows on a chill wind. He peeled off his clothes one by one, and found the bathroom was just as spacious as the bedroom. 

Hunt  showered  quickly  and  fell  into  bed  with  his  skin  still  drying.  The  last  thing  he  saw before  sleep  overtook  him  was  the  photo  of  Bryce  and  Danika,  frozen  forever  in  a  moment  of peace. 
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Hunt  woke  the  moment  he  scented  a  male  in  his  room,  his  fingers  wrapping  around  the  knife under his pillow. He opened an eye, grip tightening on the hilt, remembering every window and doorway, every possible would-be weapon that he could wield to his advantage—

He  found  Syrinx  sitting  on  the  pillow  beside  his,  the  chimera’s  smooshed-up  face  peering into his own. 

Hunt groaned, a breath exploding out of him. Syrinx just swatted at his face. 

Hunt rolled out of reach. “Good morning to you, too,” he mumbled, scanning the room. He’d definitely shut the door last night. It now gaped wide open. He glanced at the clock. 

Seven.  He  hadn’t  noticed  Bryce  get  up  for  work—hadn’t  heard  her  buzzing  about  the apartment or the music he knew she liked to play. 

Granted, he hadn’t heard his own door open, either. He’d slept like the dead. Syrinx rested his head on Hunt’s shoulder, and huffed a mournful sigh. 

Solas spare him. “Why do I get the feeling that if I give you breakfast, it’ll actually be your second or third meal of the day?” 

An innocent blink of those round eyes. 

Unable to help himself, Hunt scratched the little beast behind his silly ears. 

The sunny apartment beyond his room was silent, the light warming the pale wood floors. He eased from the bed, hauling on his pants. His shirt was a wreck from last night’s events, so he left  it  on  the  floor,  and—  Shit.  His  phone.  He  grabbed  it  from  the  bedside  table  and  flicked through the messages. Nothing new, no  missions from Micah, thank the gods. 

He left the phone on the dresser beside the door and padded into the great room. 

No sign or sound. If Quinlan had just  left—

He stormed across the space, to the hall on the other side. Her bedroom door was cracked, as if Syrinx had seen himself out, and—

Sound  asleep.  The  heap  of  blankets  had  been  twisted  and  tossed  around,  and  Quinlan  lay belly-down  on  the  bed,  wrapped  around  a  pillow.  The  position  was  almost  identical  to  the  one she’d been in last night in the club, flung over Juniper. 

Hunt  was  pretty  sure  most  people  would  consider  the  low-backed  gray  nightgown,  edged with  pale  pink  lace,  to  be  a  shirt.  Syrinx  trotted  past,  leaping  on  the  bed  and  nosing  her  bare shoulder. 

The tattoo down her back—scrolling, beautiful lines in some alphabet he didn’t recognize—

rose and fell with each deep breath. Bruises he hadn’t noted last night peppered her golden skin, already greenish thanks to the Fae blood in her. 

And he was staring at her. Like a fucking creep. 

Hunt twisted for the hall, his wings suddenly too big, his skin too tight, when the front door swung open. A smooth movement had his knife angled behind him—

Juniper breezed in, a brown bag of what smelled like chocolate pastries in one hand, a spare set of keys in another. She stopped dead as she spied him in the bedroom hallway. 

Her mouth popped open in a silent  Oh. 

She looked him over—not in the way some females did until they noted the tattoos, but in the way that told him she realized a half-naked  male stood in Bryce’s apartment at seven in the morning. 

He  opened  his  mouth  to  say  it  wasn’t  how  it  looked,  but  Juniper  just  strutted  past,  her delicate hooves clipping on the wood floors. She shoved into the bedroom, jostling the bag, and Syrinx  went  wild,  curly  tail  wagging  as  Juniper  trilled,  “I  brought  chocolate  croissants,  so  get that bare ass out of bed and into some pants.” 

Bryce lifted her head to see Juniper, then Hunt in the hall. She didn’t bother to tug the hem of her nightgown over her teal lace underwear as she squinted. “What?” 

Juniper strode to the bed and looked like she was about to plop onto it, but glanced at him. 

Hunt stiffened. “It’s not what it seems.” 

Juniper gave him a sweet smile. “Then some privacy would be nice.” 

He backed down the hall, into the kitchen. Coffee. That sounded like a good plan. 

He opened a cabinet, fishing out some mugs. Their voices flitted out to him anyway. 

“I tried calling you, but your phone wasn’t on—I figured you probably lost it,” Juniper said. 

Blankets rustled. “Are you all right?” 

“Totally fine. News reports are still speculating, but they think human rebels from Pangera did it, wanting to start trouble here. There’s video footage from the loading dock that shows their insignia on a case of wine. They think that’s how the bomb got in.” 

So the theory had held overnight. Whether it was truly connected to the Horn remained to be seen.  Hunt  made  a  note  to  check  with  Isaiah  about  the  request  to  meet  with  Briggs  as  soon  as Juniper left. 

“Is the Raven totally wrecked?” 

A sigh. “Yeah—really bad. No idea when it’ll be open again. I finally got a hold of Fury last night,  and  she  said  Riso’s  mad  enough  that  he  put  a  bounty  on  the  head  of  whoever  was responsible.” 

No surprise there. Hunt had heard that despite his laughing nature, when the butterfly shifter got  pissed,  he  went  all  in.  Juniper  went  on,  “Fury’s  probably  coming  home  because  of  it.  You know she can’t resist a challenge.” 

Burning  Solas.  Throwing  Fury  Axtar  into  this  mess  was  a  bad  fucking  idea.  Hunt  spooned coffee beans into the gleaming chrome machine built into the kitchen wall. 

Quinlan asked tightly, “So she’ll come back home for a bounty, but not to see us?” 

A silence. Then, “You weren’t the only one who lost Danika that night, B. We all dealt with it in different ways. Fury’s answer to her pain was to bail.” 

“Your therapist tell you that?” 

“I’m not fighting with you about this again.” 

More silence. Juniper cleared her throat. “B, I’m sorry for what I did. You’ve got a bruise—” 

“It’s fine.” 

“No, it’s not—” 

“It is. I get it, I—” 

Hunt  turned  on  the  machine’s  coffee  grinder  to  give  them  some  privacy.  He  might  have ground the beans into a fine powder instead of rough shards, but when he finished, Juniper was saying, “So, the gorgeous angel who’s making you coffee right now—” 

Hunt  grinned  at  the  coffee  machine.  It  had  been  a  long,  long  while  since  anyone  had bothered describing him as anything but  Umbra Mortis, the Knife of the Archangels. 

“No, no, and no,” Bryce cut her off. “Jesiba is having me do a classified job, and Hunt was assigned to protect me.” 

“Is being shirtless in your house part of that assignment?” 

“You know how these Vanir males are. They live to show off their muscles.” 

Hunt rolled his eyes as Juniper laughed. “I’m shocked you’re even letting him stay here, B.” 

“I didn’t really have a choice.” 

“Hmmm.” 

A  thump  of  bare  feet  on  the  ground.  “You  know  he’s  listening,  right?  His  feathers  are probably so puffed up he won’t be able to fit through the door.” 

Hunt  leaned  against  the  counter,  the  coffee  machine  doing  the  growling  for  him  as  Bryce stalked into the hallway. “Puffed up?” 

She certainly hadn’t bothered to fulfill her friend’s pants request. Each step had the pale pink lace of the nightgown’s hem brushing against her upper thighs, tugging up slightly to reveal that thick, brutal scar on the left leg. His stomach twisted at the sight of what he’d done to her. 

“Eyes up here, Athalar,” she drawled. Hunt scowled. 

But Juniper was following closely on Bryce’s heels, her hooves clopping lightly on the wood floors as she held up the pastry bag. “I just wanted to drop these off. I’ve got rehearsal in …” She fished her phone from the pocket of her tight black leggings. “Oh shit.  Now. Bye, B.” She rushed to the door, chucking the pastry bag on the table with impressive aim. 

“Good luck—call me later,” Bryce said, already going to inspect her friend’s peace offering. 

Juniper lingered in the doorway long enough to say to him, “Do your job,  Umbra.” 

Then she was gone. 

Bryce slid into one of the white leather chairs at the glass table and sighed as she pulled out a chocolate croissant. She bit in and moaned. “Do legionaries eat croissants?” 

He remained leaning against the counter. “Is that an actual question?” 

 Crunch-munch-swallow. “Why are you up so early?” 

“It’s nearly seven thirty. Hardly early by anyone’s count. But your chimera nearly sat on my face, so how could I  not be up? And how many people, exactly, have keys to this place?” 

She finished off her croissant. “My parents, Juniper, and the doorman. Speaking of which …

I need to give those keys back—and get another copy made.” 

“And get me a set.” 

The  second  croissant  was  halfway  to  her  mouth  when  she  set  it  down.  “Not  going  to happen.” 

He held her stare. “Yes, it is. And you’ll change the enchantments so I can get access—” 

She bit into the croissant. “Isn’t it  exhausting to be an alphahole all the time? Do you guys have a handbook for it? Maybe secret support groups?” 

“An alpha- what?” 

“Alphahole. Possessive and aggressive.” She waved a hand at his bare torso. “You know—

you  males  who  rip  your  shirt  off  at  the  slightest  provocation,  who  know  how  to  kill  people  in

twenty different ways, who have females falling over themselves to be with you; and when you finally bang one, you go full-on mating-frenzy with her, refusing to let another male look at or talk to her, deciding what and when she needs to eat, what she should wear, when she sees her friends—” 

“What the  fuck are you talking about?” 

“Your  favorite  hobbies  are  brooding,  fighting,  and  roaring;  you’ve  perfected  about  thirty different  types  of  snarls  and  growls;  you’ve  got  a  cabal  of  hot  friends,  and  the  moment  one  of you mates, the others fall like dominoes, too, and gods help you when you all start having babies

—” 

He snatched the croissant out of her hand. That shut her up. 

Bryce gaped at him, then at the pastry, and Hunt wondered if she’d bite him as he lifted it to his mouth. Damn, but it was good. 

“One,” he told her, yanking over a chair and turning it backward for him to straddle. “The last thing I want to do is fuck you, so we can take the whole Sex, Mating, and Baby option off the  table.  Two,  I  don’t  have  friends,  so  there  sure  as  fuck  will  be  no  couples-retreat  lifestyle anytime  soon.  Three,  if  we’re  complaining  about  people  who  are  clothing-optional  …”  He finished  the  croissant  and  gave  her  a  pointed  look.  “I’m  not  the  one  who  parades  around  this apartment in a bra and underwear every morning while getting dressed.” 

He’d worked hard to forget that particular detail. How after her morning run, she did her hair and makeup in a routine that took her more than an hour from start to finish. Wearing only what seemed to be an extensive, and rather spectacular, assortment of lingerie. 

Hunt supposed if he looked the way she did, he’d wear that shit, too. 

Bryce only glared at him—his mouth, his hand—and grumbled, “That was my croissant.” 

The coffee machine beeped, but he kept his ass planted in the chair. “You’re going to get me a  new  set  of  keys.  And  add  me  to  the  enchantments.  Because  it’s  part  of  my   job,  and  being assertive isn’t the first sign of being an  alphahole—it’s a sign of me wanting to make sure you don’t wind up  dead.” 

“Stop cursing so much. You’re upsetting Syrinx.” 

He leaned close enough to note gold flecks in her amber eyes. “You have the dirtiest mouth I’ve ever heard, sweetheart. And from the way  you act, I think  you might be the alphahole here.” 

She hissed. 

“See?” he drawled. “What was it you said? An assortment of snarls and growls?” He waved

a hand. “Well, there you go.” 

She  tapped  her  dusk-sky  nails  on  the  glass  table.  “Don’t  ever  eat  my  croissant  again.  And stop calling me sweetheart.” 

Hunt threw her a smirk and rose. “I need to head to the Comitium for my clothes. Where are you going to be?” 

Bryce scowled and said nothing. 

“The answer,” Hunt went on, “is with me. Anywhere you or I go, we go together from now

on. Got it?” 

She flipped him off. But she didn’t argue further. 
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Micah Domitus might have been an asshole, but at least he gave his triarii the weekend off—or its equivalent if a particular duty required them to work through it. 

Jesiba  Roga,  no  surprise,  didn’t  seem  to  believe  in  weekends.  And  since  Quinlan  was expected at work, Hunt had decided they’d hit the barracks at the Comitium during lunch, while most people were distracted. 

The thick veils of morning mist hadn’t burned off by the time Hunt trailed Bryce on her way to work. No new updates had been delivered to him on the bombing, and there was no mention of further attacks that matched the kristallos’s usual methods. 

But  Hunt  still  kept  his  focus  sharp,  assessing  every  person  who  passed  the  redhead  below. 

Most  people  spotted  Syrinx,  prancing  at  the  end  of  his  leash,  and  gave  her  a  healthy  berth. 

Chimeras  were  volatile  pets—prone  to  small  magics  and  biting.  No  matter  that  Syrinx  seemed more interested in whatever food he could swindle out of people. 

Bryce wore a little black dress today, her makeup more subdued, heavier on the eyes, lighter on  the  lipstick  …  Armor,  he  realized  as  she  and  Syrinx  wound  through  other  commuters  and tourists,  dodging  cars  already  honking  with  impatience  at  the  usual  Old  Square  traffic.  The clothes,  the  hair,  the  makeup—they  were  like  the  leather  and  steel  and  guns  he  donned  every morning. 

Except he didn’t wear lingerie beneath it. 

For whatever reason, he found himself dropping onto the cobblestones behind her. She didn’t so much as flinch, her sky-high black heels unfaltering. Impressive as Hel, for her to walk on the ancient streets without snapping an ankle. Syrinx huffed his greeting and kept trotting, proud as an imperial parade horse. “Your boss ever give you a day off?” 

She sipped from the coffee she balanced in her free hand. She drank a surely illegal amount of  the  stuff  throughout  the  day.  Starting  with  no  less  than  three  cups  before  they’d  left  the apartment. “I get Sundays off,” she said. Palm fronds hissed in the chill breeze above them. The tan skin of her legs pebbled with the cold. “Many of our clients are busy enough that they can’t come in during the workweek. Saturday is their day of leisure.” 

“Do you get holidays off at least?” 

“The store is closed on the major ones.” She idly jangled the tri-knot amulet around her neck. 

An Archesian charm like that had to cost … Burning Solas, it had to cost a fuck-ton. Hunt thought  about  the  heavy  iron  door  to  the  archives.  Perhaps  it  hadn’t  been  put  there  to  keep thieves out … but to keep things  in. 

He  had  a  feeling  she  wouldn’t  tell  him  any  details  about  why  the  art  required  her  to  wear

such an amulet, so he instead asked, “What’s the deal with you and your cousin?” Who would be arriving at the gallery at some point this morning. 

Bryce gently pulled on Syrinx’s leash when he lunged for a squirrel scampering up a palm tree. “Ruhn and I were close for a few years when I was a teenager, and then we had a big fight. I stopped speaking to him after that. And things have been … well, you see how things are now.” 

“What’d you fight about?” 

The morning mist swirled past as she fell quiet, as if debating what to reveal. She said, “It started off as a fight about his father. What a piece of shit the Autumn King is, and how Ruhn was wrapped around his finger. It devolved into a screaming match about each other’s flaws. I walked out when Ruhn said that I was flirting with his friends like a shameless hussy and to stay away from them.” 

Ruhn had said far worse than that, Hunt recalled. At Luna’s Temple, he’d heard Bryce refer to  him  calling  her  a   half-breed  slut.  “I’ve  always  known  Danaan  was  an  asshole,  but  even  for him, that’s low.” 

“It was,” she admitted softly, “But … honestly, I think he was being protective of me. That’s what the argument was about, really. He was acting like every other domineering Fae asshole out there. And just like my father.” 

Hunt  asked,  “You  ever  have  contact  with  him?”  There  were  a  few  dozen  Fae  nobles  that might be monstrous enough to have prompted Ember Quinlan to bail all those years ago. 

“Only when I can’t avoid it. I think I hate him more than anyone else in Midgard. Except for Sabine.”  She  sighed  skyward,  watching  angels  and  witches  zoom  past  above  the  buildings around them. “Who’s number one on your shit list?” 

Hunt  waited  until  they’d  passed  a  reptilian-looking  Vanir  typing  on  their  phone  before  he replied,  mindful  of  every  camera  mounted  on  the  buildings  or  hidden  in  trees  or  garbage  cans. 

“Sandriel.” 

“Ah.”  Only  Sandriel’s  first  name  was  necessary  for  anyone  on  Midgard.  “From  what  I’ve seen on TV, she seems …” Bryce grimaced. 

“Whatever  you’ve  seen  is  the  pleasant  version.  The  reality  is  ten  times  worse.  She’s  a sadistic monster.” To say the least. He added, “I was forced to … work for her for more than half a  century.  Until  Micah.”  He  couldn’t  say  the  word— owned.  He’d  never  let  Sandriel  have  that kind  of  power  over  him.  “She  and  the  commander  of  her  triarii,  Pollux,  take  cruelty  and punishment  to  new  levels.”  He  clenched  his  jaw,  shaking  off  the  blood-soaked  memories. 

“They’re not stories to tell on a busy street.” Or at all. 

But she eyed him. “You ever want to talk about it, Athalar, I’m here.” 

She said it casually, but he could read the sincerity in her face. He nodded. “Likewise.” 

They passed the Old Square Gate, tourists already queued to take photos or touch the disk on the dial pad, gleefully handing over a drop of their power as they did so. None seemed aware of the body that had been found a few blocks away. In the drifting mist, the quartz Gate was almost ethereal, like it had been carved from ancient ice. Not one rainbow graced the buildings around it

—not in the fog. 

Syrinx sniffed at a trash can overflowing with food waste from the stands around the square. 

“You ever touch the disk and make a wish?” Bryce asked. 

He shook his head. “I thought it was something only kids and tourists did.” 

“It is. But it’s fun.” She tossed her hair over a shoulder, smiling to herself. “I made a wish here when I was thirteen—when I visited the city for the first time. Ruhn took me.” 

Hunt lifted a brow. “What’d you wish for?” 

“For my boobs to get bigger.” 

A laugh burst out of him, chasing away any lingering shadows that talk of Sandriel dragged up. But Hunt avoided looking at Bryce’s chest as he said, “Seems your wish paid off, Quinlan.” 

Understatement. Big, fucking, lace-covered understatement. 

She chuckled. “Crescent City: Where dreams come true.” 

Hunt elbowed her ribs, unable to stop himself from making physical contact. 

She batted him away. “What would you wish for, if you knew it’d come true?” 

For  his  mother  to  be  alive  and  safe  and  happy.  For  Sandriel  and  Micah  and  all  the Archangels and Asteri to be dead. For his bargain with Micah to be over and the halo and slave tattoos removed. For the rigid hierarchies of the malakim to come crashing down. 

But he couldn’t say any of that. Wasn’t ready to say those things aloud to her. 

So Hunt said, “Since I’m perfectly happy with the size of  my assets, I’d wish for you to stop being such a pain in my ass.” 

“Jerk.” But Bryce grinned, and damn if the morning sun didn’t finally make an appearance at the sight of it. 

The library beneath Griffin Antiquities would have made even the Autumn King jealous. 

Ruhn  Danaan  sat  at  the  giant  worktable  in  its  heart,  still  needing  a  moment  to  take  in  the space—and the fire sprite who’d batted her eyelashes and asked if all his piercings had hurt. 

Bryce and Athalar sat on the other side of the table, the former typing at a laptop, the latter leafing through a pile of old tomes. Lehabah lay on what seemed to be a doll’s fainting couch, a digital tablet propped up before her, watching one of the more popular Vanir dramas. 

“So,” Bryce said without glancing up from the computer, “are you going to look around or sit there and gawk?” 

Athalar snickered, but said nothing, his finger tracing over a line of text. 

Ruhn glared at him. “What are you doing?” 

“Researching  the  kristallos,”  Hunt  said,  his  dark  eyes  lifting  from  the  book.  “I’ve  killed about  a  dozen  Type-Six  demons  over  the  centuries,  and  I  want  to  see  if  there  are  any similarities.” 

“Is the kristallos a Type-Six?” Ruhn asked. 

“I’m  assuming  it  is,”  Hunt  replied,  studying  the  book  again.  “Type-Seven  is  only  for  the princes themselves, and given what this thing can do, I’d bet it’d be deemed a Six.” He drummed his fingers on the ancient page. “I haven’t seen any similarities, though.” 

Bryce hummed. “Maybe you’re looking in the wrong spot. Maybe …” She angled her laptop

toward  Athalar,  fingers  flying.  “We’re  looking  for  info  on  something  that  hasn’t  entered  this world in fifteen thousand years. The fact that no one could ID it suggests it might not have made it into many of the history books, and only a handful of those books survived this long. But …” 

More typing, and Ruhn craned his neck to see the database she pulled up. “Where are we right now?” she asked Athalar. 

“A library.” 

“An   antiquities  gallery,  dumbass.”  A  page  loaded,  full  of  images  of  ancient  vases  and amphorae,  mosaics,  and  statues.  She’d  typed   demon  +  Fae  into  the  search  bar.  Bryce  slid  the laptop to Hunt. “Maybe we can find the kristallos in ancient art.” 

Hunt grumbled, but Ruhn noted the impressed gleam in his eyes before he began scanning through the pages of results. 

“I’ve never met a prince before,” Lehabah sighed from the couch. 

“They’re overrated,” Ruhn said over a shoulder. 

Athalar grunted his agreement. 

“What  is  it  like,”  the  sprite  asked,  propping  her  fiery  head  on  a  burning  fist,  “to  be  the Chosen One?” 

“Boring,” Ruhn admitted. “Beyond the sword and some party tricks, there’s not much to it.” 

“Can I see the Starsword?” 

“I left it at home. I didn’t feel like having to deal with tourists stopping me on every block, wanting to take pictures.” 

“Poor little prince,” Bryce cooed. 

Hunt grunted his agreement again, and Ruhn bit out, “You got something to say, Athalar?” 

The angel’s eyes lifted from the laptop. “She said it all.” 

Ruhn snarled, but Bryce asked, surveying them, “What’s the deal with you two?” 

“Oh, do tell,” Lehabah pleaded, pausing her show to perk up on the couch. 

Hunt  went  back  to  perusing  the  results.  “We  beat  the  shit  out  of  each  other  at  a  party. 

Danaan’s still sore about it.” 

Bryce’s grin was the definition of shit-eating. “Why’d you fight?” 

Ruhn snapped, “Because he’s an arrogant asshole.” 

“Likewise,” Hunt said, mouth curling in a half smile. 

Bryce threw Lehabah a knowing look. “Boys and their pissing contests.” 

Lehabah made a prim little sound. “Not nearly as advanced as us ladies.” 

Ruhn rolled his eyes, surprised to find Athalar doing the same. 

Bryce gestured to the endless shelves that filled the library. “Well, cousin,” she said, “have at it. Let your Starborn powers guide you to enlightenment.” 

“Funny,” he said, but began walking toward the shelves, scanning the titles. He paused at the various  tanks  and  terrariums  built  into  the  bookcases,  the  small  animals  within  wholly uninterested  in  his  presence.  He  didn’t  dare  ask  if  the  rumors  about  them  were  true,  especially not when Lehabah called over from her couch, “The tortoise is named Marlene.” 

Ruhn gave his sister an alarmed look, but Bryce was doing something on her phone. 

Music began playing a moment later, trickling in from speakers hidden in the wood panels. 

Ruhn  listened  to  the  first  strains  of  the  song—just  a  guitar  and  two  soaring,  haunting  female voices. “You’re still into this band?” As a kid, she’d been obsessed with the sister folk duo. 

“Josie and Laurel keep making good music, so I keep listening.” She swiped at her phone. 

Ruhn continued his idle browsing. “You always had really good taste.” He tossed it out there

—a rope into the stormy sea that was their relationship. 

She didn’t look up, but she said a shade quietly, “Thanks.” 

Athalar, wisely, didn’t say a word. 

Ruhn  scanned  the  shelves,  waiting  to  feel  a  tug  toward  anything  beyond  the  sister  who’d spoken  more  to  him  in  the  past  few  days  than  she  had  in  nine  years.  The  titles  were  in  the common  language,  the  Old  Language  of  the  Fae,  the  mer,  and  a  few  other  alphabets  he  didn’t recognize. “This collection is amazing.” 

Ruhn reached for a blue tome whose spine glittered with gold foil.  Words of the Gods. 

“Don’t touch it,” Lehabah warned. “It might bite.” 

Ruhn  snatched  back  his  hand  as  the  book  stirred,  rumbling  on  the  shelf.  His  shadows murmured inside him, readying to strike. He willed them to settle. “Why does the book  move?” 

“Because they’re special—” Lehabah began. 

“Enough, Lele,” Bryce warned. “Ruhn, don’t touch anything without permission.” 

“From you or the book?” 

“Both,” she said. As if in answer, a book high up on the shelf rustled. Ruhn craned his head to look, and saw a green tome … shining. Beckoning. His shadows murmured, as if in urging. 

All right, then. 

It was a matter of moments to drag over the brass ladder and scale it. Bryce said, seemingly to the library itself, “Don’t bother him,” before Ruhn pulled the book from its resting place. He rolled his eyes at the title.  Great Romances of the Fae. 

Starborn power indeed. Tucking the book into the crook of his arm, he descended the ladder and returned to the table. 

Bryce choked on a laugh at the title. “You sure that Starborn power isn’t for finding smut?” 

She called to Lehabah, “This one’s right up your alley.” 

Lehabah burned to a raspberry pink. “BB, you’re horrible.” 

Athalar winked at him. “Enjoy.” 

“I will,” Ruhn shot back, flipping open the book. His phone buzzed before he could begin. 

He fished it from his back pocket and glanced at the screen. “Dec’s got the intel you wanted.” 

Bryce  and  Athalar  went  still.  Ruhn  opened  the  email,  then  his  fingers  hovered  over  the forwarding screen. “I, uh … is your email still the same?” he asked her. “And I don’t have yours, Athalar.” 

Hunt rattled his off, but Bryce frowned at Ruhn for a long moment, as if weighing whether she wanted to open yet another door into her life. She then sighed and answered, “Yes, it’s the same.” 

“Sent,” Ruhn said, and opened up the attachment Declan had emailed over. 

It was full of coordinates and their correlating locations. Danika’s daily routine as Alpha of the Pack of Devils had her moving throughout the Old Square and beyond. Not to mention her healthy social life after sundown. The list covered everything from the apartment, the Den, the City Head office at the Comitium, a tattoo parlor, a burger joint, too many pizza places to count, bars, a concert venue, the CCU sunball arena, hair salons, the gym … Fuck, had she ever gotten any sleep? The list dated back two weeks prior to her death. From the silence around the table, he knew Bryce and Hunt were also skimming over the locations. Then—

Surprise lit Hunt’s dark eyes as he looked to her. Bryce murmured, “Danika wasn’t merely on duty near Luna’s Temple around that time—this says Danika was stationed  at the temple for the two days before the Horn was stolen. And during the night of the blackout.” 

Hunt asked, “You think she saw whoever took it and they killed her to cover it up?” 

Could it be that easy? Ruhn prayed it was. 

Bryce  shook  her  head.  “If  Danika  saw  the  Horn  being  stolen,  she  would  have  reported  it.” 

She sighed again. “Danika wasn’t usually stationed at the temple, but Sabine often switched her schedule  around  for  spite.  Maybe  Danika  had  some  of  the  Horn’s  scent  on  her  from  being  on duty and the demon tracked her down.” 

“Go through it again,” Ruhn urged. “Maybe there’s something you’re missing.” 

Bryce’s  mouth  twisted  to  the  side,  the  portrait  of  skepticism,  but  Hunt  said,  “Better  than nothing.” Bryce held the angel’s stare for longer than most people deemed wise. 

Nothing good could come of it—Bryce and Athalar working together. Living together. 

But Ruhn kept his mouth shut, and began reading. 

“Any  good  sex  scenes  yet?”  Bryce  asked  Ruhn  idly,  going  over  Danika’s  location  data  for  the third time. The first few of those locations, she’d realized, had been to Philip Briggs’s bomb lab just outside the city walls. Including the night of the bust itself. 

She still remembered Danika and Connor limping into the apartment that night, after making the  bust  on  Briggs  and  his  Keres  group  two  years  ago.  Danika  had  been  fine,  but  Connor  had sported  a  split  lip  and  black  eye  that  screamed  some  shit  had  gone  down.  They  never  told  her what, and she hadn’t asked. She’d just made Connor sit at that piece-of-shit kitchen table and let her clean him up. 

He’d kept his eyes fixed on her face, her mouth, the entire time she’d gently dabbed his lip. 

She’d known then and there that it was coming—that Connor was done waiting. That five years of friendship, of dancing around each other, was now going to change, and he’d make his move soon. It didn’t matter that she’d been dating Reid. Connor had let her take care of him, his eyes near-glowing, and she’d known it was time. 

When  Ruhn  didn’t  immediately  respond  to  her  taunting,  Bryce  looked  up  from  the  laptop. 

Her brother had kept reading—and didn’t seem to hear her. “Ruhn.” 

Hunt halted his own searching through the gallery database. “Danaan.” 

Ruhn snapped his head up, blinking. Bryce asked, “You found something?” 

“Yes  and  no,”  Ruhn  said,  sitting  back  in  his  chair.  “This  is  just  a  three-page  account  of Prince  Pelias  and  his  bride,  Lady  Helena.  But  I  didn’t  realize  that  Pelias  was  actually  the  high general  for  a  Fae  Queen  named  Theia  when  they  entered  this  world  during  the  Crossing—and Helena  was  her  daughter.  From  what  it  sounds  like,  Queen  Theia  was   also  Starborn,  and  her daughter possessed the same power. Theia had a younger daughter with the same gift, but only Lady  Helena  gets  mentioned.”  Ruhn  cleared  his  throat  and  read,  “Night-haired  Helena,  from whose  golden  skin  poured  starlight  and  shadows.  It  seems  like  Pelias  was  one  of  several  Fae back then with the Starborn power.” 

Bryce blinked. “So? What does it have to do with the Horn?” 

“It  mentions  here  that  the  sacred  objects  were  made  only  for  Fae  like  them.  That  the  Horn worked  only  when  that  starlight  flowed  through  it,  when  it  was  filled  with  power.  This  claims that the Starborn magic, in addition to a bunch of other crap, can be channeled through the sacred objects—bringing them to life. I sure as fuck have never been able to do anything like that, even with  the  Starsword.  But  it  says  that’s  why  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  had  to  steal  Pelias’s  blood  to make the kristallos to hunt the Horn—it contained that essence. I think the Horn could have been wielded by any of them, though.” 

Hunt said, “But if the Prince of the Pit had gotten his hands on the Horn, he wouldn’t be able to use it unless he had a Starborn Fae to operate it.” He nodded to Ruhn. “Even if whoever wants the Horn now finds it, they’d have to use you.” 

Ruhn  considered.  “But  let’s  not  forget  that  whoever  is  summoning  the  demon  to  track  the Horn—and kill these people—doesn’t  have the Horn. Someone else stole it. So we’re essentially looking for two different people: the killer and whoever has the Horn.” 

“Well, the Horn is broken anyway,” Bryce said. 

Ruhn  tapped  the  book.  “Permanently  broken,  apparently.  It  says  here  that  once  it  was

cracked,  the  Fae  claimed  it  could  only  be  repaired  by   light  that  is  not  light;  magic  that  is  not magic. Basically a convoluted way of saying there’s no chance in Hel of it ever working again.” 

Hunt said, “So we need to find out why someone would want it, then.” He frowned at Ruhn. 

“Your father wants it for what—some Fae PR campaign about the good old days of Faedom?” 

Ruhn  snorted,  and  Bryce  smiled  slightly.  With  lines  like  that,  Athalar  was  in  danger  of becoming one of her favorite people. Ruhn said, “Basically, yeah. The Fae have been  declining, according to him, for the past several thousand years. He claims our ancestors could burn entire forests  to  ash  with  half  a  thought—while  he  can  probably  torch  a  grove,  and  not  much  more.” 

Ruhn’s  jaw  tightened.  “It  drives  him  nuts  that  my  Chosen  One  powers  are  barely  more  than  a kernel.” 

Bryce knew her own lack of power had been part of her father’s disgust with her. 

Proof of the Fae’s failing influence. 

She felt Hunt’s eyes on her, as if he could sense the bitterness that rippled through her. She half lied to him, “My own father never had a lick of interest in me for the same reason.” 

“Especially after your visit to the Oracle,” Ruhn said. 

Hunt’s brows rose, but Bryce shook her head at him, scowling. “It’s a long story.” 

Hunt again looked at her in that considering, all-seeing way. So Bryce peered over at Ruhn’s tome, skimmed a few lines, and then looked back up at Ruhn. “This whole section is about your fancy Avallen cousins. Shadow-walking, mind-reading … I’m surprised they don’t claim they’re Starborn.” 

“They wish they were,” Ruhn muttered. “They’re a bunch of pricks.” 

She had a vague memory of Ruhn telling her the details about why, exactly, he felt that way, but asked, “No mind-reading for you?” 

“It’s mind-speaking,” he grumbled, “and it has nothing to do with the Starborn stuff. Or this case.” 

Hunt, apparently, seemed to agree, because he cut in, “What if we asked the Oracle about the Horn? Maybe she could see why someone would want a broken relic.” 

Bryce and Ruhn straightened. But she said, “We’d be better off going to the mystics.” 

Hunt cringed. “The mystics are some dark, fucked-up shit. We’ll try the Oracle first.” 

“Well, I’m not going,” Bryce said quickly. 

Hunt’s eyes darkened. “Because of what happened at your visit?” 

“Right,” she said tightly. 

Ruhn cut in and said to Hunt, “You go, then.” 

Hunt snickered. “You have a bad experience, too, Danaan?” 

Bryce found herself carefully watching her brother. Ruhn had never mentioned the Oracle to her. But he just shrugged and said, “Yeah.” 

Hunt  threw  up  his  hands.  “Fine,  assholes.  I’ll  go.  I’ve  never  been.  It  always  seemed  too gimmicky.” 

It wasn’t. Bryce blocked out the image of the golden sphinx who’d sat before the hole in the floor  of  her  dim,  black  chamber—how  that  human  woman’s  face  had  monitored  her  every breath. 

“You’ll need an appointment,” she managed to say. 

Silence  fell.  A  buzzing  interrupted  it,  and  Hunt  sighed  as  he  pulled  out  his  phone.  “I  gotta take  this,”  he  said,  and  didn’t  wait  for  them  to  reply  before  striding  up  the  stairs  out  of  the library. A moment later, the front door to the gallery shut. 

With  Lehabah  still  watching  her  show  behind  them,  Ruhn  quietly  said  to  Bryce,  “Your power levels never mattered to me, Bryce. You know that, right?” 

She  went  back  to  looking  through  Danika’s  data.  “Yeah.  I  know.”  She  lifted  an  eyebrow. 

“What’s your deal with the Oracle?” 

His face shuttered. “Nothing. She told me everything the Autumn King wanted to hear.” 

“What—you’re upset that it wasn’t something as disastrous as mine?” 

Ruhn  rose  from  his  seat,  piercings  glittering  in  the  firstlights.  “Look,  I’ve  got  an  Aux meeting this afternoon that I need to prep for, but I’ll see you later.” 

“Sure.” 

Ruhn paused, as if debating saying something else, but continued toward the stairs and out. 

“Your cousin is dreamy,” Lehabah sighed from her couch. 

“I thought Athalar was your one true love,” Bryce said. 

“Can’t they both be?” 

“Considering how terrible they are at sharing, I don’t think it’ll end well for any of you.” 

Her email pinged on the laptop. Since her phone was in shards in the rubble of the Raven, Hunt had emailed,  Saw your cousin leave. We’re heading to the Comitium in five minutes. 

She wrote back,  Don’t give me orders, Athalar. 

 Four minutes, sweetheart. 

 I told you: don’t call me sweetheart. 

 Three minutes. 

Growling, she stood from the table, rubbing her leg. Her heels were already killing her, and knowing  Athalar,  he’d  make  her  walk  the  entire  Comitium  complex.  Her  dress  would  look ridiculous  with  a  different  set  of  shoes,  but  fortunately,  she  kept  a  change  of  clothes  in  the bottom drawer of the library desk, mostly in case of a rainy day that threatened to ruin whatever she was wearing. 

Lehabah said, “It’s nice—to have company down here.” 

Something in Bryce’s chest wrenched, but she said, “I’ll be back later.” 
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Hunt kept a casual distance from Bryce as she walked beside him through the Comitium lobby to the  bank  of  elevators  that  would  take  them  up  to  the  33rd’s  barracks.  The  other  elevator  bays dispersed  through  the  centralized,  glass-enclosed  atrium  led  to  the  four  other  towers  of  the complex: one for the City Heads’ meeting rooms and the running of Lunathion, one for Micah as both  residence  and  official  office,  one  for  general  administrative  bullshit,  and  one  for  public meetings and events. Thousands upon thousands of people lived and worked within its walls, but even with the bustling lobby, Quinlan somehow managed to stand out. 

She’d changed into red suede flats and a button-up white blouse tucked into tight jeans, and tied  her  silken  mass  of  hair  into  a  high  ponytail  that  swayed  sassily  with  every  step  she  took, matching Hunt stride for stride. 

He placed his palm against the round disk next to the elevator doors, clearing him for access to his floor thirty levels up. Usually, he flew to the barracks’ landing balcony—half for ease, half to  avoid  the  busybodies  who  were  now  gawking  at  them  across  the  lobby  floor,  no  doubt wondering if Hunt was bringing Quinlan here to fuck her or interrogate her. 

The  legionary  who  lounged  on  a  low-lying  couch  wasn’t  particularly  skilled  in  stealing covert glances at her ass. Bryce looked over a shoulder, as if some extra sense told her someone was watching, and gave the soldier a smile. 

The legionary stiffened. Bryce bit her lower lip, her lashes lowering slightly. 

Hunt punched the elevator button, hard, even as the male gave Bryce a half smile Hunt was pretty  sure  the  bastard  threw  at  any  female  who  came  his  way.  As  low-level  grunts  in  a  very large machine, legionaries—even those in the famed 33rd—couldn’t be picky. 

The elevator doors opened, and legionaries and business types filed out, those without wings careful not to step on anyone’s feathers. And all of them careful not to look Hunt in the eye. 

It wasn’t that he was unfriendly. If someone offered him a smile, he usually made an attempt at returning it. But they’d all heard the stories. All knew whom he worked for—every one of his masters—and what he did for them. 

They’d be more comfortable getting into an elevator with a starved tiger. 

So  Hunt  kept  back,  minimizing  any  chance  of  contact.  Bryce  whirled  to  face  the  elevator, that ponytail nearly whipping him in the face. 

“Watch that thing,” Hunt snapped as the elevator finally emptied and they walked in. “You’ll take my eye out.” 

She leaned nonchalantly against the far glass wall. Mercifully, no one got inside with them. 

Hunt wasn’t stupid enough to think that it was by pure chance. 

They’d made  only  one stop  on  their way  here,  to  buy her  a  replacement phone  for  the  one she’d lost at the club. She’d even coughed up a few extra marks for a standard protection spell package on the phone. 

The glass-and-chrome store had been mostly empty, but he hadn’t failed to notice how many would-be shoppers spied him through the windows and kept far away. Bryce hadn’t seemed to notice, and while they’d waited for the employee to bring out a new phone for her, she’d asked him for his own, so she could trawl the news feeds for any updates on the club attack. Somehow, she’d wound up going through his photos. Or lack of them. 

“There are thirty-six photos on this phone,” she said flatly. 

Hunt had frowned. “So?” 

She scrolled through the paltry collection. “Going back  four years.” To when he’d arrived in Lunathion and gotten his first phone and taste of life without a monster ruling over him. Bryce had gagged as she opened a photo of a severed leg on a bloody carpet. “What the  fuck?” 

“I sometimes get called to crime scenes and have to snap a few for evidence.” 

“Are any of these people from your bargain with—” 

“No,” he said. “I don’t take pictures of them.” 

“There are thirty-six photos on your four-year-old phone, and all of them are of dismembered bodies,” she said. Someone gasped across the store. 

Hunt gritted his teeth. “Say it a little louder, Quinlan.” 

She frowned. “You never take any others?” 

“Of what?” 

“Oh, I don’t know—of  life? A pretty flower or good meal or something?” 

“What’s the point?” 

She’d blinked, then shook her head. “Weirdo.” 

And before he could stop her, she’d angled his phone in front of her, beamed from ear to ear, and snapped a photo of herself before she handed it back to him. “There. One non-corpse photo.” 

Hunt had rolled his eyes, but pocketed the phone. 

The elevator hummed around them, shooting upward. Bryce watched the numbers rise. “Do

you know who that legionary was?” she asked casually. 

“Which  one?  There  was  the  one  drooling  on  the  Traskian  carpet,  the  one  with  his  tongue rolled out on the floor, or the one who was staring at your ass like it was going to talk to him?” 

She laughed. “They must keep you all starved for sex in these barracks if the presence of one female sends them into such a tizzy. So—do you know his name? The one who wanted to have a chat with my ass.” 

“No. There are three thousand of us in the 33rd alone.” He glanced at her sidelong, watching her monitor the rising floor numbers. “Maybe some guy that checks out your ass before he says hello isn’t someone worth knowing.” 

Her brows lifted as the elevator stopped and the doors opened. “That is  precisely the kind of person I’m looking for.” She stepped into the simple hallway, and he followed her—realizing as she paused that  he knew where they were going, and she only faked it. 

He turned left. Their footsteps echoed off the tan granite tile of the long corridor. The stone was  cracked  and  chipped  in  spots—from  dropped  weapons,  magical  pissing  contests,  actual brawls—but still polished enough that he could see both their reflections. 

Quinlan took in the hall, the names on each door. “Males only, or are you mixed?” 

“Mixed,” he told her. “Though there are more males than females in the 33rd.” 

“Do you have a girlfriend? Boyfriend? Someone whose ass  you gawk at?” 

He shook his head, trying to fight the ice in his veins as he stopped before his door, opened it, and let her inside. Trying to block out the image of Shahar plunging to the earth, Sandriel’s sword  through  her  sternum,  both  angels’  white  wings  streaming  blood.  Both  sisters  screaming, faces nearly mirror images of each other. “I was born a bastard.” He shut the door behind them, watching her survey the small room. The bed was big enough to fit his wings, but there wasn’t space for much else beyond an armoire and dresser, a desk stacked with books and papers, and discarded weapons. 

“So?” 

“So my mother had no money, and no distinguished bloodline that might have made up for

it. I don’t exactly have females lining up for me, despite this face of mine.” His laugh was bitter as  he  opened  the  cheap  pine  armoire  and  pulled  out  a  large  duffel.  “I  had  someone  once, someone who didn’t care about status, but it didn’t end well.” Each word singed his tongue. 

Bryce  wrapped  her  arms  around  herself,  nails  digging  into  the  filmy  silk  of  her  shirt.  She seemed to realize whom he’d alluded to. She glanced around, as if casting for things to say, and somehow settled on, “When did you make the Drop?” 

“I was twenty-eight.” 

“Why then?” 

“My mother had just died.” Sorrow filled her eyes, and he couldn’t stand the look, couldn’t stand to open up the wound, so he added, “I was reeling afterward. So I got a public Anchor and made the Drop. But it didn’t make a difference. If I’d inherited the power of an Archangel or a dormouse, once the tattoos got inked on me five years later, it cut me off at the knees.” 

He could hear her hand stroke his blanket. “You ever regret the angels’ rebellion?” 

Hunt glanced over a shoulder to find her leaning against the bed. “No one’s ever asked me that.” No one dared. But she held his stare. Hunt admitted, “I don’t know what I think.” 

He let his stare convey the rest.  And I wouldn’t say a fucking word about it in this place. 

She nodded. Then looked at the walls—no artwork, no posters. “Not one to decorate?” 

He stuffed clothes into the duffel, remembering she had a washing machine in the apartment. 

“Micah can trade me whenever he wants. It’s asking for bad luck to put down roots like that.” 

She  rubbed  her  arms,  even  though  the  room  was  warm,  almost  stuffy.  “If  he’d  died  that night, what would have happened to you? To every Fallen and slave he owns?” 

“Our deed of ownership passes on to whoever replaces him.” He hated every word out of his mouth. “If he doesn’t have anyone listed, the assets get divided among the other Archangels.” 

“Who wouldn’t honor his bargain with you.” 

“Definitely not.” Hunt started on the weapons stashed in his desk drawers. 

He could feel her watching his every movement, as if counting each blade and gun he pulled out. She asked, “If you achieved your freedom, what would you do?” 

Hunt checked the ammo for the guns he had on his desk, and she wandered over to watch. 

He tossed a few into his bag. She picked up a long knife as if it were a dirty sock. “I heard your lightning is unique among the angels—even the Archangels can’t produce it.” 

He tucked in his wings. “Yeah?” 

A shrug. “So why is Isaiah the Commander of the 33rd?” 

He  took  the  knife  from  her  and  set  it  in  his  bag.  “Because  I  piss  off  too  many  people  and don’t  give  a  shit  that  I  do.”  It  had  been  that  way  even  before  Mount  Hermon.  Yet  Shahar  had seen it as a strength. Made him her general. He’d tried and failed to live up to that honor. 

Bryce gave him a conspirator’s smile. “We have something in common after all, Athalar.” 

Fine.  The  angel  wasn’t  so  bad.  He  had  patched  her  up  after  the  bombing  with  no  male swaggering. And he had one Hel of a reason to want this case solved. And he pissed Ruhn off to no end. 

As  he’d  finished  packing,  he’d  gotten  a  call  from  Isaiah,  who  said  that  their  request  to  see Briggs  had  been  approved—but  that  it  would  take  a  few  days  to  get  Briggs  cleaned  up  and brought over from Adrestia Prison. Bryce had chosen to ignore what, exactly, that implied about Briggs’s current state. 

The only bright spot was that Isaiah informed Hunt that the Oracle had made room for him on her schedule first thing tomorrow. 

Bryce  eyed  Hunt  as  they  boarded  the  elevator  once  again,  her  stomach  flipping  as  they plunged  toward  the  central  lobby  of  the  Comitium.  Whatever  clearance  Hunt  had,  it  somehow included overriding the elevator commands to stop at other floors. Sweet. 

She’d  never  really  known  any  of  the  malakim  beyond  seeing  the  legionaries  on  patrol,  or their  rich  elite  strutting  like  peacocks  around  town.  Most  preferred  the  rooftop  lounges  in  the CBD.  And  since  half-breed  sluts  weren’t  allowed  into  those,  she’d  never  had  a  chance  to  take one home. 

Well,  now  she   was  taking  one  home,  though  not  in  the  way  she’d  once  imagined  while ogling their muscles. She and Danika had once spent two solid summer weeks of lunch breaks sitting  on  a  rooftop  adjacent  to  a  legion  training  space.  With  the  heat,  the  male  angels  had stripped down to their pants while they sparred. And then got sweaty. Very, very sweaty. 

She and Danika would have kept going every lunch hour if they hadn’t been caught by the

building’s janitor, who called them perverts and permanently locked access to the roof. 

The  elevator  slowed  to  a  stop,  setting  her  stomach  flipping  again.  The  doors  opened,  and they  were  greeted  by  a  wall  of  impatient-looking  legionaries—who  all  made  sure  to  rearrange their expressions to carefully noncommittal when they beheld Hunt. 

The Shadow of Death. She’d spied the infamous helmet in his room, sitting beside his desk. 

He’d left it behind, thank the gods. 

The  Comitium  lobby  beyond  the  elevators  was  packed.  Full  of  wings  and  halos  and  those enticing muscled bodies, all facing the front doors, craning their necks to see over each other but none launching into the atrium airspace—

Hunt  went  rigid  at  the  edge  of  the  crowd  that  had  nearly  blocked  off  the  barracks  elevator bank.  Bryce  made  it  all  of  one  step  toward  him  before  the  elevator  to  their  right  opened  and Isaiah rushed out, halting as he spied Hunt. “I just heard—” 

The ripple of power at the other end of the lobby made her legs buckle. 

As  if  that  power  had  knocked  the  crowd  to  the  ground,  everyone  knelt  and  bowed  their heads. 

Leaving the three of them with a perfect view of the Archangel who stood at the giant glass doors of the atrium, Micah at her side. 
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Sandriel  turned  toward  Hunt,  Bryce,  and  Isaiah  at  the  same  moment  Micah  did.  Recognition flared in the dark-haired female’s eyes as that gaze landed on Hunt, skipped Bryce entirely, and took in Isaiah. 

Bryce  recognized  her,  of  course.  She  was  on  television  often  enough  that  no  one  on  the planet wouldn’t recognize her. 

A step ahead, Hunt was a trembling live wire. She’d never seen him like this. 

“Get down,” Isaiah murmured, and knelt. 

Hunt  didn’t  move.  Wouldn’t,  Bryce  realized.  People  looked  over  their  shoulders  as  they remained on their knees. 

Isaiah muttered, “Pollux isn’t with her. Just fucking kneel.” Pollux—the Hammer. Some of the tension went out of Hunt, but he remained standing. 

He looked lost, stranded, somewhere between rage and terror. Not even a flicker of lightning at his fingertips. Bryce stepped closer to his side, flicking her ponytail over a shoulder. She took her brand-new phone out of her pocket, making sure the sound was cranked up. 

So  everyone  could  hear  the  loud   click  click  click  as  she  snapped  photos  of  the  two Archangels,  then  turned,  angling  herself  and  the  phone,  to  get  a  shot  with  herself   and  the Governors in the background—

People  murmured  in  shock.  Bryce  tilted  her  head  to  the  side,  smiling  wide,  and  snapped another. 

Then she turned to Hunt, who was still trembling, and said as flippantly as she could muster, 

“Thanks for bringing me to see them. Shall we?” 

She  didn’t  give  Hunt  the  chance  to  do  anything  as  she  looped  her  arm  through  his,  turned them  both  around  before  taking  a  photo  with  him  and  the  stone-faced  Archangels  and  the gawking crowd in the background, and then tugged him back toward the elevator bank. 

That’s why some legionaries had been rushing to get on. To flee. 

Maybe there was another exit beyond the wall of glass doors. The crowd rose to their feet. 

She pushed the button, praying it gave her access to any of the tower’s floors. Hunt was still shaking. Bryce gripped his arm tight, tapping her foot on the tiles as—

“Explain yourself.” Micah stood behind them, blocking the crowd from the elevator bank. 

Hunt closed his eyes. 

Bryce swallowed and turned, nearly whipping Hunt in the face with her hair again. “Well, I heard that you had a special guest, so I asked Hunt to bring me so I could get a photo—” 

“Do not lie.” 

Hunt  opened  his  eyes,  then  slowly  turned  to  the  Governor.  “I  had  to  pick  up  supplies  and clothes. Isaiah gave me the go-ahead to bring her here.” 

As if speaking his name had summoned him, the Commander of the 33rd pushed through the

line of guards. Isaiah said, “It’s true, Your Grace. Hunt was grabbing necessities, and didn’t want to risk leaving Miss Quinlan alone while he did it.” 

The Archangel looked at Isaiah, then Hunt. Then her. 

Micah’s gaze roved over her body. Her face. She knew that gaze, that slow study. 

Too fucking bad that Micah was about as warm as a fish at the bottom of a mountain lake. 

Too fucking bad he’d used Hunt like a weapon, dangling his freedom like a dog treat. 

Too fucking bad he often worked with her father on city matters, and on House business—

too bad he  reminded her of her father. 

Boo. Fucking. Hoo. 

She  said  to  Micah,  “It  was  nice  to  see  you  again,  Your  Grace.”  Then  the  elevator  doors opened, as if some god had willed them to make a good exit. 

She  nudged  Hunt  inside,  and  was  following  him  in  when  a  cold,  strong  hand  gripped  her elbow. She batted her eyelashes up at Micah as he stopped her between the elevator doors. Hunt didn’t seem to be breathing. 

As if he were waiting for the Governor to rescind his deal. 

But Micah purred, “I would like to take you to dinner, Bryce Quinlan.” 

She pulled out of his grip, joining Hunt in the elevator. And as the doors closed, she looked the Archangel of Valbara full in the face. “Not interested,” she said. 

Hunt had known Sandriel was coming, but running into her today … She must have wanted to surprise them all, if Isaiah hadn’t known. Wanted to catch the Governor and the legion off guard and  see  what  this  place  was  like   before  the  pomp  and  circumstance  made  their  defenses  seem stronger, their wealth deeper.  Before Micah could call in one of his other legions to make them look that much more impressive. 

What piss-poor fucking luck that they’d run into her. 

But at least Pollux hadn’t been there. Not yet. 

The elevator shot up again, and Bryce stayed silent. Holding herself. 

 Not interested. 

He doubted Micah Domitus had ever heard those words before. 

He doubted Sandriel ever had someone snap photos of her like that. 

All he’d been able to think about while he beheld Sandriel was the weight of his knife at his side. All he could smell was the reek of her arena, blood and shit and piss and sand—

Then Bryce had made her move. Played that irreverent, vapid party girl she wanted them to believe she was, that he’d believed she was, snapping those photos, giving him an out—

Hunt  placed  his  hand  against  the  disk  beside  the  button  panel  and  punched  in  a  different floor, overriding wherever the elevator had been taking them. “We can leave from the landing.” 

His voice was like gravel. He always forgot—just how similar Sandriel and Shahar looked. Not identical  twins,  but  their  coloring  and  build  had  been  nearly  the  same.  “I’ll  have  to  carry  you, though.” 

She  twirled  the  silken  length  of  her  ponytail  around  a  wrist,  unaware  that  she  bared  the golden column of her throat to him with the movement. 

 Not interested. 

She’d sounded certain. Not gleeful, not gloating, but … firm. 

Hunt didn’t dare consider how this rejection might affect his bargain with Micah—to wonder if Micah would somehow blame Hunt for it. 

Bryce asked, “No back door?” 

“There is, but we’d have to go down again.” 

He  could  feel  her  questions  bubbling  up,  and  before  she  could  ask  any  of  them  he  said, 

“Sandriel’s Second, Pollux, is even worse than she is. When he arrives, avoid him at all costs.” 

He couldn’t bring himself to dredge up the list of horrors Pollux had inflicted on innocents. 

Bryce clicked her tongue. “Like my path will ever cross theirs if I can help it.” 

After  that  show  in  the  lobby,  it  might.  But  Hunt  didn’t  tell  her  that  Sandriel  wasn’t  above petty  revenge  for  slights  and  minor  offenses.  Didn’t  tell  her  that  Sandriel  would  likely  never forget Bryce’s face. Might already be asking Micah who she was. 

The doors opened onto a quiet upper level. The halls were dim, hushed, and he led her into a labyrinth of gym equipment. A broad path cut through the gear directly to the wall of windows—

and the launch balcony beyond. There was no railing, just an open jut of stone. She balked. 

“I’ve never dropped anyone,” he promised. 

She gingerly followed him outside. The dry wind whipped at them. Far below, the city street was  packed  with  onlookers  and  news  vans.  Above  them,  angels  were  flying,  some  fleeing outright, some circling the five spires of the Comitium to get a glimpse of Sandriel from afar. 

Hunt bent, sliding a hand under Bryce’s knees, bracing another on her back, and picked her up. Her scent filled his senses, washing away the last of the memory of that reeking dungeon. 

“Thank you,” he said, meeting her stare. “For bailing me out back there.” 

She shrugged as best she could in his grip, but winced as he stepped closer to the edge. 

“That was fast thinking,” he went on. “Ridiculous on so many levels, but I owe you.” 

She slid her arms around his neck, her grip near-strangling. “You helped me out last night. 

We’re even.” 

Hunt didn’t give her a chance to change her mind as he beat his wings in a powerful push and leapt off the edge. She clung to him, tight enough to hurt, and he held her firmly, the duffel strapped across his chest awkwardly banging against his thigh. 

“Are  you  even  watching?”  he  asked  over  the  wind  as  he  sent  them  sailing  hard  and  fast, flying up, up, up the side of the adjacent skyscraper in the Central Business District. 

“Absolutely not,” she said in his ear. 

He chuckled as they leveled out, cruising above the reaching pinnacles of the CBD, the Istros a winding sparkle to their right, the mist-shrouded isle of the Bone Quarter looming behind it. To the  left,  he  could  just  make  out  the  walls  of  the  city,  and  then  the  wide-open  land  beyond  the Angels’ Gate. No houses or buildings or roads out there. Nothing but the aerialport. But at the Gate  to  their  right—the  Merchants’  Gate  in  the  Meat  Market—the  broad,  pale  line  of  the Western Road shot into the rolling, cypress-dotted hills. 

A pleasant, beautiful city—in the midst of pleasant, beautiful countryside. 

In Pangera, the cities were little more than pens for the Vanir to trap and feed on the humans

—and their children. No wonder the humans had risen up. No wonder they were shredding that territory with their chemical bombs and machines. 

A  shiver  of  rage  ran  down  his  spine  at  the  thought  of  those  children,  and  he  made  himself look toward the city again. The Central Business District was separated from the Old Square by

the  clear  dividing  line  of  Ward  Avenue.  The  sunlight  glowed  off  the  white  stones  of  Luna’s Temple—and, as if in a mirror reflection directly across from it, seemed to be absorbed by the black-domed Oracle’s Temple. His destination tomorrow morning. 

But  Hunt  looked  beyond  the  Old  Square,  to  where  the  green  of  Five  Roses  sparkled  in  the muggy  haze.  Towering  cypresses  and  palms  rose  up,  along  with  glittering  bursts  of  magic.  In Moonwood,  more  oak  trees—less  magic  frills.  Hunt  didn’t  bother  looking  anywhere  else. 

Asphodel  Meadows  wasn’t  much  to  behold.  Yet  the  Meadows  was  a  luxury  development compared to the human districts in Pangera. 

“Why’d  you  want  to  live  in  the  Old  Square?”  he  asked  after  several  minutes  of  flying  in silence, with only the song of the wind to listen to. 

She  still  wasn’t  looking,  and  he  began  a  gentle  descent  toward  her  little  section  of  the  Old Square, just a block off the river and a few blocks from the Heart Gate. Even from that distance, he could see it, the clear quartz glinting like an icy spear toward the gray sky. 

“It’s the heart of the city,” she said, “why not be there?” 

“FiRo is cleaner.” 

“And full of Fae peacocks who sneer at  half-breeds.” She spat out the term. 

“Moonwood?” 

“Sabine’s  territory?”  A  harsh  laugh,  and  she  pulled  back  to  look  at  him.  Her  smattering  of freckles  crinkled  as  she  scrunched  her  face.  “Honestly,  the  Old  Square  is  about  the  only  safe place  for  someone  like  me.  Plus,  it’s  close  to  work   and  I’ve  got  my  pick  of  restaurants,  music halls, and museums. I never need to leave.” 

“But  you  do—you  go  all  over  the  city  on  your  morning  runs.  Why  a  different  route  so often?” 

“Keeps it fresh and fun.” 

Her  building  became  clearer,  the  roof  empty.  A  firepit,  some  lounge  chairs,  and  a  grill occupied  most  of  it.  Hunt  banked,  circling  back,  and  smoothly  landed,  carefully  setting  her down. She clung to him long enough to get her legs steady, then stepped back. 

He adjusted the duffel, heading for the roof door. He held it open for her, firstlight warming the stairwell beyond. “Did you mean what you said—to Micah?” 

She plunked down the stairs, the ponytail bobbing. “Of course I did. Why the Hel would I want to go out with him?” 

“He’s the Governor of Valbara.” 

“So? Just because I saved his life, that doesn’t mean I’m destined to be his girlfriend. It’d be like banging a statue anyway.” 

Hunt smirked. “In all fairness, the females who have been with him say otherwise.” 

She unlocked her door, mouth twisting. “Like I said, not interested.” 

“You sure it’s not because you’re just avoiding—” 

“See,  that  right  there  is  the  problem.  You  and  the  whole  rest  of  the  world  seem  to  think  I exist  just to find someone like him. That  of course I can’t be genuinely  not  interested,  because why  wouldn’t I want a big, strong male to protect me? Surely if I’m pretty and single, the second any powerful Vanir shows interest, I’m  bound to drop my panties. In fact, I didn’t even have a life until he showed up—never had good sex, never felt  alive—” 

Darkest Hel, this woman. “You’ve got a real chip on your shoulder there, you know.” 

Bryce snickered. “You make it really fucking easy,  you know.” 

Hunt crossed his arms. She crossed hers. 

That stupid fucking ponytail seemed to cross its proverbial arms, too. 

“So,”  Hunt  said  through  his  teeth  as  he  dumped  his  duffel  on  the  ground,  clothes  and weapons thumping hard. “You gonna come with me to the Oracle tomorrow or what?” 

“Oh no, Athalar.” Her purred words ran over his skin, and her smile was pure wickedness. 

Hunt braced himself for whatever was about to come out of her mouth. Even as he found himself looking forward to it. “You get to deal with her alone.” 
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After dropping off his gear at the apartment, Hunt trailed Bryce back to work, where she said she intended to look through Danika’s location data from Declan and cross-reference it with her own list—and the murder scenes so far. 

But  the  thought  of  sitting  underground  for  another  few  hours  grated  enough  that  he  found himself sitting on the roof instead. He needed the fresh, open air. Even if angels were still flying past—leaving the city. He made a point not to look toward the Comitium, looming at his back. 

Just before sundown, Syrinx in tow, Bryce emerged from the gallery with a grim expression that matched Hunt’s own. 

“Nothing?” he asked, landing on the sidewalk beside her. 

“Nothing,” she confirmed. 

“We’ll  look  tomorrow  with  fresh  eyes.”  Maybe  there  was  something  they  were  missing. 

Today had been long and awful and weird, and he was more than ready to collapse on her couch. 

He  asked  as  casually  as  he  could,  “There’s  a  big  sunball  game  on  tonight.  You  mind  if  I watch it?” 

She glanced at him sidelong, her brows rising. 

“What?” he asked, unable to keep the corner of his mouth from twitching upward. 

“It’s just … you’re such … a  guy.” She waved a hand at him. “With the sports and stuff.” 

“Females like sports as much as males.” 

She rolled her eyes. “This sunball-watching person doesn’t fit with my mental image of the Shadow of Death.” 

“Sorry  to  disappoint.”  Hunt’s  turn  to  lift  a  brow.  “What   do  you  think  I  do  with  my  spare time?” 

“I don’t know. I assumed you cursed at the stars and brooded and plotted revenge on all your enemies.” 

She didn’t know the half of it. But Hunt let out a low chuckle. “Again, sorry to disappoint.” 

Her eyes crinkled with amusement, the last of the day’s sun lighting them into liquid gold. 

He forced himself to monitor the streets around them. 

They were a block from Bryce’s apartment when Hunt’s phone rang. She tensed, peering at

his screen the same moment he did. 

The  phone  rang  a  second  time.  They  both  stared  at  the  name  that  popped  up,  pedestrians streaming past. 

“You gonna answer it?” Bryce asked quietly. 

It rang a third time. 

Hunt knew. Before he hit the button, he knew. 

Which was why he stepped away from Quinlan, putting the phone to his ear just as he said blandly, “Hi, boss.” 

“I have work for you tonight,” Micah said. 

Hunt’s gut twisted. “Sure.” 

“I hope I’m not interrupting your fun with Miss Quinlan.” 

“We’re good,” Hunt said tightly. 

Micah’s  pause  was  loaded.  “What  occurred  in  the  lobby  this  morning  is  never  to  happen again. Understood?” 

“Yes.” He bit out the word. But he said it—and meant it—because the alternative to Micah was  now  staying  at  the  Governor’s  residence  in  the  Comitium.  Because  Sandriel  would  have drawn out his punishment for refusing to bow, for embarrassing her, for days, weeks. Months. 

But  Micah  would  give  him  this  warning,  and  make  him  do  this  job  tonight  to  remind  him where the fuck he stood in the pecking order, and then that would be that. 

“Good,”  Micah  said.  “The  file’s  waiting  at  your  room  in  the  barracks.”  He  paused,  as  if sensing the question now burning through Hunt. “The offer still stands, Athalar. Don’t make me reconsider.” The call ended. 

Hunt clenched his jaw hard enough to hurt. 

Quinlan’s forehead wrinkled with concern. “Everything okay?” 

Hunt slid the phone into his pocket. “It’s fine.” He resumed walking. “Just legion business.” 

Not a lie. Not entirely. 

The glass doors to her building opened. Hunt nodded toward the lobby. “You head up. I’ve got something to do. I’ll call if we get the date and time for Briggs.” 

Her  amber  eyes  narrowed.  Yeah,  she  saw  right  through  it.  Or  rather,  heard  everything  he wasn’t saying. Knew what Micah had ordered him to do. 

But she said, “All right.” She turned toward the lobby, but added over her shoulder, “Good luck.” 

He didn’t bother answering before he shot into the skies, phone already to his ear as he called Justinian to ask him to play sentry for a few hours. Justinian whined about missing the sunball game, but Hunt pulled rank, earning a grumbled promise that the angel would be at the adjacent rooftop in ten minutes. 

Justinian arrived in eight. Leaving his brother-in-arms to it, Hunt sucked in a breath of dusty, dry air, the Istros a teal ribbon to his left, and went to do what he did best. 

“Please.” 

It was always the same word. The only word people tended to say when the Umbra Mortis

stood before them. 

Through the blood splattered on his helmet, Hunt regarded the male cougar shifter cowering before him. His clawed hands shook as he left them upraised. “Please,” the man sobbed. 

Every utterance dragged Hunt further away. Until the arm he outstretched was distant, until the gun he aimed at the male’s head was just a bit of metal. 

A death for a death. 

“Please.” 

The male had done horrible things. Unspeakable things. He deserved this. Deserved worse. 

“Pleasepleaseplease.” 

Hunt was nothing but a shadow, a wisp of life, an instrument of death. 

He was nothing and no one at all. 

 “Ple—” 

Hunt’s finger curled on the trigger. 

Hunt returned early. Well, early for him. 

Thankfully, no one was in the barracks bathroom while he showered off the blood. Then sat under the scalding spray for so long that he lost track of time. 

He would have stayed longer had he not known that Justinian was waiting. 

So  he  patched  himself  up,  pieced  himself  together.  Half  crawled  out  of  the  boiling-hot shower  and  into  the  person  he  was  when  he  wasn’t  forced  to  put  a  bullet  between  someone’s eyes. 

He  made  a  few  stops  before  getting  back  to  Bryce’s  apartment.  But  he  made  it  back, relieving Justinian from his duties, and walked through Bryce’s door at eleven. 

She  was  in  her  bedroom,  the  door  shut,  but  Syrinx  let  out  a  little  yowl  of  welcome  from within.  Her  scolding  hush  was  proof  that  she’d  heard  Hunt  return.  Hunt  prayed  she  wouldn’t come into the hall. Words were still beyond him. 

Her  doorknob  turned.  But  Hunt  was  already  at  his  room,  and  didn’t  dare  look  across  the expanse of the great room as she said tightly, “You’re back.” 

“Yeah,” he choked out. 

Even across the room, he could feel her questions. But she said softly, “I recorded the game for you. If you still want to watch it.” 

Something tightened unbearably in his chest. But Hunt didn’t look back. 

He slipped into his room with a mumbled “Night,” and shut the door behind him. 
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The  Oracle’s  black  chamber  reeked  of  sulfur  and  roasted  meat—the  former  from  the  natural gases  rising  from  the  hole  in  the  center  of  the  space,  the  latter  from  the  pile  of  bull  bones currently  smoldering  atop  the  altar  against  the  far  wall,  an  offering  to  Ogenas,  Keeper  of Mysteries. 

After last night, what he’d done, a sacred temple was the last place he wanted to be. The last place he deserved to be. 

The  twenty-foot  doors  shut  behind  Hunt  as  he  strode  across  the  silent  chamber,  aiming  for the hole in the center and wall of smoke behind it. His eyes burned with the various acrid scents, and he summoned a wind to keep them out of his face. 

Behind  the  smoke,  a  figure  moved.  “I  wondered  when  the  Shadow  of  Death  would  darken my  chamber,”  a  lovely  voice  said.  Young,  full  of  light  and  amusement—and  yet  tinged  with ancient cruelty. 

Hunt halted at the edge of the hole, avoiding the urge to peer into the endless blackness. “I won’t take much of your time,” he said, his voice swallowed by the room, the pit, the smoke. 

“I shall give you what time Ogenas offers.” The smoke parted, and he sucked in a breath at the being that emerged. 

Sphinxes were rare—only a few dozen walked the earth, and all of them had been called to the service of the gods. No one knew how old they were, and this one before him … She was so beautiful he forgot what to do with his body. The golden lioness’s form moved with fluid grace, pacing the other side of the hole, weaving in and out of the mist. Golden wings lay folded against the slender body, shimmering as if they were crafted from molten metal. And above that winged lion’s body … the golden-haired woman’s face was as flawless as Shahar’s had been. 

No one knew her name. She was simply her title: Oracle. He wondered if she was so old that she’d forgotten her true name. 

The sphinx blinked large brown eyes at him, lashes brushing against her light brown cheeks. 

“Ask me your question, and I shall tell you what the smoke whispers to me.” The words rumbled over his bones, luring him in. Not in the way he sometimes let himself be lured in by beautiful females, but in the manner that a spider might lure a fly to its web. 

Maybe Quinlan and her cousin had a point about not wanting to come here. Hel, Quinlan had refused  to  even  set  foot  in  the  park  surrounding  the  black-stoned  temple,  opting  to  wait  on  a bench at its edge with Ruhn. 

“What I say here is confidential, right?” he asked. 

“Once the gods speak, I become the conduit through which their words pass.” She arranged

herself on the floor before the hole, folding her front paws, claws glinting in the dim light of the braziers smoldering to either side of them. “But yes—this shall be confidential.” 

It  sounded  like  a  whole  bunch  of  bullshit,  but  he  blew  out  a  breath,  meeting  those  large brown eyes, and said, “Why does someone want Luna’s Horn?” 

He didn’t ask who had taken it—he knew from the reports that she had already been asked

that question two years ago and had refused to answer. 

She blinked, wings rustling as if in surprise, but settled herself. Breathed in the fumes rising from  the  hole.  Minutes  passed,  and  Hunt’s  head  began  to  throb  with  the  various  scents—

especially the reeking sulfur. 

Smoke swirled, masking the sphinx from sight even though she sat only ten feet away. 

Hunt forced himself to keep still. 

A rasping voice slithered out of the smoke. “To open the doorway between worlds.” A chill seized Hunt. “They wish to use the Horn to reopen the Northern Rift. The Horn’s purpose wasn’t merely to close doors—it opens them, too. It depends on what the bearer wishes.” 

“But the Horn is broken.” 

“It can be healed.” 

Hunt’s heart stalled. “How?” 

A long, long pause. Then, “It is veiled. I cannot see. None can see.” 

“The Fae legends say it can’t be repaired.” 

“Those are legends. This is truth. The Horn can be repaired.” 

“Who wants to do this?” He had to ask, even if it was foolish. 

“This, too, is veiled.” 

“Helpful.” 

“Be grateful, Lord of Lightning, that you learned anything at all.” That voice—that title …

His mouth went dry. “Do you wish to know what I see in your future, Orion Athalar?” 

He recoiled at the sound of his birth name like he’d been punched in the gut. “No one has spoken that name in two hundred years,” he whispered. 

“The name your mother gave you.” 

“Yes,” he ground out, his gut twisting at the memory of his mother’s face, the love that had always  shone  in  her  eyes  for  him.  Utterly  undeserved,  that  love—especially  when  he  had  not been there to protect her. 

The Oracle whispered, “Shall I tell you what I see, Orion?” 

“I’m not sure I want to know.” 

The smoke peeled back enough for him to see her sensuous lips part in a cruel smile that did not wholly belong in this world. “People come from across Midgard to plead for my visions, yet you do not wish to know?” 

The  hair  on  the  back  of  his  neck  stood.  “I  thank  you,  but  no.”  Thanks  seemed  wise—like something that might appease a god. 

Her teeth shone, her canines long enough to shred flesh. “Did Bryce Quinlan tell you what occurred when she stood in this chamber twelve years ago?” 

His blood turned to ice. “That’s Quinlan’s business.” 

That smile didn’t falter. “You do not wish to know what I saw for her, either?” 

“No.”  He  spoke  from  his  heart.  “It’s  her  business,”  he  repeated.  His  lightning  rose  within him, rallying against a foe he could not slay. 

The Oracle blinked, a slow bob of those thick lashes. “You remind me of that which was lost

long ago,” she said quietly. “I had not realized it might ever appear again.” 

Before  Hunt  dared  ask  what  that  meant,  her  lion’s  tail—a  larger  version  of  Syrinx’s—

swayed over the floor. The doors behind him opened on a phantom wind, his dismissal clear. But the Oracle said before stalking into the vapors, “Do yourself a favor, Orion Athalar: keep well away from Bryce Quinlan.” 
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Bryce and Ruhn had waited at the edge of the Oracle’s Park for Hunt, each minute dripping by. 

And when he’d emerged again, eyes searching every inch of her face … Bryce knew it was bad. 

Whatever he’d learned. 

Hunt waited until they’d walked down a quiet residential block bordering the park before he told them what the Oracle had said about the Horn. 

His  words  were  still  hanging  in  the  bright  morning  air  around  them  as  Bryce  blew  out  a breath.  Hunt  did  the  same  beside  her  and  then  said,  “If  someone  has  learned  how  to  repair  the Horn after so long, then they can do the opposite of what Prince Pelias did. They can  open  the Northern Rift. It seems like one Hel of a motive to kill anyone who might rat them out.” 

Ruhn ran a hand over the buzzed side of his hair. “Like the acolyte at the temple—either as a warning to us to stay the fuck away from the Horn or to keep her from saying anything, if she’d found out somehow.” 

Hunt  nodded.  “Isaiah  questioned  the  others  at  the  temple—they  said  the  girl  was  the  only acolyte on duty the night the Horn was stolen, and was interviewed then, but claimed she didn’t know anything about it.” 

Guilt twisted and writhed within Bryce. 

Ruhn said, “Maybe she was scared to say anything. And when we showed up …” 

Hunt  finished,  “Whoever  is  looking  for  the  Horn  doesn’t  want  us  anywhere  near  it.  They could  have  learned  she’d  been  on  duty  that  night  and  gone  to  extract  information  from  her. 

They’d have wanted to make sure she didn’t reveal what she knew to anyone else—to make sure she stayed silent. Permanently.” 

Bryce added the girl’s death to the list of others she’d repay before this was finished. 

Then she asked, “If that mark on the crate really was the Horn, maybe the Ophion—or even just  the  Keres  sect—is  seeking  the  Horn  to  aid  in  their  rebellion.  To  open  a  portal  to  Hel,  and bring  the  demon  princes  back  here  in  some  sort  of  alliance  to  overthrow  the  Asteri.”  She shuddered. “Millions would die.” At their chilled silence, she went on, “Maybe Danika caught on to their plans about the Horn—and was killed for it. And the acolyte, too.” 

Hunt  rubbed  the  back  of  his  neck,  his  face  ashen.  “They’d  need  help  from  a  Vanir  to summon a demon like that, but it’s a possibility. There are some Vanir pledged to their cause. Or maybe  one  of  the  witches  summoned  it.  The  new  witch  queen  could  be  testing  her  power,  or something.” 

“Unlikely  that  a  witch  was  involved,”  Ruhn  said  a  shade  tightly,  piercings  along  his  ear glinting in the sun. “The witches obey the Asteri—they’ve had millennia of unbroken loyalty.” 

Bryce said, “But the Horn can only be used by a Starborn Fae—by you, Ruhn.” 

Hunt’s wings rustled. “So maybe they’re looking for some way around the Starborn shit.” 

“Honestly,” Ruhn said, “I’m not sure I  could use the Horn. Prince Pelias possessed what was basically an ocean of starlight at his disposal.” Her brother’s brow furrowed, and a pinprick of light appeared at his fingertip. “This is about as good as it gets for me.” 

“Well, you’re not going to use the Horn, even if we find it, so it won’t matter,” Bryce said. 

Ruhn  crossed  his  arms.  “If  someone  can  repair  the  Horn  …  I  don’t  even  know  how  that would be possible. I read some mentions of the Horn having a sort of sentience to it—almost like it was alive. Maybe a healing power of some sort would be applicable? A medwitch might have some insight.” 

Bryce  countered,  “They  heal  people,  not  objects.  And  the  book  you  found  in  the  gallery’s library said the Horn could only be repaired by light that is not light, magic that is not magic.” 

“Legends,” said Hunt. “Not truth.” 

“It’s worth looking into,” Ruhn said, and halted, glancing between Bryce and Hunt, who was watching her warily from the corner of his eye. Whatever the fuck that meant. Ruhn said, “I’ll look up a few medwitches and pay some discreet visits.” 

“Fine,” she said. When he stiffened, she amended, “That sounds good.” 

Even if nothing else about this case did. 

Bryce tuned out the sound of Lehabah watching one of her dramas and tried to concentrate on the map of Danika’s locations. Tried but failed, since she could feel Hunt’s eyes lingering on her from across the library table. For the hundredth time in that hour alone. She met his stare, and he looked away quickly. “What?” 

He shook his head and went back to his research. 

“You’ve been staring at me all afternoon with that weird fucking look on your face.” 

He  drummed  his  fingers  on  the  table,  then  blurted,  “You  want  to  tell  me  why  the  Oracle warned me to stay the Hel away from you?” 

Bryce let out a short laugh. “Is that why you seemed all freaked when you left the temple?” 

“She said she’d reveal her vision for you—like she has a damned bone to pick with you.” 

A shiver crawled down Bryce’s spine at that. “I don’t blame her if she’s still pissed.” 

Hunt paled, but Bryce said, “In Fae culture, there’s a custom: when girls get their cycle for the  first  time,  or  when  they  turn  thirteen,  they  go  to  an  Oracle.  The  visit  provides  a  glimpse toward what sort of power they might ascend to when mature, so their parents can plan unions years  before  the  actual  Drop.  Boys  go,  too—at  age  thirteen.  These  days,  if  the  parents  are progressive, it’s just an old tradition to figure out a career for their children. Soldiers or healers or whatever Fae do if they can’t afford to lounge around eating grapes all day.” 

“The Fae and malakim might hate each other, but they have a lot of bullshit in common.” 

Bryce  hummed  her  agreement.  “My  cycle  started  when  I  was  a  few  weeks  shy  of  thirteen. 

And my mom had this … I don’t know. Crisis? This sudden fear that she’d shut me off from a part of my heritage. She got in touch with my biological father. Two weeks later, the documents showed  up,  declaring  me  a  full  civitas.  It  came  with  a  catch,  though:  I  had  to  claim  Sky  and Breath as my House. I refused, but my mom actually insisted I do it. She saw it as some kind of

… protection. I don’t know. Apparently, she was convinced enough of his intention to protect me that she asked if he wanted to meet me. For the first time. And I eventually cooled down enough

from the whole House allegiance thing to realize I wanted to meet him, too.” 

Hunt read her beat of silence. “It didn’t go well.” 

“No.  That  visit  was  the  first  time  I  met  Ruhn,  too.  I  came  here—stayed  in  FiRo  for  the summer.  I  met  the  Autumn  King.”  The  lie  was  easy.  “Met  my  father,  too,”  she  added.  “In  the initial  few  days,  the  visit  wasn’t  as  bad  as  my  mother  had  feared.  I  liked  what  I  saw.  Even  if some of the other Fae children whispered that I was a half-breed, I knew what I was. I’ve never not been proud of it—being human, I mean. And I knew my father had invited me, so he at least wanted me there. I didn’t mind what others thought. Until the Oracle.” 

He winced. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 

“It was catastrophic.” She swallowed against the memory. “When the Oracle looked into her smoke,  she  screamed.  Clawed  at  her  eyes.”  There  was  no  point  hiding  it.  The  event  had  been known in some circles. “I heard later that she went blind for a week.” 

“Holy shit.” 

Bryce laughed to herself. “Apparently, my future is  that bad.” 

Hunt didn’t smile. “What happened?” 


“I returned to the petitioners’ antechamber. All you could hear was the Oracle screaming and cursing me—the acolytes rushed in.” 

“I meant with your father.” 

“He  called  me  a  worthless  disgrace,  stormed  out  of  the  temple’s  VIP  exit  so  no  one  could know  who  he  was  to  me,  and  by  the  time  I  caught  up,  he’d  taken  the  car  and  left.  When  I  got back to his house, I found my bags on the curb.” 

“Asshole. Danaan had nothing to say about him kicking his cousin to the curb?” 

“The  king  forbade  Ruhn  to  interfere.”  She  examined  her  nails.  “Believe  me,  Ruhn  tried  to fight. But the king bound him. So I got a cab to the train station. Ruhn managed to shove money for the fares into my hand.” 

“Your mom must have gone ballistic.” 

“She did.” Bryce paused a moment and then said, “Seems like the Oracle’s still pissed.” 

He threw her a half smile. “I’d consider it a badge of honor.” 

Bryce,  despite  herself,  smiled  back.  “You’re  probably  the  only  one  who  thinks  that.”  His eyes lingered on her face again, and she knew it had nothing to do with what the Oracle had said. 

Bryce cleared her throat. “Find anything?” 

Catching  her  request  to  drop  the  subject,  Hunt  pivoted  the  laptop  toward  her.  “I’ve  been looking at this ancient shit for days—and this is all I’ve found.” 

The terra-cotta vase dated back nearly fifteen thousand years. After Prince Pelias by about a century,  but  the  kristallos  hadn’t  yet  faded  from  common  memory.  She  read  the  brief  catalog copy and said, “It’s at a gallery in Mirsia.” Which put it a sea and two thousand miles beyond that  from  Lunathion.  She  pulled  the  computer  to  her  and  clicked  on  the  thumbnail.  “But  these photos should be enough.” 

“I might have been born before computers, Quinlan, but I do know how to use them.” 

“I’m just trying to spare you from further ruining your badass image as the Umbra Mortis. 

We can’t have word getting out that you’re a computer nerd.” 

“Thanks for your concern.” His eyes met hers, the corner of his mouth kicking up. 

Her toes might have curled in her heels. Slightly. 

Bryce straightened. “All right. Tell me what I’m looking at.” 

“A good sign.” Hunt pointed at the image, rendered in black paint against the burnt orange of

the  terra-cotta,  of  the  kristallos  demon  roaring  as  a  sword  was  driven  through  its  head  by  a helmeted male warrior. 

She leaned toward the screen. “How so?” 

“That the kristallos can be killed the old-fashioned way. As far as I can tell, there’s no magic or special artifact being used to kill it here. Just plain brute force.” 

Her gut tightened. “This vase could be an artistic interpretation. That thing killed Danika and the Pack of Devils, and knocked Micah on his ass, too. And you mean to tell me some ancient warrior killed it with just a sword through the head?” 

Though Lehabah’s show kept playing, Bryce knew the sprite was listening to every word. 

Hunt said, “Maybe the kristallos had the element of surprise on its side that night.” 

She tried and failed to block out the red pulped piles, the spray of blood on the walls, the way her entire body had seemed to plummet downward even while standing still as she stared at what was  left  of  her  friends.  “Or  maybe  this  is  just  a  bullshit  rendering  by  an  artist  who  heard  an embellished song around a fire and did their own take on it.” She began tapping her foot under the table, as if it’d somehow calm her staccato heartbeat. 

He held her stare, his black eyes stark and honest. “All right.” She waited for him to push, to pry, but Hunt slid the computer back to his side of the table. He squinted. “That’s odd. It says the vase is originally from Parthos.” He angled his head. “I thought Parthos was a myth. A human fairy tale.” 

“Because humans were no better than rock-banging animals until the Asteri arrived?” 

“Tell me you don’t believe that conspiracy crap about an ancient library in the heart of a pre-existing human civilization?” When she didn’t answer, Hunt challenged, “If something like that did exist, where’s the evidence?” 

Bryce zipped her amulet along its chain and nodded toward the image on the screen. 

“This vase was made by a nymph,” he said. “Not some mythical, enlightened human.” 

“Maybe Parthos hadn’t been wiped off the map entirely at that point.” 

Hunt  looked  at  her  from  under  lowered  brows.  “Really,  Quinlan?”  When  she  again  didn’t answer,  he  jerked  his  chin  at  her  digital  tablet.  “Where  are  you  with  the  data  about  Danika’s locations?” 

Hunt’s phone buzzed before she could reply, but Bryce said, reeling herself back together as that image of the slain kristallos bled with what had been done to Danika, what had been left of her, “I’m still ruling out the things that were likely unconnected, but … Really, the only outlier here is the fact that Danika was on sentry duty at Luna’s Temple. She was sometimes stationed in  the  general  area,  but  never  specifically  at  the  temple  itself.  And  somehow,  days  before  she died,  she  got  put  on  watch  there?  And  data  shows  her  being   right  there  when  the  Horn  was stolen. The acolyte was  also there that night. It’s all got to tie together somehow.” 

Hunt set down his phone. “Maybe Philip Briggs will enlighten us tonight.” 

Her head snapped up. “Tonight?” 

Lehabah completely stopped watching her show at that. 

“Just  got  the  message  from  Viktoria.  They  transferred  him  from  Adrestia.  We’re  meeting him in an hour in a holding cell under the Comitium.” He surveyed the data spread before them. 

“He’s going to be difficult.” 

“I know.” 

He leaned back in the chair. “He’s not going to have nice things to say about Danika. You sure you can handle hearing his kind of venom?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“Really? Because that vase just set you off, and I doubt coming face-to-face with this guy is going to be any easier.” 

The walls began swelling around her. “Get out.” Her words cut between them. “Just because we’re working together doesn’t mean you’re entitled to push into my personal matters.” 

Hunt  merely  looked  her  over.  Saw  all  of  that.  But  he  said  roughly,  “I  want  to  head  to  the Comitium in twenty. I’ll wait for you outside.” 

Bryce  trailed  Hunt  out,  making  sure  he  didn’t  touch  any  of  the  books  and  that  they  didn’t grab for him, then shut the door before he’d fully walked onto the street beyond. 

She sank against the iron until she sat on the carpet, and braced her forearms on her knees. 

They were gone—all of them. Thanks to that demon depicted on an ancient vase. They were

gone, and there would be no more wolves in her life. No more hanging out in the apartment. No more drunken, stupid dancing on street corners, or blasting music at three in the morning until their neighbors threatened to call the 33rd. 

No  friends  who  would  say   I  love  you  and  mean  it.  Syrinx  and  Lele  came  creeping  in,  the chimera curling up beneath her bent legs, the sprite lying belly-down on Bryce’s forearm. 

“Don’t blame Athie. I think he wants to be our friend.” 

“I don’t give a shit what Hunt Athalar wants.” 

“June is busy with ballet, and Fury is as good as gone. Maybe it’s time for more friends, BB. 

You  seem  sad  again.  Like  you  were  two  winters  ago.  Fine  one  minute,  then  not  fine  the  next. 

You don’t dance, you don’t hang out with anyone, you don’t—” 

“Leave it, Lehabah.” 

“Hunt is nice. And Prince Ruhn is nice. But Danika was never nice to me. Always biting and snarling. Or she ignored me.” 

 “Watch it.  ” 

The sprite crawled off her arm and floated in front of her, arms wrapping across her round belly.  “You  can  be  cold  as  a  Reaper,  Bryce.”  Then  she  was  gone,  whizzing  off  to  stop  a  thick leather-bound tome from crawling its way up the stairs. 

Bryce blew out a long breath, trying to piece the hole in her chest together. 

Twenty  minutes,  Hunt  had  said.  She  had  twenty  minutes  before  going  to  question  Briggs. 

Twenty minutes to get her shit together. Or at least pretend she had. 

 

35

The  fluorescent  wands  of  firstlight  hummed  through  the  white-paneled,  pristine  corridor  far beneath  the  Comitium.  Hunt  was  a  storm  of  black  and  gray  against  the  shining  white  tiles,  his steps unfaltering as he aimed for one of the sealed metal doors at the end of the long hall. 

A  step  behind  him,  Bryce  simply  watched  Hunt  move—the  way  he  cut  through  the  world, the  way  the  guards  in  the  entry  room  hadn’t  so  much  as  checked  his  ID  before  waving  them through. 

She hadn’t realized that this place existed beneath the five shining towers of the Comitium. 

That they had cells. Interrogation rooms. 

The one she’d been in the night Danika had died had been five blocks from here. A facility governed  by  protocols.  But  this  place  …  She  tried  not  to  think  about  what  this  place  was  for. 

What laws stopped applying once one crossed over the threshold. 

The lack of any scent except bleach suggested it was scrubbed down often. The drains she noted every few feet suggested—

She didn’t want to know what the drains suggested. 

They reached a room without windows, and Hunt laid a palm against the circular metal lock to  its  left.  A  hum  and  hiss,  and  he  shouldered  open  the  door,  peering  inside  before  nodding  to her. 

The  firstlights  above  droned  like  hornets.  What  would  her  own  firstlight  go  toward,  small mote that it would be? With Hunt, the explosion of energy-filled light that had probably erupted from him when he’d made the Drop had likely gone toward fueling an entire city. 

She sometimes wondered about it: whose firstlight was powering her phone, or the stereo, or her coffee machine. 

And  now  was  not  the  time  to  think  about  random  shit,  she  chided  herself  as  she  followed Hunt into the cell and beheld the pale-skinned man sitting there. 

Two  seats  had  been  set  before  the  metal  table  in  the  center  of  the  room—where  Briggs’s shackles were currently chained. His white jumpsuit was pristine, but—

Bryce beheld the state of his gaunt, hollow face and willed herself not to flinch. His dark hair was buzzed close to his scalp, and though not a bruise or scratch marred his skin, his deep blue eyes … empty and hopeless. 

Briggs said nothing as she and Hunt claimed the seats across the table. Cameras blinked red lights in every corner, and she had no doubt someone was listening in a control room a few doors down. 

“We won’t take much of your time,” Hunt said, as if noting those haunted eyes as well. 

“Time is all I have now, angel. And being here is better than being … there.” 

There, where they kept him in Adrestia Prison. Where they did the things to him that resulted in those broken, awful eyes. 

Bryce could  feel  Hunt silently  urging  her to  ask  the  first of  their  questions, and  she  took  a breath, bracing herself to fill this humming, too-small room with her voice. 

But Briggs asked, “What month is it? What’s today’s date?” 

Horror coiled in her gut. This man had wanted to kill people, she reminded herself. Even if it seemed he hadn’t killed Danika, he had planned to kill plenty of others, to ignite a larger-scale war  between  the  human  and  Vanir.  To  overthrow  the  Asteri.  It  was  why  he  remained  behind bars. 

“It’s the twelfth of April,” Hunt said, his voice low, “in the year 15035.” 

“It’s only been two years?” 

Bryce swallowed against the dryness in her mouth. “We came to ask you about some things

related to two years ago. As well as some recent events.” 

Briggs looked at her then. Really looked. “Why?” 

Hunt leaned back, a silent indication that this was now her show to run. “The White Raven nightclub was bombed a few days ago. Considering that it was one of your prime targets a few years ago, evidence points toward Keres being active again.” 

“And you think I’m behind it?” A bitter smile curved the angular, harsh face. Hunt tensed. “I don’t know what  year it is, girl. And you think I’m somehow able to make outside contact?” 

“What about your followers?” Hunt said carefully. “Would they have done it in your name?” 

“Why bother?” Briggs reclined in his chair. “I failed them. I failed our people.” He nodded toward Bryce. “And failed people like you—the undesirables.” 

“You never represented me,” Bryce said quietly. “I abhor what you tried to do.” 

Briggs laughed, a broken rasp. “When the Vanir tell you you’re not good enough for any job because of your human blood, when males like this asshole next to you just see you as a piece of ass to be fucked and then discarded, when you see your mother—it is a human mother for you, isn’t it? It always is—being treated like trash … You’ll find those self-righteous feelings fading real fast.” 

She refused to reply. To think about the times she’d seen her mother ignored or sneered at—

Hunt said, “So you’re saying you’re not behind this bombing.” 

“Again,” Briggs said, tugging on his shackles, “the only people I see on a daily basis are the ones  who  take  me  apart  like  a  cadaver,  and  then  stitch  me  up  again  before  nightfall,  their medwitches smoothing everything away.” 

Her stomach churned. Even Hunt’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. 

“Your followers wouldn’t have considered bombing the nightclub in revenge?” 

Briggs demanded, “Against who?” 

“Us. For investigating Danika Fendyr’s murder and looking for Luna’s Horn.” 

Briggs’s blue eyes shuttered. “So the assholes in the 33rd finally realized I didn’t kill her.” 

“You haven’t been officially cleared of anything,” Hunt said roughly. 

Briggs  shook  his  head,  staring  at  the  wall  to  his  left.  “I  don’t  know  anything  about  Luna’s Horn, and I’m sure as shit no Keres soldier did either, but I liked Danika Fendyr. Even when she busted me, I liked her.” 

Hunt stared at the gaunt, haunted man—a shell of the powerfully built adult he’d been two years ago. What they were doing to him in that prison … Fucking Hel. 

Hunt  could  take  a  few  guesses  about  the  manner  of  torture.  The  memories  of  it  being inflicted upon him still dragged him from sleep. 

Bryce was blinking at Briggs. “What do you mean, you  liked her?” 

Briggs smiled, savoring Quinlan’s surprise. “She circled me and my agents for weeks. She even met with me twice. Told me to stop my plans—or else she’d have to bring me in. Well, that was the first time. The second time she warned me that she had enough evidence against me that she  had to bring me in, but I could get off easy if I admitted to my plotting and ended it then and there. I didn’t listen then, either. That third time … She brought her pack, and that was that.” 

Hunt reined in his emotions, setting his features into neutrality. 

“Danika went easy on you?” Bryce’s face had drained of color. It took a surprising amount of effort not to touch her hand. 

“She tried to.” Briggs ran gnarled fingers down his pristine jumpsuit. “For a Vanir, she was fair.  I  don’t  think  she  necessarily  disagreed  with  us.  With  my  methods,  yes,  but  I  thought  she might  have  been  a  sympathizer.”  He  surveyed  Bryce  again  with  a  starkness  that  had  Hunt’s hackles rising. 

Hunt suppressed a growl at the term. “Your followers knew this?” 

“Yes. I think she even let some of them get away that night.” 

Hunt blew out a breath. “That is a big fucking claim to make against an Aux leader.” 

“She’s dead, isn’t she? Who cares?” 

Bryce flinched. Enough so that Hunt didn’t hold back his growl this time. 

“Danika wasn’t a rebel sympathizer,” Bryce hissed. 

Briggs  looked  down  his  nose  at  her.  “Not  yet,  maybe,”  he  agreed,  “but  Danika  could  have been  starting  down  that  path.  Maybe   she  saw  how  her  pretty,  half-breed  friend  was  treated  by others  and  didn’t  like  it  too  much,  either.”  He  smiled  knowingly  when  Bryce  blinked  at  his correct guess regarding her relationship to Danika. The emotions he’d probably read in her face. 

Briggs went on, “My followers knew Danika was a potential asset. We’d discussed it, right up  until  the  raid.  And  that  night,  Danika  and  her  pack  were  fair  with  us.  We  fought,  and  even managed to get in a few good blows on that Second of hers.” He whistled. “Connor Holstrom.” 

Bryce  went  utterly  rigid.  “Guy  was  a  bruiser.”  From  the  cruel  curve  of  his  lips,  he’d  clearly noticed how stiff she’d gone at the mention of Connor’s name. “Was Holstrom your boyfriend? 

Pity.” 

“That’s none of your business.” The words were flat as Briggs’s eyes. 

They tightened something in Hunt’s chest, her words. The vacancy in her voice. 

Hunt asked him, “You never mentioned any of this when you were initially arrested?” 

Briggs  spat,  “Why  the   fuck  would  I  ever  rat  out  a  potentially  sympathetic,  incredibly powerful Vanir like Danika Fendyr? I might have been headed for  this”—he gestured to the cell around  them—“but  the  cause  would  live  on.  It   had  to  live  on,  and  I  knew  that  someone  like Danika could be a mighty ally to have on our side.” 

Hunt cut in, “But why not mention any of this during your murder trial?” 

“My  trial?  You  mean  that  two-day  sham  they  televised?  With  that   lawyer  the  Governor assigned  me?”  Briggs  laughed  and  laughed.  Hunt  had  to  remind  himself  that  this  was  an imprisoned man, enduring unspeakable torture. And not someone he could punch in the face. Not even for the way his laugh made Quinlan shift in her seat. “I knew they’d pin it on me no matter

what. Knew that even if I told the truth, I’d wind up here. So on the chance that Danika might have friends still living who shared her sentiments, I kept her secrets to myself.” 

“You’re ratting her out now,” Bryce said. 

But Briggs didn’t reply to that, and instead studied the dented metal table. “I said it two years ago, and I’ll say it again now: Keres didn’t kill Danika or the Pack of Devils. The White Raven bombing, though—they might have managed that. Good for them if they did.” 

Hunt  ground  his  teeth.  Had  he  been  this  out  of  touch  with  reality  when  he’d  followed Shahar? Had it been this level of fanaticism that prompted him to lead the angels of the 18th to Mount  Hermon?  In  those  last  days,  would  he  have  even   listened  to  anyone  if  they’d  advised against it? 

A hazy memory surfaced, of Isaiah doing just that, screaming in Hunt’s war tent. Fuck. 

Briggs asked, “Did a lot of Vanir die in the bombing?” 

Disgust  curdled  Bryce’s  face.  “No,”  she  said,  standing  from  her  chair.  “Not  a  single  one.” 

She spoke with the imperiousness of a queen. Hunt could only rise with her. 

Briggs tsked. “Too bad.” 

Hunt’s fingers balled into fists. He’d been so wildly in love with Shahar, with the cause—

had he been no better than this man? 

Bryce said tightly, “Thank you for answering our questions.” Without waiting for Briggs to reply,  she  hurried  for  the  door.  Hunt  kept  a  step  behind  her,  even  with  Briggs  anchored  to  the table. 

That she’d ended the meeting so quickly showed Hunt that Bryce shared his opinion: Briggs truly hadn’t killed Danika. 

He’d nearly reached the open doorway when Briggs said to him, “You’re one of the Fallen, huh?” Hunt paused. Briggs smiled. “Tons of respect for you, man.” He surveyed Hunt from head to toe. “What part of the 18th did you serve in?” 

Hunt said nothing. But Briggs’s blue eyes shone. “We’ll bring the bastards down someday, brother.” 

Hunt  glanced  toward  Bryce,  already  halfway  down  the  hallway,  her  steps  swift.  Like  she couldn’t stand to breathe the same air as the man chained to the table, like she had to get out of this  awful  place.  Hunt  himself  had  been  here,  interrogated  people,  more  often  than  he  cared  to remember. 

And the kill he’d made last night … It had lingered. Ticked off another life-debt, but it had lingered. 

Briggs  was  still  staring  at  him,  waiting  for  Hunt  to  speak.  The  agreement  that  Hunt  would have voiced weeks ago now dissolved on his tongue. 

No, he’d been no better than this man. 

He didn’t know where that put him. 

“So  Briggs  and  his  followers  are  off  the  list,”  Bryce  said,  folding  her  feet  beneath  her  on  her living room couch. Syrinx was already snoring beside her. “Unless you think he was lying?” 

Hunt,  seated  at  the  other  end  of  the  sectional,  frowned  at  the  sunball  game  just  starting  on TV.  “He  was  telling  the  truth.  I’ve  dealt  with  enough  …  prisoners  to  sense  when  someone’s lying.” 

The words were clipped. He’d been on edge since they’d left the Comitium through the same

unmarked street door they’d used to enter. No chance of running into Sandriel that way. 

Hunt  pointed  to  the  papers  Bryce  had  brought  from  the  gallery,  noting  some  of  Danika’s movements and the list of names she’d compiled. “Remind me who’s the next suspect on your list?” 

Bryce  didn’t  answer  as  she  observed  his  profile,  the  light  of  the  screen  bouncing  off  his cheekbones, deepening the shadow beneath his strong jaw. 

He truly was pretty. And really seemed to be in a piss-poor mood. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Says the guy who’s grinding his teeth so hard I can hear them.” 

Hunt cut her a glare and spread a muscled arm along the back of the couch. He’d changed

when  they’d  returned  thirty  minutes  ago,  having  grabbed  a  quick  bite  at  a  noodles-and-dumplings food cart just down the block, and now wore a soft gray T-shirt, black sweats, and a white sunball cap turned backward. 

It was the hat that had proven the most confusing—so ordinary and …  guy-ish, for lack of a better word, that she’d been stealing glances at him for the past fifteen minutes. Stray locks of his  dark  hair  curled  around  the  edges,  the  adjustable  band  nearly  covered  the  tattoo  over  his brow, and she had no idea why, but it was all just … Disgustingly distracting. 

“What?” he asked, noting her gaze. 

Bryce reached forward, her long braid slipping over a shoulder, and grabbed his phone from the  coffee  table.  She  snapped  a  photo  of  him  and  sent  a  copy  to  herself,  mostly  because  she doubted anyone would believe her that Hunt fucking Athalar was sitting on her couch in casual clothes, sunball hat on backward, watching TV and drinking a beer. 

 The Shadow of Death, everyone. 

“That’s annoying,” he said through his teeth. 

“So is your face,” she said sweetly, tossing the phone to him. Hunt picked it up, snapped a photo of  her, and then set it down, eyes on the game again. 

She let him watch for another minute before she said, “You’ve been broody since Briggs.” 

His mouth twisted toward the side. “Sorry.” 

“Why are you apologizing?” 

His fingers traced a circle along the couch cushion. “It brought up some bad shit. About—

about the way I helped lead Shahar’s rebellion.” 

She considered, retracing every horrid word and exchange in that cell beneath the Comitium. 

Oh.  Oh. She said carefully, “You’re nothing like Briggs, Hunt.” 

His dark eyes slid toward her. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.” 

“Did you willingly and gleefully risk innocent lives to further your rebellion?” 

His mouth thinned. “No.” 

“Well, there you have it.” 

Again, his jaw worked. Then he said, “But I was blind. About a lot of things.” 

“Like what?” 

“Just a lot,” he hedged. “Looking at Briggs, what they’re doing to him … I don’t know why it bothered me this time. I’ve been down there often enough with other prisoners that—I mean

…” His knee bounced. He said without looking at her, “You know what kinda shit I have to do.” 

She said gently, “Yeah.” 

“But for whatever reason, seeing Briggs like that today, it just made me remember my own

…” He trailed off again and swigged from his beer. 

Icy,  oily  dread  filled  her  stomach,  twisting  with  the  fried  noodles  she’d  inhaled  thirty minutes ago. “How long did they do that to you—after Mount Hermon?” 

“Seven years.” 

She closed her eyes as the weight of those words rippled through her. 

Hunt  said,  “I  lost  track  of  time,  too.  The  Asteri  dungeons  are  so  far  beneath  the  earth,  so lightless, that days are years and years are days and … When they let me out, I went right to the Archangel Ramuel. My first …  handler. He continued the pattern for two years, got bored with it,  and  realized  that  I’d  be  more  useful  dispatching  demons  and  doing  his  bidding  than  rotting away in his torture chambers.” 

“Burning Solas, Hunt,” she whispered. 

He still didn’t look at her. “By the time Ramuel decided to let me serve as his assassin, it had been nine years since I’d seen sunlight. Since I’d heard the wind or smelled the rain. Since I’d seen grass, or a river, or a mountain. Since I’d flown.” 

Her hands shook enough that she crossed her arms, tucking her fingers tight to her body. “I

—I am so sorry.” 

His  eyes  turned  distant,  glazed.  “Hatred  was  the  only  thing  that  fueled  me  through  it. 

Briggs’s kind of hatred. Not hope, not love. Only unrelenting, raging hatred. For the Archangels. 

For the Asteri. For all of it.” He finally looked at her, his eyes as hollow as Briggs’s had been. 

“So,  yeah.  I  might  not  have  ever  been  willing  to  kill  innocents  to  help  Shahar’s  rebellion,  but that’s the only difference between me and Briggs. Still is.” 

She didn’t let herself reconsider before she took his hand. 

She  hadn’t  realized  how  much  bigger  Hunt’s  hand  was  until  hers  coiled  around  it.  Hadn’t realized how many calluses lay on his palms and fingers until they rasped against her skin. 

Hunt glanced down at their hands, her dusk-painted nails contrasting with the deep gold of his  skin.  She  found  herself  holding  her  breath,  waiting  for  him  to  snatch  his  hand  back,  and asked, “Do you still feel like hatred is all that gets you through the day?” 

“No,” he said, eyes lifting from their hands to scan her face. “Sometimes, for some things, yes, but … No, Quinlan.” 

She nodded, but he was still watching her, so she reached for the spreadsheets. 

“You have nothing else to say?” Hunt’s mouth twisted to the side. “You, the person who has an opinion on everything and everyone, have nothing else to say about what I just told you?” 

She pushed her braid over her shoulder. “You’re not like Briggs,” she said simply. 

He frowned. And began to withdraw his hand from hers. 

Bryce clamped her fingers around his. “You might see yourself that way, but I see you, too, Athalar. I see your kindness and your … whatever.” She squeezed his hand for emphasis. “I see all the shit you conveniently forget. Briggs is a bad person. He might have once gotten into the human rebellion for the right reasons, but he is a  bad person. You aren’t. You will never be. End of story.” 

“This bargain I’ve got with Micah suggests otherwise—” 

“You’re not like him.” 

The weight of his stare pressed on her skin, warmed her face. 

She  withdrew  her  hand  as  casually  as  she  could,  trying  not  to  note  how  his  own  fingers seemed  hesitant  to  let  go.  But  she  leaned  forward,  stretching  out  her  arm,  and  flicked  his  hat. 

“What’s up with this, by the way?” 

He batted her away. “It’s a hat.” 

“It doesn’t fit with your whole predator-in-the-night image.” 

For a heartbeat, he was utterly silent. Then he laughed, tipping back his head. The strong tan column of his throat worked with the movement, and Bryce crossed her arms again. 

“Ah, Quinlan,” he said, shaking his head. He swept the hat off his head and plunked it down atop her own. “You’re merciless.” 

She grinned, twisting the cap backward the way he’d worn it, and primly shuffled the papers. 

“Let’s look this over again. Since Briggs was a bust, and the Viper Queen’s out … maybe there’s something with Danika at Luna’s Temple the night the Horn was stolen that we’re missing.” 

He  drifted  closer,  his  thigh  grazing  her  bent  knee,  and  peered  at  the  papers  in  her  lap.  She watched his eyes slide over them as he studied the list of locations. And tried not to think about the warmth of that thigh against her leg. The solid muscle of it. 

Then he lifted his head. 

He was close enough that she realized his eyes weren’t black after all, but rather a shade of darkest brown. “We’re idiots.” 

“At least you said  we.” 

He  snickered,  but  didn’t  pull  back.  Didn’t  move  that  powerful  leg  of  his.  “The  temple  has exterior cameras. They would have been recording the night the Horn was stolen.” 

“You make it sound as if the 33rd didn’t check that two years ago. They said the blackout rendered any footage essentially useless.” 

“Maybe we  didn’t  run the  right  tests on  the  footage.  Look at  the  right fields.  Ask  the  right people to examine it. If Danika was there that night, why didn’t anyone know that? Why didn’t she come forward about being at the temple when the Horn was stolen? Why didn’t the acolyte say anything about her presence?” 

Bryce chewed on her lip. Hunt’s eyes dipped to it. She could have sworn they darkened. That his thigh pressed harder into hers. As if in challenge—a dare to see if she’d back down. 

She  didn’t,  but  her  voice  turned  hoarse  as  she  said,  “You  think  Danika  might  have  known who took the Horn—and she tried to hide it?” She shook her head. “Danika wouldn’t have done that. She barely seemed to care that the Horn had been stolen at all.” 

“I don’t know,” he said. “But let’s start by looking at the footage, even if it’s a whole lot of nothing. And send it to someone who can give us a more comprehensive analysis.” He swiped his  hat  off  her  head,  and  put  it  back  on  his  own—still  backward,  still  with  those  little  curling pieces of hair peeking around the edges. As if for good measure, he tugged the end of her braid, then folded his hands behind his head as he went back to watching the game. 

The absence of his leg against hers was like a cold slap. “Who do you have in mind?” 

His mouth just curved upward. 
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The three-level shooting range in Moonwood catered to a lethal, creative clientele. Occupying a converted warehouse that stretched four city blocks along the Istros, it boasted the only sniper-length gallery in the city. 

Hunt stopped by every few weeks to keep his skills sharp, usually in the dead of night when no one could gawk at the Umbra Mortis donning a pair of earmuffs and military-grade glasses as he walked through the concrete hallways to one of the private galleries. 

It  had  been  late  when  he’d  gotten  the  idea  for  this  meeting,  and  then  Jesiba  had  slammed Quinlan  with  work  the  next  day,  so  they’d  decided  to  wait  until  nightfall  to  see  where  their quarry wound up. Hunt had bet Bryce a gold mark it’d be a tattoo parlor, and she’d raised him to two  gold  marks  that  it’d  be  a  fake-grungy  rock  bar.  But  when  she’d  gotten  the  reply  to  her message, it had led them here. 

The sniper gallery lay on the northern end of the building, accessible through a heavy metal door that sealed off any sound. They grabbed electronic earmuffs that would stifle the boom of the guns—but still allow them to hear each other’s voices—on the way in. Before he entered the gallery, Hunt glanced over a shoulder at Bryce, checking that her earmuffs were in place. 

She noted his assessing look and chuckled. “Mother hen.” 

“I  wouldn’t  want  your  pretty  little  ears  to  get  blown  out,  Quinlan.”  He  didn’t  give  her  the chance  to  reply  as  he  opened  the  door,  thumping  music  blasting  to  greet  them,  and  beheld  the three males lined up along a waist-high glass barrier. 

Lord Tristan Flynn had a sniper rifle aimed toward a person-shaped paper target at the far, far  end  of  the  space,  so  distant  a  mortal  could  barely  make  it  out.  He’d  opted  out  of  using  the scope,  instead  relying  on  his  keen  Fae  eyesight  as  Danaan  and  Declan  Emmet  stood  near  him, their own rifles hanging off their shoulders. 

Ruhn nodded their way, and motioned to wait a moment. 

“He’s  gonna  miss,”  Emmet  observed  over  the  bumping  bass  of  the  music,  barely  sparing Hunt and Bryce a glance. “Off by a half inch.” 

“Screw  you,  Dec,”  Flynn  muttered,  and  fired.  The  gunshot  erupted  through  the  space,  the sound absorbed by the padding along the ceiling and walls, and at the far end of the gallery, the piece of paper swayed, the torso rippling. 

Flynn lowered the rifle. “Straight shot to the balls, dickbags.” He held out his palm toward Ruhn. “Pay up.” 

Ruhn rolled his eyes and slammed a gold coin into it as he turned to Hunt and Bryce. 

Hunt  glanced  at  the  prince’s  two  friends,  who  were  now  sizing  him  up  as  they  pulled  off

their earmuffs and eye gear. He and Bryce followed suit. 

He didn’t expect the tinge of envy curdling in his gut at the sight of the friends together. A glance  at  Quinlan’s  stiff  shoulders  had  him  wondering  if  she  felt  the  same—if  she  was remembering  nights  with  Danika  and  the  Pack  of  Devils  when  they’d  had  nothing  better  to  do than give each other grief over nonsense. 

Bryce shook it off faster than Hunt did as she drawled, “Sorry to interrupt you boys playing commando, but we have some adult things to discuss.” 

Ruhn  set  his  rifle  on  the  metal  table  to  his  left  and  leaned  against  the  glass  barrier.  “You could have called.” 

Bryce strode to the table to examine the gun her cousin had set down. Her nails glimmered against the matte black. Stealth weapons, designed to blend into shadows and not give away their bearer with a gleam. “I didn’t want this intel out there in the networks.” 

Flynn flashed a grin. “Cloak-and-dagger shit. Nice.” He sidled up to her at the table, close enough that Hunt found himself tensing. “Color me intrigued.” 

Quinlan’s gift of looking down her nose at males who towered above her usually grated on Hunt to no end. But seeing it used on someone else was a true delight. 

Yet that imperious look only seemed to make Flynn’s grin grow wider, especially as Bryce said, “I’m not here to talk to you.” 

“You wound me, Bryce,” Flynn drawled. 

Declan Emmet snickered. “You up to do some more hacking shit?” Quinlan asked him. 

“Call it shit again, Bryce, and see if I help you,” Declan said coolly. 

“Sorry,  sorry.  Your  technology  …  stuff.”  She  waved  a  hand.  “We  need  analysis  of  some footage from Luna’s Temple the night the Horn was stolen.” 

Ruhn went still, his blue eyes flaring as he said to Hunt, “You’ve got a lead on the Horn?” 

Hunt said, “Just laying out the puzzle pieces.” 

Declan rubbed his neck. “All right. What are you looking for exactly?” 

“Everything,” Hunt said. “Anything that might come up on the audio or thermal, or if there’s a way to make the video any clearer despite the blackout.” 

Declan set down his rifle beside Ruhn’s. “I might have some software that can help, but no promises. If the investigators didn’t find anything two years ago, the odds are slim I’ll find any anomalies now.” 

“We know,” Bryce said. “How long would it take you to look?” 

He seemed to do some mental calculations. “Give me a few days. I’ll see what I can find.” 

“Thank you.” 

Flynn let out an exaggerated gasp. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever said those words to us, B.” 

“Don’t  get  used  to  it.”  She  surveyed  them  again  with  that  cool,  mocking  indifference  that made  Hunt’s  pulse  begin  to  pound  as  drivingly  as  the  beat  of  the  music  playing  through  the chamber’s speakers. “Why are you three even here?” 

“We do actually work for the Aux, Bryce. That requires the occasional bit of training.” 

“So where’s the rest of your unit?” She made a show of looking around. Hunt didn’t bother to hide his mirth. “Or was this a roomies-only kind of thing?” 

Declan chuckled. “This was an invite-only session.” 

Bryce  rolled  her  eyes  and  said  to  Ruhn,  “I’m  sure  the  Autumn  King  told  you  he  wants reports  on  our  movements.”  She  crossed  her  arms.  “Keep  this”—she  gestured  to  all  of  them

—“quiet for a few days.” 

“You’re asking me to lie to my king,” Ruhn said, frowning. 

“I’m asking you not to tell him about this for the moment,” Bryce said. 

Flynn lifted a brow. “Are you saying the Autumn King is one of your suspects?” 

“I’m  saying  I  want  shit  kept  quiet.”  She  grinned  at  Ruhn,  showing  all  her  white  teeth,  the expression more savage than amused. “I’m saying if you three morons leak any of this to your Aux buddies or drunken hookups, I am going to be  very unhappy.” 

Honestly, Hunt would have liked nothing more than to grab some popcorn and a beer, kick

back in a chair, and watch her verbally fillet these assholes. 

“Sounds like a whole lot of big talk,” Ruhn said, then indicated the target at the back of the room. “Why don’t you put on a little demonstration for Athalar, Bryce?” 

She  smirked.  “I  don’t  need  to  prove  I  can  handle  a  big  gun  to  run  with  the  boys’  club.” 

Hunt’s  skin  tightened  at  the  feral  delight  in  her  eyes  as  she  said   big  gun.  Other  parts  of  him tightened, too. 

Tristan Flynn said, “Twenty gold marks says we outshoot you.” 

“Only  rich-ass  pieces  of  shit  have  twenty  gold  marks  to  blow  on  bullshit  contests,”  Bryce said, amber eyes dancing with amusement as she winked at Hunt. His blood thrummed, his body tensing as surely as if she’d gripped his cock. But her gaze already drifted to the distant target. 

She snapped the earmuffs over her arched ears. 

Flynn rubbed his hands together. “Here we fuckin’ go.” 

Bryce popped on the glasses, adjusted her ponytail, and hefted Ruhn’s rifle into her hands. 

She  weighed  it  in  her  arms,  and  Hunt  couldn’t  drag  his  eyes  away  from  the  way  her  fingers brushed over the chassis, stroking all the way down to the butt plate. 

He  swallowed  hard,  but  she  merely  fitted  the  gun  to  her  shoulder,  each  movement  as comfortable as he’d expect from someone raised by a legendary sharpshooter. She clicked off the safety and didn’t bother to use the scope as she said to none of them in particular, “Allow me to demonstrate why you all can kiss my fucking ass.” 

Three  shots  cracked  over  the  music,  one  after  another,  her  body  absorbing  the  kickback  of the gun like a champ. Hunt’s mouth dried out entirely. 

They all peered up at the screen with the feed of the target. 

“You only landed one,” Flynn snorted, eyeing the hole through the heart of the target. 

“No, she didn’t,” Emmet murmured, just as Hunt saw it, too: the circle wasn’t perfect. No, two of its edges bulged outward—barely noticeable. 

Three shots, so precise that they’d passed through the same small space. 

A chill skittered down Hunt’s body that had nothing to do with fear as Bryce merely reset the safety, placed the rifle on the table, and removed the earmuffs and glasses. 

She turned, and her eyes met Hunt’s again—a new sort of vulnerability shining beneath the self-satisfied narrowing. A challenge thrown down. Waiting to see how he’d react. 

How many males had run from this part of her, their alphahole egos threatened by it? Hunt hated them all merely for putting the question in her eyes. 

He didn’t hear whatever shit Flynn was saying as he put on the earmuffs and eye gear and took up the rifle Bryce had set down, the metal still warm from her body. He didn’t hear Ruhn asking him something as he lined up his shot. 

No, Hunt only met Bryce’s stare as he clicked off the safety. 

That click reverberated between them, loud as a thunderclap. Her throat bobbed. 

Hunt pulled his gaze from hers and fired one round. With his eagle-sharp vision, he didn’t need the scope to see the bullet pass through the hole she’d made. 

When he lowered the gun, he found Bryce’s cheeks flushed, her eyes like warm whiskey. A

quiet sort of light shone in them. 

He  still  didn’t  hear  any  of  what  the  males  were  saying,  only  had  the  vague  notion  of  even Ruhn cursing with appreciation. Hunt just held Bryce’s stare. 

 I see you, Quinlan, he silently conveyed to her.  And I like all of it. 

 Right back at you, her half smile seemed to say. 

Hunt’s phone rang, dragging his eyes from the smile that made the floor a little uneven. He fished it from his pocket with fingers that were surprisingly shaky.  Isaiah Tiberian flashed on the screen. He answered instantly. “What’s up?” 

Hunt knew Bryce and the Fae males could hear every word as Isaiah said, “Get your asses

over to Asphodel Meadows. There’s been another murder.” 
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“Where?”  Hunt  demanded  into  the  phone,  one  eye  on  Quinlan,  her  arms  crossed  tight  as  she listened. All that light had vanished from her eyes. 

Isaiah told him the address. A good two miles away. “We’ve got a team already setting up camp,” the commander said. 

“We’ll be there in a few,” Hunt answered, and hung up. 

The  three  Fae  males,  having  heard  as  well,  began  packing  their  gear  with  swift  efficiency. 

Well trained. Total pains in his ass, but they were well trained. 

But Bryce fidgeted, hands twitching at her sides. He’d seen that stark look before. And the fake-ass calm that crept over her as Ruhn and his friends glanced at her. 

Then, Hunt had bought into it, essentially bullied her into going to that other murder scene. 

Hunt said without looking at the males, “I take it you heard the address.” He didn’t wait for any of them to confirm before he ordered, “We’ll meet you there.” Quinlan’s eyes flickered, but Hunt  didn’t  take  his  focus  off  her  as  he  walked  closer.  He  sensed  Danaan,  Flynn,  and  Emmet leaving the gallery, but didn’t look to confirm as he halted before her. 

The cold emptiness of the sniper range yawned around them. 

Again, Quinlan’s hands curled, fingers wiggling at her sides. Like she could shake the dread and pain away. Hunt said calmly, “You want me to handle it?” 

Color  crept  over  her  freckled  cheeks.  She  pointed  to  the  door  with  a  shaking  finger. 

“Someone  died while we were dicking around tonight.” 

Hunt wrapped his hand around her finger. Lowered it to the space between them. “This guilt isn’t on you. It’s on whoever is doing this.” 

People like him, butchering in the night. 

She tried to yank her finger back, and he let go, remembering her wariness of male Vanir. Of alphaholes. 

Bryce’s  throat  bobbed,  and  she  peered  around  his  wing.  “I  want  to  go  to  the  scene  of  the crime.” He waited for the rest of it. She blew out an uneven breath. “I need to go,” she said, more to herself. Her foot tapped on the concrete floor, in time to the beat of the still-thumping music. 

She winced. “But I don’t want Ruhn or his friends seeing me like this.” 

“Like what?” It was normal, expected, to be screwed up by what she’d endured. 

“Like a fucking mess.” Her eyes glowed. 

“Why?” 

“Because  it’s  none  of  their  business,  but  they’ll  make  it  their  business  if  they  see.  They’re Fae males—sticking their noses into places they don’t belong is an art form for them.” 

Hunt huffed a laugh. “True.” 

She exhaled again. “Okay,” she murmured. “Okay.” Her hands still shook, as if her bloody memories swarmed her. 

It was instinct to take her hands in his own. 

They trembled like glasses rattling on a shelf. Felt as delicate, even with the slick, clammy sweat coating them. 

“Take a breath,” Hunt said, squeezing her fingers gently. 

Bryce closed her eyes, head bowing as she obeyed. 

“Another,” he commanded. 

She did. 

“Another.” 

So Quinlan breathed, Hunt not letting go of her hands until the sweat dried. Until she lifted her head. “Okay,” she said again, and this time, the word was solid. 

“You good?” 

“As good as I’ll ever be,” she said, but her gaze had cleared. 

Unable  to  help  himself,  he  brushed  back  a  loose  tendril  of  her  hair.  It  slid  like  cool  silk against his fingers as he hooked it behind her arched ear. “You and me both, Quinlan.” 

Bryce  let  Hunt  fly  her  to  the  crime  scene.  The  alley  in  the  Asphodel  Meadows  was  about  as seedy as they came: overflowing dumpster, suspect puddles of liquid gleaming, rail-thin animals rooting through the trash, broken glass sparkling in the firstlight from the rusting lamppost. 

Glowing  blue  magi-screens  already  blocked  off  the  alley  entrance.  A  few  technicians  and legionaries were on the scene, Isaiah Tiberian, Ruhn, and his friends among them. 

The alley lay just off Main Street, in the shadow of the North Gate—the Mortal Gate, most people  called  it.  Apartment  buildings  loomed,  most  of  them  public,  all  in  dire  need  of  repairs. 

The noises from the cramped avenue beyond the alley echoed off the crumbling brick walls, the cloying reek of trash stuffing itself up her nose. Bryce tried not to inhale too much. 

Hunt surveyed the alley and murmured, a strong hand on the small of her back, “You don’t need to look, Bryce.” 

What he’d done for her just now in that shooting range … She’d never let anyone, even her parents,  see  her  like  that  before.  Those  moments  when  she  couldn’t  breathe.  She  usually  went into a bathroom or bailed for a few hours or went for a run. 

The  instinct  to  flee  had  been  nearly  as  overwhelming  as  the  panic  and  dread  searing  her chest, but … she’d seen Hunt come in from his mission the other night. Knew he of all people might get it. 

He had. And hadn’t balked for one second. 

Just as he hadn’t balked from seeing her shoot that target, and instead answered it with a shot of his own. Like they were two of a kind, like she could throw anything at him and he’d catch it. 

Would meet every challenge with that wicked, feral grin. 

She could have sworn the warmth from his hands still lingered on her own. 

Whatever conversation they’d been having with Isaiah over, Flynn and Declan strode for the magi-screen. Ruhn stood ten feet beyond them, talking to a beautiful, dark-haired medwitch. No doubt asking about what she’d assessed. 

Peering around the glowing blue edge to the body hidden beyond, Flynn and Declan swore. 

Her stomach bottomed out. Maybe coming here had been a bad idea. She leaned slightly into Hunt’s touch. 

His fingers dug into her back in silent reassurance before he murmured, “I can look for us.” 

Us, like they were a unit against this fucking mess of a world. 

“I’m fine,” she said, her voice mercifully calm. But she didn’t move toward the screen. 

Flynn pulled away from the blocked-off body and asked Isaiah, “How fresh is this kill?” 

“We’re putting the TOD at thirty minutes ago,” Isaiah answered gravely. “From the remains of the clothes, it looks like it was one of the guards at Luna’s Temple. He was on his way home.” 

Silence rippled around them. Bryce’s stomach dropped. 

Hunt swore. “I’m gonna take a guess and say he was on duty the night the Horn was stolen?” 

Isaiah nodded. “It was the first thing I checked.” 

Bryce swallowed and said, “We have to be getting close to something, then. Or the murderer is  already  one  step  ahead  of  us,  interrogating  and  then  killing  anyone  who  might  have  known where the Horn disappeared to.” 

“None of the cameras caught anything?” Flynn asked, his handsome face unusually serious. 

“Nothing,” Isaiah said. “It’s like it knew where they were. Or whoever summoned it did. It stayed out of sight.” 

Hunt  ran  his  hand  up  the  length  of  her  spine,  a  solid,  calming  sweep,  and  then  stepped toward the Commander of the 33rd, his voice low as he said, “To know every camera in this city, especially the hidden ones, would require some clearance.” His words hung there, none of them daring to say more, not in public. Hunt asked, “Did anyone report a sighting of a demon?” 

A DNA technician emerged from the screen, blood staining the knees of her white jumpsuit. 

Like she’d knelt in it while she gathered the sample kit dangling from her gloved fingers. 

Bryce glanced away again, back toward Main Street. 

Isaiah shook his head. “No reports from civilians or patrols yet.” 

Bryce barely heard him as the facts poured into her mind. Main Street. 

She pulled out her phone, drawing up the map of the city. Her location pinged, a red dot on the network of streets. 

The males were still talking about the scant evidence when she placed a few pins in the map, then squinted at the ground beneath them. Ruhn had drifted over, falling into conversation with his friends as she tuned them out. 

But Hunt noted her focus and turned toward her, his dark brows high. “What?” 

She  leaned  into  the  shadow  of  his  wing,  and  could  have  sworn  he  folded  it  more  closely around her. “Here’s a map of where all the murders happened.” 

She allowed Ruhn and his friends to prowl near. Even deigned to show them her screen, her hands shaking slightly. 

“This one,” she said, pointing to the blinking dot, “is us.” She pointed to another, close by. 

“This  is  where  Maximus  Tertian  died.”  She  pointed  to  another,  this  one  near  Central  Avenue. 

“This is the acolyte’s murder.” Her throat constricted, but she pushed past it as she pointed to the other dot, a few blocks due north. “Here’s where …” The words burned. Fuck. Fuck, she had to say it, voice it—

“Danika and the Pack of Devils were killed,” Hunt supplied. 

Bryce threw him a grateful glance. “Yes. Do you see what I see?” 

“No?” Flynn said. 

“Didn’t  you  go  to  some  fancy  Fae  prep  school?”  she  asked.  At  Flynn’s  scowl,  she  sighed, 

zooming  out  on  the  screen.  “Look:  all  of  them  took  place  within  steps  of  one  of  the  major avenues. On top of the ley lines—natural channels for the firstlight to travel through the city.” 

“Highways  of  power,”  Hunt  said,  his  eyes  shining.  “They  flow  right  through  the  Gates.” 

Yeah, Athalar got it. He aimed for where Isaiah stood twenty feet away, talking to a tall, blond nymph in a forensics jacket. 

Bryce said to the Fae males, to her wide-eyed brother, “Maybe whoever is summoning this

demon  is  drawing  upon  the  power  of  these  ley  lines  under  the  city  to  have  the  strength  to summon it. If all the murders take place near them, maybe that’s how the demon appeared.” 

One of the Aux team called Ruhn’s name, and her brother merely gave her an impressed nod before going over to them. She ignored what that admiration did to her, turning her gaze to Hunt instead as he kept walking down the alley, the powerful muscles of his legs shifting. She heard him  call  to  Isaiah  as  he  walked  toward  the  commander,  “Have  Viktoria  run  a  search  on  the cameras along Main, Central, and Ward. See if they catch any blip of power—any small surge or drop  in  temperature  that  might  happen  if  a  demon  were  summoned.”  The  kristallos  might  stay out  of  sight,  but  surely  the  cameras  would  pick  up  a  slight  disturbance  in  the  power  flow  or temperature.  “And  have  her  look  at  the  firstlight  grid  around  those  times,  too.  See  if  anything registered.” 

Declan watched the angel stride off, then said to Bryce, “You know what he does, right?” 

“Look really good in black?” she said sweetly. 

Declan  growled.  “That  demon-hunting  is  a  front.  He  does  the  Governor’s  dirty  work.”  His chiseled jaw clenched for a second. “Hunt Athalar is bad news.” 

She batted her eyelashes. “Good thing I like bad boys.” 

Flynn let out a low whistle. 

But Declan shook his head. “The angels don’t give a shit about anyone, B. His goals are not your goals. Athalar’s goals might not even be the same as Micah’s. Be careful.” 

She nodded to where her brother was again speaking with the stunning medwitch. “I already got the pep talk from Ruhn, don’t worry.” 

Down the alley, Hunt was saying to Isaiah, “Call me if Viktoria gets any video of it.” Then he added, as if not quite used to it, “Thanks.” 

In the distance, clouds gathered. Rain had been predicted for the middle of the night, but it seemed it was arriving sooner. 

Hunt stalked back toward them. “They’re on it.” 

“We’ll  see  if  the  33rd  follows  through  this  time,”  Declan  muttered.  “I’m  not  holding  my breath.” 

Hunt straightened. Bryce waited for his defense, but the angel shrugged. “Me neither.” 

Flynn jerked his head toward the angels working the scene. “No loyalty?” 

Hunt read a message that flashed on his phone’s screen, then pocketed it. “I don’t have any choice but to be loyal.” 

And to tick off those deaths one by one. Bryce’s stomach twisted. 

Declan’s amber eyes dropped to the tattoo on Hunt’s wrist. “It’s fucked up.” 

Flynn grumbled his agreement. At least her brother’s friends were on the same page as her regarding the politics of the Asteri. 

Hunt looked the males over again. Assessing. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “It is.” 

“Understatement  of  the  century.”  Bryce  surveyed  the  murder  scene,  her  body  tightening again, not wanting to look. Hunt met her eyes, as if sensing that tightening, the shift in her scent. 

He gave her a subtle nod. 

Bryce lifted her chin and declared, “We’re going now.” 

Declan waved. “I’ll call you soon, B.” 

Flynn blew her a kiss. 

She rolled her eyes. “Bye.” She caught Ruhn’s stare and motioned her farewell. Her brother threw her a wave, and continued talking to the witch. 

They made it all of one block before Hunt said, a little too casually, “You and Tristan Flynn ever hook up?” 

Bryce blinked. “Why would you ask that?” 

He tucked in his wings. “Because he flirts with you nonstop.” 

She snorted. “You wanna tell me about everyone you’ve ever hooked up with, Athalar?” 

His silence told her enough. She smirked. 

But then the angel said, as if he needed something to distract him from the pulped remains they’d  left  behind,  “None  of  my   hookups  are  worth  mentioning.”  He  paused  again,  taking  a breath before continuing. “But that’s because Shahar ruined me for anyone else.” 

 Ruined me. The words clanged through Bryce. 

Hunt went on, eyes swimming with memory, “I grew up in Shahar’s territory in the southeast of Pangera, and as I worked my way up the ranks of her legions, I fell in love with her. With her vision  for  the  world.  With  her  ideas  about  how  the  angel  hierarchies  might  change.”  He swallowed. “Shahar was the only one who ever suggested to me that I’d been denied anything by being born a bastard. She promoted me through her ranks, until I served as her right hand. Until I was her lover.” He blew out a long breath. “She led the rebellion against the Asteri, and I led her forces—the 18th Legion. You know how it ended.” 

Everyone  in  Midgard  did.  The  Daystar  would  have  led  the  angels—maybe  everyone—to  a freer  world,  but  she’d  been  extinguished.  Another  dreamer  crushed  under  the  boot  heel  of  the Asteri. 

Hunt said, “So you and Flynn …?” 

“You tell me this tragic love story and expect me to answer it with my bullshit?” His silence was answer enough. She sighed. But—fine. She, too, needed to talk about  something to shake off that  murder  scene.  And  to  dispel  the  shadows  that  had  filled  his  eyes  when  he’d  spoken  of Shahar. 

For  that  alone  she  said,  “No.  Flynn  and  I  never  hooked  up.”  She  smiled  slightly.  “When  I visited  Ruhn  as  a  teenager,  I  was  barely  able  to   function  in  Flynn’s  and  Declan’s  presence.” 

Hunt’s  mouth  curled  upward.  “They  indulged  my  outrageous  flirting,  and  for  a  while,  I  had  a fanatic’s conviction that Flynn would be my husband one day.” 

Hunt  snickered,  and  Bryce  elbowed  him.  “It’s  true.  I  wrote   Lady  Bryce  Flynn  on  all  my school notebooks for two years straight.” 

He gaped. “You did not.” 

“I so did. I can prove it: I still have all my notebooks at my parents’ house because my mom refuses  to  throw  anything  away.”  Her  amusement  faltered.  She  didn’t  tell  him  about  that  time senior year of college when she and Danika ran into Flynn and Declan at a bar. How Danika had gone  home  with  Flynn,  because  Bryce  hadn’t  wanted  to  mess  up  anything  between  him  and Ruhn. 

“Want to hear my worst hookup?” she asked, throwing him a forced grin. 

He chuckled. “I’m half-afraid to hear it, but sure.” 

“I dated a vampyr for like three weeks. My first and only hookup with anyone in Flame and Shadow.” 

The vamps had worked hard to get people to forget the tiny fact that they’d all come from Hel, lesser demons themselves. That their ancestors had defected from their seven princes during the First Wars, and fed the Asteri Imperial Legions vital intel that aided in their victory. Traitors and turncoats—who still held a demon’s craving for blood. 

Hunt lifted a brow. “And?” 

Bryce winced. “And I couldn’t stop wondering what part of me he wanted more: blood or …

you know. And then he suggested eating  while eating, if you know what I mean?” 

It  took  Hunt  a  second  to  sort  it  out.  Then  his  dark  eyes  widened.  “Oh  fuck.  Really? ”  She didn’t  fail  to  note  his  glance  to  her  legs—between  them.  The  way  his  eyes  seemed  to  darken further, something within them sharpening. “Wouldn’t that hurt?” 

“I didn’t want to find out.” 

Hunt shook his head, and she wondered if he was unsure whether to cringe or laugh. But the light had come back to his eyes. “No more vamps after that?” 

“Definitely not. He claimed the finest pleasure was always edged in pain, but I showed him the door.” 

Hunt  grunted  his  approval.  Bryce  knew  she  probably  shouldn’t,  but  asked  carefully,  “You still have a thing for Shahar?” 

A muscle feathered in his jaw. He scanned the skies. “Until the day I die.” 

No longing or sorrow graced the words, but she still wasn’t entirely sure what to do with the dropping sensation in her stomach. 

Hunt’s  eyes  slid  to  hers  at  last.  Bleak  and  lightless.  “I  don’t  see  how  I  can  move  on  from loving her when she gave up  everything for me. For the cause.” He shook his head. “Every time I hook up, I remember it.” 

“Ah.”  No  arguing  with  that.  Anything  she  said  against  it  would  sound  selfish  and  whiny. 

And  maybe  she  was  dumb,  for  letting  herself  read  into  his  leg  touching  hers  or  the  way  he’d looked at her at the shooting range or coaxed her through her panic or any of it. 

He was staring at her. As if seeing all of that. His throat bobbed. “Quinlan, that isn’t to say that I’m not—” 

His words were cut off by a cluster of people approaching from the other end of the street. 

She glimpsed silvery blond hair and couldn’t breathe. Hunt swore. “Let’s get airborne—” 

But Sabine had spotted them. Her narrow, pale face twisted in a snarl. 

Bryce hated the shaking that overtook her hands. The trembling in her knees. 

Hunt warned Sabine, “Keep moving, Fendyr.” 

Sabine ignored him. Her stare was like being pelted with shards of ice. “I heard you’ve been showing your face again,” she seethed at Bryce. “Where the  fuck is my sword, Quinlan?” 

Bryce couldn’t think of anything to say, any retort or explanation. She just let Hunt lead her past Sabine, the angel a veritable wall of muscle between them. 

Hunt’s hand rested on Bryce’s back as he nudged her along. “Let’s go.” 

“Stupid slut,” Sabine hissed, spitting at Bryce’s feet as she passed. 

Hunt stiffened, a growl slipping out, but Bryce gripped his arm in a silent plea to let it go. 

His  teeth  gleamed  as  he  bared  them  over  a  shoulder  at  Sabine,  but  Bryce  whispered, 

“Please.” 

He  scanned  her  face,  mouth  opening  to  object.  She  made  them  keep  walking,  even  as

Sabine’s sneer branded itself into her back. 

“Please,” Bryce whispered again. 

His  chest  heaved,  as  if  it  took  every  bit  of  effort  to  reel  in  his  rage,  but  he  faced  forward. 

Sabine’s low, smug laugh rippled toward them. 

Hunt’s body locked up, and Bryce squeezed his arm tighter, misery coiling around her gut. 

Maybe  he  scented  it,  maybe  he  read  it  on  her  face,  but  Hunt’s  steps  evened  out.  His  hand again warmed her lower back, a steady presence as they walked, finally crossing the street. 

They were halfway across Main when Hunt scooped her into his arms, not saying a word as

he launched into the brisk skies. 

She leaned her head against his chest. Let the wind drown out the roaring in her mind. 

They  landed  on  the  roof  of  her  building  five  minutes  later,  and  she  would  have  gone  right down to the apartment had he not gripped her arm to stop her. 

Hunt again scanned her face. Her eyes. 

 Us, he’d said earlier. A unit. A team. A two-person pack. 

Hunt’s  wings  shifted  slightly  in  the  wind  off  the  Istros.  “We’re  going  to  find  whoever  is behind all this, Bryce. I promise.” 

And for some reason, she believed him. 

She was brushing her teeth when her phone rang. 

 Declan Emmet. 

She spat out her toothpaste before answering. “Hi.” 

“You still have my number saved? I’m touched, B.” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. What’s up?” 

“I  found  something  interesting  in  the  footage.  The  taxpaying  residents  of  this  city  should revolt at how their money’s being blown on second-rate analysts instead of people like me.” 

Bryce padded into the hall, then into the great room—then to Hunt’s door. She knocked on it once, and said to Declan, “Are you going to tell me or just gloat about it?” 

Hunt opened the door. 

Burning. Fucking. Solas. 

He  wasn’t  wearing  a  shirt,  and  from  the  look  of  it,  had  been  in  the  middle  of  brushing  his teeth, too. But she didn’t give a shit about his dental hygiene when he looked like  that. 

Muscles  upon  muscles  upon  muscles,  all  covered  by  golden-brown  skin  that  glowed  in  the firstlights.  It  was  outrageous.  She’d  seen  him  shirtless  before,  but  she  hadn’t  noticed—not  like this. 

She’d seen more than her fair share of cut, beautiful male bodies, but Hunt Athalar’s blew them all away. 

He was pining for a lost love, she reminded herself. Had made that  very clear earlier tonight. 

Through an effort of will, she lifted her eyes and found a shit-eating smirk on his face. 

But his smug-ass smile faded when she put Declan on speaker. Dec said, “I don’t know if I should tell you to sit down or not.” 

Hunt stepped into the great room, frowning. “Just tell me,” Bryce said. 

“Okay, so I’ll admit someone could easily have made a mistake. Thanks to the blackout, the footage  is  just  darkness  with  some  sounds.  Ordinary  city  sounds  of  people  reacting  to  the blackout. So I pulled apart each audio thread from the street outside the temple. Amped up the

ones in the background that the government computers might not have had the tech to hear. You know what I heard? People giggling, goading each other to  touch it.” 

“Please tell me this isn’t going to end grossly,” Bryce said. Hunt snorted. 

“It was people at the Rose Gate. I could hear people at the Rose Gate in FiRo daring each other to touch the disk on the dial pad in the blackout, to see if it still worked. It did, by the way. 

But I could also hear them  ooh ing about the night-blooming flowers on the Gate itself.” 

Hunt leaned in, his scent wrapping around her, dizzying her, as he said into the phone, “The Rose Gate is halfway across the city from Luna’s Temple.” 

Declan chuckled. “Hey, Athalar. Enjoying playing houseguest with Bryce?” 

“Just tell us,” Bryce said, grinding her teeth. Taking a big, careful step away from Hunt. 

“Someone  swapped  the  footage  of  the  temple  during  the  time  of  the  Horn’s  theft.  It  was clever fucking work—they patched it right in so that there isn’t so much as a flicker in the time stamp. They picked audio footage that was a near-match for what it would have sounded like at the  temple,  with  the  angle  of  the  buildings  and  everything.  Really  smart  shit.  But  not  smart enough. The 33rd should have come to me. I’d have found an error like that.” 

Bryce’s heart pounded. “Can you find who did this?” 

“I already did.” Any smugness faded from Declan’s voice. “I looked at who was responsible for heading up the investigation of the video footage that night. They’d be the only one with the clearance to make a swap like that.” 

Bryce tapped her foot on the ground, and Athalar brushed his wing against her shoulder in quiet reassurance. “Who  is it, Dec?” 

Declan sighed. “Look, I’m not saying it’s this person one hundred percent … but the official who headed up that part of the investigation was Sabine Fendyr.” 

 

PART III

THE CANYON
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“It  makes  sense,”  Hunt  said  carefully,  watching  Bryce  where  she  sat  on  the  rolled  arm  of  her sofa, chewing on her lower lip. She’d barely thanked Declan before hanging up. 

Hunt said, “The demon has been staying out of view of the cameras in the city. Sabine would know where those cameras are, especially if she had the authority to oversee the video footage of criminal cases.” 

Sabine’s behavior earlier tonight … He’d wanted to kill her. 

He’d seen Bryce laugh in the face of the Viper Queen, go toe-to-toe with Philip Briggs, and taunt three of the most lethal Fae warriors in this city—and yet she’d trembled before Sabine. 

He hadn’t been able to stand it, her fear and misery and guilt. 

When Bryce didn’t reply, he said again, “It makes sense that Sabine could be behind this.” 

He sat beside her on the sectional. He’d put on a shirt a moment ago, even though he’d enjoyed the look of pure admiration on Bryce’s face as she got an eyeful of him. 

“Sabine wouldn’t have killed her own daughter.” 

“You really believe that?” 

Bryce wrapped her arms around her knees. “No.” In a pair of sleeping shorts and an oversize, worn T-shirt, she looked young. Small. Tired. 

Hunt  said,  “Everyone  knows  that  the  Prime  was  considering  skipping  over  Sabine  to  tap Danika to be his heir. That seems like a good fucking motive to me.” He considered again, an old memory snagging his attention. He pulled out his phone and said, “Hold on.” 

Isaiah answered on the third ring. “Yeah?” 

“How easily can you access your notes from the observation room the night Danika died?” 

He didn’t let Isaiah reply before he said, “Specifically, did you write down what Sabine said to us?” 

Isaiah’s pause was fraught. “Tell me you don’t think Sabine killed her.” 

“Can  you  get  me  the  notes?”  Hunt  pushed.  Isaiah  swore,  but  a  moment  later  he  said,  “All right, I’ve got it.” Hunt moved closer to Quinlan so she could hear the commander’s voice as he said, “You want me to recite this whole thing?” 

“Just what she said about Danika. Did you catch it?” 

He knew Isaiah had. The male took extensive notes on everything. 

“Sabine  said,  Danika  couldn’t  stay  out  of  trouble.”  Bryce  stiffened,  and  Hunt  laid  his  free hand on her knee, squeezing once. “She could never keep her mouth shut  and know when to be quiet around her enemies. And look what became of her. That stupid little bitch in there is still breathing, and Danika is not . Danika should have known better.  Hunt, you then asked her what

Danika  should  have  known  better  about,  and  Sabine  said,  All  of  it.  Starting  with  that  slut  of  a roommate.” 

Bryce flinched, and Hunt rubbed his thumb over her knee. “Thanks, Isaiah.” 

Isaiah cleared his throat. “Be careful.” The call ended. 

Bryce’s  wide  eyes  glimmered.  “What  Sabine  said  could  be  construed  a  lot  of  ways,”  she admitted. “But—” 

“It  sounds  like  Sabine  wanted  Danika  to  keep  quiet  about  something.  Maybe  Danika threatened to talk about the Horn’s theft, and Sabine killed her for it. ” 

Bryce’s throat bobbed as she nodded. “Why wait two years, though?” 

“I suppose that’s what we’ll find out from her.” 

“What  would  Sabine  want  with  a  broken  artifact?  And  even  if  she  knew  how  to  repair  it, what would she do with it?” 

“I don’t know. And I don’t know if someone else has it and she wants it, but—” 

“If Danika saw Sabine steal it, it’d make sense that Danika never said anything. Same with the guard and the acolyte. They were probably too scared to come forward.” 

“It  would  explain  why  Sabine  swapped  the  footage.  And  why  it  freaked  her  out  when  we showed  up  at  the  temple,  causing  her  to  kill  anyone  who  might  have  seen  anything  that  night. 

The bomb at the club was probably a way to either intimidate us or kill us while making it look like humans were behind it.” 

“But  …  I  don’t  think  she  has  it,”  Bryce  mused,  toying  with  her  toes.  They  were  painted  a deep  ruby.  Ridiculous,  he  told  himself.  Not  the  alternative.  The  one  that  had  him  imagining tasting each and every one of those toes before slowly working his way up those sleek, bare legs of  hers.  Bare  legs  that  were  mere  inches  from  him,  golden  skin  gleaming  in  the  firstlights.  He forced himself to withdraw his hand from her knee, even as his fingers begged to move, to stroke along her thigh. Higher. 

Bryce went on, oblivious to his filthy train of thoughts, “I don’t see why Sabine would have the Horn and still summon the kristallos.” 

Hunt  cleared  his  throat.  It’d  been  a  long  fucking  day.  A  weird  one,  if  this  was  where  his thoughts had drifted. Honestly, they’d been drifting in this direction since the gun range. Since he’d seen her hold that gun like a gods-damned pro. 

He forced himself to focus. Consider the conversation at hand and not contemplate whether Quinlan’s  legs  would  feel  as  soft  beneath  his  mouth  as  they  looked.  “Don’t  forget  that  Sabine hates  Micah’s  guts.  Beyond  silencing  the  victims,  the  killings  now  could  also  be  to  undermine him. You saw how tied up he is about getting this solved before the Summit. Murders like these, caused  by  an  unknown  demon,  when  Sandriel  is  here?  It’ll  make  a  mockery  of  him.  Maximus Tertian was high profile enough to create a political headache for Micah—Tertian’s death might have just been to fuck with Micah’s standing. For fuck’s sake, she and Sandriel might even be in on  it  together,  hoping  to  weaken  him  in  the  Asteri’s  eyes,  so  they  appoint  Sandriel  to  Valbara instead. She could easily make Sabine the Prime of all Valbaran shifters—not just wolves.” 

Bryce’s face blanched. No such title existed, but it was within a Governor’s right to create it. 

“Sabine  isn’t  that  type.  She’s  power  hungry,  but  not  on  that  scale.  She  thinks  petty— is  petty. 

You  heard  her  bitching  about  Danika’s  missing  sword.”  Bryce  idly  braided  her  long  hair.  “We shouldn’t waste our breath guessing her motives. It could be anything.” 

“You’re  right.  We’ve  got  a  damn  good  reason  for  thinking  she  killed  Danika,  but  nothing solid enough to explain these new murders.” He watched her long, delicate fingers twine through

her  hair.  Made  himself  look  at  the  darkened  television  screen  instead.  “Catching  her  with  the demon would prove her involvement.” 

“You think Viktoria can find that footage we requested?” 

“I hope so,” he said. Hunt mulled it over. Sabine—fuck, if it was her …

Bryce rose from the couch. “I’m going for a run.” 

“It’s one in the morning.” 

“I need to run for a bit, or I won’t be able to fall asleep.” 

Hunt shot to his feet. “We just came from the scene of a murder, and Sabine was out for your blood, Bryce—” 

She aimed for her bedroom and didn’t look back. 

She emerged two minutes later in her exercise clothes and found him standing by the door in workout gear of his own. She frowned. “I want to run alone.” 

Hunt opened the door and stepped into the hall. “Too fucking bad.” 

There was her breathing, and the pounding of her feet on the slick streets, and the blaring music in her ears. She’d turned it up so loud it was mostly just noise. Deafening noise with a beat. She never  played  it  this  loud  during  her  morning  runs,  but  with  Hunt  keeping  a steady pace beside her, she could blast her music and not worry about some predator taking advantage of it. 

So she ran. Down the broad avenues, the alleys, and side streets. Hunt moved with her, every motion graceful and rippling with power. She could have sworn lightning trailed in their wake. 

Sabine. Had she killed Danika? 

Bryce couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Each breath was like shards of glass. 

They needed to catch her in the act. Find evidence against her. 

Her leg began to ache, an acidic burn along her upper thighbone. She ignored it. 

Bryce  cut  toward  Asphodel  Meadows,  the  route  so  familiar  that  she  was  surprised  her footprints hadn’t been worn into the cobblestones. She rounded a corner sharply, biting down on the groan of pain as her leg objected. Hunt’s gaze snapped to her, but she didn’t look at him. 

 Sabine. Sabine. Sabine. 

Her leg burned, but she kept going. Through the Meadows. Through FiRo. 

Kept running. Kept breathing. She didn’t dare stop. 

Bryce  knew  Hunt  was  making  a  concerted  effort  to  keep  his  mouth  shut  when  they  finally returned to her apartment an hour later. She had to grip the doorway to keep upright. 

His  eyes  narrowed,  but  he  said  nothing.  He  didn’t  mention  that  her  limp  had  been  so  bad she’d barely been able to run the last ten blocks. Bryce knew the limp and pain would be worse by morning. Each step drew a cry to her throat that she swallowed down and down and down. 

“All right?” he asked tightly, lifting his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face. She had a too-brief glimpse of those ridiculous stomach muscles, gleaming with sweat. He’d stayed by her side the entire time—hadn’t complained or spoken. Had just kept pace. 

Bryce made a point not to lean on the wall as she walked toward her bedroom. 

“I’m fine,” she said breathlessly. “Just needed to run it out.” 

He reached for her leg, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “That happen often?” 

“No,” she lied. 

Hunt just gave her a look. 

She couldn’t stop her next limping step. “Sometimes,” she amended, wincing. “I’ll ice it. It’ll be  fine  by  morning.”  If  she’d  been  full-blooded  Fae,  it  would  have  healed  in  an  hour  or  two. 

Then again, if she were full-blooded Fae, the injury wouldn’t have lingered like this. 

His voice was hoarse as he asked, “You ever get it checked out?” 

“Yep,” she lied again, and rubbed at her sweaty neck. Before he could call her on it, she said, 

“Thanks for coming.” 

“Yeah.” Not quite an answer, but Hunt mercifully said nothing else as she limped down the hallway and shut the door to her room. 
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Despite  its  entrance  facing  the  bustle  of  the  Old  Square,  Ruhn  found  the  medwitch  clinic blissfully quiet. The white-painted walls of the waiting room glowed with the sunshine leaking through the windows that looked onto the semipermanent traffic, and the trickle of a small quartz fountain  atop  the  white  marble  counter  blended  pleasantly  with  the  symphony  playing  through the ceiling’s speakers. 

He’d been waiting for five minutes now, while the witch he’d come to see finished up with a patient, and had been perfectly content to bask in the tendrils of lavender-scented steam from the diffuser on the small table beside his chair. Even his shadows slumbered inside him. 

Magazines and pamphlets had been spread across the white oak coffee table before him, the latter advertising everything from fertility treatments to scar therapy to arthritis relief. 

A  door  down  the  narrow  hallway  beyond  the  counter  opened,  and  a  dark  head  of  softly curling hair emerged, a musical voice saying, “Please do call if you have any further symptoms.” 

The door clicked shut, presumably to give the patient privacy. 

Ruhn  stood,  feeling  out  of  place  in  his  head-to-toe  black  clothes  in  the  midst  of  the  soft whites and creams of the clinic, and kept himself perfectly still as the medwitch approached the counter. 

At the crime scene last night, he’d gone over to inquire as to whether she’d noted anything interesting  about  the  corpse.  He’d  been  impressed  enough  by  her  clear-eyed  intelligence  that he’d asked to stop by this morning. 

The  medwitch  smiled  slightly  as  she  reached  the  other  side  of  the  counter,  her  dark  eyes lighting with welcome. 

Then there was that. Her arresting face. Not the cultivated beauty of a movie star or model—

no, this was beauty in its rawest form, from her large brown eyes to her full mouth to her high cheekbones, all in near-perfect symmetry. All radiating a cool serenity and awareness. He’d been unable to stop looking at her, even with a splattered corpse behind them. 

“Good  morning,  Prince.”  And  there  was  that,  too.  Her  fair,  beautiful  voice.  Fae  were sensitive about sounds, thanks to their heightened hearing. They could hear notes within notes, chords within chords. Ruhn had once nearly run from a date with a young nymph when her highpitched  giggling  had  sounded  more  like  a  porpoise’s  squeal.  And  in  bed  …  fuck,  how  many partners  had  he  never  called  again  not  because  the  sex  had  been  bad,  but  because  the  sounds they’d made had been unbearable? Too many to count. 

Ruhn offered the medwitch a smile. “Hi.” He nodded toward the hall. “I know you’re busy, but I was hoping you could spare a few minutes to chat about this case I’m working on.” 

Clad in loose navy pants and a white cotton shirt with quarter-length sleeves that brought out her glowing brown skin, the medwitch stood with an impressive level of stillness. 

They  were  a  strange,  unique  group,  the  witches.  Though  they  looked  like  humans,  their considerable magic and long lives marked them as Vanir, their power mostly passed through the female line. All of them deemed civitas. The power was inherited, from some ancient source that the witches claimed was a three-faced goddess, but witches did pop up in non-magical families every now and then. Their gifts were varied, from seers to warriors to potion-makers, but healers were the most visible in Crescent City. Their schooling was thorough and long enough that the young  witch  before  him  was  unusual.  She  had  to  be  skilled  to  be  already  working  in  a  clinic when she couldn’t have been a day over thirty. 

“I have another patient coming soon,” she said, glancing over his shoulder to the busy street beyond. “But I have lunch after that. Do you mind waiting half an hour?” She gestured to the hall behind her, where sunlight leaked in through a glass door at its other end. “We have a courtyard garden. The day is fine enough that you could wait out there.” 

Ruhn agreed, glancing to the nameplate on the counter. “Thank you, Miss Solomon.” 

She  blinked,  those  thick,  velvety  lashes  bobbing  in  surprise.  “Oh—I  am  not  …  This  is  my sister’s  clinic.  She  went  on  holiday,  and  asked  me  to  cover  for  her  while  she’s  gone.”  She gestured again to the hallway, graceful as a queen. 

Ruhn followed her down the hall, trying not to breathe in her eucalyptus-and-lavender scent too deeply. 

 Don’t be a fucking creep. 

The  sunlight  tangled  in  her  thick  night-dark  hair  as  she  reached  the  courtyard  door  and shouldered it open, revealing a slate-covered patio surrounded by terraced herb gardens. The day was indeed lovely, the river breeze making the plants rustle and sway, spreading their soothing fragrances. 

She pointed to a wrought-iron table and chairs set by a bed of mint. “I’ll be out shortly.” 

“Okay,” he said, and she didn’t wait for him to take a seat before disappearing inside. 

The  thirty  minutes  passed  quickly,  mostly  thanks  to  a  flurry  of  calls  he  got  from  Dec  and Flynn, along with a few of his Aux captains. By the time the glass door opened again, he had just set down his phone, intending on enjoying a few minutes of sweet-smelling silence. 

He shot to his feet at the sight of the heavy tray the witch bore, laden with a steaming teapot, cups, and a plate of cheese, honey, and bread. “I thought that if I’m stopping for lunch, we might as well eat together,” she said as Ruhn took the tray. 

“You didn’t need to bring me anything,” he said, careful not to upset the teapot as he set the tray on the table. 

“It was no trouble. I don’t like to eat alone anyway.” She took the seat across from him, and began distributing the silverware. 

“Where’s your accent from?” She didn’t speak with the fast-paced diction of someone in this city, but rather like someone who selected each word carefully. 

She spread some cheese onto a slice of bread. “My tutors were from an old part of Pelium—

by the Rhagan Sea. It rubbed off on me, I suppose.” 

Ruhn poured himself some of the tea, then filled her cup. “All of that area is old.” 

Her brown eyes gleamed. “Indeed.” 

He waited until she’d taken a sip of tea before saying, “I’ve spoken about this to a few other medwitches  around  town,  but  no  one’s  been  able  to  give  me  an  answer.  I’m  fully  aware  that  I

might  be  grasping  at  straws  here.  But  before  I  say  anything,  I’d  like  to  ask  for  your  …

discretion.” 

She pulled a few grapes and dates onto her plate. “You may ask what you wish. I will not speak a word of it.” 

He  inhaled  the  scent  of  his  tea—peppermint  and  licorice  and  something  else,  a  whisper  of vanilla and something … woodsy. He leaned back in his chair. “All right. I know your time is limited,  so  I’ll  be  direct:  can  you  think  of  any  way  a  magical  object  that  was  broken  might  be repaired when no one—not witches, not the Fae, not the Asteri themselves—has been able to fix it? A way it might be … healed?” 

She drizzled honey atop her cheese. “Was the object made from magic, or was it an ordinary item that was imbued with power afterward?” 

“Legend says it was made with magic—and could only be used with the Starborn gifts.” 

“Ah.” Her clear eyes scanned him, noting his coloring. “So it is a Fae artifact.” 

“Yes. From the First Wars.” 

“You speak of Luna’s Horn?” None of the other witches had gotten to it so quickly. 

“Maybe,” he hedged, letting her see the truth in his eyes. 

“Magic and the power of the seven holy stars could not repair it,” she said. “And far wiser witches than I have looked at it and found it an impossible task.” 

Disappointment dropped in his stomach. “I just figured that the medwitches might have some idea how to heal it, considering your field of expertise.” 

“I see why you might think that. This clinic is full of marvels that I did not know existed—

that my tutors did not know existed. Lasers and cameras and machines that can peer inside your body in the same way my magic can.” Her eyes brightened with each word, and for the life of him, Ruhn couldn’t look away. “And maybe …” She angled her head, staring into a swaying bed of lavender. 

Ruhn  kept  his  mouth  shut,  letting  her  think.  His  phone  buzzed  with  an  incoming  message, and he quickly silenced it. 

The  witch  went  still.  Her  slender  fingers  contracted  on  the  table.  Just  one  movement,  one ripple  of  reaction,  to  suggest  something  had  clicked  in  that  pretty  head  of  hers.  But  she  said nothing. 

When she met his stare again, her eyes were dark. Full of warning. “It is possible that with all the medical advancements today, someone might have found a way to repair a broken object of power. To treat the artifact not as something inert, but as a living thing.” 

“So, what—they’d use some sort of laser to repair it?” 

“A laser, a drug, a skin graft, a transplant … current research has opened many doors.” 

Shit.  “Would  it  ring  any  bells  if  I  said  the  ancient  Fae  claimed  the  Horn  could  only  be repaired by  light  that was  not  light, magic  that  was  not magic?  Does  it sound  like  any  modern tech?” 

“In  that,  I  will  admit  I  am  not  as  well-versed  as  my  sisters.  My  knowledge  of  healing  is rooted in our oldest ways.” 

“It’s all right,” he said, and rose from his chair. “Thanks for your time.” 

She met his eyes with a surprising frankness. Utterly unafraid of or impressed by him. “I am certain you will do so already, but I’d advise you to proceed with caution, Prince.” 

“I  know.  Thanks.”  He  rubbed  the  back  of  his  neck,  bracing  himself.  “Do  you  think  your queen might have an answer?” 

The medwitch’s head angled again, all that glorious hair spilling over her shoulder. “My …

Oh.” He could have sworn sorrow clouded her eyes. “You mean the new queen.” 

“Hypaxia.”  Her  name  shimmered  on  his  tongue.  “I’m  sorry  about  the  loss  of  your  old queen.” 

“So  am  I,”  the  witch  said.  For  a  moment,  her  shoulders  seemed  to  curve  inward,  her  head bowing  under  a  phantom  weight.  Hecuba  had  been  beloved  by  her  people—her  loss  would linger. The witch blew out a breath through her nose and straightened again, as if shaking off the mantle of sorrow. “Hypaxia has been in mourning for her mother. She will not receive visitors until  she  makes  her  appearance  at  the  Summit.”  She  smiled  slightly.  “Perhaps  you  can  ask  her yourself then.” 

Ruhn winced. On the one hand, at least he didn’t have to go see the woman his father wanted him to marry. “Unfortunately, this case is pressing enough that it can’t wait until the Summit.” 

“I will pray to Cthona that you find your answers elsewhere, then.” 

“Hopefully she’ll listen.” He took a few steps toward the door. 

“I hope to see you again, Prince,” the medwitch said, returning to her lunch. 

The words weren’t a come-on, some not-so-subtle invitation. But even later, as he sat in the Fae Archives researching medical breakthroughs, he still pondered the tone and promise of her farewell. 

And realized he’d never gotten her name. 
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It took Viktoria two days to find anything unusual on the city cameras and the power grid. But when she did, she didn’t call Hunt. No, she sent a messenger. 

“Vik told me to get your ass to her office—the one at the lab,” Isaiah said by way of greeting as he landed on the roof of the gallery. 

Leaning  against  the  doorway  that  led  downstairs,  Hunt  sized  up  his  commander.  Isaiah’s usual glow had dimmed, and shadows lay beneath his eyes. “It’s that bad with Sandriel there?” 

Isaiah  folded  in  his  wings.  Tightly.  “Micah’s  keeping  her  in  check,  but  I  was  up  all  night dealing with petrified people.” 

“Soldiers?” 

“Soldiers, staff, employees, nearby residents … She’s rattled them.” Isaiah shook his head. 

“She’s keeping the timing of Pollux’s arrival quiet, too, to put us all on edge. She knows what kind of fear he drags up.” 

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and that piece of shit will stay in Pangera.” 

“We’re never that lucky, are we?” 

“No. We’re not.” Hunt let out a bitter laugh. “The Summit’s still a month away.” A month of enduring Sandriel’s presence. “I … If you need anything from me, let me know.” 

Isaiah  blinked,  surveying  Hunt  from  head  to  boot  tip.  It  shouldn’t  have  shamed  him,  that surprise on the commander’s face at his offer. Isaiah’s gaze shifted to the tiled roof beneath their matching  boots,  as  if  contemplating  what  or  who  might  be  responsible  for  his  turn  toward  the altruistic.  But  Isaiah  just  asked,  “Do  you  think  Roga  really  turns  her  exes  and  enemies  into animals?” 

Having observed the creatures in the small tanks throughout the library, Hunt could only say, 

“I hope not.” Especially for the sake of the assistant who had been pretending she wasn’t falling asleep at her desk when he’d called to check in twenty minutes ago. 

Since Declan had dropped the bomb about Sabine, she’d been broody. Hunt had advised her

to be cautious about going after the future Prime, and she’d seemed inclined to wait for Viktoria to find any hint of the demon’s patterns—any proof that Sabine was indeed using the power of the  ley  lines  to  summon  it,  since  her  own  power  levels  weren’t  strong  enough.  Most  shifters’

powers weren’t, though Danika had been an exception. Another reason for her mother’s jealousy

—and motive. 

They’d  heard  nothing  from  Ruhn,  only  a  message  yesterday  about  doing  more  research  on the Horn. But if Vik had found something … Hunt asked, “Vik can’t come here with the news?” 

“She wanted to show you in person. And I doubt Jesiba will be pleased if Vik comes here.” 

“Considerate of you.” 

Isaiah  shrugged.  “Jesiba  is  assisting  us—we  need  her  resources.  It’d  be  stupid  to  push  her limits. I have no interest in seeing any of you turned into pigs if we step on her toes too much.” 

And there it was. The meaningful, too-long glance. 

Hunt held up his hands with a grin. “No need to worry on my front.” 

“Micah will come down on you like a hammer if you jeopardize this.” 

“Bryce already told Micah she wasn’t interested.” 

“He  won’t  forget  that  anytime  soon.”  Fuck,  Hunt  certainly  knew  that.  The  kill  Micah  had ordered last week as punishment for Hunt and Bryce embarrassing him in the Comitium lobby

… It had lingered. “But I don’t mean that. I meant if we don’t find out who’s behind this, if it turns out you’re wrong about Sabine—not only will your reduced sentence be off the table, but Micah will find  you responsible.” 

“Of course he will.” Hunt’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it from his pocket. 

He choked. Not just at the message from Bryce:  The  gallery  roof  isn’t  a  pigeon  roost,  you know, but what she’d changed her contact name to, presumably when he’d gone to the bathroom or showered or just left his phone on the coffee table:  Bryce Rocks My Socks. 

And  there,  beneath  the  ridiculous  name,  she’d  added  a  photo  to  her  contact:  the  one  she’d snapped of herself in the phone store, grinning from ear to ear. 

Hunt suppressed a growl of irritation and typed back,  Shouldn’t you be working? 

 Bryce  Rocks  My  Socks  wrote  back  a  second  later,  How  can  I  work  when  you  two  are thumping around up there? 

He  wrote  back,  How’d  you  get  my  password?   She  hadn’t  needed  it  to  activate  the  camera feature, but to have gotten into his contacts, she would have needed the seven-digit combination. 

 I paid attention.  She  added  a  second  later,  And  might  have  observed  you  typing  it  in  a  few times while you were watching some dumb sunball game. 

Hunt rolled his eyes and pocketed his phone without replying. Well, at least she was coming out of that quiet cloud she’d been in for days. 

He found Isaiah watching him carefully. “There are worse fates than death, you know.” 

Hunt looked toward the Comitium, the female Archangel lurking in it. “I know.” 

Bryce frowned out the gallery door. “The forecast didn’t call for rain.” She scowled at the sky. 

“Someone must be throwing a tantrum.” 

“It’s illegal to interfere with the weather,” Hunt recited from beside her, thumbing a message into his phone. He hadn’t changed the new contact name she’d given herself, Bryce had noticed. 

Or erased that absurd photo she’d added to her contact listing. 

She silently mimicked his words, then said, “I don’t have an umbrella.” 

“It’s not a far flight to the lab.” 

“It’d be easier to call a car.” 

“At this hour? In the rain?” He sent off his message and pocketed his phone. “It’ll take you an hour just to cross Central Avenue.” 

The rain swept through the city in sheets. “I could get electrocuted up there.” 

Hunt’s eyes glittered as he offered her a hand. “Good thing I can keep you safe.” 

With all that lightning in his veins, she supposed it was true. 

Bryce  sighed  and  frowned  at  her  dress,  the  black  suede  heels  that  would  surely  be  ruined. 

“I’m not in flying-appropriate attire—” 

The word ended on a yelp as Hunt hauled her into the sky. 

She clung to him, hissing like a cat. “We have to go back before closing for Syrinx.” 

Hunt  soared  over  the  congested,  rain-battered  streets  as  Vanir  and  humans  ducked  into doorways and under awnings to escape the weather. The only ones on the streets were those with umbrellas or magical shields up. Bryce buried her face against his chest, as if it’d shield her from the rain—and the terrible drop. What it amounted to was a face full of his scent and the warmth of his body against her cheek. 

“Slow down,” she ordered, fingers digging into his shoulders and neck. 

“Don’t be a baby,” he crooned in her ear, the richness of his voice skittering over every bone of her body. “Look around, Quinlan. Enjoy the view.” He added, “I like the city in the rain.” 

When  she  kept  her  head  ducked  against  his  chest,  he  gave  her  a  squeeze.  “Come  on,”  he teased over the honking horns and splash of tires through puddles. He added, voice nearly a purr, 

“I’ll buy you a milkshake if you do.” 

Her toes curled in her shoes at the low, coaxing voice. 

“Only for ice cream,” she muttered, earning a chuckle from him, and cracked open an eye. 

She forced the other one open, too. Clutching his shoulders nearly hard enough to pierce through to  his  skin,  working  against  every  instinct  that  screamed  for  her  body  to  lock  up,  she  squinted through the water lashing her face at the passing city. 

In  the  rain,  the  marble  buildings  gleamed  like  they  were  made  from  moonstone,  the  gray cobblestone  streets  appeared  polished  a  silvery  blue  splashed  with  the  gold  of  the  firstlight lamps. To her right, the Gates in the Old Square, Moonwood, and FiRo rose through the sprawl, like  the  humped  spine  of  some  twining  beast  breaking  the  surface  of  a  lake,  their  crystal gleaming like melting ice. From this high, the avenues that linked them all—the ley lines beneath them—shot like spears through the city. 

The wind rattled the palms, tossing the fronds to and fro, their hissing almost drowning out the cranky honking of drivers now in a traffic standstill. The whole city, in fact, seemed to have stopped for a moment—except for them, swiftly passing above it all. 

“Not so bad, huh?” 

She pinched Athalar’s neck, and his answering laugh brushed over her ear. She might have pressed her  body  a little  harder  against the  solid  wall  of his.  He  might have  tightened  his  grip, too. Just a bit. 

In silence, they watched the buildings shift from ancient stone and brick to sleek metal and glass. The cars turned fancier, too—worn taxis exchanged for black sedans with tinted windows, uniformed drivers idling in the front seats while they waited in lines outside the towering high-rises.  Fewer  people  occupied  the  much-cleaner  streets—certainly  there  was  no  music  or restaurants overflowing with food and drink and laughter. This was a sanitized, orderly pocket of the city, where the point was not to look around, but to look  up. High in the rain-veiled gloom that wreathed the upper portions of the buildings, lights and shimmering whorls of color stained the mists. A splotch of red gleamed to her left, and she didn’t need to look to know it came from Redner  Industries’  headquarters.  She  hadn’t  seen  or  heard  from  Reid  in  the  two  years  since Danika’s murder—he’d never even sent his condolences afterward. Even though Danika herself had worked part-time at the company. Prick. 

Hunt  steered  for  a  solid  concrete  building  that  Bryce  had  tried  to  block  from  her  memory, landing  smoothly  on  a  second-story  balcony.  Hunt  was  opening  the  glass  doors,  flashing  some

sort of entry ID into a scanner, when he said to her, “Viktoria’s a wraith.” 

She  almost  said   I  know,  but  only  nodded,  following  him  inside.  She  and  Hunt  had  barely spoken about that night. About what she remembered. 

The  air-conditioning  was  on  full  blast,  and  she  instantly  wrapped  her  arms  around  herself, teeth chattering at the shock of going from the storm into crisp cold. 

“Walk fast” was the only help Hunt offered, wiping the rain off his face. 

A  cramped  elevator  ride  and  two  hallways  later,  Bryce  found  herself  shivering  in  the doorway of a spacious office overlooking a small park. 

Watching as Hunt and Viktoria clasped hands over the wraith’s curved glass desk. 

Hunt gestured to her, “Bryce Quinlan, this is Viktoria Vargos.” 

Viktoria, to her credit, pretended to be meeting her for the first time. 

So much of that night was a blur. But Bryce remembered the sanitized room. Remembered

Viktoria playing that recording. 

At least Bryce could now appreciate the beauty before her: the dark hair and pale skin and stunning  green  eyes  were  all  Pangeran  heritage,  speaking  of  vineyards  and  carved  marble palaces. But the grace with which Viktoria moved … Viktoria must have been old as Hel to have that sort of fluid beauty. To be able to steer her body so smoothly. 

A  halo  had  been  tattooed  on  her  brow  as  well.  Bryce  hid  her  surprise—her  memory  had failed to provide that detail. She knew the sprites had fought in the angels’ rebellion, but hadn’t realized any other non-malakim had marched under Shahar’s Daystar banner. 

Warmth glowed in Viktoria’s eyes as she purred, “Pleasure.” 

Somehow,  Athalar  only  looked  better  soaked  with  rain,  his  shirt  clinging  to  every  hard, sculpted muscle. Bryce was all too aware, as she extended a hand, of how her hair now lay flat on her head thanks to the rain, of the makeup that had probably smeared down her face. 

Viktoria took Bryce’s hand, her grip firm but friendly, and smiled. Winked. 

Hunt grumbled, “She does that flirty smile with everyone, so don’t bother being flattered.” 

Bryce settled into one of the twin black leather seats on the other side of the desk, batting her eyelashes at Hunt. “Does she do it for you, too?” 

Viktoria barked a laugh, the sound rich and lovely. “You earned that one, Athalar.” 

Hunt  scowled,  dropping  into  another  chair—one  with  the  back  cut  low,  Bryce  realized,  to accommodate anyone with wings. 

“Isaiah said you found something,” Hunt said, crossing an ankle over a knee. 

“Yes, though not quite what you requested.” Viktoria came around the desk and handed a file to Bryce. Hunt leaned in to peer over her shoulder. His wing brushed against the back of Bryce’s head, but he didn’t remove it. 

Bryce squinted at the grainy photo, the sole clawed foot in the lower right corner. “Is that—” 

“Spotted  in  Moonwood  just  last  night.  I  was  tracking  temperature  fluctuations  around  the main avenues like you said, and noticed a dip—just for two seconds.” 

“A summoning,” Hunt said. 

“Yes,” Viktoria said. “The camera only got this tiny image of the foot—it mostly stayed out of  sight.  But  it  was  just  off  a  main  avenue,  like  you  suspected.  We  have  a  few  more  grainy captures  from  other  locations  last  night,  but  those  show  it  even  less—a  talon,  rather  than  this entire foot.” 

The photo was blurry, but there it was—those shredding claws she’d never forget. 

It was an effort not to touch her leg. To remember the clear teeth that had ripped into it. 

Both of them looked to her. Waiting. Bryce managed to say, “That’s a kristallos demon.” 

Hunt’s wing spread a little farther around her, but he said nothing. 

“I  couldn’t  find  temperature  fluctuations  from  the  night  of  every  murder,”  Vik  said,  face turning grim. “But I did find one from when Maximus Tertian died. Ten minutes and two blocks away  from  him.  No  video  footage,  but  it  was  the  same  seventy-seven-degree  dip,  made  in  the span of two seconds.” 

“Did it attack anyone last night?” Bryce’s voice had turned a bit distant—even to her ears. 

“No,” Viktoria said. “Not as far as we know.” 

Hunt kept studying the image. “Did the kristallos go anywhere specific?” 

Viktoria handed over another document. It was a map of Moonwood, full of sprawling parks and  riverfront  walkways,  palatial  villas  and  complexes  for  Vanir  and  a  few  wealthy  humans, peppered with the best schools and many of the fanciest restaurants in town. In its heart: the Den. 

About six red dots surrounded it. The creature had crawled around its towering walls. Right in the heart of Sabine’s territory. 

“Burning Solas,” Bryce breathed, a chill slithering along her spine. 

“It would have found a way inside the Den’s walls if what it hunts was there,” Hunt mused quietly. “Maybe it was just following an old scent.” 

Bryce traced a finger between the various dots. “No bigger pattern, though?” 

“I ran it through the system and nothing came up beyond what you two figured out about the proximity  to  the  ley  lines  beneath  those  roads  and  the  temperature  dips.”  Viktoria  sighed.  “It seems like it was looking for something. Or someone.” 

 Blood and bone and gore, sprayed and shredded and in chunks—

 Glass ripping into her feet; fangs ripping into her skin—

A warm, strong hand gently gripped her thigh. Squeezed once. 

But  when  Bryce  looked  over  at  Hunt,  his  attention  was  upon  Viktoria—even  as  his  hand remained upon her bare leg, his wing still slightly curved around her. “How’d you lose track of it?” 

“It was simply there one moment, and gone the next.” 

Hunt’s thumb stroked her leg, just above her knee. An idle, reassuring touch. 

One that was far too distracting as Viktoria leaned forward to tap another spot on the map, her green eyes lifting from it only to note Hunt’s hand as well. Wariness flooded her stare, but she said, “This was its last known location, at least as far as what our cameras could find.” The Rose Gate in FiRo. Nowhere near Sabine’s territory. “As I said, one moment it was there, then it was gone. I’ve had two different units and one Auxiliary pack hunting for it all day, but no luck.” 

Hunt’s hand slid from her leg, leaving a cold spot in its wake. A glance at his face and she saw the cause: Viktoria now held his gaze, her own full of warning. 

Bryce tapped her dusky nails on the chrome arm of the chair. 

Well, at least she knew what they were doing after dinner tonight. 
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The rain didn’t halt. 

Hunt couldn’t  decide  if it  was  a blessing,  since  it  kept the  streets  mostly empty  of  all  save Vanir affiliated with water, or if it was shit-poor luck, since it certainly wiped away any chance of a scent from the demon prowling the streets. 

“Come …  on,” Bryce grunted. 

Leaning  against  the  wall  beside  the  front  door  of  the  gallery,  sunset  mere  minutes  away, Hunt  debated  pulling  out  his  phone  to  film  the  scene  before  him:  Syrinx  with  his  claws embedded  in  the  carpet,  yowling  his  head  off,  and  Bryce  trying  to  haul  him  by  the  back  legs toward the door. 

“It’s. Just.  Water! ” she gritted out, tugging again. 

 “Eeettzzz!”  Syrinx wailed back. 

Bryce had declared that they were dropping off Syrinx at her apartment before going out to FiRo to investigate. 

She grunted again, legs straining as she heaved the chimera. “We. Are. Going.  Home! ” 

The green carpet began to lift, nails popping free as Syrinx clung for dear life. 

Cthona  spare  him.  Snickering,  Hunt  did  Jesiba  Roga  a  favor  before  Syrinx  started  on  the wood  panels,  and  wrapped  a  cool  breeze  around  the  chimera.  Brow  scrunching  with concentration, he hoisted Syrinx from the carpet, floating him on a storm-wind straight to Hunt’s open arms. 

Syrinx blinked at him, then bristled, his tiny white teeth bared. 

Hunt said calmly, “None of that, beastie.” 

Syrinx harrumphed, then went boneless. 

Hunt found Bryce blinking, too. He threw her a grin. “Any more screeching from you?” 

She grumbled, her words muffled by the rain-blasted night. Syrinx tensed in Hunt’s arms as they emerged into the wet evening, Bryce shutting and locking the door behind them. She limped slightly. As if her tug-of-war with the chimera had strained her thigh again. 

Hunt kept his mouth shut as he handed Syrinx over to her, the chimera practically clawing holes  in  Bryce’s  dress.  He  knew  her  leg  bothered  her.  Knew  he’d  been  the  cause,  with  his battlefield stapling. But if she was going to be stupid and not get it looked at, then fine. Fine. 

He didn’t say any of that as Bryce wrapped her arms around Syrinx, hair already plastered to her head, and stepped closer to him. Hunt was keenly aware of every part of his body that met every  part  of  hers  as  he  scooped  her  into  his  arms,  flapped  his  wings,  and  shot  them  into  the storming skies, Syrinx huffing and hissing. 

Syrinx forgave them both by the time they stood, dripping water, in the kitchen, and Bryce earned redemption points for the additional food she dumped into his bowl. 

An outfit change for Bryce into athletic gear, and thirty minutes later, they stood in front of the Rose Gate. Its roses, wisteria, and countless other flowers gleamed with rain in the firstlight from  lampposts  flanking  the  traffic  circle  beyond  it.  A  few  cars  wound  past  to  disperse  either into  the  city  streets  or  along  Central  Avenue,  which  crossed  through  the  Gate  and  became  the long, dark expanse of the Eastern Road. 

Hunt and Bryce squinted through the rain to peer at the square, the Gate, the traffic circle. 

No hint of the demon that had been creeping through Vik’s feeds. 

From the corner of his eye, he watched Bryce rub her upper thigh, reining in her wince. He ground his teeth, but bit back his reprimand. 

He didn’t feel like getting another lecture on domineering alphahole behavior. 

“Right,”  Bryce  said,  the  ends  of  her  ponytail  curling  in  the  damp.  “Since  you’re  the  sicko with dozens of crime scene photos on your phone, I’ll let you do the investigating.” 

“Funny.” Hunt pulled out his phone, snapped a photo of her standing in the rain and looking pissy, and then pulled up a photo he’d taken of the printouts Vik had made. 

Bryce pressed closer to study the photo on his phone, the heat of her body a beckoning song. 

He kept perfectly still, refusing to heed it, as she lifted her head. “That camera there,” she said, pointing to one of the ten mounted on the Gate itself. “That’s the one that got the little blur.” 

Hunt nodded, surveying the Rose Gate and its surroundings. No sign of Sabine. Not that he expected  the  future  Prime  to  be  standing  out  in  the  open,  summoning  demons  like  some  city-square charlatan. Especially not in such a public place, usually packed with tourists. 

In  the  centuries  since  the  Fae  had  decided  to  cover  their  Gate  with  flowers  and  climbing plants,  the  Rose  Gate  had  become  one  of  the  biggest  tourist  draws,  with  thousands  of  people flocking  there  each  day  to  give  a  drop  of  power  to  make  a  wish  on  its  dial  pad,  nearly  hidden beneath  ivy,  and  to  snap  photos  of  the  stunning  little  creatures  who  now  made  their  nests  and homes within the tangle of green. But at this hour, in this weather, even the Rose Gate was quiet. 

Dark. 

Bryce rubbed her gods-damned thigh again. He swallowed down his annoyance and asked, 

“You think the demon headed out of the city?” 

“I’m  praying  it  didn’t.”  The  broad  Eastern  Road  speared  into  dark,  rolling  hills  and cypresses.  A  few  golden  firstlights  gleamed  among  them,  the  only  indication  of  the  farms  and villas interspersed throughout the vineyards, grazing lands, and olive groves. All good places to hide. 

Bryce kept close as they crossed the street, into the heart of the small park in the center of the traffic circle. She scanned the rain-slick trees around them. “Anything?” 

Hunt began to shake his head, but paused. He saw something on the other side of the marble circle on which the Gate stood. He took out his phone, the screen light bouncing off the strong planes of his face. “Maybe we were wrong. About the ley lines.” 

“What do you mean?” 

He showed her the map of the city he’d pulled up, running a finger over Ward Avenue. Then Central.  Main.  “The  kristallos  appeared  near  all  these  streets.  We  thought  it  was  because  they were close to the ley lines. But we forgot what lies right beneath the streets, allowing the demon to  appear  and  vanish  without  anyone  noticing.  The  perfect  place  for  Sabine  to  summon something and order it to move around the city.” He pointed to the other side of the Gate. To a

sewer grate. 

Bryce groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding.” 

“Gods, it reeks,” Bryce hissed over the rushing water below, pressing her face into her elbow as she knelt beside Hunt and peered into the open sewer. “What the fuck.” 

Soaked from the rain and kneeling in Ogenas knew what on the sidewalk, Hunt hid his smile as  the  beam  of  his  flashlight  skimmed  over  the  slick  bricks  of  the  tunnel  below  in  a  careful sweep,  then  over  the  cloudy,  dark  river,  surging  thanks  to  the  waterfalls  of  rain  that  poured  in through the grates. “It’s a sewer,” he said. “What did you expect?” 

She  flipped  him  off.  “You’re  the  warrior-investigator-whatever.  Can’t  you  go  down  there and find some clues?” 

“You really think Sabine left an easy trail like that?” 

“Maybe  there  are  claw  marks  or  whatever.”  She  surveyed  the  ancient  stone.  Hunt  didn’t know  why  she  bothered.  There  were  claw  marks  and  scratches   everywhere.  Likely  from whatever lowlifes had dwelled and hunted down here for centuries. 

“This isn’t some crime-scene investigative drama, Quinlan. It’s not that easy.” 

“No one likes a condescending asshole,  Athalar.” 

His mouth curved upward. Bryce studied the gloom below, mouth tightening as if she’d will the  kristallos  or  Sabine  to  appear.  He’d  already  sent  a  message  to  Isaiah  and  Vik  to  get  extra cameras on the Gate and the sewer grate, along with any others in the vicinity. If one so much as shifted an inch, they’d know. He didn’t dare ask them to follow Sabine. Not yet. 

“We should go down there,” Bryce declared. “Maybe we can pick up her scent.” 

He said carefully, “You haven’t made the Drop.” 

“Spare me the protective bullshit.” 

Dark Hel, this woman. “I’m not going down there unless we have a fuck-ton more weapons.” 

He only had two guns and a knife. “Demon aside, if Sabine’s down there …” He might outrank Sabine  in  terms  of  power,  but  with  the  witches’  spells  hobbling  most  of  his  might  through  the halo’s ink, he had his proverbial hands tied. 

So it’d come down to brute strength, and while he had the advantage there, too, Sabine was lethal. Motivated. And mean as an adder. 

Bryce scowled. “I can handle myself.” After the shooting range, he certainly knew that. 

“It’s not about you, sweetheart. It’s about  me not wanting to wind up dead.” 

“Can’t you use your lightning-thing to protect us?” 

He  suppressed  another  smile  at   lightning-thing,  but  he  said,  “There’s  water  down  there. 

Adding lightning to the mix doesn’t seem wise.” 

She cut him a glare. Hunt gave one right back. 

Hunt had the feeling he’d passed some test when she smiled slightly. 

Avoiding that little smile, Hunt scanned the river of filth running below. “All sewers lead to the Istros. Maybe the Many Waters folk have seen something.” 

Bryce’s brows rose. “Why would they?” 

“A river’s a good place to dump a corpse.” 

“The  demon  left  remains,  though.  It—or  Sabine—doesn’t  seem  to  be  interested  in  hiding them. Not if she wants to do this as part of some scheme to jeopardize Micah’s image.” 

“That’s only a theory right now,” Hunt countered. “I have a Many Waters contact who might

have intel.” 

“Let’s head to the docks, then. We’ll be less likely to be noticed at night anyway.” 

“But twice as likely to encounter a predator searching for a meal. We’ll wait until daylight.” 

The  gods  knew  they’d  already  risked  enough  in  coming  down  here.  Hunt  placed  the  metal  lid back on the sewer with a  thud. He got one look at her annoyed, dirty face and chuckled. Before he  could  reconsider,  he  said,  “I  have  fun  with  you,  Quinlan.  Despite  how  terrible  this  case  is, despite all of it, I haven’t had fun like this in a while.” In  ever. 

He  could  have  sworn  she  blushed.  “Hang  with  me,  Athalar,”  she  said,  trying  to  wipe  the grime off her legs and hands from kneeling at the grate entrance, “and you might get rid of that stick up your ass after all.” 

He didn’t answer. There was just a  click. 

She whirled toward him to find his phone out. Snapping a photo of her. 

Hunt’s grin was a slash of white in the rainy gloom. “I’d rather have a stick up my ass than look like a drowned rat.” 

Bryce used the spigot on the roof to wash off her shoes, her hands. She had no desire to track the filth  of  the  street  into  her  house.  She  went  so  far  as  to  make  Hunt  take  off  his  boots  in  the hallway, and didn’t look to see if he was planning on taking a shower before she ran for her own room and had the water going in seconds. 

She left her clothes in a pile in the corner, turned the heat as high as she could tolerate, and began a process of scrubbing and foaming and scrubbing some more. Remembering how she’d

knelt on the filthy city street and breathed in a face full of sewer air, she scrubbed herself again. 

Hunt knocked twenty minutes later. “Don’t forget to clean between your toes.” 

Even with the shut door, she covered herself. “Fuck off.” 

His chuckle rumbled to her over the sound of the water. He said, “The soap in the guest room is out. Do you have another bar?” 

“There’s some in the hall linen closet. Just take whatever.” 

He  grunted  his  thanks,  and  was  gone  a  heartbeat  later.  Bryce  washed  and  lathered  herself again. Gross. This city was so gross. The rain only made it worse. 

Then Hunt knocked again. “Quinlan.” 

His grave tone had her shutting off the water. “What’s wrong?” 

She whipped a towel around herself, sliding across the marble tiles as she reached the door. 

Hunt  was  shirtless,  leaning  against  the  doorjamb  to  her  bedroom.  She  might  have  ogled  the muscles  the  guy  was  sporting  if  his  face  hadn’t  been  serious  as  Hel.  “You  want  to  tell  me something?” 

She gulped, scanning him from head to toe. “About what?” 

“About what the fuck this is?” He extended his hand. Opened up his big fist. 

A purple glittery unicorn lay in it. 

She snatched the toy from his hand. His dark eyes lit with amusement as Bryce demanded, 

“Why are you snooping through my things?” 

“Why do you have a box of unicorns in your linen closet?” 

“This one is a unicorn- pegasus.” She stroked the lilac mane. “Jelly Jubilee.” 

He  just  stared  at  her.  Bryce  shoved  past  him  into  the  hall,  where  the  linen  closet  door  was still  ajar,  her  box  of  toys  now  on  one  of  the  lower  shelves.  Hunt  followed  a  step  behind.  Still

shirtless. 

“The soap is  right there,” she said, pointing to the stack directly at his eye level. “And yet you took down a box from the highest shelf?” 

She could have sworn color stained his cheeks. “I saw purple glitter.” 

She blinked at him. “You thought it was a sex toy, didn’t you?” 

He said nothing. 

“You think I keep my vibrator in my  linen closet?” 

He crossed his arms. “What I want to know is why you have a box of these things.” 

“Because I love them.” She gently set Jelly Jubilee in the box, but pulled out an orange-and-yellow toy. “This is my pegasus, Peaches and Dreams.” 

“You’re twenty-five years old.” 

“And? They’re sparkly and squishy.” She gave P&D a little squeeze, then put her back in the box  and  pulled  out  the  third  one,  a  slender-legged  unicorn  with  a  mint-green  coat  and  rose-colored mane. “And this is Princess Creampuff.” She almost laughed at the juxtaposition as she held up the sparkly toy in front of the Umbra Mortis. 

“That name doesn’t even match her coloring. What’s up with the food names?” 

She ran a finger over the purple glitter sprayed across the doll’s flank. “It’s because they’re so cute you could eat them. Which I did when I was six.” 

His mouth twitched. “You didn’t.” 

“Her name was Pineapple Shimmer and her legs were all squishy and glittery and I couldn’t resist  anymore  and  just  …  took  a  bite.  Turns  out  the  inside  of  them  really  is  jelly.  But  not  the edible kind. My mom had to call poison control.” 

He surveyed the box. “And you still have these because …?” 

“Because they make me happy.” At his still-bemused look she added, “All right. If you want to get deep about it, Athalar, playing with them was the first time the other kids didn’t treat me like  a  total  freak.  The  Starlight  Fancy  horses  were  the  number  one  toy  on  every  girl’s  Winter Solstice wish list when I was five. And they were  not all made equal. Poor Princess Creampuff here was common as a hoptoad. But Jelly Jubilee …” She smiled at the purple unicorn-pegasus, the memory it summoned. “My mom left Nidaros for the first time in years to buy her from one of  the  big  towns  two  hours  away.  She  was  the  ultimate  Starlight  Fancy  conquest.  Not  just  a unicorn, not just a pegasus—but  both. I flashed this baby at school and was instantly accepted.” 

His eyes shone as she gently set the box on the high shelf. “I’ll never laugh at them again.” 

“Good.” She turned back to him, remembering that she still wore only her towel, and he was still shirtless. She grabbed a box of soap and shoved it toward him. “Here. Next time you want to check out my vibrators, just ask, Athalar.” She inclined her head toward her bedroom door and winked. “They’re in the left nightstand.” 

Again, his cheeks reddened. “I wasn’t—you’re a pain in the ass, you know that?” 

She shut the linen closet door with her hip and sauntered back to her bedroom. “I’d rather be a pain in the ass,” she said slyly over her bare shoulder, “than a snooping pervert.” 

His snarl followed her all the way back into the bathroom. 
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In the midmorning light, the Istros River gleamed a deep blue, its waters clear enough to see the detritus sprinkled among the pale rocks and waving grasses. Centuries of Crescent City artifacts rusted  away  down  there,  picked  over  again  and  again  by  the  various  creatures  who  eked  out  a living by scavenging the crap hurled into the river. 

Rumor  had  it  that  city  officials  had  once  tried  to  institute  heavy  fines  for  anyone  caught dumping things in the river, but the scavengers had caught wind of it and put up such a fuss that the River Queen had no choice but to shut the bill down when it was officially proposed. 

Overhead, angels, witches, and winged shifters soared by, keeping clear of the misty gloom of  the  Bone  Quarter.  Last  night’s  rain  had  cleared  to  a  pleasant  spring  day—no  hint  of  the flickering lights that often drifted beneath the river’s surface, visible only once night fell. 

Bryce  frowned  down  at  a  crustacean—some  type  of  mammoth  blue  crab—picking  its  way along the floor beside the quay’s stone block, sorting through a pile of beer bottles. The remnants of last night’s drunken revels. “Have you ever been down to the mer-city?” 

“No.” Hunt rustled his wings, one brushing against her shoulder. “Happy to stay above the surface.” The river breeze drifted past, chill despite the warm day. “You?” 

She rubbed her hands down her arms along the smooth leather of Danika’s old jacket, trying to coax some warmth into them. “Never got an invite.” 

Most never would. The river folk were notoriously secretive, their city beneath the surface—

the Blue Court—a place few who dwelled on land would ever see. One glass sub went in and out per day, and those on it traveled by invitation only. And even if they possessed the lung capacity or  artificial  means,  no  one  was  stupid  enough  to  swim  down.  Not  with  what  prowled  these waters. 

An auburn head of hair broke the surface a couple hundred yards out, and a partially scaled, muscled arm waved before vanishing, fingers tipped in sharp gray nails glinting in the sun. 

Hunt glanced to Bryce. “Do you know any mer?” 

Bryce lifted a corner of her mouth. “One lived down the hall my freshman year at CCU. She partied harder than all of us combined.” 

The mer could shift into fully human bodies for short periods of time, but if they went too long, the shift would be permanent, their scales drying up and flaking away into dust, their gills shrinking to nothing. The mer down the hall had been granted an oversize tub in her dorm room so she didn’t need to interrupt her studies to return to the Istros once a day. 

By the end of the first month of school, the mer had turned it into a party suite. Parties that Bryce and Danika gleefully attended, Connor and Thorne in tow. At the end of that year, their

entire  floor  had  been  so  wrecked  that  every  one  of  them  was  slapped  with  a  hefty  fine  for damages. 

Bryce  made  sure  she  intercepted  the  letter  before  her  parents  got  it  out  of  the  mailbox  and quietly  paid  the  fine  with  the  marks  she  earned  that  summer  scooping  ice  cream  at  the  town parlor. 

Sabine had gotten the letter, paid the fine, and made Danika spend the whole summer picking up trash in the Meadows. 

 Act like trash, Sabine had told her daughter,  and you can spend your days with it. 

Naturally, the following fall, Bryce and Danika had dressed as trash cans for the Autumnal Equinox. 

The water of the Istros was clear enough for Bryce and Hunt to see the powerful male body swim  closer,  the  reddish-brown  scales  of  his  long  tail  catching  the  light  like  burnished  copper. 

Black stripes slashed through them, the pattern continuing up his torso and along his arms. Like some  sort  of  aquatic  tiger.  The  bare  skin  of  his  upper  arms  and  chest  was  heavily  tanned, suggesting hours spent near the surface or basking on the rocks of some hidden cove along the coast. 

The male’s head broke the water, and his taloned hands brushed back his jaw-length auburn hair as he flashed Hunt a grin. “Long time no see.” 

Hunt  smiled  at  the  mer  male  treading  water.  “Glad  you  weren’t  too  busy  with  your  fancy  new title to say hello.” 

The  mer  waved  a  hand  in  dismissal,  and  Hunt  beckoned  Bryce  forward.  “Bryce,  this  is Tharion Ketos.” She stepped closer to the concrete edge of the quay. “An old friend.” 

Tharion grinned at Hunt again. “Not as old as you.” 

Bryce gave the male a half smile. “Nice to meet you.” 

Tharion’s light brown eyes glittered. “The pleasure, Bryce, is all mine.” 

Gods spare him. Hunt cleared his throat. “We’re here on official business.” 

Tharion  swam  the  remaining  few  feet  to  the  quay’s  edge,  knocking  the  crustacean  into  the drifting blue with a careless brush of his tail. Planting his talon-tipped hands on the concrete, he easily  heaved  his  massive  body  from  the  water,  the  gills  beneath  his  ears  sealing  in  as  he switched control of his breathing to his nose and mouth. He patted the now-wet concrete next to him and winked at Bryce. “Take a seat, Legs, and tell me all about it.” 

Bryce huffed a laugh. “You’re trouble.” 

“It’s my middle name, actually.” 

Hunt  rolled  his  eyes.  But  Bryce  sat  beside  the  male,  apparently  not  caring  that  the  water would  surely  soak  into  the  green  dress  she  wore  beneath  the  leather  jacket.  She  pulled  off  her beige heels and dipped her feet in the water, splashing softly. Normally, he’d have dragged her away from the river’s edge, and told her she’d be lucky to lose just the leg if she put a foot in the water. But with Tharion beside them, none of the river’s denizens would dare approach. 

Tharion asked Bryce, “Are you in the 33rd or the Auxiliary?” 

“Neither. I’m working with Hunt as a consultant on a case.” 

Tharion hummed. “What does your boyfriend think of you working with the famed Umbra

Mortis?” 

Hunt sat down on the male’s other side. “Real subtle, Tharion.” 

Yet Bryce’s mouth bloomed into a full smile. 

It was a near-twin to the one she’d given him this morning, when he’d popped his head into her  room  to  see  if  she  was  ready  to  leave.  Of  course,  his  eyes  had  gone  directly  to  the  left nightstand. And then that smile had turned feral, like she knew exactly what he was wondering about. 

He  certainly  had  not  been  looking  for  any  of  her  sex  toys  when  he’d  opened  up  the  linen closet  last  night.  But  he’d  spied  a  flash  of  purple  sparkles,  and—fine,  maybe  the  thought  had crossed his mind—he’d just pulled down the box before he could really think. 

And  now  that  he  knew  where  they  were,  he  couldn’t  help  but  look  at  that  nightstand  and imagine her there, in that bed. Leaning against the pillows and—

It might have made sleeping a shade uncomfortable last night. 

Tharion leaned back on his hands, displaying his muscled abdomen as he asked innocently, 

“What did I say?” 

Bryce laughed, making no attempt to hide her blatant ogling of the mer’s cut body. “I don’t have a boyfriend. You want the job?” 

Tharion smirked. “You like to swim?” 

And that was about as much as Hunt could take with only one cup of coffee in his system. “I know you’re busy, Tharion,” he said through his teeth with just enough edge that the mer peeled his attention away from Bryce, “so we’ll keep this quick.” 

“Oh,  take  your  time,”  Tharion  said,  eyes  dancing  with  pure  male  challenge.  “The  River Queen gave me the morning off, so I’m all yours.” 

“You work for the River Queen?” Bryce asked. 

“I’m a lowly peon in her court, but yes.” 

Hunt leaned forward to catch Bryce’s stare. “Tharion’s just been promoted to her Captain of Intelligence. Don’t let the charm and irreverence fool you.” 

“Charm  and  irreverence  happen  to  be  my  two  favorite  traits,”  Bryce  said  with  a  wink  for Tharion this time. 

The  mer’s  smile  deepened.  “Careful,  Bryce.  I  might  decide  I  like  you  and  bring  you Beneath.” 

Hunt  gave  Tharion  a  warning  look.  Some  of  the  darker  mer  had  done  just  that,  long  ago. 

Carried  human  brides  down  to  their  undersea  courts  and  kept  them  there,  trapped  within  the massive air bubbles that contained parts of their palaces and cities, unable to reach the surface. 

Bryce waved off the awful history. “We have a few questions for you, if that’s all right.” 

Tharion  gestured  lazily  with  a  claw-tipped,  webbed  hand.  The  markings  on  the  mer  were varied and vibrant: different coloring, stripes or specks or solids, their tails long-finned or short or  wispy.  Their  magic  mostly  involved  the  element  in  which  they  lived,  though  some  could summon  tempests.  The  River  Queen,  part  mer,  part  river-spirit,  could  summon  far  worse,  they said. Possibly wash away all of Lunathion, if provoked. 

She  was  a  daughter  of  Ogenas,  according  to  legend,  born  from  the  mighty  river-that-encircles-the-world,  and  sister  to  the  Ocean  Queen,  the  reclusive  ruler  of  the  five  great  seas  of Midgard.  There  was  a  fifty-fifty  chance  the  goddess  thing  was  true  of  the  River  Queen,  Hunt supposed. But regardless, the residents of this city did their best not to piss her off. Even Micah maintained a healthy, respectful relationship with her. 

Hunt asked, “You see anything unusual lately?” 

Tharion’s tail idly stirred the sparkling water. “What kind of case is this? Murder?” 

“Yes,” Hunt said. Bryce’s face tightened. 

Tharion’s claws clicked on the concrete. “Serial killer?” 

“Just answer the question, asshole.” 

Tharion peered at Bryce. “If he talks to you like that, I hope you kick him in the balls.” 

“She’d enjoy it,” Hunt muttered. 

“Hunt has learned his lesson about pissing me off,” Bryce said sweetly. 

Tharion’s smile was sly. “That is a story I’d like to hear.” 

“Of course you would,” Hunt grumbled. 

“Does this have to do with the Viper Queen pulling in her people the other week?” 

“Yes,” Hunt said carefully. 

Tharion’s eyes darkened, a reminder that the male could be lethal when the mood struck him, and that there was a good reason the creatures of the river didn’t fuck with the mer. “Some bad shit’s going down, isn’t it.” 

“We’re trying to stop it,” Hunt said. 

The mer nodded gravely. “Let me ask around.” 

“Covertly, Tharion. The less people who know something’s happening the better.” 

Tharion  slipped  back  into  the  water,  again  disturbing  the  poor  crab  who’d  clawed  his  way back  to  the  quay.  The  mer’s  powerful  tail  thrashed,  keeping  him  effortlessly  in  place  as  he surveyed Hunt and Bryce. “Do I tell my queen to pull in our people, too?” 

“Doesn’t fit the pattern so far,” Hunt said, “but it wouldn’t hurt to give a warning.” 

“What should I be warning her about?” 

“An old-school demon called the kristallos,” Bryce said softly. “A monster straight from the Pit, bred by the Star-Eater himself.” 

For a moment, Tharion said nothing, his tan face going pale. Then, “Fuck.” He ran a hand through  his  wet  hair.  “I’ll  ask  around,”  he  promised  again.  Far  down  the  river,  motion  drew Hunt’s eye. A black boat drifted toward the mist of the Bone Quarter. 

On  the  Black  Dock,  jutting  from  the  city’s  bright  shoreline  like  a  dark  sword,  a  group  of mourners  huddled  beneath  the  inky  arches,  praying  for  the  boat  to  safely  bear  the  veiled  pine coffin across the water. 

Around  the  wooden  vessel,  broad,  scaled  backs  broke  the  river’s  surface,  writhing  and circling. Waiting for final judgment—and lunch. 

Tharion followed his line of sight. “Five marks says it tips.” 

“That’s disgusting,” Bryce hissed. 

Tharion  swished  his  tail,  playfully  splashing  Bryce’s  legs  with  water.  “I  won’t  bet  on  your Sailing, Legs. I promise.” He flicked some water toward Hunt. “And we already know  your boat is going to tip right the fuck over before it’s even left the shore.” 

“Funny.” 

Behind them, an otter in a reflective yellow vest loped past, a sealed wax message tube held in  its  fanged  mouth.  It  barely  glanced  their  way  before  leaping  into  the  river  and  vanishing. 

Bryce bit her lip, a high-pitched squeal cracking from her. 

The  fearless,  fuzzy  messengers  were  hard  to  resist,  even  for  Hunt.  While  true  animals  and not  shifters,  they  possessed  an  uncanny  level  of  intelligence,  thanks  to  the  old  magic  in  their veins.  They’d  found  their  place  in  the  city  by  relaying  tech-free  communication  between  those who lived in the three realms that made up Crescent City: the mer in the river, the Reapers in the Bone Quarter, and the residents of Lunathion proper. 

Tharion  laughed  at  the  naked  delight  on  Bryce’s  face.  “Do  you  think  the  Reapers  fall  to pieces over them, too?” 

“I bet even the Under-King himself squeals when he sees them,” Bryce said. “They were part of why I wanted to move here in the first place.” 

Hunt lifted a brow. “Really?” 

“I saw them when I was a kid and thought they were the most magical thing I’d ever seen.” 

She beamed. “I still do.” 

“Considering your line of work, that’s saying something.” 

Tharion angled his head at them. “What manner of work is that?” 

“Antiquities,” Bryce said. “If you ever find anything interesting in the depths, let me know.” 

“I’ll send an otter right to you.” 

Hunt got to his feet, offering a hand to help Bryce rise. “Keep us posted.” 

Tharion  gave  him  an  irreverent  salute.  “I’ll  see  you  when  I  see  you,”  he  said,  gills  flaring, and  dove  beneath  the  surface.  They  watched  him  swim  out  toward  the  deep  heart  of  the  river, following the same path as the otter, then plunge down, down—to those distant, twinkling lights. 

“He’s a charmer,” Bryce murmured as Hunt hauled her to her feet, his other hand coming to her elbow. 

Hunt’s hand lingered, the heat of it searing her even through the leather of the jacket. “Just wait until you see him in his human form. He causes riots.” 

She laughed. “How’d you even meet him?” 

“We had a string of mer murders last year.” Her eyes darkened in recognition. It’d been all over  the  news.  “Tharion’s  little  sister  was  one  of  the  victims.  It  was  high-profile  enough  that Micah assigned me to help out. Tharion and I worked on the case together for the few weeks it lasted.” 

Micah had traded him three whole  debts for it. 

She winced. “It was you two who caught the killer? They never said on the news—just that he’d been apprehended. Nothing more—not even who it was.” 

Hunt let go of her elbow. “We did. A rogue panther shifter. I handed him over to Tharion.” 

“I’m assuming the panther didn’t make it down to the Blue Court.” 

Hunt surveyed the shimmering expanse of water. “No, he didn’t.” 

“Is Bryce being nice to you, Athie?” 

Seated  at  the  front  desk  of  the  gallery  showroom,  Bryce  muttered,  “Oh  please,”  and  kept clicking through the paperwork Jesiba had sent over. 

Hunt,  sprawled  in  the  chair  across  the  desk  from  her,  the  portrait  of  angelic  arrogance, merely  asked  the  fire  sprite  lurking  in  the  open  iron  door,  “What  would  you  do  if  I  said  she wasn’t, Lehabah?” 

Lehabah  floated  in  the  archway,  not  daring  to  come  into  the  showroom.  Not  when  Jesiba would likely see. “I’d burn all her lunches for a month.” 

Hunt chuckled, the sound sliding along her bones. Bryce, despite herself, smiled. 

Something  heavy  thumped,  audible  even  a  level  above  the  library,  and  Lehabah  zoomed down the stairs, hissing, “Bad! ” 

Bryce looked at Hunt as he sifted through the photos of the demon from a few nights ago. 

His hair hung over his brow, the sable strands gleaming like black silk. Her fingers curled on the

keyboard. 

Hunt lifted his head. “We need more intel on Sabine. The fact that she swapped the footage of the Horn’s theft from the temple is suspicious, and what she said in the observation room that night is pretty suspicious, too, but they don’t necessarily mean she’s a murderer. I can’t approach Micah without concrete proof.” 

She rubbed the back of her neck. “Ruhn hasn’t gotten any leads on finding the Horn, either, so that we can lure the kristallos.” 

Silence  fell.  Hunt  crossed  an  ankle  over  a  knee,  then  stretched  out  a  hand  to  where  she’d discarded Danika’s jacket on the chair beside him, too lazy to bother hanging it. “I saw Danika wearing this in the photo in your guest room. Why’d you keep it?” 

Bryce let out a long breath, thankful for his shift in subject. “Danika used to store her stuff in the  supply  closet  here,  rather  than  bothering  to  go  back  to  the  apartment  or  over  to  the  Den. 

She’d  stashed  the  jacket  here  the  day  …”  She  blew  out  a  breath  and  glanced  toward  the bathroom  in  the  back  of  the  space,  where  Danika  had  changed  only  hours  before  her  death.  “I didn’t want Sabine to have it. She would have read the back of it and thrown it in the trash.” 

Hunt picked up the jacket and read, “Through love, all is possible.” 

Bryce  nodded.  “The  tattoo  on  my  back  says  the  same  thing.  Well,  in  some  fancy  alphabet that she dug up online, but … Danika had a thing about that phrase. It was all the Oracle told her, apparently. Which makes no sense, because Danika was one of the least lovey-dovey people I’ve ever  met,  but  …”  Bryce  toyed  with  the  amulet  around  her  neck,  zipping  it  along  the  chain. 

“Something about it resonated with her. So after she died, I kept the jacket. And started wearing it.” 

Hunt  carefully  set  the  jacket  back  on  the  chair.  “I  get  it—about  the  personal  effects.”  He seemed like he wasn’t going to say more, but then he continued, “That sunball hat you made fun of?” 

“I didn’t make fun of it. You just don’t seem like the kind of male who  wears such a thing.” 

He chuckled again—in that same way that slid over her skin. “That hat was the first thing I bought when I came here. With the first paycheck I ever received from Micah.” The corner of his mouth turned upward. “I saw it in an athletic shop, and it just seemed so ordinary. You have no idea how different Lunathion is from the Eternal City. From anything in Pangera. And that hat just …” 

“Represented that?” 

“Yeah.  It  seemed  like  a  new  beginning.  A  step  toward  a  more  normal  existence.  Well,  as normal an existence as someone like me can have.” 

She made an effort not to look at his wrist. “So you have your hat—and I have Jelly Jubilee.” 

His  smile  lit  up  the  dimness  of  the  gallery.  “I’m  surprised  you  don’t  have  a  tattoo  of  Jelly Jubilee somewhere.” His eyes skimmed over her, lingering on the short, tight green dress. 

Her toes curled. “Who says I don’t have a tattoo of her somewhere you can’t see, Athalar?” 

She watched him sort through everything he had  already  seen.  Since  he’d  moved  in,  she’d stopped parading about the apartment in her underwear while getting dressed, but she knew he’d spotted her through the window in the days before. Knew he realized there was a limited, very intimate, number of places where another tattoo might be hidden. 

She could have sworn his voice dropped an octave or two as he asked, “Do you?” 

With any other male, she would have said,  Why don’t you come find out? 

With any other male, she would have already been on the other side of the desk. Crawling

into  his  lap.  Unbuckling  his  belt.  And  then  sinking  down  onto  his  cock,  riding  him  until  they were both moaning and breathless and—

She  made  herself  go  back  to  her  paperwork.  “There  are  a  few  males  who  can  answer  that question, if you’re so curious.” How her voice was so steady, she had no idea. 

Hunt’s silence was palpable. She didn’t dare look over her computer screen. 

But his eyes remained focused on her, burning her like a brand. 

Her heart thundered throughout her body. Dangerous, stupid, reckless—

Hunt  let  out  a  long,  tight  breath.  The  chair  he  sat  in  groaned  as  he  shifted  in  it,  his  wings rustling. She still didn’t dare look. She honestly didn’t know what she’d do if she looked. 

But then Hunt said, his voice gravelly, “We need to focus on Sabine.” 

Hearing her name was like being doused with ice water. 

Right. Yes. Of course. Because hooking up with the Umbra Mortis wasn’t a possibility. The reasons for that started with him pining for a lost love and ended with the fact that he was owned by the gods-damned Governor. With a million other obstacles in between. 

She still couldn’t look at him as Hunt asked, “Any thoughts on how we can get more intel on her? Even just a glimpse into her current state of mind?” 

Needing something to do with her hands, her too-warm body, Bryce printed out, then signed and  dated,  the  paperwork  Jesiba  had  sent.  “We  can’t  bring  in  Sabine  for  formal  questioning without making her aware that we’re onto her,” Bryce said, at last looking at Hunt. 

His face was flushed, and his eyes … Fucking Solas, his black eyes glittered, wholly fixed on her face. Like he was thinking of touching her. 

Tasting her. 

“Okay,” he said roughly, running a hand through his hair. His eyes settled, the dark fire in them banking. Thank the gods. 

An  idea  dawned  upon  her,  and  Bryce  said  in  a  strangled  voice,  her  stomach  twisting  with dread, “So I think we have to bring the questions to Sabine.” 
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The wolves’ Den in Moonwood occupied ten entire city blocks, a sprawling villa built around a wild  tangle  of  forest  and  grass  that  legend  claimed  had  grown  there  since  before  anyone  had touched these lands. Through the iron gates built into the towering limestone arches, Bryce could see through to the private park, where morning sunlight coaxed drowsy flowers into opening up for  the  day.  Wolf  pups  bounded,  pouncing  on  each  other,  chasing  their  tails,  watched  over  by gray-muzzled elders whose brutal days in the Aux were long behind them. 

Her gut twisted, enough to make her grateful she’d forgone breakfast. She’d barely slept last night, as she considered and reconsidered this plan. Hunt had offered to do it himself, but she’d refused. She had to come here—had to step up. For Danika. 

In his usual battle-suit, Hunt stood a step away, silent as he’d been on the walk over here. As if he knew she could barely keep her legs from shaking. She wished she’d worn sneakers. The steep angle of her heels had irritated the wound in her thigh. Bryce clenched her jaw against the pain as they stood before the Den. 

Hunt kept his dark eyes fixed upon the four sentries stationed at the gates. 

Three  females,  one  male.  All  in  humanoid  form,  all  in  black,  all  armed  with  guns  and sheathed  swords  down  their  backs.  A  tattoo  of  an  onyx  rose  with  three  claw  marks  slashed through its petals adorned the sides of their necks, marking them as members of the Black Rose Wolf Pack. 

Her stomach roiled at the hilts peeking over their armored shoulders. But she pushed away the memory of a braid of silvery-blond hair streaked with purple and pink, constantly snagging in the hilt of an ancient, priceless blade. 

Though young, the Pack of Devils had been revered, the most talented wolves in generations. 

Led by the most powerful Alpha to grace Midgard’s soil. 

The Black Rose Pack was a far cry from that. A far fucking cry. 

Their eyes lit with predatory delight as they spotted Bryce. 

Her  mouth  went  dry.  And  turned  positively  arid  as  a  fifth  wolf  appeared  from  the  glass security vestibule to the left of the gate. 

The Alpha’s dark hair had been pulled into a tight braid, accentuating the sharp angles of her face  as  she  sneered  toward  Bryce  and  Hunt.  Athalar’s  hand  casually  drifted  to  the  knife  at  his thigh. 

Bryce said as casually as she could, “Hi, Amelie.” 

Amelie Ravenscroft bared her teeth. “What the fuck do you want?” 

Hunt bared his teeth right back. “We’re here to see the Prime.” He flashed his legion badge, 

the gold twinkling in the sun. “On behalf of the Governor.” 

Amelie flicked her gold eyes to Hunt, over his tattooed halo. Over his hand on the knife and the  SPQM she surely knew was tattooed on the other side of his wrist. Her lip curled. “Well, at least  you  picked  interesting  company,  Quinlan.  Danika  would  have  approved.  Hel,  you  might have even done him together.” Amelie leaned a shoulder against the vestibule’s side. “You used to do that, right? I heard about you guys and those two daemonaki. Classic.” 

Bryce smiled blandly. “It was three daemonaki, actually.” 

“Stupid slut,” Amelie snarled. 

“Watch it,” Hunt growled back. 

Amelie’s pack members lingered behind her, eyeing Hunt and keeping back. The benefit of

hanging with the Umbra Mortis, apparently. 

Amelie laughed, a sound filled with loathing. Not merely hatred for her, Bryce realized. But for the angels. The Houses of Earth and Blood and Sky and Breath were rivals on a good day, enemies on a bad one. “Or what? You’ll use your lightning on me?” she said to Hunt. “If you do, you’ll be in such deep shit that your  master will bury you alive in it.” A little smile at the tattoo across his brow. 

Hunt  went  still.  And  as  interesting  as  it  would  have  been  to  finally  see  how  Hunt  Athalar killed,  they  had  a  reason  for  being  here.  So  Bryce  said  to  the  pack  leader,  “You’re  a  delight, Amelie Ravenscroft. Radio your boss that we’re here to see the Prime.” She flicked her brows in emphasis of the dismissal she knew would make the Alpha see red. 

“Shut that mouth of yours,” Amelie said, “before I rip out your tongue.” 

A  brown-haired  male  wolf  standing  behind  Amelie  taunted,  “Why  don’t  you  go  fuck someone in a bathroom again, Quinlan?” 

She  blocked  out  every  word.  But  Hunt  huffed  a  laugh  that  promised  broken  bones.  “I  told you to watch it.” 

“Go ahead, angel,” Amelie sneered. “Let’s see what you can do.” 

Bryce  could  barely  move  around  the  panic  and  dread  pushing  in,  could  barely  breathe,  but Hunt  said  quietly,  “There  are  six  pups  playing  in  sight  of  this  gate.  You  really  want  to  expose them to the kind of fight we’d have, Amelie?” 

Bryce blinked. Hunt didn’t so much as glance her way as he continued addressing a seething Amelie. “I’m not going to beat the shit out of you in front of children. So either you let us in, or we’ll come back with a warrant.” His gaze didn’t falter. “I don’t think Sabine Fendyr would be particularly happy with Option B.” 

Amelie  held  his  stare,  even  as  the  others  tensed.  That  haughty  arrogance  had  made  Sabine tap her as Alpha of the Black Rose Pack, even over Ithan Holstrom, now Amelie’s Second. But Sabine  had  wanted  someone  just  like  herself,  regardless  of  Ithan’s  higher  power  ranking.  And perhaps someone a little less Alpha, too—so she’d have them firmly under her claws. 

Bryce waited for Amelie to call Hunt’s bluff about the warrant. Waited for a snide remark or the appearance of fangs. 

Yet Amelie plucked the radio from her belt and said into it, “Guests are here for the Prime. 

Come get them.” 

She had once breezed through the doors beyond Amelie’s dark head, had spent hours playing with the pups in the grass and trees beyond it whenever Danika had been given babysitting duty. 

She shut out the memory of what it had been like—to watch Danika playing with the fuzzy

pups  or  shrieking  children,  who  had  all  worshipped  the  ground  she  walked  upon.  Their  future

leader, their protector, who would take the wolves to new heights. 

Bryce’s chest constricted to the point of pain. Hunt glanced her way then, his brows rising. 

She couldn’t do this. Be here. Enter this place. 

Amelie smiled, as if realizing that. Scenting her dread and pain. 

And  the  sight  of  the  fucking  bitch  standing  there,  where  Danika  had  once  been  …  Red washed over Bryce’s vision as she drawled, “It’s good to see that crime has gone down so much, if all you have to do with your day, Amelie, is play guard at the front door.” 

Amelie  smiled  slowly.  Footsteps  sounded  on  the  other  side  of  the  gate,  just  before  they swung  open,  but  Bryce  didn’t  dare  look.  Not  as  Amelie  said,  “You  know,  sometimes  I  think  I should  thank  you—they  say  if  Danika  hadn’t  been  so  distracted  by  messaging  you  about  your drunk bullshit, she might have anticipated the attack. And then I wouldn’t be where I am, would I.” 

Bryce’s  nails  cut  into  her  palms.  But  her  voice,  thank  the  gods,  was  steady  as  she  said, 

“Danika was a thousand times the wolf you are. No matter  where you are, you’ll never be where she was.” 

Amelie  went  white  with  rage,  her  nose  crinkling,  lips  pulling  back  to  expose  her  now-lengthening teeth—

“Amelie,” a male voice growled from the shadows of the gate archway. 

Oh gods. Bryce curled her fingers into fists to keep from shaking as she looked toward the young male wolf. 

But Ithan Holstrom’s eyes darted between her and Amelie as he approached his Alpha. “It’s not worth it.” The unspoken words simmered in his eyes.  Bryce isn’t worth it. 

Amelie snorted, turning back to the vestibule, a shorter, brown-haired female following her. 

The pack’s Omega, if memory served. Amelie sneered over a shoulder to Bryce, “Go back to the dumpster you crawled out of.” 

Then she shut the door. Leaving Bryce standing before Connor’s younger brother. 

There was nothing kind on Ithan’s tan face. His golden-brown hair was longer than the last time she’d seen him, but he’d been a sophomore playing sunball for CCU then. 

This towering, muscled male before them had made the Drop. Had stepped into his brother’s shoes and joined the pack that had replaced Connor’s. 

A brush of Hunt’s velvet-soft wings against her arm had her walking. Every step toward the wolf ratcheted up her heartbeat. 

“Ithan,” Bryce managed to say. 

Connor’s younger brother said nothing as he turned toward the pillars flanking the walkway. 


She  was  going  to  puke.  All  over  everything:  the  limestone  tiles,  the  pale  pillars,  the  glass doors that opened into the park in the center of the villa. 

She shouldn’t have let Athalar come. Should have made him stay on the roof somewhere so

he couldn’t witness the spectacular meltdown that she was three seconds away from having. 

Ithan  Holstrom’s  steps  were  unhurried,  his  gray  T-shirt  pulling  across  the  considerable expanse  of  his  muscled  back.  He’d  been  a  cocky  twenty-year-old  when  Connor  died,  a  history major like Danika and the star of CCU’s sunball team, rumored to be going pro as soon as his brother gave the nod. He could have gone pro right after high school, but Connor, who had raised Ithan since their parents had died five years earlier, had insisted that a degree came first, sports second. Ithan, who had idolized Connor, had always folded on it, despite Bronson’s pleas with Connor to let the kid go pro. 

Connor’s Shadow, they’d teased Ithan. 

He’d filled out since then. At last started truly resembling his older brother—even the shade of his golden-brown hair was like a spike through her chest. 

 I’m crazy about you. I don’t want anyone else. I haven’t for a long while. 

She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t stop seeing, hearing those words, feeling the giant fucking rip in  the  space-time  continuum  where  Connor  should  have  been,  in  a  world  where  nothing  bad could ever, ever happen—

Ithan stopped before another set of glass doors. He opened one, the muscles in his long arm rippling as he held it for them. 

Hunt went first, no doubt scanning the space in the span of a blink. 

Bryce managed to look up at Ithan as she passed. 

His white teeth shone as he bared them at her. 

Gone was the cocky boy she’d teased; gone was the boy who’d tried out flirting on her so he could use the techniques on Nathalie, who had laughed when Ithan asked her out but told him to wait  a  few  more  years;  gone  was  the  boy  who  had  relentlessly  questioned  Bryce  about  when she’d finally start dating his brother and wouldn’t take  never for an answer. 

A honed predator now stood in his place. Who had surely not forgotten the leaked messages she’d  sent  and  received  that  horrible  night.  That  she’d  been  fucking  some  random  in  the  club bathroom while Connor—Connor, who had just spilled his heart to her—was slaughtered. 

Bryce lowered her eyes, hating it, hating every second of this fucked-up visit. 

Ithan smiled, as if savoring her shame. 

He’d  dropped  out  of  CCU  after  Connor  had  died.  Quit  playing  sunball.  She  only  knew because she’d caught a game on TV one night two months later and the commentators had still been  discussing  it.  No  one,  not  his  coaches,  not  his  friends,  not  his  packmates,  could  convince him to return. He’d walked away from the sport and never looked back, apparently. 

She hadn’t seen him since the days right before the murders. Her last photo of him was the one  Danika  had  taken  at  his  game,  playing  in  the  background.  The  one  she’d  tortured  herself with last night for hours while bracing herself for what the dawn would bring. 

Before  that,  though,  there  had  been  hundreds  of  photos  of  the  two  of  them  together.  They still sat on her phone like a basket full of snakes, waiting to bite if she so much as opened the lid. 

Ithan’s cruel smile didn’t waver as he shut the door behind them. “The Prime’s taking a nap. 

Sabine will meet with you.” 

Bryce glanced at Hunt, who gave her a shallow nod. Precisely as they’d planned. 

Bryce was aware of Ithan’s every breath at her back as they aimed for the stairs that Bryce knew  would  take  them  up  a  level  to  Sabine’s  office.  Hunt  seemed  aware  of  Ithan,  too,  and  let enough lightning wreathe his hands, his wrists, that the young wolf took a step away. 

At least alphaholes were good for something. 

Ithan didn’t leave. No, it seemed he was to be their guard and silent tormentor for the duration of this miserable trip. 

Bryce knew every step toward Sabine’s office on the second level, but Ithan led the way: up the sprawling limestone stairs marred with so many scratches and gouges no one bothered to fix them anymore; down the high-ceilinged, bright hall whose windows overlooked the busy street outside; and finally to the worn wood door. Danika had grown up here—and moved out as soon

as  she’d  gone  to  CCU.  After  graduation,  she’d  stayed  only  during  formal  wolf  events  and holidays. 

Ithan’s  pace  was  leisurely.  As  if  he  could  scent  Bryce’s  misery,  and  wanted  to  make  her endure it for every possible second. 

She supposed she deserved it.  Knew she deserved it. 

She tried to block out the memory that flashed. 

The twenty-one ignored calls from Ithan, all in the first few days following the murder. The half-dozen  audiomails.  The  first  had  been  sobbing,  panicked,  left  in  the  hours  afterward.  Is  it true, Bryce? Are they dead? 

And  then  the  messages  had  shifted  to  worry.  Where  are  you?  Are  you  okay?  I  called  the major hospitals and you’re not listed, but no one is talking. Please call me. 

And then, by the end, that last audiomail from Ithan, nothing but razor-sharp coldness.  The Legion  inspectors  showed  me  all  the  messages.  Connor  practically  told  you  that  he  loved  you, and  you  finally  agreed  to  go  out  with  him,  and  then  you  fucked  some  stranger  in  the  Raven bathroom? While he was  dying ?  Are  you  kidding  me  with  this  shit?  Don’t  come  to  the  Sailing tomorrow. You’re not welcome there. 

She’d never written back, never sought him out. Hadn’t been able to endure the thought of facing him. Seeing the grief and pain in his face. Loyalty was the most prized of all wolf traits. In their  eyes,  she  and  Connor  had  been  inevitable.  Nearly  mated.  Just  a  question  of  time.  Her hookups before that hadn’t mattered, and neither had his, because nothing had been declared yet. 

Until he’d asked her out at last. And she had said yes. Had started down that road. 

To the wolves, she was Connor’s, and he was hers. 

 Message me when you’re home safe. 

Her chest tightened and tightened, the walls pushing in, squeezing—

She forced herself to take a long breath. To inhale to the point where her ribs strained from holding it in. Then to exhale, pushing-pushing-pushing, until she was heaving out the pure gut-shredding panic that burned through her whole body like acid. 

Bryce wasn’t a wolf. She didn’t play by their rules of courtship. And she’d been stupid and scared  of  what  agreeing  to  that  date  had  meant,  and  Danika  certainly  didn’t  care  one  way  or another if Bryce had some meaningless hookup, but—Bryce hadn’t ever worked up the nerve to explain to Ithan after she’d seen and heard his messages. 

She’d kept them all. Listening to them was a solid central arc of her emotional death-spiral routine. The culmination of it, of course, being Danika’s last, foolishly happy messages. 

Ithan knocked on Sabine’s door, letting it swing wide to reveal a sunny white office whose windows looked into the verdant greenery of the Den’s park. Sabine sat at her desk, her corn-silk hair near-glowing in the light. “You have some nerve coming here.” 

Words dried up in Bryce’s throat as she took in the pale face, the slender hands interlaced on the  oak  desk,  the  narrow  shoulders  that  belied  her  tremendous  strength.  Danika  had  been  pure wildfire; her mother was solid ice. And if Sabine had killed her, if Sabine had done this …

Roaring began in Bryce’s head. 

Hunt must have sensed it, scented it, because he stepped up to Bryce’s side, Ithan lingering in the hall, and said, “We wanted to meet with the Prime.” 

Irritation flickered in Sabine’s eyes. “About?” 

“About your daughter’s murder.” 

“Stay the fuck out of our business,” Sabine barked, setting the glass on her table rattling. Bile

burned Bryce’s throat, and she focused on not screaming or launching herself at the woman. 

Hunt’s wing brushed Bryce’s back, a casual gesture to anyone watching, but that warmth and softness steadied her. Danika. For Danika, she’d do this. 

Sabine’s eyes blazed. “Where the Hel is my sword?” 

Bryce refused to answer, to even snap that the sword was and would always be Danika’s, and said, “We have intel that suggests Danika was stationed at Luna’s Temple the night the Horn was stolen. We need the Prime to confirm.” Bryce kept her eyes on the carpet, the portrait of terrified, shameful submission, and let Sabine dig her own grave. 

Sabine demanded, “What the fuck does this have to do with her death?” 

Hunt  said  calmly,  “We’re  putting  together  a  picture  of  Danika’s  movements  before  the kristallos demon killed her. Who she might have met, what she might have seen or done.” 

Another bit of bait: to see her reaction to the demon’s breed, when it hadn’t yet been made public. Sabine didn’t so much as blink. Like she was already familiar with it—perhaps because she’d  been  summoning  it  all  along.  Though  she  might  just  not  have  cared,  Bryce  supposed. 

Sabine  hissed,  “Danika  wasn’t  at  the  temple  that  night.  She  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  Horn being stolen.” 

Bryce avoided the urge to close her eyes at the lie that confirmed everything. 

Claws slid from Sabine’s knuckles, embedding in her desk. “Who told you Danika was at the temple?” 

“No one,” Bryce lied. “I thought I might have remembered her mentioning—” 

“You  thought?” Sabine sneered, voice rising to imitate Bryce’s. “It’s hard to remember, isn’t it, when you were high, drunk, and fucking strangers.” 

“You’re right,” Bryce breathed, even as Hunt growled. “This was a mistake.” She didn’t give Hunt time to object before she turned on a heel and left, gasping for breath. 

How she kept her back straight, her stomach inside her body, she had no idea. 

She barely heard Hunt as he fell into step behind her. Couldn’t stand to look at Ithan as she entered the hallway and found him waiting against the far wall. 

Back down the stairs. She didn’t dare look at the wolves she passed. 

She knew Ithan trailed, but she didn’t care, didn’t care—

“Quinlan.”  Hunt’s  voice  cut  through  the  marble  stairwell.  She  made  it  down  another  flight when he said again, “Quinlan.” 

It  was  sharp  enough  that  she  paused.  Looked  up  over  a  shoulder.  Hunt’s  eyes  scanned  her face—worry, not triumph at Sabine’s blatant lie, shining there. 

But Ithan stood between them on the steps, eyes hard as stones. “Tell me what this is about.” 

Hunt drawled, “It’s classified, asshole.” 

Ithan’s snarl rumbled through the stairwell. 

“It’s starting again,” Bryce said quietly, aware of all the cameras, of Micah’s order to keep this  quiet.  Her  voice  was  rasping.  “We’re  trying  to  figure  out  why  and  who’s  behind  it.  Three murders so far. The same way. Be careful—warn your pack to be careful.” 

Ithan’s  face  remained  unreadable.  That  had  been  one  of  his  assets  as  a  sunball  player—his ability to keep from broadcasting moves to his opponents. He’d been brilliant, and cocky as fuck, yes, but that arrogance had been well earned through hours of practice and brutal discipline. 

Ithan’s face remained cold. “I’ll let you know if I hear anything.” 

“Do you need our numbers?” Hunt asked coolly. 

Ithan’s lip curled. “I have hers.” She struggled to meet his stare, especially as he asked, “Are

you going to bother to reply this time?” 

She turned on her heel and rushed down the stairs into the reception hall. 

The  Prime  of  the  wolves  stood  in  it  now.  Talking  to  the  receptionist,  hunched  over  his redwood cane, Danika’s grandfather lifted his withered face as she came to an abrupt halt in front of him. 

His warm brown eyes—those were Danika’s eyes, staring out at her. 

The ancient male offered her a sad, kind smile. It was worse than any of the sneers or snarls. 

Bryce managed to bow her head before she bolted through the glass doors. 

She made it to the gates without running into anyone else. Had almost made it onto the street when Ithan caught up to her, Hunt a step behind. Ithan said, “You never deserved him.” 

He might as well have drawn the knife she knew was hidden in his boot and plunged it into her chest. “I know,” she rasped. 

The  pups  were  still  playing,  bounding  through  the  high  grasses.  He  nodded  to  the  second level, to where Sabine’s office overlooked the greenery. “You made some dumb fucking choices, Bryce, but I never pegged you for stupid. She wants you dead.” Another confirmation, perhaps. 

The  words  snapped  something  in  her.  “Likewise.”  She  pointed  to  the  gates,  unable  to  stop the  rage  boiling  in  her  as  she  realized  that  all  signs  pointed  toward  Sabine.  “Connor  would  be ashamed  of  you  for  letting  Amelie  run  rampant.  For  letting  a  piece  of  shit  like  that  be  your Alpha.” 

Claws glinted at Ithan’s knuckles. “Don’t you  ever say his name again.” 

“Walk away,” Hunt said softly to him. Lightning licked along his wings. 

Ithan looked inclined to rip out his throat, but Hunt was already at Bryce’s side, following her  onto  the  sun-drenched  street.  She  didn’t  dare  look  at  Amelie  or  her  pack  at  the  gates, sneering and snickering at them. 

“You’re  trash,  Quinlan!”  Amelie  shouted  as  they  passed  by,  and  her  friends  roared  with laughter. 

Bryce couldn’t bear to see if Ithan laughed with them. 
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“Sabine lied about Danika not being at the temple. But we need a solid plan for catching her if she’s  summoning  this  demon,”  Hunt  said  to  Bryce  twenty  minutes  later  over  lunch.  The  angel devoured  no  less  than  three  bowls  of  cereal,  one  after  another.  She  hadn’t  spoken  on  the  way back to the apartment. Had needed the entire walk here to reel herself back together. 

Bryce  pushed  at  the  puffed  rice  floating  around  in  her  own  bowl.  She  had  zero  interest  in eating. “I’m sick of waiting. Just arrest her.” 

“She’s  the  unofficial  Head  of  Moonwood  and  basically  the  Prime  of  the  wolves,”  Hunt cautioned. “If not in title, then in every other way. We have to be careful how we approach this. 

The fallout could be catastrophic.” 

“Sure.”  Bryce  poked  at  her  cereal  again.  She  knew  she  should  be  screaming,  knew  she should  be  marching  back  to  the  Den  to  kill  that  fucking  bitch.  Bryce  ground  her  teeth.  They’d had no word from Tharion or Ruhn, either. 

Hunt  tapped  a  finger  on  the  glass  table,  weighing  her  expression.  Then  he  mercifully switched subjects. “I get Ithan’s history, but what’s Amelie’s problem with you?” 

Maybe  Bryce  was  just  tired,  but  she  wound  up  saying,  “Did  you  ever  see  them—the messages from that night? Every newspaper had them on the front page after they leaked.” 

Hunt stilled. “Yeah,” he said gently. “I did.” 

She shrugged, swirling the cereal in her bowl. Around and around. 

“Amelie had … a thing. For Connor. Since they were kids. I think she still does.” 

“Ah.” 

“And—you know about me and Connor.” 

“Yeah. I’m sorry.” 

She hated those two words. Had heard them so many times she just fucking  hated them. She said, “When she saw the messages from that night, I think Amelie finally realized why he had never returned her feelings.” 

He frowned. “It’s been two years.” 

“So?” It sure as shit hadn’t done anything to help her feel better about it. 

Hunt shook his head. “People still bring them up? Those messages?” 

“Of course.” She snorted, shaking her head. “Just look me up online, Athalar. I had to shut down  every  account  I  had.”  The  thought  made  her  stomach  churn,  nauseating  panic  tightening every muscle and vein in her body. She’d gotten better about managing it—that feeling—but not by much. “People hate me. Literally  hate me. Some of the wolf packs even wrote a song and put it online—they called it ‘I Just Hooked Up with Someone in the Bathroom, Don’t Tell Connor.’

They sing it whenever they see me.” 

His face had gone cold as ice. “Which packs?” 

She shook her head. She certainly wouldn’t name them, not with that murderous expression on his face. “It doesn’t matter. People are assholes.” 

It was as simple as that, she’d learned. Most people were assholes, and this city was rife with them. 

She sometimes wondered what they’d say if they knew about that time two winters ago when someone  had  sent  a  thousand  printed-out  lyric  sheets  of  the  song  to  her  new  apartment,  along with mock album artwork taken from the photos she’d snapped that night. If they knew she had gone up to the roof to burn them all—but instead wound up staring over the ledge. She wondered what would have happened if Juniper, on a whim, hadn’t called just to check in that night. Right as Bryce had braced her hands on the rail. 

Only that friendly voice on the other end of the line kept Bryce from walking right off the roof. 

Juniper had kept Bryce on the phone—babbling about nothing. Right until her cab had pulled up  in  front  of  the  apartment.  Juniper  refused  to  hang  up  until  she  was  on  the  roof  with  Bryce, laughing  it  off.  She’d  only  known  where  to  find  her  because  Bryce  had  mumbled  something about  sitting  there.  And  perhaps  she’d  rushed  over  because  of  how  hollow  Bryce’s  voice  had been when she’d said it. 

Juniper  had  stayed  to  burn  the  copies  of  the  song,  then  gone  downstairs  to  the  apartment, where they’d watched TV in bed until they fell asleep. Bryce had risen at one point to turn off the TV and use the bathroom; when she’d come back, Juniper had been awake, waiting. 

Her friend didn’t leave her side for three days. 

They’d  never  spoken  of  it.  But  Bryce  wondered  if  Juniper  had  later  told  Fury  how  close  it had  been,  how  hard  she’d  worked  to  keep  that  phone  call  going  while  she  raced  over  without alerting Bryce, sensing that something was wrong-wrong-wrong. 

Bryce  didn’t  like  to  think  about  that  winter.  That  night.  But  she  would  never  stop  being grateful  for  Juniper  for  that  sense—that  love  that  had  kept  her  from  making  such  a  terrible, stupid mistake. 

“Yeah,” Hunt said, “people are assholes.” 

She supposed he’d had it worse than her. A lot worse. 

Two  centuries  of  slavery  that  was  barely  disguised  as  some  sort  of  twisted  path  to redemption. Micah’s bargain with him, reduced or no, was a disgrace. 

She made herself take a bite of her now-soggy cereal. Made herself ask something, anything, to clear her head a bit. “Did you make up your nickname? The Shadow of Death?” 

Hunt set down his spoon. “Do I look like the sort of person who needs to make up nicknames for myself?” 

“No,” Bryce admitted. 

“They  only  call  me  that  because  I’m  ordered  to  do  that  sort  of  shit.  And  I  do  it  well.”  He shrugged. “They’d be better off calling me Slave of Death.” 

She bit her lip and took another bite of cereal. 

Hunt cleared his throat. “I know that visit today was hard. And I know I didn’t act like it at first, Quinlan, but I’m glad you got put on this case. You’ve been … really great.” 

She tucked away what his praise did to her heart, how it lifted the fog that had settled on her. 

“My dad was a Dracon captain in the 25th Legion. They stationed him at the front for the entire

three years of his military service. He taught me a few things.” 

“I  know.  Not  about  you  being  taught,  I  mean.  But  about  your  dad.  Randall  Silago,  right? 

He’s the one who taught you to shoot.” 

She nodded, an odd sort of pride wending its way through her. 

Hunt said, “I never fought beside him, but I heard of him the last time I was sent to the front

—around twenty-six years ago. Heard about his sharpshooting, I mean. What does he think about

…” A wave of his hand to her, the city around them. 

“He  wants  me  to  move  back  home.  I  had  to  go  to  the  mat  with  him—literally—to  win  the fight about going to CCU.” 

“You physically fought him?” 

“Yeah. He said if I could pin him, then I knew enough about defense to hold my own in the city. Turns out, I’d been paying more attention than I’d let him believe.” 

Hunt’s low laugh skittered over her skin. “And he taught you how to shoot a sniper rifle?” 

“Rifles,  handguns,  knives,  swords.”  But  guns  were  Randall’s  specialty.  He’d  taught  her ruthlessly, over and over and over again. 

“You ever use any outside of practice?” 

 I love you, Bryce. 

 Close your eyes, Danika. 

“When I had to,” she rasped. Not that it had made a difference when it mattered. 

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the message from Jesiba and groaned. 

 A client is coming in thirty minutes. Be there or you’ve got a one-way ticket to life as a vole. 

Bryce set down her spoon, aware of Hunt watching her, and began to type.  I’ll be at—

Jesiba added another message before Bryce could reply.  And where is that paperwork from yesterday? 

Bryce deleted what she’d written, and began writing,  I’ll get it—

Another message from Jesiba:  I want it done by noon. 

“Someone’s  pissed  off,”  Hunt  observed,  and  Bryce  grimaced,  grabbing  up  her  bowl  and hurrying to the sink. 

The messages kept coming in on the walk over, along with half a dozen threats to turn her into various pathetic creatures, suggesting someone had indeed royally pissed off Jesiba. When they  reached  the  gallery  door,  Bryce  unlocked  the  physical  and  magical  locks  and  sighed. 

“Maybe you should stay on the roof this afternoon. She’s probably going to be monitoring me on the cameras. I don’t know if she’s seen you inside before, but …” 

He clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Got it, Quinlan.” His black jacket buzzed, and he pulled out  his  phone.  “It’s  Isaiah,”  he  murmured,  and  nodded  to  the  now-open  door  of  the  gallery, through  which  they  could  see  Syrinx  scratching  at  the  library  door,  yowling  his  greeting  to Lehabah. “I’ll check in later,” he said. 

He waited to fly to the roof, she knew, until she’d locked the gallery door behind herself. A message from him appeared fifteen minutes later.  Isaiah needs me for an opinion on a different case. Heading over now. Justinian’s watching you. I’ll be back in a few hours. 

She wrote back,  Is Justinian hot? 

He answered,  Who’s the pervert now? 

A smile pulled at her mouth. 

Her  thumbs  were  hovering  over  the  keyboard  to  reply  when  her  phone  rang.  Sighing,  she raised it to her ear to answer. 

“Why aren’t you ready for the client?” Jesiba demanded. 

This  morning  had  been  a  wreck.  Standing  guard  on  the  roof  of  the  gallery  hours  later,  Hunt couldn’t stop thinking it. Yes, they’d caught Sabine in her lie, and all signs pointed toward her as the  murderer,  but  …  Fuck.  He  hadn’t  realized  how  rough  it’d  be  on  Quinlan,  even  knowing Sabine  hated  her.  Hadn’t  realized  the  other  wolves  had  it  out  for  Bryce,  too.  He  should  never have brought her. Should have gone himself. 

The hours ticked by, one by one, as he mulled it all over. 

Hunt  made  sure  no  one  was  flying  over  the  roof  before  he  pulled  up  the  video  footage, accessed from the 33rd’s archives. Someone had compiled the short reel, no doubt an attempt to get a better image of the demon than a toe or a claw. 

The kristallos was a gray blur as it exploded from the front door of the apartment building. 

They hadn’t been able to get footage of it actually entering the building, which suggested it had either been summoned on-site or had snuck through the roof, and no nearby cameras had picked it up, either. But here it was, shattering the front door, so fast it was just gray smoke. 

And then—there  she was. Bryce. Hurtling through the door, barefoot and running on shards of glass, table leg in her hand, pure rage twisting her face. 

He’d  seen  the  footage  two  years  ago,  but  it  made  slightly  more  sense  now,  knowing  that Randall Silago had trained her. Watching her leap over cars, careening down streets, as fast as a Fae male. Her face was smeared with blood, her lips curled in a snarl he couldn’t hear. 

But even in the grainy video footage, her eyes were hazy. Still fighting those drugs. 

She  definitely  didn’t  remember  that  he’d  been  in  that  interrogation  room  with  her,  if  she’d asked about the messages during lunch. And, fuck—he’d known everything from her phone had leaked, but he’d never thought about what it must have been like. 

She was right: people were assholes. 

Bryce cleared Main Street, sliding over the hood of a car, and then the footage ended. 

Hunt  blew  out  a  breath.  If  it  really  was  Sabine  behind  this  …  Micah  had  given  him permission to take out the culprit. But Bryce might very well do it herself. 

Hunt frowned toward the wall of fog just visible across the river, the mists impenetrable even in the afternoon sunlight. The Bone Quarter. 

No  one  knew  what  went  on  in  the  Sleeping  City.  If  the  dead  roamed  through  the mausoleums, if the Reapers patrolled and ruled like kings, if it was merely mist and carved stone and silence. No one flew over it—no one dared. 

But Hunt sometimes felt like the Bone Quarter watched them, and some people claimed that their beloved dead could communicate through the Oracle or cheap market psychics. 

Two  years  ago,  Bryce  hadn’t  been  at  Danika’s  Sailing.  He’d  looked.  The  most  important people in Crescent City had gone, but she hadn’t been there. Either to avoid Sabine killing her on sight, or for reasons of her own. After what he’d seen today, his money was on the former. 

So she hadn’t witnessed Sabine pushing the ancient black boat into the Istros, the gray silk-shrouded box—all that remained of Danika’s body—in its center. Hadn’t counted the seconds as it  drifted  into  the  muddy  waters,  holding  her  breath  with  all  those  on  shore  to  see  if  the  boat would be picked up by that swift current that would bring it to the shores of the Bone Quarter, or if  it  would  overturn,  Danika’s  unworthy  remains  given  to  the  river  and  the  beasts  who  swam within it. 

But Danika’s boat headed straight for the mist-shrouded island across the river, the Under-King  deeming  her  worthy,  and  more  than  one  person  had  heaved  a  sigh.  The  audio  from  the apartment building’s shitty hall camera of Danika begging for mercy had leaked a day before. 

Hunt had suspected that half the people who’d come to her Sailing hoped Danika’s begging meant  she’d  be  given  to  the  river,  that  they  could  deem  the  haughty  and  wild  former  Alpha  a coward. 

Sabine, clearly aware of those anticipating such an outcome, had only waited until the river gates opened to reveal the swirling mists of the Bone Quarter, the boat tugged inside by invisible hands, and then left. She didn’t wait to see the Sailings for the rest of the Pack of Devils. 

But Hunt and everyone else had. It had been the last time he’d seen Ithan Holstrom. Weeping as he pushed his brother’s remains into the blue waters, so distraught his sunball teammates had been  forced  to  hold  him  up.  The  cold-eyed  male  who’d  served  as  escort  today  was  a  wholly different person from that boy. 

 Talented, Hunt had heard Naomi say of Ithan in her endless running commentary about the Aux  packs  and  how  they  stacked  up  to  the  33rd.  Beyond  his  skill  on  the  sunball  field,  Ithan Holstrom  was  a  gifted  warrior,  who  had  made  the  Drop  and  come  within  spitting  distance  of Connor’s  power.  Naomi  always  said  that  despite  being  cocky,  Ithan  was  a  solid  male:  fair-minded, smart, and loyal. 

And a fucking prick, it seemed. 

Hunt shook his head, again staring toward the Bone Quarter. 

Did  Danika  Fendyr  roam  that  misty  island?  Or  part  of  her,  at  least?  Did  she  remember  the friend  who,  even  so  long  after  her  death,  took  no  shit  from  anyone  who  insulted  her  memory? 

Did  she  know  that  Bryce  would  do  anything,  possibly  descend  to  the  level  of  rage  forever preserved in the video, to destroy her killer? Even if that killer was Danika’s own mother? 

Loyal unto death and beyond. 

Hunt’s  phone  rang,  Isaiah’s  name  popping  up  again,  but  Hunt  didn’t  immediately  answer. 

Not as he glanced at the gallery roof beneath his boots and wondered what it was like—to have a friend like that. 
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“So do you think you’ll get promoted to principal after the season?” Her shoulder wedging her phone against her ear, Bryce toed off her shoes at her apartment door and strode for the wall of windows. Syrinx, freed of his leash, ran for his food bowl to await his dinner. 

“Doubtful,”  Juniper  said,  her  voice  soft  and  quiet.  “Eugenie  is  really  killing  it  this  year.  I think she’ll be tapped for principal next. I’ve been a little off in some of my solos, I can feel it.” 

Bryce  peered  out  the  window,  spotted  Hunt  precisely  where  he  said  he’d  wait  until  she signaled  that  she  was  safe  and  sound  in  her  apartment,  and  waved.  “You  know  you’ve  been awesome. Don’t pretend that you’re not killing it, too.” 

Hunt lifted a hand and launched skyward, winking at her as he flew past the window, then headed to the Munin and Hugin. 

He hadn’t been able to convince her to join his triarii companions at the bar, and had made her  swear  on  all  five  gods  that  she  wouldn’t  leave  her  apartment  or  open  the  door  for  anyone while he was gone. 

Well, for  almost anyone. 

From their brief conversation, she’d gleaned that Hunt was invited often to the bar, but had never gone. Why he was going tonight for the first time … Maybe she was driving him nuts. She hadn’t sensed that, but maybe he just needed a night off. 

“I’ve been doing all right, I guess,” Juniper admitted. 

Bryce clicked her tongue. “You’re so full of shit with that ‘all right’ crap.” 

“I  was  thinking,  B,”  Juniper  said  carefully.  “My  instructor  mentioned  that  she’s  starting  a dance class that’s open to the general public. You could go.” 

“Your  instructor  is  the  most  in-demand  teacher  in  this  city.  No  way  I’d  get  in,”  Bryce deflected, watching the cars and pedestrians stream past below her window. 

“I know,” Juniper said. “That’s why I asked her to save you a spot.” 

Bryce stilled. “I’ve got a lot going on right now.” 

“It’s a two-hour class, twice a week. After work hours.” 

“Thanks, but I’m good.” 

“You were, Bryce. You were  good.” 

Bryce clenched her teeth. “Not fucking good enough.” 

“It  didn’t  matter  to  you  before  Danika  died.  Just  go  to  the  class.  It’s  not  an  audition—it’s literally just a class for people who love to dance. Which you do.” 

“Which I  did.” 

Juniper’s  breath  rattled  the  phone.  “Danika  would  be  heartbroken  to  hear  you  don’t  dance

anymore. Even for fun.” 

Bryce made a show of humming with consideration. “I’ll think about it.” 

“Good,” Juniper said. “I’m sending you the details.” 

Bryce  changed  the  subject.  “You  wanna  come  over  and  watch  some  trashy  TV?  Beach House Hookup is on tonight at nine.” 

Juniper asked slyly, “Is the angel there?” 

“He’s out for beers with his little cabal of killers.” 

“They’re called the triarii, Bryce.” 

“Yeah, just ask them.” Bryce turned from the window and aimed for the kitchen. Syrinx still waited at his food bowl, lion’s tail waggling. “Would it make a difference if Hunt was here?” 

“I’d be over a Hel of a lot faster.” 

Bryce laughed. “Shameless.” She scooped Syrinx’s food into his bowl. His claws clicked as he pranced in place, counting each kibble piece. “Unfortunately for you, I think he’s hung up on someone.” 

“Unfortunately for  you.” 

“Please.”  She  opened  the  fridge  and  pulled  out  an  assortment  of  food.  A  grazer’s  dinner  it was. “I met a mer the other day who was so hot you could have fried an egg on his ten billion abs.” 

“None of what you said makes any sort of sense, but I think I get the point.” 

Bryce laughed again. “Should I get a veggie burger warmed up for you, or what?” 

“I wish I could, but—” 

“But you have to practice.” 

Juniper sighed. “I’m not going to be made principal by lounging on a couch all night.” 

“You’ll get injured if you push yourself too hard. You’re already doing eight shows a week.” 

The  soft  voice  sharpened.  “I’m  fine.  Maybe  Sunday,  okay?”  The  only  day  the  dance company didn’t perform. 

“Sure,” Bryce said. Her chest tightened, enough that she said, “Call me when you’re free.” 

“Will do.” 

Their goodbyes were quick, and Bryce had barely hung up when she dialed another number. 

Fury’s phone went right to audiomail. Not bothering to leave a message, Bryce set down her phone and pried open the container of hummus, then leftover noodles, then some possibly rotten pork stew. Magic kept most of the food in her fridge fresh, but there were rational limits. 

Grunting, she dumped the stew into the trash. Syrinx frowned up at her. 

“Even you wouldn’t eat that, my friend,” she said. 

Syrinx waggled his tail again and bounded for the couch. 

The silence of her apartment grew heavy. 

One friend—that was what her social circle had become. Fury had made it clear she had no interest in bothering with her anymore. 

So now, with her solitary friend too busy with her career to hang out on a reliable schedule, especially in the upcoming summer months when the company performed throughout the week

… Bryce supposed she was down to zero. 

Bryce  half-heartedly  ate  the  hummus,  dipping  slightly  slimy  carrots  into  the  spread.  The crunch of them filled the silence of the apartment. 

That  too-familiar  surge  of  self-pity  came  creeping  in,  and  Bryce  chucked  the  carrots  and hummus in the garbage before padding for the couch. 

She  flipped  through  the  channels  until  she  found  the  local  news.  Syrinx  peered  up  at  her expectantly. “Just you and me tonight, bud,” she said, plopping down next to him. 

On the news, Rigelus, Bright Hand of the Asteri, appeared, giving some speech on new trade laws at a gilded podium. Behind him, the five other Asteri sat enthroned in their crystal chamber, cold-faced and radiating wealth and power. As always, the seventh throne sat empty in honor of their  long-dead  sister.  Bryce  changed  the  channel  again,  this  time  to  another  news  station, blasting footage of lines of human-built mech-suits going toe-to-toe with elite Imperial Legions on  a  muddy  battlefield.  Another  channel  showed  starving  humans  lined  up  for  bread  in  the Eternal City, their children wailing with hunger. 

Bryce switched to a show about buying vacation houses unseen and watched without really

processing it. 

When was the last time she’d read a book? Not for work or research, but for pleasure? She’d read loads before everything with Danika, but that part of her brain had just turned off afterward. 

She’d wanted to drown out any sort of calm and quiet. The blaring television had become her companion to drive the silence away. The dumber the show, the better. 

She nestled into the cushions, Syrinx curling up tightly against her leg as she scratched at his velvet-soft ears. He wriggled in a request for more. 

The  silence  pushed  in,  tighter  and  thicker.  Her  mouth  dried  out,  her  limbs  going  light  and hollow. The events at the Den threatened to begin looping, Ithan’s cold face at the forefront. 

She peered at the clock. Barely five thirty. 

Bryce  blew  out  a  long  breath.  Lehabah  was  wrong—this  wasn’t  like  that  winter.  Nothing could ever be as bad as that first winter without Danika. She wouldn’t let it. 

She stood, Syrinx huffing with annoyance at being disturbed. 

“I’ll be back soon,” she promised, pointing toward the hall and his crate. 

Throwing her a baleful look, the chimera saw himself into his cage, yanking the metal door shut with a hooked claw. 

Bryce locked it, reassuring him again that she wouldn’t be out for long, and slipped back into her heels. She’d promised Hunt she would stay put—had sworn it on the gods. 

Too bad the angel didn’t know that she no longer prayed to any of them. 

Hunt had drunk all of half a beer when his phone rang. 

He knew exactly what had happened before he picked up. “She left, didn’t she?” 

Naomi let out a quiet laugh. “Yeah. All glammed up, too.” 

“That’s how she usually is,” he grumbled, rubbing his temple. 

Down  the  carved  oak  bar,  Vik  arched  a  graceful  eyebrow,  her  halo  shifting  with  the movement. Hunt shook his head and reached for his wallet. He shouldn’t have come out tonight. 

The offer had been thrown to him so many times these past four years, and he’d never gone, not when it had felt so much like being in the 18th again. But this time, when Isaiah had called with his standard caveat ( I know you’ll say no, but …) he’d said yes. 

He didn’t know why, but he’d gone. 

Hunt asked, “Where’d she head?” 

“I’m  tracking  her  now,”  Naomi  said,  the  wind  rustling  on  her  end  of  the  line.  She  hadn’t asked questions when Hunt had called her an hour ago to ask that she guard Bryce—and give up her spot in tonight’s hangout. “Looks like she’s headed toward FiRo.” 

Maybe she was seeking out her cousin for an update. “Stay close, and keep your guard up,” 

he said. He knew he didn’t need to say it. Naomi was one of the most talented warriors he’d ever encountered,  and  took  no  shit  from  anyone.  One  look  at  her  tightly  braided  black  hair,  the colorful tattoo that covered her hands, and the array of weapons on her muscled body and most people didn’t dare to tangle with her. Maybe even Bryce would have obeyed an order to stay put, if Naomi had been the one to give it. “Send me your coordinates.” 

“Will do.” The line went dead. 

Hunt sighed. Viktoria said, “You should have known better, friend.” 

Hunt ran his hands through his hair. “Yeah.” 

Beside him, Isaiah swigged from his beer. “You could let Naomi handle her.” 

“I have a feeling that would result in them unleashing Hel together, and I’d still need to go end their fun.” 

Vik and Isaiah chuckled, and Hunt dropped a silver mark on the bar. Viktoria held up a hand in  protest,  but  Hunt  ignored  it.  They  might  all  be  slaves,  but  he  could  pay  for  his  own  damn drink. “I’ll see you two later.” 

Isaiah raised his beer in salute, and Viktoria gave him a knowing smile before Hunt elbowed his  way  through  the  packed  bar.  Justinian,  playing  pool  in  the  back,  lifted  a  hand  in  farewell. 

Hunt had never asked why all of them preferred the tight quarters of the street-level bar to one of the  rooftop  lounges  most  angels  frequented.  He  supposed  he  wouldn’t  get  the  chance  to  learn why tonight. 

Hunt wasn’t surprised that Bryce had bailed. Frankly, the only thing that surprised him was that she’d waited this long. 

He shouldered through the leaded glass door and out onto the muggy street beyond. Patrons drank  at  reclaimed  oak  barrels,  and  a  raucous  group  of  some  sort  of  shifter  pack—perhaps wolves or one of the big cats—puffed away on cigarettes. 

Hunt  scowled  at  the  reek  that  chased  him  into  the  sky,  then  frowned  again  at  the  clouds rolling in from the west, the heavy scent of rain already on the wind. Fantastic. 

Naomi sent over her coordinates in Five Roses, and a five-minute flight had Hunt arriving at one  of  the  night  gardens,  just  beginning  to  awaken  with  the  fading  light.  Naomi’s  black  wings were a stain against the creeping darkness as she hovered in place above a fountain filled with moon lilies, the bioluminescent flowers already open and glowing pale blue. 

“That way,” Naomi said, the harsh planes of her face gilded by the soft light from the plants. 

Hunt nodded to the angel. “Thanks.” 

“Good  luck.”  The  words  were  enough  to  set  him  on  edge,  and  Hunt  didn’t  bother  saying goodbye  before  soaring  down  the  path.  Star  oaks  lined  it,  their  leaves  glittering  in  a  living canopy overhead. The gentle illumination danced on Bryce’s hair as she ambled down the stone path,  night-blooming  flowers  opening  around  her.  Jasmine  lay  heavy  in  the  twilight  air,  sweet and beckoning. 

“You couldn’t give me an hour of peace?” 

Bryce  didn’t  flinch  as  he  dropped  into  step  beside  her.  “I  wanted  some  fresh  air.”  She admired an unfurling fern, its fronds lit from within to illuminate every vein. 

“Were you going somewhere in particular?” 

“Just—out.” 

“Ah.” 

“I’m waiting for you to start yelling.” She continued past beds of night crocuses, their purple

petals shimmering amid the vibrant moss. The garden seemed to awaken for her, welcome her. 

“I’ll yell when I find out what was so important that you broke your promise.” 

“Nothing.” 

“Nothing?” 

“Nothing is important.” 

She said the words with enough quiet that he watched her carefully. “You all right?” 

“Yeah.” Definitely  no, then. 

She admitted, “The quiet bothers me sometimes.” 

“I invited you to the bar.” 

“I didn’t want to go to a bar with a bunch of triarii.” 

“Why not?” 

She cut him a sidelong glance. “I’m a civilian. They wouldn’t be able to relax.” 

Hunt opened his mouth to deny it, but she gave him a look. “Fine,” he admitted. “Maybe.” 

They  walked  in  silence  for  a  few  steps.  “You  could  go  back  to  your  drinking,  you  know. 

That ominous-looking angel you sent to babysit me can handle it.” 

“Naomi left.” 

“She looks intense.” 

“She is.” 

Bryce threw him a hint of a smile. “You two …?” 

“No.” Though Naomi had hinted about it on occasion. “It’d complicate things.” 

“Mmm.” 

“Were you on your way to meet your friends?” 

She shook her head. “Just the one friend these days, Athalar. And she’s too busy.” 

“So you were going out alone. To do what?” 

“Walk through this garden.” 

“Alone.” 

“I knew you’d send a babysitter.” 

Hunt moved before he could think, gripping her elbow. 

She peered up into his face. “Is this the part where you start yelling?” 

Lightning cracked through the sky, and echoed in his veins as he leaned closer and purred, 

“Would you like me to yell, Bryce Quinlan?” 

Her throat bobbed, her eyes glowing with golden fire. “Maybe?” 

Hunt let out a low laugh. Didn’t try to stop the heat that flooded him. “That can be arranged.” 

All of his focus narrowed on the dip of her eyes to his mouth. The blush that bloomed over her freckled cheeks, inviting him to taste every rosy inch. 

No one and nothing existed but this—but her. 

He  never  heard  the  night-dark  bushes  behind  him  rustling.  Never  heard  the  branches cracking. 

Not until the kristallos crashed into him and sank its teeth into his shoulder. 
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The kristallos slammed into Hunt with the force of an SUV. 

Bryce knew he only had enough time to either draw a weapon or shove her out of the way. 

Hunt chose her. 

She hit the asphalt several feet from him, bones barking, and froze. Angel and demon went down, the kristallos pinning Hunt with a roar that sent the night garden shuddering. 

It was worse. So much worse than that night. 

Blood sprayed, and a knife glinted as Hunt pulled it from its sheath and plunged it into the grayish, near-translucent hide. 

Veins of lightning wreathed Hunt’s hands—and faded into blackness. 

People screamed and bolted down the path, cries to  run!  ringing through the glowing flora. 

Bryce barely heard them as she climbed to her knees. 

Hunt rolled, flipping the creature off him and onto the pathway, wrenching his knife free in the  process.  Clear  blood  dripped  down  the  blade  as  Hunt  angled  it  in  front  of  himself,  his shredded arm outflung to protect Bryce. Lightning flared and sputtered at his fingertips. 

“Call  for  backup,”  he  panted  without  taking  his  focus  off  the  demon,  who  paced  a  step,  a clawed hand—crystalline talons glinting—going to the wound in its side. 

She’d never seen anything like it. Anything so unearthly, so primal and raging. Her memory of that night was fogged with rage and grief and drugs, so this, the real, undiluted thing—

Bryce reached for her phone, but the creature lunged for Hunt. 

The angel’s blade drove home. It made no difference. 

They again toppled to the path, and Hunt bellowed as the demon’s jaws wrapped around his forearm and  crunched. 

His lightning died out entirely. 

Move.  Move, she had to  move—

Hunt’s free fist slammed into the creature’s face hard enough to crack bone, but the crystal teeth remained clamped. 

This  thing  pinned  him  down  so  easily.  Had  it  done  just  this  to  Danika?  Shredding  and shredding? 

Hunt grunted, brow bunched in pain and concentration. His lightning had vanished. Not one flicker of it rose again. 

Every part of her shook. 

Hunt punched the demon’s face again, “Bryce—” 

She scrambled into movement. Not for her phone, but for the gun holstered at Hunt’s hip. 

The blind demon sensed her, its nostrils flaring as her fingers wrapped around the handgun. 

She freed the safety, hauling it up as she uncoiled to her feet. 

The  creature  released  Hunt’s  arm  and  leapt  for  her.  Bryce  fired,  but  too  slow.  The  demon lunged to the side, dodging her bullet. Bryce fell back as it roared and leapt for her again—

Its head snapped to the side, clear blood spraying like rain as a knife embedded itself to the hilt just above its mouth. 

Hunt was upon it again, drawing another long knife from a hidden panel down the back of

his battle-suit and plunging the blade right into the skull and toward the spine. 

The  creature  struggled,  snapping  for  Bryce,  its  clear  teeth  stained  red  with  Hunt’s  blood. 

She’d wound up on the pavement somehow, and crawled backward as it tried to lunge for her. 

Failed to, as Hunt wrapped his hands around the blade and  twisted. 

The crack of its severing neck was muffled by the moss-shrouded trees. 

Bryce still aimed the handgun. “Get out of the way.” 

Hunt released his grip, letting the creature slump to the mossy path. Its black tongue lolled from its clear-fanged mouth. 

“Just in case,” Bryce said, and fired. She didn’t miss this time. 

Sirens wailed, and wings filled the air. Ringing droned in her head. 

Hunt withdrew his blade from the creature’s skull and brought it down with a mighty, onearmed  sweep.  The  severed  head  tumbled  away.  Hunt  moved  again,  and  the  head  split  in  half. 

Then quarters. 

Another plunge and the hateful heart was skewered, too. Clear blood leaked everywhere, like a spilled vial of serum. 

Bryce stared and stared at its ruined head, the horrible, monstrous body. 

Powerful  forms  landed  among  them,  that  black-winged  malakh  instantly  at  Hunt’s  side. 

“Holy shit, Hunt, what—” 

Bryce barely heard the words. Someone helped her to her feet. Blue light flared, and a magi-screen encompassed the site, blocking it from the view of any who hadn’t yet fled. She should have been screaming, should have been leaping for the demon, ripping apart its corpse with her bare hands. But only a thrumming silence filled her head. 

She looked around the park, stupidly and slowly, as if she might see Sabine there. 

Hunt groaned, and she whirled as he tumbled face-first to the ground. The dark-winged angel caught him, her powerful body easily bearing his weight. “Get a medwitch here  now!” 

His shoulder was gushing blood. So was his forearm. Blood, and some sort of silvery slime. 

She knew the burn of that slime, like living fire. 

A head of sleek black curls streamed past, and Bryce blinked as a curvy young woman in a medwitch’s blue jumpsuit unhooked the bag across her chest and slid to her knees beside Hunt. 

He was bent over, a hand at his forearm, panting heavily. His gray wings sagged, splattered with both clear and red blood. 

The medwitch asked him something, the broom-and-bell insignia on her right arm catching

the  blue  light  of  the  screens.  Her  brown  hands  didn’t  falter  as  she  used  a  pair  of  tweezers  to extract what looked to be a small worm from a glass jar full of damp moss and set it on Hunt’s forearm. 

He winced, teeth flashing. 

“Sucking  out  the  venom,”  a  female  voice  explained  beside  Bryce.  The  dark-winged  angel. 

Naomi. She pointed a tattooed finger toward Hunt. “They’re mithridate leeches.” 

The  leech’s  black  body  swiftly  swelled.  The  witch  set  another  on  Hunt’s  shoulder  wound. 

Then another on his forearm. 

Bryce said nothing. 

Hunt’s  face  was  pale,  his  eyes  shut  as  he  seemed  to  focus  on  his  breathing.  “I  think  the venom  nullified  my  power.  As  soon  as  it  bit  me  …”  He  hissed  at  whatever  agony  worked through his body. “I couldn’t summon my lightning.” 

Recognition jolted through her. It explained so much. Why the kristallos had been able to pin Micah, for one thing. If it had ambushed the Archangel and gotten a good bite, he would have been  left  with  only  physical  strength.  Micah  had  probably  never  even  realized  what  happened. 

Had likely written it off as shock or the swiftness of the attack. Perhaps the bite had nullified the preternatural strength of Danika and the Pack of Devils, too. 

“Hey.” Naomi put a hand on Bryce’s shoulder. “You hurt?” 

The medwitch peeled a poison-eating leech from Hunt’s shoulder, threw it back in the glass jar,  then  replaced  it  with  another.  Pale  light  wreathed  her  hands  as  she  assessed  Hunt’s  other injuries,  then  began  the  process  of  healing  them.  She  didn’t  bother  with  the  vials  of  firstlight glowing in her bag—a cure-all for many medics. As if she preferred using the magic in her own veins. 

“I’m fine.” 

Hunt’s  body  might  have  been  able  to  heal  itself,  but  it  would  have  taken  longer.  With  the venom in those wounds, Bryce knew too well that it might not really heal at all. 

Naomi ran a hand over her inky hair. “You should let that medwitch examine you.” 

“No.” 

Her onyx eyes sharpened. “If Hunt can let the medwitch work on him, then you—” 

Vast, cold power erupted through the site, the garden, the whole quarter of the city. Naomi whirled as Micah landed. Silence fell, Vanir of all types backing away as the Archangel prowled toward the fallen demon and Hunt. 

Naomi  was  the  only  one  with  enough  balls  to  approach  him.  “I  was  on  watch  right  before Hunt arrived and there was no sign—” 

Micah  stalked  past  her,  his  eyes  pinned  on  the  demon.  The  medwitch,  to  her  credit,  didn’t halt her ministrations, but Hunt managed to lift his head to meet Micah’s interrogation. 

“What happened.” 

“Ambush,” Hunt said, his voice gravelly. 

Micah’s white wings seemed to glow with power. And for all the ringing silence in Bryce’s head, all the distance she now felt between her body and what remained of her soul, she stepped up. Like Hel would this jeopardize Micah’s bargain with Hunt. Bryce said, “It came out of the shadows.” 

The Archangel raked his eyes over her. “Which one of you did it attack?” 

Bryce pointed to Hunt. “Him.” 

“And which one of you killed it?” 

Bryce began to repeat “Him,” but Hunt cut in, “It was a joint effort.” Bryce shot him a look to  keep  quiet,  but  Micah  had  already  pivoted  to  the  demon’s  corpse.  He  toed  it  with  his  boot, frowning. 

“We  can’t  let  the  press  get  wind  of  this,”  Micah  ordered.  “Or  the  others  coming  in  for  the Summit.” The unspoken part of that statement lingered.  Sandriel doesn’t hear a word. 

“We’ll keep it out of the papers,” Naomi promised. 

But Micah shook his head, and extended a hand. 

Before Bryce could so much as blink, white flame erupted around the demon and its head. 

Within a second, it was nothing more than ash. 

Hunt started. “We needed to examine it for evidence—” 

“No press,” Micah said, then turned toward a cluster of angel commanders. 

The medwitch began removing her leeches and bandaging Hunt. Each of the silk strips was

imbued  with  her  power,  willing  the  skin  and  muscle  to  knit  back  together  and  staving  off infection. They’d dissolve once the wounds had healed, as if they’d never existed. 

The pile of ashes still lay there, mockingly soft considering the true terror the kristallos had wrought. Had this demon been the one to kill Danika, or merely one of thousands waiting on the other side of the Northern Rift? 

Was  the  Horn  here,  in  this  park?  Had  she  somehow,  unwittingly,  come  near  it?  Or  maybe whoever was looking for it—Sabine?—simply sent the kristallos as another message. They were nowhere near Moonwood, but Sabine’s patrols took her all over the city. 

The sting of the gun still bit into Bryce’s palms, its kickback zinging along her bones. 

The medwitch removed her bloody gloves. A crackle of lightning at Hunt’s knuckles showed his returning power. “Thanks,” he said to the witch, who waved him off. Within a few seconds, she’d packed the poison-swollen leeches in their jars and swept behind the magi-screens. 

Hunt’s stare met Bryce’s. The ashes and busy officials and warriors around them faded away into white noise. 

Naomi approached, braid swaying behind her. “Why’d it target you?” 

“Everyone wants to take a bite out of me,” Hunt deflected. 

Naomi gave them both a look that told Bryce she didn’t buy it for one second, but moved off to talk to a Fae female in the Aux. 

Hunt  tried  to  ease  to  his  feet,  and  Bryce  stepped  in  to  offer  a  hand  up.  He  shook  his  head, grimacing  as  he  braced  a  hand  on  his  knee  and  rose.  “I  guess  we  hit  a  nerve  with  Sabine,”  he said. “She must have figured out we’re onto her. This was either a warning like the club bombing or a failed attempt to take care of a problem like she did with the acolyte and guard.” 

She didn’t answer. A wind drifted by, stirring the ashes. 

“Bryce.” Hunt stepped closer, his dark eyes clear despite his injury. 

“It doesn’t make any sense,” she whispered at last. “You—we killed it so quickly.” 

Hunt didn’t reply, giving her the space to think through it, to say it. 

She said, “Danika was strong. Connor was strong. Either one of them could have taken on

that  demon  and  walked  away.  But  the  entire  Pack  of  Devils  was  there  that  night.  Even  if  its venom nullified some of their powers, the entire pack could have …” Her throat tightened. 

“Even  Mic—”  Hunt  caught  himself,  glancing  toward  the  Archangel  still  talking  to commanders off to the side. “He didn’t walk away from it.” 

“But I did. Twice now.” 

“Maybe it’s got some Fae weakness.” 

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. It just … it’s not adding up.” 

“We’ll lay it all out tomorrow.” Hunt nodded toward Micah. “I think tonight just proved it’s time to tell him our suspicions about Sabine.” 

She was going to be sick. But she nodded back. 

They waited until most of Micah’s commanders had peeled off on their various assignments before approaching, Hunt wincing with each step. 

Hunt grunted, “We need to talk to you.” 

Micah  only  crossed  his  arms.  And  then  Hunt,  briskly  and  efficiently,  told  him.  About  the Horn,  about  Sabine,  about  their  suspicions.  About  the  Horn  possibly  being  repaired—though they still didn’t know why she’d want or need to open a portal to another world. 

Micah’s eyes went from annoyed to enraged to outright glacial. 

When Hunt was done, the Governor looked between them. “You need more evidence.” 

“We’ll get it,” Hunt promised. 

Micah surveyed them, his face dark as the Pit. “Come to me when you have concrete proof. 

Or  if  you  find  that  Horn.  If  someone’s  gone  to  so  much  trouble  over  it,  there’s  a  damn  good chance  they’ve  found  a  way  to  repair  it.  I  won’t  have  this  city  endangered  by  a  power-hungry bitch.” Bryce could have sworn the thorns tattooed across Hunt’s brow darkened as his eyes met the  Archangel’s.  “Don’t  fuck  this  up  for  me,  Athalar.”  Without  a  further  word,  he  flapped  his wings and shot into the night sky. 

Hunt blew out a breath, staring at the pile of ashes. “Prick.” 

Bryce rubbed her hands over her arms. Hunt’s eyes darted toward her, noting the movement. 

The cold creeping over her that had nothing to do with the spring night. Or the storm that was moments from unleashing itself. 

“Come on,” he said gently, rotating his injured arm to test its strength. “I think I can manage flying us back to your place.” 

She surveyed the busy crew, the tracker shifters already moving off into the trees to hunt for prints before the rain wiped them away. “Don’t we need to answer questions?” 

He extended a hand. “They know where to find us.” 

Ruhn  got  to  the  night  garden  moments  after  his  sister  and  Athalar  left,  according  to  Naomi Boreas, captain of the 33rd’s infantry. The take-no-shit angel had merely said both of them were fine, and pivoted to receive an update from a unit captain under her command. 

All that was left of the kristallos was a burnt stain and a few sprayed drops of clear blood, like beaded rainwater on the stones and moss. 

Ruhn approached a carved boulder just off the path. Squatting, he freed the knife in his boot and angled the blade toward a splash of the unusual blood clinging to some ancient moss. 

“I wouldn’t do that.” 

He knew that fair voice—its steady, calm cadence. He peered over his shoulder to find the medwitch from the clinic standing behind him, her curly dark hair loose around her striking face. 

But her eyes were upon the blood. “Its venom lies in its saliva,” she said, “but we don’t know what other horrors might be in the blood itself.” 

“It hasn’t affected the moss,” he said. 

“Yes, but this was a demon bred for specific purposes. Its blood might be harmless to nonsentient life, but be dangerous to everything else.” 

Ruhn started. “You recognized the demon?” 

The  witch  blinked,  as  if  she’d  been  caught.  “I  had  very  old  tutors,  as  I  told  you.  They required me to study ancient texts.” 

Ruhn rose to his feet. “We could have used you years ago.” 

“I  had  not  completed  my  training  then.”  A  nonanswer.  Ruhn’s  brow  furrowed.  The  witch took  a  step  back.  “I  was  thinking,  Prince,”  she  said,  continuing  her  retreat.  “About  what  you

asked me. I looked into it, and there is some potential … research. I have to leave the city for a few  days  to  attend  to  a  personal  matter,  but  when  I  return  and  fully  review  it,  I  will  send  it  to you.” 

“Ruhn!” Flynn’s shout cut through the chaos of the investigatory team around them. 

Ruhn  glanced  over  a  shoulder  to  tell  his  friend  to  wait  for  two  gods-damned  seconds,  but motion from the witch caught his eye. 

He hadn’t seen the broom she’d stashed beside the tree, but he certainly saw it now as she shot into the night sky, her hair a dark curtain behind her. 

“Who was that?” Flynn asked, nodding toward the vanishing witch. 

“I don’t know,” Ruhn said quietly, staring after her into the night. 

 

47

The storm hit when they were two blocks from Bryce’s building, soaking them within seconds. 

Pain lanced through Hunt’s forearm and shoulder as he landed on the roof, but he swallowed it down. Bryce was still shaking, her face distant enough that he didn’t immediately let go when he set her upon the rain-soaked tiles. 

She peered up at him when his arms remained around her waist. 

Hunt couldn’t help the thumb he swept over her ribs. Couldn’t stop himself from doing it a second time. 

She swallowed, and he tracked every movement of her throat. The raindrop that ran over her neck, her pulse pounding delicately beneath it. 

Before he could react, she leaned forward, wrapping her arms around him. Held him tightly. 

“Tonight sucked,” she said against his soaked chest. 

Hunt slid his arms around her, willing his warmth into her trembling body. “It did.” 

“I’m glad you’re not dead.” 

Hunt chuckled, letting himself bury his face against her neck. “So am I.” 

Bryce’s fingers curled against his spine, exploring and gentle. Every single one of his senses narrowed to that touch. Came roaring awake. “We should get out of the rain,” she murmured. 

“We should,” he replied. And made no move. 

“Hunt.” 

He couldn’t tell if his name was a warning or a request or something more. Didn’t care as he grazed his nose against the rain-slick column of her neck. Fuck, she smelled good. 

He  did  it  again,  unable  to  help  himself  or  get  enough  of  that  scent.  She  tipped  her  chin  up slightly. Just enough to expose more of her neck to him. 

 Hel,  yes.   Hunt  almost  groaned  the  words  as  he  let  himself  nuzzle  into  that  soft,  delicious neck, as greedy as a fucking vampyr to be there, smell her, taste her. 

It overrode every instinct, every pained memory, every vow he’d sworn. 

Bryce’s fingers tightened on his back—then began stroking. He nearly purred. 

He didn’t let himself think, not as he brushed his lips over the spot he’d nuzzled. She arched slightly against him. Into the hardness that ached behind the reinforced leather of his battle-suit. 

Swallowing another groan against her neck, Hunt tightened his arms around her warm, soft body, and ran his hands downward, toward that perfect, sweet ass that had tortured him since day fucking one, and—

The metal door to the roof opened. Hunt already had his gun drawn and aimed toward it as Sabine stepped out and snarled, “Back the fuck up.” 

 

48

Hunt weighed his options carefully. 

He had a gun pointed at Sabine’s head. She had a gun pointed at Bryce’s heart. 

Which of them was faster? The question buzzed in his skull. 

Bryce obeyed Sabine’s command, her hands raised. Hunt could only follow, stepping behind Bryce so she was up against his chest, so he could snake his free hand around her waist, pinning her against him. Could he get into the air fast enough to avoid a bullet? 

Bryce wouldn’t survive a close-range shot to the heart. She’d be dead in seconds. 

Bryce managed to ask over the drumming rain, “Where’s your little demon friend?” 

Sabine kicked the door to the roof shut. The cameras had all been disabled, he realized. They had to be, or the legion would already be here, having been tipped off by Marrin. The feeds had to be looping on harmless footage—just as she’d done at Luna’s Temple. Which meant no one, absolutely no one, knew what was happening. 

Hunt slowly began to bring his good arm up Bryce’s shaking, soaked body. 

Sabine spat. “Don’t fucking think about it, Athalar.” 

He stopped his arm before it could cover Bryce’s breasts—the heart  beating  beneath  them. 

His battle-suit had enough armor to deflect a bullet. To let him absorb the impact. Better for him to lose an arm that he could regrow than for her to—

He couldn’t think the last word. 

Sabine hissed, “I told you to stay away from this. And yet you just couldn’t listen—you had to show up at the Den, asking questions you have  no right to ask.” 

Bryce  snarled,  “We  were  asking  those  questions  because  you  killed  Danika,  you  fucking psycho.” 

Sabine went wholly still. Nearly as still as the Fae could go. “You think I did  what?” 

Hunt knew Sabine wore every emotion on her face and had never once bothered to hide it. 

Her  shock  was  genuine.  Rain  dripped  off  the  narrow  angles  of  her  face  as  she  seethed,  “You think I killed my own daughter?” 

Bryce was shaking so hard that Hunt had to tighten his grip, and she snapped, “You killed her because she was going to take your place as future Prime, you stole the Horn to undermine her, and you’ve been using that demon to kill anyone who might have seen you and to humiliate Micah before the Summit—” 

Sabine laughed, low and hollow. “What utter bullshit.” 

Hunt  growled,  “You  wiped  the  footage  of  the  Horn’s  theft  from  the  temple.  We  have  it confirmed. You lied to us about Danika being there that night. And ranted about your daughter

not keeping her mouth shut the night she died. All we need to prove you killed Danika is to tie you to the kristallos demon.” 

Sabine lowered her gun, putting the safety back on. She trembled with barely restrained rage. 

“I didn’t steal anything, you stupid fucks. And I didn’t kill my daughter.” 

Hunt didn’t dare lower his gun. Didn’t dare let go of Bryce. 

Not as Sabine said, cold and joyless, “I was protecting her.  Danika stole the Horn.” 
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“Danika  didn’t  steal  anything,”  Bryce  whispered,  cold  lurching  through  her.  Only  Hunt’s  arm around her middle kept her upright, his body a warm wall at her back. 

Sabine’s  light  brown  eyes—the  same  shade  Danika’s  had  been  but  void  of  their  warmth—

were merciless. “Why do you think I swapped the footage? She thought the blackout would hide her, but was too dumb to consider that there might be audio still rolling that picked up each one of  her  disappearing  footsteps  as  she  left  her  post  to  steal  the  Horn,  then  reappeared  a  minute later, going back on patrol, as if she hadn’t spat in our goddess’s face. Whether she caused the blackout to steal it or if she took advantage of an opportunity, I don’t know.” 

“Why would she take it?” Bryce could barely get the words out. 

“Because Danika was a brat who wanted to see what she could get away with. As soon as I

got the alert that the Horn had been stolen, I looked into the videos and swapped the footage on every database.” Sabine’s smile was a cruel slash. “I cleaned up her mess—just like I did for her entire life. And you two, in asking your  questions, have threatened the shred of a legacy that she stands to leave.” 

Hunt’s wings flared slightly. “You sent that demon after us tonight—” 

Sabine’s  pale  brows  snapped  together.  “What  demon?  I’ve  been  waiting  for  you  here  all night.  I  thought  about  your  stupid  fucking  visit  to   my  Den,  and  decided  you  needed  a  real reminder to stay the Hel out of this case.” She bared her teeth. “Amelie Ravenscroft is standing across the street, waiting to make the call if you step out of line, Athalar. She says you two were putting on quite the show a moment ago.” A vicious, knowing smile. 

Bryce flushed, and let Hunt look to confirm. From the way he tensed, she knew it was true. 

Sabine said, “And as for what I said the night she died: Danika  couldn’t keep her mouth shut

—about  anything.  I  knew  she’d  stolen  the  Horn,  and  knew  someone  probably  killed  her  for  it because  she  couldn’t  keep  it  quiet.”  Another  cold  laugh.  “Everything  I  did  was  to  protect  my daughter. My reckless, arrogant daughter. Everything  you did encouraged the worst in her.” 

Hunt’s growl rent the night. “Careful, Sabine.” 

But the Alpha just snorted. “You’ll regret crossing me.” She strolled for the edge of the roof, her power thrumming in a faint glow around her as she assessed the same leap that Bryce had so stupidly considered a year and a half ago. Only, Sabine would be able to gracefully land on the pavement. Sabine looked back over a thin shoulder, her lengthening teeth gleaming as she said, 

“I didn’t kill my daughter. But if you jeopardize her legacy, I will kill  you.” 

And  then  she  jumped,  shifting  with  a  soft  flash  of  light  as  she  went.  Hunt  sprinted  for  the edge, but Bryce knew what he’d see: a wolf landing lightly on the pavement and streaking away

into the darkness. 
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Hunt didn’t realize just how badly Sabine’s bombshell had hit Bryce until the next morning. She didn’t run. Nearly didn’t get up in time for work. 

She drank a cup of coffee but refused the eggs he made. Barely said three words to him. 

He knew she wasn’t mad at him. Knew that she was just … processing. 

Whether that processing also had to do with what they’d done on the roof, he didn’t dare ask. 

It wasn’t the time. Even though he’d had to take a cold, cold shower afterward. And take matters into his own hands. It was to Bryce’s face, the memory of her scent and that breathy moan she’d made as she arched against him, that he’d come, hard enough he’d seen stars. 

But it was the least of his concerns, this thing between them. Whatever it was. 

Mercifully, nothing had leaked to the press about the attack in the park. 

Bryce  barely  spoke  after  work.  He’d  made  her  dinner  and  she’d  poked  at  it,  then  gone  to sleep before nine. There sure as fuck were no more hugs that led to nuzzling. 

The next day was the same. And the next. 

He was willing to give her space. The gods knew he’d sometimes needed it. Every time he

killed for Micah he needed it. 

He  knew  better  than  to  suggest  Sabine  could  be  lying,  since  there  was  no  easier  person  to accuse than a dead one. Sabine was a monster, but Hunt had never known her to be a liar. 

The  investigation  was  full  of  dead  ends,  and  Danika  had  died—for  what?  For  an  ancient artifact that didn’t work. That hadn’t worked in fifteen thousand years and never would again. 

Had Danika herself wanted to repair and use the Horn? Though why, he had no idea. 

He knew those thoughts weighed on Bryce. For five fucking days, she barely ate. Just went to work, slept, and went to work again. 

Every morning he made her breakfast. Every morning she ignored the plate he laid out. 

Micah  called  only  once,  to  ask  if  they’d  gotten  proof  on  Sabine.  Hunt  had  merely  said,  “It was a dead end,” and the Governor had hung up, his rage at the unsolved case palpable. 

That had been two days ago. Hunt was still waiting for the other shoe to drop. 

“I  thought  hunting  for  ancient,  deadly  weapons  would  be  exciting,”  Lehabah  groused  from where she sat on her little divan, half watching truly inane daytime television. 

“Me too,” Bryce muttered. 

Hunt looked up from the evidence report he’d been skimming and was about to answer when

the front doorbell rang. Ruhn’s face appeared on the camera feed, and Bryce let out a long, long sigh before silently buzzing him in. 

Hunt rotated his stiff shoulder. His arm still throbbed a bit, an echo of the lethal venom that

had ripped his magic right from his body. 

The  prince’s  black  boots  appeared  on  the  green  carpeted  steps  seconds  later,  apparently taking a hint about their location thanks to the open library door. Lehabah was instantly zooming across the space, sparks in her wake, as she beamed and said, “Your Highness! ” 

Ruhn  offered  her  a  half  smile,  his  eyes  going  right  to  Quinlan.  They  missed  none  of  the quiet, brooding exhaustion. Or the tone in Bryce’s voice as she said, “To what do we owe this pleasure?” 

Ruhn  slid  into  a  seat  across  from  them  at  the  book-strewn  table.  The  Starsword  sheathed down his back didn’t reflect the lights in the library. “I wanted to check in. Anything new?” 

Neither of them had told him about Sabine. And apparently Declan hadn’t, either. 

“No,” Bryce said. “Anything about the Horn?” 

Ruhn ignored her question. “What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing.” Her spine stiffened. 

Ruhn looked ready to get into it with his cousin, so Hunt did both of them—and himself, if he was being honest—a favor and said, “We’ve been waiting on a Many Waters contact to get back  to  us  about  a  possible  pattern  with  the  demon  attacks.  Have  you  come  across  any information about the kristallos negating magic?” Days later, he couldn’t stop thinking about it—

how it’d felt for his power to just sputter and die in his veins. 

“No. I still haven’t found anything about the creation of the kristallos except that it was made from  the  blood  of  the  first  Starborn  Prince  and  the  essence  of  the  Star-Eater  himself.  Nothing about it negating magic.” Ruhn nodded at him. “You’ve never come across a demon that can do that?” 

“Not one. Witch spells and gorsian stones negate magic, but this was different.” He’d dealt with both. Before they’d bound him using the witch-ink on his brow, they’d shackled him with manacles hewn from the gorsian stones of the Dolos Mountains, a rare metal whose properties numbed one’s access to magic. They were used on high-profile enemies of the empire—the Hind herself was particularly fond of using them as she and her interrogators broke the Vanir among the  rebel  spies  and  leaders.  But  for  years  now,  rumors  had  swirled  in  the  33rd’s  barracks  that rebels  were  experimenting  with  ways  to  render  the  metal  into  a  spray  that  could  be  unleashed upon Vanir warriors on the battlefields. 

Ruhn  motioned  to  the  ancient  book  he’d  left  on  the  table  days  ago,  still  open  to  a  passage about the Starborn Fae. “If the Star-Eater himself put his essence in the kristallos, that’s probably what gave the demon the ability to eat magic. Just as Prince Pelias’s blood gave it the ability to look for the Horn.” 

Bryce frowned. “So that Chosen One sense of yours hasn’t detected a trace of the Horn?” 

Ruhn tugged at the silver ring through his bottom lip. “No. But I got a message this morning from a medwitch I met the other day—the one who stitched up Hunt in the night garden. It’s a shot  in  the  dark,  but  she  mentioned  that  there’s  a  relatively  new  drug  on  the  market  that’s  just starting to come into use. It’s a synthetic healing magic.” Hunt and Bryce straightened. “It can have  some  wicked  side  effects  if  not  carefully  controlled.  She  didn’t  have  access  to  its  exact formula  or  the  trials,  but  she  said  research  showed  it  capable  of  healing  at  rates  nearly  double that of firstlight.” 

Bryce said, “You think something like that could repair the Horn?” 

“It’s a possibility. It’d fit with that stupid riddle about light that’s not light, magic that’s not magic repairing the Horn. That’s kind of what a synthetic compound like that is.” 

Her eyes flickered. “And it’s … readily available?” 

“It entered the market at some point in the past few years, apparently. No one has tested it on inanimate objects, but who knows? If real magic couldn’t heal it, maybe a synthetic compound could.” 

“I’ve never heard of synthetic magic,” Hunt said. 

“Neither have I,” Ruhn admitted. 

“So we have a potential way to repair the Horn,” Bryce mused, “but not the Horn itself.” She sighed. “And we still don’t know if Danika stole the Horn on a lark or for some actual purpose.” 

Ruhn started. “Danika did  what?” 

Bryce winced, then filled the prince in on all they’d learned. When she finished, Ruhn leaned back in his chair, shock written on every line of his face. 

Hunt  said  into  the  silence,  “Regardless  of  whether  Danika  stole  the  Horn  for  fun  or  to  do something with it, the fact remains that she stole it.” 

Ruhn asked carefully, “Do you think she wanted it for herself? To repair it and use it?” 

“No,” Bryce said quietly. “No, Danika might have kept things from me, but I knew her heart. 

She  never  would  have  sought  a  weapon  as  dangerous  as  the  Horn—something  that  could jeopardize  the  world  like  that.”  She  ran  her  hands  over  her  face.  “Her  killer  is  still  out  there. 

Danika must have taken the Horn to keep them from getting it. They killed her for it, but they must not have found it, if they’re still using the kristallos to search for it.” She waved a hand at Ruhn’s sword. “That thing can’t help you find it? I still think luring the killer with the Horn is probably the most surefire way to find them.” 

Ruhn shook his head. “The sword doesn’t work like that. Aside from being picky about who draws it, the sword has no power without the knife.” 

“The knife?” Hunt asked. 

Ruhn drew the sword, the metal whining, and laid it on the table between them. Bryce leaned back, away from it, as a bead of starlight sang down the fuller and sparkled at the tip. 

“Fancy,” Hunt said, earning a glare from Ruhn, who had raised a brow at Bryce, no doubt

expecting some kind of reverence from her at a sword that was older than this city, older than the Vanir’s first step in Midgard. 

“The sword was part of a pair,” Ruhn said to him. “A long-bladed knife was forged from the iridium mined from the same meteorite, which fell on our old world.” The world the Fae had left to travel through the Northern Rift and into Midgard. “But we lost the knife eons ago. Even the Fae Archives have no record of how it might have been lost, but it seems to have been sometime during the First Wars.” 

“It’s  another  of  the  Fae’s  countless  inane  prophecies,”  Bryce  muttered.  “When  knife  and sword are reunited, so shall our people be. ” 

“It’s  literally  carved  above  the  Fae  Archives  entrance—whatever  the  fuck  it  means,”  Ruhn said. Bryce gave a small smile at that. 

Hunt grinned. Her little smile was like seeing the sun after days of rain. 

Bryce pretended not to notice his grin, but Ruhn gave him a sharp look. 

Like  he  knew  every  filthy  thing  Hunt  had  thought  about  Bryce,  everything  he’d  done  to pleasure himself while imagining it was her mouth around him, her hands, her soft body. 

Shit—he was in such deep, unrelenting shit. 

Ruhn only snorted, as if he knew that, too, and sheathed the sword again. 

“I’d  like  to  see  the  Fae  Archives,”  Lehabah  sighed.  “Think  of  all  that  ancient  history,  all

those glorious objects.” 

“Kept locked away, only for their pure-blooded heirs to see,” Bryce finished with a pointed glance at Ruhn. 

Ruhn held up his hands. “I’ve tried to get them to change the rules,” he said. “No luck.” 

“They let in visitors on the major holidays,” Lehabah said. 

“Only from an approved list,” Bryce said. “And fire sprites are  not on it.” 

Lehabah rolled over onto her side, propping her head up with a fiery hand. “They would let me in. I am a descendent of Queen Ranthia Drahl.” 

“Yeah, and I’m the seventh Asteri,” Bryce said dryly. 

Hunt was careful not to react at the tone. The first bit of spark he’d seen in days. 

“I  am,”  Lehabah  insisted,  turning  to  Ruhn.  “She  was  my  six-times-great-grandmother, dethroned in the Elemental Wars. Our family was cast from favor—” 

“The story changes every time,” Bryce told Hunt, whose lips twitched. 

“It does not,” Lehabah whined. Ruhn was smiling now, too. “We stood a chance at earning

back our title, but my great-great-grandmother was booted from the Eternal City for—” 

“Booted.” 

“Yes,  booted. For a completely false accusation of trying to steal the royal consort from the impostor queen. She’d be thrashing in her ashes if she knew what had become of her last scion. 

Little more than a bird in a cage.” 

Bryce  sipped  from  her  water.  “This  is  the  point,  boys,  where  she  solicits  you  for  cash  to purchase her freedom.” 

Lehabah  turned  crimson.  “That  is   not  true.”  She  pointed  her  finger  at  Bryce.  “My   great-

grandmother  fought  with  Hunt  against  the  angels—and   that  was  the  end  of  my  entire  people’s freedom.” 

The  words  cracked  through  Hunt.  All  of  them  looked  at  him  now.  “I’m  sorry.”  He  had  no other words in his head. 

“Oh, Athie,” Lehabah said, zooming over to him and turning rose pink. “I didn’t mean to …” 

She cupped her cheeks in her hands. “I do not blame  you.” 

“I led everyone into battle. I don’t see how there’s anyone else to blame for what happened to your people because of it.” His words sounded as hollow as they felt. 

“But Shahar led  you,” Danaan said, his blue eyes missing nothing. 

Hunt bristled at the sound of her name on the prince’s lips. But he found himself looking to Quinlan, to torture himself with the damning agreement he’d find on her face. 

Only  sorrow  lay  there.  And  something  like  understanding.  Like  she  saw  him,  as  he’d  seen her in that shooting gallery, marked every broken shard and didn’t mind the jagged bits. Under the  table,  the  toe  of  her  high  heel  brushed  against  his  boot.  A  little  confirmation  that  yes—she saw his guilt, the pain, and she wouldn’t shy from it. His chest tightened. 

Lehabah  cleared  her  throat  and  asked  Ruhn,  “Have  you  ever  visited  the  Fae  Archives  on Avallen? I heard they’re grander than what was brought over here.” She twirled her curl of flame around a finger. 

“No,”  Ruhn  said.  “But  the  Fae  on  that  misty  island  are  even  less  welcoming  than  the  ones here.” 

“They do like to hoard all their wealth, don’t they,” Lehabah said, eyeing Bryce. “Just like you, BB. Only spending on yourself, and never anything nice for me.” 

Bryce removed her foot. “Do I not buy you strawberry shisha every other week?” 

Lehabah crossed her arms. “That’s barely a gift.” 

“Says the sprite who hotboxes herself in that little glass dome and burns it all night and tells me  not  to  bother  her  until  she’s  done.”  She  leaned  back  in  her  chair,  smug  as  a  cat,  and  Hunt nearly grinned again at the spark in her eyes. 

Bryce grabbed his phone from the table and snapped a photo of him before he could object. 

Then one of Lehabah. And another of Syrinx. 

If Ruhn noticed she didn’t bother with a photo of him, he said nothing. Though Hunt could have sworn the shadows in the room deepened. 

“All I want, BB,” Lehabah said, “is a little appreciation.” 

“Gods spare me,” Bryce muttered. Even Ruhn smiled at that. 

The prince’s phone rang, and he picked up before Hunt could see who it was. “Flynn.” 

Hunt heard Flynn’s voice faintly. “You’re needed at the barracks. Some bullshit fight broke out about somebody’s girlfriend sleeping with someone else and I honestly don’t give two fucks about it, but they bloodied each other up pretty damn good.” 

Ruhn sighed. “I’ll be there in fifteen,” he said, and hung up. 

Hunt asked, “You really have to moderate petty fights like that?” 

Ruhn ran a hand down the hilt of the Starsword. “Why not?” 

“You’re a prince.” 

“I don’t understand why you make that sound like an insult,” Ruhn growled. 

Hunt said, “Why not do … bigger shit?” 

Bryce answered for him. “Because his daddy is scared of him.” 

Ruhn shot her a warning look. “He outranks me power-wise  and title-wise.” 

“And yet he made sure to get you under his thumb as early as possible—as if you were some sort of animal to be tamed.” She said the words mildly, but Ruhn tensed. 

“It was going well,” Ruhn said tightly, “until you came along.” 

Hunt braced himself for the brewing storm. 

Bryce said, “He was alive the last time a Starborn Prince appeared, you know. You ever ask what happened to him? Why he died before he made the Drop?” 

Ruhn paled. “Don’t be stupid. That was an accident during his Ordeal.” 

Hunt kept his face neutral, but Bryce just leaned back in her chair. “If you say so.” 

“You still believe this shit you tried to sell me as a kid?” 

She crossed her arms. “I wanted your eyes open to what he really is before it was too late for you, too.” 

Ruhn blinked, but straightened, shaking his head as he rose from the table. “Trust me, Bryce, I’ve  known  for  a  while  what  he  is.  I  had  to  fucking  live  with  him.”  Ruhn  nodded  toward  the messy table. “If I hear anything new about the Horn or this synthetic healing magic, I’ll let you know.” He met Hunt’s stare and added, “Be careful.” 

Hunt  gave  him  a  half  smile  that  told  the  prince  he  knew  exactly  what  that   be  careful  was about. And didn’t give a shit. 

Two minutes after Ruhn left, the front door buzzed again. 

“What  does  he  fucking  want  now?”  Bryce  muttered,  grabbing  the  tablet  Lehabah  had  been using to watch her trash TV and pulling up the video feed for the front cameras. 

A squeal escaped her. An otter in a reflective yellow vest stood on its hind legs, a little paw

on  the  lower  buzzer  she’d  had  Jesiba  install  for  shorter  patrons.  Out  of  the  hope  that  one  day, somehow, she’d find a fuzzy, whiskery messenger standing on the doorstep. 

Bryce bolted from her chair a second later, her heels eating up the carpet as she ran upstairs. 

The message the otter bore from Tharion was short and sweet. 

 I think you’ll find this of interest. Kisses, Tharion

“Kisses?” Hunt asked. 

“They’re for you, obviously,” Bryce said, still smiling about the otter. She’d handed him a silver mark, for which she’d earned a twitch of the whiskers and a little fanged grin. 

Easily the highlight of her day. Week. Year. 

Honestly, her entire life. 

At the desk in the showroom, Bryce removed Tharion’s letter from the top of the pile, while Hunt began to leaf through some of the pages beneath. 

The blood rushed from her face at a photograph in Hunt’s hand. “Is that a body?” 

Hunt grunted. “It’s what’s left of one after Tharion pried it from a sobek’s lair.” 

Bryce couldn’t stop the shudder down her spine. Clocking in at more than twenty-five feet and nearly three thousand pounds of scale-covered muscle, sobeks were among the worst of the apex predators who prowled the river. Mean, strong, and with teeth that could snap you in two, a full-grown male sobek could make most Vanir back away. “He’s insane.” 

Hunt chuckled. “Oh, he most certainly is.” 

Bryce frowned at the gruesome photo, then read through Tharion’s notes. “He says the bite marks on the torso aren’t consistent with sobek teeth. This person was already dead when they were dumped into the Istros. The sobek must have seen an easy meal and hauled it down to its lair to eat later.” She swallowed the dryness in her mouth and again looked at the body. A dryad female.  Her  chest  cavity  had  been  ripped  open,  heart  and  internal  organs  removed,  and  bite marks peppered—

“These wounds look like the ones you got from the kristallos. And the mer’s lab figured this body was probably five days old, judging by the level of decay.” 

“The night we were attacked.” 

Bryce  studied  the  analysis.  “There  was  clear  venom  in  the  wounds.  Tharion  says  he  could feel it inside the corpse even before the mer did tests on it.” Most of those in the House of Many Waters could sense what flowed in someone’s body—illnesses and weaknesses and, apparently, venom. “But when they tested it …” She blew out a breath. “It negated magic.” It had to be the kristallos. Bryce cringed, reading on, “He looked into records of all unidentified bodies the mer found in the past couple years. They found two with identical wounds and this clear venom right around the time of …” She swallowed. “Around when Danika and the pack died. A dryad and a fox shifter male. Both reported missing. This month, they’ve found  five with these marks and the venom. All reported missing, but a few weeks after the fact.” 

“So they’re people who might not have had many close friends or family,” Hunt said. 

“Maybe.” Bryce again studied the photograph. Made herself look at the wounds. Silence fell, interrupted only by the distant sounds of Lehabah’s show downstairs. 

She said quietly, “That’s not the creature that killed Danika.” 

Hunt ran a hand through his hair. “There might have been multiple kristallos—” 

“No,” she insisted, setting down the papers. “The kristallos isn’t what killed Danika.” 

Hunt’s brow furrowed. “You were on the scene, though. You saw it.” 

“I saw it in the hall, not in the apartment. Danika, the pack, and the other three recent victims

were in  piles.” She could barely stand to say it, to think about it again. 

These past five days had been … not easy. Putting one foot in front of the other had been the only  thing  to  get  her  through  it  after  the  disaster  with  Sabine.  After  the  bomb  she’d  dropped about Danika. And if they’d been looking for the wrong fucking thing all this time …

Bryce held up the photo. “These wounds aren’t the same. The kristallos wanted to get at your heart, your organs. Not turn you into a—a heap. Danika, the Pack of Devils, Tertian, the acolyte and  temple  guard— none  of  them  had  wounds  like  this.  And   none  had  this  venom  in  their system.” Hunt just blinked at her. Bryce’s voice cracked. “What if something else came through? 

What if the kristallos was summoned to look for the Horn, but something worse was also there that  night?  If  you  had  the  power  to  summon  the  kristallos,  why  not  summon  multiple  types  of demons?” 

Hunt  considered.  “I  can’t  think  of  a  demon  that  demolishes  its  victims  like  that,  though. 

Unless  it’s  another  ancient  horror  straight  from  the  Pit.”  He  rubbed  his  neck.  “If  the  kristallos killed this dryad—killed these people whose bodies washed into the river through the sewers—

then  why summon two kinds of demons? The kristallos is already lethal as Hel.” Literally. 

Bryce threw up her hands. “I have no idea. But if everything we know about Danika’s death is wrong, then we need to figure out  how she died. We need someone who can weigh in.” 

He rubbed his jaw. “Any ideas?” 

She nodded slowly, dread curling in her gut. “Promise me you won’t go ballistic.” 
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“Summoning a demon is a bad fucking idea,” Hunt breathed as night fell beyond the apartment’s shut curtains. “Especially considering that’s what started this mess in the first place.” 

They  stood  in  her  great  room,  lights  dimmed  and  candles  flickering  around  them,  Syrinx bundled in blankets and locked in his crate in Bryce’s bedroom, surrounded by a protective circle of white salt. 

What lay around and before them on the pale floors, reeking of mold and rotten earth, was the opposite of that. 

Bryce  had  ground  the  block  of  obsidian  salt  down  at  some  point—presumably  using  her fucking food processor. For something she’d dropped ten grand on, Bryce didn’t treat it with any particular reverence. She’d chucked it into a kitchen cabinet as if it were a bag of chips. 

He hadn’t realized she’d only been biding her time until she needed it. 

Now, she’d crafted two circles with the obsidian salt. The one near the windows was perhaps five feet in diameter. The other was big enough to hold herself and Hunt. 

Bryce said, “I’m not going to waste my time snooping around town for answers about what

kind of demon killed Danika. Going right to the source will save me a headache.” 

“Going  right  to  the  source  will  get  you  splattered  on  a  wall.  And  if  not,  arrested  for summoning a demon into a residential zone.” Shit.  He should arrest her, shouldn’t he? 

“No one likes a narc, Athalar.” 

“I  am a narc.” 

A dark red eyebrow arched. “Could’ve fooled me, Shadow of Death.” She joined him in the

salt circle. Her long ponytail pooled in the collar of her leather jacket, the candlelight gilding the red strands. 

His fingers twitched, as if they’d reach for that silken length of hair. Run it between them. 

Wrap it around his fist and draw her head back, exposing that neck of hers again to his mouth. 

His tongue. Teeth. 

Hunt  growled,  “You  do  know  that  it  is  my   job  to  stop  these  demons  from  entering  this world.” 

“We’re not setting the demon loose,” she hissed back. “This is as safe as a phone call.” 

“Are  you  going  to  summon  it  with  its  unholy  number,  then?”  Many  demons  had  numbers associated with them, like some sort of ancient email address. 

“No, I don’t need it. I know how to find this demon.” He started to answer, but she cut him off. “The obsidian salt will hold it.” 

Hunt  eyed  the  circles  she’d  made,  then  sighed.  Fine.  Even  though  arguing  with  her  was

nearly as enticing as foreplay, he didn’t feel like wasting time, either. 

But then the temperature in the room began to drop. Rapidly. 

And as Hunt’s breath began to cloud the air, as a humanoid male appeared, thrumming with dark power that made his stomach roil …

Bryce grinned up at Hunt as his heart stopped dead. “Surprise.” 

She’d lost her fucking mind. He would kill her for this—if they weren’t both killed in the next few seconds. 

“Who is that?” Ice formed in the room. No clothing could protect against the cold this demon brought  with  him.  It  pierced  through  every  layer,  snatching  the  breath  from  Hunt’s  chest  with clawed  fingers.  A  shuddering  inhale  was  the  only  sign  of  Bryce’s  discomfort  as  she  remained facing the circle on the other side of the room. The male now contained inside its dark border. 

“Aidas,” she said softly. 

Hunt had always imagined the Prince of the Chasm as similar to the lower-level demons he’d hunted over the centuries: scales or fangs or claws, brute muscle and snarling with blind animal rage. 

Not this slender, pale-skinned … pretty boy. 

Aidas’s  blond  hair  fell  to  his  shoulders  in  soft  waves,  loose,  yet  well  cut  around  his  fine-boned  face.  Undoubtedly  to  show  off  the  eyes  like  blue  opals,  framed  by  thick,  golden  lashes. 

Those lashes bobbed once in a cursory blink. Then his full, sensuous mouth parted in a smile to reveal a row of too-white teeth. “Bryce Quinlan.” 

Hunt’s hand drifted to his gun. The Prince of the Chasm knew her name—her face. And the

way he’d spoken her name was as much greeting as it was question, his voice velvet-soft. 

Aidas occupied the fifth level of Hel—the Chasm. He yielded only to two others: the Prince of the Abyss, and the Prince of the Pit, the seventh and mightiest of the demon princes. The Star-Eater himself, whose name was never uttered on this side of the Northern Rift. 

No  one  would  dare  say  his  name,  not  after  the  Prince  of  the  Pit  became  the  first  and  only being  to  ever  kill  an  Asteri.  His  butchering  of  the  seventh  holy  star—Sirius,  the  Wolf  Star—

during the First Wars remained a favorite ballad around war-camp fires. And what he’d done to Sirius after slaying her had earned him that awful title: Star-Eater. 

“You appeared as a cat the last time” was all Bryce said. 

All. She. Said. 

Hunt dared take his eyes off the Prince of the Chasm to find Bryce bowing her head. 

Aidas  slid  his  slender  hands  into  the  pockets  of  his  closely  tailored  jacket  and  pants—the material blacker than the Chasm in which he resided. “You were very young then.” 

Hunt had to plant his feet to keep from swaying. She’d met the prince before—how? 

His shock must have been written on his face because she shot him a look that he could only interpret as  Calm the fuck down, but said, “I was thirteen—not  that young.” 

Hunt reined in his grunt that would have suggested otherwise. 

Aidas tilted his head to one side. “You were very sad then as well.” 

It took Hunt a moment to process it—the words. The bit of history, and the bit of now. 

Bryce rubbed her hands together. “Let’s talk about  you, Your Highness.” 

“I am always happy to do so.” 

The cold burned Hunt’s lungs. They could last only minutes at this temperature before their

healing abilities started churning. And despite Bryce’s Fae blood, there was a good chance that she might not recover at all. Without having made the Drop, the frostbite would be permanent for Bryce. As would any digits or limbs lost. 

She  said  to  the  demon  prince,  “You  and  your  colleagues  seem  to  be  getting  restless  in  the dark.” 

“Is that so?” Aidas frowned at his polished leather shoes as if he could see all the way down to the Pit. “Perhaps you summoned the wrong prince, for this is the first I’ve heard of it.” 

“Who  is  summoning  the  kristallos  demon  to  hunt  through  this  city?”  Flat,  cutting  words. 

“And what killed Danika Fendyr?” 

“Ah yes, we heard of that—how Danika screamed as she was shredded apart.” 

Bryce’s beat of silence told Hunt enough about the internal wound that Aidas had pressed. 

From the smile gracing Aidas’s face, the Prince of the Chasm knew it as well. 

She went on, “Do you know what demon did it?” 

“Despite what your mythologies claim, I am not privy to the movements of every being in

Hel.” 

She said tightly, “Do you know, though? Or know who summoned it?” 

His golden lashes shimmered as he blinked. “You believe I dispatched it?” 

“You would not be standing there if I did.” 

Aidas laughed softly. “No tears from you this time.” 

Bryce smiled slightly. “You told me not to let them see me cry. I took the advice to heart.” 

What the Hel had gone on during that meeting twelve years ago? 

“Information is not free.” 

“What  is  your  price?”  A  bluish  tint  crept  over  her  lips.  They’d  have  to  cut  the  connection soon. 

Hunt kept perfectly still as Aidas studied her. Then his eyes registered Hunt. 

He blinked—once. As if he had not really marked his presence until this moment. As if he hadn’t  cared  to  notice,  with  Bryce  before  him.  Hunt  tucked  away  that  fact,  just  as  Aidas murmured, “Who are you.” 

A command. 

“He’s  eye  candy,”  Bryce  said,  looping  her  arm  through  Hunt’s  and  pressing  close.  For warmth or steadiness, he didn’t know. She was shaking. “And he is not for sale.” She pointed to the halo across Hunt’s brow. 

“My pets like to rip out feathers—it would be a good trade.” 

Hunt leveled a stare at the prince. Bryce threw Hunt a sidelong glare, the effect of which was negated by her chattering teeth. 

Aidas  smiled,  looking  him  over  again.  “A  Fallen  warrior  with  the  power  of  …”  Aidas’s groomed brows lifted in surprise. His blue opal eyes narrowed to slits—then simmered like the hottest flame. “What are  you doing with a black crown around your brow?” 

Hunt didn’t dare let his surprise at the question show. He’d never heard it called that before

—a black crown. Halo, witch-ink, mark-of-shame, but never that. 

Aidas looked between them now. Carefully. He didn’t bother to let Hunt answer his question before that awful smile returned. “The seven princes dwell in darkness and do not stir. We have no interest in your realm.” 

“I’d believe it if you and your brethren hadn’t been rattling the Northern Rift for the past two decades,” Hunt said. “And if I hadn’t been cleaning up after it.” 

Aidas sucked in a breath, as if tasting the air on which Hunt’s words had been delivered to him. “You do realize that it might not be my people? The Northern Rift opens to other places—

other realms, yes, but other planets as well. What is Hel but a distant planet bound to yours by a ripple in space and time?” 

“Hel  is  a  planet?”  Hunt’s  brows  lowered.  Most  of  the  demons  he’d  killed  and  dealt  with hadn’t been able to or inclined to speak. 

Aidas shrugged with one shoulder. “It is as real a place as Midgard, though most of us would have  you  believe  it  wasn’t.”  The  prince  pointed  to  him.  “Your  kind,  Fallen,  were  made  in Midgard by the Asteri. But the Fae, the shifters, and many others came from their own worlds. 

The  universe  is  massive.  Some  believe  it  has  no  end.  Or  that  our  universe  might  be  one  in  a multitude, as bountiful as the stars in the sky or the sand on a beach.” 

Bryce  threw  Hunt  a  look  that  told  him  she,  too,  was  wondering  what  the  Hel  the  demon prince  was  smoking  in  the  Chasm.  “You’re  trying  to  distract  us,”  Bryce  said,  arms  crossing. 

Hoarfrost crept across the floors. “You’re not rattling the Northern Rift?” 

“The  lesser  princes  do  that—levels  one  through  four,”  Aidas  said,  head  angling  again. 

“Those of us in the true dark have no need or interest in sunshine. But even they did not send the kristallos. Our plans do not involve such things.” 

Hunt growled, “Your kind wanted to live here, once upon a time. Why would that change?” 

Aidas chuckled. “It is dreadfully amusing to hear the stories the Asteri have spun for you.” 

He smiled at Bryce. “What blinds an Oracle?” 

All  color  leached  from  Bryce’s  face  at  the  mention  of  her  visit  to  the  Oracle.  How  Aidas knew about it, Hunt could only guess, but she countered, “What sort of cat visits an Oracle?” 

“Winning first words.” Aidas slid his hands into his pockets again. “I did not know what you might prefer now that you are grown.” A smirk at Hunt. “But I may appear more like that, if it pleases you, Bryce Quinlan.” 

“Better yet: don’t appear again at all,” Hunt said to the demon prince. 

Bryce squeezed his arm. He stepped on her foot hard enough to get her to cut it out. 

But Aidas chuckled. “Your temperature drops. I shall depart.” 

“Please,” Bryce said. “Just tell me if you know what killed Danika. Please.” 

A soft laugh. “Run the tests again. Find what is in-between.” 

He began to fade, as if a phone call were indeed breaking up. 

“Aidas,” she blurted, stepping right to the edge of their circle. Hunt fought the urge to tuck her  to  his  side.  Especially  as  darkness  frayed  the  edges  of  Aidas’s  body.  “Thank  you.  For  that day.” 

The  Prince  of  the  Chasm  paused,  as  if  clinging  to  this  world.  “Make  the  Drop,  Bryce Quinlan.” He flickered. “And find me when you are done.” 

Aidas had nearly vanished into nothing when he added, the words a ghost slithering through the room, “The Oracle did not see. But I did.” 

Silence pulsed in his wake as the room thawed, frost vanishing. 

Hunt whirled on Bryce. “First of all,” he seethed, “fuck you for that surprise.” 

She rubbed her hands together, working warmth back into them. “You never would have let

me summon Aidas if I’d told you first.” 

“Because we should be fucking  dead right now!” He gaped at her. “Are you insane?” 

“I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. Or anyone with me.” 

“You want to tell me how you  met Aidas when you were thirteen?” 

“I  …  I  told  you  how  badly  things  ended  between  me  and  my  biological  father  after  my Oracle  visit.”  His  anger  banked  at  the  lingering  pain  in  her  face.  “So  afterward,  when  I  was crying my little heart out on one of the park benches outside the temple, this white cat appeared next to me. It had the most unnatural blue eyes. I knew, even before it spoke, that it wasn’t a cat

—and wasn’t a shifter.” 

“Who summoned him that time?” 

“I don’t know. Jesiba told me that the princes can sneak through cracks in either Rift, taking the form of common animals. But then they’re confined to those forms—with none of their own power, save the ability to speak. And they can only stay for a few hours at a time.” 

A shudder worked its way down his gray wings. “What did Aidas say?” 

“He  asked  me:   What  blinds  an  Oracle?   And  I  replied:   What  sort  of  cat  visits  an  Oracle? 

He’d heard the screaming on his way in. I suppose it intrigued him. He told me to stop crying. 

Said it would only satisfy those who had wronged me. That I shouldn’t give them the gift of my sorrow.” 

“Why was the Prince of the Chasm at the Oracle?” 

“He  never  told  me.  But  he  sat  with  me  until  I  worked  up  the  nerve  to  walk  back  to  my father’s house. By the time I remembered to thank him, he was gone.” 

“Strange.” And—fine, he could understand why she hadn’t balked from summoning him, if

he’d been kind to her in the past. 

“Perhaps some of the feline body wore off on him and he was merely curious about me.” 

“Apparently, he’s missed you.” A leading question. 

“Apparently,” she hedged. “Though he barely gave us anything to go on.” 

Her gaze turned distant as she looked at the empty circle before them, then took her phone out of her pocket. Hunt caught a glimpse of who she dialed— Declan Emmet. 

“Hi, B.” In the background, music thumped and male laughter roared. 

Bryce  didn’t  bother  with  niceties.  “We’ve  been  tipped  off  that  we  should  run  various  tests again—I’m assuming that means the ones on the victims and crime scenes a few years ago. Can you think of anything that should be reexamined?” 

In the background, Ruhn asked,  Is that Bryce?   But  Declan  said,  “I’d  definitely  run  a  scent diagnostic. You’ll need clothes.” 

Bryce said, “They must have done a scent diagnostic two years ago.” 

Declan said, “Was it the common one, or the Mimir?” 

Hunt’s stomach tightened. Especially as Bryce said, “What’s the difference?” 

“The Mimir is better. It’s relatively new.” 

Bryce  looked  at  Hunt,  and  he  shook  his  head  slowly.  She  said  quietly  into  the  phone,  “No one did a Mimir test.” 

Declan hesitated. “Well … it’s Fae tech mostly. We loan it out to the legion for their major cases.” A pause. “Someone should have said something.” 

Hunt braced himself. Bryce asked, “You had access to this sort of thing two years ago?” 

Declan  paused  again.  “Ah—shit.”  Then  Ruhn  came  on  the  line.  “Bryce,  a  direct  order  was given not to pursue it through those channels. It was deemed a matter that the Fae should stay out of.” 

Devastation, rage, grief—all exploded across her face. Her fingers curled at her sides. 

Hunt said, knowing Ruhn could hear it, “The Autumn King is a real prick, you know that?” 

Bryce snarled, “I’m going to tell him just that.” She hung up. 

Hunt demanded, “What?” But she was already running out of the apartment. 
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Bryce’s  blood  roared  as  she  sprinted  through  the  Old  Square,  down  rain-soaked  streets,  all  the way  to  Five  Roses.  The  villas  glowed  in  the  rain,  palatial  homes  with  immaculate  lawns  and gardens,  all  fenced  with  wrought  iron.  Stone-faced  Fae  or  shifter  sentries  from  the  Auxiliary were posted at every corner. 

As  if  the  residents  here  lived  in  abject  terror  that  the  peregrini  and  few  slaves  of  Crescent City were poised to loot at any moment. 

She  hurtled  past  the  marble  behemoth  that  was  the  Fae  Archives,  the  building  covered  in drooping  veils  of  flowers  that  ran  down  its  many  columns.  Roses,  jasmine,  wisteria—all  in perpetual bloom, no matter the season. 

She  sprinted  all  the  way  to  the  sprawling  white  villa  covered  in  pink  roses,  and  to  the wrought-iron gate around it guarded by four Fae warriors. 

They stepped into her path as she skidded to a halt, the flagstone street slick with rain. 

“Let me in,” she said through her teeth, panting. 

They didn’t so much as blink. “Do you have an appointment with His Majesty?” one asked. 

“Let me in,” she said again. 

He’d known. Her father had known there were tests to assess what had killed Danika and had done  nothing. Had deliberately stayed out of it. 

She had to see him. Had to hear it from him. She didn’t care what time it was. 

The polished black door was shut, but the lights were on. He was home. He had to be. 

“Not without an appointment,” said the same guard. 

Bryce  took  a  step  toward  them  and  rebounded—hard.  A  wall  of  heat  surrounded  the compound,  no  doubt  generated  by  the  Fae  males  before  her.  One  of  the  guards  snickered.  Her face grew hot, her eyes stinging. 

“Go tell your  king that Bryce Quinlan needs a word.  Now.” 

“Come back when you have an appointment, half-breed,” one of the sentries said. 

Bryce smacked her hand against their shield. It didn’t so much as ripple. “Tell him—” 

The guards stiffened as power, dark and mighty, pulsed from behind her. Lightning skittered over the cobblestones. The guards’ hands drifted to their swords. 

Hunt said, voice like thunder, “The lady wants an audience with His Majesty.” 

“His  Majesty  is  unavailable.”  The  guard  who  spoke  had  clearly  noted  the  halo  at  Hunt’s brow. The sneer that spread across his face was one of the most hideous things Bryce had ever seen. “Especially for Fallen scum and half-human skanks.” 

Hunt took a step toward them. “Say that again.” 

The guard’s sneer remained. “Once wasn’t enough?” 

Hunt’s hand fisted at his side. He’d do it, she realized. He’d pummel these assholes into dust for her, fight his way inside the gates so she could have a chat with the king. 

Down  the  block,  Ruhn  appeared,  wreathed  in  shadow,  his  black  hair  plastered  to  his  head. 

Flynn  and  Declan  followed  close  behind  him.  “Stand  down,”  Ruhn  ordered  the  guards.  “Stand the fuck down.” 

They did no such thing. “Even you, Prince, are not authorized to order that.” 

Ruhn’s shadows swirled at his shoulders like a phantom pair of wings, but he said to Bryce, 

“There are other battles worth fighting with him. This isn’t one of them.” 

Bryce stalked a few feet from the gate, even though the guards could likely hear every word. 

“He deliberately chose not to help with what happened to Danika.” 

Hunt said, “Some might consider that to be interference with an imperial investigation.” 

“Fuck  off,  Athalar,”  Ruhn  growled.  He  reached  for  Bryce’s  arm,  but  she  stepped  back.  He clenched his jaw. “You are considered a member of this court, you know. You were involved in a  colossal  mess.  He  decided  the  best  thing  for  your  safety  was  to  let  the  case  drop,  not  dig further.” 

“As if he’s ever given two shits about my safety.” 

“He gave enough of a shit about you to want me to be your live-in guard. But you wanted

Athalar to play sexy roomie.” 

“He wants to find the Horn for  himself,” she snapped. “It has  nothing to do with me.” She pointed  to  the  house  beyond  the  iron  fence.  “You  go  in  there  and  tell  that  piece  of  shit  that  I won’t forget this.  Ever. I doubt he’ll care, but you tell him.” 

Ruhn’s shadows stilled, draping from his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Bryce. About Danika—” 

“Do  not,” she seethed, “ever say her name to me. Never say her name to me again.” 

She could have sworn hurt that even his shadows couldn’t hide flashed across her brother’s face, but she turned, finding Hunt watching with crossed arms. “I’ll see you at the apartment,” 

she said to him, and didn’t bother to say more before launching back into a run. 

It had been fucked up to not warn Hunt whom she was summoning. She’d admit it. 

But not as fucked up as the Fae tests her father had  declined to provide access to. 

Bryce  didn’t  go  home.  Halfway  there,  she  decided  she’d  head  somewhere  else.  The  White Raven was shut down, but her old favorite whiskey bar would do just fine. 

Lethe was open and serving. Which was good, because her leg throbbed mercilessly and her feet were blistered from running in her stupid flats. She took them off the moment she hopped onto  the  leather  stool  at  the  bar,  and  sighed  as  her  bare  feet  touched  the  cool  brass  footrest running the length of the dark wood counter. 

Lethe hadn’t changed in the two years since she’d last set foot on the floor that lent itself to an optical illusion, painted with black, gray, and white cubes. The cherrywood pillars still rose like trees to form the carved, arched ceiling high above, looming over a bar made from fogged glass and black metal, all clean lines and square edges. 

She’d  messaged  Juniper  five  minutes  ago,  inviting  her  for  a  drink.  She  still  hadn’t  heard back. So she’d watched the news on the screen above the bar, flashing to the muddy battlefields in Pangera, the husks of mech-suits littering them like broken toys, bodies both human and Vanir sprawled for miles, the crows already feasting. 

Even  the  human  busboy  had  stopped  to  look,  his  face  tight  as  he  beheld  the  carnage.  A barked  order  from  the  bartender  had  kept  him  moving,  but  Bryce  had  seen  the  gleam  in  the young man’s brown eyes. The fury and determination. 

“What the Hel,” she muttered, and knocked back a mouthful of the whiskey in front of her. 

It tasted as acrid and vile as she remembered—burned all the way down. Precisely what she wanted. Bryce took another swig. 

A bottle of some sort of purple tonic plunked onto the counter beside her tumbler. “For your leg,” Hunt said, sliding onto the stool beside hers. “Drink up.” 

She eyed the glass vial. “You went to a medwitch?” 

“There’s a clinic around the corner. I figured you weren’t leaving here anytime soon.” 

Bryce sipped her whiskey. “You guessed right.” 

He nudged the tonic closer. “Have it before you finish the rest.” 

“No comment about breaking my No Drinking rule?” 

He  leaned  on  the  bar,  tucking  in  his  wings.  “It’s  your  rule—you  can  end  it  whenever  you like.” 

Whatever. She reached for the tonic, uncorking and knocking it back. She grimaced. “Tastes like grape soda.” 

“I told her to make it sweet.” 

She batted her eyelashes. “Because I’m so sweet, Athalar?” 

“Because I knew you wouldn’t drink it if it tasted like rubbing alcohol.” 

She lifted her whiskey. “I beg to differ.” 

Hunt signaled the bartender, ordered a water, and said to Bryce, “So, tonight went well.” 

She  chuckled,  sipping  the  whiskey  again.  Gods,  it  tasted  awful.  Why  had  she  ever  guzzled this stuff down? “Superb.” 

Hunt  drank  from  his  water.  Watched  her  for  a  long  moment  before  he  said,  “Look,  I’ll  sit here while you get stupid drunk if that’s what you want, but I’ll just say this first: there are better ways to deal with everything.” 

“Thanks, Mom.” 

“I mean it.” 

The bartender set another whiskey before her, but Bryce didn’t drink. 

Hunt said carefully, “You’re not the only person to have lost someone you love.” 

She propped her head on a hand. “Tell me all about her, Hunt. Let’s hear the full, unabridged sob story at last.” 

He held her gaze. “Don’t be an asshole. I’m trying to talk to you.” 

“And I’m trying to drink,” she said, lifting her glass to do so. 

Her phone buzzed, and both of them glanced at it. Juniper had finally written back. 

 Can’t,  sorry.  Practice.   Then  another  buzz  from  Juniper.  Wait—why  are  you  drinking  at Lethe? Are you drinking again? What happened? 

Hunt said quietly, “Maybe your friend is trying to tell you something, too.” 

Bryce’s  fingers  curled  into  fists,  but  she  set  her  phone  facedown  on  the  glowing,  fogged glass.  “Weren’t  you  going  to  tell  me  your  heartbreaking  story  about  your  amazing  girlfriend? 

What would  she think about the way you manhandled me and practically devoured my neck the other night?” 

She regretted the words the moment they were out. For so many reasons, she regretted them, the least of which being that she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about that moment of insanity

on the roof, when his mouth had been on her neck and she’d started to completely unravel. 

How good it had felt— he had felt. 

Hunt stared her down for a long moment. Heat rose to her face. 

But all he said was “I’ll see you at home.” The word echoed between them as he set another purple tonic on the counter. “Drink that one in thirty minutes.” 

Then he was gone, prowling through the empty bar and onto the street beyond. 

Hunt  had  just  settled  onto  the  couch  to  watch  the  sunball  game  when  Bryce  walked  into  the apartment, two bags of groceries in her hands. About fucking time. 

Syrinx flung himself off the couch and bounded to her, rising onto his back legs to demand kisses.  She  obliged  him,  ruffling  his  golden  fur  before  looking  up  at  where  Hunt  sat  on  the couch. He just sipped from his beer and gave her a terse nod. 

She nodded back, not quite meeting his eyes, and strode for the kitchen. The limp was better, but not wholly gone. 

He’d sent Naomi to monitor the street outside that fancy whiskey bar while he hit the gym to work off his temper. 

 Manhandled. The word had lingered. Along with the truth: he hadn’t thought about Shahar for  a  second  while  they’d  been  on  the  roof.  Or  in  the  days  following.  And  when  he’d  had  his hand wrapped around his cock in the shower that night, and every night since, it hadn’t been the Archangel he’d thought of. Not even close. 

Quinlan had to know that. She had to know what wound she’d hit. 

So the options had been to yell at her, or to exercise. He’d picked the latter. 

That had been two hours ago. He’d cleaned up all the obsidian salt, walked and fed Syrinx, and then sat on the couch to wait. 

Bryce set her bags onto the counter, Syrinx lingering at her feet to inspect every purchase. In between  plays,  Hunt  stole  glances  at  what  she  unpacked.  Vegetables,  fruits,  meat,  oat  milk, cow’s milk, rice, a loaf of brown bread—

“Are we having company?” he asked. 

She yanked out a skillet and plunked it on the burner. “I figured I’d make a late dinner.” 

Her back was stiff, her shoulders straight. He might have thought she was pissed, but the fact that she was making dinner for them suggested otherwise. “Is it wise to cook when you’ve been pounding whiskey?” 

She  shot  him  a  glare  over  a  shoulder.  “I’m  trying  to  do  something  nice,  and  you’re  not making it easy.” 

Hunt held up his hands. “All right. Sorry.” 

She went back to the stove, adjusted the heat, and opened a package of some sort of ground meat. “I wasn’t pounding whiskey,” she said. “I left Lethe soon after you did.” 

“Where’d you go?” 

“Out  to  a  storage  unit  near  Moonwood.”  She  began  gathering  spices.  “I  stashed  a  lot  of Danika’s  stuff  there.  Sabine  was  going  to  chuck  it,  but  I  took  it  before  she  did.”  She  dumped some ground meat in the skillet and gestured to a third bag she’d left by the door. “I just wanted to make sure there was no hint of the Horn there, anything I might not have noticed at the time. 

And to grab some of Danika’s clothes—ones that were in my bedroom that night that Evidence didn’t  take.  I  know  they  already  have  clothes  from  before,  but  I  thought  …  Maybe  there’s

something on these, too.” 

Hunt opened his mouth to say something—what, exactly, he didn’t know—but Bryce went

on. “After that, I went to the market. Since condiments aren’t food, apparently.” 

Hunt brought his beer with him as he padded to the kitchen. “Want help?” 

“No. This is an apology meal. Go watch your game.” 

“You don’t need to apologize.” 

“I acted like an asshole. Let me cook something for you to make up for it.” 

“Based  on  how  much  chili  powder  you  just  dumped  into  that  pan,  I’m  not  sure  I  want  to accept this particular apology.” 

“Fuck, I forgot to add the cumin!” She whirled toward the skillet, turning down the heat and adding the spice, stirring it into what smelled like ground turkey. She sighed. “I’m a mess.” 

He waited, letting her gather her words. 

She began cutting an onion, her motions easy and smooth. 

“Honestly,  I  was  a  bit  of  a  mess  before  what  happened  to  Danika,  and  …”  She  sliced  the onion into neat rings. “It didn’t get any better.” 

“Why were you a mess before she died?” 

Bryce slid the onion into the skillet. “I’m a half-human with a near-useless college degree. 

All my friends were going somewhere, doing something with themselves.” Her mouth quirked to the side. “I’m a glorified secretary. With no long-term plan for anything.” She stirred the onion around. “The partying and stuff—it was the only time when the four of us were on equal footing. 

When  it  didn’t  matter  that  Fury’s  some  kind  of  merc  or  Juniper’s  so  amazingly  talented  or Danika would one day be this all-powerful wolf.” 

“They ever hold that against you?” 

“No.”  Her  amber  eyes  scanned  his  face.  “No,  they  would  never  have  done  that.  But  I couldn’t ever forget it.” 

“Your cousin said you used to dance. That you stopped after Danika died. You never wanted to follow that road?” 

She pointed to the sweep of her hips. “I was told my half-human body was  too clunky. I was also told that my boobs were too big, and my ass could be used as an aerialport landing pad.” 

“Your  ass  is  perfect.”  The  words  slipped  out.  He  refrained  from  commenting  on  just  how much he liked the other parts of her, too. How much he wanted to worship them. Starting with that ass of hers. 

Color bloomed on her cheeks. “Well, thank you.” She stirred the contents of the skillet. 

“But you don’t dance for fun anymore?” 

“No.” Her eyes went cold at that. “I don’t.” 

“And you never thought of doing anything else?” 

“Of  course  I  have.  I’ve  got  ten  job  applications  hidden  on  my  work  computer,  but  I  can’t focus enough to finish them. It’s been so long since I saw the job postings that they’re probably filled  by  now  anyway.  It  doesn’t  even  matter  that  I’d  also  have  to  find  some  way  to  convince Jesiba that I’ll keep paying off my debt to her.” She kept stirring. “A human life span seems like a  long  time  to  fill,  but  an  immortal  one?”  She  hooked  her  hair  behind  an  ear.  “I  have  no  idea what to do.” 

“I’m two hundred thirty-three years old, and I’m still figuring it out.” 

“Yeah, but you—you  did something. You fought for something. You  are someone.” 

He tapped the slave tattoo on his wrist. “And look where I wound up.” 

She turned from the stove. “Hunt, I really am sorry for what I said about Shahar.” 

“Don’t worry about it.” 

Bryce jerked her chin toward Hunt’s open bedroom door, the photo of her and Danika just

barely visible on the dresser. “My mom took that the day we got out of the hospital in Rosque.” 

He knew she was building to something, and was willing to play along. “Why were you in

the hospital?” 

“Danika’s senior thesis was on the history of the illegal animal trade. She uncovered a real smuggling ring, but no one in the Aux or the 33rd would help her, so she and I went to deal with it ourselves.” Bryce snorted. “The operation was run by five asp shifters, who caught us trying to free their stock. We called them asp-holes, and things went downhill from there.” 

Of course they did. “How downhill?” 

“A  motorcycle  chase  and  crash,  my  right  arm  broken  in  three  places,  Danika’s  pelvis fractured. Danika got shot twice in the leg.” 

“Gods.” 

“You should have seen the asp-holes.” 

“You killed them?” 

Her eyes darkened, nothing but pure Fae predator shining there. “Some. The ones who shot Danika … I took care of them. The police got the rest.” Burning Solas. He had a feeling there was  far  more  to  the  story.  “I  know  people  think  Danika  was  a  reckless  partier  with  mommy issues, I know Sabine thinks that, but … Danika went to free those animals because she literally couldn’t sleep at night knowing they were in cages, terrified and alone.” 

 The Party Princess, Hunt and the triarii had mocked her behind her back. 

Bryce went on, “Danika was always doing that kind of thing—helping people Sabine thought were beneath them. Some part of her might have done it to piss off her mom, yeah, but most of it was because she wanted to help. That’s why she went easy on Philip Briggs and his group, why she gave him so many chances.” She let out a long breath. “She was difficult, but she was good.” 

“And what about you?” he asked carefully. 

She ran a hand through her hair. “Most days, I feel cold as it was in here with Aidas. Most days, all I want is to go back. To how it was before. I can’t bear to keep going forward.” 

Hunt gazed at her for a long moment. “There were some of the Fallen who accepted the halo and slave tattoo, you know. After a few decades, they accepted it. Stopped fighting it.” 

“Why have you never stopped?” 

“Because  we  were  right  then,  and  we’re  still  right  now.  Shahar  was  only  the  spear  point.  I followed her blindly into a battle we could never have won, but I believed in what she stood for.” 

“If you could do it over, march under Shahar’s banner again—would you?” 

Hunt considered that. He didn’t normally let himself dwell too long on what had happened, what had occurred since then. “If I hadn’t rebelled with her, I’d probably have been noticed by another  Archangel  for  my  lightning.  I’d  likely  now  be  serving  as  a  commander  in  one  of Pangera’s cities, hoping to one day earn enough to buy my way out of service. But they’d never let someone with my gifts go. And I had little choice but to join a legion. It was the path I was pushed  onto,  and  the  lightning,  the  killing—I  never  asked  to  be  good  at  it.  I’d  give  it  up  in  a heartbeat if I could.” 

Her eyes flickered with understanding. “I know.” He lifted a brow. She clarified, “The being good at something you don’t want to be good at. That talent you’d let go of in a heartbeat.” He angled his head. “I mean, look at me: I’m  amazing at attracting assholes.” 

Hunt huffed a laugh. She said, “You didn’t answer my question. Would you still rebel if you knew what would happen?” 

Hunt sighed. “That’s what I was starting to say: even if I hadn’t rebelled, I’d wind up in a sugarcoated  version  of  my  life  now.  Because  I’m  still  a  legionary  being  used  for  my  so-called gifts—just now  officially a slave, rather than being forced into service by a lack of other options. 

The only other difference is that I’m serving in Valbara, in a fool’s bargain with an Archangel, hoping to one day be forgiven for my supposed sins.” 

“You don’t think they were sins.” 

“No. I think the angel hierarchies are bullshit. We were right to rebel.” 

“Even though it cost you everything?” 

“Yeah. So I guess that’s my answer. I’d still do it, even knowing what would happen. And if I  ever  get  free  …”  Bryce  halted  her  stirring.  Met  his  stare  unblinkingly  as  Hunt  said,  “I remember every one of them who was there on the battlefield, who brought down Shahar. And all  the  angels,  the  Asteri,  the  Senate,  the  Governors—all  of  them,  who  were  there  at  our sentencing.”  He  leaned  against  the  counter  behind  them  and  swigged  from  his  beer,  letting  her fill in the rest. 

“And after you’ve killed them all? What then?” 

He blinked at the lack of fear, of judgment. “Assuming I live through it, you mean.” 

“Assuming you live through taking on the Archangels and Asteri, what then?” 

“I don’t know.” He gave her a half smile. “Maybe you and I can figure it out, Quinlan. We’ll have centuries to do it.” 

“If I make the Drop.” 

He started. “You would choose not to?” It was rare—so, so rare for a Vanir to refuse to make the Drop and live only a mortal life span. 

She added more vegetables and seasoning to the pan before throwing a packet of instant rice into the microwave. “I don’t know. I’d need an Anchor.” 

“What about Ruhn?” Her cousin, even if neither of them would admit it, would take on every beast in the Pit itself to protect her. 

She threw him a look dripping with disdain. “No fucking way.” 

“Juniper, then?” Someone she truly trusted, loved. 

“She’d do it, but it doesn’t feel right. And using one of the public Anchors isn’t for me.” 

“I used one. It was fine.” He spied the questions brimming in her eyes and cut her off before she could voice them. “Maybe you’ll change your mind.” 

“Maybe.” She chewed on her lip. “I’m sorry you lost your friends.” 

“I’m sorry you lost yours.” 

Bryce nodded  her  thanks, going  back  to stirring.  “I  know  people don’t  get  it. It’s  just  …  a light went out inside me when it happened. Danika wasn’t my sister, or my lover. But she was the  one  person  I  could  be  myself  around  and  never  feel  judged.  The  one  person  that  I  knew would  always  pick  up  the  phone,  or  call  me  back.  She  was  the  one  person  who  made  me  feel brave because no matter what happened, no matter how bad or embarrassing or shitty it was, I knew that I had her in my corner. That if it all went to Hel, I could talk to her and it would be fine.” 

Her eyes gleamed, and it was all he could do to not cross the few feet between them and grab her hand as she continued. “But it … It’s not fine. I will  never talk to her again. I think people expect me to be over it by now. But I can’t. Anytime I get anywhere close to the truth of my new

reality, I want to space out again. To not have to  be me. I can’t fucking dance anymore because it reminds  me  of  her—of  all  the  dancing  we  did  together  in  clubs  or  on  the  streets  or  in  our apartment or dorm. I  won’t let myself dance anymore because it brought me joy, and … And I didn’t, I don’t, want to feel those things.” She swallowed. “I know it sounds pathetic.” 

“It’s not,” he said quietly. 

“I’m sorry I dumped my baggage in your lap.” 

A corner of his mouth turned up. “You can dump your baggage in my lap anytime, Quinlan.” 

She snorted, shaking her head. “You made it sound gross.” 

“You said it first.” Her mouth twitched. Damn, if the smile didn’t make his chest tighten. 

But Hunt just said, “I know you’ll keep going forward, Quinlan—even if it sucks.” 

“What makes you so sure of it?” 

His  feet  were  silent  as  he  crossed  the  kitchen.  She  tipped  back  her  head  to  hold  his  stare. 

“Because you pretend to be irreverent and lazy, but deep down, you don’t give up. Because you know  that  if  you  do,  then  they  win.  All  the  asp-holes,  as  you  called  them,  win.  So  living,  and living well—it’s the greatest  fuck you that you can ever give them.” 

“That’s why you’re still fighting.” 

He ran a hand over the tattoo on his brow. “Yes.” 

She let out a  hmm, stirring the mixture in the pan again. “Well then, Athalar. I guess it’ll be you and me in the trenches for a while longer.” 

He smiled at her, more openly than he’d dared do with anyone in a long while. “You know,” 

he said, “I think I like the sound of that.” 

Her  eyes  warmed  further,  a  blush  stealing  across  her  freckled  cheeks.  “You  said   home earlier. At the bar.” 

He had. He’d tried not to think about it. 

She went on, “I know you’re supposed to live in the barracks or whatever Micah insists on, but if we somehow solve this case … that room is yours, if you want it.” 

The offer rippled through him. And he couldn’t think of a single word beyond “Thanks.” It was all that was necessary, he realized. 

The  rice  finished  cooking,  and  she  divvied  it  into  two  bowls  before  dumping  the  meat mixture  on  top  of  it.  She  extended  one  to  him.  “Nothing  gourmet,  but  …  here.  I’m  sorry  for earlier.” 

Hunt studied the steaming heap of meat and rice. He’d seen dogs served fancier meals. But he smiled slightly, his chest inexplicably tightening again. “Apology accepted, Quinlan.” 

A cat was sitting on her dresser. 

Exhaustion weighed her eyelids, so heavily she could barely raise them. 

Eyes like the sky before dawn pinned her to the spot. 

 What blinds an Oracle, Bryce Quinlan? 

Her mouth formed a word, but sleep tugged her back into its embrace. 

The cat’s blue eyes simmered.  What blinds an Oracle? 

She fought to keep her eyes open at the question, the urgency. 

 You know, she tried to say. 

 The Autumn King’s only daughter—thrown out like rubbish. 

The  cat  had  either  guessed  it  at  the  temple  all  those  years  ago,  or  followed  her  home  to

confirm whose villa she had tried to enter. 

 He’ll kill me if he knows. 

The cat licked a paw.  Then make the Drop. 

She tried to speak again. Sleep held her firm, but she finally managed,  And what then? 

The cat’s whiskers twitched.  I told you. Come find me. 

Her eyelids drooped—a final descent toward sleep.  Why? 

The cat angled its head.  So we can finish this. 
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It was still raining the next morning, which Bryce decided was an omen. 

Today would suck. Last night had sucked. 

Syrinx refused to emerge from under the sheets, even though Bryce tried to coax him with the promise of breakfast  before his walk, and by the time Bryce finally hauled him to the street below,  Hunt  monitoring  from  the  windows,  the  rain  had  gone  from  a  pleasant  patter  to  an outright deluge. 

A  fat  hoptoad  squatted  in  the  corner  of  the  building  doorway,  under  the  slight  overhang, waiting for any small, unfortunate Vanir to fly past. He eyed Bryce and Syrinx as they splashed by, earning a whiskery huff from the latter, and sidled closer to the side of the building. 

“Creep,”  she  murmured  above  the  drumming  rain  on  the  hood  of  her  coat,  feeling  the hoptoad watch them down the block. For a creature no bigger than her fist, they found ways to be menaces.  Namely  to  all  manner  of  sprites.  Even  confined  to  the  library,  Lehabah  loathed  and dreaded them. 

Despite her navy raincoat, her black leggings and white T-shirt were soon soaked. As if the rain somehow went  up from the ground. It pooled in her green rain boots, too, squelching with every step she made through the lashing rain, the palms swaying and hissing overhead. 

 The rainiest spring on record, the news had proclaimed last night. She didn’t doubt it. 

The  hoptoad  was  still  there  when  they  returned,  Syrinx  having  completed  his  morning routine  in  record  time,  and  Bryce  might  or  might  not  have  gone  out  of  her  way  to  stomp  in  a nearby puddle. 

The hoptoad had stuck out his tongue at her, but flopped away. 

Hunt was standing at the stove, cooking something that smelled like bacon. He glanced over his shoulder while she removed her raincoat, dripping all over the floor. “You hungry?” 

“I’m good.” 

His eyes narrowed. “You should eat something before we go.” 

She waved him off, scooping food into Syrinx’s bowl. 

When  she  stood,  she  found  Hunt  extending  a  plate  toward  her.  Bacon  and  eggs  and  thick brown  toast.  “I  watched  you  pick  at  your  food  for  five  days  this  past  week,”  he  said  roughly. 

“We’re not starting down that road again.” 

She rolled her eyes. “I don’t need a male telling me when to eat.” 

“How  about  a  friend  telling  you  that  you  had  an  understandably  rough  night,  and  you  get mean as shit when you’re hungry?” 

Bryce scowled. Hunt just kept holding out the plate. 

“It’s all right to be nervous, you know,” he said. He nodded toward the paper bag she’d left by  the  door—Danika’s  clothes,  folded  and  ready  for  analysis.  She’d  overheard  Hunt  calling Viktoria  thirty  minutes  ago,  asking  her  to  get  the  Mimir  tech  from  the  Fae.  She’d  said  Declan already sent it. 

Bryce  said,  “I’m  not  nervous.  They’re  just  clothes.”  He  only  stared  at  her.  Bryce  growled. 

“I’m not. Let them lose the clothes in Evidence or whatever.” 

“Then eat.” 

“I don’t like eggs.” 

His mouth twitched upward. “I’ve seen you eat about three dozen of them.” 

Their gazes met and held. “Who taught you to cook, anyway?” He sure as Hel was a better

cook than she was. The pitiful dinner she’d made him last night was proof. 

“I taught myself. It’s a useful skill for a soldier. Makes you a popular person in any legion camp. Besides, I’ve got two centuries under my belt. It’d be pathetic not to know how to cook at this point.” He held the plate closer. “Eat up, Quinlan. I won’t let anyone lose those clothes.” 

She debated throwing the plate in his face, but finally took it and plunked into the seat at the head of the dining table. Syrinx trotted over to her, already gazing expectantly at the bacon. 

A cup of coffee appeared on the table a heartbeat later, the cream still swirling inside. 

Hunt  smirked  at  her.  “Wouldn’t  want  you  to  head  out  to  the  world  without  the  proper provisions.” 

Bryce flipped him off, took his phone from where he’d left it on the table, and snapped a few pictures:  the  breakfast,  the  coffee,  his  stupid  smirking  face,  Syrinx  sitting  beside  her,  and  her own scowl. But she drank the coffee anyway. 

By the time she put her mug into the sink, Hunt finishing up his meal at the table behind her, she found her steps feeling lighter than they had in a while. 

“Don’t lose those,” Hunt warned Viktoria as she sifted through the bag on her desk. 

The wraith looked up from the faded gray band T-shirt with a wailing, robed figure on the front.  The Banshees. “We’ve got clothes in Evidence for Danika Fendyr and the other victims.” 

“Fine, but use these, too,” Hunt said. Just in case someone had tampered with the evidence here—and to let Quinlan feel as if she’d helped with this. Bryce was at the gallery dealing with some snooty customer, with Naomi watching. “You got the Mimir tech from Declan?” 


“As I said on the phone: yes.” Vik peered into the bag again. “I’ll give you a call if anything comes up.” 

Hunt stretched a piece of paper across the desk. “See if traces of any of these come up, too.” 

Viktoria took one look at the words on it and went pale, her halo stark over her brow. “You think it’s one of these demons?” 

“I hope not.” 

He’d  made  a  list  of  potential  demons  that  might  be  working  in  conjunction  with  the kristallos, all ancient and terrible, his dread deepening with each new name he added. Many of them were nightmares that prowled bedtime stories. All of them were catastrophic if they entered Midgard. He’d faced two of them before—and barely made it through the encounters. 

Hunt nodded toward the bag again. “I mean it: don’t lose those clothes,” he said again. 

“Going soft, Athalar?” 

Hunt rolled his eyes and aimed for the doorway. “I just like my balls where they are.” 

Viktoria  notified  Hunt  that  evening  that  she  was  still  running  the  diagnostic.  The  Fae’s  Mimir tech was thorough enough that it’d take a good while to run. 

He prayed the results wouldn’t be as devastating as he expected. 

He’d messaged Bryce about it while she finished up work, chuckling when he saw that she’d again changed her contact information in his phone:  Bryce Is a Queen. 

They  stayed  up  until  midnight  binge-watching  a  reality  show  about  a  bunch  of  hot  young Vanir working at a beach club in the Coronal Islands. He’d refused at first—but by the end of the first hour, he’d been the one pressing play on the next episode. Then the next. 

It hadn’t hurt that they’d gone from sitting on opposite ends of the sectional to being side by side, his thigh pressed against hers. He might have toyed with her braid. She might have let him. 

The  next  morning,  Hunt  was  just  following  Bryce  toward  the  apartment  elevator  when  his phone rang. He took one look at the number and grimaced before picking up. “Hi, Micah.” 

“My office. Fifteen minutes.” 

Bryce  pressed  the  elevator  button,  but  Hunt  pointed  to  the  roof  door.  He’d  fly  her  to  the gallery, then head to the CBD. “All right,” he said carefully. “Do you want Miss Quinlan to join us?” 

“Just you.” The line went dead. 
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Hunt  took  a  back  entrance  into  the  tower,  careful  to  avoid  any  area  that  Sandriel  might  be frequenting. Isaiah hadn’t picked up, and he knew better than to keep calling until he did. 

Micah was staring out the window when he arrived, his power already a brewing storm in the room. “Why,” the Archangel asked, “are you running Fae tests on old evidence down at the lab?” 

“We  have  good  reason  to  think  the  demon  we  identified  isn’t  the  one  behind  Danika Fendyr’s death. If we can find what actually did kill her, it might lead us to whoever summoned it.” 

“The Summit is in two weeks.” 

“I know. We’re working as hard as we can.” 

“Are you? Drinking at a whiskey bar with Bryce Quinlan counts as working?” 

Asshole. “We’re on it. Don’t worry.” 

“Sabine  Fendyr  called  my  office,  you  know.  To  rip  my  head  off  about  being  a   suspect.” 

There was nothing humane behind those eyes. Only cold predator. 

“It was a mistake, and we’ll own up to that, but we had sufficient cause to believe—” 

“Get. The. Job. Done.” 

Hunt gritted out, “We will.” 

Micah surveyed him coolly. Then he said, “Sandriel has been asking about you—about Miss

Quinlan,  too.  She’s  made  me  a  few  generous  offers  to  trade  again.”  Hunt’s  stomach  became leaden. “I’ve turned her down so far. I told her that you’re too valuable to me.” 

Micah threw a file on the table, then turned back to the window. 

“Don’t make me reconsider, Hunt.” 

Hunt read through the file—the silent order it conveyed. His punishment. For Sabine, for taking too long, for just existing. A death for a death. 

He stopped at the barracks to pick up his helmet. 

Micah had written a note in the margin of the list of targets, their crimes.  No guns. 

So Hunt grabbed a few more of his black-hilted daggers, and his long-handled knife, too. 

Every  movement  was  careful.  Deliberate.  Every  shift  of  his  body  as  he  donned  his  black battle-suit quieted his mind, pulling him farther and farther from himself. 

His phone buzzed on his desk, and he glanced at it only long enough to see that  Bryce Is a Queen had written to him:  Everything okay? 

Hunt slid on his black gloves. 

His phone buzzed again. 

 I’m going to order in dumpling soup for lunch. Want some? 

Hunt  turned  the  phone  over,  blocking  the  screen  from  view.  As  if  it’d  somehow  stop  her from  learning  what  he  was  doing.  He  gathered  his  weapons  with  centuries  of  efficiency.  And then donned the helmet. 

The world descended into cool calculations, its colors dimmed. 

Only then did he pick up his phone and write back to Bryce,  I’m good. I’ll see you later. 

She’d written back by the time he reached the barracks landing pad. He’d watched the typing bubble  pop  up,  vanish,  then  pop  up  again.  Like  she’d  written  out  ten  different  replies  before settling on  Okay. 

Hunt shut off his phone as he shouldered his way through the doors and into the open air. 

He was a stain against the brightness. A shadow standing against the sun. 

A flap of his wings had him skyborne. And he did not look back. 

Something was wrong. 

Bryce had known it the moment she realized she hadn’t heard from him after an hour in the Comitium. 

The  feeling  had  only  worsened  at  his  vague  response  to  her  message.  No  mention  of  why he’d been called in, what he was up to. 

As if someone else had written it for him. 

She’d typed out a dozen different replies to that not-Hunt message. 

 Please tell me everything is okay. 

 Type 1 if you need help. 

 Did I do something to upset you? 

 What’s wrong? 

 Do you need me to come to the Comitium? 

 Turning down an offer of dumpling soup—did someone steal this phone? 

On and on, writing and deleting, until she’d written , I’m worried. Please call me.  But she had no right to be worried, to demand those things of him. 

So she’d settled with a pathetic  Okay. 

And had not heard back from him. She’d checked her phone obsessively the whole workday. 

Nothing. 

Worry was a writhing knot in her stomach. She didn’t even order the soup. A glance at the roof cameras showed Naomi sitting there all day, her face tight. 

Bryce had gone up there around three. “Do you have any idea where he might have gone?” 

she asked, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. 

Naomi  looked  her  over.  “Hunt  is  fine,”  she  said.  “He  …”  She  stopped  herself,  reading something on Bryce’s face. Surprise flickered in her eyes. “He’s fine,” the angel said gently. 

By the time Bryce got home, with Naomi stationed on the adjacent rooftop, she had stopped believing her. 

So she’d decided to Hel with it. To Hel with caution or looking cool or any of it. 

Standing in her kitchen as the clock crept toward eight, she wrote to Hunt,  Please call me. 

 I’m worried about you. 

There. Let it shoot into the ether or wherever the messages floated. 

She  walked  Syrinx  one  final  time  for  the  night,  her  phone  clutched  in  her  hand.  As  if  the

harder she gripped it, the more likely he’d be to respond. 

It  was  eleven  by  the  time  she  broke,  and  dialed  a  familiar  number.  Ruhn  picked  up  on  the first ring. “What’s wrong?” 

How he knew, she didn’t care. “I …” She swallowed. 

“Bryce.”  Ruhn’s  voice  sharpened.  Music  was  playing  in  the  background,  but  it  began  to shift, as if he were moving to a quieter part of wherever he was. 

“Have you seen Hunt anywhere today?” Her voice sounded thin and high. 

In the background, Flynn asked, “Is everything okay?” 

Ruhn just asked her, “What happened?” 

“Like, have you seen Hunt at the gun range, or anywhere—” 

The music faded. A door slammed. “Where are you?” 

“Home.” It hit her then, the rush of how stupid this was, calling him, asking if Ruhn, of all people, knew what the Governor’s personal assassin was doing. 

“Give me five minutes—” 

“No, I don’t need you here. I’m fine. I just …” Her throat burned. “I can’t find him.” What if Hunt was lying in a pile of bones and flesh and blood? 

When her silence dragged on, Ruhn said with quiet intensity, “I’ll put Dec and Flynn on it right—” 

The enchantments hummed, and the front door unlocked. 

Bryce  went  still  as  the  door  slowly  opened.  As  Hunt,  clad  in  battle-black  and  wearing  that famed helmet, walked in. 

Every step seemed like it took all of his concentration. And his scent—

Blood. 

Not his own. 

“Bryce?” 

“He’s back,” she breathed into the phone. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said to her brother, and hung up. 

Hunt paused in the center of the room. 

Blood stained his wings. Shone on his leather suit. Splattered the visor of his helmet. 

“What—what happened?” she managed to get out. 

He  began  walking  again.  Walked  straight  past  her,  the  scent  of  all  that  blood—several different types of blood—staining the air. He didn’t say a word. 

“Hunt.” Any relief that had surged through her now transformed into something sharper. 

He headed for his room and did not stop. She didn’t dare to move. He was a wraith, a demon, a—a shadow of death. 

This male, helmeted and in his battle clothes … she didn’t know him. 

Hunt reached his room, not even looking at her as he shut the door behind him. 

He couldn’t stand it. 

He couldn’t stand the look of pure, knee-wobbling relief on her face when he’d walked into the apartment. He’d come right back here after he’d finished because he thought she’d be asleep and he could wash off the blood without having to go back to the Comitium barracks first, but she’d been just standing in the living room. Waiting for him. 

And as he’d stepped into the apartment and she’d seen and smelled the blood …

He couldn’t stand the horror and pain on her face, either. 

 You  see  what  this  life  has  done  to  me?  he  wanted  to  ask.  But  he  had  been  beyond  words. 

There had been only screaming until now. From the three males he’d spent hours ending, all of it done to Micah’s specifications. 

Hunt strode for the bathroom and turned the shower up to scalding. He removed the helmet, the bright lights stinging his eyes without the visor’s cooling tones. Then he removed his gloves. 

She had looked so horrified. It was no surprise. She couldn’t have really understood what he was, who he was, until now. Why people shied away from him. Didn’t meet his eyes. 

Hunt peeled his suit off, his bruised skin already healing. The drug lords he’d ended tonight had  gotten  in  a  few  blows  before  he’d  subdued  them.  Before  he’d  pinned  them  to  the  ground, impaled on his blades. 

And left them there, shrieking in pain, for hours. 

Naked, he stepped into the shower, the white tiles already sweating with steam. 

The scalding water blasted his skin like acid. 

He swallowed his scream, his sob, his whimper, and didn’t balk from the boiling torrent. 

Didn’t do anything as he let it burn everything away. 

Micah had sent him on a mission. Had ordered Hunt to kill someone. Several people, from the different scents on him. Did each one of those lives count toward his hideous  debt? 

It was his job, his path to freedom, what he did for the Governor, and yet … And yet Bryce had never really considered it. What it did to him. What the consequences were. 

It wasn’t a path to freedom. It was a path to Hel. 

Bryce  lingered  in  the  living  room,  waiting  for  him  to  finish  showering.  The  water  kept running. Twenty minutes. Thirty. Forty. 

When the clock crept up on an hour, she found herself knocking on his door. “Hunt?” 

No answer. The water continued. 

She cracked the door, peering into the dim bedroom. The bathroom door stood open, steam

wafting out. So much steam that the bedroom had turned muggy. 

“Hunt?” She pushed forward, craning her neck to see into the bright bathroom. No sign of him in the shower—

A hint of a soaked gray wing rose from behind the shower glass. 

She moved, not thinking. Not caring. 

She was in the bathroom in a heartbeat, his name on her lips, bracing for the worst, wishing she’d grabbed her phone from the kitchen counter—

But  there  he  was.  Sitting  naked  on  the  floor  of  the  shower,  his  head  bowed  between  his knees. Water pounded into his back, his wings, dripping off his hair. His gold-dusted brown skin gleamed an angry red. 

Bryce took one step into the shower and hissed. The water was scalding. Burning hot. 

“Hunt,” she said. He didn’t so much as blink. 

She glanced between him and the showerhead. His body was healing the burns—healing and

then scalding, healing and scalding. It had to be torturous. 

She bit down on her yelp as she reached into the shower, the near-boiling water soaking her shirt, her pants, and lowered the temperature. 

He  didn’t  move.  Didn’t  even  look  at  her.  He’d  done  this  many  times,  she  realized.  Every

time Micah had sent him out, and for all the Archangels he’d served before that. 

Syrinx came to investigate, sniffed at the bloody clothes, then sprawled himself on the bath mat, head on his front paws. 

Hunt made no indication that he knew she stood there. 

But his breathing deepened. Became easier. 

And she couldn’t explain why she did it, but she grabbed a bottle of shampoo and the block of lavender soap from the nook in the tiles. Then knelt before him. 

“I’m going to clean you off,” she said quietly. “If that’s all right.” 

A slight but terribly clear nod was his only response. Like words were still too hard. 

So  Bryce  poured  the  shampoo  into  her  hands,  and  then  laced  her fingers into his hair. The thick  strands  were  heavy,  and  she  gently  scrubbed,  tipping  his  head  back  to  rinse  it.  His  eyes lifted at last. Met hers, as his head leaned back into the stream of water. 

“You look how I feel,” she whispered, her throat tight. “Every day.” 

He blinked, his only sign that he’d heard. 

She  removed  her  hands  from  his  hair,  and  picked  up  the  bar  of  soap.  He  was  naked,  she realized, having somehow forgotten. Utterly naked. She didn’t let herself contemplate it as she began lathering his neck, his powerful shoulders, his muscled arms. “I’ll leave your bottom half for you to enjoy,” she said, her face heating. 

He was just watching her with that raw openness. More intimate than any touch of his lips on her neck. Like he indeed saw everything she was and had been and might yet become. 

She  scrubbed  down  his  upper  body  as  best  she  could.  “I  can’t  clean  your  wings  with  you sitting against the wall.” 

Hunt rose to his feet in a mighty, graceful push. 

She kept her eyes averted from what, exactly, this brought into her direct line of vision. The very considerable something that he didn’t seem to notice or care about. 

So she wouldn’t care about it, either. She stood, water splattering her, and gently turned him. 

She didn’t let herself admire the view from behind, either. The muscles and perfection of him. 

 Your ass is perfect, he’d said to her. 

 Likewise, she could now attest. 

She soaped his wings, now dark gray in the water. 

He towered over her, enough that she had to rise to her toes to reach the apex of his wings. In silence,  she  washed  him,  and  Hunt  braced  his  hands  against  the  tiles,  his  head  hanging.  He needed  rest,  and  the  comfort  of  oblivion.  So  Bryce  rinsed  off  the  soap,  making  sure  each  and every feather was clean, and then reached around the angel to turn off the shower. 

Only the dribbling of water eddying into the drain filled the steamy bathroom. 

Bryce grabbed a towel, keeping her eyes up as Hunt turned to face her. She slung it around his hips, yanked a second towel off the bar just outside the shower stall, and ran it over his tan skin. Gently patted his wings dry. Then rubbed his hair. 

“Come on,” she murmured. “Bed.” 

His  face  became  more  alert,  but  he  didn’t  object  when  she  tugged  him  from  the  shower, dripping  water  from  her  sodden  clothes  and  hair.  Didn’t  object  when  she  led  him  into  the bedroom, to the chest of drawers where he’d put his things. 

She pulled out a pair of black undershorts and stooped down, eyes firmly on the ground as she stretched out the waistband. “Step in.” 

Hunt obeyed, first one foot and then the other. She rose, sliding the shorts up his powerful

thighs  and  releasing  the  elastic  waist  with  a  soft  snap.  Bryce  snatched  a  white  T-shirt  from another  drawer,  frowned  at  the  complicated  slats  on  the  back  to  fit  his  wings,  and  set  it  down again. “Underwear it is,” she declared, pulling back the blanket on the bed he so dutifully made each morning. She patted the mattress. “Get some sleep, Hunt.” 

Again, he obeyed, sliding between the sheets with a soft groan. 

She shut off the bathroom light, darkening the bedroom, and returned to where he now lay, still  staring  at  her.  Daring  to  stroke  his  damp  hair  away  from  his  brow,  Bryce’s  fingers  grazed over the hateful tattoo. His eyes closed. 

“I  was  so  worried  about  you,”  she  whispered,  stroking  his  hair  again.  “I  …”  She  couldn’t finish the sentence. So she made to step back, to head to her room and change into dry clothes and maybe get some sleep herself. 

But a warm, strong hand gripped her wrist. Halted her. 

She looked back, and found Hunt staring at her again. “What?” 

A slight tug on her wrist told her everything. 

 Stay. 

Her chest squeezed to the point of pain. “Okay.” She took a breath. “Okay, sure.” 

And  for  some  reason,  the  thought  of  going  all  the  way  to  her  bedroom,  of  leaving  him  for even a moment, seemed too risky. Like he might vanish again if she left to change. 

So she grabbed the white T-shirt she’d intended to give him, and twisted away, peeling off her own shirt and bra and chucking them into the bathroom. They landed with a slap on the tiles, drowning  out  the  rustle  of  his  soft  shirt  as  she  slid  it  over  herself.  It  hung  down  to  her  knees, providing enough coverage that she shucked off her wet sweats and underwear and threw them into the bathroom, too. 

Syrinx  had  leapt  into  the  bed,  curling  at  the  foot.  And  Hunt  had  moved  over,  giving  her ample room. “Okay,” she said again, more to herself. 

The sheets were warm, and smelled of him—rain-kissed cedar. She tried not to breathe it in too obviously as she took up a sitting position against the headboard. And she tried not to look too shocked when he laid his head on her thigh, his arm coming across her to rest on the pillow. 

A  child  laying  his  head  on  his  mother’s  lap.  A  friend  looking  for  any  sort  of  reassuring contact to remind him that he was a living being. A good person, no matter what they made him do. 

Bryce tentatively brushed the hair from his brow again. 

Hunt’s eyes closed, but he leaned slightly into the touch. A silent request. 

So  Bryce  continued  stroking  his  hair,  over  and  over,  until  his  breathing  deepened  and steadied, until his powerful body grew limp beside hers. 

It smelled like paradise. Like home and eternity and like exactly where he was meant to be. 

Hunt opened his eyes to feminine softness and warmth and gentle breathing. 

In  the  dim  light,  he  found  himself  half-sprawled  across  Bryce’s  lap,  the  woman  herself passed out against the headboard, head lolling to the side. Her hand still lingered in his hair, the other in the sheets by his arm. 

The  clock  read  three  thirty.  It  wasn’t  the  time  that  surprised  him,  but  the  fact  that  he  was clearheaded enough to notice. 

She’d  taken  care  of  him.  Washed  and  clothed  and  soothed  him.  He  couldn’t  remember  the

last time anyone had done that. 

Hunt carefully peeled his face from her lap, realizing that her legs were bare. That she wasn’t wearing anything beneath his T-shirt. And his face had been mere inches away. 

His muscles protested only slightly as he rose upward. Bryce didn’t so much as stir. 

She’d put him in his underwear, for fuck’s sake. 

His  cheeks  warmed,  but  he  eased  from  the  bed,  Syrinx  opening  an  eye  to  see  what  the commotion was about. He waved the beastie off and padded to Bryce’s side of the mattress. 

She stirred only slightly as he scooped her into his arms and carried her to her own room. He laid  her  on  her  bed,  and  she  grumbled,  protesting  at  the  cool  sheets,  but  he  swiftly  tossed  the down comforter over her and left before she could awaken. 

He  was  halfway  across  the  living  area  when  her  phone,  discarded  on  the  kitchen  counter, glared with light. Hunt looked at it, unable to help himself. 

A chain of messages from Ruhn filled the screen, all from the past few hours. 

 Is Athalar all right?  Later,  Are you all right? 

Then, an hour ago,  I called the front desk of your building, and the doorman reassured me that you’re both up there, so I’m assuming you two are fine. But call me in the morning. 

And  then  from  thirty  seconds  ago,  as  if  it  were  an  afterthought,  I’m  glad  you  called  me tonight. I know things are fucked up between us, and I know a lot of that is my fault, but if you ever need me, I’m here. Anytime at all, Bryce. 

Hunt  glanced  toward  her  bedroom  hallway.  She’d  called  Ruhn—that’s  who  she’d  been  on the phone with when he got back. He rubbed at his chest. 

He  fell  back  asleep  in  his  own  bed,  where  the  scent  of  her  still  lingered,  like  a  phantom, warming touch. 
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The golden rays of dawn coaxed Bryce awake. The blankets were warm, and the bed soft, and Syrinx was still snoring—

Her room. Her bed. 

She  sat  up,  jostling  Syrinx  awake.  He  yowled  in  annoyance  and  slithered  deeper  under  the covers, kicking her in the ribs with his hind legs for good measure. 

Bryce left him to it, sliding from bed and leaving her room within seconds. Hunt must have moved her at some point. He’d been in no shape to do anything like that, and if he’d somehow been forced to go back out again—

She sighed as she glimpsed a gray wing draped over the guest room bed. The golden-brown

skin of a muscled back. Rising and falling. Still asleep. 

Thank  the  gods.  Rubbing  her  hands  over  her  face,  sleep  a  lost  cause,  she  padded  for  the kitchen and began to make coffee. She needed a strong cup of it, then a quick run. She let muscle memory take over, and as the coffee maker buzzed and rattled away, she scooped up her phone from the counter. 

Ruhn’s messages occupied most of her alerts. She read through them twice. 

He would have dropped everything to come over. Put his friends on the task of finding Hunt. 

Would have done it without question. She knew that—had made herself forget it. 

She knew why, too. Had been well aware that her reaction to their argument years ago had been justified, but overblown. He’d tried to apologize, and she had only used it against him. And he  must  have  felt  guilty  enough  that  he’d  never  questioned  why  she’d  cut  him  out  of  her  life. 

That he’d never realized that it hadn’t just been some slight hurt that had forced her to shut him off from her life, but fear. Absolute terror. 

He’d wounded her, and it had scared the Hel out of her that he held such power. That she had wanted  so  many  things  from  him,  imagined  so  many  things  with  her  brother—adventures  and holidays and ordinary moments—and he had the ability to rip it all away. 

Bryce’s thumbs hovered over the keyboard on her phone, as if searching for the right words. 

 Thank  you  would  be  good.  Or  even   I’ll  call  you  later  would  suffice,  since  maybe  she  should actually say those words aloud. 

But her thumbs remained aloft, the words slipping and tumbling past. 

So she let them fall by, and turned to the other message she’d received—from Juniper. 

 Madame Kyrah told me that you never showed up to her class. What the Hel, Bryce? I had to beg her to hold that spot for you. She was really mad. 

Bryce  ground  her  teeth.  She  wrote  back,  Sorry.  Tell  her  I’m  in  the  middle  of  working  on

 something for the Governor and got called away. 

Bryce  set  down  the  phone  and  turned  to  the  coffee  machine.  Her  phone  buzzed  a  second later. Juniper had to be on her way to morning practice, then. 

 This woman does not peddle in excuses. I worked hard to get her to like me, Bryce. 

June was definitely pissed if she was calling her  Bryce instead of  B. 

Bryce  wrote  back,  I’m  sorry,  okay?  I  told  you  I  was  a  maybe.  You  shouldn’t  have  let  her think I’d be there. 

Juniper sniped back,  Whatever. I gotta go. 

Bryce blew out a breath, forcing herself to unclench her fingers from around her phone. She cradled her mug of hot coffee. 

“Hey.” 

She  whirled  to  find  Hunt  leaning  a  hip  against  the  marble  island.  For  someone  heavily muscled and winged, the angel was stealthy, she had to admit. He’d put on a shirt and pants, but his hair was still sleep-mussed. 

She rasped, her knees wobbling only slightly, “How are you feeling?” 

“Fine.” The word held no bite, only a quiet resignation and a request not to push. So Bryce fished out another mug, set it in the coffee machine, and hit a few buttons that had it brewing. 

His gaze brushed over every part of her like a physical touch. She peered down at herself and realized  why.  “Sorry  I  took  one  of  your  shirts,”  she  said,  bunching  the  white  fabric  in  a  hand. 

Gods, she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Did he know? 

His eyes dipped toward her bare legs and went a shade darker. He definitely knew. 

Hunt  pushed  off  the  island,  stalking  toward  her,  and  Bryce  braced  herself.  For  what,  she didn’t know, but—

He just strode past. Right to the fridge, where he pulled out eggs and the slab of bacon. “At the risk of sounding like an alphahole cliché,” he said without looking at her as he set the skillet on the stove, “I like seeing you in my shirt.” 

“Total alphahole cliché,” she said, even as her toes curled on the pale wood floor. 

Hunt cracked the eggs into a bowl. “We always seem to end up in the kitchen.” 

“I don’t mind,” Bryce said, sipping her coffee, “as long as you’re cooking.” 

Hunt snorted, then stilled. “Thanks,” he said quietly. “For what you did.” 

“Don’t  mention  it,”  she  said,  taking  another  sip  of  coffee.  Remembering  the  one  she’d brewed for him, she reached for the now-full mug. 

Hunt  turned  from  the  stove  as  she  extended  the  coffee  to  him.  Glanced  between  the outstretched mug and her face. 

And  as  his  large  hand  wrapped  around  the  mug,  he  leaned  in,  closing  the  space  between them. His mouth brushed over her cheek. Brief and light and sweet. 

“Thank  you,”  he  said  again,  pulling  back  and  returning  to  the  stove.  As  if  he  didn’t  notice that she couldn’t move a single muscle, couldn’t find a single word to utter. 

The  urge  to  grab  him,  to  pull  his  face  down  to  hers  and  taste  every  part  of  him  practically blinded  her.  Her  fingers  twitched  at  her  sides,  nearly  able  to  feel  those  hard  muscles  beneath them. 

He had a long-lost love he was still holding a torch for. And she’d just gone too long without sex.  Cthona’s  tits,  it’d  been  weeks  since  that  hookup  with  the  lion  shifter  in  the  Raven’s bathroom.  And  with  Hunt  here,  she  hadn’t  dared  open  up  her  left  nightstand  to  take  care  of herself. 

 Keep telling yourself all that, a small voice said. 

The muscles in Hunt’s back stiffened. His hands paused whatever they were doing. 

Shit, he could smell this kind of thing, couldn’t he? Most Vanir males could. The shifts in a person’s scent: fear and arousal being the two big ones. 

He was the Umbra Mortis. Off-limits in ten million ways. And the Umbra Mortis didn’t date

—no, it’d be all or nothing with him. 

Hunt asked, voice like gravel, “What are you thinking about?” He didn’t turn from the stove. 

 You. Like a fucking idiot, I’m thinking about you. 

“There’s a sample sale at one of the designer stores this afternoon,” she lied. 

Hunt glanced over his shoulder. Fuck, his eyes were dark. “Is that so?” 

Was that a purr in his voice? 

She couldn’t help the step she took back, bumping into the kitchen island. “Yes,” she said, unable to look away. 

Hunt’s eyes darkened further. He said nothing. 

She couldn’t breathe properly with that stare fixed on her. That stare that told her he scented everything going on in her body. 

Her nipples pebbled under that stare. 

Hunt went preternaturally still. His eyes dipped downward. Saw her breasts. The thighs she now clamped together—as if it’d stop the throbbing beginning to torture her between them. 

His face went positively feral. A mountain cat ready to pounce. “I didn’t know clothing sales got you so hot and bothered, Quinlan.” 

She nearly whimpered. Forced herself to keep still. “It’s the little things in life, Athalar.” 

“Is  that  what  you  think  about  when  you  open  up  that  left  nightstand?  Clothing  sales?”  He faced her fully now. She didn’t dare let her gaze drop. 

“Yes,” she breathed. “All those clothes, all over my body.” She had no idea what the fuck was coming out of her mouth. 

How was it possible all the air in the apartment, the city, had been sucked out? 

“Maybe  you  should  buy  some  new  underwear,”  he  murmured,  nodding  to  her  bare  legs. 

“Seems like you’re out.” 

She couldn’t stop it—the image that blazed over her senses: Hunt putting those big hands on her waist and hoisting her onto the counter currently pressing into her spine, shoving her T-shirt over  her  midriff—his  T-shirt,  actually—and  spreading  her  legs  wide.  Fucking  her  with  his tongue, then his cock, until she was sobbing in pleasure, screaming with it, she didn’t care just so long as he was touching her, inside her—

“Quinlan.” He seemed to be shaking now. As if only a tether of pure will kept him in place. 

As if he’d seen the same burning image and was just waiting for her nod. 

It’d complicate everything. The investigation, whatever he felt for Shahar, her own life—

To fucking Hel with all that. They’d figure it out later. They’d—

Burning smoke filled the air between them. Gross, nose-stinging smoke. 

“Fuck,” Hunt hissed, whirling to the stove and the eggs he’d left on the burner. 

As  if  a  witch  spell  had  snapped,  Bryce  blinked,  the  dizzying  heat  vanishing.  Oh  gods.  His emotions had to be all over the place after last night, and hers were a mess on a good day, and—

“I have to get dressed for work,” she managed to say, and hurried toward her bedroom before he could turn from the burning breakfast. 

She’d  lost  her  mind,  she  told  herself  in  the  shower,  in  the  bathroom,  on  the  too-quiet  walk  to work with Syrinx, Hunt trailing overhead. Keeping his distance. As if he realized the same thing. 

Let someone in, give them the power to hurt you, and they’d do exactly that, in the end. 

She couldn’t do it. Endure it. 

Bryce had resigned herself to that fact by the time she reached the gallery. A glance upward showed  Hunt  making  his  descent  as  Syrinx  yipped  happily,  and  the  thought  of  a  day  in  an enclosed space with him, with only Lehabah as a buffer …

Thank  fucking  Urd,  her  phone  rang  as  she  opened  the  gallery  door.  But  it  wasn’t  Ruhn calling to check in, and it wasn’t Juniper with an earful about missing the dance class. “Jesiba.” 

The sorceress didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Get the back door open. Now.” 

“Oh, it’s horrible, BB,” Lehabah whispered in the dimness of the library. “Just horrible.” 

Staring up at the massive, dimly lit tank, Bryce felt her arm hair stand on end as she watched their  new  addition  explore  its  environment.  Hunt  crossed  his  arms  and  peered  into  the  gloom. 

Any thoughts of getting naked with him had vanished an hour ago. 

A dark, scaled hand slapped against the thick glass, ivory claws scraping. Bryce swallowed. 

“I want to know where anyone even found a nøkk in these waters.” From what she’d heard, they existed only in the icy seas of the north, and mostly in Pangera. 

“I  preferred  the  kelpie,”  Lehabah  whispered,  shrinking  behind  her  little  divan,  her  flame  a quivering yellow. 

As if it had heard them, the nøkk paused before the glass and smiled. 

At more than eight feet long, the nøkk might have very well been the Helish twin to a mer male. But instead of humanoid features, the nøkk presented a jutting lower jaw with a too-wide, lipless mouth, full of needle-thin teeth. Its overlarge eyes were milky, like some of the fishes of the  deep.  Its  tail  was  mostly  translucent—bony  and  sharp—and  above  it,  a  warped,  muscled torso rose. 

No hair covered its chest or head, and its four-fingered hands ended in daggerlike claws. 

With  the  tank  spanning  the  entire  length  of  one  side  of  the  library,  there  would  be  no escaping its presence, unless the nøkk went down to the cluster of dark rocks at the bottom. The creature dragged those claws over the glass again. The inked  SPQM gleamed stark white on his greenish-gray wrist. 

Bryce lifted her phone to her ear. Jesiba picked up on the first ring. “Yes?” 

“We have a problem.” 

“With the Korsaki contract?” Jesiba’s voice was low, as if she didn’t want to be overheard. 

“No.” Bryce scowled at the nøkk. “The creep in the aquarium needs to go.” 

“I’m in a meeting.” 

“Lehabah is scared as Hel.” 

Air was lethal to nøkks—if  one  was  exposed  for  more  than  a  few  seconds,  its  vital  organs would begin shutting down, its skin peeling away as if burned. But Bryce had still gone up the small stairwell to the right of the tank to ensure that the feeding hatch built into the grate atop the water  was  thoroughly  locked.  The  hatch  itself  was  a  square  platform  that  could  be  raised  and lowered into the water, operated by a panel of controls in the rear of the space atop the tank, and Bryce had triple-checked that the machine was completely turned off. 

When she’d returned to the library, she’d found Lehabah curled into a ball behind a book, the

sprite’s flame a sputtering yellow. 

Lehabah whispered from her couch, “He’s a hateful, horrible creature.” 

Bryce shushed her. “Can’t you gift him to some macho loser in Pangera?” 

“I’m hanging up now.” 

“But he’s—” 

The  line  went  dead.  Bryce  slumped  into  her  seat  at  the  table.  “Now  she’ll  just  keep  him forever,” she told the sprite. 

“What are you going to feed it?” Hunt asked as the nøkk again tested the glass wall, feeling with those terrible hands. 

“It  loves  humans,”  Lehabah  whispered.  “They  drag  swimmers  under  the  surface  of  ponds and lakes and drown them, then slowly feast on their corpses over days and days—” 

“Beef,”  Bryce  said,  her  stomach  turning  as  she  glanced  at  the  small  door  to  access  the stairwell to the top of the tank. “He’ll get a few steaks a day.” 

Lehabah cowered. “Can’t we put up a curtain?” 

“Jesiba will just rip it down.” 

Hunt offered, “I could pile some books on this table—block your view of him instead.” 

“He’ll  still  know  where  I  am,  though.”  Lehabah  pouted  at  Bryce.  “I  can’t  sleep  with  it  in here.” 

Bryce sighed. “What if you just pretend he’s an enchanted prince or something?” 

The sprite pointed toward the tank. To the nøkk hovering in the water, tail thrashing. Smiling at them. “A prince from Hel.” 

“Who would want a nøkk for a pet?” Hunt asked, sprawling himself across from Bryce at the desk. 

“A  sorceress  who  chose  to  join  Flame  and  Shadow  and  turns  her  enemies  into  animals.” 

Bryce  motioned  to  the  smaller  tanks  and  terrariums  built  into  the  shelves  around  them,  then rubbed at the persistent ache in her thigh beneath her pink dress. When she’d finally worked up the nerve to emerge from her bedroom this morning after the kitchen fiasco, Hunt had looked at her for a long, long moment. But he’d said nothing. 

“You should see a medwitch about that leg,” he said now. Hunt didn’t look up from where he was leafing through some report Justinian had sent over that morning for a second opinion. She’d asked what it was, but he’d told her it was classified, and that was that. 

“My  leg  is  fine.”  She  didn’t  bother  to  turn  from  where  she  once  again  began  typing  in  the details  for  the  Korsaki  contract  Jesiba  was  so  eager  to  have  finalized.  Mindless  busywork,  but work that had to be done at some point. 

Especially since they were again at a dead end. No word had arrived from Viktoria about the Mimir test results. Why Danika had stolen the Horn, who wanted it so badly that they’d kill her for it … Bryce still had no idea. But if Ruhn was right about a method to heal the Horn … It all had to tie together somehow. 

And she knew that while they’d killed the one kristallos demon, there were other kristallos waiting in Hel that could still be summoned to hunt the Horn. And if its kind had failed so far, when the breed had literally been created by the Princes of Hel to track the Horn … How could she even hope to find it? 

Then there was the matter of those gruesome, pulping killings … which hadn’t been done by a kristallos. Hunt had already put in a request to have the footage checked again, but nothing had come through. 

Hunt’s  phone  buzzed,  and  he  fished  it  from  his  pocket,  glimpsed  at  the  screen,  then  put  it away.  From  across  the  desk,  she  could  just  barely  make  out  the  text  box  of  a  message  on  the screen. 

“Not going to write back?” 

His  mouth  twisted  to  the  side.  “Just  one  of  my  colleagues,  busting  my  balls.”  His  eyes flickered  when  he  looked  at  her,  though.  And  when  she  smiled  at  him,  shrugging,  his  throat bobbed—just slightly. 

Hunt said a bit roughly, “I gotta head out for a while. Naomi will come to stand guard. I’ll pick you up when you’re ready to leave.” 

Before she could ask about it, he was gone. 

“I know it’s been a while,” Bryce said, her phone wedged between her shoulder and ear. 

Hunt had been waiting outside the gallery while she locked up, smiling at Syrinx scratching at  the  door.  The  chimera  yowled  in  protest  when  he  realized  Bryce  wasn’t  bringing  him  along yet, and Hunt stooped to scratch his fuzzy golden head before Bryce shut the door, locking him in. 

“I’ll have to look at my calendar,” Bryce was saying, nodding her hello to Hunt. 

She looked beautiful today, in a rose-pink dress, pearls at her ears, and hair swept back on either side with matching pearl combs. 

Fuck,  beautiful wasn’t even the right word for it. 

She’d emerged from her bedroom and he’d been struck stupid. 

She hadn’t seemed to notice that  he’d noticed, though he supposed she knew that she looked gorgeous every day. Yet there was a light to her today, a color that hadn’t been there before, a glow in her amber eyes and flush to her skin. 

But that pink dress … It had distracted him all day. 

So had their encounter in the kitchen this morning. He’d done his best to ignore it—to forget about how close he’d come to begging her to touch him, to let him touch her. It hadn’t stopped him from being in a state of semi-arousal all day. 

He  had  to  get  his  shit  together.  Considering  that  their  investigation  had  slowed  this  past week, he couldn’t afford distractions. Couldn’t afford to ogle her every time she wasn’t looking. 

This  afternoon,  she’d  been  rising  up  onto  her  toes,  arm  straining  to  grab  some  book  on  a  high shelf in the library, and it was like that color pink was the fucking Horn, and he was a kristallos demon. 

He’d been out of his chair in an instant, at her side a heartbeat after that, and had pulled the book off the shelf for her. 

She’d  stood  there,  though,  when  he’d  held  the  book  out.  Hadn’t  backed  up  a  step  as  she looked between the outstretched book and his face. His blood had begun pounding in his ears, his skin becoming too tight. Just like it had this morning when he’d seen her breasts peak, and had scented how filthy her own thoughts had turned. 

But she’d just taken the book and walked away. Unfazed and unaware of his sheer stupidity. 

It hadn’t improved as the hours had passed. And when she’d smiled at him earlier … He’d

been half-relieved to be called away from the gallery a minute later. It was while he was heading back,  breathing  in  the  brisk  air  off  the  Istros,  that  Viktoria  sent  him  a  message:   I  found something.  Meet me at Munin and Hugin in 15. 

He debated telling the wraith to wait. To delay the inevitable bad news coming their way, to go  just  a  few  more  days  with  that  beautiful  smile  on  Bryce’s  face  and  that  desire  starting  to smolder in her eyes, but … Micah’s warnings rang in his ears. The Summit was still two weeks away,  but  Hunt  knew  Sandriel’s  presence  had  stretched  Micah’s  patience  thinner  than  usual. 

That if he delayed much longer, he’d find his bargain null and void. 

So whatever intel Vik had, however bad … he’d find a way to deal with it. He called  Bryce Kicks Ass and told her to get  her ass outside to meet him. 

“I don’t know, Mom,” Bryce was saying into her phone, falling into step with Hunt as they started  down  the  street.  The  setting  sun  bathed  the  city  in  gold  and  orange,  gilding  even  the puddles of filth. “Of course I miss you, but maybe next month?” 

They  passed  an  alley  a  few  blocks  away,  neon  signs  pointing  to  the  small  tea  bars  and ancient food stalls cramming its length. Several tattoo shops lay interspersed, some of the artists or patrons smoking outside before the evening rush of drunken idiots. 

“What— this  weekend?  Well,  I  have  a  guest—”  She  clicked  her  tongue.  “No,  it’s  a  long story. He’s like … a roommate? His name? Uh, Athie.  No, Mom.” She sighed. “This weekend really doesn’t work. No, I’m not blowing you guys off again.” She gritted her teeth. “What about a video chat, then? Mmhmm, yeah, of course I’ll make the time.” Bryce winced again. “Okay, Mom. Bye.” 

Bryce turned to him, grimacing. 

“Your mom seems … insistent,” Hunt said carefully. 

“I’m  video  chatting  with  my  parents  at  seven.”  She  sighed  at  the  sky.  “They  want  to  meet you.” 

Viktoria was at the bar when they arrived, a glass of whiskey in front of her. She offered them both a grave smile, then slid a file over as they seated themselves to her left. 

“What did you find?” Bryce asked, opening the cream-colored folder. 

“Read it,” Viktoria said, then glanced toward the cameras in the bar. Recording everything. 

Bryce nodded, taking the warning, and Hunt leaned closer as her head dipped to read, unable to stop himself from stretching out his wing, ever so slightly, around her back. 

He  forgot  about  it,  though,  when  he  beheld  the  test  results.  “This  can’t  be  right,”  he  said quietly. 

“That’s what I said,” Viktoria said, her narrow face impassive. 

There, on the Fae’s Mimir screening, lay the results: small bits of something synthetic. Not organic, not technological, not magic—but a combination of all three. 

 Find what is in-between,  Aidas had said. 

“Danika  freelanced  for  Redner  Industries,”  Bryce  said.  “They  do  all  sorts  of  experiments. 

Would that explain this?” 

“It might,” Viktoria said. “But I’m running the Mimir on every other sample we have—from the  others.  Initial  tests  also  came  up  positive  on  Maximus  Tertian’s  clothes.”  The  tattoo  on Viktoria’s brow bunched as she frowned. “It’s not pure magic, or tech, or organic. It’s a hybrid, with  its  other  traces  causing  it  to  be  canceled  out  in  the  other  categories.  A  cloaking  device, almost.” 

Bryce frowned. “What is it, exactly?” 

Hunt knew Viktoria well enough to read the caution in the wraith’s eyes. She said to Bryce, 

“It’s  some  sort  of  …  drug.  From  what  I  can  find,  it  looks  like  it’s  mostly  used  for  medical purposes in very small doses, but might have leaked onto the streets—which led to doses that are far from safe.” 

“Danika wouldn’t have taken a drug like that.” 

“Of  course  not,”  Viktoria  said  quickly.  “But  she  was  exposed  to  it—all  her  clothes  were. 

Whether that was upon her death or before it, however, is unclear. We’re about to run the test on the samples we took from the Pack of Devils and the two most recent victims.” 

“Tertian was in the Meat Market,” Hunt murmured. “He might have taken it.” 

But Bryce demanded, “What’s it called? This thing?” 

Viktoria pointed to the results. “Exactly what it sounds like. Synth.” 

Bryce  whipped  her  head  around  to  look  at  Hunt.  “Ruhn  said  that  medwitch  mentioned  a synthetic healing compound that could possibly repair …” She didn’t finish the statement. 

Hunt’s eyes were dark as the Pit, a haunted look in them. “It might be the same one.” 

Viktoria held up her hands. “Again, I’m still testing the other victims, but … I just thought you should know.” 

Bryce hopped off the stool. “Thanks.” 

Hunt let her reach the front door before he murmured to the wraith, “Keep it quiet, Vik.” 

“Already wiped the files from the legion database,” Vik said. 

They  barely  spoke  while  they  returned  to  the  gallery,  grabbed  Syrinx,  and  headed  home.  Only when they stood in her kitchen, Hunt leaning against the counter, did he say, “Investigations can take time. We’re getting closer. That’s a good thing.” 

She dumped food in Syrinx’s bowl, face unreadable. “What do you think about this synth?” 

Hunt considered his words carefully. “As you said, it could have just been exposure Danika had at Redner. Tertian could have just taken it as a recreational drug right before he died. And we’re still waiting to find out if it shows up on the clothes of the remaining victims.” 

“I want to know about it,” she said, pulling out her phone and dialing. 

“It might not be worth our—” 

Ruhn picked up. “Yeah?” 

“That synthetic healing drug you heard about from the medwitch. What do you know about

it?” 

“She  sent  over  some  research  a  couple  days  ago.  A  lot  of  it’s  been  redacted  by  Redner Industries, but I’m going through it. Why?” 

Bryce  glanced  toward  Hunt’s  open  bedroom  door—to  the  photo  of  her  and  Danika  on  the dresser, Hunt realized. “There were traces of something called synth on Danika’s clothes—it’s a relatively  new  synthetic  medicine.  And  it  sounds  like  it’s  leaked  onto  the  streets  and  is  being used in higher concentrations as an illegal substance. I’m wondering if it’s the same thing.” 

“Yeah,  this  research  is  on  synth.”  Pages  rustled  in  the  background.  “It  can  do  some  pretty amazing things. There’s a list of ingredients here—again, a lot of it was redacted, but …” 

Ruhn’s silence was like a bomb dropping. 

“But  what?”  Hunt  said  into  the  phone,  leaning  close  enough  to  hear  Bryce’s  thundering heart. 

“Obsidian salt is listed as one of the ingredients.” 

“Obsidian  …”  Bryce  blinked  at  Hunt.  “Could  the  synth  be  used  to  summon  a  demon?  If

someone didn’t have the power on their own, could the obsidian salt in the drug let them call on something like the kristallos?” 

“I’m not sure,” Ruhn said. “I’ll read through this and let you know what I find.” 

“Okay.”  Bryce  blew  out  a  breath,  and  Hunt  pulled  a  step  away  as  she  began  pacing  again. 

“Thanks, Ruhn.” 

Ruhn’s pause was different this time. “No problem, Bryce.” He hung up. 

Hunt  met  her  stare.  She  said,  “We  need  to  figure  out  who’s  selling  this  stuff.  Tertian  must have known before he died. We’re going to the Meat Market.” Because if there was one place in this city where a drug like that might be available, it’d be in that cesspit. 

Hunt swallowed. “We need to be  careful—” 

“I want answers.” She aimed for the front closet. 

Hunt  stepped  into  her  path.  “We’ll  go  tomorrow.”  She  drew  up  short,  mouth  opening.  But Hunt shook his head. “Take tonight off.” 

“It can’t—” 

“Yes,  it  can  wait,  Bryce.  Talk  to  your  parents  tonight.  I’ll  put  on  some  real  clothes,”  he added,  gesturing  to  his  battle-suit.  “And  then  tomorrow,  we’ll  go  to  the  Meat  Market  to  ask around. It can wait.” Hunt, despite himself, grabbed her hand. Ran his thumb over the back of it. 

“Enjoy talking to your parents, Bryce. They’re  alive.  Don’t miss out on a moment of it. Not for this.” She still looked like she’d object, insist they go hunt down the synth, so he said, “I wish I had that luxury.” 

She looked down at his hand, gripping hers, for a second—for a lifetime. She asked, “What happened to your parents?” 

He  said,  throat  tight,  “My  mother  never  told  me  who  my  father  is.  And  she  …  She  was  a low-ranking  angel.  She  cleaned  the  villas  of  some  of  the  more  powerful  angels,  because  they didn’t  trust  humans  or  other  Vanir  to  do  it.”  His  chest  ached  at  the  memory  of  his  mother’s beautiful,  gentle  face.  Her  soft  smile  and  dark,  angular  eyes.  The  lullabies  he  could  still  hear, more than two hundred years later. 

“She  worked  day  and  night  to  keep  me  fed  and  never  once  complained,  because  she  knew that if she did, she’d be out of a job and she had me to think about. When I was a foot soldier, and  sending  home  every  copper  I  made,  she  refused  to  spend  it.  Apparently,  someone  heard  I was doing that, thought she had tons of money hidden in her apartment, and broke in one night. 

Killed her and took the money. All five hundred silver marks she’d amassed over her life, and the fifty gold marks I’d managed to send her after five years in service.” 

“I am so sorry, Hunt.” 

“None of the angels—the powerful, adored angels—that my mother worked for bothered to

care  that  she’d  been  killed.  No  one  investigated  who  did  it,  and  no  one  granted  me  leave  to mourn. She was nothing to them. But she was … she was everything to me.” His throat ached. “I made the Drop and joined Shahar’s cause soon after that. I battled on Mount Hermon that day for her—my  mother.  In  her  memory.”  Shahar  had  taken  those  memories  and  made  them  into weapons. 

Bryce’s fingers pressed his. “It sounds like she was a remarkable person.” 

“She was.” He pulled his hand away at last. 

But she still smiled at him, his chest tightening to the point of pain as she said, “All right. I’ll video chat my parents. Playing legionary with you can wait.” 

Bryce  spent  most  of  the  evening  cleaning.  Hunt  helped  her,  offering  to  fly  over  to  the  nearest apothecary  and  get  an  insta-clean  spell,  but  Bryce  waved  him  off.  Her  mom  was  such  a  neat freak, she claimed, that she could tell the difference between magically cleaned bathrooms and hand-scrubbed ones. Even on video chat. 

 It’s that bleach smell that tells me it’s been done properly, Bryce, her daughter had imitated to Hunt in a flat, no-nonsense voice that made him just a little nervous. 

Bryce had used his phone throughout, snapping photos of him cleaning, of Syrinx taking the toilet paper rolls from their container and shredding them on the carpet they’d just vacuumed, of herself with Hunt stooped over his toilet behind her, brushing down the inside. 

By  the  time  he’d  snatched  the  phone  out  of  her  gloved  hands,  she’d  again  changed  her contact name, this time to  Bryce Is Cooler Than Me. 

But  despite  the  smile  it  brought  to  his  face,  Hunt  kept  hearing  Micah’s  voice,  threats  both spoken  and  implied.  Find  who  is  behind  this.  Get.  The.  Job.  Done.  Don’t  make  me  reconsider our bargain. Before I take you off this case. Before I sell you back to Sandriel. Before I make you and Bryce Quinlan regret it. 

Once  he  solved  this  case,  it  would  be  over,  wouldn’t  it?  He’d  still  have  ten  kills  left  for Micah,  which  could  easily  take  years  to  fulfill.  He’d  have  to  go  back  to  the  Comitium.  To  the 33rd. 

He  found  himself  looking  at  her  while  they  cleaned.  Taking  out  his  phone  and  snapping some photos of her as well. 

He knew too much. Had learned too much. About all of it. About what he might have had, 

without the halo and slave tattoos. 

“I can open a bottle of wine, if you need some liquid courage,” Bryce was saying as they sat before  her  computer  at  the  kitchen  island,  the  video  chat  service  dialing  her  parents.  She’d bought a bag of pastries from the corner market on their way home—a stress-coping device, he assumed. 

Hunt  just  scanned  her  face.  This—calling  her  parents,  sitting  thigh-to-thigh  with  her  …

Fucking Hel. 

He was on a one-way collision course. He couldn’t bring himself to stop it. 

Before  Hunt  could  open  his  mouth  to  suggest  that  this  might  be  a  mistake,  a  female  voice said, “And why exactly would he need liquid courage, Bryce Adelaide Quinlan?” 

 

56

A  stunning  woman  in  her  mid-forties  appeared  on  the  screen,  her  sheet  of  black  hair  still untouched by gray, her freckled face just beginning to show the signs of a mortal life span. 

From  what  Hunt  could  see,  Ember  Quinlan  was  seated  on  a  worn  green  couch  situated against oak-paneled walls, her long, jeans-clad legs folded beneath her. 

Bryce  rolled  her  eyes.  “I’d  say  most  people  need  liquid  courage  when  dealing  with  you, Mom.”  But  she  smiled.  One  of  those  broad  smiles  that  did  funny  things  to  Hunt’s  sense  of balance. 

Ember’s dark eyes shifted toward Hunt. “I think Bryce is confusing me with herself.” 

Bryce waved off the comment. “Where’s Dad?” 

“He had a long day at work—he’s making some coffee so he doesn’t fall asleep.” 

Even through the video feed, Ember possessed a grounded sort of presence that commanded

attention. She said, “You must be Athie.” 

Before he could answer, a male eased onto the couch beside Ember. 

Bryce beamed in a way Hunt hadn’t seen before. “Hey, Dad.” 

Randall Silago held two coffees, one of which he handed to Ember as he grinned back at his daughter. Unlike his wife, the years or the war had left their mark on him: his black braided hair was streaked with silver, his brown skin marred with a few brutal scars. But his dark eyes were friendly as he sipped from his mug—a chipped white one that said  Insert Cliché Dad Joke Here. 

“I’m still scared of that fancy coffee machine you bought us for Winter Solstice,” he said by way of greeting. 

“I’ve shown you how to use it literally three times.” 

Her mother chuckled, toying with a silver pendant around her neck. “He’s old-school.” 

Hunt  had  looked  up  how  much  the  built-in  machine  in  this  apartment  cost—if  Bryce  had bought  them  anything  remotely  similar,  she  must  have  dumped  a  considerable  portion  of  her paycheck on it. Money she did not have. Not with her debt to Jesiba. 

He  doubted  her  parents  knew  that,  doubted  they’d  have  accepted  that  machine  if  they’d known the money could have gone toward paying back her debts to the sorceress. 

Randall’s  eyes  shifted  to  Hunt,  the  warmth  cooling  to  something  harder.  The  eyes  of  the fabled  sharpshooter—the  man  who’d  taught  his  daughter  how  to  defend  herself.  “You  must  be Bryce’s  sort-of  roommate.”  Hunt  saw  the  man  notice  his  tattoos—on  his  brow,  on  his  wrist. 

Recognition flared across Randall’s face. 

Yet he didn’t sneer. Didn’t cringe. 

Bryce  elbowed  Hunt  in  the  ribs,  reminding  him  to  actually   speak.  “I’m  Hunt  Athalar,”  he

said, glancing at Bryce. “Or Athie, as she and Lehabah call me.” 

Randall  slowly  set  down  his  coffee.  Yeah,  that  had  been  recognition  in  the  man’s  face  a moment  ago.  But  Randall  narrowed  his  eyes  at  his  daughter.  “You  were  going  to  mention  this when, exactly?” 

Bryce rootled through the pastry bag on the counter and pulled out a chocolate croissant. She bit in and said around it, “He’s not as cool as you think, Dad.” 

Hunt snorted. “Thanks.” 

Ember said nothing. Didn’t even move. But she watched every bite Bryce took. 

Randall met Hunt’s stare through the feed. “You were stationed at Meridan when I was over there. I was running recon the day you took on that battalion.” 

“Rough battle” was all Hunt said. 

Shadows darkened Randall’s eyes. “Yeah, it was.” 

Hunt shut out the memory of that one-sided massacre, of how many humans and their few

Vanir allies hadn’t walked away from his sword or lightning. He’d been serving Sandriel then, and her orders had been brutal: no prisoners. She’d sent him and Pollux out that day, ahead of her legion, to intercept the small rebel force camped in a mountain pass. 

Hunt had worked around her order as best he could. He’d made the deaths quick. 

Pollux had taken his time. And enjoyed every second of it. 

And when Hunt could no longer listen to people screaming for Pollux’s mercy, he’d ended

their lives, too. Pollux had raged, the brawl between them leaving both angels spitting blood onto the rocky earth. Sandriel had been delighted by it, even if she’d thrown Hunt into her dungeons for a few days as punishment for ending Pollux’s fun too soon. 

Beneath the counter, Bryce brushed her crumb-covered hand over Hunt’s. There had been no one, after that battle, to wash away the blood and put him in bed. Would it have been better or worse to have known Bryce then? To have fought, knowing he could return to her? 

Bryce squeezed his fingers, leaving a trail of buttery flakes, and opened the bag for a second croissant. 

Ember watched her daughter dig through the pastries and again toyed with the silver pendant

—a circle set atop two triangles. The Embrace, Hunt realized. The union of Solas and Cthona. 

Ember frowned. “Why,” she asked Bryce, “is Hunt Athalar your roommate?” 

“He was booted from the 33rd for his questionable fashion sense,” she said, munching on the croissant. “I told him his boring black clothes don’t bother me, and let him stay here.” 

Ember  rolled  her  eyes.  The  exact  same  expression  he’d  seen  on  Bryce’s  face  moments before. “Do you ever manage to get a straight answer out of her, Hunt? Because I’ve known her for twenty-five years and she’s never given me one.” 

Bryce glared at her mother, then turned to Hunt. “Do not feel obligated to answer that.” 

Ember let out an outraged click of her tongue. “I wish I could say that the big city corrupted my lovely daughter, but she was this rude even before she left for university.” 

Hunt couldn’t help his low chuckle. Randall leaned back on the couch. “It’s true,” Randall said. “You should have seen their fights. I don’t think there was a single person in Nidaros who didn’t hear them hollering at each other. It echoed off the gods-damned mountains.” 

Both Quinlan women scowled at him. That expression was the same, too. 

Ember  seemed  to  peer  over  their  shoulders.  “When  was  the  last  time  you  cleaned,  Bryce Adelaide Quinlan?” 

Bryce stiffened.  “Twenty minutes ago.” 

“I can see dust on that coffee table.” 

“You. Can. Not.” 

Ember’s eyes danced with devilish delight. “Does Athie know about JJ?” 

Hunt  couldn’t  stop  himself  from  going  rigid.  JJ—an  ex?  She  hadn’t  ever  mentioned—Oh. 

Right. Hunt smirked. “Jelly Jubilee and I are good friends.” 

Bryce grumbled something he chose not to hear. 

Ember leaned closer to the screen. “All right, Hunt. If she showed you JJ, then she’s got to like you.” Bryce, mercifully, refrained from mentioning to her parents how he’d discovered her doll collection in the first place. Ember continued, “So tell me about yourself.” 

Randall said flatly to his wife. “He’s Hunt Athalar.” 

“I know,” Ember said. “But all I’ve heard are horrible war stories. I want to know about the real male. And get a straight answer about why you’re living in my daughter’s guest room.” 

Bryce had warned him while they cleaned:  Do not  say a word about the murders. 

But  he  had  a  feeling  that  Ember  Quinlan  could  sniff  out  lies  like  a  bloodhound,  so  Hunt smudged  the  truth.  “Jesiba  is  working  with  my  boss  to  find  a  stolen  relic.  With  the  Summit happening in two  weeks,  the  barracks  are  overloaded  with  guests,  so  Bryce  generously  offered me a room to make working together easier.” 

“Sure,” Ember said. “My daughter, who never once shared her precious Starlight Fancy toys with  a  single  kid  in  Nidaros,  but  only  let  them   look  at  the  stupid  things,  offered  up  the  entire guest room of her own goodwill.” 

Randall nudged his wife with a knee, a silent warning, perhaps, of a man used to keeping the peace between two highly opinionated women. 

Bryce said, “This is why I told him to have a drink before we dialed you.” 

Ember sipped from her coffee. Randall picked up a newspaper from the table and began to

flip through it. Ember asked, “So you won’t let us come visit this weekend because of this case?” 

Bryce winced. “Yes. It’s not the sort of thing you guys could tag along on.” 

A hint of the warrior shone through as Randall’s eyes sharpened. “It’s dangerous?” 

“No,” Bryce lied. “But we need to be a little stealthy.” 

“And bringing along two humans,” Ember said testily, “is the opposite of that?” 

Bryce sighed at the ceiling. “Bringing along my  parents,” she countered, “would undermine my image as a cool antiquities dealer.” 

“Assistant antiquities dealer,” her mother corrected. 

“Ember,” Randall warned. 

Bryce’s  mouth  tightened.  Apparently,  this  was  a  conversation  they’d  had  before.  He wondered if Ember saw the flicker of hurt in her daughter’s eyes. 

It was enough that Hunt found himself saying, “Bryce knows more people in this city than I do—she’s a pro at navigating all this. She’s a real asset to the 33rd.” 

Ember considered him, her gaze frank. “Micah is your boss, isn’t he?” 

A polite way of putting what Micah was to him. 

“Yeah,” Hunt said. Randall was watching him now. “The best I’ve had.” 

Ember’s stare fell on the tattoo across his brow. “That’s not saying much.” 

“Mom, can we not?” Bryce sighed. “How’s the pottery business?” 

Ember  opened  her  mouth,  but  Randall  nudged  her  knee  again,  a  silent  plea  to  let  it  drop. 

“Business,” Ember said tightly, “is going great.” 

Bryce knew her mother was a brewing tempest. 

Hunt  was  kind  to  them,  friendly  even,  well  aware  that  her  mom  was  now  on  a  mission  to figure out why he was here, and what existed between them. But he asked Randall about his job as co-head of an organization to help humans traumatized by their military service and asked her mom about her roadside stand selling pottery of fat babies lolling in various beds of vegetables. 

Her mom and Hunt were currently debating which sunball players were best this season, and Randall was still flipping through the newspaper and chiming in every now and then. 

It had gutted her to hear what had happened to Hunt’s own mother. She kept the call going longer than usual because of it. Because he was right. Rubbing her aching leg beneath the table

—she’d strained it again at some point during their cleaning—Bryce dug into her third croissant and said to Randall, “This still isn’t as good as yours.” 

“Move back home,” her dad said, “and you could have them every day.” 

“Yeah,  yeah,”  she  said,  eating  another  mouthful.  She  massaged  her  thigh.  “I  thought  you were supposed to be the cool parent. You’ve become even worse than Mom with the nagging.” 

“I was always worse than your mother,” he said mildly. “I was just better at hiding it.” 

Bryce  said  to  Hunt,  “This  is  why  my  parents  have  to  ambush  me  if  they  want  to  visit.  I’d never let them through the door.” 

Hunt just glanced at her lap—her thigh—before he asked Ember, “Have you tried to get her to a medwitch for that leg?” 

Bryce froze at exactly the same heartbeat as her mother. 

“What’s wrong with her leg?” Ember’s eyes dropped to the lower half of her screen as if she could somehow see Bryce’s leg beneath the camera’s range, Randall following suit. 

“Nothing,” Bryce said, glaring at Hunt. “A busybody angel, that’s what.” 

“It’s  the  wound  she  got  two  years  ago,”  Hunt  answered.  “It  still  hurts  her.”  He  rustled  his wings, as if unable to help the impatient gesture. “And she still insists on running.” 

Ember’s eyes filled with alarm. “Why would you do that, Bryce?” 

Bryce set down her croissant. “It’s none of anyone’s business.” 

“Bryce,” Randall said. “If it bothers you, you should see a medwitch.” 

“It doesn’t bother me,” Bryce said through her teeth. 

“Then why have you been rubbing your leg under the counter?” Hunt drawled. 

“Because I was trying to convince it not to kick you in the face, asshole,” Bryce hissed. 

“Bryce,” her mother gasped. Randall’s eyes widened. 

But  Hunt  laughed.  He  rose,  picking  up  the  empty  pastry  bag  and  squishing  it  into  a  ball before tossing it into the trash can with the skill of one of his beloved sunball players. “I think the  wound  still  has  venom  lingering  from  the  demon  who  attacked  her.  If  she  doesn’t  get  it checked out before the Drop, she’ll be in pain for centuries.” 

Bryce  shot  to  her  feet,  hiding  her  wince  at  the  ripple  of  pain  in  her  thigh.  They’d  never discussed  it—that  the  kristallos’s  venom  might  indeed  still  be  in  her  leg.  “I  don’t  need  you deciding what is best for me, you—” 

“Alphahole?”  Hunt  supplied,  going  to  the  sink  and  turning  on  the  water.  “We’re  partners. 

Partners  look  out  for  each  other.  If  you  won’t  listen  to  me  about  your  gods-damned  leg,  then maybe you’ll listen to your parents.” 

“How bad is it?” Randall asked quietly. 

Bryce whirled back to the computer. “It’s  fine.” 

Randall pointed to the floor behind her. “Balance on that leg and tell me that again.” 

Bryce refused to move. Filling a glass of water, Hunt smiled, pure male satisfaction. 

Ember reached for her phone, which she’d discarded on the cushions beside her. “I’ll find the nearest medwitch and see if she can squeeze you in tomorrow—” 

“I am not going to a medwitch,” Bryce snarled, and grabbed the rim of the laptop. “It was great chatting with you. I’m tired. Good night.” 

Randall began to object, eyes shooting daggers at Ember, but Bryce slammed the laptop shut. 

At the sink, Hunt was the portrait of smug, angelic arrogance. She aimed for her bedroom. 

Ember, at least, waited two minutes before video-calling Bryce on her phone. 

“Is your father behind this  case?” Ember asked, venom coating each word. Even through the camera, her rage was palpable. 

“Randall is not behind this,” Bryce said dryly, flopping onto her bed. 

“Your  other father,” Ember snapped. “This sort of arrangement reeks of him.” 

Bryce  kept  her  face  neutral.  “No.  Jesiba  and  Micah  are  working  together.  Hunt  and  I  are mere pawns.” 

“Micah Domitus is a monster,” Ember breathed. 

“All the Archangels are. He’s an arrogant ass, but not that bad.” 

Ember’s eyes simmered. “Are you being careful?” 

“I’m still taking birth control, yes.” 

“Bryce Adelaide Quinlan, you know what I mean.” 

“Hunt has my back.” Even if he’d thrown her under the bus by mentioning her leg to them. 

Her mom was having none of it. “I have no doubt that sorceress would push you into harm’s way if it made her more money. Micah’s no better. Hunt might have your back, but don’t forget that these Vanir only look out for themselves. He’s Micah’s personal assassin, for fuck’s sake. 

And one of the Fallen. The Asteri  hate him. He’s a slave because of it.” 

“He’s a slave because we live in a fucked-up world.” Hazy wrath fogged her vision, but she blinked it away. 

Her  dad  called  out  from  the  kitchen,  asking  where  the  microwave  popcorn  was.  Ember hollered  back  that  it  was  in  the  same  exact  place  it  always  was,  her  eyes  never  leaving  the phone’s camera. “I know you’ll bite my head off for it, but let me just say this.” 

“Gods, Mom—” 

“Hunt might be a good roommate, and he might be nice to look at, but remember that he’s a Vanir male. A very,  very powerful Vanir male, even with those tattoos keeping him in line. He and every male like him is lethal.” 

“Yeah,  and  you  never  let  me  forget  it.”  It  was  an  effort  not  to  look  at  the  tiny  scar  on  her mom’s cheekbone. 

Old  shadows  banked  the  light  in  her  mom’s  eyes,  and  Bryce  winced.  “Seeing  you  with  an older Vanir male—” 

“I’m not  with him, Mom—” 

“It brings me back to that place, Bryce.” She ran a hand through her dark hair. “I’m sorry.” 

Her mom might as well have punched her in the heart. 

Bryce wished she could reach through the camera and wrap her arms around her, breathing

in her honeysuckle-and-nutmeg scent. 

Then Ember said, “I’ll make some calls and get that medwitch appointment for your leg.” 

Bryce scowled. “No, thanks.” 

“You’re going to that appointment, Bryce.” 

Bryce  turned  the  phone  and  stretched  out  her  leg  over  the  covers  so  her  mother  could  see. 

She rotated her foot. “See? No problems.” 

Her  mother’s  face  hardened  to  steel  that  matched  the  wedding  band  on  her  finger.  “Just because Danika died doesn’t mean you need to suffer, too.” 

Bryce stared at her mother, who was always so good at cutting to the heart of everything, at rendering her into rubble with a few words. “It doesn’t have anything to do with that.” 

“Bullshit,  Bryce.”  Her  mom’s  eyes  glazed  with  tears.  “You  think  Danika  would  want  you limping  in  pain  for  the  rest  of  your  existence?  You  think  she  would’ve  wanted  you  to  stop dancing?” 

“I don’t want to talk about Danika.” Her voice trembled. 

Ember shook her head in disgust. “I’ll message the medwitch’s address and number when I

get the appointment for you. Good night.” 

She hung up without another word. 
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Thirty minutes later, Bryce had changed into her sleep shorts and was brooding on her bed when a knock thumped on the door. “You’re a fucking traitor, Athalar,” she called. 

Hunt opened the door and leaned against its frame. “No wonder you moved here, if you and your mom fight so much.” 

The instinct to strangle him was overwhelming, but she said, “I’ve never seen my mom back down from a fight. It rubbed off, I guess.” She scowled at him. “What do you want?” 

Hunt pushed off the door and approached. The room became too small with each step closer. 

Too  airless.  He  stopped  at  the  foot  of  her  mattress.  “I’ll  go  to  the  medwitch  appointment  with you.” 

“I’m not going.” 

“Why?” 

She sucked in a breath. And then it all burst out. “Because once that wound is gone, once it stops hurting, then  Danika is gone. The Pack of Devils is gone.” She shoved back the blankets, revealing her bare legs, and hitched up her silk sleep shorts so the full, twisting scar was visible. 

“It will all be some memory, some dream that happened for a flash and then was gone. But this scar and the pain …” Her eyes stung. “I can’t let it be erased. I can’t let  them be erased.” 

Hunt slowly sat beside her on the bed, as if giving her time to object. His hair skimmed his brow, the tattoo, as he studied the scar. And ran a calloused finger over it. 

The touch left her skin prickling in its wake. 

“You’re not going to erase Danika and the pack if you help yourself.” 

Bryce  shook  her  head,  looking  toward  the  window,  but  his  fingers  closed  around  her  chin. 

He gently turned her face back to his. His dark, depthless eyes were soft. Understanding. 

How many people ever saw those eyes this way? Ever saw  him this way? 

“Your  mother  loves  you.  She  cannot—literally,  on  a  biological  level,  Bryce—bear  the thought of you in pain.” He let go of her chin, but his eyes remained on hers. “Neither can I.” 

“You barely know me.” 

“You’re  my  friend.”  The  words  hung  between  them.  His  head  dipped  again,  as  if  he  could hide the expression on his face as he amended, “If you would like me to be.” 

For  a  moment,  she  stared  at  him.  The  offer  thrown  out  there.  The  quiet  vulnerability.  It erased any annoyance still in her veins. 

“Didn’t  you  know,  Athalar?”  The  tentative  hope  in  his  face  nearly  destroyed  her.  “We’ve been friends from the moment you thought Jelly Jubilee was a dildo.” 

He  tipped  back  his  head  and  laughed,  and  Bryce  scooted  back  on  the  bed.  Propped  up  the

pillows and turned on the TV. She patted the space beside her. 

Grinning,  eyes  full  of  light  in  a  way  she’d  never  seen  before,  he  sat  beside  her.  Then  he pulled out his phone and snapped a picture of her. 

Bryce blew out a breath, her smile fading as she surveyed him. “My mom went through a lot. 

I know she’s not easy to deal with, but thanks for being so cool with her.” 

“I like your mom,” Hunt said, and she believed him. “How’d she and your dad meet?” 

Bryce knew he meant Randall. “My mom ran from my biological father before he found out

she was pregnant. She wound up at a temple to Cthona in Korinth, and knew the priestesses there would  take  her  in—shield  her—since  she  was  a  holy  pregnant  vessel  or  whatever.”  Bryce snorted. “She gave birth to me there, and I spent the first three years of my life cloistered behind the temple walls. My mom did their laundry to earn our keep. Long story short, my biological father heard a rumor that she had a child and sent goons to hunt her down.” She ground her teeth. 

“He told them that if there was a child that was undoubtedly his, they were to bring me to him. 

At any cost.” 

Hunt’s mouth thinned. “Shit.” 

“They had eyes at every depot, but the priestesses got us out of the city—with the hope of getting us all the way to the House of Earth and Blood headquarters in Hilene, where my mom could beg for asylum. Even my father wouldn’t dare infringe on their territory. But it’s a three days’ drive, and none of the Korinth priestesses had the ability to defend us against Fae warriors. 

So we drove the five hours to Solas’s Temple in Oia, partially to rest, but also to pick up our holy guard.” 

“Randall.” Hunt smiled. But he arched a brow. “Wait—Randall was a sun-priest?” 

“Not quite. He’d gotten back from the front a year before, but the stuff he did and saw while he was serving … It messed with him. Really badly. He didn’t want to go home, couldn’t face his family. So he’d offered himself as an acolyte to Solas, hoping that it’d somehow atone for his past. He was two weeks away from swearing his vows when the High Priest asked him to escort us to Hilene. Many of the priests are trained warriors, but Randall was the only human, and the High Priest guessed my mother wouldn’t trust a Vanir male. Right before we reached Hilene, my father’s  people  caught  up  with  us.  They  expected  to  find  a  helpless,  hysterical  female.”  Bryce smiled again. “What they found was a legendary sharpshooter and a mother who would move the earth itself to keep her daughter.” 

Hunt straightened. “What happened?” 

“What  you  might  expect.  My  parents  dealt  with  the  mess  afterward.”  She  glanced  at  him. 

“Please don’t tell that to anyone. It … There were never any questions about the Fae that didn’t return to Crescent City. I don’t want any to come up now.” 

“I won’t say a word.” 

Bryce smiled grimly. “After that, the House of Earth and Blood literally deemed my mother a vessel for Cthona and Randall a vessel for Solas, and blah blah religious crap, but it basically amounted  to  an  official  order  of  protection  that  my  father  didn’t  dare  fuck  with.  And  Randall finally  went  home,  bringing  us  with  him,  and  obviously  didn’t  swear  his  vows  to  Solas.”  Her smile  warmed.  “He  proposed  by  the  end  of  the  year.  They’ve  been  disgustingly  in  love  ever since.” 

Hunt smiled back. “It’s nice to hear that sometimes things work out for good people.” 

“Yeah.  Sometimes.”  A  taut  silence  stretched  between  them.  In  her  bed—they  were  in  her bed,  and  just  this  morning,  she’d  fantasized  about  him  going  down  on  her  atop  the  kitchen

counter—

Bryce swallowed hard. “Fangs and Bangs is on in five minutes. You want to watch?” 

Hunt  smiled  slowly,  as  if  he  knew  precisely  why  she’d  swallowed,  but  lay  back  on  the pillows, his wings sprawled beneath him. A predator content to wait for his prey to come to him. 

Fucking Hel. But Hunt winked at her, tucking an arm behind his head. The motion made the muscles  down  his  biceps  ripple.  His  eyes  glittered,  as  if  he  was  well  aware  of  that,  too.  “Hel yes.” 

Hunt hadn’t realized how badly he needed to ask it. How badly he’d needed her answer. 

 Friends. It didn’t remotely cover whatever was between them, but it was true. 

He leaned against the towering headboard, the two of them watching the raunchy show. But by the time they reached the halfway point of the episode, she’d begun to make comments about the inane plot. And he’d begun to join her. 

Another  show  came  on,  a  reality  competition  with  different  Vanir  performing  feats  of strength and agility, and it felt only natural to watch that, too. All of it felt only natural. He let himself settle into the feeling. 

And wasn’t that the most dangerous thing he’d ever done. 
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Her  mother  messaged  while  she  was  dressing  for  work  the  next  morning,  with  the  time  and location of a medwitch appointment.  Eleven today. It’s five blocks from the gallery. Please go. 

Bryce didn’t write back. She certainly wouldn’t be going to the appointment. 

Not when she had another one scheduled with the Meat Market. 

Hunt had wanted to wait until night, but Bryce knew that the vendors would be much more

likely to chat during the quieter daytime hours, when they wouldn’t be trying to entice the usual evening buyers. 

“You’re quiet again today,” Bryce murmured as they wove through the cramped pathways of

the  warehouse.  This  was  the  third  they’d  visited  so  far—the  other  two  had  quickly  proven fruitless. 

No,  the  vendors  didn’t  know  anything  about  drugs.  No,  that  was  a  stereotype  of  the  Meat Market  that  they  did  not  appreciate.  No,  they  did  not  know  anyone  who  might  help  them.  No, they  were  not  interested  in  marks  for  information,  because  they  really  did  not  know  anything useful at all. 

Hunt had stayed a few stalls away during every discussion, because no one would talk with a legionary and Fallen slave. 

Hunt  held  his  wings  tucked  in  tight.  “Don’t  think  I’ve  forgotten  that  we’re  missing  that medwitch appointment right now.” 

She never should have mentioned it. 

“I don’t remember giving you permission to shove your nose into my business.” 

“We’re back to that?” He huffed a laugh. “I’d think cuddling in front of the TV allowed me to at least be able to  voice my opinions without getting my head bitten off.” 

She rolled her eyes. “We didn’t cuddle.” 

“What  is  it  you  want,  exactly?”  Hunt  asked,  surveying  a  stall  full  of  ancient  knives.  “A boyfriend or mate or husband who will just sit there, with no opinions, and agree to everything you say, and never dare to ask you for anything?” 

“Of course not.” 

“Just  because  I’m  male  and  have  an  opinion  doesn’t  make  me  into  some  psychotic, domineering prick.” 

She  shoved  her  hands  into  the  pockets  of  Danika’s  leather  jacket.  “Look,  my  mom  went through a lot thanks to some psychotic, domineering pricks.” 

“I know.” His eyes softened. “But even so, look at her and your dad. He voices his opinions. 

And he seems pretty damn psychotic when it comes to protecting both of you.” 

“You have no idea,” Bryce grumbled. “I didn’t go on a single date until I got to CCU.” 

Hunt’s brows rose. “Really? I would have thought …” He shook his head. 

“Thought what?” 

He shrugged. “That the human boys would have been crawling around after you.” 

It was an effort not to glance at him, with the way he said  human boys, as if they were some other breed than him—a full-grown malakh male. 

She supposed they were, technically, but that hint of masculine arrogance … “Well, if they wanted to, they didn’t dare show it. Randall was practically a god to them, and though he never said anything, they all got it into their heads that I was firmly off-limits.” 

“That wouldn’t have been a good enough reason for me to stay away.” 

Her cheeks heated at the way his voice lowered. “Well, idolizing Randall aside, I was also different.”  She  gestured  to  her  pointed  ears.  Her  tall  body.  “Too  Fae  for  humans.  Woe  is  me, right?” 

“It builds character,” he said, examining a stall full of opals of every color: white, black, red, blue, green. Iridescent veins ran through them, like preserved arteries from the earth itself. 

“What are these for?” he asked the black-feathered, humanoid female at the stall. A magpie. 

“They’re  luck  charms,”  the  magpie  said,  waving  a  feathery  hand  over  the  trays  of  gems. 

“White  is  for  joy;  green  for  wealth;  red  for  love  and  fertility;  blue  for  wisdom  …  Take  your pick.” 

Hunt asked, “What’s the black for?” 

The  magpie’s  onyx-colored  mouth  curved  upward.  “For  the  opposite  of  luck.”  She  tapped one  of  the  black  opals,  kept  contained  within  a  glass  dome.  “Slip  it  under  the  pillow  of  your enemy and see what happens to them.” 

Bryce cleared her throat. “Interesting as that may be—” 

Hunt held out a silver mark. “For the white.” 

Bryce’s  brows  rose,  but  the  magpie  swept  up  the  mark,  and  plunked  the  white  opal  into Hunt’s awaiting palm. They left, ignoring her gratitude for their business. 

“I didn’t peg you for superstitious,” Bryce said. 

But Hunt paused at the end of the row of stalls and took her hand. He pressed the opal into it, the  stone  warm  from  his  touch.  The  size  of  a  crow’s  egg,  it  shimmered  in  the  firstlights  high above. 

“You could use some joy,” Hunt said quietly. 

Something bright sparked in her chest. “So could you,” she said, attempting to press the opal back into his palm. 

But Hunt stepped away. “It’s a gift.” 

Bryce’s face warmed again, and she looked anywhere but at him as she smiled. Even though she could feel his gaze lingering on her face while she slid the opal into the pocket of her jacket. 

The opal had been stupid. Impulsive. 

Likely bullshit, but Bryce had pocketed it, at least. She hadn’t commented on how rusty his skills were, since it had been two hundred years since he’d last thought to buy something for a female. 

Shahar would have smiled at the opal—and forgotten about it soon after. She’d had troves of jewels in her alabaster palace: diamonds the size of sunballs; solid blocks of emerald stacked like

bricks; veritable bathtubs filled with rubies. A small white opal, even for joy, would have been like a grain of sand on a miles-long beach. She’d have appreciated the gift but, ultimately, let it disappear  into  a  drawer  somewhere.  And  he,  so  dedicated  to  their  cause,  would  probably  have forgotten about it, too. 

Hunt  clenched  his  jaw  as  Bryce  strode  for  a  hide  stall.  The  teenager—a  feline  shifter  from her scent—was in her lanky humanoid form and watched them approach from where she perched on  a  stool.  Her  brown  braid  draped  over  a  shoulder,  nearly  grazing  the  phone  idly  held  in  her hands. 

“Hey,” Bryce said, pointing toward a pile of shaggy rugs. “How much for one of them?” 

“Twenty silvers,” the shifter said, sounding as bored as she looked. 

Bryce  smirked,  running  a  hand  over  the  white  pelt.  Hunt’s  skin  tightened  over  his  bones. 

He’d felt that touch the other night, stroking him to sleep. And could feel it now as she petted the sheepskin. “Twenty silvers for a snowsheep hide? Isn’t that a little low?” 

“My mom makes me work weekends. It’d piss her off to sell it for what it’s actually worth.” 

“Loyal of you,” Bryce said, chuckling. She leaned in, her voice dropping. “This is going to sound  so random, but I have a question for you.” 

Hunt kept back, watching her work. The irreverent, down-to-earth party girl, merely looking to score some new drugs. 

The shifter barely looked up. “Yeah?” 

Bryce said, “You know where I can get anything … fun around here?” 

The girl rolled her chestnut-colored eyes. “All right. Let’s hear it.” 

“Hear what?” Bryce asked innocently. 

The shifter lifted her phone, typing away with rainbow-painted nails. “That fake-ass act you gave everyone else here, and in the two other warehouses.” She held up her phone. “We’re all on a group chat.” She gestured to everyone in the market around them. “I got, like, ten warnings you two would be coming through here, asking cheesy questions about drugs or whatever.” 

It was, perhaps, the first time Hunt had seen Bryce at a loss for words. So he stepped up to her side. “All right,” he said to the teenager. “But  do you know anything?” 

The girl looked him over. “You think the Vipe would allow shit like that synth in here?” 

“She allows every other depravity and crime,” Hunt said through his teeth. 

“Yeah, but she’s not dumb,” the shifter said, tossing her braid over a shoulder. 

“So you’ve heard of it,” Bryce said. 

“The Vipe told me to tell you that it’s nasty, and she doesn’t deal in it, and never will.” 

“But someone does?” Bryce said tightly. 

This was bad. This would not end well at all—

“The  Vipe  also  told  me  to  say  you  should  check  the  river.”  She  went  back  to  her  phone, presumably  to  tell   the  Vipe  that  she’d  conveyed  the  message.  “That’s  the  place  for  that  kinda shit.” 

“What do you mean?” Bryce asked. 

A shrug. “Ask the mer.” 

“We should lay out the facts,” Hunt said as Bryce stormed for the Meat Market’s docks. “Before we run to the mer, accusing them of being drug dealers.” 

“Too late,” Bryce said. 

He hadn’t been able to stop her from sending a message via otter to Tharion twenty minutes ago, and sure as Hel hadn’t been able to stop her from heading for the river’s edge to wait. 

Hunt gripped her arm, the dock mere steps away. “Bryce, the mer do  not take kindly to being falsely accused—” 

“Who said it’s false?” 

“Tharion isn’t a drug dealer, and he sure as shit isn’t selling something as bad as synth seems to be.” 

“He  might  know  someone  who  is.”  She  shrugged  out  of  his  grasp.  “We’ve  been  dicking around for long enough. I want answers. Now.” She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you want to get this over with? So you can have your  sentence reduced?” 

He did, but he said, “The synth probably has  nothing to do with this. We shouldn’t—” 

But  she’d  already  reached  the  wood  slats  of  the  dock,  not  daring  to  look  into  the  eddying water beneath. The Meat Market’s docks were notorious dumping grounds. And feeding troughs for aquatic scavengers. 

Water splashed, and then a powerful male body was sitting on the end of the dock. “This part of the river is gross,” Tharion said by way of greeting. 

Bryce didn’t smile. Didn’t say anything other than, “Who’s selling synth in the river?” 

The  grin  vanished  from  Tharion’s  face.  Hunt  began  to  object,  but  the  mer  said,  “Not  in, Legs.” He shook his head. “On the river.” 

“So it’s true, then. It’s—it’s what? A healing drug that leaked from a lab? Who’s behind it?” 

Hunt stepped up to her side. “Tharion—” 

“Danika  Fendyr,”  Tharion  said,  his  eyes  soft.  Like  he  knew  who  Danika  had  been  to  her. 

“The intel came in a day before her death. She was spotted doing a deal on a boat just past here.” 
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“What do you mean,  Danika was selling it?” 

Tharion  shook  his  head.  “I  don’t  know  if  she  was  selling  it  or  buying  it  or  what,  but  right before synth started appearing on the streets, she was spotted on an Auxiliary boat in the dead of night. There was a crate of synth on board.” 

Hunt murmured, “It always comes back to Danika.” 

Above the roaring in her head, Bryce said, “Maybe she was confiscating it.” 

“Maybe,”  Tharion  admitted,  then  ran  a  hand  through  his  auburn  hair.  “But  that  synth—it’s some bad shit, Bryce. If Danika was involved in it—” 

“She wasn’t. She never would have done something like that.” Her heart was racing so fast she thought she’d puke. She turned to Hunt. “But it explains why there were traces of it on her clothes, if she had to confiscate it for the Aux.” 

Hunt’s face was grim. “Maybe.” 

She crossed her arms. “What is it, exactly?” 

“It’s synthetic magic,” Tharion said, eyes darting between them. “It started off as an aid for healing,  but  someone  apparently  realized  that  in  super-concentrated  doses,  it  can  give  humans strength  greater  than  most  Vanir.  For  short  bursts,  but  it’s  potent.  They’ve  tried  to  make  it  for centuries,  but  it  seemed  impossible.  Most  people  thought  it  was  akin  to  alchemy—just  as unlikely as turning something into gold. But apparently modern science made it work this time.” 

He angled his head. “Does this have to do with the demon you were hunting?” 

“It’s a possibility,” Hunt said. 

“I’ll  let  you  know  if  I  get  any  other  reports,”  Tharion  said,  and  didn’t  wait  for  a  farewell before diving back into the water. 

Bryce stared out at the river in the midday sun, gripping the white opal in her pocket. 

“I know it wasn’t what you wanted to hear,” Hunt said cautiously beside her. 

“Was  she  killed  by  whoever  is  creating  the  synth?  If  she  was  on  that  boat  to  seize  their shipment?” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Could the person selling the synth and the person searching for the Horn be the same, if the synth can possibly repair the Horn?” 

He rubbed his chin. “I guess. But this could also be a dead end.” 

She sighed. “I don’t get why she never mentioned it.” 

“Maybe it wasn’t worth mentioning,” he suggested. 

“Maybe,” she murmured. “Maybe.” 

Bryce waited until Hunt hit the gym in her apartment building before she dialed Fury. 

She didn’t know why she bothered. Fury hadn’t taken a call from her in months. 

The call nearly went to audiomail before she answered. “Hey.” 

Bryce slumped against her bed and blurted, “I’m shocked you picked up.” 

“You caught me between jobs.” 

Or maybe Juniper had bitten Fury’s head off about bailing. 

Bryce said, “I thought you were coming back to hunt down whoever was behind the Raven’s

bombing.” 

“I thought so, too, but it turned out I didn’t need to cross the Haldren to do it.” 

Bryce  leaned  against  her  headboard,  stretching  out  her  legs.  “So  it  really  was  the  human rebellion  behind  it?”  Maybe  that   C  on  the  crates  Ruhn  thought  was  the  Horn  was  just  that:  a letter. 

“Yeah. Specifics and names are classified, though.” 

Fury had said that to her so many times in the past that she’d lost count. “At least tell me if you found them?” 

There  was  a  good  chance  that  Fury  was  sharpening  her  arsenal  of  weapons  on  the  desk  of whatever fancy hotel she was holed up in right now. “I said I was between jobs, didn’t I?” 

“Congratulations?” 

A soft laugh that still freaked Bryce the fuck out. “Sure.” Fury paused. “What’s up, B.” 

As  if  that  somehow  erased  two  years  of  near-silence.  “Did  Danika  ever  mention  synth  to you?” 

Bryce could have sworn something heavy and metallic clunked in the background. Fury said softly, “Who told you about synth?” 

Bryce  straightened.  “I  think  it’s  getting  spread  around  here.  I  met  a  mer  today  who  said Danika was seen on an Aux boat with a crate of it, right before she died.” She blew out a breath. 

“It’s dangerous, Bryce. Really dangerous. Don’t fuck around with it.” 

“I’m not.” Gods. “I haven’t touched any drugs in two years.” Then she added, unable to stop herself, “If you’d bothered to take my calls or visit, you would have known that.” 

“I’ve been busy.” 

 Liar.  Fucking  liar  and  coward.   Bryce  ground  out,  “Look,  I  wanted  to  know  if  Danika  had ever mentioned synth to you before she died, because she didn’t mention it to me.” 

Another one of those pauses. 

“She did, didn’t she.” Even now, Bryce wasn’t sure why jealousy seared her chest. 

“She might have said that there was some nasty shit being sold,” Fury said. 

“You never thought to mention it to anyone?” 

“I  did.  To  you.  At  the  White  Raven  the  night  Danika  died.  Someone  tried  to  sell  it  to  you then, for fuck’s sake. I told you to stay the Hel away from it.” 

“And you still didn’t find the chance to mention then or after Danika died that she warned you about it in the first place?” 

“A demon ripped her to shreds, Bryce. Drug busts didn’t seem connected to it.” 

“And what if it was?” 

“How?” 

“I  don’t  know,  I  just  …”  Bryce  tapped  her  foot  on  the  bed.  “Why  wouldn’t  she  have  told me?” 

“Because …” Fury stopped herself. 

“Because  what?” Bryce snapped. 

“All  right,”  Fury  said,  her  voice  sharpening.  “Danika  didn’t  want  to  tell  you  because  she didn’t want you getting near it. Even  thinking about trying synth.” 

Bryce shot to her feet. “Why the  fuck would I ever—” 

“Because we have literally seen you take everything.” 

“You’ve been right there, taking everything with me, you—” 

“Synth is  synthetic magic, Bryce. To replace  real magic. Of which you have  none.  It  gives humans Vanir powers and strength for like an hour. And then it can seriously fuck you up. Make you addicted and worse. For the Vanir, it’s even riskier—a crazy high and superstrength, but it can easily turn bad. Danika didn’t want you even knowing something like that existed.” 

“As if I’m so desperate to be like you big, tough Vanir that I’d take something—” 

“Her goal was to protect you.  Always. Even from yourself.” 

The words struck like a slap to the face. Bryce’s throat closed up. 

Fury blew out a breath. “Look, I know that came out harsh. But take my word for it: don’t mess with synth. If they’ve actually managed to mass-produce the stuff outside of an official lab and make it in even stronger concentrations, then it’s bad news. Stay away from it, and anyone who deals in it.” 

Bryce’s hands shook, but she managed to say “All right” without sounding like she was one breath away from crying. 

“Look,  I  gotta  go,”  Fury  said.  “I’ve  got  something  to  do  tonight.  But  I’ll  be  back  in Lunathion in a few days. I’m wanted at the Summit in two weeks—it’s at some compound a few hours outside the city.” 

Bryce  didn’t  ask  why  Fury  Axtar  would  attend  a  Summit  of  various  Valbaran  leaders.  She didn’t really care that Fury would be coming back at all. 

“Maybe we can grab a meal,” Fury said. 

“Sure.” 

“Bryce.” Her name was both a reprimand and an apology. Fury sighed. “I’ll see you.” 

Her throat burned, but she hung up. Took a few long breaths. Fury could go to Hel. 

Bryce waited to call her brother until she’d plunked her ass down on the couch, opened her laptop, and pulled up the search engine. He answered on the second ring. “Yeah?” 

“I want you to spare me the lectures and the warnings and all that shit, okay?” 

Ruhn paused. “Okay.” 

She put the call on speaker and leaned her forearms on her knees, the cursor hanging over the search bar. 

Ruhn asked, “What’s going on with you and Athalar?” 

“Nothing,” Bryce said, rubbing her eyes. “He’s not my type.” 

“I was asking about why he’s not on the call, not whether you’re dating, but that’s good to know.” 

She  gritted  her  teeth  and  typed   synthetic magic  in  the  search  bar.  As  the  results  filtered  in, she said, “Athalar is off making those muscles of his even nicer.” Ruhn huffed a laugh. 

She skimmed the results: small, short articles about the uses of a synthetic healing magic to aid in human healing. “That medwitch who sent you the information about synthetic magic—did she offer any thoughts on why or how it got onto the streets?” 

“No.  I  think  she’s  more  concerned  about  its  origins—and  an  antidote.  She  told  me  she actually tested some of the kristallos venom she got out of Athalar from the other night against the  synth,  trying  to  formulate  one.  She  thinks  her  healing  magic  can  act  like  some  kind  of

stabilizer for the venom to make the antidote, but she needs more of the venom to keep testing it out.  I  don’t  know.  It  sounded  like  some  complex  shit.”  He  added  wryly,  “If  you  run  into  a kristallos, ask it for some venom, would you?” 

“Got a crush, Ruhn?” 

He snorted. “She’s done us a huge favor. I’d like to repay her in whatever way we can.” 

“All  right.”  She  clicked  through  more  results,  including  a  patent  filing  from  Redner Industries for the drug, dating back ten years. Way before Danika’s time working there. 

“The research papers say only tiny amounts are released, even for the medwitches and their healing. It’s incredibly expensive and difficult to make.” 

“What  if  …  what  if  the  formula  and  a  shipment  leaked  two  years  ago  from  Redner,  and Danika was sent out to track it down. And maybe she realized whoever wanted to steal the synth planned  to  use  it  to  repair  the  Horn,  and  she  stole  the  Horn  before  they  could.  And  then  they killed her for it.” 

“But why keep it a secret?” Ruhn asked. “Why not bust the person behind it?” 

“I don’t know. It’s just a theory.” Better than nothing. 

Ruhn went quiet again. She had the feeling a Serious Talk was coming and braced herself. “I think it’s admirable, Bryce. That you still care enough about Danika and the Pack of Devils to keep looking into this.” 

“I was ordered to by my boss and the Governor, remember?” 

“You would have looked once you heard it wasn’t Briggs anyway.” He sighed. “You know, 

Danika nearly beat the shit out of me once.” 

“No she didn’t.” 

“Oh, she did. We ran into each other in Redner Tower’s lobby when I went to meet up with Declan  after  some  fancy  meeting  he  was  having  with  their  top  people.  Wait—you  dated  that prick son of Redner’s, didn’t you?” 

“I did,” she said tightly. 

“Gross. Just gross, Bryce.” 

“Tell me about Danika wiping the floor with your pathetic ass.” 

She could nearly hear his smile through the phone. “I don’t know how we got into it about you, but we did.” 

“What’d you say?” 

“Why are you assuming I did the instigating? Did you ever meet Danika? She had a mouth

on her like I’ve never seen.” He clicked his tongue, the admiration in the noise making Bryce’s chest clench. “Anyway, I told her to tell you that I was sorry. She told me to go fuck myself, and fuck my apology.” 

Bryce blinked. “She never told me she ran into you.” 

“Ran  into  is  an  understatement.”  He  whistled.  “She  hadn’t  even  made  the  Drop,  and  she nearly kicked my balls across the lobby. Declan had to … involve himself to stop it.” 

It sounded like Danika all right. Even if everything else she’d learned lately didn’t. 
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“It’s a stretch,” Hunt said an hour later from his spot beside her on the sectional. She’d filled him in on her latest theory, his brows rising with each word out of her mouth. 

Bryce clicked through the pages on Redner Industries’ website. “Danika worked part-time at Redner. She rarely talked about the shit she did for them. Some kind of security division.” She pulled up the login page. “Maybe her old work account still has info on her assignments.” 

Her fingers shook only slightly as she typed in Danika’s username, having seen it so many times on her phone in the past:  dfendyr. 

DFendyr—Defender. She’d never realized it until now. Fury’s harsh words rang through her head. Bryce ignored them. 

She typed in one of Danika’s usual half-assed passwords: 1234567. Nothing. 

“Again,”  Hunt  said  warily,  “it’s  a  stretch.”  He  leaned  back  against  the  cushions.  “We’re better off doubling down with Danaan on looking for the Horn, not chasing down this drug.” 

Bryce countered, “Danika was involved in this synth stuff and never said a word. You don’t think that’s weird? You don’t think there might be something more here?” 

“She  also  didn’t  tell  you  the  truth  about  Philip  Briggs,”  Hunt  said  carefully.  “Or  that  she stole the Horn. Keeping things from you could have been standard for her.” 

Bryce just typed in another password. Then another. And another. 

“We need the full picture, Hunt,” she said, trying again.  She needed the full picture. “It all ties together somehow.” 

But every password failed. Every one of Danika’s usual combinations. 

Bryce shut her eyes, foot bouncing on the carpet as she recited, “The Horn could possibly be healed  by  the  synth  in  a  large  enough  dose.  Synthetic  magic  has  obsidian  salt  as  one  of  its ingredients.  The  kristallos  can  be  summoned  by  obsidian  salt  …”  Hunt  remained  silent  as  she thought  it  through.  “The  kristallos  was  bred  to  track  the  Horn.  The  kristallos’s  venom  can  eat away at magic. The medwitch wants some venom to test if it’s possible to create an antidote to synth with her magic or something.” 

“What?” 

Her eyes opened. “Ruhn told me.” She filled him in on Ruhn’s half-joking request for more venom to give the medwitch. 

Hunt’s eyes darkened. “Interesting. If the synth is on the verge of becoming a deadly street drug … we should help her get the venom.” 

“What about the Horn?” 

His jaw tightened. “We’ll keep looking. But if this drug explodes—not just in this city but

across the territory, the world … that antidote is vital.” He scanned her face. “How can we get our hands on some venom for her?” 

Bryce breathed, “If we summon a kristallos—” 

“We  don’t  take  that  risk,”  Hunt  snarled.  “We’ll  figure  out  how  to  get  the  venom  another way.” 

“I can handle myself—” 

“I can’t fucking handle myself, Quinlan. Not if you might be in danger.” 

His words rippled between them. Emotion glinted in his eyes, if she dared to read what was there. 

But Hunt’s phone buzzed, and he lifted his hips off the couch to pull it from the back pocket of his pants. He glanced at the screen, and his wings shifted, tucking in slightly. 

“Micah?” she dared ask. 

“Just  some  legion  shit,”  he  murmured,  and  stood.  “I  gotta  head  out  for  a  few.  Naomi  will take  watch.”  He  gestured  to  the  computer.  “Keep  trying  if  you  want,  but  let’s   think,  Bryce, before we do anything drastic to get our hands on that venom.” 

“Yeah, yeah.” 

It was apparently acceptance enough for Hunt to leave, but not before ruffling her hair and leaning down to whisper, his lips brushing the curve of her ear, “JJ would be proud of you.” Her toes curled in her slippers, and stayed that way long after he’d left. 

After trying another few password options, Bryce sighed and shut the computer. They were narrowing in on it—the truth. She could feel it. 

But would she be ready for it? 

Her  cycle  arrived  the  next  morning  like  a  gods-damned  train  barreling  into  her  body,  which Bryce decided was fitting, given what day it was. 

She  stepped  into  the  great  room  to  find  Hunt  making  breakfast,  his  hair  still  mussed  with sleep.  He  stiffened  at  her  approach,  though.  Then  he  turned,  his  eyes  darting  over  her.  His preternatural sense of smell missed nothing. “You’re bleeding.” 

“Every  three  months,  like  clockwork.”  Pure-blooded  Fae  rarely  had  a  cycle  at  all;  humans had it monthly—she’d somehow settled somewhere in between. 

She slid onto a stool at the kitchen counter. A glance at her phone showed no messages from Juniper  or  Fury.  Not  even  a  message  from  her  mom  biting  her  head  off  about  bailing  on  the medwitch appointment. 

“You need anything?” Hunt extended a plate of eggs and bacon toward her. Then a cup of

coffee. 

“I took something for the cramps.” She sipped her coffee. “But thanks.” 

He  grunted,  going  back  to  plating  his  own  breakfast.  He  stood  on  the  other  side  of  the counter and wolfed down a few bites before he said, “Beyond the synth stuff and the antidote, I think  the  Horn  ties  everything  together.  We  should  concentrate  on  looking  for  it.  There  hasn’t been a murder since the temple guard, but I doubt the person has dropped the search for it since they’ve already gone to such trouble. If we get our hands on the Horn, I still feel like the killer will save us the trouble of looking for them and come right to us.” 

“Or  maybe  they  found  wherever  Danika  hid  it  already.”  She  took  another  bite.  “Maybe they’re just waiting until the Summit or something.” 

“Maybe. If that’s the case, then we need to figure out who has it. Immediately.” 

“But even Ruhn can’t find it. Danika didn’t leave any hint of where she hid it. None of her last known locations were likely hiding spots.” 

“So maybe today we go back to square one. Look at everything we’ve learned and—” 

“I can’t today.” She finished off her breakfast and brought the plate over to the sink. “I’ve got some meetings.” 

“Reschedule them.” 

“Jesiba needs them held today.” 

He  looked  at  her  for  a  long  moment,  as  if  he  could  see  through  everything  she’d  said,  but finally nodded. 

She ignored the disappointment and concern in his face, his tone, as he said, “All right.” 

Lehabah sighed. “You’re being mean today, BB. And don’t blame it on your cycle.” 

Seated at the table in the heart of the gallery’s library, Bryce massaged her brows with her thumb and forefinger. “Sorry.” 

Her phone lay dark and quiet on the table beside her. 

“You didn’t invite Athie down here for lunch.” 

“I didn’t need the distraction.” The lie was smooth. Hunt hadn’t called her on the other lie, either—that Jesiba was watching the gallery cameras today, so he should stay on the roof. 

But despite needing him, needing everyone, at arm’s length today, and despite claiming she couldn’t  look  for  the  Horn,  she’d  been  combing  over  various  texts  regarding  it  for  hours  now. 

There was nothing in them but the same information, over and over. 

A faint scratching sound stretched across the entire length of the library. Bryce pulled over Lehabah’s tablet and cranked up the volume on the speakers, blasting music through the space. 

A loud, angry  thump sounded. From the corner of her eye, she watched the nøkk swim off, its translucent tail slashing through the dim water. 

Pop music: Who would have thought it was such a strong deterrent for the creature? 

“He wants to kill me,” Lehabah whispered. “I can tell.” 

“I doubt you’d make a very satisfying snack,” Bryce said. “Not even a mouthful.” 

“He knows that if I’m submerged in water, I’m dead in a heartbeat.” 

It was another form of torture for the sprite, Bryce had realized early on. A way for Jesiba to keep  Lehabah  in  line  down  here,  caged  within  a  cage,  as  surely  as  all  the  other  animals throughout the space. No better way to intimidate a fire sprite than to have a hundred-thousand-gallon tank looming. 

“He wants to kill you, too,” Lehabah whispered. “You ignore him, and he hates that. I can see the rage and hunger in his eyes when he looks at you, BB. Be careful when you feed him.” 

“I  am.”  The  feeding  hatch  was  too  small  for  it  to  fit  through  anyway.  And  since  the  nøkk wouldn’t dare bring its head above the water for fear of the air, only its arms were a threat if the hatch was opened and the feeding platform was lowered into the water. But it kept to the bottom of the tank, hiding among the rocks whenever she dumped in the steaks, letting them drift lazily down. 

It wanted to hunt. Wanted something big, juicy, and frightened. 

Bryce glanced toward the dim tank, illuminated by three built-in spotlights. “Jesiba will get bored with him soon and gift him to a client,” she lied to Lehabah. 

“Why does she collect us at all?” the sprite whispered. “Am I not a person, too?” She pointed to the tattoo on her wrist. “Why do they insist on this?” 

“Because we live in a republic that has decided that threats to its order have to be punished—

and  punished  so  thoroughly  that  it  makes  others  hesitate  to  rebel,  too.”  Her  words  were  flat. 

Cold. 

“Have you ever thought of what it might be like—without the Asteri?” 

Bryce shot her a look. “Be quiet, Lehabah.” 

“But BB—” 

“Be   quiet,  Lehabah.”  There  were  cameras  everywhere  in  this  library,  all  with  audio.  They were exclusive to Jesiba, yes, but to speak of it here …

Lehabah drifted to her little couch. “Athie would talk to me about it.” 

“Athie is a slave with little left to lose.” 

“Don’t say such things, BB,” Lehabah hissed. “There is  always something left to lose.” 

Bryce was in a foul spirit. Maybe there was something going on with Ruhn or Juniper. Hunt had seen her checking her phone frequently this morning, as if waiting for a call or message. None had come. At least, as far as he could tell on the walk to the gallery. And, judging by the distant, sharp look still on her face as she left just before sunset, none had come in during the day, either. 

But she didn’t head home. She went to a bakery. 

Hunt kept to the rooftops nearby, watching while she walked into the aqua-painted interior and walked out three minutes later with a white box in her hands. 

Then  she  turned  her  steps  toward  the  river,  dodging  workers  and  tourists  and  shoppers  all enjoying the end of the day. If she was aware that he followed, she didn’t seem to care. Didn’t even look up once as she aimed for a wooden bench along the river walkway. 

The  setting  sun  gilded  the  mists  veiling  the  Bone  Quarter.  A  few  feet  down  the  paved walkway, the dark arches of the Black Dock loomed. No mourning families stood beneath them today, waiting for the onyx boat to take their coffin. 

Bryce  sat  on  the  bench  overlooking  the  river  and  the  Sleeping  City,  the  white  bakery  box beside her, and checked her phone again. 

Sick  of  waiting  until  she  deigned  to  talk  to  him  about  whatever  was  eating  her  up,  Hunt landed  quietly  before  sliding  onto  the  bench’s  wooden  planks,  the  box  between  them.  “What’s up?” 

Bryce stared out at the river. She looked drained. Like that first night he’d seen her, in the legion’s holding center. 

She still wasn’t looking at him when she said, “Danika would have been twenty-five today.” 

Hunt went still. “It’s … Today’s Danika’s birthday.” 

She glanced to her phone, discarded at her side. “No one remembered. Not Juniper or Fury—

not even my mom. Last year, they remembered, but … I guess it was a onetime thing.” 

“You could have asked them.” 

“I know they’re busy. And …” She ran a hand through her hair. “Honestly, I thought they’d remember. I  wanted them to remember. Even just a message saying something bullshitty, like  I miss her or whatever.” 

“What’s in the box?” 

“Chocolate  croissants,”  she  said  hoarsely.  “Danika  always  wanted  them  on  her  birthday. 

They were her favorite.” 

Hunt  looked  from  the  box  to  her,  then  to  the  looming  Bone  Quarter  across  the  river.  How many croissants had he seen her eating these weeks? Perhaps in part because they connected her to Danika the same way that scar on her thigh did. When he looked back at her, her mouth was a tight, trembling line. 

“It sucks,” she said, her voice thick. “It sucks that everyone just … moves on, and forgets. 

They expect me to forget. But I can’t.” She rubbed at her chest. “I  can’t forget. And maybe it’s fucking weird that I bought my dead friend a bunch of birthday croissants. But the world moved on. Like she never existed.” 

He  watched  her  for  a  long  moment.  Then  he  said,  “Shahar  was  that  for  me.  I’d  never  met anyone like her. I think I loved her from the moment I laid eyes on her in her palace, even though she was so high above me that she might as well have been the moon. But she saw me too. And somehow,  she  picked  me.  Out  of  all  of  them,  she  picked  me.”  He  shook  his  head,  the  words creaking from him as they crept from that box he’d locked them in all this while. “I would have done anything for her. I  did anything for her. Anything she asked. And when it all went to Hel, when they told me it was over, I refused to believe it. How could she be gone? It was like saying the sun was gone. It just … there was nothing left if she wasn’t there.” He ran a hand through his hair.  “This  won’t  be  a  consolation,  but  it  took  me  about  fifty  years  before  I  really  believed  it. 

That it was over. Yet even now …” 

“You still love her that much?” 

He  held  her  gaze,  unflinching.  “After  my  mother  died,  I  basically  fell  into  my  grief.  But Shahar—she brought me out of that. Made me feel alive for the first time. Aware of myself, of my potential. I’ll always love her, if only for that.” 

She looked to the river. “I never realized it,” she murmured. “That you and I are mirrors.” 

He  hadn’t,  either.  But  a  voice  floated  back  to  him.  You  look  how  I  feel  every  day,  she’d whispered when she’d cleaned him up after Micah’s latest assignment. “Is it a bad thing?” 

A half smile tugged at a corner of her mouth. “No. No, it isn’t.” 

“No issue with the Umbra Mortis being your emotional twin?” 

But her face grew serious again. “That’s what they call you, but that’s not who you are.” 

“And who am I?” 

“A pain in my ass.” Her smile was brighter than the setting sun on the river. He laughed, but she  added,  “You’re  my  friend.  Who  watches  trashy  TV  with  me  and  puts  up  with  my  shit. 

You’re the person I don’t need to explain myself to—not when it matters. You see everything I am, and you don’t run away from it.” 

He smiled at her, let it convey everything that glowed inside him at her words. “I like that.” 

Color  stained  her  cheeks,  but  she  blew  out  a  breath  as  she  turned  toward  the  box.  “Well, Danika,” she said. “Happy birthday.” 

She peeled off the tape and flipped back the top. 

Her smile vanished. She shut the lid before Hunt could see what was inside. 

“What is it?” 

She shook her head, making to grab the box—but Hunt grabbed it first, pulling it onto his lap and opening the lid. 

Inside lay half a dozen croissants, carefully arranged in a pile. And on the top one, artfully written in a chocolate drizzle, was one word:  Trash. 

It wasn’t the hateful word that tore through him. No, it was the way Bryce’s hands shook, the

way her face turned red, and her mouth became a thin line. 

“Just throw it out,” she whispered. 

No hint of the loyal defiance and anger. Just exhausted, humiliated pain. 

His head went quiet. Terribly, terribly quiet. 

“Just throw it out, Hunt,” she whispered again. Tears shone in her eyes. 

So Hunt took the box. And he stood. 

He had a good idea of who had done it. Who’d had the message altered. Who had shouted

that same word— trash—at Bryce the other week, when they’d left the Den. 

“Don’t,” Bryce pleaded. But Hunt was already airborne. 

Amelie Ravenscroft was laughing with her friends, swigging from a beer, when Hunt exploded into the Moonwood bar. People screamed and fell back, magic flaring. 

But Hunt only saw her. Saw her claws form as she smirked at him. He set the pastry box on the wooden bar with careful precision. 

A phone call to the Aux had given him the info he needed about the shifter’s whereabouts. 

And  Amelie  seemed  to  have  been  waiting  for  him,  or  at  least  Bryce,  when  she  leaned  back against the bar and sneered, “Well, isn’t this—” 

Hunt pinned her against the wall by the throat. 

The growls and attempted attacks of her pack against the wall of rippling lightning he threw up were background noise. Fear gleamed in Amelie’s wide, shocked eyes as Hunt snarled in her face. 

But he said softly, “You don’t speak to her, you don’t go near her, you don’t even fucking think  about  her  again.”  He  sent  enough  of  his  lightning  through  his  touch  that  he  knew  pain lashed through her body. Amelie choked. “Do you understand me?” 

People were on their phones, dialing for the 33rd Legion or the Auxiliary. 

Amelie  scratched  at  his  wrists,  her  boots  kicking  at  his  shins.  He  only  tightened  his  grip. 

Lightning wrapped around her throat. “Do you understand?” His voice was frozen. Utterly calm. 

The voice of the Umbra Mortis. 

A male approached his periphery. Ithan Holstrom. 

But Ithan’s eyes were on Amelie as he breathed, “What did you do, Amelie?” 

Hunt only said, snarling again in Amelie’s face, “Don’t play dumb, Holstrom.” 

Ithan noticed the pastry box on the bar then. Amelie thrashed, but Hunt held her still as her Second opened the lid and looked inside. Ithan asked softly, “What is this?” 

“Ask your Alpha,” Hunt ground out. 

Ithan went utterly still. But whatever he was thinking wasn’t Hunt’s concern, not as he met Amelie’s burning stare again. Hunt said, “You leave her the fuck alone.  Forever. Got it?” 

Amelie  looked  like  she’d  spit  on  him,  but  he  sent  another  casual  zap  of  power  into  her, flaying her from the inside out. She winced, hissing and gagging. But nodded. 

Hunt immediately released her, but his power kept her pinned against the wall. He surveyed her, then her pack. Then Ithan, whose face had gone from horror to something near grief as he must  have  realized  what  day  it  was  and  pieced  enough  of  it  together—thought  about  who  had always wanted chocolate croissants on this day, at least. 

Hunt said, “You’re all pathetic.” 

And then he walked out. Took a damn while flying home. 

Bryce  was  waiting  for  him  on  the  roof.  A  phone  in  her  hand.  “No,”  she  was  saying  to someone on the line. “No, he’s back.” 

“Good,” he heard Isaiah say, and it sounded like the male was about to add something else when she hung up. 

Bryce wrapped her arms around herself. “You’re a fucking idiot.” 

Hunt didn’t deny it. 

“Is Amelie dead?” There was fear—actual fear—in her face. 

“No.” The word rumbled from him, lightning hissing in its wake. 

“You …” She rubbed at her face. “I didn’t—” 

“Don’t tell me I’m an alphahole, or possessive and aggressive or whatever terms you use.” 

She  lowered  her  hands,  her  face  stark  with  dread.  “You’ll  get  in  so  much  trouble  for  this, Hunt. There’s no way you won’t—” 

It was fear  for him. Terror for  him. 

Hunt crossed the distance between them. Took her hands. “You’re my mirror. You said so

yourself.” 

He was shaking. For some reason, he was shaking as he waited for her to respond. 

Bryce looked at her hands, gripped in his, as she answered, “Yes.” 

The next morning, Bryce messaged her brother.  What’s your medwitch’s number? 

Ruhn sent it immediately, no questions asked. 

Bryce  called  her  office  a  minute  later,  hands  shaking.  The  fair-voiced  medwitch  could squeeze her in—immediately. So Bryce didn’t give herself the time to reconsider as she slid on her running shorts and a T-shirt, then messaged Jesiba:

 Medical appointment this morning. Be at the gallery by lunch. 

She found Hunt making breakfast. His brows rose when she just stared at him. 

“I know where we can get kristallos venom for the medwitch’s antidote tests,” she said. 
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The  medwitch’s  immaculately  clean  white  clinic  was  small,  not  like  the  larger  practices  Bryce had visited in the past. And rather than the standard blue neon sign that jutted over nearly every other block in this city, the broom-and-bell insignia had been rendered in loving care on a gilded wooden sign hanging outside. About the only old-school-looking thing about the place. 

The door down the hallway behind the counter opened, and the medwitch appeared, her curly dark hair pulled back into a bun that showed off her elegant brown face. “You must be Bryce,” 

the woman said, her full smile instantly setting Bryce at ease. She glanced to Hunt, giving him a shallow  nod  of  recognition.  But  she  made  no  mention  of  their  encounter  in  the  night  garden before she said to Bryce, “Your partner can come back with you if you would like. The treatment room can accommodate his wings.” 

Hunt looked at Bryce, and she saw the question in his expression:  Do you want me with you? 

Bryce smiled at the witch. “My partner would love to come.” 

The white treatment room, despite the clinic’s small size, contained all the latest technology. A bank  of  computers  sat  against  one  wall,  the  long  mechanical  arm  of  a  surgical  light  was  set against the other. The third wall held a shelf of various tonics and potions and powders in sleek glass  vials,  and  a  chrome  cabinet  on  the  fourth  wall  likely  possessed  the  actual  surgical instruments. 

A  far  cry  from  the  wood-paneled  shops  Hunt  had  visited  in  Pangera,  where  witches  still made their own potions in iron cauldrons that had been passed down through the generations. 

The witch idly patted the white leather examination table in the center of the room. Hidden panels gleamed in its plastic sides, extensions for Vanir of all shapes and sizes. 

Hunt claimed the lone wooden chair by the cabinet as Bryce hopped onto the table, her face slightly pale. 

“You  said  on  the  phone  that  you  received  this  wound  from  a  kristallos  demon,  and  it  was never healed—the venom is still in you.” 

“Yes,” Bryce said quietly. Hunt hated every bit of pain that laced that word. 

“And you give me permission to use the venom I extract in my experiments as I search for a synth antidote?” 

Bryce glanced at him, and he nodded his encouragement. “An antidote to synth seems pretty damn important to have,” she said, “so yes, you have my permission.” 

“Good.  Thank  you.”  The  medwitch  rifled  through  a  chart,  presumably  the  one  Bryce  had filled out on the woman’s website, along with the medical records that were tied to her file as a

civitas. “I see that the trauma to your leg occurred nearly two years ago?” 

Bryce fiddled with the hem of her shirt. “Yes. It, um—it closed up, but still hurts. When I run or walk too much, it burns, right along my bone.” Hunt refrained from grunting his annoyance. 

The  witch’s  brow  creased,  and  she  looked  up  from  the  file  to  glance  at  Bryce’s  leg.  “How long has the pain been present?” 

“Since the start,” Bryce said, not looking at him. 

The medwitch glanced at Hunt. “Were you there for this attack as well?” 

Bryce opened her mouth to answer, but Hunt said, “Yes.” Bryce whipped her head around to look at him. He kept his eyes on the witch. “I arrived three minutes after it occurred. Her leg was ripped  open  across  the  thigh,  courtesy  of  the  kristallos’s  teeth.”  The  words  tumbled  out,  the confession spilling from his lips. “I used one of the legion’s medical staplers to seal the wound as best I could.” Hunt went on, unsure why his heart was thundering, “The medical note about the injury  is  from  me.  She  didn’t  receive  any  treatment  after  that.  It’s  why  the  scar  …”  He swallowed against the guilt working its way up his throat. “It’s why it looks the way it does.” He met Bryce’s eyes, letting her see the apology there. “It’s my fault.” 

Bryce stared at him. Not a trace of damnation on her face—just raw understanding. 

The  witch  glanced  between  them,  as  if  debating  whether  to  give  them  a  moment.  But  she asked Bryce, “So you did not see a medwitch after that night?” 

Bryce still held Hunt’s gaze as she said to the woman, “No.” 

“Why?” 

Her eyes still didn’t leave his as she rasped, “Because I wanted to hurt. I wanted it to remind me every day.” Those were tears in her eyes. Tears forming, and he didn’t know why. 

The  witch  kindly  ignored  her  tears.  “Very  well.  The   why s  and   how s  aren’t  as  important  as what  remains  in  the  wound.”  She  frowned.  “I  can  treat  you  today,  and  if  you  stick  around afterward, you’re welcome to watch me test your sample. The venom, in order to be an effective antidote,  needs  to  be  stabilized  so  it  can  interact  with  the  synth  and  reverse  its  effects.  My healing magic can do that, but I need to be present in order to hold that stability. I’m trying to find a way for the magic to permanently hold the stabilization so it can be sent out into the world and widely used.” 

“Sounds  like  some  tricky  stuff,”  Bryce  said,  looking  away  from  Hunt  at  last.  He  felt  the absence of her stare as if a warm flame had been extinguished. 

The witch lifted her hands, white light shining at her fingertips then fading away, as if giving a  quick  check  of  her  magic’s  readiness.  “I  was  raised  by  tutors  versed  in  our  oldest  forms  of magic. They taught me an array of specialized knowledge.” 

Bryce let out a breath through her nose. “All right. Let’s get on with it, then.” 

But the witch’s face grew grave. “Bryce, I have to open the wound. I can numb you so you don’t feel that part, but the venom, if it’s as deep as I suspect … I cannot use mithridate leeches to  extract  it.”  She  gestured  to  Hunt.  “With  his  wound  the  other  night,  the  poison  had  not  yet taken root. With an injury like yours, deep and old … The venom is a kind of organism. It feeds off you. It won’t want to go easily, especially after so long meshing itself to your body. I shall have  to  use  my  own  magic  to  pull  it  from  your  body.  And  the  venom  might  very  well  try  to convince you to get me to stop. Through pain.” 

“It’s going to hurt her?” Hunt asked. 

The witch winced. “Badly enough that the local anesthesia cannot help. If you like, I can get a surgical center booked and put you under, but it could take a day or two—” 

“We do it today. Right now,” Bryce said, her eyes meeting Hunt’s again. He could only offer her a solid nod in return. 

“All  right,”  the  witch  said,  striding  gracefully  to  the  sink  to  wash  her  hands.  “Let’s  get started.” 

The damage was as bad as she’d feared. Worse. 

The witch was able to scan Bryce’s leg, first with a machine, then with her power, the two combining to form an image on the screen against the far wall. 

“You see the dark band along your femur?” The witch pointed to a jagged line like forked lightning  through  Bryce’s  thigh.  “That’s  the  venom.  Every  time  you  run  or  walk  too  long,  it creeps into the surrounding area and hurts you.” She pointed to a white area above it. “That’s all scar tissue. I need to cut through it first, but that should be fast. The extraction is what might take a while.” 

Bryce tried to hide her trembling as she nodded. She’d already signed half a dozen waivers. 

Hunt sat in the chair, watching. 

“Right,” the witch said, washing her hands again. “Change into a gown, and we can begin.” 

She reached for the metal cabinet near Hunt, and Bryce removed her shorts. Her shirt. 

Hunt  looked  away,  and  the  witch  helped  Bryce  step  into  a  light  cotton  shift,  tying  it  at  the back for her. 

“Your  tattoo  is  lovely,”  the  medwitch  said.  “I  don’t  recognize  the  alphabet,  though—what does it say?” 

Bryce could still feel every needle prick that had made the scrolling lines of text on her back. 

“Through love, all is possible.  Basically: my best friend and I will never be parted.” 

A hum of approval as the medwitch looked between Bryce and Hunt. “You two have such a

powerful  bond.”  Bryce  didn’t  bother  to  correct  her  assumption  that  the  tattoo  was  about  Hunt. 

The tattoo that Danika had drunkenly insisted they get one night, claiming that putting the vow of eternal friendship in another language would make it less cheesy. 

Hunt turned back to them, and the witch asked him, “Does the halo hurt you?” 

“Only when it went on.” 

“What witch inked it?” 

“Some imperial hag,” Hunt said through his teeth. “One of the Old Ones.” 

The  witch’s  face  tightened.  “It  is  a  darker  aspect  of  our  work—that  we  bind  individuals through the halo. It should be halted entirely.” 

He threw her a half smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Want to take it off for me?” 

The witch went wholly still, and Bryce’s breath caught in her throat. “What would you do if I did?”  the  witch  asked  softly,  her  dark  eyes  glimmering  with  interest—and  ancient  power. 

“Would you punish those who have held you captive?” 

Bryce  opened  her  mouth  to  warn  them  that  this  was  a  dangerous  conversation,  but  Hunt thankfully said, “I’m not here to talk about my tattoo.” 

It  lay  in  his  eyes,  though—his  answer.  The  confirmation.  Yes,  he’d  kill  the  people  who’d done this. The witch inclined her head slightly, as if she saw that answer. 

She  turned  back  to  Bryce  and  patted  the  examination  table.  “Very  well.  Lie  on  your  back, Miss Quinlan.” 

Bryce  began  shaking  as  she  obeyed.  As  the  witch  strapped  down  her  upper  body,  then  her

legs, and adjusted the arm of the surgical light. A cart rattled as the witch hauled over a tray of various gleaming silver instruments, cotton pads, and an empty glass vial. 

“I’m going to numb you first,” the witch said, and then a needle was in her gloved hands. 

Bryce shook harder. 

“Deep breaths,” the witch said, tapping the air bubbles from the needle. 

A chair scraped, and then a warm, calloused hand wrapped around Bryce’s. 

Hunt’s eyes locked on hers. “Deep breath, Bryce.” 

She  sucked  one  in.  The  needle  sank  into  her  thigh,  its  prick  drawing  tears.  She  squeezed Hunt’s hand hard enough to feel bones grinding. He didn’t so much as flinch. 

The pain swiftly faded, numbness tingling over her leg. Deep inside it. 

“Do you feel this?” the witch asked. 

“Feel what?” 

“Good,” the witch declared. “I’m starting now. I can put up a little curtain if you—” 

“No,” Bryce gritted out. “Just do it.” 

No delays. No waiting. 

She  saw  the  witch  lift  the  scalpel,  and  then  a  slight,  firm  pressure  pushed  against  her  leg. 

Bryce shook again, blasting a breath through her clenched teeth. 

“Steady now,” the witch said. “I’m cutting through the scar tissue.” 

Hunt’s dark eyes held hers, and she forced herself to think of him instead of her leg. He had been there that night. In the alley. 

The  memory  surfaced,  the  fog  of  pain  and  terror  and  grief  clearing  slightly.  Strong,  warm hands gripping her. Just as he held her hand now. A voice speaking to her. Then utter stillness, as if his voice had been a bell. And then those strong, warm hands on her thigh, holding her as she sobbed and screamed. 

 I’ve got you, he’d said over and over.  I’ve got you. 

“I  believe  I  can  remove  most  of  this  scar  tissue,”  the  witch  observed.  “But  …”  She  swore softly. “Luna above, look at this.” 

Bryce refused to look, but Hunt’s eyes slid to the screen behind her, where her bloody wound was on display. A muscle ticked in his jaw. It said enough about what was inside the wound. 

“I  don’t  understand  how  you’re  walking,”  the  witch  murmured.  “You  said  you  weren’t taking painkillers to manage it?” 

“Only during flare-ups,” Bryce whispered. 

“Bryce …” The witch hesitated. “I’m going to need you to hold very still. And to breathe as deeply as you can.” 

“Okay.” Her voice sounded small. 

Hunt’s hand clasped hers. Bryce took a steadying breath—

Someone poured acid into her leg, and her skin was sizzling, bones melting away—

In and out, out and in, her breath sliced through her teeth. Oh gods, oh gods—

Hunt interlaced their fingers, squeezing. 

It burned and burned and burned and burned—

“When  I  got  to  the  alley  that  night,”  he  said  above  the  rush  of  her  frantic  breathing,  “you were bleeding everywhere. Yet you tried to protect him first. You wouldn’t let us get near until we showed you our badges and proved we were from the legion.” 

She whimpered, her breathing unable to outrun the razor-sharp digging, digging, digging—

Hunt’s fingers stroked over her brow. “I thought to myself,  There’s someone I want guarding

 my back. There’s a friend I’d like to have. I think I gave you such a hard time when we met up again because … because some part of me knew that, and was afraid of what it’d mean.” 

She couldn’t stop the tears sliding down her face. 

His  eyes  didn’t  waver  from  hers.  “I  was  there  in  the  interrogation  room,  too.”  His  fingers drifted through her hair, gentle and calming. “I was there for all of it.” 

The pain struck deep, and she couldn’t help the scream that worked its way out of her. 


Hunt  leaned  forward,  putting  his  cool  brow  against  hers.  “I’ve  known  who  you  were  this whole time. I never forgot you.” 

“I’m  beginning  extraction  and  stabilization  of  the  venom,”  the  witch  said.  “It  will  worsen, but it’s almost over.” 

Bryce couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think beyond Hunt and his words and the pain in her leg, the scar across her very soul. 

Hunt whispered, “You’ve got this. You’ve got this, Bryce.” 

She  didn’t.  And  the  Hel  that  erupted  in  her  leg  had  her  arching  against  the  restraints,  her vocal cords straining as her screaming filled the room. 

Hunt’s grip never wavered. 

“It’s almost out,” the witch hissed, grunting with effort. “Hang on, Bryce.” 

She did. To Hunt, to his hand, to that softness in his eyes, she held on. With all she had. 

“I’ve got you,” he murmured. “Sweetheart, I’ve got you.” 

He’d never said it like that before—that word. It had always been mocking, teasing. She’d always found it just this side of annoying. 

Not this time. Not when he held her hand and her gaze and everything she was. Riding out the pain with her. 

“Breathe,” he ordered her. “You can do it. We can get through this.” 

Get  through  it—together.  Get  through  this  mess  of  a  life  together.  Through  this  mess  of  a world. Bryce sobbed, not entirely from pain this time. 

And Hunt, as if he sensed it, too, leaned forward again. Brushed his mouth against hers. 

Just a hint of a kiss—a feather-soft glancing of his lips over hers. 

A  star  bloomed  inside  her  at  that  kiss.  A  long-slumbering  light  began  to  fill  her  chest,  her veins. 

“Burning Solas,” the witch whispered, and the pain ceased. 

Like a switch had been flipped, the pain was gone. It was startling enough that Bryce turned away  from  Hunt  and  peered  at  her  body,  the  blood  on  it,  the  gaping  wound.  She  might  have fainted at the sight of a good six inches of her leg lying open were it not for the thing that the witch held between a set of pincers, as if it were indeed a worm. 

“If my magic wasn’t stabilizing the venom like this, it’d be liquid,” the witch said, carefully moving the venom—a clear, wriggling worm with black flecks—toward a glass jar. It writhed, like a living thing. 

The  witch  deposited  it  in  the  jar  and  shut  the  lid,  magic  humming.  The  poison  instantly dissolved into a puddle within, but still vibrated. As if looking for a way out. 

Hunt’s eyes were still on Bryce’s face. As they’d been the entire time. Had never left. 

“Let me clean you out and stitch you up, and then we’ll test the antidote,” the witch said. 

Bryce  barely  heard  the  woman  as  she  nodded.  Barely  heard  anything  beyond  Hunt’s lingering words.  I’ve got you. 

Her  fingers  curled  around  his.  She  let  her  eyes  tell  him  everything  her  ravaged  throat

couldn’t.  I’ve got you, too. 

Thirty  minutes  later,  Bryce  was  sitting  up,  Hunt’s  arm  and  wing  around  her,  both  of  them watching as the witch’s glowing, pale magic wrapped around the puddle of venom in the vial and warped it into a thin thread. 

“You’ll  forgive  me  if  my  method  of  antidote  testing  fails  to  qualify  as  a  proper  medical experiment,” she declared as she walked over to where an ordinary white pill sat in a clear plastic box. Lifting the lid, she dropped the thread of venom in. It fluttered like a ribbon, hovering above the  pill  before  the  witch  shut  the  lid  again.  “What  is  being  used  on  the  street  is  a  much  more potent version of this,” she said, “but I want to see if this amount of my healing magic, holding the venom in place and merging with it, will do the trick against the synth.” 

The  witch  carefully  let  the  thread  of  the  magic-infused  venom  alight  on  the  tablet.  It vanished  within  a  blink,  sucked  into  the  pill.  But  the  witch’s  face  remained  bunched  in concentration. As if focused on whatever was happening within the pill. 

Bryce asked, “So your magic is currently stabilizing the venom in that tablet? Making it stop the synth?” 

“Essentially,”  the  witch  said  distantly,  still  focused  on  the  pill.  “It  takes  most  of  my concentration to keep it stable long enough to halt the synth. Which is why I’d like to find a way to remove myself from the equation—so it can be used by anyone, even without me.” 

Bryce fell silent after that, letting the witch work in peace. 

Nothing happened. The pill merely sat there. 

One minute passed. Two. And just as it was nearing three minutes—

The pill turned gray. And then dissolved into nothing but minuscule particles that then faded away, too. Until there was nothing left. 

Hunt said into the silence, “It worked?” 

The witch blinked at the now-empty box. “It would appear so.” She turned to Bryce, sweat gleaming on her brow. “I’d like to continue testing this, and try to find some way for the antidote to  work  without  my  magic  stabilizing  the  venom.  I  can  send  over  a  vial  for  you  when  I’m finished, though, if you’d like. Some people want to keep such reminders of their struggles.” 

Bryce nodded blankly. And realized she had absolutely no idea what to do next. 
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Jesiba hadn’t seemed to care when Bryce explained that she needed the rest of the day off. She’d just demanded that Bryce be in first thing tomorrow or be turned into a donkey. 

Hunt flew her home from the medwitch’s office, going so far as to carry her down the stairs from  the  roof  of  the  apartment  building  and  through  her  door.  He  deposited  her  on  the  couch, where he insisted she stay for the remainder of the day, curled up beside him, snuggled into his warmth. 

She might have stayed there all afternoon and evening if Hunt’s phone hadn’t rung. 

He’d been in the midst of making her lunch when he picked up. “Hi, Micah.” 

Even  from  across  the  room,  Bryce  could  hear  the  Archangel’s  cold,  beautiful  voice.  “My office. Immediately. Bring Bryce Quinlan with you.” 

While  he  dressed  in  his  battle-suit  and  gathered  his  helmet  and  weapons,  Hunt  debated  telling Bryce to get on a train and get the fuck out of the city. He knew this meeting with Micah wasn’t going to be pleasant. 

Bryce  was  limping,  her  wound  still  tender  enough  that  he’d  grabbed  her  a  pair  of  loose workout pants and helped her put them on in the middle of the living room. She’d registered for a follow-up appointment in a month, and it only now occurred to Hunt that he might not be there to see it. 

Either because this case had wrapped up, or because of whatever the fuck was about to go down in the Comitium. 

Bryce  tried  to  take  all  of  one  step  before  Hunt  picked  her  up,  carrying  her  out  of  the apartment and into the skies. She barely spoke, and neither did he. After this morning, what use were words? That too-brief kiss he’d given her had said enough. So had the light he could have sworn glowed in her eyes as he’d pulled away. 

A line had been crossed, one from which there was no walking away. 

Hunt landed on a balcony of the Governor’s spire—the central of the Comitium’s five. The usually  bustling  hall  of  his  public  office  was  hushed.  Bad  sign.  He  carried  Bryce  toward  the chamber. If people had run, or Micah ordered them out …

If he saw Sandriel right now, if she realized Bryce was injured …

Hunt’s temper became a living, deadly thing. His lightning pushed against his skin, coiling through him, a cobra readying to strike. 

He  gently  set  Bryce  down  before  the  shut  fogged-glass  office  doors.  Made  sure  she  was steady on her feet before he let go, stepping back to study every inch of her face. 

Worry  shone  in  her  eyes,  enough  of  it  that  he  leaned  in,  brushing  a  kiss  over  her  temple. 

“Chin up, Quinlan,” he murmured against her soft skin. “Let’s see you do that fancy trick where you somehow look down your nose at people a foot taller than you.” 

She chuckled, smacking him lightly on the arm. Hunt pulled away with a half smile of his own before opening the doors and guiding Bryce through with a hand on her back. He knew it would  likely  be  his  last  smile  for  a  long  while.  But  he’d  be  damned  if  he  let  Quinlan  know  it. 

Even as they beheld who stood in Micah’s office. 

To the left of the Governor’s desk stood Sabine, arms crossed and spine rigid, the portrait of cold fury. A tight-faced Amelie lingered at her side. 

He knew precisely what this meeting was about. 

Micah  stood  at  the  window,  his  face  glacial  with  distaste.  Isaiah  and  Viktoria  flanked  his desk. The former’s eyes flashed with warning. 

Bryce glanced between them all and hesitated. 

Hunt said quietly to Micah, to Sabine, “Quinlan doesn’t need to be here for this.” 

Sabine’s  silvery  blond  hair  shimmered  in  the  firstlight  lamps  as  she  said,  “Oh,  she  does.  I want her here for every second.” 

“I won’t bother asking if it’s true,” Micah said to Hunt as he and Bryce stopped in the center of the room. The doors shut behind them. Locking. 

Hunt braced himself. 

Micah said, “There were six cameras in the bar. They all captured what you did and said to Amelie  Ravenscroft.  She  reported  your  behavior  to  Sabine,  and  Sabine  brought  it  directly  to me.” 

Amelie flushed. “I just mentioned it to her,” she amended. “I didn’t howl like a pup about it.” 

“It  is  unacceptable,”  Sabine  hissed  to  Micah.  “You  think  you  can  set  your  assassin  on  a member of one of  my packs? My heir?” 

“I will tell you again, Sabine,” Micah said, bored, “I did not set Hunt Athalar upon her. He acted of his own free will.” A glance at Bryce. “He acted on behalf of his companion.” 

Hunt said quickly, “Bryce had nothing to do with this. Amelie pulled a bullshit prank and I decided to pay her a visit.” He bared his teeth at the young Alpha, who swallowed hard. 

Sabine snapped, “You assaulted my captain.” 

“I  told  Amelie  to  stay  the  fuck  away,”  Hunt  bit  out.  “To  leave  her  alone.”  He  angled  his head,  unable  to  stop  the  words.  “Or  are  you  unaware  that  Amelie  has  been  gunning  for  Bryce since your daughter died? Taunting her about it? Calling her trash?” 

Sabine’s face didn’t so much as flinch. “What does it matter, if it’s true?” 

Hunt’s head filled with roaring. But Bryce just stood there. And lowered her eyes. 

Sabine  said  to  Micah,  “This  cannot  go  unpunished.  You  fumbled  the  investigation  of  my daughter’s murder. You allowed these two to poke their noses into it, to accuse  me of killing her. 

And  now  this.  I’m  one  breath  away  from  telling  this  city  how  your   slaves  cannot  even  stay  in line. I’m sure your current guest will be highly interested in that little fact.” 

Micah’s power rumbled at the mention of Sandriel. “Athalar will be punished.” 

“Now. Here.” Sabine’s face was positively lupine. “Where I can see it.” 

“Sabine,” Amelie murmured. Sabine growled at her young captain. 

Sabine had been hoping for this moment—had used Amelie as an excuse. No doubt dragged

the wolf here. Sabine had sworn they’d pay for accusing her of murdering Danika. And Sabine was, Hunt supposed, a female of her word. 

“Your position among the wolves,” Micah said with terrifying calm, “does not entitle you to tell a Governor of the Republic what to do.” 

Sabine didn’t back down. Not an inch. 

Micah just loosed a long breath. He met Hunt’s eyes, disappointed. “You acted foolishly. I’d have thought you, at least, would know better.” 

Bryce was shaking. But Hunt didn’t dare touch her. 

“History indicates that a slave assaulting a free citizen should automatically forfeit their life.” 

Hunt  suppressed  a  bitter  laugh  at  her  words.  Wasn’t  that  what  he’d  been  doing  for  the Archangels for centuries now? 

“Please,” Bryce whispered. 

And perhaps it was sympathy that softened the Archangel’s face as Micah said, “Those are old traditions. For Pangera, not Valbara.” Sabine opened her mouth, objecting, but Micah lifted a hand. “Hunt Athalar will be punished. And he shall die—in the way that angels die.” 

Bryce lurched a limping step toward Micah. Hunt grabbed her by the shoulder, halting her. 

Micah said, “The Living Death.” 

Hunt’s  blood  chilled.  But  he  bowed  his  head.  He  had  been  ready  to  face  the  consequences since he’d shot into the skies yesterday, pastry box in his hands. 

Bryce looked at Isaiah, whose face was grim, for an explanation. The commander said to her, to the confused Amelie, “The Living Death is when an angel’s wings are cut off.” 

Bryce shook her head. “No, please—” 

But  Hunt  met  Micah’s  rock-solid  stare,  read  the  fairness  in  it.  He  lowered  himself  to  his knees and removed his jacket, then his shirt. 

“I don’t need to press charges,” Amelie insisted. “Sabine,  I don’t want this.  Let it go.” 

Micah stalked toward Hunt, a shining double-edged sword appearing in his hand. 

Bryce flung herself in the Archangel’s path. “Please— please—” The scent of her tears filled the office. 

Viktoria instantly appeared at her side. Holding her back. The wraith’s whisper was so quiet Hunt barely heard it. “They will grow back. In several weeks, his wings will grow back.” 

But  it  would  hurt  like  Hel.  Hurt  so  badly  that  Hunt  now  took  steadying,  bracing  breaths. 

Plunged down into himself, into that place where he rode out everything that had ever been done to him, every task he’d been assigned, every life he’d been ordered to take. 

“Sabine,  no,” Amelie insisted. “It’s gone far enough.” 

Sabine said nothing. Just stood there. 

Hunt spread his wings and lifted them, holding them high over his back so the slice might be clean. 

Bryce began shouting something, but Hunt only looked at Micah. “Do it.” 

Micah didn’t so much as nod before his sword moved. 

Pain,  such  as  Hunt  had  not  experienced  in  two  hundred  years,  raced  through  him,  short-circuiting every—

Hunt jolted into consciousness to Bryce screaming. 

It was enough of a summons that he forced his head to clear, even around the agony down

his back, his soul. 

He  must  have  blacked  out  only  for  a  moment,  because  his  wings  were  still  spurting  blood from where they lay like two fallen branches on the floor of Micah’s office. 

Amelie looked like she was going to be sick; Sabine was smirking, and Bryce was now at his side, his blood soaking her pants, her hands, as she sobbed, “Oh gods, oh gods—” 

“We’re  settled,”  Sabine  said  to  Micah,  who  punched  a  button  on  his  phone  to  call  for  a medwitch. 

He’d paid for his actions, and it was over, and he could go home with Bryce—

“You are a disgrace, Sabine.” Bryce’s words speared through the room as she bared her teeth at the Prime Apparent. “You are a disgrace to every wolf who has ever walked this planet.” 

Sabine said, “I don’t care what a half-breed thinks of me.” 

“You  didn’t  deserve  Danika,”  Bryce  growled,  shaking.  “You  didn’t  deserve  her  for  one second.” 

Sabine halted. “I didn’t deserve a selfish, spineless brat for a daughter, but that’s not how it turned out, is it?” 

Dimly, from far away, Bryce’s snarl cut through Hunt’s pain. He couldn’t reach her in time, though, as she surged to her feet, wincing in agony at her still-healing leg. 

Micah  stepped  in  front  of  her.  Bryce  panted,  sobbing  through  her  teeth.  But  Micah  stood there,  immovable  as  a  mountain.  “Take  Athalar  out  of  here,”  the  Archangel  said  calmly,  the dismissal clear. “To your home, the barracks, I don’t care.” 

But Sabine, it seemed, had decided to stay. To give Bryce a piece of her vicious mind. 

Sabine  said  to  her,  low  and  venomous,  “I  sought  out  the  Under-King  last  winter,  did  you know that? To get answers from my daughter, with whatever speck of her energy lives on in the Sleeping City.” 

Bryce stilled. The pure stillness of the Fae. Dread filled her eyes. 

“Do you know what he told me?” Sabine’s face was inhuman. “He said that Danika would

not come. She would not obey my summons. My pathetic daughter would not even deign to meet me  in  her  afterlife.  For  the   shame  of  what  she  did.  How  she  died,  helpless  and  screaming, begging like one of  you.” Sabine seemed to hum with rage. “And do you know what the Under-King told me when I demanded again that he summon her?” 

No one else dared speak. 

“He told me that  you, you piece of trash, had made a bargain with him. For  her. That  you had gone to him after her death and traded your spot in the Bone Quarter in exchange for Danika’s passage.  That  you  worried  she  would  be  denied  access  because  of  her  cowardly  death  and begged him to take her in your stead.” 

Even Hunt’s pain paused at that. 

“That wasn’t why I went!” Bryce snapped. “Danika wasn’t a coward for one  fucking moment of her life!” Her voice broke as she shouted the last words. 

“You had  no right,” Sabine exploded. “She  was a coward, and died like one, and deserved to be dumped into the river!” The Alpha was screaming. “And now she is left with eons of  shame because of you! Because she should not  be there, you  stupid whore. And now she must  suffer for it!” 

“That’s enough,” Micah said, his words conveying his order.  Get out. 

Sabine just let out a dead, cold laugh and turned on her heel. 

Bryce was still sobbing when Sabine strutted out, a stunned Amelie on her heels. The latter

murmured as she shut the door, “I’m sorry.” 

Bryce spat at her. 

It was the last thing Hunt saw before darkness swept in again. 

She would never forgive them. Any of them. 

Hunt  remained  unconscious  while  the  medwitches  worked  on  him  in  Micah’s  office, stitching  him  up  so  that  the  stumps  where  his  wings  had  been  stopped  spurting  blood  onto  the floor,  then  dressing  the  wounds  in  bandages  that  would  promote  quick  growth.  No  firstlight—

apparently,  its  aid  in  healing  wasn’t  allowed  for  the  Living  Death.  It  would  delegitimize  the punishment. 

Bryce knelt with Hunt the entire time, his head in her lap. She didn’t hear Micah telling her how the alternative was Hunt being dead—officially and irrevocably dead. 

She stroked Hunt’s hair as they lay in her bed an hour later, his breathing still deep and even. 

 Give him the healing potion every six hours, the medwitch ordered her.  It will stave off the pain, too. 

Isaiah and Naomi had carried them home, and she’d barely let them lay Hunt facedown on

her mattress before she’d ordered them to get out. 

She hadn’t expected Sabine to understand why she’d given up her place in the Bone Quarter for Danika. Sabine never listened when Danika spoke about how she’d one day be buried there, in  full  honor,  with  all  the  other  great  heroes  of  her  House.  Living  on,  as  that  small  speck  of energy, for eternity. Still a part of the city she loved so much. 

Bryce had seen people’s boats tip. Would never forget Danika’s half-muffled pleading on the audio of the apartment building’s hall camera. 

Bryce  hadn’t  been  willing  to  make  the  gamble  that  the  boat  might  not  reach  the  far  shore. 

Not for Danika. 

She’d tossed a Death Mark into the Istros, payment to the Under-King—a coin of pure iron from an ancient, long-gone kingdom across the sea. Passage for a mortal on a boat. 

And then she’d knelt on the crumbling stone steps, the river mere feet behind her, the arches of the bone gates above her, and waited. 

The Under-King, veiled in black and silent as death, had appeared moments later. 

 It has been an age since a mortal dared set foot on my isle. 

The  voice  had  been  old  and  young,  male  and  female,  kind  and  full  of  hatred.  She’d  never heard anything so hideous—and beckoning. 

 I wish to trade my place. 

 I  know  why  you  are  here,  Bryce  Quinlan.  Whose  passage  you  seek  to   barter.   An  amused pause.  Do you not wish to one day dwell here among the honored dead? Your balance remains skewed toward acceptance—continue on your path, and you shall be welcomed when your time comes. 

 I wish to trade my place. For Danika Fendyr. 

 Do this and know that no other Quiet Realms of Midgard shall be open to you. Not the Bone Quarter, not the Catacombs of the Eternal City, not the Summer Isles of the north. None, Bryce Quinlan. To barter your resting place here is to barter your place everywhere. 

 I wish to trade my place. 

 You are young, and you are weighed with grief. Consider that your life may seem long, but it

 is a mere flutter of eternity. 

 I wish to trade my place. 

 Are  you  so  certain  Danika  Fendyr  will  be  denied  welcome?  Have  you  so  little  faith  in  her actions and deeds that you must make this bargain? 

 I wish to trade my place.  She’d sobbed the words. 

 There is no undoing this. 

 I wish to trade my place. 

 Then say it, Bryce Quinlan, and let the trade be done. Say it a seventh and final time, and let the gods and the dead and all those between hear your vow. Say it, and it shall be done. 

She  hadn’t  hesitated,  knowing  this  was  the  ancient  rite.  She’d  looked  it  up  in  the  gallery archives. Had stolen the Death Mark from there, too. It had been given to Jesiba by the Under-King  himself,  the  sorceress  had  told  her,  when  she’d  sworn  fealty  to  the  House  of  Flame  and Shadow. 

 I wish to trade my place. 

And so it had been done. 

Bryce had not felt any different afterward, when she’d been sent back over the river. Or in the  days  after  that.  Even  her  mother  had  not  been  able  to  tell—hadn’t  noticed  that  Bryce  had snuck from her hotel room in the dead of night. 

In  the  two  years  since,  Bryce  had  sometimes  wondered  if  she’d  dreamed  it,  but  then  she’d look through the drawer in the gallery where all the old coins were kept and see the empty, dark spot where the Death Mark had been. Jesiba had never noticed it was gone. 

Bryce  liked  to  think  of  her  chance  at  eternal  rest  as  missing  with  it.  To  imagine  the  coins nestled in their velvet compartments in the drawer as all the souls of those she loved, dwelling together forever. And there was hers—missing and drifting, wiped away the moment she died. 

But what Sabine had claimed about Danika suffering in the Bone Quarter … Bryce refused

to believe it. Because the alternative—No. Danika had deserved to go to the Bone Quarter, had nothing to be ashamed about, whether Sabine or the other assholes disagreed or not. Whether the Under-King or whoever the Hel deemed their souls  worthy disagreed or not. 

Bryce ran her hand through Hunt’s silken hair, the sounds of his breathing filling the room. 

It sucked. This stupid fucking world they lived in. 

It sucked, and it was full of awful people. And the good ones always paid for it. 

She pulled her phone from the nightstand and began typing out a message. 

She  fired  it  off  a  moment  later,  not  giving  herself  time  to  reconsider  what  she’d  written  to Ithan. Her first message to him in two years. His frantic messages from that horrible night, then his cold order to stay away, were still the last things in a thread that went back five years before that. 

 You tell your Alpha that Connor never bothered to notice her because he always knew what a piece of shit she was. And tell Sabine that if I see her again, I will kill her. 

Bryce lay down next to Hunt, not daring to touch his ravaged back. 

Her phone buzzed. Ithan had written,  I had no part in what went down today. 

Bryce wrote back,  You disgust me. All of you. 

Ithan didn’t reply, and she put her phone on silent before she let out a long breath and leaned her brow against Hunt’s shoulder. 

She’d find a way to make this right. Somehow. Someday. 

Hunt’s eyes cracked open, pain a steady throb through him. Its sharpness was dulled—likely by some sort of potion or concoction of drugs. 

The  steady  counterweight  that  should  have  been  on  his  back  was  gone.  The  emptiness  hit him like a semitruck. But soft, feminine breathing filled the darkness. A scent like paradise filled his nose, settled him. Soothed the pain. 

His eyes adjusted to the dark enough to know that he was in Bryce’s bedroom. That she was lying beside him. Medical supplies and vials lay next to the bed. All for him, many looking used. 

The clock read four in the morning. How many hours had she sat up, tending to him? 

Her hands were tucked in at her chest, as if she had fallen asleep beseeching the gods. 

He mouthed her name, his tongue as dry as sandpaper. 

Pain rippled through his body, but he managed to stretch out an arm. Managed to slide it over her waist and tuck her into him. She made a soft sound and nuzzled her head into his neck. 

Something  deep  in  him  shifted  and  settled.  What  she’d  said  and  done  today,  what  she’d revealed  to  the  world  in  her  pleading  for  him  …  It  was  dangerous.  For  both  of  them.  So,  so dangerous. 

If  he  were  wise,  he’d  find  somehow  to  pull  away.  Before  this  thing  between  them  met  its inevitable, horrible end. As all things in the Republic met a horrible end. 

And yet Hunt couldn’t bring himself to remove his arm. To avoid the instinct to breathe in her scent and listen to her soft breathing. 

He didn’t regret it, what he’d done. Not one bit of it. 

But there might come a day when that wouldn’t be true. A day that might dawn very soon. 

So Hunt savored the feel of Bryce. Her scent and breathing. 

Savored every second of it. 
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“Is Athie okay, BB?” 

Bryce  rubbed  her  eyes  as  she  studied  the  computer  screen  in  the  gallery  library.  “He’s sleeping it off.” 

Lehabah  had  cried  this  morning  when  Bryce  had  trudged  in  to  tell  her  what  had  occurred. 

She’d barely noticed that her leg had no pain—not a whisper. She’d wanted to stay home, to care for Hunt, but when she’d called Jesiba, the answer had been clear:  No. 

She’d spent the first half of the morning filling out job applications. 

And had sent each and every one of them in. 

She didn’t know where the Hel she would end up, but getting out of this place was the first step. Of many. 

She’d taken a few more today. 

Ruhn had picked up on the first ring, and come right over to the apartment. 

Hunt had still been asleep when she’d left him in her brother’s care. She didn’t want anyone from that fucking legion in her house. Didn’t want to see Isaiah or Viktoria or any of the triarii anytime soon. 

Ruhn had taken one glance at Hunt’s mutilated back and gagged. But he’d promised to stay on the pills-and-wound-care schedule she laid out for him. 

“Micah went easy on him,” Ruhn said when she stopped by at lunch, toying with one of his earrings. “Really fucking easy. Sabine had the right to call for his death.” As a slave, Hunt had no rights whatsoever. None. 

“I will never forget it as long as I live,” Bryce answered, her voice dull. The flash of Micah’s sword. Hunt’s scream, as if his soul was being shredded. Sabine’s smile. 

“I should have been the one to shut Amelie up.” Shadows flickered in the room. 

“Well, you weren’t.” She measured the potion for Ruhn to give Hunt at the top of the hour. 

Ruhn stretched an arm over the back of the sofa. “I’d like to be, Bryce.” 

She met her brother’s gaze. “Why?” 

“Because you’re my sister.” 

She didn’t have a response—not yet. 

She could have sworn hurt flashed in his eyes at her silence. She was out of her apartment in another minute, and barely reached the gallery before Jesiba had called, raging about how Bryce wasn’t  ready  for  the  two  o’clock  meeting  with  the  owl  shifter  who  was  ready  to  buy  a  marble statuette worth three million gold marks. 

Bryce executed the meeting, and the sale, and didn’t hear half of what was said. 

Sign, stamp, goodbye. 

She returned to the library by three. Lehabah warmed her shoulder as she opened her laptop. 

“Why are you on Redner Industries’ site?” 

Bryce just stared at the two small fields:

Username. Password. 

She typed in  dfendyr. The cursor hovered over the password. 

Someone  might  be  tipped  off  that  she  was  trying  to  get  in.  And  if  she  did  get  access, someone  might  very  well  receive  an  alert.  But  …  It  was  a  risk  worth  taking.  She  was  out  of options. 

Lehabah read the username. “Does this somehow tie in to the Horn?” 

“Danika knew something—something big,” Bryce mused. 

Password. What would Danika’s password be? 

Redner Industries would have told her to write something random and full of symbols. 

Danika would have hated being told what to do, and would have done the opposite. 

Bryce typed in  SabineSucks. 

No luck. Though she’d done it the other day, she again typed in Danika’s birthday. Her own birthday. The holy numbers. Nothing. 

Her phone buzzed, and a message from Ruhn lit up her screen. 

 He woke up, took his potions like a good boy, and demanded to know where you were. 

Ruhn added,  He’s not a bad male. 

She wrote back,  No, he’s not. 

Ruhn replied,  He’s sleeping again, but seemed in good enough spirits, all things considered. 

A pause, and then her brother wrote,  He told me to tell you thanks. For everything. 

Bryce read the messages three times before she looked at the interface again. And typed in the  only  other  password  she  could  think  of.  The  words  written  on  the  back  of  a  leather  jacket she’d  worn  constantly  for  the  last  two  years.  The  words  inked  on  her  own  back  in  an  ancient alphabet. Danika’s favorite phrase, whispered to her by the Oracle on her sixteenth birthday. 

The Old Language of the Fae didn’t work. Neither did the formal tongue of the Asteri. 

So she wrote it in the common language. 

 Through love, all is possible. 

The login screen vanished. And a list of files appeared. 

Most were reports on Redner’s latest projects: improving tracking quality on phones; comparing the  speed  at  which  shifters  could  change  forms;  analyzing  the  healing  rates  of  witch  magic versus Redner medicines. Boring everyday science. 

She’d almost given up when she noticed a subfolder:  Party Invites. 

Danika had never been organized enough to keep such things, let alone put them in a folder. 

She either deleted them right away or let them rot in her inbox, unanswered. 

It  was  enough  of  an  anomaly  that  Bryce  clicked  on  it  and  found  a  list  of  folders  within. 

Including one titled  Bryce. 

A file with her name on it. Hidden in another file. Exactly as Bryce had hidden her own job applications on this computer. 

“What is that?” Lehabah whispered at her shoulder. 

Bryce opened the file. “I don’t know. I never sent invites to her work address.” 

The folder contained a single photo. 

“Why does she have a picture of her old jacket?” Lehabah asked. “Was she going to sell it?” 

Bryce  stared  and  stared  at  the  image.  Then  she  moved,  logging  out  of  the  account  before running up the stairs to the showroom, where she grabbed the leather jacket from her chair. 

“It  was  a  clue,”  she  said  breathlessly  to  Lehabah  as  she  flew  back  down  the  stairs,  fingers running and pawing over every seam of the jacket. “The photo is a fucking clue—” 

Something hard snagged her fingers. A lump. Right along the vertical line of the  L in  love. 

“Through love, all is possible,” Bryce whispered, and grabbed a pair of scissors from the cup on  the  table.  Danika  had  even  tattooed  the  hint  on  Bryce’s  fucking   back,  for  fuck’s  sake. 

Lehabah peered over her shoulder as Bryce cut into the leather. 

A small, thin metal rectangle fell onto the table. A flash drive. 

“Why would she hide that in her coat?” Lehabah asked, but Bryce was already moving again, hands shaking as she fitted the drive into the slot on her laptop. 

Three unmarked videos lay within. 

She opened the first video. She and Lehabah watched in silence. 

Lehabah’s whisper filled the library, even over the scratching of the nøkk. 

“Gods spare us.” 
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Hunt  had  managed  to  get  out  of  bed  and  prove  himself  alive  enough  that  Ruhn  Danaan  had finally  left.  He  had  no  doubt  the  Fae  Prince  had  called  his  cousin  to  inform  her,  but  it  didn’t matter: Bryce was home in fifteen minutes. 

Her  face  was  white  as  death,  so  ashen  that  her  freckles  stood  out  like  splattered  blood.  No sign of anything else amiss, not one thread on her black dress out of place. 

“What.”  He  was  instantly  at  the  door,  wincing  as  he  surged  from  where  he’d  been  on  the couch watching the evening news coverage of Rigelus, Bright Hand of the Asteri, giving a pretty speech  about  the  rebel  conflict  in  Pangera.  It’d  be  another  day  or  two  before  he  could  walk without  pain.  Another  several  weeks  until  his  wings  grew  back.  A  few  days  after  that  until  he could test out flying. Tomorrow, probably, the insufferable itching would begin. 

He remembered every miserable second from the first time he’d had his wings cut off. All the surviving Fallen had endured it. Along with the insult of having their wings displayed in the crystal palace of the Asteri as trophies and warnings. 

But she first asked, “How are you feeling?” 

“Fine.” Lie. Syrinx pranced at his feet, showering his hand with kisses. “What’s wrong?” 

Bryce wordlessly closed the door. Shut the curtains. Yanked out her phone from her jacket pocket,  pulled  up  an  email—from  herself  to  herself—and  clicked  on  an  attached  file.  “Danika had a flash drive hidden in the lining of her jacket,” Bryce said, voice shaking, and led him back to the couch, helping him to sit as the video loaded. Syrinx leapt onto the cushions, curling up beside him. Bryce sat on his other side, so close their thighs pressed together. She didn’t seem to notice. After a heartbeat, Hunt didn’t, either. 

It was grainy, soundless footage of a padded cell. 

At the bottom of the video, a ticker read:  Artificial Amplification for Power Dysfunction, Test Subject 7. 

A  too-thin  human  female  sat  in  the  room  in  a  med-gown.  “What  the  fuck  is  this?”  Hunt asked. But he already knew. 

Synth. These were the synth research trials. 

Bryce grunted— keep watching. 

A young draki male in a lab coat entered the room, bearing a tray of supplies. The video sped up, as if someone had increased the speed of the footage for the sake of urgency. The draki male took her vitals and then injected something into her arm. 

Then he left. Locked the door. 

“Are they …” Hunt swallowed. “Did he just inject her with synth?” 

Bryce made a small, confirming noise in her throat. 

The camera kept rolling. A minute passed. Five. Ten. 

Two  Vanir  walked  into  the  room.  Two  large  serpentine  shifters  who  sized  up  the  human female locked in alone with them. Hunt’s stomach turned. Turned further at the slave tattoos on their  arms,  and  knew  that  they  were  prisoners.  Knew,  from  the  way  they  smiled  at  the  human female shrinking against the wall, why they had been locked up. 

They lunged for her. 

But the human female lunged, too. 

It  happened  so  fast  that  Hunt  could  barely  track  it.  The  person  who  had  edited  the  footage went back and slowed it, too. 

So he watched, blow by blow, as the human female launched herself at the two Vanir males. 

And ripped them to pieces. 

It was impossible. Utterly impossible. Unless—

Tharion  had  said  synth  could  temporarily  grant  humans  powers  greater  than  most  Vanir. 

Powers enough to kill. 

“Do you know how badly the human rebels would want this?” Hunt said. Bryce just jerked

her chin toward the screen. Where the footage kept going. 

They sent in two other males. Bigger than the last. And they, too, wound up in pieces. 

Piles. 

Oh gods. 

Another two. Then three. Then five. 

Until the entire room was red. Until the Vanir were clawing at the doors, begging to be let out. Begging as their companions, then they themselves, were slaughtered. 

The human female was screaming, her head tilted to the ceiling. Screaming in rage or pain or what, he couldn’t tell without the sound. 

Hunt knew what was coming next. Knew, and couldn’t stop himself from watching. 

She turned on herself. Ripped herself apart. Until she, too, was a pile on the floor. 

The footage cut out. 

Bryce said softly, “Danika must have figured out what they were working on in the labs. I think someone involved in these tests … Could they have sold the formula to some drug boss? 

Whoever  killed  Danika  and  the  pack  and  the  others  must  have  been  high  on  this  synth.  Or injected someone with it and sicced them on the victims.” 

Hunt shook his head. “Maybe, but how does it tie in to the demons and the Horn?” 

“Maybe they summoned the kristallos for the antidote in its venom—and nothing more. They wanted to try to make an antidote of their own, in case the synth ever turned on them. Maybe it doesn’t  connect  to  the  Horn  at  all,”  Bryce  said.  “Maybe  this  is  what  we  were  meant  to  find. 

There are two other videos like this, of two different human subjects. Danika left them for  me. 

She  must  have  known  someone  was  coming  for  her.  Must  have  known  when  she  was  on  that Aux boat, confiscating that crate of synth, that they’d come after her soon. There was no second type  of  demon  hunting  alongside  the  kristallos.  Just  a  person—from   this  world.  Someone  who was high on the synth and used its power to break through our apartment’s enchantments. And then had the strength to kill Danika and the whole pack.” 

Hunt considered his next words carefully, fighting against his racing mind. “It could work, Bryce. But the Horn is still out there, with a drug that might be able to repair it, coincidence or no. And we’re no closer to finding it.” No, this just led them a Hel of a lot closer to trouble. He

added,  “Micah  already  demonstrated  what  it  means  to  set  one  foot  out  of  line.  We  need  to  go slow on the synth hunt. Make sure we’re certain this time. And careful.” 

“None of you were able to find out anything like this. Why should I go slow with the only clue I have about who killed Danika and the Pack of Devils? This ties in, Hunt. I know it does.” 

And because she was opening her mouth to object again, he said what he knew would stop

her. “Bryce, if we pursue this and we’re wrong, if Micah learns about another fuckup, forget the bargain being over. I might not walk away from his next punishment.” 

She flinched. 

His entire body protested as he reached a hand to touch her knee. “This synth shit is horrific, Bryce. I … I’ve never seen anything like it.” It changed everything.  Everything. He didn’t even know  where  to  begin  sorting  out  all  he’d  seen.  He  should  make  some  phone  calls— needed  to make some phone calls about this. “But to find the murderer and maybe the Horn, and to make sure there’s an afterward for you and me”—because there would be a  you and me for them; he’d do  whatever  it  took  to  ensure  it—“we  need  to  be   smart.”  He  nodded  to  the  footage.  “Forward that to me. I’ll make sure it gets to Vik on our encrypted server. See what she can dig up about these trials.” 

Bryce scanned his face. The openness in her expression nearly sent him to his knees before her. Hunt waited for her to argue, to defy him. To tell him he was an idiot. 

But she only said, “Okay.” She let out a long breath, slumping back against the cushions. 

She  was  so  fucking  beautiful  he  could  barely  stand  it.  Could  barely  stand  to  hear  her  ask quietly, “What sort of an afterward for you and me do you have in mind, Athalar?” 

He didn’t balk from her searching gaze. “The good kind,” he said with equal quiet. 

She didn’t ask, though. About how it would be possible. How any of it would be possible for him, for them. What he’d do to make it so. 

Her lips curved upward. “Sounds like a plan to me.” 

For a moment, an eternity, they stared at each other. 

And despite what they’d just watched, what lurked in the world beyond the apartment, Hunt said, “Yeah?” 

“Yeah.”  She  toyed  with  the  ends  of  her  hair.  “Hunt.  You  kissed  me—at  the  medwitch’s office.” 

He knew he shouldn’t, knew it was ten kinds of stupid, but he said, “What about it?” 

“Did you mean it?” 

“Yes.” He’d never said anything more true. “Did you want me to mean it?” 

His heart began to race, fast enough that he nearly forgot the pain along his back as she said, 

“You know the answer to that, Athalar.” 

“Do you want me to do it again?” Fuck, his voice had dropped an octave. 

Her  eyes  were  clear,  bright.  Fearless  and  hopeful  and  everything  that  had  always  made  it impossible for him to think about anything else if she was around. “I want to do it.” She added, 

“If that’s all right with you.” 

Hel, yes. He made himself throw her a half smile. “Do your worst, Quinlan.” 

She let out a breathy little laugh and turned her face up toward his. Hunt didn’t so much as inhale too deeply for fear of startling her. Syrinx, apparently taking the hint, saw himself into his crate. 

Bryce’s hands shook as they lifted to his hair, brushed back a strand, then ran over the band of the halo. 

Hunt  gripped  her  trembling  fingers.  “What’s  this  about?”  he  murmured,  unable  to  help himself from pressing his mouth to the dusky nails. How many times had he thought about these hands on him? Caressing his face, stroking down his chest, wrapped around his cock? 

Her swallow was audible. He pressed another kiss to her fingers. 

“This wasn’t supposed to happen—between us,” she whispered. 

“I know,” he said, kissing her shaking fingers again. He gently unfurled them, exposing the heart of her palm. He pressed his mouth there, too. “But thank fucking Urd it did.” 

Her  hands  stopped  shaking.  Hunt  lifted  his  eyes  from  her  hand  to  find  her  own  lined  with silver—and full of fire. He interlaced their fingers. “For fuck’s sake, just kiss me, Quinlan.” 

She did. Dark Hel, she did. His words had barely finished sounding when she slid her hand over his jaw, around his neck, and hauled his lips to hers. 

The moment Hunt’s lips met her own, Bryce erupted. 

She didn’t know if it was weeks without sex or Hunt himself, but she unleashed herself. That was the only way to describe it as she drove her hands into his hair and slanted her mouth against his. 

No tentative, sweet kisses. Not for them. Never for them. 

Her  mouth  opened  at  that  first  contact,  and  his  tongue  swept  in,  tasting  her  in  savage, unrelenting strokes. Hunt groaned at that first taste—and the sound was kindling. 

Rising  onto  her  knees,  fingers  digging  into  his  soft  hair,  she  couldn’t  get  enough,  taste enough  of  him—rain  and  cedar  and  salt  and  pure  lightning.  His  hands  skimmed  over  her  hips, slow and steady despite the mouth that ravaged hers with fierce, deep kisses. 

His  tongue  danced  with  her  own.  She  whimpered,  and  he  let  out  a  dark  laugh  as  his  hand wandered under the back of her dress, down the length of her spine, his calluses scraping. She arched into the touch, and he tore his mouth away. 

Before  she  could  grab  his  face  back  to  hers,  his  lips  found  her  neck.  He  pressed openmouthed kisses to it, nipped at the sensitive skin beneath her ears. “Tell me what you want, Quinlan.” 

“All of it.” There was no doubt in her. None. 

Hunt dragged his teeth along the side of her neck, and she panted, her entire consciousness narrowing to the sensation. “All of it?” 

She  slid  her  hand  down  his  front.  To  his  pants—the  hard,  considerable  length  straining against them. Urd spare her. She palmed his cock, eliciting a hiss from him. “All of it, Athalar.” 

“Thank fuck,” he breathed against her neck, and she laughed. 

Her laugh died as he put his mouth on hers again, as if he needed to taste the sound, too. 

Tongues  and  teeth  and  breath,  his  hands  artfully  unhooking  her  bra  under  her  dress.  She wound up straddling his lap, wound up grinding herself over that beautiful, perfect hardness in his lap. Wound up with her dress peeled down to her waist, her bra gone, and then Hunt’s mouth and teeth were around her breast, suckling and biting and kissing, and nothing, nothing, nothing had ever felt this good, this right. 

Bryce didn’t care that she was moaning loud enough for every demon in the Pit to hear. Not as Hunt switched to her other breast, sucking her nipple deep into his mouth. She drove her hips down  on  his,  release  already  a  rising  wave  in  her.  “Fuck,  Bryce,”  he  murmured  against  her breast. 

She only dove her hand beneath the waist of his pants. His hand wrapped around her wrist, though.  Halted  her  millimeters  from  what  she’d  wanted  in  her  hands,  her  mouth,  her  body  for weeks. 

“Not  yet,”  he  growled,  dragging  his  tongue  along  the  underside  of  her  breast.  Content  to feast on her. “Not until I’ve had my turn.” 

The  words  short-circuited  every  logical  thought.  And  any  objections  died  as  he  slipped  a hand up her dress, running it over her thigh. Higher. His mouth found her neck again as a finger explored the lacy front of her underwear. 

He hissed again as he found it utterly soaked, the lace doing nothing to hide the proof of just how badly she wanted this, wanted him. He ran his finger down the length of her—and back up again. 

Then that finger landed on that spot at the apex of her thighs. His thumb gently pressed on it over the fabric, drawing a moan deep from her throat. 

She  felt  him  smile  against  her  neck.  His  thumb  slowly  circled,  every  sweep  a  torturous blessing. 

“Hunt.” She didn’t know if his name was a plea or a question. 

He just tugged aside her underwear and put his fingers directly on her. 

She  moaned  again,  and  Hunt  stroked  her,  two  fingers  dragging  up  and  down  with  teeth-grinding lightness. He licked up the side of her throat, fingers playing mercilessly with her. He whispered against her skin, “Do you taste as good as you feel, Bryce?” 

“Please find out immediately,” she managed to gasp. 

His  laugh  rumbled  through  her,  but  his  fingers  didn’t  halt  their  leisurely  exploration.  “Not yet, Quinlan.” 

One of his fingers found her entrance and lingered, circling. “Do it,” she said. If she didn’t feel him inside her—his fingers or his cock, anything—she might start begging. 

“So  bossy,”  Hunt  purred  against  her  neck,  then  claimed  her  mouth  again.  And  as  his  lips settled over hers, nipping and taunting, he slid that finger deep into her. 

Both of them groaned. “Fuck, Bryce,” he said again. “Fuck.” 

Her eyes nearly rolled back into her head at the feeling of that finger. She rocked her hips, desperate  to  drive  him  deeper,  and  he  obliged  her,  pulling  out  his  finger  nearly  all  the  way, adding a second, and plunging both back into her. 

She  bucked,  her  nails  digging  into  his  chest.  His  thunderous  heartbeat  raged  against  her palms. She buried her face in his neck, biting and licking, starving for any taste of him while he pumped his hand into her again. 

Hunt  breathed  into  her  ear,  “I  am  going  to  fuck  you  until  you  can’t  remember  your  gods-damned name.” 

 Gods, yes.  “Likewise,” she croaked. 

Release  shimmered  in  her,  a  wild  and  reckless  song,  and  she  rode  his  hand  toward  it.  His other hand cupped her backside. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten this particular asset,” he murmured, squeezing for emphasis. “I have plans for this beautiful ass, Bryce. Filthy, filthy plans.” 

She moaned again, and his fingers stroked into her, over and over. 

“Come for me, sweetheart,” he purred against her breast, his tongue flicking over her nipple just as one of his fingers curled inside her, hitting that gods-damned spot. 

Bryce did. Hunt’s name on her lips, she tipped her head back and let go, riding his hand with abandon, driving them both into the couch cushions. 

He groaned, and she swallowed the sound with an openmouthed kiss as every nerve in her body exploded into glorious starlight. 

Then there was only breathing, and him—his body, his scent, that strength. 

The starlight receded, and she opened her eyes to find him with his head tipped back, teeth bared. 

Not in pleasure. In pain. 

She’d driven him into the cushions. Shoved his wounded back right up against the couch. 

Horror lurched through her like ice water, dousing any heat in her veins. “Oh gods. I am so sorry—” 

He cracked his eyes open. That groan he’d made as she came had been  pain, and she’d been so fucking wild for him that she hadn’t noticed—

“Are  you  hurt?”  she  demanded,  hoisting  herself  up  from  his  lap,  reaching  to  remove  his fingers, still deep inside her. 

He halted her with his other hand on her wrist. “I’ll survive.” His eyes darkened as he looked at  her  bare  breasts,  still  inches  from  his  mouth.  The  dress  shoved  halfway  down  her  body.  “I have other things to distract me,” he murmured, leaning down for her peaked nipple. 

Or trying to. A grimace passed over his face. 

“Dark Hel, Hunt,” she barked, yanking out of his grip, off his fingers, nearly falling from his lap. He didn’t even fight her as she grabbed his shoulder and peered at his back. 

Fresh blood leaked through his bandages. 

“Are you out of your mind?” she shouted, searching for anything in the immediate vicinity to press against the blood. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“As you like to say,” he panted, shaking slightly, “it’s my body. I decide its limits.” 

She reined in the urge to strangle him, grabbing for her phone. “I’m calling a medwitch.” 

He gripped her wrist again. “We’re not done here.” 

“Oh yes we fucking are,” she seethed. “I’m not having sex with you when you’re spouting

blood like a fountain.” An exaggeration, but still. 

His  eyes  were  dark—burning.  So  Bryce  poked  his  back,  a  good  six  inches  beneath  his wound. His answering wince of pain settled the argument. 

Setting her underwear to rights and sliding her dress back over her chest and arms, she dialed the public medwitch number. 

The medwitch arrived and was gone within an hour. Hunt’s wound was fine, she’d declared, to Bryce’s knee-wobbling relief. 

Then Hunt had the nerve to ask if he was cleared for sex. 

The witch, to her credit, didn’t laugh. Just said,  When you’re able to fly again, then I’d say it’s  safe  for  you  to  be  sexually  active  as  well.   She  nodded  toward  the  couch  cushions—the bloodstain that would require a magi-spell to erase.  I’d suggest whatever … interaction caused tonight’s injury also be postponed until your wings are healed. 

Hunt had looked ready to argue, but Bryce had hurried the witch out of the apartment. And then  helped  him  to  his  bed.  For  all  his  questions,  he  swayed  with  each  step.  Nearly  collapsed onto his bed. He answered a few messages on his phone, and was asleep before she’d shut off the lights. 

Cleared for sex, indeed. 

Bryce slept heavily in her own bed, despite what she’d learned and seen about the synth. 

But she woke at three. And knew what she had to do. 

She  fired  off  an  email  with  her  request,  and  regardless  of  the  late  hour,  received  one  back within  twenty  minutes:  she’d  need  to  wait  until  her  request  was  approved  by  the  33rd.  Bryce frowned. She didn’t have time for that. 

She crept from her room. Hunt’s door was shut, his room dark beyond it. He didn’t so much as come to investigate as she slipped out of the apartment. 

And headed for her old one. 

She hadn’t been on this block in two years. 

But as she rounded the corner and saw the flashing lights and terrified crowds, she knew. 

Knew what building burned midway down the block. 

Someone  must  have  noticed  that  she’d  logged  on  to  Danika’s  account  at  Redner  Industries today. Or perhaps someone had been monitoring her email account—and seen the message she’d sent  to  the  building’s  landlord.  Whoever  had  done  this  must  have  acted  quickly,  realizing  that she’d wanted to come hunt for any other clues Danika might have left around the apartment. 

There had to be more. Danika was smart enough to not have put everything she’d discovered in one place. 

Terrified,  weeping  people—her  old  neighbors—had  clustered  on  the  street,  hugging  each other and gazing up at the blaze in disbelief. Fire licked at every windowsill. 

She’d  done  this—brought  this  upon  the  people  watching  their  homes  burn.  Her  chest tightened,  the  pain  barely  eased  by  overhearing  a  passing  water  nymph  announce  to  her firefighting squad that every resident was accounted for. 

She had caused this. 

But—it meant she was getting close.  Look toward where it hurts the most, the Viper Queen had advised her all those weeks ago. She’d thought the shifter meant what hurt her. But maybe it had been about the murderer all along. 

And by circling in on the synth … Apparently, she’d hit a nerve. 

Bryce  was  halfway  home  when  her  phone  buzzed.  She  pulled  it  from  her  hastily  repaired jacket, the white opal in the pocket clinking against the screen, already bracing herself for Hunt’s questions. 

But it was from Tharion. 

 There’s a deal going down on the river right now. A boat is out there, signaling. Just past the Black Dock. Be there in five and I can get you out to see it. 

She clenched the white opal in her fist and wrote back,  A synth deal? 

Tharion answered,  No, a cotton candy deal. 

She rolled her eyes.  I’ll be there in three. 

And then she broke into a run. She didn’t call Hunt. Or Ruhn. 

She knew what they’d say.  Do not fucking go there without me, Bryce.  Wait. 

But she didn’t have time to waste. 
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Bryce  gripped  Tharion’s  waist  so  hard  it  was  a  wonder  he  didn’t  have  difficulty  breathing. 

Beneath  them,  the  wave  skimmer  bobbed  on  the  river’s  current.  Only  the  occasional  passing glow under the dark surface indicated that there was anything or anyone around them. 

She’d hesitated when the mer arrived at the pier, the matte black wave skimmer idling.  It’s either this or swimming, Legs, he’d informed her. 

She’d opted for the wave skimmer, but had spent the last five minutes regretting it. 

“Up  there,”  the  mer  male  murmured,  cutting  the  already  quiet  engine.  It  must  have  been  a stealth vehicle from the River Queen’s stash. Or Tharion’s own, as her Captain of Intelligence. 

Bryce beheld the small barge idling on the river. Mist drifted around them, turning the few firstlights on the barge into bobbing orbs. 

“I count six people,” Tharion observed. 

She peered into the gloom ahead. “I can’t make out what they are. Humanoid shapes.” 

Tharion’s body hummed, and the wave skimmer drifted forward, carried on a current of his own making. 

“Neat trick,” she murmured. 

“It always gets the ladies,” he muttered back. 

Bryce  might  have  chuckled  had  they  not  neared  the  barge.  “Keep  downwind  so  they  can’t scent us.” 

“I know how to remain unseen, Legs.” But he obeyed her. 

The people on the boat were hooded against the misting rain, but as they drifted closer—

“It’s the Viper Queen,” Bryce said, her voice hushed. No one else in this city would have the swagger  to  wear  that  ridiculous  purple  raincoat.  “Lying   asshole.  She  said  she  didn’t  deal  in synth.” 

“No surprise,” Tharion growled. “She’s always up to shady shit.” 

“Yeah, but is she buying or selling this time?” 

“Only one way to find out.” 

They drifted closer. The barge, they realized, was painted with a pair of snake eyes. And the crates piled on the rear of the barge … “Selling,” Tharion observed. He jerked his chin to a tall figure  facing  the  Viper  Queen,  apparently  in  a  heated  discussion  with  someone  beside  them. 

“Those  are  the  buyers.”  A  nod  to  the  person  half-hidden  in  the  shadows,  arguing  with  the  tall figure. “Disagreeing about what it’s worth, probably.” 

The Viper Queen was selling synth. Had it really been her this entire time? Behind Danika and  the  pack’s  deaths,  too,  despite  that  alibi?  Or  had  she  merely  gotten  her  hands  on  the

substance once it leaked from the lab? 

The arguing buyer shook their head with clear disgust. But their associate seemed to ignore whatever was said and chucked the Viper Queen what looked like a dark sack. She peered inside, and pulled something out. Gold flashed in the mist. 

“That is a fuck-ton of money,” Tharion murmured. “Enough for that entire shipment, I bet.” 

“Can you get closer so we can hear?” 

Tharion nodded, and they drifted again. The barge loomed, the attention of all aboard fixed on the deal going down rather than the shadows beyond it. 

The  Viper  Queen  was  saying  to  them,  “I  think  you’ll  find  this  to  be  sufficient  for  your goals.” 

Bryce knew she should call Hunt and Ruhn and get every legionary and Aux member over

here to shut this down before more synth flooded the streets or wound up in worse hands. In the hands of fanatics like Philip Briggs and his ilk. 

She  pulled  her  phone  from  her  jacket  pocket,  flicking  a  button  to  keep  the  screen  from lighting  up.  A  push  of  another  button  had  the  camera  function  appearing.  She  snapped  a  few photos of the boat, the Viper Queen, and the tall, dark figure she faced. Human, shifter, or Fae, she couldn’t tell with the jacket and hood. 

Bryce pulled up Hunt’s number. 

The Viper Queen said to the buyers, “I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship, don’t you?” 

The  tallest  buyer  didn’t  reply.  Just  stiffly  turned  back  to  their  companions,  displeasure written in every movement as the firstlights illuminated the face beneath the hood. 

“Holy fuck,” Tharion whispered. 

Every thought eddied out of Bryce’s head. 

There was nothing left in her but roaring silence as Hunt’s face became clear. 
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Bryce didn’t know how she wound up on the barge. What she said to Tharion to make him pull up. How she climbed off the wave skimmer and onto the boat itself. 

But it happened fast. Fast enough that Hunt had made it only three steps before Bryce was there, soaked and wondering if she’d puke. 

Guns clicked, pointing at her. She didn’t see them. 

She only saw Hunt whirl toward her, his eyes wide. 

Of  course  she  hadn’t  recognized  him  from  a  distance.  He  had  no  wings.  But  the  powerful build, the height, the angle of his head … That was all him. 

And  his  colleague  behind  him,  the  one  who’d  handed  over  the  money—Viktoria.  Justinian emerged  from  the  shadows  beyond  them,  his  wings  painted  black  to  conceal  them  in  the moonlight. 

Bryce was distantly aware of Tharion behind her, telling the Viper Queen that she was under arrest on behalf of the River Queen. Distantly aware of the Viper Queen chuckling. 

But all she heard was Hunt breathe, “Bryce.” 

“What  the  fuck  is  this?”  she  whispered.  Rain  slashed  her  face.  She  couldn’t  hear,  couldn’t get  any  air  down,  couldn’t  think  as  she  said  again,  her  voice  breaking,  “What  the   fuck  is  this, Hunt?” 

“It is exactly what it looks like,” a cold, deep voice said behind her. 

In  a  storm  of  white  wings,  Micah  emerged  from  the  mists  and  landed,  flanked  by  Isaiah, Naomi, and six other angels, all armed to the teeth and in legion black. But they made no move to incapacitate the Viper Queen or her cronies. 

No, they all faced Hunt and his companions. Aimed their guns toward them. 

Hunt  looked  at  the  Governor—then  at  the  Viper  Queen.  He  snarled  softly,  “You  fucking bitch.” 

The Viper Queen chuckled. She said to Micah, “You owe me a favor now, Governor.” 

Micah jerked his chin in confirmation. 

Viktoria hissed at her, halo crinkling on her brow, “You set us up.” 

The Viper  Queen  crossed her  arms.  “I knew  it  would  be worth  my  while to  see  who  came sniffing  around  for  this  shit  when  word  leaked  that  I  got  my  hands  on  a  shipment,”  she  said, motioning toward the synth. Her smile was pure poison as she looked at Hunt. “I was hoping it’d be you, Umbra Mortis.” 

Bryce’s heart thundered. “What are you talking about?” 

Hunt  pivoted  to  her,  his  face  bleak  in  the  floodlights.  “It  wasn’t  supposed  to  go  down  like

this, Bryce. Maybe at first, but I saw that video tonight and I tried to stop it, stop them, but they wouldn’t fucking  listen—” 

“These three thought synth would be an easy way to regain what was taken from them,” the Viper Queen said. A vicious pause. “The power to overthrow their masters.” 

The world shifted beneath her. Bryce said, “I don’t believe you.” 

But the flicker of pain in Hunt’s eyes told her that her blind, stupid faith in his innocence had gutted him. 

“It’s  true,”  Micah  said,  his  voice  like  ice.  “These  three  learned  of  the  synth  days  ago,  and have since been seeking a way to purchase it—and to distribute it among their fellow would-be rebels. To attain its powers long enough to break their halos, and finish what Shahar started on Mount Hermon.” He nodded toward the Viper Queen. “She was gracious enough to inform me

of this plan, after Justinian tried to recruit a female under her … influence.” 

Bryce shook her head. She was trembling so hard that Tharion gripped her around the waist. 

“I told you I’d figure out your asking price, Athalar,” the Viper Queen said. 

Bryce began crying. She hated every tear, every shuddering, stupid gasp. Hated the pain in Hunt’s eyes as he stared at her, only her, and said, “I’m sorry.” 

But Bryce just asked, “Days ago?” 

Silence. 

She said again, “You knew about the synth  days ago?” 

Her heart—it was her stupid fucking heart that was cracking and cracking and cracking …

Hunt said, “Micah assigned me some targets. Three drug lords. They told me that two years ago, a small amount of synth leaked from the Redner lab and onto the streets. But it ran out fast

—too fast. They said that finally, after two years of trying to replicate it, someone had figured out  the  formula  at  last,  and  it  was  now  being  made—and  would  be  capable  of  amping  up  our power. I didn’t think it had anything to do with the case—not until recently. I didn’t know the truth of what the Hel it could even  do until I saw that footage of the trials.” 

“How.” Her word cut through the rain. “How did it leak?” 

Hunt shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.” 

Micah said coldly, “Danika Fendyr.” 

Bryce backed up a step, into Tharion’s grip. “That’s not possible.” 

Hunt  said  with  a  gentleness  that  decimated  her,  “Danika  sold  it,  Bryce.  It’s  why  she  was spotted on that boat with the crate of it. I figured it out nearly a week ago. She stole the formula for it, sold the stock, and—” He stopped himself. 

“And  what?” Bryce whispered. “And  what, Hunt?” 

“And Danika used it herself. Was addicted to it.” 

She was going to be sick. “Danika would  never have done that. She never would have done any of this.” 

Hunt shook his head. “She did, Bryce.” 

“No.” 

When Micah didn’t interrupt them, Hunt said, “Look at the evidence.” His voice was sharp as knives. “Look at the last messages between you. The drugs we found in your system that night

—that  was  standard  shit  for  you  two.  So  what  was  one  more  kind  of  drug?  One  that  in  small doses could give an even more intense high? One that could take the edge off for Danika after a long day, after Sabine had ripped her apart yet again? One that gave her a taste of what it’d be like to be Prime of the wolves,  gave her that power, since she was waiting to make the Drop with

you?” 

“No.” 

Hunt’s  voice  cracked.  “She  took  it,  Bryce.  All  signs  point  to  her  killing  those  two  CCU

students  the  night  the  Horn  was  stolen.  They  saw  her  stealing  the  Horn  and  she  chased  them down and killed them.” 

Bryce  remembered  Danika’s  pallor  when  she’d  told  her  about  the  students’  deaths,  her haunted eyes. 

“It’s not true.” 

Hunt  shook  his  head.  As  if  he  could  undo  it,  unlearn  it.  “Those  drug  lords  I  killed  said Danika  was  seen  around  the  Meat  Market.  Talking  about  synth.  It  was  how  Danika  knew Maximus Tertian—he was an addict like her. His girlfriend had no idea.” 

“No.” 

But Hunt looked to Micah. “I assume we’re going now.” He held out his wrists. For cuffs. 

Indeed, those were gorsian stones—thick, magic-killing manacles—gleaming in Isaiah’s hands. 

The Archangel said, “Aren’t you going to tell her the rest?” 

Hunt stilled. “It’s not necessary. Let’s go.” 

“Tell me what,” Bryce whispered. Tharion’s hands tightened on her arms in warning. 

“That he already knows the truth about Danika’s murder,” the Archangel said coldly. Bored. 

As if he’d done this a thousand times, in a thousand variations. As if he’d already guessed. 

Bryce looked at Hunt and saw it in his eyes. She began shaking her head, weeping. “No.” 

Hunt said, “Danika took the synth the night she died. Took too much of it. It drove her out of her mind. She slaughtered her own pack. And then herself.” 

Only Tharion’s grip was keeping her upright. “No, no, no—” 

Hunt said, “It’s why there was never any audio of the killer, Bryce.” 

“She was begging for her life—” 

“She was begging herself to stop,” Hunt said. “The only snarls on the recording were hers.” 

Danika. Danika had killed the pack. Killed Thorne. Killed Connor. 

And then ripped herself to shreds. 

“But the Horn—” 

“She  must  have  stolen  it  just  to  piss  off  Sabine.  And  then  probably  sold  it  on  the  black market. It had nothing to do with any of this. It was always about the synth for her.” 

Micah cut in, “I have it on good authority that Danika stole footage of the synth trials from Redner’s lab.” 

“But the kristallos—” 

“A side effect of the synth, when used in high doses,” Micah said. “The surge of powerful magic it grants the user also brings the ability to open portals, thanks to the obsidian salt in its formula. Danika did just that, accidentally summoning the kristallos. The black salt in the synth can  have  a  mind  of  its  own.  A  sentience.  Its  measurement  in  the  synth’s  formula  matches  the unholy number of the kristallos. With high doses of synth, the power of the salt gains control and can  summon  the  kristallos.  That’s  why  we’ve  been  seeing  them  recently—the  drug  is  on  the streets now, in doses often higher than recommended. Like you suspected, the kristallos feeds on vital  organs,  using  the  sewers  to  deposit  bodies  into  the  waterway.  The  two  recent  murder victims—the  acolyte  and  the  temple  guard—were  the  unfortunate  victims  of  someone  high  on the synth.” 

Silence fell again. And Bryce turned once more to Hunt. “You knew.” 

He held her stare. “I’m sorry.” 

Her voice rose to a scream.  “You knew!” 

Hunt lunged—one step toward her. 

A gun gleamed in the dark, pressed against his head, and halted him in his tracks. 

Bryce knew that handgun. The engraved silver wings on the black barrel. 

“You move, angel, and you fucking die.” 

Hunt  held  up  his  hands.  But  his  eyes  did  not  leave  Bryce  as  Fury  Axtar  emerged  from  the shadows beyond the crates of synth. 

Bryce didn’t question how Fury had arrived without even Micah noticing or how she knew to come.  Fury  Axtar  was  liquid  night—she’d  made  herself  infamous  for  knowing  the  world’s secrets. 

Fury edged around Hunt, backing up to Bryce’s side. She pocketed the gun in the holster at her  thigh,  her  usual  skintight  black  suit  gleaming  with  rain  and  her  chin-length  black  hair dripping with it, but said to the Viper Queen, “Get the fuck out of my sight.” 

A sly smile. “It’s my boat.” 

“Then go somewhere I can’t see your face.” 

Bryce didn’t have it in her to be shocked that the Viper Queen obeyed Fury’s order. 

Didn’t have it in her to do anything but stare at Hunt. “You knew,” she said again. 

Hunt’s eyes scanned hers. “I never wanted you to be hurt. I never wanted you to know—” 

 “You  knew,  you  knew,  you  knew!”   He’d  figured  out  the  truth,  and  for  nearly  a  week,  he’d said nothing to her. Had let her go on and on about how much she loved her friend, how great Danika had been, and had led her in fucking  circles. “All your talk about the synth being a waste of my time to look into …” She could barely get the words out. “Because you realized the truth already. Because you  lied.” She threw out an arm to the crates of drugs. “Because you learned the truth and then realized you wanted the synth for yourself? And when you wanted to help the medwitch find an antidote … It was for  yourself. And all of this for what—to rebel again?” 

Hunt slid to his knees, as if he’d beg her forgiveness. “At first, yes, but it was all just based on a rumor of what it could do. Then tonight I saw that footage you found, and I wanted to pull out from the deal. I knew it wasn’t right—any of it. Even with the antidote, it was too dangerous. 

I realized  all this was the wrong path. But you and me, Bryce …  You are where I want to end up. 

A life—with  you.  You  are  my  fucking  path.”  He  pointed  to  Justinian  and  Viktoria,  stone-faced and  handcuffed.  “I  messaged  them  that  it  was  over,  but  they  got  spooked,  contacted  the  Viper Queen,  and  insisted  it  was  going  down   tonight.   I  swear,  I  came  here  only  to  stop  it,  to  put  a fucking  end to it before it became a disaster. I  never—” 

She grabbed the white opal from her pocket and hurled it at him. 

Hurled it so hard it slammed into Hunt’s head. Blood flowed from his temple. As if the halo itself were bleeding. 

“I never want to see you again,” she whispered as Hunt gazed at the blood-splattered opal on the deck. 

“That won’t be a problem,” Micah said, and Isaiah stepped forward, gorsian stone manacles gleaming like amethyst fire. The same as those around Viktoria’s and Justinian’s wrists. 

Bryce couldn’t stop shaking as she leaned back into Tharion, Fury a silent force beside her. 

“Bryce,  I’m  sorry,”  Hunt  said  as  a  grim-looking  Isaiah  clapped  the  shackles  on  him.  “I couldn’t bear the thought of you—” 

“That’s  enough,”  Fury  said.  “You’ve  said  and  done  enough.”  She  looked  to  Micah.  “She’s

done with you. All of you.” She tugged Bryce toward her wave skimmer idling beside Tharion’s, the mer male guarding their backs. “You bother her again and I’ll pay  you a visit, Governor.” 

Bryce didn’t notice as she was eased onto the wave skimmer. As Fury got on in front of her and gunned the engine. As Tharion slipped onto his and trailed, to guard the way back to shore. 

“Bryce,”  Hunt  tried  again  as  she  wrapped  her  arms  around  Fury’s  tiny  waist.  “Your  heart was already so broken, and the last thing I ever wanted to do was—” 

She didn’t look back at him as the wind whipped her hair and the wave skimmer launched

into the rain and darkness. 

“BRYCE! ” Hunt roared. 

She didn’t look back. 
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Ruhn  was  in  the  apartment  lobby  when  Fury  dropped  her  off.  Tharion  left  them  at  the  docks, saying  he  was  going  to  help  haul  in  the  seized  synth  shipment,  and  Fury  departed  fast  enough that Bryce knew she was heading out to make sure the Viper Queen didn’t abscond with any of it, either. 

Ruhn said nothing as they rode the elevator. 

But she knew Fury had told him. Summoned him here. 

Her friend had been messaging someone on the walk back from the docks. And she’d spied

Flynn and Declan standing guard on the rooftops of her block, armed with their long-range rifles. 

Her  brother  didn’t  speak  until  they  were  in  the  apartment,  the  place  dark  and  hollow  and foreign. Every piece of clothing and gear belonging to Hunt was like an asp, ready to strike. That bloodstain on the couch was the worst of all. 

Bryce made it halfway across the great room before she puked all over the carpet. 

Ruhn was instantly there, his arms and shadows around her. 

She  could  feel  her  sobs,  hear  them,  but  they  were  distant.  The  entire  world  was  distant  as Ruhn  picked  her  up  and  carried  her  to  the  couch,  keeping  away  from  that  spot  where  she’d yielded herself entirely to Hunt. But he made no comment about the bloodstain or any lingering scent. 

It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. 

No better than a bunch of drug addicts. That’s what Hunt had implied. She and Danika had been no better than two addicts, inhaling and snorting everything they could get their hands on. 

It wasn’t like that. Hadn’t ever been like that. It had been stupid, but it had been for fun, for distraction and release, never for something dark—

She was shaking so hard she thought her bones might snap. 

Ruhn’s grip on her tightened, like he could keep her together. 

Hunt must have known she was getting close to learning the truth when she’d shown him the trial videos. So he’d spun her lies about a happy ending for the two of them, a  future for them, had distracted her with his mouth and hands. And then, as one of the triarii, he’d gotten the alert from her old landlord about her request to visit the apartment—and snuck out, letting her think he was asleep. A bolt of his lightning had probably sparked the flame. 

She  remembered  the  water  nymph  saying  that  there  hadn’t  been  any  casualties—had  some shred of decency in Hunt made him trigger the fire alarms in an attempt to warn people? She had to believe it. 

But once Hunt had burned the building down so there was no hint of evidence left, he’d met

with  the  Viper  Queen  to  barter  for  what  he  needed  to  fuel  his  rebellion.  She  didn’t  believe  his bullshit  about  pulling  out  of  the  deal.  Not  for  a  heartbeat.  He  knew  the  world  of  hurt  about  to come down on him. He’d have said anything. 

Danika had killed the Pack of Devils. Killed Thorne and Connor. And then herself. 

And now Danika lived on, in shame, among the mausoleums of the Sleeping City. Suffering. 

Because of Bryce. 

It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. 

By the time Fury came back, Bryce had been staring at the same spot on the wall for hours. 

Ruhn left her on the couch to talk to the assassin in the kitchen. 

Bryce heard their whispering anyway. 

 Athalar’s in one of the holding cells under the Comitium, Fury said. 

 Micah didn’t execute him? 

 No.  Justinian  and  Viktoria  …  He  crucified  the  angel,  and  did  some  fucked-up  shit  to  the wraith. 

 They’re dead? 

 Worse. Justinian’s still bleeding out in the Comitium lobby. They gave him some shit to slow his healing. He’ll be dead soon enough if he’s lucky. 

 What about the wraith? 

 Micah ripped her from her body and shoved her essence into a glass box. Put it at the base of  Justinian’s  crucifix.  Rumor  says  he’s  going  to  dump  the  box—Viktoria—into  the  Melinoë Trench  and  let  her  fall  right  to  the  bottom  of  the  sea  to  go  insane  from  the  isolation  and darkness. 

 Fucking Hel. You can’t do anything? 

 They’re traitors to the Republic. They were caught conspiring against it. So, no. 

 But Athalar’s not crucified beside Justinian? 

 I think Micah came up with a different punishment for him. Something worse. 

 What could be worse than what the other two are enduring? 

A long, horrible pause.  A lot of things, Ruhn Danaan. 

Bryce let the words wash over her. She sat on the couch and stared at the dark screen of the television. And stared into the black pit inside herself. 

 

PART IV

THE RAVINE
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For some reason, Hunt had expected a stone dungeon. 

He didn’t know why, since he’d been in these holding cells beneath the Comitium countless times to deposit the few enemies Micah wanted left alive, but he’d somehow pictured his capture to be the mirror of what had gone down in Pangera: the dark, filthy dungeons of the Asteri, the ones that were so similar in Sandriel’s palace. 

Not this white cell, the chrome bars humming with magic to nullify his own. A screen on the wall  of  the  hallway  showed  a  feed  of  the  Comitium  atrium:  the  one  body  spiked  to  the  iron crucifix in its center, and the glass box, covered in dripping blood, sitting at its feet. 

Justinian  still  groaned  every  now  and  then,  his  toes  or  fingers  twitching  as  he  slowly asphyxiated, his body trying and failing to heal his taxed lungs. His wings had already been cut off. Left on the marble floor beneath him. 

Viktoria,  her  essence  invisible  within  that  glass  box,  was  forced  to  watch.  To  endure Justinian’s blood dripping on the lid of her container. 

Hunt  had  sat  on  the  small  cot  and  watched  every  second  of  what  had  been  done  to  them. 

How Viktoria had screamed while Micah ripped her from that body she’d been trapped in for so long. How Justinian had fought, even as they held down his brutalized body on the crucifix, even as the iron spikes went into him. Even as they raised the crucifix, and he’d begun screaming at the pain. 

A door clanged open down the hallway. Hunt didn’t rise from the cot to see who approached. 

The wound on his temple had healed, but he hadn’t bothered to wash away the blood streaking down his cheek and jaw. 

The footsteps down the hall were steady, unhurried. Isaiah. 

Hunt remained seated as his old companion paused before the bars. 

“Why.”  There  was  nothing  charming,  nothing  warm  on  the  handsome  face.  Just  anger, exhaustion, and fear. 

Hunt said, aware of every camera and not caring, “Because it has to stop at some point.” 

“It  stops  when  you’re   dead.  When   everyone  we  love  is  dead.”  Isaiah  pointed  to  the  screen behind him, to Justinian’s ravaged body and Viktoria’s blood-soaked box. “Does this make you feel like you’re on the right path, Hunt? Was this worth it?” 

When he’d gotten Justinian’s message that the deal was going down, as he climbed into bed, he’d  realized  it   wasn’t  worth  it.  Not  even  with  the  medwitch’s  antidote.  Not  after  these  weeks with Bryce.  Not  after what  they’d  done on  that  couch.  But Hunt  said,  because it  was  still  true, 

“Nothing’s changed since Mount Hermon, Isaiah. Nothing has gotten better.” 

“How long have you three been planning this shit?” 

“Since I killed those three drug lords. Since they told me about the synth and what it could do. Since they told me what kind of power it gave Danika Fendyr when she took it in the right doses.  We  decided  it  was  time.  No  more  fucking  bargains  with  Micah.  No  more  deaths  for deaths. Just the ones  we choose.” 

The  three  of  them  had  known  there  was  one  place,  one  person,  who  might  get  the  synth. 

He’d paid the Viper Queen a private visit a few days ago. Had found her in her den of poisons and  told  her  what  he  wanted.  Vik  had  the  gold,  thanks  to  the  paychecks  she’d  saved  up  for centuries. 

It hadn’t occurred to him that the snake would be in the Archangel’s pocket. Or looking for a way into it. 

Isaiah shook his head. “And you thought that  you, you and Vik and Justinian and whatever idiots would follow you, could take the synth and do what? Kill Micah? Sandriel? All of them?” 

“That  was  the  idea.”  They’d  planned  to  do  it  at  the  Summit.  And  afterward,  they’d  make their way to Pangera. To the Eternal City. And finish what was started so long ago. 

“What  if  it  turned  on  you—what  if  you  took  too  much  and  ripped  yourself  to  shreds instead?” 

“I  was  working  on  getting  my  hands  on  an  antidote.”  Hunt  shrugged.  “But  I’ve  already confessed to everything, so spare me the interrogation.” 

Isaiah  banged  a  hand  on  the  cell  bars.  Wind  howled  in  the  corridor  around  him.  “You couldn’t have let it go, couldn’t serve and prove yourself and—” 

“I tried to stop it, for fuck’s sake. I was on that barge because I realized …” He shook his head. “It makes no difference at this point. But I did try. I saw that footage of what it really did to someone who took it, and even with an antidote, it was too fucking dangerous. But Justinian and Vik refused to quit. By the time Vik gave the Viper Queen the gold, I just wanted us to go our separate ways.” 

Isaiah shook his head in disgust. 

Hunt spat, “You might be able to accept the bit in your mouth, but I  never will.” 

“I don’t,” Isaiah hissed. “But I have a reason to work for my freedom, Hunt.” A flash of his eyes. “I thought you did, too.” 

Hunt’s stomach twisted. “Bryce had nothing to do with this.” 

“Of course she didn’t. You shattered her fucking heart in front of everyone. It was obvious she had no idea.” 

Hunt flinched, his chest aching. “Micah won’t go after her to—” 

“No.  You’re  lucky  as  fuck,  but  no.  He  won’t  crucify  her  to  punish  you.  Though  don’t  be naïve enough to believe the thought didn’t cross his mind.” 

Hunt couldn’t stop his shudder of relief. 

Isaiah said, “Micah knows that you tried to stop the deal. Saw the messages between you and Justinian about it. That’s why they’re in the lobby right now and you’re here.” 

“What’s he going to do with me?” 

“He hasn’t declared it yet.” His face softened slightly. “I came down to say goodbye. Just in case we can’t later on.” 

Hunt nodded. He’d accepted his fate. He’d tried, and failed, and would pay the price. Again. 

It was a better end than the slow death of his soul as he took one life after another for Micah. 

“Tell her I’m sorry,” Hunt said. “Please.” 

At the end of the day, despite Vik and Justinian, despite the brutal end that would come his way, it was the sight of Bryce’s face that haunted him. The sight of the tears he’d caused. 

He’d  promised  her  a  future  and  then  brought  that  pain  and  despair  and  sorrow  to  her  face. 

He’d never hated himself more. 

Isaiah’s  fingers  lifted  toward  the  bars,  as  if  he’d  reach  for  Hunt’s  hand,  but  then  lowered back to his side. “I will.” 

“It’s been three days,” Lehabah said. “And the Governor hasn’t announced what he’s doing with Athie.” 

Bryce looked up from the book she was reading in the library. “Turn off that television.” 

Lehabah did no such thing, her glowing face fixed on the tablet’s screen. The news footage of  the  Comitium  lobby  and  the  now-rotting  corpse  of  the  triarii  soldier  crucified  there.  The blood-crusted  glass  box  beneath  it.  Despite  the  endless  bullshitting  by  the  news  anchors  and analysts,  no  information  had  leaked  regarding  why  two  of  Micah’s  top  soldiers  had  been  so brutally executed.  A failed coup was all that had been suggested. No mention of Hunt. Whether he lived. 

“He’s alive,” Lehabah whispered. “I know he is. I can feel it.” 

Bryce ran a finger over a line of text. It was the tenth time she’d attempted to read it in the twenty  minutes  since  the  messenger  had  left,  dropping  off  a  vial  of  the  antidote  from  the medwitch  who’d  taken  the  kristallos  venom  from  her  leg.  Apparently,  she’d  found  the  way  to make the antidote work without her being present. But Bryce didn’t marvel. Not when the vial was just a silent reminder of what she and Hunt had shared that day. 

She’d debated throwing it out, but had opted to lock the antidote in the safe in Jesiba’s office, right  next  to  that  six-inch  golden  bullet  for  the  Godslayer  Rifle.  Life  and  death,  salvation  and destruction, now entombed there together. 

“Violet Kappel said on the morning news that there might be more would-be rebels—” 

“Turn off that screen, Lehabah, before I throw it in the fucking tank.” 

Her  sharp  words  cut  through  the  library.  The  rustling  creatures  in  their  cages  stilled.  Even Syrinx stirred from his nap. 

Lehabah dimmed to a faint pink. “Are you sure there’s nothing we can—” 

Bryce slammed the book shut and hauled it with her, aiming for the stairs. 

She didn’t hear Lehabah’s next words over the front door’s buzzer. Work had proved busier than usual, a grand total of six shoppers wasting her time asking about shit they had no interest in buying. If she had to deal with one more idiot today—

She glanced at the monitors. And froze. 

The Autumn King surveyed the gallery, the showroom stocked with priceless artifacts, the door that  led  up  to  Jesiba’s  office  and  the  window  in  it  that  overlooked  the  floor.  He  stared  at  the window  for  long  enough  that  Bryce  wondered  if  he  could  somehow  see  through  the  one-way glass,  all  the  way  to  the  Godslayer  Rifle  mounted  on  the  wall  behind  Jesiba’s  desk.  Sense  its deadly presence, and that of the golden bullet in the wall safe beside it. But his eyes drifted on, to the iron door sealed to her right, and finally, finally to Bryce herself. 

He’d never come to see her. In all these years, he’d never come. Why bother? 

“There  are  cameras  everywhere,”  she  said,  staying  seated  behind  her  desk,  hating  every

whiff of his ashes-and-nutmeg scent that dragged her back twelve years, to the weeping thirteen-year-old  she’d  been  the  last  time  she’d  spoken  to  him.  “In  case  you’re  thinking  of  stealing something.” 

He ignored the taunt and slid his hands into the pockets of his black jeans, still conducting his silent survey of the gallery. He was gorgeous, her father. Tall, muscled, with an impossibly beautiful face beneath that long red hair, the exact same shade and silken texture as her own. He looked  just  a  few  years  older  than  her,  too—dressed  like  a  young  man,  with  those  black  jeans and a matching long-sleeved T-shirt. But his amber eyes were ancient and cruel as he said at last, 

“My son told me what occurred on the river on Wednesday night.” 

How he managed to make that slight emphasis on  my son into an insult was beyond her. 

“Ruhn is a good dog.” 

“Prince Ruhn deemed it necessary that I know, since you might be … in peril.” 

“And yet you waited three days? Were you hoping I’d be crucified, too?” 

Her father’s eyes flashed. “I have come to tell you that your security has been assured, and that the Governor knows you were innocent in the matter and will not dare to harm you. Even to punish Hunt Athalar.” 

She  snorted.  Her  father  stilled.  “You  are  incredibly  foolish  if  you  think  that  would  not  be enough to break Athalar at last.” 

Ruhn must have told him about that, too. The disaster that had been this thing between her and Hunt. Whatever it had been. Whatever using her like that could be called. 

“I don’t want to talk about this.” Not with him, not with anyone. Fury had disappeared again, and  while  Juniper  had  messaged,  Bryce  kept  the  conversation  brief.  Then  the  calls  from  her mother and Randall had started. And the big lies had begun. 

She  didn’t  know  why  she’d  lied  about  Hunt’s  involvement.  Maybe  because  explaining  her own idiocy in letting Hunt in—being so fucking  blind to the fact that he’d led her around when everyone had warned her, that he’d even  told her he would love Shahar until the day he died—

was too much. It gutted her to know he’d chosen the Archangel and their rebellion over her, over them … She couldn’t talk to her mom about it. Not without completely losing what was left of her ability to function. 

So  Bryce  had  gone  back  to  work,  because  what  else  was  there  to  do?  She’d  heard  nothing from the places where she’d applied for new jobs. 

“I’m  not talking about this,” she repeated. 

“You will talk about this. With your king.” A crackling ember of his power set the firstlights guttering. 

“You are not my king.” 

“Legally, I am,” her father said. “You are listed as a half-Fae citizen. That places you under my jurisdiction both in this city and as a member of the House of Sky and Breath.” 

She clicked her nails together. “So what is it you want to talk about,  Your Majesty?” 

“Have you stopped looking for the Horn?” 

She blinked. “Does it matter now?” 

“It  is  a  deadly  artifact.  Just  because  you  learned  the  truth  regarding  Danika  and  Athalar doesn’t mean whoever wishes to use it is done.” 

“Didn’t Ruhn tell you? Danika stole the Horn on a lark. Ditched it somewhere in one of her flying-high-as-a-fucking-kite moments. It was a dead end.” At her father’s frown, she explained, 

“The kristallos were all accidentally summoned by Danika and the others who took synth, thanks

to the black salt in it. We were wrong in even looking for the Horn. There was no one pursuing it.” 

She couldn’t decide whom she hated more: Hunt, Danika, or herself for not seeing their lies. 

Not   wanting  to  see  any  of  it.  It  haunted  every  step,  every  breath,  that  loathing.  Burned  deep inside. 

“Even if no enemy seeks it, it is worth ensuring that the Horn does not fall into the wrong hands.” 

“Only Fae hands, right?” She smiled coldly. “I thought your Chosen One son was put on its tail.” 

“He is otherwise occupied.” Ruhn must have told him to go fuck himself. 

“Well, if you can think where Danika unloaded it in her synth-high stupor, I’m all ears.” 

“It is no trivial matter. Even if the Horn is long defunct, it still holds a special place in Fae history. It will mean a great deal to my people if it is recovered. I’d think with your  professional expertise, such a search would be of interest to you. And your employer.” 

She looked back at her computer screen. “Whatever.” 

He  paused,  and  then  his  power  buzzed,  warping  every  audio  feed  before  he  said,  “I  loved your mother very much, you know.” 

“Yeah, so much you left a scar on her face.” 

She could have sworn he flinched. “Do not think I have not spent every moment since then regretting my actions. Living in shame.” 

“Could have fooled me.” 

His power rumbled through the room. “You are so much like her. More than you know. She

never forgave anyone for anything.” 

“I take that as a compliment.” That fire burned and raged inside her head, her bones. 

Her father said quietly, “I would have made her my queen. I had the paperwork ready.” 

She  blinked.  “How  surprisingly  un-elitist  of  you.”  Her  mother  had  never  suggested,  never hinted at it. “She would have hated being queen. She would have said no.” 

“She loved me enough to have said yes.” Absolute certainty laced his words. 

“You think that somehow erases what you did?” 

“No. Nothing shall ever erase what I did.” 

“Let’s skip the woe-is-me bullshit. You came here after all these years to tell me this crap?” 

Her father looked at her for a long moment. Then strode for the door, opening it in silence. 

But he said before he stepped into the street, his red hair gleaming in the afternoon sunlight, “I came  here  after  all  these  years  to  tell  you  that  you  may  be  like  your  mother,  but  you  are  also more like me than you realize.” His amber eyes—her own—flickered. “And that is not a good thing.” 

The  door  shut,  the  gallery  darkening.  Bryce  stared  at  the  computer  screen  before  her,  then typed in a few words. 

There  was  still  nothing  on  Hunt.  No  mention  of  him  in  the  news.  Not  a  whisper  about whether the Umbra Mortis was imprisoned or tortured or alive or dead. 

As if he had never existed. As if she had dreamed him up. 
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Hunt  ate  only  because  his  body  demanded  it,  slept  because  there  was  nothing  else  to  do,  and watched the TV screen in the hall beyond his cell bars because he’d brought this upon himself and Vik and Justinian and there was no undoing it. 

Micah had left the latter’s body up. Justinian would hang there for seven full days and then be pulled off the crucifix—and dumped into the Istros. No Sailings for traitors. Just the bellies of the river beasts. 

Viktoria’s box had already been dumped into the Melinoë Trench. 

The thought of her trapped on the seafloor, the deepest place in Midgard, nothing but dark and silence and that tight, tight space …

Dreams of her suffering had launched Hunt over to the toilet, puking up his guts. 

And  then  the  itching  began.  Deep  in  his  back,  radiating  through  the  framework  now beginning to regrow, it itched and itched and itched. His fledgling wings remained sore enough that scratching them resulted in near-blinding pain, and as the hours ticked by, each new bit of growth had him clenching his jaw against it. 

A  waste,  he  silently  told  his  body.  A  big  fucking  waste  to  regrow his wings, when he was likely hours or days away from an execution. 

He’d  had  no  visitors  since  Isaiah  six  days  ago.  He’d  tracked  the  time  by  watching  the sunlight shift in the atrium on the TV feed. 

Not a whisper from Bryce. Not that he dared hope she’d somehow find a way to see him, if only to let him beg on his knees for her forgiveness. To tell her what he needed to say. 

Maybe  Micah  would  let  him  rot  down  here.  Let  him  go  mad  like  Vik,  buried  beneath  the earth, unable to fly, unable to feel fresh air on his face. 

The  doors  down  the  hall  hissed,  and  Hunt  blinked,  rising  from  his  silence.  Even  his miserably itching wings halted their torture. 

But the female scent that hit him a heartbeat later was not Bryce’s. 

It  was  a  scent  he  knew  just  as  well—would  never  forget  as  long  as  he  lived.  A  scent  that stalked his nightmares, whetted his rage into a thing that made it impossible to think. 

The Archangel of northwestern Pangera smiled as she appeared before his cell. He’d never get used to it: how much she looked like Shahar. “This seems familiar,” Sandriel said. Her voice was soft, beautiful. Like music. Her face was, too. 

And  yet  her  eyes,  the  color  of  fresh-tilled  soil,  gave  her  away.  They  were  sharp,  honed  by millennia of cruelty and near-unchecked power. Eyes that delighted in pain and bloodshed and despair.  That  had  always  been  the  difference  between  her  and  Shahar—their  eyes.  Warmth  in

one; death in the other. 

“I heard you want to kill me, Hunt,” the Archangel said, crossing her thin arms. She clicked her tongue. “Are we really back to that old game?” 

He said nothing. Just sat on his cot and held her gaze. 

“You know, when you had your belongings confiscated, they found some interesting things, which Micah was kind enough to share.” She pulled an object from her pocket. His phone. “This in particular.” 

She  waved  a  hand  and  his  phone  screen  appeared  on  the  TV  behind  her,  its  wireless connection showing every movement of her fingers through the various programs. “Your email, of  course,  was  dull  as  dirt.  Do  you  never  delete  anything?”  She  didn’t  wait  for  his  response before she went on. “But your messages …” Her lips curled, and she clicked on the most recent chain. 

Bryce had changed her contact name one last time, it seemed. 

 Bryce Thinks Hunt Is the Best had written:

 I know you’re not going to see this. I don’t even know why I’m writing to you. 

She’d  messaged  a  minute  after  that,  I  just  …  Then  another  pause.  Never  mind.  Whoever  is screening this, never mind. Ignore this. 

Then nothing. His head became so, so quiet. 

“And  you  know  what  I  found  absolutely  fascinating?”  Sandriel  was  saying,  clicking  away from the messages and going into his photos. “These.” She chuckled. “Look at all of this. Who knew you could act so …  commonly?” 

She hit the slideshow function. Hunt just sat there as photos began appearing on the screen. 

He’d never looked through them. The photos that he and Bryce had taken these weeks. 

There he was, drinking a beer on her couch, petting Syrinx while watching a sunball game. 

There he was, making her breakfast because he’d come to enjoy knowing that he could take care of her like that. She’d snapped another photo of him working in the kitchen: of his ass. With her own hand in the foreground, giving a thumbs-up of approval. 

He might have laughed, might have smiled, had the next photo not popped up. A photo he’d taken this time, of her mid-sentence. 

Then  one  of  him  and  her  on  the  street,  Hunt  looking  notably  annoyed  at  having  his  photo taken, while she grinned obnoxiously. 

The photo he’d snapped of her dirty and drenched by the sewer grate, spitting mad. 

A  photo  of  Syrinx  sleeping  on  his  back,  limbs  splayed.  A  photo  of  Lehabah  in  the  library, posing like a pinup girl on her little couch. Then a photo he’d gotten of the river at sunset as he flew overhead. A photo of Bryce’s tattooed back in the bathroom mirror, while she gave a saucy wink over her shoulder. A photo he’d taken of an otter in its yellow vest, then one he’d managed to grab a second later of Bryce’s delighted face. 

He didn’t hear what Sandriel was saying. 

The  photos  had  begun  as  an  ongoing  joke,  but  they’d  become  real.  Enjoyable.  There  were more of the two of them. And more photos that Hunt had taken, too. Of the food they’d eaten, interesting graffiti along the alleys, of clouds and things he normally never bothered to notice but had suddenly wanted to capture. And then ones where he looked into the camera and smiled. 

Ones where Bryce’s face seemed to glow brighter, her smile softer. 

The  dates  drew  closer  to  the  present.  There  they  were,  on  her  couch,  her  head  on  his shoulder,  smiling  broadly  while  he  rolled  his  eyes.  But  his  arm  was  around  her.  His  fingers

casually tangled in her hair. Then a photo he’d taken of her in his sunball hat. Then a ridiculous medley she’d taken of Jelly Jubilee and Peaches and Dreams and Princess Creampuff tucked into his bed. Posed on his dresser. In his bathroom. 

And then some by the river again. He had a vague memory of her asking a passing tourist to snap a few. One by one, the various shots unfolded. 

First, a photo with Bryce still talking and him grimacing. 

Then one with her smiling and Hunt looking at her. 

The  third  was  of  her  still  smiling—and  Hunt  still  looking  at  her.  Like  she  was  the  only person on the planet. In the galaxy. 

His  heart  thundered.  In  the  next  few,  her  face  had  turned  toward  him.  Their  eyes  had  met. 

Her smile had faltered. 

As if realizing how he was looking at her. 

In the next, she was smiling at the ground, his eyes still on her. A secret, soft smile. Like she knew, and didn’t mind one bit. 

And then in the last, she had leaned her head against his chest, and wrapped her arms around his middle. He’d put his arm and wing around her. And they had both smiled. 

True, broad smiles. Belonging to the people they might have been without the tattoo on his brow and the grief in her heart and this whole stupid fucking world around them. 

A life. These were the photos of someone with a  life, and a good one at that. A reminder of what it had felt like to have a home, and someone who cared whether he lived or died. Someone who made him smile just by entering a room. 

He’d never had that before. With anyone. 

The screen went dark, and then the photos began again. 

And he could see it, this time. How her eyes—they had been so cold at the start. How even with her ridiculous pictures and poses, that smile hadn’t reached her eyes. But with each photo, more  light  had  crept  into  them.  Brightened  them.  Brightened  his  eyes,  too.  Until  those  last photos. When Bryce was near-glowing with joy. 

She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 

Sandriel  was  smirking  like  a  cat.  “Is  this  really  what  you  wanted  in  the  end,  Hunt?”  She gestured to the photos. To Bryce’s smiling face. “To be freed one day, to marry the girl, to live out some ordinary, basic life?” She chuckled. “Whatever would Shahar say?” 

Her name didn’t clang. And the guilt he thought would sear him didn’t so much as sizzle. 

Sandriel’s  full  lips  curved  upward,  a  mockery  of  her  twin’s  smile.  “Such  simple,  sweet wishes, Hunt. But that’s not how these things work out. Not for people like you.” 

His  stomach  twisted.  The  photos  were  torture,  he  realized.  To  remind  him  of  the  life  he might  have  had.  What  he’d  tasted  on  the  couch  with  Bryce  the  other  night.  What  he’d  pissed away. 

“You  know,”  Sandriel  said,  “if  you  had  played  the  obedient  dog,  Micah  would  have eventually  petitioned  for  your  freedom.”  The  words  pelted  him.  “But  you  couldn’t  be  patient. 

Couldn’t be smart. Couldn’t choose this”—she gestured to their photos—“over your own petty revenge.” Another snake’s smile. “So here we are. Here  you are.” She studied a photo Hunt had taken  of  Bryce  with  Syrinx,  the  chimera’s  pointed  little  teeth  bared  in  something  terrifyingly close to a grin. “The girl will probably cry her little heart out for a while. But then she’ll forget you,  and  she’ll  find  someone  else.  Maybe  there  will  be  some  Fae  male  who  can  stomach  an inferior pairing.” 

Hunt’s senses pricked, his temper stirring. 

Sandriel shrugged. “Or she’ll wind up in a dumpster with the other half-breeds.” 

His  fingers  curled  into  fists.  There  was  no  threat  in  Sandriel’s  words.  Just  the  terrible practicality of how their world treated people like Bryce. 

“The point is,” Sandriel continued, “she will go on. And you and I will go on, Hunt.” 

At last, at last, he dragged his eyes from Bryce and the photos of the life, the home, they’d made. The life he still so desperately, stupidly wanted. His wings resumed their itching. “What.” 

Sandriel’s smile sharpened. “Didn’t they tell you?” 

Dread curled as he looked at his phone in her hands. As he realized why he’d been left alive, and why Sandriel had been allowed to take his belongings. 

They were  her belongings now. 

Bryce  entered  the  near-empty  bar  just  after  eleven.  The  lack  of  a  brooding  male  presence guarding her back was like a phantom limb, but she ignored it, made herself forget about it as she spotted Ruhn sitting at the counter, sipping his whiskey. 

Only Flynn had joined him, the male too busy seducing the female currently playing billiards with  him  to  give  Bryce  more  than  a  wary,  pitying  nod.  She  ignored  it  and  slid  onto  the  stool beside Ruhn, her dress squeaking against the leather. “Hi.” 

Ruhn glanced sidelong at her. “Hey.” 

The bartender strode over, brows raised in silent question. Bryce shook her head. She didn’t plan to be here long enough for a drink, water or otherwise. She wanted this over with as quickly as possible so she could go back home, take off her bra, and put on her sweats. 

Bryce said, “I wanted to come by to say thanks.” Ruhn only stared at her. She watched the sunball game on the TV above the bar. “For the other day. Night. For looking out for me.” 

Ruhn squinted at the tiled ceiling. 

“What?” she asked. 

“I’m just checking to see if the sky’s falling, since you’re thanking me for something.” 

She shoved his shoulder. “Asshole.” 

“You could have called or messaged.” He sipped from his whiskey. 

“I thought it’d be more adultlike to do it face-to-face.” 

Her brother surveyed her carefully. “How are you holding up?” 

“I’ve been better.” She admitted, “I feel like a fucking idiot.” 

“You’re not.” 

“Oh yeah? Half a dozen people warned me, you included, to be on my guard around Hunt, 

and I laughed in all your faces.” She blew out a breath. “I should have seen it.” 

“In  your  defense,  I  didn’t  think  Athalar  was  still  that  ruthless.”  His  blue  eyes  blazed.  “I thought his priorities had shifted lately.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, you and dear old Dad.” 

“He visited you?” 

“Yep. Told me I’m just as big a piece of shit as he himself is. Like father, like daughter. Like calls to like or whatever.” 

“You’re nothing like him.” 

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Ruhn.” She tapped the bar. “Anyway, that’s all I came to say.” 

She  noted  the  Starsword  hanging  at  his  side,  its  black  hilt  not  reflecting  the  firstlights  in  the

room. “You on patrol tonight?” 

“Not until midnight.” With his Fae metabolism, the whiskey would be out of his system long before then. 

“Well  …  good  luck.”  She  hopped  off  the  stool,  but  Ruhn  halted  her  with  a  hand  on  her elbow. 

“I’m having some people over at my place in a couple weeks to watch the big sunball game. 

Why don’t you come over?” 

“Pass.” 

“Just come for the first period. If it isn’t your thing, no problem. Leave when you want.” 

She scanned his face, weighing the offer there. The hand extended. 

“Why?” she asked quietly. “Why keep bothering?” 

“Why keep pushing me away, Bryce?” His voice strained. “It wasn’t just about that fight.” 

She swallowed, her throat thick. “You were my best friend,” she said. “Before Danika, you were  my  best  friend.  And  I  …  It  doesn’t  matter  now.”  She’d  realized  back  then  that  the  truth didn’t  matter—she  wouldn’t   let  it  matter.  She  shrugged,  as  if  it’d  help  lighten  the  crushing weight in her chest. “Maybe we could start over. On a trial basis  only.” 

Ruhn started to smile. “So you’ll come watch the game?” 

“Juniper was supposed to come over that day, but I’ll see if she’s up for it.” Ruhn’s blue eyes twinkled like stars, but Bryce cut in, “No promises, though.” 

He was still grinning when she rose from her barstool. “I’ll save a seat for you.” 
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Fury was sitting on the couch when Bryce returned from the bar. In the exact spot where she’d gotten used to seeing Hunt. 

Bryce chucked her keys onto the table beside the front door, loosed Syrinx upon her friend, and said, “Hey.” 

“Hey, yourself.” Fury gave Syrinx a look that stopped him in his tracks. That made him sit his fluffy butt down on the carpet, lion’s tail swaying, and wait until she deigned to greet  him. 

Fury did so after a heartbeat, ruffling his velvety, folded ears. 

“What’s up?” Bryce toed off her heels, rotated her aching feet a few times, and reached back to tug at the zipper to her dress. Gods, it was incredible to have no pain in her leg—not even a flicker. She padded for her bedroom before Fury could answer, knowing she’d hear anyway. 

“I got some news,” Fury said casually. 

Bryce peeled off her dress, sighing as she took off her bra, and changed into a pair of sweats and  an  old  T-shirt  before  pulling  her  hair  into  a  ponytail.  “Let  me  guess,”  she  said  from  the bedroom, shoving her feet into slippers, “you finally realized that black all the time is boring and want me to help you find some real-person clothes?” 

A quiet laugh. “Smart-ass.” Bryce emerged from the bedroom, and Fury eyed her with that

swift assassin’s stare. So unlike Hunt’s. 

Even when she and Fury had been out partying, Fury never really lost that cold gleam. That calculation and distance. But Hunt’s stare—

She shut out the thought. The comparison. That roaring fire in her veins flared. 

“Look,”  Fury  said,  standing  from  the  couch.  “I’m  heading  out  a  few  days  early  to  the Summit. So I just thought you should know something before I go.” 

“You love me and you’ll write often?” 

“Gods, you’re the worst,” Fury said, running a hand through her sleek bob. Bryce missed the long ponytail her friend had worn in college. The new look made Fury seem even more lethal, somehow. “Ever since I met you in that dumb-ass class, you’ve been the worst.” 

“Yeah, but you find it delightful.” Bryce aimed for the fridge. 

A huff. “Look, I’m going to tell you this, but I want you to first promise me that you won’t do anything stupid.” 

Bryce froze with her fingers grasping the handle of the fridge. “As you’ve told me so often, stupid is my middle name.” 

“I mean it this time. I don’t even think anything can be done, but I need you to promise.” 

“I promise.” 

Fury studied her face, then leaned against the kitchen counter. “Micah gave Hunt away.” 

That fire in her veins withered to ash. “To whom?” 

“Who do you think? Fucking Sandriel, that’s who.” 

She couldn’t feel her arms, her legs. “When.” 

“You said you wouldn’t do anything stupid.” 

“Is asking for details stupid?” 

Fury shook her head. “This afternoon. That bastard knew giving Hunt back to Sandriel was a bigger  punishment  than  publicly  crucifying  him  or  shoving  his  soul  into  a  box  and  dumping  it into the sea.” 

It was. For so many reasons. 

Fury went on, “She and the other angels are heading to the Summit tomorrow afternoon. And I have it on good authority that once the meeting’s done next week, she’ll go back to Pangera to keep dealing with the Ophion rebels. With Hunt in tow.” 

And he’d never be free again. What Sandriel would do to him … He deserved it. He fucking deserved  everything. 

Bryce said, “If you’re so concerned I’ll do something stupid, why tell me at all?” 

Fury’s dark eyes scanned her again. “Because … I just thought you should know.” 

Bryce turned to the fridge. Yanked it open. “Hunt dug his own grave.” 

“So you two weren’t …” 

“No.” 

“His scent is on you, though.” 

“We lived in this apartment together for a month. I’d think it’d be on me.” 

She’d  handed  over  a  hideous  number  of  silver  marks  to  have  his  blood  removed  from  the couch. Along with all traces of what they’d done there. 

A  small,  strong  hand  slammed  the  fridge  door  shut.  Fury  glared  up  at  her.  “Don’t  bullshit me, Quinlan.” 

“I’m not.” Bryce let her friend see her true face. The one her father had talked about. The one that did not laugh and did not care for anybody or anything. “Hunt is a liar. He  lied to me.” 

“Danika did some fucked-up stuff, Bryce. You know that. You always knew it and laughed it off, looked the other way. I’m not so sure Hunt was lying about that.” 

Bryce bared her teeth. “I’m over it.” 

“Over what?” 

“All of it.” She yanked open the fridge again, nudging Fury out of the way. To her surprise, Fury let her. “Why don’t you go back to Pangera and ignore me for another two years?” 

“I didn’t ignore you.” 

“You fucking  did,” Bryce spat. “You talk to June all the time, and yet you dodge my calls and barely reply to my messages?” 

“June is different.” 

“Yeah, I know. The special one.” 

Fury blinked at her. “You nearly  died that night, Bryce. And Danika  did die.” The assassin’s throat bobbed. “I gave you drugs—” 

“I bought that mirthroot.” 

“And I bought the lightseeker. I don’t fucking care, Bryce. I got too close to all of you, and bad things happen when I do that with people.” 

“And yet you can still talk to Juniper?” Bryce’s throat closed up. “I wasn’t worth the risk to

you?” 

Fury  hissed,  “Juniper  and  I  have  something  that  is   none  of  your  fucking  business.”  Bryce refrained  from  gaping.  Juniper  had  never  hinted,  never  suggested—“I  could  no  sooner  stop talking to her than I could rip out my own fucking heart, okay?” 

“I get it, I get it,” Bryce said. She blew out a long breath. “Love trumps all.” 

Too  fucking  bad  Hunt  hadn’t  realized  that.  Or  he  had,  but  he’d  just  chosen  the  Archangel who still held his heart and their  cause. Too fucking bad Bryce had still been stupid enough to believe nonsense about love—and let it blind her. 

Fury’s voice broke. “You and Danika were my friends. You were these two stupid fucking

 puppies  that  came  bounding  into  my  perfectly  fine  life,  and  then  one  of  you  was  slaughtered.” 

Fury bared her teeth. “And. I. Couldn’t. Fucking. Deal.” 

“I needed you. I needed you  here. Danika died, but it was like I lost you, too.” Bryce didn’t fight the burning in her eyes. “You walked away like it was nothing.” 

“It  wasn’t.”  Fury  blew  out  a  breath.  “Fuck,  did  Juniper  not  tell  you   anything?”  At  Bryce’s silence, she swore again. “Look, she and I have been working through a lot of my shit, okay? I know it was fucked up that I bailed like that.” She dragged her fingers through her hair. “It’s all just … it’s more fucked than you know, Bryce.” 

“Whatever.” 

Fury angled her head. “Do I need to call Juniper?” 

“No.” 

“Is this a repeat of two winters ago?” 

“No.”  Juniper  must  have  told  her  about  that  night  on  the  roof.  They  told  each  other everything, apparently. 

Bryce grabbed a jar of almond butter, screwed off the lid, and dug in with a spoon. “Well, have fun at the Summit. See you in another two years.” 

Fury didn’t smile. “Don’t make me regret telling you all this.” 

She met her friend’s dark stare. “I’m over it,” she said again. 

Fury sighed. “All right.” Her phone buzzed and she peered at the screen before saying, “I’ll be back in a week. Let’s hang then, okay? Maybe without screaming at each other.” 

“Sure.” 

Fury stalked for the door, but paused on the threshold. “It’ll get better, Bryce. I know the past two years have been shit, but it will get better. I’ve been there, and I promise you it does.” 

“Okay.” Bryce added, because real concern shone on Fury’s normally cold face, “Thanks.” 

Fury had the phone to her ear before she’d shut the door. “Yeah, I’m on my way,” she said. 

“Well, why don’t you shut the fuck up and let me drive so I can get there on time, dickbag?” 

Through the peephole, Bryce watched her get onto the elevator. Then crossed the room and watched from the window as Fury climbed into a fancy black sports car, gunned the engine, and roared off into the streets. 

Bryce peered at Syrinx. The chimera wagged his little lion’s tail. 

Hunt had been given away. To the monster he hated and feared above all others. 

“I  am over it,” she said to Syrinx. 

She  looked  toward  the  couch,  and  could  nearly  see  Hunt  sitting  there,  that  sunball  cap  on backward, watching a game on TV. Could nearly see his smile as he looked over his shoulder at her. 

That roaring fire in her veins halted—and redirected. She wouldn’t lose another friend. 

Especially not Hunt. Never Hunt. 

No matter what he had done, what and who he’d chosen, even if this was the last she would ever see of him … she wouldn’t let this happen. He could go to Hel afterward, but she would do this. For him. 

Syrinx whined, pacing in a circle, claws clicking on the wood floor. 

“I  promised  Fury  not  to  do  anything   stupid,”  Bryce  said,  her  eyes  on  Syrinx’s  branded-out tattoo. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t do something smart.” 
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Hunt had a night to puke out his guts. 

One night in that cell, likely the last bit of security he’d have for the rest of his existence. 

He knew what would happen after the Summit. When Sandriel took him back to her castle in the misty, mountainous wilds of northwestern Pangera. To the gray-stoned city in its heart. 

He’d lived it for more than fifty years, after all. 

She’d left the photo feed up on the hallway TV screen, so he could see Bryce over and over and over. See the way Bryce had looked at him by the end, like he wasn’t a complete waste of life. 

It wasn’t just to torture him with what he’d lost. 

It  was  a  reminder.  Of  who  would  be  targeted  if  he  disobeyed.  If  he  resisted.  If  he  fought back. 

By dawn, he’d stopped puking. Had washed his face in the small sink. A change of clothes had arrived for him. His usual black armor. No helmet. 

His  back  itched  incessantly  as  he  dressed,  the  cloth  scraping  against  the  wings  that  were taking form. Soon they’d be fully regenerated. A week of careful physical therapy after that and he’d be in the skies. 

If Sandriel ever let him out of her dungeons. 

She’d lost him once, to pay off her debts. He had few illusions that she’d allow it to happen again.  Not  until  she  found  a  way  to  break  him  for  how  he’d  targeted  her  forces  on  Mount Hermon. How he and Shahar had come so close to destroying her completely. 

It wasn’t until nearly sunset that they came for him. As if Sandriel wanted him stewing all day. 

Hunt let them shackle him again with the gorsian stones. He knew what the stones would do if  he  so  much  as  moved  wrong.  Disintegration  of  blood  and  bone,  his  brain  turned  into  soup before it leaked out his nose. 

The  armed  guard,  ten  deep,  led  him  from  the  cell  and  into  the  elevator.  Where  Pollux Antonius, the golden-haired commander of Sandriel’s triarii, waited, a smile on his tan face. 

Hunt knew that dead, cruel smile well. Had tried his best to forget it. 

“Miss  me,  Athalar?”  Pollux  asked,  his  clear  voice  belying  the  monster  lurking  within.  The Hammer could smash through battlefields and delighted in every second of carnage. Of fear and pain. Most Vanir never walked away. No humans ever had. 

But Hunt didn’t let his rage, his hatred for that smirking, handsome visage so much as flicker across  his  face.  A  glimmer  of  annoyance  flashed  in  Pollux’s  cobalt  eyes,  his  white  wings

shifting. 

Sandriel waited in the Comitium lobby, the last of the sunlight shining in her curling hair. 

The lobby. Not the landing pad levels above. So he might see—

Might see—

Justinian still hung from the crucifix. Rotting away. 

“We thought you might want to say goodbye,” Pollux purred in his ear as they crossed the lobby.  “The  wraith,  of  course,  is  at  the  bottom  of  the  sea,  but  I’m  sure  she  knows  you’ll  miss her.” 

Hunt let the male’s words flow through him, out of him. They would only be the start. Both from the Malleus and from Sandriel herself. 

The Archangel smiled at Hunt as they approached, the cruelty on her face making Pollux’s smirk look downright pleasant. But she said nothing as she turned on her heel toward the lobby doors. 

An armed transport van idled outside, back doors flung wide. Waiting for him, since he sure as fuck couldn’t fly. From the mocking gleam in Pollux’s eyes, Hunt had a feeling he knew who would be accompanying him. 

Angels from the Comitium’s five buildings filled the lobby. 

He  noted  Micah’s  absence—coward.  The  bastard  probably  didn’t  want  to  sully  himself  by witnessing  the  horror  he’d  inflicted.  But  Isaiah  stood  near  the  heart  of  the  gathered  crowd,  his expression grim. Naomi gave Hunt a grave nod. 

It was all she dared, the only farewell they could make. 

The angels silently watched Sandriel. Pollux. Him. They hadn’t come to taunt, to witness his despair and humiliation. They, too, had come to say goodbye. 

Every step toward the glass doors was a lifetime, was impossible. Every step was abhorrent. 

He  had  done  this,  brought  this  upon  himself  and  his  companions,  and  he  would  pay  for  it over and over and—

 “Wait!”  The female voice rang out from across the lobby. 

Hunt froze. Everyone froze. 

 “Wait!” 

No. No, she couldn’t be here. He couldn’t bear for her to see him like this, knees wobbling and a breath away from puking again. Because Pollux strode beside him, and Sandriel prowled in front of him, and they would destroy her—

But there was Bryce. Running toward them. Toward him. 

Fear and pain tightened her face, but her wide eyes were trained on him as she shouted again, to Sandriel, to the entire lobby full of angels, “Wait! ” 

She was breathless as the crowd parted. Sandriel halted, Pollux and the guards instantly on alert, forcing Hunt to pause with them, too. 

Bryce skidded to a stop before the Archangel. “Please,” she panted, bracing her hands on her knees,  her  ponytail  drooping  over  a  shoulder  as  she  tried  to  catch  her  breath.  No  sign  of  that limp. “Please, wait.” 

Sandriel surveyed her like she would a gnat buzzing about her head. “Yes, Bryce Quinlan?” 

Bryce straightened, still panting. Looked at Hunt for a long moment, for eternity, before she said to the Archangel of northwestern Pangera, “Please don’t take him.” 

Hunt could barely stand to hear the plea in her voice. Pollux let out a soft, hateful laugh. 

Sandriel was not amused. “He has been gifted to me. The papers were signed yesterday.” 

Bryce pulled something from her pocket, causing the guards around them to reach for their weapons. Pollux’s sword was instantly in his hand, angled toward her with lethal efficiency. 

But it wasn’t a gun or a knife. It was a piece of paper. 

“Then let me buy him from you.” 

Utter silence. 

Sandriel laughed then, the sound rich and lilting. “Do you know how much—” 

“I’ll pay you ninety-seven million gold marks.” 

The floor rocked beneath Hunt. People gasped. Pollux blinked, eyeing Bryce again. 

Bryce  extended  a  piece  of  paper  toward  Sandriel,  though  the  malakh  didn’t  take  it.  Even from a few feet behind the Archangel, Hunt’s sharp eyesight could make out the writing. 

 Proof of funds. A check from the bank, made out to Sandriel. For nearly a hundred million marks. 

A check from Jesiba Roga. 

Horror sluiced through him, rendering him speechless. How many years had Bryce added to

her debt? 

He didn’t deserve it. Didn’t deserve her. Not for a heartbeat. Not in a thousand years—

Bryce  waved  the  check  toward  Sandriel.  “Twelve  million  more  than  his  asking  price  when you sold him, right? You’ll—” 

“I know how to do the mathematics.” 

Bryce remained with her arm outstretched. Hope in her beautiful face. Then she reached up, Pollux and the guards tensing again. But it was to just unclasp the golden amulet from around her neck.  “Here.  To  sweeten  the  deal.  An  Archesian  amulet.  It’s  fifteen  thousand  years  old,  and fetches around three million gold marks on the market.” 

That tiny necklace was worth three  million gold marks? 

Bryce extended both the necklace and the paper, the gold glinting. “Please.” 

He couldn’t let her do it. Not even for what remained of his soul. Hunt opened his mouth, but the Archangel took the dangling necklace from Bryce’s fingers. Sandriel glanced between them. 

Read everything on Hunt’s face. A snake’s smile curled her mouth. “Your loyalty to my sister was  the  one  good  thing  about  you,  Athalar.”  She  clenched  her  fist  around  the  amulet.  “But  it seems those photographs did not lie.” 

The Archesian amulet melted into streams of gold on the floor. 

Something ruptured in Hunt’s chest at the devastation that crumpled Bryce’s face. 

He said quietly to her, his first words all day, “Get out of here, Bryce.” 

But Bryce pocketed the check. And slid to her knees. 

“Then take me.” 

Terror  rocked  him,  so  violently  he  had  no  words  when  Bryce  looked  up  at  Sandriel,  tears filling her eyes as she said, “Take me in his place.” 

A slow grin spread across Pollux’s face. 

 No.   She’d  already  traded  her  eternal  resting  place  in  the  Bone  Quarter  for  Danika.  He couldn’t let her trade her mortal life for him. Not for him—

 “Don’t  you  dare!”   The  male  bellow  cracked  across  the  space.  Then  Ruhn  was  there, wreathed in shadows, Declan and Flynn flanking him. They weren’t foolish enough to reach for their guns as they sized up Sandriel’s guards. Realized that Pollux Antonius, the Malleus, stood there, sword angled to punch through Bryce’s chest if Sandriel so much as gave the nod. 

The Crown Prince of the Fae pointed at Bryce. “Get off the floor.” 

Bryce didn’t move. She just repeated to Sandriel, “Take me in his place.” 

Hunt snapped at Bryce, “Be quiet,” just as Ruhn snarled at the Archangel, “Don’t listen to a word she says—” 

Sandriel  took  a  step  toward  Bryce.  Another.  Until  she  stood  before  her,  peering  down  into Bryce’s flushed face. 

Hunt pleaded, “Sandriel—” 

“You offer your life,” Sandriel said to Bryce. “Under no coercion, no force.” 

Ruhn lunged forward, shadows unfurling around him, but Sandriel raised a hand and a wall of wind held him in check. It choked off the prince’s shadows, shredding them into nothing. 

It  held  Hunt  in  check,  too,  as  Bryce  met  Sandriel’s  stare  and  said,  “Yes.  In  exchange  for Hunt’s  freedom,  I  offer  myself  in  his  place.”  Her  voice  shook,  cracking.  She  knew  how  he’d suffered at the Archangel’s hands. Knew what awaited her would be even worse. 

“Everyone  here  would  call  me  a  fool  to  take  this  bargain,”  Sandriel  mused.  “A  half-breed with  no  true  power  or  hope  to  come  into  it—in  exchange  for  the  freedom  of  one  of  the  most powerful  malakim  to  ever  darken  the  skies.  The  only  warrior  on  Midgard  who  can  wield lightning.” 

“Sandriel,  please,” Hunt begged. The air ripping from his throat choked off his words. 

Pollux  smiled  again.  Hunt  bared  his  teeth  at  him  as  Sandriel  stroked  a  hand  over  Bryce’s cheek, wiping away her tears. “But I know your secret, Bryce Quinlan,” Sandriel whispered. “I know what a prize you are.” 

Ruhn cut in, “That is  enough—” 

Sandriel stroked Bryce’s face again. “The only daughter of the Autumn King.” 

Hunt’s knees wobbled. 

“Holy fuck,” Tristan Flynn breathed. Declan had gone pale as death. 

Sandriel purred at Bryce, “Yes, what a prize you would be to possess.” 

Her cousin’s face was stark with terror. 

Not cousin.  Brother. Ruhn was her brother. And Bryce was …

“What  does  your  father  think  of  his  bastard  daughter  borrowing  such  a  vast  amount  from Jesiba Roga?” Sandriel went on, chuckling as Bryce began crying in earnest now. “What shame it  would  bring  upon  his  royal  household,  knowing  you  sold  your  life  away  to  a  half-rate sorceress.” 

Bryce’s pleading eyes met his. The amber eyes of the Autumn King. 

Sandriel said, “You thought you were safe from  me?  That  after  you  pulled  your  little  stunt when I arrived, I wouldn’t look into your history? My spies are second to none. They found what could not be found. Including your life span test from twelve years ago, and whom it exposed as your father. Even though he paid steeply to bury it.” 

Ruhn  stepped  forward,  either  pushing  past  Sandriel’s  wind  or  being  allowed  to  do  so.  He grabbed  Bryce  under  the  arm  and  hauled  her  to  her  feet.  “She  is  a  female  member  of  the  Fae royal household and a full civitas of the Republic. I lay claim to her as my sister and kin.” 

Ancient words. From laws that had never been changed, though public sentiment had. 

Bryce whirled on him.  “You have no right— ” 

“Based upon the laws of the Fae, as approved by the Asteri,” Ruhn charged on, “she is  my property. My father’s. And I do not permit her to trade herself in exchange for Athalar.” 

Hunt’s legs almost gave out with relief. Even as Bryce shoved at Ruhn, clawed at him, and growled, “I’m no property of yours—” 

“You are a Fae female of my bloodline,” Ruhn said coldly. “You are my property and our father’s until you marry.” 

She looked to Declan, to Flynn, whose solemn faces must have told her she’d find no allies among them. She hissed at Ruhn, “I will  never forgive you. I will  never—” 

“We’re done here,” Ruhn said to Sandriel. 

He  tugged  Bryce  away,  his  friends  falling  into  formation  around  them,  and  Hunt  tried  to memorize her face, even with despair and rage twisting it. 

Ruhn tugged her again, but she thrashed against him. 

“Hunt,” she pleaded, stretching a hand for him, “I’ll find a way.” 

Pollux laughed. Sandriel just began to turn from them, bored. 

But Bryce continued to reach for him, even as Ruhn tried to drag her toward the doors. 

Hunt stared at her outstretched fingers. The desperate hope in her eyes. 

No one had ever fought for him. No one had ever cared enough to do so. 

“Hunt,” Bryce begged, shaking. Her fingers strained.  “I’ll find a way to save you.” 

“Stop it,” Ruhn ordered, and grabbed for her waist. 

Sandriel walked toward the lobby doors and the awaiting motorcade. She said to Ruhn, “You should  have  slit  your  sister’s  throat  when  you  had  the  chance,  Prince.  I  speak  from  personal experience.” 

Bryce’s wrenching sobs ripped at Hunt as Pollux shoved him into movement. 

She’d never stop fighting for him, would never give up hope. So Hunt went in for the kill as he passed her, even as each word broke him apart, “I owe you nothing, and you owe me nothing. 

Don’t ever come looking for me again.” 

Bryce mouthed his name. As if he were the sole person in the room. The city. The planet. 

And  it  was  only  when  Hunt  was  loaded  onto  the  armored  truck,  when  his  chains  were anchored  to  the  metal  sides  and  Pollux  was  smirking  across  from  him,  when  the  driver  had embarked  on  the  five-hour  drive  to  the  town  in  the  heart  of  the  Psamathe  Desert  where  the Summit would be held in five days, that he let himself take a breath. 

Ruhn watched as Pollux loaded Athalar into that prison van. Watched as it rumbled to life and sped off, watched as the crowd in the lobby dispersed, marking the end of this fucking disaster. 

Until Bryce wrenched out of his grip. Until Ruhn let her. Pure, undiluted hatred twisted her features as she said again, “I will  never forgive you for this.” 

Ruhn  said  coldly,  “Do  you  have  any  idea  what  Sandriel  does  to  her  slaves?  Do  you  know that was Pollux Antonius, the fucking  Hammer, with her?” 

“Yes. Hunt told me everything.” 

“Then you’re a fucking idiot.” She advanced on him, but Ruhn seethed, “I will not apologize for protecting you—not from her, and not from yourself. I get it, I do. Hunt was your—whatever he was to you. But the last thing he would ever want is—” 

“Go fuck yourself.” Her breathing turned jagged.  “Go fuck yourself,  Ruhn.” 

Ruhn  jerked  his  chin  toward  the  lobby  doors  in  dismissal.  “Cry  about  it  to  someone  else. 

You’ll have a hard time finding anyone who’ll agree with you.” 

Her fingers curled at her sides. As if she’d punch him, claw him, shred him. 

But she just spat at Ruhn’s feet and stalked away. Bryce reached her scooter and didn’t look back as she zoomed off. 

Flynn said, voice low, “What the fuck, Ruhn.” 

Ruhn  sucked  in  a  breath.  He  didn’t  even  want  to  think  about  what  kind  of  bargain  she’d struck with the sorceress to get that kind of money. 

Declan was shaking his head. And Flynn … disappointment and hurt flickered on his face. 

“Why  didn’t  you  tell  us?  Your   sister,  Ruhn?”  Flynn  pointed  to  the  glass  doors.  “She’s  our fucking  princess.” 

“She is not,” Ruhn growled. “The Autumn King has not recognized her, nor will he ever.” 

“Why?” Dec demanded. 

“Because she’s his bastard child. Because he doesn’t like her. I don’t fucking know,” Ruhn spat. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—ever tell them his own motivations for it. That deep-rooted fear of what the Oracle’s prophecy might mean for Bryce should she ever be granted a royal title. For if the royal bloodline was to end with Ruhn, and Bryce was officially a princess of their family …

She would have to be out of the picture for it to come to pass. Permanently. He’d do whatever was necessary to keep her safe from that particular doom. Even if the world hated him for it. 

Indeed, at his friends’ disapproving frowns, he snapped, “All I know is that I was given an order never to reveal it, even to you.” 

Flynn crossed his arms. “You think we would have told anyone?” 

“No. But I couldn’t take the risk of him finding out. And  she didn’t want anyone to know.” 

And now wasn’t the time or place to speak about this. Ruhn said, “I need to talk to her.” 

What came  after he spoke with Bryce, he didn’t know if he could handle. 

Bryce rode to the river. To the arches of the Black Dock. 

Darkness  had  fallen  by  the  time  she  chained  her  scooter  to  a  lamppost,  the  night  balmy enough that she was grateful for Danika’s leather jacket keeping her warm as she stood on the dark dock and stared across the Istros. 

Slowly, she sank to her knees, bowing her head. “It’s so fucked,” she whispered, hoping the words  would  carry  across  the  water,  to  the  tombs  and  mausoleums  hidden  behind  the  wall  of mist. “It is all so, so fucked, Danika.” 

She’d failed. Utterly and completely failed. And Hunt was … he was …

Bryce  buried  her  face  in  her  hands.  For  a  while,  the  only  sounds  were  the  wind  hissing through the palms and the lapping of the river against the dock. 

“I  wish  you  were  here,”  Bryce  finally  allowed  herself  to  say.  “Every  day,  I  wish  that,  but today especially.” 

The wind quieted, the palms going still. Even the river seemed to halt. 

A  chill  crept  toward  her,  through  her.  Every  sense,  Fae  and  human,  went  on  alert.  She scanned the mists, waiting, praying for a black boat. She was so busy looking that she didn’t see the attack coming. 

Didn’t twist to see a kristallos demon leaping from the shadows, jaws open, before it tackled her into the eddying waters. 
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Claws and teeth were everywhere. Ripping at her, snatching her, dragging her down. 

The river was pitch-black, and there was no one, no one at all, who’d seen or would know—

Something burned along her arm, and she screamed, water rushing down her throat. 

Then the claws splayed. Loosened. 

Bryce kicked, shoving blindly away, the surface somewhere—in any direction—oh gods, she

was going to pick wrong—

Something grabbed her by the shoulder, dragging her away, and she would have screamed if there had been any air left in her lungs—

Air broke around her face, open and fresh, and then there was a male voice at her ear saying, 

“I’ve got you, I’ve got you.” 

She  might  have  sobbed,  if  she  hadn’t  spewed  water,  hadn’t  launched  into  a  coughing  fit. 

Hunt  had  said  those  words  to  her,  and  now  Hunt  was  gone,  and  the  male  voice  at  her  ear—

Declan Emmet. 


Ruhn shouted from a few feet away, “It’s down.” 

She thrashed, but Declan held her firm, murmuring, “It’s all right.” 

It wasn’t fucking all right. Hunt should have been there. He should have been with her, he should have been freed, and she should have found a way to help him—

It took half a moment for Declan to heave her out of the water. Ruhn, his face grim, hauled her the rest of the way, cursing up a storm while she shuddered on the dock. 

“What the fucking fuck,” Tristan Flynn was panting, rifle aimed at the black water, ready to unload a hail of bullets at the slightest ripple. 

“Are you all right?” Declan asked, water streaming down his face, red hair plastered to his head. 

Bryce drew back into herself enough to survey her body. A gash sliced down her arm, but it had been made with claws, not those venomous teeth. Other slices peppered her, but …

Declan didn’t wait before kneeling before her, hands wreathed in light as he held them over the  gash  in  her  arm.  It  was  rare—the  Fae  healing  gift.  Not  as  powerful  as  the  talent  of  a medwitch, but a valuable strength to possess. She’d never known Dec had the ability. 

Ruhn asked, “Why the  fuck were you standing on the Black Dock after sundown?” 

“I was kneeling,” she muttered. 

“Same fucking question.” 

She met her brother’s gaze as her wounds healed shut. “I needed a breather.” 

Flynn muttered something. 

“What?” She narrowed her eyes at him. 

Flynn  crossed  his  arms.  “I  said  I’ve  known  that  you’re  a  princess  for  all  of  an  hour  and you’re already a pain in my ass.” 

“I’m not a princess,” she said at the same moment Ruhn snapped, “She’s not a princess.” 

Declan  snorted.  “Whatever,  assholes.”  He  pulled  back  from  Bryce,  healing  complete.  “We should have realized. You’re the only one who even comes close to getting under Ruhn’s skin as easily as his father does.” 

Flynn cut in, “Where did that thing come from?” 

“Apparently,” she said, “people who take large quantities of synth can inadvertently summon a kristallos demon. It was probably a freak accident.” 

“Or a targeted attack,” Flynn challenged. 

“The case is over,” Bryce said flatly. “It’s done.” 

The Fae lord’s eyes flashed with a rare show of anger. “Maybe it isn’t.” 

Ruhn wiped the water off his face. “On the chance Flynn’s right, you’re staying with me.” 

“Over  my  dead  fucking  body.”  Bryce  stood,  water  pouring  off  her.  “Look,  thanks  for rescuing me. And thanks for royally fucking me and Hunt over back there. But you know what?” 

She bared her teeth and pulled out her phone, wiping water from it, praying the protective spell she’d paid good money for had held. It had. She scrolled through screens until she got to Ruhn’s contact info. She showed it to him. “You?” She swiped her finger, and it was deleted. “Are  dead to me.” 

She could have sworn her brother, her fuck-you-world brother, flinched. 

She looked at Dec and Flynn. “Thanks for saving my ass.” 

They didn’t come after her. Bryce could barely stop shaking long enough to steer her scooter home, but she somehow made it. Made it upstairs, walked Syrinx. 

The apartment was too quiet without Hunt in it. No one had come to take his things. If they had, they’d have found that sunball hat missing. Hidden in the box alongside Jelly Jubilee. 

Exhausted,  Bryce  peeled  off  her  clothes  and  stared  at  herself  in  the  bathroom  mirror.  She lifted a palm to her chest, where the weight of the Archesian amulet had been for the past three years. 

Red, angry lines marred her skin where the kristallos had swiped, but with Declan’s magic still working on her, they’d be faded to nothing by morning. 

She twisted,  bracing  herself to  see  the damage  to  the  tattoo on  her  back. This  last  shred  of Danika. If that fucking demon had wrecked it …

She nearly wept to see it intact. To look at the lines in that ancient, unreadable alphabet and know that even with everything gone to Hel, this still remained: The words Danika had insisted they ink there, with Bryce too plastered to object. Danika had picked the alphabet out of some booklet  at  the  shop,  though  it  sure  as  fuck  didn’t  look  like  any  Bryce  recognized.  Maybe  the artist had just made it up, and told them it said what Danika had wanted:

 Through love, all is possible. 

The same words on the jacket in a pile at her feet. The same words that had been a clue—to her Redner account, to finding that flash drive. 

Nonsense.  It  was  all  fucking  nonsense.  The  tattoo,  the  jacket,  losing  that  amulet,  losing Danika, losing Connor and the Pack of Devils, losing Hunt—

Bryce tried and failed to wrest herself from the cycle of thoughts, the maelstrom that brought them around and around and around, until they all eddied together. 
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The  last  Summit  Hunt  had  attended  had  been  in  an  ancient,  sprawling  palace  in  Pangera, bedecked in the riches of the empire: silk tapestries and sconces of pure gold, goblets twinkling with precious stones, and succulent meats crusted in the rarest spices. 

This one was held in a conference center. 

The glass and metal space was sprawling, its layout reminding Hunt of a bunch of shoeboxes stacked  beside  and  atop  each  other.  Its  central  hall  rose  three  stories  high,  the  stairs  and escalators at the back of the space adorned with the crimson banners of the Republic, the long pathway leading to them carpeted in white. 

Each territory in Midgard held their own Summit every ten years, attended by various leaders within  their  borders,  along  with  a  representative  of  the  Asteri  and  a  few  visiting  dignitaries relevant to whatever issues would be discussed. This one was no different, save for its smaller scope:  Though  Valbara  was  far  smaller  than  Pangera,  Micah  held  four  different  Summit meetings,  each  for  a  separate  quadrant  of  his  realm.  This  one,  for  the  southeastern  holdings—

with Lunathion’s leaders at its heart—was the first. 

The site, located in the heart of the Psamathe Desert, a good five-hour drive from Crescent City—an hour for an angel at top flying speeds or a mere half hour by helicopter—had its own holding cells for dangerous Vanir. 

He’d spent the last five days there, marking them by the shift in his food: breakfast, lunch, dinner.  At  least  Sandriel  and  Pollux  had  not  come  to  taunt  him.  At  least  he  had  that  small reprieve. He’d barely listened to the Hammer’s attempts to bait him during the drive. He’d barely felt or heard anything at all. 

Yet this morning, a set of black clothes had arrived with his breakfast tray. No weapons, but the uniform was clear enough. So was the message: he was about to be displayed, a mockery of an imperial Triumphus parade, for Sandriel to gloat about regaining ownership of him. 

But  he’d  obediently  dressed,  and  let  Sandriel’s  guards  fit  the  gorsian  manacles  on  him, rendering his power null and void. 

He  followed  the  guards  silently,  up  through  the  elevator,  and  into  the  grand  lobby  itself, bedecked in imperial regalia. 

Vanir  of  every  House  filled  the  space,  most  dressed  in  business  clothes  or  what  had  once been known as courtly attire. Angels, shifters, Fae, witches … Delegations flanked either side of the  red  runner  leading  toward  the  stairs.  Fury  Axtar  stood  among  the  crowd,  clad  in  her  usual assassin leathers, watching everyone. She didn’t look his way. 

Hunt was led toward a delegation of angels near the staircase—members of Sandriel’s 45th

Legion.  Her  triarii.  Pollux  stood  in  front  of  them,  his  commander  status  marked  by  his  gold armor, his cobalt cape, his smirking face. 

That smirk only grew as Hunt took up his position nearby, wedged between her guards. 

Her other triarii were nearly as bad as the Hammer. Hunt would never forget any of them: the  thin,  pale-skinned,  dark-haired  female  known  as  the  Harpy;  the  stone-faced,  black-winged male called the Helhound; and the haughty, cold-eyed angel named the Hawk. But they ignored him. Which, he’d learned, was better than their attention. 

No  sign  of  the  Hind,  the  final  member  of  the  triarii—though  maybe  her  work  as  a  spy-breaker in Pangera was too valuable to the Asteri for Sandriel to be allowed to drag her here. 

Across  the  runner  stood  Isaiah  and  the  33rd.  What  remained  of  its  triarii.  Naomi  was stunning in her uniform, her chin high and right hand on the hilt of her formal legion sword, its winged cross guard glinting in the morning light. 

Isaiah’s eyes drifted over to his. Hunt, in his black armor, was practically naked compared to the full uniform of the Commander of the 33rd: the bronze breastplate, the epaulets, the greaves and vambraces … Hunt still remembered how heavy it was. How stupid he’d always felt decked out in the full regalia of the Imperial Army. Like some prize warhorse. 

The Autumn King’s Auxiliary forces stood to the left of the angels, their armor lighter but no less ornate. Across from them were the shifters, in their finest clothes. Amelie Ravenscroft didn’t so much as dare look in his direction. Smaller groups of Vanir filled the rest of the space: mer and daemonaki. No sign of any humans. Certainly no one with mixed heritage, either. 

Hunt tried not to think of Bryce. Of what had gone down in the lobby. 

Princess of the Fae. Bastard princess was more like it, but she was still the only daughter of the Autumn King. 

She might have been furious at him for lying, but she’d lied plenty to him as well. 

Drummers—fucking  Hel,  the  gods-damned  drummers—sounded  the  beat.  The  trumpeters

began  a  moment  later.  The  rolling,  hateful  anthem  of  the  Republic  filled  the  cavernous  glass space. Everyone straightened as a motorcade pulled up beyond the doors. 

Hunt sucked in a breath as Jesiba Roga emerged first, clad in a thigh-length black dress cut to  her  curvy  body,  ancient  gold  glittering  at  her  ears  and  throat,  a  diaphanous  midnight  cape flowing behind her on a phantom wind. Even in towering high heels, she moved with the eerie smoothness of the House of Flame and Shadow. 

Maybe she’d been the one who told Bryce how to sell her soul to the ruler of the Sleeping City. 

The  blond  sorceress  kept  her  gray  eyes  on  the  three  flags  hanging  above  the  stairs  as  she moved toward them: on the left, the flag of Valbara; on the right, the insignia of Lunathion with its crescent moon bow and arrow. And in the center, the  SPQM and its twin branches of stars—

the flag of the Republic. 

The witches came next, their steps ringing out. A young, brown-skinned female in flowing azure robes strode down the carpet, her braided black hair gleaming like spun night. 

Queen  Hypaxia.  She’d  worn  her  mother’s  gold-and-red  crown  of  cloudberries  for  barely three months, and though her face was unlined and beautiful, there was a weariness to her dark eyes that spoke volumes about her lingering grief. 

Rumor  had  it  that  Queen  Hecuba  had  raised  her  deep  in  the  boreal  forest  of  the  Heliruna Mountains, far from the corruption of the Republic. Hunt might have expected that such a person would shy from the gathered crowd and imperial splendor, or at least gape a little, but her chin

remained high, her steps unfaltering. As if she had done this a dozen times. 

She  was  to  be  formally  recognized  as  Queen  of  the  Valbaran  Witches  when  the  Summit officially began. Her final bit of pageantry before truly inheriting her throne. But—

Hunt got a look at her face as she neared. 

He  knew  her:  the  medwitch  from  the  clinic.  She  acknowledged  Hunt  with  a  swift  sidelong glance as she passed. 

Had Ruhn known? Who he’d met with, who had fed him research about the synth? 

The mer leaders arrived, Tharion in a charcoal suit beside a female in a flowing, gauzy teal gown.  Not  the  River  Queen—she  rarely  left  the  Istros.  But  the  beautiful,  dark-skinned  female might  as  well  have  been  her  daughter.  Probably  was  her  daughter,  in  the  way  that  all  mer claimed the River Queen as their mother. 

Tharion’s  red-brown  hair  was  slicked  back,  with  a  few  escaped  strands  hanging  over  his brow.  He’d  swapped  his  fins  for  legs,  but  they  didn’t  falter  as  his  eyes  slid  toward  Hunt. 

Sympathy shone there. 

Hunt ignored it. He hadn’t forgotten just who had brought Bryce to the barge that night. 

Tharion, to his credit, didn’t balk from Hunt’s stare. He just gave him a sad smile and looked ahead, following the witches to the mezzanine level and open conference room doors beyond. 

Then  came  the  wolves.  Sabine  walked  beside  the  hunched  figure  of  the  Prime,  helping  the old male along. His brown eyes were milky with age, his once-strong body bent over his cane. 

Sabine, clad in a dove-gray suit, sneered at Hunt, steering the ancient Prime toward the escalator rather than the steps. 

But  the  Prime  halted  upon  seeing  where  she  planned  to  bring  him.  Drew  her  to  the  stairs. 

And began the ascent, step by painful step. 

Proud bastard. 

The Fae left their black cars, stalking onto the carpet. The Autumn King emerged, an onyx crown upon his red hair, the ancient stone like a piece of night even in the light of morning. 

Hunt didn’t know how he hadn’t seen it before. Bryce looked more like her father than Ruhn did. Granted, plenty of the Fae had that coloring, but the coldness on the Autumn King’s face …

He’d seen Bryce make that expression countless times. 

The  Autumn  King,  not  some  prick  lordling,  had  been  the  one  to  go  with  her  to  the  Oracle that day. The one to kick a thirteen-year-old to the curb. 

Hunt’s fingers curled at his sides. He couldn’t blame Ember Quinlan for running the moment she’d seen the monster beneath the surface. Felt its cold violence. 

And  realized  she  was  carrying  its  child.  A  potential  heir  to  the  throne—one  that  might complicate  things  for  his  pure-blooded,  Chosen  One  son.  No  wonder  the  Autumn  King  had hunted them down so ruthlessly. 

Ruhn,  a  step  behind  his  father,  was  a  shock  to  the  senses.  In  his  princely  raiment,  the Starsword at his side, he could have very well been one of the first Starborn with that coloring of his. Might have been one of the first through the Northern Rift, so long ago. 

They passed Hunt, and the king didn’t so much as glance his way. But Ruhn did. 

Ruhn  looked  to  the  shackles  on  Hunt’s  wrists,  the  45th’s  triarii  around  him.  And  subtly shook his head. To any observer, it was in disgust, in reprimand. But Hunt saw the message. 

 I’m sorry. 

Hunt kept his face unmoved, neutral. Ruhn moved on, the circlet of gilded birch leaves atop his head glinting. 

And then the atrium seemed to inhale. To pause. 

The angels did not arrive in cars. No, they dropped from the skies. 

Forty-nine  angels  in  the  Asterian  Guard,  in  full  white-and-gold  regalia,  marched  into  the lobby, spears in their gloved hands and white wings shining. Each had been bred, hand-selected, for  this  life  of  service.  Only  the  whitest,  purest  of  wings  would  do.  Not  one  speck  of  color  on them. 

Hunt had always thought they were swaggering assholes. 

They took up spots along the carpet, standing at attention, wings high and spears pointing at the glass ceiling, their snowy capes draping to the floor. The white plumes of horsehair on their golden helmets gleamed as if freshly brushed, and the visors remained down. 

They’d been sent from Pangera as a reminder to all of them, the Governors included, that the ones who held their leashes still monitored everything. 

Micah and Sandriel arrived next, side by side. Each in their Governor’s armor. 

The  Vanir  sank  to  a  knee  before  them.  Yet  the  Asterian  Guard—who  would  bow  only  for their  six  masters—remained  standing,  their  spears  like  twin  walls  of  thorns  that  the  Governors paraded between. 

No one dared speak. No one dared breathe as the two Archangels passed by. 

They were all fucking worms at their feet. 

Sandriel’s  smile  seared  Hunt  as  she  breezed  past.  Almost  as  badly  as  Micah’s  utter disappointment and weariness. 

Micah had picked his method of torture well, Hunt would give him that. There was no way

Sandriel  would  let  him  die  quickly.  The  torment  when  he  returned  to  Pangera  would  last decades. No chance of a new death-bargain or a buyout. 

And if he so much as stepped out of line, she’d know where to strike first. Who to strike. 

The Governors swept up the stairs, their wings nearly touching. Why the two of them hadn’t become a mated pair was beyond Hunt. Micah was decent enough that he likely found Sandriel as  abhorrent  as  everyone  else  did.  But  it  was  still  a  wonder  the  Asteri  hadn’t  ordered  the bloodlines  merged.  It  wouldn’t  have  been  unusual.  Sandriel  and  Shahar  had  been  the  result  of such a union. 

Though perhaps the fact that Sandriel had likely killed her own parents to seize power for her and her sister had made the Asteri put a halt to the practice. 

Only  when  the  Governors  reached  the  conference  room  did  those  assembled  in  the  lobby move, first the angels peeling off for the stairs, the rest of the assembly falling into line behind them. 

Hunt was kept wedged between two of the 45th’s triarii—the Helhound and the Hawk, who

both  sneered  at  him—and  took  in  as  many  details  as  he  could  when  they  entered  the  meeting room. 

It was cavernous, with rings of tables flowing down to a central floor and round table where the leaders would sit. 

The Pit of Hel. That’s what it was. It was a wonder none of its princes stood there. 

The  Prime  of  Wolves,  the  Autumn  King,  the  two  Governors,  the  River  Queen’s  fair daughter, Queen Hypaxia, and Jesiba all took seats at that central table. Their seconds—Sabine, Ruhn, Tharion, an older-looking witch—all claimed spots in the ring of tables around them. No one else from the House of Flame and Shadow had come with Jesiba, not even a vampyr. The ranks  fell  into  place  beyond  that,  each  ring  of  tables  growing  larger  and  larger,  seven  in  total. 

The  Asterian  Guard  lined  the  uppermost  level,  standing  against  the  wall,  two  at  each  of  the room’s three exits. 

The seven levels of Hel indeed. 

Vidscreens were interspersed throughout the room, two hanging from the ceiling itself, and computers lined the tables, presumably for references. Fury Axtar, to his surprise, took up a spot in the third circle, leaning back in her chair. No one else accompanied her. 

Hunt was led to a spot against the wall, nestled between two Asterian Guards who ignored him  completely.  Thank  fuck  the  angle  blocked  his  view  of  Pollux  and  the  rest  of  Sandriel’s triarii. 

Hunt braced himself as the vidscreens flicked on. The room went quiet at what appeared. 

He knew those crystal halls, torches of firstlight dancing on the carved quartz pillars rising toward the arched ceiling stories above. Knew the seven crystal thrones arranged in a curve on the golden dais, the one empty throne at its far end. Knew the twinkling city beyond them, the hills rolling away into the dimming light, the Tiber a dark band wending between them. 

Everyone rose from their seats as the Asteri came into view. And everyone knelt. 

Even from nearly six thousand miles away, Hunt could have sworn their power rippled into the conference room. Could have sworn it sucked out the warmth, the air, the life. 

The first time he’d been before them, he’d thought he’d never experienced anything worse. 

Shahar’s  blood  had  still  coated  his  armor,  his  throat  had  still  been  ravaged  from  screaming during the battle, and yet he had never encountered anything so horrific. So unearthly. As if his entire existence were but a mayfly, his power but a wisp of breeze in the face of their hurricane. 

As if he’d been hurled into deep space. 

They each held the power of a sacred star, each could level this planet to dust, yet there was no light in their cold eyes. 

Through lowered lashes, Hunt marked who else dared to lift their eyes from the gray carpet as the six Asteri surveyed them: Tharion and Ruhn. Declan Emmet. And Queen Hypaxia. 

No others. Not even Fury or Jesiba. 

Ruhn met Hunt’s stare. And a quiet male voice said in his head,  Bold move. 

Hunt held in his shock. He’d known there were occasional telepaths out there among the Fae, especially  the  ones  who  dwelled  in  Avallen.  But  he’d  never  had  a  conversation  with  one. 

Certainly not inside his head.  Neat trick. 

 A gift from my mother’s kin—one I’ve kept quiet. 

 And you trust me with this secret? 

Ruhn  was  silent  for  a  moment.  I  can’t  be  seen  talking  to  you.  If  you  need  anything,  let  me know. I’ll do what I can for you. 

Another shock, as physical as his lightning zapping through him.  Why would you help me? 

 Because you would have done everything in your power to keep Bryce from trading herself to Sandriel.  I  could  see  it  on  your  face.   Ruhn  hesitated,  then  added,  a  shade  uncertainly,  And because I don’t think you’re quite as much of an asshole now. 

The corner of Hunt’s mouth lifted.  Likewise. 

 Is that a compliment?  Another pause.  How are you holding up, Athalar? 

 Fine. How is she? 

 Back at work, according to the eyes I have on her. 

 Good.   He  didn’t  think  he  could  endure  any  more  talk  of  Bryce  without  completely  falling apart, so he said,  Did you know that medwitch was Queen Hypaxia? 

 No. I fucking didn’t. 

Ruhn  might  have  gone  on,  but  the  Asteri  began  to  speak.  As  one,  like  they  always  did. 

Telepaths in their own regard. “You have converged to discuss matters pertaining to your region. 

We grant you our leave.” They looked to Hypaxia. 

Impressively, the witch didn’t flinch, didn’t so much as tremble as the six Asteri looked upon her, the world watching with them, and said, “We formally recognize you as the heir of the late Queen Hecuba Enador, and with her passing, now anoint you Queen of the Valbaran Witches.” 

Hypaxia bowed her head, her face grave. Jesiba’s face revealed nothing. Not even a hint of sorrow  or  anger  for  the  heritage  she’d  walked  away  from.  So  Hunt  dared  a  look  at  Ruhn,  who was frowning. 

The  Asteri  again  surveyed  the  room,  none  more  haughtily  than  Rigelus,  the  Bright  Hand. 

That slim teenage boy’s body was a mockery of the monstrous power within. As one the Asteri continued, “You may begin. May the blessings of the gods and all the stars in the heavens shine upon you.” 

Heads bowed further, in thanks for merely being allowed to exist in their presence. 

“It is our hope that you discuss a way to end this inane war. Governor Sandriel will prove a valuable witness to its destruction.” A slow, horrible scan through the room followed. And Hunt knew their eyes were upon him as they said, “And there are others here who may also provide their testimony.” 

There was only one testimony to provide: that the humans were wasteful and foolish, and the war was their fault, their fault, their fault, and must be ended. Must be avoided here at all costs. 

There was to be no sympathy for the human rebellion, no hearing of the humans’ plight. There was only the Vanir side, the good side, and no other. 

Hunt  held  Rigelus’s  dead  stare  on  the  central  screen.  A  zap  of  icy  wind  through  his  body courtesy of Sandriel warned him to avert his eyes. He did not. He could have sworn the Head of the Asteri smiled. Hunt’s blood turned to ice, not just from Sandriel’s wind, and he lowered his eyes. 

This empire had been built to last for eternity. In more than fifteen thousand years, it had not broken. This war would not be the thing that ended it. 

The Asteri said together, “Farewell.” Another small smile from all of them—the worst being Rigelus’s, still directed at Hunt. The screens went dark. 

Everyone in the room, the two Governors included, blew out a breath. Someone puked, by

the sound and reek from the far corner. Sure enough, a leopard shifter bolted through the doors, a hand over his mouth. 

Micah leaned back in his chair, his eyes on the wood table before him. For a moment, no one spoke. As if they all needed to reel themselves back in. Even Sandriel. 

Then Micah straightened, his wings rustling, and declared in a deep,  clear  voice,  “I  hereby commence this Valbaran Summit. All hail the Asteri and the stars they possess.” 

The room echoed the words, albeit half-heartedly. As if everyone remembered that even in this land across the sea from Pangera, so far from the muddy battlefields and the shining crystal palace in a city of seven hills, even here, there was no escaping. 
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Bryce tried not to dwell on the fact that Hunt and the world knew what and who she really was. 

At least the press hadn’t caught wind of it, for whatever small mercy that was. 

As if being a bastard princess meant anything. As if it said anything about her as a person. 

The shock on Hunt’s face was precisely why she hadn’t told him. 

She’d torn up Jesiba’s check, and with it the centuries of debts. 

None of it mattered now anyway. Hunt was gone. 

She  knew  he  was  alive.  She’d  seen  the  news  footage  of  the  Summit’s  opening  procession. 

Hunt had looked just as he had before everything went to shit. Another small mercy. 

She’d barely noticed the others arriving: Jesiba, Tharion, her sire, her brother … No, she’d just kept her eyes on that spot in the crowd, those gray wings that had now regrown. 

Pathetic. She was utterly pathetic. 

She  would  have  done  it.  Would  have  gladly  traded  places  with  Hunt,  even  knowing  what Sandriel would do to her. What Pollux would do to her. 

Maybe it made her an idiot, as Ruhn said. Naïve. 

Maybe she was lucky to have walked out of the Comitium lobby still breathing. 

Maybe being attacked by that kristallos was payment for her fuckups. 

She’d  spent  the  past  few  days  looking  through  the  laws  to  see  if  there  was  anything  to  be done  for  Hunt.  There  wasn’t.  She’d  done  the  only  two  things  that  might  have  granted  him  his freedom: offered to buy him, and offered herself in his stead. 

She didn’t believe Hunt’s bullshit last words to her. She would have said the same had she been in his place. Would have been as nasty as she could, if it would have gotten him to safety. 

Bryce sat at the front desk in the showroom, staring at the blank computer screen. The city had been quiet these past two days. As if everyone’s attention was on the Summit, even though only a few of Crescent City’s leaders and citizens had gone. 

She’d watched the news recaps only to catch another glimpse of Hunt—without any luck. 

She slept in his room every night. Had put on one of his T-shirts and crawled between the sheets that smelled of him and pretended he was lying in the dark beside her. 

An  envelope  with  the  Comitium  listed  as  its  return  address  had  arrived  at  the  gallery  three days ago. Her heart had thundered as she’d ripped it open, wondering if he’d been able to get a message out—

The  white  opal  had  fallen  to  the  desk.  Isaiah  had  written  a  reserved  note,  as  if  aware  that every piece of mail was read:

 Naomi found this on the barge. Thought you might want it back. 

Then he’d added, as if on second thought,  He’s sorry. 

She’d slid the stone into her desk drawer. 

Sighing,  Bryce  opened  it  now,  peering  at  the  milky  gem.  She  ran  her  finger  over  its  cool surface. 

“Athie  looks  miserable,”  Lehabah  observed,  floating  by  Bryce’s  head.  She  pointed  to  the tablet, where Bryce had paused her third replay of the opening procession on Hunt’s face. “So do you, BB.” 

“Thank you.” 

At her feet, Syrinx stretched out, yawning. His curved claws glinted. 

“So what do we do now?” 

Bryce’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” 

Lehabah wrapped her arms around herself, floating in midair. “We just go back to normal?” 

“Yes.” 

Her flickering eyes met Bryce’s. “What is  normal, anyway?” 

“Seems boring to me.” 

Lehabah smiled slightly, turning a soft rose color. 

Bryce offered one in return. “You’re a good friend, Lele. A really good friend.” She sighed again, setting the sprite’s flame guttering. “I’m sorry if I haven’t been such a good one to you at times.” 

Lehabah waved a hand, going scarlet. “We’ll get through this, BB.” She perched on Bryce’s shoulder, her warmth seeping into skin Bryce hadn’t realized was so cold. “You, me, and Syrie. 

Together, we’ll get through this.” 

Bryce held up a finger, letting Lehabah take it in both of her tiny, shimmering hands. “Deal.” 
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Ruhn  had  anticipated  that  the  Summit  would  be  intense,  vicious,  flat-out  dangerous—each moment spent wondering whether someone’s throat would be ripped out. Just as it was at every one he’d attended. 

This time, his only enemy seemed to be boredom. 

It had taken Sandriel all of two hours to tell them that the Asteri had ordered more troops to the front from every House. There was no point in arguing. It wasn’t going to change. The order had come from the Asteri. 

Talk turned to the new trade proposals. And then circled and circled and circled, even Micah getting  caught  in  the  semantics  of  who  did  what  and  got  what  and  on  and  on  until  Ruhn  was wondering if the Asteri had come up with this meeting as some form of torture. 

He  wondered  how  many  of  the  Asterian  Guard  were  sleeping  behind  their  masks.  He’d caught a few of the lesser members of the various delegations nodding off. But Athalar was alert

—every minute, the assassin seemed to be listening. Watching. 

Maybe that was what the Governors wanted: all of them so bored and desperate to end this meeting that they eventually agreed to terms that weren’t to their advantage. 

There  were  a  few  holdouts,  still.  Ruhn’s  father  being  one,  along  with  the  mer  and  the witches. 

One witch in particular. 

Queen  Hypaxia  spoke  little,  but  he  noticed  that  she,  too,  listened  to  every  word  being bandied about, her rich brown eyes full of wary intelligence despite her youth. 

It had been a shock to see her the first day—that familiar face in this setting, with her crown and  royal  robes.  To  know  he’d  been  talking  to  his  would-be  betrothed  for  weeks  now  with  no fucking idea. 

He’d managed to slip between two of her coven members as they filed into the dining hall the  first  day,  and,  like  an  asshole,  demanded,  “Why  didn’t  you  say  anything?  About  who  you really are?” 

Hypaxia held her lunch tray with a grace better suited to holding a scepter. “You didn’t ask.” 

“What the Hel were you doing in that shop?” 

Her dark eyes shuttered. “My sources told me that evil was stirring in the city. I came to see for  myself—discreetly.”  It  was  why  she’d  been  at  the  scene  of  the  temple  guard’s  murder,  he realized. And there the night Athalar and Bryce had been attacked in the park. “I also came to see what it was like to be … ordinary. Before this.” She waved with a hand toward her crown. 

“Do you know what my father expects of you? And me?” 

“I have my suspicions,” she said coolly. “But I am not considering such … changes in my life right now.” She gave him a nod before walking away. “Not with anyone.” 

And that was it. His ass had been handed to him. 

Today, at least, he’d tried to pay attention. To not look at the witch who had absolutely zero interest in marrying him, thank fuck. With her healing gifts, could she sense whatever was wrong inside him that would mean he was the last of the bloodline? He didn’t want to find out. Ruhn shoved away the memory of the Oracle’s prophecy. He wasn’t the only one ignoring Hypaxia, at least. Jesiba Roga hadn’t spoken one word to her. 

Granted,  the  sorceress  hadn’t  said  much,  other  than  to  assert  that  the  House  of  Flame  and Shadow  thrived  on  death  and  chaos,  and  had  no  quarrel  with  a  long,  devastating  war.  Reapers were  always  happy  to  ferry  the  souls  of  the  dead,  she  said.  Even  the  Archangels  had  looked disconcerted at that. 

As the clock struck nine and all took their seats in the room, Sandriel announced, “Micah has been called away, and will be joining us later.” 

Only  one  person—well,  six  of  them—could  summon  Micah  away  from  this  meeting. 

Sandriel seemed content to rule over the day’s proceedings, and declared, “We will begin with the mer explaining their shortsighted resistance to the building of a canal for the transportation of our tanks and the continuation of the supply lines.” 

The River Queen’s daughter bit her bottom lip, hesitating. But it was Captain Tharion Ketos who drawled to Sandriel, “I’d say that when your war machines rip up our oyster beds and kelp forests, it’s not shortsighted to say that it will destroy our fishing industry.” 

Sandriel’s eyes flashed. But she said sweetly, “You will be compensated.” 

Tharion didn’t back down. “It is not just about the money. It is about the care of this planet.” 

“War requires sacrifice.” 

Tharion crossed his arms, muscles rippling beneath his black long-sleeved T-shirt. After the initial  parade  and  that  first  day  of  endless  meetings,  most  of  them  had  donned  far  less  formal wear for the rest of the talks. “I know the costs of war, Governor.” 

Bold male, to say that, to look Sandriel dead in the eye. 

Queen  Hypaxia  said,  her  voice  soft  but  unflinching,  “Tharion’s  concern  has  merit.  And precedent.”  Ruhn  straightened  as  all  eyes  slid  toward  the  witch-queen.  She,  too,  did  not  back down from the storms in Sandriel’s eyes. “Along the eastern borders of the Rhagan Sea, the coral and kelp beds that were destroyed in the Sorvakkian Wars two thousand years ago have still not returned.  The  mer  who  farmed  them  were  compensated,  as  you  claim.  But  only  for  a  few seasons.” Utter silence in the meeting room. “Will you pay, Governor, for a thousand seasons? 

Two  thousand  seasons?  What  of  the  creatures  who  make  their  homes  in  places  you  propose  to destroy? How shall you pay them?” 

“They are Lowers. Lower than the Lowers,” Sandriel said coldly, unmoved. 

“They are children of Midgard. Children of Cthona,” the witch-queen said. 

Sandriel smiled, all teeth. “Spare me your bleeding-heart nonsense.” 

Hypaxia  didn’t  smile  back.  She  just  held  Sandriel’s  stare.  No  challenge  in  it,  but  frank assessment. 

To  Ruhn’s  eternal  shock,  it  was  Sandriel  who  looked  away  first,  rolling  her  eyes  and shuffling  her  papers.  Even  his  father  blinked  at  it.  And  assessed  the  young  queen  with  a narrowed  gaze.  No  doubt  wondering  how  a  twenty-six-year-old  witch  had  the  nerve.  Or  what Hypaxia might have on Sandriel to make an Archangel yield to her. 

Wondering if the witch-queen would indeed be a good bride for Ruhn—or a thorn in his side. 

Across  the  table,  Jesiba  Roga  smiled  slightly  at  Hypaxia.  Her  first  acknowledgment  of  the young witch. 

“The  canal,”  Sandriel  said  tightly,  setting  down  her  papers,  “we  shall  discuss  later.  The supply lines …” The Archangel launched into another speech about her plans to streamline the war. 

Hypaxia went back to the papers before her. But her eyes lifted to the second ring of tables. 

To Tharion. 

The mer male gave her a slight, secret smile—gratitude and acknowledgment. 

The witch-queen nodded back, barely a dip of her chin. 

The mer male just casually lifted his paper, flashing what looked like about twenty rows of markings—counting something. 

Hypaxia’s eyes widened, bright with reproach and disbelief, and Tharion lowered the paper before anyone else noticed. Added another slash to it. 

A flush crept over the witch-queen’s cheeks. 

His father, however, began speaking, so Ruhn ignored their antics and squared his shoulders, trying his best to look like he was paying attention. Like he cared. 

None of it would matter, in the end. Sandriel and Micah would get what they wanted. 

And everything would remain the same. 

Hunt was so bored he honestly thought his brain was going to bleed out his ears. 

But  he  tried  to  savor  these  last  days  of  calm  and  relative  comfort,  even  with  Pollux monitoring  everything  from  across  the  room.  Waiting  until  he  could  stop  appearing  civilized. 

Hunt knew Pollux was counting down the hours until he’d be unleashed upon him. 

So every time the asshole smiled at him, Hunt grinned right back. 

Hunt’s wings, at least, had healed. He’d been testing them as much as he could, stretching and flexing. If Sandriel allowed him to get airborne, he knew they’d carry him. Probably. 

Standing  against  the  wall,  dissecting  each  word  spoken,  was  its  own  form  of  torture,  but Hunt listened. Paid attention, even when it seemed like so many others were fighting sleep. 

He hoped the delegations who held out—the Fae, the mer, the witches—would last until the end of the Summit before remembering that control was an illusion and the Asteri could simply issue an edict regarding the new trade laws. Just as they had with the war update. 

A few more days, that was all Hunt wanted. That’s what he told himself. 
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Bryce had camped out in the gallery library for the past three days, staying well after closing and returning at dawn. There was no point in spending much time at the apartment, since her fridge was empty and Syrinx was always with her. She figured she might as well be at the office until she stopped feeling like her home was just an empty shell. 

Jesiba,  busy  with  the  Summit,  didn’t  check  the  gallery  video  feeds.  Didn’t  see  the  takeout containers littering every surface of the library, the mini fridge mostly full of cheese, or the fact that Bryce had started wearing her athletic clothes into the office. Or that she’d begun showering in the bathroom in the back of the library. Or that she’d canceled all their client meetings. And taken a new Archesian amulet right from the wall safe in Jesiba’s office—the very last one in the territory. One of five left in the entire world. 

It  was  only  a  matter  of  time,  however,  until  Jesiba  got  bored  and  pulled  up  the  dozens  of feeds to see everything. Or looked at their calendar and saw all the rescheduled appointments. 

Bryce had heard back about two potential new jobs, and had interviews lined up. She’d need to  invent  some  excuse  to  feed  Jesiba,  of  course.  A  medwitch  appointment  or  teeth  cleaning  or something else normal but necessary. And if she got one of those jobs, she’d have to come up with a plan for repaying her debt for Syrinx—something that would please Jesiba’s ego enough to keep her from transforming Bryce into some awful creature just for asking to leave. 

Bryce sighed, running a hand over an ancient tome full of legal jargon that required a degree to decipher. She’d never seen so many  ergo s and  therefore s and  hence the following s and  shall be included but not limited to s. But she kept looking. 

So did Lehabah. “What about this, BB?” The sprite flared, pointing to a page before her. “It says here,  A criminal’s sentence may be commuted to service if—” 

“We saw that one two days ago,” Bryce said. “It leads us right back to slavery.” 

A faint scratching filled the room. Bryce glanced at the nøkk from under her lashes, careful not to let him see her attention. 

The creature was grinning at her anyway. Like it knew something she didn’t. 

She found out why a moment later. 

“There’s another case beneath it,” Lehabah said. “The human woman was freed after—” 

Syrinx growled. Not at the tank. At the green-carpeted stairs. 

Casual footsteps thudded. Bryce was instantly standing, reaching for her phone. 

A pair of boots, then dark jeans, and then—

Snow-white wings. An unfairly beautiful face. 

Micah. 

Every  thought  short-circuited  as  he  stepped  into  the  library,  surveying  its  shelves  and  the stairs leading to the brass mezzanines and alcoves, the tank and the nøkk who was still grinning, the exploding-sun light high above. 

He couldn’t be down here. Couldn’t see these books—

“Your Grace,” Bryce blurted. 

“The front door was open,” he said. The sheer power behind his stare was like being hit in the face with a brick. 

Of course the locks and enchantments hadn’t kept him out. Nothing could ever keep him out. 

She  calmed  her  racing  heart  enough  to  say,  “I’d  be  happy  to  meet  with  you  upstairs,  Your Grace, if you want me to phone Jesiba.” 

 Jesiba, who is at the Summit where you  are currently supposed to be. 

“Down here is fine.” He slowly stalked over to one of the towering shelves. 

Syrinx  was  shaking  on  the  couch;  Lehabah  hid  behind  a  small  stack  of  books.  Even  the animals in their various cages and small tanks cowered. Only the nøkk kept smiling. 

“Why don’t you have a seat, Your Grace?” Bryce said, scooping takeout containers into her arms, not caring if she got chili oil on her white T-shirt, only that Micah got the fuck away from the shelves and those precious books. 

He ignored her, examining the titles at eye level. 

Urd save her. Bryce dumped the takeout containers into the overflowing trash can. “We have some fascinating art upstairs. Perhaps you can tell me what you’re looking for.” She glanced at Lehabah, who had turned a startling shade of cyan, and shook her head in a silent warning to be careful. 

Micah folded his wings, and turned to her. “What I’m looking for?” 

“Yes,” she breathed. “I—” 

He pinned her with those icy eyes. “I’m looking for you.” 

Today’s meeting was by far the worst. The slowest. 

Sandriel delighted in leading them in circles, lies and half-truths spewing from her lips, as if savoring  the  kill  soon  to  come:  the  moment  they  yielded  everything  to  her  and  the  Asteri’s wishes. 

Hunt leaned against the wall, standing between the Asterian Guards in their full regalia, and watched the clock inch toward four. Ruhn looked like he’d fallen asleep half an hour ago. Most of  the  lower-level  parties  had  been  dismissed,  leaving  the  room  barely  occupied.  Even  Naomi had been sent back to Lunathion to make sure the 33rd remained in shape. Only skeleton staff and  their  leaders  remained.  As  if  everyone  now  knew  this  was  over.  That  this   republic  was  a sham. Either one ruled or one bowed. 

“Opening a new port along the eastern coastline of Valbara,” Sandriel said for the hundredth time, “would allow us to build a secure facility for our aquatic legion—” 

A phone buzzed. 

Jesiba Roga, to his surprise, pulled it from an inner pocket of the gray blazer she wore over a matching dress. She shifted in her seat, angling the phone away from the curious male to her left. 

A  few  of  the  other  leaders  had  noticed  Roga’s  change  in  attention.  Sandriel  kept  talking, unaware, but Ruhn had stirred at the sound and was looking at the woman. So was Fury, seated two rows behind her. 

Jesiba’s thumbs flew over her phone, her red-painted mouth tightening as she lifted a hand. 

Even Sandriel shut up. 

Roga said, “I’m sorry to interrupt, Governor, but there’s something that you—that all of us—

need to see.” 

He had no rational reason for the dread that began to curl in his stomach. Whatever was on her phone could have been about anything. Yet his mouth dried up. 

“What?” Sabine demanded from across the room. 

Jesiba  ignored  her,  and  glanced  to  Declan  Emmet.  “Can  you  link  what’s  on  my  phone  to these screens?” She indicated the array of them throughout the room. 

Declan,  who  had  been  half-asleep  in  the  circle  behind  Ruhn,  instantly  straightened.  “Yeah, no problem.” He was smart enough to look to Sandriel first—and the Archangel rolled her eyes but  nodded.  Declan’s  laptop  was  open  a  heartbeat  later.  He  frowned  at  what  popped  up  on  the laptop, but then he hit a button. 

And revealed dozens of different video feeds—all from Griffin Antiquities. In the lower right corner, in a familiar library … Hunt forgot to breathe entirely. 

Especially  as  Jesiba’s  phone  buzzed  again,  and  a  message—a  continuation  of  a  previous conversation,  it  seemed—popped  up  on  the  screens.  His  heart  stalled  at  the  name:   Bryce Quinlan. 

His heart wholly stopped at the message.  Are the feeds on yet? 

“What the fuck?” Ruhn hissed. 

Bryce was standing in front of the camera, pouring what seemed to be a glass of wine. And behind her, seated at the main table of the library, was Micah. 

Sandriel murmured, “He said he had a meeting …” 

The camera was hidden inside one of the books, just above Bryce’s head. 

Declan hit a few keys on his computer, pulling up that particular feed. Another keystroke and its audio filled the conference room. 

Bryce was saying over her shoulder, throwing Micah a casual smile, “Would you like some

food with your wine? Cheese?” 

Micah lounged at the table, surveying a spread of books. “That would be appreciated.” 

Bryce hummed, covertly typing on her phone as she fiddled on the refreshment cart. 

The next message to Jesiba blared across the conference room screens. 

One word that had Hunt’s blood going cold. 

 Help. 

It was not a cheeky, charming plea. Not as Bryce lifted her gaze to the camera. 

Fear shone there. Stark, bright fear. Every instinct in Hunt went on roaring alert. 

“Governor,” the Autumn King said to Sandriel, “I would like an explanation.” 

But before Sandriel could reply, Ruhn quietly ordered, with eyes glued to the feeds, “Flynn, send an Aux unit to Griffin Antiquities. Right now.” 

Flynn instantly had his phone out, fingers flying. 

“Micah  has  not  done  anything  wrong,”  Sandriel  snapped  at  the  Fae  Prince.  “Except demonstrate his poor choice in females.” 

Hunt’s snarl ripped from him. 

It  would  have  earned  him  a  whip  of  cold  wind  from  Sandriel,  he  knew,  had  the  sound  not been hidden by matching snarls from Declan and Ruhn. 

Tristan Flynn was snapping at someone, “Get over to Griffin Antiquities right now. Yes, in

the Old Square. No—just go. That is a  fucking order.” 

Ruhn barked another command at the Fae lord, but Micah began speaking again. 

“You’ve certainly been busy.” Micah motioned to the table. “Looking for a loophole?” 

Bryce swallowed as she began assembling a plate for Micah. “Hunt is my friend.” 

Those were—those were law books on the table. Hunt’s stomach dropped to his feet. 

“Ah yes,” Micah said, leaning back in his chair. “I admire that about you.” 

“What the fuck is going on?” Fury bit out. 

“Loyal  unto  death—and  beyond,”  Micah  continued.  “Even  with  all  the  proof  in  the  world, you still didn’t believe Danika was little better than a drug-addicted whore.” 

Sabine  and  several  wolves  growled.  Hunt  heard  Amelie  Ravenscroft  say  to  Sabine,  “We should send a wolf pack.” 

“All the top packs are here,” Sabine murmured, eyes fixed on the feed. “Every top security force is here. I only left a few behind.” 

But like a struck match, Bryce’s entire countenance shifted. Fear pivoted into bright, sharp anger. Hunt ordinarily thrilled to see that blazing look. Not now. 

 Use your fucking head, he silently begged her.  Be smart. 

Bryce  let  Micah’s  insult  settle,  surveying  the  platter  of  cheese  and  grapes  she  was assembling. “Who knows what the truth is?” she asked blandly. 

“The philosophers in this library certainly had opinions on the matter.” 

“On Danika?” 

“Don’t play stupid.” Micah’s smile widened. He gestured to the books around them. “Do you know that harboring these volumes earns you a one-way ticket to execution?” 

“Seems like a lot of fuss over some books.” 

“Humans  died  for  these  books,”  Micah  purred,  motioning  to  the  shelves  towering  around them.  “Banned  titles,  if  I’m  not  mistaken,  many  of  them  supposed  to  only  exist  in  the  Asteri Archives.  Evolution,  mathematics,  theories  to  disprove  the  superiority  of  the  Vanir  and  Asteri. 

Some from philosophers people claimed existed  before the Asteri arrived.” A soft, awful laugh. 

“Liars and heretics, who admitted they were wrong when the Asteri tortured them for the truth. 

They were burned alive with the heretical works used as kindling. And yet here, they survive. All the knowledge of the ancient world. Of a world before Asteri. And theories of a world in which the Vanir are not your masters.” 

“Interesting,” Bryce said. She still did not turn to face him. 

Ruhn said to Jesiba, “What, exactly, is in that library?” 

Jesiba said nothing. Absolutely nothing. Her gray eyes promised cold death, though. 

Micah went on, unwittingly answering the prince’s question. “Do you even know what you

are surrounded by, Bryce Quinlan? This is the Great Library of Parthos.” 

The words clanged through the room. Jesiba refused to so much as open her mouth. 

Bryce, to her credit, said, “Sounds like a lot of conspiracy theory crap. Parthos is a bedtime story for humans.” 

Micah chuckled. “Says the female with the Archesian amulet around her neck. The amulet of the  priestesses  who  once  served  and  guarded  Parthos.  I  think  you  know  what’s  here—that  you spend  your  days  in  the  midst  of  all  that  remains  of  the  library  after  most  of  it  burned  at  Vanir hands fifteen thousand years ago.” 

Hunt’s stomach turned. He could have sworn a chill breeze drifted from Jesiba. 

Micah  went  on  idly,  “Did  you  know  that  during  the  First  Wars,  when  the  Asteri  gave  the

order,  it  was  at  Parthos  that  a  doomed  human  army  made  its  final  stand  against  the  Vanir?  To save proof of what they were before the Rifts opened—to save the  books. A hundred thousand humans marched that day knowing they would die, and lose the war.” Micah’s smile grew. “All to  buy  the  priestesses  time  to  grab  the  most  vital  volumes.  They  loaded  them  onto  ships  and vanished. I am curious to learn how they landed with Jesiba Roga.” 

The sorceress watching her truth unfold on the screens still did not speak. To acknowledge what had been suggested. Did it have something to do with why she’d left the witches? Or why she’d joined the Under-King? 

Micah  leaned  back  in  his  seat,  wings  rustling.  “I’ve  long  suspected  that  the  remains  of Parthos  were  housed  here—a  record  of  two  thousand  years  of  human  knowledge  before  the Asteri arrived. I took one look at some of the titles on the shelves and knew it to be true.” 

No one so much as blinked as the truth settled. But Jesiba pointed to the screens and said to Tristan  Flynn,  to  Sabine,  her  voice  shaking,  “Tell  the  Aux  to  move  their  fucking  asses.  Save those books. I  beg you.” 

Hunt ground his teeth. Of course the books were more important to her than Bryce. 

“The Aux shall do no such thing,” Sandriel said coldly. She smiled at Jesiba as the female went  rigid.  “And  whatever  Micah  has  in  mind  for  your  little  assistant  is  going  to  look  mild compared to what the Asteri do to  you for harboring that lying rubbish—” 

But Bryce picked up the cheese tray and glass of wine. “Look, I only work here, Governor.” 

She faced Micah at last. She was wearing athletic clothes: leggings and a long-sleeved white T-shirt. Her neon-pink sneakers shone like firstlight in the dim library. 

“Run,” Flynn urged to the screen, as if Bryce could hear him. “Fucking  run, Bryce.” 

Sandriel  glared  at  the  Fae  warrior.  “You  dare  accuse  a  Governor  of  foul  play?”  But  doubt shone in her eyes. 

The Fae lord ignored her, his eyes again on the screens. 

Hunt couldn’t move. Not as Bryce set down the cheese platter, the wine, and said to Micah, 

“You came here looking for me, and here I am.” A half smile. “That Summit must have been a real bore.” She crossed her arms behind her back, the portrait of casualness. She winked. “Are you going to ask me out again?” 

Micah didn’t see the angle of the second feed that Declan pulled up—how her fingers began flicking behind her back. Pointing to the stairs. A silent, frantic order to Lehabah and Syrinx to flee. Neither moved. 

“As you once said to me,” Micah replied smoothly, “I’m not interested.” 

“Too bad.” Silence throbbed in the conference room. 

Bryce gestured again behind her back, her fingers shaking now.  Please, those hands seemed to say.  Please run. While he’s distracted by me. 

“Have  a  seat,”  Micah  said,  gesturing  to  the  chair  across  the  table.  “We  might  as  well  be civilized about it.” 

Bryce obeyed, batting her eyelashes. “About what?” 

“About you giving me Luna’s Horn.” 
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Bryce knew there was little chance of this ending well. 

But if Jesiba had seen her messages, maybe it wouldn’t be in vain. Maybe everyone would

know  what  had  happened  to  her.  Maybe  they  could  save  the  books,  if  the  protective  spells  on them held out against an Archangel’s wrath. Even if the gallery’s enchantments had not. 

Bryce said smoothly to Micah, “I have no idea where the Horn is.” 

His smile didn’t waver. “Try again.” 

“I have no idea where the Horn is,  Governor?” 

He braced his powerful forearms on the table. “Do you want to know what I think?” 

“No, but you’re going to tell me anyway?” Her heart raced and raced. 

Micah  chuckled.  “I  think  you  figured  it  out.  Likely  at  the  same  moment  I  did  a  few  days ago.” 

“I’m flattered you think I’m that smart.” 

“Not you.” Another cold laugh. “Danika Fendyr was the smart one. She stole the Horn from the temple, and you knew her well enough to finally realize what she did with it.” 

“Why would Danika have ever wanted the Horn?” Bryce asked innocently. “It’s broken.” 

“It was cleaved. And I’m guessing you already learned what could repair it at last.” Her heart thundered as Micah growled, “Synth.” 

She  got  to  her  feet,  her  knees  shaking  only  slightly.  “Governor  or  not,  this  is  private property. If you want to burn me at the stake with all these books, you’ll need a warrant.” 

Bryce reached the steps. Syrinx and Lehabah hadn’t moved, though. 

“Hand over the Horn.” 

“I told you, I don’t know where it is.” 

She put one foot on the steps, and then Micah was there, his hand at the collar of her shirt. 

He hissed, “Do not lie.” 

Hunt  staggered  all  of  one  step  down  the  stairs  before  Sandriel  stopped  him,  her  wind  shoving him back against the wall. It snaked down his throat, clamping on to his vocal cords. Rendering him silent to watch what unfolded on the screens. 

Micah growled in Bryce’s ear, more animal than angel, “Do you want to know how I figured it out?” 

She trembled as the Governor ran a possessive hand down the curve of her spine. 

Hunt saw red at that touch, the entitlement in it, the sheer dread that widened her eyes. 

Bryce wasn’t stupid enough to try to run as Micah ran his fingers back up her spine, intent in

every stroke. 

Hunt’s  jaw  clenched  so  hard  it  hurt,  his  breath  coming  out  in  great,  bellowing  pants.  He’d kill him. He’d find a way to get free of Sandriel, and fucking  kill Micah for that touch—

Micah trailed his fingers over the delicate chain of her necklace. A new one, Hunt realized. 

Micah  purred,  unaware  of  the  camera  mere  feet  away,  “I  saw  the  footage  of  you  in  the Comitium lobby. You gave your Archesian amulet to Sandriel. And she destroyed it.” His broad hand clamped around her neck, and Bryce squeezed her eyes shut. “That’s how I realized. How you realized the truth, too.” 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bryce whispered. 

Micah’s hand tightened, and it might as well have been his hand on Hunt’s throat for all the difficulty  he  had  breathing.  “For  three  years,  you  wore  that  amulet.  Every  single  day,  every single hour. Danika knew that. Knew you were without ambition, too, and would never have the drive to leave this job. And thus never take off the amulet.” 

“You’re insane,” Bryce managed to say. 

“Am I? Then explain to me why, within an hour after you took off the amulet, that kristallos demon attacked you.” 

Hunt  stilled.  A  demon  had   attacked  her  that  day?  He  found  Ruhn’s  stare,  and  the  prince nodded, his face deathly pale.  We got to her in time was all Danaan said to him, mind-to-mind. 

“Bad luck?” Bryce tried. 

Micah didn’t so much as smile, his hand still clamped on her neck. “You don’t just have the Horn. You  are the Horn.” His hand again ran down her back. “You became its bearer the night Danika had it ground into a fine powder, mixed it with witch-ink, and then got you so drunk you didn’t ask questions when she had it tattooed onto your back.” 

“What? ” Fury Axtar barked. 

Holy fucking gods. Hunt bared his teeth, still forbidden from speaking. 

But Bryce said, “Cool as that sounds, Governor, this tattoo says—” 

“The language is beyond that of this world. It is the language of  universes. And it spells out a direct command to activate the Horn through a blast of raw power upon the tattoo itself. Just as it once did for the Starborn Prince. You may not possess his gifts like your brother, but I believe your bloodline and the synth shall compensate for it when I use my power upon you. To fill the tattoo—to fill  you— with power is, in essence, to blow the Horn.” 

Bryce’s  nostrils  flared.  “Blow   me,  asshole.”  She  snapped  her  head  back,  fast  enough  that even Micah couldn’t stop the collision of her skull with his nose. He stumbled, buying her time to twist and flee—

His hand didn’t let go, though. 

And with a shove, her shirt ripping down the back, Micah hurled her to the floor. 

Hunt’s  shout  was  lodged  in  his  throat,  but  Ruhn’s  echoed  through  the  conference  room  as Bryce skidded across the carpet. 

Lehabah screamed as Syrinx roared, and Bryce managed to snap, “Hide.” 

But the Archangel halted, surveying the woman sprawled on the floor before him. 

The tattoo down her back. Luna’s Horn contained within its dark ink. 

Bryce  scrambled  to  her  feet,  as  if  there  were  anywhere  to  go,  anywhere  to  hide  from  the Governor and his terrible power. She made it across the room, to the steps up to the mezzanine—

Micah moved fast as the wind. He wrapped a hand around her ankle and tossed her across

the room. 

Bryce’s  scream  as  she  collided  with  the  wood  table  and  it  shattered  beneath  her  was  the worst sound Hunt had ever heard. 

Ruhn breathed, “He’s going to fucking kill her.” 

Bryce  crawled  backward  through  the  debris  of  the  table,  blood  running  from  her  mouth  as she whispered to Micah, “You killed Danika and the pack.” 

Micah smiled. “I enjoyed every second of it.” 

The conference room shook. Or maybe that was just Hunt himself. 

And then the Archangel was upon her, and Hunt couldn’t bear it, the sight of him grabbing Bryce by the neck and throwing her across the room again, into those shelves. 

“Where is the  fucking Aux?” Ruhn screamed at Flynn. At Sabine. 

But her eyes were wide. Stunned. 

So slowly, Bryce crawled backward, up the mezzanine stairs again, clawing at the books to heave herself along. A gash leaked blood onto her leggings, bone gleaming beneath a protruding shard of wood. She panted, half sobbing, “Why?” 

Lehabah had crept to the metal bathroom door in the back of the library and managed to open it,  as  if  silently  signaling  Bryce  to  get  there—so  they  could  lock  themselves  inside  until  help arrived. 

“Did you learn, in all your research, that I am an investor in Redner Industries? That I have access to all its experiments?” 

“Oh fuck,” Isaiah said from across the pit. 

“And did you ever learn,” Micah went on, “what Danika  did for Redner Industries?” 

Bryce still crawled backward up the stairs. There was nowhere to go, though. “She did part-time security work.” 

“Is  that  how  she  sanitized  it  for  you?”  He  smirked.  “Danika  tracked  down  the  people  that Redner  wanted  her  to  find.  People  who  didn’t  want  to  be  found.  Including  a  group  of  Ophion rebels who had been experimenting with a formula for synthetic magic—to assist in the humans’

treachery. They’d dug into long-forgotten history and learned that the kristallos demons’ venom nullified  magic— our  magic.  So  these  clever  rebels  decided  to  look  into  why,  isolating  the proteins  that  were  targeted  by  that  venom.  The  source  of  magic.  Redner’s  human  spies  tipped him off, and out Danika went to bring in the research—and the people behind it.” 

Bryce gasped for breath, still slowly crawling upward. No one spoke in the conference room as she said, “The Asteri don’t approve of synthetic magic. How did Redner even get away with doing the research on it?” 

Hunt shook. She was buying herself time. 

Micah  seemed  all  too  happy  to  indulge  her.  “Because  Redner  knew  the  Asteri  would  shut down any synthetic magic research, that  I would shut their experiments down, they spun synth experiments as a drug for healing. Redner invited me to invest. The earliest trials were a success: with it, humans could heal faster than with any medwitch or Fae power. But later trials did not go according to plan. Vanir, we learned, went out of their minds when given it. And humans who took too much synth … well. Danika used her security clearance to steal footage of the trials—

and I suspect she left it for you, didn’t she?” 

Burning  Solas.  Up  and  up,  Bryce  crawled  along  the  stairs,  fingers  scrabbling  over  those ancient, precious books. “How did she learn what you were really up to?” 

“She always stuck her nose where it didn’t belong. Always wanting to protect the meek.” 

“From monsters like  you,” Bryce spat, still inching upward. Still buying herself time. 

Micah’s  smile  was  hideous.  “She  made  no  secret  that  she  kept  an  eye  on  the  synth  trials, because she was keen to find a way to help her weak, vulnerable, half-human friend. You, who would  inherit  no  power—she  wondered  if  it  might  give  you  a  fighting  chance  against  the predators  who  rule  this  world.  And  when  she  saw  the  horrors  the  synth  could  bring  about,  she became  concerned for the test subjects. Concerned for what it’d do to humans if it leaked into the world. But Redner’s employees said Danika had her own research there, too. No one knew what, but she spent time in their labs outside of her own duties.” 

All of it had to be on the flash drive Bryce had found. Hunt prayed she’d put it somewhere safe. Wondered what other bombshells might be on it. 

Bryce said, “She was never selling the synth on that boat, was she?” 

“No. By that point, I’d realized I needed someone with unrestricted access to the temple to take the Horn—I would be too easily noticed. So when she stole the synth trial footage, I had my chance to use her.” 

Bryce made it up another step. “You dumped the synth into the streets.” 

Micah kept trailing her. “Yes. I knew Danika’s constant need to be the hero would send her running after it, to save the low-lifes of Lunathion from destroying themselves with it. She got most of it, but not all. When I told her I’d seen her on the river, when I claimed no one would believe the Party Princess was trying to get drugs off the streets, her hands were tied. I told her I’d forget about it, if she did one little favor for me, at just the right moment.” 

“You caused the blackout that night she stole the Horn.” 

“I did. But I underestimated Danika. She’d been wary of my interest in the synth long before I  leaked  it  onto  the  streets,  and  when  I  blackmailed  her  into  stealing  the  Horn,  she  must  have realized the connection between the two. That the Horn could be repaired by synth.” 

“So you killed her for it?” Another step, another question to buy herself time. 

“I killed her because she hid the Horn before I could repair it with the synth. And thus help my people.” 

“I’d  think  your  power  alone  would  be  enough  for  that,”  Bryce  said,  as  if  trying  flattery  to save herself. 

The Archangel looked truly sad for a moment. “Even my power is not enough to help them. 

To keep war from Valbara’s shores. For that, I need help from beyond our own world. The Horn will  open  a  portal—and  allow  me  to  summon  an  army  to  decimate  the  human  rebels  and  end their wanton destruction.” 

“What world?” Bryce asked, blanching. “Hel?” 

“Hel  would  resist  kneeling  to  me.  But  ancient  lore  whispers  of  other  worlds  that  exist  that would  bow  to  a  power  like  mine—and  bow  to  the  Horn.”  He  smiled,  cold  as  a  deep-sea  fish. 

“The one who possesses the Horn at full power can do anything. Perhaps establish oneself as an Asteri.” 

“Their power is born, not made,” Bryce snapped, even as her face turned ashen. 

“With the Horn, you would not need to inherit a star’s might to rule. And the Asteri would recognize that. Welcome me as one of them.” Another soft laugh. 

“You killed those two CCU students.” 

“No. They were slaughtered by a satyr high on synth—while Danika was busy stealing the

Horn that night. I’m sure the guilt of it ate her up.” 

Bryce  was  shaking.  Hunt  was,  too.  “So  you  went  to  the  apartment  and  killed  her  and  the Pack of Devils?” 

“I waited until Philip Briggs was released.” 

She murmured, “He had the black salt in his lab that would incriminate him.” 

“Yes.  Once  he  was  again  on  the  streets,  I  went  to  Danika’s  apartment—your  apartment—

disabled the Pack of Devils with my power, and injected her with the synth. And watched as she ripped them apart before turning on herself.” 

Bryce was crying in earnest now. “She didn’t tell you, though. Where the Horn was.” 

Micah shrugged. “She held out.” 

“And what—you summoned the kristallos afterward to cover your tracks? Let it attack you

in the alley to keep your triarii from suspecting you? Or just to give yourself a reason to monitor this case so closely without raising any eyebrows? And then you waited two fucking years?” 

He  frowned.  “I  have  spent  these  past  two  years  looking  for  the  Horn,  calling  kristallos demons to track it down for me, but I couldn’t find a trace of it. Until I realized  I didn’t have to do the legwork. Because you, Bryce Quinlan, were the key to finding the Horn. I knew Danika had hidden it somewhere, and  you, if I gave you a chance for vengeance, would lead me to it. All my power couldn’t find it, but you—you loved her. And the power of your love would bring the Horn  to  me.  Would  fuel  your  need  for  justice  and  lead  you  right  to  it.”  He  snorted.  “But  there was  a  chance  you  might  not  get  that  far—not  alone.  So  I  planted  a  seed  in  the  mind  of  the Autumn King.” 

Everyone in the room looked to the stone-faced Fae male. 

Ruhn growled at his father, “He played you like a fucking fiddle.” 

The Autumn King’s amber eyes flashed with white-hot rage. But Micah went on before he

could speak. “I knew a bit of taunting about the Fae’s waning power, about the loss of the Horn, would rankle his pride  just enough for him to order his Starborn son to look for it.” 

Bryce let out a long breath. “So if I couldn’t find it, then Ruhn might.” 

Ruhn blinked. “I—every time I went to look for the Horn …” He paled. “I always had the

urge to go to Bryce.” He twisted in his seat to meet Hunt’s stare and said to him mind-to-mind,  I thought it was the gallery, some knowledge in there, but … fuck, it was her. 

 Your Starborn connection to her and the Horn must have overcome  even the masking power of the Archesian amulet, Hunt answered.  That’s quite a bond, Prince. 

Bryce demanded, “And summoning the kristallos these months? The murders?” 

Micah drawled, “I summoned the kristallos to nudge you both along, making sure it kept just enough  out  of  camera  range,  knowing  its  connection  to  the  Horn  would  lead  you  toward  it. 

Injecting Tertian, the acolyte, and the temple guard with the synth—letting them rip themselves apart—was  also  to  prompt  you.  Tertian,  to  give  us  an  excuse  to  come  to  you  for  this investigation, and the others to keep pointing you toward the Horn. I targeted two people from the temple that were on duty the night Danika stole it.” 

“And  the  bombing  at  the  White  Raven,  with  an  image  of  the  Horn  on  the  crate?  Another nudge?” 

“Yes,  and  to  raise  suspicions  that  humans  were  behind  everything.  I  planted  bombs throughout the city, in places I thought you might go. When Athalar’s phone location pinged at the club, I knew the gods were helping me along. So I remotely detonated it.” 

“I could have died.” 

“Maybe. But I was willing to bet Athalar would shield you. And why not cause a little chaos, to stir more resentment between the humans and Vanir? It would only make it easier to convince others of the wisdom of my plan to end this conflict. Especially at a cost most would deem too

high.” 

Hunt’s head swam. No one in the room spoke. 

Bryce  slowed  her  retreat  as  she  winced  in  pain,  “And  the  apartment  building?  I  thought  it was Hunt, but it wasn’t, was it? It was you.” 

“Yes. Your landlord’s request went to all of my triarii. And to me. I knew Danika had left nothing  there.  But  by  that  time,  Bryce  Quinlan,  I  was  enjoying  watching  you  squirm.  I  knew Athalar’s  plan  to  acquire  the  synth  would  soon  be  exposed—and  I  took  a  guess  that  you’d  be willing  to  believe  the  worst  of  him.  That  he’d  used  the  lightning  in  his  veins  to  endanger innocent people. He’s a killer. I thought you might need a reminder. That it played into Athalar’s guilt was an unexpected boon.” 

Hunt ignored the eyes that glanced his way. The fucking asshole had never planned to honor his bargain. If he’d solved the case, Micah would have killed him. Killed them both. He’d been played like a fucking fool. 

Bryce asked, voice raw, “When did you start to think it was me?” 

“That  night  it  attacked  Athalar  in  the  garden.  I  realized  only  later  that  he’d  probably  come into  contact  with  one  of  Danika’s  personal  items,  which  must  have  come  into  contact  with  the Horn.” 

Hunt had touched Danika’s leather jacket that day. Gotten its scent on him. 

“Once  I  got  Athalar  off  the  streets,  I  summoned  the  kristallos  again—and  it  went  right  to you. The only thing that had changed was that you finally, finally took that amulet off. And then

…” He chuckled. “I looked at Hunt Athalar’s photos of your time together. Including that one of your back. The tattoo you had inked there, days before Danika’s death, according to the list of Danika’s  last  locations  Ruhn  Danaan  sent  to  you  and  Athalar—whose  account  is  easily accessible to me.” 

Bryce’s fingers curled into the carpet, as if she’d sprout claws. “How do you know the Horn will even work now that it’s in my back?” 

“The Horn’s physical shape doesn’t matter. Whether it is fashioned as a horn or a necklace or a powder mixed with witch-ink, its power remains.” 

Hunt  silently  swore.  He  and  Bryce  had  never  visited  the  tattoo  parlor.  Bryce  had  said  she knew why Danika was there. 

Micah  went  on,  “Danika  knew  the  Archesian  amulet  would  hide  you  from  any  detection, magical or demonic. With that amulet, you were  invisible to the kristallos, bred to hunt the Horn. 

I  suspect  she  knew  that  Jesiba  Roga  has  similar  enchantments  upon  this  gallery,  and  perhaps Danika placed some upon your apartments—your old one and the one she left to you—to make sure you would be even more veiled from it.” 

Hunt scanned the gallery camera feeds from the street. Where the fuck was the Aux? 

Bryce  spat,  “And  you  thought  no  one  would  figure  this  out?  What  about  Briggs’s testimony?” 

“Briggs is a raving fanatic who’d been caught by Danika before a planned bombing. No one would listen to his pleas of innocence.” Especially when his lawyer had been provided by Micah. 

Bryce glanced up at the camera. As if checking that it was on. 

Sabine whispered, “She’s been leading him along to get a full confession.” 

Despite the terror tightening his body, pride flared through Hunt. 

Micah smiled again. “So here we are.” 

“You’re a piece of shit,” Bryce said. 

But  then  Micah  reached  into  his  jacket  pocket.  Pulled  out  a  needle.  Full  of  clear  liquid. 

“Calling me names isn’t going to stop me from using the Horn.” 

Hunt’s breath sawed through his chest. 

Micah  advanced  on  her.  “The  Horn’s  remnants  are  now  embedded  in  your  flesh.  When  I inject  you  with  synth,  the  healing  properties  in  it  will  target  and  fix  whatever  it  finds  to  be broken. And the Horn will again be whole. Ready for me to learn if it works at last.” 

“You’d risk opening a portal to another fucking world in the middle of Crescent City,” she spat, inching farther away, “just to  learn if it works?” 

“If I am correct, the benefits shall far outweigh any casualties,” Micah answered mildly as a bead  of  liquid  gleamed  on  the  syringe’s  tip.  “Too  bad  you  will  not  survive  the  synth’s  side effects in order to see for yourself.” 

Bryce lunged  for  a book  on  a low-lying  shelf  along  the stairs,  but  Micah halted  her  with  a leash of wind. 

Her face crumpled as the Archangel knelt over her. “No.” 

This couldn’t happen; Hunt couldn’t  let this happen. 

But  Bryce  could  do  nothing,  Hunt  could  do  nothing,  as  Micah  stabbed  the  needle  into  her thigh. Drained it to the hilt. She screamed, thrashing, but Micah stepped back. 

His power must have lessened its hold on her, because she sagged to the carpeted steps. 

The bastard glanced at the clock. Assessing how much time remained until she tore herself apart.  And  slowly,  the  wounds  on  her  battered  body  began  to  seal.  Her  split  lip  healed  fully—

though the bone-deep gash in her thigh knit far more slowly. 

Smiling, Micah reached for the tattoo on her exposed back. “Shall we?” 

But Bryce moved again—and this time Micah’s power didn’t catch her before she grabbed a

book from the shelf and clutched it tight. 

Golden  light  erupted  from  the  book,  a  bubble  against  which  Micah’s  hand  bounced harmlessly off. He pushed. The bubble would not yield. 

Thank  the  gods.  If  it  could  buy  her  just  a  few  more  minutes  until  help  came  …  But  what could an Aux pack do against an Archangel? Hunt strained against his invisible bonds. Scoured his memory for anything that could be done, anyone left in the fucking city who might help—

“Very well,” Micah said, that smile remaining as he again tested the golden barrier. “There are other ways to get you to yield.” 

Bryce  was  shaking  in  her  golden  bubble.  Hunt’s  heart  stopped  as  Micah  strode  down  the mezzanine  steps.  Heading  straight  for  where  Syrinx  cowered  behind  the  couch.  “No,”  Bryce breathed.  “No— ” 

The chimera thrashed, biting at the Archangel, who grabbed him by the scruff of his neck. 

Bryce dropped the book. The golden bubble vanished. But when she tried to rise on her still-healing leg, it collapsed. Even the synth couldn’t heal fast enough for it to bear weight. 

Micah just carried Syrinx along. Over to the tank. 

“PLEASE,” Bryce screamed. Again, she tried to move. Again, again, again. 

But Micah didn’t even falter as he opened the door to the small stairs that led to the top of the nøkk’s tank. Bryce’s screaming was unending. 

Declan  switched  the  feed  over  to  a  camera  atop  the  tank—just  as  Micah  flipped  open  the feeding hatch. And threw Syrinx into the water. 
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He couldn’t swim. 

Syrinx couldn’t swim. He didn’t stand a chance of getting out, getting free of the nøkk—

From her angle below, Bryce could only glimpse the bottoms of Syrinx’s frantic, desperate legs  as  he  struggled  to  stay  at  the  surface.  She  dropped  the  book,  the  golden  bubble  rupturing, and tried to rise to her feet. 

Micah emerged from the door to the tank stairwell. His power hit her a moment later. 

It flipped her, pinning her facedown on the carpeted stairs. Exposing her back to him. 

She writhed, the ebbing pain in her leg secondary to the tingling numbness creeping through her blood. Syrinx was drowning, he was—

Micah  loomed  over  her.  She  stretched  her  arm  out—toward  the  shelf.  Her  tingling  fingers brushed over the titles.  On the Divine Number;  The Walking Dead;  The Book of Breathings;  The Queen with Many Faces …

Syrinx was thrashing and thrashing, still fighting so hard—

And then Micah sent a blast of white-hot flame straight into her back. Into the Horn. 

She screamed, even as the fire didn’t burn, but rather absorbed into the ink, raw power filling her, flame turning to ice and cracking through her blood like shifting glaciers. 

The air in the room seemed to suck in on itself, tighter and tighter and tighter—

It  blasted  outward  in  a  violent  ripple.  Bryce  screamed,  hoarfrost  in  her  veins  sizzling  into burning agony. Upstairs, glass shattered. Then nothing. 

Nothing. She shuddered on the ground, tingling ice and searing flame spasming through her. 

Micah looked around. Waited. 

Bryce  could  barely  breathe,  trembling  as  she  waited  for  a  portal  to  open,  for  some  hole  to another world to appear. But nothing occurred. 

Disappointment flickered in Micah’s eyes before he said, “Interesting.” 

The word told her enough: he’d try again. And again. It wouldn’t matter if she was alive or a pile of self-destructed pulp. Her body would still bear the Horn’s ink—the Horn itself. He’d lug around her corpse if he had to until he found a way to open a portal to another world. 

She’d  figured  it  out  in  the  hours  after  the  kristallos’s  attack  at  the  docks,  when  she’d  seen herself in the mirror. And began to suspect that the tattoo on her back was not in any alphabet she knew because it was  not an alphabet. Not one from Midgard. She’d looked again at all the locations  Danika  had  visited  that  last  week,  and  saw  that  only  the  tattoo  shop  had  gone unchecked.  Then  she’d  realized  the  amulet  was  gone,  and  she  had  been  attacked.  Just  as  Hunt had been attacked by the kristallos in the park—after he’d touched Danika’s jacket in the gallery. 

Touched Danika’s scent, full of the Horn. 

Bryce  strained,  hauling  herself  against  the  invisible  grip  of  Micah’s  power.  Her  fingers brushed a dark purple book spine. 

Syrinx, Syrinx, Syrinx—

“Maybe  carving  the  Horn  from  you  will  be  more  effective,”  Micah  murmured.  A  knife hummed free from its sheath at his thigh. “This will hurt, I’m afraid.” 

Bryce’s finger hooked on the lip of the book’s spine.  Please. 

It did not move. Micah knelt over her. 

 Please, she begged the book.  Please. 

It slid toward her fingers. 

Bryce whipped the book from its shelf and splayed open its pages. 

Greenish light blasted from it. Right into Micah’s chest. 

It sent him rocketing back across the library, a clear shot to the open entry to the bathroom. 

To  where  Lehabah  waited  in  the  shadows  of  the  bathroom  door,  a  small  book  in  her  own hands, whose pages she opened to unleash another blast of power against the door, propelling it shut. 

The  book’s  power  hissed  over  the  bathroom  door,  sealing  it  tight.  Locking  the  Archangel within. 

Ruhn had not woken up this morning expecting to watch his sister die. 

And his father … Ruhn’s father said nothing at the horror that unfolded. 

For three heartbeats, Bryce lay on the steps as the last of her leg stitched itself together, while she stared at the shut bathroom door. It might have been funny, the idea of locking a near-god inside a bathroom, had it not been so fucking terrifying. 

A strangled voice growled behind Ruhn, “Help her.” 

Hunt. The muscles of his neck were bulging, fighting Sandriel’s grip on him. Indeed, Hunt’s eyes were on Sandriel as he snarled, “Help her.” 

The  metal  bathroom  door,  even  with  the  book’s  power  sealing  it,  wouldn’t  hold  Micah  for long.  Minutes,  if  that.  And  the  synth  in  Bryce’s  system  …  How  long  did  she  have  until  she turned herself into bloody ribbons? 

Lehabah rushed over to Bryce just as Hunt again growled at Sandriel, “Go stop him.” 

No  matter  that  even  at  ungodly  speeds,  it  would  take  Sandriel  an  hour  to  fly  there.  Thirty minutes by helicopter. 

A  choking  sound  filled  the  air  as  Sandriel  clamped  down  on  her  power,  silencing  Hunt’s voice. “This is Micah’s territory. I do not have the authority to intervene in his business.” 

Athalar still managed to get out, dark eyes blazing, “Fuck. You.” 

All  of  Sandriel’s  triarii  fixed  their  lethal  attention  on  Hunt.  He  didn’t  seem  to  give  a  shit, though. Not as Bryce gasped to Lehabah, “Get the tank’s feeding dock running.” 

The gaping wound in her thigh finally sealed shut thanks to the synth shooting through her blood. And then Bryce was up and running. 

The bathroom door shuddered. She didn’t so much as look back as she sprinted, still limping, for the stairs to the tank. She grabbed a knife off the ground. Micah’s knife. 

Ruhn had to remind himself to take a breath as Bryce hit the stairs, ripping a piece from her torn shirt, wrapping it around her thigh to bind the knife to her. A makeshift sheath. 

Declan switched the feed to the small chamber atop the tank, the water sloshing through the grated  floor.  A  three-foot  square  in  the  center  opened  into  the  gloom,  the  small  platform  on  a chain anchored to the top of the tank. Lehabah floated at the controls. “It’s not attacking him,” 

the sprite wept. “Syrie’s just limp there, he’s dead—” 

Bryce knelt, and began taking swift, deep breaths. Fast, fast, fast—

“What’s she doing?” Queen Hypaxia asked. 

“She’s hyperventilating,” Tharion murmured back. “To get more air into her lungs.” 

“Bryce,” Lehabah pleaded. “It’s a—” 

But then Bryce sucked in one last, mighty breath, and plunged beneath the surface. 

Into the nøkk’s lair. The feeding platform dropped with her, chain unraveling into the gloom, and as it raced past Bryce, she gripped the iron links, swimming down, down, down—

Bryce had no magic. No strength nor immortality to shield her. Not against the nøkk in the tank with her; not against the Archangel likely only a minute away from breaking through that bathroom door. Not against the synth that would destroy her if the rest didn’t. 

His sister, his brash, wild sister—knew all that and still went to save her friend. 

“It’s her Ordeal,” Flynn murmured. “This is her fucking Ordeal.” 
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The frigid water threatened to snatch the precious little breath from her lungs. 

Bryce refused to think of the cold, of the lingering pain in her healed leg, of the two monsters in this library with her. One, at least, had been contained behind the bathroom door. 

The other …

Bryce  kept  her  focus  upon  Syrinx,  refusing  to  let  her  terror  take  over,  to  let  it  rob  her  of breath as she reached the chimera’s limp body. 

She would not accept this. Not for a moment. 

Her lungs began burning, a growing tightness that she fought against as she bore Syrinx back toward  the  feeding  platform,  her  lifeline  out  of  the  water,  away  from  the  nøkk.  Her  fingers latched into the chain links as the dock rose back toward the surface. 

Lungs constricting, Bryce held Syrinx on the platform, letting it propel them up, up—

From the shadows of the rocks at the bottom, the nøkk burst forth. It was already smiling. 

The  nøkk  knew  she’d  come  for  Syrinx.  It  had  been  watching  her  in  the  library  for  weeks now. 

But the feeding platform broke the surface, Bryce with it, and she gasped down sweet, lifesaving air as she heaved Syrinx over the edge and gasped to Lehabah, “Chest compressions—” 

Clawed  hands  wrapped  around  her  ankles,  slicing  her  skin  as  they  yanked  her  back.  Her brow smashed into the metal rim of the platform before the cold water swallowed her once more. 

Hunt couldn’t breathe as the nøkk slammed Bryce into the glass of the tank so hard it cracked. 

The impact shook her from her stunned stupor, just as the nøkk snapped for her face. 

She dodged left, but it still had its talons on her shoulders, cutting into her skin. She reached for the knife she’d tied to her thigh—

The nøkk grabbed the knife from her hands, tossing it into the watery gloom. 

This was it. This was how she’d die. Not at Micah’s hand, not from the synth in her body, but by being ripped to shreds by the nøkk. 

Hunt could do nothing, nothing, nothing as it again snapped for her face—

Bryce moved again. Lunging not for a hidden weapon, but another sort of attack. 

She  punched  her  right  hand  low  into  the  nøkk’s  abdomen—and  dug  inside  the  nearly invisible front fold. It happened so fast Hunt wasn’t sure what she’d done. Until she twisted her wrist, and the nøkk arched in pain. 

Bubbles leaked from Bryce’s mouth as she wrenched its balls harder—

Every male in the pit flinched. 

The  nøkk  let  go,  falling  to  the  bottom.  It  was  the  opening  Bryce  needed.  She  drifted  back against the cracked glass, braced her legs, and pushed. 

It launched her into the open water. Blood from her head wound streamed in her wake, even as the synth healed the gash and prevented the blow from rendering her unconscious. 

The platform dropped into the water again. Lehabah had sent it down. A final lifeline. Bryce dolphin-kicked for it, her arms pointed in front of her. Blood swirled with each undulating kick. 

At the rocky bottom of the tank, the nøkk had recovered—and now bared its teeth up at the fleeing woman. Molten rage gleamed in its milky eyes. 

“Swim, Bryce,” Tharion growled. “Don’t look back.” 

The platform hit its lowest level. Bryce swam, her teeth gritted. The instinct to take a breath had to be horrendous. 

 Come on, Hunt prayed.  Come on. 

Bryce’s fingers wrapped around the bottom of the platform. Then the rim. The nøkk charged up from the depths, fury and death blazing in its monstrous face. 

“Don’t stop, Bryce,” Fury Axtar warned the screen. 

Bryce didn’t. Hand by hand by hand, she climbed the ascending chain, fighting for each foot gained toward the surface. 

Ten feet from the top. The nøkk reached the platform base. 

Five. The nøkk shot up the chain, closing in on her heels. 

Bryce broke the surface with a sharp gasp, her arms grappling, hauling, hauling—

She got her chest out. Her stomach. Her legs. 

The nøkk’s hands broke from the water, reaching. 

But Bryce had cleared its range. And now panted, dripping water into the churning surface beneath the grated floor. Head healed without a trace. 

The nøkk, unable to stand the touch of the air, dropped beneath the surface just as the feeding platform halted, sealing access to the water beneath. 

“Fucking Hel,” Fury whispered, running her shaking hands over her face. “Fucking Hel.” 

Bryce rushed to the unresponsive Syrinx and demanded from Lehabah, “Anything?” 

“No, it’s—” 

Bryce  began  chest  compressions,  two  fingers  on  the  center  of  the  chimera’s  sodden  chest. 

She closed his jaws and blew into his nostrils. Did it again. Again. Again. 

She didn’t speak. Didn’t beg any of the gods as she tried to resuscitate him. 

On a feed across the room, the bathroom door fizzled beneath Micah’s assaults. She had to get out. Had to run now, or she’d be ruptured into shards of bone—

Bryce stayed. Kept fighting for the chimera’s life. 

“Can  you  speak  through  the  audio?”  Ruhn  asked  Declan  and  Jesiba.  “Can  you  patch  us through?” He pointed to the screen. “Tell her to  get the fuck out now.” 

Jesiba said quietly, her face ashen, “It’s only one-way.” 

Bryce kept up the chest compressions, her soaking hair dripping, her skin bluish in the light from  the  tank,  as  if  she  were  a  corpse  herself.  And  scrawled  on  her  back,  cut  off  only  by  her black sports bra—the Horn. 

Even if she got free of the gallery, if she somehow survived the synth, Micah would …

Syrinx thrashed, vomiting water. Bryce let out a sob, but turned the chimera over, letting him cough it out. He convulsed, vomiting again, gasping for every breath. 

Lehabah had dragged a shirt up the steps from one of the desk drawers. She handed it to her, 

and Bryce swapped it with her ruined shirt before gathering the still-weak Syrinx in her arms and trying to stand. 

She moaned in pain, nearly dropping Syrinx as her leg gushed blood into the water below. 

Hunt had been so focused on the head wound he hadn’t seen the nøkk slash her calf—where

the  flesh  visible  through  her  leggings  remained  half-shredded.  Still  slowly  healing.  The  nøkk must have dug its claws in to the bone if the injury was so severe the synth was still stitching it together. 

Bryce said, “We have to run. Now. Before he gets out.” She didn’t wait for Lehabah to reply as she managed to get upright, carrying Syrinx. 

She limped—badly. And she moved so, so slowly toward the stairs. 

The  bathroom  door  heated  again,  the  metal  red-hot  as  Micah  attempted  to  melt  his  way through. 

Bryce panted through her teeth, a controlled  hiss-hiss-hiss with each step. Trying to master the pain  the  synth hadn’t  yet  taken away.  Trying  to  drag a  thirty-pound  chimera down  a  set  of steps on a shredded leg. 

The  bathroom  door  pulsed  with  light,  sparks  flying  from  its  cracks.  Bryce  reached  the library, took a limping step toward the main stairs up to the showroom, and whimpered. 

“Leave it,” the Autumn King growled. “Leave the chimera.” 

Hunt knew, even before Bryce took another step, that she would not. That she’d rather have her back peeled off by an Archangel than leave Syrinx behind. 

And he could see that Lehabah knew it, too. 

Bryce  was  a  third  of  the  way  up  the  stairs,  sparks  flying  from  the  seams  of  the  bathroom  door across the library behind them, when she realized Lehabah was not with her. 

Bryce  halted,  gasping  around  the  pain  in  her  calf  that  even  the  synth  could  not  dull,  and looked back at the base of the library stairs. “Forget the books, Lehabah,” she pleaded. 

If they survived, she’d kill Jesiba for even making the sprite hesitate.  Kill her. 

Yet Lehabah did not move. “Lehabah,” Bryce said, the name an order. 

Lehabah said softly, sadly, “You won’t make it in time, BB.” 

Bryce  took  one  step  up,  pain  flaring  up  her  calf.  Each  movement  kept  ripping  it  open,  an uphill  battle  against  the  synth  attempting  to  heal  her.  Before  it’d  rip  apart  her  sanity.  She swallowed her scream and said, “We have to try.” 

“Not we,” Lehabah whispered. “You.” 

Bryce felt her face drain of any remaining color. “You can’t.” Her voice cracked. 

“I  can,”  Lehabah  said.  “The  enchantments  won’t  hold  him  much  longer.  Let  me  buy  you time.” 

Bryce kept moving, gritting her teeth. “We can figure this out. We can get out together—” 

“No.” 

Bryce looked back to find Lehabah smiling softly. Still at the base of the stairs. “Let me do this for you, BB. For you, and for Syrinx.” 

Bryce couldn’t stop the sob that wrenched its way out of her. “You’re free, Lehabah.” 

The words rippled through the library as Bryce wept. “I traded with Jesiba for your freedom last week. I have the papers in my desk. I wanted to throw a party for it—to surprise you.” The bathroom  door  began  warping,  bending.  Bryce  sobbed,  “I  bought  you,  and  now  I  set  you  free, 

Lehabah.” 

Lehabah’s smile didn’t falter. “I know,” she said. “I peeked in your drawer.” 

And despite the monster trying to break loose behind them, Bryce choked on a laugh before she begged, “You are a free person—you do not have to do this. You are  free, Lehabah.” 

Yet Lehabah remained at the foot of the stairs. “Then let the world know that my first act of freedom was to help my friends.” 

Syrinx  shifted  in  Bryce’s  arms,  a  low,  pained  sound  breaking  from  him.  Bryce  thought  it might be the sound her own soul was making as she whispered, unable to bear this choice, this moment, “I love you, Lehabah.” 

The only words that ever mattered. 

“And I will love you always, BB.” The fire sprite breathed, “Go.” 

So  Bryce  did.  Gritting  her  teeth,  a  scream  breaking  from  her,  Bryce  heaved  herself  and Syrinx  up  the  stairs.  Toward  the  iron  door  at  the  top.  And  whatever  time  it’d  buy  them,  if  the synth didn’t destroy her first. 

The bathroom door groaned. 

Bryce glanced back—just once. To the friend who had stayed by her when no one else had. 

Who had refused to be anything but cheerful, even in the face of the darkness that had swallowed Bryce whole. 

Lehabah burned a deep, unfaltering ruby and began to move. 

First, a sweep of her arm upward. Then an arc down. A twirl, hair spiraling above her head. 

A dance, to summon her power. Whatever kernel of it a fire sprite might have. 

A glow spread along Lehabah’s body. 

So  Bryce  climbed.  And  with  each  painful  step  upward,  she  could  hear  Lehabah  whisper, almost  chanting,  “I  am  a  descendant  of  Ranthia  Drahl,  Queen  of  Embers.  She  is  with  me  now and I am not afraid.” 

Bryce reached the top of the stairs. 

Lehabah whispered, “My friends are behind me, and I will protect them.” 

Screaming,  Bryce  shoved  the  library  door.  Until  it  clanged  shut,  the  enchantments  sealing, cutting off Lehabah’s voice with it, and Bryce leaned against it, sliding to the floor as she sobbed through her teeth. 

Bryce had made it up to the showroom and locked the iron door behind her. Thank the gods for that—thank the fucking gods. 

Yet  Hunt  couldn’t  take  his  eyes  off  the  library  feed,  where  Lehabah  still  moved,  still summoned her power, repeating the words over and over:

“I am a descendant of Ranthia Drahl, Queen of Embers. She is with me now and I am not afraid.” 

Lehabah glowed, bright as the heart of a star. 

“My friends are behind me, and I will protect them.” 

The top of the bathroom door began to curl open. 

And Lehabah unleashed her power. Three blows. Perfectly aimed. 

Not to the bathroom door and Archangel behind it. No, Lehabah couldn’t slow Micah. 

But a hundred thousand gallons of water would. 

Lehabah’s shimmering blasts of power slammed into the glass tank. Right on top of the crack

that Bryce had made when the nøkk threw her into it. 

The creature, sensing the commotion, rose from the rocks. And recoiled in horror as Lehabah struck again. Again. The glass cracked further. 

And then Lehabah hurled herself against it. Pushed her tiny body against the crack. 

She  kept  whispering  the  words  over  and  over  again.  They  morphed  together  into  one sentence, a prayer, a challenge. 

 “My friends are with me and I am not afraid.” 

Hunt wrested control of his body enough that he was able to put a hand over his heart. The only salute he could make as Lehabah’s words whispered through the speakers. 

 “My friends are with me and I am not afraid.” 

One by one, the angels in the 33rd rose to their feet. Then Ruhn and his friends. And they, too, put their hands on their hearts as the smallest of their House pushed and pushed against the glass wall, burning gold as the nøkk tried to flee to any place it might survive what was about to come. 

Over and over, Lehabah whispered, “My friends are with me and I am not afraid.” 

The glass spiderwebbed. 

Everyone in the conference room rose to their feet. Only Sandriel, her attention fixed on the screen, did not notice. They all stood, and bore witness to the sprite who brought her death down upon herself, upon the nøkk—to save her friends. It was all they could offer her, this final respect and honor. 

Lehabah still pushed. Still shook with terror. Yet she did not stop. Not for one heartbeat. 

 “My friends are with me and I am not afraid.” 

The  bathroom  door  tore  open,  metal  curling  aside  to  reveal  Micah,  glowing  as  if  newly forged, as if he’d rend this world apart. He surveyed the library, eyes landing on Lehabah and the cracked tank wall. 

The sprite whirled, back pressed against the glass. She hissed at Micah, “This is for Syrinx.” 

She slammed her little burning palm into the glass. 

And a hundred thousand gallons of water exploded into the library. 
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Flashing red lights erupted, casting the world into flickering color. A roar rose from below, the gallery shuddering. 

Bryce knew. 

She knew the tank had exploded, and that Lehabah had been wiped away with it. Knew the

nøkk,  exposed  to  the  air,  had  been  killed,  too.  Knew  that  Micah  would  only  be  slowed  for  so long. 

Syrinx  was  still  whimpering  in  her  arms.  Glass  littered  the  gallery  floor,  the  window  to Jesiba’s office shattered a level above. 

Lehabah was dead. 

Bryce’s  fingers  curled  into  claws  at  her  side.  The  red  light  of  the  warning  alarms  washed over her vision. She welcomed the synth into her heart. Every destructive, raging, frozen ounce of it. 

Bryce crawled for the front door, broken glass tinkling. Power, hollow and cold, thrummed at her fingertips. 

She grabbed the handle and hoisted herself upright. Yanked the door open to the golden light of late afternoon. 

But she did not go through it. 

That was not what Lehabah had bought her time to do. 

Hunt knew Lehabah was killed instantly, as surely as a torch plunged into a bucket of water. 

The tidal wave threw the nøkk onto the mezzanine, where it thrashed, choking on the air as it ate away its skin. It even blasted Micah back into the bathroom. 

Hunt just stared and stared. The sprite was gone. 

“Shit,” Ruhn was whispering. 

“Where’s Bryce?” Fury asked. 

The main floor of the gallery was empty. The front door lay open, but—

“Holy fuck,” Flynn whispered. 

Bryce was sprinting up the stairs. To Jesiba’s office. Only synth fueled that sprint. Only that kind of drug could override pain. And reason. 

Bryce set Syrinx on the ground as she entered the office—and then leapt over the desk. To the disassembled gun mounted on the wall above it. 

The Godslayer Rifle. 

“She’s  going  to  kill  him,”  Ruhn  whispered.  “She’s  going  to  kill  him  for  what  he  did  to

Danika and the pack.” Before she succumbed to the synth, Bryce would offer her friends nothing less than this. Her final moments of clarity. Of her life. 

Sabine was silent as death. But she trembled wildly. 

Hunt’s knees buckled. He couldn’t watch this. Wouldn’t watch it. 

Micah’s power rumbled in the library. Parted the water as he plowed across the space. 

Bryce grabbed the four parts of the Godslayer Rifle mounted on the wall and chucked them onto  the  desk.  Unlocked  the  safe  door  and  reached  inside.  She  pulled  out  a  glass  vial  and knocked back some sort of potion—another drug? Who knew what the sorceress kept in there?—

and then pulled out a slender golden bullet. 

It was six inches long, its surface engraved with a grinning, winged skull on one side. On the other, two simple words:

 Memento Mori. 

 Remember  that  you  will  die.   They  now  seemed  more  of  a  promise  than  the  mild  reminder from the Meat Market. 

Bryce clenched the bullet between her teeth as she hauled the first piece of the rifle toward her. Fitted the second. 

Micah surged up the stairs, death incarnate. 

Bryce whirled toward the open interior window. She threw out a hand, and the third piece of the  rifle—the  barrel—flew  from  the  desk  into  her  splayed  fingers,  borne  on  magic  she  did  not naturally  possess,  thanks  to  the  synth  coursing  through  her  veins.  A  few  movements  had  her locking it into place. 

She  ran  for  the  shattered  window,  assembling  the  rifle  as  she  went,  summoning  the  final piece from the desk on an invisible wind, that golden bullet still clenched in her teeth. 

Hunt had never seen anyone assemble a gun without looking at it, running toward a target. 

As if she had done it a thousand times. 

She had, Hunt remembered. 

Bryce might have been fathered by the Autumn King, but she was Randall Silago’s daughter. 

And the legendary sharpshooter had taught her well. 

Bryce clicked the last piece into place and dropped into a slide, finally loading the bullet. She careened into a stop before the gaping window, rising onto her knees as she braced the Godslayer against her shoulder. 

And in the two seconds it took Bryce to line up her shot, in the two seconds it took for her to loose  a  steadying  breath,  Hunt  knew  those  seconds  were  Lehabah’s.  Knew  that’s  what  the sprite’s life had bought her friend. What Lehabah had offered to Bryce, and Bryce had accepted, understanding. 

Not a chance to run. No, there would never be any escaping Micah. 

Lehabah had offered Bryce the two extra seconds needed to kill an Archangel. 

Micah exploded out of the iron door. Metal embedded in the wood paneling of the gallery. 

The Governor whirled toward the open front door. To the trap Bryce had laid in opening it. 

So he wouldn’t look up. So he didn’t have time to even glance in Bryce’s direction before her finger curled on the trigger. 

And she shot that bullet right through Micah’s fucking head. 
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Time warped and stretched. 

Hunt had the distinct feeling of falling backward, even though he was already against a wall and hadn’t so much as moved a muscle. 

Yet  the  coffee  in  the  mug  on  the  nearest  table  tilted,  the  liquid  endlessly  rocking,  rocking, rocking to one side—

The  death  of  an  Archangel,  of  a  world  power,  could  shudder  through  time  and  space.  A second could last an hour. A day. A year. 

So  Hunt  saw  everything.  Saw  the  endlessly  slow  movements  of  everyone  in  the  room,  the gaping shock that rippled, Sandriel’s outrage, Pollux’s white-faced disbelief, Ruhn’s terror—

The Godslayer bullet was still burrowing through Micah’s skull. Still twisting through bone and brain matter, dragging time in its wake. 

Then Bryce stood at the office’s blown-out window. A sword in both hands. 

Danika’s sword—she must have left it in the gallery on her last day alive. And Bryce must have  stashed  it  in  Jesiba’s  office,  where  it  had  stayed  hidden  for  two  years.  Hunt  saw  every minute expression on Sabine’s face, the widening of her pupils, the flow of her corn-silk hair as she reeled at the sight of the missing heirloom—

Bryce leapt from the window and into the showroom below. Hunt saw each movement of her

body, arcing as she raised the sword above her head, then brought it back down as she fell. 

He could have sworn the ancient steel cut the very air itself. And then it cut through Micah. 

Sliced  his  head  in  two  as  Bryce  drove  it  through,  the  sword  cleaving  a  path  into  his  body. 

Peeling him apart. Only Danika’s sword would do for this task. 

Hunt savored these final moments of her life, before the synth took over. Was this the first sign of it—this madness, this pure, frenzied rage? 

Bryce. His Bryce. His friend and … everything they had that was more than that. She was his and he was hers, and he should have told her that, should have told her in the Comitium lobby that  she  was  the  only  person  who  mattered,  who  would  ever  matter  to  him,  and  he’d  find  her again, even if it took him a thousand years, he’d find her and do everything Sandriel had mocked him about. 

Bryce still leapt, still kept cutting through Micah’s body. His blood rained upward. 

In normal time, it would have splattered. But in this warped existence, the Archangel’s blood rose like ruby bubbles, showering Bryce’s face, filling her screaming mouth. 

In this warped existence, he could see the synth heal every sliced, bruised place on Bryce as she cut her way down through Micah. Cut him in half. 

She  landed  on  the  green  carpet.  Hunt  expected  to  hear  bone  cracking.  But  her  calf  was wholly  healed.  The  last  gift  of  the  synth  before  it  destroyed  her.  Yet  in  her  eyes  …  he  saw  no haze of insanity, of self-destructive frenzy. Only cold, glittering vengeance. 

The two halves of Micah’s body fell away from each other and Bryce moved again. Another

swipe. Across his torso. And then another to his head. 

The red alarm lights were still blaring, but there was no mistaking the blood on Bryce. The white shirt that was now crimson. Her eyes remained clear, though. Still the synth did not take control. 

Hypaxia murmured, “The antidote is working. It’s working on her.” 

Hunt swayed then. He said to the witch, “I thought you were only sending over the venom.” 

Hypaxia  didn’t  take  her  eyes  off  the  screen.  “I  figured  out  how  to  stabilize  the  venom without needing to be present, and—I sent the antidote to her instead. Just … just in case.” 

And they’d watched Bryce down it like a bottle of whiskey. 

It had taken almost three minutes for the antidote to wholly destroy the synth in Hypaxia’s clinic.  Neither  Hunt  nor  the  witch-queen  took  their  eyes  off  Bryce  long  enough  to  count  the minutes until the synth had vanished from her body entirely. 

Bryce  walked  calmly  to  the  hidden  supply  closet.  Pulled  out  a  red  plastic  container.  And dumped the entire gallon of gasoline on the Governor’s dismembered corpse. 

“Holy fuck,” Ruhn whispered, over and over. “Holy fuck.” 

The rest of the room didn’t so much as breathe too loudly. Even Sandriel had no words as Bryce grabbed a pack of matches from a drawer in her desk. 

She struck one, and tossed it onto the Governor’s body. 

Flames erupted. The fireproofing enchantments on the art around her shimmered. 

There  would  be  no  chance  of  salvation.  Of  healing.  Not  for  Micah.  Not  after  what  he  had done to Danika Fendyr. To the Pack of Devils. And Lehabah. 

Bryce stared at the fire, her face still splattered with the Archangel’s blood. And finally, she lifted her eyes. Right to the camera. To the world watching. 

Vengeance  incarnate.  Wrath’s  bruised  heart.  She  would  bow  for  no  one.  Hunt’s  lightning sang at the sight of that brutal, beautiful face. 

Time sped up, the flames devouring Micah’s body, crisping his wings to cinders. They spat him out as ashes. 

Sirens wailed outside the gallery as the Auxiliary pulled up at last. 

Bryce slammed the front door shut as the first of the Fae units and wolf packs appeared. 

No  one,  not  even  Sandriel,  spoke  a  word  as  Bryce  took  out  the  vacuum  from  the  supply closet. And erased the last trace of Micah from the world. 
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A gas explosion, she told the Aux through the intercom, who apparently hadn’t been informed of the details by their superiors. She was fine. Just a private mess to deal with. 

No  mention  of  the  Archangel.  Of  the  ashes  she’d  vacuumed,  then  dumped  in  the  bin  out back. 

She’d gone up to Jesiba’s office afterward, to hold Syrinx, stroking his fur, kissing his still-damp head, whispering repeatedly, “It’s okay. You’re okay.” 

He’d  eventually  fallen  asleep  in  her  lap,  and  when  she’d  assured  herself  that  his  breathing was unlabored, she’d finally pulled her phone from the pocket in the back of her leggings. 

She  had  seven  missed  calls,  all  from  Jesiba.  And  a  string  of  messages.  She  barely comprehended the earlier ones, but the one that had arrived a minute ago said,  Tell me that you are all right. 

Her fingers were distant, her blood pounded in her ears. But she wrote back,  Fine. Did you see what happened? 

Jesiba’s reply came a moment later. 

 Yes. The entire thing.  Then the sorceress added,  Everyone at the Summit did. 

Bryce just wrote back,  Good. 

She put her phone on silent, tucking it back in her pocket, and ventured down to the watery ruin of the archives. 

There was no trace of Lehabah in the mostly submerged library. Not even a smudge of ash. 

The  nøkk’s  corpse  lay  sprawled  on  the  mezzanine,  its  dried-out  skin  flaking  away,  one clawed hand still gripping the iron bars of the balcony rail. 

Jesiba had enough spells on the library that the books and the small tanks and terrariums had been shielded from the wave, though their occupants were near-frantic, but the building itself …

The silence roared around her. 

Lehabah was gone. There was no voice at her shoulder, grousing about the mess. 

And Danika … She tucked away the truth Micah had revealed. The Horn on her back, healed

and functional again. She felt no different—wouldn’t have known it was awake were it not for the horrific blast the Archangel had unleashed. At least a portal hadn’t opened. At least she had that. 

She knew the world was coming. It would arrive on her doorstep soon. 

And she might very well burn for what she’d just done. 

So  Bryce  trudged  back  upstairs.  Her  leg  was  healed.  Every  ache  was  gone;  the  synth  was cleansed from her system—

Bryce  puked  into  the  trash  can  beside  her  desk.  The  venom  in  the  antidote  had  burned  as fiercely as it had gone down, but she didn’t stop. Not until there was nothing left but spittle. 

She should call someone. Anyone. 

Still, the doorbell did not ring. No one came to punish her for what she’d done. Syrinx was still  sleeping,  curled  into  a  tight  ball.  Bryce  crossed  the  gallery  and  opened  the  door  for  the world. 

It was then that she heard the screaming. She grabbed Syrinx and ran toward it. 

And when she arrived, she realized why no one had come for her, or for the Horn inked in her flesh. 

They had far bigger problems to deal with. 

Chaos reigned at the Summit. The Asterian Guard had flown off, presumably to get instructions from  their  masters,  and  Sandriel  just  gaped  at  the  feed  that  had  shown  Bryce  Quinlan  casually vacuuming up the ashes of a Governor as if she’d spilled chips on the carpet. 

She  was  distracted  enough  that  Hunt  was  able  to  finally  move.  He  slid  into  the  empty  seat beside Ruhn and Flynn. His voice was low. “This just went from bad to worse.” 

Indeed, the Autumn King had Declan Emmet and two other techs on six different computers, monitoring  everything  from  the  gallery  to  the  news  to  the  movements  of  the  Aux  through  the city. Tristan Flynn was again on his phone, arguing with someone in the Fae command post. 

Ruhn rubbed his face. “They’ll kill her for this.” 

For  murdering  a  Governor.  For  proving  a  sprite  and  a  half-human  woman  could  take  on  a Governor and win. It was absurd. As likely as a minnow slaying a shark. 

Sabine still stared at the screens, unseeing as the ancient Prime, currently dozing in his chair beside  her.  A  tired,  weary  wolf  ready  for  his  last  slumber.  Amelie  Ravenscroft,  still  pale  and shaky, handed Sabine a glass of water. The future Prime ignored it. 

Across  the  room,  Sandriel  rose,  a  phone  to  her  ear.  She  looked  at  none  of  them  as  she ascended the steps out of the pit and left, her triarii falling into rank around her, Pollux already mastering himself enough to recover his swagger. 

Hunt’s stomach churned as he wondered if Sandriel was moments away from being crowned

Archangel of Valbara. Pollux was grinning widely enough to confirm the possibility. Fuck. 

Ruhn glanced at Hunt. “We need to figure out a plan, Athalar.” 

For  Bryce.  To  somehow  shield  her  from  the  fallout  of  this.  If  such  a  thing  were  even possible. If the Asteri weren’t already moving against her, already telling Sandriel what to do. To eliminate the threat Bryce had just made herself into, even without the Horn inked in her back. 

At least Micah’s  experiment had failed. At least they had that. 

Ruhn said again, more to himself, “They’ll kill her for this.” 

Queen Hypaxia took a seat at Hunt’s other side, giving him a warning look as she held up a key.  She  fitted  it  into  Hunt’s  manacles  and  the  gorsian  stones  thumped  to  the  table.  “I  believe they have bigger issues at hand,” she said, gesturing to the city cameras Declan had pulled up. 

Quiet rippled through the conference room. 

“Tell me that’s not what I think it is,” Ruhn said. 

Micah’s experiment with the Horn hadn’t failed at all. 
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Bryce took one look at the Heart Gate in the Old Square and sprinted home, Syrinx in her arms. 

Micah had indeed wielded the Horn successfully. And it had opened a portal right through the  mouth  of  the  Heart  Gate,  drawing  upon  the  magic  in  its  quartz  walls.  Bryce  had  taken  one look at what sailed out of the void suspended in the Heart Gate and knew Micah had not opened a portal to unknown worlds, as he’d intended. This one went straight to Hel. 

People  screamed  as  winged,  scaled  demons  soared  out  of  the  Gate—demons  from  the  Pit itself. 

At  her  building,  she  yelled  at  Marrin  to  get  into  the  basement,  along  with  any  tenants  he could bring with him. And to call his family, his friends, and warn them to get somewhere secure

—the bomb shelters, if they could—and hunker down with whatever weapons were available. 

She left Syrinx in the apartment, laid down a massive bowl of water, and took the lid off the food bin entirely. He could feed himself. She piled blankets on the couch, tucking him into them, and kissed him once on his furry head before she grabbed what she needed and ran out the door again. 

She raced to the roof, shrugging on Danika’s leather jacket, then tying the Fendyr family’s sword  across  her  back.  She  tucked  one  of  Hunt’s  handguns  into  the  waist  of  her  jeans, shouldered his rifle, and slid as many packs of ammo as she could into her pockets. She surveyed the city and her blood turned to ice. It was worse—so much worse—than she’d imagined. 

Micah hadn’t just opened a portal to Hel in the Heart Gate. He’d opened one in  every  Gate. 

Every one of the seven quartz arches was a doorway to Hel. 

Screams from below rose as the demons raced from the voids and into the defenseless city. 

A siren wailed. A warning cry—and an order. 

Bomb  shelters  opened,  their  automatic  foot-thick  doors  sliding  aside  to  let  in  those  already gathered. Bryce lifted her phone to her ear. 

Juniper, for once, picked up on the first ring. “Oh gods, Bryce—” 

 “Get somewhere safe!” 

“I am, I am,” Juniper sobbed. “We were having a dress rehearsal with some big donors, and we’re  all  in  the  shelter  down  the  block,  and—”  Another  sob.  “Bryce,  they’re  saying  they’re going to shut the door early.” 

Horror lurched through her. “People need to get in. They need every moment you can spare.” 

Juniper wept. “I told them that, but they’re frantic and won’t listen. They won’t let humans in.” 

“Fucking  bastards,”  Bryce  breathed,  studying  the  shelter  still  open  down  her  block—the

people  streaming  inside.  The  shelters  could  be  shut  manually  at  any  time,  but  all  would  close within an hour. Sealed until the threat was dealt with. 

Juniper’s  voice  crackled.  “I’ll   make  them  hold  the  doors.  But  Bryce,  it’s—”  Reception  cut out as she presumably moved farther into the shelter, and Bryce glanced northward, toward the theaters. Mere blocks from the Heart Gate. “Mess of—” Another crackle. “Safe?” 

“I’m safe,” Bryce lied. “Stay in the shelter. Hold the doors for as long as you can.” 

But  Juniper,  sweet  and  determined  and  brave,  wouldn’t  be  able  to  calm  a  panicked  crowd. 

Especially one draped in finery—and convinced of their right to live at the expense of all others. 

Juniper’s voice crackled again, so Bryce just said, “I love you, June.” And hung up. 

She  fired  off  a  message  to  Jesiba  about  the  literal  Hel  being  unleashed,  and  when  she received no instantaneous reply, added another saying that she was heading out into it. Because someone had to. 

Demons soared into the skies from the Moonwood Gate. Bryce could only pray the Den had

gone into lockdown already. But the Den had guards by the dozen and powerful enchantments. 

Parts of this city had no protection at all. 

It was enough to send her sprinting for the stairs off the roof. Down through the building. 

And into the chaotic streets below. 

“Demons are coming out of every Gate,” Declan reported over the clamor of various leaders and their teams shouting into their phones. The Gates now held black voids within their archways. As if an invisible set of doors had been opened within them. 

He  could  only  see  six  of  them  on  his  screens,  since  the  Bone  Quarter  had  no  cameras,  but Declan supposed he could safely assume the Dead Gate across the Istros held the same darkness. 

Jesiba  Roga  made  no  attempt  to  contact  the  Under-King,  but  kept  her  eyes  fixed  on  the  feeds. 

Her face was ashen. 

It  didn’t  matter,  Hunt  thought,  looking  over  Declan’s  shoulder.  The  denizens  of  the  Bone Quarter were already dead. 

Calls were going out—many weren’t being answered. Sabine barked orders at Amelie, both

of them pressing phones to their ears as they tried to reach the Alphas of the city packs. 

On every screen in the conference center, cameras from around Crescent City revealed a land of nightmares. Hunt didn’t know where to look. Each new image was more awful than the last. 

Demons  he  recognized  with  chilling  clarity—the  worst  of  the  worst—poured  into  the  city through  the  Gates.  Demons  that  had  been  an  effort  for   him  to  kill.  The  people  of  Lunathion didn’t stand a chance. 

Not the urbane, clever demons like Aidas. No, these were the grunts. The beasts of the Pit. 

Its wild dogs, hungry for easy prey. 

In FiRo, the iridescent bubbles of the villas’ defense enchantments already gleamed. Locking out  anyone  poor  or  unlucky  enough  to  be  on  the  streets.  It  was  there,  in  front  of  the  ironclad walls of the city’s richest citizens, that the Aux had been ordered to go. To protect the already safe. 

Hunt snarled at Sabine, “Tell your packs there are defenseless homes where they’re needed

—” 

“These  are  the  protocols,”  Sabine  snarled  back.  Amelie  Ravenscroft,  at  least,  had  the decency to flush with shame and lower her head. But she didn’t dare speak out of turn. 

Hunt  growled,  “Fuck  the  protocols.”  He  pointed  to  the  screens.  “Those  assholes  have enchantments  and panic rooms in their villas. The people on the streets have  nothing.” 

Sabine  ignored  him.  But  Ruhn  ordered  his  father,  “Pull  our  forces  from  FiRo.  Send  them where they’re needed.” 

The Autumn King’s jaw worked. But he said, “The protocols are in place for a reason. We

will not abandon them to chaos.” 

Hunt demanded, “Are you both fucking kidding me?” 

The afternoon sun inched toward the horizon. He didn’t want to think about how much worse it would get once night fell. 

“I don’t care if they don’t want to,” Tharion was yelling into his phone. “Tell them to  go to shore.” A pause. “Then tell them to take anyone they can carry under the surface! ” 

Isaiah was on the phone across the room. “No, that time warp was just some spell that went wrong, Naomi. Yeah, it caused the Gates to open. No, get the 33rd to the Old Square.  Get them to the Old Square Gate right now. I don’t care if they all get ripped to shreds—” Isaiah pulled his phone away from his ear, blinking at the screen. 

Isaiah’s  eyes  met  Hunt’s.  “The  CBD  is  under  siege.  The  33rd  are  being  slaughtered.”  He didn’t muse whether Naomi had just been one of them, or had merely lost her phone in the fight. 

Ruhn and Flynn dialed number after number. No one answered. As if the Fae leaders left in the city were all dead, too. 

Sabine got through. “Ithan—report.” 

Declan  wordlessly  patched  Sabine’s  number  through  to  the  room’s  speakers.  Ithan Holstrom’s  panting  filled  the  space,  his  location  pinging  from  outside  the  bespelled  and impenetrable Den. Unearthly, feral growls that did not belong to wolves cut between his words. 

“They’re fucking  everywhere. We can barely keep them away—” 

“Hold positions,” Sabine commanded.  “Hold your positions and await further orders.” 

Humans and Vanir alike were running, children in their arms, to any open shelter they could find. Many were already shut, sealed by the frantic people inside. 

Hunt asked Isaiah, “How long until the 32nd can make it down from Hilene?” 

“An  hour,”  the  angel  replied,  eyes  on  the  screen.  On  the  slaughter,  on  the  panicking  city. 

“They’ll be too late.” And if Naomi was down, either injured or dead …  Fuck. 

Flynn thundered at someone on the phone, “Get the Rose Gate surrounded  now. You’re just handing the city to them.” 

Hunt surveyed the bloodshed and sorted through the city’s few options. They’d need armies to surround all seven Gates that opened to Hel—and find some way to close those portals. 

Hypaxia had risen from her seat. She studied the screens with grim determination and said calmly into her phone, “Suit up and move out. We’re heading in.” 

Everyone  turned  toward  her.  The  young  queen  didn’t  seem  to  notice.  She  just  ordered whoever was on the line, “To the city. Now.” 

Sabine hissed, “You’ll all be slaughtered.” And too late, Hunt didn’t say. 

Hypaxia ended the call and pointed to a screen on the left wall, its footage of the Old Square. 

“I would rather die like her than watch innocents die while I’m sitting in here.” 

Hunt turned to where she’d pointed, the hair on his neck rising. As if knowing what he’d see. 

There, racing through the streets in Danika’s leather jacket, sword in one hand and gun in the other, was Bryce. 

Running not from the danger, but into it. 

She roared something, over and over. Declan locked into the feeds, changing from camera to camera  to  follow  her  down  the  street.  “I  think  I  can  pull  up  her  audio  and  isolate  her  voice against the ambient noise,” he said to no one in particular. And then—

“Get into the shelters! ” she was screaming. Her words echoed off every part of the room. 

Duck, slash, shoot. She moved like she’d trained with the Aux her entire life. 

“Get  inside  now! ”  she  bellowed,  whirling  to  aim  at  a  winged  demon  blotting  out  the mockingly  golden  afternoon  sun.  Her  gun  fired,  and  the  creature  screeched,  careening  into  an alley. Declan’s fingers flew on the keyboard as he kept her on-screen. 

“Where the fuck is she going?” Fury said. 

Bryce kept running. Kept firing. She did not miss. 

Hunt looked at her surroundings, and realized where she was headed. 

To  the  most  defenseless  place  in  Crescent  City,  full  of  humans  with  no  magic.  No preternatural gifts or strength. 

“She’s going to the Meadows,” Hunt said. 

It was worse than anything Bryce had imagined. 

Her arm was numb from the bite of the gun every time she fired, reeking blood covered her, and  there  was  no  end  to  the  snapping  teeth;  the  leathery  wings;  the  raging,  lightless  eyes.  The afternoon bled toward a vibrant sunset, the sky soon matching the gore in the streets. 

Bryce sprinted, her breath sharp as a knife in her chest. 

Her handgun ran out. She didn’t waste time feeling for ammo she didn’t have left. No, she just  hurled  the  gun  at  a  winged  black  demon  that  swooped  for  her,  knocking  it  off-kilter,  and unslung the rifle from her shoulder. Hunt’s rifle. His cedar-and-rain scent wrapped around her as she  pumped  the  barrel,  and  by  the  time  the  demon  had  whirled  back  her  way,  jaws  snapping, she’d fired. 

Its head was blasted off in a spray of red. 

Still  she  ran  on,  working  her  way  into  the  city.  Past  the  few  still-open  shelters,  whose occupants were doing their best to defend the entrances. To buy others time to make it inside. 

Another demon launched from a rooftop, curved claws reaching for her—

Bryce swiped Danika’s sword upward, splitting the demon’s mottled gray skin from gut to

neck. It crashed into the pavement behind her, leathery wings snapping beneath it, but she was already moving again. 

Keep going. She had to keep going. 

All her training with Randall, every hour between the boulders and pines of the mountains around her home, every hour in the town rec hall, all of it had been for this. 
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Hunt couldn’t take his eyes from the feed of Bryce battling her way through the city. Hypaxia’s phone  rang  somewhere  off  to  his  left,  and  the  witch-queen  answered  before  the  first  ring  had ended. Listened. “What do you mean, the brooms are destroyed?” 

Declan patched her call through to the speakers, so they could all hear the shaking voice of the  witch  on  the  other  end  of  the  line.  “They’re  all  in  splinters,  Your  Majesty.  The  conference center armory, too. The guns, the swords—the helicopters, too. The cars. All of it, wrecked.” 

Dread curdled in Hunt’s gut as the Autumn King murmured, “Micah.” The Archangel must

have  done  it  before  he  left,  quietly  and  unseen.  Anticipating  keeping  them  at  bay  while  he experimented with the Horn’s power. With Bryce. 

“I have a helicopter,” Fury said. “I kept it off-site.” 

Ruhn got to his feet. “Then we move out now.” It would still take thirty minutes to get there. 

“The  city  is  a  slaughterhouse,”  Sabine  was  saying  into  the  phone.  “Hold  your  posts  in Moonwood and FiRo!” 

Every pack in the Aux was linked to the call, able to hear each other. With a few keystrokes, Declan had linked Sabine’s phone to the system in the conference room so the Aux might hear them all as well. But some packs had stopped responding altogether. 

Hunt snapped at Sabine, “Get a fucking wolf pack to the Old Square now! ” Even with Fury’s helicopter, he’d be too late. But if help could at least reach Bryce before she headed solo into the charnel house that would be the Meadows—

Sabine snapped back at him, “There are no wolves left for the Old Square! ” 

But the Prime of the wolves had stirred at last, and pointed an ancient, gnarled finger to the screen. To the feeds. And he said, “One wolf remains in the Old Square.” 

Everyone looked then. To where he’d pointed. Whom he’d pointed to. 

Bryce raced through the carnage, sword glinting with each swipe and duck and slash. 

Sabine choked. “That’s Danika’s sword you’re sensing, Father—” 

The  Prime’s  age-worn  eyes  blinked  unseeingly  at  the  screen.  His  hand  curled  on  his  chest. 

“A  wolf.”  He  tapped  his  heart.  Still  Bryce  fought  onward  toward  the  Meadows,  still  she  ran interference for anyone fleeing for the shelters, buying them a path to safety. “A true wolf.” 

Hunt’s throat tightened to the point of pain. He extended his hand to Isaiah. “Give me your phone.” 

Isaiah didn’t question him, and didn’t say a word as he handed it over. Hunt dialed a number he’d memorized, since he hadn’t dared to store it in his contacts. The call rang and rang before it finally went through. “I’m guessing this is important?” 

Hunt didn’t bother to identify himself as he growled, “You owe me a gods-damned favor.” 

The Viper Queen only said, amusement coating her rich voice, “Oh?” 

Two minutes later, Hunt had risen from his seat, intent on following Ruhn to Fury’s helicopter, when Jesiba’s phone rang. The sorceress announced, voice strained, “It’s Bryce.” 

Hunt  whipped  his  head  to  the  camera  feed,  and  sure  enough,  Bryce  had  tucked  her  phone into  her  bra  strap  over  her  shoulder,  presumably  leaving  it  on  speaker.  She  wove  around abandoned  cars  as  she  crossed  the  border  into  Asphodel  Meadows.  The  sun  began  to  set,  as  if Solas himself was abandoning them. 

“Bring it up on the speakers and merge the call with the Aux lines,” Jesiba ordered Declan, and answered the phone. “Bryce?” 

Bryce’s panting was labored. Her rifle cracked like breaking thunder. “Tell whoever’s at the Summit that I need backup in the Meadows—I’m heading for the shelter near the Mortal Gate.” 

Ruhn vaulted down the stairs and ran right to the speaker in the center of the table. He said to it, “Bryce, it’s a massacre. Get inside that shelter before they all shut—” 

Her rifle boomed, and another demon went down. But more swept through the Gates and into the city, staining the streets with blood as surely as the vibrant sunset now stained the sky. 

Bryce ducked behind a dumpster for cover as she fired again and again. Reloaded. 

“There’s no backup for Asphodel Meadows,” Sabine said. “Every pack is stationed—” 

“There are children here! ” Bryce screamed. “There are  babies!” 

The room fell silent. A deeper sort of horror spread through Hunt like ink in water. 

And then a male voice panted over the speakers, “I’m coming, Bryce.” 

Bryce’s bloodied face crumpled as she whispered, “Ithan?” 

Sabine snarled, “Holstrom, stay at your  fucking post—” 

But Ithan said again, more urgently this time, “Bryce, I’m coming.  Hang on.” A pause. Then he added, “We’re all coming.” 

Hunt’s knees wobbled as Sabine bellowed at Ithan, “You are disobeying a direct order from your—” 

Ithan cut off her call. And every wolf under his command ended their connection, too. 

The wolves could be at the Meadows in three minutes. 

Three minutes through Hel, through the slaughter and death. Three minutes in a flat-out run, a sprint to save the most defenseless among them. 

The human children. 

The  jackals  joined  them.  The  coyotes.  The  wild  dogs  and  common  dogs.  The  hyenas  and dingoes. The foxes. It was who they were. Who they had always been. Defenders of those who could not protect themselves. Defenders of the small, the young. 

Shifter or true animal, that truth lay etched in the soul of every canine. 

Ithan  Holstrom  sprinted  toward  Asphodel  Meadows  with  the  weight  of  that  history  behind him, burning in his heart. He prayed he was not too late. 

 

85

Bryce knew it was stupid luck that kept her alive. And pure adrenaline that made her focus her aim so clearly. Calmly. 

But  with  each  block  she  cleared  as  the  sunset  deepened,  her  legs  moved  more  slowly.  Her reactions  lagged.  Her  arms  ached,  becoming  leaden.  Every  pull  of  the  trigger  took  a  bit  more effort. 

Just  a  little  longer—that  was  all  she  needed.  Just  a  little  longer,  until  she  could  make  sure that everyone in Asphodel Meadows got into a shelter before they all closed. It wouldn’t be long now. 

The  shelter  halfway  down  the  block  remained  open,  figures  holding  the  line  in  front  of  it while human families rushed in. The Mortal Gate lay a few blocks northward—still open to Hel. 

So  Bryce  planted  herself  at  the  intersection,  sheathing  Danika’s  sword  as  she  again  raised Hunt’s rifle to her shoulder. She had six rounds left. 

Ithan would be here soon. Any moment now. 

A demon surged from around a corner, taloned fingers gouging lines into the cobblestones. 

The rifle bit into her shoulder as she fired. The demon was still falling, sliding across the ground, when she angled the rifle and fired again. Another demon went down. 

Four bullets left. 

Behind her, humans screamed orders.  Hurry! Into the shelter! Drop the bag and run! 

Bryce fired at a demon soaring across the intersection, right for the shelter. The demon went down twenty feet from the entrance. The humans finished it off. 

Inside the shelter’s open mouth, children shrieked, babies wailed. 

Bryce fired again. Again. Again. 

Another demon barreled around the corner, sprinting for her. The trigger clicked. 

Out. Done. Empty. 

The demon leapt, jaws opening wide to reveal twin rows of dagger-sharp teeth. Aiming for her throat. Bryce barely had time to lift the rifle and wedge it between those gaping jaws. Metal and wood groaned, and the world tilted with the impact. 

She  and  the  demon  slammed  into  the  cobblestones,  her  bones  barking  in  pain.  The  demon clamped down on the rifle. It snapped in two. 

Bryce managed to hurl herself backward from under the demon as it spat out the pieces of the rifle. Maw leaking saliva on the bloodied streets, it advanced on her. Seemed to savor each step. 

With her sheathed sword pinned beneath her, Bryce reached for the knife at her thigh. As if it

would do anything, as if it would stop this—

The demon sank onto its haunches, readying for the kill. 

The ground shook behind her as Bryce angled her wrist, blade tilting upward—

A sword plunged through the demon’s gray head. 

A  massive  sword,  at  least  four  feet  long,  borne  by  a  towering,  armored  male  figure.  Blue lights glowed along the blade. More glared along sleek black body armor and a matching helmet. 

And across the male’s chest, an emblem of a striking cobra glowed. 

One of the Viper Queen’s Fae bodyguards. 

Six  others  raced  past  him,  the  cobblestones  shaking  beneath  their  feet,  guns  and  swords drawn. No venom-addled stupor to be seen. Just lethal precision. 

And with the Viper Queen’s Fae guards, wolves and foxes and canines of every breed flowed by, launching into the fray. 

Bryce  scrambled  to  her  feet,  nodding  to  the  warrior  who’d  saved  her.  The  Fae  male  only whirled, his metal-encased hands grabbing a demon by the shoulders and wrenching it apart with a mighty yell. He tore the demon in two. 

But  more  of  Hel’s  worst  thundered  and  soared  for  them.  So  Bryce  freed  Danika’s  sword again from across her back. 

She willed strength to her arm, bracing her feet as another demon galloped down the street for her. Canine shifters engaged demons all around, forming a barrier of fur and teeth and claws between the oncoming horde and the shelter behind them. 

Bryce  feinted  left,  swiping  her  sword  up  as  the  demon  fell  for  her  fake-out.  But  the  blade didn’t  break  through  bone  and  to  the  soft,  vulnerable  organs  beneath.  The  creature  roared, pivoting,  and  lunged  again.  She  gritted  her  teeth,  and  lifted  her  sword  in  challenge,  the  demon too frenzied to notice that she’d let herself become the distraction. 

While the massive gray wolf attacked from behind. 

Ithan  ripped  into  the  demon  in  an  explosion  of  teeth  and  claws,  so  fast  and  brutal  it momentarily  stunned  her.  She’d  forgotten  how  enormous  he  was  in  this  form—all  the  shifters were at least three times the size of normal animals, but Ithan had always been larger. Exactly like his brother. 

Ithan spat out the demon’s throat and shifted, wolf becoming a tall male in a flash of light. 

Blood coated his navy T-shirt and jeans as much as it did her own clothes, but before they could speak, his brown eyes flared with alarm. Bryce twisted, met by the rancid breath of a demon as it dive-bombed her. 

She ducked and thrust the sword upward, the demon’s shriek nearly bursting her ears as she let the beast drag its belly down the blade. Gutting it. 

Gore  splattered  her  sneakers,  her  torn  leggings,  but  she  made  sure  the  demon’s  head  was rolling  before  whirling  to  Ithan.  Just  as  he  drew  a  sword  from  a  sheath  on  his  back  and  split another demon apart. 

Their stares held, and all the words she’d needed to say hung there. She saw them in his eyes, too, as he realized whose jacket and sword she bore. 

But she offered a grim smile. Later. If they somehow survived this, if they could last another few minutes and get into the shelter … They’d speak then. 

Ithan nodded, understanding. 

Bryce  knew  it  wasn’t  adrenaline  alone  that  powered  her  as  she  launched  back  into  the carnage. 

“Shelters close in four minutes,” Declan announced to the conference room. 

“Why hasn’t your helicopter arrived?” Ruhn asked Fury. He stood, Flynn rising with him. 

Axtar checked her phone. “It’s on its way over from—” 

The doors at the top of the pit burst open, and Sandriel entered on a storm wind. And there was no sign of her triarii or Pollux as she strode down the stairs. No one spoke. 

Hunt  prepared  himself  as  she  glanced  his  way,  seated  between  a  now-standing  Ruhn  and Hypaxia. The gorsian manacles lay on the table before him. 

But she merely returned to her seat at the lowermost table. She had bigger concerns at hand, he  supposed.  Her  attention  darting  between  the  screens  and  feeds  and  updates,  Sandriel  said, 

“There  is  nothing  we  can  do  for  the  city  with  the  Gates  open  to  Hel.  We  are  under  orders  to remain here.” 

Ruhn started. “We are  needed—” 

“We are to  remain here.” The words rumbled like thunder through the room. “The Asteri are sending help.” 

Hunt sagged in his seat, and Ruhn sank down beside him. “Thank fuck,” the prince muttered, rubbing shaking hands over his face. 

They  must  have  dispatched  the  Asterian  Guard,  then.  And  further  reinforcements.  Perhaps Sandriel’s triarii had gone to Lunathion. They might all be psychotic assholes, but at least they could  hold  their  own  in  a  fight.  Fuck,  the  Hammer  alone  would  be  a  blessing  to  the  city  right now. 

“Three minutes until shelter lockdown,” Declan said. 

In  the  general  chaos  of  the  audio  feed  Declan  had  pulled  up,  a  shifter’s  howl  went  out, warning everyone to get to safety. To abandon the boundary they’d established against the horde and run like Hel for the still-open metal door. 

Humans  were  still  fleeing,  though.  Adults  carrying  children  and  pets  sprinted  for  the opening, hardly bigger than a single-car garage door. The Viper Queen’s warriors and a few of the wolves remained at the intersection. 

“Two minutes,” Declan said. 

Bryce and Ithan fought side by side. Where one stumbled, the other did not fail. Where one baited a demon, the other executed it. 

A siren blared in the city. A warning. Still Bryce and Ithan held the corner. 

“Thirty seconds,” Declan said. 

“Go,” Hunt urged. “Go, Bryce.” 

She gutted a demon, whirling toward the shelter at last, Ithan moving with her. Good, she’d get  inside,  and  could  wait  it  out  until  the  Asterian  Guard  arrived  to  wipe  these  fuckers  away. 

Maybe they’d know how to seal the voids in the Gates. 

The shelter door began closing. 

“They’re too far,” Fury said quietly. 

“They’ll make it,” Hunt ground out, even as he eyed the distance between the slowly closing door and the two figures racing for it, Bryce’s red hair a banner behind her. 

Ithan stumbled, and Bryce grabbed his hand before he could go down. A nasty gash gleamed in Ithan’s side, blood soaking his T-shirt. How the male was even running—

The door was halfway closed. Losing inches every second. 

A clawed, humanoid hand from inside wrapped around its edge. Multiple pairs. 

And then a young, brown-haired wolf was there, her teeth gritted, her face lupine, roaring as she  heaved  against  the  inevitable.  As  every  one  of  the  wolves  behind  her  grabbed  the  sliding door and tried to slow it. 

“Fifteen seconds,” Declan whispered. 

Bryce ran and ran and ran. 

One by one, the wolves of Ithan’s pack lost their grip on the door. Until only that one young female was holding it back, a foot braced against the concrete wall, bellowing in defiance—

Ithan and Bryce charged for the shelter, the wolf’s focus solely on the shelter door. 

Only three feet of space remained. Not enough room for both of them. Bryce’s stare shot to Ithan’s face. Sorrow filled her eyes. And determination. 

“No,” Hunt breathed. Knowing exactly what she’d do. 

Bryce dropped behind just a step. Just enough to draw upon her Fae strength to shove Ithan forward. To save Connor Holstrom’s brother. 

Ithan twisted toward Bryce, eyes flaring with rage and despair and grief, hand outstretched, but too late. 


The metal door shut with a boom that seemed to echo across the city. 

That  was echoed across the city, as every shelter door shut at last. 

Her momentum was too great to slow. Bryce slammed into the metal door, grunting in pain. 

She turned in place, face leached of color. Searching for options and coming up empty. 

Hunt read it on her face, then. For the first time, Bryce had no idea what to do. 

Every part of Bryce shook as she took cover in the slight alcove before the shelter, the sunset a vibrant  wash  of  orange  and  ruby—like  the  final  battle  cry  of  the  world  before  the  oncoming night. 

The  demons  had  moved  on,  but  more  would  be  coming.  Soon.  As  long  as  the  Gates  held those portals to Hel, they would never stop coming. 

Someone—Ithan, probably—began pounding on the shelter door behind her. As if he’d claw

his way through, open up a passage for her to get inside. She ignored the sound. 

The Viper Queen’s warriors were flashes of metal and light far down the street, still fighting. 

Some had fallen, heaps of steaming armor and blood. 

If  she  could  make  it  to  her  apartment,  it  had  enchantments  enough  to  protect  her  and  any others  she  could  get  inside.  But  it  was  twenty  blocks  away.  It  might  as  well  have  been  twenty miles. 

An idea flared, and she weighed it, considering. She could try. She had to try. 

Bryce took a bracing breath. In her hand, Danika’s sword shook like a reed in the wind. 

She could make it. Somehow, she’d find a way. 

She leapt into the blood-slick streets, sword held ready to attack. She didn’t look back at the shelter behind her as she began to run, blind memory of the city grid sinking in to guide her on the fastest route. A snarl rumbled from around a corner, and Bryce barely brought up her sword in  time  to  intercept  the  demon.  She  partially  severed  its  neck,  and  was  running  again  before  it fully hit the ground. She had to keep moving. Had to get to the Old Square—

Dead  shifters  and  the  Viper  Queen’s  soldiers  lay  in  the  streets.  Even  more  dead  humans around them. Most in pieces. 

Another demon barreled from the red sky—

She screamed as it knocked her back, slamming her into a car so hard the windows shattered. 

She  had  all  of  a  second  to  wrench  open  the  passenger-side  door  and  climb  in  before  it  landed again. Attacked the car. 

Bryce  scrambled  over  the  armrests  and  stick  shift,  fumbling  for  the  driver’s-side  door.  She yanked on the handle and half fell into the street, the demon so distracted with shredding the tires on the opposite side that it didn’t see her lurch into a sprint. 

The Old Square. If she could make it to the Old Square—

Two demons raced for her. The only thing she could do was run as the light began to fade. 

Alone. She was alone out here. 
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The city was starting to go quiet. Every time Declan checked the audio in another district, more screams had diminished, cut off one by one. 

Not from any calm or salvation, Hunt knew. 

The voids in the Gates remained open. The sunset gave way to bruised purple skies. When

true night fell, he could imagine what sort of horrors Hel would send through. The kind that did not like the light, that had been bred and learned to hunt in the dark. 

Bryce was still out there. One mistake, one misstep, and she would be dead. 

There would be no healing, no regeneration. Not without the Drop. 

She made it over the border of the Old Square. But she didn’t run for safety. No, she seemed to be running for the Heart Gate, where the flow of demons had halted. As if Hel were indeed waiting for true night to begin before its second round. 

His  heart  thundered  as  she  paused  down  the  block  from  the  Gate.  As  she  ducked  into  the alcove of a nearby shelter. Illuminated by the firstlight lamp mounted outside it, she slid to the ground, her sword loosely gripped in one hand. 

Hunt knew that position, that angle of the head. 

A soldier who had fought a good, hard battle. A soldier who was exhausted, but would take this moment, this last moment, to rally before their final stand. 

Hunt bared his teeth at the screen, “Get up, Bryce.” 

Ruhn  was  shaking  his  head,  terror  stark  on  his  face.  The  Autumn  King  said  nothing.  Did nothing as he watched his daughter on the feed Declan placed on the main screen. 

Bryce reached into her shirt to pull out her phone. Her hands were shaking so hard she could barely hold it. But she hit a button on the screen and lifted it to her ear. Hunt knew what that was, too. Her final chance to say goodbye to her parents, her loved ones. 

A faint ringing sounded in the conference room. From the table at its center. Hunt looked to Jesiba,  but  her  phone  remained  dark.  Ruhn’s  stayed  dark  as  well.  Everyone  went  silent  as Sandriel pulled a phone from her pocket. Hunt’s phone. 

Sandriel glanced toward him, shock slackening her face. Every thought eddied from Hunt’s head. 

“Give him the phone,” Ruhn said softly. 

Sandriel just stared at the screen. Debating. 

“Give him the fucking phone,” Ruhn ordered her. 

Sandriel, to Hunt’s shock, did. With trembling hands, he picked up. 

“Bryce?” 

On the video feed, he could see her wide eyes. “Hunt?” Her voice was so raw. “I—I thought it would go to audiomail—” 

“Help is coming soon, Bryce.” 

The stark terror on her face as she surveyed the last of the sunlight destroyed him. “No—no, it’ll be too late.” 

“It won’t. I need you to get up, Bryce. Get to a safer location. Do  not go any closer to that Gate.” 

She bit her lip, trembling. “It’s still wide open—” 

 “Go  to  your  apartment  and  stay  there  until  help  comes.  ”   The  panicked  terror  on  her  face hardened into something calm at his order. Focused. Good. 

“Hunt, I need you to call my mom.” 

“Don’t start making those kinds of goodbyes—” 

“I need you to call my mom,” she said quietly. “I need you to tell her that I love her, and that everything I am is because of her. Her strength and her courage and her love. And I’m sorry for all the bullshit I put her through.” 

“Stop—” 

“Tell  my  dad  …,”  she  whispered.  The  Autumn  King  stiffened.  Looked  back  toward  Hunt. 

“Tell Randall,” she clarified, “that I’m so proud I got to call him my father. That he was the only one that ever mattered.” 

Hunt  could  have  sworn  something  like  shame  flitted  across  the  Autumn  King’s  face.  But Hunt implored, “Bryce, you need to move to safer ground  now.” 

She  did  no  such  thing.  “Tell  Fury  I’m  sorry  I  lied.  That  I  would  have  told  her  the  truth eventually.”  Across  the  room,  the  assassin  had  tears  running  down  her  face.  “Tell  Juniper  …” 

Bryce’s  voice  broke.  “Tell  her  thank  you—for  that  night  on  the  roof.”  She  swallowed  a  sob. 

“Tell her that I know now why she stopped me from jumping. It was so I could get here—to help today.” 

Hunt’s  heart  cracked  entirely.  He  hadn’t  known,  hadn’t  guessed  that  things  had  ever  been that bad for her—

From the pure devastation on Ruhn’s face, her brother hadn’t known, either. 

“Tell Ruhn I forgive him,” Bryce said, shaking again. Tears streamed down the prince’s face. 

“I forgave him a long time ago,” Bryce said. “I just didn’t know how to tell him. Tell him I’m  sorry  I  hid  the  truth,  and  that  I  only  did  it  because  I  love  him  and  didn’t  want  to  take anything away from him. He’ll always be the better one of us.” 

The agony on Ruhn’s face turned to confusion. 

But Hunt couldn’t bear it. He couldn’t take another word of this. “Bryce, please—” 

“Hunt.” The entire world went quiet. “I was waiting for you.” 

“Bryce, sweetheart, just get back to your apartment and give me an hour and—” 

“No,” she whispered, closing her eyes. She put her hand on her chest. Over her heart. “I was waiting for you—in here.” 

Hunt couldn’t stop his own tears then. “I was waiting for you, too.” 

She smiled, even as she sobbed again. 

“Please,” Hunt begged. “Please, Bryce. You have to go  now. Before more come through.” 

She opened her eyes and got to her feet as true night fell. Faced the Gate halfway down the block. “I forgive you—for the shit with the synth. For all of it. None of it matters. Not anymore.” 

She ended the call and leaned Danika’s sword against the wall of the shelter alcove. Placed her

phone carefully on the ground next to it. 

Hunt shot from his seat.  “BRYCE— ” 

She ran for the Gate. 
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“No,” Ruhn was saying, over and over. “No,  no—” 

But Hunt heard nothing. Felt nothing. It had all crumbled inside him the moment she’d hung up. 

Bryce  leapt  the  fence  around  the  Gate  and  halted  before  its  towering  archway.  Before  the terrible black void within it. 

A faint white radiance began to glow around her. 

“What is that?” Fury whispered. 

It flickered, growing brighter in the night. 

Enough to illuminate her slender hands cupping a sparkling, pulsing light before her chest. 

The  light  was  coming   from  her  chest—had  been  pulled  from  inside  it.  Like  it  had  dwelled inside her all along. Bryce’s eyes were closed, her face serene. 

Her hair drifted above her head. Bits of debris floated up around her, too. As if gravity had ceased to exist. 

The light she held was so stark it cast the rest of the world into grays and blacks. Slowly, her eyes  opened,  amber  blazing  like  the  first  pure  rays  of  dawn.  A  soft,  secret  smile  graced  her mouth. 

Her eyes lifted to the Gate looming above her. The light between her hands grew stronger. 

Ruhn fell to his knees. 

“I am Bryce Quinlan,” she said to the Gate, to the void, to all of Hel behind it. Her voice was serene—wise and laughing. “Heir to the Starborn Fae.” 

The  ground  slid  out  from  under  Hunt  as  the  light  between  her  hands,  the  star  she’d  drawn from her shattered heart, flared as bright as the sun. 

 Danika knelt on the asphalt, hands interlocked behind her blood-soaked hair. The two gunshot wounds to her leg had stopped leaking blood, but Bryce knew the bullets remained lodged in her upper thigh. The pain from kneeling had to be unbearable. 

 “You  stupid  cunt,”  the  asp  shifter  spat  at  her,  opening  the  chamber  of  his  handgun  with brutal precision. Bullets were on the way—as soon as his associate found them, that gun would be loaded. 

 The agony in Bryce’s injured arm was secondary. All of it was secondary to that gun. 

 The motorcycle smoldered thirty feet away, the rifle thrown even farther into the arid scrub. 

 Down the road, the semitruck idled, its cargo hold filled with all those petrified animals on their way to gods knew where. 

 They had failed. Their wild rescue attempt had failed. 

 Danika’s caramel eyes met the asp shifter’s. The leader of this horrific smuggling ring. The male responsible for this moment, when the shootout that had taken place at a hundred miles an hour  had  turned  on  them.  Danika  had  been  steering  the  motorcycle,  an  arm  looped  through Bryce’s  leg  to  hold  her  steady  as  she’d  aimed  her  rifle.  Taken  out  the  asps’  two  sedans  full  of equally  hateful  males  intent  on  hurting  and  selling  those  animals.  They’d  been  nearing  the racing semi when the male before them had managed a shot to the motorcycle’s tires. 

 The motorcycle had flipped, and Danika had reacted with a wolf’s speed. She had wrapped her body around Bryce. And taken the brunt of the impact. 

 Her shredded skin, the fractured pelvis—all thanks to that. 

 “Bryce,” Danika whispered, tears running down her face now as the reality of this colossal fuckup set in. “Bryce, I love you. And I’m sorry.” 

 Bryce shook her head. “I don’t regret it.” The truth. 

 And then the asp shifter’s associate arrived, bullets in hand. Their clink as they loaded into the gun echoed through Bryce’s bones. 

 Danika sobbed. “I love you, Bryce.” 

 The words rippled between them. Cleaved Bryce’s heart wide open. 

 “I love you,” Danika said again. 

 Danika  had  never  said  those  words  to  her.  Not  once  in  four  years  of  college.  Not  once  to anyone, Bryce knew. Not even Sabine. 

 Especially not Sabine. 

 Bryce  watched  the  tears  roll  down  Danika’s  proud,  fierce  face.  A  lock  clicked  open  in Bryce’s heart. Her soul. 

 “Close your eyes, Danika,” she said softly. Danika just stared at her. 

 Only for this. Only for Danika would she do this, risk this. 

 The  gravel  around  Bryce  began  to  shiver.  Began  to  float  upward.  Danika’s  eyes  widened. 

 Bryce’s hair drifted as if underwater. In deep space. 

 The  asp  shifter  finished  loading  the  bullets  and  pointed  the  gun  at  Danika’s  face.  His colleague smirked from a step behind him. 

 Bryce held Danika’s stare. Did not look away as she said again, “Danika, close your eyes.” 

 Trembling, Danika obeyed. Squeezed them shut. 

 The  asp  shifter  clicked  off  the  gun’s  safety,  not  even  glancing  at  Bryce  and  the  debris  that floated toward the sky. “Yeah, you’d better close your eyes, you—” 

 Bryce exploded. White, blinding light ruptured from her, unleashed from that secret place in her heart. 

 Right into the eyes of the asp shifter. He screamed, clawing at his face. Blazing bright as the sun, Bryce moved. 

 Pain forgotten, she had his arm in her hands in a heartbeat. Twisted it so he dropped the gun into her waiting palm. Another movement and he was sprawled on the asphalt. 

 Where she fired that bullet meant for Danika into his heart. 

 His accomplice was screaming, on his knees and clawing at his eyes. Bryce fired again. 

 He stopped screaming. 

 But Bryce did not stop burning. Not as she raced for the semi’s cab—for the final asp now trying  to  start  its  engine.  Danika  trembled  on  the  ground,  hands  over  her  head,  eyes  squeezed shut against the brightness. 

 The asp shifter gave up on the engine and fled the cab, sprinting down the  road. Bryce took aim, just as Randall had taught her, and waited for the shot to come to her. 

 Another crack of the gun. The male dropped. 

 Bryce blazed for a long moment, the world bleached into blinding white. 

 Slowly, carefully, she spooled the light back into herself. Smothered it, the secret she and her parents had kept for so long. From her sire, from the Asteri, from Midgard. 

 From Ruhn. 

 The pure light of a star—from another world. From long, long ago. The gift of the ancient Fae, reborn again. Light, but nothing more than that. Not an Asteri, who possessed brute power of the stars. Just light. 

 It meant nothing to her. But the Starborn gifts, the title—they had always meant something to Ruhn. And that first time she’d met him, she’d intended to share her secret with him. He’d been kind,  joyful  at  finding  a  new  sister.  She’d  instantly  known  she  could  trust  him  with  this  secret, hidden thing. 

 But then she’d seen their father’s cruelty. Seen how that Starborn gift gave her brother just the  slightest  edge  against  that  fucking  monster.  Seen  the  pride  her  brother  denied  but undoubtedly felt at being Starborn, blessed and chosen by Urd. 

 She  couldn’t  bring  herself  to  tell  Ruhn  the  truth.  Even  after  things  fell  apart,  she  hid  it. 

 Would never tell anyone—anyone at all. Except Danika. 

 Blue skies and olive trees filtered back in, color returning to the world as Bryce hid the last of her starlight inside her chest. Danika still trembled on the asphalt. 

 “Danika,” Bryce said. 

 Danika lowered her hands from her face. Opened her eyes. Bryce waited for the terror her mother had warned about, should someone learn what she bore. The strange, terrible light that had come from another world. 

 But there was only wonder on Danika’s face. 

 Wonder—and love. 

Bryce stood before the Gate, holding the star she’d kept hidden within her heart, and let the light build. Let it flow out of her chest, untethered and pure. 

Even with the void mere feet away, Hel just a step beyond it, a strange sense of calm wended through  her.  She’d  kept  this  light  a  secret  for  so  long,  had  lived  in  such  utter  terror  of  anyone finding out, that despite everything, relief filled her. 

There had been so many times these weeks when she was sure Ruhn would realize it at last. 

Her blatant disinterest in learning about anything related to the first Starborn, Prince Pelias and Queen Theia, had bordered on suspicious, she’d feared. And when he’d laid the Starsword on the table in the gallery library and it had hummed, shimmering, she’d had to physically pull back to avoid the instinct to touch it, to answer its silent, lovely song. 

Her sword—it was her sword, and Ruhn’s. And with that light in her veins, with the star that slumbered inside her heart, the Starsword had recognized her not as a royal, worthy Fae, but as kin. Kin to those who had forged it so long ago. 

Like  called  to  like.  Even  the  kristallos’s  venom  in  her  leg  had  not  been  able  to  stifle  the essence of what she was. It had blocked her access to the light, but not what lay stamped in her blood.  The  moment  the  venom  had  come  out  of  her  leg,  as  Hunt’s  lips  had  met  hers  that  first

time, she’d felt it awaken again. Freed. 

And now here she was, the starlight building within her hands. 

It  was  a  useless  gift,  she’d  decided  as  a  child.  It  couldn’t  do  much  at  all  beyond  blinding people, as she’d done to her father’s men when they came after her and her mother and Randall, as had happened to the Oracle when the seer peered into her future and beheld only her blazing light, as she’d done to those asp-hole smugglers. 

Only her father’s unfaltering Fae arrogance and snobbery had kept him from realizing it after her Oracle visit. The male was incapable of imagining anyone but pure Fae being blessed by fate. 

Blessed—as  if  this  gift  made  her  something  special.  It  didn’t.  It  was  an  old  power  and nothing more. She had no interest in the throne or crown or palace that could come with it. None. 

But  Ruhn  …  He  might  have  claimed  otherwise,  but  the  first  time  he’d  told  her  about  his Ordeal, when he’d won the sword from its ancient resting place in Avallen, she’d seen how his face had glowed with pride that he’d been able to draw the sword from its sheath. 

So  she’d  let  him  have  it,  the  title  and  the  sword.  Had  tried  to  open  Ruhn’s  eyes  to  their father’s true nature as often as she could, even if it made her father resent her further. 

She  would  have  kept  this  burning,  shining  secret  inside  her  until  her  dying  day.  But  she’d realized what she had to do for her city. This world. 

The dregs of the light flowed out of her chest, all of it now cupped between her palms. 

She’d never done it before—wholly removed the star itself. She’d only glowed and blinded, never summoned its burning core from inside her. Her knees wobbled, and she gritted her teeth against the strain of holding the light in place. 

At least she’d spoken to Hunt one last time. She hadn’t expected him to be able to pick up. 

Had thought the phone would go right to audiomail where she could say everything she wanted. 

The words she still hadn’t said aloud to him. 

She didn’t let herself think of it as she took the final step to the Gate’s quartz archway. 

She was Starborn, and the Horn lay within her, repaired and now filled with her light. 

This had to work. 

The  quartz  of  the  Gate  was  a  conduit.  A  prism.  Able  to  take  light  and  power  and  refract them.  She  closed  her  eyes,  remembering  the  rainbows  this  Gate  had  been  adorned  with  on  the last day of Danika’s life, when they’d come here together. Made their wishes. 

This had to work. A final wish. 

“Close,” Bryce whispered, shaking. 

And she thrust her starlight into the Gate’s clear stone. 
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Hunt had no words in his head, his heart, as Bryce shoved her burning starlight into the Gate. 

White light blasted from the Gate’s clear stone. 

It filled the square, shooting outward for blocks. Demons caught in its path screamed as they were blinded, then fled. Like they remembered whom it had once belonged to. How the Starborn Prince had battled their hordes with it. 

The Starborn line had bred true—twice. 

Ruhn’s face drained of color as he remained kneeling and beheld his sister, the blazing Gate. 

What she’d declared to the world. What she’d revealed herself to be. 

His rival. A threat to all he stood to inherit. 

Hunt knew what the Fae did to settle disputes to the throne. 

Bryce possessed the light of a star, such as hadn’t been witnessed since the First Wars. Jesiba looked like she’d seen a ghost. Fury gaped at the screen. When the flare dimmed, Hunt’s breath caught in his throat. 

The  void  within  the  Heart  Gate  was  gone.  She’d  channeled  her  light  through  the  Horn somehow—and sealed the portal. 

In the stunned silence of the conference room, they watched Bryce pant, leaning against one side  of  the  Gate  before  sliding  to  the  slate  tiles.  The  crystal  archway  still  shone.  A  temporary haven  that  would  make  any  demons  think  twice  before  approaching,  fearful  of  a  Starborn descendant. 

But the rest of the Gates in the city remained open. 

A phone rang—an outgoing call, linked to the room’s speakers. Hunt scanned the room for

the culprit and found the Autumn King with his phone in his hands. But the male was apparently too lost in the rage crinkling his face to care that the call was audible to everyone. Declan Emmet showed no sign of even trying to make the call private as Ember Quinlan picked up the phone and said, “Who is—” 

“You’ve known she was Starborn Fae all these years and  lied  to  me  about  it,”  the  king  bit out. 

Ember didn’t miss a beat. “I’ve been waiting for this call for more than twenty years.” 

“You  bitch—” 

A low, agonized laugh. “Who do you think ended your goons all those years ago? Not me

and Randall. They had her in their grasp—by the neck. And they had  us at gunpoint.” Another laugh.  “She  realized  what  they  were  going  to  do  to  me.  To  Randall.  And  she  fucking   blinded them.” 

 What blinds an Oracle? 

Light. Light the way the Starborn had possessed it. 

Bryce  still  sat  against  the  archway,  breathing  hard.  Like  summoning  that  star,  wielding  the Horn, had taken everything out of her. 

Ruhn  murmured,  more  to  himself  than  anyone,  “Those  books  claimed  there  were  multiple Starborn in the First Wars. I told her, and she …” He blinked slowly. “She already knew.” 

“She lied because she loves you,” Hunt ground out. “So you could keep your title.” 

Because  compared  to  the  Starborn  powers  he’d  seen  from  Ruhn  …  Bryce’s  were  the  real deal. Ruhn’s ashen face contorted with pain. 

“Who knew?” the Autumn King demanded of Ember. “Those fucking priestesses?” 

“No. Only me and Randall,” Ember said. “And Danika. She and Bryce got into some serious

trouble in college and it came out then. She blinded the males that time, too.” 

Hunt remembered the photo on the guest room dresser—taken in the aftermath of that. Their closeness  and  exhaustion  the  result  not  just  of  a  battle  fought  and  won  but  of  a  deadly  secret revealed at last. 

“Her tests showed no power,” the Autumn King spat. 

“Yes,” Ember said quietly. “They were correct.” 

 “Explain.  ” 

“It is a gift of starlight. Light, and nothing more. It never meant anything to us, but to your people …” Ember paused. “When Bryce was thirteen, she agreed to visit you. To meet you—to see if you could be trusted to know what she possessed and not be threatened by it.” 

To see if he could handle that such a gift had gone to a half-human bastard and not Ruhn. 

Hunt saw no fear on the prince’s face, though. No envy or doubt. Only sorrow. 

“But then she met your son. And she told me that when she saw his pride in his Chosen One status, she realized she couldn’t take it away from him. Not when she also saw that was the only value  you placed in him. Even if it meant she would be denied everything she was due, even if revealing  herself  would  have  meant  she  could  lord  it  over  you,  she  wouldn’t  do  that  to  Ruhn. 

Because she loved him that much more than she hated you.” 

Ruhn’s face crumpled. 

Ember spat at the Autumn King, “And then you left her on the curb like garbage.” She let out another broken laugh. “I hope she finally returns the favor, you fucking asshole.” She hung up. 

The Autumn King hurled a pitcher of water before him across the room, so hard it shattered against the wall. 

Hunt’s blood thrummed through him as a conversation from weeks ago flitted back to him:

how he’d spoken of having gifts he didn’t really want. Bryce had agreed, to his surprise, and then seemed to catch herself before joking about attracting assholes. Deflecting, hiding the truth. 

A soft female hand landed atop Hunt’s. Queen Hypaxia. Her dark brown eyes glowed when

he looked over in surprise. Her power was a song of warmth through him. It was a hammer to every wall and obstacle placed on him. And he felt that power focus on the halo’s spell upon his brow. 

She’d asked him weeks ago what he’d do if she removed it. Whom he’d kill. 

His first target was in this room with them. His eyes darted toward Sandriel, and Hypaxia’s chin dipped, as if in confirmation. 

Still Bryce sat against the Gate. As if trying to rally herself. As if wondering how she could possibly do this six more times. 

Demons in adjacent streets beheld the starlight still glowing from the Old Square Gate and stayed back. Yes, they remembered the Starborn. Or knew the myths. 

Aidas had known. Had watched her all these years, waiting for her to reveal herself. 

Hypaxia’s power flowed silently and unnoticed into Hunt. 

Sandriel slid her phone into her pocket. As if she’d been using it under the table. 

Ruhn saw it, too. The Crown Prince of the Fae asked with savage quiet, “What did you do?” 

Sandriel smiled. “I took care of a problem.” 

Hunt’s power growled within him. She’d have told the Asteri all she’d seen. Not only what glowed in Bryce’s veins—but about the Horn, too. 

They  were  likely  already  moving  on  the  information.  Quickly.  Before  anyone  else  could ponder Bryce’s gifts. What it might mean to the people of the world if they knew a half-human female, heir to the Starborn line, now bore the Horn in her very body. Able to be used only by her—

The truth clicked into place. 

It was why Danika had inked it on Bryce.  Only the Starborn line could use the Horn. 

Micah  had  believed  the  synth  and  Bryce’s  bloodline  would  be  enough  to  let  him  use  the Horn, overriding the need for the true Starborn power. The Horn had indeed been healed—but it only worked because Bryce was heir to the Starborn line. Object and wielder had become one. 

If Bryce willed it, the Horn could open a portal to any world, any realm. Just as Micah had wanted to do. But that kind of power—belonging to a half-human, no less—could endanger the sovereignty of the Asteri. And the Asteri would take out any threat to their authority. 

A roar began building in Hunt’s bones. 

Ruhn snarled, “They  can’t kill her. She’s the only one who can shut those fucking Gates.” 

Sandriel  leaned  back  in  her  chair.  “She  hasn’t  made  the  Drop  yet,  Prince.  So  they  most certainly can.” She added, “And it looks like she’s wholly drained anyway. I doubt she’ll be able to close a second Gate, let alone six more.” 

Hunt’s fingers curled. 

Hypaxia  met  his  stare  again  and  smiled  slightly.  An  invitation  and  challenge.  Her  magic shimmered through him, over his forehead. 

Sandriel had informed the Asteri—so they’d kill Bryce. 

His Bryce. Hunt’s attention narrowed on the back of Sandriel’s neck. 

And he rose to his feet as Hypaxia’s magic dissolved the halo from his brow. 
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The conference room shook. 

Ruhn  had  kept  Sandriel  distracted,  kept  her  talking  while  Queen  Hypaxia  had  freed  Hunt from  the  halo’s  grip.  He’d  sensed  the  ripple  of  her  power  down  the  table,  then  seen  Athalar’s halo begin to glow, and had understood what the witch, her hand on Hunt’s, was doing. 

There  was  nothing  but  cold  death  in  Hunt’s  eyes  as  the  halo  tattoo  flaked  away  from  his brow. The true face of the Umbra Mortis. 

Sandriel  whirled,  realizing  too  late  who  now  stood  at  her  back.  No  mark  across  his  brow. 

Something like pure terror crossed the Archangel’s face as Hunt bared his teeth. 

Lightning gathered around his hands. The walls cracked. Debris rained from the ceiling. 

Sandriel was too slow. 

Ruhn knew Sandriel had signed her own death warrant when she didn’t bring her triarii back with her. And stamped the official seal on it the moment she’d revealed that she’d put Bryce in the Asteri’s line of fire. 

Even her Archangel’s might couldn’t protect her from Athalar. From what he felt for Bryce. 

Athalar’s  lightning  skittered  over  the  floors.  Sandriel  barely  had  time  to  lift  her  arms  and summon a gale-force wind before Hunt was upon her. 

Lightning erupted, the entire room cracking with it. 

Ruhn threw himself under a table, grabbing Hypaxia with him. Slabs of stone slammed onto the  surface  above  them.  Flynn  swore  up  a  storm  beside  him,  and  Declan  crouched  low,  curled around a laptop. A cloud of debris filled the space, choking them. Ether coated Ruhn’s tongue. 

Lightning flared, licking and crackling through the room. 

Then time shifted and slowed, sliding by, by, by—

“Fuck,”  Flynn  was  saying  between  pants,  each  word  an  eternity  and  a  flash,  the  world tipping over again, slowing and dragging.  “Fuck.” 

Then the lightning stopped. The cloud of debris pulsed and hummed. 

Time began its normal pace, and Ruhn crawled out from under the table. He knew what he’d find  within  the  whirling,  electrified  cloud  everyone  gaped  at.  Fury  Axtar  had  a  gun  pointed  at where the Archangel and Hunt had stood, debris whitening her dark hair. 

Hypaxia helped Ruhn to his feet. Her eyes were wide as they scanned the cloud. The witch-queen  had  undoubtedly  known  that  Sandriel  would  kill  her  for  freeing  Hunt.  She’d  taken  a gamble that the Umbra Mortis would be the one to walk away. 

The cloud of debris cleared, lightning fading into the dust-choked air. Her gamble had paid off. Blood splattered Hunt’s face as his feathers fluttered on a phantom wind. 

And from his hand, gripped by the hair, dangled Sandriel’s severed head. 

Her mouth was still open in a scream, smoke rippling from her lips, the skin of her neck so damaged Ruhn knew Hunt had torn it off with his bare hands. 

Hunt slowly lifted the head before him, as if he were one of the ancient heroes of the Rhagan Sea surveying a slain creature. A monster. 

He let the Archangel’s head drop. It thumped and lolled to the side, smoke still trickling from the mouth, the nostrils. He’d flayed her with his lightning from the inside out. 

The angels in the room all knelt on one knee. Bowed. Even a wide-eyed Isaiah Tiberian. No one on the planet had that sort of power. No one had seen it fully unleashed in centuries. 

Two Governors dead in one day. Slain by his sister and his sister’s … whatever Hunt was. 

From the awe and fear on his father’s face, Ruhn knew the Autumn King was wondering about it. Wondering if Hunt would kill him next, for how he’d treated Bryce. 

Bryce, his Starborn sister. 

Ruhn  didn’t  know  what  to  think  about  it.  That  she’d  thought  he  valued  the  Chosen  One bullshit  more  than  her.  And  when  that  fight  had  happened,  had  she  let  things  rupture  between them to keep him from ever learning what she was? She’d walked away from the privilege and honor and glory—for him. 

And all those warnings she’d given him about the Autumn King, about their father killing the last Starborn … She’d lived with that fear, too. 

Hunt threw the Autumn King a feral grin. 

Ruhn felt a sick amount of satisfaction as his father went pale. 

But  then  Hunt  looked  to  Fury,  who  was  pulling  debris  from  her  dark  hair,  and  growled, 

“Fuck the Asteri. Get your gods-damned helicopter over here.” 

Every decision, every order flowed from a long-quiet place within Hunt. 

He sizzled with power, the lightning in his veins roaring to crack free into the world, to burn and  sunder.  He  suppressed  it,  promised  it  he’d  allow  it  to  flow  unchecked  as  soon  as  they reached the city—but they had to reach the city first. 

Fury  shook  slightly—as  if  even  she  had  forgotten  what  he  could  do.  What  he’d  done  to Sandriel with primal satisfaction, sinking into a place of such rage that there had only been his lightning  and  his  enemy  and  the  threat  she  posed  to  Bryce.  But  Fury  said,  “The  helicopter  is landing on the roof now.” 

Hunt nodded and ordered the remaining angels without looking at them, “We move out.” 

Not  one  of  them  objected  to  his  command.  He  hadn’t  given  a  shit  that  they’d  bowed—

whatever the fuck that meant. He’d only cared that they flew to Lunathion as fast as they could. 

Fury was already at the exit, phone at her ear. Hunt strode after her, through the room full of rustling wings and stomping feet, but looked back over his shoulder. “Danaan, Ketos—you in?” 

He needed them. 

Ruhn shot to his feet without question; Tharion waited until he got the nod from the River Queen’s  daughter  before  rising.  Amelie  Ravenscroft  stepped  forward,  ignoring  Sabine’s  glare, and said, “I’m going with you, too.” Hunt nodded again. 

Flynn  was  already  moving,  not  needing  to  voice  that  he’d  join  his  prince—to  save  his princess. Declan pointed to the screens. “I’ll be your eyes in the field.” 

“Good,” Hunt said, aiming for the door. 

The Autumn King and the Prime of the wolves, the only City Heads present, remained in the pit,  along  with  Sabine.  Jesiba  and  Hypaxia  would  have  to  keep  them  honest.  Neither  of  the females  so  much  as  acknowledged  the  other,  but  no  animosity  sparked  between  them,  either. 

Hunt didn’t care. 

He  silently  scaled  the  stairs  toward  the  roof,  his  companions  behind  him.  They  were  thirty minutes by helicopter from the city. So much could go wrong before they reached it. And when they got there … it would be pure slaughter. 

The  helicopter’s  blades  whipped  Fury’s  black  hair  as  she  crossed  the  landing  pad.  Flynn trailed close behind, sizing up their ride, and let out an impressed whistle. 

It wasn’t a luxury transport. It was a military-grade helicopter. Complete with two gunners on either door and a cache of assorted guns and weapons in duffels strapped to the floor. 

Fury Axtar had not come to this meeting expecting it to be friendly. She grabbed the headset from the departing pilot before slinging her slender body into the cockpit. 

“I’m  with  you,”  Hunt  said,  gesturing  to  the  helicopter  as  the  angels  took  off  around  them. 

“My wings can’t handle the flight yet.” 

Ruhn  leapt  into  the  helicopter  behind  Flynn  and  Amelie,  Tharion  claiming  the  left  gunner. 

Hunt remained on the roof, shouting orders to the departing angels.  Establish a perimeter around the  city.  Scout  team:  investigate  the  portal.  Send  survivors  to  triage  at  least  five  miles  beyond city  walls.   He  didn’t  let  himself  think  about  how  easy  it  was  to  slip  back  into  a  commander’s role. 

Then Hunt was in the helicopter, taking up the right gunner. Fury flicked switch after switch on the control panel. Hunt asked her, his voice hoarse, “Did you know about what happened on the roof with Bryce and Juniper?” 

It had fucking gutted him to hear Bryce allude to it—that she’d considered jumping. To hear that  he’d  come  so  close  to  losing  her  before  he  even  knew  her.  Ruhn  turned  toward  them,  his agonized face confirming that he felt the same. 

Fury  didn’t  stop  her  prep.  “Bryce  was  a  ghost  for  a  long  while,  Hunt.  She  pretended  she wasn’t, but she was.” The helicopter finally pulled into the air. “You brought her back to life.” 
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Bryce’s  entire  body  trembled  as  she  leaned  against  the  glowing  quartz  of  the  Gate,  exhaustion rooting her to the spot. 

It had worked. Somehow, it had worked. 

She  didn’t  let  herself  marvel  over  it—or  dread  its  implications,  when  her  father  and  the Asteri found out. Not when she had no idea how long her starlight would remain glowing in the Gate. But maybe it would hold long enough for help to come. Maybe this had made a difference. 

Maybe she had made a difference. 

Each breath burned in her chest. Not much longer now. For help to come, for her end, she didn’t know. 

But it would be soon. Whichever way it ended, Bryce knew it would be soon. 

“Declan says Bryce is still at the Old Square Gate,” Fury reported over a shoulder. 

Hunt  just  kept  his  eyes  on  the  star-filled  horizon.  The  city  was  a  dark  shadow,  interrupted only by a faint glowing in its heart. The Old Square Gate. Bryce. 

“And Hypaxia says Bryce can barely move,” Fury added, a note of surprise in her flat voice. 

“It looks like she’s drained. She’s not going to be able to get to the next Gate without help.” 

“But the light from the Gate is keeping her safe?” Ruhn called over the wind. 

“Until the demons stop fearing the Starborn light.” Fury switched the call to the helicopter’s speakers. “Emmet, radar’s picking up three war machines from the west. Any read on them?” 

Thank  fuck.  Someone  else  was  coming  to  help  after  all.  If  they  could  bring  Bryce  to  each Gate  and  she  could  just  muster  enough  starlight  to  flow  through  the  Horn,  they’d  stop  the carnage. 

Declan  took  a  moment  to  reply,  his  voice  crackling  through  the  speakers  above  Hunt. 

“They’re registering as imperial tanks.” His pause had Hunt’s grip tightening on the gunner. 

Hypaxia  clarified,  “It’s  the  Asterian  Guard.  With  brimstone  missile  launchers.”  Her  voice sharpened as she said to the Autumn King and Prime of the wolves, “Get your forces out of the city. ” 

The blood in Hunt’s veins went cold. 

The Asteri had sent someone to deal with the demons. And with Bryce. 

They were going to blast the city into dust. 

The  brimstone  missiles  weren’t  ordinary  bombs  of  chemicals  and  metal.  They  were  pure magic, made by the Asterian Guard: a combination of their angelic powers of wind and rain and fire into one hyperconcentrated entity, bound with firstlight and fired through machinery. Where

they struck, destruction bloomed. 

To  make  them  even  deadlier,  they  were  laced  with  spells  to  slow  healing.  Even  for  Vanir. 

The  only  comfort  for  any  on  their  receiving  end  was  that  the  missiles  took  a  while  to  make, offering reprieve between rounds. A small, fool’s comfort. 

Fury flicked buttons on the switchboard. “Copy Asterian Units One, Two, and Three, this is Fury Axtar speaking. Pull back.” No answer. “I repeat,  pull back. Abort mission.” 

Nothing. Declan said, “They’re the Asterian Guard. They won’t answer to you.” 

The Autumn King’s voice crackled through the speakers. “No one at Imperial Command is

answering our calls.” 

Fury  angled  the  helicopter,  sweeping  southward.  Hunt  saw  them  then.  The  black  tanks breaking over the horizon, each as large as a small house. The imperial insignia painted on their flanks. All three gunning for Crescent City. 

They halted just outside its border. The metal launchers atop them angled into position. 

The brimstone missiles shot from the launchers and arced over the walls, blazing with golden light. As the first of them hit, he prayed that Bryce had left the Gate to find shelter. 

Bryce choked on dust and debris, chest heaving. She tried to move—and failed. Her spine—

No, that was her leg, pinned in a tangle of concrete and iron. She’d heard the boom a minute ago, recognized the golden, arcing plume as brimstone thanks to news coverage of the Pangeran wars,  and  had  sprinted  halfway  across  the  square,  aiming  for  the  open  door  of  the  brick  music hall there, hoping it had a basement, when it hit. 

Her ears were roaring, buzzing. Shrieking. 

The Gate still stood, still shielded her with its light. Her light, technically. 

The nearest brimstone missile had hit a neighborhood away, it seemed. It had been enough to trash the square, to reduce some buildings to rubble, but not enough to decimate it. 

Move.  She  had  to  move.  The  other  Gates  still  lay  open.  She  had  to  find  some  way  to  get there; shut them, too. 

She  tugged  at  her  leg.  To  her  surprise,  the  minor  wounds  were  already  healing—far  faster than she’d ever experienced. Maybe the Horn in her back helped speed it along. 

She reached forward to haul the concrete slab off her. It didn’t budge. 

She panted through her teeth, trying again. They’d unleashed brimstone upon the city. The Asterian Guard had blindly fired it over the walls to either destroy the Gates or kill the demons. 

But they’d fired on their own people, not caring who they hit—

Bryce took deep, steadying breaths. It did nothing to settle her. 

She  tried  again,  fingernails  cracking  on  the  concrete.  But  short  of  cutting  off  her  foot,  she wasn’t getting free. 

The  Asterian  Guard  was  reloading  their  missile  launchers  atop  the  tanks.  Hyperconcentrated magic flared around them, as if the brimstone was straining to be free of its firstlight constraints. 

Eager to unleash angelic ruin upon the helpless city. 

“They’re going to fire again,” Ruhn whispered. 

“The  brimstone  landed  mostly  in  Moonwood,”  Declan  told  them.  “Bryce  is  alive  but  in trouble. She’s trapped under a piece of concrete. Struggling like Hel to free herself, though.” 

Fury screamed into the microphone, “ABORT MISSION.” 

No one answered. The launchers cocked skyward again, pivoting to new targets. 

As  if  they  knew  Bryce  still  lived.  They’d  keep  bombarding  the  city  until  she  was  dead, killing anything in their path. Perhaps hoping that if they took out the Gates, too, the voids would vanish. 

An icy, brutal calm settled over Hunt. 

He said to Fury, “Go high. High as the helicopter can handle.” 

She saw what he intended. He couldn’t fly, not on weak wings. But he didn’t need to. 

“Grab  something,”  Fury  said,  and  angled  the  helicopter  sharply.  It  went  up,  up,  up,  all  of them gritting their teeth against the weight trying to shove them earthward. 

Hunt braced himself, settling into that place that had seen him through battles and years in dungeons and Sandriel’s arena. 

“Get ready, Athalar,” Fury called. The war machines halted, launchers primed. 

The helicopter flew over Lunathion’s walls. Hunt unstrapped himself from the gunner. The Bone Quarter was a misty swirl below as they crossed the Istros. 

Gratitude shone in Danaan’s eyes. Understanding what only Hunt could do. 

The  Old  Square  and  glowing  Gate  at  its  heart  became  visible.  The  only  signal  he  needed. 

There was no hesitation in Hunt. No fear. 

Hunt leapt out of the helicopter, his wings tucked in tight. A one-way ticket. His last flight. 

Far below, his sharp eyes could just make out Bryce as she curled herself into a ball, as if it’d save her from the death soon to blast her apart. 

The  brimstone  missiles  launched  one  after  another  after  another,  the  closest  arcing  toward the  Old  Square,  shimmering  with  lethal  golden  power.  Even  as  Hunt  plunged  to  the  earth,  he knew its angle was off—it’d strike probably ten blocks away. But it was still too close. Still left her in the blast zone, where all that compressed angelic power would splatter her apart. 

The  brimstone  hit,  the  entire  city  bouncing  beneath  its  unholy  impact.  Block  after  block ruptured in a tidal wave of death. 

Wings splaying, lightning erupting, Hunt threw himself over Bryce as the world shattered. 
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She should be dead. 

But those were her fingers, curling on the rubble. That was her breath, sawing in and out. 

The brimstone had decimated the square, the city was now in smoldering ruins, yet the Gate still stood. Her light had gone out, though, the quartz again an icy white. Fires sputtered around her, lighting the damage in flickering relief. 

Clumps of ashes rained down, mixing with the embers. 

Bryce’s ears buzzed faintly, yet not as badly as they had after the first blast. 

It wasn’t possible. She’d spied the shimmering golden brimstone missile arcing past, knew it’d strike a few blocks away, and that death would soon find her. The Gate must have shielded her, somehow. 

Bryce  eased  into  a  kneeling  position  with  a  groan.  The  bombardment,  at  least,  had  ceased. 

Only a few buildings stood. The skeletons of cars still burned around her. The acrid smoke rose in a column that blotted out the first of the evening stars. 

And—and in the shadows, those were stirring demons. Bile burned her throat. She had to get up. Had to move while they were down. 

Her legs wouldn’t cooperate. She wiggled her toes inside her sneakers, just to make sure they could work, but … she couldn’t rise off the ground. Her body refused to obey. 

A clump of ash landed on the torn knee of her leggings. 

Her hands began to shake. It wasn’t a piece of ash. 

It was a gray feather. 

Bryce twisted to look behind herself. Her head emptied out. A scream broke from her, rising from so deep that she wondered if it was the sound of the world shredding apart. 

Hunt lay sprawled on the ground, his back a bloodied, burned mess, and his legs …

There was nothing left of them but ribbons. Nothing left of his right arm but splattered blood on pavement. And through his back, where his wings had been—

That was a bloody, gaping hole. 

She moved on instinct, scrambling over concrete and metal and blood. 

He’d shielded her against the brimstone. Had somehow escaped Sandriel and come here. To

save her. 

“Pleasepleasepleaseplease” 

She turned him over, searching for any hint of life, of breathing—

His mouth moved. Just slightly. 

Bryce  sobbed,  pulling  his  head  into  her  lap.  “Help!”  she  called.  No  answer  beyond  an

unearthly  baying  in  the  fire-licked  darkness.  “Help!”  she  yelled  again,  but  her  voice  was  so hoarse  it  barely  carried  across  the  square.  Randall  had  told  her  about  the  terrible  power  of  the Asterian  Guard’s  brimstone  missiles.  How  the  spells  woven  into  the  condensed  angelic  magic slowed healing in Vanir long enough for them to bleed out. To die. 

Blood  coated  so  much  of  Hunt’s  face  that  she  could  barely  see  the  skin  beneath.  Only  the faint flutter of his throat told her he still lived. 

And  the  wounds  that  should  have  been  healing  …  they  leaked  and  gushed  blood.  Arteries had been severed. Vital arteries—

“HELP! ” she screamed. 

But no one answered. 

The brimstone’s blasts had downed the helicopter. 

Only Fury’s skill kept them alive, though they’d still crashed, flipping twice, before landing somewhere in Moonwood. 

Tharion bled from his head, Fury had a gash in her leg, Flynn and Amelie both bore broken bones,  and  Ruhn  …  He  didn’t  bother  to  think  about  his  own  wounds.  Not  as  the  smoke-filled, burning night became laced with approaching snarls. But the brimstone had halted—at least they had that. He prayed the Asterian Guard would need a good while before they could muster the power to form more of them. 

Ruhn forced himself into movement by sheer will. 

Two  of  the  duffels  of  weapons  had  come  free  of  their  bindings  and  been  lost  in  the  crash. 

Flynn and Fury began divvying out the remaining guns and knives, working quickly while Ruhn assessed the state of the one intact machine gun he’d ripped from the chopper’s floor. 

Hypaxia’s voice cracked over the miraculously undamaged radio, “We have eyes on the Old

Square Gate,” she said. Ruhn paused, waiting for the news. Not daring to hope. 

The last Ruhn had seen of Athalar was the angel plunging toward Bryce while the Asterian Guard fired those glowing golden missiles over the walls like some sick fireworks show. Then the citywide explosions had sundered the world. 

“Athalar is down,” Declan announced gravely. “Bryce lives.” Ruhn offered up a silent prayer of thanks to Cthona for her mercy. Another pause. “Correction, Athalar made it, but barely. His injuries are … Shit.” His swallow was audible. “I don’t think there’s any chance of survival.” 

Tharion cocked a rifle to his shoulder, peering through the scope into the darkness. “We’ve got about a dozen demons sizing us up from that brick building over there.” 

“Six  more  over  here,”  Fury  said,  also  using  the  scope  on  her  rifle.  Amelie  Ravenscroft limped  badly  as  she  shifted  into  wolf  form  with  a  flash  of  light  and  bared  her  teeth  at  the darkness. 

If they didn’t shut the portals in the other Gates, only two options existed: retreat or death. 

“They’re getting curious,” Flynn murmured without taking his eye from the scope of his gun. 

“Do we have a plan?” 

“The river’s at our backs,” Tharion said. “If we’re lucky, my people might come to our aid.” 

The Blue Court lay far enough below the surface to have avoided the brimstone’s wrath. They could rally. 

But Bryce and Hunt remained in the Old Square. Ruhn said, “We’re thirty blocks from the

Heart Gate. We go down the river-walk, then cut inland at Main.” He added, “That’s where I’m

headed, at least.” They all nodded, grim-faced. 

 Tell Ruhn I forgive him—for all of it. 

The words echoed through Ruhn’s blood. They had to keep going, even if the demons picked them off one by one. He just hoped they’d reach his sister in time to find something to save. 

Bryce knelt over Hunt, his life spilling out all around her. And in the smoldering, acrid quiet, she began whispering. 

“I believe it happened for a reason. I believe it all happened for a reason.” She stroked his bloody hair, her voice shaking. “I believe it wasn’t for nothing.” 

She  looked  toward  the  Gate.  Gently  set  Hunt  down  amid  the  rubble.  She  whispered  again, rising  to  her  feet,  “I  believe  it  happened  for  a  reason.  I  believe  it  all  happened  for  a  reason.  I believe it wasn’t for nothing.” 

She walked from Hunt’s body as he bled behind her. Wended her way through the debris and rubble. The fence around the Gate had been warped, peeled away. But the quartz archway still stood, its bronze plaque and the dial pad’s gems intact as she halted before them. 

Bryce whispered again, “I believe it wasn’t for nothing.” 

She laid her palm on the dial pad’s bronze disk. 

The metal was warm against Bryce’s fingers, as it had been when she’d touched it that final day  with  Danika.  Its  power  zinged  through  her,  sucking  the  fee  for  the  usage:  a  drop  of  her magic. 

The Gates had been used as communication devices in the past—but the only reason words

could pass between them was the power that connected them. They all sat atop linked ley lines. 

A veritable matrix of energy. 

The Gate wasn’t just a prism. It was a conduit. And she had the Horn in her very skin. Had proved it could close a portal to Hel. 

Bryce whispered into the little intercom in the center of the pad’s arc of gems, “Hello?” 

No one answered. She said, “If you can hear me, come to the Gate. Any Gate.” 

Still  nothing.  She  said,  “My  name  is  Bryce  Quinlan.  I’m  in  the  Old  Square.  And  …  and  I think I’ve figured out how we can stop this. How we can fix this.” 

Silence. None of the other gems lit up to indicate the presence or voice of another person in another district, touching the disk on their end. 

“I know it’s bad right now,” she tried again. “I know it’s so, so bad, and dark, and … I know it feels impossible. But if you can make it to another Gate, just … please. Please come.” 

She took a shuddering breath. 

“You don’t need to do anything,” she said. “All you need to do is just put your hand on the disk.  That’s  all  I  need—just  another  person  on  the  line.”  Her  hand  shook,  and  she  pressed  it harder to the metal. “The Gate is a conduit of power—a lightning rod that feeds into every other Gate throughout the city. And I need someone on the other end, linked to me through that vein.” 

She swallowed. “I need someone to Anchor me. So I can make the Drop.” 

The words whispered out into the world. 

Bryce’s  rasping  voice  overrode  the  sounds  of  the  demons  rallying  again  around  her.  “The firstlight I’ll generate by making the Drop will spread from this Gate to the others. It’ll light up everything, send those demons racing away. It’ll heal everything it touches. Every one it touches. 

And I—” She took a deep breath. “I am Starborn Fae, and I bear Luna’s Horn in my body. With

the  power  of  the  firstlight  I  generate,  I  can  shut  the  portals  to  Hel.  I  did  it  here—I  can  do  it everywhere else. But I need a link—and the power from my Drop to do it.” 

Still no one answered. No life stirred, beyond the beasts in the deepest shadows. 

“Please,” Bryce begged, her voice breaking. 

Silently,  she  prayed  for  any  one  of  those  six  other  gems  to  light  up,  to  show  that  just  one person, in any district, would answer her plea. 

But there was only the crackling nothingness. 

She was alone. And Hunt was dying. 

Bryce waited five seconds. Ten seconds. No one answered. No one came. 

Swallowing another sob, she took a shuddering breath and let go of the disk. 

Hunt’s breaths had grown few and far between. She crawled back to him, hands shaking. But her voice was calm as she again slid his head into her lap. Stroked his blood-soaked face. “It’s going to be all right,” she said. “Help is coming, Hunt. The medwitches are on their way.” She shut her eyes against her tears. “We’re going to be all right,” she lied. “We’re going to go home, where Syrinx is waiting for us. We’re going to go home. You and me. Together. We’ll have that afterward, like you promised. But only if you hold on, Hunt.” 

His breathing rattled in his chest. A death rattle. She bent over him, inhaling his scent, the strength  in  him.  And  then  she  said  it—the  three  words  that  meant  more  than  anything.  She whispered them into his ear, sending them with all she had left in her. 

The final truth, the one she needed him to hear. 

Hunt’s breathing spread and thinned. Not much longer. 

Bryce couldn’t stop her tears as they dropped onto Hunt’s cheeks, cleaning away the blood in clear tracks. 

 Light it up, Danika whispered to her. Into her heart. 

“I tried,” she whispered back. “Danika, I tried.” 

 Light it up. 

Bryce wept. “It didn’t work.” 

 Light it up.  Urgency sharpened the words. As if … As if …

Bryce lifted her head. Looked toward the Gate. To the plaque and its gems. 

She waited. Counted her breaths.  One. Two. Three. 

The gems remained dark.  Four. Five. Six. 

Nothing at all. Bryce swallowed hard and turned back to Hunt. One last time. He’d go, and then she’d follow, once more brimstone fell or the demons worked up the courage to attack her. 

She took another breath.  Seven. 

“Light it up.” The words filled the Old Square. Filled every square in the city. 

Bryce whipped her head around to look at the Gate as Danika’s voice sounded again. “Light it up, Bryce.” 

The onyx stone of the Bone Quarter glowed like a dark star. 
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Bryce’s face crumpled as she lurched to her feet, sprinting to the Gate. 

She didn’t care how it was possible as Danika said again, “Light it up.” 

Then Bryce was laughing and sobbing as she screamed, “LIGHT IT UP, DANIKA! LIGHT IT

 UP, LIGHT IT UP, LIGHT IT UP!” 

Bryce slammed her palm onto the bronze disk of the Gate. 

And  soul  to  soul  with  the  friend  whom  she  had  not  forgotten,  the  friend  who  had  not forgotten her, even in death, Bryce made the Drop. 

Stunned silence filled the conference room as Bryce plunged into her power. 

Declan Emmett didn’t look up from the feeds he monitored, his heart thundering. 

“It’s not possible,” the Autumn King said. Declan was inclined to agree. 

Sabine Fendyr murmured, “Danika had a small kernel of energy left, the Under-King said. A bit of self that remained.” 

“Can a dead soul even serve as an Anchor?” Queen Hypaxia asked. 

“No,” Jesiba replied, with all the finality of the Under-King’s emissary. “No, it can’t.” 

Silence rippled through the room as they realized what they were witnessing. An untethered, solo Drop. Utter free fall. Bryce might as well have leapt from a cliff and hoped to land safely. 

Declan  drew  his  eyes  from  the  video  feed  and  scanned  the  graph  on  one  of  his  three computers—the one charting Bryce’s Drop, courtesy of the Eleusian system. “She’s approaching her power level.” Barely a blip past zero on the scale. 

Hypaxia peered over his shoulder to study the graph. “She’s not slowing, though.” 

Declan  squinted  at  the  screen.  “She’s  gaining  speed.”  He  shook  his  head.  “But—but  she’s classified as a low-level.” Near-negligible, if he felt like being a dick about it. 

Hypaxia said quietly, “But the Gate is not.” 

Sabine demanded, “What do you mean?” 

Hypaxia whispered, “I don’t think it’s a memorial plaque. On the Gate.” The witch pointed to the sign mounted on the glowing quartz, the bronze stark against the incandescent stone. “The power shall always belong to those who give their lives to the city. ” 

Bryce dropped further into power. Past the normal, respectable levels. 

Queen Hypaxia said, “The plaque is a blessing.” 

Declan’s breathing was uneven as he murmured, “The power of the Gates—the power given

over by every soul who has ever touched it … every soul who has handed over a drop of their magic.” 

He tried and failed to calculate just how many people, over how many centuries, had touched the  Gates  in  the  city.  Had  handed  over  a  drop  of  their  power,  like  a  coin  tossed  in  a  fountain. 

Made a wish on that drop of yielded power. 

People of every House. Every race. Millions and millions of drops of power fueled this solo Drop. 

Bryce passed level after level after level. The Autumn King’s face went pale. 

Hypaxia said, “Look at the Gates.” 

The quartz Gates across the city began to glow. Red, then orange, then gold, then white. 

Firstlight erupted from them. Lines of it speared out in every direction. 

The  lights  flowed  down  the  ley  lines  between  the  Gates,  connecting  them  along  the  main avenues. It formed a perfect, six-pointed star. 

The  lines  of  light  began  to  spread.  Curving  around  the  city  walls.  Cutting  off  the  demons now aiming for the lands beyond. 

Light met light met light met light. 

Until the city was ringed with it. Until every street was glowing. 

And Bryce was still making the Drop. 

It was joy and life and death and pain and song and silence. 

Bryce  tumbled  into  power,  and  power  tumbled  into  her,  and  she  didn’t  care,  didn’t  care, didn’t  care,  because  it  was  Danika  falling  with  her,  Danika  laughing  with  her  as  their  souls twined. 

She was here, she was here, she was here—

Bryce plunged into the golden light and song at the heart of the universe. 

Danika let out a howl of joy, and Bryce echoed it. 

Danika was here. It was enough. 

“She’s passing Ruhn’s level,” Declan breathed, not believing it. That his friend’s party-girl sister had surpassed the prince himself. Surpassed Ruhn fucking Danaan. 

Declan’s king was still as death as Bryce smashed past Ruhn’s ranking. This could change their very order. A powerful half-human princess with a star’s light in her veins … Fucking Hel. 

Bryce began slowing at last. Nearing the Autumn King’s level. Declan swallowed. 

The  city  was  awash  with  her  light.  Demons  fled  from  it,  racing  back  through  the  voids, opting to brave the glowing Gates rather than be trapped in Midgard. 

Light shot up from the Gates, seven bolts becoming one in the heart of the city—above the Old Square Gate. A highway of power. Of Bryce’s will. 

The voids between Midgard and Hel began to shrink. As if the light itself was abhorrent. As if that pure, unrestrained firstlight could heal the world. 

And it did. Buildings shattered by brimstone slid back into place. Rubble gathered into walls and streets and fountains. Wounded people became whole again. 

Bryce slowed further. 

Declan ground his teeth. The voids within the Gates became smaller and smaller. 

Demons  rushed  back  to  Hel  through  the  shrinking  doorways.  More  and  more  of  the  city healed  as  the  Horn  closed  the  portals.  As   Bryce  sealed  the  portals,  the  Horn’s  power  flowing through her, amplified by the firstlight she was generating. 

“Holy gods,” someone was whispering. 

The voids between worlds became slivers. Then nothing at all. 

The Gates stood empty. The portals gone. 

Bryce stopped at last. Declan studied the precise number of her power, just a decimal point above that of the Autumn King. 

Declan let out a soft laugh, wishing Ruhn were here to see the male’s shocked expression. 

The Autumn King’s face tightened and he growled at Declan, “I would not be so smug, boy.” 

Declan tensed. “Why?” 

The  Autumn  King  hissed,  “Because  that  girl  may  have  used  the  Gates’  power  to  Drop  to unforeseen levels, but she will not be able to make the Ascent.” 

Declan’s fingers stilled on the keys of his laptop. 

The  Autumn  King  laughed  mirthlessly.  Not  from  malice,  Declan  realized—but  something like pain. He’d never known the prick could feel such a thing. 

Bryce slumped to the stones beside the Gate. Declan didn’t need medical monitors to know her heart had flatlined. 

Her mortal body had died. 

A  clock  on  the  computer  showing  the  Eleusian  system  began  counting  down  from  a  six-minute marker. The indicator of how long she had to make the Search and the Ascent, to let her mortal,  aging  body  die,  to  face  what  lay  within  her  soul,  and  race  back  up  to  life,  into  her  full power. And emerge an immortal. 

If she made the Ascent, the Eleusian system would register it, track it. 

The Autumn King said hoarsely, “She made the Drop alone. Danika Fendyr is dead—she is

not a true Anchor. Bryce has no way back to life.” 
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This was the cradle of all life, this place. 

There was a physical ground beneath her, and she had the sense of an entire world above her, full  of  distant,  twinkling  lights.  But  this  was  the  bottom  of  the  sea.  The  dark  trench  that  cut through the skin of the earth. 

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered at all. Not with Danika standing before her. Holding her. 

Bryce  peeled  away  far  enough  to  look  at  her  beautiful,  angular  face.  The  corn-silk  hair.  It was the same, right down to the amethyst, sapphire, and rose streaks. She’d somehow forgotten the exact features of Danika’s face, but … there they were. 

Bryce said, “You came.” 

Danika’s smile was soft. “You asked for help.” 

“Are you … are you alive? Over there, I mean.” 

“No.” Danika shook her head. “No, Bryce. This, what you see …” She gestured to herself. 

The familiar jeans and old band T-shirt. “This is just the spark that’s left. What was resting over there.” 

“But it’s you. This is  you.” 

“Yes.”  Danika  peered  at  the  churning  darkness  above  them,  the  entire  ocean  above.  “And you don’t have much time to make the Ascent, Bryce.” 

Bryce snorted. “I’m not making the Ascent.” 

Danika blinked. “What do you mean?” 

Bryce stepped back. “I’m not making it.” Because this was where her homeless soul would

stay, if she failed. Her body would die in the world above, and her soul that she’d traded away to the Under-King would be left to wander this place. With Danika. 

Danika crossed her arms. “Why?” 

Bryce blinked furiously. “Because it got too hard. Without you. It  is too hard without you.” 

“That’s bullshit,” Danika snarled. “So you’ll just give up on everything? Bryce, I am  dead. I am  gone. And you’ll trade your entire life for this tiny piece of me that’s left?” Disappointment shuttered her caramel eyes. “The friend I knew wouldn’t have done that.” 

Bryce’s voice broke as she said, “We were supposed to do this together. We were supposed to live out our lives together.” 

Danika’s face softened. “I know, B.” She took her hand. “But that’s not how it turned out.” 

Bryce bowed her head, thinking she’d crack apart. “I miss you. Every moment of every day.” 

“I know,” Danika said again, and put a hand over her heart. “And I’ve felt it. I’ve seen it.” 

“Why did you lie—about the Horn?” 

“I didn’t lie,” Danika said simply. “I just didn’t tell you.” 

“You lied about the tattoo,” Bryce countered. 

“To keep you safe,” Danika said. “To keep the Horn safe, yeah, but mostly to keep you safe in case the worst happened to me.” 

“Well,  the  worst  did  happen  to  you,”  Bryce  said,  instantly  regretting  it  when  Danika flinched. 

But then Danika said, “You traded your place in the Bone Quarter for me.” 

Bryce began crying. “It was the least I could do.” 

Tears  formed  in  Danika’s  eyes.  “You  didn’t  think  I’d  make  it?”  She  threw  her  a  sharp, pained grin. “Asshole.” 

But Bryce shook with the force of her weeping. “I couldn’t … I couldn’t take that risk.” 

Danika brushed back a piece of Bryce’s hair. 

Bryce  sniffled  and  said,  “I  killed  Micah  for  what  he  did.  To  you.  To  Lehabah.”  Her  heart strained. “Is—is she over in the Bone Quarter?” 

“I don’t know. And yeah—I saw what happened in the gallery.” Danika didn’t explain more

about the particulars. “We all saw.” 

That word snagged.  We. 

Bryce’s lips trembled. “Is Connor with you?” 

“He is. And the rest of the pack. They bought me time with the Reapers. To get to the Gate. 

They’re  holding  them  off,  but  not  for  long,  Bryce.  I  can’t  stay  here  with  you.”  She  shook  her head. “Connor would have wanted more for you than this.” She stroked the back of Bryce’s hand with her thumb. “He wouldn’t have wanted you to stop fighting.” 

Bryce wiped at her face again. “I didn’t. Not until now. But now I’m … It’s all just  fucked. 

And I’m so  tired of it feeling that way. I’m done.” 

Danika asked softly, “What about the angel?” 

Bryce’s head snapped up. “What about him?” 

Danika gave her a knowing smile. “If you want to ignore the fact that you’ve got your family who loves you no matter what, fine—but the angel remains.” 

Bryce withdrew her hand from Danika’s. “You’re really trying to convince me to make the

Ascent for a guy?” 

“Is Hunt Athalar really just some guy to you?” Danika’s smile turned gentle. “And why is it somehow a mark against your strength to admit that there is someone, who happens to be male, worth returning to? Someone who I know made you feel like things are  far from fucked.” 

Bryce crossed her arms. “So what.” 

“He’s healed, Bryce,” Danika said. “You healed him with the firstlight.” 

Bryce’s breath shuddered out of her. She’d done all of this for that wild hope. 

She  swallowed,  looking  at  the  ground  that  was  not  earth,  but  the  very  base  of  Self,  of  the world. She whispered, “I’m scared.” 

Danika  grabbed  her  hand  again.  “That’s  the  point  of  it,  Bryce.  Of   life.  To  live,  to  love, knowing that it might all vanish tomorrow. It makes everything that much more precious.” She took Bryce’s face in her hands and pressed their brows together. 

Bryce closed her eyes and inhaled Danika’s scent, somehow still present even in this form. “I don’t think I can make it. Back up.” 

Danika  pulled  away,  peering  at  the  impossible  distance  overhead.  Then  at  the  road  that stretched before them. The runway. Its end was a free fall into eternal darkness. Into nothingness. 

But she said, “Just try, Bryce. One try. I’ll be with you every step of the way. Even if you can’t see me. I will  always be with you.” 

Bryce  didn’t  look  at  that  too-short  runway.  The  endless  ocean  above  them,  separating  her from  life.  She  just  memorized  the  lines  of  Danika’s  face,  as  she  had  not  had  the  chance  to  do before. “I love you, Danika,” she whispered. 

Danika’s throat bobbed. She cocked her head, the movement purely lupine. As if listening to something. “Bryce, you have to hurry.” She grabbed her hand, squeezing. “You have to decide now.” 

The timer on Bryce’s life showed two minutes left. 

Her dead body lay sprawled on the stones beside the faintly glowing Gate. 

Declan ran a hand over his chest. He didn’t dare contact Ruhn. Not yet. Couldn’t bear to. 

“There’s no way to help her?” Hypaxia whispered to the silent room. “No way at all?” 

No.  Declan  had  used  the  past  four  minutes  to  run  a  search  of  every  public  and  private database in Midgard for a miracle. He’d found nothing. 

“Beyond  being  without  an  Anchor,”  the  Autumn  King  said,  “she  used  an  artificial  power source to bring her to that level. Her body is not biologically equipped to make the Ascent. Even with a true Anchor, she wouldn’t be able to gain enough momentum for that first jump upward.” 

Jesiba gravely nodded her confirmation, but the sorceress said nothing. 

Declan’s memories of his Drop and Ascent were murky, frightening. He’d gone farther than anticipated, but had at least stayed within his own range. Even with Flynn Anchoring him, he’d been petrified he wouldn’t make it back. 

Despite registering on the system as a blip of energy beside Bryce, Danika Fendyr was not a tether to life, not a true Anchor. She had no life of her own. Danika was merely the thing that had given Bryce enough courage to attempt the Drop alone. 

The Autumn King went on, “I’ve looked. I’ve spent centuries looking. Thousands of people throughout the ages have attempted to go past their own intended levels through artificial means. 

None of them ever made it back to life.” 

One minute remained, the seconds flying off the countdown clock. 

Bryce had still not Ascended. Was still making the Search, facing whatever lay within her. 

The timer would have halted if she had begun her attempt at the Ascent, marking her entrance into the Between—the liminal place between death and life. But the timer kept going. Winding down. 

It didn’t matter, though. Bryce would die whether she attempted it or not. 

Thirty seconds left. The remaining dignitaries in the room bowed their heads. 

Ten seconds. The Autumn King rubbed at his face, then watched the clock count down. The

remainder of Bryce’s life. 

Five. Four. Three. Two. 

One. The milliseconds raced toward zero. True death. 

The clock stopped at 0.003. 

A red line shot across the bottom of the Eleusian system’s graph, along the runway toward oblivion. 

Declan whispered, “She’s running.” 

“Faster, Bryce!” Danika raced at her heels. 

Step after step after step, Bryce barreled down that mental runway. Toward the ever-nearing end of it. 

“Faster! ” Danika roared. 

One shot. She had one shot at this. 

Bryce ran. Ran and ran and ran, arms pumping, gritting her teeth. 

The odds were impossible, the likelihood slim. 

But she tried. With Danika beside her, this last time, she could try. 

She had made the Drop solo, but she was not alone. 

She had never been alone. She never would be. 

Not with Danika in her heart, and not with Hunt beside her. 

The end of the runway neared. She had to get airborne. Had to start the Ascent, or she’d fall into nothingness. Forever. 

“Don’t stop! ” Danika screamed. 

So Bryce didn’t. 

She charged onward. Toward that very final, deadly end point. 

She used every foot of the runway. Every last inch. 

And then blasted upward. 

Declan couldn’t believe what he was seeing as the Autumn King fell to his knees. As Bryce rose, lifted on a surge of power. 

She cleared the deepest levels. 

“It’s not …,” the Autumn King breathed. “It’s not  possible. She is  alone.” 

Tears streamed down Sabine’s harsh face as she whispered, “No, she isn’t.” 

The force that was Danika Fendyr, the force that had given Bryce that boost upward, faded away into nothing. 

Declan knew it would never return, in this world or on a mist-veiled isle. 

It might still have been too long for Bryce’s brain to be without oxygen, even if she could make it the entire way back to life. But his princess fought for every bit of progress upward, her power  shifting,  traces  of  everyone  who’d  given  it  to  her  coming  through:  mer,  shifter,  draki, human, angel, sprite, Fae …

“How,” the Autumn King asked no one in particular.  “How?” 

It  was  the  ancient  Prime  of  the  wolves  who  answered,  his  withered  voice  rising  above  the pinging  of  the  graph.  “With  the  strength  of  the  most  powerful  force  in  the  world.  The  most powerful  force  in  any  realm.”  He  pointed  to  the  screen.  “What  brings  loyalty  beyond  death, undimming despite the years. What remains unwavering in the face of hopelessness.” 

The  Autumn  King  twisted  toward  the  ancient  Prime,  shaking  his  head.  Still  not understanding. 

Bryce was at the level of ordinary witches now. But still too far from life. 

Motion caught Declan’s eye, and he whirled toward the feed of the Old Square. 

Wreathed  in  lightning,  healed  and  whole,  Hunt  Athalar  was  kneeling  over  Bryce’s  dead body. Pumping her torso with his hands—chest compressions. 

Hunt  hissed  to  Bryce  through  his  gritted  teeth,  thunder  cracking  above  him,  “I  heard  what you said.”  Pump, pump, pump  went  his  powerful  arms.  “What  you  waited  to  admit  until  I  was

almost  dead, you fucking coward.” His lightning surged into her, sending her body arcing off the ground as he tried to jump-start her heart. He snarled in her ear, “Now come say it to my face.” 

Sabine  whispered  a  sentence  to  the  room,  to  the  Autumn  King,  and  Declan’s  heart  rose, hearing it. 

It  was  the  answer  to  the  ancient  Prime’s  words.  To  the  Autumn  King’s  question  of  how, against  every  statistic  blaring  on  Declan’s  computer,  they  were  even  witnessing  Hunt  Athalar fight like Hel to keep Bryce Quinlan’s heart beating. 

 Through love, all is possible. 
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She was sea and sky and stone and blood and wings and earth and stars and darkness and light and bone and flame. 

Danika was gone. She had given over what remained of her soul, her power, to get Bryce off the runway, and for that initial rocketing Ascent. 

Danika  had  whispered,  “I  love  you,”  before  fading  into  nothing,  her  hand  sliding  from Bryce’s. 

And it had not destroyed Bryce, to make that final goodbye. 

The roar she had emitted was not one of pain. But of challenge. 

Bryce  barreled  higher.  She  could  feel  the  surface  nearby.  The  thin  veil  between  this  place and life. Her power shifted, dancing between forms and gifts. She thrust upward with a push of a mighty tail. Twisted and rose with a sweep of vast wings. She was all things—and yet herself. 

And then she heard it. His voice. His answering challenge to her call. 

He was there. Waiting for her. 

Fighting to keep her heart going. She was close enough to the veil to see it now. 

Even before she had come to lie dead before him, he’d fought to keep her heart going. 

Bryce smiled, in this place between, and at last careened toward Hunt. 

“Come on,” Hunt grunted, continuing the chest compressions, counting Bryce’s breaths until he could shock her again with his lighting. 

He  didn’t  know  how  long  she  had  been  down,  but  she’d  been  dead  when  he’d  awoken, healed and whole, to a repaired city. As if no magic bombs, no demons, had ever harmed it. 

He saw the glowing Gate, the blazing light—the  firstlight—and knew only someone making the  Drop  could  generate  that  kind  of  power.  And  when  he’d  seen  her  lifeless  body  before  the Gate,  he’d  known  she’d  somehow  found  a  way  to  make  the  Drop,  to  unleash  that  healing firstlight, to use the Horn to seal the portals to Hel at the other Gates. 

So he’d acted on instinct. Did the only thing he could think of. 

He’d saved her and she’d saved him, and he—

His power felt it coming a moment later. Recognized her, like seeing itself in a mirror. 

How  she  was  bringing  up  this  much  power,  how  she  was  making  the  Ascent  alone  …  he didn’t  care  about  that.  He  had  Fallen,  he  had  survived,  he  had  gone  through  every  trial  and torture and horror—all for this moment. So he could be here. 

It had all been for her. For Bryce. 

Closer  and  closer,  her  power  neared.  Hunt  braced  himself,  and  sent  another  shock  of

lightning into her heart. She arced off the ground once more, body lifeless. 

“Come on,” he repeated, pumping her chest again with his hands. “I’m waiting for you.” 

He’d been waiting for her from the moment he’d been born. 

And as if she’d heard him, Bryce exploded into life. 

She was warm, and she was safe, and she was home. 

There was light—around her, from her, in her heart. 

Bryce realized she was breathing. And her heart was beating. 

Both were secondary. Would always be secondary around Hunt. 

She dimly registered that they were kneeling in the Old Square. His gray wings glowed like embers  as  they  curved  around  them  both,  holding  her  tightly  to  him.  And  inside  the  wall  of velvet-soft wings, like a sun contained inside a flower bud, Bryce shone. 

She slowly lifted her head, pulling away only far enough to look at his face. 

Hunt already stared down at her, his wings unfurling like petals at dawn. No tattoo marked his brow. The halo was gone. 

She ran her shaking fingers over the smooth skin. Hunt silently brushed away her tears. 

She smiled at him. Smiled at him with the lightness in her heart, her soul. Hunt slid his hand along her jaw, cupping her face. The tenderness in his eyes wiped away any lingering doubts. 

She laid her palm over his thundering heart. “Did you just call me a fucking coward?” 

Hunt tipped his head to the stars and laughed. “So what if I did?” 

She angled  her  face closer  to  his. “Too  bad  all  that healing  firstlight  didn’t turn  you  into  a decent person.” 

“Where would the fun be in that, Quinlan?” 

Her toes curled at the way he said her name. “I suppose I’ll just have to—” 

A  door  opened  down  the  street.  Then  another  and  another.  And  stumbling,  weeping  with relief  or  silent  in  shock,  the  people  of  Crescent  City  emerged.  Gaped  at  what  they  beheld.  At Bryce and Hunt. 

She let go of him and rose. Her power was a strange, vast well beneath her. Belonging not only to her—but to all of them. 

She peered up at Hunt, who was now gazing at her as if he couldn’t quite believe his eyes. 

She took his hand. Interlaced their fingers. 

And together, they stepped forward to greet the world. 

 

95

Syrinx  was  sitting  in  her  apartment’s  open  front  doorway,  whining  with  worry,  as  Bryce  and Hunt stepped off the elevator. 

Bryce  scanned  the  empty  hall,  the  chimera.  “I  left  that  door  shut  …”  she  began,  earning  a knowing chuckle from Hunt, but Syrinx was already sprinting for her. 

“I’ll  explain  his   gifts  later,”  Hunt  murmured  as  Bryce  herded  a  hysterical  Syrinx  into  the apartment and knelt before the beast, flinging her arms around him. 

She and Hunt had stayed in the Old Square for all of two minutes before the wailing began—

from  the  people  who  stumbled  from  the  shelters  to  discover  that  it  had  been  too  late  for  their loved ones. 

The Horn inked into her back had done its job well. Not one void remained in the Gates. And her  firstlight—through  those  Gates—had  been  able  to  heal  everything:  people,  buildings,  the world itself. 

Yet it could not do the impossible. It could not bring back the dead. 

And there were many, many bodies in the streets. Most only in pieces. 

Bryce  tightened  her  arms  around  Sryinx.  “It’s  okay,”  she  whispered,  letting  him  lick  her face. 

But it wasn’t okay. Not even close. What had happened, what she’d done and revealed, the Horn in her body, all those people dead, Lehabah dead, and seeing Danika, Danika, Danika—

Her breathless words turned into pants, and then shuddering sobs. Hunt, standing behind her as if he’d been waiting for this, just scooped her and Syrinx into his arms. 

Hunt brought her to her bedroom, sitting down on the edge of the mattress, keeping his arms around her and Syrinx, who pried his way free from Bryce’s arms to lick Hunt’s face, too. 

His hand slipped into her hair, fingers twining through it, and Bryce leaned into him, soaking up  that  strength,  that  familiar  scent,  marveling  that  they  had  even  gotten  here,  had  somehow made it—

She glanced at his wrist. No sign of the halo on his brow, yet the slave tattoo remained. 

Hunt noticed the shift in her attention. He said quietly, “I killed Sandriel.” 

His eyes were so calm—clear. Fixed wholly on hers. 

“I killed Micah,” she whispered. 

“I  know.”  The  corner  of  his  mouth  curled  upward.  “Remind  me  to  never  get  on  your  bad side.” 

“It’s not funny.” 

“Oh,  I  know  it’s  not.”  His  fingers  drifted  through  her  hair,  casually  and  gently.  “I  could

barely stand to watch.” 

She could barely stand to remember it. “How did you manage to kill her? To get rid of the tattoo?” 

“It’s a long story,” he said. “I’d rather you fill in the details of yours.” 

“You first.” 

“Not a chance. I want to hear how you hid the fact that you’ve got a star inside you.” 

He  looked  down  at  her  chest  then,  as  if  he’d  glimpse  it  shimmering  beneath  her  skin.  But when his eyebrows flicked upward, Bryce followed his line of sight. 

“Well,”  she  said  with  a  sigh,  “that’s  new.”  Indeed,  just  visible  down  the  V-neck  of  her  Tshirt, a white splotch—an eight-pointed star—now scarred the place between her breasts. 

Hunt chuckled. “I like it.” 

Some  small  part  of  her  did,  too.  But  she  said,  “You  know  it’s  just  the  Starborn  light—not true power.” 

“Yeah, except now you’ve got that, too.” He pinched her side. “A good amount from what I can sense. And the fucking Horn—” He ran his hand down her spine for emphasis. 

She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 

But his face grew grave. “You’re going to have to learn to control it.” 

“We save the city, and you’re already telling me I need to get back to work?” 

He chuckled. “Old habits, Bryce.” 

Their eyes met again, and she glanced at his mouth, so close to hers, so perfectly formed. At his eyes, now staring so intently into her own. 

It had all happened for a reason. She believed that. For this—for him. 

And though the path she’d been thrust onto was royally fucked, and had led her through the lightless  halls  of  grief  and  despair  …  Here,  here  before  her,  was  light.  True  light.  What  she’d raced toward during the Ascent. 

And she wanted to be kissed by that light. Now. 

Wanted to kiss him back, and tell Syrinx to go wait in his crate for a while. 

Hunt’s  dark  eyes  turned  near-feral.  As  if  he  could  read  those  thoughts  on  her  face,  in  her scent.  “We  have  some  unfinished  business,  Quinlan,”  he  said,  voice  roughening.  He  threw Syrinx  a  Look,  and  the  chimera  leapt  from  the  bed  and  trotted  out  into  the  hall,  lion’s  tail waggling as if to say,  It’s about time. 

When Bryce looked back at Hunt, she found his focus on her lips. And became hyperaware

of the fact that she was sitting across his lap. On her bed. From the hardness starting to poke into her backside, she knew he’d realized it, too. 

Still they said nothing as they stared at each other. 

So Bryce wriggled slightly against his erection, drawing a hiss from him. She huffed a laugh. 

“I  throw  one  smoldering  look  at  you  and  you’re  already—what  was  it  you  said  to  me  a  few weeks ago? Hot and bothered?” 

One of his hands traced down her spine again, intent in every inch of it. “I’ve been hot and bothered  for  you  for  a  long  time  now.”  His  hand  halted  on  her  waist,  his  thumb  beginning  a gentle,  torturous  stroking  along  her  rib  cage.  With  each  sweep,  the  building  ache  between  her legs ratcheted. 

Hunt  smiled  slowly,  as  if  well  aware  of  that.  Then  he  leaned  in,  pressing  a  kiss  to  the underside of her jaw. He said against her flushed skin, “You ready to do this?” 

“Gods, yes,” she breathed. And when he kissed just beneath her ear, making her back arch

slightly, she said, “I recall you promising to fuck me until I couldn’t remember my own name.” 

He  shifted  his  hips,  grinding  his  cock  into  her,  searing  her  even  with  the  clothing  still between them. “If that’s what you want, sweetheart, that’s what I’ll give you.” 

Oh gods. She couldn’t get a solid breath down. Couldn’t think around his roving mouth on her  neck  and  his  hands  and  that  massive,  beautiful  cock  digging  into  her.  She  had  to  get  him inside her. Right now. She needed to feel him, needed to have his heat and strength around her. 

In her. 

Bryce  shifted  to  straddle  his  lap,  lining  herself  up  with  all  of  him.  She  met  all  of  him, satisfied  to  find  his  breathing  as  ragged  as  her  own.  His  hands  bracketed  her  waist,  thumbs stroking,  stroking,  stroking,  as  if  he  were  an  engine  waiting  to  roar  into  movement  upon  her command. 

Bryce leaned in, brushing her mouth over his. Once. Twice. 

Hunt began shaking with the force of his restraint as he let her explore his mouth. 

But she pulled back, meeting his hazy, burning gaze. The words she wanted to say clogged in her  throat,  so  she  hoped  he  understood  them  as  she  pressed  a  kiss  to  his  now-clear  brow. 

Sketched a line of soft, glancing kisses over every inch where the tattoo had been. 

Hunt slid a shaking hand from her waist and laid it over her thundering heart. 

She swallowed thickly, surprised to find her eyes stinging. Surprised to see silver lining his eyes as well. They had made it; they were here. Together. 

Hunt leaned in, slanting his mouth over hers. She met him halfway, arms snaking around his neck, fingers burying themselves in his thick, silken hair. 

A shrill ringing filled the apartment. 

She could ignore it, ignore the world—

 Call from … Home. 

Bryce pulled back, panting hard. 

“You gonna get that?” Hunt’s voice was guttural. 

Yes. No. Maybe. 

 Call from … Home. 

“She’ll just keep calling until I pick up,” Bryce murmured. 

Her limbs were stiff as she peeled herself from Hunt’s lap, his fingers trailing over her back as she stood. She tried not to think about the promise in that touch, as if he was as reluctant to let go of her as she was of him. 

She ran to the great room and picked up the phone before it went to audiomail. 

“Bryce?”  Her  mom  was  crying.  It  was  enough  to  douse  a  bucket  of  ice  water  over  any lingering arousal. “Bryce?” 

She blew out a breath, returned to the bedroom, and threw Hunt an apologetic look that he waved off before he slumped back on the bed, wings rustling. “Hi, Mom.” 

Her mom’s sobbing threatened to make her start again, so she kept moving, aiming for her bathroom.  She  was  filthy—her  pink  sneakers  were  near-black,  her  pants  torn  and  bloody,  her shirt almost in ruins. Apparently, the firstlight had only gone so far in fixing everything. 

“Are you all right? Are you safe?” 

“I’m fine,” Bryce said, turning on the shower. Leaving it on cold. She peeled off her clothes. 

“I’m doing fine.” 

“What’s that water?” 

“My shower.” 

“You save a city and make the Drop and can’t even give me your full attention?” 

Bryce chuckled and put the phone on speaker before setting it on the sink. “How much do

you know?” She hissed at the icy blast as she stepped into the spray. But it shocked away any lingering heat between her legs and the heady desire clouding her mind. 

“Your  biological  father  had  Declan  Emmet  call  to  fill  me  in  on  everything.  I  guess  the bastard finally realized he owed me that much, at least.” 

Bryce turned up the heat at last as she shampooed her hair. “How pissed is he?” 

“Furious,  I’m  sure.”  She  added,  “The  news  also  just  broke  a  story  about—about  who  your father  is.”  Bryce  could  practically  hear  her  mother  grinding  her  teeth.  “They  know  the  exact amount of power you got. As much as he has, Bryce.  More than him. That’s a big deal.” 

Bryce tried not to reel at it—where her power had landed her. She tucked away that factoid for later. She rinsed the shampoo from her hair, reaching for the conditioner. “I know.” 

“What are you going to do with it?” 

“Open a chain of beach-themed restaurants.” 

“It was too much to hope that achieving that much power would give you a sense of dignity.” 

Bryce  stuck  out  her  tongue  even  though  her  mom  couldn’t  see  it,  and  plopped  conditioner into  her  palm.  “Look,  can  we  shelve  the  whole   mighty  power,  mighty  burdens  discussion  until tomorrow?” 

“Yes, except  tomorrow  in  your  vocabulary  means   never.”  Her  mother  sighed.  “You  closed those portals, Bryce. And I can’t even talk about what Danika did for you without …” Her voice broke. “We can talk about that  tomorrow, too.” 

Bryce  rinsed  out  the  conditioner.  And  realized  that  her  mother  didn’t  know—about  Micah. 

What she’d done to him. Or what Micah had done to Danika. 

Ember kept talking, and Bryce kept listening, while dread grew like ivy inside her, creeping through her veins, wrapping around her bones and squeezing tight. 

Hunt took a swift, icy shower of his own and changed into different clothes, smiling slightly to himself as Bryce’s shower shut off and she kept talking to her mother. 

“Yeah, Hunt’s here.” Her words floated down the hall, through the great room, and into his own room. “No, I didn’t, Mom. And no, he didn’t, either.” A drawer slammed. “That is none of your business, and please never ask me anything like that again.” 

Hunt had a good idea of what Ember had asked her daughter. And wouldn’t you know, he’d

been about to do just that with Bryce when she’d called. 

He hadn’t cared that an entire city was looking on: he’d wanted to kiss her when the light of her power had faded, when Hunt had lowered his wings to find her in his arms, looking up at him like he was worth something. Like he was all she needed. End of story. 

No one had ever looked at him like that. 

And when they’d come back here, and he’d had her on his lap on her bed and seen the way

her  cheeks  became  pink  as  she  looked  at  his  mouth,  he’d  been  ready  to  cross  that  final  bridge with her. To spend all day and night doing so. 

Considering how her firstlight had healed him, he’d most definitely say he was cleared for sex. Aching for it—for her. 

Bryce groaned. “You’re a pervert, Mom. You know that?” She growled. “Well, if you’re so

fucking invested in it, why did you  call me? Didn’t you think I might be  busy?” 

Hunt  smiled,  going  half-hard  again  at  the  sass  in  her  tone.  He  could  listen  to  her  snark  all fucking  day.  He  wondered  how  much  of  it  would  make  an  appearance  when  he  got  her  naked again. Got her moaning. 

The first time, she’d come on his hand. This time … This time, he had  plans for all the other ways he’d get her to make that beautiful, breathless sound as she’d orgasmed. 

Leaving  Bryce  to  deal  with  her  mother,  willing  his  cock  to  calm  the  fuck  down,  Hunt grabbed  a  burner  phone  from  his  underwear  drawer  and  dialed  Isaiah,  one  of  the  few  numbers he’d memorized. 

“Thank the fucking gods,” Isaiah said when he heard Hunt’s voice. 

Hunt smiled at the male’s uncharacteristic relief. “What’s happening on your end?” 

“My end?” Isaiah barked a laugh. “What the fuck is happening on  your end?” 

Too much to say. “Are you at the Comitium?” 

“Yeah, and it’s a gods-damned madhouse. I just realized  I’m in charge now.” 

With Micah a bunch of ashes in a vacuum and Sandriel not much better, Isaiah, as Micah’s Commander of the 33rd, was indeed in charge. 

“Congrats on the promotion, man.” 

“Promotion  my  ass.  I’m  not  an  Archangel.  And  these  assholes  know  it.”  Isaiah  snapped  at someone in the background, “Then call fucking maintenance to clean it up. ” He sighed. 

Hunt  asked,  “What  happened  to  the  Asterian  fuckheads  who  sent  their  brimstone  over  the walls?” He had half a mind to fly out there and start unleashing his lightning on those tanks. 

“Gone. Already moved off.” Isaiah’s dark tone told Hunt he’d be down for some good old-

fashioned retribution, too. 

Hunt asked, bracing himself, “Naomi?” 

“Alive.”  Hunt  uttered  a  silent  prayer  of  thanks  to  Cthona  for  that  mercy.  Then  Isaiah  said, 

“Look, I know you’re exhausted, but can you get over here? I could use your help to sort this shit out. All these pissing contests will end pretty damn fast if they see us both in charge.” 

Hunt tried not to bristle. Bryce and him getting naked, it seemed, would have to wait. 

Because the slave tattoo on his wrist meant he still had to obey the Republic, still belonged to someone other than himself. The list of possibilities wasn’t good. He’d be lucky if he got to stay in  Lunathion  as  the  possession  of  whoever  took  Micah’s  spot,  and  maybe  see  Bryce  in  stolen moments. If he was even allowed outside the Comitium. 

Fuck, if they even allowed him to  live after what he’d done to Sandriel. 

Hunt’s hands began to shake. Any trace of arousal vanished. 

But  he  shrugged  a  shirt  over  his  head.  He’d  find  some  way  to  survive—some  way  back  to this life with Quinlan he’d barely begun to savor. Unable to help himself, he glanced at his wrist. 

He blinked once. Twice. 

Bryce was just saying goodbye to her deviant mother when the phone beeped with another call. 

It was from an unknown number, which meant it was probably Jesiba, so Bryce promised Ember they’d talk tomorrow and switched over. “Hey.” 

A young, male voice asked, “Is that how you greet all your callers, Bryce Quinlan?” 

She knew that voice. Knew the lanky teenage body it belonged to, a shell to house an ancient behemoth. To house an Asteri. She’d seen and heard it on TV so many times she’d lost count. 

“Hello, Your Brilliance,” she whispered. 
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Rigelus, the Bright Hand of the Asteri, had called her house. Bryce’s hands shook so badly she could barely keep the phone to her ear. 

“We beheld your actions today and wished to extend our gratitude,” the lilting voice said. 

She swallowed, wondering if the mightiest of the Asteri somehow knew she was standing in a towel, hair dripping onto the carpet. “You’re … welcome?” 

Rigelus laughed softly. “You have had quite a day, Miss Quinlan.” 

“Yes, Your Brilliance.” 

“It was a day full of many surprises, for all of us.” 

 We know what you are, what you did. 

Bryce forced her legs to move, to head to the great room. To where Hunt was standing in the doorway of his bedroom, his face pale. His arms slack at his sides. 

“To show you how deep our gratitude goes, we would like to grant you a favor.” 

She wondered if the brimstone had been a  favor, too. But she said, “That’s not necessary—” 

“It is already done. We trust you will find it satisfactory.” 

She knew Hunt could hear the voice on the line as he walked over. 

But he just held out his wrist. His tattooed wrist, with a  C stamped over the slave’s mark. 

 Freed. 

“I …” Bryce gripped Hunt’s wrist, then scanned his face. But it was not joy she saw there—

not as he heard the voice on the line and understood who had gifted him his freedom. 

“We  also  trust  that  this  favor  will  serve  as  a  reminder  for  you  and  Hunt  Athalar.  It  is  our deepest wish that you remain in the city, and live out your days in peace and contentment. That you  use  your  ancestors’  gift  to  bring  yourself  joy.  And  refrain  from  using  the  other  gift  inked upon you.” 

 Use your starlight as a party trick and never, ever use the Horn. 

It made her the biggest idiot in Midgard, but she said, “What about Micah and Sandriel?” 

“Governor Micah went rogue and threatened to destroy innocent citizens of this empire with his high-handed approach to the rebel conflict. Governor Sandriel got what she deserved in being so lax with her control over her slaves.” 

Fear gleamed in Hunt’s eyes. In her own, too, Bryce was sure. Nothing was ever this easy—

this simple. There had to be a catch. 

“These  are,  of  course,  sensitive  issues,  Miss  Quinlan.  Ones  that,  were  they  publicly announced, would result in a great deal of trouble for all involved.” 

 For you.  We will destroy you. 

“All the witnesses to both events have been notified of the potential fallout.” 

“Okay,” Bryce whispered. 

“And  as  for  the  unfortunate  destruction  of  Lunathion,  we  do  accept  full  responsibility.  We were informed by Sandriel that the city had been evacuated, and sent the Asterian Guard to wipe away the demon infestation. The brimstone missiles were a last resort, intended to save us all. It was incredibly fortunate that you found a solution.” 

Liar.  Ancient,  awful  liar.  He’d  picked  the  perfect  scapegoat:  a  dead  one.  The  rage  that flickered over Hunt’s face told her he shared her opinion. 

“I was truly lucky,” Bryce managed to say. 

“Yes,  perhaps  because  of  the  power  in  your  veins.  Such  a  gift  can  have  tremendous consequences, if not handled wisely.” A pause, as if he were smiling. “I trust you shall learn to wield both your unexpected strength and the light within you with … discretion.” 

 Stay in your lane. 

“I will,” Bryce murmured. 

“Good,”  Rigelus  said.  “And  do  you  believe  it  necessary  that  I  contact  your  mother,  Ember Quinlan,  to  ask  for  her  discretion,  too?”  The  threat  gleamed,  sharp  as  a  knife.  One  step  out  of line, and they knew where to strike first. Hunt’s hands curled into fists. 

“No,” Bryce said. “She doesn’t know about the Governors.” 

“And she never will. No one else will ever know, Bryce Quinlan.” 

Bryce swallowed again. “Yes.” 

A soft laugh. “Then you and Hunt Athalar have our blessing.” 

The  line  went  dead.  Bryce  stared  at  the  phone  like  it  was  going  to  sprout  wings  and  fly around the room. 

Hunt slumped on the couch, rubbing his face. “Live quietly and normally, keep your mouths shut, never use the Horn, and we won’t fucking kill you and everyone you love.” 

Bryce sat on the rolled arm of the couch. “Slay a few enemies, gain twice as many in return.” 

Hunt grunted. She angled her head. “Why are your boots on?” 

“Isaiah  needs  me  at  the  Comitium.  He’s  up  to  his  neck  in  angels  wanting  to  challenge  his authority and needs backup.” He arched a brow. “Want to come play Scary Asshole with me?” 

Despite  everything,  despite  the  Asteri  watching  and  all  that  had  occurred,  Bryce  smiled.  “I have just the outfit.” 

Bryce and Hunt made it two steps onto the roof before she caught the familiar scent. Peered over the  edge  and  saw  who  ran  down  the  street  below.  A  glance  at  Hunt,  and  he  swept  her  into  his arms,  flying  her  down  to  the  sidewalk.  She  might  have  snuck  a  deep  inhale  of  him,  her  nose grazing the strong column of his neck. 

Hunt’s  caress  down  her  spine  a  moment  before  he  set  her  down  told  her  he’d  caught  that little sniff. But then Bryce was standing before Ruhn. Before Fury and Tristan Flynn. 

Fury barely gave her a moment before she leapt upon Bryce, hugging her so tightly her bones groaned. “You are one lucky idiot,” Fury said, laughing softly. “And one smart bitch.” 

Bryce smiled, her laugh caught in her throat as Fury pulled away. But a thought struck her, and Bryce reached for her phone—no, it was left somewhere in this city. “Juniper—” 

“She’s  safe.  I’m  going  to  check  on  her  now.”  Fury  squeezed  her  hand  and  then  nodded  to Hunt. “Well done, angel.” And then her friend was sprinting off, blending into the night itself. 

Bryce turned back to Ruhn and Flynn. The latter just gaped at her. But Bryce looked to her brother, wholly still and silent. His clothes torn enough to tell her that before the firstlight had healed everything, he’d been in bad shape. Had probably fought his way through this city. 

Then Ruhn began babbling. “Tharion went off to help get the evacuees out of the Blue Court, and Amelie ran to the Den to make sure the pups were okay, but we were nearly … we were half a mile away when I heard the Moonwood Gate. Heard you talking through it, I mean. There were so many demons I couldn’t get there, but then I heard Danika, and all that light erupted and …” 

He halted, swallowing hard. His blue eyes gleamed in the streetlights, dawn still far off. A breeze off the Istros ruffled his black hair. And it was the tears that filled his eyes, the wonder in them, that  had  Bryce  launching  forward.  Had  her  throwing  her  arms  around  her  brother  and  holding him tightly. 

Ruhn didn’t hesitate before his arms came around her. He shook so badly that she knew he was crying. 

A scuff of steps told her Flynn was giving them privacy; a cedar-scented breeze flitting past suggested that Hunt had gone airborne to wait for her. 

“I  thought  you  were  dead,”  Ruhn  said,  his  voice  shaking  as  much  as  his  body.  “Like  ten fucking times, I thought you were dead.” 

She chuckled. “I’m glad to disappoint you.” 

“Shut up, Bryce.” He scanned her face, his cheeks wet. “Are you … are you all right?” 

“I  don’t  know,”  she  admitted.  Concern  flared  in  his  face,  but  she  didn’t  dare  give  any specifics,  not  after  Rigelus’s  phone  call.  Not  with  all  the  cameras  around.  Ruhn  gave  her  a knowing  grimace.  Yes,  they’d  talk  about  that  strange,  ancient  starlight  within  her  veins  later. 

What it meant for both of them. “Thank you for coming for me.” 

“You’re my sister.” Ruhn didn’t bother to keep his voice down. No, there was pride in his voice. And damn if that didn’t hit her in the heart. “Of course I’d come to save your ass.” 

She  punched  his  arm,  but  Ruhn’s  smile  turned  tentative.  “Did  you  mean  what  you  said  to Athalar? About me?”  Tell Ruhn I forgive him. 

“Yes,” she said without a moment of hesitation. “I meant all of it.” 

“Bryce.” His face grew grave. “You really thought that I would care more about the Starborn shit than about  you? You honestly think I care which one of us it is?” 

“It’s both of us,” she said. “Those books you read said such things once happened.” 

“I don’t give a shit,” he said, smiling slightly. “I don’t care if I’m called Prince or Starborn or the Chosen One or any of that.” He grabbed her hand. “The only thing I want to be called right now is your brother.” He added softly, “If you’ll have me.” 

She winked, even as her heart tightened unbearably. “I’ll think about it.” 

Ruhn  grinned  before  his  face  turned  grave  once  more.  “You  know  the  Autumn  King  will want to meet with you. Be ready.” 

“Doesn’t  getting  a  bunch  of  fancy-ass  power  mean  I  don’t  have  to  obey  anyone?  And  just because I forgive you doesn’t mean I forgive him.” She would never do that. 

“I know.” Ruhn’s eyes gleamed. “But you need to be on your guard.” 

She  arched  a  brow,  tucking  away  the  warning,  and  said,  “Hunt  told  me  about  the  mind-reading.” He’d mentioned it briefly—along with a recap of the Summit and everything that had gone down—on the walk up to the roof. 

Ruhn glared at the adjacent rooftop where Hunt stood. “Athalar has a big fucking mouth.” 

One she’d like to put to good use on various part of her body, she didn’t say. She didn’t need

Ruhn puking on her clean clothes. 

Ruhn went on, “And it’s not mind-reading. Just … mind-talking. Telepathy.” 

“Does dear old Dad know?” 

“No.” And then her brother said into her head,  And I’d like to keep it that way. 

She started.  Creepy. Kindly stay the fuck out of my head, brother. 

 Gladly. His phone rang, and he glanced at the screen before wincing. “I gotta take this.” 

Right, because they all had work to do to get this city to rights—starting with tending to the dead. The sheer number of Sailings would be … she didn’t want to think about it. 

Ruhn let the phone ring again. “Can I come over tomorrow?” 

“Yes,” she said, smirking. “I’ll get your name added to the guest list.” 

“Yeah,  yeah,  you’re  a  fucking  hotshot.”  He  rolled  his  eyes  and  answered  the  call.  “Hey, Dec.” He strode down the street to where Flynn waited, throwing Bryce a parting grin. 

Bryce looked to the rooftop across the street. Where the angel still waited for her, a shadow against the night. 

But no longer the Shadow of Death. 
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Hunt  stayed  at  the  Comitium  barracks  that  night.  Bryce  had  lost  track  of  the  hours  they’d worked,  first  through  the  night,  then  into  the  cloudless  day,  and  finally  at  sunset  she’d  been dragging so much that he’d ordered Naomi to fly her home. And presumably ordered her to stand watch,  since  a  dark-winged  figure  still  stood  on  the  adjacent  rooftop  in  the  gray  light  before dawn, and a peek into Hunt’s room revealed that his bed remained made. 

But  Bryce  didn’t  dwell  on  all  the  work  they’d  done  yesterday,  or  all  that  lay  ahead. 

Reorganizing the city’s leadership, Sailings for the dead, and waiting for the big announcement: which Archangel would be tapped by the Asteri to rule over Valbara. 

Odds of them being decent were slim to none, but Bryce didn’t dwell on that, either, as she slipped into the still-dim streets, Syrinx tugging on his leash as she tucked her new phone into her pocket. She’d defied the odds yesterday, so maybe the gods would throw them another bone and convince the Asteri to send someone who wasn’t a psychopath. 

At  the  very  least,  there  would  be  no  more  death  bargains  for  Hunt.  Nothing  more  to   atone for. No, he would be a free and true member of the triarii, if he wished. He had yet to decide. 

Bryce waved to Naomi, and the angel waved back. She’d been too tired yesterday to object to  having  a  guard,  since  Hunt  didn’t  trust  the  Asteri,  her  father,  or  any  other  power  brokers  to stay  the  Hel  away.  After  letting  Syrinx  do  his  business,  she  shook  her  head  when  the  chimera made  to  turn  back  toward  the  apartment.  “No  breakfast  yet,  buddy,”  she  said,  aiming  for  the river. 

Syrinx yowled with displeasure, but trotted along, sniffing at everything in his path until the broad  band  of  the  Istros  appeared,  its  riverside  walkway  empty  at  this  early  hour.  Tharion  had called her yesterday, promising the River Queen’s full support for any resources she needed. 

Bryce hadn’t the nerve to ask whether that support was due to her being the bastard daughter of the Autumn King, a Starborn Fae, or the bearer of Luna’s Horn. Perhaps all of them. 

Bryce settled onto one of the wooden benches along the quay, the Bone Quarter a swirling, misty wall across the water. The mer had come—had helped so many escape. Even the otters had grabbed the smallest of the city’s residents and carried them down to the Blue Court. The House of Many Waters had risen to the occasion. The shifters had risen to it. 

But  the  Fae  …  FiRo  had  sustained  the  least  damage.  The  Fae  had  suffered  the  fewest casualties. It was no surprise, when their shields had been the first to go up. And had not opened to allow anyone inside. 

Bryce blocked out the thought as Syrinx leapt onto the bench beside her, nails clicking on the wood, and plopped his furry butt next to hers. Bryce slid her phone from her pocket and wrote to

Juniper,  Tell Madame Kyrah I’ll be at her next dance class. 

June wrote back almost immediately.  The city was attacked and this is what you’re thinking about?  A few seconds later she added,  But I will. 

Bryce  smiled.  For  long  minutes,  she  and  Syrinx  sat  in  silence,  watching  the  light  bleed  to gray, then to the palest blue. And then a golden thread of light appeared along the Istros’s calm surface. 

Bryce unlocked her phone. And read Danika’s final, happy messages one last time. 

The light built on the river, gilding its surface. 

Bryce’s eyes stung as she smiled softly, then read through Connor’s last words to her. 

 Message me when you’re home safe. 

Bryce began typing. The answer it had taken her two years, nearly to the day, to write. 

 I’m home. 

She sent the message into the ether, willed it to find its way across the gilded river and to the misty isle beyond. 

And then she deleted the thread. Deleted Danika’s messages, too. Each swipe of her finger had her heart lightening, lifting with the rising sun. 

When they were gone, when she had set them free, she stood, Syrinx leaping to the pavement beside her. She made to turn home, but a glimmer of light across the river caught her eye. 

For a heartbeat, just one, the dawn parted the mists of the Bone Quarter. Revealing a grassy shore. Rolling, serene hills beyond. Not a land of stone and gloom, but of light and green. And standing on that lovely shore, smiling at her …

A gift from the Under-King for saving the city. 

Tears began rolling down her face as she beheld the near-invisible figures. All six of them—

the  seventh  gone  forever,  having  yielded  her  eternity.  But  the  tallest  of  them,  standing  in  the middle with his hand lifted in greeting …

Bryce brought her hand to her mouth, blowing a gentle kiss. 

As swiftly as they parted, the mists closed. But Bryce kept smiling, all the way back to the apartment. Her phone buzzed, and Hunt’s message popped up.  I’m home. Where are you? 

She could barely type as Syrinx tugged her along.  Walking Syrinx. I’ll be there in a minute. 

 Good. I’m making breakfast. 

Bryce’s grin nearly split her face in two as she hurried her steps, Syrinx launching into a flat-out sprint. As if he, too, knew what awaited them.  Who awaited them. 

There was an angel in her apartment. Which meant it must be any gods-damned day of the

week. Which meant she had joy in her heart, and her eyes set on the wide-open road ahead. 

 

EPILOGUE

The white cat with eyes like blue opals sat on a bench in the Oracle’s Park and licked his front paw. 

“You  know  you’re  not  a  true  cat,  don’t  you?”  Jesiba  Roga  clicked  her  tongue.  “You  don’t need to lick yourself.” 

Aidas, Prince of the Chasm, lifted his head. “Who says I don’t enjoy licking myself?” 

Amusement  tugged  on  Jesiba’s  thin  mouth,  but  she  shifted  her  stare  to  the  quiet  park,  the towering cypresses still gleaming with dew. “Why didn’t you tell me about Bryce?” 

He flexed his claws. “I didn’t trust anyone. Even you.” 

“I thought Theia’s light was forever extinguished.” 

“So did I. I thought they’d made sure she and her power died on that last battlefield under Prince Pelias’s blade.” His eyes glowed with ancient rage. “But Bryce Quinlan bears her light.” 

“You can tell the difference between Bryce’s starlight and her brother’s?” 

“I shall never forget the exact shine and hue of Theia’s light. It is still a song in my blood.” 

Jesiba studied him for a long moment, then frowned. “And Hunt Athalar?” 

Aidas fell silent as a petitioner stumbled past, hoping to beat the crowds that had filled the Oracle’s Park and Luna’s Temple since portals to his world had opened within the quartz Gates and  the  beasts  of  the  Pit  had  taken  full  advantage  of  it.  Any  who  had  managed  to  return  were currently being punished by one of Aidas’s brothers. He would soon return to join them in it. 

Aidas said at last, “I think Athalar’s father would have been proud.” 

“Sentimental of you.” 

Aidas  shrugged  as  best  his  feline  body  would  allow.  “Feel  free  to  disagree,  of  course,”  he said, leaping off the bench. “You knew the male best.” His whiskers twitched as he angled his head. “What of the library?” 

“It has already been moved.” 

He knew better than to ask where she had hidden it. So he merely said, “Good.” 

Jesiba  didn’t  speak  again  until  the  fifth  Prince  of  Hel  had  stalked  a  few  feet  away.  “Don’t fuck us over this time, Aidas.” 

“I do not plan to,” he said, fading into the space between realms, Hel a dark song beckoning him home. “Not when things are about to get so interesting.” 
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Renegade:

Adjective

‘Having rejected tradition: Unconventional.’

Merriam-Webster Dictionary

Acquiescence to tyranny is the death of the spirit

You may be 38 years old, as I happen to be. And one day, 

some great opportunity stands before you and calls you to

stand up for some great principle, some great issue, some

great cause. And you refuse to do it because you are afraid

… You refuse to do it because you want to live longer …

You’re afraid that you will lose your job, or you are afraid

that you will be criticised or that you will lose your

popularity, or you’re afraid that somebody will stab you, or

shoot at you or bomb your house; so you refuse to take the

stand. 

Well, you may go on and live until you are 90, but you’re just

as dead at 38 as you would be at 90. And the cessation of

breathing in your life is but the belated announcement of an

earlier death of the spirit. 

Martin Luther King

How the few control the many and always have – the many do

whatever they’re told

‘Forward, the Light Brigade!’

Was there a man dismayed? 

Not though the soldier knew

Someone had blundered. 

Theirs not to make reply, 

Theirs not to reason why, 

Theirs but to do and die. 

Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred. 

Cannon to right of them, 

Cannon to le  of them, 

Cannon in front of them

Volleyed and thundered; 

Stormed at with shot and shell, 

Boldly they rode and well, 

Into the jaws of Death, 

Into the mouth of hell

Rode the six hundred

Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809-1892)

 

The mist is li ing slowly

I can see the way ahead

And I’ve le  behind the empty streets

That once inspired my life

And the strength of the emotion

Is like thunder in the air

’Cos the promise that we made each other

Haunts me to the end

The secret of your beauty

And the mystery of your soul

I’ve been searching for in everyone I meet

And the times I’ve been mistaken

It’s impossible to say

And the grass is growing

Underneath our feet

The words that I remember

From my childhood still are true

That there’s none so blind

As those who will not see

And to those who lack the courage

And say it’s dangerous to try


Well they just don’t know

That love eternal will not be denied

I know you’re out there somewhere

Somewhere, somewhere

I know you’re out there somewhere

Somewhere you can hear my voice

I know I’ll find you somehow

Somehow, somehow

I know I’ll find you somehow

And somehow I’ll return again to you

The Moody Blues

Are you a gutless wonder - or a Renegade Mind? 

Monuments put from pen to paper, 

Turns me into a gutless wonder, 

And if you tolerate this, 

Then your children will be next. 

Gravity keeps my head down, 

Or is it maybe shame ... 

Manic Street Preachers



Rise like lions a er slumber

In unvanquishable number. 

Shake your chains to earth like dew

Which in sleep have fallen on you. 

Ye are many – they are few. 

Percy Shelley
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CHAPTER ONE

I’m thinking’ – Oh, but  are you? 

 Think for yourself and let others enjoy the privilege of doing so too

Voltaire

French-born philosopher, mathematician and scientist René

Descartes became famous for his statement in Latin in the 17th

century which translates into English as: ‘I think, therefore I am.’

On the face of it that is true. Thought reflects perception and

perception leads to both behaviour and self-identity. In that sense

‘we’ are what we think. But who or what is doing the thinking and is

thinking the only route to perception? Clearly, as we shall see, ‘we’

are not always the source of ‘our’ perception, indeed with regard to

humanity as a whole this is rarely the case; and thinking is far from

the only means of perception. Thought is the village idiot compared

with other expressions of consciousness that we all have the

potential to access and tap into. This has to be true when we  are

those other expressions of consciousness which are infinite in nature. 

We have forgo en this, or, more to the point, been manipulated to

forget. 

These are not just the esoteric musings of the navel. The whole

foundation of human control and oppression is control of

perception. Once perception is hĳacked then so is behaviour which

is dictated by perception. Collective perception becomes collective

behaviour and collective behaviour is what we call human society. 

Perception is all and those behind human control know that which is

why perception is the target 24/7 of the psychopathic manipulators

that I call the Global Cult. They know that if they dictate perception

they will dictate behaviour and collectively dictate the nature of

human society. They are further aware that perception is formed

from information received and if they control the circulation of

information they will to a vast extent direct human behaviour. 

Censorship of information and opinion has become globally Nazi-

like in recent years and never more blatantly than since the illusory

‘virus pandemic’ was triggered out of China in 2019 and across the

world in 2020. Why have billions submi ed to house arrest and

accepted fascistic societies in a way they would have never believed

possible? Those controlling the information spewing from

government, mainstream media and Silicon Valley (all controlled by

the same Global Cult networks) told them they were in danger from

a ‘deadly virus’ and only by submi ing to house arrest and

conceding their most basic of freedoms could they and their families

be protected. This monumental and provable lie became the

 perception of the billions and therefore the  behaviour of the billions. In those few words you have the whole structure and modus operandi

of human control. Fear is a perception – False Emotion Appearing

Real – and fear is the currency of control. In short … get them by the

balls (or give them the impression that you have) and their hearts

and minds will follow. Nothing grips the dangly bits and freezes the

rear-end more comprehensively than fear. 

World number 1

There are two ‘worlds’ in what appears to be one ‘world’ and the

prime difference between them is knowledge. First we have the mass

of human society in which the population is maintained in coldly-

calculated ignorance through control of information and the

‘education’ (indoctrination) system. That’s all you really need to

control to enslave billions in a perceptual delusion in which what are

perceived to be  their thoughts and opinions are ever-repeated

mantras that the system has been downloading all their lives

through ‘education’, media, science, medicine, politics and academia

in which the personnel and advocates are themselves

overwhelmingly the perceptual products of the same repetition. 

Teachers and academics in general are processed by the same

programming machine as everyone else, but unlike the great

majority they never leave the ‘education’ program. It gripped them

as students and continues to grip them as programmers of

subsequent generations of students. The programmed become the

programmers – the programmed programmers. The same can

largely be said for scientists, doctors and politicians and not least

because as the American writer Upton Sinclair said: ‘It is difficult to

get a man to understand something when his salary depends upon

his not understanding it.’ If your career and income depend on

thinking the way the system demands then you will – bar a few free-

minded exceptions – concede your mind to the Perceptual

Mainframe that I call the Postage Stamp Consensus. This is a tiny

band of perceived knowledge and possibility ‘taught’ (downloaded)

in the schools and universities, pounded out by the mainstream

media and on which all government policy is founded. Try thinking, 

and especially speaking and acting, outside of the ‘box’ of consensus

and see what that does for your career in the Mainstream Everything

which bullies, harasses, intimidates and ridicules the population into

compliance. Here we have the simple structure which enslaves most

of humanity in a perceptual prison cell for an entire lifetime and I’ll

go deeper into this process shortly. Most of what humanity is taught

as fact is nothing more than programmed belief. American science

fiction author Frank Herbert was right when he said: ‘Belief can be

manipulated. Only knowledge is dangerous.’ In the ‘Covid’ age

belief is promoted and knowledge is censored. It was always so, but

never to the extreme of today. 

World number 2

A ‘number 2’ is slang for ‘doing a poo’ and how appropriate that is

when this other ‘world’ is doing just that on humanity every minute

of every day. World number 2 is a global network of secret societies

and semi-secret groups dictating the direction of society via

governments, corporations and authorities of every kind. I have

spent more than 30 years uncovering and exposing this network that

I call the Global Cult and knowing its agenda is what has made my

books so accurate in predicting current and past events. Secret

societies are secret for a reason. They want to keep their hoarded

knowledge to themselves and their chosen initiates and to hide it

from the population which they seek through ignorance to control

and subdue. The whole foundation of the division between World 1

and World 2 is  knowledge. What number 1 knows number 2 must not. 

Knowledge they have worked so hard to keep secret includes (a) the

agenda to enslave humanity in a centrally-controlled global

dictatorship, and (b) the nature of reality and life itself. The la er (b)

must be suppressed to allow the former (a) to prevail as I shall be

explaining. The way the Cult manipulates and interacts with the

population can be likened to a spider’s web. The ‘spider’ sits at the

centre in the shadows and imposes its will through the web with

each strand represented in World number 2 by a secret society, 

satanic or semi-secret group, and in World number 1 – the world of

the seen – by governments, agencies of government, law

enforcement, corporations, the banking system, media

conglomerates and Silicon Valley (Fig 1 overleaf). The spider and the web connect and coordinate all these organisations to pursue the

same global outcome while the population sees them as individual

entities working randomly and independently. At the level of the

web governments  are the banking system  are the corporations  are the media  are Silicon Valley  are the World Health Organization working

from their inner cores as one unit. Apparently unconnected

countries, corporations, institutions, organisations and people are on

the  same team pursuing the same global outcome. Strands in the web

immediately around the spider are the most secretive and exclusive

secret societies and their membership is emphatically restricted to

the Cult inner-circle emerging through the generations from

particular bloodlines for reasons I will come to. At the core of the

core you would get them in a single room. That’s how many people

are dictating the direction of human society and its transformation
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through the ‘Covid’ hoax and other means. As the web expands out

from the spider we meet the secret societies that many people will be

aware of – the Freemasons, Knights Templar, Knights of Malta, Opus

Dei, the inner sanctum of the Jesuit Order, and such like. Note how

many are connected to the Church of Rome and there is a reason for

that. The Roman Church was established as a revamp, a rebranding, 

of the relocated ‘Church’ of Babylon and the Cult imposing global

tyranny today can be tracked back to Babylon and Sumer in what is

now Iraq. 

Figure 1: The global web through which the few control the many. (Image Neil Hague.) Inner levels of the web operate in the unseen away from the public

eye and then we have what I call the cusp organisations located at

the point where the hidden meets the seen. They include a series of

satellite organisations answering to a secret society founded in

London in the late 19th century called the Round Table and among

them are the Royal Institute of International Affairs (UK, founded in

1920); Council on Foreign Relations (US, 1921); Bilderberg Group

(worldwide, 1954); Trilateral Commission (US/worldwide, 1972); and

the Club of Rome (worldwide, 1968) which was created to exploit

environmental concerns to justify the centralisation of global power

to ‘save the planet’. The Club of Rome instigated with others the

human-caused climate change hoax which has led to all the ‘green

new deals’ demanding that very centralisation of control. Cusp

organisations, which include endless ‘think tanks’ all over the world, 

are designed to coordinate a single global policy between political

and business leaders, intelligence personnel, media organisations

and anyone who can influence the direction of policy in their own

sphere of operation. Major players and regular a enders will know

what is happening – or some of it – while others come and go and

are kept overwhelmingly in the dark about the big picture. I refer to

these cusp groupings as semi-secret in that they can be publicly

identified, but what goes on at the inner-core is kept very much ‘in

house’ even from most of their members and participants through a

fiercely-imposed system of compartmentalisation. Only let them

know what they need to know to serve your interests and no more. 

The structure of secret societies serves as a perfect example of this

principle. Most Freemasons never get higher than the bo om three

levels of ‘degree’ (degree of knowledge) when there are 33 official

degrees of the Sco ish Rite. Initiates only qualify for the next higher

‘compartment’ or degree if those at that level choose to allow them. 

Knowledge can be carefully assigned only to those considered ‘safe’. 

I went to my local Freemason’s lodge a few years ago when they

were having an ‘open day’ to show how cuddly they were and when

I cha ed to some of them I was astonished at how li le the rank and

file knew even about the most ubiquitous symbols they use. The

mushroom technique – keep them in the dark and feed them bullshit

– applies to most people in the web as well as the population as a

whole. Sub-divisions of the web mirror in theme and structure

transnational corporations which have a headquarters somewhere in

the world dictating to all their subsidiaries in different countries. 

Subsidiaries operate in their methodology and branding to the same

centrally-dictated plan and policy in pursuit of particular ends. The

Cult web functions in the same way. Each country has its own web

as a subsidiary of the global one. They consist of networks of secret

societies, semi-secret groups and bloodline families and their job is

to impose the will of the spider and the global web in their particular

country. Subsidiary networks control and manipulate the national

political system, finance, corporations, media, medicine, etc. to

ensure that they follow the globally-dictated Cult agenda. These

networks were the means through which the ‘Covid’ hoax could be

played out with almost every country responding in the same way. 

The ‘Yessir’ pyramid

Compartmentalisation is the key to understanding how a tiny few

can dictate the lives of billions when combined with a top-down

sequence of imposition and acquiescence. The inner core of the Cult

sits at the peak of the pyramidal hierarchy of human society (Fig 2

overleaf). It imposes its will – its agenda for the world – on the level

immediately below which acquiesces to that imposition. This level

then imposes the Cult will on the level below them which acquiesces

and imposes on the next level. Very quickly we meet levels in the

hierarchy that have no idea there even is a Cult, but the sequence of

imposition and acquiescence continues down the pyramid in just the

same way. ‘I don’t know why we are doing this but the order came

from “on-high” and so we be er just do it.’ Alfred Lord Tennyson

said of the cannon fodder levels in his poem  The Charge of the Light

 Brigade: ‘Theirs not to reason why; theirs but to do and die.’ The next

line says that ‘into the valley of death rode the six hundred’ and they

died because they obeyed without question what their perceived

‘superiors’ told them to do. In the same way the population

capitulated to ‘Covid’. The whole hierarchical pyramid functions

like this to allow the very few to direct the enormous many. 

Eventually imposition-acquiescence-imposition-acquiescence comes

down to the mass of the population at the foot of the pyramid. If

they acquiesce to those levels of the hierarchy imposing on them

(governments/law enforcement/doctors/media) a circuit is

completed between the population and the handful of super-

psychopaths in the Cult inner core at the top of the pyramid. 

Without a circuit-breaking refusal to obey, the sequence of

imposition and acquiescence allows a staggeringly few people to

impose their will upon the entirety of humankind. We are looking at

the very sequence that has subjugated billions since the start of 2020. 

Our freedom has not been taken from us. Humanity has given it
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away. Fascists do not impose fascism because there are not enough

of them. Fascism is imposed by the population acquiescing to

fascism. Put another way allowing their perceptions to be

programmed to the extent that leads to the population giving their

freedom away by giving their perceptions – their mind – away. If this

circuit is not broken by humanity ceasing to cooperate with their

own enslavement then nothing can change. For that to happen

people have to critically think and see through the lies and window

dressing and then summon the backbone to act upon what they see. 

The Cult spends its days working to stop either happening and its

methodology is systematic and highly detailed, but it can be

overcome and that is what this book is all about. 

Figure 2: The simple sequence of imposition and compliance that allows a handful of people at the peak of the pyramid to dictate the lives of billions. 

The Life Program

Okay, back to world number 1 or the world of the ‘masses’. Observe

the process of what we call ‘life’ and it is a perceptual download

from cradle to grave. The Cult has created a global structure in

which perception can be programmed and the program continually

topped-up with what appears to be constant confirmation that the

program is indeed true reality. The important word here is ‘appears’. 

This is the structure, the fly-trap, the Postage Stamp Consensus or

Perceptual Mainframe, which represents that incredibly narrow

band of perceived possibility delivered by the ‘education’ system, 

mainstream media, science and medicine. From the earliest age the

download begins with parents who have themselves succumbed to

the very programming their children are about to go through. Most

parents don’t do this out of malevolence and mostly it is quite the

opposite. They do what they believe is best for their children and

that is what the program has told them is best. Within three or four

years comes the major transition from parental programming to full-

blown state (Cult) programming in school, college and university

where perceptually-programmed teachers and academics pass on

their programming to the next generations. Teachers who resist are

soon marginalised and their careers ended while children who resist

are called a problem child for whom Ritalin may need to be

prescribed. A few years a er entering the ‘world’ children are under

the control of authority figures representing the state telling them

when they have to be there, when they can leave and when they can

speak, eat, even go to the toilet. This is calculated preparation for a

lifetime of obeying authority in all its forms. Reflex-action fear of

authority is instilled by authority from the start. Children soon learn

the carrot and stick consequences of obeying or defying authority

which is underpinned daily for the rest of their life. Fortunately I

daydreamed through this crap and never obeyed authority simply

because it told me to. This approach to my alleged ‘be ers’ continues

to this day. There can be consequences of pursuing open-minded

freedom in a world of closed-minded conformity. I spent a lot of time

in school corridors a er being ejected from the classroom for not

taking some of it seriously and now I spend a lot of time being

ejected from Facebook, YouTube and Twi er. But I can tell you that

being true to yourself and not compromising your self-respect is far

more exhilarating than bowing to authority for authority’s sake. You

don’t have to be a sheep to the shepherd (authority) and the sheep

dog (fear of not obeying authority). 

The perceptual download continues throughout the formative

years in school, college and university while script-reading

‘teachers’, ‘academics’ ‘scientists’, ‘doctors’ and ‘journalists’ insist

that ongoing generations must be as programmed as they are. 

Accept the program or you will not pass your ‘exams’ which confirm

your ‘degree’ of programming. It is tragic to think that many parents

pressure their offspring to work hard at school to download the

program and qualify for the next stage at college and university. The

late, great, American comedian George Carlin said: ‘Here’s a bumper

sticker I’d like to see: We are proud parents of a child who has

resisted his teachers’ a empts to break his spirit and bend him to the

will of his corporate masters.’ Well, the best of luck finding many of

those, George. Then comes the moment to leave the formal

programming years in academia and enter the ‘adult’ world of work. 

There you meet others in your chosen or prescribed arena who went

through the same Postage Stamp Consensus program before you

did. There is therefore overwhelming agreement between almost

everyone on the basic foundations of Postage Stamp reality and the

rejection, even contempt, of the few who have a mind of their own

and are prepared to use it. This has two major effects. Firstly, the

consensus confirms to the programmed that their download is really

how things are. I mean, everyone knows that, right? Secondly, the

arrogance and ignorance of Postage Stamp adherents ensure that

anyone questioning the program will have unpleasant consequences

for seeking their own truth and not picking their perceptions from

the shelf marked: ‘Things you must believe without question and if

you don’t you’re a dangerous lunatic conspiracy theorist and a

harebrained nu er’. 

Every government, agency and corporation is founded on the

same Postage Stamp prison cell and you can see why so many

people believe the same thing while calling it their own ‘opinion’. 

Fusion of governments and corporations in pursuit of the same

agenda was the definition of fascism described by Italian dictator

Benito Mussolini. The pressure to conform to perceptual norms

downloaded for a lifetime is incessant and infiltrates society right

down to family groups that become censors and condemners of their

own ‘black sheep’ for not, ironically, being sheep. We have seen an

explosion of that in the ‘Covid’ era. Cult-owned global media

unleashes its propaganda all day every day in support of the Postage

Stamp and targets with abuse and ridicule anyone in the public eye

who won’t bend their mind to the will of the tyranny. Any response

to this is denied (certainly in my case). They don’t want to give a

platform to expose official lies. Cult-owned-and-created Internet

giants like Facebook, Google, YouTube and Twi er delete you for

having an unapproved opinion. Facebook boasts that its AI censors

delete 97-percent of ‘hate speech’ before anyone even reports it. 

Much of that ‘hate speech’ will simply be an opinion that Facebook

and its masters don’t want people to see. Such perceptual oppression

is widely known as fascism. Even Facebook executive Benny

Thomas, a ‘CEO Global Planning Lead’, said in comments secretly

recorded by investigative journalism operation Project Veritas that

Facebook is ‘too powerful’ and should be broken up:

I mean, no king in history has been the ruler of two billion people, but Mark Zuckerberg is …

And he’s 36. That’s too much for a 36-year-old ... You should not have power over two billion people. I just think that’s wrong. 

Thomas said Facebook-owned platforms like Instagram, Oculus, and

WhatsApp needed to be separate companies. ‘It’s too much power

when they’re all one together’. That’s the way the Cult likes it, 

however. We have an executive of a Cult organisation in Benny

Thomas that doesn’t know there is a Cult such is the

compartmentalisation. Thomas said that Facebook and Google ‘are

no longer companies, they’re countries’. Actually they are more

powerful than countries on the basis that if you control information

you control perception and control human society. 

I love my oppressor

Another expression of this psychological trickery is for those who

realise they are being pressured into compliance to eventually

convince themselves to believe the official narratives to protect their self-respect from accepting the truth that they have succumbed to

meek and subservient compliance. Such people become some of the

most vehement defenders of the system. You can see them

everywhere screaming abuse at those who prefer to think for

themselves and by doing so reminding the compliers of their own

capitulation to conformity. ‘You are talking dangerous nonsense you

Covidiot!!’ Are you trying to convince me or yourself? It is a potent

form of Stockholm syndrome which is defined as: ‘A psychological

condition that occurs when a victim of abuse identifies and a aches, 

or bonds, positively with their abuser.’ An example is hostages

bonding and even ‘falling in love’ with their kidnappers. The

syndrome has been observed in domestic violence, abused children, 

concentration camp inmates, prisoners of war and many and various

Satanic cults. These are some traits of Stockholm syndrome listed at

goodtherapy.org:



• Positive regard towards perpetrators of abuse or captor [see

‘Covid’]. 

• Failure to cooperate with police and other government authorities

when it comes to holding perpetrators of abuse or kidnapping

accountable [or in the case of ‘Covid’ cooperating with the police

to enforce and defend their captors’ demands]. 

• Li le or no effort to escape [see ‘Covid’]. 

• Belief in the goodness of the perpetrators or kidnappers [see

‘Covid’]. 

• Appeasement of captors. This is a manipulative strategy for

maintaining one’s safety. As victims get rewarded – perhaps with

less abuse or even with life itself – their appeasing behaviours are

reinforced [see ‘Covid’]. 

• Learned helplessness. This can be akin to ‘if you can’t beat ‘em, 

join ‘em’. As the victims fail to escape the abuse or captivity, they

may start giving up and soon realize it’s just easier for everyone if

they acquiesce all their power to their captors [see ‘Covid’]. 

Feelings of pity toward the abusers, believing they are actually

• victims themselves. Because of this, victims may go on a crusade

or mission to ‘save’ [protect] their abuser [see the venom

unleashed on those challenging the official ‘Covid’ narrative]. 

• Unwillingness to learn to detach from their perpetrators and heal. 

In essence, victims may tend to be less loyal to themselves than to

their abuser [  definitely see ‘Covid’]. 

Ponder on those traits and compare them with the behaviour of

great swathes of the global population who have defended

governments and authorities which have spent every minute

destroying their lives and livelihoods and those of their children and

grandchildren since early 2020 with fascistic lockdowns, house arrest

and employment deletion to ‘protect’ them from a ‘deadly virus’ that

their abusers’ perceptually created to bring about this very outcome. 

We are looking at mass Stockholm syndrome. All those that agree to

concede their freedom will believe those perceptions are originating

in their own independent ‘mind’ when in fact by conceding their

reality to Stockholm syndrome they have by definition conceded any

independence of mind. Listen to the ‘opinions’ of the acquiescing

masses in this ‘Covid’ era and what gushes forth is the repetition of

the official version of everything delivered unprocessed, unfiltered

and unquestioned. The whole programming dynamic works this

way. I must be free because I’m told that I am and so I think that I

am. 

You can see what I mean with the chapter theme of ‘I’m thinking –

Oh, but  are you?’ The great majority are not thinking, let alone for

themselves. They are repeating what authority has told them to

believe which allows them to be controlled. Weaving through this

mentality is the fear that the ‘conspiracy theorists’ are right and this

again explains the o en hysterical abuse that ensues when you dare

to contest the official narrative of anything. Denial is the mechanism

of hiding from yourself what you don’t want to be true. Telling

people what they want to hear is easy, but it’s an infinitely greater

challenge to tell them what they would rather not be happening. 

One is akin to pushing against an open door while the other is met

with vehement resistance no ma er what the scale of evidence. I

don’t want it to be true so I’ll convince myself that it’s not. Examples

are everywhere from the denial that a partner is cheating despite all

the signs to the reflex-action rejection of any idea that world events

in which country a er country act in exactly the same way are

centrally coordinated. To accept the la er is to accept that a force of

unspeakable evil is working to destroy your life and the lives of your

children with nothing too horrific to achieve that end. Who the heck

wants that to be true? But if we don’t face reality the end is duly

achieved and the consequences are far worse and ongoing than

breaking through the walls of denial today with the courage to make

a stand against tyranny. 

Connect the dots – but how? 

A crucial aspect of perceptual programming is to portray a world in

which everything is random and almost nothing is connected to

anything else. Randomness cannot be coordinated by its very nature

and once you perceive events as random the idea they could be

connected is waved away as the rantings of the tinfoil-hat brigade. 

You can’t plan and coordinate random you idiot! No, you can’t, but

you can hide the coldly-calculated and long-planned behind the

 illusion of randomness. A foundation manifestation of the Renegade

Mind is to scan reality for pa erns that connect the apparently

random and turn pixels and dots into pictures. This is the way I

work and have done so for more than 30 years. You look for

similarities in people, modus operandi and desired outcomes and

slowly, then ever quicker, the picture forms. For instance: There

would seem to be no connection between the ‘Covid pandemic’ hoax

and the human-caused global-warming hoax and yet they are masks

(appropriately) on the same face seeking the same outcome. Those

pushing the global warming myth through the Club of Rome and

other Cult agencies are driving the lies about ‘Covid’ – Bill Gates is

an obvious one, but they are endless. Why would the same people be

involved in both when they are clearly not connected? Oh, but they

 are. Common themes with personnel are matched by common goals. 

The ‘solutions’ to both ‘problems’ are centralisation of global power

to impose the will of the few on the many to ‘save’ humanity from

‘Covid’ and save the planet from an ‘existential threat’ (we need

‘zero Covid’ and ‘zero carbon emissions’). These, in turn, connect

with the ‘dot’ of globalisation which was coined to describe the

centralisation of global power in every area of life through incessant

political and corporate expansion, trading blocks and superstates

like the European Union. If you are the few and you want to control

the many you have to centralise power and decision-making. The

more you centralise power the more power the few at the centre will

have over the many; and the more that power is centralised the more

power those at the centre have to centralise even quicker. The

momentum of centralisation gets faster and faster which is exactly

the process we have witnessed. In this way the hoaxed ‘pandemic’

and the fakery of human-caused global warming serve the interests

of globalisation and the seizure of global power in the hands of the

Cult inner-circle which is behind ‘Covid’, ‘climate change’  and

globalisation. At this point random ‘dots’ become a clear and

obvious picture or pa ern. 

Klaus Schwab, the classic Bond villain who founded the Cult’s

Gates-funded World Economic Forum, published a book in 2020,  The

 Great Reset, in which he used the ‘problem’ of ‘Covid’ to justify a

total transformation of human society to ‘save’ humanity from

‘climate change’. Schwab said: ‘The pandemic represents a rare but

narrow window of opportunity to reflect, reimagine, and reset our

world.’ What he didn’t mention is that the Cult he serves is behind

both hoaxes as I show in my book  The Answer. He and the Cult don’t

have to reimagine the world. They know precisely what they want

and that’s why they destroyed human society with ‘Covid’ to ‘build

back be er’ in their grand design. Their job is not to imagine, but to

get humanity to imagine and agree with their plans while believing

it’s all random. It must be pure coincidence that ‘The Great Reset’

has long been the Cult’s code name for the global imposition of

fascism and replaced previous code-names of the ‘New World
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Order’ used by Cult frontmen like Father George Bush and the ‘New

Order of the Ages’ which emerged from Freemasonry and much

older secret societies. New Order of the Ages appears on the reverse

of the Great Seal of the United States as ‘Novus ordo seclorum’

underneath the Cult symbol used since way back of the pyramid and

all seeing-eye (Fig 3). The pyramid is the hierarchy of human control

headed by the illuminated eye that symbolises the force behind the

Cult which I will expose in later chapters. The term ‘Annuit Coeptis’

translates as ‘He favours our undertaking’. We are told the ‘He’ is

the Christian god, but ‘He’ is not as I will be explaining. 

Figure 3: The all-seeing eye of the Cult ‘god’ on the Freemason-designed Great Seal of the United States and also on the dollar bill. 

Having you on

Two major Cult techniques of perceptual manipulation that relate to

all this are what I have called since the 1990s Problem-Reaction-

Solution (PRS) and the Totalitarian Tiptoe (TT). They can be

uncovered by the inquiring mind with a simple question: Who

benefits? The answer usually identifies the perpetrators of a given

action or happening through the concept of ‘he who most benefits

from a crime is the one most likely to have commi ed it’. The Latin

‘Cue bono?’ – Who benefits? – is widely a ributed to the Roman

orator and statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero. No wonder it goes back

so far when the concept has been relevant to human behaviour since

history was recorded. Problem-Reaction-Solution is the technique

used to manipulate us every day by covertly creating a problem (or

the illusion of one) and offering the solution to the problem (or the

illusion of one). In the first phase you create the problem and blame

someone or something else for why it has happened. This may relate

to a financial collapse, terrorist a ack, war, global warming or

pandemic, anything in fact that will allow you to impose the

‘solution’ to change society in the way you desire at that time. The

‘problem’ doesn’t have to be real. PRS is manipulation of perception

and all you need is the population to believe the problem is real. 

Human-caused global warming and the ‘Covid pandemic’ only have

to be  perceived to be real for the population to accept the ‘solutions’ of

authority. I refer to this technique as NO-Problem-Reaction-Solution. 

Billions did not meekly accept house arrest from early 2020 because

there was a real deadly ‘Covid pandemic’ but because they

perceived – believed – that to be the case. The antidote to Problem-

Reaction-Solution is to ask who benefits from the proposed solution. 

Invariably it will be anyone who wants to justify more control

through deletion of freedom and centralisation of power and

decision-making. 

The two world wars were Problem-Reaction-Solutions that

transformed and realigned global society. Both were manipulated

into being by the Cult as I have detailed in books since the mid-

1990s. They dramatically centralised global power, especially World

War Two, which led to the United Nations and other global bodies

thanks to the overt and covert manipulations of the Rockefeller

family and other Cult bloodlines like the Rothschilds. The UN is a

stalking horse for full-blown world government that I will come to

shortly. The land on which the UN building stands in New York was

donated by the Rockefellers and the same Cult family was behind

Big Pharma scalpel and drug ‘medicine’ and the creation of the

World Health Organization as part of the UN. They have been

stalwarts of the eugenics movement and funded Hitler’s race-purity

expert’ Ernst Rudin. The human-caused global warming hoax has

been orchestrated by the Club of Rome through the UN which is

manufacturing both the ‘problem’ through its Intergovernmental

Panel on Climate Change and imposing the ‘solution’ through its

Agenda 21 and Agenda 2030 which demand the total centralisation

of global power to ‘save the world’ from a climate hoax the United

Nations is itself perpetrating. What a small world the Cult can be

seen to be particularly among the inner circles. The bedfellow of

Problem-Reaction-Solution is the Totalitarian Tiptoe which became

the Totalitarian Sprint in 2020. The technique is fashioned to hide the

carefully-coordinated behind the cover of apparently random events. 

You start the sequence at ‘A’ and you know you are heading for ‘Z’. 

You don’t want people to know that and each step on the journey is

presented as a random happening while all the steps strung together

lead in the same direction. The speed may have quickened

dramatically in recent times, but you can still see the incremental

approach of the Tiptoe in the case of ‘Covid’ as each new imposition

takes us deeper into fascism. Tell people they have to do this or that

to get back to ‘normal’, then this and this and this. With each new

demand adding to the ones that went before the population’s

freedom is deleted until it disappears. The spider wraps its web

around the flies more comprehensively with each new diktat. I’ll

highlight this in more detail when I get to the ‘Covid’ hoax and how

it has been pulled off. Another prime example of the Totalitarian

Tiptoe is how the Cult-created European Union went from a ‘free-

trade zone’ to a centralised bureaucratic dictatorship through the

Tiptoe of incremental centralisation of power until nations became

mere administrative units for Cult-owned dark suits in Brussels. 

The antidote to ignorance is knowledge which the Cult seeks

vehemently to deny us, but despite the systematic censorship to that

end the Renegade Mind can overcome this by vociferously seeking

out the facts no ma er the impediments put in the way. There is also

a method of thinking and perceiving –  knowing – that doesn’t even

need names, dates, place-type facts to identify the pa erns that

reveal the story. I’ll get to that in the final chapter. All you need to

know about the manipulation of human society and to what end is

still out there –  at the  time of writing – in the form of books, videos

and websites for those that really want to breach the walls of

programmed perception. To access this knowledge requires the

abandonment of the mainstream media as a source of information in

the awareness that this is owned and controlled by the Cult and

therefore promotes mass perceptions that suit the Cult. Mainstream

media lies all day, every day. That is its function and very reason for

being. Where it does tell the truth, here and there, is only because the

truth and the Cult agenda very occasionally coincide. If you look for

fact and insight to the BBC, CNN and virtually all the rest of them

you are asking to be conned and perceptually programmed. 

Know the outcome and you’ll see the journey

Events seem random when you have no idea where the world is

being taken. Once you do the random becomes the carefully

planned. Know the outcome and you’ll see the journey is a phrase I

have been using for a long time to give context to daily happenings

that appear unconnected. Does a problem, or illusion of a problem, 

trigger a proposed ‘solution’ that further drives society in the

direction of the outcome? Invariably the answer will be yes and the

random –  abracadabra – becomes the clearly coordinated. So what is

this outcome that unlocks the door to a massively expanded

understanding of daily events? I will summarise its major aspects –

the fine detail is in my other books – and those new to this

information will see that the world they thought they were living in

is a very different place. The foundation of the Cult agenda is the

incessant centralisation of power and all such centralisation is

ultimately in pursuit of Cult control on a global level. I have

described for a long time the planned world structure of top-down

dictatorship as the Hunger Games Society. The term obviously

comes from the movie series which portrayed a world in which a

few living in military-protected hi-tech luxury were the overlords of

a population condemned to abject poverty in isolated ‘sectors’ that

were not allowed to interact. ‘Covid’ lockdowns and travel bans

anyone? The ‘Hunger Games’ pyramid of structural control has the

inner circle of the Cult at the top with pre y much the entire

population at the bo om under their control through dependency

for survival on the Cult. The whole structure is planned to be

protected and enforced by a military-police state (Fig 4). 

Here you have the reason for the global lockdowns of the fake

pandemic to coldly destroy independent incomes and livelihoods

and make everyone dependent on the ‘state’ (the Cult that controls

the ‘states’). I have warned in my books for many years about the

plan to introduce a ‘guaranteed income’ – a barely survivable

pi ance – designed to impose dependency when employment was

destroyed by AI technology and now even more comprehensively at

great speed by the ‘Covid’ scam. Once the pandemic was played and

lockdown consequences began to delete independent income the

authorities began to talk right on cue about the need for a

guaranteed income and a ‘Great Reset’. Guaranteed income will be

presented as benevolent governments seeking to help a desperate

people – desperate as a direct result of actions of the same

governments. The truth is that such payments are a trap. You will

only get them if you do exactly what the authorities demand

including mass vaccination (genetic manipulation). We have seen

this theme already in Australia where those dependent on

government benefits have them reduced if parents don’t agree to

have their children vaccinated according to an insane health-

destroying government-dictated schedule. Calculated economic

collapse applies to governments as well as people. The Cult wants

rid of countries through the creation of a world state with countries

broken up into regions ruled by a world government and super

states like the European Union. Countries must be bankrupted, too, 

to this end and it’s being achieved by the trillions in ‘rescue

packages’ and furlough payments, trillions in lost taxation, and

money-no-object spending on ‘Covid’ including constant all-

medium advertising (programming) which has made the media

dependent on government for much of its income. The day of

reckoning is coming – as planned – for government spending and

given that it has been made possible by printing money and not by

production/taxation there is inflation on the way that has the
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potential to wipe out monetary value. In that case there will be no

need for the Cult to steal your money. It just won’t be worth

anything (see the German Weimar Republic before the Nazis took

over). Many have been okay with lockdowns while ge ing a

percentage of their income from so-called furlough payments

without having to work. Those payments are dependent, however, 

on people having at least a theoretical job with a business considered

non-essential and ordered to close. As these business go under

because they are closed by lockdown a er lockdown the furlough

stops and it will for everyone eventually. Then what? The ‘then

what?’ is precisely the idea. 

Figure 4: The Hunger Games Society structure I have long warned was planned and now the

‘Covid’ hoax has made it possible. This is the real reason for lockdowns. 

Hired hands

Between the Hunger Games Cult elite and the dependent population

is planned to be a vicious military-police state (a fusion of the two

into one force). This has been in the making for a long time with

police looking ever more like the military and carrying weapons to

match. The pandemic scam has seen this process accelerate so fast as

lockdown house arrest is brutally enforced by carefully recruited

fascist minds and gormless system-servers. The police and military

are planned to merge into a centrally-directed world army in a

global structure headed by a world government which wouldn’t be

elected even by the election fixes now in place. The world army is

not planned even to be human and instead wars would be fought, 

primarily against the population, using robot technology controlled

by artificial intelligence. I have been warning about this for decades

and now militaries around the world are being transformed by this

very AI technology. The global regime that I describe is a particular

form of fascism known as a technocracy in which decisions are not

made by clueless and co-opted politicians but by unelected

technocrats – scientists, engineers, technologists and bureaucrats. 

Cult-owned-and-controlled Silicon Valley giants are examples of

technocracy and they already have far more power to direct world

events than governments. They are with their censorship  selecting

governments. I know that some are calling the ‘Great Reset’ a

Marxist communist takeover, but fascism and Marxism are different

labels for the same tyranny. Tell those who lived in fascist Germany

and Stalinist Russia that there was a difference in the way their

freedom was deleted and their lives controlled. I could call it a fascist

technocracy or a Marxist technocracy and they would be equally

accurate. The Hunger Games society with its world government

structure would oversee a world army, world central bank and single

world cashless currency imposing its will on a microchipped

population (Fig 5). Scan its different elements and see how the

illusory pandemic is forcing society in this very direction at great

speed. Leaders of 23 countries and the World Health Organization

(WHO) backed the idea in March, 2021, of a global treaty for

‘international cooperation’ in ‘health emergencies’ and nations

should ‘come together as a global community for peaceful

cooperation that extends beyond this crisis’. Cut the Orwellian

bullshit and this means another step towards global government. 

The plan includes a cashless digital money system that I first warned

about in 1993. Right at the start of ‘Covid’ the deeply corrupt Tedros
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Adhanom Ghebreyesus, the crooked and merely gofer ‘head’ of the

World Health Organization, said it was possible to catch the ‘virus’

by touching cash and it was be er to use cashless means. The claim

was ridiculous nonsense and like the whole ‘Covid’ mind-trick it

was nothing to do with ‘health’ and everything to do with pushing

every aspect of the Cult agenda. As a result of the Tedros lie the use

of cash has plummeted. The Cult script involves a single world

digital currency that would eventually be technologically embedded

in the body. China is a massive global centre for the Cult and if you

watch what is happening there you will know what is planned for

everywhere. The Chinese government is developing a digital

currency which would allow fines to be deducted immediately via

AI for anyone caught on camera breaking its fantastic list of laws

and the money is going to be programmable with an expiry date to

ensure that no one can accrue wealth except the Cult and its

operatives. 

Figure 5: The structure of global control the Cult has been working towards for so long and this has been enormously advanced by the ‘Covid’ illusion. 

Serfdom is so smart

The Cult plan is far wider, extreme, and more comprehensive than

even most conspiracy researchers appreciate and I will come to the

true depths of deceit and control in the chapters ‘Who controls the

Cult?’ and ‘Escaping Wetiko’. Even the world that we know is crazy

enough. We are being deluged with ever more sophisticated and

controlling technology under the heading of ‘smart’. We have smart

televisions, smart meters, smart cards, smart cars, smart driving, 

smart roads, smart pills, smart patches, smart watches, smart skin, 

smart borders, smart pavements, smart streets, smart cities, smart

communities, smart environments, smart growth, smart planet ... 

smart  everything around us. Smart technologies and methods of

operation are designed to interlock to create a global Smart Grid

connecting the entirety of human society including human minds to

create a centrally-dictated ‘hive’ mind. ‘Smart cities’ is code for

densely-occupied megacities of total surveillance and control

through AI. Ever more destructive frequency communication

systems like 5G have been rolled out without any official testing for

health and psychological effects (colossal). 5G/6G/7G systems are

needed to run the Smart Grid and each one becomes more

destructive of body and mind. Deleting independent income is

crucial to forcing people into these AI-policed prisons by ending

private property ownership (except for the Cult elite). The Cult’s

Great Reset now openly foresees a global society in which no one

will own any possessions and everything will be rented while the

Cult would own literally everything under the guise of government

and corporations. The aim has been to use the lockdowns to destroy

sources of income on a mass scale and when the people are destitute

and in unrepayable amounts of debt (problem) Cult assets come

forward with the pledge to write-off debt in return for handing over

all property and possessions (solution). Everything – literally

everything including people – would be connected to the Internet

via AI. I was warning years ago about the coming Internet of Things

(IoT) in which all devices and technology from your car to your

fridge would be plugged into the Internet and controlled by AI. 

Now we are already there with much more to come. The next stage

is the Internet of Everything (IoE) which is planned to include the

connection of AI to the human brain and body to replace the human

mind with a centrally-controlled AI mind. Instead of perceptions

being manipulated through control of information and censorship

those perceptions would come direct from the Cult through AI. 

What do you think? You think whatever AI decides that you think. 

In human terms there would be no individual ‘think’ any longer. Too

incredible? The ravings of a lunatic? Not at all. Cult-owned crazies

in Silicon Valley have been telling us the plan for years without

explaining the real motivation and calculated implications. These

include Google executive and ‘futurist’ Ray Kurzweil who highlights

the year 2030 for when this would be underway. He said:

Our thinking ... will be a hybrid of biological and non-biological thinking ... humans will be able to extend their limitations and ‘think in the cloud’ ... We’re going to put gateways to the cloud in our brains ... We’re going to gradually merge and enhance ourselves ... In my view, that’s the nature of being human – we transcend our limitations. 

As the technology becomes vastly superior to what we are then the small proportion that is still human gets smaller and smaller and smaller until it’s just utterly negligible. 

The sales-pitch of Kurzweil and Cult-owned Silicon Valley is that

this would make us ‘super-human’ when the real aim is to make us

post-human and no longer ‘human’ in the sense that we have come

to know. The entire global population would be connected to AI and

become the centrally-controlled ‘hive-mind’ of externally-delivered

perceptions. The Smart Grid being installed to impose the Cult’s will

on the world is being constructed to allow particular locations – even

one location – to control the whole global system. From these prime

control centres, which absolutely include China and Israel, anything

connected to the Internet would be switched on or off and

manipulated at will. Energy systems could be cut, communication

via the Internet taken down, computer-controlled driverless

autonomous vehicles driven off the road, medical devices switched

off, the potential is limitless given how much AI and Internet

connections now run human society. We have seen nothing yet if we

allow this to continue. Autonomous vehicle makers are working

with law enforcement to produce cars designed to automatically pull

over if they detect a police or emergency vehicle flashing from up to

100 feet away. At a police stop the car would be unlocked and the

window rolled down automatically. Vehicles would only take you

where the computer (the state) allowed. The end of petrol vehicles

and speed limiters on all new cars in the UK and EU from 2022 are

steps leading to electric computerised transport over which

ultimately you have no control. The picture is far bigger even than

the Cult global network or web and that will become clear when I

get to the nature of the ‘spider’. There is a connection between all

these happenings and the instigation of DNA-manipulating

‘vaccines’ (which aren’t ‘vaccines’) justified by the ‘Covid’ hoax. That

connection is the unfolding plan to transform the human body from

a biological to a synthetic biological state and this is why synthetic

biology is such a fast-emerging discipline of mainstream science. 

‘Covid vaccines’ are infusing self-replicating synthetic genetic

material into the cells to cumulatively take us on the Totalitarian

Tiptoe from Human 1.0 to the synthetic biological Human 2.0 which

will be physically and perceptually a ached to the Smart Grid to one

hundred percent control every thought, perception and deed. 

Humanity needs to wake up and  fast. 

This is the barest explanation of where the ‘outcome’ is planned to

go but it’s enough to see the journey happening all around us. Those

new to this information will already see ‘Covid’ in a whole new

context. I will add much more detail as we go along, but for the

minutiae evidence see my mega-works,  The Answer, The Trigger and

 Everything You Need to Know But Have Never Been Told. 

Now – how does a Renegade Mind see the ‘world’? 

CHAPTER TWO

Renegade Perception

 It is one thing to be clever and another to be wise

George R.R. Martin

Asimple definition of the difference between a programmed

mind and a Renegade Mind would be that one sees only dots

while the other connects them to see the picture. Reading reality

with accuracy requires the observer to (a) know the planned

outcome and (b) realise that everything, but  everything, is connected. 

The entirety of infinite reality is connected – that’s its very nature –

and with human society an expression of infinite reality the same

must apply. Simple cause and effect is a connection. The effect is

triggered by the cause and the effect then becomes the cause of

another effect. Nothing happens in isolation because it  can’t. Life in

whatever reality is simple choice and consequence. We make choices

and these lead to consequences. If we don’t like the consequences we

can make different choices and get different consequences which

lead to other choices and consequences. The choice and the

consequence are not only connected they are indivisible. You can’t

have one without the other as an old song goes. A few cannot

control the world unless those being controlled allow that to happen

– cause and effect, choice and consequence. Control – who has it and

who doesn’t – is a two-way process, a symbiotic relationship, 

involving the controller and controlled. ‘They took my freedom

away!!’ Well, yes, but you also gave it to them. Humanity is

subjected to mass control because humanity has acquiesced to that

control. This is all cause and effect and literally a case of give and

take. In the same way world events of every kind are connected and

the Cult works incessantly to sell the illusion of the random and

coincidental to maintain the essential (to them) perception of dots

that hide the picture. Renegade Minds know this and constantly

scan the world for pa erns of connection. This is absolutely pivotal

in understanding the happenings in the world and without that

perspective clarity is impossible. First you know the planned

outcome and then you identify the steps on the journey – the day-by-

day apparently random which, when connected in relation to the

outcome, no longer appear as individual events, but as the

proverbial  chain of events leading in the same direction. I’ll give you

some examples:

Political puppet show

We are told to believe that politics is ‘adversarial’ in that different

parties with different beliefs engage in an endless tussle for power. 

There may have been some truth in that up to a point – and only a

point – but today divisions between ‘different’ parties are rhetorical

not ideological. Even the rhetorical is fusing into one-speak as the

parties eject any remaining free thinkers while others succumb to the

ever-gathering intimidation of anyone with the ‘wrong’ opinion. The

Cult is not a new phenomenon and can be traced back thousands of

years as my books have documented. Its intergenerational initiates

have been manipulating events with increasing effect the more that

global power has been centralised. In ancient times the Cult secured

control through the system of monarchy in which ‘special’

bloodlines (of which more later) demanded the right to rule as kings

and queens simply by birthright and by vanquishing others who

claimed the same birthright. There came a time, however, when

people had matured enough to see the unfairness of such tyranny

and demanded a say in who governed them. Note the word –

 governed them. Not served them –  governed them, hence government

defined as ‘the political direction and control exercised over the

actions of the members, citizens, or inhabitants of communities, 

societies, and states; direction of the affairs of a state, community, 

etc.’ Governments exercise control over rather than serve just like the

monarchies before them. Bizarrely there are still countries like the

United Kingdom which are ruled by a monarch  and a government

that officially answers to the monarch. The UK head of state and that

of Commonwealth countries such as Canada, Australia and New

Zealand is ‘selected’ by who in a  single family had unprotected sex

with whom and in what order. Pinch me it can’t be true. Ouch! Shit, 

it is. The demise of monarchies in most countries offered a potential

vacuum in which some form of free and fair society could arise and

the Cult had that base covered. Monarchies had served its interests

but they couldn’t continue in the face of such widespread opposition

and, anyway, replacing a ‘royal’ dictatorship that people could see

with a dictatorship ‘of the people’ hiding behind the concept of

‘democracy’ presented far greater manipulative possibilities and

ways of hiding coordinated tyranny behind the illusion of ‘freedom’. 

Democracy is quite wrongly defined as government selected by

the population. This is not the case at all. It is government selected

by  some of the population (and then only in theory). This ‘some’

doesn’t even have to be the majority as we have seen so o en in first-

past-the-post elections in which the so-called majority party wins

fewer votes than the ‘losing’ parties combined. Democracy can give

total power to a party in government from a minority of the votes

cast. It’s a sleight of hand to sell tyranny as freedom. Seventy-four

million Trump-supporting Americans didn’t vote for the

‘Democratic’ Party of Joe Biden in the distinctly dodgy election in

2020 and yet far from acknowledging the wishes and feelings of that

great percentage of American society the Cult-owned Biden

government set out from day one to destroy them and their right to a

voice and opinion. Empty shell Biden and his Cult handlers said

they were doing this to ‘protect democracy’. Such is the level of

lunacy and sickness to which politics has descended. Connect the

dots and relate them to the desired outcome – a world government

run by self-appointed technocrats and no longer even elected

politicians. While operating through its political agents in

government the Cult is at the same time encouraging public distain

for politicians by pu ing idiots and incompetents in theoretical

power on the road to deleting them. The idea is to instil a public

reaction that says of the technocrats: ‘Well, they couldn’t do any

worse than the pathetic politicians.’ It’s all about controlling

perception and Renegade Minds can see through that while

programmed minds cannot when they are ignorant of both the

planned outcome and the manipulation techniques employed to

secure that end. This knowledge can be learned, however, and fast if

people choose to get informed. 

Politics may at first sight appear very difficult to control from a

central point. I mean look at the ‘different’ parties and how would

you be able to oversee them all and their constituent parts? In truth, 

it’s very straightforward because of their structure. We are back to

the pyramid of imposition and acquiescence. Organisations are

structured in the same way as the system as a whole. Political parties

are not open forums of free expression. They are hierarchies. I was a

national spokesman for the British Green Party which claimed to be

a different kind of politics in which influence and power was

devolved; but I can tell you from direct experience – and it’s far

worse now – that Green parties are run as hierarchies like all the

others however much they may try to hide that fact or kid

themselves that it’s not true. A very few at the top of all political

parties are directing policy and personnel. They decide if you are

elevated in the party or serve as a government minister and to do

that you have to be a yes man or woman. Look at all the maverick

political thinkers who never ascended the greasy pole. If you want to

progress within the party or reach ‘high-office’ you need to fall into

line and conform. Exceptions to this are rare indeed. Should you

want to run for parliament or Congress you have to persuade the

local or state level of the party to select you and for that you need to

play the game as dictated by the hierarchy. If you secure election and

wish to progress within the greater structure you need to go on

conforming to what is acceptable to those running the hierarchy

from the peak of the pyramid. Political parties are perceptual gulags

and the very fact that there are party ‘Whips’ appointed to ‘whip’

politicians into voting the way the hierarchy demands exposes the

ridiculous idea that politicians are elected to serve the people they

are supposed to represent. Cult operatives and manipulation has

long seized control of major parties that have any chance of forming

a government and at least most of those that haven’t. A new party

forms and the Cult goes to work to infiltrate and direct. This has

reached such a level today that you see video compilations of

‘leaders’ of all parties whether Democrats, Republicans, 

Conservative, Labour and Green parroting the same Cult mantra of

‘Build Back Be er’ and the ‘Great Reset’ which are straight off the

Cult song-sheet to describe the transformation of global society in

response to the Cult-instigated hoaxes of the ‘Covid pandemic’ and

human-caused ‘climate change’. To see Caroline Lucas, the Green

Party MP that I knew when I was in the party in the 1980s, speaking

in support of plans proposed by Cult operative Klaus Schwab

representing the billionaire global elite is a real head-shaker. 

Many parties – one master

The party system is another mind-trick and was instigated to change

the nature of the dictatorship by swapping ‘royalty’ for dark suits

that people believed – though now ever less so – represented their

interests. Understanding this trick is to realise that a single force (the

Cult) controls all parties either directly in terms of the major ones or

through manipulation of perception and ideology with others. You

don’t need to manipulate Green parties to demand your

transformation of society in the name of ‘climate change’ when they

are obsessed with the lie that this is essential to ‘save the planet’. You

just give them a platform and away they go serving your interests

while believing they are being environmentally virtuous. America’s

political structure is a perfect blueprint for how the two or multi-

party system is really a one-party state. The Republican Party is

controlled from one step back in the shadows by a group made up of

billionaires and their gofers known as neoconservatives or Neocons. 
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I have exposed them in fine detail in my books and they were the

driving force behind the policies of the imbecilic presidency of Boy

George Bush which included 9/11 (see  The Trigger for a

comprehensive demolition of the official story), the subsequent ‘war

on terror’ (war  of terror) and the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The la er was a No-Problem-Reaction-Solution based on claims by

Cult operatives, including Bush and British Prime Minister Tony

Blair, about Saddam Hussein’s ‘weapons of mass destruction’ which

did not exist as war criminals Bush and Blair well knew. 

Figure 6: Different front people, different parties – same control system. 

The Democratic Party has its own ‘Neocon’ group controlling

from the background which I call the ‘Democons’ and here’s the

penny-drop – the Neocons and Democons answer to the same

masters one step further back into the shadows (Fig 6). At that level of the Cult the Republican and Democrat parties are controlled by

the same people and no ma er which is in power the Cult is in

power. This is how it works in almost every country and certainly in

Britain with Conservative, Labour, Liberal Democrat and Green

parties now all on the same page whatever the rhetoric may be in

their feeble a empts to appear different. Neocons operated at the

time of Bush through a think tank called The Project for the New

American Century which in September, 2000, published a document

entitled  Rebuilding America’s Defenses: Strategies, Forces, and Resources

 For a New Century demanding that America fight ‘multiple, 

simultaneous major theatre wars’ as a ‘core mission’ to force regime-

change in countries including Iraq, Libya and Syria. Neocons

arranged for Bush (‘Republican’) and Blair (‘Labour Party’) to front-

up the invasion of Iraq and when they departed the Democons

orchestrated the targeting of Libya and Syria through Barack Obama

(‘Democrat’) and British Prime Minister David Cameron

(‘Conservative Party’). We have ‘different’ parties and ‘different’

people, but the same unfolding script. The more the Cult has seized

the reigns of parties and personnel the more their policies have

transparently pursued the same agenda to the point where the

fascist ‘Covid’ impositions of the Conservative junta of Jackboot

Johnson in Britain were opposed by the Labour Party because they

were not fascist enough. The Labour Party is likened to the US

Democrats while the Conservative Party is akin to a British version

of the Republicans and on both sides of the Atlantic they all speak

the same language and support the direction demanded by the Cult

although some more enthusiastically than others. It’s a similar story

in country a er country because it’s all centrally controlled. Oh, but

what about Trump? I’ll come to him shortly. Political ‘choice’ in the

‘party’ system goes like this: You vote for Party A and they get into

government. You don’t like what they do so next time you vote for

Party B and they get into government. You don’t like what they do

when it’s pre y much the same as Party A and why wouldn’t that be

with both controlled by the same force? Given that only two, 

sometimes three, parties have any chance of forming a government

to get rid of Party B that you don’t like you have to vote again for

Party A which … you don’t like. This, ladies and gentlemen, is what

they call ‘democracy’ which we are told – wrongly – is a term

interchangeable with ‘freedom’. 

The cult of cults

At this point I need to introduce a major expression of the Global

Cult known as Sabbatian-Frankism. Sabbatian is also spelt as

Sabbatean. I will summarise here. I have published major exposés

and detailed background in other works. Sabbatian-Frankism

combines the names of two frauds posing as ‘Jewish’ men, Sabbatai

Zevi (1626-1676), a rabbi, black magician and occultist who

proclaimed he was the Jewish messiah; and Jacob Frank (1726-1791), 

the Polish ‘Jew’, black magician and occultist who said he was the

reincarnation of ‘messiah’ Zevi and biblical patriarch Jacob. They

worked across two centuries to establish the Sabbatian-Frankist cult

that plays a major, indeed central, role in the manipulation of human

society by the Global Cult which has its origins much further back in

history than Sabbatai Zevi. I should emphasise two points here in

response to the shrill voices that will scream ‘anti-Semitism’: (1)

Sabbatian-Frankists are NOT Jewish and only pose as such to hide

their cult behind a Jewish façade; and (2) my information about this

cult has come from Jewish sources who have long realised that their

society and community has been infiltrated and taken over by

interloper Sabbatian-Frankists. Infiltration has been the foundation

technique of Sabbatian-Frankism from its official origin in the 17th

century. Zevi’s Sabbatian sect a racted a massive following

described as the biggest messianic movement in Jewish history, 

spreading as far as Africa and Asia, and he promised a return for the

Jews to the ‘Promised Land’ of Israel. Sabbatianism was not Judaism

but an inversion of everything that mainstream Judaism stood for. So

much so that this sinister cult would have a feast day when Judaism

had a fast day and whatever was forbidden in Judaism the

Sabbatians were encouraged and even commanded to do. This

included incest and what would be today called Satanism. Members

were forbidden to marry outside the sect and there was a system of

keeping their children ignorant of what they were part of until they

were old enough to be trusted not to unknowingly reveal anything

to outsiders. The same system is employed to this day by the Global

Cult in general which Sabbatian-Frankism has enormously

influenced and now largely controls. 

Zevi and his Sabbatians suffered a setback with the intervention

by the Sultan of the Islamic O oman Empire in the Middle East and

what is now the Republic of Turkey where Zevi was located. The

Sultan gave him the choice of proving his ‘divinity’, converting to

Islam or facing torture and death. Funnily enough Zevi chose to

convert or at least appear to. Some of his supporters were

disillusioned and dri ed away, but many did not with 300 families

also converting – only in theory – to Islam. They continued behind

this Islamic smokescreen to follow the goals, rules and rituals of

Sabbatianism and became known as ‘crypto-Jews’ or the ‘Dönmeh’

which means ‘to turn’. This is rather ironic because they didn’t ‘turn’

and instead hid behind a fake Islamic persona. The process of

appearing to be one thing while being very much another would

become the calling card of Sabbatianism especially a er Zevi’s death

and the arrival of the Satanist Jacob Frank in the 18th century when

the cult became Sabbatian-Frankism and plumbed still new depths

of depravity and infiltration which included – still includes – human

sacrifice and sex with children. Wherever Sabbatians go paedophilia

and Satanism follow and is it really a surprise that Hollywood is so

infested with child abuse and Satanism when it was established by

Sabbatian-Frankists and is still controlled by them? Hollywood has

been one of the prime vehicles for global perceptual programming

and manipulation. How many believe the version of ‘history’

portrayed in movies when it is a travesty and inversion (again) of the

truth? Rabbi Marvin Antelman describes Frankism in his book,  To

 Eliminate the Opiate, as ‘a movement of complete evil’ while Jewish

professor Gershom Scholem said of Frank in  The Messianic Idea in

 Judaism: ‘In all his actions [he was] a truly corrupt and degenerate

individual ... one of the most frightening phenomena in the whole of

Jewish history.’ Frank was excommunicated by traditional rabbis, as

was Zevi, but Frank was undeterred and enjoyed vital support from

the House of Rothschild, the infamous banking dynasty whose

inner-core are Sabbatian-Frankists and not Jews. Infiltration of the

Roman Church and Vatican was instigated by Frank with many

Dönmeh ‘turning’ again to convert to Roman Catholicism with a

view to hĳacking the reins of power. This was the ever-repeating

modus operandi and continues to be so. Pose as an advocate of the

religion, culture or country that you want to control and then

manipulate your people into the positions of authority and influence

largely as advisers, administrators and Svengalis for those that

appear to be in power. They did this with Judaism, Christianity

(Christian Zionism is part of this), Islam and other religions and

nations until Sabbatian-Frankism spanned the world as it does

today. 

Sabbatian Saudis and the terror network

One expression of the Sabbatian-Frankist Dönmeh within Islam is

the ruling family of Saudi Arabia, the House of Saud, through which

came the vile distortion of Islam known as Wahhabism. This is the

violent creed followed by terrorist groups like Al-Qaeda and ISIS or

Islamic State. Wahhabism is the hand-chopping, head-chopping

‘religion’ of Saudi Arabia which is used to keep the people in a

constant state of fear so the interloper House of Saud can continue to

rule. Al-Qaeda and Islamic State were lavishly funded by the House

of Saud while being created and directed by the Sabbatian-Frankist

network in the United States that operates through the Pentagon, 

CIA and the government in general of whichever ‘party’. The front

man for the establishment of Wahhabism in the middle of the 18th

century was a Sabbatian-Frankist ‘crypto-Jew’ posing as Islamic

called Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab. His daughter would marry

the son of Muhammad bin Saud who established the first Saudi state

before his death in 1765 with support from the British Empire. Bin

Saud’s successors would establish modern Saudi Arabia in league

with the British and Americans in 1932 which allowed them to seize

control of Islam’s major shrines in Mecca and Medina. They have

dictated the direction of Sunni Islam ever since while Iran is the

major centre of the Shiite version and here we have the source of at

least the public conflict between them. The Sabbatian network has

used its Wahhabi extremists to carry out Problem-Reaction-Solution

terrorist a acks in the name of ‘Al-Qaeda’ and ‘Islamic State’ to

justify a devastating ‘war on terror’, ever-increasing surveillance of

the population and to terrify people into compliance. Another

insight of the Renegade Mind is the streetwise understanding that

just because a country, location or people are a acked doesn’t mean

that those apparently representing that country, location or people

are not behind the a ackers. O en they are  orchestrating the a acks

because of the societal changes that can be then justified in the name

of ‘saving the population from terrorists’. 

I show in great detail in  The Trigger how Sabbatian-Frankists were

the real perpetrators of 9/11 and not ‘19 Arab hĳackers’ who were

blamed for what happened. Observe what was justified in the name

of 9/11 alone in terms of Middle East invasions, mass surveillance

and control that fulfilled the demands of the Project for the New

American Century document published by the Sabbatian Neocons. 

What appear to be enemies are on the deep inside players on the

same Sabbatian team. Israel and Arab ‘royal’ dictatorships are all

ruled by Sabbatians and the recent peace agreements between Israel

and Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and others are

only making formal what has always been the case behind the

scenes. Palestinians who have been subjected to grotesque tyranny

since Israel was bombed and terrorised into existence in 1948 have

never stood a chance. Sabbatian-Frankists have controlled Israel (so

the constant theme of violence and war which Sabbatians love) and

they have controlled the Arab countries that Palestinians have

looked to for real support that never comes. ‘Royal families’ of the

Arab world in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, UAE, etc., are all Sabbatians

with allegiance to the aims of the cult and not what is best for their

Arabic populations. They have stolen the oil and financial resources

from their people by false claims to be ‘royal dynasties’ with a

genetic right to rule and by employing vicious militaries to impose

their will. 

Satanic ‘illumination’

The Satanist Jacob Frank formed an alliance in 1773 with two other

Sabbatians, Mayer Amschel Rothschild (1744-1812), founder of the

Rothschild banking dynasty, and Jesuit-educated fraudulent Jew, 

Adam Weishaupt, and this led to the formation of the Bavarian

Illuminati, firstly under another name, in 1776. The Illuminati would

be the manipulating force behind the French Revolution (1789-1799)

and was also involved in the American Revolution (1775-1783)

before and a er the Illuminati’s official creation. Weishaupt would

later become (in public) a Protestant Christian in archetypal

Sabbatian style. I read that his name can be decoded as Adam-Weis-

haupt or ‘the first man to lead those who know’. He wasn’t a leader

in the sense that he was a subordinate, but he did lead those below

him in a crusade of transforming human society that still continues

today. The theme was confirmed as early as 1785 when a horseman

courier called Lanz was reported to be struck by lighting and

extensive Illuminati documents were found in his saddlebags. They

made the link to Weishaupt and detailed the plan for world takeover. 

Current events with ‘Covid’ fascism have been in the making for a

very long time. Jacob Frank was jailed for 13 years by the Catholic

Inquisition a er his arrest in 1760 and on his release he headed for

Frankfurt, Germany, home city and headquarters of the House of

Rothschild where the alliance was struck with Mayer Amschel

Rothschild and Weishaupt. Rothschild arranged for Frank to be

given the title of Baron and he became a wealthy nobleman with a

big following of Jews in Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire

and other European countries. Most of them would have believed he

was on their side. 

The name ‘Illuminati’ came from the Zohar which is a body of

works in the Jewish mystical ‘bible’ called the Kabbalah. ‘Zohar’ is

the foundation of Sabbatian-Frankist belief and in Hebrew ‘Zohar’

means ‘splendour’, ‘radiance’, ‘illuminated’, and so we have

‘Illuminati’. They claim to be the ‘Illuminated Ones’ from their

knowledge systematically hidden from the human population and

passed on through generations of carefully-chosen initiates in the

global secret society network or Cult. Hidden knowledge includes

an awareness of the Cult agenda for the world and the nature of our

collective reality that I will explore later. Cult ‘illumination’ is

symbolised by the torch held by the Statue of Liberty which was

gi ed to New York by French Freemasons in Paris who knew exactly

what it represents. ‘Liberty’ symbolises the goddess worshipped in
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Babylon as Queen Semiramis or Ishtar. The significance of this will

become clear. Notice again the ubiquitous theme of inversion with

the Statue of ‘Liberty’ really symbolising mass control (Fig 7). A

mirror-image statute stands on an island in the River Seine in Paris

from where New York Liberty originated (Fig 8). A large replica of

the Liberty flame stands on top of the Pont de l’Alma tunnel in Paris

where Princess Diana died in a Cult ritual described in  The Biggest

 Secret. Lucifer ‘the light bringer’ is related to all this (and much more

as we’ll see) and ‘Lucifer’ is a central figure in Sabbatian-Frankism

and its associated Satanism. Sabbatians reject the Jewish Torah, or

Pentateuch, the ‘five books of Moses’ in the Old Testament known as

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy which are

claimed by Judaism and Christianity to have been dictated by ‘God’

to Moses on Mount Sinai. Sabbatians say these do not apply to them

and they seek to replace them with the Zohar to absorb Judaism and

its followers into their inversion which is an expression of a much

greater global inversion. They want to delete all religions and force

humanity to worship a one-world religion – Sabbatian Satanism that

also includes worship of the Earth goddess. Satanic themes are being

more and more introduced into mainstream society and while

Christianity is currently the foremost target for destruction the

others are planned to follow. 

Figure 7: The Cult goddess of Babylon disguised as the Statue of Liberty holding the flame of Lucifer the ‘light bringer’. 
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Figure 8: Liberty’s mirror image in Paris where the New York version originated. 

Marx brothers

Rabbi Marvin Antelman connects the Illuminati to the Jacobins in  To

 Eliminate the Opiate and Jacobins were the force behind the French

Revolution. He links both to the Bund der Gerechten, or League of

the Just, which was the network that inflicted communism/Marxism

on the world. Antelman wrote:

The original inner circle of the Bund der Gerechten consisted of born Catholics, Protestants and Jews [Sabbatian-Frankist infiltrators], and those representatives of respective subdivisions formulated schemes for the ultimate destruction of their faiths. The heretical Catholics laid plans which they felt would take a century or more for the ultimate destruction of the church; the apostate Jews for the ultimate destruction of the Jewish religion. 

Sabbatian-created communism connects into this anti-religion

agenda in that communism does not allow for the free practice of

religion. The Sabbatian ‘Bund’ became the International Communist

Party and Communist League and in 1848 ‘Marxism’ was born with

the Communist Manifesto of Sabbatian assets Karl Marx and

Friedrich Engels. It is absolutely no coincidence that Marxism, just a

different name for fascist and other centrally-controlled tyrannies, is

being imposed worldwide as a result of the ‘Covid’ hoax and nor

that Marxist/fascist China was the place where the hoax originated. 

The reason for this will become very clear in the chapter ‘Covid: The

calculated catastrophe’. The so-called ‘Woke’ mentality has hĳacked

traditional beliefs of the political le  and replaced them with far-

right make-believe ‘social justice’ be er known as Marxism. Woke

will, however, be swallowed by its own perceived ‘revolution’ which

is really the work of billionaires and billionaire corporations feigning

being ‘Woke’. Marxism is being touted by Wokers as a replacement

for ‘capitalism’ when we don’t have ‘capitalism’. We have cartelism

in which the market is stitched up by the very Cult billionaires and

corporations bankrolling Woke. Billionaires love Marxism which

keeps the people in servitude while they control from the top. 

Terminally naïve Wokers think they are ‘changing the world’ when

it’s the Cult that is doing the changing and when they have played

their vital part and become surplus to requirements they, too, will be

targeted. The Illuminati-Jacobins were behind the period known as

‘The Terror’ in the French Revolution in 1793 and 1794 when Jacobin

Maximillian de Robespierre and his Orwellian ‘Commi ee of Public

Safety’ killed 17,000 ‘enemies of the Revolution’ who had once been

‘friends of the Revolution’. Karl Marx (1818-1883), whose Sabbatian

creed of Marxism has cost the lives of at least 100 million people, is a

hero once again to Wokers who have been systematically kept

ignorant of real history by their ‘education’ programming. As a

result they now promote a Sabbatian ‘Marxist’ abomination destined

at some point to consume them. Rabbi Antelman, who spent decades

researching the Sabbatian plot, said of the League of the Just and

Karl Marx:

Contrary to popular opinion Karl Marx did not originate the Communist Manifesto. He was

paid for his services by the League of the Just, which was known in its country of origin, Germany, as the Bund der Geaechteten. 

Antelman said the text a ributed to Marx was the work of other

people and Marx ‘was only repeating what others already said’. 

Marx was ‘a hired hack – lackey of the wealthy Illuminists’. Marx

famously said that religion was the ‘opium of the people’ (part of the

Sabbatian plan to demonise religion) and Antelman called his books, 

 To Eliminate the Opiate. Marx was born Jewish, but his family

converted to Christianity (Sabbatian modus operandi) and he

a acked Jews, not least in his book,  A World Without Jews. In doing so he supported the Sabbatian plan to destroy traditional Jewishness

and Judaism which we are clearly seeing today with the vindictive

targeting of orthodox Jews by the Sabbatian government of Israel

over ‘Covid’ laws. I don’t follow any religion and it has done much

damage to the world over centuries and acted as a perceptual

straightjacket. Renegade Minds, however, are always asking  why

something is being done. It doesn’t ma er if they agree or disagree

with what is happening –  why is it happening is the question. The

‘why?’ can be answered with regard to religion in that religions

create interacting communities of believers when the Cult wants to

dismantle all discourse, unity and interaction (see ‘Covid’

lockdowns) and the ultimate goal is to delete all religions for a one-

world religion of Cult Satanism worshipping their ‘god’ of which

more later. We see the same ‘why?’ with gun control in America. I

don’t have guns and don’t want them, but why is the Cult seeking to

disarm the population at the same time that law enforcement

agencies are armed to their molars and why has every tyrant in

history sought to disarm people before launching the final takeover? 

They include Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot and Mao who followed

confiscation with violent seizing of power. You know it’s a Cult

agenda by the people who immediately race to the microphones to

exploit dead people in multiple shootings. Ultra-Zionist Cult lackey

Senator Chuck Schumer was straight on the case a er ten people

were killed in Boulder, Colorado in March, 2121. Simple rule … if

Schumer wants it the Cult wants it and the same with his ultra-

Zionist mate the wild-eyed Senator Adam Schiff. At the same time

they were calling for the disarmament of Americans, many of whom

live a long way from a police response, Schumer, Schiff and the rest

of these pampered clowns were si ing on Capitol Hill behind a

razor-wired security fence protected by thousands of armed troops

in addition to their own armed bodyguards. Mom and pop in an

isolated home? They’re just potential mass shooters. 

Zion Mainframe

Sabbatian-Frankists and most importantly the Rothschilds were

behind the creation of ‘Zionism’, a political movement that

demanded a Jewish homeland in Israel as promised by Sabbatai

Zevi. The very symbol of Israel comes from the German meaning of

the name Rothschild. Dynasty founder Mayer Amschel Rothschild

changed the family name from Bauer to Rothschild, or ‘Red-Shield’

in German, in deference to the six-pointed ‘Star of David’ hexagram

displayed on the family’s home in Frankfurt. The symbol later

appeared on the flag of Israel a er the Rothschilds were centrally

involved in its creation. Hexagrams are not a uniquely Jewish

symbol and are widely used in occult (‘hidden’) networks o en as a

symbol for Saturn (see my other books for why). Neither are

Zionism and Jewishness interchangeable. Zionism is a political

movement and philosophy and not a ‘race’ or a people. Many Jews

oppose Zionism and many non-Jews, including US President Joe

Biden, call themselves Zionists as does Israel-centric Donald Trump. 

America’s support for the Israel government is pre y much a gimme

with ultra-Zionist billionaires and corporations providing fantastic

and dominant funding for both political parties. Former

Congresswoman Cynthia McKinney has told how she was

approached immediately she ran for office to ‘sign the pledge’ to

Israel and confirm that she would always vote in that country’s best

interests. All American politicians are approached in this way. 

Anyone who refuses will get no support or funding from the

enormous and all-powerful Zionist lobby that includes organisations

like mega-lobby group AIPAC, the American Israel Public Affairs

Commi ee. Trump’s biggest funder was ultra-Zionist casino and

media billionaire Sheldon Adelson while major funders of the

Democratic Party include ultra-Zionist George Soros and ultra-

Zionist financial and media mogul, Haim Saban. Some may reel back

at the suggestion that Soros is an Israel-firster (Sabbatian-controlled

Israel-firster), but Renegade Minds watch the actions not the words

and everywhere Soros donates his billions the Sabbatian agenda

benefits. In the spirit of Sabbatian inversion Soros pledged $1 billion

for a new university network to promote ‘liberal values and tackle

intolerance’. He made the announcement during his annual speech

at the Cult-owned World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, in

January, 2020, a er his ‘harsh criticism’ of ‘authoritarian rulers’

around the world. You can only laugh at such brazen mendacity. 

How  he doesn’t laugh is the mystery. Translated from the Orwellian

‘liberal values and tackle intolerance’ means teaching non-white

people to hate white people and for white people to loathe

themselves for being born white. The reason for that will become

clear. 

The ‘Anti-Semitism’ fraud

Zionists support the Jewish homeland in the land of Palestine which

has been the Sabbatian-Rothschild goal for so long, but not for the

benefit of Jews. Sabbatians and their global Anti-Semitism Industry

have skewed public and political opinion to equate opposing the

violent extremes of Zionism to be a blanket a ack and condemnation

of all Jewish people. Sabbatians and their global Anti-Semitism

Industry have skewed public and political opinion to equate

opposing the violent extremes of Zionism to be a blanket a ack and

condemnation of all Jewish people. This is nothing more than a

Sabbatian protection racket to stop legitimate investigation and

exposure of their agendas and activities. The official definition of

‘anti-Semitism’ has more recently been expanded to include criticism

of Zionism – a  political movement – and this was done to further stop

exposure of Sabbatian infiltrators who created Zionism as we know

it today in the 19th century. Renegade Minds will talk about these

subjects when they know the shit that will come their way. People

must decide if they want to know the truth or just cower in the

corner in fear of what others will say. Sabbatians have been trying to

label me as ‘anti-Semitic’ since the 1990s as I have uncovered more

and more about their background and agendas. Useless, gutless, 

fraudulent ‘journalists’ then just repeat the smears without question

and on the day I was writing this section a pair of unquestioning

repeaters called Ben Quinn and Archie Bland (how appropriate)

outright called me an ‘anti-Semite’ in the establishment propaganda

sheet, the London  Guardian, with no supporting evidence. The

Sabbatian Anti-Semitism Industry said so and who are they to

question that? They wouldn’t dare. Ironically ‘Semitic’ refers to a

group of languages in the Middle East that are almost entirely

Arabic. ‘Anti-Semitism’ becomes ‘anti-Arab’ which if the

consequences of this misunderstanding were not so grave would be

hilarious. Don’t bother telling Quinn and Bland. I don’t want to

confuse them, bless ‘em. One reason I am dubbed ‘anti-Semitic’ is

that I wrote in the 1990s that Jewish operatives (Sabbatians) were

heavily involved in the Russian Revolution when Sabbatians

overthrew the Romanov dynasty. This apparently made me ‘anti-

Semitic’. Oh, really? Here is a section from  The Trigger:

British journalist Robert Wilton confirmed these themes in his 1920 book  The Last Days of the Romanovs when he studied official documents from the Russian government to identify the members of the Bolshevik ruling elite between 1917 and 1919. The Central Committee

included 41 Jews among 62 members; the Council of the People’s Commissars had 17 Jews

out of 22 members; and 458 of the 556 most important Bolshevik positions between 1918 and 1919 were occupied by Jewish people. Only 17 were Russian. Then there were the 23 Jews

among the 36 members of the vicious Cheka Soviet secret police established in 1917 who

would soon appear all across the country. 

Professor Robert Service of Oxford University, an expert on 20th century Russian history, found evidence that [‘Jewish’] Leon Trotsky had sought to make sure that Jews were enrolled in the Red Army and were disproportionately represented in the Soviet civil bureaucracy that included the Cheka which performed mass arrests, imprisonment and executions of ‘enemies of the people’. A US State Department Decimal File (861.00/5339) dated November 13th, 

1918, names [Rothschild banking agent in America] Jacob Schiff and a list of ultra-Zionists as funders of the Russian Revolution leading to claims of a ‘Jewish plot’, but the key point missed by all is they were not ‘Jews’ – they were Sabbatian-Frankists. 

Britain’s Winston Churchill made the same error by mistake or

otherwise. He wrote in a 1920 edition of the  Illustrated Sunday Herald

that those behind the Russian revolution were part of a ‘worldwide

conspiracy for the overthrow of civilisation and for the

reconstitution of society on the basis of arrested development, of

envious malevolence, and impossible equality’ (see ‘Woke’ today

because that has been created by the same network). Churchill said

there was no need to exaggerate the part played in the creation of

Bolshevism and in the actual bringing about of the Russian

Revolution ‘by these international and for the most part atheistical

Jews’ [‘atheistical Jews’ = Sabbatians]. Churchill said it is certainly a

very great one and probably outweighs all others: ‘With the notable

exception of Lenin, the majority of the leading figures are Jews.’ He

went on to describe, knowingly or not, the Sabbatian modus

operandi of placing puppet leaders nominally in power while they

control from the background:

Moreover, the principal inspiration and driving power comes from the Jewish leaders. Thus Tchitcherin, a pure Russian, is eclipsed by his nominal subordinate, Litvinoff, and the

influence of Russians like Bukharin or Lunacharski cannot be compared with the power of

Trotsky, or of Zinovieff, the Dictator of the Red Citadel (Petrograd), or of Krassin or Radek – all Jews. In the Soviet institutions the predominance of Jews is even more astonishing. And the prominent, if not indeed the principal, part in the system of terrorism applied by the

Extraordinary Commissions for Combatting Counter-Revolution has been taken by Jews, and

in some notable cases by Jewesses. 

What I said about seriously disproportionate involvement in the

Russian Revolution by Jewish ‘revolutionaries’ (Sabbatians) is

provable fact, but truth is no defence against the Sabbatian Anti-

Semitism Industry, its repeater parrots like Quinn and Bland, and

the now breathtaking network of so-called ‘Woke’ ‘anti-hate’ groups

with interlocking leaderships and funding which have the role of

discrediting and silencing anyone who gets too close to exposing the

Sabbatians. We have seen ‘truth is no defence’ confirmed in legal

judgements with the Saskatchewan Human Rights Commission in

Canada decreeing this: ‘Truthful statements can be presented in a

manner that would meet the definition of hate speech, and not all

truthful statements must be free from restriction.’ Most ‘anti-hate’

activists, who are themselves consumed by hatred, are too stupid

and ignorant of the world to know how they are being used. They

are far too far up their own virtue-signalling arses and it’s far too

dark for them to see anything. 

The ‘revolution’ game

The background and methods of the ‘Russian’ Revolution are

straight from the Sabbatian playbook seen in the French Revolution

and endless others around the world that appear to start as a

revolution of the people against tyrannical rule and end up with a

regime change to more tyrannical rule overtly or covertly. Wars, 

terror a acks and regime overthrows follow the Sabbatian cult

through history with its agents creating them as Problem-Reaction-

Solutions to remove opposition on the road to world domination. 

Sabbatian dots connect the Rothschilds with the Illuminati, Jacobins

of the French Revolution, the ‘Bund’ or League of the Just, the

International Communist Party, Communist League and the

Communist Manifesto of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels that would

lead to the Rothschild-funded Russian Revolution. The sequence

comes under the heading of ‘creative destruction’ when you advance

to your global goal by continually destroying the status quo to install

a new status quo which you then also destroy. The two world wars

come to mind. With each new status quo you move closer to your

planned outcome. Wars and mass murder are to Sabbatians a

collective blood sacrifice ritual. They are obsessed with death for

many reasons and one is that death is an inversion of life. Satanists

and Sabbatians are obsessed with death and o en target churches

and churchyards for their rituals. Inversion-obsessed Sabbatians

explain the use of inverted symbolism including the  inverted

pentagram and  inverted cross. The inversion of the cross has been

related to targeting Christianity, but the cross was a religious symbol

long before Christianity and its inversion is a statement about the

Sabbatian mentality and goals more than any single religion. 

Sabbatians operating in Germany were behind the rise of the

occult-obsessed Nazis and the subsequent Jewish exodus from

Germany and Europe to Palestine and the United States a er World

War Two. The Rothschild dynasty was at the forefront of this both as

political manipulators and by funding the operation. Why would

Sabbatians help to orchestrate the horrors inflicted on Jews by the

Nazis and by Stalin a er they organised the Russian Revolution? 

Sabbatians hate Jews and their religion, that’s why. They pose as

Jews and secure positions of control within Jewish society and play

the ‘anti-Semitism’ card to protect themselves from exposure

through a global network of organisations answering to the

Sabbatian-created-and-controlled globe-spanning intelligence

network that involves a stunning web of military-intelligence

operatives and operations for a tiny country of just nine million. 

Among them are Jewish assets who are not Sabbatians but have been

convinced by them that what they are doing is for the good of Israel

and the Jewish community to protect them from what they have

been programmed since childhood to believe is a Jew-hating hostile

world. The Jewish community is just a highly convenient cover to

hide the true nature of Sabbatians. Anyone ge ing close to exposing

their game is accused by Sabbatian place-people and gofers of ‘anti-

Semitism’ and claiming that all Jews are part of a plot to take over

the world. I am not saying that. I am saying that Sabbatians – the  real

Jew-haters – have infiltrated the Jewish community to use them both

as a cover and an ‘anti-Semitic’ defence against exposure. Thus we

have the Anti-Semitism Industry targeted researchers in this way

and most Jewish people think this is justified and genuine. They

don’t know that their ‘Jewish’ leaders and institutions of state, 

intelligence and military are not controlled by Jews at all, but cultists

and stooges of Sabbatian-Frankism. I once added my name to a pro-

Jewish freedom petition online and the next time I looked my name

was gone and text had been added to the petition blurb to a ack me

as an ‘anti-Semite’ such is the scale of perceptual programming. 

Moving on America

I tell the story in  The Trigger and a chapter called ‘Atlantic Crossing’

how particularly a er Israel was established the Sabbatians moved

in on the United States and eventually grasped control of

government administration, the political system via both Democrats

and Republicans, the intelligence community like the CIA and

National Security Agency (NSA), the Pentagon and mass media. 

Through this seriously compartmentalised network Sabbatians and

their operatives in Mossad, Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) and US

agencies pulled off 9/11 and blamed it on 19 ‘Al-Qaeda hĳackers’

dominated by men from, or connected to, Sabbatian-ruled Saudi

Arabia. The ‘19’ were not even on the planes let alone flew those big

passenger jets into buildings while being largely incompetent at

piloting one-engine light aircra . ‘Hĳacker’ Hani Hanjour who is

said to have flown American Airlines Flight 77 into the Pentagon

with a turn and manoeuvre most professional pilots said they would

have struggled to do was banned from renting a small plane by

instructors at the Freeway Airport in Bowie, Maryland, just  six weeks

earlier on the grounds that he was an incompetent pilot. The Jewish

population of the world is just 0.2 percent with even that almost

entirely concentrated in Israel (75 percent Jewish) and the United

States (around two percent). This two percent and globally 0.2

percent refers to  Jewish people and not Sabbatian interlopers who are

a fraction of that fraction. What a sobering thought when you think

of the fantastic influence on world affairs of tiny Israel and that the

Project for the New America Century (PNAC) which laid out the

blueprint in September, 2000, for America’s war on terror and regime

change wars in Iraq, Libya and Syria was founded and dominated by

Sabbatians known as ‘Neocons’. The document conceded that this

plan would not be supported politically or publicly without a major

a ack on American soil and a Problem-Reaction-Solution excuse to

send troops to war across the Middle East. Sabbatian Neocons said:

... [The] process of transformation ... [war and regime change] ... is likely to be a long one, absent some catastrophic and catalysing event – like a new Pearl Harbor. 

Four months later many of those who produced that document

came to power with their inane puppet George Bush from the long-

time Sabbatian Bush family. They included Sabbatian Dick Cheney

who was officially vice-president, but really de-facto president for

the entirety of the ‘Bush’ government. Nine months a er the ‘Bush’

inauguration came what Bush called at the time ‘the Pearl Harbor of

the 21st century’ and with typical Sabbatian timing and symbolism

2001 was the 60th anniversary of the a ack in 1941 by the Japanese

Air Force on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, which allowed President

Franklin Delano Roosevelt to take the United States into a Sabbatian-

instigated Second World War that he said in his election campaign

that he never would. The evidence is overwhelming that Roosevelt

and his military and intelligence networks knew the a ack was

coming and did nothing to stop it, but they did make sure that

America’s most essential naval ships were not in Hawaii at the time. 

Three thousand Americans died in the Pearl Harbor a acks as they

did on September 11th. By the 9/11 year of 2001 Sabbatians had

widely infiltrated the US government, military and intelligence

operations and used their compartmentalised assets to pull off the

‘Al-Qaeda’ a acks. If you read  The Trigger it will blow your mind to

see the u erly staggering concentration of ‘Jewish’ operatives

(Sabbatian infiltrators) in essential positions of political, security, 

legal, law enforcement, financial and business power before, during, 

and a er the a acks to make them happen, carry them out, and then

cover their tracks – and I do mean  staggering when you think of that

0.2 percent of the world population and two percent of Americans

which are Jewish while Sabbatian infiltrators are a fraction of that. A

central foundation of the 9/11 conspiracy was the hĳacking of

government, military, Air Force and intelligence computer systems

in real time through ‘back-door’ access made possible by Israeli

(Sabbatian) ‘cyber security’ so ware. Sabbatian-controlled Israel is

on the way to rivalling Silicon Valley for domination of cyberspace

and is becoming the dominant force in cyber-security which gives

them access to entire computer systems and their passcodes across

the world. Then add to this that Zionists head (officially) Silicon

Valley giants like Google (Larry Page and Sergey Brin), Google-

owned YouTube (Susan Wojcicki), Facebook (Mark Zuckerberg and

Sheryl Sandberg), and Apple (Chairman Arthur D. Levinson), and

that ultra-Zionist hedge fund billionaire Paul Singer has a $1 billion

stake in Twi er which is only nominally headed by ‘CEO’ pothead

Jack Dorsey. As cable news host Tucker Carlson said of Dorsey:

‘There used to be debate in the medical community whether

dropping a ton of acid had permanent effects and I think that debate

has now ended.’ Carlson made the comment a er Dorsey told a

hearing on Capitol Hill (if you cut through his bullshit) that he

believed in free speech so long as he got to decide what you can hear

and see. These ‘big names’ of Silicon Valley are only front men and

women for the Global Cult, not least the Sabbatians, who are the true

controllers of these corporations. Does anyone still wonder why

these same people and companies have been ferociously censoring

and banning people (like me) for exposing any aspect of the Cult

agenda and especially the truth about the ‘Covid’ hoax which

Sabbatians have orchestrated? 

The Jeffrey Epstein paedophile ring was a Sabbatian operation. He

was officially ‘Jewish’ but he was a Sabbatian and women abused by

the ring have told me about the high number of ‘Jewish’ people

involved. The Epstein horror has Sabbatian wri en all over it and

matches perfectly their modus operandi and obsession with sex and

ritual. Epstein was running a Sabbatian blackmail ring in which

famous people with political and other influence were provided

with young girls for sex while everything was being filmed and

recorded on hidden cameras and microphones at his New York

house, Caribbean island and other properties. Epstein survivors

have described this surveillance system to me and some have gone

public. Once the famous politician or other figure knew he or she

was on video they tended to do whatever they were told. Here we go

again …when you’ve got them by the balls their hearts and minds

will follow. Sabbatians use this blackmail technique on a wide scale

across the world to entrap politicians and others they need to act as

demanded. Epstein’s private plane, the infamous ‘Lolita Express’, 

had many well-known passengers including Bill Clinton while Bill

Gates has flown on an Epstein plane and met with him four years

a er Epstein had been jailed for paedophilia. They subsequently met

many times at Epstein’s home in New York according to a witness

who was there. Epstein’s infamous side-kick was Ghislaine Maxwell, 

daughter of Mossad agent and ultra-Zionist mega-crooked British

businessman, Bob Maxwell, who at one time owned the  Daily Mirror

newspaper. Maxwell was murdered at sea on his boat in 1991 by

Sabbatian-controlled Mossad when he became a liability with his

business empire collapsing as a former Mossad operative has

confirmed (see  The Trigger). 

Money, money, money, funny money …

Before I come to the Sabbatian connection with the last three US

presidents I will lay out the crucial importance to Sabbatians of

controlling banking and finance. Sabbatian Mayer Amschel

Rothschild set out to dominate this arena in his family’s quest for

total global control. What is freedom? It is, in effect, choice. The

more choices you have the freer you are and the fewer your choices

the more you are enslaved. In the global structure created over

centuries by Sabbatians the biggest decider and restrictor of choice is

… money. Across the world if you ask people what they would like

to do with their lives and why they are not doing that they will reply

‘I don’t have the money’. This is the idea. A global elite of multi-

billionaires are described as ‘greedy’ and that is true on one level; 

but control of money – who has it and who doesn’t – is not primarily

about greed. It’s about control. Sabbatians have seized ever more

control of finance and sucked the wealth of the world out of the

hands of the population. We talk now, a er all, about the ‘One-

percent’ and even then the wealthiest are a lot fewer even than that. 

This has been made possible by a money scam so outrageous and so

vast it could rightly be called the scam of scams founded on creating

‘money’ out of nothing and ‘loaning’ that with interest to the

population. Money out of nothing is called ‘credit’. Sabbatians have

asserted control over governments and banking ever more

completely through the centuries and secured financial laws that

allow banks to lend hugely more than they have on deposit in a

confidence trick known as fractional reserve lending. Imagine if you

could lend money that doesn’t exist and charge the recipient interest

for doing so. You would end up in jail. Bankers by contrast end up in

mansions, private jets, Malibu and Monaco. 

Banks are only required to keep a fraction of their deposits and

wealth in their vaults and they are allowed to lend ‘money’ they

don’t have called ‘credit. Go into a bank for a loan and if you succeed

the banker will not move any real wealth into your account. They

will type into your account the amount of the agreed ‘loan’ – say

£100,000. This is not wealth that really exists; it is non-existent, fresh-

air, created-out-of-nothing ‘credit’ which has never, does not, and

will never exist except in theory. Credit is backed by nothing except

wind and only has buying power because people think that it has

buying power and accept it in return for property, goods and

services. I have described this situation as like those cartoon

characters you see chasing each other and when they run over the

edge of a cliff they keep running forward on fresh air until one of

them looks down, realises what’s happened, and they all crash into

the ravine. The whole foundation of the Sabbatian financial system is

to stop people looking down except for periodic moments when they

want to crash the system (as in 2008 and 2020 ongoing) and reap the

rewards from all the property, businesses and wealth their borrowers

had signed over as ‘collateral’ in return for a ‘loan’ of fresh air. Most

people think that money is somehow created by governments when

it comes into existence from the start as a debt through banks

‘lending’ illusory money called credit. Yes, the very currency of

exchange is a  debt from day one issued as an interest-bearing loan. 

Why don’t governments create money interest-free and lend it to

their people interest-free? Governments are controlled by Sabbatians

and the financial system is controlled by Sabbatians for whom

interest-free money would be a nightmare come true. Sabbatians

underpin their financial domination through their global network of

central banks, including the privately-owned US Federal Reserve

and Britain’s Bank of England, and this is orchestrated by a

privately-owned central bank coordination body called the Bank for

International Se lements in Basle, Switzerland, created by the usual

suspects including the Rockefellers and Rothschilds. Central bank

chiefs don’t answer to governments or the people. They answer to

the Bank for International Se lements or, in other words, the Global

Cult which is dominated today by Sabbatians. 

Built-in disaster

There are so many constituent scams within the overall banking

scam. When you take out a loan of thin-air credit only the amount of

that loan is theoretically brought into circulation to add to the

amount in circulation; but you are paying back the principle plus

interest. The additional interest is not created and this means that

with every ‘loan’ there is a shortfall in the money in circulation

between what is borrowed and what has to be paid back. There is

never even close to enough money in circulation to repay all

outstanding public and private debt including interest. Coldly

weaved in the very fabric of the system is the certainty that some

will lose their homes, businesses and possessions to the banking

‘lender’. This is less obvious in times of ‘boom’ when the amount of

money in circulation (and the debt) is expanding through more

people wanting and ge ing loans. When a downturn comes and the

money supply contracts it becomes painfully obvious that there is

not enough money to service all debt and interest. This is less

obvious in times of ‘boom’ when the amount of money in circulation

(and the debt) is expanding through more people wanting and

ge ing loans. When a downturn comes and the money supply

contracts and it becomes painfully obvious – as in 2008 and currently

– that there is not enough money to service all debt and interest. 

Sabbatian banksters have been leading the human population

through a calculated series of booms (more debt incurred) and busts

(when the debt can’t be repaid and the banks get the debtor’s

tangible wealth in exchange for non-existent ‘credit’). With each

‘bust’ Sabbatian bankers have absorbed more of the world’s tangible

wealth and we end up with the One-percent. Governments are in

bankruptcy levels of debt to the same system and are therefore

owned by a system they do not control. The Federal Reserve, 

‘America’s central bank’, is privately-owned and American

presidents only nominally appoint its chairman or woman to

maintain the illusion that it’s an arm of government. It’s not. The

‘Fed’ is a cartel of private banks which handed billions to its

associates and friends a er the crash of 2008 and has been Sabbatian-

controlled since it was manipulated into being in 1913 through the

covert trickery of Rothschild banking agents Jacob Schiff and Paul

Warburg, and the Sabbatian Rockefeller family. Somehow from a

Jewish population of two-percent and globally 0.2 percent (Sabbatian

interlopers remember are far smaller) ultra-Zionists headed the

Federal Reserve for 31 years between 1987 and 2018 in the form of

Alan Greenspan, Bernard Bernanke and Janet Yellen (now Biden’s

Treasury Secretary) with Yellen’s deputy chairman a Israeli-

American duel citizen and ultra-Zionist Stanley Fischer, a former

governor of the Bank of Israel. Ultra-Zionist Fed chiefs spanned the

presidencies of Ronald Reagan (‘Republican’), Father George Bush

(‘Republican’), Bill Clinton (‘Democrat’), Boy George Bush

(‘Republican’) and Barack Obama (‘Democrat’). We should really

add the pre-Greenspan chairman, Paul Adolph Volcker, ‘appointed’

by Jimmy Carter (‘Democrat’) who ran the Fed between 1979 and

1987 during the Carter and Reagan administrations before

Greenspan took over. Volcker was a long-time associate and business

partner of the Rothschilds. No ma er what the ‘party’ officially in

power the United States economy was directed by the same force. 

Here are members of the Obama, Trump and Biden administrations

and see if you can make out a common theme. 

Barack Obama (‘Democrat’)

Ultra-Zionists Robert Rubin, Larry Summers, and Timothy Geithner

ran the US Treasury in the Clinton administration and two of them

reappeared with Obama. Ultra-Zionist Fed chairman Alan

Greenspan had manipulated the crash of 2008 through deregulation

and jumped ship just before the disaster to make way for ultra-

Zionist Bernard Bernanke to hand out trillions to Sabbatian ‘too big

to fail’ banks and businesses, including the ubiquitous ultra-Zionist

Goldman Sachs which has an ongoing staff revolving door operation

between itself and major financial positions in government

worldwide. Obama inherited the fallout of the crash when he took

office in January, 2009, and fortunately he had the support of his

ultra-Zionist White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emmanuel, son of a

terrorist who helped to bomb Israel into being in 1948, and his ultra-

Zionist senior adviser David Axelrod, chief strategist in Obama’s two

successful presidential campaigns. Emmanuel, later mayor of

Chicago and former senior fundraiser and strategist for Bill Clinton, 

is an example of the Sabbatian policy a er Israel was established of

migrating insider families to America so their children would be

born American citizens. ‘Obama’ chose this financial team

throughout his administration to respond to the Sabbatian-instigated

crisis:

Timothy Geithner (ultra-Zionist) Treasury Secretary; Jacob J. Lew, 

Treasury Secretary; Larry Summers (ultra-Zionist), director of the

White House National Economic Council; Paul Adolph Volcker

(Rothschild business partner), chairman of the Economic Recovery

Advisory Board; Peter Orszag (ultra-Zionist), director of the Office of

Management and Budget overseeing all government spending; 

Penny Pritzker (ultra-Zionist), Commerce Secretary; Jared Bernstein

(ultra-Zionist), chief economist and economic policy adviser to Vice

President Joe Biden; Mary Schapiro (ultra-Zionist), chair of the

Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC); Gary Gensler (ultra-

Zionist), chairman of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission

(CFTC); Sheila Bair (ultra-Zionist), chair of the Federal Deposit

Insurance Corporation (FDIC); Karen Mills (ultra-Zionist), head of

the Small Business Administration (SBA); Kenneth Feinberg (ultra-

Zionist), Special Master for Executive [bail-out] Compensation. 

Feinberg would be appointed to oversee compensation (with strings)

to 9/11 victims and families in a campaign to stop them having their

day in court to question the official story. At the same time ultra-

Zionist Bernard Bernanke was chairman of the Federal Reserve and

these are only some of the ultra-Zionists with allegiance to

Sabbatian-controlled Israel in the Obama government. Obama’s

biggest corporate donor was ultra-Zionist Goldman Sachs which had

employed many in his administration. 

Donald Trump (‘Republican’)

Trump claimed to be an outsider (he wasn’t) who had come to ‘drain

the swamp’. He embarked on this goal by immediately appointing

ultra-Zionist Steve Mnuchin, a Goldman Sachs employee for 17

years, as his Treasury Secretary. Others included Gary Cohn (ultra-

Zionist), chief operating officer of Goldman Sachs, his first Director

of the National Economic Council and chief economic adviser, who

was later replaced by Larry Kudlow (ultra-Zionist). Trump’s senior

adviser throughout his four years in the White House was his

sinister son-in-law Jared Kushner, a life-long friend of Israel Prime

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. Kushner is the son of a convicted

crook who was pardoned by Trump in his last days in office. Other

ultra-Zionists in the Trump administration included: Stephen Miller, 

Senior Policy Adviser; Avrahm Berkowitz, Deputy Adviser to Trump

and his Senior Adviser Jared Kushner; Ivanka Trump, Adviser to the

President, who converted to Judaism when she married Jared

Kushner; David Friedman, Trump lawyer and Ambassador to Israel; 

Jason Greenbla , Trump Organization executive vice president and

chief legal officer, who was made Special Representative for

International Negotiations and the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict; Rod

Rosenstein, Deputy A orney General; Elliot Abrams, Special

Representative for Venezuela, then Iran; John Eisenberg, National

Security Council Legal Adviser and Deputy Council to the President

for National Security Affairs; Anne Neuberger, Deputy National

Manager, National Security Agency; Ezra Cohen-Watnick, Acting

Under Secretary of Defense for Intelligence; Elan Carr, Special Envoy

to monitor and combat anti-Semitism; Len Khodorkovsky, Deputy

Special Envoy to monitor and combat anti-Semitism; Reed Cordish, 

Assistant to the President, Intragovernmental and Technology

Initiatives. Trump Vice President Mike Pence and Secretary of State

Mike Pompeo, both Christian Zionists, were also vehement

supporters of Israel and its goals and ambitions. 

Donald ‘free-speech believer’ Trump pardoned a number of

financial and violent criminals while ignoring calls to pardon Julian

Assange and Edward Snowden whose crimes are revealing highly

relevant information about government manipulation and

corruption and the widespread illegal surveillance of the American

people by US ‘security’ agencies. It’s so good to know that Trump is

on the side of freedom and justice and not mega-criminals with

allegiance to Sabbatian-controlled Israel. These included a pardon

for Israeli spy Jonathan Pollard who was jailed for life in 1987 under

the Espionage Act. Aviem Sella, the Mossad agent who recruited

Pollard, was also pardoned by Trump while Assange sat in jail and

Snowden remained in exile in Russia. Sella had ‘fled’ (was helped to

escape) to Israel in 1987 and was never extradited despite being

charged under the Espionage Act. A Trump White House statement

said that Sella’s clemency had been ‘supported by Benjamin

Netanyahu, Ron Dermer, Israel’s US Ambassador, David Friedman, 

US Ambassador to Israel and Miriam Adelson, wife of leading

Trump donor Sheldon Adelson who died shortly before. Other

friends of Jared Kushner were pardoned along with Sholom Weiss

who was believed to be serving the longest-ever white-collar prison

sentence of more than 800 years in 2000. The sentence was

commuted of Ponzi-schemer Eliyahu Weinstein who defrauded Jews

and others out of $200 million. I did mention that Assange and

Snowden were ignored, right? Trump gave Sabbatians almost

everything they asked for in military and political support, moving

the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem with its critical symbolic

and literal implications for Palestinian statehood, and the ‘deal of the

Century’ designed by Jared Kushner and David Friedman which

gave the Sabbatian Israeli government the green light to

substantially expand its already widespread program of building

illegal Jewish-only se lements in the occupied land of the West

Bank. This made a two-state ‘solution’ impossible by seizing all the

land of a potential Palestinian homeland and that had been the plan

since 1948 and then 1967 when the Arab-controlled Gaza Strip, West

Bank, Sinai Peninsula and Syrian Golan Heights were occupied by

Israel. All the talks about talks and road maps and delays have been

buying time until the West Bank was physically occupied by Israeli

real estate. Trump would have to be a monumentally ill-informed

idiot not to see that this was the plan he was helping to complete. 

The Trump administration was in so many ways the Kushner

administration which means the Netanyahu administration which

means the Sabbatian administration. I understand why many

opposing Cult fascism in all its forms gravitated to Trump, but he

was a crucial part of the Sabbatian plan and I will deal with this in

the next chapter. 

Joe Biden (‘Democrat’)

A barely cognitive Joe Biden took over the presidency in January, 

2021, along with his fellow empty shell, Vice-President Kamala

Harris, as the latest Sabbatian gofers to enter the White House. 

Names on the door may have changed and the ‘party’ – the force

behind them remained the same as Zionists were appointed to a

stream of pivotal areas relating to Sabbatian plans and policy. They

included: Janet Yellen, Treasury Secretary, former head of the Federal

Reserve, and still another ultra-Zionist running the US Treasury a er

Mnuchin (Trump), Lew and Geithner (Obama), and Summers and

Rubin (Clinton); Anthony Blinken, Secretary of State; Wendy

Sherman, Deputy Secretary of State (so that’s ‘Biden’s’ Sabbatian

foreign policy sorted); Jeff Zients, White House coronavirus

coordinator; Rochelle Walensky, head of the Centers for Disease

Control; Rachel Levine, transgender deputy health secretary (that’s

‘Covid’ hoax policy under control); Merrick Garland, A orney

General; Alejandro Mayorkas, Secretary of Homeland Security; Cass

Sunstein, Homeland Security with responsibility for new

immigration laws; Avril Haines, Director of National Intelligence; 

Anne Neuberger, National Security Agency cybersecurity director

(note, cybersecurity); David Cohen, CIA Deputy Director; Ronald

Klain, Biden’s Chief of Staff (see Rahm Emanuel); Eric Lander, a

‘leading geneticist’, Office of Science and Technology Policy director

(see Smart Grid, synthetic biology agenda); Jessica Rosenworcel, 

acting head of the Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

which controls Smart Grid technology policy and electromagnetic

communication systems including 5G. How can it be that so many

pivotal positions are held by two-percent of the American

population and 0.2 percent of the world population administration

a er administration no ma er who is the president and what is the

party? It’s a coincidence? Of course it’s not and this is why

Sabbatians have built their colossal global web of interlocking ‘anti-

hate’ hate groups to condemn anyone who asks these glaring

questions as an ‘anti-Semite’. The way that Jewish people horrifically

abused in Sabbatian-backed Nazi Germany are exploited to this end

is stomach-turning and disgusting beyond words. 

Political fusion

Sabbatian manipulation has reversed the roles of Republicans and

Democrats and the same has happened in Britain with the

Conservative and Labour Parties. Republicans and Conservatives

were always labelled the ‘right’ and Democrats and Labour the ‘le ’, 

but look at the policy positions now and the Democrat-Labour ‘le ’

has moved further to the ‘right’ than Republicans and Conservatives

under the banner of ‘Woke’, the Cult-created far-right tyranny. 

Where once the Democrat-Labour ‘le ’ defended free speech and

human rights they now seek to delete them and as I said earlier

despite the ‘Covid’ fascism of the Jackboot Johnson Conservative

government in the UK the Labour Party of leader Keir Starmer

demanded even more extreme measures. The Labour Party has been

very publicly absorbed by Sabbatians a er a political and media

onslaught against the previous leader, the weak and inept Jeremy

Corbyn, over made-up allegations of ‘anti-Semitism’ both by him

and his party. The plan was clear with this ‘anti-Semite’ propaganda

and what was required in response was a swi  and decisive ‘fuck

off’ from Corbyn and a statement to expose the Anti-Semitism

Industry (Sabbatian) a empt to silence Labour criticism of the Israeli

government (Sabbatians) and purge the party of all dissent against

the extremes of ultra-Zionism (Sabbatians). Instead Corbyn and his

party fell to their knees and appeased the abusers which, by

definition, is impossible. Appeasing one demand leads only to a new

demand to be appeased until takeover is complete. Like I say – ‘fuck

off’ would have been a much more effective policy and I have used it

myself with great effect over the years when Sabbatians are on my

case which is most of the time. I consider that fact a great

compliment, by the way. The outcome of the Labour Party

capitulation is that we now have a Sabbatian-controlled

Conservative Party ‘opposed’ by a Sabbatian-controlled Labour

Party in a one-party Sabbatian state that hurtles towards the

extremes of tyranny (the Sabbatian cult agenda). In America the

situation is the same. Labour’s Keir Starmer spends his days on his

knees with his tongue out pointing to Tel Aviv, or I guess now

Jerusalem, while Boris Johnson has an ‘anti-Semitism czar’ in the

form of former Labour MP John Mann who keeps Starmer company

on his prayer mat. 

Sabbatian influence can be seen in Jewish members of the Labour

Party who have been ejected for criticism of Israel including those

from families that suffered in Nazi Germany. Sabbatians despise real

Jewish people and target them even more harshly because it is so

much more difficult to dub them ‘anti-Semitic’ although in their

desperation they do try. 

CHAPTER THREE

The Pushbacker sting

 Until you realize how easy it is for your mind to be manipulated, you

 remain the puppet of someone else’s game

Evita Ochel

Iwill use the presidencies of Trump and Biden to show how the

manipulation of the one-party state plays out behind the illusion

of political choice across the world. No two presidencies could – on

the face of it – be more different and apparently at odds in terms of

direction and policy. 

A Renegade Mind sees beyond the obvious and focuses on

outcomes and consequences and not image, words and waffle. The

Cult embarked on a campaign to divide America between those who

blindly support its agenda (the mentality known as ‘Woke’) and

those who are pushing back on where the Cult and its Sabbatians

want to go. This presents infinite possibilities for dividing and ruling

the population by se ing them at war with each other and allows a

perceptual ring fence of demonisation to encircle the Pushbackers in

a modern version of the Li le Big Horn in 1876 when American

cavalry led by Lieutenant Colonel George Custer were drawn into a

trap, surrounded and killed by Native American tribes defending

their land of thousands of years from being seized by the

government. In this modern version the roles are reversed and it’s

those defending themselves from the Sabbatian government who are

surrounded and the government that’s seeking to destroy them. This

trap was set years ago and to explain how we must return to 2016

and the emergence of Donald Trump as a candidate to be President

of the United States. He set out to overcome the best part of 20 other

candidates in the Republican Party before and during the primaries

and was not considered by many in those early stages to have a

prayer of living in the White House. The Republican Party was said

to have great reservations about Trump and yet somehow he won

the nomination. When you know how American politics works –

politics in general – there is no way that Trump could have become

the party’s candidate unless the Sabbatian-controlled ‘Neocons’ that

run the Republican Party wanted that to happen. We saw the proof

in emails and documents made public by WikiLeaks that the

Democratic Party hierarchy, or Democons, systematically

undermined the campaign of Bernie Sanders to make sure that

Sabbatian gofer Hillary Clinton won the nomination to be their

presidential candidate. If the Democons could do that then the

Neocons in the Republican Party could have derailed Trump in the

same way. But they didn’t and at that stage I began to conclude that

Trump could well be the one chosen to be president. If that was the

case the ‘why’ was pre y clear to see – the goal of dividing America

between Cult agenda-supporting Wokers and Pushbackers who

gravitated to Trump because he was telling them what they wanted

to hear. His constituency of support had been increasingly ignored

and voiceless for decades and profoundly through the eight years of

Sabbatian puppet Barack Obama. Now here was someone speaking

their language of pulling back from the incessant globalisation of

political and economic power, the exporting of American jobs to

China and elsewhere by ‘American’ (Sabbatian) corporations, the

deletion of free speech, and the mass immigration policies that had

further devastated job opportunities for the urban working class of

all races and the once American heartlands of the Midwest. 

Beware the forked tongue

Those people collectively sighed with relief that at last a political

leader was apparently on their side, but another trait of the

Renegade Mind is that you look even harder at people telling you

what you want to hear than those who are telling you otherwise. 

Obviously as I said earlier people wish what they want to hear to be

true and genuine and they are much more likely to believe that than

someone saying what they don’t want to here and don’t want to be

true. Sales people are taught to be skilled in eliciting by calculated

questioning what their customers want to hear and repeating that

back to them as their own opinion to get their targets to like and

trust them. Assets of the Cult are also sales people in the sense of

selling perception. To read Cult manipulation you have to play the

long and expanded game and not fall for the Vaudeville show of

party politics. Both American parties are vehicles for the Cult and

they exploit them in different ways depending on what the agenda

requires at that moment. Trump and the Republicans were used to

be the focus of dividing America and isolating Pushbackers to open

the way for a Biden presidency to become the most extreme in

American history by advancing the full-blown Woke (Cult) agenda

with the aim of destroying and silencing Pushbackers now labelled

Nazi Trump supporters and white supremacists. 

Sabbatians wanted Trump in office for the reasons described by

ultra-Zionist Saul Alinsky (1909-1972) who was promoting the Woke

philosophy through ‘community organising’ long before anyone had

heard of it. In those days it still went by its traditional name of

Marxism. The reason for the manipulated Trump phenomenon was

laid out in Alinsky’s 1971 book,  Rules for Radicals, which was his

blueprint for overthrowing democratic and other regimes and

replacing them with Sabbatian Marxism. Not surprisingly his to-do

list was evident in the Sabbatian French and Russian ‘Revolutions’

and that in China which will become very relevant in the next

chapter about the ‘Covid’ hoax. Among Alinsky’s followers have

been the deeply corrupt Barack Obama, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi

and Hillary Clinton who described him as a ‘hero’. All three are

Sabbatian stooges with Pelosi personifying the arrogant corrupt

idiocy that so widely fronts up for the Cult inner core. Predictably as

a Sabbatian advocate of the ‘light-bringer’ Alinsky features Lucifer

on the dedication page of his book as the original radical who gained

his own kingdom (‘Earth’ as we shall see). One of Alinsky’s golden

radical rules was to pick an individual and focus all a ention, hatred

and blame on them and not to target faceless bureaucracies and

corporations.  Rules for Radicals is really a Sabbatian handbook with

its contents repeatedly employed all over the world for centuries and

why wouldn’t Sabbatians bring to power their designer-villain to be

used as the individual on which all a ention, hatred and blame was

bestowed? This is what they did and the only question for me is how

much Trump knew that and how much he was manipulated. A bit of

both, I suspect. This was Alinsky’s Trump technique from a man

who died in 1972. The technique has spanned history:

Pick the target, freeze it, personalize it, polarize it. Don’t try to attack abstract corporations or bureaucracies. Identify a responsible individual. Ignore attempts to shift or spread the blame. 

From the moment Trump came to illusory power everything was

about him. It wasn’t about Republican policy or opinion, but all

about Trump. Everything he did was presented in negative, 

derogatory and abusive terms by the Sabbatian-dominated media

led by Cult operations such as CNN, MSNBC,  The New York Times

and the Jeff Bezos-owned  Washington Post – ‘Pick the target, freeze it, 

personalize it, polarize it.’ Trump was turned into a demon to be

vilified by those who hated him and a demi-god loved by those who

worshipped him. This, in turn, had his supporters, too, presented as

equally demonic in preparation for the punchline later down the line

when Biden was about to take office. It was here’s a Trump, there’s a

Trump, everywhere a Trump, Trump. Virtually every news story or

happening was filtered through the lens of ‘The Donald’. You loved

him or hated him and which one you chose was said to define you as

Satan’s spawn or a paragon of virtue. Even supporting some Trump

policies or statements and not others was enough for an assault on

your character. No shades of grey were or are allowed. Everything is

black and white (literally and figuratively). A Californian I knew had

her head u erly scrambled by her hatred for Trump while telling

people they should love each other. She was so totally consumed by

Trump Derangement Syndrome as it became to be known that this

glaring contradiction would never have occurred to her. By

definition anyone who criticised Trump or praised his opponents

was a hero and this lady described Joe Biden as ‘a kind, honest

gentleman’ when he’s a provable liar, mega-crook and vicious piece

of work to boot. Sabbatians had indeed divided America using

Trump as the fall-guy and all along the clock was ticking on the

consequences for his supporters. 

In hock to his masters

Trump gave Sabbatians via Israel almost everything they wanted in

his four years. Ask and you shall receive was the dynamic between

himself and Benjamin Netanyahu orchestrated by Trump’s ultra-

Zionist son-in-law Jared Kushner, his ultra-Zionist Ambassador to

Israel, David Friedman, and ultra-Zionist ‘Israel adviser’, Jason

Greenbla . The last two were central to the running and protecting

from collapse of his business empire, the Trump Organisation, and

colossal business failures made him forever beholding to Sabbatian

networks that bailed him out. By the start of the 1990s Trump owed

$4 billion to banks that he couldn’t pay and almost $1billion of that

was down to him personally and not his companies. This mega-

disaster was the result of building two new casinos in Atlantic City

and buying the enormous Taj Mahal operation which led to

crippling debt payments. He had borrowed fantastic sums from 72

banks with major Sabbatian connections and although the scale of

debt should have had him living in a tent alongside the highway

they never foreclosed. A plan was devised to li  Trump from the

mire by BT Securities Corporation and Rothschild Inc. and the case

was handled by Wilber Ross who had worked for the Rothschilds for

27 years. Ross would be named US Commerce Secretary a er

Trump’s election. Another crucial figure in saving Trump was ultra-

Zionist ‘investor’ Carl Icahn who bought the Taj Mahal casino. Icahn

was made special economic adviser on financial regulation in the

Trump administration. He didn’t stay long but still managed to find

time to make a tidy sum of a reported $31.3 million when he sold his

holdings affected by the price of steel three days before Trump

imposed a 235 percent tariff on steel imports. What amazing bits of

luck these people have. Trump and Sabbatian operatives have long

had a close association and his mentor and legal adviser from the

early 1970s until 1986 was the dark and genetically corrupt ultra-

Zionist Roy Cohn who was chief counsel to Senator Joseph

McCarthy’s ‘communist’ witch-hunt in the 1950s.  Esquire magazine

published an article about Cohn with the headline ‘Don’t mess with

Roy Cohn’. He was described as the most feared lawyer in New York

and ‘a ruthless master of dirty tricks ... [with] ... more than one Mafia

Don on speed dial’. Cohn’s influence, contacts, support and

protection made Trump a front man for Sabbatians in New York

with their connections to one of Cohn’s many criminal employers, 

the ‘Russian’ Sabbatian Mafia. Israel-centric media mogul Rupert

Murdoch was introduced to Trump by Cohn and they started a long

friendship. Cohn died in 1986 weeks a er being disbarred for

unethical conduct by the Appellate Division of the New York State

Supreme Court. The wheels of justice do indeed run slow given the

length of Cohn’s crooked career. 

QAnon-sense

We are asked to believe that Donald Trump with his fundamental

connections to Sabbatian networks and operatives has been leading

the fight to stop the Sabbatian agenda for the fascistic control of

America and the world. Sure he has. A man entrapped during his

years in the White House by Sabbatian operatives and whose biggest

financial donor was casino billionaire Sheldon Adelson who was

Sabbatian to his DNA?? Oh, do come on. Trump has been used to

divide America and isolate Pushbackers on the Cult agenda under

the heading of ‘Trump supporters’, ‘insurrectionists’ and ‘white

supremacists’. The US Intelligence/Mossad Psyop or psychological

operation known as QAnon emerged during the Trump years as a

central pillar in the Sabbatian campaign to lead Pushbackers into the

trap set by those that wished to destroy them. I knew from the start

that QAnon was a scam because I had seen the same scenario many

times before over 30 years under different names and I had wri en

about one in particular in the books. ‘Not again’ was my reaction

when QAnon came to the fore. The same script is pulled out every

few years and a new name added to the le erhead. The story always

takes the same form: ‘Insiders’ or ‘the good guys’ in the government-

intelligence-military ‘Deep State’ apparatus were going to instigate

mass arrests of the ‘bad guys’ which would include the Rockefellers, 


Rothschilds, Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton, George Soros, etc., etc. 

Dates are given for when the ‘good guys’ are going to move in, but

the dates pass without incident and new dates are given which pass

without incident. The central message to Pushbackers in each case is

that they don’t have to do anything because there is ‘a plan’ and it is

all going to be sorted by the ‘good guys’ on the inside. ‘Trust the

plan’ was a QAnon mantra when the only plan was to misdirect

Pushbackers into pu ing their trust in a Psyop they believed to be

real. Beware, beware, those who tell you what you want to hear and

always check it out. Right up to Biden’s inauguration QAnon was

still claiming that ‘the Storm’ was coming and Trump would stay on

as president when Biden and his cronies were arrested and jailed. It

was never going to happen and of course it didn’t, but what did

happen as a result provided that punchline to the Sabbatian

Trump/QAnon Psyop. 

On January 6th, 2021, a very big crowd of Trump supporters

gathered in the National Mall in Washington DC down from the

Capitol Building to protest at what they believed to be widespread

corruption and vote fraud that stopped Trump being re-elected for a

second term as president in November, 2020. I say as someone that

does not support Trump or Biden that the evidence is clear that

major vote-fixing went on to favour Biden, a man with cognitive

problems so advanced he can o en hardly string a sentence together

without reading the words wri en for him on the Teleprompter. 

Glaring ballot discrepancies included serious questions about

electronic voting machines that make vote rigging a comparative

cinch and hundreds of thousands of paper votes that suddenly

appeared during already advanced vote counts and virtually all of

them for Biden. Early Trump leads in crucial swing states suddenly

began to close and disappear. The pandemic hoax was used as the

excuse to issue almost limitless numbers of mail-in ballots with no

checks to establish that the recipients were still alive or lived at that

address. They were sent to streams of people who had not even

asked for them. Private organisations were employed to gather these

ballots and who knows what they did with them before they turned

up at the counts. The American election system has been

manipulated over decades to become a sick joke with more holes

than a Swiss cheese for the express purpose of dictating the results. 

Then there was the criminal manipulation of information by

Sabbatian tech giants like Facebook, Twi er and Google-owned

YouTube which deleted pro-Trump, anti-Biden accounts and posts

while everything in support of Biden was le  alone. Sabbatians

wanted Biden to win because a er the dividing of America it was

time for full-on Woke and every aspect of the Cult agenda to be

unleashed. 

Hunter gatherer

Extreme Silicon Valley bias included blocking information by the

 New York Post exposing a Biden scandal that should have ended his

bid for president in the final weeks of the campaign. Hunter Biden, 

his monumentally corrupt son, is reported to have sent a laptop to

be repaired at a local store and failed to return for it. Time passed

until the laptop became the property of the store for non-payment of

the bill. When the owner saw what was on the hard drive he gave a

copy to the FBI who did nothing even though it confirmed

widespread corruption in which the Joe Biden family were using his

political position, especially when he was vice president to Obama, 

to make multiple millions in countries around the world and most

notably Ukraine and China. Hunter Biden’s one-time business

partner Tony Bobulinski went public when the story broke in the

 New York Post to confirm the corruption he saw and that Joe Biden

not only knew what was going on he also profited from the spoils. 

Millions were handed over by a Chinese company with close

connections – like all major businesses in China – to the Chinese

communist party of President Xi Jinping. Joe Biden even boasted at a

meeting of the Cult’s World Economic Forum that as vice president

he had ordered the government of Ukraine to fire a prosecutor. What

he didn’t mention was that the same man just happened to be

investigating an energy company which was part of Hunter Biden’s

corrupt portfolio. The company was paying him big bucks for no

other reason than the influence his father had. Overnight Biden’s

presidential campaign should have been over given that he had lied

publicly about not knowing what his son was doing. Instead almost

the entire Sabbatian-owned mainstream media and Sabbatian-

owned Silicon Valley suppressed circulation of the story. This alone

went a mighty way to rigging the election of 2020. Cult assets like

Mark Zuckerberg at Facebook also spent hundreds of millions to be

used in support of Biden and vote ‘administration’. 

The Cult had used Trump as the focus to divide America and was

now desperate to bring in moronic, pliable, corrupt Biden to

complete the double-whammy. No way were they going to let li le

things like the will of the people thwart their plan. Silicon Valley

widely censored claims that the election was rigged because it  was

rigged. For the same reason anyone claiming it was rigged was

denounced as a ‘white supremacist’ including the pathetically few

Republican politicians willing to say so. Right across the media

where the claim was mentioned it was described as a ‘false claim’

even though these excuses for ‘journalists’ would have done no

research into the subject whatsoever. Trump won seven million more

votes than any si ing president had ever achieved while somehow a

cognitively-challenged soon to be 78-year-old who was hidden away

from the public for most of the campaign managed to win more

votes than any presidential candidate in history. It makes no sense. 

You only had to see election rallies for both candidates to witness the

enthusiasm for Trump and the apathy for Biden. Tens of thousands

would a end Trump events while Biden was speaking in empty car

parks with o en only television crews a ending and framing their

shots to hide the fact that no one was there. It was pathetic to see

footage come to light of Biden standing at a podium making

speeches only to TV crews and party fixers while reading the words

wri en for him on massive Teleprompter screens. So, yes, those

protestors on January 6th had a point about election rigging, but

some were about to walk into a trap laid for them in Washington by

the Cult Deep State and its QAnon Psyop. This was the Capitol Hill

riot ludicrously dubbed an ‘insurrection’. 

The spider and the fly

Renegade Minds know there are not two ‘sides’ in politics, only one

side, the Cult, working through all ‘sides’. It’s a stage show, a puppet

show, to direct the perceptions of the population into focusing on

diversions like parties and candidates while missing the puppeteers

with their hands holding all the strings. The Capitol Hill

‘insurrection’ brings us back to the Li le Big Horn. Having created

two distinct opposing groupings – Woke and Pushbackers – the trap

was about to be sprung. Pushbackers were to be encircled and

isolated by associating them all in the public mind with Trump and

then labelling Trump as some sort of Confederate leader. I knew

immediately that the Capitol riot was a set-up because of two things. 

One was how easy the rioters got into the building with virtually no

credible resistance and secondly I could see – as with the ‘Covid’

hoax in the West at the start of 2020 – how the Cult could exploit the

situation to move its agenda forward with great speed. My

experience of Cult techniques and activities over more than 30 years

has showed me that while they do exploit situations they haven’t

themselves created this never happens with events of fundamental

agenda significance. Every time major events giving cultists the

excuse to rapidly advance their plan you find they are manipulated

into being for the specific reason of providing that excuse – Problem-

Reaction-Solution. Only a tiny minority of the huge crowd of

Washington protestors sought to gain entry to the Capitol by

smashing windows and breaching doors. That didn’t ma er. The

whole crowd and all Pushbackers, even if they did not support

Trump, were going to be lumped together as dangerous

insurrectionists and conspiracy theorists. The la er term came into

widespread use through a CIA memo in the 1960s aimed at

discrediting those questioning the nonsensical official story of the

Kennedy assassination and it subsequently became widely

employed by the media. It’s still being used by inept ‘journalists’

with no idea of its origin to discredit anyone questioning anything

that authority claims to be true. When you are perpetrating a

conspiracy you need to discredit the very word itself even though

the dictionary definition of conspiracy is merely ‘the activity of

secretly planning with other people to do something bad or illegal‘

and ‘a general agreement to keep silent about a subject for the

purpose of keeping it secret’. On that basis there are conspiracies

almost wherever you look. For obvious reasons the Cult and its

lapdog media have to claim there are no conspiracies even though

the word appears in state laws as with conspiracy to defraud, to

murder, and to corrupt public morals. 

Agent provocateurs are widely used by the Cult Deep State to

manipulate genuine people into acting in ways that suit the desired

outcome. By genuine in this case I mean protestors genuinely

supporting Trump and claims that the election was stolen. In among

them, however, were agents of the state wearing the garb of Trump

supporters and QAnon to pump-prime the Capital riot which some

genuine Trump supporters naively fell for. I described the situation

as ‘Come into my parlour said the spider to the fly’. Leaflets

appeared through the Woke paramilitary arm Antifa, the anti-fascist

fascists, calling on supporters to turn up in Washington looking like

Trump supporters even though they hated him. Some of those

arrested for breaching the Capitol Building were sourced to Antifa

and its stable mate Black Lives Ma er. Both organisations are funded

by Cult billionaires and corporations. One man charged for the riot

was according to his lawyer a former FBI agent who had held top

secret security clearance for 40 years. A orney Thomas Plofchan said

of his client, 66-year-old Thomas Edward Caldwell:

He has held a Top Secret Security Clearance since 1979 and has undergone multiple Special Background Investigations in support of his clearances. After retiring from the Navy, he

worked as a section chief for the Federal Bureau of Investigation from 2009-2010 as a GS-12

[mid-level employee]. 

He also formed and operated a consulting firm performing work, often classified, for U.S

government customers including the US. Drug Enforcement Agency, Department of Housing

and Urban Development, the US Coast Guard, and the US Army Personnel Command. 

A judge later released Caldwell pending trial in the absence of

evidence about a conspiracy or that he tried to force his way into the

building.  The New York Post reported a ‘law enforcement source‘ as

saying that ‘at least two known Antifa members were spo ed’ on

camera among Trump supporters during the riot while one of the

rioters arrested was John Earle Sullivan, a seriously extreme Black

Lives Ma er Trump-hater from Utah who was previously arrested

and charged in July, 2020, over a BLM-Antifa riot in which drivers

were threatened and one was shot. Sullivan is the founder of Utah-

based Insurgence USA which is an affiliate of the Cult-created-and-

funded Black Lives Ma er movement. Footage appeared and was

then deleted by Twi er of Trump supporters calling out Antifa

infiltrators and a group was filmed changing into pro-Trump

clothing before the riot. Security at the building was  pathetic – as

planned. Colonel Leroy Fletcher Prouty, a man with long experience

in covert operations working with the US security apparatus, once

described the tell-tale sign to identify who is involved in an

assassination. He said:

No one has to direct an assassination – it happens. The active role is played secretly by permitting it to happen. This is the greatest single clue. Who has the power to call off or reduce the usual security precautions? 

This principle applies to many other situations and certainly to the

Capitol riot of January 6th, 2021. 

The sting

With such a big and potentially angry crowd known to be gathering

near the Capitol the security apparatus would have had a major

police detail to defend the building with National Guard troops on

standby given the strength of feeling among people arriving from all

over America encouraged by the QAnon Psyop and statements by

Donald Trump. Instead Capitol Police ‘security’ was flimsy, weak, 

and easily breached. The same number of officers was deployed as

on a regular day and that is a blatant red flag. They were not staffed

or equipped for a possible riot that had been an obvious possibility

in the circumstances. No protective and effective fencing worth the

name was put in place and there were no contingency plans. The

whole thing was basically a case of standing aside and waving

people in. Once inside police mostly backed off apart from one

Capitol police officer who ridiculously shot dead unarmed Air Force

veteran protestor Ashli Babbi  without a warning as she climbed

through a broken window. The ‘investigation’ refused to name or

charge the officer a er what must surely be considered a murder in

the circumstances. They just li ed a carpet and swept. The story was

endlessly repeated about five people dying in the ‘armed

insurrection’ when there was no report of rioters using weapons. 

Apart from Babbi  the other four died from a heart a ack, strokes

and apparently a drug overdose. Capitol police officer Brian Sicknick

was reported to have died a er being bludgeoned with a fire

extinguisher when he was alive a er the riot was over and died later

of what the Washington Medical Examiner’s Office said was a stroke. 

Sicknick had no external injuries. The lies were delivered like rapid

fire. There was a narrative to build with incessant repetition of the lie

until the lie became the accepted ‘everybody knows that’ truth. The

‘Big Lie’ technique of Nazi Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels is

constantly used by the Cult which was behind the Nazis and is

today behind the ‘Covid’ and ‘climate change’ hoaxes. Goebbels

said:

If you tell a lie big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it. 

The lie can be maintained only for such time as the State can shield the people from the political, economic and/or military consequences of the lie. It thus becomes vitally important for the State to use all of its powers to repress dissent, for the truth is the mortal enemy of the lie, and thus by extension, the truth is the greatest enemy of the State. 

Most protestors had a free run of the Capitol Building. This

allowed pictures to be taken of rioters in iconic parts of the building

including the Senate chamber which could be used as propaganda

images against all Pushbackers. One Congresswoman described the

scene as ‘the worst kind of non-security anybody could ever

imagine’. Well, the first part was true, but someone obviously did

imagine it and made sure it happened. Some photographs most

widely circulated featured people wearing QAnon symbols and now

the Psyop would be used to dub all QAnon followers with the

ubiquitous fit-all label of ‘white supremacist’ and ‘insurrectionists’. 

When a Muslim extremist called Noah Green drove his car at two

police officers at the Capitol Building killing one in April, 2021, there

was no such political and media hysteria. They were just

disappointed he wasn’t white. 

The witch-hunt

Government prosecutor Michael Sherwin, an aggressive, dark-eyed, 

professional Ro weiler led the ‘investigation’ and to call it over the

top would be to understate reality a thousand fold. Hundreds were

tracked down and arrested for the crime of having the wrong

political views and people were jailed who had done nothing more

than walk in the building, commi ed no violence or damage to

property, took a few pictures and le . They were labelled a ‘threat to

the Republic’ while Biden sat in the White House signing executive

orders wri en for him that were dismantling ‘the Republic’. Even

when judges ruled that a mother and son should not be in jail the

government kept them there. Some of those arrested have been

badly beaten by prison guards in Washington and lawyers for one

man said he suffered a fractured skull and was made blind in one

eye. Meanwhile a woman is shot dead for no reason by a Capitol

Police officer and we are not allowed to know who he is never mind

what has happened to him although that will be  nothing. The Cult’s

QAnon/Trump sting to identify and isolate Pushbackers and then

target them on the road to crushing and deleting them was a

resounding success. You would have thought the Russians had

invaded the building at gunpoint and lined up senators for a firing

squad to see the political and media reaction. Congresswoman

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is a child in a woman’s body, a terrible-

twos, me, me, me, Woker narcissist of such proportions that words

have no meaning. She said she thought she was going to die when

‘insurrectionists’ banged on her office door. It turned out she wasn’t

even in the Capitol Building when the riot was happening and the

‘banging’ was a Capitol Police officer. She referred to herself as a

‘survivor’ which is an insult to all those true survivors of violent and

sexual abuse while she lives her pampered and privileged life

talking drivel for a living. Her Woke colleague and fellow mega-

narcissist Rashida Tlaib broke down describing the devastating

effect on her, too, of  not being in the building when the rioters were

there. Ocasio-Cortez and Tlaib are members of a fully-Woke group

of Congresswomen known as ‘The Squad’ along with Ilhan Omar

and Ayanna Pressley. The Squad from what I can see can be

identified by its vehement anti-white racism, anti-white men agenda, 

and, as always in these cases, the absence of brain cells on active

duty. 

The usual suspects were on the riot case immediately in the form

of Democrat ultra-Zionist senators and operatives Chuck Schumer

and Adam Schiff demanding that Trump be impeached for ‘his part

in the insurrection’. The same pair of prats had led the failed

impeachment of Trump over the invented ‘Russia collusion’

nonsense which claimed Russia had helped Trump win the 2016

election. I didn’t realise that Tel Aviv had been relocated just outside

Moscow. I must find an up-to-date map. The Russia hoax was a

Sabbatian operation to keep Trump occupied and impotent and to

stop any rapport with Russia which the Cult wants to retain as a

perceptual enemy to be pulled out at will. Puppet Biden began

a acking Russia when he came to office as the Cult seeks more

upheaval, division and war across the world. A two-year stage show

‘Russia collusion inquiry’ headed by the not-very-bright former 9/11

FBI chief Robert Mueller, with support from 19 lawyers, 40 FBI

agents plus intelligence analysts, forensic accountants and other

staff, devoured tens of millions of dollars and found no evidence of

Russia collusion which a ten-year-old could have told them on day

one. Now the same moronic Schumer and Schiff wanted a second

impeachment of Trump over the Capitol ‘insurrection’ (riot) which

the arrested development of Schumer called another ‘Pearl Harbor’

while others compared it with 9/11 in which 3,000 died and, in the

case of CNN, with the Rwandan genocide in the 1990s in which an

estimated 500,000 to 600,000 were murdered, between 250, 000 and

500,000 women were raped, and populations of whole towns were

hacked to death with machetes. To make those comparisons purely

for Cult political reasons is beyond insulting to those that suffered

and lost their lives and confirms yet again the callous inhumanity

that we are dealing with. Schumer is a monumental idiot and so is

Schiff, but they serve the Cult agenda and do whatever they’re told

so they get looked a er. Talking of idiots – another inane man who

spanned the Russia and Capitol impeachment a empts was Senator

Eric Swalwell who had the nerve to accuse Trump of collusion with

the Russians while sleeping with a Chinese spy called Christine Fang

or ‘Fang Fang’ which is straight out of a Bond film no doubt starring

Klaus Schwab as the bloke living on a secret island and controlling

laser weapons positioned in space and pointing at world capitals. 

Fang Fang plays the part of Bond’s infiltrator girlfriend which I’m

sure she would enjoy rather more than sharing a bed with the

brainless Swalwell, lying back and thinking of China. The FBI

eventually warned Swalwell about Fang Fang which gave her time

to escape back to the Chinese dictatorship. How very thoughtful of

them. The second Trump impeachment also failed and hardly

surprising when an impeachment is supposed to remove a si ing

president and by the time it happened Trump was no longer

president. These people are running your country America, well, 

officially anyway. Terrifying isn’t it? 

Outcomes tell the story - always

The outcome of all this – and it’s the  outcome on which Renegade

Minds focus, not the words – was that a vicious, hysterical and

obviously pre-planned assault was launched on Pushbackers to

censor, silence and discredit them and even targeted their right to

earn a living. They have since been condemned as ‘domestic

terrorists’ that need to be treated like Al-Qaeda and Islamic State. 

‘Domestic terrorists’ is a label the Cult has been trying to make stick

since the period of the Oklahoma bombing in 1995 which was

blamed on ‘far-right domestic terrorists’. If you read  The Trigger you

will see that the bombing was clearly a Problem-Reaction-Solution

carried out by the Deep State during a Bill Clinton administration so

corrupt that no dictionary definition of the term would even nearly

suffice. Nearly 30, 000 troops were deployed from all over America

to the empty streets of Washington for Biden’s inauguration. Ten

thousand of them stayed on with the pretext of protecting the capital

from insurrectionists when it was more psychological programming

to normalise the use of the military in domestic law enforcement in

support of the Cult plan for a police-military state. Biden’s fascist

administration began a purge of ‘wrong-thinkers’ in the military

which means anyone that is not on board with Woke. The Capitol

Building was surrounded by a fence with razor wire and the Land of

the Free was further symbolically and literally dismantled. The circle

was completed with the installation of Biden and the exploitation of

the QAnon Psyop. 

America had never been so divided since the civil war of the 19th

century, Pushbackers were isolated and dubbed terrorists and now, 

as was always going to happen, the Cult immediately set about

deleting what li le was le  of freedom and transforming American

society through a swish of the hand of the most controlled

‘president’ in American history leading (officially at least) the most

extreme regime since the country was declared an independent state

on July 4th, 1776. Biden issued undebated, dictatorial executive

orders almost by the hour in his opening days in office across the

whole spectrum of the Cult wish-list including diluting controls on

the border with Mexico allowing thousands of migrants to illegally

enter the United States to transform the demographics of America

and import an election-changing number of perceived Democrat

voters. Then there were Biden deportation amnesties for the already

illegally resident (estimated to be as high as 20 or even 30 million). A

bill before Congress awarded American citizenship to anyone who

could prove they had worked in agriculture for just 180 days in the

previous two years as ‘Big Ag’ secured its slave labour long-term. 

There were the plans to add new states to the union such as Puerto

Rico and making Washington DC a state. They are all parts of a plan

to ensure that the Cult-owned Woke Democrats would be

permanently in power. 

Border – what border? 

I have exposed in detail in other books how mass immigration into

the United States and Europe is the work of Cult networks fuelled by

the tens of billions spent to this and other ends by George Soros and

his global Open Society (open borders) Foundations. The impact can

be seen in America alone where the population has increased by  100

 million in li le more than 30 years mostly through immigration. I

wrote in  The Answer that the plan was to have so many people

crossing the southern border that the numbers become unstoppable

and we are now there under Cult-owned Biden. El Salvador in

Central America puts the scale of what is happening into context. A

third of the population now lives in the United States, much of it

illegally, and many more are on the way. The methodology is to

crush Central and South American countries economically and

spread violence through machete-wielding psychopathic gangs like

MS-13 based in El Salvador and now operating in many American

cities. Biden-imposed lax security at the southern border means that

it is all but open. He said before his ‘election’ that he wanted to see a

surge towards the border if he became president and that was the

green light for people to do just that a er election day to create the

human disaster that followed for both America and the migrants. 

When that surge came the imbecilic Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez said it

wasn’t a ‘surge’ because they are ‘children, not insurgents’ and the

term ‘surge’ (used by Biden) was a claim of ‘white supremacists’. 

This disingenuous lady may one day enter the realm of the most

basic intelligence, but it won’t be any time soon. 

Sabbatians and the Cult are in the process of destroying America

by importing violent people and gangs in among the genuine to

terrorise American cities and by overwhelming services that cannot

cope with the sheer volume of new arrivals. Something similar is

happening in Europe as Western society in general is targeted for

demographic and cultural transformation and upheaval. The plan

demands violence and crime to create an environment of

intimidation, fear and division and Soros has been funding the

election of district a orneys across America who then stop

prosecuting many crimes, reduce sentences for violent crimes and

free as many violent criminals as they can. Sabbatians are creating

the chaos from which order – their order – can respond in a classic

Problem-Reaction-Solution. A Freemasonic moto says ‘Ordo Ab

Chao’ (Order out of Chaos) and this is why the Cult is constantly

creating chaos to impose a new ‘order’. Here you have the reason

the Cult is constantly creating chaos. The ‘Covid’ hoax can be seen

with those entering the United States by plane being forced to take a

‘Covid’ test while migrants flooding through southern border

processing facilities do not. Nothing is put in the way of mass

migration and if that means ignoring the government’s own ‘Covid’

rules then so be it. They know it’s all bullshit anyway. Any pushback

on this is denounced as ‘racist’ by Wokers and Sabbatian fronts like

the ultra-Zionist Anti-Defamation League headed by the appalling

Jonathan Greenbla  which at the same time argues that Israel should

not give citizenship and voting rights to more Palestinian Arabs or

the ‘Jewish population’ (in truth the Sabbatian network) will lose

control of the country. 

Society-changing numbers

Biden’s masters have declared that countries like El Salvador are so

dangerous that their people must be allowed into the United States

for humanitarian reasons when there are fewer murders in large

parts of many Central American countries than in US cities like

Baltimore. That is not to say Central America cannot be a dangerous

place and Cult-controlled American governments have been making

it so since way back, along with the dismantling of economies, in a

long-term plan to drive people north into the United States. Parts of

Central America are very dangerous, but in other areas the story is

being greatly exaggerated to justify relaxing immigration criteria. 

Migrants are being offered free healthcare and education in the

United States as another incentive to head for the border and there is

no requirement to be financially independent before you can enter to

prevent the resources of America being drained. You can’t blame

migrants for seeking what they believe will be a be er life, but they

are being played by the Cult for dark and nefarious ends. The

numbers since Biden took office are huge. In February, 2021, more

than 100,000 people were known to have tried to enter the US

illegally through the southern border (it was 34,000 in the same

month in 2020) and in March it was 170,000 – a 418 percent increase

on March, 2020. These numbers are only known people, not the ones

who get in unseen. The true figure for migrants illegally crossing the

border in a single month was estimated by one congressman at

250,000 and that number will only rise under Biden’s current policy. 

Gangs of murdering drug-running thugs that control the Mexican

side of the border demand money – thousands of dollars – to let

migrants cross the Rio Grande into America. At the same time gun

ba les are breaking out on the border several times a week between

rival Mexican drug gangs (which now operate globally) who are

equipped with sophisticated military-grade weapons, grenades and

armoured vehicles. While the Capitol Building was being ‘protected’

from a non-existent ‘threat’ by thousands of troops, and others were

still deployed at the time in the Cult Neocon war in Afghanistan, the

southern border of America was le  to its fate. This is not

incompetence, it is cold calculation. 

By March, 2021, there were 17,000 unaccompanied children held at

border facilities and many of them are ensnared by people traffickers

for paedophile rings and raped on their journey north to America. 

This is not conjecture – this is fact. Many of those designated

children are in reality teenage boys or older. Meanwhile Wokers

posture their self-purity for encouraging poor and tragic people to

come to America and face this nightmare both on the journey and at

the border with the disgusting figure of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi

giving disingenuous speeches about caring for migrants. The

woman’s evil. Wokers condemned Trump for having children in

cages at the border (so did Obama,  Shhhh), but now they are sleeping

on the floor without access to a shower with one border facility 729

percent over capacity. The Biden insanity even proposed flying

migrants from the southern border to the northern border with

Canada for ‘processing’. The whole shambles is being overseen by

ultra-Zionist Secretary of Homeland Security, the moronic liar

Alejandro Mayorkas, who banned news cameras at border facilities

to stop Americans seeing what was happening. Mayorkas said there

was not a ban on news crews; it was just that they were not allowed

to film. Alongside him at Homeland Security is another ultra-Zionist

Cass Sunstein appointed by Biden to oversee new immigration laws. 

Sunstein despises conspiracy researchers to the point where he

suggests they should be banned or  taxed for having such views. The

man is not bonkers or anything. He’s perfectly well-adjusted, but

adjusted to what is the question. Criticise what is happening and

you are a ‘white supremacist’ when earlier non-white immigrants

also oppose the numbers which effect their lives and opportunities. 

Black people in poor areas are particularly damaged by uncontrolled

immigration and the increased competition for work opportunities

with those who will work for less. They are also losing voting power

as Hispanics become more dominant in former black areas. It’s a

downward spiral for them while the billionaires behind the policy

drone on about how much they care about black people and

‘racism’. None of this is about compassion for migrants or black

people – that’s just wind and air. Migrants are instead being

mercilessly exploited to transform America while the countries they

leave are losing their future and the same is true in Europe. Mass

immigration may now be the work of Woke Democrats, but it can be

traced back to the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act (it

wasn’t) signed into law by Republican hero President Ronald

Reagan which gave amnesty to millions living in the United States

illegally and other incentives for people to head for the southern

border. Here we have the one-party state at work again. 

Save me syndrome

Almost every aspect of what I have been exposing as the Cult

agenda was on display in even the first days of ‘Biden’ with silencing

of Pushbackers at the forefront of everything. A Renegade Mind will

view the Trump years and QAnon in a very different light to their

supporters and advocates as the dots are connected. The

QAnon/Trump Psyop has given the Cult all it was looking for. We

may not know how much, or li le, that Trump realised he was being

used, but that’s a side issue. This pincer movement produced the

desired outcome of dividing America and having Pushbackers

isolated. To turn this around we have to look at new routes to

empowerment which do not include handing our power to other

people and groups through what I will call the ‘Save Me Syndrome’

– ‘I want someone else to do it so that I don’t have to’. We have seen

this at work throughout human history and the QAnon/Trump

Psyop is only the latest incarnation alongside all the others. Religion

is an obvious expression of this when people look to a ‘god’ or priest

to save them or tell them how to be saved and then there are ‘save

me’ politicians like Trump. Politics is a diversion and not a ‘saviour’. 

It is a means to block positive change, not make it possible. 

Save Me Syndrome always comes with the same repeating theme

of handing your power to whom or what you believe will save you

while your real ‘saviour’ stares back from the mirror every morning. 

Renegade Minds are constantly vigilant in this regard and always

asking the question ‘What can I do?’ rather than ‘What can someone

else do for me?’ Gandhi was right when he said: ‘You must be the

change you want to see in the world.’ We are indeed the people we

have been waiting for. We are presented with a constant ra  of

reasons to concede that power to others and forget where the real

power is. Humanity has the numbers and the Cult does not. It has to

use diversion and division to target the unstoppable power that

comes from unity. Religions, governments, politicians, corporations, 

media, QAnon, are all different manifestations of this power-

diversion and dilution. Refusing to give your power to governments

and instead handing it to Trump and QAnon is not to take a new

direction, but merely to recycle the old one with new names on the

posters. I will explore this phenomenon as we proceed and how to

break the cycles and recycles that got us here through the mists of

repeating perception and so repeating history. 

For now we shall turn to the most potent example in the entire

human story of the consequences that follow when you give your

power away. I am talking, of course, of the ‘Covid’ hoax. 

CHAPTER FOUR

‘Covid’: Calculated catastrophe

 Facts are threatening to those invested in fraud

DaShanne Stokes

We can easily unravel the real reason for the ‘Covid pandemic’

hoax by employing the Renegade Mind methodology that I

have outlined this far. We’ll start by comparing the long-planned

Cult outcome with the ‘Covid pandemic’ outcome. Know the

outcome and you’ll see the journey. 

I have highlighted the plan for the Hunger Games Society which

has been in my books for so many years with the very few

controlling the very many through ongoing dependency. To create

this dependency it is essential to destroy independent livelihoods, 

businesses and employment to make the population reliant on the

state (the Cult) for even the basics of life through a guaranteed

pi ance income. While independence of income remained these Cult

ambitions would be thwarted. With this knowledge it was easy to

see where the ‘pandemic’ hoax was going once talk of ‘lockdowns’

began and the closing of all but perceived ‘essential’ businesses to

‘save’ us from an alleged ‘deadly virus’. Cult corporations like

Amazon and Walmart were naturally considered ‘essential’ while

mom and pop shops and stores had their doors closed by fascist

decree. As a result with every new lockdown and new regulation

more small and medium, even large businesses not owned by the

Cult, went to the wall while Cult giants and their frontmen and

women grew financially fa er by the second. Mom and pop were

denied an income and the right to earn a living and the wealth of

people like Jeff Bezos (Amazon), Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook) and

Sergei Brin and Larry Page (Google/Alphabet) have reached record

levels. The Cult was increasing its own power through further

dramatic concentrations of wealth while the competition was being

destroyed and brought into a state of dependency. Lockdowns have

been instigated to secure that very end and were never anything to

do with health. My brother Paul spent 45 years building up a bus

repair business, but lockdowns meant buses were running at a

fraction of normal levels for months on end. Similar stories can told

in their hundreds of millions worldwide. Efforts of a lifetime coldly

destroyed by Cult multi-billionaires and their lackeys in government

and law enforcement who continued to earn their living from the

taxation of the people while denying the right of the same people to

earn theirs. How different it would have been if those making and

enforcing these decisions had to face the same financial hardships of

those they affected, but they never do. 

Gates of Hell

Behind it all in the full knowledge of what he is doing and why is

the psychopathic figure of Cult operative Bill Gates. His puppet

Tedros at the World Health Organization declared ‘Covid’ a

pandemic in March, 2020. The WHO had changed the definition of a

‘pandemic’ in 2009 just a month before declaring the ‘swine flu

pandemic’ which would not have been so under the previous

definition. The same applies to ‘Covid’. The definition had

included… ‘an infection by an infectious agent, occurring

simultaneously in different countries, with a significant mortality

rate relative to the proportion of the population infected’. The new

definition removed the need for ‘significant mortality’. The

‘pandemic’ has been fraudulent even down to the definition, but

Gates demanded economy-destroying lockdowns, school closures, 

social distancing, mandatory masks, a ‘vaccination’ for every man, 

woman and child on the planet and severe consequences and

restrictions for those that refused. Who gave him this power? The

Cult did which he serves like a li le boy in short trousers doing

what his daddy tells him. He and his psychopathic missus even

smiled when they said that much worse was to come (what they

knew was planned to come). Gates responded in the ma er-of-fact

way of all psychopaths to a question about the effect on the world

economy of what he was doing:

Well, it won’t go to zero but it will shrink. Global GDP is probably going to take the biggest hit ever [Gates was smiling as he said this] … in my lifetime this will be the greatest economic hit. But you don’t have a choice. People act as if you have a choice. People don’t feel like going to the stadium when they might get infected … People are deeply affected by seeing these stats, by knowing they could be part of the transmission chain, old people, their parents and grandparents, could be affected by this, and so you don’t get to say ignore what is going on here. 

There will be the ability to open up, particularly in rich countries, if things are done well over the next few months, but for the world at large normalcy only returns when we have largely vaccinated the entire population. 

The man has no compassion or empathy. How could he when he’s

a psychopath like all Cult players? My own view is that even beyond

that he is very seriously mentally ill. Look in his eyes and you can

see this along with his crazy flailing arms. You don’t do what he has

done to the world population since the start of 2020 unless you are

mentally ill and at the most extreme end of psychopathic. You

especially don’t do it when to you know, as we shall see, that cases

and deaths from ‘Covid’ are fakery and a product of monumental

figure massaging. ‘These stats’ that Gates referred to are based on a

‘test’ that’s not testing for the ‘virus’ as he has known all along. He

made his fortune with big Cult support as an infamously ruthless

so ware salesman and now buys global control of ‘health’ (death)

policy without the population he affects having any say. It’s a

breathtaking outrage. Gates talked about people being deeply

affected by fear of ‘Covid’ when that was because of  him and his

global network lying to them minute-by-minute supported by a

lying media that he seriously influences and funds to the tune of

hundreds of millions. He’s handed big sums to media operations

including the BBC, NBC, Al Jazeera, Univision,  PBS NewsHour, 

 ProPublica, National Journal, The Guardian, The Financial Times, The Atlantic, Texas Tribune, USA Today publisher Ganne ,  Washington

 Monthly, Le Monde,  Center for Investigative Reporting, Pulitzer

Center on Crisis Reporting, National Press Foundation, International

Center for Journalists, Solutions Journalism Network, the Poynter

Institute for Media Studies, and many more. Gates is everywhere in

the ‘Covid’ hoax and the man must go to prison – or a mental facility

– for the rest of his life and his money distributed to those he has

taken such enormous psychopathic pleasure in crushing. 

The Muscle

The Hunger Games global structure demands a police-military state

– a fusion of the two into one force – which viciously imposes the

will of the Cult on the population and protects the Cult from public

rebellion. In that regard, too, the ‘Covid’ hoax just keeps on giving. 

O en unlawful, ridiculous and contradictory ‘Covid’ rules and

regulations have been policed across the world by moronic

automatons and psychopaths made faceless by face-nappy masks

and acting like the Nazi SS and fascist blackshirts and brownshirts of

Hitler and Mussolini. The smallest departure from the rules decreed

by the psychos in government and their clueless gofers were jumped

upon by the face-nappy fascists. Brutality against public protestors

soon became commonplace even on girls, women and old people as

the brave men with the batons – the Face-Nappies as I call them –

broke up peaceful protests and handed out fines like confe i to

people who couldn’t earn a living let alone pay hundreds of pounds

for what was once an accepted human right. Robot Face-Nappies of

No ingham police in the English East Midlands fined one group

£11,000 for a ending a child’s birthday party. For decades I charted

the transformation of law enforcement as genuine, decent officers

were replaced with psychopaths and the brain dead who would

happily and brutally do whatever their masters told them. Now they

were let loose on the public and I would emphasise the point that

none of this just happened. The step-by-step change in the dynamic

between police and public was orchestrated from the shadows by

those who knew where this was all going and the same with the

perceptual reframing of those in all levels of authority and official

administration through ‘training courses’ by organisations such as

Common Purpose which was created in the late 1980s and given a

massive boost in Blair era Britain until it became a global

phenomenon. Supposed public ‘servants’ began to view the

population as the enemy and the same was true of the police. This

was the start of the explosion of behaviour manipulation

organisations and networks preparing for the all-war on the human

psyche unleashed with the dawn of 2020. I will go into more detail

about this later in the book because it is a core part of what is

happening. 

Police desecrated beauty spots to deter people gathering and

arrested women for walking in the countryside alone ‘too far’ from

their homes. We had arrogant, clueless sergeants in the Isle of Wight

police where I live posting on Facebook what they insisted the

population must do or else. A schoolmaster sergeant called Radford

looked young enough for me to ask if his mother knew he was out, 

but he was posting what he  expected people to do while a Sergeant

Wilkinson boasted about fining lads for meeting in a McDonald’s car

park where they went to get a lockdown takeaway. Wilkinson added

that he had even cancelled their order. What a pair of prats these

people are and yet they have increasingly become the norm among

Jackboot Johnson’s Yellowshirts once known as the British police. 

This was the theme all over the world with police savagery common

during lockdown protests in the United States, the Netherlands, and

the fascist state of Victoria in Australia under its tyrannical and

again moronic premier Daniel Andrews. Amazing how tyrannical

and moronic tend to work as a team and the same combination

could be seen across America as arrogant, narcissistic Woke

governors and mayors such as Gavin Newsom (California), Andrew

Cuomo (New York), Gretchen Whitmer (Michigan), Lori Lightfoot

(Chicago) and Eric Garce i (Los Angeles) did their Nazi and Stalin

impressions with the full support of the compliant brutality of their

enforcers in uniform as they arrested small business owners defying

fascist shutdown orders and took them to jail in ankle shackles and

handcuffs. This happened to bistro owner Marlena Pavlos-Hackney

in Gretchen Whitmer’s fascist state of Michigan when police arrived

to enforce an order by a state-owned judge for ‘pu ing the

community at risk’ at a time when other states like Texas were

dropping restrictions and migrants were pouring across the

southern border without any ‘Covid’ questions at all. I’m sure there

are many officers appalled by what they are ordered to do, but not

nearly enough of them. If they were truly appalled they would not

do it. As the months passed every opportunity was taken to have the

military involved to make their presence on the streets ever more

familiar and ‘normal’ for the longer-term goal of police-military

fusion. 

Another crucial element to the Hunger Games enforcement

network has been encouraging the public to report neighbours and

others for ‘breaking the lockdown rules’. The group faced with

£11,000 in fines at the child’s birthday party would have been

dobbed-in by a neighbour with a brain the size of a pea. The

technique was most famously employed by the Stasi secret police in

communist East Germany who had public informants placed

throughout the population. A police chief in the UK says his force

doesn’t need to carry out ‘Covid’ patrols when they are flooded with

so many calls from the public reporting other people for visiting the

beach. Dorset police chief James Vaughan said people were so

enthusiastic about snitching on their fellow humans they were now

operating as an auxiliary arm of the police: ‘We are still ge ing

around 400 reports a week from the public, so we will respond to

reports …We won’t need to be doing hotspot patrols because people

are very quick to pick the phone up and tell us.’ Vaughan didn’t say

that this is a pillar of all tyrannies of whatever complexion and the

means to hugely extend the reach of enforcement while spreading

distrust among the people and making them wary of doing anything

that might get them reported. Those narcissistic Isle of Wight

sergeants Radford and Wilkinson never fail to add a link to their

Facebook posts where the public can inform on their fellow slaves. 

Neither would be self-aware enough to realise they were imitating

the Stasi which they might well never have heard of. Government

psychologists that I will expose later laid out a policy to turn

communities against each other in the same way. 

A coincidence? Yep, and I can knit fog

I knew from the start of the alleged pandemic that this was a Cult

operation. It presented limitless potential to rapidly advance the Cult

agenda and exploit manipulated fear to demand that every man, 

woman and child on the planet was ‘vaccinated’ in a process never

used on humans before which infuses self-replicating  synthetic

material into human cells. Remember the plan to transform the

human body from a biological to a synthetic biological state. I’ll deal

with the ‘vaccine’ (that’s not actually a vaccine) when I focus on the

genetic agenda. Enough to say here that mass global ‘vaccination’

justified by this ‘new virus’ set alarms ringing a er 30 years of

tracking these people and their methods. The ‘Covid’ hoax officially

beginning in China was also a big red flag for reasons I will be

explaining. The agenda potential was so enormous that I could

dismiss any idea that the ‘virus’ appeared naturally. Major

happenings with major agenda implications never occur without

Cult involvement in making them happen. My questions were

twofold in early 2020 as the media began its campaign to induce

global fear and hysteria: Was this alleged infectious agent released

on purpose by the Cult or did it even exist at all? I then did what I

always do in these situations. I sat, observed and waited to see

where the evidence and information would take me. By March and

early April synchronicity was strongly – and ever more so since then

– pointing me in the direction of  there is no ‘virus’. I went public on

that with derision even from swathes of the alternative media that

voiced a scenario that the Chinese government released the ‘virus’ in

league with Deep State elements in the United States from a top-

level bio-lab in Wuhan where the ‘virus’ is said to have first

appeared. I looked at that possibility, but I didn’t buy it for several

reasons. Deaths from the ‘virus’ did not in any way match what they

would have been with a ‘deadly bioweapon’ and it is much more

effective if you sell the  illusion of an infectious agent rather than

having a real one unless you can control through injection who has it

and who doesn’t. Otherwise you lose control of events. A made-up

‘virus’ gives you a blank sheet of paper on which you can make it do

whatever you like and have any symptoms or mutant ‘variants’ you

choose to add while a real infectious agent would limit you to what

it actually does. A phantom disease allows you to have endless

ludicrous ‘studies’ on the ‘Covid’ dollar to widen the perceived

impact by inventing ever more ‘at risk’ groups including one study

which said those who walk slowly may be almost four times more

likely to die from the ‘virus’. People are in psychiatric wards for less. 

A real ‘deadly bioweapon’ can take out people in the hierarchy

that are not part of the Cult, but essential to its operation. Obviously

they don’t want that. Releasing a real disease means you

immediately lose control of it. Releasing an illusory one means you

don’t. Again it’s vital that people are extra careful when dealing with

what they want to hear. A bioweapon unleashed from a Chinese

laboratory in collusion with the American Deep State may fit a

conspiracy narrative, but is it true? Would it not be far more effective

to use the excuse of a ‘virus’ to justify the real bioweapon – the

‘vaccine’? That way your disease agent does not have to be

transmi ed and arrives directly through a syringe. I saw a French

virologist Luc Montagnier quoted in the alternative media as saying

he had discovered that the alleged ‘new’ severe acute respiratory

syndrome coronavirus , or SARS-CoV-2, was made artificially and

included elements of the human immunodeficiency ‘virus’ (HIV)

and a parasite that causes malaria. SARS-CoV-2 is alleged to trigger

an alleged illness called Covid-19. I remembered Montagnier’s name

from my research years before into claims that an HIV ‘retrovirus’

causes AIDs – claims that were demolished by Berkeley virologist

Peter Duesberg who showed that no one had ever proved that HIV

causes acquired immunodeficiency syndrome or AIDS. Claims that

become accepted as fact, publicly and medically, with no proof

whatsoever are an ever-recurring story that profoundly applies to

‘Covid’. Nevertheless, despite the lack of proof, Montagnier’s team

at the Pasteur Institute in Paris had a long dispute with American

researcher Robert Gallo over which of them discovered and isolated

the HIV ‘virus’ and with  no evidence found it to cause AIDS. You will

see later that there is also no evidence that any ‘virus’ causes any

disease or that there is even such a thing as a ‘virus’ in the way it is

said to exist. The claim to have ‘isolated’ the HIV ‘virus’ will be

presented in its real context as we come to the shocking story – and

it is a story – of SARS-CoV-2 and so will Montagnier’s assertion that

he identified the full SARS-CoV-2 genome. 

Hoax in the making

We can pick up the ‘Covid’ story in 2010 and the publication by the

Rockefeller Foundation of a document called ‘Scenarios for the

Future of Technology and International Development’. The inner

circle of the Rockefeller family has been serving the Cult since John

D. Rockefeller (1839-1937) made his fortune with Standard Oil. It is

less well known that the same Rockefeller – the Bill Gates of his day

– was responsible for establishing what is now referred to as ‘Big

Pharma’, the global network of pharmaceutical companies that make

outrageous profits dispensing scalpel and drug ‘medicine’ and are

obsessed with pumping vaccines in ever-increasing number into as

many human arms and backsides as possible. John D. Rockefeller

was the driving force behind the creation of the ‘education’ system

in the United States and elsewhere specifically designed to program

the perceptions of generations therea er. The Rockefeller family

donated exceptionally valuable land in New York for the United

Nations building and were central in establishing the World Health

Organization in 1948 as an agency of the UN which was created

from the start as a Trojan horse and stalking horse for world

government. Now enter Bill Gates. His family and the Rockefellers

have long been extremely close and I have seen genealogy which

claims that if you go back far enough the two families fuse into the

same bloodline. Gates has said that the Bill and Melinda Gates

Foundation was inspired by the Rockefeller Foundation and why not

when both are serving the same Cult? Major tax-exempt foundations

are overwhelmingly criminal enterprises in which Cult assets fund

the Cult agenda in the guise of ‘philanthropy’ while avoiding tax in

the process. Cult operatives can become mega-rich in their role of

front men and women for the psychopaths at the inner core and

they, too, have to be psychopaths to knowingly serve such evil. Part

of the deal is that a big percentage of the wealth gleaned from

representing the Cult has to be spent advancing the ambitions of the

Cult and hence you have the Rockefeller Foundation, Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation (and  so many more) and people like

George Soros with his global Open Society Foundations spending

their billions in pursuit of global Cult control. Gates is a global

public face of the Cult with his interventions in world affairs

including Big Tech influence; a central role in the ‘Covid’ and

‘vaccine’ scam; promotion of the climate change shakedown; 

manipulation of education; geoengineering of the skies; and his

food-control agenda as the biggest owner of farmland in America, 

his GMO promotion and through other means. As one writer said:

‘Gates monopolizes or wields disproportionate influence over the

tech industry, global health and vaccines, agriculture and food policy

(including biopiracy and fake food), weather modification and other

climate technologies, surveillance, education and media.’ The almost

limitless wealth secured through Microso  and other not-allowed-

to-fail ventures (including vaccines) has been ploughed into a long, 

long list of Cult projects designed to enslave the entire human race. 

Gates and the Rockefellers have been working as one unit with the

Rockefeller-established World Health Organization leading global

‘Covid’ policy controlled by Gates through his mouth-piece Tedros. 

Gates became the WHO’s biggest funder when Trump announced

that the American government would cease its donations, but Biden

immediately said he would restore the money when he took office in

January, 2021. The Gates Foundation (the Cult) owns through

limitless funding the world health system and the major players

across the globe in the ‘Covid’ hoax. 

Okay, with that background we return to that Rockefeller

Foundation document of 2010 headed ‘Scenarios for the Future of

Technology and International Development’ and its ‘imaginary’

epidemic of a virulent and deadly influenza strain which infected 20

percent of the global population and killed eight million in seven

months. The Rockefeller scenario was that the epidemic destroyed

economies, closed shops, offices and other businesses and led to

governments imposing fierce rules and restrictions that included

mandatory wearing of face masks and body-temperature checks to

enter communal spaces like railway stations and supermarkets. The

document predicted that even a er the height of the Rockefeller-

envisaged epidemic the authoritarian rule would continue to deal

with further pandemics, transnational terrorism, environmental

crises and rising poverty. Now you may think that the Rockefellers

are our modern-day seers or alternatively, and rather more likely, 

that they well knew what was planned a few years further on. 

Fascism had to be imposed, you see, to ‘protect citizens from risk

and exposure’. The Rockefeller scenario document said:

During the pandemic, national leaders around the world flexed their authority and imposed airtight rules and restrictions, from the mandatory wearing of face masks to body-temperature checks at the entries to communal spaces like train stations and supermarkets. Even after the pandemic faded, this more authoritarian control and oversight of citizens and their activities stuck and even intensified. In order to protect themselves from the spread of increasingly global problems – from pandemics and transnational terrorism to environmental crises and rising poverty – leaders around the world took a firmer grip on power. 

At first, the notion of a more controlled world gained wide acceptance and approval. Citizens willingly gave up some of their sovereignty – and their privacy – to more paternalistic states in exchange for greater safety and stability. Citizens were more tolerant, and even eager, for top-down direction and oversight, and national leaders had more latitude to impose order in the ways they saw fit. 

In developed countries, this heightened oversight took many forms: biometric IDs for all citizens, for example, and tighter regulation of key industries whose stability was deemed vital to national interests. In many developed countries, enforced cooperation with a suite of new regulations and agreements slowly but steadily restored both order and, importantly, 

economic growth. 

There we have the prophetic Rockefellers in 2010 and three years

later came their paper for the Global Health Summit in Beĳing, 

China, when government representatives, the private sector, 

international organisations and groups met to discuss the next 100

years of ‘global health’. The Rockefeller Foundation-funded paper

was called ‘Dreaming the Future of Health for the Next 100 Years

and more prophecy ensued as it described a dystopian future: ‘The

abundance of data, digitally tracking and linking people may mean

the ‘death of privacy’ and may replace physical interaction with

transient, virtual connection, generating isolation and raising

questions of how values are shaped in virtual networks.’ Next in the

‘Covid’ hoax preparation sequence came a ‘table top’ simulation in

2018 for another ‘imaginary’ pandemic of a disease called Clade X

which was said to kill 900 million people. The exercise was

organised by the Gates-funded Johns Hopkins University’s Center

for Health Security in the United States and this is the very same

university that has been compiling the disgustingly and

systematically erroneous global figures for ‘Covid’ cases and deaths. 

Similar Johns Hopkins health crisis scenarios have included the Dark

Winter exercise in 2001 and Atlantic Storm in 2005. 

Nostradamus 201

For sheer predictive genius look no further prophecy-watchers than

the Bill Gates-funded Event 201 held only six weeks before the

‘coronavirus pandemic’ is supposed to have broken out in China

and Event 201 was based on a scenario of a global ‘coronavirus

pandemic’. Melinda Gates, the great man’s missus, told the BBC that

he had ‘prepared for years’ for a coronavirus pandemic which told

us what we already knew. Nostradamugates had predicted in a TED

talk in 2015 that a pandemic was coming that would kill a lot of

people and demolish the world economy. My god, the man is a

machine – possibly even literally. Now here he was only weeks

before the real thing funding just such a simulated scenario and

involving his friends and associates at Johns Hopkins, the World

Economic Forum Cult-front of Klaus Schwab, the United Nations, 

Johnson & Johnson, major banks, and officials from China and the

Centers for Disease Control in the United States. What synchronicity

– Johns Hopkins would go on to compile the fraudulent ‘Covid’

figures, the World Economic Forum and Schwab would push the

‘Great Reset’ in response to ‘Covid’, the Centers for Disease Control

would be at the forefront of ‘Covid’ policy in the United States, 

Johnson & Johnson would produce a ‘Covid vaccine’, and

everything would officially start just weeks later in China. Spooky, 

eh? They were even accurate in creating a simulation of a ‘virus’

pandemic because the ‘real thing’ would also be a simulation. Event

201 was not an exercise preparing for something that might happen; 

it was a rehearsal for what those in control knew was  going to

happen and very shortly. Hours of this simulation were posted on

the Internet and the various themes and responses mirrored what

would soon be imposed to transform human society. News stories

were inserted and what they said would be commonplace a few

weeks later with still more prophecy perfection. Much discussion

focused on the need to deal with misinformation and the ‘anti-vax

movement’ which is exactly what happened when the ‘virus’ arrived

– was said to have arrived – in the West. 

Cult-owned social media banned criticism and exposure of the

official ‘virus’ narrative and when I said there  was no ‘virus’ in early

April, 2020, I was banned by one platform a er another including

YouTube, Facebook and later Twi er. The mainstream broadcast

media in Britain was in effect banned from interviewing me by the

Tony-Blair-created government broadcasting censor Ofcom headed

by career government bureaucrat Melanie Dawes who was

appointed just as the ‘virus’ hoax was about to play out in January, 

2020. At the same time the Ickonic media platform was using Vimeo, 

another ultra-Zionist-owned operation, while our own player was

being created and they deleted in an instant hundreds of videos, 

documentaries, series and shows to confirm their unbelievable

vindictiveness. We had copies, of course, and they had to be restored

one by one when our player was ready. These people have no class. 

Sabbatian Facebook promised free advertisements for the Gates-

controlled World Health Organization narrative while deleting ‘false

claims and conspiracy theories’ to stop ‘misinformation’ about the

alleged coronavirus. All these responses could be seen just a short

while earlier in the scenarios of Event 201. Extreme censorship was

absolutely crucial for the Cult because the official story was so

ridiculous and unsupportable by the evidence that it could never

survive open debate and the free-flow of information and opinion. If

you can’t win a debate then don’t have one is the Cult’s approach

throughout history. Facebook’s li le boy front man – front boy –

Mark Zuckerberg equated ‘credible and accurate information’ with

official sources and exposing their lies with ‘misinformation’. 

Silencing those that can see

The censorship dynamic of Event 201 is now the norm with an army

of narrative-supporting ‘fact-checker’ organisations whose entire

reason for being is to tell the public that official narratives are true

and those exposing them are lying. One of the most appalling of

these ‘fact-checkers’ is called NewsGuard founded by ultra-Zionist

Americans Gordon Crovitz and Steven Brill. Crovitz is a former

publisher of  The Wall Street Journal, former Executive Vice President

of Dow Jones, a member of the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), 

and on the board of the American Association of Rhodes Scholars. 

The CFR and Rhodes Scholarships, named a er Rothschild agent

Cecil Rhodes who plundered the gold and diamonds of South Africa

for his masters and the Cult, have featured widely in my books. 

NewsGuard don’t seem to like me for some reason – I really can’t

think why – and they have done all they can to have me censored

and discredited which is, to quote an old British politician, like being

savaged by a dead sheep. They are, however, like all in the

censorship network, very well connected and funded by

organisations themselves funded by, or connected to, Bill Gates. As

you would expect with anything associated with Gates NewsGuard

has an offshoot called HealthGuard which ‘fights online health care

hoaxes’. How very kind. Somehow the NewsGuard European

Managing Director Anna-Sophie Harling, a remarkably young-

looking woman with no broadcasting experience and li le hands-on

work in journalism, has somehow secured a position on the ‘Content

Board’ of UK government broadcast censor Ofcom. An executive of

an organisation seeking to discredit dissidents of the official

narratives is making decisions for the government broadcast

‘regulator’ about content?? Another appalling ‘fact-checker’ is Full

Fact funded by George Soros and global censors Google and

Facebook. 

It’s amazing how many activists in the ‘fact-checking’, ‘anti-hate’, 

arena turn up in government-related positions – people like UK

Labour Party activist Imran Ahmed who heads the Center for

Countering Digital Hate founded by people like Morgan

McSweeney, now chief of staff to the Labour Party’s hapless and

useless ‘leader’ Keir Starmer. Digital Hate – which is what it really is

– uses the American spelling of Center to betray its connection to a

transatlantic network of similar organisations which in 2020

shapeshi ed from a acking people for ‘hate’ to a acking them for

questioning the ‘Covid’ hoax and the dangers of the ‘Covid vaccine’. 

It’s just a coincidence, you understand. This is one of Imran Ahmed’s

hysterical statements: ‘I would go beyond calling anti-vaxxers

conspiracy theorists to say they are an extremist group that pose a

national security risk.’ No one could ever accuse this prat of

understatement and he’s including in that those parents who are

now against vaccines a er their children were damaged for life or

killed by them. He’s such a nice man. Ahmed does the rounds of the

Woke media ge ing so -ball questions from spineless ‘journalists’

who never ask what right he has to campaign to destroy the freedom

of speech of others while he demands it for himself. There also

seems to be an overrepresentation in Ofcom of people connected to

the narrative-worshipping BBC. This incredible global network of

narrative-support was super-vital when the ‘Covid’ hoax was played

in the light of the mega-whopper lies that have to be defended from

the spotlight cast by the most basic intelligence. 

Setting the scene

The Cult plays the long game and proceeds step-by-step ensuring

that everything is in place before major cards are played and they

don’t come any bigger than the ‘Covid’ hoax. The psychopaths can’t

handle events where the outcome isn’t certain and as li le as

possible – preferably nothing – is le  to chance. Politicians, 

government and medical officials who would follow direction were

brought to illusory power in advance by the Cult web whether on

the national stage or others like state governors and mayors of

America. For decades the dynamic between officialdom, law

enforcement and the public was changed from one of service to one

of control and dictatorship. Behaviour manipulation networks

established within government were waiting to impose the coming

‘Covid’ rules and regulations specifically designed to subdue and

rewire the psyche of the people in the guise of protecting health. 

These included in the UK the Behavioural Insights Team part-owned

by the British government Cabinet Office; the Scientific Pandemic

Insights Group on Behaviours (SPI-B); and a whole web of

intelligence and military groups seeking to direct the conversation

on social media and control the narrative. Among them are the

cyberwarfare (on the people) 77th Brigade of the British military

which is also coordinated through the Cabinet Office as civilian and

military leadership continues to combine in what they call the

Fusion Doctrine. The 77th Brigade is a British equivalent of the

infamous Israeli (Sabbatian) military cyberwarfare and Internet

manipulation operation Unit 8200 which I expose at length in  The

 Trigger. Also carefully in place were the medical and science advisers

to government – many on the payroll past or present of Bill Gates –

and a whole alternative structure of unelected government stood by

to take control when elected parliaments were effectively closed

down once the ‘Covid’ card was slammed on the table. The structure

I have described here and so much more was installed in every

major country through the Cult networks. The top-down control

hierarchy looks like this: The Cult – Cult-owned Gates – the World

Health Organization and Tedros – Gates-funded or controlled chief

medical officers and science ‘advisers’ (dictators) in each country –

political ‘leaders’– law enforcement – The People. Through this

simple global communication and enforcement structure the policy

of the Cult could be imposed on virtually the entire human

population so long as they acquiesced to the fascism. With

everything in place it was time for the bu on to be pressed in late

2019/early 2020. 

These were the prime goals the Cult had to secure for its will to

prevail:

1) Locking down economies, closing all but designated ‘essential’ businesses (Cult-owned corporations were ‘essential’), and pu ing the population under house arrest was an

imperative to destroy independent income and employment and ensure dependency on the

Cult-controlled state in the Hunger Games Society. Lockdowns had to be established as the global blueprint from the start to respond to the ‘virus’ and followed by pre y much the entire world. 

2) The global population had to be terrified into believing in a deadly ‘virus’ that didn’t actually exist so they would unquestioningly obey authority in the belief that authority must know how best to protect them and their families. So ware salesman Gates would

suddenly morph into the world’s health expert and be promoted as such by the Cult-owned

media. 

3) A method of testing that wasn’t testing for the ‘virus’, but was only claimed to be, had to be in place to provide the illusion of ‘cases’ and subsequent ‘deaths’ that had a very

different cause to the ‘Covid-19’ that would be scribbled on the death certificate. 

4) Because there was no ‘virus’ and the great majority testing positive with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ would have no symptoms of anything the lie had to be sold that people

without symptoms (without the ‘virus’) could still pass it on to others. This was crucial to justify for the first time quarantining – house arresting – healthy people. Without this the economy-destroying lockdown of  everybody could not have been credibly sold. 

5) The ‘saviour’ had to be seen as a vaccine which beyond evil drug companies were

working like angels of mercy to develop as quickly as possible, with all corners cut, to save the day. The public must absolutely not know that the ‘vaccine’ had nothing to do with a

‘virus’ or that the contents were ready and waiting with a very different motive long before the ‘Covid’ card was even li ed from the pack. 

I said in March, 2020, that the ‘vaccine’ would have been created

way ahead of the ‘Covid’ hoax which justified its use and the

following December an article in the New York  Intelligencer

magazine said the Moderna ‘vaccine’ had been ‘designed’ by

January, 2020. This was ‘before China had even acknowledged that

the disease could be transmi ed from human to human, more than a

week before the first confirmed coronavirus case in the United

States’. The article said that by the time the first American death was

announced a month later ‘the vaccine had already been

manufactured and shipped to the National Institutes of Health for

the beginning of its Phase I clinical trial’. The ‘vaccine’ was actually

‘designed’ long before that although even with this timescale you

would expect the article to ask how on earth it could have been done

that quickly. Instead it asked why the ‘vaccine’ had not been rolled

out then and not months later. Journalism in the mainstream is truly

dead. I am going to detail in the next chapter why the ‘virus’ has

never existed and how a hoax on that scale was possible, but first the

foundation on which the Big Lie of ‘Covid’ was built. 

The test that doesn’t test

Fraudulent ‘testing’ is the bo om line of the whole ‘Covid’ hoax and

was the means by which a ‘virus’ that did not exist  appeared to exist. 

They could only achieve this magic trick by using a test not testing

for the ‘virus’. To use a test that  was testing for the ‘virus’ would

mean that every test would come back negative given there was no

‘virus’. They chose to exploit something called the RT-PCR test

invented by American biochemist Kary Mullis in the 1980s who said

publicly that his PCR test …  cannot detect infectious disease. Yes, the

‘test’ used worldwide to detect infectious ‘Covid’ to produce all the

illusory ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ compiled by Johns Hopkins and others

 cannot detect infectious disease. This fact came from the mouth of the

man who invented PCR and was awarded the Nobel Prize in

Chemistry in 1993 for doing so. Sadly, and incredibly conveniently

for the Cult, Mullis died in August, 2019, at the age of 74 just before

his test would be fraudulently used to unleash fascism on the world. 

He was said to have died from pneumonia which was an irony in

itself. A few months later he would have had ‘Covid-19’ on his death

certificate. I say the timing of his death was convenient because had

he lived Mullis, a brilliant, honest and decent man, would have been

vociferously speaking out against the use of his test to detect ‘Covid’

when it was never designed, or able, to do that. I know that to be

true given that Mullis made the same point when his test was used

to ‘detect’ – not detect – HIV. He had been seriously critical of the

Gallo/Montagnier claim to have isolated the HIV ‘virus’ and shown

it to cause AIDS for which Mullis said there was no evidence. AIDS

is actually not a disease but a series of diseases from which people

die all the time. When they die from those  same diseases a er a

positive ‘test’ for HIV then AIDS goes on their death certificate. I

think I’ve heard that before somewhere. Countries instigated a

policy with ‘Covid’ that anyone who tested positive with a test not

testing for the ‘virus’ and died of any other cause within 28 days and

even longer ‘Covid-19’ had to go on the death certificate. Cases have

come from the test that can’t test for infectious disease and the

deaths are those who have died of  anything a er testing positive

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’. I’ll have much more later about

the death certificate scandal. 

Mullis was deeply dismissive of the now US ‘Covid’ star Anthony

Fauci who he said was a liar who didn’t know anything about

anything – ‘and I would say that to his face – nothing.’ He said of

Fauci: ‘The man thinks he can take a blood sample, put it in an

electron microscope and if it’s got a virus in there you’ll know it – he

doesn’t understand electron microscopy and he doesn’t understand

medicine and shouldn’t be in a position like he’s in.’ That position, 

terrifyingly, has made him the decider of ‘Covid’ fascism policy on

behalf of the Cult in his role as director since 1984 of the National

Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) while his record

of being wrong is laughable; but being wrong, so long as it’s the  right

 kind of wrong, is why the Cult loves him. He’ll say anything the Cult

tells him to say. Fauci was made Chief Medical Adviser to the

President immediately Biden took office. Biden was installed in the

White House by Cult manipulation and one of his first decisions was

to elevate Fauci to a position of even more control. This is a

coincidence? Yes, and I identify as a flamenco dancer called Lola. 

How does such an incompetent criminal like Fauci remain in that

pivotal position in American health since  the 1980s? When you serve the Cult it looks a er you until you are surplus to requirements. 

Kary Mullis said prophetically of Fauci and his like: ‘Those guys

have an agenda and it’s not an agenda we would like them to have

… they make their own rules, they change them when they want to, 

and Tony Fauci does not mind going on television in front of the

people who pay his salary and lie directly into the camera.’ Fauci has

done that almost daily since the ‘Covid’ hoax began. Lying is in

Fauci’s DNA. To make the situation crystal clear about the PCR test

this is a direct quote from its inventor Kary Mullis:

It [the PCR test] doesn’t tell you that you’re sick and doesn’t tell you that the thing you ended up with was really going to hurt you ...’

Ask yourself why governments and medical systems the world over

have been using this very test to decide who is ‘infected’ with the

SARS-CoV-2 ‘virus’ and the alleged disease it allegedly causes, 

‘Covid-19’. The answer to that question will tell you what has been

going on. By the way, here’s a li le show-stopper – the ‘new’ SARS-

CoV-2 ‘virus’ was ‘identified’ as such right from the start using …  the

 PCR test not testing for the ‘virus’. If you are new to this and find that

shocking then stick around. I have hardly started yet. Even worse, 

other ‘tests’, like the ‘Lateral Flow Device’ (LFD), are considered so

useless that they have to be  confirmed by the PCR test! Leaked emails

wri en by Ben Dyson, adviser to UK ‘Health’ Secretary Ma

Hancock, said they were ‘dangerously unreliable’. Dyson, executive

director of strategy at the Department of Health, wrote: ‘As of today, 

someone who gets a positive LFD result in (say) London has at best a

25 per cent chance of it being a true positive, but if it is a self-

reported test potentially as low as 10 per cent (on an optimistic

assumption about specificity) or as low as 2 per cent (on a more

pessimistic assumption).’ These are the ‘tests’ that schoolchildren

and the public are being urged to have twice a week or more and

have to isolate if they get a positive. Each fake positive goes in the

statistics as a ‘case’ no ma er how ludicrously inaccurate and the

‘cases’ drive lockdown, masks and the pressure to ‘vaccinate’. The

government said in response to the email leak that the ‘tests’ were

accurate which confirmed yet again what shocking bloody liars they

are. The real false positive rate is  100 percent as we’ll see. In another

‘you couldn’t make it up’ the UK government agreed to pay £2.8

billion to California’s Innova Medical Group to supply the irrelevant

lateral flow tests. The company’s primary test-making centre is in

China. Innova Medical Group, established in March, 2020, is owned

by Pasaca Capital Inc, chaired by Chinese-American millionaire

Charles Huang who was born in Wuhan. 

How it works – and how it doesn’t

The RT-PCR test, known by its full title of Polymerase chain reaction, 

is used across the world to make millions, even billions, of copies of

a DNA/RNA genetic information sample. The process is called

‘amplification’ and means that a tiny sample of genetic material is

amplified to bring out the detailed content. I stress that it is not

testing for an infectious disease. It is simply amplifying a sample of

genetic material. In the words of Kary Mullis: ‘PCR is … just a

process that’s used to make a whole lot of something out of

something.’ To emphasise the point companies that make the PCR

tests circulated around the world to ‘test’ for ‘Covid’ warn on the

box that it can’t be used to detect ‘Covid’ or infectious disease and is

for research purposes only. It’s okay, rest for a minute and you’ll be

fine. This is the test that produces the ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ that have

been used to destroy human society. All those global and national

medical and scientific ‘experts’ demanding this destruction to ‘save

us’  KNOW that the test is not testing for the ‘virus’ and the cases and

deaths they claim to be real are an almost unimaginable fraud. Every

one of them and so many others including politicians and

psychopaths like Gates and Tedros must be brought before

Nuremburg-type trials and jailed for the rest of their lives. The more

the genetic sample is amplified by PCR the more elements of that

material become sensitive to the test and by that I don’t mean

sensitive for a ‘virus’ but for elements of the genetic material which

is  naturally in the body or relates to remnants of old conditions of various kinds lying dormant and causing no disease. Once the

amplification of the PCR reaches a certain level  everyone will test

positive. So much of the material has been made sensitive to the test

that everyone will have some part of it in their body. Even lying

criminals like Fauci have said that once PCR amplifications pass 35

cycles everything will be a false positive that cannot be trusted for

the reasons I have described. I say, like many proper doctors and

scientists, that 100 percent of the ‘positives’ are false, but let’s just go

with Fauci for a moment. 

He says that any amplification over 35 cycles will produce false

positives and yet the US Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and

Food and Drug Administration (FDA) have recommended up to  40

 cycles and the National Health Service (NHS) in Britain admi ed in

an internal document for staff that it was using  45 cycles of

amplification. A long list of other countries has been doing the same

and at least one ‘testing’ laboratory has been using  50 cycles. Have

you ever heard a doctor, medical ‘expert’ or the media ask what level

of amplification has been used to claim a ‘positive’. The ‘test’ comes

back ‘positive’ and so you have the ‘virus’, end of story. Now we can

see how the government in Tanzania could send off samples from a

goat and a pawpaw fruit under human names and both came back

positive for ‘Covid-19’. Tanzania president John Magufuli mocked

the ‘Covid’ hysteria, the PCR test and masks and refused to import

the DNA-manipulating ‘vaccine’. The Cult hated him and an article

sponsored by the Bill Gates Foundation appeared in the London

 Guardian in February, 2021, headed ‘It’s time for Africa to rein in

Tanzania’s anti-vaxxer president’. Well, ‘reined in’ he shortly was. 

Magufuli appeared in good health, but then, in March, 2021, he was

dead at 61 from ‘heart failure’. He was replaced by Samia Hassan

Suhulu who is connected to Klaus Schwab’s World Economic Forum

and she immediately reversed Magufuli’s ‘Covid’ policy. A sample of

cola tested positive for ‘Covid’ with the PCR test in Germany while

American actress and singer-songwriter Erykah Badu tested positive

in one nostril and negative in the other. Footballer Ronaldo called

the PCR test ‘bullshit’ a er testing positive three times and being

forced to quarantine and miss matches when there was nothing

wrong with him. The mantra from Tedros at the World Health

Organization and national governments (same thing) has been test, 

test, test. They know that the more tests they can generate the more

fake ‘cases’ they have which go on to become ‘deaths’ in ways I am

coming to. The UK government has its Operation Moonshot planned

to test multiple millions every day in workplaces and schools with

free tests for everyone to use twice a week at home in line with the

Cult plan from the start to make testing part of life. A government

advertisement for an ‘Interim Head of Asymptomatic Testing

Communication’ said the job included responsibility for delivering a

‘communications strategy’ (propaganda) ‘to support the expansion

of asymptomatic testing that  ‘normalises testing as part of everyday life’. 

More tests means more fake ‘cases’, ‘deaths’ and fascism. I have

heard of, and from, many people who booked a test, couldn’t turn

up, and yet got a positive result through the post for a test they’d

never even had. The whole thing is crazy, but for the Cult there’s

method in the madness. Controlling and manipulating the level of

amplification of the test means the authorities can control whenever

they want the number of apparent ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’. If they want

to justify more fascist lockdown and destruction of livelihoods they

keep the amplification high. If they want to give the illusion that

lockdowns and the ‘vaccine’ are working then they lower the

amplification and ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ will appear to fall. In January, 

2021, the Cult-owned World Health Organization suddenly warned

laboratories about over-amplification of the test and to lower the

threshold. Suddenly headlines began appearing such as: ‘Why ARE

“Covid” cases plummeting?’ This was just when the vaccine rollout

was underway and I had predicted months before they would make

cases appear to fall through amplification tampering when the

‘vaccine’ came. These people are so predictable. 

Cow vaccines? 

The question must be asked of what is on the test swabs being poked

far up the nose of the population to the base of the brain? A nasal

swab punctured one woman’s brain and caused it to leak fluid. Most

of these procedures are being done by people with li le training or

medical knowledge. Dr Lorraine Day, former orthopaedic trauma

surgeon and Chief of Orthopaedic Surgery at San Francisco General

Hospital, says the tests are really a  ‘vaccine’. Cows have long been

vaccinated this way. She points out that masks have to cover the nose

and the mouth where it is claimed the ‘virus’ exists in saliva. Why

then don’t they take saliva from the mouth as they do with a DNA

test instead of pushing a long swab up the nose towards the brain? 

The ethmoid bone separates the nasal cavity from the brain and

within that bone is the cribriform plate. Dr Day says that when the

swab is pushed up against this plate and twisted the procedure is

‘depositing things back there’. She claims that among these ‘things’

are nanoparticles that can enter the brain. Researchers have noted

that a team at the Gates-funded Johns Hopkins have designed tiny, 

star-shaped micro-devices that can latch onto intestinal mucosa and

release drugs into the body. Mucosa is the thin skin that covers the

inside surface of parts of the body such as  the nose and mouth and

produces mucus to protect them. The Johns Hopkins micro-devices

are called ‘theragrippers’ and were ‘inspired’ by a parasitic worm

that digs its sharp teeth into a host’s intestines. Nasal swabs are also

coated in the sterilisation agent ethylene oxide. The US National

Cancer Institute posts this explanation on its website:

At room temperature, ethylene oxide is a flammable colorless gas with a sweet odor. It is used primarily to produce other chemicals, including antifreeze. In smaller amounts, ethylene oxide is used as a pesticide and a sterilizing agent. The ability of ethylene oxide to damage DNA makes it an effective sterilizing agent but also accounts for its cancer-causing activity. 

The Institute mentions lymphoma and leukaemia as cancers most

frequently reported to be associated with occupational exposure to

ethylene oxide along with stomach and breast cancers. How does

anyone think this is going to work out with the constant testing

regime being inflicted on adults and children at home and at school

that will accumulate in the body anything that’s on the swab? 

Doctors know best

It is vital for people to realise that ‘hero’ doctors ‘know’ only what

the Big Pharma-dominated medical authorities tell them to ‘know’

and if they refuse to ‘know’ what they are told to ‘know’ they are out

the door. They are mostly not physicians or healers, but repeaters of

the official narrative – or else. I have seen alleged professional

doctors on British television make shocking statements that we are

supposed to take seriously. One called ‘Dr’ Amir Khan, who is

actually telling patients how to respond to illness, said that men

could take the birth pill to ‘help slow down the effects of Covid-19’. 

In March, 2021, another ridiculous ‘Covid study’ by an American

doctor proposed injecting men with the female sex hormone

progesterone as a ‘Covid’ treatment. British doctor Nighat Arif told

the BBC that face coverings were now going to be part of ongoing

normal. Yes, the vaccine protects you, she said (evidence?) … but the

way to deal with viruses in the community was always going to

come down to hand washing, face covering and keeping a physical

distance. That’s not what we were told before the ‘vaccine’ was

circulating. Arif said she couldn’t imagine ever again going on the

underground or in a li  without a mask. I was just thanking my

good luck that she was not my doctor when she said – in March, 

2021 – that if ‘we are  behaving and we are doing all the right things’

she thought we could ‘have our nearest and dearest around us at

home … around  Christmas and N ew Year!  Her patronising delivery

was the usual school teacher talking to six-year-olds as she repeated

every government talking point and probably believed them all. If

we have learned anything from the ‘Covid’ experience surely it must

be that humanity’s perception of doctors needs a fundamental

rethink. NHS ‘doctor’ Sara Kayat told her television audience that

the ‘Covid vaccine’ would ‘100 percent prevent hospitalisation and

death’. Not even Big Pharma claimed that. We have to stop taking

‘experts’ at their word without question when so many of them are

clueless and only repeating the party line on which their careers

depend. That is not to say there are not brilliants doctors – there are

and I have spoken to many of them since all this began – but you

won’t see them in the mainstream media or quoted by the

psychopaths and yes-people in government. 

Remember the name – Christian Drosten

German virologist Christian Drosten, Director of Charité Institute of

Virology in Berlin, became a national star a er the pandemic hoax

began. He was feted on television and advised the German

government on ‘Covid’ policy. Most importantly to the wider world

Drosten led a group that produced the ‘Covid’ testing protocol for

the PCR test. What a remarkable feat given the PCR cannot test for

infectious disease and even more so when you think that Drosten

said that his method of testing for SARS-CoV-2 was developed

‘without having virus material available’.  He developed a test for a

 ‘virus’ that he didn’t have and had never seen. Let that sink in as you

survey the global devastation that came from what he did. The

whole catastrophe of Drosten’s ‘test’ was based on the alleged

genetic sequence published by Chinese scientists on the Internet. We

will see in the next chapter that this alleged ‘genetic sequence’ has

never been produced by China or anyone and cannot be when there

 is no SARS-CoV-2. Drosten, however, doesn’t seem to let li le details

like that get in the way. He was the lead author with Victor Corman

from the same Charité Hospital of the paper ‘Detection of 2019 novel

coronavirus (2019-nCoV) by real-time PCR‘ published in a magazine

called  Eurosurveillance. This became known as the Corman-Drosten

paper. In November, 2020, with human society devastated by the

effects of the Corman-Drosten test baloney, the protocol was publicly

challenged by 22 international scientists and independent

researchers from Europe, the United States, and Japan. Among them

were senior molecular geneticists, biochemists, immunologists, and

microbiologists. They produced a document headed ‘External peer

review of the RTPCR test to detect SARS-Cov-2 Reveals 10 Major

Flaws At The Molecular and Methodological Level: Consequences

For False-Positive Results’. The flaws in the Corman-Drosten test

included the following:



• The test is non-specific because of erroneous design

• Results are enormously variable

• The test is unable to discriminate between the whole ‘virus’ and

viral fragments

• It doesn’t have positive or negative controls

• The test lacks a standard operating procedure

• It is unsupported by proper peer view



The scientists said the PCR ‘Covid’ testing protocol was not

founded on science and they demanded the Corman-Drosten paper

be retracted by  Eurosurveillance. They said all present and previous

Covid deaths, cases, and ‘infection rates’ should be subject to a

massive retroactive inquiry. Lockdowns and travel restrictions

should be reviewed and relaxed and those diagnosed through PCR

to have ‘Covid-19’ should not be forced to isolate. Dr Kevin Corbe , 

a health researcher and nurse educator with a long academic career

producing a stream of peer-reviewed publications at many UK

universities, made the same point about the PCR test debacle. He

said of the scientists’ conclusions: ‘Every scientific rationale for the

development of that test has been totally destroyed by this paper. It’s

like Hiroshima/Nagasaki to the Covid test.’ He said that China

hadn’t given them an isolated ‘virus’ when Drosten developed the

test. Instead they had developed the test from  a sequence in a gene

 bank.’ Put another way …  they made it up! The scientists were

supported in this contention by a Portuguese appeals court which

ruled in November, 2020, that PCR tests are unreliable and it is

unlawful to quarantine people based solely on a PCR test. The point

about China not providing an isolated virus must be true when the

‘virus’ has never been isolated to this day and the consequences of

that will become clear. Drosten and company produced this useless

‘protocol’ right on cue in January, 2020, just as the ‘virus’ was said to

be moving westward and it somehow managed to successfully pass

a peer-review in 24 hours. In other words there was no peer-review

for a test that would be used to decide who had ‘Covid’ and who

didn’t across the world. The Cult-created, Gates-controlled World

Health Organization immediately recommended all its nearly 200

member countries to use the Drosten PCR protocol to detect ‘cases’

and ‘deaths’. The sting was underway and it continues to this day. 

So who is this Christian Drosten that produced the means through

which death, destruction and economic catastrophe would be

justified? His education background, including his doctoral thesis, 

would appear to be somewhat shrouded in mystery and his track

record is dire as with another essential player in the ‘Covid’ hoax, 

the Gates-funded Professor Neil Ferguson at the Gates-funded

Imperial College in London of whom more shortly. Drosten

predicted in 2003 that the alleged original SARS ‘virus’ (SARS-1’)

was an epidemic that could have serious effects on economies and an

effective vaccine would take at least two years to produce. Drosten’s

answer to every alleged ‘outbreak’ is a vaccine which you won’t be

shocked to know. What followed were just 774 official deaths

worldwide and none in Germany where there were only nine cases. 

That is even if you believe there ever was a SARS ‘virus’ when the

evidence is zilch and I will expand on this in the next chapter. 

Drosten claims to be co-discoverer of ‘SARS-1’ and developed a test

for it in 2003. He was screaming warnings about ‘swine flu’ in 2009

and how it was a widespread infection far more severe than any

dangers from a vaccine could be and people should get vaccinated. It

would be helpful for Drosten’s vocal chords if he simply recorded

the words ‘the virus is deadly and you need to get vaccinated’ and

copies could be handed out whenever the latest made-up threat

comes along. Drosten’s swine flu epidemic never happened, but Big

Pharma didn’t mind with governments spending hundreds of

millions on vaccines that hardly anyone bothered to use and many

who did wished they hadn’t. A study in 2010 revealed that the risk

of dying from swine flu, or H1N1, was no higher than that of the

annual seasonal flu which is what at least most of ‘it’ really was as in

the case of ‘Covid-19’. A media investigation into Drosten asked

how with such a record of inaccuracy he could be  the government

adviser on these issues. The answer to that question is the same with

Drosten, Ferguson and Fauci – they keep on giving the authorities

the ‘conclusions’ and ‘advice’ they want to hear. Drosten certainly

produced the goods for them in January, 2020, with his PCR protocol

garbage and provided the foundation of what German internal

medicine specialist Dr Claus Köhnlein, co-author of  Virus Mania, 

called the ‘test pandemic’. The 22 scientists in the  Eurosurveillance

challenge called out conflicts of interest within the Drosten ‘protocol’

group and with good reason. Olfert Landt, a regular co-author of

Drosten ‘studies’, owns the biotech company TIB Molbiol

Syntheselabor GmbH in Berlin which manufactures and sells the

tests that Drosten and his mates come up with. They have done this

with SARS, Enterotoxigenic E. coli (ETEC), MERS, Zika ‘virus’, 

yellow fever, and now ‘Covid’. Landt told the  Berliner Zeitung

newspaper:

The testing, design and development came from the Charité [Drosten and Corman]. We

simply implemented it immediately in the form of a kit. And if we don’t have the virus, which originally only existed in Wuhan, we can make a synthetic gene to simulate the genome of the virus. That’s what we did very quickly. 

This is more confirmation that the Drosten test was designed

without access to the ‘virus’ and only a synthetic simulation which is

what SARS-CoV-2 really is – a computer-generated synthetic fiction. 

It’s quite an enterprise they have going here. A Drosten team decides

what the test for something should be and Landt’s biotech company

flogs it to governments and medical systems across the world. His

company must have made an absolute fortune since the ‘Covid’ hoax

began. Dr Reiner Fuellmich, a prominent German consumer

protection trial lawyer in Germany and California, is on Drosten’s

case and that of Tedros at the World Health Organization for crimes

against humanity with a class-action lawsuit being prepared in the

United States and other legal action in Germany. 

Why China? 

Scamming the world with a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist would seem

impossible on the face of it, but not if you have control of the

relatively few people that make policy decisions and the great

majority of the global media. Remember it’s not about changing

‘real’ reality it’s about controlling  perception of reality. You don’t have

to make something happen you only have make people  believe that

it’s happening. Renegade Minds understand this and are therefore

much harder to swindle. ‘Covid-19’ is not a ‘real’ ‘virus’. It’s a mind

virus, like a computer virus, which has infected the minds, not the

bodies, of billions. It all started, publically at least, in China and that

alone is of central significance. The Cult was behind the revolution

led by its asset Mao Zedong, or Chairman Mao, which established

the People’s Republic of China on October 1st, 1949. It should have

been called The Cult’s Republic of China, but the name had to reflect

the recurring illusion that vicious dictatorships are run by and for

the people (see all the ‘Democratic Republics’ controlled by tyrants). 

In the same way we have the ‘Biden’ Democratic Republic of

America officially ruled by a puppet tyrant (at least temporarily) on

behalf of Cult tyrants. The creation of Mao’s merciless

communist/fascist dictatorship was part of a frenzy of activity by the

Cult at the conclusion of World War Two which, like the First World

War, it had instigated through its assets in Germany, Britain, France, 

the United States and elsewhere. Israel was formed in 1948; the

Soviet Union expanded its ‘Iron Curtain’ control, influence and

military power with the Warsaw Pact communist alliance in 1955; 

the United Nations was formed in 1945 as a Cult precursor to world

government; and a long list of world bodies would be established

including the World Health Organization (1948), World Trade

Organization (1948 under another name until 1995), International

Monetary Fund (1945) and World Bank (1944). Human society was

redrawn and hugely centralised in the global Problem-Reaction-

Solution that was World War Two. All these changes were

significant. Israel would become the headquarters of the Sabbatians

and the revolution in China would prepare the ground and control

system for the events of 2019/2020. 

Renegade Minds know there are no borders except for public

consumption. The Cult is a seamless, borderless global entity and to

understand the game we need to put aside labels like borders, 

nations, countries, communism, fascism and democracy. These

delude the population into believing that countries are ruled within

their borders by a government of whatever shade when these are

mere agencies of a global power. America’s illusion of democracy

and China’s communism/fascism are subsidiaries – vehicles – for the

same agenda. We may hear about conflict and competition between

America and China and on the lower levels that will be true; but at

the Cult level they are branches of the same company in the way of

the McDonald’s example I gave earlier. I have tracked in the books

over the years support by US governments of both parties for

Chinese Communist Party infiltration of American society through

allowing the sale of land, even military facilities, and the acquisition

of American business and university influence. All this is

underpinned by the infamous stealing of intellectual property and

technological know-how. Cult-owned Silicon Valley corporations

waive their fraudulent ‘morality’ to do business with human-rights-

free China; Cult-controlled Disney has become China’s PR

department; and China in effect owns ‘American’ sports such as

basketball which depends for much of its income on Chinese

audiences. As a result any sports player, coach or official speaking

out against China’s horrific human rights record is immediately

condemned or fired by the China-worshipping National Basketball

Association. One of the first acts of China-controlled Biden was to

issue an executive order telling federal agencies to stop making

references to the ‘virus’ by the ‘geographic location of its origin’. 

Long-time Congressman Jerry Nadler warned that criticising China, 

America’s biggest rival, leads to hate crimes against Asian people in

the United States. So shut up you bigot. China is fast closing in on

Israel as a country that must not be criticised which is apt, really, 

given that Sabbatians control them both. The two countries have

developed close economic, military, technological and strategic ties

which include involvement in China’s ‘Silk Road’ transport and

economic initiative to connect China with Europe. Israel was the first

country in the Middle East to recognise the establishment of Mao’s

tyranny in 1950 months a er it was established. 

Project Wuhan – the ‘Covid’ Psyop

I emphasise again that the Cult plays the long game and what is

happening to the world today is the result of centuries of calculated

manipulation following a script to take control step-by-step of every

aspect of human society. I will discuss later the common force

behind all this that has spanned those centuries and thousands of

years if the truth be told. Instigating the Mao revolution in China in

1949 with a 2020 ‘pandemic’ in mind is not only how they work – the

71 years between them is really quite short by the Cult’s standards of

manipulation preparation. The reason for the Cult’s Chinese

revolution was to create a fiercely-controlled environment within

which an extreme structure for human control could be incubated to

eventually be unleashed across the world. We have seen this happen

since the ‘pandemic’ emerged from China with the Chinese control-

structure founded on AI technology and tyrannical enforcement

sweep across the West. Until the moment when the Cult went for

broke in the West and put its fascism on public display Western

governments had to pay some lip-service to freedom and democracy

to not alert too many people to the tyranny-in-the-making. Freedoms

were more subtly eroded and power centralised with covert

government structures put in place waiting for the arrival of 2020

when that smokescreen of ‘freedom’ could be dispensed with. The

West was not able to move towards tyranny before 2020 anything

like as fast as China which was created as a tyranny and had no

limits on how fast it could construct the Cult’s blueprint for global

control. When the time came to impose that structure on the world it

was the same Cult-owned Chinese communist/fascist government

that provided the excuse – the ‘Covid pandemic’. It was absolutely

crucial to the Cult plan for the Chinese response to the ‘pandemic’ –

draconian lockdowns of the entire population – to become the

blueprint that Western countries would follow to destroy the

livelihoods and freedom of their people. This is why the Cult-

owned, Gates-owned, WHO Director-General Tedros said early on:

The Chinese government is to be congratulated for the extraordinary measures it has taken to contain the outbreak. China is actually setting a new standard for outbreak response and it is not an exaggeration. 

 Forbes magazine said of China: ‘… those measures protected untold

millions from ge ing the disease’. The Rockefeller Foundation

‘epidemic scenario’ document in 2010 said ‘prophetically’:

However, a few countries did fare better – China in particular. The Chinese government’s quick imposition and enforcement of mandatory quarantine for all citizens, as well as its instant and near-hermetic sealing off of all borders, saved millions of lives, stopping the spread of the virus far earlier than in other countries and enabling a swifter post-pandemic recovery. 

Once again –  spooky. 

The first official story was the ‘bat theory’ or rather the bat

diversion. The source of the ‘virus outbreak’ we were told was a

‘‘wet market’ in Wuhan where bats and other animals are bought

and eaten in horrifically unhygienic conditions. Then another story

emerged through the alternative media that the ‘virus’ had been

released on purpose or by accident from a BSL-4 (biosafety level 4)

laboratory in Wuhan not far from the wet market. The lab was

reported to create and work with lethal concoctions and

bioweapons. Biosafety level 4 is the highest in the World Health

Organization system of safety and containment. Renegade Minds are

aware of what I call designer manipulation. The ideal for the Cult is

for people to buy its prime narrative which in the opening salvoes of

the ‘pandemic’ was the wet market story. It knows, however, that

there is now a considerable worldwide alternative media of

researchers sceptical of anything governments say and they are o en

given a version of events in a form they can perceive as credible

while misdirecting them from the real truth. In this case let them

think that the conspiracy involved is a ‘bioweapon virus’ released

from the Wuhan lab to keep them from the real conspiracy –  there is

 no ‘virus’. The WHO’s current position on the source of the outbreak

at the time of writing appears to be: ‘We haven’t got a clue, mate.’

This is a good position to maintain mystery and bewilderment. The

inner circle will know where the ‘virus’ came from –  nowhere. The

bo om line was to ensure the public believed there  was a ‘virus’ and

it didn’t much ma er if they thought it was natural or had been

released from a lab. The belief that there was a ‘deadly virus’ was all

that was needed to trigger global panic and fear. The population was

terrified into handing their power to authority and doing what they

were told. They had to or they were ‘all gonna die’. 

In March, 2020, information began to come my way from real

doctors and scientists and my own additional research which had

my intuition screaming: ‘Yes, that’s it!  There is no virus.’ The

‘bioweapon’ was not the ‘virus’; it was the  ‘vaccine’ already being

talked about that would be the bioweapon. My conclusion was

further enhanced by happenings in Wuhan. The ‘virus’ was said to

be sweeping the city and news footage circulated of people

collapsing in the street (which they’ve never done in the West with

the same ‘virus’). The Chinese government was building ‘new

hospitals’ in a ma er of ten days to ‘cope with demand’ such was the

virulent nature of the ‘virus’. Yet in what seemed like no time the

‘new hospitals’ closed – even if they even opened – and China

declared itself ‘virus-free’. It was back to business as usual. This was

more propaganda to promote the Chinese draconian lockdowns in

the West as the way to ‘beat the virus’. Trouble was that we

subsequently had lockdown a er lockdown, but never business as

usual. As the people of the West and most of the rest of the world

were caught in an ever-worsening spiral of lockdown, social

distancing, masks, isolated old people, families forced apart, and

livelihood destruction, it was party-time in Wuhan. Pictures

emerged of thousands of people enjoying pool parties and concerts. 

It made no sense until you realised there never was a ‘virus’ and the

whole thing was a Cult set-up to transform human society out of one

its major global strongholds – China. 

How is it possible to deceive virtually the entire world population

into believing there is a deadly virus when there is not even a ‘virus’

let alone a deadly one? It’s nothing like as difficult as you would

think and that’s clearly true because it happened. 

Postscript: See end of book Postscript for more on the ‘Wuhan lab

virus release’ story which the authorities and media were pushing

heavily in the summer of 2021 to divert a ention from the truth that

the ‘Covid virus’ is pure invention. 

CHAPTER FIVE

There  is no ‘virus’

 You can fool some of the people all of the time, and all of the people

 some of the time, but you cannot fool all of the people all of the time

Abraham Lincoln

The greatest form of mind control is repetition. The more you

repeat the same mantra of alleged ‘facts’ the more will accept

them to be true. It becomes an ‘everyone knows that, mate’. If you

can also censor any other version or alternative to your alleged

‘facts’ you are pre y much home and cooking. 

By the start of 2020 the Cult owned the global mainstream media

almost in its entirety to spew out its ‘Covid’ propaganda and ignore

or discredit any other information and view. Cult-owned social

media platforms in Cult-owned Silicon Valley were poised and

ready to unleash a campaign of ferocious censorship to obliterate all

but the official narrative. To complete the circle many demands for

censorship by Silicon Valley were led by the mainstream media as

‘journalists’ became full-out enforcers for the Cult both as

propagandists and censors. Part of this has been the influx of young

people straight out of university who have become ‘journalists’ in

significant positions. They have no experience and a headful of

programmed perceptions from their years at school and university at

a time when today’s young are the most perceptually-targeted

generations in known human history given the insidious impact of

technology. They enter the media perceptually prepared and ready

to repeat the narratives of the system that programmed them to

repeat its narratives. The BBC has a truly pathetic ‘specialist

disinformation reporter’ called Marianna Spring who fits this bill

perfectly. She is clueless about the world, how it works and what is

really going on. Her role is to discredit anyone doing the job that a

proper journalist would do and system-serving hacks like Spring

wouldn’t dare to do or even see the need to do. They are too busy

licking the arse of authority which can never be wrong and, in the

case of the BBC propaganda programme,  Panorama, contacting

payments systems such as PayPal to have a donations page taken

down for a film company making documentaries questioning

vaccines. Even the BBC soap opera  EastEnders included a

disgracefully biased scene in which an inarticulate white working

class woman was made to look foolish for questioning the ‘vaccine’

while a well-spoken black man and Asian woman promoted the

government narrative. It ticked every BBC box and the fact that the

black and minority community was resisting the ‘vaccine’ had

nothing to do with the way the scene was wri en. The BBC has

become a disgusting tyrannical propaganda and censorship

operation that should be defunded and disbanded and a free media

take its place with a brief to stop censorship instead of demanding it. 

A BBC ‘interview’ with Gates goes something like: ‘Mr Gates, sir, if I

can call you sir, would you like to tell our audience why you are

such a great man, a wonderful humanitarian philanthropist, and

why you should absolutely be allowed as a so ware salesman to

decide health policy for approaching eight billion people? Thank

you, sir, please sir.’ Propaganda programming has been incessant

and merciless and when all you hear is the same story from the

media, repeated by those around you who have only heard the same

story, is it any wonder that people on a grand scale believe absolute

mendacious garbage to be true? You are about to see, too, why this

level of information control is necessary when the official ‘Covid’

narrative is so nonsensical and unsupportable by the evidence. 

Structure of Deceit

The pyramid structure through which the ‘Covid’ hoax has been

manifested is very simple and has to be to work. As few people as

possible have to be involved with full knowledge of what they are

doing – and why – or the real story would get out. At the top of the

pyramid are the inner core of the Cult which controls Bill Gates who, 

in turn, controls the World Health Organization through his pivotal

funding and his puppet Director-General mouthpiece, Tedros. 

Before he was appointed Tedros was chair of the Gates-founded

Global Fund to ‘fight against AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria’, a

board member of the Gates-funded ‘vaccine alliance’ GAVI, and on

the board of another Gates-funded organisation. Gates owns him

and picked him for a specific reason – Tedros is a crook and worse. 

‘Dr’ Tedros (he’s not a medical doctor, the first WHO chief not to be)

was a member of the tyrannical Marxist government of Ethiopia for

decades with all its human rights abuses. He has faced allegations of

corruption and misappropriation of funds and was exposed three

times for covering up cholera epidemics while Ethiopia’s health

minister. Tedros appointed the mass-murdering genocidal

Zimbabwe dictator Robert Mugabe as a WHO goodwill ambassador

for public health which, as with Tedros, is like appointing a

psychopath to run a peace and love campaign. The move was so

ridiculous that he had to drop Mugabe in the face of widespread

condemnation. American economist David Steinman, a Nobel peace

prize nominee, lodged a complaint with the International Criminal

Court in The Hague over alleged genocide by Tedros when he was

Ethiopia’s foreign minister. Steinman says Tedros was a ‘crucial

decision maker’ who directed the actions of Ethiopia’s security forces

from 2013 to 2015 and one of three officials in charge when those

security services embarked on the ‘killing’ and ‘torturing’ of

Ethiopians. You can see where Tedros is coming from and it’s

sobering to think that he has been the vehicle for Gates and the Cult

to direct the global response to ‘Covid’. Think about that. A

psychopathic Cult dictates to psychopath Gates who dictates to

psychopath Tedros who dictates how countries of the world must

respond to a ‘Covid virus’ never scientifically shown to exist. At the

same time psychopathic Cult-owned Silicon Valley information

giants like Google, YouTube, Facebook and Twi er announced very

early on that they would give the Cult/Gates/Tedros/WHO version

of the narrative free advertising and censor those who challenged

their intelligence-insulting, mendacious story. 

The next layer in the global ‘medical’ structure below the Cult, 

Gates and Tedros are the chief medical officers and science ‘advisers’

in each of the WHO member countries which means virtually all of

them. Medical officers and arbiters of science (they’re not) then take

the WHO policy and recommended responses and impose them on

their country’s population while the political ‘leaders’ say they are

deciding policy (they’re clearly not) by ‘following the science’ on the

advice of the ‘experts’ – the same medical officers and science

‘advisers’ (dictators). In this way with the rarest of exceptions the

entire world followed the same policy of lockdown, people

distancing, masks and ‘vaccines’ dictated by the psychopathic Cult, 

psychopathic Gates and psychopathic Tedros who we are supposed

to believe give a damn about the health of the world population they

are seeking to enslave. That, amazingly, is all there is to it in terms of

crucial decision-making. Medical staff in each country then follow

like sheep the dictates of the shepherds at the top of the national

medical hierarchies – chief medical officers and science ‘advisers’

who themselves follow like sheep the shepherds of the World Health

Organization and the Cult. Shepherds at the national level o en

have major funding and other connections to Gates and his Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation which carefully hands out money like

confe i at a wedding to control the entire global medical system

from the WHO down. 

Follow the money

Christopher Whi y, Chief Medical Adviser to the UK Government at

the centre of ‘virus’ policy, a senior adviser to the government’s

Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE), and Executive

Board member of the World Health Organization, was gi ed a grant

of $40 million by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation for malaria

research in Africa. The BBC described the unelected Whi y as ‘the

official who will probably have the greatest impact on our everyday

lives of any individual policymaker in modern times’ and so it

turned out. What Gates and Tedros have said Whi y has done like

his equivalents around the world. Patrick Vallance, co-chair of SAGE

and the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser, is a former executive

of Big Pharma giant GlaxoSmithKline with its fundamental financial

and business connections to Bill Gates. In September, 2020, it was

revealed that Vallance owned a deferred bonus of shares in

GlaxoSmithKline worth £600,000 while the company was

‘developing’ a ‘Covid vaccine’. Move along now – nothing to see

here – what could possibly be wrong with that? Imperial College in

London, a major player in ‘Covid’ policy in Britain and elsewhere

with its ‘Covid-19’ Response Team, is funded by Gates and has big

connections to China while the now infamous Professor Neil

Ferguson, the useless ‘computer modeller’ at Imperial College is also

funded by Gates. Ferguson delivered the dramatically inaccurate

excuse for the first lockdowns (much more in the next chapter). The

Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation (IHME) in the United

States, another source of outrageously false ‘Covid’ computer

models to justify lockdowns, is bankrolled by Gates who is a

vehement promotor of lockdowns. America’s version of Whi y and

Vallance, the again now infamous Anthony Fauci, has connections to

‘Covid vaccine’ maker Moderna as does Bill Gates through funding

from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Fauci is director of the

National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID), a

major recipient of Gates money, and they are very close. Deborah

Birx who was appointed White House Coronavirus Response

Coordinator in February, 2020, is yet another with ties to Gates. 

Everywhere you look at the different elements around the world

behind the coordination and decision making of the ‘Covid’ hoax

there is Bill Gates and his money. They include the World Health

Organization; Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in the United

States; National Institutes of Health (NIH) of Anthony Fauci; 

Imperial College and Neil Ferguson; the London School of Hygiene

where Chris Whi y worked; Regulatory agencies like the UK

Medicines & Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA)

which gave emergency approval for ‘Covid vaccines’; Wellcome

Trust; GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance; the Coalition for Epidemic

Preparedness Innovations (CEPI); Johns Hopkins University which

has compiled the false ‘Covid’ figures; and the World Economic

Forum. A Nationalfile.com article said:

Gates has a lot of pull in the medical world, he has a multi-million dollar relationship with Dr. 

Fauci, and Fauci originally took the Gates line supporting vaccines and casting doubt on [the drug hydroxychloroquine]. Coronavirus response team member Dr. Deborah Birx, appointed

by former president Obama to serve as United States Global AIDS Coordinator, also sits on the board of a group that has received billions from Gates’ foundation, and Birx reportedly used a disputed Bill Gates-funded model for the White House’s Coronavirus effort. Gates is a big proponent for a population lockdown scenario for the Coronavirus outbreak. 

Another funder of Moderna is the Defense Advanced Research

Projects Agency (DARPA), the technology-development arm of the

Pentagon and one of the most sinister organisations on earth. 

DARPA had a major role with the CIA covert technology-funding

operation In-Q-Tel in the development of Google and social media

which is now at the centre of global censorship. Fauci and Gates are

extremely close and openly admit to talking regularly about ‘Covid’

policy, but then why wouldn’t Gates have a seat at every national

‘Covid’ table a er his Foundation commi ed $1.75 billion to the

‘fight against Covid-19’. When passed through our Orwellian

Translation Unit this means that he has bought and paid for the Cult-

driven ‘Covid’ response worldwide. Research the major ‘Covid’

response personnel in your own country and you will find the same

Gates funding and other connections again and again. Medical and

science chiefs following World Health Organization ‘policy’ sit atop

a medical hierarchy in their country of administrators, doctors and

nursing staff. These ‘subordinates’ are told they must work and

behave in accordance with the policy delivered from the ‘top’ of the

national ‘health’ pyramid which is largely the policy delivered by

the WHO which is the policy delivered by Gates and the Cult. The

whole ‘Covid’ narrative has been imposed on medical staff by a

climate of fear although great numbers don’t even need that to

comply. They do so through breathtaking levels of ignorance and

include doctors who go through life simply repeating what Big

Pharma and their hierarchical masters tell them to say and believe. 

No wonder Big Pharma ‘medicine’ is one of the biggest killers on

Planet Earth. 

The same top-down system of intimidation operates with regard

to the Cult Big Pharma cartel which also dictates policy through

national and global medical systems in this way. The Cult and Big

Pharma agendas are the same because the former controls and owns

the la er. ‘Health’ administrators, doctors, and nursing staff are told

to support and parrot the dictated policy or they will face

consequences which can include being fired. How sad it’s been to see

medical staff meekly repeating and imposing Cult policy without

question and most of those who can see through the deceit are only

willing to speak anonymously off the record. They know what will

happen if their identity is known. This has le  the courageous few to

expose the lies about the ‘virus’, face masks, overwhelmed hospitals

that aren’t, and the dangers of the ‘vaccine’ that isn’t a vaccine. When

these medical professionals and scientists, some renowned in their

field, have taken to the Internet to expose the truth their articles, 

comments and videos have been deleted by Cult-owned Facebook, 

Twi er and YouTube. What a real head-shaker to see YouTube

videos with leading world scientists and highly qualified medical

specialists with an added link underneath to the notorious Cult

propaganda website  Wikipedia to find the ‘facts’ about the same

subject. 

HIV – the ‘Covid’ trial-run

I’ll give you an example of the consequences for health and truth

that come from censorship and unquestioning belief in official

narratives. The story was told by PCR inventor Kary Mullis in his

book  Dancing Naked in the Mind Field. He said that in 1984 he

accepted as just another scientific fact that Luc Montagnier of

France’s Pasteur Institute and Robert Gallo of America’s National

Institutes of Health had independently discovered that a ‘retrovirus’

dubbed HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) caused AIDS. They

were, a er all, Mullis writes, specialists in retroviruses. This is how the medical and science pyramids work. Something is announced or

 assumed and then becomes an everybody-knows-that purely through

repetition of the assumption as if it is fact. Complete crap becomes

accepted truth with no supporting evidence and only repetition of

the crap. This is how a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist became the ‘virus’

that changed the world. The HIV-AIDS fairy story became a multi-

billion pound industry and the media poured out propaganda

terrifying the world about the deadly HIV ‘virus’ that caused the

lethal AIDS. By then Mullis was working at a lab in Santa Monica, 

California, to detect retroviruses with his PCR test in blood

donations received by the Red Cross. In doing so he asked a

virologist where he could find a reference for HIV being the cause of

AIDS. ‘You don’t need a reference,’ the virologist said …  ‘Everybody

 knows it.’ Mullis said he wanted to quote a reference in the report he

was doing and he said he felt a li le funny about not knowing the

source of such an important discovery when everyone else seemed

to. The virologist suggested he cite a report by the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) on morbidity and mortality. 

Mullis read the report, but it only said that an organism had been

identified and did not say how. The report did not identify the

original scientific work. Physicians, however,  assumed (key recurring

theme) that if the CDC was convinced that HIV caused AIDS then

proof must exist. Mullis continues:

I did computer searches. Neither Montagnier, Gallo, nor anyone else had published papers describing experiments which led to the conclusion that HIV probably caused AIDS. I read the papers in Science for which they had become well known as AIDS doctors, but all they had said there was that they had found evidence of a past infection by something which was probably HIV in some AIDS patients. 

They found antibodies. Antibodies to viruses had always been considered evidence of past disease, not present disease. Antibodies signaled that the virus had been defeated. The patient had saved himself. There was no indication in these papers that this virus caused a disease. 

They didn’t show that everybody with the antibodies had the disease. In fact they found some healthy people with antibodies. 

Mullis asked why their work had been published if Montagnier

and Gallo hadn’t really found this evidence, and why had they been

fighting so hard to get credit for the discovery? He says he was

hesitant to write ‘HIV is the probable cause of AIDS’ until he found

published evidence to support that. ‘Tens of thousands of scientists

and researchers were spending billions of dollars a year doing

research based on this idea,’ Mullis writes. ‘The reason had to be

there somewhere; otherwise these people would not have allowed

their research to se le into one narrow channel of investigation.’ He

said he lectured about PCR at numerous meetings where people

were always talking about HIV and he asked them how they knew

that HIV was the cause of AIDS:

Everyone said something. Everyone had the answer at home, in the office, in some drawer. 

They all knew, and they would send me the papers as soon as they got back. But I never got any papers. Nobody ever sent me the news about how AIDS was caused by HIV. 

Eventually Mullis was able to ask Montagnier himself about the

reference proof when he lectured in San Diego at the grand opening

of the University of California AIDS Research Center. Mullis says

this was the last time he would ask his question without showing

anger. Montagnier said he should reference the CDC report. ‘I read

it’, Mullis said, and it didn’t answer the question. ‘If Montagnier

didn’t know the answer who the hell did?’ Then one night Mullis

was driving when an interview came on National Public Radio with

Peter Duesberg, a prominent virologist at Berkeley and a California

Scientist of the Year. Mullis says he finally understood why he could

not find references that connected HIV to AIDS –  there weren’t any! 

No one had ever proved that HIV causes AIDS even though it had

spawned a multi-billion pound global industry and the media was

repeating this as fact every day in their articles and broadcasts

terrifying the shit out of people about AIDS and giving the

impression that a positive test for HIV (see ‘Covid’) was a death

sentence. Duesberg was a threat to the AIDS gravy train and the

agenda that underpinned it. He was therefore abused and castigated

a er he told the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences

there was no good evidence implicating the new ‘virus’. Editors

rejected his manuscripts and his research funds were deleted. Mullis

points out that the CDC has defined AIDS as one of more than 30

diseases  if accompanied by a positive result on a test that detects

antibodies to HIV; but those same diseases are not defined as AIDS

cases when antibodies are not detected:

If an HIV-positive woman develops uterine cancer, for example, she is considered to have AIDS. If she is not HIV positive, she simply has uterine cancer. An HIV-positive man with tuberculosis has AIDS; if he tests negative he simply has tuberculosis. If he lives in Kenya or Colombia, where the test for HIV antibodies is too expensive, he is simply presumed to have the antibodies and therefore AIDS, and therefore he can be treated in the World Health

Organization’s clinic. It’s the only medical help available in some places. And it’s free, because the countries that support WHO are worried about AIDS. 

Mullis accuses the CDC of continually adding new diseases (see ever

more ‘Covid symptoms’) to the grand AIDS definition and of

virtually doctoring the books to make it appear as if the disease

continued to spread. He cites how in 1993 the CDC enormously

broadened its AIDS definition and county health authorities were

delighted because they received $2,500 per year from the Federal

government for every reported AIDS case. Ladies and gentlemen, I

have just described, via Kary Mullis, the ‘Covid pandemic’ of 2020

and beyond. Every element is the same and it’s been pulled off in the

same way by the same networks. 

The ‘Covid virus’ exists? Okay – prove it. Er … still waiting

What Kary Mullis described with regard to ‘HIV’ has been repeated

with ‘Covid’. A claim is made that a new, or ‘novel’, infection has

been found and the entire medical system of the world repeats that

as fact exactly as they did with HIV and AIDS. No one in the

mainstream asks rather relevant questions such as ‘How do you

know?’ and ‘Where is your proof?’ The SARS-Cov-2 ‘virus’ and the

‘Covid-19 disease’ became an overnight ‘everybody-knows-that’. 

The origin could be debated and mulled over, but what you could

not suggest was that ‘SARS-Cov-2’ didn’t exist. That would be

ridiculous. ‘Everybody knows’ the ‘virus’ exists. Well, I didn’t for

one along with American proper doctors like Andrew Kaufman and

Tom Cowan and long-time American proper journalist Jon

Rappaport. We dared to pursue the obvious and simple question:

‘Where’s the evidence?’ The overwhelming majority in medicine, 

journalism and the general public did not think to ask that. A er all, 

 everyone knew there was a new ‘virus’. Everyone was saying so and I

heard it on the BBC. Some would eventually argue that the ‘deadly

virus’ was nothing like as deadly as claimed, but few would venture

into the realms of its very existence. Had they done so they would

have found that the evidence for that claim had gone AWOL as with

HIV causes AIDS. In fact, not even that. For something to go AWOL

it has to exist in the first place and scientific proof for a ‘SARS-Cov-2’

can be filed under nothing, nowhere and zilch. 

Dr Andrew Kaufman is a board-certified forensic psychiatrist in

New York State, a Doctor of Medicine and former Assistant

Professor and Medical Director of Psychiatry at SUNY Upstate

Medical University, and Medical Instructor of Hematology and

Oncology at the Medical School of South Carolina. He also studied

biology at the Massachuse s Institute of Technology (MIT) and

trained in Psychiatry at Duke University. Kaufman is retired from

allopathic medicine, but remains a consultant and educator on

natural healing, I saw a video of his very early on in the ‘Covid’ hoax

in which he questioned claims about the ‘virus’ in the absence of any

supporting evidence and with plenty pointing the other way. I did

everything I could to circulate his work which I felt was asking the

pivotal questions that needed an answer. I can recommend an

excellent pull-together interview he did with the website The Last

Vagabond entitled  Dr Andrew Kaufman: Virus Isolation, Terrain Theory

 and  Covid-19 and his website is andrewkaufmanmd.com. Kaufman is

not only a forensic psychiatrist; he is forensic in all that he does. He

always reads original scientific papers, experiments and studies

instead of second-third-fourth-hand reports about the ‘virus’ in the

media which are repeating the repeated repetition of the narrative. 

When he did so with the original Chinese ‘virus’ papers Kaufman

realised that there was no evidence of a ‘SARS-Cov-2’. They had

never – from the start – shown it to exist and every repeat of this

claim worldwide was based on the accepted existence of proof that

was nowhere to be found – see Kary Mullis and HIV. Here we go

again. 

Let’s postulate

Kaufman discovered that the Chinese authorities immediately

concluded that the cause of an illness that broke out among about

200 initial patients in Wuhan was a ‘new virus’ when there were no

grounds to make that conclusion. The alleged ‘virus’ was not

isolated from other genetic material in their samples and then shown

through a system known as Koch’s postulates to be the causative

agent of the illness. The world was told that the SARS-Cov-2 ‘virus’

caused a disease they called ‘Covid-19’ which had ‘flu-like’

symptoms and could lead to respiratory problems and pneumonia. 

If it wasn’t so tragic it would almost be funny.  ‘Flu-like’ symptoms’? 

 Pneumonia? Respiratory disease?  What in  CHINA and particularly in

 Wuhan, one of the most polluted cities in the world with a resulting

epidemic of respiratory disease?? Three hundred thousand people

get pneumonia in China every year and there are nearly a billion

cases worldwide of ‘flu-like symptoms’. These have a whole range of

causes – including pollution in Wuhan – but no other possibility was

credibly considered in late 2019 when the world was told there was a

new and deadly ‘virus’. The global prevalence of pneumonia and

‘flu-like systems’ gave the Cult networks unlimited potential to re-

diagnose these other causes as the mythical ‘Covid-19’ and that is

what they did from the very start. Kaufman revealed how Chinese

medical and science authorities (all subordinates to the Cult-owned

communist government) took genetic material from the lungs of

only a few of the first patients. The material contained their own

cells, bacteria, fungi and other microorganisms living in their bodies. 

The only way you could prove the existence of the ‘virus’ and its

responsibility for the alleged ‘Covid-19’ was to isolate the virus from

all the other material – a process also known as ‘purification’ – and

then follow the postulates sequence developed in the late 19th

century by German physician and bacteriologist Robert Koch which

became the ‘gold standard’ for connecting an alleged causation

agent to a disease:

1. The microorganism (bacteria, fungus, virus, etc.) must be present in every case of the disease and all patients must have the same symptoms. It must also  not be present in healthy individuals. 

2. The microorganism must be isolated from the host with the disease. If the microorganism is a bacteria or fungus it must be grown in a pure culture. If it is a virus, it must be purified (i.e. containing no other material except the virus particles) from a clinical sample. 

3. The specific disease, with all of its characteristics, must be reproduced when the

infectious agent (the purified virus or a pure culture of bacteria or fungi) is inoculated into a healthy, susceptible host. 

4. The microorganism must be recoverable from the experimentally infected host as in step 2. 

 Not one of these criteria has been met in the case of ‘SARS-Cov-2’ and

‘Covid-19’. Not ONE.  EVER. Robert Koch refers to bacteria and not

viruses. What are called ‘viral particles’ are so minute (hence masks

are useless by any definition) that they could only be seen a er the

invention of the electron microscope in the 1930s and can still only

be observed through that means. American bacteriologist and

virologist Thomas Milton Rivers, the so-called ‘Father of Modern

Virology’ who was very significantly director of the Rockefeller

Institute for Medical Research in the 1930s, developed a less

stringent version of Koch’s postulates to identify ‘virus’ causation

known as ‘Rivers criteria’. ‘Covid’ did not pass that process either. 

Some even doubt whether any ‘virus’ can be isolated from other

particles containing genetic material in the Koch method. Freedom

of Information requests in many countries asking for scientific proof

that the ‘Covid virus’ has been purified and isolated and shown to

exist have all come back with a ‘we don’t have that’ and when this

happened with a request to the UK Department of Health they

added this comment:

However, outside of the scope of the [Freedom of Information Act] and on a discretionary basis, the following information has been advised to us, which may be of interest. Most

infectious diseases are caused by viruses, bacteria or fungi. Some bacteria or fungi have the capacity to grow on their own in isolation, for example in colonies on a petri dish. Viruses are different in that they are what we call ‘obligate pathogens’ – that is, they cannot survive or reproduce without infecting a host ... 

… For some diseases, it is possible to establish causation between a microorganism and a disease by isolating the pathogen from a patient, growing it in pure culture and reintroducing it to a healthy organism. These are known as ‘Koch’s postulates’ and were developed in 1882. 

However, as our understanding of disease and different disease-causing agents has advanced, these are no longer the method for determining causation [Andrew Kaufman asks why in that case are there two published articles falsely claiming to satisfy Koch’s postulates]. 

It has long been known that viral diseases cannot be identified in this way as viruses cannot be grown in ‘pure culture’. When a patient is tested for a viral illness, this is normally done by looking for the presence of antigens, or viral genetic code in a host with molecular biology techniques [Kaufman asks how you could know the origin of these chemicals without having a pure culture for comparison]. 

For the record ‘antigens’ are defined so:

Invading microorganisms have antigens on their surface that the human body can recognise as being foreign – meaning not belonging to it. When the body recognises a foreign antigen, lymphocytes (white blood cells) produce antibodies, which are complementary in shape to

the antigen. 

Notwithstanding that this is open to question in relation to ‘SARS-

Cov-2’ the presence of ‘antibodies’ can have many causes and they

are found in people that are perfectly well. Kary Mullis said:

‘Antibodies … had always been considered evidence of past disease, 

not present disease.’

‘Covid’ really is a  computer ‘virus’

Where the UK Department of Health statement says ‘viruses’ are

now ‘diagnosed’ through a ‘viral genetic code in a host with

molecular biology techniques’, they mean …  the PCR test which its

inventor said cannot test for infectious disease. They have no

credible method of connecting a ‘virus’ to a disease and we will see

that there is no scientific proof that any ‘virus’ causes any disease or

there is any such thing as a ‘virus’ in the way that it is described. 

Tenacious Canadian researcher Christine Massey and her team made

some 40 Freedom of Information requests to national public health

agencies in different countries asking for proof that SARS-CoV-2 has

been isolated and not one of them could supply that information. 

Massey said of her request in Canada: ‘Freedom of Information

reveals Public Health Agency of Canada has no record of ‘SARS-

COV-2’ isolation performed by anyone, anywhere, ever.’ If you

accept the comment from the UK Department of Health it’s because

they can’t isolate a ‘virus’. Even so many ‘science’ papers claimed to

have isolated the ‘Covid virus’ until they were questioned and had

to admit they hadn’t. A reply from the Robert Koch Institute in

Germany was typical: ‘I am not aware of a paper which purified

isolated SARS-CoV-2.’ So what the hell was Christian Drosten and

his gang using to design the ‘Covid’ testing protocol that has

produced all the illusory Covid’ cases and ‘Covid’ deaths when the

head of the Chinese version of the CDC admi ed there was a

problem right from the start in that the ‘virus’ had never been

isolated/purified? Breathe deeply: What they are calling ‘Covid’ is

actually created by a  computer program i.e.  they made it up – er, that’s it. They took lung fluid, with many sources of genetic material, from

one single person alleged to be infected with Covid-19 by a PCR test

which they  claimed, without clear evidence, contained a ‘virus’. They

used several computer programs to create a model of a theoretical

virus genome sequence from more than fi y-six million small

sequences of RNA, each of an unknown source, assembling them

like a puzzle with no known solution. The computer filled in the

gaps with sequences from bits in the gene bank to make it look like a

bat SARS-like coronavirus! A wave of the magic wand and poof, an

in silico (computer-generated) genome, a scientific fantasy, was

created. UK health researcher Dr Kevin Corbe  made the same point

with this analogy:

… It’s like giving you a few bones and saying that’s your fish. It could be any fish. Not even a skeleton. Here’s a few fragments of bones. That’s your fish … It’s all from gene bank and the bits of the virus sequence that weren’t there they made up. 

They synthetically created them to fill in the blanks. That’s what genetics is; it’s a code. So it’s ABBBCCDDD and you’re missing some what you think is EEE so you put it in. It’s all

synthetic. You just manufacture the bits that are missing. This is the end result of the geneticization of virology. This is basically a computer virus. 

Further confirmation came in an email exchange between British

citizen journalist Frances Leader and the government’s Medicines & 

Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (the Gates-funded MHRA)

which gave emergency permission for untested ‘Covid vaccines’ to

be used. The agency admi ed that the ‘vaccine’ is not based on an

isolated ‘virus’, but comes from a  computer-generated model. Frances

Leader was naturally banned from Cult-owned fascist Twi er for

making this exchange public. The process of creating computer-

generated alleged ‘viruses’ is called ‘in silico’ or ‘in silicon’ –

computer chips – and the term ‘in silico’ is believed to originate with

biological experiments using only a computer in 1989. ‘Vaccines’

involved with ‘Covid’ are also produced ‘in silico’ or by computer

not a natural process. If the original ‘virus’ is nothing more than a

made-up computer model how can there be ‘new variants’ of

something that never existed in the first place? They are not new

‘variants’; they are new  computer models only minutely different to

the original program and designed to further terrify the population

into having the ‘vaccine’ and submi ing to fascism. You want a ‘new

variant’? Click, click, enter – there you go. Tell the medical

profession that you have discovered a ‘South African variant’, ‘UK

variants’ or a ‘Brazilian variant’ and in the usual HIV-causes-AIDS

manner they will unquestioningly repeat it with no evidence

whatsoever to support these claims. They will go on television and

warn about the dangers of ‘new variants’ while doing nothing more

than repeating what they have been told to be true and knowing that

any deviation from that would be career suicide. Big-time insiders

will know it’s a hoax, but much of the medical community is clueless

about the way they are being played and themselves play the public

without even being aware they are doing so. What an interesting

‘coincidence’ that AstraZeneca and Oxford University were

conducting ‘Covid vaccine trials’ in the three countries – the UK, 

South Africa and Brazil – where the first three ‘variants’ were

claimed to have ‘broken out’. 

Here’s your ‘virus’ – it’s a unicorn

Dr Andrew Kaufman presented a brilliant analysis describing how

the ‘virus’ was imagined into fake existence when he dissected an

article published by  Nature and wri en by 19 authors detailing

 alleged ‘sequencing of a complete viral genome’ of the ‘new SARS-

CoV-2 virus’. This computer-modelled  in silico genome was used as a

template for all subsequent genome sequencing experiments that

resulted in the so-called variants which he said now number more

than  6,000. The fake genome was constructed from more than 56

million individual short strands of RNA. Those li le pieces were

assembled into longer pieces by finding areas of overlapping

sequences. The computer programs created over two million

possible combinations from which the authors simply chose the

longest one. They then compared this to a ‘bat virus’ and the

computer ‘alignment’ rearranged the sequence and filled in the gaps! 

They called this computer-generated abomination the ‘complete

genome’. Dr Tom Cowan, a fellow medical author and collaborator

with Kaufman, said such computer-generation constitutes scientific

fraud and he makes this superb analogy:

Here is an equivalency: A group of researchers claim to have found a unicorn because they found a piece of a hoof, a hair from a tail, and a snippet of a horn. They then add that information into a computer and program it to re-create the unicorn, and they then claim this computer re-creation is the real unicorn. Of course, they had never actually seen a unicorn so could not possibly have examined its genetic makeup to compare their samples with the

actual unicorn’s hair, hooves and horn. 

The researchers claim they decided which is the real genome of SARS-CoV-2 by ‘consensus’, sort of like a vote. Again, different computer programs will come up with different versions of the imaginary ‘unicorn’, so they come together as a group and decide which is the real

imaginary unicorn. 

This is how the ‘virus’ that has transformed the world was brought

into fraudulent ‘existence’. Extraordinary, yes, but as the Nazis said


the bigger the lie the more will believe it. Cowan, however, wasn’t

finished and he went on to identify what he called the real

blockbuster in the paper. He quotes this section from a paper wri en

by virologists and published by the CDC and then explains what it

means:

Therefore, we examined the capacity of SARS-CoV-2 to infect and replicate in several

common primate and human cell lines, including human adenocarcinoma cells (A549), 

human liver cells (HUH 7.0), and human embryonic kidney cells (HEK-293T). In addition to Vero E6 and Vero CCL81 cells. ... Each cell line was inoculated at high multiplicity of

infection and examined 24h post-infection. 

No CPE was observed in any of the cell lines except in Vero cells, which grew to greater than 10 to the 7th power at 24 h post-infection. In contrast, HUH 7.0 and 293T showed only

modest viral replication, and A549 cells were incompatible with SARS CoV-2 infection. 

Cowan explains that when virologists a empt to prove infection

they have three possible ‘hosts’ or models on which they can test. 

The first was humans. Exposure to humans was generally not done

for ethical reasons and has never been done with SARS-CoV-2 or any

coronavirus. The second possible host was animals. Cowan said that

forge ing for a moment that they never actually use purified virus

when exposing animals they do use solutions that they  claim contain

the virus. Exposure to animals has been done with SARS-CoV-2 in

an experiment involving mice and this is what they found:  None of

 the wild (normal) mice got sick. In a group of genetically-modified

mice, a statistically insignificant number lost weight and had slightly

bristled fur, but they experienced nothing like the illness called

‘Covid-19’. Cowan said the third method – the one they mostly rely

on – is to inoculate solutions they  say contain the virus onto a variety

of tissue cultures. This process had never been shown to kill tissue

 unless the sample material was starved of nutrients and poisoned as

 part of the process. Yes, incredibly, in tissue experiments designed to

show the ‘virus’ is responsible for killing the tissue they starve the

tissue of nutrients and add toxic drugs including antibiotics and they

do not have control studies to see if it’s the starvation and poisoning

that is degrading the tissue rather than the ‘virus’ they allege to be in

there somewhere. You want me to pinch you? Yep, I understand. 

Tom Cowan said this about the whole nonsensical farce as he

explains what that quote from the CDC paper really means:

The shocking thing about the above quote is that using their own methods, the virologists found that solutions containing SARS-CoV-2 – even in high amounts – were NOT, I repeat

NOT, infective to any of the three human tissue cultures they tested. In plain English, this means they proved, on their terms, that this ‘new coronavirus’ is not infectious to human beings. It is ONLY infective to monkey kidney cells, and only then when you add two potent drugs (gentamicin and amphotericin), known to be toxic to kidneys, to the mix. 

My friends, read this again and again. These virologists, published by the CDC, performed a clear proof, on their terms, showing that the SARS-CoV-2 virus is harmless to human beings. 

That is the only possible conclusion, but, unfortunately, this result is not even mentioned in their conclusion. They simply say they can provide virus stocks cultured only on monkey Vero cells, thanks for coming. 

Cowan concluded: ‘If people really understood how this “science” 

was done, I would hope they would storm the gates and demand

honesty, transparency and truth.’ Dr Michael Yeadon, former Vice

President and Chief Scientific Adviser at drug giant Pfizer has been a

vocal critic of the ‘Covid vaccine’ and its potential for multiple harm. 

He said in an interview in April, 2021, that ‘not one [vaccine] has the

virus. He was asked why vaccines normally using a ‘dead’ version of

a disease to activate the immune system were not used for ‘Covid’

and instead we had the synthetic methods of the ‘mRNA Covid

vaccine’. Yeadon said that to do the former ‘you’d have to have some

of [the virus] wouldn’t you?’ He added: ‘No-one’s got any –

seriously.’ Yeadon said that surely they couldn’t have fooled the

whole world for a year without having a virus, ‘but oddly enough

ask around – no one’s got it’. He didn’t know why with all the ‘great

labs’ around the world that the virus had not been isolated – ‘Maybe

they’ve been too busy running bad PCR tests and vaccines that

people don’t need.’ What is today called ‘science’ is not ‘science’ at

all. Science is no longer what is, but whatever people can be

manipulated to  believe that it is. Real science has been hĳacked by the

Cult to dispense and produce the ‘expert scientists’ and contentions

that suit the agenda of the Cult. How big-time this has happened

with the ‘Covid’ hoax which is entirely based on fake science

delivered by fake ‘scientists’ and fake ‘doctors’. The human-caused

climate change hoax is also entirely based on fake science delivered

by fake ‘scientists’ and fake ‘climate experts’. In both cases real

scientists, climate experts and doctors have their views suppressed

and deleted by the Cult-owned science establishment, media and

Silicon Valley. This is the ‘science’ that politicians claim to be

‘following’ and a common denominator of ‘Covid’ and climate are

Cult psychopaths Bill Gates and his mate Klaus Schwab at the Gates-

funded World Economic Forum. But, don’t worry, it’s all just a

coincidence and absolutely nothing to worry about.  Zzzzzzzz. 

What is a ‘virus’ REALLY? 

Dr Tom Cowan is one of many contesting the very existence of

viruses let alone that they cause disease. This is understandable

when there is no scientific evidence for a disease-causing ‘virus’. 

German virologist Dr Stefan Lanka won a landmark case in 2017 in

the German Supreme Court over his contention that there is no such

thing as a measles virus. He had offered a big prize for anyone who

could prove there is and Lanka won his case when someone sought

to claim the money. There is currently a prize of more than 225,000

euros on offer from an Isolate Truth Fund for anyone who can prove

the isolation of SARS-CoV-2 and its genetic substance. Lanka wrote

in an article headed ‘The Misconception Called Virus’ that scientists

think a ‘virus’ is causing tissue to become diseased and degraded

when in fact it is the  processes they are using which do that – not a

‘virus’. Lanka has done an important job in making this point clear

as Cowan did in his analysis of the CDC paper. Lanka says that all

claims about viruses as disease-causing pathogens are wrong and

based on ‘easily recognisable, understandable and verifiable

misinterpretations.’ Scientists believed they were working with

‘viruses’ in their laboratories when they were really working with

‘typical particles of specific dying tissues or cells …’ Lanka said that

the tissue decaying process claimed to be caused by a ‘virus’ still

happens when no alleged ‘virus’ is involved. It’s the  process that does

the damage and not a ‘virus’. The genetic sample is deprived of

nutrients, removed from its energy supply through removal from

the body and then doused in toxic antibiotics to remove any bacteria. 

He confirms again that establishment scientists do not (pinch me)

conduct control experiments to see if this is the case and if they did they would see the claims that ‘viruses’ are doing the damage is

nonsense. He adds that during the measles ‘virus’ court case he

commissioned an independent laboratory to perform just such a

control experiment and the result was that the tissues and cells died

in the exact same way as with alleged ‘infected’ material. This is

supported by a gathering number of scientists, doctors and

researchers who reject what is called ‘germ theory’ or the belief in

the body being infected by contagious sources emi ed by other

people. Researchers Dawn Lester and David Parker take the same

stance in their highly-detailed and sourced book  What Really Makes

 You Ill – Why everything you thought you knew about disease is wrong

which was recommended to me by a number of medical

professionals genuinely seeking the truth. Lester and Parker say

there is no provable scientific evidence to show that a ‘virus’ can be

transmi ed between people or people and animals or animals and

people:

The definition also claims that viruses are the cause of many diseases, as if this has been definitively proven. But this is not the case; there is no original scientific evidence that definitively demonstrates that any virus is the cause of any disease. The burden of proof for any theory lies with those who proposed it; but none of the existing documents provides

‘proof’ that supports the claim that ‘viruses’ are pathogens. 

Dr Tom Cowan employs one of his clever analogies to describe the

process by which a ‘virus’ is named as the culprit for a disease when

what is called a ‘virus’ is only material released by cells detoxing

themselves from infiltration by chemical or radiation poisoning. The

tidal wave of technologically-generated radiation in the ‘smart’

modern world plus all the toxic food and drink are causing this to

happen more than ever. Deluded ‘scientists’ misread this as a

gathering impact of what they wrongly label ‘viruses’. 

Paper can infect houses

Cowan said in an article for davidicke.com – with his tongue only

mildly in his cheek – that he believed he had made a tremendous

discovery that may revolutionise science. He had discovered that

small bits of paper are alive, ‘well alive-ish’, can ‘infect’ houses, and

then reproduce themselves inside the house. The result was that this

explosion of growth in the paper inside the house causes the house

to explode, blowing it to smithereens. His evidence for this new

theory is that in the past months he had carefully examined many of

the houses in his neighbourhood and found almost no scraps of

paper on the lawns and surrounds of the house. There was an

occasional stray label, but nothing more. Then he would return to

these same houses a week or so later and with a few, not all of them, 

particularly the old and decrepit ones, he found to his shock and

surprise they were li ered with stray bits of paper. He knew then

that the paper had infected these houses, made copies of itself, and

blew up the house. A young boy on a bicycle at one of the sites told

him he had seen a demolition crew using dynamite to explode the

house the previous week, but Cowan dismissed this as the idle

thoughts of silly boys because ‘I was on to something big’. He was

on to how ‘scientists’ mistake genetic material in the detoxifying

process for something they call a ‘virus’. Cowan said of his house

and paper story:

If this sounds crazy to you, it’s because it should. This scenario is obviously nuts. But consider this admittedly embellished, for effect, current viral theory that all scientists, medical doctors and virologists currently believe. 

He takes the example of the ‘novel SARS-Cov2’ virus to prove the

point. First they take someone with an undefined illness called

‘Covid-19’ and don’t even a empt to find any virus in their sputum. 

Never mind the scientists still describe how this ‘virus’, which they

have not located a aches to a cell receptor, injects its genetic

material, in ‘Covid’s’ case, RNA, into the cell. The RNA once inserted

exploits the cell to reproduce itself and makes ‘thousands, nay

millions, of copies of itself … Then it emerges victorious to claim its

next victim’:

If you were to look in the scientific literature for proof, actual scientific proof, that uniform SARS-CoV2 viruses have been properly isolated from the sputum of a sick person, that actual spike proteins could be seen protruding from the virus (which has not been found), you would find that such evidence doesn’t exist. 

If you go looking in the published scientific literature for actual pictures, proof, that these spike proteins or any viral proteins are ever attached to any receptor embedded in any cell membrane, you would also find that no such evidence exists. If you were to look for a video or documented evidence of the intact virus injecting its genetic material into the body of the cell, reproducing itself and then emerging victorious by budding off the cell membrane, you would find that no such evidence exists. 

The closest thing you would find is electron micrograph pictures of cellular particles, possibly attached to cell debris, both of which to be seen were stained by heavy metals, a process that completely distorts their architecture within the living organism. This is like finding bits of paper stuck to the blown-up bricks, thereby proving the paper emerged by taking pieces of the bricks on its way out. 

The Enders baloney

Cowan describes the ‘Covid’ story as being just as make-believe as

his paper story and he charts back this fantasy to a Nobel Prize

winner called John Enders (1897-1985), an American biomedical

scientist who has been dubbed ‘The Father of Modern Vaccines’. 

Enders is claimed to have ‘discovered’ the process of the viral

culture which ‘proved’ that a ‘virus’ caused measles. Cowan

explains how Enders did this ‘by using the EXACT same procedure

that has been followed by every virologist to find and characterize

every new virus since 1954’. Enders took throat swabs from children

with measles and immersed them in 2ml of milk. Penicillin (100u/ml)

and the antibiotic streptomycin (50,g/ml) were added and the whole

mix was centrifuged – rotated at high speed to separate large cellular

debris from small particles and molecules as with milk and cream, 

for example. Cowan says that if the aim is to find li le particles of

genetic material (‘viruses’) in the snot from children with measles it

would seem that the last thing you would do is mix the snot with

other material – milk –that also has genetic material. ‘How are you

ever going to know whether whatever you found came from the snot

or the milk?’ He points out that streptomycin is a ‘nephrotoxic’ or

poisonous-to-the-kidney drug. You will see the relevance of that

shortly. Cowan says that it gets worse, much worse, when Enders

describes the culture medium upon which the virus ‘grows’: ‘The

culture medium consisted of bovine amniotic fluid (90%), beef

embryo extract (5%), horse serum (5%), antibiotics and phenol red as

an indicator of cell metabolism.’ Cowan asks incredulously: ‘Did he

just say that the culture medium also contained fluids and tissues

that are themselves rich sources of genetic material?’ The genetic

cocktail, or ‘medium’, is inoculated onto tissue and cells from rhesus

monkey  kidney tissue. This is where the importance of streptomycin

comes in and currently-used antimicrobials and other drugs that are

 poisonous to kidneys and used in ALL modern viral cultures (e.g. 

gentamicin, streptomycin, and amphotericin). Cowan asks: ‘How are

you ever going to know from this witch’s brew where any genetic

material comes from as we now have five different sources of rich

genetic material in our mix?’ Remember, he says, that all genetic

material, whether from monkey kidney tissues, bovine serum, milk, 

etc., is made from the exact same components. The same central

question returns: ‘How are you possibly going to know that it was

the virus that killed the kidney tissue and not the toxic antibiotic and

starvation rations on which you are growing the tissue?’ John Enders

answered the question himself –  you can’t:

A second agent was obtained from an uninoculated culture of monkey kidney cells. The

cytopathic changes [death of the cells] it induced in the unstained preparations could not be distinguished with confidence from the viruses isolated from measles. 

The death of the cells (‘cytopathic changes’) happened in exactly

the same manner, whether they inoculated the kidney tissue with the

measles snot or not, Cowan says. ‘This is evidence that the

destruction of the tissue, the very proof of viral causation of illness, 

was not caused by anything in the snot because they saw the same

destructive effect when the snot was not even used … the cytopathic, 

i.e., cell-killing, changes come from the process of the culture itself, 

not from any virus in any snot, period.’ Enders quotes in his 1957

paper a virologist called Ruckle as reporting similar findings ‘and in

addition has isolated an agent from monkey kidney tissue that is so

far indistinguishable from human measles virus’. In other words, 

Cowan says, these particles called ‘measles viruses’ are simply and

clearly breakdown products of the starved and poisoned tissue. For

measles ‘virus’ see all ‘viruses’ including the so-called ‘Covid virus’. 

Enders, the ‘Father of Modern Vaccines’, also said:

There is a potential risk in employing cultures of primate cells for the production of vaccines composed of attenuated virus, since the presence of other agents possibly latent in primate tissues cannot be definitely excluded by any known method. 

Cowan further quotes from a paper published in the journal

 Viruses in May, 2020, while the ‘Covid pandemic’ was well

underway in the media if not in reality. ‘EVs’ here refers to particles

of genetic debris from our own tissues, such as exosomes of which

more in a moment: ‘The remarkable resemblance between EVs and

viruses has caused quite a few problems in the studies focused on

the analysis of EVs released during viral infections.’ Later the paper

adds that to date a reliable method that can actually guarantee a

complete separation (of EVs from viruses) DOES NOT EXIST. This

was published at a time when a fairy tale ‘virus’ was claimed in total

certainty to be causing a fairy tale ‘viral disease’ called ‘Covid-19’ – a

fairy tale that was already well on the way to transforming human

society in the image that the Cult has worked to achieve for so long. 

Cowan concludes his article:

To summarize, there is no scientific evidence that pathogenic viruses exist. What we think of as ‘viruses’ are simply the normal breakdown products of dead and dying tissues and cells. 

When we are well, we make fewer of these particles; when we are starved, poisoned, 

suffocated by wearing masks, or afraid, we make more. 

There is no engineered virus circulating and making people sick. People in laboratories all over the world are making genetically modified products to make people sick. These are

called vaccines. There is no virome, no ‘ecosystem’ of viruses, viruses are not 8%, 50% or 100 % of our genetic material. These are all simply erroneous ideas based on the

misconception called a virus. 

What is ‘Covid’? Load of bollocks

The background described here by Cowan and Lanka was

emphasised in the first video presentation that I saw by Dr Andrew

Kaufman when he asked whether the ‘Covid virus’ was in truth a

natural defence mechanism of the body called ‘exosomes’. These are

released by cells when in states of toxicity – see the same themes

returning over and over. They are released ever more profusely as

chemical and radiation toxicity increases and think of the potential

effect therefore of 5G alone as its destructive frequencies infest the

human energetic information field with a gathering pace (5G went

online in Wuhan in 2019 as the ‘virus’ emerged). I’ll have more about

this later. Exosomes transmit a warning to the rest of the body that

‘Houston, we have a problem’. Kaufman presented images of

exosomes and compared them with ‘Covid’ under an electron

microscope and the similarity was remarkable. They both a ach to

the same cell receptors ( claimed in the case of ‘Covid’), contain the

same genetic material in the form of RNA or ribonucleic acid, and

both are found in ‘viral cell cultures’ with damaged or dying cells. 

James Hildreth MD, President and Chief Executive Officer of the

Meharry Medical College at Johns Hopkins, said: ‘The virus is fully

an exosome in every sense of the word.’ Kaufman’s conclusion was

that there is no ‘virus’: ‘This entire pandemic is a completely

manufactured crisis … there is no evidence of anyone dying from

[this] illness.’ Dr Tom Cowan and Sally Fallon Morell, authors of  The

 Contagion Myth, published a statement with Dr Kaufman in

February, 2021, explaining why the ‘virus’ does not exist and you can

read it that in full in the Appendix. 

‘Virus’ theory can be traced to the ‘cell theory’ in 1858 of German

physician Rudolf Virchow (1821-1920) who contended that disease

originates from a single cell infiltrated by a ‘virus’. Dr Stefan Lanka

said that findings and insights with respect to the structure, function

and central importance of tissues in the creation of life, which were

already known in 1858, comprehensively refute the cell theory. 

Virchow ignored them. We have seen the part later played by John

Enders in the 1950s and Lanka notes that infection theories were

only established as a global dogma through the policies and

eugenics of the Third Reich in Nazi Germany (creation of the same

Sabbatian cult behind the ‘Covid’ hoax). Lanka said: ‘Before 1933, 

scientists dared to contradict this theory; a er 1933, these critical

scientists were silenced’. Dr Tom Cowan’s view is that ill-heath is

caused by too much of something, too li le of something, or

toxification from chemicals and radiation – not contagion. We must

also highlight as a major source of the ‘virus’ theology a man still

called the ‘Father of Modern Virology’ – Thomas Milton Rivers

(1888-1962). There is no way given the Cult’s long game policy that it

was a coincidence for the ‘Father of Modern Virology’ to be director

of the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research from 1937 to 1956

when he is credited with making the Rockefeller Institute a leader in

‘viral research’. Cult Rockefellers were the force behind the creation

of Big Pharma ‘medicine’, established the World Health

Organisation in 1948, and have long and close associations with the

Gates family that now runs the WHO during the pandemic hoax

through mega-rich Cult gofer and psychopath Bill Gates. 

Only a Renegade Mind can see through all this bullshit by asking

the questions that need to be answered, not taking ‘no’ or

prevarication for an answer, and certainly not hiding from the truth

in fear of speaking it. Renegade Minds have always changed the

world for the be er and they will change this one no ma er how

bleak it may currently appear to be. 

CHAPTER SIX

Sequence of deceit

 If you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything

Mark Twain

Against the background that I have laid out this far the sequence

that took us from an invented ‘virus’ in Cult-owned China in

late 2019 to the fascist transformation of human society can be seen

and understood in a whole new context. 

We were told that a deadly disease had broken out in Wuhan and

the world media began its campaign (coordinated by behavioural

psychologists as we shall see) to terrify the population into

unquestioning compliance. We were shown images of Chinese

people collapsing in the street which never happened in the West

with what was supposed to be the same condition. In the earliest

days when alleged cases and deaths were few the fear register was

hysterical in many areas of the media and this would expand into

the common media narrative across the world. The real story was

rather different, but we were never told that. The Chinese

government, one of the Cult’s biggest centres of global operation, 

said they had discovered a new illness with flu-like and pneumonia-

type symptoms in a city with such toxic air that it is overwhelmed

with flu-like symptoms, pneumonia and respiratory disease. Chinese

scientists said it was a new – ‘novel’ – coronavirus which they called

Sars-Cov-2 and that it caused a disease they labelled ‘Covid-19’. 

There was no evidence for this and the ‘virus’ has never to this day

been isolated, purified and its genetic code established from that. It

was from the beginning a computer-generated fiction. Stories of

Chinese whistleblowers saying the number of deaths was being

supressed or that the ‘new disease’ was related to the Wuhan bio-lab

misdirected mainstream and alternative media into cul-de-sacs to

obscure the real truth – there was no ‘virus’. 

Chinese scientists took genetic material from the lung fluid of just

a few people and said they had found a ‘new’ disease when this

material had a wide range of content. There was no evidence for a

‘virus’ for the very reasons explained in the last two chapters. The

‘virus’ has never been shown to (a) exist and (b) cause any disease. 

People were diagnosed on symptoms that are so widespread in

Wuhan and polluted China and with a PCR test that can’t detect

infectious disease. On this farce the whole global scam was sold to

the rest of the world which would also diagnose respiratory disease

as ‘Covid-19’ from symptoms alone or with a PCR test not testing for

a ‘virus’. Flu miraculously disappeared  worldwide in 2020 and into

2021 as it was redesignated ‘Covid-19’. It was really the same old flu

with its ‘flu-like’ symptoms a ributed to ‘flu-like’ ‘Covid-19’. At the

same time with very few exceptions the Chinese response of

draconian lockdown and fascism was the chosen weapon to respond

across the West as recommended by the Cult-owned Tedros at the

Cult-owned World Health Organization run by the Cult-owned

Gates. All was going according to plan. Chinese scientists –

everything in China is controlled by the Cult-owned government –

compared their contaminated RNA lung-fluid material with other

RNA sequences and said it appeared to be just under 80 percent

identical to the SARS-CoV-1 ‘virus’ claimed to be the cause of the

SARS (severe acute respiratory syndrome) ‘outbreak’ in 2003. They

decreed that because of this the ‘new virus’ had to be related and

they called it SARS-CoV-2. There are some serious problems with

this assumption and  assumption was all it was. Most ‘factual’ science

turns out to be assumptions repeated into everyone-knows-that. A

match of under 80-percent is meaningless. Dr Kaufman makes the

point that there’s a  96 percent genetic correlation between humans

and chimpanzees, but ‘no one would say our genetic material is part

of the chimpanzee family’. Yet the Chinese authorities were claiming

that a much lower percentage, less than 80 percent, proved the

existence of a new ‘coronavirus’. For goodness sake human DNA is

60 percent similar to a  banana. 

You are feeling sleepy

The entire ‘Covid’ hoax is a global Psyop, a psychological operation

to program the human mind into believing and fearing a complete

fantasy. A crucial aspect of this was what  appeared to happen in Italy. 

It was all very well streaming out daily images of an alleged

catastrophe in Wuhan, but to the Western mind it was still on the

other side of the world in a very different culture and se ing. A

reaction of ‘this could happen to me and my family’ was still nothing

like as intense enough for the mind-doctors. The Cult needed a

Western example to push people over that edge and it chose Italy, 

one of its major global locations going back to the Roman Empire. 

An Italian ‘Covid’ crisis was manufactured in a particular area called

Lombardy which just happens to be notorious for its toxic air and

therefore respiratory disease. Wuhan, China, déjà vu. An hysterical

media told horror stories of Italians dying from ‘Covid’ in their

droves and how Lombardy hospitals were being overrun by a tidal

wave of desperately ill people needing treatment a er being struck

down by the ‘deadly virus’. Here was the psychological turning

point the Cult had planned. Wow, if this is happening in Italy, the

Western mind concluded, this indeed could happen to me and my

family. Another point is that Italian authorities responded by

following the Chinese blueprint so vehemently recommended by the

Cult-owned World Health Organization. They imposed fascistic

lockdowns on the whole country viciously policed with the help of

surveillance drones sweeping through the streets seeking out anyone

who escaped from mass house arrest. Livelihoods were destroyed

and psychology unravelled in the way we have witnessed since in all

lockdown countries. Crucial to the plan was that Italy responded in

this way to set the precedent of suspending freedom and imposing

fascism in a ‘Western liberal democracy’. I emphasised in an

animated video explanation on davidicke.com posted in the summer of 2020 how important it was to the Cult to expand the Chinese

lockdown model across the West. Without this, and the bare-faced lie

that non-symptomatic people could still transmit a ‘disease’ they

didn’t have, there was no way locking down the whole population, 

sick and not sick, could be pulled off. At just the right time and with

no evidence Cult operatives and gofers claimed that people without

symptoms could pass on the ‘disease’. In the name of protecting the

‘vulnerable’ like elderly people, who lockdowns would kill by the

tens of thousands, we had for the first time healthy people told to

isolate as well as the sick. The great majority of people who tested

positive had no symptoms because there was nothing wrong with

them. It was just a trick made possible by a test not testing for the

‘virus’. 

Months a er my animated video the Gates-funded Professor Neil

Ferguson at the Gates-funded Imperial College confirmed that I was

right. He didn’t say it in those terms, naturally, but he did say it. 

Ferguson will enter the story shortly for his outrageously crazy

‘computer models’ that led to Britain, the United States and many

other countries following the Chinese and now Italian methods of

response. Put another way, following the Cult script. Ferguson said

that SAGE, the UK government’s scientific advisory group which has

controlled ‘Covid’ policy from the start, wanted to follow the

Chinese lockdown model (while they all continued to work and be

paid), but they wondered if they could possibly, in Ferguson’s

words, ‘get away with it in Europe’. ‘Get away with it’? Who the hell

do these moronic, arrogant people think they are? This appalling

man Ferguson said that once Italy went into national lockdown they

realised they, too, could mimic China:

It’s a communist one-party state, we said. We couldn’t get away with it in Europe, we thought

… and then Italy did it. And we realised we could. Behind this garbage from Ferguson is a simple fact: Doing the same as China in every country was the plan from the start and

Ferguson’s ‘models’ would play a central role in achieving that. It’s just a coincidence, of course, and absolutely nothing to worry your little head about. 

Oops, sorry, our mistake

Once the Italian segment of the Psyop had done the job it was

designed to do a very different story emerged. Italian authorities

revealed that 99 percent of those who had ‘died from Covid-19’ in

Italy had one, two, three, or more ‘co-morbidities’ or illnesses and

health problems that could have ended their life. The US Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) published a figure of 94

percent for Americans dying of ‘Covid’ while having other serious

medical conditions – on average two to three (some five or six) other

potential causes of death. In terms of death from an unproven ‘virus’

I say it is 100 percent. The other one percent in Italy and six percent

in the US would presumably have died from ‘Covid’s’ flu-like

symptoms with a range of other possible causes in conjunction with

a test not testing for the ‘virus’. Fox News reported that even more

startling figures had emerged in one US county in which 410 of 422

deaths a ributed to ‘Covid-19’ had other potentially deadly health

conditions. The Italian National Health Institute said later that the

average age of people dying with a ‘Covid-19’ diagnosis in Italy was

about 81. Ninety percent were over 70 with ten percent over 90. In

terms of other reasons to die some 80 percent had two or more

chronic diseases with half having three or more including

cardiovascular problems, diabetes, respiratory problems and cancer. 

Why is the phantom ‘Covid-19’ said to kill overwhelmingly old

people and hardly affect the young? Old people continually die of

many causes and especially respiratory disease which you can re-

diagnose ‘Covid-19’ while young people die in tiny numbers by

comparison and rarely of respiratory disease. Old people ‘die of

Covid’ because they die of other things that can be redesignated

‘Covid’ and it really is that simple. 

Flu has flown

The blueprint was in place. Get your illusory ‘cases’ from a test not

testing for the ‘virus’ and redesignate other causes of death as

‘Covid-19’. You have an instant ‘pandemic’ from something that is

nothing more than a computer-generated fiction. With near-on a

billion people having ‘flu-like’ symptoms every year the potential

was limitless and we can see why flu quickly and apparently

miraculously disappeared  worldwide by being diagnosed ‘Covid-19’. 

The painfully bloody obvious was explained away by the childlike

media in headlines like this in the UK ‘ Independent’: ‘Not a single

case of flu detected by Public Health England this year as Covid

restrictions suppress virus’. I kid you not. The masking, social

distancing and house arrest that did not make the ‘Covid virus’

disappear somehow did so with the ‘flu virus’. Even worse the

article, by a bloke called Samuel Love , suggested that maybe the

masking, sanitising and other ‘Covid’ measures should continue to

keep the flu away. With a ridiculousness that disturbs your breathing

(it’s ‘Covid-19’) the said Love  wrote: ‘With widespread social

distancing and mask-wearing measures in place throughout the UK, 

the usual routes of transmission for influenza have been blocked.’

He had absolutely no evidence to support that statement, but look at

the consequences of him acknowledging the obvious. With flu not

disappearing at all and only being relabelled ‘Covid-19’ he would

have to contemplate that ‘Covid’ was a hoax on a scale that is hard to

imagine. You need guts and commitment to truth to even go there

and that’s clearly something Samuel Love  does not have in

abundance. He would never have got it through the editors anyway. 

Tens of thousands die in the United States alone every winter from

flu including many with pneumonia complications. CDC figures

record  45 million Americans diagnosed with flu in 2017-2018 of

which 61,000 died and some reports claim 80,000. Where was the

same hysteria then that we have seen with ‘Covid-19’? Some 250,000

Americans are admi ed to hospital with pneumonia every year with

about 50,000 cases proving fatal. About 65 million suffer respiratory

disease every year and three million deaths makes this the third

biggest cause of death worldwide. You only have to redesignate a

portion of all these people ‘Covid-19’ and you have an instant global

pandemic or the  appearance of one. Why would doctors do this? They

are told to do this and all but a few dare not refuse those who must

be obeyed. Doctors in general are not researching their own

knowledge and instead take it direct and unquestioned from the

authorities that own them and their careers. The authorities say they

must now diagnose these symptoms ‘Covid-19’ and not flu, or

whatever, and they do it. Dark suits say put ‘Covid-19’ on death

certificates no ma er what the cause of death and the doctors do it. 

Renegade Minds don’t fall for the illusion that doctors and medical

staff are all highly-intelligent, highly-principled, seekers of medical

truth.  Some are, but not the majority. They are repeaters, gofers, and

yes sir, no sir, purveyors of what the system demands they purvey. 

The ‘Covid’ con is not merely confined to diseases of the lungs. 

Instructions to doctors to put ‘Covid-19’ on death certificates for

anyone dying of  anything within 28 days (or much more) of a

positive test not testing for the ‘virus’ opened the floodgates. The

term dying  with ‘Covid’ and not  of ‘Covid’ was coined to cover the

truth. Whether it was a  with or an  of they were all added to the death

numbers a ributed to the ‘deadly virus’ compiled by national

governments and globally by the Gates-funded Johns Hopkins

operation in the United States that was so involved in those

‘pandemic’ simulations. Fraudulent deaths were added to the ever-

growing list of fraudulent ‘cases’ from false positives from a false

test. No wonder Professor Walter Ricciardi, scientific advisor to the

Italian minister of health, said a er the Lombardy hysteria had done

its job that ‘Covid’ death rates were due to Italy having the second

oldest population in the world and to  how hospitals record deaths:

The way in which we code deaths in our country is very generous in the sense that all the people who die in hospitals with the coronavirus are deemed to be dying of the coronavirus. 

On re-evaluation by the National Institute of Health, only 12 per cent of death certificates have shown a direct causality from coronavirus, while 88 per cent of patients who have died have at least one pre-morbidity – many had two or three. 

This is extraordinary enough when you consider the propaganda

campaign to use Italy to terrify the world, but how can they even say

twelve percent were genuine when the ‘virus’ has not been shown to

exist, its ‘code’ is a computer program, and diagnosis comes from a

test not testing for it? As in China, and soon the world, ‘Covid-19’ in

Italy was a redesignation of diagnosis. Lies and corruption were to

become the real ‘pandemic’ fuelled by a pathetically-compliant

medical system taking its orders from the tiny few at the top of their

national hierarchy who answered to the World Health Organization

which answers to Gates and the Cult. Doctors were told – ordered –

to diagnose a particular set of symptoms ‘Covid-19’ and put that on

the death certificate for any cause of death if the patient had tested

positive with a test not testing for the virus or had ‘Covid’ symptoms

like the flu. The United States even introduced big financial

incentives to manipulate the figures with hospitals receiving £4,600

from the Medicare system for diagnosing someone with regular

pneumonia, $13,000 if they made the diagnosis from the same

symptoms ‘Covid-19’ pneumonia, and $39, 000 if they put a ‘Covid’

diagnosed patient on a ventilator that would almost certainly kill

them. A few – painfully and pathetically few – medical

whistleblowers revealed (before Cult-owned YouTube deleted their

videos) that they had been instructed to ‘let the patient crash’ and

put them straight on a ventilator instead of going through a series of

far less intrusive and dangerous methods as they would have done

before the pandemic hoax began and the financial incentives kicked

in. We are talking cold-blooded murder given that ventilators are so

damaging to respiratory systems they are usually the last step before

heaven awaits. Renegade Minds never fall for the belief that people

in white coats are all angels of mercy and cannot be full-on

psychopaths. I have explained in detail in  The Answer how what I am

describing here played out across the world coordinated by the

World Health Organization through the medical hierarchies in

almost every country. 

Medical scientist calls it

Information about the non-existence of the ‘virus’ began to emerge

for me in late March, 2020, and mushroomed a er that. I was sent an

email by Sir Julian Rose, a writer, researcher, and organic farming

promotor, from a medical scientist friend of his in the United States. 

Even at that early stage in March the scientist was able to explain

how the ‘Covid’ hoax was being manipulated. He said there were no

reliable tests for a specific ‘Covid-19 virus’ and nor were there any

reliable agencies or media outlets for reporting numbers of actual

‘Covid-19’ cases. We have seen in the long period since then that he

was absolutely right. ‘Every action and reaction to Covid-19 is based

on totally flawed data and we simply cannot make accurate

assessments,’ he said. Most people diagnosed with ‘Covid-19’ were

showing nothing more than cold and flu-like symptoms ‘because

most coronavirus strains  are nothing more than cold/flu-like

symptoms’. We had farcical situations like an 84-year-old German

man testing positive for ‘Covid-19’ and his nursing home ordered to

quarantine only for him to be found to have a common cold. The

scientist described back then why PCR tests and what he called the

‘Mickey Mouse test kits’ were useless for what they were claimed to

be identifying. ‘The idea these kits can isolate a specific virus like

Covid-19 is nonsense,’ he said. Significantly, he pointed out that ‘if

you want to create a totally false panic about a totally false pandemic

– pick a coronavirus’. This is exactly what the Cult-owned Gates, 

World Economic Forum and Johns Hopkins University did with

their Event 201 ‘simulation’ followed by their real-life simulation

called the ‘pandemic’. The scientist said that all you had to do was

select the sickest of people with respiratory-type diseases in a single

location – ‘say Wuhan’ – and administer PCR tests to them. You can

then claim that anyone showing ‘viral sequences’ similar to a

coronavirus ‘which will inevitably be quite a few’ is suffering from a

‘new’ disease:

Since you already selected the sickest flu cases a fairly high proportion of your sample will go on to die. You can then say this ‘new’ virus has a CFR [case fatality rate] higher than the flu and use this to infuse more concern and do more tests which will of course produce more

‘cases’, which expands the testing, which produces yet more ‘cases’ and so on and so on. 

Before long you have your ‘pandemic’, and all you have done is use a simple test kit trick to convert the worst flu and pneumonia cases into something new that doesn’t ACTUALLY EXIST

[my emphasis]. 

He said that you then ‘just run the same scam in other countries’

and make sure to keep the fear message running high ‘so that people

will feel panicky and less able to think critically’. The only problem to overcome was the fact  there is no actual new deadly pathogen and

only regular sick people. This meant that deaths from the ‘new

deadly pathogen’ were going to be way too low for a real new

deadly virus pandemic, but he said this could be overcome in the

following ways – all of which would go on to happen:

1. You can claim this is just the beginning and more deaths are imminent [you underpin this with fantasy ‘computer projections’]. Use this as an excuse to quarantine everyone and then claim the quarantine prevented the expected millions of dead. 

2. You can [say that people] ‘minimizing’ the dangers are irresponsible and bully them into not talking about numbers. 

3. You can talk crap about made up numbers hoping to blind people with pseudoscience. 

4. You can start testing well people (who, of course, will also likely have shreds of

coronavirus [RNA] in them) and thus inflate your ‘case figures’ with ‘asymptomatic

carriers’ (you will of course have to spin that to sound deadly even though any virologist knows the more symptom-less cases you have the less deadly is your pathogen). 

The scientist said that if you take these simple steps ‘you can have

your own entirely manufactured pandemic up and running in

weeks’. His analysis made so early in the hoax was brilliantly

prophetic of what would actually unfold. Pulling all the information

together in these recent chapters we have this is simple 1, 2, 3, of

how you can delude virtually the entire human population into

believing in a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist:



• A ‘Covid case’ is someone who tests positive with a test not

testing for the ‘virus’. 



• A ‘Covid death’ is someone who dies of  any cause within 28 days

(or much longer) of testing positive with a test not testing for the

‘virus. 



• Asymptomatic means there is nothing wrong with you, but they

claim you can pass on what you don’t have to justify locking

down (quarantining) healthy people in totality. 



The foundations of the hoax are that simple. A study involving ten

million people in Wuhan, published in November, 2020, demolished

the whole lie about those without symptoms passing on the ‘virus’. 

They found ‘300 asymptomatic cases’ and traced their contacts to

find that not one of them was detected with the ‘virus’. 

‘Asymptomatic’ patients and their contacts were isolated for no less

than two weeks and nothing changed. I know it’s all crap, but if you

are going to claim that those without symptoms can transmit ‘the

virus’ then you must produce evidence for that and they never have. 

Even World Health Organization official Dr Maria Van Kerkhove, 

head of the emerging diseases and zoonosis unit, said as early as

June, 2020, that she doubted the validity of asymptomatic

transmission. She said that ‘from the data we have, it still seems to

be rare that an asymptomatic person actually transmits onward to a

secondary individual’ and by ‘rare’ she meant that she couldn’t cite

any case of asymptomatic transmission. 

The Ferguson factor

The problem for the Cult as it headed into March, 2020, when the

script had lockdown due to start, was that despite all the

manipulation of the case and death figures they still did not have

enough people alleged to have died from ‘Covid’ to justify mass

house arrest. This was overcome in the way the scientist described:

‘You can claim this is just the beginning and more deaths are

imminent … Use this as an excuse to quarantine everyone and then

claim the quarantine prevented the expected millions of dead.’ Enter

one Professor Neil Ferguson, the Gates-funded ‘epidemiologist’ at

the Gates-funded Imperial College in London. Ferguson is Britain’s

Christian Drosten in that he has a dire record of predicting health

outcomes, but is still called upon to advise government on the next

health outcome when another ‘crisis’ comes along. This may seem to

be a strange and ridiculous thing to do. Why would you keep

turning for policy guidance to people who have a history of being

monumentally wrong? Ah, but it makes sense from the Cult point of

view. These ‘experts’ keep on producing predictions that suit the

Cult agenda for societal transformation and so it was with Neil

Ferguson as he revealed his horrific (and clearly insane) computer

model predictions that allowed lockdowns to be imposed in Britain, 

the United States and many other countries. Ferguson does not have

even an A-level in biology and would appear to have no formal

training in computer modelling, medicine or epidemiology, 

according to Derek Winton, an MSc in Computational Intelligence. 

He wrote an article somewhat aghast at what Ferguson did which

included taking no account of respiratory disease ‘seasonality’ which

means it is far worse in the winter months. Who would have thought

that respiratory disease could be worse in the winter? Well, certainly

not Ferguson. 

The massively China-connected Imperial College and its bizarre

professor provided the excuse for the long-incubated Chinese model

of human control to travel westward at lightning speed. Imperial

College confirms on its website that it collaborates with the Chinese

Research Institute; publishes more than 600 research papers every

year with Chinese research institutions; has 225 Chinese staff; 2,600

Chinese students – the biggest international group; 7,000 former

students living in China which is the largest group outside the UK; 

and was selected for a tour by China’s President Xi Jinping during

his state visit to the UK in 2015. The college takes major donations

from China and describes itself as the UK’s number one university

collaborator with Chinese research institutions. The China

communist/fascist government did not appear phased by the woeful

predictions of Ferguson and Imperial when during the lockdown

that Ferguson induced the college signed a five-year collaboration

deal with China tech giant Huawei that will have Huawei’s indoor

5G network equipment installed at the college’s West London tech

campus along with an ‘AI cloud platform’. The deal includes Chinese

sponsorship of Imperial’s Venture Catalyst entrepreneurship

competition. Imperial is an example of the enormous influence the

Chinese government has within British and North American

universities and research centres – and further afield. Up to 200

academics from more than a dozen UK universities are being

investigated on suspicion of ‘unintentionally’ helping the Chinese

government build weapons of mass destruction by ‘transferring

world-leading research in advanced military technology such as

aircra , missile designs and cyberweapons’. Similar scandals have

broken in the United States, but it’s all a coincidence. Imperial

College serves the agenda in many other ways including the

promotion of every aspect of the United Nations Agenda 21/2030

(the Great Reset) and produced computer models to show that

human-caused ‘climate change’ is happening when in the real world

it isn’t. Imperial College is driving the climate agenda as it drives the

‘Covid’ agenda (both Cult hoaxes) while Patrick Vallance, the UK

government’s Chief Scientific Adviser on ‘Covid’, was named Chief

Scientific Adviser to the UN ‘climate change’ conference known as

COP26 hosted by the government in Glasgow, Scotland. ‘Covid’ and

‘climate’ are fundamentally connected. 

Professor Woeful

From Imperial’s bosom came Neil Ferguson still advising

government despite his previous disasters and it was announced

early on that he and other key people like UK Chief Medical Adviser

Chris Whi y had caught the ‘virus’ as the propaganda story was

being sold. Somehow they managed to survive and we had Prime

Minister Boris Johnson admi ed to hospital with what was said to be

a severe version of the ‘virus’ in this same period. His whole policy

and demeanour changed when he returned to Downing Street. It’s a

small world with these government advisors – especially in their

communal connections to Gates – and Ferguson had partnered with

Whi y to write a paper called ‘Infectious disease: Tough choices to

reduce Ebola transmission’ which involved another scare-story that

didn’t happen. Ferguson’s ‘models’ predicted that up to150, 000

could die from ‘mad cow disease’, or BSE, and its version in sheep if

it was transmi ed to humans. BSE was not transmi ed and instead

triggered by an organophosphate pesticide used to treat a pest on

cows. Fewer than 200 deaths followed from the human form. Models

by Ferguson and his fellow incompetents led to the unnecessary

culling of millions of pigs, ca le and sheep in the foot and mouth

outbreak in 2001 which destroyed the lives and livelihoods of

farmers and their families who had o en spent decades building

their herds and flocks. Vast numbers of these animals did not have

foot and mouth and had no contact with the infection. Another

‘expert’ behind the cull was Professor Roy Anderson, a computer

modeller at Imperial College specialising in the epidemiology of

 human, not animal, disease. Anderson has served on the Bill and

Melinda Gates Grand Challenges in Global Health advisory board

and chairs another Gates-funded organisation. Gates is everywhere. 

In a precursor to the ‘Covid’ script Ferguson backed closing

schools ‘for prolonged periods’ over the swine flu ‘pandemic’ in 2009

and said it would affect a third of the world population if it

continued to spread at the speed he claimed to be happening. His

mates at Imperial College said much the same and a news report

said: ‘One of the authors, the epidemiologist and disease modeller

Neil Ferguson, who sits on the World Health Organisation’s

emergency commi ee for the outbreak, said the virus had “full

pandemic potential”.’ Professor Liam Donaldson, the Chris Whi y

of his day as Chief Medical Officer, said the worst case could see 30

percent of the British people infected by swine flu with 65,000 dying. 

Ferguson and Donaldson were indeed proved correct when at the

end of the year the number of deaths a ributed to swine flu was 392. 

The term ‘expert’ is rather liberally applied unfortunately, not least

to complete idiots. Swine flu ‘projections’ were great for

GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) as millions rolled in for its Pandemrix

influenza vaccine which led to brain damage with children most

affected. The British government (taxpayers) paid out more than £60

million in compensation a er GSK was given immunity from

prosecution. Yet another ‘Covid’ déjà vu. Swine flu was supposed to

have broken out in Mexico, but Dr Wolfgang Wodarg, a German

doctor, former member of parliament and critic of the ‘Covid’ hoax, 

observed ‘the spread of swine flu’ in Mexico City at the time. He

said: ‘What we experienced in Mexico City was a very mild flu

which did not kill more than usual – which killed even fewer people

than usual.’ Hyping the fear against all the facts is not unique to

‘Covid’ and has happened many times before. Ferguson is reported

to have over-estimated the projected death toll of bird flu (H5N1) by

some three million-fold, but bird flu vaccine makers again made a

killing from the scare. This is some of the background to the Neil

Ferguson who produced the perfectly-timed computer models in

early 2020 predicting that half a million people would die in Britain

without draconian lockdown and 2.2 million in the United States. 

Politicians panicked, people panicked, and lockdowns of alleged

short duration were instigated to ‘fla en the curve’ of cases gleaned

from a test not testing for the ‘virus’. I said at the time that the public

could forget the ‘short duration’ bit. This was an agenda to destroy

the livelihoods of the population and force them into mass control

through dependency and there was going to be nothing ‘short’ about

it. American researcher Daniel Horowitz described the consequences

of the ‘models’ spewed out by Gates-funded Ferguson and Imperial

College:

What led our government and the governments of many other countries into panic was a

single Imperial College of UK study, funded by global warming activists, that predicted 2.2

million deaths if we didn’t lock down the country. In addition, the reported 8-9% death rate in Italy scared us into thinking there was some other mutation of this virus that they got, which might have come here. 

Together with the fact that we were finally testing and had the ability to actually report new cases, we thought we were headed for a death spiral. But again … we can’t flatten a curve if we don’t know when the curve started. 

How about it  never started? 

Giving them what they want

An investigation by German news outlet  Welt Am Sonntag (World on

 Sunday) revealed how in March, 2020, the German government

gathered together ‘leading scientists from several research institutes

and universities’ and ‘together, they were to produce a [modelling]

paper that would serve as legitimization for further tough political

measures’. The Cult agenda was justified by computer modelling not

based on evidence or reality; it was specifically constructed to justify

the Cult demand for lockdowns all over the world to destroy the

independent livelihoods of the global population. All these

modellers and everyone responsible for the ‘Covid’ hoax have a date

with a trial like those in Nuremberg a er World War Two when

Nazis faced the consequences of their war crimes. These corrupt-

beyond-belief ‘modellers’ wrote the paper according to government

instructions and it said that that if lockdown measures were li ed

then up to one million Germans would die from ‘Covid-19’ adding

that some would die ‘agonizingly at home, gasping for breath’

unable to be treated by hospitals that couldn’t cope. All lies. No

ma er – it gave the Cult all that it wanted. What did long-time

government ‘modeller’ Neil Ferguson say? If the UK and the United

States didn’t lockdown half a million would die in Britain and 2.2

million Americans. Anyone see a theme here? ‘Modellers’ are such a

crucial part of the lockdown strategy that we should look into their

background and follow the money. Researcher Rosemary Frei

produced an excellent article headlined ‘The Modelling-paper

Mafiosi’. She highlights a guy called John Edmunds, a British

epidemiologist, and professor in the Faculty of Epidemiology and

Population Health at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical

Medicine. He studied at Imperial College. Edmunds is a member of

government ‘Covid’ advisory bodies which have been dictating

policy, the New and Emerging Respiratory Virus Threats Advisory

Group (NERVTAG) and the Scientific Advisory Group for

Emergencies (SAGE). 

Ferguson, another member of NERVTAG and SAGE, led the way

with the original ‘virus’ and Edmunds has followed in the ‘variant’

stage and especially the so-called UK or Kent variant known as the

‘Variant of Concern’ (VOC) B.1.1.7. He said in a co-wri en report for

the Centre for Mathematical modelling of Infectious Diseases at the

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, with input from

the Centre’s ‘Covid-19’ Working Group, that there was ‘a realistic

possibility that VOC B.1.1.7 is associated with an increased risk of

death compared to non-VOC viruses’. Fear, fear, fear, get the

vaccine, fear, fear, fear, get the vaccine. Rosemary Frei reveals that

almost all the paper’s authors and members of the modelling centre’s

‘Covid-19’ Working Group receive funding from the Bill and

Melinda Gates Foundation and/or the associated Gates-funded

Wellcome Trust. The paper was published by e-journal  Medr χ iv

which only publishes papers not peer-reviewed and the journal was

established by an organisation headed by Facebook’s Mark

Zuckerberg and his missus. What a small world it is. Frei discovered

that Edmunds is on the Scientific Advisory Board of the Coalition for

Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) which was established

by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, Klaus Schwab’s Davos

World Economic Forum and Big Pharma giant Wellcome. CEPI was

‘launched in Davos [in 2017] to develop vaccines to stop future

epidemics’, according to its website. ‘Our mission is to accelerate the

development of vaccines against emerging infectious diseases and

enable equitable access to these vaccines for people during

outbreaks.’ What kind people they are. Rosemary Frei reveals that

Public Health England (PHE) director Susan Hopkins is an author of

her organisation’s non-peer-reviewed reports on ‘new variants’. 

Hopkins is a professor of infectious diseases at London’s Imperial

College which is gi ed tens of millions of dollars a year by the Bill

and Melinda Gates Foundation. Gates-funded modelling disaster

Neil Ferguson also co-authors Public Health England reports and he

spoke in December, 2020, about the potential danger of the B.1.1.7. 

‘UK variant’ promoted by Gates-funded modeller John Edmunds. 

When I come to the ‘Covid vaccines’ the ‘new variants’ will be

shown for what they are – bollocks. 

Connections, connections

All these people and modellers are lockdown-obsessed or, put

another way, they demand what the Cult demands. Edmunds said in

January, 2021, that to ease lockdowns too soon would be a disaster

and they had to ‘vaccinate much, much, much more widely than the

elderly’. Rosemary Frei highlights that Edmunds is married to

Jeanne Pimenta who is described in a LinkedIn profile as director of

epidemiology at GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) and she held shares in the

company. Patrick Vallance, co-chair of SAGE and the government’s

Chief Scientific Adviser, is a former executive of GSK and has a

deferred bonus of shares in the company worth £600,000. GSK has

serious business connections with Bill Gates and is collaborating

with mRNA-’vaccine’ company CureVac to make ‘vaccines’ for the

new variants that Edmunds is talking about. GSK is planning a

‘Covid vaccine’ with drug giant Sanofi. Puppet Prime Minister Boris

Johnson announced in the spring of 2021 that up to 60 million

vaccine doses were to be made at the GSK facility at Barnard Castle

in the English North East. Barnard Castle, with a population of just

6,000, was famously visited in breach of lockdown rules in April, 

2020, by Johnson aide Dominic Cummings who said that he drove

there ‘to test his eyesight’ before driving back to London. Cummings

would be be er advised to test his integrity – not that it would take

long. The GSK facility had nothing to do with his visit then although

I’m sure Patrick Vallance would have been happy to arrange an

introduction and some tea and biscuits. Ruthless psychopath Gates

has made yet another fortune from vaccines in collaboration with Big

Pharma companies and gushes at the phenomenal profits to be made

from vaccines – more than a 20-to-1 return as he told one

interviewer. Gates also tweeted in December, 2019, with the

foreknowledge of what was coming: ‘What’s next for our

foundation? I’m particularly excited about what the next year could

mean for one of the best buys in global health: vaccines.’

Modeller John Edmunds is a big promotor of vaccines as all these

people appear to be. He’s the dean of the London School of Hygiene

& Tropical Medicine’s Faculty of Epidemiology and Population

Health which is primarily funded by the Bill and Melinda Gates

Foundation and the Gates-established and funded GAVI vaccine

alliance which is the Gates vehicle to vaccinate the world. The

organisation Doctors Without Borders has described GAVI as being

‘aimed more at supporting drug-industry desires to promote new

products than at finding the most efficient and sustainable means for

fighting the diseases of poverty’. But then that’s why the psychopath

Gates created it. John Edmunds said in a video that the London

School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine is involved in every aspect of

vaccine development including large-scale clinical trials. He

contends that mathematical modelling can show that vaccines

protect individuals and society. That’s on the basis of shit in and shit

out, I take it. Edmunds serves on the UK Vaccine Network as does

Ferguson and the government’s foremost ‘Covid’ adviser, the grim-

faced, dark-eyed Chris Whi y. The Vaccine Network says it works

‘to support the government to identify and shortlist targeted

investment opportunities for the most promising vaccines and

vaccine technologies that will help combat infectious diseases with

epidemic potential, and to address structural issues related to the

UK’s broader vaccine infrastructure’. Ferguson is acting Director of

the Imperial College Vaccine Impact Modelling Consortium which

has funding from the Bill and Melina Gates Foundation and the

Gates-created GAVI ‘vaccine alliance’. Anyone wonder why these

characters see vaccines as the answer to every problem? Ferguson is

wildly enthusiastic in his support for GAVI’s campaign to vaccine

children en masse in poor countries. You would expect someone like

Gates who has constantly talked about the need to reduce the

population to want to fund vaccines to keep more people alive. I’m

sure that’s why he does it. The John Edmunds London School of

Hygiene & Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) has a Vaccines

Manufacturing Innovation Centre which develops, tests and

commercialises vaccines. Rosemary Frei writes:

The vaccines centre also performs affiliated activities like combating ‘vaccine hesitancy’. The latter includes the Vaccine Confidence Project. The project’s stated purpose is, among other things, ‘to provide analysis and guidance for early response and engagement with the public to ensure sustained confidence in vaccines and immunisation’. The Vaccine Confidence

Project’s director is LSHTM professor Heidi Larson. For more than a decade she’s been

researching how to combat vaccine hesitancy. 

How the bloody hell can blokes like John Edmunds and Neil

Ferguson with those connections and financial ties model ‘virus’ case

and death projections for the government and especially in a way

that gives their paymasters like Gates exactly what they want? It’s

insane, but this is what you find throughout the world. 

‘Covid’ is not dangerous, oops, wait, yes it is

Only days before Ferguson’s nightmare scenario made Jackboot

Johnson take Britain into a China-style lockdown to save us from a

deadly ‘virus’ the UK government website gov.uk was reporting

something very different to Ferguson on a page of official

government guidance for ‘high consequence infectious diseases

(HCID)’. It said this about ‘Covid-19’:

As of 19 March 2020, COVID-19  is no longer considered to be a high consequence infectious diseases (HCID) in the UK [my emphasis]. The 4 nations public health HCID group made an interim recommendation in January 2020 to classify COVID-19 as an HCID. This was based

on consideration of the UK HCID criteria about the virus and the disease with information available during the early stages of the outbreak. 

Now that more is known about COVID-19, the public health bodies in the UK have reviewed

the most up to date information about COVID-19 against the UK HCID criteria. They have

determined that several features have now changed; in particular, more information is

available about mortality rates (low overall), and there is now greater clinical awareness and a specific and sensitive laboratory test, the availability of which continues to increase. The Advisory Committee on Dangerous Pathogens (ACDP) is also of the opinion that COVID-19

should no longer be classified as an HCID. 

Soon a er the government had been exposed for downgrading the

risk they upgraded it again and everyone was back to singing from

the same Cult hymn book. Ferguson and his fellow Gates clones

indicated that lockdowns and restrictions would have to continue

until a Gates-funded vaccine was developed. Gates said the same

because Ferguson and his like were repeating the Gates script which

is the Cult script. ‘Fla en the curve’ became an ongoing nightmare of

continuing lockdowns with periods in between of severe restrictions

in pursuit of destroying independent incomes and had nothing to do

with protecting health about which the Cult gives not a shit. Why

wouldn’t Ferguson be pushing a vaccine ‘solution’ when he’s owned

by vaccine-obsessive Gates who makes a fortune from them and

when Ferguson heads the Vaccine Impact Modelling Consortium at

Imperial College funded by the Gates Foundation and GAVI, the

‘vaccine alliance’, created by Gates as his personal vaccine

promotion operation? To compound the human catastrophe that

Ferguson’s ‘models’ did so much to create he was later exposed for

breaking his own lockdown rules by having sexual liaisons with his

married girlfriend Antonia Staats at his home while she was living at

another location with her husband and children. Staats was a

‘climate’ activist and senior campaigner at the Soros-funded Avaaz

which I wouldn’t trust to tell me that grass is green. Ferguson had to

resign as a government advisor over this hypocrisy in May, 2020, but

a er a period of quiet he was back being quoted by the ridiculous

media on the need for more lockdowns and a vaccine rollout. Other

government-advising ‘scientists’ from Imperial College’ held the fort

in his absence and said lockdown could be indefinite until a vaccine

was found. The Cult script was being sung by the payrolled choir. I

said there was no intention of going back to ‘normal’ when the

‘vaccine’ came because the ‘vaccine’ is part of a very different agenda

that I will discuss in Human 2.0. Why would the Cult want to let the

world go back to normal when destroying that normal forever was

the whole point of what was happening? House arrest, closing

businesses and schools through lockdown, (un)social distancing and

masks all followed the Ferguson fantasy models. Again as I

predicted (these people are so predictable) when the ‘vaccine’

arrived we were told that house arrest, lockdown, (un)social

distancing and masks would still have to continue. I will deal with

the masks in the next chapter because they are of fundamental

importance. 

Where’s the ‘pandemic’? 

Any mildly in-depth assessment of the figures revealed what was

really going on. Cult-funded and controlled organisations still have

genuine people working within them such is the number involved. 

So it is with Genevieve Briand, assistant program director of the

Applied Economics master’s degree program at Johns Hopkins

University. She analysed the impact that ‘Covid-19’ had on deaths

from  all causes in the United States using official data from the CDC

for the period from early February to early September, 2020. She

found that allegedly ‘Covid’  related-deaths exceeded those from

heart disease which she found strange with heart disease always the

biggest cause of fatalities. Her research became even more significant

when she noted the sudden decline in 2020 of  all non-’Covid’ deaths:

‘This trend is completely contrary to the pa ern observed in all

previous years … the total decrease in deaths by other causes almost

exactly equals the increase in deaths by Covid-19.’ This was such a

game, set and match in terms of what was happening that Johns

Hopkins University deleted the article on the grounds that it ‘was

being used to support false and dangerous inaccuracies about the

impact of the pandemic’. No – because it exposed the scam from

official CDC figures and this was confirmed when those figures were

published in January, 2021. Here we can see the effect of people

dying from heart a acks, cancer, road accidents and gunshot

wounds –  anything – having ‘Covid-19’ on the death certificate along

with those diagnosed from ‘symptoms’ who had even not tested

positive with a test not testing for the ‘virus’. I am not kidding with

the gunshot wounds, by the way. Brenda Bock, coroner in Grand

County, Colorado, revealed that two gunshot victims tested positive

for the ‘virus’ within the previous 30 days and were therefore

classified as ‘Covid deaths’. Bock said: ‘These two people had tested

positive for Covid, but that’s not what killed them. A gunshot

wound is what killed them.’ She said she had not even finished her

investigation when the state listed the gunshot victims as deaths due

to the ‘virus’. The death and case figures for ‘Covid-19’ are an

absolute joke and yet they are repeated like parrots by the media, 

politicians and alleged medical ‘experts’. The official Cult narrative

is the only show in town. 

Genevieve Briand found that deaths from all causes were not

exceptional in 2020 compared with previous years and a Spanish

magazine published figures that said the same about Spain which

was a ‘Covid’ propaganda hotspot at one point.  Discovery Salud, a

health and medicine magazine, quoted government figures which

showed how 17,000  fewer people died in Spain in 2020 than in 2019

and more than 26,000 fewer than in 2018. The age-standardised

mortality rate for England and Wales when age distribution is taken

into account was significantly lower in 2020 than the 1970s, 80s and

90s, and was only the ninth highest since 2000. Where is the

‘pandemic’? 

Post mortems and autopsies virtually disappeared for ‘Covid’

deaths amid claims that ‘virus-infected’ bodily fluids posed a risk to

those carrying out the autopsy. This was rejected by renowned

German pathologist and forensic doctor Klaus Püschel who said that

he and his staff had by then done 150 autopsies on ‘Covid’ patients

with no problems at all. He said they were needed to know why

some ‘Covid’ patients suffered blood clots and not severe respiratory

infections. The ‘virus’ is, a er all, called SARS or ‘severe acute

respiratory syndrome’. I highlighted in the spring of 2020 this

phenomenon and quoted New York intensive care doctor Cameron

Kyle-Sidell who posted a soon deleted YouTube video to say that

they had been told to prepare to treat an infectious disease called

‘Covid-19’, but that was not what they were dealing with. Instead he

likened the lung condition of the most severely ill patients to what

you would expect with cabin depressurisation in a plane at 30,000

feet or someone dropped on the top of Everest without oxygen or

acclimatisation. I have never said this is not happening to a small

minority of alleged ‘Covid’ patients – I am saying this is not caused

by a phantom ‘contagious virus’. Indeed Kyle-Sidell said that

‘Covid-19’ was not the disease they were told was coming their way. 

‘We are operating under a medical paradigm that is untrue,’ he said, 

and he believed they were treating the wrong disease: ‘These people

are being slowly starved of oxygen.’ Patients would take off their

oxygen masks in a state of fear and stress and while they were blue

in the face on the brink of death. They did not look like patients

dying of pneumonia. You can see why they don’t want autopsies

when their virus doesn’t exist and there is another condition in some

people that they don’t wish to be uncovered. I should add here that

the 5G system of millimetre waves was being rapidly introduced

around the world in 2020 and even more so now as they fire 5G at

the Earth from satellites. At 60 gigahertz within the 5G range that

frequency interacts with the oxygen molecule and stops people

breathing in sufficient oxygen to be absorbed into the bloodstream. 

They are installing 5G in schools and hospitals. The world is not

mad or anything. 5G can cause major changes to the lungs and blood

as I detail in  The Answer and these consequences are labelled ‘Covid-

19’, the alleged symptoms of which can be caused by 5G and other

electromagnetic frequencies as cells respond to radiation poisoning. 

The ‘Covid death’ scam

Dr Sco  Jensen, a Minnesota state senator and medical doctor, 

exposed ‘Covid’ Medicare payment incentives to hospitals and death

certificate manipulation. He said he was sent a seven-page document

by the US Department of Health ‘coaching’ him on how to fill out

death certificates which had never happened before. The document

said that he didn’t need to have a laboratory test for ‘Covid-19’ to

put that on the death certificate and that shocked him when death

certificates are supposed to be about facts. Jensen described how

doctors had been ‘encouraged, if not pressured’ to make a diagnosis

of ‘Covid-19’ if they thought it was probable or  ‘presumed’. No

positive test was necessary – not that this would have ma ered

anyway. He said doctors were told to diagnose ‘Covid’ by symptoms

when these were the same as colds, allergies, other respiratory

problems, and certainly with influenza which ‘disappeared’ in the

‘Covid’ era. A common sniffle was enough to get the dreaded

verdict. Ontario authorities decreed that a single care home resident

with  one symptom from a long list must lead to the isolation of the

entire home. Other courageous doctors like Jensen made the same

point about death figure manipulation and how deaths by other

causes were falling while ‘Covid-19 deaths’ were rising at the same

rate due to re-diagnosis. Their videos rarely survive long on

YouTube with its Cult-supporting algorithms courtesy of CEO Susan

Wojcicki and her bosses at Google. Figure-tampering was so glaring

and ubiquitous that even officials were le ing it slip or outright

saying it. UK chief scientific adviser Patrick Vallance said on one

occasion that ‘Covid’ on the death certificate doesn’t mean ‘Covid’

was the cause of death (so why the hell is it there?) and we had the

rare sight of a BBC reporter telling the truth when she said:

‘Someone could be successfully treated for Covid, in say April, 

discharged, and then in June, get run over by a bus and die … That

person would still be counted as a Covid death in England.’ Yet the

BBC and the rest of the world media went on repeating the case and

death figures as if they were real. Illinois Public Health Director Dr

Ngozi Ezike revealed the deceit while her bosses must have been

clenching their bu ocks:

If you were in a hospice and given a few weeks to live and you were then found to have

Covid that would be counted as a Covid death. [There might be] a clear alternate cause, but it is still listed as a Covid death. So everyone listed as a Covid death doesn’t mean that was the cause of the death, but that they had Covid at the time of death. 

Yes, a ‘Covid virus’ never shown to exist and tested for with a test

not testing for the ‘virus’. In the first period of the pandemic hoax

through the spring of 2020 the process began of designating almost

everything a ‘Covid’ death and this has continued ever since. I sat in

a restaurant one night listening to a loud conversation on the next

table where a family was discussing in bewilderment how a relative

who had no symptoms of ‘Covid’, and had died of a long-term

problem, could have been diagnosed a death by the ‘virus’. I could

understand their bewilderment. If they read this book they will

know why this medical fraud has been perpetrated the world over. 

Some media truth shock

The media ignored the evidence of death certificate fraud until

eventually one columnist did speak out when she saw it first-hand. 

Bel Mooney is a long-time national newspaper journalist in Britain

currently working for the  Daily Mail. Her article on February 19th, 

2021, carried this headline: ‘My dad Ted passed three Covid tests

and died of a chronic illness yet he’s officially one of Britain’s 120,000

victims of the virus and is far from alone ... so how many more are

there?’ She told how her 99-year-old father was in a care home with

a long-standing chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and vascular

dementia. Maybe, but he was still aware enough to tell her from the

start that there was no ‘virus’ and he refused the ‘vaccine’ for that

reason. His death was not unexpected given his chronic health

problems and Mooney said she was shocked to find that ‘Covid-19’

was declared the cause of death on his death certificate. She said this

was a ‘bizarre and unacceptable untruth’ for a man with long-time

health problems who had tested negative twice at the home for the

‘virus’. I was also shocked by this story although not by what she

said. I had been highlighting the death certificate manipulation for

ten months. It was the confirmation that a professional full-time

journalist only realised this was going on when it affected her

directly and neither did she know that whether her dad tested

positive or negative was irrelevant with the test not testing for the

‘virus’. Where had she been? She said she did not believe in

‘conspiracy theories’ without knowing I’m sure that this and

‘conspiracy theorists’ were terms put into widespread circulation by

the CIA in the 1960s to discredit those who did not accept the

ridiculous official story of the Kennedy assassination. A blanket

statement of ‘I don’t believe in conspiracy theories’ is always bizarre. 

The dictionary definition of the term alone means the world is

drowning in conspiracies. What she said was even more da  when

her dad had just been affected by the ‘Covid’ conspiracy. Why else

does she think that ‘Covid-19’ was going on the death certificates of

people who died of something else? 

To be fair once she saw from personal experience what was

happening she didn’t mince words. Mooney was called by the care

home on the morning of February 9th to be told her father had died

in his sleep. When she asked for the official cause of death what

came back was ‘Covid-19’. Mooney challenged this and was told

there had been deaths from Covid on the dementia floor (confirmed

by a test not testing for the ‘virus’) so they considered it ‘reasonable

to assume’. ‘But doctor,’ Mooney rightly protested, ‘an assumption

isn’t a diagnosis.’ She said she didn’t blame the perfectly decent and

sympathetic doctor – ‘he was just doing his job’. Sorry, but that’s

 bullshit. He wasn’t doing his job at all. He was pu ing a false cause of

death on the death certificate and that is a criminal offence for which

he should be brought to account and the same with the millions of

doctors worldwide who have done the same. They were not doing

their job they were following orders and that must not wash at new

Nuremberg trials any more than it did at the first ones. Mooney’s

doctor was ‘assuming’ (presuming) as he was told to, but ‘just

following orders’ makes no difference to his actions. A doctor’s job is

to serve the patient and the truth, not follow orders, but that’s what

they have done all over the world and played a central part in

making the ‘Covid’ hoax possible with all its catastrophic

consequences for humanity. Shame on them and they must answer

for their actions. Mooney said her disquiet worsened when she

registered her father’s death by telephone and was told by the

registrar there had been very many other cases like hers where ‘the

deceased’ had not tested positive for ‘Covid’ yet it was recorded as

the cause of death. The test may not ma er, but those involved at

their level  think it ma ers and it shows a callous disregard for

accurate diagnosis. The pressure to do this is coming from the top of

the national ‘health’ pyramids which in turn obey the World Health

Organization which obeys Gates and the Cult. Mooney said the

registrar agreed that this must distort the national figures adding

that ‘the strangest thing is that every winter we record countless

deaths from flu, and this winter there have been none. Not one!’ She

asked if the registrar thought deaths from flu were being

misdiagnosed and lumped together with ‘Covid’ deaths. The answer

was a ‘puzzled yes’. Mooney said that the funeral director said the

same about ‘Covid’ deaths which had nothing to do with ‘Covid’. 

They had lost count of the number of families upset by this and

other funeral companies in different countries have had the same

experience. Mooney wrote:

The nightly shroud-waving and shocking close-ups of pain imposed on us by the TV news bewildered and terrified the population into eager compliance with lockdowns. We were

invited to ‘save the NHS’ and to grieve for strangers – the real-life loved ones behind those shocking death counts. Why would the public imagine what I now fear, namely that the way Covid-19 death statistics are compiled might make the numbers seem greater than they are? 

Oh, just a li le bit – like 100 percent. 

Do the maths

Mooney asked why a country would wish to skew its mortality

figures by wrongly certifying deaths? What had been going on? 

Well, if you don’t believe in conspiracies you will never find the

answer which is that  it’s a conspiracy. She did, however, describe

what she had discovered as a ‘national scandal’. In reality it’s a

global scandal and happening everywhere. Pillars of this conspiracy

were all put into place before the bu on was pressed with the

Drosten PCR protocol and high amplifications to produce the cases

and death certificate changes to secure illusory ‘Covid’ deaths. 

Mooney notes that normally two doctors were needed to certify a

death, with one having to know the patient, and how the rules were

changed in the spring of 2020 to allow one doctor to do this. In the

same period ‘Covid deaths’ were decreed to be all cases where

Covid-19 was put on the death certificate even without a positive test

or any symptoms. Mooney asked: ‘How many of the 30,851 (as of

January 15) care home resident deaths with Covid-19 on the

certificate (32.4 per cent of all deaths so far) were based on an

assumption, like that of my father? And what has that done to our

national psyche?’All of them is the answer to the first question and it

has devastated and dismantled the national psyche, actually the

global psyche, on a colossal scale. In the UK case and death data is

compiled by organisations like Public Health England (PHE) and the

Office for National Statistics (ONS). Mooney highlights the insane

policy of counting a death from any cause as ‘Covid-19’ if this

happens within 28 days of a positive test (with a test not testing for

the ‘virus’) and she points out that ONS statistics reflect deaths

‘involving Covid’ ‘or due to Covid’ which meant in practice any

death where ‘Covid-19’ was mentioned on the death certificate. She

described the consequences of this fraud:

Most people will accept the narrative they are fed, so panicky governments here and in

Europe witnessed the harsh measures enacted in totalitarian China and jumped into

lockdown. Headlines about Covid deaths tolled like the knell that would bring doomsday to us all. Fear stalked our empty streets. Politicians parroted the frankly ridiculous aim of ‘zero Covid’ and shut down the economy, while most British people agreed that lockdown was

essential and (astonishingly to me, as a patriotic Brit) even wanted more restrictions. 

For what? Lies on death certificates? Never mind the grim toll of lives ruined, suicides, schools closed, rising inequality, depression, cancelled hospital treatments, cancer patients in a torture of waiting, poverty, economic devastation, loneliness, families kept apart, and so on. How many lives have been lost as a direct result of lockdown? 

She said that we could join in a national chorus of shock and horror

at reaching the 120,000 death toll which was surely certain to have

been totally skewed all along, but what about the human cost of

lockdown justified by these ‘death figures’?  The British Medical

 Journal had reported a 1,493 percent increase in cases of children

taken to Great Ormond Street Hospital with abusive head injuries

alone and then there was the effect on families:

Perhaps the most shocking thing about all this is that families have been kept apart – and obeyed the most irrational, changing rules at the whim of government – because they

believed in the statistics. They succumbed to fear, which his generation rejected in that war fought for freedom. Dad (God rest his soul) would be angry. And so am I. 

Another theme to watch is that in the winter months when there

are more deaths from all causes they focus on ‘Covid’ deaths and in

the summer when the British Lung Foundation says respiratory

disease plummets by 80 percent they rage on about ‘cases’. Either

way fascism on population is always the answer. 

Nazi eugenics in the 21st century

Elderly people in care homes have been isolated from their families

month a er lonely month with no contact with relatives and

grandchildren who were banned from seeing them. We were told

that lockdown fascism was to ‘protect the vulnerable’ like elderly

people. At the same time Do Not Resuscitate (DNR) orders were

placed on their medical files so that if they needed resuscitation it

wasn’t done and ‘Covid-19’ went on their death certificates. Old

people were not being ‘protected’ they were being culled –

murdered in truth. DNR orders were being decreed for disabled and

young people with learning difficulties or psychological problems. 

The UK Care Quality Commission, a non-departmental body of the

Department of Health and Social Care, found that 34 percent of

those working in health and social care were pressured into placing

‘do not a empt cardiopulmonary resuscitation’ orders on ‘Covid’

patients who suffered from disabilities and learning difficulties

without involving the patient or their families in the decision. UK

judges ruled that an elderly woman with dementia should have the

DNA-manipulating ‘Covid vaccine’ against her son’s wishes and that

a man with severe learning difficulties should have the jab despite

his family’s objections. Never mind that many had already died. The

judiciary always supports doctors and government in fascist

dictatorships. They wouldn’t dare do otherwise. A horrific video was

posted showing fascist officers from Los Angeles police forcibly

giving the ‘Covid’ shot to women with special needs who were

screaming that they didn’t want it. The same fascists are seen giving

the jab to a sleeping elderly woman in a care home. This is straight

out of the Nazi playbook. Hitler’s Nazis commi ed mass murder of

the mentally ill and physically disabled throughout Germany and

occupied territories in the programme that became known as Aktion

T4, or just T4. Sabbatian-controlled Hitler and his grotesque crazies

set out to kill those they considered useless and unnecessary. The

Reich Commi ee for the Scientific Registering of Hereditary and

Congenital Illnesses registered the births of babies identified by

physicians to have ‘defects’. By 1941 alone more than 5,000 children

were murdered by the state and it is estimated that in total the

number of innocent people killed in Aktion T4 was between 275,000

and 300,000. Parents were told their children had been sent away for

‘special treatment’ never to return. It is rather pathetic to see claims

about plans for new extermination camps being dismissed today

when the same force behind current events did precisely that 80

years ago. Margaret Sanger was a Cult operative who used ‘birth

control’ to sanitise her programme of eugenics. Organisations she

founded became what is now Planned Parenthood. Sanger proposed

that ‘the whole dysgenic population would have its choice of

segregation or sterilization’. These included epileptics, ‘feeble-

minded’, and prostitutes. Sanger opposed charity because it

perpetuated ‘human waste‘. She reveals the Cult mentality and if

anyone thinks that extermination camps are a ‘conspiracy theory’

their naivety is touching if breathtakingly stupid. 

If you don’t believe that doctors can act with callous disregard for

their patients it is worth considering that doctors and medical staff

agreed to put government-decreed DNR orders on medical files and

do nothing when resuscitation is called for. I don’t know what you

call such people in your house. In mine they are Nazis from the Josef

Mengele School of Medicine. Phenomenal numbers of old people

have died worldwide from the effects of lockdown, depression, lack

of treatment, the ‘vaccine’ (more later) and losing the will to live. A

common response at the start of the manufactured pandemic was to

remove old people from hospital beds and transfer them to nursing

homes. The decision would result in a mass cull of elderly people in

those homes through lack of treatment –  not ‘Covid’. Care home

whistleblowers have told how once the ‘Covid’ era began doctors

would not come to their homes to treat patients and they were

begging for drugs like antibiotics that o en never came. The most

infamous example was ordered by New York governor Andrew

Cuomo, brother of a moronic CNN host, who amazingly was given

an Emmy Award for his handling of the ‘Covid crisis’ by the

ridiculous Wokers that hand them out. Just how ridiculous could be

seen in February, 2021, when a Department of Justice and FBI

investigation began into how thousands of old people in New York

died in nursing homes a er being discharged from hospital to make

way for ‘Covid’ patients on Cuomo’s say-so – and how he and his

staff covered up these facts. This couldn’t have happened to a nicer

psychopath. Even then there was a ‘Covid’ spin. Reports said that

thousands of old people who tested positive for ‘Covid’ in hospital

were transferred to nursing homes to both die of ‘Covid’ and

transmit it to others. No – they were in hospital because they were ill

and the fact that they tested positive with a test not testing for the

‘virus’ is irrelevant. They were ill o en with respiratory diseases

ubiquitous in old people near the end of their lives. Their transfer

out of hospital meant that their treatment stopped and many would

go on to die. 

They’re old. Who gives a damn? 

I have exposed in the books for decades the Cult plan to cull the

world’s old people and even to introduce at some point what they

call a ‘demise pill’ which at a certain age everyone would take and

be out of here by law. In March, 2021, Spain legalised euthanasia and

assisted suicide following the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg

and Canada on the Tiptoe to the demise pill. Treatment of old people

by many ‘care’ homes has been a disgrace in the ‘Covid’ era. There

are many, many, caring staff – I know some. There have, however, 

been legions of stories about callous treatment of old people and

their families. Police were called when families came to take their

loved ones home in the light of isolation that was killing them. They

became prisoners of the state. Care home residents in insane, fascist

Ontario, Canada, were not allowed to leave their  room once the

‘Covid’ hoax began. UK staff have even wheeled elderly people

away from windows where family members were talking with them. 

Oriana Criscuolo from Stockport in the English North West dropped

off some things for her 80-year-old father who has Parkinson’s

disease and dementia and she wanted to wave to him through a

ground-floor window. She was told that was ‘illegal’. When she went

anyway they closed the curtains in the middle of the day. Oriana

said:

It’s just unbelievable. I cannot understand how care home staff – people who are being paid to care – have become so uncaring. Their behaviour is inhumane and cruel. It’s beyond belief. 

She was right and this was not a one-off. What a way to end your life

in such loveless circumstances. UK registered nurse Nicky Millen, a

proper old school nurse for 40 years, said that when she started her

career care was based on dignity, choice, compassion and empathy. 

Now she said ‘the things that are important to me have gone out of

the window.’ She was appalled that people were dying without their

loved ones and saying goodbye on iPads. Nicky described how a

distressed 89-year-old lady stroked her face and asked her ‘how

many paracetamol would it take to finish me off’. Life was no longer

worth living while not seeing her family. Nicky said she was

humiliated in front of the ward staff and patients for le ing the lady

stroke her face and giving her a cuddle. Such is the dehumanisation

that the ‘Covid’ hoax has brought to the surface. Nicky worked in

care homes where patients told her they were being held prisoner. ‘I

want to live until I die’, one said to her. ‘I had a lady in tears because

she hadn’t seen her great-grandson.’ Nicky was compassionate old

school meeting psychopathic New Normal. She also said she had

worked on a ‘Covid’ ward with no ‘Covid’ patients. Jewish writer

Shai Held wrote an article in March, 2020, which was headlined ‘The

Staggering, Heartless Cruelty Toward the Elderly’. What he

described was happening from the earliest days of lockdown. He

said ‘the elderly’ were considered a group and not unique

individuals (the way of the Woke). Shai Held said:

Notice how the all-too-familiar rhetoric of dehumanization works: ‘The elderly’ are bunched together as a faceless mass, all of them considered culprits and thus effectively deserving of the suffering the pandemic will inflict upon them. Lost entirely is the fact that the elderly are individual human beings, each with a distinctive face and voice, each with hopes and

dreams, memories and regrets, friendships and marriages, loves lost and loves sustained. 

‘The elderly’ have become another dehumanised group for which

anything goes and for many that has resulted in cold disregard for

their rights and their life. The distinctive face that Held talks about is

designed to be deleted by masks until everyone is part of a faceless

mass. 

‘War-zone’ hospitals myth

Again and again medical professionals have told me what was really

going on and how hospitals ‘overrun like war zones’ according to

the media were virtually empty. The mantra from medical

whistleblowers was please don’t use my name or my career is over. 

Citizen journalists around the world sneaked into hospitals to film

evidence exposing the ‘war-zone’ lie. They really  were largely empty

with closed wards and operating theatres. I met a hospital worker in

my town on the Isle of Wight during the first lockdown in 2020 who

said the only island hospital had never been so quiet. Lockdown was

justified by the psychopaths to stop hospitals being overrun. At the

same time that the island hospital was near-empty the military

arrived here to provide  extra beds. It was all propaganda to ramp up

the fear to ensure compliance with fascism as were never-used

temporary hospitals with thousands of beds known as Nightingales

and never-used make-shi  mortuaries opened by the criminal UK

government. A man who helped to install those extra island beds

a ributed to the army said they were never used and the hospital

was empty. Doctors and nurses ‘stood around talking or on their

phones, wandering down to us to see what we were doing’. There

were no masks or social distancing. He accused the useless local

island paper, the  County Press, of ‘pumping the fear as if our hospital

was overrun and we only have one so it should have been’. He

described ambulances parked up with crews outside in deck chairs. 

When his brother called an ambulance he was told there was a two-

hour backlog which he called ‘bullshit’. An old lady on the island fell

‘and was in a bad way’, but a caller who rang for an ambulance was

told the situation wasn’t urgent enough. Ambulance stations were

working under capacity while people would hear ambulances with

sirens blaring driving through the streets. When those living near

the stations realised what was going on they would follow them as

they le , circulated around an urban area with the sirens going, and

then came back without stopping. All this was to increase levels of

fear and the same goes for the ‘ventilator shortage crisis’ that cost

tens of millions for hastily produced ventilators never to be used. 

Ambulance crews that agreed to be exploited in this way for fear

propaganda might find themselves a mirror. I wish them well with

that. Empty hospitals were the obvious consequence of treatment

and diagnoses of non-’Covid’ conditions cancelled and those

involved handed a death sentence. People have been dying at home

from undiagnosed and untreated cancer, heart disease and other life-

threatening conditions to allow empty hospitals to deal with a

‘pandemic’ that wasn’t happening. 

Death of the innocent

‘War-zones’ have been laying off nursing staff, even doctors where

they can. There was no work for them. Lockdown was justified by

saving lives and protecting the vulnerable they were actually killing

with DNR orders and preventing empty hospitals being ‘overrun’. In

Britain the mantra of stay at home to ‘save the NHS’ was everywhere

and across the world the same story was being sold when it was all

lies. Two California doctors, Dan Erickson and Artin Massihi at

Accelerated Urgent Care in Bakersfield, held a news conference in

April, 2020, to say that intensive care units in California were ‘empty, 

essentially’, with hospitals shu ing floors, not treating patients and

laying off doctors. The California health system was working at

minimum capacity ‘ge ing rid of doctors because we just don’t have

the volume’. They said that people with conditions such as heart

disease and cancer were not coming to hospital out of fear of ‘Covid-

19’. Their video was deleted by Susan Wojcicki’s Cult-owned

YouTube a er reaching five million views. Florida governor Ron

Desantis, who rejected the severe lockdowns of other states and is

being targeted for doing so, said that in March, 2020, every US

governor was given models claiming they would run out of hospital

beds in days. That was never going to happen and the ‘modellers’

knew it. Deceit can be found at every level of the system. Urgent

children’s operations were cancelled including fracture repairs and

biopsies to spot cancer. Eric Nicholls, a consultant paediatrician, said

‘this is obviously concerning and we need to return to normal

operating and to increase capacity as soon as possible’. Psychopaths

in power were rather less concerned  because they are psychopaths. 

Deletion of urgent care and diagnosis has been happening all over

the world and how many kids and others have died as a result of the

actions of these cold and heartless lunatics dictating ‘health’ policy? 

The number must be stratospheric. Richard Sullivan, professor of

cancer and global health at King’s College London, said people

feared ‘Covid’ more than cancer such was the campaign of fear. 

‘Years of lost life will be quite dramatic’, Sullivan said, with ‘a huge

amount of avoidable mortality’. Sarah Woolnough, executive

director for policy at Cancer Research UK, said there had been a 75

percent drop in urgent referrals to hospitals by family doctors of

people with suspected cancer. Sullivan said that ‘a lot of services

have had to scale back – we’ve seen a dramatic decrease in the

amount of elective cancer surgery’. Lockdown deaths worldwide has

been absolutely fantastic with the  New York Post reporting how data

confirmed that ‘lockdowns end more lives than they save’:

There was a sharp decline in visits to emergency rooms and an increase in fatal heart attacks because patients didn’t receive prompt treatment. Many fewer people were screened for

cancer. Social isolation contributed to excess deaths from dementia and Alzheimer’s. 

Researchers predicted that the social and economic upheaval would lead to tens of thousands of “deaths of despair” from drug overdoses, alcoholism and suicide. As unemployment surged and mental-health and substance-abuse treatment programs were interrupted, the reported

levels of anxiety, depression and suicidal thoughts increased dramatically, as did alcohol sales and fatal drug overdoses. 

This has been happening while nurses and other staff had so much

time on their hands in the ‘war-zones’ that Tic-Tok dancing videos

began appearing across the Internet with medical staff dancing

around in empty wards and corridors as people died at home from

causes that would normally have been treated in hospital. 

Mentions in dispatches

One brave and truth-commi ed whistleblower was Louise

Hampton, a call handler with the UK NHS who made a viral

Internet video saying she had done ‘fuck all’ during the ‘pandemic’

which was ‘a load of bollocks’. She said that ‘Covid-19’ was

rebranded flu and of course she lost her job. This is what happens in

the medical and endless other professions now when you tell the

truth. Louise filmed inside ‘war-zone’ accident and emergency

departments to show they were empty and I mean  empty as in no

one there. The mainstream media could have done the same and

blown the gaff on the whole conspiracy. They haven’t to their eternal

shame. Not that most ‘journalists’ seem capable of manifesting

shame as with the psychopaths they slavishly repeat without

question. The relative few who were admi ed with serious health

problems were le  to die alone with no loved ones allowed to see

them because of ‘Covid’ rules and they included kids dying without

the comfort of mum and dad at their bedside while the evil behind

this couldn’t give a damn. It was all good fun to them. A Sco ish

NHS staff nurse publicly quit in the spring of 2021 saying: ‘I can no

longer be part of the lies and the corruption by the government.’ She

said hospitals ‘aren’t full, the beds aren’t full, beds have been shut, 

wards have been shut’. Hospitals were never busy throughout

‘Covid’. The staff nurse said that Nicola Sturgeon, tragically the

leader of the Sco ish government, was on television saying save the

hospitals and the NHS – ‘but the beds are empty’ and ‘we’ve not

seen flu, we always see flu every year’. She wrote to government and

spoke with her union Unison (the unions are Cult-compromised and

 useless, but nothing changed. Many of her colleagues were scared of

losing their jobs if they spoke out as they wanted to. She said

nursing staff were being affected by wearing masks all day and ‘my

head is spli ing every shi  from wearing a mask’. The NHS is part

of the fascist tyranny and must be dismantled so we can start again

with human beings in charge. (Ironically, hospitals were reported to

be busier again when official ‘Covid’ cases  fell in spring/summer of

2021 and many other conditions required treatment at the same time

as  the fake vaccine rollout.)

I will cover the ‘Covid vaccine’ scam in detail later, but it is

another indicator of the sickening disregard for human life that I am

highlighting here. The DNA-manipulating concoctions do not fulfil

the definition of a ‘vaccine’, have never been used on humans before

and were given only emergency approval because trials were not

completed and they continued using the unknowing public. The

result was what a NHS senior nurse with responsibility for ‘vaccine’

procedure said was ‘genocide’. She said the ‘vaccines’ were not

‘vaccines’. They had not been shown to be safe and claims about

their effectiveness by drug companies were ‘poetic licence’. She

described what was happening as a ‘horrid act of human

annihilation’. The nurse said that management had instigated a

policy of not providing a Patient Information Leaflet (PIL) before

people were ‘vaccinated’ even though health care professionals are

supposed to do this according to protocol. Patients should also be

told that they are taking part in an ongoing clinical trial. Her

challenges to what is happening had seen her excluded from

meetings and ridiculed in others. She said she was told to ‘watch my

step … or I would find myself surplus to requirements’. The nurse, 

who spoke anonymously in fear of her career, said she asked her

NHS manager why he/she was content with taking part in genocide

against those having the ‘vaccines’. The reply was that everyone had

to play their part and to ‘put up, shut up, and get it done’. 

Government was ‘leaning heavily’ on NHS management which was

clearly leaning heavily on staff. This is how the global ‘medical’

hierarchy operates and it starts with the Cult and its World Health

Organization. 

She told the story of a doctor who had the Pfizer jab and when

questioned had no idea what was in it. The doctor had never read

the literature. We have to stop treating doctors as intellectual giants

when so many are moral and medical pygmies. The doctor did not

even know that the ‘vaccines’ were not fully approved or that their

trials were ongoing. They were, however, asking their patients if

they minded taking part in follow-ups for research purposes – yes, 

the  ongoing clinical  trial. The nurse said the doctor’s ignorance was

not rare and she had spoken to a hospital consultant who had the jab

without any idea of the background or that the ‘trials’ had not been

completed. Nurses and pharmacists had shown the same ignorance. 

‘My NHS colleagues have forsaken their duty of care, broken their

code of conduct – Hippocratic Oath – and have been brainwashed

just the same as the majority of the UK public through propaganda

…’ She said she had not been able to recruit a single NHS colleague, 

doctor, nurse or pharmacist to stand with her and speak out. Her

union had refused to help. She said that if the genocide came to light

she would not hesitate to give evidence at a Nuremberg-type trial

against those in power who could have affected the outcomes but

didn’t. 

And all for what? 

To put the nonsense into perspective let’s say the ‘virus’ does exist

and let’s go completely crazy and accept that the official

manipulated figures for cases and deaths are accurate.  Even then a

study by Stanford University epidemiologist Dr John Ioannidis

published on the World Health Organization website produced an

average infection to fatality rate of …  0.23 percent!  Ioannidis said: ‘If

one could sample equally from all locations globally, the median

infection fatality rate might even be substantially lower than the

0.23% observed in my analysis.’ For healthy people under 70 it was

…  0.05 percent! This compares with the 3.4 percent claimed by the

Cult-owned World Health Organization when the hoax was first

played and maximum fear needed to be generated. An updated

Stanford study in April, 2021, put the ‘infection’ to ‘fatality’ rate at

just 0.15 percent. Another team of scientists led by Megan O’Driscoll

and Henrik Salje studied data from 45 countries and published their

findings on the Nature website. For children and young people the

figure is so small it virtually does not register although authorities

will be hyping dangers to the young when they introduce DNA-

manipulating ‘vaccines’ for children. The O’Driscoll study produced

an average infection-fatality figure of 0.003 for children from birth to

four; 0.001 for 5 to 14; 0.003 for 15 to 19; and it was still only 0.456 up

to 64. To claim that children must be ‘vaccinated’ to protect them

from ‘Covid’ is an obvious lie and so there must be another reason

and there is. What’s more the average age of a ‘Covid’ death is akin

to the average age that people die in general. The average age of

death in England is about 80 for men and 83 for women. The average

age of death from alleged ‘Covid’ is between 82 and 83. California

doctors, Dan Erickson and Artin Massihi, said at their April media

conference that projection models of millions of deaths had been

‘woefully inaccurate’. They produced detailed figures showing that

Californians had a 0.03 chance of dying from ‘Covid’ based on the

number of people who tested positive (with a test not testing for the

‘virus’). Erickson said there was a 0.1 percent chance of dying from

‘Covid’ in the  state of New York, not just the city, and a 0.05 percent

chance in Spain, a centre of ‘Covid-19’ hysteria at one stage. The

Stanford studies supported the doctors’ data with fatality rate

estimates of 0.23 and 0.15 percent. How close are these figures to my

estimate of  zero? Death-rate figures claimed by the World Health

Organization at the start of the hoax were some 15 times higher. The

California doctors said there was no justification for lockdowns and

the economic devastation they caused. Everything they had ever

learned about quarantine was that you quarantine the  sick and not

the healthy. They had never seen this before and it made no medical

sense. 

Why in the in the light of all this would governments and medical

systems the world over say that billions must go under house arrest; 

lose their livelihood; in many cases lose their mind, their health and

their life; force people to wear masks dangerous to health and

psychology; make human interaction and even family interaction a

criminal offence; ban travel; close restaurants, bars, watching live

sport, concerts, theatre, and any activity involving human

togetherness and discourse; and closing schools to isolate children

from their friends and cause many to commit suicide in acts of

hopelessness and despair? The California doctors said lockdown

consequences included increased child abuse, partner abuse, 

alcoholism, depression, and other impacts they were seeing every

day. Who would do that to the entire human race if not mentally-ill

psychopaths of almost unimaginable extremes like Bill Gates? We

must face the reality of what we are dealing with and come out of

denial. Fascism and tyranny are made possible only by the target

population submi ing and acquiescing to fascism and tyranny. The

whole of human history shows that to be true. Most people naively

and unquestioning believed what they were told about a ‘deadly

virus’ and meekly and weakly submi ed to house arrest. Those who

didn’t believe it – at least in total – still submi ed in fear of the

consequences of not doing so. For the rest who wouldn’t submit

draconian fines have been imposed, brutal policing by psychopaths

 for psychopaths, and condemnation from the meek and weak who

condemn the Pushbackers on behalf of the very force that has them, 

too, in its gunsights. ‘Pathetic’ does not even begin to suffice. 

Britain’s brainless ‘Health’ Secretary Ma  Hancock warned anyone

lying to border officials about returning from a list of ‘hotspot’

countries could face a jail sentence of up to ten years which is more

than for racially-aggravated assault, incest and a empting to have

sex with a child under 13. Hancock is a lunatic, but he has the state

apparatus behind him in a Cult-led chain reaction and the same with

UK ‘Vaccine Minister’ Nadhim Zahawi, a prominent member of the

mega-Cult secret society, Le Cercle, which featured in my earlier

books. The Cult enforces its will on governments and medical

systems; government and medical systems enforce their will on

business and police; business enforces its will on staff who enforce it

on customers; police enforce the will of the Cult on the population

and play their essential part in creating a world of fascist control that

their own children and grandchildren will have to live in their entire

lives. It is a hierarchical pyramid of imposition and acquiescence

and, yes indeedy, of clinical insanity. 

Does anyone bright enough to read this book have to ask what the

answer is? I think not, but I will reveal it anyway in the fewest of

syllables: Tell the psychos and their moronic lackeys to fuck off and

let’s get on with our lives. We are many – They are few. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

War on your mind

 One believes things because one has been conditioned to believe

 them

Aldous Huxley,   Brave New World

Ihave described the ‘Covid’ hoax as a ‘Psyop’ and that is true in

every sense and on every level in accordance with the definition of

that term which is psychological warfare. Break down the ‘Covid

pandemic’ to the foundation themes and it is psychological warfare

on the human individual and collective mind. 

The same can be said for the entire human belief system involving

every subject you can imagine. Huxley was right in his contention

that people believe what they are conditioned to believe and this

comes from the repetition throughout their lives of the same

falsehoods. They spew from government, corporations, media and

endless streams of ‘experts’ telling you what the Cult wants you to

believe and o en believing it themselves (although  far from always). 

‘Experts’ are rewarded with ‘prestigious’ jobs and titles and as

agents of perceptual programming with regular access to the media. 

The Cult has to control the narrative – control  information – or they

lose control of the vital, crucial, without-which-they-cannot-prevail

public perception of reality. The foundation of that control today is

the Internet made possible by the Defense Advanced Research

Projects Agency (DARPA), the incredibly sinister technological arm

of the Pentagon. The Internet is the result of military technology. 

DARPA openly brags about establishing the Internet which has been

a long-term project to lasso the minds of the global population. I

have said for decades the plan is to control information to such an

extreme that eventually no one would see or hear anything that the

Cult does not approve. We are closing in on that end with ferocious

censorship since the ‘Covid’ hoax began and in my case it started

back in the 1990s in terms of books and speaking venues. I had to

create my own publishing company in 1995 precisely because no one

else would publish my books even then. I think they’re all still

running. 

Cult Internet

To secure total control of information they needed the Internet in

which pre-programmed algorithms can seek out ‘unclean’ content

for deletion and even stop it being posted in the first place. The Cult

had to dismantle print and non-Internet broadcast media to ensure

the transfer of information to the appropriate-named ‘Web’ – a

critical expression of the  Cult web. We’ve seen the ever-quickening

demise of traditional media and control of what is le  by a tiny

number of corporations operating worldwide. Independent

journalism in the mainstream is already dead and never was that

more obvious than since the turn of 2020. The Cult wants all

information communicated via the Internet to globally censor and

allow the plug to be pulled any time. Lockdowns and forced

isolation has meant that communication between people has been

through electronic means and no longer through face-to-face

discourse and discussion. Cult psychopaths have targeted the bars, 

restaurants, sport, venues and meeting places in general for this

reason. None of this is by chance and it’s to stop people gathering in

any kind of privacy or number while being able to track and monitor

all Internet communications and block them as necessary. Even

private messages between individuals have been censored by these

fascists that control Cult fronts like Facebook, Twi er, Google and

YouTube which are all officially run by Sabbatian place-people and

from the background by higher-level Sabbatian place people. 

Facebook, Google, Amazon and their like were seed-funded and

supported into existence with money-no-object infusions of funds

either directly or indirectly from DARPA and CIA technology arm

In-Q-Tel. The Cult plays the long game and prepares very carefully

for big plays like ‘Covid’. Amazon is another front in the

psychological war and pre y much controls the global market in

book sales and increasingly publishing. Amazon’s limitless funds

have deleted fantastic numbers of independent publishers to seize

global domination on the way to deciding which books can be sold

and circulated and which cannot. Moves in that direction are already

happening. Amazon’s leading light Jeff Bezos is the grandson of

Lawrence Preston Gise who worked with DARPA predecessor

ARPA. Amazon has big connections to the CIA and the Pentagon. 

The plan I have long described went like this:

1. Employ military technology to establish the Internet. 

2. Sell the Internet as a place where people can freely communicate without censorship and allow that to happen until the Net becomes the central and irreversible pillar of human

society. If the Internet had been highly censored from the start many would have rejected it. 

3. Fund and manipulate major corporations into being to control the circulation of

information on your Internet using cover stories about geeks in garages to explain how they came about. Give them unlimited funds to expand rapidly with no need to make a profit for years while non-Cult companies who need to balance the books cannot compete. You know

that in these circumstances your Googles, YouTubes, Facebooks and Amazons are going to

secure near monopolies by either crushing or buying up the opposition. 

4. Allow freedom of expression on both the Internet and communication platforms to draw

people in until the Internet is the central and irreversible pillar of human society and your communication corporations have reached a stage of near monopoly domination. 

5. Then unleash your always-planned frenzy of censorship on the basis of ‘where else are you going to go?’ and continue to expand that until nothing remains that the Cult does not want its human targets to see. 

The process was timed to hit the ‘Covid’ hoax to ensure the best

chance possible of controlling the narrative which they knew they

had to do at all costs. They were, a er all, about to unleash a ‘deadly

virus’ that didn’t really exist. If you do that in an environment of

free-flowing information and opinion you would be dead in the

water before you could say Gates is a psychopath. The network was

in place through which the Cult-created-and-owned World Health

Organization could dictate the ‘Covid’ narrative and response policy

slavishly supported by Cult-owned Internet communication giants

and mainstream media while those telling a different story were

censored. Google, YouTube, Facebook and Twi er openly

announced that they would do this. What else would we expect from

Cult-owned operations like Facebook which former executives have

confirmed set out to make the platform more addictive than

cigare es and coldly manipulates emotions of its users to sow

division between people and groups and scramble the minds of the

young? If Zuckerberg lives out the rest of his life without going to

jail for crimes against humanity, and most emphatically against the

young, it will be a travesty of justice. Still, no ma er, cause and effect

will catch up with him eventually and the same with Sergey Brin

and Larry Page at Google with its CEO Sundar Pichai who fix the

Google search results to promote Cult narratives and hide the

opposition. Put the same key words into Google and other search

engines like DuckDuckGo and you will see how different results can

be. Wikipedia is another intensely biased ‘encyclopaedia’ which

skews its content to the Cult agenda. YouTube links to Wikipedia’s

version of ‘Covid’ and ‘climate change’ on video pages in which

experts in their field offer a different opinion (even that is

increasingly rare with Wojcicki censorship). Into this ‘Covid’ silence-

them network must be added government media censors, sorry

‘regulators’, such as Ofcom in the UK which imposed tyrannical

restrictions on British broadcasters that had the effect of banning me

from ever appearing. Just to debate with me about my evidence and

views on ‘Covid’ would mean breaking the fascistic impositions of

Ofcom and its CEO career government bureaucrat Melanie Dawes. 

Gutless British broadcasters tremble at the very thought of fascist

Ofcom. 

Psychos behind ‘Covid’

The reason for the ‘Covid’ catastrophe in all its facets and forms can be seen by whom and what is driving the policies worldwide in such

a coordinated way. Decisions are not being made to protect health, 

but to target psychology. The dominant group guiding and

‘advising’ government policy are not medical professionals. They are

psychologists and behavioural scientists. Every major country has its

own version of this phenomenon and I’ll use the British example to

show how it works. In many ways the British version has been

affecting the wider world in the form of the huge behaviour

manipulation network in the UK which operates in other countries. 

The network involves private companies, government, intelligence

and military. The Cabinet Office is at the centre of the government

‘Covid’ Psyop and part-owns, with ‘innovation charity’ Nesta, the

Behavioural Insights Team (BIT) which claims to be independent of

government but patently isn’t. The BIT was established in 2010 and

its job is to manipulate the psyche of the population to acquiesce to

government demands and so much more. It is also known as the

‘Nudge Unit’, a name inspired by the 2009 book by two ultra-

Zionists, Cass Sunstein and Richard Thaler, called  Nudge: Improving

 Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness. The book, as with the

Behavioural Insights Team, seeks to ‘nudge’ behaviour (manipulate

it) to make the public follow pa erns of action and perception that

suit those in authority (the Cult). Sunstein is so skilled at this that he

advises the World Health Organization and the UK Behavioural

Insights Team and was Administrator of the White House Office of

Information and Regulatory Affairs in the Obama administration. 

Biden appointed him to the Department of Homeland Security –

another ultra-Zionist in the fold to oversee new immigration laws

which is another policy the Cult wants to control. Sunstein is

desperate to silence anyone exposing conspiracies and co-authored a

2008 report on the subject in which suggestions were offered to ban

‘conspiracy theorizing’ or impose ‘some kind of tax, financial or

otherwise, on those who disseminate such theories’. I guess a

psychiatrist’s chair is out of the question? 

Sunstein’s mate Richard Thaler, an ‘academic affiliate’ of the UK

Behavioural Insights Team, is a proponent of ‘behavioural

economics’ which is defined as the study of ‘the effects of

psychological, cognitive, emotional, cultural and social factors on the

decisions of individuals and institutions’. Study the effects so they

can be manipulated to be what you want them to be. Other leading

names in the development of behavioural economics are ultra-

Zionists Daniel Kahneman and Robert J. Shiller and they, with

Thaler, won the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences for their

work in this field. The Behavioural Insights Team is operating at the

heart of the UK government and has expanded globally through

partnerships with several universities including Harvard, Oxford, 

Cambridge, University College London (UCL) and Pennsylvania. 

They claim to have ‘trained’ (reframed) 20,000 civil servants and run

more than 750 projects involving 400 randomised controlled trials in

dozens of countries’ as another version of mind reframers Common

Purpose. BIT works from its office in New York with cities and their

agencies, as well as other partners, across the United States and

Canada – this is a company part-owned by the British government

Cabinet Office. An executive order by President Cult-servant Obama

established a US Social and Behavioral Sciences Team in 2015. They

all have the same reason for being and that’s to brainwash the

population directly and by brainwashing those in positions of

authority. 

‘Covid’ mind game

Another prime aspect of the UK mind-control network is the

‘independent’ [joke] Scientific Pandemic Insights Group on

Behaviours (SPI-B) which ‘provides behavioural science advice

aimed at anticipating and helping people adhere to interventions

that are recommended by medical or epidemiological experts’. That

means manipulating public perception and behaviour to do

whatever government tells them to do. It’s disgusting and if they

really want the public to be ‘safe’ this lot should all be under lock

and key. According to the government website SPI-B consists of

‘behavioural scientists, health and social psychologists, 

anthropologists and historians’ and advises the Whi y-Vallance-led

Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) which in turn

advises the government on ‘the science’ (it doesn’t) and ‘Covid’

policy. When politicians say they are being guided by ‘the science’

this is the rabble in each country they are talking about and that

‘science’ is dominated by behaviour manipulators to enforce

government fascism through public compliance. The Behaviour

Insight Team is headed by psychologist David Solomon Halpern, a

visiting professor at King’s College London, and connects with a

national and global web of other civilian and military organisations

as the Cult moves towards its goal of fusing them into one fascistic

whole in every country through its ‘Fusion Doctrine’. The behaviour

manipulation network involves, but is not confined to, the Foreign

Office; National Security Council; government communications

headquarters (GCHQ); MI5; MI6; the Cabinet Office-based Media

Monitoring Unit; and the Rapid Response Unit which ‘monitors

digital trends to spot emerging issues; including misinformation and

disinformation; and identifies the best way to respond’. 

There is also the 77th Brigade of the UK military which operates

like the notorious Israeli military’s Unit 8200 in manipulating

information and discussion on the Internet by posing as members of

the public to promote the narrative and discredit those who

challenge it. Here we have the military seeking to manipulate

 domestic public opinion while the Nazis in government are fine with

that. Conservative Member of Parliament Tobias Ellwood, an

advocate of lockdown and control through ‘vaccine passports’, is a

Lieutenant Colonel reservist in the 77th Brigade which connects with

the military operation jHub, the ‘innovation centre’ for the Ministry

of Defence and Strategic Command. jHub has also been involved

with the civilian National Health Service (NHS) in ‘symptom

tracing’ the population. The NHS is a key part of this mind control

network and produced a document in December, 2020, explaining to

staff how to use psychological manipulation with different groups

and ages to get them to have the DNA-manipulating ‘Covid vaccine’

that’s designed to cumulatively rewrite human genetics. The

document, called ‘Optimising Vaccination Roll Out – Do’s and Dont’s

for all messaging, documents and “communications” in the widest

sense’, was published by NHS England and the NHS Improvement

 Behaviour Change Unit in partnership with Public Health England

and Warwick Business School. I hear the mantra about ‘save the

NHS’ and ‘protect the NHS’ when we need to scrap the NHS and

start again. The current version is far too corrupt, far too anti-human

and totally compromised by Cult operatives and their assets. UK

government broadcast media censor Ofcom will connect into this

web – as will the BBC with its tremendous Ofcom influence – to

control what the public see and hear and dictate mass perception. 

Nuremberg trials must include personnel from all these

organisations. 

The fear factor

The ‘Covid’ hoax has led to the creation of the UK Cabinet Office-

connected Joint Biosecurity Centre (JBC) which is officially described

as providing ‘expert advice on pandemics’ using its independent [all

Cult operations are ‘independent’] analytical function to provide

real-time analysis about infection outbreaks to identify and respond

to outbreaks of Covid-19’. Another role is to advise the government

on a response to spikes in infections – ‘for example by closing

schools or workplaces in local areas where infection levels have

risen’. Put another way, promoting the Cult agenda. The Joint

Biosecurity Centre is modelled on the Joint Terrorism Analysis

Centre which analyses intelligence to set ‘terrorism threat levels’ and

here again you see the fusion of civilian and military operations and

intelligence that has led to military intelligence producing

documents about ‘vaccine hesitancy’ and how it can be combated. 

Domestic civilian ma ers and opinions should not be the business of

the military. The Joint Biosecurity Centre is headed by Tom Hurd, 

director general of the Office for Security and Counter-Terrorism

from the establishment-to-its-fingertips Hurd family. His father is

former Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd. How coincidental that Tom

Hurd went to the elite Eton College and Oxford University with

Boris Johnson. Imperial College with its ridiculous computer

modeller Neil Ferguson will connect with this gigantic web that will

itself interconnect with similar set-ups in other major and not so

major countries. Compared with this Cult network the politicians, be

they Boris Johnson, Donald Trump or Joe Biden, are bit-part players

‘following the science’. The network of psychologists was on the

‘Covid’ case from the start with the aim of generating maximum fear

of the ‘virus’ to ensure compliance by the population. A government

behavioural science group known as SPI-B produced a paper in

March, 2020, for discussion by the main government science

advisory group known as SAGE. It was headed ‘Options for

increasing adherence to social distancing measures’ and it said the

following in a section headed ‘Persuasion’:

• A substantial number of people still do not feel sufficiently

personally threatened; it could be that they are reassured by the

low death rate in their demographic group, although levels of

concern may be rising. Having a good understanding of the risk

has been found to be positively associated with adoption of

COVID-19 social distancing measures in Hong Kong. 

• The perceived level of personal threat needs to be increased

among those who are complacent, using hard-hi ing evaluation

of options for increasing social distancing emotional messaging. 

To be effective this must also empower people by making clear

the actions they can take to reduce the threat. 

• Responsibility to others: There seems to be insufficient

understanding of, or feelings of responsibility about, people’s role

in transmi ing the infection to others … Messaging about actions

need to be framed positively in terms of protecting oneself and

the community, and increase confidence that they will be effective. 

• Some people will be more persuaded by appeals to play by the

rules, some by duty to the community, and some to personal risk. 

All these different approaches are needed. The messaging also

needs to take account of the realities of different people’s lives. 

Messaging needs to take account of the different motivational

levers and circumstances of different people. 

All this could be achieved the SPI-B psychologists said by  using the

 media to increase the sense of personal threat which translates as terrify

the shit out of the population, including children, so they all do what

we want. That’s not happened has it? Those excuses for ‘journalists’

who wouldn’t know journalism if it bit them on the arse (the great

majority) have played their crucial part in serving this Cult-

government Psyop to enslave their own kids and grandkids. How

they live with themselves I have no idea. The psychological war has

been underpinned by constant government ‘Covid’ propaganda in

almost every television and radio ad break, plus the Internet and

print media, which has pounded out the fear with taxpayers footing

the bill for their own programming. The result has been people

terrified of a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist or one with a tiny fatality rate

even if you believe it does. People walk down the street and around

the shops wearing face-nappies damaging their health and

psychology while others report those who refuse to be that naïve to

the police who turn up in their own face-nappies. I had a cameraman

come to my flat and he was so frightened of ‘Covid’ he came in

wearing a mask and refused to shake my hand in case he caught

something. He had – naïveitis – and the thought that he worked in

the mainstream media was both depressing and made his behaviour

perfectly explainable. The fear which has gripped the minds of so

many and frozen them into compliance has been carefully cultivated

by these psychologists who are really psychopaths. If lives get

destroyed and a lot of young people commit suicide it shows our

plan is working. SPI-B then turned to compulsion on the public to

comply. ‘With adequate preparation, rapid change can be achieved’, 

it said. Some countries had introduced mandatory self-isolation on a

wide scale without evidence of major public unrest and a large

majority of the UK’s population appeared to be supportive of more

coercive measures with 64 percent of adults saying they would

support pu ing London under a lockdown (watch the ‘polls’ which

are designed to make people believe that public opinion is in favour

or against whatever the subject in hand). 

For ‘aggressive protective measures’ to be effective, the SPI-B

paper said, special a ention should be devoted to those population

groups that are more at risk. Translated from the Orwellian this

means making the rest of population feel guilty for not protecting

the ‘vulnerable’ such as old people which the Cult and its agencies

were about to kill on an industrial scale with lockdown, lack of

treatment and the Gates ‘vaccine’. Psychopath psychologists sold

their guilt-trip so comprehensively that Los Angeles County

Supervisor Hilda Solis reported that children were apologising (from

a distance) to their parents and grandparents for bringing ‘Covid’

into their homes and ge ing them sick. ‘… These apologies are just

some of the last words that loved ones will ever hear as they die

alone,’ she said. Gut-wrenchingly Solis then used this childhood

tragedy to tell children to stay at home and ‘keep your loved ones

alive’. Imagine heaping such potentially life-long guilt on a kid when

it has absolutely nothing to do with them. These people are deeply

disturbed and the psychologists behind this even more so. 

Uncivil war – divide and rule

Professional mind-controllers at SPI-B wanted the media to increase

a sense of responsibility to others (do as you’re told) and promote

‘positive messaging’ for those actions while in contrast to invoke

‘social disapproval’ by the unquestioning, obedient, community of

anyone with a mind of their own. Again the compliant Goebbels-like

media obliged. This is an old, old, trick employed by tyrannies the

world over throughout human history. You get the target population

to keep the target population in line –  your line. SPI-B said this could

‘play an important role in preventing anti-social behaviour or

discouraging failure to enact pro-social behaviour’. For ‘anti-social’

in the Orwellian parlance of SPI-B see any behaviour that

government doesn’t approve. SPI-B recommendations said that

‘social disapproval’ should be accompanied by clear messaging and

promotion of strong collective identity – hence the government and

celebrity mantra of ‘we’re all in this together’. Sure we are. The mind

doctors have such contempt for their targets that they think some

clueless comedian, actor or singer telling them to do what the

government wants will be enough to win them over. We have had

UK comedian Lenny Henry, actor Michael Caine and singer Elton

John wheeled out to serve the propagandists by urging people to

have the DNA-manipulating ‘Covid’ non-’vaccine’. The role of

Henry and fellow black celebrities in seeking to coax a ‘vaccine’

reluctant black community into doing the government’s will was

especially stomach-turning. An emotion-manipulating script and

carefully edited video featuring these black ‘celebs’ was such an

insult to the intelligence of black people and where’s the self-respect

of those involved selling their souls to a fascist government agenda? 

Henry said he heard black people’s ‘legitimate worries and

concerns’, but people must ‘trust the facts’ when they were doing

exactly that by not having the ‘vaccine’. They had to include the

obligatory reference to Black Lives Ma er with the line … ‘Don’t let

coronavirus cost even more black lives – because we ma er’. My

god, it was pathetic. ‘I know the vaccine is safe and what it does.’

How? ‘I’m a comedian and it says so in my script.’

SPI-B said social disapproval needed to be carefully managed to

avoid victimisation, scapegoating and misdirected criticism, but they

knew that their ‘recommendations’ would lead to exactly that and

the media were specifically used to stir-up the divide-and-conquer

hostility. Those who conform like good li le baa, baas, are praised

while those who have seen through the tidal wave of lies are

‘Covidiots’. The awake have been abused by the fast asleep for not

conforming to fascism and impositions that the awake know are

designed to endanger their health, dehumanise them, and tear

asunder the very fabric of human society. We have had the curtain-

twitchers and morons reporting neighbours and others to the face-

nappied police for breaking ‘Covid rules’ with fascist police

delighting in posting links and phone numbers where this could be

done. The Cult cannot impose its will without a compliant police

and military or a compliant population willing to play their part in

enslaving themselves and their kids. The words of a pastor in Nazi

Germany are so appropriate today:

First they came for the socialists and I did not speak out because I was not a socialist. 

Then they came for the trade unionists and I did not speak out because I was not a trade unionist. 

Then they came for the Jews and I did not speak out because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for me and there was no one left to speak for me. 

Those who don’t learn from history are destined to repeat it and so

many are. 

‘Covid’ rules: Rewiring the mind

With the background laid out to this gigantic national and global

web of psychological manipulation we can put ‘Covid’ rules into a

clear and sinister perspective. Forget the claims about protecting

health. ‘Covid’ rules are about dismantling the human mind, 

breaking the human spirit, destroying self-respect, and then pu ing

Humpty Dumpty together again as a servile, submissive slave. Social

isolation through lockdown and distancing have devastating effects

on the human psyche as the psychological psychopaths well know

and that’s the real reason for them. Humans need contact with each

other, discourse, closeness and touch, or they eventually, and

literarily, go crazy. Masks, which I will address at some length, 

fundamentally add to the effects of isolation and the Cult agenda to

dehumanise and de-individualise the population. To do this while

knowing – in fact  seeking – this outcome is the very epitome of evil

and psychologists involved in this  are the epitome of evil. They must

like all the rest of the Cult demons and their assets stand trial for

crimes against humanity on a scale that defies the imagination. 

Psychopaths in uniform use isolation to break enemy troops and

agents and make them subservient and submissive to tell what they

know. The technique is rightly considered a form of torture and

torture is most certainly what has been imposed on the human

population. 

Clinically-insane American psychologist Harry Harlow became

famous for his isolation experiments in the 1950s in which he

separated baby monkeys from their mothers and imprisoned them

for months on end in a metal container or ‘pit of despair’. They soon

began to show mental distress and depression as any idiot could

have predicted. Harlow put other monkeys in steel chambers for

three, six or twelve months while denying them any contact with

animals or humans. He said that the effects of total social isolation

for six months were ‘so devastating and debilitating that we had

assumed initially that twelve months of isolation would not produce

any additional decrement’; but twelve months of isolation ‘almost

obliterated the animals socially’. This is what the Cult and its

psychopaths are doing to you and your children. Even monkeys in

partial isolation in which they were not allowed to form

relationships with other monkeys became ‘aggressive and hostile, 

not only to others, but also towards their own bodies’. We have seen

this in the young as a consequence of lockdown. UK government

psychopaths launched a public relations campaign telling people not

to hug each other even a er they received the ‘Covid-19 vaccine’

which we were told with more lies would allow a return to ‘normal

life’. A government source told  The Telegraph: ‘It will be along the

lines that it is great that you have been vaccinated, but if you are

going to visit your family and hug your grandchildren there is a

chance you are going to infect people you love.’ The source was

apparently speaking from a secure psychiatric facility. Janet Lord, 

director of Birmingham University’s Institute of Inflammation and

Ageing, said that parents and grandparents should avoid hugging

their children. Well, how can I put it, Ms Lord? Fuck off. Yep, that’ll

do. 

Destroying the kids – where are the parents? 

Observe what has happened to people enslaved and isolated by

lockdown as suicide and self-harm has soared worldwide, 

particularly among the young denied the freedom to associate with

their friends. A study of 49,000 people in English-speaking countries

concluded that almost half of young adults are at clinical risk of

mental health disorders. A national survey in America of 1,000

currently enrolled high school and college students found that 5

percent reported a empting suicide during the pandemic. Data from

the US CDC’s National Syndromic Surveillance Program from

January 1st to October 17th, 2020, revealed a  31 percent increase in

mental health issues among adolescents aged 12 to 17 compared

with 2019. The CDC reported that America in general suffered the

biggest drop in life expectancy since World War Two as it fell by a

year in the first half of 2020 as a result of ‘deaths of despair’ –

overdoses and suicides. Deaths of despair have leapt by more than

20 percent during lockdown and include the highest number of fatal

overdoses ever recorded in a single year – 81,000. Internet addiction

is another consequence of being isolated at home which lowers

interest in physical activities as kids fall into inertia and what’s the

point? Children and young people are losing hope and giving up on

life, sometimes literally. A 14-year-old boy killed himself in

Maryland because he had ‘given up’ when his school district didn’t

reopen; an 11-year-old boy shot himself during a zoom class; a

teenager in Maine succumbed to the isolation of the ‘pandemic’

when he ended his life a er experiencing a disrupted senior year at

school. Children as young as nine have taken their life and all these

stories can be repeated around the world. Careers are being

destroyed before they start and that includes those in sport in which

promising youngsters have not been able to take part. The plan of

the psycho-psychologists is working all right. Researchers at

Cambridge University found that lockdowns cause significant harm

to children’s mental health. Their study was published in the

 Archives of Disease in Childhood, and followed 168 children aged

between 7 and 11. The researchers concluded:

During the UK lockdown, children’s depression symptoms have increased substantially, 

relative to before lockdown. The scale of this effect has direct relevance for the continuation of different elements of lockdown policy, such as complete or partial school closures …

… Specifically, we observed a statistically significant increase in ratings of depression, with a medium-to-large effect size. Our findings emphasise the need to incorporate the potential impact of lockdown on child mental health in planning the ongoing response to the global pandemic and the recovery from it. 

Not a chance when the Cult’s psycho-psychologists were ge ing

exactly what they wanted. The UK’s Royal College of Paediatrics and

Child Health has urged parents to look for signs of eating disorders

in children and young people a er a three to four fold increase. 

Specialists say the ‘pandemic’ is a major reason behind the rise. You

don’t say. The College said isolation from friends during school

closures, exam cancellations, loss of extra-curricular activities like

sport, and an increased use of social media were all contributory

factors along with fears about the virus (psycho-psychologists

again), family finances, and students being forced to quarantine. 

Doctors said young people were becoming severely ill by the time

they were seen with ‘Covid’ regulations reducing face-to-face

consultations. Nor is it only the young that have been devastated by

the psychopaths. Like all bullies and cowards the Cult is targeting

the young, elderly, weak and infirm. A typical story was told by a

British lady called Lynn Parker who was not allowed to visit her

husband in 2020 for the last ten and half months of his life ‘when he

needed me most’ between March 20th and when he died on

December 19th. This vacates the criminal and enters the territory of

evil. The emotional impact on the immune system alone is immense

as are the number of people of all ages worldwide who have died as

a result of Cult-demanded, Gates-demanded, lockdowns. 

Isolation is torture

The experience of imposing solitary confinement on millions of

prisoners around the world has shown how a large percentage

become ‘actively psychotic and/or acutely suicidal’. Social isolation

has been found to trigger ‘a specific psychiatric syndrome, 

characterized by hallucinations; panic a acks; overt paranoia; 

diminished impulse control; hypersensitivity to external stimuli; and

difficulties with thinking, concentration and memory’. Juan Mendez, 

a United Nations rapporteur (investigator), said that isolation is a

form of torture. Research has shown that even a er isolation

prisoners find it far more difficult to make social connections and I

remember cha ing to a shop assistant a er one lockdown who told

me that when her young son met another child again he had no idea

how to act or what to do. Hannah Flanagan, Director of Emergency

Services at Journey Mental Health Center in Dane County, 

Wisconsin, said: ‘The specificity about Covid social distancing and

isolation that we’ve come across as contributing factors to the

suicides are really new to us this year.’ But they are not new to those

that devised them. They are ge ing the effect they want as the

population is psychologically dismantled to be rebuilt in a totally

different way. Children and the young are particularly targeted. 

They will be the adults when the full-on fascist AI-controlled

technocracy is planned to be imposed and they are being prepared

to meekly submit. At the same time older people who still have a

memory of what life was like before – and how fascist the new

normal really is – are being deleted. You are going to see efforts to

turn the young against the old to support this geriatric genocide. 

Hannah Flanagan said the big increase in suicide in her county

proved that social isolation is not only harmful, but deadly. Studies

have shown that isolation from others is one of the main risk factors

in suicide and even more so with women. Warnings that lockdown

could create a ‘perfect storm’ for suicide were ignored. A er all this


was one of the  reasons for lockdown. Suicide, however, is only the

most extreme of isolation consequences. There are many others. Dr

Dhruv Khullar, assistant professor of healthcare policy at Weill

Cornell Medical College, said in a  New York Times article in 2016 long

before the fake ‘pandemic’:

A wave of new research suggests social separation is bad for us. Individuals with less social connection have disrupted sleep patterns, altered immune systems, more inflammation and

higher levels of stress hormones. One recent study found that isolation increases the risk of heart disease by 29 percent and stroke by 32 percent. Another analysis that pooled data from 70 studies and 3.4 million people found that socially isolated individuals had a 30 percent higher risk of dying in the next seven years, and that this effect was largest in middle age. 

Loneliness can accelerate cognitive decline in older adults, and isolated individuals are twice as likely to die prematurely as those with more robust social interactions. These effects start early: Socially isolated children have significantly poorer health 20 years later, even after controlling for other factors. All told, loneliness is as important a risk factor for early death as obesity and smoking. 

There you have proof from that one article alone four years before

2020 that those who have enforced lockdown, social distancing and

isolation knew what the effect would be and that is even more so

with professional psychologists that have been driving the policy

across the globe. We can go back even further to the years 2000 and

2003 and the start of a major study on the effects of isolation on

health by Dr Janine Gronewold and Professor Dirk M. Hermann at

the University Hospital in Essen, Germany, who analysed data on

4,316 people with an average age of 59 who were recruited for the

long-term research project. They found that socially isolated people

are more than 40 percent more likely to have a heart a ack, stroke, 

or other major cardiovascular event and nearly 50 percent more

likely to die from any cause. Given the financial Armageddon

unleashed by lockdown we should note that the study found a

relationship between increased cardiovascular risk and lack of

financial support. A er excluding other factors social isolation was

still connected to a 44 percent increased risk of cardiovascular

problems and a 47 percent increased risk of death by any cause. Lack

of financial support was associated with a 30 percent increase in the

risk of cardiovascular health events. Dr Gronewold said it had been

known for some time that feeling lonely or lacking contact with close

friends and family can have an impact on physical health and the

study had shown that having strong social relationships is of high

importance for heart health. Gronewold said they didn’t understand

yet why people who are socially isolated have such poor health

outcomes, but this was obviously a worrying finding, particularly

during these times of prolonged social distancing. Well, it can be

explained on many levels. You only have to identify the point in the

body where people feel loneliness and missing people they are

parted from – it’s in the centre of the chest where they feel the ache

of loneliness and the ache of missing people. ‘My heart aches for

you’ … ‘My heart aches for some company.’ I will explain this more

in the chapter Escaping Wetiko, but when you realise that the body

is the mind – they are expressions of each other – the reason why

state of the mind dictates state of the body becomes clear. 

American psychologist Ranjit Powar was highlighting the effects

of lockdown isolation as early as April, 2020. She said humans have

evolved to be social creatures and are wired to live in interactive

groups. Being isolated from family, friends and colleagues could be

unbalancing and traumatic for most people and could result in short

or even long-term psychological and physical health problems. An

increase in levels of anxiety, aggression, depression, forgetfulness

and hallucinations were possible psychological effects of isolation. 

‘Mental conditions may be precipitated for those with underlying

pre-existing susceptibilities and show up in many others without

any pre-condition.’ Powar said personal relationships helped us cope

with stress and if we lost this outlet for le ing off steam the result

can be a big emotional void which, for an average person, was

difficult to deal with. ‘Just a few days of isolation can cause

increased levels of anxiety and depression’ – so what the hell has

been the effect on the global population of  18 months of this at the

time of writing? Powar said: ‘Add to it the looming threat of a

dreadful disease being repeatedly hammered in through the media

and you have a recipe for many shades of mental and physical

distress.’ For those with a house and a garden it is easy to forget that

billions have had to endure lockdown isolation in tiny overcrowded

flats and apartments with nowhere to go outside. The psychological

and physical consequences of this are unimaginable and with lunatic

and abusive partners and parents the consequences have led to

tremendous increases in domestic and child abuse and alcoholism as

people seek to shut out the horror. Ranjit Powar said:

Staying in a confined space with family is not all a rosy picture for everyone. It can be extremely oppressive and claustrophobic for large low-income families huddled together in small single-room houses. Children here are not lucky enough to have many board/electronic games or books to keep them occupied. 

Add to it the deep insecurity of running out of funds for food and basic necessities. On the other hand, there are people with dysfunctional family dynamics, such as domineering, 

abusive or alcoholic partners, siblings or parents which makes staying home a period of trial. 

Incidence of suicide and physical abuse against women has shown a worldwide increase. 

Heightened anxiety and depression also affect a person’s immune system, making them more susceptible to illness. 

To think that Powar’s article was published on April 11th, 2020. 

Six-feet fantasy

Social (unsocial) distancing demanded that people stay six feet or

two metres apart. UK government advisor Robert Dingwall from the

New and Emerging Respiratory Virus Threats Advisory Group said

in a radio interview that the two-metre rule was ‘conjured up out of

nowhere’ and was not based on science. No, it was not based on

 medical science, but it didn’t come out of nowhere. The distance

related to  psychological science. Six feet/two metres was adopted in

many countries and we were told by people like the criminal

Anthony Fauci and his ilk that it was founded on science. Many

schools could not reopen because they did not have the space for six-

feet distancing. Then in March, 2021, a er a year of six-feet ‘science’, 

a study published in the  Journal of Infectious Diseases involving more

than 500,000 students and almost 100,000 staff over 16 weeks

revealed no significant difference in ‘Covid’ cases between six feet

and three feet and Fauci changed his tune. Now three feet was okay. 

There is no difference between six feet and three  inches when there is

no ‘virus’ and they got away with six feet for psychological reasons

for as long as they could. I hear journalists and others talk about

‘unintended consequences’ of lockdown. They are not  unintended at

all; they have been coldly-calculated for a specific outcome of human

control and that’s why super-psychopaths like Gates have called for

them so vehemently. Super-psychopath psychologists have

demanded them and psychopathic or clueless, spineless, politicians

have gone along with them by ‘following the science’. But it’s not

science at all. ‘Science’ is not what is; it’s only what people can be

manipulated to believe it is. The whole ‘Covid’ catastrophe is

founded on mind control. Three word or three statement mantras

issued by the UK government are a well-known mind control

technique and so we’ve had ‘Stay home/protect the NHS/save lives’, 

‘Stay alert/control the virus/save lives’ and ‘hands/face/space’. One

of the most vocal proponents of extreme ‘Covid’ rules in the UK has

been Professor Susan Michie, a member of the British Communist

Party, who is not a medical professional. Michie is the director of the

Centre for Behaviour Change at University College London. She is a

 behavioural psychologist and another filthy rich ‘Marxist’ who praised

China’s draconian lockdown. She was known by fellow students at

Oxford University as ‘Stalin’s nanny’ for her extreme Marxism. 

Michie is an influential member of the UK government’s Scientific

Advisory Group for Emergencies (SAGE) and behavioural

manipulation groups which have dominated ‘Covid’ policy. She is a

consultant adviser to the World Health Organization on ‘Covid-19’

and behaviour. Why the hell are lockdowns anything to do with her

when they are claimed to be about health? Why does a behavioural

psychologist from a group charged with changing the behaviour of

the public want lockdown, human isolation and mandatory masks? 

Does that question really need an answer? Michie  absolutely has to

explain herself before a Nuremberg court when humanity takes back

its world again and even more so when you see the consequences of

masks that she demands are compulsory. This is a Michie classic:

The benefits of getting primary school children to wear masks is that regardless of what little degree of transmission is occurring in those age groups it could help normalise the practice. 

Young children wearing masks may be more likely to get their families to accept masks. 

Those words alone should carry a prison sentence when you

ponder on the callous disregard for children involved and what a

statement it makes about the mind and motivations of Susan Michie. 

What a lovely lady and what she said there encapsulates the

mentality of the psychopaths behind the ‘Covid’ horror. Let us

compare what Michie said with a countrywide study in Germany

published at researchsquare.com involving 25,000 school children and 17,854 health complaints submi ed by parents. Researchers

found that masks are harming children physically, psychologically, 

and behaviourally with 24 health issues associated with mask

wearing. They include: shortness of breath (29.7%); dizziness

(26.4%); increased headaches (53%); difficulty concentrating (50%); 

drowsiness or fatigue (37%); and malaise (42%). Nearly a third of

children experienced more sleep issues than before and a quarter

developed new fears. Researchers found health issues and other

impairments in 68 percent of masked children covering their faces

for an average of 4.5 hours a day. Hundreds of those taking part

experienced accelerated respiration, tightness in the chest, weakness, 

and short-term impairment of consciousness. A reminder of what

Michie said again:

The benefits of getting primary school children to wear masks is that regardless of what little degree of transmission is occurring in those age groups it could help normalise the practice. 

Young children wearing masks may be more likely to get their families to accept masks. 

Psychopaths in government and psychology now have children and

young people – plus all the adults – wearing masks for hours on end

while clueless teachers impose the will of the psychopaths on the

young they should be protecting. What the hell are parents doing? 

Cult lab rats

We have some schools already imposing on students microchipped

buzzers that activate when they get ‘too close’ to their pals in the

way they do with lab rats. How apt. To the Cult and its brain-dead

servants our children  are lab rats being conditioned to be

unquestioning, dehumanised slaves for the rest of their lives. 

Children and young people are being weaned and frightened away

from the most natural human instincts including closeness and

touch. I have tracked in the books over the years how schools were

banning pupils from greeting each other with a hug and the whole

Cult-induced Me Too movement has terrified men and boys from a

relaxed and natural interaction with female friends and work

colleagues to the point where many men try never to be in a room

alone with a woman that’s not their partner. Airhead celebrities have

as always played their virtue-signalling part in making this happen

with their gross exaggeration. For every monster like Harvey

Weinstein there are at least tens of thousands of men that don’t treat

women like that; but everyone must be branded the same and policy

changed for them as well as the monster. I am going to be using the

word ‘dehumanise’ many times in this chapter because that is what

the Cult is seeking to do and it goes very deep as we shall see. Don’t

let them kid you that social distancing is planned to end one day. 

That’s not the idea. We are seeing more governments and companies

funding and producing wearable gadgets to keep people apart and

they would not be doing that if this was meant to be short-term. A

tech start-up company backed by GCHQ, the British Intelligence and

military surveillance headquarters, has created a social distancing

wrist sensor that alerts people when they get too close to others. The

CIA has also supported tech companies developing similar devices. 

The wearable sensor was developed by Tended, one of a number of

start-up companies supported by GCHQ (see the CIA and DARPA). 

The device can be worn on the wrist or as a tag on the waistband and

will vibrate whenever someone wearing the device breaches social

distancing and gets anywhere near natural human contact. The

company had a lucky break in that it was developing a distancing

sensor when the ‘Covid’ hoax arrived which immediately provided a

potentially enormous market. How fortunate. The government in

big-time Cult-controlled Ontario in Canada is investing $2.5 million

in wearable contact tracing technology that ‘will alert users if they

may have been exposed to the Covid-19 in the workplace and will

beep or vibrate if they are within six feet of another person’. 

Facedrive Inc., the technology company behind this, was founded in

2016 with funding from the Ontario Together Fund and obviously

they, too, had a prophet on the board of directors. The human

surveillance and control technology is called TraceSCAN and would

be worn by the human cyborgs in places such as airports, 

workplaces, construction sites, care homes and …  schools. 

I emphasise schools with children and young people the prime

targets. You know what is planned for society as a whole if you keep

your eyes on the schools. They have always been places where the

state program the next generation of slaves to be its compliant

worker-ants – or Woker-ants these days; but in the mist of the

‘Covid’ madness they have been transformed into mind laboratories

on a scale never seen before. Teachers and head teachers are just as

programmed as the kids – o en more so. Children are kept apart

from human interaction by walk lanes, classroom distancing, 

staggered meal times, masks, and the rolling-out of buzzer systems. 

Schools are now physically laid out as a laboratory maze for lab-rats. 

Lunatics at a school in Anchorage, Alaska, who should be

prosecuted for child abuse, took away desks and forced children to

kneel (know your place) on a mat for five hours a day while wearing

a mask and using their chairs as a desk. How this was supposed to

impact on a ‘virus’ only these clinically insane people can tell you

and even then it would be clap-trap. The school banned recess

(interaction), art classes (creativity), and physical exercise (ge ing

body and mind moving out of inertia). Everyone behind this outrage

should be in jail or be er still a mental institution. The behavioural

manipulators are all for this dystopian approach to schools. 

Professor Susan Michie, the mind-doctor and British Communist

Party member, said it was wrong to say that schools were safe. They

had to be made so by ‘distancing’, masks and ventilation (si ing all

day in the cold). I must ask this lady round for dinner on a night I

know I am going to be out and not back for weeks. She probably

wouldn’t be able to make it, anyway, with all the visits to her own

psychologist she must have block-booked. 

Masking identity

I know how shocking it must be for you that a behaviour

manipulator like Michie wants everyone to wear masks which have

long been a feature of mind-control programs like the infamous

MKUltra in the United States, but, there we are. We live and learn. I

spent many years from 1996 to right across the millennium

researching mind control in detail on both sides of the Atlantic and

elsewhere. I met a large number of mind-control survivors and

many had been held captive in body and mind by MKUltra. MK

stands for mind-control, but employs the German spelling in

deference to the Nazis spirited out of Germany at the end of World

War Two by Operation Paperclip in which the US authorities, with

help from the Vatican, transported Nazi mind-controllers and

engineers to America to continue their work. Many of them were

behind the creation of NASA and they included Nazi scientist and

SS officer Wernher von Braun who swapped designing V-2 rockets to

bombard London with designing the Saturn V rockets that powered

the NASA moon programme’s Apollo cra . I think I may have

mentioned that the Cult has no borders. Among Paperclip escapees

was Josef Mengele, the Angel of Death in the Nazi concentration

camps where he conducted mind and genetic experiments on

children o en using twins to provide a control twin to measure the

impact of his ‘work’ on the other. If you want to observe the Cult

mentality in all its extremes of evil then look into the life of Mengele. 

I have met many people who suffered mercilessly under Mengele in

the United States where he operated under the name Dr Greene and

became a stalwart of MKUltra programming and torture. Among his

locations was the underground facility in the Mojave Desert in

California called the China Lake Naval Weapons Station which is

almost entirely below the surface. My books  The Biggest Secret, 

 Children of the Matrix and  The Perception Deception have the detailed

background to MKUltra. 

The best-known MKUltra survivor is American Cathy O’Brien. I

first met her and her late partner Mark Phillips at a conference in

Colorado in 1996. Mark helped her escape and deprogram from

decades of captivity in an offshoot of MKUltra known as Project

Monarch in which ‘sex slaves’ were provided for the rich and

famous including Father George Bush, Dick Cheney and the

Clintons. Read Cathy and Mark’s book  Trance-Formation of America

and if you are new to this you will be shocked to the core. I read it in

1996 shortly before, with the usual synchronicity of my life, I found

myself given a book table at the conference right next to hers. 

MKUltra never ended despite being very publicly exposed (only a

small part of it) in the 1970s and continues in other guises. I am still

in touch with Cathy. She contacted me during 2020 a er masks

became compulsory in many countries to tell me how they were

used as part of MKUltra programming. I had been observing ‘Covid

regulations’ and the relationship between authority and public for

months. I saw techniques that I knew were employed on individuals

in MKUltra being used on the global population. I had read many

books and manuals on mind control including one called  Silent

 Weapons for  Quiet Wars which came to light in the 1980s and was a

guide on how to perceptually program on a mass scale. ‘Silent

Weapons’ refers to mind-control. I remembered a line from the

manual as governments, medical authorities and law enforcement

agencies have so obviously talked to – or rather at – the adult

population since the ‘Covid’ hoax began as if they are children. The

document said:

If a person is spoken to by a T.V. advertiser as if he were a twelve-year-old, then, due to suggestibility, he will, with a certain probability, respond or react to that suggestion with the uncritical response of a twelve-year-old and will reach in to his economic reservoir and deliver its energy to buy that product on impulse when he passes it in the store. 

That’s why authority has spoken to adults like children since all this

began. 

Why did Michael Jackson wear masks? 

Every aspect of the ‘Covid’ narrative has mind-control as its central

theme. Cathy O’Brien wrote an article for davidicke.com about the connection between masks and mind control. Her daughter Kelly

who I first met in the 1990s was born while Cathy was still held

captive in MKUltra. Kelly was forced to wear a mask as part of her

programming from the age of  two to dehumanise her, target her

sense of individuality and reduce the amount of oxygen her brain

and body received.  Bingo. This is the real reason for compulsory

masks, why they have been enforced en masse, and why they seek to

increase the number they demand you wear. First one, then two, 

with one disgraceful alleged ‘doctor’ recommending four which is

nothing less than a death sentence. Where and how o en they must

be worn is being expanded for the purpose of mass mind control

and damaging respiratory health which they can call ‘Covid-19’. 

Canada’s government headed by the man-child Justin Trudeau, says

it’s fine for children of two and older to wear masks. An insane

‘study’ in Italy involving just 47 children concluded there was no

problem for babies as young as  four months wearing them. Even a er

people were ‘vaccinated’ they were still told to wear masks by the

criminal that is Anthony Fauci. Cathy wrote that mandating masks

is allowing the authorities literally to control the air we breathe

which is what was done in MKUltra. You might recall how the

singer Michael Jackson wore masks and there is a reason for that. He

was subjected to MKUltra mind control through Project Monarch

and his psyche was scrambled by these simpletons. Cathy wrote:

In MKUltra Project Monarch mind control, Michael Jackson had to wear a mask to silence his voice so he could not reach out for help. Remember how he developed that whisper voice

when he wasn’t singing? Masks control the mind from the outside in, like the redefining of words is doing. By controlling what we can and cannot say for fear of being labeled racist or beaten, for example, it ultimately controls thought that drives our words and ultimately actions (or lack thereof). 

Likewise, a mask muffles our speech so that we are not heard, which controls voice … words

… mind. This is Mind Control. Masks are an obvious mind control device, and I am disturbed so many people are complying on a global scale. Masks depersonalize while making a person feel as though they have no voice. It is a barrier to others. People who would never choose to comply but are forced to wear a mask in order to keep their job, and ultimately their family fed, are compromised. They often feel shame and are subdued. People have stopped talking with each other while media controls the narrative. 

The ‘no voice’ theme has o en become literal with train

passengers told not to speak to each other in case they pass on the

‘virus’, singing banned for the same reason and bonkers California

officials telling people riding roller coasters that they cannot shout

and scream. Cathy said she heard every day from healed MKUltra

survivors who cannot wear a mask without flashing back on ways

their breathing was controlled – ‘from ball gags and penises to water

boarding’. She said that through the years when she saw images of

people in China wearing masks ‘due to pollution’ that it was really

to control their oxygen levels. ‘I knew it was as much of a population

control mechanism of depersonalisation as are burkas’, she said. 

Masks are another Chinese communist/fascist method of control that

has been swept across the West as the West becomes China at

lightning speed since we entered 2020. 

Mask-19

There are other reasons for mandatory masks and these include

destroying respiratory health to call it ‘Covid-19’ and stunting brain

development of children and the young. Dr Margarite Griesz-

Brisson MD, PhD, is a Consultant Neurologist and

Neurophysiologist and the Founder and Medical Director of the

London Neurology and Pain Clinic. Her CV goes down the street

and round the corner. She is clearly someone who cares about people

and won’t parrot the propaganda. Griesz-Brisson has a PhD in

pharmacology, with special interest in neurotoxicology, 

environmental medicine, neuroregeneration and neuroplasticity (the

way the brain can change in the light of information received). She

went public in October, 2020, with a passionate warning about the

effects of mask-wearing laws:

The reinhalation of our exhaled air will without a doubt create oxygen deficiency and a

flooding of carbon dioxide. We know that the human brain is very sensitive to oxygen

deprivation. There are nerve cells for example in the hippocampus that can’t be longer than 3

minutes without oxygen – they cannot survive. The acute warning symptoms are headaches, 

drowsiness, dizziness, issues in concentration, slowing down of reaction time – reactions of the cognitive system. 

Oh, I know, let’s tell bus, truck and taxi drivers to wear them and

people working machinery. How about pilots, doctors and police? 

Griesz-Brisson makes the important point that while the symptoms

she mentions may fade as the body readjusts this does not alter the

fact that people continue to operate in oxygen deficit with long list of

potential consequences. She said it was well known that

neurodegenerative diseases take years or decades to develop. ‘If

today you forget your phone number, the breakdown in your brain

would have already started 20 or 30 years ago.’ She said

degenerative processes in your brain are ge ing amplified as your

oxygen deprivation continues through wearing a mask. Nerve cells

in the brain are unable to divide themselves normally in these

circumstances and lost nerve cells will no longer be regenerated. 

‘What is gone is gone.’ Now consider that people like shop workers

and  schoolchildren are wearing masks for hours every day. What in

the name of sanity is going to be happening to them? ‘I do not wear

a mask, I need my brain to think’, Griesz-Brisson said, ‘I want to

have a clear head when I deal with my patients and not be in a

carbon dioxide-induced anaesthesia’. If you are told to wear a mask

anywhere ask the organisation, police, store, whatever, for their risk

assessment on the dangers and negative effects on mind and body of

enforcing mask-wearing. They won’t have one because it has never

been done not even by government. All of them must be subject to

class-action lawsuits as the consequences come to light. They don’t

do mask risk assessments for an obvious reason. They know what

the conclusions would be and independent scientific studies that

 have been done tell a horror story of consequences. 

‘Masks are criminal’

Dr Griesz-Brisson said that for children and adolescents, masks are

an absolute no-no. They had an extremely active and adaptive

immune system and their brain was incredibly active with so much

to learn. ‘The child’s brain, or the youth’s brain, is thirsting for

oxygen.’ The more metabolically active an organ was, the more

oxygen it required; and in children and adolescents every organ was

metabolically active. Griesz-Brisson said that to deprive a child’s or

adolescent’s brain of oxygen, or to restrict it in any way, was not only

dangerous to their health, it was absolutely criminal. ‘Oxygen

deficiency inhibits the development of the brain, and the damage

that has taken place as a result CANNOT be reversed.’ Mind

manipulators of MKUltra put masks on two-year-olds they wanted

to neurologically rewire and you can see why. Griesz-Brisson said a

child needs the brain to learn and the brain needs oxygen to

function. ‘We don’t need a clinical study for that. This is simple, 

indisputable physiology.’ Consciously and purposely induced

oxygen deficiency was an absolutely deliberate health hazard, and

an absolute medical contraindication which means that ‘this drug, 

this therapy, this method or measure should not be used, and is not

allowed to be used’. To coerce an entire population to use an

absolute medical contraindication by force, she said, there had to be

definite and serious reasons and the reasons must be presented to

competent interdisciplinary and independent bodies to be verified

and authorised. She had this warning of the consequences that were

coming if mask wearing continued:

When, in ten years, dementia is going to increase exponentially, and the younger generations couldn’t reach their god-given potential, it won’t help to say ‘we didn’t need the masks’. I know how damaging oxygen deprivation is for the brain, cardiologists know how damaging it is for the heart, pulmonologists know how damaging it is for the lungs. Oxygen deprivation damages every single organ. Where are our health departments, our health insurance, our

medical associations? It would have been their duty to be vehemently against the lockdown and to stop it and stop it from the very beginning. 

Why do the medical boards issue punishments to doctors who give people exemptions? Does

the person or the doctor seriously have to prove that oxygen deprivation harms people? What kind of medicine are our doctors and medical associations representing? Who is responsible for this crime? The ones who want to enforce it? The ones who let it happen and play along, or the ones who don’t prevent it? 

All of the organisations and people she mentions there either

answer directly to the Cult or do whatever hierarchical levels above

them tell them to do. The outcome of both is the same. ‘It’s not about

masks, it’s not about viruses, it’s certainly not about your health’, 

Griesz-Brisson said. ‘It is about much, much more. I am not

participating. I am not afraid.’ They were taking our air to breathe

and there was no unfounded medical exemption from face masks. 

Oxygen deprivation was dangerous for every single brain. It had to

be the free decision of every human being whether they want to

wear a mask that was absolutely ineffective to protect themselves

from a virus. She ended by rightly identifying where the

responsibility lies for all this:

The imperative of the hour is personal responsibility. We are responsible for what we think, not the media. We are responsible for what we do, not our superiors. We are responsible for our health, not the World Health Organization. And we are responsible for what happens in our country, not the government. 

Halle-bloody-lujah. 

But surgeons wear masks, right? 

Independent studies of mask-wearing have produced a long list of

reports detailing mental, emotional and physical dangers. What a

definition of insanity to see police officers imposing mask-wearing

on the public which will cumulatively damage their health while the

police themselves wear masks that will cumulatively damage  their

health. It’s u er madness and both public and police do this because

‘the government says so’ – yes a government of brain-donor idiots

like UK Health Secretary Ma  Hancock reading the ‘follow the

science’ scripts of psychopathic, lunatic psychologists. The response

you get from Stockholm syndrome sufferers defending the very

authorities that are destroying them and their families is that

‘surgeons wear masks’. This is considered the game, set and match

that they must work and don’t cause oxygen deficit. Well, actually, 

scientific studies have shown that they  do and oxygen levels are

monitored in operating theatres to compensate. Surgeons wear

masks to stop spi le and such like dropping into open wounds – not

to stop ‘viral particles’ which are so miniscule they can only be seen

through an electron microscope. Holes in the masks are significantly

bigger than ‘viral particles’ and if you sneeze or cough they will

breach the mask. I watched an incredibly disingenuous ‘experiment’

that claimed to prove that masks work in catching ‘virus’ material

from the mouth and nose. They did this with a slow motion camera

and the mask did block big stuff which stayed inside the mask and

against the face to be breathed in or cause infections on the face as

we have seen with many children. ‘Viral particles’, however, would

never have been picked up by the camera as they came through the

mask when they are far too small to be seen. The ‘experiment’ was

therefore disingenuous  and useless. 

Studies have concluded that wearing masks in operating theatres

(and thus elsewhere) make no difference to preventing infection

while the opposite is true with toxic shite building up in the mask

and this had led to an explosion in tooth decay and gum disease

dubbed by dentists ‘mask mouth’. You might have seen the Internet

video of a furious American doctor urging people to take off their

masks a er a four-year-old patient had been rushed to hospital the

night before and nearly died with a lung infection that doctors

sourced to mask wearing. A study in the journal  Cancer Discovery

found that inhalation of harmful microbes can contribute to

advanced stage lung cancer in adults and long-term use of masks

can help breed dangerous pathogens. Microbiologists have said

frequent mask wearing creates a moist environment in which

microbes can grow and proliferate before entering the lungs. The

Canadian Agency for Drugs and Technologies in Health, or CADTH, 

a Canadian national organisation that provides research and

analysis to healthcare decision-makers, said this as long ago as 2013

in a report entitled ‘Use of Surgical Masks in the Operating Room: A

Review of the Clinical Effectiveness and Guidelines’. It said:



• No evidence was found to support the use of surgical face masks

to reduce the frequency of surgical site infections

• No evidence was found on the effectiveness of wearing surgical

face masks to protect staff from infectious material in the

operating room. 

• Guidelines recommend the use of surgical face masks by staff in

the operating room to protect both operating room staff and

patients (despite the lack of evidence). 



We were told that the world could go back to ‘normal’ with the

arrival of the ‘vaccines’. When they came, fraudulent as they are, the

story changed as I knew that it would. We are in the midst of

transforming ‘normal’, not going back to it. Mary Ramsay, head of

immunisation at Public Health England, echoed the words of US

criminal Anthony Fauci who said masks and other regulations must

stay no ma er if people are vaccinated. The Fauci idiot continued to

wear two masks – different colours so both could be clearly seen –

a er he  claimed to have been vaccinated. Senator Rand Paul told

Fauci in one exchange that his double-masks were ‘theatre’ and he

was right. It’s all theatre. Mary Ramsay back-tracked on the vaccine-

return-to-normal theme when she said the public may need to wear

masks and social-distance for years despite the jabs. ‘People have got

used to those lower-level restrictions now, and [they] can live with

them’, she said telling us what the idea has been all along. ‘The

vaccine does not give you a pass, even if you have had it, you must

continue to follow all the guidelines’ said a Public Health England

statement which reneged on what we had been told before and

made having the ‘vaccine’ irrelevant to ‘normality’ even by the

official story. Spain’s fascist government trumped everyone by

passing a law mandating the wearing of masks on the beach and

even when swimming in the sea. The move would have devastated

what’s le  of the Spanish tourist industry, posed potential breathing

dangers to swimmers and had Northern European sunbathers

walking around with their forehead brown and the rest of their face

white as a sheet. The ruling was so crazy that it had to be retracted

a er pressure from public and tourist industry, but it confirmed

where the Cult wants to go with masks and how clinically insane

authority has become. The determination to make masks permanent

and hide the serious dangers to body and mind can be seen in the

censorship of scientist Professor Denis Rancourt by Bill Gates-

funded academic publishing website ResearchGate over his papers

exposing the dangers and uselessness of masks. Rancourt said:

ResearchGate today has permanently locked my account, which I have had since 2015. Their reasons graphically show the nature of their attack against democracy, and their corruption of

science … By their obscene non-logic, a scientific review of science articles reporting on harms caused by face masks has a ‘potential to cause harm’. No criticism of the psychological device (face masks) is tolerated, if the said criticism shows potential to influence public policy. 

This is what happens in a fascist world. 

Where are the ‘greens’ (again)? 

Other dangers of wearing masks especially regularly relate to the

inhalation of minute plastic fibres into the lungs and the deluge of

discarded masks in the environment and oceans. Estimates

predicted that more than 1.5 billion disposable masks will end up in

the world’s oceans every year polluting the water with tons of plastic

and endangering marine wildlife. Studies project that humans are

using 129 billion face masks each month worldwide – about three

million a minute. Most are disposable and made from plastic, non-

biodegradable microfibers that break down into smaller plastic

particles that become widespread in ecosystems. They are li ering

cities, clogging sewage channels and turning up in bodies of water. I

have wri en in other books about the immense amounts of

microplastics from endless sources now being absorbed into the

body. Rolf Halden, director of the Arizona State University (ASU)

Biodesign Center for Environmental Health Engineering, was the

senior researcher in a 2020 study that analysed 47 human tissue

samples and found microplastics in all of them. ‘We have detected

these chemicals of plastics in every single organ that we have

investigated’, he said. I wrote in  The Answer about the world being

deluged with microplastics. A study by the Worldwide Fund for

Nature (WWF) found that people are consuming on average every

week some 2,000 tiny pieces of plastic mostly through water and also

through marine life and the air. Every year humans are ingesting

enough microplastics to fill a heaped dinner plate and in a life-time

of 79 years it is enough to fill two large waste bins. Marco

Lambertini, WWF International director general said: ‘Not only are

plastics polluting our oceans and waterways and killing marine life –

it’s in all of us and we can’t escape consuming plastics,’ American

geologists found tiny plastic fibres, beads and shards in rainwater

samples collected from the remote slopes of the Rocky Mountain

National Park near Denver, Colorado. Their report was headed: ‘It is

raining plastic.’ Rachel Adams, senior lecturer in Biomedical Science

at Cardiff Metropolitan University, said that among health

consequences are internal inflammation and immune responses to a

‘foreign body’. She further pointed out that microplastics become

carriers of toxins including mercury, pesticides and dioxins (a

known cause of cancer and reproductive and developmental

problems). These toxins accumulate in the fa y tissues once they

enter the body through microplastics. Now this is being

compounded massively by people pu ing plastic on their face and

throwing it away. 

Workers exposed to polypropylene plastic fibres known as ‘flock’

have developed ‘flock worker’s lung’ from inhaling small pieces of

the flock fibres which can damage lung tissue, reduce breathing

capacity and exacerbate other respiratory problems.  Now …

commonly used surgical masks have three layers of melt-blown

textiles made of … polypropylene. We have billions of people

pu ing these microplastics against their mouth, nose and face for

hours at a time day a er day in the form of masks. How does

anyone think that will work out? I mean – what could possibly go

wrong? We posted a number of scientific studies on this at

davidicke.com, but when I went back to them as I was writing this book the links to the science research website where they were

hosted were dead. Anything that challenges the official narrative in

any way is either censored or vilified. The official narrative is so

unsupportable by the evidence that only deleting the truth can

protect it. A study by Chinese scientists still survived – with the

usual twist which it why it was still active, I guess. Yes, they found

that virtually all the masks they tested increased the daily intake of

microplastic fibres, but people should still wear them because the

danger from the ‘virus’ was worse said the crazy ‘team’ from the

Institute of Hydrobiology in Wuhan. Scientists first discovered

microplastics in lung tissue of some patients who died of lung cancer

in the 1990s. Subsequent studies have confirmed the potential health

damage with the plastic degrading slowly and remaining in the

lungs to accumulate in volume. Wuhan researchers used a machine

simulating human breathing to establish that masks shed up to

nearly 4,000 microplastic fibres in a month with reused masks

producing more. Scientists said some masks are laced with toxic

chemicals and a variety of compounds seriously restricted for both

health and environmental reasons. They include cobalt (used in blue

dye) and formaldehyde known to cause watery eyes, burning

sensations in the eyes, nose, and throat, plus coughing, wheezing

and nausea. No – that must be ‘Covid-19’. 

Mask ‘worms’

There is another and potentially even more sinister content of masks. 

Mostly new masks of different makes filmed under a microscope

around the world have been found to contain strange black fibres or

‘worms’ that appear to move or ‘crawl’ by themselves and react to

heat and water. The nearest I have seen to them are the self-

replicating fibres that are pulled out through the skin of those

suffering from Morgellons disease which has been connected to the

phenomena of ‘chemtrails’ which I will bring into the story later on. 

Morgellons fibres continue to grow outside the body and have a

form of artificial intelligence. Black ‘worm’ fibres in masks have that

kind of feel to them and there is a nanotechnology technique called

‘worm micelles’ which carry and release drugs or anything else you

want to deliver to the body. For sure the suppression of humanity by

mind altering drugs is the Cult agenda big time and the more

excuses they can find to gain access to the body the more

opportunities there are to make that happen whether through

‘vaccines’ or masks pushed against the mouth and nose for hours on

end. 

So let us summarise the pros and cons of masks:

 Against masks: Breathing in your own carbon dioxide; depriving the body and brain of sufficient oxygen; build-up of toxins in the mask

that can be breathed into the lungs and cause rashes on the face and

‘mask-mouth’; breathing microplastic fibres and toxic chemicals into

the lungs; dehumanisation and deleting individualisation by literally

making people faceless; destroying human emotional interaction

through facial expression and deleting parental connection with

their babies which look for guidance to their facial expression. 

 For masks: They don’t protect you from a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist

and even if it did ‘viral’ particles are so minute they are smaller than

the holes in the mask. 

Governments, police, supermarkets, businesses, transport

companies, and all the rest who seek to impose masks have done no

risk assessment on their consequences for health and psychology

and are now open to group lawsuits when the impact becomes clear

with a cumulative epidemic of respiratory and other disease. 

Authorities will try to exploit these effects and hide the real cause by

dubbing them ‘Covid-19’. Can you imagine se ing out to force the

population to wear health-destroying masks without doing any

assessment of the risks? It is criminal and it is evil, but then how

many people targeted in this way, who see their children told to

wear them all day at school, have asked for a risk assessment? 

Billions can’t be imposed upon by the few unless the billions allow it. 

Oh, yes, with just a tinge of irony, 85 percent of all masks made

worldwide come from  China. 

Wash your hands in toxic shite

‘Covid’ rules include the use of toxic sanitisers and again the health

consequences of constantly applying toxins to be absorbed through

the skin is obvious to any level of Renegade Mind. America’s Food

and Drug Administration (FDA) said that sanitisers are drugs and

issued a warning about 75 dangerous brands which contain

methanol used in antifreeze and can cause death, kidney damage

and blindness. The FDA circulated the following warning even for

those brands that it claims to be safe:

Store hand sanitizer out of the reach of pets and children, and children should use it only with adult supervision. Do not drink hand sanitizer. This is particularly important for young children, especially toddlers, who may be attracted by the pleasant smell or brightly colored bottles of hand sanitizer. 

Drinking even a small amount of hand sanitizer can cause alcohol poisoning in children. 

(However, there is no need to be concerned if your children eat with or lick their hands after using hand sanitizer.) During this coronavirus pandemic, poison control centers have had an increase in calls about accidental ingestion of hand sanitizer, so it is important that adults monitor young children’s use. 

Do not allow pets to swallow hand sanitizer. If you think your pet has eaten something

potentially dangerous, call your veterinarian or a pet poison control center right away. Hand sanitizer is flammable and should be stored away from heat and flames. When using hand

sanitizer, rub your hands until they feel completely dry before performing activities that may involve heat, sparks, static electricity, or open flames. 

There you go, perfectly safe, then, and that’s without even a mention

of the toxins absorbed through the skin. Come on kids – sanitise

your hands everywhere you go. It will save you from the ‘virus’. Put

all these elements together of the ‘Covid’ normal and see how much

health and psychology is being cumulatively damaged, even

devastated, to ‘protect your health’. Makes sense, right? They are

only imposing these things because they care, right?  Right? 

Submitting to insanity

Psychological reframing of the population goes very deep and is

done in many less obvious ways. I hear people say how

contradictory and crazy ‘Covid’ rules are and how they are ever

changing. This is explained away by dismissing those involved as

idiots. It is a big mistake. The Cult is delighted if its cold calculation

is perceived as incompetence and idiocy when it is anything but. Oh, 

yes, there are idiots within the system – lots of them – but they are

 administering the Cult agenda, mostly unknowingly. They are not

deciding and dictating it. The bulwark against tyranny is self-

respect, always has been, always will be. It is self-respect that has

broken every tyranny in history. By its very nature self-respect will

not bow to oppression and its perpetrators. There is so li le self-

respect that it’s always the few that overturn dictators. Many may

eventually follow, but the few with the iron spines (self-respect) kick

it off and generate the momentum. The Cult targets self-respect in

the knowledge that once this has gone only submission remains. 

Crazy, contradictory, ever-changing ‘Covid’ rules are systematically

applied by psychologists to delete self-respect. They  want you to see

that the rules make no sense. It is one thing to decide to do

something when  you have made the choice based on evidence and

logic. You still retain your self-respect. It is quite another when you

can see what you are being told to do is insane, ridiculous and

makes no sense, and  yet you still do it. Your self-respect is

extinguished and this has been happening as ever more obviously

stupid and nonsensical things have been demanded and the great

majority have complied even when they can see they are stupid and

nonsensical. 

People walk around in face-nappies knowing they are damaging

their health and make no difference to a ‘virus’. They do it in fear of

not doing it. I know it’s da , but I’ll do it anyway. When that

happens something dies inside of you and submissive reframing has

begun. Next there’s a need to hide from yourself that you have

conceded your self-respect and you convince yourself that you have

not really submi ed to fear and intimidation. You begin to believe

that you are complying with craziness because it’s the right thing to

do. When first you concede your self-respect of 2+2 = 4 to 2+2 = 5 you

 know you are compromising your self-respect. Gradually to avoid

facing that fact you begin to  believe that 2+2=5. You have been

reframed and I have been watching this process happening in the

human psyche on an industrial scale. The Cult is working to break

your spirit and one of its major tools in that war is humiliation. I

read how former American soldier Bradley Manning (later Chelsea

Manning a er a sex-change) was treated a er being jailed for

supplying WikiLeaks with documents exposing the enormity of

government and elite mendacity. Manning was isolated in solitary

confinement for eight months, put under 24-hour surveillance, 

forced to hand over clothing before going to bed, and stand naked

for every roll call. This is systematic humiliation. The introduction of

anal swab ‘Covid’ tests in China has been done for the same reason

to delete self-respect and induce compliant submission. Anal swabs

are mandatory for incoming passengers in parts of China and

American diplomats have said they were forced to undergo the

indignity which would have been calculated humiliation by the

Cult-owned Chinese government that has America in its sights. 

Government-people: An abusive relationship

Spirit-breaking psychological techniques include giving people hope

and apparent respite from tyranny only to take it away again. This

happened in the UK during Christmas, 2020, when the psycho-

psychologists and their political lackeys announced an easing of

restrictions over the holiday only to reimpose them almost

immediately on the basis of yet another lie. There is a big

psychological difference between ge ing used to oppression and

being given hope of relief only to have that dashed. Psychologists

know this and we have seen the technique used repeatedly. Then

there is traumatising people before you introduce more extreme

regulations that require compliance. A perfect case was the

announcement by the dark and sinister Whi y and Vallance in the

UK that ‘new data’ predicted that 4,000 could die every day over the

winter of 2020/2021 if we did not lockdown again. I think they call it

lying and a er traumatising people with that claim out came

Jackboot Johnson the next day with new curbs on human freedom. 

Psychologists know that a frightened and traumatised mind

becomes suggestable to submission and behaviour reframing. 

Underpinning all this has been to make people fearful and

suspicious of each other and see themselves as a potential danger to

others. In league with deleted self-respect you have the perfect

psychological recipe for self-loathing. The relationship between

authority and public is now demonstrably the same as that of

subservience to an abusive partner. These are signs of an abusive

relationship explained by psychologist Leslie Becker-Phelps:

Psychological and emotional abuse: Undermining a partner’s

self-worth with verbal a acks, name-calling, and beli ling. 

Humiliating the partner in public, unjustly accusing them of having

an affair, or interrogating them about their every behavior. Keeping

partner confused or off balance by saying they were just kidding or

blaming the partner for ‘making’ them act this way … Feigning in

public that they care while turning against them in private. This

leads to victims frequently feeling confused, incompetent, unworthy, 

hopeless, and chronically self-doubting. [Apply these techniques to

how governments have treated the population since New Year, 2020, 

and the parallels are obvious.]

Physical abuse: The abuser might physically harm their partner in

a range of ways, such as grabbing, hi ing, punching, or shoving

them. They might throw objects at them or harm them with a

weapon. [Observe the physical harm imposed by masks, lockdown, 

and so on.]

Threats and intimidation: One way abusers keep their partners in

line is by instilling fear. They might be verbally threatening, or give

threatening looks or gestures. Abusers o en make it known that

they are tracking their partner’s every move. They might destroy

their partner’s possessions, threaten to harm them, or threaten to

harm their family members. Not surprisingly, victims of this abuse

o en feel anxiety, fear, and panic. [No words necessary.]

Isolation: Abusers o en limit their partner’s activities, forbidding

them to talk or interact with friends or family. They might limit

access to a car or even turn off their phone. All of this might be done

by physically holding them against their will, but is o en

accomplished through psychological abuse and intimidation. The

more isolated a person feels, the fewer resources they have to help

gain perspective on their situation and to escape from it. [No words

necessary.]

Economic abuse: Abusers o en make their partners beholden to

them for money by controlling access to funds of any kind. They

might prevent their partner from ge ing a job or withhold access to

money they earn from a job. This creates financial dependency that

makes leaving the relationship very difficult. [See destruction of

livelihoods and the proposed meagre ‘guaranteed income’ so long as

you do whatever you are told.]

Using children: An abuser might disparage their partner’s

parenting skills, tell their children lies about their partner, threaten

to take custody of their children, or threaten to harm their children. 

These tactics instil fear and o en elicit compliance. [See reframed

social service mafia and how children are being mercilessly abused

by the state over ‘Covid’ while their parents look on too frightened

to do anything.]

A further recurring trait in an abusive relationship is the abused

blaming themselves for their abuse and making excuses for the

abuser. We have the public blaming each other for lockdown abuse

by government and many making excuses for the government while

a acking those who challenge the government. How o en we have

heard authorities say that rules are being imposed or reimposed only

because people have refused to ‘behave’ and follow the rules. We

don’t want to do it – it’s  you. 

Renegade Minds are an antidote to all of these things. They will

never concede their self-respect no ma er what the circumstances. 

Even when apparent humiliation is heaped upon them they laugh in

its face and reflect back the humiliation on the abuser where it

belongs. Renegade Minds will never wear masks they know are only

imposed to humiliate, suppress and damage both physically and

psychologically. Consequences will take care of themselves and they

will never break their spirit or cause them to concede to tyranny. UK

newspaper columnist Peter Hitchens was one of the few in the

mainstream media to speak out against lockdowns and forced

vaccinations. He then announced he had taken the jab. He wanted to

see family members abroad and he believed vaccine passports were

inevitable even though they had not yet been introduced. Hitchens

has a questioning and critical mind, but not a Renegade one. If he

had no amount of pressure would have made him concede. Hitchens

excused his action by saying that the ba le has been lost. Renegade

Minds never accept defeat when freedom is at stake and even if they

are the last one standing the self-respect of not submi ing to tyranny

is more important than any outcome or any consequence. 

That’s why Renegade Minds are the only minds that ever changed

anything worth changing. 

CHAPTER EIGHT

‘Reframing’ insanity

 Insanity is relative. It depends on who has who locked in what cage

Ray Bradbury

‘Reframing’ a mind means simply to change its perception and

behaviour. This can be done subconsciously to such an extent

that subjects have no idea they have been ‘reframed’ while to any

observer changes in behaviour and a itudes are obvious. 

Human society is being reframed on a ginormous scale since the

start of 2020 and here we have the reason why psychologists rather

than doctors have been calling the shots. Ask most people who have

succumbed to ‘Covid’ reframing if they have changed and most will

say ‘no’; but they  have and fundamentally. The Cult’s long-game has

been preparing for these times since way back and crucial to that has

been to prepare both population and officialdom mentally and

emotionally. To use the mind-control parlance they had to reframe

the population with a mentality that would submit to fascism and

reframe those in government and law enforcement to impose

fascism or at least go along with it. The result has been the fact-

deleted mindlessness of ‘Wokeness’ and officialdom that has either

enthusiastically or unquestioningly imposed global tyranny

demanded by reframed politicians on behalf of psychopathic and

deeply evil cultists. ‘Cognitive reframing’ identifies and challenges

the way someone sees the world in the form of situations, 

experiences and emotions and then restructures those perceptions to

view the same set of circumstances in a different way. This can have

benefits if the a itudes are personally destructive while on the other side it has the potential for individual and collective mind control

which the subject has no idea has even happened. 

Cognitive therapy was developed in the 1960s by Aaron T. Beck

who was born in Rhode Island in 1921 as the son of Jewish

immigrants from the Ukraine. He became interested in the

techniques as a treatment for depression. Beck’s daughter Judith S. 

Beck is prominent in the same field and they founded the Beck

Institute for Cognitive Behavior Therapy in Philadelphia in 1994. 

Cognitive reframing, however, began to be used worldwide by those

with a very dark agenda. The Cult reframes politicians to change

their a itudes and actions until they are completely at odds with

what they once appeared to stand for. The same has been happening

to government administrators at all levels, law enforcement, military

and the human population. Cultists love mind control for two main

reasons: It allows them to control what people think, do and say to

secure agenda advancement and, by definition, it calms their

legendary insecurity and fear of the unexpected. I have studied mind

control since the time I travelled America in 1996. I may have been

talking to next to no one in terms of an audience in those years, but

my goodness did I gather a phenomenal amount of information and

knowledge about so many things including the techniques of mind

control. I have described this in detail in other books going back to

 The Biggest Secret in 1998. I met a very large number of people

recovering from MKUltra and its offshoots and successors and I

began to see how these same techniques were being used on the

population in general. This was never more obvious than since the

‘Covid’ hoax began. 

Reframing the enforcers

I have observed over the last two decades and more the very clear

transformation in the dynamic between the police, officialdom and

the public. I tracked this in the books as the relationship mutated

from one of serving the public to seeing them as almost the enemy

and certainly a lower caste. There has always been a class divide

based on income and always been some psychopathic, corrupt, and

big-I-am police officers. This was different. Wholesale change was

unfolding in the collective dynamic; it was less about money and far

more about position and perceived power. An us-and-them was

emerging. Noses were li ed skyward by government administration

and law enforcement and their a itude to the public they were

 supposed to be serving changed to one of increasing contempt, 

superiority and control. The transformation was so clear and

widespread that it had to be planned. Collective a itudes and

dynamics do not change naturally and organically that quickly on

that scale. I then came across an organisation in Britain called

Common Purpose created in the late 1980s by Julia Middleton who

would work in the office of Deputy Prime Minister John Presco

during the long and disastrous premiership of war criminal Tony

Blair. When Blair speaks the Cult is speaking and the man should

have been in jail a long time ago. Common Purpose proclaims itself

to be one of the biggest ‘leadership development’ organisations in

the world while functioning as a  charity with all the financial benefits

which come from that. It hosts ‘leadership development’ courses and

programmes all over the world and claims to have ‘brought

together’ what it calls ‘leaders’ from more than 100 countries on six

continents. The modus operandi of Common Purpose can be

compared with the work of the UK government’s reframing network

that includes the Behavioural Insights Team ‘nudge unit’ and

‘Covid’ reframing specialists at SPI-B. WikiLeaks described

Common Purpose long ago as ‘a hidden virus in our government

and schools’ which is unknown to the general public: ‘It recruits and

trains “leaders” to be loyal to the directives of Common Purpose and

the EU, instead of to their own departments, which they then

undermine or subvert, the NHS [National Health Service] being an

example.’ This is a vital point to understand the ‘Covid’ hoax. The

NHS, and its equivalent around the world, has been u erly reframed

in terms of administrators and much of the medical personnel with

the transformation underpinned by recruitment policies. The

outcome has been the criminal and psychopathic behaviour of the

NHS over ‘Covid’ and we have seen the same in every other major

country. WikiLeaks said Common Purpose trainees are ‘learning to

rule without regard to democracy’ and to usher in a police state

(current events explained). Common Purpose operated like a ‘glue’

and had members in the NHS, BBC, police, legal profession, church, 

many of Britain’s 7,000 quangos, local councils, the Civil Service, 

government ministries and Parliament, and controlled many RDA’s

(Regional Development Agencies). Here we have one answer for

how and why British institutions and their like in other countries

have changed so negatively in relation to the public. This further

explains how and why the beyond-disgraceful reframed BBC has

become a propaganda arm of ‘Covid’ fascism. They are all part of a

network pursuing the same goal. 

By 2019 Common Purpose was quoting a figure of 85,000 ‘leaders’

that had a ended its programmes. These ‘students’ of all ages are

known as Common Purpose ‘graduates’ and they consist of

government, state and local government officials and administrators, 

police chiefs and officers, and a whole range of others operating

within the national, local and global establishment. Cressida Dick, 

Commissioner of the London Metropolitan Police, is the Common

Purpose graduate who was the ‘Gold Commander’ that oversaw

what can only be described as the murder of Brazilian electrician

Jean Charles de Menezes in 2005. He was held down by

psychopathic police and shot seven times in the head by a

psychopathic lunatic a er being mistaken for a terrorist when he

was just a bloke going about his day. Dick authorised officers to

pursue and keep surveillance on de Menezes and ordered that he be

stopped from entering the underground train system. Police

psychopaths took her at her word clearly. She was ‘disciplined’ for

this outrage by being  promoted – eventually to the top of the ‘Met’

police where she has been a disaster. Many Chief Constables

controlling the police in different parts of the UK are and have been

Common Purpose graduates. I have heard the ‘graduate’ network

described as a sort of Mafia or secret society operating within the

fabric of government at all levels pursuing a collective policy

ingrained at Common Purpose training events. Founder Julia

Middleton herself has said:

Locally and internationally, Common Purpose graduates will be ‘lighting small fires’ to create change in their organisations and communities … The Common Purpose effect is best

illustrated by the many stories of small changes brought about by leaders, who themselves have changed. 

A Common Purpose mission statement declared:

Common Purpose aims to improve the way society works by expanding the vision, decision-

making ability and influence of all kinds of leaders. The organisation runs a variety of educational programmes for leaders of all ages, backgrounds and sectors, in order to provide them with the inspirational, information and opportunities they need to change the world. 

Yes, but into what? Since 2020 the answer has become clear. 

NLP and the Delphi technique

Common Purpose would seem to be a perfect name or would

common programming be be er? One of the foundation methods of

reaching ‘consensus’ (group think) is by se ing the agenda theme

and then encouraging, cajoling or pressuring everyone to agree a

‘consensus’ in line with the core theme promoted by Common

Purpose. The methodology involves the ‘Delphi technique’, or an

adaption of it, in which opinions are expressed that are summarised

by a ‘facilitator or change agent’ at each stage. Participants are

‘encouraged’ to modify their views in the light of what others have

said. Stage by stage the former individual opinions are merged into

group consensus which just happens to be what Common Purpose

wants them to believe. A key part of this is to marginalise anyone

refusing to concede to group think and turn the group against them

to apply pressure to conform. We are seeing this very technique used

on the general population to make ‘Covid’ group-thinkers hostile to

those who have seen through the bullshit. People can be reframed by

using perception manipulation methods such as Neuro-Linguistic

Programming (NLP) in which you change perception with the use of

carefully constructed language. An NLP website described the

technique this way:

… A method of influencing brain behaviour (the ‘neuro’ part of the phrase) through the use of language (the ‘linguistic’ part) and other types of communication to enable a person to

‘recode’ the way the brain responds to stimuli (that’s the ‘programming’) and manifest new and better behaviours. Neuro-Linguistic Programming often incorporates hypnosis and self-hypnosis to help achieve the change (or ‘programming’) that is wanted. 

British alternative media operation UKColumn has done very

detailed research into Common Purpose over a long period. I quoted

co-founder and former naval officer Brian Gerrish in my book

 Remember Who You Are, published in 2011, as saying the following

years before current times:

It is interesting that many of the mothers who have had children taken by the State speak of the Social Services people being icily cool, emotionless and, as two ladies said in slightly different words, ‘… like little robots’. We know that NLP is cumulative, so people can be given small imperceptible doses of NLP in a course here, another in a few months, next year etc. In this way, major changes are accrued in their personality, but the day by day change is almost unnoticeable. 

In these and other ways ‘graduates’ have had their perceptions

uniformly reframed and they return to their roles in the institutions

of government, law enforcement, legal profession, military, 

‘education’, the UK National Health Service and the whole swathe of

the establishment structure to pursue a common agenda preparing

for the ‘post-industrial’, ‘post-democratic’ society. I say ‘preparing’

but we are now there. ‘Post-industrial’ is code for the Great Reset

and ‘post-democratic’ is ‘Covid’ fascism. UKColumn has spoken to

partners of those who have a ended Common Purpose ‘training’. 

They have described how personalities and a itudes of ‘graduates’

changed very noticeably for the worse by the time they had

completed the course. They had been ‘reframed’ and told they are

the ‘leaders’ – the special ones – who know be er than the

population. There has also been the very demonstrable recruitment

of psychopaths and narcissists into government administration at all

levels and law enforcement. If you want psychopathy hire

psychopaths and you get a simple cause and effect. If you want

administrators, police officers and ‘leaders’ to perceive the public as

lesser beings who don’t ma er then employ narcissists. These

personalities are identified using ‘psychometrics’ that identifies

knowledge, abilities, a itudes and personality traits, mostly through

carefully-designed questionnaires and tests. As this policy has

passed through the decades we have had power-crazy, power-

trippers appointed into law enforcement, security and government

administration in preparation for current times and the dynamic

between public and law enforcement/officialdom has been

transformed. UKColumn’s Brian Gerrish said of the narcissistic

personality:

Their love of themselves and power automatically means that they will crush others who get in their way. I received a major piece of the puzzle when a friend pointed out that when they made public officials re-apply for their own jobs several years ago they were also required to do psychometric tests. This was undoubtedly the start of the screening process to get ‘their’

sort of people in post. 

How obvious that has been since 2020 although it was clear what

was happening long before if people paid a ention to the changing

public-establishment dynamic. 

Change agents

At the centre of events in ‘Covid’ Britain is the National Health

Service (NHS) which has behaved disgracefully in slavishly

following the Cult agenda. The NHS management structure is awash

with Common Purpose graduates or ‘change agents’ working to a

common cause. Helen Bevan, a Chief of Service Transformation at

the NHS Institute for Innovation and Improvement, co-authored a

document called ‘Towards a million change agents, a review of the

social movements literature: implications for large scale change in

the NHS‘. The document compared a project management approach

to that of change and social movements where ‘people change

themselves and each other – peer to peer’. Two definitions given for

a ‘social movement’ were:

 A group of people who consciously attempt to build a radically new social

 order; involves people of a broad range of social backgrounds; and deploys

 politically confrontational and socially disruptive tactics – Cyrus

Zirakzadeh 1997

 Collective challenges, based on common purposes and social solidarities, in

 sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and authorities – Sidney

Tarrow 1994

Helen Bevan wrote another NHS document in which she defined

‘framing’ as ‘the process by which leaders construct, articulate and

put across their message in a powerful and compelling way in order

to win people to their cause and call them to action’. I think I could

come up with another definition that would be rather more accurate. 

The National Health Service and institutions of Britain and the wider

world have been taken over by reframed ‘change agents’ and that

includes everything from the United Nations to national

governments, local councils and social services which have been

kidnapping children from loving parents on an extraordinary and

gathering scale on the road to the end of parenthood altogether. 

Children from loving homes are stolen and kidnapped by the state

and put into the ‘care’ (inversion) of the local authority through

council homes, foster parents and forced adoption. At the same time

children are allowed to be abused without response while many are

under council ‘care’. UKColumn highlighted the Common Purpose

connection between South Yorkshire Police and Rotherham council

officers in the case of the scandal in that area of the sexual

exploitation of children to which the authorities turned not one blind

eye, but both:

We were alarmed to discover that the Chief Executive, the Strategic Director of Children and Young People’s Services, the Manager for the Local Strategic Partnership, the Community

Cohesion Manager, the Cabinet Member for Cohesion, the Chief Constable and his

predecessor had all attended Leadership training courses provided by the pseudo-charity

Common Purpose. 

Once ‘change agents’ have secured positions of hire and fire within

any organisation things start to move very quickly. Personnel are

then hired and fired on the basis of whether they will work towards

the agenda the change agent represents. If they do they are rapidly

promoted even though they may be incompetent. Those more

qualified and skilled who are pre-Common Purpose ‘old school’ see

their careers stall and even disappear. This has been happening for

decades in every institution of state, police, ‘health’ and social

services and all of them have been transformed as a result in their

a itudes to their jobs and the public. Medical professions, including

nursing, which were once vocations for the caring now employ

many cold, callous and couldn’t give a shit personality types. The

UKColumn investigation concluded:

By blurring the boundaries between people, professions, public and private sectors, 

responsibility and accountability, Common Purpose encourages ‘graduates’ to believe that as new selected leaders, they can work together, outside of the established political and social structures, to achieve a paradigm shift or CHANGE – so called ‘Leading Beyond Authority’. In doing so, the allegiance of the individual becomes ‘reframed’ on CP colleagues and their NETWORK. 

Reframing the Face-Nappies

Nowhere has this process been more obvious than in the police

where recruitment of psychopaths and development of

unquestioning mind-controlled group-thinkers have transformed

law enforcement into a politically-correct ‘Woke’ joke and a travesty

of what should be public service. Today they wear their face-nappies

like good li le gofers and enforce ‘Covid’ rules which are fascism

under another name. Alongside the specifically-recruited

psychopaths we have so ware minds incapable of free thought. 

Brian Gerrish again:

An example is the policeman who would not get on a bike for a press photo because he had not done the cycling proficiency course. Normal people say this is political correctness gone mad. Nothing could be further from the truth. The policeman has been reframed, and in his reality it is perfect common sense not to get on the bike ‘because he hasn’t done the cycling course’. 

Another example of this is where the police would not rescue a boy from a pond until they had taken advice from above on the ‘risk assessment’. A normal person would have arrived, perhaps thought of the risk for a moment, and dived in. To the police now ‘reframed’, they followed ‘normal’ procedure. 

There are shocking cases of reframed ambulance crews doing the

same. Sheer unthinking stupidity of London Face-Nappies headed

by Common Purpose graduate Cressida Dick can be seen in their

behaviour at a vigil in March, 2021, for a murdered woman, Sarah

Everard. A police officer had been charged with the crime. Anyone

with a brain would have le  the vigil alone in the circumstances. 

Instead they ‘manhandled’ women to stop them breaking ‘Covid

rules’ to betray classic reframing. Minds in the thrall of perception

control have no capacity for seeing a situation on its merits and

acting accordingly. ‘Rules is rules’ is their only mind-set. My father

used to say that rules and regulations are for the guidance of the

intelligent and the blind obedience of the idiot. Most of the

intelligent, decent, coppers have gone leaving only the other kind

and a few old school for whom the job must be a daily nightmare. 

The combination of psychopaths and rule-book so ware minds has

been clearly on public display in the ‘Covid’ era with automaton

robots in uniform imposing fascistic ‘Covid’ regulations on the

population without any personal initiative or judging situations on

their merits. There are thousands of examples around the world, but

I’ll make my point with the infamous Derbyshire police in the

English East Midlands – the ones who think pouring dye into beauty

spots and using drones to track people walking in the countryside

away from anyone is called ‘policing’. To them there are rules

decreed by the government which they have to enforce and in their

bewildered state a group gathering in a closed space and someone

walking alone in the countryside are the same thing. It is beyond

idiocy and enters the realm of clinical insanity. 

Police officers in Derbyshire said they were ‘horrified’ –  horrified –

to find 15 to 20 ‘irresponsible’ kids playing a football match at a

closed leisure centre ‘in breach of coronavirus restrictions’. When

they saw the police the kids ran away leaving their belongings

behind and the reframed men and women of Derbyshire police were

seeking to establish their identities with a view to fining their

parents. The most natural thing for youngsters to do – kicking a ball

about – is turned into a criminal activity and enforced by the

moronic so ware programs of Derbyshire police. You find the same

mentality in every country. These barely conscious ‘horrified’ officers

said they had to take action because ‘we need to ensure these rules

are being followed’ and ‘it is of the utmost importance that you

ensure your children are following the rules and regulations for

Covid-19’. Had any of them done ten seconds of research to see if

this parroting of their masters’ script could be supported by any

evidence? Nope. Reframed people don’t think – others think for

them and that’s the whole idea of reframing. I have seen police

officers one a er the other repeating without question word for

word what officialdom tells them just as I have seen great swathes of

the public doing the same. Ask either for ‘their’ opinion and out

spews what they have been told to think by the official narrative. 

Police and public may seem to be in different groups, but their

mentality is the same. Most people do whatever they are told in fear

not doing so or because they believe what officialdom tells them; 

almost the entirety of the police do what they are told for the same

reason. Ultimately it’s the tiny inner core of the global Cult that’s

telling both what to do. 

So Derbyshire police were ‘horrified’. Oh, really? Why did they

think those kids were playing football? It was to relieve the

psychological consequences of lockdown and being denied human

contact with their friends and interaction, touch and discourse vital

to human psychological health. Being denied this month a er month

has dismantled the psyche of many children and young people as

depression and suicide have exploded. Were Derbyshire police

 horrified  by that? Are you kidding? Reframed people don’t have those

mental and emotional processes that can see how the impact on the

psychological health of youngsters is far more dangerous than any

‘virus’ even if you take the mendacious official figures to be true. The

reframed are told (programmed) how to act and so they do. The

Derbyshire Chief Constable in the first period of lockdown when the

black dye and drones nonsense was going on was Peter Goodman. 

He was the man who severed the connection between his force and

the Derbyshire Constabulary  Male Voice Choir when he decided that

it was not inclusive enough to allow women to join. The fact it was a

male voice choir making a particular sound produced by male voices

seemed to elude a guy who terrifyingly ran policing in Derbyshire. 

He retired weeks a er his force was condemned as disgraceful by

former Supreme Court Justice Jonathan Sumption for their

behaviour over extreme lockdown impositions. Goodman was

replaced by his deputy Rachel Swann who was in charge when her

officers were ‘horrified’. The police statement over the boys

commi ing the hanging-offence of playing football included the line

about the youngsters being ‘irresponsible in the times we are all

living through’ missing the point that the real relevance of the ‘times

we are all living through’ is the imposition of fascism enforced by

psychopaths and reframed minds of police officers playing such a

vital part in establishing the fascist tyranny that their own children

and grandchildren will have to live in their entire lives. As a

definition of insanity that is hard to beat although it might be run

close by imposing masks on people that can have a serious effect on

their health while wearing a face nappy all day themselves. Once

again public and police do it for the same reason – the authorities tell

them to and who are they to have the self-respect to say no? 

Wokers in uniform

How reframed do you have to be to arrest a  six-year-old and take him

to court for  picking a flower while waiting for a bus? Brain dead police

and officialdom did just that in North Carolina where criminal

proceedings happen regularly for children under nine. A orney

Julie Boyer gave the six-year-old crayons and a colouring book

during the ‘flower’ hearing while the ‘adults’ decided his fate. 

County Chief District Court Judge Jay Corpening asked: ‘Should a

child that believes in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny and the tooth

fairy be making life-altering decisions?’ Well, of course not, but

common sense has no meaning when you have a common purpose

and a reframed mind. Treating children in this way, and police

operating in American schools, is all part of the psychological

preparation for children to accept a police state as normal all their

adult lives. The same goes for all the cameras and biometric tracking

technology in schools. Police training is focused on reframing them

as snowflake Wokers and this is happening in the military. Pentagon

top brass said that ‘training sessions on extremism’ were needed for

troops who asked why they were so focused on the Capitol Building

riot when Black Lives Ma er riots were ignored. What’s the

difference between them some apparently and rightly asked. 

Actually, there is a difference. Five people died in the Capitol riot, 

only one through violence, and that was a police officer shooting an

unarmed protestor. BLM riots killed at least 25 people and cost

billions. Asking the question prompted the psychopaths and

reframed minds that run the Pentagon to say that more ‘education’

(programming) was needed. Troop training is all based on

psychological programming to make them fodder for the Cult –

‘Military men are just dumb, stupid animals to be used as pawns in

foreign policy’ as Cult-to-his-DNA former Secretary of State Henry

Kissinger famously said. Governments see the police in similar terms

and it’s time for those among them who can see this to defend the

people and stop being enforcers of the Cult agenda upon the people. 

The US military, like the country itself, is being targeted for

destruction through a long list of Woke impositions. Cult-owned

gaga ‘President’ Biden signed an executive order when he took office

to allow taxpayer money to pay for transgender surgery for active

military personnel and veterans. Are you a man soldier? No, I’m a

LGBTQIA+ with a hint of Skoliosexual and Spectrasexual. Oh, good

man. Bad choice of words you bigot. The Pentagon announced in

March, 2021, the appointment of the first ‘diversity and inclusion

officer’ for US Special Forces. Richard Torres-Estrada arrived with

the publication of a ‘D&I Strategic Plan which will guide the

enterprise-wide effort to institutionalize and sustain D&I’. If you

think a Special Forces ‘Strategic Plan’ should have something to do

with defending America you haven’t been paying a ention. 

Defending Woke is now the military’s new role. Torres-Estrada has

posted images comparing Donald Trump with Adolf Hitler and we

can expect no bias from him as a representative of the supposedly

non-political Pentagon. Cable news host Tucker Carlson said: ‘The

Pentagon is now the Yale faculty lounge but with cruise missiles.’

Meanwhile Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin, a board member of

weapons-maker Raytheon with stock and compensation interests in

October, 2020, worth $1.4 million, said he was purging the military

of the ‘enemy within’ – anyone who isn’t Woke and supports Donald

Trump. Austin refers to his targets as ‘racist extremists’ while in true

Woke fashion being himself a racist extremist. Pentagon documents

pledge to ‘eradicate, eliminate and conquer all forms of racism, 

sexism and homophobia’. The definitions of these are decided by

‘diversity and inclusion commi ees’ peopled by those who see

racism, sexism and homophobia in every situation and opinion. 

Woke (the Cult) is dismantling the US military and purging

testosterone as China expands its military and gives its troops

‘masculinity training’. How do we think that is going to end when

this is all Cult coordinated? The US military, like the British military, 

is controlled by Woke and spineless top brass who just go along with

it out of personal career interests. 

‘Woke’ means fast asleep

Mind control and perception manipulation techniques used on

individuals to create group-think have been unleashed on the global

population in general. As a result many have no capacity to see the

obvious fascist agenda being installed all around them or what

‘Covid’ is really all about. Their brains are firewalled like a computer

system not to process certain concepts, thoughts and realisations that

are bad for the Cult. The young are most targeted as the adults they

will be when the whole fascist global state is planned to be fully

implemented. They need to be prepared for total compliance to

eliminate all pushback from entire generations. The Cult has been

pouring billions into taking complete control of ‘education’ from

schools to universities via its operatives and corporations and not

least Bill Gates as always. The plan has been to transform ‘education’

institutions into programming centres for the mentality of ‘Woke’. 

James McConnell, professor of psychology at the University of

Michigan, wrote in  Psychology Today in 1970:

The day has come when we can combine sensory deprivation with drugs, hypnosis, and

astute manipulation of reward and punishment, to gain almost absolute control over an

individual’s behaviour. It should then be possible to achieve a very rapid and highly effective type of brainwashing that would allow us to make dramatic changes in a person’s behaviour and personality ... 

… We should reshape society so that we all would be trained from birth to want to do what society wants us to do. We have the techniques to do it... no-one owns his own personality you acquired, and there’s no reason to believe you should have the right to refuse to acquire a new personality if your old one is anti-social. 

This was the potential for mass brainwashing in 1970 and the

mentality there displayed captures the arrogant psychopathy that

drives it forward. I emphasise that not all young people have

succumbed to Woke programming and those that haven’t are

incredibly impressive people given that today’s young are the most

perceptually-targeted generations in history with all the technology

now involved. Vast swathes of the young generations, however, have

fallen into the spell – and that’s what it is – of Woke. The Woke

mentality and perceptual program is founded on  inversion and you

will appreciate later why that is so significant. Everything with Woke

is inverted and the opposite of what it is claimed to be. Woke was a

term used in African-American culture from the 1900s and referred

to an awareness of social and racial justice. This is not the meaning

of the modern version or ‘New Woke’ as I call it in  The Answer. Oh, 

no, Woke today means something very different no ma er how

much Wokers may seek to hide that and insist Old Woke and New

Woke are the same. See if you find any ‘awareness of social justice’

here in the modern variety:

• Woke demands ‘inclusivity’ while excluding anyone with a

different opinion and calls for mass censorship to silence other

views. 

• Woke claims to stand against oppression when imposing

oppression is the foundation of all that it does. It is the driver of

political correctness which is nothing more than a Cult invention

to manipulate the population to silence itself. 

• Woke believes itself to be ‘liberal’ while pursuing a global society

that can only be described as fascist (see ‘anti-fascist’ fascist

Antifa). 

• Woke calls for ‘social justice’ while spreading injustice wherever it

goes against the common ‘enemy’ which can be easily identified

as a differing view. 

• Woke is supposed to be a metaphor for ‘awake’ when it is solid-

gold asleep and deep in a Cult-induced coma that meets the

criteria for ‘off with the fairies’. 

I state these points as obvious facts if people only care to look. I

don’t do this with a sense of condemnation. We need to appreciate

that the onslaught of perceptual programming on the young has

been incessant and merciless. I can understand why so many have

been reframed, or, given their youth, framed from the start to see the

world as the Cult demands. The Cult has had access to their minds

day a er day in its ‘education’ system for their entire formative

years. Perception is formed from information received and the Cult-

created system is a life-long download of information delivered to

elicit a particular perception, thus behaviour. The more this has

expanded into still new extremes in recent decades and ever-

increasing censorship has deleted other opinions and information

why wouldn’t that lead to a perceptual reframing on a mass scale? I

have described already cradle-to-grave programming and in more

recent times the targeting of young minds from birth to adulthood

has entered the stratosphere. This has taken the form of skewing

what is ‘taught’ to fit the Cult agenda and the omnipresent

techniques of group-think to isolate non-believers and pressure them

into line. There has always been a tendency to follow the herd, but

we really are in a new world now in relation to that. We have parents

who can see the ‘Covid’ hoax told by their children not to stop them

wearing masks at school, being ‘Covid’ tested or having the ‘vaccine’

in fear of the peer-pressure consequences of being different. What is

‘peer-pressure’ if not pressure to conform to group-think? Renegade

Minds never group-think and always retain a set of perceptions that

are unique to them. Group-think is always underpinned by

consequences for not group-thinking. Abuse now aimed at those

refusing DNA-manipulating ‘Covid vaccines’ are a potent example

of this. The biggest pressure to conform comes from the very group

which is itself being manipulated. ‘I am programmed to be part of a

hive mind and so you must be.’

Woke control structures in ‘education’ now apply to every

mainstream organisation. Those at the top of the ‘education’

hierarchy (the Cult) decide the policy. This is imposed on

governments through the Cult network; governments impose it on

schools, colleges and universities; their leadership impose the policy

on teachers and academics and they impose it on children and

students. At any level where there is resistance, perhaps from a

teacher or university lecturer, they are targeted by the authorities

and o en fired. Students themselves regularly demand the dismissal

of academics (increasingly few) at odds with the narrative that the

students have been programmed to believe in. It is quite a thought

that students who are being targeted by the Cult become so

consumed by programmed group-think that they launch protests

and demand the removal of those who are trying to push back

against those targeting the students. Such is the scale of perceptual

inversion. We see this with ‘Covid’ programming as the Cult

imposes the rules via psycho-psychologists and governments on

shops, transport companies and businesses which impose them on

their staff who impose them on their customers who pressure

Pushbackers to conform to the will of the Cult which is in the

process of destroying them and their families. Scan all aspects of

society and you will see the same sequence every time. 

Fact free Woke and hijacking the ‘left’

There is no more potent example of this than ‘Woke’, a mentality

only made possible by the deletion of factual evidence by an

‘education’ system seeking to produce an ever more uniform society. 

Why would you bother with facts when you don’t know any? 

Deletion of credible history both in volume and type is highly

relevant. Orwell said: ‘Who controls the past controls the future:

who controls the present controls the past.’ They who control the

perception of the past control the perception of the future and they

who control the present control the perception of the past through

the writing and deleting of history. Why would you oppose the

imposition of Marxism in the name of Wokeism when you don’t

know that Marxism cost at least 100 million lives in the 20th century

alone? Watch videos and read reports in which Woker generations

are asked basic historical questions – it’s mind-blowing. A survey of

2,000 people found that six percent of millennials (born

approximately early1980s to early 2000s) believed the Second World

War (1939-1945) broke out with the assassination of President

Kennedy (in 1963) and one in ten thought Margaret Thatcher was

British Prime Minister at the time. She was in office between 1979

and 1990. We are in a post-fact society. Provable facts are no defence

against the fascism of political correctness or Silicon Valley

censorship. Facts don’t ma er anymore as we have witnessed with

the ‘Covid’ hoax. Sacrificing uniqueness to the Woke group-think

religion is all you are required to do and that means thinking for

yourself is the biggest Woke no, no. All religions are an expression of

group-think and censorship and Woke is just another religion with

an orthodoxy defended by group-think and censorship. Burned at

the stake becomes burned on Twi er which leads back eventually to

burned at the stake as Woke humanity regresses to ages past. 

The biggest Woke inversion of all is its creators and funders. I

grew up in a traditional le  of centre political household on a

council estate in Leicester in the 1950s and 60s – you know, the le

that challenged the power of wealth-hoarding elites and threats to

freedom of speech and opinion. In those days students went on

marches defending freedom of speech while today’s Wokers march

for its deletion. What on earth could have happened? Those very

elites (collectively the Cult) that we opposed in my youth and early

life have funded into existence the antithesis of that former le  and

hĳacked the ‘brand’ while inverting everything it ever stood for. We

have a mentality that calls itself ‘liberal’ and ‘progressive’ while

acting like fascists. Cult billionaires and their corporations have

funded themselves into control of ‘education’ to ensure that Woke

programming is unceasing throughout the formative years of

children and young people and that non-Wokers are isolated (that

word again) whether they be students, teachers or college professors. 

The Cult has funded into existence the now colossal global network

of Woke organisations that have spawned and promoted all the

‘causes’ on the Cult wish-list for global transformation and turned

Wokers into demanders of them. Does anyone really think it’s a

coincidence that the Cult agenda for humanity is a carbon (sorry)

copy of the societal transformations desired by Woke?? These are

only some of them:

Political correctness: The means by which the Cult deletes all public

debates that it knows it cannot win if we had the free-flow of

information and evidence. 

Human-caused ‘climate change’: The means by which the Cult

seeks to transform society into a globally-controlled dictatorship

imposing its will over the fine detail of everyone’s lives ‘to save the

planet’ which doesn’t actually need saving. 

Transgender obsession: Preparing collective perception to accept the

‘new human’ which would not have genders because it would be

created technologically and not through procreation. I’ll have much

more on this in Human 2.0. 

Race obsession: The means by which the Cult seeks to divide and

rule the population by triggering racial division through the

perception that society is more racist than ever when the opposite is

the case. Is it perfect in that regard? No. But to compare today with

the racism of apartheid and segregation brought to an end by the

civil rights movement in the 1960s is to insult the memory of that

movement and inspirations like Martin Luther King. Why is the

‘anti-racism’ industry (which it is) so dominated by privileged white

people? 

White supremacy: This is a label used by privileged white people to

demonise poor and deprived white people pushing back on tyranny

to marginalise and destroy them. White people are being especially

targeted as the dominant race by number within Western society

which the Cult seeks to transform in its image. If you want to change

a society you must weaken and undermine its biggest group and

once you have done that by using the other groups you next turn on

them to do the same … ‘Then they came for the Jews and I was not a

Jew so I did nothing.’

Mass migration: The mass movement of people from the Middle

East, Africa and Asia into Europe, from the south into the United

States and from Asia into Australia are another way the Cult seeks to

dilute the racial, cultural and political influence of white people on

Western society. White people ask why their governments appear to

be working against them while being politically and culturally

biased towards incoming cultures. Well, here’s your answer. In the

same way sexually ‘straight’ people, men and women, ask why the

authorities are biased against them in favour of other sexualities. The answer is the same – that’s the way the Cult wants it to be for very

sinister motives. 

These are all central parts of the Cult agenda and central parts of the

Woke agenda and Woke was created and continues to be funded to

an immense degree by Cult billionaires and corporations. If anyone

begins to say ‘coincidence’ the syllables should stick in their throat. 

Billionaire ‘social justice warriors’

Joe Biden is a 100 percent-owned asset of the Cult and the Wokers’

man in the White House whenever he can remember his name and

for however long he lasts with his rapidly diminishing cognitive

function. Even walking up the steps of an aircra  without falling on

his arse would appear to be a challenge. He’s not an empty-shell

puppet or anything. From the minute Biden took office (or the Cult

did) he began his executive orders promoting the Woke wish-list. 

You will see the Woke agenda imposed ever more severely because

it’s really the  Cult agenda. Woke organisations and activist networks

spawned by the Cult are funded to the extreme so long as they

promote what the Cult wants to happen. Woke is funded to promote

‘social justice’ by billionaires who become billionaires by destroying

social justice. The social justice mantra is only a cover for

dismantling social justice and funded by billionaires that couldn’t

give a damn about social justice. Everything makes sense when you

see that. One of Woke’s premier funders is Cult billionaire financier

George Soros who said: ‘I am basically there to make money, I

cannot and do not look at the social consequences of what I do.’ This

is the same Soros who has given more than $32 billion to his Open

Society Foundations global Woke network and funded Black Lives

Ma er, mass immigration into Europe and the United States, 

transgender activism, climate change activism, political correctness

and groups targeting ‘white supremacy’ in the form of privileged

white thugs that dominate Antifa. What a scam it all is and when

you are dealing with the unquestioning fact-free zone of Woke

scamming them is child’s play. All you need to pull it off in all these

organisations are a few in-the-know agents of the Cult and an army

of naïve, reframed, uninformed, narcissistic, know-nothings

convinced of their own self-righteousness, self-purity and virtue. 

Soros and fellow billionaires and billionaire corporations have

poured hundreds of millions into Black Lives Ma er and connected

groups and promoted them to a global audience. None of this is

motivated by caring about black people. These are the billionaires

that have controlled and exploited a system that leaves millions of

black people in abject poverty and deprivation which they do

absolutely nothing to address. The same Cult networks funding

BLM were behind the  slave trade!  Black Lives Ma er hĳacked a

phrase that few would challenge and they have turned this laudable

concept into a political weapon to divide society. You know that

BLM is a fraud when it claims that  All Lives Ma er, the most

inclusive statement of all, is ‘racist’. BLM and its Cult masters don’t

want to end racism. To them it’s a means to an end to control all of

humanity never mind the colour, creed, culture or background. 

What has destroying the nuclear family got to do with ending

racism? Nothing – but that is one of the goals of BLM and also

happens to be a goal of the Cult as I have been exposing in my books

for decades. Stealing children from loving parents and giving

schools ever more power to override parents is part of that same

agenda. BLM is a Marxist organisation and why would that not be

the case when the Cult created Marxism  and BLM? Patrisse Cullors, a

BLM co-founder, said in a 2015 video that she and her fellow

organisers, including co-founder Alicia Garza, are ‘trained Marxists’. 

The lady known a er marriage as Patrisse Khan-Cullors bought a

$1.4 million home in 2021 in one of the whitest areas of California

with a black population of just 1.6 per cent and has so far bought  four

high-end homes for a total of $3.2 million. How very Marxist. There

must be a bit of spare in the BLM coffers, however, when Cult

corporations and billionaires have handed over the best part of $100

million. Many black people can see that Black Lives Ma er is not

working for them, but against them, and this is still more

confirmation. Black journalist Jason Whitlock, who had his account

suspended by Twi er for simply linking to the story about the

‘Marxist’s’ home buying spree, said that BLM leaders are ‘making

millions of dollars off the backs of these dead black men who they

wouldn’t spit on if they were on fire and alive’. 

Black Lies Matter

Cult assets and agencies came together to promote BLM in the wake

of the death of career criminal George Floyd who had been jailed a

number of times including for forcing his way into the home of a

black woman with others in a raid in which a gun was pointed at her

stomach. Floyd was filmed being held in a Minneapolis street in 2020

with the knee of a police officer on his neck and he subsequently

died. It was an appalling thing for the officer to do, but the same

technique has been used by police on peaceful protestors of

lockdown without any outcry from the Woke brigade. As

unquestioning supporters of the Cult agenda Wokers have

supported lockdown and all the ‘Covid’ claptrap while a acking

anyone standing up to the tyranny imposed in its name. Court

documents would later include details of an autopsy on Floyd by

County Medical Examiner Dr Andrew Baker who concluded that

Floyd had taken a fatal level of the drug fentanyl. None of this

ma ered to fact-free, question-free, Woke. Floyd’s death was

followed by worldwide protests against police brutality amid calls to

defund the police. Throwing babies out with the bathwater is a

Woke speciality. In the wake of the murder of British woman Sarah

Everard a Green Party member of the House of Lords, Baroness

Jones of Moulescoomb (Nincompoopia would have been be er), 

called for a 6pm curfew for all men. This would be in breach of the

Geneva Conventions on war crimes which ban collective

punishment, but that would never have crossed the black and white

Woke mind of Baroness Nincompoopia who would have been far

too convinced of her own self-righteousness to compute such details. 

Many American cities did defund the police in the face of Floyd riots

and a er $15 million was deleted from the police budget in

Washington DC under useless Woke mayor Muriel Bowser car-

jacking alone rose by 300 percent and within six months the US

capital recorded its highest murder rate in 15 years. The same

happened in Chicago and other cities in line with the Cult/Soros

plan to bring fear to streets and neighbourhoods by reducing the

police, releasing violent criminals and not prosecuting crime. This is

the mob-rule agenda that I have warned in the books was coming for

so long. Shootings in the area of Minneapolis where Floyd was

arrested increased by 2,500 percent compared with the year before. 

Defunding the police over George Floyd has led to a big increase in

dead people with many of them black. Police protection for

politicians making these decisions stayed the same or increased as

you would expect from professional hypocrites. The Cult doesn’t

actually want to abolish the police. It wants to abolish local control

over the police and hand it to federal government as the

psychopaths advance the Hunger Games Society. Many George

Floyd protests turned into violent riots with black stores and

businesses destroyed by fire and looting across America fuelled by

Black Lives Ma er. Woke doesn’t do irony. If you want civil rights

you must loot the liquor store and the supermarket and make off

with a smart TV. It’s the only way. 

It’s not a race war – it’s a class war

Black people are patronised by privileged blacks and whites alike

and told they are victims of white supremacy. I find it extraordinary

to watch privileged blacks supporting the very system and bloodline

networks behind the slave trade and parroting the same Cult-serving

manipulative crap of their privileged white, o en billionaire, 

associates. It is indeed not a race war but a class war and colour is

just a diversion. Black Senator Cory Booker and black

Congresswoman Maxine Waters, more residents of Nincompoopia, 

personify this. Once you tell people they are victims of someone else

you devalue both their own responsibility for their plight and the

power they have to impact on their reality and experience. Instead

we have: ‘You are only in your situation because of whitey – turn on

them and everything will change.’ It won’t change. Nothing changes

in our lives unless  we change it. Crucial to that is never seeing

yourself as a victim and always as the creator of your reality. Life is a

simple sequence of choice and consequence. Make different choices

and you create different consequences.  You have to make those

choices – not Black Lives Ma er, the Woke Mafia and anyone else

that seeks to dictate your life. Who are they these Wokers, an

emotional and psychological road traffic accident, to tell you what to

do? Personal empowerment is the last thing the Cult and its Black

Lives Ma er want black people or anyone else to have. They claim to

be defending the underdog while  creating and perpetuating the

underdog. The Cult’s worst nightmare is human unity and if they

are going to keep blacks, whites and every other race under

economic servitude and control then the focus must be diverted

from what they have in common to what they can be manipulated to

believe divides them. Blacks have to be told that their poverty and

plight is the fault of the white bloke living on the street in the same

poverty and with the same plight they are experiencing. The

difference is that your plight black people is due to him, a white

supremacist with ‘white privilege’ living on the street. Don’t unite as

one human family against your mutual oppressors and suppressors

– fight the oppressor with the white face who is as financially

deprived as you are. The Cult knows that as its ‘Covid’ agenda

moves into still new levels of extremism people are going to respond

and it has been spreading the seeds of disunity everywhere to stop a

united response to the evil that targets  all of us. 

Racist a acks on ‘whiteness’ are ge ing ever more outrageous and

especially through the American Democratic Party which has an

appalling history for anti-black racism. Barack Obama, Joe Biden, 

Hillary Clinton and Nancy Pelosi all eulogised about Senator Robert

Byrd at his funeral in 2010 a er a nearly 60-year career in Congress. 

Byrd was a brutal Ku Klux Klan racist and a violent abuser of Cathy

O’Brien in MKUltra. He said he would never fight in the military

‘with a negro by my side’ and ‘rather I should die a thousand times, 

and see Old Glory trampled in the dirt never to rise again, than to

see this beloved land of ours become degraded by race mongrels, a

throwback to the blackest specimen from the wilds’. Biden called

Byrd a ‘very close friend and mentor’. These ‘Woke’ hypocrites are

not anti-racist they are anti-poor and anti-people not of their

perceived class. Here is an illustration of the scale of anti-white

racism to which we have now descended. Seriously Woke and

moronic  New York Times contributor Damon Young described

whiteness as a ‘virus’ that ‘like other viruses will not die until there

are no bodies le  for it to infect’. He went on: ‘… the only way to

stop it is to locate it, isolate it, extract it, and kill it.’ Young can say

that as a black man with no consequences when a white man saying

the same in reverse would be facing a jail sentence.  That’s racism. We

had super-Woke numbskull senators Tammy Duckworth and Mazie

Hirono saying they would object to future Biden Cabinet

appointments if he did not nominate more Asian Americans and

Pacific Islanders. Never mind the ability of the candidate what do

they look like? Duckworth said: ‘I will vote for racial minorities and I

will vote for LGBTQ, but anyone else I’m not voting for.’ Appointing

people on the grounds of race is illegal, but that was not a problem

for this ludicrous pair. They were on-message and that’s a free pass

in any situation. 

Critical race racism

White children are told at school they are intrinsically racist as they

are taught the divisive ‘critical race theory’. This claims that the law

and legal institutions are inherently racist and that race is a socially

constructed concept used by white people to further their economic

and political interests at the expense of people of colour. White is a

‘virus’ as we’ve seen. Racial inequality results from ‘social, 

economic, and legal differences that white people create between

races to maintain white interests which leads to poverty and

criminality in minority communities‘. I must tell that to the white

guy sleeping on the street. The principal of East Side Community

School in New York sent white parents a manifesto that called on

them to become ‘white traitors’ and advocate for full ‘white

abolition’. These people are teaching your kids when they urgently

need a psychiatrist. The ‘school’ included a chart with ‘eight white

identities’ that ranged from ‘white supremacist’ to ‘white abolition’

and defined the behaviour white people must follow to end ‘the

regime of whiteness’. Woke blacks and their privileged white

associates are acting exactly like the slave owners of old and Ku Klux

Klan racists like Robert Byrd. They are too full of their own self-

purity to see that, but it’s true. Racism is not a body type; it’s a state

of mind that can manifest through any colour, creed or culture. 

Another racial fraud is  ‘equity’. Not equality of treatment and

opportunity – equity. It’s a term spun as equality when it means

something very different. Equality in its true sense is a raising up

while ‘equity’ is a race to the bo om. Everyone in the same level of

poverty is ‘equity’. Keep everyone down – that’s equity. The Cult

doesn’t want anyone in the human family to be empowered and

BLM leaders, like all these ‘anti-racist’ organisations, continue their

privileged, pampered existence by perpetuating the perception of

gathering racism. When is the last time you heard an ‘anti-racist’ or

‘anti-Semitism’ organisation say that acts of racism and

discrimination have  fallen?  It’s not in the interests of their fund-

raising and power to influence and the same goes for the

professional soccer anti-racism operation, Kick It Out. Two things

confirmed that the Black Lives Ma er riots in the summer of 2020

were Cult creations. One was that while anti-lockdown protests were

condemned in this same period for ‘transmi ing ‘Covid’ the

authorities supported mass gatherings of Black Lives Ma er

supporters. I even saw self-deluding people claiming to be doctors

say the two types of protest were not the same. No – the non-existent

‘Covid’ was in favour of lockdowns and a acked those that

protested against them while ‘Covid’ supported Black Lives Ma er

and kept well away from its protests. The whole thing was a joke

and as lockdown protestors were arrested, o en brutally, by

reframed Face-Nappies we had the grotesque sight of police officers

taking the knee to Black Lives Ma er, a Cult-funded Marxist

organisation that supports violent riots and wants to destroy the

nuclear family and white people. 

He’s not white? Shucks! 

Woke obsession with race was on display again when ten people

were shot dead in Boulder, Colorado, in March, 2021. Cult-owned

Woke TV channels like CNN said the shooter appeared to be a white

man and Wokers were on Twi er condemning ‘violent white men’

with the usual mantras. Then the shooter’s name was released as

Ahmad Al Aliwi Alissa, an anti-Trump Arab-American, and the sigh

of disappointment could be heard five miles away. Never mind that

ten people were dead and what that meant for their families. Race

baiting was all that ma ered to these sick Cult-serving people like

Barack Obama who exploited the deaths to further divide America

on racial grounds which is his job for the Cult. This is the man that

‘racist’ white Americans made the first black president of the United

States and then gave him a second term. Not-very-bright Obama has

become filthy rich on the back of that and today appears to have a

big influence on the Biden administration. Even so he’s still a

downtrodden black man and a victim of white supremacy. This

disingenuous fraud reveals the contempt he has for black people

when he puts on a Deep South Alabama accent whenever he talks to

them, no,  at them. 

Another BLM red flag was how the now fully-Woke (fully-Cult)

and fully-virtue-signalled professional soccer authorities had their

teams taking the knee before every match in support of Marxist

Black Lives Ma er. Soccer authorities and clubs displayed ‘Black

Lives Ma er’ on the players’ shirts and flashed the name on

electronic billboards around the pitch. Any fans that condemned

what is a Freemasonic taking-the-knee ritual were widely

condemned as you would expect from the Woke virtue-signallers of

professional sport and the now fully-Woke media. We have reverse

racism in which you are banned from criticising any race or culture

except for white people for whom anything goes – say what you like, 

no problem. What has this got to do with racial harmony and

equality? We’ve had black supremacists from Black Lives Ma er

telling white people to fall to their knees in the street and apologise

for their white supremacy. Black supremacists acting like white

supremacist slave owners of the past couldn’t breach their self-

obsessed, race-obsessed sense of self-purity. Joe Biden appointed a

race-obsessed black supremacist Kristen Clarke to head the Justice

Department Civil Rights Division. Clarke claimed that blacks are

endowed with ‘greater mental, physical and spiritual abilities’ than

whites. If anyone reversed that statement they would be vilified. 

Clarke is on-message so no problem. She’s never seen a black-white

situation in which the black figure is anything but a virtuous victim

and she heads the Civil Rights Division which should treat everyone

the same or it isn’t civil rights. Another perception of the Renegade

Mind: If something or someone is part of the Cult agenda they will

be supported by Woke governments and media no ma er what. If

they’re not, they will be condemned and censored. It really is that

simple and so racist Clarke prospers despite (make that because of)

her racism. 

The end of culture

Biden’s administration is full of such racial, cultural and economic

bias as the Cult requires the human family to be divided into

warring factions. We are now seeing racially-segregated graduations

and everything, but everything, is defined through the lens of

perceived ‘racism. We have ‘racist’ mathematics, ‘racist’ food and

even ‘racist’  plants. World famous Kew Gardens in London said it

was changing labels on plants and flowers to tell its pre-‘Covid’

more than two million visitors a year how racist they are. Kew

director Richard Deverell said this was part of an effort to ‘move

quickly to decolonise collections’ a er they were approached by one

Ajay Chhabra ‘an actor with an insight into how sugar cane was

linked to slavery’. They are  plants you idiots. ‘Decolonisation’ in the

Woke manual really means colonisation of society with its mentality

and by extension colonisation by the Cult. We are witnessing a new

Chinese-style ‘Cultural Revolution’ so essential to the success of all

Marxist takeovers. Our cultural past and traditions have to be swept

away to allow a new culture to be built-back-be er. Woke targeting

of long-standing Western cultural pillars including historical

monuments and cancelling of historical figures is what happened in

the Mao revolution in China which ‘purged remnants of capitalist

and traditional elements from Chinese society‘ and installed Maoism

as the dominant ideology‘. For China see the Western world today

and for ‘dominant ideology’ see Woke. Be er still see Marxism or

Maoism. The ‘Covid’ hoax has specifically sought to destroy the arts

and all elements of Western culture from people meeting in a pub or

restaurant to closing theatres, music venues, sports stadiums, places

of worship and even banning  singing. Destruction of Western society

is also why criticism of any religion is banned except for Christianity

which again is the dominant religion as white is the numerically-

dominant race. Christianity may be fading rapidly, but its history

and traditions are weaved through the fabric of Western society. 

Delete the pillars and other structures will follow until the whole

thing collapses. I am not a Christian defending that religion when I

say that. I have no religion. It’s just a fact. To this end Christianity

has itself been turned Woke to usher its own downfall and its ranks

are awash with ‘change agents’ – knowing and unknowing – at

every level including Pope Francis ( definitely knowing) and the

clueless Archbishop of Canterbury Justin Welby (possibly not, but

who can be sure?). Woke seeks to coordinate a acks on Western

culture, traditions, and ways of life through ‘intersectionality’

defined as ‘the complex, cumulative way in which the effects of

multiple forms of discrimination (such as racism, sexism, and

classism) combine, overlap, or intersect especially in the experiences

of marginalised individuals or groups’. Wade through the Orwellian

Woke-speak and this means coordinating disparate groups in a

common cause to overthrow freedom and liberal values. 

The entire structure of public institutions has been infested with

Woke – government at all levels, political parties, police, military, 

schools, universities, advertising, media and trade unions. This

abomination has been achieved through the Cult web by appointing

Wokers to positions of power and ba ering non-Wokers into line

through intimidation, isolation and threats to their job. Many have

been fired in the wake of the empathy-deleted, vicious hostility of

‘social justice’ Wokers and the desire of gutless, spineless employers

to virtue-signal their Wokeness. Corporations are filled with Wokers

today, most notably those in Silicon Valley. Ironically at the top they

are not Woke at all. They are only exploiting the mentality their Cult

masters have created and funded to censor and enslave while the

Wokers cheer them on until it’s their turn. Thus the Woke ‘liberal

le ’ is an inversion of the traditional liberal le . Campaigning for

justice on the grounds of power and wealth distribution has been

replaced by campaigning for identity politics. The genuine

traditional le  would never have taken money from today’s

billionaire abusers of fairness and justice and nor would the

billionaires have wanted to fund that genuine le . It would not have

been in their interests to do so. The division of opinion in those days

was between the haves and have nots. This all changed with Cult

manipulated and funded identity politics. The division of opinion

today is between Wokers and non-Wokers and not income brackets. 

Cult corporations and their billionaires may have taken wealth

disparity to cataclysmic levels of injustice, but as long as they speak

the language of Woke, hand out the dosh to the Woke network and

censor the enemy they are ‘one of us’. Billionaires who don’t give a

damn about injustice are laughing at them till their bellies hurt. 

Wokers are not even close to self-aware enough to see that. The

transformed ‘le ’ dynamic means that Wokers who drone on about

‘social justice’ are funded by billionaires that have destroyed social

justice the world over. It’s  why they are billionaires. 

The climate con

Nothing encapsulates what I have said more comprehensively than

the hoax of human-caused global warming. I have detailed in my

books over the years how Cult operatives and organisations were the

pump-primers from the start of the climate con. A purpose-built

vehicle for this is the Club of Rome established by the Cult in 1968

with the Rockefellers and Rothschilds centrally involved all along. 

Their gofer frontman Maurice Strong, a Canadian oil millionaire, 

hosted the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, in 1992 where the

global ‘green movement’ really expanded in earnest under the

guiding hand of the Cult. The Earth Summit established Agenda 21

through the Cult-created-and-owned United Nations to use the

illusion of human-caused climate change to justify the

transformation of global society to save the world from climate

disaster. It is a No-Problem-Reaction-Solution sold through

governments, media, schools and universities as whole generations

have been terrified into believing that the world was going to end in

their lifetimes unless what old people had inflicted upon them was

stopped by a complete restructuring of how everything is done. 

Chill, kids, it’s all a hoax. Such restructuring is precisely what the

Cult agenda demands (purely by coincidence of course). Today this

has been given the codename of the Great Reset which is only an

updated term for Agenda 21 and its associated Agenda 2030. The

la er, too, is administered through the UN and was voted into being

by the General Assembly in 2015. Both 21 and 2030 seek centralised

control of all resources and food right down to the raindrops falling

on your own land. These are some of the demands of Agenda 21

established in 1992. See if you recognise this society emerging today:



• End national sovereignty

• State planning and management of all land resources, ecosystems, 

deserts, forests, mountains, oceans and fresh water; agriculture; 

rural development; biotechnology; and ensuring  ‘equity’

• The state to ‘define the role’ of business and financial resources

• Abolition of private property

• ‘Restructuring’ the family unit (see BLM)

• Children raised by the state

• People told what their job will be

• Major restrictions on movement

• Creation of ‘human se lement zones’

• Mass rese lement as people are forced to vacate land where they

live

• Dumbing down education

• Mass global depopulation in pursuit of all the above



The United Nations was created as a Trojan horse for world

government. With the climate con of critical importance to

promoting that outcome you would expect the UN to be involved. 

Oh, it’s involved all right. The UN is promoting Agenda 21 and

Agenda 2030 justified by ‘climate change’ while also driving the

climate hoax through its Intergovernmental Panel on Climate

Change (IPCC), one of the world’s most corrupt organisations. The

IPCC has been lying ferociously and constantly since the day it

opened its doors with the global media hanging unquestioningly on

its every mendacious word. The Green movement is entirely Woke

and has long lost its original environmental focus since it was co-

opted by the Cult. An obsession with ‘global warming’ has deleted

its values and scrambled its head. I experienced a small example of

what I mean on a beautiful country walk that I have enjoyed several

times a week for many years. The path merged into the fields and

forests and you felt at one with the natural world. Then a ‘Green’

organisation, the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust, took

over part of the land and proceeded to cut down a large number of

trees, including mature ones, to install a horrible big, bright steel

‘this-is-ours-stay-out’ fence that destroyed the whole atmosphere of

this beautiful place. No one with a feel for nature would do that. Day

a er day I walked to the sound of chainsaws and a magnificent

mature weeping willow tree that I so admired was cut down at the

base of the trunk. When I challenged a Woke young girl in a green

shirt (of course) about this vandalism she replied: ‘It’s a weeping

willow – it will grow back.’ This is what people are paying for when

they donate to the Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust and

many other ‘green’ organisations today. It is not the environmental

movement that I knew and instead has become a support-system –

as with Extinction Rebellion – for a very dark agenda. 

Private jets for climate justice

The Cult-owned, Gates-funded, World Economic Forum and its

founder Klaus Schwab were behind the emergence of Greta

Thunberg to harness the young behind the climate agenda and she

was invited to speak to the world at … the UN. Schwab published a

book,  Covid-19: The Great Reset in 2020 in which he used the ‘Covid’

hoax and the climate hoax to lay out a new society straight out of

Agenda 21 and Agenda 2030. Bill Gates followed in early 2021 when

he took time out from destroying the world to produce a book in his

name about the way to save it. Gates flies across the world in private

jets and admi ed that ‘I probably have one of the highest

greenhouse gas footprints of anyone on the planet … my personal

flying alone is gigantic.’ He has also bid for the planet’s biggest

private jet operator. Other climate change saviours who fly in private

jets include John Kerry, the US Special Presidential Envoy for

Climate, and actor Leonardo DiCaprio, a ‘UN Messenger of Peace

with special focus on climate change’. These people are so full of

bullshit they could corner the market in manure. We mustn’t be

sceptical, though, because the Gates book,  How to Avoid a Climate

 Disaster: The Solutions We Have and the Breakthroughs We Need, is a

genuine a empt to protect the world and not an obvious pile of

excrement a ributed to a mega-psychopath aimed at selling his

masters’ plans for humanity. The Gates book and the other shite-pile

by Klaus Schwab could have been wri en by the same person and

may well have been. Both use ‘climate change’ and ‘Covid’ as the

excuses for their new society and by coincidence the Cult’s World

Economic Forum and Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation promote

the climate hoax and hosted Event 201 which pre-empted with a

‘simulation’ the very ‘coronavirus’ hoax that would be simulated for

real on humanity within weeks. The British ‘royal’ family is

promoting the ‘Reset’ as you would expect through Prince ‘climate

change caused the war in Syria’ Charles and his hapless son Prince

William who said that we must ‘reset our relationship with nature

and our trajectory as a species’ to avoid a climate disaster. Amazing

how many promotors of the ‘Covid’ and ‘climate change’ control

systems are connected to Gates and the World Economic Forum. A

‘study’ in early 2021 claimed that carbon dioxide emissions must fall

by the equivalent of a global lockdown roughly every two years for

the next decade to save the planet. The ‘study’ appeared in the same

period that the Schwab mob claimed in a video that lockdowns

destroying the lives of billions are good because they make the earth

‘quieter’ with less ‘ambient noise’. They took down the video amid a

public backlash for such arrogant, empathy-deleted stupidity You

see, however, where they are going with this. Corinne Le Quéré, a

professor at the Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, 

University of East Anglia, was lead author of the climate lockdown

study, and she writes for … the World Economic Forum. Gates calls

in ‘his’ book for changing ‘every aspect of the economy’ (long-time

Cult agenda) and for humans to eat synthetic ‘meat’ (predicted in

my books) while cows and other farm animals are eliminated. 

Australian TV host and commentator Alan Jones described what

carbon emission targets would mean for farm animals in Australia

alone if emissions were reduced as demanded by 35 percent by 2030

and zero by 2050:

Well, let’s take agriculture, the total emissions from agriculture are about 75 million tonnes of carbon dioxide, equivalent. Now reduce that by 35 percent and you have to come down to

50 million tonnes, I’ve done the maths. So if you take for example 1.5 million cows, you’re going to have to reduce the herd by 525,000 [by] 2030, nine years, that’s 58,000 cows a year. 

The beef herd’s 30 million, reduce that by 35 percent, that’s 10.5 million, which means 1.2

million cattle have to go every year between now and 2030. This is insanity! 

There are 75 million sheep. Reduce that by 35 percent, that’s 26 million sheep, that’s almost 3

million a year. So under the Paris Agreement over 30 million beasts. dairy cows, cattle, pigs and sheep would go. More than 8,000 every minute of every hour for the next decade, do

these people know what they’re talking about? 

Clearly they don’t at the level of campaigners, politicians and

administrators. The Cult  does know; that’s the outcome it wants. We

are faced with not just a war on humanity. Animals and the natural

world are being targeted and I have been saying since the ‘Covid’

hoax began that the plan eventually was to claim that the ‘deadly

virus’ is able to jump from animals, including farm animals and

domestic pets, to humans. Just before this book went into production

came this story: ‘Russia registers world’s first Covid-19 vaccine for

cats & dogs as makers of Sputnik V warn pets & farm animals could

spread virus’. The report said ‘top scientists warned that the deadly

pathogen could soon begin spreading through homes and farms’

and ‘the next stage is the infection of farm and domestic animals’. 

Know the outcome and you’ll see the journey. Think what that

would mean for animals and keep your eye on a term called

zoonosis or zoonotic diseases which transmit between animals and

humans. The Cult wants to break the connection between animals

and people as it does between people and people. Farm animals fit

with the Cult agenda to transform food from natural to synthetic. 

The gas of life is killing us

There can be few greater examples of Cult inversion than the

condemnation of carbon dioxide as a dangerous pollutant when it is

the gas of life. Without it the natural world would be dead and so we

would all be dead. We breathe in oxygen and breathe out carbon

dioxide while plants produce oxygen and absorb carbon dioxide. It

is a perfect symbiotic relationship that the Cult wants to dismantle

for reasons I will come to in the final two chapters. Gates, Schwab, 

other Cult operatives and mindless repeaters, want the world to be

‘carbon neutral’ by at least 2050 and the earlier the be er. ‘Zero

carbon’ is the cry echoed by lunatics calling for ‘Zero Covid’ when

we already have it. These carbon emission targets will

deindustrialise the world in accordance with Cult plans – the post-

industrial, post-democratic society – and with so-called renewables

like solar and wind not coming even close to meeting human energy

needs blackouts and cold are inevitable. Texans got the picture in the

winter of 2021 when a snow storm stopped wind turbines and solar

panels from working and the lights went down along with water

which relies on electricity for its supply system. Gates wants

everything to be powered by electricity to ensure that his masters

have the kill switch to stop all human activity, movement, cooking, 

water and warmth any time they like. The climate lie is so

stupendously inverted that it claims we must urgently reduce

carbon dioxide when we  don’t have enough. 

Co2 in the atmosphere is a li le above 400 parts per million when

the optimum for plant growth is 2,000 ppm and when it falls

anywhere near 150 ppm the natural world starts to die and so do we. 

It fell to as low as 280 ppm in an 1880 measurement in Hawaii and

rose to 413 ppm in 2019 with industrialisation which is why the

planet has become  greener in the industrial period. How insane then

that psychopathic madman Gates is not satisfied only with blocking

the rise of Co2. He’s funding technology to suck it out of the

atmosphere. The reason why will become clear. The industrial era is

not destroying the world through Co2 and has instead turned

around a potentially disastrous ongoing fall in Co2. Greenpeace co-

founder and scientist Patrick Moore walked away from Greenpeace

in 1986 and has exposed the green movement for fear-mongering

and lies. He said that 500 million years ago there was  17 times more

Co2 in the atmosphere than we have today and levels have been

falling for hundreds of millions of years. In the last 150 million years

Co2 levels in Earth’s atmosphere had reduced by  90 percent. Moore

said that by the time humanity began to unlock carbon dioxide from

fossil fuels we were at ‘38 seconds to midnight’ and in that sense:

‘Humans are [the Earth’s] salvation.’ Moore made the point that only

half the Co2 emi ed by fossil fuels stays in the atmosphere and we

should remember that all pollution pouring from chimneys that we

are told is carbon dioxide is in fact nothing of the kind. It’s pollution. 

Carbon dioxide is an invisible gas. 

William Happer, Professor of Physics at Princeton University and

long-time government adviser on climate, has emphasised the Co2

deficiency for maximum growth and food production. Greenhouse

growers don’t add carbon dioxide for a bit of fun. He said that most

of the warming in the last 100 years, a er the earth emerged from

the super-cold period of the ‘Li le Ice Age’ into a natural warming

cycle, was over by 1940. Happer said that a peak year for warming in

1988 can be explained by a ‘monster El Nino’ which is a natural and

cyclical warming of the Pacific that has nothing to do with ‘climate

change’. He said the effect of Co2 could be compared to painting a

wall with red paint in that once two or three coats have been applied

it didn’t ma er how much more you slapped on because the wall

will not get much redder. Almost all the effect of the rise in Co2 has

already happened, he said, and the volume in the atmosphere would

now have to  double to increase temperature by a single degree. 

Climate hoaxers know this and they have invented the most

ridiculously complicated series of ‘feedback’ loops to try to

overcome this rather devastating fact. You hear puppet Greta going

on cluelessly about feedback loops and this is why. 

The Sun affects temperature? No you  climate denier

Some other nonsense to contemplate: Climate graphs show that rises

in temperature do not follow rises in Co2 –  it’s the other way round

with a lag between the two of some 800 years. If we go back 800

years from present time we hit the Medieval Warm Period when

temperatures were higher than now without any industrialisation

and this was followed by the Li le Ice Age when temperatures

plummeted. The world was still emerging from these centuries of

serious cold when many climate records began which makes the

ever-repeated line of the ‘ho est year since records began’

meaningless when you are not comparing like with like. The coldest

period of the Li le Ice Age corresponded with the lowest period of

sunspot activity when the Sun was at its least active. Proper

scientists will not be at all surprised by this when it confirms the

obvious fact that earth temperature is affected by the scale of Sun

activity and the energetic power that it subsequently emits; but

when is the last time you heard a climate hoaxer talking about the

Sun as a source of earth temperature?? Everything has to be focussed

on Co2 which makes up just 0.117 percent of so-called greenhouse

gases and only a fraction of even that is generated by human activity. 

The rest is natural. More than  90 percent of those greenhouse gases

are water vapour and clouds (Fig 9). Ban moisture I say. Have you

noticed that the climate hoaxers no longer use the polar bear as their

promotion image? That’s because far from becoming extinct polar

bear communities are stable or thriving. Joe Bastardi, American

meteorologist, weather forecaster and outspoken critic of the climate

lie, documents in his book  The Climate Chronicles how weather

pa erns and events claimed to be evidence of climate change have

been happening since long before industrialisation: ‘What happened

before naturally is happening again, as is to be expected given the

cyclical nature of the climate due to the design of the planet.’ If you

read the detailed background to the climate hoax in my other books

you will shake your head and wonder how anyone could believe the

crap which has spawned a multi-trillion dollar industry based on

absolute garbage (see HIV causes AIDs and Sars-Cov-2 causes

‘Covid-19’). Climate and ‘Covid’ have much in common given they

have the same source. They both have the contradictory  everything

factor in which everything is explained by reference to them. It’s hot

– ‘it’s climate change’. It’s cold – ‘it’s climate change’. I got a sniffle –

‘it’s Covid’. I haven’t got a sniffle – ‘it’s Covid’. Not having a sniffle

has to be a symptom of ‘Covid’. Everything is and not having a

sniffle is especially dangerous if you are a slow walker. For sheer

audacity I offer you a Cambridge University ‘study’ that actually

linked ‘Covid’ to ‘climate change’. It had to happen eventually. They

concluded that climate change played a role in ‘Covid-19’ spreading

from animals to humans because … wait for it … I kid you not …  the

 two groups were forced closer together as populations grow. Er, that’s it. 

The whole foundation on which this depended was that ‘Bats are the

likely zoonotic origin of SARS-CoV-1 and SARS-CoV-2’. Well, they

are not. They are nothing to do with it. Apart from bats not being the

origin and therefore ‘climate change’ effects on bats being irrelevant

I am in awe of their academic insight. Where would we be without

them? Not where we are that’s for sure. 

[image: Image 1873]

Figure 9: The idea that the gas of life is disastrously changing the climate is an insult to brain cell activity. 

One other point about the weather is that climate modification is

now well advanced and not every major weather event is natural –

or earthquake come to that. I cover this subject at some length in

other books. China is openly planning a rapid expansion of its

weather modification programme which includes changing the

climate in an area more than one and a half times the size of India. 

China used weather manipulation to ensure clear skies during the

2008 Olympics in Beĳing. I have quoted from US military documents

detailing how to employ weather manipulation as a weapon of war

and they did that in the 1960s and 70s during the conflict in Vietnam

with Operation Popeye manipulating monsoon rains for military

purposes. Why would there be international treaties on weather

modification if it wasn’t possible? Of course it is. Weather is

energetic information and it can be changed. 

How was the climate hoax pulled off? See ‘Covid’

If you can get billions to believe in a ‘virus’ that doesn’t exist you can

get them to believe in human-caused climate change that doesn’t

exist. Both are being used by the Cult to transform global society in

the way it has long planned. Both hoaxes have been achieved in

pre y much the same way. First you declare a lie is a fact. There’s a

‘virus’ you call SARS-Cov-2 or humans are warming the planet with

their behaviour. Next this becomes, via Cult networks, the

foundation of government, academic and science policy and belief. 

Those who parrot the mantra are given big grants to produce

research that confirms the narrative is true and ever more

‘symptoms’ are added to make the ‘virus’/’climate change’ sound

even more scary. Scientists and researchers who challenge the

narrative have their grants withdrawn and their careers destroyed. 

The media promote the lie as the unquestionable truth and censor

those with an alternative view or evidence. A great percentage of the

population believe what they are told as the lie becomes an

everybody-knows-that and the believing-masses turn on those with

a mind of their own. The technique has been used endlessly

throughout human history. Wokers are the biggest promotors of the

climate lie  and ‘Covid’ fascism because their minds are owned by the

Cult; their sense of self-righteous self-purity knows no bounds; and

they exist in a bubble of reality in which facts are irrelevant and only

get in the way of looking without seeing. 

Running through all of this like veins in a blue cheese is control of

information, which means control of perception, which means

control of behaviour, which collectively means control of human

society. The Cult owns the global media and Silicon Valley fascists

for the simple reason that it  has to. Without control of information it

can’t control perception and through that human society. Examine

every facet of the Cult agenda and you will see that anything

supporting its introduction is never censored while anything

pushing back is always censored. I say again: Psychopaths that know

why they are doing this must go before Nuremberg trials and those

that follow their orders must trot along behind them into the same

dock. ‘I was just following orders’ didn’t work the first time and it

must not work now. Nuremberg trials must be held all over the

world before public juries for politicians, government officials, 

police, compliant doctors, scientists and virologists, and all Cult

operatives such as Gates, Tedros, Fauci, Vallance, Whi y, Ferguson, 

Zuckerberg, Wojcicki, Brin, Page, Dorsey, the whole damn lot of

them – including, no  especially, the psychopath psychologists. 

Without them and the brainless, gutless excuses for journalists that

have repeated their lies, none of this could be happening. Nobody

can be allowed to escape justice for the psychological and economic

Armageddon they are all responsible for visiting upon the human

race. 

As for the compliant, unquestioning, swathes of humanity, and the

self-obsessed, all-knowing ignorance of the Wokers … don’t start me. 

God help their kids. God help their grandkids. God  help them. 

CHAPTER NINE

We must have it? So what is it? 

 Well I won’t back down. No, I won’t back down. You can stand me

 up at the Gates of Hell. But I won’t back down

Tom Petty

Iwill now focus on the genetically-manipulating ‘Covid vaccines’

which do not meet this official definition of a vaccine by the US

Centers for Disease Control (CDC): ‘A product that stimulates a

person’s immune system to produce immunity to a specific disease, 

protecting the person from that disease.’ On that basis ‘Covid

vaccines’ are not a vaccine in that the makers don’t even claim they

stop infection or transmission. 

They are instead part of a multi-levelled conspiracy to change the

nature of the human body and what it means to be ‘human’ and to

depopulate an enormous swathe of humanity. What I shall call

Human 1.0 is on the cusp of becoming Human 2.0 and for very

sinister reasons. Before I get to the ‘Covid vaccine’ in detail here’s

some background to vaccines in general. Government regulators do

not test vaccines – the makers do – and the makers control which

data is revealed and which isn’t. Children in America are given 50

vaccine doses by age six and 69 by age 19 and the effect of the whole

combined schedule has never been tested. Autoimmune diseases

when the immune system a acks its own body have soared in the

mass vaccine era and so has disease in general in children and the

young. Why wouldn’t this be the case when vaccines target the

 immune system?  The US government gave Big Pharma drug

companies immunity from prosecution for vaccine death and injury

in the 1986 National Childhood Vaccine Injury Act (NCVIA) and

since then the government (taxpayer) has been funding

compensation for the consequences of Big Pharma vaccines. The

criminal and satanic drug giants can’t lose and the vaccine schedule

has increased dramatically since 1986 for this reason. There is no

incentive to make vaccines safe and a big incentive to make money

by introducing ever more. Even against a ridiculously high bar to

prove vaccine liability, and with the government controlling the

hearing in which it is being challenged for compensation, the vaccine

court has so far paid out more than $4 billion. These are the vaccines

we are told are safe and psychopaths like Zuckerberg censor posts

saying otherwise. The immunity law was even justified by a ruling

that vaccines by their nature were ‘unavoidably unsafe’. 

Check out the ingredients of vaccines and you will be shocked if

you are new to this.  They put that in children’s bodies?? What??  Try

aluminium, a brain toxin connected to dementia, aborted foetal

tissue and formaldehyde which is used to embalm corpses. World-

renowned aluminium expert Christopher Exley had his research into

the health effect of aluminium in vaccines shut down by Keele

University in the UK when it began taking funding from the Bill and


Melinda Gates Foundation. Research when diseases ‘eradicated’ by

vaccines began to decline and you will find the fall began long  before

the vaccine was introduced. Sometimes the fall even plateaued a er

the vaccine. Diseases like scarlet fever for which there was no

vaccine declined in the same way because of environmental and

other factors. A perfect case in point is the polio vaccine. Polio began

when lead arsenate was first sprayed as an insecticide and residues

remained in food products. Spraying started in 1892 and the first US

polio epidemic came in Vermont in 1894. The simple answer was to

stop spraying, but Rockefeller-created Big Pharma had a be er idea. 

Polio was decreed to be caused by the  poliovirus which ‘spreads from

person to person and can infect a person’s spinal cord’. Lead

arsenate was replaced by the lethal DDT which had the same effect

of causing paralysis by damaging the brain and central nervous

system. Polio plummeted when DDT was reduced and then banned, 

but the vaccine is still given the credit for something it didn’t do. 

Today by far the biggest cause of polio is the vaccines promoted by

Bill Gates. Vaccine justice campaigner Robert Kennedy Jr, son of

assassinated (by the Cult) US A orney General Robert Kennedy, 

wrote:

In 2017, the World Health Organization (WHO) reluctantly admitted that the global explosion in polio is predominantly vaccine strain. The most frightening epidemics in Congo, 

Afghanistan, and the Philippines, are all linked to vaccines. In fact, by 2018, 70% of global polio cases were vaccine strain. 

Vaccines make fortunes for Cult-owned Gates and Big Pharma

while undermining the health and immune systems of the

population. We had a glimpse of the mentality behind the Big

Pharma cartel with a report on WION (World is One News), an

international English language TV station based in India, which

exposed the extraordinary behaviour of US drug company Pfizer

over its ‘Covid vaccine’. The WION report told how Pfizer had made

fantastic demands of Argentina, Brazil and other countries in return

for its ‘vaccine’. These included immunity from prosecution, even

for Pfizer negligence, government insurance to protect Pfizer from

law suits and handing over as collateral sovereign assets of the

country to include Argentina’s bank reserves, military bases and

embassy buildings. Pfizer demanded the same of Brazil in the form

of waiving sovereignty of its assets abroad; exempting Pfizer from

Brazilian laws; and giving Pfizer immunity from all civil liability. 

This is a ‘vaccine’ developed with government funding. Big Pharma

is evil incarnate as a creation of the Cult and all must be handed

tickets to Nuremberg. 

Phantom ‘vaccine’ for a phantom ‘disease’

I’ll expose the ‘Covid vaccine’ fraud and then go on to the wider

background of why the Cult has set out to ‘vaccinate’ every man, 

woman and child on the planet for an alleged ‘new disease’ with a

survival rate of 99.77 percent (or more) even by the grotesquely-

manipulated figures of the World Health Organization and Johns

Hopkins University. The ‘infection’ to ‘death’ ratio is 0.23 to 0.15

percent according to Stanford epidemiologist Dr John Ioannidis and

while estimates vary the danger remains tiny. I say that if the truth

be told the fake infection to fake death ratio is zero. Never mind all

the evidence I have presented here and in  The Answer that there is no

‘virus’ let us just focus for a moment on that death-rate figure of say

0.23 percent. The figure includes all those worldwide who have

tested positive with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ and then died

within 28 days or even longer of any other cause –  any other cause. 

Now subtract all those illusory ‘Covid’ deaths on the global data

sheets from the 0.23 percent. What do you think you would be le

with?  Zero. A vaccination has never been successfully developed for

a so-called coronavirus. They have all failed at the animal testing

stage when they caused hypersensitivity to what they were claiming

to protect against and made the impact of a disease far worse. Cult-

owned vaccine corporations got around that problem this time by

bypassing animal trials, going straight to humans and making the

length of the ‘trials’ before the public rollout as short as they could

get away with. Normally it takes five to ten years or more to develop

vaccines that still cause demonstrable harm to many people and

that’s without including the long-term effects that are never officially

connected to the vaccination. ‘Covid’ non-vaccines have been

officially produced and approved in a ma er of months from a

standing start and part of the reason is that (a) they were developed

before the ‘Covid’ hoax began and (b) they are based on computer

programs and not natural sources. Official non-trials were so short

that government agencies gave  emergency,  not full, approval. ‘Trials’

were not even completed and full approval cannot be secured until

they are. Public ‘Covid vaccination’ is actually a  continuation of the

 trial. Drug company ‘trials’ are not scheduled to end until 2023 by

which time a lot of people are going to be dead. Data on which

government agencies gave this emergency approval was supplied by

the Big Pharma corporations themselves in the form of

Pfizer/BioNTech, AstraZeneca, Moderna, Johnson & Johnson, and

others, and this is the case with all vaccines. By its very nature

 emergency approval means drug companies do not have to prove that

the ‘vaccine’ is ‘safe and effective’. How could they with trials way

short of complete? Government regulators only have to  believe that

they  could be safe and effective. It is criminal manipulation to get

products in circulation with no testing worth the name. Agencies

giving that approval are infested with Big Pharma-connected place-

people and they act in the interests of Big Pharma (the Cult) and not

the public about whom they do not give a damn. 

More human lab rats

‘Covid vaccines’ produced in record time by Pfizer/BioNTech and

Moderna employ a technique  never approved before for use on humans. 

They are known as mRNA ‘vaccines’ and inject a synthetic version of

‘viral’ mRNA or ‘messenger RNA’. The key is in the term

‘messenger’. The body works, or doesn’t, on the basis of information

messaging. Communications are constantly passing between and

within the genetic system and the brain. Change those messages and

you change the state of the body and even its very nature and you

can change psychology and behaviour by the way the brain

processes information. I think you are going to see significant

changes in personality and perception of many people who have had

the ‘Covid vaccine’ synthetic potions. Insider Aldous Huxley

predicted the following in 1961 and mRNA ‘vaccines’ can be

included in the term ‘pharmacological methods’:

There will be, in the next generation or so, a pharmacological method of making people love their servitude, and producing dictatorship without tears, so to speak, producing a kind of painless concentration camp for entire societies, so that people will in fact have their own liberties taken away from them, but rather enjoy it, because they will be distracted from any desire to rebel by propaganda or brainwashing, or brainwashing enhanced by

pharmacological methods. And this seems to be the final revolution. 

Apologists claim that mRNA synthetic ‘vaccines’ don’t change the

DNA genetic blueprint because RNA does not affect DNA only the

other way round. This is so disingenuous. A process called ‘reverse

transcription’ can convert RNA into DNA and be integrated into

DNA in the cell nucleus. This was highlighted in December, 2020, by

scientists at Harvard and Massachuse s Institute of Technology

(MIT). Geneticists report that more than 40 percent of mammalian

genomes results from reverse transcription. On the most basic level

if messaging changes then that sequence must lead to changes in

DNA which is receiving and transmi ing those communications. 

How can introducing synthetic material into cells not change the

cells where DNA is located? The process is known as transfection

which is defined as ‘a technique to insert foreign nucleic acid (DNA

or RNA) into a cell, typically with the intention of altering the

properties of the cell’. Researchers at the Sloan Ke ering Institute in

New York found that changes in messenger RNA can deactivate

tumour-suppressing proteins and thereby promote cancer. This is

what happens when you mess with messaging. ‘Covid vaccine’

maker Moderna was founded in 2010 by Canadian stem cell

biologist Derrick J. Rossi a er his breakthrough discovery in the field

of transforming and reprogramming stem cells. These are neutral

cells that can be programmed to become any cell including sperm

cells. Moderna was therefore founded on the principle of genetic

manipulation and has never produced any vaccine or drug before its

genetically-manipulating synthetic ‘Covid’ shite. Look at the name –

Mode-RNA or Modify-RNA. Another important point is that the US

Supreme Court has ruled that genetically-modified DNA, or

complementary DNA (cDNA) synthesized in the laboratory from

messenger RNA, can be patented and owned. These psychopaths are

doing this to the human body. 

Cells replicate synthetic mRNA in the ‘Covid vaccines’ and in

theory the body is tricked into making antigens which trigger

antibodies to target the ‘virus spike proteins’ which as Dr Tom

Cowan said have  never been seen. Cut the crap and these ‘vaccines’

deliver  self-replicating synthetic material to the cells with the effect of

changing human DNA. The more of them you have the more that

process is compounded while synthetic material is all the time self-

replicating. ‘Vaccine’-maker Moderna describes mRNA as ‘like

so ware for the cell’ and so they are messing with the body’s

so ware. What happens when you change the so ware in a

computer? Everything changes. For this reason the Cult is preparing

a production line of mRNA ‘Covid vaccines’ and a long list of

excuses to use them as with all the ‘variants’ of a ‘virus’ never shown

to exist. The plan is further to transfer the mRNA technique to other

vaccines mostly given to children and young people. The cumulative

consequences will be a transformation of human DNA through a

constant infusion of synthetic genetic material which will kill many

and change the rest. Now consider that governments that have given

emergency approval for a vaccine that’s not a vaccine; never been

approved for humans before; had no testing worth the name; and

the makers have been given immunity from prosecution for any

deaths or adverse effects suffered by the public. The UK government

awarded  permanent legal indemnity to itself and its employees for

harm done when a patient is being treated for ‘Covid-19’ or

‘suspected Covid-19’. That is quite a thought when these are possible

‘side-effects’ from the ‘vaccine’ (they are not ‘side’, they are effects)

listed by the US Food and Drug Administration:

Guillain-Barre syndrome; acute disseminated encephalomyelitis; 

transverse myelitis; encephalitis; myelitis; encephalomyelitis; 

meningoencephalitis; meningitis; encephalopathy; convulsions; 

seizures; stroke; narcolepsy; cataplexy; anaphylaxis; acute

myocardial infarction (heart a ack); myocarditis; pericarditis; 

autoimmune disease; death; implications for pregnancy, and birth

outcomes; other acute demyelinating diseases; non anaphylactic

allergy reactions; thrombocytopenia ; disseminated intravascular

coagulation; venous thromboembolism; arthritis; arthralgia; joint

pain; Kawasaki disease; multisystem inflammatory syndrome in

children; vaccine enhanced disease. The la er is the way the

‘vaccine’ has the potential to make diseases far worse than they

would otherwise be. 

UK doctor and freedom campaigner Vernon Coleman described

the conditions in this list as ‘all unpleasant, most of them very

serious, and you can’t get more serious than death’. The thought that

anyone at all has had the ‘vaccine’ in these circumstances is

testament to the potential that humanity has for clueless, 

unquestioning, stupidity and for many that programmed stupidity

has already been terminal. 

An insider speaks

Dr Michael Yeadon is a former Vice President, head of research and

Chief Scientific Adviser at vaccine giant Pfizer. Yeadon worked on

the inside of Big Pharma, but that did not stop him becoming a vocal

critic of ‘Covid vaccines’ and their potential for multiple harms, 

including infertility in women. By the spring of 2021 he went much

further and even used the no, no, term ‘conspiracy’. When you begin

to see what is going on it is impossible not to do so. Yeadon spoke

out in an interview with freedom campaigner James Delingpole and

I mentioned earlier how he said that no one had samples of ‘the

virus’. He explained that the mRNA technique originated in the anti-

cancer field and ways to turn on and off certain genes which could

be advantageous if you wanted to stop cancer growing out of

control. ‘That’s the origin of them. They are a very unusual

application, really.’ Yeadon said that treating a cancer patient with

an aggressive procedure might be understandable if the alternative

was dying, but it was quite another thing to use the same technique

as a public health measure. Most people involved wouldn’t catch the

infectious agent you were vaccinating against and if they did they

probably wouldn’t die:

If you are really using it as a public health measure you really want to as close as you can get to zero sides-effects … I find it odd that they chose techniques that were really cutting their teeth in the field of oncology and I’m worried that in using gene-based vaccines that have to be injected in the body and spread around the body, get taken up into some cells, and the regulators haven’t quite told us which cells they get taken up into … you are going to be generating a wide range of responses … with multiple steps each of which could go well or badly. 

I doubt the Cult intends it to go well. Yeadon said that you can put

any gene you like into the body through the ‘vaccine’. ‘You can

certainly give them a gene that would do them some harm if you

wanted.’ I was intrigued when he said that when used in the cancer

field the technique could turn genes on and off. I explore this process

in  The Answer and with different genes having different functions

you could create mayhem – physically and psychologically – if you

turned the wrong ones on and the right ones off. I read reports of an

experiment by researchers at the University of Washington’s school

of computer science and engineering in which they encoded DNA to

infect computers. The body is itself a biological computer and if

human DNA can inflict damage on a computer why can’t the

computer via synthetic material mess with the human body? It can. 

The Washington research team said it was possible to insert

malicious malware into ‘physical DNA strands’ and corrupt the

computer system of a gene sequencing machine as it ‘reads gene

le ers and stores them as binary digits 0 and 1’. They concluded that

hackers could one day use blood or spit samples to access computer

systems and obtain sensitive data from police forensics labs or infect

genome files. It is at this level of digital interaction that synthetic

‘vaccines’ need to be seen to get the full picture and that will become

very clear later on. Michael Yeadon said it made no sense to give the

‘vaccine’ to younger people who were in no danger from the ‘virus’. 

What was the benefit? It was all downside with potential effects:

The fact that my government in what I thought was a civilised, rational country, is raining [the

‘vaccine’] on people in their 30s and 40s, even my children in their 20s, they’re getting letters and phone calls, I know this is not right and any of you doctors who are vaccinating you know it’s not right, too. They are not at risk. They are not at risk from the disease, so you are now hoping that the side-effects are so rare that you get away with it. You don’t give new technology … that you don’t understand to 100 percent of the population. 

Blood clot problems with the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’ have been

affecting younger people to emphasise the downside risks with no

benefit. AstraZeneca’s version, produced with Oxford University, 

does not use mRNA, but still gets its toxic cocktail inside cells where

it targets DNA. The Johnson & Johnson ‘vaccine’ which uses a

similar technique has also produced blood clot effects to such an

extent that the United States paused its use at one point. They are all

‘gene therapy’ (cell modification) procedures and not ‘vaccines’. The

truth is that once the content of these injections enter cells we have

no idea what the effect will be. People can speculate and some can

give very educated opinions and that’s good. In the end, though, 

only the makers know what their potions are designed to do and

even they won’t know every last consequence. Michael Yeadon was

scathing about doctors doing what they knew to be wrong. 

‘Everyone’s mute’, he said. Doctors in the NHS must know this was

not right, coming into work and injecting people. ‘I don’t know how

they sleep at night. I know I couldn’t do it. I know that if I were in

that position I’d have to quit.’ He said he knew enough about

toxicology to know this was not a good risk-benefit. Yeadon had

spoken to seven or eight university professors and all except two

would not speak out publicly. Their universities had a policy that no

one said anything that countered the government and its medical

advisors. They were afraid of losing their government grants. This is

how intimidation has been used to silence the truth at every level of

the system. I say silence, but these people could still speak out if they

made that choice. Yeadon called them ‘moral cowards’ – ‘This is

about your children and grandchildren’s lives and you have just

buggered off and le  it.’

‘Variant’ nonsense

Some of his most powerful comments related to the alleged

‘variants’ being used to instil more fear, justify more lockdowns, and

introduce more ‘vaccines’. He said government claims about

‘variants’ were nonsense. He had checked the alleged variant ‘codes’

and they were 99.7 percent identical to the ‘original’. This was the

human identity difference equivalent to pu ing a baseball cap on

and off or wearing it the other way round. A 0.3 percent difference

would make it impossible for that ‘variant’ to escape immunity from

the ‘original’. This made no sense of having new ‘vaccines’ for

‘variants’. He said there would have to be at least a  30 percent

difference for that to be justified and even then he believed the

immune system would still recognise what it was. Gates-funded

‘variant modeller’ and ‘vaccine’-pusher John Edmunds might care to

comment. Yeadon said drug companies were making new versions

of the ‘vaccine’ as a ‘top up’ for ‘variants’. Worse than that, he said, 

the ‘regulators’ around the world like the MHRA in the UK had got

together and agreed that because ‘vaccines’ for ‘variants’ were so

similar to the first ‘vaccines’  they did not have to do safety studies. How

transparently sinister that is. This is when Yeadon said: ‘There is a

conspiracy here.’ There was no need for another vaccine for

‘variants’ and yet we were told that there was and the country had

shut its borders because of them. ‘They are going into hundreds of

millions of arms without passing ‘go’ or any regulator. Why did they

do that? Why did they pick this method of making the vaccine?’

The reason had to be something bigger than that it seemed and

‘it’s not protection against the virus’. It’s was a far bigger project that

meant politicians and advisers were willing to do things and not do

things that knowingly resulted in avoidable deaths – ‘that’s already

happened when you think about lockdown and deprivation of

health care for a year.’ He spoke of people prepared to do something

that results in the avoidable death of their fellow human beings and

it not bother them. This is the penny-drop I have been working to

get across for more than 30 years – the level of pure evil we are

dealing with. Yeadon said his friends and associates could not

believe there could be that much evil, but he reminded them of

Stalin, Pol Pot and Hitler and of what Stalin had said: ‘One death is a

tragedy. A million? A statistic.’ He could not think of a benign

explanation for why you need top-up vaccines ‘which I’m sure you

don’t’ and for the regulators ‘to just get out of the way and wave

them through’. Why would the regulators do that when they were

still wrestling with the dangers of the ‘parent’ vaccine? He was

clearly shocked by what he had seen since the ‘Covid’ hoax began

and now he was thinking the previously unthinkable:

If you wanted to depopulate a significant proportion of the world and to do it in a way that doesn’t involve destruction of the environment with nuclear weapons, poisoning everyone

with anthrax or something like that, and you wanted plausible deniability while you had a multi-year infectious disease crisis, I actually don’t think you could come up with a better plan of work than seems to be in front of me. I can’t say that’s what they are going to do, but I can’t think of a benign explanation why they are doing it. 

He said he never thought that they would get rid of 99 percent of

humans, but now he wondered. ‘If you wanted to that this would be

a hell of a way to do it – it would be unstoppable folks.’ Yeadon had

concluded that those who submi ed to the ‘vaccine’ would be

allowed to have some kind of normal life (but for how long?) while

screws were tightened to coerce and mandate the last few percent. ‘I

think they’ll put the rest of them in a prison camp. I wish I was

wrong, but I don’t think I am.’ Other points he made included: There

were no coronavirus vaccines then suddenly they all come along at

the same time; we have no idea of the long term affect with trials so

short; coercing or forcing people to have medical procedures is

against the Nuremberg Code instigated when the Nazis did just that; 

people should at least delay having the ‘vaccine’; a quick Internet

search confirms that masks don’t reduce respiratory viral

transmission and ‘the government knows that’; they have smashed

civil society and they know that, too; two dozen peer-reviewed

studies show no connection between lockdown and reducing deaths; 

he knew from personal friends the elite were still flying around and

going on holiday while the public were locked down; the elite were

not having the ‘vaccines’. He was also asked if ‘vaccines’ could be

made to target difference races. He said he didn’t know, but the

document by the Project for the New American Century in

September, 2000, said developing ‘advanced forms of biological

warfare that can target  specific genotypes may transform biological

warfare from the realm of terror to a politically useful tool.’ Oh, 

they’re evil all right. Of that we can be  absolutely sure. 

Another cull of old people

We have seen from the CDC definition that the mRNA ‘Covid

vaccine’ is not a vaccine and nor are the others that  claim to reduce

‘severity of symptoms’ in  some people, but not protect from infection

or transmission. What about all the lies about returning to ‘normal’ if

people were ‘vaccinated’? If they are not claimed to stop infection

and transmission of the alleged ‘virus’, how does anything change? 

This was all lies to manipulate people to take the jabs and we are

seeing that now with masks and distancing still required for the

‘vaccinated’. How did they think that elderly people with fragile

health and immune responses were going to be affected by infusing

their cells with synthetic material and other toxic substances? They

 knew that in the short and long term it would be devastating and

fatal as the culling of the old that began with the first lockdowns was

continued with the ‘vaccine’. Death rates in care homes soared

immediately residents began to be ‘vaccinated’ – infused with

synthetic material. Brave and commi ed whistleblower nurses put

their careers at risk by exposing this truth while the rest kept their

heads down and their mouths shut to put their careers before those

they are supposed to care for. A long-time American Certified

Nursing Assistant who gave his name as James posted a video in

which he described emotionally what happened in his care home

when vaccination began. He said that during 2020 very few residents

were sick with ‘Covid’ and no one died during the entire year; but

shortly a er the Pfizer mRNA injections 14 people died within two

weeks and many others were near death. ‘They’re dropping like

flies’, he said. Residents who walked on their own before the shot

could no longer and they had lost their ability to conduct an

intelligent conversation. The home’s management said the sudden

deaths were caused by a ‘super-spreader’ of ‘Covid-19’. Then how

come, James asked, that residents who refused to take the injections

were not sick? It was a case of inject the elderly with mRNA

synthetic potions and blame their illness and death that followed on

the ‘virus’. James described what was happening in care homes as

‘the greatest crime of genocide this country has ever seen’. 

Remember the NHS staff nurse from earlier who used the same

word ‘genocide’ for what was happening with the ‘vaccines’ and

that it was an ‘act of human annihilation’. A UK care home

whistleblower told a similar story to James about the effect of the

‘vaccine’ in deaths and ‘outbreaks’ of illness dubbed ‘Covid’ a er

ge ing the jab. She told how her care home management and staff

had zealously imposed government regulations and no one was

allowed to even question the official narrative let alone speak out

against it. She said the NHS was even worse. Again we see the

results of reframing. A worker at a local care home where I live said

they had not had a single case of ‘Covid’ there for almost a year and

when the residents were ‘vaccinated’ they had 19 positive cases in

two weeks with eight dying. 

It’s not the ‘vaccine’ – honest

The obvious cause and effect was being ignored by the media and

most of the public. Australia’s health minister Greg Hunt (a former

head of strategy at the World Economic Forum) was admi ed to

hospital a er he had the ‘vaccine’. He was suffering according to

reports from the skin infection ‘cellulitis’ and it must have been a

severe case to have warranted days in hospital. Immediately the

authorities said this was nothing to do with the ‘vaccine’ when an

effect of some vaccines is a ‘cellulitis-like reaction’. We had families

of perfectly healthy old people who died a er the ‘vaccine’ saying

that if only they had been given the ‘vaccine’ earlier they would still

be alive. As a numbskull rating that is off the chart. A father of four

‘died of Covid’ at aged 48 when he was taken ill two days a er

having the ‘vaccine’. The man, a health administrator, had been

‘shielding during the pandemic’ and had ‘not really le  the house’

until he went for the ‘vaccine’. Having the ‘vaccine’ and then falling

ill and dying does not seem to have qualified as a possible cause and

effect and ‘Covid-19’ went on his death certificate. His family said

they had no idea how he ‘caught the virus’. A family member said:

‘Tragically, it could be that going for a vaccination ultimately led to

him catching Covid …The sad truth is that they are never going to

know where it came from.’ The family warned people to remember

that the virus still existed and was ‘very real’. So was their stupidity. 

Nurses and doctors who had the first round of the ‘vaccine’ were

collapsing, dying and ending up in a hospital bed while they or their

grieving relatives were saying they’d still have the ‘vaccine’ again

despite what happened. I kid you not. You mean if your husband

returned from the dead he’d have the same ‘vaccine’ again that killed

him?? 

Doctors at the VCU Medical Center in Richmond, Virginia, said

the Johnson & Johnson ‘vaccine’ was to blame for a man’s skin

peeling off. Patient Richard Terrell said: ‘It all just happened so fast. 

My skin peeled off. It’s still coming off on my hands now.’ He said it

was stinging, burning and itching and when he bent his arms and

legs it was very painful with ‘the skin swollen and rubbing against

itself’. Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna vaccines use mRNA to change

the cell while the Johnson & Johnson version uses DNA in a process

similar to AstraZeneca’s technique. Johnson & Johnson and

AstraZeneca have both had their ‘vaccines’ paused by many

countries a er causing serious blood problems. Terrell’s doctor Fnu

Nutan said he could have died if he hadn’t got medical a ention. It

sounds terrible so what did Nutan and Terrell say about the ‘vaccine’

now? Oh, they still recommend that people have it. A nurse in a

hospital bed 40 minutes a er the vaccination and unable to swallow

due to throat swelling was told by a doctor that he lost mobility in

his arm for 36 hours following the vaccination. What did he say to

the ailing nurse? ‘Good for you for ge ing the vaccination.’ We are

dealing with a serious form of cognitive dissonance madness in both

public and medical staff. There is a remarkable correlation between

those having the ‘vaccine’ and trumpeting the fact and suffering bad

happenings shortly a erwards. Witold Rogiewicz, a Polish doctor, 

made a video of his ‘vaccination’ and ridiculed those who were

questioning its safety and the intentions of Bill Gates: ‘Vaccinate

yourself to protect yourself, your loved ones, friends and also

patients. And to mention quickly I have info for anti-vaxxers and

anti-Coviders if you want to contact Bill Gates you can do this

through me.’ He further ridiculed the dangers of 5G. Days later he

was dead, but naturally the vaccination wasn’t mentioned in the

verdict of ‘heart a ack’. 

Lies, lies and more lies

So many members of the human race have slipped into extreme

states of insanity and unfortunately they include reframed doctors

and nursing staff. Having a ‘vaccine’ and dying within minutes or

hours is not considered a valid connection while death from any

cause within 28 days or longer of a positive test with a test not

testing for the ‘virus’ means ‘Covid-19’ goes on the death certificate. 

How could that ‘vaccine’-death connection not have been made

except by calculated deceit? US figures in the initial rollout period to

February 12th, 2020, revealed that a third of the deaths reported to

the CDC a er ‘Covid vaccines’ happened within 48 hours. Five men

in the UK suffered an ‘extremely rare’ blood clot problem a er

having the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’, but no causal link was established

said the Gates-funded Medicines and Healthcare products

Regulatory Agency (MHRA) which had given the ‘vaccine’

emergency approval to be used. Former Pfizer executive Dr Michael

Yeadon explained in his interview how the procedures could cause

blood coagulation and clots. People who should have been at no risk

were dying from blood clots in the brain and he said he had heard

from medical doctor friends that people were suffering from skin

bleeding and massive headaches. The AstraZeneca ‘shot’ was

stopped by some 20 countries over the blood clo ing issue and still

the corrupt MHRA, the European Medicines Agency (EMA) and the

World Health Organization said that it should continue to be given

even though the EMA admi ed that it ‘still cannot rule out

definitively’ a link between blood clo ing and the ‘vaccine’. Later

Marco Cavaleri, head of EMA vaccine strategy, said there was indeed

a clear link between the ‘vaccine’ and thrombosis, but they didn’t

know why. So much for the trials showing the ‘vaccine’ is safe. Blood

clots were affecting younger people who would be under virtually

no danger from ‘Covid’ even if it existed which makes it all the more

stupid and sinister. 

The British government responded to public alarm by wheeling

out June Raine, the terrifyingly weak infant school headmistress

sound-alike who heads the UK MHRA drug ‘regulator’. The idea

that she would stand up to Big Pharma and government pressure is

laughable and she told us that all was well in the same way that she

did when allowing untested, never-used-on-humans-before, 

genetically-manipulating ‘vaccines’ to be exposed to the public in the

first place. Mass lying is the new normal of the ‘Covid’ era. The

MHRA later said 30 cases of rare blood clots had by then been

connected with the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’ (that means a lot more in

reality) while stressing that the benefits of the jab in preventing

‘Covid-19’ outweighed any risks. A more ridiculous and

disingenuous statement with callous disregard for human health it is

hard to contemplate. Immediately a er the mendacious ‘all-clears’

two hospital workers in Denmark experienced blood clots and

cerebral haemorrhaging following the AstraZeneca jab and one died. 

Top Norwegian health official Pål Andre Holme said the ‘vaccine’

was the only common factor: ‘There is nothing in the patient history

of these individuals that can give such a powerful immune response

… I am confident that the antibodies that we have found are the

cause, and I see no other explanation than it being the vaccine which

triggers it.’ Strokes, a clot or bleed in the brain, were clearly

associated with the ‘vaccine’ from word of mouth and whistleblower

reports. Similar consequences followed with all these ‘vaccines’ that

we were told were so safe and as the numbers grew by the day it

was clear we were witnessing human carnage. 

Learning the hard way

A woman interviewed by UKColumn told how her husband

suffered dramatic health effects a er the vaccine when he’d been in

good health all his life. He went from being a li le unwell to losing

all feeling in his legs and experiencing ‘excruciating pain’. 

Misdiagnosis followed twice at Accident and Emergency (an

‘allergy’ and ‘sciatica’) before he was admi ed to a neurology ward

where doctors said his serious condition had been caused by the

‘vaccine’. Another seven ‘vaccinated’ people were apparently being

treated on the same ward for similar symptoms. The woman said he

had the ‘vaccine’ because they believed media claims that it was safe. 

‘I didn’t think the government would give out a vaccine that does

this to somebody; I believed they would be bringing out a

vaccination that would be safe.’ What a tragic way to learn that

lesson. Another woman posted that her husband was transporting

stroke patients to hospital on almost every shi  and when he asked

them if they had been ‘vaccinated’ for ‘Covid’ they all replied ‘yes’. 

One had a ‘massive brain bleed’ the day a er his second dose. She

said her husband reported the ‘just been vaccinated’ information

every time to doctors in A and E only for them to ignore it, make no

notes and appear annoyed that it was even mentioned. This

particular report cannot be verified, but it expresses a common

theme that confirms the monumental underreporting of ‘vaccine’

consequences. Interestingly as the ‘vaccines’ and their brain blood

clot/stroke consequences began to emerge the UK National Health

Service began a publicity campaign telling the public what to do in

the event of a stroke. A Sco ish NHS staff nurse who quit in disgust

in March, 2021, said:

I have seen traumatic injuries from the vaccine, they’re not getting reported to the yellow card

[adverse reaction] scheme, they’re treating the symptoms, not asking why, why it’s happening. 

It’s just treating the symptoms and when you speak about it you’re dismissed like you’re crazy, I’m not crazy, I’m not crazy because every other colleague I’ve spoken to is terrified to speak out, they’ve had enough. 

Videos appeared on the Internet of people uncontrollably shaking

a er the ‘vaccine’ with no control over muscles, limbs and even their

face. A Sco ish mother broke out in a severe rash all over her body

almost immediately a er she was given the AstraZeneca ‘vaccine’. 

The pictures were horrific. Leigh King, a 41-year-old hairdresser

from Lanarkshire said: ‘Never in my life was I prepared for what I

was about to experience … My skin was so sore and constantly hot

… I have never felt pain like this …’ But don’t you worry, the

‘vaccine’ is perfectly safe. Then there has been the effect on medical

staff who have been pressured to have the ‘vaccine’ by psychopathic

‘health’ authorities and government. A London hospital consultant

who gave the name K. Polyakova wrote this to the  British Medical

 Journal or  BMJ:

I am currently struggling with … the failure to report the reality of the morbidity caused by our current vaccination program within the health service and staff population. The levels of sickness after vaccination is unprecedented and staff are getting very sick and some with neurological symptoms which is having a huge impact on the health service function. Even the young and healthy are off for days, some for weeks, and some requiring medical

treatment. Whole teams are being taken out as they went to get vaccinated together. 

Mandatory vaccination in this instance is stupid, unethical and irresponsible when it comes to protecting our staff and public health. We are in the voluntary phase of vaccination, and encouraging staff to take an unlicensed product that is impacting on their immediate health …

it is clearly stated that these vaccine products do not offer immunity or stop transmission. In which case why are we doing it? 

Not to protect health that’s for sure. Medical workers are lauded by

governments for agenda reasons when they couldn’t give a toss

about them any more than they can for the population in general. 

Schools across America faced the same situation as they closed due

to the high number of teachers and other staff with bad reactions to

the Pfizer/BioNTech, Moderna, and Johnson & Johnson ‘Covid

vaccines’ all of which were linked to death and serious adverse

effects. The  BMJ took down the consultant’s comments pre y

quickly on the grounds that they were being used to spread

‘disinformation’. They were exposing the truth about the ‘vaccine’

was the real reason. The cover-up is breathtaking. 

Hiding the evidence

The scale of the ‘vaccine’ death cover-up worldwide can be

confirmed by comparing official figures with the personal experience

of the public. I heard of many people in my community who died

immediately or soon a er the vaccine that would never appear in the

media or even likely on the official totals of ‘vaccine’ fatalities and

adverse reactions when only about ten percent are estimated to be

reported and I have seen some estimates as low as one percent in a

Harvard study. In the UK alone by April 29th, 2021, some 757,654

adverse reactions had been officially reported from the

Pfizer/BioNTech, Oxford/AstraZeneca and Moderna ‘vaccines’ with

more than a thousand deaths linked to jabs and that means an

estimated ten times this number in reality from a ten percent

reporting rate percentage. That’s seven million adverse reactions and

10,000 potential deaths and a one percent reporting rate would be

ten times  those figures. In 1976 the US government pulled the swine

flu vaccine a er  53 deaths. The UK data included a combined 10,000

eye disorders from the ‘Covid vaccines’ with more than 750 suffering

visual impairment or blindness and again multiply by the estimated

reporting percentages. As ‘Covid cases’ officially fell hospitals

virtually empty during the ‘Covid crisis’ began to fill up with a

range of other problems in the wake of the ‘vaccine’ rollout. The

numbers across America have also been catastrophic. Deaths linked

to  all types of vaccine increased by  6,000 percent in the first quarter of 2021 compared with 2020. A 39-year-old woman from Ogden, Utah, 

died four days a er receiving a second dose of Moderna’s ‘Covid

vaccine’ when her liver, heart and kidneys all failed despite the fact

that she had no known medical issues or conditions. Her family

sought an autopsy, but Dr Erik Christensen, Utah’s chief medical

examiner, said proving vaccine injury as a cause of death almost

never happened. He could think of only one instance where an

autopsy would name a vaccine as the official cause of death and that

would be anaphylaxis where someone received a vaccine and died

almost instantaneously. ‘Short of that, it would be difficult for us to

definitively say this is the vaccine,’ Christensen said. If that is true

this must be added to the estimated ten percent (or far less)

reporting rate of vaccine deaths and serious reactions and the

conclusion can only be that vaccine deaths and serious reactions –

including these ‘Covid’ potions’ – are phenomenally understated in

official figures. The same story can be found everywhere. Endless

accounts of deaths and serious reactions among the public, medical

and care home staff while official figures did not even begin to

reflect this. 

Professional script-reader Dr David Williams, a ‘top public-health

official’ in Ontario, Canada, insulted our intelligence by claiming

only four serious adverse reactions and no deaths from the more

than 380,000 vaccine doses then given. This bore no resemblance to

what people knew had happened in their owns circles and we had

Dirk Huyer in charge of ge ing millions vaccinated in Ontario while

at the same time he was Chief Coroner for the province investigating

causes of death including possible death from the vaccine. An aide

said he had stepped back from investigating deaths, but evidence

indicated otherwise. Rosemary Frei, who secured a Master of Science

degree in molecular biology at the Faculty of Medicine at Canada’s

University of Calgary before turning to investigative journalism, was

one who could see that official figures for ‘vaccine’ deaths and

reactions made no sense. She said that doctors seldom reported

adverse events and when people got really sick or died a er ge ing

a vaccination they would a ribute that to anything except the

vaccines. It had been that way for years and anyone who wondered

aloud whether the ‘Covid vaccines’ or other shots cause harm is

immediately branded as ‘anti-vax’ and ‘anti-science’. This was

‘career-threatening’ for health professionals. Then there was the

huge pressure to support the push to ‘vaccinate’ billions in the

quickest time possible. Frei said:

So that’s where we’re at today. More than half a million vaccine doses have been given to people in Ontario alone. The rush is on to vaccinate all 15 million of us in the province by September. And the mainstream media are screaming for this to be sped up even more. That all adds up to only a very slim likelihood that we’re going to be told the truth by officials about how many people are getting sick or dying from the vaccines. 

What is true of Ontario is true of everywhere. 

They KNEW – and still did it

The authorities knew what was going to happen with multiple

deaths and adverse reactions. The UK government’s Gates-funded

and Big Pharma-dominated Medicines and Healthcare products

Regulatory Agency (MHRA) hired a company to employ AI in

compiling the projected reactions to the ‘vaccine’ that would

otherwise be uncountable. The request for applications said: ‘The

MHRA urgently seeks an Artificial Intelligence (AI) so ware tool to

process the expected high volume of Covid-19 vaccine Adverse Drug

Reaction …’ This was from the agency, headed by the disingenuous

June Raine, that gave the ‘vaccines’ emergency approval and the

company was hired before the first shot was given. ‘We are going to

kill and maim you – is that okay?’ ‘Oh, yes, perfectly fine – I’m very

grateful, thank you, doctor.’ The range of ‘Covid vaccine’ adverse

reactions goes on for page a er page in the MHRA criminally

underreported ‘Yellow Card’ system and includes affects to eyes, 

ears, skin, digestion, blood and so on. Raine’s MHRA amazingly

claimed that the ‘overall safety experience … is so far as expected

from the clinical trials’. The death, serious adverse effects, deafness

and blindness were  expected?  When did they ever mention that? If

these human tragedies were expected then those that gave approval

for the use of these ‘vaccines’ must be guilty of crimes against

humanity including murder – a definition of which is ‘killing a

person with malice aforethought or with recklessness manifesting

extreme indifference to the value of human life.’ People involved at

the MHRA, the CDC in America and their equivalent around the

world must go before Nuremberg trials to answer for their callous

inhumanity. We are only talking here about the immediate effects of

the ‘vaccine’. The longer-term impact of the DNA synthetic

manipulation is the main reason they are so hysterically desperate to

inoculate the entire global population in the shortest possible time. 

Africa and the developing world are a major focus for the ‘vaccine’

depopulation agenda and a mass vaccination sales-pitch is

underway thanks to caring people like the Rockefellers and other

Cult assets. The Rockefeller Foundation, which pre-empted the

‘Covid pandemic’ in a document published in 2010 that ‘predicted’

what happened a decade later, announced an initial $34.95 million

grant in February, 2021, ‘to ensure more equitable access to Covid-19

testing and vaccines’ among other things in Africa in collaboration

with ‘24 organizations, businesses, and government agencies’. The

pan-Africa initiative would focus on 10 countries: Burkina Faso, 

Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Rwanda, South Africa, Tanzania, 

Uganda, and Zambia’. Rajiv Shah, President of the Rockefeller

Foundation and former administrator of CIA-controlled USAID, said

that if Africa was not mass-vaccinated (to change the DNA of its

people) it was a ‘threat to all of humanity’ and not fair on Africans. 

When someone from the Rockefeller Foundation says they want to

do something to help poor and deprived people and countries it is

time for a belly-laugh. They are doing this out of the goodness of

their ‘heart’ because ‘vaccinating’ the entire global population is

what the ‘Covid’ hoax set out to achieve. Official ‘decolonisation’ of

Africa by the Cult was merely a prelude to financial colonisation on

the road to a return to physical colonisation. The ‘vaccine’ is vital to

that and the sudden and convenient death of the ‘Covid’ sceptic

president of Tanzania can be seen in its true light. A lot of people in

Africa are aware that this is another form of colonisation and

exploitation and they need to stand their ground. 

The ‘vaccine is working’ scam

A potential problem for the Cult was that the ‘vaccine’ is meant to

change human DNA and body messaging and not to protect anyone

from a ‘virus’ never shown to exist. The vaccine couldn’t work

because it was not designed to work and how could they make it

 appear to be working so that more people would have it? This was

overcome by lowering the amplification rate of the PCR test to

produce fewer ‘cases’ and therefore fewer ‘deaths’. Some of us had

been pointing out since March, 2020, that the amplification rate of

the test not testing for the ‘virus’ had been made artificially high to

generate positive tests which they could call ‘cases’ to justify

lockdowns. The World Health Organization recommended an

absurdly high 45 amplification cycles to ensure the high positives

required by the Cult and then remained silent on the issue until

January 20th, 2021 – Biden’s Inauguration Day. This was when the

‘vaccinations’ were seriously underway and on that day the WHO

recommended a er discussions with America’s CDC that

laboratories  lowered their testing amplification. Dr David Samadi, a

certified urologist and health writer, said the WHO was encouraging

all labs to reduce their cycle count for PCR tests. He said the current

cycle was much too high and was ‘resulting in any particle being

declared a positive case’. Even one mainstream news report I saw

said this meant the number of ‘Covid’ infections may have been

‘dramatically inflated’. Oh, just a li le bit. The CDC in America

issued new guidance to laboratories in April, 2021, to use 28 cycles

 but only for ‘vaccinated’ people. The timing of the CDC/WHO

interventions were cynically designed to make it appear the

‘vaccines’ were responsible for falling cases and deaths when the real

reason can be seen in the following examples. New York’s state lab, 

the Wadsworth Center, identified 872 positive tests in July, 2020, 

based on a threshold of 40 cycles. When the figure was lowered to 35

cycles  43 percent of the 872 were no longer ‘positives’. At 30 cycles

the figure was 63 percent. A Massachuse s lab found that between

 85 to 90 percent of people who tested positive in July with a cycle

threshold of 40 would be negative at 30 cycles, Ashish Jha, MD, 

director of the Harvard Global Health Institute, said: ‘I’m really

shocked that it could be that high … Boy, does it really change the

way we need to be thinking about testing.’ I’m shocked that I could

see the obvious in the spring of 2020, with no medical background, 

and most medical professionals still haven’t worked it out. No, that’s

not shocking – it’s terrifying. 

Three weeks a er the WHO directive to lower PCR cycles the

London  Daily Mail ran this headline: ‘Why ARE Covid cases

plummeting? New infections have fallen 45% in the US and 30%

globally in the past 3 weeks but experts say vaccine is NOT the main

driver because only 8% of Americans and 13% of people worldwide

have received their first dose.’ They acknowledged that the drop

could not be a ributed to the ‘vaccine’, but soon this morphed

throughout the media into the ‘vaccine’ has caused cases and deaths

to fall when it was the PCR threshold. In December, 2020, there was

chaos at English Channel ports with truck drivers needing negative

‘Covid’ tests before they could board a ferry home for Christmas. 

The government wanted to remove the backlog as fast as possible

and they brought in troops to do the ‘testing’. Out of 1,600 drivers

just  36 tested positive and the rest were given the all clear to cross

the Channel. I guess the authorities thought that 36 was the least

they could get away with without the unquestioning catching on. 

The amplification trick which most people believed in the absence of

information in the mainstream applied more pressure on those

refusing the ‘vaccine’ to succumb when it ‘obviously worked’. The

truth was the exact opposite with deaths in care homes soaring with

the ‘vaccine’ and in Israel the term used was ‘skyrocket’. A re-

analysis of published data from the Israeli Health Ministry led by Dr

Hervé Seligmann at the Medicine Emerging Infectious and Tropical

Diseases at Aix-Marseille University found that Pfizer’s ‘Covid

vaccine’ killed ‘about 40 times more [elderly] people than the disease

itself would have killed’ during a five-week vaccination period and

 260 times more younger people than would have died from the

‘virus’ even according to the manipulated ‘virus’ figures. Dr

Seligmann and his co-study author, Haim Yativ, declared a er

reviewing the Israeli ‘vaccine’ death data: ‘This is a new Holocaust.’

Then, in mid-April, 2021, a er vast numbers of people worldwide

had been ‘vaccinated’, the story changed with clear coordination. 

The UK government began to prepare the ground for more future

lockdowns when Nuremberg-destined Boris Johnson told yet

another whopper. He said that cases had fallen because of  lockdowns

not ‘vaccines’. Lockdowns are irrelevant when  there is no ‘virus’ and

the test and fraudulent death certificates are deciding the number of

‘cases’ and ‘deaths’. Study a er study has shown that lockdowns

don’t work and instead kill and psychologically destroy people. 

Meanwhile in the United States Anthony Fauci and Rochelle

Walensky, the ultra-Zionist head of the CDC, peddled the same line. 

More lockdown was the answer and not the ‘vaccine’, a line repeated

on cue by the moron that is Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. 

Why all the hysteria to get everyone ‘vaccinated’ if lockdowns and

not ‘vaccines’ made the difference? None of it makes sense on the

face of it. Oh, but it does. The Cult wants lockdowns  and the

‘vaccine’ and if the ‘vaccine’ is allowed to be seen as the total answer

lockdowns would no longer be justified when there are still

livelihoods to destroy. ‘Variants’ and renewed upward manipulation

of PCR amplification are planned to instigate never-ending

lockdown  and more ‘vaccines’. 

You  must have it – we’re desperate

Israel, where the Jewish and Arab population are ruled by the

Sabbatian Cult, was the front-runner in imposing the DNA-

manipulating ‘vaccine’ on its people to such an extent that Jewish

refusers began to liken what was happening to the early years of

Nazi Germany. This would seem to be a fantastic claim. Why would

a government of Jewish people be acting like the Nazis did? If you

realise that the Sabbatian Cult was behind the Nazis and that

Sabbatians hate Jews the pieces start to fit and the question of why a

‘Jewish’ government would treat Jews with such callous disregard

for their lives and freedom finds an answer. Those controlling the

government of Israel  aren’t Jewish – they’re Sabbatian. Israeli lawyer

Tamir Turgal was one who made the Nazi comparison in comments

to German lawyer Reiner Fuellmich who is leading a class action

lawsuit against the psychopaths for crimes against humanity. Turgal

described how the Israeli government was vaccinating children and

pregnant women on the basis that there was no evidence that this

was dangerous when they had no evidence that it  wasn’t dangerous

either. They just had no evidence. This was medical experimentation

and Turgal said this breached the Nuremberg Code about medical

experimentation and procedures requiring informed consent and

choice. Think about that. A Nuremberg Code developed because of

Nazi experimentation on Jews and others in concentration camps by

people like the evil-beyond-belief Josef Mengele is being breached by

the  Israeli government; but when you know that it’s a  Sabbatian

government along with its intelligence and military agencies like

Mossad, Shin Bet and the Israeli Defense Forces, and that Sabbatians

were the force behind the Nazis, the kaleidoscope comes into focus. 

What have we come to when Israeli Jews are suing their government

for violating the Nuremberg Code by essentially making Israelis

subject to a medical experiment using the controversial ‘vaccines’? 

It’s a shocker that this has to be done in the light of what happened

in Nazi Germany. The Anshe Ha-Emet, or ‘People of the Truth’, 

made up of Israeli doctors, lawyers, campaigners and public, have

launched a lawsuit with the International Criminal Court. It says:

When the heads of the Ministry of Health as well as the prime minister presented the vaccine in Israel and began the vaccination of Israeli residents, the vaccinated were not advised, that, in practice, they are taking part in a medical experiment and that their consent is required for this under the Nuremberg Code. 

The irony is unbelievable, but easily explained in one word:

Sabbatians. The foundation of Israeli ‘Covid’ apartheid is the ‘green

pass’ or ‘green passport’ which allows Jews and Arabs who have

had the DNA-manipulating ‘vaccine’ to go about their lives – to

work, fly, travel in general, go to shopping malls, bars, restaurants, 

hotels, concerts, gyms, swimming pools, theatres and sports venues, 

while non-’vaccinated’ are banned from all those places and

activities. Israelis have likened the ‘green pass’ to the yellow stars

that Jews in Nazi Germany were forced to wear – the same as the

yellow stickers that a branch of UK supermarket chain Morrisons

told exempt mask-wears they had to display when shopping. How

very sensitive. The Israeli system is blatant South African-style

apartheid on the basis of compliance or non-compliance to fascism

rather than colour of the skin. How appropriate that the Sabbatian

Israeli government was so close to the pre-Mandela apartheid

regime in Pretoria. The Sabbatian-instigated ‘vaccine passport’ in

Israel is planned for everywhere. Sabbatians struck a deal with

Pfizer that allowed them to lead the way in the percentage of a

national population infused with synthetic material and the result

was catastrophic. Israeli freedom activist Shai Dannon told me how

chairs were appearing on beaches that said ‘vaccinated only’. Health

Minister Yuli Edelstein said that anyone unwilling or unable to get

the jabs that ‘confer immunity’ will be ‘le  behind’. The man’s a liar. 

Not even the makers claim the ‘vaccines’ confer immunity. When

you see those figures of ‘vaccine’ deaths these psychopaths were

saying that you must take the chance the ‘vaccine’ will kill you or

maim you while knowing it will change your DNA or lockdown for

you will be permanent. That’s fascism. The Israeli parliament passed

a law to allow personal information of the non-vaccinated to be

shared with local and national authorities for three months. This was

claimed by its supporters to be a way to ‘encourage’ people to be

vaccinated. Hadas Ziv from Physicians for Human Rights described

this as a ‘draconian law which crushed medical ethics and the

patient rights’. But that’s the idea, the Sabbatians would reply. 

Your papers, please

Sabbatian Israel was leading what has been planned all along to be a

global ‘vaccine pass’ called a ‘green passport’ without which you

would remain in permanent lockdown restriction and unable to do

anything. This is how badly –  desperately – the Cult is to get everyone

‘vaccinated’. The term and colour ‘green’ was not by chance and

related to the psychology of fusing the perception of the green

climate hoax with the ‘Covid’ hoax and how the ‘solution’ to both is

the same Great Reset. Lying politicians, health officials and

psychologists denied there were any plans for mandatory

vaccinations or restrictions based on vaccinations, but they knew

that was exactly what was meant to happen with governments of all

countries reaching agreements to enforce a global system. ‘Free’

Denmark and ‘free’ Sweden unveiled digital vaccine certification. 

Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Italy, 

Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, and Spain have all commi ed to a

vaccine passport system and the rest including the whole of the EU

would follow. The satanic UK government will certainly go this way

despite mendacious denials and at the time of writing it is trying to

manipulate the public into having the ‘vaccine’ so they could go

abroad on a summer holiday. How would that work without

something to prove you had the synthetic toxicity injected into you? 

Documents show that the EU’s European Commission was moving

towards ‘vaccine certificates’ in 2018 and 2019 before the ‘Covid’

hoax began. They knew what was coming. Abracadabra – Ursula

von der Leyen, the German President of the Commission, 

announced in March, 2021, an EU ‘Digital Green Certificate’ – green

again – to track the public’s ‘Covid status’. The passport sting is

worldwide and the Far East followed the same pa ern with South

Korea ruling that only those with ‘vaccination’ passports – again the

 green pass – would be able to ‘return to their daily lives’. 

Bill Gates has been preparing for this ‘passport’ with other Cult

operatives for years and beyond the paper version is a Gates-funded

‘digital ta oo’ to identify who has been vaccinated and who hasn’t. 

The ‘ta oo’ is reported to include a substance which is externally

readable to confirm who has been vaccinated. This is a bio-luminous

light-generating enzyme (think fireflies) called …  Luciferase. Yes, 

named a er the Cult ‘god’ Lucifer the ‘light bringer’ of whom more

to come. Gates said he funded the readable ta oo to ensure children

in the developing world were vaccinated and no one was missed out. 

He cares so much about poor kids as we know. This was just the

cover story to develop a vaccine tagging system for everyone on the

planet. Gates has been funding the ID2020 ‘alliance’ to do just that in

league with other lovely people at Microso , GAVI, the Rockefeller

Foundation, Accenture and IDEO.org. He said in interviews in

March, 2020, before any ‘vaccine’ publicly existed, that the world

must have a globalised digital certificate to track the ‘virus’ and who

had been vaccinated. Gates knew from the start that the mRNA

vaccines were coming and when they would come and that the plan

was to tag the ‘vaccinated’ to marginalise the intelligent and stop

them doing anything including travel. Evil just doesn’t suffice. Gates

was exposed for offering a $10 million bribe to the Nigerian House

of Representatives to invoke compulsory ‘Covid’ vaccination of all

Nigerians. Sara Cunial, a member of the Italian Parliament, called

Gates a ‘vaccine criminal’. She urged the Italian President to hand

him over to the International Criminal Court for crimes against

humanity and condemned his plans to ‘chip the human race’

through ID2020. 

You know it’s a long-planned agenda when war criminal and Cult

gofer Tony Blair is on the case. With the scale of arrogance only

someone as dark as Blair can muster he said: ‘Vaccination in the end

is going to be your route to liberty.’ Blair is a disgusting piece of

work and he confirms that again. The media has given a lot of

coverage to a bloke called Charlie Mullins, founder of London’s

biggest independent plumbing company, Pimlico Plumbers, who has

said he won’t employ anyone who has not been vaccinated or have

them go to any home where people are not vaccinated. He said that

if he had his way no one would be allowed to walk the streets if they

have not been vaccinated. Gates was cheering at the time while I was

alerting the white coats. The plan is that people will qualify for

‘passports’ for having the first two doses and then to keep it they

will have to have all the follow ups and new ones for invented

‘variants’ until human genetics is transformed and many are dead

who can’t adjust to the changes. Hollywood celebrities – the usual

propaganda stunt – are promoting something called the WELL

Health-Safety Rating to verify that a building or space has ‘taken the

necessary steps to prioritize the health and safety of their staff, 

visitors and other stakeholders’. They included Lady Gaga, Jennifer

Lopez, Michael B. Jordan, Robert DeNiro, Venus Williams, Wolfgang

Puck, Deepak Chopra and 17th Surgeon General Richard Carmona. 

Yawn. WELL Health-Safety has big connections with China. Parent

company Delos is headed by former Goldman Sachs partner Paul

Scialla. This is another example – and we will see so many others –

of using the excuse of ‘health’ to dictate the lives and activities of the

population. I guess one confirmation of the ‘safety’ of buildings is

that only ‘vaccinated’ people can go in, right? 

Electronic concentration camps

I wrote decades ago about the plans to restrict travel and here we are

for those who refuse to bow to tyranny. This can be achieved in one

go with air travel if the aviation industry makes a blanket decree. 

The ‘vaccine’ and guaranteed income are designed to be part of a

global version of China’s social credit system which tracks behaviour

24/7 and awards or deletes ‘credits’ based on whether your

behaviour is supported by the state or not. I mean your entire

lifestyle – what you do, eat, say, everything. Once your credit score

falls below a certain level consequences kick in. In China tens of

millions have been denied travel by air and train because of this. All

the locations and activities denied to refusers by the ‘vaccine’

passports will be included in one big mass ban on doing almost

anything for those that don’t bow their head to government. It’s

beyond fascist and a new term is required to describe its extremes – I

guess fascist technocracy will have to do. The way the Chinese

system of technological – technocratic – control is sweeping the West

can be seen in the Los Angeles school system and is planned to be

expanded worldwide. Every child is required to have a ‘Covid’-

tracking app scanned daily before they can enter the classroom. The

so-called Daily Pass tracking system is produced by Gates’ Microso

which I’m sure will shock you rigid. The pass will be scanned using

a barcode (one step from an inside-the-body barcode) and the

information will include health checks, ‘Covid’ tests and

vaccinations. Entry codes are for one specific building only and

access will only be allowed if a student or teacher has a negative test

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’, has no symptoms of anything

alleged to be related to ‘Covid’ (symptoms from a range of other

illness), and has a temperature under 100 degrees. No barcode, no

entry, is planned to be the case for everywhere and not only schools. 

Kids are being psychologically prepared to accept this as ‘normal’

their whole life which is why what they can impose in schools is so

important to the Cult and its gofers. Long-time American freedom

campaigner John Whitehead of the Rutherford Institute was not

exaggerating when he said: ‘Databit by databit, we are building our

own electronic concentration camps.’ Canada under its Cult gofer

prime minister Justin Trudeau has taken a major step towards the

real thing with people interned against their will if they test positive

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ when they arrive at a Canadian

airport. They are jailed in internment hotels o en without food or

water for long periods and with many doors failing to lock there

have been sexual assaults. The interned are being charged

sometimes $2,000 for the privilege of being abused in this way. 

Trudeau is fully on board with the Cult and says the ‘Covid

pandemic’ has provided an opportunity for a global ‘reset’ to

permanently change Western civilisation. His number two, Deputy

Prime Minister Chrystia Freeland, is a trustee of the World Economic

Forum and a Rhodes Scholar. The Trudeau family have long been

servants of the Cult. See  The Biggest Secret and Cathy O’Brien’s book

 Trance-Formation of America for the horrific background to Trudeau’s

father Pierre Trudeau another Canadian prime minister. Hide your

fascism behind the façade of a heart-on-the-sleeve liberal. It’s a well-

honed Cult technique. 

What can the ‘vaccine’  really do? 

We have a ‘virus’ never shown to exist and ‘variants’ of the ‘virus’

that have also never been shown to exist except, like the ‘original’, as

computer-generated fictions. Even if you believe there’s a ‘virus’ the

‘case’ to ‘death’ rate is in the region of 0.23 to 0.15 percent and those

‘deaths’ are concentrated among the very old around the same

average age that people die anyway. In response to this lack of threat

(in truth none) psychopaths and idiots, knowingly and unknowingly

answering to Gates and the Cult, are seeking to ‘vaccinate’ every

man, woman and child on Planet Earth. Clearly the ‘vaccine’ is not

about ‘Covid’ – none of this ever has been. So what is it all about

 really? Why the desperation to infuse genetically-manipulating

synthetic material into everyone through mRNA fraudulent

‘vaccines’ with the intent of doing this over and over with the

excuses of ‘variants’ and other ‘virus’ inventions? Dr Sherri

Tenpenny, an osteopathic medical doctor in the United States, has

made herself an expert on vaccines and their effects as a vehement

campaigner against their use. Tenpenny was board certified in

emergency medicine, the director of a level two trauma centre for 12

years, and moved to Cleveland in 1996 to start an integrative

medicine practice which has treated patients from all 50 states and

some 17 other countries. Weaning people off pharmaceutical drugs is

a speciality. 

She became interested in the consequences of vaccines a er

a ending a meeting at the National Vaccine Information Center in

Washington DC in 2000 where she ‘sat through four days of listening

to medical doctors and scientists and lawyers and parents of vaccine

injured kids’ and asked: ‘What’s going on?’ She had never been

vaccinated and never got ill while her father was given a list of

vaccines to be in the military and was ‘sick his entire life’. The

experience added to her questions and she began to examine vaccine

documents from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC). A er

reading the first one, the 1998 version of  The General Recommendations

 of Vaccination, she thought: ‘This is it?’ The document was poorly

wri en and bad science and Tenpenny began 20 years of research

into vaccines that continues to this day. She began her research into

‘Covid vaccines’ in March, 2020, and she describes them as ‘deadly’. 

For many, as we have seen, they already have been. Tenpenny said

that in the first 30 days of the ‘vaccine’ rollout in the United States

there had been more than 40,000 adverse events reported to the

vaccine adverse event database. A document had been delivered to

her the day before that was 172 pages long. ‘We have over 40,000

adverse events; we have over 3,100 cases of [potentially deadly]

anaphylactic shock; we have over 5,000 neurological reactions.’

Effects ranged from headaches to numbness, dizziness and vertigo, 

to losing feeling in hands or feet and paraesthesia which is when

limbs ‘fall asleep’ and people have the sensation of insects crawling

underneath their skin. All this happened in the first 30 days and

remember that only about  ten percent (or far less) of adverse reactions

and vaccine-related deaths are estimated to be officially reported. 

Tenpenny said:

So can you think of one single product in any industry, any industry, for as long as products have been made on the planet that within 30 days we have 40,000 people complaining of

side effects that not only is still on the market but … we’ve got paid actors telling us how great

they are for getting their vaccine. We’re offering people $500 if they will just get their vaccine and we’ve got nurses and doctors going; ‘I got the vaccine, I got the vaccine’. 

Tenpenny said they were not going to be ‘happy dancing folks’

when they began to suffer Bell’s palsy (facial paralysis), 

neuropathies, cardiac arrhythmias and autoimmune reactions that

kill through a blood disorder. ‘They’re not going to be so happy, 

happy then, but we’re never going to see pictures of those people’

she said. Tenpenny described the ‘vaccine’ as ‘a well-designed killing

tool’. 

No off-switch

Bad as the initial consequences had been Tenpenny said it would be

maybe 14 months before we began to see the ‘full ravage’ of what is

going to happen to the ‘Covid vaccinated’ with full-out

consequences taking anything between two years and 20 years to

show. You can understand why when you consider that variations of

the ‘Covid vaccine’ use mRNA (messenger RNA) to in theory

activate the immune system to produce protective antibodies

without using the actual ‘virus’. How can they when it’s a computer

program and they’ve never isolated what they claim is the ‘real

thing’? Instead they use  synthetic mRNA. They are inoculating

synthetic material into the body which through a technique known

as the Trojan horse is absorbed into cells to change the nature of

DNA. Human DNA is changed by an infusion of messenger RNA

and with each new ‘vaccine’ of this type it is changed even more. Say

so and you are banned by Cult Internet platforms. The contempt the

contemptuous Mark Zuckerberg has for the truth and human health

can be seen in an internal Facebook video leaked to the Project

Veritas investigative team in which he said of the ‘Covid vaccines’:

‘… I share some caution on this because we just don’t know the long

term side-effects of basically modifying people’s DNA and RNA.’ At

the same time this disgusting man’s Facebook was censoring and

banning anyone saying exactly the same. He must go before a

Nuremberg trial for crimes against humanity when he  knows that he

is censoring legitimate concerns and denying the right of informed

consent on behalf of the Cult that owns him. People have been killed

and damaged by the very ‘vaccination’ technique he cast doubt on

himself when they may not have had the ‘vaccine’ with access to

information that he denied them. The plan is to have at least annual

‘Covid vaccinations’, add others to deal with invented ‘variants’, and

change all other vaccines into the mRNA system. Pfizer executives

told shareholders at a virtual Barclays Global Healthcare Conference

in March, 2021, that the public may need a third dose of ‘Covid

vaccine’, plus regular yearly boosters and the company planned to

hike prices to milk the profits in a ‘significant opportunity for our

vaccine’. These are the professional liars, cheats and opportunists

who are telling you their ‘vaccine’ is safe. Given this volume of

mRNA planned to be infused into the human body and its ability to

then replicate we will have a transformation of human genetics from

biological to synthetic biological – exactly the long-time Cult plan for

reasons we’ll see – and many will die. Sherri Tenpenny said of this

replication:

It’s like having an on-button but no off-button and that whole mechanism … they actually give it a name and they call it the Trojan horse mechanism, because it allows that [synthetic]

virus and that piece of that [synthetic] virus to get inside of your cells, start to replicate and even get inserted into other parts of your DNA as a Trojan-horse. 

Ask the overwhelming majority of people who have the ‘vaccine’

what they know about the contents and what they do and they

would reply: ‘The government says it will stop me ge ing the virus.’

Governments give that false impression on purpose to increase take-

up. You can read Sherri Tenpenny’s detailed analysis of the health

consequences in her blog at Vaxxter.com, but in summary these are some of them. She highlights the statement by Bill Gates about how

human beings can become their own ‘vaccine manufacturing

machine’. The man is insane. [‘Vaccine’-generated] ‘antibodies’ carry

synthetic messenger RNA into the cells and the damage starts, 

Tenpenny contends, and she says that lungs can be adversely

affected through varying degrees of pus and bleeding which

obviously affects breathing and would be dubbed ‘Covid-19’. Even

more sinister was the impact of ‘antibodies’ on macrophages, a white

blood cell of the immune system. They consist of Type 1 and Type 2

which have very different functions. She said Type 1 are ‘hyper-

vigilant’ white blood cells which ‘gobble up’ bacteria etc. However, 

in doing so, this could cause inflammation and in extreme

circumstances be fatal. She says these affects are mitigated by Type 2

macrophages which kick in to calm down the system and stop it

going rogue. They clear up dead tissue debris and reduce

inflammation that the Type 1 ‘fire crews’ have caused. Type 1 kills

the infection and Type 2 heals the damage, she says. This is her

punchline with regard to ‘Covid vaccinations’: She says that mRNA

‘antibodies’ block Type 2 macrophages by a aching to them and

deactivating them. This meant that when the Type 1 response was

triggered by infection there was nothing to stop that ge ing out of

hand by calming everything down. There’s an on-switch, but no off-

switch, she says. What follows can be ‘over and out, see you when I

see you’. 

Genetic suicide

Tenpenny also highlights the potential for autoimmune disease – the

body a acking itself – which has been associated with vaccines since

they first appeared. Infusing a synthetic foreign substance into cells

could cause the immune system to react in a panic believing that the

body is being overwhelmed by an invader (it is) and the

consequences can again be fatal. There is an autoimmune response

known as a ‘cytokine storm’ which I have likened to a homeowner

panicked by an intruder and picking up a gun to shoot randomly in

all directions before turning the fire on himself. The immune system

unleashes a storm of inflammatory response called cytokines to a

threat and the body commits hara-kiri. The lesson is that you mess

with the body’s immune response at your peril and these ‘vaccines’

seriously – fundamentally – mess with immune response. Tenpenny

refers to a consequence called anaphylactic shock which is a severe

and highly dangerous allergic reaction when the immune system

floods the body with chemicals. She gives the example of having a

bee sting which primes the immune system and makes it sensitive to

those chemicals. When people are stung again maybe years later the

immune response can be so powerful that it leads to anaphylactic

shock. Tenpenny relates this ‘shock’ with regard to the ‘Covid

vaccine’ to something called polyethylene glycol or PEG. Enormous

numbers of people have become sensitive to this over decades of use

in a whole range of products and processes including food, drink, 

skin creams and ‘medicine’. Studies have claimed that some 72

percent of people have antibodies triggered by PEG compared with

two percent in the 1960s and allergic hypersensitive reactions to this

become a gathering cause for concern. Tenpenny points out that the

‘mRNA vaccine’ is coated in a ‘bubble’ of polyethylene glycol which

has the potential to cause anaphylactic shock through immune

sensitivity. Many reports have appeared of people reacting this way

a er having the ‘Covid vaccine’. What do we think is going to

happen as humanity has more and more of these ‘vaccines’? 

Tenpenny said: ‘All these pictures we have seen with people with

these rashes … these weepy rashes, big reactions on their arms and

things like that – it’s an acute allergic reaction most likely to the

polyethylene glycol that you’ve been previously primed and

sensitised to.’

Those who have not studied the conspiracy and its perpetrators at

length might think that making the population sensitive to PEG and

then pu ing it in these ‘vaccines’ is just a coincidence. It is not. It is

instead testament to how carefully and coldly-planned current

events have been and the scale of the conspiracy we are dealing

with. Tenpenny further explains that the ‘vaccine’ mRNA procedure

can breach the blood-brain barrier which protects the brain from

toxins and other crap that will cause malfunction. In this case they

could make two proteins corrupt brain function to cause

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) , a progressive nervous system

disease leading to loss of muscle control, and frontal lobe

degeneration – Alzheimer’s and dementia. Immunologist J. Bart

Classon published a paper connecting mRNA ‘vaccines’ to prion

disease which can lead to Alzheimer’s and other forms of

neurogenerative disease while others have pointed out the potential

to affect the placenta in ways that make women infertile. This will

become highly significant in the next chapter when I will discuss

other aspects of this non-vaccine that relate to its nanotechnology

and transmission from the injected to the uninjected. 

Qualified in idiocy

Tenpenny describes how research has confirmed that these ‘vaccine’-

generated antibodies can interact with a range of other tissues in the

body and a ack many other organs including the lungs. ‘This means

that if you have a hundred people standing in front of you that all

got this shot they could have a hundred different symptoms.’

Anyone really think that Cult gofers like the Queen, Tony Blair, 

Christopher Whi y, Anthony Fauci, and all the other psychopaths

have really had this ‘vaccine’ in the pictures we’ve seen? Not a

bloody chance. Why don’t doctors all tell us about all these dangers

and consequences of the ‘Covid vaccine’? Why instead do they

encourage and pressure patients to have the shot? Don’t let’s think

for a moment that doctors and medical staff can’t be stupid, lazy, and

psychopathic and that’s without the financial incentives to give the

jab. Tenpenny again:

Some people are going to die from the vaccine directly but a large number of people are

going to start to get horribly sick and get all kinds of autoimmune diseases 42 days to maybe a year out. What are they going to do, these stupid doctors who say; ‘Good for you for getting that vaccine.’ What are they going to say; ‘Oh, it must be a mutant, we need to give an extra dose of that vaccine.’

Because now the vaccine, instead of one dose or two doses we need three or four because the stupid physicians aren’t taking the time to learn anything about it. If I can learn this sitting in my living room reading a 19 page paper and several others so can they. There’s nothing

special about me, I just take the time to do it. 

Remember how Sara Kayat, the NHS and TV doctor, said that the

‘Covid vaccine’ would ‘100 percent prevent hospitalisation and

death’. Doctors can be idiots like every other profession and they

should not be worshipped as infallible. They are not and far from it. 

Behind many medical and scientific ‘experts’ lies an uninformed prat

trying to hide themselves from you although in the ‘Covid’ era many

have failed to do so as with UK narrative-repeating ‘TV doctor’

Hilary Jones. Pushing back against the minority of proper doctors

and scientists speaking out against the ‘vaccine’ has been the entire

edifice of the Cult global state in the form of governments, medical

systems, corporations, mainstream media, Silicon Valley, and an

army of compliant doctors, medical staff and scientists willing to say

anything for money and to enhance their careers by promoting the

party line. If you do that you are an ‘expert’ and if you won’t you are

an ‘anti-vaxxer’ and ‘Covidiot’. The pressure to be ‘vaccinated’ is

incessant. We have even had reports claiming that the ‘vaccine’ can

help cure cancer and Alzheimer’s and make the lame walk. I am

waiting for the announcement that it can bring you coffee in the

morning and cook your tea. Just as the symptoms of ‘Covid’ seem to

increase by the week so have the miracles of the ‘vaccine’. American

supermarket giant Kroger Co. offered nearly 500,000 employees in

35 states a $100 bonus for having the ‘vaccine’ while donut chain

Krispy Kreme promised ‘vaccinated’ customers a free glazed donut

every day for the rest of 2021. Have your DNA changed and you will

get a doughnut although we might not have to give you them for

long. Such offers and incentives confirm the desperation. 

Perhaps the worse vaccine-stunt of them all was UK ‘Health’

Secretary Ma -the-prat Hancock on live TV a er watching a clip of

someone being ‘vaccinated’ when the roll-out began. Hancock faked

tears so badly it was embarrassing. Brain-of-Britain Piers Morgan, 

the lockdown-supporting, ‘vaccine’ supporting, ‘vaccine’ passport-

supporting, TV host played along with Hancock – ‘You’re quite

emotional about that’ he said in response to acting so atrocious it

would have been called out at a school nativity which will

presumably today include Mary and Jesus in masks, wise men

keeping their camels six feet apart, and shepherds under tent arrest. 

System-serving Morgan tweeted this: ‘Love the idea of covid vaccine

passports for everywhere: flights, restaurants, clubs, football, gyms, 

shops etc. It’s time covid-denying, anti-vaxxer loonies had their

bullsh*t bluff called & bar themselves from going anywhere that

responsible citizens go.’ If only I could aspire to his genius. To think

that Morgan, who specialises in shouting over anyone he disagrees

with, was lauded as a free speech hero when he lost his job a er

storming off the set of his live show like a child throwing his dolly

out of the pram. If he is a free speech hero we are in real trouble. I

have no idea what ‘bullsh*t’ means, by the way, the * throws me

completely. 

The Cult is desperate to infuse its synthetic DNA-changing

concoction into everyone and has been using every lie, trick and

intimidation to do so. The question of ‘ Why?’ we shall now address. 

CHAPTER TEN

Human 2.0

 I believe that at the end of the century the use of words and general

 educated opinion will have altered so much that one will be able to

 speak of machines thinking without expecting to be contradicted –

Alan Turing (1912-1954), the ‘Father of artificial intelligence‘

Ihave been exposing for decades the plan to transform the human

body from a biological to a synthetic-biological state. The new

human that I will call Human 2.0 is planned to be connected to

artificial intelligence and a global AI ‘Smart Grid’ that would operate

as one global system in which AI would control everything from

your fridge to your heating system to your car to your mind. 

Humans would no longer be ‘human’, but post-human and sub-

human, with their thinking and emotional processes replaced by AI. 

What I said sounded crazy and beyond science fiction and I could

understand that. To any balanced, rational, mind it  is crazy. Today, 

however, that world is becoming reality and it puts the ‘Covid

vaccine’ into its true context. Ray Kurzweil is the ultra-Zionist

‘computer scientist, inventor and futurist’ and co-founder of the

Singularity University. Singularity refers to the merging of humans

with machines or ‘transhumanism’. Kurzweil has said humanity

would be connected to the cyber ‘cloud’ in the period of the ever-

recurring year of 2030:

Our thinking … will be a hybrid of biological and non-biological thinking … humans will be able to extend their limitations and ‘think in the cloud’ … We’re going to put gateways to the

cloud in our brains ... We’re going to gradually merge and enhance ourselves ... In my view, that’s the nature of being human – we transcend our limitations. As the technology becomes vastly superior to what we are then the small proportion that is still human gets smaller and smaller and smaller until it’s just utterly negligible. 

They are trying to sell this end-of-humanity-as-we-know-it as the

next stage of ‘evolution’ when we become super-human and ‘like the

gods’. They are lying to you. Shocked, eh? The population, and again

especially the young, have been manipulated into addiction to

technologies designed to enslave them for life. First they induced an

addiction to smartphones (holdables); next they moved to

technology on the body (wearables); and then began the invasion of

the body (implantables). I warned way back about the plan for

microchipped people and we are now entering that era. We should

not be diverted into thinking that this refers only to chips we can see. 

Most important are the nanochips known as smart dust, neural dust

and nanobots which are far too small to be seen by the human eye. 

Nanotechnology is everywhere, increasingly in food products, and

released into the atmosphere by the geoengineering of the skies

funded by Bill Gates to ‘shut out the Sun’ and ‘save the planet from

global warming’. Gates has been funding a project to spray millions

of tonnes of chalk (calcium carbonate) into the stratosphere over

Sweden to ‘dim the Sun’ and cool the Earth. Scientists warned the

move could be disastrous for weather systems in ways no one can

predict and opposition led to the Swedish space agency announcing

that the ‘experiment’ would not be happening as planned in the

summer of 2021; but it shows where the Cult is going with dimming

the impact of the Sun and there’s an associated plan to change the

planet’s atmosphere. Who gives psychopath Gates the right to

dictate to the entire human race and dismantle planetary systems? 

The world will not be safe while this man is at large. 

The global warming hoax has made the Sun, like the gas of life, 

something to fear when both are essential to good health and human

survival (more inversion). The body transforms sunlight into vital

vitamin D through a process involving …  cholesterol. This is the

cholesterol we are also told to fear. We are urged to take Big Pharma

statin drugs to reduce cholesterol and it’s all systematic. Reducing

cholesterol means reducing vitamin D uptake with all the multiple

health problems that will cause. At least if you take statins long term

it saves the government from having to pay you a pension. The

delivery system to block sunlight is widely referred to as chemtrails

although these have a much deeper agenda, too. They appear at first

to be contrails or condensation trails streaming from aircra  into

cold air at high altitudes. Contrails disperse very quickly while

chemtrails do not and spread out across the sky before eventually

their content falls to earth. Many times I have watched aircra  cross-

cross a clear blue sky releasing chemtrails until it looks like a cloudy

day. Chemtrails contain many things harmful to humans and the

natural world including toxic heavy metals, aluminium (see

Alzheimer’s) and nanotechnology. Ray Kurzweil reveals the reason

without actually saying so: ‘Nanobots will infuse all the ma er

around us with information. Rocks, trees, everything will become

these intelligent creatures.’ How do you deliver that?  From the sky. 

Self-replicating nanobots would connect everything to the Smart

Grid. The phenomenon of Morgellons disease began in the chemtrail

era and the correlation has led to it being dubbed the ‘chemtrail

disease’. Self-replicating fibres appear in the body that can be pulled

out through the skin. Morgellons fibres continue to grow outside the

body and have a form of artificial intelligence. I cover this at greater

length in  Phantom Self. 

‘Vaccine’ operating system

‘Covid vaccines’ with their self-replicating synthetic material are also

designed to make the connection between humanity and Kurzweil’s

‘cloud’. American doctor and dedicated campaigner for truth, Carrie

Madej, an Internal Medicine Specialist in Georgia with more than 20

years medical experience, has highlighted the nanotechnology aspect

of the fake ‘vaccines’. She explains how one of the components in at

least the Moderna and Pfizer synthetic potions are ‘lipid

nanoparticles’ which are ‘like li le tiny computer bits’ – a ‘sci-fi

substance’ known as nanobots and hydrogel which can be ‘triggered

at any moment to deliver its payload’ and act as ‘biosensors’. The

synthetic substance had ‘the ability to accumulate data from your

body like your breathing, your respiration, thoughts and emotions, 

all kind of things’ and each syringe could carry a  million nanobots:

This substance because it’s like little bits of computers in your body, crazy, but it’s true, it can do that, [and] obviously has the ability to act through Wi-Fi. It can receive and transmit energy, messages, frequencies or impulses. That issue has never been addressed by these

companies. What does that do to the human? 

Just imagine getting this substance in you and it can react to things all around you, the 5G, your smart device, your phones, what is happening with that? What if something is triggering it, too, like an impulse, a frequency? We have something completely foreign in the human body. 

Madej said her research revealed that electromagnetic (EMF)

frequencies emi ed by phones and other devices had increased

dramatically in the same period of the ‘vaccine’ rollout and she was

seeing more people with radiation problems as 5G and other

electromagnetic technology was expanded and introduced to schools

and hospitals. She said she was ‘floored with the EMF coming off’

the devices she checked. All this makes total sense and syncs with

my own work of decades when you think that Moderna refers in

documents to its mRNA ‘vaccine’ as an ‘operating system’:

Recognizing the broad potential of mRNA science, we set out to create an mRNA technology platform that functions very much like an operating system on a computer. It is designed so that it can plug and play interchangeably with different programs. In our case, the ‘program’

or ‘app’ is our mRNA drug – the unique mRNA sequence that codes for a protein …

… Our MRNA Medicines – ‘The ‘Software Of Life’: When we have a concept for a new

mRNA medicine and begin research, fundamental components are already in place. 

Generally, the only thing that changes from one potential mRNA medicine to another is the coding region – the actual genetic code that instructs ribosomes to make protein. Utilizing these instruction sets gives our investigational mRNA medicines a software-like quality. We also have the ability to combine different mRNA sequences encoding for different proteins in a single mRNA investigational medicine. 

Who needs a real ‘virus’ when you can create a computer version to

justify infusing your operating system into the entire human race on

the road to making living, breathing people into cyborgs? What is

missed with the ‘vaccines’ is the  digital connection between synthetic

material and the body that I highlighted earlier with the study that

hacked a computer with human DNA. On one level the body is

digital, based on mathematical codes, and I’ll have more about that

in the next chapter. Those who ridiculously claim that mRNA

‘vaccines’ are not designed to change human genetics should explain

the words of Dr Tal Zaks, chief medical officer at Moderna, in a 2017

TED talk. He said that over the last 30 years ‘we’ve been living this

phenomenal digital scientific revolution, and I’m here today to tell

you, that we are actually  hacking the software of life, and that it’s

changing the way we think about prevention and treatment of

disease’:

In every cell there’s this thing called messenger RNA, or mRNA for short, that transmits the critical information from the DNA in our genes to the protein, which is really the stuff we’re all made out of. This is the critical information that determines what the cell will do. So we think about it as an operating system. So if you could change that, if you could introduce a line of code, or change a line of code, it turns out, that has profound implications for everything, from the flu to cancer. 

Zaks should more accurately have said that this has profound

implications for the human genetic code and the nature of DNA. 

Communications within the body go both ways and not only one. 

But, hey, no, the ‘Covid vaccine’ will not affect your genetics. Cult

fact-checkers say so even though the man who helped to develop the

mRNA technique says that it does. Zaks said in 2017:

If you think about what it is we’re trying to do. We’ve taken information and our

understanding of that information and how that information is transmitted in a cell, and we’ve taken our understanding of medicine and how to make drugs, and we’re fusing the two. We

think of it as information therapy. 

I have been writing for decades that the body is an information

field communicating with itself and the wider world. This is why

radiation which is information can change the information field of

body and mind through phenomena like 5G and change their nature

and function. ‘Information therapy’ means to change the body’s

information field and change the way it operates. DNA is a receiver-

transmi er of information and can be mutated by information like

mRNA synthetic messaging. Technology to do this has been ready

and waiting in the underground bases and other secret projects to be

rolled out when the ‘Covid’ hoax was played. ‘Trials’ of such short

and irrelevant duration were only for public consumption. When

they say the ‘vaccine’ is ‘experimental’ that is not true. It may appear

to be ‘experimental’ to those who don’t know what’s going on, but

the trials have already been done to ensure the Cult gets the result it

desires. Zaks said that it took decades to sequence the human

genome, completed in 2003, but now they could do it in a week. By

‘they’ he means scientists operating in the public domain. In the

secret projects they were sequencing the genome in a week long

before even 2003. 

Deluge of mRNA

Highly significantly the Moderna document says the guiding

premise is that if using mRNA as a medicine works for one disease

then it should work for many diseases. They were leveraging the

flexibility afforded by their platform and the fundamental role

mRNA plays in protein synthesis to pursue mRNA medicines for a

broad spectrum of diseases. Moderna is confirming what I was

saying through 2020 that multiple ‘vaccines’ were planned for

‘Covid’ (and later invented ‘variants’) and that previous vaccines

would be converted to the mRNA system to infuse the body with

massive amounts of genetically-manipulating synthetic material to

secure a transformation to a synthetic-biological state. The ‘vaccines’

are designed to kill stunning numbers as part of the long-exposed

Cult depopulation agenda and transform the rest. Given this is the

goal you can appreciate why there is such hysterical demand for

every human to be ‘vaccinated’ for an alleged ‘disease’ that has an

estimated ‘infection’ to ‘death’ ratio of 0.23-0.15 percent. As I write

children are being given the ‘vaccine’ in trials (their parents are a

disgrace) and ever-younger people are being offered the vaccine for

a ‘virus’ that even if you believe it exists has virtually zero chance of

harming them. Horrific effects of the ‘trials’ on a 12-year-old girl

were revealed by a family member to be serious brain and gastric

problems that included a bowel obstruction and the inability to

swallow liquids or solids. She was unable to eat or drink without

throwing up, had extreme pain in her back, neck and abdomen, and

was paralysed from the waist down which stopped her urinating

unaided. When the girl was first taken to hospital doctors said it was

all in her mind. She was signed up for the ‘trial’ by her parents for

whom no words suffice. None of this ‘Covid vaccine’ insanity makes

any sense unless you see what the ‘vaccine’ really is – a body-

changer. Synthetic biology or ‘SynBio’ is a fast-emerging and

expanding scientific discipline which includes everything from

genetic and molecular engineering to electrical and computer

engineering. Synthetic biology is defined in these ways:

• A multidisciplinary area of research that seeks to create new

biological parts, devices, and systems, or to redesign systems that

are already found in nature. 

• The use of a mixture of physical engineering and genetic

engineering to create new (and therefore synthetic) life forms. 

• An emerging field of research that aims to combine the

knowledge and methods of biology, engineering and related

disciplines in the design of chemically-synthesized DNA to create

organisms with novel or enhanced characteristics and traits

(synthetic organisms including humans). 

We now have synthetic blood, skin, organs and limbs being

developed along with synthetic body parts produced by 3D printers. 

These are all elements of the synthetic human programme and this

comment by Kurzweil’s co-founder of the Singularity University, 

Peter Diamandis, can be seen in a whole new light with the ‘Covid’

hoax and the sanctions against those that refuse the ‘vaccine’:

Anybody who is going to be resisting the progress forward [to transhumanism] is going to be resisting evolution and, fundamentally, they will die out. It’s not a matter of whether it’s good or bad. It’s going to happen. 

‘Resisting evolution’? What absolute bollocks. The arrogance of these

people is without limit. His ‘it’s going to happen’ mantra is another

way of saying ‘resistance is futile’ to break the spirit of those pushing

back and we must not fall for it. Ge ing this genetically-

transforming ‘vaccine’ into everyone is crucial to the Cult plan for

total control and the desperation to achieve that is clear for anyone

to see. Vaccine passports are a major factor in this and they, too, are a

form of resistance is futile. It’s NOT. The paper funded by the

Rockefeller Foundation for the 2013 ‘health conference’ in China

said:

We will interact more with artificial intelligence. The use of robotics, bio-engineering to augment human functioning is already well underway and will advance. Re-engineering of

humans into potentially separate and unequal forms through genetic engineering or mixed

human-robots raises debates on ethics and equality. 

A new demography is projected to emerge after 2030 [that year again] of technologies

(robotics, genetic engineering, nanotechnology) producing robots, engineered organisms, 

‘nanobots’ and artificial intelligence (AI) that can self-replicate. Debates will grow on the implications of an impending reality of human designed life. 

What is happening today is so long planned. The world army

enforcing the will of the world government is intended to be a robot

army, not a human one. Today’s military and its technologically

‘enhanced’ troops, pilotless planes and driverless vehicles are just

stepping stones to that end. Human soldiers are used as Cult fodder

and its time they woke up to that and worked for the freedom of the

population instead of their own destruction and their family’s

destruction – the same with the police. Join us and let’s sort this out. 

The phenomenon of enforce my own destruction is widespread in

the ‘Covid’ era with Woker ‘luvvies’ in the acting and entertainment

industries supporting ‘Covid’ rules which have destroyed their

profession and the same with those among the public who put signs

on the doors of their businesses ‘closed due to Covid – stay safe’

when many will never reopen. It’s a form of masochism and most

certainly insanity. 

Transgender = transhumanism

When something explodes out of nowhere and is suddenly

everywhere it is always the Cult agenda and so it is with the tidal

wave of claims and demands that have infiltrated every aspect of

society under the heading of ‘transgenderism’. The term ‘trans’ is so

‘in’ and this is the dictionary definition:

A prefix meaning ‘across’, ’through’, occurring … in loanwords from Latin, used in particular for denoting movement or conveyance from place to place (transfer; transmit; transplant) or complete change (transform; transmute), or to form adjectives meaning ’crossing’, ‘on the other side of’, or ‘going beyond’ the place named (transmontane; transnational; trans-Siberian). 

Transgender means to go beyond gender and transhuman means

to go beyond human. Both are aspects of the Cult plan to transform

the human body to a synthetic state with  no gender. Human 2.0 is not

designed to procreate and would be produced technologically with

no need for parents. The new human would mean the end of parents

and so men, and increasingly women, are being targeted for the

deletion of their rights and status. Parental rights are disappearing at

an ever-quickening speed for the same reason. The new human

would have no need for men or women when there is no procreation

and no gender. Perhaps the transgender movement that appears to

be in a permanent state of frenzy might now contemplate on how it

is being used. This was never about transgender rights which are

only the interim excuse for confusing gender, particularly in the

young, on the road to  fusing gender. Transgender activism is not an

end; it is a  means to an end. We see again the technique of creative

destruction in which you destroy the status quo to ‘build back be er’

in the form that you want. The gender status quo had to be

destroyed by persuading the Cult-created Woke mentality to believe

that you can have 100 genders or more. A programme for 9 to 12

year olds produced by the Cult-owned BBC promoted the 100

genders narrative. The very idea may be the most monumental

nonsense, but it is not what is true that counts, only what you can

make people  believe is true. Once the gender of 2 + 2 = 4 has been

dismantled through indoctrination, intimidation and 2 + 2 = 5 then

the new no-gender normal can take its place with Human 2.0. 

Aldous Huxley revealed the plan in his prophetic  Brave New World in

1932:

Natural reproduction has been done away with and children are created, decanted’, and

raised in ‘hatcheries and conditioning centres’. From birth, people are genetically designed to fit into one of five castes, which are further split into ‘Plus’ and ‘Minus’ members and designed to fulfil predetermined positions within the social and economic strata of the World State. 

How could Huxley know this in 1932? For the same reason George

Orwell knew about the Big Brother state in 1948, Cult insiders I have

quoted knew about it in 1969, and I have known about it since the

early 1990s. If you are connected to the Cult or you work your balls

off to uncover the plan you can predict the future. The process is

simple. If there is a plan for the world and nothing intervenes to stop

it then it will happen. Thus if you communicate the plan ahead of

time you are perceived to have predicted the future, but you haven’t. 

You have revealed the plan which without intervention will become

the human future. The whole reason I have done what I have is to

alert enough people to inspire an intervention and maybe at last that

time has come with the Cult and its intentions now so obvious to

anyone with a brain in working order. 

The future is here

Technological wombs that Huxley described to replace parent

procreation are already being developed and they are only the

projects we know about in the public arena. Israeli scientists told  The

 Times of Israel in March, 2021, that they have grown 250-cell embryos

into mouse foetuses with fully formed organs using artificial wombs

in a development they say could pave the way for gestating humans

outside the womb. Professor Jacob Hanna of the Weizmann Institute

of Science said:

We took mouse embryos from the mother at day five of development, when they are just of

250 cells, and had them in the incubator from day five until day 11, by which point they had grown all their organs. 

By day 11 they make their own blood and have a beating heart, a fully developed brain. 

Anybody would look at them and say, ‘this is clearly a mouse foetus with all the

characteristics of a mouse.’ It’s gone from being a ball of cells to being an advanced foetus. 

A special liquid is used to nourish embryo cells in a laboratory

dish and they float on the liquid to duplicate the first stage of

embryonic development. The incubator creates all the right

conditions for its development, Hanna said. The liquid gives the

embryo ‘all the nutrients, hormones and sugars they need’ along

with a custom-made electronic incubator which controls gas

concentration, pressure and temperature. The cu ing-edge in the

underground bases and other secret locations will be light years

ahead of that, however, and this was reported by the London

 Guardian in 2017:

We are approaching a biotechnological breakthrough. Ectogenesis, the invention of a

complete external womb, could completely change the nature of human reproduction. In

April this year, researchers at the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia announced their

development of an artificial womb. 

The article was headed ‘Artificial wombs could soon be a reality. 

What will this mean for women?’ What would it mean for children is

an even bigger question. No mother to bond with only a machine in

preparation for a life of soulless interaction and control in a world

governed by machines (see the  Matrix movies). Now observe the

calculated manipulations of the ‘Covid’ hoax as human interaction

and warmth has been curtailed by distancing, isolation and fear with

people communicating via machines on a scale never seen before. 

These are all dots in the same picture as are all the personal

assistants, gadgets and children’s toys through which kids and

adults communicate with AI as if it is human. The AI ‘voice’ on Sat-

Nav should be included. All these things are psychological

preparation for the Cult endgame. Before you can make a physical

connection with AI you have to make a psychological connection

and that is what people are being conditioned to do with this ever

gathering human-AI interaction. Movies and TV programmes

depicting the transhuman, robot dystopia relate to a phenomenon

known as ‘pre-emptive programming’ in which the world that is

planned is portrayed everywhere in movies, TV and advertising. 

This is conditioning the conscious and subconscious mind to become

familiar with the planned reality to dilute resistance when it

happens for real. What would have been a shock such is the change

is made less so. We have young children put on the road to

transgender transition surgery with puberty blocking drugs at an

age when they could never be able to make those life-changing

decisions. 

Rachel Levine, a professor of paediatrics and psychiatry who

believes in treating children this way, became America’s highest-

ranked openly-transgender official when she was confirmed as US

Assistant Secretary at the Department of Health and Human

Services a er being nominated by Joe Biden (the Cult). Activists and

governments press for laws to deny parents a say in their children’s

transition process so the kids can be isolated and manipulated into

agreeing to irreversible medical procedures. A Canadian father

Robert Hoogland was denied bail by the Vancouver Supreme Court

in 2021 and remained in jail for breaching a court order that he stay

silent over his young teenage daughter, a minor, who was being

offered life-changing hormone therapy without parental consent. At

the age of 12 the girl’s ‘school counsellor’ said she may be

transgender, referred her to a doctor and told the school to treat her

like a boy. This is another example of state-serving schools imposing

ever more control over children’s lives while parents have ever less. 

Contemptible and extreme child abuse is happening all over the

world as the Cult gender-fusion operation goes into warp-speed. 

Why the war on men – and now women? 

The question about what artificial wombs mean for women should

rightly be asked. The answer can be seen in the deletion of women’s

rights involving sport, changing rooms, toilets and status in favour

of people in male bodies claiming to identify as women. I can

identify as a mountain climber, but it doesn’t mean I can climb a

mountain any more than a biological man can be a biological

woman. To believe so is a triumph of belief over factual reality which

is the very perceptual basis of everything Woke. Women’s sport is

being destroyed by allowing those with male bodies who say they

identify as female to ‘compete’ with girls and women. Male body

‘women’ dominate ‘women’s’ competition with their greater muscle

mass, bone density, strength and speed. With that disadvantage

sport for women loses all meaning. To put this in perspective nearly

300 American high school boys can run faster than the quickest

woman sprinter in the world. Women are seeing their previously

protected spaces invaded by male bodies simply because they claim

to identify as women. That’s all they need to do to access all women’s

spaces and activities under the Biden ‘Equality Act’ that destroys

equality for women with the usual Orwellian Woke inversion. Male

sex offenders have already commi ed rapes in women’s prisons a er

claiming to identify as women to get them transferred. Does this not

ma er to the Woke ‘equality’ hypocrites? Not in the least. What

ma ers to Cult manipulators and funders behind transgender

activists is to advance gender fusion on the way to the no-gender

‘human’. When you are seeking to impose transparent nonsense like

this, or the ‘Covid’ hoax, the only way the nonsense can prevail is

through censorship and intimidation of dissenters, deletion of

factual information, and programming of the unquestioning, 

bewildered and naive. You don’t have to scan the world for long to

see that all these things are happening. 

Many women’s rights organisations have realised that rights and

status which took such a long time to secure are being eroded and

that it is systematic. Kara Dansky of the global Women’s Human

Rights Campaign said that Biden’s transgender executive order

immediately he took office, subsequent orders, and Equality Act

legislation that followed ‘seek to erase women and girls in the law as

a category’.  Exactly. I said during the long ago-started war on men

(in which many women play a crucial part) that this was going to

turn into a war on them. The Cult is phasing out  both male and

female genders. To get away with that they are brought into conflict

so they are busy fighting each other while the Cult completes the job

with no unity of response. Unity, people,  unity. We need unity

everywhere. Transgender is the only show in town as the big step

towards the no-gender human. It’s not about rights for transgender

people and never has been. Woke political correctness is deleting

words relating to genders to the same end. Wokers believe this is to

be ‘inclusive’ when the opposite is true. They are deleting words

describing gender because gender  itself is being deleted by Human

2.0. Terms like ‘man’, ‘woman’, ‘mother’ and ‘father’ are being

deleted in the universities and other institutions to be replaced by

the  no-gender, not trans-gender, ‘individuals’ and ‘guardians’. 

Women’s rights campaigner Maria Keffler of Partners for Ethical

Care said: ‘Children are being taught from kindergarten upward that

some boys have a vagina, some girls have a penis, and that kids can

be any gender they want to be.’ Do we really believe that suddenly

countries all over the world at the same time had the idea of having

drag queens go into schools or read transgender stories to very

young children in the local library? It’s coldly-calculated confusion

of gender on the way to the fusion of gender. Suzanne Vierling, a

psychologist from Southern California, made another important

point:

Yesterday’s slave woman who endured gynecological medical experiments is today’s girl-

child being butchered in a booming gender-transitioning sector. Ovaries removed, pushing her into menopause and osteoporosis, uncharted territory, and parents’ rights and authority

decimated. 

The erosion of parental rights is a common theme in line with the

Cult plans to erase the very concept of parents and ‘ovaries removed, 

pushing her into menopause’ means what? Those born female lose

the ability to have children – another way to discontinue humanity

as we know it. 

Eliminating Human 1.0 (before our very eyes)

To pave the way for Human 2.0 you must phase out Human 1.0. This

is happening through plummeting sperm counts and making

women infertile through an onslaught of chemicals, radiation

(including smartphones in pockets of men) and mRNA ‘vaccines’. 

Common agriculture pesticides are also having a devastating impact

on human fertility. I have been tracking collapsing sperm counts in

the books for a long time and in 2021 came a book by fertility

scientist and reproductive epidemiologist Shanna Swan,  Count

 Down: How Our Modern World Is Threatening Sperm Counts, Altering

 Male and Female Reproductive Development and Imperiling the Future of

 the Human Race. She reports how the global fertility rate dropped by

 half between 1960 and 2016 with America’s birth rate 16 percent

below where it needs to be to sustain the population. Women are

experiencing declining egg quality, more miscarriages, and more

couples suffer from infertility. Other findings were an increase in

erectile dysfunction, infant boys developing more genital

abnormalities, male problems with conception, and plunging levels

of the male hormone testosterone which would explain why so

many men have lost their backbone and masculinity. This has been

very evident during the ‘Covid’ hoax when women have been

prominent among the Pushbackers and big strapping blokes have

bowed their heads, covered their faces with a nappy and quietly

submi ed. Mind control expert Cathy O’Brien also points to how

global education introduced the concept of ‘we’re all winners’ in

sport and classrooms: ‘Competition was defused, and it in turn

defused a sense of fighting back.’ This is another version of the

‘equity’ doctrine in which you drive down rather than raise up. 

What a contrast in Cult-controlled China with its global ambitions

where the government published plans in January, 2021, to ‘cultivate

masculinity’ in boys from kindergarten through to high school in the

face of a ‘masculinity crisis’. A government adviser said boys would

be soon become ‘delicate, timid and effeminate’ unless action was

taken. Don’t expect any similar policy in the targeted West. A 2006

study showed that a 65-year-old man in 2002 had testosterone levels

 15 percent lower than a 65-year-old man in 1987 while a 2020 study

found a similar story with young adults and adolescents. Men are

ge ing prescriptions for testosterone replacement therapy which

causes an even greater drop in sperm count with up to 99 percent

seeing sperm counts drop to zero during the treatment. More sperm

is defective and malfunctioning with some having two heads or not

pursuing an egg. 

A class of  synthetic chemicals known as phthalates are being

blamed for the decline. These are found everywhere in plastics, 

shampoos, cosmetics, furniture, flame retardants, personal care

products, pesticides, canned foods and even receipts. Why till

receipts? Everyone touches them. Let no one delude themselves that

all this is not systematic to advance the long-time agenda for human

body transformation. Phthalates mimic hormones and disrupt the

hormone balance causing testosterone to fall and genital birth

defects in male infants. Animals and fish have been affected in the

same way due to phthalates and other toxins in rivers. When fish

turn gay or change sex through chemicals in rivers and streams it is

a pointer to why there has been such an increase in gay people and

the sexually confused. It doesn’t ma er to me what sexuality people

choose to be, but if it’s being affected by chemical pollution and

consumption then we need to know. Does anyone really think that

this is not connected to the transgender agenda, the war on men and

the condemnation of male ‘toxic masculinity’? You watch this being

followed by ‘toxic femininity’. It’s already happening. When

breastfeeding becomes ‘chest-feeding’, pregnant women become

pregnant people along with all the other Woke claptrap you know

that the world is going insane and there’s a Cult scam in progress. 

Transgender activists are promoting the Cult agenda while Cult

billionaires support and fund the insanity as they laugh themselves

to sleep at the sheer stupidity for which humans must be infamous

in galaxies far, far away. 

‘Covid vaccines’ and female infertility

We can now see why the ‘vaccine’ has been connected to potential

infertility in women. Dr Michael Yeadon, former Vice President and

Chief Scientific Advisor at Pfizer, and Dr Wolfgang Wodarg in

Germany, filed a petition with the European Medicines Agency in

December, 2020, urging them to stop trials for the Pfizer/BioNTech

shot and all other mRNA trials until further studies had been done. 

They were particularly concerned about possible effects on fertility

with ‘vaccine’-produced antibodies a acking the protein Syncytin-1

which is responsible for developing the placenta. The result would

be infertility ‘of indefinite duration’ in women who have the

‘vaccine’ with the placenta failing to form. Section 10.4.2 of the

Pfizer/BioNTech trial protocol says that pregnant women or those

who might become so should not have mRNA shots. Section 10.4

warns men taking mRNA shots to ‘be abstinent from heterosexual

intercourse’ and not to donate sperm. The UK government said that

it  did not know if the mRNA procedure had an effect on fertility.  Did

 not know?  These people have to go to jail. UK government advice did

not recommend at the start that pregnant women had the shot and

said they should avoid pregnancy for at least two months a er

‘vaccination’. The ‘advice’ was later updated to pregnant women

should only have the ‘vaccine’ if the benefits outweighed the risks to

mother and foetus. What the hell is that supposed to mean? Then

‘spontaneous abortions’ began to appear and rapidly increase on the

adverse reaction reporting schemes which include only a fraction of

adverse reactions. Thousands and ever-growing numbers of

‘vaccinated’ women are describing changes to their menstrual cycle

with heavier blood flow, irregular periods and menstruating again

a er going through the menopause – all links to reproduction

effects. Women are passing blood clots and the lining of their uterus

while men report erectile dysfunction and blood effects. Most

significantly of all  un vaccinated women began to report similar menstrual changes a er interaction with  ‘vaccinated’ people and men

and children were also affected with bleeding noses, blood clots and

other conditions. ‘Shedding’ is when vaccinated people can emit the

content of a vaccine to affect the unvaccinated, but this is different. 

‘Vaccinated’ people were not shedding a ‘live virus’ allegedly in

‘vaccines’ as before because the fake ‘Covid vaccines’ involve

synthetic material and other toxicity. Doctors exposing what is

happening prefer the term ‘transmission’ to shedding. Somehow

those that have had the shots are transmi ing effects to those that

haven’t. Dr Carrie Madej said the nano-content of the ‘vaccines’ can

‘act like an antenna’ to others around them which fits perfectly with

my own conclusions. This ‘vaccine’ transmission phenomenon was

becoming known as the book went into production and I deal with

this further in the Postscript. 

Vaccine effects on sterility are well known. The World Health

Organization was accused in 2014 of sterilising millions of women in

Kenya with the evidence confirmed by the content of the vaccines

involved. The same WHO behind the ‘Covid’ hoax admi ed its

involvement for more than ten years with the vaccine programme. 

Other countries made similar claims. Charges were lodged by

Tanzania, Nicaragua, Mexico, and the Philippines. The Gardasil

vaccine claimed to protect against a genital ‘virus’ known as HPV

has also been linked to infertility. Big Pharma and the WHO (same

thing) are criminal and satanic entities. Then there’s the Bill Gates

Foundation which is connected through funding and shared

interests with 20 pharmaceutical giants and laboratories. He stands

accused of directing the policy of United Nations Children’s Fund

(UNICEF), vaccine alliance GAVI, and other groupings, to advance

the vaccine agenda and silence opposition at great cost to women

and children. At the same time Gates wants to reduce the global

population. Coincidence? 

Great Reset = Smart Grid = new human

The Cult agenda I have been exposing for 30 years is now being

openly promoted by Cult assets like Gates and Klaus Schwab of the

World Economic Forum under code-terms like the ‘Great Reset’, 

‘Build Back Be er’ and ‘a rare but narrow window of opportunity to

reflect, reimagine, and reset our world’. What provided this ‘rare but

narrow window of opportunity’? The ‘Covid’ hoax did. Who created

that?  They did. My books from not that long ago warned about the

planned ‘Internet of Things’ (IoT) and its implications for human

freedom. This was the plan to connect all technology to the Internet

and artificial intelligence and today we are way down that road with

an estimated 36 billion devices connected to the World Wide Web

and that figure is projected to be 76 billion by 2025. I further warned

that the Cult planned to go beyond that to the Internet of  Everything

when the human brain was connected via AI to the Internet and

Kurzweil’s ‘cloud’. Now we have Cult operatives like Schwab calling

for precisely that under the term ‘Internet of Bodies’, a fusion of the

physical, digital and biological into one centrally-controlled Smart

Grid system which the Cult refers to as the ‘Fourth Industrial

Revolution’. They talk about the ‘biological’, but they really mean

the synthetic-biological which is required to fully integrate the

human body and brain into the Smart Grid and artificial intelligence

planned to replace the human mind. We have everything being

synthetically manipulated including the natural world through

GMO and smart dust, the food we eat and the human body itself

with synthetic ‘vaccines’. I said in  The Answer that we would see the

Cult push for synthetic meat to replace animals and in February, 

2021, the so predictable psychopath Bill Gates called for the

introduction of synthetic meat to save us all from ‘climate change’. 

The climate hoax just keeps on giving like the ‘Covid’ hoax. The war

on meat by vegan activists is a carbon (oops, sorry) copy of the

manipulation of transgender activists. They have no idea (except

their inner core) that they are being used to promote and impose the

agenda of the Cult or that they are only the  vehicle and not the  reason. 

This is not to say those who choose not to eat meat shouldn’t be

respected and supported in that right, but there are ulterior motives

for those in power. A  Forbes article in December, 2019, highlighted the plan so beloved of Schwab and the Cult under the heading:

‘What Is The Internet of Bodies? And How Is It Changing Our

World?’ The article said the human body is the latest data platform

(remember ‘our vaccine is an operating system’).  Forbes described

the plan very accurately and the words could have come straight out

of my books from long before:

The Internet of Bodies (IoB) is an extension of the IoT and basically connects the human body to a network through devices that are ingested, implanted, or connected to the body in some way. Once connected, data can be exchanged, and the body and device can be remotely

monitored and controlled. 

They were really describing a human hive mind with human

perception centrally-dictated via an AI connection as well as

allowing people to be ‘remotely monitored and controlled’. 

Everything from a fridge to a human mind could be directed from a

central point by these insane psychopaths and ‘Covid vaccines’ are

crucial to this. Forbes explained the process I mentioned earlier of

holdable and wearable technology followed by implantable. The

article said there were three generations of the Internet of Bodies that

include:

• Body external: These are wearable devices such as Apple Watches

or Fitbits that can monitor our health. 

• Body internal: These include pacemakers, cochlear implants, and

digital pills that go inside our bodies to monitor or control various

aspects of health. 

• Body embedded: The third generation of the Internet of Bodies is

embedded technology where technology and the human body are

melded together and have a real-time connection to a remote

machine. 

 Forbes noted the development of the Brain Computer Interface (BCI) which merges the brain with an external device for monitoring and

controlling in real-time. ‘The ultimate goal is to help restore function

to individuals with disabilities by using brain signals rather than

conventional neuromuscular pathways.’ Oh, do fuck off. The goal of

brain interface technology is controlling human thought and

emotion from the central point in a hive mind serving its masters

wishes. Many people are now agreeing to be chipped to open doors

without a key. You can recognise them because they’ll be wearing a

mask, social distancing and lining up for the ‘vaccine’. The Cult

plans a Great Reset money system a er they have completed the

demolition of the global economy in which ‘money’ will be

exchanged through communication with body operating systems. 

Rand Corporation, a Cult-owned think tank, said of the Internet of

Bodies or IoB:

Internet of Bodies technologies fall under the broader IoT umbrella. But as the name suggests, IoB devices introduce an even more intimate interplay between humans and gadgets. IoB

devices monitor the human body, collect health metrics and other personal information, and transmit those data over the Internet. Many devices, such as fitness trackers, are already in use

… IoB devices … and those in development can track, record, and store users’ whereabouts, bodily functions, and what they see, hear, and even think. 

Schwab’s World Economic Forum, a long-winded way of saying

‘fascism’ or ‘the Cult’, has gone full-on with the Internet of Bodies in

the ‘Covid’ era. ‘We’re entering the era of the Internet of Bodies’, it

declared, ‘collecting our physical data via a range of devices that can

be implanted, swallowed or worn’. The result would be a huge

amount of health-related data that could improve human wellbeing

around the world, and prove crucial in fighting the ‘Covid-19

pandemic’. Does anyone think these clowns care about ‘human

wellbeing’ a er the death and devastation their pandemic hoax has

purposely caused? Schwab and co say we should move forward with

the Internet of Bodies because ‘Keeping track of symptoms could

help us stop the spread of infection, and quickly detect new cases’. 

How wonderful, but keeping track’ is all they are really bothered

about. Researchers were investigating if data gathered from

smartwatches and similar devices could be used as viral infection

alerts by tracking the user’s heart rate and breathing. Schwab said in

his 2018 book  Shaping the Future of the Fourth Industrial Revolution:

The lines between technologies and beings are becoming blurred and not just by the ability to create lifelike robots or synthetics. Instead it is about the ability of new technologies to literally become part of us. Technologies already influence how we understand ourselves, how we

think about each other, and how we determine our realities. As the technologies … give us deeper access to parts of ourselves, we may begin to integrate digital technologies into our bodies. 

You can see what the game is. Twenty-four hour control and people

– if you could still call them that – would never know when

something would go ping and take them out of circulation. It’s the

most obvious rush to a global fascist dictatorship and the complete

submission of humanity and yet still so many are locked away in

their Cult-induced perceptual coma and can’t see it. 

Smart Grid control centres

The human body is being transformed by the ‘vaccines’ and in other

ways into a synthetic cyborg that can be a ached to the global Smart

Grid which would be controlled from a central point and other sub-

locations of Grid manipulation. Where are these planned to be? Well, 

China for a start which is one of the Cult’s biggest centres of

operation. The technological control system and technocratic rule

was incubated here to be unleashed across the world a er the

‘Covid’ hoax came out of China in 2020. Another Smart Grid location

that will surprise people new to this is Israel. I have exposed in  The

 Trigger how Sabbatian technocrats, intelligence and military

operatives were behind the horrors of 9/11 and not `19 Arab hĳackers’

who somehow manifested the ability to pilot big passenger airliners

when instructors at puddle-jumping flying schools described some

of them as a joke. The 9/11 a acks were made possible through

control of civilian and military air computer systems and those of the

White House, Pentagon and connected agencies. See  The Trigger – it

will blow your mind. The controlling and coordinating force were

the Sabbatian networks in Israel and the United States which by then

had infiltrated the entire US government, military and intelligence

system. The real name of the American Deep State is ‘Sabbatian

State’. Israel is a tiny country of only nine million people, but it is

one of the global centres of cyber operations and fast catching Silicon

Valley in importance to the Cult. Israel is known as the ‘start-up

nation’ for all the cyber companies spawned there with the

Sabbatian specialisation of ‘cyber security’ that I mentioned earlier

which gives those companies access to computer systems of their

clients in real time through ‘backdoors’ wri en into the coding when

security so ware is downloaded. The Sabbatian centre of cyber

operations outside Silicon Valley is the Israeli military Cyber

Intelligence Unit, the biggest infrastructure project in Israel’s history, 

headquartered in the desert-city of Beersheba and involving some

20,000 ‘cyber soldiers’. Here are located a literal army of Internet

trolls scanning social media, forums and comment lists for anyone

challenging the Cult agenda. The UK military has something similar

with its 77th Brigade and associated operations. The Beersheba

complex includes research and development centres for other Cult

operations such as Intel, Microso , IBM, Google, Apple, Hewle -

Packard, Cisco Systems, Facebook and Motorola. Techcrunch.com

ran an article about the Beersheba global Internet technology centre

headlined ‘Israel’s desert city of Beersheba is turning into a cybertech

oasis’:

The military’s massive relocation of its prestigious technology units, the presence of

multinational and local companies, a close proximity to Ben Gurion University and generous government subsidies are turning Beersheba into a major global cybertech hub. Beersheba has all of the ingredients of a vibrant security technology ecosystem, including Ben Gurion

University with its graduate program in cybersecurity and Cyber Security Research Center, and the presence of companies such as EMC, Deutsche Telekom, PayPal, Oracle, IBM, and

Lockheed Martin. It’s also the future home of the INCB (Israeli National Cyber Bureau); offers a special income tax incentive for cyber security companies, and was the site for the

relocation of the army’s intelligence corps units. 

Sabbatians have taken over the cyber world through the following

process: They scan the schools for likely cyber talent and develop

them at Ben Gurion University and their period of conscription in

the Israeli Defense Forces when they are stationed at the Beersheba

complex. When the cyber talented officially leave the army they are

funded to start cyber companies with technology developed by

themselves or given to them by the state. Much of this is stolen

through backdoors of computer systems around the world with

America top of the list. Others are sent off to Silicon Valley to start

companies or join the major ones and so we have many major

positions filled by apparently ‘Jewish’ but really Sabbatian

operatives. Google, YouTube and Facebook are all run by ‘Jewish’

CEOs while Twi er is all but run by ultra-Zionist hedge-fund shark

Paul Singer. At the centre of the Sabbatian global cyber web is the

Israeli army’s Unit 8200 which specialises in hacking into computer

systems of other countries, inserting viruses, gathering information, 

instigating malfunction, and even taking control of them from a

distance. A long list of Sabbatians involved with 9/11, Silicon Valley

and Israeli cyber security companies are operatives of Unit 8200. 

This is not about Israel. It’s about the Cult. Israel is planned to be a

Smart Grid hub as with China and what is happening at Beersheba is

not for the benefit of Jewish people who are treated disgustingly by

the Sabbatian elite that control the country. A glance at the

Nuremberg Codes will tell you that. 

The story is much bigger than ‘Covid’, important as that is to

where we are being taken. Now, though, it’s time to really strap in. 

There’s more … much more …

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Who controls the Cult? 

 Awake, arise or be forever fall’n

John Milton,   Paradise Lost

Ihave exposed this far the level of the Cult conspiracy that operates

in the world of the seen and within the global secret society and

satanic network which operates in the shadows one step back from

the seen. The story, however, goes much deeper than that. 

The ‘Covid’ hoax is major part of the Cult agenda, but only part, 

and to grasp the biggest picture we have to expand our a ention

beyond the realm of human sight and into the infinity of possibility

that we cannot see. It is from here, ultimately, that humanity is being

manipulated into a state of total control by the force which dictates

the actions of the Cult. How much of reality can we see? Next to

damn all is the answer. We may appear to see all there is to see in the

‘space’ our eyes survey and observe, but li le could be further from

the truth. The human ‘world’ is only a tiny band of frequency that

the body’s visual and perceptual systems can decode into  perception

of a ‘world’. According to mainstream science the electromagnetic

spectrum is 0.005 percent of what exists in the Universe (Fig 10). The maximum estimate I have seen is 0.5 percent and either way it’s

miniscule. I say it is far, far, smaller even than 0.005 percent when

you compare reality we see with the totality of reality that we don’t. 

Now get this if you are new to such information: Visible light, the

only band of frequency that we can see, is a  fraction of the 0.005
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percent (Fig 11 overleaf). Take this further and realise that our

universe is one of infinite universes and that universes are only a

fragment of overall reality –  infinite reality. Then compare that with

the almost infinitesimal frequency band of visible light or human

sight. You see that humans are as near blind as it is possible to be

without actually being so. Artist and filmmaker, Sergio Toporek, 

said:

Figure 10: Humans can perceive such a tiny band of visual reality it’s laughable. 

Figure 11: We can see a smear of the 0.005 percent electromagnetic spectrum, but we still know it all. Yep, makes sense. 

Consider that you can see less than 1% of the electromagnetic spectrum and hear less than 1% of the acoustic spectrum. 90% of the cells in your body carry their own microbial DNA and are not ‘you’. The atoms in your body are 99.9999999999999999% empty space and

none of them are the ones you were born with ... Human beings have 46 chromosomes, two

less than a potato. 

The existence of the rainbow depends on the conical photoreceptors in your eyes; to animals without cones, the rainbow does not exist. So you don’t just look at a rainbow, you create it. 

This is pretty amazing, especially considering that all the beautiful colours you see represent less than 1% of the electromagnetic spectrum. 

Suddenly the ‘world’ of humans looks a very different place. Take

into account, too, that Planet Earth when compared with the

projected size of this single universe is the equivalent of a billionth of

a pinhead. Imagine the ratio that would be when compared to

infinite reality. To think that Christianity once insisted that Earth and

humanity were the centre of everything. This background is vital if

we are going to appreciate the nature of ‘human’ and how we can be

manipulated by an unseen force. To human visual reality virtually

 everything is unseen and yet the prevailing perception within the

institutions and so much of the public is that if we can’t see it, touch

it, hear it, taste it and smell it then it cannot exist. Such perception is

indoctrinated and encouraged by the Cult and its agents because it

isolates believers in the strictly limited, village-idiot, realm of the five

senses where perceptions can be firewalled and information

controlled. Most of those perpetuating the ‘this-world-is-all-there-is’

insanity are themselves indoctrinated into believing the same

delusion. While major players and influencers know that official

reality is laughable most of those in science, academia and medicine

really believe the nonsense they peddle and teach succeeding

generations. Those who challenge the orthodoxy are dismissed as

nu ers and freaks to protect the manufactured illusion from

exposure. Observe the dynamic of the ‘Covid’ hoax and you will see

how that takes the same form. The inner-circle psychopaths knows

it’s a gigantic scam, but almost the entirety of those imposing their

fascist rules believe that ‘Covid’ is all that they’re told it is. 

Stolen identity

Ask people who they are and they will give you their name, place of

birth, location, job, family background and life story. Yet that is not

who they are – it is what they are  experiencing. The difference is

 absolutely crucial. The true ‘I’, the eternal, infinite ‘I’, is consciousness, 

a state of being aware. Forget ‘form’. That is a vehicle for a brief

experience. Consciousness does not come  from the brain, but  through

the brain and even that is more symbolic than literal. We are

awareness, pure awareness, and this is what withdraws from the

body at what we call ‘death’ to continue our eternal beingness, 

 isness, in other realms of reality within the limitlessness of infinity or

the Biblical ‘many mansions in my father’s house’. Labels of a

human life, man, woman, transgender, black, white, brown, 

nationality, circumstances and income are not who we are. They are

what we are – awareness – is  experiencing in a brief connection with a

band of frequency we call ‘human’. The labels are not the self; they

are, to use the title of one of my books, a  Phantom Self. I am not

David Icke born in Leicester, England, on April 29th, 1952. I am the

consciousness  having that experience. The Cult and its non-human

masters seek to convince us through the institutions of ‘education’, 

science, medicine, media and government that what we are

 experiencing is who we  are. It’s so easy to control and direct

perception locked away in the bewildered illusions of the five senses

with no expanded radar. Try, by contrast, doing the same with a

humanity aware of its true self and its true power to consciously

create its reality and experience. How is it possible to do this? We do

it all day every day. If you perceive yourself as ‘li le me’ with no

power to impact upon your life and the world then your life

experience will reflect that. You will hand the power you don’t think

you have to authority in all its forms which will use it to control your

experience. This, in turn, will appear to confirm your perception of

‘li le me’ in a self-fulfilling feedback loop. But that is what ‘li le me’

really is – a  perception. We are all ‘big-me’, infinite me, and the Cult

has to make us forget that if its will is to prevail. We are therefore

manipulated and pressured into self-identifying with human labels

and not the consciousness/awareness  experiencing those human

labels. 

The phenomenon of identity politics is a Cult-instigated

manipulation technique to sub-divide previous labels into even

smaller ones. A United States university employs this list of le ers to

describe student identity: LGBTTQQFAGPBDSM or lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, transgender, transsexual, queer, questioning, flexual, 

asexual, gender-fuck, polyamorous, bondage/discipline, 

dominance/submission and sadism/masochism. I’m sure other lists

are even longer by now as people feel the need to self-identity the ‘I’

with the minutiae of race and sexual preference. Wokers

programmed by the Cult for generations believe this is about

‘inclusivity’ when it’s really the Cult locking them away into smaller

and smaller versions of Phantom Self while firewalling them from

the influence of their true self, the infinite, eternal ‘I’. You may notice

that my philosophy which contends that we are all unique points of

a ention/awareness within the same infinite whole or Oneness is the

ultimate non-racism. The very sense of Oneness makes the

judgement of people by their body-type, colour or sexuality u erly

ridiculous and confirms that racism has no understanding of reality

(including anti-white racism). Yet despite my perception of life Cult

agents and fast-asleep Wokers label me racist to discredit my

information while they are themselves phenomenally racist and

sexist. All they see is race and sexuality and they judge people as

good or bad, demons or untouchables, by their race and sexuality. 

All they see is  Phantom Self and perceive themselves in terms of

Phantom Self. They are pawns and puppets of the Cult agenda to

focus a ention and self-identity in the five senses and play those

identities against each other to divide and rule. Columbia University

has introduced segregated graduations in another version of social

distancing designed to drive people apart and teach them that

different racial and cultural groups have nothing in common with

each other. The last thing the Cult wants is unity. Again the pump-

primers of this will be Cult operatives in the knowledge of what they

are doing, but the rest are just the Phantom Self blind leading the

Phantom Self blind. We  do have something in common – we are all

 the same consciousness having different temporary experiences. 

What is this ‘human’? 

Yes, what  is ‘human’? That is what we are supposed to be, right? I mean ‘human’? True, but ‘human’ is the experience not the ‘I’. Break

it down to basics and ‘human’ is the way that information is

processed. If we are to experience and interact with this band of

frequency we call the ‘world’ we must have a vehicle that operates

within that band of frequency. Our consciousness in its prime form

cannot do that; it is way beyond the frequency of the human realm. 

My consciousness or awareness could not tap these keys and pick up

the cup in front of me in the same way that radio station A cannot

interact with radio station B when they are on different frequencies. 

The human body is the means through which we have that

interaction. I have long described the body as a biological computer

which processes information in a way that allows consciousness to

experience this reality. The body is a receiver, transmi er and

processor of information in a particular way that we call human. We

visually perceive only the world of the five senses in a wakened state

– that is the limit of the body’s visual decoding system. In truth it’s

not even visual in the way we experience ‘visual reality’ as I will

come to in a moment. We are ‘human’ because the body processes

the information sources of human into a reality and behaviour

system that we  perceive as human. Why does an elephant act like an

elephant and not like a human or a duck? The elephant’s biological

computer is a different information field and processes information

according to that program into a visual and behaviour type we call

an elephant. The same applies to everything in our reality. These

body information fields are perpetuated through procreation (like

making a copy of a so ware program). The Cult wants to break that

cycle and intervene technologically to transform the human

information field into one that will change what we call humanity. If

it can change the human information field it will change the way

that field processes information and change humanity both

‘physically’ and psychologically. Hence the  messenger (information)

RNA ‘vaccines’ and so much more that is targeting human genetics

by changing the body’s information –  messaging – construct through

food, drink, radiation, toxicity and other means. 

Reality that we experience is nothing like reality as it really is in

the same way that the reality people experience in virtual reality

games is not the reality they are really living in. The game is only a

decoded source of information that appears to be a reality. Our

world is also an information construct – a  simulation (more later). In

its base form our reality is a wavefield of information much the same

in theme as Wi-Fi. The five senses decode wavefield information into

electrical information which they communicate to the brain to

decode into holographic (illusory ‘physical’) information. Different

parts of the brain specialise in decoding different senses and the

information is fused into a reality that appears to be outside of us

but is really inside the brain and the genetic structure in general (Fig

12 overleaf). DNA is a receiver-transmi er of information and a vital

part of this decoding process and the body’s connection to other

realities. Change DNA and you change the way we decode and

connect with reality – see ‘Covid vaccines’. Think of computers

decoding Wi-Fi. You have information encoded in a radiation field

and the computer decodes that information into a very different

form on the screen. You can’t see the Wi-Fi until its information is

made manifest on the screen and the information on the screen is

inside the computer and not outside. I have just described how we

decode the ‘human world’. All five senses decode the waveform ‘Wi-

Fi’ field into electrical signals and the brain (computer) constructs

reality inside the brain and not outside – ‘You don’t just look at a

rainbow, you create it’. Sound is a simple example. We don’t hear

sound until the brain decodes it. Waveform sound waves are picked

up by the hearing sense and communicated to the brain in an

electrical form to be decoded into the sounds that we hear. 

Everything we hear is inside the brain along with everything we see, 

feel, smell and taste. Words and language are waveform fields

generated by our vocal chords which pass through this process until

they are decoded by the brain into words that we hear. Different

languages are different frequency fields or sound waves generated

by vocal chords. Late British philosopher Alan Wa s said:
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Figure 12: The brain receives information from the five senses and constructs from that our perceived reality. 

[Without the brain] the world is devoid of light, heat, weight, solidity, motion, space, time or any other imaginable feature. All these phenomena are interactions, or transactions, of

vibrations with a certain arrangement of neurons. 

That’s exactly what they are and scientist Robert Lanza describes in

his book,  Biocentrism, how we decode electromagnetic waves and

energy into visual and ‘physical’ experience. He uses the example of

a flame emi ing photons, electromagnetic energy, each pulsing

electrically and magnetically:

… these … invisible electromagnetic waves strike a human retina, and if (and only if) the waves happen to measure between 400 and 700 nano meters in length from crest to crest, 

then their energy is just right to deliver a stimulus to the 8 million cone-shaped cells in the retina. 


Each in turn send an electrical pulse to a neighbour neuron, and on up the line this goes, at 250 mph, until it reaches the … occipital lobe of the brain, in the back of the head. There, a cascading complex of neurons fire from the incoming stimuli, and we subjectively perceive this experience as a yellow brightness occurring in a place we have been conditioned to call the ‘external world’. 

You hear what you decode

If a tree falls or a building collapses they make no noise unless

someone is there to decode the energetic waves generated by the

disturbance into what we call sound. Does a falling tree make a

noise? Only if you hear it –  decode it. Everything in our reality is a

frequency field of information operating within the overall ‘Wi-Fi’

field that I call The Field. A vibrational disturbance is generated in

The Field by the fields of the falling tree or building. These

disturbance waves are what we decode into the sound of them

falling. If no one is there to do that then neither will make any noise. 

Reality is created by the observer –  decoder – and the  perceptions of

the observer affect the decoding process. For this reason different

people – different  perceptions – will perceive the same reality or

situation in a different way. What one may perceive as a nightmare

another will see as an opportunity. The question of why the Cult is

so focused on controlling human perception now answers itself. All

experienced reality is the act of decoding and we don’t experience

Wi-Fi until it is decoded on the computer screen. The sight and

sound of an Internet video is encoded in the Wi-Fi all around us, but

we don’t see or hear it until the computer decodes that information. 

Taste, smell and touch are all phenomena of the brain as a result of

the same process. We don’t taste, smell or feel anything except in the

brain and there are pain relief techniques that seek to block the

signal from the site of discomfort to the brain because if the brain

doesn’t decode that signal we don’t feel pain. Pain is in the brain and

only appears to be at the point of impact thanks to the feedback loop

between them. We don’t see anything until electrical information

from the sight senses is decoded in an area at the back of the brain. If

that area is damaged we can go blind when our eyes are perfectly

okay. So why do we go blind if we damage an eye? We damage the

information processing between the waveform visual information

and the visual decoding area of the brain. If information doesn’t

reach the brain in a form it can decode then we can’t see the visual

reality that it represents. What’s more the brain is decoding only a

fraction of the information it receives and the rest is absorbed by the

sub-conscious mind. This explanation is from the science magazine, 

 Wonderpedia:

Every second, 11 million sensations crackle along these [brain] pathways ... The brain is confronted with an alarming array of images, sounds and smells which it rigorously filters down until it is left with a manageable list of around 40. Thus 40 sensations per second make up what we perceive as reality. 

The ‘world’ is not what people are told to believe that is it and the

inner circles of the Cult  know that. 

Illusory ‘physical’ reality

We can only see a smear of 0.005 percent of the Universe which is

only one of a vast array of universes – ‘mansions’ – within infinite

reality. Even then the brain decodes only 40 pieces of information

(‘sensations’) from a potential  11 million that we receive every

second. Two points strike you from this immediately: The sheer

breathtaking stupidity of believing we know anything so rigidly that

there’s nothing more to know; and the potential for these processes

to be manipulated by a malevolent force to control the reality of the

population. One thing I can say for sure with no risk of contradiction

is that when you can perceive an almost indescribable fraction of

infinite reality there is always more to know as in tidal waves of it. 

Ancient Greek philosopher Socrates was so right when he said that

wisdom is to know how li le we know. How obviously true that is

when you think that we are experiencing a physical world of solidity

that is neither physical nor solid and a world of apartness when

everything is connected. Cult-controlled ‘science’ dismisses the so-

called ‘paranormal’ and all phenomena related to that when the

‘para’-normal is perfectly normal and explains the alleged ‘great

mysteries’ which dumbfound scientific minds. There is a reason for

this. A ‘scientific mind’ in terms of the mainstream is a material

mind, a five-sense mind imprisoned in see it, touch it, hear it, smell it

and taste it. Phenomena and happenings that can’t be explained that

way leave the ‘scientific mind’ bewildered and the rule is that if they
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can’t account for why something is happening then it can’t, by

definition, be happening. I beg to differ. Telepathy is thought waves

passing through The Field (think wave disturbance again) to be

decoded by someone able to connect with that wavelength

(information). For example: You can pick up the thought waves of a

friend at any distance and at the very least that will bring them to

mind. A few minutes later the friend calls you. ‘My god’, you say, 

‘that’s incredible – I was just thinking of you.’ Ah, but  they were

thinking of  you before they made the call and that’s what you

decoded. Native peoples not entrapped in five-sense reality do this

so well it became known as the ‘bush telegraph’. Those known as

psychics and mediums (genuine ones) are doing the same only

across dimensions of reality. ‘Mind over ma er’ comes from the fact

that ma er and mind are the  same. The state of one influences the

state of the other. Indeed one  and the other are illusions. They are

aspects of the same field. Paranormal phenomena are all explainable

so why are they still considered ‘mysteries’ or not happening? Once

you go down this road of understanding you begin to expand

awareness beyond the five senses and that’s the nightmare for the

Cult. 

Figure 13: Holograms are not solid, but the best ones appear to be. 
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Figure 14: How holograms are created by capturing a waveform version of the subject image. 

Holographic ‘solidity’

Our reality is not solid, it is holographic. We are now well aware of

holograms which are widely used today. Two-dimensional

information is decoded into a three-dimensional reality that is not

solid although can very much appear to be (Fig 13). Holograms are

created with a laser divided into two parts. One goes directly onto a

holographic photographic print (‘reference beam’) and the other

takes a waveform image of the subject (‘working beam’) before being

directed onto the print where it ‘collides’ with the other half of the

laser (Fig 14). This creates a  waveform interference pa ern which contains the wavefield information of whatever is being

photographed (Fig 15 overleaf). The process can be likened to

dropping pebbles in a pond. Waves generated by each one spread

out across the water to collide with the others and create a wave

representation of where the stones fell and at what speed, weight

and distance. A waveform interference pa ern of a hologram is akin

to the waveform information in The Field which the five senses

decode into electrical signals to be decoded by the brain into a

holographic illusory ‘physical’ reality. In the same way when a laser

(think human a ention) is directed at the waveform interference

pa ern a three-dimensional version of the subject is projected into

apparently ‘solid’ reality (Fig 16). An amazing trait of holograms

reveals more ‘paranormal mysteries’. Information of the  whole
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hologram is encoded in waveform in every part of the interference

pa ern by the way they are created. This means that every  part of a

hologram is a smaller version of the whole. Cut the interference

wave-pa ern into four and you won’t get four parts of the image. 

You get quarter-sized versions of the  whole image. The body is a

hologram and the same applies. Here we have the basis of

acupuncture, reflexology and other forms of healing which identify

representations of the whole body in all of the parts, hands, feet, 

ears, everywhere. Skilled palm readers can do what they do because

the information of whole body is encoded in the hand. The concept

of as above, so below, comes from this. 

Figure 15: A waveform interference pattern that holds the information that transforms into a hologram. 

Figure 16: Holographic people including ‘Elvis’ holographically inserted to sing a duet with Celine Dion. 

The question will be asked of why, if solidity is illusory, we can’t

just walk through walls and each other. The resistance is not solid

against solid; it is electromagnetic field against electromagnetic field

and we decode this into the  experience of solid against solid. We

should also not underestimate the power of belief to dictate reality. 

What you believe is impossible  will be. Your belief impacts on your

decoding processes and they won’t decode what you think is

impossible. What we believe we perceive and what we perceive we

experience. ‘Can’t dos’ and ‘impossibles’ are like a firewall in a

computer system that won’t put on the screen what the firewall

blocks. How vital that is to understanding how human experience

has been hĳacked. I explain in  The Answer,  Everything You Need To

 Know But Have Never Been Told and other books a long list of

‘mysteries’ and ‘paranormal’ phenomena that are not mysterious

and perfectly normal once you realise what reality is and how it

works. ‘Ghosts’ can be seen to pass through ‘solid’ walls because the

walls are not solid and the ghost is a discarnate entity operating on a

frequency so different to that of the wall that it’s like two radio

stations sharing the same space while never interfering with each

other. I have seen ghosts do this myself. The apartness of people and

objects is also an illusion. Everything is connected by the Field like

all sea life is connected by the sea. It’s just that within the limits of

our visual reality we only ‘see’ holographic information and not the

field of information that connects everything and from which the

holographic world is made manifest. If you can only see holographic

‘objects’ and not the field that connects them they will appear to you

as unconnected to each other in the same way that we see the

computer while not seeing the Wi-Fi. 

What you don’t know  can hurt you

Okay, we return to those ‘two worlds’ of human society and the Cult

with its global network of interconnecting secret societies and

satanic groups which manipulate through governments, 

corporations, media, religions, etc. The fundamental difference

between them is  knowledge. The idea has been to keep humanity

ignorant of the plan for its total enslavement underpinned by a

crucial ignorance of reality – who we are and where we are – and

how we interact with it. ‘Human’ should be the interaction between

our expanded eternal consciousness and the five-sense body

experience. We are meant to be  in this world in terms of the five

senses but not  of this world in relation to our greater consciousness

and perspective. In that state we experience the small picture of the

five senses within the wider context of the big picture of awareness

beyond the five senses. Put another way the five senses see the dots

and expanded awareness connects them into pictures and pa erns

that give context to the apparently random and unconnected. 

Without the context of expanded awareness the five senses see only

apartness and randomness with apparently no meaning. The Cult

and its other-dimensional controllers seek to intervene in the

frequency realm where five-sense reality is supposed to connect with

expanded reality and to keep the two apart (more on this in the final

chapter). When that happens five-sense mental and emotional

processes are no longer influenced by expanded awareness, or the

True ‘I’, and instead are driven by the isolated perceptions of the

body’s decoding systems. They are in the world  and of it. Here we

have the human plight and why humanity with its potential for

infinite awareness can be so easily manipulatable and descend into

such extremes of stupidity. 

Once the Cult isolates five-sense mind from expanded awareness

it can then program the mind with perceptions and beliefs by

controlling information that the mind receives through the

‘education’ system of the formative years and the media perceptual

bombardment and censorship of an entire lifetime. Limit perception

and a sense of the possible through limiting knowledge by limiting

and skewing information while censoring and discrediting that

which could set people free. As the title of another of my books says

 … And The Truth Shall Set You Free. For this reason the last thing the

Cult wants in circulation is the truth about anything – especially the

reality of the eternal ‘I’ – and that’s why it is desperate to control

information. The Cult knows that information becomes perception

which becomes behaviour which, collectively, becomes human

society. Cult-controlled and funded mainstream ‘science’ denies the

existence of an eternal ‘I’ and seeks to dismiss and trash all evidence

to the contrary. Cult-controlled mainstream religion has a version of

‘God’ that is li le more than a system of control and dictatorship

that employs threats of damnation in an a erlife to control

perceptions and behaviour in the here and now through fear and

guilt. Neither is true and it’s the ‘neither’ that the Cult wishes to

suppress. This ‘neither’ is that everything is an expression, a point of

a ention, within an infinite state of consciousness which is the real

meaning of the term ‘God’. 

Perceptual obsession with the ‘physical body’ and five-senses

means that ‘God’ becomes personified as a bearded bloke si ing

among the clouds or a raging bully who loves us if we do what ‘he’

wants and condemns us to the fires of hell if we don’t. These are no

more than a ‘spiritual’ fairy tales to control and dictate events and

behaviour through fear of this ‘God’ which has bizarrely made ‘God-

fearing’ in religious circles a state to be desired. I would suggest that

fearing  anything is not to be encouraged and celebrated, but rather

deleted. You can see why ‘God fearing’ is so beneficial to the Cult

and its religions when  they decide what ‘God’ wants and what ‘God’

demands (the Cult demands) that everyone do. As the great

American comedian Bill Hicks said satirising a Christian zealot: ‘I

think what God meant to say.’ How much of this infinite awareness

(‘God’) that we access is decided by how far we choose to expand

our perceptions, self-identity and sense of the possible. The scale of

self-identity reflects itself in the scale of awareness that we can

connect with and are influenced by – how much knowing and

insight we have instead of programmed perception. You cannot

expand your awareness into the infinity of possibility when you

believe that you are li le me Peter the postman or Mary in marketing

and nothing more. I’ll deal with this in the concluding chapter

because it’s crucial to how we turnaround current events. 

Where the Cult came from

When I realised in the early 1990s there was a Cult network behind

global events I asked the obvious question: When did it start? I took

it back to ancient Rome and Egypt and on to Babylon and Sumer in

Mesopotamia, the ‘Land Between Two Rivers’, in what we now call

Iraq. The two rivers are the Tigris and Euphrates and this region is of

immense historical and other importance to the Cult, as is the land

called Israel only 550 miles away by air. There is much more going

with deep esoteric meaning across this whole region. It’s not only

about ‘wars for oil’. Priceless artefacts from Mesopotamia were

stolen or destroyed a er the American and British invasion of Iraq in

2003 justified by the lies of Boy Bush and Tony Blair (their Cult

masters) about non-existent ‘weapons of mass destruction’. 

Mesopotamia was the location of Sumer (about 5,400BC to 1,750BC), 

and Babylon (about 2,350BC to 539BC). Sabbatians may have become

immensely influential in the Cult in modern times but they are part

of a network that goes back into the mists of history. Sumer is said by

historians to be the ‘cradle of civilisation’. I disagree. I say it was the

re-start of what we call human civilisation a er cataclysmic events

symbolised in part as the ‘Great Flood’ destroyed the world that

existed before. These fantastic upheavals that I have been describing

in detail in the books since the early1990s appear in accounts and

legends of ancient cultures across the world and they are supported

by geological and biological evidence. Stone tablets found in Iraq

detailing the Sumer period say the cataclysms were caused by non-

human ‘gods’ they call the Anunnaki. These are described in terms

of extraterrestrial visitations in which knowledge supplied by the

Anunnaki is said to have been the source of at least one of the

world’s oldest writing systems and developments in astronomy, 

mathematics and architecture that were way ahead of their time. I

have covered this subject at length in  The Biggest Secret and  Children

 of the Matrix and the same basic ‘Anunnaki’ story can be found in

Zulu accounts in South Africa where the late and very great Zulu

high shaman Credo Mutwa told me that the Sumerian Anunnaki

were known by Zulus as the Chitauri or ‘children of the serpent’. See

my six-hour video interview with Credo on this subject entitled  The

 Reptilian Agenda recorded at his then home near Johannesburg in 1999 which you can watch on the Ickonic media platform. 

The Cult emerged out of Sumer, Babylon and Egypt (and

elsewhere) and established the Roman Empire before expanding

with the Romans into northern Europe from where many empires

were savagely imposed in the form of Cult-controlled societies all

over the world. Mass death and destruction was their calling card. 

The Cult established its centre of operations in Europe and European

Empires were Cult empires which allowed it to expand into a global

force. Spanish and Portuguese colonialists headed for Central and

South America while the British and French targeted North America. 

Africa was colonised by Britain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, 

Portugal, Spain, Italy, and Germany. Some like Britain and France

moved in on the Middle East. The British Empire was by far the

biggest for a simple reason. By now Britain was the headquarters of

the Cult from which it expanded to form Canada, the United States, 

Australia and New Zealand. The Sun never set on the British Empire

such was the scale of its occupation. London remains a global centre

for the Cult along with Rome and the Vatican although others have

emerged in Israel and China. It is no accident that the ‘virus’ is

alleged to have come out of China while Italy was chosen as the

means to terrify the Western population into compliance with

‘Covid’ fascism. Nor that Israel has led the world in ‘Covid’ fascism

and mass ‘vaccination’. 

You would think that I would mention the United States here, but

while it has been an important means of imposing the Cult’s will it is

less significant than would appear and is currently in the process of

having what power it does have deleted. The Cult in Europe has

mostly loaded the guns for the US to fire. America has been

controlled from Europe from the start through Cult operatives in

Britain and Europe. The American Revolution was an illusion to

make it appear that America was governing itself while very

different forces were pulling the strings in the form of Cult families

such as the Rothschilds through the Rockefellers and other

subordinates. The Rockefellers are extremely close to Bill Gates and

established both scalpel and drug ‘medicine’ and the World Health

Organization. They play a major role in the development and

circulation of vaccines through the Rockefeller Foundation on which

Bill Gates said his Foundation is based. Why wouldn’t this be the

case when the Rockefellers and Gates are on the same team? Cult

infiltration of human society goes way back into what we call history

and has been constantly expanding and centralising power with the

goal of establishing a global structure to dictate everything. Look

how this has been advanced in great leaps with the ‘Covid’ hoax. 

The non-human dimension

I researched and observed the comings and goings of Cult operatives

through the centuries and even thousands of years as they were

born, worked to promote the agenda within the secret society and

satanic networks, and then died for others to replace them. Clearly

there had to be a coordinating force that spanned this entire period

while operatives who would not have seen the end goal in their

lifetimes came and went advancing the plan over millennia. I went

in search of that coordinating force with the usual support from the

extraordinary synchronicity of my life which has been an almost

daily experience since 1990. I saw common themes in religious texts

and ancient cultures about a non-human force manipulating human

society from the hidden. Christianity calls this force Satan, the Devil

and demons; Islam refers to the Jinn or Djinn; Zulus have their

Chitauri (spelt in other ways in different parts of Africa); and the

Gnostic people in Egypt in the period around and before 400AD

referred to this phenomena as the ‘Archons’, a word meaning rulers

in Greek. Central American cultures speak of the ‘Predators’ among

other names and the same theme is everywhere. I will use ‘Archons’

as a collective name for all of them. When you see how their nature

and behaviour is described all these different sources are clearly

talking about the same force. Gnostics described the Archons in

terms of ‘luminous fire’ while Islam relates the Jinn to ‘smokeless

fire’. Some refer to beings in form that could occasionally be seen, 

but the most common of common theme is that they operate from

unseen realms which means almost all existence to the visual

processes of humans. I had concluded that this was indeed the

foundation of human control and that the Cult was operating within

the human frequency band on behalf of this hidden force when I

came across the writings of Gnostics which supported my

conclusions in the most extraordinary way. 

A sealed earthen jar was found in 1945 near the town of Nag

Hammadi about 75-80 miles north of Luxor on the banks of the River

Nile in Egypt. Inside was a treasure trove of manuscripts and texts

le  by the Gnostic people some 1,600 years earlier. They included 13

leather-bound papyrus codices (manuscripts) and more than 50 texts

wri en in Coptic Egyptian estimated to have been hidden in the jar

in the period of 400AD although the source of the information goes

back much further. Gnostics oversaw the Great or Royal Library of

Alexandria, the fantastic depository of ancient texts detailing

advanced knowledge and accounts of human history. The Library

was dismantled and destroyed in stages over a long period with the

death-blow delivered by the Cult-established Roman Church in the

period around 415AD. The Church of Rome was the Church of

Babylon relocated as I said earlier. Gnostics were not a race. They

were a way of perceiving reality. Whenever they established

themselves and their information circulated the terrorists of the

Church of Rome would target them for destruction. This happened

with the Great Library and with the Gnostic Cathars who were

burned to death by the psychopaths a er a long period of

oppression at the siege of the Castle of Monségur in southern France

in 1244. The Church has always been terrified of Gnostic information

which demolishes the official Christian narrative although there is

much in the Bible that supports the Gnostic view if you read it in

another way. To anyone studying the texts of what became known as

the Nag Hammadi Library it is clear that great swathes of Christian

and Biblical belief has its origin with Gnostics sources going back to

Sumer. Gnostic themes have been twisted to manipulate the

perceived reality of Bible believers. Biblical texts have been in the

open for centuries where they could be changed while Gnostic

documents found at Nag Hammadi were sealed away and

untouched for 1,600 years. What you see is what they wrote. 

Use your  pneuma not your  nous

Gnosticism and Gnostic come from ‘gnosis’ which means

knowledge, or rather  secret knowledge, in the sense of spiritual

awareness – knowledge about reality and life itself. The desperation

of the Cult’s Church of Rome to destroy the Gnostics can be

understood when the knowledge they were circulating was the last

thing the Cult wanted the population to know. Sixteen hundred

years later the same Cult is working hard to undermine and silence

me for the same reason. The dynamic between knowledge and

ignorance is a constant. ‘Time’ appears to move on, but essential

themes remain the same. We are told to ‘use your nous’, a Gnostic

word for head/brain/intelligence. They said, however, that spiritual

awakening or ‘salvation’ could only be secured by expanding

awareness  beyond what they called  nous and into  pneuma or Infinite Self. Obviously as I read these texts the parallels with what I have

been saying since 1990 were fascinating to me. There is a universal

truth that spans human history and in that case why wouldn’t we be

talking the same language 16 centuries apart? When you free

yourself from the perception program of the five senses and explore

expanded realms of consciousness you are going to connect with the

same information no ma er what the perceived ‘era’ within a

manufactured timeline of a single and tiny range of manipulated

frequency. Humans working with ‘smart’ technology or knocking

rocks together in caves is only a timeline appearing to operate within

the human frequency band. Expanded awareness and the

knowledge it holds have always been there whether the era be Stone

Age or computer age. We can only access that knowledge by

opening ourselves to its frequency which the five-sense prison cell is

designed to stop us doing. Gates, Fauci, Whi y, Vallance, 

Zuckerberg, Brin, Page, Wojcicki, Bezos, and all the others behind

the ‘Covid’ hoax clearly have a long wait before their range of

frequency can make that connection given that an open heart is

crucial to that as we shall see. Instead of accessing knowledge

directly through expanded awareness it is given to Cult operatives

by the secret society networks of the Cult where it has been passed

on over thousands of years outside the public arena. Expanded

realms of consciousness is where great artists, composers and

writers find their inspiration and where truth awaits anyone open

enough to connect with it. We need to go there fast. 

Archon hijack

A fi h of the Nag Hammadi texts describe the existence and

manipulation of the Archons led by a ‘Chief Archon’ they call

‘Yaldabaoth’, or the ‘Demiurge’, and this is the Christian ‘Devil’, 

‘Satan’, ‘Lucifer’, and his demons. Archons in Biblical symbolism are

the ‘fallen ones’ which are also referred to as fallen angels a er the

angels expelled from heaven according to the Abrahamic religions of

Judaism, Christianity and Islam. These angels are claimed to tempt

humans to ‘sin’ ongoing and you will see how accurate that

symbolism is during the rest of the book. The theme of ‘original sin’

is related to the ‘Fall’ when Adam and Eve were ‘tempted by the

serpent’ and fell from a state of innocence and ‘obedience’

(connection) with God into a state of disobedience (disconnection). 

The Fall is said to have brought sin into the world and corrupted

everything including human nature. Yaldabaoth, the ‘Lord Archon’, 

is described by Gnostics as a ‘counterfeit spirit’, ‘The Blind One’, 

‘The Blind God’, and ‘The Foolish One’. The Jewish name for

Yaldabaoth in Talmudic writings is Samael which translates as

‘Poison of God’, or ‘Blindness of God’. You see the parallels. 

Yaldabaoth in Islamic belief is the Muslim Jinn devil known as

Shaytan – Shaytan is Satan as the same themes are found all over the

world in every religion and culture. The ‘Lord God’ of the Old

Testament is the ‘Lord Archon’ of Gnostic manuscripts and that’s

why he’s such a bloodthirsty bastard. Satan is known by Christians

as ‘the Demon of Demons’ and Gnostics called Yaldabaoth the

‘Archon of Archons’. Both are known as ‘The Deceiver’. We are

talking about the same ‘bloke’ for sure and these common themes

using different names, storylines and symbolism tell a common tale

of the human plight. 

Archons are referred to in Nag Hammadi documents as mind

parasites, inverters, guards, gatekeepers, detainers, judges, pitiless

ones and deceivers. The ‘Covid’ hoax alone is a glaring example of

all these things. The Biblical ‘God’ is so different in the Old and New

Testaments because they are not describing the same phenomenon. 

The vindictive, angry, hate-filled, ‘God’ of the Old Testament, known

as Yahweh, is Yaldabaoth who is depicted in Cult-dictated popular

culture as the ‘Dark Lord’, ‘Lord of Time’, Lord (Darth) Vader and

Dormammu, the evil ruler of the ‘Dark Dimension’ trying to take

over the ‘Earth Dimension’ in the Marvel comic movie,  Dr Strange. 

Yaldabaoth is both the Old Testament ‘god’ and the Biblical ‘Satan’. 

Gnostics referred to Yaldabaoth as the ‘Great Architect of the

Universe’and the Cult-controlled Freemason network calls their god

‘the ‘Great Architect of the Universe’ (also Grand Architect). The

‘Great Architect’ Yaldabaoth is symbolised by the Cult as the all-

seeing eye at the top of the pyramid on the Great Seal of the United

States and the dollar bill. Archon is encoded in  arch-itect as it is in

 arch-angels and  arch-bishops. All religions have the theme of a force

for good and force for evil in some sort of spiritual war and there is a

reason for that – the theme is true. The Cult and its non-human

masters are quite happy for this to circulate. They present

themselves as the force for good fighting evil when they are really

the force of evil (absence of love). The whole foundation of Cult

modus operandi is inversion. They promote themselves as a force for

good and anyone challenging them in pursuit of peace, love, 

fairness, truth and justice is condemned as a satanic force for evil. 

This has been the game plan throughout history whether the Church

of Rome inquisitions of non-believers or ‘conspiracy theorists’ and

‘anti-vaxxers’ of today. The technique is the same whatever the

timeline era. 

Yaldabaoth is revolting (true)

Yaldabaoth and the Archons are said to have revolted against God

with Yaldabaoth claiming to  be God – the  All That Is. The Old

Testament ‘God’ (Yaldabaoth) demanded to be worshipped as such: ‘

 I am the LORD, and there is none else, there is no God beside me’

(Isaiah 45:5). I have quoted in other books a man who said he was

the unofficial son of the late Baron Philippe de Rothschild of the

Mouton-Rothschild wine producing estates in France who died in

1988 and he told me about the Rothschild ‘revolt from God’. The

man said he was given the name Phillip Eugene de Rothschild and

we shared long correspondence many years ago while he was living

under another identity. He said that he was conceived through

‘occult incest’ which (within the Cult) was ‘normal and to be

admired’. ‘Phillip’ told me about his experience a ending satanic

rituals with rich and famous people whom he names and you can

see them and the wider background to Cult Satanism in my other

books starting with  The Biggest Secret. Cult rituals are interactions

with Archontic ‘gods’. ‘Phillip’ described Baron Philippe de

Rothschild as ‘a master Satanist and hater of God’ and he used the

same term ‘revolt from God’ associated with

Yaldabaoth/Satan/Lucifer/the Devil in describing the Sabbatian

Rothschild dynasty. ‘I played a key role in my family’s revolt from

God’, he said. That role was to infiltrate in classic Sabbatian style the

Christian Church, but eventually he escaped the mind-prison to live

another life. The Cult has been targeting religion in a plan to make

worship of the Archons the global one-world religion. Infiltration of

Satanism into modern ‘culture’, especially among the young, 

through music videos, stage shows and other means, is all part of

this. 

Nag Hammadi texts describe Yaldabaoth and the Archons in their

prime form as energy – consciousness – and say they can take form if

they choose in the same way that consciousness takes form as a

human. Yaldabaoth is called ‘formless’ and represents a deeply

inverted, distorted and chaotic state of consciousness which seeks to

a ached to humans and turn them into a likeness of itself in an

a empt at assimilation. For that to happen it has to manipulate

humans into low frequency mental and emotional states that match

its own. Archons can certainly appear in human form and this is the

origin of the psychopathic personality. The energetic distortion

Gnostics called Yaldabaoth  is psychopathy. When psychopathic

Archons take human form that human will be a psychopath as an

expression of Yaldabaoth consciousness. Cult psychopaths are

Archons in human form. The principle is the same as that portrayed

in the 2009  Avatar movie when the American military travelled to a

fictional Earth-like moon called Pandora in the Alpha Centauri star

system to infiltrate a society of blue people, or Na’vi, by hiding

within bodies that looked like the Na’vi. Archons posing as humans

have a particular hybrid information field, part human, part Archon, 

(the ancient ‘demigods’) which processes information in a way that

manifests behaviour to match their psychopathic evil, lack of

empathy and compassion, and stops them being influenced by the

empathy, compassion and love that a fully-human information field

is capable of expressing. Cult bloodlines interbreed, be they royalty

or dark suits, for this reason and you have their obsession with

incest. Interbreeding with full-blown humans would dilute the

Archontic energy field that guarantees psychopathy in its

representatives in the human realm. 

Gnostic writings say the main non-human forms that Archons

take are  serpentine (what I have called for decades ‘reptilian’ amid

unbounded ridicule from the Archontically-programmed) and what

Gnostics describe as ‘an unborn baby or foetus with grey skin and

dark, unmoving eyes’. This is an excellent representation of the ET

‘Greys’ of UFO folklore which large numbers of people claim to have

seen and been abducted by – Zulu shaman Credo Mutwa among

them. I agree with those that believe in extraterrestrial or

interdimensional visitations today and for thousands of years past. 

No wonder with their advanced knowledge and technological

capability they were perceived and worshipped as gods for

technological and other ‘miracles’ they appeared to perform. 

Imagine someone arriving in a culture disconnected from the

modern world with a smartphone and computer. They would be

seen as a ‘god’ capable of ‘miracles’. The Renegade Mind, however, 

wants to know the source of everything and not only the way that

source manifests as human or non-human. In the same way that a

Renegade Mind seeks the original source material for the ‘Covid

virus’ to see if what is claimed is true. The original source of

Archons in form is consciousness – the distorted state of

consciousness known to Gnostics as Yaldabaoth. 

‘Revolt from God’ is energetic disconnection

Where I am going next will make a lot of sense of religious texts and

ancient legends relating to ‘Satan’, Lucifer’ and the ‘gods’. Gnostic

descriptions sync perfectly with the themes of my own research over

the years in how they describe a consciousness distortion seeking to

impose itself on human consciousness. I’ve referred to the core of

infinite awareness in previous books as Infinite Awareness in

Awareness of Itself. By that I mean a level of awareness that knows

that it is all awareness and is aware of all awareness. From here

comes the frequency of love in its true sense and balance which is

what love is on one level – the balance of all forces into a single

whole called Oneness and Isness. The more we disconnect from this

state of love that many call ‘God’ the constituent parts of that

Oneness start to unravel and express themselves as a part and not a

whole. They become individualised as intellect, mind, selfishness, 

hatred, envy, desire for power over others, and such like. This is not

a problem in the greater scheme in that ‘God’, the  All That Is, can

experience all these possibilities through different expressions of

itself including humans. What we as expressions of the whole

experience the  All That Is experiences. We are the  All That Is

experiencing itself. As we withdraw from that state of Oneness we

disconnect from its influence and things can get very unpleasant and

very stupid. Archontic consciousness is at the extreme end of that. It

has so disconnected from the influence of Oneness that it has become

an inversion of unity and love, an inversion of everything, an

inversion of life itself. Evil is appropriately live wri en backwards. 

Archontic consciousness is obsessed with death, an inversion of life, 

and so its manifestations in Satanism are obsessed with death. They

use inverted symbols in their rituals such as the inverted pentagram

and cross. Sabbatians as Archontic consciousness incarnate invert

Judaism and every other religion and culture they infiltrate. They

seek disunity and chaos and they fear unity and harmony as they

fear love like garlic to a vampire. As a result the Cult, Archons

incarnate, act with such evil, psychopathy and lack of empathy and

compassion disconnected as they are from the source of love. How

could Bill Gates and the rest of the Archontic psychopaths do what

they have to human society in the ‘Covid’ era with all the death, 

suffering and destruction involved and have no emotional

consequence for the impact on others? Now you know. Why have

Zuckerberg, Brin, Page, Wojcicki and company callously censored

information warning about the dangers of the ‘vaccine’ while

thousands have been dying and having severe, sometimes life-

changing reactions? Now you know. Why have Tedros, Fauci, 

Whi y, Vallance and their like around the world been using case and

death figures they’re aware are fraudulent to justify lockdowns and

all the deaths and destroyed lives that have come from that? Now

you know. Why did Christian Drosten produce and promote a

‘testing’ protocol that he knew couldn’t test for infectious disease

which led to a global human catastrophe. Now you know. The

Archontic mind doesn’t give a shit (Fig 17). I personally think that

Gates and major Cult insiders are a form of AI cyborg that the

Archons want humans to become. 
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Figure 17: Artist Neil Hague’s version of the ‘Covid’ hierarchy. 

Human batteries

A state of such inversion does have its consequences, however. The

level of disconnection from the Source of All means that you

withdraw from that source of energetic sustenance and creativity. 

This means that you have to find your own supply of energetic

power and it has –  us. When the Morpheus character in the first

 Matrix movie held up a ba ery he spoke a profound truth when he

said: ‘The Matrix is a computer-generated dream world built to keep

us under control in order to change the human being into one of

these.’ The statement was true in all respects. We do live in a

technologically-generated virtual reality simulation (more very

shortly) and we have been manipulated to be an energy source for

Archontic consciousness. The Disney-Pixar animated movie

 Monsters, Inc. in 2001 symbolised the dynamic when monsters in

their world had no energy source and they would enter the human

world to terrify children in their beds, catch the child’s scream, terror

(low-vibrational frequencies), and take that energy back to power

the monster world. The lead character you might remember was a

single giant eye and the symbolism of the Cult’s all-seeing eye was

obvious. Every thought and emotion is broadcast as a frequency

unique to that thought and emotion. Feelings of love and joy, 

empathy and compassion, are high, quick, frequencies while fear, 

depression, anxiety, suffering and hate are low, slow, dense

frequencies. Which kind do you think Archontic consciousness can

connect with and absorb? In such a low and dense frequency state

there’s no way it can connect with the energy of love and joy. 

Archons can only feed off energy compatible with their own

frequency and they and their Cult agents want to delete the human

world of love and joy and manipulate the transmission of low

vibrational frequencies through low-vibrational human mental and

emotional states.  We are their energy source. Wars are energetic

banquets to the Archons – a world war even more so – and think

how much low-frequency mental and emotional energy has been

generated from the consequences for humanity of the ‘Covid’ hoax

orchestrated by Archons incarnate like Gates. 

The ancient practice of human sacrifice ‘to the gods’, continued in

secret today by the Cult, is based on the same principle. ‘The gods’

are Archontic consciousness in different forms and the sacrifice is

induced into a state of intense terror to generate the energy the

Archontic frequency can absorb. Incarnate Archons in the ritual

drink the blood which contains an adrenaline they crave which

floods into the bloodstream when people are terrorised. Most of the

sacrifices, ancient and modern, are children and the theme of

‘sacrificing young virgins to the gods’ is just code for children. They

have a particular pre-puberty energy that Archons want more than

anything and the energy of the young in general is their target. The

California Department of Education wants students to chant the

names of Aztec gods (Archontic gods) once worshipped in human

sacrifice rituals in a curriculum designed to encourage them to

‘challenge racist, bigoted, discriminatory, imperialist/colonial

beliefs’, join ‘social movements that struggle for social justice’, and

‘build new possibilities for a post-racist, post-systemic racism

society’. It’s the usual Woke crap that inverts racism and calls it anti-

racism. In this case solidarity with ‘indigenous tribes’ is being used

as an excuse to chant the names of ‘gods’ to which people were

sacrificed (and still are in secret). What an example of Woke’s

inability to see beyond black and white, us and them, They condemn

the colonisation of these tribal cultures by Europeans (quite right), 

but those cultures sacrificing people including children to their

‘gods’, and mass murdering untold numbers as the Aztecs did, is

just fine. One chant is to the Aztec god Tezcatlipoca who had a man

sacrificed to him in the 5th month of the Aztec calendar. His heart

was cut out and he was eaten. Oh, that’s okay then. Come on

children … a er three … Other sacrificial ‘gods’ for the young to

chant their allegiance include Quetzalcoatl, Huitzilopochtli and Xipe

Totec. The curriculum says that ‘chants, affirmations, and energizers

can be used to bring the class together, build unity around ethnic

studies principles and values, and to reinvigorate the class following

a lesson that may be emotionally taxing or even when student

engagement may appear to be low’. Well, that’s the cover story, 

anyway. Chanting and mantras are the repetition of a particular

frequency generated from the vocal cords and chanting the names of

these Archontic ‘gods’ tunes you into their frequency. That is the last

thing you want when it allows for energetic synchronisation, 

a achment and perceptual influence. Initiates chant the names of

their ‘Gods’ in their rituals for this very reason. 

Vampires of the Woke

Paedophilia is another way that Archons absorb the energy of

children. Paedophiles possessed by Archontic consciousness are

used as the conduit during sexual abuse for discarnate Archons to

vampire the energy of the young they desire so much. Stupendous

numbers of children disappear every year never to be seen again

although you would never know from the media. Imagine how

much low-vibrational energy has been generated by children during

the ‘Covid’ hoax when so many have become depressed and

psychologically destroyed to the point of killing themselves. 

Shocking numbers of children are now taken by the state from

loving parents to be handed to others. I can tell you from long

experience of researching this since 1996 that many end up with

paedophiles and assets of the Cult through corrupt and Cult-owned

social services which in the reframing era has hired many

psychopaths and emotionless automatons to do the job. Children are

even stolen to order using spurious reasons to take them by the

corrupt and secret (because they’re corrupt) ‘family courts’. I have

wri en in detail in other books, starting with  The Biggest Secret in

1997, about the ubiquitous connections between the political, 

corporate, government, intelligence and military elites (Cult

operatives) and Satanism and paedophilia. If you go deep enough

both networks have an interlocking leadership. The Woke mentality

has been developed by the Cult for many reasons: To promote

almost every aspect of its agenda; to hĳack the traditional political

le  and turn it fascist; to divide and rule; and to target agenda

pushbackers. But there are other reasons which relate to what I am

describing here. How many happy and joyful Wokers do you ever

see especially at the extreme end? They are a mental and

psychological mess consumed by emotional stress and constantly

emotionally cocked for the next explosion of indignation at someone

referring to a female as a female. They are walking, talking, ba eries

as Morpheus might say emi ing frequencies which both enslave

them in low-vibrational bubbles of perceptual limitation and feed

the Archons. Add to this the hatred claimed to be love; fascism

claimed to ‘anti-fascism’, racism claimed to be ‘anti-racism’; 

exclusion claimed to inclusion; and the abuse-filled Internet trolling. 

You have a purpose-built Archontic energy system with not a wind

turbine in sight and all founded on Archontic  inversion. We have

whole generations now manipulated to serve the Archons with their

actions and energy. They will be doing so their entire adult lives

unless they snap out of their Archon-induced trance. Is it really a

surprise that Cult billionaires and corporations put so much money

their way? Where is the energy of joy and laughter, including

laughing at yourself which is confirmation of your own emotional

security? Mark Twain said: ‘The human race has one really effective

weapon, and that is laughter.‘ We must use it all the time. Woke has

destroyed comedy because it has no humour, no joy, sense of irony, 

or self-deprecation. Its energy is dense and intense.  Mmmmm, lunch

says the Archontic frequency. Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) was the

Austrian philosopher and famous esoteric thinker who established

Waldorf education or Steiner schools to treat children like unique

expressions of consciousness and not minds to be programmed with

the perceptions determined by authority. I’d been writing about this

energy vampiring for decades when I was sent in 2016 a quote by

Steiner. He was spot on:

There are beings in the spiritual realms for whom anxiety and fear emanating from human

beings offer welcome food. When humans have no anxiety and fear, then these creatures

starve. If fear and anxiety radiates from people and they break out in panic, then these creatures find welcome nutrition and they become more and more powerful. These beings are hostile towards humanity. Everything that feeds on negative feelings, on anxiety, fear and superstition, despair or doubt, are in reality hostile forces in super-sensible worlds, launching cruel attacks on human beings, while they are being fed ... These are exactly the feelings that belong to contemporary culture and materialism; because it estranges people from the

spiritual world, it is especially suited to evoke hopelessness and fear of the unknown in people, thereby calling up the above mentioned hostile forces against them. 

Pause for a moment from this perspective and reflect on what has

happened in the world since the start of 2020. Not only will pennies

drop, but billion dollar bills. We see the same theme from Don Juan

Matus, a Yaqui Indian shaman in Mexico and the information source

for Peruvian-born writer, Carlos Castaneda, who wrote a series of

books from the 1960s to 1990s. Don Juan described the force

manipulating human society and his name for the Archons was the

predator:

We have a predator that came from the depths of the cosmos and took over the rule of our lives. Human beings are its prisoners. The predator is our lord and master. It has rendered us docile, helpless. If we want to protest, it suppresses our protest. If we want to act

independently, it demands that we don’t do so ... indeed we are held prisoner! 

They took us over because we are food to them, and they squeeze us mercilessly because we are their sustenance. Just as we rear chickens in coops, the predators rear us in human coops, humaneros. Therefore, their food is always available to them. 

Different cultures, different eras, same recurring theme. 

The ‘ennoia’ dilemma

Nag Hammadi Gnostic manuscripts say that Archon consciousness

has no ‘ennoia’. This is directly translated as ‘intentionality’, but I’ll

use the term ‘creative imagination’. The  All That Is in awareness of

itself is the source of all creativity – all possibility – and the more

disconnected you are from that source the more you are

subsequently denied ‘creative imagination’. Given that Archon

consciousness is almost entirely disconnected it severely lacks

creativity and has to rely on far more mechanical processes of

thought and exploit the creative potential of those that do have

‘ennoia’. You can see cases of this throughout human society. Archon

consciousness almost entirely dominates the global banking system

and if we study how that system works you will appreciate what I

mean. Banks manifest ‘money’ out of nothing by issuing lines of

‘credit’ which is ‘money’ that has never, does not, and will never

exist except in theory. It’s a confidence trick. If you think ‘credit’

figures-on-a-screen ‘money’ is worth anything you accept it as

payment. If you don’t then the whole system collapses through lack

of confidence in the value of that ‘money’. Archontic bankers with

no ‘ennoia’ are ‘lending’ ‘money’ that doesn’t exist to humans that  do

have creativity – those that have the inspired ideas and create

businesses and products. Archon banking feeds off human creativity

which it controls through ‘money’ creation and debt. Humans have

the creativity and Archons exploit that for their own benefit and

control while having none themselves. Archon Internet platforms

like Facebook claim joint copyright of everything that creative users

post and while Archontic minds like Zuckerberg may officially head

that company it will be human creatives on the staff that provide the

creative inspiration. When you have limitless ‘money’ you can then

buy other companies established by creative humans. Witness the

acquisition record of Facebook, Google and their like. Survey the

Archon-controlled music industry and you see non-creative dark

suit executives making their fortune from the human creativity of

their artists. The cases are endless. Research the history of people

like Gates and Zuckerberg and how their empires were built on

exploiting the creativity of others. Archon minds cannot create out of

nothing, but they are skilled (because they have to be) in what

Gnostic texts call ‘countermimicry’. They can imitate, but not

innovate. Sabbatians trawl the creativity of others through

backdoors they install in computer systems through their

cybersecurity systems. Archon-controlled China is globally infamous

for stealing intellectual property and I remember how Hong Kong, 

now part of China, became notorious for making counterfeit copies

of the creativity of others – ‘countermimicry’. With the now

pervasive and all-seeing surveillance systems able to infiltrate any

computer you can appreciate the potential for Archons to vampire

the creativity of humans. Author John Lamb Lash wrote in his book

about the Nag Hammadi texts,  Not In His Image:

Although they cannot originate anything, because they lack the divine factor of ennoia

(intentionality), Archons can imitate with a vengeance. Their expertise is simulation (HAL, virtual reality). The Demiurge [Yaldabaoth] fashions a heaven world copied from the fractal patterns [of the original] ... His construction is celestial kitsch, like the fake Italianate villa of a Mafia don complete with militant angels to guard every portal. 

This brings us to something that I have been speaking about since

the turn of the millennium. Our reality is a simulation; a virtual

reality that we think is real. No, I’m not kidding. 

Human reality? Well, virtually

I had pondered for years about whether our reality is ‘real’ or some

kind of construct. I remembered being immensely affected on a visit

as a small child in the late 1950s to the then newly-opened

Planetarium on the Marylebone Road in London which is now

closed and part of the adjacent Madame Tussauds wax museum. It

was in the middle of the day, but when the lights went out there was

the night sky projected in the Planetarium’s domed ceiling and it

appeared to be so real. The experience never le  me and I didn’t

know why until around the turn of the millennium when I became

certain that our ‘night sky’ and entire reality is a projection, a virtual

reality, akin to the illusory world portrayed in the  Matrix movies. I

looked at the sky one day in this period and it appeared to me like

the domed roof of the Planetarium. The release of the first  Matrix

movie in 1999 also provided a synchronistic and perfect visual

representation of where my mind had been going for a long time. I

hadn’t come across the Gnostic Nag Hammadi texts then. When I

did years later the correlation was once again astounding. As I read

Gnostic accounts from 1,600 years and more earlier it was clear that

they were describing the same simulation phenomenon. They tell

how the Yaldabaoth ‘Demiurge’ and Archons created a ‘bad copy’ of

original reality to rule over all that were captured by its illusions and

the body was a prison to trap consciousness in the ‘bad copy’ fake

reality. Read how Gnostics describe the ‘bad copy’ and update that

to current times and they are referring to what we would call today a

virtual reality simulation. 

Author John Lamb Lash said ‘the Demiurge fashions a heaven

world copied from the fractal pa erns’ of the original through

expertise in ‘HAL’ or virtual reality simulation. Fractal pa erns are

part of the energetic information construct of our reality, a sort of

blueprint. If these pa erns were copied in computer terms it would

indeed give you a copy of a ‘natural’ reality in a non-natural

frequency and digital form. The principle is the same as making a

copy of a website. The original website still exists, but now you can

change the copy version to make it whatever you like and it can

become very different to the original website. Archons have done

this with our reality, a  synthetic copy of prime reality that still exists

beyond the frequency walls of the simulation. Trapped within the

illusions of this synthetic Matrix, however, were and are human

consciousness and other expressions of prime reality and this is why

the Archons via the Cult are seeking to make the human body

synthetic and give us synthetic AI minds to complete the job of

turning the entire reality synthetic including what we perceive to be

the natural world. To quote Kurzweil: ‘Nanobots will infuse all the

ma er around us with information. Rocks, trees, everything will

become these intelligent creatures.’ Yes,  synthetic ‘creatures’ just as

‘Covid’ and other genetically-manipulating ‘vaccines’ are designed

to make the human body synthetic. From this perspective it is

obvious why Archons and their Cult are so desperate to infuse

synthetic material into every human with their ‘Covid’ scam. 

Let there be (electromagnetic) light

Yaldabaoth, the force that created the simulation, or Matrix, makes

sense of the Gnostic reference to ‘The Great Architect’ and its use by

Cult Freemasonry as the name of its deity. The designer of the Matrix

in the movies is called ‘The Architect’ and that trilogy is jam-packed

with symbolism relating to these subjects. I have contended for years

that the angry Old Testament God (Yaldabaoth) is the ‘God’ being

symbolically ‘quoted’ in the opening of Genesis as ‘creating the

world’. This is not the creation of prime reality – it’s the creation of

the  simulation. The Genesis ‘God’ says: ‘Let there be Light: and there

was light.’ But what is this ‘Light’? I have said for decades that the

speed of light (186,000 miles per second) is not the fastest speed

possible as claimed by mainstream science and is in fact the

frequency walls or outer limits of the Matrix. You can’t have a fastest

or slowest anything within all possibility when everything is

possible. The human body is encoded to operate within the speed of

light or  within the simulation and thus we see only the tiny frequency

band of visible  light. Near-death experiencers who perceive reality

outside the body during temporary ‘death’ describe a very different

form of light and this is supported by the Nag Hammadi texts. 

Prime reality beyond the simulation (‘Upper Aeons’ to the Gnostics)

is described as a realm of incredible beauty, bliss, love and harmony

– a realm of ‘watery light’ that is so powerful ‘there are no shadows’. 

Our false reality of Archon control, which Gnostics call the ‘Lower

Aeons’, is depicted as a realm with a different kind of ‘light’ and

described in terms of chaos, ‘Hell’, ‘the Abyss’ and ‘Outer Darkness’, 

where trapped souls are tormented and manipulated by demons

(relate that to the ‘Covid’ hoax alone). The watery light theme can be

found in near-death accounts and it is not the same as  simulation

‘light’ which is electromagnetic or radiation light within the speed of

light – the ‘Lower Aeons’. Simulation ‘light’ is the ‘luminous fire’

associated by Gnostics with the Archons. The Bible refers to

Yaldabaoth as ‘that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which

deceiveth the whole world’ (Revelation 12:9). I think that making a

simulated copy of prime reality (‘countermimicry’) and changing it

dramatically while all the time manipulating humanity to believe it

to be real could probably meet the criteria of deceiving the whole

world. Then we come to the Cult god Lucifer – the  Light Bringer. 

Lucifer is symbolic of Yaldabaoth, the bringer of radiation light that

forms the bad copy simulation within the speed of light. ‘He’ is

symbolised by the lighted torch held by the Statue of Liberty and in

the name ‘Illuminati’. Sabbatian-Frankism declares that Lucifer is the

true god and Lucifer is the real god of Freemasonry honoured as

their ‘Great or Grand Architect of the Universe’ (simulation). 

I would emphasise, too, the way Archontic technologically-

generated luminous fire of radiation has deluged our environment

since I was a kid in the 1950s and changed the nature of The Field

with which we constantly interact. Through that interaction

technological radiation is changing us. The Smart Grid is designed to

operate with immense levels of communication power with 5G

expanding across the world and 6G, 7G, in the process of

development. Radiation is the simulation and the Archontic

manipulation system. Why wouldn’t the Archon Cult wish to

unleash radiation upon us to an ever-greater extreme to form

Kurzweil’s ‘cloud’? The plan for a synthetic human is related to the

need to cope with levels of radiation beyond even anything we’ve

seen so far. Biological humans would not survive the scale of

radiation they have in their script. The Smart Grid is a technological

sub-reality within the technological simulation to further disconnect

five-sense perception from expanded consciousness. It’s a

technological prison of the mind. 

Infusing the ‘spirit of darkness’

A recurring theme in religion and native cultures is the

manipulation of human genetics by a non-human force and most

famously recorded as the biblical ‘sons of god’ (the god s plural in the

original) who interbred with the daughters of men. The Nag

Hammadi  Apocryphon of John tells the same story this way:

He [Yaldabaoth] sent his angels [Archons/demons] to the daughters of men, that they might take some of them for themselves and raise offspring for their enjoyment. And at first they did not succeed. When they had no success, they gathered together again and they made a plan together ... And the angels changed themselves in their likeness into the likeness of their mates, filling them with the spirit of darkness, which they had mixed for them, and with evil ... 

And they took women and begot children out of the darkness according to the likeness of

their spirit. 

Possession when a discarnate entity takes over a human body is an

age-old theme and continues today. It’s very real and I’ve seen it. 

Satanic and secret society rituals can create an energetic environment

in which entities can a ach to initiates and I’ve heard many stories

of how people have changed their personality a er being initiated

even into lower levels of the Freemasons. I have been inside three

Freemasonic temples, one at a public open day and two by just

walking in when there was no one around to stop me. They were in

Ryde, the town where I live, Birmingham, England, when I was with

a group, and Boston, Massachuse s. They all felt the same

energetically – dark, dense, low-vibrational and sinister. Demonic

a achment can happen while the initiate has no idea what is going

on. To them it’s just a ritual to get in the Masons and do a bit of good

business. In the far more extreme rituals of Satanism human

possession is even more powerful and they are designed to make

possession possible. The hierarchy of the Cult is dictated by the

power and perceived status of the possessing Archon. In this way

the Archon hierarchy becomes the Cult hierarchy. Once the entity

has a ached it can influence perception and behaviour and if it

a aches to the extreme then so much of its energy (information)

infuses into the body information field that the hologram starts to

reflect the nature of the possessing entity. This is the  Exorcist movie

type of possession when facial features change and it’s known as

shapeshi ing. Islam’s Jinn are said to be invisible tricksters who

change shape, ‘whisper’, confuse and take human form. These are all

traits of the Archons and other versions of the same phenomenon. 

Extreme possession could certainty infuse the ‘spirit of darkness’

into a partner during sex as the Nag Hammadi texts appear to

describe. Such an infusion can change genetics which is also

energetic information. Human genetics is information and the ‘spirit

of darkness’ is information. Mix one with the other and change must

happen. Islam has the concept of a ‘Jinn baby’ through possession of

the mother and by Jinn taking human form. There are many ways

that human genetics can be changed and remember that Archons

have been aware all along of advanced techniques to do this. What is

being done in human society today – and far more – was known

about by Archons at the time of the ‘fallen ones’ and their other

versions described in religions and cultures. 

Archons and their human-world Cult are obsessed with genetics

as we see today and they know this dictates how information is

processed into perceived reality during a human life. They needed to

produce a human form that would decode the simulation and this is

symbolically known as ‘Adam and Eve’ who le  the ‘garden’ (prime

reality) and ‘fell’ into Matrix reality. The simulation is not a

‘physical’ construct (there is no ‘physical’); it is a source of

information. Think Wi-Fi again. The simulation is an energetic field

encoded with information and body-brain systems are designed to

decode that information encoded in wave or frequency form which
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is transmi ed to the brain as electrical signals. These are decoded by

the brain to construct our sense of reality – an illusory ‘physical’

world that only exists in the brain or the mind. Virtual reality games

mimic this process using the same sensory decoding system. 

Information is fed to the senses to decode a virtual reality that can

appear so real, but isn’t (Figs 18 and 19). Some scientists believe –

and I agree with them – that what we perceive as ‘physical’ reality

only exists when we are looking or observing. The act of perception

or focus triggers the decoding systems which turn waveform

information into holographic reality. When we are not observing

something our reality reverts from a holographic state to a waveform

state. This relates to the same principle as a falling tree not making a

noise unless someone is there to hear it or decode it. The concept

makes sense from the simulation perspective. A computer is not

decoding all the information in a Wi-Fi field all the time and only

decodes or brings into reality on the screen that part of Wi-Fi that it’s

decoding – focusing upon – at that moment. 

Figure 18: Virtual reality technology ‘hacks’ into the body’s five-sense decoding system. 

Figure 19: The result can be experienced as very ‘real’. 

Interestingly, Professor Donald Hoffman at the Department of

Cognitive Sciences at the University of California, Irvine, says that

our experienced reality is like a computer interface that shows us

only the level with which we interact while hiding all that exists

beyond it: ‘Evolution shaped us with a user interface that hides the

truth. Nothing that we see is the truth – the very language of space

and time and objects is the wrong language to describe reality.’ He is

correct in what he says on so many levels. Space and time are not a

universal reality. They are a phenomenon of decoded  simulation

reality as part of the process of enslaving our sense of reality. Near-

death experiencers report again and again how space and time did

not exist as we perceive them once they were free of the body – body

decoding systems. You can appreciate from this why Archons and

their Cult are so desperate to entrap human a ention in the five

senses where we are in the Matrix and of the Matrix. Opening your

mind to expanded states of awareness takes you beyond the

information confines of the simulation and you become aware of

knowledge and insights denied to you before. This is what we call

‘awakening’ –  awakening from the Matrix – and in the final chapter I

will relate this to current events. 

Where are the ‘aliens’? 

A simulation would explain the so-called ‘Fermi Paradox’ named

a er Italian physicist Enrico Fermi (1901-1954) who created the first

nuclear reactor. He considered the question of why there is such a

lack of extraterrestrial activity when there are so many stars and

planets in an apparently vast universe; but what if the night sky that

we see, or think we do, is a simulated projection as I say? If you

control the simulation and your aim is to hold humanity fast in

essential ignorance would you want other forms of life including

advanced life coming and going sharing information with

humanity? Or would you want them to believe they were isolated

and apparently alone? Themes of human isolation and apartness are

common whether they be the perception of a lifeless universe or the

fascist isolation laws of the ‘Covid’ era. Paradoxically the very

existence of a simulation means that we are not alone when some

force had to construct it. My view is that experiences that people

have reported all over the world for centuries with Reptilians and

Grey entities are Archon phenomena as Nag Hammadi texts

describe; and that benevolent ‘alien’ interactions are non-human

groups that come in and out of the simulation by overcoming

Archon a empts to keep them out. It should be highlighted, too, that

Reptilians and Greys are obsessed with  genetics and  technology as

related by cultural accounts and those who say they have been

abducted by them. Technology is their way of overcoming some of

the limitations in their creative potential and our technology-driven

and controlled human society of today is  arch etypical Archon-

Reptilian-Grey modus operandi. Technocracy is really  Archon tocracy. 

The Universe does not have to be as big as it appears with a

simulation. There is no space or distance only information decoded

into holographic reality. What we call ‘space’ is only the absence of

holographic ‘objects’ and that ‘space’ is The Field of energetic

information which connects everything into a single whole. The

same applies with the artificially-generated information field of the

simulation. The Universe is not big or small as a physical reality. It is

decoded information, that’s all, and its perceived size is decided by

the way the simulation is encoded to make it appear. The entire

night sky as we perceive it only exists in our brain and so where are

those ‘millions of light years’? The ‘stars’ on the ceiling of the

Planetarium looked a vast distance away. 

There’s another point to mention about ‘aliens’. I have been

highlighting since the 1990s the plan to stage a fake ‘alien invasion’

to justify the centralisation of global power and a world military. 

Nazi scientist Werner von Braun, who was taken to America by

Operation Paperclip a er World War Two to help found NASA, told

his American assistant Dr Carol Rosin about the Cult agenda when

he knew he was dying in 1977. Rosin said that he told her about a

sequence that would lead to total human control by a one-world

government. This included threats from terrorism, rogue nations, 

meteors and asteroids before finally an ‘alien invasion’. All of these

things, von Braun said, would be bogus and what I would refer to as

a No-Problem-Reaction-Solution. Keep this in mind when ‘the aliens

are coming’ is the new mantra. The aliens are not coming – they are

 already here and they have infiltrated human society while looking

human. French-Canadian investigative journalist Serge Monast said

in 1994 that he had uncovered a NASA/military operation called

Project Blue Beam which fits with what Werner von Braun predicted. 

Monast died of a ‘heart a ack’ in 1996 the day a er he was arrested

and spent a night in prison. He was 51. He said Blue Beam was a

plan to stage an alien invasion that would include religious figures

beamed holographically into the sky as part of a global manipulation

to usher in a ‘new age’ of worshipping what I would say is the Cult

‘god’ Yaldabaoth in a one-world religion. Fake holographic asteroids

are also said to be part of the plan which again syncs with von

Braun. How could you stage an illusory threat from asteroids unless

they were holographic inserts? This is pre y straightforward given

the advanced technology outside the public arena and the fact that

our ‘physical’ reality is holographic anyway. Information fields

would be projected and we would decode them into the illusion of a

‘physical’ asteroid. If they can sell a global ‘pandemic’ with a ‘virus’

that doesn’t exist what will humans not believe if government and

media tell them? 

All this is particularly relevant as I write with the Pentagon

planning to release in June, 2021, information about ‘UFO sightings’. 

I have been following the UFO story since the early 1990s and the

common theme throughout has been government and military

denials and cover up. More recently, however, the Pentagon has

suddenly become more talkative and apparently open with Air

Force pilot radar images released of unexplained cra  moving and

changing direction at speeds well beyond anything believed possible

with human technology. Then, in March, 2021, former Director of

National Intelligence John Ratcliffe said a Pentagon report months

later in June would reveal a great deal of information about UFO

sightings unknown to the public. He said the report would have

‘massive implications’. The order to do this was included bizarrely

in a $2.3 trillion ‘coronavirus’ relief and government funding bill

passed by the Trump administration at the end of 2020. I would add

some serious notes of caution here. I have been pointing out since

the 1990s that the US military and intelligence networks have long

had cra  – ‘flying saucers’ or anti-gravity cra  – which any observer

would take to be extraterrestrial in origin. Keeping this knowledge

from the public allows cra  flown by  humans to be perceived as alien

visitations. I am not saying that ‘aliens’ do not exist. I would be the

last one to say that, but we have to be streetwise here. President

Ronald Reagan told the UN General Assembly in 1987: ‘I

occasionally think how quickly our differences worldwide would

vanish if we were facing an alien threat from outside this world.’

That’s the idea. Unite against a common ‘enemy’ with a common

purpose behind your ‘saviour force’ (the Cult) as this age-old

technique of mass manipulation goes global. 

Science moves this way …

I could find only one other person who was discussing the

simulation hypothesis publicly when I concluded it was real. This

was Nick Bostrom, a Swedish-born philosopher at the University of

Oxford, who has explored for many years the possibility that human

reality is a computer simulation although his version and mine are

not the same. Today the simulation and holographic reality

hypothesis have increasingly entered the scientific mainstream. Well, 

the more open-minded mainstream, that is. Here are a few of the

ever-gathering examples. American nuclear physicist Silas Beane led

a team of physicists at the University of Bonn in Germany pursuing

the question of whether we live in a simulation. They concluded that

we probably do and it was likely based on a la ice of cubes. They

found that cosmic rays align with that specific pa ern. The team

highlighted the Greisen–Zatsepin–Kuzmin (GZK) limit which refers

to cosmic ray particle interaction with cosmic background radiation

that creates an apparent boundary for cosmic ray particles. They say

in a paper entitled ‘Constraints on the Universe as a Numerical

Simulation’ that this ‘pa ern of constraint’ is exactly what you

would find with a computer simulation. They also made the point

that a simulation would create its own ‘laws of physics’ that would

limit possibility. I’ve been making the same point for decades that

the  perceived laws of physics relate only to this reality, or what I

would later call the simulation. When designers write codes to create

computer and virtual reality games they are the equivalent of the

laws of physics for that game. Players interact within the limitations

laid out by the coding. In the same way those who wrote the codes

for the simulation decided the laws of physics that would apply. 

These can be overridden by expanded states of consciousness, but

not by those enslaved in only five-sense awareness where simulation

codes rule. Overriding the codes is what people call ‘miracles’. They

are not. They are bypassing the encoded limits of the simulation. A

population caught in simulation perception would have no idea that

this was their plight. As the Bonn paper said: ‘Like a prisoner in a

pitch-black cell we would not be able to see the “walls” of our

prison,’ That’s true if people remain mesmerised by the five senses. 

Open to expanded awareness and those walls become very clear. The

main one is the speed of light. 

American theoretical physicist James Gates is another who has

explored the simulation question and found considerable evidence

to support the idea. Gates was Professor of Physics at the University

of Maryland, Director of The Center for String and Particle Theory, 

and on Barack Obama’s Council of Advisors on Science and

Technology. He and his team found  computer codes of digital data

embedded in the fabric of our reality. They relate to on-off electrical

charges of 1 and 0 in the binary system used by computers. ‘We have

no idea what they are doing there’, Gates said. They found within

the energetic fabric mathematical sequences known as error-

correcting codes or block codes that ‘reboot’ data to its original state

or ‘default se ings’ when something knocks it out of sync. Gates was

asked if he had found a set of equations embedded in our reality

indistinguishable from those that drive search engines and browsers

and he said: ‘That is correct.’ Rich Terrile, director of the Centre for

Evolutionary Computation and Automated Design at NASA’s Jet

Propulsion Laboratory, has said publicly that he believes the

Universe is a digital hologram that must have been created by a form

of intelligence. I agree with that in every way. Waveform information

is delivered electrically by the senses to the brain which constructs a

 digital holographic reality that we call the ‘world’. This digital level

of reality can be read by the esoteric art of numerology. Digital

holograms are at the cu ing edge of holographics today. We have

digital technology everywhere designed to access and manipulate

our digital level of perceived reality. Synthetic mRNA in ‘Covid

vaccines’ has a digital component to manipulate the body’s digital

‘operating system’. 

Reality is numbers

How many know that our reality can be broken down to numbers

and codes that are the same as computer games? Max Tegmark, a

physicist at the Massachuse s Institute of Technology (MIT), is the

author of  Our Mathematical Universe in which he lays out how reality

can be entirely described by numbers and maths in the way that a

video game is encoded with the ‘physics’ of computer games. Our

world and computer virtual reality are essentially the same. 

Tegmark imagines the perceptions of characters in an advanced

computer game when the graphics are so good they don’t know they

are in a game. They think they can bump into real objects

(electromagnetic resistance in our reality), fall in love and feel

emotions like excitement. When they began to study the apparently

‘physical world’ of the video game they would realise that

everything was made of pixels (which have been found in our

energetic reality as must be the case when on one level our world is

digital). What computer game characters thought was physical

‘stuff’, Tegmark said, could actually be broken down into numbers:

And we’re exactly in this situation in our world. We look around and it doesn’t seem that mathematical at all, but everything we see is made out of elementary particles like quarks and electrons. And what properties does an electron have? Does it have a smell or a colour or a texture? No! ... We physicists have come up with geeky names for [Electron] properties, like

electric charge, or spin, or lepton number, but the electron doesn’t care what we call it, the properties are just numbers. 

This is the illusory reality Gnostics were describing. This is the

simulation. The A, C, G, and T codes of DNA have a binary value –

A and C = 0 while G and T = 1. This has to be when the simulation is

digital and the body must be digital to interact with it. Recurring

mathematical sequences are encoded throughout reality and the

body. They include the Fibonacci sequence in which the two

previous numbers are added to get the next one, as in ... 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 

8, 13, 21, 34, 55, etc. The sequence is encoded in the human face and

body, proportions of animals, DNA, seed heads, pine cones, trees, 

shells, spiral galaxies, hurricanes and the number of petals in a

flower. The list goes on and on. There are fractal pa erns – a ‘never-

ending pa ern that is infinitely complex and self-similar across all

scales in the as above, so below, principle of holograms. These and

other famous recurring geometrical and mathematical sequences

such as Phi, Pi, Golden Mean, Golden Ratio and Golden Section are

 computer codes of the simulation. I had to laugh and give my head a

shake the day I finished this book and it went into the production

stage. I was sent an article in  Scientific American published in April, 

2021, with the headline ‘Confirmed! We Live in a Simulation’. Two

decades a er I first said our reality is a simulation and the speed of

light is it’s outer limit the article suggested that we do live in a

simulation and that the speed of light is its outer limit. I le  school at

15 and never passed a major exam in my life while the writer was up

to his eyes in qualifications. As I will explain in the final chapter

 knowing is far be er than thinking and they come from very different

sources. The article rightly connected the speed of light to the

processing speed of the ‘Matrix’ and said what has been in my books

all this time … ‘If we are in a simulation, as it appears, then space is

an abstract property wri en in code. It is not real’. No it’s not and if

we live in a simulation something created it and it wasn’t  us. ‘That

David Icke says we are manipulated by aliens’ – he’s crackers.’

Wow …

The reality that humanity thinks is so real is an illusion. Politicians, 

governments, scientists, doctors, academics, law enforcement, 

media, school and university curriculums, on and on, are all

founded on a world that  does not exist except as a simulated prison

cell. Is it such a stretch to accept that ‘Covid’ doesn’t exist when our

entire ‘physical’ reality doesn’t exist? Revealed here is the

knowledge kept under raps in the Cult networks of

compartmentalised secrecy to control humanity’s sense of reality by

inducing the population to believe in a reality that’s not real. If it

wasn’t so tragic in its experiential consequences the whole thing

would be hysterically funny. None of this is new to Renegade Minds. 

Ancient Greek philosopher Plato (about 428 to about 347BC) was a

major influence on Gnostic belief and he described the human plight

thousands of years ago with his Allegory of the Cave. He told the

symbolic story of prisoners living in a cave who had never been

outside. They were chained and could only see one wall of the cave

while behind them was a fire that they could not see. Figures walked

past the fire casting shadows on the prisoners’ wall and those

moving shadows became their sense of reality. Some prisoners began

to study the shadows and were considered experts on them (today’s

academics and scientists), but what they studied was only an illusion

(today’s academics and scientists). A prisoner escaped from the cave

and saw reality as it really is. When he returned to report this

revelation they didn’t believe him, called him mad and threatened to

kill him if he tried to set them free. Plato’s tale is not only a brilliant

analogy of the human plight and our illusory reality. It describes, 

too, the dynamics of the ‘Covid’ hoax. I have only skimmed the

surface of these subjects here. The aim of this book is to crisply

connect all essential dots to put what is happening today into its true

context. All subject areas and their connections in this chapter are

covered in great evidential detail in  Everything You Need To Know, 

 But Have Never Been Told and  The Answer. 

They say that bewildered people ‘can’t see the forest for the trees’. 

Humanity, however, can’t see the forest for the  twigs. The five senses

see only twigs while Renegade Minds can see the forest and it’s the

forest where the answers lie with the connections that reveals. 

Breaking free of perceptual programming so the forest can be seen is

the way we turn all this around. Not breaking free is how humanity

got into this mess. The situation may seem hopeless, but I promise

you it’s not. We are a perceptual heartbeat from paradise if only we

knew. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

Escaping Wetiko

 Life is simply a vacation from the infinite

Dean Cavanagh

Renegade Minds weave the web of life and events and see

common themes in the apparently random. They are always

there if you look for them and their pursuit is aided by incredible

synchronicity that comes when your mind is open rather than

mesmerised by what it thinks it can see. 

Infinite awareness is infinite possibility and the more of infinite

possibility that we access the more becomes infinitely possible. That

may be stating the apparently obvious, but it is a devastatingly-

powerful fact that can set us free. We are a point of a ention within

an infinity of consciousness. The question is how much of that

infinity do we choose to access? How much knowledge, insight, 

awareness, wisdom, do we want to connect with and explore? If

your focus is only in the five senses you will be influenced by a

fraction of infinite awareness. I mean a range so tiny that it gives

new meaning to infinitesimal. Limitation of self-identity and a sense

of the possible limit accordingly your range of consciousness. We are

what we think we are. Life is what we think it is. The dream is the

dreamer and the dreamer is the dream. Buddhist philosophy puts it

this way: ‘As a thing is viewed, so it appears.’ Most humans live in

the realm of touch, taste, see, hear, and smell and that’s the limit of

their sense of the possible and sense of self. Many will follow a

religion and speak of a God in his heaven, but their lives are still

dominated by the five senses in their perceptions and actions. The

five senses become the arbiter of everything. When that happens all

except a smear of infinity is sealed away from influence by the rigid, 

unyielding, reality bubbles that are the five-sense human or

Phantom Self. Archon Cult methodology is to isolate consciousness

within five-sense reality – the simulation – and then program that

consciousness with a sense of self and the world through a deluge of

life-long information designed to instil the desired perception that

allows global control. Efforts to do this have increased dramatically

with identity politics as identity bubbles are squeezed into the

minutiae of five-sense detail which disconnect people even more

profoundly from the infinite ‘I’. 

Five-sense focus and self-identity are like a firewall that limits

access to the infinite realms. You only perceive one radio or

television station and no other. We’ll take that literally for a moment. 

Imagine a vast array of stations giving different information and

angles on reality, but you only ever listen to one. Here we have the

human plight in which the population is overwhelmingly confined

to CultFM. This relates only to the frequency range of CultFM and

limits perception and insight to that band – limits  possibility to that

band. It means you are connecting with an almost imperceptibly

minuscule range of possibility and creative potential within the

infinite Field. It’s a world where everything seems apart from

everything else and where synchronicity is rare. Synchronicity is

defined in the dictionary as ‘the happening by chance of two or more

related or similar events at the same time‘. Use of ‘by chance’ betrays

a complete misunderstanding of reality. Synchronicity is not ‘by

chance’. As people open their minds, or ‘awaken’ to use the term, 

they notice more and more coincidences in their lives, bits of ‘luck’, 

apparently miraculous happenings that put them in the right place

at the right time with the right people. Days become peppered with

‘fancy meeting you here’ and ‘what are the chances of that?’ My

entire life has been lived like this and ever more so since my own

colossal awakening in 1990 and 91 which transformed my sense of

reality. Synchronicity is not ‘by chance’; it is by accessing expanded

realms of possibility which allow expanded potential for

manifestation. People broadcasting the same vibe from the same

openness of mind tend to be drawn ‘by chance’ to each other

through what I call frequency magnetism and it’s not only people. In

the last more than 30 years incredible synchronicity has also led me

through the Cult maze to information in so many forms and to

crucial personal experiences. These ‘coincidences’ have allowed me

to put the puzzle pieces together across an enormous array of

subjects and situations. Those who have breached the bubble of five-

sense reality will know exactly what I mean and this escape from the

perceptual prison cell is open to everyone whenever they make that

choice. This may appear super-human when compared with the

limitations of ‘human’, but it’s really our natural state. ‘Human’ as

currently experienced is consciousness in an unnatural state of

induced separation from the infinity of the whole. I’ll come to how

this transformation into unity can be made when I have described in

more detail the force that holds humanity in servitude by denying

this access to infinite self. 

The Wetiko factor

I have been talking and writing for decades about the way five-sense

mind is systematically barricaded from expanded awareness. I have

used the analogy of a computer (five-sense mind) and someone at

the keyboard (expanded awareness). Interaction between the

computer and the operator is symbolic of the interaction between

five-sense mind and expanded awareness. The computer directly

experiences the Internet and the operator experiences the Internet

via the computer which is how it’s supposed to be – the two working

as one. Archons seek to control that point where the operator

connects with the computer to stop that interaction (Fig 20). Now the operator is banging the keyboard and clicking the mouse, but the

computer is not responding and this happens when the computer is

taken over –  possessed – by an appropriately-named computer ‘virus’. 

The operator has lost all influence over the computer which goes its

own way making decisions under the control of the ‘virus’. I have
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just described the dynamic through which the force known to

Gnostics as Yaldabaoth and Archons disconnects five-sense mind

from expanded awareness to imprison humanity in perceptual

servitude. 

Figure 20: The mind ‘virus’ I have been writing about for decades seeks to isolate five-sense mind (the computer) from the true ‘I’. (Image by Neil Hague). 

About a year ago I came across a Native American concept of

Wetiko which describes precisely the same phenomenon. Wetiko is

the spelling used by the Cree and there are other versions including

wintiko and windigo used by other tribal groups. They spell the

name with lower case, but I see Wetiko as a proper noun as with

Archons and prefer a capital. I first saw an article about Wetiko by

writer and researcher Paul Levy which so synced with what I had

been writing about the computer/operator disconnection and later

the Archons. I then read his book, the fascinating  Dispelling Wetiko, 

 Breaking the Spell of Evil. The parallels between what I had concluded

long before and the Native American concept of Wetiko were so

clear and obvious that it was almost funny. For Wetiko see the

Gnostic Archons for sure and the Jinn, the Predators, and every

other name for a force of evil, inversion and chaos. Wetiko is the

Native American name for the force that divides the computer from

the operator (Fig 21). Indigenous author Jack D. Forbes, a founder of

the Native American movement in the 1960s, wrote another book

about Wetiko entitled  Columbus And Other Cannibals – The Wetiko

 Disease of Exploitation, Imperialism, and Terrorism which I also read. 

Forbes says that Wetiko refers to an evil person or spirit ‘who

terrorizes other creatures by means of terrible acts, including

cannibalism’. Zulu shaman Credo Mutwa told me that African

accounts tell how cannibalism was brought into the world by the

Chitauri ‘gods’ – another manifestation of Wetiko. The distinction

between ‘evil person or spirit’ relates to Archons/Wetiko possessing

a human or acting as pure consciousness. Wetiko is said to be a

sickness of the soul or spirit and a state of being that takes but gives

nothing back – the Cult and its operatives perfectly described. Black

Hawk, a Native American war leader defending their lands from

confiscation, said European invaders had ‘poisoned hearts’ – Wetiko

hearts – and that this would spread to native societies. Mention of

the heart is very significant as we shall shortly see. Forbes writes:

‘Tragically, the history of the world for the past 2,000 years is, in

great part, the story of the epidemiology of the wetiko disease.’ Yes, 

and much longer. Forbes is correct when he says: ‘The wetikos

destroyed Egypt and Babylon and Athens and Rome and

Tenochtitlan [capital of the Aztec empire] and perhaps now they will

destroy the entire earth.’ Evil, he said, is the number one export of a

Wetiko culture – see its globalisation with ‘Covid’. Constant war, 

mass murder, suffering of all kinds, child abuse, Satanism, torture

and human sacrifice are all expressions of Wetiko and the Wetiko

possessed. The world is Wetiko made manifest,  but it doesn’t have to

 be. There is a way out of this even now. 
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Figure 21: The mind ‘virus’ is known to Native Americans as ‘Wetiko’. (Image by Neil Hague). 

Cult of Wetiko

Wetiko is the Yaldabaoth frequency distortion that seeks to a ach to

human consciousness and absorb it into its own. Once this

connection is made Wetiko can drive the perceptions of the target

which they believe to be coming from their own mind. All the

horrors of history and today from mass killers to Satanists, 

paedophiles like Jeffrey Epstein and other psychopaths, are the

embodiment of Wetiko and express its state of being in all its

grotesqueness. The Cult is Wetiko incarnate, Yaldabaoth incarnate, 

and it seeks to facilitate Wetiko assimilation of humanity in totality

into its distortion by manipulating the population into low

frequency states that match its own. Paul Levy writes:

‘Holographically enforced within the psyche of every human being

the wetiko virus pervades and underlies the entire field of

consciousness, and can therefore potentially manifest through any

one of us at any moment if we are not mindful.’ The ‘Covid’ hoax

has achieved this with many people, but others have not fallen into

Wetiko’s frequency lair. Players in the ‘Covid’ human catastrophe

including Gates, Schwab, Tedros, Fauci, Whi y, Vallance, Johnson, 

Hancock, Ferguson, Drosten, and all the rest, including the

psychopath psychologists, are expressions of Wetiko. This is why

they have no compassion or empathy and no emotional consequence

for what they do that would make them stop doing it. Observe all

the people who support the psychopaths in authority against the

Pushbackers despite the damaging impact the psychopaths have on

their own lives and their family’s lives. You are again looking at

Wetiko possession which prevents them seeing through the lies to

the obvious scam going on.  Why can’t they see it?  Wetiko won’t let

them see it. The perceptual divide that has now become a chasm is

between the Wetikoed and the non-Wetikoed. 

Paul Levy describes Wetiko in the same way that I have long

described the Archontic force. They are the same distorted

consciousness operating across dimensions of reality: ‘… the subtle

body of wetiko is not located in the third dimension of space and

time, literally existing in another dimension … it is able to affect

ordinary lives by mysteriously interpenetrating into our three-

dimensional world.’ Wetiko does this through its incarnate

representatives in the Cult and by weaving itself into The Field

which on our level of reality is the electromagnetic information field

of the simulation or Matrix. More than that, the simulation  is Wetiko

/ Yaldabaoth. Caleb Scharf, Director of Astrobiology at Columbia

University, has speculated that ‘alien life’ could be so advanced that

it has transcribed itself into the quantum realm to become what we

call physics. He said intelligence indistinguishable from the fabric of

the Universe would solve many of its greatest mysteries:

Perhaps hyper-advanced life isn’t just external. Perhaps it’s already all around. It is embedded in what we perceive to be physics itself, from the root behaviour of particles and fields to the phenomena of complexity and emergence ... In other words, life might not just be in the

equations. It might BE the equations [My emphasis]. 

Scharf said it is possible that ‘we don’t recognise advanced life

because it forms an integral and unsuspicious part of what we’ve

considered to be the natural world’. I agree. Wetiko/Yaldabaoth  is the

simulation. We are literally in the body of the beast. But that doesn’t

mean it has to control us. We all have the power to overcome Wetiko

influence and the Cult knows that. I doubt it sleeps too well because

it knows that. 

Which Field? 

This, I suggest, is how it all works. There are two Fields. One is the

fierce electromagnetic light of the Matrix within the speed of light; 

the other is the ‘watery light’ of The Field beyond the walls of the

Matrix that connects with the Great Infinity. Five-sense mind and the

decoding systems of the body a ach us to the Field of Matrix light. 

They have to or we could not experience this reality. Five-sense mind

sees only the Matrix Field of information while our expanded

consciousness is part of the Infinity Field. When we open our minds, 

and most importantly our hearts, to the Infinity Field we have a

mission control which gives us an expanded perspective, a road

map, to understand the nature of the five-sense world. If we are

isolated only in five-sense mind there is no mission control. We’re on

our own trying to understand a world that’s constantly feeding us

information to ensure we do not understand. People in this state can

feel ‘lost’ and bewildered with no direction or radar. You can see

ever more clearly those who are influenced by the Fields of Big

Infinity or li le five-sense mind simply by their views and behaviour

with regard to the ‘Covid’ hoax. We have had this division

throughout known human history with the mass of the people on

one side and individuals who could see and intuit beyond the walls

of the simulation – Plato’s prisoner who broke out of the cave and

saw reality for what it is. Such people have always been targeted by

Wetiko/Archon-possessed authority, burned at the stake or

demonised as mad, bad and dangerous. The Cult today and its

global network of ‘anti-hate’, ‘anti-fascist’ Woke groups are all

expressions of Wetiko a acking those exposing the conspiracy, 

‘Covid’ lies and the ‘vaccine’ agenda. 

Woke as a whole is Wetiko which explains its black and white

mentality and how at one it is with the Wetiko-possessed Cult. Paul

Levy said: ‘To be in this paradigm is to still be under the thrall of a

two-valued logic – where things are either true or false – of a

wetikoized mind.’ Wetiko consciousness is in a permanent rage, 

therefore so is Woke, and then there is Woke inversion and

contradiction. ‘Anti-fascists’ act like fascists because fascists  and ‘anti-

fascists’ are both Wetiko at work. Political parties act the same while

claiming to be different for the same reason. Secret society and

satanic rituals are a aching initiates to Wetiko and the cold, ruthless, 

psychopathic mentality that secures the positions of power all over

the world is Wetiko. Reframing ‘training programmes’ have the

same cumulative effect of a aching Wetiko and we have their

graduates described as automatons and robots with a cold, 

psychopathic, uncaring demeanour. They are all traits of Wetiko

possession and look how many times they have been described in

this book and elsewhere with regard to personnel behind ‘Covid’

including the police and medical profession. Climbing the greasy

pole in any profession in a Wetiko society requires traits of Wetiko to

get there and that is particularly true of politics which is not about

fair competition and pre-eminence of ideas. It is founded on how

many backs you can stab and arses you can lick. This culminated in

the global ‘Covid’ coordination between the Wetiko possessed who

pulled it off in all the different countries without a trace of empathy

and compassion for their impact on humans. Our sight sense can see

only holographic form and not the Field which connects holographic

form. Therefore we perceive ‘physical’ objects with ‘space’ in

between. In fact that ‘space’ is energy/consciousness operating on

multiple frequencies. One of them is Wetiko and that connects the

Cult psychopaths, those who submit to the psychopaths, and those

who serve the psychopaths in the media operations of the world. 

Wetiko is Gates. Wetiko is the mask-wearing submissive. Wetiko is

the fake journalist and ‘fact-checker’. The Wetiko Field is

coordinating the whole thing. Psychopaths, gofers, media

operatives, ‘anti-hate’ hate groups, ‘fact-checkers’ and submissive

people work as one unit  even without human coordination because they

are a ached to the  same Field which is organising it all (Fig 22). Paul Levy is here describing how Wetiko-possessed people are drawn

together and refuse to let any information breach their rigid
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perceptions. He was writing long before ‘Covid’, but I think you will

recognise followers of the ‘Covid’ religion  oh just a little bit:

People who are channelling the vibratory frequency of wetiko align with each other through psychic resonance to reinforce their unspoken shared agreement so as to uphold their

deranged view of reality. Once an unconscious content takes possession of certain

individuals, it irresistibly draws them together by mutual attraction and knits them into groups tied together by their shared madness that can easily swell into an avalanche of insanity. 

A psychic epidemic is a closed system, which is to say that it is insular and not open to any new information or informing influences from the outside world which contradict its fixed, limited, and limiting perspective. 

There we have the Woke mind and the ‘Covid’ mind. Compatible

resonance draws the awakening together, too, which is clearly

happening today. 

Figure 22: The Wetiko Field from which the Cult pyramid and its personnel are made manifest. (Image by Neil Hague). 

Spiritual servitude

Wetiko doesn’t care about humans. It’s not human; it just possesses

humans for its own ends and the effect (depending on the scale of

possession) can be anything from extreme psychopathy to

unquestioning obedience. Wetiko’s worst nightmare is for human

consciousness to expand beyond the simulation. Everything is

focussed on stopping that happening through control of

information, thus perception, thus frequency. The ‘education

system’, media, science, medicine, academia, are all geared to

maintaining humanity in five-sense servitude as is the constant

stimulation of low-vibrational mental and emotional states (see

‘Covid’). Wetiko seeks to dominate those subconscious spaces

between five-sense perception and expanded consciousness where

the computer meets the operator. From these subconscious hiding

places Wetiko speaks to us to trigger urges and desires that we take

to be our own and manipulate us into anything from low-vibrational

to psychopathic states. Remember how Islam describes the Jinn as

invisible tricksters that ‘whisper’ and confuse. Wetiko is the origin of

the ‘trickster god’ theme that you find in cultures all over the world. 

Jinn, like the Archons, are Wetiko which is terrified of humans

awakening and reconnecting with our true self for then its energy

source has gone. With that the feedback loop breaks between Wetiko

and human perception that provides the energetic momentum on

which its very existence depends as a force of evil. Humans are both

its target and its source of survival, but only if we are operating in

low-vibrational states of fear, hate, depression and the background

anxiety that most people suffer. We are Wetiko’s target because we

are its key to survival. It needs us, not the other way round. Paul

Levy writes:

A vampire has no intrinsic, independent, substantial existence in its own right; it only exists in relation to us. The pathogenic, vampiric mind-parasite called wetiko is nothing in itself – not being able to exist from its own side – yet it has a ‘virtual reality’ such that it can potentially destroy our species …

…The fact that a vampire is not reflected by a mirror can also mean that what we need to see is that there’s nothing, no-thing to see, other than ourselves. The fact that wetiko is the expression of something inside of us means that the cure for wetiko is with us as well. The critical issue is finding this cure within us and then putting it into effect. 

Evil begets evil because if evil does not constantly expand and

find new sources of energetic sustenance its evil, its  distortion, dies

with the assimilation into balance and harmony. Love is the garlic to

Wetiko’s vampire. Evil, the absence of love, cannot exist in the

presence of love. I think I see a way out of here. I have emphasised

so many times over the decades that the Archons/Wetiko and their

Cult are not all powerful.  They are not. I don’t care how it looks even

now  they are not. I have not called them li le boys in short trousers

for effect. I have said it because it is true. Wetiko’s insatiable desire

for power over others is not a sign of its omnipotence, but its

insecurity. Paul Levy writes: ‘Due to the primal fear which

ultimately drives it and which it is driven to cultivate, wetiko’s body

politic has an intrinsic and insistent need for centralising power and

control so as to create imagined safety for itself.’  Yeeeeeees!  Exactly! 

Why does Wetiko want humans in an ongoing state of fear? Wetiko

itself  is fear and it is petrified of love. As evil is an absence of love, so

love is an absence of fear. Love conquers all and  especially Wetiko

which  is fear. Wetiko brought fear into the world when it wasn’t here

before.  Fear was the ‘fall’, the fall into low-frequency ignorance and

illusion – fear is False Emotion Appearing Real. The simulation is

driven and energised by fear because Wetiko/Yaldabaoth (fear)  are

the simulation. Fear is the absence of love and Wetiko is the absence

of love. 

Wetiko today

We can now view current events from this level of perspective. The

‘Covid’ hoax has generated momentous amounts of ongoing fear, 

anxiety, depression and despair which have empowered Wetiko. No

wonder people like Gates have been the instigators when they are

Wetiko incarnate and exhibit every trait of Wetiko in the extreme. 

See how cold and unemotional these people are like Gates and his

cronies, how dead of eye they are. That’s Wetiko. Sabbatians are

Wetiko and everything they control including the World Health

Organization, Big Pharma and the ‘vaccine’ makers, national ‘health’

hierarchies, corporate media, Silicon Valley, the banking system, and

the United Nations with its planned transformation into world

government. All are controlled and possessed by the Wetiko

distortion into distorting human society in its image. We are with

this knowledge at the gateway to understanding the world. 

Divisions of race, culture, creed and sexuality are diversions to hide

the real division between those possessed and influenced by Wetiko

and those that are not. The ‘Covid’ hoax has brought both clearly

into view. Human behaviour is not about race. Tyrants and

dictatorships come in all colours and creeds. What unites the US

president bombing the innocent and an African tribe commi ing

genocide against another as in Rwanda? What unites them?  Wetiko. 

All wars are Wetiko, all genocide is Wetiko, all hunger over centuries

in a world of plenty is Wetiko. Children going to bed hungry, 

including in the West, is Wetiko. Cult-generated Woke racial

divisions that focus on the body are designed to obscure the reality

that divisions in behaviour are manifestations of mind, not body. 

Obsession with body identity and group judgement is a means to

divert a ention from the real source of behaviour – mind and

perception. Conflict sown by the Woke both within themselves and

with their target groups are Wetiko providing lunch for itself

through still more agents of the division, chaos, and fear on which it

feeds. The Cult is seeking to assimilate the entirety of humanity and

all children and young people into the Wetiko frequency by

manipulating them into states of fear and despair. Witness all the

suicide and psychological unravelling since the spring of 2020. 

Wetiko psychopaths want to impose a state of unquestioning

obedience to authority which is no more than a conduit for Wetiko to

enforce its will and assimilate humanity into itself. It needs us to

believe that resistance is futile when it fears resistance and even

more so the game-changing non-cooperation with its impositions. It

can use violent resistance for its benefit. Violent impositions and

violent resistance are  both Wetiko. The Power of Love with its Power

of No will sweep Wetiko from our world. Wetiko and its Cult know

that. They just don’t want us to know. 

AI Wetiko

This brings me to AI or artificial intelligence and something else

Wetikos don’t want us to know. What is AI  really? I know about

computer code algorithms and AI that learns from data input. These, 

however, are more diversions, the expeditionary force, for the real AI

that they want to connect to the human brain as promoted by Silicon

Valley Wetikos like Kurzweil. What is this AI? It is the frequency of

 Wetiko, the frequency of the Archons. The connection of AI to the

human brain is the connection of the Wetiko frequency to create a

Wetiko hive mind and complete the job of assimilation. The hive

mind is planned to be controlled from Israel and China which are

both 100 percent owned by Wetiko Sabbatians. The assimilation

process has been going on minute by minute in the ‘smart’ era which

fused with the ‘Covid’ era. We are told that social media is

scrambling the minds of the young and changing their personality. 

This is true, but what is social media? Look more deeply at how it

works, how it creates divisions and conflict, the hostility and cruelty, 

the targeting of people until they are destroyed. That’s Wetiko. Social

media is manipulated to tune people to the Wetiko frequency with

all the emotional exploitation tricks employed by platforms like

Facebook and its Wetiko front man, Zuckerberg. Facebook’s

Instagram announced a new platform for children to overcome a

legal bar on them using the main site. This is more Wetiko

exploitation and manipulation of kids. Amnesty International

likened the plan to foxes offering to guard the henhouse and said it

was incompatible with human rights. Since when did Wetiko or

Zuckerberg (I repeat myself) care about that? Would Brin and Page

at Google, Wojcicki at YouTube, Bezos at Amazon and whoever the

hell runs Twi er act as they do if they were not channelling Wetiko? 

Would those who are developing technologies for no other reason

than human control? How about those designing and selling

technologies to kill people and Big Pharma drug and ‘vaccine’

producers who know they will end or devastate lives? Quite a

thought for these people to consider is that if you are Wetiko in a

human life you are Wetiko on the ‘other side’ unless your frequency

changes and that can only change by a change of perception which

becomes a change of behaviour. Where Gates is going does not bear

thinking about although perhaps that’s exactly where he wants to go. 

Either way, that’s where he’s going. His frequency will make it so. 

The frequency lair

I have been saying for a long time that a big part of the addiction to

smartphones and devices is that a frequency is coming off them that

entraps the mind. People spend ages on their phones and sometimes

even a minute or so a er they put them down they pick them up

again and it all repeats. ‘Covid’ lockdowns will have increased this

addiction a million times for obvious reasons. Addictions to alcohol

overindulgence and drugs are another way that Wetiko entraps

consciousness to a ach to its own. Both are symptoms of low-

vibrational psychological distress which alcoholism and drug

addiction further compound. Do we think it’s really a coincidence

that access to them is made so easy while potions that can take

people into realms beyond the simulation are banned and illegal? I

have explored smartphone addiction in other books, the scale is

mind-blowing, and that level of addiction does not come without

help. Tech companies that make these phones are Wetiko and they

will have no qualms about destroying the minds of children. We are

seeing again with these companies the Wetiko perceptual

combination of psychopathic enforcers and weak and meek

unquestioning compliance by the rank and file. 

The global Smart Grid is the Wetiko Grid and it is crucial to

complete the Cult endgame. The simulation is radiation and we are

being deluged with technological radiation on a devastating scale. 

Wetiko frauds like Elon Musk serve Cult interests while occasionally

criticising them to maintain his street-cred. 5G and other forms of

Wi-Fi are being directed at the earth from space on a volume and

scale that goes on increasing by the day. Elon Musk’s (officially)

SpaceX Starlink project is in the process of pu ing tens of thousands

of satellites in low orbit to cover every inch of the planet with 5G

and other Wi-Fi to create Kurzweil’s global ‘cloud’ to which the

human mind is planned to be a ached very soon. SpaceX has

approval to operate 12,000 satellites with more than 1,300 launched

at the time of writing and applications filed for  30,000 more. Other

operators in the Wi-Fi, 5G, low-orbit satellite market include

OneWeb (UK), Telesat (Canada), and AST & Science (US). Musk tells

us that AI could be the end of humanity and then launches a

company called Neuralink to connect the human brain to computers. 

Musk’s (in theory) Tesla company is building electric cars and the

driverless vehicles of the smart control grid. As frauds and

bullshi ers go Elon Musk in my opinion is Major League. 

5G and technological radiation in general are destructive to

human health, genetics and psychology and increasing the strength

of artificial radiation underpins the five-sense perceptual bubbles

which are themselves expressions of radiation or electromagnetism. 

Freedom activist John Whitehead was so right with his ‘databit by

databit, we are building our own electronic concentration camps’. 

The Smart Grid and 5G is a means to control the human mind and

infuse perceptual information into The Field to influence anyone in

sync with its frequency. You can change perception and behaviour

en masse if you can manipulate the population into those levels of

frequency and this is happening all around us today. The arrogance

of Musk and his fellow Cult operatives knows no bounds in the way

that we see with Gates. Musk’s satellites are so many in number

already they are changing the night sky when viewed from Earth. 

The astronomy community has complained about this and they have

seen nothing yet. Some consequences of Musk’s Wetiko hubris

include: Radiation; visible pollution of the night sky; interference

with astronomy and meteorology; ground and water pollution from

intensive use of increasingly many spaceports; accumulating space

debris; continual deorbiting and burning up of aging satellites, 

polluting the atmosphere with toxic dust and smoke; and ever-

increasing likelihood of collisions. A collective public open le er of

complaint to Musk said:

We are writing to you … because SpaceX is in process of surrounding the Earth with a

network of thousands of satellites whose very purpose is to irradiate every square inch of the

Earth. SpaceX, like everyone else, is treating the radiation as if it were not there. As if the mitochondria in our cells do not depend on electrons moving undisturbed from the food we digest to the oxygen we breathe. 

As if our nervous systems and our hearts are not subject to radio frequency interference like any piece of electronic equipment. As if the cancer, diabetes, and heart disease that now afflict a majority of the Earth’s population are not metabolic diseases that result from interference with our cellular machinery. As if insects everywhere, and the birds and animals that eat them, are not starving to death as a result. 

People like Musk and Gates believe in their limitless Wetiko

arrogance that they can do whatever they like to the world because

they own it. Consequences for humanity are irrelevant. It’s

absolutely time that we stopped taking this shit from these self-

styled masters of the Earth when you consider where this is going. 

Why is the Cult so anti-human? 

I hear this question o en: Why would they do this when it will affect

them, too? Ah, but will it? Who is this  them? Forget their bodies. 

They are just vehicles for Wetiko consciousness. When you break it

all down to the foundations we are looking at a state of severely

distorted consciousness targeting another state of consciousness for

assimilation. The rest is detail. The simulation is the fly-trap in

which unique sensations of the five senses create a cycle of addiction

called reincarnation. Renegade Minds see that everything which

happens in our reality is a smaller version of the whole picture in

line with the holographic principle. Addiction to the radiation of

smart technology is a smaller version of addiction to the whole

simulation. Connecting the body/brain to AI is taking that addiction

on a giant step further to total ongoing control by assimilating

human incarnate consciousness into Wetiko. I have watched during

the ‘Covid’ hoax how many are becoming ever more profoundly

a ached to Wetiko’s perceptual calling cards of aggressive response

to any other point of view (‘There is no other god but me’), 

psychopathic lack of compassion and empathy, and servile

submission to the narrative and will of authority. Wetiko is the

psychopaths  and subservience to psychopaths. The Cult of Wetiko is

so anti-human because it is  not human. It embarked on a mission to destroy human by targeting everything that it means to be human

and to survive as human. ‘Covid’ is not the end, just a means to an

end. The Cult with its Wetiko consciousness is seeking to change

Earth systems, including the atmosphere, to suit them, not humans. 

The gathering bombardment of 5G alone from ground and space is

dramatically changing The Field with which the five senses interact. 

There is so much more to come if we sit on our hands and hope it

will all go away. It is not meant to go away. It is meant to get ever

more extreme and we need to face that while we still can – just. 

Carbon dioxide is the gas of life. Without that human is over. 

Kaput, gone, history. No natural world, no human. The Cult has

created a cock and bull story about carbon dioxide and climate

change to justify its reduction to the point where Gates and the

ignoramus Biden ‘climate chief’ John Kerry want to suck it out of the

atmosphere. Kerry wants to do this because his master Gates does. 

Wetikos have made the gas of life a demon with the usual support

from the Wokers of Extinction Rebellion and similar organisations

and the bewildered puppet-child that is Greta Thunberg who was

put on the world stage by Klaus Schwab and the World Economic

Forum. The name Extinction Rebellion is both ironic and as always

Wetiko inversion. The gas that we need to survive must be reduced

to save us from extinction. The most basic need of human is oxygen

and we now have billions walking around in face nappies depriving

body and brain of this essential requirement of human existence. 

More than that 5G at 60 gigahertz interacts with the oxygen

molecule to reduce the amount of oxygen the body can absorb into

the bloodstream. The obvious knock-on consequences of that for

respiratory and cognitive problems and life itself need no further

explanation. Psychopaths like Musk are assembling a global system

of satellites to deluge the human atmosphere with this insanity. The

man should be in jail. Here we have two most basic of human needs, 

oxygen and carbon dioxide, being dismantled. 

Two others, water and food, are ge ing similar treatment with the

United Nations Agendas 21 and 2030 – the Great Reset – planning to

centrally control all water and food supplies. People will not even

own rain water that falls on their land. Food is affected at the most

basic level by reducing carbon dioxide. We have genetic modification

or GMO infiltrating the food chain on a mass scale, pesticides and

herbicides polluting the air and destroying the soil. Freshwater fish

that provide livelihoods for 60 million people and feed hundreds of

millions worldwide are being ‘pushed to the brink’ according the

conservationists while climate change is the only focus. Now we

have Gates and Schwab wanting to dispense with current food

sources all together and replace them with a synthetic version which

the Wetiko Cult would control in terms of production and who eats

and who doesn’t. We have been on the Totalitarian Tiptoe to this for

more than 60 years as food has become ever more processed and full

of chemical shite to the point today when it’s not natural food at all. 

As Dr Tom Cowan says: ‘If it has a label don’t eat it.’ Bill Gates is

now the biggest owner of farmland in the United States and he does

nothing without an ulterior motive involving the Cult. Klaus Schwab

wrote: ‘To feed the world in the next 50 years we will need to

produce as much food as was produced in the last 10,000 years …

food security will only be achieved, however, if regulations on

genetically modified foods are adapted to reflect the reality that gene

editing offers a precise, efficient and safe method of improving

crops.’ Liar. People and the world are being targeted with

aluminium through vaccines, chemtrails, food, drink cans, and

endless other sources when aluminium has been linked to many

health issues including dementia which is increasing year a er year. 

Insects, bees and wildlife essential to the food chain are being

deleted by pesticides, herbicides and radiation which 5G is

dramatically increasing with 6G and 7G to come. The pollinating bee

population is being devastated while wildlife including birds, 

dolphins and whales are having their natural radar blocked by the

effects of ever-increasing radiation. In the summer windscreens used

to be spla ered with insects so numerous were they. It doesn’t

happen now. Where have they gone? 

Synthetic everything

The Cult is introducing genetically-modified versions of trees, plants

and insects including a Gates-funded project to unleash hundreds of

millions of genetically-modified, lab-altered and patented male

mosquitoes to mate with wild mosquitoes and induce genetic flaws

that cause them to die out. Clinically-insane Gates-funded Japanese

researchers have developed mosquitos that spread vaccine and are

dubbed ‘flying vaccinators’. Gates is funding the modification of

weather pa erns in part to sell the myth that this is caused by carbon

dioxide and he’s funding geoengineering of the skies to change the

atmosphere. Some of this came to light with the Gates-backed plan

to release tonnes of chalk into the atmosphere to ‘deflect the Sun and

cool the planet’. Funny how they do this while the heating effect of

the Sun is not factored into climate projections focussed on carbon

dioxide. The reason is that they want to reduce carbon dioxide (so

don’t mention the Sun), but at the same time they do want to reduce

the impact of the Sun which is so essential to human life and health. 

I have mentioned the sun-cholesterol-vitamin D connection as they

demonise the Sun with warnings about skin cancer (caused by the

chemicals in sun cream they tell you to splash on). They come from

the other end of the process with statin drugs to reduce cholesterol

that turns sunlight into vitamin D. A lack of vitamin D leads to a

long list of health effects and how vitamin D levels must have fallen

with people confined to their homes over ‘Covid’. Gates is funding

other forms of geoengineering and most importantly chemtrails

which are dropping heavy metals, aluminium and self-replicating

nanotechnology onto the Earth which is killing the natural world. 

See  Everything You Need To Know, But Have Never Been Told for the

detailed background to this. 

Every human system is being targeted for deletion by a force that’s

not human. The Wetiko Cult has embarked on the process of

transforming the human body from biological to synthetic biological

as I have explained. Biological is being replaced by the artificial and

synthetic – Archontic ‘countermimicry’ – right across human society. 

The plan eventually is to dispense with the human body altogether

and absorb human consciousness – which it wouldn’t really be by

then – into cyberspace (the simulation which is Wetiko/Yaldabaoth). 

Preparations for that are already happening if people would care to

look. The alternative media rightly warns about globalism and ‘the

globalists’, but this is far bigger than that and represents the end of

the human race as we know it. The ‘bad copy’ of prime reality that

Gnostics describe was a bad copy of harmony, wonder and beauty to

start with before Wetiko/Yaldabaoth set out to change the simulated

‘copy’ into something very different. The process was slow to start

with. Entrapped humans in the simulation timeline were not

technologically aware and they had to be brought up to intellectual

speed while being suppressed spiritually to the point where they

could build their own prison while having no idea they were doing

so. We have now reached that stage where technological intellect has

the potential to destroy us and that’s why events are moving so fast. 

Central American shaman Don Juan Matus said:

Think for a moment, and tell me how you would explain the contradictions between the

intelligence of man the engineer and the stupidity of his systems of belief, or the stupidity of his contradictory behaviour. Sorcerers believe that the predators have given us our systems of beliefs, our ideas of good and evil; our social mores. They are the ones who set up our dreams of success or failure. They have given us covetousness, greed, and cowardice. It is the

predator who makes us complacent, routinary, and egomaniacal. 

In order to keep us obedient and meek and weak, the predators engaged themselves in a

stupendous manoeuvre – stupendous, of course, from the point of view of a fighting strategist; a horrendous manoeuvre from the point of those who suffer it. They gave us their mind. The predators’ mind is baroque, contradictory, morose, filled with the fear of being discovered any minute now. 

For ‘predators’ see Wetiko, Archons, Yaldabaoth, Jinn, and all the

other versions of the same phenomenon in cultures and religions all

over the world. The theme is always the same because it’s true and

it’s real. We have reached the point where we have to deal with it. 

The question is – how? 

Don’t fight – walk away

I thought I’d use a controversial subheading to get things moving in

terms of our response to global fascism. What do you mean ‘don’t

fight’? What do you mean ‘walk away’? We’ve got to fight. We can’t

walk away. Well, it depends what we mean by fight and walk away. 

If fighting means physical combat we are playing Wetiko’s game and

falling for its trap. It wants us to get angry, aggressive, and direct

hate and hostility at the enemy we think we must fight. Every war, 

every ba le, every conflict, has been fought with Wetiko leading

both sides. It’s what it does. Wetiko wants a fight, anywhere, any

place. Just hit me, son, so I can hit you back. Wetiko hits Wetiko and

Wetiko hits Wetiko in return. I am very forthright as you can see in

exposing Wetikos of the Cult, but I don’t hate them. I refuse to hate

them. It’s what they want. What you hate you become. What you

 fight you become. Wokers, ‘anti-haters’ and ‘anti-fascists’ prove this

every time they reach for their keyboards or don their balaclavas. By

walk away I mean to disengage from Wetiko which includes ceasing

to cooperate with its tyranny. Paul Levy says of Wetiko:

The way to ‘defeat’ evil is not to try to destroy it (for then, in playing evil’s game, we have already lost), but rather, to find the invulnerable place within ourselves where evil is unable to vanquish us – this is to truly ‘win’ our battle with evil. 

Wetiko is everywhere in human society and it’s been on steroids

since the ‘Covid’ hoax. Every shouting match over wearing masks

has Wetiko wearing a mask and Wetiko not wearing one. It’s an

electrical circuit of push and resist, push and resist, with Wetiko

pushing  and resisting. Each polarity is Wetiko empowering itself. 

Dictionary definitions of ‘resist’ include ‘opposing, refusing to accept

or comply with’ and the word to focus on is ‘opposing’. What form

does this take – se ing police cars alight or ‘refusing to accept or

comply with’? The former is Wetiko opposing Wetiko while the

other points the way forward. This is the difference between those

aggressively demanding that government fascism must be obeyed

who stand in stark contrast to the great majority of Pushbackers. We

saw this clearly with a march by thousands of Pushbackers against

lockdown in London followed days later by a Woker-hĳacked

protest in Bristol in which police cars were set on fire. Masks were

virtually absent in London and widespread in Bristol. Wetiko wants

lockdown on every level of society and infuses its aggression to

police it through its unknowing stooges. Lockdown protesters are

the ones with the smiling faces and the hugs, The two blatantly

obvious states of being – ge ing more obvious by the day – are the

result of Wokers and their like becoming ever more influenced by

the simulation Field of Wetiko and Pushbackers ever more

influenced by The Field of a far higher vibration beyond the

simulation. Wetiko can’t invade the heart which is where most

lockdown opponents are coming from. It’s the heart that allows them

to see through the lies to the truth in ways I will be highlighting. 

Renegade Minds know that calmness is the place from which

wisdom comes. You won’t find wisdom in a hissing fit and wisdom

is what we need in abundance right now. Calmness is not weakness

– you don’t have to scream at the top of your voice to be strong. 

Calmness is indeed a sign of strength. ‘No’ means I’m not doing it. 

 NOOOO!!!  doesn’t mean you’re not doing it even more. Volume

does not advance ‘No – I’m not doing it’. You are just not doing it. 

Wetiko possessed and influenced don’t know how to deal with that. 

Wetiko wants a fight and we should not give it one. What it needs

more than anything is our  cooperation and we should not give that

either. Mass rallies and marches are great in that they are a visual

representation of feeling, but if it ends there they are irrelevant. You

demand that Wetikos act differently? Well, they’re not going to are

they? They are Wetikos. We don’t need to waste our time demanding

that something doesn’t happen when that will make no difference. 

We need to delete the means that  allows it to happen. This, invariably, 

is our cooperation. You can demand a child stop firing a peashooter

at the dog or you can refuse to buy the peashooter. If you provide

the means you are cooperating with the dog being smacked on the

nose with a pea. How can the authorities enforce mask-wearing if

millions in a country refuse? What if the 74 million Pushbackers that

voted for Trump in 2020 refused to wear masks, close their

businesses or stay in their homes. It would be unenforceable. The

few control the many through the compliance of the many and that’s

always been the dynamic be it ‘Covid’ regulations or the Roman

Empire. I know people can find it intimidating to say no to authority

or stand out in a crowd for being the only one with a face on display; 

but it has to be done or it’s over. I hope I’ve made clear in this book

that where this is going will be far more intimidating than standing

up now and saying ‘No’ – I will not cooperate with my own

enslavement and that of my children. There might be consequences

for some initially, although not so if enough do the same. The

question that must be addressed is what is going to happen if we

don’t? It is time to be strong and unyieldingly so. No means no. Not

here and there, but  everywhere and  always. I have refused to wear a

mask and obey all the other nonsense. I will not comply with

tyranny. I repeat: Fascism is not imposed by fascists – there are never

enough of them. Fascism is imposed by the population acquiescing

to fascism.  I will not do it. I will die first, or my body will. Living

meekly under fascism is a form of death anyway, the death of the

spirit that Martin Luther King described. 

Making things happen

We must not despair. This is not over till it’s over and it’s far from

that. The ‘fat lady’ must refuse to sing. The longer the ‘Covid’ hoax

has dragged on and impacted on more lives we have seen an

awakening of phenomenal numbers of people worldwide to the

realisation that what they have believed all their lives is not how the

world really is. Research published by the system-serving University

of Bristol and King’s College London in February, 2021, concluded:

‘One in every 11 people in Britain say they trust David Icke’s take on

the coronavirus pandemic.’ It will be more by now and we have

gathering numbers to build on. We must urgently progress from

seeing the scam to ceasing to cooperate with it. Prominent German

lawyer Reiner Fuellmich, also licenced to practice law in America, is

doing a magnificent job taking the legal route to bring the

psychopaths to justice through a second Nuremberg tribunal for

crimes against humanity. Fuellmich has an impressive record of

beating the elite in court and he formed the German Corona

Investigative Commi ee to pursue civil charges against the main

perpetrators with a view to triggering criminal charges. Most

importantly he has grasped the foundation of the hoax – the PCR

test not testing for the ‘virus’ – and Christian Drosten is therefore on

his charge sheet along with Gates frontman Tedros at the World

Health Organization. Major players must be not be allowed to inflict

their horrors on the human race without being brought to book. A

life sentence must follow for Bill Gates and the rest of them. A group

of researchers has also indicted the government of Norway for

crimes against humanity with copies sent to the police and the

International Criminal Court. The lawsuit cites participation in an

internationally-planned false pandemic and violation of

international law and human rights, the European Commission’s

definition of human rights by coercive rules, Nuremberg and Hague

rules on fundamental human rights, and the Norwegian

constitution. We must take the initiative from hereon and not just

complain, protest and react. 

There are practical ways to support vital mass non-cooperation. 

Organising in numbers is one. Lockdown marches in London in the

spring in 2021 were mass non-cooperation that the authorities could

not stop. There were too many people. Hundreds of thousands

walked the London streets in the centre of the road for mile a er

mile while the Face-Nappies could only look on. They were

determined, but calm, and just  did it with no histrionics and lots of

smiles. The police were impotent. Others are organising group

shopping without masks for mutual support and imagine if that was

happening all over. Policing it would be impossible. If the store

refuses to serve people in these circumstances they would be faced

with a long line of trolleys full of goods standing on their own and

everything would have to be returned to the shelves. How would

they cope with that if it kept happening? I am talking here about

moving on from complaining to being pro-active; from watching

things happen to making things happen. I include in this our

relationship with the police. The behaviour of many Face-Nappies

has been disgraceful and anyone who thinks they would never find

concentration camp guards in the ‘enlightened’ modern era have

had that myth busted big-time. The period and se ing may change –

Wetikos never do. I watched film footage from a London march in

which a police thug viciously kicked a protestor on the floor who

had done nothing. His fellow Face-Nappies stood in a ring

protecting him. What he did was a criminal assault and with a

crowd far outnumbering the police this can no longer be allowed to

happen unchallenged. I get it when people chant ‘shame on you’ in

these circumstances, but that is no longer enough. They  have no

shame those who do this. Crowds needs to start making a citizen’s

arrest of the police who commit criminal offences and brutally a ack

innocent people and defenceless women. A citizen’s arrest can be

made under section 24A of the UK Police and Criminal Evidence

(PACE) Act of 1984 and you will find something similar in other

countries. I prefer to call it a Common Law arrest rather than

citizen’s for reasons I will come to shortly. Anyone can arrest a

person commi ing an indictable offence or if they have reasonable

grounds to suspect they are commi ing an indictable offence. On

both counts the a ack by the police thug would have fallen into this

category. A citizen’s arrest can be made to stop someone:



• Causing physical injury to himself or any other person

• Suffering physical injury

• Causing loss of or damage to property

• Making off before a constable can assume responsibility for him



A citizen’s arrest may also be made to prevent a breach of the

peace under Common Law and if they believe a breach of the peace

will happen or anything related to harm likely to be done or already

done in their presence. This is the way to go I think – the Common

Law version. If police know that the crowd and members of the

public will no longer be standing and watching while they commit

their thuggery and crimes they will think twice about acting like

Brownshirts and Blackshirts. 

Common Law – common sense

Mention of Common Law is very important. Most people think the

law is the law as in one law. This is not the case. There are two

bodies of law, Common Law and Statute Law, and they are not the

same. Common Law is founded on the simple premise of do no

harm. It does not recognise victimless crimes in which no harm is

done while Statute Law does. There is a Statute Law against almost

everything. So what is Statute Law? Amazingly it’s the law of the  sea

that was brought ashore by the Cult to override the law of the land

which is Common Law. They had no right to do this and as always

they did it anyway. They had to. They could not impose their will on

the people through Common Law which only applies to do no harm. 

How could you stitch up the fine detail of people’s lives with that? 

Instead they took the law of the sea, or Admiralty Law, and applied

it to the population. Statute Law refers to all the laws spewing out of

governments and their agencies including all the fascist laws and

regulations relating to ‘Covid’. The key point to make is that Statute

Law is  contract law. It only applies between  contracting corporations. 

Most police officers don’t even know this. They have to be kept in

the dark, too. Long ago when merchants and their sailing ships

began to trade with different countries a contractual law was

developed called Admiralty Law and other names. Again it only

applied to  contracts agreed between  corporate entities. If there is no

agreed contract the law of the sea had no jurisdiction  and that still

 applies to its new alias of Statute Law. The problem for the Cult when

the law of the sea was brought ashore was an obvious one. People

were not corporations and neither were government entities. To

overcome the la er they made governments and all associated

organisations corporations. All the institutions are  private

 corporations and I mean governments and their agencies, local

councils, police, courts, military, US states, the whole lot. Go to the

Dun and Bradstreet corporate listings website for confirmation that

they are all corporations. You are arrested by a private corporation

called the police by someone who is really a private security guard

and they take you to court which is another private corporation. 

Neither have jurisdiction over you unless you consent and  contract

with them. This is why you hear the mantra about law enforcement

policing by  consent of the people. In truth the people ‘consent’ only

in theory through monumental trickery. 

Okay, the Cult overcame the corporate law problem by making

governments and institutions corporate entities; but what about

people? They are not corporations are they? Ah ... well in a sense, 

and  only a sense, they are. Not people exactly – the illusion of

people. The Cult creates a corporation in the name of everyone at the

time that their birth certificate is issued. Note birth/  berth certificate

and when you go to court under the law of the sea on land you stand

in a  dock. These are throwbacks to the origin. My Common Law

name is David Vaughan Icke. The name of the corporation created

by the government when I was born is called Mr David Vaughan

Icke usually wri en in capitals as MR DAVID VAUGHAN ICKE. 

That is not me, the living, breathing man. It is a fictitious corporate

entity. The trick is to make you think that David Vaughan Icke and

MR DAVID VAUGHAN ICKE are the same thing.  They are not. When

police charge you and take you to court they are prosecuting the

corporate entity and not the living, breathing, man or woman. They

have to trick you into identifying as the corporate entity and

contracting with them. Otherwise they have no jurisdiction. They do

this through a language known as legalese. Lawful and legal are not

the same either. Lawful relates to Common Law and legal relates to

Statute Law. Legalese is the language of Statue Law which uses

terms that mean one thing to the public and another in legalese. 

Notice that when a police officer tells someone why they are being

charged he or she will say at the end: ‘Do you understand?’ To the

public that means ‘Do you comprehend?’ In legalese it means ‘Do

you stand under me?’ Do you stand under my authority? If you say

yes to the question you are unknowingly agreeing to give them

jurisdiction over you in a contract between two corporate entities. 

This is a confidence trick in every way. Contracts have to be agreed

between informed parties and if you don’t know that David

Vaughan Icke is agreeing to be the corporation MR DAVID

VAUGHAN ICKE you cannot knowingly agree to contract. They are

deceiving you and another way they do this is to ask for proof of

identity. You usually show them a driving licence or other document

on which your corporate name is wri en. In doing so you are

accepting that you are that corporate entity when you are not. 

Referring to yourself as a ‘person’ or ‘citizen’ is also identifying with

your corporate fiction which is why I made the Common Law point

about the citizen’s arrest. If you are approached by a police officer

you identify yourself immediately as a living, breathing, man or

woman and say ‘I do not consent, I do not contract with you and I do

not understand’ or stand under their authority. I have a Common

Law birth certificate as a living man and these are available at no

charge from commonlawcourt.com. Businesses registered under the

Statute Law system means that its laws apply. There are, however, 

ways to run a business under Common Law. Remember all ‘Covid’

laws and regulations are Statute Law – the law of  contracts and you

do not have to contract. This doesn’t mean that you can kill someone

and get away with it. Common Law says do no harm and that

applies to physical harm, financial harm etc. Police are employees of

private corporations and there needs to be a new system of non-

corporate Common Law constables operating outside the Statute

Law system. If you go to davidicke.com and put Common Law into the search engine you will find videos that explain Common Law in

much greater detail. It is definitely a road we should walk. 

With all my heart

I have heard people say that we are in a spiritual war. I don’t like the

term ‘war’ with its Wetiko dynamic, but I know what they mean. 

Sweep aside all the bodily forms and we are in a situation in which

two states of consciousness are seeking very different realities. 

Wetiko wants upheaval, chaos, fear, suffering, conflict and control. 

The other wants love, peace, harmony, fairness and freedom. That’s

where we are. We should not fall for the idea that Wetiko is all-

powerful and there’s nothing we can do. Wetiko is not all-powerful. 

It’s a joke, pathetic. It doesn’t have to be, but it has made that choice

for now. A handful of times over the years when I have felt the

presence of its frequency I have allowed it to a ach briefly so I could

consciously observe its nature. The experience is not pleasant, the

energy is heavy and dark, but the ease with which you can kick it

back out the door shows that its real power is in persuading us that

it has power. It’s all a con. Wetiko is a con. It’s a trickster and not a

power that can control us if we unleash our own. The con is founded

on manipulating humanity to give its power to Wetiko which

recycles it back to present the illusion that it has power when its

power is  ours that we gave away. This happens on an energetic level

and plays out in the world of the seen as humanity giving its power

to Wetiko authority which uses that power to control the population

when the power is only the power the population has handed over. 

How could it be any other way for billions to be controlled by a

relative few? I have had experiences with people possessed by


Wetiko and again you can kick its arse if you do it with an open

heart. Oh yes – the  heart which can transform the world of perceived

‘ma er’. 

We are receiver-transmi ers and processors of information, but

what information and where from? Information is processed into

perception in three main areas – the brain, the heart and the belly. 

These relate to thinking, knowing, and emotion. Wetiko wants us to

be head and belly people which means we think within the confines

of the Matrix simulation and low-vibrational emotional reaction

scrambles balance and perception. A few minutes on social media

and you see how emotion is the dominant force. Woke is all emotion

and is therefore thought-free and fact-free. Our heart is something

different. It  knows while the head  thinks and has to try to work it out

because it doesn’t know. The human energy field has seven prime

vortexes which connect us with wider reality (Fig 23). Chakra means
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‘wheels of light’ in the Sanskrit language of ancient India. The main

ones are: The crown chakra on top of the head; brow (or ‘third eye’)

chakra in the centre of the forehead; throat chakra; heart chakra in

the centre of the chest; solar plexus chakra below the sternum; sacral

chakra beneath the navel; and base chakra at the bo om of the spine. 

Each one has a particular function or functions. We feel anxiety and

nervousness in the belly where the sacral chakra is located and this

processes emotion that can affect the colon to give people ‘the shits’

or make them ‘shit scared’ when they are nervous. Chakras all play

an important role, but the Mr and Mrs Big is the heart chakra which

sits at the centre of the seven, above the chakras that connect us to

the ‘physical’ and below those that connect with higher realms (or at

least should). Here in the heart chakra we feel love, empathy and

compassion – ‘My heart goes out to you’. Those with closed hearts

become literally ‘heart-less’ in their a itudes and behaviour (see Bill

Gates). Native Americans portrayed Wetiko with what Paul Levy

calls a ‘frigid, icy heart, devoid of mercy’ (see Bill Gates). 

Figure 23: The chakra system which interpenetrates the human energy field. The heart chakra is the governor – or should be. 

Wetiko trembles at the thought of heart energy which it cannot

infiltrate. The frequency is too high. What it seeks to do instead is

close the heart chakra vortex to block its perceptual and energetic

influence. Psychopaths have ‘hearts of stone’ and emotionally-

damaged people have ‘heartache’ and ‘broken hearts’. The

astonishing amount of heart disease is related to heart chakra

disruption with its fundamental connection to the ‘physical’ heart. 

Dr Tom Cowan has wri en an outstanding book challenging the

belief that the heart is a pump and making the connection between

the ‘physical’ and spiritual heart. Rudolph Steiner who was way

ahead of his time said the same about the fallacy that the heart is a

pump.  What? The heart is not a pump? That’s crazy, right? 

Everybody knows that. Read Cowan’s  Human Heart, Cosmic Heart

and you will realise that the very idea of the heart as a pump is

ridiculous when you see the evidence. How does blood in the feet so

far from the heart get pumped horizontally up the body by the

heart?? Cowan explains in the book the real reason why blood

moves as it does. Our ‘physical’ heart is used to symbolise love when

the source is really the heart vortex or spiritual heart which is our

most powerful energetic connection to ‘out there’ expanded

consciousness. That’s why we feel  knowing – intuitive knowing – in

the centre of the chest. Knowing doesn’t come from a process of

thoughts leading to a conclusion. It is there in an instant all in one

go. Our heart knows because of its connection to levels of awareness

that  do know. This is the meaning and source of intuition – intuitive

 knowing. 

For the last more than 30 years of uncovering the global game and

the nature of reality my heart has been my constant antenna for

truth and accuracy. An American intelligence insider once said that I

had quoted a disinformer in one of my books and yet I had only

quoted the part that was true. He asked: ‘How do you do that?’ By

using my heart antenna was the answer and anyone can do it. Heart-

centred is how we are meant to be. With a closed heart chakra we

withdraw into a closed mind and the bubble of five-sense reality. If

you take a moment to focus your a ention on the centre of your

chest, picture a spinning wheel of light and see it opening and

expanding. You will feel it happening, too, and perceptions of the

heart like joy and love as the heart impacts on the mind as they

interact. The more the chakra opens the more you will feel

expressions of heart consciousness and as the process continues, and

becomes part of you, insights and knowings will follow. An open
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heart is connected to that level of awareness that knows all is  One. 

You will see from its perspective that the fault-lines that divide us

are only illusions to control us. An open heart does not process the

illusions of race, creed and sexuality except as brief experiences for a

consciousness that is all. Our heart does not see division, only unity

(Figs 24 and 25). There’s something else, too. Our hearts love to

laugh. Mark Twain’s quote that says ‘The human race has one really

effective weapon, and that is laughter’ is really a reference to the

heart which loves to laugh with the joy of knowing the true nature of

infinite reality and that all the madness of human society is an

illusion of the mind. Twain also said: ‘Against the assault of laughter

nothing can stand.’ This is so true of Wetiko and the Cult. Their

insecurity demands that they be taken seriously and their power and

authority acknowledged and feared. We should do nothing of the

sort. We should not get aggressive or fearful which their insecurity

so desires. We should laugh in their face. Even in their no-face as

police come over in their face-nappies and expect to be taken

seriously. They don’t take themselves seriously looking like that so

why should we? Laugh in the face of intimidation. Laugh in the face

of tyranny. You will see by its reaction that you have pressed all of its

bu ons. Wetiko does not know what to do in the face of laughter or

when its targets refuse to concede their joy to fear. We have seen

many examples during the ‘Covid’ hoax when people have

expressed their energetic power and the string puppets of Wetiko

retreat with their tail limp between their knees. Laugh – the world is

bloody mad a er all and if it’s a choice between laughter and tears I

know which way I’m going. 
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Figure 24: Head consciousness without the heart sees division and everything apart from everything else. 

Figure 25: Heart consciousness sees everything as One. 

‘Vaccines’ and the soul

The foundation of Wetiko/Archon control of humans is the

separation of incarnate five-sense mind from the infinite ‘I’ and

closing the heart chakra where the True ‘I’ lives during a human life. 

The goal has been to achieve complete separation in both cases. I was

interested therefore to read an account by a French energetic healer

of what she said she experienced with a patient who had been given

the ‘Covid’ vaccine. Genuine energy healers can sense information

and consciousness fields at different levels of being which are

referred to as ‘subtle bodies’. She described treating the patient who

later returned a er having, without the healer’s knowledge, two

doses of the ‘Covid vaccine’. The healer said:

I noticed immediately the change, very heavy energy emanating from [the] subtle bodies. The scariest thing was when I was working on the heart chakra, I connected with her soul: it was detached from the physical body, it had no contact and it was, as if it was floating in a state of total confusion: a damage to the consciousness that loses contact with the physical body, i.e. 

with our biological machine, there is no longer any communication between them. 

I continued the treatment by sending light to the heart chakra, the soul of the person, but it seemed that the soul could no longer receive any light, frequency or energy. It was a very powerful experience for me. Then I understood that this substance is indeed used to detach consciousness so that this consciousness can no longer interact through this body that it possesses in life, where there is no longer any contact, no frequency, no light, no more energetic balance or mind. 

This would create a human that is rudderless and at the extreme

almost zombie-like operating with a fractional state of consciousness

at the mercy of Wetiko. I was especially intrigued by what the healer

said in the light of the prediction by the highly-informed Rudolf

Steiner more than a hundred years ago. He said:

In the future, we will eliminate the soul with medicine. Under the pretext of a ‘healthy point of view’, there will be a vaccine by which the human body will be treated as soon as possible directly at birth, so that the human being cannot develop the thought of the existence of soul and Spirit. To materialistic doctors will be entrusted the task of removing the soul of humanity. 

As today, people are vaccinated against this disease or that disease, so in the future, children will be vaccinated with a substance that can be produced precisely in such a way that people, thanks to this vaccination, will be immune to being subjected to the ‘madness’ of spiritual life. 

He would be extremely smart, but he would not develop a conscience, and that is the true goal of some materialistic circles. 

Steiner said the vaccine would detach the physical body from the

etheric body (subtle bodies) and ‘once the etheric body is detached

the relationship between the universe and the etheric body would

become extremely unstable, and man would become an automaton’. 

He said ‘the physical body of man must be polished on this Earth by

spiritual will – so the vaccine becomes a kind of arymanique

(Wetiko) force’ and ‘man can no longer get rid of a given

materialistic feeling’. Humans would then, he said, become

‘materialistic of constitution and can no longer rise to the spiritual’. I

have been writing for years about DNA being a receiver-transmi er

of information that connects us to other levels of reality and these

‘vaccines’ changing DNA can be likened to changing an antenna and

what it can transmit and receive. Such a disconnection would clearly

lead to changes in personality and perception. Steiner further

predicted the arrival of AI. Big Pharma ‘Covid vaccine’ makers, 

expressions of Wetiko, are testing their DNA-manipulating evil on

children as I write with a view to giving the ‘vaccine’ to babies. If it’s

a soul-body disconnector – and I say that it is or can be – every child

would be disconnected from ‘soul’ at birth and the ‘vaccine’ would

create a closed system in which spiritual guidance from the greater

self would play no part. This has been the ambition of Wetiko all

along. A Pentagon video from 2005 was leaked of a presentation

explaining the development of vaccines to change behaviour by their

effect on the brain. Those that believe this is not happening with the

‘Covid’ genetically-modifying procedure masquerading as a

‘vaccine’ should make an urgent appointment with Naivety

Anonymous. Klaus Schwab wrote in 2018:

Neurotechnologies enable us to better influence consciousness and thought and to understand many activities of the brain. They include decoding what we are thinking in fine levels of detail through new chemicals and interventions that can influence our brains to correct for errors or enhance functionality. 

The plan is clear and only the heart can stop it. With every heart that

opens, every mind that awakens, Wetiko is weakened. Heart and

love are far more powerful than head and hate and so nothing like a

majority is needed to turn this around. 

Beyond the Phantom

Our heart is the prime target of Wetiko and so it must be the answer

to Wetiko. We  are our heart which is part of one heart, the infinite

heart. Our heart is where the true self lives in a human life behind

firewalls of five-sense illusion when an imposter takes its place –

 Phantom Self; but our heart waits patiently to be set free any time we

choose to see beyond the Phantom, beyond Wetiko. A Wetikoed

Phantom Self can wreak mass death and destruction while the love

of forever is locked away in its heart. The time is here to unleash its

power and let it sweep away the fear and despair that is Wetiko. 

Heart consciousness does not seek manipulated, censored, 

advantage for its belief or religion, its activism and desires. As an

expression of the One it treats all as One with the same rights to

freedom and opinion. Our heart demands fairness for itself no more

than for others. From this unity of heart we can come together in

mutual support and transform this Wetikoed world into what reality

is meant to be – a place of love, joy, happiness, fairness, justice and

freedom. Wetiko has another agenda and that’s why the world is as

it is, but enough of this nonsense. Wetiko can’t stay where hearts are open and it works so hard to keep them closed. Fear is its currency

and its food source and love in its true sense has no fear. Why would

love have fear when it knows it is  All That Is, Has Been, And Ever Can

 Be on an eternal exploration of all possibility? Love in this true sense

is not the physical a raction that passes for love. This can be an

expression of it, yes, but Infinite Love, a love without condition, goes

far deeper to the core of all being. It  is the core of all being. Infinite

realty was born from love beyond the illusions of the simulation. 

Love infinitely expressed is the knowing that all is One and the

swi ly-passing experience of separation is a temporary

hallucination. You cannot disconnect from Oneness; you can only

 perceive that you have and withdraw from its influence. This is the

most important of all perception trickery by the mind parasite that is

Wetiko and the foundation of all its potential for manipulation. 

If we open our hearts, open the sluice gates of the mind, and

redefine self-identity amazing things start to happen. Consciousness

expands or contracts in accordance with self-identity. When true self

is recognised as infinite awareness and label self – Phantom Self – is

seen as only a series of brief experiences life is transformed. 

Consciousness expands to the extent that self-identity expands and

everything changes. You see unity, not division, the picture, not the

pixels. From this we can play the long game. No more is an

experience something in and of itself, but a fleeting moment in the

eternity of forever. Suddenly people in uniform and dark suits are no

longer intimidating. Doing what your heart knows to be right is no

longer intimidating and consequences for those actions take on the

same nature of a brief experience that passes in the blink of an

infinite eye. Intimidation is all in the mind. Beyond the mind there is

no intimidation. 

An open heart does not consider consequences for what it knows

to be right. To do so would be to consider not doing what it knows to

be right and for a heart in its power that is never an option. The

Renegade Mind is really the Renegade Heart. Consideration of

consequences will always provide a getaway car for the mind and

the heart doesn’t want one. What is right in the light of what we face today is to stop cooperating with Wetiko in all its forms and to do it

without fear or compromise. You cannot compromise with tyranny

when tyranny always demands more until it has everything. Life is

your perception and you are your destiny. Change your perception

and you change your life. Change collective perception and we

change the world. 

 Come on people … One human family, One heart, One goal …

 FREEEEEEDOM! 

We must se le for nothing less. 

Postscript

The big scare story as the book goes to press is the ‘Indian’

variant and the world is being deluged with propaganda about

the ‘Covid catastrophe’ in India which mirrors in its lies and

misrepresentations what happened in Italy before the first lockdown

in 2020. 

The  New York Post published a picture of someone who had

‘collapsed in the street from Covid’ in India in April, 2021, which

was actually taken during a gas leak in May, 2020. Same old, same

old. Media articles in mid-February were asking why India had been

so untouched by ‘Covid’ and then as their vaccine rollout gathered

pace the alleged ‘cases’ began to rapidly increase. Indian ‘Covid

vaccine’ maker Bharat Biotech was funded into existence by the Bill

and Melinda Gates Foundation (the pair announced their divorce in

May, 2021, which is a pity because they so deserve each other). The

Indian ‘Covid crisis’ was ramped up by the media to terrify the

world and prepare people for submission to still more restrictions. 

The scam that worked the first time was being repeated only with far

more people seeing through the deceit. Davidicke.com and

Ickonic.com have sought to tell the true story of what is happening by talking to people living through the Indian nightmare which has

nothing to do with ‘Covid’. We posted a le er from ‘Alisha’ in Pune

who told a very different story to government and media mendacity. 

She said scenes of dying people and overwhelmed hospitals were

designed to hide what was really happening – genocide and

starvation. Alisha said that millions had already died of starvation

during the ongoing lockdowns while government and media were

lying and making it look like the ‘virus’:

Restaurants, shops, gyms, theatres, basically everything is shut. The cities are ghost towns. 

Even so-called ‘essential’ businesses are only open till 11am in the morning. You basically have just an hour to buy food and then your time is up. 

Inter-state travel and even inter-district travel is banned. The cops wait at all major crossroads to question why you are traveling outdoors or to fine you if you are not wearing a mask. 

The medical community here is also complicit in genocide, lying about hospitals being full and turning away people with genuine illnesses, who need immediate care. They have even

created a shortage of oxygen cylinders. 

This is the classic Cult modus operandi played out in every country. 

Alisha said that people who would not have a PCR test not testing

for the ‘virus’ were being denied hospital treatment. She said the

people hit hardest were migrant workers and those in rural areas. 

Most businesses employed migrant workers and with everything

closed there were no jobs, no income and no food. As a result

millions were dying of starvation or malnutrition. All this was

happening under Prime Minister Narendra Modi, a 100-percent

asset of the Cult, and it emphasises yet again the scale of pure anti-

human evil we are dealing with. Australia banned its people from

returning home from India with penalties for trying to do so of up to

five years in jail and a fine of £37,000. The manufactured ‘Covid’

crisis in India was being prepared to justify further fascism in the

West. Obvious connections could be seen between the Indian

‘vaccine’ programme and increased ‘cases’ and this became a

common theme. The Seychelles, the most per capita ‘Covid

vaccinated’ population in the world, went back into lockdown a er a

‘surge of cases’. 

Long ago the truly evil Monsanto agricultural biotechnology

corporation with its big connections to Bill Gates devastated Indian

farming with genetically-modified crops. Human rights activist

Gurcharan Singh highlighted the efforts by the Indian government

to complete the job by destroying the food supply to hundreds of

millions with ‘Covid’ lockdowns. He said that 415 million people at

the bo om of the disgusting caste system (still going whatever they

say) were below the poverty line and struggled to feed themselves

every year. Now the government was imposing lockdown at just the

time to destroy the harvest. This deliberate policy was leading to

mass starvation. People may reel back at the suggestion that a

government would do that, but Wetiko-controlled ‘leaders’ are

capable of any level of evil. In fact what is described in India is in the

process of being instigated worldwide. The food chain and food

supply are being targeted at every level to cause world hunger and

thus control. Bill Gates is not the biggest owner of farmland in

America for no reason and destroying access to food aids both the

depopulation agenda and the plan for synthetic ‘food’ already being

funded into existence by Gates. Add to this the coming hyper-

inflation from the suicidal creation of fake ‘money’ in response to

‘Covid’ and the breakdown of container shipping systems and you

have a cocktail that can only lead one way and is meant to. The Cult

plan is to crash the entire system to ‘build back be er’ with the Great

Reset. 

‘Vaccine’ transmission

Reports from all over the world continue to emerge of women

suffering menstrual and fertility problems a er having the fake

‘vaccine’ and of the non-’vaccinated’ having similar problems when

interacting with the ‘vaccinated’. There are far too many for

‘coincidence’ to be credible. We’ve had menopausal women ge ing

periods, others having periods stop or not stopping for weeks, 

passing clots, sometimes the lining of the uterus, breast

irregularities, and miscarriages (which increased by 400 percent in

parts of the United States). Non-‘vaccinated’ men and children have

suffered blood clots and nose bleeding a er interaction with the

‘vaccinated’. Babies have died from the effects of breast milk from a

‘vaccinated’ mother. Awake doctors – the small minority –

speculated on the cause of non-’vaccinated’ suffering the same

effects as the ‘vaccinated’. Was it nanotechnology in the synthetic

substance transmi ing frequencies or was it a straight chemical

bioweapon that was being transmi ed between people? I am not

saying that some kind of chemical transmission is not one possible

answer, but the foundation of all that the Cult does is frequency and

this is fertile ground for understanding how transmission can

happen. American doctor Carrie Madej, an internal medicine

physician and osteopath, has been practicing for the last 20 years, 

teaching medical students, and she says a ending different meetings

where the agenda for humanity was discussed. Madej, who operates

out of Georgia, did not dismiss other possible forms of transmission, 

but she focused on frequency in search of an explanation for

transmission. She said the Moderna and Pfizer ‘vaccines’ contained

nano-lipid particles as a key component. This was a brand new

technology never before used on humanity. ‘They’re using a

nanotechnology which is pre y much li le tiny computer bits …

nanobots or hydrogel.’ Inside the ‘vaccines’ was ‘this sci-fi kind of

substance’ which suppressed immune checkpoints to get into the

cell. I referred to this earlier as the ‘Trojan horse’ technique that

tricks the cell into opening a gateway for the self-replicating

synthetic material and while the immune system is artificially

suppressed the body has no defences. Madej said the substance

served many purposes including an on-demand ability to ‘deliver

the payload’ and using the nano ‘computer bits’ as biosensors in the

body. ‘It actually has the ability to accumulate data from your body, 

like your breathing, your respiration, thoughts, emotions, all kinds

of things.’

She said the technology obviously has the ability to operate

through Wi-Fi and transmit and receive energy, messages, 

frequencies or impulses. ‘Just imagine you’re ge ing this new

substance in you and it can react to things all around you, the 5G, 

your smart device, your phones.’ We had something completely

foreign in the human body that had never been launched large scale

at a time when we were seeing 5G going into schools and hospitals

(plus the Musk satellites) and she believed the ‘vaccine’ transmission

had something to do with this: ‘… if these people have this inside of

them … it can act like an antenna and actually transmit it outwardly

as well.’ The synthetic substance produced its own voltage and so it

could have that kind of effect. This fits with my own contention that

the nano receiver-transmi ers are designed to connect people to the

Smart Grid and break the receiver-transmi er connection to

expanded consciousness. That would explain the French energy

healer’s experience of the disconnection of body from ‘soul’ with

those who have had the ‘vaccine’. The nanobots, self-replicating

inside the body, would also transmit the synthetic frequency which

could be picked up through close interaction by those who have not

been ‘vaccinated’. Madej speculated that perhaps it was 5G and

increased levels of other radiation that was causing the symptoms

directly although interestingly she said that non-‘vaccinated’

patients had shown improvement when they were away from the

‘vaccinated’ person they had interacted with. It must be remembered

that you can control frequency and energy with your mind and you

can consciously create energetic barriers or bubbles with the mind to

stop damaging frequencies from penetrating your field. American

paediatrician Dr Larry Palevsky said the ‘vaccine’ was not a ‘vaccine’

and was never designed to protect from a ‘viral’ infection. He called

it ‘a massive, brilliant propaganda of genocide’ because they didn’t

have to inject everyone to get the result they wanted. He said the

content of the jabs was able to infuse any material into the brain, 

heart, lungs, kidneys, liver, sperm and female productive system. 

‘This is genocide; this is a weapon of mass destruction.’ At the same

time American colleges were banning students from a ending if

they didn’t have this life-changing and potentially life-ending

‘vaccine’. Class action lawsuits must follow when the consequences

of this college fascism come to light. As the book was going to press

came reports about fertility effects on sperm in ‘vaccinated’ men

which would absolutely fit with what I have been saying and

hospitals continued to fill with ‘vaccine’ reactions. Another question

is what about transmission via blood transfusions? The NHS has

extended blood donation restrictions from seven days a er a ‘Covid

vaccination’ to 28 days a er even a sore arm reaction. 

I said in the spring of 2020 that the then touted ‘Covid vaccine’

would be ongoing each year like the flu jab. A year later Pfizer CEO, 

the appalling Albert Bourla, said people would ‘likely’ need a

‘booster dose’ of the ‘vaccine’ within 12 months of ge ing ‘fully

vaccinated’ and then a yearly shot. ‘Variants will play a key role’, he said confirming the point. Johnson & Johnson CEO Alex Gorsky also

took time out from his ‘vaccine’ disaster to say that people may need

to be vaccinated against ‘Covid-19’ each year. UK Health Secretary, 

the psychopath Ma  Hancock, said additional ‘boosters’ would be

available in the autumn of 2021. This is the trap of the ‘vaccine

passport’. The public will have to accept every last ‘vaccine’ they

introduce, including for the fake ‘variants’, or it would cease to be

valid. The only other way in some cases would be continuous testing

with a test not testing for the ‘virus’ and what is on the swabs

constantly pushed up your noise towards the brain every time? 

‘Vaccines’ changing behaviour

I mentioned in the body of the book how I believed we would see

gathering behaviour changes in the ‘vaccinated’ and I am already

hearing such comments from the non-‘vaccinated’ describing

behaviour changes in friends, loved ones and work colleagues. This

will only increase as the self-replicating synthetic material and

nanoparticles expand in body and brain. An article in the  Guardian in

2016 detailed research at the University of Virginia in Charlo esville

which developed a new method for controlling brain circuits

associated with complex animal behaviour. The method, dubbed

‘magnetogenetics’, involves genetically-engineering a protein called

ferritin, which stores and releases iron, to create a magnetised

substance – ‘Magneto’ – that can activate specific groups of nerve

cells from a distance. This is claimed to be an advance on other

methods of brain activity manipulation known as optogenetics and

chemogenetics (the Cult has been developing methods of brain

control for a long time). The ferritin technique is said to be non-

invasive and able to activate neurons ‘rapidly and reversibly’. In

other words, human thought and perception. The article said that

earlier studies revealed how nerve cell proteins ‘activated by heat

and mechanical pressure can be genetically engineered so that they

become sensitive to radio waves and magnetic fields, by a aching

them to an iron-storing protein called ferritin, or to inorganic

paramagnetic particles’. Sensitive to radio waves and magnetic

fields? You mean like 5G, 6G and 7G? This is the human-AI Smart

Grid hive mind we are talking about. The  Guardian article said:

… the researchers injected Magneto into the striatum of freely behaving mice, a deep brain structure containing dopamine-producing neurons that are involved in reward and motivation, and then placed the animals into an apparatus split into magnetised and non-magnetised

sections. 

Mice expressing Magneto spent far more time in the magnetised areas than mice that did not, because activation of the protein caused the striatal neurons expressing it to release

dopamine, so that the mice found being in those areas rewarding. This shows that Magneto can remotely control the firing of neurons deep within the brain, and also control complex behaviours. 

Make no mistake this basic methodology will be part of the ‘Covid

vaccine’ cocktail and using magnetics to change brain function

through electromagnetic field frequency activation. The Pentagon is

developing a ‘Covid vaccine’ using ferritin. Magnetics would explain

changes in behaviour and why videos are appearing across the

Internet as I write showing how magnets stick to the skin at the

point of the ‘vaccine’ shot. Once people take these ‘vaccines’

anything becomes possible in terms of brain function and illness

which will be blamed on ‘Covid-19’ and ‘variants’. Magnetic field

manipulation would further explain why the non-‘vaccinated’ are

reporting the same symptoms as the ‘vaccinated’ they interact with

and why those symptoms are reported to decrease when not in their

company. Interestingly ‘Magneto’, a ‘mutant’, is a character in the

Marvel Comic  X-Men stories with the ability to manipulate magnetic

fields and he believes that mutants should fight back against their

human oppressors by any means necessary. The character was born

Erik Lehnsherr to a Jewish family in Germany. 

Cult-controlled courts

The European Court of Human Rights opened the door for

mandatory ‘Covid-19 vaccines’ across the continent when it ruled in

a Czech Republic dispute over childhood immunisation that legally

enforced vaccination could be ‘necessary in a democratic society’. 

The 17 judges decided that compulsory vaccinations did not breach

human rights law. On the face of it the judgement was so inverted

you gasp for air. If not having a vaccine infused into your body is not

a human right then what is? Ah, but they said human rights law

which has been specifically wri en to delete all human rights at the

behest of the state (the Cult). Article 8 of the European Convention

on Human Rights relates to the right to a private life. The crucial

word here is  ‘except’:

There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right EXCEPT

such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a democratic society in the interests of national security, public safety or the economic wellbeing of the country, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others [My emphasis]. 

No interference  except in accordance with the law means there  are no

‘human rights’  except what EU governments decide you can have at

their behest. ‘As is necessary in a democratic society’ explains that

reference in the judgement and ‘in the interests of national security, 

public safety or the economic well-being of the country, for the

prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or

morals, or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others’

gives the EU a coach and horses to ride through ‘human rights’ and

sca er them in all directions. The judiciary is not a check and

balance on government extremism; it is a vehicle to enforce it. This

judgement was almost laughably predictable when the last thing the

Cult wanted was a decision that went against mandatory

vaccination. Judges rule over and over again to benefit the system of

which they are a part. Vaccination disputes that come before them

are invariably delivered in favour of doctors and authorities

representing the view of the state which owns the judiciary. Oh, yes, 

and we have even had calls to stop pu ing ‘Covid-19’ on death

certificates within 28 days of a ‘positive test’ because it is claimed the

practice makes the ‘vaccine’ appear not to work. They are laughing

at you. 

The scale of madness, inhumanity and things to come was

highlighted when those not ‘vaccinated’ for ‘Covid’ were refused

evacuation from the Caribbean island of St Vincent during massive

volcanic eruptions. Cruise ships taking residents to the safety of

another island allowed only the ‘vaccinated’ to board and the rest

were le  to their fate. Even in life and death situations like this we

see ‘Covid’ stripping people of their most basic human instincts and

the insanity is even more extreme when you think that fake

‘vaccine’-makers are not even claiming their body-manipulating

concoctions stop ‘infection’ and ‘transmission’ of a ‘virus’ that

doesn’t exist. St Vincent Prime Minister Ralph Gonsalves said: ‘The

chief medical officer will be identifying the persons already

vaccinated so that we can get them on the ship.’ Note again the

power of the chief medical officer who, like Whi y in the UK, will be

answering to the World Health Organization. This is the Cult

network structure that has overridden politicians who ‘follow the

science’ which means doing what WHO-controlled ‘medical officers’

and ‘science advisers’ tell them. Gonsalves even said that residents

who were ‘vaccinated’ a er the order so they could board the ships

would still be refused entry due to possible side effects such as

‘wooziness in the head’. The good news is that if they were woozy

enough in the head they could qualify to be prime minister of St

Vincent. 

Microchipping freedom

The European judgement will be used at some point to justify moves

to enforce the ‘Covid’ DNA-manipulating procedure. Sandra Ro, 

CEO of the Global Blockchain Business Council, told a World

Economic Forum event that she hoped ‘vaccine passports’ would

help to ‘drive forced consent and standardisation’ of global digital

identity schemes: ‘I’m hoping with the desire and global demand for

some sort of vaccine passport – so that people can get travelling and

working again – [it] will drive forced consent, standardisation, and

frankly, cooperation across the world.’ The lady is either not very

bright, or thoroughly mendacious, to use the term ‘forced consent’. 

You do not ‘consent’ if you are forced – you  submit. She was

describing what the plan has been all along and that’s to enforce a

digital identity on every human without which they could not

function. ‘Vaccine passports’ are opening the door and are far from

the end goal. A digital identity would allow you to be tracked in

everything you do in cyberspace and this is the same technique used

by Cult-owned China to enforce its social credit system of total

control. The ultimate ‘passport’ is planned to be a microchip as my

books have warned for nearly 30 years. Those nice people at the

Pentagon working for the Cult-controlled Defense Advanced

Research Projects Agency (DARPA) claimed in April, 2021, they

have developed a microchip inserted under the skin to detect

‘asymptomatic Covid-19 infection’ before it becomes an outbreak

and a ‘revolutionary filter’ that can remove the ‘virus’ from the

blood when a ached to a dialysis machine. The only problems with

this are that the ‘virus’ does not exist and people transmi ing the

‘virus’ with no symptoms is brain-numbing bullshit. This is, of

course, not a ruse to get people to be microchipped for very different

reasons. DARPA also said it was producing a one-stop ‘vaccine’ for

the ‘virus’ and all ‘variants’. One of the most sinister organisations

on Planet Earth is doing this? Be er have it then. These people are

insane because Wetiko that possesses them is insane. 

Researchers from the Salk Institute in California announced they

have created an embryo that is part human and part monkey. My

books going back to the 1990s have exposed experiments in top

secret underground facilities in the United States where humans are

being crossed with animal and non-human ‘extraterrestrial’ species. 

They are now easing that long-developed capability into the public

arena and there is much more to come given we are dealing with

psychiatric basket cases. Talking of which – Elon Musk’s scientists at

Neuralink trained a monkey to play Pong and other puzzles on a

computer screen using a joystick and when the monkey made the

correct move a metal tube squirted banana smoothie into his mouth

which is the basic technique for training humans into unquestioning

compliance. Two Neuralink chips were in the monkey’s skull and

more than 2,000 wires ‘fanned out’ into its brain. Eventually the

monkey played a video game purely with its brain waves. 

Psychopathic narcissist Musk said the ‘breakthrough’ was a step

towards pu ing Neuralink chips into human skulls and merging

minds with artificial intelligence.  Exactly. This man is so dark and

Cult to his DNA. 

World Economic Fascism (WEF)

The World Economic Forum is telling you the plan by the statements

made at its many and various events. Cult-owned fascist YouTube

CEO Susan Wojcicki spoke at the 2021 WEF Global Technology

Governance Summit (see the name) in which 40 governments and

150 companies met to ensure ‘the responsible design and

deployment of emerging technologies’. Orwellian translation:

‘Ensuring the design and deployment of long-planned technologies

will advance the Cult agenda for control and censorship.’ Freedom-

destroyer and Nuremberg-bound Wojcicki expressed support for

tech platforms like hers to censor content that is ‘technically legal but

could be harmful’. Who decides what is ‘harmful’? She does and

they do. ‘Harmful’ will be whatever the Cult doesn’t want people to

see and we have legislation proposed by the UK government that

would censor content on the basis of ‘harm’ no ma er if the

information is fair, legal and provably true. Make that  especially if it

is fair, legal and provably true. Wojcicki called for a global coalition

to be formed to enforce content moderation standards through

automated censorship. This is a woman and mega-censor so self-

deluded that she shamelessly accepted a ‘free expression’ award –

 Wojcicki – in an event sponsored by her own  YouTube. They have no

shame and no self-awareness. 

You know that ‘Covid’ is a scam and Wojcicki a Cult operative

when YouTube is censoring medical and scientific opinion purely on

the grounds of whether it supports or opposes the Cult ‘Covid’

narrative. Florida governor Ron DeSantis compiled an expert panel

with four professors of medicine from Harvard, Oxford, and

Stanford Universities who spoke against forcing children and

vaccinated people to wear masks. They also said there was no proof

that lockdowns reduced spread or death rates of ‘Covid-19’. Cult-

gofer Wojcicki and her YouTube deleted the panel video ‘because it

included content that contradicts the consensus of local and global

health authorities regarding the efficacy of masks to prevent the

spread of Covid-19’. This ‘consensus’ refers to what the Cult tells the

World Health Organization to say and the WHO tells ‘local health

authorities’ to do. Wojcicki knows this, of course. The panellists

pointed out that censorship of scientific debate was responsible for

deaths from many causes, but Wojcicki couldn’t care less. She would

not dare go against what she is told and as a disgrace to humanity

she wouldn’t want to anyway. The UK government is seeking to pass

a fascist ‘Online Safety Bill’ to specifically target with massive fines

and other means non-censored video and social media platforms to

make them censor ‘lawful but harmful’ content like the Cult-owned

Facebook, Twi er, Google and YouTube. What is ‘lawful but

harmful’ would be decided by the fascist Blair-created Ofcom. 

Another WEF obsession is a cyber-a ack on the financial system

and this is clearly what the Cult has planned to take down the bank

accounts of everyone – except theirs. Those that think they have

enough money for the Cult agenda not to ma er to them have got a

big lesson coming if they continue to ignore what is staring them in

the face. The World Economic Forum, funded by Gates and fronted

by Klaus Schwab, announced it would be running a ‘simulation’

with the Russian government and global banks of just such an a ack

called Cyber Polygon 2021. What they simulate – as with the ‘Covid’

Event 201 – they plan to instigate. The WEF is involved in a project

with the Cult-owned Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

called the WEF-Carnegie Cyber Policy Initiative which seeks to

merge Wall Street banks, ‘regulators’ (I love it) and intelligence

agencies to ‘prevent’ (arrange and allow) a cyber-a ack that would

bring down the global financial system as long planned by those that

control the WEF and the Carnegie operation. The Carnegie

Endowment for International Peace sent an instruction to First World

War US President Woodrow Wilson not to let the war end before

society had been irreversibly transformed. 

The Wuhan lab diversion

As I close, the Cult-controlled authorities and lapdog media are

systematically pushing ‘the virus was released from the Wuhan lab’

narrative. There are two versions – it happened by accident and it

happened on purpose. Both are nonsense. The perceived existence of

the never-shown-to-exist ‘virus’ is vital to sell the impression that

there is actually an infective agent to deal with and to allow the

endless potential for terrifying the population with ‘variants’ of a

‘virus’ that does not exist. The authorities at the time of writing are

going with the ‘by accident’ while the alternative media is

promoting the ‘on purpose’. Cable news host Tucker Carlson who

has questioned aspects of lockdown and ‘vaccine’ compulsion has

bought the Wuhan lab story. ‘Everyone now agrees’ he said. Well, I

don’t and many others don’t and the question is  why does the system

and its media suddenly ‘agree’? When the media moves as one unit

with a narrative it is always a lie – witness the hour by hour

mendacity of the ‘Covid’ era. Why would this Cult-owned

combination which has unleashed lies like machine gun fire

suddenly ‘agree’ to tell the truth?? 

Much of the alternative media is buying the lie because it fits the

conspiracy narrative, but it’s the  wrong conspiracy. The real

conspiracy is that  there is no virus and that is what the Cult is

desperate to hide. The idea that the ‘virus’ was released by accident

is ludicrous when the whole ‘Covid’ hoax was clearly long-planned

and waiting to be played out as it was so fast in accordance with the

Rockefeller document and Event 201. So they prepared everything in

detail over decades and then sat around strumming their fingers

waiting for an ‘accidental’ release from a bio-lab?  What??  It’s crazy. 

Then there’s the ‘on purpose’ claim. You want to circulate a ‘deadly

virus’ and hide the fact that you’ve done so and you release it down

the street from the highest-level bio-lab in China? I repeat –  What?? 

You would release it far from that lab to stop any association being

made. But, no, we’ll do it in a place where the connection was certain

to be made. Why would you need to scam ‘cases’ and ‘deaths’ and

pay hospitals to diagnose ‘Covid-19’ if you had a real ‘virus’? What

are sections of the alternative media doing believing this crap? 

Where were all the mass deaths in Wuhan from a ‘deadly pathogen’

when the recovery to normal life a er the initial propaganda was

dramatic in speed? Why isn’t the ‘deadly pathogen’ now circulating

all over China with bodies in the street? Once again we have the

technique of tell them what they want to hear and they will likely

believe it. The alternative media has its ‘conspiracy’ and with

Carlson it fits with his ‘China is the danger’ narrative over years. 

China  is a danger as a global Cult operations centre, but not for this

reason. The Wuhan lab story also has the potential to instigate

conflict with China when at some stage the plan is to trigger a

Problem-Reaction-Solution confrontation with the West. Question

everything –  everything – and especially when the media agrees on a

common party line. 

Third wave … fourth wave … fifth wave …

As the book went into production the world was being set up for

more lockdowns and a ‘third wave’ supported by invented ‘variants’

that were increasing all the time and will continue to do so in public

statements and computer programs, but not in reality. India became

the new Italy in the ‘Covid’ propaganda campaign and we were told

to be frightened of the new ‘Indian strain’. Somehow I couldn’t find

it within myself to do so. A document produced for the UK

government entitled ‘Summary of further modelling of easing of

restrictions – Roadmap Step 2’ declared that a third wave was

inevitable (of course when it’s in the script) and it would be the fault

of children and those who refuse the health-destroying fake ‘Covid

vaccine’. One of the computer models involved came from the Cult-

owned  Imperial College and the other from Warwick University

which I wouldn’t trust to tell me the date in a calendar factory. The

document states that both models presumed extremely high uptake

of the ‘Covid vaccines’ and didn’t allow for ‘variants’. The document

states: ‘The resurgence is a result of some people (mostly children)

being ineligible for vaccination; others choosing not to receive the

vaccine; and others being vaccinated but not perfectly protected.’

The mendacity takes the breath away. Okay, blame those with a

brain who won’t take the DNA-modifying shots and put more

pressure on children to have it as ‘trials’ were underway involving

children as young as six months with parents who give insanity a

bad name. Massive pressure is being put on the young to have the

fake ‘vaccine’ and child age consent limits have been systematically

lowered around the world to stop parents intervening. Most

extraordinary about the document was its claim that the ‘third wave’

would be driven by ‘the resurgence in both hospitalisations and

deaths … dominated by  those that have received two doses of the vaccine, 

comprising around 60-70% of the wave respectively’. The predicted

peak of the ‘third wave’ suggested 300 deaths per day with 250 of

them  fully ‘vaccinated’ people. How many more lies do acquiescers

need to be told before they see the obvious? Those who took the jab

to ‘protect themselves’ are projected to be those who mostly get sick

and die? So what’s in the ‘vaccine’? The document went on:

It is possible that a summer of low prevalence could be followed by substantial increases in incidence over the following autumn and winter. Low prevalence in late summer should not be taken as an indication that SARS-CoV-2 has retreated or that the population has high

enough levels of immunity to prevent another wave. 

They are telling you the script and while many British people

believed ‘Covid’ restrictions would end in the summer of 2021 the

government was preparing for them to be ongoing. Authorities were

awarding contracts for ‘Covid marshals’ to police the restrictions

with contracts starting in July, 2021, and going through to January

31st, 2022, and the government was advertising for ‘Media Buying

Services’ to secure media propaganda slots worth a potential £320

million for ‘Covid-19 campaigns’ with a contract not ending until

March, 2022. The recipient – via a list of other front companies – was

reported to be American media marketing giant Omnicom Group

Inc. While money is no object for ‘Covid’ the UK waiting list for all

other treatment – including life-threatening conditions – passed 4.5

million. Meantime the Cult is seeking to control all official ‘inquiries’

to block revelations about what has really been happening and why. 

It must not be allowed to – we need Nuremberg jury trials in every

country. The cover-up doesn’t get more obvious than appointing

ultra-Zionist professor Philip Zelikow to oversee two dozen US

virologists, public health officials, clinicians, former government

officials and four American ‘charitable foundations’ to ‘learn the

lessons’ of the ‘Covid’ debacle. The personnel will be those that

created and perpetuated the ‘Covid’ lies while Zelikow is the former

executive director of the 9/11 Commission who ensured that the

truth about those a acks never came out and produced a report that

must be among the most mendacious and manipulative documents

ever wri en – see  The Trigger for the detailed exposure of the almost

unimaginable 9/11 story in which Sabbatians can be found at every

level. 

Passive no more

People are increasingly challenging the authorities with amazing

numbers of people taking to the streets in London well beyond the

ability of the Face-Nappies to stop them. Instead the Nappies choose

situations away from the mass crowds to target, intimidate, and seek

to promote the impression of ‘violent protestors’. One such incident

happened in London’s Hyde Park. Hundreds of thousands walking

through the streets in protest against ‘Covid’ fascism were ignored

by the Cult-owned BBC and most of the rest of the mainstream

media, but they delighted in reporting how police were injured in

‘clashes with protestors’. The truth was that a group of people

gathered in Hyde Park at the end of one march when most had gone

home and they were peacefully having a good time with music and

chat. Face-Nappies who couldn’t deal with the full-march crowd

then waded in with their batons and got more than they bargained

for. Instead of just standing for this criminal brutality the crowd

used their numerical superiority to push the Face-Nappies out of the

park. Eventually the Nappies turned and ran. Unfortunately two or

three idiots in the crowd threw drink cans striking two officers

which gave the media and the government the image they wanted to

discredit the 99.9999 percent who were peaceful. The idiots walked

straight into the trap and we must always be aware of potential

agent provocateurs used by the authorities to discredit their targets. 

This response from the crowd – the can people apart – must be a

turning point when the public no longer stand by while the innocent

are arrested and brutally a acked by the Face-Nappies. That doesn’t

mean to be violent, that’s the last thing we need. We’ll leave the

violence to the Face-Nappies and government. But it does mean that

when the Face-Nappies use violence against peaceful people the

numerical superiority is employed to stop them and make citizen’s

arrests or Common Law arrests for a breach of the peace. The time

for being passive in the face of fascism is over. 

We are the many, they are the few, and we need to make that count

before there is no freedom le  and our children and grandchildren

face an ongoing fascist nightmare. 

 COME ON PEOPLE – IT’S TIME. 



One final thought …

The power of love

A force from above

Cleaning my soul

Flame on burn desire

Love with tongues of fire

Purge the soul

Make love your goal

I’ll protect you from the hooded claw

Keep the vampires from your door

When the chips are down I’ll be around

With my undying, death-defying

Love for you

Envy will hurt itself

Let yourself be beautiful

Sparkling love, flowers

And pearls and pre y girls

Love is like an energy

Rushin’ rushin’ inside of me

This time we go sublime

Lovers entwine, divine, divine, 

Love is danger, love is pleasure

Love is pure – the only treasure

I’m so in love with you

Purge the soul

Make love your goal

The power of love

A force from above

Cleaning my soul

The power of love

A force from above

A sky-scraping dove

Flame on burn desire

Love with tongues of fire

Purge the soul

Make love your goal

Frankie Goes To Hollywood

Appendix

Cowan-Kaufman-Morell Statement on Virus Isolation

(SOVI)

 Isolation: The action of isolating; the fact or condition of being

 isolated or standing alone; separation from other things or persons; 

 solitariness

Oxford English Dictionary

The controversy over whether the SARS-CoV-2 virus has ever

been isolated or purified continues. However, using the above

definition, common sense, the laws of logic and the dictates of

science, any unbiased person must come to the conclusion that the

SARS-CoV-2 virus has never been isolated or purified. As a result, no

confirmation of the virus’ existence can be found. The logical, 

common sense, and scientific consequences of this fact are:



• the structure and composition of something not shown to exist

can’t be known, including the presence, structure, and function of

any hypothetical spike or other proteins; 

• the genetic sequence of something that has never been found can’t

be known; 

• “variants” of something that hasn’t been shown to exist can’t be

known; 

• it’s impossible to demonstrate that SARS-CoV-2 causes a disease

called Covid-19. 

 

In as concise terms as possible, here’s the proper way to isolate, 

characterize and demonstrate a new virus. First, one takes samples

(blood, sputum, secretions) from many people (e.g. 500) with

symptoms which are unique and specific enough to characterize an

illness. Without mixing these samples with ANY tissue or products

that also contain genetic material, the virologist macerates, filters

and ultracentrifuges i.e.  purifies the specimen. This common virology

technique, done for decades to isolate bacteriophages1 and so-called

giant viruses in every virology lab, then allows the virologist to

demonstrate with electron microscopy thousands of identically sized

and shaped particles. These particles are the isolated and purified

virus. 

These identical particles are then checked for uniformity by

physical and/or microscopic techniques. Once the purity is

determined, the particles may be further characterized. This would

include examining the structure, morphology, and chemical

composition of the particles. Next, their genetic makeup is

characterized by extracting the genetic material directly from the

purified particles and using genetic-sequencing techniques, such as

Sanger sequencing, that have also been around for decades. Then

one does an analysis to confirm that these uniform particles are

exogenous (outside) in origin as a virus is conceptualized to be, and

not the normal breakdown products of dead and dying tissues.2 (As

of May 2020, we know that virologists have no way to determine

whether the particles they’re seeing are viruses or just normal break-

down products of dead and dying tissues.)3



1

Isolation, characterization and analysis of bacteriophages from the haloalkaline lake Elmenteita, KenyaJuliah Khayeli Akhwale et al, PLOS One, Published: April 25, 2019. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0215734 – accessed 2/15/21

2 “Extracellular Vesicles Derived From Apoptotic Cells: An Essential Link Between Death and Regeneration,” Maojiao Li1 et al, Frontiers in Cell and Developmental Biology, 2020 October 2. 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fcell.2020.573511/full – accessed 2/15/21

3 “The Role of Extraellular Vesicles as Allies of HIV, HCV and SARS Viruses,” Flavia Giannessi, et al, Viruses, 2020 May



If we have come this far then we have fully isolated, characterized, 

and genetically sequenced an exogenous virus particle. However, we

still have to show it is causally related to a disease. This is carried

out by exposing a group of healthy subjects (animals are usually

used) to this isolated, purified virus in the manner in which the

disease is thought to be transmi ed. If the animals get sick with the

same disease, as confirmed by clinical and autopsy findings, one has

now shown that the virus actually causes a disease. This

demonstrates infectivity and transmission of an infectious agent. 

None of these steps has even been a empted with the SARS-CoV-2

virus, nor have all these steps been successfully performed for any

so-called pathogenic virus. Our research indicates that a single study

showing these steps does not exist in the medical literature. 

Instead, since 1954, virologists have taken unpurified samples

from a relatively few people, o en less than ten, with a similar

disease. They then minimally process this sample and inoculate this

unpurified sample onto tissue culture containing usually four to six

other types of material – all of which contain identical genetic

material as to what is called a “virus.” The tissue culture is starved

and poisoned and naturally disintegrates into many types of

particles, some of which contain genetic material. Against all

common sense, logic, use of the English language and scientific

integrity, this process is called “virus isolation.” This brew

containing fragments of genetic material from many sources is then

subjected to genetic analysis, which then creates in a computer-

simulation process the alleged sequence of the alleged virus, a so

called in silico genome. At no time is an actual virus confirmed by

electron microscopy. At no time is a genome extracted and

sequenced from an actual virus. This is scientific fraud. 

The observation that the unpurified specimen — inoculated onto

tissue culture along with toxic antibiotics, bovine fetal tissue, 

amniotic fluid and other tissues — destroys the kidney tissue onto

which it is inoculated is given as evidence of the virus’ existence and

pathogenicity. This is scientific fraud. 

From now on, when anyone gives you a paper that suggests the

SARS-CoV-2 virus has been isolated, please check the methods

sections. If the researchers used Vero cells or any other culture

method, you know that their process was not isolation. You will hear

the following excuses for why actual isolation isn’t done:

1. There were not enough virus particles found in samples from patients to analyze. 

2. Viruses are intracellular parasites; they can’t be found outside the cell in this manner. 

If No. 1 is correct, and we can’t find the virus in the sputum of sick

people, then on what evidence do we think the virus is dangerous or

even lethal? If No. 2 is correct, then how is the virus spread from

person to person? We are told it emerges from the cell to infect

others. Then why isn’t it possible to find it? 

Finally, questioning these virology techniques and conclusions is

not some distraction or divisive issue. Shining the light on this truth

is essential to stop this terrible fraud that humanity is confronting. 

For, as we now know, if the virus has never been isolated, sequenced

or shown to cause illness, if the virus is imaginary, then why are we

wearing masks, social distancing and pu ing the whole world into

prison? 

Finally, if pathogenic viruses don’t exist, then what is going into

those injectable devices erroneously called “vaccines,” and what is

their purpose? This scientific question is the most urgent and

relevant one of our time. 

We are correct. The SARS-CoV2 virus does not exist. 

Sally Fallon Morell, MA

Dr. Thomas Cowan, MD

Dr. Andrew Kaufman, MD
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Before you go …

For more detail, background and evidence about the subjects in

 Perceptions of a Renegade Mind – and so much more – see my

others books including  And The Truth Shall Set You Free; The

 Biggest Secret; Children of the Matrix; The David Icke Guide to the

 Global Conspiracy; Tales from the Time Loop; The Perception

 Deception; Remember Who You Are; Human Race Get Off Your

 Knees; Phantom Self; Everything You Need To Know But Have Never

 Been Told, The Trigger and The Answer. 

You can subscribe to the fantastic new Ickonic media platform

where there are many hundreds of hours of cu ing-edge

information in videos, documentaries and series across a whole

range of subjects which are added to every week. This includes

my 90 minute breakdown of the week’s news every Friday to

explain  why events are happening and to what end. 
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Ickonic is something that has been a dream of mine for the last § years.
growing up around altermative nformation | have always had a natura inerest
inwhat is going on inthe World and what could | do to make it better.

Across the range of subjects and positons of influence occupied mainly by
people who don't strive to make things bettr i's the Media that | have always
found the most frustraing and fascinating. Mainly because if the Media did their
Jobs property then so much of the negative things happening i the Warld
simply would not be bl to happen. because they would be exposed within a
heartbeat

Free Press and the Opportunities that the internet could have given would mean
that the Media are able to expose things ke never before and hold peaple to
account for their actions. As we all know there are ‘Untouchables” that walk
among us, people the Media simply won'ttouch, expose or investigate and that
leads to the dark underworlds that infet the establishment the World over.
Well | szy enough, it time for something differen,  different kind of Media,
where no one is off limits rom exposing and investigating. ALl we're interested
in at Ickonic i the truth of what s realy going on in the World on whichever
subject we're covering.

We hope you enjoy what we have created and take samething away from the
platform, we aim to delver information that's informative and most importantly
self-empowering, you're not a litle person. you'e part of something muth
bigger than that and its time we as a collective race began to understand that
and look o the future as ours to take.

It's time.

Jaymie Icke - Founder Ickonic Alternative Media.

SIGN UP NOW AT ICKONIC.COM
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A COURT OF |
THORNS axp ROSES

Bring Feyre, Rhys and other beloved characters
to life in colour as they fall in love, wage war
and explore the haunting and deadly world of

the Fac in this must-have companion to the

#1 New York Times bestselling serics.

AVAILABLE NOW
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DAVID ICKE

THE ANSWER

THEANSWER

DAVIDIGKE

Welive in extraordinary times with billions bewildered and seeking answers for what
is happening. David cke, the man who has been proved ight again and again, has
spent 30 years uncovering the truth behind world afars and in  stream of previous
books he predicted curtent events.

The Answer will hange your every perception oflfe and the world and set you free of

the llusions that control human society. There is nothing more vital for our ollective
freedom than humanity becoming aware of whatis n this book.

Available now at davidicke.com.
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Would you like to see . . .
Celaena bareling the ridderak in the catacombs?
Chaol in the gardens of the glass castle?

Manon riding her wyvern through the Crossing?

THE

THRONE OF GLASS
COLOURING BOOK

THE BESTSELLING SERIES
COMES TO LIFE
SEPTEMBER 2016
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